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Chapter XXVI: Shemini (Lev. 9:1-11:47)

Essay 3. The deaths of Nadab and Abihu

This week’s parsha describes the death of the two sons of Aaron: “Now Aaron’s sons
Nadab and Abihu each took his fire pan, put fire in it, and laid incense on it; and they offered
before the L-rd alien fire, which He had not enjoined upon them. And fire came forth from the
L-rd and consumed them; thus they died at the instance of the L-rd.” (Lev. 10:1-2).
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There is a Midrash (Lev. Rabbah 20:11) on the verse, “The L-rd spoke to Moses after
the death of the two sons of Aaron, when they drew near the L-rd and they died” (Lev. 16:1).

“[But Nadab and Abihu died by the will of the L-rd, when they offered
alien fire before the L-rd in the wilderness of Sinai] and they left no sons; so it
was Eleazar and Ithamar who served as priests in the lifetime of their father
Aaron” (Num. 3:4). Rabbi Ya’akov bar Avin in the name of Rabbi Avin in the name
of Rav Acha said, had they had sons, they would have taken precedence to
Eleazar and Ithamar, as it was taught there [in Babylon], whoever has
precedence in inheritance takes precedence in honors, so long as he behaves in
accordance with traditions of his forefathers.

- Lev. Rabbah 20:11

People question how we learn from here, i.c., Num. 3:4, that if a son does not behave in
accordance with the traditions of his forefathers, such that he does not replace his father or
that he is not worthy, he does not inherit his honor.

’ English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein.
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We will advance another midrash brought there in Lev. Rabbah, in an adjoining
section. “Rabbi Yochanan in the name of Rabbi Levi said, ‘The sons of Aaron only died
because they had no children.” Abba Chanan said, ‘Because they did not have wives’ ” (Lev.
Rabbah 20:9). The commentators questioned if it was indeed because they had no children
that they were obligated to die, and what they should have done, i.e., why they didn’t have
children.! For us, it is also difficult to understand how Moses was able to say to Aaron, “This is
what the L-rd meant when He said: ‘Through those near to Me, I show Myself holy’ ” (Lev.
10:2). Rashi explained, “that they were greater than me and than you,” i.e., that their deaths
should be viewed as a martyrdom that sanctified G-d and the Tabernacle. Also, isn’t it found in
the first chapter of tractate Berachot that some suffering is not a result of sin, but is an “aftliction
of love.”® But when one has no children at all, it is not considered an affliction of love, as with
the remaining points brought in the midrash there,* but rather having no children at all could
be because they had never married women, or they were lacking from Heaven. The Korban
Aharon® resolved that the Holy One, Blessed be He, “guards the steps of the faithful,”® but
this time He desired that [Nadab and Abihu] would unwittingly [violate] some prohibition,
without being protected from the sin, in order that the Sanctuary would be sanctified by their

! Lev. Rabbah 20:10 advances the view that they were too pompous, rejecting many matches that were suggested
for them, on the grounds that they were sons of Aaron and nephews of Moses and Miriam, and that the women
suggested as matches did not have such a lofty lineage.

2 That is, Rashi wonders where G-d said to Moses, “Through those near to Me, I show Myself holy.” Zevachim
115b finds a source in Ex. 29:43, “And there I will meet with the children of Israel; and it shall be sanctified by My
glory,” with the Gemara saying, “Do not read [the word] as ‘by My glory,” but rather ‘by My honored ones.” ” L.e.,
G-d will be sanctified by those considered honored by G-d when He reveals himself in the Tabernacle. Rashi adds,
based on Lev. Rabbah 12:2: “My brother, Aaron! I knew that this House was to be sanctified by those who are beloved
of the Omnipresent G-d and I thought it would be either through me or through you; now I see that these [your sons
who have died] are greater than me and than you!”

3 Berachot 5a: “Rava, and some say Rav Chisda, said: If a person sees that suffering has befallen him, he should
examine his actions. If he examined and didn’t find, he may attribute [his suffering] to dereliction in [the study of]
Torah. And if he did attribute [his suffering to dereliction in the study of Torah], and did not find [this to be so], he
may be confident that these are afflictions of love, as it is stated: ‘For whom the L-rd loves, He rebukes, [as does a
father the son in whom he delights].” (Prov. 3:13).” Berachot 5b, and the Tosafot state that if one has children and they
die, that is considered an affliction of love, but that if one never has children, that does not count as an affliction of
love.

4 1L.e., “midrash” here refers to the Aggadic element of the Talmud.

5> Aharon Ibn Hayyim (1545, Fez, Morocco—1632, Jerusalem), Biblical and Talmudic commentator. He lived in
Venice for a while, publishing numerous works. The Korban Aharon (Venice 1609) is a commentary on the Sifra.

1 Sam. 2:9. The Masoretic text shows the second word is written 1701 but pronounced 1°7°97.
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hands, and the Holy One, Blessed be He, did not judge man without justice, and see there.
But according to this opinion, that they had no children at all, it is difficult how [Moses] said,
“Through those near to Me, I show Myself holy.”

0°12 7797 I8 7Y OR ¥"'wan ,7"3p0 0190 M7 0K, 2 239T07TOR AR P08 DY WTna RDRT Wiv v
0°12 TLI77 K17 DY a8 12 02 2ipRaw) 1IN PUTY RITY O 19 aR 2"y "y 9910 02IR)" 0% aumn 9vin
XIT" W XY D .03 ayw 03,0012 12 1 XPw iy wiadh BiT) Ton 1y nlpiv a"apn ,oipn? ooooyon
XPW m1 ,Tam3 23nn 009173 oW AR IR WY "19) "WIRR 229p2" 1"apa 0% kY URIT 0 " T 1277w

DN D3R P XY 1"IpT RV e 0733 07 M

One can say that it’s brought in the midrash (Yalkut Shimoni Bereisheet, remez 76) on
the verse, “See if there is any offensive tendency in me” (Ps. 139:24), David said before the
Holy One, Blessed be He, “Master of the Universe, if in the future I were destined to have
children and they would anger me, it would be better that ‘I would die childless’ (Gen. 15:2).”
If so, [regarding] one who is perfectly righteous and who has been chosen by the
Omnipresent, if he is going to give birth to children who would anger the Omnipresent, then
the Holy One, Blessed be He, does him a great kindness to restrain him from having children,
as he did with Noah.” This is why Moses said, “This is what the L-rd meant when He said:
‘Through those near to Me, I show Myself holy.” ” Moses intended, as Rashi explained: “Now
that I see that they were greater than me and than you,” and the reason that they had no
children is because the Holy One, Blessed be He, saw that they would not be worthy children.
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Now to learn from the midrash above (Lev. Rabbah 20:11), “whoever has precedence
in inheritance takes precedence in honors, so long as he behaves in accordance with traditions of
his forefathers.” For the Scripture says, “But Nadab and Abihu died . . . and they left no sons,”
and because of this, “so it was Eleazar and Ithamar who served as priests in the lifetime of their
father Aaron.” For if they had had sons, they would not have fulfilled the traditions of their
fathers, “so it was Eleazar and Ithamar who served as priests,” for the sons were entering in
place of their fathers. Let us also derive that they would only enter if they were worthy, and

7 Gen. 6:32 reads: “When Noah had lived 500 years, Noah begot Shem, Ham, and Japheth.” Rashi comments: “R.
Judan said: ‘How is it that all the previous generations had children at the age of hundred years and this one (Noah)
at the age of 500 years? The Holy One, blessed be He, said, “If they (Noah’s children) be wicked, they will perish by
the water of the Flood and it will grieve this righteous man; if they be righteous, I shall have to trouble him to construct
several arks.” He therefore restrained him from having children until he was 500 years old, in order that Japhet, the
oldest of his sons should not reach the punishable age before the Flood.” ”
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not if they were unworthy in that they did not act in the traditions of their fathers. For Nadab
and Abihu, who were intimates of the Omnipresent, it would be impossible to contemplate
them having children who would not be deserving as seen above, but to the contrary, because
of this, they had no children. lL.e., it was not literally impossible for them to have undeserving
sons, and indeed, according to this view, this is what would have been destined to occur. It would
have been a great disgrace for two saintly sons of Aaron to have unworthy children, and therefore
G-d prevented that from happening.



