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M:J own love tor Aggada baa developed over the course of •Y studies 

these past tive years. I vas taken trom tbe start vi tb the creati rt ty 

apparent throughout. the Aggada and the way in vbich this reflected a 

tremendoua amount or freedom ot expression. The process or arriving at 

a better understanding ot tbe Biblical tezt by means of thoughtful 

consideration of not only vhat is written . but by •reading between tbe 

lines,• is an exercise that I tind particularly stimulating and 

exciting. As a rabbi, I shall be engaged in the process ot struggling 

with the Bib.Ucal text in order to derive meanings froa it that are 

often less than explicit. In racing the challenge or bringing Torah to 

the m•bers of •Y comauni ty, I know or no aore accessible and useful 

means or accomplishing this than the process or midrasb. Therefore, I 

chose to vrite a Rabbinic Thesis in the area of Hidraah in order to: 1) 

expose •Jaelf to a large number ot aggadic passages, vhicb can be 

extremely useful in •Y future teaching and preaching endeavors. and 2) 

by reading an extensive amount of Aggada, to become familiar with the 

midraabic process. 

"Y spf' ' ific interest in the aggadic portrait of Aaron however. 

sprang from the very ambinlent picture or bi11 in the Bible. Even a 

cursory reading or the Biblical text results in the realization that 

Aaron played an important role in the leadership or the Israelite 

nation, though he is rarely heralded as an important figure. It is 

easy to understand vhy this is the case given Aaron's existence 

alongside Hoses, who is clearly the central leadership figure in the 

Bible. 1 I, therefore. was particularly interested in seeing bow tbe 

rabbis dealt with Aaron. As pa.rt of the requirements of one midrasb 

course I took , I did a study or the Golden Calf incident as presented 

•• 

• 



in t.he Midrasn Jia - Gadol and Yalkut Sh1moni , .rnd was fascioated wi~b tte 

way Aaron was por trayed in these tex~s . Ae anthologies , both present 

rather unified pictur es of Aaron, c?nd it was my desire t o discover 

whether this "'as the case t.hrougbout the A&gada; if ~o . why , and if 

not , why not . 

In contrast to the Rabbinic ciater ial. t.he Biblical po1·trait of 

liaron is not ver}' well developed . Nothing is .-evealed of his birth, 

ea ... ly l!fe, or upbringing . rlahuw ~a:-na pcints out , in Lt.is regard: 

The difficul t )' of r econstructi.nc,; a comprehensive 
biography and evaluation of Aaron is due to the meager and 
frablllentar} nature ::>f the data a".'ai:ablc.. It is aggravc.Led 
by the r~ct that oetailr are 3Caltereo over several 
or1g~oally independent SJUrces whicb . in t.he form they have 
cooe down to us , represent an interwe~ving of various 
tra(!ltior.s .... Moreover, conside:ration has to be given Lo 
the possib1llt.y that. t he picture of Aaron , tt;e arcnetypal 
Higt. Priest. may well b~ an idc:alizetS relrojection of a 
lat.er period , a..'ld that subsequent devzlopment.~ have 
influenced the narrative~ in t.he PenLateuch . 

."lo1De scholar·s, sucb as Theodor Mauch, e•1en .lU&t;es t tnat ltaror1, the 

priest, should be ~cen as a totally different ficure than Aaron, Mos".?::.' 

bro~her and part.Per : 

Tl • .: 81~.lc reve< ;::; two Aarons : one is the br<.>ther .,nd 
;:artn1::r of 11o:::es , leadins Isr·a~l out of Egypt and throut,,I. 
the wildernesa i lhe other i .. a priest anc: progenit.or o! ar. 
eicclusivc ;>ric.stly class , the "sons of Ac.ron," tht: 
Aa:-onides . Tile prophels csnd the lfritcrs of Samuel and Kints 
know only the first Aaron. whih. the second Aaron (and t.ho 
Aaronides) co- exists with the firsL Aaron in the 
?entateucl'. Joshuc. , and Jllc!ges . SN1olars ha\•e; cons:.stentl~ 

ceocn~:rat~G that the Aaron who Slres a prifstr.oo~ ~! t o be 
round exclusjv~ly in the so- called P Source 

lta"ac}'. coes to t.reat le'1gth:: to IH'ove tt1s point. but it ls net 

rarticularl y h~lpfi:l ir. u='ders~c:sndinp how the rab!:.is viewed A1t1·on. !11 

the tirst p~at~, t:it; noc~entary Hypot.h11~i! vrig:r.ated ir: the 

ntneteenth ;.-cntu")'. an::: the 1.atesl works dealt ~: ~h in t.tii ~ st10dy are 

v1. 



~rom the fourteenth an<! fift.eenth centur ies . Horeo\ler , ever if this 

sch~larly technique ba1 been in vogue in the times of the r abbis , it 

would not. have h3d mutb of an impact on the rabbinic inter?ret.ation of 

t.he Bi bl e . The inl.ent of the Aggada was no t to pr ovide a c r itical , 

scholarly under s t anding, but to ~rovide "amplifi~atioo of those 

portions of the Bible which include narr ative, hi~tory , ethical maxims . 

ll ana the reoroc fs 'ind consol at.ior:s of the pr ophets" . To this end, an 

unc!<!rstanding of the Biblical portrai l of Aaron as on~ figur e , both the 

brother and partner o f Hostis and t.he pr ogeniLor of the ;>riesllY class , 

is a n~cess~ry pr~requisi te to un investigation of the rabbini~ 

porLr~i l of Aar on . 

It should be noted that in the Bible , Aaron's role is generally 

;.r:?sented a:o; being au bore: nat<- to Mos~:! . ~a beco1.:1es an import.au L figure 

in the leadershi~ of Israel as a re.Sult of Hoses ' reluctance to assume 

t.he leadership alone . He 1s invohed :.n the leadership of Israel as 

Moses 1 S?Okesman , perform.lng GoJ ' s sign wi Lb Moses l. n lhe presence of 

lhe Israelites, and in br1ncing the T~n Plagues . 5 "Fn the rest, he is 

m~:-E:y .,. pa:-sjve a2~ociate o!' his brother". 6 Ae•on's role as a :1::c.je:- , 

while certc.: ,\1 : ol unimporlan t, "1as clearly not as < ePtral as tbat. o f 

Moses . 

ThP Di bl i ca l inciaenl ~hat. .;ou:<! prese r.t: the s;reates~ ;:roolet»s for 

~he rabbi~ is the build~ng of Lh~ Gol~en Cal f (Exodus 321 . Sar1e 

eyplains tba~ in Hoses' ab~ence, laron yidlded to th~ popu!~r de~!re to 

buil cl <> Gc;ld~n C lf, wbi .:11 was .subaequen !y worshirped ty the 

Isrot-L.tes . tlo e>r1ly does he mc.ke no attemrt "to di~SU.ide the would - be 

idolator!' ." he asst.:mes th.: role or th ir leader. issuinr; ir.st.ructions , 

i rod11c1ng De i d_,l , building an altar , and proclaiminc a religiou~. 
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r~stival (Exodus 32: 2- 5) . While his culpability is emphasized , there is 

likewise a tendency to ~eemphasize his role i~ the 1ocident . The 

initiative for builJing I be idol comes from the people {Exodus 32 : l) . 

It is lbc?y , and not he , who declare the divinity of the cal f (Exodus 

32 : 4) , and , despite Aar on ' s involvement , he was not disqualified from 

the priest.hood . 7 The Biblical text simply does not explcin why , in 

spite of Aarot~ ' z in vol vemenl in this inci der t , he still meri tcd the 

priesthooc!. . It ..-as not surprising, then, to discover that. a great 

amount of material in the Aggada is devotee! to this issue S!Jecifically, 

and to a po$it ive pre,entation of Aaron ' 3 charac ter. in gene~al . 

ln or der to locat.e the ~~tensive rabbini c m~terial, the fir st s ~ep 

was to isolat all references to AarC\u in thl! Biblical :ext , as well as 

those narrat1\e and poetic oor~1ons in wt ich Aaror. ' s fresenc~ was 

dlready established , and sometimes was referred to by a pro~oun , o . g . , 

£>:odu~ 32 . Tbe ~ext. step was to i-onsull vers~ inc:.ces of Rabbir!.c 

8 0 
LHeralure , such as l~la-Ket..uv;lh V 1 ha=l1esorah &nd Torah Sre)t;joaa.h' 

to :occ.te st~cific rassage:. wt!.ch c1Le these Blbl:.cal Erse~ . \tt-il e 

ai~ny of th~5"' assa£t:!1 ( mor1o th~n 1000) hat! no d1 recL be<Sring on the 

t.Ot:!.C of -;his Ludy, a nw:iber Of p rt inert passa!.eS \ICC€ lOent i!'iec! in 

Lhis a:anner. r .. a: Lh"r. able to add to this cci:.J ection by .-:om:n.:ltins 

three 11'1drash1.c col~ectinnn: ~·. Gross ' Qtzar Ha - 0ggada. lO ,'.0 . 

Eisenst..ein ' s .Ql&ilr Midra.shi1 • 
11 

and Ginzber~' s Legends of the Jew~ . 12 

Here , a f"i r great.Pr- percert.age of the passages cited •ere relevant to 

this study. Finally . the lndices to Lhe English translation o f the 

Babylonian :almud and to Mioru1h Rat>bah led Lo the discovery of sever<il 

~er~aine passages not locattd ~revio~sly . 

OnN• d 11.st. of passa£eS ..,as compil Pd , the nex L slt:p involved c. 
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thorough perusal or each cf these passages in order to determine their 

applicahility to this stt.dy. Hany passages cite one I".' more biblica l 

verses wh1 cb r~rf:r tc Aaron in the context of makir:.g a poir:t abo~ t 'i 

malt.er totally unconnected t.o Aaren . In addition , numerous passage~ 

only men tion Jaron in a discussion of the role and responsibilities of 

priests in gene: al , and pre:ient no iliscus~ion of Aat·on ln part.iculai· . 

In both cases . these passages were not utili7ed . Only those passages 

t.hat i.ould yi el.:! some inslgh~ in o the rabbinic view of /,~ron himself 

were conside,.Pd . 

Once lhe pa:;sages that were considered appropriate were gaLhered 

and copied , c-ouotless hours .1ere spent reaoiog snc: re-reading these 

passa£es , until the t~ru:;t of each passage was clear. Sut..sequent 

re-reading~ led t.o insigi ts into motif, uses of specif!c !.a::iguage, 

types f)f ll"r1:1t1neut ics enr loyed, and any st.rikir.1:. similarities to or 

differences rrom ot.!.er passat:es . Be.sec! on the !ldt ure of the 1:i<~terial, 

·: was decided that lhe most desirable forma~ wa s a di\ision based on 

• hc·me . Whi :e thFr1:: wcl.1:! cert.a inly be value ir. e111rloying other 

J:.r ranr,en::en tr.e answer t.o t.he c-enlr<l questlon o!" ho" the rabbis 

»xplaine<i /,eror. 1 s ::iecoming High F!'i.:st i r !\ j t.e of his ic:vol vemer t in 

rhe Golden C;.lf ircioent could be be3t presented ~n this mctnner . 

The chapl~rs of' t ~s LhPsis bui ld for t'".c "'IOSl l•d•'t upon each 

o~ne• . 'we beg1r ... 1 t an ex.-m!nation of t.tu·on ' s statJs as pre!.ented io 

tho A£,Eada ( Char1t.er One), f:>llowed by a pre::iefltation of Aaron ' s 

lea1er :..hip rol£- (Chapter TWo), and Aaror 1 s relationsrir to bot! Moses 

and Mirian: (C1'apter 'i'ure~) . The final substCir.t.ivi.- chap\;er deals · .. ith 

•he ~re;, tot:. t of i\arou 1 s 1••e ~h (Chapter Four) . 

ix . 



Thou15h this work is fc..r from ell'.haustive , a11d may not be the last. 

word on this subject , it does represent an effort ?.t. pdnting with 

broad strokes a portrait of Aaron as r~flected i~ the Aggada. 

Hopefully , it wi ll provide us with some insight into both the mid rashic 

process and the rabbis ' world view as seen in their treatment of Aaron , 

tht brother of ~oses and the Israelite High Priest . 

x. 



CHAPTER ONE 

MRON ' S STATUS 

1. 



2. 

Jn or der to .:.an\!~1 stand bow t he r a bbis viewed Aa r on ' s character. 

per sonaii ty an1 ~ole as a leader of the Israeli t e nation . \t i s 

necessary t~ first analyze his stat us accor ding to Rabbinic t r adition. 

/..s was 3t ated in the Intr·oduction , 
1 

the Biblical portrait of Aa r on 

indicat es certai n aspect s or Aar on ' s s t alus , such cs his role as 

priest . as teacher . ~ no his partner ship with Moses in the leader ship of 

the Israelites . However , as is to be exrect ed, ~he rabbis eY.pande~ upon 

certain key aspect3 o f Aar on ' s status . pr esumably as a backdr CJp for 

developing the overel l portrait of Aaror. much further. It is i mportant 

to note t hat. al though ther e is a great deal of di vergeoce among the 

variou~ rabbin:.c texts. and even w.ithin any one of them, regarding 

inoividual aspects of tbe portra:t of Aaron . each of these differ ences 

~ay be traced to a par ticular view of Aaron ' s status . 

A. Aaron a3 a Prophet/Receiver of nevelation 

As miL • t-c exoected , t.here is not clear agree:::ent a&.ongst tbe 

v~rious a&E,a~:c · ~xt~ as to ~hether or not ~oron received divine 

r~v~lation , and therefore posse~sed t he status of proph~t. The Bible 

::: not. ver·., specific on :hi point and so the1 c· l.'as great ream for 

ir."erpretanon on t.he pa r t or the rabbis . In fact. l.'e fino •t;ree 

d • .,unct outloo~3 : 1) Moses received revelation, and . in turn , 

coCl!I:u:-i cated i l to Aaron . ~) Aaro'l rece1 ••ea divine revelat.1on along 

w1th Moses, and 3) Hoses r eceived most of the d1\ine ·~velat1on alone . 

~~~ugr Aar on aid share l~ the process on occasion . 



., 
j o 

1 . i:oses Alone Received Diyine Revelation 

Several diffe:-cot approaches are ut.!lizec! to show that Aaron did 

noL receive divine revelatioo . Sifrei Bamidbar, .f..illi. 11 7 , tl'eats ·.he 

matter most curtly: 

"And the Lor d spoke unto Aaron" !Leviticus 1o:e l . 
Since I mig~t understand from this that tbe re~elat!on wus 
given directly to Aar on , theref ore Scrip~ure states, "A 
remembrance for the Israelites (that one should not 
c.pproach) " <Numbers 17 : 5). Thu~ we learn I.hat the 
revelation was giver: :.o Mose:i, that he sho1.ld coir.municate 
it tc Ac.run. 

Here, the midr~sh actually reverses he Biblical statement , at.tempting 

to di~credi t tne notion that ~aron received di~ine revelation directly, 

i~ spite of the feet that the t ext clearly :ndicates other~ise . 

Perhaps it should be :nferred that the 1~s~e wcs of no great concern t o 

:.he c..uthor of this passage , :Jince the pass~t.e deals with tre mat.ter 

J1ooethcle~!!1 the mat>-:r was cert:a.!.r.l;· of soa;e 

concern o. th~ pojr.t would not have been made a t all. 

A more ir.vc:v~~ atteir.pt Lo brir.s out the srur~ po:~l is :o te ~ound 

in Bamidbar Rabbah 1IJ:19 . A much later text . though also exegO?t!cc,l 

!ike Sifre: Bamidbar. &=uc.idbar Rabtab deals 1o> ith those bbl1cal verses 

in which we arc old tl1aL t•oth Moses and Aaren received divine 

rc·1e!e:tion, and doe.s r10~ cons!c.er those instanC'f>S wbere the E1 blical 

texL !early indicates that revelation wa3 liven Lo Aaron (~ . g .• 

' ur:.bers 1 S: f.i : 

R. Judah b. Bathyra expounded: Thirteen divi nc 
cor:imunicalions are recor~ed !n the Torah a~ having bef'n 
made to Hoses and Aaror. an~ corrcspon~:r.s t o these, 



thi rteen limiting phras~s a r e recor ded , in order to i nfor m 
you t hat they w~re not spoken to Aaron but to Moses t hat he 
shou l d t e l l Aai'on ..... You have her e a tot al of thir teen 
limit ing phrase~ . and their ;>urpose is to show t • at Aar on 
was excluced in a l l i nstances . 

ll . 

Asai~ . we see an ef for t to licit Aaron ' s status to that of an indirect 

receiver of r evelation , t hough gr eater than the average I sraeli te . I n 

these cases . the J1v1 ne r evelatior. is communicated directly to i\aron b:, 

1·1oses • whereas the rest of the l.3raeli tes recei\'ed this communication 

en masse, eit~er from Moses ano Aaron or tbe Elcers of Israel . 

We DO'lo.' turr. to a pass<l8e that r eflects some o f the tension felt 

regardi 11g Aaron ' s status in this regard , and an effort is made to 

balance the i~ate of t.aron by presenting hie as possess!ng other 

admi r able cha r acter traits . We read in Avol ~ ' Rabbi Nathan A. Chapter 

':!?; 

Sever qualities character ize the f ool and seven the 
wise man: The 'lo.ise man does r.ot. speak before hie trol is 
&reater than he in wisdoc or in age : he does rot break irt.c. 
tia fellow ' s speech; he ~s not io a rust tc. reply; h~ Asks 
wh<it i:- relevant and re~lies tc. the poiut; he speak::. of 
first t hings first 2nd or lc.3t things last i of \lhal he has 
noL heard he- sa;·s ' l hav2 n..>t. heard, ' and is not a::ihilJDetl tc 
admit it; ana he acknowledge!' what is true . 
Corre- ondiagly, the opposite.3 apply tu ti''! ignorant ma:-•. 
The w:~e car. doe~ not speak before ~i~ that is greater ~han 
he in w1::.coc 1,; f .r. age. Su"'"• was ~ose::. for it is s3!~. 
" /<no Aaron spoke all the words which the Lord had spoken 
1.nlo Mose!'., and did the signs in th~ sieht. of he pc:ople" 
~Exodus fl: 30) . Who indeed ... as qualified to speak . Mo:ses or 
Aaron? Surely Moses ! - for Moses heard the words from the 
mouth of the Al~ighty , while Aaron beard them only fro~ the 
moutt of Moses . But thus thougnt Moses: ' Shall I then spcaK 
~h1le my older brother i~ standing by? ' He thc~e~cre said 
t.o J.aror: ' Speak , thou! ' That i.s why ii. is said. "knd 
Aaron spoke all the word.:; .,.hi ch the Lord had spoken unto 
r•oses . " 

He docs nol break !.nt.o his fellow's speech: Such was 
Aaron for it is S?id· "!hen Aaron spoke .. Behold, t~ls day 
bl\ve they offerec! lheir sir, offer1nr, and their burnt 
o ffering ... an~ tbere tavc be1allcr. ce ~uch things as h~se " 
{ L~vj ti cus 10; 19 l : He kept qui el unli l I-loses finislied what 
!'I t wanted to say , and Aaron '!ic! not say to him. 'Cul thy 



words short . ' Only afterwar d did he say to Hoses, "BehClld, 
this day they have brought their offerings - a l though we 
a r e in mourn~ng !" 

Some say : Aaron drew Moses aside out of the midst of 
• he congregatior and seid to him : 'l~oses , m:,· brother . if of 
t-the& , which are of lesser sanctity , a mourner is 
forbidden to ea t, how much more should a mourner be 
forbidden to eat of sin offerings whi ch are of higher 
sanctity!' Forthwith Hoses agreed with him , as it is said , 
"And \1ben Moses heard t.bat , 1 t was well-pleasing ir. his 
sight" (Leviticus 10: 20) a n<S in the sight of the Ill.mighty . 

5. 

Several points mus t be Qade bere . .r.gair., the m.idrash ?.~ concerr.ed 

with establishi ng that only Ho~es received divine revelatioo dir~ct:y . 

Howc\•er , thi' not i on is more stated thau it is proveo by t he i;assage , 

indicating that tbcre was an already existent and acceptec! tradition 

upon which the stateof:nt was based . In addition, the passage see:ts tc 

concern itself more with ao explanation as to why Aaron and not Moses 

COC!I:;Unicated t~e c!.vine revelc1.tion to t he Israelites. Ir. sue, ·'tie see a 

J:icture or Aa r on as . if you will, the "middle- man" for the 

commt:n1ca t1 on of the d!.v:r.e revela' :on, but. not. as a prophet hia.sclf . 

This passage not only deoons::.rates Jiaro:i's wor• nir.ess to rass o:i 

tte divine revelation, but even more !~rortdntly also offers some 

in=>it>hl :nt ~. : s importar.ce as a leader or Israel. Tho1.sr :io:. qcal! "ied 

1 n recei'le the revelation himself , he was qual!.fii:d to i:is:.r~cl Ho:>es 

in ~alters of law. Clearly, the autbor(s) of this passa£e had a &real 

ces:re to present Aaron as ~he ~ossessor of certain qualitie~ and of a 

SiH::c!al status , bu t did not - ish to grant him the stall·s of propret. 

;. similar point regardinu AarC1o ' s status es cotlllllunica:.or bu'- not 

rf'cce1 vcr of the divire re\elc1.tion can be see& !n l".11rast. Tanhw;:a 

<P.a- llidpas). ~ #Zq: 

" Ar.d ~oses tole Aaron all of the words of lite Lore!" 
{Exodus 16 :9 ) . Moses t>o~ar. t.c -:.ell t1im c.11 that the Holy 

..J 



One . Blessed bfi: He, tole to t:im , uicluding ho1<. to go on , 
and how to do the sigr.s . As a result , th<..y became eQual 
when they CaJl'c: ir.to the prese!'lce of the elders, as it is 
writtec, " And KfJses a::c Aaron gathered together 211 tl'le 
El~ers or the l5raelites ." 

6. 

Here , a~ain , we see the assumption that the divine r evelation was 

l)iVen d!rect!.y to l!oses, who commur.icatec' il !.O Aaron . l.t. the s2Ce 

tioE , the status o r Aaron as bej rg qualified lo lransc:H the ~:,·ir.e 

revt:lation is clearl; stated . 

le all or tr.e aocve oentioned passages. soce ~rr~rt ~ as ma~e tc 

exclude Aaron fro~ the sta · ~s of prophet, ever. !n thos~ cast:s •here t.te 

Eiblical text i ndicates th e con~rary. It 1! evident that tne co~;ilers 

of these part!C'ular texts 1esirec tc- preeent ~ose: as tr:c or.ly tri..c:: 

prophet cf tbat. t1me, 1ornilc a t the samE time r.ot wanting to dimin!sh 

too a:uc!': the importance o!" h<;rnr. ' s rcle and his status 1r: the Israe:.ite 

~oltl!li..nit.y . H~ wa~ ~ortrayec as beirg 1<.ort~Y of trarsoitting thE c:vin~ 

r£,clat1on. but. not q1:ite "#Ot'thy en~ugl. t.o receh·t: l!. 

2 . Eot.h ~.!~.Ac.rot Receiyed r.\'ine Rercl.£.U..Qn 

Severa! pass~,~s. however, stress that Aaror. recei~ec c1w!~e 

revc!atio~ . and by doin& :o make other points about ~aroc ?OO Mo.es as 

In :-tis.irnat liabbi E.::e~er, ti?~or: ie preser.ted as ta\·int"; receivE>;i 

~:·.:r,e rev~lat·or: as pa:>t .,r an effort to grart l":i::. ~nc Moses equc.t 

<J: ta LU!': 

":~ a ~il:ar c~ c:ouc God :~cy~ " .Psal~s 99 : i) . ~oscs 
-.:as :;poKen •.o from. the cloud , as it is w:-i tten , "Behold . I 
an; "Ooing to you :r. a lhi ck c!oud " (Exodus 211 :1 5>. Aaron 



(was spoker: ~o from the cloud), las it is written) " Ano the 
Lord came down -O a pillar of cloud .•• and he called 
Aaron ... " : Numbers 12 : 5) . The Torah was written by Ctotb) 
Meses and Ticlr on . fas it is writ.ten) of Moses, "Remember the 
!orat. of lloses my servant " (Ma.lac.hi 3 : 22) , and (as j t is 
.:ritten) cf /..azon , " the Torah of truth was in his mouth " 
(Malachi 2 : 6) . 

7. 

In this passage oot only is Aaron presented as having received 

ai vine revel est ion , jl!st as Moses cid, but in the ver)' .;a.me manr:er . Io 

add: ti on , the wri tin& of the Torah is ascribed to Aaron as well as 

t-!cses, somethinE;; not readily apparent r'r om the Biblical text. However, 

no e xplanation of why fiaron was aff orded this stat~s lS given. 

lo Vayikra Rabbah 13 : 1, we a_cai:l see that Aaron . too. rccE:ived t.te 

l):.\'ioe revelation . and here "A e are al~o given a r eason and 

just ification f or 1t. !'he ;>assage dea!s with the q~estion of whether 

or not Aaron should bP Edting of tt.e sir. offer!r:g 01 the cay that his 

sons died and stressed that Aaron convinced >-loses that he shoi.;ld not . 

The ~assa&e then cont1r:ues: 

.I.mmedi~tE:ly . "Moses heard .. hat, and it. wa:: 
well-pleasing in his s1.ght " (Lev . 10;?0). and he issued ;; 
proclamation to al! t.t.e host, sayir.g, ' I mac!e an error ir. 
regarc io t1'e law . a:id Aaror. my brother ca:i;e a:id tau&ht it 
.~ oF. • Elea?.ar , too , had known the l~w . an~ he , too, kept 
- Llecce. ( As a reward for this.) they were privileged ir. 
that di••ir.e s~eech wa ~ S'°dressed dir .. ctly to them, to tt1ei 1 

faLher, al'Jc! to their father ' s brother in their lifetime . 
Thi~ is (indicated by) what ls written: " AGd the Lord spoke 
untn lfoses and Aaron, saying to them , " (with rerard lo 
vhich ) a. Biyya trught. "To them" means to th~ sons . v1~ .• 
to ~leaza ~ an~ :thagar . 

Heru, Aaron ' s scarus as ~r~phet is based on the re~pect Lis sons sr.owed 

:"nr Mose~, and not due to any overtly posi live action by o r character 

t!'ail of 1.aron. other than, perhao5 , having r:iiscd these t;i\J sen:; 

proj:er!;•. lt b: ir.•eresting to no e that in a par·allr-1 passage , J.vot 

3 
ct ' Ratbi Nath~n A. Chapter 37, the point is clearly ruade that Aaron did 
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cot receive divine r~velatioo , altbougb tbe same story of Aaron 

instructing Hoses in that matter of law i s preseo~ed . In fact. Vayikr a 

4 flabbah is a sHghlly cor e recent 1.•ork than Avot d ' Rabbi tlatban . ano 

may reflect a desire on the part of the redactor to utilize a 

pre- existent tradition to make a po•.nt about Aar on that was not desired 

in the earlier text. It i s also worthwhile to note ~ere the redactor ' s 

wish to grant the 3tatus of prophet. not only to Aaron, but to his sons 

as well , thougo conspi~uously not to Moses ' sons . This can only be 

viewed as an att<:mpt by the re<!actor of t~is passage to strengthen 

Aaron ' s status. 

Ir. Sheir1ot Rabbah 7: 1 , we a.;ai o see an explanation of \.·hy Aaron was 

accorded lhe status of receiver of revelation, but for a very different 

r~aso« than in the pre~edinE passage: 

"And the Lord :;~oke unto Moses <tnd unto Aaron , and 
gave them a chart;e unto the Israelites" (Ex. 6:13) . It is 
written: "In all labor tnere i s profit . but the talk of t he 
lips t ends only t o poverq·" (Prov . 14 : 23). Whenever in 
dealing with any ma~Ler c man takes into consideration 
words of the Torah, be recdvEs a ra.,;rc f or lhec . !:>oes 
lhe ~ai::e apr lY to :c!!e speech? Nol so , SH.ct> tbe ve1 se 
ac!ds, "but the ta:k of !.be lips tenc!s on:y to pover':.)'. " 
You t~us find that Joseph, who should have been imprisoned 
no mor·c: than ten years on account or slandering his ten 
brothers. was imprisoned for two furtber years for saying 
to lhc ch!ef butler: "but have m~ in your reme~brance when 
it shlil l be well wit.h you ... and make mention or me un to 
Pharoah" (Gen . 40 : 1 IJ) , as it says , "And 1t came t.o pass a t 
the end of t wo full years" {Gen . q1:1). Thus 3lso Moses was 
at first wort~y of receiving ~lone the Divine 
C'ommunicat!on, but. bec3Jse he said , "Ser.d , I pray you, by 
the h~.~ c f hiu whom you ~11 1 send" (Ex. 6 : 13) , it was said 
to him "ls there ~ot Aaron, thy brother , the Levite?" (Ex. 
6 :1 3). Pere too , he ~aid . "eehold , the lsrael1tcs ha?e no~ 
h~arken~d unto me" (Ex . 6 :1 2) . ro., all the miracles should 
t.ave been perfon:ied only by him . bi.t bec<.use of this , t.he 
divine speech was addressed jointly to bi~ ar.d l o Aaron , as 
1 t .,ays : "and the :..ord spoke unlo ~loses anc! .t.aron. 11 

In lhis pPssage , Aaron ' s status as prophet was acqui r ed not of his own 



9. 

merit . but as a "esu!t or Hose~• relucta:ice to receive the divine 

revelation ori bis owr. Tbe picture that is preseoted , in ract, is one 

that detracts !'rom the status of both M.>ses aorl Aaron, i . e ., Aaron ' s 

status as prophet is granted as a form or punishment of 1-~oses . The 

effort :.s made here not to glorify either Hoses or Aaron , but to sbow 

that. t.aron ' s status as i;rophet is a C::irect corollary of ~oscs ' status . 

Ir.terestingly , the next passage in the very same text draws a similar 

con~lusion about A~ron ' s ~tatus, but based on somewhat different 

r :?asons : 

It i:; writ.ten, "Lo, 
t1o11ce, even t.hree times , 

all these tln.ags does God work 
wH.h a man" (Job 33 : 29) . Three 

times does he wait for a man· i~ he repents . then all is 
~ell; but if not, He visits upon him even the first of his 
iniquities . So you find. too . in the case of !~oses: When 
God first said to him, "Go, and I will send you unto 
Pbaroah, 11 (Exodus 3 : 18) be first. said. "Bet.old, they will 
cot believe me" !Exodus ~ : 1) , then he added "I an: not a man 
or woros " (Exodus 4:10) , and fi~ally, "send, I pray you, by 
·he hand or hie whom you will send " (Exodus 4:13) .... tbree 
E.xcuses . Seeing that still he did not ret:-act , but even 
added , "Behold, the Israe:ites have not hearkened unto ~e . " 

the d!vine word wa~ communicat.ed t.o Aaron, too, as it says , 
"And life Lord spoke 'Jnt.o Mosts and unto Aaron" !Exodus 
b : 13)' 

;;ain. ttie rea:ion giVE::"l f or A<lroo •s stat.ti.: as prophet is baseJ on 

t'.o~es' !:'.capability of receivin& rcvelat.ion alcne . As opposed to the 

pr1.;vious pet:s,;g.: , ht:re Aaron is called not. so much &s a punishment. tc 

tloses, :iut. as ., result of l~oscs ' refusal to go by Mmself to Pharoah . 

As in the prc·~iuu~ pass.,g<:. though, the pict1,;re is clearly one cf 

Y.o~es' re~uclance and AGron ' s status being d~ af~crtho~bht. due to 

Moses • a,..ti ons. Aaron did !'lot :-ecti vc revelation as a rpward for his 

C:.E.-:-it. 



10 . 

3. Moses Received Most Pivige Communications AloM 

It is now evident that there i s a great deal of tension wi thin the 

various passages that dea l with the question of Aaron' s status as 

prophet. No clear picture emerges a:: t.:> whe ther or not Aaron did in 

fact t·eceive divine revelat i on, nor is there agr eemer.t a:: to what the 

reasons were . Wbat does emer ge , though , is the awareness that 

throughou t. Aaron ' s status , whether he is or is not. a prophet. is 

secondary to tha t of Moses, and , in fac t, ba:-.ed on Moses ' stc.tus . 

Perhaps the clearest ex?ll1ple of this is to be f ound 1n Mechi lta d ' Rabbi 

Ishmael . Pi s-0ha, Chapter 1: 

"Arid the Lord spoke unto Hoses and Aaron in t he land 
of Egypt saying .... " Fro~ t his I m~ght understand that the 
c!ivine word was addres:ied t o both Moses and Aaron . When, 
however, it says, "and it came to pass on the day when the 
Lord spok e unto Moses in the land of Egypt" (Ex . 6:28) , it 
shows that the divine word was addr essed to Moses alone anc! 
not to Aaron. If so , what doGs Scri pture cean to teach by 
saying bere "unLo Moses a r o Aaron"? It merely teaches that 
j ust as Moses was pe1fect l y fit Lo receive th e divine 
words, so was Aaron perf ectly fit t.o receive the di vio~ 
words. And why th~~ did b~ not speak to Aar~~? In order t o 
grant distinction to Mosns . Thus you must. say that Aaron 
was not direct ly addressed in any ~r the divine 
colll. 1r..ic<st.i ons o f the Torah, with the eYce;>t !oo .:>f three, 
for in tbe t'ase of tbese three , i t is impcs:si bl e to say 
that thEy were not di rec tly addresse~ to him . 

The .:;uestior. of J,aron ' s status is most clearly dealt \o0 1tb nere , a~ or.ce 

affirmin& Aaroo 1 s fitness f or prophecy, a nd indeed , his actual 

occasional. status as prophet, while, at the sam.~ time, svbjur.at.ing 

Aeror.. to a ~tatus s~ightly lowe r than that of Moses . 

Throughout the Aggada, there is a strong attemp~ to present h~ror. 

!r, a ~ositive light, anc this includes Aaror. ' s worthiness to be , and 

: tatus as, a prophet. However , t.her~ does not. seem to have bePn great 
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concern on the r cbbi3 ' pa.i·t to pr esent a cons~ stent pict ur e of Aa r on ' s 

s t atus as a prcphe t , since dif r erent works presen t a lternative 

under s t anding3 of the s ame issue . I ndeed , di ffe r en t r esponses e r e 

;:iresen t in t elets which even emanate from the same a ppr ox imate time 

periods . e . g . , the Hechilta d ' Rabbi I schmael and Avot d ' Rabbi tZathan . 

D. Ibe Priesthood 

No explanation of 1.·by Aaron becan.e the High Pr iest is to be r ound 

1u the Bible. I~ contrast . ttis que~tioo is of pri~a ry concern to the 

rabo i s , and tt.e passages in thi~ section begJ.r to answe r it , staling 

tbat Aaron' s clai~ to the pri~sthood is !n:mutable . 

_L__Illil I.mmuta~11..1_t v of haror's Claim to t he Prte:thood 

One notion prevalent in Rabbinic Liter1ture is that the choice of 

Asro:: ll<' tir"e - C:cterltined . ShelllOl ~abtab 37:1l explaims ir: ttas regaro: 

"Fror. ar:.on& the Israelite3" (Exodus 2S : 1l . Out of all 
countries, the Holy One . blessed be He . chose the land of 
Israel I ~~1 froc lhe land or Israel. he sel~cted the 
Temple, ~~~ rro~ Teople he selected only LhP Holy of 
Holies . Similarly . God SE:lected Israel , and rroc Israd He 
selected the t.r1 b" of Levi , and of the ri be of LC'\'i HO? 
cbose Aaroo , as i '- sa) s . "And I c!i<! choose hie- out oC cl 1 
of the tribes of Israel to be ~l Priest" (I Sam . 2 : 2F) 

The c~oi<'e of Aaror. it 11ot explained, but 1::: t.o be accepted as 

i;;.rt of the Di vine ~'i 11 , ir. the same way th al the Holy of Holies was 

chosen , and or.f' canr.ot ask 11by . ~ppare tlr, no j~stif1cation was 

duemed ne cessary or appr oprio te; f,aron was c-hosen . and 1 t 1 s not a 
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matter f or further consi deration . On a somewhat similar note . we see 

in Bamidbar R~o~'!t. 18:1! that the unsuccessful rebellion at t e mpt by 

Ror ach and his followers, in fact was scutt led by virtue of the 

imm~tab!lity of ~aron's claim to tbe Priestcood: 

"And br i ng thou near unt o thee Aaron thy brother and 
hi~ sons with him" (Ex. 28 : 1) . Behold , they are facing us 
~ith intent to slay us! Said he: "In this mor ning the Lord 
will show who are his " (Num . 16:5) . What is the reason why 
he chose s~ch a t.i111e? R. lfathan explained: The Holy One, 
blessed be He . said : ' If all the magi cic.ns of the \o'orld 
were to assemble and try to •urn the coroins ioto everin£ 
they would ~ot be able to do so . Therefor~ as I have made 
a partition between U ght and darkness , 3v ha;·e I set Aaron 
apart to sanctify b.im as most holy . ' 

Again, the choice of Aaron is fixed and immutatle , nod is as se as i~ 

t!'lc di vj sico bet\,·eeo night end ~ay . The r abbu: .seeo o feel hat no 

justification is necessary . 

Just'!fication i!!. evident , thou&h . in Mishnat Rabbi Eliezer . (pp. 

How breat is pec1.ce . th&t by p~ace did the !Joly One, 
tlessed oe He . honor Aar·or. , as 1 t is written. "t-:y covenant 
was wi t.h him or !.ife ar:d of peace." (He was blessed) 111 
that he would pursue peace bet~een individuals, between 
h•isband a1.d wi f e , between families , and bet weer; tribes. 
T ~ wh~t rc~ard die he receive for thi~? ~hnd I gave thee 
t niw. and he feared Me" . The P.ol)' One , b!essed be He , 
save rncre than be saw . a~ it is writ en , " Anrl no man shall 
be ir:. the Holy Tabernacle at the time ~hat he eo:crs to 
sanctify .t" (Leviticus 16: 17) . And this .s the gift that 
the P.oly One. tlessed be He , gave to tne perfect and 
righteous ones, as 1t 13 written, "I shall lieter:; to what 
tbe Lord God speak~. f or He speaks to hi~ people and to hi~ 
ri&hteouz ores" <Psalc 85:5) . 

Tht connect!on between Aaron ' s r ole as a peacemaker ar.d his 

w~rra nt1ng the Priestnood is now presented cloar!y . While other 

pas.sages a!so refe1 o .:.aron a!' a peacema~er , they do net overtly 

indicate tb;;t this was the rec.sot1 for t:is &cquirinr. the Pd est hood . In 
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fact , muob of the "at.ionale for Aaron ' s receiving the Priesthood must 

be inferr ed frc,m •he vario:Js passages tl:at reflect Aaron 1 s character . 

It is only in th-~ passage and Mid r ash Taohuma Ha- Nidpas. TNzaveh iO 

lhat. any direct explanation is of fered for \lby Aaron aeriled the 

Prjesthood . 

In Hidrash TanhU!lla Ha- !aopas. k,tzes••eh 10, the rabtJis exs-lair. the 

Biblical verse, "And it shall be unto him, and to his seed after him , 

the Co\•er.ant of an eve:-lasting Priesthood, becai:se he was jealous f or 

nis God, and made atonement for the children of Israel" (Number~ 

25 :1?) . Though the verse, in fact . refers lo Pinchas, Aaron ' s nephe\.' , 

and not ~aron bimselr , the rabbis use Lhis verse a3 proof of Aaron ' s 

.immutable possession of the pd est.hood . The passage gees on to e:q:lain 

;.c.ron ' s actions ir. the Gol.!en Calf !.ncide11t, exculpating him of any 

guilt and actually suggesting than it was due to hi!' act ions at t.hat 

ti~~ that he was given the priesthood. Wh1l~ this might be viewed as 

merely a dHferen:. traditkn that the one in Hishnat Rabbi Eliezer , I 

st:gge~t. t?'lal ic fact this \•er) (Jassage i!! the e~.itcce or the raoHr.i.c 

JUslific'ltion for Aaron ' s becoming High Prilst. The key question that 

QUSt be cddressec is : why , lr. sp ite or Aaron': apparent transgressions 

!n tbe Goldeo Ca)f incident , did he atill warrant th1: priestliooj? :c 

I.his one passage. W<' see tho answer clearly: rather than 1.ransgression , 

Aaron ' s actions ~r~ ta~en to be coble . :s a res~lt. te was glven the 

priesthood not so ~uch as a reward, but as a mean& of expiat:on for hi~ 

act.ion . By means o!' the saC'rlficin& of the reel heifer . Aaron anc! his 

desc~ndonts are given the opportunity to directly atone for the 

i~aSdent of the cal f . Thi s ffi1ght further b• v1e~ed a~ a oessa&e for 

the -eader of t.hf' midrash; that the moans u.rough which one 

J 



t.ransgr esse s can also be the means by whi <'h one a tones . Throughout 

~uch of the Agga~a . thougll , there is a great deal o f di ~agreement as t o 

how culpa ble Aaftoo was f o r his act~ons , acd whether or no t tis actions 

were admi r able or deplor able . 0 

Tber~ a r e seve r al t e xt s that indicate t hat f o r some period or timE 

~oses ser\•ed as Pr ies t a l ong with Aaron . Whe r eas one might think that 

this would i ndicate a n elevation or Moses ' stat us , examina t ion of these 

y&ssages ic f act proves t he contrar1 . 

Shemct Rabbah 37: 1 clear ly states that. there :s a conf lict as to 

how long the time was that Moses acted as High Priest . Some say that 

~osa~ ser ved as High Priest for the eo t !re forty years that Isr ael was 

in the wilder ness , while others hold t hat. he c:1d so onlr during the 

s~vcn days of consecr 4tion . The saine point is made in Pesikta Rabbat i 

111:11, but ::.n both css<'!s , it l.:! merely raised, and not cons!.dered 

further . r wouli1 attribute tnis to t11e fact. that the amount of t.ime is 

not the matter that was of primary interest , but ra~her the question of 

what occurred I.ha' led to Aar on ' s tc;keover of the i;riEsthood was tbe 

!n ~oth the Pe~ikta Rabbati passage and 

\'a.:;ikra Rabba~ 1 : 6, the poin is made tl.at throui;hout the seven days 

of the consecrot1on of the Taber nacle. while Moses mioister Pd !.l" c; 

'1Jhl L<! robe , the ~1..L.M die:: not. dwell ir. tbi s •.;orld, bi;t on tht: 

eighth da~. when Aaren begar. his miristrat!~n as High ?r~est , the 

Shecti nab . The ir.tent of thE>se passages is clear: when tbe time ca~e 

fo1 the orit:sthood tC' be fixed , il was excli;shely Aaron ' s role to 

asst.:cie . While l!oses ser\•ed in otht?r important l eade:-st.! r roles , the 

;>ritc-thex>d 'l>aS no!. tis . and would not be . This notion is bor ne out 

further b;.· stater.ients in the Pe~ikta Rabbati passage and t.vot d ' Rabbi 
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Nathan A, Chapter 34 . which indicate that Moses is counted among~t the 

Levites , a nd A-.r~n is not . 

Moses Was Originally to Receive the Priesthood 

Gi•1en Moses ' e xtraor cUcary s t atus ir: cbe Pentateuch , the question 

a~ose as t o why be and his aescend,nt s were not given the pr iesthood , 

a nd t~o dist inct r esponses are evident . 

On the one band . there is a traditi on that Moses was indeed to be 

appointed P.igh Prie:;t . but was not . as a fore of punishcent for his 

r~fusal to go bef ore Pharoat •. Note . ~r. this regard. Shemot R<:bbah 3 : 17 : 

Wha t a nger was :;tere? The priesthood was taken from 
Moses and given tc l aron. Ou r sages said . thi s is the 
~eaning of "Is there not Aaron, your brother , the Levite?" 
Si11ce it says " thy br other, " do we not know thal.. he was a 
Levi te? fut God saic to hiu, "You were worl..hy of being a 
Pr iest and he a Levite , but since you declin~ my ~ords, you 
shall b~ a Levite an~ he a Pr iest ." 

As in lhe case of those pascages wh~rt: Aaron vas said to have 

recciv~ div:ne revelation by virtue of a punishrnen~ of Moses, so . oo . 

here do we 2ee tt1a l. ;,aron recciVed the Prie:sthood af pur.i shment for his 

declir.ing God ' :: c omman<! to gc to Pharoah . A similar passage is to be 

ft'!:Jnd !n Midrash :'anh1.:a:a CHa- liidpas• , Sheoirl #3 , whe.e Hose~ l:: told 

~:i God that all.hough he thinks he is goins to rec-ci\•e the priesthooc:' , 

l ndecd be \Jil 1 not, due to his rc:l uctaoce to appear t.eforc Pharoah 

~ lone. Once ago1n , we =~e an effort lo portray Aaron ' s status . even as 

lat of priest, a3 being the re::ult of ~oses' sir rather than Li~ own 

meri!; . There J.So however, another tradition that indicates that the 

~riesthood was ~nte:ndcd for Aaron. even thou&h Moses e~roneously 



thought that it wa~ to be his . It states in She~ot Rabbah 39:1: 

"Ano bring you near unto Aaron your t.rothe:- , and his 
sons wi t:1 i':im" ( Exodc!: 28 : 1) . Frc.rt where? " froir. among the 
Israelit~s ." It can be compared to a king who had a friend, 
and when ~e wi shed to appoint a controlle r o f his finances, 
he appointed bim over b!s eotire t reasury . After some 
time, he decidec to appoin t a C'bief of his bodyguard , and 
hu frienc thought that be wou ld appoint him , but be die 
net , as the king said to hi~. Co and ap~oint for me a chie~ 
of the bodyguard . He asked , Your majesty. of which family 
(sht.11 I appoint him)? The king replied: Of yours . S.>, 
when God was about to appoint a supervisor over the work of 
the taoe:-nacle , be appointed r~oses head over the judges arc 
over evErything; and when ~od wa s abou t to appoi&t a High 
Priest, Mose.!: believed that he wodd be itade High Prie:it , 
but God said to him: 'Go and appoint a:e a High Priest . ' 
Mo:;es replied , 'Master of the Universe . from which tl'ib.: 
shall I appoint him? ' The Di\'ine reply was: ' from the 
tribe of Levi .' Moses was thereupon ver y glad , saying , 'So 
beloved i;; my tribe !' God further saic t o hi.a:, ' It. shall 
be Aaron , your br other ,' a:! it is written . " And bring ntal"' 
unto you Aaron your brother." 

16. 

~e f ir:d !r. tb~ s rassage &n cf~crt cnce a~air: t.o ceco~strate the 

e:xclu~tve naturf- o f i'.aron ' s ri~t to t.he pr!entoo1. and an ar:swer tc. 

the quJsticn of "Why not Moses " by ~eans of a paratl~. Moses, we can 

see , al:-eady hc.d a hreat deal of res;:orsi oility , and it wocld ~eem to 

t:-: ar. iq::..ruceot. :::ove: :e acd to b! s re:spocs: : : I~ t ~ E::! f .:rt!,er by g:. ·,:: r:.e: 

r.::: the ~urGer.. a:~hough -. co· .. eta!:!.e one . o f the ;:riest:-ood &s •E:-1. 

Mo!..~5 • st.at us ..,.a:- mor<: elevated thar. tha •• o f f.aron , ar a car: begir. t o 

:'ti !!!' r:.ot.1on o: C:ivis:c:r. o f res;;cr:s:tU::.t!E:=: "-2Y :::•~ak tc a ce:--.ai:; 

_.;;.der~t!;: cocel. ~t:ch ~·111 t.t> di::ci.:s:iec . r ~e;.u! ?z. t.er. 9 

Aaron ' s ~tat~! c~ ~r~est, sbo~ld not be ~nde:rP.Stimated. As t,he: 

.;c.cr·1!'ic!al c-..:. t • as :he: basis or the : sraelite rellgior:, tbe 



17. 

pr!esthooc! represented the C'lost important leadership group in the 

Israelite nation. Of course . although Rabbinic Judaism developed 

1 nctitution~ that made the sacrificial cult, and so the pries thood , 

non - essential , Rabbinic Judaism has as i t s basis the very notion of an 

ultimate return t.o tte sacrificial cult , and to the priesthood . Were 

the priesthood and the cult invalidated in any way, the very 

institutions of Rabbinic Jud2ism wocld , in tu r n, be invalidated. It 

therefore was necc3sary for the rabbis lo pr est:nt the priesthood a:: 

not.ting less than a sacr ed institution cinistered by an exem~lary 

personality , Aaron , Moses ' brother. This , of course , will help to 

explair why so .muclt effort was made to present t.aron as a man of 

s:noularly outstandir.g chara~ter, and, at the sat:.e t~~e. account for so 

much of the ension regarding the issue o~ why l~oses hia:selr was r:ot 

chos~n for the role. There can be little argu~ent that in the Biblical 

text and in lfabb:inic tradition 110 personality is presented as being 

r.reater than Hoses. However . in or der to valida~e ,;aror ' s role as H!.gh 

Pri e::-t, the ra bb1 :! tr. ed to equate Aaron to r•oses and . al t.t1e !'"ace 

tia.e , · o pre~ent. Aaron as beir.g of _usl sllghtly lower statu:: t.har: 

'!oses . 

As 

C. Aaron's Status yis=a-vis H9se;s 

!s to ~e expected . there 'c: .. _ no ooe consistent t radi tioo 

regarding Moses • status vis - a - vis Aaron. While most of ~hat c~n even he 

inferred rroCI the various passaces that alluoe to their relationship 

woulo indicate that Moses was the greater of the two , there a~e seve~al 

~assa£es that state quite sic.ply I.hat they were l!QUal+ and several 



18. 

passages from which it ca o be inferred that Aaron . at least on certain 

occasions , was greater than Meses . 

1 . Moses as Greate" than Aaron 

As we have al r eady 10 seen , tbe:-e are \•arious that 

indicate Moses ' greater s tatus as a prophet . This is borne out further 

by t~o o t her passages t hat actually indicate that Aaron had been 

prorhesying ror a grea L deal or t.ice ever. before t-to .... t:s was bor n. l:; 

11 
both 11.ishnat Rabbi Eliezer a nd Hidrash Tanhuma (Ha- llid.ras), ~oses lS 

presented ~s r equestins Aaron to go - itb him before Pharcah since Aaror 

had already been ~rophesying for eighty years prior to MOMS' birth. 

·1'his should no t be viewed as a grea~ honor for t.aron , but a n indication 

of Moses ' c~arkcter , viz . • his respect f o r his elder br~Lter . In thi~ 

case , Moses is pr esented as hcsilatins d~~ to his respect for Aaro~ a.id 

not hi!! O\lrt relicera. <: tc. fulfill God ' s comcandceDt. 

It is important. t.o ke'ls: in 1:1ind that although Aaron pla)'ed ~ 

central role in the leadership or Israel in beth lhe Biblical and 

Aggadic texts, his role: is coos:ant ly pr esentl:d as less central than 

th<> t of Ho:: es . 1 n the case cf the .Jolden Calf incident , f or ei.a!:ipl e. 

eve11 those ~e;e,dic passases that present l\aror as a positi VI! leadership 

role oodel do so by indicating that he used a delay Lactic in order to 

restrair1 tbe people until Moses. the "I.rue" leader, "01.old r eturn . 12 

Other pas~aees that indicate Aaron ' s relationship t o Mose3 also 

demonst.ra\.c Meses ' posi I.ion as one of Aaron ' s superi ors ; these wi 11 be 
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deal t witb 1o deta1l 12cer. 1: 

? . Aaron and Hoses as Eoual 

We r1nd several passage~ that balance the ~ictu~e or Aar~n 's 

::tatus relative to Moses, by declaring Lhe::i as being totally ~ual. 

Ji.murit, those whi ch indicate this , the most s traightforwa rd is Bereshit 

Rabbah 1:1 5 

Everywhere Moses is mentioned ~efore Aaron, yet in one 
place it says , "These are th& l Aar on and Mo::;es " (Exodus 
6:26) ; this teaches that they a r e on a par . 

And Midr&sh Srir-Ha -Shiri~ 4 : ~- 5: 

"Your two t>r..,asts are llke two fawns" (Son~ of Songs 
4: 5); The~e are Moses and Aaron .... they were equal. Take 
note: oc~asiooally. Aaron precedes Hoses . as it is written 
"The.'ie are Lhat Aaron a:ad Mc.scs" (Exodus 6: 26}. and it is 
wri tten . "And rfses and Aar on performed all Lhe 31&ns" 
CExodlJS 11:10) . 

Both pa~sages utilize the same hermeneut.1c to cake t he ram~ 

:>oi rh . • r !. t.e Beresbi t Ra bbah passare . Mose.. an~ Aaron are gi\' en as 

just on~ ~XGJ!lple or the application or the hert'leneutic , whil e in 

~i drash Shir Ha - Shirim, the examvle is part of a f'uller descr iption of 

the relat.1 on ship betweco Moses and Aaron. lG neither case. however , 

does the passage build to aoolhel' point . as is the cast: in ea.mi dbar 

Jlabbah 21: 13 : 

"And the Lord said urt.o Hoses: 'Get thee up into tlli:! 
mount.c.in cf Abarim' " <Numbers 27 :1 2) . What reason did Re 
have ror slating this aft er the sec t ion dealing with 
inheritance? Only this. that when MOSP3 heard the command , 
"Thou shalt surely give un t o their: " (Ibid. v . 7) . he was 
under the impression thal the noly One , blessed be He , had 
been ree:onciled to him, and thought: 'Behold , I shall allct 
lo Israel their inheritance . ' So the Holy One , blessed bP 



He, said tc hilt. 'l~y degree retains it$ force; 1 "Get 
~P into th!s =ountain of hbari~." etc . "As Aaron 
brother is g~tbered,n (!bid , v . 13 ); Yoe are cot better 
your bro l::e.· . 

thee 
your 
tha~ 
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In this p~ssage we see tbat not only were :.hey equal in status !o 

li f e , but in deatn as we:l , and. more importa~t:y, :r. ~he eyes of God . 

~t tt.e same time , \o!e c.gair see a g!imps~ of 1-'.oses 1 belief that he was , 

!c fac:. greater Lban ~aron. Eu: again, as ir. Shecot Pa~bah 37 : , t~:s 

~as a ~i~taken impression . 

The tension between the var1ous passages as well as ~he effort lo 

?~ese~t a balanced picture can be seen clear ly ic the Mechi!ta d ' Pabti 

!shmae 1 , li:slir 1 : 

Ar.otner :nter~retation: ~ty is !t sai~ cere. "Unto 
Moses and Aaro~?" Secause 1L says , "Anc the Lord sa!d unto 
Moses : ' See , I "!:ave sent yo'.I ir. God's stead to Fbaroat "' 
!Exodus 7:1) . From thi= . : ~ould 1..nderstand only that ~o~es 
was a judge over Pharoah . \/h:il abot.t Aaron? By saying here, 
"1.rito Mcs~s and /.aron," Scripture t.eaches that Aaron wc.s 
equal to Moses: iust as Mores wa::: a judge to Pl':aroah , so 
also wa.-t Aaron a judg" :o Phc:.roah; jus as Moses l.'ou ld 
speak hi.~ wo:·ds f earlessly . !!O also wo1.ld Aaron :speak his 
i.tords f earlessly . Ratb! sa,-s: "C!ntc Moses al'd Aaron. " I 
Cli~t i.nderstar.d that the ore precec:.r.g i. the Scriptural 
t.,xt actually had pr cc1:dence over the other . 3ut ir. the 
pss3~c "These ere tb,t /,aror. .md lfoses" •E:.codcs 6 : 26) 
~a er ~s ~ent-orec first. Sc-ii;tt. re tht.s declares :hat 
b~:~ ~er~ equal . the on~ is as icrortant as the other. 

:'~.ls passage .is. c.:- cour::e . !.he continuation o!' a pa:::sage cited 

;iraviou3ly , 15 in whl cb 1l i~ stc:tcd thc.t alt.hout:t• lit.roe 'lolas fit to 

receive t..he !)1 vine revelaUon . :n most ca~es h~ did oot it. urder to 

e.rart ~!.::t 1 ::cticn to l~cses. "'e ::i.:st •1ie\o! t.bi~ con ti ruatl c..n . ther., ... ~ 

~art. of an effort no o~ly tc balance the imase or Aaron. but also to 

:c;concilE the f'&c:. that Ac.roo. ~ oc. acted as a lea~er be!'o"'e Fharoah . 

:.r.!., !s especially !.mportant as a t.ack'!roi: to Aaror. ' s r ole in the 

16 
ccc~rrence of the Ten Plat;ucs. 
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., Aaron as Greater Than Moses 

ln two passages already cited , Avct d 1 Rabbi Nathan A, Chapter 37 

and Vayikra Rabbah 13 :1, we saw that Aaron instr ucted Moces in matters 

of law. While neither of thc,:,e passages overtly declares that Aarol"' 

po~sessed a greater s tatu~ than Moses, ~hich wculd entitle him to 

under·take sucb an action , the very fac t tbat Aaron i s shown as doing so 

iodicates some grea ter status on his part. This ts not to be 

unoerstood so cuch as a matter of him having som~ innate quali ty which 

allo., eci hirt to achie ·1e such a level. as ouch as it must be seen as . 

agair. , a balancing of the iit .. £c of both Hoses and Aaron . H is , in 

fat'!t, the import ar:ce or Lhe law that allows Aaror. t o correct Moses . 

E·1en so . j f the law i ~ wha is !cport ant, tbe~ the !~are of Aaron 

l:nowing the low l'et.t<.r tha .. Hoses would at least. in this i nstance 

attest t o Aaron ' s hi&her status . 

An 1ea ~leorer picture of Aar on po~sessil"'S a grea~er status is to 

be found in Vayikra Rabbah 33 : b. lo this passage . Aaror. is pr esented as 

being concer ned " 1th the pedigrees (Hetre~. Yichu~l of the ls rae!ites • 

.. nd is theMbY re~ ardeG : 

Conse~uently tt~ Hol; One , ~lcssed be Be , plGCEd 
Aaron ' s honor bcfora that of !'.oses . as i::i ~roved by the 
text, "!low these c.r e ~he generations of l.aron and t{os~~" 

(!lumbers ; : 1 ' . It is not writ ter. ir: tt- .is verse, "M<"'ses and 
/.aron , " but rather "Aaron and Moses . " 

In this case. Aaron ' s stat us is greater in thr eyes of God. Of course, 

!".a\! Lhe author of th1s i)assase "ist.ed ~o show tbat t{oses l.'as c;reoter . 

or ~hat they were ~Qual . he could have done ~o usi ng either a slightly 
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di fferent , or the S G.!:le. pro~f- text. respectively . lo fac t, t here 1s no 

cent ion here of 1-!os"s other than as bei r.g le::;s hor.crec thar: i,aron. 

Again . we see a:: eff':>rt to elevate Aaron ' s status , tt:ough no t in terms 

c f leadersr:r. eithe r as a prophet or even as a priest . Perhaps we car. 

attr ibute this to a reticence oo the par t of the authors to give Aaron 

was core o f a key l eadership figure . Ir. sp: te o~ t.h1 s , there are 

;:a3sai;es th<>t. :rdicate ~bot /.c.ror. was also he:c !r. r.!gh1::r re&ar<! by tt.e 

lsrael1 t.es , 
, 7 

though t:-iese do r.ot i ndicate stat.us as c.uch as they do 

the t ffect tha t eacr. man hac o~ ind1vid~als aoon&st tne :srael!te 

r.at! on . 

IL SW!!l!!arY 

ThtrE is :it.tle queHio-: :.r.a t Aaro r. ;.-a:: bott a ~ ropr.et a nd a 

at once , or ~ic sc at d:f~ereot tires . I gre~t ceal of tension exists 

~·:~:- tt.e : s .. e c,~ "'r.ether !aror. t.c.:s i'!oses ' equal . ar.d al thoco: several 

~ext!' ind:ca e- !.hat he 10as , :r'-! sense :hc.t e:-er6es i= t!"at J..aro:: 

;:osses~eC: a !:tc: tus far abc\•e t:-.e cvercfe :srae:::e, tholgh not qi. i i:.e 

~~~a: :c t hat o f ~o~~$ . :r. ~~~!tion. ~ucr o~ r.i~ e:evated :~atus car. ~= 

S!~c& ~l~ ~r:Ls~hccd IOE.! a very !~pcr:~~t :nstitutior f?r the 

rab~:s. toey went to trea t lcr.gth! to va:idz:e !ts ex~!t~~ce as well as 

r.aror. ' ! role a:: E!t;h Pr:.ts: . "!llt,:.le dif:'erence of op!ricr ex!.~ s C\'er 

·.:.e u-s~e of ~!~ses ' .. '..gh: t.o t!-.e i.ories thood, ! t. :s ~!ear that. f or 
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wnatever reason, the p~iesthood belon;ed to Aaron and to his 

descendants alone . 

Having ~stablished Aaron ' s status as background, the remaining 

chapters ~111 focus on Aaron ' s personality , and how his actions 

aff~cted the Israelite nation . In the main , we will deal with the 

questions vf how and why the rabbis presented Aaron's personality . 

J 



CHAPTER Ml 

AARON ' S ROLE AS LEADER 

211 . 
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Pe rha ps the as;ie c t o f Aaron ' s life and per:Jonal i ty mo::t o ften 

e1:1phas ized in the Agg:tda is hi s leadership . A great aea l of effort 

went into the descr~ bing o f Aaron ' s l eadership r o le, both in term~ of a 

general pic ture or t hose leadership qualities that Aaron possessed, as 

wel l a s specifi c incidents which involve him acting ir: a leadershi p 

capacity. Sy presenting Aaron as a model of leadership , t he rabbi s 

ansi.er pos itively the question o f why Aa .. on warranted the pries thood. 

Though onl y a s mall nULJber of passase s s t ate thi s cutr!.ght, Aaror: is 

cons istent ly presented as a leader worthy of this s pecial s t a tus. 

A. General Aspects of Aaron ' s Leadership Bole 

l. haron as Peacemaker 

WbilL Lher e is ~o clea~ rortr~i o~ :.ar~r as a ~an o~ peace in the 

!!itle , it 1! develope d in seve:r al di ff e r ent agsa dic sour ces . - hougl" 

the three i:assage:; dea l t W1th here all base t he oc:.ioo cf :.aroc as a 

~eacemaker o r. differ ent Bi b11,,al verses . all three p :-esent. a !'i ir ilar 

pir.tur e o f a ma n c oncer ned with pe ace &lllong ind1 viciual hum&n !>e1ne~ . 

fo'.ishnal Rabbi Elie::er ~:cplains that i t was ber:ause o f Aa r or. ' s 

concerj f or and pursuil of pea'~ that be was rewardec wilt ~he , 
p:-itc~tt.ood • anJ based tbe aerash on the Si blica! verse , "My covenant. 

wa~ w:itb hilt . o f l ife and peace" (Malachi 2 : 5) . From t his , the autllor 

of the pc3=a&e asserts that Aaron ~a~ re~ardea wi t h the priesthood and 

the ~xclu31ve r igh t to minister in t he Tabe r nacle becau3e o f hi~ 
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pursuit of peace. 

A more complete r•resentation of Aaron ' s role as peact::maker i s to 

be found in Avot <!'Rabbi Nathan , A, Chapter 12 . Interestingly, t.his 

passage bases itself on the verse immediately followi ttg the one cited 

in ~ishnat Rabbi Eliezer. i . e ., Malachi 2 : 6 : 

Hillel says: 'Be of the disciples of Aai·or, loving 
peace and pursuing peace • •. . • Loving peace - - how so? This 
teaches that one should love peace in Israel bet\ieeo ma n 
and man the way Aaron loved peace in Israel between man and 
ma~. as it is ~aid , "The law of t ruth was in bi~ mcutb. and 
unr.igh teousness was not fo und in his lips ; he walked with 
me in peace a nd up r ightness . and did turn away many f rom 
iniquity" (Malachi 2 : 6) . Rabbi Meir says : ' Why does the 
verse say, "And did turn away many from 1 niqui ty?" For 
wn en Aaron would wa'-lc along tbe road a nd meet au evil or 
~lcked roa~. he would sreet him. The next day , if tbat man 
was about to commit a transgression, he would think : Woe 
unto me ! How will I be abl~ to fa ce Aa ron a f terwards? I 
woultj be too ashamed , f o r t'ie ha~ greeted me in peace I And 
so , that man would r e!rair. from t ransgression. 

So , too, when t wo men quarreled with each other , Aaron 
woul d go and sit down with one of them and say to him, My 
son, look what the other fe llow is doing ! He is beating 
h'-. breast, and tearing t:H clothing, saying, "Woe unto 
me ! Ho\I can I f ace the other fe llow l I am too ashamed, 
for it is I ~ho wronged bim ! 

HP would si t wi th him until re had re.noved all rancor 
from h! lle<!rt , aod then Aaron would go aocl si l wi t.h the 
e ther c- ~ ••• (and say the sace tJ.1ng to h!m, and sit with 
him until he had r emoved all r a ncor from his heart) . And 
when the two men met. each other. they llfould embr ace and 
kiss each other . Thal is why it is said of Aa r on ' s death, 
"They wept f o:- .C.aron th1rty day~. even all tbe house of 
Israel " (Numbers 20 : 29) . 

Another interpretation: why did all Israel weep f o r 
~a~on thirty days . ~hi!e for Moses only the men wept? 
Because Moses rendered judGement st ri ctly according to the 
tru~h; but Aaror. never sai~ to a man , you have acted 
offensive!) , o r to a ~ oman , you have acted offensively . 
That is ·.1t.y H is said , "And all the house o f Israel wept 
tor him ." But o f Moses, who reproved them wi b st r ong 
w~rds , it is said , " And the men o f Israel ~ept f or Moses" 
(Deut eronomy 34 : 8) . 

Moreover , how :nany t housands there were in Israel 
: amed :.aroo ! Por had it not been for Aaron, these childre n 



wculd not have been born . 

And some say: 
Aaron thi r ty days, 
could see Mo~es, 

himself not weep ! 

this is why it i3 said, "They wept for 
even all the house of Isr ael "- - f or who 
our master, standing and ~ ~e~ing and 

And some say : who coula see Eleazar and Pinchas, Lhe 
two distinguished priests, standing and weeping and himself 
not weep ! 

27. 

!he notion of Maron acting as a peacemakP.r oo t~e level of 

domelStic and personal matters is more fully developed here . 1t is 

difficult to determir;e exact.ly ,.,hi ch passage is oldPr, though it is 

generally held that Avot d ' Rahbi Nathan was compiled several centuries 

earli er than Mishna!; Rabbi Eliezer . 2 any case, the tradition of Aaron 

as one who is ~oncerned with peace on a grassroot~ level i s a pparently 

a~ old one . Io thi s passage, as oppo&ed to the one in Mi s hnat Rabbi 

Eliezer . Aaron does not r eceive a.~y specifi c rewar~ for his peacen:aking 

activity , but the importa:ice of his actions l.S reflec ted in how they 

di rectly affected the lives <Jf his fellow Is raelites. Similarly. we 

find in Pirke d ' !?abbi Eliezer, ~hapter i7 . t.bc not.ion that Aaron ' s 

CC'- tb was mourned by the entire nation, based on tt.e Sallie proof texts. 

Tbe ex~ldn ' inn here. however, is less developed : 

Why was this? Because he lcved peace and pursued 
peace , and passed daily through t.he en~ire ean:;p of I!'r ael 
and promoted peace between husband and wife, and bet ween a 
man and his neighbor. Therefore ail : srael showed 
loving- kindness to him. as it is written , "And wher all the 
congregation saw that Aaron 1o:as dead, tbey .,,ept f or Aaron 
thirty days, even all the hou~e of Israel" (Numbers 20:29) 

t..gai.:-.. no e ffort i~ mad~ .,_o di r '<-tly link Aaror: ' s ro!.e as peacemaker 

with h1!' rece:.ving the pries~hnod , but ti.s effect oo t.he lives of the 

:srac·lile!' is clearly pr eserted . Although this passage is r alatively 

01•1.t-f , 3 it should be viewed as pa.!'t of the rabbis 1 effort to eJLphasize 

~~ron ' s 1.J:lportaoce to the lsrae11te~ en a personal level. 
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2. Aaron as a Teac.he1· of Torah 

As we previously mentioned , 
4 

there existed a tradition of Aaron 

instructing Moses in a matter of law. This shouid not be takPn 

lightly , as it speaks to several issues. First, it presents to us an 

image of Aaron being absolutely familiar wi t.h the lclw , something that 

would tc considered essential to the r abbinic view of Judaism. Second , 

it informs us that Aaron was zealous with resard to observing the law . 

Even though his l>r<'ther, the giver o f the Tor ah , :instructed him as to 

how tc act, Aaron considered the proper observance of the law more 

important than ob~di.ence to Moses • inst ructions . Again, it touches 

upon a matter essential to Rabbinic Judaism: the proper o!:lservance of 

the law is o f the highest ;>ricrity. :tis important to note that , in 

this regard, Vayikra Rab!:lah 13 : 1 indicates that th!.s was the basis on 

which Aaron was deemed wor~hy of r eceiving revelat io:i. Once again, we 

see that the: rabbis believed that Aaron ' s chc.racter anc ac tions we r e 

ind~ ca~ive ,~ r!s worthiness . 

The notion tha~ Aaron not onl y knew and observed t re law hi~sel f, 

but. st.rov e: to br ing ottiers t.o the observance of t he T"?rah is also 

appar ent :in the previously quo le<! passage froiu Avot d 'Rab!>i Nathan , 

Chai;tcr 12. Tl e r e t.be ra bt:is explain the verse , "Ano turned many away 

from ini~uity " (Hala..:hi 2 : 6' , by stating that !aron, by virt.1,;e of t.1s 

~erely greeting a transgressor . caused that person tc refrain from 

• raosgress!oo . Thi~ could or.ly occur if Aaron himself zealc~~iy 

oh:ier•:ed the law. The fact , however , that Aaron conscio•;sly sougl!t. to 
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~reet transgressors, indicates a great deal of concern on his part that 

others observe the 14w as well . 

Perhaps most. important of all is the way in which he led other s to 

the observance of the law , which reveals a great deal about Aaron ' s 

character and manner of leadership. He is presented as a low- key 

l eader. concerned wi th the self-i~age of the t ransgressor as well as 

with returning the transgressor to the proper observance of the law . 

Wher eas further on in the ~assage Moses is present.ec c;s having rebuked 

those .,.,ho acted wrongly, Aaron. t.o the contrary. 'lever die so. Flis 

method of leadership was, ir. fact , one of example mor e than one of 

exhortc.t.ion . Aaron ' s portrayal as being ~oncerned with the specific 

individual ' s observance of the la\I and the way in which he acted upon 

this , can serve as a model of le~dersh1p for all r abbis . While it was 

desirable , indeed necessary, to be concerned .... 1th the entire 

comm1.mity ' s adherence t o t.he Torah , it is equally important , if not 

c.ore important, fo~ the leaders~t; to be concerne~ ~ith the observaoc~ 

o~ each individual . #hile i~ was ~ossible t o eosure ~be observance Clf 

those laws, t.he Lra:is0ressions of whi cn might b1.: publicly discernible, 

such as thr observance of the Sabbath and attendance at worshi~ 

serv ices, more personal observances, such as privat~ obs~rvance of tbe 

Sabbath, could not easily be enforced . Aaron , therefore. served as an 

impc.rtant model of ho.,.. to prevent others from transgress~ ng . Once 

again . this is indicali ve of !.he desire of the rabbi s >- o present Aarou 

as a man of special character . 
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3. The Respectfulness of Aar~n 

As part of Aaron's gene:-al character portrait, the rabbis stress 

bis respect both fer Moses and for the Land of Israel. As we have seen 

in Avot d'Rabbi Nathan A, Cbapt.er 37, 5 the respect shown f or Moses by 

both Aaron and bis sons is given as the reason for their recei viog 

revelation . Whereas he could havE rightfully interrupted Moses in 

order to correct him in the matter of law that was being discussed , be 

i.-aited untii Moses was finished before saying anything . This is 

particularly significant in tbat Aarvr was Moses ' olcer brother , and 

;.;ould nol be expectec' to show as l.'luch deference- to Moses as if he had 

been his younger brother . Aaron was more than simply conscious of the 

~roper etiquette; he ~a~ particularly respectful. 

In a vary different context . both /.arcn and Meses are portr<>yed as 

be-ing respectful of tbe Land of Israel . Kobelet Rabbah 9 : 2:(1} _ tate~ : 

"To the J?od"(Ecclesiastes 9:21: this alludes t o 
Mose:.:, as it is ~aid , "When sbe saw that he was a goodly 
child" (Exodus .:: : 2). it. "4eir said: "Goodly" indicates t.hat 
he was born circ1..:Cc1sed. "And to the clean" (Eccl esiastes 
9 :2): this alludes to baron who was concerned wilb the 
purity of Israel. "Anc to the unclean"(Ecclesiastes 9 : 2): 
these are the spies, who deliver€:d an evil report about the 
Lane and did not enter it. while t.he ot.her·s (Moses and 
Aaron) spoke of the goodness and ~raiseworthinesn of the 
Land of !srael and did not enter 1t . 

Here, Aaron :is a superb model for the r abbis on a mimber of 

le .. els . The ke) i;oinl here is that both !-!oses and Aaron praised the 

Land of lsra€:1, though ne1tber om . .l~tually enterec it. In lhe first 

place . t.tis }. ndicc.tes Aaron's absolute belief in the imporrance of the 
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land , such t hat sight unseen, he accepted it as praiseworthy , and 

.:aught others the :.rune . This would certainly have been an i cportant 

oon!:ideration f nr a community rooted in the ootion that. t he Lar.d of 

Israel is specia l. Second , Aaron •s willingness t o do so is also an 

!ndication of bis trust in the Lord . He who had never seen the land, 

but was instructed of its praiseworthiness . acce~ted this without 

hesitati.Jn . For the rabbis . acceptance of th~ divine wi ll was 

essential ; ooe coui..<1 not merely choose to follow those laws that they 

f elt were right , ignoring the others. Absolute trust in aod acceptance 

of the law was the cornerstone of Rabbinic Jueaism . for it was none 

other than God 1 s law . Aaror. and Moses both, then, a~e important models 

here ~r acceptance of the Lord ' s words . Third. a:Jd of eQual 

signifi cc;nce . is the c:wareness that one shoulc follow the law and the 

ways of the Lord withou1.. expecting visible reward . In spite of the 

fact th&t Moses a~d Aaror spoke wel l of the Land of Israel before ~ver 

seeing it, they m~ver got to enter tbe land . Yet they are not 

pr esented as b(:ing ang?"y or resentful . By displaying such char ac:ter. 

they are wonderful models for future leaders , who could no t refuse to 

ur.<lertake a particular respons1blli~y "" the grounds that they would 

not be able to st:~ t.he task through to its ~ompletion L!.ke Moses and 

Ac.ron, each person must accept his or her respons i bility to lead. and 

not expec~ a reward for it . 

...!i.._J;at·on • s Concern With the Purity of Israel 

:r1 twc previously cited passae.es . the r e was evidence that Aaron 

.,;a!' particularly concerned with the purity of lsr ael. Kohelet Rc.bbah 
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9:2:(23) states directly, without f ur ther elabor a tion or 

explanation . It is possible that this t r adition is '1ased on an older 

sour ce , Vay ikr a Rat-bah 33 : 24. There we have Aaron presen ted as being 

particular ! y concerned with tbe genealogy of t he individual I s r aelites , 

and as a r esult is aff o r ded gr eater hono~ than Moses by the Lor d . While 

proselytes wer e certainly accepted by the rabbis , the que3tion of o~e ' s 

pedigree was always a matler of great importance . One ' s ident:Oty was 

d1afined in t e rms o f one ' s lineage , and one ' s ar.cestry was often a 

c ritica l matter for e people \<hose r ight to exist is predicated on 

their being tbe descendan ts of a n early nati on . By presenting Aar on as 

being concerned witb thi s issue, the rabbis sought t.o validate their 

role as rightful hei r s to the Kosai c tradition. 

Aar on as a f.ero 

Several passages pre~ent Aaron as something e r a folk - hero. but in 

·1..ry hUD! c- n ter ms . In both Bamidbar Ral:>bah 19 : 20 and Devar im Rabbah 

£ : i 1. we • ind references t o Aaror. as ' t he one whc s t a yed I.he /,ngel of 

Dea t.!l . ' Ir. neither case , however . do we find ar. exp.1.a nat i-on of lhis . 

Certainly , i t was a well - circulated tradit)oo, r or it is too esoteri c a 

concep t to be sim9ly !nferred f r om the Biblica l t ext . Mor eover , if it 

w~rE not iiell - knowr:, it ~ould cer·t.ainly have warranted sc::ie f ut.her 

gxplanat ioo . In fac t , t his ~ rad1tion is ~or~ f ully prese r ved in 

1"-1.orasb Tanhuma Cba- oidpas), Tet.zaveh # 15 , in wbicb Aaron is d-?scr ibed 

as offering up I.be i ocense a t. the al tar, w!-en he saw the Angel (o f 

Death ; : 

He (Aaron l found the Angel (of Deat h ) preparing to do 



his destruction, and be stood in his way and did not allow 
him to do so• for it is said that "be 3tood between the 
dead (and •.l•0 living)" ( Nuc~er s 17: 13) • He said to Aar on , 
' Let me go and perfor m my mission . 1 Aa ron said t-.:> him , 
' Moses has s •mt me, and the Holy one . blesseC: te He, has 
sent you; the Holy One, blessed be He , and Moses are i n ttie 
tent of meeting--let us go to them . ' The Angel (of Death) 
paid him no cind , until Aaron l'arded hill: off by bis loins 
and led him away, as it is written, "And ret~roed to Moses 
at the door of the tent of meeting and the plague •14as 
slayed ~ (Number s 17:15). 

33. 

The Biblical eccounL indicates that it was merely by virtue of the 

offering of the incer.s"' tt:at the plague was halted . However , the 

rabbis sought to pr esent Aaron ' s role as much more than a functionary 

whose ministerial r1 tes alone were sufficient to conquer the plague. 

By presenting tbe pl~~1e in the fore or an angel, they make il possitle 

Lo depict Aaron as an almost :iuper- hUlllan being, able to be victorious 

even over ooe of the nea\'enly hosts . Through his supernatural abilit} 

and hi~ act!ons , t.aron s~ved the lives of countless indi\•iduals . 

Yet , Aaron is also presentc1 by the rabbit as a here who is muct' 

~or~ or an ordinary bumao btiog. Becaus~ or thi~ his model is 

accessible t.o the coma:on per::-on and, therefol"e , car be c ore easily 

emula!.ed. P! :-ke d •Rabbi Eliezer, Charter 53 . ir.fon;:s us of Aaron •!: 

:.ttempt t.o convir.ce Moses Lo pray for Miriam ' s recovery from :eprosy : 

i\aron went to Hoses, and saic! to him. "Oh my lord. 
Mosc;s I erothers do not. allow thecsel ves to be -:eparated 
f rom each other e.xoeol through death , as it is !':iid, "Let 
her not , l ~ra~•. be c..:: one who is dead " (Sumbers 12: 12) . 
Not only this , but now all Israel will hear this and say 
that the sistE:r of Moses and Aaron is leprous. Half of 
Lhis infamous report concerns you!" Moses wa~ appeased by 
these wor~s , and be aro!. ~ and prayed for her , and Be {the 
Lord) was entreated or him , a~ it is said. "And Mo$es cried 
unto t.be Lord, sayit.g. Peal her, oh God , I beseech you" 
(Numbers 12: 13) . 

Ir. th!s ca~e. Aaron's heroism 1~ to be round in his appeal to 

Mose~ ~o pray for Miriam. IL is assumed here that Mose:; ' prayer is more 
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efricac i ous than Aaron ' s, znd that by entreating Moses io this manner, 

Aaron 1 s heroism is no!. basP.d on bi s ability to affect d 4 .·ectly Miriam ' s 

health, buL in his wil~iogness to convince Moses t o do 30 . Once again, 

we see Aaron as an important role model , and at the same time , witness 

a strengthening of the image of his character . 

ln all of the atJove passages, only Pi rke d ' Rabbi Eliezer , Chapter 

17 , (the priest.hood), /..vot. d ' Rabbi Nathan A 37 and Vayikra Raohah 13:1 

(di vine r evelation) and 33 : 4 (honor ) connect Aaron ' s leadership to a 

specific gift . Yet , rema1r.iog passages , which go to great lengths to 

deve l op 1'.aron ' s t raits as a 1 eac!er , cannot be viewed cerely as good 

examples f or leadership. Certainly , if the rabti s were concerned ooly 

~ith presenting positive models of leadership, any number of Biblical 

figures could have been cho~en. Therefore, I must infer that there was 

a speci fic . con~cious e ffort lo present Aaron as a model of 

lea-:l ersbip . While Aaron's right to the p!'iest.hood . for the ciost part , 

is not overtly mentioned , it was important for t he r'l.hbis to present 

Aaro~ as worthy of the priesthood not only due to his pa r ticular 

status , but Ju~ to hi s character and esp~c1ally tlis !ecdership. Sioce 

the priesthood represented the de :ure leaders~ip of Israel, and s i nce 

little information on Aaron' s charac ter is given in t he 8ibl i cal ~ex t, 

it therefor.? was necessal"'y for th e r abbi:: to pa1 nt a portr ait of a 

powerful , t houghtful leader, one concer:ied both with t.he law and the 

w~11 -be1ng ~f t.be comm~ni ty, as well as with tho welfare and well - being 

of the individual Is raelite . /1ar on lies a tot..;,l model to be emulated 

ever. by the r abbis themselves . 
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!!L Aaron• s Role in the Ten Plagµ~ 

If we are inter~sted in Aaron ' s leadership qualities , it i s 

necessary to investigate the rabbi s ' portrayal of Aaron ' s role in tbe 

Teri Plagues . Tt:e Biblical text is fairly clea r about the degree of 

Aaron'z participa~ion; what i ~ not ~articularly clear is why Aaror- was 

:nvolved t he way he was . 

Similarly, both Hishnat Rabbi Ellezer 25 and Sbemot P.abbah l2 :!l 

offer 2 general s tatement about Aa!'on ' s involvemer.t. but neither one 

brings to bear any particular information oo 1o:hy Aaroo lfas chosen f or 

this role . It i s worthwhile to note that although no eff ort was made 

io either passage to d:minish Aaron ' s r ole . t he rabbis employ any 

hE:rmeneutic to pr ove that Aar on was not actually involved. While ir: 

these pa~sage~ no emphasis is placed on Aaron ' s leadersbi~ role in th e 

:en Plagues , nei ttier i :J bis role in any wa) der.ied. 

Howe\er . there is soi:ie c ater!.c.1 that discusses the issue of wh}' 

Aaron was i~ ·o~ved in the Ten Pla0-ues , and it presents an inte resting 

image o f Aaron's leadership role . Not e fer example . Shemot Rabbah 9: 10 

wrich states regardins the pl ague ot tlood : 

"And the Lord sa1 c ur t.o tloses : Say unt o Aaron: st rE:t.ch 
f o rt.b your hand ... " (Exodus 7: 19). R. TanhuJD said: 'Why 
did Moses not. s;ni te the weter s? BecausE: God said : It is 
not p r oper that the waters which pro tected you when you 
~ are cast intc the r iver shoulc now be smitten bi you . No . 
~hey shall be smitten by Aarc~ !' 

S!milc:rly , Shemot Rabbah l0 : 4 and 10:7 discuss Aaroo·s rol€: in the 

!>ringing o f the plagues of frogs and gnat:;, and stress that Aaron 1o1as 

involved because of the inappropriateness of Moses ' smJ t:i n& the vc.ter 

a1:1d ~he g;-ound whi ch had protected him . We find here no disagreement 
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with the plain understanding of the Biblical te-'t • but an explanation 

of why Aaro:i was inv<1lved . Aaron \<'aS not invoh·ed due to aoy special 

merit on his part , but due to Moses' i nability to act in certain 

situations . Moses, then , is presented as the more centr al leader and 

Aaron •s r-0!e is r elative to that or Mo!'es . WM le this does in some ways 

indicate an attempt t o suppt'ess the .image of Aaron as be!r..g Moses ' 

equal as a 1 eader. it al so supports tt.e notion of J..aron ' s fitness to 

assume the rol~ of leade1 ir. the saine marmer as Moses whee: the later 

was uooble to do so . 

The tension over Aaron •s r ole in the Ten Plagues is seen clearly 

in Shemot Rabonh 12:4 

"And Moses stretcbe6 forth his rod toward heaven" 
(f.xodus 9 : 23) . Three of the plagues came through the a&ency 
of Aar on , three through Moses , three through God , and one 
througt. the united efforts of all three. Blood , frogs, and 
gnats . being on the earth, were t hrough Aaron; hail , 
locusts , and darkness through Moses . because they were in 
the air. and Moses had power over earth and heaven .... 

TbJs passage might be seer, as a continuation of t~e effort to assert 

that in splte or ~Qron ' s participation ir the bri n~ing o~ the plagues, 

t1cises wa~ • 1e key leader, who had doir.inioa o\•er eartt and hea'len • 

.c.,___n,.e <i9ld en Calf Incident 

Any discussion of Aaron's role as leacer must ir.volve an analysi~ 

or his i nvol vement in the Golden Calf incident. Of course , the crucial 

~uest1on lbat ~ust be raced is why Aaron, who. according to the 
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Biblical text , acted so 1o1r?ngly, stiil meritet1 the priesthooC:? J.n 

examir.~tion of the r?~binic presentation of ~aron ' s r oJ_ ic the Golden 

Cal~ incident might b.? very helpful in thi s regard. - shall appr oact. 

tbe issue ~itb two d!fferert considerations ir. oir.d: the use or ~aron ' s 

neph1>1o1. Hur , as a literan• devic£ to e~pand on the Eiblical text , and 

the general aspect~ or Aaron ' ~ role as a leacer in the inc1dent. 

1. Hur es a Literary Pevice to Expand on the Biblical Story 

While Hur. the son of Miriam ('lnC so . t.he nephew of Aaron and 

M'lses) u : mentioned t welve tillies in the Biblical text . there :~. i n 

fac t. no men ion of hi s having an involvecent , direct or indirect, in 

ll'le 5ib!ical accourit. of the bcildins of the Go:der; Calf . For rea:!lons 

that ar e not e~tirely clea~ . Hur becam~ a lynchrin upon wbi ch a var iety 

of ra ob1n!.c e:ri:lana:!:>n!! for Aaron ' s behavior were hung. Such 

traditions are found in & number or texts , rang.in& f;om 8 .T. Sanhedrir 

lo t•.o later !aH:1•tio (anttolo&ie~ ' . ... 

Ir ;.;_1 of ll 1? passages that mention !li.r , the cictif t.hat i s 

1:c;:: loyed is t.Me same . Pr.ior :c coa:ing to A&ror:, aud ask!.ng him to 

bi. ild a god ror them, the: !sr ae ll. t.es approached ?.1.r , and wben he 

refused they murdered hiJ:I. I ron therefore was afr~~d that they wuulr. 

ki:l bi~ as ~ell. 

Th1: pa~sages which uti lize Hur io the explanat.~oo of Aaron ' s 

.ehav1or can be broken dcwr into two nor:-outually exclueive categor ies : 

those that. present Aaron ' s act.ions as a s i~n of his weakness , and ttose 

•t1a~ ; r e:rnnt ltaron ' s concP.rr., and in turn actions , as a model ot 

.... 
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aggressive . positive leader~hip 

A fulj.y devel oped explanatioo of wbat transpired oan te found i n 

Bamidbar Pabbab 15: 71, whi ch presents Aaron as having ac ted out or 

weakness and fea r for his life: 

"Up, make us a god who shall go before us ; for as for 
t~:s Moses, tbe mao that brought us up out of the land of 
~gypt , we know not. wbat has become of him" (Exodus 32 : 1) . 
When the elders beard tbese words they said t.o them : "Why 
do you pr ovoke him who wr ought f or ,vou all those miracles 
and wonders?" But they would not listen, and kil!ed them. 
furthermore, because Bur stood up and rebuked t bec , tbey 
rose up against him, also , and slew him. All Israel came 
to Aaro~ in ranks , as it is written, "The people gathered 
themselves together unto Aaron , and said: Up. make us a 
god .•• " {i hid . ) • •• ~e shall do to you the same as this! As 
we rose agains t Hu r and slew him , so will we do to you! 
When Aaron saw what they had done to the elders and tc Rur 
he was afr aid of them, as 1 t is writ ten, " And when Aaron 
saw this, he built (va-yiv~o) an altar (mizbeach)" (Exodus 
32 : 5) . "Va- Yi ven mizbeach" means , he understood (.blli1.J l 
from the one who lay slaug~tered (za- vuach) befor e bi~ . 

l't:is pass~e presents a clear picture cf ho1.1 Hur was utilized . The 

:-abbis f ormed a deras}J on tt:e "1orc3 va-yixen mi?.beach Cane he built an 

a ltar) . reading the~ as va- yaven ce-z~yuach (he unde~st~~c from the one 

~ho lay slaughtered) . By presenting Aaron as ac ting !n response i o ar 

ou t side sUoul• _, it became possible t o explain t:is actions . and even 

tot.ally vindicate him. Parallels can be found in Yalk-~ t Shlooni 1:~56 , 

and Hidrash Ha- Gadol , Ki.~ #32, which indicate that Aaron acted as 

he di~ Jttly out of fear for his life , and not because of any of the 

r;imifica t.ions tha t would result from his being murdered . Wti1le thi:i: 

..foes oo cvertly explain why i.aron •1as r;iven the priesthood. il does 

l ~~t. at :he poss:bility that because he acted out of re~r. he should 

not be t.eld culpnble . Jr; fact, thi!' i!' explicitlv stated in H.idrash 

7anhuma (Ha - Nidpas), Tetzaveh f10: 

And Aaron was afraid that perhaps the Holy One , 



blessed be He, would hold him culpable. Therefore, did the 
Holy One , blessed be He , say to Hoses, ' This is the thing 
that you s~1aJ 1 do to them, to sane t ify them to be Pries ts 
to me, and tc elevate them and make great Aaron and his 
sons through the High Priesthood, since it is well-known 
that Aaron aL\ed only out of fear, and therefore. I do not. 
hold him culpable . 1 

39. 

rhere is no beg&ing the issue here ; yP.s , Aaron ' s actions were less than 

ad.z:!rable , but th£: rabbis a1·gued tha t he should not be ruoished si:lce 

he acted out o f fear. Thi~ do<?s not exactly const1 lute st r ong praise 

f e r Aaron. as 1 t only it1dicates that he is , in a:coern term!', "guilty 

with c1.n explanation ." This passag.e offers an explanation of Aaron ' s 

behavior that is consona!lt with the Biblical text . a nd . at the same 

li~e , exculpates him. 

Tt.ere are , howeve:- , a numb-er of passa&es that emplcy Lbe ~e\•ice of 

the slain Hur in order to ~ake deCinit.ive , positive staleQeo t s about 

Aaron ' s leadership qualities . Ir.. several passages. this is 

c.ocompl1 shed tiy demonstrating that Aaron ' s fear was not for his own 

li fe , but ror wt,a t 'oloulc bera l.l the Israelites as a result of thei r 

action= . A sood examrle of t~i ~ i~ Counc in B.T. Sanhedrio 7a: 

"!.r:~ W'hen .;area saw [it] . he t:.ui lt ao <il tdr before 
it" What did he actually Ste? F. Benjan.in Japnet says, 
in t.hP naJre of R. Eleazar : He saw Hur lying before hi.n. and 
s&.id (to timself): If I do not. obey t.hem, they \.i 11 001; do 
unto me as they did uoto Hur , and so will be fulfilled (the 
f£:ar of) the propt:et , "Shall the Priest and tne Prophet be 
slair. in the saoctcary of God " (Lamento.tioos 2 : 20). a nd 
they wi ll never find f orgiveness . Better let ther worship 
the Golden Calf , for which offense they may yet fin~ 

forgivenes~ through repeotanco . 

~aroo's selflessness is dracatjcolly pr~~Eoled here . face.1 with 

i au:ioenl dec;th by an ar:.gry nc,b, Aaron can only Uin•, ii:. te.,;:is o f \.t.at 

wi 11 h"lppen to the l:ilurderers. By building the calf . he averted the 

tf ~r1ble f~le w~1ch would have oefallen the Is r aelites . Rather tnan an 

--
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act done out of weakness, f!aroo ' s act is transformed into a righteous 

one, indeed a noble , admirable one . While no mention is made here of 

the priesthood , tber.:> can be 11 ttle question that this passage has as 

its intent the complete vindication of Aar on . tlot only is Aaron ' s 

concern for the Israelites pr aiseworthy , but the fact that the basi s 

for his concern arose from hi~ knowledge of tbe Biblical text ls 

certainly notable , as well. 6 

In Vayikra Rabbab 10 : 3, a very similar p&ssas~ is immediately 

followed by a different ioter·pretation of the phrase, nAnd Aaron saw 

[ this] and built an altar before it . " There the rabbis stress that 

Aaron knew that. if he c!id oot involve h1a:sdf in the bi:ilding or the 

altar, the 1o1ork would be completed post - haste. However, !f oe took 

cont rol of the situation , he ~ould prevent the completion o f the altar, 

thereby dele:;·ing the people until Moses 10ould descen~ and dest r oy the 

object of idol- worshi p . In both parts o f tbe passage , Aaron is 

presented in a very pos llive light by using very different 

int.erpl'etations of the same B!bl:cal verse . While there i;as clearly no 

attempt to '>re~.;rt a unified picture a3 to why J.a ron built the Golden 

Calf . both iot.erpretations strive to demonstr.:ate tr.at Aaron ' s actions 

· ... ere , agai r., noble, . \\'bat was apparently importar.t to tht redactor or 
1iay!.kra Rabbah was not a particular explanation o!' /,aron ' s behavior, 

b~t the general impression that Aaron ' s actions were above reproAcr. 

!(. Pirke d'Rabbi Eliezer, tllapter 45 . the twc ~tirs of l.a!"on ' s 

fear and a de~ay tactic are br ougbt together as par of one coht inuous 

passage: 

Aaron arose and saw that ~ur, the son of his Sister . 
was slain; and he built For them an altar, as it is said, 
"Ana when /iaroo saw this. ha built an altar bef'ore it." 
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Aaron argued with himself . saying : If I say tc !srael , &fve 
to me your gold and silver, they will bring it 
immediately. 13ut beho!d. I will sa) to them, give to me 
the earrings ~f your wives and of your sons , ar ~ f orthwith 
the matler wi ll f ail. as it is writ ten: "And Aaron $?1 ~ ~~ 

tbEm, brealc o~Y t he golden r ings ." 

41. 

In all probabi lity. the redacto r o f Pirke d ' Rabbi Eliezer was 

bringing t ogether the t.wo separ ate tradition of Aaron ' s fear and his 

desire t? delay the Israelites f rom completing the building of the 

calf. Thi s is most clearly bor ne out by the fact that the notion of 

flaron seeing the slain Hur i .. not al all explained as 1 t is ir. tbe 

previous passages , indica~ing that t he tradi t ion r egar ding Hur •s death 

-..as already well - known , and ..,as certainly d r at-in from an al r eady ex tact 

soi.rce . B;,· connecting th~ two tradit.ioos. t llere was no r.eed to make 

any blat.aot statements about toe positive basis of Aaron ' s decision. 

%r :s utilized t o expla : n what Aaron saw . but tis aec:sion to delay 

the Israelites is brougrt to bear as tbe symbol o f his ri.;hteousness . 

As i.e. the Sanhedrin and V.ayikra Rabbab :>assat:es . Aar-0n is p!'Esected as 

taking an <:ctive leadership postfon . By making thi> building of the: 

goldel"I cdf an example of po~1ti ve leader shii: io a difficult situation • 

.\aron is 1 ~esE:n ed in a very favor:abl? light , and certain] y as one 

11hose character :nakes him worthy c f being High Prte~t. Though no 

speci f ic mention o f the priesthood is made in these passages , there can 

be 1i ttle doubt that the cc.nnection bet""'een Aaren ' s behavior i r: tlns 

tnciden and his receipt or the priesthood l.las foremost in the ill1uds of 

t~e ~ riters anc N?dacto~s o~ tnese passages . 

Throughout tte passages t hat mention Hur . we see attempts to 

JUS t1fy Aa:-on 's behav!.or in diff e r ent ways . In some cases. he is 

present eo as ao " or dinary" fr!ghtened human being . not resp~nsible for 

t!s ac •! ons . In other case~ . his bebavior is pr esent ed as being 



laudable , an example of leadership. It is impor tant to note . though , 

that regardless of whether f.aron is presented as a model of l-:oC!ership 

or an 1~di vidual coting out of f ear f or his life , all of tbese passages 

seek to exculi:;ate Aaron for the building of t he calr. Though the 

device of Hu r led the authors of the various passages to diffe r ent 

explcnations c f Aaron ' s actions, all of them had a gre~t deal at stake 

in vin~icati ng Aar on. As such , all of the passc.ges arrive at the same 

gener~l conclusion : whi le Aaron did indeed build the calf , thjs is no~ 

somethi ng that should be held asainst Aaron . and certai~ly rot 

ouffi aient cause for denying him the priesthood . 

2 . Other Aspect~ cf Aaron's Role in the Golden Calf Incident 

ln addition to demonstrating various aspects of Aaron ' s 1esire to 

delay the Israelites until Moses' return , thP rabbis • treatment cf t.la.~ 

Geld en Calf !nci t nt shows other aspects cf Aaron ' s lt:iadershi r 

qual ities . The ma:ority or these are founG in Shemot Pabbah 37 : 2 : 

When Moses descended from Sin2i and bebeld lsrael 
engaged ir. that incident, he looked at Aaron , who was 
heating Lbe ealf wilh a haJC11er. The intention of Aaron was 
really to restrain thf' reopl e ur. 11 Moses can:e down, but 
Moses thought that Aaron wa s a partner in their crime and 
he l.'as incensed against hiir.. Whereupon God said to Me ses: 
' I know that Aaren ' s intention was quite good. • It can be 
compared to a prince whose mine b~caJ:le unsteady , and took a 
digging tool to destroy his rather ' s house. His tutor seid 
t o bin:.: 11 ::>0 not weary yourself. Give it to me and l ":ll 
de lt." Whee the king ~2W t his. he Said : ! know your good 
intentions. By your lif-c, you c.lone shall rule ove r my 
pal2ce. Similarly. ~hen Israel said to Aaron. "Op, make ue 
a god, " he replied. "Brec..k off the golden rings ," etc. He 
further saic to them: 'S!nce 1 am a priest . let me make it. 
r.n<l I \.1'1 offer up sacrifices before it , • his sole idea 



being tc restrain them until Moses would d~scend . 

Whereupon Cod said : ' Aaron. I know what yo~r inten tion was; 
si;,rely tben , only you shall have full sovcrej 6Dty over the 
sRcrifices which my cbildr en will bring. ' 

l!s we saw above , Aarc.r. is presented a:;- leading the people in the 

constructi oo of the calf as a mear:s of delayiog the Isr aelites unt:f l 

Moses came down f~om Siuai . 7 Only in the Shemot Rabbah ~assage, 

however, is Aaron ' s action di rectly connected to his receiving the 

priesthood . 

l n add 1 ti c.n, ~h~ passage also iu:pli es that J.aror ' s <tcti on 1<as 

oeant tc:> chance a transbres::ioo into an act done f o r "tne sake or the 

heavens." Tt.h is most cl early stated in Vayi~ra R~bbah 10: ! : 8 

l:!e Uaron) sav tt:e siluatior. tr!.s way: lf they build 
il , one will bring a pebble , another a stone, and as :i 

result their work ~ 1:1 be cocpleted at once •.. Morecver. 
a!: I am building 1 t, l shall build il in the name of th<? 
Holy One . blessed be He . Thi s i~ indicated by what is 
written, " And Aaron made a proclamat100 , and said: 
' Tomorrov ::;ball be a feast to the Lord" (Exodus 22:5). I~ 
is not written, ' a feast to tt,P (go1C:en) calf , • but "o 
feast to the Lord . " 

Sy showing t.aro1. 1 s actions as perhaps the only p!ausib!e response to an 

extremely d!fficul'.. situation. the rabbis once age.in j1.;stU'y /.aroo ' s 

behavior by pointjog to it a~ a techni que of leadersrip . Passases s1.;ch 

as these, if they stood alone wc~ld not suffice to present Aaron as a 

stroc:g leader , At best , they port.ray hia: as doir.g something 1 elat1 vely 

ltinor to 2v,,.rt an all - ou t catastrophe . Ho~1ever , in the context of 

be!r-& oue ras t. of a series cf passases that diEplay Aaron •s leadershi~ 

in the incider:t , ~hey ~erve to retnf'or~e the geoer~l picti;re of Aaron 

as taking an acti·1e, pos1L1ve le3dt:rshh· role . 
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In addition to the: Shemot Tiabbah paseage . Vayikra Rabbah 10 : 3 also 

utilized the motif of the tutor of a king ' s son "savior the day" by 

taking over the work of tbe son . ln this passage , though , rather than 

a del'y tactic, the action is seen more as an attempt to transfer the 

1.ransgressioo to himself: 

"And Aaron saw tbis" --W!lat did be see? He saw the 
situation this way: if they build it , the sin \.fi 11 at.tach 
t o them ; better that the sin should attach to me and not to 
Israel. 

As ir. the Shemot Rabbah passage. Aaron ' s reward for ~his action is the 

priesthood . Io this passage , a more involved explanation for this gift 

!s off~red , based oo several Biblical v~rses which ~re given as 

proof - terts. Both of these passages present his action as a noble one , 

and indicate the appropria teness ~f his action . 

It should be noted , how~ver , that all sources do not see Aaron ' s 

~ct !ons as having been totally appr·opriate. Quile to the contrary, 

1/ayikra Fabbah 7: 1 indicates that Moses corr ect!y rebuked Aaron for 

turning a sic made in err:>r into one of malice and awareness . By 

beating on l ~ calf with a hammer to demonstrat1e that tbe cal!' was 

nothing but a p!ece of ~elal , the Israelites ~ere thus mace aware t hat 

their worship of the cal!' was pure idolatry . Hae Aal"on not dooe so , 

tt?e arsument could have oeen made that the people were caJght u;> in 

Lnei,.. anger, and would oot bave ransgressed quit e so seriously. The 

Que:slion . then o f what punishrne:lt did he receive, and, more to the 

point , why did be still warrc.ot t.he prie~thooa . is addressed towards 

the end or the passage. There 1t explains that the Lo"d ' s anser wa:; 

vented in the form or the extinction of Aaron ' s sons , by , again , 

utilizing several Biblical verses as proof-texts. While nc. mentior of 
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the pr iesthood is rnade ~ere , t~e fact that the passage discusses 

Aaron ' s riu nishment is suffJ cient for us to realize that tbi~ question 

was on the mind of the ~assage ' s redactor . 

D. SJ•• a r Y 

Aaron is pr esented. alte~nately , as a st rong leader and an 

"ordinary mar. " ensconced in a difficult situation. He possesses ~isdom 

an;i respect , aod utilizes these to make ?eace and to teach Torah . He is 

concerned with Lhe we l fare of Is r ael and takes steps to insure their 

"'1ell - being . He is a man willing to p1Jt himself in a tenuous position 

fo:- tte sake of Israel and . at ti.mes , is presented both as being more 

concerned with ~srael's status than h!s owr. and as having little 

conc~rc f or ~:s ow~ life . 

E·1er, :?O . bis leadersbir• is a~parer tly :iei:;endent on Moses 1 absence 

e r inability to act in a given situation. something tha t he , Aaror., 

seeos to willing·· acc~pt . 

T'1 e r.icture of l.aron ' .s leadershii;, though, is c miYed or.e . There 

: .s no at tecmt . even witr. i n the same text, e .g . Vay i. kra Rab bah 1 O: 13. 

to present a consistent imace of ~aron ' s leader ship , but instead , 

dive:-&ent. traditions. whi ch pr~se~t n.c.ron '!IS bott1 a strong leader and 

&L average man are included. In additloo , we find both j ustification 

"':1<! remonstration o!' Aaron ' s actions . There is no clear agreement and 

thE: redac tors of thece t exts seem t.o have been less concerned with 

presenting a unified picture of Aaron·~ l~ade1·ship, than with DUtting 

for th v;1r' c•us viable options for the understanding of Aaron's c.ctions . S 
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Even so , all of the passages, especially the ones wh ich present Aaron 

as c: less than positi~·e mode:l of leadership, f ace the issue of 'olhY 

Aaron received the pri~sthood , and resolve this i ssue through various 

means . While Aaron ' s receiving the priesthood is only occasionally 

centioned , all of the passages present Aa ror. as a leader worthy of the 

;:l·iesthood and a l!lan of such cha!"acter that e\•en during times of 

w~akness . he is not to receive direct punishment . 

--



47 . 

CHAPTER THREB 

AARON'S RELATIOKSBIP TO HOSES AND HI RIAH 



There i s little mater~c.l i o the Biblical t.ext tba'~ i nf'Jrms us 

about Aaron 's r elat1onshii:; witb either of his siblings . J.s a re:..ult , 

t.11 e rabbis had a great deal of leeway io dealiog with these 

relationships . Once agaio , there is oo uni f ied t rad1tioo, but rather a 

seri es o f al ternative views that portray Aaron ' s relationship with 

~oses and J.:iriam in a variety of di fferent ways . 

A. Moses as Aar<>n'3 Super ior 

1. In God ' s Eyes 

Several passages indicate Hosts ' superiori t.y t.o Aaron io God ' s 

Eyes by way of Moses ' greater qualificati ons to receive the Divine 

revelation . In two previously cit.ed passages , Sifre Baoidbar 117 and 

Avo d 'Rabbi Nathan /., Chapter 37. thjs ;ioinl is made explicitly, as 

well as in Bamic!bar 1 Ra bl ah 14 : 19 . where ar. ir.vol ved h"'rmeneutic is 

llSed . 

C:.her pas:;ages demor.strate Moses ' superiol"ily in God ' s eyes by 

means of Moses ' involvemeot with the priesthood. Shemot Rabbah 37:4 

indicates Moses ' position by means of a parable : 

When the Holy One , blessed be H~ . s~id to Meses , "And 
bring near unto :you Aaron you.~ brotber" (Exodus 27:20) he 
1Jas d] spleased , b11L God comforted ltim by say!.ng : 'The Torah 
: possessed I gave to you; bad it not been for the Torah . I 
l'Ould hove destroyed My world. ' Il car. be compar e<! lo a 
~ ise man wh~ married a relative , and though he lived with 
ter for ten years , sbe did not give birth Lo a ch ild. He 
theP said Lo her: 'Saek a ~o~an for me, ' furtber explaining 
t.o her . 'I can really t ake a woman without your approval. 

--



but I desire you!' forebearance . • This is also wt-at God 
said to Hoses: ' I could bave appointed your br o t ber as Aigb 
Priest witht'ut ! nforming you, but I waoted you to be his 
supc.rior . ' 
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In this passage , Moses ' super iority i s overtly 3tated and gi ven as 

t.he explanation fo r why Moses was called oo to appoint Aaroo to the 

pr it::sthood . By viewing the Biblical passage in tbis light, the 

question ab(.'lut why 1-:oses hllllsel f did not receive the priesthood is 

reso lved by means of ascri bing to the 1-r iesthood a status lower than 

that of Moses . !n addit ion . the rabbis emphasize the absence o f 

Jealousy based on Moses ' own s t atus , and the respect shown Moses by 

God . Sbemot Rabbat 3 :17 that the priesthood was actually intended for 

2 Mose:: , tut was gi veo to Aaron as a means or punishing Hoses. In spite 

of this. the passage conti nues to sbow that Moses main t ai ned his 

super!o:-ity: 

~ And you s~all be to hi~ his master " (Exodus 
•:16) --t~oug~ he is your older orot her , your f ear will be 
•~per him . Tills i s a proof t.hat tt:e respect due to your 
teacher cQuals t he r espc:.ct to heaven. God sail! to hi ll': 
' Just as my fea r is upon you, so wi ll your fear be upon 
hilt . ' 

At one ~r.d the sai::e time , the red'lctor o~ thi~ l'assase firmly 

reinforce~ J.ioses' ;::isition as Aaron ' s st:per:or, and provides us \o':itt- an 

important lesson tl iat. reflects the rabbinic value sys t em . 1-'oses i~ 

preser:t~d a= /iaron •s teacher, and by virtue of thi s . Moses is due th e 

greatest respect. Orc!i nar i ly, age in 1 tsel r is worthy of respect, out 

learnin& • stS cf eve~ gree: er importacce . Knowledge wa~ alway~ 

considered to be a primary value, and ir. thi:o cast> , the respect due 

~~:>ses for !Jis knowl edge and bis rcle as a teacher supercedes the 

resr.ect due Aaron for bis age. 

~ clea r prescnlat.ion o f the d!fferent roles playe<I by Hoses and 

-



Aaron, with Moses' being the greater, is tound in Shesot Rabbab 8:3 

•And Aaron , 1our brother, aball be your 
prophet•(Ezodua 7:1) . 'Just aa the preacher sits and 
preaches vbile the interpreter sits before bill, ao shall 
1ou speak all that I cOlllland you to Aaron, and Aaron, your 
brother, shall speak unto Pharoab. ' BJ means ot both ot 
them, were all these things performed, and it is said, •And 
Mos ea and Aaron did all these vondera before 
Pharoab•(Exodus 11:10). 
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There i s no question that Moses' role is •ore significant than 

Aaron's in this passage, but Aaron should not be seen aa a •ere 

interpreter, either. The tact t t:at Aaron vu speciticallJ chosen tor 

the role ot Hosea' spokesman indicates great merit tor him; ot all ot 

the Israelites, Aaron alone was chosen to appear bJ Moses' side before 

Pharoab. While the luge used is that ot an interpreter, ve aigbt be 

better oft to understand Aaron's role as that ot a spokesman. There is 

no indication here that Moses did not speak the saae language as 

Pharoah, and that Aaron did . Rather, Aaron is seen aa carrying out an 

important , otticial capacitJ. In tel"lls ot their separate role, Moses• 

is ot a higher status, but Aaron's is ot equal importance. In the caae 

of a preacber and interpreter. vbile the preacher's words are vbat is 

important, without the interpreter , they would be meaningless . 

Throughout these passages, there is a strong att•pt to present 

Hoses as being superior, but aleo a great ettort to d•onstrate Aaron's 

role as necessary, though on a ditterent leYel troa Hosea. It ia 

possible to i~er, especially trom Shemot Rabbab 8:3, that the rabbis 

sought to present Moses and Aaron as a model ot leaders with ditterent 

roles and responsibilities working together, unencm1bered bJ dittering 

levels ot status, and each concerned vi th the a.igniticance ot bis 

role. Moses, the great leader and receiver ot the DiYine revelttion, 
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needs Aaron , his spokesman , .o transmit tbe knowledge tbat he has 

acquired . 

2 . 1 n Moses ' ...tY.M 

A number of passages lndicc>te tbat ~oses , too . saw himself as 

Aar on ' s superi o r . In the case of the Golden Calf iocid~n t , we can see 

by ~oses ' reaction that he cocsidered it perfectly appropriate to 

admonish and rebuke Aaron fo r his actions . We saw how Vayikra Rabbah 

7 : 1 underscored Moses ' anger upon seeing Aaron battering the GCJlden 

Calf in the presence of the Israelites , 3 and his justificat ion ir. 

denouncine Aaron f or worsening the t r ansp,ression. Pirke d ' Rabbi 

E!iezer , Chapter 45 , states the matt.er more succinctly , and offers a 

response by Aaron; 

Moses said to Aaron : ' What have you done 
people? You have made them unruly, like a 1.ioman 
unn .. ly 'Je lo her immorality. ' He said to Hoses: 
what th J die to Hur , and l f eared very greatly .• 

to this 
whc is 
' I saw 

Both the lack of response in the Vayikr a Rabbah passat;e and the 

ty;:ie of response in the P!rk~ d 'Rabbi Eliezer passage inC:icate that 

~aron did not regard Hoses• reaction as inappropriate . This issue here 

~s not whether Aaron had acted incorrectly, but whether Moses had the 

rib.ht. tc speak to Aaron in ti.is f asbcn? Had Moses not been Aaron's 

.sup&rior, c;nd if both !loses an:l Aaron did not see it this w2y . the:1 

s urely some stronger response \;O\Jld have been forthcoming froo Aaron , 

i nc:cating the inapproprLateness of Moses ' beha>ior . Were it s i mp!y a 

--
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matter of obedience to the law , and Moses 1 correc tion of Aaron , it 

undoubted ly would '1ave been presented in a different fasbion. 4 Instead, 

we a.ust i nf er thc.t there was no need to justify Moses 1 behavi or. He 

.ias Aarot> ' s superior and Aaron owed him an explanation. regardless of 

the reasons for hi s action . 

We can also see Moses ' statu, as Aaron ' s super ior when he 

portec t ed haron during the incident ? f the rebellion of Koracb (Numbers 

16 :1 - 35) . The '1iblical account p r esents Moses as Aaron ' s protector, 

rebuking Korach and his bdnd for their rebelU on against Aaron . and 

Eamidbar Rabbah 16:9 extends this image f urther: 

r·rbere f ore you and all your company tha t a:-e gathered 
together against the Lord"(Numbers1E:11). Moses implied 
t.hat this quarr el , is not \tflh us but " jth the Holy One, 
blessed be He . The matter may be ill~strated by a parable . 
A ki~g had numer ous servants. and he chose to make one of 
t.hem a free man and to give him tbe rod (and appoint hi~ an 
off icer) . Re then went further and made him a senator . 
His colleagues ro::se up agai~sl hir... . People sa!d : 'lf he 
had come f orward himself and taken that position of his own 
accord , t hey would havQ been right to rise up against b i~ . 

Seeing that his master conferred this distinction upon him , 
then \<hoever rises aga!nst him , are the~· not ri si.ng uv 
agains t his mast.er? • Il is the same here. Hoees said to 
lte Levites : ' If Aaron, my hrotLler, had takeo the 
r•. · esll.ood on his own initiative . you 'w'')Uld ha\•e been right 
t be angry with him . Now, however, sin~e it was given to 
him by the Holy One , blessed be He , to whom belongs 
grea t cess , might , and sover eignty . then anyonL who rises 
against Aaron. does he not rise up against the Holy One, 
blessed be He? ' Accordingly , it is written. "And to Aaron . 
vhat 1:: it that you muran.r against bim?" Olumbers15 : 11) . 

In addition to asserting the wrongness of Kore.ch ' s a-::ti on, tbi s 

rassage goes t:i some length to shoi.- Hoses ' absc.lute acceplarice of 

~aron ' s poe1 ti on as High ?ri est . Not only do we see> Moses ' role as 

/.aron •s protector , '>ut in his wil l!ngness ~o defend Aaron ' s claiit to 

:he pri esthood . we eee an .~po~tant ~evelop~ect in the midr ashic 

wr~atQent of Aaron and Moses . Throughout ~any of the passages presented 

--
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thus far, there has been a considerable amount of tension regarding 

Moses right to the prl.istbood . By presenting Moses as tie defender of 

Aaron •s ri&ht to the priesthood. much of the tension is abated . Not 

only does God desire for Aar on to be Hi£h Priest , but Moses is mor e 

than satisfied with this arrangement; he is e1:en willing to s tand up 

1 or it. against t llose who chall e;nge it . By presenting Mos1.:s in th is 

!!ght. one can hardly argue with tbe notion of J.aron , and not Moses , 

receiving the priesthood . lf Moses himself did not cocplain , and 

indeed , supported Aaron ' s right to it , then there can be no questioning 

this on anyone else ' s part . 

3. In Aa.ron ' s EYes 

According t C> Aaron, as well. Moses .. 1as n:..s superior, as seen ir.. 

t.wo diff e rent. te>:ts. The Hech!.lta d ' Rabbi Ishma£:1. Ainalek il. states 

it simply: 

r. is said , "l.nd Aaron said unto Hoses . ' Oh , my 
l ord"· {Numoers 12:11) Was he not his olde r brother~ Whal 
tben ... oes i mean by saying. "Oh, my lord?" Ae (.t.;.ron) 
treateo rim a~ though he (Hoses) we r e his ~aster . 

Similarly . Vayikra Rabbah 13 : 1 and Midrash Ha - Cadol, Ki~. 32 

present. AarotJ as dallyin& over tbe building of the Golden calf until 

sucb t~me as Hoses would come dow~ fro~ the mountain anj destroy it . 

/.11 of the passages we r.ave ci:.ed inc!!.ca :.e that Moses was clearly 

Aaron ' s superior , and that. Ood , Moses , and Aaron all a<'knowlP.dged it. 

7he thr~st of the tradition, therefore, emphasizes tha t whi le Aaron had 

'°" U!portant. role to play in t.he l Eadershii; of Israel • he is not to be 

-
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seen as a leader equal :~ Moses . This tradition , however . does not go 

1mchallenged , as will be reen in the following sections. 

B. Aarop as lfose:s ' Suoerior 

Contrary to the passages presented in the rrecedin& section. 

~ever~l rassages, though ~ertainly f ewer in number and less e~phatic in 

:one, indic&te that Aaron ~as, et least in certain circUI?1st~nces . 

Xcses ' s~perior . Tanhwr.a Ha-Ni~pas Iet~aveh 1~ . presents ~aror as 

r·cses ' savior ,
5 

de1..iver1ns tlln. from the Angel of Death . 6 Aaron's 

"Oncerr. for Moses ' life is transformec into Aaron ' s taking on alr:iost 

~upernatu ral quali ti.?s al a tfai- of great crisis . In Vayikra Rabbah 

7 
lj:l, Aaron is ~resented as tach1ng Mos~s a m2ttcr of law , somethiot 

he codd not ~ave done wi tt.ou t at lea3t temporarily having a f;reater 

.st.at.us . 

In bott' ca~es , Lhoi.&h, Aaron ' s superiority rous1 be ~ .: .. rred, ~icce 

ir nei t.h£:r de • !lC<. explicit statei:ients of this , a~ we- de r-egarding 
p. 

Moses • ~uperlcrity. As a resul t , one might mi~takenly dra~ the 

.nferrence t.hat Aaron \>'as .l ndeed greeter , t.hough i-: fact , U:e pur~osc 

r:ght not be to demonstrate ~eron•~ superiority ~o mu~h as it might be 

1) to sho~ that not even Meses ~os superior to all people at al l times; 

and 2) as .:. way of balar:c1c:g tne ~c. .. ge or ~oses . For the most part, 

Moses is rresentcd as a ver y :!tronP. leader . and it lH>uld not be 

de.:;irablt: to prt-ser t. any human fisure, including Moses, as infalllblo: 

i:iud illl!1lo:-ta 1 . 

-
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C. Hose;. agd Aaron as Coc!olete F.Quals 

To bring the rabbinic view of the relat!ons hip o r Moses and Aaron 

f Jil circle , we now tur n to those ;>assages that , in cont r ad1 cticin to 

th~ ~\lo previous sections, iodinate that Moses and Aaron were totally 

c.,u~l . 

We can st3rt with a simple . di:-ect stat.ecent or this found in 

ccr e31.1 t Rabbah 1 : 15 : 

Everywhere Moses is menticne~ before Aaron , yet in one 
place it says . "These a r e r.:ia t Aaron and Moses" (Exodus 
b:26) . This tuaches that they are on a pat . 

Ir. l:1d1 ash ShH· P.a - Shirim, 9 the ~ ctecent is eq ually explicit, but 

l~ ;:resented ~s part o r an over\ie1.; cf Moses • and Aaron ' s 

reht.ionshir . They <::-£. ;:>ic ured as two lov1 ng, cari r.g br others, who 

reJoioe in one another . ~imilarly , Bamidbar Rabtab 2:: 13 demonstratei; 

the; r equal1t~ in terms or tbe reward~ eacb re~eived: 

"tu , the Lord said unto Moses : Get ycursel f up into 
this mcu~tain o f Abarim" (Numb,,rs 27: 12) . What re~son did 
lie hc:ve f o r s tatii;g his after the seC'l1oo dealin& w1 :.h 
inheritanc~? Cnly thi~. that when Moses heard th~ coC1t.and , 
"You shal 1 sul"elr g!ve uoto them" (Exodus 27: 7 L !le wa:! 
under' t~e tmpression tlial lht! Holy Coe: , lllessed be He , 1'1ao 
beer reconcilec to t.i:c c.oc thoutht : "Behold , I ~hall 3llot 
to I srael their- inher!tanct:." So the Holy One . tleased be 
He said to t.iir.: 'l"y decree remains 1n force ; "Get yourself 
up int <' this mouotc.!.n of Abarin" etc .. " ~s P.aron, your 
brother was gathered" ( Exocus 27 : 13): you arl' not bel.ler 
Lhor your brother . 1 

l!e1·e, even though Aaron ;;a:. already dead , Hose:- was lo receive no 

better treatcent . He is ~old \\Uite bluntly that be nold~ no greater 

~ Latu~; J~~ r as Aaron did not enter the land, so Hoses will no enter 

-
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the l and. 

It is especially interesting to note hov the question ot their 

equality is dealt witb in two dirterent ways within tbe same passage. 

The Hechilta d'Rabbi Ishmael, .rJ.1.bL fl, indicates tbat they were indeed 

10 equal, but that the divine revelation vaa given to Moses in order to 

grant distinction to bia. l tremendous amount or tension is evident in 

this passage, and it is reaolved in a rather dubious unner. The 

redactor obviouslf wishes to grant Aaron a status equal to that or 

Hoses, but is uncOllt'ortable in doing so. As a result. he does assert 

their equality, but qualities this vitb a statement or Hoses' 

distinction. The continuation or this passage, though , evidences no 

particular tension over this issue : 

Another interpretation: Vhf is it said bere. •onto 
Hoses and Aaron•? (Exodus 7:8) Because it says, •And the 
Lord said unto Moses: •see, I have sent fou in God's stead 
to Pbaroab•• (Exodus 7:1). From this I would know only tbat 
Hoses vas a judge over Pharoab. Bov about Aaron? By safing 
here. •onto Hoses and Aaron,• scripture teaches that Aaron 
was equal to Moses: just as Moses was a judge over Pbaroah, 
so also was Aaron a Judge over Pbaroah; just as Moses would 
speak bis words rearleaslJ, ao would Aaron speak his words 
tearlesalJ. Rabbi says: "Unto Hoses and Aaron.• I might 
understan~ tbat the one preceding in t.be Scriptural teltt 
actually had precedence over the other. But in the 
paasage, •these a.re that Aaron and Hoses to whom the Lord 
said• etc. (Exodus 6:26); Aaron is mentioned rtrst. 
Scripture thus declares that both were equal, the one as 
important as the other . 

Had the redactor or this passage not wanted to demonstrate Hosea 

and Aaron's equality, he, or course, could have omitted this passage 

entirely. In tact, had the author ot this passage desired to 

demon:strate Hoses' superiority, be could easilJ have done so, as in the 

case or Bamidbar Rabbab 1•:19, where a sillilar heraeneutic is utilized 

to demonstrate that Aaron did not receive Di vine revelation. We 1DUst 
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tr.fer, then . that there was a strong de~jre to present Moses ~od Aar on 

as equals. and to eliminate a ny aoubt s t hat might have r esulted f rom 

r.?adiru;; t.be previous por tion o1 U.1.~ ;>assage . 

/.. certain amount. of tension is evident througboi.t the passage 

presented in this section r egarding the notion or Hoses and Aaron ' s 

eouall t} . The :'act t.bat U1ese passages exil.~t al all is <:!Vidence that 

tt!.s .. ·as not merely taken f o r g r anted ; the passages in tbe firs part 

of Ile chapter that portray Mcse:.- as Aaron's superior only rei oforce 

Llii:.. As in other matters . the concern or lhe authors of these texts 

Yaf not. t.o present a uniror m picture . Jnstead, they desired to present 

c more balanced portrait of Aaron as a strong, i~portant figure, worthy 

cf the pr ie3thoad . without d1~inish1ng the image of ¥.oses. At the Satr.ie 

t ice, they were able to achieve a core "'alanced picture of Hose~, as 

1.•ell. Moses and Aaron are not showr. Lo have a s teady. consi !!Lent 

re lationship , 1o.•1 th or:e or the other dominant throurhout. The overall 

;icLure we recei~e is one of l~c brotte·~ de~en~ent upo~ nne a~cLter , 

F-ach 1.>it.h his owr. rolE o pla;- , <.nd .,oth important for the • ec.C:er!lt:ip 

of I::rael. 

D. Aaron and Ho;,~ Vorlc_ing Together 

A sienificant amouut of mcterial e:ust~ ir. the Aggada dealing with 

Moses 4110 ltaron working O£e lher. In several passages al .. eady dealt 

w1:h at len;,th. Moses and Aaron arc presented as !!hcrirg the d~ties cf 

the rrie~L~ood ~h1le in the ~ilderness . 11 
Upon tte consecr at!on or the 

-
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mishkan (sanctuary), A~ron is separ ated out as the nne High Priest. No 

ic:dicat.ioo o f Hos~s • je~lousr is seen , rather tbe joy bot .l Hoses and 

Aaror. fe l t for one another. 12 

Several paesages indicat e that when Aaron was to become High 

Priest , it was actually Moses wbo anointed him. 13 In addition to the 

ima[e of the two brothers workinc hand-in-hand, we also see here more 

evidence of t he desire to ma\ctain Moses • relative super iority, as it 

"as be whc was appointed to anoir:t Jiaron . .although Moses 1s presented 

ilS sharing the respons1b1lit1es of the priesthood, Lhe rabt:is made 

,..ert;:in that there be no Questioning Aaron·~ status as progenitor er 

Lhe 1, riestly class . In fact. we see in two other rassages the fact 

t~at Hoses was counted amo~gst the Levites. and should not be thought 

of a~ a . 14 
pr1°st , and th 3 t i.aron , a ~riest, was not counted 

1" 
th.: Le111tes . " Once again . thu mi.s t be a!.l r ibuted to the 

~ed re or. tbe part cif tt.e rllbbis t.o eliminale aey sense of Jealousy on 

~:oscs • part over Aaron ' s becornir.6 High Priest , by del!lnnstrating that 

~!ose~ willful!1 ar.d ~ladly presided O\'er the ritual ha installed 

1.~ron in tha In c;ddi ti on . tt.e materLal tnat ind!cates 

lloseg • inclus!on 1n, and Aaron ' s exclusion rro14 , the censu~ of the 

Levites ~hould be seen as an att~QP to specify Aoron ' s r ol e as pries 

and eliminate any poss!ble confu~ion over the fact that both Aaron and 

~.oses served as priests ic tie ~ilderness. 

?et, a3 we &lread) have ~eeu , the rab~1s ;:>ortray Ho~es and Ai:ron 

16 
c~ working ~cgether in br1nging the Ten Plagl.C:S . '•'hL.: soir;e o f the 

~ la.i;ues were brout:ht iridependently by Moscs and Aaron, at. least ooe 

rlac;ue--the boils-·-was e rfect.ed by both Moses aod Aaron '4orki oS 

tot;ett:er ir1 conjunction with God . In tb1s case, the model is one o f t wo 
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leaders working jn harmony with each other and with God. This 

onception fits in wel! with the rabbinic view of tbe world; wher. 

people work together ~1th God , the gr eatest wonder~ can beco~e 

reality . 

R. Aaron agd Mose:s (.oved and Reloiced In Each Other 

The rabbis had a great deal at stake in depicting Moses and Aaron 

not or.l y as co -workers. but as brothers who cared f or each other and 

took pr~de in one another. Ir. order to Justify both or their positions 

as _eaders. it #as recess&.ry to pr~sent their; a3 exemplary personalitie~ 

who wo~ld not be jealous of one another. Tbi~ was indeed the case , as 

~an be seen in a number of diff erent way ~ . 

;. f e" ~late explicitly that A~ron ~r.d !loses loved and reJo~ccd i:-: 

t!ach other . 17 The bc:st exr.rr:;ile of this ic Hidrash Shir Ha - Shirim 4:~ -5 : 

"Twin~ of a Gazelle" (Song of Songs 4 : 5); ju:;t as 
gazelle3 Joy each other, so du (di~) Mose~ and Aaron love 
eacn otter. 

Por the mos t part, as in this passage. their love f or eacb other 

1:: ,;iven as part of a ser1e:; of statements about th~!.r relation3h;.p , 

r:d ts 1'10 based o~ ar.; ~p~cif1 c hermeoeutic princ:~les . 

rresented as o Model for the relationship between two brothers and/or 

•wo lca1er::. 

Several passages expl?.1n Hoses' and Aaron ' s love f or each other ir 

·onr.rc t1or. wilh the anointine of Actron. This incidenl is discus:ied in 

-
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at least six different t.ext.s , as early as the Talmud and as late as 

Yalku Shimoni . Note Shir Ha- Shi rim Rabbah 1: Hi, in this resard: 

How do w<. k now t.hat Aaron rejoiced in the gr eatness or 
Moses? Because 1t is written, "And also . beho ld . he is 
coming f orth Lo meel you . and when he sees you, he wi ll bP 
glad in bis hear t. " (Exodus 11 : 11:) . R. Simeon b . Yocbai 
taught: {God said :) "The heart which re joiced in the 
g r eatness of his brother Moses s na ll '"'ear the Orin. and 
Thummim , " as it is written, " And yo•J shall pu>; on the 
t?reastplate of judgement t he Uriir and Thummia:.; and they 
shall be upon Aar on ' s heart" (Exodus 28:30) . And how de we 
know that Moses re joiced in the greatness of Aaron? Because 
1 t says , "Like tne r-recio•1s oil COl!iing down upon the beard; 
Aaron ' s beard" (P3alm 133:2 ) . Sa!d R. Aha : Had Aaron then 
twc.. beards, that it should say . " Upon the beard , Aar on ' s 
beard?" The fact is that when Moses saw the anointing njl 
descending upon the beard of Aaron, it seemee to him as i f 
it was descendir.g on hi~ own beard, and b~ rejoiced; so it 
~ays . " On t hP ~eard , Aaron ' s beard ." 

Otter passages whi ch utilize this same explanation or Psalms 1?3:2 

Jc so without mention or Aaron ' s rejoicing in Moses . 
19 

This particular 

Bibl ical ras=age is not only seen as ~ model er a bro therly 

relationsh:p , but also emphasi~cs Aaron ' s beco~ing H1g~ Priest. 

Note , in addition, t1ow verse<1 or t.his Ps&l.m, ( "Eehold, ho\. good 

~no : ow pl Pl\sant 1 t. is fo:- brethrer: to dwell together in t.ni ty " } is 

-~:llzed it. Jlfre:-£:1':. texts :.o Z?iake <'~ff~rcnt po1nt.s. '.';-yikra Rabba!" 

:: : E cs es lhi.s Biblical text t.o 1 n<!:ca le that ' loses was not 11 able to 

res~ass ir: t~e use of he anoint.ins oil : 

Why does Scripture say . " And before My name tie was 
~isc:ayed " \Malachi ~ : 5)? At t..t-f. time ""hen Moses poured the 
anointing oil on Aaron's head, he trecbled and recoiled anu 
c ried out. 'Woe is med P~rh&ps I have made ia:pl'oper use of 
consecrated catter , 1 . e .. •he anointing o!l I' The Holy 
Spir 1 t a11swered. sayir.£ to hi.Jr: " Behold how good and how 
rleasant it is for bret.Lrer. to dwell togetLer in ~nlty l It 
js llke tbe precious oil upon the head, coming down upon 
the b£ard, Aaron • s beard, t.ha t comes down upon tbe co 11.:ir 
of his garme1 u; like the de1o; of nertion , that. coce.s dowr: 
Jpon th£ countein or Zion" (Psalm ~33:lff.) Even as to the 
C:eu , the la" of tr es pas~ does not c.ppl Y. so does that 1 a" 
~ot ap~ly to the 011. 
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Ramid!:~r P.abbah 18: 9 offers a Vt:.ry similar explanation of t he Psalms 

oassage , but states tbat Aa"on, and not Moses, was (unnecessar ily ) 

C'Oocerned about trespass. As the Va,yikra Rabbah passage is the olde:-

of tbe two . it is l j kely that t he r edactor o f Bamidbar Rabbah p r esented 

l.aron as the right~ous one , concer ne d w! th transgres~ion. as , once 

ara:.n. 2 cears o f balc.ne:ing tbe images of both t-:oses and Aaron . 

Both of these traditivns . in f act , probably WP.re based on an even 

e.~1:.~r tradition found i n both Horayot l2a and Keritot 5b ,
20 wbEre the 

same passa£e appears ver batim : 

our rabbi~ taught: " It is like the precious 
oi l ... coming down upor. the beard, Aaron ' s beara" (P,alm 
i33 : 2). two drops llkc pearls hung fro111 Aaron ' s bea r d . R. 
~ar~ sai~ : ~ 12.B.0£ taught thet ~hen he spoke . they ascended 
~nd lodged at the root of his beard . Concerni ng thi s 
rr.atter, Moses wes anxious and sc!.d, P.ave J, God forbid , 
111ade an improper use of the l'inointi r.~ "11? A heavenly 
voice c ame fv r th ana called ou t, "Like the precious 011 •.• , 

like he dew of Hermon " (P3alr 133;3); as he law of 
improrer use of holy objects is not appli~able to the 
anointi os oU on tne t:-eard of J.aron . ~aroo, however, wa.s 
still anxious. He se1.d , •rt !.s roo:1sible that Mo:ies did not 
trespass, bu~ I may ha•1e trespas::ed. ' A heavenly vo• ce 
came forth an~ sai~ ? him , "eehol~ how sood and how 
pleasant 1 L .s f'or brethren to dwel.' tocetber in unity " 
rp~alm 1H:1 ); lo!oses 1:; r.ot i;uilty of tresrc.ss . .. o are 
fOU aot guilty or trespass . 

Th!s p<issa&e ex~ulrates bot!- Mo3CS and Aaror, but the latter part of 

t.he pa:;sace differs 111arkodly from the JJrevi ously cHe~ Vay ikra Rab bah 

end Bo.i:!dl>ar .kabbah passages. Jn Uris case , Aaron ' s innocer.ce in the 

: alter :s not based direct.ly on the compari!'-;,n to the dew of Hermon. It 

i s in!.tt-ad base~ on tile !'ar t that both Aaron and Hoses ar" r.o~ guilty , 

.nc t~at bott ~re invclve~ 1~ t~e matter, rejo!c!ng in ore anotl-er . 

fi r.all:;, Tanhw:o Ha-tar.pas. ~l' ec:;ql 121 • ut.ili?es ~he same .erse as 

& rroof-·ext for thP!r love for each othP.r: 



This is what is 'Wr-1 tten, "If only 1t could be as a 
brott:er" (Song of Song:. 8 : 1 ) • Israe 1 ~aid to the Holy One . 
blessed be He, 'If ooJ;· it could be as a brotber .' YC'u 
find that all brothers hated each other: Cair. hated Abel ... 
Ishmael hated Isaac .. . Esau hated Jacob . . . his brother s 
hated Joseph ... so which brother was Israt:l rC;ferriog to 
before the Holy One , blessed be He? To Hoses and Aaron , as 
it is written, "Behold how good and bow pleasant it is for 
breth r en to dwell together in unity" (Psa!lll 133:1); that 
they loved and adored each other . At the ti~e t~at ~o~es 

took the 1 eader-sbi p of I~rael and Aaron . the priesthood , 
they did not ~ate each other. but rather rejoiced !r. the 
t.•'c!atness of eacb other . 

62. 

The use of the same Biblical verse 1o such different \ways might be 

explained by a numbC;r of factors . As many later passages ar~ based on 

earl ier traditions. 1t is ~ossitle that in the oral transmission of the 

tradi tioo . the speC'if!.c subject (Hoses or t.aron) !!light have been 

ctia:i~~1 . The verse itself is icdee:! vague er.ougb to be used as a 

~roof-t~xt in dif~erent pas3~ge~ . T~is l~Eory may al~o ~·rve to 

e>q.:air. the ve1·y different use of tbc. Psalms verse in tt.... Tanhuma 

i:assace . The redactor of Midrash TanhuC1a bad c:o.ny of the prev1 'usly 

l!'enti o ned passa&es dt bis disposal, 
21 

and had be des.;.red. co\.ld han 

off~red a s1~1lar irtcrprctatio~ and USL of tbe Bibl!cal ver-se. it is 

1 robarle, • hc:r:, ~t •• L tne redac:..or of the Tanhuma cl:lo:.ie lo uti!i :.e tne 

.. rse as he diC: j r, order to make a d~fferent po1r.t: tbat ~oses and 

Aa ro~' s relationshi~ ~as a ~od~l of brotherly love . 

F. Aaron's Re.lationship wijjiHiriam 

Thoul).h relatively llllle materi~l exists regardScg Aaron ' s 

rel~~!onshi~ to Xiriam, whl ct. in itself bespeaks ~oses 1 centrality as a 
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leader or Israel. a r ew passe:g~s do d•:al wi t h Aar-on ' s a nd Mi r i am ' s r ole 

H'I h l d . id 22 .h t e s an er inc enL. i ere is some attention ~iven to the 

apparentl y trou!>le:lome phr ase . "Hir13JIJ , the s i ster of Aar on" (Exodus 

·s : 20 >. 

1. "Miri.lm, Lhe Sister of Aacop " 

One might !afer f r om the Bible that Aaron acheived a g~eat status, 

s ... nce the first time t ha t. Miriam is cent.ioned (Exodus 15: 20) she is 

c~lled " the sister of Aa r on. " Ironicall y . she is ref erred to as r.ar oo ' s 

si~ter precisely at Moses • f inest bour, t.he crossin& of the sea . Tbe 

ratb1s de.ilt wit.h ti11!; by grantiog d1stir.cticn to l~oses : 

" hnd Miriam the prophetess the sister of Aaron" 
(Exodus 15:20) . \..as she cnly the sister of ~aron and not 
the sisLer of Meises? F. Nahman said in th£: name of Rab : She 
was so called because she prophe~led whF~ she was the 
sister of Aaron only , and said : ' My mot her ls dest.1 oed to 
bea r a son whC> will save Israel, ' When he \.as oorn, the 
whole bous'. was fj lled ~1 t.h light, and her rather arcs•: and 
kissed ht!r on the hea,.d , sayir.g, ' Hy daughter, your prophecy 
has been fulf · lled. ' ~~ 

katbe r t bao a demon!>tration of i;re.ot respecl for l.c.rol"' . tht: 

;:assage int<:rprets th~s verse as a matter of circumstance. Not only 

was Mo.:;e.s :iol :;et born. but her' prllphecy i..·as lbat of Moses ' future 

birth . and the fact thaL he wo~ld ult1matel~ save Israel ! It ii 

:.pparent. , then, that the rt:dactor Clf llus pa:ssage sought to discredi 

the notion th<tt Aaron possez:;ed ~ ;reater status than Mc-ses and to 

eabnllish the image of Moses as a lee~er so ,reat that even hi~ ~lrth 

wsz a wcndrous pvont. 
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2. The Sl a nder l gcident 

Contra r y to the pr evious passage , the rabbis ' treatment of kar on ' s 

role in Nu::.ber 3 12 p~rtrays Aar or io a coopli::ier.tary aod sou.et imes 

rraiseworlty f ashion. Number 12 : 1 is very straightforvar~ in its 

riessae&: " And Mir iam a nd ~arou ~poke against Moses because of the 

Cush1tc woman whoc he bad c~rried , for he had mar1ied a Cuslitc 

11or:an. " The Biblical t~~t &oes en ~o t.ell u~ ~hat , as a result of 

~Ls . ~iriam becan:e leprous l \' . lCIL The Biblic:il text. l aa ve3 ::o doubt 

u-.al t.aron was iovolv~d in the incident , but curiously centions :ic 

~unishment f or Aaron , nor any reason why ne was not punished. We fir.d 

two different explanations for this in Avot d ' Rabbi Nathan and OevdriQ 

nabt;ah. ~·10'.. d ' Rabt-i Natt.an I. . Chr:pter 9, bases ils unders leiodi ng of 

t~e s1~uattoo on Lbe ~~;cem~ot of Miriam ' ~ oace before Aaron ' s : 

Reitit>i SiJlleon ~ays : Opor them that speak slander, 
rla.gues coce. For thus we find concerning Aar on &od 
!Ur1am. ,al they engaged ~o s!anderir.g ~o:;es and 
J,>u11ishm1•"l t came upor: them as it i s sa~d . " And Miriam and 
Aaron spolr:t against Moses" t l\uobers 12 : 1) . Why does t..hE: 
ver~e ~ent1 on ~lriam before A~roo? This teaches tha ~ 
Z.ipporah want and told Miriamj ~iriam went and lold Aaron ; 
then both o f thee stood a nd spoke against that ribh eous 
man. Bec2•.!!!-E: both of them 'ltood aod spoke asaJ.r;st that 
r!ghteous oao , punishment can:e upon them; as .H is said, 
" And the an&er of the Lord was ~ir:dled again~t theQ, and He 
departed" <Numbers 12 : 9). Why does the ver se :ssy , "and He 
departed" ? This t.t"acher that the runi~h~ent recovt'd fror: 
Aaron ano -.:-love o Miriam; for Aaron was no tale- bearer 
Y.ir' ani , howe•:er . •;ho \.las o ta!E - bearer. ...,as therefore 
?U~i,he~ more sev,rely . 

~aron did no t e:lcape runishmer.t er.ti r ely , accord1 nt; to ttiis passage . 

Ue ~ · pre~ented ~s being £Uilty of slandering Moses , and rece ived t hat 

• h:! ~ti '"'~: duE hilt . t'ovever, by pl;.clr.g the blame f or Aaron ' s action on 
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Miriam. the punishment due hi~ was rather lenient and very Lemporary. 

Devarim Rabbah 6: · 1 al!io puts the bl ame for Aarof\ • s action on 

l'!iriam . a nti ignores the q1.1estioo o f bis warranting any punishment: 

R. Isaac said : It was as if a snake was lying on t be 
c r ossroads and biting e veryone that passed by, when a 
keeper came and sat dowo facing it . A snake-charmer came 
~p and s e eing the two of them , exclaimed: 'The ha bit of tbe 
snake is Lo bite; I am surprised at :.he keeper that he 
associ ates '- i LI> 1 t . ' So Hoses said , ' Miriam spoke slander 
against me , and that I can under s tand . si nce women as a 
!'"ule are talkatfVtj. 9ut did Aaron. the righteous . also 
need t o spea" a.c.;ainst me? · Moses sc.id , "And Hiriam spoke" 
(Nua.bers 12' : 1) , •but !'u r ely not Aar on I ' When. however, he 
di scovered that Aaron had ~lso spoken, he began to lament , 
"Yea . t he man aL peac~ with me. in wbom I t r usted, who did 
eat of my br ead . bas lifted up his heel against me " (Psal!t 
JI, : 10) 

ti;, mention o f puni shoent is made her e . but 'aron is . again , not 

\•iodicated in a ny way . The poiot that is empha~!zed i s Moses ' 

cisappoir.t.Jtent at Aaron ' ~ :.r.-.•o lvece~t 1.!L all in the incider.t . Rather 

• nar. an indlctment of Aa!"'on. Lt.ls irig1it be set.?n as an indicat!.on or 

&aron ' s fi ne char dcter. Wllerea- Hoses bac no difficulty in 

understandlr.s ~ir1air. ' ~ role ir the incident. . this acl;on ~ as so out or 

~haracler fer J.arr,:i that it was d :C fi cu! t for t'.oses to accep t. Asai n, 

tt1i~ migh be seer. as ao att.empl Lo balance lhe image of Aaron . J.t 

once , Aaron is ~1·esen~ed as a man or exLraord~nary ch~racler, dnd as a 

~ar. who is fa! l_ble, as wel l. 

Pirke d ' Rabb1 ~liezer, Chapt~r 53 , ~eGls af~Ectly Witt the 

que.l!Licm o f why Aaron was not. puni. bed . and goes O:l Lo portray him a~ 

b~in6 con~erred f or both Hiria~ and Hoses : 

Fort.hw1 th Miriait became leprous . The Holy Ooe . 
blrssed t>e fie , !' .. id: 'If A .. ron. t.he lli&h Pr iest , also 
beco~es leprous. aod is a ff licted w1th a blemish. he will 
not be able to br!ng an offering urcn ~~ altar; but rat her 
he shall look upon his sister and become astonished ,' as il 



is sa10 , " And Aaron looked up~n Xiriam. and behold , she ~as 
leprous" (Numbers 12 : 11 ) . Aaron wen t t o Moses and said to 
him , ' Hy lor d , Hoses I Srethren do not allow tbemselves t o 
be separated f rom one ano':her except t hrough deat h , as it 
js said , "Though be be r~uiL fu l among his br ethren" [HoseG 
13 : 15) . Our sister, wh~ l e stHl among the living, is 
separated f rom us. as il is said , "Let her not , I pra,y , be 
as one who is dead" (~umbers 12; 12) . Not only this , but now 
all Israel will hear this and sa1 that the sister of Moses 
and Aaron is lepr ous. Half of thi~ inf amous report 
concerns you .' Moses was appeased by these words , and he 
arose and prayed for her , and he was entreated of him, a~ 

it is :.a id . "And Moses l"ried unto the Lord saying, ' Heel 
her . oh God, I beseech you " (Kucbers 12 : 1;). 
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:~ crrcs~c to those passagef tha t seem to justif'y Aaron ' s claim t o the 

~:~t~ thood based on r.1s behavior , thi s ~assage Justifies bi~ not being 

i·Lr.ist:ed ir spite of t.is behavior becai:se of tbe pri esthood . By 

~hiding Hose~ as he did , we see several other 1mportant poir.ts . Aaron 

appar·~ntly cons::.d e r ed Moses ' r:rayer more efficacious thao t1is own, a nd . 

~1'1::.le thi~ is true to the Biblical t c,.;t , there ..,as no attempt by the 

redactor of P!rko d'Rabbi Eliezer to 3U&&est oll:er1o1ise. Tt is 2lsc 

l nJ! cat es , once age:in, ~aron • s vi~w of Mose: as his superio:-; thi.! i"' 

l'ViC: need by Aar.:>n ' s refe rence :.o lfo$.:3 as "my lord," aro by tte fac 

haL he ~pproached Moses as be did . Addition~lly, we see Aar~n actinK 

iis ~i riu ' ~ 1 rct(;ctc.. 1 :.in.:! a~ being concerr.ed with keering t is f a!rlil)' 

ogelt.er . Ft rca lly , 1 ei:p~1;;sizes l:l!! posi tive influence or. MOSE$ and 

"is willingness to s tand up f or l~1ria1: aga1nsl l!oses . ':"he por t rayal ol" 

.,aron a,, Hter ce::lsor or. Mi r 1aci 1 s b.:~alf gives f ur1 t1er just1ficat1or1 for 

J.aror. ' s fi\.1css for the priesthood; he i;as a man of fine charac ter. 

Thoi..sh t.e i:ar-ticipal.~d in the slander. ~e 1.·as a man of si.:ch charoc ter 

~s ~o cor:-ect i~e negative r esult of .!s behavior , and stand up against 

Hos•::; . 

Aaror •s role in tt.e slander 1nc!Gent , for t he ClGSt part is 

111r ima l17eo. Ri"her than beins condemne~ for tis act -cc, Lo Is 



67. 

senerally pr esented as having acted out of cbarc:cter . I ndeed , br the 

time o f 01rke d ' Rabbi Elie~er, be is shown to be a posi t~ve role model , 

in spite or his partic~pation in the incident. There was a great deal 

at ~lAke f or the ra bbis in seeing to it t hat Aaron was not pr esented in 

ton negali ve a light. l.aron , as P.igh Priest , co1.ld be presented as 

fallib:e ar.d less t han perfect, but no~ less than exemplarr. 

Y-L Sumgan 

~lvses . Aaron, and Miriam are pr esented in Rabbinic literature as a 

i:.ode! of !oving, cario~ siblings . The i1tage or l!oses aod i\aror • s 

relat:ons~ip in par ticular is that o f 01.;tual pride and respect. Even 

ir. those caSP$ where the Bjllical text points ne(atively to Aaron . the 

rabbi$ mana6e to pr esent e.aron more positively . as ON• vbo was . at 

worst, enticed ir.t-, apparently nese:tive behavior. T!lt: r abbis had a 

gre't de~l at stc:ke :n Aaron's charact~r . as he was !'igh Priest ; it was 

important r .. t;~c to be both acc.erti n& ar.d proud of h:.s role, while 

still c.ckr.oi..edgins Hoses ano the fa~ortance of t!oses• role . 

T~e t.ensiC;n between the in::portancc o f Aaron's cttaracter arid •he 

necess~~Y t o maintain his stat.~s as relative to that of Noses is 

a~parent througho~t the hggada. There i: a need tc exa.t Aaror . ~ct not 

~t th~ ~xi;er.:;c or ~he irnase or llo•es . The reality 13 that for Rabbinic 

Judaiso. Moses . the law- giver, was core in::~ortanL tban Aaron . the 

p:-:cs . E·Jer: so. it was necessar) t.o portray Aaron as supportive of 

lfo~es • po!.lition . and Moses as supi;c-rU.\•c c.r Aaron ' s role as High P:-iest 

and of the priesthood . cenerally . 

1 

• 
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Io addition to rreservin£ the proper respect for the pr1esthood , 

the )mage of the closeness of Moses ' and Aar o n ' s relationship was a 

highly employable moc:el for the rabbis. It s~ressed that leade1·s of 

diff~rent s tatus and different respoosibili ties car. work together for 

the we l f a re of the communi ty . 

-
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The death of aoy lead~• is a signifi cant event for the cor:mun1 ty 

s/he led, and certainly , Aarln ' s death and its treatment in t.b~ :.ggada 

'ICa! no excepticr. tlonetheless , the bulk of wha t we can glean from 

these passage~ relates not ~o much to Aaron ' s death , but pr ovides 

additional inf o1•mation about his character and importance to the 

!.toracli te p~ople . Ever. Midrash ?etirat Aharon ( "The Death of J.ar on " ), 

l a~tually e:nphasizes various o t her points . lo fact , or.ly two passages 

1n thi~ midrash deal with t~e question o f wby Aaron died , ar.d , in fact, 

the reason eiven i s based on the e1blical reference that rrecedes 

Aaron ' s deatl'-: 

The Holy OuE. , blessed be Be said " [Thal J Aaron s hall 
be gathered to his people , he is not to erter the land 
which I have &iver. to the cb1l dren o f Israel , becau:ie: you 
cisobey2d ~!y coc:eand at the waters 'lf l'.E>ribab" Olucibers 
20 : 211). 

Quite to the con trary. however , when Hoses infor~s Aaror of bis 

t~r4ndin~ death , he does net ment ion th~ ir.cideot at Ner 1hah: 

Moses said , ' My br other do ycu not know that 1 • Ila:: 
been f orty years since you made th~ (Golden ) Calf , and yo~ 
were aeservi~~ of ~eath? Except that I stood in pr ayer ana 
supplicat!or. et'o:.: God, praised be He , and I S'iVed you 
froo death, < it is wr!tten, "~oreover, the Lord vas ancr} 
enougll., with Aaron I io have destroyed t.ic)" (llecteronolt)' 
9:20) ... 

Why ~ose~ chcse Lo i~form Aa~or ol h:s death 1n tbi~ manner. an~ 

not RS a rc.ault of ~cses tiavint s ricken the rock 1~. of course . a 

matt~r of s veculation . It i~ possible that the reason is to r emind us 

of ftaron ' s 111l~benaV1or ; then is nc. atteort in l~idrast. Pelirat Aha ron 

•c. justify Aaron's behavior in any 'ldy. Perhaps the atte~rt. ~as to 

decon::- t rate Mo"its ' 11eakness, i r: t ha I. he was unat-le to ada:i t to Aaron 

that it was hi~ cwn misbehavi or that brought about hi~ brother ' s death 

-
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prior to eotering the Jane. In either case , both oen a re presented in 

a le3s than positive fashion . In contrast , the remainder o f the 

aggad1c passages that deal with J.aron ' s death present both meo, and 

espec!ally Aaron. in a particularly positjve l ight. 

A. !aeon. the Righteous 

The redactor of Balil1dbar ~abbah used Aaron's death to present 

Aaron and !loses as particularly rifhteous men . Ba11J1cbar Rabhah 19: 17 

s t::?tes: 

" Aaron shall be gat."iered " (Numbers 20 : 24) . This 
teaches that the righteous a r e infon:ed or the day or their 
oea h , so that they ~ay bequeath their crowns to their 
children. "hy did not l a ron ~ic in the sa.ce way as Miriam, 
in \'hose case no human being was aware or the death? Why 
was Hos~s told that Aa r on shall be gathered? This may be 
illustrated by the parable of a king who had two fir.ancial 
o f fi cers. They ;iid nothing vitnout the i'ing's lmowledge . 
One cf them had a fine fi ald on the king ' s es ate, and the 
icing re•lUireo it. The king said : ' Although 1l is my 
domain, ! will not l t.ke it a way without infor:,11r.g tbem . ' 
So also said the Ho!y One . blessed be Be . ' Tnese two old 
~en. bott ri~btl'ous. never did anything without 1-ly 
knc1o:lf. Cie. Now , therefore . when I am about to take tham 
away • • mu:it r:ot co so before ... e • iog tbea. know.• as it 
says, "£~ron shall be gathered. " 

The parable actually indicates that Aaron hililselr would be 

lnformed of his death, aoc not only Hoses. Ey looking at I.he text as 

appJ.yir.g to both Aarc-n and Moses , t wo purposes ar~ servea : 1) the 

a.idra:>t- can remain true to the Bi '11cal verse <Numbers 20: 24) ; <:nd 2) 

balancl.! t>et 1o>cen the images of Mo:!es and Aaror. can be ac!-ievod . Had the 

passage sought to portray Moses as be1nc only the vehicle through which 

.\aron was ioformed . it would have impli~d that Aaron's righteousness 

"a. greater than that of Hoses By including t!osee in t.hi.s manner , this 

• 
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danger is avoided . 

B. !aron and the Cloud or G~ 

·rtE :'lotion lhat the Cloud of Glory was gi\•en to :srael due co 

Aarofi ' S ~eri t is to be found in both Taanit 9a and al tbe ver y 

bc~inoing of Midrash Petirat Ahar on . This f ace is in and of itself 

si&r.ificant; Aa ron was not merely an icport aot leader on a terrestr!al 

level. but his char acter was so meritorious that one of the gr eatest 

~onders wrought for Is rael was done so for his sake . Even more 

signifj~ant 1: the af~ect tbat t he rabbis asserted that Aaror •s deatt 

aoo t.he coincident disappearance of tt.e Cloud of Glory had on the 

I::raelites . IJote , in this regard , how Petirat Aharon juxt.aposes the 

'!~appearance of the cloud with l~rael ' ~ subsequent worship of the sun 

and the moon: 

~nd when the clouds of the Glory departEd . Jsrael saw 
that the sun and the moon were born in tbe heavens. And 
Uiey w<1r • 0 d to bow dowr. to lh ·~· for tbey had never seen 
n.Jr kr.owr •he sun ano the coon: fo~ all their day~ 11"1 the 
desert, they had neither sun nor coon , only the clouds or 
tte Glory . as 1 is written , "For the cloud ,r tbe Lord was 
over the Temple hy day. and a fire would 2p;:-etir at night" 
!Exodus 40 : 3el. The cloud surrounded the;n all or their days 
in the desert . And when the Holy One , blessed be He, saw 
that they wantee to bow down to the sun and the moon . He 
said to them , ' Ole 1 cot te!l yo'.I in My Torah, "When you 
look up at tre heavens. and see the sue and moon ~nd star~. 
you mu~t not be l~red ir.to bowing down to thee, and servins 
them ••• ? 1 (Deuteronomy q:10) . 

:t i!': -:?lE:aa rroc tl'lis that t.aron ' s importc:oce cannot be under!'talt:d. 

interestingly , the !Udrash ends herf: c:nd there is nu me.1t!on of whether 

the !3raelit.cs hecde~ Cod ' s commandmont. The thrust of this pas~ase is 

· ~ dc~ons t~a e the crucial role Aaron played in the leadership of 

-
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Israel. This lligbt be viewed as a meana ot balancing the image of 

Aaron, who earlier was reminded of his wrongdoing in the Golden Calf 

incident. 

The other paaaagea that deal with tbe disappearance of the Cloud 

ot Glor)' emphasize that the result was that Israel was attacked bf a 

foreign king, though tbe1 ditferas to bis identification. While Taanit 

9a gives no identification at all, Rosh baSbanah 2b-3a identifies him 

as Sihon, and Ballidbar Rabbab 19:20 :speaks ot him aa Aaalek. ill of 

these passage:s, though, are very similar in presenting tbe attack as 

based on Aaron's death. For example, Tannit 9a :states: 

When Aaron died the clouds of glorJ disappeared, as it 
is written, "And tbe Canaanite, the ling of Arad, heard" 
(Numbers 21:1). What nevs did be bear? Be heard that Aaron 
had died, and that tbe clouds of glory bad disappeared, :ind 
be thought t .bat be vu tree to make var on I:srael. 
Therefore, it is written, "And all the congregation saw 
that Aaron va.s dead• (Rwabers 20: 29), vitb reference to 
vbicb R. Ababu said: •Do not read 'theJ sav' (Vayir-u) but 
they were seen (Vayerra-u).• 

Once Aaron died and the Cloud of ~lorJ departed, the ling of ot Arad 

bad reason to believe that not onlJ was Israel vulnerable to attack, 

but it was now permissible to attack them. Aaron's importance, as 

symbolized by the cloud, is therefore ot twofold importance: on the one 

band, the cloud vaa as a protective cover tor the Israelites, keeping 

them out ot the view of potential attackers; on the other band, the 

cloud served as an important sign to potential attackers that theJ were 

protected by the Lord. 

Again, Aaron's importance simply cannot be overstated. Though the 

actual result of the disappearance of the Cloud ot Glor7 is different 



in Midr asb Petir at Abaron tban it is in the other passas;es . t be notion 

that Aaron ' s deatb brough t c<.J..ami ty upon Israel is consist• nt 

througbout. Wbether ~he calamit~ came in tbe f or m of apost asy or 

physical destr uction, Aaron ' s death bad an unue•Jally gr eat ia:pact on 

Israel . 

C. The Groat Mour ning for Aar on 

naron •s l.lllpact on the lives of the individuai Is raelit~s i~ 

clearly reflected in the recor d of his death . Avot d ' Rabbi tlatt.an, 

Chapter 9 , gives a full accoi.nt of the detc.ils of t.aron ' s effor t.s to 

I: 
pro~ ote peace between people who nad quarreled . and conreet~ this tc 

the mourning of the Israelites at hts death : 

Wby did all Israel weep for Aaron thi~q days , wt:ile 
for Mose~ only the men wept? Becc.use Mo~~s rendered 
judgement str ictly according to th1: truth. but Aaron never 
said to a wan, ' You have acted offensively ' or lo a woman, 
' You have actet: offen~ively . 1 That is why it is said , "An•J 
all the hous~ of Israel wept for bi~" (Numbers 20 : 29); but 
of Moses , whc re~ 'O\'ed them with strong words . it i~ SEid . 
"And th~ c~n cf I rael wept for Moses" (Deu ter?ncmy 3L :8). 
Moreover . how many ~housaods there were in Israel r.a.med 
~aron l For had il not been for Aaron , tb~se ch1ldrer woula 
not have come into the wor ld . 

~arcu was not. ~oly important to the Isratlites in t.l.at he kept peace . 

but his co~cern for peace helped keep husbands aod wives togetbar . As 

such , he w:?s responsi ble ror the births of a sitnificant number of 

Israe:lites-an 1.moortant ouality for the leader of a grow1.nt; :iation . 

[fi add-tion . by contrasting Aaron's style of Jeadership with that or 

Hoses, we a~~in see an attempt to balaoce the image ~f both meo. In a 

similar lllfl:aner, Aaron's peacemaking effort!' are t;iveo as the source of 
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Isr ael ' s mour ning i n Pi rke d ' ~~bbi Eliezer. Chapter 17 . 5 

The overall picture we SE;e is one t hat laude Aaror and does not 

particularly praise or denigr ate Moses . Aar on is port rayed as having 

special impor-taoce to the Israelites cue t o his concern fo r tbell) on an 

individuaJ level. Hoses , oo the other band . is presented as being less 

effective in dealing with individuals than he is as the powerful leader 

c~ corporate !srael . 

p, Tbe Ploating Bier;} 

Israel ' s di sbelief over Aar:>n ' s dealt. is presented as a 

demonstration of the love and r~spect the Ispael1tes bac for him. This 

resrect is PviC:ent in BaD>idbar Pabbat'. l9 : 20, •here Aaror•s previous 

fea t of staying the Angel of Death rendered them unable to ~ccept his 

death · ( 

" And ~hen all the congre~at100 of Isra~l sa~ th~t 

Aaron was dead " (!lumbers 20: 29). ~/hen Moses ar:J Eleazar 
descended from the mountain, all t he congregation as~emhled 
against them a nd saic t o them: 'WherP is Aar on?' Trey 
ans1o. cred them : 'He is dead. ' The others objected: ' How 
could the angel or death strike hiQ? He was a man ~bo had 
withstood tbe Angel or Oeatb and hdo restrained hi~ . as il 
1s wrateo : " And be stooc! betl."<:en the dead and the liv!O!; 
.:nd the> plague uas stayed" (Numbers 17:13) . If you brins 
t:im baclr. , fine; jf riot, we shall ::._one you!' Thereupon. 
Hos es resorted to pr ayer anti sa1 d . 'Sovereign of lhe 
.miverse. deliver us from susric1o:i. • Ia:cec!iatel:; the Holy 
Cne, blessed be Be, openeo the ::ave and showed l.ar-on ._o 
t.hem , a:; is borne out. by the ~ext , " And when all the 
t'On&re£ation o f I srael saw that Aaror was dec.d." 

!r:e :sraeli Les were so adamant in tbeir disbelief in ever; the 

--



76. 

pos8ibill ty of Aaron's death that only by showing thee Aaron's bier 

could violence be avoided . Midrasb Petirat Moabe also indicates that 

tbe Israelites were upset oYer Aaron's death, and therefore Aaron's 

bier was pictured e floating above the Israelites so that all could 

see it ror themselves. Pirke d'Rabbi Ellzer, Chapter 17, also depiqts 

Aaron's bier as being ude to float above the camp, but there is no 

mention of the Israelites becoaing unruly. 

The iaage or a floating bier is not applied to Aaron alone in the 

Aggada. In addition to Aaron's bier being depicted as floating, a much 

t -lier passage t'rom Shabbat 89a applies this th•e to Moses. Tbougb 

Moses bad not actually died, the rabbis use the illage or ~be bier aa a 

means or explaining the Israelites' iapatience and the1r subsequent 

demand of Aaron to build the calt:7 

R • • lsbua b. Levi also said: 'Why is it written: •And 
when the people saw that Moses del~ed [bqshgh) to coH 
down rroa the mountain• (Exodus 32: 1)? Read not •boabeab• 
(delayed) but ba-y sbeab [tbe si:l:th hour bad come]. When 
Hoses ucended on high, be said to Israel, 'I will return 
at the end or forty days, at the beginning or the sixth 
hour.• At the end of forty days, Satan c .. e and confounded 
tbe world . Said be to thea: 1Wbere is your tea~ber Hosea?' 
'He bas aaoended on higb,' they answered bi.a. 'The sixth 
bo11r bas come,• said he to thee. but they disregarded bia. 
Thereupon, be showed tbe11 a vision or bis bier, and this is 
what they said to Aaron, •For this Hoses the aan• etc. 
(Exodus 32:1). 

The use of a c0111on aotir in tbeae passages aigbt be explained by the 

tact that both Pirke d'Rabbi Bllezer and Midrasb Petirat Aharon are 

110re recent worka tban tractate Shabbat. The motif, then, probably 

originated in tbe Talmud, and came to be applied to Aaron in the later 

works, either as a aatter or iaproper transaisaion or tbe text, or as a 

conacious effort to connect yet one more iaage of Hosea vi th Aaron. 

This .., be another att•pt to balance the iugea or both Hosea and 
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Aaron : in li r e as io deat.r , even hypothet i{'a] death , lh~" were lrel\ ed 

equally . 

E. Suparr 

In discus::1ng the life of Aaron , the rabbi s devote murh rffort tr.> 

presGnt.ing Aaron as a leader worthy o f hi s s pe"1al s la tu~ ~nd 5pe rf~ I 

char acter. He h shown t" possess import.ant l eaderzht 1 traits. as 111 11 

as 'l.·isdom , res;>ect and love f or his siblings . 

!isht l f tb!! that. Aaron ' s dec. t.h is pre3Pnted az thr~ ultima" tn:?timoriy 

· o l".!s cha racter, a'ld f:si:;ecial ly the effert • .. ha " re t,ad u~·on h{; 
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Pr e vious study of the tr~atment or Exodus , Chapter 32, i n Midrash 

1:a- Gadol a nd Yalkut Shimoni lr:d me to anticipate that the port1·ai t o f 

l.&ron in the Agsada wou ld be ver y posilive . Thi.!! \,·as , indeed , t he 

C'1!.C . The vast major ity on those ;>assages .studied pr esent Aar on in a 

very favora~le light , whether or not a direct connection to the Golden 

Calf incidant is presented . This seems to be ir. agreecer.t with 

El\melech Hall~ vy who concluded t ha t: 

The many pr aises hea~ed on Aar on in the Aggada a r~ du~ 

:.o the de!.:i. r e t.o minimalize bis ~ui l t with regare to the 
sir. o r the golden calf and to explain

1
why , despite it , he 

was worthy to be appointed High Priest. 

The only passases : bat present Aaron ir. a decidedly negative 

fastion refer directly to the Golden Calf incident, but yet exp!ain why 

t:e uas sti 11 worthy of being a l!igh Priesl. These do so ei t her by 

2 
cxc~lpatin& him on the ground3 of mcrtal fear, or by asserting that he 

'l'a:- ;>uni shed in ott'.er ways for Ms involvec-ent. 3 However. ! lllUSl take 

issue with HallPvy ' s 'llord11,g. ffather thar. exrlair. why, despi t e his 

i nvol vemen in the s in of the G<'lder. Cc> 1 f, Aarol'1 \.'as wor t by to be 

appointed High Pr:.F: , Dl~'llerous passage:: "'xri:a11'. that 1l ·.1as exactly 

lj 
be cause of his lnvolvement tbat he was so worthy. 

Ther~ 1s appaiert!y no acb1v2l,.ncc. li'i lhin the rabta nic tradit!cn 

regarding Ac1ron ' s status as P.igh rr~est . /Is demonstrate<!. in Chapter 

5 Two . not only was Aaron chosen for the priesthood . hi~ cla1111 t o the 

priesthood is immutable. and 1t 1s only tt.~ough his ministrations tbat 

the Shechir.ah dwells in this world . 

Trere is c~~s1derabl~ amb1v3lence , thouch . regarding Aaron ' s 

~Latu~ as c prophet . Occasionally. h~ is presented as being on a par 

-
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wjth Hoses in this r espect, whil e a t other times he is ~resented as not 

rossessing the s t atus of prcphet at all . 6 Tbis mus t be attrib~ted to a 

de:H r e on the p~rt of the rabbis t o balance the ilI!age or Hoses . There 

was an apparent nc~d to emphasize Aa r on ' s special nat ure , since he was 

the High Priest . but no at the expense of the in:age of 1''.oses . the 

laweiver. 

Similar ly. Aaron is presented as a ~ar possessioe many rine 

l eadt:1:>hip qualities . He: is respectful, intelligent . krioi.- ledgeable in 

the la1o1 and a gr eat peacecaker . And though several passages 

demonstrate these qual Hies t o be superior t o those of ~cses , 7 the 

thrust o f the majori ty of the passages ir.di~ate that A&ron ' s position 

as~ leader of Israel was :iecoodary to Hoses '. 

Tb~ ae!auic portrai t of Aar on is a ci:-ect outgrowt~ of its 

rabh1n!c con text. Tbe laws end :nstit~lior.s of Rabbinic Judaism 

replaced the sac:-if'ioial ~ult . aod the rabb1 s • authority i s based on 

its bein~ the pr oper heir to the pries~hood . Proper observance of the 

rabbinic legal ~·stem was purported to brin~ lhe ul 1~ate retur n t o the 

T!mfle and 1 ~ cult . This result.ea in a great. deal of t en~1or 

reccr·,..1f1b tbe character o f Aaron . It was. o~ course. im~ortaot to 

;.resen-:. ~aron as worthy of tho; sac red off1 ~e of High Priest, an 

lr.st t ction to wh ich an ~vent~al return is ~ought . At the sanie time. 

toe :-trc.n£ ar. ima.be of Aaron :tl&ht weaken I.he imae:e cf Hoses. the 

Moses • rolE: a~ a leaoer t.f Israel 1s nore cer:tral than 

/1c:.ron 1 ~ not nnly in the Bible. but in r ahbinic tradition as well. It 

13 a tasic corcept tr lhn ratb;r.1c tradition that ~o~~s received and ir. 

~urn urou£ht Lo Israel not onl y the Written Law. but the Oral Law, 83 

~el l. ~ll legal irt.erpretalions or the r abbis are c:aimed t~ have been 
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handed down to Hoses along v i th the Torah at Sinai . As sucb, it was 

c r ucial ror Moses to emerge from the Asgada as a more worthy ano cor e 

central leader thac Aaron. 

It was equally important for Moses and A'roo, alcn& wit.h Miriam, 

to be preser.ted as a model not or.ly for the relationshi p amongst 

s1bli r1gs, but amongst different leaders . By presenting Aaron and Moses 

a.s caring fc-r and loving each other . as well as rejo1cini; in . and 

support! re each other, a multitude of pur poses ·.iere served. First . 

neither ltaroo nor Moses need be made completely superior or inferior to 

ihe other. Tneir r elal.ive eqcality had t o be consistently presented. 

Second, and perhaps most ia:por tantly, by present tag Aaron and !1oses ' 

relationst:.p as one completely absent or jealousy, the rabbis manage<! 

to validate both the pr iesthood ~cd the rabbinic sy~tem , wi thout 

detracting from either one . 

~o.iever , the mc~t ~lr1<lr>J; chiractert~llC or tae ~e;Eada eVjdent ~r. 

this study is its obvious lack cf cons1sten~v . Moshe ncrr point~ out: 

i!e:-r" s 

To un<!erstand the assadot the elecert of play and tl:e 
poetir licen~.. of 1>\•ery creauve st:>ry - teller and art ist 
C".i.st be borne ~ r. ciind . The sages themsellfes exp.1.icitl~ 

testified that 'no halakhah may be derived from the 
aggadot ' (TJ, Pc ' ah 2 :f. l?a) , ~ince the purpos•~ or the 
aggadist is ' not to state or anything that it is forbidden 
or permit•ed , not that it is icpure or pure • ('!'J, Horayot 
3:8, lie). For I.hi~ reason. thf: cany contradictions in 
ag.gadot are ignored; ob~ect1oos a[;ainst an aggadic 
inter ~retati~n are n~t ra1sed anJ d'rriculties are not 
pointed out. 

po!n is de::ionstr..;tsbly borne cut • 'I thU! thesi~. 

Contra:!ictions abound amongst. different t.eyt,s in cc;:ihnt; with ·,r,y onf' 

1~sue , e.£ .• Aaron ' s status as prophet, Aaron's relationsnip with Moses 

ar.d l.;.;ror. •::. :-cl e in the l'ui !ciq; of the Golder: Calf , and even i.i tbir. 

--
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the same text dealing wit.b .. par ticular issue
9 

lt is clear that ·-'le 

redactor s of these texts , p'!!rhaps with the exception of t he Yallrutim , 

were not concerned with presenting a unified picture . frequent 

" borr owir.g" o f material amontst different text s is evident , as is the 

lO 
borro~ing of motifs . 

t:es~i:.E! the !.ncl...ision o f seemingly contrariict.ory material , tne 

aggadi ::? portra!. t o f itaron is a ratner un ified one . Though individual 

presentation~ appr oach the issue of Aaron ' s sta t us as prophet , 

:eadership traits . and especially ~is role !n the Go:den Calf incident 

~cite diversely, yet , a consistent message comes through . In spite of 

t!'" Biblical presentation of ·"aron's involvement in the Go ::. den Calf , 

hts cl airr: to the ? ri e:sthood is valiJat.ed . It is reasooab:e :.ten to 

conc:ude, &S F.err does , that while " cootr acictions in agsadot. are 

. d n 11 ig~~~e , there is , et lee.st in the cas~ of .r.aron , a common notion 

tha: is being conveyed . Ind) vi dual pc.ssages may <i1ffe:- in their 

apiroacn , and ev~n in their conclusions . Never theless . the :hrus~ o~ 

t.he messai;e !<> clear: Aaron llas ::t ;iositive lllOdel of lec;jers!u;: to be 

(::m..J:at.ed by all . 

-



83 . 



84 . 

IH'i'ROOOCTION 

1 . Nahum Sarna , "Aaron, " Encyclopedia J udaica 2 :4 , 
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CHAPTER ONE 

See Inl r ocuclion , above , pp . vii - vii i. 

c . Hyroori ::; , Enelow , ed . , Hishnat. Rabhi Eli~<.er , pp . 15 1- 152. 

?. Cf. , Section t , ab~ve , pp 4- 5, for Clt.ation Of text . 

U Vo~h~ Herr, "H1drash , " Encyclovedie ;~~ 11 : 151 1- 1:12 . 

5. Sh~~ot natb~~. i:2. 

f . Pir~~ ~ ' fia~bi El1ezer, Chapter 17 ond Avol d ' Rabbi Nathan A, Chapter 
12. 
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7. All or this will be dealt with in deta.11 in Chapter Two, below, pp. 
25-27. 

8. See Chapter Two, below. pp. 36-45. 

9. er. Chapter Three, below, pp. 56-62. 

10. er. Section A, above, pp. 3-11. 

11. Enelov. ~ ~· pp. 16-17. and Midrasb Tanbuaa (Ha-Nidpaa) 
Sbaot 127. 

12. E.g., Pirke d'Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 45; Vayikra Rabbah 10: 3; 
Shemot Rabbah 37:2; Jalkut Sbimoni I. 459; and Midrash Ha-Gadol, IJ. 
nu& 132. 

13. s~e Chapter Three, below, pp. 48-53. 

14. Lazar Grunbut. ed., Hidrasb Shir Ha-Shir1m 4:4-5. 

15. Cf. Section A, above, p. 10. 

16. See Chapter Two, below. pp. 35-36. 

17. E.g., Pirke d'Rabbi Eliezer Chapter 17, and Avot d'Rabbi Nat.ban A, 
Chapter 12. 

1. Enelow, ~ ~· pp. 73-74; see Chapter One, above. p. 12. for 
citation • 

2. Moshe Herr, "Hidrash,• SOcxclopedia Jydaica 11:1511-1512. 

3. In comparison to Avot d'Rabbi Nathan A, Chapter 12. Pirke d 1R.abbi 
Eliezer is a narrative work. and is not as concerned with making a 
point about Aaron's importance as much as it is with providing a 
continuous and unified narrative (Herr, Moshe, •Pirke de-Rabbi 
Eliezer,• Epgxclopedia Judaiga 13: 558-559). 

4. Avot d' Rabbi Nathan A, Chapter 37, and Vayikra Rab bah 13: 1. See 
Chapter One, above, p. 4 and p. 7, respectively. 

5. Cf . Chapter One, above, p. 4. 

6. See Section A, above, pp. 28-29. 

7. See above, pp. 40-42. 

8. A parallel passage is Enelov, ~ ~ p. 357. 
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9. This is not the case t~ the anthologies , such as Yalkul Shimoni and 
Midrash Ha-Gadol , which pr~sent a m~rc unified pictu r e . 

CHAPTER THREE 

1. See Chapler One . above , pp . 3- 4 . 

.... c . See Chapter One, lbove , p . 15 . 

J. er . Chapter Two, above , p. 44 . 

~. F. g., a:s in Vayikra Rabl.iah 13 : , and Avot d ' Rabb1 Ila than A, Ch2pter 
37 . 

5. See Chapter Two , above , rp . 32- 33 for cita tion . 

t . See &amidbar Rabbah 1~: 20 an~ Devarim Rabbah 6:11 for referrnces to 
:.his story. 

f( , Ch~pter Two , above , p. 
expl2nation of passage . 

~3-45 for citation o~d fuller 

P. F.f· • Mechilta d ' Fabbi Ishmael , Amalek d1 . 

9 . ~·e Chapter One , al.love, p . 19. 

1c. For a parallel p&ssage, see Midrast Ha-Gadol, Kl.~ 132. 

11 . This ~·111 ~e dealt Aith oore ~ul!y in Sect.ion r . , i>elow , pp . 
59 - 62 . 

13. E.g., Horayot 12a , Keril.ot Sb, Vayiltr, Rabbah 3:f., Sl 1r Pa-S~irim 
Rabbah 1 . 10 . 

1 li • Pesh lo Ro bba t '! 11. : 11 • 

15. Vayikra Rabbah 11:6 . 

if . r .g. , Vayikra Rabl.iah 3: 6, Shir Ha-Shiri~ Sabbah l::r, Midras~ 
Tanhurr.a (Ha- N1 1(H1s) SJt11m21. t27 , Bar.iidbar Rebbah 18:9. 

1. E.g., Vavii<ra Rabbol 11:6, Pe.1ktc: Rat.uati lll:ll and Shemot Rabb&.b 
37~ 1 . 

1~ . E.£. , Midrash Shir Ha- Shjrim 4:U-5 and Vayikra Rabbah 3:6. 

lO . ~ 1ara llel passabe can b€ round in Y~lKut Shimoni II;503 . 

.. 
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~ . Hcshe iierr , "7annuma Ye!meoer.u. " ;;ocyc:ote:!ia \"t..da!ca i5 : "'95 . 

~et ::sc ~t~i-:ah · ta . :r: adci:ion, 
1Zb an~ Stecot ?.abba~ 1:22. 

Para::e!s ma~ 

CHAPTER FOOR 

te !'01..r.c in So::.a 

:n a re~ort on a rabtinic thesi! on t~is work , ~orman Coneo 
c~scl;sses tre "ir. · 1:rrelatior.sh1 p amongst tne vario1.:., ' even:.s ' 
!.:--1.o.:\..dct !.' rne :?>e;ira: l; haro:i , l . ~ •• Miriac ' s ceatr: , the :~c:Cer;:. 

3t veri~ah anc Aa~or • s death . !neir conr.ect!or is oased ~po~ the!r 
sharec c~phas!s on: a) the :cpact of death !r ge~era: c'-C the deatl' 
of a communo: :eacer ir ~art: cu :ar; b} t he !:.r~es:e betweer Hoses , 
:.::.e :ead~r , &rC ?AOSe.; t t.f'.E: Clar. ; ord 1'1 the tens: or. ~et\l eEO :src.el 
ar.:: "OSt:~ <!t.rir.g :he tre~ ~hroue:t. the :!e!ert" c;o:-ca:-. : . Cche:-. 
re;c": C!'. :ir f·\J~:isr.ec Fal::t:!.r:.ic ':'t.es~s o!' '.:iary S::rcenberc;, ~e::.:-e·. 

··r-=-: ... ::eec-.:'!w!.sr. :r.s:.i • ""'te of:: ::c:.:on . ·:t: . ~·:r.:, i;c · 

• · "!"r=<sr. Feti1at At.aron , vv . -1 - 111 . 

. . 7!-oi.:~I: t!":! ;:a~saee -:loe! ; rt:se:.t e s!er.ti;.l!y the: :sa.-:..: ~!.5C-H:;~ as 
~~c: :'Fa~t! :;atran :, Cta;~~r 9 , !~ do~s so ~ore t~!ef:y ~~~ :c~s 

~ct :nc.~d: E ccc;:a~!!or to ~cses' s:~:E nf :ea:!·~ . !:~ :~E 
:~:-a~: i tt~ c .. i ;erso!".o: :eve: . :'- Coes , ... '-f .. ~,..., a::,,,.~t- ·~:-.e 

:c7.~~: ·:e· ,. r :- :~: :s-cst: ::o ... ~r.e~ fo;- .:~ro1 r , r:.:; :!le ::e: ..::.~SC 
!'"'').· ._.cs'-.s. G. · ... " :ne iea·:::e of t.t.f!s~ ~•c wC'r, .. s , _: :s \,.:..~:- ::,ce.:: 
\.~a:. ?::.:-~~"' G '~att!. 2::~2e?"', C?-.c;.·:t!r 7 , -.! ~as.-=~, a· :i::a~~ 

;.!", i!.~:· .. !c:a::y, Q :" t.vo:. c '~at·ti :-.o.~h.r .=., :"~c.;:er ; , a~.: :::c.: :h:s 
;e,5saet: ~::~::;is :o :-..'t: e- co:"e ta:.a:i~e~ :.c:..at:~ c~ =c~e-~. :hc:.i!"" 
=ore c::~::ca::j . 

. . . : 2- •: . 

CHAPTER FIVE 
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3. See Chapier Two, aoove , pp . 44 - 45 . 

4. See Chapter Two . above , pp. 36- 46 , e . g ., Aar on 's status vis a vis 
Moses in Mechilta d ' f.abbi Ishmael , ~~ 11 . 

5 . See Chapter• One , above . pp . 11 - 17 . 

6. See Chapter One , above, pp. 1- 23 . 

7. Cf . Chapter Twc , above , pp. 25 - 46 . 

6. Moshe Herr , "Agg3dah , " EncYclooedia Judp~ 2:357. 

9 . E. g ., s.111lilarities between Avot d ' Raboi Nathan A, Chapter 37 , and 
Vayikra Rabbah 13 : 1; Sanhedrin '!a and Vayikr a Rabbah 10: 3 . 

10 . E. g ., Pirke d ' Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 17 , and Shabbat 89a , which 
ut ilize the image of the floating biers o f Aaron and Hoses , 
respectively . 

11. Herr . OJL... ~. 2:357. 
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