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The Making of Betzalel
Parashat Vayakhel-Pekudei ~ Torah in Motion ~ R. Judah Kerbel
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1. Exodus 31:2-5
“I have called by name [designated] Betzalel, son of Uri son of Chur, of the tribe of Yehudah. I
have filled him with Divine spirit, with wisdom, with understanding, with knowledge, and with

[the skill to perform] all types of crafting, to devise plans to work in gold, in silver, and in copper,
to cut stones for setting, to carve wood, and to work in all types of crafting.
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2. Exodus 35:30-35

Moshe said to the B'nei Yisrael, “See, Adonoy has designated by name, Betzalel, son of Uri, son of
Chur, of the tribe of Yehudah. And He endowed him with Divine spirit, with wisdom, with
understanding, with knowledge and with [the skill to perform] all types of crafting. And to devise
[plans] with ingenuity, to execute [those plans] in gold, in silver and in copper. And in masonary
for settings, and in carpentry, to execute all kinds of clever tasks. And the ability to instruct he
instilled in his heart, he (Betzalel) and Oholiov, the son of Achisomoch of the tribe of Dan. He
filled them with wisdom of the heart, to execute all the tasks of the engraver, the craftsman, and
the embroiderer of greenish-blue wool, dark red wool, crimson wool, fine linen, and the [the tasks
of ] weaver, [also] that of laborers and planners.
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3. Avot 3:4
Rabbi Shimon said: There are three crowns: the crown of torah, the crown of priesthood, and the
crown of royalty, but the crown of a good name supersedes them all.
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4. Bartenura on Avot 3:4
"but the crown of a good name": Whoever has in his hand good deeds and a good reputation
because of his deeds - we have not found a crown for him in the Torah such that one is obligated
to honor [its bearer]. But it rides on top of them all, as all three of the crowns require it. Since
if he is a Torah scholar and his reputation is hateful, it is permissible to disgrace him. And if he
is the high priest, we say in Yoma 71b, "Let the children of the nations come in peace who are
doing the deeds of Aharon and let not the sons of Aharon come in peace who are not doing the
acts of Aharon. And if he is a king, it is written (Exodus 22:27), "and a prince among your people
you shall not curse" - when he does the actions of your people.
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5. Midrash Tanchuma, Vayakhel 1
And Moses said unto the children of Israel: “See, the Lord hath called by name Bezalel the
son of Uri” (Exod. 35:30). May it please our masters to teach us: How far must a person go to
eliminate mixed materials (shatnez)? R. Simeon the son of Yohai concluded from the verse Neither
shall there come upon thee a garment of two kinds of stuff mingled together (Lev. 19:19) that a man is
prohibited from donning an outer garment of mixed material even though he puts it on over a
hundred other garments. However, if he should put it on beneath his other garments, without
the mixed material touching his body, he is permitted to do so, for it is said: Neither shall there
come upon thee a garment of two kinds of stuff mingled together. The words upon thee signify that it may
not be worn as an outer garment but that it may be placed underneath (i.e. closer to the body).
The Holy One, blessed be He, said to Israel: Keep My commandments and My statues. Why?
Because the consequence of a good deed is another good deed, but the result of committing a sin
is another sin. Ben Azzai stated that one good deed results in another good deed, and one sin
produces another sin. R. Meir said: For every good deed a man performs, an angel is assigned to
watch over him. If he does one good deed, one angel is assigned to him, and if he performs many
good deeds, many angels are assigned to him, as it is said: For he will give His angels charge over thee
(Ps. 91:11). Every time a man increases the number of good deeds he performs, he adds to his
good name. You find that a man is known by three names: the name by which his father and



mother call him, the name by which other men call him, and the one he earns for himself;
the most important name is the one he earns for himself.

27 PPN DY N 1003 29T AN TN 121,25 oW ARy v Y bxhra Mo 1) V1D
DRY2A DWA M R IR TR INTPY N Pan (R 20 Dwn) 21 10 207 9021
You know this is so from the fact that Bezalel was granted the privilege of building the
Tabernacle because he had earned a good name, as it is written: A good name is rather to be
chosen than great riches, and loving favor rather than silver and gold (Prov. 22:1). Whence do we know
this? From the name by which he called him: See, the Lord hath called by name Bezalel.
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Scripture states elsewhere: A good name is better than precious oil; and the day of death than the day of
one’s birth (Eccles. 7:1). They asked Solomon: Why is a good name better than precious 0il? He
replied: When a man is born, no one knows what he will become, but when he leaves this
world with a good name, good deeds become abundant because of him. The Israelites attend
him, they perform deeds of charity, they extol him with praises, and they exclaim: “How righteous
was so-and-so, and how wholeheartedly he fulfilled the law and performed good deeds” May his
sleep be with the righteous.

PAR PYD e ROR 2D W MR PRURD Y2 010,200 WATHI 200 PR W 20 0K KD 1)
2o oW 52 72 PYa 1 o0 1207 109 AR PRUN IRY DaR Mok 0y iRy Nmy ome 120k i
VT3 032 TOPRY NRIY T 20 0W 7Y 250 1w R 250 oW .2 1pwn 0W 20 0K 127
WY (2,50 OONN) TP WRID DY 200 1RW nXIY TN 20 Y. ,2 IPwRID) TRV TR
IMIR AR 121 (7 ,2P 0OIN) MY N WRY "197 0O W T nRIY BRI 550 oWl iy veh 2
D727 XD YR 1R 02 DY O0RIY AP 1 250 0w, oD 25 1Y .0vnam DRI
Why did Solomon not say: “A good name is better than wine or honey”? And why did he refrain
from mentioning any other fluid except precious 0il? Because of the fact that when you pour
water into a bottle of oil it rises and floats to the surface, while other fluids are miscible
with water. That is what happens to one who possesses a good name. He rises to a new level in
his community. Another comment on A good name is better than precious oil. A good name
increases (among people), while precious oil descends. A good name arises, as it is written: And
[ will make of thee a great nation, and I will bless thee and make thy name great (Gen. 12:2), while precious
oil flows downward, as it is said: It is like the precious oil upon the head (Ps. 133:2). Precious oil is
transitory, while a good name is everlasting, as is said: May his name endure forever; may his name
be continued as long as the sun (ibid. 72:17). This was said in reference to the prophets and the wise
men. Precious oil may be destroyed, but a good name is indestructible, as it is said: [ will give
them an everlasting memorial, that they shall not be cut off (Isa. 56:5).
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Precious oil is possessed by men of wealth, but a good name may be attained by poor and
rich alike. A good name adheres to the living and the dead, while precious oil exists for the
living alone. The scent of precious oil may travel from the sleeping chamber to the
anteroom, but a good name travels from one end of the earth to the other. When precious
oil falls upon a corpse, it become putrid, as it is said: Dead flies make the oil of a perfumer fetid
and putrid (Eccles. 10:1), but when a good name is possessed by a deceased person, it does not
deteriorate, as is said: And he went up, and lay upon the child, and put his mouth upon his mouth, and his
eyes upon his eyes, and his hands upon his hands, and he stretched himself out upon him; and the flesh of the
child waxed warm (11 Kings 4:34). Another explanation. When precious oil falls into water it floats
away, but a good name does not float away, as is said: And the Lord spoke unto the fish, and it vomited
out Jonah upon the dry land (Jonah 2:11). Another explanation. When precious oil falls into a fire, it
is consumed, but when a good name falls into fire, it is not consumed, as is said: Then Shadrach,
Meshach, and Abed-nego came forth out of the midst of the fire (Dan. 3:26).
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R. Judah the son of Simon stated: We find that one who possesses precious oil may enter a
healthy place and come out a corpse, while the owner of a good name can enter a place of death
and come out alive: Nadab and Abihu approached the altar to offer sacrifices, but they were
consumed even though they were anointed with it, as is written: And there came forth fire from before
the Lord and devoured them. Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah, on the other hand, went into the fire
and came out alive... When a child is born, no one can foresee the vicissitudes that may befall
him, but at the time of his death everything about his life is known. When Miriam was born,
no one was aware of it, but at her death the well disappeared. When Aaron was born, no one
knew but when he died, the cloud of glory was removed; when Bezalel was born, nobody knew
but (before he died) he was called to build the Tabernacle. (After their deaths,) everyone
knew these things. A good name is better than precious oil. Bezalel’s good name was more helpful
to him than anointing oil to the sons of Aaron, for in the case of Bezalel, the Holy One,
blessed be He, declared: See, the Lord hath called by name Bezalel.
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6. Tanchuma, Vayakhel 2
And he hath filled him with the spirit of God, in wisdom, in understanding, and in

knowledge (Exod. 35:31). Wisdom is mentioned, despite the fact that he had been
endowed previously with wisdom, to teach us that the Holy One, blessed be He, does
not grant wisdom to anyone unless he already possesses some wisdom. A lady asked
R. Yosé the son of Halafta: “What is meant by He giveth wisdom to the wise (Dan. 2:21)?
Should not the verse say ‘He giveth wisdom to the fool?” He replied: “My daughter, if
two men came to you to borrow money, one of them being poor and the other rich, to
whom would you lend the money?” She answered: “I would lend the money to the rich
man, of course” “Why?” he asked. And she replied: “If the rich man should suffer a loss,
he would still have sufficient money to repay me, but if the poor man lost my money,
how could he possibly repay me?” He said to her: “Let your ears hear what your lips have
said. If the Holy One, blessed be He, gave wisdom to fools, they would still sit in privies,
in filthy alleys, and in bathhouses, and would not put the wisdom to use. Hence the Holy
One, blessed be He, gives wisdom to the wise, who sit in the chambers of the elders, in
synagogues, and in house of study, and they utilize that wisdom. Therefore it is written:
He hath filled him with wisdom (Exod. 35:35).

He gives wisdom to one who possesses wisdom and understanding and knowledge in all
kinds of work. Similarly, you find that this was so in the case of Joshua: Joshua the son of
Nun was full of the spirit of wisdom (Deut. 34:9), for he already possessed wisdom. This may
be compared to a shopkeeper to whom a man goes to purchase wine, honey, oil, or brine.
The shopkeeper smells the odor that comes from the bottle, and if it is of wine he pours
wine into it, and he does likewise with honey, oil, or brine. When the Holy One, blessed
be He, observes that a man has the spirit of wisdom within him, He fills him with
additional wisdom. Hence He hath filled him with the spirit of wisdom, since he already
possesses some.
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7. Talmud Berachot 55a
With regard to Bezalel’s appointment, Rabbi Yitzhak said: One may only appoint a leader over

a community if he consults with the community and they agree to the appointment, as it is
stated: “And Moses said unto the children of Israel: See, the Lord has called by name Bezalel,
son of Uri, son of Hur, of the tribe of Judah” (Exodus 35:30). The Lord said to Moses: Moses, is
Bezalel a suitable appointment in your eyes? Moses said to Him: Master of the universe, if he
is a suitable appointment in Your eyes, then all the more so in my eyes. The Holy One, Blessed
be He, said to him: Nevertheless, go and tell Israel and ask their opinion. Moses went and said
to Israel: Is Bezalel suitable in your eyes? They said to him: If he is suitable in the eyes of the
Holy One, Blessed be He, and in your eyes, all the more so he is suitable in our eyes.
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8. Rashi Fxodus 31:3
mnom WISDOM is what a person hears from others and learns (makes his own).
1120 UNDERSTANDING is understanding a matter by one’s own intelligence deducing
it from the things one has already learned.

npT means holy inspiration.
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g. 1bn Fzra Exodus 31:3

Now Bezalel was endowed with every wisdom. He mastered the science of mathematics,
geometry, proportions, astronomy, biology, and the secret of the human soul. He also towered
over the people of his generation in that he knew all manner of workmanship. Many intelligent
people do not possess even one practical skill. Hence Scripture prefixes a vav to the word kol
(and) and reads, u-vekhol melakhah (and in all manner of workmanship).
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10. Ramban Exodus 31:2

The reason for this is because Israel in Egypt had been crushed under the work in mortar and
in brick, and had acquired no knowledge of how to work with silver and gold, and the cutting
of precious stones, and had never seen them at all. It was thus a wonder that there was to
be found amongst them such a great wise-hearted man who knew how to work with silver
and gold, and in cutting of stones [for setting] and in carving of wood, a craftsman, an
embroiderer, and a weaver. For even amongst those who study before the experts, you
cannot find one who is proficient in all these crafts. And even those who know them and are
used to doing them, if their hands are continually engaged in [work with] lime and mud,
lose the ability to do with them such artistic and delicate work. Moreover, he [i.e. Bezalel] was
a great Sage in wisdom, and in understanding and in knowledge, to understand the secret of the
Tabernacle and all its vessels, why they were commanded and to what they hinted. Therefore G-d
said to Moses that when he sees this wonder he should know that I filled him with the spirit of G-d,
to know all these things in order that he would make the Tabernacle. For it was His Will to make
the Tabernacle in the wilderness, and He created him for His glory, for it is He that called the
generations from the beginning, it being similar in meaning to the verse, Before | formed thee in the belly
[ knew thee, and before thou camest forth out of the womb 1 sanctified thee. The same type of expression
we find in the verse, See that the Eternal hath given you the Sabbath; therefore He giveth you on the sixth
day the bread of two days.
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12. Talmud Berachot s5a
Rabbi Shmuel bar Nahmani said that Rabbi Yonatan said: Bezalel was called by that name
on account of his wisdom. When the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Moses: Go say to
Bezalel, “Make a tabernacle, an ark, and vessels” (see Exodus 31:7-11), Moses went and
reversed the order and told Bezalel: “Make an ark, and vessels, and a tabernacle” (see Exodus
25-26). He said to Moses: Moses, our teacher, the standard practice throughout the world is
that a person builds a house and only afterward places the vessels in the house, and you say
to me: Make an ark, and vessels, and a tabernacle. If I do so in the order you have
commanded, the vessels that I make, where shall I put them? Perhaps God told you the
following: “Make a tabernacle, ark, and vessels” (see Exodus 36). Moses said to Bezalel:
Perhaps you were in God’s shadow [beizel El], and you knew precisely what He said. You
intuited God’s commands just as He stated them, as if you were there.

MR RO :RIT 10D PR DY 172 IRNIY 0POIR 97%7 DRYRA M0 YT 237 MR 1T 27 0N

YT 1N NP0 DY N2 IR 70 MR T DD TN, IPTH NRIANW 1HINA DTHR 1
PRI IR

Rav Yehuda said that Rav said: Bezalel knew how to join the letters with which heaven and
earth were created. From where do we derive this? It is written here in praise of Bezalel: “And 1
have filled him with the spirit of God, in wisdom, and in understanding, and in knowledge,
and in all manner of workmanship” (Exodus 31:3); and it is written there with regard to creation
of heaven and earth: “The Lord, by wisdom, founded the earth; by understanding He
established the heavens” (Proverbs 3:19), and it is written: “By His knowledge the depths
were broken up and the skies drop down the dew” (Proverbs 3:20). We see that wisdom,
understanding, and knowledge, the qualities with which the heavens and earth were created, are
all found in Bezalel.
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I did not appoint Betzalel for this task arbitrarily, as it is of the essence that someone
who is very senior also in spiritual matters must carry out such a sacred task as
fashioning the parts of the Tabernacle. Such a person must not only have in mind the
desire to technically execute first class artisanship, but he must constantly be conscious

of performing a Divine commandment.
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