Let us distinguish between metaphors and symbols, as follows:

The metaphor (or simile) has only one meaning, already known to its formulator, and constitutes an
attempt to convey that knowledge to someone else. Any divergence between what the author intends
and the reader derives is a failure of communication. The metaphor has no intrinsic significance; it is not
a source of meaning. Metaphors are nonetheless useful and powerful in that they enable us to
efficiently and accurately convey experiences and ideas through analogy that cannot, or at least that we
the authors cannot, be directly or concisely described. Thus to say that Julius Erving played basketball as
if it were ballet, or (lehavdil). that the multiple panzer thrusts of Rabbeinu Tam’s intellect shattered the
old simplistic interpretations of the Talmud®, rapidly and vividly brings the impact of their respective
talents to life for readers.

Symbols, on the other hand, may have infinitely many meanings, most of which are left by the author
for the reader to discover. A symbol is itself the known truth, whose implication for experience and
intellect need to be discovered, and perhaps disputed. Thus for example perhaps the American flag, or
lehavdil the (not quite) Burning Bush.

A nafka mina (practical difference) of relating to something as symbol rather than metaphor is that the
interpretation of symbols calls for us to find analogies in our own experience, and legitimates the
discovery of new meanings without prejudicing the legitimacy of older interpretations.

The construction of the Tabernacle and its accoutrements were symbolic actions, and it would be a
mistake to reduce them to metaphor, except, perhaps, in the sense that the Tabernacle is clearly a
literal microcosm — a metaphor for everything — a universal metaphor - can be as capacious of meaning
as the universe itself. At the same time, rigorous accuracy in terms of the phenomenon of the symbol is
a prerequisite for interpretation — understanding the flag on the assumption that is has 15 rather than
13 stripes, or the Bush on the assumption that it referred to an ex-President, would be wholly
illegitimate.

Nechamah Leibowitz zt”I's Parshat Terumah sheet for 5722 draws attention to a detail of the Torah’s
account of the construction of the Tabernacle’s construction. The verb used to command the
construction varies between n'wyi, first person singular, and 1wyi, third person plural. She cites two
different treatments of one subset of those cases, that while the Shulchan, Menorah, and the subunits
of the Aron are in first person singular, the Ark itself is in third person plural.

The first, Midrash Tanchuma (attached), states that “therefore The Holy Blessed One commanded to all
Israel to construct it, so that no one of them would have the capacity to open his mouth toward his
fellow and say “I donated heavily to the Ark, therefore | learn a lot, and | have a greater share in it than
you, whereas you donated almost nothing, and therefore you have no share in Torah”. This is followed
by a series of metaphors drawing the moral that Torah is open to all, and culminates with Rabbi Shimon
bar Yochai stating that the three ornamental edges — on the Aron, the Kaporet, and the Shulchan —
represent the Three Crowns of Rulership, Priesthood, and Torah, and whereas David took the first, and
Aharon the second, the Crown of Torah is highest of all and still open to all.

A similar point is made elsewhere, and cited by Rashi, about the three terumot mentioned in the
opening two verse of the Parashah, with two identified as defined contributions and one undefined.
The undefined one is for the overall construction of the Mishkan, which, we should note, is also
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commanded in the third person plural — wTn 7 wyi. And yet this interpretation points up an apparent
gap in the Tanchuma — everyone was commanded, but in fact not everyone gave the same amount, so
why should those who gave more not be able to claim a greater share?
The second treatment Nechama Leibowitz cited, Or HaChayyim (attached), makes a very different point.
“This is perhaps intended to hint that no existent in the world can do all the roots of Torah, and this is
the proof for you: If he is a kohen, he cannot fulfill the giving of the 24 priestly gifts, or the redemption
of the firstborn, etc.”; if he is an Israelite, he cannot fulfill the positive commandments involved in
sacrificing sacrifices and their laws, which involve numerous positive commandments; and so too the
Levite. Butin the generality of all Israel the generality of all the roots of Torah can be fulfilled.”
SN 7D N0 NN DYPNNG 710 DNIN 7Y DD 'RY TN IR
,MINN NPV 722 NIWY 71>' D71V NIN'YN |'NI
NINN Y7 N1
;'IDI DA |IFT91 NAIND NN T NN 07N 'R AT L[N KIN DX
NYY NI¥N 127 WX DNIYTENNPD N2IPNAY NYY NIXN 0"R7 71D' 'K 10,7880 RIN DRI
;0NY
17 I
,MINN TPV NP7 mep' 28w 95 Ni'oal
, 000 IW? "lwyl" MmN Nt
Or HaChayyim seems to fits better with the data than the Tanchuma, although | am puzzled as to why he
makes his point about the Aron rather than about the Mishkan as a whole. Note also that the points are
not really incompatible, as the Tanchuma relates to the study of Torah, and Or HaChayyim to its
practice.
One other point needs to be made about Or HaChayyim. He is not saying “separate but equal” —
equality is not his moral stake, but rather necessity. So long as one is needed, it does not matter how
much more important someone else’s work is — or to put it differently, necessity is sufficient equality, as
we each have duties corresponding to our talents, and the moral stake is that all of each of us is equally
needed.
This is a challenging perspective for Americans, and it raises a difficulty with symbols — since they are so
undefined, so deliberately open to subjectivity, will we ever be willing to discover meanings in them that
we disagree with? Can we be accountable to them?
| prefer to think yes, and at the same time, valorize the construction of new meanings that fully match
the data and are fully consonant with our deepest intuitions.
Shabbat shalom
Aryeh Klapper
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