
 1

Open Access 

 

This past week, I attended AIPAC’s annual policy conference 

along with The Jewish Center’s delegation. It’s inspiring to see so 

many delegates and so many lawmakers who stand behind Israel. 

There were dozens of high profile speakers including Vice 

President Dick Cheney, Prime Minister Ehud Olmert and 

presidential hopefuls Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama. It was a 

veritable who’s who of international politicos. But the speaker who 

received the most resounding applause and the longest standing 

ovation was not a politician at all – but a pastor. Dr. John Hagee, 

the founder and Senior Pastor of Cornerstone Church in San 

Antonio, spoke to a room of 6,000 pro-Israel supporters. He left his 

listeners awe-struck as he wove together Scriptural passages to 

convey the simple message that Israel is the land God promised to 

the Jews and our people should have the right to live there in 

freedom and security. 

 

A moment ago, we closed ספר שמות. The Book of Exodus is 

officially at an end – and already this afternoon, we will begin  ספר

 And it behooves – if only for a moment – to look back on .ויקרא

 .שמות

The book is really divided into two halves. The first half is 

the story of the Exodus and Revelation. That’s the exciting part – 

the drama we re-enact on Seder night. But then there’s the second 

half: the less exciting nitty-gritty of the mishkan: How to build it; 

who builds it; the raw material; the donations; the process.  

And the question is: What’s the connection between these 

two halves? What’s the connection between the story of our march 

toward revelation and the building of the mishkan? 

Of course the simple answer is the chronological or historical 

one. From the perspective of the narrative, the book of exodus is a 

temporal journey that leads us from Sinai into the wilderness 

where we build the mishkan.  

But there’s also something else going on here. There’s also a 

kind of evolution that occurs on the plane of human responsibility.  
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What I’d like to suggest is that a subtle transition occurs 

between the two halves of ספר שמות.  

Notice that what characterizes the moment of Sinai is the 

experience of listening:  

It begins with God demanding that we listen:  

  שמות פרק יט 

ושמרתם את בריתי והייתם לי סגלה מכל העמים  ועתה אם שמוע תשמעו בקלי(ה) 

  כי לי כל הארץ:

מלכת כהנים וגוי קדוש אלה הדברים אשר תדבר אל בני (ו) ואתם תהיו לי מ

  ישראל:

 

If we listen – the plan can go forward. If we listen – Hashem will 

make us into a great nation.  

 And then it happens almost explicitly. Hashem says he’s 

going to reveal himself – not by making himself seen – but my 

making himself heard:  

  שמות פרק יט 

בדברי  בעבור ישמע העם(ט) ויאמר יקוק אל משה הנה אנכי בא אליך בעב הענן 

  עמך וגם בך יאמינו לעולם ויגד משה את דברי העם אל יקוק:

 

 And it’s even listening that characterizes our response.  

  שמות פרק כד 

  ספר הברית ויקרא באזני העם ויאמרו כל אשר דבר יקוק נעשה ונשמע: (ז) ויקח

 

 We commit to do and to listen. Practically – at Sinai – we 

don’t actually do anything – except listen.  

       

 But notice what happens when we get to the mishkan. 

Everything changes. Our whole mode of functioning becomes 

totally different. We’ve suddenly transitioned from the exclusively 

auditory and totally passive experience at Sinai to a group of 

busybodies building the mishkan.  

 And this time the process is not just an active one, but it’s 

one that’s designed to engage us in the most inclusive way 

imaginable. There were parts of מתן תורה that were visual, but it the 

experience was almost completely defined by listening. When we 
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come to the mishkan, we create something that accesses all of our 

senses.  

 

• There’s the ריח ניחוח of the incense and the smell of 

freshly baked לחם הפנים. 

• There’s the embroidery and sculpture – imagery that is 

visually stunning. In fact, the Yerushalmi says that they 

would take out the aron after yom tov so all the  עולי

  .could see it רגלים

• There are the bells at the bottom of the kohen gadol’s 

cloak that would make noise – alerting any listener to 

his presence. 

• There was the feel of the fabric, the wood and the 

metals; or the sensation a kohen would feel when 

anointed with oil and inaugurated into service. 

• And even taste – in the very eating of the קרבנות. 

 

The two halves of sefer shmos represent the evolution of a 

passive people able to engage only by listening – to a thoroughly 

active people capable of engaging in the most varied of ways. 

Because when the Jewish people come together – when we build a 

mishkan or a בית כנסת, part of our goal has to be to allow every Jew 

in. Some will relate to the touch or smell. Others to the sight or 

sound. A different portal of entry for every type of Jew.  

 

Pastor Hagee was such a hit at AIPAC for many reasons – 

not the least of which is that he’s a phenomenal orator. But he was 

also so well-received because – by quoting Tanach – he opened a 

portal of entry to his listeners that they seldom have. Ironically – it 

took a pastor to access what’s really one of our most basic 

connections – our torah and our mesorah. The message rang true – 

it hit home – because it’s our message – our text – our Torah – our 

tradition.  

We never know through what portal of entry we can bring 

someone in. We never know how best someone might relate to us 
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and understand us. That’s why the way we communicate has to be 

as accessible as possible.  

 

Both on the macro level when it comes to Israel and foreign 

policy; and on the micro level when it comes to our own lives and 

relationships: we’re faced with a choice. We can be the passive 

listeners in the conversation – or even the passive communicators – 

assuming that other people understand us and that we understand 

them. Or we can be totally and fully engaged – not just as listeners, 

but as active participants - using all of our faculties – to give 

ourselves the best chance of finding the strongest point of 

connection.  

 

And this is the call to action of the mishkan: to move us 

beyond Sinai. In that moment of revelation, there was no choice – 

there was no way to engage Hashem other than to be passive. But 

the mishkan – the model for all Jews coming together – teaches us 

that our relationships with each other can be – and should be – 

must richer. They can’t rely exclusively on one mode of 

communication. They have to open as many doors as possible.  

Sometimes it means using a non-verbal form of 

communication. Sometimes it’s body language. Sometimes it’s 

sign language. Sometimes it’s a gesture. Sometimes it means just 

being present. 

But if the goal is to make ourselves understood, it means 

doing something much more than just listening. It means opening 

many portals of entry – giving a friend or family member the 

greatest chance to understand us.  

In the process, we may discover other parts of ourselves. But 

either way, if we’re truly vigilant and truly conscious of the needs 

of the people around us, we will surely have been touched by the 

powerful message of the mishkan that was open to all.  

 

 


