Three Easy Steps to Winning an Argument

Korach 5767
Shmuel Herzfeld
Has anyone never been in argument?  Perhaps you’ve argued with your spouse, child, parent, or sibling?  Perhaps you’ve argued with a supervisor or an employee?  Perhaps you argued about a different political position?  Perhaps you argued with your contractor or dry cleaner?  Perhaps you even argued with a rabbi about his sermon?
How many of you have “won” that argument?  What does it mean to “win” an argument?  Today we will explore the Torah approach to winning an argument.

The Torah shows us that the key to winning an argument is not by showing the other person how much smarter you are; and not by showing the other person that you are “right,” but rather by accomplishing your ultimate goals.

The villain of this week’s portion is Korach who leads a revolt against Moshe.  Korach approaches Moshe and Aaron and rebukes them.  He says, “You have taken too much power for yourself!  “Kulam kedoshim, everyone is holy.”  Korach demands that the priesthood (kehunah) be spread out more evenly.

As my teacher Aviah Ha-Kohen has pointed out, there is some merit to Korach’s arguments.  Today we might even call Korach, a pro-Democracy candidate.  When he says “everyone is holy,” isn’t this just a reflection of when God says, “kedoshim tehiyu,” you shall be holy”?  Doesn’t God also call the Jewish people, a mamlechet kohanim (nation of priests)?

To see Korach’s great mistake, we must look beyond the merits of Korach’s actual arguments and look at the way he argues.  By studying the way Korach and Moshe argue, we can learn three basic principles of how to argue.

First, Korach represents the paradigm of how NOT to argue.  Explains the Mishnah (Avot 5:19): “Kol Machloket She-hi le-shem shamayim sofah le-hitkayem, ve-she-einah le-shem shamayim, ainah sofah le-hitkayem.  Any dispute that is done for the sake of Heaven will have a constructive outcome, but if it is not done for the sake of heaven, it will not have a constructive outcome.”  

The Mishnah teaches that Korach is the example of someone who argues “not for the sake of Heaven.”  Korach has ulterior motives.  Although, he carries the banner of egalitarianism, he really is disputing Moshe for his own personal advancement.  He might have presented himself as arguing for the benefit of all, but that is not the reality.

In the end, winning your argument means having a constructive outcome.  Having a constructive outcome requires you to ask yourself honestly and repeatedly: “Is this argument for the sake of Heaven or is it for other less laudable purposes?”

A second basic principle of arguing is how to respond in the heat of an argument.  When Korach approaches Moshe with his complaints, Moshe says, “Boker, ve-yoda, come morning and I will make known to you.”  Why does Moshe wait till the morning to refute Korach?  Why not refute him on the spot?  Rashi explains that Moshe wants to give Korach time to repent.

Remember, the goal is not to show Korach how much smarter he is, but to achieve the ultimate goal.  In this case, Moshe’s ultimate goal was to be a religious leader for all his people.  Rather than wipe them out and humiliate them he wants them to cool down and repent.  

When we are drawn into an argument our first instinct is to refute the other person.  We desire to knock them down immediately.  
It is told about President Truman that he used to have a rule: before sending an angry letter he would put it in his drawer for three days.  Almost all of those letters ended up getting torn up.  
(The one exception was when a Washington Post reporter insulted his daughter’s singing ability and so President Truman wrote a letter himself and crossed Pennsylvania Avenue at 6:30 AM to drop a letter in the mailbox.  He wrote to the reporter, “Some day I hope to meet you. When that happens you'll need a new nose….”)
The Torah approach is to wait.  The Mishnah teaches, “Al teratzeh et chaveirkhah be-shaat kaaso, do not try to approach your friend in the time of his anger.”  (Avot 4:23.)

Indeed, according to tradition Korach’s own children were initially leaders of the rebellion, but they decided overnight to repent.  In the end they became great Torah scholars.  This is why many of our psalms are titled respectfully, “A Psalm to the Children of Korach.”  Because the children of Korach repented they were able to produce great things. The prophet, Samuel—who the psalmist directly compares to Moshe and Aaron--is a descendant of the children of Korach.  Because Moshe allowed for time to repent, he was able to “win” even though he did not refute Korach right away.

The second step to winning an argument is thus to wait till the morning—literally and figuratively.
And now we come to the third step to winning an argument.  
The first words of our portion are “Va-yikach Korach,” which literally translate as “Korach took.”  

Rashi explains, “Lakach atzmo le-tsad acher,” he took himself to an extreme position.  At the very beginning of the dispute Korach took a position which was entirely one sided.  He was unable to see the other side.  He saw no merit in the other position.  He rejected everything en masse.  Lakah atzmo le-tsad acher.

When we argue, no matter how right we think we are we have to try to see the other side’s position.  This will allow us to better achieve our goals.
Think about our situation of Korach and Moshe.  Remember, what was Moshe’s ultimate goal?  It wasn’t to defeat and punish Korach.  Ultimately, it was to better lead his people.

Korach rejects everything.  Lakah atzmo le-tsad acher.  Contrast this with the lessons that Moshe and Aaron learn in this week’s portion.
There are numerous examples in this story of how Moshe and Aaron learn that if they truly want to “win” the argument they need to look at Korach’s argument from the perspective of Korach and try to learn something even from Korach.  

To be sure, Korach is rejected and defeated.  But Moshe and Aaron still need to look very carefully and see the merit in Korach’s argument. The Torah teaches that this is an instructive way to argue, even with someone as terrible as Korach.  Reject and accept at the same time.
Here are just two examples:

1) Moshe had commanded Korach and his 250 followers to bring an incense offering on fire pans.  These fire pans would be placed near Aaron’s fire pan and God would be the ultimate Judge.  Of course, God chose Aaron’s pan.  The earth opened up and swallowed the 250 rebels.  But significantly, God then commands Moshe to take the 250 fire pans of the defeated followers, flatten them out and use them as a covering for the altar, since they were sanctified (va-yikdashu).  Even the fire pans of the defeated people contain sanctity.    

2) After the plague is stopped, Hashem promises Aaron that he will receive special Priestly gifts from the people.  The verse (18:12) says that Aaron gets, “Kol chelev yitzhar.”  This literally (see Rashi) translates as the “best parts of the oil.”  Yitzhar means oil, and Hashem is saying that Aaron gets the best of the oil.  But you might also remember that Yitzhar is the name of Korach’s father: Korach the son of Yitzhar.  On a symbolic level, the verse is also teaching us that Aaron should take the best parts of Yitzhar; he should incorporate the best parts of Korach’s argument.
There are many descendants of Korach still alive to this day.  We need to always remind ourselves how to argue with them and how NOT to argue.  If we keep that in mind, we will remember what it really means to “win” an argument.
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