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MASEI 

AHARON’S ACCLAIM 

 
Parashas Masei summarizes the Jewish People’s travels from 

Yetzi’as Mitzrayim (Exodus from Egypt) until their arrival in the 
land of Canaan. This parashah records all forty-two places where 
they encamped along the way. The verses in the opening chapter 
exclude narrative details, simply stating the beginning and ending 
locations: “They journeyed from place X to place Y.” This list of 
stations dominates the entire first perek (chapter), almost without 
interruption. The majority of memorable events that occurred in 
various places are omitted from the text. Two noticeable excep-
tions, however, are inserted between the encampments of Hor 
Hahar (Mount Hor) and Tzalmonah: 

They journeyed from Kadesh and encamped in Hor Hahar, at the 
edge of the land of Edom. Then Aharon the Cohen went up to 
Hor Hahar at the word of Hashem and died there, in the fortieth 
year after the Children of Israel went forth from the Land of 
Egypt, in the fifth month on the first of the month. Aharon was 
one hundred and twenty three years old at his death on Hor Hahar. 
The Canaanite king of Arad heard – he was dwelling in the south 
of the land of Canaan – of the approach of the Children of Israel.1 

 

1 Bamidbar 33:37-40. 
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In the above paragraph, two events are conspicuously placed 
amidst the verses listing the encampments. One is Aharon Ha-
Cohen’s passing and the other is the Canaanite king’s reaction to 
the impending Jewish presence in Canaan. 

Our first topic of discussion will focus on the loss of Aharon 
and the extensive details that the Torah provides about his death. 
The pasuk states that the date of his passing was “in the fifth 
month on the first of the month,”2 which is rosh chodesh Av. As the 
only yahrzeit explicitly written in the Torah, the anniversary of 
Aharon’s death bears deep significance. Rosh chodesh is the “head” 
of a month. In the same way that the head directs all the limbs of 
the body, rosh chodesh embodies the mystical essence of the entire 
month. The month of Av is characterized by a somber mood, 
attributed to the anniversary of the destruction of both the First 
and Second Temples.3 What is the connection of Aharon HaCohen 
to the mournful month of Av? 

These verses also emphasize the precise location of Aharon’s 
passing – Hor Hahar. Interestingly, the name of this site appears 
three times in the parashah: first as the encampment site, second as 
Aharon ascends to die, and third when stating his age. Why do 
these verses stress the name Hor Hahar to such an extent? 
Furthermore, why does the Torah specify the location of Hor 
Hahar as “at the edge of the land of Edom”? Since only one Hor 
Hahar existed, this detail is seemingly superfluous. What, then, is 
the significance of Hor Hahar’s association to Edom? 

Another subject to explore is the seemingly out-of-place allu-
sion to the war Israel fought with the Canaanite king of Arad.4 

 

2 Bamidbar 33:38. 
3 The nine-day period from rosh chodesh Av through Tisha B’Av, known as the 
“Nine Days,” is a period of intense mourning. 
4 See Bamidbar 21:1-3, described in detail in the chapter on parashas Chukas. 
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Why is this battle the only one mentioned in the entire travel 
itinerary? Moreover, what is the reason for its juxtaposition with 
Aharon’s death? Lastly and most importantly, why is Aharon’s 
death the only demise of a Jewish leader worthy of being recorded 
in this section? What are we meant to learn from Aharon Ha-
Cohen? 

Aharon’s Attributes  
and Av 

Before exploring the connection between Aharon and the 
month of Av, let us clarify as separate entities both the unique 
character of Aharon and the essence of Av. 

Aharon HaCohen is described by the mishnah as follows: “Hil-
lel said: Be of the disciples of Aharon, oheiv shalom verodef shalom 
(loving peace and pursuing peace) oheiv es habriyos (loving people) 
and drawing them near to the Torah.”5 Aharon HaCohen was  
both a Torah instructor and peacemaker. While the occupations  
of outreach teacher and relationship counselor seem to require 
different skills, Aharon involved himself equally in both endea-
vors. His greatness is defined by the word “shalom” (peace).  
“Shalom” is etymologically related to the word “shalem” (whole). 
Aharon modeled avodas Hashem (service to God) that is whole and 
complete because he strove to excel in both Torah and chesed 
(loving-kindness). 

The synthesis of Torah and gemilus chasadim (acts of kindness) 
was the key to Aharon’s extraordinary character.6 According  

 

5 Pirkei Avos 1:12. 
6 Rabbi Moshe Tzvi Aryeh Bik, Chayei Moshe, pp. 190-191. 
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to the Rambam, the following verse from Sefer Malachi describes 
Aharon: 

Toras emes haysa befihu  
(The teaching of truth was in his mouth) 

... beshalom uvemishor halach itti  
(... he walked with Me in peace and with fairness) 

verabim heishiv mei’avon  
(and many he turned away from sin).7 

Avodas Hashem involves two categories of mitzvos: bein adam 
laMakom (between man and Hashem) and bein adam lachaveiro 
(between man and his neighbor). Torah learning is a pathway for 
developing one’s relationship with Hashem, while gemilus chasadim 
is a channel for nurturing interpersonal relationships. One might 
assume that Torah encompasses all mitzvos and avodas Hashem. Our 
Sages teach us, however, that the dual commitment to Torah and 
chesed is greater than the singular commitment to Torah alone. The 
Gemara relates that the Torah scholar Rabba lived fewer years than 
the Sage Abayei because while Rabba was devoted solely to Torah, 
Abayei was dedicated equally to learning Torah and acts of 
kindness.8 We can thus infer that Aharon HaCohen’s unique 
greatness can be attributed to his equal commitment to both 
Torah and acts of kindness. 

The month of Av is marked by some of the darkest tragedies 
of Jewish history, most notably the loss of the Beis HaMikdash 
(Holy Temple). The Gemara states, “When [the month of] Av 
enters, joy is diminished.”9 We have been in exile for so long that 
the Beis HaMikdash seems like an abstract, almost hypothetical 
concept to which we struggle to relate personally. Rabbi Tzvi Meir 

 

7 Malachi 2:6. 
8 Rosh Hashanah 18a. See Chayei Moshe, pp. 190-191. 
9 Ta’anis 29a. 
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Silverberg underscores that the ideological foundations of the Beis 
HaMikdash were peace and love.10 The Temple is described as 
“tocho ratzuf ahavah mibenos Yerushalayim (its interior is inlaid with 
love from the daughters of Jerusalem).”11 Indeed, the first builder 
of the Temple was Shlomo HaMelech, whose name contains the 
root word “shalom.” The Temple’s predecessor, the Mishkan 
(Tabernacle), was constructed on the same philosophical thesis of 
social harmony. Each person donated a half-shekel coin for a 
population census, and these coins were used to fashion the 
adanim, the silver sockets that formed the Mishkan’s foundation. 
Thus, the Jewish People built the Beis HaMikdash on unity and 
camaraderie and fellowship. 

Since the Beis HaMikdash was built on the foundation of love, 
it is understandable why it was demolished by hate. The Gemara 
states that the reason for the Second Temple’s destruction was 
sinas chinam (baseless hatred).12 Interpersonal conflict served as the 
catalyst for Jerusalem’s final demise, as related in the infamous 
story of Kamtza and Bar Kamtza.13 Disputes of this sort were 
precisely the kind that had been mediated and resolved by Aharon 
HaCohen. When Aharon witnessed interpersonal tension, he would 
inspire individuals to forgive one another and make amends. 

When Aharon died, the Jewish nation suffered the devastat-
ing loss of its supreme peacemaker. Therefore, his death resulted 
in the inexorable deterioration of the social cohesion of the Jewish 
People. The disunity caused by Aharon’s death made a damaging 
spiritual imprint on the month of Av. Societal strife caused by 
Aharon’s passing has predisposed this season to both internal 

 

10 Rabbi Meir Tzvi Silverberg, Sichos Hischazkus, pp. 316-318. 
11 Shir HaShirim 3:10. 
12 Yoma 60b. 
13 Gittin 56a and Eichah Rabbah 4:3. 
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dissension amongst ourselves and external turmoil in our relation-
ship with our enemies. Thus, it is not surprising that Aharon’s 
yahrtzeit coincides with the destruction of the Beis HaMikdash and 
its underpinnings of baseless hatred. 

Despite this, the month of Av is not exclusively a mournful 
one. With the exception of Tishrei, every rosh chodesh, including 
that of Av, is an occasion to recite Hallel. Even Av possesses a 
festive component. This month also includes Tu B’Av (15th of 
Av), a joyous holiday associated, among other things, with for-
giveness. The literal translation of the word “av” is “father;” the 
tragedies of Av reflect the loving reprimands of our Father in 
Heaven, who has our best interests in mind. 

Furthermore, this month is often called “Menachem Av,” the 
month of consolation. While the first part of Av is fraught with 
memories of destruction, the second half is laden with hope and 
optimism. Rabbi Silverberg emphasizes that Av is an auspicious 
time to foster unity and harmony.14 In addition to forgiveness, the 
holiday of Tu B’Av is associated with marriage, the ultimate unity 
between people. During the time period that marks Aharon’s 
passing, we should be inspired by his peacemaking and legacy of 
loving-kindness. 

Aharon’s Achievements and Appeal 

The yahrzeit of any individual is momentous, and all the more 
so that of a righteous leader like Aharon. A meaningful commem-
oration of his yahrzeit requires reaching beyond mourning the loss 
of his extraordinary leadership. The most fitting way to honor his 
memory is to strive to emulate him. Rabbi Moshe Bik highlights 

 

14 Sichos Hischazkus, pp. 316-318. 
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another unique accomplishment of Aharon HaCohen – the state of 
spiritual perfection he reached by the end of his life.15 The sophis-
ticated level of avodas Hashem that Aharon achieved should serve 
as an inspiring example for us to follow. 

The Gemara states that tzaddikim are greater in their deaths 
than they are in their lifetimes.16 The Western perspective consid-
ers young adulthood to be “the prime of one’s life.” By contrast, 
our Sages teach us that truly great individuals reach the pinnacle of 
spiritual sophistication at their life’s completion. Tzaddikim like 
Aharon HaCohen transform their entire lifespan into one continual 
process of self-improvement. 

Rabbi Bik distinguishes between two kinds of avodas Hashem. 
The first type is achieved by avoiding transgressions; in this way, 
one ardently strives to preserve the innate holiness of his soul. 
The Gemara describes this conduct when expounding on the 
verse:17 “Blessed shall you be when you come, and blessed shall 
you be when you depart.”18 You will leave this world as pure and 
unblemished as you were when you entered it. 

Aharon HaCohen pursued the second and more advanced 
kind of Divine service. Not only did he avoid sin to protect 
himself, he actually elevated and enhanced his soul. By immersing 
himself in consistent spiritual development, Aharon left this world 
on a loftier spiritual plane than the one he was on during his 
lifetime. For this reason, Rabbi Bik explains, the verses repeatedly 
emphasize the place of Aharon’s death: Hor Hahar. This name 
may be interpreted as double language: “The Highest Heights.” At 
123 years old, Aharon’s soul had reached its spiritual peak and 
 

15 Chayei Moshe, pp. 190-191. 
16 Chullin 7b. 
17 Bava Metzi’a 107a. 
18 Devarim 28:6. 
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achieved the maximum degree of refinement. Thus, the date  
of Aharon’s death is strongly associated with this mountaintop 
metaphor of spiritual zenith. 

There is an earlier textual reference to the connection be-
tween a mountain summit and rosh chodesh Av. In parashas Noach 
after the mabul (Flood), the rainwater began to recede, and “in the 
tenth month, on the first of the month, the tops of the mountains 
became visible.”19 Since the Flood rains began in Cheshvan, Rashi 
calculates that the “tenth month” is Av.20 The mabul may symbol-
ize the purifying immersion waters of the mikveh (ritual bath). 
After a lifetime of immersing himself in holiness, Aharon passed 
away on Rosh Chodesh Av, the exact point in time when the apogee 
of his spiritual climb was most evident. 

Aharon’s yahrzeit represents the culmination of the efforts  
of his lifetime, which were devoted to character refinement. His 
supreme spiritual achievement was exceptionally inspirational. As a 
result, Aharon HaCohen’s death affected each and every individual. 
Recognition of his extraordinary spiritual accomplishments begins 
to reveal the reason why Aharon is the only leader whose death is 
explicitly mentioned in this account. The Torah states in parashas 
Chukas: “When the entire assembly saw that Aharon had perished, 
they wept for Aharon for thirty days, the entire House of Israel.”21 
Aharon was mourned universally because not a single life was 
untouched by his influence. His soul reached its pinnacle through 
the synthesis of Torah and gemilus chasadim. Aharon “drew people 
close to Torah” and was one who “oheiv shalom verodef shalom”22 – he 
unified the nation by fostering peace between people. 

 

19 Bereishis 8:5. 
20 Rashi on Bereishis 8:5. 
21 Bamidbar 20:29. 
22 Pirkei Avos 1:12. 
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Practical Pursuit of Peace 

How can we strive to emulate Aharon HaCohen? How can an-
yone climb the mountain and leave this world a better person than 
he was before? Rabbi Silverberg points out that it is unrealistic to 
attempt to make peace with every person we encounter.23 More-
over, he highlights how many tzaddikim, our Jewish role models, 
purposely distanced themselves from disputes. It seems counter-
intuitive to actively find others’ arguments and try to resolve them. 
Practically speaking, then, how can we behave like Aharon by 
loving and pursuing peace? 

In order to be an oheiv shalom verodef shalom, we need to under-
stand exactly how these words describe Aharon’s conduct. The 
Midrash states that the Jewish People loved Aharon more than 
Moshe because of his peacemaking abilities.24 Rabbi Silverberg 
explains why this description of Aharon may be misleading. 
Aharon HaCohen lived in a great generation, one in which the 
people subsisted on manna and benefitted from unprecedented 
closeness to Hashem. Yet the midrash highlighting Aharon’s role as 
a peacemaker seems to imply that there were disputes to be 
settled! Rabbi Silverberg clarifies that Aharon did not simply 
reconcile between people; he actively promoted peace. 

Loving and pursuing peace does not necessitate finding quar-
rels to resolve. While it is a virtue to help solve disagreements,  
this is “post facto” peacemaking. Ending a fight is comparable to 
emergency room triage, whereas ideal peacemaking is much  
like preventive medicine. Quoting the Chiddushei HaRim, Rabbi 
Silverberg illustrates that Aharon HaCohen touched the heart of 
each Jew and infused into him a sense of inner peace. Aharon’s 

 

23 Sichos Hischazkus, pp. 316-318. 
24 Tanchuma on Chukas, as quoted in Sichos Hischazkus, ibid. 
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personal serenity was contagious; he put those around him at ease. 
In this way, Aharon was the supreme peacemaker, as potential 
causes of tension between people would simply dissipate in his 
presence. To climb the mountain and reach higher levels, we must 
desire shalom so deeply that we foster a social reality that prevents 
disputes from ever occurring. 

To reach higher levels as we climb our own mountain, we 
should look to emulate the visionary actions of Aharon HaCohen. 
Promoting peace in the manner of Aharon HaCohen is not about 
resolving people’s arguments by convincing them to change their 
perspectives. Rather, loving and pursuing peace requires self-
transformation. A true oheiv shalom verodef shalom is capable of 
assessing both the circumstances and the behavior of others with a 
peace-cultivating mindset. Rabbi Silverberg explains that this 
outlook is predicated on focusing on people’s attributes and 
ignoring their weaknesses. The person who loves peace will choose 
silence over retort. He will constantly promote calmness and amity 
by forgiving others’ mistakes and judging others favorably. 

A peace-loving attitude is necessary on both the reactive and 
proactive sides of social interaction. The primary goal is to think 
before we act. Proactive peacemaking as “preventive medicine” 
requires both sensitivity and foresight. A constructive exercise is 
to anticipate the potential repercussions of our interpersonal 
exchanges by mentally constructing possible scenarios. The key is 
vigilance, constantly considering how others will perceive our 
words or actions and taking necessary precautions. Fostering 
shalom on the highest level mandates a lifelong process of charac-
ter refinement. 

Although our lives are filled with countless challenges in in-
terpersonal relationships, such struggles are actually gifts; they are 
innumerable opportunities to refine our middos. Often, we over-
emphasize the importance of the “big things” and underestimate 
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the value of the “small things.” We mentally reward ourselves for 
reciting the entire Sefer Tehillim, but neglect to give ourselves credit 
for working on our middos. If we reframe our perspective, we will 
see that our lives are one long middos workshop! 

Character refinement begins inside our own homes with our 
own families. For example, suppose a woman is planning to 
attend a Tehillim gathering for the sick people in the community. 
Just as she is leaving, her young child throws a temper tantrum on 
the floor, which will make her late to the event. She might think, 
Oh no! Not now! I have no time to waste! I’m supposed to be saying Tehillim 
now! I’m missing the chance for this important mitzvah! If however, she 
remains even-keeled and lovingly calms her child before leaving, 
the supposed “wasted minutes” were not wasted at all. Quite the 
contrary: they were spent on honing her own middah of patience 
while cultivating and reinforcing the middah of patience in her 
child. By so doing, she has honored the memory of Aharon 
HaCohen as an oheiv shalom verodef shalom. 

Appreciation of Another  
Versus Amalek’s Attitude 

As discussed above, since sinas chinam destroyed the Beis 
HaMikdash, its polar opposite ahavas chinam will rebuild it. Rabbi 
Silverberg quotes the following verse:25 

Ko amar Hashem  
(Thus says Hashem): 

Chinam nimkartem  
(You were sold for free) 

velo bechesef tiga’eilu  
(and not with money will you be redeemed).26 

 

25 Sichos Hischazkus, p. 482. 
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Hashem reprimanded us for our sins of “chinam” by “selling 
us” to our enemies. Therefore, the return of the Beis HaMikdash  
is dependent on repairing that transgression with the converse 
“chinam.” Ahavas chinam translates as “love for free” or “love 
without reason.” Anyone can relate to developing unconditional 
love for a family member. It is altogether different though to do 
so toward a stranger. Practically speaking, how can we emulate 
Aharon’s middah of oheiv es habriyos, loving all people? 

Our future redemption is modeled on our first national 
emancipation experience – Yetzi’as Mitzrayim. “Just as they were 
redeemed in Nissan (from Egypt), so too in Nissan they will again 
be redeemed.”27 Therefore, the initial catalyst for our first redemp-
tion teaches us how to initiate the coming of Mashiach (the Messi-
ah). This spark came from Moshe, about whom it is written, 
“Vayeitzei el echav (And he went out to his brothers) vayar besivlosam 
(and saw their burdens).”28 Moshe’s ability to empathize with the 
suffering of others was the distinguishing quality that made him 
the redeemer. 

Moshe was raised in comfort and luxury in Pharaoh’s palace, 
yet “vayeitzei” (he went out). He stepped outside of his own 
circumstances and outside his personal comfort zone. Rabbi 
Silverberg explains that the ge’ulah (redemption) begins with going 
outside of ourselves and identifying with other people’s troubles.29 
Empathy is the prerequisite to nurturing love for others. In order 
to cultivate ahavas chinam, one must develop an instinct of compas-
sion and a concern for others’ needs – even over one’s own needs  
 
                                                                                                         

26 Yeshayahu 52:3. 
27 Rosh Hashanah 11a. 
28 Shemos 2:11. 
29 Sichos Hischazkus, p. 482. 
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and even if it means venturing out into “unfamiliar territory.” If 
we follow in the footsteps of Moshe Rabbeinu and Aharon Ha-
Cohen, it is possible to develop a more caring attitude, even though 
empathy for strangers is not necessarily an emotion that comes 
naturally. 

Developing compassion involves subduing inborn negative 
impulses. Human beings are naturally self-centered. Rabbi Silver-
berg explains that loving others begins with diminishing the 
destructive middah of selfishness. In the Torah, egotism is exempli-
fied in the character of Eisav. Yitzchak made a prophetic state-
ment when he blessed his sons: “Vehayadayim yedei Eisav (These 
hands are the hands of Eisav).”30 A clenched hand represents the 
act of taking; a miserly person is called “tightfisted.” According to 
Rabbi Silverberg, Eisav’s hands were symbols of his selfish and 
stingy attitude. Furthermore, the name “Eisav” means “done.” 
Eisav viewed himself as “completely developed.”31 He considered 
himself a finished product, rather than a work in progress, and he 
therefore had no motivation to improve himself. 

Eisav’s other name was Edom, which is etymologically relat-
ed to the word “adom (red).” He is identified with the color red 
because of his ruddy complexion. Indeed, the first narrative 
involving Eisav links his selfish disposition to the color red and 
the name Edom. In parashas Toldos, we read about how Eisav 
demands the stew from Yaakov: “Haliteini na min ha’adom ha’adom 
hazeh (Pour into me now that red, red stuff)!”32 

The symbolic connotation of adom sheds new light on the lo-
cation of Hor Hahar as “bektzeih eretz Edom (at the edge of the 

 

30 Bereishis 27:22. 
31 Rashi on Bereishis 25:25. 
32 Bereishis 25:30. 
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land of Edom).”33 “Bektzeih” shares the same root letters as the 
Hebrew words for “a little” or “the end.” One can only reach Hor 
Hahar – the highest spiritual heights – bektzeih eretz Edom – by 
diminishing the Edomite trait of egotism. 

Eisav was not just a historical figure; he represents a broader 
concept of Edom, a self-centered instinct that lives inside every 
person. Unfortunately, this egotistical attitude was inherited by 
Eisav’s descendents, including Amalek. Amalek’s egotism and 
arrogance are most evident in his infamous exploitation of the 
weak.34 Recognizing Amalek’s inherited self-centeredness uncov-
ers a new perspective relating to the battle with the king of Arad 
mentioned in this parashah. “The Canaanite king of Arad heard – 
he was dwelling in the South of the land of Canaan – of the 
approach of the Children of Israel.”35 In the detailed account of 
this event in parashas Chukas, Rashi comments that the mention of 
“dwelling in the south” exposes this king’s true Amalekite identi-
ty.36 Alluding to this Amalek battle in the context of Aharon’s 
passing on Hor Hahar reinforces the deeper message of this 
passage. In order to emulate Aharon and climb the mountain of 
spiritual refinement, we must overpower the Amalekite king and 
eradicate the Amalek attitude. 

Weakening the Edomite egotism factor promotes our ability 
to truly love other people. A well-meaning person may pursue 
myriads of charitable activities or donate millions to tzedakah, but 

 

33 Bamidbar 33:37. 
34 Devarim 25:17-18: “Remember what Amalek did to you... and he struck those 
of you who were hindmost, all the weaklings at your rear, when you were faint 
and exhausted.” 
35 Bamidbar 33:40. 
36 Rashi’s commentary on Bamidbar 21:1, quoting Tanchuma. The pasuk states 
(Bamidbar 13:29): “Amalek yoshev be’eretz hanegev (Amalek dwells in the area of the 
south).”  
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without diminishing his ego, he is not doing true chesed or becom-
ing oheiv es haberiyos. 

Through the following story, Rabbi Silverberg illustrates the 
risks of pursuing chesed endeavors while at the same time neglect-
ing character refinement:37 A certain underprivileged man had a 
tremendous impulse to give tzedakah, but he lacked the sufficient 
means with which to give. He begged his rebbe to bless him with 
wealth so that he might fulfill the mitzvah of tzedakah in a substan-
tial and meaningful way. His wish was granted, and soon this poor 
man became very rich.  

Over time, this formerly generous individual gradually be-
came more obsessed with his money. He eventually became so 
selfish and stingy that he avoided the mitzvah of tzedakah for which 
he had once longed. His rebbe was devastated by this man’s 
deterioration, so he sought to inspire the man to repent. For this 
purpose, the rebbe related a metaphor to this man: What is the 
difference between a window and a mirror? Through a window, 
one sees other people outside. In a mirror, a person sees only 
himself. Both a window and a mirror are made of glass; the only 
tangible distinction between them is that the mirror is lined with 
silver and the window is not. Silver represents the wealth that can 
make a person self-absorbed. By contrast, through “un-silvered,” 
transparent glass, one sees other people and their needs. 

The true essence of a chesed action is not derived from the ma-
terial substance involved. In giving tzedakah, for example, the actual 
money donated is merely a mechanism through which we relate to 
another’s impoverished condition. In reality, our financial assets 
hold less value than our intangible assets. Real philanthropy is 
giving someone your time and attention. Developing love for 

 

37 Sichos Hischazkus, p. 482. 
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others requires offering authentic kindness and feeling empathy for 
another’s pain.  

An effective technique for nurturing ahavas chinam is davening 
for other people. Our prayers express our ability to identify with 
someone else’s hardships. To diminish the instinctual Edom and 
Amalek middah within, we must strive to transform our mindset 
and focus on what others lack. When we feel grateful and blessed 
with children, we should beg Hashem to answer the prayers of the 
childless couples in the world. When we are grateful for our 
livelihood, we should daven to Hashem to feed the hungry and 
help the poor find a livelihood. The value of our qualitative 
emotional giving far outweighs our quantitative material giving. 

Personal Purification in Practice 

Practically speaking, how do we fight the power of our egos? 
To truly be an oheiv haberiyos demands a high level of middos 
refinement. Without purging all traces of the ego, self-
centeredness can even infiltrate our chesed. Though it seems like an 
oxymoron, the Gemara illustrates the idea of selfish chessed: “Aval 
mikdash sheni shehayu oskim beTorah uvemitzvos uvegemilus chasadim, 
mipnei mah charav? (But the Second Temple, when they were 
involved with Torah study and acts of kindness, why was it 
destroyed?) Mipnei shehaysah bo sinas chinam (Because it had baseless 
hatred in it).”38 Rabbi Mattisyahu Salomon explains the apparent 
incompatibility of gemilus chasadim and baseless hatred.39 The 
generation described in the gemara was involved in chesed, but they 
did not give with an ayin tovah (lit. a good eye). Therefore, their 

 

38 Yoma 9b. 
39 Matnas Chayim, Ma’amarim, vol. 2, p. 86. 
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chesed was tainted by sinas chinam and resulted in the destruction of 
Bayis Sheni (the Second Temple).40 

If we are not mindful, the ego has the potential to invade 
even the most noble of endeavors. The first step in climbing the 
mountain of middos refinement is recognizing when our gemilus 
chasadim has ulterior motives.41 A classic example of imperfect 
gemilus chasadim is the obedient behavior of a person who is 
conditioned to fulfill mitzvos such as acts of chesed. Although his 
inclination to do chesed is certainly honorable, his gemilus chasadim 
is essentially a shallow performance; there is little empathy 
motivating his behavior. In reality, the ultimate goal of chesed is to 
connect with others emotionally. Simply focusing on observing  
a halachic requirement could potentially devalue the motives 
behind one’s chesed, since such a person is merely relieving 
himself of a psychological burden or fulfilling his personal sense 
of obligation. 

Rabbi Chaim Friedlander presents another scenario that 
demonstrates selfish chesed – that of a person whose gemilus 
chasadim is motivated by pity.42 For example, a beggar knocks at 
one’s door, and his appearance makes one feel uncomfortable. 
Giving tzedakah when faced with this discomfort is expressing 
pity, not kindness. Such chesed is self-serving because the giver’s 
primary objective is to alleviate the anxiety caused by this beggar’s 
presence. Rabbi Zelig Pliskin presents other common examples, 
such as doing chesed for the emotional reward.43 It is natural to 
want to feel important and earn others’ admiration. However, 
when self-validation is the primary motivator to perform acts of 

 

40 See also Torah Tapestries, Vayikra, parashas Tazria, pp. 67-68. 
41 As discussed in Sifsei Chaim, pp. 229-230. 
42 Rabbi Chaim Friedlander, ibid. 
43 Rabbi Zelig Pliskin, Kindness: Making a Difference in People’s Lives, pp. 80-81. 
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kindness, it taints our chesed by undermining our ability to connect 
with others. 

Rabbi Friedlander explains that the key distinction between ar-
tificial chesed and true chesed is the impetus behind it. Chesed lacking 
the proper motivation can be compared to the shell of a nut. On 
the outside, a whole nut and a shell look identical, but an empty 
shell lacks nutritional value or taste. Similarly, chesed that does not 
come from the heart is superficial. It defeats the ultimate purpose 
of gemilus chasadim, which is to become a true, sincere oheiv haberiyos. 
Rabbi Friedlander emphasizes why diminishing the “anochiyus” (the 
“I”) is vital in gemilus chasadim. By suppressing our ego, we empower 
ourselves to focus on what the person truly needs, not on what we 
think they need. Stepping outside our preconceived notions and 
empathizing with people’s suffering enables us to identify what they 
are lacking and to give to them in a meaningful way. 

Our emotional disposition heavily influences our giving.  
Citing Avos d’Rabbi Nosson, Rabbi Shlomo Freifeld explains that all 
the wealth in world becomes worthless when it’s given resent-
fully.44 Authentic chesed means connecting emotionally to another 
human being, not just addressing his physical needs. Facial 
expressions and body language are primary chesed contributors; the 
money is, relatively speaking, secondary. A concrete step toward 
improving our gemilus chasadim is increasing our awareness of other 
people. It doesn’t necessarily cost money or time to be thoughtful 
and conscious of others. We don’t need to open our wallets to 
offer a warm smile or a friendly wave. Such gestures often pro-
mote ahavas chinam more profoundly than donating all the money 
in the world. 

As mentioned above, the destruction of the Beis HaMikdash was 
caused by sinas chinam polluting gemilus chasadim. The critical missing 

 

44 Rabbi Shlomo Freifeld, In Search of Greatness, p. 91. 
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ingredient was ayin tovah. Ayin tovah is one of Avraham’s identifying 
features listed in the mishnah.45 Rabbi Salomon explains that an ayin 
tovah demonstrates a higher level of kindness because it reaches 
beyond addressing someone’s needs and filling their lack. Avraham 
Avinu possessed an extraordinarily generous spirit, giving much more 
than what the angels needed. He appreciated all of Hashem’s good-
ness in the world and wanted every person to benefit from it. The 
Maharal distinguishes between a lev tov (good heart) and an ayin tovah. 
Someone with a lev tov is kindhearted and doesn’t want anyone to 
suffer. Someone with an ayin tovah is proactive, always on the lookout 
for another’s best interests, wanting everyone to be “besheleimus uvetov 
(in wholeness and goodness).” 46 

The words “shalom” and “sheleimus” are etymologically related, 
as peace is the world’s ultimate wholeness and completion. The 
two descriptions of Aharon – oheiv shalom and oheiv haberiyos – are 
interrelated through the concept of ayin tovah. Aharon’s supreme 
level of character refinement affected both the proactive and 
receptive sides of his interpersonal relationships. Our efforts to 
climb the heights of spiritual sophistication involve proactive 
peacemaking. With sensitivity and foresight, we are obligated to 
embrace the concept of ayin tovah, always seeking and pursuing 
what would benefit others the most. Furthermore, we must use an 
ayin tovah when assessing the behavior of others, always judging 
favorably and forgiving their mistakes. 

Our Sages describe how the cohen would stand and “meitiv 
(improve)” the neiros (flames) on the Menorah.47 A flame is a 
symbol of the soul of a Jew.48 Aharon HaCohen would improve the 

 

45 Pirkei Avos 5:22. 
46 Matnas Chayim, pp. 66, 67, 71-72. 
47 As quoted in Sichos Hischazkus, pp. 64-65. 
48 “Neir Hashem nishmas adam (the flame of Hashem is a human soul);” Mishlei 20:27. 
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flames with his ayin tovah – both recognizing the pure goodness in 
every person and seeking the optimal good for every person. 

Chodesh Av, the month that begins with Aharon’s yahrzeit, is 
deemed an auspicious time to work on fostering achdus (unity).49 
Although Av is a month associated with mourning, it is also called 
Menachem Av – a season of loving paternal comfort. Av begins 
with sorrow but ends with joy and hope. Indeed, our Sages declare 
that the third Beis HaMikdash will be built in Av.  

Rabbi Tzvi Meir Silverberg explains the mystical reason for 
Av’s hidden optimistic quality: the month of Av corresponds 
kabbalistically to the letter teis, which stands for tov. Rabbi Silver-
berg elaborates that tov is the very fabric of creation. We say in our 
daily prayers: “Uvetuvo mechadesh bechol yom tamid ma’aseh bereishis 
(With His good He renews every day constantly the works of 
creation).” We thus fulfill the purpose of creation by using an ayin 
tovah – seeing the good in everything and seeking the optimal good 
for everyone. 

In our efforts to emulate Aharon’s attributes of oheiv shalom 
and oheiv es haberiyos, may we be personally zocheh to rebuild the Beis 
HaMikdash with love, fellowship, and harmony, speedily and in 
our days. 

 

49 Sichos Hischazkus, pp. 64-65. 
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