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What “gifts'' do you bring to your faith? Sure, it is far easier to speak of what we get from 

our faith in God or our tradition. Yet, this week’s parasha gives a list of products that 

the Israelites brought to construct the holy tabernacle. From gold, silver, and copper to 

fabrics, woods, and oils, it is quite an extensive list of tangible materials for the purpose 

of building a place where God can dwell among them—to paraphrase the text. But the 

most incredible gifts that they brought were not listed—it was themselves and their 

sense of awe. 

Professor Avivah Gottlieb Zornberg is a highly respected Biblical scholar. She observes 

that one gift the Israelites bring is awe for the empty space. She notes that the materials 

brought created a sense of awe and kedushah for the Mishkan that is being constructed 

in the sedra. But she compared the main component—gold—for building the ark to the 

main material for making the golden calf—gold. The difference, she observes, is not the 

material but the intent and motivation which greatly affected the final outcome. The 

golden calf is constructed out of fear and Zornberg notes that it was solid material that 

had no space within it; it was a statue, dense, solid, and complete. But above the Ark of 

the Covenant, there were two cherubic figures with space in between them. In that 

space, God could be experienced. The sages of the Talmud would concur as they said in 

Baba Batra 99a: “We know from tradition that the space above the Ark was not 

measurable.” Leaving plenty of room for awe and experiencing the holiness in that 

place.  

The Ark and the space around are comparable to words of prayer found in a prayer 

book.  Rabbi Levi Wolf Kelman who is the rabbi emeritus of Congregation Kol 

HaNeshamah in Jerusalem wrote that words in a siddur are like sheet music for a jazz 

composition. He observes that what makes jazz so incredible is not the notes on a page 

of sheet music but the spaces/pauses in between. Like jazz, the holy Tabernacle is made 



of beautiful notes but it is space surrounding all of the furnishings that permits God’s 

Presence to dwell among us. 

Why is this important to state? Because we live in a world where rationalism leads to a 

sense of reductionism; where we seek to understand through explanation rather than 

succumbing to a sense of awe first and foremost. Albert Einstein wrote: “How on earth 

are you ever to explain in terms of chemistry and physics so important a biological 

phenomenon as first love?” Meaning that there are spaces surrounding what our 

intellect can explain that adds the richness to the living of our days. For us, we live 

without a tangible, central Tabernacle—rather we can create a Mikdash Me’at, a 

Tabernacle within ourselves. We create a sacred space so that God can dwell among 

us—our intellect must co-exist with a silently felt sense of awe and holiness which 

resides only within the self. 

That brings us full circle to the question that started this d’var Torah: what gifts do you 

bring to your faith? In his book entitled Yoga: The Spirit and Practice of Moving into 

Stillness, Erich Shiffman writes that each of us can bring “inner guidance and spiritual 

insight” to our daily lives. Thus beyond our rational capacities to describe and dissect, 

explain and exclaim, rationalize and reduce to simple principles—we MUST stand in a 

mindful awareness of the grandeur and awesomeness of God which cannot be put into 

words. 

“Build Me a sanctuary that I may dwell among them.” Sure God commanded it but the 

gift that we bring is the sacred pause that lets God in! 


