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Parashat Shemini – 

Nadab and Abihu
By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour
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The Torah in Parashat Shemini tells of the terrible tragedy that struck on the day of the Mishkan’s inauguration.  On the very first day when Aharon and his sons served as Kohanim, the two older sons – Nadab and Abihu – were killed after bringing an incense offering in the Mishkan.


Our Sages mention many different reasons why Nadav and Abihu – who were great Sadikim – were deserving of such a harsh punishment.  These include offering a Ketoret (incense) offering that was not required, and entering the Mishkan after drinking wine.


Still, it is difficult to understand why they were punished so harshly.  For one thing, many of the laws governing the Mishkan and the Kohanim had not yet been issued, and thus Nadab and Abihu should have seemingly been excused for their failure to observe these restrictions.  Furthermore, the day of the Mishkan’s inauguration was a unique occasion when many of the standard procedures did not apply.  Was it unreasonable for Nadab and Abihu to assume – albeit mistakenly –that they were allowed to bring Ketoret, and to enter the Mishkan after drinking, on this special day?


Different explanations have been offered for why G-d dealt so harshly with Nadab and Abihu.  One insightful answer was suggested by the Maggid of Duvna (Rabbi Yaakov Krantz, 1741-1804), who drew an analogy to a king who ordered his servants to build for him a special city that would be the crown jewel of the kingdom.  


When the city was built, he instructed his servants to offer incentives to bring the greatest and most accomplished professionals to populate the city.  The king was particularly adamant that the very best physician in the kingdom should be brought to the city, so the residents would know that their health is in the very best hands.


The royal servants located the most skilled and renowned physician, and brought him to live in the new city.  His arrival was marked by great fanfare, and a special royal reception was held in his honor.


Even before the reception ended, the physician was called to duty.  People rushed in and informed the doctor that a certain man had taken gravely ill.  The doctor quickly went to the patient, and after looking him over for a few moments, he assured everybody that he could cure him.


The physician was left to treat the patient, and after a short while he emerged from the room.  Visibly distraught, the doctor informed the crowd outside the room that the patient had died.  Despite his best efforts, he was not able to save the man.


Needless to say, the townspeople were stunned.  After all the fanfare, all the pomp and circumstance surrounding the doctor’s arrival, he failed in his very first try.  He said the man’s condition was curable, but ultimately was unable to do the job.  The people later approached the doctor and asked him to explain what had happened.


 “The truth is,” the physician said, “I knew full well from the moment I looked at the man that he had no chance of surviving.  He suffered from an illness that has no cure.  Nevertheless, I decided to give an optimistic prognosis, in order to send a message to everyone in the city.  I saw how I was greeted with such honor, and I realized what the people’s expectations were.


“Knowing that the man touted as the world’s greatest physician would be living among them, the people were likely to disregard their health.  They would figure that no matter what happens to them, there is a doctor here who could cure them.  I wanted to make it clear from the outset that my skills are limited.  You must all continue to take care of yourselves.  I am not a miracle-worker, and I do not have a remedy for every ailment.  This is the message I wanted to convey already on the first day.”


The Maggid explained that this is the same reason why G-d reacted so harshly to Nadab and Abihu’s sin.  The construction of the Mishkan offered Beneh Yisrael the opportunity to achieve atonement through the offering of sacrifices.  People may have misunderstood this to mean that they no longer needed to be vigilant in their observance of G-d’s laws.  After all, they may have thought, sins can be “magically” erased by bringing a sacrifice in the Mishkan. 


G-d was concerned that the people would see the Mishkan as a kind of automatic antidote to sin, and thus neglect the Misvot.  Like the townspeople in the Maggid’s parable, they would rely too heavily on the rituals of the Mishkan, and thus would see no need to rely on their own behavior.


And so, on the very first day of the Mishkan’s operation, G-d killed two Sadikim for a minor offense.  He wanted the people to see that these two exceptionally righteous men were punished gravely for a relatively minor infraction, and were not saved by the special offering they brought in the Mishkan.  The people would then come to realize that the Mishkan is not a magical cure, and that there is no magical cure for our spiritual ills.


Although G-d has mercifully granted us ways to earn atonement, ultimately, we bear accountability for our actions.  As significant and powerful as the Mishkan and it sacrifices were, it did not excuse the people from their responsibility to conduct themselves properly and strictly adhere to the Torah’s commands. They were given a “doctor,” an exceptional means of achieving atonement, but this did not absolve them of their responsibility to carefully observe each and every Misva, down to the last detail.

Reprinted from the website of The Edmond J. Safra Synagogue of Brooklyn.

The Temptation to “Improve” G-d’s Spiritual Plans
By Rabbi Berel Wein
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The temptations of power are great. When one achieves notoriety, success and exalted public service there is always a danger that hubris and unnecessary behavior will take over. This is true even regarding great, noble and holy people. The adage that power corrupts has remained one of the truisms of all of human behavior throughout the ages.


When the Torah describes the death of the two sons of Aaron because they substituted their own judgment for G-d's explicit commandment, we should not be overly surprised at the incident. Granted the privilege of the priesthood, a privilege that at that time was restricted to only five individuals, Nadav and Avihu followed their natural human instinct to “improve” on G-d's word and to fashion a service more in line with their own desires and values.


As the Torah points out to us, their sin was that they brought a strange fire on G-d's altar, “which they were not commanded to do.” The age-old question of whether the Temple service, and in our times the prayer service, is meant to fashion G-d or humans is brought into sharp focus by the events described in this week's Torah reading.


In bringing this strange fire on G-d's altar, Nadav and Avihu may have thought that they were making the service in the Mishkan/Tabernacle more attractive and appealing. The nature of humans always is that we second-guess our Creator, mostly to our detriment if not even disaster.


Judaism has always found itself in constant struggle and tension regarding the nature of its ordained, ritual service on one hand and its relevance and appeal to the masses of Jews on the other. This is certainly true in our time with the pressures of modernity, rapidly changing social mores and conventional correctness.


Traditional Judaism has always been wary of change, especially sudden, culturally driven radical change to its prayer structure and value system. It is obvious to all that over the centuries the modes of prayer service that have evolved would enable a Jew of the eleventh century, were he to be alive today, to recognize the basic prayer structure, but he would certainly notice changes in content and form that developed in the Jewish world over the past millennia.


The decisions to accept, modify or reject any changes in the prayer service lay not so much in the hands of the rabbinic scholars as it did in the general consensus of the masses of Jews who prayed daily in the synagogues. This is certainly true regarding the changes in prayer – content, form and behavior – brought about by the rise of the Chasidic movement in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.


However, all adjustments and changes were always within the framework of halacha and never meant to be a departure from tradition and/or a “new” Judaism. The motivation for all of the current discussion regarding prayer services, women's issues and other societal factors should be closely examined. We should never again make the mistake that the Torah records for us in this week's reading regarding the sons of Aaron.

Reprinted from the website of Rabbi Berel Wein.

Living with The Times

The Fine Line Between a Mitzvah and the Opposite
Adapted from the Talks of the Lubavitcher Rebbe

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
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The Torah portion of Shemini opens with a description of the eighth and final day of the consecration of the Sanctuary, the day when the Divine Presence first rested therein. The name of the portion--Shemini--means "eighth" and alludes to the special significance held by the number eight. Eight symbolizes that which is above the laws of nature and the boundaries of our physical world. It stands for that aspect of G-dliness which exists even beyond the realm of our human powers of description.

One would think that the contents of so lofty a section of the Torah would deal with correspondingly lofty subject matter--philosophy, belief in G-d, metaphysics--but we find that Shemini delineates the laws between kosher and non-kosher animals. Why such a mundane a subject for a Torah portion which is supposed to express so high a level of holiness?


In many instances, a fine line exists between that which is kosher and that which is forbidden. A kosher animal whose windpipe and esophagus are only partially severed when slaughtered is not fit for consumption. A difference of only a fraction of a centimeter can determine whether or not the flesh of the animal is kosher or not, as Jewish law prescribes that both windpipe and trachea be more than half severed with one movement of the knife.


In our own lives, we also occasionally must make decisions which are as fine as a hair's breadth. Choosing between good and evil when the choices are obvious and blatant is much easier than making a decision between two extremely fine points. For such decision making, extra help from Above is necessary.


The Evil Inclination sometimes disguises itself in a "robe of holiness." It discourages a person from performing a mitzva through guile and doubt, presenting all sorts of seemingly plausible and erudite excuses. A person may become confused when the two paths of action before him both seem to have merit. The Evil Inclination can even make a sin appear to be an actual mitzva.


How are we to overcome the wiles and cunning of the Evil Inclination? How can we be sure that the decisions we make are the right ones? By learning the lesson which is taught in Shemini.


Man alone, bound as he is by the laws of nature and the limitations of the human intellect, cannot always overcome his Evil Inclination. But when a person gives himself over to G-d, Who is not bound by any natural law and is infinite, and asks His help to "distinguish between the unclean and the clean," one can indeed conquer the Evil Inclination and avoid falling into its net.


A Jew's connection to G-d is so strong that it cannot be split asunder by any power on earth. When a Jew does a mitzva--mitzva comes from the Hebrew word for binding together and connecting--he ties himself to G-d with a supernatural strength. Armed with this power, we can see through the mask of the Evil Inclination when we are presented with even the finest points of contention.

Reprinted from the archives of L’Chaim Weekly (Parshat Shini 5752/1992).

How Not to Get Upset Over Losing Money in the Stock Market
By Rabbi David Ashear
 


A man told me that he has been working every day for the last several years to raise his level of emunah, and it has become very strong.  He always accepts what Hashem does, he acknowledges that everything that happens is Hashem's will, and he does not become upset when things don't go his way.  Recently, he said, he lost money in the stock market, but because of his emunah, he was not terribly bothered.


"If I need to endure a certain amount of suffering to cleanse me or elevate me," he asked, "then does this mean Hashem will have to take something else away from me, since this loss did not bother me?"


I answered that accepting the way Hashem treats us accomplishes far more than suffering.  Not only does he not need anymore, he now requires even less than he would have he not accepted the loss without complaint.


Emunah gives us the best of both worlds.  It allows us to enjoy happiness and peace of mind, while also bringing us great rewards in the next world.  The Hafetz Haim writes in his work Mahaneh Yisrael (chapter 3) that a person's level in the next world depends upon his ability to accept the way Hashem deals with him in this world.  So often, our instinct is to become angry and upset.  Each time we stop ourselves and remind ourselves that this is what Hashem wanted and it is therefore the best thing, we accomplish a great deal. 


Moreover, the Vilna Gaon writes in his commentary to Mishlei (chapter 2), עיקר נתינת תורה לישראל הוא כדי שישימו בטחונם בה' - the primary purpose of Hashem's giving us the Torah and the commandments is for us to place our trust in Him, to the point where we feel happy no matter what happens.  If a person learns Torah and observes the mitzvot, but he gets angry when he comes home and dinner is not ready, the house is messy, or his wife did not run an errand he asked her to run, he is not living with the awareness that everything is brought about by Hashem.  We need to be able to bend, to accept everything as Hashem's will, and to maintain a calm, pleasant demeanor even in difficult situations.


The prophet Habakuk said about the final generation, וצדיק באמונתו יחיה - "The righteous person shall live in his faith."  The primary test that we face in our generation involves emunah.  Rabbi Lugassi cited Rav Chaim Kanievsky שליט"א as observing a fundamental difference between the hardships faced by the Jews throughout history, and the hardships we face in our times.


In the past, Jews suffered from all kinds of persecution, such as pogroms and the Crusades, but those who were spared from persecution enjoyed peaceful, happy and simple lives.  They were able to feel content and fulfilled.  Today, however, although we do not suffer persecution, baruch Hashem, there is hardly a household that does not struggle with difficult issues, whether they involve health, finances, shalom bayit or children.


Our ability to overcome our personal tests, our recognition that everything is from Hashem, and our remaining happy and content, are the ways we achieve greatness.  And so even a person who is not so learned and falls short of his potential in mitzvah observance can be a tzadik if he accepts the way Hashem deals with Him with joy and serenity. 


This cannot be emphasized enough.  Trusting in Hashem's Providence and subjugating ourselves to His will is what emunah is all about, and this is the goal we should be striving to reach.

Reprinted from the April 14, 2017 email of Daily Emunah.

The Power of Mishnayos
By Rabbi Moshe Meir Weiss
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In our Friday night Kiddush, we intone, “Ki vo shabbas mikol melachto asher bora Elokim laasos – For on the Shabbos day Hashem rested from all the work which He created to continue performing.”  The simple meaning of asher bora Elokim laasos is that Hashem created a perfect world to continue perpetuating itself.  Like the rain cycle, the orbit of the sun, the lunar activity, the ecology of the planet and so on.  Of course, it is still powered every day by the will of Hashem.  
As we say, He is “Mechadeish b’chol yom tomid maaseh bereishis – He renews the acts of creation every day.”  But, this renewal is with the equipment that Hashem put into place during the six days of creation. 


Rav Avidgor Miller, Zt”l, Zy”a, shares another meaning.  Asher bora Elokim laasos: Hashem created man to be productive, to constantly be usefully industrious.  It is for this reason that when a couple would come to Rabbi Miller with marital problems, the first thing he would investigate was whether the husband was employed, because a man who isn’t working and is not productive is deeply unfulfilled and is liable to be an unhappy camper.  And, an unhappy person is usually not a successful partner.


However, I would like to speak about a third interpretation which I recently saw in the new Hagaddah (a must read) of Rav Yosef Chaim Sonnenfeld, Zt”l, Zy”a, the great Rav of Yerushalyim.  He reveals that the word ‘laasos’ has a gematria of 806, the same gematria as the word Mishnayos.  I believe this teaches us that one of the primary reasons that man was created was to learn Mishnayos.  This is consistent with a thought of the Kitzur Shulchan Orech who states that the study of Mishna is of supreme importance since Mishna has the same letters as neshama, our soul.  Thus, the very purpose of the essence of our live is to spend time learning the Mishna.


If you say to yourself, “I don’t have time for Mishnayos,” ask yourself, “Do I have time for the Yankees or the Mets?”  If the answer is ‘yes,’ then you certainly can find time for Nashim and Nezikin, Moed and Kodshim, and yes, for Zera’im and Taharos as well.  

And if you say, “I certainly don’t have time for the Yankees and the Mets,” let me give you an incentive to find time for Mishnayos.  In his preface, the Medrash Talpios reveals to us that Yakov’s son, Asher, positions himself at the portal of Gehenom and doesn’t let anyone enter who regularly studied Mishnayos.  The Medrash proves this from the verse, “Mei’Asher shmeina lachmo,” and the Hebrew word shmeina has the same letters as the word Mishna, thus biblically connecting Asher to Mishnayos.  


Now, I’m pretty sure that most of my readers are not foolish enough to think that they’re lily-white.  Rather, they are very aware that after 120 years, they will have to account for much naughty behavior:  The occasional lapse of Lashon Hara, raised voices against a spouse or a parent, the neglect of Torah, the lack of concentration in prayer.  


Which of us would not want to invest in fire-protection against the scary flames of hell?  Thus, each and every one of us should find sometime during the day or the night to have a daily dosage of Mishnayos power.  (I invite you to join my study of the global Mishna Yomis where you can learn with me two Mishnas each day in less than 15 minutes.   You can hear the Mishna Yomis by dialing my direct number on Kol Haloshon at 718-906-6471 or you can hear it on TorahAnytime.com as well.)


In the merit of learning Mishnayos, may Hashem bless us and our loved ones with long live, good health, and everything wonderful.


Please learn and daven for the refuah sheleima of Miriam Liba bas Devorah, b’soch shaar cholei Yisroel. 
Reprinted from the April 19, 2017 website of The VUES.
A Moment with Rabbi Avigdor Miller, Zt”l

	Is it an Aveiro, is it a Sin,

To Go through a Red Light?
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	ANSWER:
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It is one of the very biggest sins. First of all, you're endangering your life, and a person that endangers his life should know that Hakadosh Baruch Hu, even though He saved the man's life He's going to collect his mitzvos from him. 
            It'll cost him many years of tefillin, many years of tefilla, many years of krias shma, m'nakin lo m'zchuyosov; they'll deduct from his mitzvos when he put himself in danger.
              In addition however, he put other people in danger; it's a very severe crime. It's considered as if he is a shofeich domim even though he didn't kill anybody. When he put himself in a situation where he could kill someone, it's considered as a shofeich domim potentially and that's a tremendous sin.

               We have to understand that. People who are reckless in driving, are doing something that's the opposite of the will of Hashem and asidin litein es hadin, no question about that. 
Good Shabbos To All


Reprinted from the Parshas Shemini 5777 email of A Moment with Rabbi Avigdor Miller, zt”l, based on a transcription of a Question to and an Answer from Rabbi Miller on his Thursday night lectures (#374). To hear that part of the lecture, please call (201) 676-3210)

Thoughts that Count for Parshas Shemini

And Moses said: "This is the thing that G-d has commanded that you do--and the glory of G-d will appear to you." (Lev. 9:6)

Every mitzva in the Torah has a myriad of inner, esoteric meanings, which each Jew understands according to his or her intelligence and level of Torah learning. Even the most learned scholar cannot fully grasp these secrets, for human comprehension and understanding of the infinite is limited and finite. 


This is why Moses commanded the Jews--"This is the thing that G-d has commanded"--no matter how much one has studied and no matter how many inner meanings a person has learned, the real reason to do a mitzva is because G-d has so commanded. When your intent in performing a mitzva is solely because G-d wants that particular act to be performed, then "the glory of G-d will appear to you."

(Tiferet Shmuel)
And Moses said to Aaron, "Draw near to the altar" (Lev. 9:7)


For his part, however passive, in the sin of the Golden Calf, Aaron was judged by G-d to be deserving of the punishment of feeling shame and embarrassment. When Moses saw that Aaron was hesitant to approach the altar, he said to him, "Why do you hesitate? For this you were chosen to be the high priest." Aaron's guilt and shame were atonement for his sin. (Maharim of Gastinin)

And Aaron lifted up his hands (Lev. 9:22)

In this verse, the Hebrew word for "hands" actually spells out the word "hand" (singular)--yud, dalet, vav, and is missing the other yud which would indicate the plural. Our Sages learned from this that when the kohanim (priests) raise their hands to pronounce the Priestly Blessing, the right hand is to be slightly higher than the left. (Bait Yosef)
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