
 1 

A Dvar Torah on Parashat Shemini delivered to the Orthodox congregation on 28 
Nissan 5781 / 10 April 2021 
 
Parashat Shemini begins on the 1st of Nisan. The sanctuary (mishkan) has been 
completed and Moses offers the final commandments before its dedication. He then 
invites Aaron to offer the first sacrifices. He duly performs the rites. The Torah then 
states: 

 
Moses and Aaron came to the Tent of Meeting, and they went out and blessed the 
people—and the glory of Hashem appeared to the entire people! A fire went forth from 
before Hashem and consumed upon the altar the elevation-offering and the fats; the 
people saw and sang glad song and fell upon their faces.  
(Vayikra 9:23–24) 

 
A moment of ultimate spiritual transcendence. In its immediate aftermath the Torah 
reports the famous story of the deaths of the sons of Aaron.  
 

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 
commanded them. A fire came forth from before Hashem and consumed them, and 
they died before Hashem.  
(Vayikra 10: 1–2)  

 
There is some debate among the commentators as to the exact nature of Nadav and 
Avihu’s transgression. The Midrash, Vayikra Rabba (20:8), offers four reasons: 
 

Because of four things did the two sons of Aaron die: For drawing near, for sacrificing, 
for the strange fire, and for not consulting one another. For drawing near  having 
entered into the innermost sanctuary; for sacrificing having offered a sacrifice which 
they had not been commanded; for the strange fire they brought the flame from the 
kitchen; and that they did not consult one another  as it is said: “Each took his fire pan” 
each one acted on his own initiative. 

 
One problem with this Midrash is that the Torah later explains why Nadav and Avihu 
died, and it offers only one reason: ‘And Nadav and Avihu died, when they offered 
alien fire before Hashem.’ (Bamidbar 26:61; cf. 3:4) They died because of the ‘alien 
fire’. Still, we can understand why the Midrash attempts to identify additional sins. 
Without them, Nadav and Avihu’s transgression  bringing the alien fire – hardly 
seems a capital crime. This is especially because, as the verse is usually translated, the 
alien fire was not something they were commanded not to bring: ‘they brought before 
Hashem an alien fire that he had not commanded them.’ In other words, they were 
killed, not because they committed an action that God had forbidden, but because 
they committed an action that God had not expressly permitted. This is a puzzlingly 
harsh form of justice. Can we make sense of it? 
 
The story reminds me of an incident I experienced while I was undergoing my 
conversion in Boston 10 years ago. (Please indulge me for a bit. I promise I’ll return 
to Nadav and Avihu in due course.) My conversion was overseen by a Rabbi who was 
the head of the Boston Beth Din and very proud that Boston was reputed to be the 
hardest jurisdiction in the U.S. in which to convert—a reputation he was eager to 
uphold. I was speaking to him once about my daily routine: wake up at 5:45am for a 
6am Talmud class at the Kollel; then Shacharit at 7am; then a full day’s work; then 
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back to the Kollel for evening classes and Maariv; then home for more work and 
some final night-time learning; sleep 6 hours and repeat. Although I knew it was 
unsustainable in the long term, I loved this routine and relished my immersion into 
what was essentially a nearly-Haredi form of life, one as dedicated as possible to 
Torah study. During the conversation in question, I happened to mention to the Rabbi 
that on Friday nights, after Shabbat dinner and a long and tiring week, I would try to 
do some learning but struggled to stay awake and typically went to bed around 7pm. 
(This was during the winter, when Shabbat came in early.) ‘Who told you it was ok to 
go to bed at 7 on a Friday night?’, he asked me. ‘Who told me it was ok to go to bed 
at 7 on a Friday night?’ It had never occurred to me that I needed to be told! Told by 
whom? I was thrown off-guard and didn’t know what to say.  
 
I later understood the Rabbi’s point. In his mind, to become an Orthodox Jew is to 
become a person who defers every decision, no matter how small, to their Rabbi. 
Should I have kids and how many should I have? Ask the Rabbi. Should I buy a 
house, and which one should I buy? Ask the Rabbi. Should I go on vacation and 
where should I go? Ask the Rabbi. What time should I go to sleep on a Friday night? 
Ask the Rabbi. On this understanding of Judaism, every action, no matter how small, 
falls within the jurisdiction of Halachah and thus comes under the authority of one’s 
Rabbi. Some of you may be surprised to know that there are Halachot about the order 
in which you should put on your shoes, about which side of the bed you should sleep 
on and which direction you should face when you sleep. This vision of Judaism—it is 
the Haredi vision—thus has two essential features: (1) the ominipresence of 
Halachah—its reach extending into every part of life—and, as a consequence, (2) the 
need for complete deference to Rabbinic authority. 
 
There is something beautiful about the first part of this vision: the omnipresence of 
Halachah. It conceives of the final goal of Torah life to be closeness to God, and it 
asserts that every action, no matter how small, is an opportunity to achieve this goal. 
And there are other areas of human experience that espouse similar visions, that find 
beauty and transcendence in the smallest of things. Think of the attention to detail 
required to produce a beautiful piece of art, music, or literature. Think of the 
appreciation for the finest of fine things essential to mathematics, biology, physics, 
chemistry, and engineering. I remember when my fellow Canadian Ben Johnson ran 
the 100m dash in 9.83 seconds, and then did it again in 9.79. That .4 of a second 
seemed astonishingly important to me. (That he used steroids both times we can 
ignore.)  
 
There is also something dangerous and disturbing in this vision of Judaism, and I 
don’t just mean the unquestioning deference to Rabbinic authority. If every action 
gives me an opportunity to show my love for and dedication to God, then every action 
also puts me at risk of failing to show this. This essentially turns Judaism into a 
religion of sin: if Halachah is everywhere, then so is the possibility of violating it. 
Even where the Torah seems to give me no direction, I may be doing something 
wrong. ‘Who told you it was ok to go to bed at 7 on a Friday night?’ 
 
And this, finally, brings us back to Nadav and Avihu. According to the usual 
interpretation, they were killed, not because they did what they were told not to do, 
but because they did what they were not told to do—they went to bed at 7 on a Friday 
night. I submit that this is incompatible with the ethical sensibility I find in the Torah. 
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The God of Judaism is not a God who kills people for doing things they were not 
expressly forbidden to do. The whole point of having commandments is for us to 
know what to do and what not to do in those areas of human experience to which the 
Torah speaks. The rest is for us to work out for ourselves as wisely as we can. It 
simply does not make sense to say that Nadav and Avihu were killed because “they 
brought before Hashem an alien fire that He had not commanded them.” 
 
I am not the first person to have this worry. A number of commentators have raised 
the same concern, and in the 14-century, Yakov ben Asher, also known as the Baal 
HaTurim, proposed an answer. We need to notice that the key phrase is ambiguous 
between two possible meanings: aysh zara asher lo tziva otam can mean “an alien fire 
that He had not commanded them” but it can also mean “an alien fire that He had 
commanded them not”. In other words, the verse is saying that Nadav and Avihu did 
something they had been told not to do. Where had they been told this? First 
remember that it was not fire alone that Nadav and Avihu brought; it was fire on 
which they had put incense. In Shemot 30:9 it says: “Do not bring an alien incense”. 
The suggestion, then, is that the fire was alien because they had added alien incense to 
it, violating an explicit commandment.  
 
We can see, then, that Nadav and Avihu were not killed for an action they did not 
know was forbidden. Judaism is not a religion of sin in that sense. Details do matter in 
Jewish life, and even small actions offer opportunities for transcendence. But still, it’s 
ok to go to bed at 7 on a Friday night. 
 
David Bronstein 


