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My own love for Aggada has developed over the course of my studies
these past five years. I was taken from the start with the creativity
apparent throughout the Aggada and the way in which this reflected a
tremendous amount of freedom of expression. The process of arriving at
a better understanding of the Biblical text by means of thoughtful
consideration of not only what is written, but by "reading between the
lines,"™ is an exercise that I find particularly stimulating and
exciting. As a rabbi, I shall be engaged in the process of struggling
with the Biblical text in order to derive meanings from it that are
often less than explicit. In facing the challenge of bringing Torah to
the members of my community, I know of no more accessible and useful
means of accomplishing this than the process of midrash. Therefore, I
chose to write a Rabbinic Thesis in the area of Midrash in order to: 1)
expose myself to a large number of aggadic passages, which can be
extremely useful in my future teaching and preaching endeavors, and 2)
by reading an extensive amount of Aggada, to become familiar with the

midrashic process.

My spe~ific interest in the aggadic portrait of Aaron however,
sprang from the very ambivalent picture of him in the Bible. Even a
curscery reading of the Biblical text results in the realization that
Aaron played an important role in the leadership of the Israelite
nation, though he is rarely heralded as an important figure. It is
easy to understand why this 1is the case given Aaron's existence
alongside Moses, who is clearly the central leadership figure in the
Bible.1 I, therefore, was particularly interested in seeing how the

rabbis dealt with Aaron. As part of the requirements of one midrash

course I took, I did a study of the Golden Calf incident as presented
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in the Midrasn Ha-Gadol and Yalkut Shimoni, and was fascinated wiith the
way Aaron was portrayed in these texts. As anthologies, both present
rather unified pictures of Aaron, 2nd it was my desire to discover
whether this was the case throughout the Aggada; if =20, why, and if

not, why not.

In contrast to the Rabbinic material, the Biblieal portrait of
haron is not very well developed. Nothing is revealed of his birth,
early life, or upbringing. MNahum Sarnz points out, in this regard:

The difficulty of reconstructing =& comprehensive
biography and evaluation of Aaron is due to the meager and
fragmentary nature of the data available, It is aggraveted
by the fzct that details are scattered over several
originally independent sources which. in the form they have
come down to us, represent an interweaving of various
tracditions.... Moreover, consideration has to be given to
the possibility that the picture of Aaron, the archetypal
High Priest. may well be an ddealized retrojection of =2
later pericd, and that subsequent devflopments have
influenced the narratives in the Pentateuch.

Sowe scholars, such as Theodor Mauch, even suggest tnat Aaron, the
priest, should be seen as a totzlly different figure than Aaron., Meses'
brother and partner:

The Bible reves.s lwo Aarons: one is the brother and
partner of Mcses, leading Isrsel out of Egypt and through
the wilderness; the other is s priest anc¢ progenitor of an
exclusive priestly class, the "sons of Azron," the
Aaronides. The prophets and the writers of Samuel and Kings
know only the first Aaron, while the second Azron (and the
Aaronides) co-exists with the first Aaron in the
Pentateuch. Joshua, and Judges. Scholars have consistently
demonstrated that the Aaron who sires a pr%fsthuod i= to be
found exciusively in the sc-called P Source

Mauch goes to greal lengtihs to prove this point., but it 1s nct
particularly helpful in understanding how the rzbbis viewed Aaron. In

the first place, the Documentary Hypothesi= originated in the

nineteenth century, and the latesl works dealt with in this study are
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from the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Moreover, even if this
schelarly technique had been in vogue in the times of the rabbis, it
would not have had muck of an impact on the rabbinic interpretation of
the Bible., The intent of the Aggadsa was not to provide a critical,
scholarly understanding, but to provide "amplification of those
portions of the Bible which include narrative, history, ethical maxims,
and the reproofs and consolations of the prophets".u To this end, an
understanding of the Biblical portrait of Aaron as one figure, both the
brother and partner of Moses and the progenitor of the priestly clasa,
is a necessary prerequisite to an investigation of the rabbinic

portrait of Aaron.

It should be noted that in the Bible, Azron's role is generally
presented as being subordinate to Moses., He becomes an important Figure
in the leadership of Israel as z result of Moses' reluctance to assume
Lthe leadership alone. He is involved in the leadership of Israel as
Moses!' spokesman, performing Cod's sign with Moses in the presence of
the Israelites, and in bringing thc Ten Plaguea.s "Fnr the rest, he is
merely a2 persive sssociate of his brother'.ﬁ Aeon's role az a lezder,
while certaf . ly not unimportant, was clearly not as central as that of

Moses.

The Biblical incident that would present the greatest problems for
the rabbis is the building of the Golden C(Calf (Exodus 32). Sarns
explains that in Moses' zbsence, Aaron yielded to the popular desire te
build a Golden Calf, whizh was subsequently worshipped by the
Israelites. Not only does he make no attempt "to dissuazde the would-be
idolators," he assumes the role of their leader, issuing instructions,

irodueing the idol, building an altar, and proclaiming a religious

vii,



s

festival (Exodus 32:2-5). While his culpability is emphasized, there is
likewise a tendency to ceemphasize his role in the incident, The
initiative for building the idol comes from the people (Exodus 32:1),
It is they, and not he, who declare the divinity of the calf (Exodus
32:4)y and, despite Mharon's involvement, he was not disqualified from

the priesthocd. 7

The Biblical text simply does mnot explzirn why, in
spite of Aaron's involvement in this incident, he still merited the
priesthood. It was not surprising, then, to discover that a great
amount of material in the Aggada is devoted to this issue specifically,

and to a positive presentation of Raron's character, in general.

In order to locate the extensive rabbinic material, the first step
was to isolate all references to Aaron in the Biblical text, as well as
those narrative and poetic portions in which Asron's presence was
already estzblished, and sometimes was referred to by a pronoun, €.g.:
Exodus 32. The rexi step was to consult verse indices of Rabbinic
Literature, such as IMJH:KMM&-H&&ME and Torah Sheleiman’
to locate srecific passages which ¢ite these Biblical verses. While
many of thesze assages (more than 1000) had ne direct bearing on the
toplec of this -tudy, a number of pertinent passages wvere identified in
this manner. 1T was then able to add to this collection by consulting
three wmidrashic collectiona: M. Gross' Q&zgn__ﬂg:ﬁg;ggg.‘o

Eisenstein's m@rm:aanm-” and Ginzberg's Lﬂ&ﬁnﬂuﬁm-12

4.0,

Here, 2 far greater percentage of Lhe passages cited were relevant to
this study. Finally. the indices t¢ the English translation of the
Babylonian Talmud and to Midrash Rabbah led to the discovery of several

germaine passages not leecated previously.

Once a list of passages was compiled, the next step involved &
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thorough perusal of each of these passages in order to determine their
applicability to this study., Many passages cite one o more biblical
verses which refer tc Azron in the context of making z point about a
matter totally unconnected to AKarcn. In addition, numerous passages
only mention Paron in a discussion of the role and responsibilities of
priests in gene:al, and present no discussion of Aaron in particular,
In both cases, these passages were not utilized. Only those passages
that would yield some insight into the rabbinic view of Azron himself

were considered,

Once the passages that were considered appropriate were gathered
and copied, countiess hours were spent reading =znd re-reading these
passages, until the thrust of each passage was clear. Subsequent
re-readings led to insights into motif, uses of specific language,
types nf hermeneutics enployed, and any striking similarities to or
differences from other passages. Based on the nsture of the materizl,
it was decided that the most desirable format was 2 division based on
theme, Whiie there would certainly be velue in enploying other
arrangemen; 7, the answer to the centrel questlon of how the rabbis
explained hsron's becoming High Friest in spite of his invoclvement in

the Golden Calf incident could be beszt presented in this manner.

The chapters of this thesis builé for the most part upon each
octher, We begin with an examination of Aaron's status as presented inm
the Aggada (Chapter One), followed by 2z presentation of Aaron's
leadership role (Chapter Twol, and Aaron's relaztionship to botk Moses
and Miriam ({(Chapter Tirez). The final substartive chapter deals with

the treatment of Aaron's death (Chapter Four),

ix.



|

Though this work is fer from exhaustive, and may not be the last
word on this subject, it does represent an effort at painting with
broad strokes & portrait of Aaron as reflected in the Aggada.
Hopefully, it will provide us with some insight into both the midrashic
process and the rabbis' world view zs seen in their treatment of Aaron.

the brother of Moses and the Israelite High Priest.



I\

AARON'S STA
Ll
TUS



2.

In order to understand how the rabbis viewed Aaron's character,
personality and role as a2 leader of the Israelite nation, {t is
necessary to first analyze his status according to Rabbinic tradition.
ks was stated in the Iutroduction.1 the Biblical portrait of Aaron
indicates certazin aspects of Aaron's status, such as his role as
priest, as teacher, &nd his partnership with Moses in the leadership of
the Israelites. However, as is to be expected, the rabbis expanded upon
certain key aspects of ARaron's status, presumably as a backdrop for
developing the overzll portrait of Aaron much further. It is important
to note that although there is a great deal of divergence among the
various rzbbinic texts, and even within any one of them, regarding
individual aspects of the portrait of Azron, each of these differences

ray be traced to a particular view of Aaron's status.

A. Aaron as a Prophet/Receiver of llevelation

As mi, 't be expected, there is not clear agreesent amongst the
various aggadic texts as to whether or not Aaron received divinpe
revelation, and therefore possessed the status of prophet. The Bible
iz not very specific on this point and sc there was great rcom for
inlerpretation on the part of the rabbis. 1In fact, we fin¢ three
distinet outlooks: 1) Moses received revelation. and, in turn,
communicated it to saron, <) Aaron received divine revelation along
with Moses, a2nd 3) Moses received most of the divire revelation alone,

‘“sugh Aaron did share in the process cn occasion.



1, Moses Alone Received Divine Revelation

Several different approaches are utilized to show that Azron did
not receive divine revelation. Sifrei Bamidbar, Piska 117, treats the
matter most curtly:

"And the Lord spoke unto Azron" (Leviticus 10:8).
Since I might understand from this that the revelation was
given directly to Aaron, therefore Scripture states, "4
remembrance for the Israelites (that one should not
approach)" (Numbers 17:5). Thus we learn that the
revelation was given to Mosea, that he should communicate
it tc Azron.
Here, the midrash actually reverses the Biblical statement, attempting
to discredit the notion that Aaron received divine revelation directly,
in spite of the fact that the text clearly indicates otherwise.
Perhapa it should be inferred thatr the issue was of no great concern to
the euthor of this passage. since the passage deals with the matter

with such brevity. lionethelezz, the matter was certainly of some

concern o. the point would not have been made st all,

A more invelved attempt to bring out the same point is to e found
in Bamidbar Rabbah 14:19, A much later text, though also exegetical
like Sifrei Bamidbar, Bamidbar Rabbah dezls with those Eiblical verses
in which we zre teld that both Moses and Aarcn received divine
revelation, and does not consicer those instances where the Eiblical
text clearly indicates that revelation was given to Aaron (e.g.,
Numbers 18:E):

R. Judak b. Bathyra expounded: Thirteen divine

communicalions are recorded in the Torah as having been
made to Moses and Aaron, =&and corresponding to these,



thirteen limiting phrases are recorded, in order to inform
you that they were not spoken to Aaron but to Moses that he
should tell Aaron.....You have here a total of thirteen
limiting phraseg, and their purpose is to show trat Aaron
was excluded in all instances,

Agz2in, we ses an effort to limit Aaron's status to that of an indirect
receiver of revelation, though greater than the average Israelite. In
these cases, the divipe revelation is communicated directly to Aaron by
Moses, whereas the rest of the Israelites received this communication

en masse, either from Moses ana Azron or the Elders of Isrzel.

We now turn to a passage that reflects some of the tension felt
regarding Aaron's status in this regard, and an effort is made to
balance the image of Asron by presepting him as possessing other
admirable character traits. We read in Avol <¢'Rabbi Nathan A, Chapter
37

Sever ouslities charzcterize the fool and seven the
wise man: The wise man does nol speak before him that i=
greater than he in wisdom or in age: he does not break intc
hiza fellow's speech; he is not im 2 rush tc reply; he Asks
what is relevant and replies to the poiut; he speaks of
first things first and of laat things last; of what he has
not keard he says 'l have pot heard.,' and is not ashamed tc
admit it; and he acknowledges what is true,
Corre. 'ondingly. the oppositeas apply to tke ignorant man.
The wi se man does not speak before him that is grezter than
he in wisdoo or in age. Such was Moses, for it is said,
"And Aaron spoke 2ll the words which the Lord had spoken
unto Moses, and did the signs in the sight of the people"
{Exodus 4:30). Who indeed was Qqualified to speak., Moses or
Aaron? Surely Mcses! - for Moses heard the words from the
mouth of the Almighty, while Aaron heard them only from the
mouth of Moses. But thus thougnt Moses: 'Shall 1 then speak
while my older brother is standing by?' He therefore said
to Aaron: 'Speak, thou!l' That is why it is said, "And
Aaron spoke all the words which the Lord had spcken unto
Moses. ™

He does not break into his fellow's speech: Such was
haron for it is s=id: "Then Aaron spoke.. Behold, this day
have they offered their sin offering, and their burnt
offering...and there have befallen me such things as these"
ILeviticus 10:19): He kept guiet until Moses finished what
he wanted to say., and Aaron did not say to him., '‘Cut thy



words short.' Only afterward did he say tc Moses, "Behold,

this day they have brought their offerings - although we
are in mourning!"

Some say: Aaron drew Moses aside out of the midst of
the congregatior and szid to him: 'Moses, my brother, if of
tithes, which are of lesser sanctity, a mourner is
forbidden to eat, how much more should a mourner be
forbidden to eat of sin offerings which are of higher
sanctity!' Forthwith Moses agreed with him, as it is said,
"And when Moses heard that, it was well-pleasing in his
sight" (Leviticus 10:20) and in the sight of the Almighty.

Several points must be made here. Again, the midrash is concerned
with establishing that only Moses received divine revelation directly.
However, this notion is more stated than it is proved by the passage,
indicating that there was an already existent and accepted tradition
upon which the statement was based. In addition, the passzge seems to
concern itself more with an explanation as to why Aaron and not Moses
communicated the divine reveliation to the Israelites. In sum, We see 2

picture of Aaron as. if you will, the "middle-man™ for the

communication of the divine revelation, but not as z prophet himself.

This passage not only demonsirates Aaron's wor'niness to pass on
the divine revelation, but even more importaently =alse offers some
insight int his importance as a leader of Israel. Though not qualified
to receive the revelation himself, he was quzlified to instiruct Moses
in matters of law., Clearly, the author{s) of this passage had a great
desire to present Aaron as the possessor of certain gualities and of a

special status, but did not wish to grant him the statvs of prophet.

4 similar point regarding Aaron's status as communicator but not
receiver of the divine revelation can be seen in Midrash Tanhuma

(Ha-Nidpas), Shemot #29:

"ind Moses told faronm all! of the werds of the Lord"
(Exodus 16:9). Moses began tc tell him all that the Holy
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One, Blessed be He, told to hims including how te go on,
and how to do the sigrs. As a result, they became equal
when they came irto the preseance of the elders, as it is
written, "And Moses and Asron gathered together =211 the
Elders of the Israelites.”
Here, agzin., we see the assumption that the divine revelstion was
given directly tc Moses, who communicated it to Aaron. At the same

Lime, the status of Azron as being qualified to transmit the divine

revelation is clearly stated.

In all of the above mentioned passages, some «=ffort was made (o
exciude Azron from the status of prophet, even in those cases «here the
Eiblical text indicates the contrary. It i= evident that the comgilers
of these particular texts desired to present Mosez as the only true
prophet cf that time, while at the same time not wanting to diminish
too much the importance of Aaron's rcle znd his staztus in the Israelite
¢community. He was portrayed as being worthy of transmitting the divine

revelation, but not quite worthy encugh to receive it

Z. Both Mos: - ené Aaron Received Divize Revelation

Several passagess however, stress that Aarorn received divinpe
revclation, and by doing so make other points about Aaron and Moses as

1

well.

In Misanat Rabbi Eliezer, Azron is presented as having received
divine revelation as part of an effort to grant hir and Moses equzal
status:

"Ir. a pillar of cloud God spokz" (Psalms 99:7). Moses

was spoken to from the cloud, as it is written, "Beheld, I
am coming to you ir & thick cloud" (Exodus 2U:1%5). Aaron



v

TI

(was spoken to from the cloud), (as it is written) "And the
Lord came down in a pillar of cloud...and he called
Raron..." {(Numbers 12:5). The Torzh was written by (both)
Mcses and Adron. (as it is written) of Moses, "Remember the
Torak of lMoses my servant™ (Malachi 3:22), and (as it is
written) ef &efon. "the Torah of truth was in his mouth"
(Malachi 2:6).

In this passage not only is Azron presented as having received
givine revelaztion, just 2=z Moses did, but in the very same manner. In
addition, the writing of the Torah i= zscribed to Aaron as well as

Meses, something not readily apparent from the Biblical text. However,

no explznation of why hAzron was afforded this stztus is given.

In Vayikra Rabbah 13:1, we agzin see that Azron, too. received the
divipe revelation, and here we gare also given a reasson and
justification for ft. The passage deals with the guestion of whether
or not Aaron should be eating of the sin offering on the day that his
sons died and stressed that Aaron convinced Moses that he should not.
The passage then continues:

Immediztely, "Moses heard vhat, and it was
well-pleasing in his sight" (Lev. 10;20), z2nd he issued 2
proclamation to all the bost, saying, 'l made an error in
regard to the law, and Aaron my brother came and taught it
." me.' Eleazar, too, had known the law, and he, too, kept
-1lence. (As & reward for this.) they were privileged in
that divine speech was sddressed directly to them, to their
father, and to their father's brother in their lifetime.

Thies is (indicated by) what is written: "Aod the Lord spoke

unto Moses and Aaronm, saying to them," (with regard to

vhich ) R. Hiyya tought: "To then" means to the sons, viz.,

to Eleazar and Ithzmar.
Here, Aaron's stztus as prophet is based on the respect his sons showed
far Moses. and not due to any overtly positive action by or character
trait of Aaron, other than, perhaps, bhaving raised these two scns
properly. 1t is interesting to note that in a parallel passage. Avot

d'Rabbi Nathun A, Chapter 37.3 the point is clearly made that Raron did
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not receive divine revelation, although the same story of Azron
instructing Moses in that matter of law is presen“ed. In fact, Vayikra
Rabbah is a slightly more recent work than Avot d'Rabbi ﬂlat.nan;.'I and
may reflect & desire on the part of the redactor to utilize a
pre-existent tradition to make a point about Aarcn that was not desired
in the earlier text. It is also worthwhile to note bere the redactor's
wish to grant the status of prophet not only to Aaron, but to his sons
as well, thougn conspinuously not to Moses' sons. This can only be
viewed as an attempt by the redactor of this passage to strengthen

Aaron's status.

Irn Shemot Rabbah 7:1, we again see an explaznation of why Aaron was
accorded the status of receiver of revelation, but for a very different
reason than in the preceding passage:

"And the Lord spoke unto Moses and unto Aaron, and
gave them a charge unto the Israelites" (Ex. 6:13). It is
written: "In zll labor there is profit, but the talk of the
lips tends only to poverty"™ (Prov., 14:23). Whenever in
dealing with any maiter 2z man takes Iintc consideration
words of the Torah, he receives a rewzrd for them. Does
the same zpply to idle speech? Not s¢, since the verse
adds, "bur the talk of the lips tends only to poverty."
You thus find that Joseph, who should have been imprisoned
no more than ten years on account of slandering his ten
brothers, was imprisoned for two further years for saying
to the chief butler: "but have me in your remembrance when
it shsll be well with you...and make mention of me unto
Pharoah" (Gen. 40:14), as it says, "And it came to pass at
the end of two full years™ (Cen. 41:1). Thus slso Moses was
at first worthy of receiving alone the Divine
communication, but because he said, "Send, I pray you, by
the hi:= of him whom you will send" (Ex. 6:13), it was =zid
to him "Is there not Aaron, thy brother, the Levite?" (Ex.
6:13). Here too, he szid, "Behold, the Israelites have not
hearkened unto me®™ (Ex. 6:12). Fow =211 the miracles should
have becen performed only by him, but beczuse of this, the
divine speech was addressed jointly to hirn and to Aaron, as
it says: "and the Lord spoke unto Moses and Aaron."

In this passage, Raron's status as prophet was acquired not of his own



v

9.

merit, but as a result of Moses' reluctance to receive the divine
revelation on his own. The picture that is presented, in fact, is one
that detracts from the status of both Moses and Aaron, i.e., Aaron's
status as prophet is granted as a form of punishment of Moses. The
effort is made here not to glorify either Moses o¢r Aaron, but to show
that Aaron's status as prophet is a direct corollary of Moses' status.
Interestingly, the next passage in the very szme text draws a similar
conclusion aboutl Azrom's status, but based on somewhat different
roasons:
It is written, "Lo, all these things does God work
twice, even three times, with a2 man" (Job 33:29). Three

times does he wait for a man; if he repents, then all is

well; but if not, He visits upon him even the first of his

iniquities. 3¢ you find, too, in the case of Moses: When

God first said to hime, "Go, and I will send you unto

Pharoah,™ (Exodus 3:18) he first said, "Behold, they will

not believe me"™ (Exodus 4:1), then he added "I am not a man

of words"™ (Exodus 4:10), and finally, "send, I pray you, by

the hand of him whom you will send" (Exodus 4:13)....three

excuses, Seeing that still he did not retrazct, but even

added, "Behold, the Israeiites have not hearkened untc me,"

the divine word was communicaited to Aaron, too, a= it says,

"And gpe Lord spoke unto Moses and unta Aaron" (Exodus

6:13).

E&in. the reason givea for hAaron's status as prophet is based cn
Moses' incapability of receiving revelation 2lcne. As opposed to the
previous passagé, here Aaron is called not sc much &s a punishment teo
Moses, but as = result of Moses' refusal to go by himselfl to Pharoah,
As in the previvus passage:, though; the picture is clearly one cf
Mo=zes' reluctance and Aaron's status being an afterthought due to

Moses' antions. Azrop did not receive revelztion as 2 reward for his

cerit.
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3. Moses Received Most Divige Communications Alone

It is now evident that there is a great deal of tension within the
varicus passages that deal with the question of Aaron's status as
prophet. No clear picture emerges ar to whether or not Aaron did in
fact receive divine revelation, nor is there zagreement 2z tc what the
reasons were, What does emerge, though, is the awarepness that
throughout. Aaron's status, whether he is or is not 2 prophet, is
secondary to that of Meses, znd, in fact, based on Mecses' stztus,
Perhaps the clearest example of this is to be found in Mechiltz d'Rabbi
Ishmael, Pischa, Chapter 1:

"And the Lord spoke unto Moses and Aarcon in the land
of Egypt saying...." From this I might understand that the
divine word was addreszed to both Moses and Aaron. When,
however, it says=, "and it came tec pass on the day when the
Lord spoke unto Moses in the land of Egypt"™ (Ex. 6:28), it
shows that the divine word was addreszsed to Moses alone and
not to Reron. If so, whet does Scripture mean to teach by
saying here "unto Moses ana Aaron"? It merely teaches that
Just as Moses was perfectly fit teo receive the divine
words, so was Asron perfectly fit to receive the divine
words. And why then did he not speak to Aaron? In order to
grant distinetion to Moses. Thus you must say that Aaron
was not directly =zddressed in any of the divine
con. mnicutions of the Torah, with the erycepticon of three,
for in the case of these three, it is impcssible to say
that they were not directly addressed to him.
The question of hkaron's status is most clearly dealt with here, at once
affirming Aaron's f{itness for prophecy, and 4indeed, his actuzl

oncasional status as prophet, while, a2t the same time, suvbjugating

Azron to & status slightly lower than that of Moses.

Throughout the Aggada, there is a strong attempi to present Azron
in a positive light, and this includes Aaron's worthiness to be, and

stztus as, 2 prophet. However, there does not seem to have been great
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concern on the rabbia' part to present z consistent picture of Raron's
status as a prophet, since different works present alternative
understandings of' the same issue, Indeed, different responses =zre
sresent in texts which even emanate from the same approximate time

periods, e.g.» the Mechilta d'Rabbi Ischmael and Avet d'Rabbi Nathan.

No explaznation of why Asron became the High Priest is to be found
in the Bible. Ian contrast, this question is of primary concern to the
rabbis, and the passages in this section begin to answer it, stating

that Aaron's c¢laim to the priesthood is immutable.

One notion prevelent in Rabbinic Literature is that the choice of
Azron ws pre-deterszined. Shemot Rabbah 37:4 explains in this regara:

"Frowm among the Israelites"™ (Exodus 28:1). Out of zl1
countries, the Holy One, blessed be He, chose the land of
1srael, 2nd from the land of Israsl., he selscted the
Temple, and from Temple he selected only the Holy of
Holies. Similarly. God selected Israel, and from Israel He
selected the tribe of Levi, and of the tribe of Levi He
chose MAaron, as it says, "And I did choose him out of zl1
of the tribes of Israel to be My Priest" (I Sam. 2:28)

The cheice of Raron i:s not explained, but is to be accepted as
part of the Divine Will, in the same way that the Holy of Holies was

chosen, znd one caacot ask why. Apparently, mno Jjustification was

deemed necessary or approprizte; Azron was chosen, and it is not =z
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matter for further consideration. On 2 somewhat similar note, we see
in Bamidbar Rabbak 18:4 that the unsuccessful rebellion attempt by
Korach and his followers, in fact was scuttled by virtue of the
immutability cof Raron's claim to the Priesthood:

"And bring thou near unto thee Aaron thy brother and
his sons with him" (Ex. 28:1)., Behold, they are facing us
with intent to slay us! Said he: "In this morning the Lord
will show who are his"™ (Num. 16:5). What is the reason why
he chose such a time? R. Nathan explained: The Holy One,
blessed be He, s=aid: 'If all the magicizns of the world
were to azssemble zand try to *urn the morning into evering
they would aot be zble to do so. Therefore as I have made
a partition between light and darkness, sc¢ have I set Aaron
apart to sanctify him as most holy.'

hgzin, the choice of Aaron is fixed and immutatle, and is as set as ia
the divisicn between night znd cay. The rabbis seem to feel that rno

justification is necessary.

Justification is evident, though, in Mishnat Rabbi Eliezer, (pp.
73-74):

How great is peace, that by peszce did the Holy One,
tlessed be He, honor Aaron, as it is written, "My covenant
was with him of life and of peace." (He was blessed) in
that he would pursue peace between individuals, between
husbtand and wife, between families, and between tribes.
J 4 what reward did he rece%ve for this? "And I gave them
t hiwm, and he feared Me®™. The Holy One, blessed be He,
gave mcre than he saw, as it is written, "And no man shall
be in the Holy Tabernacle at the time that hes enters to
sanctify it" (Leviticus 16:17), And this is the gift that
the Holy One, tlessed be He, gave to tnme perfect and
righteous ones, as it is written, "I shall listen to what
the Lord God speaks, for He speaks toc his people and to his
rightecus cnes" (Pszlm 85:5).

The connection between Aaron's role as a peacemaker and his
werranting the Priesthood is now presented clearly. While other

7
passages also refer to fazron as & pescemaker, they do not overtly

indicate thct this was the reasou for hkis scquiring the Priesthood. In
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fact, much of the rationale for Aaron's receiving the Priesthood must
be inferred from “he variocus passages that reflect Aaron's character.
It is only in th.s passage and Midrash Tanhuma Ha-Nidpas, Tetzaveh 10
that any direct explanation is offered for why Aaron merited the

Priesthood.

In Midrazsh Tanhuma Ha-Nicpas, Tgtzsveh 10, the rabbis explain the
Biblical verse, "And it shall be unto him, and to his seed after him,
the covenant of an everlasting Priesthood., because he was Jealous for
nis God: and made atonement for the children of 1Israel" (Numbers
25:12). Thougk the verse, in fzct, refers to Pinchas, Aaron's nephew,
and not Aaron himsell, the rabbis use this verse az proof of Aaron's
immuteble possession of the priesthood. The passage gees on to explain
Azron's actions in the Golden Calf incident, exculpating him of azny
guilt and actually suggesting than it was due to his actions at that
tizme that he was given the priesthocd. While this might be viewed as
merely a different traditicn that the one in Mishnat Rabbi Eliezer, I
suggest that in fact this very passzage is the epiteme of the rapbinic
Justification for Aaron's becoming High Priest. The key question that
must be addressed is: why, in spite of Reron's apparent transgressions
in the Colden Cal)f incident., did he still warrant the priesthood? In
this one pessage. we see the answer clearly: rather than transgressioen,
taron's actiocns are taken to be noble. @&s a result. he was given the
priesthocd not se much as a reward, but as a means of expiation for his
action. By means of the sacrificing of the red heifer, Azron and his
descendants are given the opportunity to directly atone for the
inoident of the calf. This might further bs viewed as 2 message for

the reader of the midrash; that the means through which one
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transgresses can also be the mezns by which one atones. Throughout
much of the Aggacda, though, there is a grest deal of disagreement 25 to
how culpable Aaron was for his gzctions, and whether or not his actions

were admirable or deplorable.a

Thers are several texts that ipndicate that for some pericd of time
Moses served as Priest along with Aaron. Whereas ore might think that
this would indicate an elevation of Moses' status, examination of these

pessages ir fact proves the contrary.

Shemct Rabbah 37:1 clearly states that there is & conflict as to
how long the time was that Moses zcted as High Priest. Some say that
Moses served as Eigh Priest for the entire forty years that Isrzel was
in the wilderness, while others hold that he did so only during the
seven days of consecration. The same point is made in Pesikta Rabbati
14:11, but in both ecases, it i= merely raised, and not considered
further. I would attribute this to the fact that the amount of time is
not the matter that was of primary interest, but rather the question of
what occurred that led to Aaron's tzkeover of the priesthood was the
forewmo:: consideration. In both the Pesikta Rabbati passage &and
Vayikra HRabbah 11:6, the poinl is made that throughout the seven days
of the consecration of the Tabernacle, while Moses ministered in sz
white robe, the Shechinah did not dwell in this world, but on the
eighth day, when Aaron began his pministraticn as High Priest, the
Shechinah., The intent of these passages is clear: when the time came
forr the priesthood to be fixed, it was exclusively Zaron's role to
assume. While Moses served in other important leadership roles, the
priesthood was not hkis, and wouvld not be. This notion is borne out

further by statements in the Pesikta Rabbati passage and Avot d'Rabbi



15.

Nathan A, Chapter 34, which indicate that Moses is counted amongst the

Levites, and Aarcen is not.

Civen Moses' extraordirary status in the Pentateuch, the question
erose as to why he and his descendants were not given the priesthood,

and two distinot responses are evident.

On the one hand. there is a tradition that Moses was indeed to be
appointed Eigh Priect, but was not. as a2 form of punishment for his
refusal to go before Pharozh. Note. in this regard. Shemot Rabbzh 3:17:

What anger was there? The priesthood was taken from
Moses and given tc Raron. Our szges said, this is the
meaning of "Is there not Aaron, your brother, the Levite?"
Since it says "thy brother," do we not know that he was a
Levite? EBut God szid to him, "You were worthy of being =
Priest and he a Levite, but since you decline my words, you
shall be a Levite and he a Priest."”

ks in the case of those pastcages where Aaron was said to have
reccive divine revelztion by virtue of a2 punishment of Moses, so. too.
hera do we see that Aaron received the Priesthood as punishment for his
declining God's commané to gc te Pharcah. A similar passage is to be
found in Midrash Tanhumz (Ha-Nidpas). Shemini #3, whee Moses i3 told

.-_'—b
ty God that although he thinks he is going to receive the priesthood,
indeed he will not, due to his reluctance to appear btefore Pharozh
~lone. Once agein, we sve an effort to portray Aaron's status. even as
that of priest, as being the result of Moses' sin rather than kis own

merit. There ls. however, another tradition that indicates that the

priesthood was intended for Aaron. even though Moses erroneously
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thought that it was to be his. It states in Shemot Rabbah 39:1:

"Ana bring you near unto Aaron your brother, and his
sons with him" (Exodus 28:1). From where? "From among the
Israelites."™ It can be compared to a king who had a friend.
and when he wished to appoint a controller of his finances,
he appointed him over his entire treasury. After some
time, he decideéd to appoint z chief of his bodyguard, and
hi=s friencd thought that he would appoint bhim, but he dicd
nety as the king szid teo him, Co and appoint for me a chief
of the bodyguard. He asked, Your majesty. of which family
(shzll I appoint him)}? The king replied: Of yours. So.
when God was about to appoint a2 supervisor over the work of
the tabernacle, he appointed Moses head over the judges and
over everything; and when God was about to appoint 2z High
Prisst, Moses believed that he would be made High Prieat,
but God said to him: 'Go and appoint me @ High Priest.,'
Moses replied, 'Master of the Universe, from which tribe
shall I appoint him?' The Divine reply was: 'From the
tribe of Levi.' Moses was thereupon very glad, saying, 'So
beloved iz my tribe!' God further said to him, 'It shall
be Aaron, your brother,' as it is written, "And bring near
unto you Aaron your brother.®

¥e find in this pessage an effort once again to demonstrate the
excluzive nature of Asron's right to the priesthood, and an answer to
the quasticn of "Why not Moses™ by means of =z parable. Moses, we can
see, already had a great deal of responsibility, and it would seem to
br an imprudent move to add to bhis responsitilities further by giving
hiz the burden, although = c¢ovetabls one. of the priesthood as well.
By wurawing the analogy of & chiel of finances to a chief cf the
bodyguard, though, we tan also detect the sentipent, once zgain, that
Moses' steztus was morc elevated than that of fhzron, and can begin to
see the effcrt tc sepzrate the roles that Moses and Azron each played.
Thi= notion of divisicn of responsibilities may spesk 1o a certain

leadership model., which will be discussed in detzil !ater.g

The importance of the imstitution of the priesthood, as wvell as
haron's status &s priest, should npot be underestimated. As ‘the

zgerificial cuit was the basiz of the Israelite religion, the
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priesthood represented the most important leadership group in the
Israelite pation. Of course, although Rabbinic Judaism developed
institutions that made the sacrificial cult, and so the priesthood,
non-essential, Rabbinic Judaism has as its basis the very notion of an
ultimate return to the sacrificial cult, and toc the priesthood. Were
the priesthood and the cult invalidated in &ny way, the very
institutions of Rabbinic Judaism would, in turn, be invalidated. It
therefore was necessary for the rabbis to present the priesthood as
nothing less than a sacred institution ministered by an exemplary
personality, Aaron, MHoses' brother. This, of course, will help to
explain why so much effort was made to present Akaron as a man of
singularly outstanding character, and, at the same time, account for so
much of the tension regarding the issue of why Moses himsell was not
chosen for the role. There can be little argument that in the Biblical
text and irn FRabbinic tradition uo personality is presented as being
greater than Moses. However., in order to validate Karon's role as High
Prie=st, the rabbiz tried tc equate Aaron to Moses and, at the same
time, ‘o present ARaron as being of just slightly lower status than

Moses.

As is to be expected, there is no one consistent tradition
regarding Moses' status vis-a-vis Aaron. While meost of what can even he
inferred frop the various passages that allude to their relationship
would indicate that Moses was the greater of the two, there are several

rassages that state quite simpply that they were equal, and several
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passages from which it can be inferred that Aaron, at least on certain

occasions, was greater than Moses.

As we have already seen.‘o there are various passages that
indicate Moses' greater status as a prophet. This is borne out further
ty two other passages that actually indicate that Azron had been
prophesying for a grezL deal of time even before Moses was born. In
both Mishnat Rabbi Eliezer and Midrash Tanhuma tﬂa-ﬂidpasi.11 Meoses 1is
presented &s requesting Aaron to ge with him before Pharcah since Azron
had already been prophesying for eighty years prior tc Moses' birth,
This sheuld not be viewed as & great honor for Aaron; but an indication
of Moses' character, viz.. his respect for his clder brother., In this
case, Moses is presented as hesitating due to his respect for Rarcn and

not his own reticen. = tc fulfill God's commandment.

It is important to keep in mind that szlthough Aaron played &
central role in the leadership of Israel in becth the Bibliczl and
Aggadic texts, his role is constantly presented as less central than
thet of Moses. In the cazse of the Golden Calf incident, for example,
even those Aggedic passages that present Aaron as a positive leadership
rele model do so by indicating that he used z delay tactic in order to
restrain the people until Moses, the "true"™ leader, would return.12

Other passages that indicate Aaron's relationship to Moses also

demonstratle Moses' position as one of Aaron's superiors; these will be
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dealt with in detail 1ater.13

£. Aaron and Moses as Fgual

We find several passages that balance the picture of Aaron's
status relative to Moses, by declaring them as being totally equal.
kmong those which indicate this, the most straightforward is Bereshit

Rabbah 1:185 :

Everywhere Moses is mentioned bLefore Azron, yet in one
place it says, "These are that Aaron and Mcoes"™ (Exodus
6:26); this teaches that they are on & par.

Aind Midrash Shir-Ha-Shiriz 4:4-5:

"Your two breasis are like two fawns™ (Song of Songs
4:5); These are Moses and Aaron....they were equal. Take
note: occasionally, Aaron precedes lMcses, as it is written
"These are that Aaron and Mcses" (Exodus 6:26), and it is
written. "And H’“s and Aaron performed 2ll the signs”
(Exodus 11:10).

Both passages utilizc the sa2me hermeneutic to pake the same
point. 'n tne Bereshit Rabbah passage, Mose= and Aaron are given as
just one example of the application of the hermeneutic, while in
Midrash Shir Ha-Shirim, the example is part of a fuller description of
the relationship between Moses and Aaron. In neither case, however,
does the passage build to another point. as is the case in Bamidbar
Rabbah 21:13 :

"ind the Lord said urto Moses: 'Get thee up into this
mountzin of Abarim'" (Numbers 27:12). What reason did He
have for stating this after the section dealing with
inheritance? 0Nnly this. tlhat when Moses heard the command,
"Thou shalt surely give unto them™ (Ibid, v. 7). he was
under the impression that the Holy One, blessed be He, had

been reconciled to him, and thought: 'Behold, I shall allet
to Israel their inheritance.' 8o the Hcly One, blessed be
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He, saic toc him, 'My degree retains its force;' "Get thee
up into this mountainm of Abarim,"™ etc. "As Aaron your
brother is gathered," (Ibid, v.13); You mre not better than
your brotker.

In this pusszge we see that not cnly were they equal in status in
life., but in death =zs well, and, more importantly, in the eyes of God.
At the sarme time, we sgain see & glimpse of Moses' belief that he was,
it facl, grester than Aaron. But agein, s in Shemot BRabbah 37:1, this

was a mistaken impression.

The tension between the various passages zs well as *the effort to

present 2 balanced picture can be seen clearly in the Mechilta d'Rabbi

Ishmael, Pischa, 1:

Another interpretestion: Why is it said here, "Unto
Moses and Aezron?" Because it says, "An¢ the Lord sazid unto
Mcses: 'See, I have sent you in God's stead to Pharoak'"
(Exodus 7:1). From this, I would understand only that Mcses
wes & Jjudge over Pharoah. What about Aaron? By saying here,
"unto Mcses and Aaron," Scripture teaches that Aaron was
equal to Moses: just as Moces was z Jjudge to Pharoah, so
also was Azron a judge to Phzroah; Jjust as Moses would
speak his words fearlessly, so also would Aaron spesk his
words fearlessly. Rabbi says: "Untc Moses zand Azron." I
mnight understand that the one preceding in the Scriptural
text actually had precedence over the other. But in the
pissage: "These zre that Aaron and Moses™ (Exodus 6£:26)
£z on is mentioned first, Sc-ipture thus declares that
burh were equal, the one is as important as the other.

This passage is, ©f course, the continuation of 2 passage cited
previously.15 in which it $s stasted that =zlthough Aaron was fit to
receive the Divine revelalion, in most cases he did not in urder to
grant c¢isticcticon to Meses, We pust view this continuation, then, ar
part of an effort not only to balance the image of Aaron, but also to
reconcile the fect that Azron. too. acted as a leacer before Fharoah.
Thiz is especizally important =2s & backfrop to Aaron's role in the

ceeurrence of the Ten Plaguea.w
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2, Aaron as Greater Than Moses

In two passages already cited, Avct d'Rabbi Nathan A, Chapter 37
and Vayikra Rabbah 13:1, we saw that Aaron instructed Moces in matters
of law. While neither of these passages overtly declares that Aarop
possessed a greater status than Moses, which would entitle him to
undertake such an action, the very fact that Aarcn is shown as doing so
indicates some greater status on his part, This is not to be
understood so nmuch as a matter of him having some innate gquality which
allowed him to achieve such a level, as much as it must be seen as,
again, =z balancing of the image of both Mcses and Aaron. It is, in
fact, the importance of the law that 2allows Aaron to correct Moses.
Even sc, if the law is what is iImportant, then the image of Aaron
knowing the law better thau Moses would at least in this instance

attest to Aaron's higher status,

An . ‘en -learer picture of Aaron possessipg a grealer staztus is to
be found in Vayikra Rabbah 33:4. In this passage, Asron is presented as
being concerned with the pedigrees (Hebrew, Yichus) of the Israelites,
and is thereby rewarded:

Consequently the Holy One, bYlessed be He, placed
Azron's honor before that of VMoses, as is nroved by the
text, "Now these zare the generztions of Aaron and Moses"
{Humbers 2:1). It is not written irn this verse, "Moses and
karon,™ but ratber "Aaron and Moses."
In this case, Aaron's status is grester in the eyes of God. Of course,

kad the author of this passage wished to show that Moses was greater.

or that they were equal. he could bave done 5o using either a slightly
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different, or the szme, proof-text, respectively. In fact, there is no
mention here of Moses other than as being less honcred than Azron.
Agzin, we see an effort to elevate Azron's status, though not in terms
of leadership, either as a prophet or even as a priest. Perhaps we can
attribute this to & reticence on the part of the authors to give Aaron
& Ligher status than Moses, again bearing in mind the fact that Moses
was more of a key leadership figure. 1In spite of this, there are
passages that indicate that Azron was zlso held in nigher regard by tke
Israelites, 17 though these do not indicate status as nuch as they do
the effect that each man had on individuzls amongst the Isrzelite

nation.

There 1is little question that Aaron was botk & prophet and =
priest, but there is scue guestion &= to whether he assumed both roles
at once, or did sc at different tirmes. A great dezl of temsion exists
¢ver the § sue of whether Raron was Moses' equal, znd althougn sever:zl
texts indicate that he was, the sgense that eperges is that Aaron
possessed 3 stetus f&r zhove the average Israelite, though not quite
ezuzl toc that of Moses. In addition, much of his elevated status can be

zttributed to Moses' actions.

Since the pricsthood was @ very important imstitutiorn for the
rzbbis, they went to great lengths to validate its existlence as well as
pzron'st role as FEigh Priest., While difference of opinien exists cver

the 1ssue of Moses' right to the priesthood., it iz clear that: for
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whatever reason, the priesthood belonged to Azron and to his

descendants alone.

Having established Aaron's status as background, the remaining
chapters will focus on Aaron's personality, and how his actions
affceted the Israelite nation. In the main, we will deal with the

questions of how and why the rabbis presented Azron's personality.
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AARON'S ROLE AS LEADER

24,
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Perhaps the aspect of Azron's life and personality most often
enphasized in the Aggazda is his leadership. & great deal of effort
went into the describing of Aaron's leadership rcle, both in terms of a
general picture of those leadership qualities that Aaron possessed, as
well as specific incidents which involve him acting irn & leadership
capacity. By presenting Raron as a model of leadership, the rabbis
answer positively the guestion of why Az»on warranted the priesthood.
Though only =2 small number of passages state this cutright, Aaron is

consistently presented as a leader worthy of this special status.

While there is no clear portreit of Aaron as z man of peace in the
Bible; it ir developed in several different aggadic sources. Though
the three passages dealt with here 2ll base the nction of Aaron as a
peacemaker on differcnt Bibliezl verses, zll three present a similar

picture of a man concerned with peace among individual human beings.

Mishnat Rabbi Eliezer explains that it was because of ARaron's
concern for and pursuit of peace that he was rewarded with the
priesthood1. and based the derash om the Biblical verse, "My covenant
wae with him, of life and peace" (Malachi 2:5). From this, the author
of the pascage asserts that Aaron was rewarded with the priesthood and

the exclusive right to minister in the Tabernacle because of his
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pursuit of peazce,.

A more complete fpresentztion of Aaron's role azs peacemzker is to
be fcund in Avot c'Rabbi Nathan, A, Chapter 12, Interestingly, this
passage bases itself on the verse immediately following the one cited
in Mishnat Rabbi Eliezer, i.e., Malachi 2:6:

Hillel says: 'Be of the disciples of Aaron, loving
pezce and pursving peace'....lLoving peace--how so7 This
teaches that one should love peace in Israel between man
znd man the way Aaron loved peace in Israel between man and
man, as it is said, "The law of truth was in hiz mcuth, and
unrighteousness was not found in his 1lips; he walked with
me in peace zand uprightness, and did turn away pany from
iniquity"™ (Malachi 2:6), ERabbi Meir says: 'Why does the
verse say, "And did turn away many from iniquity?" For
wnen Aaron would walk zlong the road and meet an evil or
wicked marn, he would greet him. The next day, if that man
was about to commit z transgression, he would think: Woe
unto me! How will I be able to face Aaron afterwards? 1
would be too ashamed, for bhe has greeted me in peace! And
so, that man would refrair fror transgression.

So, too, when two men quarreled with each other, Aaron
would go and sit down with one of them and say to him, My
son, look what the other fellow is doing! He is beating
his breast. and tearing his clothing, saying. "Woe unto
me! How can I face the other fellow! I am too ashamed,
for it is I who wronged him!

He would sit with him until he had rexcved zll rancor
from h: neart, and then Aaron would go and =it with the
cther ¢ .e,..(and say the same thing to him, and =it with
him until he had removed all rancor from his heart). And
when the two men met each other, they would embrace and
kiss each other., That is why it is said of Aaron's death,
"They wept for Aaron thirty days, even all the house of
Israel" (Numbers 20:29).

Another interpretation: why did all Israel weep for
karon thirty days, while for Moses only the men wept?
Because Moses rendered judpement strictly according to the
truth; but Azron never saic to a man. you have acted
offensively, or to a woman, You have acted offensively.
That is why it is sesid, "And all the house of Israel wept
f'or him."™ But cof Moses. who reproved them with strong
words, it is szid, "And the men of Israel wvept for Moses"
{Deuteronomy 34:8).

Moreover, how oany thousands there were in Israel
named Raron! For had it not been Yor Aaron, these children
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would not have been born.
&nd somez say: this is why it is said, "They wept for
Aaron thirty days, even all the house of Israel"--for who
could see Moses, our master, standing =z2nd weeping and
himself not weapl
And some say: who could see Eleazar and Pinchas, the
two distinguished priests, standing and weeping and himself
not weepl
The notion of Aaron acting a3 a pezcemaker on the level of
domestic and personal matters is more fully developed here, It is
difficult to determine exaclly which passage is older, though it is
generzlly held that Avot d'Hzhbi Nathan was compiled several centuries
earlier than Mishpat Rabbi Eliezer.2 any case, the tradition of Aaron
as one who is concerned with peace on a grassroots level is apparently
zn old one. In this passage, as opposed to the one in Mishnat Rabbi
Eliezer, laron does not receive any specific reward for his peacemzking
activity, but the importance of his actions is reflected in how they
directly affected the lives of his fellow Isrzelites, Similarly, we
find in Pirke d'Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 17, the notion that #Azron's
decth was mourned by the éentire nation, bzsed on the same proof texts.
The explan' *ion here, however, is less developed:
Why was this? Because he lcved peace and pursued
peace, and passed daily tlhrough the entire camp of Israel
and promoted peace between husband and wife, and between a
man and his neighbor. Therefore 211 1Israel showed
loving-kindness to him, a3 it is written, "And when all the
congregation saw that Aaron was dead, they wept for Aaron
thirty days, even all the house of Israel™ (Numbers 20:29)
Agzin, no effort is made to directly link faron's role as peacemzker
with hiz receiving the priesthood, but his effect on the lives of the
Israclites is clearly presented. Although this passage is ralatively

brief.3 it should be viewed as part of the rabbis' effort to emphasize

fzron's importance to the Israelitea on & personal level.
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2, haron as a Teacher of Torah

As we previously mentioned.a there existed a tradition of Aaron
instructing Moses in a matter of law. This should not be tzken
lightly, as it speaks to several issues. First, it presents to us an
image of Aaron being absclutely familiar with the law, something that
would be considered essentizl to the prabbinic view of Judaism. Second,
it informs us that Aaron was zealous with regard to observing the law.
Even though his brother; the giver of the Torzh, instructed him as to
how te act, Aaron considered the proper observance of the law more
important than obedience to Moses' instructions. Again, it touches
upon a matter essential to Rabbinic Judaism: the proper observance of
the law is of the bhighest pricpity. It is importzant to note that, in
thi=s regard, Vayikrz Rabbah 13:1 indicates that this was the basis on
which Aaron was deemed worthy of receiving revelation. Once agzin, we
see that the rabbis believed that Aaron's chzracter and actions were

indicative «{ his worthiness.

The notion thet Aaron not only knew and observed the law himself,
but s=trove to bring others tc the observance of the Toranh is also
apparent in the previously quoted passage frow Avot d'Rabdi Nathan,
Chapter 12, There the rabbis explain the verse, "&nd turned many away
from iniquity" (Malachi 2:6', by stating that 32aron, by virtue of his
merely greeting & transgressor. caused that person te refrain from
transgression. This could only occur if Aaron himself zealcusly

ohserved the law. The fact, however., that Raron consciously sought to
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greet transgressors, indicates a great deal of concern on his part that

others observe the law as well,

Perhaps most important of zll is the way in which he led others to
the observence of the law, which revezls a great deal about Aaron's
character zand manner of leadership. He is vuresented as a low-key
leader, concerned with the self-image of the transgressor as well as
with returning the transgressor to the proper observance of the law.
Whereas further on in the passazge Moses is presented as having rebuked
those who acted wrongly, Aaron, to the contrary, never did sc. His
method of leadership was, in fact, one of example more than one of
exhortation. Aaron's portrayal as being concerned with the specific
individual's observance of the lau and the way in which he acted uvpon
this, can serve as 2z model of leadership for al) rabbis, While it was
desirable, indeed nece=ssary, to be concerned with the entire
community's =adherence to the Torah, it is equally important, if not
core important, for the leadershtip to be concerned with the observance
of each individual. While it was possible to eansure Lhe observance of
those laws, the transgressions of whienh might be publiely discernible,
such as the observance of the Sabbkath and attendance at worship
services, more personal observances, such as private observance of the
Sabbath, could not easily be enforced. Aaron, therefore, served as an
ipportant model of how to prevent others from transgressing. Once
again, this is indicative of the desire of the rabbis *o present Aaron

as a man of specizl cheracter.
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3, The Respectfulness of Aaron

As part of Aaron's general character portrait, tne rabbis stress
his respect both for Moses and for the Lznd of Israel. As we heve seen
in Avot d'Rabbi Nathan A, Chapter 37.5 the respect shown for Moses by
both Aaron and his sons is given as the reason for their receiving
revelation. Whereas he could have rightfully interrupted Meses in
order to correct him in the matter of law that was being discussed. he
waited until Moses was finished before saying anything. This is
particularly significant in that Aarcn was Moses' olcder brother, and
would not be expected to show as much deference to Moses as if he had
been his younger brother. BAzron was pore than simply conscicus of the

croper etiguette; be was particularly respectful.

In 2 very different cortext, both hkarcon and Mcses are portrayed as
being respectful of the Land of Israel. Kohelet Rabbah 9:2:(1) ztates:

"To the gsood"(Ecclesiastes 9:2): this alludes to
Moses, as it is said, "When she saw that he was a goodly
child" (Exodus <:Z2). F. Meir said: "Goodly" indicates that
ne was born circumcised. MAnd to the clean"(Ecclesiastes
9:2): this ezlludes to Aaron who was concerned with the
purity of Israel. "And to the unclean"(Ecclesiastes 9:2):
these are the spies, who delivered an evil report about the
Land znd did not enter it, while the others (Moses and
fharon) spoke of the goodness and fpraiseworthiness of tLhe
Land of Israel and did not enter it.

Here, Aaron is a superb model for the rabbis on z number of
levels., The key point here is that both Moses and Aaron praised the

Land of Israel, though neither one actually enterecd it. In Lhe first

place, this indicates Aaron's absclute belief ip the imporrance of the
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land, such that =sight unseen, he accepted it as praiseworthy, and
caught others the same. This would certzinly have been an ipportant
consideration for a community rooted in the notion that the Land of
Israel is special. Second, Aazron's willingness to do so is also an
indication of his trust in the Lord. He who had never seen the land,
but was ipstructed of its praiseworthiness, accepted this without
hesitation. For the rabbis, acceptance of the divine will was
essentizl; one could not merely choose to follow those laws that they
felt were right, ignoring the others. Absolute trust in and acceptance
of the law was the cornerstone of Rabbinic Judaism, for it was none
other than God's law., Aaron and Meses both, then, are important models
here of acceptance of the Lord's words. Third, and of equal
significance, is the awareness that one should follow the law and the
ways of the Lord without expecting visible reward, In spite of the
fact that Moses and Asron spoke well of the Land of Israel before aver
seeing it, they never pgot to enter the land. Yet they are not
rresented as being angry or resentful. By displaving such character,
they are wonderful models for future leaders, who could not refuse to
undertake a particular responsibility on the grounds that they would
not be zble to see the task through to its completion Like Moses and
Azron, each person must accept his or her responsibility to lead, and

not expect a reward for it.

4, Azron's Copcerp With the Pupity of Israel

In twe previously cited passages, there was evidence that Aaron

wgs® particularly concerned with the purity of Israzel. Xohelet Rabbzh
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©:2:(23) states it directly, without further elaboration or
explanation. It is possitle that this tradition is “ased on an older
source, Vayikra Rabbah 33:24, There we have Aaron presented as being
particularly concerned with the genealogy of the individual Israelites,
and as a result is afforded grezter honor than Moses by the Lord. While
proselytes were certainly accepted by the rabbis, the gquestion of ore's
pedigree was always a matter of great importance. One's identity was
defined in terms of one's lineage, and one's ancestry was often a
critical matter for & people whose right to exist is predicated on
their being the descendants of an early naticn. By presenting Azron as
being concerned with this issue, the rabbis sought to validate their

role as rightful heirs to the Moszic tradition.

Z. Asrop ss a Hero

Several passages present Aaron as something of a folk-hero, but in
very humen terms. In both Bamidbar Rabbah 19:20 znd Devarim Rabbzh
$:11y we .ind references to Aaron as 'the one whe stayed the Angel of
Peath.' In neither case, however, dc we find an explanation of this,
Certainly, it was a well-circulated tradition, for it is too esoteric a
concept to be simply {nferred from the Biblieal text. Moreover, if it
were not well-known, it would certainly have warranted scme futher
explanation. In fact, this iradition is mores fully preserved in
Midrash Tanhuma(ha-nidpas), Tetzaveh #15, in which Aaron is d=scribed
as offering up the incense at the altar, when he saw the Angel (of
Deathl:

He (faron) found the Angel (of Death) preparing to do
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his destruction, and he stood in his way and did not 2allow
him to do so, for it is said that "he atood between the
dead (and the living)" (Numbers 17:13). He said to Aaron,
'‘Let me go and perform my mission.' Asron said to him,
'Moses has sent me, and the Holy one, blessed te He, has
sent you; the Holy One, blessed be He, and Moses are in the
tent of meeting--let us go to them.' The Angel (of Death)
paid him no mind, until Azron warded him off by his loins
and led him away, as it is written, "And returned to Moses
at the door of the tent of meeting and the plague was
stayed" (Numbers 17:15).

The Biblical zccount indicates that it was merely by virtue of the
offering of the incense thet the plague was halted. However, the
rabbis sought to present Aaron's role as much more than z functionary
whose ministerial rites alone were sufficient to conquer the plague.
By presenting the plague in the form of =zn angel, they make it possitble
to depict Aarcn as an almost super-human being, able to be victorious

even over one of the heavenly hosts. Through his supernatural ability

and his actions, Azron szved the lives of countless individuals,

Yet, haron is also presented by the rabbis as a herc who is much
more of an ordinary human being. Because of this his model is
accessible to the comrorn person and., therefore., can be more easily
emulated., Pirke d'Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter 53, irnforms us of Aaron's
sttempt to convince Moses to pray for Miriam's recovery from leprosy:

Aaron went to Moses, and said to him, "Oh my lord,
Moses! Brothers do not zllow themselves to be separated
from each other except through death, as it is =3id, "Let
her not, I pray, be as one who is dead" (Numbers 12:12).
Not only this, but now 211 Israel will hear this and say
that the sister of Moses and laron is leprous. Kalf of
this infamous report concerns youl" Moses was appeased by
these words, and he aros» and prayed for her, and He (the
Lord) was entreated of him, as it is szids "And Moses cried
unto the Lord, saying. Fezl her, oh God, I beseech you"
{Numbers 12:13).

in this case, Aaron's heroism 12 to be found in his appeal to

Moses to pray for Miriam. It is assumed here that Moses' prayer is more
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efficacious than Aaron's, znd that by entreating Moses in this manner,
Aaron's heroism is nol based on his ability to affect dircectly Miriam's
health, bul in his willingness to convince Moses to do so. Once again,
we see Raron as an important role model, and at the same time, witness

a strengthening of the image of his character,

In all of the above passages, only Pirke d'Rabbi Eliezer, Chapter
17, (the priesthood), Avot d'Rabbi Nathan A 37 and Vayikraz Rabbah 13:1
(divine revelation) and 33:4 (honor) connect Asron's leadership to a
specific gift. Yet, remaining passages, which go to great lengths to
develop Aaron's traits as =z leader, cannct be viewed merely as good
examples for leadership. Certzinly, if the rabbis were concerned only
with presenting positive models of leadership, any number of Bibliecal
figures could have been chosen. Therefore, I must infer that there was
2 specific, conscious effort to present Aaron as 2 model of
leadership. While Azron's right te the priesthood. for the most part,
is pot overtly mentioned, it was importznt for the rabbis to present
Laron as worthy of the priesthood not only due to his particular
stztus, but Jlue to his character and especizally uis leadership. Sipce
the priesthood represented the de _ure leadershkip of Israel. and since
little information on Aazron's character is given in the Biblical text,
it therefore was necessary for the rabbis to paint a portrait of a
powerful, thoughtful leader, one concerned both with the law and the
well-being of the community, as well as with the welfare znd well-being
of the individual Israelite. Aaron was a totzl model tec be emulated

even by the rabbis themselves.
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B. Aaron's Role in the Ten Plagues

If we zare interested in Aaron's leadership qualities, it is
necessary to investigate the rabbis' portrayzl of LAazron's role in the
Ten PFlagues, The Eibliecal text is fzirly clear about the degree of
Aaron's participalion; what is not particularly clear is why Aaron was

involved the way he was.

Similarly, both Mishnat Rabbi Eliezer 25 &nd Shemot Rabbah 12:4
offer @ gererzl statement about Aaron's involvemernt. but neither one
brings to bear any particular information on why Aaron was chosen for
this role. It is worthwhile to note that although no effort was made
in either passage to diminish Aaron's role, the rabbis ewmploy any
hermeneutic to prove that Aazron was not actually involved. While in
these passages no emphasis is plzced con Azron's leadership role in the

Ten Plagues, neither ig his role in any way denied.

However, there is some materizl that discusses the issue of why
tzron was irrolved in the Ten Plagues, and it presents an interesting
image of Aaron's leadership role. Note for example, Shemct Rabbah 9:10
which states regarding the plague of blood:

*ind the Lord said unto Mcses: Say unto Aaron: streich
forth your hand..." (Exodus T7:19), R. Tanhum szid: 'Why
did Moses not smite the waters? Because Cod said: It is
not proper that the waters which protected you when you
vere cast intc the river should now be smitten by you., No,
they shall be smitten by Aarcnl!!
Similzrly, Shemot Rabbah 10:4 and 10:7 discuss Aaron’s role in the
bringing of the plagues of frogs and gnats, and stress that Aaron was

involved because of the inappropriateness of Moses' smiting the water

aod the ground which had protected him. We find here no disagreement
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with tke plain understanding of the Eiblical text, but an explanation
of why Aaron was involved. Aaron was not involved due to any specizl
merit on his part, but due to Moses' inability to act in certain
situations. Moses, then, is presented as the more central leader and
faron's role is relative to that of Moses. While this does in some ways
indicate an attempt to suppress the image of Azron as being Moses!
equzl 25 a leader. it zlsc supports the notion of Aaron's fitness to
zssume the role of leader in the same manner zs Moses when the later

was unabtle to do so.

The tension over Baron's role in the Ten Plagues is seen clearly
in Shemot Rabbah 12:4 :
"And Mcses stretched forth his rod toward heaven"
(Fxodus 9:23). Three of the plagues came through the zagency
of Aaron, three through Moses, three through God, and one
through the united efforts of all three. Blood, frogs, and
gnats, being on the earth, were through Aaron; hail,
locusts, and darkness through Moses, because they were in
the air, and Moses had power over earth and heaven....
This passage might be seen as a continuation of the effort to assert

that in spite of Aaron's participation in the bringing of the plagues,

Muses was *.ie key leader, who had dominion over earth and hesven.

C. The Colden Calf Incident

Any discussion of Aaron's role as leader must involve zn analysis
of his inveolvement in the CGolden Calf incident. Of course, the crueial

suestion that wmust be faced is why Aaron, who, according to the
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Biblical text, acted so0 wrongly, still merited the priesthood? An
examination of the rabbinic presentation of Azron's rol: in the Golden
Calf incident might be very helpful in this regard. I shall approach
the issue with two different considerations in mind: the use of Aaron's
nephew, Hur, as a literary device tc expand on the Eiblical text, and

the general aspects of Aaron's role as z leader in the incident.

1. Hur 2s a Literary Device to Fxpand on the Biblical Story

While Hur, the son of Miriam (and so, the nephew of Aaron and
Moses) is mentioned twelve times in the Biblical text, there is, in
fact, no mention of his having an involvement, direct or indirect, in
the Biblical account of the building of the Colden Calf. For reasons
that are not entirely clear, Hur became z lynchpin upon which a variety
of rabbinic explanations for Aaron's behavior were hung. Such
traditions are found in a number of texts, ranging from B.T. Sanhedrin

to the later Yalkutim (z=nthologies).
e ——

Ir all of the pzassages that mention Hur, the motif that is
enmployed is the same. Prior tc coming to Aaron, and asking him to
brild a pgod for them, the TIsraelites approached Hur., and when he
refused they murdered him. Aaron therefore was afreid that they would

kill hin as weil.

The passages which utilize Hur in the explanation of Aaron's
behavior can be broken dewn into two non-mutually exclusive cztegories:
Lthose that present Azron's actions as & sign of his weakness, and thbose

that gpresent Asron's concern, and 4im turn actions, as a mnodel of
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2gfressive, positive leadership.

A fully developed explanation of what transpired can be found in
Bamidbar FRabbah 15:21, which presents Aaron as having acted out of
weakness and fear for his life:

"Up, make us a god who shall go before us; for as for

this Meses, the man that brought us up out of the land of
Sgypt, we know not what has become of him™ (Exodus 32:1).
When the elders heard these words they said to them: "Why
de you provoke him who wrought for vou all those miracles
and wonders?" But they would not listen, znd killed them.
Furthermore, because Hur stood up and rebuked them, they
rose up against him, also, and slew hkim. All Israel came
to farorn in ranks, as it is written, "The people gzthered
themselves together unto MAzron, and said: Up, make us =&
god..."(ibid.)...We shall do to you the same as this! As
we rose against Hur znd slew him, so will we do to you!
When Aaron szw what they had done to the elders and tc Hur
he was afraid of them, as it is written, "And wher Aaron
saw this, he built (va-vivepn) anm altar (mizbeach)" (Exodus
32:5). "™Ya-viv beach" means, he understood (hevin)
from the one who lay slaugbtered (za-vuach) before him.

This passage presents a2 clear picture cf how Hur was utilized. The
rabbis formed a2 derash on thke words vg-yivep mizbeach (and he built an
altar). reading them as va-yazven pe-zzavuach (he understooc from the one
who lay slaughtered). By presenting Aaron as acting in response to an
outsicde stipul' =, it became possible to explain his zactions, and even
totzlly vindicate him. Parzllels can be found in Yalkut Shironi I:456,
and Midrash Ha-Gadel, Ki Tissg #32, which indicate that Aasron acted as
he di¢ oaly out of fear for his life. and not because of eny of the
ramifications that would result from his being murdered, While this
does not cvertly explain why Raron sas given the priesthood, it does
lint at the possibility that because he acted out of fear, he should
not be held culpable. In fact, this is= explicitlv stated in Midrash
Tanhumz (Ha-Nidpas). Jetzaveh #10:

And MAaron was afrzid that perhaps the Holy One,
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tlessed be He, would hcld him culpable. Therefore, did the

Holy One, blessed be He, say to Moses, 'This is the thing

that you shall do to them, to sanctify them to be Priests

to me, and tc elevate them and make great Aaron and his

sons through the High Priesthood, since it is well-known

that Aaron acted only out of fear, and therefore, I do not

holed him culpable.’
There is no begging the issue here; yes, Aaron's actions were less than
adrirable, but the rabbis argued that he should not be punished siace
he acted out of fear. This does not exactly constitute strong praise
fer Aaron, as it only iadicates that he is; in mcdern terms, "guilty
with an explanation."™ This passage offers an explanation of Aaron's

behzvior that 1s conscnant withk the Biblical text, and, at the same

time, exculpates kim.

There are, however., a number of passages that employ the cdevice of
the glain Bur in order to make definitive, positive stztements zbout
Aaron's leadership qualities. In severzl passsages, this is
zccomplished Ly demonstrating that Aaron's fear was not for his own
life, but for what would befall the Israelites as a result of their
zetionzs. A good example of thirs is founé in B.T. Sanhedrin Ta:

"ind when Aaron saw [it], he built 2an altar before
- ) A What did he actually see? F. Benjamin Japnet says.
in the name of R. Eleazar: He saw Hur lying before him and
said (to himself): If I do not cobey them, they will now do
unto me as they did unto Hur, and sc will be fulfilled (the
fear of) the prophet, "Shall the Priest and tne Prophet be
slain in the sarnctuary of God"™ (Lamentations 2:20), and
they will never find forgiveness. Eetter let ther worship
the Golden Calf, for which offense they may yet find
forgiveness through repentance.
haron's selflessness is dramatically presented bhere. Faced with
impinent desth by an angry mob, Aaron can only think in terms of what

will happen to the murderers. By building the calf, he averted the

rerrible fate which would have befallen the Israelites. Rather tnan an
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act done out of weakness, faron's act is transformed into z righteous
one, indeed a notle, admirzble one. While no mention is made here of
the priesthood, there can be little question that this passage hzs as
its intent the complete vindication of AMAzron. Not only is Aaron's
concern for the Israelites praziseworthy, but the fact that the basis
for his concern arose from hiz knowledge of the Biblical text Iis

certainly notabtle, as ue11.6

In Vayikra Rabbah 10:3, a very similar passage is immediately
followed by & different interpretation of the phrase, "And Aaron =aw
[this] and built an altar before it." There the rebbis stress that
Aaron knew that if he did pot invoive himself in the building of the
zlter, the work would be completed post-haste, However, if he took
control of the situation, he could prevent the completion of the altar,
thereby delzying the pecple until Moses would descend and destroy the
obiect of idecl-worship. In beth parts of the passage, AMAaron is
presented Jin a very positive light by using very different
interpretations of the same BibliIecal verse, VWhile there was clearly no
stlempt to 9resent 2 unified picture as to why faron built the Golden
Calf, both interpretations strive to demonstrzte that Aasron's actions
were, again, noble., What was apparently important to the redactor of
Vayikra Rabbah was not a particular explanation of harcn's behavior,

but the general impression that Aaron's actions were above reproach.

In Pirke d'Rabbi Eliezer, Lhapter 45, the twc motifs of Zaron's
fear and 2 deisy tactic zre brought together as part of one continuous
passage:

Aaron arose and saw that Hur, the son of his Sister,

was slain; and he built for them an altzr, as it is said,
"And when MAarcon saw this, he built an altar before it."
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Rzron argued with himself, saying: If I say tec Israel, give
to me your gold and silver, they will  Dbring it
imnmediately. But behold, I will say to them, give to me
the earrings of your wives and of your sons, arz forthwith
the matter will fail, as it is written: "And Aaron szid ta
them, break off" the golden rings."

In all probability, the redactor of Pirke d'Rabbi Eliezer was
bringing together the two separate tradition of Aazron's fear and his
desire to delay the Israelites from completing the building of the
calf. This is most clearly borrne out by the fact that the notiom of
daron seeing the slain Hur is not at all explained as it is ir the
previous passages, indicating that the tradition regarding Hur's dezth
was already well-Known, and was certazinly drawn from an zlready extant
source, By connecting the two traditions, there wes no rneed tc make
any blatant statements about tne positive basis of Aaron's decision.
Hur is utilized to explain what Aaron saw, but his decision to delay
the Israelites i3 brought to bear as the symbol of his righteousness.
is in the Eanhedrin and Vayikra Rabbah nassages. laron i= presented as
taking an zctive leadership postion. By making the building of the
Eolden czlf an example of positive leadership im a difficult situation,
faron is | resented in a very favorablz light, and certzinly as one
whose character makes him worthy of being High Priest, Though no
specific mention of the priesthood is mede in these passzges, there can
be little doubt that the ccnnection between MAaron's behavior in this

incident and his receipt of the priesthood was foremost in the minds of

the writers and redactors of tnese passages,

Throughout the passages that mention Hur, we see zttempts to
justify Aaron's behavior in different ways. In some cases, he is
presented as an "ordinary" frightened human being, not responsible for

his gmetions, In other cases, his behavior is presented as being
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laudable, an example of leadership., It is important to note, though,
that regardless of whether Aaron is presented as z model of lcadership
or an individual acting out of fear for his life, all of these passages
seek to exculpate Aaron for the building of the calf. Though the
device of Hur led the authors of the various passazges to different
explenations cof Aaron's actions, all of them had a grezt dezl at stake
in vindiceting Aaron. As such, all of the passages arrive at the same
generzl conclusion: while Aaron did indeed build the czlf, this is not
something that should be held against Aaron, and certzinly rot

sufficient cause for denying him the priesthood,

2. Other Aspects cf Aaron’s Role in the Golden Calf Incident

In addition to demonstrating various aspects of Aaron's desire to
delay the Israelites until Moses' return, the rabbis' treztment of the
Golden Cz21f inecic::nt shows other aspects c¢f Aaron's leadership
qualities. The majority of these are found in Shemect Rabbah 37:2 :

When Moses descended from Sinai &nd beheld Israel
engaged ir that incident, he looked at Azron, who was
beating the calf with a hammer. The intention of Aaron was
really to restrain the people vrtil Moses came down, but
Moses thought that Aaron was a partner in their corime and
he was incensed zgeinst him. Whereupon God said to Moses:
'T know that Aaron's intention was quite good.' It can be
compared to a prince whose mind became unsteady. and tock a
digging tool to destroy his father's house. His tutor seid
to him: "Do not weary yourself, GCive it to me and I will
do it." When the king saw this, he szid: I know your good
intentions., By your 1life, you alone shall rule over my
palace. Similarly, when Israel said to Aaron. "Up, make us
a god," he replied, "Break off the golden rings," etc. He
further said to them: 'Since I am a priest, let me make it
and I will offer up sacrifices before it,' his sole idea
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being te¢ restrain them until Moses would descend,
Whereupon Cod said: 'Aaron, I know what your intention was;
surely then, only you shall have full sovereignty over the
sacrifices which my children will bring.'
4s we saw zbove, Aaron is presented as leading the people in the
construction of the calf as a means of delaying the Israelites until
Moses came down from Sinai. 7 Only in the Shemot Habbah passage,
however, is Aaron's action directly connected to his receiving the

priesthood.

in additicn, the passage also implies that Aaron's action wes
meant to change a transgression intc an act done for "the sake of the

hezavens." This is most clearly stated in Vayixra Rabbah 10:3 : 8

He (faron) saw the situation this way: If they build
it, one will bring =z pebble, another & =tone, and as a
result their work will be completed at once... Morecver,
gs I am building it, I shzll build it in the name of the
Holy One, blessed be He. This is indicated by what is
written, "And Aarcn made a proclamation, and said:
"Tomorrow shall be a feast to the Lord"™ (Exodus 22:5). Ii
is not written, 'a feast tc the (golden) calf,' but Ta
feast to the Lord."
By showing Aaron's actions as perhaps the only plausible response to an
extremely difficult situation., the rabbis once agein Jjustify Asron's
behavior by pointing to it as & technique of leadership. Passages such
as these, if they stood alone weuld not suffice to present Aaron as z
strong leader. At best, they portray him as doing something relatively
minor to avert an all-out catastrophe. However, in the context of
beirg one part of z series of passages that display Raron's leadership

in the inpcidert, they cerve to reinforce the generzl picture of Aaron

as taking an active, positive lezdership role.
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In addition to the Shemot Rabbah passage, Vayikra Rabbah 10:3 also
utilized the motif of the tutor of a king's son "saving the day" by
taking over the work of' the sern. In this passape, though, rather than
a2 deley tactic, the mction is seen more as =an azttempt to transfer the
transgression to himself:

"And Aaron saw this"--What did he see? He saw the
situation this way: if they build it, the sin will attach
to them; better that the sin should attach to me and not to
Israel.
As in the Shemot Rabbah passage, Aaron's reward for this action is the
priesthocd. In this passage, a more involved explanation for this gift
is offered, based on severzl Biblical verses which are given as

proof-texts. Both of these passages present his action as z noble one,

and indicate the appropriateness cf his action.

It should be noted, however, that all sources do not see Aaron's
acticns as having been totally appropriate. Quite to the contrary,
Vayikra Fabbah 7:1 indicates that Hoses correctly rebuked Aaron for
turniug 2 sip made in error into cne of malice and awareness. By
beating on t = ecalf with 2 hammer to demonstrate that the calf was
ncthing but & pilece of metal, the Israelites were thus made awzre that
their worship of the calf was pure idolatry. Had Aaron not done so,
the argument could have been made that the people were czught up 1in
their znger, and would not have transgressed quite so seriousiy. The
question, then of what punishment did he receive, and, more to the
point, why did he still warrant the priesthoog. is addressed towards
the end of the passage. There it explains that the Lovd's anger was
vented in the form of the extinciion of Azron's sons, by, again,

utilizing several Biblical verses as proof-texts. While nc mentior of
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the priesthood is made here, the fact that the passage discusses
tarcon's punishment is sufficient for us to rezlize that this question

was on the mind of the passage's redactor.

baron is presented, alternately, as =z strong leader and azn
"ordinary man" ensconced in a difficult situation., He possessec wisdom
znd respect, and utilizes these to mzke peace and to teach Torah. He is
concerned with the welfare of Israel and takes steps to insure their
well-being. He is a man willing to put himself in a tenuous position
for the sake of Israel =znd, at times, is presented both as being more
concerned with Israel's status than his own and as having 1little

concern for his own life.

Even =20, his leadership is apparently dependent on Moses' absence
or inability to act inm & given =ituztion. something that he, Aaron,

seens to willing™ * accept,

The picture cof Aaron's leadership, though, is 2 mived one. There
iz no attempt, even within the same text, e.g. Vayikra Rubbah 10:13,
to present 2 consistent image of MAaron's leadership, but instezad,
divergent traditions, whiceh present Azron as boilh a2 strong leader and
an average man are included. In addition, we find both justification
znd remonstrztion of Aaron's actions. There i= no clear agreement and
the redactors of these texts seem to have been less concerned with
presenting a2 upified picture of Asron's leadei'ship, than with putting

forth various viable options for the understanding of Aaron's actions.g



6.

Even so, all of the passages, especially the ones which present Aaron
as 2 less than positive model of leadership, face the issue of why
karon received the priesthood, and resolve this issue through various
means., While Aaron's receiving the priesthood is only occasicnally
mentioned, all of the passages present Asron as @ leader worthy of the
griesthood and a man of such character that even during times of

weakness, he is not to receive direct punishment.
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There is 1little materia)l in the Biblical text that informs us
about Azron's relationship with either of his siblings. As a result,
tne rabbis had a great deal of leeway in dealing with these
relationships. Once zgain, there is no unified tradition, but rather =z
series of alternative views that portray Aaron's relationship with

Mocses and Miriam in a variety of different ways.

1. In God's Eves

Several passages indicate Moses' superiority to Asron in God's
eyes by way of Moses' grester quzlifications to receive the Divine
revelation. In two previously cited passages, Sifre Banidbar 117 and
Avot d'Rabbi Nathan A, Chapter 37, this point is made explicitly., as
well as inp Bamidbzr Rablazh 14:1*’:‘-.1 where an inveclved hermepeutic is

used.

Cther passages demonstrate Moses' superiority in God's eyes by
means of Moses' involvement with the priesthood. Shemot Rabbah 27:4
indicates Moses' position by means of =z parable:

When the Holy One, blezsed be Ko, szid to Meses, "And
bring nesr unto you Aaron you: brother"(Exodus 27:20) he
was displeased, but God comforted him by saying: 'The Torah
I possessed I gave to you; had it not been for the Torah, I
vould have destroyed My world.' It can be compared to =z
wise man who married a relative, and though he lived with
her for ten years, she did not give birth to a child. He
then said to her: 'Seek &z woman for me,' further explaining
to hers, 'I can really take 2 woman withcut your approval,
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but I desire your forebearance.' This is also what God

said to Moses: 'I could have appointed your brother as Eigh

Priest without Irnforming you, but I wanted you to be his

superior.!

In this pessage, Moses' superiority is overtly stated and given as
the explanation for why Moses was called on to appoint Azron to the
priesthood. By viewing the Biblical passzge in this 1light, the
guestion about why Meses himself did not receive the priesthood is
resolved by means of zscribing to the priesthood & status lower than
that of Moses. In addition, the rabbis emphasize the absence of
jealousy based on Moses' own status, and the respect shown Moses by
God. Shemot Rabbah 3:17 that the priesthood was actually intended for
Hoses.a but was given to Aaron a= a means of punishing Moses. In spite
of this., the passage continves to show that Moses maintained his
supericrity:

"And you shall be toe him his master"(Excdus
4:16)==though he is your older brother, your fear will be

upon him, This is & proof that the respect due to your

teacher equals the respect to heaven, Cod saié to him:

‘Just =5 my fear i= upon you, so0o will your fear be upon

him.!

At one and the same time, the redactor of this passage firmly
reinforces Moses' position as Aaron's superior, and provides us with an
important lesson that reflects the rabbinic value system. Moses 1=
presented asz karon's teacher, and by virtue of this, Mcses is due the
greatest respect. Ordinarily, age in itself is worthy of respect, out
learning was of even greater importance. Enowledge was always
considered to be & primary value, and in this case, the respect due

Moses for his knowledge and his rcle as a teacher supercedes the

respect due Aaron for his age.

A c¢lear presentztion of the different roles played by Moses and
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Aaron, with Moses' being the greater, is found in Shemot Rabbah 8:3 :

"And Aaron, your brother, shall be your
prophet™(Exodus 7:1). 'Just as the preacher sits and
preaches while the interpreter =its before him, so shall
you speak all that I command you to Aaron, and Aaron, your
brother, shall speak unto Pharoah.' By means of both of
them, were all these things performed, and it is said, "And
Moses and Aaron did all these wonders before
Pharoah™ (Exodus 11:10).

There is no question that Moses' role is more significant than
Aaron's in this passage, but Aaron should not be seen as a mere
interpreter, either. The fact that Aaron was specifically chosen for
the role of Moses' spokesman indicates great merit for him; of all of
the Israelites, Aaron alone was chosen to appear by Moses' side before
Pharcah. While the image used is that of an interpreter, we might be
better off to understand Aaron's role as that of a spokesman. There is
no indication here that Moses did not speak the same language as
Pharoah, and that Aaron did. Rather, Aaron is seen as carrying out an
important, official capacity. In terms of their separate role, Moses'
is of a higher status, but Aaron's is of equal importance. In the case

of a preacter and interpreter, while the preacher's words are what is

important, without the interpreter, they would be meaningless.

Throughout these passages, there is a strong attempt to present
Moses as being superior, but also a great effort to demonstrate Aaron's
role as necessary, though on a different level from Moses., It is=s
possible to infer, especially from Shemot Rabbah 8:3, that the rabbis
sought to present Moses and Aaron as a model of leaders with different
roles and responsibilities working together, unencumbered by differing

levels of status, and each concerned with the significance of his

role. Moses, the great leader and receiver of the Divine revelation,
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needs Azron: his spokesman, to transmit the knowledge that he has

zcquired.

2. 1n Moses' Eves

A number of pacssages Indicate that Moses, too, saw himself as
Azron's superior. 1In the cazse of the Golden Calf incident, we can see
by Moses' preaction that he considered it perfectly approprizte to
admonish and rebuke Aaron for his actions., We saw how Vayikra Rabbah
7:1 underscored Moses' ganger upon seeing Azron battering the Colden
Calf in the presence of the Israelites.3 and his Jjustification in
denouncing Aaron for worsening the transgression. Pirke d'Rabbi
Eliezer, Chapter 45, states the matter more succinetly, and offers =
response by Aaron:

Moses said to Aaron: 'What have You done to this
people? You have made them unruly, like a woman whe is
unruly ue t¢ her immorality.' He said to Moses: 'I saw
what th_y did to Hur, and I feared very greatly,'

Both the lack of response in the Vayikra Rabbzh passage and the
type of response in the Firke d'Rabbi Eliezer passage incicate that
feron did not regard Moses' reaction as inappropriate. This issue here
‘s not whether Aaron had acted incorrectly, but whetner Moses had the
right tc¢ speak to Aaron in this fashicn? Had Mouses not been Aaron's
superior, and if both Moses and Aaron did not see it this way, thexn
aurely some stronger response would bave been forthcoming from Aaron,

indicating the inappropriateness of Moses' behavior. Were it simply =z
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matter of obedience to the law, and Moses' correction of Azron, it
undoubtedly would have been presented in a different t‘ashion.14 Instead,
we must infer tha' there was no need to justify Moses' behavior. He
was Azron's superior and Aaron owed him an explanation. regardless of

the rezsons for his zction.

We can 2lso see Moses' staztus as Aaron's superior when he
portected hAzron during the incident »f the rebellion of Korzeh (Numbers
16:1-35). The RBiblical eccount presents Moses as Aaron's protector,
rebuking Korach and his bend for their rebellion against faron, and
Eamidbar Rabbah 18:9 extends this image further:

"Therefore you and all your company that are gethered
together gzgainst the Lord"(Numbersi€:11). Moses implied
that this quarrel, is not with us but witk the Holy One,
blessed be He. The matter may be illustrated by z parable,
& king had pumerous servants., and he chose to mske one of
them a free man and to give him the rod (and appoint him an
officer). He then went further and made him a senator.
His colleagues rose up against him . People said: 'If he
had come forward himself and teken Lhat position of his own
accord, they would have been right to rise up against him.
Seeing that his master conferred this distinction upon him,
then whoever rises against him, are ther mnot rising up
against his master?' It is the =zme here. Moses said to
tte Levites: 'If Asrony my brotaer, had taken the
p. 'esthood on his own initiative, you would have been right
t. be angry with him. Now, however, since it was given to
him by the Hocly One., blessed be He, tc whom belongs
greatness, might, and sovereignty., then anyone who rises
azpgainst Aaron, does he not rise up against the Holy One,
blessed be He?' Accordingly, it is written, "“And to Aaron,
what o it that you murmur against him?" (Numbersi§6:11).

In addition to zsserting the wrongness of FKorach's action, this
rassage goes to some length to show Moses' absclute zacceptance of
heron's position as High Priest. Not only do we see Moses' role as
taron's