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1. Shabbat Shalom 

  

2. There is story of a Hasidic Rabbi who said to a little boy, “I will give you a dollar if you can tell me 

where I can find God.” The boy took the dollar and said, “I will give you two dollars if you can tell 

me where God is not.” 

 

3. The idea of building a Mishkan, a Sanctuary to God, the command that is at the very heart of our 

Parsha, seems to be a contradiction in terms. King Solomon actually built a temple for God in 

Jerusalem but, at the dedication of the building, admitted that the whole project seemed 

unnecessary. Solomon says in the first book of Kings, “But will God really dwell on earth? Even 

the heavens to their uttermost reaches cannot contain You; how much less this House that I 

have built?” 

 

4. People ask me all the time why they need to come to synagogue when they can pray to God 

anywhere. They are correct. One can pray to God almost anywhere. The few places where you 

can’t pray to God you would not want to pray there anyway.  (Think bathrooms and garbage 

dumps). There are Rabbis who make the claim that one can actually draw closer to God when 

one is out in nature, gazing at the mountains or a spectacular sunset.  God hears our voice 

wherever we may be standing and whatever reason we come to pray. Why do we need a Bet 

Tephilla, a house of prayer? Why do we need a Temple? Why do we need a Mishkan? 

 

5. The answer begins with a strange verse at the beginning of our Parsha.  We read, “Let them 

make Me a sanctuary that I may dwell among them. “ That is not the command that we are 



expecting. We would think that God wants us to build a sanctuary so that God can dwell in “IT” 

but that is not what is says. The purpose of the Mishkan, and of every Temple and Synagogue 

that comes later, is so God can dwell among us. God wants to be near us.  The Mishkan is 

designed so that we can spend time there together with God.  

 

6. When I first learned to develop websites for synagogues, I was told that one of the most 

important rules was not to put pictures of the synagogue building on the homepage of the 

website. A synagogue is about people and we should have pictures of people on our homepage. 

I understand that a community is very proud of the building that it creates as a religious space. It 

takes a lot of time, money and creativity to build a beautiful building. But a synagogue is not 

about bricks and stone, it is about people.  I have held services in buildings where the heat was 

broken in the winter and the air conditioner was broken in the summer and when the power 

was turned off or when a building was severely damaged and  in every situation the building 

didn’t matter. What was important were the people who were there to pray.  

 

7. Many congregations forget that a synagogue is about people and they lose sight of why they are 

at synagogue at all. In such places everything is about the building. It has to be beautiful all the 

time so they protect it from too much wear and tear.  Money raised goes to building 

improvements, not to education, prayer or helping others.  All the priorities get out of place and 

people begin to wonder if all there is to a synagogue is protecting the space. But without the 

people who are filling that space, a synagogue is just a big empty building.  

 

8. What happens in synagogues however can also happen in our personal lives. Rabbi Levi Yitzchak 

of Berdichev was a Rabbi known for his deep understanding of people.  He defended human 

beings when he felt they were being punished by God and he defended God when he felt that 



Jews were neglecting their faith. There is a story once where Rabbi Levi Yitzchak climbed to the 

top of a pedestal in the main market square and in the middle of the busy market called out, 

“My dear children, God’s holy people; You are all busily engaged in your commerce, and each of 

you knows exactly why he or she is here, what you are doing and why you came. But you forget 

why you are here, in the world, in the first place, and what you are really supposed to be 

accomplishing with your existence.” 

 

9. We all know people whose priorities are way out of balance. They are more concerned with 

work than with their spouse. They are more concerned with possessions than with their own 

children. They worry more about what the neighbors will say rather than what is the right thing 

to do. The tabloids are filled with stories of people who are good at being famous and not very 

good at living a good life.  

 

10. But we fool only ourselves when we think that Rabbi Levi Yitzchak is only talking to those who 

have let their lives spin out of control. All of us, not every day but from time to time, forget our 

reason for living and forget what we are supposed to accomplish. We forget our responsibility 

for the poor and the homeless.  We rush to make a living but we don’t take the time to search 

for God in our hearts. So many people rush to the gym or to work and never find the time to 

attend the synagogue.  

 

11. It is amazingly simple to begin a spiritual life. All it takes is an awareness to say Thank you for the 

many blessings we encounter every day.  Is it so surprising that I have gratitude on my mind this 

Shabbat? Today I express a great thank you to God for sparing me and my home from the 

tragedy of a fire that burned the building next door to my house. I find I am very grateful to God 

for watching over Michelle as she traveled the icy roads home from Atlanta. For just these two 



events my heart is filled with thanks to God.  But I have lots of other reasons to give thanks.  I 

am grateful for the warm clothing I had this week. I am grateful for my ability to bring pillows 

and blankets to those who took refuge in the synagogue when they could not get home. I am 

grateful to those who come to minyan each day and make our daily prayers possible. I am 

grateful for a warm home and a comfortable place to work, and for the caring people who work 

with me here at Temple Beth-El and for the scholars who remind me that there is so much to 

learn and for the students who look to me to help them learn. And I am always grateful for my 

good health and the good health of my family.  

 

12. In Judaism we say thank you with a blessing. I recited today Birkat Gomel for sparing me from 

tragedy. But there are the simple blessings for fruit and bread, blessings for seeing the wonders 

of nature as well as for seeing great or wise people. There are blessings after we eat, for 

experiencing things we enjoy and for all the new things we experience as we live each day. Is it a 

surprise that the Sages tell us that we have at least 100 reasons to thank God every day? Can we 

find our way to even say just ten berachot, to find just ten reasons to thank God each day? Can 

we pause, just before going to bed, and think of ten things that happened that deserve our 

saying “Thank you?” 

 

13. God does not desire to live far above us or even far away from us. God wants to dwell with us. 

God wants to be among people who understand what it means to be human and who joyfully 

accept what God expects us to accomplish in life. When we cultivate an attitude of gratitude, we 

encourage God to dwell with us. When we show ourselves to be kind and caring, we welcome 

God to dwell among us. When we guide our lives not just by the physical aspects of life but by 

the spiritual aspects as well, we make our place a place where God is welcome. 

 



14. Our Torah commentary reminds us that the name of our parsha, Terumah, refers to a gift 

offering to God. But the root of Terumah means “to elevate.”  Living a spiritual life means taking 

the many ordinary aspects of our life and elevating them to a higher purpose. A Mishkan is just 

another tent unless we choose to worship God there. A synagogue is just another building 

unless we come to find God here. We are living just another day in our lives unless we elevate 

our days with acts that raise up our fellow human being and raise up our consciences to find 

meaning in sacred actions.  

 

15. David and Lindsey, people always ask, what is the secret of a long marriage? It is so hard to 

answer because it isn’t very much of a secret.  I think that if the two of you can remember each 

and every day the lesson of Rabbi Levi Yitzchak, that we should not forget in our daily tasks the 

real reason you have chosen to live together as husband and wife, to build a home based on 

love and companionship.  Never forget the reasons that bring you to the Huppa , what it is that 

you are trying to accomplish. When you elevate your commitment to each other and bring God 

into your life, then God will choose to live with you and you will live your life together blessed in 

all you do.  

 

 

16. We are here today to consider all the ways we can bring holiness into our lives. We can do it by 

stopping to help those in needs. We can bring holiness by acts of kindness and concern. We 

bring holiness when we pause our day to find time to give thanks to our Creator for the gift of a 

new day. Yes our synagogue is a place to find friends and to learn lessons from the Torah, but it 

is also a place where God dwells, a place where we can be holy, and celebrate our connection to 

Judaism and the Divine. 

 



17. May God delight to dwell among us and may we always be grateful for God’s many blessings, as 

we say … Amen and Shabbat Shalom 


