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By Rav Mordechai Elon (edited and translated by his students)  

We are all High Priests  
Our parsha, Achrei Mot, opens with a reference to 

the death of Aaron's children, followed by thirty-

four verses describing the ritual of the Kohen 

Gadol on Yom Kippur. What is the connection 

between the two subjects? Why does the Torah 

goes into such detail about a mitzvah that applies 

only to one person – the Kohen Hagadol, and only 

on one day of the year – Yom Kippur when he 

enters the Kodesh Hakedoshim – How is this 

relevant to us? Let us see how the two subjects 

are not just connected but also relevant to us 

every day and every hour. 

 

Our representative in the Kodesh Hakedoshim 

The Baal Hatorim comments on the Pasuk: 

ים ְו֣גֹוי ָק֑דֹוׁש....  י ַמְמֶלֶ֥כת ֹּכֲהִנ֖ ם ִּתְהיּו ִל֛ 1ְוַאֶּת֧  

 And you will be a nation of Kohanim and a holy 
people 

If Israel had the merit, all of them would have 
been Kohanim Gedolim. This will return in the 
future as it is written "And you shall be called 
God's kohanim" 

We must understand that this is not just a nice 

idea, that we all have a part of the Kohen Gadol in 

us.The  ritual of the Kohen Gadol, that we read 

every year in Mussaf of Yom Kippur, doesn’t just 

describe what happened in the temple that was 

destroyed because of our sins, it describes what 

will happen in the future when the temple we be 

rebuilt (may it be soon in our days) . The ritual of 

the Kohen Gadol will be the center of the day, we 

will stand watching, doing nothing except for 

praying that he will enter and leave the Kodesh 

Hakedoshim safely. 

His prayer is our prayer – when he enters he 

confesses first the sins of his family, but then 

those of his tribe, and then of all Israel. He then 

sends the scapegoat to atone for the sins of all 

Israel. We are not just praying for his safety, we 
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are represented by him – he physically does the 

ritual  for us.  

Our Rabbis teach us a number of different sins of 

Nadav and Avihu, that caused their death:- they 

entered the Kodesh Hakedoshim when it was 

forbidden, or they didn’t wear all of the priestly 

uniform , or they were unmarried or childless.  

Our commentators ask why our Rabbis have to 

give these reasons when the answer is in the first 

verse of our parsha  

י מֹות ְׁשֵנ֖י ְּבֵנ֣י ֲחֵר֣ ה ַאֽ ר ֙ה' ֶאל ֹמֶׁש֔ י  ַוְיַדֵּב֤ ם ִלְפֵנֽ ן ְּבָקְרָבָת֥ ֲהֹר֑ ַאֽ
תּו. 2֖ה' ַוָּיֻמֽ  

And God spoke to Moshe after the death Aharon's 
two sons, who came close to God and died 

The Or Hachaim explains that "coming close to 

God" does not mean only that they offered an 

uncommand fire, that was the Torah's explanation 

in Parshat Shimini, not here. Here their sin is over-

closeness. This will help us understand the 

double, seemingly superfluous use of the word 

death is the verse. 

Hassidut 3
  teaches us that the over closeness of 

Nadav and Avihu was so much that it caused them 

as a result to leave their physical life, and this is a 

sin. 

 

Running backwards and Forwards רצוא ושוב 

The Prophet Yechezkel describes the angels on 

the holy chariot  
 ְוַהַחּ֖יֹות ָר֣צֹוא ָוׁ֑שֹוב...4

And the living beings would run and return 

From this verse Chassidut
5

  learns the two 

contradictory tasks of man in this world – running 

forward and returning. Running forward is the 

desire to leave the physical world, and to come so 

close to God as to lose your physical life. 
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Returning is the opposite – the work of the soul in 

the body, the work in this world. 

On one hand, we spend our whole lives wanting 

to rise up from our mundane reality, and to be in 

the ultimately completely spiritual spheres. On 

the other, we realise that this can only be done 

here in our physical world, the work of soul in 

body is the reason we are here. 

 

"Entering in peace" also needs a prayer 

The Kohen Gadol would pray on entering the 

Kodesh Hakedoshim that he would "enter in 

peace and leave in peace". We can understand 

why he needed to pray to leave in peace – but 

why enter in peace. Why did he have to pray for 

this? 

Only one who enters with the intention of safely 

leaving the Kodesh Hakedoshim, will leave it 

safely. Rabbi Akiva entered the "Pardes" also, as 

our Rabbis teach, entered in peace and left in 

peace. He believed not just in running forward 

into spirituality but also in life in itself, as he 

taught – "And you shall live by them – and not die 
by them", the law of Pikuach Nefesh Rabbi Akiva 

learns from our Parsha. 

Nadav and Avihu came close to God by "and they 
died" – this why they died. We can now 

understand the connection with our parsha. The 

Kohen Gadol atones first for his family, his wife – 

he must be married, so much so that Rabbi 

Yehuda says in Massechet Yoma that a "spare 

wife" was prepared, if God forbid she would die 

before Yom Kippur. Only someone who prays to 

return to his wife can enter the Kodesh 

Hakedoshim, and then he prays for his tribe and 

the whole of Israel too. 

The uniform also represent the mitzvot, the 

actions that connect us with physical reality. 

Nadav and Avihu entered without the connection 

to reality, so they died. 

 

The sinner is me? 

We asked what the connection is between the 

deaths and the ritual of Yom Kippur. The story of 

the Kohen Gadol is the story of every one of us – 

As the Baal Haturim wrote, we could have all 

merited to be Kohanim Gedolim, we can all enter 

our internal Kedosh Kedoshim, if we know how to 

enter safely and leave safely. 

We have one special day, Yom Kippur in which we 

are like angels, not eating or drinking. However, 

we enter the day with all the dirt, all of our sins. 

Sometimes whilst saying the confession 

"Ashamnu Begadnu" we ask "is this me?" we close 

our eyes and think "I hope no one can see or hear 

me" . We have to bring all of our dirt to our 

prayers on this day , as this is the only way to 

enter safely knowing it is possible to fix 

everything. Running forward into the holy of 

holies, we pray our representative will enter and 

leave in peace, when he does, there is a feast 

after Yom Kippur - Running backwards and 

Forwards רצוא ושוב. 


