To Change or Not to Change

Korach
“If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”  It’s a common expression meaning that we should discourage change.  If something is working, don’t change it.  Only if something doesn’t work should you change it.

Let’s explore that idea.  This morning we read two stories about seeking change.

We read two stories that tell a very similar tale.  We read of two great prophets who dedicated their lives to the Jewish people.  And, yet, at the end of their lives, the people rebelled against them and asked for new leadership.  

First, we read in the Torah of a rebellion against Moshe led by Korach.  Korach was joined by approximately 15,000 other people who were unhappy with the way Moshe was ruling over the people.  And then in the haftorah, we read the story of the prophet Shmuel who towards the end of his life was approached and asked to appoint a king in his place to lead the people.
There are many similarities between the two stories.  In both cases, two great prophets are approached by a mob of people who demand that they give up power.  

In both cases, the great prophet reacts defensively and incredibly is forced to defend himself against the charge of corruption.  Moshe says, “Lo chamor echad meihem nasati, I did not take even one donkey from the people.”  As Shmuel says, “ve-chamor mi lakachti, whose donkey have I taken?”  

In both cases the prophet realizing he is in trouble has to resort to supernatural tricks to save himself and to impress the people.  Moshe has the ground swallow up 250 supporters of Korach.  As Shmuel summons from God a thunderstorm in the middle of the wheat harvest (which would destroy the entire harvest) in order to show people that their wickedness was great.
Finally, once the prophet has squelched the rebellion in both cases he then turns around and prays on behalf of his people.  Moshe immediately orders Aaron to offer ketoret for the people.  And Shmuel reassures the people that he will continue to pray on their behalf.

At first glance both of thee stories are descriptions of an ungrateful people who—forgetting where they came from--turn against their own leaders.  At first glance the stories tell of a people who want to change the system.  In both cases the people are rebuked.  After all, why change what isn’t broken?  Why make a change when you have in your presence literally the two greatest leaders in the history of the Jewish people?   

Methodologically, when we see two stories in Tankah that are the same it’s very often the case that the second story is also offering a commentary upon the earlier story.  

A closer reading of the connection between these two stories offers a different insight.  

Korach and his people wanted Moshe to give up his total control and power.  Moshe refused and the rebellion was put down.  Yet, in next weeks parshah, Korach’s vision is somewhat accepted.  But this time God strips Moshe of his power and tells him that he will not lead the people into the land of Israel.  Instead, Yehoshua will take over.  Yehoshua is a man of the people.  He is not a Levite.  He is a regular tribesman and his rule is marked by the fact that there is a greater allocation of power to each of the individual tribes.
This theme is played out much more prominently in the story of Shmuel.  Shmuel reacts very angrily to the people’s request for a king.  He turns on them and says that they are wicked.  He berates them and scorns them.  Yet, the text shows that oit was not oly the people who asked Shmuel to appoint a king.  Three different times God himself orders Shmuel to go out and appoint a king.  It wasn’t just the people, it was also God. 
Immediately after Shmuel’s bitter speech to the people (which makes up this morning’s haftorah), the very next chapter tells the story of Shaul’s greatest moment.  It tells the story of Shaul rallying the Jewish people and saving them from the hands of the Ammonites.  It tells the story of Shaul accomplishing a military victory that Shmuel never could have done.
The people were disrespectful and ungrateful to both Moshe and Shmuel.  And the people were punished by God for this.  And yet, a close comparison of the two stories shows that God listened to the substance of the complaints of the people.  Moshe was soon after told that he would be removed from power; and Shmuel was told to go out and appoint a king.  The leader who followed Moshe—Sehoshua--had to incorporate some of Korach’s objections; and Shmuel’s successor—Shaul—was immediately victorious and successful.

In both stories the change that the people sought was in the end ordered by God.  God allowed the prophets to criticize the people for their disrespect, but in the end He instituted their changes.

These two great prophets—Moshe and Shmuel—like most successful people and leaders were resistant to change.  After all, “if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.”  Both leaders had been enormously successful….  Why should they try something else?

But God saw the matter differently.  To make change isn’t a negative.  Take that phrase, “if it ain’t broke don’t fix it.”  Most people are resistant to change because they view change defensively.  They view as fixing the existing situation.  

There is, however, another way to look at it.  Don’t look at is fixing, but rather as building.  Look at change not as though you are repairing a building, but as though you are adding another wing or floor to the structure.  When looked at like that, change is almost always positive.  Even if something isn’t broken—IMPROVE IT.

Change means that we are constantly looking to do something better.  It means we are not satisfied with the staus quo.  It means we are searching deeper and higher.  This is the message that God had to teach the two great prophets: It is time for you to relinquish your leadership.  And the reason is because you are resistant to change.  You are reacting defensively when change is suggested instead of optimistically.  Only someone who is open to change can continue to grow and to lead.

People become truly successful when they are willing to do something a little differently –to change the system to create and to invent, to push the world forward.  
That was how Moshe and Shmuel became successful. They sought to make changes in the world; they sought reform; they didn’t accept the status quo.  Yet, by the time the end of their lives rolled around they had become satisfied with their worldview.  They liked the way the world worked.  They thought it was perfect.  They were less open to change.  And that was the reason they needed to be replaced.  That was the bitter truth behind Korach’s rebellion and the people’s assault on Shmuel.

So from now on, let’s try a new expression…if it ain’t broke, IMPROVE IT.
