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As the Israelites stand rooted at Sinai, yet another 
major foundation of their eternal heritage is 
divinely laid. God turns to Moshe and commands, 

“And they shall make for Me a holy place, and I will dwell 
among them.”

The construction of the Mishkan, the portable 
sanctuary that will accompany the Israelites during their 
desert travels, is thus launched. This sanctuary serves as 
the precursor to the Beit Hamikdash, the Holy Temple, 
eventually erected in Jerusalem.

One can scarcely imagine Judaism without the concept 
of the Beit Hamikdash. No single symbol has been more 
fundamental to the Jewish people than the Temple, 
representing their eternal connection to God.

Just as the Mishkan serves as the focal point of the 
Israelite encampment during its desert wanderings, so 
too, the first and second Batei Mikdash each become the 
central feature of the corresponding Jewish commonwealth 
in the Land of Israel. Twice destroyed, the Temple lives on 
in the hearts and minds of Jews throughout the world who 
pray daily for its rebuilding.

Questions
Why does God command that the Mishkan be built in the 
first place?

Judaism introduces to the world the concept of a unified, 
omnipresent God Who can be related to and worshiped at 
any time and in any place. If God is omnipresent, why then 
does He require a “central address”?

Approaches

A. One position is that the creation of the Mishkan is a 
divinely ordained response to the sin of the egel hazahav 
(the golden calf). This astounding possibility is first 
suggested in the Midrash and later adopted by numerous 

authorities, including Rashi.
Through the eyes of the Midrashic scholars, the 

Mishkan is not an integral part of God’s original plan for 
His newly formed nation, but rather a response to their 
weakness and failing. God has no need for the sanctuary 
and, in fact, does not initially include it as a component 
in His relationship with the Israelites. Once the people 
demonstrate their inability to relate to Him directly, 
however, God decrees the creation of the Mishkan as an 
act of remediation.

Some within the Midrash view the creation of the 
Sanctuary as a healing gesture on the part of God towards 
the nation. The people find themselves, as a result of the 
chet ha’egel (sin of the [golden] calf), hopelessly distanced 
from their Creator. God, therefore, reaches across the 
chasm to show them a way back.

Other Midrashic sources consider the Sanctuary 
public testimony to the world of the enduring connection 
between God and His people, a connection that survives 
the tragedy of the golden calf.

Most foundational, however, is the approach which 
interprets the creation of the Mishkan as a divinely 
designed response, calculated to counteract the root 
causes of the chet ha’egel. At the core of this seminal 
sin lies the nation’s inability to worship God directly 
without the benefit of intervening tangible symbols. This 
inability drives the Israelites, upon Moshe’s perceived 
disappearance, to create the golden calf as a proposed 
intermediary between themselves and God. Recognizing 
the people’s need for physical symbols, God, therefore, 
decrees the creation of the Mishkan and all of its associated 
rituals and utensils. The fundamental concept of the Beit 
Hamikdash thus originally emerges as a concession to the 
Israelites’ limitations.

Why Build It At All?
Rabbi Shmuel Goldin 
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The Tachash and True Simcha
Rabbi Meir Goldwicht

In a deeper sense, however, the Sanctuary is not a 
replacement for the golden calf at all but a true antidote 
for its root causes. Through the creation of the golden 
calf, the Israelites attempt to establish distance between 
themselves and their Creator. Frightened by the perceived 
loss of Moshe and firmly convinced of their inability to 
relate to the divine directly without a go-between, the 
nation erects the golden calf to act as an intermediary 
between themselves and God. In contrast, the Mishkan 
represents man’s ability to draw close to God. Properly 
understood, each and every detail of the Sanctuary and 
its associated rituals and utensils carries the message of 
God’s accessibility to man. In a brilliant stroke, God not 
only responds to the chet ha’egel but prominently weaves 
the corrective to that failing into the very fabric of Jewish 
tradition.

B. In spite of the attractiveness of the Midrashic approach 
as a rationale for the creation of the Sanctuary, numerous 
other scholars, such as the Ramban, demur.

Unwilling to accept the notion that the central concept 
of the Beit Hamikdash could possibly have emerged after 
the fact, as a concession to the weakness of the Israelites, 
these authorities maintain that God intended all along to 
create a central location for his worship.

In the words of Nehama Leibowitz, these scholars 

“reject the idea that the Sanctuary was in any way an 
afterthought, a cure for their [the Israelites’] sickness, 
atonement for sin, or compromise between the idea of 
spirituality and the reality of man’s material conceptions, 
demanding a form of worship limited to a definite space-
time dimension. On the contrary, the institution of the 
Sanctuary was there from the beginning, a deliberate act of 
divine grace and thoughtfulness designed to strengthen the 
immanence of His presence [my italics].”

The Ramban and his colleagues maintain that the 
Mishkan and, therefore, the entire concept of a Beit 
Hamikdash are much too significant not to have been part 
of God’s initial plan for His people. Far from being the 
source of the Mishkan, the sin of the golden calf actually 
threatens its creation. Only God’s forgiveness for that 
sin reinstates His full relationship with the Israelites and 
enables the Sanctuary to be built.

C. Those scholars who view the Mishkan as part of God’s 
original blueprint for His chosen people also maintain 
that the Sanctuary is in no way meant to be perceived as 
an intermediary between the Israelites and their God. 
Man’s ability to relate to his Creator directly is, after all, 
a hallmark of Jewish faith. The Mishkan, its symbols and 
its rituals are, instead, tools, carefully devised to assist the 
Israelites in the enterprise of seeking the divine.

This Shabbat we read Parashat Terumah, which 
begins the second half of sefer Shemot and its 
discussion of the Mishkan, its vessels, and the 

bigdei kehunah. Our parasha begins by describing the 
materials donated by B’nei Yisrael for the Mishkan – gold, 
silver, etc. Among these materials is the skin of an animal 
called the “tachash.” This skin was used, the Torah tells 
us, for the outermost covering of the Mishkan: “orot 
techashim milmalah.”

These techashim existed only “l’fi sha’ah,” as the gemara 
tells us in Shabbat 28b. The gemara goes on to describe the 
tachash halachically as a safek chayah safek b’heimah, and 
physically as having one horn protruding from its forehead 
as well as having beautiful, multi-colored skin, of which 
it was very proud. This somewhat lengthy description of 
the tachash by Chazal leads us to our first question: Why 

do Chazal set aside so much space to explain exactly what 
kind of animal the tachash was? After all, this is no longer 
relevant, since Hashem created it only temporarily. Why 
is it so important for us to know today exactly how the 
tachash looked?

The midrash (Bereishit Rabbah) teaches that when 
Hashem evicted Adam and Chava from Gan Eden, He 
fashioned clothing for them. The midrash explains that 
these clothes also came from the skin of the tachash. Our 
second question: What is the connection between the 
covering Hashem fashioned for Adam and Chava and the 
covering we are commanded to fashion for the Mishkan?

A third, final question: we find ourselves at the 
beginning of Adar. Chazal teach us that when Adar comes 
in, we increase our joy. Certainly they don’t intend that we 
pump up the volume or that we dance longer. Certainly 
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they mean a simcha of substance. How do we do this?
To answer these questions, we must start by explaining 

the essence of simcha. The Torah mentions simcha by the 
shalosh regalim—“v’samachta b’chagecha.” True simcha 
occurs when a person feels connected to that which is 
above him—HaKadosh Baruch Hu. Every regel—Pesach, 
Shavuot, Sukkot—a little bit of the light that once was 
comes back to us, and we feel our connection with 
HaKadosh Baruch Hu. For this reason as well, when we 
don’t feel this connection with HaKadosh Baruch Hu, and 
we don’t have this simcha, all the curses of the tochechah 
befall us, as the Torah says, “tachat asher lo avad’ta et 
Hashem Elokecha b’simcha uvtuv levav.”

We find true simcha for the first time by Adam and 
Chava in Gan Eden, as we say in sheva berachot, “same’ach 
t’samach re’im ahuvim k’samechacha yetzircha b’Gan 
Eden mikedem” – Hashem should bring joy to the young 
couple as He brought to Adam and Chava. This simcha 
was closeness to Hashem. However, as a result of their sin, 
Adam and Chava forfeited their direct connection with 
Him and necessarily their simcha as well, as well as being 
thrown out of Gan Eden, the location of their connection.

Along with the punishment of eviction from Gan Eden, 
Hashem gave Adam and Chavah the key to returning to 
their original stature. He did this by dressing them in the 
multi-colored tachash-skin, sending the following message: 
As you begin your lives in an unfamiliar world, a world of 
many colors in which you will play many roles and wear 
many outfits, your task is to make sure you control your 
situation and not vice versa. If you allow your pnimiut 
to guide you through every situation, you will be able to 
return to your former home.

Klal Yisrael received an opportunity to return to the 
state of Adam HaRishon before the sin at the time of 
Mattan Torah. But with the sin of the Golden Calf we 
forfeited this opportunity. Nevertheless, HaKadosh Baruch 
Hu advised us how to return to this state in exactly the 
same way: He instructed Moshe to use the skin of the 
tachash for the outermost covering of the Mishkan. Every 
morning as we left our tents we would see the tachash-
skin spread over the mishkan, which would remind us that 
our pnimiut must shine through as we take on a world of 
diverse colors and situations.

This is why the same covering was used for Adam and 
Chavah and for the Mishkan, and this is the depth of 
the words of R’ Meir, who says that Hashem fashioned 
for them cloaks of “light” (ohr with an alef) rather than 
cloaks of “hide” (ohr with an ayin). Despite the change in 
situation, the change in colors, what must stand out is one’s 
pnimiut.

This is the simcha of chodesh Adar, a chodesh in which 
we have the unique ability to reveal our true selves even 
as we change our clothing and dress up in costumes, in 
order to express the notion that the pnimiut must guide 
the chitzoniut and not the other way around. This is 
why clothes play such a significant role – for example, 
Mordechai tears his clothing, the people don sackcloth, 
Mordechai leaves the palace in royal clothing – in the 
Megillah. Even though the clothes change, the characters’ 
pnimiut does not. Rather, in every uniform, the character 
carries out his mission.

Therefore, if in everything we do, we ensure that it is 
our penimiut that guides us, we will merit to go forth from 
before the King of Kings in royal clothing.

Tzedakah: Helping Others – and Yourself
Rabbi Dovid Gottlieb 

This week’s Torah portion begins with the 
commandment to contribute the construction 
and upkeep of the Mishkan. In a well known 

formulation, Hashem instructs Moshe to tell the nation, 
“ve’yikchu li terumah,” to take – for Me – a portion from 
any man who whose heart will motivate him. In analyzing 
this obligation many commentators are struck by the 
curious syntax of the verse. Why, they wonder, does it say 
to “take” (ve’yikchu) the money when what is really meant 

is that the people must give a donation? Wouldn’t it have 
been more accurate to command “ve’yitnu li terumah,” to 
give a donation?

One answer is offered by the Ohr Ha-Chayim who 
suggests that the language was chosen deliberately to 
connote the obligatory nature of this mitzvah. Chazal 
(also quoted by Rashi) note that, in fact, three different 
donations are referred to: one for the sockets which 
connected the beams and pillars, one for the Mizbe’ach, 
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Mishkan the First and Mishkan the Second: A Majestic and Humble Abode
Rabbi Yehuda Septimus 

The Midrash (Bamidbar Rabbah, 12) calls our 
attention to a parallel between the construction 
of the mishkan and the creation of the world.  For 

example, terminology of distinction(הבדלה) , completion 
 are used in parallel manners in  (ברכה)and blessing ,(כלייה)
both.  Both are cosmic, grand, majestic events. 

A different midrash (quoted in Rashi to Bereshit 2:7) 
also draws a parallel between the primordial creation and 
the creation of the mishkan, but this one more limited and 
more modest.  It describes the dirt of the creation of Adam 
as the very dirt of the mizbeach of the mishkan.  It thus 
calls our attention to the relationship of humankind to the 

mishkan as a place of humble reconnection with origins. 
These two “creation stories” of the mishkan exist in a degree 

of tension with each other.  When we enter the mishkan are 
we having a cosmic experience or an intimate experience?  Are 
we confronting the galactic entirety of creation, or the humble 
origin of our human formation from dust?

A similar tension exists between Ramban’s and Rashi’s 
explanations of the primary function of the mishkan.   
According to Ramban, the mishkan aims to reenact 
and carry forward the experience of the Jewish People 
when they received the Torah at Har Sinai, yet another 
cosmic, grand, majestic event.   On the other hand, Rashi 

and one for the fund used to purchase communal 
sacrifices. The Ohr Ha-Chayim then demonstrates how the 
continuation of the verse teaches that unlike the other two, 
the donation for the communal sacrifices was objective 
and could even be coerced – “ve’yikchu – by the Beth Din.

The Beis Ha-Levi gives a different answer, explaining 
that “ikkar mah she’yeish lo le’ha-adam be’mamono hu 
mah she’nosein le’tzedakah,” paradoxically, the only money 
you truly possess is what you give away to charity. He 
emphasizes that the money that you have is not truly your 
own, but is merely “resting,” as it were, in your account. No 
matter how much money there is or how long you have had 
it, the connection is artificial and not guaranteed; what is 
here today may be gone tomorrow. However, the Beis Ha-
Levi continues, “ha-sach she’nosen le’tzedakah hu she’lo 
mamash,” it is only when you give tzedakah to someone 
else who is in need that you become the “owner” of that 
money, in the sense that the spiritual reward that is earned 
is permanent and can never be taken away from you. 
Therefore, the Beis Ha-Levi concludes, the commandment 
to donate to the Mishkan is described as “va’yikchu” 
because by giving the donation you are truly “taking” the 
money for yourself.

This remarkable explanation echoes – and builds on – the 
famous Mishnah (Pirkei Avos 6:9) which observes that, 
“when a man departs from this world neither silver, nor gold, 
nor precious stones, nor pearls accompany him, rather only 
Torah study and good deeds.” In other words, the only way 
to give lasting meaning and consequence to our material 

possessions is to use them for a higher purpose. If, on the 
other hand, we hold onto those possessions unnecessarily 
we are actually shortchanging ourselves because the benefit 
received is temporary and illusory.

It is also important to note the benefits of giving 
tzedakah are not limited to the “next world” but can be 
transformative in this world as well.

We are all familiar with the idea – a central and climactic 
part of the Yamim Nora’im prayers – that tzedakah has 
the power to “ma’avir es ro’ah ha-gezeirah,” save us from 
a negative divine decree. The reason for this, it seems, is 
because, in addition to helping those in need, tzedakah 
has a remarkable power to transform the giver as well. This 
idea is the underlying premise of the famous ruling of the 
Rambam (Commentary to Avos 3:15) that it is better to 
give a small amount of money to many different people 
than to give a large sum to one person. The Rambam 
explains that the repeated act of giving – even in small 
increments – has the power to transform and ennoble the 
personality of the giver.

This important principle, of the relative and 
instrumental value of money, is one of the most 
meaningful lessons that we can learn from the Torah’s 
elaborate description of the building of the Mishkan. And 
just as the donations made at that time were, in the Beis 
Ha-Levi’s understanding, also a form of self-investment, so 
too if we use our material possessions to help others and 
support worthy causes, those actions will truly benefit us 
both in Olam Ha-Zeh and Olam Ha-Ba.
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understands the mishkan as atonement for the most 
humble moment in Jewish history, the chet ha-egel.  The 
mishkan then represents a return to our better selves as we 
overcome a moment of collective human weakness.

The majestic and the humble are coexisting religious 
axes. As Rav Soloveitchik points out in his foundational 
article “Majesty and Humility,” we strive to experience 
Godliness in both. 

This point is important at all times, but it is especially 
important after a slight mischaracterization of Rav 
Soloveitchik’s thought in an op-ed, “The Jeremy Lin 
Problem” in last Friday’s New York Times.  We, of course, 
should applaud the author, David Brooks, in general for his 
thoughtful op-eds, and in particular for his popularization 
of Rav Soloveitchik’s thought.  But Brooks cites two works 
of the Rav to argue that the ethos of professional sports 
“violates the religious ethos.” 

We can be pardoned for not paying particular attention 
to the content of the citation, given excitement over the 
fact of the citation, as well as amusement over the fact this 

citation comes, of all things, in discussion of a player on 
the New York Knicks.  But for the record, we should clarify 
Brooks’ slight mischaracterization.  Even the morality of 
majestic Adam the First is quite religious.  He acts “in his 
full resplendent glory as a creative agent of God”(Lonely 
Man of Faith, Doubleday, 18).  He “beholds the vision of 
God in infinity” and “finds God’s footsteps in the majesty 
and grandeur of the cosmos”(“Majesty and Humility,” 32).  

Lin’s angst over wanting to “play selflessly for God” is not 
as warranted as Brooks sees it.  To quote Derek Fisher, Lin 
“carries the hopes of an entire continent.”  Done properly, 
that is service of God – in grand, majestic fashion!

Some of us have difficulty experiencing Godliness in 
our moments of humility.  Others of us have difficulty 
experiencing Godliness in our moments of grandeur.  
Importantly, the mishkan, plays host to a more complete, 
religious experience, albeit one of tension.  In the mishkan, 
in the ideal, we succeed in experiencing Godliness and 
holiness in both moments of majesty and moments of 
humility. 

The Keruvim (Cherubs): Problems and Solutions
Rabbi David Horwitz 

Exodus 25:18-20 states the following:
Make two cherubim of gold- make them of hammered 
work- at the two ends of the cover. Make one cherub at 

one end and the other cherub at the other end; of apiece with the 
cover shall you make the cherubim at its two ends. The cherubim 
shall have their wings spread our above, shielding the cover with 
their wings.

The problem with this command is obvious; how can 
this be reconciled with the prohibition “You shall not make 
molten gods for yourselves” (Exodus 34:17)? Can one find 
an answer that logically distinguishes between the cherubim 
and prohibited representations, an answer that differs 
from the Nitzahon Yashan’s answer of “the mouth which 
prohibited [images generally, like those used by Christians] 
is the same mouth that permitted [the particular image of the 
cherubim]”?

Rabbi Aaron ben Gershon Aboulrabi was a relatively 
unknown fifteenth- century Sicilian Rabbi, and the son-
in-law of the Aragonese Rabbi R. Moses ibn Gabbai. 
The biblical interpretations of this figure can be found in 
an obscure book titled Perushim la-Rashi , published in 

Constantinople in the sixteenth century.
Scholars have generally neglected this figure as well. In 

1890, Joseph Perles wrote an article on this figure, citing 
numerous interpretations. Most recently, however, in 2006, 
Eric Lawee published an important essay concerning this 
person (see immediately below), who exhibited a strong 
tendency to attack what he felt were “exegetically wobbly or 
theologically unsound midrashic interpretations.”

R. Aboulrabi claimed to have discussed the problems 
concerning the Keruvim with the Pope and his cardinals 
while near Rome. (Whether his published remarks truly 
depicted what occurred at an actual meeting, whether it was 
an embellishment of a meeting, or even if was an entirely 
fictitious portrayal is beyond the purview of our discussion 
here.) Remarkably, besides the issue of “You shall not make 
molten gods for yourselves,” R. Aboulrabi also addressed 
another objection: the potency of the cherubs might lead 
one to believe that they the real source of the miracles that 
Moses performed. That is, the cherubs were talismans. 
What differentiated Moses, them, from the hartumim, the 
magicians of Egypt? What follows is his presentation. (The 
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material that I will be citing can be found at the end of the 
article by Eric Lawee, titled, “Graven images, Astronomical 
Cherubs, and Mosaic Miracles: “A Fifteenth-Century 
Curial-Rabbinic Exchange,” Speculum 81 (2006), pp. 754-
95. I follow Lawee’s English translation of R. Aboulrabi’s 
Perushim le-Rashi [Constantinople, {1525?}, Fol. 91v.] 
Previously, Joseph Perles published the beginning of the 
corresponding Hebrew text [with a French translation] in 
Revue des Etudes Juives 21 [1890], on p. 250.)

When I was in the metropolis of Rome in the palace of 
the pope, with the cardinals surrounding him, I was asked 
this question. They said:

We are most amazed and astonished about the matter 
of the cherubs that Moses was commanded to make in the 
Holy of Holies in a manner that the potency of the voice 
and speech concerning all that he [Moses] wished to know 
would come forth from them. This is tantamount to the 
craft of talismans manufactured in accordance with the 
potencies of the constellations and the wisdom of aspects 
[i.e., the angular relationship between planets- conjunction, 
opposition and so forth]. There is no greater [violation of 
the prohibition against] “other gods” [Exod. 20:3] than this. 
He [God] had already enjoined as a root of the Decalogue 
at its beginning: “You shall have no other gods besides Me. 
You shall not make for yourself a sculptured image, or any 
likeness, and so forth” [Exod. 20:3-4]. It [also] states: “You 
shall not make molten gods for yourself ” [Exod. 34:17]. 
Such [prohibitions] are many, and there is no greater 
[example of] molten gods than the cherubs. It would 
[therefore] arise in the mind of any person that all of the 
miracles and wonders that Moses would perform [literally, 
“actualize”] were by means of the potency of the cherubs, 
as it states: “[When Moses went into the tent of meeting 
to speak with Him] he would hear the voice addressing 
him from above the cover that was on top of the ark of the 
pact between the two cherubs, and so forth” [Num. 7:89]. 
Therefore we have queried you whether there is an answer to 
our question.

So, upon my hearing their words –[which are] 
“straightforward to the intelligent person” [Prov. 8:9]- I 
addressed that which they asked me, after taking leave 
[to speak] and expressing the requisite obeisance from 
me to them, each one according to his rank in stature and 
distinction. Following are the beginning of my words:

May “the one who gives the wise their wisdom and 
knowledge to those that know” [Dan. 2:21] supply an 

“answer of the tongue.” [Prov. 16:1]. It is known to all, and 
explicit in the Torah, that our master Moses, upon whom 
be peace, had, according to God’s will and command, 
performed many miracles and wonders before the 
manufacture of the cherubs. [What is more] Pharaoh’s wise 
men and astrologers tested him in a searching investigation 
[to determine] if his deeds occurred by means of the 
potency of the wisdom of the constellations and craft of 
talismans. They discerned and discovered that all his deeds 
and wonders occurred through the potency and will of God, 
who contravenes all [determinations of the] astral networks, 
and not through the governance of the stars. As Moses said 
to them: “You may have this triumph over me: for what time 
should I plead in behalf of you” [Exod. 8:5]. This was to 
inform Pharaoh that his deed from God, Who is powerful 
whenever He desires. Thus did he [Pharaoh] say: “I stand 
guilty this time. God is in the right and I and my people 
are in the wrong” [Exod. 9:27]. So did the magicians say 
to Pharaoh: “This is the finger of God” [Exod. 8:15]. They 
conceded that it [the plague of lice] was the work of the 
L-rd. Thus it is clear that every deed of our master Moses, 
upon whom be peace, was in accordance with the will of 
God, blessed be He.

Now, if you were to say, “If so, what is the rationale for the 
making of the cherubs in terms of what they accomplish?” I 
would first state a general proposition in order to open the 
eyes of the blind [cf. Isa. 42:7]. It is demonstrated in science 
that every act derives from a potency and that every potency 
is the potency to bring about some act, since potency and act 
are [from the category of the] correlatives and the existence 
of any correlative requires the existence of the other thing 
to which it is related. It follows that it is impossible for 
something that lacks potency to bring about any act. Now 
figures and talismans are made of inanimate minerals, trees, 
and stones that lack potency even with respect to [bringing 
about change in] themselves. How then can they bring about 
an act in another? Now the cherubs were from the mineral 
of gold reworked by human hands. They possess neither 
potency nor sentience nor act. If so, it is necessary to affirm 
and believe that all that our master Moses, upon whom be 
peace, would do was not through the instrumentality of any 
created thing but rather from God alone, L-RD of Hosts.

For the honor of the tablets and their glory God desired 
to make His presence dwell in the Ark of the Covenant “from 
above the cover, from between the two cherubs” [Exod. 
25:22] and from there did He choose to make overflow 
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Flying in Learning
Rabbi Josh Hoffman

The Ramban in the beginning of this week’s 
parsha, writes that the mishkan, the tabernacle, 
was to serve as a means of extending the public 

experience of God’s divine presence at Mt.Sinai into a 
more private setting. The book of Shemos is really the 
‘Sefer ha-Geulah’ - the Book of Redemption - and it ends 
when the divine presence finally rested in the mishkan, 
thus marking the culmination of the redemption process, 
for the nation as a whole was now on the level of its 
forefathers, in whose tents the divine presence rested. 
The central component of the mishkan, the Ramban says, 
was the aron, or the ark, the seat of the divine presence. 
Interestingly, Rabbeinu Bachya says that the word ‘aron’ 
is related to the word ‘ohr,’ light, because it contained 
within it the tablets of the Torah - the luchos. Rabbi Yosef 
Dov Soloveitchik has said that it was the aron together 
with the luchos that really constituted the essence of the 
mishkan. Without the luchos, the ark was just a box. Since 
the central part of the events at Mt. Sinai was the giving of 
the Torah, its extension into the everyday life of the people 
through the mishkan was concentrated in the aron with 
the luchos. The mishkan was, for this reason, called the 
‘mishkan ha-eidus’ - the mishkan of testimony - because 
it housed the aron with the luchos, which are called the 
luchos ha-eidus. Without the aron with the luchos in it, 
the mishkan did not serve as an abode for God’s presence, 
and was, in fact, not a mishkan (see Rabbi Tsevi Shachter’s 
‘ Erets ha-Tsevi’, p. 91). Because the aron, as the place of 
the luchos, was the defining vessel of the entire mishkan, it 
is important to understand the symbolism of its structure. 
I would like to focus on the message of the two cherubs 
that sat atop the aron. Although there are midrashim 

that explain that one of the two cherubs was male and 
the other one was female, to represent the relationship 
between God and His people, I would like to explain the 
symbolism based on the view that it was two male children 
who were represented there, suggesting the image of two 
youths studying Torah (see Ba’al ha-Turim and Keli Yakar). 
This explanation is more in keeping with the idea we have 
presented that the aron’s function was defined by the 
fact that it contained the lushos within it. Why, however, 
were young boys represented through the cherubs, rather 
than mature men? Isn’t their Torah study on a more 
sophisticated level, and, more fitting for representation 
atop the aron? 

The Talmud in Sukkah relates that the men of Jerusalem 
had the beautiful practice of carrying their lulav with 
them all day long on Sukkos, and would only put it down 
when they read from the Torah or raised their hand in 
the priestly blessing. Why did they put the lulav down 
when they read from the Torah? Rashi explains that 
when reads from a Torah scroll, he must hold the Torah’s 
handles, and, to do this, he must put the lulav down. Rav 
Aharon Soloveitchick, however, gave a different reason. 
He said that according to the Sefer ha-Chinuch, the lulav 
represents the backbone of a person. Rav Aharon took this 
to mean the central nervous system, with culminates with 
the brain stem (via the spine). In effect, the lulav represents 
the mind. When one learns Torah, he explained, he cannot 
approach it with whatever understanding he reached of it 
in the past. Each time he learns a particular part of Torah, 
he needs to approach it anew, as if he had never learned it 
before. In this way, one constantly finds additional nuances 
of meaning in what he is learning. One thus needs to 

His prophecy and all of His wonders. He is blessed above 
all creatures for to Him alone belong glory and might. The 
proof [that the cherubs did not draw down astral forces] lies 
in the verse, “There I will meet with you and I will impart to 
you from above the cover, from between the two cherubs 
[…all that I will command you]” [Exod. 25:22]. It did not 
say “from the cherubs” [but from between them].

As Eric Lawee notes (p. 777), according to R. Aboulrabi, 
as it was for “the honor of the tablets [found in the ark] and 

their glory” that “God desired to make his presence dwell…, 
if anything, it is the tablets of the law, not the cherubs that 
adorned the ark containing them, that stand out as ancient 
Israel’s sacred artifacts par excellence. What the tablets 
attracted to the Mishkan, however, was not astral efflux, but 
divine presence. His point that divine communications did 
not issue “from” the cherubs but “from between them” was 
an “exegetical coup de grace.”



8 
YUTORAH IN PRINT • A PROJECT OF YESHIVA 
UNIVERSITY’S CENTER FOR THE JEWISH FUTURE Teruma 5774

Download thousands of audio shiurim and articles at www.yutorah.org

approach Torah, each time he learns it, as a young child 
who has never learned it before, retaining the youthful 
attitude of inquisitiveness in his study. I believe that this 
is why the cherubs were represented as young children, 
facing each other and learning Torah with the youthful 
attitude necessary for continued growth. 

The Torah tells us that the cherubs had wings that 
were spread over the aron and were pointed upwards. 
Rabbi Raphael Boruch Sorotzkin, in his ha-Binah veha-
Beracha, writes that the idea here is the need for continued 
growth in learning, no matter how high a level one has 
achieved. There is no end to the depths one can reach 
when delving into Torah. By adapting the approach of 
youthful inquisitiveness in his studies, a person is able to 
grow constantly, flying upward in his grasp of God’s word 

as embodied in the luchos. Perhaps this is also part of the 
reasoning behind the account in the Talmud of a rabbi who 
would begin his lesson with a joke. Rabbi Yehoshua Falk, 
in his commentary Pnei Yehoshua, writes that the rabbi 
didn’t really joke before the lesson starts, but taught lighter 
material, such as aggadah, as the opening part of his Torah 
lesson. However, I believe that this Talmudic statement can 
be taken literally, as well. A sense of humor actually helps 
one remain young in spirit. By beginning the lesson with a 
bit of humor, the teacher is awakening the youthful spirit 
in his students, which can then be applied to their Torah 
study proper, and assist them in the process of continual 
development within Torah, as symbolized by the cherubs 
sitting atop the aron. 

The Mishkan: Understanding the Command to Donate
Rabbi Avraham Gordimer

Speak unto B’nei Yisroel, and they shall take unto Me a 
donation (“terumah”) from each person whose heart 
so wills him...And this is the donation: gold and 

silver and copper, and turqoise and purple materials and 
scarlet...And they shall make unto Me a holy abode, and I 
shall dwell therein. (Shemos 25:2-5)

Why does the Torah first enumerate the materials to be 
brought for the Mishkan and only declare at the end of the 
list what the materials would be used for? Would it not be 
more reasonable to read, “And they shall make Me a holy 
abode, and they shall therefore bring gold, silver...”?

It would appear that the answer to this question may 
be found in the first Rashi on the parshah, in which Rashi 
(from Midrash Tanchuma) explains the phrase, “and they 
shall take unto Me a donation” as, “to Me, for My sake” . 
What exactly does Rashi mean? Is not a donation always 
for the sake of the party to whom it is given?

In invoking the words of the Tanchuma, Rashi addresses 
the inner motivation of B’nei Yisroel’s donation. Of course, 

the donation would be given for the sake of Hashem, but 
the inner motivation of the donors was of critical focus. 
Rashi emphasizes that the terumah was not to be given for 
the sake of constructing the Mishkan; rather, it was to be 
given for the sake of fulfilling God’s command. The use of 
the terumah for building the Mishkan was not part of the 
command and was not to have been a motivating factor in 
the generosity of the donors.

The key to the close relationship between God and 
His People which was engendered by the terumah was 
specifically the fact that B’nei Yisroel contributed l’shem 
shamayim - for the pure sake of Hashem. They gave of 
their riches because God commanded it - period. This 
commitment and love facilitated God’s desire to dwell 
amidst His nation, as manifested by the Mishkan.

May we, too, embody the virtue of fulfilling mitzvos 
“lishmah” and merit to cling to Hashem.


