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‘The sons of Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, each took his fire pan, they put fire in them and placed
+ incense upon it; and they brought before HASHEM an alien fire that He had not comméanded

them. 2 A fire came forth from before HASHEM and consumed them, and they died before HASHEM,
3 Moses said to Aaron: Of this did HASHEM speak, saying: “I will be sanctified through thos?_‘

who are nearest Me, thus I will be hofforéd before. the entire people”; and Aaron was silent.
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1-7. The death of Nadab and Abihu. Just when the joy of .
the inauguration ritual had reached its peak, tragedy struck.
Aaron’s two oldest sons — men whom Moses described as
the most outstanding sons of the nation — performed an
unauthorized service and lost their lives. The behavior of
Moses and.Aaron in the face of this grievous loss gave
further testimony to their own greatness and brought about
a new and greater sanctification of God's Name.

' The Sages and the commentators offer a wide range of
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The sin of bringi bidden i M T ~ interpretations reg'ar.dlng the actua e;:ctlhof ::;;b \;\:;
e e and A cored ir Brimeing thels Abihu, why they did it, and why it caused thelrdeatil.

tors follow Sifra that Nadab and Abihu erred in bringing their -~ »

) briefly, we offer the major opinions of the primary commen-
éown incense into the Holy of Holies, where even the Kohen

tators, and a perspective on the underlying flaw that caused

Gadol may enter only on Yo Kippur. Ramban (1‘6:2) and R’ E Nadab and Abihu to err. :

Bachya, however, contend that it is inconceivable that
- Nadab and Abihu would have taken it upon themselves to . - .

enter the holiest part of the Sanctuary, something that even . . ) -

their father had not been commanded or authorized to do, as :
¢vet. Rather, they offered the regular daily incense upon the -

Inner Altar, though they had not been commanded to doso . = L

(Ramban, Ravad to Sifra; Ritva-to Yoma 53a). . . § : _ : . . . 5
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/\/ «§Why did Nadab and Abihu take it upon themselves to :
- do s0? Seeing the great display of love that God showered = - 3?:

———

- upon Israel by sending a Heavenly fire to consume the offer-
s (9:24), they wished to reciprocate with a display of their
own love of God. They used the incense as their megans of
doing so (Sifra). Knowing that there was a commandment to
, bring fire and incense every day, and seeing that Moses had
not yet told anyone to.do so, they assumed that they should
# act on their own. Moses, however, was waiting for the de-
-~ 5cent of the Heavenly fire. He wanted the very first incense to
. bekindled with God's own fire, in order to cause a sanctifica-
_'tion of God’s Name (Rashbam).
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NADAV AND AVIHU'S EXCESSIVE SPIRITUAL FERVOR
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The Sages offer numerous interpretations to explain the deaths of Nadav
and Avihu. "{he two opinions that Rashi cites are that they died because.
thé rendered a legal ruling without first consulting with Moshe, their
-keacher, and that they died because they brought their offerings in a state

of alcoholic intoxication (Eiruvin 63b). g
" Besides the fact that the text does nc¥ seem to support these inter-

pretations, the entire exercise of finding a reason for their deaths seems

. superfluous, because the Torah itself gives the reason for their deaths:

“- Aharon’s sons, Nadav and Avihu, each took his fire pan and placed
fire and incense on it. They offered it before God — unauthorized

fire, Which [God] had not instructed them [to offer].

) (Vayikra 10:1)

Furthermore, the Sages’ unfavorable characterization of Nadav and
Avihu appears to contradict the Talmud’s interpretation of a verse that
follows: “] will be sanctified through those who are close to Me” (ibid.,
3), which implies that Nadav and Avihu had attained a level of $piritu-

a»

ality higher even than that of Moshe and Aharon (see Rashi, loc cit.). -
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HaFimek Davar explains that death is not alwaysa consequence of
sin — sometimes it can result from a spiritual experience that is beyond
one’s capacity to endure. The Torah contains numerous examples of such
>{: spiritual “short circu E " A Class1c example is found in the account of the
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Sinai revelation. The Midrash relates that the souls of the Jews left thei;"l
badies when they heard God’s voice pronouncing the first two of the Ten |
Commandments. In another case, Shimshon’s parents were convinced
that they would die as a result of their encounter with an angel (Shoftim -
13:22). -

& Life in this world consists of a partnership between body and, ;sz?ul. :
Yet powerful spiritual experiences can excite the soul and make it vi- »
brate at a higher ”frequency"hthan that of the body. If the body lags be-
hind the soul, such an experience can cause the soul to burst out of its
I.),hysical confines in a flash of supréme spiritual rapture, and the body
may not survive the experience. Thys it is that only extremely righteous '
individuals, who have purified their bodies and elevated them to a spir*
itual level that corresponds to the level of their souls, are caPable of sur-
viying certain very intense spiritual experiences. ‘ B
ol THis “unauthorized fire” was not the first time Nadav and Avihu |
'had reached for spirituality that was beyond their grasp. The Torah tells
us that prior to the Mishkan’s inaﬁguration ceremony, they had under- -
‘gone another such experience that was beyond their physical capggit}’

forendure:

Moshe then went ﬁp, along with Aharon, Nadav, and Avihu, and sev-
enty of Israel’s leaders. They saw a vision of the God of Israel, and un-
der His feet was something like a sapphire brick, like the essence of a

clear sky. God did not unleash His power against the leaders of the . .

children of Israel. They had a vision of the divine, and they ate and :

drank. : =
. ] (Shemos 24:9-11) "

~JRashi notes that the phrase “the leaders of the children of Israel,”
against whom “God did not unleash His power, " refers ‘specifically to
Nadav and Avihu. The verse jmplies that they deserved to die for having
participated in this experience, yet God spared their’lii/es, miraculously
returning their souls to their bodies. S
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\ gcfl‘hus a pattern emerges in their aspirations and in their behavior.
The desire to go beyond their spiritual capability was ingrained in

Nicfi.av ana@ Avihu’s personalities. It propelled them at breakneck speed

f0 zhe highest levels of consciousness, enabling them to reach spiritual

: r;—.élms that surpassed even the awareness of Moshe and Aharon. At the
[ same time, however, their zeal wore down those threads that connected‘}

their bodies to theif souls, until finally the threads snapped, and their
Lsouls left their bodies behind and soared on to even higher realms of di-
 yinity. - _

* The “sins” of Nadav and Avihu thus stemmed from their insatiable
desire to achieve a more profound knowledge of God. As Rashi'’s expla-
nation impligs, by drinking wine they hoped to achieve higher states of
consciousness; and they rendered legal decisions without consulting

- Moshe first, because they could not control their zeal. In this light, the
~Talmud’s implication that they attained a greater spiritual level than
‘Moshe and Aharon did is altogether reasonable. '

v.. This extremely intense desire to come closer to God that Nadav

-and Avihu had cultivated came to overshadow everything else in their
»lives — even God’s Own commandments. The Torah refers to this burn-
':;7 ing intensity as “an unauthorized fire,” to teach that the “fire” of reli-
\ gjous zeal must be channeled in accordance with the guidelines of the

Torah.
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\ this point, we can revert to our original question. Moses
pray.d, ‘Forgive this people, or else wipe me out from the book
that you have written.” Rashbam explains ‘your book’
‘the book of life.’
way:

as meaning
And Seforno paraphrases Moses’ cry in this

‘Whether you assent to forgive their sin, or not, wipe out

'ix_ll 32-3y merits from your book and credit them, as it were, to
. Istael, so that they may be worthy of forgiveness. s




v "l‘v‘*)f is_the utfermost _point of self-sacrifice, expressed by
Mioses, as it had been previously -by Abraham. In his love for
(’ .&Q peaple, he begged for his own annihilatioa~—in this world and -~

1 the next. Self ceased to exist: only the fate of Israel was of
importance® - And the reward for thisselflessness, ingfained in
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 the,heritage of Israel, is the privilege of prayer, a privilege granted
on]y on condition of being used with this willing submission of
“the self to the will of God. That is the connection which Baal
HaTurim draws between the cry of Moses, the elghteen, reitera-

. tions of His name, and the eighteen blessings of the Amldah the

* central prayer of our liturgy. To the race of Abraham and Moses,

» prayer becomes not an egoistic drumming against the irrevocable
purpose of God’s will, but a humble recognition of. His goodness
and wisdom.

Korah is cited in the passage of the Midrash Tanchumah that
we have quoted, as the exact opposite of Moses in this respect.
it was just this quality that he.Jacked—and that-even though we

o wognise that his desire was not for material enrichment but,
i;’

quite sincerely, for the spiritual closeness to _God that the Hich
Priesthood would bring. His motive was a real longing for the
Mitzvoth, the sanctity of the position. But yet, as the Midrash
points out, even on this lofty plane, he displayed a self-assertive
greed that leads him to be identified with the man who ‘rushes
%o egrich himself” Tt was Korah's own desires that filled his
horizon:” he could not even consider what God's will on the
«matter might be; he could not lay his thrusting egoism aside to
realise that the divine purpose was being fulfilled by Aaron, that
it was not for this that Korah was intended. Korah’s own will
obtruded before everything; unlike Moses, who was ready to
dqny himself utterly, where the good of the people, or the com-
mand. of God, was in _guestion. This is the difference betwes:
the ‘mar of faith’ and the man who ‘rushes to enrich himseli.

as described in Proverbs

LS There are practical applications of this distinction, even withii.
the scale of normal daily living. It implies a call to restraint of
this clamouring voice of the-self, demianding, asserting, even in
matters where the desired good is a spiritual one. There is
.\ spiritual egoism, as well as a material one—expressed in an interes::%
/ only in the benefit to one's own soul of a particular Mitzvah, for
gxample, without thought for the best manner in which, objectively
«and unselfishly, it should be performed. We should never lose’
sight of the moral sensibilities of other people, never wound them, -
in our own determination to be virtuous. Our generosity can
mean the humiliation of another, our piety his embarrassment.
At all times, it is the will of God that should determine our actions
apd motives, even where this might mean being a little less offi-
glous in our eagerness for Mitzvoth. In praver, above all. it is

}
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this submission that should permeate all qur_requests and desires.
to the point where these desires themselves become IOSL in @
joyful acceptance of whatever destiny He will grant.
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v The Gemorrah [Kidushin 31a] tells us “Greater.is a *itzvah which one hag-been commanded to do,
than one which ene has not been commanded.to 46", whicl- Tosafos eXDlains 1 only because of the
extra pressure and worry of having to battle the Yetzer Hora {ed. note.see Tos. in Avodah Zora 3a]. It
would seent that otherwise a voluntary Mitzvah would be greater. Says the Ya’arois Devash [v2

&g‘_rosho 9],Yaccordingly, in the future when Hashem will destroy the Yetzer Hora [Sukkah 52a], a
voluntary Mitzvah will be of a greater level, ) )

M

5 ' ®
Nadav and Avihu were under the impression that since the Mi shkan had been built, the Chet Ha’eigel
- had been forgiven and the Yetzer Hora had been destroyed. iust 15 had beer ; el

had been done, at Matan Torah. Therefore, doing Mitzvos without being commanded on were of a
greater level. They therefore brought a fire without being commanded. e

. .

The Arizal says that Nadav and A¥vihu had their minds on bringing ti:e world to the perfection of -

before the Chet of the Eitz Hada’as [see Chidushci HaRim Parshas Achare; Mos]. With this we can
now understand their intention for saying “When wil: these two elders pass away and we become the
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leaders over the community”. What they meant was: when will these elders, symbolic of the
Lommanded Mitzveos, 13'5§§‘ on, so that the era of the future can begin, when the world Yetumns to
perfection and Voluntary Mitzvos be -at a greater level than Commanded ones. led. note: To this
Hashem answered them ‘Do not pride yourselves with tomorrow” i.e. the time is not yet ripe]. '

We now understand that the seemingly different reason Chazal have given for their deaths is really
not a different reason at all, for in truth they are both one and the same. Nadav and Avihu’s death had |
been because of their bringing a strange fire on which Hashem hzad 1ot commanded, which was the
same id€a behind them saying “When will these two clders pass away and we become the leaders

over the community”. Both ideas were motivated by the drive to serve Hashem at the highest leve] of
devotion, through being ‘free of the Yetzer Hora and being able to serve Hashem voluntarilvi)
something which the world was not yet ready for. Their_death was not so much a punishment as i

was a direct affect of the intense devotion that accompanied the doing of 2 voluntary Mitzvah. Their

passion to serve Hashem was so great that it caused their souls fo depari. This devotion was one of -
the future, one which we look forward to having, speedily in our days. ¥
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