"} ONEG SHABBAS [

THE UNOFFICIAL PARASHAH SHEET FOR KIDDUSH CLUBS
I”OWN 1N 0”2 - Volume 5, Issue 30 15-16 May 2026 - 12Tn2 Nw1o

Oneg Shabbas explores drinking in the weekly Torah portion, along with timely essays on drinking in Jewish life.

Did Nadav's & Avihu's Deaths Have to Do Drinking?

Introduction " But Nadab and Abihu
While there is no explicit mention of any drinking in this week's Torah died by GOD’s will,
portion, there is an oblique reference to it. I'm specifically referring to when théy’ offered alien fire
ga'dagv_ atnhd ?\ﬂhUI-S gdeath(s’il whsre c:;u4r) Torah portion describes them as Before GOD in the wilderness
ying in the following way (Numbers 3:4): .. .
And Nadab and Abihu died before The 1197 NINVANI 2T DY R inai; a‘ft}}??’ljft no SO
LORD, when they offered alien fire before  n77ein D170 N
The LORD in the wilderness of Sinai. 130 127N 'N 197
The story is certainly a curious one, as described by Dr. Arthur J. Wolak:
The reason for the sudden death of Nadab and Abihu remains one
of the Torah's most perplexing mysteries. The lack of specific
details in Leviticus 10:1-3 and 16:1 is surprising, for not only were
Nadab and Abihu the eldest of the priestly four sons of Aaron, the
first High Priest, but according to tradition they were "next in
importance after Moses and Aaron, ranking even higher than the

seventy elders."
Arthur J. Wolak, "Alcohol and the Fate of Nadab and Abihu: A Biblical Cautionary Tale
against Inebriation", Jewish Bible Quarterly, Vol. 41, No. 4 (2013), 219.

In searching for what could be the unnamed cause of their deaths, there is,
as we discussed several weeks ago in Parashat Shemini, an intriguing
juxtaposition of the prohibition against priests drinking on the job
afterwards. Whether a midrash or an interpreter, this immediate
juxtaposition is just too glaring to ignore. Indeed, there are numerous
midrashim which make this connection, such as this example from the early
second century (N:2” N2 N7'):

Rabbi Yishmael taught: The two sons  1nn N7 '78yny! 21 'an

of Aaron died only because they NN DN 7Y 1172 1Y

entered intoxicated with wine... 1" "™MNY 10121¥ 119N
A colorful third-century rabbi deployed a metaphor that helps fill this in
(N:2”r N Ng7):

Rabbi Pinhas said in the name of Rabbi  ''7'21 Dwa ON19 AN

Levi: “This is analogous to a king who 7 'y 3707 7win N

Midrashim That Indicate That Do Not Lay Blame on Drinking
However, there are also midrashim that attribute Nadav’s and Avihu’s
deaths to non-drinking possibilities, such as the following selections from
Midrash Tanhuma (Aharei Mot 6:1):
It was taught in a baraita in the name of  ,Jjy/7§ 21 DWA 1INA
Rabbi Eliezer: Nadav and Abihu died only ,NI"aNI QTN N7
because they had taught halakhah in the  n2'70 Ninw 7v N7§
presence of their master, Moses. 127 Nwin 1197
and also this (ibid.):

had a loyal servant. He found him TRIV INYD ,)ANI N 12
standing at the entrance to taverns. He nx "nnl ,NiKIN NN9 7y
beheaded him quietly, and appointed 12 nani ,nj7'MYa ivin
another servant in his stead. We do not 118 I'NI,'ANA NN N1
know for what reason he killed the IN N NN 9N DVTE
first. However, from what he NN N7N NN
commanded the second, saying: ‘Do ANNI YN NN NYAY
not enter the area at the entrance to ,NiIN NN92 012N N7
the taverns’, we know that it was for 1) 12 iAW PUTIMIN
that reason that he killed the first. So ,O NQj7'1) 2 ,)iwNn
too, ‘fire emerged from before the 'N 197N YN R¥AL Q!
Lord and consumed them’ (Lev. 10:2), 1IN 'N1,ONIN 70N
but we do not know why they die, ,INN NN 1190 DT
except from what He commanded NN NIXAY NN NN
Aaron, when He said : ‘Drink neither SN 17 NNINI0N
wine nor beer’ (Lev. 10:9) - from this, 1IN ,AWN ‘78 0¥ (0
we understand that they died only 1N N7Y 32 )inn PVTi
because of the wine. 17N 19N N7N

Bar Qappara said in the name of
Rabbi 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.
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as well as this (ibid.):

While there are other midrashim in this vein, including as explored in these Abba Hanin says, “Because they had i N7 0iN 30 NIX

pages for Parashat Shemini, this should demonstrate the connection.

. . . no wives, and it is recorded, ‘and he ,JAN 1207 ,0'w1 0N7

Indeed, as Dr. Wolak describes, "The Rabbis of the Midrash understood that : ]', 1 1A T
. . . shall make atonement for himself N'DLIT TV iTY2 19DI

alcohol was the underlying problem that led to Nadab and Abihu's demise, . , R CooTE T
and for his household’ (Lev. 16:6). ineiN

based on the proximity of the warning against intoxication to the account of
their death” (Wolak, "Alcohol and the Fate of Nadab and Abihu", 223).
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and, finally, this list (ibid.):
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 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
itis 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’ NN N7I nwn 78
(Lev.10:9).” A0, N
While these other rabbis avoid the aspect of Nadav and Avihu possibly
having served while having drank wine, Rabbi Levi provides a few other
possibilities, but still leaves the possibility open that they had been
drinking wine.

17 INYT 1IN 120
27 DY2 12007 win!
NY2IN 7202 17
7/ 1721N0 DT
10222 172 ,100N
mm

N7210101¥ 7V
,0'7NI DT NY'm
ON22,NT'R 12 2N
D'N NN TVIN 70N 7N
.0, 7 ninw)4nn! N71

1012y T 71
707,01 vNn
101 NNIY ,NN'N 02
DN 172 7VI DN 7Y
oY) 'ial Tin 70N 7N
....0n,n>

N NTY T V)
10223 ,0'2 D)7
1ATI N NNIY AN
11 N7 01221 NINNL
.(T,2722) DY

1" "MNY 1010Y 7Y
DY 2MLYTTNRT

Indeed, as Dr. Wolak describes that first midrash of this section regarding
Rabbi Eliezer (Wolak, "Alcohol and the Fate of Nadab and Abihu", 224):

Yet, one can still infer that alcohol made Nadab and Abihu act

improperly - by giving instruction in the presence of Moses. The

view of R. Eliezer, as well as the simple belief that it was a

particular ritual offense that caused the death of Nadab and

Abihu, in no way contradicts the premise that alcohol ingestion

was the underlying problem.

Does Wine-Drinking Have to be the Problem?

While Dr. Wolak makes an interesting argument that even when these
midrashim do not mention drinking that it may still be part of what got
Nadav and Avihu killed, which can seem quite compelling, there is
something else to consider, especially in light of this week’s Torah
portion, as Dr. Sheila Tuller Keiter points out:

The drunkenness theory also works in concert with many of the

other explanations. If there was something wrong with the method,

timing, or intent behind their offering, alcohol may have been the

culprit.

Yet the argument regarding alcohol fails to explain the
conspicuous use of the term strange fire, which appears twice in
the genealogies of Aaron later in the Torah.

The Torah does not revisit the matter of priestly drunkenness.
Instead, it emphasizes the strange fire, which suggests its

centrality to Nadav and Avihu’s error.
Dr. Sheila Tuller Keiter, "The Cause of Nadav and Avihu’s Death: Incense Smoke?", TheTorah.com (27
March 2024) [https://www.thetorah.com/article/the-cause-of-nadav-and-avihus-death-incense-smoke]

Was the Pre-Offering or the Offering the Problem?
Another midrash shows Rabbi Akiva using our Torah portion to ask where
the culpability lies for Nadav’s and Avihu’s deaths, throwing into
question as to whether their potential drinking would have been
responsible (2 N NY19 ,NIN NNN ,N19D):
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R. Yossi, the Galilean says: "They died
because of the drawing near (and entering
the holy of holies without permission),
and not because of the incense offering."

Rabbi Akiva says: "They died because
of the offering and not because of the
drawing near. One verse states 'when they
drew near before the LORD and they died'
(Lev. 16:1), and another verse states 'and
they offered before the LORD a strange
fire' (Lev. 11:1). The resolution: "when they
drew near (with) a strange fire before the
LORD' (Num. 3:4) — They died because of
the drawing near and not because of the
offering."

Rabbi Elazar, son of Azaryah says: "The
offering is sufficient (for death) unto
itself, and the drawing near is sufficient N7 'NTII NNXY7
unto itself." .NnNxY7

While there is a lot going on in this three-way rabbinic dispute, Rabbi
Abraham ben David (1125-1198) (popularly known as Ra'avad) helps
explain these positions, including their connection to drinking (7v 7"an0
N2 N NI NN MNN ,N190):
It seems to me that [Rabbi Yosei the
Galilean] opines like Rabbi Ishmael, who
said that they entered while intoxicated
with wine....

1D N7 N1DT 7 NN
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Rabbi Yosei the Galilean says that their
punishment was not deserving of death
merely for their offering—whether it was
truly a “strange fire” or whether they
brought it at an improper time.

N'N'7ON MATINT 1NN
However, this is not the view of everyone. n'7 N1120 N7 N2'j7V '1T
Rabbi Akiva does not agree with this, AWOIN VTN 1D
whereas Rabbi Elazar may agree. Still, 1" 1N DN N7 N0 T
since the punishment for entering was NN N7 NN RAVT
only stated after their death, they were N7 NN INN'7 N7N
not punished for that; rather, they died 7V NN D7V 1W2V]
because they issued a halakhic ruling in nwn 191 Nd7n NIy
the presence of their teacher, Moses. ..IMnMN

Rabbi Eliezer ben Azariah holds that they 120 NV 2TV I
died both for the sin of the offering and 7V NAj7nn vy 7y
for the sin of approaching. He maintains 12077 .1MN N2N7 w1V
that they entered while intoxicated with ~7w 1vOI 10121 1" "INY
wine and erred, either by not bringing the 7'aN WNN 10'10N
fire from the proper hearth or by bringing INIOdNY IN 0NN
it at the wrong time, like Rabbi Ishmaelin  ‘78unw' 121 .nNV N72
both respects. ... N2

Conclusion

While there are certainly midrashim that attribute Nadav’s and Avihu’s
deaths to their having been drinking or otherwise intoxicated while
offering their final sacrifice, there are also 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 (as articulated by Dr. Wolak), it would also be helpful to consider
we should consider other possibilities (as articulated by Dr. Keiter), as
raised by these rabbis. While it seems possible that drinking did not
cause their deaths, it’s also part of the conversation that it may have

been. L’chaimy
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