Netvort: Parshas Vayakheil-Pekudei, 5769  You Have It In You
By Rabbi Joshua (inherently known as The Hoffer) Hoffman

In honor of my uncle, Dr. Heiner Hoffman, whose 90th birthday occurs this Friday, the 20th of March. May God grant him many more years in happiness and good health

In Parshas Vayakheil, Moshe commands the people to gather together all of the materials that will be needed for the construction of the Mishkan (Tabernacle), and for every 'chacham lev,' or wise-hearted person, among them to come forth and engage in producing the articles needed in the construction.  After all of this is done, Moshe then tells the people, "see that God has proclaimed by name Betzalel the son of Uri the son of Chur, of the Tribe of Yehudah: he filled him with Godly spirit, with wisdom, with understanding and with knowledge, and with every craft, to make artistic designs, ... to do every artistic craft... He gave him the ability to teach...to do all the work for the labor of the Sanctuary,” (Shemos, 35:30-36:1). The Midrash, as cited in the commentary Da'as Zekenim to these verses, notes that God chose Betzalel for this work of overseeing the construction of the Mishkan because Betzalel was the grandson of Chur, who sacrificed his life in trying to stop the worship of the eigel (golden calf), and the mishkan served as atonement for that sin. Rabbi Leibovitz, zt'l, in his Chidushei Halev, asks why Chur's murder by the people would be a reason to choose his grandson as the overseer of the means for atonement for the sin that generated that murder. On the contrary, one would think that, of all people, Betzalel would be the most unlikely candidate for the job, because he very likely bore some resentment against the people for what they did. Rabbi Leibovitz answers that it was precisely because of such sentiment s that Betzalel was chosen, so that he would overcome his natural inclinations in approaching the work of the Mishkan, and carry it out with complete sincerity and dedication to God. I would like to offer another explanation, based on other Midrashim and the commentary of Rav Meir Simcha of Dvinsk, as well as the Ramban.

Rav Meir Simcha, in his commentary Meshach Chochmah to Parshas Vayakheil cites a Midrash which traces the mesirus nefesh, or self-sacrifice, of Chur back to his ancestor Nachshon, who came from the tribe of Yehudah, and who was the first to cast himself into the sea when the Egyptians were pursuing the nation after they were redeemed from slavery. This act of self-sacrifice, notes the Meshach Chochmah, was done spontaneously, without any deep, lengthy philosophizing, and reflected a total commitment to God. Chur's act, as well, was of this nature. This approach to self-sacrifice, says the Meshach Chochmah, is elucidated by Rabbi Yosef Ya'avetz, who was exiled from Spain in 1492, in his classic work Orach Chaim. He writes there that many Jews in Spain gave in to the pressure of converting rather than submit to self-sacrifice, while this was not the case during the Crusades centuries before in Ashkenazic countries. The reason for this contrasts, he wrote, was that many Spanish Jews based their service of God on their philosophic speculations, while Ashkenazi Jewry did not indulge in such exercises. Whatever one may think of this assessment on a historical level, Rav Meir Simcha's point is that God granted Betzalel the special wisdom that was needed for the construction of the Mishkan because his ancestors demonstrated their total commitment to God, which served as an assurance that they would use their wisdom in the proper way.  Although the Meshech Chocmah and the Ramban in Parshas Ki Sisa writes that this wisdom had to be a divine gift, because it was not possible for one person, who came from a nation that had served as slaves for so many years, to be proficient in so many branches of wisdom and craftsmanship in which none of them had been involved for all those years someone had to be given that wisdom as a divine gift. Betzalel, says the Meshech Chochmah, was chosen to receive that gift because he came from an ancestry that consistently exhibited total commitment to God, and thus would use the wisdom in His name. 

The Ramban further cites a Midrash which says that God showed Moshe the book of Adam Harishon - primeval man, in which was listed each generation and its leader, from Adam until the end of days. In that book, Betzalel is listed as the one who would be given the wisdom to build the Mishkan.  Interestingly, that Midrash also says that God showed this book to Adam. However, in describing how the book was shown to Adam, the Midrash says that God showed him each generation and its tzadikim, or righteous people, and lists Betzalel among these tzadikim. If we take these two statements of the Midrash together, it would appear that there is an equation between wisdom and righteousness.  Apparently, for wisdom to be considered as true wisdom, its carrier must be a righteous person. Betzalel, coming from the righteous ancestry of Chur and Yehudah, was therefore the fitting person to receive this gift of wisdom that was necessary in his generation. The Midrash adds that Chur was the son of Miriam, who, according to the Midrash in Parshas Shemos, cited by Rashi there, was one of the two midwives who feared God and did not carry out Pharaoh's murderous orders against the Jewish babies. As a reward, here descendant, Betzalel, was filled with divine wisdom. Miriam's defiance of Pharaoh's orders, too, can be seen as an act of self-sacrifice, and, thus, we see, again, how total commitment to God leads to the granting of wisdom, because a person with that level of commitment will use his wisdom in the correct manner. 


Based on these Midrashim, and Rav Meir Simcha and Ramban's explanation of them, we can suggest another answer to Rabbi Leibovitz's question. Rabbi Leibovitz mentions that the people who did the work of the Mishkan were not schooled in that work, but they still offered their services, trusting that God would help them accomplish their task.  I believe that it was Betzalel who served as their teacher in this regard. Betzalel's spirit of total commitment to God, which he inherited from his ancestors, enabled him to receive the wisdom he needed to accomplish his task of overseeing the construction of the Mishkan. He taught the people that when they give themselves over whole-heartedly to the performance of a mitzvah, God will give them the means to carry it out. On a deeper level, perhaps, we can suggest that the message was that, in reality, a person already has the ability within him, and he simply needs to be encouraged to bring it out. This may be the message of the Midrash cited by the Ramban, which, as we have seen, tells us that Betzalel was already chosen from the time of creation to serve as the overseer of the work of the Mishkan. The Rambam, in his commentary to Avos, as well as in his Guide for the Perplexed, explains that when Chazal say that ten miracles that would occur in the future were prepared during the six days of creation, they mean to say that these miraculous occurrences, such as the splitting of the sea, were inherent in the nature of these items. In a similar way, then, we can suggest that the wisdom granted by God to Betzalel was, from the time of creation, inherent in his nature, and it was his total commitment to God, as passed on to him through his ancestors, that enabled him to bring it into action. Betzalel in turn inspired his assistants to act out of a similar commitment, and thereby be able to accomplish their tasks, as well. 
