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I.

The relationship between Shabbat and Mishkan is a dialectical one.  On the one hand, not only
is construction of the Mishkan categorically prohibited on Shabbat, but the thirty nine paradigmatic
creative acts, avot melakhot, that were essential in the construction of the Mishkan, define the basic
categories of Shabbat transgression.  On the other hand, once the Mikdash is operational, a certain set
of korbanot, whose time is �xed, such as the temidin and musa�n, are o�ered on Shabbat, even though
numerous acts which would otherwise constitute violations of Shabbat are entailed.

In a broader sense, the relationship between Shabbat and Mishkan evokes a certain duality
within Avodat Hashem more generally.  The construction of the Mishkan, as is re�ected by dozens of
references to talented, inspired individuals throughout the second half of Sefer Shemot, is, in many
senses, an opportunity for individuals to bring their unique, personal talents to a spiritual endeavor.
This motif is accentuated by the fact that the major collection for the Mishkan, presented both in the
opening of our sedra, as well as previously in Terumah, was subject to personal discretion: one could
bring gold, silver, copper, wood, wool, or �ne stones.  Personal discretion and initiative are of the
essence in Mishkan.

Shabbat, on the other hand, draws on an opposite motif: communal cohesion and abstinence
from manifestations of personal creativity in national testimony to creation of the world.  Of course,
the obligations of Shabbat relate to each individual within the community, both as it concerns the
a�rmative obligations and prohibitions.

And yet, inescapably, the sense that Shabbat is a communal observance emerges from the
sources of halakha: as a case in point, while the one who violates Shabbat brazenly/publicly is
considered to be in violation of the entire Torah, mumar l’khol ha’Torah kulah, the one who does so
privately is not.  Similarly, it is no accident that the �rst restriction presented by the Torah is not even a
melacha, but rather, the violation of techum Shabbat, of absconding from the community.  While the
Rishonim di�ered on the severity of this violation, with Rashi maintaining its rabbinic nature, and



Rambam asserting its Torah origin, the fact that this is the very �rst violation of Shabbat presented in
the Torah is symptomatic of the highly communal orientation of the day.

II.

In this light, we can appreciate the collectivist language which characterizes the opening verses
of VaYakhel.  While the name of the parsha itself implies collectivization, the further usage of et kol
adat Bnei Yisrael underscores the extent to which the opening salvo of our parshah, a reminder that
building the mishkan cannot supercede Shabbat, is a manifestation of a deep and profound truth in
our collective service of Hashem.

If indeed the building of the Mishkan re�ects an opportunity for the individual to showcase
and manifest personal talents in Avodat Hashem, it must be said that this cannot come at the expense
of the communal cohesion re�ected by observance of Shabbat.  Even the most talented individual, who
can and must contribute all that he has to o�er to Divine service, cannot become so enamored of his
talents that he sees himself as above or independent of the community, outside of the Shabbat
framework.  He, too, under all circumstances, must draw back on Shabbat, and fold himself into the
community, to bear testimony to the fact that the ultimate creator abides in the celestial realm.

Perhaps this understanding of the opening sequence of the parshah can be used to address a
conundrum which preoccupied Chazal.  After the Torah relates, in the second pasuk in the sedra, that
all forms of melacha are prohibited, why then does the Torah single out the act of creating �re?

One view recorded in the Talmud is that the particular reference to �re is prima facie evidence
that creating �re is only a transgression of Shabbat, and not a full �edged melacha that would trigger
capital punishment, havarah l’lav yatzat.  Alternatively, perhaps the speci�c reference to creating �re
indicates that each melacha on Shabbat, even if committed within the same halakhic timeframe, is
subject to its own individual infraction and punishment, havarah l’chalek yatzat.  Yet another
alternative is proposed by Ramban on the basis of Mekhilta, in which he notes that �re relates
primarily to the melachot involving preparation of food, which one might have imagined were
permissible on Shabbat, as they are indeed licit on Yom Tov.

And yet, it seems to me that there is another possibility.  Chazal teach us that the �rst creative
act in which Adam engaged, notably immediately following the conclusion of Shabbat, was the
kindling of �re.  In this respect, havarah is the paradigmatic, archetypal act of human creativity.
Perhaps the Torah, in singling out havarah from all other melakhot, was highlighting precisely why



melakha, categorically, is prohibited on Shabbat.  The essence of the sanctity of the day involves an act
of human submission and contraction, to withdraw into the communal fold and bear witness to the
creative powers of the Master of the Universe.

III.

There is perhaps an additional dimension of the Shabbat-Mishkan dialectic which comprises
the opening section of our parshah.  After Moshe transitions from Shabbat to the Mishkan, the Torah
concludes the section by stating that the Jewish people left Moshe’s presence.  Yet, in this context, the
precise formulation of the Torah is striking: va’yetzu kol adat Bnei Yisrael m’lifnei Moshe.

The reiteration of the term kol adat Bnei Yisrael, which appeared at the outset of the parshah
in the context of Shabbat, is noteworthy precisely because it appears at the conclusion of a section
which is directed towards Mishkan, where one would not expect to �nd such collective language.

It seems that the framing of Mishkan within the context of Shabbat may have had an
additional e�ect.  While there can be little doubt that Mishkan was an opportunity for all individuals
to give both of their talents and their materials in service of Hashem, it is important to note that the
endeavor, on the whole, was also a national-communal enterprise.  Each individual should realize that
his or her personal contribution was signi�cant, in large measure, as it would enable the construction
of national edi�ce which would serve as a repository for the Divine presence itself.

This consciousness, of the national dimension of this endeavor, is ampli�ed by Ramban’s
position that each artisan, even if they were only engaged in a speci�c and narrow element of the
Mishkan’s construction, were obliged to be aware of how their element contributed to the enterprise as
a whole.  In this regard, they were obliged to cultivate a holistic understanding of the Mishkan, and
even more signi�cantly, a consciousness of the extent to which their contribution, however vital, was
but a piece of a larger, national enterprise.

This “Shabbat” consciousness, this mode of awareness of service of Hashem as a member of
the community, was meant not only to countervail the individualistic motifs of Mishkan every seven
days, but, perhaps, to spill over into the construction of the Mishkan on a daily basis.  Hence, as the
Torah records, speci�cally after being reminded of Shabbat, and then of the Mishkan enterprise, the
Jewish people left Moshe’s presence not as individuals, but as an edah, a cohesive collective.

IV.



As stated in a celebrated passage in Avot D’Rebbe Natan, much as were commanded regarding
the Shabbat, we were commanded regarding Melacha.  The halakhic worldview has embraced two
modes of Divine service: the mode of melakha, of personal creativity, which reaches its apotheosis in
the Mishkan framework, even if a consciousness of the collective nature of the enterprise remains a
desideratum, as well as the mode of Shabbat, of personal retreat into the communal framework to bear
silent, though hardly passive, witness to the creativity of the Almighty.

A holistic approach to Avodat Hashem, as captured by the Avot D’Rebbe Natan, compels us
to cultivate both modes simultaneously.  On the one hand, each individual has not only the permission
structure, a matir, but, more importantly, a responsibility to identify, cultivate, and ultimately direct
personal talents towards service of Hashem.  On the other hand, each individual must recognize that
he is part of a covenantal community, and within that consciousness, called upon to serve the Almighty
from within that collective framework.


