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Hashem is Here, Hashem is There 

My first exposure to Jewish philosophy came, not from Rambam or Rav Saadia Gaon, but rather from that 
famous source of  wisdom, Uncle Moishy, the children’s musician.  

Hashem is here.  
Hashem is there.  
Hashem is truly everywhere. 
Up, up, down, down. 
Right, left, and all around. 
Here, there, and everywhere. 
That’s where He may be found. 

That all seems straightforward, and yet our Torah portion, describing the construction of  the mishkan and all 
of  its vessels suggests that there can be a “location” for God. “V’asu Li Mikdash - make a sanctuary for me,” 
we are commanded. Rashi, helpfully, explains that means to make a sanctuary in God’s honor - God doesn’t 
need a home. But the deeper question remains: How can one spot be more sacred than any other if  God is 
not limited or defined by physical space? 

The concept of  a mikdash, a space sacred for God, or to God, was introduced much earlier in the Torah. 
Before the command was given to collect materials for the mishkan in Parashat Terumah, before the Torah 
was even given in Parashat Yitro, the Jewish people sang prophetically about a mikdash as they crossed the 
split sea: 

 ּתְבִאֵ֗מֹו וְתִּטָעֵ֙מֹו֙ ּבְהַ֣ר נַחֲלָֽתְָ֔ מָכֹ֧ון לְׁשִבְּתְָ֛ ּפָעַ֖לְּתָ יְהוָ֑ה מִּקְָדׁ֕ש אֲֹדנָ֖י ּכֹונְנּ֥ו יֶָדֽיָ׃
You bring them in, and plant them in the mountain of  Your inheritance, The place, O LORD, which You 
have made for You to dwell in, The sanctuary, O Lord, which Your hands have established. 

What does that mean? Rashi tell us that the beit hamikdash that will be built by human beings down on earth 
corresponds to the throne of  God in heaven. There is a supernal location for God and therefore there can be 
a reflection of  that spacial sanctity earth as well.  

In a series of  lectures, Rabbi Chaim Brovender, has explored this theme and developed it in a direction that 
speaks to me and my remarks today are my own thoughts and words that were catalyzed by listening to Rabbi 
Brovender discuss some of  these concepts.  

Rabbi Nachman of  Breslov described being in God’s presence as an encounter with that can resolve doubt by 
removing questions without answering them. Someone can struggle with faith crises, with existential doubt, 
and with religious uncertainty. There are philosophical questions and challenges that have no easy answer. 
And Rav Nachman was famously suspicious of  complicated answers. Faith, he taught, should be simple and 
uncomplicated.  

The mikdash, a sacred space, was a location where one could reliably encounter God’s presence. That 
encounter would not answer any questions. But the questions dissolve in the face of  one’s direct and personal 
religious experience. That is sacred space. Space that allowed for connection and encounter.   

And this experience was prior to the mikdash, was prior to the mishkan, existed before there was a sanctuary, 
and can exist even without one today. 
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Rabbi Ovadia Seforno, explains, at the end of  Parashat Mishpatim, just before the Torah records the command 
to build the mishkan, that the original intention of  God was not to focus God’s encounter with humanity in 
the location of  the mikdash. Instead, God at first endorsed and allowed every individual who wishes to build a 
mizbe’ach adamah, a stone or earthen altar, to do so in any location that is convenient. This is the “mizbeach 
adamah” that the Torah describes at the end of  Parashat Yitro.  

The worship of  the golden calf  disrupted this plan.  A central location, with centralized ritual became 
necessary. 

Before the golden calf, God’s plan was for every home to have its own mizbe’ah, for the first born of  every 
family to serve as kohanim and levi’im, and for that encounter with God, through the medium of  a special 
place, to be something diffuse and local.  

The same can be true today.  We no longer have a Temple, we do not have a mikdash, but we have batei midrash 
and we have shuls. We have buildings dedicated to God and they can serve a similar function to the role that 
Rav Nachman described for the mikdash.   

Modernity and post-modernity has raised challenging questions about our way of  life and framework of  
beliefs.  Some of  those questions are still a lot better than the answers that we have formulated as a 
community. We need to invest more in thinking through these challenging questions of  modernity so that our 
best and brightest become philosophers and Jewish educators and rabbis and help us navigate the challenges 
of  our world.  

But, in the meantime, we can build our communities in ways that make the questions disappear, even without 
being answered. Feeling cared for by one’s community and supported by friends and strangers alike at 
moments of  joy and at moments of  tragedy is not an answer to the philosophical challenge of  post-modern 
universalism, but the question loses its edge when in the embrace of  a warm community. Orthodoxy has not 
yet formulated a comprehensive response to the deeper philosophical challenges of  feminism. But the 
questions lose some of  their edge when when lives in a community where men and women take their 
relationship to the Torah seriously and where the community supports men and women in their religious 
ambitions.  

After centuries of  debate and scholarship, there is no knockout punch to defeat the philosophical 
foundations of  modern atheism. But the challenge evaporates, even when the questions aren’t answered, 
when one participates whole heartedly in an authentic religious experience and merits a moment of  
transcendence when God’s very presence can be felt. 


