
We expect that when Aaron completes 
all of the rituals necessary for the 
inauguration of the sanctuary, that 
something extraordinary will happen. 
It is a great moment. There has been a 
great build-up to it and there is every 
expectation that God will miraculously 
appear. Having done everything up 
until now according to Moses' 
instructions, the Torah tells us that 
Aaron blesses the people (Lev. 9:22):  

 הלָעֹהָוְ תאטָּחַהַ תשֹׂעֲמֵ דרֶיֵּוַ םכֵרְבָיְוַ םעָהָ לאֶ ודָיָ תאֶ ןרֹהֲאַ אשָּׂיִּוַ
 .םימִלָשְּׁהַוְ

And Aaron lifted his hands toward the people, and he 
blessed them; then he came down from making the 
hattat-offering, the offering-up and the shalom-
offering. 

But nothing happens. 
Crickets. But then, in 
the very next verse 
(9:23) Moses comes 
into the scene, the two 

of them bless the people together and God does appear:  
 דוֹבכְ ארָיֵּוַ םעָהָ תאֶ וּכרְבָיְוַ וּאצְיֵּוַ דעֵוֹמ להֶאֹ לאֶ ןרֹהֲאַוְ השֶׁמֹ אֹביָּוַ
 .םעָהָ לכׇּ לאֶ ׳ה

Now Moses and Aaron had entered the Tent of 
Appointment; they came out and they blessed the 
people, and the Glory of God was seen by the entire 
people. 
Why was it that when Aaron blessed the people nothing 
happened? What prompted Moses to come into the picture? 
Why did the two of them have to go into the Tent of 
Appointment together? Regardless, in the very next verse 
(9:23) something extraordinary happens:  

 ארְיַּוַ םיבִלָחֲהַ תאֶוְ הלָעֹהָ תאֶ חַבֵּזְמִּהַ לעַ לכַאֹתּוַ ׳ה ינֵפְלִּמִ שׁאֵ אצֵתֵּוַ
 .םהֶינֵפְּ לעַ וּלפְּיִּוַ וּנּרֹיָּוַ םעָהָ לכׇּ

And fire went out from the presence of God and 
consumed, on the altar, the offering-up and the fat-
parts; all the people saw, and they shouted and flung 
themselves on their faces. 
Surprisingly, most commentators overlook the subtle 
details in this sequence of events. But as usual, these subtle 
details often reveal a more complicated story. Here is what 
Israeli commentator Amnon Bezek points out:  
We never hear prior to this moment that Moses instructed 
Aaron to bless the people. When Aaron does bless the 
people, the Torah omits the words, as God commanded 
Moses. In other words, Aaron's blessing appears to have 
been a result of his own personal initiative. Davka, on a 
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day during which there was a strict emphasis on 
everything going exactly according to what was 
commanded to Israel (Aaron took it upon himself to add 
a slight innovation)! He did not act according to plan. 
When Aaron blessed the people he apparently took the 
authority for prompting God to reveal himself upon 
himself! Because of that, God did not appear, that is, until 
Moses came along with him, and the two of them blessed 
Israel together. In this way, the two of them fixed the 
mistake and the rest of the procedures concerning the 
inauguration of the Tabernacle continued.1 
That is a fascinating reading! Compelling and plausible, it 
does what audacious readings ought to do, which is to 
reveal a new way of looking at the text and discover what 
is quite possibly a story within a story. According to Bezek, 
the inauguration of the Tabernacle was a rigorous and 
precisely laid out sequence of rituals. It had to work exactly 
as per the instructions that God gave Moses and Moses gave 
Aaron. Like handling radioactive material, one slip up and 
it could end in catastrophe. There is a meticulous process 
here. And it is not that Aaron is interested in any kind of 
subterfuge. Aaron wants to follow the procedure according 
to plan. But in his mind, he is also now the lead actor in the 
sacred drama that is unfolding. Indeed, while he is Moses' 
partner, he is also, in some way, Moses' rival. And so, in 
this moment, like all great actors he wants to shine on the 
stage himself. He wants to give just one little extra element, 
one small nuance to his character so that he has an 
opportunity to stand out. Despite the high stakes, he 
cannot resist the impulse 
to add his own contri-
bution to the ceremony. 
And that is why, 
according to Bezek, he 
takes the initiative and 
blesses the people. But the 
blessing doesn't succeed 
in eliciting the divine 
reaction. Instead, it creates uncertainty because it is 
completely off script. We don't know what transpires when 
Moses and Aaron go inside the Tent of Appointment, or for 
how long. Do they have a conversation? Do they figure out 
what to do? Unknown. But when they do finally come out, 
they have their act together. They stand in front of the 
people as a team and bless them. It works. The fire comes 
out of the Holy of Holies and elicits an ecstatic response 
from the people. That is what happened, according to 
Bezek.                                  A creative reading such as that 
inspires us to offer our own speculations as to what 
happened and why. To wit, the following:   
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1. The Rivalry of Domains. We ought to see this moment 
within the larger context of the story of the Tabernacle. We 
recall that the last third of the book of Exodus is all about 
the Tabernacle. At the very end when it describes how it 
was finally assembled we have this remarkable moment 
(Exod. 39:43):  

 וּשׂעָ ןכֵּ ׳ה הוָּצִ רשֶׁאֲכַּ הּתָאֹ וּשׂעָ הנֵּהִוְ הכָאלָמְּהַ לכׇּ תאֶ השֶׁמֹ ארְיַּוַ
 .השֶׁמֹ םתָאֹ bרֶבָיְוַ

Now Moses saw all the work, and here, they had made 
it as God had commanded, thus had they made. Then 
Moses blessed them. 
At that point, Moses was the CEO of the construction 
project. But at this point, Aaron was now 
being installed as the CEO of the priesthood. 
The inauguration of the Tabernacle service is 
the direct analog to the completion of its 
construction. Just as Moses blessed the people 
when the Tabernacle was completed, Aaron 
took it upon himself as chief officiant, to bless the people 
as the rituals of the inauguration were completed. Moses 
blessed the people then, and Aaron is blessing the people 
now. If this is the story, then it is easy to discern why 
Aaron's blessing fell short in eliciting God's response. 
Aaron was more focused on elevating himself than he was 
about transmitting God's blessing to the people. Now as 
chief officiant, he wanted to establish his credibility 
through an act of blessing. The hint of self-service 
diminished the blessing.  
2. The Transition in the Partnership. The two brothers 
have effectively been leading the people from the first time 
they came together before Pharoah. They play off of each 
other. Moses is the leader and Aaron is the spokesman. 
They each perform their share of plagues, they speak to the 
people together and they mediate God's word to the people 
together. While it is unquestionable that Moses is the 
ultimate authority, Aaron will emerge as the one who is 
more accessible and personable. When Aaron offers his 
blessing as the Tabernacle is being initiated, it is indeed a 
step to independence from Moses, but there was no real 
attempt to establish a transition. You need that in any 
leadership situation. In order to transition to their individual 
domains, they had to engage in the blessing together.  
3. The Fallout From the Golden Calf Incident. As much 
as we want to present Moses and Aaron as an effective 
leadership team and as much as we want to present them as 
brothers who have very subtle but not insurmountable 
tensions, the Golden Calf incident does loom large in the 
background. Re-reading that story, we get the feeling that 
the tension between the two brothers never gets resolved 
in the way that we would like (Exod. 32:21-24):  

 האָטָחֲ וילָעָ תָאבֵהֵ יכִּ הזֶּהַ םעָהָ oלְ השָׂעָ המֶ ןרֹהֲאַ לאֶ השֶׁמֹ רמֶאֹיּוַ
 ערָבְ יכִּ םעָהָ תאֶ תָּעְדַיָ התָּאַ ינִדֹאֲ ףאַ רחַיִ לאַ ןרֹהֲאַ רמֶאֹיּוַ .הלָדֹגְ
 השֶׁמֹ הזֶ יכִּ וּנינֵפָלְ וּכלְיֵ רשֶׁאֲ םיהuִאֱ וּנלָ השֵׂעֲ ילִ וּרמְאֹיּוַ .אוּה
 םהֶלָ רמַאֹוָ .וֹל היָהָ המֶ וּנעְדַיָ אֹל םיִרַצְמִ ץרֶאֶמֵ וּנלָעֱהֶ רשֶׁאֲ שׁיאִהָ
 .הזֶּהַ לגֶעֵהָ אצֵיֵּוַ שׁאֵבָ וּהכֵלִשְׁאַוָ ילִ וּנתְּיִּוַ וּקרָפָּתְהִ בהָזָ ימִלְ

Then Moses said to Aaron: What did this people do to 
you that you have brought upon it [such] a great sin! 
Aaron said: Let not my lord’s anger flare up! You 
yourself know this people, how set-on-evil it is. They 
said to me: Make us a god who will go before us, for 
this Moses, the man who brought us up from the land 
of Egypt, we do not know what has become of him! So I 
said to them: Who has gold? They broke it off and gave 
it to me; I threw it into the fire, and out came this calf. 
The text does not tell us what Moses says to Aaron after that 
lame excuse. It doesn't have to. Aaron knows that he is 
guilty, and Moses also knows that Aaron is guilty, and that 

tension has to exist somewhere in the 
relationship between the two of them. One 
can imagine that even though Moses is so 
frustrated with Aaron, he will have to move 
beyond Aaron's terrible failure because in the 
end, he needs him. But how well will he be 

able to move beyond it? Take for example these moments 
prior to the inauguration of the Tabernacle (Lev. 8:6-7). Is 
there tension between the two of them there?  

 תאֶ וילָעָ ןתֵּיִּוַ .םיִמָּבַּ םתָאֹ ץחַרְיִּוַ וינָבָּ תאֶוְ ןרֹהֲאַ תאֶ השֶׁמֹ ברֵקְיַּוַ
 תאֶ וילָעָ ןתֵּיִּוַ ליעִמְּהַ תאֶ וֹתאֹ שׁבֵּלְיַּוַ טנֵבְאַבָּ וֹתאֹ רגֹּחְיַּוַ תנֶתֹּכֻּהַ
 ...וֹבּ וֹל דפֹּאְיֶּוַ דפֹאֵהָ בשֶׁחֵבְּ וֹתאֹ רגֹּחְיַּוַ דפֹאֵהָ

Moses brought near Aaron and his sons and washed 
them with water; he put on him the robe, he girded him 
with the sash, he clothed him in the tunic, he put on 
him the efod-vest, he girded him with the designed-
band of the efod, and invested him in it... 
And on it goes. Just how do you think Aaron felt when 
Moses washed him with water? And just how tightly did he 
gird him with the sash? In other words, in all of these 
moments of proximity, the Golden Calf episode is looming. 
Reading the rest of the Torah, eventually the two brothers 
are able to mediate their rivalries and tensions. They act 
together and they act separately. And indeed, later on, after 
decades of wandering, they stand beside each other facing 
the people as they complain of thirst. When Moses smites 
the rock instead of speaking to it, both Aaron and Moses are 
reprimanded by God together, as a team, and both are 
prohibited from entering the land (Num. 20:7-14). And 
finally, what transpired between the two of them when 
Aaron died? Did they review their lives with one another? 
Were they at peace with one another? 

Aaron and Moses' blessing is part of a larger story that 
includes everything before and everything after what takes 
place in our parasha. It is a story of brothers, accomplices, 
partners, rivals, and quite possibly friends as well.  
                               Shabbat Shalom!  

 תמׇיָּוַ וֹנבְּ רזָעָלְאֶ תאֶ םתָאֹ שׁבֵּלְיַּוַ וידָגָבְּ תאֶ ןרֹהֲאַ תאֶ השֶׁמֹ טשֵׁפְיַּוַ
 )חכ:כ ׳מב(  .רהָהָ ןמִ רזָעָלְאֶוְ השֶׁמֹ דרֶיֵּוַ רהָהָ שׁאֹרבְּ םשָׁ ןרֹהֲאַ

And Moses stripped Aaron of his garments and clothed 
El’azar his son in them. So Aaron died there on top of 
the hill. Moses and El’azar came down from the hill. 
(Num. 20:28): 


