Ki Tisa 5765

Parshat Ki Tisa’s climactic, or anti-climactic, moment comes with the worship of the calf made of gold.  But it begins with several shorter sections – the taking of a half-shekel of silver by which to count the Jewish people; the laver (that’s a fancy word for ‘sink’); the oil of anointing; the incense; the summoning of Betzallel to lead the construction of the Mishkan; and Shabbat.  It is important to understand what each of these has to do with the calf – and with each other.

Each of these consists of one thing that is really two things.  

- The donation of silver is used both as an indirect census and as a donation to the Mishkan – specifically for making the stakes to hold the tent down.  

 - The laver (which consists of two parts – the basin itself, and its stand, and was used to wash hands as well as feet) is positioned between the ‘tent of meeting ‘ and between the altar.  Rashi tells us that one would enter the tent of meeting in order to offer incense morning and evening or to sprinkle the blood of the offering of the High Priest or the offering of someone who had committed idolatry.  The altar would be used for animal offerings.  

 - The oil of anointing was used to anoint certain objects and people, but it was forbidden to anoint other with it.

 - The incense is burned in the morning and in the late afternoon, with the preparation and lighting of the candles

 - Betzallel from the tribe of Yehuda is chosen to create the Mishkan and its vessels, and Ahali’av b. Achisamach from the tribe of Dan is chosen with him.  

 - Shabbat, which is a combination of ‘remember’ and ‘guard’. 

Any time something has two aspects, there is an extreme danger if they are split.  If Shabbat is only about the laws, or if it is only about the spirit, it cannot be complete.  The creation of the Mishkan, which is so much about relationship of opposites, requires two people to lead its construction.  Betzallel comes from the tribe of Yehuda, which is the tribe of leadership.  Ahali’av is from the tribe of Dan, which is the last tribe in the desert formation, who picked up after everyone.  Incense, which connotes connection of all aspects of the world to G-d, must happen at the beginning of the day, before everything happens, and at the end of the day, after everything happens.  The same oil of anointing that must be used for certain people must not be used for others.  This gives it its meaning and its holiness.  The same ritual washing is used for more holy and less holy acts, to show that they are both essential in terms of service.  The silver collected for the census shows that being counted among Israel is measured by contribution.  

When this section is over, we get the ultimate split:  Moshe, up on the mountain, face to face with G-d, and Israel, down below, worshipping a cow.  This split is an example of what can happen whenever two essential aspects of a relationship are separated from one another.   When the small moments of a relationship are seen as less important than the ‘large’ ones, the relationship will come apart.  When love is separated from responsibility, trouble is brewing.  When designation of a person as ‘special to me’ in marriage does not bring a correlate uniqueness, true intimacy is impossible.  When a sense of purpose accompanies moments of clarity, but not moments of opacity, true feelings will be avoided in favor of unrealistic ideals.  When an idea is not followed by a sense of reality, dreams are unnecessarily shattered.  

Each of these comes to tell us that our relationships to each other, to G-d, and to Torah, are rich and complex.  We are all called upon to perform a variety of tasks – like Betzallel and Ahali’av.  As much as we can unify them as aspects of One Task, we can see that relationship move always higher.  If we cannot, we will find our upward movement limited by the issues we are ignoring.

