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The relationship between God and Israel can be compared to a king who
had only one daughter. When one of the princes took her as a wife and
would take her to his country, the king pleaded with his son-in-law: “As
she is my only daughter, I cannot part with her forever; as she is now your
wife, I cannot prevent her from going with you. Thus [ have but one request
of you. Wherever you make your home, reserve a small room for me where I
could occasionally retire to be near my beloved daughter.” This is what God
said to Israel: “I have given you the Torah. Take it away from you, I cannot;
part with it I cannot. Thus wherever you are on earth, construct for Me a

house wherein my presence may dwell.,” Hence the command:

“Let them make unto Me a sanctuary”

-- Exodus Rabba

Think not to settle down in any truth
but use it as a tent in which to spend a summer’s night;

build no house for it, or it will become your tomb.

- Belle Vallerie Grant and George Thevelyan



Digest

In the thesis’ introduction, I open by posing the question of sacred Jewish
place and by examining the relationship between sacred time and sacred space
in the Jewish tradition. The process of place-making and, specifically, the
design and fashioning sacred Jewish place, is presented as an activity that can
be informed by the spirit of Judaism and a rediscovered Jewish artistic

consciousness.

In Chapter One, I analyze criteria of sacred place that is grounded in Jewish
theology, philosophy, and history. The Creation story in Genesis One is
presented as the archetype of the creative and artistic process. Shabbat is
presented as a primary example of the Torah's preference for sacred time over
sacred space. The role and meaning of place, the realm in which space and

time meet, is then analyzed in the context of Judaism.

In Chapter Two, the focus of the research is on an analysis of the places
recorded in the Bible where Israel acknowledged the presence of God. The
Tabernacle is presented as the archetype for sacred communal Jewish place.
Its architecture is presented as an inspired model for a Hebraic-concept of
form-making. Emphasis is placed on the Tabernacle's role in Israelite tribal
culture. The chapter concludes with a comparison between Israel's role in the
design and building of the Tabernacle and God's role in the creation of the

world.

In Chapter Three, the focus of the research is on an analysis of the role that
sacred Jewish place plays in the activation of memory. The Temple is

presented as an architecture that was built to serve as a national and religious
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center, and also to preserve the memory of the Sinaitic experience. The Temple
is presented as an enduring religious symbol. Its permanent architecture is

contrasted with models of temporary Jewish architecture: the Tabernacle and

the Sukiah.

In Chapter Four, the second command.ment and Judaism’s polemic against
idolatry is analyzed. The nature of the Hebraic God as an imageless God is
presented as an inspiration for the design of sacred Jewish place. While a
distinction is made between idolatry and iconography, the Jewish concept of
holiness is presented as one that resists the static image and instead sanctifies

word and action.

In Chapter Five, the focus of the research is on the synagogue as a model for
sacred Jewish place. The analysis includes the origins and early development
of the synagogue and the social, political, and economic factors which shaped
the synagogue architecture through history. Current trends in synagogue
architecture are presented in the context of the influences of Historicism and

Modernism.

In Chapter Six, the research documented in chapters one through five is
interpreted into a list of specific “midot”, or aspects, for the design and
fashioning of sacred Jewish place. Some of the aspects apply to the design of
any sacred Jewish place, while others are clearly exclusive to the synagogue or
the sanctuary reserved for Jewish worship. The aim of this chapter is to
provide architects, designers, building committees, and Jewish communities
with a tool to endow sacred places with the spirit of Jewish history and

tradition.
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Preface

This thesis aims to help Jewish artists, architects, and congregations to
rediscover a Hebraic concept of form-making and to infuse sacred places with

the spirit of Judaism. It is a project that began over a decade ago.

While studying architecture at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, I
had the opportunity to design a house of worship and study - a “tabernacle” -
for the Newton Centre Shabbat Minyan. The research that went into that
project sparked a spiritual journey which infused my life with the histories and
traditions of our People. The project initiated a series of involvements that
eventually brought me to the Rabbinate. 1 am indebted to Rabbi Daniel
Shevitz and Maurice Smith who helped to guide me on the beginning of this
journey. As the representative of the congregational client, Rabbi Shevitz
challenged me both as an architect and as a Jew. Maurice Smith, the advisor
for my graduate design thesis, helped me to understand the nature of built-
form and to develop a set of principles for architectural composition and the

definition of space.

While practicing architecture in Boston, I was blessed to be commissioned by
Temple Beth Shalom of Cambridge to restore and renovate the congregation’s
early 20th century synagogue and to design a home for the Alef Bet Childcare
Center. My role as the synagogue's architect led to a position as the
congregation's first administrator and a two-year rejuvenation program in
which the community's need for architectural and community development

were merged into a single vision. Iam indebted to the congregation of Temple



Beth Shalom of Cambridge for providing me an opportunity to explore
solutions for sacred Jewish space in the congregational setting.

Throughout my years at Hebrew Union College I have been blessed with many
fine teachers. While I am indebted to each one of them, I would like to
acknowledge Rabbis Lee Bycel, Rueven Firestone, and Wolli Kaelter. Their
teachings have helped to shape the priorities and the principles of my
rabbinate. Outside the classroom, Rabbis Sue Elwell, Marvin Gross, Kenneth

Kanter, and Jeffrey Marx have served as mentors and role models.

This thesis was influenced greatly by the guidance of Rabbi Samuel Joseph. As
a trusted advisor, he provided valuable insight and critique. I am deeply
indebted to my colleague, W. David Nelson. His skilled editing has touched
virtually every paragraph which follows. Moreover, his scholarship and
commitment to Jewish learning continues to enrich my life and work. The
friendship and the brotherhood which David shared with me during my years

in Cincinnati have been among my greatest blessings.

This work is dedicated to my mentor, friend, and teacher, Jesse Reichek. From
Jesse I learned that the problem of architecture can not be solved on the
drawingboard or in the studio. The examples of his life and work are a
testament to our awesome responsibility as caretakers of God's earth. His

teachings remain at the foundation of my hopes and dreams.

Above all, Lauren, my wife and life partner, has endured long nights, edited

first drafts, and nurtured me every step of the way. She is my love and my life.

James Moss Brandt
Lag Ba'Omer 5758
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Introduction: Sacred Jewish Time/Sacred Jewish Space

Like all human activity, events through which individuals and religious
communities strive for nearness to the Divine are localized in time and
space. At times, the space/time -- the place -- in which humanity
acknowledges the presence of God is set apart, and sanctified. The .Hebraic
archetypes of sacred place are recorded in biblical narrative. At the site of
Jacob’s dream, the burning bush, and the giving of the law at Mount Sinai,
sacred time was initiated by Diety and acknowledged by humankind. In the
Tabernacle and Temple, man consecrated sacred space and God acquiesced.
The places sanctified by God are distinctive in that these sites are hallowed
by a particular event or set of events. Places sanctified by humankind are
sites set apart for the purpose of composing religious meaning and
accommodating rituals of faith. In these sacred places, the realm of time

sanctifies the realm of space.

While it is the human acknowledgment of the Divine presénce that
consecrates place as sacred, it is important to note that not all places in
which God and man meet are sanctified. Isaac was accustomed to praying
out in an open field, but the biblical text does not even hint that the site of
his prayer was sacred. On occasion, congregations plan Shabbatonim and
wilderness retreats, and conduct worship services on a beach, in a
campsite, or a meadow. On Rosh Hashanah, synagogue communities
congregate at water’s ecige to discard sins of the past year. The spaces in

which we conduct these rituals are made sacred by the event, but no mark



is left. In these cases, the sacred is localized in time, and is fleeting;
holiness is confined to the moment; the space is not permanently hallowed.
In the Hebraic view, space, by itself, is never sacred. When it is set apart,
and sanctified, its purpose -- like the object -- is to lend holiness to time.
Jewish prayer and ritual are performed at fixed times. The place of the
occurrence is inconsequential. The T;an Commandments assert: “Remember
the Sabbath day, and keep it holy.”? While legislating a holiness in time,
there is no mention of a sanctity in space. At the conclusion of the giving
of the Law, holiness in time is further emphasized. God tells Moses: “Every
place where I cause My Name to be mentioned, I will come to you and bless
you.”? The Hebraic notion of holiness in time is celebrated each Shabbat.

A period of time is set aside and sanctified. Shabbat’s seven-day cycle is
completely detached from the world of space. It is a cycle of time imposed

upon space, a declaration of a holiness exclusive to the realm of time.

At every turn, the Hebraic view asserts the triumph of time over space. In
Judaism, space is the servant of time. Its importance is only acknowledged
in time. Even so, the role of the lesser partner should not be
underestimated. After all, ritual is localized not only in time, but also in
space. Eventually, the Torah succumbs to the human weakness for things of
space. In the place where he encounters the Divine, Jacob builds an altar
to God. In doing so, he marks holy ground. He associates the site with the
occurrence, and defines the place as sacred. God consecrates Shabbat;
Israel consecrates Tabernacle and Temple. God acknowledges humanity’s

need for holiness in space, and endows the architect, Bezalel, with Divine



inspiration. When, in the days of Herod, the people faced the task of
rebuilding God’s sanctuary, the Talmud reminds us that rain fell only at
night: “In the morning, the wind blew the clouds away and the sun shone
so that the people were able to perform their task, and they knew that they
were engaged in sacred work.,” When the Temple was destroyed again, at
once faith was fractured and democre;.tizcd. The sacrificial cult which had
been established in the Temple was replaced by prayer, by service of the

heart. The synagogue was dedicated as the outpost of the holy.

Today, our places of worship are less temporary than Isaac’s or even Jacob’s.
Bound by religious culture and history, we have become transformed from a
tribe of faithful individuals to a community of faith. The communal
character of our faith demands that we designate space for the activities of
community: for prayer, study, celebration, and commemoration. Humanity
requires enclosure; community demands architecture. For the religious
community this means an architecture that brings people to God, a place
that opens us to ourselves and to each other. It means a sanctified place
that is set apart from those of the secular; a place that promotes searching,
fellowship, and reflection; a place that invites the presence of God to dwell
among the congregation. Religious architecture aims at places that are
sanctified through use; spaces which, over time, will become endowed with

the sacred.

Thomas Barrie, historian of sacred place and place-making, defines sacred

space as “a locality set aside for the religious ritual to be enacted at the set-
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time.”® In Barrie’s view, sacrality is associated specifically with ritual;
holiness is confined to the sanctuary. In the consideration of sacred
Jewish space, this definition is too limited. In Judaism, the distinction
between the “secular” and the “sacred” is an artificial one. In the words of
Nahum Glatzer, “Judaism is understood to be a way of life which elevates
every action to a striving, to a relatior.lship with God.”® It follows that
Jewish space cannot be limited to a sanctuary set aside for worship. The
dedicated sanctuary is sacred. Its programmatic requirements, both spiritual
and practical, are unique. But in Judaism, classroom, boardroom, dining
room, and bedroom are also sacred. The talmudic rabbi, Bar Qappara
explained: “What is the brief text upon which all the major parts of the
Torah depend? It is Proverbs 3:6: ‘In all your ways acknowledge God, and
God will make straight your paths.” In Judaism, a tradition which aims to
elevate every action to holiness, the careful consideration of sacred space is

an invariable,

The Torah teaches that “you shall love Adonai, your God, with all your
heart.”” This means that every action has the potential to bring the Jew
closer to God. We can interpret this verse to mean that we should love God
with all our inclinations, with every aspect of our life, with all of our being.
We can express our love for God through prayer and study, and also through
poetry, drama, music, art, and architecture. According to Pirke Avot, the
Ethics of the Fathers, the world stands on three things: Talmud Torah
(study); Gimilut hasadim (ethical action); and Avodah. Eugene Mihaly

interprets Avodah to be worship of the heart, and Torah’s term for artistic



expression.® Abraham Joshua Heschel argues that all artistic expression
must strive to acknowledge and glorify God. He explains the reciprocal
relationship of religion and art: The artist needs religion, and religion
needs art. He states that, “the right hand of the artist withers when he
forgets the sovereignty of God, and the heart of the religious man has often
become dreary without the daring skill of the artist.” Furthermore, he
asserts that “art seemed to be the only revelation in the face of Deity’s vast
silence.” In 1971, Rev. Henry Gratz opened a symposium on the role of art
and architecture for religious communities with a question addressing the
issue of sacred space: “Is it a structure that is symbolic of the glory of God,
a monument to faith, or is it a visual expression of the symbol of community,
of faith, and of family?” This question has no enduring answer. Indeed, it
is one which has been addressed by generations of architects and artists,

theologians and religious communities.

One of the greatest endeavors of religious communities is to design and
build sacred space. The product of this process provides the community
with a place to conduct the business of the congregation, to learn and teach,
to celebrate and mourn, and to conduct communal worship. Sacred space
provides the stage for fellowship and discovery. It is here that the religious
community seeks to know their God. Moreover, the sacred architecture of
the religious community be it a sanctuary, classroom, or consecrated chapel
in a clearing in the woods, is a reflection of the ideals of the community,
perhaps even is a symbol of shared beliefs and values. Frank Lloyd Wright

presented architecture as “life itself, taking form and therefore is the truest



record of life as it was lived in the world of yesterday, as it is being lived in

today, or ever will be lived.” For Wright:

Architecture is that great creative spirit which from generation
to generation, from age to age, proceeds, persists, creates,

according to the nature of man, and his circumstances as they
both change.!®

Place-making is a programmed art. It is fashioned to fulfill a specific set of
human needs. Architecture responds to a purpose, as Louis Sullivan stated:
“Form follows function”.'! Architecture, when successful, fulfills the
parameters of a program of use. Even the most sacred space must be
responsive to the physical needs of this program. How many people will
attend worship services? Where will we store the books, and the cars?
How will people and light and air get in, and out? How much will this cost,
and how much of it can we afford? These are questions that religious
communities -- congregations, schools, camps, mortuaries -- address when

building new space, or when planning a renovation or addition.

The program for religious architecture -- the considerations which guide the
design and fashioning of sacred communal space -- demand that we ask
questions of use, and also questions of history, philosophy, and theology.
Beside a catalogue of the physical needs of the community, the program of
use, religious architecture is fashioned by a program of spirit. If we aim to
design sacred Jewish space, we must seek to understand our tradition’s

concept of sacred space. If we aim to design a place to conduct the affairs of



the Jewish community, we must be clear in our vision of the character and
the scope of Jewish communal activity. If we aim to fashion a place in
which we will seek the presence of God, we must address ourselves to our
tradition’s understanding of that search. To fashion sacred communal
space, Jewish communities must develop programs of use which respond to
the physical needs of the community.' They also must develop a program of
spirit which reflect the ideals of Judaism, the history of the Jewish People,

and aims to rediscover a Hebraic tradition of place-making.

The goal of this study is to lay the foundation for a model handbook which
will help Jewish communities to design and fashion sacred communal
space which both fulfills the communities’ physical requirements, and
reflects a “spiritual/historical program of place-making” -- an interpretation

of the ideals of our tradition and the history of our People.
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1. Toward a Concept of Sacred Jewish Place

THE.CREATION STORY: ARCHETYPE FOR THE DESIGN PROCESS
Space is defined both by natural phenomenon and by human intervention.
The clearing in the woods, the sea shore, and the dam built by a family of
beavers are examples of natural form, that is, form that is a result of the
natural order. The ritual hut, home on the range, and urban skyscraper are
examples of built form, form designed and fashioned by man. Models for
both natural and built form are presented in the biblical Creation story, in
Genesis, Chapter 1. The text describes the origins of the universe and the
beginnings of humanity, it also presents Creation as a continuing process.
God’s creative act is understood as the foundation of the world and as an
empowering and enabling force. When God ceases work on the seventh
day, Creation, nonetheless continues to function on its own accord;

Creation continues independent of Diety.

The continuation of Creation is commanded; it is programmed into the
natural order. Rather than creating vegetation ex nihilo, God commands the
earth “to bring forth vegetation.”? Waters bring forth sea creatures;? the
waters withdraw to bring forth land.? Grass, herb-yielding seed, and fruit
trees are created along with the seed “after its kind.” In this way, the
creative force is programmed into Creation itself. God blesses natural form
with the commandment: “Be fruitful and multiply: fill the waters of the

seas, and let the birds multiply-on the earth.”s The commandment is



fulfilled. Creation acts upon its ability to continue creation. The result is

the ongoing production of natural form.

Humankind is given similar commandments, and yet more: the
responsibility for the continuation of Creation. God commands humanity to
“be fruitful and multiply:” To act upon our genetic ability and desire to

produce offspring. Further, humankind is commanded to “subdue the earth

On the left, an engraving of the menorah candelabra used in Tabernacle,
n ’

and later Temple worship, probably used as an amulet in an early
synagogue. On the Right, the Israel Moriah (salvia palastina benth.),
which provided inspiration for the menorah’s shape. An example of
natural form providing a model for built form. Source: Neil Folberg, And [ Shall
Dwell Among Them: The Historic Synagogues of the Worid, title page (left). Nogah

Hareuveni, Nature in Our Biblical Heritage, pg. 136.
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and to have dominion over it.” Humankind’s role is fulfilled not only by
continuing the species through procfeation, but also by organizing and
ordering the entirety of Creation through the creative process. Humankind
continues Creation by employing the products of natural form as the raw
materials for designs fashioned by man. It is a process initiated by God
through specific acts of creation and continued by humanity through acts of
differentiation and combinations. It is the process by which natural form,

transformed by man, becomes built form.

God’s creative action is itself a process of differentiation. Light is created
and divided from the darkness.” Heaven and Earth are created by the act of
dividing existing matter, as well as by creating matter itself.? The creation

of space is created within space, by dividing space. Eric Elnes recognizes

Creation was a process of differentiation. God retracted to allow space

for the universe. Light was divided from darkness. The waters were

gathered to form dry land. Source: Photograph by James Brandt.
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Creation “as a process by which the cosmos is differentiated into

interdependent, relational entities which themselves provide the basis for
further differentiation and interdependence.” It is significant to note that
Creation did not occur instantaneously, but as an extended, dynamic

process. Elnes points out that the verb “badal/to divide” appears five times

in the creation story, further emphasizing creation as a process of

differentiation.!0

The act of creation brought forth the universe, and also reveals the creative
act as a process. Genesis 1:1 might be translated as, “In the beginning, God
initiated the process of creation”, to reflect a fuller understanding of the
nature of the creative act. Taking note that creation took place over time, as
a process of differentiation, we can further characterize the process as one
defined by a repetitive series of intention, action, and reflection. To
examine the nature of this process, we analyze the creation of light:

“And God said, ‘Let there be light’,
And there was light.
And God saw the light, that it was good,
And God divided the light from the darkness.”!!

Each creative act begins with a statement of Divine intention. God sets out
to create by stating that a portion of creation is to be enacted. God
announces that which God intends to create: “And God said, ‘Let there be
light.” The statement of intention is immediately followed by action. In the
Divine creative process, the action is the spontaneous fruition of the spoken
itention: “Arid there was light™ Fellowing the action, God reflects upon

12



and evaluates the product of the intention: “And God saw the light, that it was
good.” God does not refrain from reflection and evaluation until the
completion of Creation on the seventh day, but does so at every stage of the
process, for a total of seven times.!? Finally, we note that light was not
created ex nihilo, but from within darkness. The ultimate act by which
light was brought into being was an a‘ct of differentiation: “And Geod divided
the light from the darkness.” This is a repetitive process of intention, action,
and reflection occurring in time. Thus, Creation can be understood as the
Divine process through which the universe was created and its creative

force was initiated. Humanity is given dominion over, and responsibility

ARG DY T2l eh MHend IAGLoletl L ) HiGE L. M
T I T AT Y T T Y YT T T I Y YT Y
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This medieval {lluminated manuscript interprets the Creation story

eraliy depicting God as the architect of the universe. Source: Bible
iterally,

Moralisee, an anonymous medieval illuminated manuscript.
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for, Creation. We are empowered to continue the perfection of Creation
through the creative process of differentiation, a process which, itself, is a

Divine invention.

SHABBAT: THE SANCTIFICATION OF TIME

In the Bible, the realm of space and the realm of time are inextricably
connected. The verse, “You shall keep my Sabbath and venerate My
sanctuary,” is just one example of a parenthetical insertion in which space
and time are juxtaposed. Creation functions within space, as the
differentiation of space. Creation also functions within time. God began
the process of creation at a moment in time: “bereshit/in the beginning.”
The text stresses the passage of time throughout the process. The creation
of space is localized in time; the work of Creation takes place over six days.
At the completion of each portion of Creation, the passage of time is
indicated: “And there was evening and there was morning, the first (second,
third, fourth, fifth, sixth) day.”’* The repetition is significant as a
metaphorical indication of time’s passage. The completion of Creation is
marked, las well: “And the heaven and the earth were finished, and all the
host of them.”!5 As Creation is completed, once again the day is announced:
“And on the seventh day God finished the work which God had made.”
Creation is presented as a process fixed and ordered in time.

As we have discussed, Creation is characterized by a proceés of intention,
n. Each time God creates, God announces, acts, and

action, and reflectio

aluates. The verse: “vayareh Elohim ki tov/And God saw that it was good,”
ev .

al h step of the process. At the completion of Creation, God reflects
seals eac
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upon and seals the totality: “And God saw everything that God had made,
and, behold, it was very good.”'” The completed Creation is declared not
merely “good,” but “very good.” It reaches a harmonious state with nothing
lacking.’® While God declares approval at each stage of the creative process,
it is not until the creation of Shabbat that God sanctifies a portion of
Creation: “And God blessed the sever‘lth day and hollowed it, in it God
rested from all God’s work which in creating God had made.”® Here, the
verb, “kadosh/to sanctify” is used for the first time. The spatial, material
objects of creation are merely approved; that is, declared “tov”. Only

Shabbat, a period of time is declared holy.

Eventually the biblical text does ordain holiness in space with the
consecration of the Tabernacle. Even so, the declaration of the holiness of
the seventh day as Shabbat -- a holiness in time -- comes first. Holiness in
space, comes later, and only after humanity demonstrates a weakness for
the world of space -- for the material world -- by praying to the golden calf.
Even then, sanctity in space is declared, not by God, but by Moses. Time,
the Sabbath day, is hallowed by first by God and then by humankind In the
consecration of space, the Tabernacle, Israel takes the initiative. Abraham
Joshua Heschel understands Judaism as “a religion of time aiming at the
sanctification of time.” Heschel interprets the Bible as being more
concerned with time than with space. In his view, the Bible, “sees the

world in the dimension of time,” paying “more attention to generations and

events than to countries, to things.”?0
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Central to Heschel’s view of Judaism as a time-centered tradition is his view

of the Sabbath, which he refers to as a “cathedral in time.” For Heschel,
Shabbat is a cornerstone of the Hebraic concept of holiness. Its purpose is
“to celebrate time rather than space. Six days a week we live under the
tyranny of things of space; on Shabbat we try to become attuned to holiness
in time. It is a day on which we are ‘called upon to share in what is eternal
in time, to turn from the result of creation to the mystery of creation; from

the world of Creation to the creation of the world.”?!

The biblical perspective which sanctifies time over space frames the Hebraic
understanding of space; particularly that of sacred space. For the Jew, the
sacred is marked by the seventh day; the moon’s waxing and waning
announce festival observance, the rising and setting sun determine time for
prayer and thanksgiving. While Tabernacle, Temple, and synagogue frame
the historical development of sacred Jewish space, the relationship between
God and Israel is bound by time, and, for the most part, is independent of
space. In the words of Arthur Green, "Any place where the glory of God
appears, in however a transient manner, is to be considered as God’s holy
temple.”? Even at the dedication of the Temple in Jerusalem, the grandest
of sacred Jewish spaces, Solomon recognized the spatial inability to contain
e. He declared, “But in truth, will God dwell on earth?

God’s presenc

Behold heaven, and the heaven of heaven can not contain You, how much

less this house which I have built.”#
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The lawn of a suburban college provides an example of place sanctified

momentarily by the reading of the Torah. Source: Photograph by James
Brandt,

Historian and theologian, Mircea Eliade explains the Hebraic concept of a
time-bound notion of the sacred, by way of cultural comparison, “The
Achipa’s pole, Eliade describes, is stuck in the ground to make the center of
the world and form the cosmos around it. As tribesmen go in their
wanderings they take their center - their cosmology - with them. When
they pause and settle down, they stick the pole in the ground, and the
minute the pole is proclaimed, the world is totalized and made sacred. In
contrast to that, the wandering stick of the Jew is never stuck into place.
The stick that indicates settlement is always doubled by another stick,

around which a parchment is rolled. The latter stick indicates the essential

wandering - even when being in place, it is stuck in the book, in the
idea.” Holocaust-era Protestant philosopher, Paul Tillich, understood the

Hebraic emphasis on sacred time not as a limitation, but as a theo-cultural
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outlook which enabled Jewish survival. For Tillich, the Jewish nation
“represents the permanent struggle between time and space going through
all times. It can exist in spite of its space again and again, from the time of
the great prophets, up to our days. It has a tragic fate when considered as a
nation of space like every other nation, but as a nation of time, it is beyond

tragedy. It is beyond tragedy because it is beyond the circle of life and

death.”?5

As we turn to an examination of the architectural models in the Bible --
Noah'’s ark, the Tabernacle, Solomon’s Temple, the Temple envisioned by
Ezekiel -- we will see that each successive architecture has a greater
potential for permanence. The ark is least permanent. It is tossed about by
the waves and the wind. Its direction of travel is out of human control.
The Tabernacle is more permanent. It, too, is a “moving” architecture, but
its travel is determined by Moses and Aaron. Still more permanent is the
Temple. It is fixed to a permanent site, built of heavy materials, and
protected by geography and military apparatus. None of these architectures
endured, for each was located in space. Noah’s ark and the Tabernacle
seemingly have vanished. Only the most solid biblical architecture, the
walls of the Temple’s foundation, remain as a ruin, So much more

vision of the Temple is yet to be, As a vision of the

permanent is Ezekiel’s

architecture of the redemptive age, it endures because it exists, not in space,

but in time. It is an architecture of time. As such, it will survive so long as

the Jew looks toward the future.
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SACRED PLACE: AN ACKNOWLEDGMENT OF GOD’S PRESENCE

In the Hebraic view, space is the servant of time. Even so, the importance
of the role of sacred Jewish space should not be underestimated. After all,
time and space are inextricably bound. Both our lives and our memories are
anchored in the realm of space. When thie realm of time is joined with the
realm of space, the product is place. IIn place, moment and locale compose
the “frame” in which all human experience occurs. The realm of space
endows place with physical form -- both the natural form of Creation and
the built form, the architectural form, of human expression. The house is
built of materials which, themselves, have physical properties. Places are
anchored in space. We leave home for the day, expecting to find things
relatively as we left them. The realm of time lends a dynamic quality to a
place. Upon returning home, we find that time has changed the place. The
lawn is slightly thicker, the front porch is dark and chilly, the smell of the
morning coffee is long gone. Architect and urban planner, Kevin Lynch,
reminds us that environments change over time. “A sudden disaster may
destroy a city, farms will be made from wilderness, a loved place is
abandoned, or a new settlement built on an obscure frontier. Slower natural
processes may transform an ancient landscape, or social shifts cause bizarre
dislocations. In the midst of these events, people remember the past and
imagine the future.”? Anchored to the physical but subject to the fluidity of
We sustain ourselves; we replenish the world; we

time, we live our lives:

take a turn at adding to Creation; we turn to worship God -- in prayer, song,

ement, poetry and architecture. On the stage of space and in the dance
movement, f

f time, we seek a nearness to God. In that seeking -- perhaps inspired by
o (-
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moments of discovery --

we long for Space to contain moments of holiness.

In the design of the Brion family cemetery in S. Vito d'Altivole, Italy,
architect Carlo Scarpa combined natural and built form to record the
passage of time in architecture. The cemetery’s entrance is marked by
a tree trained into a curved half-arch. The water from the site’s spring
is channeled across the landscape. The water represenits purity and
renewal. [t adds movement to the place and highlights the temporal.
Source: Carlo Scarpa, An Architecture and Urbanism Exira Edition, pgs. 139, 141.

Thomas Barrie characterizes sacred places by the formal method which the
place employs to compose meaning.?” He classifies sacred site and sacred
architecture in three categories: Those which employ an overt
representation, such as a picture or a symbol, to express a belief or world
view; those which express meaning on a deeper, abstract level in the
composition of the form; and, those which express meaning through ritual

supported by physical -- natural or built -- form. The synagogue murals at

Bet Alpha are an example of the first category. Biblical history and religious
| 20
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The mosaic floor in the sixth century synagogue at Bet Alpha provides
an overt representation of the community’s world view. The floor is
divided into three sections surrounded by an elaborate border. The top
section depicts the ark flanked by menorahs, lions, and birds. The
middle section depicts the ring of the zodiac. The bottom section
depicts the sacrifice of Isaac. Source: H. A. Meek, The Synagogue, pg. 81.

symbols are recorded pictorially on the sanctuary’s mosaic tile floor,
recording an overt expression of the architect’s world view. The plan of
Solomon'’s Temple, an example of the second category, is composed of a
series of contained courtyards, each more restricted and on a successively
higher level of holiness. The diagram of the Temple is an expression of a
al religious perspective. The courtyard of the Tabernacle is an

hierarchic

example of the third category. It is difficult to glean religious meaning from
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the simple enclosure of the Tent of Meeting, The story of the people’s

relationship with their tribal God is made clear, however, by the ritual

sacrifices and offerings conducted within its fabric walls.
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These 17th century drawings depict the Temple surrounded by a
succession of courtyards, an architectural expression of a hierarchical
world view. Source: Above: From a Passover Haggadah printed in Amsterdam, in

1629. Below: “Yosifon

Both reprinted in: Zev Vilnay, Th

» a Yiddish version of the works of Josephus, printed in Basil.

e Holy Land in Old Prints and Maps, pg. 88.
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Barrie’s classifications are an attempt to classify the composition of
meaning. Each is based on the premise that it is possible for the place to be
endowed with God’s presence. Place is declared as sacred when an
individual or a community acknowledges that God is present, or when a
specific place is dedicated to the purpose of seeking and serving the Divine.

Th i
e first example of sacred Jewish place is the site of Jacob’s dream.

This late 18th century illustration of Jacab’s dream depicts winged

angels ascending and descending a |ladder-stair. The rays of light

emanating from the sky suggest the location of heaven's open gate.

Note that Jacob's head rests on the stone which he will raise to mark

the sanctity of the site. Source:
London, 1794-97. Reprinted in Naomi Landa Gross, Art and Architecture of the

“jacob's Dream” engraving by John Milton,

Synagogue, pg- 10-
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Humankind had acknowledged God’s presence before this: Adam and Eve

responded to God’s call by hiding, Abraham responded by revealing himself,

but Jacob acknowledged that God was present in time and space. Running
away from home, Jacob became exhausted and stopped to spend the night.
He took a stone, and used it as a pillow. .Jacob slept. He dreamt of a ladder
that connected heaven and earth. An.gels. danced along its rungs. Arising
in the morning, Jacob acknowledged that the presence of God had been in
the place. He named it: “Beth El/House of God,” declaring, “Surely God was
in this place, and I did not know it.”?® Jacob marked the site as sacred. He
erected a column. Venerating his stone-pillow as a symbol of the event, he

placed it atop the column, and poured oil over it.20

The Torah records another story of an individual acknowledgment of God’s
presence. “When Moses was tending the flock of his father-in-law, Jethro,
the priest of Midian, drove the flock into the wilderness, and came to Horeb,
the mountain of God. Adonai’s angel appeared to him in a blazing fire out of
a bush. He gazed, and there was a bush all aflame. And Moses said, T must
turn aside to look at this marvelous sight. Why doesn’t the bush burn up?”
A simple act: to take a second look at a beautiful, curious sight; to pause and
reflect, perhaps to consider the Divine force behind creation. In doing so,
Moses realized that God was present in that place. He heard God's voice.
Knowin

g that he walked on holy ground -- that the place before him was

d -- Moses removed his shoes. Elizabeth Barrett Browning comments:
sacred --
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Earth’s crammed with heaven
and every bush afire with God;
But only he who sees, takes off his shoes--

the rest sit around it, and pluck blackberries.
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When Moses experiences the presence of God in the burning bush he
removes his sandals in acknowledgment of the sanctity of the place.

Source: Offenberg Haggadah, Germany, 1960. Reprinted in: Abram Kahof, Jewish
Symbolic Art, tig. 75.

The model set forth for sacred place in these experiences of theophany does
not depend solely upon God’s appearance. Also necessary is the human
acknowledgment of God’s presence. In each of these meetings, the
acknowledgment of God’s presence, and the sanctification of the place,
required human initiative. It is from the examples of encounters such as

h that the notion of the designating sacred space enters the Judeo-
these

i I igi iti ) Our a.bi].ity
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as worshipper and builder to claim a place as sacred, to build upon it, to

endow it with experience and memory, and within it, to strive for divinity

and divine inspiration.

Most of us learn about the Hebraic concept of an omnipresent God at a young
age. Even children in a second grade religious school class can tell you that
God is everywhere. Jacob and Moses realized something more. They took
note that, though God may be everywhere, God is not dispersed evenly
throughout the universe. God is more present in some places than in
others. Through their actions, Jacob and Moses sanctified the site where
God appeared, and took first steps toward the design and fashioning of
sacred Jewish place. From their example, we learn that we have the ability

to sense the presence of God, and even to summon God’s presence to a place

through our actions.

Jacob’s dream and Moses’ comprehension of the burning bush were
transformative moments of faith and discovery. But even more powerful
than these was the acknowledgment of God’s presence at Sinai. At the base
of the mountain, all Israel assembled on the desert floor. The entire tribe

witnessed the event; and acknowledged the Divine presence in a communal

act:

All the People witnessed the thunder and lightening, the blare

and the mountain smoking; and when the people

of the horn, -
saw it, they fell back and stood at a distance.?!
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Here again, it is not merely the presence of God that is Ssartant. “The

event and the place of Sinaj -- as a moment in space and time -- was

sanctified by a religious leaders calling our to the divine, and the communal

acknowledgment of God’s presence in the place.

The two biblical accounts of the Sinai.tic theophany underscore the central
importance of human acknowledgment of the sacred. In the first account,
God comes down from Sinai so that each person might sense God’s
presence. “Adonai came down upon Mount Sinai.”®? In the second account,
God remained in heaven. It was only God’s word which came down. “I
have talked to you from heaven.”® Heschel explains that these two verses
are not contradictory. Each refers to a separate experience: The first
describes the experience of humankind, and the second describes the
experience of God. In Heschel’s words: “A voice came out of heaven, Israel
heard it out of Sinai.”® The covenant is accepted with the words: “na’aseh,
v’nishma/we will do and we will harken.” Each person spoke the response
themselves. In doing so, every individual accepted responsibility for their

own actions, and also for those of the community. Even so, the response
’

was an act of community.

The Sinaitic model that couples individual experience and communal

acknowledgment of the Divine forms the foundation for the design and

fashioning of sacred Jewish place. According to Jewish tradition, every

individual -- all souls born and unborn -- were present at Sinai; all of Israel
individual -- y

hared the experience and sanctified the moment and the place. At Sinai,
shared the

27



ST T P T o o e Sl ey A S T e e T Tt et

1.10

This drawing depicts the Israelites assembled as a community around
the mountain as Moses receives the tablets of law on Mount Sinai. The
face of the agonized man holding his head in the foreground is an

individual expression of the awe of the experience. Source: A copper

engraving made by Joseph Hertz, 1826. Reprinted in: Zev Vilnay, The Holy Land in Old

Prints and Maps, pgs. 294

28



the commual emphasis of Judaism is borr, and sacred Jewish place is
forever transformed to become public, communal place. This experience
which stresses the dual importance of communal gathering and individual
experience is the archetype for Jewish worship. It is the Biblical event
upon which the foundation for Jewish worship is built. In time, both
Tabernacle and Temple will provide ft-)r tribal ritual and worship, and also
for congregation and community activities. The synagogue will emerge as
the place in which the Jewish People will address God, individually and as

a community. It will also become the sanctified place in which we will seek

each other.
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2. Sacred Jewish Place: :
Meeting Place for God and Israel

Israel remained encamped at the base of Mount Sinai for over a year. The

place was endowed with the memory of the theophany, and served as a

potent symbol for God’s presence among the beople. But the tribe could not
remain at Sinai; time could not stand still. The journey toward the
promised land had to continue; redemption had to be completed. Yet, the
meaning of Sinai could not be left behind. The mountain could not be
transported, and a new symbol was required. The people could not stay with
God; hence God would move with the people. The people would build a
dwelling place for the Divine spirit, a symbol of their faith and a
continuance of the Sinaitic experience. Thus the Hebraic tradition of

designing and fashioning sacred place, a meeting place for God and Israel

was born.

In response to the need for the sacred communal place, fabricated and
consecrated by humanity, a new model of holiness was added to Jewish

consciousness. While holiness in time would remain preeminent, a locative

model of the sacred also emerged: a holiness fixed in space. In the model

fh being, time and space are bound together as place; one can not
of human :

ld remained linked and
. : Even so, sacred space wou
exist without the other.

i is the physical
i For the Jew, sacred space 1s P
subservient to sacred time.
ime 1 The talmudic author confirms the
i i d time is spent.
location at which sacre
d time by placing rules for behavior in the

binding together of space an
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Temple court and the guidelines for verbal liturgy side by side in the text.!
Contemporary biblical scholar, Baruch Bokser points out that the
juxtaposition of laws related to Space and laws related to time tie together
models of locative and temporal holiness.? Though sacred Jewish place
remains dependent on temporal sanctity, the sanctuary -- a built form --
replaces Sinai as the ever-present symbol of God. It is carried through
Jewish history and recreated in the Tabernacle, Temple, and synagogue.
Still, outside of time, the symbol is meaningless. Its potential remains

dormant until it is entered, until the time of prayer and ritual.

In the design and fashioning of sacred place, the Jewish architect/artist
faces the task of deriving inspiration for sacred built form from biblical
models of holiness. The study and the synthesis of these models is not
based in an attempt to copy the forms of the past, but to discover new
architectural forms gleaned from reinterpreting structures of Jewish
consciousness. In an attempt to invigorate the Jewish artistic tradition and

to rediscover a Hebraic concept of place-making, we turn to an analysis of

the archetypes of the Torah.

ARCHETYPE FOR SACRED JEWISH PLACE

The Tabernacle was the first sanctified built form of the Jewish People. It

the first sacred Hebraic architecture. It provided a place for tribal
was

hi d assembly during the forty years of desert wandering. It can be
worship an

d tribe to a free nation. It
d from an enslave
Israel were transforme
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The map, “A Pisgah-Sight of Palestine” records the Israelites’ route
through Sinai. The circuitous track demonstrates that expedient arrival
in Canaan was not important. The trip was deliberately extended for the
sake of establishing the spiritual journey as a wandering in

placelessness. Source: Drawn by Thomas Fuller, 1650. Reprinted in: Zev Vilnay,

The Holy Land in Old Prints and Maps, pg. 277.

functioned as the meeting place of God and Israel for over half a century

until the dedication of Solomon’s Temple in Jerusalem in 950 BCE.3 The

Tabernacle is the primary archetype for sacred Jewish space. The Italian

scholar, Umberto Cassuto recognized its fabric walls and protected inner
: |

Sanctuary as an architecture which replaced Mount Sinai as the symbol for

an ever-present God.* The Tabernacle was a portable structure designed for
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the specific needs of a nomadic tribe, The Israclites carried the temporary

structure with them through the wilderness. The Tabernacle’s building

process continued through the years of desert wandering. It was an

architecture dependent on time, an architecture “in motion.” “Whenever the
cloud was taken up from over the Tabernacle, the Children of Israel went
onward...”s Throughout the journey, ‘the Tabernacle was continually
assembled and disassembled. Its parts were loaded onto wagons and pulled
through the desert. There was no marker to record sacred inhabitation, nor
was there a permanently sanctified site. The Tabernacle did provide a home
for holiness, but it was always a temporary home. For forty years, the
Israelites wandered in placelessness. Former sites of temporal sanctity
were departed without a trace. To this day, even the location of Sinai

remains uncertain.

The Tabernacle was erected in the center of Israelite encampment. The
clan of the Levites encamped adjacent to each of its sides and along its rear
wall. Moses, Aaron, and Aaron’s sons camped in front of its entrance.

Surrounding these camps, the twelve Israelite tribes erected their tents,

three on each side, forming the outer ring of the encampment. The

perimeter of the Tabernacle was made by a series of fine linen curtains

which hung from sixty acacia wood columns. The columns were set into

bronze bases. At their pinnacle, silver collars served as hangers for the rods

from which the curtains were suspended. The columns were braced with

ropes, fastened to the desert floor with bronze pegs. The curtain wall

losed pen-air space, one hundred cubits long and fifty cubits® wide --
enclosed an open- :
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a double square. The wall Wwas ten cubits high. On the east end, an

opening i
B g 1n the wall served as an entrance. A screen raised in front of the

epening was displaced from the wall, permitting entry on each side. The

s : :
creen provided a degree of Privacy by restricting the view both into and out

of the Tabernacle. Like the curtains which served as the Tabernacle’s

walls, the entry screen was fashioned of fine linen. It was more decorative

than the wall curtains, and embroidered with blue, purple, and scarlet

thread.

The front portion of the Tabernacle’s enclosure was used for assembly
sacrificial worship. A bronze wash basin for ritual cleansing and an alter
upon which sacrifices were burned were placed in the center of the forward
section of the courtyard. The Tabernacle’s Sanctuary was erected in the

center of the courtyard’s rear section. The Sanctuary was an enclosed

structure made of gold-plated acacia wood frames fitted into silver footings.
Holding the assemblage together and providing lateral bracing, gold plated
“wooden rods passed through gold rings fastened to each of the wood

members. The Sanctuary was thirty cubits long, ten cubits high, and ten

cubits wide. It was assembled from twenty wood members on each of its

side walls. Eight members completed the wall at the rear. The Sanctuary’s

roof was fashioned from fourteen layers of fabric supported on a gold-plated,

wooden frame. The inner-most fabric was made of fine linen and

embroidered with images of winged cherubim, the mythical figures which

ded the Sanctuary and represented God’s presence. The outer layer,
guarded the

de of dolphin skin provided protection against the elements. At the
made of do ,
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Sanctuary’s

* sacari; S- fron-t wall, another curtain marked the entrance and concealed

=0 red interior. Inside, a veil di'vided the space into two rooms. The

" :1 r:om contained an alter for burning incense; a golden menorah, the
en-branched candelabrum; and the “Table of the Presence,” an alter used

for burning th i
g the meal offering. The inner room had the dimensions of a

This drawing portray the Levites, Moses,
Tabernacle. The tent
Source: Engraving by Benedictus Arias Maontanus,
Liber, 1572. Reprinted in: H. A. Meek, The Synagogue, P9 30.

and Aaron camped around the
s of the twelve tribes of Israel form the outer ring.

in Exemplar Siue de Sacris Fabricis
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perfect cube. Here, in the Holy of Holies, was placed the Ark containing the

tablets of law. This room represented “holiness in emptiness.” It was a

hallowed chamber reserved as dwelling place for a Diety without form. It

was only entered by the High Priests, and even then, only on Yom Kippur,

the most sacred day of the year.
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This measured drawing of the Tabernacle demonstrates the
architecture’s design as being composed of a double square. The Ark of
the Covenent rests in the center of one; the sacrificial alter is placed in
the center of the other. Source: James Hastings, Dictionary of the Bible, 1802,
Reprinted in Emily Lyle, Sacred Architecture in the Traditions of India, China, Judaism,

and Islam, pg. 136.

3

With the Israelites’ departure from Mount Sinai, the visual presence of God’s
mountain was replaced by the words which God spoke to Moses. In time,

the word of God would be recorded; the People of the Land would become

the People of the Book. At the center of the Tabernacle, in the Holy of

Holies. the Ark of the Covenent contained the tablets of Law. The

Tabernacle was, in Joshua Berman'’s words, “a potent symbol of the unique

relationship between God and the Jewish People.”” But in time, the symbol
ati
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would fade from view and only the word at its center would endure.
Contemporary Reform Rabbi Kenneth Seeskin points out that the sacred
place is important not as a vessel for God, but rather as “a place where

people can express their devotion to God. " It is the symbol for God’s

presence and depository for God’s word. The Tabernacle’s reluctance to

become fixed in space allows for the triumph of time over space, and its lack

of physical form enabled the triumph of word over vision.

Both Torah and history acknowledge the significance of the Tabernacle.

It was endowed with blessing in a way that no other Hebraic architecture
has been. Joseph Guttman notes that when Hiram, the Phoenician
architect, prepared to fashion the Temple in Jerusalem, God “filled him
with wisdom, intelligence, and knowledge to work in bronze.” In
comparison, God fills Bezalel, the architect of the Tabernacle, “with Ruach
Elohim, with the spirit of God, in wisdom, intelligence, and knowledge of all
craftsmanship; fo devise artistic designs; to work in gold, silver, and bronze,
in cutting stones for setting, and in carving wood, to work in every craft.”10
God’s role in the fashioning of the Tabernacle clearly surpasses that of the

Temple. Whereas Bezalel is endowed with the spirit of God and given

talents to work in virtually every medium, Hiram is provided no direct

Divine inspiration and his God-given talent is limited to working with
]

b e.1l The beauty of the Tabernacle is even recognized by Israel’s
ronze.

enemies. When the Moabite King, Balak, sends the Mesopotamian

ites in the wilderness, Balaam travels
to curse the Israelites 1n
soothsayer, Balaam,

the Israelite encampment. Standing on a hilltop overlooking
e Is

to the site of
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the

0@p, Balaam gazes down at the Israclite tents encircling the Tabernacle
and prepares to utter his curse. At .the last moment, his curse is turned to
blessing. He declares, “How beautiful are your tents O Jacob, your dwelling
places, O Israel.”? Some commentators interpret the text literally and
believe that God’s will forced Balaam’s tongue. Others argue that the power
of the place and _the Israelites’ devotio;l to God, symbolized by the

Tabernacle, caused Balaam to have a change of heart.

acle, an architecture which required expertise in the
ric, was built by an architect

The Tabern

tashioning of wood, silver, gold, and fab

endowed with talents of virtually every medium. Source: An etching by

s De Tabemaculo Foederis, De Sancta Civitate Jerusalem, et de

m, Paris, 1720. Reprinted in

Bernard Lamy from hi
Templo eius Libri Septe
Architecture of Paradise, pg. 66-

william Alexander McClung,
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The Tabernacle was an ingenious solution to a set of complex architectural
problems. Its mobility reflected the Hebrajc model of temporal holiness and
made the Tabernacle responsive to the needs of a nomadic people. It served
as a reminder of the theophany at Mount Sinai and as a symbol of God’s
presence. The Tabernacle accomplished all this without, itself, becoming

an object of worship. After the Israelites arrived in Canaan and tribal

wandering was completed, the Tabernacle was permanently assembled in

Shiloh, a central location in t;ne territory of the tribe of Ephraim. Almost
four centuries passed before the Tabernacle was superseded by the Temple.
This reluctance to build a more permanent place for worship demonstrates
the architectural significance of the Tabernacle. It is a symbol of the power

of the fragile.

The Tabernacle succeeded as a sacred place, in part, because it provided a
clear separation between the sanctified and secular realms. The space
enclosed by the Tabernacle’s fabric walls was defined and set apart. It was
differentiated from the unconsecrated desert floor. The Tabernacle’s
enclosure protected the uninitiated from entering, and provided containment
for the sacred. Though temporary and portable, the Tabernacle fulfilled a

basic requirement of sacred place, articulated by Thomas Barrie: Sacred

I from the profane world. It communicates
place is “a place apart, separated I

hared symbolic meaning and provides a place where God or gods are
shared s

i hing a territory from
. : acred that results in detaching
place is “an irruption of the s

g » .
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This drawing of the Israelites gathered at the base of Mount Sinai

depicts the mountain surrounded by a fence, the artist's interpretation

of the Torah's injunction: “You shall set bounds for the people round
about, saying: ‘Beware of going up the mountain or touching the border
of it.” Exodus 19:20, Source: From a Haggadah for Shavuot printed in Prague,

1854. Reprinted in Zev Vilnay, The Holy Land in Oid Prints and Maps, pg. 295,

42



Naturally, the boundaries of the sacred must allow for humankind to enter.

At Sinai .
mnai, Moses climbed the sacred mountain, making pilgrimage on behalf

of all assembled. When the Israelites were freed from bondage, they

“crossed over” into freedom by traveling through a passageway with walls of

water. Crossing the sea signified transition and change of status. The entry
into the Tabernacle’s courtyard was also a distinct experience. The linen
panel at the Tabernacle’s entrance was set back from the opening in the
wall. To enter the enclosure, one had to navigate around the panel, turning
first to one side, and then to the other. This turning broke the visitor’s
cadence and signified transition and new reality. Entry to both Sinai and
Tabernacle required a deliberate act of separation. Each was experiential
and symbolic of transformation. To cross the sea was to enter into freedom;
to cross the Tabernacle’s threshold was to enter the holy. In the
Tabernacle, as in the Temple, the Holy of Holies was found at the protected
core. To reach the center, one had to pass through a succession of spaces,
each assigned a higher level of sanctity. The sequence of spaces and the
rituals attached to progression made the approach to the sacred place into a

journey -- a pilgrimage. The act of entry became the rite of preparation.

Historian and theologian, Mircea Eliade explains: “The sacred is always

dangerous to anyone who comes into contact with it unprepared, without

having gone throu gh the ‘gestures of approach’ that every religious act
4 ds.”16 Before approaching the burning bush, Moses takes off his
emands.

shoes. Before entering the sanctuary, the priests wash their hands and
we mark our thresholds with

i i day,
feet, an act of spiritual purification. Today

tualize the event of entry and fulfill the

the mezuzah. In doing so, We ri
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commandment to place words of Torah, “on the doorposts of our houses, and

upon our gates.”1?

While the place enclosed by the Tabernacle’s fabric walls was set apart as
sacred, the Tabernacle’s presence in the center of the Israelite camp
qualitatively affected the status of the entire encampment. The biblical text
questions the notion that the Tabernacle’s wall provided boundaries for the
sacred, by stating that: “The entire camp is holy for God dwells in it.”18 The
camp was further viewed as holy by requiring that certain things must be
done outside the camp.!® Baruch Bokser points out that the Essenes, the
ascetic sect credited with writing the Dead Sea Scrolls, believed that the
holiness of the Tabernacle spread beyond its walls and argued for a similar
model of holiness in their day. Their hope was to purify Jerusalem and
make it, “an equivalent of the wilderness camp.”?® From this evidence, we
understand that the Tabernacle was not the exclusive container for
holiness, but an architectural symbol of Israel’s commitment to worship God
and to live by God’s law. As daily life became tied to the communal effort to
maintain the sacred place of communal worship, the mundane chores
necessary for desert survival became endowed with sanctity. This binding
together of the sacred and the mundane reflects the Jewish view that

attempts to raise every action into a relationship with God.

In the Hebraic view, which abhors idolatry and avoids objectification, it is

the purpose of a place and not the material of a place that makes holiness

ible. The Tabernacle is holy not because it is a monument to human
possible.
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achievement, but a living symbol of God’s glory. It is a sacred architecture
that exists for a greater Purpose than merely providing protection from the
elements. For the worshipper, It raises individual status by providing each
person with a place to seek God’s presence. For the community, it
symbolizes God’s unique relationship with Israel. The Rabbis later taught
that building a structure dedicated to God would also raise human dignity.
They taught that “if a man exalts the glory of God and diminishes his own
glory, God'’s glory will be exalted and his own too. But if he attempts to
diminish God’s glory and exalt his own, then God’s glory remains what it
was, but the man’s glory is diminished.”! For the Rabbis, this teaching is
embraced by the builders of the Tabernacle and discarded by the builders of
Babel. The Tabernacle, a structure dedicated to God, is blessed with the
Divine presence: “For over the Tabernacle a cloud of Adonai rested by day,
and fire would appear in it by night, in the view of all of the House of Israel
throughout their journeys.”? Conversely, God destroyed the Tower of Babel
precisely because God had been removed from it. The builders of Babel
declared, “Let us make bricks, let us bake them hard. We shall make a name

for ourselves.” They failed to recognize sacred architecture as built form

dedicated to Divine service. As the Rabbis reflected, their attempt to raise a

tower for the purpose of self-aggrandizement was foiled. Its ruin serves as a
0

ing against egocentricity. It is an example of a project, that while
warnin

ibly worthy of platonic beauty, was built upon misplaced intention.
possibly w

The biblical account describing the details for the assembly of the
e
31 and Exodus 35 - 40. Between the

i 25 -
Tabernacle is found in Exodus
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two descriptions, the text chronicles the event of the golden calf, Israel’s

fall to idolatry and worship of an object -- a thing of space. Next to the story

of idolatry is the account of the giving of the Ten Commandments. The text
links each of these events to the Tabernacle, demonstrating that the
Tabernacle is both a visual symbol of God’s presence and a concession to the
human need for association with mat;arial. Like the calf, the Tabernacle is
covered in gold, but its product is void, not object. The Tabernacle’s center
is empty, reserved for Divine inhabitation. I[ts purpose is to be residence for
a God without form. Its design allows for an expression of physical beauty,
while ensuring that the architecture -- the object -- would not become an
end in itself. The place made by the Tabernacle’s enclosure is not itself
sacred, only the effort of the people toward the space is holy. Even the
Tabernacle’s purpose as a residence for God is only metaphorical. God does
not actually dwell in the Sanctuary, but rather the building of the Sanctuary
brings God’s presence to the tribe, Contemporary biblical commentator,
Pinchas Peli explains that the Tabernacle is not a dwelling place for God,

but a communal structure which will “convert the people from passive

participants in their relationship with God, as recipients of God’s gifts, into

active partners.”?

A SANCTUARY FOR THE PEOPLE
The Tab cle’s assembly required that every individual participate in its
e Taberna

functi yet the Torah’s description of construction states: “Make Me a
unctions, -

i raises a significant
i ong them.”? This verse
that 1 might dwell am

sanctuary, -
s: Is this sacred place built for God or for

question for the commentator
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Israel? How is it that a God W nyiv B, WhE Gart ok Baveantdiaad i the

universe, could inhabit a small, cubicle -- the Holy of Holies? Isaiah

recognized the incompatibility of a boundless God and physical containment.
He prophesied: “Adonai said, the heaven is My throne and the earth is My
footstool; where could you build a house for Me, what place could serve as
My abode?”?S In his commentary of the Pentateuch, J. H. Hertz responds to
this problem by pointing out that “the Torah does not state that: T may dwell
in it’ (the Tabernacle), but ‘among them’, i.e. in the midst of the people. “The
Sanctuary,” Hertz asserts, “was not the dwelling place of God?, it was the
symbol of that holiness which was to be the rule of life if God was to abide
with the community.”?” Responding to the same problem, contemporary
American Rabbi, David Whiman juxtaposes a midrash, a rabbinic story, with
the biblical text. He envisions a conversation between the lines of Torah:

God said, “Build Me a sanctuary, that | might dwell among

”

you.

Moses responded, “Lord of the universe, the highest heaven
of heaven can not hold Your glory. What need do You have

for a sanctuary? I don’t understand.”

God explained, “The Tabernacle, the Sanctuary, is not for Me,

its for you. I don't expect you to serve me in the full measure

of my greatness. But you make the gesture and -- as it were,

I will shrink my presence, concentrate my €ssence, and come
wi
to dwell among you In the place you build, there heaven and
o dwe .

i brace.”?®

2 i d you I will em

earth will kiss, an i : )
I | initiated the covenental relationship with God. The text reminds us
srael initia

b f Mount Sinai: “As Moses spoke, God answered him 1n
that at the base O
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n29
thunder.”® The laws were related to Israel, not as a statement but as an

answer to Moses’ questioning, Though built so that “God might dwell among

the people,” the Tabernacle was initiated by Israel and dedicated as sacred
place for tribal ritual and Communal gathering. God’s indwelling was
dependent upon and occurred as a result of Israel’s action. The Tabernacle’s
purpose was not to house God, but to transform the people. A sage wrote,

“Enter the sanctuary so that the Holy One may enter you. Then return to

the world to share the knowledge of the One who dwells within.”®

In response to Israel’s request for a place of worship, God delivered the
instructions for the Tabernacle’s construction. As in all biblical
prescriptions for built form, the text does not describe the architecture’s
objective “photographic” appearance. The Torah only provides instructions
for fashioning the parts and constructing the structure: “And you shall
make the boards for the Tabernacle of acacia wood, standing up. Ten cubits
shall be the length of a board...3! And make their rings of gold for holders
for the bars, and you shall overlay the bars with gold." “And you shall
make a veil of blue, and purple, and scarlet, and fine twinned linen...”3

The description of the making of the object places emphasis on the building

process. This teaches that in the making of sacred Hebraic place, the

beauty of the product has limited consideration. More important are the
ea

hollowing of materials and the integrity of the process. The Tabernacle’s
ollowing

tended building process made it necessary that every tribe and each
extende

ri i ity. The building
: ici ‘1 the ritual life of the communi
individual participate 1n
in the broadest sense and also a form of

mmunal process i1
process was a co
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worship. It
P Was a process that transformed Israel into a tribe of cultural

builders -- to a People with a sacred> purpose. Each time the Tabernacle was
assembled, the Israelites assembled for worship and animal sacrifice,
Sacred communal place provided each member of the tribal community with
the opportunity for a direct relationship with God. In the Sinai wilderness,
communal participation was Iegislateri. God commands Moses: “Tell the
[sraelite people to bring Me gifts; you shall accept gifts for Me from every
person whose heart so moves him.” It was expected that every person

contribute their share toward the construction of the Tabernacle.

AN ARCHITECTURE TO CONTINUE CREATION

As discussed in Chapter One, the design and fashioning of form and place
1s a process which continues Creation. By initiating the process of
designing and fashioning sacred commual place, the Israelites became
creators themselves. They fulfilled the spiritual potential of being created in
God’s image. With the Tabernacle’s completion and the dedication of its
Sanctuary, the relationship between God and Israel became reciprocal. God

created the world for human inhabitation; humanity responded by

consecrating place as sacred so that “God may dwell among the People.” It

is noteworthy that the dedication of the first sacred Hebraic architecture
is

on the first day of the first month. This temporal designation
occurs

elationship between tribal
; . _ino of a new era and a new r
signaled the beginning

' turing of faith. The day of
1 It demonstrated a ma
People and tribal God.

n coincided with the anniversary
de between the creative energy which guided

of Creation’s first day. Hence, a
dedicatio

i a
temporal connection was I
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the fashioning of the Tabernacle and the Divine force that brought forth the

universe.3 The textual parallels between Creation and the Tabernacle

continue. In Genesis, the world is created in six days; on the seventh day

God rested. In Exodus, God’s glory covered Mount Sinai for six days; on the

seventh day, God revealed the plans of the Tabernacle.?® The instructions
for the Tabernacle’s design are dividet.:l into seven segments. Each begins
with the formula: “And God Spoke to Moses.” The first six commandments
are prescriptions for building, for continuing Creation. The seventh

commands the observance of the Sabbath as a day of rest and reflection.

We framed Creation as a process of intention, action, and reflection. This
model provides an additional parallel between God’s act of creation and
humankind’s design and fashioning of sacred place. In the Creation
narrative, God places humanity at the center of the world as caretaker of its
inhabitants. God’s intention is to create a dwelling place for humanity. In
fashioning the Tabernacle, Israel’s intention is to make a sanctuary, “so that
God will dwell among them.” In the Creation narrative, the action is the
spontaneous “coming into being” of each part of the universe through
differentiation. In the human model, the action is the fashioning and
assembly of the Tabernacle. Upon completing Creation and Tabernacle, God
and Israel evaluate their work: Looking over Creation in all its array, “God

found that it was very good.” When the Tabernacle is completed, Moses

surveys the work of the people. Seeing “that they had performed all of the

tasks, as Adonai had commanded, so they had done -- Moses blessed them.™® :
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INTENTION ACTION REFLECTION

CREé\'Id'ION dwelling place spontaneous evaluation

(God) for humankind creation/ by God
differentiation
SACRED place to desi i
gn and evaluation
ARCHITECTURE encounter fashioning of by Moses
(Israel) Diety Tabernacle

Each creative act is a continuation of the creative process initiated at the
beginning of Creation’s. While this is true of all human creation -- prose,
poetry, baking, music, painting, and sculpture -- it is even more true for
architecture. For it is only in the design and fashioning of place that we
provide for inhabitation, thus furthering not only Creation’s beauty, but also
Creation’s purpose. For the architect endowed with consciousness of sacred
purpose, the process of designing built form for the purpose of inhabitation
is a sacred act in which God plays a role. Bezalel, the architect of the
Tabernacle, followed a Divinely-inspired plan in fashioning a place for
assembly and worship. He fashioned a transformative, revolutionary
structure. His work was a paramount act in the conﬁnuatioﬁ of Creation.
The rabbinic authority, who founded the academy in Babylon understood
Bezalel’s genius as his ability to re-configure natural form -- the material of
Creation -- into containment for specific inhabitation. He stated that,
“Bezalel knew how to design the letters by which heaven and earth were

created.”™ Bezalel designed something entirely new. Something new, yes,

but something compatible with the laws of the universe and consistent with

Creation itself. Professor of Bible and Rabbinic Literature, Eugene Mihaly
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comments that Bezalel’s creation was “at peace with and shared in an
ongoing process of transforming chaos into cosmos.”0 Bezalel’s ability to
further the purpose of Creation through the architectural process is even
more significant because Bezalel makes a connection to the Divine through
the creative act. The text reveals tha.t God endowed the architect “with a
Divine spirit of skill, ability, and knowledge of every kind of craft.”! God’s
Spirit, the Ruach Elohim, fills Bezalel and functions as what Eric Elnes calls
a “super-creative” element -- an “enabling power” through which the
architect is able to work with the people of Israel and enable them to
participate in the creative process. So important is our potential to continue
Creation through the design and fashioning of place, that one Talmudic sage
comments that Bezalel's ability to interpret God’s instructions, even
surpasses Moses”#

Twice Moses ascended Mount Sinai to receive instructions
from God, and twice he forgot the instructions as he
descended. The third time, God took a menorah of fire
and showed him every detail of it and still Moses could
not conceptualize the menorah. So God showed Bezalel,
and Bezalel built it at once. Since Bezalel had no trouble
at all in fashioning it, Moses cried out, “It was shown to
me so many times by the Holy One but I found that it was
too hard to make. You who did not see it created it out

of your own mind! Surely, you must have been standing

in the shadow of God when the Holy one was showing me

how to make it.”#

The point of this commentary is not to raise the status of Bezalel or to lower

that of Moses, but to teach that the process of designing and building
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architecture provides humanity with the potential to be fully human -- to
fulfill the role for which we were created. The Bible views human creativity
which acknowledges God'’s glory as a continuation of the creative process

initiated by God. To quote midrash, it is an endeavor that places each of us,

“in the shadow of God.”

It is not only the process of designing and building that link sacred place to
Creation. The materials of Creation, when used with integrity -- according
to their nature -- are hallowed by their use. When employed in the creative
process, these materials are endowed with additional meaning. They have
the power to enrich our lives by providing connections to the past/future,
the continuum of Creation. In the Tabernacle “a pillar of fire appeared in
the view of all the House of Israel throughout their journeys.” In the
Temple, a flame burned continuously. Today, the eternal light burning in
our synagogues shows honor for the Law as our eternal heritage. All are
signs of God’s presence. All harken back to the light which initiated

Creation, the one which was lit when God began the process of creation by

stating, “Let there be light.”#5

The design of the Tabernacle intentionally linked sacred communal place to

the creation of the universe. British historian, H. A. Meeks notes Philo’s

at that, “these materials (of the Tabernacle) were made of things
comme ,

fi the Earth; the purple color is like that of water; the blue
grown from ;

e fire. Together, the materials and

resembles the sky; and the scarlet is ik

esentation was
colors represent the four elements.” Analogous repr
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solar system. The Temple’s entrance is flanked by columns: the column on
the right, Jachin, represents the moén. The one on the left, Boaz,
represents the sun. The sanctuary was oriented as a solar temple. It’s
entrance faced to the east. The Temple was sited so that on the two days of
the solar equinox the morning light would shine through its outer chambers
and directly into the Holy of Holies.‘“‘- The alter in the Holy of Holies
symbolizes the soul of humanity. Each element in the Temple’s design is
based on a particular aspect of Creation. The metaphor is powerful in each
case. When the singular representations are brought together in an
assembly of sacred place, the result is a place that represents the entirety of

Creation -- in its meaning and in its purpose.
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This etching depicts the columns of Jachin and Boaz flanking the

Temple's entry.
clear that they s€

the gathering of Cre i
Reprinted in: H. A. Meek, The Synagogue. P9 ==
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at the center of the Temple in J erusalem, the Temple’s Sanctuary served as
permanent depository for the tablets o i

Tabernacle. The Sanctuary was si : L"aw, e = L

| situated in the Temple'’s courtyard which,

like that of the Tabernacle, was reserved for sacrificial rites and assembly.

Whereas the Tabernacle’s sanctuary had two rooms, the Temple’s had three.

The Temple’s additional room was a vestibule, called the Ulam, which

separated the Hekel, the room reserved for priestly sacrificial worship, from

the Sanctuary’s entrance. Though biblical and historical sources are unclear

regarding the purpose of this additional room, most scholars agree that it

served as a place for spiritual transition before entering the place of

worship.

The plan of the Temple is reminiscent of the Tabernacle, but its
permanence and carved stone structures represent a significant departure

from the temporary, fabric-covered structure of the wilderness. The
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architectural design and structural features of the Temple reflected both
Egyptian and Phoenician Sacred Aréhitecture. Hiram, the architect of the
Temple, was in fact the court artist of Phoenicia.*® Historian Peter
Richardson notes the significant similarities between the Temple and the
Temple of Dushara at Petra, including the buildings’ massing, the
disposition of spaces, and the proportions used for both structures’ sacred
cores.® At a time in which the only Hebraic model for sacred communal
place was a temporary, nomadic architecture was deemed insufficient as the
religious and national center of an increasingly powerful monarchy. The
designers of the Temple looked to neighboring shrines for architectural
inspiration. They also inherited from their neighbors a polytheistic view of
sacred place: A miniature cosmos established on the holy mountain at the
center of the world. In this model, the Temple is the Hebraic version of the
“axis mundi,” the sacred place where heaven and earth are joined.

This harkens back to the image of the ladder which connected earth and
heaven in Jacob’s dream. Jacob declared the site to be both God’s earthly
dwelling place and the portal to God’s heavenly abode. Waking from his
dream, he declared, “This is none other than the house of God and this is
n.”s! In addition to being viewed as a portal to heaven, the

the gate of heave

Temple was also understood as the earthly counterpart of the heavenly

Temple in which God resides. Supporting this view, Josephus Flavius, the

Roman scribe of Jewish extraction, wrote that the furnishing of the Temple

served as material representations of the accessories that fill the Sanctuary

on high.? Eugene Mihaly quotes a third century midrash that views each

i ! idence in heaven:
part of the Tabernacle as a reflection of God’s reside

57



If you make the sanctuary below to correspond with the one
above, ‘which was shown to you,’ I, Adonai, will leave My
celestial court and descend and contract My Presence to
dwell among you below. Just as seraphim stand at attention,
upright in My heavenly retinue, so do the upright ‘planks of
acacia wood’ in the terrestrial Tabernacle.5 Just as there

are stars above, so there are ‘gold fasteners’ below.55

The site of the Temple is further connected to Creation by the view that it is
a religious shrine built over the foundation stone of the world. In a sharp
departure from the biblical insistence on temporal sanctity, the Talmud
assigns significant locative significance to the Temple:

As the navel is set up in the middle of a person, so is the
Land of Israel the navel of the world. Jerusalem is the
center of the Land of Israel, the Temple is the center of
Jerusalem, the Holy of Holies is in the center of the Temple,
In the front of the Holy of Holies is the evan shetiyah, the

foundation stone from which the world was created.

Following this view, Maimonides refers to the alter in Jerusalem as the

place where man receives a connection to God, and further, as the place of

Creation.¥
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In this medieval map, Jerusalem is depicted as the center of the world.

Source: Zev Vilnay, The Holy Land in Old Prints and Maps, title page.
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3. Sacred Jewish Place;
An Architecture to Activate Memory

THE ETERNAL PRESENT: THE SANCTIFICATION OF MEMORY

The role that memory plays in Jewish tradition hardly can be overestimated.

The first commandment of Torah -- “Be fruitful and multiply!” -- demands

nothing less than the continuation of human existence. The very next
commandment -- “Remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy!” -- legislates
remembrance and links memory with sanctification. The daily prayerbook
reminds us: “The sages have ordained that each person should remember
six things every day: The going out from Egypt, the Sabbath day, standing
at Mount Sinai, the way our parents tried God in the wilderness, Miriam,
and to blot out the memory of Amalek.”! Over the entrance to Yad v’Shem,
Israel’s national Holocaust museum in Jerusalem, the words of the Baal
Shem Tov are engraved in stone: “Exile comes from forgetting. Memory is
the source of redemption.” Virtually every Jewish festival and holy day is
based on the commemoration of a historical event or period: Each week,
Shabbat renews the cycle of Creation. Sukkot recalls the Israelites’ days of
desert wandering. Pesach recounts the exodus from Egypt. Shavuot
commemorates the giving of the Torah at Sinai. Chanukah celebrates an
ancient military victory. On Tu’b’Shevat, we remember the trees at a time

when they appear to be dormant. On Yom Kippur, we search our memories,

reviewing our deeds of the past year.

Judaism is a way of life that revives the past and applies timeless values to

the questions that arise in every age. Through active remembrance, Judaism
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1s a religion that strives to attain an eternal present, in which

tr . . -
ansformative historical events transcend history, and memory transcends

time. Each generation is linked together as an eternal people, making the

Jewish continuum ever more important than Jewish continuity. At the

Passover Seder, the ritual meal which retells the story of the Israelites’
Exodus from Egypt, each generation teaches their children that we celebrate
Passover, “because of what Adonay did for me, when I came out of Egypt.”
The language is deliberate. We retell the story of the Exodus at the Seder
not on account of what God did for “my people,” but because of what God did
for “me.” The event is viewed as eternal, and each one of us was -- and is --
redeemed from slavery. The point of the story is not the Israelites’
redemption from an historical Egypt, but that each one of us is continually
redeemed from a trans-historical Egypt, from Mitzrayim -- the narrow places -
- of each moment. A midrash teaches that all Jewish souls, born and
unborn, were present at Sinai, and that each and every Jew received the
Torah. To put it another way, revelation is an ongoing event, a process
through which each generation stands at the base of the mountain and
themselves receive Jewish tradition. When Jewish memory is activated,
Torah is eternalized and internalized. Jacob dreams of heaven every night.
Israel continues to wrestle with God. Every Jew who remembers becomes a
freed slave, a desert traveler, a vessel for Torah.

In his 19th century treatise The Seven Lamps of Architecture, John Ruskin

stressed the importance of the role that built form plays in preserving

memory. Ruskin wrote: “Architecture is to be regarded by us with the most
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serious thought, We may live without her and worship without her, but we

cannot remember without her ?+ He'recognized that architecture is both

inhabitation for humanity and container for art, poetry, and music. As

such, architecture is uniquely capable of activating memory. In Ruskin’s

view, when architecture endures, memories are preserved with it. In his

essay, “The Lamp of Memory,” he argues that memory lives -- and dies -- in

architecture:

Watch an old building with anxious care; guard it as best
you may, and at any cost from every influence of
dilapidation. Count its stones as you would jewels of a
crown; set watches about it as if at the gates of a besieged
city; bind it together with iron where it loosens; stay it
with timber where it declines; do not care about the
unsightliness of the aid; better a crutch than a lost limb;
and do this tenderly, and reverently and continually, and
many a generation will still be born and pass away beneath

its shadow.5

"Ruskin’s vision is realized in the models of sacred Jewish architecture that
are based in an Hebraic model of form making. Sacred Jewish architecture
is an architecture of remembrance, an architecture that is born from biblical
archetypes and Jewish consciousness, and seeks to forge an unbroken
chain of tribal history. The Tabernacle and Temple both recall Creation
and Revelation -- Eden and Sinai. At every turn, architecture conjures
association with the past. Rashi points out that the purpose of the
Tabernacle’s meal offering was to activate tribal memory through the

performance of ritual. Each tribe was commarided to bring the meal offering
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in two sil
llver bowls.5 The first bowl weighs 130 shekels, corresponding to
Adam'’s age at the birth of his first child. The second bowl weighs 70

shekels, corresponding to the number of nations that issued from Noah.

The Hebrew phrase for silver bowl, “ka’arat kesef” has a numerical value of

930, the number of years in Adam’s life.7 Int the Temple, the colurmns at the

sanctuary’s entrance commemorate the creation of sun and moon. Inside the
Holy of Holies, the ark is a reminder of Sinai and the Tabernacle. The

mythic foundation stone at the base of the Ark of the Covenent is a reminder

of the origins of the universe.

The early synagogues at Bet Alpha and Dura-Europas activate memory by
embellishing sacred architecture with historic images. The symbols

represented in mosaic at the Bet Alpha synagogue and in wall paintings at

=
»‘

Israelites’ exodus from Egypt and preserves tribal memory. The right

panel depicts the Egyptian troops drowning in the Red Sea. The left

panel depicts the Tribes of Israel, carrying shields and banners,

marching In ranks across the dry river bed. The outstretched hands at

the top of the panel represent the Divine presence. Scurce; Zev Vilnay, The

Holy Land in Old Prints and Maps, pg. 283.
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Dura-Europas represent, in the words of Martin Jaffe, “All that is important

in Israel.”® .
The scenes include the enormous spaces of the universe, scenes

of the exodus and desert wandering, the architecture of the Temple, and

visions of Israel’s restoration. In the synagogues in Israel and throughout

the Diaspora, Jewish sanctuaries are endowed with ancient symbols and

holy assembly and illuminated by the eternal light of memory.

THE TEMPLE: AN ARCHITECTURE OF RENMIEMBRANCE
The construction of the Temple in Jerusalem heralded a new era in Jewish
history. In the words of Julius Morgenstern:

The Temple was an altogether new type of structure in Israel,
differing radically in size, appearance, and symbolism from the
ancient, simple tent-sanctuary. It typified the new order of things
and the new religion. It was erected by a people now far more
powerful politically, far wealthier and stronger commercially, and

culturally far more advanced, than it had ever been before...?

In the Tabernacle’s Sanctuary, the cherubim sat perched on top of the Ark of
the Covenant. When the Tabernacle was relocated, God’s footstool moved
with it. God’s presence in any single place was temporary. God traveled
with the People. In the Temple, the cherubim sat on the floor. They

remained in the Sanctuary, in which the Ark was also permanently

deposited. The Temple was called: “Makom Ha’Shekenah,” the place of God’s

presence. In contrast with the Tabernacle’s “ohel,” its tent, the Temple was

seen as God’s “bayit,” God’s house and permanent dwelling.
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The Temple served
as symbol of the perfected Hebraic society in the Land of

[srael. Through i intai ‘
= bt wih t‘;:rl: ::t:ned a relationship with the people and an
onarch. As a permanent shrine, the
Temple usurped the time-bound sanctity of the Tabernacle. The stone
structure, gleaned from the grandest architectures of Egypt and Phoenicia,
presented a new-found holiness in sp-ace. The Temple became a national
symbol,. It was the seat of the monarch and the Diety, a permanent site for
sacrificial worship, and a singular destination for the Jewish pilgrim.

Stability had its price. As mythical site of Creation’s origin and permanent

This etching of the interior of the Temple's Sanctuary depicts the

cherubim standing on the floor of the Holy of Holies, flanking the Ark of

the Covenant. The vessels on the tables in the Sanctuary’s outer
ontain the meal offering. Note the parochet curtain drawn to
Source: Estienne Bible, published in

chamber c
the left of the Holy of Holies’' entrance.
Paris, 1540. Reprinted in: H. A. Meek, The Synagogue, Pg. 38.
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residence of tribal God, the Temple challenged the Hebraic reluctance to
sanctify space outside of time. Still, as a permanent architecture and
steadfast symbol, the Temple preserved memory in a way that the Tabernacle
could not. As the Israelites became rooted in place, there was no longer a
need for the Tabernacle’s continual assembly and disassembly. Temple
worship and pilgrimage replaced the spiritual journey and the cultural
building process that occurred at each temporary encampment. Memory was
activated by the Temple's sacrificial cult. Architecture was interpreted as a
symbol of the past. A particular site was endowed with memory. The
‘Temple was built to activate memory through its various symbols, and was
presented not only as the location of Creation’s origin, but also as the site

upon which Adam, Cain, Abel, and Noah brought sacrifices.1?
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The Temple, interpreted here with massive concave buttresses,

of worship and a symbol of holiness. Source:

provided a permanent site .
published in Middleburg, Holland in

Jacob Judah Leon, Retrato del Templo de Selomoh,
1642. Reprintedin: H. A. Meek, The Synagogue, pg. 36.
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Th i
e adoption of a model of perrnanent sacred place changed the nature of

the spiri 1
piritual journey. In the days of the Tabernacle, the religious center

traveled with the people, With the advent of the Temple, the people

traveled to the site that represented God’s presence. The wilderness

journey to Israel had been completed. As the Israelites spread out and
became rooted in the land, the mission of Sinai was replicated by pilgrimage
to the Temple. The Temple’s locative sanctity changed the nature of the
spiritual journey. Sinai's placeless wandering, in which even architecture
was temporary, was replaced by a pilgrimage to a sanctified center. It was a
new era, indeed. The nomadic tribe was transformed into a sovereign
nation. A steadfast monument served as universal shrine and symbol of
national might. Locative holiness entered Hebraic consciousness. Even so,
during the years when the Temple functioned pilgrimage remained time-
bound. Although Jerusalem became both naticnal center and spiritual
destination, festival observance remained the primary reason for the journey.

It is interesting to note that since the Temple’s destruction in 70 CE,

festival pilgrimage has largely shifted to Temple pilgrimage.

Today, Jews travel to the Kotel, the sanctified western wall of the Temple
Mount, not to observe a particular festival (though this practice does still
occur), but to pray at the holy site and to experience the holiness of the
place. Pilgrims deposit prayers and words of thanksgiving into the cracks
between the wall’s weathered stones, hoping that they somehow will be

brought to the attention of the Divine. Jewish prayer is almost universally

directed toward the Temple’s ruin in Jerusalem, further endowing the site
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with locative holiness.!! Niches were added to synagogues to provide a

container for the ark, and also to indicate the direction toward Jerusalem.
The Tosefta directs:

Those standing outside the Land of Israel shall direct
their hearts toward the Land of Israel and pray, for it

is written: ‘and pray unto Adonay in their land.’ Those
standing in the Land of Israel shall direct their hearts
toward Jerusalem and pray, for it is written: ‘And they
shall pray toward this city.” Those stancling in Jerusalem
shall direct their hearts towards the Sanctuary and pray,
for it is written: ‘And they shall pray toward this place.?

Pryers and thanksgivings deposited by pilgrims in cracks of the .
Western Wall of the Temple mount endow the place with memory an

dt.
meaning. Source: Photograph by James Bran
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The ruin, itself, has been declared holy, and a permanent, sanctified

monument has been added to Jewish consciousness. The Kotel stands as a

symbol of history, a remembrance of natiorial sovereignty, and as a Hebraic

model of locative holiness.

The Temple was conceived as an arch‘itecturc that would serve as a
remembrance of Sinai. On the Festivals, the pilgrims assembled in the
Temple’s court, as their ancestors did before the holy mountain. Just as
their forefathers had brought gifts for the Tabernacle’s construction, the
malamadot, the representatives who made the pilgrimage to Jerusalem on
behalf of their tribesman, brought animals for sacrificial worship and
donations to finance the Temple’s functioning. In his book The Temple: It’s
Symbolism and Meaning, Then and Now, Joshua Berman points out the
connection between Temple pilgrimage anc Sinaitic revelation. He
highlights the similarities between the biblical verses which describe
both.”3 The first recounts revelation at Sinai: “Face to face, God spoke with
you on the Mount, from amid the fire.” The second prescribes pilgrimage as
requiréd spiritual journey: “Be seen before the face of Adonay.”'* For
Berman, the similar language is instructive. He concludes that: “When the
Children of Israel are commanded to appear before God at the Temple, it is

to renew the sense of direct, collective encounter between God and the

Jewish People.”!®

In 586 BCE, when Jerusalem was conquered by Nebuchadnezzer, the

Temple was destroyed and Jews were exiled to Babylon. But the Temple's
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Above, a perspective drawing by Leon Ritmeyer of the Temple Mount and
Herod’'s Temple viewed from the southwest. Belaw, floor plan of Herod's
Temple with courtyards. Key: 9-10: Hulda Gates; 13: Gentile Court; 21:
Woman's Court; 24: Nikanor Gate; 25: Outer Alter;

26: Israelite Court; 28: Priests’ Court; 30: Outer chamber of Sanctuary;

31: Holy of Holies. Source: Martin Jaffee, Early Judaisin, pgs. 166 and 169.
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central o
role could not be extinguished by the victor’s flames. In 538 BCE,

Cyrus the Great conquered the Babylonian Empire and the Jews were
allowed to return to Jerusalem. The Temple’s rebuilding commenced
immediately. The Temple was reconstructed according to its original plan.
At first it must have been a modest reconstruction. In time, as the Jews
recovered from exile and succeeded c;:onomically, it was embellished and
refortified. In 63 BCE, Roman legions conquered Judea and captured
Jerusalem. Judea became an extension of the Roman kingdom and Herod I
was installed as its ruler. Under Herod’s direction the Second Temple was
enlarged and beautified. The area of the Temple Mount was doubled in size.
Tremendous buttress walls were built to serve as the court’s perimeter
foundation. Collumned porticos were added to the edges of the Temple’s

outer court to provide places for both Jews and non-Jews to gather.

The Temple’s success was great. It unified Israel’s bickering tribes. It
brought the monarchy both national unity and international renown. With
Herod’s addition, it provided a meeting place not only for the religious
pilgrim, but also for the foreign visitor as well. Perhaps the Temple became
too influential. After its destruction, remembrance of the Sinaitic revelation
was largely replaced by remembrance of the Temple. While the festival of
Shavuot endured as a commemoration of the theophany at Sinai, almost
every aspect of Jewish life changed to incorporate the memory of the
Temple. The Talmudic sages incorporated various rituals into J ewish

religious practice specifically for the purpose of remembering the Temple.

In the time of the Temple, the lulav was waved in the Temple’s courtyard on
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each of the seven days of Sukkot. Elsewhere, it was waved only on the first
day. After the Temple’s destruction,- the lulav was waved for seven days to
fulfill the Talmudic precept: “zecher la-mikdash”, in remembrance of the
Temple.’® The Passover Seder activates memory through the performance of
rituals and the eating of symbolic foods. The Seder also incorporates rituals
in remembrance of the Temple. The ;:eremc)nial eating of the Hillel
sandwich -- a combination of ground horseradish and the nut and fruit
charoset mixture held together between two pieces of matzah --
commemorates the eating of the pascal lamb -- the meat which remained
after the burning of the Passover sacrifice -- in the days of the Temple.!7 A
shank bone and a roasted egg are included in the symbols of the Seder in

remembrance of the sacrificial worship that was practiced as a central part

of the Temple cult.!®

Another set of religious practices performed in remembrance of the Temple
fall under the classification of “zecher la churban”. These rites specifically
“remember the Temple’s destruction, and the shattering of Israel as a
perfected society at the pinnacle of its religious mission. They symbolize a
spiritual incompleteness and aim at perpetuating a sense of loss.””® At the
conclusion of every Jewish wedding, at the most joyous of ritual moments, a
glass is broken to recall the Temple’s destruction. At the festive meal, a
small dish is omitted from the menu. A small accessory is left off even the

fanciest formal attire. Jewish architecture has also remained incomplete in

commemoration of the Temple’s destruction. In the Talmud, Rabbi Joshua

states:
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My sons, come and.let me tell you. To abstain from

mourning is impossible, for this evil decree has indeed

befallen us. Yet we cannot mourn excessively either,

for we do not enact a decree that people cannot tolerate....
Rather, the sages have stated, ‘Let a man build his house,

yet let him leave a portion unfinished 20

Both the strength and the weakness of the Temple lie in its form. For the
pilgrim, it represents a locative model of holiness and obscures the Hebraic
view that hallows time over space. Jewish rituals are prescribed which
seemingly commemorate the destruction of a sacred religious site.2! The
temporal holiness which is at the foundation of an Hebraic tradition of form-
making has been effectively obscured from the Jewish artist’s view. Still,
the hallowed place served as a container for Jewish memory. The Temple's
ruin has helped us to remember and to recall a time in which Israel, under
David and Solomeon, lived up to their covenental calling. The Kotel’s
weathered stone face and its paper mortar stand as a monument to a time of
Israel’s glory, and as a two-thousand year longing for a homeland. The
Temple has injected a potent model of spatial holiness into the collective
consciousness of the Jewish People. It has tempered the influence of the
Hebraic insistence on a holiness in time. Even so, perhaps the purpose of
the Temple never was to endure as a religious shrine. Today, as sacred

ruin. the Temple has returned to its beginnings: It eialids sunoniment %

the passage of time.

76



The Kotel endures as a site of pilgrimage. As a sacred ruin, it is a
monument to the Hebraic concept of temporal holiness. Source: A painting
by W. Tipping in R. Trail's edition of Josephus, The Jewish Wars, 1851. Reprinted in: Zev
Vilnay, The Holy Land in Old Prints and Maps, pg. 99.

THE SUKKAH: PRIMORDIAL MODEL OF TEMPORAL SANCTITY

The Tabernacle’s portable structure has vanished from history without a
trace, and even the hewn stones of the Temple were carried off generations
ago. Today, the Dome of the Rock and the Al Aksa mosque sit over the site
of the world’s mythic origin. Only a short section of the Temple’s
foundation wall endures as a reminder of what once stood in its place.

Today, the architectural forms of the Bible reside only in collective memory,
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n of building g residence to welcome the Divine presence

continues. In remembrance of the

Tabernacle, Scripture prescribes the
annual building of g temporary architecture:

You shall dwell in huts seven days; all the citizens of Israel

shall live in huts, in order that future generations may know

that I made the Israelite People to live in huts when I brought
them out of the land of Egypt.22

Hence, each year, shortly after Yom Kippur, a ritualized building process is
initiated in the construction of the Sukkah, a temporary structure which
resembles a hut or booth. The Sukkah typically has four walls, often made
of fabric or another light-weight material. Its roof is partially covered with
vegetation harvested from the earth. In Hebrew, the vegetation used to make
this partial roof is called “schach.” In a properly constructed Sukkah, the
schach must be distributed liberally enough to provide shade for the Sukkah'’s
guests. Yet the schach must not be so thick as to obstruct the view to the

stars. The goal is a delicate balance of protection and vulnerability.

Building and dwelling in the Sukkah during the annual Sukkot festival each

Autumn activates memories of the years of desert wandering and a return to
a time of placelessness. In the Sinai wilderness, God provided the

Israelites shade from the sun’s rays protection from the dangers of the

desert. and nutrition necessary for sustenance. The Sukkah recalls this
esert, and n

i tribal needs. It is an
ime i 1 :ded for all personal an
time in which God provide

mbrance and an expression
th all sacred architecture, the Sukkah

of what Thomas Barrie calls
architecture of reme
As Wi

a “nostalgia for pa:adise.” ‘
n i of spiritua.l redemption and peace.?? The
€

symbolizes a primordial plac
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Sukkah is a reminder of the Tabernacle, the first Hebraic architecture and

enduring archetype for primordial shelter. Ag in the assembly of the

Tabernacle, the annual construction of the ritual Sukkah booth represents

the continuation of creation. Each morning, the daily observant Jew

petitions: “Spread over us the Sukkah of Your peace.” The activity of

building summons God’s presence to the fragile hut, serving as a reminder

of humankind’s plea which caused God to come down off the mountain and

dwell among the People.

- g s . v o lYY - e oy .”\'
An etching of sukkot of different styles. Source: Johann Christian
Bodenschatz, Kirchiiche Verefssung der Heutigen Juden. Reprinted in: Abram Kahoff,
Jewish Symbolic Ant, figure 39.

In his 1753, Essai sur l'architecture, Marc-Antoine Laugier, wrote about the
important role that primordial shelters play in the development of a culture.

He recounted:

Man wants a dwelling (and so) some branches broken off in the forest
are material to his purpose. He chooses four of the strongest, and

raises them perpendicularly to the ground, to form a square. On these
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he supports four others laid across them; above these he lays some
which incline to both sides, and come to a point in the middle. This

kind of roof is covered with leaves thick enough to keep out both the
sun and rain: and now man is lodged.2*

The Sukkah is the primordial shelter brought into present day through an
annual cycle of ritual building. It provides modest, temporary shelter for its
human inhabitants. More importantly, the Sukkah is a recurring structure
that endures in continuum. It reappears each year at an appointed time --

an architecture that houses memory,

The talmudic rabbis disagree about what the Sukkah represents.?s Rabbi
Eliezer interpreted the Sukkah to represent the booths in which the
Israelites dwelled during their forty-year trek through the Sinai wilderness.
For Rabbi Akiba, the Sukkah represents the “Clouds of Glory” which
surrounded the Israelites on all sides and led them through the desert.
Contemporary scholar, Jeffrey Rubenstein, sides with Akiba, envisioning
the Sukkah as “analogous to ‘arms of God’ embracing the people,
representing God’s love, protection, and presence.” Whether the Sukkah
represents desert dwelling or Divine presernce,? the Sukkah’s essence is its
ability to activate memory of primordial shelter and to continue the ritual
building process that began with the Tabernacle. Because the Sukkah is
reminiscent of desert shelter, it is important that the Sukkah provide shade.
Rashi points out that the Sukkah'’s name is derived from it’s ability to shade,
because it represents the shade which provided the Israelites shelter, in

Hebrew, mesukkah, from the desert sun.
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The Sukkah’s schach covering, while activating the memory of Sinai, also

teaches a politic. Its temporary, fragile architecture is a symbol of our own
frailty and mortality. It serves as a reminder that protection is not gained by
locking ourselves in our houses, but by being open to the world; by inviting
both God and neighbor to dine at our table. For the prophet Zechariah,
dwelling in the Sukkah represents the time of redemption, when all the
nations would come and celebrate together with the Jewish People. He saw
the Sukkah as a symbol of universal harmony and fellowship:

And it shall come to pass that everyone that is left of all the
nations who come against Jerusalem, shall go up from year

to year to worship the King, the Lord of Hosts, and to keep
the feasts of booths.?®

The Sukkah is a temporal architecture in the greatest sense. Its
construction is called for at an appointed time. It is a symbol of the past, a
time when God provided for the needs of an emerging people. It is also a
symbol of the future, a time of redemption when all humanity will be at
peace. The Sukkah is born in the moment and lives for but a week each
year. Yet its boundaries are vast. The Sukkah resides in the temporal past-

future, it stretches back to redemption from slavery and ahead to a messianic

age.
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Symbolism and Meaning Then and Now, pgs- 179 - 196.

22 | eviticus 23:42, 43

23 Thomas Barrie, Spiritual Path, Sacred Place: Myth, Ritual, and Meaning in Architecture
(Boston: Shambhala, 1996), pg. 66.
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2 Thid.,
% of. TB Sukkot 11b and Sifra ‘Emor 17:11

26 Jeffrey L. Rubenstein, “The Symbolism of the Sukkah” (Judaism, vol. 43, no. 4, Fall
1994), pg. 376.

27 This tradition generally follows Akiba’s view that the Sukkah represents the clouds
of Glory. The verse, “His left hand under my head,” is interpreted to be a

reference to the clouds of Glory as rcpresented by the Sukkah. (cf. Shir haShirim
Rabba 2:6)

28 Zechariah 14:16
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4. The Idol and the Image
A POLEMIC AGAINST IDOLATRY

In the pagan cultures of the ancient Near East, diety was thought to reside
in built form. The god, or gods, inhabited idols made from earthly material.
The icon fashioned by man was endowed with the power and the reality of
the god. The idol itself was understood as z living being through which
worshipper and diety related to each other. Hence, the material that
represented holiness was treated as if it was alive. The idol was routinely
dressed, fed, and put to bed. It was carried to battle to protect the troops
and to guard against defeat. The idol’s capture was seen as a disastrous
event, and would be avoided at all cost. In the fifteenth century BCE, the
goddess Istar of Nineveh was carried ceremoniously from Mesopotamia to
Egypt because the goddess’s physical presence was needed to bestow
blessing on the land.! Such practices were common and reflect the pagan
model of locative holiness. Diety was quantified and objectified in space.

The object was sanctified; hence, proximity was fundamental.

One of the most significant innovations, if not the single greatest theological
contribution of the Hebrew Bible, is its rejection of idol worship and the
locative model ‘of holiness required for a God that lives in space. The
Hebraic polemic against idolatry was a radical departure from the religious
cultures of the ancient Near East. It would prove to be a theological
development that would change the course of western religious thought. In
the Hebraic view, God’s presence could not be contained in material form.

Even in the Temple in Jerusalem, the sanctified center of the Jewish
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This collection of idols from pagan shrines on the Greek Island of Dellos
provides numerous examples of idols from the various cultures of the

ancient Near East. Source: Photograph by James Brandt.

world, pilgrimage was determined by the calendar. Sacrificial worship was
brought at appointed moments endowed with holiness.

The Bible frames idolatry not as the veneration of God through a vessel, but

as raising the image above diety. Biblical narrative points to the human

propensity toward idolatry and addresses the ﬁroblem with a clear and

repetitive commandment. It is not enough for the Jew to worship the God of

Israel that has no imagc. The worship must be accompanied by a rejection

of idolatry. Lawrence Kushner interprets idolatry not as only as “the

of carved or molded fetishes in the image of God,” but also as “the

tive fantasy that God can have any image at

worship

dangerous, ubiquitous, and seduc

, 4 interprets the Hebraic view of
all™ Religious philosopher, Will Herber
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Explaining the link between idolatry and egocentricity, he writes:

In exalting the natural vitalities of life, we exalt and lose
ourselves in the vitalities of our own nature. In absolutizing
the collectivities or movements -of which we form a part, we
all but absolutize ourselves writ large. In proclaiming as
ultimate the ideas and programs to which we are devoted,

we are but proclaiming the work of our mind to be the final
truth of love. In the last analysis, the choice is only between
love of God and love of self, between a God-centered and a
self-centered existence. So is €gocentricity as against
theocentricity. It is, in effect. denying God and making

oneself in direct or indirect form, the god of one’s universe.3

The central importance of the biblical polemic against the worship of form is
evident from the placement of the commandment prohibiting idolatry at the
beginning of the Ten Commandments. These commandments provide the
basis of the relationship between God and the community of Israel. Their
revelation remains the singular event in which God reveals the Divine

presence to the totality of the Jewish People. According to tradition, the

tality of the written and the oral law was given to Moses, who then related
to o €

the basis for the totality of Torah. In preparation for theophany, the people
e basis for

rified themselves for three days. They then assembled at the foot of
purifie em

Th ountain was engulfed in smoke. The Divine presence
Mount Sinai. e m

d ke to the Israelites through Moses, who reported
God spo

appeared in fire.

ded:
the words which God commat
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God spoke these words, saying: 1 amp Adonai your God
who brought you out of the lang of Egypt:

the house of
bondage. You shall have no other gods be

side Me. You
shall not make for yourself a sculpted ima

ge, or any
likeness of what is in the heavens above,

below, or in the waters under the earth. You shall not bow
down to them or serve them. Forl, Adonai, am an
impassioned God, visiting the guilt of the parents upon their
children, upon the third and fourth generation of those who
reject Me, but showing kindness to the thousandth
generation of those who love Me and keep My

commandments.4

The Ten Commandments begin with an identification of the Divine and an
establishment of the historical/theological relationship. Following this
foundational statement, the second commandment immediately turns to the
prohibition of idolatry and the forbidden graven image. The second
commandment is not followed immediately by the third. A fierce, yet
compassionate, warning is spliced into the text, separating the second
commandment from the eight which follow in sequence without elaboration

e placed together as a
two commandments are p
or commentary. The first

lit set, for they are really two sides of thg same coin; a single
erary y

i andment, to
commandment restated for emphasis. The first comm

i annot be fulfilled if the second
the supreme being, € t
acknowledge God as P

commandment, prohibiting idolatrous worship, is broken. The setzn;lczio

andment’s prohibition against idolatry is restated in Exodus 20:20:
comm +h Me, gods of silver or gods of gold; you shall not
B , anides interprets this repetition as a

£ m
make these for yourselves. Nach
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prohibition against both the fashioning and the worshipping of idols. The
Talmud expands the restriction to iﬁclude the veneration of an image, even
if the intention is not one of worship.5 In midrash, the human tendency
toward idolatry is understood to be so powerful that the person who avoids
the worship of false idol is credited with the worship of God:

Seeing that there is no reality in idols, why does Scripture
apply the term “deity” to them? Rabbi Pinchas ben Hama
said: In order to assign a reward to anyone who turns
away from idolatry. God said: “Although there is no reality
in it, yet as soon as a person turns away from it, I account
it to that person as if he or she were worshipping the One

who really is (divine) and as if that person came to Me.”

It is fitting that such emphasis be placed on the Hebraic rejection of idolatry.
Its practice is a violation of the foundation of the Covenant itself and an
affront to foundation of Jewish tradition in which only the singular,
imageless God is worshipped.” The prominence of the polemic against
idolatry was a response to the religious reality of its age, and certainly was
justified by humanity’s tendency to revert to idolatry over the course of
history. In the biblical period, the Israelites were reluctant to relinquish
idolatrous practices, and were tempted by the platonic beauty of their
neighbors’ gods. The idolatrous cults of the Canaanites were popular in
Israel. Idols of Baal, Asherah, and Ashtaroth were worshipped beside the
God of Israel.® It was not uncommon for the Temple pilgnm to carry
personal idols with them on sacred pilgrimage.® Several of the Israelite

queens were known to have fostered idolatry in the royal palace.!® The calf-

idol was worshipped in the cult centers of Beth El and Dan, and even at the
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base of Sinaj.ll

Idolatry has survived in various forms throughout history, and remains a
central problem of our age. In his book No Other Gods: The Modern Struggle
Against Idolatry, Kenneth Seeskin call_s it a “universal phenomenon.” In his
contemporary definition of idolatry, Seeskin includes not only the worship
of an image of God fashioned from wood or stone, but also the moral error of
turning away from God to idolize wealth, beauty, fame, or power. He points
to the widespread rejection of the first and second commandments:

Almost every country in the world has military parades that
glorify power, advertisements that glorify beauty or sexual
fulfillment, books that extol wealth or influence, and cults

that deify movie stars and sports figures,!?

Today, idolatry is pervasive. Both the physical nature of our world, and our
culture of materialism and consumption, provide potential idols at every
turn. Our world is filled with objects of great power, enormous might, and
graceful beauty. Judaism asserts that none of them serves as a fitting
substitute, or even representation, for the Creator of the univérse. In the
Hebraic view, the world is divided into two realms. God exists in one and
all else exists in the other. There is nothing that exists in both. There can

be no worldly container for the Divine; no material can suffice to represent

the boundless God.
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A GOD WITH NO IMAGE

The Hebraic concept of Diety was né less an innovation than the biblical
polemic against idolatry. The Bible prohibited the worship of idols as false
gods. Even the image of the idol was considered a degradation of Adonai,
the God without image or form. Whereas the multitude of tribal gods in the
ancient Near East were given physical form and endowed with earthly
existence, the Hebraic God existed as “other,” transcending the physical
realm. Such a God could not be represented in any form whatsoever, and
was revealed only through divine will and action. The Bible explicitly
presents the Creator as a God without image or icon: “Now you are to take
exceeding care for yourselves -- for you did not see any form on the day that
Adonai spoke to you at Horeb from the midst of the fire.”® In rabbinic
literature, “Makom,” the Hebrew word for “place”, is used as a name for God.
This frames God not as a thing, but as a position, locating Diety outside of
the world of space and the boundaries of the cosmos. In the words of the
religious philosopher Zali Gurevitz, “God is essentially unplaceable.”™* For
Sigmond Freud, the Hebraic concept of God as an ultimate being outside of
the realm of space and without image:

Signified subordinating sense to an abstract idea; it was a

triumph of spirituality over the senses; more precisely, an

instructional renunciation accompanied by its psychologically

necessary consequences.!®

The first two commandments defined an entirely new vision of Diety, and

revolutionized the human-divine relationship. Both the cosmos and the role
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for material Gods, in the Ssanctuaries of the Tabernacle and the Temple the

throne of the Hebraic God was empty. It was the sanctuaries’ emptiness

that allowed for the possibility of God’s presence. The Ark of the Covenant,

flanked by the golden cherubim, served as God’s footstool and was associated
with the Divine presence.'® When the Ark was taken up and returned to its
place, Moses called out the Israelite God to arise and return with it.”7 Still,
God never occupied the throne in physical form. A pillar of fire and smoke

which descended to the area in front of the sanctuary’s door was the only

visible feature of God’s presence.!® Even this was not an image of God, but a
fleeting phenomenon that signaled an extraordinary occurrence. The
separation between God and the symbol of the Divine presence maintained

the notion of an anticonic God; a Diety without image.

The empty throne in the Tabernacle and Temple inspired the design of the

“seat of Moses” in the early synagogues. This was an empty seat

prominently placed adjacent to the ark or the reader’s platform. The seat of

Moses continued the Hebraic tradition of leaving an empty place in which

the Divine presence céuld dwell symbolically. In time, the seat of Moses
hold the scrolls of Law during the Torah service, linking Divine

Today the tradition of the empty throne is

was used to

EYy &
presence and Divine word.

. ing the presence of the prophet
; hair representing
maintained by an empty ¢
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Elijah at every Brit, the ritual through which children are brought

ceremoniously into the covenant of Israel.

HOLINESS IN THE WORD

The Babylonian epic poem, Enuma Eh?sh, recounts the birth of the
Babylonian gods, and the creation of the world and its human inhabitants.
In Enuma Elish, the world is born from a violent act. The gods, Marduk and
Tiamat fight for sovereignty of the universe, and Marduk emerges as the
victor. He proves his strength by killing his opponent. Marduk casts the
deceased Tiamat to the ground, and creates a new universe from her body.
From her head, he creates the Earth. In comparison, the biblical Creation
story is ordered and peaceful. The Hebraic God creates the world in an act
of love. Whereas the Babylonian gods were envisioned as physical
manifestations with human attributes, the Hebraic concept of God provided
no image to venerate. Instead of a notion of holiness associated with
physical form, sanctity was placed in God’s word and in God’s name. The
action by which Creation occurs is God’s speech. God speaks, and Creation
responds; it comes into being. In Enuma Elish, the gods live within a

universe fashioned from a divine corpse. In the Bible, God is outside --

other than -- the universe.

The theophany on Mount Sinai provides another example of sanctified word

and illusive image. Adonai speaks to Moses out of the midst of the fire.

Moses hears the sound of God’s words but sees no form.20 When the Temple

is built in Jerusalem, the text reemphasizes the holiness of the Divine
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name. The T i
orah proclaims the Temple as a sacred architecture because

God will « 1 * i
will “place His name there "2 It is predestined as the Place where God

“will choose to cause His name to dwell], ”22
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In this etching of Moses receiving the tablets of law on Mount Sinai
God's presence is represented by smoke and rays of light. Source; “Sefer
Ha'Minhagim” - The Book of Customns, printed in Amsterdam, 1723. Reprinted in: Zev
Vilnay, The Holy Land in Old Prints and Maps, pgs. 293,

In the absence of an icon to embody the Divine, the most pre;:ious objects in
the sanctuary were the stone tablets received on Mount Sinai. These were
hallowed as a record of God’s word and a revelation of Divine will. When
the tablets themselves were lost, the words written upon them endured and
retained holiness. According to Jewish tradition, Moses returned from the
mountain with stories and laws spoken to him by God, and with the stone
tablets upon which God had engraved the Ten Commandments. The Tablets

of Law were deposited in the Ark of the Covenant which was placed in the
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Holy of Holies, first in the Tabernacle and later in the first and second

Temples in Jerusalem. When the second Temple was destroyed, the Ark of

the Covenant was carried out of the Temple’s sanctuary and brought to Rome
as a spoil of war. The tablets of Law disappeared into the pages of history.
But the words engraved on the tablets, as well as those spoken by Moses,
were orally transmitted to the Israelite;s and recorded in the hearts of the
People. In time, God’s words were written and codified as enduring Law.
Orthodox Jews consider the Tanach -- the Five Books of Moses, the
Prophets, and the Writings -- as well as the teachings of the Talmud to be
the word of God transmitted and received through the written and oral
traditions of Jewish Law. Some progressive and Reform Jews follow this
understanding, but for most the Sinaitic moment is not taken literally. Even
those who do not accept the written and oral Law to be the literal word of
God, do consider the Torah to be a sacred teaching from which truth can be
gleaned. The gathering of the Jewish People at Mount Sinai is a potent and
transformational metaphor for virtually every Jew, regardless of theology or

affiliation.

With the emergence of the synagogue, the ritual reading and study of the
Torah replaced sacrificial worship as the commnunal religious activity. The
Torah was recorded on parchment scrolls and placed in a cabinet at the
front of the synagogue. The cabinet was called the aron hakodesh, the holy
ark. Like the Ark of the Covenant, the aron hakodesh is not itself holy, but
is sanctified by the presence of God’s word recorded on the scrolls within.

Adjacent to the ark, the ner tamid, the piatad] LERE, TAENS SOREAURES
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whenever a Sefer Torah, the scroll of Law, is present as a sign of respect

and an acknowledgment of the Torah’s sanctity. The ner tamid is also

reminiscent of the flame that burned in the sanctuary of the Tabernacle and

the Temple whenever the Ark resided in the Holy of Holies.

o
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The scrolls of Law in the ark of the synagogue in $aluzzo, Italy.

Source: Neil Folberg, And | Shall Dwell Among Them: Historic Siynagogues of the World,
pg. 28.

Some of the earliest synagogues show no evidence of such a container. In
these cases, it is probable that the scrolls of Law were placed in a portable
container reminiscent of the Ark of the Covenant and carried into synagogue
ft;r the public reading of the Law. In the synagogue, the sanctification of
God’s word became the central communal religious activity. The animal
sacrifice of the Temple was replaced with an offering of words. Cycles and

95




rituals for the reading of the Law were established. In time, prayers were

added to the service to embellish thé reading and to praise and petition the

God to whom the law was attributed.

The Hebraic notion that holiness resides in God’s word has greatly affected
Jewish thought and Jewish art. Becéusc each word in the Bible is
considered to be holy, each generation has examined the intricate meaning
behind each sentence, each word, even each letter of the Bible. Rabbinic
numerologists assign numerical values to the letters of the Hebrew alphabet.
By determining the sum value of biblical words, verses, and passages, they
strive to the uncover the word’s hidden meanings and prophecies. In his
book The Book of Words, Talking Spiritual Life, Living Spiritual Talk, Lawrence
Kushner points out that words are not only “the instrument of Creation, in
Judaism they are the primary reality itself.”? In “The Jewish Catalogue,” the
Jewish renewal movement’s handbook for Jewish living, the authors
included an explanation of the power of the Hebrew word:

The letter is the spiritual substance of the thing. The world
is made up of thirty-two pathways. i.e., twenty-two letters of
the alphabet, and ten sefirot (emanations of God). Their
combinations produce all things, make up the heart of the
thing. The Hebrew language knows this. Each word, a family
of letters. Each word, its physiognomy. The letters of the
word, in their unique combinations, are its essence. To
pronounce a letter is to invoke its essence. Although a source

of potential chaos, letters have staying powers: They hold a

thing together.?
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Hebrew words provide significant inspiration for the artist who seeks to

fashion form gleaned from Hebraic &adiﬁon. The genius of Bezalel, the first
Jewish artist, was his ability to combine the letters in innovative ways,
forming the words into a program for architecture and art. In reality, the
only representations that we have for the Jewish God are the words by
which God is called: Adonai, Elohim, Il-d'akom, Shadai, haKodesh Barechu. The
Torah'’s words are caligraphed. On its own, each one is a work of art,
Assembled in the prescribed order, the letters form words. The words
combine to form verses, becoming a sacred living tradition and a pathway to
all that is holy. In the Torah, words are embellished with crowns, each one
a king, a queen. Throughout Jewish history, sacred texts were illuminated
by scribal artists. During eras in which the Rabbis’ stringent interpretation
of the second commandment all but halted the work of Jewish artists, holy
words danced on the page, an unregulated expression of the artistic spirit.
For generations, words of Torah have been rolled in mezuzot, small cases
affixed to the door posts of Jewish homes ancl synagogues. Inside the
home, the Ketubah, the couple’s marriage contract, often hangs on the wall
embellished with color and elaborate borders. In every age, Jewish

communities have carved their ideals in stone and embellished facade and

pediment with verses of sacred text.

The central architectural features of the Jewish sanctuary, the aron
hakodesh, the holy ark in which the scrolls of Law are deposited, and the

pimah. the reader's platform from which Scripture is read and interpreted,

are also a tribute to the sanctity of God’s word. The ark is often the most
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The emphasis on the Hebrew word in the Hebraic artistic tradition is
demonstrated by this prayer written out in the figure of a man wearing a
crown. Source: 13th-14th century Hebrew prayerbook published in France or
Germany. Reprinted in: Zev ben Shimon Halevi, Kabbalah: Tradition of Hidden
Knowledge. pg. 93.

elaborate object in the sanctuary. It represents the centrality of the Law,
and is a sign post directing the spiritual seeker that the paths towards truth
are paved with the words of Torah. The Bimah is symbolic of the

congregation’s commitment to the rituals of Torah, and to the study of its

words.

HUMANITY: GOD’S LIVING IMAGE
While the Hebraic God has no image, the Torah asserts that humankind

were created in the image of God. Chapter One of Genesis relates: “God
created man in God’s own image, in the image of God, God created
humankind; male and female God created them.”?5 In addition, the text
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presents God in human terms: Noah walks with God.? Moses speaks to

God “ »27 : S I
od “face to face. Even the absence of a Divine image is framed in terms

of humankind: “I will take away My hand and you shall see My back, but
My face shall not be seen.”® While it is tempting to interpret these passages
in a literal way, the Torah’s presentation of the relationship between God
and the human image is a metaphor. .Joseph Guttman explains that by
conceiving of God in human terms, the nomadic Israelites were able to
transport God with them on their travels.?? The human images are only a
metaphor for a God with no image. Beside God’s word, the acts of humanity
serve as testimony to God’s existence. Heschel envisions human deeds as “a
pyramid that no one could see but God.”® On the relationship between God
and humankind, Heschel wrote:

The Bible speaks of man as having been created in the
likeness of God, establishing the principle of an analogy of
being. In his very being, man has something in common
with God. Beyond the analogy of being, the Bible teaches
the principle of an analogy of acts. Man may act in the
likeness of God. It is this likeness of acts - “to walk in
God’s ways” - that is the link by which man may come close

to God. To live in such likeness is the essence of imitation

of the Divine.3!

The rabbinic view of temporal sacredness is based on the notion that human
action has the potential to enact Divine will, God’s paramount deed, in
human terms, must be the actions by which Creation was initiated. The
human - Divine relationship is therefore particularly evident in activities

which continue the process of creation, activities which modify natural form
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and fashion the raw materials of creation into built form, into forms

fashioned by humanity.

THE IMAGE IN HEBRAIC THOUGHT

The second commandment places two prohibitions side by side. In it, both
idolatry and figurative representation are forbidden. The commandment
forbids idol worship and places an emphasis on God’s word over God’s
image. At face value, the second commandment is also a rejection of visual
art. Jewish artist and architect must conquer this misunderstanding by
considering prohibited idolatry and restricted iconography each within their
own frame. While idol and image are closely related, é separate
understanding of each is necessary if we are to interpret the second
commandment in such a way as to guide the design and fashioning of

sacred Jewish place.

The rabbinic interpretation of the second commandment as a rejection of
visual art may be understood historically as a strategy to further separate the
Jew from the idolatrous Greek culture that worshipped both idol and
platonic beauty. Joseph Guttman explained this strict interpretation as “an
inherent conservatism calculated to preserve Jewish identity in a variety of
places and circumstances.”® By prohibiting the import of foreign images,
the rabbis hoped to hold back the influences of foreign cultures and to

preserve the spiritually-based community. The Torah provides considerable

support for the second commandment’s prohibition against images.*® The

polemic can be traced back to Hosea in the 8th century BCE, who linked
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icon and idol by describing the image as a god made by humankind.® But
the Torah is seldom single-minded and the case of the graven image is nr;J
exception. Leviticus opens by restating the second commandment: “You

shall not make idols for yourselves, or set up for yourselves carved images or

pillars, or place figured stones in your land to worship upon, for I am
Adonat, your God.”™5 The restated commandment does not prohibit all
images, only those that are considered to be set up as gods. Here, the text
makes a distinction between restricted idolatry and legitimate iconolatry,

and shifts attention from action to intention.

The literal interpretation of the biblical restriction of image-making is also
called to question by the inherent contradiction between the second
commandment and the work of Bezalel. At one moment, the Torah prohibits
form-making. At the next, the text recounts God commissioning the
Tabernacle and endowing its architect with far-reaching artistic skill.
Bezalel’s Tabernacle was not stark a container, but an enclosure fashioned
from decorative, bright-colored fabric and golden columns. Images of winged
figures, the cherubim, were embroidered in the Tabernacle’s, and later the
Temple’s, parochet, the woven curtain that hung at the entrance of the Holy
of Holies.3 Golden cherubim sat in the throne room of both the Tabernacle
and Temple.®” These cast figurines differed from the idols of the ancient
Near East only by their function. In Egyptian, Phoenician, and Canaanite
religious traditions similar icons were considered to be gods. For the
Israclites, the statues were merely a decorative application on the footstool of

a God without form. They symbolized the Divine presence, but were not set
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up as gods themselves.

While the rabbis closely adhered to the prohibition against idolatry, the
restriction placed on form-making varied greatly. A talmudic blessing
attributed to Rabbi Judah demonstrates the rabbinic appreciation for natural

form:

You abound in blessing, You have made Your world lacking

nothing, but have created in it good creatures and good trees

in order to give pleasure to humanity.3®

While image-making was problematic for the rabbis, it was not always
prohibited. Italian historian and biblical scholar, Umberto Cassuto reflected
that the application of the biblical prohibition of graven images was largely
dependent on the character of the image. In his view, images wh.ich
represented actual things were prohibited, whereas imaginary figures, such
as the cherubim, were permitted.3 Abbaye, a Babylonian Amora and head of
the academy in Pumbedita, had a liberal interpretation of the second
commandment. He saw it as merely a prohibition against fashioning “the
likeness of the four faces together,* and, thus felt that the fashioning of a

human face alone should be permitted.”!

To a large extent, the rabbinic view of iconography followed a historical
trend. A liberal interpretation of the second commandment prevailed
through the third century. Rabbi Gamaliel, Hillel’s grandson and head of

the Sanhedrin, tolerated, and may have even owned, works of art.® S

interior of the synagogue at Dura Europas, built in 245 CE, was decorated
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with murals depicting biblical figures, animals, and landscapes. It was
typic‘:al of the synagogues of the Peﬁod which were decorated with frescos,

- mosaics, and even sculpture. These forms of artistic expression were not
banned until the end of the third century, when the rabbis of the
iconoclastic movement not only prohibited the creation of visual art, but also
defaced existing figures of living beings. The liberal interpretation
resurfaced in the fourth century and continuecl through the seventh
century. Hebraic art flourished throughout this period. Synagogues were
embellished with symbols of the zodiac. Arks were flanked with menorah
candelabras, lions, and even bulls. Biblical scenes expressed the communal
hope for redemption. In the synagogue at Na'aran, Da{niel was depicted
surrounded by lions. At Bet Alpha, the hand of God saved Isaac from
sacrifice. At Gerasa, Noah and the animals rode out the flood in an ark
designed by God.#® From the seventh century onward, the rabbinic

authorities returned to a conservative interpretation.

The Jewish medieval rabbis viewed the distinction between the permitted
and the forbidden iconography to be fundamentally arbitrary. Images which
were prescribed by the biblical text, along with those which entered the
canon of Jewish tradition through accepted minhag became accepted.
Others, which were not commanded by Scripture or adopted as normative by
Jewish communities, were prohibited.* Specific restrictions on the artistic
representation were tempered by the emergence of the concept of “hiddur

mitzvah,” the beautification of the commandments. Based upon the verse:

“This is my God and I will beautify Him,™s the tradition of hiddur mitzvah
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These examples of 'synagogue‘allf brovic'i;e“ei;rhples of pemltted
iconography. Above left, a detail of mosaic floor of the 5th century
synagogue at Na'aran which depicts an ark flanked by menorahs. Above
right, a menorah engraved on a stone in the ancient synagogue at Gaza.
Middle: A detail of the frescos at the 3rd century synagogue at Dura-
Europas depicts Ezekiel's vision of the valley of the dried bones.
Below, the mosaic floor of the late 4th / early 5th century synagogue at
Naro (near Tunis) includes animals, fish, and agricultural elements,
Note that the inscription is flanked by decorative lozenges, each of
which encloses a menorah. Source: Cecil Roth, Jewish Art: An illustrated History,

cols. 200, 215, 238,
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carried the Hebrai isti iti
braic artistic tradition through even the most restrictive years

endowi i : ,
ng Jewish worship place and ritual object with artistic expression

and plastic beauty.

The tradition of “hiddur mitzvah” was often expressed by drawings in
sacred texts and illuminated manuscripts. This example is a detail of an
engraved frontispiece of Mishat Shal , Published in Mantua in 1742. The
engraving depicts Ezekiel's vision of the Divine presence in the valley

of the dried bones. Source: Cecil Roth, Jewish Art: An lllustrated History, col. 25.

For the artist faced with the problem of designing and fashioning sacred
place for Jewish worship, study, and assembly, the artistic vision presented
in Torah and realized in the Tabernacle, Temple, and sukkah, and the
rabbinical interpretations of the second commandment, provide inspiration
and guidance. Perhaps the balancing of these inherently contradictory

forces may be integrated into Jewish artistic consciousness by facing the
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challenge of the imageless God of Israel. The Hebraic view of Diety places
God beyond the realm of the physical. As God has no image and is sought
by the interpretation of God’s word and human action, the relationship
between God and humankind is a dynamic, evolving process. Hence, sacred
Jewish place, the meeting place of God and Israel, must be an architecture
in evolution, one that accepts new oc:cupations. and new truths. As ritual is
localized not only in time, but also in space, the open design -- one that is
constantly in process and unfinished -- is an invariable. Sacred Jewish
place must also acknowledge the Hebraic concept of the Divine by extending
the process in realm and in time. Sacred Jewish place must avoid itself
becoming a symbol by replacing static icon with dynaxﬁic action; by
replacing image with imaigination. In the words of art theorist, Ernest
Namenyi’s, Hebraic art and architecture represent and sponsor “a presence
that cannot be subjected to mere forms but must achieve its fruition in
(God'’s) will.”* Sacred Jewish place can not be visited merely as a site of
pilgrimage. It must be the paramount example of religious architecture truly
inhabited. Such inhabitation is not merely dwelling, but a rich experiential
living that requires communication with external reality, a continuity of

interpreted tradition, a responding to history, and finally, a continuation of

building.
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