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Shabbat Va’Yakhel - Pekudei

Shabbat HaChodesh
25 Adar 5766
 March 24-25, 2006

Annual: Exodus 35:1 - 40:38

Triennial Cycle: Exodus 37:17 - 39:23

Second Sefer Torah (Maftir): Exodus 12:1-20

Haftarah: Ezekiel 45:16 - 46:18

Click here for links to resources.


This Week’s Torah Reading

I.  Summary: Moses convenes the people to convey to them God’s command that a Tabernacle is to be constructed, to symbolize God’s presence in their midst.  The details of the Tabernacle’s construction and dedication are described in these last two parshiyot of the Book of Exodus.

With the approach of Nisan, the month in which we celebrate Pesach (Passover), we read about the preparations that our ancestors made for the celebration of the very first Pesach.  This Shabbat is called Shabbat HaChodesh, the Sabbath of the Month (par excellence), as we read from the second Torah scroll: “This month shall mark for you the beginning of the months….” (Ex. 12:2)  It is the first month of the year in all the Biblical calendars.  It also marks the beginning of the history of the Jewish People, whose identity as a separate nation was forged in “the iron blast furnace” (kur habarzel, Deut. 4:20) that was Egypt.

II. Commentary: Willing and Able
Moses said further to the whole community of Israelites: “This is what Adonai has commanded: ‘Take from among you gifts to Adonai; everyone whose heart so moves him shall bring them…’” (Exodus 35:4-5) 

The more we study the background against which the Torah was given - Canaanite civilization and Semitic environment - the more we can appreciate the voluntaristic spirit of Judaism. The concept of tzedakah goes beyond the charity to embrace both individual involvement and communal responsibility.

The Bible requires us to leave "a corner of the field" for the poor, but it does not tell us exactly how much. The ancient Israelites were instructed to appear before God in Jerusalem three times a year, and make an offering: "Everyone as able." The term nidavah, a free-will offering, occurs many times.

During the Middle Ages the Jewish communities of Germany and Poland administered their own affairs. There was no instrument to enforce the laws passed by the community council, but Jews complied freely. Generosity is an instinctive Jewish response.  (Commentary from Jewish Spirituality, by Rabbi Bernard S. Raskas)

III.  African Torah Study: I would like to share another of the Talmudic passages that I taught during the course of my visit to our brothers and sisters of the House of Israel in Nigeria.

We find the following in the Birkat HaMazon, the series of berakhot (blessings) that are recited at the conclusion of a meal: “May we find grace and good favor before both God and mortals.” Some people are more afraid of mortals than they are of God.  That is the thrust of one of the stories about the great sage, Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai. His disciples went in to visit him, when he was gravely ill. They asked him for a blessing. 



He said to them: “May it be God's will that the fear of Heaven shall be as much upon you as the fear of flesh and blood.” 

They asked: “Is that all?”
He replied: “Would that you attained no less than such fear! You can see for yourselves the truth of what I say: when a man is about to commit a transgression, he says, ‘I hope no man will see me.’" 

The disciples were startled: should not one’s fear of Heaven exceed one’s fear of other mortals?  Rabban Yohanan Ben Zakkai responded: May it be that people should be able to raise their fear of Heaven to the same level as their fear of mortals.  When they are about to do something that they know is wrong, they hope that no other person will catch them in the act.  Should not they be more afraid of the Almighty, who sees and knows everything?

There are others who feel that, as long as they do what is right in God’s eyes, they should not bother caring what other people think of them. While it is laudable to conduct oneself in a way that is pleasing to the Holy One, one is also bidden to take care that people do not get the wrong impression of one’s motives and deeds.

The Shulhan Arukh, the masterwork of halakhah (Jewish law), states as follows with regard to those entrusted to collect tzedakah from members of the community, for later allocation among the needy: “Just as they are to be careful to acquit themselves properly in the eyes of Heaven, so they are bidden to be careful to avoid doing anything that would arouse suspicion among their fellow Jews, as it is written, “you shall be clear (innocent, blameless) before Adonai and before Israel.”  Therefore, when the tzedakah trustees make their rounds to collect, they are to go out in pairs, because one can say of solitary agents that they intend to keep the money for themselves.

What?!  Who would suspect that individuals, entrusted to collect money for tzedakah, would embezzle the money for themselves?  Answer: A lot of people are suspicious, saying “You never know what another person is capable of doing.”  Similarly, in this week’s parashah, Moses orders an inventory of the precious metals used in the construction of the Tabernacle and its accoutrements.  Even Moses is not above suspicion.

Here’s what Etz Hayim has to say on this matter:  Moses gives a detailed accounting of the expenditures for fashioning the tabernacle and its furnishings.  Why did Moses feel obliged to give this detailed account?  Some Israelites knew that they would have taken advantage of handling all that gold and silver for their own enrichment.  They suspected Moses of being no better than they were.  Thus the Midrash emphasizes that leaders of the community must be above suspicion of personal aggrandizement.  The family that prepared the incense for the Temple services would never let their relatives wear perfume, lest some people suspect them of using Temple incense for their personal benefit.  The official who supervised the shekel offering would wear a special garment with no pockets and no long sleeves when he did so, so that no one could suspect him of pocketing public funds.  “A person should strive to please people as strenuously as one strives to please God.”

Accountability and transparency are two of the values we learn from this week’s Torah reading.

There is another theme that I would like to mention, the theme of unity.  In Verses 1 and 4 of Chapter 35, we read that Moses “convoked the whole Israelite community” and spoke to the “whole community of Israelites.”

“[The building of the Tabernacle] is to restore the sense of unity and shared purpose that had existed at Mount Sinai, before the incident of the Golden Calf introduced divisiveness and disillusionment…. Moses gathers the people together for the enterprise of establish the sanctuary so that it will rest on a base of Jewish unity. ‘Every Jew depends on… fellow Jews for the energy, resources, and courage wherewith to be a Jew.’” (Mordecai Kaplan quoted in Etz Hayim)

The relationship between these two themes: distrust leads to disunity, and disunity weakens our people.  This is a lesson that is taught in the Midrash.  In Deuteronomy 25:15-16, we read, “You must have completely honest weights and completely honest measures, if you are to endure long on the soil that Adonai your God is giving you.  For everyone who does these things, everyone who deals dishonestly, is abhorrent to Adonai your God.”  Immediately thereafter we read, “Remember what Amalek did to you on your journey, after you left Egypt.” 

(v. 17) The juxtaposition of these two laws is not coincidental.  “The text mentions the predations of Amalek right after discussing just weights and measures, to warn us that when people cheat each other, the national bonds of unity, loyalty and mutual trust are strained and the nation becomes vulnerable to Amalek.” (Etz Hayim).    Cheating, lying, deceiving are acts that are in and of themselves abhorrent to HaShem.  Even more abhorrent is their corrosive effects on the bonds that unite us and strengthen us to withstand our enemies.

“What is the path of virtue that people should follow?  Whichever brings honor to their Maker and brings them honor from their fellow human beings.” (Pirke Avot)


♥  ♥  ♥

I had a lovely conversation recently with Dele Jane Osawe, who is working with Rabbi Capers Funnye, Jr., to develop a plan of action for PAJA, the Pan-African Jewish Alliance.  This spring I will be traveling to Chicago to meet with them, so that we can combine our strengths and coordinate our efforts.  I know that some of you are concerned about PAJA’s outreach to the messianics.  Be patient and of good faith.  Our visions are virtually the same, with only minor differences relating to the details.  I see no reason that I will not be able to work with them in a spirit of cooperation and unity.

May God grant us a life in which our hearts’ desires for goodness will be fulfilled.  May God bless us all until we meet again









Rabbi Howard Gorin, Rockville, MD

Resources:

(1) A luach (Hebrew calendar) for April will be forthcoming.  In the meantime you can calculate candelighting times by going to http://rabbihowardgorin.org/ComputeCandlelighting.htm
To help you calculate times in your area, please note the following coordinates for several of our locales:

Nairobi 

1S 36E  GMT+3

Abuja 


9N 7E   GMT+1

Lagos


6N 3E   GMT+1

Port Harcourt

5N 6E   GMT+1

Uyo


5N 7E   GMT+1

Mbale


1N 34E GMT+3

(2) To find commentary on this week’s reading: http://rabbihowardgorin.org/DvarTorah.htm#Internet
(3) For archived issues of Shalom Africa: http://rabbihowardgorin.org/ShalomAfricaArchive.htm






