Should ‘Onn Ben Pelet’ be a Role Model?

My children completely disagree with me about the ‘Role Model’ this
week, and it has sparked a great deal of discussion in the house. How
could I possibly pick Onn Ben Pelet? Firstly, he is hardly a conventional
Role Model. Secondly, he is a remarkably obscure figure whose story
emerges primarily through Rabbinic tradition in Midrash and Gemara.
They argue that | am diminishing the entire ‘Role Model’ project. Onn Ben
Pelet is certainly not Miriam.

But that objection and its depth is why | have decided to proceed.

Three weeks into this series, | am taking a deliberate risk. Onn Ben Pelet
is not one of the Torah’s obvious heroes. Yet for a particular kind of
courage, the courage to stop, he deserves recognition according to the
views of the Rabbi’s. He did something that many human beings find
extraordinarily difficult. He became swept up in a rebellion, stood at the
edge of destruction, and then quietly walked away.

If we think about it, it is something that happens to so many people,
especially younger people, who know what it means to get caught up in
the wrong crowd, the wrong argument, the wrong movement, or the wrong
momentum. The pressure to continue can become overwhelming even
when a person already senses that disaster lies ahead.

The fact that this sparked such a debate in my house is precisely the
point. | would like my writing to contribute to a similar kind of passionate
conversation in other homes. Why do the Rabbis focus so deeply on this
otherwise marginal figure? What are they teaching us through the Torah’s
silence? And why did Rashi, whose commentary is so often rooted in the
plain meaning of the text, choose here to direct us so explicitly toward a
Midrashic tradition?

These are not fringe questions. These are exactly the kinds of questions
thoughtful young people are asking or questioning in one form or another.
Many struggle to understand how Midrash and Rabbinic interpretation
works, particularly when they encounter modern habits of literal and
historical reading. We can either avoid those conversations entirely or
engage them seriously and respectfully within the framework of Torah
itself.

Onn Ben Pelet:
The Torah introduces him once, in the first sentance of the Parshah. Then
he vanishes.

At the very beginning of the rebellion, Onn Ben Pelet is named alongside
the central instigators:

“Now Korach, son of Izhar son of Kohath son of Levi, betook
himself, along with Dathan and Abiram sons of Eliab, and Onn son of
Pelet, descendants of Reuben.”
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The Torah does not waste words. If Onn is named prominently here, it
would seem to matter. And then he disappears. That matters too.

Not as a conquering hero. Not as a public penitent. He simply disappears.

As the rebellion unfolds, Datan and Aviram continue confronting Moshe.
Korach remains central. But Onn Ben Pelet is suddenly absent. He does
not stand with the rebels at the final confrontation. He does not publicly
switch sides. He delivers no dramatic defence of Moshe Rabbeinu.

And he does not appear to share their fate. The ground swallows Korach
and his followers. Onn is nowhere to be seen. That silence is striking, and
the Rabbis heard meaning within it.

Before we get to the Gemara’s explanation, honesty requires us to begin
with where Onn actually started — He joined the rebellion willingly.

His name appears at the opening of the story because he genuinely
became part of it. He was not dragged along unwillingly. He signed up.

Why? The Torah does not tell us directly, but it gives us clues. Onn was a
Reubenite, a member of the tribe that had lost the birthright of the
firstborn. Korach’s rebellion was built around the language of equality and
injustice: “The entire community is holy, so why do you elevate
yourselves?” That argument sounds especially compelling when spoken
to people who already feel overlooked.

Onn was not uniquely evil and not uniquely weak. He was susceptible to
something profoundly human: the attraction of grievance, the pull of tribal
loyalty, and the seduction of belonging to a cause that promises dignity
and recognition.

He got caught up in it.

That is where the story begins, and that starting point matters enormously
to everything that follows.

Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks observed that Midrash is, among other
things, the ability to listen carefully to the Torah’s silences, because
sometimes those silences contain entire dramas.

The Rabbis understood that what the Torah omits can sometimes be as
significant as what it says explicitly. Midrash does not merely seek to fill
narrative gaps. It often seeks to uncover the moral and spiritual meaning
embedded within the text itself. The Rambam famously noted that
Aggadic passages are not always intended to be read simplistically or
superficially. They frequently carry layers of ethical, philosophical, and
theological meaning.

That framing matters deeply here. Onn is introduced prominently and then
disappears. Something happened.
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The Gemara in Sanhedrin (109b) offers its answer. Rav teaches that
Onn’s wife persuaded him to withdraw. Her argument was devastatingly
practical: what exactly would he gain? If Moshe remained leader, Onn
would still be a follower. If Korach became leader, Onn would still be a
follower. The only thing truly at stake was everything he had.

The Gemara then describes the extraordinary measures she took to
prevent the rebels from retrieving him.

How do the Rabbis portray her role in this story? How does she appear
when not mentioned at all in the Torah? They connect it to a verse
in Mishlei 14:1 (The Book of Proverbs):

“The wisest of women builds her house, but folly tears it down with
its own hands.”

Rashi, one of the great masters of peshat (the simple explanation),
deveates and applies the first half of the verse directly to the wife of Onn
Ben Pelet. That itself is striking. Rashi does not casually invoke Aggadic
material. Yet here he explicitly points us toward the Gemara in Sanhedrin.
The wise woman, he explains, is the woman who saved her household
from destruction, like the wife of Onn Ben Pelet.

Do not walk past this woman, Rashi seems to be saying. She matters.

In juxtaposition, Korach’s wife, by contrast, is portrayed in Rabbinic
tradition as fuelling grievance and sharpening ambition, encouraging the
rebellion that ultimately consumed her family.

Two households. Two influences. Two outcomes.

The wife of Onn Ben Pelet remains unnamed. She saves her husband,
using what the Rabbi’s describe as extreme measures which are for a
whole other article, and secures her family’s future, yet quietly disappears
from the narrative herself. Perhaps that too is part of the Torah’s silence.

Reish Lakish notes in the Gemara that the name “Onn Ben Pelet” itself
hints at his fate. “Onn” is associated with sorrow and lamentation, echoing
Rachel's naming of Ben-Oni before Yaakov renamed him Binyamin.
“Pelet,” however, suggests escape or deliverance.

The man becomes defined not by where he began, but by where he
ended.

That may be the deepest lesson here.

Onn Ben Pelet does not become a public defender of truth. He delivers no
great speech of repentance. He does not lead others back from the brink.
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He simply stops.

He pulls away before it consumes him.

And that is harder than it sounds.

Most of us know what it feels like to become caught up in something
unhealthy: a destructive argument, a toxic environment, a harmful social
dynamic, an ideology driven by resentment, or a crowd moving steadily in
the wrong direction. Once we become emotionally invested, stepping back
becomes extraordinarily difficult. Pride tells us not to retreat. Loyalty tells
us not to betray our side. Momentum tells us that it is already too late to
change course.

According to the Rabbi’s, Onn faced all of those pressures and still found
a way out. And he did not do it alone. The person who made it possible
was not a prophet, a king, or a miracle worker. It was the quiet voice at
home.

Not all of us will stand at the centre of history. But all of us, and our
children especially, will face moments when the crowd is moving one way
while conscience quietly pulls another.

And sometimes courage does not look like standing on a stage and
changing the world.

Sometimes courage is simply refusing to take the next step.

The Torah remembers Onn not for the rebellion he joined, but for the
destruction he escaped.

And the quiet voice that helped save him asked perhaps the most
important question of all:

What are you actually doing here?

Sometimes that question is enough to save a life.
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