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The Torah reading of this Shabbat morning and the Haftorah describe a situation which seems 

incompatible with how we practice Judaism today. Re: the Mishkan, the text says Lev. 40:35“Velo Yachol 
Moshe Lavo El Ohel Moed, Ki Shachen Alav Heanan“ “and Moses could not enter the sanctuary, because there 

hovered over it the cloud of God’s glory.” 
Which means that the ancient sanctuary was so sacred that a Jew, even Moses, could not come inside. 

But isn’t the Mishkan or sanctuary, or synagogue, precisely for this purpose? Isn’t its very intent indicated in the 
phrase “to provide sanctuary,” to be an available host to the anxious, the troubled, the celebrant, in exceptional 

times and in normal times too. 
Part of the answer is that Biblical people thought differently than we moderns. Biblical man/woman felt 

inadequate to God – so inadequate, that they regarded God’s abode – the temple/the mishkan as so filled with 
God’s presence that it was “numinous.” Its sacredness was overwhelming and exclusive. If you have visited 

medieval cathedrals, that feeling is palpable and instilled by the very architecture. Although the mishkan was 
not a cathedral, the feeling described in the Torah was similar – too sacred to even occupy on a regular basis. 

We moderns feel the opposite, frequently displaying a kind of chronological arrogance to that which is 
sacred. Our reasoning goes something like this. Our great-great-grandparents had no automobiles, therefore 

what could they know of human nature? If they had no CNN instant news, or internet connection, then what 
could they understand about other far-away peoples and cultures? Moreover our feeling of technological 

superiority generates a feeling of religious superiority! If we can harness the atom, if we can roll back the edges 
of space, we can just as easily comprehend the depths of religious experience, and wrest the secrets of the spirit 

from the bosom of God. So the sanctuary, the sacred to us, is more familiar than overwhelming. 
It is this set of assumptions that lay behind the irreverence of some of our contemporaries to the sacred. I 

am not just referring to the lack of observance of the mitzvot. I am referring to a regrettable lack of reverence 
toward Jewish symbols; an attitude that these things are to be taken lightly; discarded lightly; or on occasion can 

be the object of jokes. The opposite of “and Moses could not enter the sanctuary, because the presence of God 
hovered over it…” Rather, “because we moderns can enter the sanctuary at all times and do whatever we want 

there.” 
For example, here is an illustration from an incident that occurred prior to last Rosh Hashanah. A class 

full of youngsters was watching one of our teachers demonstrate and blow the Shofar. The teacher was trying to 
instill the children with not just knowledge of, but a love, an awe of this Jewish value (the observance and the 

religion). The teacher blew the Shofar. A teen-ager standing in the door, in full view of the students, shouted 
out: “Gesundheit!” Of course the remark produced laughter. But what type of religion – of reverence for the 



Shofar – can be instilled by such a remark? The sacredness of Tekiat Shofar was destroyed, even if its 
observance was taught. 

Another example - consider also the regrettable jocular comments sometimes heard at a Brit Milah. 
In this context, it is important in this context to understand the difference between two often misused 

words of our vocabulary – ‘religious’ and ‘observant’. We often mistakenly say that a person is not “religious” 
because he/she does not attend synagogue or fulfill the Jewish tradition. Of course, a person can be deeply 

religious without ever setting foot in a synagogue or fulfilling mitzvot. On the other hand, one can also be 
regularly at synagogue and fulfill mitzvot and be deeply religious. 

The word religious means to be attuned to what is sacred and transcendent in the universe. To feel that 
one’s life is lived at the footstool of God and with the handiwork of God. An individual who behaves to others 

as if under the watch of God, is a religious person. Abraham Lincoln, for example, was a deeply religious man, 
although he rarely entered a church and did not believe in organized religion. On the other hand, a Jewish 

person who does not attend religious services or follow the mitzvoth is not an “observant” being. The word 
observant means to adhere to the ritual tradition-. which includes the ethical- and  (includes the religious). 

The optimum goal of Judaism is to create individuals who are both “observant” and “religious,” who 
adhere to the ritual mitzvot and also fulfill both ethical and moral mitzvot as if in the presence of the Divine. 

Optionally, Judaism should be a convenient path to both the religious and the observant life. 
“And Moses could not enter the tabernacle, because there hovered over it the cloud of God’s glory.” 

That verse is meant to sensitize us to what is sacred, as distinguished to and complementing being observant – 
to sharpen and refine our sensitivity to sacred underpinnings of observance. 

A young girl once toured Europe. She was shown the piano Beethoven used. She asked if she could play 
one key. The caretaker told her that one week before Arthur Rubinstein had been asked to play that very piano. 

Rubinstein refused because it was Beethoven’s instrument. It is that kind of reverential attitude – to the sacred 
which is signaled by that odd passage in today’s Torah reading and Haftorah: “And Moses was unable to enter 

the sanctuary because the glory of God hovered over it.”  


