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Chapter XXII: Vavakhel (Ex. 35:1-38:20)

Essay 9. The nations seek to destroy the love between G-d and Israel
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There is a Midrash Ex. Rabbah:

“Then all the wise-hearted among those engaged in the work made the
tabernacle of ten strips of cloth, which they made of fine twisted linen, blue, purple,
and crimson yarns; into these they worked a design of cherubim” (Ex. 36:8). This
is what is written: “Vast floods cannot quench love, nor rivers drown it; if a man
offered all his wealth for love, he would be laughed to scorn” (Song of Songs 8:7).
“Vast floods,” these are the nations of the world, as it is written, “Ah, the roar
of many peoples, that roar as roars the sea” (Isaiah 17:12), if all the nations
gather together to nullify the love that exists between the Holy One, Blessed be
He, and Israel, they would not be able to do so, as it is written, “Vast floods
cannot quench love,” and it is written, “I have shown you love, said the L-rd. But
you ask, ‘How have You shown us love?’ After all—declares the L-rd—Esau is
Jacob’s brother; yet I have loved Jacob” (Malachi 1:2). “Nor rivers drown it,”
these are the [foreign] monarchies, and similarly Scripture says, “Assuredly,
My L-rd will bring up against them the mighty, massive waters of the Euphrates,
the king of Assyria and all his multitude” (Isaiah 8:7).

- Midrash Ex. Rabbah 49:1

’ English translation: Copyright © 2022 by Charles S. Stein.
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Question 1: This requires investigation how it would enter one’s mind that the nations
would be able to nullify the love, for love is not something physical but rather spiritual.
Granted, if it had said that if all the nations had gathered together to physically destroy Israel,
G-d forbid, it would make more sense, for this is something physical, and that is something
within the ability of [the nations’] power, if not for the fact that the Holy One, Blessed be He,
did not abandon us and would not abandon us.' However, regarding the love between G-d and
Israel, which is not physical but spiritual, there is no room for such reasoning.

Question 2: Further, it’s difficult to understand what was said, * ‘nor rivers drown it,’
these are the monarchies,” for aren’t the monarchies the nations themselves? What is added
for us by this?
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It can be said that this love depends upon what is said in the first chapter of tractate
Berachot (8a): “[Rafram bar Pappa said to Rava:] What is [the meaning of] ‘The L-rd loves the
gates of Zion [7ziyon] [17°¥], His foundation on the holy mountains, more than all the dwellings
of Jacob’ (Ps. 87:2)? [This means that] the L-rd loves the gates distinguished [metzuyanim]
[o°°%»7] through [the study of] halacha more than the synagogues and study halls.”? Also, it
is said in the Yalkut Shimoni, on the verse, “The voice is the voice of Jacob, yet the hands are the
hands of Esau” (Gen. 27:22): “The voice is the voice of Jacob,” as long as the voice of Jacob is
heard in synagogues and study halls, “the hands [that] are the hands of Esau” won’t rule
him.?

Answer to Question 1: We hear from this that the principal of the love between G-d and
Isracl depends upon engagement in Torah study. L.e., the love between G-d and Israel is
something spiritual, rather than something physical, but it is based upon Israel’s involvement in
Torah study, which is something physical. Thus, perhaps the nations could nullify the love by
preventing Israel from learning Torah?

!'Yalkut Shimoni on Nach 816:3.
2 1.e., relying on the similarity between the words Tzion (“Zion”) and metzuyanim (“distinguished”).
3 Yalkut Shimoni on Torah 115:4.
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But now as it says, if all the nations were to gather together to nullify the engagement
in Torah study, they would not be able to do so, for if Israel wouldn’t be able to learn publicly,
they would learn privately, and if they wouldn’t be able to learn the Written Torah, they
would learn the Oral Torah only, and the nations wouldn’t sense if they were speaking words
of Torah or about mundane matters.

As we find in the last chapter of tractate Pesachim (112a), that Rabbi Shimon ben
Yochai learned five things from Rabbi Akiva when he was imprisoned. I.e., despite being
entirely in the control of the Romans, he was able to speak elliptically and learn Torah. We also
find in the first chapter of Sanhedrin (page 12a)* that Rabbi Akiva himself, when he was
imprisoned and stood to be executed, intercalated three years, and see there. Nor were they
only learning Torah in private or by speaking elliptically; rather, they were even learning publicly,
despite the threat of death. [Rabbi Akiva himself] was only apprehended initially because he
was convening assemblies in public and engaging in Torah study.’ Also, as Rabbi Yosei ben
Kisma rebuked to Rabbi Chanina ben Teradyon, in the first chapter of tractate Avodah Zarah
(18a), that he was endangering his life, for “I heard about you that you sit and engage in Torah
[study], and convene assemblies in public, and have a [Torah] scroll placed in your lap.” Also, see
our novelties developed for tractate Pirkei Avet, i.e., in Toldot Shimshon.
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Answer to question 2: In case you’ll say, after Israel is exiled among the nations, won’t
[Israel] be unsettled and confused and suffering all their days, and they won’t be able to learn
Torah? For this reason, it says, “ ‘Nor rivers drown it,” these are the [foreign] monarchies.”
As it says in tractate Eiruvin (21b), “ ‘Come, my beloved, let us go into the field’ (Song of
Songs 7:12), come and I will show You Torah scholars who [work the land but nonetheless]
engage in Torah [study], within the pressure and the anguish of the Exile. That is, the reference
to nations of the world means when we are attacked in our own Land, whereas the reference to
monarchies means when we are challenged in Exile. See below, parshat Bamidbar, essay 4, the
explanation of the Midrash at greater length.
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4 The first edition incorrectly cited Pesachim page 12, whereas it is actually Sanhedrin 12a.
5 Berachot 61b.



