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Torah discussion on Pekudei 

 

The Importance of Precision in Judaism 
 

In this week's portion, Pekudei, the Israelites conclude the building of the 
Tabernacle, the Mishkan, which God commanded, and which He describes 
as his home on Earth: 

They shall make a Sanctuary for Me, and I will [then] dwell in their midst. [Exodus 

25:8] 

 

God’s instructions for the Tabernacle are quite voluminous.  The building 
by people of a relatively tiny abode for God and the details of the clothes of 
the priests who will serve Him took 550 verses in five consecutive Torah 
portions: Terumah, Tetzaveh, Ki Tisa, Vayakhel, and Pekudei.  By contrast, 
the creation by God of a universe for people took only 34 verses in one 
Torah portion – 16 times less.  The Midrash notes that there are clear and 
detailed parallels between the creation of the world and the building of the 
Mishkan. [Tanḥuma, Pekudei 2] 
 
God decreed that the Mishkan had to be built to very precise 
specifications.  He always wanted his instructions to be followed to the 
letter, no matter how seemingly trivial.  God didn't like improvisations at that 
time.  For example,  

-Adam and Eve ate the wrong fruit and God expelled them from the 
Garden of Eden and decreed that all women would be punished by 
giving birth in pain. 
-Lot’s wife looked back and God turned her into a pillar of salt.   
-Aaron’s sons Nadav and Avihu offered “a strange fire before the 
Lord, which [God] did not command them”, and God killed them. 
[Leviticus 10:1-2]  
-A man picked up sticks on Shabbat and God ordered him executed.   
-Moses struck the rock to bring water, instead of talking to it as God 
commanded, and God punished him by not allowing him to enter the 
Promised Land. 

 
What is the reason for such drastic punishments for deviations?  My 
personal view is that God is saying, in effect, “This is the beginning of 
Judaism and I must set the tone now. You must perform commandments 
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exactly as I order, or else. I allow no variation whatsoever.  Because if I 
allow variations, before too long you will be sacrificing your children to Me 
to show Me your great devotion, torture animals to death to offer Me their 
pain, and other such nonsense, and I don't want any of that.” 
 
The rabbis of the Talmud later softened some penalties by raising the 
requirements for conviction, but God initially allowed no wiggle 
room.  However, God’s general approach to Judaism has endured.  Unlike 
in other religions, Jewish observance is characterized by very precise 
and detailed instructions.  It is based on action, not belief or feelings, and 
action must be accurate to have its desired effect.  Not doing things right 
makes them religiously invalid.  The instructions for a sukkah, or proper 
Shabbat observance, or kashrut, or chametz avoidance, or synagogue 
layout, etc., are extremely detailed.  The Talmud always splits hairs on the 
details of observance. 
 
The rabbis were very upset when King Ptolemy forced the Jews to translate 
the Torah into Greek, in an opus known as the Septuagint.  They said: 

-The day the Torah was translated into Greek was as ominous for Israel as the 
day on which the Golden Calf was made, because the Torah cannot be 
translated accurately. [Soferim 1:7, Sefer Torah 1:8] 

-On the 8th of Tevet, when the Torah was written in Greek in the days of King 

Ptolemy, darkness came to the world for three days. [Megillat Taanit]   

This is another reason why Jews fast on the 10th of Tevet, which 
commemorates the time when the walls of Jerusalem were breached. 

 
God evidently loves precision.  To a physicist like me, God’s precision in 
His creation is nothing short of astounding.  The cosmos around us 
seems to be calibrated just right to allow the universe and humanity to exist: 
 

-The cosmological constant controls the expansion of universe.   
-If larger, matter disperses too fast to form stars.   
-If smaller, the universe implodes in big crunch. 

A change in 1 in 1053 spells doom. 
 
-The gravitational constant controls the strength of gravity.   

-If stronger, stars burn up too quickly and collapse.  
-If weaker, stars and planets cannot form. 

A change in 1 in 1034 means no stars in the “life” range. 
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-The ratio of the electromagnetic force to the gravitational force is 
about 1040.   

-If larger, protons in nuclei repel too much and shatter the atom. 
-If smaller, the universe is small and short-lived. 
 

-The fine-structure constant is a ratio of measurements derived from 
electromagnetism, quantum mechanics and relativity. 

-It is e2/2khc, or about 1/137.036…, where e = elementary charge,  

h = Planck’s constant, c = speed of light, and k = electric constant. 

-If larger, atomic nuclei are unstable due to high electrical 
repulsion between protons. 
-If smaller, the density of matter falls and molecular bonds 
break.   

 
-The strong nuclear force holds atomic nuclei together.   

-If stronger, there are no nuclear reactions and no universe.  If 
2% stronger, all hydrogen is consumed in a few minutes after 
the Big Bang. 
-If weaker, protons repel one another and atoms fly apart, 
meaning no matter and no life.  No change of more than 0.5% 
can be tolerated. 

 
-The human genome consists of 3.1 billion base pairs. 

-If a few are changed, effect is devastating.   
-A change of 1-2% turns humans into monkeys. 

 

This is known as the “butterfly effect”:  Very small differences in causes can 
produce very large differences in effects.  It is a new branch of physics 
called “chaos theory”.  It was started in 1972 by an American 
mathematician, Lorenz, with the following comment:  

A butterfly flapping its wings in Brazil can cause a tornado in Texas.  The present 
may determine the future, but the approximate present does not approximately 
determine the future. 

For example: 
-In 1999, the spacecraft Mars Climate Orbiter received some 
commands in inches and pounds, but it was expecting meters and 
grams.  The billion-dollar mission was lost.   
-The Talmud relates the story of how the Second Temple was 
destroyed in a disastrous war with Rome because a servant invited 
the wrong person to his master’s party. [Gittin 55b-56a; Lamentations Rabbah 4:3] 
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So, we must be very careful in everything we do, because even actions that 
seem minor can have cataclysmic consequences. 
 

For believers, our fine-tuned universe is proof-positive of the existence of 
God (or a very powerful alien).   
Unbelievers can argue that nature created all possible universes 
spontaneously.  They coexist, each with its own laws and constants, and 
cannot communicate with one another.  However, ours is the only one that 
can sustain us.  This leads them to believe our universe is not special but it 
is the only one in which we can exist.  It's called the Anthropic Principle: our 
universe has just the characteristics necessary to accommodate conscious 
life, because if these characteristics had been different, no life would have 
developed to make observations. 
 
Jews are taught to love precision.  This follows from the injunction to 
imitate God.  The Torah says: 

כוּ ם תֵלֵֵ֖ ֶ֛ ָ֧ה אֱלֹהֵיכ  י יְהֹו   אַחֲרֵֵ֨

You shall walk after the Lord Your God. [Deut. 13:5] 

Ibn Ezra understands this as follows: 
You shall do your utmost to imitate God’s deeds and pursue His paths. 

Maimonides lists “To emulate God” as his Positive Commandment Number 
8. [Sefer HaMitzvot]  The halachic midrash Sifrei Devarim writes: 

Just as the Lord is called “merciful and gracious”, you, too, be merciful and 
gracious... Just as the Holy One Blessed be He is called “righteous”, ... you, too, 
be righteous. Just as the Holy One Blessed be He is called “saintly”, you, too, be 
saintly. [Sifrei Devarim 49:1] 

To this we can add: “Just as God is precise, you, too, be precise.”   
 
So being “precise” is practically a commandment.  Perhaps that is one 
reason why Jews succeed so well: They pay attention to detail.  The 
proportion of Jews in science and mathematics has been estimated at 40% 
in the US, in spite of Jews being only 2.5% of the population.  The Talmud 
says: 

Rav Dimi of Nehardea said: One should hire an instructor who is precise, even 
though he does not teach a lot of material, because once an error is taught, it is 
taught, and cannot be easily corrected. [Bava Batra 21a] 

 
You must dial the exact phone number.  You must enter the exact 
password.  Approximations won’t do.  We are charged with the task of 
increasing order in the universe, fighting chaos, fighting the increase in 
entropy and descent into disorder. 
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Does this emphasis on precision discourage religious observance?   
Many Jews reacted that way and founded non-traditional movements in the 
West for that very reason. Some people left Judaism entirely for that very 
reason.   
 
But it doesn’t have to be so.  The Mishnah, anticipating this reaction, writes: 

נ ה טֵל מִמ  ן חוֹרִין לְהִב  ה ב  ה לִגְמֹר וְלאֹ אַת  אכ  יךָ הַמְל  ל   לאֹ ע 
Lo ‘alecha hamlacha ligmor, v’lo atta ven chorrin lehibatel mimmena 
 
You don’t have to complete the task, but you may not desist from it entirely either. 
[Pirkei Avot 2:21] 
 

So, try your best.  You’ll still get credit.  As the Mishnah also says: 
ן הֵא הֵא אוֹמֵר א, ב  א אַגְר  :לְפוּם צַעֲר   

Ben He He said: The reward is according to the effort. [Avot 5:23] 

 
Shabbat shalom. 
 


