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Sat 14 July 2012        B”H 
Dr Maurice M. Mizrahi  
Congregation Adat Reyim 
Torah discussion on Pinchas 

 

When does speculation become lashon hara'? 
 

In this week’s parsha, Pinchas, a man named Tzelafchad dies, 
leaving five daughters.  We are not told how or why he died: 

The daughters of Zelophehad…[said] "Our father died in the desert, but he 
was not in the assembly that banded together against the Lord in Korach's 
assembly, but he died for his own sin, and he had no sons…” [Num. 27:1-3] 

So we know he died presumably as punishment for some sin. Which? 
 
 

What did Tzelafchad do wrong? 
 
-Talmud: R. Akiva says: He was the man who gathered wood on Shabbat and 
was stoned to death as a result [Numbers 15:32] [Shabbat 96b] 

-Said  Rabbi Judah ben Beteira to him: "Akiva! In either case you will be called to  task. If 
you are right, the Torah shielded him, while you reveal him! And if  not, you cast a stigma 
upon a righteous man.” [Shabbat 96b] 

-R. Shimon says: He was among those who ascended [the mountain] defiantly 
and died. [Rashi, Shabbat 97a].  They went up to go to the Holy Land before Moses 
and the Israelites were ready: 

And Moses said, Why do you now transgress the commandment of the Lord? But it shall 
not succeed. Do not go up, for the Lord is not among you; so that you should not be 
struck before your enemies. For the Amalekites and the Canaanites are there before you, 
and you shall fall by the sword; because you are turned away from the Lord, therefore the 
Lord will not be with you. But they presumed to go up to the hill top…[Numbers 14:41-44] 

-Zohar [on Shelach]:  Rabbi Hiyya said…This is what is written: "But he died in 
his own sin [“ki b’chet’o met” -- with chet’o spelled chet tet aleph vav]" (Num. 27:3); 
[that is] “he died in the sin [chet tet aleph] of the Vav”. Therefore, his sentence 
was left unsaid and not explained as other sentences. Because this matter had to 
be in secrecy and veiled and not made known. Therefore, it was not mentioned 
openly and God glorified His own glory.  [?] 
-Or HaHayyim [Morocco, 18th cent]: He was among those whose death in the 
desert God had decreed as a result of the debacle of the spies.  
-Ramban: He died a natural death in the wilderness in his bed, "in his sin" 
because he was not worthy to enter the land. 
-Tosafot [onBava Batra 119b].  [The] intention [of the man gathering sticks on 
Shabbat] was for the sake of Heaven. For the people of Israel were saying that 
since it had been decreed that they will not enter the Land because of the 
incident of the Spies, they are no longer obligated to keep the mitzvot. So he 
went and violated Shabbat so that he should be killed, and others should see. 
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-Maharsha: Thus he did not truly sin, since [by Torah law] "a work that is not needed for 
its product" does not violate Shabbat. Nevertheless, the court executed him, for a judge 
can only judge by what he sees, not by the intentions of the heart. 

 

 

What did Nadav and Avihu do wrong? 
 
-Another example of speculation about wrongdoing:  Nadav and 
Avihu: 

And Nadav and Avihu, the sons of Aaron, took each of them his censer, 
and put fire in it, and put incense on it, and offered strange fire before the 
Lord, which he did not command them.   And there went out fire from the 
Lord, and devoured them, and they died before the Lord. [Leviticus 10:1-2] 

 
Bar Kappara said in the name of Rabbi Jeremiah ben Elazar: Aaron's 
sons died on account of four things: for drawing near, for offering, for 
the strange fire, and for not having taken counsel from each other. 
-"For drawing near" -- because they entered into the innermost 
precincts of the Sanctuary.  
-"For offering" -- because they offered a sacrifice which they had not 
been commanded to offer.  
-"For the strange fire" -- they brought in fire from the kitchen.  
-"And for not having taken counsel from each other" -- as it says, 
"Each of them his censer," implying that they acted each on his own 
initiative, not taking counsel from one another. [Lev. Rabbah 20:6] 
 
Rabbi Mani of She'ab, Rabbi Yehoshua of Siknin, and Rabbi 
Yochanan in the name of Rabbi Levi said: The sons of Aaron died on 
account of four things...  
-Because they had drunk wine, as it says [immediately following the 
incident], "Drink no wine nor strong drink... so that you do not die" 
[Leviticus 10:9].  
-Because they served in the Sanctuary without the prescribed 
number of priestly garments (Exodus 28:43).  
-Because they entered the Sanctuary without washing their hands 
and feet (Exodus 30:21).  
-Because they had no children... as it says, "And Nadav and Avihu 
died... and they had no children" (Numbers 3:4). [Lev. Rabbah 20:9] 

 
-Abba Hanin says it was because they had no wives, for it is written 
[regarding the High Priest], "And [he shall] make atonement for 
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himself, and for his house" (Leviticus 16:6) -- "his house" refers to his wife. 
[Lev. Rabbah 20:9] 
  
-Rabbi Levi says that they were arrogant. Many women remained 
unmarried waiting for them. What did they say? Our father's brother is 
a king, our mother's brother is a prince [i.e., Nachshon, the head of 
the tribe of Judah], our father is a High Priest, and we are both 
Deputy High Priests; what woman is worthy of us? ...  
-Moses and Aaron went first, Nadav and Avihu walked behind them, 
and all Israel followed, and Nadav and Avihu were saying: "When will 
these two old men die and we assume authority over the 
community?" Rabbi Judah in the name of Rabbi Aibu said that they 
uttered this to one another with their mouths, while Rabbi Pinchas 
said that they harbored the thought in their hearts. 

-[Upon hearing this,] the Holy One, blessed be He, said to them: 'We shall 
see who will bury whom.' [Sanhedrin 52a] 

-Others say: They already deserved to die at Mount Sinai, when they 
callously feasted their eyes on the Divine (Exodus 24:9-11).[Lev. Rabbah 20:10] 
 
-Rabbi Eliezer ben Yaakov stated: The sons of Aaron died only 
because they gave a legal decision in the presence of their master 
Moses.  
What was the exposition they made? They interpreted the verse 
(Leviticus 1:7), "And the sons of Aaron the priest shall put fire upon the 
altar." This is to teach us, they said, that although fire [generally] 
came down from heaven, it is nevertheless a mitzvah to bring also 
ordinary fire. [This is indeed the law; their sin was that they rendered 
a Halachic decision in the presence of their teacher.] [Eruvin 63a, Lev. 

Rabbah 20:6] 

 
-Nadav and Avihu died because of Aaron's making of the Golden Calf, 
as it is written: "[Moses said:] And against Aaron God in truth raged to 
destroy him; and I prayed also for Aaron at that time." (Deuteronomy 9:20). 
"To destroy him" means the death of children, as it is written, "And I 
destroyed his fruit from above" (Amos 2:9). Moses' prayer was halfway 
effective, so that two died and two remained alive. [Rashi on Deut. 9:20] 

 
In their defense: 
 



 4 

-The death of the sons of Aaron is mentioned in four places, and 
each time their sin is mentioned with it, in order to teach you that this 
was their only sin. [Tanchuma, Ahare Mot 6:6] 

-"They came close to G-d and died" (Leviticus 16:1) -- they approached 
the supernal light out of their great love of the Holy, and thereby died. 
Thus they died by "divine kiss" such as experienced by the perfectly 
righteous; it is only that the righteous die when the divine kiss 
approaches them, while they died by their approaching it... Although 
they sensed their own demise, this did not prevent them from drawing 
near to G-d in attachment, delight, delectability, fellowship, love, kiss 
and sweetness, to the point that their souls ceased from them. [Ohr 

HaChaim, Morocco, 18th cent.] 

-After Pinchas acted zealously [by killing Zimri and Cosbi]... and the 
tribe of Shim’on came after him in anger, his soul left him, at which 
time the two souls of Nadav and Avihu [his uncles] entered him. [Zohar 

on Tzav 14b].   
-Pinchas is a "tikkun" for the sin of Nadav and Avihu 
-How did two become one?  Nadav and Avihu never married, thus each is  
considered only half a person. [Zohar 3:57b; Likutey Torah, Vayikra, by the Arizal] 

Pinchas was Eliyahu HaNavi! [Zohar on Pinchas]. 
 

 
Discussion:  Is such speculation necessary? 
 
-It is legitimate to try to understand what caused an unexplained,  
mysterious, or seemingly senseless death. 
-There is a teaching flowing from each “explanation”. 
-But when does this constitute dumping on the deceased by 
creatively trying to find fault with them? 

-Is it rabbinically-sanctioned lashon hara’? 
-What should be the limits? 

 

 
Conclusion 
 
Lamed l’shoncha lomar eni yodea’ 
Teach your tongue to say 'I do not know' [Talmud, Berachot 4a] 
 


