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Welcome to the Aleph Beta Study Guide to Parshat Acharei Mot!

If You Were God

This week'’s parsha introduces the idea of Yom Kippur. Before we get to the text, let's try a little thought experiment.

o PONDER THIS

Put yourself in God's shoes and imagine that you were the writer of the Bible. Your job is to introduce
the world to the idea of Yom Kippur. How would you do it?

If we were writing the Bible, we'd introduce Yom Kippur like this:

Hey Moses, tell everyone that once a year, there’s going to be this wonderful
day when I will forgive you of all your sins.

Then we'd give the date, the time, and close with a suitable exhortation:

Mark your calendars for the tenth of Tishrei starting in the early evening. It’s
gonna be great. Bring a prayer book!

An Unusual Introduction

But the Bible doesn’t introduce Yom Kippur that way. Not even close. Instead, here is the bizarre introduction that we
find:
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INSTRUCTIONS

There are a lot of divrei Torah on the parsha. How is this
different?

At Aleph Beta, we believe that the Torah is a guidebook that
answers life’s biggest questions, offering profound insights
about how we should live our lives. Moreover, we believe
that Jewish tradition has always recognized the right of all
readers, in every generation, to look at the text themselves
and try to decide what they think it means. That means you.
That's why you are the most important author of this quest
through the sources. We think that this guide offers a fun,
stimulating and relevant path through the sources, but if
you get wrapped up in a stimulating discussion and never
make it past page 2, we'll consider that a success!

Is this guide for self-study or should | study it with others?

Either works! You can gather a small group of friends
to explore it together, share it with a chevruta (learning
partner), or go through it by yourself.

Leviticus 16:1-4, 29-30'

1 And the Lord spoke to Moses after the death of
Aaron’s two sons, when they drew near before the
Lord, and they died. 2 And the Lord said to Moses:
Speak to your brother Aaron, that he should not come
at all times into the Holy within the dividing curtain, in
front of the cover that is upon the ark, and he should
not die, for | appear over the ark cover in a cloud. 3
With this shall Aaron enter the Holy: with a young bull
for a sin offering and a ram for a burnt offering. 4 He
shall put on the holy linen tunic...

[..]

29 And all this shall be as an eternal statute for you;
in the seventh month, on the tenth of the month, you
shall afflict yourselves, and you shall not do any work,
neither the native nor the stranger who dwells among
you. 30 For on this day He shall effect forgiveness
for you, to cleanse you. Before the Lord, you shall be
cleansed from all your sins.

Do | need to prepare anything or can | just jump in?

Just jJump in! Even if you're planning to use this for a group
discussion, just open up to page 1 and get going. (If you
read it in advance, it will spoil the fun!) The only thing you
should do in advance is print out copies of the “Source
Sheet” for the other participants, so everyone can follow
along and engage with the sources.

About the Author

Most of the material within — although not the particular
language contained in this guide - was first developed and
taught by Rabbi David Fohrman, founder and CEO of Aleph
Beta, and is presented in his video, “Parshat Acharei Mot:
The (Surprising) Purpose of Yom Kippur” (available for
viewing at www.alephbeta.org). This guide was written by

Beth Lesch, edited by Rivky Stern, and arranged by Laura
Schembre.
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' We're ellipsing verses 4 through 28 for lack of space, but you can check out the full text on the Source Sheet.
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God wants Aaron to know that if he wants to come into the interior of the Mishkan
(Tabernacle), he needs to follow a very specific procedure. The description of the
procedure begins in verse 3 and occupies all of verses 4 through 28. Aaron has

to bring a young bull, two rams and two goats, he should be sure to bathe himself
beforehand and to wear very special clothes, he's got to bring in this pan full of
burning coals and incense and sprinkle the blood of the sacrifices all around... the list
of rites goes on and on.

It's not until verse 29, after this whole lengthy description, that we finally found out
when this special procedure is supposed to take place: in the seventh month, on
the tenth of the month. In other words, all this time, we've been talking about a Yom
Kippur ritual!

Compiling Questions

This seems like a pretty convoluted introduction to the Day of Atonement. It's topsy-turvy. Don’t come into the Holy of
Holies this way; do come into it that way. Then a long, long list of priestly rituals and finally: You should do this every year,
on this date, and it is a day when you get forgiven of sins. Why does the Bible introduce Yom Kippur in such a roundabout
way? And why wait until the end of the chapter to introduce this key idea of forgiveness? Why not lead with this?

Furthermore, look back at the first verse - notice anything odd about it? Why does the Bible see the need to remind me
that this is taking place after the death of Aaron’s sons? After all, the death of Aaron’s sons was in Parshat Shemini -
three parshas ago! Why are we returning to this idea? What does it add?

It's true that if we were writing the Bible, this is decidedly not how we would have introduced Yom Kippur. But this is the
way that the Bible did it, and it must be for a good reason. There's got to be some logic here, some deeper meaning that
we're just not seeing. So let's take a look at these introductory verses and study them closely, starting with the strange
opening about the death of Aaron’s sons in verse 1. We'll find that our understanding of Yom Kippur is transformed in
the process.

Coming Close

So what exactly happened with Aaron's sons? According to the verse:

Leviticus 16:1-4, 29-30' Y-va ,T-R: TV XIPN
1 And the Lord spoke to Moses after the death of 127)Y, NN NR,NYN-DR,MP? 12T X
Aaron's two sons, when they drew near before the AN ,MP-197 ON2PA-NR

Lord, and they died.

The verse doesn't give us much to go on. It says, cryptically, that they
“drew near before the Lord and they died” How did they draw near?
To get more detail, we can turn back to Parshat Shemini, where their
deaths were originally recorded:
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Leviticus 10:1-2 A-N: RPN

1 And Aaron’s sons, Nadab and Abihu, each took his ANNNN YR RITARI AT OR3P R
pan, put fire in them, and placed incense upon it, and 2971277 ;1R D77V MR YR N2 DR
they brought before the Lord foreign fire, which He YN RYI 2.00K,MX N2 WR-NTUR,Mp?
had not commanded them. 2 And fire went forth from MP? 197 ANN7 ;DNIR DIRM),MP? 190

before the Lord and consumed them, and they died
before the Lord.

What exactly were Aaron’s sons doing when they died? If you read the verses closely, you'll see that they took a pan, with
fire, put incense on the fire, and brought it before God.

You can't help but ask: What's with the pan, the fire, and the incense? That seems like such an odd way to come close to
God. If your goal is to come close to God, just walk right into the Holy of Holies and close your eyes and commune with
your Creator - right? Why all of these props??

Approaching God's Presence

o PONDER THIS

Nadab and Abihu wanted to come close to God. Well, where is God in the Mishkan?

Hint: Earlier in this guide, we saw the verse that tells us the answer.
Leviticus 16:2

For | appear over the ark cover in a cloud

Deep inside the Mishkan, behind a curtain, was the Kaporet, the cover over the Ark. God's presence
manifests as a cloud hovering over the Kaporet. That's how God is present in our world.

o PONDER THIS

So why did Nadab and Abihu bring a pan, fire and incense into the Mishkan? How was
that supposed to help them get close to the cloud of God’s presence?

Hint: What happens when you put incense on fire?

2 We dealt with these questions in greater detail in our guide to Parshat Shemini.
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When you put incense on fire, it creates a cloud of smoke. Nadab and Abihu
took the fiery incense and made a cloud of their own - and with their cloud,
they entered the Holy of Holies and stood before God'’s cloud, hovering over the
Kaporet.

Nadab and Abihu sought to merge their cloud with God's cloud. They wanted to
come close to God, as close as is physically possible. They wanted to become
one with their Creator.

Coming Back to Yom Kippur

So now we understand what was going on with Nadab and Abihu. Earlier, we had asked why the Bible uses the death of
Aaron's sons as a framing for introducing Yom Kippur. Let's return to that now, as we're closer to being able to answer
that question.

Q LOOK INSIDE: Yom Kippur

Can you come up with any connections between the deaths of Nadab and Abihu and Yom Kippur?

After you've given that some thought, read through the excerpt below, which describes the High
Priest's rites on Yom Kippur. Do you see anything here which reminds you of Nadab and Abihu?

Leviticus 16:12-13 -RLTO KPP
12 And he shall take a pan full of burning coals from ,0ATAN Syn UR-70 NNRD-KoN N 2
upon the altar, from before the Lord, and both hands' ;NPT DD NLR 19N XM ,mMp? 399m
full of fine incense, and bring it within the dividing MLPA-NRINN 2 .N3IQ2 1PN NI
curtain. 13 And he shall place the incense upon the ,TIDPA 1Y NP ;MP? 297 WRD-DY
fire, before the Lord, so that the cloud of the incense 1 NOV--MITYR-DY WK N230-NY

shall envelope the ark cover that is over the tablets of
Testimony, and he shall not die.
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Look at the rites of the High Priest on Yom Kippur; he too takes a pan with fire, puts incense on the fire, and brings it before
God - just like Nadab and Abihu did!

Look at all of the textual parallels:

Leviticus 10:1-2 2-R: RPN Leviticus 16:12-13 2-R2:TOL RIPN
ATITIND YR RPN 2TI NOR-22NP70 R NN YN Un-90m nnnna-on npo

97 12Mp7N ;0P Y RN YR 1N RN ;NPT DD NV Man KoM ,Mmp? 1an

YR RXIM 2 .0O0R,MX N2 WR--NT UR,iMp? MbpN-NXR NN 2 .NJ7192 AN, R

.MP? 2397 ANN7 ;DNIR YINM,MP? 1990 ,MDRPD 1Y NP ;M2 397 WRN-DY

M2 K)--MTYN-YY TR N1220-NK

1 And Aaron’s sons, Nadab and Abihu, each took his 12 And he shall take a pan full of fiery coals from upon
pan, put fire in them, and placed incense upon it, and the altar, from before the Lord, and both hands’ full of
they brought before the Lord foreign fire, which He fine incense, and bring it within the dividing curtain. 13
had not commanded them. 2 And fire went forth from And he shall place the incense upon the fire, before the
before the Lord and consumed them, and they died Lord, so that the cloud of the incense shall envelope
before the Lord. the ark cover that is over the tablets of Testimony, and

he shall not die.

A Curious Re-enactment

o PONDER THIS

These parallels are fascinating, but it's not obvious what we're meant to learn from them. Why would
the Bible instruct the High Priest to imitate Nadab and Abihu's actions? When Nadab and Abihu did
this, it did not end well for them. It was a tragedy. Why should their offering be the template for Yom
Kippur, our holy Day of Atonement?

Here's how we see it: Nadab and Abihu sought to come close to God. But when they did it in their own way;,
a way in which God didn’t command, they couldn't; instead, they were killed. In introducing Yom Kippur, the Bible
seems to be setting up a contrast: You want to come close to God? I'll give you a chance to do, successfully, what
Aaron’s son'’s failed to do correctly. Once a year, your cloud can merge with My cloud. Do it this way and you won't die.
Yom Kippur is an opportunity to do it right - to come close to God in the right way.

Just like Nadab and Abihu did, the High Priest takes incense and puts it on fire. He creates a cloud of smoke. He stands
before the Kaporet, in the innermost sanctum of the Mishkan, where God’s presence manifests in a cloud. And what
happens?
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Leviticus 16:13
M2 K21--MTYN-%Y TWR N1220-NR NTYRN 12 NP

The cloud of the incense shall envelop the Kaporet that is over the tablets of Testimony, and he shall not die

Now there’s another cloud over the Kaporet: a man-made cloud of incense. This human
cloud merges with the Divine cloud. It's the moment of contact, the dangerous moment, that '
moment that he could die - but he doesn't. Instead, he enjoys a profound oneness with God.

Experiencing Awe

On Yom Kippur, one day a year, we can come close to God - as close as any human being
possibly can. But there’s more. The text doesn't end there; we are told that one more thing
happens on Yom Kippur:

Leviticus 16:30 btV XIpn

‘DINNINV? 022V 192 TN 0122 D

30 For on this day He shall effect forgiveness for you,
A10VN,MP? 192 ,0PNNLN ,Yan

to cleanse you. Before the Lord, you shall be cleansed

from all your sins.

Yom Kippur isn't merely a day of closeness; it's also a day of forgiveness. What's the connection between closeness and
forgiveness?

Rethinking Forgiveness

o PONDER THIS

Look at this word for forgive: 122 (“Yechaper”). The root of the word is 1-a-2 (“kaper”). When else do
we have that word in this whole section about Yom Kippur?

Hint: It's an object in the Mishkan, an object which has place of pride in the High Priest’s procedure...

192 (“Yechaper”), the word for forgive, shares the exact same root with n1aa (“Kaporet”), the covering over the Ark. So
what if we're misunderstanding the verse? What if 122 (“yechaper”) doesn’t mean forgiveness, it means cover?

Leviticus 16:30
DINR NV ,02YY 192’ NI0 D22

For on this day He shall cover you, to cleanse you
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We experience oneness with God when the cloud of the Divine merges with the human cloud of incense. God covers us,
and we become enveloped by God Himself. And that oneness - it has a byproduct. It purifies us. We are washed clean by
the encounter.

Earlier, we asked why the Bible begins its discussion of Yom Kippur with this lengthy description of the priestly ritual,
only to mention the part about forgiveness at the very end, in verse 30. We're using to thinking that Yom Kippur is
primarily about forgiveness, but the Bible seems to mention it as an afterthought. Now we understand why. Yom Kippur
is primarily about closeness with God, with our Source. Forgiveness is a byproduct of that contact with the Almighty.
That's why forgiveness doesn’t get mentioned until the end of the chapter. It's secondary.

Like the Waters of the Mikvah

Fascinatingly, the Bible seems to be telling us that there is a mechanism to Yom Kippur. Forgiveness doesn’t come out
of the blue. God doesn't wave a wand and magically forgive us. How do you become cleansed? Yes, you have to let go
of your sins, but even after you let go, you'll still sullied by your sinful actions. The only way to become washed clean is
through contact with your Maker.

The Mishnah in Yoma discusses Yom Kippur at length, and brings a beautiful comment from Rabbi Akiva which echoes
this very idea:

Mishnah Yoma 8:9
SNIW IR 1L RN M VTIPN QR ,0’RNVN NXR 1NVND MpPN N

The way that a mikvah (ritual bath) purifies the impure, so does God purify Israel

There's that covering idea again. A mikvah covers you all over, it envelops you like amniotic fluid and you emerge reborn,
pure. Once a year, God Himself envelops the entire people like a mikvah - and if we can let go of our sins, we too can
emerge from the encounter unsullied, pure as a newborn child.

Think of friends and family who will love it as much as you did - and share it with them!

And when you do, please remember to support Aleph Beta. Nothing makes us happier than bringing eye-opening,
soul-heartening, life-changing Torah directly to you — but it all costs money. Like the cost of the writing, editing,
design and circulation of the guide that you're reading. So until we win the lottery, we need your support. Encourage
your friends to subscribe to Aleph Beta, so they can get the guides sent directly to them! Or if you shared it with a
friend and it was an awesome experience for both of you, consider making a small donation to show your love.

Thanks for understanding - we love you guys, too.
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Source Sheet

Leviticus 16:1—-30

1 And the Lord spoke to Moses after the death of
Aaron's two sons, when they drew near before the Lord,
and they died. 2 And the Lord said to Moses: Speak to
your brother Aaron, that he should not come at all times
into the Holy within the dividing curtain, in front of the
cover that is upon the ark, and he should not die, for |
appear over the ark cover in a cloud. 3 With this shall
Aaron enter the Holy: with a young bull for a sin offering
and a ram for a burnt offering. 4 He shall wear a holy
linen shirt and linen pants shall be upon his flesh, and
he shall gird himself with a linen sash and wear a linen
cap these are holy garments, [and therefore,] he shall
immerse himself in water and don them. 5 And from the
community of the children of Israel, he shall take two he
goats as a sin offering, and one ram as a burnt offering.
6 And Aaron shall bring his sin offering bull, and initiate
atonement for himself and for his household. 7 And

he shall take the two he goats, and place them before
the Lord at the entrance to the Tent of Meeting. 8 And
Aaron shall place lots upon the two he goats: one lot
“For the Lord," and the other lot, “For Azazel” 9 And
Aaron shall bring the he goat upon which the lot, “For
the Lord,” came up, and designate it as a sin offering. 10
And the he goat upon which the lot “For Azazel” came
up, shall be placed while still alive, before the Lord,

to [initiate] atonement upon it, and to send it away to
Azazel, into the desert. 11 And Aaron shall bring his sin
offering bull, and shall [initiate] atonement for himself
and for his household, and he shall [then] slaughter

his sin offering bull. 12 And he shall take a pan full of
burning coals from upon the altar, from before the Lord,
and both hands' full of fine incense, and bring it within
the dividing curtain. 13 And he shall place the incense
upon the fire, before the Lord, so that the cloud of the
incense shall envelope the ark cover that is over the
tablets of Testimony, and he shall not die. 14 And he
shall take some of the bull's blood and sprinkle [it] with
his index finger on top of the ark cover on the eastern
side; and before the ark cover, he shall sprinkle seven
times from the blood, with his index finger.
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Source Sheet

Leviticus 16:1-30 (continued)

15 He shall then slaughter the he goat of the people’s
sin offering and bring its blood within the dividing
curtain, and he shall do with its blood as he had done
with the bull’s blood, and he shall sprinkle it upon the
ark cover and before the ark cover. 16 And he shall
effect atonement upon the Holy from the defilements
of the children of Israel and from their rebellions and
all their unintentional sins. He shall do likewise to

the Tent of Meeting, which dwells with them amidst
their defilements. 17 And no man shall be in the

Tent of Meeting when he comes to effect atonement

in the Holy, until he comes out. And he shall effect
atonement for himself, for his household, and for all the
congregation of Israel. 18 And he shall then go out to
the altar that is before the Lord and effect atonement
upon it: He shall take some of the bull's blood and
some of the he goat’s blood, and place it on the horns
of the altar, around. 19 He shall then sprinkle some of
the blood upon it with his index finger seven times, and
he shall cleanse it and sanctify it of the defilements of
the children of Israel. 20 And he shall finish effecting
atonement for the Holy, the Tent of Meeting, and the
altar, and then he shall bring the live he goat. 21 And
Aaron shall lean both of his hands [forcefully] upon
the live he goat’s head and confess upon it all the
willful transgressions of the children of Israel, all their
rebellions, and all their unintentional sins, and he shall
place them on the he goat’s head, and send it off to
the desert with a timely man. 22 The he goat shall thus
carry upon itself all their sins to a precipitous land, and
he shall send off the he goat into the desert.
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Source Sheet

Leviticus 16:1-30 (continued)

23 And Aaron shall enter the Tent of Meeting and
remove the linen garments that he had worn when he
came into the Holy, and there, he shall store them away.
24 And he shall immerse his flesh in a holy place and
don his garments. He shall then go out and sacrifice his
burnt offering and the people’s burnt offering, and he
shall effect atonement for himself and for the people.
25 And he shall cause the fat of the sin offering to go
up in smoke upon the altar. 26 And the person who sent
off the he goat to Azazel, shall immerse his garments
and immerse his flesh in water. And after this, he may
come into the camp. 27 And the sin offering bull and

he goat of the sin offering, [both of] whose blood was
brought to effect atonement in the Holy, he shall take
outside the camp, and they shall burn in fire their hides,
their flesh, and their waste. 28 And the person who
burns them shall immerse his garments and immerse
his flesh in water. And after this, he may come into the
camp. 29 And all this shall be as an eternal statute

for you; in the seventh month, on the tenth of the
month, you shall afflict yourselves, and you shall not

do any work, neither the native nor the stranger who
dwells among you. 30 For on this day He shall effect
forgiveness for you, to cleanse you. Before the Lord, you
shall be cleansed from all your sins.

Leviticus 10:1-2

1 And Aaron's sons, Nadab and Abihu, each took his
pan, put fire in them, and placed incense upon it, and
they brought before the Lord foreign fire, which He had
not commanded them. 2 And fire went forth from before
the Lord and consumed them, and they died before the
Lord.

Mishnah Yoma 8:9

The way that a mikvah purifies the impure, so does God
purify Israel.
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