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There is no way to keep religion away from politics and
psychology. G-d is willHe-nilHe involved in human affairs,
because every human being who has or claims a relationship
with Him affects other human beings. Moreover, we all have
expectations of Him, and our sense of self and our position in
society are profoundly affected by His choices to fulfill or
frustrate those expectations.

Rashi and rabbinic interpretations generally construct a
natrative of the Mishkan’s construction which is all about
managing those expectations.

The Jewish people expect G-d to respond to their
overwhelming response to His appeal by sending a perceptible
or even tangible expression of His presence. They cheerfully
watch their volunteer artisans and engineers make the
components, expecting that as soon as the parts are done, the
whole will miraculously erect itself, as Rashi himself later
expects the Third Temple to descend flaming from Heaven.
But the parts just lie there.

So they go to the craftsmen, and tell them angrily: “What
are you waiting fore! Build it, and He will come!” Truth be told,
the craftsmen might prefer it this way. So they cheerfully set up
their blocks and tackles and go about putting up the walls —
which promptly fall right back down. And again, and again.

The craftsmen cannot bear the possibility that their work is
inadequate. So they don’t abandon the structure; they admit
defeat and bring it, still in kit form, to Mosheh (Shemot 39:33).
But the people have no such personal investment, and there is
much grumbling as they trail behind. Here is the Midrash
Tanchuma’s retelling:
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When they finished the work of the Mishkan — they were anticipating:
When will the Presence come and inbhabit it?

Everyone was suffering because the Presence had not come to inhabit it.
What did they do? They went to “the wise of heart” (craftsmen). They said
to them:

Why are you just sitting there?! Go erect the Mishkan and the Presence
will dwell among us!?

They tried to erect it; but they did not know how;
when they thought they had it erected — it wonld fall.
Immediately they went to Betzalel and Oholiav (the architect and designer).
They said to them:

You come and erect the Mishkan that you have made! Perbaps it will be
fit to stand via your hands!

Immediately (Betzalel and Oboliav) tried to erect it, but they were unable.
So (the people) began complaining:

Look what the Son of Amram bas done to us!

He spent all onr money on this Mishkan,
and put us to all this bother,
saying to us that the Holy Blessed One wonld descend from Above and
dwell in goatskin curtains!

Why does the Mishkan keep falling down? Not because of
any flaw in His design, or their skill. Rather, because Mosheh
was frustrated that he had no tangible part in the work, so G-d
ensured that the final stage would be his, with more than a
symbolic ribbon-cutting.
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Why were they unable to erect it?
Because Mosheh was distressed that he had not participated with them in
the work of the Mishkan
because the materials were contributed by the Jewish people
and the labor was done by Betzal'el and Oholiav and the wise of heart.
Becanse Mosheh was distressed, G-d hid the method from them and they
were unable to erect it.



Yet the task that G-d leaves Mosheh is beyond his, or for
that matter any single human being’s, physical capacities (unless
Mosheh was a giant, which some midrashim suggest). So G-d
tells him to playact, to pretend as if he is lifting the components
— “Do something with your hands and make it appear as if you
were erecting it” — while He miraculously causes the Mishkan
to erect, but assures him that the plaque will still have his name
on it. Thus in Shemot 40:17 “the Mishkan was erected,”
whereas in 40:18 “Mosheh erected the Mishkan.”

Now the Mishkan is standing. Mosheh, and only Mosheh
knows that the Divine presence is there. The people expect that
G-d’s Presence will make itself known, but nothing at all
happens, at least so far as they can tell. Mosheh goes through
the seven day inauguration ritual, taking the Mishkan apart and
reconstructing it each day — and each day, nothing new
happens. Why?

Mosheh realizes: G-d was concerned for My frustration, but
I should be thinking about Aharon — how would he feel if he
had no part in this? So Mosheh tells the people (Rashi Vayikra
9:23):
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becanse it is throngh his sacrifices and service that the Presence will dwell
among you
and you will know that the Ommnipresent chose him

Aharon now goes to perform His service. Like the people,
he expects — everyone has been told this, by Mosheh! that his
service will be efficacious, and G-d’s Presence will descend as
he concludes the final ritual. But nothing happens. So it’s his
turn to complain:

RIU™ N1DW AT KT '7'aw DImin Y 0YdW IR VI
NN NWUN "7 nWY D
7RY'7 N1DY DT K71 'MYHANITN0DIY
omnNY 1IYpal My nwn 0121 TN
Y7 MDY AT
JTVIN 70K 7R DNRE YN X' INND DY
I know that the Omnipresent is angry with me.
It is because of me that the Presence has not descended to Israel.
My brother Mosheh did this to me!
1 entered the Mishkan, and I was shamed, and the Divine Presence did
not descend to the Jews.
Immediately Mosheh entered with him, and they prayed,
and the Divine Presence descended to the Jews

Thus Scripture says: “Mosheh and Abaron came to Obel Moed.”

At long last, “a fire came out from Heaven, and consumed
on the altar” (Vayikra 10:2). The people experience the giddy
mixture of joy and terror they have been awaiting; Betzalel’s
craftsmanship and Aharon’s Priesthood are confirmed; Mosheh
is involved at every step of the process. Everything is
hunky-dory at last.

But we have come a long way from Mosheh’s first
experience with Divine fire, which consumed nothing.

In Vayikra 9:22, Aharon descends “from making” the
sactifices. The straightforward reading is that he descends
physically from the altar. One mussar step straight down: He
descends from the spiritual high of the sactifice: One spiral
Chassidic step further: He descends spiritually as a result of
making the sacrifices.

In Chassidic literature, Aharon’s descent is the inevitable
consequence of his effort to bring the people up. Perhaps
Chazal had the same reading, but interpreted it differently.
Aharon’s sacrifice was only necessaty because Mosheh realized
he was frustrated. Otherwise, the Divine fire would have
descended before there was anything on the altar to consume.

Satisfying Aharon’s expectations has tragic consequences.
Because Aharon’s sons also had expectations — after all, they
were given uniforms! But they feel that it is He a late for
complaints — fire has already descended from Heaven, and no
one else feels that anything is still lacking. So they try to involve
themselves, and another fire comes down from Heaven, and
consumes them.

Perhaps Mosheh’s experience of pure innocence was
possible only when he was a shepherd in the Wilderness, when
there was only one man, who came with no expectations, only a
sense of wonder. In society, G-d is always a “consuming fire”
(Devarim 4:24).

Wonder also requires expectations: what attracts Mosheh is
that the shrub is not being burnt up even though he is
expecting the fire to consume it. (This is parallel to T.S.
Eliot’s argument that creativity can only take place in the
context of tradition.) What Mosheh lacks is expectations for
himself. It does not occur to him that private access to G-d
can be a source of power. He has been there, done that, and
has no interest in unretiring. This is why Mosheh is the right
person for the job.

We sometimes wish that all our religious leaders were
Mosheh Rabbeinu the shepherd, learning Torah with pure
spititual wonder and no thought for themselves. There is good
reason for that; human ambition makes G-‘d’s fire consuming,
and fire spreads. Many leaders are not self-aware enough to
empathize with the ambitions of others, let alone to deliberately
make room for those ambitions to be satisfied. People with
enormous Torah talents end up consumed by their own
ambitions, like Nadav and Avihu.

But to get Mosheh to take the job of redeeming us from
Egypt, G-d has to rekindle his ambitions. Religion needs the
yetzet hora of ambition, as it needs every other human drive.
Otherwise Torah becomes disconnected from society, and
thereby from justice.

This Dyar Torab was originally published in 2079.
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