Korach: Death by Incense

Rambam and Ramban
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Ketoret Background

Moreh Nevuchim I11:45

Since many beasts were daily slaughtered in the holy place, the flesh cut in pieces and the entrails and the
legs burnt and washed, the smell of the place would undoubtedly have been like the smell of
slaughter-houses, if nothing had been done to counteract it. They were therefore commanded to burn
incense there twice every day, in the morning and in the evening (Exod. xxx. 7, 8), in_order to give the
place and the garments of those who officiated there a pleasant odour. There is a well-known saying of our
Sages, "In Jericho they could smell the incense' [burnt in the Temple]. This provision likewise tended to

support the dignity of the Temple. If there had not been a good smell, let alone if there had been a stench,
it would have produced in the minds of the people the reverse of respect; for our heart generally feels

elevated in the presence of sood odour, and is attracted by it, but it abhors and avoids bad smell.
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Backing up Rambam
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The Incense, which connects the nation and highlights the inner spark that is common to all, may be
misleading; it may convey the sense that "all are holy." It is therefore the Incense itself that proves the
mistake in this way of thinking. The burning of the Incense serves to clarify that not everyone is worthy of
creating that inner connection - that there are levels of holiness. The Incense must be prepared and
offered in a most precise manner, by people specially chosen by God. 1t is therefore the Incense service
that is the most appropriate test to identify who is worthy of the lofty task of joining all the souls of Israel
to their source of holiness.



