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Chapter XXIII: Pekudei (Ex. 38:21—40:38)

Essay 6. Moses and the setting up of the Tabernacle
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The Gemara in Nedarim (page 38a) says:

Rabbi Yochanan said: The Holy One, Blessed be He, rests His Divine
Presence only upon [one who is] wise, mighty, wealthy, and humble. And all of
these [qualities are derived] from Moses. [He was] mighty, as it is written
concerning the Tabernacle: “And he spread the tent over the Tabernacle” (Ex.
40:19), and the Master said: Moses, our teacher, spread it [himself]. And it is
written: “Ten cubits shall be the length of a board [and a cubit and a half the breadth
of each board]” (Ex. 26:16). [I.e., Moses was tall and strong enough to spread the
tent over the boards alone. The Gemara asks:] Suppose that he was tall and small?

- Nedarim 38a
Rashi explains the last point, that perhaps Moses was tall in height, but small in strength, for
example, tall and thin, and it was his height that allowed him to spread the tent, and that strength
was not required.
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In the Chiddushei Agadot on the Gemara, the Maharsha! writes in the name of the
Rosh:?> “Why didn’t the Gemara bring the preceding verse as proof that [Moses| was strong,
as it is written, “Moses set up the Tabernacle, placing its sockets, setting up its planks, inserting

* English translation: Copyright © 2021 by Charles S. Stein.

! Rabbi Shmuel Eliezer Eidels (1555-1631), Polish rabbi famous for his Talmud commentaries, Chiddushei
Halachot and Chiddushei Agadot.

2 Asher ben Jehiel (“Rabbeinu Asher” or “the Rosh”) (c. 1250, probably Cologne—1327, Toledo).
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its bars, and erecting its posts” (Ex. 40:18), for the planks were heavy.”’ Is there no one else to
question as above? [The Maharsha] asks, what refutes this, i.e., that Moses was strong?
Perhaps it was by a miracle that he was able to set up the Tabernacle, for support of which it is
written, “In the first month of the second year, on the first of the month, the Tabernacle was set
up” (Ex. 40:17), which has the meaning that it set itself up, as it brought in the midrash in the
Tanchuma and in the explanation of Rashi.*
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For us, we have no difficulty on the question of the Rosh, asking why the Gemara didn’t
instead cite the verse the Moses set up the Tabernacle, including setting the planks. For even if we
know that certainly [Moses] was mighty, who will say to us that one who is mighty is able to
alone lift up these planks that were so heavy? It might enter your mind that one who is mighty
is able to act with his power like an angel, but indeed, even one who is mighty has an end and
a limit to his might. If so, even though Moses was mighty, he would have needed Divine
assistance to raise these planks, for it was not possible even with the strength of a mighty
man to raise them.
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To the contrary, from here there is a proof that he was mighty, for we know that the
Holy One, Blessed be He, always produces miraculous acts that are closer to nature. It would
have been more appropriate for Bezalel to raise the Tabernacle than for Moses to do so, for
[regarding] the one who begins a mitzvah, they say about him that [he should] complete it,
because otherwise, according to Rabbi Yochanan, it will be credited to someone else who actually
completes the work.> Why then was it specifically Moses that raised the Tabernacle, instead of
Bezalel? Rather, it certainly needs to be said that if it had been Bezalel that raised it, since he
was not mighty, it would have required a great miracle, and it would have been completely

3 The Zera Shimshon has paraphrased the text of the Maharsha and Rosh.

4 Rashi on Ex. 39:33: “[Moses] appeared to be erecting it, but in fact it set itself up and rose of its own accord.
That is why Scripture says, ‘The Tabernacle was erected’ (Ex. 40:17)—it was erected by itself. This is a Midrash of
Rabbi Tanchuma.” See also Yalkut Shimoni on Torah 417:1.

3> Tanchuma, Eikev, siman 6.



outside of nature. But Moses was mighty, so a minor miracle would have been enough to
accomplish the task, and it would not have been so far outside of nature.
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But even the difficulty of the Rosh has to be excused, that the main proof comes from
the verse, “And he spread the tent over the Tabernacle.” For if we had nothing but the verse,
“Moses set up the Tabernacle,” as the Rosh seems to have suggested, I still could have said that
indeed Moses was not mighty, but that the Holy One, Blessed be He, wanted that even he
would be engaged in the work of the Tabernacle.

In that way, the onyx and other stones were brought down to the chieftains of the tribes
from Heaven, in order that even they would bring something as a contribution to the
Tabernacle.®” Indeed, it is already written, “And he spread the tent over the Tabernacle,” and
if so, then Moses already did his part.

So why didn’t Bezalel set up the Tabernacle, and why did it instead fall to Moses?
Rather it’s certainly because Moses was mighty, and was able to set it up by himself with only
a small miracle, and thus in a manner closer to the natural order, whereas for Bezalel to set up the
Tabernacle by himself would have required a great miracle completely outside of nature.
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Alternatively, another way to understand the Gemara, is that perhaps Moses wasn’t
mighty, but a miracle was created for Moses because he was greater in height than others.
I.e., maybe he was tall but thin, and thus not very strong, and it was only thanks to a miracle that
he was able to accomplish these matters by himself. In this way, the miracle was closer to nature,
than if it had been Bezalel, who was of normal height. Even if the Gemara had also brought the
Scripture of “Moses set up the Tabernacle,” it would have been appropriate to ask, “Perhaps
he was long and thin,” i.e., tall and slender.

6 Ex. 35:27, “And the chieftains brought onyx and other stones for setting, for the ephod and for the breastpiece.”
7 Ex. Rabbah 33:8: “The rabbis said: Together with the manna, there descended for the Israelites precious stones
and pearls, which their princes gathered up and stored away.”
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