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CONGREGATION KNESETH ISRAEL/ THE WHITE SHUL
BEYOND THE BOUNDARIES                                                                                   R’ EYTAN FEINER
Parshas Shemini

Before even turning to the text, the parsha’s title alone immediately grabs our attention. With the knowledge that names for the parshiyos are part of our cherished Mesorah—and with the Shlah Hakadosh (cheilek 1, Bayis Acharon, footnote (p.54)) commenting on the potency of their mere recitation—we cannot help but notice this week’s startling choice of “Shemini” for a title. It stands alone as the only parsha named for a number— strange, indeed, that any parsha should ever be named for a mere number… Such an aberration certainly beckons our scrutiny.

If a parsha’s title is intended to home in on its gist or, at the very least, allude to one of its central themes,
 then what exactly does “Shemini” tell us about Sefer Vayikra’s third sedra? 

A Sad Day in Our History

The parsha opens with an outline of the special service performed by the newly consecrated kohanim on the day they achieved their priestly status. After an inauguration period of seven days wherein Moshe occupied the spotlight, henceforth it would be the job of Aharon and his sons to perform the avodah in the Mishkan. And all seems to be going well. Sacrifices are brought and Aharon concludes this monumental first day by joyously reciting Birkas Kohanim for the first time. The third aliyah then begins with a celestial fire descending to consume the sacrifices, and the people then break out in song and praise before Hashem. So far so good.
And then tragedy strikes. Nadav and Avihu, the elder two sons of Aharon, bring an alien fire and incense offering without having been commanded, and a reciprocal fire- midah kineged midah- emerges from the kodesh ha’kadashim to consume them both. The contrast is glaring: The Jewish People have just witnessed the erection of the Mishkan and Hashem’s acceptance of the inaugural offerings, and “fall on their faces” in subservience after singing praises to Him. Immediately after reading of their open display of obedience, we encounter Nadav and Avihu’s disobedience in bringing an offering that had not been commanded. What precisely went wrong?

The various medrashim
 present us with an array of opinions regarding the specific sin they perpetrated. Several of the ideas we encounter: Nadav and Avihu brought their own incense into the kodesh ha’kadashim;
 they ruled on a halachik matter without first consulting with Moshe;
 they didn’t seek counsel from one another; they entered the Mishkan in an intoxicated state;
 they refrained from getting married; and they were lacking the requisite clothing and thorough purification process. But why wasn’t the Torah itself more explicit— why not simply inform us of the precise nature of their grave error rather than cloud their sin in ambiguity? 

Overstepping the Forbidden Line

There is perhaps a common denominator resonating from the medrashim. A thread of overstepping one’s boundaries, of boldly crossing forbidden thresholds, seems to be woven throughout the aforementioned opinions. Nadav and Avihu were inundated with an insatiable love for HaKB”H. They experienced an almost tangible proximity and longed passionately to get even closer. Why seek counsel from another and why the need to approach Moshe when you want nothing more but to get as near as possible to Hashem-- can there be a more noble pursuit? Basking in such proximity, who needs additional cleansing, additional clothing-- who needs any external devices for that matter? On the contrary: just let your penimiyus, your true, inner-self shine forth in its full splendor and glory. And the imbibing of wine will certainly facilitate and expedite the process... 

They displayed an unquenchable thirst for closeness to G-d, but it was unfettered, unregulated-- and inevitably led them to overstep their boundaries. From the Torah’s point of view, we need not know the exact nature of their error- that’s merely incidental. What we must know is that an offering resulting from an unbridled, unconstrained love, is regarded as an “alien fire” so long as it was not commanded from Above. G-d has, in His infinite wisdom, set up a framework within which we must operate, and the rules and regulations must be followed- no matter what our motives and how noble we think they are.
 All sorts of boundaries are there to hold us in check, and they must be cautiously guarded to ensure our full obedience and subjugation to HaKB”H.

Hashem gave us positive commandments, the Ramban
 explains, that are all essentially rooted in ahava, but they were coupled with negative commandments that are rooted in yir’ah, and both are needed to guarantee our optimal relationship with Him. Ahava is often associated with a sense of hispashtus, of creativity and of reaching beyond oneself, while yir’ah is associated with tzimtzum, the idea of restraint, constriction, knowing when to hold oneself back. And both are crucial ingredients in becoming a full-fledged eved Hashem.
 While ahavas Hashem might indeed be the loftier level, if not accompanied by yir’as Hashem then true shi’leimus can never be attained.
         

Marriage certainly helps one realize that. “Isha yir’as Hashem he tis’hallal” (Mishlei, 31:30). A woman is extolled for her virtue of yir’ah,
 and it is that same ability that enables her to assist in protecting her husband by merging her restraint with his creativity: knowing when and where to hold him in check.
 Saturated with an abounding love for HaKB”H, Nadav and Avihu erred- minimally perhaps, but on their lofty madreiga it was clearly magnified- in lacking the requisite component of yir’ah, something a wife might likely have been able to complement. Even their resistance to marry- according to Vayikra Rabba (20:10) because no woman was deemed worthy- is thus intertwined with the general notion of not harnessing their love for HaKB”H, of an ahava deficient of its complementary yir’ah.

Fire Meets Fire

Midah kineged midah, they meet their demise specifically through the vehicle of fire. Fire is symbolic of an intense zeal, of a heated fervor, and the holy emotions swelling within the devout souls of Nadav and Avihu- “Ner Hashem nishmas Adam”- were surely of the most passionate kind. Fire is also the paradigmatic unifier, as whatever is cast into its flames immediately becomes transformed into the fire itself. They yearned for nothing more than to bask in the Shechina’s embracing warmth. HaKB”H had just sent down a miraculous fire upon the altar, so why not offer Him one in return, and symbolically merge the two- a display of the inherently unifying fire merging with one of its own kind- to demonstrate their desire to unite ultimately with the Shechina. 

Whatever the precise nature of their wrongdoing, they erred in the Torah’s terms by offering- plainly and simply put- a “foreign fire.” When not commanded to offer anything to Hashem, the fire and burning passion within must be suppressed. If not, then the resulting offering is regarded as sinful, and- in the case of Nadav and Avihu- the appropriate punishment was a fire from HaKB”H that, magnet-like, entered through their nostrils directly to their fiery neshamos, leaving their physical bodies intact.

The Subtle Allusion of Their Names

Even their names,
 we might suggest, indicate wherein lay their greatness-- and sadly, their downfall as well. “Nadav” connotes the idea of giving, thus highlighting his essence as an individual who is always endlessly giving of himself. That same attribute, though, can also lead to an insatiable desire to always want to give to HaKB”H-- even when it is not first asked for. “Avihu” appears as a juxtaposition of “avi” and “hu,” thus a constant implication of “he is my father.” The name seems to highlight an overly personal, perpetual pointing to Hashem as “my Father,” a beautiful message but one that also carries with it a precarious overtone. Viewing HaKB”H as “He is my Father,” can- if one is not extremely wary- lead to the erasure of the forbidden boundary that we are enjoined not to overstep.   
A Perfect Choice of Haftora

Boldly going beyond one’s boundaries. Not knowing where to draw the line. Certainly a crucial message, and one of the central lessons to be gleaned from this week’s parsha. And, as we are about to see, its accompanying haftora as well.

The Levush writes that a haftora is labeled such because its reading was instituted by Chazal in difficult times when Jews were prohibited from reading publicly from the Torah. To exempt (pater) the weekly obligation of reading from the Torah, the haftora (same shoresh), a selection from the Nevi’im- one that would echo a major theme in that week’s regular parsha- would take its place. With that in mind, turning to this week’s choice we must certainly be attentive to any parallels that abound.
The haftora normally read for parshas Shemini is the narrative of Dovid HaMelech’s escorting of the Aron to its true home in Yerushalayim. Certainly connected with a parsha detailing the Mishkan’s consecration service, we could argue that such a selection might have been far more apropos alongside one of the latter parshiyos of Sefer Shemos that expound upon the Aron and its being situated in its rightful place in the Mishkan.   

Perhaps the primary parallel to be drawn, however, is based on the incident recounted in the haftora of Uzzah’s egregious error in reaching out to support the sacred Aron: yet another tragedy of death dampening a truly momentous moment of joy. And yet another display of crossing a forbidden threshold, of overstepping one’s boundaries, albeit driven by the most noble of motives. It surely seems like a loud echo of Nadav and Avihu’s much earlier sin. Uzzah simply wanted to prevent the Ark from falling. But it wasn’t his place-- the holy and other-worldly Aron doesn’t need man’s assistance- and he overstepped a forbidden line though driven by a love for the sacred. His fire and zeal were not properly harnessed, and his was viewed instead as a brazen, audacious move-- perhaps why he would forever be remembered as “Uzzah,” a name sharing the identical shoresh as “azus,” audacity. He was, in truth, also “az,” strong and powerful in spirit, but he skirted a far too dangerous precipice, and sadly moved ever so slightly in the wrong direction.  

Intriguing Parallels

How fascinating, then, to glance at the haftora and find Uzzah’s father’s name mentioned no less than three times in a span of but two pesukim. He doesn’t play any real role in the narrative, and yet the Navi clearly wants us to keep in mind that Avinadav was the father of Uzzah. 

Hmmm…”Avinadav”…sounds somewhat familiar. Avinadav appears to be a conjugation of “Nadav” and “Avihu”— albeit in abbreviated form. The ‘father’ of Uzzah indeed: The ‘origin’ of Uzzah’s sin finds its place in the somewhat parallel wrongdoing of the earlier Nadav and Avihu. Uzzah has now overstepped a similar boundary in getting just too close to the holy, venturing a bit beyond the forbidden line.

We might further add the following: When Uzzah is first introduced to us in the haftora, his name is spelled with an “aleph” after the opening ayin and zayin. Specifically at the moment when his sin takes place, however, the spelling of his name is slightly altered and remains that way throughout the ensuing pesukim discussing the sin and punishment. Strangely enough, a “heh” now replaces the original “aleph,” yielding ayin/ zayin/ heh. But the new name produces a gematria of 82, the same gematria as that of “Nadav” plus “Avihu” (im ha’kollel)! Perhaps yet an additional reminder of whose sin Uzzah seemed to duplicate…                

Now Back to “Shemini”

The number seven, writes the Maharal,
 represents the idea of completion in the realm of nature. There are seven days in the week, seven years in a shemitta cycle, seven shemitta cycles leading to a yovel, and myriad other manifestations. It is thus a number- shiv’a- that uses the identical letters as that of “s’via,” the word denoting satisfaction and completion in the physical world.

When one eats too much, however, they become obese- “shi’meina”- and those same letters also comprise the word representing the number eight: “shi’mona.” Just as the overweight person has gone a bit too far beyond satisfaction, beyond s’via, so too the number eight represents a realm above that of completion within nature: shemini is thus indicative of li’malah min ha’tevah.
 That is why, continues the Maharal, our sacred bris milah ritual takes place specifically on the eighth day,
 why shemen floats above water, and why the Chashmonaim are the heroes of the miraculous nature of the eight-day Chanukah. 

When we hear “shemini” we thus think of going above and beyond our usual boundaries, of venturing into a realm that sits atop our lowly, mundane world of nature.
 It highlights a threshold that leads to spheres that mortal man cannot ordinarily dwell within. And the sin of Nadav and Avihu is clearly reminiscent of such a concept. They wanted to go beyond their regular boundaries, to cross the forbidden line to extreme closeness with the Shechina when it simply wasn’t called for. Even their father, Aharon the Kohen Gadol, would only enter the other-worldly ambience of the kodesh ha’kadashim once a year, on the holy day of Yom Kippur. And while there sprinkle the sacrificial blood eight times. But all in strict adherence to the command and will of Hashem. (This is the same High Priest who ordinarily performed the sacred service only while donning the requisite eight garments.)

“Acharei Mos shi’nei bi’nei Aharon…” 

In light of the above, the parsha that discusses the wrongdoing and subsequent tragic deaths of Nadav and Avihu is thus most appropriately entitled “Shemini.” And yes, we will recount and remember vividly their tragic demise once more during the year: on Yom Kippur itself, of course, a day when we ourselves become angel-like and try to lift ourselves above and beyond our physical boundaries and limitations. That is when Nadav and Avihu’s father would be granted permission to enter the holiest of all places, and that is a most opportune time for us to reflect upon the painful mistake of his righteous two oldest sons.

Perhaps we might add that their tikkun arrived when- as the Zohar (beg. of Pinchas) writes- their lofty souls entered the body of the later Pinchas ben Elazar ben Aharon HaKohen. Pinchas wouldn’t perform his noble act of killing Kazbi and Zimri until first having approached Moshe to discuss the matter with him,
 a possible rectification for Nadav and Avihu’s unwillingness to first seek counsel from Moshe. When Eliyahu HaNavi- Pinchas hu Eliyahu…
- stands atop Har HaCarmel, he first asks HaKB”H to send down a miraculous fire before really doing anything on his own. And when the souls of Nadav and Avihu have reached their final tikkun through their relative Pinchas/Eliyahu, then indeed they, along with Eliyahu HaNavi himself, can ascend once again towards the heavens in- what else- but a chariot of fire…while both the body and soul of Eliyahu (together with theirs) remain intact this time around…      

Let’s follow Nadav and Avihu’s lead in summoning an insatiable longing to get ever closer to HaKB”H. But let’s pick up after the tikkun of the later Pinchas and couple that burning ahava with an equally impassioned yir’ah as we tread ever so carefully in their footsteps. All along with the fervent wish of welcoming soon the footsteps of Eliyahu HaNavi in heralding the final geula.   
HAVE A WONDERFUL AND UPLIFTING SHABBOS!    

� There even exists a sefer, Al Kein Kara Shimo (R’ Shagiv Amit), which is primarily dedicated to expounding precisely on this idea. Rav Yaakov Weinberg, one of the former Roshei Yeshiva of Yeshivas Ner Yisroel, had a penchant for highlighting the parsha’s name as a means of isolating what lay at the core of that parsha, what really served as the dominant theme woven throughout its pages. Throughout his Likutei Sichos, the Lubavitcher Rebbe also homed in frequently on the parsha’s name as highlighting its essence—see the Gutnick Edition Chumash, introduction to each parsha.   





� See the Toras Kohanim (Acharei Mos, #1), Vayikra Rabba (20:9), Medrash Tanchuma (Acharei Mos, #6), Medrash HaGadol, Eruvin 63a (Yuma 53a), Sanhedrin 52a. Other explanations appear in the Zohar and Kisvei HaAri. See also the Ba’al HaTurim on Shemini, 10:2, the Taz’s Divrei Dovid, and the commentary of R’ Moshe Dovid Vali (talmid chaver of the Ramchal). See also the Meshech Chochma, parshas Pinchas, 26:61, and the Steipler’s Birchas Peretz on parshas Mishpatim, and see the detailed discussion appearing in Binah B’Mikra (Yaakovson). Lastly, see Koveitz Iyun HaParsha, 5766, gilyon 23, p. 37.





� See, however, the remarks of the Ramban and Rabbeinu Bechaye in Acharei Mos, 16:2.





� See Da’as Torah on parshas Acharei Mos, 16:1, where R’ Yerucham Levovitz- though focusing specifically on this opinion of Chazal- discusses a similar idea to the one I present in the upcoming paragraphs.


  


� See the fascinating remark appearing in Medrash Talpiot, anaph “yayin.”





� See also R’ Shimshon Pincus’s Shearim B’Tefilla, p. 118, discussing the sin of Nadav and Avihu in a similar light.





� Even the mal’achim have similar restrictions— see Sheim MiShmuel on parshas Va’eschanan, 5676 (p. 45).


  


� Commentary on parshas Yisro, 20:8. See also the Gra’s remarks on Shir HaShirim, 1:2.





� I subsequently saw that R’ Gedalya Schorr (Ohr Gedalyahu) also highlights the lack of requisite accompanying yir’ah to Nadav and Avihu’s incredible ahavah. See also his comments on parshas Lech Lecha, p. 49, and on Yom Kippur, p. 28. (See also the Chiddushei HaRim.) In addition, see the Slonimer Rebbe’s Nesivos Shalom. The same idea also appears in an article in the Torah journal, Kol HaTorah, Nissan 5768 (#65), p. 293, based on the Yalkut Shimoni (Shemini, #524) that Nadav and Avihu were “mosif ahava al ahava.”   





� See R’ A. Bergman’s Shimusha shel Torah, pp. 116-117, quoting R’ Itzele Peterburger. See also R’ Y. M. Charlap’s Mei Marom, vol. 5, p. 65 (on Vayeira, 22:12). In addition, see R’ Soloveitchik’s Abraham’s Journey, pp. 23-24.


  


� See also the remarks of Rabbeinu Bechaye on Beraishis, 2:23. In addition, see the Me’or Einayim on parshas Ha’azinu, p. 223.


 


� See especially Yevamos 63a.





� See also Mishmeres Shalom on Hilchos Semachos (“shin,” #4) quoting Si’dei Ha’aretz (vol. 3, #22). The latter sefer is also quoted in Ikrei Dinim (Y”D, #26:7), and see Vi’haIsh Moshe (R’ Moshe HaLevi Soloveitchik), p. 69.   


� Ohr Chadash (on Esther, 1:10), Gevuros Hashem (chapter 40), Nesivos Olam (vol. 1, nesiv ha’avodah, beg. of chapter 7), and numerous other places. See also R’ Shimshon Pincus’s Bi’reichos Bi’cheshbon, pp. 28-29. In addition, see Rabbeinu Bechaye’s introduction to parshas Shemini, and see R’ Y. I. Chaver’s Yad Mitzraim commentary on the Haggadah shel Pesach, p. 144 (Yad Chazakah commentary on “shiv’a me yodei’a”).  


 


� See the Maharal’s Chiddushei Aggados (vol. 1, p. 5), Netzach Yisroel (chapter 32), and numerous other places. See also the Kli Yakar, beg. of parshas Shemini, the Mabit’s Beis Elokim, sha’ar ha’tefilla, chapter 1, and see Sfas Emes, Succos, 5637. See also R’ Shimshon Pincus’s Bi’reichos Bi’cheshbon, pp. 28-29. In addition, see R’ Y. I. Chaver’s Yad Mitzraim commentary on the Haggadah shel Pesach, p. 145 (Yad Chazakah commentary on “shi’mona me yodei’a”). See also Rabbeinu Bechaye’s Kad HaKemach, “Ner Chanukah” (Kisvei Rabbeinu Bechaye, p. 268), discussing the number eight as a dominant theme in the Beis HaMikdash, and see his introduction to his commentary on parshas Shemini . Notice also that the very letters comprising the word “shi’mona”- albeit intermingled- also spell “neshama,” our essence that truly exists above the realm of tevah. And how fascinating, as well, that ‘infinity’ is represented in mathematical literature with a [horizontal] figure ‘eight’- time above and beyond our finite world…       





� Along similar lines, see the B’nei Yissaschar, ma’amarei chodesh Nissan, ma’amar 4 (drush 4- see “al derech ha’drush”). 





� See also the Kli Yakar’s remarks on the parsha’s opening pasuk.


 


� Sanhedrin 82a (see also the comments of the Chiddushei HaRan and the Aruch L’Ner). 





� Pirkei d’R’ Eliezer, chapter 47; Yalkut Shimoni, Pinchas, #771; Targum Yonasan ben Uziel, Balak, 25:12. 





