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An Added Dimension

“They shall make an Ark of cedar wood, two and a half amos (1) shall be its length, an amah and a half its width and an amah and a half its height” (Ex. 25:10). “You shall make a Table of cedar wood, two amos shall be its length, an amah its width and an amah and a half its height ” (ibid. v.23). “You shall make an Altar of cedar wood, five amos long, five amos wide, the Altar shall be square, and three amos its height” (ibid. 27:1).


I

n this week’s parsha, the Jews in the desert were given instructions to build a portable Temple, as it is written, “And make for Me a Holy Tabernacle, and I will dwell in their midst” (2). In this portable Temple, and later in the Holy Temples in Yerushalayim, many different types of services were conducted, as commanded by G-d. They included animal and fowl sacrifices, flour offerings, wine and water libations, and incense burnings. To perform these myriad tasks, G-d chose Aaron and his descendants.


The Torah goes into great detail as to the materials and dimensions of the different components of the Tabernacle. These specifications are highly significant, not only to know how G-d wanted His sanctuary to look, but also on a spiritual plane. The Sages write that the Holy Tabernacle mirrored Creation, and was a microcosm of it (3). In fact, the thirty-nine forms of activities prohibited on Shabbos, the day upon which we commemorate G-d’s creation of the world, are deduced from the various forms of labor employed in the Tabernacle’s construction (4).


Accordingly, what is the significance of the discrepancy in the types of measurements given for the Ark, Table and Altar? Why were the dimensions of the Ark only fractional numbers, the Altar only whole numbers, and the Table part whole, part fractional?


These three items of the Tabernacle represented three essential concerns in Judaism (5). The Holy Ark, containing the Tablets of the Ten Commandments, symbolized our spiritual goals. The Table, which was used to display the Show-Bread (6), denoted our physical endeavors. And thirdly, the Altar, upon which was brought penitent sacrifices, represented the product of sincere teshuva, i.e., returning to G-d. 


Regarding our spiritual aspirations we are taught, “Wisdom comes from naught” (7). The art of acquiring knowledge is to be found in someone who considers himself lacking, not in one who thinks he knows all there is to know. “Who is wise?” asked the Sages (8). “He who (is willing to) learn from anybody.”

In order to ascend higher and higher upon the ladder of knowledge of G-d and His Torah, we must first recognize ourselves as being deficient in such areas. For this reason, the dimensions of the Ark, which represented these spiritual goals, were all fractional.


But, whereas the Sages (9) instructed us to “direct our hearts heavenward” in prayer for spiritual growth, acknowledging our shortcomings by looking up to those who are superior to us, they nonetheless said that with regard to prayer for materialistic desires we should “focus our eyes downward,” keeping those less fortunate than ourselves in full view. With such an attitude, one is sure to be satisfied with his lot, knowing that he at least has more than many others not so blessed.


The dimensions of the Table, which symbolized our mortal needs, were therefore part whole in number – to indicate the benefit of appreciating one’s materialistic lot as being complete.


One of the Table’s dimensions, however, was fractional. This was to teach us that we ought not strive to fulfill our every desire. Unlike spiritual ambitions, which we should try to accomplish as fully as possible, sensual pleasures are best left uncompleted.


Finally, the dimensions of the Altar, which represented the altruistic aspirations of the remorseful penitent, were all whole numbers. 

Through the procedure of teshuva, i.e., returning to G-d and the ways of His Torah, we have the ability to make good on the ills of our past. This is so because, as the Sages tell us, sincere teshuva has the potential to convert rebellious acts into meritorious ones (10). When then added to our otherwise good deeds, all of our actions are thereby brought to a heightened level of perfection. This completeness of character is what the Altar’s whole-numbered dimensions were alluding to.

To be sure, the portable Tabernacle, and subsequently the Holy Temples in Yerushalayim, was a hubbub of spiritual activity. Much inspiration was to be had watching the priests perform their duties. “Fortunate is the eye that witnessed a nation drawing Divine inspiration and spirit of magnanimity (during the Temple services)” (11). Now we know that there was an added dimension to the Tabernacle’s furnishings, as well. “Alas, for the ear to hear of it (in its absence) distresses our soul” (12).

----------------------------------

(1) Plural of the Biblical measurement, amah, equaling approximately two feet. (2) Exodus 25:8. (3) Tanchuma Parshas Pekudei 2. (4) Talmud Shabbos 49b. (5) Rabbi Shlomo Lunshitz in his Kli Yakar. (6) Twelve loaves of bread. See Ex. 25:30 and Leviticus 24:5 for a further discussion. (7) Eyov 28:12. (8) Pirkei Avos 4:1. (9) Talmud Yevamos 105b. (10) 86b. (11) Yom Kippur liturgy, Artscroll Yom Kippur Machzor, p.574-5. (12) Ibid.
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