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A selection from this week’s Torah portion (Shemini): Leviticus, Chapter 10, verses 1 through 11
 ַויּ ִתְּ נוּ,אַהֲר ֹן נָדָ ב ַו ֲאבִיהוּא אִישׁ ַמחְתָּ תוֹ- א ַויִּקְחוּ ְבנֵי1 And Nadav and Avihu, the sons of Aaron,
 ַויָּשִׂימוּ ָעלֶי ָה קְט ֶֹרת; ַויַּק ְִריבוּ ִל ְפנֵי י ְהוָה אֵשׁ, ָבהֵן אֵשׁtook each of them his censer, and put fire in
. ֲאשֶׁר ֹלא ִצוָּה א ֹתָ ם-- ז ָָרהthem, and laid incense thereon, and offered
strange fire before the LORD, which He had
not commanded them.
 ִל ְפנֵי, וַתּ ֹאכַל אוֹתָ ם; ַויָּמֻתוּ, ב וַתֵּ צֵא אֵשׁ ִמ ִלּ ְפנֵי י ְהוָה2 And there came forth fire from before the
. י ְהוָהLORD, and devoured them, and they died
before the LORD.
דִּ בֶּר י ְהוָה לֵאמ ֹר- הוּא ֲאשֶׁר,אַהֲר ֹן- ג וַיּ ֹאמֶר מֹשֶׁה אֶל3 Then Moses said unto Aaron: 'This is it that
, ֶא ָכּבֵד; ַויּ ִדּ ֹם, ָהעָם- ְפּנֵי כָל- ְועַל, ִבּקְרֹבַי ֶאקָּדֵ שׁthe LORD spoke, saying: Through them that
. אַהֲר ֹןare near unto Me I will be sanctified, and
before all the people I will be glorified.' And
Aaron held his peace.
, ְבּנֵי ֻעזִּיאֵל,שׁאֵל ְואֶל ֶא ְל ָצפָן
ָ מִי- אֶל, ד ַויִּק ְָרא מֹשֶׁה4 And Moses called Mishael and Elzaphan, the
 ֲאחֵיכֶם ֵמאֵת- ק ְִרבוּ שְׂאוּ אֶת, דּ ֹד אַהֲר ֹן; וַיּ ֹאמֶר ֲא ֵלהֶםsons of Uzziel the uncle of Aaron, and said to
. ַל ַמּ ֲחנֶה,מִחוּץ- אֶל,הַקּ ֹדֶ שׁ- ְפּנֵיthem: 'Draw near, carry your brethren from
before the sanctuary out of the camp.'
-- ַל ַמּ ֲחנֶה,מִחוּץ- אֶל,שּׂאֻם ְבּכֻתֳּ נ ֹתָ ם
ָ ִ  ַויּ, ה ַויִּק ְְרבוּ5 So they drew near, and carried them in their
. דִּ בֶּר מֹשֶׁה, ַכּ ֲאשֶׁרtunics out of the camp, as Moses had said.
אַהֲר ֹן וּ ְל ֶא ְל ָעזָר וּ ְלאִיתָ מָר ָבּנָיו-ו וַיּ ֹאמֶר מֹשֶׁה אֶל
, וְֹלא תָ מֻתוּ,תִ פְר ֹמוּ-תִּ פ ְָרעוּ וּ ִבגְדֵ יכֶם ֹלא-ָראשֵׁיכֶם אַל
יִבְכּוּ--בֵּית יִשׂ ְָראֵל- כָּל, יִקְצ ֹף; ַו ֲאחֵיכֶם, ָהעֵדָ ה-ְועַל כָּל
. ֲאשֶׁר שׂ ַָרף י ְהוָה, ַהשּׂ ְֵרפָה-אֶת

6 And Moses said to Aaron, and to Eleazar and
to Ithamar, his sons: 'Let not the hair of your
heads go loose, neither rend your clothes, that
you die not, and that He be not wroth with all
the congregation; but let your brethren, the
whole house of Israel, bewail the burning
which the LORD has kindled.

שׁמֶן
ֶ -כִּי--תָּ מֻתוּ- פֶּן, ז וּ ִמפֶּתַ ח אֹהֶל מוֹעֵד ֹלא תֵ צְאוּ7 And you shall not go out from the door of the
} {פ. כִּדְ בַר מֹשֶׁה, ֲעלֵיכֶם; ַויַּעֲשׂוּ,שׁחַת י ְהוָה
ְ  ִמTent of Meeting, lest you die; for the anointing
oil of the LORD is upon you.' And they did
according to the word of Moses.
.אַהֲר ֹן לֵאמ ֹר- אֶל, ח ַוי ְדַ בֵּר י ְהוָה8 And the LORD spoke unto Aaron, saying:
- בְּב ֹ ֲאכֶם אֶל,תֵּ שְׁתְּ אַתָּ ה וּ ָבנֶיָך אִתָּ ְך-שׁכָר אַל
ֵ  ט יַי ִן ְו9 'Drink neither wine nor strong drink, you, nor
. לְד ֹר ֹתֵ יכֶם, ֻחקַּת עוֹלָם:וְֹלא תָ מֻתוּ-- אֹהֶל מוֹעֵדyour sons with you, when you go into the Tent
of Meeting, that you die not; it shall be a
statute forever throughout your generations.
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 וּבֵין, וּבֵין ַה ָטּמֵא, בֵּין הַקּ ֹדֶ שׁ וּבֵין הַח ֹל, י וּ ְל ַהבְדִּ יל10 And that you may put difference between
. ַהטָּהוֹרthe holy and the common, and between the
unclean and the clean;
 ֲאשֶׁר, ַה ֻחקִּים- כָּל,אֵת-- ְבּנֵי יִשׂ ְָראֵל- אֶת, יא וּלְהוֹר ֹת11 and that you may teach the children of Israel
.מֹשֶׁה- ְבּי ַד, דִּ בֶּר י ְהוָה ֲאלֵיהֶםall the statutes which the LORD has spoken to
them by the hand of Moses.'
QUESTIONS:
1. In this, one of the most troubling passages of Torah, we might strive to perceive what sin means
in the context of serving G-d. What was the “sin” of Nadav and Avihu, the two oldest sons of
Aaron, the High Priest? What could a “strange fire” mean? Perhaps it is as defined in the next
phrase – “which He had not commanded them.” Do you see something more here than simply
bringing an unbidden sacrifice? Note: “Strange fire” in Hebrew is aish zarah; idol worship is
avodah zarah. How might their sacrifice have been idolatrous? Most of the rabbinic
commentaries place the blame on the sons, saying that they were greedy for prestige, too prideful,
or not sufficiently deferential to the teachings of their father and uncle, etc.
2. Strictness of performance of ritual – that is, getting it exactly right –certainly appears to be one
focus here; clearly, the priests were not allowed to bring just any sacrifice any time that they
wanted. There is another important point here as well. We see in verse 1 that they brought the fire
themselves, but what was different about the fire on the altar? G-d sends it down! So, by bringing
a manmade fire (i.e., one that was not started by G-d), they literally brought an vrZ Jt - aish
zarah, a strange fire, making the whole sacrificial process look less miraculous, less G-d focused.
This could not be allowed if the whole system were to stand. Also, timing was a problem: their
sacrifice was not commanded to them by G-d through Moses for that specific time.
3. Does the text even mention “sin” per se? Could they have died because of a more innocent
reason, such as not being careful enough around so awesome a power? That is, do we see any
certain intentionality by G-d to kill them? Could you make the argument that their deaths were
akin to dying in a fire or an electrical accident? Why or why not?
4. Yet another explanation given is that they were overly zealous – in bringing a sacrifice on their
own initiative, they were attempting to achieve an even greater closeness to G-d, but this, too, can
clearly be dangerous. Their very names might point to the credibility of this explanation: Nadav
means “willing” – the Hebrew word for volunteer comes from the same root; and the name Avihu
means “He is my father,” with the “he” probably referring to his Heavenly Father rather than to
Aaron, his earthly father. Also, according to Midrash (Biblical legend), the fire that killed them
consumed their souls rather than their bodies – the story told is that not a single hair on their
heads was singed.
5. What could the quotation in verse 3 mean – that G-d is sanctified by those who are near to Him
and will be glorified before all of the people? Note that the message did not come directly to
Aaron but was rather relayed by Moses – why? Why did this silence Aaron? If this was an
intentional punishment by G-d, what had Aaron done to deserve losing his two oldest sons? Some
speculate that this was a belated punishment for having created the Golden Calf back in Exodus
32.
6. What other reason for their deaths might we draw from verses 8 through 11? Could their sin
simply be that of drunkenness during holy service, or perhaps even the consequences of SUI
(sacrificing under the influence)? Alternatively, could they have become drunk on the pride of
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being the sons of the High Priest? We might consider how difficult it is to be a PK (preacher’s
kid), and magnify that substantially, since they were the sons of the only true “clergy” of their
people. We might want to also consider that they, too, were anointed priests, and had just
participated in the grand opening ceremonies of the Mishkan, the tabernacle.
7. What do we learn from verse 6 about standard mourning practice in the Torah as opposed to what
the priests can do during mourning? What is the same and what is different? Why are the
practices different for Aaron and his two remaining sons? That is, why could the rest of the
Israelites mourn the two sons, but Aaron and his two remaining sons could not?
8. Are there ultimately any larger “lessons” that we can draw from this text?
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