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Everything changes when there’s an audience. When you know you are being watched, you behave di�erently.  

 

Physicists call this the “observer e�ect” -- observing a phenomenon changes that phenomenon.  

 

The eighteenth century Scottish philosopher Adam Smith suggested in Part Three of his work “The Theory of 

Moral Sentiments”  that this is actually the foundation of our sense of morality. He argues that we try to act in 

ways that an “impartial spectator” would approve of and empathize with. We imagine ourselves as if we were 

being watched by an outsider, and then we have the ability to determine whether a given action is right or 

wrong. 

 

He writes: “We can never survey our own sentiments and motives, we can never form any judgment concerning 

them; unless we remove ourselves, as it were, from our own natural station, and endeavor to view them as at a 

certain distance from us. But we can do this in no other way than by endeavoring to view them with the eyes of 

other people, or as other people are likely to view them….We endeavour to examine our own conduct as we 

imagine any other fair and impartial spectator would examine it.” 

 

Smith believes that this is how our conscience works. We have a split in our head, and one of those voices is an 

observer, attempting at impartiality, providing us with moral guidance. A human being raised alone, in a 

vacuum, without other people, argues Smith, would never develop a conscience-- and would not develop moral 

conduct.  

 

_____________________ 

The book of Bereshit is mostly about just a few of our forefathers. Shmot then pivots and broadens our lense to 

the whole nation. By the end, we’re building a Mishkan, but it’s still the donations and artisans of the whole 

people-- involving them all intimately. Vayikra has zoomed back in, this time to Aaron and his sons as they learn 

to use the Mishkan and prepare it for operation. But in our Parsha, while still very focused on Aaron and his 

sons, we get a glimpse of the people, and their fascination with it all.  

 

At the very end of last week’s Parsha, Aaron and his sons were commanded to separate for seven days from the 

people.  

 ּוֶפַתח ֹאֶהל מֹוֵעד ֵּתְׁשבּו יֹוָמם ָוַלְיָלה ִׁשְבַעת ָיִמים

You shall remain at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting day and night for seven days, 
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And our Parasha begins on the Eighth day. ַוְיִהי ַּבּיֹום ַהְּׁשִמיִני. On that day Moshe spoke to Aaron and his sons and 

also to the elders of Israel and gave them instructions for various sacri�ces-- and they did it.  

 ַוִּיְקחּו ֵאת ֲאֶׁשר ִצָּוה ֹמֶׁשה ֶאל־ְּפֵני ֹאֶהל מֹוֵעד

They brought to the front of the Tent of Meeting the things that Moses had commanded. 

 

And boom. The entire people just happened to show up also.  

  ַוִּיְקְרבּו ָּכל־ָהֵעָדה ַוַּיַעְמדּו ִלְפֵני ה׳.

and the whole community came forward and stood before Hashem.  

 

The people can’t be left out of the story. You might try to zoom in on the priests, but actually there’s a whole 

nation standing there, waiting to see it, to be let in. Only the elders were invited-- only the representatives of the 

people need to be there-- but then כל העדה, the whole community showed up.  

 

Being observed by the people ups the pressure on Aaron and his sons-- they have to get everything right, they 

have to do it perfectly, because the people are there with expectations.  

Moshe reassures them: do it right, and the presence of Hashem will appear.  

 ֶזה ַהָּדָבר ֲאֶׁשר־ִצָּוה ה' ַּתֲעׂשּו ְוֵיָרא ֲאֵליֶכם ְּכבֹוד ה'

 

And that doesn’t exactly happen. Aaron does all of the things-- he brings all of the various sacri�ces, and he even 

blesses the people-- and he comes down-- and nothing.  

Rashi brings a midrash which tells us that Aaron was upset and angry. He says to Moshe:  

 אמר לו למשה: משה, כך עשית לי, שנכנסתי ונתביישתי?

Moshe, you did this to me-- that you sent me in there and now I’m embarrassed!  

 

Shame is a second-personal emotion. By yourself, alone, in a room, you can feel  guilt -- but  shame  is about 

knowing that another person thinks worse of you. Shame comes about with an audience. Moshe sent Aaron in, 

with fanfare and promise, in front of the whole people and now nothing.  But there can’t be nothing-- not with 

the whole people watching, not when the stakes are this high. So the next pasuk tells us that Moshe went back in 

with him.  

  ַוָּיבֹא ֹמֶׁשה ְוַאֲהֹרן ֶאל־ֹאֶהל מֹוֵעד

Moshe and Aaron then went inside the Tent of Meeting. 

As the midrash tells us:  

  מיד נכנס משה ובקש רחמים
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Right after Aaron approached him, Moshe went in and he davened, he prayed for mercy.  

 

And then, the verse tells us:  

  ַוֵּיָרא ְכבֹוד־ה' ֶאל־ָּכל־ָהָעם׃

Then the Presence of the Lord appeared to all the people. 

  ַוֵּתֵצא ֵאׁש ִמִּלְפֵני ה' ַוּתֹאַכל ַעל־ַהִּמְזֵּבַח ֶאת־ָהֹעָלה ְוֶאת־ַהֲחָלִבים

Fire came forth from before Hashem and consumed the burnt o�ering and the fat parts on the altar. 

 ַוַּיְרא ָּכל־ָהָעם ַוָּיֹרּנּו ַוִּיְּפלּו ַעל־ְּפֵניֶהם׃

And all the people saw, and shouted out in praise, and fell on their faces. 

 

The crowd went wild.  

 

______ 

 

We try to teach ourselves and others not to give into peer pressure. There’s a whole crowd of people, they all 

want you to do something-- don’t listen to them! Maybe they’re all idiots! Maybe they’re just all sheep! You 

should listen to yourself, listen to your own conscience.  

 

Adam Smith would say back to that-- your own conscience is the voice of others. Just the best possible others. 

But you should then of course listen to what those best possible others want you to do!  

 

In our Parsha, the crowd wanted the Mishkan to succeed, they wanted Aaron to persevere until he �gured out 

how to bring the presence of Hashem into the camp-- even at the end of a day of intense labor, push through the 

disappointment that it didn’t go exactly as he had hoped, call in Moshe for some assistance. Make it work. 

According to the Midrash’s read-- Aaron’s shame, that second-personal emotion that can only be experienced 

around others-- motivated him and Moshe to get the whole project running.  

 

Sometimes you need to see before your eyes that people are relying on you. Sometimes there needs to be a crowd 

assembled-- it will push you to do the hard work.  

 

____ 
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I had never been to AIPAC before this year. I’ve always felt that I’d rather go to Israel than go to Washington and 

hang out with enough Jews to populate a small city. But, honestly, Rabbi Wolkenfeld felt it was important that 

one of us go-- and he couldn’t make it-- so it was on me.  

 

This week, eighteen thousand supporters of Israel gathered in our nation’s capital. Israel requires America’s 

support. Without AIPAC, it’s hard to imagine how Israel would have acquired Iron Dome. And now that there 

are missiles coming from Gaza which can avoid Iron Dome and reach at the very center of Israel, we’ll need 

America’s continued support to defend our Jewish homeland and its residents.  

 

America’s elected o�cials have hard work to do vis-a-vis Israel. They face opposition from so many sides. It 

would be a lot easier for them to do nothing. To focus on domestic policy. To support other, less controversial 

issues abroad.  

 

And so  the crowd needs to show up.  With eighteen thousand voters in the room, if you make a promise you had 

better keep it. If you commit to a project, you had better follow through. A crowd gathers-- not online, not on 

social media-- but in person, with our time and our bodies and our attention-- to keep pressure on the American 

government to continue to have Israel’s back. Crowds can get things done. Crowds, the right ones, gathered for 

the right reasons, can hold people accountable to be their best selves and accomplish great things. That’s why we 

go to Washington.  

 

Our Parsha reminds us that whenever the story seems to be about one or two key decision-makers-- zoom out. 

It’s not just them alone in the Mishkan. Outside, a crowd has gathered. The whole edah has shown up. The 

decision makers are being held responsible to their words and mission. If you want to see something ful�lled, 

make sure there’s a crowd 
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