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Melakha and the Mishkan 

 

In this week's parsha, Moshe's instructions to the people juxtapose the melakha, the creative labor,of 

building the Mishkan, the portable tabernacle, with the prohibition of doing melakha on Shabbat. We 

saw a similar juxtaposition in Parshat Terumah, though in the reverse order, creating a chiastic or A-B-

B-A structure. From this juxtaposition our rabbis derived that the various kinds of creative labor that 

went into building the Mishkan are the very same types of creative labor that are prohibited on Shabbat.  

 

The other place in the Torah where the term melakha shows up repeatedly, as it does in the description 

of the Mishkan and in the laws of Shabbat, is in the account of Creation.  The creative brilliance that 

allows us to build a Mishkan, a sacred dwelling place for the divine in this world, is a shadow of the 

brilliance of the Creator, our creativity and intelligence are part of the divine image within us. 

 

We stop exercising that creativity on Shabbat, in imitation of G-d, who rested on the 7
th

 day. But why 

did G-d rest on the seventh day, anyway?  Just to show us how to rest on Shabbat?  That seems circular.  

We rest because G-d rested, and He rested to show us how to rest.  There must be more to it. 

 

Why should that be? Our human creativity has allowed us to do things which are truly miraculous, and 

which resemble in certain respects the creativity of G-d Himself.  He is the One who heals the ill, and 

we have used our human creativity to cure diseases and develop vaccines.  He created all the different 

species, and we use our human creativity to develop new types of crops and new breeds of animals.  He 

created the sea and the dry land, and we use our human ingenuity to make dams that turn valleys into 

lakes, and to use sand to fill in land where there used to be tide pools and marshes.  

 

However, G-d created both light and darkness, good and evil, and we too can use our human creativity 

for evil as well as good. The same human creativity that can invent vaccines can also invent chemical 

and biological weapons. The same human creativity that can be used to make works of art that express 

the beauty of the human condition can also write words that spread hatred and incite violence.  The 

very technologies that allow us to produce enough food to feed billions are also leading to changes to 

our climate that threaten the lives and livelihoods of everyone on earth. 

 

Perhaps G-d rested on Shabbat for the same reason He commands us to rest on Shabbat: because 

creativity is a double-edged sword.   Just as His creative powers could easily destroy the universe He 

Himself created if He didn't exercise restraint, so too, our creative powers, though limited in 

comparison to His infinite power, are still sufficient to destroy the little corner of creation which He has 

placed in our care. 

 

The Torah repeatedly warns us that one who does melakha, creative labor, on Shabbat shall surely die.  

Anyone who continues to try to engineer and manipulate and apply the full power of human creativity 

without ceasing, without learning to cease, without respecting the limits or boundaries, without care for 

the consequences, inevitably ends by bringing destruction upon themselves and others. 

 

We rest on Shabbat in recognition that there is more to life than doing and making, and that ceasing, 

resting and refraining from action at the proper time, are not only as holy as working and making are in 

their proper time, but are also as essential or perhaps even more essential to our very survival. 

 

Shabbat Shalom! 


