Torah Mussar Commentary
Parashat Shemini: From a World of Estrangement to a World of Connection
By Susie Rosenberg

Parshat Shemini opens on the eighth day following the inauguration of the Mishkan, the Holy
Tabernacle. On each of the previous seven days, Moses has set up and dismantled the
Mishkan. Aaron and his sons Nadav, Avihu, Elazar, and Itamar have held unceasing vigil at
the entrance to the Tabernacle. Now, on the eighth day (the first of Nissan), Aaron and his
sons begin to officiate as kohanim (priests) and the Mishkan fills with the Presence of G-d,
signified by a hovering cloud. They follow very precise ritual instructions.

Yet, something happens that is not according to plan. The two elder sons of Aaron, Nadav
and Avihu, take their fire-pans and lit incense, and bring them into the Mishkan. This incense
offering, while not expressly forbidden, has also not been commanded. It appears that Nadav
and Avihu are improvising a sacrifice, moved by some impulse that is not revealed to us in the
text.

This improvised offering is called in Hebrew an “aish zarah” — a strange or foreign fire. Nadav
and Avihu are immediately consumed themselves in a flash of Divine fire. They die, though
their clothes are left intact, and their clothed bodies are removed to the outside of the Israelite
camp. Aaron, their father, remains silent.

The story of Nadav and Avihu presents a most mysterious and puzzling text, and our sages
have wrestled with it as do we. What was so wrong with Nadav and Avihu bringing an “extra”
offering? Let’s look at the verse and the commentary of Rashi on our verses in Leviticus 10:1-
2:
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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 God alien fire, which had not been
enjoined upon them.
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And fire came forth from God and consumed them; thus, they died at the instance
of God.

Rashi teaches that:
“‘Rabbi Eliezer says: ‘The sons of Aaron died only because they rendered a halachic
decision in the presence of their teacher, Moses.’ Rabbi Yishmael says: [They died
because] they entered the Sanctuary while intoxicated with wine.””



Rashi is offering two ways of understanding what was wrong about the sons of Aaron bringing
the incense offering. First, it was an act that usurped the halachic authority of Moses. Second,
Rabbi Eliezer infers that it could be because they had entered the Mishkan intoxicated from
wine.

Let’s consider:

1. They brought an offering that was not commanded. Was this “holy chutzpah” a good
thing or a bad thing? Was their death in holy fire something tragic or transcendent?
What was their intention, motivation, and kavannah in bringing the offering? Was it an
expression of elevated middot, or middot out of balance? Holy or unholy?

2. Did they exercise unholy pride (ga’ava) in electing to perform a sacrifice not sanctioned
by Moses? Did this additional offering demonstrate a lack of respect for Moses’
position?

3. Where is the evidence they were intoxicated? After this incident, the Torah records
laws of propriety for the Sanctuary, and these include not entering intoxicated. From
this juxtaposition the sages suggest that intoxication was Nadav and Avihu’s sin. Yet, if
the law followed their actions, intoxication was not yet prohibited, and still they were
punished with death.

Is there any other place in the Torah we can turn to in order to understand the inner worlds
of Nadav and Avihu, to illuminate their actions and the consequences? For this, we can
turn to Exodus 24 in parashat Mishpatim. This story begins with the nation of Israel
gathered at the foot of Mount Sinai. G-d calls Moses, Aaron, Aaron’s sons (Nadav, Avihu,
Elazar, and Itamar), and 70 of the nation’s elders to ascend the mountain. There, they
collectively experience the closeness of G-d: “They saw the G-d of Israel, and under God’s
feet was like a brickwork of sapphire, as clear as the essence of heaven.” They all eat and
drink. Then, they all remain halfway up the mountain while Moses alone continues up the
mountain. A cloud covers Mt. Sinai for six days, and on the seventh day, Moses enters G-
d’s cloud and disappears. There stands Aaron, his sons and the elders, waiting, left out of
this closeness and spiritual encounter halfway up the mountain.

Perhaps this offers another possibility for understanding their kavannah. They are left
yearning to complete the experience of approaching G-d that began on Mt. Sinai. Perhaps
their kavannah was to be holy—to be more holy than they were commanded to be, and
the result of that desire and action was death.

| think we can learn something about the holiness of boundaries and restraint — even in
the yearning for holiness. | would suggest that the Hebrew words for “strange fire” offer
some clues.

“Aish zarah” strange fire. Most of the time we see this word for strange or foreign in Torah
and Talmud in the context of idolatry: avodah zarah, foreign service (or worship). It is
something forbidden, one of the sins for which the death penalty could be invoked.



Rav Shlomo Wolbe offers a profound teaching about this word. He taught that there are
two parallel worlds—olam ha-yedidut, the world of friendly connection or beloved-ness;
and olam ha-zarut, the world of estrangement and disconnection. We can live in a
harmonious, loving connection with G-d, with others, and with ourselves, thus dwelling in
olam ha-yeddidut. Or we can live in disharmony and disconnection, anger and resentment,
envy and disdain, and dwell in olam ha-zarut, the world of estrangement and
disconnection.

Perhaps the description of Nadav and Avihu’s offering as “aish zarah” tells us that the act
was one that created estrangement, separation from HaShem, from others, and from
themselves. They brought an offering that G-d did not request. They might not have been
thinking of what G-d wanted from them, but more about what they wanted to express to G-
d.

There are many Mussar lessons to be learned from this mysterious story. | think we might
benefit from navigating through life with an “olam” compass: are we dwelling in the olam
ha-yedidut? Are our relationships to G-d, to others, and to ourselves expressions of loving
connection and harmony? Or are we separated from these sources of goodness? Are we
hostile, resentful, anxious, angry, disconnected, and in disharmony with G-d, the people in
our lives, or ourselves? How do we bring ourselves back into loving connection?

The practices of our Mussar tradition provide guidance. Olam ha-yedidut? Olam ha-zarut?
Once we know where we are on the spiritual map, we can make course corrections. We
can work on our relationship to G-d through prayer and contemplation. We can work on
ourselves through our cheshbon ha-nefesh, our taking measure of our souls, by
journaling, working with a chevruta or in a va’ad. Much as the Mishkan was created as a
dwelling place for G-d among us, we can build an “olam ha-yedidut’ as a holy relationship
space in which our connections are elevated and inspired.

What we want to learn from Nadav and Avihu is the capacity to evaluate wisely the state
of our most important relationships and to learn to make the leap from olam ha-zarut to
olam ha-yedidut, making the return from estrangement to loving connection as many times
as we wake up to our spiritual coordinates.



