


before we can build a place which 
brings G-d’s presence into the midst 
of the people.  

The Torah presents a contrast between 
the Mishkan, here identified with fire 
and Shabbat, a day on which kindling 
fire is inappropriate, a non-fire day. 

Shabbat is about refraining from 
constructive work, from using fire. Fire, 
though not constructive in action, is 
however the precondition and starting 
point of many acts of work and for this 
reason forbidden. 

F ire represents the urgency of 
productive time, extreme conscious 
energ y invested to manipulate 
materials. The Mishkan, constructed 
using fire, is therefore a testament to 
the many ways in which a person may 
manipulate and transform the natural 
world. However, against fire stands 
the modality of Shabbat, the day on 
which we do not kindle a flame, we 
refrain from manipulating objects 
or transforming objects into other 
things.

W hy does Shabbat need to be 
experienced before the Mishkan can 
be built? 

For six days G-d created the world, 
however on Shabbat G-d created rest. 
As Rashi at the beginning of parshat 
Kedoshim mentions, abstaining from 
activity is exactly how holiness is 
created. The holiness of Shabbat 
comes from desisting from physical 
creative activities. However resting 
from physical activity is not the whole 

Vayakhel Pekudei returns us to the 
construction of the Mishkan, the 
portable desert temple. However, the 
Torah, before discussing the Mishkan 
and its various vessels and furnishing 
begins by instructing us regarding 
Shabbat: ‘Six days work may be done, 
but on the seventh day you shall have a 
Shabbat of complete rest, holy to G-d; 
whoever does any work on it shall be 
put to death. You shall kindle no fire 
throughout your settlements on the 
Shabbat day.’ (Shemot 35:2-3)

Why would the Torah mention Shabbat 
before discussing the Mishkan? Also, of 
all the various acts of creativity we are 
forbidden on Shabbat, why here single 
out kindling fire in particular?  

The message is of course clear, namely 
that desisting from labour on Shabbat 
overrides the building of the Mishkan. 
However if we consider the importance 
of the Mishkan, this may seem a little 
odd. 

The Mishkan is central to the fabric of 
Jewish life. The Mishkan construction 
and service are central themes in the 
book of Shemot. The Mishkan is the 
location where the sacrifices listed in 
Vayikra are to take place, as well as 
where many of the events mentioned 
in both Vayikra and Bamidbar occur. 
It is the temporary precursor of the 
Jerusalem Temple. The centrality 
of the Temple in Judaism is seen 
from the sacrificial content of the 
Jewish festivals and from the form and 
content of our daily prayers. You may 

well be reading this in a synagogue, 
a building built facing Jerusalem and 
its inner design modelled on the inner 
layout of the Temple. Our question is 
strengthened further by the words of 
the Ramban in his introduction to the 
book of Shemot. The Ramban asks 
how we will know when the Jewish 
people have reached redemption 
and he answers that following the 
exodus from Egypt, the process of 
redemption was only completed when 
the Jewish people had returned to the 
spiritual level of Avraham, Yitzchak 
and Yakov. This was achieved, says the 
Ramban, ‘when the Children of Israel 
came to mount Sinai, constructed the 
Mishkan and the Holy One Blessed be 
He returned and His presence rested 
amongst them (the people)… then 
they were considered redeemed.’

The vision of redemption requires 
the Mishkan. Surely it would have 
been permissible to construct the 
Mishkan on Shabbat for the higher 
goal of achieving national redemption? 
However the Torah is clear that this is 
not the case. 

Why does Shabbat overr ide the 
building of the Mishkan and why does 
the Torah here single out kindling with 
fire from all the acts of work forbidden 
on Shabbat?

T h e  a n s w e r  i s  h o w e v e r  v e r y 
straightforward. The Torah is telling 
us that Shabbat must be experienced 
before we can ever be involved with the 
Mishkan. Shabbat must be experienced 

picture, something positive needs to 
occur on Shabbat also. On Shabbat, 
we may not be active physically but are 
active in the non-physical realm. The 
non-physical part of man is the mind 
and spirit, the soul and consciousness. 
Mind, soul and consciousness exist in 
no-place, they transcend the physical 
body of a person, not able to be 
measured or pointed to like one can 
point to physical objects. Shabbat rest 
affords us an opportunity to connect to 
our spiritual selves. 

Shabbat taught the Children of Israel 
what holiness and sanctity was about, 
how it looked and felt. If the people had 
no first hand experience of spirituality, 
how would they ever be able to build 
a home for G-d or understand what 
Divine service might mean? Through 
experiencing Shabbat the people 
were able to understand the true inner 
meaning of the Mishkan, namely the 
spiritual experience of being in the 
presence of G-d. Without Shabbat the 
Mishkan would simply have been no 
more than a fancy structure created 
out of expensive materials. 

I believe that this is an answer as to why 
Shabbat must precede the building of 
the Mishkan; Shabbat is an entry into 
the non-physical aspect of reality, 
a day during which we refrain from 
physical activity and instead develop 
our spiritual life.  Experiencing the 
holiness of Shabbat was a perquisite 
to constructing the home for G-d’s 
presence and the location where the 
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