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MOUTH OF THE WORLD:
WHERE IS THE REBBE?
DEFINING LEADERSHIP

ABSTRACT

Here is a story of a rebel and his cohorts, a dissident and his entourage – the Fortune 500 Corporation that was Korach & Company. 
Here is a story of the mouth of the earth – yup, the earth has a mouth and it was created in the first twilight of existence.

Here is a tale of a sand-smelling Ishmaelite merchant and the eternality of truth. 
Here is a tale of leadership.

As we shall come to discover in this sermon, leadership is not so much about speaking truths to the world as it is about inspiring the world itself to speak truth. Leadership is not so much about opening your own mouth but about opening the mouth of the world. Leadership is helping the world reach its deepest purpose by inspiring people to bridge mundane matter with meaningful spirit.

True leadership is not about conveying truths to earth, as much as it is inspiring earth itself to convey truths to us.

The question then is not: Where are all our leaders? But: Why are we not emulating our leaders?

Moses, in this week’s Torah reading, tells us how to lead. Why don’t we?

The Rebbe, too, in every word he taught, spoke and wrote, told us how to lead. The question then is not: Where is the Rebbe? But: Where are we? 

mouth of the world:
DEFINING LEADERSHIP
1. Headache (Joke)

Sadie goes to see her rabbi and complains about her bad headaches. She whines about her poor living conditions for hours.

All of a sudden, Sadie shouts, overjoyed, “Rabbi, your holy presence has cured me! My headache is gone!”

To which the rabbi replies, “No, Sadie, your headache is not gone. I have it now.”

2. The Role of a Leader

It could be said that a leader’s role is to remove the collective headache of the people, to alleviate the pain and ease the burden of the community. Perhaps this is how we might perceive an Abraham, a Moses, a true spiritual leader.

And while it is true that a leader does bring comfort to those in need, is that all a leader is? Is a leader just a form of Advil, soothing aches and making people feel better? Is this the essence of a leader? 
This, as we shall come to see, is not the Torah’s take on leadership. As a matter of fact, the Torah’s idea of leader is the exact opposite: 
A true leader places more onus on the people and, while the task of a leader is certainly to encourage and inspire, the leader is never satisfied with the achievements of his followers – a leader always wants his people, his brothers and sisters to do more and to want to do more. While a leader may comfort the afflicted, it could be said that the leader also afflicts the comfortable and complacent, by pushing them to do more and to never rest on their laurels.

The leader, as the Torah sees it, doesn’t so much as cure the world’s headaches, but teaches the world to cure its own headaches. Which, as we shall see, could often be a big headache for the leader himself…

Here’s how the Torah tells it in this week’s reading:
3. The Struggle
As the Israelites begin to traverse the wilderness, they also begin integrating – or trying to at any rate – all of the teachings of Sinai into their real, everyday lives. And as they start to implement the mitzvahs that were given to them in the Torah, push comes to shove. And it’s a struggle.
To help with this struggle, God gifted them a leader, a person to teach and demonstrate, to exemplify and personify, to integrate and implement all of the Torah’s divine teachings in a very real way. This leader is Moses, of course, and his job is to be a living example of how to achieve the collective purpose of existence and the individual purpose of each Jew. Bridging heaven and earth ain’t easy and Moses educates and demonstrates how it is done. All the people have to do is emulate him.

Then a certain individual named Korach – after whom this week’s Torah reading is named – questions and challenges the very leadership of Moses. He says (in so many words): “If the whole purpose of existence is for each one of us to bridge heaven and earth, why then do we need leaders? Why are some of us supposedly better than others? Why do we need high priests and Godly servants – aren’t we all a nation of priests and Godly servants?”
Great questions all, but, one problem – instead of causing the people to achieve more, unite more, and become closer to God, Korach’s questions do the exact opposite. Without getting into all of the details, Korach’s challenging of Moses causes major rifts and schisms within the Jewish camp. At this tender moment, when a new nation is still in infant stages of its formal relationship with God, Korach, instead of encouraging unity and harmony, sows doubt into the minds of the innocent and fragile. And they begin to wonder: Maybe Moses is not genuine? Maybe God is really something else? Perhaps the Torah we have been taught is really a distorted version?

4. The Response to Korach

What is Moses’ response to Korach? What does God do about this threat to the very oneness of the Jewish people? And what can we learn from it all?
Moses’s response to Korach is to petition God to choose the true leader and to do so in a demonstrable way. Then, following God’s instructions, he announces to the whole community: 

“This shall demonstrate to you that God sent me to do all these deeds and I did not make up anything myself. If these men die like all other men, and share the common fate of man then God did not send me. But if God creates a new creation, making the earth open its mouth to swallow them and all that is theirs, so that they descend to the depths alive, then it is these men who are provoking God.”

As soon as he finished speaking all these words, the earth beneath them split open. The earth beneath them opened its mouth and swallowed them and their houses, and all the men who were with Korach and all their property. They, and all they possessed, descended alive into the grave; the earth covered them up, and they were lost to the community.

Quite literally, the mouth of the earth opened up and swallowed Korach alive along with his cronies. This was Moses’ and God’s response to Korach. The mouth of the earth opened up and swallowed Korach and his entourage. 
Does this seem undemocratic to you? Someone challenges your leadership and you swallow him up? Why didn’t they simply open a dialogue with Korach? Or, better yet, go to therapy with him?

And if Korach did indeed pose an existential threat to the Jewish people by causing infighting and hate, and it was necessary to remove this threat from the camp (as a dissident in a time of war), why could God not have removed Korach by some other, simple means? Why the show of the earth swallowing Korach & Company alive? What ever happened to subtlety?

5. A Story of the Ishmaelite Merchant 

If this is not strange enough, the Talmud
 relates an odd episode that pertains to Korach: 

Rabba bar Bar Chana was traveling in the desert whereupon he met an Ishmaelite merchant, who could tell directions just by smelling the desert sand. The merchant showed him many different places, including Mount Sinai and where heaven kisses earth. One of the places he showed him was the “mouth of the earth,” the very spot in the desert that our Torah portion describes swallowed Korach and his entourage.

What did he see at this spot?

He saw two cracks emitting smoke. He took a swath of wool, dipped it in water, attached it to the point of a spear and push into one of the cracks. When he took it out it was singed. 
The merchant told him to listen attentively to what he was about to hear. And he heard a voice emanating from the earth saying: “Moses and his Torah are true and we are liars.” 
The merchant said: “Every thirty days
 Gehenna (Hell) stirs them back here as flesh stirs in a pot, and they say: “Moses and his Torah are true and we are liars.”

This episode – in fact that whole extended episode with the Ishmaelite merchant – is one of the strangest related in the Talmud. But, as is the case with all Talmudic tales, the stranger it seems at first, the more meaning it conveys. 
To get at the lessons contained herein for us today, let us analyze the Korach story and then all will become clear. 
6. The Questions

No doubt, the questions we have are many:

1. What is this “mouth of the earth” – human beings and animals have mouths, to speak and communicate, but does the earth have a mouth too?

2. Why would this be the specific method of removing Korach from the earth? We know that God does not perform miracles without reason, so what is the reason for this?

3. Why were Korach and his faction swallowed alive and still alive thousands of years later? Is this some form of cruel torture? Why did God not just kill Korach?

4. Why are they saying in perpetuity “Moses and his Torah are true?”

5. Why is it important (and important to know) that Korach and all of his property, houses, riches were swallowed up?

6. Moses uses a very odd term, But if God creates a new creation, making the earth open its mouth – what does creating a new creation have to do with anything?

7. What does any of this have to do with us today?

7. Twilight Zone

To help us understand, let us introduce a famous teaching from the Ethics of the Fathers. The Mishna
 quoted there states that ten things were created on the first Friday, in the twilight zone just before Shabbat. The first of these ten things that the Mishna lists is pea haaretz, the “mouth of the earth” – the very same mouth that swallowed Korach and his gang.

Why would God create this mouth of the earth at the first twilight of existence, some 2500 years prior to its actual use, when it swallowed Korach? And, in general, why did God create ten things right before Shabbat, after He created Adam and Eve? Why didn’t God simply create these things with the rest of the world? It can’t be that God only remembered them later…

An understanding of this idea of the Twilight Zone (Bein Hashmoshot) which arrives between Friday afternoon and the onset of Shabbat, will explain away all of our questions, help us see this Korach episode in a new light, and teach us an invaluable lesson for our everyday lives.

8. The Purpose

God created humankind for one purpose: that we should reveal Godliness in all things. It is for this reason that God created the entire diverse world we know, from tiny granules of sand to massive energy fields – for from these raw materials we are meant to build a home for the Divine, where all things harmonize and live in peace. We do this with our deeds. This is how we create unity and harmony throughout the whole world. 
Earth as we know it conceals its Godly truths. We need to act in order that the Godliness of heaven will be revealed on earth. But this is not an easy thing to do. 

Six days of the week we have to work in the physical universe to achieve our spiritual potentials – six days essentially to build bridges – and, on Shabbat, when the bridge is already built, the spirituality is realized.

But it wasn’t always this way. Originally, when the world was created, the earth itself revealed Godliness and man did not have to work and sweat to achieve this. Earth and heaven were bridged. But then when Adam and Eve ate of the Tree of Knowledge, the earth itself became a façade, concealing and shielding the true divinity within it. And that is how a schism between heaven and earth was created. Ever since, the only way to reveal the holiness within all things is through our work during the six days of the week; and then, every Shabbat, when we are tranquil and serene, the true purpose of all things emerges.

After Adam and Eve ate of the Tree, God saw that the most difficult task in store for the people is to bridge heaven and earth. Thus, in the Twilight Zone right before Shabbat, at the juncture between the six days of the week (earth) and Shabbat (heaven), between the mundane matter of the world and dynamic spirit of the divine, God created ten things to help man bridge heaven and earth. In effect, He created ten bridges to help fuse the gap between matter and spirit.

9. The Mouth of the Earth
One of these bridges was the “mouth of the earth.” It literally was the portal between heaven and earth. 
The Midrash teaches
 that everything in existence has a mouth. Everything that God created in man God also created in the world. Thus, man has a mouth and the world has a mouth.

What is a mouth? A mouth is, quite literally, a bridge – an interface between the inner person and the outside world. When we human beings speak, we connect our inner feelings and thoughts with the world around us.

So, too, the earth’s mouth, pea haaretz, is the bridge communicating the inner depth of the universe with the outer facades of existence.

The Baal Shem Tov’s student, Yaakov Yosef of Polonye, the author of Toldot Yaakov Yosef, writes that prior to that first Friday and the eating of the Tree, the entire earth was a portal to heaven, a mouth to heaven speaking heavenly things and revealing pure life and Godliness. After the eating of the Tree, the global mouth closed up and God created but one place in the earth that would be a literal portal between heaven and earth – a mouth in the earth.

Now, when we look at the world, all we see is one end of the bridge, the external end, and we are blind to the other end. We don’t know the mouth of the earth and cannot always hear it divine message.

For this purpose, the Torah was gifted to us, to teach us how to achieve this lofty goal and to bridge heaven and earth. And this is why we have leaders like Moses to teach and to demonstrate how to achieve this goal of bridging matter and spirit, body and soul, in this fragmented universe. By his words and example, Moses taught us how to tie all of the loose ends together into this cohesive whole and interface the lofty ideals of heaven with the tangible realities of earth.

And this is what Korach questioned.  
10. Korach’s Threat

Korach was not a bridge-builder – just the opposite. By creating divisiveness within the camp itself, Korach threatened the very purpose of existence itself. He wasn’t merely challenging Moses’ leadership; he was challenging the very bridge between heaven and earth. 

If Korach really believed that we don’t need leaders, then Korach should have done all in his power to bridge the gap between heaven and earth, to bring unity to all things and unite all people – indeed, all matter and spirit. Instead, Korach did the exact opposite.

Therefore, because Korach himself would not open the portal between heaven and earth, God resorted to the bridge He Himself created in the original twilight and, within it, Korach was swallowed. 
Moses beseeched God – for the people’s sake – to demonstrate the purpose of existence and the reason for leaders. And, in response, God revealed the literal mouth of the earth, the bridge between heaven and earth. And, such truth can do nothing but swallow any falsehood.
11. Strange Consequences (Optional)
Now we can understand the seemingly strange consequences for Korach and his party, and why the Torah uses such unique terminology. Let us revisit the words themselves and pay attention to the subtext between the lines:

· Moses said: But if God creates a new creation… 
The whole purpose of creation, of everything, is for the earth to open its mouth, for the earth itself to reveal and declare its truth. Here Moses is beseeching God to reveal to Korach and all of the people the true nature of the earth, the earth’s mouth, which was created in the very first week. This bridge was created in the original twilight because this is the purpose of creation from its genesis. Only later, unfortunately, was it necessary for it to open and swallow the falsehood threatening this purpose.

· …making the earth open its mouth to swallow them and all that is theirs… 
And this is what the earth did do. Only when true reality is concealed can one create divisiveness and fragmentation, but when the earth splits open its false façade and opens up its mouth, it swallows up all falsehood.

· … so that they descend to the depths alive… 
Korach & Company were not alive in their ideas, for divisiveness is the opposite of life. Ironically only after they were swallowed by the very earth itself and were consumed by the truth did they become alive. The swallowing made them live (and this is a fascinating glimpse into God’s idea of punishment: showing how wrong you really were).

· …you will know that these men have provoked God… 
This is how a true leader makes you know truth, not by preaching but by revealing the very truth that lives in the earth itself.

· As soon as he finished speaking all these words, the earth beneath them split open. The earth beneath them opened its mouth and swallowed them and their houses, and all the men who were with Korach and all their property. They, and all they possessed, descended alive into the grave; the earth covered them up, and they were lost to the assembly. 
Truth is all encompassing; it takes over all of one’s possessions and all of one’s being.

This is why, until this day, Korach shouts – “Moses and his Torah are true.” Korach now is in a place of truth, and there the luxury of denial does not exist. And this, too, is the message of the Talmud: there are places in the earth that reveal the eternal truths of God.

12. The Rebbe

The Moses of our generation, the Rebbe, came to the United States on the 28th day of the Hebrew month of Sivan in 1941 – or 73 years ago this week. And next week, the 3rd of Tammuz, will be 20 years since the Rebbe ascended from this physical plane.

So today we are challenged by not seeing a revealed Moses in our midst, a tangible, physical Rebbe to hold our hands and educate us how to bridge heaven and earth … to inspire the very material earth to open its mouth and reveal truth … to bridge the gap between what we are and what we could be. 

But there are two approaches to this void – we can follow Moses’ approach, the Rebbe’s approach, or (heaven forefend) we can follow Korach’s approach.

Korach’s approach was to question the meaning of leadership. Korach created discord and divisions. Korach said that we have to rethink the whole business and approach God in a different way.

Moses’ approach, the Rebbe’s approach, is very different and very simple – lead, inspire, light a fire, build a bridge. Though the Rebbe’s presence is not visible to our eyes of flesh, his teachings, his essence, all he stood for, which he invested and engraved in his words, are absolutely with us, and continue to empower us to fulfill our mission.
Sure we all want to see Moses and sit at his farbrengen, experience his sounding the shofar on Rosh Hashana and dance with him on Simchat Torah – but the Moses of this generation, the Rebbe, told us that in his physical absence we, as his emissaries, have to lead, to serve as bridges, to make the world itself open its mouth and speak God’s truth.

That’s our humble responsibility; what we all have to do. 

It gets down to this – we have two choices. We can either bemoan the fact that Moses or the Rebbe is not standing in front of us today, or we can emulate these leaders that continue to teach us, inspire us and demand from us that we lead, infused with their power.
One of these options creates problems; the other creates solutions. What’s it going to be? What path will we choose? The answer is obvious.
13. Who is Elijah? (Inspirational Story)

This reminds me of the famous and awe-inspiring story of the Chassid who wanted to meet Elijah the Prophet.

He went to the 18th century founder of the Chassidic Movement, the Baal Shem Tov, and asked him how he could accomplish this feat.
“It’s simple,” said the Baal Shem Tov. “I’ll tell you what to do. Get two boxes and fill one with food and the other with children’s clothes. Then, before Rosh Hashana, travel to Minsk. On the outskirts of town, right before where the forest begins, is a dilapidated house. Find that house, but don’t knock on the door immediately – first stand there for a while and listen. Then, shortly before candle-lighting time at sunset, knock on the door and ask for hospitality.”

The Chassid went home and told his wife he would be away for the holiday. “How can you leave your family?” she said. “The children want their father to take them to the synagogue!” He told her, “I have an once-in-a-lifetime chance to see Elijah the Prophet!” Finally, she agreed that it was something that he could not pass up.

So he did as the Baal Shem Tov instructed him. He filled the parcels with food and clothing and went to Minsk, where he found the broken-down house at the edge of town. He arrived shortly before evening and stood in front of the door, listening. Inside, he heard children crying, “Mommy, we’re hungry. And it’s Yom Tov and we don’t even have decent clothes to wear!” He heard the mother answer, “Children, trust in God. He’ll send Elijah the Prophet to bring you everything you need!”

Then the Chassid knocked on the door. When the woman opened it, he asked if he could stay with them for the holiday. “How can I welcome you when I don’t have any food in the house?” she said. “Don’t worry,” he said, “I have enough food for all of us.” He came in, opened the box, gave the children the food, and they ate. Then he opened the other box and the children all took clothes for themselves: this one a shirt, that one a jacket, the other one a hat. Everybody was happy.

He was there for two days, waiting to see Elijah the Prophet. He did not even sleep. How could he sleep? How often do you get a chance to see Elijah the Prophet? But he saw no one.

So he returned to the Baal Shem Tov and said, “Master, I did not see Elijah the Prophet!” “Did you do everything I told you?” asked the Baal Shem Tov. “I did!” he said. “And you didn’t see him?” “No, Rebbe.” “Are you sure?” “Yes, Rebbe! I didn’t see him!” “Then you’ll have to return for Yom Kippur,” said the Baal Shem Tov. “Go back before Yom Kippur, with a box of food, to the same house. Again, be sure to arrive an hour before sunset, and don’t knock immediately. Wait for a while and just stand in front of the door, listening.”

The Chassid went back to his wife and told her he would be away for Yom Kippur. “How can you leave your children again?” she asked. “But the Baal Shem Tov says I’ll be able to see Elijah the Prophet!” he said, “How can I not go?” His wife agreed that it was worth going away for two or three days if he could see Elijah the Prophet.

So he went back to Minsk before Yom Kippur. This time, he went earlier and stood in front of the door, listening. Inside he heard children crying, “Mommy, we’re hungry! We haven’t eaten the whole day! How can we fast for Yom Kippur?” “Children!” said the mother. “Do you remember you were crying before Rosh Hashanah that you had no food or clothes? And I told you, ‘Trust in God! He’ll send Elijah the Prophet, who’ll bring you food and clothing and everything else you need!’ Wasn’t I right? Didn’t Elijah come and bring you food and clothing? He stayed with us for two days! Now you’re crying again that you’re hungry. I promise you that Elijah will come now, too, and bring you food!”

Then the Chassid understood what his master, the Baal Shem Tov, had meant. And he knocked on the door.
14. Conclusion: You are a Leader

From all of this, three things can be learned: 1) the nature of TRUE leadership; 2) evidence of a TRUE leader; and 3) how we can all be TRUE leaders.

Usually, a leader is someone who opens his mouth to speak and to communicate truth. That’s nice but it is still one man espousing his opinion, and that opinion is either true or not.

True leaders, more than opening their own mouths to speak truth, actually open the mouth of physical reality itself to reveal its truth. It’s a fine point: a true leader shows and empowers the earth itself to speak and reveal the Divine. When a true leader communicates Godliness, the earth listens and is inspired to communicate Godliness in kind. 

And this is how we know if a leader is TRUE as the Torah defines truth: If a leader’s communication inspires the world to communicate truth as well, then that is true leadership. If a leader says nice things but the world itself remains comatose, there is something lacking in the leader. Why? Because the whole point is to bridge heaven and earth, not merely to speak words of heaven but to also have the earth speak words of heaven.

Finally: How can we all be TRUE leaders? 
First we must know that there are three elements: heaven, earth, and the bridge between. By studying and emulating truth, we build the bridge between heaven and earth, ultimately inspiring earth itself to reveal and speak truth.

Benjamin woke up one Saturday morning in a bad mood. When he came down to breakfast, he put on his yarmulke and sat across the table from his visiting sister, Sarah. 

“I’m not going to shul today!” he said to Sarah emphatically.

“Yes, you are.” Sarah replied calmly.

“No I’m not . . . I don’t think I really want to ever go again!” Benjamin said with obvious irritation. “The people down there don’t like me, they ignore me sometimes . . . they don’t appreciate me at all . . . and I won’t go back.”

“Yes, you will go today, and you will continue,” said Sarah with confidence.

“And, I’ll give you two reasons. Number one, you’re 45 years old ... and number two, you’re the Rabbi!”

To put it simply: 
Each of us has a piece of earth, be it our homes or our businesses, and it is our job to make that piece of earth open its mouth and speak Godliness. Yes, it is hard. For in order to succeed, we must live in a Godly fashion. But, if we follow the Torah’s laws of how to build a divine home, then our home itself will communicate Godliness. And the same will be true of our work, and of everything we do. 
Yes, we will open the earth’s mouth and make it speak. And all the world shall listen to the Divine Word of God.

And it shall swallow every word.

Shabbat Shalom!
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