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A Thought on Parashas Vayakhel 

By Jeremy Richards 

In Memory of my Dear Parents, a”h 
L’ilui Nishmos Yitzchok Ben Nachman Halevi a”h and Yenta Bas Yisroel a”h 

נשמת יענטע בת ישראל ע"הלעלוי נשמת יצחק בן נחמן הלוי ע"ה ולעלוי   
 

 

 

..."ֶאת־ָּכל־ֲעַדת ְּבֵני ִיְׂשָרֵאלַוַּיְקֵהל ֹמֶׁשה "  

 
“Moshe assembled the entire congregation of the children of Israel…” 

 
 

Divisiveness is one of the scourges of our time.  Within the Jewish world and beyond 

it, modern attitudes often whip up tension, prejudice and conflict by stressing 

difference and incompatibility between individuals and groups instead of promoting 

coexistence and harmony. Moreover, even when a laudable desire for accord 

between people emerges it is often expressed in a wrong-headed call for uniformity, 

for differences to be dissolved, for sameness.  We will all get along with each other, it 

is thought, if we look the same and sound the same, if we wear the same clothes, 

speak the same language and eat the same food.  But this is a mistake.  The power 

of unity lies not in the monotony of sameness but in the celebration of difference.  In 

fact, there is great strength to be had in the bond of respect between people who are 

different from each other but are sure and solid in their own identities.  Possessing 

clarity and pride in one's own identity is a good foundation for accepting and 

respecting another person who has similar clarity and pride in theirs.  I don't need to 

become the same as you before I can respect you, and I certainly don't require that 

you become like me. 

 

We see this in the natural world, where a vast spectrum of animal and plant species 

form complex, interdependent ecosystems, and where creatures of all shapes and 

sizes interact in ingenious and miraculous ways.  In an orchestra, when expertly led 

and held together by their conductor, woodwinds, brass, percussion and strings 

make beautiful music together, though as separate instruments their sounds are very 

different. 

 

Achdus, unity, is therefore by definition the coming together of disparate elements for 

some common purpose, be it harmonious co-existence or the performance of a 

sublime symphony. 

 

Where the achdus is between human beings it can be in pursuance of the highest 

ideals, for working towards great aspirations, to achieve the loftiest goals. 
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Achdus is a middoh, a trait, which refines the character of a group, of course, rather 

than an individual.  However, it is only through the proactive efforts of the 

independent members of the group to act in common purpose that the 

interdependence needed for unity can be generated and nurtured.  There will then be 

a joining together, and the power of achdus will begin to warm and bubble. 

 

To observe the limitless grandeur in the Almigh-ty’s natural world can stir the heart 

and touch the soul.  The whispers and thunders of great music can have the same 

effect.  But the uplift to be gained from genuine interpersonal human achdus can be 

beyond measure.  Yet it is all too uncommon an event, all too rare an experience. 

 

Notwithstanding, let us hope that in every generation such achdus will indeed 

emerge at some time, providing uplift and inspiration for those who experience it. 

 

On 12th June 2014 three young tzaddikim, each only 16 years of age, were 

kidnapped as they hitchhiked home from Alon Shvut in Gush Etzion.  Jews 

everywhere were instantly galvanised into opening their hearts in mass prayer 

gatherings.  The achdus was palpable, and there was a genuine belief that all the 

tefillos and Tehillim could not fail to be successful.  Sadly, it transpired that the boys 

had met their tragic fate more quickly than had been known.  But there was no doubt 

in anyone's mind that the great outpouring of prayer from a nation united by broken 

hearts would bring great merit to the three pure souls of Eyal, Gilad and Naftali.  This 

was an achdus on a unique scale, certainly within living memory, and it restored the 

nation's belief in its capacity for true unity across all religious and cultural lines. 

 

The ultimate example of achdus ever to take place was at Har Sinai.  Rashi 

comments that at the time of Matan Torah the Jewish people stood at Har Sinai “as 

one man with one heart”: 

 

 

 :ויחן שם ישראל: כאיש אחד בלב אחד, אבל שאר כל החניות בתרעומת ובמחלוקת

and Israel encamped there: Heb. וִַיַחן, [the singular form, denoting that they encamped there] as one man with 

one heart, but all the other encampments were [divided] with complaints and with strife. — [from Mechilta] 

(Text from http://www.chabad.org) 

 

 

How tragic that, so soon after this remarkable (and unusual) moment, the Jewish 

people fell to a disappointingly low ebb.  Rabbi Yaakov Kamenetsky, in his Emes 

leYaakov, writes of this in his comments on the first possuk in Parashas Vayakhel: 

http://www.chabad.org/
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...ַוַּיְקֵהל מֶׁשה ֶאת ָּכל ֲעַדת ְּבֵני ִיְׂשָרֵאל  

“Moshe assembled the entire congregation of the children of Israel…” 

 

“The (event of the) eigel (the golden calf) was the opposite of Matan Torah, for at Matan Torah 

[Mechilta on Parashas Yisro] our Sages stated: ‘Israel encamped there like one man with one heart’ and 

here (regarding the golden calf) they said in the Jerusalem Talmud [סנהדרין פ"י הל"ב] that 12 calves 

were made and they lusted after many gods.  We similarly find that there were gods of Moav and gods 

of Edom, and so on, each nation having its own idols.  And why did they (the tribes) lust after many 

different gods?  You are forced to say that even between the different tribes themselves there were 

different opinions regarding which idols they would choose, and they did not arrive at any agreement 

and unity, so that each tribe made a unique god for itself; that is to say, a separate calf for each 

sheivet.  And therefore, when Moshe came to warn Israel regarding the Mishkon, his first job was to 

gather the people together, to unite them in one place and for a single purpose.”  (Emes leYaakov, 

Vayakhel.  See also footnotes there.) 

 
When we speak of middos, character traits, it is normally in reference to the personal 
qualities, characteristics and behaviour of individuals.  The Sifrei Mussar, ethical 
works, devote themselves to the ways a person can apply Torah principles in 
perfecting the self and nurturing ideal behaviour towards others.  Chovos Halevavos, 
Mesillas Yeshorim, Orchos Tzaddikim, the mussar writings of the Chofetz Chaim and 
Rav Dessler, and many more, all of these primarily provide guidance on character 
perfection to the individual. 
 
Achdus is a middoh which can and should be attained not by the individual but by the 
community, indeed by the nation.  The reader may take as an exercise the task of 
assigning various middos to the individual and the community respectively; this would 
be an interesting discussion for a Shabbos meal.  For example, are there instances 

where חסד (lovingkindness), רחמים (mercy, compassion) and ענוה (humility) can be 

displayed and practised on a communal or national level? 
 
As a nation we can be proud of the fact that, at least once in our history anyway, we 
have reached the pinnacle of unity.  What must it have felt like?  Today we can only 
imagine; and yet, even in our own generation we can, from time to time, enjoy a 
glimpse of the spiritual dizziness that accompanies true achdus. 
 
In our prayers we long for the time when the whole world will be united in the 
knowledge of G-d and His oneness.  In our all-important Aleinu tefilloh we say 
several times daily: 

ָך ...ִויַקְּבלּו ֻכָּלם ֶאת עֹול ַמְלכּוֶתֶֽ  

ֶרץ, ַּבּיֹום ַההּוא ִיְהֶיה ה' ֶאָחד, ּוְשמֹו ֶאָחד ֶלְך ַעל ָּכל ָהָאֶֽ  ְוָהָיה ה' ְלֶמֶֽ
 

“They will all accept the yoke of Your kingdom… 

Then the L-rd shall be King over all the earth: on that day the L-rd shall be One and His name One.” 
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Indeed, all achdus in Creation has its source in the oneness of the Almigh-ty.  Rabbi 

Akiva Tatz explains that a person at the highest level of experiencing Hashem's 

created world is able to clearly perceive "Hashem's all-encompasing Oneness." 

(Worldmask, Akiva Tatz, Targum/Feldheim: p.32)  Rabbi Tatz writes: 

"At this level there is no distinction between Hashem and His Creation; the world of 

nature is not a tool or extension of the Creator - it is none other than Hashem Himself 

manifesting.  This is the level of full consciousness of "Ein od milvado - there is 

nothing other than Him." "  Rabbi Tatz explains that the person on this level 

"understands that nature is a mask, a smokescreen.  It exists in order to provide the 

freedom of choice which man must have in order to be human, and more than this - 

in order to resemble the Divine.  And the ultimate purpose of the smokescreen is for 

man to penetrate it, to perceive that it is no more real than smoke." (Ibid. pp.32,33) 

 

In truth, Rabbi Tatz notes that this level of consciousness is essentially shared by 

individuals at the top two of the four levels he describes, except for a key difference 

between the two:  the progression from the third dimension of perception to the fourth 

involves acquiring the uncomfortable realisation that the smokescreen, the very mask 

of nature which is designed to provide for human freedom of choice to thrive and 

flourish nevertheless contradicts the principle that "everything in Creation exists to 

bring out the honour and glory of the One who Creates it."  (Ibid.p.36)  A saintly tzaddik 

at this fourth level suffers the paradox that "despite the importance of human free will, 

nature is preventing the open and total revelation of the Divine which is the world's 

ultimate purpose." (Ibid.) 

 

Nevertheless, this is an elevated vantage point, where one perceives "no dichotomy 

between Creator and Creation" and where one sees clearly that "every leaf that falls, 

every atom that vibrates is a direct manifestation of the Creator Himself." (Ibid. p.33) 

 

It is interesting to note the subtle difference between Rabbi Tatz's words above and 

the way he describes the next level down: 

 

"One who has attained the second level is fully aware that there is nothing separate 

from Hashem.  Every leaf that falls, every atom that vibrates is a direct manifestation 

of Hashem's control...the person who sees the world thus conceives of nature as a 

tool in the hand of the Creator..." (Ibid.p.31) 

 

At this lower level, the conception of nature as a tool in Hashem's hand implies a 

deficiency, G-d forbid, since "a tool is always used where the user cannot act without 

it." (Ibid.) 
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The distinction is therefore important and significant, between seeing nature as "a 

direct manifestation of Hashem's control" (Ibid.) and "a direct manifestation of the 

Creator Himself." (Ibid.p.33) 

 

At the first and lowest of the four levels a person sees Hashem as being outside of 

and separate from nature.  Here there is an erroneous perception that nature is self-

sufficient, operating on its own and independently of Hashem; here, "the fundamental 

principle of the all-encompassing Oneness of the Divine is lacking." (Ibid.p.30) 

 

Now, Hashem's unity is enshrined in our prayers as a twice-daily declaration.  Night 

and morning, morning and night we fulfil the command to announce, "Shma Yisrael 

Hashem Elokeinu Hashem Echad!"  "Listen, (People of) Israel, the L-rd is our G-d, 

the L-rd is One!"  (Siddur, from Devorim 6:4)  But what do we understand by this?  What 

kavonoh should we have as we recite these words? 

 

Rabbi Tatz explains: 

"When a person on this (the first, lowest) level says "Shma Yisrael..." he usually 

understands that this declaration of Hashem's Oneness means that there is only one 

Divine Being.  Of course he is correct, but there is a lot more to the "Shma" than 

that.  The idea of "Hashem Echad - Hashem is One" is not only to exclude two or 

more; it does not only mean that there is no other god besides Hashem; it means that 

there is nothing else at all.  When one says the word "Echad - One" the idea which 

should be brought into focus is "Ein od milvado - there is nothing other than Him"; no 

world, no nature; in fact in the meditation of that moment even the consciousness of 

one's own existence melts into the Divine Oneness." (Ibid.p.30) 

 

Rashi comments on this posuk as follows: 

 

להיות ה׳ אחד... הוא עתידאומות ה׳ שהוא אלקינו עתה ולא אלקי ה"  

זכריה י״ד:ט ונאמר ביום ההוא יהיה ה׳ אחד ושמו אחד״   

 

"The L-rd, who is presently our G-d, and not the G-d of the nations, will in the future 

be [recognised] as the One G-d... as it is said, On that day the L-rd will be One and 

His name One." (Zechariah 14:9) 

 

This takes us back to the Aleinu prayer, which we mentioned earlier:  when we read 

these words from Zechariah in the concluding sentiments of Aleinu we are invoking 

the future reality for which we long as we recite the first line of Shma. 

 



 בס"ד

Vayakhel 

 

6 
 

I am excited now to show you how all of these ideas converge beautifully in the 

sublime, profound thought of Rabbi Gedalia Schorr, in his Ohr Gedalyahu, on 

“Vayakhel".  (I have highlighted some key sections in bold): 

 

ויקהל משה: את כל עדת בני ישראל, מובא בספרים מחז״ל שקהלת משה היתה כפרה על קהילת אהרן, שנאמר "

את בנ״י להגיד להם הצווי של המשכן,  בחטא העגל ויקהל העם על אהרן, התיקון לזה הי׳ כאן בעת שהקהיל משה

"..ויש להבין מה הכוונה בזה.  
 
Moshe gathered:  the whole congregation of the Children of Israel.  It is found in the books of our 
Sages that the ‘gathering’ by Moshe was an atonement for the ‘gathering’ of Aharon, as it says 
regarding the sin of the golden calf, “The people gathered upon Aharon,” and the repairing of this took 
place here at the time that Moshe gathered together the Jewish People to tell them the commandment 
regarding the Mishkon, but it is necessary to understand the meaning of this…” 

 

ויחן שם ישראל כנגד ההר, ודרשו חז״ל כאיש אחד בלב אחד, ורק במצב  במתן תורה היו בנ״י באחדות וכמוש״כ"

כזה היו בנ״י ראויים לקבל את התורה, כי בכל אחד מבני ישראל היה מאיר אות אחד מהתורה, וכמו שדרשו חז״ל 

תורה, ובצירוף כל הששים רבוא נפשות מבנ״י, מתאחדים לותיות אבוא רשים שש יכי ישראל הוא ראשי תיבות 

ארות של כל אותיות התורה, עד שהם ע״י התאחדותם הורידו תורה לארץ, והם הגיעו לדרגה זו של אחדות ע״י ה

העבודה של החמישים יום, שהכינו עצמם ונזדככו עד אשר זכו להיות באחדות, וכל האחדות בא להם משום 

 -כולם בטילים לה״אחד״  שנתקרבו לאביהם שבשמים והיו דביקים אל המקור, וכשהגיעו לשיא הדביקות והיו

".אחדלהקב״ה, אז נעשו כאיש אחד בלב   

 
At Matan Torah the Jewish people were in a state of unity, and as it says, “Israel encamped there 
opposite the mountain,” and the Sages explained this to mean that they were as one man with one 
heart;  and it was only in such a state that the Bnei Yisroel were fit to receive the Torah, for in every 

individual of the Bnei Yisroel shone one letter of the Torah, and as the Sages explained that “ישראל” 

is the initial letters of “ תורהלותיות אבוא רשים שש י ” – There are Six Hundred Thousand Letters in 

the Torah, and in the joining together of the 600,000 souls of Bnei Yisroel, the illuminations of all the 
letters in the Torah came together, until through their unification they brought the Torah down into this 
world.  And they reached this level of achdus – unity – through the work of the fifty days, during which 
time they prepared and purified themselves until they merited to achieve unity, and all of that achdus 
came to them because they brought themselves close to their Father in Heaven and they cleaved to 
the Source, and when they reached the zenith of dveykus (cleaving to the Divine) and all of them were 
nullified in the “One” – to the Holy One, Blessed Be He, then they became like one man with one 
heart. 

 

וכמבואר יותר, כי בעת מתן תורה ראו בנ״י בחוש איך שכל הפרטים שיש בהבריאה כולם הם באמת באחדות, כי "

בבריאת העולם נתהוו הרבה פרטים וכוחות, ובטבע נראה כאילו הם כוחות רבים, ולכן מצינו כי בבריאת העולם 

יה בריאה בכלליות, ואחר כך בהט׳ בתחילה היתה בריאה בכלל, וכמו שאמרו בראשית נמי מאמר הוא, שמקודם ה

ומה שנראה לעין כי יש הרבה כוחות מאמרות נבראו כל הפרטים, ותכלית האדם הוא להחזיר הכל אל הכלל, 

בהבריאה צריכים להכיר ולידע כי כולם הם אחד, ולהגביה את כולם לשורשם להתכלית המכוון שכולם יביעו 

ראו בני ישראל בבהירות איך הכל מתאחד, ובעת ששמעו הכבוד שמים ואלוקותו ית׳, ובשעת מתן תורה 

, ולכן אמרו מאמר ה׳ של אנכי ה׳ אלקיך השיגו בדעתם וראו בחוש האין עוד מלבדו, ושכל הכוחות כולם אחד

חז״ל )דב״ר פ״ב( שבעת מתן תורה זכו ב״י לקריאת שמע, וכמו שמבאר בספר דרך ה׳ כי כוונת אמירתנו שמע 

והכוחות שאנו רואים בהבריאה כולם הם אחד, כולם נתהווים ע"י  הפרטיםאחד הוא, כי כל ישראל ה׳ אלקינו ה׳ 

וכמו שמפרש מתאחדים באחד, ולידיעה זו זכו בנ"י בעת מתן תורה שאז ראו בחוש זה האחדות...  הקב"ה וכולם 
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הוא האלקים, כי , ובמתן תורה ראו בני ישראל כי הוי"ה הטור כי אלקים הוא כח כל הכוחות שיש בהבריאה

"כל הכוחות בהבריאה כולם משם הוי"ה, ואין עוד מלבדו, והכל מאחד באחדות הבורא...  

 
And as is also explained, that at the time of Matan Torah the Bnei Yisroel were able to perceive how 
all of the details that exist in Creation are really one single unity, for at the Creation of the world many 
entities and forces came into being, which in nature appear to be many separate forces, and therefore 
we find that in the Creation of the world, in the beginning there was a general creation, as they said 
“Bereishis” is also an utterance, since at first the creation was in generalities, and after that in the nine 
next utterances all of the details were created;  and the purpose of man is to return all of the 
particulars to the universal. 
 
And although it appears to the eye that there are many forces in Creation, it is necessary to 
recognise and to know that they are really all one, and to elevate all of them to their Source, to 
the purpose intended for them, that all of them together will express the glory of Heaven and 
His G-dliness, may He be blessed.  And at the time of Matan Torah Bnei Yisroel saw with clarity 
how everything unites together, and at the time they heard the utterance of Hashem of, “I am 

the L-rd your G-d” they reached an awareness in their minds, and they perceived, the “ אין עוד

ומלבד ” – “There is nothing besides Him” – and that all of the forces are actually one. 

 
Therefore the Rabbis said:  “at the time of Matan Torah Bnei Yisroel merited to recite Kerias Shema, 
and as is explained in the sefer “Derech Hashem,” that the intention we should have in our minds 
when we recite, “Listen, Israel, Hashem is our G-d, Hashem is One” is that all of the details and forces 
that we see in Creation are in fact One, all of them came to be through Hakadosh Boruch Hu, and all 
of them unite as one.  And for achieving this knowledge and perception the Bnei Yisroel merited 
during Matan Torah that at that moment they were able to perceive this Unity.  And as the Tur 
explains, Hashem is the Force of all forces that exist in Creation, and at Matan Torah Bnei Yisroel saw 
that Hashem is G-d, because all of the powers in Creation come from the Name of Hashem, and there 
is nothing at all besides Him, and everything unites in the unity of the Creator… 

 
 

שהי' במתן תורה, וכמוש"כ שאמרו "אלה  בעת שחטאו בנ"י בעגל באו לידי פירוד, ואז אבדו המדרגה של אחדות"

ת הרבה, ואף שקשה מאוד לנו להבין מה הפירוש בהעגל ומה רצו להגיע על אלהיך ישראל", כי הם בקשו אלוהו

וכשהם חטאו ונתרחקו המרובים שיש בהבריאה מבלי האחדות, ידו, אך מבואר כי הם רצו לדבק עצמם בהכוחות 

"שו הם בעצמם מפוזרים, וגם אבדו מדרגת האחדות...מדביקותם באחדות הבורא, נע  
 

At the time that the Bnei Yisroel sinned with the golden calf they became divided, and it is then that 
they lost the level of unity that there had been at Matan Torah, and as it is written, “these are your 
gods, Israel,” for they sought many deities, and even though it is very difficult for us to understand the 
explanation of the golden calf, and what they had intended to achieve with it, it is nevertheless clear 
that they had wanted to attach themselves to the many forces that are in Creation, without any amount 
of unity, and when they sinned and became distant from their cleaving to the Oneness of the 
Creator, they themselves became spread out, and lost the level of unity… 
 

התיקון הי' לאחד אותם יחד, וזה היה ענין ויקהל אחר שחטאו בנ"י בעגל ואבדו כח האחדות שהי' ביניהם, "

רבינו ע"ה הקהיל אותם שיהיו מאוחדים, וזה הי' התיקון למה שבעת העגל הקהילו על אהרן, משה שמשה 

 כי קהילה זו אף שנראה לעין כאחדות יסודה היא פירוד...
 

."וכאן כתיב ויקהל משה, שמשה רבינו הגביה אותם והקהיל אותם יחד    
 
 
After the Bnei Yisroel sinned with the golden calf, and lost the power of achdus that had been between 

them, the rectification was to bring them together in unity, and this was the issue of משה ויקהל  
(Moshe assembled) for Moshe Rabeinu a”h gathered them together in order that they should 

be united, and this would be the rectification for when they gathered (“הקהילו”) upon Aharon at 
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the time of the golden calf, for this assembly, even though it appeared to the eye to be in unity, 
its foundation was, in fact, in division. 
 

And so here it is written, ויקהל משה (Moshe assembled), since Moshe Rabeinu lifted them up 

and gathered them together in achdus.” 
 

 
It seems logical, based on what we have learnt, that when we enjoy glimpses of 
achdus in our lives we are really tapping in to the all-encompassing unity that exists 
all around us at all times and of which we are a part.  It is only that we rarely ever 
manage to perceive that achdus in Creation which we saw so clearly as we stood at 
Har Sinai;  all of Creation is one united whole and, moreover, Creation does not exist 
independently of Hashem but He and all He has created is a vast Divine Unity.  In 
our tiny lives we block out these spiritual realities with the constant distractions of 
physical, material pursuits which seem so important to us.  We constantly create our 
own smokescreens which further obscure the spiritual and the Divine.  But from time 
to time we are granted and blessed with momentary rays of light, short bursts of 
exalted perception that enable us to see the Divine Unity. 
 
And it is surely just at those moments when material concerns melt away to make 
space for holiness that our eyes are opened to the Divine Oneness in all its grandeur.  
When synagogues were spontaneously filled with Jews from all walks of life and 
every worldly obsession was left outside so that hearts could simply pour forth their 
prayers for the boys ה"ע , indeed as one man with one heart, that was undoubtedly a 
moment in our lives when suddenly the elusive idea of true achdus became tangible 
and warmed us with its Divine light. 
 
We look forward to the day when “Hashem will be One and His Name One,” when 

His Unity will be clear for all to see, and the world will be bathed in אמת ושלום, Truth 

and Peace.  
 
May that day come soon. 
 

 
 
 
 
Wishing everyone a Good Shabbos, 
 
Jeremy 


