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Nadav and Avihu: Consumed by Divine Fire

1. Prof. Jonathan Grossman, “Taking Up and Taking Out the Ashes: Constancy and
Change in Leviticus,” Tradition, Spring 2022

“Taking up the ashes” is a symbol representing the encounter between God and people that
takes place on the altar. The ashes result from the encounter between the offering, brought by
people, and God, who is revealed on the altar as the fire that consumes. This encounter between
flesh and fire produces ashes, which the priest “takes up” each morning, and in so doing points
to the covenant and grace that are present in this place. According to this understanding, taking
up the ashes is connected to clearing off the altar, but the moment before removing the leftovers,
there is a declaration regarding the unique encounter that takes place in this sacred spot by
pointing to its results: an encounter between flesh and fire that produces ashes.

2. Exodus 24:17
X 1R TYY 77 X2 nha wiRe 71T Tin Ty

Now the Presence of God appeared in the sight of the Israelites as a consuming fire on the top
of the mountain.

3. Deuteronomy 5:20-25
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When you heard the voice out of the darkness, while the mountain was ablaze with fire, you
came up to me, all your tribal heads and elders, and said, “Hashem our God has just shown us a
majestic Presence, and we have heard God’s voice out of the fire; we have seen this day that
humankind may live though addressed by God. Let us not die, then, for this fearsome fire will
consume us; if we hear the voice of Hashem our God any longer, we shall die. For what mortal
ever heard the voice of the living God speak out of the fire, as we did, and lived? You go closer
and hear all that Hashem our God says, and then you tell us everything that Hashem our God
tells you, and we will willingly do it.”” Hashem heard the plea that you made to me, and the Lord
said to me, “I have heard the plea that this people made to you; they did well to speak thus.”

4. Exodus 3:2
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A messenger of God appeared to him in a blazing fire out of a bush. He saw, and behold the
bush was burning in fire, but the bush was not consumed.



5. Rashi, Exodus 3:12
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“I will be with you” ...And the vision you have seen in the Bush will be your sign that it was I
who sent you, and I am capable of saving; just as you have seen the Bush fulfilling My mission
without being consumed, so you will go on My holy mission without being damaged.

6. Leviticus 9:23-10:3
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Moses and Aaron then went inside the Tent of Meeting. When they came out, they blessed the
people; and the Presence of God appeared to all the people. Fire came forth from before God
and consumed the burnt offering and the fat parts on the altar. And all the people saw, and
exulted, and fell on their faces. [Chapter 10] 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 strange fire that was
not commanded them. And fire came forth from before God and consumed them; and they died
in the presence of God. Then Moses said to Aaron, “This is what God meant by saying:
Through those who are close to me I shall be sanctified; in the presence of the whole people 1
shall make my gravity felt.” And Aaron was silent.

7. Rashbam, Leviticus 9:24
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“Fire came forth from before God”: from the Holy of Holies first to the golden altar, in order to
burn the incense of offering there... The fire found Aaron’s two sons there, near the golden
altar, and it burned them to death. Then the fire went out of the Tabernacle to the copper altar
where it “consumed the burnt offerings and the fats on the altar.”

8. Rashi, Leviticus 10:3
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THIS IS WHAT GOD SPOKE, etc. — Where had He spoken this? In the statement (Exodus
29:43), “And there I will be met by the children of Israel and it (the Tabernacle) shall be
sanctified by My glory (°71232).” Read not here >71272, “by My Glory” but >12913, “through My
honored ones” (Zevachim 115b). Moses here said to Aaron: “My brother, Aaron! I knew that
this House was to be sanctified by those who are beloved of the Omnipresent God 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!” (Leviticus Rabbah 12:2).

9. Novalis (1772-1801)
“In a work of art chaos must shimmer through the veil of order.”

10. Rashbam, Leviticus 10:3
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This is not according to the peshat (the simple meaning of the verses). Would God have
announced to Moses: “And let them make Me a Sanctuary” — and on that very day the greatest
ramong you will die

Moses said to Aaron: “Do not mourn nor weep, and do not desist from carrying on with your
priestly duties; I am telling you “This is what God meant by saying: Through those who are close
to me I shall be sanctified” - I want to be sanctified by the High Priests, the ones who are “near”
to Me and who perform the service for Me. I do not want them to desecrate My name and My
holy service.

In the presence of the whole people I shall make my honor felt.” This is the “honor” accorded*
to God’s Presence that even when one sees one’s sons dying one ignores one’s grief and
.continues with the service to one’s Creator

And Aaron was silent” - he desisted from his mourning, did not weep and did not perform the*
.rites of mourning

11. Joshua 10:12
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On that occasion, when the LORD routed the Amorites before the Israelites, Joshua addressed
the LORD; he said in the presence of the Israelites:

“Stand still, O sun, at Gibeon,

O moon, in the Valley of Ayalon!”

12. Kings I, 19:21
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And He said: ‘Go forth, and stand upon the mount before the LORD. And, behold, the LORD
passed by, and a great and strong wind rent the mountains, and broke in pieces the rocks before
the LORD; but the LORD was not in the wind; and after the wind an earthquake; but the
LORD was not in the earthquake; and after the earthquake a fire; but the LORD was not in the
fire; and after the fire a still small voice.

13. R. Eliezer Lipman Lichtenstein - Shem Olam, Leviticus 10:3

"aponw" A nw" ) "enT" 22977310 209V 12 WIPR Pwha 2727 99, P R R
0 NN MIVIIN IRWA 7P0D7 197 ANIRY 272 WX 272 7727 RN 9K 770 IR
D" (2 ,0W QW) 0 MR IR ,"NIWI W W (12 TP 2225N) MRY NN

199 1IWDI PN 1IRPAW 12D ,N1ANID2 WOIT YIAMY 2977 UPW O3 I 7AnT DA pnws
TYOATT WO BPpWw 127 2Aw "D ROR 720 pRw ROW ' WITR 110K DY 21007 TV
7T AR PHY PTO¥ RO DI RIT-7N2-WITRT OW PMITR NR 777 XY 9D NN

Scripture chose "vayidon!" rather than "vayishtok," because there is a difference in the holy
language between these similar verbs [denoting silence]. Shetikah only signifies the abstention
from speaking, weeping, moaning or any other outward manifestation as "They reel to and fro,
and stagger like a drunken man" (Ps. 107:27), followed by, "then are they glad because "yishtoku"
- they are quiet" (ibid., 30). The verb "domen" however, connotes inner peace and calm, as the
researchers of the language explained. Accordingly Scripture describes Aaron, holy to God, that
he was not simply "quiet" (vayishtok) but actually "vayidom" emphasizing that his heart and soul
were at peace within, that he did not engage in questioning the standards of the Holy One of
Blessing at all, rather he justified the Divine verdict.

14. Isaac ben Judah Abravanel, Leviticus 10:1
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“And Aaron was silent” - His heart turned to lifeless stone (domem - mineral), and he did not
weep and mourn like a bereaved father, nor did he accept Moses' consolation for his soul had
left him and he was speechless.

15. Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg, The Hidden Order of Intimacy: Reflections on the Book of
Levzticus

God’s violent gesture is intended to regenerate the religious sense of the incalculable gravity of
His presence. The only words of explanation He offers are the enigmatic: “Through those who
are close to me I shall be sanctified; in the presence of the whole people I shall make my gravity
felt (zkaved)” (Lev. 10:3). The death of the young priests is a reminder of the dangers of
everyday life with God...

This is a story that has generated many stories of meaning. But Aaron’s response is silence: “And
Aaron was silent.” Perhaps this is the appropriate response. In itself, it bears many possibilities.
Does Aaron’s silence signify assent to God’s enigmatic summation: “Through those who are
close to Me I shall be sanctified”? Or resignation? Or tight-lipped self-control?

Silence holds many possibilities. .. The narrative of Nadav and Avihu gives us perhaps too many
possibilities with an unresolved gap in the midst of each. What is not explained or reduced to
narrative order is the divine itself. What cannot be fully known (“I shall become what I shall
become” [Exod. 3:14]) makes us both hopeful and hopeless.



16. Blu Greenberg, from The Torah: A Women’s Commentary, edited by Tamara Cohn
Eskenazi and Andrea L. Weiss (New York: UR]J Press and Women of Reform
Judaism, 2008)

The Deepest Response of Love | My Jewish Learning

When my husband and I sat shiva, most people came with no forethought agenda or
explanation, though a few—out of good intention and compassion— tried to justify God or soften
the loss by giving it some meaning. “He was so good that God needed him by His side” was one
such attempt, to which on one occasion — unable to hold back my words — I responded, “But
we on Earth need him more!” Most people understood at the deepest level that there was
nothing that could justify, nothing that could offset the pain or soften the blow, and they wisely
remained silent. And we ourselves were silent, as there were no words we could speak that would
make any sense of it...

The Jewish laws of bereavement, so exquisitely tuned to the needs of the mourners, stipulate that
the shiva visitor should not speak until the mourner speaks. I had always thought that the point
of that precept was to ensure that the conversation would flow to the place the mourner needs it
to reach. But I now understand that the halacha (Jewish law) enjoining the comforting visitor to
hold back in silence serves a different function: To caution against offering a rationale for the
decree of death. The deeper human religious response is to be silent, to live with the
contradiction, and to affirm that we need not force meaning into tragedy. Sometimes, the
deepest response of love is to be silent.

17. Leviticus 10:4-20

IV TIIRTIN My MeReY Y TRT WK AR YITRTON 0In22 DR 1R
DX A%RY 7IYTT72 731 AN K71 MI9NTRT 0TI 1 WIPNTIR DWRY, 112 | MBORY
WD ANARTIR NN K 79 IR T i A9k W A91pINR 122 PR na o)
{8} Wn 2272 My 07y M Ny

N9) T2 278728 DN TON I I ANN | QWNIN 13U T2 N TENTIN A 12T
127NN NPT IR TR RRYT TR P A WRD TR 271207 [0y iy R npn
{} N2 DR I N3T WK DORNTT72 NY PRI

AT "W NNt AGYREN AR BT IR | RIRION) YN N TgR-oN AP 13T
RVTT92°PM 777 *2 WiTe 0ipna AnR oR?aN1 (X1 OWIR WIp 2 Namd ¥R nign ;7N
T3 AR 2 0ipR2 173RN AHMDT PIY 1 DX 79T Al IR C07IE 12702 I CWRD
YR 2y I9NNT AN AANAT PIY D28 32 RW T 103 IR0 IR0 AR T
| NRY S MR WD 0YITROY AON T3 7 M0 M °197 191R 777 W02 1170
ITaR? DINT TIN50 TnRRY YRRy AR A M AW w7 wT nRbn Ty
197N N7 027 103 | A0R) X DWTR WP R WTPD Dipha DRYIINY DR7aNNy 11
Wp2 ANN 179K 2138 1730 WIpTTIN ARTTIN RNTRY 17 1T 2397 0777 1937 1Y
mIRRR AT *39% DOZYTNRY DAREATNN 12p0 0 T AEnOR 1IN 1270 onns wNe
{9} 11Ty 20N AYR VAP I P2 20T D IRYT AP 72K DR

Moses called Mishael and Elzaphan, sons of Uzziel the uncle of Aaron, and said to them, “Come
forward and carry your kinsmen away from the front of the sanctuary to a place outside the
camp.” They came forward and carried them out of the camp by their tunics, as Moses had
ordered. And Moses said to Aaron and to his sons Elazar and Itamar, “Do not bare your heads
and do not rend your clothes, lest you die and anger strike the whole community. But your kin,


https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/the-deepest-response-of-love/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/shiva-what-you-need-to-know/

all the house of Israel, shall bewail the burning that God has wrought. And so do not go outside
the entrance of the Tent of Meeting, lest you die, for God’s anointing oil is upon you.” And they
did as Moses had bidden.

And God spoke to Aaron, saying: Drink no wine or other intoxicant, you or your sons, when you
enter the Tent of Meeting, that you may not die. This is a law for all time throughout the ages,
for you must distinguish between the sacred and the profane, and between the impure and the
pure; and you must teach the Israelites all the laws which God has imparted to them through
Moses.

Moses spoke to Aaron and to his remaining sons, Elazar and Itamar: Take the meal offering that
is left over from God’s offerings by fire and eat it unleavened beside the altar, for it is most holy.
You shall eat it in the sacred precinct, inasmuch as it is your due, and that of your sons, from
God’s offerings by fire; for so I have been commanded. But the breast of elevation offering and
the thigh of gift offering you [and your wife], and your sons and daughters with you, may eat in
any pure place, for they have been assigned as a due to you and your sons from the Israelites’
sacrifices of well-being. Together with the fat of fire offering, they must present the thigh of gift
offering and the breast of elevation offering, which are to be elevated as an elevation offering
before God, and which are to be your due and that of your sons with you for all time—as God
has commanded. Then Moses inquired about the goat of sin offering, and it had already been
burned! He was angry with Elazar and Itamar, Aaron’s remaining sons, and said, “Why did you
not eat the sin offering in the sacred area? For it is most holy, and it is what was given to you to
remove the guilt of the community and to make expiation for them before God. Since its blood
was not brought inside the sanctuary, you should certainly have eaten it in the sanctuary, as I
commanded.” And Aaron spoke to Moses, “See, this day they brought their sin offering and
their burnt offering before God, and such things have befallen me! Had I eaten sin offering
today, would God have approved?” And when Moses heard this, he approved.



