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SPRINGTIME

Those of us who are living in the northern hemisphere of our globe are now anxiously awaiting the arrival of springtime and the end of the winter weather woes. Here in Israel we had a fairly normal winter with a decent amount of rain and a few cold spells. In the main however it was an unremarkable winter, weather wise. Nevertheless, winter is winter and I for one am anxiously and excitedly looking forward to the arrival of the spring season, the blooming flowers and trees and the great holidays of Pesach and Shavuot that make up the book ends – the beginning and the end – of the spring season here in Israel.

The great song of springtime is recorded for us in the book of Shir Hashirim written by King Solomon, and according to the custom of many synagogues, is read publicly in the synagogue service of Shabbat Chol Hamoed Pesach. There is no more lyrical description of the advent of springtime than the one that appears in Shir Hashirim. It evokes not only the reawakening of nature and the change of weather that spring brings with it, but it also speaks emotionally about the mood and spiritual quality that attaches itself to the spring season. The Jewish people were freed from Egypt and from bondage in the springtime.

The Torah explicitly commands us to commemorate that freedom with the holiday of Pesach and the Jewish calendar is to always be adjusted so that this holiday falls in the month when spring arrives. So springtime has come to symbolize for the Jewish people not only a change of nature and mood but also change of status – from being slaves and servants to others to becoming independent and free people. It represents our ability to free ourselves from fulfilling the missions and dreams of others and to realize our own potential as a kingdom of priests and holy nation.

When most human beings were occupied in agricultural tasks, the change of seasons and the arrival of springtime were more noticeable in human society. In our current urbanized and industrialized world, springtime has lost some of its luster. The city dweller today hardly ever visits farms or orchards. In fact, industrialized and global farming has caused many people to think that apples and bananas truly grow in bags and are raised in fruit stores and supermarkets.

This disconnect that modern urban industrialized society has created between nature and humans is one of the more troubling aspects of modern society. I am not suggesting that our society return to horses and buggies and backbreaking farm labor. However, an appreciation of nature and its bounty, of the change of seasons and the weather patterns that accompany it, can only serve to strengthen the sense of spirituality and the yearning for eternity that exists within all of us.

The pagan world was terrorized by nature and worshiped its various forms as angry gods who somehow were to be pacified even by human sacrifice. Judaism always viewed nature as being an instrument of God's will and as being a blessing for humanity, with the ability to harness its bounty and turn it into a positive and manifold gift to the human race. The coming of spring is a restatement of this belief and attitude.

Part of the legacy of our long and bitter exile has been this disconnect between the appreciation of nature and our entire educational system. One of the six sections of the Mishnah concerns itself solely with matters of agriculture, botany and farming.

This section of the Mishnah - Zeraim - was a neglected subject in rabbinic scholarship for centuries. Rabbi Menachem Hameiri, of early fourteenth century Provence, already stated that this section of Torah did not appear in the curriculum of the yeshivot of his time and place. This was true of all later generations of Jewish scholarship until the nineteenth century, which saw the beginning of Jewish immigration from the dark winter of Eastern Europe to the springtime of the Land of Israel.

As Jews began to return to the Holy Land and once again reconnected themselves to the land and its earth, the desert began to bloom and the desolate landscape turned green and verdant. All of the great prophets of Israel foresaw an agricultural and natural rebirth in the redemption of the Jewish people from exile and their return home to the Land of Israel. In fact, the prophets stated that the harbinger of the eventual redemption, in its totality, would be the rebirth of the natural produce and beauty of the land itself.

Springtime reminds us of the great miracle that we have witnessed and are part of. It guarantees us hope for the full completion of the process of redemption in our time.

Shabbat shalom

Berel Wein

Rabbi Wein’s Weekly Blog

VAYAKHEL – PEKUDEI

The Torah reading of the book of Shemot concludes this week with the reading of the total portion of Vayakhel and Pekudei. These two portions are a fitting conclusion to the long narrative describing the construction of the Taberncle/Mishkan. Every great project, whether physical or spiritual, is yet incomplete without an accounting being given as to the investment, effort and cost relating to the project.

One of the great principles of the Torah and of Jewish life generally is accountability – for behavior, speech, actions and even thoughts. The Talmud phrased it succinctly: “Human beings are always accountable and liable for their actions.” We have a concept in the Talmud that one can be found not to be liable for actions caused by human negligence or mistakes by an earthly court but still be liable in the heavenly court, which judges all of our behavior.

As human beings we hold ourselves to a far less stringent standard of behavior and liability. But Heavenly judgment, which knows our true capabilities and potential, holds us to its lofty standard of accountability. And we are witness to that in the accounting that Moshe submits to us in this week’s Torah reading, of the wealth accumulated and spent in this great construction project of the Tabernacle/Mishkan.

The project was enormous in scope and in cost. Yet Moshe was aware that one thousand measures of silver were not accounted for. He could not rest until he traced the missing silver - which was actually used for the hooks that held the curtains that constituted the hanging tapestries of the structure.

 One of the great demands of current politics that now engulfs us is the issue of transparency. We wish for transparency in government affairs, financial dealings and even in personal relationships. All governments are currently besieged by the leaking of sensitive documents and information and all of this is justified by the idea that the public has a right to know everything about everybody at all times.

In theory, transparency is a good and necessary component of a democratic republic.  But the question arises as to whether there are any limits to this right to transparency. From the Torah itself it seems that in monetary matters and in accounting for the use of public funds, especially charity funds, there is no limit to the necessity for transparency and accountability.

However, in matters of personal behavior and past actions of human beings, the Torah does impose limits on the need for revelation. The laws of evil speech and slander apply even when one speaks the truth about others. Then, the so-called right to know is severely curtailed. Such distinctions do not exist in the culture that currently surrounds us. Private information about people’s lives, which at one time was considered sacrosanct, is today visible to all on social media and through the hackers and leakers that abound in our world. Even transparency has to have its limits of decency and restraint.

Shabbat shalom

Rabbi Berel Wein

In honor of parshios Vayakheil/Pekudei and the assembly of the Mishkan, it is appropriate for us to study the laws of Shabbos. Over the years, I have written many articles explaining various melachos of Shabbos, including carding, carrying, completing items (makeh bepatish), constructing, creating heddles, demolishing, kindling, knotting, laundering, spinning and untwisting thread, trapping, warping, and writing. Most of these articles are already available on RabbiKaganoff.com. If you would like to read an article on any of these topics and cannot access it on the website, please send me an e-mail.

Below is an article written by my close friend and co-writer, Rabbi Avraham Rosenthal.

Shabbos Melachah of Dosh

By Rabbi Avraham Rosenthal

Edited by Rabbi Yirmiyohu Kaganoff

Dosh in the Mishkan

The thirty-nine categories of forbidden Shabbos work (melachos) are derived from activities that were necessary for the construction of the Mishkan. When was dosh performed in the Mishkan? 

In the course of dyeing the various fabrics used in the Mishkan, vegetable ingredients were used. After these herbs were picked (the melachah of kotzeir), bundled (the melachah of me’ameir) and gathered in from the fields, several steps were required to have a usable product. The first step in this process was dosh. Since people are more familiar with wheat than the herbs used in the mishkan, we will use wheat as our example.

Wheat grows on stalks, each stalk containing orderly husks that include the edible kernels or seeds and the inedible chaff. Threshing separates the kernel from the chaff by beating or other application of pressure. Over the course of the centuries, various methods of threshing were used. Originally, it was accomplished by the farmer simply stomping on piles of grain. Eventually, hand tools were developed. One such device is called a flail. This is a free swinging stick tied by rope to the end of a long handle. By swinging the handle in a downward motion, the free-swinging stick would hit the grain with great force. Sometimes animals were used to thresh, either by having them tread upon the piles of stalks or by harnessing them to wooden platforms that had grooves and ridges underneath, which they would pull over the stalks. 

The melachah of dosh involves breaking the physical bond between the edible kernel and the inedible chaff. After the melachah of dosh, the next melachah is winnowing, which, in earlier days, used the wind to blow away the chaff now that it had been physically separated from the kernel. At this point, the melachah of boreir, selecting, was performed, which involved removing heavier items, such as pebbles, that had remained with the kernels, now referred to as grain.

Nowadays, these melachos, reaping, threshing, winnowing and selecting are all accomplished by a single machine called a combine. (It is called a “combine” because it is a combination of a reaper and a thresher.)

Wheat and Dates versus Grapes

The Torah prohibition against dosh is the separating of food from the inedible matter to which it is attached (Rabbeinu Chananel, Shabbos 74a; Aruch Hashulchan, Orach Chayim 320:3). The Gemara (Shabbos 75a) rules that this melachah applies only to items that grow from the ground, such as wheat, legumes and dates, all of which are mentioned specifically in the halachic literature (Tosafos, Shabbos 73b, s.v. ve’achas).

Peas

Let us now examine the melachah of dosh as it relates to legumes, such as peas. Many have heard the expression, “like peas in a pod,” which indicates that two individuals or items are identical in the same way that one would not be able to tell the difference between two peas. Peas grow in a pod, which is connected to the plant. The pod, which is originally soft and edible, eventually becomes hard and almost wood-like. Since the pod is inedible, extracting peas from their pod on Shabbos is prohibited min haTorah because of dosh.

Dates 

Dates grow on date palm trees in a most interesting fashion. Unlike most other fruits, in which each individual fruit is connected to its own stem and the stem in turn is connected to the tree branch, dates grow on strands. Dozens of long strands grow from a stalk produced by the date palm, and each strand contains dozens of dates. In some varieties, the dates grow in a way that they are reminiscent of grape clusters. The Rishonim write that detaching dates from their strands on Shabbos is prohibited because of dosh (Rashi and Ran, Shabbos 73b).

Dates versus Grapes

The question that needs to be addressed at this point is: What is the difference between dates and grapes? The halachah is that one may separate grapes from their cluster on Shabbos.  Why is it a Torah prohibition to detach dates from their strands (even after the stalk has been cut from the tree) whereas it is permitted to detach grapes from their strands? Understanding this point will give us a better grasp of the melachah of dosh and when it applies.

Food Preparation or Otherwise

There are numerous approaches in the Acharonim regarding how to explain the difference. We will discuss the explanation suggested by the Eglei Tal. This classical work, which analyzes in great detail the first twelve of the thirty-nine melachos of Shabbos, was authored over a hundred years ago by Rav Avraham Bornstein, the first Sochatchover Rebbe and the author of the Avnei Nezer, and his son, known as the Shem Mishmuel, who succeeded him as Sochatchover Rebbe. The Eglei Tal explains that dosh applies only when one is not preparing food for immediate consumption (Dosh, end of subparagraph #11). However, when the edible item is disconnected from the non-edible in order to eat it or use it immediately, there is no prohibition of dosh. Since the detaching of wheat, peas and dates from their non-edible parts is not performed while one eats them, their processing is included under the melachah of dosh. On the other hand, it is common to serve clusters of grapes and remove grapes from the cluster as one eats. Therefore, detaching the grapes from the cluster does not involve the melachah of dosh.

Garlic

Some maintain that it is forbidden to remove the outer layer covering garlic cloves on a head of garlic. We are not referring to the peel covering each individual garlic clove, but rather the peel covering the entire head. Therefore, it is preferable to remove this peel before Shabbos (Eishel Avraham [Butchatch] 319:8; Shevisas HaShabbos, Boreir #24; Kitzur Shulchan Aruch 80:15).

Juicing

As we have mentioned in other articles, each main category – av melachah – of the 39 melachos has subcategories – tolados. Although the toladah itself was not performed in the mishkan, the toladah is similar enough to the av that Chazal determined that it is included in the prohibition and it is forbidden min haTorah.

One of the tolados of dosh, mefarek, is very pertinent. Mefarek, which literally means, “to unload,” here means extracting juice from the fruit and is therefore similar to the melachah of dosh.

There are three categories of fruits included in the prohibition of mefarek:

1) One who squeezes olives for their oil or grapes for their juice transgresses a Torah prohibition (Shabbos 143b; Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 120:1). This is because the most common use of both of these fruits is for the extracted liquid.

2) There is a Rabbinic injunction against squeezing a fruit that is normally eaten, but is also occasionally juiced. Examples of this include apples and pomegranates (ibid.).

3) Fruits that are almost never juiced may be squeezed on Shabbos (ibid.). However, contemporary poskim point out that since nowadays it has become common to juice almost all fruits, it is forbidden to squeeze them miderabbanan (Orchos Shabbos 4:11). I would personally rule that it is permitted to squeeze the juice out of cantaloupe or zucchini.

It should be noted that some contemporary poskim are unsure concerning the severity of the prohibition against juicing oranges and grapefruits. Since nowadays the most common use of these fruits is for their juice, it might be prohibited min haTorah to squeeze them (see Chazon Ish, Orach Chayim 33:5; Orchos Shabbos 4:12 and footnote #17).

Liquids as Food

The Gemara (Shabbos 144b) states: “A person may squeeze a cluster of grapes into a pot but not into a bowl.” Rashi (ad locum) explains the difference. When the Gemara permits squeezing the juice into a pot, it is referring to a pot that contains food. Since the juice is being squeezed directly into food, the juice is not viewed as liquid but rather as food. On the other hand, when the Gemara forbids squeezing the grapes into a bowl, it speaks of an empty bowl. Although one does not usually drink liquids from a bowl, and it would therefore seem obvious that the juice is not being extracted to be used as a beverage but, rather, to be used as an ingredient in food, this is still not permitted since it is not evident that this is the intent.

The question that we need to resolve is, what difference does it make why the liquid is used? The answer is that the reason why mefarek, extracting juice from a fruit, is prohibited is because one is separating liquid from a solid. When one squeezes juice into a food, that liquid is being used as food and therefore this extracting is not considered mefarek. However, when squeezing it into an empty bowl, the juice is treated as a liquid, and therefore this act is prohibited due to the toladah of mefarek.

The majority of the Rishonim (see Beis Yosef, Orach Chayim 320:4) rule this way, and the Shulchan Aruch (Orach Chayim 320:4) codifies it as halachah. However, one of the early Rishonim, Rabbeinu Chananel (cited in Shu”t HaRosh 22:1), maintains that it is forbidden min haTorah to squeeze grapes into food. Because of this view, the poskim rule that, although it is permissible to squeeze grapes into food, it is better not to do so; hamachmir tavo alav bracha, one who acts stringently will be blessed (Mishnah Berurah 320:17).

Based on the wording of the Chayei Adam (Hilchos Shabbos 14:3), some contemporary poskim suggest that this stringency need be observed only regarding grapes and olives, which are forbidden to be squeezed min haTorah. However, concerning other fruits where the prohibition is only rabbinic in nature, one may squeeze them directly into food.

The poskim also point out that, even according to Rabbeinu Chananel, it is permissible to squeeze lemons onto food, such as fish or salad, on Shabbos. This is because lemon juice is not drunk straight as a beverage, but it is either sweetened, mixed with other liquids, or used as a condiment. Although there is much discussion in the poskim as to whether one may squeeze lemon juice into an empty cup or into a liquid (see Mishnah Berurah 320:22), the Mishnah Berurah rules that if one wishes to squeeze it onto food, he does not have to be concerned about the stringent view of Rabbeinu Chananel (Biur Halachah 320:6, s.v. lischot).

Some Limitations

When squeezing fruit juice into food on Shabbos one has to be careful of several points:

1) The squeezing must be done by hand and not with a juicer or any other utensil specialized for squeezing (Ketzos Hashulchan #126, Badei Hashulchan #19).

2) One is permitted to squeeze the fruit juice directly onto food. It is not permitted to extract the liquid into a cup or bowl and then pour it into the food (Mishnah Berurah 320:18).

3) In addition, one of the following two conditions must be met: 

a) Most of the extracted liquid becomes absorbed into the food, or 

b) The extracted liquid is used to enhance the food. In this case, one may squeeze the juice onto the food even if it is not absorbed. For example, one may squeeze lemon onto fish even if the juice is not absorbed into the fish, since it enhances the flavor (Shemiras Shabbos Kehilchasah 5:7).

Tea, Lemon and Sugar

One may not squeeze fruit juice into a liquid, but, under some circumstances, we noted that one may squeeze juice onto food. This is because squeezing juice directly onto food is considered removing food (the juice) from other food, which is not an act of dosh. However, squeezing juice into a liquid, is separating liquid from a fruit and is not permitted. Based on this, one may not squeeze a lemon into tea on Shabbos.

May one squeeze a lemon into sugar and then place that sugar into tea? Is extracting the juice into the sugar viewed as adding it to food, which is permitted, or, since his intent is to place it into tea, do we view it as squeezing into liquid? The poskim are divided on this issue, some permitting it while others forbid it (Chayei Adam, Hilchos Shabbos 14:4; Mishnah Berurah 320:22; Chazon Ish 56:7).

Sucking Fruit

The poskim (see Rema 320:1 and Mishnah Berurah ad locum) disagree as to whether or not it is permissible to suck the juice out of a piece of fruit. On the one hand, doing so is an act of mefarek, extracting juice from the fruit and should be forbidden. However, those that permit this suggest two reasons to be lenient:

1) This is not considered to be the normal way of squeezing.

2) Sucking the juice out of the fruit is viewed as “eating” as opposed to “drinking.” As such, the extracted liquid is viewed halachically as being a food, and one is merely separating food from food, which is permitted.

The Mishnah Berurah (ibid.) rules that one should not suck the liquid out of grapes and olives, as it is forbidden min haTorah to extract juice from these fruits. However, one may be lenient to suck the juice out of other fruits, since squeezing them is forbidden only miderabbanan. Germane to the Mishnah Berurah’s conclusion not to suck grapes and olives, he prohibits this only when the fruit is mainly outside of the mouth with a small portion inside. However, if one inserts the entire piece of fruit into his mouth, he is allowed to chew it to extract the juice and then discard the rest of the fruit. This is because such an act is viewed as eating and not drinking (Mishnah Berurah 320:12).

It is important to point out that, based on what we wrote earlier concerning the question of whether squeezing oranges or grapefruits is prohibited min haTorah or miderabbanan, it might be forbidden to suck the juice from them (Orchos Shabbos 4:22).

The Fruit Salad Crises

Our next topic for discussion concerns dosh while making fruit salad on Shabbos. What does making a fruit salad have to do with dosh? Let us explain.

As we have seen, there are different levels of prohibition when it comes to squeezing fruit. Some fruits are forbidden min haTorah while others are forbidden only miderabbanan. In addition to the fruits that Chazal forbade squeezing, they created another injunction called, gezeiras mashkin she’zavu, “the decree against juices that have flowed,” in which they prohibited drinking fruit juice that oozed out of fruit on its own on Shabbos. They were concerned that if one may drink this juice, he might squeeze the fruit on Shabbos.

All Juices are not Created Equal

Chazal did not forbid all juices equally. Rather, they instituted a multi-tiered decree. In the case of grapes and olives, since there is a Torah prohibition to squeeze them, any juice or oil that oozes from them is forbidden to drink until Shabbos is over. Furthermore, the juice or oil is muktzah and may not be moved until Shabbos is over. These rulings are true regardless as to whether the grapes and olives were purchased to eat as table fruit or for these extracts.

Germane to other fruits, which are not usually purchased for their juice or oil, Chazal forbade eating the liquid that oozed out on Shabbos only if the fruits were purchased to extract the liquid. However, if they were purchased to serve as table fruit, Chazal did not forbid the liquids that flow out on their own (Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 320:1; Shulchan Aruch Harav 305:32 and Kuntres Acharon ad locum).

Therefore, when making fruit salad on Shabbos, the status of the oozing juice will depend on which fruits one is using. The juice that oozes out of the grapes while cutting will be forbidden both to drink and to move. However, the juice that comes out of other fruit is permissible, assuming that it was purchased to serve as table fruit (Orchos Shabbos 4:26-29).

Study and Review

The halachos of Shabbos are both numerous and complex. We spend a full fifteen percent of the week hosting our weekly visitor, Shabbos Hamalkah. It behooves us to dedicate time on a consistent basis in order to become proficient in these most important halachos.

Parshat Vayakhel-Pekudei (Exodus 35:1 – 40:38)

Rabbi Shlomo Riskin
Efrat, Israel – “And he erected the courtyard around the sanctuary and the altar, set up the screen gate of the courtyard; and Moses completed the work.” [Ex. 40:33] 

Why repeat all the details of the construction of the Mishkan after we have already heard them when they were initially commanded? Would it not have been simpler to deal with the entire execution of external building, furnishings and priestly garb with the single verse: “And the People of Israel built the Mishkan exactly as God commanded”?

In order to understand the significance of the repetition, it is important to remember that the Almighty desires an intimate relationship between Himself and the People of Israel. That is why they are commanded to build a Mishkan in the first place: “that I may dwell among them” [29:46].

However, worshiping the golden calf was a betrayal of the ideals given at Sinai. In effect, the Israelites committed adultery, scarring the love and intimacy God had just bestowed upon them. Were God only a God of justice, this would have been the demise of the Jewish people, their sin mandating a punishment that would have meant the end of the Abrahamic mission.

But since God is also a God of compassion, He forgives. However, can we legitimately expect forgiveness for as heinous a crime as idolatry? Will the Almighty take Israel back even after they have committed adultery?

Herein lies the true significance of the repetition of each and every painstaking instruction regarding the Mishkan. God places his nuptial “home” with Israel before they sin with the golden calf, and God accepts their construction of the nuptial home after they have sinned with the golden calf. The repetition is a confirmation that the intimacy between God and Israel has been restored, that the relationship between God and His bride, Israel, has returned to its original state of mutual commitment and faith. The repetition of the exact details is essentially God’s gift of forgiveness.

It is interesting to note that on the weeks when we read the concluding portions of Exodus, the calendar is usually host to another sequence of special readings, wherein a second Torah scroll is removed from the ark for an additional reading as well as a special haftorah reading from the prophets.

The first special reading is Shekalim, which speaks of the obligation of every Jew to give a half-shekel to the Mishkan. This represents an act of commitment: a pledge of a four thousand year-strong covenantal relationship between God and Israel, demonstrated in our daily lives by the giving of our “half-shekels” to build our sanctuaries – yeshivas and synagogues, day schools and outreach centers – thus bringing God within our midst. Financial commitment is also the traditional halakhic form of betrothal (symbolized in the wedding ring).

The second special Sabbath – immediately preceding Purim – is Shabbat Zakhor: “Remember” to destroy the evil Amalek. Shabbat Zakhor always precedes Purim because in Shushan there were two threats: externally, from Haman, the descendant of Amalek; while internally, the Jews themselves, who, deep in the amnesia of assimilation, were seduced by the invitations to the parties at the palace of Ahashverosh, with all the non-kosher wine and shrimp one could enjoy.

Israel, betrothed by the shekel to God, had succumbed to the temptation of Amalek, substituting the temptations of gold and licentiousness for their God-groom.

The third special Sabbath, Parah, symbolizes the process of purification. The People of Israel, having defiled themselves, are reminded by God that even when our impurity stems from death, the highest degree of impurity, He has provided the red heifer to spiritually cleanse us.

Finally, the namesake for this Sabbath’s special reading, HaHodesh, brings us towards a new beginning. “Hodesh,” the Hebrew word for month, is also bound up with “hadash” [new] and “hidush” [renewal]. In effect, the moon is the messenger of change and renewal, the ability to emerge from total darkness to a state of fullness and perfection.

Thus the special portions of Shekalim, Zakhor, Parah and HaHodesh parallel the portions of Terumah, Tetzaveh, Ki Tissa and Vayakhel-Pekudei. The journey begins with commitment and love, stumbles through failure and sin, and concludes with the possibility of purification and renewal. These stages mark the path of individual and national freedom, culminating in the festival of freedom, Passover.

Shabbat Shalom

On the Whole I'd Rather Be in Israel; Failing the Analogy Test

by Jonathan Rosenblum

Mishpacha Magazine

On the Whole, I'd Rather Be in Israel

Walter Russell Mead, one of America's leading foreign relations experts, recently came out with his annual rankings of world powers, and there were some surprises. Not least of which was Israel's ranking as the world's eighth strongest nation. That achievement is particularly amazing when one considers that Israel has approximately one-tenth the land mass and one-tenth the population of the next smallest nation on Mead's list. (Permanent U.N. Security Council members Great Britain and France do not even appear.)

Excitement over Israel's first ever placement on the list, however, must be somewhat tempered by the number seven entry, Iran. Iranian proxies, Mead notes, are "on the march across the Middle East, and the Shia Crescent seemed closer to reality than ever before," and may soon bring Iranian forces to Israel's border on the Syrian front. Meanwhile the "fruits of the nuclear deal continued to role in: high-profile deals with Boeing and Airbus sent the message that Iran was open for business. . . ." On the other hand, Iran faces 2017 without "one of the mullah's most important assets, President Obama."

Much of the credit for Israel's current position, particularly in the diplomatic sphere, goes to the much-maligned Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu, whose days in office may be winding down. Israel has gone from a "regional pariah to a kingmaker," writes Mead. "Privately, and even not so privately, many prominent [Sunni] Arab officials today will say that Israeli [military and intelligence] support is necessary for the survival of Arab independence."

Netanyahu has been able to pull that off while dealing for eight years with the most hostile president since Jimmy Carter. As Caroline Glick wrote with respect to the State Comptroller's report on the 2014 Operation Defensive Shield in Gaza, Netanyahu had to conduct the entire war under the watchful gaze of President Obama, who adopted the Hamas position from day one, when he urged Israel to enter into an early ceasefire based on Hamas's demands.

As cheering as it is to read of Israel's military, economic, and diplomatic strengths, however, I believe that Mead overlooks intangible factors of national morale that will be no less significant in determining Israel's success or failure. As Adam Garfinkle of The American Interest has observed, great powers do not decline because of external factors, but because of "internal social dysfunction." So it was with the Romans, and so it has been with every great power since.

Most crucially, Israeli Jews have not lost the will to live, something one could doubt about most Western nations. I'm reminded of this every time I leave the country, when I'm not forced to take off my belt and shoes to pass security. Israeli airport screening is still based on seichel, not on the dictates of political correctness that require equal scrutiny of six fellows in kaffiyahs and a 85-year-old grandmother from Dubuque in a wheelchair.

Israeli Jews boast fertility rates over one child per woman higher than any other country in the OECD. Indeed not one other OECD country, including of late the U.S., has a fertility rate of replacement level, and some are little more than half that. When large percentages of adults have no children, they have no investment in the future. An appeasement mentality follows as the night the day: If one has no stake beyond the span of his or her life, the preferred strategy will always be to buy time from those who would destroy you. Never mind that the enemies will eventually take over after you are dead and gone.

The huge difference in fertility rates between Israel and every other country in the developed world suggests another difference as well: that the Jews of Israel still believe that there is something important about their lives, something that they would like to transmit to future generations.

EVERY TIME I RETURN to my native America, I'm struck by how much it has changed from my youth and early adulthood – in particular, in the bitterness, partisanship, and contempt with which people of one political view tend to hold those of an opposite expression. I always come home to Israel relieved that I live here, and not exclusively because of the intensity of the Torah life.

The riots last week at Middlebury College, including physical attacks that injured a liberal professor who was escorting invited conservative speaker Charles Murray from the hall where he had been prevented from speaking, captures well the infantilization of the American university. None of the protesting students had read a word Murray has written, but they knew he was a "bad man" who had no right to speak and whom no one should be allowed to hear. American campuses are rapidly becoming populated by cultural commissars in training for whom John Stuart Mills' free marketplace of ideas is an antiquated, even dangerous, concept.

American university students, by and large, pass their first 25 years in extended adolescence, without ever having their assumptions (I would not dignify them as ideas) challenged by any real world experience. Most Israeli students, by contrast, begin university three years or more after high school. They are not there to party on their parents' dime, but to learn something practical that will allow them to earn a living. And many have faced life and death situations more than once. In short, they are no longer adolescents, and they cannot be so easily indoctrinated by aging radicals on the faculty.

In America -- particularly, but not exclusively, on the Left -- everything is judged by politics. Tablet Magazine recently published an open letter by some pipsqueak New England Patriots fan demanding that team owner Robert Kraft, as a Jew, the descendant of immigrants, supporter of Israel and someone who loved his late wife dearly, sever all public expressions of friendship with Donald Trump, who reached out to Kraft after his wife's passing. It's not just the tendentious nature of the young man's arguments that irritates. (He argues, for instance that no one who cares about Israel should ever consider voting for someone so ignorant of the Middle East as President Trump, even as he drops in an aside that former President Obama and his two secretaries of state virtually ensured that Iran will obtain the nuclear weapons it seeks to wipe out Israel.)

What grates most is the presumption that a man like Kraft, who has given millions of dollars in philanthropy and whose many virtues are well documented, can be reduced to his political views alone and called to account by anyone who ever tuned in to a Patriots game,

In Israel, we still have a lot of shared experiences that transcend politics, not the least of them being the common fate we share, living in the shadow of multiple threats to our existence. If the missiles start falling, they won't distinguish between Meah Shearim and Herzliya.

And though Israel has plenty of its own divisions and wide gaps in education and wealth, the large majority of Israeli Jews get to know Jews unlike themselves during their years of army service. The kind of bubbles that exist in America where people have never met close up anyone who thinks differently than them are far less likely to exist in Israel.

There is still enough social glue in Israel, including the sense of being part of an ancient people, which has endured much, but still looks forward to a brighter future, to hold us together in common purpose. And that's why I'm always glad to return home.

Failing the Analogy Test

In 2015, British Chief Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis travelled to a refugee camp in Greece, which he averred made him think of Auschwitz. On his visit, he wore a cap to hide his yarmulke. He had been warned that a yarmulke might enrage the camp's residents and endanger him.

The analogy between Muslim refugees flooding Europe today and desperate Jews seeking to flee the Nazi inferno breaks down over that last detail. No doubt many anti-Semites, in the period leading up to the Holocaust, feared that an influx of Jews would contaminate their country. But no rational person thought that Jews would seek to harm the country that gave them succor or attack its citizens. Historically, Jews have increased the prosperity of every country to which they immigrated.

Further, Jews were eager – perhaps too eager – to assimilate and become patriotic citizens of whatever country would let them in. By the time of Holocaust, millions of Jews had successfully integrated into American society, and many had fought in America's wars. So, too, in Western Europe.

None of these generalities apply to Muslim immigrants to Europe, and, to a lesser extent, the United States. That's a statement of fact, though it's one that can be punished by fine or jail in many European countries – and truth is no defense. Young women in Germany and Sweden, for instance, are warned by the authorities not to "provoke" young Muslims, with their Western attire.

And of all those threatened, no group is more threatened than Jews. Jews are fleeing in droves from France, which has Europe's largest Muslim population. In tolerant Sweden, Jews can no longer live in Malmo, whose population is over 40 percent foreign-born Muslims. The Israeli Davis Cup team had to play in an empty stadium in Malmo for fear of Muslim riots. Even the left-wing Huntington Post acknowledges that "extremely large number[s]" of Muslim immigrants bring with them "virulent anti-Semitism."

And high percentages of Muslims have failed to assimilate in Western Europe. "No-go" zones dot many urban centers. And even where first-generation parents immigrated to carve out a better life, the second generation has often been radicalized.

The analogy to fleeing Jews breaks down in another way as well. Jews had no place to go except those countries that already had substantial Jewish populations. There are over sixty majority Muslim nations in the world. Yet they have not opened their doors to the refugees from Syria and elsewhere.

So too with the Palestinians. Since 1948, tens of millions of people fleeing from ethnic strife have found refuge in other countries. None retain refugee status for years, not to mention generations. Only the Palestinians were never welcomed by their fellow Arabs, and have been forced to live as permanent refugees in miserable camps until today.

Everyone wants to feel noble. And how better for a Jew to prove his nobility than by showing that we would never have behaved as did those countries that turned us away. But when almost every major Jewish organization in Europe and the United States denounces restrictions on Muslim immigration, in the name of the Holocaust, at the risk of harm to themselves and their countries, they are not being noble. They are just being stupid.

Encampments & Journeys (Vayakhel & Pekudei 5777)

Covenant & Conversation – Rabbi Jonathan Sacks
Right at the end of the book of Shemot, there is a textual difficulty so slight that it is easy to miss, yet – as interpreted by Rashi – it contains one of the great clues as to the nature of Jewish identity: it is a moving testimony to the unique challenge of being a Jew.

First, the background. The Tabernacle is finally complete. Its construction has taken many chapters to relate. No other event in the wilderness years is portrayed in such detail. Now, on the first of Nissan, exactly a year after Moses told the people to begin their preparations for the exodus, he assembles the beams and hangings, and puts the furniture and vessels in place. There is an unmistakable parallelism between the words the Torah uses to describe Moses’ completion of the work and those it uses of God on the seventh day of creation:

    And Moses finished [vayechal] the work [hamelakhah]. And God finished [vayechal] on the seventh day the work [melakhto] which He had done.

The next verse states the result:

    Then the cloud covered the Tent of Meeting, and the glory of the Lord filled the Tabernacle.

The meaning is both clear and revolutionary. The creation of the Sanctuary by the Israelites is intended to represent a human parallel to the Divine creation of the universe. In making the world, God created a home for mankind. In making the Tabernacle, mankind created a home for God.

From a human perspective, God fills the space we make for His presence. His glory exists where we renounce ours. The immense detail of the construction is there to tell us that throughout, the Israelites were obeying God’s instructions rather than improvising their own. The specific domain called “the holy” is where we meet God on His terms, not ours. Yet this too is God’s way of conferring dignity on mankind. It is we who build His home so that He may fill what we have made. In the words of a famous film: “If you build it, he will come.”

Bereishit begins with God making the cosmos. Shemot ends with human beings making a micro-cosmos, a miniature and symbolic universe. Thus the entire narrative of Genesis-Exodus is a single vast span that begins and ends with the concept of God-filled space, with this difference: that in the beginning the work is done by God-the-Creator. By the end it is done by man-and-woman-the-creators. The whole intricate history has been a story with one overarching theme: the transfer of the power and responsibility of creation from heaven to earth, from God to the image-of-God called mankind.

That is the background. However, the final verses of the book go on to tell us about the relationship between the “cloud of glory” and the Tabernacle. The Tabernacle, we recall, was not a fixed structure. It was made in such a way as to be portable. It could quickly be dismantled and its parts carried, as the Israelites made their way to the next stage of their journey. When the time came for the Israelites to move on, the cloud moved from its resting place in the Tent of Meeting to a position outside the camp, signalling the direction they must now take. This is how the Torah describes it:

    When the cloud lifted from above the Tabernacle, the Israelites went onward in all their journeys, but if the cloud did not lift, they did not set out until the day it lifted. So the cloud of the Lord was over the Tabernacle by day, and fire was in the cloud by night, in the sight of all the house of Israel in all their journeys. (Ex. 40:36-38)

There is a small but significant difference between the two instances of the phrase bechol mas’ehem, “in all their journeys”. In the first instance the words are to be taken literally. When the cloud lifted and moved on ahead, the Israelites knew they were about to travel.

However in the second instance they cannot be taken literally. The cloud was not over the Tabernacle in all their journeys. On the contrary: it was there only when they stopped travelling and instead pitched camp. During the journeys the cloud went on ahead.

Noting this, Rashi makes the following comment:

    A place where they encamped is also called massa, “a journey” . . . Because from the place of encampment they always set out again on a new journey, therefore they are all called “journeys”.

The point is linguistic, but the message is anything but. Rashi has encapsulated in a few brief words – “a place where they encamped is also called a journey” — the existential truth at the heart of Jewish identity. So long as we have not yet reached our destination, even a place of rest is still called a journey – because we know we are not here forever. There is a way still to go. In the words of the poet Robert Frost,

    The woods are lovely, dark and deep.

    But I have promises to keep,

    And miles to go before I sleep.
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Insights

Vayakhel: From the Mundane to the Sublime

“…and the seventh day shall be holy to you…” (35:2)

Rashi: “The Torah places the exhortation of Shabbat before the commanding of the labors of the Mishkan.”

The list of skilled labors necessary for the construction of the Mishkan and the observance of Shabbat appear both in this week’s Parsha and in last week’s Torah portion. But with an interesting difference: In last week’s parsha the skilled labors of the Mishkan precede the observance of Shabbat, whereas in this week’s parsha the order is reversed.

Why?

The Golden Calf was a defining moment in Jewish history. Before the Golden Calf, even mundane labor was suffused with holiness so that those labors could act as preparations to the holiness of Shabbat. After the Golden Calf, however, those labors lost their innate holiness and became worldly and non-spiritual. Thus, in this week’s parsha Shabbat is mentioned first because through Shabbat the potential still exists to raise mundane labor to the level of the Mishkan, the level of the sublime.

Pekudei: A World of Blessing

“A hundred sockets for a hundred kikar…” (38:27)

There’s an elderly lady who sits in a nursing home in New York. Every day, this is what she says, “Yesterday is history. Tomorrow is a mystery. Today is a gift of G-d. That’s why we call it the present.”

How does a person sensitize himself to the present that is the here-and-now?

Our Sages mandated that we recite at least one hundred blessings every day. Making blessings helps to remind us constantly of all the blessings that surround us: The ability to see, to think, to enjoy the smell of fruit and flowers, the sight of the sea or great mountains, the sight of royalty, eating a new season fruit, or seeing an old friend for the first time in years. We have blessings when a baby is born, when a loved one dies.

When we surround ourselves with blessings we surround ourselves with blessing.

The Hebrew word beracha (blessing) is linked to the word bereicha, which means a pool of water. G-d is like an Infinite Pool of blessing, flowing goodness and enrichment into our life.

Amongst other things a beracha must include is the Hebrew word which means “L-rd”, which comes from the root adon. In the construction of the Mishkan (the portable Temple on which G-d caused His Presence to dwell) there were exactly 100 “sockets.” These sockets were called adanim. What is the connection between the 100 adanim and the hundred times that we call G-d by the name “Adon” in our daily blessings?

Just as the adanim were the foundation of the Mishkan through which G-d bestowed his Holy Presence on the Jewish People, so too are our daily blessings the foundation of holiness in our lives.
Source: Chidushei HaRim 
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The Leader, A Partner - OU Torah

Rabbi Dr. Tzvi Hersh Weinreb

Would you ever consider Rembrandt a leader? How about Mozart, or Frank Lloyd Wright?

Each of them was certainly a leader in his own field, but none of them was an individual who had a public following, or who had an influence upon a nation or community. Rembrandt deserved his fame as an artist; Mozart, as a master composer of beautiful music; and Frank Lloyd Wright, for his architectural accomplishments. But none of them is considered a leader, notwithstanding their superior creative talents.

In this week’s double Torah portion, Vayakhel-Pekudei (Exodus 35:1-40:38) we encounter a brilliant artist, architect, and artisan. Arguably, he was at least as gifted as the aforementioned geniuses. I refer, of course, to Bezalel. We were first introduced to him one week ago in Parshat Ki Tisa, but his considerable talents are again described in this week’s parsha, and it is this week that we learn that he accomplished his mission and that he was congratulated for his work by Moses himself. Let the sacred text speak for itself, beginning with Moses’ words as he introduces Bezalel:

“And Moses said to the Israelites: See, the Lord has singled out by name Bezalel, son of Uri, son of Hur, of the tribe of Judah. He has endowed him with a divine spirit of skill, ability, and knowledge in every kind of craft… He and Oholiab son of Ahisamach of the tribe of Dan have been endowed with the skill to do any work… Let Bezalel and Oholiab and all the skilled persons, whom the Lord has endowed with skill and ability to perform expertly all the tasks connected with the surface of the Sanctuary, carry out all that the Lord has commanded.” (Exodus 35:30-36:1)

Bezalel’s divinely endowed artistic genius is emphasized here. What is so striking is that he is assigned a partner, Oholiab, from a different tribe, who is also extremely talented, albeit probably not quite as gifted as Bezalel. We must also take note of the fact that an entire team of “skilled persons” is also engaged in the holy, and daunting, task of designing and crafting the Tabernacle and all of its components.

The ensuing several dozen verses all begin with phrases such as “they made,” “they matched,” “Bezalel made,” and then, more than twenty times, “he made.”

Our Sages do not regard Bezalel as merely an artistic genius, nor even as the supervisor of a team of lesser geniuses. Rather, they reserve for him the title of “good leader,” or literally, “good sustainer.” In a most fascinating Talmudic passage in Berachot 55a, they refer to him as the ideal “parnas tov,” the person who supports and nourishes the community at large.

Here is the passage: “Rabbi Yochanan said: There are three things which the Holy One, Blessed be He, Himself announces. They are a famine, a period of prosperity, and a parnas tov, a good leader… As it is written [Exodus 31:1-2], ‘And God said to Moses: See that I have called by name Bezalel son of Uri…'”

What is the significance of the notion that the Almighty Himself “announces” something or someone? The commentators explain that the Lord “announces” only that which is unusually unique and extremely important. Famine is thankfully a rare occurrence, but it is a terrible one; great prosperity is also quite rare, and it is a wonderful phenomenon. Hence the Almighty reserves for Himself the right to “announce” them. Apparently, a parnas tov, a good and giving leader, is a most unusual person, hard-to-find, and a very special blessing to his followers.

Rabbi Chaim Zeitchik, a Holocaust survivor who left us with numerous sensitive essays on topics of morality and ethics, wonders about the basis for the Talmud’s assumption that Bezalel was in any way a leader. “Was he a teacher, or a spiritual guide, or a judge?” he asks. “True, he constructed the Tabernacle, and but even that was for only a limited time. What is the evidence of his leadership capacity?”

Rabbi Zeitchik finds the answer to his question in a passage in the Midrash. It reads: “Rabbi Levi taught in the name of Rabbi Chanina: We find that when the Tabernacle was built, representatives of two different tribes were partners in its construction: Bezalel from Judah, and Oholiab from Dan. Similarly, in the construction of the first Holy Temple, the son of a widow from among the daughters of Dan partnered with King Solomon of the tribe of Judah.” (Yalkut Shimoni, Kings I, paragraph 185)

Rabbi Zeitchik teaches us that from an ethical and moral perspective, all of a person’s actions can be assessed by his readiness to accept a partner to assist him in his work and responsibilities, and to share his power and his fame. The great leader is not afraid that someone else will also achieve recognition. He is not concerned that another might stand in the limelight with him and get the credit for some of his accomplishments. The readiness to accept a partner is the litmus test of a truly good leader.

What made Bezalel the parnas tov was neither his artistic genius nor his management abilities. Rather, what made him the parnas tov, deserving to be “announced” as such by the Almighty Himself, was the fact that he readily accepted Oholiab as his full partner in this sacred undertaking.

Rabbi Zeitchik adduces another Talmudic text to expand upon his point. He refers to a passage in Tractate Yoma that praises a number of individuals and families who generously gave of their fortunes and wisdom to help in the construction and in the function of the second Holy Temple. It refers to them as tzaddikim, very righteous people.

But that passage continues and lists families, such as the House of Garmu, who possessed the expertise necessary to properly bake the lechem hapanim, the holy shewbread; and the House of Avtinas, who knew how to mix the ingredients of the holy incense. Shamefully, neither of these families was willing to disclose its secret knowledge with others. They wished to be known as the only possessors of the sacred secrets. They wanted glory to be theirs, and theirs alone. Not only are these glory seekers not labeled as parnasim tovim, good leaders, but the very derogatory term resha’im, wicked people, is applied to them. Their names are recorded in the history of our people to their eternal shame.

Only the Holy One Himself can judge alone, and only He can lead alone. Human leadership requires partnership. This lesson is exemplified by Bezalel in the earliest days of our people’s history. Sadly, it is a lesson that few throughout our history have sufficiently taken to heart. It is a lesson that is evermore important in our critical times.

May our current and future leaders learn the lesson exemplified for us by Bezalel, son of Uri, son of Hur, from the tribe of Judah, the parnas tov.
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Vayakel: Emotional Spectrum

Ben-Tzion Spitz

The depth of our despair measures what capability and height of claim we have to hope. –Thomas Carlyle 

The first time God gave the people of Israel the Ten Commandments engraved upon the two Tablets of the Covenant – it didn’t work out very well. They created and worshipped the Golden Calf – quite a slap in the face to God. God is ready to destroy the nation. Moshe destroys the Tablets and intercedes, saving Hebrew nation from destruction. Before and after all this action, we have the instructions for the construction of the Tabernacle, the Sanctuary where the actual Tablets are meant to rest in the Ark of the Covenant, in the epicenter of the entire effort.

Rabbi Hirsch on Exodus 35:1 provides an analysis of the narrative from the point of the receipt of the second set of Tablets and the actual construction of the previously instructed Sanctuary:

 “Now that the Testimony of the Law, the pledge of God’s special Presence in the midst of the people, had been given to Israel once again, the erection of a dwelling place for this Testimony had again become relevant. The grim events described previously, which had jeopardized the realization of this task, are of the most far-reaching significance for the task as such, for the Sanctuary and the purpose for which the Sanctuary is to be erected.”

 “The construction of the Sanctuary was to take place under the impact of a completely new experience. The people and the priests had come to realize how weak and imperfect they still were, how much they still needed to work upon themselves incessantly and how greatly they were in need of uplift and atonement. Moreover, they had come to know God in all the severity of His judgment, but also in all the fullness of His grace. They had experienced all the nuances of our relationship with God, from the feeling of utter rejection by God up to the height of Divine favor regained.”

 “The Sanctuary to be constructed was to become the place from which the ideal of their vocation would shine forth forever to individual and community alike. It was to be the place where, at any stage of error or weakness, they would find renewed strength to work their way up again and to persevere on the high level of their vocation, and where they would find God’s help and blessing for both objectives.”

 “Thus, the experience that had been recorded forever in the history of the nation between the time it had been commanded to build its very first Sanctuary, and the actual execution of that command, is documentary proof that it is possible at any stage of error to return, and to regain the favor of God.”

May we remember that the full gamut of experiences and emotions can always bring us to God.
Shabbat Shalom

Dedication  -  To our children Eitan and Rebecca, on your wedding! It’s finally here!
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Parashat Vayakhel-Pekudei: Wisdom residing deep in the heart

Rabbi Shmuel Rabinowitz
Over the last few weeks, we have been reading parashot outlining the plan for the construction of the Mishkan (Tabernacle) – the temporary temple that accompanied the Children of Israel during their 40-year journey in the desert – as well as the ritual objects it contained. In this week’s Torah portion of Vayakhel-Pekudei we read how the necessary funds and materials for the construction of the Tabernacle were collected and the process of the construction.

The parasha starts with a description of the nation’s generosity. Moses had only just requested the nation’s “generous of heart” to give a donation, and immediately the entire nation, women and men, volunteered to bring their gold dishes, leather, materials, and anything else needed to build the Tabernacle.

The contributions made by the women earned a special mention in the Torah when, in addition to their financial contribution, they volunteered to do the actual work: spinning the wool and weaving the fancy materials, a job that was complex and painstaking.

For this they were termed “wise of heart.” Other women, “whose hearts uplifted them with wisdom,” were in charge of spinning the goat wool, a job even more complicated than weaving the other materials.

The term “wise-hearted” is repeated numerous times in this parasha, and it raises a question: Why does the wisdom of these talented artisans refer to the heart? We are used to associating wisdom with the brain, and feelings with the heart. However, in the description of the building of the Tabernacle, time and time again we encounter wisdom associated with the heart.

The answer to this lies in comprehending the manner in which the architects of the Tabernacle were chosen.

Moses told the nation about this choice this way: “Moses said to the Children of Israel: ‘See, the Lord has called by name Bezalel.... He has imbued him with the spirit of God, with wisdom, with insight, and with knowledge, and with [talent for] all manner of craftsmanship... both him and Oholiab’” (Exodus 35:30-34).

Bezalel and Oholiab were joined by others who assisted in the construction of the Tabernacle and its tools: “Bezalel and Oholiab and every wise-hearted man... to know how to do... all the work of the service of the Holy” (ibid. 36:1).

These verses seem to show that “wisdom of the heart” is a characteristic that precedes wisdom. It is the potential that is actualized when God gives man wisdom, insight and knowledge.

But what is this “wise-heartedness” that is necessary to receive wisdom, insight and knowledge from God? It is the wisdom that comes from man’s heart, wisdom that stems from the desire to empathize with others, do for them, be good to them. This is the wisdom essential for building the Tabernacle, God’s home, since God does not reveal Himself in man’s talent but, rather, in man’s heart. A person who is not “wise of heart” himself, even if he received wisdom and engineering training from God, will not have the necessary tools for building the Tabernacle. This job necessitates more than talent. It requires a strong desire stemming from the heart.

The inference in the choice of Bezalel and Oholiab is that God purified and refined the hearts of these “wise of heart.” He chose them and bequeathed to them spiritual assistance; He gave them wisdom and designated them to build His house.

The level of the women who wove the materials was even loftier. They did not need this choice. They were naturally prone to this. Their wisdom came straight from the depths of their hearts. Their work expressed the emotional depth and rich inner world, and their choice was therefore obvious.

God does not provide us with wisdom of the heart. It stems from our work. Our role is to lift our hearts, enrich our emotional worlds, and turn the wisdom with which we were blessed into “wisdom of the heart,” wisdom and talent whose goal is to grasp how to help others. Our goal is make our house into a Tabernacle – a place that sheds light all around it.

Even if we do not completely succeed at this task, we can expect Divine assistance, because whoever is “wise-hearted” merits God’s assistance and His gift of wisdom and insight.

The sages of the Talmud expressed this concept when they said: “If one comes to purify himself, he is helped” (Shabbat 104).
The writer is the rabbi of the Western Wall and holy sites.
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Rav Kook on VaYakhel: Art and Creation

“Moses informed the Israelites: God has selected Betzalel... and has filled him with a Divine spirit of wisdom, insight, and knowledge in all craftsmanship.” (Ex. 36:30-31)

What exactly were these three gifts of wisdom, insight, and knowledge that God bestowed upon Betzalel? The Sages wrote that the master craftsman was privy to the very secrets of creation. Betzalel knew how to “combine the letters with which the heavens and the earth were created,” and utilized this esoteric knowledge to construct the Tabernacle (Berachot 55a).

We find that King Solomon mentioned the same three qualities when describing the creation of the universe:

“God founded the earth with wisdom; He established the heavens with insight. With His knowledge, the depths opened, and the heavens drip dew. (Proverbs 3:19-20)

What is the difference between wisdom, insight, and knowledge? How do they apply both to the Creator of the universe and to the human artist?

Chochmah, Binah, and Da’at

Chochmah (wisdom) is needed to design the fundamental structure. In terms of the creation of the world, this refers to the laws of nature which govern the universe. The intricate balance of natural forces, the finely-tuned ecosystems of life — this is the underlying chochmah of creation.

In art, chochmah fulfills a similar function, determining the work’s underlying structure. Using wisdom, the artist decides on the overall composition, the balance of light and shade, colors, perspective, and so on.

Binah (insight) refers to the future vision, the ultimate goal. The Hebrew word binah is related to the word boneh (‘to build'). The emphasis is not on the current reality, but on the process of gradually building and progressing toward the final, complete form. Therefore, Solomon ascribed chochmah to forming the earth, and binah to establishing the Heavens. The foundation of the earth - its current physical structure — is based on chochmah. Binah, on the other hand, corresponds to the Heavens, the spiritual content that reflects its final form.

What is binah in art? The spiritual aspect of art is the sense of wonder that a great artist can awaken through his work. Betzalel was able to imbue the Tabernacle with magnificent splendor, thus inspiring the observer to feel profound reverence and holiness. The great beauty of his work succeeded in elevating the emotions, as it projected a majestic image of God’s grandeur.

The third attribute, da’at (knowledge), refers to a thorough attention to detail. “With His knowledge... the heavens drip dew.” The rain and dew were created with da’at. They sustain every plant, every blade of grass, every creature. God created the universe not only with its fundamental laws of nature (chochmah) and spiritual direction (binah), but also with meticulous care for its myriad details — da’at.

Attention to detail is also important in art. The artist should make sure that the finest details correspond to the overall composition and heighten the work’s impact.

Betzalel knew the letters of creation, the secret wisdom used to create the universe. With his gifts of chochmah, binah, and da’at, Betzalel was able to ensure perfection in the Tabernacle’s structure, its vision, and its details. His holy sanctuary became a suitable vessel for God’s Presence, completing the sanctity of the Jewish people by facilitating their special closeness to God.
(Sapphire from the Land of Israel. Adapted from Ein Eyah vol. II, pp. 263-264)
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Rav said, “When one gives a gift he does so with a 'good eye' (a generous attitude).”   Bava Batra 65a 
This statement on our daf is taught as the basis for the ruling of Rav in a fascinating case which is taught in the gemara. 

Two brothers divided the estate which they inherited from their father. Each brother took one of the two adjoining fields, an inner field surrounded by an outer field. While the father was still alive, he had access to the inner field through a path in the outer field. Now, after the division of the inheritance, the heir of the inner field wants to access his field by walking through his brother’s outer field — following in the footsteps of their father, so to speak. However, the brother who owns the outer field claims that his brother, who now owns the inner field, should not have a path of access through his outer field to the inner one unless the “inner” brother pays him for the right to traverse his property (or otherwise he should fly through the air — Rashbam).

Rav Nachman states that this claim of the “outer” brother is valid. Rav, however, says that the brother who owns the inner field is allowed access to his field through the outer field without any payment required.

“In place of your fathers shall be your children" (Tehillim 45:17). The gemara initially suggests that this promise made by King David to the Jewish People is the basis for Rav’s ruling to allow free access to the “inner” brother. The verse in Tehillim indicates that this son inherits this right and privilege from his father, since he wishes to traverse the outer field in order to gain entrance to the inner field in the very same manner as his father used to do. 

The conclusion of the gemara, however, is that Rav's position is actually based on an assumption that extends to other forms of litigation as well. This assumption of human nature is that one who sells property does so with a "good eye", meaning with a generous attitude. Just as when one sells another person a well of water in his field we should assume that he also grants him free access to it through his field, so too do we assume that brothers who divide their inheritance also generously grant access to one another.
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