TN
HADAR

TORAH - AVODAH - HESED

3

Detail-Oriented

Dena Weiss - weiss@hadar.org

Parashat VaYakhel 5779

After much anticipation and quite detailed instruction, the building of the mishkan and the
furnishing of its vessels begins in earnest in Parashat VaYakhel. Yet, before Betzalel and his
workers are installed, the Torah reminds us of the call for contributions that we heard in
Parashat Terumah along with an extensive and complete catalogue of the donations.
Although the repetition isn’t necessary, it is instructive. It demonstrates the importance of
noticing small details and not taking anything for granted.

The overwhelming generosity of Benei Yisrael in contributing to the mishkan is fully and
movingly documented by the Torah. It records that Benei Yisrael have been so incredibly
giving, that the workers are being inundated with more material than they could possibly use:
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Shemot 36:3-7

They took the contribution that Benei Yisrael brought to make for the work of the holy from
before Moshe. And they brought additional contributions every single morning. All of the
artisans who did the work of the holy, each one came from the work they had been doing
and they said to Moshe, “The people are bringing much more than is necessary for the
work that God has commanded to do!” Moshe commanded and they made a
proclamation in the camp saying, “No man or woman should do more work in contributing
to the holy.” And the people stopped bringing. The [material] for the work was more than
sufficient for all of the work to be done.
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After knowing what the demands were of the mishkan’s building and weaving materials and
learning that Benei Yisrael’s generosity met and exceeded those needs, it seems unnecessary
and redundant for the Torah to have listed in exacting detail all that Benei Yisrael contributed
to the building effort, yet the Torah does just that:
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Shemot 35:21-24"

And they came, everyone whose heart was stirred, and everyone whose spirit was willing,
and brought God’s offering to be used for the tent of meeting, and for all its service, and for
the sacred vestments. So they came, both men and women; all who were of a willing heart
brought brooches and earrings and signet rings and pendants, all sorts of gold objects,
everyone bringing an offering of gold to God. And everyone who possessed blue or purple
or crimson yarn or fine linen or goats’ hair or tanned rams’ skins or fine leather, brought
them. Everyone who could make an offering of silver or bronze brought it as God’s
offering; and everyone who possessed acacia wood of any use in the work, brought it...2

We have all of the above information without its being detailed, so the Torah could have
sufficed with giving us a mere summary. However, the Torah chooses to provide a complete
list instead: the four verses above and another five more listing not only the financial sacrifice,
but also the time and effort to weave and embroider cloth for the mishkan. Perhaps this is
because of the nature of the contributions. This money did not come from taxes that were
levied, amounts that were predetermined that people were required to give. These
contributions were voluntary donations; they were loving gifts. Each one arrives as a delight
and a surprise. Listing the material in more minute detail gives us a truer description of the
scope of this undertaking and shows the Torah’s appreciation for every earring and every
gemstone, for every hide and every lovingly spun thread. God doesn’t just say, “Thanks for all
the stuff and there was so much of it!” God says, “Thank you for every single thing you gave to
Me. | see and appreciate each ounce of gold, each individual sacrifice and all of the small
steps that were required for this monumental effort.”

! The list of offerings continues for another five verses, to verse 29.
2Translation NRSV, emended.
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One of the interesting details that accompanies the description of the donations is the timing
and periodicity. They were brought each and every morning, 7722 7722 na1.> When
something happens every day without fail, a person can become inured to it. Because the
donations arrive every morning they are even more likely to be taken for granted. But God
sees and appreciates the work, how difficult it is in its dailiness. How difficult and how
beautiful.

This same pattern subtly presents itself in the beginning of Bereishit. The creation of the
world unfolds day by day, boker by boker and erev by erev. We, as the world’s inhabitants,
would know what the verse meant were it to be written, yaxin nx| omvin nx 0'j77x X132, God
created the heavens and the earth. Yet the Torah begins with the word n'wix13, at the
beginning of God’s creation, a term that inaugurates a detailed description of the individual
components of creation.* Here is what was created at the beginning, and here is what was
created next. And so on and so forth until we see the universe as we have it now. If | know
that God created the whole world, of course | know that God has created every blade of grass
and designed the eyes of even the tiniest creatures. | know this, but | am not aware of it. The
text breaks the creation story into its constitutive pieces and forces the reader to pause at the
end of each day and appreciate that God didn’t just create the Universe, He labored on each
tiny piece of it. God looks at “all” that He has done and declares that it is very good,® but He
also appreciates the goodness of the “each” that He has done.

This approach is reflected in a mishnah in Massekhet Avot:
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Mishnah Avot 5:1

The world was created in ten speech-acts. And what does this come to teach? Could it not
have been created in just one speech-act! Rather it comes to extract retribution from the
wicked who destroy the world which was created in ten speech-acts and to give good
reward to the righteous who uphold the world which was created in ten speech-acts.

This mishnah highlights that God in the Torah’s narration creates the world with a complex set
of ten speech-acts, ma’amarot, as opposed to just creating the world instantly, which was

3 This formulation appears twice more in the Exodus narrative. The manna fell every morning without fail and
Aharon brings the ketoret incense each morning (Shemot 16:21, 30:7).

* Bereishit 1:1.

® Bereishit 1:31.
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certainly within God’s power. However, the conclusion that the Mishnah draws from this is
surprising: why does this fact serve to increase the punishment for the wicked and the
righteous person’s reward? Perhaps this is due to the attitude of the wicked and the righteous
respectively. The wicked don’t think about anyone but themselves. They don’t have regard
for the feelings of other people and therefore slander them, they don’t have regard for the
hard work of other people and therefore feel no real guilt in choosing to steal from them, they
don’t feel gratitude for the world that God has created and do not treat the life that has been
granted to them as a sacred gift. This lack of sensitivity allows them to behave in a destructive
manner. The righteous, on the other hand, see the effort that it took to create the world, they
see its intricacies and value it. They show respect for the accomplishments of other people,
are sensitive to their feelings, and treat God and His world with respect. The ten speech-acts
are a method for sensitizing us to the complexity of creation and its true value. The wicked
aren’t paying attention and therefore feel free to destroy whatever they touch, but the
righteous hear, appreciate, and learn from these details and behave accordingly.

Itis critical that in our relationships with each other and our relationship with God we see and
understand all of the details. We need to appreciate that every step takes effort and needs to
be recognized. This is the strategy of Psalm 136, known as Hallel HaGadol, the great Hallel,
which we recite at the Seder (and is the basis for the Dayeinu hymn):®
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Tehillim 136:1, 5-16, 23-26.

Give thanks to God, for He is good, for His lovingkindness forever endures... To He who
made the heavens with understanding; His lovingkindness forever endures. To He who
spreads out the earth on the waters; His lovingkindness forever endures. To He who made
the great lights; His lovingkindness forever endures...

To He who struck Egypt through their firstborn; His lovingkindness forever endures. And
brought Israel out from among them; His lovingkindness forever endures. With a strong
hand and an outstretched arm; His lovingkindness forever endures... For He remembered
us in our low state; His lovingkindness forever endures. And rescued us from our
oppressors; His lovingkindness forever endures. He gives food to all flesh; His

® This psalm is also recited as part of the introductory psalms, Pesukei D’Zimrah, on Shabbat and Holiday
morning prayers.
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lovingkindness forever endures. Give thanks to the God of heaven! His lovingkindness
forever endures.

This poem has two great demonstrations of God’s power and goodness as its theme: the
creation of the world and the redemption of the Jewish people from Egypt. In both of these
narrations the poet stops at each possible opportunity to thank God for the smaller,
incremental accomplishments. The poet praises God at junctures that do not seem to be
independent moments of the narrative in order to notice and praise God every single step of
the way, even if each step on its own could feel insignificant.

This approach is the approach of the great or large Hallel, to show that even stages which do
not seem large or momentous are nevertheless great. And when we divide an enormous
event into smaller moments we are able to magnify it even more. We thereby increase our
awareness of God’s kindness to us and it leads us to thank Him again and again. Each time we
thank Him, and He feels appreciated by us, our appreciation of one another grows and it
strengthens our relationship.

Itisn’t enough to say thank you once and move on. We need to pay close attention to the
smaller steps and thank each other and God for every component. Don’t just say “thanks for
dinner.” Appreciate the time and effort it takes to plan a meal, shop for groceries, peel and
chop the vegetables, and stand over the stove on tired feet. When you understand this, not
only will your gratitude be more deeply felt and more genuinely expressed, the meal will
become more satisfying to you, as you become able to taste the love and the effort that went
into its preparation.

And as we grow in sensitization and appreciation, let us also grow in our attention to the
process. Let us respect the small details that go into producing large-scale results and value

them.

Wishing you a Shabbat of awareness and gratitude.
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