
 

Parashat Shemini: Who Must Forgive Aharon? 
Rabbi Joshua Rabin, Astoria Center of Israel, Astoria, New York  1

 
1.​ God? 

 

Vayikra 9:2 

אמֶר ֹ֣ ן ויַּ ֹ֗ ךָ֠ אֶֽל־אַהֲר גֶל קַח־לְ֠ ר עֵ֣ את בֶּן־בָּקָ֧ ילִ לְחַטָּ֛  ואְַ֥
ה ם לְעלָֹ֖ ב תְּמִימִ֑  יהְוָֹהֽ׃ לִפְנֵ֥י והְַקְרֵ֖

He said to Aaron: “Take a calf of the herd for a 
purgation offering and a ram for a burnt offering, without 

blemish, and bring them before GOD. 
 

Midrash Tanhuma, Shemini 4:1 

 לֹא ולְָמָּה בָּקָר. בֶּן עֵגֶל לְךָ קַח אַהֲרןֹ אֶל ויַּאֹמֶר
 הָעֵגֶל ידְֵי שֶׁעַל לְפִי עֵגֶל. אֶלָּא פַּר לוֹ אָמַר

 מִתְבַּסֶּסֶת הִיא וּבָעֵגֶל בְּידְָךָ, הַכְּהֻנּהָ נתְִפַּקְפְּקָה
 ישֵׁ אוֹמְרִים: ישְִׂרָאֵל יהְוּ שֶׁלֹּא אֶלָּא עוֹד, ולְֹא בְּידְָךָ.
 הַקָּדוֹשׁ לוֹ אָמַר לְפִיכָךְ הָעֵגֶל. מִמַּעֲשֵׂה עֲוֹנוֹת לָהֶם

 ישְִׂרָאֵל בְּניֵ ואְֶל עֵגֶל. יקְַרִיבוּ הֵם אַף הוּא, בָּרוּךְ
 שֶׁיּדְֵעוּ ועְֵגֶל, לְחַטָּאת עִזִּים שְׂעִיר קְחוּ לֵאמרֹ תְּדַבֵּר
 הַקָּדוֹשׁ אָמַר הָעֵגֶל. מַעֲשֵׂה עַל לָהֶם שֶׁנּתְִכַּפֵּר הַכּלֹ

 קָרְבָּן. ידְֵי עַל לָהֶם נתְִכַּפֵּר הַזֶּה בָּעוֹלָם הוּא, בָּרוּךְ
 בְּקָרְבָּן, שֶׁלֹּא עֲוֹנוֹתֵיהֶם מוֹחֶה אֲניִ הַבָּא ולְָעוֹלָם

 לְמַעֲניִ פְשָׁעֶיךָ מוֹחֶה הוּא אָנכִֹי אָנכִֹי שֶׁנּאֱֶמַר:
 כו(. מג, )ישעיה

“Then he said unto Aaron, ‘Take a calf [of the herd for a 
sin offering].’” Why was it not told him [to take] a bull 

instead of a calf? He said to him, “Because through the 
calf (of Exod. 32) the priesthood was shaken in your 
hand, through a calf it is being established in your 

hand.” And not only that, but lest Israel say there are 
sins [clinging] to them from the deed of the calf, for that 

reason He said they should offer a calf [for a sin 
offering]. Thus it is stated (in Lev. 9:3), “And you shall 
speak unto the Children of Israel, saying, ‘Take a male 
goat for a sin offering and a calf….’” [These things were 

said] so that they would know that they had been 
forgiven for the deed of the calf. The Holy One, blessed 

be He, said to them, “In this world, they have been 
forgiven through offerings, but in the world to come I will 
wipe away their sins without an offering.” It is so stated 
(in Is. 43:25), “I, even I, will pardon your transgressions 

for My own sake and will not remember your sins.” 
 

Maimonides, Guide for the Perplexed, 3:46 

 בַּיּוֹם שֶׁהַקָּרְבָּן לְכָךְ שֶׁהַטַּעַם אָמְרוּ זַ"ל הַחֲכָמִים
 )ויַּקְִרָא לְחַטָּאת" בָּקָר בֶּן "עֵגֶל שֶׁלַּמְּלוּאִים הַשְּׁמִיניִ
 מִלּוּאִים )סִפְרָא הָעֵגֶל מַעֲשֵׂה עַל לְכַפֵּר – ט,ב(

 בָּקָר בֶּן "פַּר הַכִּפּוּרִים שְׂלָוםָ חַטָּאתוֹ וכְֵן א,ב(,
 הָעֵגֶל מַעֲשֵׂה עַל לְכַפֵּר – טז,ג( )ויַּקְִרָא לְחַטָּאת"

 הַפְּעֻלּוֹת כָּל שֶׁל תַּכְלִיתָן מְקוֹרוֹ(...כִּי מָצָאנוּ )לֹא
 שֶׁעָלָיו חוֹטֵא כָּל שֶׁל בְּנפְַשׁוֹ שֶׁיּתְִקַבֵּעַ הִיא הָאֵלֶּה
 שֶׁנּאֱֶמַר: כְּמוֹ חֶטְאוֹ, אֶת תָּמִיד וּלְהַזְכִּיר לִזְכּרֹ

 צָרִיךְ ושְֶׁהוּא נאָ,ה(, )תְּהִלִּים תָמִיד" נגְֶדִּי "וחְַטָּאתִי

Our Sages say that the offering for the eighth day of 
dedication was “a calf, a young bullock, for a 

sin-offering” (Lev. 11:2), in order to atone for the sin of 
the Israelites in making a golden calf. The sin-offering, 

which was brought on the Day of Atonement (ibid. 
16:3), was likewise explained as being an atonement 
for that sin…for it is the object of all these ceremonies 

to impress on the mind of every sinner and transgressor 
the necessity of continually remembering and 

mentioning his sins. Thus, the Psalmist says, “And my 
sin is ever before me” (Ps. 51:3). The above-mentioned 

sin-offerings further show us that when we commit a 
sin, we, our children, and the children of our children, 

1 All translations are from Sefaria, unless otherwise noted. 

 



 

 ידְֵי עַל זַרְעוֹ, וזְָרַע וזְַרְעוֹ הוּא חֵטְא, אוֹתוֹ עַל כַּפָּרָה
 עֲבֵרָה. אוֹתָהּ שֶׁל מִמִּינהָּ שֶׁתִּהְיהֶ מִצְוהָ

require atonement for that sin by some kind of service 
analogous to the sin committed. 

 
2.​ Aharon? 

 

Vayikra 9:23 

א ֹ֨ ה ויַּבָ הֶל ואְַהֲרןֹ֙ משֶֹׁ֤ ֹ֣ ד אֶל־א צְא֔וּ מוֹעֵ֔  וַיֽבְָרְכ֖וּ ויֵַּ֣
ם א אֶת־הָעָ֑ ה ויַּרֵָ֥  אֶל־כׇּל־הָעָֽם׃ כְבוֹד־יהְוָֹ֖

Moses and Aaron then went inside the Tent of Meeting. 
When they came out, they blessed the people; and the 

Presence of GOD appeared to all the people. 
 

Sifra, Parashat Shemini, Mekhiltah D’Meluim 2:19 

 שֶׁרָאָה כֵּיוןָ מוֹעֵד". אהֶֹל אֶל ואְַהֲרןֹ משֶֹׁה "ויַּבָאֹ ]יט[
 ולְֹא הַמַּעֲשִׂים כָּל ונְעֲַשׂוּ הַקָּרְבָּנוֹת כָּל שֶׁקָּרְבוּ אַהֲרןֹ

 אָמַר וּמִצְטַעֵר. עוֹמֵד הָיהָ לְישְִׂרָאֵל שְׁכִינהָ ירְָדָה
 ירְָדָה לֹא בִּשְׁבִילִי הַמָּקוֹם. עֲלֵי שֶׁכָּעַס אֲניִ "יוֹדֵעַ
יתָ כָּךְ אָחִי "משֶֹׁה לוֹ אָמַר לְישְִׂרָאֵל". שְׁכִינהָ ִֹ  לִי, עָש

 לְישְִׂרָאֵל". שְׁכִינהָ ירְָדָה ולְֹא ונְתְִבַּיּשְַׁתִּי שֶׁנּכְִנסְַתִּי
 שְׁכִינהָ ויְרְָדָה רַחֲמִים וּבִקְּשׁוּ עִמּוֹ משֶֹׁה נכְִנסַ מִיּדַ

  ואְַהֲרןֹ משֶֹׁה "ויַּבָאֹ נאֱֶמַר לְכָךְ לְישְִׂרָאֵל.
 מוֹעֵד". אהֶֹל אֶל

"And Moses and Aaron went into the tent of meeting": 
When Aaron saw that all the offerings had been 

sacrificed and all the services had been performed and 
the shechinah had not descended upon Israel, he stood 

and grieved: I know that the Lord is wroth with me. 
Because of me, the Shekhinah has not descended 

upon Israel. This is what my brother Moses has done to 
me: I entered and was put to shame and the shekhinah 

did not descend upon Israel — whereupon Moses 
entered with him, they implored mercy, and the 

shechinah descended upon Israel. This is the intent of 
"And Moses and Aaron went into the tent of meeting." 

 

 

Vayikra 9:23 

 דְּמוּת לְפָניָו מָרָא' הַשָּׂטָן שֶׁהִי' הַמִּזְבֵּחַ. אֶל קְרָב
 משֶֹׁה לוֹ אָמַר לַעֲבוֹדָה רָאוּי יהְֵא שֶׁלֹּא ירֵָא והְֵי' עֵגֶל

 ה': בָּחַר בְּךָ כִּי תִּירָא ואְַל הַמִּזְבֵּחַ אֶל קְרָב

הַמִּזְבֵּחַ אֶל קְרָב , Because Ha-Satan appeared before him 
in the form of a calf, and he was afraid that he might not 
be fit to perform the service, Moses said to him: “Come 

near to the altar and do not be afraid, for the  
Lord has chosen you.” 

 
3.​ Both? 

 
 

Byron Williston, “The Importance of Self-Forgiveness,” American Philosophical Quarterly (2012) 

…It is because the experience of moral shame is such a deep moral and psychological burden on the wrongdoer 
that she is required to go through it in order to merit her victim's forgiveness. It also follows that when interpersonal 

forgiveness is not forthcoming—either because the victim is dead or otherwise unavailable or because he is 
hard-hearted—self-forgiveness is not a mere consolation prize…Indeed, where this has happened, and the victim 
has refused his benediction out of sheer hard-heartedness, we might even say—though this would require careful 

spelling out—that victim and wrongdoer have reversed roles. 
 
 

Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg, The Hidden Order of Intimacy, 86 

…there exists, between the lines of the biblical account, a repressed narrative of loss and return. The sin of the 
Golden Calf transforms the structure of Israelite experience. What had preceded it had been a state of hakafah: of 
being enveloped, protected, contained by luminous clouds. This state abandons them as they turn to the Golden 

Calf. When they begin work on the Tabernacle, this encompassed state returns. Functionally, these clouds are said 
to safeguard the people on all sides; to protect them from heat, snakes, uneven ground, perhaps even to give them 

wings. But beyond their pragmatic uses, the clouds come to represent a condition of enveloping love… 
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