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How We 
Regard  
A Gadol

Parshat Shemini begins by discussing 
the events which occurred on the 
eight and final day of the mi’luim 

inauguration service in the Mishkan 
(Tabernacle). After months of prepara-
tion and anticipation, Aharon and his sons 
were finally installed as Kohanim in an 
elaborate service.

A portion of that service includes offering 
sacrifices. Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik zt’l 
took note of the peculiarity of two sin-
offerings that were required at that time; 
one on behalf of Aharon himself, the other 
on behalf of the people: “And he said to 
Aaron, ‘Take for yourself a bull calf as a 
sin offering...And to the children of Israel, 
you shall speak saying, “Take a he goat as a 
sin offering,’” Why should sin-offerings be 
needed now?

The Rav cited an intriguing answer given 
by one of the earliest Torah commentaries, 
Targum Yonatan ben Uzziel, a student of  
the Talmudic sage Hillel. He writes that 
the sin offering of a  calf was given as an 
atonement for the Golden Calf that had 

been worshipped at Mount Sinai, while the 
goat was an atonement for the goat that the 
brothers used to deceive Yaakov in the sale 
of Yosef. Evidently, before commencing 
the worship in the Mishkan these deeply 
disturbing and staggering transgressions 
still needed rectification and forgiveness.

In a dazzling drasha the Rav posited that 
there is a common thread that connects 
these two sins. In both cases the sin 
revolved around the issue of how to relate 
to authority and to a gadol hador  in our 
midst.

What was the cause of the sale of Yosef? 
It was not only hatred toward Yosef that 
propelled the brothers to sin but another 
factor was at play. Namely a lack of regard 
and reverence toward their father that 
allowed them to engage in their heinous 
deed. 

The Rav quoted the comment of Rashi that 
at the time of the sale of Yosef, Reuven 
was engaged in Teshuva - by fasting and 
donning sackcloth (Beresheit Rabbah 
37:19). The Rav understood that Reuven’s 
remorse was actually related to a sin he 
committed much earlier that he now 
understood had terrible repercussions. 
This sin negatively affected the culture 
that pervaded the house of Yaakov. 
Reuven had undermined Yaakov’s 
authority by moving the bed of his father 
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into the tent of his mother Leah. Reuven 
now understood the full implications of 
his earlier actions which related to a loss 
of respect for father Yaakov. The brothers 
witnessed his misdeed and this opened the 
door toward belittling the honor due to 
their father. This had direct repercussions 
regarding brother’s proposal to kill Joseph. 
They could never have never acted toward 
Joseph as they did, if they had the proper 
esteem for their father he rightly deserved.

Turning to the sin of Golden Calf, the issue 
surrounding respect for authority once 
again plays a central role. But this time 
the issue was not lack of respect, but to the 
contrary, displaying excessive reliance and 
dependency. 

The sin of the Golden Calf was precipitated 
by the absence of Moshe (Shemot 32:1). 
Apparently, the nation mistakenly thought 
that the covenant with God depended 
entirely upon Moshe. Yet, it was God, not 
Moshe, who took them out of Egypt - Moshe 
was but a messenger. 

“It is forbidden to depend entirely upon a 
human being; our absolute reliance must 
only be on God. The Jewish people had faith 
in Moshe, but not in God; they mistakenly 
thought that Moshe was the redeemer. Had 
they displayed complete faith in God, the 
sin would not have taken place.” (Chumash 
Mesoras HaRav, Vayikra, pp. 54-55).

The Rav added a deeper layer of meaning 
to the symbolism of bringing both a calf 
and goat as sin offerings. The trait of each 
animal also plays an important figurative 
role. Aharon brought a calf, which always 
follows its mother submissively, a symbol of 
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the Israelites’ unhealthy submissiveness to 
Moshe. When the brothers intended to sell 
Yosef this signified a rebellious instinct, 
they refused to accept Yaakov’s choice of 
Yosef as leader of the family. They behaved 
like brazen goats, so that was the animal 
that atoned for their sin (Stone Artscroll 
Chumash, p. 589).

In the context the Rav added a keen 
insight about the essence of achieving 
repentance: When one engages in 
teshuva, it is not sufficient for the sinner 
to merely recognize that he sinned. True 
repentance requires recognition of the 
motive of sin. The motives for the sale of 
Yosef and the worship of the Golden Calf 
were diametrically opposed, so each sin 
required its own atonement (Chumash 
Mesoras HaRav, Vayikra, p. 54).

Exploring the Rav’s Insight

Like many great sages before him, Rabbi 
Soloveitchik addressed the question of 
the nature of the sin of Nadav and Avihu 
which takes center stage in the parsha.1 
Commentators through the ages differ as 
to the essence of the sin and the reason 
why they died. One line of reasoning 
directly links their sin to the issue the 
Rav developed above. Take note of the 
following three different explanations. 
Unmistakably, a common thread runs 
through them all.

One should not render judgement in front 
of his teacher. Nadav and Avihu did so in 
front of their teacher, Moshe, ruling that it 
was a mitzvah for them to bring their own 

1   See Darosh Darash Yosef p.223

fire on the altar. (Rashi)

They were too self assured and didn’t seek 
counsel or advice from Moshe, Aharon, or 
even each other. (Midrash)

Once, Moshe and Aharon were walking 
down the road, and Nadav and Avihu 
were walking behind them. Nadav turned 
to Avihu and said, “When will these two 
elders die, so that you and I can lead the 
generation? God heard this and said, “Let 
us see who will bury whom!” (Talmud 
Sanhedrin 52a)

All three explanations point in one 
direction: Irreverence, or perhaps even 
worse, a disdain for the Torah personalities 
of their time.

However, it seems almost unfathomable 
that the sons of Aharon could have acted 
so irreverently toward their own father 
and Moshe. Moreover we have Midrashic 
passages that teach us that Nadav and 
Avihu were greater than both their 
father Aharon and their uncle Moshe (see 
Midrash Vayikra Rabbah, Vilna edition, 
Parshat Shemini 12:2).

Given the difficulties inherent in a literal 
interpretation of the Talmuds’s statement, 
the founder of the Daf Yomi movement, 
HaRav Meir Shapiro of Lublin zt”l offered 
a new perspective. He stressed the lofty 
level of holiness that Nadav and Avihu had 
achieved. When they stated : When will 
these elderly men die?” - it was not stated 
in a derisive way. On the contrary they 
contemplated the reality that a moment 
will arrive when it will be incumbent 
upon them to lead the generation. In 
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truth Nadav and Avihu were sincere. 
But they made a big mistake according 
to Rav Meir Shapiro; they were unable to 
comprehend the extent to which Moshe 
and Aharon differed in kind and degree 
from them, they could not fathom the 
gulf that separated them from Moshe and 
their father. This lack of understanding 
led them to bring aish zarah - incense that 
had not been commanded by God.

This brilliant analysis of the Gemara 
compliments the Midrashic passage 
which speaks of Nadav and Avihu’s 
dedicated service. However, they failed 
to fully appreciate the greatness, awe and 
reverence that should have been afforded 
to two giants in their midst. They acted 
presumptuously by so readily planning to 
step into the shoes of those so much more 
prominent  and noble than they were.

The centrality of this idea, that one is to 
extend profound honor and awe for great 
Rabbinic leaders, is articulated by the 
Torah itself. The Rav quoted Rabbi Akiva’s 
interpretation of the verse: “You shall 
revere “et” Hashem your God” (Devarim 
6:13). The word ‘et’ comes to include 
reverence for Torah Scholars (Bava Kama 
41b). Rabbi Akiva equated the fear and 
trepidation we offer the Almighty to our 
approach to a Torah Scholar. Tosafot is 
quick to point out that this injunction 
refers not only to your principal teacher 
but to the leading Torah scholars of the 
generation. (תוברל ה”ד). In contrast to the 
mitzvah of kavod this verse teaches that 
there is a mitzvah of morah (awe) which 
applies to the gedolei hador of every 
generation. (Divrei HaRav, Schachter, 
p.309).  


