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The Purpose of the Sanctuary: Two Views. Immediately 
following the covenant ceremony at Sinai, during which 

Israel declared, ַעמָשְׁנִוְ השֶׂעֲנ -we will do and we will 

hearken, the Torah lists the instructions for building the 
sanctuary. This sequence of events prompted 
Ramban to observer that this is similar to the 
process of conversion to Judaism, in which a 
prospective convert first commits to the covenant 
(like Israel did at Sinai) and then creates a life of 
organized by that commitment, (like making a 
sanctuary). For Ramban, the sanctuary is thus a 
symbol of Covenant, a place where the covenantal 
relationship between God and Israel grows. But a 
different view is offered in Midrash Tanhuma. 

There, the sanctuary is seen primarily as a place of 
where the people can achieve Atonement. So then 
what is the primary purpose of the sanctuary? Is it to 
build the ongoing covenantal relationship between God 
and Israel or to repair it? We would likely argue that 
these two roles need not be mutually exclusive. Like 
any edifice, it can be built and repaired at the same 
time. We all live in houses in which we will repair 
things that are broken and renovate things that need to 
be renovated. The sanctuary functions in both ways.  

 

The Zone of Meeting. The most 
important element of the 
mishkan is the Ark of the 
Covenant, which is also referred 
to as the Ark of the Testimony. 
The text tells us that God will 
speak from between the 

cherubim. But where is that 
space? How big is it? How does God 
actually speak from that space? Is 
there some kind of device there? And 
how are we to imagine it? And how 
can a space such as the one depicted 
below adequately contain God? Can 
God even be contained in a space? 
When cosmologists imagine the 
moment prior to the existence of the 
universe they speak of a singularity, 
"a dense seed, smaller than a proton, 
yet containing all the mass and 
energy of the universe." (Daniel 
Matt) It is from this singularity that 
everything emerged after the Big Bang. A singularity above 
the Ark of the Covenant would be impossible - nothing 
would be able to exist around it, nevertheless, we can use the 
idea as a metaphor to imagine an infinitesimally small space 
from which God speaks. There are meditation techniques in 
which an individual attempts to clear out every thought and 
sound from the mind, and with eyes closed, tries to locate a 
single infinitesimal point of light. We can imagine that 

people who are achieve that  with 
some degree of proficiency 
probably also experience a deep 
state of peacefulness and one-
ness. The zone above the ark is a 
real space, but also an unima-
ginable space. It's a zone of 
spiritual paradox. The Infinite 

emanating from the Infinitesimal. 
This paradox is reflected in the 
opening verse of Psalm 150 which is 
very familiar to us from the siddur 
and many beautiful melodies:  ַוּללְה 

וֹשׁדְקׇבְּ  Praise God in His kodesh- לאֵ

that is, praise God from the 

infinitesimal space that is located in 

the Holy of Holies above the 

cherubim on the Ark of the 

Covenant, the place where God's 

speech emanates. An infinitesimal 
zone that is beyond imagination. 
And, following the pattern of 

antithetical parallelism (the parallelism of opposites) the 
second part of that verse is the exact opposite: ַעַיקִרְבִּ וּהוּללְה 

וֹזּעֻ -Praise Him in the firmament of His power that is, in the 

infinite vastness of the universe that is also beyond all 

imagination. The spiritual message is that God cannot be 
contained in any zone no matter how infinite or how 
infinitesimal. And yet, God wants to break through to us.  
That is the meaning of the mishkan. 

  ,םישִׁוֹדקְ םהֵ הנֵהִוְ...
  שׁדָקְמִ םהֶבָּ היֶהְיִשֶׁ םייִוּארְ
  םהֶינֵיבֵ וֹתנָיכִשְׁ תוֹרשְׁהַלְ
  הלָחִתְּ הוָצִ ןכֵלָוְ
 ןכָּשְׁמִּהַ רבַדְּ לעַ
  םכָוֹתבְּ תיבַּ וֹל היָהְיִשֶׁ
  ,וֹמשְׁלִ שׁדָקְמֻ
  השֶמֹ םעִ רבֵּדַיְ םשַׁוְ
 .לאֵרָשְׂיִ ינֵבְּ תאֶ הוֵצַיְוְ
 א:הכ ן״במר

...and thus when they achieve a status of holiness 
it is appropriate that they have a sanctuary 
so that the Divine Presence can dwell among them 
therefore, the first thing that God instructed them 
was about the sanctuary 
so that God would have a home in their midst 
dedicated to his name 
and that there he would speak with Moses 
and instruct the children of Israel.  
Ramban on Exodus 25:1 

 השֶׁמֹלְ הרָמְאֶנֶ יתַמָיאֵ
 ?ןכָּשְׁמִ לשֶׁ וֹזּהַ השָׁרָפָּהַ
  ,וֹמצְעַ םירִוּפּכִּהַ םוֹיבְּ
 ןכָּשְׁמִּהַ תשַׁרָפָּשֶׁ יפִּ לעַ ףאַ
 ...לגֶעֵהָ השֵׂעֲמַלְ תמֶדֶוֹק
 :אוּה rוּרבָּ שׁוֹדקָּהַ רמַאָ
  ןכָּשְׁמִּבַּשֶׁ בהָזָ אֹביָ
  בהָזָ לעַ רפֵּכַיוִ

 ...לגֶעֵהָ תאֶ וֹבּ השָׂעֲנַּשֶׁ
 ח המורת אמוחנת שרדמ

When was this specific parasha related to the 
mishkan (sanctuary) spoken to Moses?  
On Yom Kippur itself  
even though the parasha of the mishkan  
precedes the Golden Calf incident... 
The Holy One blessed be He said:  
Let the gold of the mishkan come  
and atone for the gold  
from which the Golden Calf was fashioned... 
Midrash Tahuma, Terumah 8 

  םשָׁ �לְ יתִּדְעַוֹנוְ
  �תְּאִ יתִּרְבַּדִוְ
  תרֶפֹּכַּהַ לעַמֵ
  םיבִרֻכְּהַ ינֵשְׁ ןיבֵּמִ
  תדֻעֵהָ ןוֹראֲ לעַ רשֶׁאֲ
 �תְוֹא הוֶּצַאֲ רשֶׁאֲ לכׇּ תאֵ
 .לאֵרָשְׂיִ ינֵבְּ לאֶ
 בכ:הכ תומש

I will appoint-meeting with you there  
and I will speak with you  
from above the purgation-cover,  
from between the cherubim  
that are on the Ark of Testimony—  
all that I command you  
concerning the Children of Israel. 
Exod. 25:22 

? ? 



The Sacrificial Altar. 
This verse is taken from 
the description of the 
outer altar. We tend not 
to focus on the details of 
these items because they 

are so far from our world view and so completely remote from our own 
religious experiences. And yet, they are fascinating. Take for example the 
word ְבוּבנ , a word that only occurs four times in the entire Bible, which 
means hollow.

1
 The altar is basically a hollow box. 5 cubits by 5 cubits 

square and 3 cubits high.  Of course, it has to be hollow! If it were a 
complete block of wood, it would have been impossible to carry! It would 
have weighed approximately 12 tons!2 Even the planks alone would have 
been very heavy.  But according to Ovadiah Sforno, when it was set 
down, it was set down over a mound of earth, and the fire was on the top 
of the mound.3 So imagine then that the altar is a large wooden box sitting 
on top of a mound of earth. The top of the box had a grating made of 
metal. The fire would be in the area of top of the mound and  the metallic  
grating and the sacrifices would be 
burned on top of the fire. Over time then, 
even with the regular removal of the ash, 
the ground below the grating would have 
become somewhat saturated. Imagine 
then, every time they had to move the 
altar, they had to either lift it off the 
mound or possibly even disassemble it 
and then reassemble it when they got to 
a new place.    God Shows the Mishkan 
and Its Elements. ֹהאָרְהֶ  רהָבָּ +תְא  -  רשֶׁאֲכַּ
as he has granted you to see it on the 
mountain.  On a couple of occasions, the 
text tells us that God showed the designs 
of the mishkan to Moses. In reference to 
the entirety of the mishkan (Exod. 26:30, 
in reference to the menorah, (Numbers 
8:4) and here, in reference to the altar, we 
have forms of the verb ֶהאָרְה -to cause 
you to see. Interestingly enough, the only 
other occurrence of this form of the verb 
is in a verse from Deuteronomy that we 
use as the overture to the Simchat Torah 
Hakafot: תָאֵרְהׇ  יכִּ תעַדַלָ םיה9ִאֱהָ אוּה ה  התָּאַ
. וֹדּבַלְּמִ דוֹע ןיאֵ  - You yourself have been 
made to see, to know that God—he is 
God, there is none else beside him!        
In her recent lecture on Parashat 
Terumah, Aviva Zornberg quoted the 
English art critic, novelist, painter and 
poet John Peter Berger (1926-2017):  

 
1 . דלֵוָּיִ םדָאָ ארֶפֶּ ריִעַוְ בבֵלָּיִ בוּב  נָ שׁיאִוְ  A hollow man will get understanding, when a wild ass is born a man. (Job 11:12), 
2 Based on the estimate that 1 cubit = 1.5 feet. The volume of the altar would have been 5 x 5 x 3 or 75 cubic cubits. 1 cubic cubit = 
1.5 x 1.5 x 1.5 or 3.375 cubic feet. The volume of the altar would have been 75 cubic cubits x 3.375 cubic feet/cubic cubit, or 253.125 
cubic feet. Wood weighs 96.3 lb/cubic foot. So the total weight of the altar if it were completely made of wood would be ~24,376 lbs. 
or just over 12 tons! How many people would it take to lift that? My guess: close to 500.  
"דקות דימת שא" המדאה לעו ,םתיינח תעשב המדאב וללח ואלמיש 3  - Lev. 6:6 A regular fire is to be kept-blazing on the altar—it is not to 
go out!  
 

To see and to have seen confirms one's 
existence but risks being lost. The 
visible brings the world to us and also 
takes the world away from us.  As soon 
as we can't see what we what we saw 
before, do we still have it? And do we 
still have what it did to us anymore?  

Zornberg explains:  
There's a real anxiety about that, the 
things that your eyes have seen.  So the 
idea would be, to struggle to prevent its 
disappearance. How we do that is by 
developing an inner eye. Berger uses 
this wonderful expression. He says, 
"The visible, (the experience of things 
that are visible), produces in us a faith 
in the invisible." It's highly para-
doxical. The experience of the visible 
gives us a real experience which we 
hold on to as long as it's there. But 
when it disappears, the alternative to 
losing it entirely, is developing some 
kind of faith - that it's just around the 
corner somewhere. It's invisible - 
nevertheless it is still there. If I can 
hold onto it with my inner eye, I have a 

kind of faith in its continued existence. 
Regarding the mishkan, we could say 
the following: God causes Moses to see 
the mishkan and all of its elements. 
Moses has to hold an image of it in his 
mind and transmit that image to the 
artisans who will then construct it. And 
then, here's what happens. Moses 
transmits the description of what he has 
been shown, they construct it, and that 
description was committed to memory 
and then redacted in text of the Torah; it 
was then transmitted to us. We read it, 
chant it, and study it with all of its layers 
of meaning. We may attempt to recreate 
the objects in art or as replicas, but we 
understand intuitively that any depict-
ion or replica of the mishkan is, in the 
end, only an interpretation of the text. 
Thus, all depictions differ significantly 
from each other. The mishkan exists in 
the text, and therefore, it exists in the 
mind. And because of that, the objects 
have no utility other than as symbols 
and metaphors and as reference for how 
Israel encountered God in antiquity. 
How Israel built its relationship with 
God - if the mishkan is about Covenant. 
Or how Israel continually repaired its 
relationship with God - if the mishkan 

is about Atonement.  Shabbat Shalom!  

  תחֹלֻ בוּבנְ
  וֹתאֹ השֶׂעֲתַּ
 �תְאֹ האָרְהֶ רשֶׁאֲכַּ
  רהָבָּ
 .וּשׂעֲיַ ןכֵּ
 ח:זכ תומש

Hollow, of planks,  
are you to make it;  
as he has granted you to see it  
on the mountain,  
thus are they to make it. 
Exodus 27:8 

This week's Parasha Sheet is 
sponsored by Paula and Aaron 

Kondioti to commemorate the 20th 
Bar Mitzvah anniversary of their late 

son Adam Kondioti, z'l.  
May his memory be a blessing. 


