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Once upon a time, the story goes,
1

a young man gets married, moves in with his in-laws,

and learns Torah with the financial support of the in-laws. He and his wife begin to have

children, and after the fourth child, the father-in-law says, “listen, I love you very much,

but it is time for you to get a parnassah to support your family. Why don’t you become a

shochet - you can make a living while doing a mitzvah.” The young man, however, is not

so sure; it is a huge responsibility. What if he makes a mistake and Jews would end up

eating treife meat due to his errors? But the father-in-law still thinks he should pursue

this career, so they agree to go to their rebbe to seek his advice as to whether or not he

should become a shochet. And then the rebbe listens to both sides of the dilemma.

**********************************************************************************

It is well known that Moshe Rabbeinu had serious hesitations about becoming the

leader of B’nei Yisrael. His dramatic dialogue with God is preserved in Parashat Shemot.

What may be less well known is Aharon’s reticence to become the Kohen Gadol, the high

priest. To be sure, the Torah does not mention this explicitly; however, after Moshe has

spent the first seven days of the inaugural period of the Mishkan performing sacrifices,

the time comes for Aharon to begin his service. In a seemingly normal set of

instructions, we read:

ַח֙ ב ֶאל־ַהִּמזְֵּב֙ ן ְקַר֤ ֹ֗ ה ֶאֽל־ַאֲהר אֶמר מֶֹׁש֜ ֹ֨ � ְוַכֵּפ֥ר(ז) ַוּי ָלֶת֔ ֹ֣ ה ֶאת־ַחָּטֽאְת֙� ְוֶאת־ע ןַוֲעֵׂש֞ ה ֶאת־ָקְרַּב֤ ם ַוֲעֵׂש֞ ד ָהָע֑ ָהָע֙םַּבַֽעְד֖� ּוְבַע֣
ר ִצָּו֥ה יְקָֹוק: ם ַּכֲאֶׁש֖ ר ַּבֲֽעָד֔ ְוַכֵּפ֣

Then Moses said to Aaron: “Come forward to the altar and sacrifice your sin

offering and your burnt offering, making expiation for yourself and for the

people; and sacrifice the people’s offering and make expiation for them, as the

LORD has commanded” (Vayikra 9:7)

Why is it that Moshe needed to tell Aharon to approach the altar? One might think, on a

simple level, that Moshe is merely informing Aharon that the time has come and he is

now able to finally perform his first rite as the high priest. However, Moshe already told

Aharon what to do and that it was time to perform the sacrifice in the second verse. Why

does Moshe have to enjoin Aharon to approach the altar (mizbe’ach)?

1
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Rabbi Schacter’s father, who told it to him, in the context of hesitations of entering the rabbinate.

Reshared with permission.
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The answer to this question not only teaches us about Aharon but also about Nadav and

Avihu, his two sons who perished later on in the parasha.

A natural conception of leadership is that people want prestigious positions. In fact,

Korach wants both Moshe and Aharon’s jobs. One would think that after seven days of

preparation and building up for this moment, Aharon would be excited, that he would

be in the mode of “cannot wait” to perform his acts as the high priest, that he would be

ready to flex his muscles as the man closest to God! But Aharon has hesitations.

Ramban brings two possibilities as to the source of hesitation, and both are instructive.

says that Moshe had to exhort Aharon to approach the mizbeach because Aharon was

embarrassed and afraid to approach.

First, Aharon was originally timid before God. Rashi frames this as a combination of

fear and embarrassment. Ramban quotes a midrash:

מלפניו, נכנסה אצלה אחותה, אמרה לה, אחותימשל למה הדבר דומה, למלך בשר ודם שנשא אשה והיתה מתביישת
שמשי את המלך.למה נכנסת לדבר זה לא שתשמשי את המלך, הגיסי דעתך ובואי

To what can this be compared? To a human king who married a woman, who in

her shyness [did not dare to enter] before him. Her sister then approached her,

saying, ‘My sister, why did you enter this matter? Was it not in order that you

serve the king? Embolden yourself and go in to serve the king!’

So too, Aharon was shy and embarrassed to be the kohen gadol. Moshe has to say to

him, “why else were you chosen to be the kohen gadol if not to serve God? Go and serve

God!” In this formulation, there is not necessarily anything in particular that provokes

Aharon’s anxiety other than a reverence for God that causes him to recoil. He recognizes

the majesty of his role and feels small in comparison to its responsibility.

A second reason Aharon hesitated, according to Ramban, is because he saw an image of

an ox at the mizbeach. What about this ox provokes anxiety? Other mefarshim, such as

the Ba’alei Ha-Tosafot in Da’at Zkeinim, make the explicit link to the egel ha-zahav, the

Golden Calf. Aharon has been given one of the highest honors that a Jew could receive,

to be the kohen gadol, and all are ready to look to him to be their emissary in the service

of God. But he begins to have doubt out of guilt - can I really serve God on behalf of the

Jewish people after I was involved in one of the worst spiritual sins that could be

committed? Maybe I am not the one who should be the kohen gadol. Maybe someone

who is נאהפרקו - someone who has a clean past - should be the kohen gadol. This is
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where Moshe needs to intervene. Aharon - you must let go of this fear and approach the

mizbeach! God has forgiven you! I understand because you are not one to frequently sin

that this continues to rattle you - but you cannot think so lowly of yourself from this one

mistake! You think you are being humble, but your task right now is to be bold and

courageously approach the mizbeach. Your mistakes can be atoned for - bring a ,חטאת a

sin-offering, first and foremost to recognize the past, but that will not be your last

sacrifice. God expects great things from you notwithstanding prior mistakes.

In light of Aharon’s hesitations of assuming the mantle of the kohen gadol, we can

better understand the fatal flaw of Nadav and Avihu. Many explanations are given

regarding the content of their sin, but what was the route cause that led them to bring in

this foreign fire that angered God so much?

For background, we should consider the following pesukim:

(א) ַוּיְִקחּוָּכל ָהָעם ַוּיָרֹּנּו ַוּיְִּפלּו ַעל ְּפנֵיֶהם:ַהִּמזְֵּבַח ֶאת ָהעָֹלה ְוֶאת ַהֲחָלִבים ַוּיְַרא(כד) ַוֵּתֵצא ֵאׁש ִמִּלְפנֵי יְקָֹוק ַוּתֹאַכל ַעל

ִלְפנֵי יְקָֹוק ֵאׁש זָָרה ֲאֶׁשר �א ִצָּוה אָֹתם:ָבֵהן ֵאׁש ַוּיִָׂשימּו ָעֶליָה ְקטֶֹרת ַוּיְַקִריבּוְבנֵי ַאֲהרֹן נָָדב ַוֲאִביהּוא ִאיׁש ַמְחָּתתֹו ַוּיְִּתנּו
ַוּיָֻמתּו ִלְפנֵי יְקָֹוק:(ב) ַוֵּתֵצא ֵאׁש ִמִּלְפנֵי יְקָֹוק ַוּתֹאַכל אֹוָתם

Fire came forth from before the LORD and consumed the burnt offering and the

fat parts on the altar. And all the people saw, and shouted, and fell on their faces.

Now Aaron’s sons Nadab and Abihu each took his fire pan, put fire in it, and laid

incense on it; and they offered before the LORD alien fire, which He had not

enjoined upon them. And fire came forth from the LORD and consumed them;

thus they died at the instance of the LORD (Vayikra 9:24-10:2).

Aharon only offers a korban הצוהכאשר - as God commanded. And even, then - he

hesitated! He thought about whether he was the right person to be הלפני , in the presence

of God. It is only because he was nervous that he was careful to do everything only in the

fashion that God would have wanted. But Nadav and Avihu clearly do not share that

same sense of reticence. In contrast to Aharon, they put for a fire אותםצוהלאאשר , that

God did not command. B’nei Yisrael were euphoric after God accepted Aharon’s

sacrifices, but they also fell on their faces, signifying fear. Malbim points out that this

combination of euphoria and fear is rare in Tanakh. B’nei Yisrael recognized that this

moment was “awesome” in the sense that they appreciated the magnitude of God’s

presence while also exuberant about the acceptance of the sacrifice. However, it would

seem that Nadav and Avihu were grabbed by the ecstasy of God’s presence without

appreciating the importance of reverence in relation to God. This explanation supports
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the approach that Nadav and Avihu’s sin was entering  the inner sanctum inebriated;

they were too much in the realm of וירנו and not enough in the realm of פניהםעלויפלו . They

knew the pasuk of בשמחההאתעבדו , serve Hashem with joy, but not the pasuk of ה’אתעבדו
ברעדהגלוביראה, - serve Hashem with awe, rejoice with trembling; the Gemara (Berachot

30b) tells us that anywhere there is joy, there should be trembling. They attempted to

carry out the holiest of work without the prerequisite inhibition that Aharon held.

According to the other approaches as well that suggest that Nadav and Avihu violated

boundaries or did not undertake the proper procedures, the root cause of their mistake

was that they felt too emboldened to step forward and not reticent enough, leading to at

best careless error. Perhaps they did not feel like they had sinned the way their father

did with egel, so they felt little need to apologize for entering. Put differently, as

suggested by Shadal (R. Shmuel David Luzzato), their sin was one of excessive pride,

,גאווה leading to mishap and tragedy.

**********************************************************************************

Should the young man become a shochet? The rebbe slams his fist on the table and says,

“tell me, I understand you are nervous, but if not you, who should become the shochet?

Someone who has no hesitations about becoming the shochet? You should become the

shochet!”

If there are three lessons we can learn take away from Aharon in contrast with Nadav

and Avihu, they might be: 1) while we should carry ourselves with humility, that does

not mean full-fledged self-doubt and effacement. On the contrary, we must be bold and

courageous when it is the right thing to do, so long as we still keep our egos in check. 2)

Our past misdeeds should keep us humble; we should never think we were always

perfect. But mistakes for which we can atone for, we should, but the contributions we

can make cannot be entirely inhibited by mistakes we know are foolish and commit to

not making in the future. 3) Finally, Judaism’s ethic of happiness is that which comes in

the context of שמיםיראת . We never have unbridled joy, which is one reason why we break

a glass at weddings. While it is not always popular to say that happiness should be

tempered and measured, it enables us to enjoy responsibly, appreciate the future

outcomes of our decisions, and give our joy due sanctity.

At many points in our lives, we are asked to step up one way or another, whether it is for

family, community, or professional purposes. The greatness of Aharon, and the young

shochet, is that their success comes from the sweet balance between recognizing

awesome responsibility with an ability to nonetheless overcome that fear and carry out

the holy work that only a human being can accomplish. We can learn from their

example.


