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Moshe, Betzalel and the Menorah
R. Mois Navon
Beit HaKenneset HaSefaradi BeRimon — Vayakhel-Pekudei 5781

There is a famous midrash that relates how Moshe Rabbeinu had a very difficult time
understanding how to make the Menorah and so God told him to have Betzalel make it.!
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Many ask the question: How could it be? How could Moshe who is was in direct
communication with God and received the divine image of the Menorah (in the form of
a fiery schematic) not be able to implement it, but Betzalel without all this, was able to
make it?

Perhaps an insight can be drawn from an interesting story of a great American
mathematician:®

In a recent sermon, Rabbi Shaul Robinson of the Lincoln Square Synagogue in New
York City referred to an amazing incident in the life of Dr. George Dantzig (1914-
2005), one of the greatest American mathematicians of the 20th century. In 1939,
when Dantzig was a graduate student at the University of California, Berkeley, he

! It should be noted that this Midrash is in opposition to the Midrash brought by Rashi that says the
Menora was simply made by itself:
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Divrei David notes that indeed there are conflicting midrashim:
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arrived late to class one day. The professor had written several problems in statistics
on the blackboard.

Dantzig assumed that these problems were a homework assignment. He copied
them into his notebook and then worked on them over the next few days. When he
turned them in, he mentioned to his professor that the problems were a bit more
difficult than usual and he apologized for handing in the assignment late.

During the coming weeks, the professor, Dr. Jerzy Neyman, studied Dantzig’s
solutions: and he was absolutely stunned by them. The two problems on the
blackboard had not been homework assignments at all. Rather, Professor Neyman
had put them on the board as examples of two problems that no one had been able
to solve! And now Dantzig had solved them! He told Dantzig that if he put his two
solutions into a notebook, this would qualify as his doctoral dissertation. Dantzig’s
work was simply incredible. He had solved problems that had eluded the greatest
mathematicians.

Why was Dantzig able to solve problems that had mystified the most outstanding
mathematical minds?

Rabbi Robinson offered a suggestion: George Dantzig had not realized that the
problems were impossible! He came to them with an open mind, without fear or
hesitation.

Other mathematicians had been daunted by the reputation of the problems as being
beyond solution. They assumed that they would not be able to succeed in solving
them.

The lesson from George Dantzig is clear. Being too close to the problem, knowing just

how difficult the problem is, can serve as a psychological barrier. Moshe Rabbeinu saw

the divine schematic and it was daunting. Betzalel, on the other hand, received a human

mission from a human being — and while it was difficult, he applied himself to the

problem and solved it.

It should be mentioned that in the case of Betzalel, the Midrash continues and says that

the Menorah was one of the things that was nignaz — and this because it was considered
“maaseh shamayim” (See Etz Yosef, Yad Moshe, ad loc). The Nechmad Le’Mareh
explains that, as the Midrash says, really Betzalel made the menorah, but with the help of
heaven, and that is, In the Shadow of God — BeTzel EL
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Sometimes we are confronted with a daunting task, be it physical or spiritual, we simply
can’t imagine how we will complete it. In such cases we must take our cue from Betzalel
and realize that it can be done, if we only realize that we too work beTzel El, with the
help of heaven.

Shabbat Shalom.
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