Affirming Holiness in the Face of Tragedy

Achrei Mot Kedoshim

In our Parsha, Aaron is invited back into God’s presence, into the Holy of Holies, specifically after the
tragic loss of his two sons. Aaron’s instructions to enter the Holy of Holies includes a vague
requirement: Aaron must enter “with this” (ba’zot). Though a simple reading of the text (Leviticus 16:3,
source #1) makes it clear that “this” refers to the sin offering and the burnt offering described at the end
of that very verse, the rabbis chose to make a connection between the “this” appearing here and several
other occurrences of the word “this” appearing elsewhere in the Tanach (see Midrash appearing in
source #2). After studying the Midrash, | invite you to delve into its deeper meaning: What caused our
rabbis to draw a connection between Aaron’s entering th Hoy of Holies, after his sons’ deaths, and these

manifold occurrences of the word “this”?

Leviticus 16:1-3

1. And the Lord spoke to Moses after the death of Aaron's two sons, when they drew near
before the Lord, and they died.

2. And the Lord said to Moses: Speak to your brother Aaron, that he should not come at all
times into the Holy within the dividing curtain, in front of the cover that is upon the ark, so that
he should not die, for | appear over the ark cover in a cloud.

3. With this shall Aaron enter the Holy: with a young bull for a sin offering and a ram for a
burnt offering.
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Midrash Leviticus Rabbah, Acharei Mot 21:6

R. Yudan explained the verse as describing the state of the High Priest as he enters the Holy of
Holies: he must do so while holding on to bundles and bundles of Mitzvot.

With the merit of Torah: "And this [ve’zot] is the teaching which Moses set before the children
of Israel" (Deut. 4:44)

With the merit of the covenant: "As for Me, this [zot] is My covenant with them," says the
Lord." (Isaiah 59:21).

With the merit of Shabbat: "Fortunate is the man who will do this [zot] and the person who will
hold fast to it, he who keeps the Sabbath from profaning it and guards his hand from doing any
evil." (Isaiah 56:2)

With the merit of Jerusalem: "So said the Lord God: This [zot] is Jerusalem; in the midst of the
nations | have placed it, and around it are lands." (Ezekiel 5:5)

With the merit of the tribes: "All these are the twelve tribes of Israel, and this [ve'zot] is what
their father spoke to them and blessed them; each man, according to his blessing, he blessed
them." (Genesis 49:28)
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With the merit of Judah: "May this [ve’zot] [also be] for Judah." And he [Moses] said, "O Lord,
hearken to Judah's voice and bring him to his people; may his hands do battle for him, and may INPTNY) DI NIDN
You be a help against his adversaries." (Deuteronomy 33:7) DY NNT (D

With the merit of Israel: "This [ve’zot], your stature, is like a palm tree..." (Song of Songs 7:8)
N'YNI2) D'OQYW NIDTN2

With the merit of the Trumah offerings: "And this [ve’zot] is the offering that you shall take DNY 12T WK NNII (on
from them: gold, silver, and copper;" (Exodus 25:3) DN'2N
With the merit of the tithes: "Bring the whole of the tithes into the treasury so that there may (;\') DM2T) NTIN' NIDT

be nourishment in My House, and test Me now therewith [ba’zot], says the Lord of Hosts..."
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(Malachi 3:10) NTIN' NNTI

With the merit of the sacrifices: “With this [ba’zot] shall Aaron enter the Holy” (Leviticus 16:3) 'Y/ 1Y) INIY' NIDT2
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According to the Midrash, Aaron was commanded to enter the Holy of Holies, while holding on to either Torah (ultimate
meaning), the covenant (historical connection), Shabbat, Jerusalem (land), tribes (family), Judah (the mantle of leadership),
Israel (peoplehood), Trumah (connection to Temple/synagogue), tithes (charity to the needy), sacrifices (general commitment
to give). Each of these is replete with meaning.

Aaron, who must have lost his sense of connection while encountering and struggling with personal tragedy, was invited to
reconnect by being offered multiple entry points. If you're not connecting to God...then connect to Torah...If you're not
connecting to Torah...then connect to Jewish history...If you’re not connecting through Jewish history...then connect through
Shabbat...or a sense of belonging to a land, a family, or a people...or connect through giving to your community, or to those in
need...or by making any form of sacrifice.

According to the rabbis, Aaron’s invitation to enter with “this” [ba’zot], is an open-ended invitation to find his own way back
in, after feeling spiritually distant from God in the face of tragedy.

Psalm 27:3 12 P19 09NN

3. If a camp encamps against me, my heart shall not fear; if a war should rise
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During this time of crisis, in what do you place your trust?
What is the “this” that allows you to feel conneedct despite everything that is currently challenging in your life?




