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Vayikra 9:23 — 10:2

He - Moshe and Aharon -
went in to Ohel Moed
They came out

They blessed the populace

It was revealed - the Glory of Hashem —
to the entire populace

It came out — a fire — from before Hashem
It consumed on the altar

The olah and the fats

The whole populace saw

Vayaronu

They fell on their faces

They took —

the sons of Aharon, Nadav and Avihu —
each man his pan —

They put fire in them

They placed incense on top of it

They brought near before Hashem

a fire — alien -

Who had not commanded them

It came out — a fire - from before Hashem
It consumed them

They died before Hashem
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We conventionally but inaccurately translate the Hebrew nat nTiay as “idolatry” —

the literal translation is “worship that is alien”. My suspicion is that this a euphemism of

the same sort that eventually causes n11 nTiay to be replaced in most Rabbinic text by

D' 201> nT1Ay, which literally means “worship of stars” — it provides a convenient way of

telling Christians that the category does not apply to them. We make the test of

acceptability an abstract theological principle — is one worshiping the correct G-d?
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rather than the concrete question — is one worshiping G-d correctly? My contention is
that the term N1t nTay derives directly from the nr wx of Nadav and Avihu, where it
seems that the sole criterion is whether He commanded the worship or not.

Another accidental obstacle to a correct understanding of this episode is the
chapter break (which is not of Jewish origin). But it is critical to understand that Nadav
and Avihu did not merely introduce a fire into the Tabernacle hastily, rather than waiting
for Divine command or miraculous fire — rather they introduced their own fire into the
Tabernacle immediately after miraculous Divine fire had descended onto the altar and
consumed sacrifices as the climax to a Divinely scripted week of sacrificial ritual. In
response, Divine fire comes forth again and consumes them.

Why would Nadav and Avihu have done this? Following the strain in our tradition
that seeks to valorize rather than villainize them?, and in the footsteps of the Rav’s
theology, we can suggest that there are two proper responses to miracles:

1) Awe, leading to the recognition that G-d’s actions are inimitable

2) Inspiration, leading to the burning desire to imitate His actions
There may be no clear algorithms for deciding which us appropriate, and Nadav and
Avihu wrongly picked inspiration over awe.

But this is not yet sufficient. Everyone saw the Divine Fire emerge, but only
Nadav and Avihu were moved to bring their own fire. Perhaps this was simply because
they were the children of Aharon, and so felt uniquely empowered to bring sacrifices,
but this is the inauguration of the Tabernacle and of the Aharonite priesthood.

It therefore seems to me worth rigorously exploring the Torah’s description of everyone
else’s reaction.

The verse says that when the fire came out from before Hashem, the entire
populace did three things:

1) Seelrecognize

2) m

3) Fall on their faces
1111 literally seems to mean “made loud sounds”, and such sounds —in nature and in
Tanakh — can convey a variety of emotions®. How might we determine the emotional
content here?

R. Chaim Paltiel, as available on the Bar llan disk, writes the following:

' A strain with much textual justification, such as wTpx 'anja , although | tend to think that the textual case for
villainization somewhat stronger
? See Isaiah 42:11, 1Kings 22:36
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Onkelos translates 111011 as “and they praised”, ,NMYI 2N
but he did not explicate what praises they said, ,ANX NINAY nn "o X7
But we can say "
“Learn the sealed from the explicit” YIIonn |n Dimo TinY
as regarding Eliyahu Scripture writes 2D INY7R AT
It saw — the entire people nyn ‘72 X'
—m - nn
They fell on their faces DN19 7V 1791
They said: nnxY
“Hashem is the Divinity! D'N7-X0 NN "D
Hashem is the Divinity! .0'N7-X0 NN "D

The argument seems to be that the reaction of the people in 1Kings 18:39, where
Eliyahu elicits the Divine fire, is identical to here — they see, 111, they fall on their faces
— but Kings provides the content of their n11, presumably offered while fallen. We can
presume that the content here was similar.

One problem with this argument is that the verse from Kings is misquoted, and
does not actually contain nm1'1 (I presume this is a later copyist’s error rather than a
memory error of RCP). So RCP must actually be arguing that the order is insignificant,
since 'l here is between seeing and falling, whereas in Kings it follows both. This
seems to me a major objection to the theory.

R. Menachem Rekanati proposes that they sang the songs of the Levites® . This
interestingly suggests that Nadav and Avihu were simply going one step beyond the
populace — Israelites acted as Levites without objection, so why couldn’t priests-in-
waiting act as priests?

Toldot Yitzchak makes an important methodological contribution by collecting
what he asserts are the12 instances in which Divine fire appears.* Six of them
demonstrate that sacrifices have been found pleasing, and six of them take vengeance.
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Pleasing:
1) The initial fire here

2) Gideon
3) Manoach
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4) David (after buying the land for a Temple)
5) Shlomoh (when completing the Temple)
6) Eliyahu at Mount Carmel

Vengeance:

1) Nadav and Avihu

2) Tav'erah

3) Korach

4) lyov’s children

5,6) Eliyahu and Ahab’s army

We can quibble with several citations — for example, Gideon and Manoach
experience ascending, rather than descending, fire — but | suggest that his evidence is
sufficient to demonstrate that the experience of Divine Fire always carries an element of
risk.

With that context, perhaps we can return to Rabbi Paltiel's suggestion that our
story should be read together with the wonderfully ambivalent story of the prophets’ duel
at Mount Carmel. Itis, on the one hand, a great triumph for Eliyahu, in which the people
finally decide for Hashem over Ba’al and massacre Baal’s prophets. Butitis also a
stinging defeat, as the very next day Queen Izevel correctly asserts that no one will
intervene on his behalf against her. In the long run, | contend that his precedent makes
it impossible for extra-Temple sacrificing ever to be eliminated. And yet —in the very
long run, perhaps the memory of that moment is what enables Judaism to vanquish the
impulse for idolatry.

In other words — Eliyahu acted outside the law at Mount Carmel. He pleaded
with G-d to send the fire, rather than having it come as a consequence of his following a
Divine command. He risked worshiping G-d incorrectly to ensure that the Jews would
worship the correct G-d. However, rather than bringing his own fire, he built the wait for
the Divine fire into his own script. We can speculate that he prayed in full awareness
that the answer to his prayers might consume him as well as his sacrifice.

Perhaps the sin of Nadav and Avihu was their failure to realize this, their inability
to imagine that spiritually intoxicated and/or intoxicating worship of the true G-d might
nonetheless be avodah zarah.
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