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Ready for Readiness 

Pekudei 2008 

 

Last week, history was made as a global seed vault opened in 

the Norwegian city of Svalbard. The idea of the vault – which 

houses millions upon millions of seeds – is to preserve samples of 

the world's crops, guarding against the loss of the planet's 

biodiversity. If ever our planet suffered some kind of unimaginable 

catastrophe, the world’s survivors would be able to re-establish 

agriculture with these frozen seeds.   

 

A moment ago, we closed ספר שמות. The Book of Exodus is 

officially at an end – and already this afternoon, we will begin  ספר

 And it behooves us – if only for a moment – to look back on .ויקרא

  .שמות

If you had to identify the themes of any of the other four 

books in the Torah, I think it would be a relatively straightforward 

exercise. Bereishis is the book of creation – creation of the world 

and creation of the family that would found our nation. Vayikra is 

all about the kohanim and their duties. Bamidbar treats of the 

nation’s travails in the wilderness. And sefer Devarim – also 

known as Mishne Torah – is a kind of summation. 

But what’s the theme of Sefer Shmos? It seems to defy any 

attempt to encapsulate it within a single motif. Perhaps you’ll 

answer that it’s the story of slavery and redemption. But there’s a 

problem. Because there’s a whole second half of the book – which 

we’ve been reading about for the last five weeks – and this second 

half has very little to do with the story of the exodus. It’s almost 

entirely devoted to the narrative of the mishkan – the design and 

construction of the Tabernacle.  

So the question is: What’s the connection between these two 

halves? What’s the connection between the story of Egypt and the 

building of the mishkan? What’s the theme of the book? 
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 As it turns out, there is a kind of interpretive shortcut that 

reveals the answer. If you take a look – not at the whole content of 

the 40 chapters that make us this part of the chumash – but just at 

the first and last pesukim, an answer begins to emerge. 

 

 Go back to the beginning. How does Shemos begin? 

  שמות פרק א פסוק א 
 ואלה שמות בני ישראל הבאים מצרימה את יעקב איש וביתו באו: 

These are the names of the Children of Israel who were coming to 

Egypt;  

Notice that the Torah doesn’t simply say they came; the people – 

Habaim - were coming. It’s about the movement of these 70 souls. 

 

Now look at the final verse in the book – the verse we just read:  

  שמות פרק מ פסוק לח 

כי ענן יקוק על המשכן יומם ואש תהיה לילה בו לעיני כל בית ישראל בכל 

 מסעיהם: 

The cloud of Hashem would be on the Tabernacle by day, and fire 

would be on it at night, before the eyes of Bnei Yisroel throughout 

all of their travels. 

 בכל מסעיהם

Again – it’s about movement. It’s about a trip – a journey.  

  

There are two separate halves of this book – it’s the story of 

the exodus and the story of the mishkan. But the common 

denominator is motion – the movement of the Jewish people – first 

into and out of Egypt – and then their movement guided by the 

Mishkan in the wilderness.  

 And implicit in this theme is the message that motion and 

movement are values. We’re not a stationery, stagnant people. 

We’re always on the go. We’re always pressing forward. 

 I think for us Manhattanites, it’s a message that resonates. 

We take a kind of pride in the pace and tempo of the City.  
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 But there’s a danger in constantly being on the move. It’s 

difficult to feel grounded. When we’re always running hither and 

thither, it’s hard to appreciate the present – to live in the moment. 

 

 And I think Sefer Shmos is very sensitive to this tension. To 

say that this is a book about movement and constant motion is 

really a little imprecise. What I would rather suggest is that the 

idea is actually a little more specific. The goal is not motion qua 

motion. It’s rather the readiness to move – the readiness to spring 

into action at a moment’s notice.  

 

 And I think this message is captured in our first 

commandment as a nation. Today is of course Rosh Chodesh and 

we often think of החודש הזה לכם as the first mitzvah. But in point of 

fact – the first mitzvah we observed – the first mitzvah that we 

actually performed – was Korban Pesach. And in the process of 

commanding this precedent-setting mitzvah, the Torah actually 

reveals the underlying theme of the entire book.  

 How did they do it? What was the setting for the performance 

of this groundbreaking mitzvah? How were the Jewish people 

supposed to eat the paschal lamb?  

 

  שמות פרק יב 
(יא) וככה תאכלו אתו מתניכם חגרים נעליכם ברגליכם ומקלכם בידכם ואכלתם 

  אתו בחפזון פסח הוא ליקוק:

 

This is how to eat it: With girded loins, with shoes on your feet and 

with your staff in hand.  

 

“Be ready to go!” the Torah says. At a moment’s notice, you have 

to be prepared to spring into action.   

  

More than the movement, it’s the readiness to move that 

characterizes the entire book of Exodus. After hundreds of years in 
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Egypt, in a flash – the Jewish people ready themselves for the 

redemption.   

 

And the very point of the Mishkan is portability. Like the 

people, it’s ready to go. There is even a halacha that the polls of 

the Ark could not be removed lest their absence delay the 

movement of the Aron. They had to remain permanently attached 

to the ark so it could be carried as soon as the camp began to move.  

 

For anyone who is or has had the experience of being a 

parent to an infant, you know this feeling well. You go to sleep – 

but it’s a qualitatively different kind of sleep. You’re always 

within earshot of the baby. What if she needs you? What if she’s in 

distress? In a flash, you are ready to act and ready to react. You’re 

always on call. 

 

As we move from Shemos to Vayikra – as Adar begins and 

as we usher in the spring – we’re reminded to place ourselves at 

the ready – ready to perform mitzvos; ready to engage the Torah; 

ready to carry out acts of chesed.  

  

But there is no one who better typifies this ethic of readiness 

than the volunteers of West Side Hatzoloh. As you know – the 

members of Hatzolah are always at the ready. Always on call. It’s 

comforting to know that our friends in Norway are prepared in the 

event of global catastrophe. But we take pride and find our comfort 

in knowing that Hatzolah volunteers are at the ready – right now. 

Today. And everyday. In Israel, they were on the scene to help the 

victims of Thursday’s tragic shooting. And right here on the West 

Side, they’re only moments away whenever we need them.  

 

Every year at this time, The Jewish Center holds an open 

appeal on behalf of Hatzolah – an organization that provides an 

invaluable service to our community. Every day and every night 
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they stand ready to help us. Today – as Hatzolah turns to us – I ask 

that we show the same zeal and the same commitment.  

 

 It’s my pleasure at this time to ask our very own Eddie 

Lowenthal to share a few words.  
 

 


