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What We Talk About When We Talk About Heaven: Take Two 
Shabbat Parshat Terumah 5772 

Gilah Kletenik 
 

We all make mistakes in life. Particularly, in our years of adolescence, wherein our better 
judgment seems to elude us. Such was my experience when I agreed to travel on a 
Hareidi bus – for 6 hours! Several years ago, my cousin decided late Thursday evening 
that we ought to surprise our family in Monreal for that Shabbat. So, the Hasidic bus, or 
as we called it, the “Hus Bus,” was our only option.  
 
Upon ascending the bus around midnight, we were initially met with glares and jeers. 
You see, without even thinking, I had worn a bright red coat which, I was immediately 
informed, is an issur de-Oraita. Who knew? But, we settled in and just as I am falling 
asleep I am disturbed by a bright light. I open my eyes, and what do I see? A young 
Hareidi boy taking a picture of me, I of course ask him: “What are you doing?” He 
responds by explaining that he wanted to take a picture of my red coat. Talk about an 
illicit photograph.  
 
Now, here’s the funny part. Several hours into the journey, the bus breaks down, of 
course. As we are sitting, stuck on the broken bus on the side of the road, a Hasidic 
woman approaches my cousin and me, points at us and exclaims: “It's their fault the bus 
broke down. Because they are secular Jews and are part of American society. Hashem is 
punishing us for having them on our bus!” 
 
Soon enough, a crowd begins to amass around my cousin and me. Now, we all react 
differently in experiencing tense situations. Some of us try to smooth things over and 
dispel tension. Not my cousin, she decides to up the ante, to instigate. So what does she 
do? She forcefully exclaims to the amassing crowd: “don't say that about my cousin 
Gilah, she is a serious student of Talmud. And one day, she will be a rabbi!” Surprisingly 
enough, this did not help the situation. As you can imagine, it only escalated matters. 
 
Lately, each day brings with it news concerning the increasing tension between religion 
and modernity, faith and society. Recent events in Israel and the world over have 
transported me back to this uncomfortable, albeit humorous incident. I have particularly 
been thinking about this woman’s take on Divine justice – that they were punished for 
my association with secular culture.  
 
In his recent book Holy Ignorance: When Religion and Culture Part Ways, the leading 
sociologist Olivier Roy, analyzes religion today and seeks to account for its increasing 
fundamentalism. He suggests that religious extremism is a symptom of society’s 
escalating secularization. Roy argues that contemporary religious groups retreat from 
secular culture as opposed to synthesizing with it, as they had for hundreds of years until 
now. The result is a sub-culture that is completely apart from the world; one that is 
isolated and insular, wherein “the shades of grey, nuance and ambiguity disappear,” and 
the main issue becomes “us and them.”  
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This is hardly news for us Jews. We are all too familiar with our more fundamentalist 
brothers and sisters who separate themselves not only from society at large, but from us, 
fellow Jews as well. Ultra-Orthodox Jews and other fundamentalist groups the world 
over, have erected a barrier between the perceived holy and profane, religious and pagan.  
 
Does the Torah advocate such an approach? Is the wall that has been erected between the 
holy and the unholy, the sacred and the profane, the religious and the secular, one that is 
true to our heritage?  
 
Let us turn to our Parshah for direction. For most of us, who are neither ancient 
architects nor interior designers, the several Tabernacle passages can be a bit of a bore. 
To a certain degree they challenge our sense of literature.  
 
The reality is, however, that beneath the technical veneer of these Mishkan chapters lurk 
some of the Torah’s profoundest truths. As students of Tanakh we understand that close 
attention to the text, its word-choice, language and rhythm are essential to our 
understanding. In Scripture, content is inseparable from form – how the Torah says 
something is integral to understanding what it is saying.  
 
The Parshiyot about the Mishkan are comprised of a series of speeches, from God to 
Moses, explicating what is to be built. Each speech begins with the familiar trope, “va-
yedaber Hashem el Moshe leimore – And God spoke to Moses saying.” 
 
How many speeches do you suppose there are?  
 
Seven. Of course, this is no coincidence. The number seven transports us to that very first 
seven in Scripture, to the narrative of creation at the beginning of Genesis. Martin Buber, 
the Jewish philosopher and bible scholar, draws our attention to the countless linguistic 
parallels between the building of the Mishkan and the creation of the world.  
 
“ve-khal Eloqim ba-yom ha-shivii” – “vekhal Moshe et ha-melakhah;”  
“va-yar Eloqim et kol asher asah,” – “va-yar Moshe et kol ha-melakhah;”  
“va-yevareikh Eloqim et yom ha-sheviii” – “ve-yevarekh otam Moshe;”  
to name but a few of the most salient parallels.  
 
The chapters of the Mishkan’s construction are styled intentionally to parallel the creation 
of the world. On a most basic level, the connection is obvious – just as God creates the 
world as a home for us, we reciprocate this effort in erecting a home for the Divine.  
 
The Pesikta furthers this notion in teaching: “Ad shelo huqam ha-Mishkan hayah ha-
Olam roteit, me-she-huqam ha-Mishkan, nitbaseis ha-Olam – until the Mishkan was 
erected, the world was shaking, once the Mishkan was built, the world stood still.”  
The creation of the universe is incomplete until the Mishkan is established. The 
construction of the Mishkan is the work of creation; in erecting the sanctuary we become 
partners with God in the lofty task that is creation.  
 



	   3	  

But why? What is left unfinished from God’s creation of the world?  
 
The universe is created through God’s careful acts of division and separation. The most 
significant of these is the literal and figurative separation between heaven and earth, 
between the Immortal and the mortal, between God and humanity. This establishes a 
seemingly insurmountable schism between heaven and earth – one that the ambitious 
builders of the Tower of Babel try so very hard to breach. They storm heaven and their 
efforts are rejected as hubris. Ancient Near Eastern temples and ziggurats are built on 
mountains, on high, so as to come as close to heaven as possible. These are intended 
stairways to heaven.  
 
The Mishkan, however, is the opposite. It is not that we are trying to climb up to heaven, 
but instead to bring heaven down to earth. The Torah is revolutionary in this way; we 
need not ascend heaven in search of sanctity. To the contrary, the objective of creation is 
to bring heaven down to the earth.  
 
Once heaven is brought to earth, however, it is not confined to a single space. In fact, 
while we are charged “ve-asu li miqdash ve-shakhanti be-tokham,” to build a sanctuary, 
God’s Shekhinah will not rest be-tokho, in it, in the sanctuary, but instead, be-tokham, 
among them, in the midst of the people.  
 
Creation is unfinished until we are able to bring heaven down to earth. But bringing 
heaven to earth does not mean sequestering sanctity off into a safe place, into a sanctuary. 
On the contrary, it dwells among us, in the people.  
 
Emmanuel Levinas, the French Jewish philosopher develops this idea yet further. For 
Levinas, the Jewish man “begins in the desert where he dwells in tents, and adores God in 
a transportable temple,” because “he understands the world on the basis of the Other, 
rather than the whole of being functioning in relations to the earth.” We meet God not in 
a secluded sanctum, alone, but in our interactions with people, everywhere. To be a Jew, 
says Levinas, is to be “at home in a society before being so in a house,” to care for people 
above attachments to “houses, bridges and temples.” Such is the case with the Divine, 
who is at home not in a sanctuary, a place, but in society, in people.  
 
Megillat Esther, more than any other book, embodies this notion. Unparalleled in 
Scripture, there is no mention of the Divine name. Also, unlike most works in our Canon, 
it does not unfold in the Holy Land. Additionally, there is no explicit reference to 
religious deeds and Jewish piety – not a word about mitsvot or ritual performance (unlike 
Daniel, its counterpart).  
 
Nevertheless, despite the unholy location, the absence of any religious act or mention of 
the Divine, the Jews are saved. How can this be?  
 
A closer examination reveals that the Divine Presence tiptoes throughout the Megillah – 
but not in the likely places. Rather, in the noble interactions between the Megillah’s 
players, be-tokham, among the people. When Mordekhai cares for Esther; when 
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Mordekhai saves Ahashveirosh’s life; when Esther sacrifices herself for her people; when 
the Jews rally behind Esther in Occupy Shushan. This is where God is found; this is 
where the Shekhinah rests, in the everyday engagements between people and not 
exclusively in a holy sanctum or ritual deed.  
 
This is precisely why Purim is the only holiday to enshrine ethical deeds as its primary 
mitsvot – Mishloah Manot and Matanot la-Evyonim. Our salvation occurs due to the 
human acts and interactions between our ancestors in the Megillah. We relive this 
through our gifts to the poor and sharing food with one another.  
 
Megillat Esther’s message is clear, the Lord dwells in our interactions and relationships 
with people, in society. This is where religion today has taken a wrong turn, as Roy 
demonstrates in his book Holy Ignorance. In their over pious efforts, religious 
fundamentalists over the last several decades, like the Jews on that bus with me, have 
actively retreated from society. Instead of bringing heaven to earth, they seek to insulate 
and deprive themselves of this world. Judaism for them is not the route to improve 
society, to sanctify the mundane, to draw the Divine to dwell among us.  
 
Let us return to that delightful incident on the bus. After several minutes waiting on the 
broken bus I figured I had to do something – I am very bad at sitting passively. What did 
I do? First, as it was already well into the morning, I announced on the bus that all the 
men had to daven Shaharit – otherwise they would miss sof zeman kriyat Shema, they 
complied (probably because I was no longer wearing my red coat). I then called the bus 
dispatcher and, in my broken Yiddish, explained to that they need to send another bus 
immediately, which basically entailed me screaming, “zei er nisht gut, schnell, schnell, 
schnell!”  
 
The best part, however, was that while we were waiting for the relief bus, the same 
woman who had blamed me for the bus breaking down on account of me being part of 
secular society, approached me. She seemed a bit hesitant to speak with me at first, but 
finally mustered the courage to speak. The woman said: “My phone lost reception and I 
have a question, a halakhic question. You see, your cousin said that you learn, I’m 
wondering if I can, perhaps, maybe ask you my shailah.” I of course listened patiently to 
her question, which concerned the specifics of netilat yadaim. Then, I proceeded to 
explained how the Shulhan Arukh and Mishnah Berurah rule on the matter. After which 
she conceded, “Maybe you’re not so bad after all. Even though you are part of treif 
society you still make room for Hashem.”  
 
This woman’s words have been reverberating in my ears as of late. Our community is 
uniquely positioned to lead these lofty efforts in completing the work of creation, to 
actively engage in society and draw God down to earth. We understand what it means to 
be at home in a society before being so in a house – to value human interactions, 
engagements and relationships above all else. Let us focus this Purim, in our acts of 
Mishloah Manot and Matanot la-Evyonim, on tempering the tension between religion and 
modernity, faith and culture – let us bring heaven down to earth.   


