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Two outstanding journalists in two of the most prominent newspapers in America reported 

recently on the Orthodox Jewish community. A few weeks ago, on the front page of the Wall 

Street Journal, Lucette Lagnado wrote about the flourishing – if sometimes extravagant – 

Kiddush scene at a number of Modern Orthodox shuls. And just yesterday, David Brooks wrote 

about his experience going shopping with our former William Fischman Rabbinic Intern, Rabbi 

Meir Soloveichik, at Pomegranate – Brooklyn’s kosher equivalent to Whole Foods.  

 

While I didn’t find either of the pieces particularly compelling, what struck me was their 

common vantage point. Both writers observed our community through the window of 

consumerism: Lagnado commenting on the food and spirits we eat and drink; Brooks on the 

grocery stores in which we shop. 

 

Our Parshiot this morning – and really the whole second half of Sefer Shmot – give us a different 

kind of window into our community. And it would be difficult to imagine a starker contrast. 

 

The men and women responsible for the construction of the Mishkan were not consumers at all, 

but rather contributors. They were known not for their indulgence, but for their industriousness.  

 

And it’s the captain of this grand enterprise who warrants a moment of our attention. 

 

You’ll notice that no fewer than three times the Torah goes out of its way to identify the 

Mishkan’s chief engineer not just as בצלאל, but as בצלאל בן אורי בן חור. Now the standard 

convention in the Torah is to identify someone by their name and the name of their father: 

 

 נחשון בן אמינדב
 כלב בן יפונה
 יהושע בן נון
 

Why the change in the case of בצלאל?  

 

What I’d like to suggest is that whenever the Torah takes us back one more generation, it’s 

because that additional background helps us understand something more about the character or 

the context. Think of a couple notable examples.  

 

• When we meet Pinchas, he’s פנחס בן אלעזר בן אהרן הכהן. Pinchas is not just the son of 

Elazar, but the grandson of Aharon. Recognizing him as one descended from the man 

who epitomized peace, we’re privy to another dimension of the ברית שלום – of the 

covenant of peace – he receives for his act of zealotry. 

• This of Korach. קרח בן יצהר בן קהת. Korach is not just the son of Yitzhar, but the grandson 

of Kehat. This puts the family dynamic in perspective. It reminds us that Korach, a first 
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cousin to Moshe and Aharon, believed that his seniority should have entitled him to the 

high priesthood. The rebellion that ensues makes eminently more sense.  

 

So what is it about Betzalel’s grandfather that helps us understand the Mishkan’s chief designer? 

 

Who is Chur? 

 

Chur is Miriam’s son. It’s clear from the pesukim that he was among the leaders of the Jewish 

people. When Moshe prayed for salvation in the battle against Amalek, it was Aharon and Chur 

who supported him.  

  שמות פרק יז 

 ְוַאֲהרֹן ְוחּור ָּתְמכּו ְביָָדיו ִמּזֶה ֶאָחד ּוִמּזֶה ֶאָחד 

  

And when Moshe ascended Har Sinai to receive the luchos, it was once again Aharon and Chur 

who were left in charge of the people.  

  שמות פרק כד 

  (יג) ַוּיָָקם מֶֹׁשה ִויהֹוֻׁשַע ְמָׁשְרתֹו ַוּיַַעל מֶֹׁשה ֶאל ַהר ָהֱא"ִהים:

  ְּדָבִרים יִַּגׁש ֲאֵלֶהם:(יד) ְוֶאל ַהּזְֵקנִים ָאַמר ְׁשבּו ָלנּו ָבזֶה ַעד ֲאֶׁשר נָׁשּוב ֲאֵליֶכם ְוִהּנֵה ַאֲהרֹן ְוחּור ִעָּמֶכם ִמי ַבַעל 

  

Moshe goes up the mountain. Yehoshua goes part of the way. And Moshe tells the elders: If 

anything comes up, take the matter to Aharon and Chur. Until I return, the Jewish people are in 

their able hands. 

 

But then something happens. Chur vanishes. He never appears in the Torah again.  

 

So the Gemara fills in the lacuna. When the Jewish people suspected that Moshe would not 

return, Chur attempted to dissuade them from creating a golden calf. They would have none of it 

and killed him then and there.  

 

At the sin of the עגל הזהב, the Jewish people took one our most cherished values and perverted it. 

They all gave freely of their jewels and jewelry. It was צדקה en masse. The trouble was, their 

generosity was entirely self-serving. Searching for an icon to fill the void of an absent leader, 

they gave as much as necessary to fill that void. The sense of a greater good was wholly absent. 

 

Now, just a few weeks later, Chur’s grandson emerges to champion the argument of his forebear 

and right the wrongs that led ultimately to Chur’s demise. For Betzalel becomes the great 

synthesizer – collecting the gifts of the all those moved to contribute and setting them into the 

service of Hashem and the Jewish people. 

 

The Torah wants us to know that while the builder of the Mishkan may have looked toward a 

divine blueprint for practical guidance, he looked toward the legacy of his grandfather for 

spiritual inspiration. He attached to the faith of his ancestor and used his craft to rewrite a chapter 

gone wrong.  

 

At the end of the day, the Mishkan encapsulates all of our core values: Torah, Tefillah and 

Chesed. The entire Tabernacle is built on the ethic of generosity and held together by 
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commitment and solidarity. Its whole purpose is to house the לוחות העדות – to provide a home for 

Torah and its transmission. And of course it provides a venue for Jewish worship. 

 

But even more profoundly, it is the great icon of the Mesorah. While one generation passes on in 

the wilderness and another arises to take its place, it’s the Mishkan – the home of our eternal 

Torah – that remains constant. Both literally and figuratively, it was responsible for transporting 

the Torah – preserving it while at the same time making it accessible to every member of the 

Jewish people.  

 

In fact, wondering where the Jewish people would have found acacia wood, not indigenous to 

the Sinai desert, the Midrash suggests that that the wood came from trees which Yaakov had 

instructed his children to plant in Egypt generations earlier. Not just its spiritual identity, but the 

very substance of the Mishkan itself bespoke the language of our ancestral tradition.  

 

How fitting, then, that its builder belonged to the Masoretic guild. Betzalel was committed not 

only to the project at hand, but also to the perpetuation of the memories and values of those who 

came before him. 

 

We’re so pleased this morning to be hosting the Sitruk family and to be celebrating Eli’s bar 

mitzvah. Like the Mishkan’s, part of The Jewish Center’s ongoing mission has been to serve as a 

sanctuary for Jews from all kinds of backgrounds. It’s a delight for our congregation to learn 

more about the Sefardic tradition, a mesorah that your community has so faithfully preserved for 

so many centuries.  

 

Eli – if you’ll permit me to use a little Yiddish, you davened and lained so beautifully this 

morning. 

 

On beholding the completed Mishkan, Moshe blessed the Jewish people. And today I offer you 

his bracha: 

 יהי רצון שתשרה שכינה במעשה ידיך.
May Hashem dwell with you in all that you accomplish and may you become a purveyor of your 

exquisite Mesorah to the next generation. 

 

Irrespective of what we may read in the papers, we know intuitively that the measure of our 

community is found neither in the foods we eat at Kiddush nor in the supermarkets in which we 

shop. It’s not about the spirits we imbibe, but about the spirit with which we act. 

 

The book of Shmos ends with the words: 

  שמות פרק מ 

   (לח) ִּכי ֲענַן יְקָֹוק ַעל ַהִּמְׁשָּכן יֹוָמם ְוֵאׁש ִּתְהיֶה ַליְָלה ּבֹו ְלֵעינֵי ָכל ֵּבית יְִׂשָרֵאל ְּבָכל ַמְסֵעיֶהם:

The sense of the divine was ever-present before the eyes of the people.  

 

It’s our eternal task to disregard artifice and keep our eyes trained on what matters most. To the 

extent that we remain loyal to the values of those who came before us – to the extent our 

generosity serves a purpose that transcends our own needs – is the extent to which we can be said 

to have built something that endures forever. 


