//The Rule of the Righteous. Chapter Four.  13.

//  F o u r.  

Beyond Justice:  The Choshen Mishpat of Aharon HaKohen. 


Rashi to Shmos 4.14. tell us, “I had intended that the kehunah would come from you.  Now it will not be so.  Rather, he will be a kohen and you will be a levy, as it says, ‘But as for Moses, the man of Gd, his sons will be reckoned among the tribe of Levy.”


What was Moshe Rabbenu’s sin that he incited the wrath of the Almighty?  Moshe Rabbenu was reluctant to take up the mission of shlichus for Hashem.  However, Rashi tells us (Shmos 4.10) “Until He became angry with him, then he accepted unto himself.  All this because he did not want to assume superiority over Aharon his broher, for he was both older and a prophet.”


From this it would seem that Moshe Rabbenu had a very good reason to decline the mission.  But somehow Moshe Rabbenu was faulted for his reluctance, and the original plan to give the kehuna to Moshe Rabbenu was scrapped and Gd gave it over to Aharon his brother.  What was Moshe Rabbenu’s sin here?


Speaking of the kehuna, we may find a support for an answer by looking at what qualities are shyich to receiving the kehuna.  

We find that Pinchas was originally not a kohen, as he was born before the kehuna was given to the sons of Aharon, and he missed the opportunity.  However, Hashem found Pinchas worthy to assume the kehuna after his valiant and zealous act of standing up to the rebelling of Zimri with the Midianite women.  In this situation, there was plenty of reason not to act.  Zimiri was a prince, and Pinchas himself was in no special position of authority. In the Midrashim Rashi brings at the beginning of Parshas Pinchas, the people scoffed after his brave act, saying, essentially, who does this one think he is?  His grandfather was a priest for avodah zara—what right did he have to kill Zimri, a prince of the tribe of Shimon? Hashem responded, saying, he’s worthy of being My kohen.


Why did Hashem choose to give Pinchas the kehuna after these actions?  Let’s examine the context of his actions.  Pinchas remembered the halacha when everyone else faltered.  He refreshed Moshe Rabbanu’s lapsed memory, reminding him of the law, that Moshe Rabbenu himself had taught, that a zealot alone can carry out a death penalty under certain circumstances.  When Moshe Rabbenu instructed him to be the one to carry out the death sentence on Zimri and Kosbi, Pinchas did not hesitate, and carried out the mitzvah in view of everyone around.  At a moment when the whole society seemed to teeter at the brink of collapse, when the king himself, Moshe Rabbenu, had been humiliated in public and rendered paralyzed by his own self-consciousness of his wife’s questionable lineage—Pinchas stepped in and restored order to the world.  He was not intimated by the arrogance or the challenges of the others, nor their power, wealth, or titles.  Pinchas knew the halacha and was zealous to carry out Gd’s will.


While these actions appear to be a far cry from what we would normally associate with the office of the kehuna—attending to the Bais haMikdash, accepting and offering korbanos, and teaching Torah—Pinchas’s zealous actions actually mirror, almost exactly, the actions that resulted in the tribe of Levi being selected for the Temple service.  At Har Sinai, after Moshe Rabbenu discovered the egel, Moshe Rabbenu declared, “Whoever is for Hashem, to me!”  The tribe of Levi was the only group to respond, to join forces with Moshe Rabbenu, and to carry out his order to execute all those responsible for the chet ha-egel, including killing some of their own step-brothers who were culpable.  On that day, the office of Temple service was taken away from the firstborns of Yisrael and given to the Leviim instead.   

This feature of boldness in standing up to carry out Gd’s will appears to be a defining quality required for the Temple service.  The Leviim at Har Sinai, and Pinchas in his zealotry, all threw caution into the wind, and defied any inhibitions to go against the expectations of those around them, negating any sense of social pressure, to carry out Gd’s will.

Now we can return to the moment when Gd took the kehuna from Moshe Rabbenu, to consider what may have been the reason and justice behind such a decision.


At the sneh, Moshe Rabbenu was given an explicit command from Gd Himself.  Gd instructed Moshe to speak to Paro and take the Jews out of Egypt.  Moshe Rabbenu’s anivus, humility, one of the most noble features he possessed, the crowning ability that enabled him to become the greatest novi of all time, in this case, actually seems to have held him back.  Despite being given an explicit command from Gd Himself, Moshe Rabbenu was reluctant to accept the authority for fear of upsetting his older brother.  

By being more concerned with his brother’s feelings than carrying out the will of Gd, Moshe Rabbenu appears to have failed, to a very subtle extent, to appreciate the idea that sometimes it is necessary to break the established order of authority and honor.  For whatever reason, it seems that Moshe Rabbenu had some slight mistake in his placing greater value on preserving the dignity of people already in positions of power, as opposed to taking actions that would upset the balance of power.  Pinchas was not afraid to defy the imposing majesty of the aristocracy, wealth, and strong, arrogant opposition—while Moshe Rabbenu, on a very subtle level, seemed unwilling to exert himself to break out of line with the traditional chain of command.

By showing slightly more concern for the honor of his brother, Moshe Rabbenu might have betrayed a lack of understanding of how power relations are ideally intended to work for the Kingdom of Hashem.  Not only would Aharon not resent Moshe Rabbenu for assuming the leadership of the Jewish people, even though he had been the leading novi and was indeed Moshe’s older brother—not only would Aharon not be upset, but Moshe Rabbenu seemingly failed to expect that Aharon was a big enough man to actually rejoice in the news of Moshe Rabbenu’s new role.  

In this way, we can understand that Hashem rebuked Moshe Rabbenu at the sneh not because he cared too much about his brother’s feeling, nor that he cared too much about his brother’s honor, nor was it simply a harmless fear of going against tradition.  It even might seem from this that the criticism was for more than a lack of faith in an explicit command of Gd, Himself, but in a lack of faith on the nobility of the Jewish people.

It seems that an assumption underlying Moshe Rabbenu’s concern with Aharon’s honor was that Aharon would feel slighted if Moshe came to power.  But as Jews we strive to be happy with other people’s successes, that is, to develop and maintain an “eyin tov.”  The ability to be happy with other people’s successes develops from an underlying faith that everyone gets what is coming to him.  And it requires a person to recognize that no matter what he might surmise or ponder over what he believes he may be entitled to, and what is owed him—ultimately it is Hashem who decides where everything should go.

Rashi interrupts the narration of the Chumash to add a fascinating Midrash here.  The Torah tells us, “The anger of Hashem burned against Moshe and He said, ‘Is there not Aharon your brother, the Levi?  I know that he will surely speak.  Moreover, behold, he is going out to meet you, and he will see you and he will rejoice in his heart.’”

The Midrash explains, “’And he will see you and he will rejoice in his heart.’  It is not as you think, that he will resent you because you are ascending to greatness.  From there, Aharon merited the ornament of the Choshen which is placed over the heart.’
 

From here, our Sages, may their memories be blessed, show us a direct correlation, that Aharon’s eyin tov qualified him for the kehuna.  Why should this be so?  In Pirkei Avos, we find a mention of Aharon’s greatness.  Aharon haKohen was one who was “ohev shalom and rodef shalom.”  He tried to make peace among people.  Part of the inyan of making peace is recognizing peoples’ claims and concern and smoothing out the rough edges, bringing people to give up some of their preconceived expectations.  To be like Aharon is to help people give up a little bit of their personal honor in the name of a greater good, that is, creating peace.  Aharon gave up his personal honor with joy when he ceded the role of Chief Novi to Moshe Rabbenu.  Similarly, Aharon worked with people to convince them to concede a bit of their claims against each other in the name of peace.

It’s interesting to note that the Midrash discusses the different styles of leadership practiced by both Moshe Rabbenu and Aharon haKohen.
  The Midrash notes that after the death of Aharon, the women came out to mourn along with the men.  When Moshe Rabbenu passed away, however, only the men came out to mourn.  The Midrash cites a reason—because Aharon’s style was find peace and broker compromises, to bring husbands back to their wives,
 in essence, to bring people together through sensitivity, compassion and concern that enabled Aharon to tap into and harness the people’s noble potentials for reconciliation.  It is also noted by our Sages, may their memories be blessed, that Aharon was known to correct people by giving them mussar through the vehicle of love.  When Aharon treated these a people with respect and love, the sinner would think to himself, “If Aharon haKohen thinks I’m such a great guy, I should try to clean myself up and not disappoint him.” 

The style of Moshe Rabbenu, however, was different.  Moshe Rabbenu was the lawgiver, and he laid down the law.  Unlike the style of Aharon, which was to mediate and broker compromise and concessions, Moshe Rabbenu ruled on the strict letter of the law—guilty and innocent, poter or chiav, winner and loser, black and white.  People walked away from a judgment before Moshe Rabbenu with a feeling of the power of judgment, and while there was always one party who was vindicated, there was also one party who would be the loser as well.

So we see an apparent distinction of the styles of dispute resolution between Moshe Rabbenu and Aharon ha Kohen, one of strict justice based on the letter of the law, and the other of fairness and compromise based on the equity.  Why was it necessary to have these two separate systems?  We can begin to understand the importance of these two separate institutions of power—the Kehuna and the Sanhedrin, by examining which of Aharon’s middos made him shyich to be the Kohen gadol.

The kohanim represent the liaisons between the people and Hashem.  Interestingly, while they were an extension of the tribe of Levi, which was the original aristocracy, the elite class of scholars and teachers of the people, they are most famously remembered not for teaching Torah, but for their work in the avodas Hashem in the Mishkan and the Bais haMikdash.  

While a portion of the avodas Hashem involved sacrifices designed to offer praise and thanks to the Almighty, a large part of the sacrificial system was designed to atone for sin.  People brought their offering when they acknowledged that they had failed, erred, or sinned.  One of the prerequisites of bringing and offering was the person’s mental state, requiring him to be in a state of mind to feel repentance, regret, and desiring to change himself for the better.  The kohanim were also the representatives of the people before Gd, when it came to the business of pleading before the Almighty for mercy on their sins on Yom Kippur and in times when the nation had failed.

To deal with the people in such a capacity—to see them in their faults, to take pity on them and to defend their claim before Gd—would require the Kohen Gadol to be a person with a commanding sensitivity to people’s needs and an appreciation of their noble aspirations.  Now, while Moshe Rabbenu might have appeared to have been sensitive to the emotions of his brother Aharon, when Moshe Rabbenu declined the role of the leader of the Jewish people, on closer examination it may seem as if he might have sold his brother short.  

While Moshe Rabbenu saw the potential indignity that his brother might suffer, and wished to avoid causing him pain, shame, or disappointment, Moshe Rabbenu failed to recognize his brother’s fantastic eyin tova, and in so doing, failed to affirm his faith that other people can be glad and happy and relinquish their own feelings of entitlement when they see the greater purpose of pursuing peace.  It seems, instead, that Moshe Rabbenu may have been looking at his brother’s rights, in terms of the black-and-white letter of the law, seeing what Aharon possessed and what he was entitled to, in terms of the hierarchy of function, title and role.  

In so doing, Moshe Rabbenu might have failed to perceive the underlying noble desire to pursue peace that Aharon kept in his heart.  Moshe Rabbenu failed to perceive this spiritual refinement of his brother, the ability to give up claims in the pursuit of peace, and instead seemed to focus too heavily on the side of judgment, entitlement and justice.

It seems that for this reason, Gd recognized that while Moshe Rabbenu would be the consummate prophet who would deliver the word of Gd in its most perfect and exalted form, he might seem to lack the sensitivity and the people skills required to function in the role of Kohen Gadol.

On closer look we can also notice an interesting nuance to the Rashi cited above.  Rashi draws together the middah of Aharon’s simcha, in his heart, with his shiychus to wear the chosen, the breastplate of the Kohen Gadol which was worn over the heart.

Interestingly, the choshen was also known as the choshen haMishpat, the breastplate of judgment.  But didn’t we find judgment, the aspect of the courts, associated more with Moshe Rabbenu?  Here, we might see how there might have been an overlap in the ideal role of Moshe Rabbenu, as he could have acted in both the roles as the King, Dayan, and novi of Torah on the one hand and the Kohen Gadol of the avodas Hashem on the other.

The heart plays a role in dispatching the blood, oxygen and energy to every aspect of the body.  The heart sustains the body by the artful regulation of resources between all the competing needs of the parts of the body which all demand satisfaction at once.  The heart sustains them all and maintains an equilibrium by regulating just how much to give each part, at the expense of the others.

In this way, perhaps, Aharon haKohen could be said to have had a “lev tov.”  He looked to give everyone what they needed, but only as much as was necessary in the pursuit of peace.  But even more than on an individual basis, resolving disputes between a man and his wife, his brothers, his neighbors and friends, as the Kohen Gadol Aharon’s job was to seek reconciliation between the claims of Gd, and the Jewish people.

In the goal of pursuing peace in a problem confronting the Jewish people, then, in seeking guidance from Gd, the Kohen Gadol was empowered to use the Choshen.  Gd communicated messages through the illumination of stones on the breastplate itself.  Each stone signified one of the twelve tribes of Yisrael.  Thus the totality of the Jewish people, in their proper order and arrangement, was represented in the order of the stones on the breastplate of the Kohen Gadol.  

When the Kohen Gadol walked forward, his breastplate represented the idea that, “On my heart I carry the arrangement of all the tribes of Yisrael.  Just as my heart mediates between all the various aspects of my body, and regulates the balance of resources in pursuit of the greater good of my body as a whole, so too, my efforts and energies are directed in my role as Kohen Gadol to reconcile the different powers and potentials of the various factions of the Jewish people in bringing us together as the people of Gd.”

The unity of Klal Yisrael is one of the most powerful demonstrations of Kiddish Hashem that we are capable of making.  It’s brought down in a Midrash that the business endeavors of Zevulun, who engaged in trade and commerce on the seashore, would lead goyim to be intrigued to find more about his people when they found themselves in Eretz Yisrael.  The goyim would say, let’s see how this people worship their Gd.  They goyim would come to Yerushalayim, where they would behold, one people, one food, one Kohen Gadol—and they would be astounded and proclaim, “There is no nation as proper as this one,” and they would convert there.
  

In our diversity and colorful competition of interests, the love that holds us together, the achdus of Klal Yisrael, all the various factions reconciling their differences and come together as one, for the greater purpose of functioning as the Am of Gd.

Only the Man of Unity can Shut another Out. 
“If a man will have on the skin of his flesh a seis, or a splachas, or a baheres, and it will become a tzaraas affliction on the skin of his flesh, he shall be brought to Aharon the Kohen, or to one of his sons, the Kohanim.”  

Rashi explains, “It is a decree of the Text that there is neither impurity of afflictions nor their purification except by the word of a Kohen.”

Interestingly, the posuk does not merely specify, the Kohanim, but states first, “to Aharon the Kohen, or to one of his sons, the Kohanim.”  Why the extra words?  Aharon’s crowning middah is his lev tov, the ability to rejoice in the successes of others.  A man is afflicted with tzaraas, however, for speaking loshon hara, which is rooted in an ayin hura, the bitterness at seeing the success of another man.  

The Torah seems to tell us that in order to impose upon a Jewish man the punishment of exile (and the spiritual rehabilitation that comes from purging him of his antisocial tendencies), the only person who is fit to render this judgment is the man of perfect love of his fellow Jew, or his sons, the Kohanim.  

The role of the Kohanim is to bring kepara to the Jews, and work for, maintain and strengthen the unity of the Jewish people by bringing the Jews back to Gd.  Their korbanos serve to reunite the Jews and purge them of their misgivings that separate them from complete unity and connection with Ha Kadosh Borch Hu.  The act of sending a fellow Jew into exile outside the camp for the hidden sins of loshon hara can only be done by a person of such unblemished devotion to the unity of the Jewish people such as Aharon and his sons.  

Another interesting thing may be noted regarding the role of the Kohen in rendering the verdict of “tamey,” “impure,” over the man suffering tzarass.  The baal loshon hara who thought he was a bigshot and wanted to lord over his brother, in however subtle a way, by striking his fellow Jew in secret with evil words, this same man is going to blanch when he finds that all his finances are now suspended in the air.

At the word of the Kohen, can all be lost the moment that the Kohen declares the word, “Tamey,” and condemns his house to impurity.  All the clay vessels that are still inside his home will require smashing. This state of dread and anticipation that hangs on the word of the Kohen is a fitting punishment for the man who used his gift of speech not to connect people and build people up, but tried to destroy them with his words.

We can find a similar example of the importance of the Kohanim with respect to the sacrifice of a woman who gave birth.  Rashi points out to Vayikra 12.7, “’He shall offer it before Hashem and atone for her, and she shall become purified.’  This implies that up until this point she is called impure.”

Although the woman has become pure as far as eating trumah is concerned on the night after the fortieth day, this verse teaches that she does not achieve full purity, for she is not allowed to eat of any sacrifices, until she brings the offering that atones for her (Minchas Yehuda and Sifsei Chachamim, cited by the Saperstein edition Vayikra, p 138, fn 4, Mesorah Publications).

In other words, although there are several steps in the process of purification, purity is not fully achieved except through the intervention of the Kohanim, when they accept her sacrifice.  Here, too, just as full purification cannot be achieved by purely natural means, that is, through immersion in water and waiting through the lapse of a period of time, but requires the intervention of the acts of certain special people who embody and work for the unity of the Jewish people and their closeness to the Almighty.  So, too, we find with respect to tzaraas, a man does not become impure by simply natural occurance of an appearance of blemishes, but requires the pronouncement of this special person, Aharon, or one of his sons, to be rendered impure.

The Slightest Shift Changes Everything. 

Mrs. Judy Gottlieb said in the name of her husband, Rabbi Yaakov Gottlib, that the parshas of Tazaria/Metzora are some of the most difficult sidras to lain.  This parsha contains numerous instances of words that could be read several ways in context, and it is difficult to keep track of what the correct pronunciation is.  


Perhaps the Almighty is telling us something about loshon hara through the way he wrote the Torah.  One of the people discussed in the parshas Tazria/Metzora is the baal loshon hara, who is punished for his gossiping and evil speech by being stricken with tzaraas and being banished from the community.  Through the extreme care and attention that we must pay to read the Torah with its proper inflection and pronunciation here, so, too, we should be equally careful with our faculty of speech when we speak about our fellow Jews.  Just as the slightest change of pronunciation or inflection can completely change the meaning of a posuk, so, too, the slightest change of inflection or pronunciation can vastly alter the meaning or connotation of our words that we speak about others. 

All too often we allow our base instincts of hatred and resentment to fester within us, and this leaves an opening for the so-called “Freudian slips,” accidental misstatements, that reveal shameful double-meanings, subtexts, or innuendos that bring evil onto our fellow Jews, Gd forbid.  

Just as we wield an enormous power to bring punishment and suffering down upon our brothers, Gd forbid, by speaking against them to separate them from the klal, the community, so too, we possess and enormous power to heal people by bringing them back into the community with us.  The power of communal prayer on behalf of a sick person is a tremendous merit on the sick person’s behalf that might owe in large part to the sick person’s being brought back into the community.

Rabbi Yosef Kalatsky teaches that all brucha comes to a Jew through his connection to the Jewish people, and all tumah, impurity, comes as a result of being separated from the people.  Rabbi Kalatsky demonstrates this by the fact that someone who was suspected of being a metzora is quarantined outside the camp of the Jewish people for a period of days.  Even when it is ascertained that he does not actually have the tzaraas affliction, that Jew who experienced quarantine outside the rest of the people is required to immerse himself and purify himself.  Why does the man need to purify himself, Rabbi Kalatsky asks, if, indeed, he did not turn out to suffer from tzaraas?  Rabbi Kalatsky says that being separated from the Jewish people itself creates the tumah that needs to be cleansed.

On a simple level, when a group of Jews prays on behalf of a sick brother, they are begging the Almighty to heal the choleh, the sick one.  Additionally, however, we might add, that the congregation is coming closer to the Almighty, recognizing His sovereignty and His mercy, in the merit of the choleh.  The suffering of the choleh is now being seen as an occasion to recognize the dominion and compassion of the Almighty.  That is, the occasion of the sickness of the choleh is the instrument through which the Jews recognize the sovereignty of the Almighty, as well as His love and His ability to save.  

Therefore the choleh has caused other Jews to realize their mortality, and the fragility of their own existence and turned to the Almighty in repentance and prayer.  The choleh may be healed in this zechus, this merit, as now his suffering is shared by others, and his pain is no longer a single, subjective personal phenomenon but a more universal event involving the whole community.  

Reb Aryeh Pinchas Strickoff asks, Why should the Almighty need to bring pain upon one Jew just to get others to come closer to the Almighty?  Where is the justice in this?  We might answer by saying, the Almighty is the Dayan Emes, the True Judge, and all punishments are for the good.

No one dies except for their own sin, the Sages tell us (with the exception of a very few number of people who died without sinning, there is no death without sin).   Therefore when a person commits an averra, a sin, he is punished, perhaps, because he has separated himself from the klal, the community, and he has impaired his ability to strengthen the community and contribute to their spiritual welfare with his righteousness.   Because he separated himself from the Klal through committing an averra, he is removed from the protection of the community and suffers punishment of this “exile,” severed from the blessing that comes only as a result of a connection with the community.

However, now that the community is praying for him, as a group, then the community, in effect, is saying, “We want him back.”  Whatever averra the choleh has committed, may be overlooked, then, because he has now resumed his status as a member of the Klal.  However much he has impaired the ability of the Klal to be strengthened, by removing himself through his sin, has now been compensated by the zechus he generates by stirring the community to turn to the Almighty in prayer and teshuvah.

We might also understand from this the language of “kepara,” “atonement” with the language of “kopher,” which means, “turning over.”  The kepara of atonement involves turning over the bad into good.
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