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Nadav and Avihu — “Sacrifice in the Heart of the Fames”

Devar Torah for Parashat Shmini
Rachel Adelmam"own

The Torah recounts, in Parashat Shmini, one ofhtbst perplexing incidents in
the Tanakh— the tragic death of Nadav and Avihu, the son&hafron. On the 8day of
the consecration of the Mishkan (tabernacle), aBrmei Israel anticipates the revelation
of God, comparable to the thunder and lightningwslad Har Sinai. At that moment,
Nadav and Avihu come to offer “strange fire” in teanctuary and are burnt alive —
Moshe then adjures Aharon and his sons not to miwain death, for “the show must go
on.” What disturbs me most about the whole epigsdbe insistence on continuing the
pomp and circumstance around the sanctificationth@ Mishkan, and Aharon’s
compliance, nay hisilence in the face of such a horrific loss.

The rabbis enumerate at least eight transgressianthe part of the Cohen
Brothers that would explain their untimely deatio-which | respond, “the rabbis doth
protest too much”. The very fact that so many siresheaped upon them, replete with
prooftexts and exegetical agility, suggests thatrthberration was not at all obvious, and
(perhaps at face value) not there at all. Leteasl the verses describing the incident, as
well as the prelude that leads up to it:
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23 Moses and Aaron then went inside the Tent cétMg. When they
came out, they blessed the people; and the Presétioe Lord appeared
to all the people. 24&ire came forth from before the Lord and
consumed the burnt offeringand the fat parts on the altar. And all the
people saw, and shouted, and fell on their faces.
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Now Aaron’s sons Nadab and Abihu each took hisdas, put fire in it,
and laid incense on it; and they offered beforelibrel strange fire,
which He had not enjoined upon them2 And fire came forth from the
Lord and consumed them thus they died in the presernite Lord [ifnei
HaShem



On the cause of the brothers’ immolation, Rashi lisdgrandson, Rashbam, prove to be
an interestetbar plugta a pair of intellectual combatants. While Ragigugs that it was
because they tried to teach a halachic principlthenpresence of their Rabbi, Moshe,
120 Awn 192 7977 Mnw, or because they were drunk when they enteredsdhetuary
(After all, Aharon is later told, in v. 9: “Drinko wine or other intoxicant, you or your
sons, when you enter the Tent of Meeting”].

Rashbam, on the other hand, claims they were simphe wrong place at the
wrong time
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This, indeed, is a very sensitive reading of te.t He draws a parallel betwetre
divine fire that descended through tKedesh haKodashininoly of Holies, -- v nym
NN Yy YINM PP 19910 (9:24) — merging with the human firesh zarainadvertently
causing their death -anix Yaxm PP »99n wx Nsm (10:2). Nadav and Avihu had
brought their own source of firesh zarajn firepans with theketoret(incense offering),
from outside the sanctuary. It wasesh zara- literally “strange fire” precisely because
it did not belong, was not appropriate (in the sa®@n ish zaf is a man, not a Cohen,
who might presume to bring the incense offerinthmtabernacle or temple precincts, cf.
Num. 17:18 — clearly not sanctioned). Yet on dhep days, the&ketoret shaharthe
morning incense offering, should be brought by @whanim. Just not todaywhen the
imperative would be to experience the full miraafeGod’s revelation, the sanctification
of the Mishkan with a descent of fire from Heavd®erhaps this is what Rashi meant by
“teaching a halachic principle in the presence afskk” — they presumed to offer the

incense at a time when it was not mandated.



Rashbam brings in a fascinating prooftext fromdtaey of Elijjah at Har Carmel.
The prophet wants to demonstrate, through a kindoaipetition, the truth of the one
God by drawing fire down from Heaven to consumegherifice. The prophets of Baal
are ordered to do the same — build an altar — ey tust not bring their own fire

source:
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25Elijah said to the prophets of Baal, “Choose loniéand prepare it first,
for you are the majority; invoke your god by nainet apply no fire.”

They invoke their god, Ba’al, dancing around théaraland even engage in self-
flagellation, to no avail. Eljiah then sets up alar and sacrifice, digging a moat around
it and filling it with water, to make the heaverdgurce of fire unequivocal. He calls out:
“‘Aneni HaShem, AneniAnswer me God, answer me”, so that the people nkgbv.
“Then fire from the LORD descended and consumedbtirat offering, the wood, the
stones, and the earth; and it licked up the wdiar was in the trench. When they saw
this, all the people flung themselves on their $aged cried out: “The Lord alone is God,
The Lord alone is God!” [HaShem Hu HaElohim, HaShHemHaElohim].” (I Kg 19:37-
38).

When Nadav and Avihu bring in an external sourcérefto the Sanctuary, they
create an ambiguity about whether ®Bleekhinahexpressed through the mode of fire,
would indeed descend- (think of the burning bulsé fire that passes through the pieces
in brit bein habetarimthe fire at the peak of Har Sinai, the fire thattdied Shlomo’s
Temple (2 Chron. 8)). The people would questioaswt human fire or God’s fire that
came out from the inner sanctuary? When the twthkrs are caught by the cross-fire,
so to speak, that was channeled down from Heaveh tanough the Kodesh
HaKodashim, the ambiguity is resolved.

And so Moshe then turns to Aharon and says:
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3Then Moses said to Aaron, “This is what the LOR&amt when He said:
Through those near to Me | show Myself holy, Anéhgglory before all
the people.” And Aaron was silent.



Rashi’s reading of these so-called words of reassér is quite chilling [based on BT

Zevahim 115b]:

) PID P PA9 NP DY 1WA
VTP NI 92D NNV OINTYI 92T 190 (0P DXNAT) - /1Y 12T IWN NI ()
VTP NN JINNR IR NWN DK 3T21992 NHN Y1152 NN (VD MNY) Y1103
MN I PYIY T2 IX 12 IN NI MNOM DIPN DY PYTINI NN WTPTOIY SN
(7 971) TN NN DT DNY
3This is what the Lord spokeBut when did He speak? [It was when He
said], “And | will meet with the children of Isrgednd it will be sanctified
through My glorypmiasa) ” (Exod. 29:43). Do not readriaca, “through
My glory,” but »1avn3, “through My honorable ones.” Moses said to
Aaron, "Aaron, my brother! | knew that this Housasmo be sanctified
through the beloved ones of the Omnipresent, kdhbuight it would be
either through me or through you. Now | see thaytfiNadab and Abihu]
were greater than | or youpyikra Rabbai2:2]

This drash is based on the verses in Exodus, @sRafl erumahdescribing how God

would affirm the sanctity of the Mishkan:
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43 And there | will meet with the Israelites, ahdhall be sanctified by

My Presence. 44 | will sanctify the Tent of Meegtend the altar, and |

will consecrate Aaron and his sons to serve Meiasts. 45 | will abide

among the Israelites¢’shaknanti be’tokhamand | will be their God.

The only way | can make any ethical sense or coleeref this idea — that the Mishkan
was “sanctified” by a human sacrifiogpiona,— is through Rashbam’s reading. It was a
terrible accident, but one of those events, initallhorror, that in the end affirms the
significance of God’s presence in the world.

And then | wonder — did Nadav and Avihu really knobw what their fate would
be? Did they not anticipate the descent of divine from Heaven? Perhaps they
deliberately placed themselves in the crossifirerder to play the roleof the human
sacrifice in the sanctification of the Mishkan. T¢teemist/philosopher, Gaston Bachelard
describes a phenomenon called the “Empedocles @xph his imaginative little book
The Psychonalysis of FireAccording to legend, the Greek philosopher, Etogtes, of
the 8" c. B.C.E., wished to prove his immortal staturethrpwing himself into the mouth
of the volcano, at Mount Etna, but his grandiosgovi was undermined, somewhat, by
the outrageous aftermath — his sandal was spewedfdhe peak, along with lava and

ash. Bachelard describes this human impulse asldbiee to “unite the love and the



respect for fire, the instinct for living and thestinct for dying™ Fire is one of those

strange, amorphous substances, that “suggestsefiee do change, to speed up the
passage of time, to bring all of life to its corsitn, to its hereafte’” Perhaps Nadav
and Avihu were expressing the very real, religionpulse to become the burnt offering.
In the words of chemist-philosopher, “Through @srsfice in the heart of the flames, the
mayfly gives us a lesson in eternity. This totalth which leaves no trace is the
guarantee that our whole person has departedddrdfiond. To lose everything in order
to gain everything. The lesson taught by the iEreclear. “After having gained all
through skill, through lover or through violenceuymust give up all, you must annihilate
yourself” (D’Annunzio,Dontemplation de la Moyt

Nadav and Avihu's behaviour is clearly not condonbyg the rabbinic
establishment, but the passage in the Talmud,abis IRashi’'s commentary on the Torah
here, affirms that such a human impulse does edst in some absurd way, perhaps in

the Kiekegaarding sense, there is an acknowledgofehis impulse in the world.

! G. BachelardThe Psychoanalysis of Firerans. by Alan Ross, Boston: Beacon Press, 19616.
2 Ibid., p. 16.
3 Ibid., p. 17.



