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I was struck this week by a review in the current issue of the New Yorker. What caught 

my attention was a quotation from William Powers’ recent book, Hamlet’s Blackberry. 

The author argues that in the digital age, we’re too connected to our screens, but not 

connected enough to other human beings. His family makes a deal to have Unplugged 

Sundays, but the No Screens agreement doesn’t include television: “For us, television had 

always been a mostly communal experience, coming together rather than pulling us 

apart.” In an ironic twist of what many of us surely remember from our childhood, now 

the dad cries to the teenager, “Can you please turn off your darn computer and come 

watch television with the rest of the family.” 

 

Of the two major protagonists in ספר שמות, one is a loner and one is a bridge-builder. 

Moshe is always running up the mountain, totally comfortable in his unique relationship 

with Hashem, and equally uncomfortable relating to the people. Aaron is just the 

opposite. He’s the ף שלוםאוהב שלום ורוד  – running, not away from the people, but toward 

them – in the hope snuffing out petty grievances and bringing people closer together.   

 

Tetzaveh is unique in that it’s the only פרשה from שמות through the end of the Torah in 

which Moshe’s name is absent. Yet Aaron is mentioned over 30 times. Maybe, the Torah 

is signaling to us, that at least once a year, we should devote a little time to thinking about 

the other hero of his generation, Aaron HaKohen. 

 

Perhaps it’s always been so, but we most certainly live in an age in which each of us 

struggles with this question of connectivity. What are the relationships I should be putting 

more time and energy into? What are the tools that can help me connect more 

meaningfully to the people I care about? And what are the ways that I can minimize the 

distractions that so often expand the number of our connections while inadvertently 

making each of them less deep?  

 

I’d like to suggest that we can take a cue from Aaron – the Torah’s exemplar of a 

successful relationship builder. For when the Midrash tells us that Aaron is synonymous 

with שלום, it means to say that he achieved in his human relationships that to which we all 

aspire: an abiding sense of mutual value and respect, the equanimity of those operate 

from a place of self-confidence and a tranquility of mind and spirit.  

 

So allow me to propose formulating Aaron’s doctrine of שלום as a three-pronged 

approach to this central ethic:  

 

The first lesson he teaches is so simple, but so often counter-intuitive. Remember the first 

time Moshe and Aaron are reunited? Moshe has been away in a foreign land and returns 

to Egypt to begin the process of redeeming the Jewish people. It’s a beautiful scene as 
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Aaron kisses his younger brother and then they proceed to relay God’s message to the 

Jewish people and to פרעה. But notice something else as well.  

 

Moshe had brought along his wife and family from Midian to Egypt. Yet they are 

mysteriously absent in the ensuing chapters. The Midrash fills in the blanks and tells us 

why: Moshe’s family is gone because Aaron insisted that the mission was too dangerous 

for them and prevailed upon Moshe to send them home. The great connector of people 

also recognized that sometimes the most lasting sense of shalom is achieved by periods of 

disconnection. When the situation is too dangerous or the moment too fraught, it’s 

separation that can ultimately create a stronger bond.  

 

Second, and perhaps most famously, חז"ל tell us about one of the tricks in Aaron’s bag of 

peace-making. When two friends were engaged in a spat, he would pull one aside and 

say, “Don’t you know how dejected your friend feels and how much he wants to smooth 

things over?” And then he’d approach the other and tell him exactly the same thing. 

Knowing that their gestures of reconciliation would be reciprocated, when the two friends 

would meet, they would each possess the courage to begin the work of finding a 

resolution to their differences.  

 

What sometimes gets missed in this narrative is that Aaron’s words were hardly a lesson 

in truth-telling. The messages he would communicate to each party may have contained 

within them an aspiration for a true sentiment of reconciliation; but technically speaking, 

Aaron’s words were pure fabrication. And yet this technique is described by חז"ל with the 

greatest sense of admiration, as if it conforms to the highest standards of moral rectitude. 

Because the second lesson Aaron teaches us is that truth can bend a little to achieve 

shalom. As the Gemara tells us: 

.(יבמות סה:) מותר לו לאדם לשנות בדבר שלום  

In the interest of peace, it’s permissible for a person to alter his words.   

 

And finally, and most profoundly, Aaron demonstrates to us what שלום means when he 

displays the capacity to celebrate and embrace his would-be rival rather than harboring 

the toxic envy that besmirched so many relationships in ספר בראשית.  

 

At the burning bush when Hashem assures Moshe that he will not be alone – that his 

brother will accompany him and help him – the Torah says something extraordinary. 

Aaron will greet you, Hashem says (Ex. 4:14), וראך ושמח בלבו – and when he sees you his 

heart will rejoice.  

 

In the mind and heart of Aaron, there’s no competition, no enmity, no judgment. He’s 

just genuinely happy to celebrate the promise of Moshe’s ascendancy. As the saying 

goes, there’s no I in shalom. אמת – the quality embodied by Moshe – of necessity – 

requires that I render my judgment. By definition, almost, there’s only one truth, one 

answer, one right way. 

 

Shalom insists that one see the שלימות of the thing – not just the bigger picture, but a 

picture in which my role and my view are immaterial. I’m just happy for you – qua you. 
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Developing our capacities to relate deeply and generously to those around us is a lifelong 

process. No pithy formula will assure us success. But if ever Shalom emerged as a 

person, he would bear a striking resemblance to Aaron. And through his actions, he 

would convey to us these key points: 

• In certain circumstances, the most harmonious connection is attained by 

temporarily disconnecting. 

• Shalom is so important that sometimes it’s ok to bend the rules to achieve it.  

• And shalom emanates from a capacity to take ourselves out of the equation, 

suspend our natural impulse to judge and simply enjoy the moment when others 

are happy.  

 

To be clear, shalom is one value among many in Judaism. And the story of Aaron is also 

a cautionary tale. For when the Jewish people are beset by a leadership imbalance – when 

Moshe ascends the mountain leaving only his brother at the helm – Aaron dispenses too 

much shalom. As we learn about in next week’s recounting of the Golden Calf saga, 

Aaron’s unwillingness to pronounce that the people are wrong – his aversion to 

confrontation and judgment – paves a perilous path that leads ultimately to a ruinous end.  

 

But administered in the right doses the quest for shalom can be our singularly most 

effective tool in strengthening our relationships with one another and our community in 

the process.  

 

It’s this final application that I want to highlight for just a moment. This Shabbos, we’re 

blessed to be hosting a Shabbaton with participants of Our Way. For those of us who 

don’t often have contact with members of the deaf community, theirs is a world that can 

seem so foreign and unfamiliar. It’s so easy for us to fall into the trap of making snap 

judgments or operating under mistaken assumptions.  

 

Aaron is our great reminder that it’s not about us. It really is possible to absent ourselves 

from the equation, to be non-judgmental and to think in a holistic and inclusive way. The 

goal is not to become paternalistic, but rather quite the opposite – to see the world as 

Aaron did: as a series of opportunities to connect with people by embracing what matters 

most to them.  

 

If some find that the shared experience of watching television together supports more 

connectivity among people, who am I to disagree? But I would posit that we can aim 

higher. For each of us is possessed of a deep capacity to care for and celebrate the lives of 

the people around us.  

  : (במדבר כ:כט) ויראו כל העדה כי גוע אהרן ויבכו את אהרן שלשים יום כל בית ישראל

When Aaron passed away, the people wept for 30 days.  

 

His impact and his loss were felt by all the lives he touched for such is the power of 

Shalom. 

 

The next time you set out to connect or reconnect with someone around you, ask yourself 

this question: Am I bringing more Shalom into the world? If the answer is yes, then you 
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can humbly consider yourself part of an elite class – for you can count yourself among 

the students of Aaron HaKohen.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


