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Chapter XIX: Terumah (Ex. 25:1-27:19)

Essay 10. Was there one Ark of the Covenant, or three arks?
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“They shall make an ark of acacia wood, two and a half cubits long, a cubit and a half
wide, and a cubit and a half high. Cover it with pure gold—from within and from without you shall
cover it—and make upon it a gold molding round about.” (Ex. 25:10—11). Rashi explains:

Bezalel made three arks, two of gold and one of wood, each having four
walls (sides) and a bottom, being, however, open at the top. He put the wooden ark
into the larger golden one and the smaller golden one into that of wood and covered
its upper rim (that of the wooden ark) with gold; consequently, it can be said that
the wooden ark was covered with gold within and without.

- Rashi to Ex. 25:11

Everyone asks: If the Holy One, Blessed be He, only commanded [Bezalel] to make one
covered with gold, as it is written, “They shall make an ark of acacia wood . . .. Cover it with
pure gold, from within and from without you shall cover it,” why did he make three arks?
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It can be said that in the fifth chapter of tractate Yoma (72b), it says, “Rava said: Any
Torah scholar whose inside is not like his outside [i.e., his apparent holiness is not sincere], is
not [to be considered] a Torah scholar, as it is said, ‘From within and from without you shall
cover it.” ” Bezalel knew that the ark, which is the vessel in which the two tablets of the Ten
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Commandments are stored, was an example and allegory for a wise student in whom the
Torah was stored. Because of this, [Bezalel] saw, by his wisdom, that it was not proper to
simply make a wooden ark and cover it with gold, such as directly applying gold leaf to the
inside and outside of the wood, since the gold covering of the vessels, if in direct contact with the
wood, would be completely invalidated because of the wooden vessel. For as the Rambam
ruled in the Mishneh Torah, in chapter 4 of the Laws of Vessels, “if the wood serves the metal,
it is susceptible to impurity; if the metal serves the wood, everything is pure.”! Le., a wooden
vessel covered with gold leaf would be wood serving the metal, because the wood would be
providing the sole support, and the gold would just be decorative. Because of this, we say that
the gold covering, if in direct contact for the wood, would be completely invalidated because
of the wood. For a Torah scholar, too, if a hypothetical wooden ark covered with gold leaf would
have been acceptable, then by analogy it would be permitted for [the Torah scholar] to continue
pursuing physical pleasures, for just as a wooden ark would be the principal thing and the golden
covering would be subsidiary, if such would not have been against the halacha, then one could say
that the human body would be the principal thing and the covering, i.e., how he presents himself
to others, would be subsidiary.
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If this were the intent of the Scripture, it would have said, “They shall make an ark
of acacia wood . ... Cover it with pure gold, from within and from without” and not say
anything more. But from the fact that it’s written also “you shall cover it,” we hear from this
that the covering is a separate element, and had a name of its own, and it was not invalidated
by the wooden vessel, and therefore [Bezalel] made three arks. For sometimes a Torah scholar
must flatter a wicked man for some necessity, and then he is as one golden within but not
without, and the gold within stands alone and is not connected with that gold that is without.

! Mishneh Torah, Vessels, 4:5, “The following rules apply when a person makes a utensil partially of wood and
partially of metal. If the wood serves the metal, it is susceptible to impurity. If the metal serves the wood, everything
is pure.” See also Mishneh Torah, The Chosen Temple 1:18, “The Menorah, its vessels, the Table, its vessels, the
Incense-Altar, and all vessels of the Divine Service may only be made out of metal; they are invalid if made out of
wood, bone, stone or glass.” (Wood was allowed for the Ark of the Covenant only as a special exception to this general
rule.)



Alternatively, [the rabbis] of blessed memory said, “A man should always engage in
Torah [study] and [performance of] mitzvot, even if [he does so] not for their [own] sake,”” and
thus he is golden without but not within.

Sometimes, he is good and pleasant inside and out, as is the way of all the wise and
righteous men, and to the contrary, the wood, which is the body, “is nullified one in two,”’
i.e., when the majority of the mixture is permitted, as his thoughts within and his actions without
are good and straight, and the body continues to cancel its pleasures due to the refinement
of the soul.

QW2 AR Y L7257 a0 TOND WRRY? 07277 7% DY 2nyohy 012 1 it niv7am nidiag awihw oy 237 0w
;72K N9) PPY AR T 2Y TII NN 07 OTX 2701 ,"700 WK 1w9) YAy L1727 12 wpnway onys? T8 vy
NP MW7 ROYIX WK T2V °3 XpyR WIRKT? ,PRynd vOiTng 0ov Iy IN 0787 iRy a7nnn 1)
YT LTON? NIV 10 AYRwWa 92 RPN i T niv72m NN opN Ty 00w ndn mIp) D200 238 LTy

TRWID 237 202 M) 230 OR7 2032

Because of this, [Bezalel] made three arks separate from each other, so that
sometimes, as necessary, he would use one of them alone, for even the one made of wood
needed sometimes to be used alone. That is, they were never used alone in the Tabernacle or
Temple, but by analogy, as discussed above, we can view an inside of gold as relevant in one case,
and an outside of gold as relevant in a second case, and both an inside and outside of gold relevant
in a third case. As a fourth case, the wood alone, is an allegory for following the needs of the body.
For “the merciful man benefits his soul” (Prov. 11:17), and Rabbi Chizkiah and Rabbi Cohen
said in the name of Rav, “Every person will have to justify himself for everything he saw and
which he did not eat.”* 1.e., we’re not supposed to be ascetics, but we’re supposed to enjoy kosher
and permitted things.

Similarly, when a man begins to learn, he is not yet complete in his virtues and deeds,
as it is said, “at the outset, when a person [learns Torah], he does it for himself,”> but as he
becomes wise and acquires wisdom and morals, then the arks are not separated from each
other, rather all three are considered as one, and the wood is nullified in light of the gold, and
the body is nullified in light of the soul.
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2 Pesachim 50b: “Rav Yehuda said that Rav said: A person should always engage in Torah [study] and
[performance of] mitzvot, even if [he does so] not for their [own] sake, as through [the performance of mitzvot] not
for their [own] sake, [one gains understanding and] comes [to perform them] for their [own] sake.”

3 Gittin 54b.

4 Yerushalayim Kiddushin 4:12.

5> Pesachim 68b.



