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Vayakhel-Pekudeli

THE RELIGIOUS CREATIVE

Is a Religious Lifestyle Compatible with Creative Self-Expression?



PARSHAH
OVERVIEW

Vayakhel -
Pekudei

Moses assembles the people
of Israel and reiterates to
them the commandment to
observe the Shabbat. He then
conveys G d’s instructions
regarding the making of the
Mishkan (Tabernacle). The
people donate the required
materials in abundance,
bringing gold, silver, and
copper; blue-, purple-, and
red-dyed wool; goat hair; spun
linen; animal skins; wood; olive
oil; herbs; and precious
stones. Moses has to tell them
to stop giving.

A team of wisehearted
artisans makes the Mishkan
and its furnishings (as detailed
in the previous Torah readings
of Terumah, Tetzaveh, and Ki
Tisa): three layers of roof

coverings; forty-eight gold-
plated wall panels, and one
hundred silver foundation
sockets; the parochet (veil)
that separates between the
Sanctuary’s two chambers and
the masach (screen) in front
of it; the ark and its cover with
the cherubim; the table and its
showbread; the seven-
branched menorah with its
specially prepared oil; the
golden altar and the incense
burned on it; the anointing oil;
the outdoor altar for burnt
offerings and all its
implements; the hangings,
posts, and foundation sockets
for the courtyard; and the
basin and its pedestal, made
out of copper mirrors.

An accounting is made of
the gold, silver, and copper
donated by the people for
the making of the Mishkan.
Bezalel, Aholiab, and their
assistants make the eight
priestly garments—the
apron, breastplate, cloak,
crown, hat, tunic, sash, and
breeches—according to the
specifications
communicated to Moses in
the parshah of Tetzaveh.
The Mishkan is completed
and all its components are
brought to Moses, who
erects it and anoints it
with the holy anointing oil
and initiates Aaron and his
four sons into the
priesthood. A cloud
appears over the Mishkan,
signifying the Divine
Presence that has come to
dwell within it.
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Exodus 35:30-35
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30. And Moses said to the Children of Israel, “See, G-
d has called by name Bezalel the son of Uri, the son
of Hur, of the tribe of Judah.

31. “And He has filled him with the spirit of G-d in
wisdom, in understanding, and in knowledge, and in
all manner of workmanship.

32. “And to devise skillful works, to work in gold, and
in silver, and in brass.

33. “And in cutting of stones for setting, and in
carving of wood, to work in all manner of skillful
workmanship.

34. “And He has put in his heart that he may teach,
both he and Oholiab, the son of Achisamach, of the
tribe of Dan.

35. “G-d has filled them with wisdom of heart, to
work all manners of workmanship of the craftsman,
and of the skillful workman, and of the weaver in
colors, in blue, and in purple, in scarlet, and in fine
linen, and of the weaver, even of those that do any
workmanship, and of those that devise skillful
works.”




QUESTIONS

Why was this special designation of, “See, G-d has called
by name,” necessary? Why can’t we just say that Bezalel
was a super-talented and creative guy?
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Nachmanides, Exodus 31:2
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As slaves in Egypt, the Jews toiled with brick
and mortar and not the fine materials of
silver, gold, copper, and precious gems. They
never saw such materials. It is thus
miraculous that they found anyone among
them who mastered metallurgy, woodwork,
and weaving.

Even among those who apprenticed in these
disciplines, you never find a single person
who is a master of them all. Even if there
were Hebrews who were schooled in these
disciplines, years of working with their hands
in clay and straw would have ruined their
ability to work in fine crafts.
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Nachmanides, Ibid.
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Furthermore, Bezalel was extraordinarily wise
to understand the secrets of the Tabernacle
and its vessels, to grasp the reason for each
one and to what they symbolically referred.
Therefore, G-d told Moses to appreciate this
miracle and to know that He had bestowed
Bezalel with the spirit of G-d so he would
understand how to build the Tabernacle in
the desert for His glory.




T A A7 HROX 77 YTV 127 MR T7I7° 27 K Rabbi Yehudah said in the name of Rav,
PINY DAY 172 IR ATPMR “Bezalel knew how to arrange the letters by
' which Heaven and earth were created.”

Talmud, Berachot 55a
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Midrash, Shemot Rabah
40:2
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When Moses ascended on High, G-d showed him the
vessels of the Tabernacle and told him, “This is
precisely how . . . everything in the Tabernacle should
be fashioned.”

When Moses descended, he assumed that he would
be the one to fashion them. G-d called him and said,
“Moses, | have appointed you as king, and it is not
befitting for the king to personally make these items;
rather, he issues decrees and others do the work.
You, too, are not to make anything; rather, instruct
others to do so.”

But G-d did not tell Moses who that would be, so
Moses asked, “Who should | instruct?”

G-d replied, “I will show you.”

What did G-d do? He brought the book of Adam that
depicts all the generations destined to ever live from
the beginning of time until the Resurrection of the
Dead, each generation with its king, leaders, and
prophets. G-d said, “I have predetermined everyone’s
role already from that moment. Bezalel, too, was
appointed at that time to be the master craftsman.”
This, then, is what the verse states, “See, | have
called by name Bezalel.”
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Ty with wisdom spun the goats.

Exodus 35:26




'I' EXT L|' B TN0 DTV 023 DY a0 MIIAIR AN R This constituted a superior skill, for the
IR women spun it on the backs of the goats.

Rashi, ad loc.




The women in the desert
wanted the wool for the
Mishkan to shine as it did
on the goats themselves. It
was their own decision, not
something commanded by
G-d, as they wished to
beautify G-d’s Tabernacle.




TEXT 5

Rabbi Ovadiah Seforno,
Exodus 35:26
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They spun the wool while it remained on the
bodies of the goats—as the sages explain, to
maintain its full luster. There are many
materials that, once removed from their
natural habitat, begin to decline in quality,
such as bees’ honey, etc.




TEXT 6

The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Likutei Sichot
16, p. 456
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The first lesson we learn from these women
whose “hearts inspired them with wisdom?” is
that when G-d gives a person a certain knack
or talent, they must know that it’s not to be
used solely for personal ends, rather in their
mission to build a Tabernacle, to make the
world a habitat for G-d.

We ought to be like the women of the
Tabernacle. They possessed a unique talent,
and they realized that it was a gift from G-d
to use in building the Tabernacle, to make a
place for G-d’s presence to dwell.

These women were not specifically
instructed to utilize this unique talent, yet
they were motivated to do so on their own
for G-d. The Torah records this narrative to
impart a message for all time.
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Rabbi Shneur Zalman of
Liadi, Likutei Torah 57a
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The kelipot dim and conceal the Divine sparks
from every angle, so that the Divine light is
no longer discernible in them, to the extent
they appear to exist independently of G-d. ..
. Thus, they are called kelipot, for they are
like a peel that wraps and encompasses the
fruit contained inside it. In similar fashion,
the kelipot conceal the Divine sparks like a
shell around a nut. The only way to extract
the fruit is to break the shell. Likewise, to
extract the sparks of holiness from the
kelipot that hide them, the kelipot must be
broken.







TEXT 8A

Rabbi Shneur Zalman of
Liadi, Tanya, Likutei
Amarim, ch. 6
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Kelipah . . . includes any deed under the sun that is
all “vanity and an affliction of the spirit”
(Ecclesiastes 1:14) . . . as well as all words or
thoughts that are not directed toward G-dly service. .

This is the meaning of the kabbalistic term sitra
achra [literally, “the other side™], i.e., “not on the side
of holiness.”

The side of holiness is exclusively what manifests G-
d’s presence.

Now, G d is only manifest in that which is
surrendered to Him. . .. Anything, however, that does
not surrender itself to G d, but considers itself as an
independent actor, does not receive its life from G-
d’s engaged and holy animating energy . . . rather
from a distant, disengaged source of giving. ... So
greatly diminished does this energy become that it is
able to become contracted and vested—in a state of
exile—within that seemingly independent entity,
giving it vitality and existence.




TEXT 8B

Rabbi Shneur Zalman of
Liadi, Tanya, Likutei
Amarim ch. 7
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There are levels of kelipah that serve as an intermediary
between utter evil and the realm of holiness. Sometimes,
they can be included in pure evil, and sometimes they are
elevated, induced into a holy space.. ..

For example, when one eats fatty beef and drinks spiced
wine [not for personal pleasure, but] to open the mind for
the service of G-d and the study of His Torah. As Rava
said, “Wine and fragrance [make my mind more
receptive]” (Talmud, Yoma 76b). Likewise, when one eats
meat and drinks wine to fulfill their obligation to enjoy the
Shabbat and festivals.

In these instances, the life force of the meat and wine—
which flows from kelipat nogah—is extracted and
elevated to G-d like an offering.

A similar thing happens when one uses humor to sharpen
the mind and gladden the heart for Divine service and
Torah study, which require joy. Rava would do this by
making humorous remarks to his students before they
would study, bringing them to good cheer [and thus
making them more receptive to the subsequent lesson].

By contrast, one who eats meat gluttonously, and imbibes
wine to satisfy the desires of the body and animal soul, . .
. causes the life force of the meat and wine they ingested
to be temporarily absorbed within utter evil.




If your talents are used positively,
in a way that serves a Divine
purpose, that’s great. But when
used for fun, as a way to further
your interests rather than G-d’s,
you become part of the problem:
you're furthering the false notion
that the world is about me, not G-d.




TEXT 9A

The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Hayom Yom,
Entry for 27 Nisan
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The permissible, when done for one’s
pleasure, is completely evil, as the Alter
Rebbe writes in Tanya, chapter 7, for we are
commanded, “Sanctify yourself with what is
permitted to you” (Leviticus 19:2). One must
introduce sanctity into those matters that are
permissible so that they serve the purpose of
enhancing one’s Torah, mitzvot, fear of G d,
and good character traits.




TEXT 10

The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Likutei Sichot
3, p. 907
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The ideal mode of serving G-d is that you should be
able to sense the Divine within the business you
conduct and within your field of mundane
employment. This requires more than engaging in
labor or commerce for the sake of Heaven, which
lends a spiritual goal to otherwise mundane
activities. Rather, beyond that, you should strive to
sanctify the mundane activities themselves. This is
the true meaning of the verse, “In all your ways,
know G-d” (Proverbs 3:6). Not only should your
activities be oriented toward Divine awareness, but
there should be a Divine awareness within the
activities themselves.

A paradigm for this is eating on Shabbat, whereby
the physical act of eating is itself a fulfillment of a
Divine instruction. Similarly, our weekday food
consumption, and for that matter all mundane
activities, should be conducted not only for the sake
of subsequent sacred goals, but also as immediate
methods of experiencing Divine awareness.




With proper mindfulness,
you can transform
anything and everything
in your regular life into
something Divine.




If G-d gave it to
you, don’t
ignore it; use 1t
for the good.




TEXT TIA

Deuteronomy 13:3—4
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3. And the sign or the wonder of which he
spoke to you happens, [and he] says, “Let us
go after other gods that you have not known,
and let us worship them.”

4. You shall not heed the words of that
prophet, or that dreamer of a dream, for G-d
is testing you to know whether you really love
G-d, with all your heart and with all your
soul.




TEXTTIB

Tosafot, Daat Soferim, ad
loc.
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The idea in this verse is that even when it turns out
that this person is indeed extraordinary, we must
withstand the test. The Torah allows for the
possibility that a false prophet will indeed
demonstrate miraculous things.

But why would G-d grant such a person with
remarkable, miraculous capabilities? The verse later
indicates that it is to test us. That would mean that
from the very beginning of humanity’s mission to
serve G-d on earth, G-d determined that this person
would stand in the way as a strong challenger
intended only for the Jewish people to overcome.

But a more fitting explanation is that such a thing is
possible as a result of humanity’s free will. G-d
endows certain people with extraordinary talents for
them to actualize in the form of true prophecy. Now,
if these people do not take the necessary steps to
achieve this prophetic truth, they still retain their
extraordinary talent—and they are thus very prone to
using it negatively.

So it is with all talents that G-d gives to a person:
they are intended for holy purposes, yet many
misappropriate them for negative things.
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Talmud, Shabbat 133b
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“This is my G-d and | will glorify Him”
(Exodus 15:2). Beautify yourself before Him in
mitzvot. Make before Him a beautiful sukkah,
a beautiful lulav, a beautiful shofar, beautiful
tzitzit, beautiful parchment for a Torah scroll,
and write in it in His name in beautiful ink,
with a beautiful quill by an expert scribe, and
wrap the scroll in beautiful silk fabric.
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Maimonides, Mishneh
Torah, Laws ofTsurei
Mizbe’ach 7:11
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One who desires to gain merit, subjugate
their evil inclination, and amplify generosity
should bring their sacrifice from the most
desirable and superior type. For it is written
in the Torah, “And Abel brought from his
chosen flocks and from the superior ones,
and G-d turned to Abel and his offering”
(Genesis 4:4).

The same applies to everything given for the
sake of the good G-d. It should be most
attractive and of highest quality. If one builds
a house of prayer, it should be more
attractive than their own home. When feeding
the hungry, give the best and tastiest foods
on the table. When clothing the naked, give
attractive garments. When consecrating
something, consecrate the best possessions.
Indeed, the verse states, “All of the superior
quality should be given to G-d” (Leviticus
3:16).
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Maimonides, Eight
Chapters on Ethics, ch. 5
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Our rabbis of blessed memory said, “It is
becoming that a sage should have a pleasant
dwelling, a beautiful wife, and domestic
comfort,” for one becomes weary, and one’s
mind dulled, by continued mental
concentration upon difficult problems. Thus,
just as the body becomes exhausted from
hard labor, and then by rest and refreshment
recovers, so is it necessary for the mind to
have relaxation by gazing upon pictures and
other beautiful objects, that its weariness
may be dispelled. Accordingly, it is related
that when the rabbis became exhausted from
study, they were accustomed to engaging in
entertaining conversation (in order to refresh
themselves). From this point of view,
therefore, the use of pictures and
embroideries for beautifying the house, the
furniture, and the clothes is not to be
considered immoral or unnecessary.




TEXT 14

The Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, Igrot Kodesh
4, pp. 222-223
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| was extremely happy to read that you are working with your
artistic talents, that you are preparing to hold an exhibition, and
that you have already received favorable reviews in the press.
Surely you will progress in the utilization of the talent that G d
has granted you toward the strengthening of Yiddishkeit and G
d-fearing behavior. . . . | confine myself to a general comment
with which | hope to illuminate your particular situation. My
comment is based on the saying by the Baal Shem Tov—which
my father-in-law, the Rebbe, would often repeat—that a person
can derive a lesson in the service of G d from everything he
sees or hears about. As you are surely aware, the primary talent
of an artist is his ability to step away from the externalities of
the thing and, disregarding its outer form, to gaze into its
innerness and perceive its essence, and to be able to convey
this in his painting. Thus the object is revealed as it has never
before been seen, since its inner content was obscured by
secondary things. The artist exposes the essence of the thing
he portrays, causing the one who looks at the painting to
perceive it in another, truer light, and to realize that his prior
perception was deficient. And this is one of the foundations of
man’s service of his Creator. As we know from the Torah—and
particularly from the teachings of Chasidut—the entirety of
creation stems from the word of G d, and the word of G d is
what brings it into existence and sustains it in every moment of
time. It is only that the Divine power of tzimtzum (constriction)
holds the Divine life force in a state of concealment and
obscurity, and we perceive only its outer form (i.e., the physical
reality). Our mission in life—based on the simple faith that
“there is none else besides Him” (Deuteronomy 4:39)—is that
we should approach everything in life from this perspective.
That we should each strive to reveal, as much as possible, the
Divine essence in everything, and minimize, to the extent that
we are able, its concealment by the externalities of creation.
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Letter of the Rebbe, Rabbi
Menachem Mendel
Schneerson,

5 Kislev, 5728 (December
7, 1967),
www.chabad.org/393259/

| would like to take this opportunity to make a
further point, which | had occasion to mention
to our very distinguished friend Mr. Chaim
Yaakov Lipchitz who, | am glad to note, is going
to open the exhibition. | have known Mr. Lipchitz
for many years, and know of his sincere interest
in all good things, especially those connected
with our people.

The point is that those who have been Divinely
gifted in art, whether sculpture or painting and
the like, have the privilege of being able to
convert an inanimate thing, such as a brush,
paint, and canvas, or wood and stone, etc., into
living form. In a deeper sense, it is the ability to
transform to a certain extent the material into
spiritual, even where the creation is in still life,
and certainly where the artistic work has to do
with living creatures and humans.

How much more so if the art medium is used to
advance ideas, especially reflecting Torah and
mitzvot, which would raise the artistic skill to its
highest level.
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Perhaps we have to turn to beauty—the special quality of the creation which takes our
breath away and leaves us enraptured with wonder. It may be that beauty and the
aesthetic moment provide the only possible contemporary entrée to discovering G-d’s
love in the creation. The beautiful sunset is really there. The snow-capped mountains
are really there—they inspire in us the notion that creation is perfect and appropriate
for us and us alone. . ..

But there is one further point. We are not simply given the gift of perceiving a beautiful
landscape or moment; we are able as well to reproduce that beauty or moment in a
variety of ways. The ruach memalela enables humanity to practice their appreciation of
aesthetics in creation in a number of ways. We are able, for example, to recreate the
sunset, or the highlands of Scotland, by painting and reproducing G-d’s world as art.
Art (or poetry or music) becomes an interpretation of the aesthetic feeling within us.
We take note of the sunset, deciding that it is a vision that has meaning and that
leaves an impression, and we try to reproduce it as art. Art as a human endeavor is an
attempt to connect to that aspect of creation determined by the aesthetic
consciousness to be beautiful. . ..

If we learn to look at the work of art in the proper manner we should be able to
connect to this human vision of beauty, which originates in G-d’s created world but
insists that beauty must ultimately be seen, reflected, or interpreted by the human
view. . .. Looking at the divine sunset in nature encourages us to produce our own
sunset; to use words, music, and the plastic arts to reproduce, and then to express in
a personal way, the sunset that is G-d’s gift of beauty. Further, the sunset we have
produced, written of, or painted, becomes in itself an object of wonder and
amazement. If it is true that for the believing person a sunset can be inspiring, if the
natural beauty we encounter tells us that we are experiencing G-d’s love and should
reciprocate, then it may also be true that the representation of the beauty in nature
through art grants us entrée into the special experience of G-d’s love, seen through
the prism of human creativity.
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The true talent of a visual artist, when he is
at the peak of his abilities—and especially
one whose talent has been sanctified by the
spirit of G-d—is to be able to see the depths
of existence, both in their physical and
spiritual dimensions. . . .

All these things that are said generally of the
Creator—as we value the wonders of the
creative wisdom altogether, we must find a
model in a wise and whole man devoted to
purposeful creation. The highest and most
blessed of all artists was Bezalel, who
created with the spirit of G-d. He completed
a real picture, which demands a great
wisdom of positioning the physical parts in it,
positioning its lights and shadows, its buds
and flowers, etc., the intention and extreme
attention to detail to reach the essence of
the purity of existence.




TEXT 17B
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The righteous do not care for the material world due
to its limited, constrained, and lowly nature. This
attitude accounts for their unique appreciation for
the world and why they honor it accordingly,
precisely because they see a higher world, a world
that is purer and radiant with the source of all life.
They see a world of ever-increasing beauty, and they
are able to increasingly feel this sensual pleasure and
beauty with a holy, refined expansiveness. This
feeling expands to the extent that their lives are full
of the entire gamut of aesthetics that make life
luxurious. Their spiritual senses are greatly attuned
to conventional aesthetic beauty, to discern the
beauty in something visual, a song, symmetry, social
life, ethics, and every other discipline. They are
doubly attuned, so much so, that they become the
source of all beauty and symmetry in life.

Through the beauty of their souls, the world’s beauty
is enhanced and made ever more radiant. Every artist
in the world is enhanced, refined, and blessed by
their influence. These righteous people live in the
spiritual beauty of the Divine tiferet that includes
everything beautiful in Heaven and earth. This beauty
evolves into all of creation, into the handiwork of
every artist, into the very palpitations of their hearts
and their tendencies. Thereby, the light of the King
G-d is beautified and expanded upon them.




KEY POINTS

1. Much creativity and artistic expression went into the Temple’s construction.

2. We are to use the artistic and creative talents G-d endowed us with for positive and
holy purposes.

3. G-d is the only true existence. Our world, which doesn’t openly recognize His existence,
is considered a “shell” that covers over the truth of existence.

4. Accordingly, there are really only two sides—good and bad. The former is defined by
anything that openly recognizes G-d. By extension, anything that doesn’t is
automatically “bad.”



KEY POINTS

5.

6.

8.

What this means is that while most mundane matters and experiences appear
“neutral,” the way we interact with them is never neutral. It/our experience can be for
holy purposes (in some ways), and anything else is automatically “evil.”

This reality affords us the opportunity to transform much of our mundane life into
something Divine.

Out talents and creative self-expression are neutral vehicles, and it’s up us to use them
in a holy way. Otherwise, they have no value—and quite the opposite.

There are multiple ways this can be achieved, including but not limited to beautifying
religious items and experiences, expanding the mind, and seeing beneath externalities.






