Netvort:  Parshas Terumah 5769 – Keeping Balance

By Rabbi Joshua (moderately Known as the Hoffer) Hoffman


Parshas Terumah begins with God telling Moshe to speak to the people and tell them, " Take to me a portion (terumah) from every man whose heart will motivate him you shall take my portion" (Shemos, 25:1). The terumah to be given would, in turn, be used for the construction of the mishkan, the sanctuary which would serve as the seat of God's divine presence in this world. The Midrash (Shemos Rabbah, 33:1), cites, in connection with this verse, a verse in Mishlei, 4:2, ' which says, " I have given you a good teaching ('lekach tov), do not forsake my Torah." Apparently, the midrash  noted the similarity  between the word  used for taking- 'veyikchu,'  in the first verse in our parsha, and the word used for teaching (meaning Torah , as is clear from the end of the verse) in Mishlei- lekach  -and  made the connection. However, it is unclear what the two verses have to do with each other on a thematic level. Rabbi Avraham Binyamin Sofer, known as the Kesav Sofer, explains that while the mishkan had its obvious spiritual benefits for the people, it also had a potential negative aspect, as well. Before the people had the mishkan, they had to be very careful about everything they did, because, if they sinned, they did not have a means of atonement, and were therefore open to divine retribution. Once, however, they had the mishkan, and were able to bring sacrifices to atone for their sins, there was a danger that they would let down their guard, and be more apt to sin. Therefore, the word vayikchu alluded to the Torah, to remind the people that they needed to adhere to the Torah even after they had a mishkan, since the function of the mishkan, as the torah goes on to say, was for God to dwell amongst them, and without observing the mitzvos of the Torah, that would not happen. I would like to suggest a variation of this explanation, taking note of the deeper meaning of the word 'to take' in the context of the mishkan. 


The incomparable teacher of Tanach, Nechama Leibovits, zt'l, once cited, in an informal class, a Midrash which likened the Torah to a bridge with ice on one side and fire on the other. Only through observing the Torah is one able to make his way successfully through these two pitfalls. Nechama explained that it is possible for a person to be too distant from God, acting towards Him in a cold way, like ice, and it is also possible for a person to try to get too close to God, and get singed by the fire. Her example of getting too close was those people who write letters to God and put them in the Western Wall (kosel hama'aravi) in Jerusalem.  Actually, a number of halachic authorities, including Rav Avraham Yitzchak Kook and Rav Yehoshua Leib Diskin, as cited in the siddur Minchas Yerushalayim, maintained that there is a halachic prohibition against placing letters in the cracks of the kos. The reason for this prohibition may because, according to one opinion, it was the outer wall of the Temple, and therefore the space inside the stones may be holy ground, which we may not enter in a state of ritual impurity, which we all share today.  Other authorities, such as Rav Avraham of sokavitch, known as the Avnei Nezer, did not agree with this prohibition. In any case it is interesting to note that Rav Kook himself wrote about the danger of the two extremities in relating to God. He wrote, in his work Oros, that the religion of Islam emphasized our distance from God too much, in an effort to avoid idolatry, while the Christian religion tried to get too close, to the extent that it identified a man with God. The Torah strikes the proper balance in guiding us toward a proper relationship with God, avoiding the pitfalls of extreme distance and extreme closeness. The mishkan, as the seat of God's presence in the world, offered the people an opportunity to come close to him, but also posed the danger of coming too close. The Torah, however, would serve as their guide in keeping the proper balance between the two extremes of ice and fire. Based on this understanding, we can now return to the midrash with which we began.  

The midrash connects, as we noted, the word vayikchu - to take - with the word lekach, which refers to the teaching of the Torah. Many commentators ask why the word 'take; is used, since the people were actually told to give the terumah. Rabbi Shlomo Ganzfried, in his Sefer Aperion, explains that by giving terumah and thereby contributing to the building of the mishkan, the people were actually taking more than they were giving, because the mishkan was the place where they could connect with God. We may add that by connecting with God, they would be able to tap into their own inner essence, as creations of God. The true guide to fostering that connection, however, is the Torah, which, as the midrash in the beginning of Bereishis tells us, was God's blueprint in creating the universe. The mishkan, too, is seen by many as a microcosm of the world. Thus, by following the guidelines of the Torah while experiencing God's closeness through the mishkan, the people would be able to successfully walk the narrow bridge between ice and fire, and properly develop their connection with God in a way that would bring out the unique, inner essence of each of them, as implanted in them by their Creator. 

