Today ‘s Torah Portion: Ekev

Summary and Issues

Synopsis:

Moses continues his discourse, telling Israel that, by following all
the rules established by God, they will experience great blessings -
health, abundant produce, and fertility. All of their enemies will be
vanquished and all signs of idolatry destroyed.

A second admonition to obey the laws is followed by a brief
description of Israel’s wanderings in the desert. Despite 40 years of
hardship, their clothing did not wear out, nor did their feet swell.
Moses reminds the people to give thanks to God and maintain faith, even
after they’ve entered their bountiful land. The people should never
assume that it is by their own hand alone that they enjoy the fruits of
the land. All that they have is from God.

Moses reminds the people that by not following God’s commandments,
Israel will doom itself.

Issues:

1) Deuteronomy 8:10 lays the foundation for the Birkat Hamazon, the
Grace after meals: "When you have eaten your fill, give thanks to God
for the good land which God has given you."

The Birkat Hamazon has three blessings, thanking God for: 1) feeding
everyone; 2) for the Land and for food, and 3) for (in the future)
rebuilding Jerusalem. Why do these blessings appear, and why in this
particular order?

One possibility: Blessing #1 is a reminder of the manna which fed
our ancestors in the wilderness (see 8:16); blessing #2 relates to
8:10, "Give thanks to the Lord for the land which He has given you
(which the children of Israel are about to enter); and blessing #3
refers not only to the physical Jerusalem, but also the spiritual
Jerusalem, the Jerusalem that will exist in the time of the Messiah.
Therefore, the Grace links us to the past (#1 - manna), present (#2 -
the Land of Israel) and future (#3). TIn this way each meal is
transformed into a timeless, sacred experience.

What, to you, is the significance of blessing God after eating?
Why do Jews have their main "Grace" after the meal, while Christians do
theirs before? (Maybe we want to see how good the food is first...)
Is it easier to be thankful on an empty or full stomach?

2) The popular expression that we not live by bread alone comes from
Deuteronomy 8:3. This saying, however, eliminates the second half of
the verse and completely changes the meaning. Compare the implications
of the complete verse with the popular expression. Which do you



prefer?

Woodie Allen: "Man does not live on bread alone. At times there
must be a beverage."

- 3) Looking at verse 8:18, how would this attitude toward the source
of one’s wealth influence the way a person lives? The way he gives?
Is this attitude common nowadays? How would the world be different if
it were more common?

4) The second paragraph of the Shma is found in this portion. Find
it. Many people have trouble taking its words literally. It is
perhaps helpful to recall that this message was intended for the entire
nation, not individuals. 1In other words, if Joe Cohen eats a ham
sandwich, it doesn’t mean the rains will stop falling and there will be
no wheat for Joe Cohen. However, if an entire nation falls into
immoral behavior, mistreating its citizens, its guests, its animals and
its ecology, eventually that nation will suffer.

How will it suffer? Think of all the "great" nations and empires in
the history of the world. What brought about their decay? The second
paragraph of the Shma is as important to us today as it was to the
ancient Israelites.

5) In Ekev, people are commanded to befriend the stranger. (10:19)
How does this community formally welcome new families or individuals
into the area? How do you?

6) Moses tells the people that they are required to "fear" God.
Yirah usually means fear. 1In the Shma we are commanded to love God
"V 'Ahavta..." How can such emotions be commanded? How does love or
fear for a parent, for instance, originate? Do we need to fear in
order to "behave"? How should fear be interpreted here - as "respect,"
or "follow the commandments of..." or "be afraid and run away from..."?

"He who truly fears a thing flees from it, but he who truly fears
God flees unto Him"

"I fear God, and next to God I chiefly fear him who fears him not."

—— two sayings by medieval Moslem commentators
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knew that one of God’s motives in His actions against Bgypt was to show His ificomparable power
to the world,32 which is essential if the nations are to recognize Him voluntarily. Moses turns God’s
aim to Isracl’s advantage in arguing for pardon: if God should destroy Israel, He would appear
powerless or diabolical and damage the stature that He had gained from the Exodus. Moses made
the same appeal after the disastrous report of the scouts, and Joshua later made a similar one after
Israel’s defeat at Ai (Num. 14:15-16; Josh. 7:9). g

The appeal to God to act for the sake of His name became a popular theme in prayers. In
prophetic literature, the belief that He would do so became a source of hope for the end of the
exile.33

The invidious remarks of the Egyptians can be understood as separate alternatives or as comple-
mentary. If separate, the reasons are contradictory: cither God wanted to bring them into Canaan
but could not, or He was able but would not. In that case, the beginning of the second clause should
be translated “or because He rejected them.” If the reasons are complementary, the reasoning is: He
knew all along that He would not able to bring them into Canaan, but out of hatred (the literal
meaning of “rejected”) He took them out to die in the wilderness.3*

The accusation of divine hatred was also made by the Israelites after the scouts frightened
them (1:27).

29. 7Yet In contrast to what the Egyptians might say: the Egyptians might accuse You of
weakness and of rejecting Israel, when in fact Israel is Your own beloved people whose redemption
showed that you are strong.35

The New Tablets: Reaffirmation of the Sinai Covenant (vv. 1-5)

By promising to replace the broken Tablets of the Covenant, God agrees not only to spare Isracl, but
also to restore the special relationship governed by the tablets, the covenant established at Horeb
that had been undermined by the people’s conduct. According to Exodus, God had first agreed to
spare Israel and allow it to settle in the promised land (cf. 10:10-11 here), but He did not agree
to accompany Isracl there personally (Exod. 32:14,34; 33:1-5). For Moses this was not enough. He
insisted on more than what had been promised to the patriarchs. He insisted that Israel was God’s
very own people, and continued to plead until God agreed to reinstate His personal relationship
with Israel and reestablish the covenant of Sinai as the terms of that relationship (Exod. 33:14-17;
34:1—4,9—28).36

1-2. Although God would inscribe the new tablets, they would be man-made, unlike the
first ones, which were made by God (Exod. 32:16). Sforno infers from the difference that God did not
forgive Israel completely.

ark That is, a chest. Documents were sometimes stored in chests and other types of
containers in the ancient world, protecting them against damage or loss. In the case of a contrac-
tual document this would help protect the evidence of the agreement. Placing a document in a
sanctuary enhanced its safety and brought the agreement under the sponsorship of the deity. For
this reason the texts of treaties were deposited in temples, sometimes “at the feet” of a deity.3”
This corresponds to what we know about the Ark from Exodus. According to Exodus, it was
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that you smashed, and you shall deposit them in the ark.”

3] made an ark of acacia wood and carved out two
tablets of stone like the first; I took the two tablets with me
and went up the mountain. 4The Lorp inscribed on the
tablets the same text as on the first, the Ten Command-
ments that He addressed to you on the mountain out of
the fire on the day of the Assembly; and the Lorp gave
them to me. 5Then I left and went down from the moun-
tain, and I deposited the tablets in the ark that I had made,
where they still are, as the Lorp had commanded me.
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6From Beeroth-bene-jaakan the Israelites marched to
Moserah. Aaron died there and was buried there; and his
son Eleazar became priest in his stead. 7From there they
marched to Gudgod, and from Gudgod to Jotbath, a
region of running brooks.

covered by a lid adorned with two three-dimensional cherubs. It was kept in the Holy of Holies in
the sanctuary and God would speak with Moses from above the cherubs. The Ark was regarded as
God’s footstool, and the cherubs were probably viewed as His throne. Placing the tablets in the
Ark was thus to place them at God’s feet and subject their contents to His enforcement. This
conception of the Ark makes its mention in the context of the golden calf incident appropriate: as
part of the sanctuary complex, the Ark, with its cherub cover, was a legitimate symbol of God’s
presence, in contrast to the calf.38

Unlike Exodus, however, Deuteronomy does not mention that the Ark is a symbol of God’s
presence, but only that it contains the tablets (see also 31:26, where “the book of this Teaching” is
placed beside the Ark). This may be due to the fact that Deuteronomy’s subject matter does not call
for this information. However, as noted above, in 1:33 and 42 Moses omits references to the Ark
where accounts of the same events in Numbers reflect the conception of God traveling above the
Ark. Critical theory sees all of these differences as representing Deuteronomy’s attempt to downplay
anthropomorphic conceptions that localize God’s presence in specific objects, just as it insists that the
Temple is not God’s dwelling but the place where His name is present (see 12:5).37

wood  According to Exodus 25:11, the wood of the Ark was overlaid with gold.

3. In Exodus the Ark is built later, by Bezalel, along with the rest of the Tabernacle. Some
commentators infer that there were two Arks and that the one built by Moses was used to house the
tablets temporarily until Bezalel built the permanent one. Others hold that there was only the Ark
built by Bezalel, and that Moses’ “making” the Ark means that he #ad it made after he came down
from the mountain. Critical theory assumes that the passage reflects a different tradition about the
bilding of the Ark from that related in Exodus.40

The Death of Anvon (vv. 6-7) | * |

At this point in Moses’ narrative about the aftermath of the golden calf incident the text digresses to
mention Aaron’s death. This is not part of Moses® narrative. Since it refers to Israel in the third
person, instead of the first person plural or the second person that Moses uses in Deuteronomy, it
must be by a different narrator.#! Since Aaron died forty years after the golden calf incident (Num.
33:37-39), thc reason that his death is mentioned here must be to indicate that although he was spared
at the time, he did not escape punishment for his role in Israel’s idolatry.#2 Like Moses, he died in
the wilderness and never reached the promised land. The note was probably placed before verses 8~9
because Aaron was the High Priest and those verses deal with the priestly functions of the Levites.
None of the places mentioned in these verses has been identified with certainty. See Excursus 1.
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Crafts, named after this first known artist
of the Jewish People.

'Exodus 31:3.

Signifies: ARTISTRY, . INSPIRATION,
KNOWLEDGE, WISDOM

Generic Categories: Personalities, Temple

See also: Ark, Mishkan, Priestly Cult

BIMAH — 71172 . The bimah, from the
Hebrew word for “high place,” is the plat-
form upon which the prayer leader, cantor,
or rabbi stands to conduct services and read
from the *Torah scroll. Like a *mountain
or *altar, it symbolizes access to the divine,
the spiritual center of the *synagogue. Se-
phardi Jews call this platform the tevah, the
biblical term used to refer to both Noah’s
*ark and *Moses’s *basket, and in the
Mishnah and Talmud, to the *Ark of the
Covenant.

The position, function, and design of the
bimah have changed greatly over the centu-
ries. For most of Jewish history, the bimah
has been located in the center of the sanc-
tuary, or occasionally on or near the
western wall, so that the prayer leader
could be as close as possible to the largest
number of worshipers. Sometimes the bi-
mah, contrary to its name, has been con-
structed lower than the main floor of the
sanctuary, either to symbolize the spiritual
humility of the worshiper—“Out of the
depths 1 cry to You, O Lord” —or to add
the illusion of height since Church regula-
tions in the Middle Ages often restricted the
height of synagogues. The *ark, on the
other hand, has traditionally been located
in the ®*eastern wall, oriented toward
*Jerusalem. This architectural polarity be-
tween the bimah and the ark influenced
synagogue design through the ages.

In the 19th century, the Reform Move-
ment introduced into synagogue architec-
ture the innovation of locating the bimah in
front of the ark, a plan modeled on the
church pulpit. This is now the dominant
style in North America among liberal and
many Orthodox congregations, though Se-
phardi and many traditional congregations
maintain the central bimah.

Moving the bimah to the front of the
sanctuary has had profound consequences
for Jewish prayer. Because the bimah now

resembles a theater stage, the worshipers in
the congregation tend to become specta-
tors, watching the drama occurring in front
of them, reminiscent of ancient Temple
times. (It is interesting to note that the
Israeli national theater is called Habimah.)
In addition, the prayer leader, cantor, or
rabbi usually stands with his or her back to
the ark, contrary to the age-old custom of
facing the ark as a sign of respect and of
addressing prayers eastward toward Jerusa-
lem. Some contemporary congregations
and havurot have returned to earlier models
of syngagogue architecture by reorienting
prayer toward the center of the worship
space, or have omitted the bimah altogether
as a way of making the entire prayer com-
munity the center of worship.

'Psalm 130:1.

Signifies: ACCESS TO DIVINE, CEN-
TER, HONOR, PRAYER

Generic Categories: Dwellings, Synagogue

See also: Altar, Ark, East, Jerusalem,
Mountain, Synagogue

BIRD — MBX. In most cultures, birds
symbolize freedom, because of their ca-
pacity to escape the fetters of gravity. They
also suggest grace, because of their aerial
acrobatics, and beauty, because of their
colorful plumage, most notable in the pea-
cock, a favorite motif in Jewish folk art. In
Jewish folk art through the ages, birds have
represented all these things.

But they also represent much more. Be-
cause they seem free of material constraint,
they often symbolize the soul, which after
death flies up to paradise. Associated with
this notion of the soul’s innocence, most
often symbolized by the *dove, is the idea
of its immortality. Birds were also thought
to foretell the future by their cries and
flight patterns. During the Hellenistic pe-
riod when Jews were heavily influenced by
foreign ideas, they often put images of
birds on their tombs, probably borrowing
motifs from pagan and early Christian art,
where birds eating *grapes symbolized
eternal life.

Jewish legend tells of several fabulous
birds: the giant King of the Birds, Ziz-
Shaddai, who protects weaker birds during
the autumn month of Tishrei and whose




WoesSTLIdf
Jo uomnpanp ayj ur pauonisod aq J[B PMOYS YOIYm - "YEAI) YY) pue ‘SIPP Y
Joyo12y 3y - Axenjoues ayj 208y agdoad ay) [je ‘sny
‘) 210Joq MOI 3Y) Jo YOeq 3Y) SuPE] Mol Yord ‘mol 1e)Je moi s spdoad ayy iy
“JIe 3y1 Jo IpIs
IOYIO WO JIS 0) WA} I0j S1 WOISND Y} ‘SSPIUNWWOD OIZBUINYSY Ul JIym ‘yIe ay)
01 SYOBQ JIBY) YNM JIS PJROM SISPJ3 9y} Sentunwiwod opreydsg Auew ur jey) 210U
SOLIBJUSUITOD YT, 70y212y Y} 01 $)Oq II9YI YIim IS SIOP]3 Y3 JBY) UONUSW 10U SI0p
nq ‘yeyoriey sy3 sazonb (§:061 widpyD yovi) yewey 2y - ‘[eYd19Y Iy} piemo) syoeq
1oy} yjm apdoad ay) Surdey )is s1ap(a ay |, ;onSoSeuis ay) ul ys 9jdoad ay) op Moy

p yeyoe[eH ‘Arejuomiwio))

*ardoad ay3 Suwej pue

P21oN1ISU0d
SI Joyotay Y1 YOWM UO [[BM 2] O} ISO[D “3°1 - [BYDIdY Y} JO uondIp 3y} ul
ISIMYIPIM - [[ey 24} JO I2Judd 2y} ui )i uonisod pnoys auo

('LST ‘1 "IoA ‘Zeqpey

a1 jo esuodsar 3y 29g) "1doy arem yrio], ay3 jo Sutpea: onqud 3yl I0] pasn S[OIdS

[RIOL 3Y3 YOIyM Ul YIB J[qRAOW B SI ypaal Y} ‘paxi} st uonisod asoym oydiay 3yl
01 JSE1JUOD U] - [{OIOS YEBIOJ, dY) SUIRIUOD YoIym yeAd) 3y) suopisod uo uaym
‘WY JBOY [{Im SI9YI0 Y} [[B JBY) OS ‘)l UO puels ued

-angoFeuds sy} ur 9jdoad Jy3 SSaIppE pUB SINIUNWIIOD

JuRISIp NsiA pinom safeg Surpea] oyl Jo SWOS 1BYL SUOHUSW pnuwie] 2yl ‘Apefiug

&L el GE &4 (RO €QG. DdLm ClG LR tCqé. Catu:
6 Do aacd ady o6t adut et fale gRul. Cade @il
pidia aaed wGilo éZé 0Ra' TNuldla cdé. Clte!

L GEL (ko aatd ECd.ctadu:

Dty €& Dikéq GhD €2G Ldar

CAgRa Ll DUty Awn e GGl ulu’ QRG] Nidw EXGRA TRU
RAL ML (ko LEL Cewdd' Ele Awhaas ¢dor

¢ ERAL EhL ENARS DEWU Gl AL REL Dy Bule' N &

awg Dy C@kant ZuGEL:

it &g LU ELkl AGUEL4L Eftn ENle DL el Ml GEla N
witd 'L Dée Mm@tld 'L aGLouly:

601  HVTIAAL LOHDTIH GLd X

‘yuadar 01 sjdoad syi qed> pue yeads pinom uonefaifuod syl Jo SIIPP Yl JO U0
‘skep s} uo ey sure[dxs (]:7 21up, 0 ) YERUYSIA 9], - UOULIAS & SIAIS oym duo Jio
191deyo 3UIMO][0J ) Ul PIQLIDSIP SB - YBIO ], Y} SPEIX OYM U0 3Y) Jey) 0S

("1:5 ypyyng ‘pnwife] wayesnIaf syl
93g) "asIMYIPIM pue ISIMYIBUI] Y10q - [[ey Y} Jo IuId ay) ul paseyd st waoyeid v

€ Yyeyoeey ‘A1ejuswmo)

‘Joyo13y 23 Sudej
10U pue wafesnIdf Fuoe) Aeid pNOYS JUO ‘WBSNIIf JO UONIAIP 2y} ur pauonisod
10u sem an3oJrUAS B JO /pY213Y DY ‘UOSEII JWIOS JOJ JI “JBY] SIUSWSIRIS S, WRQUIEY 9Y)
woiy juaredde s1 3] - "Aerd 03 puejs £oy) UAYM JeydIdY Y} de} [[IM A3Y) Jey) OS

‘[Tem UI21SBI 3Y) O1U] I[ING 2q PINOYS joY213Y I}

‘wofeSNIAf JO IS3M 3yl 01 paiedo] st angoJeuks oYy Jr ‘sny] -sjdway 3yl Jo uonolp

oYy Supej Aeid sfemie pmoys suo ‘¢ yeyoe[ey ‘¢ ridey) ur pouonusw sy - AR
12y} ul Aead ajdoad ay) yoigm 0) UOTIIAP 3Y) Ul PIJONIISHOD 3¢ PINOYS [BYIIAY YL

‘puels pjnom upzoys

oy3 a1aym doeid oY1 01 Ixau pauonisod ‘YIB Id[[BWIS B ‘YDA3d] B 9ABY O} Sem WIOISND

ayl ‘yeyoejey Juimojio] ayl ur paurejdxo se ‘vomippe u ‘sonfodeuds Krerodwoiuos

ul punoj st YoM (ysapoyppf uody) Nie 3y} I INIINAS PIXI] B 01 SIIAI SIYL -
*PAJINIISUOD 3G pInoys ‘paded si [J0IdS YrIO ] Y] JYM ‘[eyo1ay e ‘[onSodeuds ayj] uy

"sawiny [[B 1B 1SB2 Y1 1k pade(d aq 0} sdournUL 2y] saxnbax oy eyl sieadde

¥ “souenus 9y 10§ uonisod auo AJuo suoruaw Inq ‘sjieM JUIISIJIP Uo I[Ing Sutaq oYy

oY1 Jo Anjiqissod oyl sUOHIUAW WeqUIBY 941 29UIS ‘19AIMOY ik 33 ansoddo aq pinom

"Ypad1 Y1 pue ‘s19pyd Y3 ‘Arenjoues oy 9ov] ojdoad
Y1 [Je ‘snyJ, "} 910J3q MOI Y3 JO YOrq ) SUIOR] MOI UOBI ‘MOI IdJe
mo1 yis djdoad oyy [y /oyo19y oY) piemol syoeq Iyl yum osjdoad
oy uroey Jis s19p[o oy (endoFeuks ayy ur s oidoad ay3 op MOH ‘p

*a1doad oy Guioe) pue joyoray

Y1 JO UOIOAIP Y3 UT ‘[ley 9y} Jo 19)udd oyl ur 1 uonisod pinoys
9UO ‘[[OI0S YBIOJ, 3Y} SUTRIUOD YOIYM ypaaj dy) suonisod suo usym

Wiy Ieay [[Im SIdYI0 Ay} [[e

JeYl OS “JI UO pUBIS UBD UOWLIAS B SIAIZ OYM U0 IO YeIO], 9yl Speal

OyM U0 343 1By 0S ‘[leY 2y} Jo 19)udd oYy ut paoeld st wiopeld v *¢

‘Ke1d 01 puess Loy

- UDYM /Dy012Y ) 30B] [[IM K3Y) 1Y) OS ‘K110 yeyy ut Aead sjdoad sy yorym

03 UOTAIIP 3Y) UI PIINIISU0D 3G P[NOYS py212y YT, "PAJONIISUOD 3q
pinoys ‘pase|d s1 [[010s YrIo ], 3y 219YM ‘o219 € ‘[sngoFeuks ayn] uy

11 421dpy> HVYOL HINHSIWN 801



110 MISHNEH TORAH Chapter 11

When the leader of the congregation stands to pray, he stands on
the ground, before the tevah, facing the sanctuary like the others.

5. Synagogues and houses of study should be treated with respect.
They should be swept clean and mopped.

All the Jews in Spain, the west, Babylonia, and Eretz Yisrael, are
accustomed to light lamps in the synagogue and spread mats over the
floor to sit on. In European communities, they sit on chairs.

6. No lightheadedness - i.e., jests, frivolity, and idle conversation -

When the leader of the congregation stands to pray, he stands on the ground

- praying from a low place, as implied by Psalms 130:1: “From the depths, I call
out to You, O God” (Berachot 10b). epths, T called

before the tevah - Hence, the expression, nawnn w9 7 (literally, ‘“descend before

the wmw:v is often used to refer to leading communal prayer, because the chazan would
pray “on the ground, before the tevah.”
facing the sanctuary - the heichal

like the others - i.e., facing the same direction as the other congregants.

Commentary, Halachah 5
Synagogues and houses of study should be treated with respect. - The Mishneh

W

An Overview Of A Synagogue

A) The Heichal (the permanent ark)
B) The Tevah (the movable ark)

C) Seats For The Elders

D) Seats For The Community

E) The Bimah (the Platform on which
the Torah is read)

F) The Entrance

H) Duchan
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Berurah (151:1) notes that Megillah 29a quotes Ezekiel 11:16: “I have been a sanctuary in
microcosm to them in the countries where they have come” to describe the synagogues
in the Diaspora. This association allows one to infer that the obligation to honor a
synagogue is related to the mitzvah (Sefer HaMitzvot, Positive Commandment 21) to
revere the Temple.

The S’dei Chemed cites Sefer HaMitzvot (Negative Commandment 65) which mentions
the prohibition against “‘destroying the houses where God is worshiped,” indicating
that the obligation to honor the synagogues has its source in a Torah commandment.
(Note the commentary on Halachah 12.) )

They should be swept clean - Sefer Chassidim 128 relates tht Rabbi Ya’akov bar
Yakar, Rashi’s teacher, would polish the floor before the ark with his beard.

and mopped. - Their synagogues often had dirt floors. Thus, mopping them would
also keep the dust from rising (Megillah 28b).

All the Jews in Spain, the west - i.e., North Africa,

Babylonia, - The translation is based on Targum Onkelos to Genesis 19:1.

and Eretz Yisrael - The term »axi1 pow is applied to Eretz Yisrael, based on Jeremiah
3:19: “I will give you a delightful land (a3 pa8), the finest heritage of a host of nations.”
(See also Daniel 8:9, Gittin 57a.)

are accustomed to light lamps in the synagogue - The Rambam appears to imply
that in addition to lighting lamps at night, when their light would be necessary, lamps
were lit during the day as a mark of respect.

and spread mats over the floor to sit on. In European communities - literally, “in
the cities of Edom (i.e., Rome).”

they sit on chairs.

Commentary, Halachah 6

No lightheadedness - Rashi, Megillah 28a, explains that wx1 m9 also connotes
irreverence. These activities...
i.e., jests, frivolity, and idle conversation - cheapen the respect and awe one has for
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TRE  B)enA
God's Clubhouse

Joshua Hammerman, The Jewish Week, June 20, 2002

As I sat in my ritual committee meeting last week, and all I could think about was a Berenstain
Bears story that I used to read to my kids at bedtime. It was the one where Brother Bear decides
to build a clubhouse up in a tree to get away from his tag-along younger sister. Sister takes a
walk into the woods looking for Brother and is shocked to see the big sign out front of his hut,
“NO GIRLS ALLOWED.” A big to-do ensues, with Mama and Papa Bear eventually helping
Sister to build her own girls-only clubhouse, fully stocked with a smorgasbord of honeycomb
and salmon. This attracts Brother, who is invited up for a snack and recognizes the errors of his
ways.

The Berenstains would have appreciated the committee meeting, because Topic A was that
elevated piece of real estate that seems to cause more controversy among Jews than any other
property this side of the Green Line: the Bimah. Not that this is anything new. God’s Clubhouse
has been a hot topic for thousands of years. Ever since the days of King Josiah, who destroyed
lofty holy sites as often as Barry Bonds destroys fastballs, Jews have been obsessed with the
architecture of worship, alternately building up and knocking down these high places, while
consuming oodles of energy trying to figure out who belongs up there and who does not.

For my congregation the issue was finding appropriate ways of involving non-Jewish parents of
a Bar or Bat Mitzvah on the pulpit. For other synagogues the issue might be the presence on the
Bimah of women, non-Jewish clergy, animals, mini-skirts, Republicans, ex-presidents, board
members who've been indicted, husbands who haven’t given their divorced wives a proper “get,”
or Bibi Netanyahu. Rabbis have been fired over whom they’ve invited onto the Bimah.
Congregations have split over it. No doubt even Stan and Jan Berenstain have been burned by a
Bimah snub at some point.

I tend to take an inclusive view when it comes to these things; but more and more I've come to
realize that the question shouldn’t be who gets to go on the Bimah, but rather why we need to
have a Bimah at all. I love the symbolism of seeking God in high places, but if God is everywhere,
why not low ones as well? While Psalm 121 speaks of how we “turn our eyes toward the
mountains, from where my help will come,” Psalm 130 suggests a more humble approach: “Out
of the depths I cry to you, O Lord.” This latter verse has inspired the construction of some
Bimahs below the level of the sanctuary floor, sort of like an orchestra pit.

For most of Jewish history, the reader’s pulpit was located primarily in the center of the
sanctuary and not where the ark and Torah scrolls were found. That changed in the 19th
century, when the Reform movement located both the Bimah and ark in the front of the
sanctuary, modeling itself after European church architecture. This innovation was vigorously
protested, leading to proclamation by 100 Orthodox rabbis prohibiting worship in a synagogue
that does not have a Bimah in the center.

If these rabbis were concerned that the frontal Bimah would lead to a more theatrical, less



participatory service, they were right. The liberal movements have been paying the price for that
innovation ever since, and many congregations have lowered their nosebleed pulpits in recent
years. But I wonder how many of the Reform originators of the modern pulpit had any idea that
it would eventually become a vehicle for arbitrary discrimination. If the stifling lack of
participation weren’t enough reason to cut it down, the fact that it has become a weapon for
pettiness and unnecessary exclusion should be.

Maimonides understood this nine centuries ago. In the design favored in his Mishnah Torah, the
entire congregation sits in rows facing a fixed platform up front where the ark and Torah scroll
are placed. Most have their backs to the Bimah, which is located in the center. But the Bimah is
where almost all of the service takes place, including the sermon and reading of the Torah. (This
configuration differs from many contemporary synagogues and Havurot, where congregants sit
in a semi-circle facing the Bimah in the center, with all eyes on the leader.) In Maimonides’
scheme, the service leader is meant to be heard, not seen; humility is emphasized, so that
nothing might distract us from contemplating the divine. In the 17th-century Altneuschul in
Prague, this concept is brought to an extreme: the Bimah is enclosed in a wrought iron cage (a
great idea for tag-team wrestling, but please do not try this on your local clergy).

Appropriately, the focus of Halachic sources is not on who stands where, but on who is qualified
to represent the community in leading the service. While I do not agree with some of the
traditional restrictions (excluding unbearded men, for instance, or a person who pronounces an
aleph as an ayin, or one suspected of being a “freethinker;” oh yes, and women) at least it gets us
beyond who has the right to stand in the front of the room and eliminates the possibility of
Bimah-envy.

There is much to be said for abolishing the frontal Bimah. At my synagogue, we hold many
Bimah-free services outside the main sanctuary, and even in the “big room,” I now spend most
of the service off the pulpit. The primary result is that we’re less preoccupied with who’s been
invited to God’s Clubhouse. Board members now get to sit with their families or be warm and
welcoming in the back. Seeking God has become less a matter of who belongs up there and more
of what’s going on down here. Liberated from the distractions, I've actually caught myself
praying from time to time. Perhaps even God has relished this release from wrought iron
captivity. The mountain has become a molehill and we’ve discovered that at its peak there’s
room enough for us all.



