
 meaning the kind one, is also the Hebrew name of a stork. The rabbis explain that a stork earned the ,חֲסִידָה
name because it is kind to its friends. That’s very nice, but it doesn’t jive with it being a non-kosher bird. 
Ironically given its name and image, according to the Rambam’s criteria for classifying which birds may be 
eaten, the stork is treif because it has a “cruel disposition.” (Mishneh Torah, Laws of Forbidden Foods 1:16) 
In other words, a stork by any other name is still a savage. 
Rabbi Ephraim Mervis, Chief Rabbi of the UK, used these contrasting images of a stork as a platform for 
a dvar Torah about Jewish values. It is not enough, he said, to be kind to friends and family or people like you. 
Being truly worthy means being kind to everyone, including those who don’t share your religious beliefs, 
politics, or other views.
When I read Rabbi Mervis’s talk, I associated it with what I fondly refer to as the Aaron Conundrum: why 
was Aaron appointed as the first Kohen?  The discussion of storks triggered a subconscious word 
association that prompted me to approach the question differently. It was a timely prompt because it is in our 
parsha that Aaron is instructed to bless the people: (Bamidbar 6:22-26)

The Torah explains the selection of most characters with a leading role in the Chumash.  We’re given 
superlatives about Noah, Avraham, Moshe, and Bezalel, to name a few. But we come to know Aaron as a 
more nuanced figure — he is good but not perfect.  We’re told that he pursued peace, but we’re also told 
that the ֶחֵטְא הָעֵגל, the sin of the golden calf, occurred on his watch.  Yet it is Aaron who gets the promotion. 
It is Aaron who has the honor of blessing the people as Hashem’s representative. And it is Aaron and his sons 
who initiate the tribe of Kohen.  Why Aaron?
Some say Aaron was chosen because he was Moshe’s older brother. This is based on the pasuk in Shemot that 
tells of Hashem’s instructing Moshe: You shall bring forward your brother Aaron, with his sons, from among 
the Israelites, to serve Me as priests.  (Shemot 28:1) I have trouble with this explanation because the prospect 
of being accused of nepotism should send Hashem and Moshe in the opposite direction — brotherhood is a 
reason not to select Aaron; it is not the reason he was chosen.
More common is the assertion that Aaron was a man of peace. The Talmud, for example, describes Aaron as a 
man who “loved peace and pursued peace.” (Yoma 71b) 

The Aaron Conundrum 
By Steve Smith

The Collective Conversation 
Weekly Torah Essays from the  

Young Israel of Scarsdale Community

בס"ד

Sefer Bamidbar Parshat Nasso Sivan 5783 / June 2023

ר׃ ֹֽ ה לֵּאמ ר ה’ אֶל־משֶֹׁ֥  וַידְַבֵּ֥
ה תְבָרְכ֖וּ אֶת־בְּנֵ֣י ֹ֥ ר כּ ֹ֔ ר אֶלֽ־אַהֲרןֹ֙ וְאֶל־בָּנָ֣יו לֵאמ  דַּבֵּ֤

ל אָמ֖וֹר לָהֶםֽ׃  ישְִׂרָאֵ֑
ךָ׃  יבְָרֶכְךָ֥ ה’ וְישְִׁמְרֶֽ

יךָ וִיֽחֻנֶּךָּֽ׃ ר ה’ ׀ פָּנָי֛ו אֵלֶ֖  יאֵָ֨
ם לְךָ֖ שָׁלֽוֹם׃ יךָ וְישֵָׂ֥ ה ׀ פָּניָו֙ אֵלֶ֔ א יהְוָֹ֤  ישִָּׂ֨

Hashem spoke to Moses: 
Speak to Aaron and his sons: Thus shall you 
bless the people of Israel. Say to them: 
Hashem bless you and protect you! 
Hashem deal kindly and graciously with you! 
Hashem bestow [divine] favor upon you and 
grant you peace!



Rashi focuses on Aaron’s humility, praising him for rejoicing when his older brother became the leader of 
Israel. The Malbim highlights his ability to bring peace and harmony to the community, and 
the Seforno identifies him as a role model. To me, none of these seem sufficiently compelling or unique, and 
none deal with the juxtaposition, the Conundrum: Aaron’s positives were (at least somewhat) offset by his 
negatives — the ֶחֵטְא הָעֵגל happened on his watch, he was known to gossip with Miriam about Moshe et al.
Why Aaron? The stork prompted me to rethink the question, resulting in my changing my mind and 
learning a new commentary.  Together these resolved the Conundrum in a way I consider satisfactory.
First, on changing my mind. Perhaps I was being too hard on Aaron. My feelings began to soften when I 
flipped how I think about his character to strengths and then faults vs. the reverse.  At first, I considered 
pursuing peace simply part of being a nice guy, but the nuance of the stork helped me realize 
otherwise.  Being nice is one thing, but being nice to everyone is something else. And pursuing peace by 
finding ways to bring people together and resolve issues that would otherwise be left to fester is a whole other 
level of nice. And it’s not simple or ordinary.
A recent post by Rabbi Yissocher Frand offered a solution to the Conundrum that turned my thinking on its 
head. Rabbi Frand quotes the Yismach Moshe, Rav Moshe Teitelbaum (d1841), who considered the possibility 
that Moshe was upset that he wasn’t the one selected to be Kohen. Rabbi Frand relates, “The Yismach 
Moshe writes that Moshe was not jealous of Aaron. He was perfectly happy for Aaron and his children to be 
the Kohanim. Rather, Moshe was bothered [and thought], ‘If You did not make me the Kohen Gadol, it 
must be because there is something wrong with me.’ Moshe was perturbed: ‘What is my problem?’” 
The Yismach Moshe offered a stunning resolution: “Hashem told Moshe that there is nothing wrong with him 
— and that in itself is the reason why he cannot be the Kohen Gadol! — he is too perfect!” The Yismach 
Moshe continued, “Aaron knew what it meant to sin, and he knew what it meant to bring an atonement. He 
knew what it meant to have to do teshuva. Therefore, Aaron was more fit for the job of Kohen 
Gadol because he could say, ‘Been there and done that.’”  (Of course, Moshe was also portrayed as less 
than perfect, but the suggestion here is one of °, and we can assume other issues also played a role.)
So, Aaron was chosen to be the first Kohen precisely because he was nuanced.  He displayed both 
extraordinary midot and the frailty of an ordinary person, and that’s what made him stand out in the eyes 
of Hashem. That is also why Aaron could relate to the people in ways Moshe could not. (Indeed, some people 
read the pasukim to say that when Aaron died, the whole community — women and men — mourned 
(Bamidbar 20:29), but when Moshe died, only the men mourned. (Devarim 34:8))
Aaron’s story demonstrates that we all have the potential to be Kohanim and that we can fulfill Hashem’s 
objective and become ׁמַמְלֶ֥כֶת כּהֲֹנִ֖ים וְג֣וֹי קָד֑וֹש, a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.  (Shemot 18:6)  The way 
forward is to follow Hillel’s advice: be of the disciples of Aaron, loving peace and pursuing peace, loving 
mankind, and drawing them close to the Torah. (Pirkei Avot 1:12).

Steve and Arlene are vintage members of the YIS.  Nasso is Steve’s Bar Mitzvah parsha — his Bar 
Mitzvah occured so long ago that the Torah he read from was written by hand on a medium called 
parchment.  Can you imagine?!?!
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