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Havdala (literally “separation) is the name given to the ritual that marks the end of every Shabbat and 

Yom Tov. The Gemora in Pesachim 104a mentions eight specific areas of Havdala discussed in the bible,  

even some that we omit from the final blessing of our ritual observance:    

 

1) Who Makest a distinction between holy and profane, 2) between light and darkness, 

3) between Israel and the nations, 4) between the seventh day and the six working days, 

5) between ritually impure and pure, 6) between the sea and dry land, 7) between the 

upper waters and the nether waters,8)  between Priests, Levites and Israelites.  

  

A biblical source, perhaps not so much for ritualizing Havdala, as for practicing it, is found in the 

Parashat HaShavua, Parashat Shemini. Following the deaths of Nadav and Avihu, who offered a sacrifice 

that was unauthorized by God, Aharon is Told: 

 

VaYikra 10:8-11 

 

8 And the LORD spoke unto Aharon, saying: 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. 10 And that ye may put difference 

between the holy and the common, and between the ritually impure and the pure; 11 

And that ye may teach the children of Israel all the Statutes which the LORD hath 

Spoken unto them by the hand of Moshe. 

 

The context of this call to engage in Havdala, when viewed from the perspective of VaYikra 10:9, seems 

to be the primary task of the Kohanim,   

 

 …thou, nor thy sons with thee, when ye go into the Tent of Meeting, that ye die not.  

 

to the exclusion of the rest of Benai Yisrael!  However, in the final verse of Parashat Shemini, after listing 

Kosher laws that pertain to animals, fish and fowl, we encounter the call to engage in Havdala once 

again:    

 

VaYikra 11:46-7 

46 This is the law of the beast, and of the fowl, and of every living creature that moveth 

in the waters, and of every creature that swarmeth upon the earth; 47 To make a 

difference between the ritually impure and the pure, and between the living thing that 

may be eaten and the living thing that may not be eaten. 

  

As opposed to the Divine Service in the Tabernacle/Temple, Kashrut is understood as the purview not 

only of the Kohanim, but of the entire Jewish people, serving as both a challenge for critical thinking,  



i.e., being able to distinguish between one type of creature and another, as well as a key distinguishing 

marker separating Jews from others, i.e., not being able to fully participate in all social occasions with 

the unobservant, let alone non-Jews.  

  

A means of combining the Havdala that Kohanim are expected to engage in, with that of Kashrut, a 

general prohibition applicable to all Jews, arises from reading God’s original Plan for the entire Jewish 

people, when He Proposes to Give them the Tora: 

 

Shemot 19:6 

And ye shall be unto Me a kingdom of priests, and a holy nation… 

   

In effect, God’s overall Intention for the Jewish people is that there ought to be both “literal” as well as 

“figurative” Kohanim, with all Jews expected to see themselves as Kohanim of some sort and therefore, 

having to engage in Havdala to some degree.  

 

If the Jewish people as a whole, and the Kohanim in particular, are expected to regularly draw sharp 

distinctions between ideas like Kodesh and Chol, (holiness and non-holiness), Tameh and Tahor, (ritual 

purity and impurity, Kosher and non-Kosher), then we could say that the transgression of Nadav and 

Avihu, leading to their horrific punishment by God, was the result of a blurring of the categories that 

rightly should have been separated by an act of Havdala.  

 

The “alien fire” was brought because the “red lines” that were meant to distinguish between Kodesh 

and Chol, and Tameh and Tahor, and that would therefore preclude the “wrong” Korban from being 

offered on the Altar, were not thought important, or at least could/should be subject to circumvention,  

by Aharon’s two oldest sons. And when Kashrut laws, or for that matter, any part of Jewish Halacha, is 

disregarded and honored at best “in the breach”, the type of Havdala that is meant to assure the 

distinctiveness and holiness of the Jewish people, has been cast aside in a dangerous and irresponsible 

manner, at least with respect to the continuity of Jews and Jewry. 

 

One of the oldest general biblical observations regarding the attraction of sinful behavior which could be 

used to understand Nadav and Avihu’s fatal error, as well as those who disregard Jewish law in general,   

appears in the book of Proverbs. A prostitute is explaining to a virtuous woman why men are attracted 

to the wiles of the former: 

 

Mishlei 9:17 

Stolen waters are sweet, and bread eaten in secret is pleasant. 

 

MaLBIM,1 a classical biblical commentator explains:  

                                                           
1 R. Meir Leibush b"r Yehiel Michel Weiser (known by his acronym Malbim)was born in Volochysk, Volhynia, in western Ukraine, 

on Mar. 7, 1809. At a young age he learned in his hometown, and then went to study in the yeshiva in Warsaw where he was 

recognized as a prodigy. His mentor in Kabala was R. Zvi Hirsh of Zidichov. Malbim served as the rabbi of some communities and 

was known as an eminent preacher, and in 1860 he was appointed as chief rabbi of Bucharest, Romania. He conducted the 

struggle against reformers of Judaism, and in 1864, as a result of their complaints to the authorities, he was arrested and 

sentenced to death. He was released after Sir Moses Montefiore intervened on his behalf. He was deported from Romania, and 



Although she does not serve sweet wine, not meat that is pleasant to the palate, and she 

provides instead water and bread, since the waters are stolen, that the man obtains them via 

transgression and difficulty, they are as sweet as wine. Because a man finds sweet something 

that he does not presently possess and that he is prohibited from obtaining it. So too, a 

transgression will prove “sweet” to him, when he carries it out secretly, in a spirit of thievery 

and violating a prohibition.2  

 

According to the straightforward meaning of the verse as explicated by MaLBIM, being contrarian is 

pleasurable; it satisfies some deep-seated human yearning. 

 

In an internet article, entitled with the words of the verse in Mishlei 9:17 

(http://tora.us.fm/tnk1/ktuv/mjly/mj-09-17.html),Arel Segel HaLevi, writes among other things:   

 

A prohibited thing creates a sense of challenge:  

“Will I succeed to do this thing without my being caught?” 

 

A prohibited thing also fosters a feeling of uniqueness: 

 “I am doing something that no one else has the courage to do.” 

 

                                                           
again served as rabbi of different communities, the last of which was Königsberg, Prussia (today: Kaliningrad, Russia). From 

1844 onwards, throughout his entire life, wanderings, and troubles, he never ceased preparing his extensive commentary to 

the bible. This is a singular, deep commentary, based upon the simple meaning of Scripture, and upon the principle that there 

are nor repetitions nor redundancies in Scripture. His objective was to prove that the Torah was give from Heaven, and that the 

Oral Law is an inseparable part of the Written Law. His first published volume was Artzot haHayyim, a commentary to the first 

chapters of the Shulhan Aruch, Orah Hayyim, which established his fame as an eminent Torah scholar, but he forwent his 

aspirations to publish volumes dealing with Jewish Law in order to continue what he considered a greater necessity for the 

generation - the commentary on the bible. The commentary was name HaTorah vehaMitzvah, and it is also a commentary to 

the midrashei halakhah. Each book of the bible has a separate name for the commentary: Nahalat Yehoshua, Shefot haShoftim, 

D'var Shmuel, etc. [There are no commentaries to Ecclesiastes and Lamentations.]He also published volumes of sermons: Eretz 

Hemdah, Artzot haShalomo, etc. He died in Kiev (then Russia and now Ukraine on Sept. 18, 1879. 
2 Naturally, when such actions are undertaken publicly and deliberately, the level of rebellion is heightened, assuming that the 

individual has been brought up to know that such actions are improper. However, if the home environment did not instill within 
him such sensibilities, and he did not receive a Jewish education that might have made him aware of the impropriety of such 
actions, he enters the Halachic category of “Tinok SheNishba” (lit. the child who has been kidnapped—and raised among people 
who neither observe nor can teach anyone about observance—see Shabbat 68b.) RaMBaM, writing about Karaites, states that 
blame must be attributed to parents and teachers, but not children who were brought up with traditions that they were in no 
position to countermand:  
 

RaMBaM, Mishneh Tora, Hilchot Mamrim 3:3 
To whom does the above apply? To a person who denied the Oral Law consciously, according to his perception of 
things. He follows after his frivolous thoughts and his capricious heart and denies the Oral Law first, as did Tzadok and 
Beitus and those who erred in following them. 
The children of these errant people and their grandchildren whose parents led them away and they were born among 
these Karaities and raised according to their conception, they are considered as a children captured and raised by 
them. Such a child may not be eager to follow the path of Mitzvot, for it is as if he was compelled not to. Even if later, 
he hears that he is Jewish and saw Jews and their faith, he is still considered as one who was compelled against 
observance, for he was raised according to their mistaken path. This applies to those who we mentioned who follow 
the erroneous Karaite path of their ancestors. Therefore, it is appropriate to motivate them to repent and draw them 
to the power of the Tora with words of peace. 
 

http://tora.us.fm/tnk1/ktuv/mjly/mj-09-17.html


Finally, a prohibited thing emboldens the perpetrator to feel that he is in control: 

  “I am the only one who determines what I will do. No one can stop me.”  

 

Apparently, there is a psychological appeal to breaking the rules in private, and thumbing one’s nose at 

tradition. And such thoughts could have certainly been motivating Aharon’s two sons, as it does people 

today. 

 

However, rather than invoking the verse in Mishlei, the Rabbis’ inventory the why’s and the wherefore’s 

of Nadav and Avihu’s fatal error,3 and we can group the nine transgressions that are mentioned in 

various Rabbinic sources, into 4 primary categories: 

 

1) They were intoxicated--                        disrespectful of a holy context. 

2) They had not dressed in the requisite clothing— כהונה בגדי                                   " 

3) They didn’t wash their hands and feet—from the כיור                              " 

4) They trespassed by entering the Kodesh HaKodashim—                          " 

5) They ate and drank while “looking” at God, described in Shemot 24     " 

 

 

6) They did not consult beforehand with one another—independence, autonomy. Not ready to 

listen to  anyone’s instructions.   

7) They did not consult beforehand with Moshe or Aharon;                            “ 

 

8) They didn’t marry and they had no children  —arrogance; lacking empathy  

 

9) They disparaged Moshe and Aharon, hoping that they would die so that the next generation 

could take over.   -- power  

 

It seems to me that once we attribute to Nadav and Avihu not simply a general iconoclastic tendency 

described in Mishlei, but rather very specific violations of Tora law and interpersonal etiquette, the key 

question regarding this incident becomes whether these two individuals were unique unto themselves, 

inveterate rule-breakers who simply weren’t very nice people, and, therefore, while we can read about 

what they did with ample criticism and concern, Nadav and Avihu ultimately have nothing to do with 

anyone who came before, or, for that matter, will come after,  

Or 

Their errors are reflections and symptoms, refinements and applications of the same overall human 

condition that leads any and all people to with to push the envelope, chafe at the restrictions that are 

imposed by societies or systems, let alone religion, suggest that various rules are antiquated, think that 

religion imposes unnecessary limitations and reflects rejected, primitive values, to  be ignored and 

rejected.  

 

In my view, if as MaHaRaL vociferously argues,4 the Tora is not to be viewed as simply a record of 

formative Jewish history, but rather a volume “LeHorot” i.e., to teach, filled with ideas and incidents 

                                                           
3 See https://rayanotyaakov.files.wordpress.com/2013/10/5773-bamidbar.pdf  
4 See e.g., Netivot Olam, Netiv HaTora, Perek 15. 

https://rayanotyaakov.files.wordpress.com/2013/10/5773-bamidbar.pdf


that can serve to hold up a mirror to whom and what we are in the present day, to what we are capable 

of, both for good as well as for bad, while we may neither have Korbanot, nor God’s Intimate and 

Immediate Proximity to hold us forthrightly accountable for our actions, as did Nadav and Avihu, 

nevertheless, the tragic story of Aharon’s older two sons should serve as a personal cautionary tale,  

since we too are charged with engaging in significant acts of Havdala. It is possible that the same 

impetuses that led these two individuals to sin in such a fundamental manner and therefore be reluctant 

to recognize sharply drawn lines of demarcation between the permitted and the prohibited, due to:  

1) the temptation to break the rules, 

2 disrespect and irreverence,  

3) the desire for autonomy,  

4) personal arrogance,  

and  5) seizing power and leadership,  

 

are shared by all human beings, and similar dramas are played out daily, if not even hourly, among Jews 

as well as all groups of human beings! Of course, the Devil’s in the details, that is to say:  

What one person may consider to be his right and his due, another may feel is a terrible violation of 

tradition and culture, resulting in so much “sturm und drang” between various religious denominations, 

on the one hand, and those who are expected to observe their tenets and rules, on the other.   

Whereas one individual is convinced that changes must be made in the interests of progress, someone 

else believes that tried-and-true practices and customs ought to be preserved at all costs.  

 

The Rav, R. J.B. Soloveitchik, appeared not to have very much sympathy for modern man’s knuckling 

under to the powerful influences of modernity that are besetting him. He stated:5  

 

The answer is that man has been and still is vulnerable, exposed to all kinds of pressures.  

He is easily persuaded, indeed brainwashed, and quickly defeated. At times, he is challenged by 

an intellectual-agnostic society, and at another time, he is intoxicated with hedone, the pursuit 

of pleasure. Quite often, he is pulled by politico-social movements that appear under the 

disguise of redeemers. In a word, the environment scoffs at his commitments and promises.  

Man sins because he is a weakling and fate defeats him.  

 

Furthermore, it appears that those who adhere specifically to Modern Orthodoxy, whereby the modern 

is in continual tension with the traditional,  particularly find themselves in the cross-hairs of this 

dilemma. My college philosophy professor, R. Sol Roth, as part of a contribution to a symposium in the 

journal Tradition,6 entitled “The State of Orthodoxy”, wrote: 

 

The essential problem to which Orthodoxy must address itself is that of formulating parameters 

of Havdala which will assure the transmission of commitment from generation to generation… 

 

                                                           
5 R. J.B. Soloveitchik, “The Duality of Purim” in Days of Deliverance: Essays on Purim and Hanukkah, ed. Eli Clark, Joel 

Wolowelsky, Reuven Ziegler, Toras HaRav Foundation/ Ktav, 2007, p. 11. (The manuscript of the Tanya Soloveitchik Memorial 

Lecture presented at Yeshiva University, March 4, 1974.)   
6 20:1, Spring 1982. 



…The more traditional forms of Orthodoxy tend to adopt an interpretation of the principle of 

Havdala which requires as radical as possible a separation from society, while the adherents of 

Modern Orthodoxy, sensitive as they are to various currents in the Jewish community and larger 

society, are prepared to become involved with them (the Jewish community and larger society) 

subject to the possibility of adhering to the Halacha without fear of erosion.  

 

And there for many of us is the rub! 

  

In conclusion, allow me to mention three responses to Nadav and Avihu’s sin on the parts of various 

Jewish thinkers, that could prove helpful to our own similar struggles: 

 

1) Mai HaShiloach, R. Mordechai Yosef Leiner of Izbitza cites a passage from Masechet Tamid: 

 

Tamid 32a 

Who is wise? One who can anticipate the future.  

  

Apparently, the Mai HaShiloach thinks that Nadav and Avihu’s sin came about because they were living 

exclusively in the moment, rather than considering the future, and how their actions might affect it.  

While it may be difficult to anticipate a reality that has not yet taken shape, perhaps more forward 

thinking might have made these two men realize what was at stake, the potential for the profanation of 

God’s Name, and how they should try to address such concerns responsibly and appropriately. We 

should perhaps think about how our decisions not only effect ourselves, but our families, our children, 

our co-religionists, the future of Modern Orthodoxy. 

 

2) R. Jonathan Sacks attributes Nadav and Avihu’s error to unbridled enthusiasm. Writing in his 

essay, “Shemini: Reticence vs. Impetuosity”,7 he states: 

 

Over-enthusiastic, over-confident leaders can do great harm. Before 

they become leaders, they understand events through their own 

perspective. What they did not understand is that leadership involves 

relating to many perspectives, many interest groups and points of 

view…  

 

You have to consult and persuade. Sometimes you need to honor 

precedent and the traditions of a particular institution. You have to 

know exactly when to behave as your predecessors did and when not 

to. These call for considered judgment, not wild enthusiasm in the heat 

of the moment.  

 

Rather than simply proceeding according to our own lights when making existential decisions, perhaps it 

behooves us to inquire of and consider the responses of others before jumping to any enthusiastic 

conclusions that might prove to be ill-advised. 

                                                           
7 Lessons in Leadership: A Weekly Reading of the Jewish Bible, Maggid Books, Jerusalem, 2015.   



 

3)  R. Amnon Bazak, in his essay “Chetam Shel Benai Aharon”8 compares key phrases that describe 

the difference between what the rest of the Kohanim did during the consecration of the 

Mishkan, which was positively Accepted by God, as opposed to the actions of Nadav and Avihu,  

which were obviously Rejected and Punished, in order to point out a general truism regarding 

Divine Service. 

 

In VaYikra 9:7, 10, and 21, much as with respect to the final construction of the Mishkan,  

 which in Parashat Pekudai, emphasizes the same phrase no less than 15 times! 

 

  Shemot 39:1, 5. 7, 21, 26, 29, 31, 43 

  Ibid.       40:19, 21, 23, 25, 27, 29, 32  

  

the Tora writes: 

 

VaYikra 9:7, 10, 21 

7 And Moshe said unto Aharon: Draw near unto the Altar, and offer thy 

Sin-Offering, and thy Burnt-Offering, and make atonement for thyself, 

and for the people; and present the Offering of the people, and make 

atonement for them; as the LORD Commanded…    

 

10 But the fat, and the kidneys, and the lobe of the liver of the Sin-

Offering, he made smoke upon the altar; as the LORD Commanded 

Moshe…    

 

21 And the breasts and the right thigh Aharon waved for a Wave-

Offering before the LORD; as Moshe commanded. 

  

whereas with respect to Nadav and Avihu, the contrast is stark and definitive: 

  

VaYikra 10:1 

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. 

 

R. Bazak formulates the question as follows:  

 

And within here can be found the root of the problem: 

In every religious experience, in terms of the great importance 

associated with its being carried out, there is also hidden an inner 

danger:  

                                                           
8 Nekudat Peticha: Iyunim Ketzarim BePeshuta Shel Parashat HaShavua—Mahardura Chadasha U’Murchevet, Yediot 

Acharonot, Rishon LeTziyon, 2018. 
 



Either the person is motivated to perform the Divine Service, or perhaps 

his behavior is meant to achieve this very state, but practically, he is not 

worshipping God, but rather is satisfying his personal needs via this 

experience. 

  

In other words, we have to ask ourselves very directly: Do we actually believe that what we are doing is 

? serving-are we justifying behaviors that are nothing more than self orin God’s best interests  

 

To summarize, in order to avoid Nadav and Avihu’s terrible error, those who wish to entertain change 

and progressively address what they perceive as shortcomings in Jewish tradition, among the things 

they have to seriously ask themselves, are:  

1)  What might such a change hold in store down the road, in the future?  

2)  Am I certain that the proposed change is not simply an enthusiastic fad and projection of my 

own emotional response to the present? 

    and  3)  Can I say with relative certainty that this is God’s Will, rather than a pursuit of my own 

desires? 

Without being able to justify decisions in the light of these three considerations, it is implied that we 

haven’t taken to heart the Tora’s account of the deaths of Nadav and Avihu, as seriously as we should. 

 


