Shemini - Eltzafan: Undertaker, Prince, Activist

Moses called Mishael and Elzaphan, sons of Uzziel
the uncle of Aaron, and said to them, “Come
forward and carry your kinsmen away from the
front of the sanctuary to a place outside the
camp.” They came forward and carried them out
of the camp by their tunics, as Moses had ordered.
And Moses said to Aaron and to his sons Eleazar
and Ithamar, “Do not bare your heads and do not
rend your clothes, lest you die and anger strike the
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whole community. But your kinsmen, all the
house of Israel, shall bewail the burning that the
LORD has wrought.

The chieftain of the ancestral house of the
Kohathite clans was Elizaphan son of Uzziel.
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Rashi, Bemidbar 16:4

And what induced Korah to quarrel with Moses? He was envious of the princely dignity held by Elzaphan
the son of Uziel (Midrash Tanchuma, Korach 1) whom Moses had appointed prince over the sons of Kohath
although this was by the express command of God (Numbers 3:30). Korah argued thus: “My father and his

brothers were four in number - as it is said, (Exodus 6:18) “and the sons of Kohath were [Amram and
Izhar and Hebron and Uziel]”. - “As to Amram, the eldest, his two sons have themselves assumed high
dignity, one as king and the other as High Priest; who is entitled to receive the second (the rank next to
it)? Is it not “I” who am the son of Izhar, who was the second to Amram amongst the brothers? And yet he
has appointed as prince the son of his (Amram’s) brother who was the youngest of all of them! I hereby
protest against him and will undo his decision”. - What did he do? He arose and assembled 250 men, fitted
to be heads of the Sanhedrin, most of them of the tribe of Reuben who were his neighbours.
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[I. Pursuers of Peace
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The Gemara answers: They were not punished for their entry into the
sacred place but for a different reason, as it was taught in a baraita that
Rabbi Eliezer says: Aaron’s sons died only because they taught a
halakha before Moses their teacher; they should have asked him for
his ruling, but they neglected to do so. The Gemara asks: What did they
interpret from the verse that led them to enter the sacred place with
fire? The verse states: #And the sons of Aaron the priest shall put fire
upon the altar” (Leviticus 1:7), which indicates that although fire
descends from the heavens, it is a mitzva to bring man-made fire. To
fulfill this mitzva, Aaron’s sons entered and brought fire to the altar.

The right way to innovate
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Although their ruling was in accordance with the halakha, they incurred
the death penalty for failing to ask Moses

But there were some men who were unclean by reason v 93713

of a corpse and could not offer the passover sacrifice on
that day. Appearing that same day before Moses and
Aaron, those men said to them, “Unclean though we
are by reason of a corpse, why must we be debarred
from presenting the LORD’s offering at its set time with
the rest of the Israelites?”
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The Gemara asks: And is the halakhic principle that one who is
engaged in a mitzva is exempt from performing another mitzva
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derived from here? It is derived from there, as it is taught in a
baraita that it is written: #There were certain men who were
impure by the corpse of a person and they could not observe the
Pesah on that day” (Numbers 9:6). Before proceeding with the
discussion, the baraita seeks to clarify with regard to those men who

became impure: Who were they?! The baraita answers: They were
the bearers of Joseph’s coffin, which the Jewish people brought with
them in the desert. This is the statement of Rabbi Yosei HaGelili
Rabbi Akiva says: They were Mishael and Elzaphan, who were
engaged in carrying the bodies of Nadav and Avihu after they
were burned in the Holy of Holies (see Leviticus 10:4). Rabbi
Yitzhak says: These identifications are inaccurate, because if they
were the bearers of Joseph’s coffin, they could have already been
purified. They were camped at Sinai sufficient time to become
purified in time to sacrifice the Paschal lamb. And if they were
Mishael and Elzaphan they could have already been purified, as the
Tabernacle was erected on the first of Nisan, which was the eighth
day of the inauguration, when the sons of Aaron were burned. More
than seven days remained until the eve of Passover on the fourteenth
of Nisan
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