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In this week's parsha, Shemini, the Torah relates the untimely passing of Nadav and Avihu, two of Aaron’s four 

sons: 

“And Aaron's sons, Nadab and Abihu, each took his pan, put fire in them, and placed incense upon it, and they 

brought before the Lord foreign fire, which He had not commanded them. And fire went forth from before the Lord 

and consumed them, and they died before the Lord. (Leviticus 10:1-2)” 

The Torah verse tells us the reason for their death was that they brought an "aish zarah", a “foreign fire”, into the 

Tabernacle. 

The Midrash (part of the oral tradition), on the other hand, teaches: 

Moses and Aaron once walked along, with Nadav and Avihu behind them, and all Israel following in the rear. Then 

Nadav said to Avihu, 'O that these old men (Moses and Aaron) 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.' (Sifra 

(Midrash) on Parshas Shemini found in Talmud Bavli, Sanhedrin 52a). 

Thus their death was punishment for expressing the sentiment that they wished the older generation would die out, 

enabling them to take over the leadership of the Jewish People. 

Question: 
Why does the Midrash cite a different reason for their deaths than the Torah? 

Answer: 
If we look a little deeper, we could suggest the two reasons are actually one and the same: 

What the Torah refers to as "aish zarah", “foreign fire”, can refer to Nadav and Avihu's inner fire - their fiery 

enthusiasm. They felt they had so much to give, so much to 

offer, they could not restrain their passion. Unfortunately, it 

was a ‘foreign’ enthusiasm, because they did not defer to their 

elders, and not listening to those who are older and wiser 

fosters a “foreign fire”. This was the root of their error, and 

why they were punished. Thus, the Midrash’s reason is, in 

fact, one and the same as the verse. 

We, the Jewish People believe in mesorah, the unbroken 

chain of tradition that stretches to Moses our teacher at Mount 

Sinai. Occasionally, we may be tempted to think we can figure 

things out on our own. 

We must learn from Nadav and Avihu's fatal mistake; such an 

attitude is incorrect and destructive. We must always follow 

our tradition and must always look to our great scholars and teachers, taking instruction from them; they are the 

foundation on which our nation is built. 

(Inspired by the teachings of the Netziv in Ha'emek Davar) 
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When Aharon’s sons died (for one of many possible reasons) Moshe called to Mishael and to Elzafan the sons of Uziel, Aharon's 

uncle, and said to them; "Come and carry your brothers from the presence of the Sanctuary, to beyond the encampment." Why them? 

Simply understood, though a Kohain may become impure to attend to the funeral of one of his seven close relatives (wife, father, 

mother, brother, sister, son, daughter) Aharon’s remaining two sons were to remain pure as part of the dedication of the Mishkan and 

their inauguration. Therefore, these Levites were called to remove the corpses. 

They were cousins so they had the responsibility of caring for their kin, another important lesson for all 

of us. However, in describing the relationship, Rashi explains that Uziel was the brother of Amram and 

quotes the posuk in Shmos that lists the children of Kehas.   

Rabbeinu Bachya asks why Rashi needed to tell us this.  “Don’t we know,” asks Rabbeinu Bachya, “that 

Uziel was the brother of Amram?” Rather, he explains that Uziel was like Aharon, in that he, too, “loved 

peace and pursued peace.”  Therefore, Rashi’s explanation that he was Amram’s brother was to facilitate 

the description of being Aharon’s uncle.  The word for uncle is “dod,” which means close and beloved.  

They shared a kinship and therefore his children were chosen to remove the bodies of their cousins from 

the Sanctuary. But what made them so special? 

I believe that it was their love and caring for others, the boundless love they had in common with 

Aharon [ed. Note – as did R’ Dovid Winiarz z”l] that made them worthy of this mission.   

Why is that?  Nadav and Avihu were struck down by a Heavenly fire for a transgression none of us can pinpoint. They were holy 

people whom HaShem judged to minute tolerance levels and He acted against them. People further removed might have dealt with 

them lightly, considering them sinners, and perhaps disrespecting the bodies. They would have said, “They got what was coming to 

them,” or perhaps “You see? They weren’t so righteous!” 

Nadav and Avihu were extremely holy and such treatment would have been inappropriate.  Therefore, Mishael and Eltzafan were 

chosen because of their deep love and respect for the deceased.  They would understand that despite the Heavenly punishment, Nadav 

and Avihu had noble intentions for acting as they did, even if they were incorrect.  They would be able to judge them favorably, and 

not condemn them nor treat them with contempt.  That is why they were chosen to handle the corpses. Uziel their father, who was an 

Ohaiv Shalom and Rodef Shalom, had instilled Ahavas Yisrael, love of each precious child of HaShem, in his children and they 

learned from his ways.  

Lessons of our Sages through the Ages from the Pages 
The Chofetz Chaim heard that a student was caught smoking on Shabbos and asked to speak to him.  The boy was 
afraid of what the Chofetz Chaim would say to him, and he was prepared for a lengthy rebuke with a lot of angry 
yelling.  Nobody heard what the Chofetz Chaim said to him, but that boy never violated Shabbos again. 

Years later, he revealed what took place.  “I was prepared to be yelled at, but that didn’t happen.  Instead, the 
Chofetz Chaim sat me next to him at his table.  He grasped my hands in his and held them firmly and said one 
word, “Shabbos.”  He repeated that word again and again as tears began streaming down his face. ‘Shabbos!’ he 
sighed, ‘Shabbos.’” 

“Had I tried to remove my hands I would not have been able to for I felt paralyzed.  One of his holy tears fell onto my 
hand and I could feel the searing heat of the tzaddik’s concern for me and the Holy Shabbos.” 

Absent-mindedly rubbing his hand, the man continued, “I can still feel the burning of that tear on my hand.  It was 
at that moment I vowed never again to hurt this tzaddik by desecrating the Shabbos.  It is too holy, and apparently, 
the sage of Radin felt that I was too holy as well.” 

Parshas Parah represents a chance for new beginnings for all of us.  As we clean for Pesach, we can clean up our 
acts as well and reconnect with G-d.  

Want to sign up to get this Shabbos Table Talk each week?  E-mail us at DoItForDovid@Gmail.com. 

 

Now YouNow YouNow YouNow You    KnowKnowKnowKnow!!!!    

From the week before Adar until the week before Nisan, we have four special Sabbaths, with special Torah readings. 

The first is Shekalim which discusses the half-shekel the Jews gave to be counted.  Then comes Zachor, when we recall the war with Amalek 

and the need to annihilate that enemy for all time.   

This week is Parshas Parah, describing the red cow whose ashes were sprinkled on the Jews to purify them, done now so they might perform 

the Korban Pesach.  Finally, with the arrival of Nissan comes Parshas HaChodesh, the Jews’ first mitzvah as a people, in which they establish 

the new month. 

We can look at the progression as follows:  

1. We were uplifted by giving the half-shekel, by contributing to the Mishkan and supporting spirituality in the world. (Shekalim)   

2. Alas, we were lax in Torah study and an enemy was able to attack us because we fell.  (Zachor) 

3. Then, once we repented and were purified, (Parah) 

4. HaShem gave us even greater ability and responsibility to be active participants in the running of the world. (HaChodesh) 

We are an exclusive nation, uniquely gifted by HaShem.  Though we may slip, we are able to once again stand tall and live up to our 

potential. This is a message worth repeating (at least) every single year. 


