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A dedication marked by tragedy. 

 The dedication of the Tabernacle, the culmination of a lengthy period of reconciliation between 

God and the Jewish people1 as well as tremendous fabrication efforts on the part of the artisans,2 is 

marked by extreme tragedy. Two of Aharon’s sons die very publicly as a result of their having improperly 

engaged in offering unauthorized sacrifices.  

 

VaYikra 10:1-2 

1 And Nadav and Avihu, the sons of Aharon, took each of them his censer, and put fire 

therein, and laid incense thereon, and offered strange fire before the Lord, which He 

had not Commanded them. 2 And there came forth fire from before the Lord, and 

devoured them, and they died before the Lord. 

 

                                                           
1  There is a disagreement as to when the Commandment was given to build the Tabernacle. If one follows the 
sequence of verses, then since Parashiot Teruma and Tetzaveh, where the Tabernacle and the Kohanim’s clothing 
are originally described, precede Ki Tisa wherein is recorded the sin of the calf, it would appear that the Tabernacle 
is not necessarily the consequence of the atonement of the people for the grave sin which they committed in 
Moshe’s absence. However those (see for e.g., RaShI on Shemot 35:1 d.h. VaYakhel Moshe) who invoke the rule 
“Ein Mukdam U’Meuchar BaTora” (one does not of necessity follow the sequence of events as they appear in the 
Tora), then the Directive to construct the Tabernacle was as much an indication of God’s Wishing to remain with 
His People as were the Second Tablets obviously intended to replace the First, which had been  destroyed by 
Moshe upon witnessing the people dancing around the Golden Calf. A middle position would maintain that while 
Moshe might have been informed of the Tabernacle prior to the sin, he did not pass on the Commandment until 
after God Agreed to Forgive the people, much as he refused to deliver the First Tablets to a sinning nation. Then 
the Tabernacle becomes an embodiment of the principle “Terufa Kodemet LeMaka” (the antidote already exists 
prior to the infirmity for which it is intended). 
2 As a consequence of the disagreement regarding when the Jewish people first heard about the need to construct 
a Tabernacle (see fn. 1), two possible periods of time for its building can be derived. If we assume that the 
Commandment was initially given along with other laws at Sinai, since we know that the Revelation at Sinai took 
place during the third month after their leaving Egypt (Shemot 19:1 “In the third month after the children of Israel 
were gone forth out of the land of Egypt, the same day came they into the wilderness of Sinai”), and the dedication 
took place at the beginning of the second year following the Exodus (Ibid. 40:17 “And it came to pass in the first 
month in the second year, on the first day of the month, that the tabernacle was reared up”), the fabrication took 
@nine months. If, however, they were first informed of this on the day after Yom HaKippurim, which is 
traditionally understood to be the day on which Moshe presented the Second Tablets to the Jews, following three 
periods of forty days on Sinai communicating with God, then the time for construction would be decreased to @six 
months.  
 In addition to the actual labor (quantity), there was great attention paid to trying to be exact (quality) 
with respect to the construction of the different aspects of the Tabernacle as attested to by the frequency of the 
phrase “KaAsher Tziva HaShem Elokecha”  (as the Lord your God Commanded) over the course of the Tora’s 
account of the Tabernacle’s and the Bigdei Kehuna’s fabrication: Shemot 39:1, 5, 7, 21, 26, 29, 31, 43; 40:19, 21, 
23, 25, 27, 29, 32.  
  

https://rayanotyaakov.wordpress.com/


2 
 

One brother offers comforting words to the other. 

 Understandably, their father in particular is devastated, and in the next verse Moshe expresses 

to him some words intended to comfort his brother after sustaining such a profound loss: 

 

Ibid. 3 

Then Moshe said unto Aharon: “This is it that the Lord Spoke, Saying: ‘Through them 

that are close unto Me I will Be Sanctified, and before all the people I will Be Glorified.'” 

And Aharon held his peace. 

 

Were the Tanchumin sincere? 

What exactly did Moshe think HaShem “Meant” when he attributes to Him the sentiment: 

“Through them that are close to Me I will Be Sanctified”?3 Did Moshe himself believe that what 

happened to Nadav and Avihu was a reflection of his nephews’ lofty levels of overall personal holiness, 

or was he simply trying to make Aharon feel better regardless of the truth of his words? Was Moshe 

saying something comforting that he himself may have believed, but in fact is not borne out empirically 

in terms of the overall behavior of Nadav and Avihu? Or was their exalted status as depicted by their 

uncle truly earned, with their deaths resulting from a single lapse of overenthusiasm and religious zeal, 

in the spirit of God Holding the righteous accountable, “even to the width of a  hairsbreadth”?4  

                                                           
3 It is unclear where, if anywhere, in the Tora such a statement was originally recorded. On the one hand, it is 
possible to invoke the principle: (Otzar HaMidrashim, 32 Hermeneutic Principles, p. 268) R. Nechemia says: The 
words of the Tora are “impoverished” in one place, and “wealthy” in others…,” i.e., even if something is not 
explicitly mentioned at one point in the narrative, it is filled in elsewhere in the interests of not being overly 
repetitive and for literary merit. Therefore, perhaps it would be futile to seek to identify a Divine Statement 
alluding to what Moshe says, because it simply was not recorded.  
 On the other, RaShI, based upon VaYikra Rabba 2;2, does attempt to connect Moshe’s comment in 
VaYikra 10:3 with an earlier Revelation by HaShem: 

RaShI on VaYikra 10:3 d.h. Huh Asher Diber VeGomer 
Where did He Say this?  
(Shemot 29:43) “And there I will meet with the children of Israel; and (the Tent) shall be sanctified by My 
Glory.” Do not read “BeChevodi” (My Glory) but rather “BeMechubadai” (by My Honored Ones). (The 
change is effected by adding a “Mem” to the word as written in the Tora. The pronunciation of the 
resulting word is caused by attributing a different set of vowels to the word, with only letters and not 

vows actually appearing in the Tora. בכבדי כבדימב .)  
Moshe said to Aharon: “Aharon, my brother! I knew that the Tabernacle would be sanctified by those set 
aside by God. I thought it would be either me or you. Now I see that they were greater than both me and 
you.” (The assumption is that HaShem would Choose only the greatest individual[s] for this purpose.)  

Of course, adding even only theoretically a letter to the word in the Tora in order to effectuate such a 

reading is a very heavy-handed intervention which begs the question whether such an interpretation 

can really be justified. (See the Gilyanot of Nechama Leibowitz, Parashat Shemini 5727, part 1 at 

http://www.nechama.org.il/cgi-bin/pagePrintMode.pl?Id=96 for a rationale for this type of 

interpretation.) 
 RaMBaN disagrees with RaShI, and suggests that what Moshe meant by his statement to Aharon, was not 
that HaShem had previously Said anything to him in this regard, but rather the resolve to punish anyone who acts 
improperly vis-à-vis the sacrifices and the Tabernacle, must have been something that God already Decided in His 
Own “Mind,” i.e., that He would not Allow even those close to Him to trespass the Holiness of the Tabernacle. 
4 E.g., BaMidbar Rabba 20:24 

…God is very precise with His righteous ones even to the width of a hairsbreadth. 

http://www.nechama.org.il/cgi-bin/pagePrintMode.pl?Id=96
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The basis for wondering about Moshe’s words.  

Aside from this particular incident in which Nadav and Avihu brought a “strange” sacrifice, and 

paid with their lives for their indiscretion, there are no overt indications in the Tora text regarding 

additional shortcomings in their personalities and behavior. However, apparently in the spirit of being 

unable to reconcile a terrible tragedy unless some sort of rationale impugning the victims can be 

identified, various Rabbinic sources cast a variety of aspersions on these two sons of Aharon, based 

upon textual nuances:   

 

1. Yalkut Shimoni, Tora, Parashat Mishpatim, #362  

(On the verses Shemot 24:10-1 “10 And they5 saw the God of Israel; and there 

was under His Feet the like of a paved work of sapphire stone, and the like of 

the very heaven for clearness. 11 And upon the nobles of the children of Israel 

He Laid not His Hand; and they beheld God, and did eat and drink.”) 

…Nadav and Avihu by means of their eyes they “nourished” themselves 

from the Shechina and they saw God but they did not benefit from the 

Shechina, and “Nadav and Avihu died.” (A cause-and-effect relationship is 

established between their participation in the viewing of HaShem and their 

ultimate demise, suggesting that if they had not sinned in the former 

instance, they would have been spared punishment subsequently.) 

 

2. BaMidbar 3:4 

And Nadav and Avihu died before the Lord, when they offered strange fire before 

the Lord, in the wilderness of Sinai, and they had no children… 

Midrash Aggada (Buber) (Bar Ilan CD ROM) 

But, if they had children, they wouldn’t have died. It is because Nadav and 

Avihu were arrogant, and they would say, “Our father is the High Priest; our 

father’s brother is “king;” our mother’s brother is head of the tribe; we are 

two high-ranking Kohanim. What woman is worthy of us?” And they would 

hold themselves back and did not wish to marry and thereby fulfill the Mitzva 

of “being fruitful and multiplying.” It was that transgression that led to them 

being consumed by fire.  (The attitude that led to their decision not to marry 

correlates with their offering an illegitimate sacrifice.)  

 

3-6. VaYikra Rabba 20:9 

R. Mani of Sha’av and R. Yehoshua of Sichnin and R. Yochanan in the name of 

R. Levi said: Because of four things the sons of Aharon died, and in all of the 

contexts, “Mita” (death) is mentioned: 

             3.  They were drunk when they entered the Tabernacle.  

 (VaYikra 10:9) “Drink no wine nor strong drink, thou, nor thy sons with 

thee, when ye go into the tent of meeting, that ye die not; it shall be a 

statute forever throughout your generations.” 

                                                           
5 Based upon Shemot 24:9, it is clear that Nadav and Avihu were included in the assemblage that went up on Sinai 
together with Moshe:  

Then went up Moshe, and Aharon, Nadav, and Avihu, and seventy of the elders of Israel. 



4 
 

4.  They were incorrectly dressed re Bigdei Kehuna (the clothing of the 

Kohanim). 

 (Shemot 28:43) “And they (the clothing described) shall be upon Aharon, 

and upon his sons, when they go in unto the tent of meeting, or when they 

come near unto the altar to minister in the holy place; that they bear not 

iniquity, and die; it shall be a statute forever unto him and unto his seed 

after him. 

 

5.  They entered without washing their hands and feet.  

 (Ibid. 30:21) “So they shall wash their hands and their feet, that they die 

not; and it shall be a statute forever to them, even to him and to his seed 

throughout their generations.” (These explanations appear to share the 

common denominator that N+A chafed under the constraints and need for 

certain preparations that had been set for Kohanim to serve in the 

Tabernacle. They were not disposed to think that the rules that applied to 

6other Kohanim applied to them as well.) 

 

2.  They never married and thereby had children. (See 2. above.)  

  

6.    Sanhedrin 52a 

Moshe and Aharon once walked along, with Nadav and Avihu behind them, and all 

Israel following in the rear. Then Nadav said to Avihu: “Oh that these old men 

might die, so that you and I should be the leaders of our generation.” But the Holy 

One, Blessed Be He, Said unto them: “We shall see who will bury whom.” R. Papa 

said: “Thus men say: ‘Many an old camel is laden with the hides of younger ones.'”  

(This view suggests that N+A desperately aspired to leadership and were impatient 

that they would have to wait their turn that would come only with the passing of 

their father and uncle.) 

 

7-11. Midrash Tanchuma, Parashat Acharei Mot, Chapt. 66 

It was taught in the name of R. Eliezer: The only reason7 why Nadav and Avihu  
died is because 7) they taught a Halacha in the presence of Moshe, their teacher… 
(The fact that they brought a “strange” fire reflects their not having discussed their plan with 
Moshe, despite his orchestrating all of the dedication ceremonies for the Temple. By acting 
on their own initiative, they were demonstrating that they thought that there was no need 
to consult with their uncle.)8… 

                                                           
6 See my essay for Parashat BaMidbar 5773, “A Lack of Respect in So Many Ways” at 
https://rayanotyaakov.files.wordpress.com/2013/10/5773-bamidbar.pdf for a discussion of the eleven things that 
the Rabbis held against Nadav and Avihu. However, in that essay I was not trying to place these shortcomings 
within the context of Moshe’s words to Aharon immediately following their deaths.  
7 In a Midrash which cites eleven different rationales for the tragic end of Nadav and Avihu, it is striking that this 
individual claims that his explanation is the “only” one. While the reader might think about a combination of 
causes, the authors of the various views recorded in Rabbinic literature might have seen each position as 
exclusionary of the others! 
8 This view is all the more damning in light of RaShI’s comment in BaMidbar: 

https://rayanotyaakov.files.wordpress.com/2013/10/5773-bamidbar.pdf
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Bar Kappara in the name of R. Yirmiya ben Elazar said: Due to four things the  
sons of Aharon died: 
 

8)    for the coming close (to HaShem), 
 

  9)    for the offering up (of the strange fire), 
 
10)    for the strange fire itself,  
 
11)    and because they did not consult with one another (prior to coming 

       close and offering the strange fire). 
 

--For the coming close, since they entered the inner chamber,  
(“Kodesh HaKodashim”),9 10 

--For the offering up of a sacrifice11concerning which they were  

                                                           
BaMidbar 3:1-2 
1 Now these are the generations of Aharon and Moshe in the day that the Lord Spoke with Moshe in 
Mount Sinai. 2 And these are the names of the sons of Aharon: Nadav the first-born, and Avihu, Eleazar, 
and Itamar. 
 RaShI d.h. VeEileh Toldot Aharon U’Moshe 

But the only individuals that the text mentions are the children of Aharon (even though Moshe is 
included in the introduction). And they (the children of Aharon, including Nadav and Avihu) are 
called “the offspring of Moshe” because Moshe taught them Tora. This teaches that whomever 
teaches the child of his colleague Tora, the Tora treats this as if the teacher has given birth to 
him.  

Consequently, it was not as if Moshe had never discussed Tora with these individuals. Perhaps they just felt that 
they had “outgrown” him. 
9 The footnotes for these next four rationales are taken directly from the essay reverenced above in fn. 6. 
10 The restriction against coming into the Holy of Holies at any time is explicitly stated after the deaths of  

Nadav and Avihu, in Parshat Acharei Mot: 
 VaYikra 16:1-2 
 And HaShem Spoke to Moshe after the deaths of the two sons of Aharon when they approached  
 before Hashem and they died.  And HaShem Said to Moshe: Speak to Aharon your brother that he cannot 
 come in at all times into the holy place within the curtain before the covering which is up on the Ark, so 
 that he will not die, for I Appear in the cloud above the Ark cover. 
As a result, one could think that they were not aware that there was any restriction against their entering the  
especially holy area. On the other hand, it is possible that Moshe was aware of this, and had they discussed the 
matter with him prior to carrying out their sacrifice, they would have avoided the danger. All that VaYikra 16:1-2 is 
stating is that the prohibition to enter at will should be told to Aharon, but this is not necessarily the first time that 
Moshe learns of such a rule. Furthermore, if Moshe did know that there was such a prohibition which could lead to 
a Kohen’s death, and he failed to tell Aharon and the other Kohanim (a possible parallel appears in Shemot 16:22-
23, where Moshe tells the people about the double portion of Manna falling on the eve of Shabbat only after 
the fact), then he probably felt at least indirectly responsible for the deaths of his nephews! 
11 Certain sacrifices involve incense exclusively and do not require animals, birds, wine, flour etc. Therefore, by 

taking a strange fire source and adding incense to it, this constituted a sacrifice. It can also be noted that the 

incense offering given in the Holy of Holies was strictly the province of the Kohen Gadol on Yom HaKippurim. If 

they decided to undertake such a sacrifice on their own, there is an implication of an Oedipal desiring to usurp 

their father’s status.  
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not commanded,  
--For the strange fire, that they brought from a private stove (as  

opposed to the source of fire that had been ignited from Heaven 
—see VaYikra 9:24),12 

--And because they did not consult with one another:  
R. Chiya taught: “Each man his firepan”—each man from his  
firepan, each man on his own initiative acted, and they did not consult with 
one another.13 (According to this last interpretation, not only were they 
unprepared to take counsel with Moshe, they wouldn’t even discuss with one 
another what they proposed to do.) 

 

How might the Rabbinic view of the various infractions of Nadav and Avihu be reconciled with 

Moshe’s attempt to comfort Aharon following the deaths of his sons?  

The most straightforward approach to addressing such a question might be to simply say that 

Moshe felt it necessary to cast the best possible light upon Nadav and Avihu and therefore chose to 

overlook various shortcomings in their character and deportment. In turn, this may serve as a precedent 

for how one ought to approach delivering eulogies in general.  

 

However, a more sophisticated explanation could engender one of two assumptions: either 

Moshe and Aharon were aware of Nadav and Avihu’s character flaws, but thought that eventually they 

would mature and adapt a more adult, responsible approach to the people with whom they interact 

within their community, or the character flaws were not noticeable and therefore did not attract the 

type of attention that would involve alerting them to what needed to be improved in their overall 

outlooks. Regarding the reasons for their deaths as reflected in Rabbinic sources, we can from the 

outset discount all of the explanations that have to do with the actual bringing of the “strange” fire.14 

These matters had never been an issue previously since there hadn’t been any formal arrangement 

whereby Kohanim would offer sacrifices at certain times, in a particular manner and in a certain place. 

Projecting that specific character issues would translate into behavior that would be deemed 

objectionable by God is difficult to do as long as there is no hard evidence that this will actually occur. 

Furthermore, it is a Jewish value to give someone the benefit of the doubt until s/he no longer is 

entitled to it, and there is no reason to think that Aharon’s sons wouldn’t be judged favorably regardless 

                                                           

 
 
12 And there came forth fire from before the Lord, and consumed upon the altar the burnt-offering and the fat; and 
when all the people saw it, they shouted, and fell on their faces. 
13 There is an assumption that had Nadav and Avihu taken the time to discuss with one another what they each 

decided to do individually, “cooler heads may have prevailed”. As the commentator Eitz Yosef on the Midrash 

points out, (Mishlei 11:14) “Where there is no council a people falls; but in the multitude of counselors there is 

safety.” It is for just such a reason that the Rabbinical protections against Shabbat and Yom Tov violations, known 

as “Shevut”, did not apply in the Temple because “Kohanim Zrizim Heim” (Kohanim are particularly diligent and 

careful) –see Beitza 11b-- and would be prepared to remind one another in the event of some sort of oversight or 

error. Unfortunately, Nadav and Avihu were not “Zariz” in this manner and paid a heavy price as a result.  
14 Reasons 3-5 and 7-11.  

Drunkenness; failure to wear the proper clothing; omitting washing one’s hands and feet; reaching a 
Halachic decision without consulting Moshe; entering into a restricted area; offering an unauthorized 
sacrifice; presenting an improper fire; not consulting even with one another. 
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of indications of immaturity and impetuousness leading up to the moment of their terrible 

transgression.  

 

Analyzing the specific qualities that were precursors for the sin described in Parashat Shmini. 

Considering those indicators of personal issues prior to the fateful day at the end of the 

dedication of the Tabernacle described in VaYikra 10, several factors present themselves for 

consideration:  

 

a. The eating and drinking during the Divine Revelation at Sinai.  

Some commentators view what took place as the group’s partaking in sacrifices brought to 

mark the auspicious occasion of the Revelation on Sinai, rather than some form of irreverent 

“snacking.” Would their behavior as described in Shemot 24 necessarily have raised an 

immediate “red flag”? Only after the fact, can it be construed that what took place earlier 

may have been a precursor for how they acted vis-à-vis the Tabernacle.  

 

b. The failure of these men to marry and have children.  

While the Rabbis may attribute their domestic circumstances to their feeling superior to 

every potential spouse, was this necessarily apparent, short of the individuals articulating 

their disdain for proposed “Shidduchim” due to sensing that everyone was unworthy of 

them? There could be all sorts of reasons why someone would delay marriage and having 

children, some of them extremely spiritual.15 

 

c. A sense of disrespect for their elders in general and in particular.16  

Even if Nadav and Avihu shared with one another these sentiments, would such sentiments 

have necessarily been recognized by their father and uncle? Just as Eisav seems to have 

managed to keep Yitzchak in the dark as to his true intentions and sentiments, why wouldn’t 

Nadav and Avihu have been able to do the same? Once we reflect on the terrible events 

which led to their losing their lives, we can explain how all the signs were there, but we 

weren’t looking for them and therefore were unable to anticipate how everything might 

play out, that is markedly different from becoming alert to the potential for improper 

behavior “before the fact”.  

 

Conclusions. 

Determining the point at which youthful indiscretions are no longer overlooked and attributed 

to immaturity, but become foci of concern and intervention, is certainly difficult and requires serious 

reflection. On the other hand, to simply wait for “nature to take its course” might also not be the 

                                                           
15 The example of Ben Azai who remained unmarried because of his devotion to Tora study comes to mind. While 
no one says that this is an ideal, nevertheless, he and his teachings are not rejected as a result of his failure to fulfill 
the Mitzvot associated with marriage.  
16 According to R. David Tzvi Hoffmann in his commentary on Sefer VaYikra, while discussing the requirement to 
revere parents in VaYikra 19:3, he points out that the reason why in Parashat Kedoshim relating properly to 
parents precedes the prohibition against idolatry (Ibid. 4), is because the development of a proper respect for 
authority that culminates in respecting the Divine, begins with a healthy relationship with one’s parents, the first 
authority figures to whom one relates. The direct result of disrespecting Aharon becomes in the case of Nadav and 
Avihu not having proper respect for God and His Service.  



8 
 

appropriate approach for parents, teachers and other significant figures in the children’s lives. Would it 

have been possible to have applied the Rabbinic dictum )Tamid 32a) “Who is a wise person? One who 

sees the future” to Nadav and Avihu’s situation? Yet the fact that TaNaCh records how other children of 

public figures, e.g., Eli who was the Kohen Gadol,17 and Shmuel, his generation’s spiritual leader and 

judge,18 never lived up to their father’s examples, will have to make us wonder if Aharon, or Moshe, for 

that matter, could have done anything differently to prevent the disaster that eventually took place, 

resulting in the deaths of Nadav and Avihu. While Moshe’s words in VaYikra 10 may have been 

comforting to Aharon, wouldn’t it have been that much more comforting if all of this would never have 

taken place? Believing in free choice rather than attributing all that takes place to fatalistic, pre-

ordained Divine Decrees starkly places the responsibility of what occurs upon our own shoulders. We 

should very much take credit for our successes, but have to own up to when we recognize how we might 

have failed ourselves as well as others.  

                                                           
17 I Shmuel 2:12-7 

12 Now the sons of Eli were base men; they knew not the Lord. 13 And the custom of the priests with the 
people was, that, when any man offered sacrifice, the priest's servant came, while the flesh was in 
seething, with a flesh-hook of three teeth in his hand; 14 And he struck it into the pan, or kettle, or 
caldron, or pot; all that the flesh-hook brought up the priest took therewith. So they did unto all the 
Israelites that came thither in Shilo. 15 Yea, before the fat was made to smoke, the priest's servant came, 
and said to the man that sacrificed: “Give flesh to roast for the priest; for he will not have sodden flesh of 
thee, but raw.” 16 And if the man said unto him: “Let the fat be made to smoke first of all, and then take 
as much as thy soul desireth;” then he would say: “Nay, but thou shalt give it me now; and if not, I will 
take it by force.” 17 And the sin of the young men was very great before the Lord; for the men dealt 
contemptuously with the offering of the Lord. 

18 Ibid. 8:1-3 
1 And it came to pass, when Shmuel was old, that he made his sons judges over Israel. 2 Now the name of 
his first-born was Yoel; and the name of his second, Aviya; they were judges in Be’er-Sheva. 3 And his sons 
walked not in his ways, but turned aside after lucre, and took bribes, and perverted justice. 


