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When Scott and I bought our first home, a friend gave us some advice. “It’s 
just a house,” she said. “It’s what happens in the house that makes it a 
home.” Having just moved out of that home, 27 years later, after raising a 
family there, doing several renovations, we had accumulated a lot of “stuff” 
and a great many memories. The structure itself, and all of its trappings, 
had, in fact, become important symbols of the life we lived there--the ethics 
and values we played out and the daily activities, rituals, and personal 
growth that took place at 105 Greenbriar Drive. We are again preparing for 
a move, from our apartment down the street to a condo unit two floors up 
from Trudy and Harvey Barash. (My commute will double; it will now take 
me about 2 ½ minutes to bike to work.) We are making plans for floors, 
doors, walls, and furnishings, some that we have brought with us and 
others that will be new. And, unlike our past home of many rooms and a 
yard, this one will be just for the two of us in a city building. 
 
And so thinking about building of a house for God, with the launching of the 
Mishkan, or Tabernacle building campaign in today’s parashah, feels a bit 
familiar, and I find myself asking the same questions about both the 
Mishkan in the wilderness and my new home in Madison: What sort of 
presence will dwell there? What relationships will be built, or deepened 
there? What rituals will be important, and what will they represent? What 
matters most and what will serves us best in the homes we build? 
 
I’m sure I do not need to tell you about how relationships matter more than 
“stuff,” so I’m going to go in a different direction here.  
 
The Torah text says: “ועשו לי מקדש ושכנתי בתוכם”--“V’asu li mikdash 
v’shakhanti b’tokham”--Let them make me a sanctuary that I may dwell 
among, or within them (Ex 25:8). I find it profound that God does not only 



want us to take Torah and go out and build a world based on it, but God 
also wants to be with us, intimately. In a sweet midrash found in Shemot 
Rabbah (S.M. 33), the author likens the Torah to a princess who is about to 
marry a prince from a distant land. Her father, the king, laments that neither 
can he keep her from marrying and moving away, nor can he live without 
her. So he asks her to make a small room for him wherever she may live, 
so that he can always dwell with her. (From a parental perspective, it’s 
sweet!) The Mishkan in the wilderness, then, is like the little room the king 
desires. God wants to accompany us on our journey forward.  
 
Our People have always been a on journey--from a clan of “Hebrews” to an 
Israelite nation practicing a sacrificial cult, to what we call the “Jewish 
People,” a diverse, world-wide community with a broad set of practices, 
based on synagogue and home rituals and ways of life, grounded in an 
evolving and pluralistic legal system. The rabbinic Judaism that grew out of 
the destruction of the Second Temple barely resembles the Biblical culture 
of the ancient Israelites. And--it barely resembles the current reality for 
large numbers of Jews anywhere in the world. Judaism outside of 
Orthodoxy seems to be on the cusp of another profound shift, away from 
the rabbinic paradigm. Every marker of discontinuity can be found in the 
data on affiliation and engagement--and this is also true for other religious 
groups, and I am not only talking about data since the last Pew study. The 
fact is that the religious landscape has changed, perhaps irrevocably. 
 
I find it exciting to live in a moment of profound change. History has shown 
that discontinuities tend to plant the seeds our greatest creativity and 
rebirth. Radical shifts can provide the most generative and necessary 
ground for discovering effective ways of preserving what is worth 
preserving and cherishing the memories of what we discard, temporarily if 
not forever.  
 
So imagine, if you will, that we are building the paradigmatic Mishkan for 
the next era. How do we conceive of what will take place in there?  When 



we think about what the Mishkan represents--a gathering place where we, 
along with those who wish to join us in that space, encounter God and one 
another in the context of a particular world view, value system, and way of 
life, what should be top of mind for us? At this moment in our People’s 
journey, thought leaders are asking that question at symposia, in press, 
and on podcasts. Eyes are focused on emerging structures and ways of 
gathering Jewishly. A few years ago, they were called “disruptors,” but I 
think that more appropriately, they should be called “visionary” and 
“entrepreneurial” projects. Their funders are interested in getting as many 
options out there as possible, knowing that some will stick and others will 
not.  
 
Scott and I listen to a podcast called Judaism Unbound, a project of the 
Institute for the Next Jewish Future, which catalyzes and supports 
grassroots efforts by “disaffected but hopeful” American Jews to re-imagine 
and re-design Jewish life in America for the 21st Century. The podcast’s 
hosts, a Conservative-ordained rabbi named Dan Libenson, and Jewish 
educator and organizer Lex Rofeberg (who happens to come from 
Wisconsin) host conversations and stimulate thinking about where we are 
at the present moment and what may be next. Recently, the two hosts 
discussed Rabbi Libenson’s Ten New Commandments, essentially ten 
steps he recommends for reimagining Judaism--or, in my words, how we 
should plan the construction of a Mishkan for our times. 
 
His first five Commandments concern what we leave behind.  
 

1. Stop doing what doesn’t work. (Hmmn. What a thought.) There are 
myriad reasons why many existing forms of Judaism no longer work 
for the vast majority of Jews. 

2. Get help from those who did not grow up Jewish--both those who 
have become Jews as adults, and those who are not Jewish. People 
who grew up Jewish may be too biased by sentiment to jettison what 
no longer serves. Just as important, if not moreso, as Rofeberg 



reminds us, every iteration of Judaism, in every context and in every 
era, has both shaped and been shaped by the surrounding societies. 
Let’s see what we can learn from those voices now. 

3. Grieve properly for what is left behind. (Honestly, I don’t know how 
that would be done.) 

4. Study what we no longer do, forever--like how, today, we read about 
the building of the wilderness Mishkan and the Beit Hamikdash--the 
Holy Temple. 

5. Consider how we can use our holiday observances as opportunities 
to augment the memories of the practices we discard.  

 
The second five New Commandments innovate.  
 

6.  Adopt a philosophical orientation that we know and accept that any 
innovation will be very thin at first. We need to nurture the potential of 
new practices and assess them based on what they could become.  

7. Modularize and democratize. This means working on on one element 
at a time. Different groups of people can experiment with and develop 
different practices and forms, and the rest of us can see what we can 
learn from them about what may work in other settings. 

8. Recruit our friends who did not grow up Jewish to give us ideas and 
ways of experiencing community that have not been part of our 
tradition.  

9. Be much more wildly experimental.  
10. Abandon the sustainability model for a creativity model. Put artists 

in charge, creative people who understand that others will follow them 
only so long as their ideas are worthy and help them thrive.  
 

To those ten, I would add another, on which Rabbi Benay Lappe grounds 
her work as the Head of Svara Yeshiva, an idea that Libenson and 
Rofeberg also support: We should be asking how we would build a 
Judaism for the people who currently see themselves as “outsiders”--the 



people who are not in the room. What would a revitalized Judaism look like 
if it drew in the thousands and thousands of disaffiliated Jews? 
 
I think that those thoughts are worth considering as we plan for our own 
future here at Beth Israel Center. Our congregational life and offerings must 
reflect not only the values of our progenitors and the needs of the people in 
this sanctuary today. In order to thrive, so that someday one of our children 
or grandchildren may be able to stand and teach Torah from this podium, 
we must understand what the present moment demands of us.  
 
May we cherish the memory of our first home for God, the Mishkan. May 
we continue to carry the wilderness spirit that has driven our ingenuity, 
creativity, and belief in possibility, turning discontinuity into opportunity for 
over 4000 years. May we find the wisdom we need to use the present 
moment to lay a foundation for whatever comes next. And may God’s 
presence always dwell among and within us. 


