There is a well-known joke that is told about
the Jews which I find particularly sad. The joke
tells of a group of explorers who find a Jew
who has been stranded on a desert island for
years. As he takes them around the island and
shows them how he survived, they find that he
built two synagogues for himself. When asked
why he needs two since he is all alone, he says
that one is the one he prays in, and the other is
the one he would never walk into.

This joke, if you can call it that, makes a dis-
couraging comment about some of our peo-
ple. Some of us seem to have a favorite house
in which to worship and another house which
we stubbornly shun.

It is true that every Jew needs at least two
houses of worship. But he must enter both of
them. One is his synagogue, and the other is
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his home.

Jewish worship takes place in the home to
an even greater extent than in the synagogue.
It is in the home that we recite grace after
meals, prayers upon awakening and before
bedtime, special prayers before Shabbat can-
dle lighting, and countless informal prayers
and benedictions.

The synagogue, on the other hand, is the
place for formal prayer and for communal
worship.

In this week’s Torah portion, Parshat Teru-
mah, we learn of the very first house of wor-
ship: The Mishkan, or Tabernacle. We also
learn about some of the furnishings which
were essential to the construction of this
house.

I want to suggest that these furnishings are
not merely of historical import but are nec-
essary in both the public synagogue and the
private home.

The first three components mentioned
in this week’s Torah portion are the Ark, in
which the tablets with the Ten Command-
ments, and according to some the entire
Torah, are contained; the holy Table upon
which twelve breads were placed every Sab-
bath; and the golden Menorah, exquisitely
decorated.

These three vessels are also prominent fea-
tures of both synagogue and home and indeed
should be so.

Like the Tabernacle of old, every synagogue
today has an ark in which the Torah scrolls,
often along with scrolls of the Prophets and of
the Megilot, are contained.



In our faith, traditional holy texts are at the
core of our worship. The original holy texts
were housed in the Tabernacle’s Ark, and lat-
er in the Ark of the holy Temple in Jerusalem.
So too, in the contemporary synagogue, the
holy texts are central to our worship experi-
ence, and every occupant of the synagogue
faces those texts as he or she prays.

Where, you might ask, is the analog of the
Ark in one’s private home? I maintain that the
bookcase is the Ark of one’s personal dwell-
ing. Ideally, that bookcase contains the entire
Jewish Bible, along with essential commentar-
ies and classic Jewish texts.

So the Ark, which was situated prominently
in the Tabernacle, is a feature of both of our
“houses of worship”; our synagogue and our
home.

So too, with the table. A wooden table cov-
ered over with a layer of gold occupied a place
of honor in the Tabernacle. The food kept
there, the “shew bread” was distributed to
the priests on duty every Sabbath. This table
symbolized the divine blessings of sustenance.

Every synagogue has a bima that is analo-
gous in many ways to the table in the Taber-
nacle. The synagogue’s table is the place from
which the Torah is read and from which God’s
spiritual nourishment is shared.

In traditional synagogues, this table is not
placed up front, on stage as it were, for spec-
tators to behold. Rather, it is placed in the mid-
dle of the synagogue sanctuary, among the
people. The message is clear: The table sym-
bolizes God’s spiritual providence and boun-
ty and as such is something of which every
member of the congregation should partake.

The table in the home, equally sacred, is
the place for physical nourishment. A beau-
tiful Talmudic expression has it that “the ta-
ble is like an altar.” Whereas the Jew of old

expressed his ultimate sense of worship by of-
fering a sacrifice upon the altar, the contem-
porary Jew worships God by sharing the food
on his table with other individuals.

Again, like the Ark, the table which glori-
fied the ancient tabernacle persists as a cen-
tral feature of both of our modern houses of
worship, our synagogues and our homes.

Finally, the golden Menorah which beauti-
fied the historic tabernacle and the later Be-
it HaMikdash. Just about every synagogue I
ever attended features a menorah in a very
conspicuous place. And Hanukkah menorot
occupy a place of honor in the Judaic art col-
lections of even the humblest Jewish home.

There is a symbolism to the Menorah which
is even more apt when applied to the two
houses of worship we have been discussing.
The Menorah symbolizes light; the light of wis-
dom, the light of the intellect. A central feature
of Judaism is that it is not a mystical religion
based upon blind faith or irrational emotions.
Quite the contrary. Our faith is largely based
upon reason and is respectful of the power
of the intellect and the gift of true wisdom.
Thus, many commentators see a connection
between the seven branches of the Menorah
and the seven classical sciences, or categories
of knowledge. The Torah is pre-eminently sa-
cred, but other sources of wisdom are import-
ant and have their place.

So too, in our two houses of worship. Our
synagogues must allow for the expression of
knowledge from all human sources. As Mai-
monides put it, “We must accept the truth
from wherever it comes.” For him, that meant
even from the ancient Greek philosophers.

Our private homes must be open to the
truths of science, of literature, and of other cul-
tures. The intellectual life should not be seen
as threatening to our religious belief. A life of
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Torah is made more sublime when it is appro-
priately enriched by the wisdom of the world.

When some people read this week’s por-
tion, they are frequently put off by the details
of an ancient religious structure which seems
to have little relevance for their lives. But by
looking a little more deeply, and with a dose
of creative contemplation, there is much to
be learned from even the most technical and
seemingly outdated passages of our Torah.

I hope that my suggestions in this week’s
column help the reader connect the Ark, the
Table, and the Menorah of the Tabernacle in
the wilderness to the ark, the table and the
menorah of our own synagogues.

I hope, too, that the reader can take the fur-
ther step and see his or her own home as a
house of worship and discover, or construct,
arks and the tables and menorot in the places
dearest to us.
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