Balancing Love and Obedience:

The Curious Case of Nadav and Avihu
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Part One: The Dedication of the Tabernacle
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Text #1: Leviticus 9:22-24. English translation adapted from JPS Hebrew-English Tanakh.
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22 Aaron lifted his hands toward the people and blessed them; and he stepped down after offering the sin offering, the burnt
offering, and the offering of well-being. 23 Moses and Aaron then went inside the Tent of Meeting. When they came out, they
blessed the people; and the Presence of the Lord appeared to all the people. 24 Fire came forth from before the Lord and
consumed the burnt offering and the fat parts on the altar. And all the people saw, and shouted, and fell on their faces.

Text #2: Leviticus 10:1-2. English translation adapted from JPS Hebrew-English Tanakh.
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1 Now Aaron’s sons Nadav and Avihu each took his fire pan, put fire in it, and laid incense on it; and they offered
before the Lord strange fire, which He had not enjoined upon them. 2 And fire came forth from the Lord and consumed
them; thus they died at the instance of the Lord.

Part Two: What did Nadav and Avihu do Wrong?
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Text #3: Sifra, Shemini 32.
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“And Aharon’s sons Nadav and Avihu each took his censer” —they, in their joy, since they saw a new fire [the heavenly
fire], they arose to add love to love.
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Text #4: Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch. The Hirsch Chumash. Commentary on
Leviticus 10:1.

No place is allowed in the whole service of the offerings of the Sanctuary of the Torah for subjectively doing just what
you think right...For the proximity of and getting near to God, which is the purpose of every offering, is only to be
found by the way of obedience, by compliance with God’s Will and subordination to it. This is one of the points in
which Judaism and Paganism go in diametrically opposite directions. The Pagan brings his offering in an attempt to
make the god subservient to his wishes. The Jew, with his offering, wishes to place himself in the service of God; by
his offering he wishes to make himself subservient to the wishes of his God. So that all offerings are formulae of the
demands of God, which the bringer, by his offering, undertakes to make the normal routine for his future life. So that
self-devised offerings would be a killing of just those very truths which our offerings are meant to impress upon the
bringers, would be placing a pedestal on which to glorify one’s own ideas, where a throne was meant to be built for
obedience, and obedience only. We can understand that the death of the priestly youths, and their death in the first
moment of the consecration of the Sanctuary of God, is the most solemn warning for all future priests of this Sanctu-
ary; it excludes from the precincts of the Sanctuary of God —which was to be nothing else but the Sanctuary of His
Torah—every expression of caprice, and every subjective idea of what is right and becoming! Not by fresh inventions
even of God-serving novices, but by carrying out that which is ordained by God has the Jewish priest to establish the
authenticity of his activities.

Text #5: Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz. “A Bridge to the Infinite —Parshat Vayakhel.”
Jerusalem Report. 28 February 2005.

Building the Mishkan [Tabernacle] can be compared to constructing a spaceship. Space travel requires vehicles
that can journey to distant, extraterrestrial places, but these voyages—no matter how long they are—are ultimately
circumscribed by finite, physical parameters. The Mishkan, on the other hand, faced an even greater challenge:
transcending the vast distance, and differences, between an infinite God and a finite humanity.

In order to build a spacecraft, one must develop a design, gather raw materials and fashion each component. Every
part must be checked and double-checked, to assure that it meets the exacting specifications. All the pieces are then
joined together into a cohesive unit. Finally, each part must be rechecked, each subsystem must be tested, and the
whole structure must be reassembled. The Mishkan, too, was assembled, deconstructed and then constructed anew,
to verify that each part perfectly complemented the others...

...On the last, climactic day of the dedication of the altar (Leviticus 9:1-9:24), the spiritual energy of God was to enter
into the physical space of the Mishkan. The actions that would bring about this extraordinary, awe-inspiring event
required exacting attention to detail: Moses directs Aaron (the Kohen Gadol, or High Priest) to perform the various
sacrifices “as God has commanded” (Leviticus 9:7), and Aaron does so, “according to the law” (Leviticus 9:16), and
“as Moshe had commanded” (Leviticus 9:21). It is only after the precise construction of the Mishkan and the flawless
performance by Aaron, and only after Aaron and Moshe have blessed the people—creating a bond with them and
among them—that God revealed Himself: “...And the glory of God appeared to the entire nation. And a fire went forth
from God and consumed [the offerings] on the altar; the whole nation saw and sang with joy and fell on their faces”
(Leviticus 9:23-24). The consequence of heedlessness is dramatically demonstrated in the very next verse: Nadav and
Avihu, the sons of Aaron, bring “a strange fire” —an unauthorized offering...and are immediately consumed by Divine
fire (Leviticus 10:1-2).
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Part Three: Moses’ Response
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Text #6: Leviticus 10:3-7.
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3 Then Moses said to Aaron, “This is what the Lord meant when He said: Through those near to Me | show Myself
holy, And gain glory before all the people.” And Aaron was silent. 4 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.” 5 They came forward and carried them out of the camp by their tunics, as Moses had or-
dered. 6 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 whole community. But your kinsmen, all the house of Israel, shall bewail the
burning that the LORD has wrought. 7 And so do not go outside the entrance of the Tent of Meeting, lest you die, for
the LORD’s anointing oil is upon you.” And they did as Moses had bidden.

Text #7: Rashbam. Commentary on Leviticus 10:3.
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And Moses said to Aaron: Do not mourn or cry, and do not desist from your work, for | have told you: This is what the
Lord spoke, saying through My close ones | will draw near—through My High Priests who are close to me to serve Me |
wish to be sanctified that my Name and Service will not be desecrated...

And before all the people | will be glorified: this is the honor of the Heavenly Presence, that [Aaron] sees his sons have
died and sets aside his mourning in favor of the service of his creator.
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Text #8: Rashi. Commentary on Leviticus 10:3.
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This is what the Lord spoke: But when did He speak? [It was when He said], “And | will meet with the children of
Israel, and it will be sanctified through My glory (>71232)” (Exod. 29:43). Do not read *71272, “through My glory,” but
71322732, “through My honorable ones.” Moses said to Aaron, “Aaron, my brother! | knew that this House was to be
sanctified through the beloved ones of the Omnipresent, but | thought it would be either through me or through you.

Now | see that they [Nadav and Avihu] were greater than | or you!”

Part Four: Aaron and His Sons Push Back
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Text #9: Leviticus 10:16-20.
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16 Then Moses inquired about the goat of sin offering, and it had already been burned! He was angry with Eleazar and
Ithamar, Aaron’s remaining sons, and said, 17 “Why did you not eat the sin offering in the sacred area? For it is most holy,
and He has given it to you to remove the guilt of the community and to make expiation for them before the Lord. 18 Since
its blood was not brought inside the sanctuary, as | commanded.” 19 And Aaron spoke to Moses, “See, this day they
brought their sin offering and their burnt offering before the Lord, and such things have befallen me! Had | eaten sin offer-
ing today, would the Lord have approved?” 20 And when Moses heard this, he approved.



