Short Comments on Vayakhel
Rabbi Eliot Malomet February 26, 2022 25 Adar I 5782 Shabbat Shekalim
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Exodus 35:1 Moses then assembled the entire
community of the Children of Israel and said to
them: These are the words that YHWH has
commanded, to do them... Context is important. If
we follow the flow of the story, we understand
that this convocation takes place after the cata-
clysm of the Golden Calf and the shattering of the
tablets. Having descended with a second set of
tablets, we learn that Moses' face was "beaming"
requiring him to wear a veil when he spoke with
the people. With the mayhem and turmoil fresh in
their minds, the purpose of this convocation not
only sets forth the basic rules of Shabbat and links
the Sanctuary with Creation, but it also offers the
people an opportunity for unity and healing
following their trauma. The message to us: the
most healing and unifying force in Judaism is
Shabbat. That message is timeless.
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35:3 You shall kindle no fire throughout your
settlements on the sabbath day. Why this specific
prohibition on Shabbat? Traditional commen-
taries focus on the necessity of fire for cooking,
lighting and heating; all of those activities that
need to be completed before Shabbat. But the fire
prohibition may speak to deeper themes. We
moderns take fire for granted. If we need fire, we
light a match, flick a lighter, or ignite a gas stove.
Creating fire, fueling fire, controlling fire, re-
quired tremendous effort and skill. Anyone who
has ever camped understands the effort that is
necessary for making and keeping a fire going.
Kindling and maintaining fire is the focus of the
week and the home; it organizes time and space.
But deeper than that is the idea that we human
beings owe our existence to fire. The anthro-
pologist Richard Wrangham theorizes that it was
our ability to control fire that made us human.
Fire enabled us to cook, giving us the ability to
meet our nutritional needs more efficiently. Fire
enabled us to protect ourselves from predators
and build social structures. Fire creates and des-
troys; comforts and terrifies. By not kindling or
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doing anything with fire for the duration of
Shabbat, we temporarily cease being masters
over creation. Unencumbered by all the neces-
sities which fire requires, Shabbat enables us to
be completely free. And here is a lovely inter-
pretation from the author of Shnei Luhot Habrit:'
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You shall not kindle any fire in all your
habitation on Shabbat hints to the fire of
mahloket-arguments, and the fire of anger. A
person always has to be careful about kindling
this fire, especially on the holy Shabbat, during
which the fire of hell does not burn. And one who
gets angry on Shabbat or one who makes
arguments, causes the fire of hell to burn in him,
-may that not happen to us!
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35:21 and then they came, every man whose
mind uplifted him, and everyone whose spirit
made-him-willing brought God's contribution
for the skilled-work on the Tent of Appointment,
for all its service [of construction], and for the
garments of holiness. There is something
gorgeous about this phrasing: one whose heart
lifts him up, one whose spirit made-him-willing.
Generosity is a form of connection. People give
of themselves, when they are moved to give. The
best fundraisers (and marketers!) know this.
When people become emotionally involved in a
cause, a project, or a goal, generosity becomes the
medium of expression, and it flows freely.
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35:30 And Moses said to the Israelites: See, God
has singled out by name Bezalel, son of Uri son
of Hur, of the tribe of Judah... To be called by
name is quite unique. Amazingly, this phrase
usually works in the reverse, to God: individuals
or communities call God by name. The Psalmist
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says, Let us praise God, let us call out by His
name: MW WP 72 170, In this manner, the
Torah signals to us that this artisan, Betzalel, is
special.
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35:31 ...endowing him with a divine spirit of skill,
ability, and knowledge in every kind of craft...
What makes him special is that he is filled with
the divine spirit 25798 m7. Where else do we find
this phrase? At creation, the spirit of God hovered
over the waters, and as a description of Joseph.
Pharaoh turns to his advisers and says, Have you
ever seen such a person who possesses the spirit
of God? The Torah signals to us that Betzalel is
endowed with the creative force of the universe,
and the extraordinary talent of a Joseph.
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35:32 and inspiring him to make designs for
work in gold, silver, and copper.. Creative work
begins in the imagination. The artisan expe-
riences thoughts in the form of ideas nawn» which
are then articulated in metal.
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35:34 ...and to give directions. He and Oholiab
son of Ahisamach of the tribe of Dan. Not only
does Betzalel possess extraordinary artistic
abilities but evidently, he knows how to mentor
others and also how to lead a team of artisans. He
has artistic genius and social genius.
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36:5 ...and they said to Moses, “The people are
bringing more than is needed for the tasks
entailed in the work that God has commanded to
be done.” Overwhelmed by the emotional pull of
the project, the centrality of the mishkan and the
idea that they could be part of a collective project
that would enable no less than God to well among
them (!), they gave overwhelmingly. It is truly
remarkable that they have to issue an order to stop
bringing gifts. It demonstrates responsibility and
prevented anyone involved in the campaign, from
being tempted to keep the excess for themselves.
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37:1 Bezalel made the ark of acacia wood, two

and a half cubits long, a cubit and a half wide,
and a cubit and a half high.

The Ark of the Covenant is the only item of the
mishkan that mentions Betzalel by name, a
textual "signature" if you will. With regard to all
of the other appurtenances the text simply says,
and he made. Our interpretation: the person who
was designated as chief artisan was singled out
by name, by God. Here he is "honored" as the
text (ie. the people) singles him out, by name,
when fashioning the most important item of the
mishkan, the Ark. The Torah "honors" Betzalel
for his creativity, his skill, his organization and
his lasting imprint on the culture of the people.
Betzalel never says anything, and apart from this
passage, we never see or hear from him again.
His name means, in the shadow of God, 58 %3,
but it could easily be an acronym for another
expression: YN”o¥3 = 279N 0933 in the image of
God. In other words, this extraordinary
individual, is both somewhat enigmatic, a
shadow, despite the fact that we know his
pedigree and his tribe, and also a living exemplar
of what it means to be in the divine image, that is,
capable of creating things of everlasting beauty.
It is fascinating to note that in antiquity the
privilege of fashioning temples was accorded to
the gods. Pagan mythologies imagined that the
temples to the gods were constructed by the gods
and that humans were not part of the creative
process. Thus, the presence of an extraordinary
human Israelite, engaged in the construction of
the sacred area for the God of the Israelites, is a
polemic against the pagan idea. In this rather
lengthy description of the sanctuary - spanning 5
parashas! - the Torah is presenting a fascinating,
and revolutionary idea. The sanctuary is a
reflected image - a @98 - of Creation. The
sanctuary is constructed by a man who is, in his
creative ability and possibly by his very name(!),
a a9x, an image, of God.

Interesting pieces of data: the root 7wy - to do -
occurs over 70 times in this passage. The account
of the construction of the Ark of the Covenant is
located virtually at the center of this passage.

Shabbat Shalom!
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