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

Essay 3. Understanding the three layers of Torah
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Midrash Rabbah:

“Speak unto the children of Israel, that they take [yikachu] [np] for Me
an offering; of every man whose heart makes him willing, you shall take My
offering.”! That is what is written: “For I have given you a good lesson [lekach]
[P%]; do not forsake My Torah.”” “Do not forsake” the acquisition [mikach]
[npn3] that I gave to you. You have a person who acquires an acquisition, there
is gold in it but there is no silver in it, or there is silver in it but there is no gold
in it. But the acquisition that I gave you, there is silver in it, as it is stated: “The
sayings of the L-rd are pure sayings, like silver purified,”* and there is gold in it, as
it is stated: “They are more desirable than gold, than quantities of fine gold.”*

There is a person who acquires fields but not orchards, orchards but not
fields; but this acquisition, there are fields in it and there are orchards in it, as it is
stated: “Your irrigated fields are an orchard of pomegranates.”>

You have a person who acquires an acquisition, but people do not know
what it is. However, from the fee of the intermediary it is known what he acquired.
So too, the Torah, people know what it is only from the reward that Moses received,
as it is stated: “Moses did not know that the skin of his face was radiant as He
spoke with him.”

- Ex. Rabbah 33:1

: English translation: Copyright © 2026 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are available at https://zstorah.com
'Ex. 25:2.

2 Prov. 4:2.

3Ps. 12:7.

4Ps. 19:11.

5> Song of Songs 4:13.

6 Ex. 34:29.
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In the plain meaning of this puzzling Midrash, it may be said that it is known that the
Torah is divided into three parts: the part of action, the part of analytical study, and the part
of the esoteric secret. Corresponding to the part of action, the Midrash says: “there is gold
in it but there is no silver in it, or there is silver in it but there is no gold in it,” meaning that
one who performs some commandment acquires for himself great wealth and merit for the
World-to-Come, and all the commandments have equal reward. As it is said: Scripture
equated the easiest commandment—sending away the mother bird—with the most
difficult—honoring father and mother—to tell you that for each and every commandment,
its reward is length of days.’” If so, when one person performs one commandment and his
fellow another, one should not say, “I did the most difficult one; I will have gold, and you did
the easiest one; you will have silver,” that is, an abundant reward and a lesser reward. Rather,
all are equal and their reward is abundant, as we learned: Be careful with an easy
commandment as with a difficult one, for you do not know the reward of the
commandments.®
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Corresponding to the part of analysis, whereby a person innovates and brings forth
delicacies of wisdom, this is comparable to fields and vineyards, which also produce fruit.
There are lands fit for sowing and not fit for planting, and there are the reverse. But in the
study of the Torah, one who examines it innovates within it all kinds of insights and plants
the Torah in his memory, for dialectical analysis preserves memory. As Rabbi Chanina said
to Rabbi Chiya: If, Heaven forbid, the Torah were to be forgotten from Israel, I would restore
it through my dialectic analysis.” In innovations, two essential things are needed: good
memory of all that one has learned, and straight intellect to analyze and to understand one

7 Deut. Rabbah 6:2.
8 Pirkei Avot 2:1.
9 Ketubot 103b.



thing from another. That is precisely like fields and vineyards, which require that the land
be suitable and that the planting be of the good species of grape.

Wan DINWI 0227 7192 ,NITION YTV 1 A9°DRT 0 YT 07X TR) pn opi? a8 77 W R 7107 prn Ta
07277 1252 P 212 W 2R DY 1Y IRV 1R AR Ry RPN 1277 197 WON RY 0oy

Corresponding to the part of the esoteric secret, it says: you find a person who
purchases an item and no one knows what it is—for even one who knows the esoteric secrets,
many things remain hidden from him that the mouth cannot speak. Rather, one who merits
understands of his own accord, for from Heaven they illuminate his soul so that he
apprehends with his intellect hidden matters. This is proven from the rays of splendor that
Moses merited,'® for he merited the fifty gates of understanding and merited illumination.
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After this, another difficulty at the beginning of the Midrash is resolved: “Do not
abandon the acquisition that I have given you.” A difficulty is: How could it enter one’s mind
to say that they would abandon it? It may be said that it comes to inform us that the reward
of one who performs a commandment once a year is not comparable to that of one who
performs it every day. Likewise, one who pursues the commandments will have greater
reward even for the pursuit. Also, one who does not persist in study will not innovate like one
who constantly engages in it. Also, one who does not strive to attain the secrets of the Torah
will not attain them. Therefore [the Midrash] warns and says: Do not abandon, even for a
single moment, the Torah that I have given you; for if you become lax in it, you will not find
in it the good that I promised you—and this is “For I have given you a good lesson; do not
forsake My Torah.”

The Zera Shimshon deciphers the Midrashic metaphors as a comprehensive map of Torah
engagement: Gold and silver represent action, the world of mitzvot, where “difficult” and “easy”
deeds are equal, ensuring an abundant reward for all. Fields and vineyards represent iyun,
analytical study, where intellectually “planting” and “plowing” through dialectic analysis preserve
memory and produce the “fruit” of chidushim, novel Torah thoughts. The unknown acquisition
represents sod, the esoteric secret that remains “hidden” even to the learned, requiring Divine
illumination of the soul to truly apprehend.

10 Cf. Ex. 34:209.



