
Story Number 52

THE EIGHTH DAY

[Chapter suitable only for advanced readers]

For seven days, Moses as acting priest consecrated Aaron and his four

sons, and taught them what to do and how to do it. The Eighth Day was

Aaron’s great day, when he was to do it all himself, Moses telling him

what to do. Three things of note happened:

first, something went right, very, very right;

second, something went wrong, very, very wrong;

third, something that seemed to go wrong turned out alright.

As you know, parts of some animal offerings and all of others are put

on the altar, where a fire is always burning. It is a low temperature fire

which very slowly burns or smoulders whatever is put on, producing

smoke. This is in a way something like a cigarette, which is not burnt

quickly but very slowly so as to produce smoke, which is what is wanted.

Aaron brought various offerings, as instructed, and put the necessary

parts on the hot altar, so that they began to smoke. Suddenly a high

temperature fire – perhaps a bolt of lightning – came from God and ‘ate’

up all the offerings on the altar, that is to say it burnt them all completely

in a matter of minutes or perhaps seconds.

When this happened, all the people, who were watching, cheered and

bowed down. The fire had been sent by God to ‘eat’ on God’s behalf, as

if, only as if, God himself came and ate the offerings. It was God ‘making

an appearance’ in the form of the flame, and meant that he approved of
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everything that had been done.

Moses had told Aaron that if all went well God would in some way

‘make an appearance’, and in return the elders, who had been invited,

would eat a special shelamim offering.

So far, so good, everything had gone extremely well.

Aaron’s two older sons, Nadab and Abihu, seeing the fire, felt that a

return gesture was needed. Without asking their father or their uncle

Moses they decided on their own initiative to offer incense. They put

some on an incense pan and then looked for fire to light it. The fire on the

altar, which was normally used for this, was in this case too holy – it had

been sent by God himself and represented God. So they took fire from

somewhere else, which they had no business to do. In the service in the

Tabernacle or the Temple it is important to do everything exactly as

ordered, and not as you think it ought to be done.

Doing things wrong in the Tabernacle is a very serious offence, and

God sent out a bolt of lightning which electrocuted both of them. Their

bodies were burnt inside, but not outside, and of course they died. Moses

told Aaron and the other two sons that they must carry on with the service

and not mourn, mourning in the Tabernacle was strictly forbidden, and the

people outside would mourn on their behalf.

This was the part that went sadly wrong. It seems that Nadab and

Abihu had been drinking some wine. They were not drunk, but alcohol

even in small quantities can affect a person’s judgement and lead him to

make bad decisions.

Among the offerings were two animals brought as hatat, the first being

a calf to ‘cleanse’ the priests of their sins (and it was important that this

should be brought first) and the second a goat to cleanse the people of

their sins. The instruction was to actually burn the meat etc. of the first

one, not to smoke it on the altar but to burn it (outside the Tabernacle
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area) to destruction, and for the priests to eat the meat of the second one,

the eating being an important part of the ceremony. There are special

cases when a hatat is to be burnt to destruction; also the meat of any

offering that is normally eaten but in a particular case cannot be (for

instance if it becomes contaminated, or the time limit for eating expires)

is also burnt to destruction outside the premises.

Moses found that the meat of the hatat goat had been burnt instead of

being eaten. He was very angry and told off Aaron’s two remaining sons.

He assumed that in spite of his careful teaching and instruction they had

got the procedure mixed up.

But Aaron himself intervened. He explained that they had brought their

own hatat, the calf, and then look what happened! His two sons had died,

and it looked as if the offering had not been accepted, the priests had not

themselves been cleansed. Could he then eat the meat of the people’s

hatat to cleanse the people of their sins? Would God approve?

The argument convinced Moses, who realised that it had not been a

mistake, and he was satisfied.
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