Aharon: We Badly Need People We’d Weep For

Of all the role models in this series, Aharon may be the one |
admire most without reservation.

A man of peace. A man of integrity. For forty years, the steadfast,
ungrudging support of a younger brother chosen to lead in his place,
despite being the elder by three years. If strength can mean never
once needing to be the one in charge, Aharon had it in abundance.
There are many great leaders in Tanach. Some inspire awe. Some
command obedience. Some change history.

But only one has the Torah tell us that when he died, the entire
nation wept.

Not merely X2 °12. Not the elders. Not the men. Not the women.
ORI v 93,

The whole house of Israel.

That phrase appears in this week’s parasha when Aharon dies on
Hor HaHar. It is striking because the Torah records the deaths of
relatively few people at all, and fewer still with such emphasis on
the reaction of those left behind.

The obvious question is why.

Moshe was the redeemer of Israel. Through him came the plagues,
the splitting of the sea, the manna, and the Torah itself. Yet when
Moshe dies, the Torah speaks only of 98w *12 mourning him.
Here, for Aharon, it says 787> n°2 %3.

What did the people see in Aharon that made them feel his loss so
universally?

The answer may begin surprisingly early in the parasha.

The first major subject of Chukat is the Parah Adumah. The
command is precise:
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“Give it to Elazar the priest.”

Not Aharon. Elazar.

Ramban pauses over the omission.

He offers three possibilities. Perhaps Aharon was simply too
elevated, describing him as “the holy one of the Eternal and His
pious one.” The service of the High Priest belonged at the centre of
holiness, in the Mishkan itself, while the Parah Adumah was
prepared outside the camp.

Perhaps the mitzvah was entrusted to Elazar in order to honor and
prepare the future High Priest.

Yet Ramban also records a third explanation, citing Rabbi Moshe
HaDarshan. Aharon could not perform this service because of the
Golden Calf. The ashes of the Parah Adumah would forever help
cleanse the consequences of sin. The man who had played a role in
creating the calf could not be the one entrusted with preparing its
remedy.

Ramban does not choose between these explanations.

Instead, he leaves us with something profoundly human.

The same Aharon can be described as too holy for this task and too
implicated in failure for this task.

Greatness and imperfection occupying the very same verse.
Perhaps that is the key to understanding why everyone mourned
him.

Someone who has never failed may judge others, but not
necessarily carry them. Aharon knew, from within, what it meant to
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fail the people he loved. He also knew what it meant to endure
personal tragedy through the loss of two sons.

The shadow of the Golden Calf and the grief of Nadav and Avihu
may have left him with something rarer than perfection: empathy.
Aharon was not loved because he stood above the people.

He was loved because he remained among them.

Hillel described him as 219w 77171 02w 2R, loving peace and
pursuing peace. Avot D’Rabbi Natan explains that this was not a
slogan. He walked between estranged husbands and wives, between
neighbors, between friends. He absorbed anger, disappointment and
resentment, and somehow returned people to one another.

That kind of work leaves little trace in history books.

No seas split. No miracles occur. No enemies are defeated.

Yet families survive because of it. Communities survive because of
it. People survive because of it.

When such a person is gone, the absence is felt everywhere at once.
Rav Hirsch highlights another dimension of Aharon’s contribution.
Chazal teach that the wilderness generation was sustained by three
gifts: Miriam’s well, Moshe’s manna, and Aharon’s Clouds of
Glory. Each reflected the distinctive spiritual contribution of its
leader.

Moshe embodied mishpat, the structure and demands of Divine law.

Miriam embodied hatznea lechet, quiet inner strength. Aharon
embodied chesed and peace, the willingness to give of oneself for
the sake of others.

It is fitting that the Clouds of Glory came in Aharon’s merit.

Unlike the other gifts, they did not simply sustain life. They
protected it. They sheltered it. They preserved its dignity.

Hirsch compares kindness itself to a cloud, softening and diffusing
the harshness of strict justice so that human beings can flourish.

Aharon did not merely help the Jewish people live.
He helped them live together.
Even his failures point in the same direction.

The Golden Calf was not born from cruelty, arrogance, or personal
ambition. If anything, it emerged from the same instinct that later
made him beloved: an inability to detach himself from the fears of
the people standing before him.

That instinct was dangerous. It contributed to one of the nation’s
greatest sins.

Yet that same instinct also sent him running into the middle of a
plague after Korach’s rebellion.

Moshe tells him to take the incense and go. Aharon does not
hesitate. The Torah says he ran.

Into a camp where people were already dying.

And there he stood, between the dead and the living, until the
plague stopped.

That image may be the truest picture of Aharon in the whole Torah.

Not in the Mishkan. Not wearing the Choshen. Not performing the
service.

Standing between suffering and the people he loved. Trying to hold
back one from the other.

This is why his death feels different.

Miriam dies in this parasha. Moshe’s defining failure at the rock
occurs here as well.

Both were indispensable.
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Yet Aharon alone is mourned by the entire nation.

Rav Hirsch notes that only days earlier, the very same people who
would soon weep for Aharon had been directing bitter complaints
and accusations at him and Moshe. Their grief reveals that those
complaints were never the whole story.

We often discover what someone was holding together only when
they are no longer there to hold it.

When G-d first called Moshe to lead, despite Aharon being his elder
by three years, Moshe feared his brother would resent it. G-d’s
answer was that Aharon would rejoice instead. He did, and tradition
teaches that this is why he alone wore the Choshen, the breastplate,
over his heart.

Moshe changed the destiny of the Jewish people.
Aharon touched their lives.

Moshe brought them the word of G-d.

Aharon brought them closer to one another.

The remarkable thing about Aharon is that the Torah never tells us
how much he loved the people.

It tells us something more objective.
It tells us how much they loved him.

The evidence of a life well lived is not always found in what we
feel about others.

Sometimes it is found in what others feel about us.

We are not called upon to be Moshe Rabbeinu. Very few people in
history ever could be.

But every one of us has opportunities to be a little more like
Aharon: to reconcile rather than divide, to carry rather than discard,
to move towards people when everyone else is moving away.

That work rarely makes headlines. It rarely receives honor.
Sometimes it is not even noticed.

Until the person doing it is gone.

And then, suddenly, the whole house of Israel knows exactly what it
has lost.

We need more people we’d weep over like Aharon.
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