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The Mishkan and the Megachurch 
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Rabbi Elie Weinstock 

 

 

I like Lakewood. 

The Lakewood Yeshiva happens to be an important institution which has left 

an indelible imprint on Torah in America and plays a major role in the yeshivish 

community today.  

 

I am actually referring to the Lakewood Church in Houston, Texas. 

 

Lakewood Church is led by Joel Osteen, one of the most popular preachers 

in America today. From very humble beginnings, Lakewood is now housed in 

what used to be the home of the Houston Rockets, the Compaq Center. Each week, 

the main service attracts 16,000 worshippers with thousands more attending other 

Sunday services. 

 

Lakewood is part of the growing megachurch phenomenon in the US. A 

megachurch is an American term for a Protestant church having 2,000 or more 

people in average weekend attendance. There are more than 1,300 in the US with 

around 50 churches having an average attendance exceeding 10,000. The largest is 

in Oklahoma with more than 50,000.  

 

That’s nothing compared to the Yoido Full Gospel Church in Seoul, South 

Korea that attracts more than a quarter of a million people each week. (Talk about 

soul!) 

 

If I sound a little impressed (maybe jealous), it’s because I am! I am also 

determined to learn from their success to enhance the synagogue experience and, in 

particular, our community. 

 

What can explain the extraordinary appeal of the megachurches? In a word: 

The Mishkan. It has the right name for a successful, mega-congregation: 

Tabernacle, and it had some 600,000 members. It was the model for successful 

religious engagement and inspiration. 

 

What was its secret? A combination of following God’s instructions and 

finding joy while doing it. 

 

Throughout the account of the construction of the Mishkan in Parashat 

Pekudei, we find the refrain, “ka’asher tziva Hashem et Moshe” – as the Lord 
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commanded Moshe” numerous times. Rabbi Yochanan, cited by the Midrash 

Tanchuma (Vayera, 1), finds 18 such references. Why are there so many? 

 

A Mishkan requires obedience to the will of the Creator. God makes 

demands, and we are His people. It is more than following rules. Rabbi Yoel bin 

Nun, an Israeli educator, explains that the layer of obligation in constructing the 

Mishkan creates the framework for connecting to God. While God is accessible to 

any who reach out, a framework is helpful. Following directions enables the 

creation of a lasting, sacred means to serve God. 

 

Yet, this is not enough.  

 

When Moshe sees everything is completed, he blesses the Jewish people. 

“Va-yevareich otam Moshe.”  

 

Although the verse itself conceals the precise text of this blessing, Rashi fills 

us in: "Yehi ratchon she-tishre shechinah b’ma’aseh yedeichm - May it be God’s 

will that the Shekhina reside within the work of your hands." Moshe then adds the 

verse, “Vi-yhi noam Hashem Elokeinu aleinu…” – “May the pleasantness of the 

Lord our God be upon us…”  (Tehillim 90) 

 

We can understand Moshe’s hope and prayer that God’s presence rest within 

the Mishkan, but what about the pasuk of v’hi Noam? 

  

The Mishkan must be enjoyable. Strict adherence to the detailed laws and 

guidelines is critical, but insufficient.  Besides faith, obedience, and tradition, the 

congregation must incorporate “noam Hashem Elokeinu,” an aura of pleasantness, 

of joy and of meaning. 

 

At times, the commitment to “ka’asher tziva Hashem,” complying with 

God’s guidelines, leads us to minimize the importance of the “noam,” the pleasant, 

joyful atmosphere that must pervade our homes, our shuls and schools, and our 

daily lives.  

Moshe knew this. When he saw that the Mishkan was built according to the 

rules, he blessed the people to ensure that the beauty and joy always be present as 

well. 

The Mishkan’s purpose was to create a meaningful, open community with 

caring leaders and a reputation for meeting the needs of all those who come 

through the door. 
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I am not sure the megachurch leaders are familiar with the specifics of this 

interpretation. They know the Bible text better than most Jews, but they’re not as 

fluent in Rashi. They do, however, get the message. Through surveys, researchers 

have identified a number of the characteristics of successful megachurches. They 

attract many new people including many who haven’t attended any church in a 

long time. Members bring in perspective members and invite family, friends or 

coworkers to try it out. Participants are attracted to the worship style, the senior 

pastor and the church’s reputation. There are multiple portals 

Any of this sound at all familiar? Do you know of a synagogue that has 

attracted many new members who were seeking a synagogue but couldn’t find one 

until they came here? Know of a synagogue with great rabbis and world-class 

reputation? A synagogue that has more portals of entry than a JCC? I’ll make it 

easy for you: A synagogue that had 700 people engaged with Shabbat Across 

America? 

Some feel the synagogue is past its prime and that God has relocated or the 

synagogue experience is losing relevance. One (Miachelson) writes: There’s a 

reason the kaddish and the prayers for the sick are the best parts of many services – 

they’re the only parts people care about. Let’s cut the other parts.  

We must remain loyal to tradition and maintain the foundation of the 

service, but the critics have a point. We should always be open to ensuring the joy 

and relevance of the service. To maintain the necessary ne’imut, we need to think 

about other ways to inspire. I am currently participating in UJA-Federation’s 

Rabbinic Fellowship for Visionary leaders. We are a group of around a dozen rabbi 

from all denominations around the New York area. In addition to sessions on 

vision, leadership, and communication, we have the chance to discuss our shuls. 

One rabbi asked: Are we – rabbis - inspired by our own services? What about the 

congregant? Are they inspired by the service? Do we view Shuls as spiritual 

centers? Is the shul welcoming? Are the people friendly? Do they enjoy being 

there? 

How can we best fulfill Moshe’s blessing us to create meaningful, 

traditional, open communities with caring leaders and a reputation for meeting the 

needs of all those who come through the door? 

Think of the possibilities! Seriously, I encourage you to think of the 

possibilities. Let’s discuss and share them. 

 

At KJ, we have been out of building for almost 4 years. I can think of a 

number of programs that have been undertaken during this time to engage and 

inspire the community – from new youth and family initiatives to new Torah 
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learning opportunities to new modules in our Beginners Program. Imagine what 

can be accomplished once we’re, please God, back in our building! 

 

What can we be doing to make KJ more attractive to others? What would 

make KJ more inspiring for us? A later start time? An earlier end time? More 

singing? Less singing? Kiddush in the middle? A weekly chesed activity on 

Shabbat? We should be thinking big.  

 

Megachurches are impressive, but we can look to the Mishkan for a 

blueprint to create a Mega-Shul. While we maintain loyalty to what God has 

commanded, the structure of the synagogue, let us enhance the atmosphere of 

noam, of  joy, in our sanctuary. Let us all imagine and dream of what is possible 

when we infuse our building with energy, passion, God, tradition, values, and care 

for others. 

 

We read this morning of the Jews being too generous in donating to the 

Mishkan. The Torah states, “V’hotair – there was too much.” Halevai!  

 

We were able to include some 700 people in our Shabbat Across America 

programming. We had to turn away nearly 100. 

 

Let our biggest problem be that we become too successful. 

 


