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Shemini-Parah 5776- Refuseniks 
 

 

In this week’s parsha we learn about the Eighth day of 

the Milu’im. This was the day that Aharon Hakohain began his 

service in the Mishkan as Kohain Gadol. As part of his 

investiture he had to offer two sacrifices, the first of which was 

a calf. As the passuk says “Kach lecha Aigel ben bakar 

lechatos” – “Take for yourself a calf from cattle as a chattos 

offering” (Vayikra, 9:2). Rashi citing Chazal explains that the 

specific purpose of this offering was for Aharon to attain a 

forgiveness for his role in the horrific incident of the Aigel 

Hazahav-The Golden Calf. 

 As for a forgiveness for the rest of the Jewish nation, well, 

there is another bovine in the Torah that some say was used to 

facilitate a forgiveness, namely the Para Adumah-The Red 

Cow- whose ashes were mixed with water and sprinkled on a 

tamai person as part of his/her procedure toward purification. 

The connection between this cow and the Aigel is offered by 

Rav Moshe Hadarshan (11th century) cited by Rashi (Bamidbar, 

19:22/2) Using a parable, he explains why if the Yidden sinned with a baby calf, does the 

kapparah come through an adult cow. He says,there was once a maid who lived and worked 

in a palace. One day her son made an unholy mess. Who has to clean up the mess? Why, the 

mother of course. Similarly says Rav Moshe, let the cow, the mother of the Aigel come, and 

clean up the unholy mess caused by its child. 

 Three questions if I may. 1) In the parable we can understand why the mother must 

clean up and not the child, probably because the child is too young and is incapable of doing 

the cleaning himself. But by the Aigel, there is no reason why the forgiveness could not be 

gained through using an exact replica of the actual item with which the Yidden had sinned. 

2) If it is the mother that needs to clean up the mess, then why with Aharon was it OK for 

his forgiveness to come through a calf and not a cow? 3) We understand how a sacrifice 

begets a forgiveness. As the Ramban tells us, the person offering the korban has the sobering 

opportunity of imagining that what is happening to the animal should be happening to 

himself.   But a Parah Adumah did not offer the same experience. There was no Viduy-

confession said at the time of the slaughter of the Parah. The Yidden didn’t even have to be 

present at the time of its slaughter. So how did the nation attain a forgiveness through this 

Parah, something to which they have little emotional and gut-wrenching connection? 

 Perhaps we can offer the following theory. The forgiveness of the Parah Adumah is 

not via the classic korban mode, it is rather that within the Parah lies a limud zechus- a 

saving grace- that we offer to Hashem to explain why the Yidden succumbed to the Aigel in 

the first place. You see, the Yidden had left Mitzrayim a couple of months earlier. We are 

told by Chazal that they were steeped in idol worship whilst in Mitzrayim. That is how these 

Jews were brought up, they saw their parents serving idols and they followed suit, for they 

knew no better. And thus, when presented with the familiar and comforting opportunity to 

serve the Aigel, they did so without batting an eyelid. It’s hard to punish someone for doing 

something which was an accepted part of his entire up-bringing.  

 

 



This was Bnai Yisrael’s limud zechus; they claimed they were no different than a tinohk 

shenishba - a jewish child that at a young age was captured by heathens. When that child 

reaches The Big Court Case In The Sky he will not be taken to task by the Heavenly Tribunal 

for his non-observance of Judaism, for he knew no better. So, too, the Yidden who had just 

left Mitzrayim. Yes, they had since received the Torah from a vivid G-d, but it’s not so simple 

to get a few hundred years of idol worship out of one’s system. 

 Going back to the parable of Rav Moshe Hadarshan let us try and understand it in a 

new light. Perhaps the son was indeed old enough to have cleaned up his mess. So why are 

we told that it was his mother’s responsibility? Because she was the type of mother who had 

taught and trained her kids that it is OK to make a mess wherever you may be. Therefore, 

the onus is really upon her to clean up, after all, she created the monster! Similarly, with the 

Aigel, we acknowledge our role in the sin but at the same time we ask Hashem to recognize 

the role our ancestors played, steeping us in a tradition of idol worship. Says Rav Moshe 

Hadarshan, by Hashem linking the Parah-adult cow to the Aigel and not an actual calf, it is 

His way of responding that he does indeed see the limud zechus inherent in the sin, allowing 

for mitigation fot much of the punishment. 

 As for Aharon, why did he have to bring a calf? Well, (along with the rest of the tribe 

of Levi) Aharon, who had been brought up in the house of Amrom & Yocheved had not 

been exposed to idol worship. He did not have this excuse to explain his inadvertent role in 

the sin. Therefore, his forgiveness had to go through the classic korban kapparah, where the 

calf itself was offered and the reincarnation of the idol was indeed slain. 

 We are all familiar with the famous incident cited in the Gemara (Kiddushin 31a) 

involving the gentile Dama ben Nesina. When representatives from Klal Yisrael came to buy 

precious stones for the Aiphod he refused to wake up his father [who had the key for the safe 

under his pillow]. Because of this, he lost out on a deal that would have made him fabulously 

rich. As a reward for this quality act of Kibbud Av, a Parah Adumah was born the following 

year to his livestock, which he sold to the Yidden for the same profit he would have made on 

the stones. Why is it that he was specifically rewarded with a Parah Adumah? There were a 

myriad of other items Hashem could have bestowed upon him to make him wealthy.  

 According to the theory expressed above [that the Parah Adumah is a reminder that 

the Yidden served idols because that is how they were reared], we can understand why Dama 

was blessed with a Parah Adumah. Kibbud Av more than any other mitzvah is something in 

which parents play a vital role. If we want our kids to honor us they must first see us honor 

our parents. If a child sees his parents treating his grandparents like shmattehs then he will 

probably treat his parents that way too. He just doesn’t know any better. Dama had a high 

level of Kibbud Av because his father probably exhibited a similar level with his parents. [It 

is interesting that the father’s name was Nesinah which is a Hebrew word meaning “A 

Giving” (or “a gift”). It might be that Chazal gave him this title because he had given his 

son Dama a beautiful gift, lessons in Kibbud Av.] That is why Dama was rewarded with a 

Parah Adumah, because it is a symbol of people copying traits that they saw their parents 

practice. Thus, an apt gift given by Hashem to Dama who, too, had copied his dad. 
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