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

Essay 9. Acacia wood
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There is a verse that lists “acacia wood” among the gifts that Israel should bring to build
the Tabernacle.! Rashi explains:

But from where did they get acacia wood in the wilderness? Rabbi
Tanchuma explained it thus: Our father Jacob foresaw by the gift of the Holy
Spirit that in the future, Israel would once build a Tabernacle in the wilderness.
He therefore brought cedars to Egypt and planted them there, and bade his
children take these with them when they would leave Egypt.>

- Rashi on Ex. 25:5

Regarding the apparently confusing suggestion that acacia wood comes from cedar trees,
as opposed to coming from acacia trees, Rosh Hashanah 23a states: “There are ten types of cedar,
as it is stated: ‘I will plant in the wilderness the cedar, the acacia tree and myrtle and the pine tree;
I will set in the wilderness cypress, the plane tree, and the larch together’ (Isaiah 41:19).” The
Gemara thus considers the term “cedar” to be a generic term for several different trees, including
acacia.

The Zera Shimshon will now discuss Rashi’s commentary on Ex. 26:15, “You shall make
the boards for the Tabernacle of acacia wood, standing [upright].” Rashi writes:

It should have said: “You shall make boards” [i.c., without the definite
article], as it is said for each other item [required for the Tabernacle]. What is the
[meaning of] “the boards”? [It speaks of] those [boards] that are “standing” and
designated for that [purpose]. [I.e., already in existence.] For our father Jacob had
planted cedar trees in Egypt, and when he died, he ordered his sons to carry them
up with them when they would leave Egypt. He told them that the Holy One,

* English translation: Copyright © 2023 by Charles S. Stein. Additional essays are at https://www.zstorah.com
IEx. 25:5.

2 Based on Midrash Tanchuma, Terumah 9; cf. Bereishit Rabbah 94.
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Blessed be He, would order them to erect in the wilderness a Tabernacle of acacia
wood. “See that they be ready in your hands!” That is what the Babylonian
embodied in his poem: “The planting of those who had been admonished grew
rapidly to become ‘cedar for the beams of our House,’®  that they should be ready
in their hands before this.

- Rashi on Ex. 26:15
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Besides the hint that Rashi himself wrote on the text “you shall make the boards,”
with the definite article,’ or the text “of acacia wood, standing [upright],” it can also be said
that in parashat Vayigash, Pharoah says to Joseph, “the land of Egypt is open before you: settle
[2wi77] [hoshev] your father and your brothers in the best part of the land,”® and the meaning
of “hoshev” is like “settlers.” Thus, he did, as it is written, “So Joseph settled his father and
his brothers, and he gave them an estate in the choicest part of the land of Egypt, in the region of
Rameses, as Pharaoh had commanded.”” Why did Scripture continue, saying, “and he gave them
an estate” etc., for didn’t Pharoah command this? I.e., what was the reason for this latter verse?
Also, what was the need for them for “an estate,” which is the language of an inheritance and
a presumption of ownership, if they were present as settlers and not citizens? We can’t say
that he gave them an estate to sustain them, for it is said afterward, “Joseph sustained his
father, and his brothers, and all his father’s household with bread, down to the little ones.”® Rather,
it’s certain that “and he gave them an estate” is a hint that [Jacob] brought cedars etc., and
[Joseph] gave them permission to plant trees, and this is “an estate.”
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It is still necessary to check what particular difference it made to Jacob regarding the
boards. If you’ll say that it was because they were not found in the wilderness, if so, he should

3 Song of Songs 1:17.

4 Ex. 26:15.

5 The heh ha’yediah (7y 773 X"7) refers to a heh being prefixed to a word to indicate a definite article: “the.”
¢ Gen. 47:6.

" Gen. 47:11.

8 Gen. 47:12.



have also brought lapis lazuli and other stones for the ephod and for the breastpiece.” If you’ll
say that he did not find [the stones], or else he would have brought them also, or that he wasn’t
able to bring them with him, and he relied on the Clouds of Glory!’ to bring them down to
them, then [the Clouds of Glory] could have even brought the boards to them. So what need
was there that Jacob would bring [the boards] to Egypt?
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It can be said that it’s brought in a Midrash on the verse, “You shall make the boards

for the Tabernacle of acacia wood”:

Rabbi Chanina said: The world was not fit to use cedars, and they were
not created except for the Tabernacle and the Temple, as it is said, “The trees
of the L-rd drink their fill, the cedars of Lebanon, His own planting,”!' and
Lebanon [means] the Temple, as it is said, “that good mountain and the Lebanon.”!?
Rabbi Shmuel bar Nachman said in the name of Rabbi Yochanan: There are
twenty four types of cedar, but only seven types are praiseworthy, as it is said, “I
will plant in the wilderness cedar, acacia, and myrtle, and oil tree; I will set in the
desert cypress, elm, and te ‘ashur together.”!3

- Ex. Rabbah 35:1
If so, since Jacob saw that the cedars in the world were only created for the needs of the
Tabernacle and the Temple, it should properly be used in the Tabernacle from the [trees
existing] in the world, and not from those that the Clouds of Glory would bring from Heaven,
and therefore they brought the cedars to Egypt and planted them there.
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Alternatively, by another way of interpretation, as it is brought there in the Midrash
Ex. Rabbah on the verse, “You shall make the boards for the Tabernacle of acacia wood”:

° Ex. 35:27.

19 The Clouds of Glory protected the Israelites in the wilderness.

1Ps. 104:16.

12 Deut. 3:25.

13 Isaiah 41:19. Scholars debate the identity of some of the listed trees.

3



Why acacia wood? The Holy One, Blessed be he, taught proper
behavior for the future generations, that if a man wants to build his house from
a fruit-bearing tree, say to him, “If the supreme King of Kings, to Whom all
things belong, when He gave instructions how to build the Tabernacle; He said
do not take from trees bearing trees, how much more should this apply to us.”

- Ex. Rabbah 35:1

Granted, when they have all types of trees and they only take cedars, we can derive
this nicely, but if the Clouds of Glory would have brought them by way of a miracle, they
wouldn’t learn anything from this, for everything would have been miraculous and they
wouldn’t have damaged any tree, i.e., chopped down a tree to obtain the wood, any tree. To the
contrary, I would say that the esoteric secret is specifically in the cedars.
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And so Jacob, who was in the land of Canaan, where there was every kind of tree, and
the choicest of them, came to inform his sons of the proper behavior, that if they built houses,
they should build them from trees that do not bear fruit.
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