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Midrashically Reconsidering
Nadav's & Avihu's Deaths

Rabbi Drew Kaplan
While there is no explicit mention of any drinking in this week's Torah
portion, there is an oblique reference to it. I'm specifically referring to 

“...Now there is our kinsman Boaz,
whose girls you were close to. He
will be winnowing barley on the
threshing floor tonight. (3) So
bathe, anoint yourself, dress up,
and go down to the threshing floor.
But do not disclose yourself to the
man until he has finished eating and
drinking. (4) When he lies down,
note the place where he lies down,
and go over and uncover his feet
and lie down. He will tell you what
you are to do.”

ּ נו ֹ֥א בעַֹ֙ז֙ מֹֽדַעְתָּ֔ ה֗ הֲל  וְעַתָּ
ר֥ הָיִי֖ת אֶת־נַעֲרוֹתָי֑ו אֲשֶׁ
הִנֵּה־הו֗אּ זרֶֹ֛ה אֶת־גּרֶֹ֥ן

יְלָה׃ (ג) ים הַלָּֽ ערִֹ֖ ְ הַשּׂ
מְ֧תְּ וְרָחַצְ֣תְּ ׀ וסַָכְ֗תְּ וְשַׂ
יִךְ וְירַָדְ֣תְּ מְלתַֹיִ֛ךְ עָלַ֖ שִׂ

ישׁ עַד֥ ודְָּעִי֣ לָאִ֔ הַגּרֶֹ֑ן אַל־תִּ
תּוֹֽת׃ (ד) לּתֹוֹ֖ לֶאֱכלֹ֥ וְלִשְׁ כַּ

֙ כְבוֹ֗ וְידַָעַ֙תְּ וִיהִי֣ בְשׇׁ
ר֣ קוֹם֙ אֲשֶׁ אֶת־הַמָּ

֥ית ם ובָּא֛ת וְגִלִּ ב־שָׁ֔ כַּ יִשְׁ
֙ כָבְ֑תְּ וְהואּ לתָֹי֖ו וְשָׁ מַרְגְּ

ֽין עֲשִׂ ר֥ תַּ ךְ אֵ֖ת אֲשֶׁ י֣ד לָ֔ יגִַּ

It was taught in a baraita in the name of R.
Eliezer: Nadab and Abihu died only
because they had taught halakhah in the
presence of their master, Moses.

י אֱלִיעֶזרֶ, ם רַבִּ שֵׁ אנֵי בְּ תַּ
לאֹ מֵתוּ נָדָב ואֲַבִיהואּ,
הוֹרוּ הֲלָכָה א עַל שֶׁ אֶלָּ

ן ה רַבָּ לִפְנֵי משֶֹׁ

As there is a tradition to read the book of Ruth on the upcoming holiday
of Shavuot, how can we not mention the drinking story within this book?
Indeed, this drinking story helps moves things along in a certain
relationship.

Naomi’s Plan - Catch Boaz Post-Drinking
When we read the verses of Ruth approaching Boaz at the outset of
chapter three, it seems quite clear that the idea is to approach him when
he is perhaps most susceptible to being approached, as designed by her
mother-in-law, Naomi (Ruth 3:2-4):

Of course, as we read here, the plan is to catch him following not only
his eating, but also his drinking. Clearly, the idea is to catch him in a
good mood.

Ruth’s Approaching - Catching Boaz in a Good Mood
from Drinking

Not only does Naomi’s plan get well-executed by Ruth, but she catches
him in a particularly good mood (Ruth 3:6-7):

She went down to the threshing floor
and did just as her mother-in-law had
instructed her. (7) Boaz ate and
drank, and in a cheerful mood went
to lie down beside the grainpile. Then
she went over stealthily and
uncovered his feet and lay down.

כלֹ֥ עַשׂ כְּ ֕ רֶ֖ד הַגּרֶֹ֑ן ותַַּ ותֵַּ
ה חֲמוֹתָהּֽ׃ ר־צִותַָּּ֖ אֲשֶׁ
֙ תְּ (ז) ויַאֹּ֨כַל בּעַֹ֤ז ויַשְֵּׁ

ב֖ כַּ ֹ֕א לִשְׁ וֹ ויַבָּ ִּיטַב֣ לִבּ֔ ויַ
באֹ֣ קְצֵה֣ הָעֲרֵמָה֑ ותַָּ בִּ
לתָֹי֖ו גַל֥ מַרְגְּ ט ותְַּ בַלָּ֔

בֽ כָּ שְׁ ותִַּ

Not only had he finished eating, as well as drinking, but the text also
informs us that he was feeling quite good - perhaps he was buzzed,
providing him to be in a really good mood. While this is both a well-
designed and well-executed plan to catch Boaz in a good mood, it
should come as no surprise to any of the readers of this publication how
susceptible Boaz would be to a young, pretty lady in this state. While
this drinking story amidst the book of Ruth seems pretty
straightforward, there’s another aspect that goes overlooked in its
telling - the order of words. While one expects the verbs “he ate and he
drank” to be next to each other, yet Boaz’ name appears between these
two verbs, which is a bit peculiar. Picking-up on this atypical literary
arrangement, two sixteenth century rabbis identify what this may mean.

Rabbi Drew Kaplan
The Drinking Story in Ruth

Bar Qappara said in the name of R.
Jeremiah bar Eleazar, “Aaron's sons
died because of four things: For the
drawing near, for the sacrificing, for
alien fire, and for not taking advice
from each other. For drawing near, in
that they entered the innermost
sanctuary. For the sacrificing, in that
they offered a sacrifice, which they
had not been commanded [to offer].
For alien fire, in that they had
brought fire from a cookhouse
(instead of from off the altar). And
for not taking advice from each
other.

ן י יִרְמְיהָ בֶּ ם רַבִּ שֵׁ רָא בְּ ר קַפָּ בַּ
עָה בִיל אַרְבָּ שְׁ אֶלְעָזָר אָמַר, בִּ
נֵי אַהֲרןֹ, עַל בָרִים מֵתוּ בְּ דְּ

רִיבָה, וְעַל הַהַקְרָבָה, וְעַל הַקְּ
לּאֹ נָטְלוּ עֵצָה אֵשׁ זָרָה, וְעַל שֶׁ

רִיבָה, זהֶ מִזהֶּ. עַל הַקְּ
כְנְסוּ לִפְנַי וְלִפְנִים. וְעַל נִּ שֶׁ
ן הִקְרִיבוּ קָרְבָּ הַהַקְרָבָה, שֶׁ

לּאֹ נִצְטַווּּ. וְעַל אֵשׁ זָרָה, ֶ מַה שּׁ
ית הֵבִיאוּ אֵשׁ זָרָה מִבֵּ שֶׁ

לּאֹ נָטְלוּ עֵצָה ירַיִם. וְעַל שֶׁ הַכִּ
י חִיאָּ, אִישׁ אנֵי רַבִּ זהֶ מִזהֶּ, תַּ
תוֹ, אִישׁ חְתָּ תוֹ, אִישׁ מִמַּ מַחְתָּ
מֵעַצְמוֹ עָשׂוּ וְלאֹ נָטְלוּ עֵצָה

זהֶ מִזהֶּ

and also this (ibid.):

Abba Ḥanin says, “Because they had
no wives, and it is recorded, ‘and he
shall make atonement for himself
and for his household’ (Lev. 16:6).” 

as well as this (ibid.):

לּאֹ הָיהָ ין אוֹמֵר, שֶׁ א חַנִּ אַבָּ
ן, מָּ תָנֵינַן תַּ ים, דְּ לָהֶם נָשִׁ

יתוֹ, הִיא עֲדוֹ ובְּעַד בֵּ ר בַּ וְכִפֵּ
תּוֹ. אִשְׁ

{continued on next page}

Nadav and Avihu's deaths,
where our Torah portion
describes them as dying
הַֽקְרִבָם֩ אֵשׁ֨ זָרָה֜ לִפְנֵי֤ ה'" בְּ
י ר֣ סִינַ֔ מִדְבַּ when they בְּ
offered alien fire before
The LORD in the
wilderness of Sinai" (Num.
3:4).

Indeed, there are midrashim that attribute Nadav’s and Avihu’s deaths
to other possibilities, such as the following selections from Midrash
Tanḥuma (Aḥarei Mot 6:1):

Several weeks ago in Parashat Shemini, we discussed this intriguing
juxtaposition of the prohibition against priests drinking on the job, their
service, with the immediate juxtaposition being too glaring to ignore.
Whether a midrash or an interpreter, it's just too immediate to ignore.
However, when we encounter this description in this week's Torah
portion, we don't necessarily see any direct mention of drinking that
causes their deaths.



If you are, or know of someone, who struggles with alcohol abuse, alcoholism, or other substance abuse, there are
resources out there to help: JewishDrinking.com/AlcoholAbuse

L’chaim🍷

{Nadav & Avihu from previous page}

Rabbi Mani of Sha'av and Rabbi
Joshua of Sikhnin said in the
name of Rabbi Levi, “Aaron's
sons died because of four
things, and [a sentence of]
death is recorded in connection
with all of them. Because they
entered without washing hands
and feet, and it says, ‘When
they come unto the tent of
meeting, they shall wash with
water lest they die’ (Ex. 30:20);
because they entered while
lacking [the proper priestly]
clothes, and it says, ‘And they
shall be upon Aaron and his
sons in their coming to the tent
of meeting…’ (Ex. 28:43); …
because they had no children,
and [a sentence of] death is
recorded in connection with
[that lack], where it is stated,
‘But Nadav and Avihu died…and
they had no children’ (Num.
3:4); and because they entered
and had drunk wine, and it says,
‘Drink neither wine nor beer…
lest you die’ (Lev. 10:9).’” 

עַ י יְהוֹשֻׁ אב וְרַבִּ שַׁ י דְּ י מַנִּ רַבִּ
י לֵוִי, ם רַבִּ שֵׁ סַכְנִין בְּ דְּ
בָרִים עָה דְּ בִיל אַרְבָּ שְׁ בִּ

ן ל אַהֲרןֹ, ובְּכֻלָּ נָיו שֶׁ מֵתוּ בָּ
הֶן מִיתָה. עַל תִיב בָּ כְּ

לאֹ רְחִיצַת ידַָיִם כְנְסוּ בְּ נִּ שֶׁ
הֶן מִיתָה, וְרַגְלַיִם, וְכָתובּ בָּ

באָֹם אֶל אהֶֹל מוֹעֵד בְּ
ּ יִרְחֲצוּ מַיִם וְלאֹ ימָֻתו
(שמות ל, כ). וְעַל יְדֵי

רֵי בְגָדִים, כְנְסוּ מְחֻסְּ נִּ שֶׁ
הֶן מִיתָה, יב בָּ כְתִּ דִּ

נֶּאֱמַר: וְהָיוּ עַל אַהֲרןֹ וְעַל שֶׁ
באָֹם אֶל אהֶֹל מוֹעֵד נָיו בְּ בָּ
ּ וְגוֹ' (שם כח, מג). ומֶּה הָיו

י לֵוִי, רִים. אָמַר רַבִּ מְחֻסָּ
יב כְתִּ רִים, דִּ מְעִיל הָיוּ מְחֻסָּ
נֶּאֱמַר: וְהָיהָ יהּ מִיתָה, שֶׁ בֵּ
מַע רֵת וְנִשְׁ עַל אַהֲרןֹ לְשָׁ

קוֹלוֹ וְגוֹ' (שם פסוק לה).
לּאֹ הָיהָ לָהֶם וְעַל יְדֵי שֶׁ
הֶן מִיתָה, תִיב בָּ נִים, כְּ בָּ

נֶּאֱמַר: ויַמָָּת נָדָב שֶׁ
ּ ואֲַבִיהואּ ובָּנִים לאֹ הָיו

לָהֶם (במדבר ג, ד). וְעַל
שׁ, קְדָּ תויּיֵ ייִַן לַמִּ כְנְסוּ שְׁ נִּ שֶׁ
תְּ שְׁ כָר אַל תֵּ וכְּתִיב: ייִַן וְשֵׁ
מֻתוּ (ויקרא י, ט).  וְלאֹ תָּ

and, finally, this list (ibid.):
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Conclusion
While there are certainly midrashim that include being intoxicated
while sacrificing, there are midrashim that attribute their premature
deaths to other factors. While people typically think of their deaths as
being caused by drunkenness or otherwise drinking while on the job,
maybe we should consider other possibilities, as raised by these
rabbis. Certainly, drinking can cause problems, but it is not always the
culprit.

According to Rabbi de Uçeda, while it seems he is about to describe
Boaz as being a changed man on account of the wine he drank, he then
changes course and uses it to describe how differently Jews behave
versus gentiles in their sexual conduct, especially while slightly
intoxicated. Of course, it still could yet be that something may, indeed,
have happened that night in that bed between the two of them, even if
the text does not indicate that, but it is certainly an intriguing rhetorical
question with which he ends.

L’chaim🍷

Level of Drinking
Another sixteenth century rabbi considered this language and went in
a different direction, as we read of Rabbi Moshe Alshikh (1508–1593)
having written (עיני משה על רות ג׳:ז׳):

According to Rabbi Alshikh, this anomalous phrasing is to show us
readers that Boaz’ primary activity was eating, with drinking being only
a secondary activity; so much so that he hadn’t gotten drunk from the
wine, simply buzzed. Otherwise, Rabbi Alshikh points out, on account
of his not having gotten drunk , he is able to be alert enough to see this
lovely young lady at his feet.

Conclusion
While it is easily a strategic idea to approach a man in whom one is
interested while he has been drinking, as demonstrated by Naomi’s
planning and Ruth’s execution, the anomalous arrangement of the
separation of “eating” from “drinking” prompts a couple of sixteenth
century rabbis to point out a couple of possibilities of reading
strategies for understanding this different wording. Whether it
demonstrates the chastity of Israel or simply that Boaz didn’t get
drunk that night, there may be more to this drinking than appears.

And here there was a place to say
that it was not just because the
wine passed and he lay down and
fell asleep immediately. For this,
the text preceded to say “And Boaz
ate”; and preceded his name to the
drinking that you might think that
the main part of his activity was
from the wine, except that “he
ate”, which is to say that the main
activity in which he took part was
the eating. So why is it that the text
says that “he is Boaz”?  T his is to
say that, after he ate, “he drank
and his heart was gladdened”,
although his drinking was not to

והנה היה מקום
לומר כי אין זה רק
כי יין עברו וישכב
וירדם מיד לזה
הקדים ואמר
ויאכל בועז

והקדים שמו אל
השתיה לומר על
יעלה על רוחך כי
עשה עיקר מהיין
כ"א ויאכל בועז
כלו' כי לא עשה

עיקר רק  
מהאכילה למה

שהוא בועז אלא  
שאחרי כן וישת 

the point of getting drunk, rather
it was enough drinking that he
was simply feeling good.

וייטב לבו כ"א שתה ואין
לשכרה רק שיעור כדי

שוייטב לבו בלבד

The text does not say that “he ate
and then he drank Boaz" to teach
us that, at the time of his eating,
he was Boaz, but then, after his
drinking, he was changed into
another man. "And then his heart
became good" - as if he was no
longer Boaz, because then the
wine had entered him; and then,
with all this, the text shows us the
apparent difference between holy
Jews as opposed to the rest of the
world. That in this situation, for
someone else to have eaten,
drank, and become gladdened of
heart, when a beautiful, perfumed,
well-adorned, and clean-from-
dipping woman were to have
approached him while he was lying
down - and, with all of this - he
swore his desire so that he would
not come upon her.  ... And this is
to inform us the praiseworthiness
of Boaz - informing us that he ate,
he drank, and his heart was good,
and with all of this he did not sin,
because if it weren't for this, what
is this text coming to inform us?

ויאכל בועז וישת
וייטב לבו וגומר לא

אמר ויאכל וישת בועז
להורות כי בעת
האכילה הי' בועז
אבל אחר השתיה
נשתנה לאיש אחר
וייטיב לבו וכאילו אין
זה בועז כי נכנס יין
בקרבו ועם כל זה

ראה מראה ההפרש
שבין ישראל

הקדושים לאומת
העולם כי בכאן אחר
שאכל ושתה והוטב
לבו ובאה לו כמשכבו

אשה יפת תואר
מקושטת מבוסמת
וטהורה בטבילה

ותגל מרגלותיו ועם
כל זה נשבע ליצרו

שלא לבוא עליה ....
ולהודיענו שבחו של
בועז הודיענו שאכל
ושתה ויטב לבו ועם
כל זה לא חטא דאי
לאו הכי מאי אתי

לאשמועינין

Demonstration of Jews’ Holiness
One intriguing approach is articulated by Rabbi Samuel ben Isaac de
Uçeda (1545-1604), who wrote (אגרת שמואל על רות ג׳:ז׳):

{Ruth from previous page}


