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Today it is in fashion to believe in “what you see is what you get” – that the world is wholly 

and solely physical; that science can explain everything as grounded in the physical.  They 

call this position – physicalist, materialist.  There is, however, one small thing, inside our 

heads, that is unexplainable, and that is our consciousness.  Our ability to experience our 

world in our own subjective way is inaccessible to any third party.  No matter who many 

sensors you connect to my brain science can only see wave forms, it cannot see how I feel.  

How I perceive blue is unlike how any one else perceives blue.  How I feel when I see the 

color blue is unlike how anyone else feels in reaction to seeing blue.  And this all the more so 

true for the other ways I experience the world – how a steak tastes and how I experience it.   

 

Conscious experience is meta-physical and remains a conundrum to science and philosophy.  

It is this quality of consciousness that brings people to equate it, in one way or another, with 

the spiritual, with a soul.  An it is for this reason that physicalists reject it’s existence.  For if 

there is something metaphysical within us there could be someone metaphysical outside of 

us who could make metaphysical demands of us. 

 

And this brings us to the famous story of Korah and his Talit sheKulo Tekhelet: 

  מדרש תנחומא )ורשא( פרשת קרח סימן ב

)שם   "ונתנו על ציצית הכנף פתיל תכלת " כשאמר משה ... אחז"ל חכם גדול היה קרח ... 
מיד צוה ועשה מאתים וחמשים טליתות תכלת ונתעטפו   ?במדבר/ טו(, מה עשה קרח/

ויקומו  " בהן אותן חמשים ומאתים איש ראשי סנהדרות שקמו על משה כענין שנאמר 
נשיאי עדה קרואי מועד   ? ומי הם "לפני משה ואנשים מבני ישראל חמשים ומאתים, 

אהרן  ובאו בני  ,ונתעטפו כולן בטליתות תכלת משתה אנשי שם, עמד קרח ועשה להם 
לא    ,עמדו כנגדן ואמרו להם מי צוה אתכם ליטול כך  ,ליטול מתנותיהן חזה ושוק הימין

 ...  !לא נתן לכם כלום שלא דבר עמו המקום מזה ?משה
 

As an interesting side note, I find it quite telling that the midrash uses the term “Mishteh” 

because Mishteh (“Symposium”) is the name of a famous philosophical dialogue written by 

Plato.  Could it be that Hazal were here putting Korah in the camp of the Greeks, showing 

that he was evincing a philosophy that runs counter to Jewish thought?   

 

Be that as it may, clearly Korah was out of line with Jewish principles.  To understand just 

how much, let’s learn a halacha on Tzitzit that has an interesting philosophical twist. 
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RSZA (Halichot Shelomo, p. 25) says that the fulfillment of the mitzvah of tzitzit, like all 

mitzvot, requires kavana.  Mitzvot Tzrichot Kavana.  So if one wears tziztit w/o kavana – 

e.g., he put on a tallit because he was cold – he does NOT fulfill the mitzvah of tzitzit.  That 

said, one is not considered to be “mevatel aseh” since the tzitizt themselves are kosher. 

 

This brings him to a question, more philosophical than halachic: 

 

RSZA asks why do we think one fulfills a mitzvah when you wear a talit?!   That is, why isn’t 

it like the mitzvah of Maakeh?  You have a house that is in need of a Maakeh; you put up the 

Maakeh and you fulfill the mitzvah.  You can live in the house every day many years – but 

you do not fulfill the mitzvah of Maakeh every time you walk in the house!   

 

Similarly, you have a begged that is in need of tzitzit, you put them on and fulfill the mitzvah 

– why should you be considered to fulfill the mitzvah every time you wear them?!  RSZA 

proposes that the answer is that the mitzvah of tzitzit is not about putting the strings on the 

begged but as the Torah says: “u’r’eetem oto u’z’chartem et kol mitzvot hashem veasitem 

otam” – so IKAR HaMitzvah is not to put on the tzitzit but to WEAR the begged to SEE 

and REMEMBER and DO THEM. 

 

It is about the kavana.  It is about being conscious of your actions. 

 

And that brings us back to Korah and his tallit shekulo tekhelet.  Korah was like the 

physicalists of our day, claiming, as it were: I have a tallit that is made entirely of blue strings, 

why should I put on another 4 blue strings?!?!  In what way does your commandment of 4 

blue strings change anything that I have not already fulfilled physically by all my hundreds of 

blue strings?!  The answer is that the mitzvot are not about the physical, they are about the 

metaphysical.  They are about realizing that we have a metaphysical component to our being 

– our consciousness, our soul – and it is to this dimension that the commandments come to 

address – demanding – kavana, conscious awareness within our own subjective experience.  

We are to fulfill them to fulfill our soul, our being, and thus experience the ultimate 

metaphysical being – the Creator and Command-er of the mitzvot. 

 

Shabbat Shalom. 
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