
   
 

 
 

Parashat Terumah - February 19, 2021 – 7 Adar, 5781 

Dear TBE Friends and Family, 

For those whose professions – or temperaments – are oriented towards a “life of the mind” the effort 
societies invest in erecting elaborate edifices might seem a misplaced priority.  Why sink so many 
resources into ornate constructions when far simpler structures would suffice – leaving funds available 
to devote to more mundane, but arguably more serviceable causes?  It is a line of argumentation to 
which I must admit I am quite partial, but the Torah portion that we are reading this week leaves me 
wondering if there might be more to a beautiful building than meets the eye (pun intended). 

Parashat Terumah – and significant portions of the four Torah portions that follow – deal with the 
details of the mishkan (Tabernacle) and its construction.  In a text characterized by its sparsity of detail 
regarding almost every aspect of physical form or process, these parshiyot (the plural of parashah) are 
exceptional, in that they inundate the reader with details of the structure, the materials used to 
assemble it and the manner in which it was constructed.  Indeed, the Torah’s instructions are in places 
more comprehensive than those of certain “ready-to-assemble” furniture manufacturers! 

And to what end? The answer, I believe, is that the mishkan – and in a larger sense, the Torah itself – is 
meant as a descriptive guide pointing us to that which is ultimately ineffable.  It is not the details of the 
Creation act, the specifications of the mitzvot or, in this case, the measurements of the Tabernacle’s 
roof beams that are the real subject of the biblical text, but rather the One that lies behind all these, the 
Source of All.  And that is a subject that by its nature is beyond the grasp of the human mind. 

So the Torah points us.  It points us towards questions of ontology: Where does the universe come 
from?  Who/What lies behind it?  What is its purpose and ours?  It points us towards questions of 
morality and civic ethics: How are we meant to interact responsibly and respectfully with our fellow 
human beings and with the rest of the created world?  And in the construction of the mishkan, it points 
us to the question of relationship, our relationship with the Source that lies behind all that is, the One 
who is understood to inhabit this elaborate (for a desert structure) “dwelling place” (Note: the Hebrew 
root of the word “mishkan” is sh-k-n, which means “to reside”), the Other whom we are meant to 
encounter in its depths – and in our own (another name given to the Tabernacle in the text is “ohel 
mo’ed”, literally “Tent of Meeting”). 

In our own day we construct elaborate edifices to house the institutions and activities that we hold in 
highest esteem.  The structures serve as wrappers or framing devices which convey to a broader public, 
even those unschooled in the particular functions that transpire within, that their contents are valuable, 
even sacred.  What is more, they cause those who cross their thresholds to feel that they too are 
elevated by their proximity to that which lies within.   

In our current climate in which so many of our vaunted structures are out-of-reach and uninhabitable, 
we are perhaps acutely aware of the role that built environment and intentionally crafted spaces can 



   
 

 
 

play in uplifting and focusing us, in many aspects of our lives, including the spiritual.  But as we await the 
summons to return to our places of communal gathering, we should bear in mind another lesson 
embedded in this week’s parashah: It is ultimately not the space, but its inhabitants that are to be 
celebrated, and not only the One, but the union of that One with many that gives the structure its 
purpose and its sanctity. 

Wishing everyone a restorative Shabbat, 

-- Rabbi Rachel Safman 

 


