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Lo�� i� not � Vo�unt��r Thing – it’� � �o��it��nt

Ahron’s two eldest sons, Nadav and Avihu, were great men who might one day have led the Jewish people. But we 
find that they were consumed by their fervour for the Temple service:

ַוִּיְקחּו ְבֵני-ַאֲהֹרן ָנָדב ַוֲאִביהּוא ִאיׁש ַמְחָּתתֹו, ַוִּיְּתנּו ָבֵהן ֵאׁש, ַוָּיִׂשימּו ָעֶליָה, ְקֹטֶרת; ַוַּיְקִריבּו ִלְפֵני ה, ֵאׁש ָזָרה–ֲאֶׁשר ֹלא ִצָּוה, ֹאָתם.
 ,Nadav and Avihu took pans of fire, in which they placed the spices – ַוֵּתֵצא ֵאׁש ִמִּלְפֵני ה, ַוֹּתאַכל אֹוָתם; ַוָּיֻמתּו, ִלְפֵני ה
and presented it before God; this alien fire which they were not commanded. A great fire emerged, and consumed 
them. (10:1,2)

The stated reason for their death is that they were not commanded. What is so wrong with their voluntary service?

The introduction to the laws prohibiting certain sexual relationships, the arayos, is lengthy, but encoded in it is 
something very powerful:

ַוְיַדֵּבר ה, ֶאל-ֹמֶׁשה ֵּלאֹמר. ַּדֵּבר ֶאל-ְּבֵני ִיְׂשָרֵאל, ְוָאַמְרָּת ֲאֵלֶהם: ֲאִני, ה ֱאֹלֵהיֶכם. ְּכַמֲעֵׂשה ֶאֶרץ-ִמְצַרִים ֲאֶׁשר ְיַׁשְבֶּתם-ָּבּה, ֹלא ַתֲעׂשּו;
ָלֶלֶכת ֲאִני ֵמִביא ֶאְתֶכם ָׁשָּמה, ֹלא ַתֲעׂשּו, ּוְבֻחֹּקֵתיֶהם, ֹלא ֵתֵלכּו. ֶאת-ִמְׁשָּפַטי ַּתֲעׂשּו ְוֶאת-ֻחֹּקַתי ִּתְׁשְמרּו,  ּוְכַמֲעֵׂשה ֶאֶרץ-ְּכַנַען ֲאֶׁשר 
 …Hashem said to Moshe – ָּבֶהם: ֲאִני, ה ֱאֹלֵהיֶכם. ּוְׁשַמְרֶּתם ֶאת-ֻחֹּקַתי ְוֶאת-ִמְׁשָּפַטי, ֲאֶׁשר ַיֲעֶׂשה ֹאָתם ָהָאָדם ָוַחי ָּבֶהם: ֲאִני, ה
Speak to the Jews and say that I am Hashem their God. Do not act like the Egyptians amongst whom you once 
lived; do not act like the Canaanites where you will one day live. Do not follow their customs; for it is My laws you 
should observe, My rules and justice which a man should do, and in so doing, he will live… (18:1-5)

Rashi notes that ֲאִני ה ֱאֹלֵהיֶכם echoes what was said at Sinai – אנכי ה אלוקיך. This statement appears throughout the 
Torah, and the construction is taken to mean that if Sinai was the acceptance of God as a king, then these are the 
laws of the kingdom. Sinai is woven into the fabric of the mitzvos, and the mitzvos into Sinai.

The Sfas Emes understands this seemingly ordinary introductory statement to be a prism through which to perceive 
and understand the nature of mitzvos.

Mitzvos can have a practical function. Mitzvos bein Adam l’chavero, the social, inter-personal mitzvos, by their 
nature build and develop a cohesive society whether intentionally performed as mitzvos or not. But entirely beyond 
from the practical function, there is a framework for doing mitzvos that brings God into our lives.

Volunteering in an unprescribed manner can work bein Adam l’chavero because the guidelines are straightforward 
– humans can learn and understand how best to relate to each other. Giving charity adds positivity, goodwill and 
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brotherhood to the world, whether intended as the mitzva of tzedaka or not. But when it comes to the divine, 
volunteering can be very dangerous and destructive. An extreme example is the story of Lot and his daughters – the 
best intentions can twist and warp something beautiful into something gruesome.

A superficial analogy; imagine a newlywed man whose wife’s birthday approaches. He desires to give her an 
extravagant bouquet of flowers to show her a glimmer how special and important she is to him. Her favourite 
flowers are white tulips, which was why she had chosen them for their wedding. On her birthday, he surprises her 
with an ornate arrangement of red roses. How she responds is irrelevant, although parenthetically, one would hope 
she may appreciate them. The salient point is that although he certainly means well; and they may be beautiful; 
and they may express his feelings better; but a relationship is inherently mutual, and the type flower that she likes 
best is not a secret.

This may be the reason the lesson is taught by the laws of forbidden relationships – love and passion may seem so 
real, that they gloss over a fatal flaw. We cannot do what we feel like when we feel like – this is the ultimate form 
of narcissism and self-worship. Love is not a volunteer thing; it is a commitment. We are beseeched to not be like 
everyone else; we have very specific duties and instructions. An employee will work rain or shine; a volunteer can 
simply quit and it doesn’t matter!

The stated reason that Nadav and Avihu died takes on a very literal meaning in this context:

…Alien fire they were not commanded – ֵאׁש ָזָרה ֲאֶׁשר ֹלא ִצָּוה ֹאָתם

The Torah allows people to volunteer sacrifices in the name of different things, but their type and class of offering 
was not one of them. This represents something foreign, sinister, and ָזָרה – alien.

We cannot presume to know the workings of the metaphysical. Hashem is beyond our existence, and beyond our 
understanding; we cannot unilaterally reach out. But through the Torah, mitzvos and Halacha, we can earn the gift 
of a relationship with the Creator. All we know, and all we can know, about God, is what He tells us, because once, 
He reached in; so everything must fit into that framework. It is delusional to think that we can make God happy; 
we cannot change Him in any way. The small wisp of insight into how to relate to God is through Torah – literally, 
“The Instructions”.

The way to engage and develop the relationship for all it can be, is ָוַחי ָּבֶהם – to live a life committed to and imbued 
with Torah, being shining ambassadors and representatives of God in this world.

When people depart from interactions with you, is that what goes through their minds?

Think it Through

At the inauguration of the Mishkan, there was a handover process where Moshe gave the post he had filled for 7 
days to Ahron, where Ahron offered sacrifices as part of his new role:

 ַוִיָּשּׂא ַאֲהֹרן ֶאת ]ידו[ ָיָדיו ֶאל ָהָעם ַוְיָבְרֵכם ַוֵיֶּרד ֵמֲעֹשׂת ַהַחָטּאת ְוָהֹעָלה ְוַהְשָּׁלִמים. ַוָיֹּבא ֹמֶשׁה ְוַאֲהֹרן ֶאל ֹאֶהל מֹוֵעד ַוֵיְּצאּו ַוְיָבֲרכּו
 Ahron raised his hands towards the people and blessed them. He then descended – ֶאת ָהָעם ַוֵיָּרא ְכבֹוד ֹה’ ֶאל ָכּל ָהָעם
from preparing the offerings. Moshe and Ahron then went into the Tent of Meeting; they came out and blessed the 
people, and the glory of the Lord appeared to all the people. (9:22,23)



© gTorah.com 2014 Sefer Vayikra - Parshas Shmini3

There are two distinct blessings; one before and one after going into the Mishkan. Rashi explains that the first 
blessing was Birchas Kohanim, and the second was ָיֵדינּו ָעֵלינּו ּוַמֲעֵשׂה  ָיֵדינּו ּכֹוְנָנה  ָעֵלינּו ּוַמֲעֵשׂה  ֲאֹדָני ֱאֹלֵהינּו  ֹנַעם   ִויִהי 
.that our handiwork is an expression of godliness – ּכֹוְנֵנהּו

There is a difficulty with the word ַוֵיֶּרד – that Ahron “descended”. The Torah does not emphasise “descent” from 
the Mizbeach anywhere else – so what does it mean here?

Perhaps Ahron experienced an emotional descent – his joy fell into sadness.

There is a tradition that some words are pronounced differently to how they are spelt; we read ָיָדיו – his hands, 
plural, but the word is spelt ידו – his hand, singular. Ahron’s first offering was not accepted in Heaven, as he felt 
proud that he earned his office by his own hand (ידו). He lost sight of the fact that his hands were for the service of 
the people (ָיָדיו).

When he saw his offering rejected, ַוֵיֶּרד – he literally “became down”,i.e. miserable, at which point Moshe, who 
had already performed the duties for 7 days, took him aside to explain him how to perform the service properly. 
When they came out again, they blessed the people again – ּוַמֲעֵשׂה ָיֵדינּו ּכֹוְנָנה ָעֵלינּו ּוַמֲעֵשׂה ָיֵדינּו ּכֹוְנֵנהּו – that we can 
only work properly when we clearly understand that our hands work exclusively to serve G-d; precisely what 
Ahron had just learned.

It is worth noting that even performing the actions correctly was not enough for the service to be accepted; even 
the intentions had to be perfect too.

My grandfather says that each day, we say הללוהו בנבל וכנור – they praise Him with a guitar and harp. A harp is 
called נבל – from the same root as the word “corpse”. My grandfather explains that the words are related in that a 
harp makes such a beautiful sound it makes other instruments sound bad in comparison. Chazal teach that someone 
who gains honour at someone else’s expense is a disgrace.

To engaged in public service, it is imperative not just to do the right thing, but to do it in the right way. 
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