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THE ARCHITECTURE OF A SANCTUARY 

Parashat Terumah – February 24, 2012 / 5773 – Rabbi Joel Nickerson 

 

I want you to take a moment to look around, but not at the people sitting next to you.  I 
want you to look at the room around you.  What stands out?  Are your eyes drawn to 
anything in particular?  Take in the images and lines of the room.    

Here are a few things that stand out to me.  The ark doors are like the gates into a 
secret garden.  Guarded by the dove in the upper left and a lock in the middle in the 
shape of David’s harp, it suggests both an accessibility to what lies within but also a 
guardedness.  Through music, the lock is opened.  Through the tastes and smells of the 
seven species, shivat haminim, those species used for offerings in the Temple – wheat, 
barley, grapes, figs, pomegranates, olives, and dates – we gain access to the history of 
our people and build a connection to the land of Israel.  Of course, it also reminds us 
that no Jewish experience is complete without food.  We can put our hand through the 
doors, showing that Torah is accessible, that it is within our reach.   

I look up and see the gap in the ceiling above the Torah table.  To me, it looks like a 
giant mouth.  Maybe it’s the mouth of God calling down to us, urging us to speak the 
words that adorn our ark, tzedek, tzedek, tirdof – justice, justice, shall you pursue.  Or 
maybe it represents the need for each one of our voices to be heard – a sign of 
inclusivity. 

Whether through the work of the architects or the work of our own imaginations, we are 
able to make this sanctuary a place of meaning and a place in which we can encounter 
God.   

In this week's Torah portion, the Israelites begin their own project to create a space of 
meaning and holiness.  God gives extensive instructions on how to build the mishkan, 
the portable sanctuary which housed the ark and the tablets during the forty-year desert 
trek. These detailed architectural plans fill nearly the entire last third of the book of 
Exodus with thirteen chapters of the Torah devoted to this topic. By contrast, the 
creation of the world only took two chapters! 

The portion begins with God speaking to Moses, saying, “Tell the Israelite people to 
bring me gifts; you shall accept gifts for Me from every person whose heart is so 
moved.”1  It continues with an elaborate and exquisite list of gifts that may be brought, 
including yarns donning the three most desirable and expensive colors in ancient Israel 
and the wider Near East – the same three colors which adorn our Torah scrolls – indigo 
blue, purple, and red. 
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The list of gifts is followed by a central statement by God, a statement that is included 
on the title page of our siddur – Va-asu li mikdash v’shachanti b’tocham - “And let them 
make Me a sanctuary that I may dwell among them.”2  We tend to understand the verb 
‘to dwell’ as referring to a place we inhabit or live, but the Hebrew root indicates that the 
‘dwelling’ referred to in this statement is moving and dynamic, not tied to a fixed 
location.  Similarly, the Hebrew word for the structure itself, the Tabernacle, is the word 
mishkan, with the same root as the verb ‘to dwell’.  Just as God’s presence will be 
dynamic within the Tabernacle, the Tabernacle itself will be a portable structure, 
traveling with the Israelites as they make their way through the desert.   

The Tabernacle was conceived as a place on earth in which God would be readily 
accessible and from which God’s protective power would emanate.  The same can be 
said about the power of a synagogue sanctuary.  It is a place that is designed and filled 
with images and sounds and rituals that facilitate God’s presence.  But the statement by 
God – “And let them make Me a sanctuary that I may dwell among them,” hints at more 
than building a dwelling place for God.  Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Kotsk (a 19th 
century Hasidic master) noted that God did not say, ‘that I may dwell in it' meaning in 
the sanctuary, but rather "that I may dwell among them," – among the people.  The 
Rabbi explains that this is to teach us that each person should build a sanctuary in 
his/her own heart for God to dwell there.   

And that is where the true beauty of the Tabernacle lies – in its application to each one 
of us.  It is one thing for us to find beauty in the architecture and symbolism of this 
sanctuary.  It is another to fill this sanctuary with song and prayer and ritual that further 
exemplifies holiness.  But the Tabernacle of exquisite beauty and meaning is the 
dwelling place we create in our own hearts, in our own reflection and in our own 
relationships with those around us.  The Torah portion begins with God asking for the 
Israelites to bring gifts “from every person whose heart is so moved.”  There is 
something special about the gifts of the heart that allows us to create a space where we 
can merge with the Divine. 

Next Wednesday night, from 7-9pm, some members of our synagogue community will 
be gathering to open up their hearts and minds.  We are going to discuss how we might 
go about making deeper connections with other Temple Isaiah congregants and then 
start thinking about how we want to use those relationships to act in the world-- perhaps 
in our own community or maybe in the greater Los Angeles area.  A dedicated group of 
congregants is spear-heading this exciting campaign and if you are interested in joining 
myself and the other clergy and other congregants next Wednesday night, please speak 
to me after services.  I believe this project has the potential to transform our community 
in profound ways. 

The mishkan, the Tabernacle, traveled with us through the desert, but it did not last 
forever.  Our tradition recognizes the limitations of physical structures.  But our tradition 
also recognizes that a true mishkan¸a true dwelling place of God, is created and 
maintained through the people who fill a space.  Here at Temple Isaiah, may we 
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continue to be blessed with people whose hearts are open and strong.  And that is how 
God will continue to dwell among us. 


