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QJ PARSHAS VAYAKHEL

ACTIVATING HOLINESS

Shabbos, the Mishkan,
and the Cheit HaEigel

MY IR DT AP DIT9R RN YR 93 I 5 N e Ynpn

DOR Ty N
Moshe assembled the entire congregation of the Children of
Israel and said to them, “These are the things that Hashem has
commanded to perform them.™

INTRODUCTION: PRESENTING SHABBOS AND THE MISHKAN

This parsha is devoted to describing the construction of the Mishkan
and its component parts. Before presenting this topic, however, Moshe
first prefaces with two verses concerning observing Shabbos. The
message of this juxtaposition is that although the people are about to
embark on the lofty endeavor of constructing the Mishkan, Shabbos
observance takes precedence over this; no work for the Mishkan can be
done on Shabbos.?

1 Shemos 35:1.
2 Rashi to verse 2.

e
DiMENSIONS IN CHUMASH
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and the Mishkan are introduced:
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» Although observing Shabbos is one idea, it is introduced with
the plural “Eileh hadevarim—These are the things.”

* By contrast, the building of the Mishkan, which comprises
many details that take up the rest of the parsha, is introduced
with the singular “Zeh hadavar—This is the matter.”?

What is behind these differing and counterintuitive introductions?

Additionally, many commentators note that in the previous parsha,
when the idea that building the Mishkan does not override the Shabbos
is presented by Hashem to Moshe, the Mishkan is mentioned first and
_Shabbos second. This is taken to mean that building the Mishkan must
come to a halt on Shabbos. In our parsha, when communicating exactly
the same idea, Moshe reverses the order, placing Shabbos first. What is
behind this reversal?

KADOSH AND KODESH: TWO TYPES OF HOLINESS

In order to answer these questions, let us preface by referring to
a comment of the Meshech Chochmah, who notes that we find two differ-
ent ways in which the Torah réfers to the holiness of the Jewish People:

* In Parshas Mishpatim, the verse states: % Wim W7p "¥1—You
shall be people of holiness to Me.”"

¢ In Parshas Re'eh, it states: “TiAR WiTR Y 2—For you are a holy
people.”®

What is the difference in meaning between “kodesh” and “kadosh™?
The Meshech Chochmah, based on a comment of Rashi in Maseches
Kiddushin,” explains the difference as follows:?

Verse 4.
Shemos 31:1-13.
Ibid., 22:30.
Devarim 14:21.
57b, s.v. kadosh.
Devarim ibid.

N v s W

PARSHAS VAYAKHEL 509



@ &

.

“Kadosh” is an adjective and describes something that itself is
inherently holy.

* “Kodesh” is a noun, referring to the concept of holiness.
Something that is “of kodesh” is associated with that holiness,
but not itself inherently holy.

To illustrate with examples of each of these two categories, let us
consider two items that can be consecrated for the Beis Hamikdash:

* An animal can be consecrated to be brought as a korban. This
animal attains inherent sanctity and is thus called “kadosh.”

* Anitem can be consecrated for the funds of the Beis Hamikdash;
it will be sold and its value used for the avodah. This item is not
inherently holy, but rather holy by association, i.e., “of kodesh.”

Is there any practical halachic difference between these two catego-
ries? Indeed there is, for an object that is holy by association can be
replaced with something else—for example, if it is sold or redeemed.
By contrast, an object that is intrinsically holy can never lose its status
or be replaced.

How does all this relate to our discussion?

TRACKING THE HOLINESS OF THE JEWISH PEOPLE

The Gemara relates that after the Cheit HaEigel (Sin of the Golden
Calf), when the Jewish People narrowly averted a Divine decree call-
ing for their destruction, Moshe requested of Hashem that He pledge
never to replace them with another people, and Hashem granted this

request.” This teaches us that prior to this episode, the People of Israel |

could indeed have lost their unique s‘a'nctifiedvstiétl.lxs,_whe_r_gagz__gm er
Moshe’s request was granted, this sanctity could no longer belost.

This historic development, says the Meshech Chochmah, is reflected
in the two verses cited above referring to the Jewish People:

* The verse in Parshas Mishpatim refers to the period prior to the
Cheit HaEigel. Therefore, the people are referred to there as

9 Berachos 7a.

“Anshei kodesh—People of holiness,” reflecting the notion that
their sanctity could be replaced.

* The verse in Parshas Re'eh describes the people well after the
Cheit HaFigel; therefore, the terms used is “Am kadosh—a holy
people,” denoting the permanent and non-transferable nature
of their inherent sanctified status!

EFFECTING THE CHANGE:
UNDERSTANDING THE SECOND LUCHOS

Let us proceed and ask: How was this change from associative
holiness (kodesh) to intrinsic holiness (kadosh) brought about? To an-
swer this question, my father, Rabbi stein, zt"1,"" referred to
a most fascinating discussion of the 3eis”Halevi in his drashos."' Based
on numerous sources in Chazal, the Beis Halevi develops the idea that
there was a fundamental difference between the two sets of Luchos that
were given to Moshe:

» The first set of Luchos contained, in some form, a represen-
tation of the entire Torah: not only what we know as Torah
She’bichsav (the Written Torah) but also Torah She’baal Peh (the
Oral Torah).

* The second set of Luchos contained only Torah She’bichsav. At
that stage, Torah She’baal Peh became entirely oral in nature,
with no written representation on the Luchos whatsoever.

The Beis Halevi asks: What are the implications of Torah She’baal Peh
being present on the first Luchos, but absent from the second?

He answers that as long as both areas of Torah were written on the
Luchos, the Luchos constituted the repository of Torah. Thus, even as
the Jewish People learned Torah and were connecting with holiness,
they were effectively an “accessory to holiness,” equivalent to an ark
that hotises a Torah scroll, However, once the Torah She’baal Peh was no

10 Shabbos Shuvah Drashah, 5749/1988.
11 Derush 18.
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longer written on the Luchos, the repository of that area of Torah be-

came the hearts and minds of the Jewish People themselves. At this stage,
they became like a Torah scroll itself and were no longer an accessory to
holiness, but rather an inherently holy object!

Putting these two ideas together, my father suggested that the
shifting of Torah She’baal Peh after the Cheit HaEigel from the Luchos
to the people, as described by the Beis Halevi, was the means through
which they graduated from associative holiness to intrinsic holiness, as
discussed by the Meshech Chochmah, thereby assuring their immutable
status as Hashem’s people.

Perhaps this will give us a new insight into the famous statement of
R’ Yochanan in the Gemara:'? “The holy One, blessed be He, only sealed
a coven nt w;th Israel over the Oral Torah ,as it says 3 ‘For based [al pi]
on these words, I have sealed a covenant ‘with you.”” The verse cited by
R’ Yochanan is from the end of Parshas Ki Sisa, after the second Luchos
had been written; for the eternal covenantal connection between

Hashem and Israel is based on the shifting of the Oral Torah to the peo-

ple themselves, thereby elevating them to a status of intrinsic holiness.

MOUNTAINS SUSPENDED BY THREADS

In light of the above, we can appreciate that an integral part of
securing the lasting rehabilitation of the Jewish People came through
connecting them to Torah She'baal Peh. With this in mind, perhaps we
can now explain why, although Moshe was originally told by Hashem
concerning the Mishkan and then Shabbos, at this stage he reversed
the order and spoke about Shabbos first. The Mishnah characterizes
Shabbos with the term “Hararim hateluyim b’saarah—Mountains that
are suspended by threads,” that is to say, a huge body of laws based on

—
represents a mitzvah whose details are predommantly known to us

12 Gittin 60b.

13 Shemos 34:27. The phrase “al pi" is explained as a reference to Torah She’baal Peh—the
Oral Torah.

14 Chagigah 10a.

through Torah She baal Peh. Thls is in marked contrast to the laws of

in all “their detalls. Hence, as Moshe addresses the people for the first
time after they have attained forgiveness for the eigel, he immediately
engages in the area of Torah that will “activate” their new status of

intrinsic holiness, vouchsafing their enduring and immutable status as
Hashem’s people.

We can now return to the question with which we opened our
discussion, regarding the contrasting introductions of Shabbos and
the Mishkan. We noted that Shabbos, which is discussed in only two
verses, is introduced with the plural—“These are the things,” while the
Mishkan, which is discussed at length over dozens of verses, is presented
with the singular—“This is the matter”! R’ Yehonasan Eibeschutz, in
his commentary Tiferes Yehonasan to the Torah, explams that the use_
of the plural form for Shabbos reflects the fact that it js.derived-frem
both"areas of Torah—Torah She'bichsav and Torah She'baal Peh. By con-
trast, the Mishkan is presented with the smgular form since it derives
entlrely from the one area of Torah She bichsay. We can appreciate that
the reason this distinction between the two is being highlighted here

is because that is what lay behind Moshe’s reversal of these topics,
choosing to open with Shabbos so as to elevate the people to inherent
kedushah via Torah She’baal Peh.
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An Upright Torah*

he focus of significance in any synagogue is the ark containing @
the Torah. That this is so we learn, according to Maimonides, from a verse
in"this morning’s sidra. When the building of the Tabernacle was con-

cluded, Moses performed a final act: “vayikah vayiten et ha'eidut el ha'aron,” ’;
“and he took and he put the testimony into the Ark” (Exodus 40:20). The 9 QD

word “eidut,” “testimony,” refers to the two stone tablets, the luhot, upon d

which were inscribed the revelation of God. And, Maimonides teaches ) 8

us at the end of his Laws of Sefer Torah (10:10), just as the tablets were J ) 4

placed in the Ark in the Tabernacle, so are we commanded to place the

scroll-of the Law in the ark in the synagogue:

| \It is a commandment to designate a special place for a sefer Torah,
and to honor it and embellish it even more than one thinks ade-
quate. The words on the Tablets of the Covenant are the same
words which we have on our scrolls.

\QQ 1. March 6, 1965.



A Commentary for the Ages: Exodus

However, this tracing of the institution of the sefer Torah in the aron’ [
the synagogue to the lukot in the aron in the Tabernacle presents cer
difficulties. One of the commentagies on Maimonides’ famous Code
author of Hagahot Maimoniyot, records a question asked of his teac]
Ifindeed the scrolls in the ark in the synagogue are of the same nal
as the tablets in the Ark in the Tabernacle, then why is it that the [u
the Tabernacle were placed in the aron in a prone position, lying d
whereas the sefer Torah that we place in the ark in the s nagogue
upright? If the source is the tablets in the Tabernacle, then why
not store the scrolls in a synagogue too lying down? i
There is compelling logic to this question. In fact, the author of| th
commentary records a responsum by the famous Rabbi Jacob Tam wl
said that had he realized this point earlier, when they were building hi
synagogue, he would have ordered a much broader and wider arkin o
that he might have the scrolls Iying down rather than standing uprighi
" Nevertheless, the Torce of Jewisti Taw and the weight of Je
custom is against this decision to have the scrolls lying down. In all of
synagogues the sefer Torah is stored upright; indeed, in some Sephart
synagogues the scroll is read while standing on the table. Why, then, d
we keep the sefer Torah standing up, unlike the tablets?
A famous Talmudic scholar, Rabbi David Ibn Zimra, known :
the Radbaz, wrote a responsum on the subject in which he offered three
alternative answers. All three are meaningful. They contain or imp
insights into the nature of Torah and Judaism that are significant for'a
times, including our very own.
His first answer is that there is a fundamental difference betwee
the luhot and a sefer Torah. The tablets were meant as eidut, as a testimony;
as symbols; they were not intended for reading. Their very presence was
important, but people did not come especially to open the Ark and read
the tablets in order to inform themselves of the Law. In contrast, the sefer
Torah was meant specifically for reading and for instructing, Hence, the
sefer Torgh is kept in an upright position, always ready for immediate use,
What we are taught, therefore, is that the Torah must be Tor s
more than a symbol, more than mere eidut. It must be a guide, a code
for conduct The very word "Torah” comes from the Hebrew “hora’a”
which means guidance, pointing out, instruction. *

208

VAYAK'HEL-PERUDEL: An Upr{'ght Torah

A symbolis reverenced; : ‘ l}t!'i.‘i\lllh:e
of its very sacredness, a symbol often lies prone. It is rem‘ote and is (-:T
likely to be involved in the turmoil and bustle of life. It is trfeated w1‘t \
antiseptic respect. A guide, a “Torah,” is of course sacred; b.uf its sanctity
is enhanced by its involvement in lite with all its complexxhe@ para-
doxes, its anxieties and excitements. A Torah, in order to fulfill its ?\oly
function, must stand ready - literally, stand! — to be read and applied.

It is this lack of inv ent in everyday life that has caused one
contemporary Jewish thinker to bemoan what he has fel‘1c1tously called
our American-Jewish “theology of respect” We Ame'ncan Jews are a
very’respectful people; we do not reject Judaism outright. Instead, we
are more delicate. We “respect” it. We have respect for the-synagogue -
therefore, we keep miles away from it. We respect the rabbi - hence we
never consult him as to the judgment of Judaism on significant problerns.
We respect Almighty God and therefore would never think of txjoublmg
Him about the things that really bother us. We respect ]ud'fusm anvd
Torah so much that we never think of taking them seriou..sly in the lng-
ors and hardships of our daily existence. But respect alone is sozmethmg
that is offered to a symbol, to the tablets which are merely etdr.ft, and
which therefore lie prone. They are a symbol - and that is all. It is oflly
when we have transformed the symbol into the scroll, the thcologylof :
respect in Torat Hayyim, a Torah of life, that our Torah stands upright

for use.
= 1.e"zl‘illfis is important for Jewish scholarship in our days as v.vell. Gre;:t
opportunities are open for scholarship today, the formulation of t e
attitude of Torah to the great ethical questions of our day. Tl:lere is a
businessman who wants to know the decision of Torah on price coll‘u-
sion;a young man who is interested not only in the morality but also in
the ethics of courtship, and a government employee who w311t§ to know
how far he may go in accepting unofficial gifts. Halakha. can yield such
guidance. If we do not know all the answers of Halakha it is because we
need scholars to search more diligently and in greater scope and depth
been done heretofore.
e haBsut nevertheless, the greatest majority of the problem§ .that
occur to us can, without new halakhic-research, be dealt with decisively
and lucidly by Torah. Our Torah is an upright one when we make the
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. decision to consult it in these practical problems. This, indeed, is the
difference between an ideal and a principle: An ideal is an abstraction to
which we offer our gesture of respect. A principle is that which goverris.
our very real conduct. The luhot are symbols or ideals; the sefer Toral
is a principle or guide. We have no dearth of ideals; we are sorely lack-
ing in committing our lives to relevant principles. If our Torah is to be
a Torah, it must be upright, ready to use. :

The second solution offered by Radbaz is to make the ing
tradition (Shabbat 104a), the engraving on the stone tablets went through :
the tablets from side to side. Nevertheless, a miracle occurred and these

tablets could be read equally well from either side. [n other words, despite

the fact that the engraving went through and through, you were able to ;
read the message on the stone tablets according to the normal Hebrew sys$ .
tem, Trom right to Ieft, no matter which side you approached them from
Whereas the sefer Torah was written only on one side, on the parchment
Therefore, the tablets could be placed lying down, for no matter how you
laid them down, you could read them from the side youapproached them,
But the sefer Torah had to stand with its face, upon which was written
the text of the Torah, facing the congregation, so that it might always be
ready for immediate reading and consultation and study.

There was a time in Jewish life when Judaism was such that it
could be approached from any point of view. In a total Jewish environ-
ment, even a semi-literate could be a good Jew. Where one’s milieu was
fully saturated with Jewish feeling and Jewish life, study and scholar-

ship were not quite crucial. Ope could be unlearned and still senge the

presence of God, the Shekhina. At the very least, one could benefit from

the shekhuna, from the very Jewishness of one’s neighborhood and sur.

roundings. However, in a society depleted of Jewishness, in a miliey
emptied of Jewish feeling and ife, Jewishness can be acquired only by
study and by scholarship.

We do not live in a total Jewish environment. Our surroundings
are secularized and often antagonistic to the goals of Judaism. Therefore,
for us, Jewish scholarship, Jewish education, Jewish study, are not only
paramount, but indeed the only way to acquire Judaism in the full sense
of the word. It is our only guarantee of survival, It is interesting that
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when, two or three generations ago, very wealthy and philanthropic Jews

founded our great philanthropic organizations, they acted according to

the noblest precepts of Judaism. It goes without saying that charity, tze-
daka, is an all-important mitzva in our faith. Yet these people, who gave

and worked so much for charity, who love their people so, completely
neglected the study of Torah. And, tragically enough, today these found-
ers of our Federation do not have one single Jewish survivor left! For
indeed, Judaism without tzedaka is unthinkable, but Judaism without
the study of Torah is impossible.

It is only recently that the day-school movement has won the
approbation of larger sections of American Jewry. And not only Jewish
studies for children, but also adult Jewish education has begun to show
improvement. Only this week statistics were gathered that indicate that
American Jews spend annually in the vicinity of $3 million on adult edu-
cation. Of course, there is a question as to the results, the extent of its
work, the methods employed. But, nonetheless, it is encouraging news
that we have finally come to understand the importance of a sefer Torah
which stands ready to be read and studied and researched. For that is
why our scrolls are placed in a standing position: to teach us the need
for immediate reference and education. :

The third answecprovided by Radbaz s a rather daring idea. The
synagogue, unlike the Tabernacle, was meant to be primarily a House
of Prayer, not one of revelation and sacrifice. Therefore, since the wor-
shippers come to the synagogue and stand facing the ark, the sefer Torah
must stand when it faces the worshippers.

masense, this summarizes the other two reasons advanced by
Radbaz. The sefer Torah stands because the worshippers stand. What
a beautiful idea! There is a mutual and reciprocal honor exchanged by
the Torah and its admirers. The Torah itself rises before the mitptTll?—
lim who take her seriously, who involve her in their daily life, and who
study her assiduously.

We are told in the first book of Samuel that God says, “For [ will
honor those who honor Me, and those who neglect Me shall be dis-
graced” (2:30). God honors those who honor Him! The Torah stands
out of respect before the worshipper!

One of the great and seminal thinkers of Hasidism, the renowned
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Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, has expressed this idea in yet anotlier
way. The Torah as the revelation of God, and indeed evep as an aspect
of God Himself, is filled with holiness and divine light: It conta
sublime, heavenly illumidatfon. When the student of Tarah stud
sincerely and selflessly, without any thought of personal gain, what |
“accomplishes is the broadening of the absorptive capacity of Tora
this divine light. He adds to Torah's luster and brilliance. Whereas
he studies it for selfish and unworthy reasons, the hghts ofTorah are !
dimmed and its brilliance diminished. ; :
What a bold idea! The fate of Torah depends upo|
tity of Torah is not a constant — its kedusha varies with .the slncerltya
application of the Jew who studies Torah. If we honof h, it hon
us by being more sacred, And, Heaven Torbid, Fwe n lect Tor,
contains less illumination and sanctity with which to ble
That the destiny of Torah depends upon us
unpleasant ways. Too often we discover that Judaism is f¢
of the personal conduct of individual Jews who are app
ted to Torah, but who act in a manner that is unbec
ive, and unethical. A thousand years ago, the great Gao
end of his introduction to his Book of Beliefs and Opinion j offers eig
reasons, all of them psychologically potent, as to why people rejec
God and Torah. One of them apphes to our case: a ma not!ces the

rejects not only this inconsistent Jew, but also all th
ie. God and His Torah. It happens so often in our own’

approach, either diminish or enhance the luster of thi
within Torah. If we are omdim, if we stand, then the §
omeid. If we stand upright, then Torah stands uprigh
if we lie down on our God-given duties, then Torah fal|

(gf ‘iﬂ‘amh t00 5 1

n forbid

15e of us.
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VAYAK'HEL-PEKWUDEI: An Upright Torah

This then is the significance of the position of the Torah in the ark.
Itis upright because it must be ready for use as a guiding principle in our
lives. It is upright because it must be studied and its message plumbed.
It is upright because it stands in respect and honor of those who so use
it and thereby enhance its own holiness and illumination.

Torah must never lie in state. It must stand in readiness. The Jew
must never sink low; he must soar even higher — and thereby contrib-
ute to the sublimity of Torah. For as Maimonides put it in the passage
we quoted in the very beginning, it is a mitzva to honor and glorify and
embellish the Torah even more than we can. For if we will not strive to
be more than merely respectful Jews, we will become less than respectful
Jews. If we do not aspire to become more than human, we are in danger
of becoming less than human.

The times we live in, the circumstances that surround us, and
our ancient and hoary tradition all call out to us to stand up and live as
upright Jews, and so keep our Torah in the ark upright as well.
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