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Leviticus 10:1-11

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 M
alien fire, which had not been enjoined
upon them.

And fire came forth from M and
consumed them; thus they died at the
instance of M.

Then Moses said to Aaron, “This is what
M meant by saying: Through those near to
Me I show Myself holy,And gain glory
before all the people.” And Aaron was silent.
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
Eleazar and Ithamar, “Do not bare your
heads and do not rend your clothes, lest you
die and anger strike the whole community.
But your kin, all the house of Israel, shall
bewail the burning that M has wrought.
And so do not go outside the entrance of the
Tent of Meeting, lest you die, for ma”’s
anointing oil is upon you.” And they did as
Moses had bidden.

And M 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 M has imparted to them through
Moses.
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Rashbam on Leviticus 10:1:1

(1) R1°2RY 271 177X 212 10p7, before the fire
had emanated from the Holy of Holies they
each took his own pan planning to offer
incense on the golden altar, seeing that this
offering precedes (timewise) the disposal of
not totally burned leftovers from the
previous day’s sacrificial meat. They placed
“alien” fire on these pans, something which
had not been commanded by Moses to be
done on this day. Even though on ordinary
days the rule of “the sons of Aaron will place
in these pans fire on the altar” (Leviticus
1,7) was in effect, this rule did not apply to
the day of inauguration, and Moses had not
wanted any man made fire to be introduced
into the Tabernacle. This was because he
expected heavenly fire to manifest itself so
that the addition of man made fire would
have completely ruined the impact of the
miracle. On this day the name of God
would be glorified by all the people
becoming aware of Divine approval of their
offerings, by God accepting same by means

of heavenly fire.
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Sacks, Jonathan. Leviticus:The Book of Holiness (Covenant & Conversation 3) (p.

139).

That is the function of the holy — the point at which “I am” is silent in the

overwhelming presence of “There is.” That is what Nadav and Avihu forgot — that to

enter holy space or time requires ontological humility, the total renunciation of human
initiative and desire. The significance of this fact cannot be over-estimated. When we
confuse God’s will with our will, we turn the holy — the source of life — into something
unholy and a source of death. The classic example of this is “holy war,” jihad, Crusade —
investing imperialism (the desire to rule over other people) with the cloak of sanctity as
if conquest and forced conversion were God’s will. The story of Nadav and Avihu
reminds us yet again of the warning first spelled out in the days of Cain and Abel. The
first act of worship led to the first murder. Like nuclear fission, worship generates power,

which can be benign but can also be profoundly dangerous.

The episode of Nadav and Avihu is written in three kinds of fire.
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First there is the fire from heaven: Fire came forth from before God and consumed the
burnt offering. (Lev. 9:24) This was the fire of favour, consummating the service of the

Sanctuary.

Then came the “unauthorised fire” offered by the two sons. Aaron’s sons Nadav and

Avihu took their censers, put fire in them, and added incense; and they offered
unauthorised fire before the Lord, which He had not instructed them [to offer]. (Lev.

10:1)

Then there was the counter-fire from heaven: Fire came forth from before the Lord, and
it consumed them so that they died before the Lord. (Lev. 10:2)

The message is simple and intensely serious: Religion is not what the European

Enlightenment thought it would become: mute, marginal, and mild. It is fire — and like

fire, it warms but it also burns. And we are the guardians of the flame.

A few other instances of fire in Torah (far from a complete list

Genesis 15:17

(17) When the sun set and it was very dark,
there appeared a smoking oven, and a
flaming torch which passed between those

pieces.

Exodus 3:2

(2) An angel of the LORD appeared to him
in a blazing fire out of a bush. He gazed,
and there was a bush all aflame, yet the bush
was not consumed.

Exodus 13:21

(21) The LORD went before them in a pillar
of cloud by day, to guide them along the
way, and in a pillar of fire by night, to give
them light, that they might travel day and
night.
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the smoke rose like the smoke of a kiln, and
the whole mountain trembled violently.

A few mentions of fire in Rabbinic Texts (far from a complete list)
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Shabbat 33b

Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai and his son, Rabbi
Elazar, went and hid in the study hall.
Every day Rabbi Shimon’s wife would
bring them bread and a jug of water and
they would eat. When the decree
intensified, Rabbi Shimon said to his son:
Women are easily impressionable and,
therefore, there is room for concern lest the
authorities torture her and she reveal our
whereabouts. They went and they hid in a
cave. A miracle occurred and a carob tree
was created for them as well as a spring of
water. They would remove their clothes
and sit covered in sand up to their necks.
They would study Torah all day in that
manner. At the time of prayer, they would
dress, cover themselves, and pray, and
they would again remove their clothes
afterward so that they would not become
tattered. They sat in the cave for twelve
years. Elijah the Prophet came and stood
at the entrance to the cave and said: Who
will inform bar Yohai that the emperor
died and his decree has been abrogated?
They emerged from the cave, and saw
people who were plowing and sowing.
Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai said: These people
abandon eternal life of Torah study and
engage in temporal life for their own
sustenance. The Gemara relates that every
place that Rabbi Shimon and his son Rabbi
Elazar directed their eyes was immediately
burned. A Divine Voice emerged and said
to them: Did you emerge from the cave in
order to destroy My world? Return to your
cave. They again went and sat there for
twelve months. They said: The judgment
of the wicked in Gehenna lasts for twelve
months. Surely their sin was atoned in that
time. A Divine Voice emerged and said to
them: Emerge from your cave. They
emerged. Everywhere that Rabbi Elazar
would strike, Rabbi Shimon would heal.
Rabbi Shimon said to Rabbi Elazar: My
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son, you and I suffice for the entire world,
as the two of us are engaged in the proper
study of Torah.

Sefer HaChinukh 132:4

And what is the fire that he has? It is a
person’s nature — since of the four elements
in a person, fire is the head of those four; as
with it does a man strengthen himself and
move to act. And therefore, he needs more
blessing in it; and the matter of blessing is
completeness — meaning to say a thing in
which there is no lack, nor excess. And the
fire in a person requires this blessing, such
that a man will have what he needs: Not
less, since his strength will weaken; and not
more, since he will be burnt through it, in
the way of people that die from too much of
a supplement of it — and that is a burning
fever. And the sons of Aharon increased fire
without being commanded, and [so] fire was
also increased in them, and they were burnt
— as according to the actions of people does
their punishment come, or does the blessing

of God rest [in him] (upon them).

Midrash Tanhuma on Genesis 1
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The Torah is full of holy fire; it was written with a black fire upon a white fire.

Taanit 7a

Rabba bar bar Hana said: Why are matters
of Torah compared to fire, as it is stated:
“Is not My word like fire, says the Lord”
(Jeremiah 23:29)? To tell you: Just as fire
does not ignite in a lone stick of wood but
in a pile of kindling, so too, matters of
Torah are not retained and understood
properly by a lone scholar who studies by
himself, but by a group of Sages.
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Chasidic Fire
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Kedushat Levi, Exodus, Mishpatim

(11) Exodus 24,17. “and the appearance of
G'd’s glory was like a consuming fire on the
top of the Mountain.” When man serves the
Lord through observing the commandments
and studying His Torah, he provides the
Lord with a great deal of satisfaction. If he
wishes to know if his service was really
pleasing to the Lord, the test is to look into
his own heart. If he notices that his own
heart is as if burning with fire in his
enthusiasm and that whenever he
performs acts of service to Hashem it
thoroughly warms his heart and he
himself experiences a profound
satisfaction and joy at serving his Creator,
this is proof that he receives a heavenly
assist to continue on the path he has
chosen... when his own heart seems to
him to be on “fire,” and he is close to
ecstasy, this is proof that G'd takes
pleasure in his efforts.

Yanki Tauber, chabad.org
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We yearn to tear free of our "wick" — of the body that anchors us to the physical reality

and sullies us with physical needs and wants. We strive upwards, yearning to transcend

the physical, the human and the particular, and fuse with the universal and the divine. At

the same time, we cling to the body, to the bit of matter that sustains us as dynamic and

productive participants in G-d's world. It is this perpetual up-and-down, this incessant

vacillation from selthood to selflessness and back again, that we call life. It is this eternal

tension between our desire to escape the physical and our commitment to inhabit i,

develop it and sanctify it that makes us spiritual beings. We can sit and gaze at the flame

for hours, because we are gazing at ourselves.

Rabbi Yael Levy, "Shemini: The Eighth Day," in Directing the Heart: Weekly
Mindfulness Teachings and Practices from the Torah, pp. 75-76.

We do not know the meaning

Of strange fire
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Or if Nadav and Avihu were being punished
Or blessed by the consuming flames.

And we ask:

What do we do when faced with mystery,

When faced with what we can never understand?
What do we do when faced with catastrophe,
When even the best intentions and heartfelt actions

Bring forth results that leave us trembling and afraid?

There is no easy answer,

No sure way through.

There is, though, the power of presence.
Let us remember to draw close to each other

And make an offering of our presence.

With words,

With a touch,

With silence, with a glance,

Let our presence appear.

Let our presence go forth.

Let our presence to each other be sturdy and strong.

Let our presence be an offering in the face of the Mystery
And a balm for the consuming fires of pain, devastation, hardship

and fear.
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