
5780 – Exodus 25-27 – Terumah (Contribution) 
 
With Teruma begins the longest single passage in the book of Exodus, 
continuing to the end of the book and interrupted only by the episode of 
the Golden Calf. Its subject is the Mishkan, the Tabernacle or Sanctuary 
the Israelites were commanded to make as a centre ofworship and as a 
visible sign of the presence of God in their midst. The sheer length and 
detail ofthe narrative signal its central significance to the Israelites, yet 
it demands a considerable effort of interpretation to translate this into 
the language and thought of today. 

In the first of the following essays, we examine the connection be-
tween the Tabernacle and the later institution of the synagogue. In the 
second we look at why it was important for it to be made out of the vol-
untary contributions of the Israelites. In the third we explore the connec-
tion between the Israelites’ creation of the Tabernacle and God’s creation 
ofthe universe. In the fourth we ask why it was important that everyone 
had a share in the ark, in which the tablets of stone, representing the To-
rah, were carried. 
 
Voluntary Contribution1 
 
This week’s parasha and those that follow it for the remainder of the 
book of Exodus, describe the great collective project of the Israelites in 
the desert: building a Mishkan, a portable Sanctuary, that would serve as 
the visible home of the Divine Presence. It was the first collective house 
of worship in the history of Israel. 

The opening command, however, emphasizes an unusual dimension 
of the project:  

God spoke to Moses saying: “Speak to the Israelites and have them 
bring Me an offering. Take My offering from everyone whose heart 
impels him to give ... They shall make Me a Sanctuary, and I will 
dwell among them.” (Exodus 25:1-2:8)  

The emphasis is on the voluntary nature of the gifts. Why so? The 
Sanctuary and its service were overwhelmingly compulsory, not volun-
tary. The regular offerings were minutely prescribed. So too were the con-
tributions. Everyone had to give a half-Shekel for the silver sockets 
needed for the building, and another half-Shekel annually for the sacri-
fices. The Sanctuary itself was the pre-eminent domain of the holy, and 
the holy is where God’s will rules, not ours. Why then was the Sanctuary 
specifically to be built through voluntary donations? 

 
1 Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, Covenant & Conversation: Exodus, (Maggid Books & The 

Orthodox Union), pp. 193-197. 

There are some biblical passages whose meaning becomes clear only 
in hindsight, and this is one. To understand this week’s parasha we have 
to move forwards almost five hundred years, to the time when King Solo-
mon built the Temple. The story is one ofthe most ironic in Tanakh. 

Our initial impression of Solomon is that he was a supremely wise 
king. He had asked God for wisdom, and was granted it in abundance:  

God gave Solomon wisdom and very great insight, and the breadth of 
his understanding was measureless as is the sand on the seashore. 
(1Kings 4:29)  

During Solomon’s reign, Israel reached its greatest heights, economic and 
politically. The building of the Temple was itself seen by the Bible as 
the completion of the exodus from Egypt. Unusually, the text tells us 
the date of the project, not only in terms of years of the king’s reign, but 
specifically also in terms of the exodus:  

In the four hundred and eightieth year after the Israelites had come 
out of Egypt, in the fourth year of Solomon’s reign ... he began to 
build the Temple ofthe Lord. (1 Kings 6:1)  

The reference to the exodus is striking and deliberate. It reminds us of 
the phrase Moses used to the Israelites as they were about to enter the  
land: “Now you have not yet come to the resting place and the inheritance 
that the Lord your God is giving you” (Deuteronomy 12:9). The classic 
commentators take this to be a reference to Jerusalem and the Temple.(l) 
Thus Solomon’s project brought the narrative of the exodus to closure. 
It was the last chapter in a long story.  
(1) Rashi … on the basis of Zevachim (Sacrifices) 119a. The text continues (12:11), 

“Then to the place the Lord your God will choose as a dwelling for His Name—
there you are to bring everything I command you: your burnt offerings and sac-
rifices, your tithes and special gifts, and all the choice possessions you have 
vowed to the Lord”—a reference to the Temple. 

 
1. If the Temple “brought the narrative of the exodus to closure” and not 

the Tabernacle, then the Tabernacle was a “shadow” and the Temple 
the “reality”—in the same way that the Tabernacle/Temple is the 
“shadow” and the Heavenly Temple the “reality.”     
a. Hebrews 8:1-5 

1Now the main point of what we are saying is this: We do have such 
a high priest, who … 2who serves in the sanctuary, the true taber-
nacle set up by the Lord … 3Every high priest is appointed to offer 
both gifts and sacrifices, and so it was necessary for this one also 
to have something to offer. 4If he were on earth, he would not be a 
priest, for there are already priests who … 5serve at a sanctuary 

 



that is a copy and shadow of what is in heaven. This is why Mo-
ses was warned when he was about to build the tabernacle: "See to 
it that you make everything according to the pattern shown you on 
the mountain" (Exo 25:40).  

b. Hebrews 10:1-4 
1The law is only a shadow of the good things that are coming—
not the realities themselves. For this reason it can never, by the 
same sacrifices repeated endlessly year after year, make perfect 
those who draw near to worship. 2Otherwise, would they not have 
stopped being offered? For the worshipers would have been 
cleansed once for all, and would no longer have felt guilty for their 
sins. 3But those sacrifices are an annual reminder of sins. 4It is im-
possible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins.  
1) Since we no longer sin, we no longer an “annual reminder.” 

Right?  
c. Psalm 36:5-9 (cf. Psa 57:1; 63:7; Isa 49:2) 

7How priceless is your unfailing love, O God! People take refuge in 
the shadow of your wings …   

d. Acts 7:44-50—Stephen’s testimony before the Sanhedrin 
44"Our ancestors had the tabernacle of the covenant law with them 
in the wilderness. It had been made as God directed Moses, ac-
cording to the pattern he had seen. 

 
Yet ultimately, and significantly, Solomon failed as a king. The initial im-
pression we get from the biblical text is that his primary failing was in 
marrying foreign wives who led him astray into idolatry (1Kings 11:4). 
However, a close reading shows that it had more to do with the way he 
set about building the Temple. This made immense demands on the 
people and led, as we will see, to fateful consequences. After Solomon’s 
death, the kingdom divided. The ten northern tribes seceded from his 
son Rehoboam, and formed their own kingdom under the rebel Jero-
boam. This was a critical turning point in biblical history. Weakened by 
division, it could only be a matter of time before both kingdoms even-
tually fell to neighbouring empires, and so it came to pass.  
2. Mark 3:24-25 

24If a kingdom is divided against itself, that kingdom cannot stand. 25If 
a house is divided against itself, that house cannot stand. 
 

The real question is not, why did Jeroboam rebel? Politics is full of such 
events. The real question is: how was he able to do so and succeed? 
Coups d’état do not happen when a nation is flourishing, successful and 
at peace. Israel was all these things in Solomon’s reign. How then was Jer-
oboam able to mount a coup, with real expectation of success? 

The answer lies in the impact the building of the Temple had on the 
people. We are told:  

King Solomon conscripted labourers from all Israel—thirty thousand 
men. He sent them off to Lebanon in shifts of ten thousand a month, 
so that they spent one month in Lebanon and two months at home. 
Adoniram was in charge of the forced labour. Solomon had seventy 
thousand carriers and eighty thousand stonecutters in the hills, as 
well as thirty-three hundred foremen who supervised the project and 
directed the workmen. (1Kings 5:27-30)  
—183,300 conscripted (drafted, “called-up,” enlisted) laborers. 
 

3. 1Kings 9:10 
10At the end of twenty years, during which Solomon built these two 
buildings—the temple of the LORD and the royal palace …  
a. 1Kings 6:37-38 

… 38the temple was finished … He had spent seven years building it.  
b. John 2:20 

20They replied, "It has taken forty-six years to build this temple … 
 

The Tanakh tells us that it was this burden that made the people restive 
after Solomon’s death.  

So they [the people] sent for Jeroboam, and he and the whole assem-
bly of Israel went to Rehoboam and said to him: “Your father put a 
heavy yoke on us, but now lighten the harsh labour and the heavy 
yoke he put on us, and we will serve you.” (1Kings 12:3-4)  

The elders who had been Solomon’s advisors told Rehoboam to accede to 
the people’s request: “If today you will be a servant to this people and 
serve them and give them a favourable answer, they will always be your 
servants” (12:7). Rehoboam, influenced by his own young, impetuous ad-
visors, ignored their advice. He told the people he would increase, not re-
duce, the burden. From then on, his fate was sealed. 

Something strange is happening in this narrative. On several occa-
sions we hear words that appear in the Mosaic books either in the context 
of Egyptian slavery or in laws forbidding the Israelites to act harshly to-
wards slaves. The phrase “harsh labour,” spoken by the people to Reho-
boam, is used at the beginning of Exodus to describe the enslavement of 
the Israelites.(2) The description of Solomon’s “carriers,” nosei saval, re-
minds us of the sentence, “Moses grew up, and went out to his brothers 
and saw their burdens (sivlotam).”(3) After Solomon’s death, the people use 
the word yoke: “Your father put a heavy yoke on us.”(4) This is yet another 
term that recalls slavery in Egypt: “Therefore, say to the Israelites: I am the 
Lord, and I will bring you out from under the yoke of the Egyptians.”(5) 



Solomon’s supervisors are described as harodim ba’am, the verb used 
in Leviticus 25 to describe how a master should not treat a slave: “Do 
not rule over (tirdeh) them ruthlessly.” Solomon built “store cities,” 
miskenot, the same word used to describe the cities built by the Israel-
ite slaves for Pharaoh.(7) Like Pharaoh, Solomon had chariots and riders—
rekhev and parashim.(8) 

 
4. Luke 22:24-27 

25Yeshua said to them, "The kings of the Gentiles lord it over them; 
and those who exercise authority over them call themselves Bene-
factors. 26But you are not to be like that. 
 

Without saying so explicitly, and indeed, at one point denying it: “But Sol-
omon did not make slaves of any of the Israelites,”(9) the Tanakh is hint-
ing that the building of the Temple turned Israel into a second Egypt. 
Solomon was altogether too close to being an Israelite Pharaoh. 

The irony is overwhelming. Solomon was Israel’s wisest king. The na-
tion stood at the apex of its power and prosperity. Momentarily, it was at 
peace. The king was engaged in the holiest of tasks, the one that 
brought the exodus narrative to completion. Yet at that precise mo-
ment, the fault line developed that was eventually to bring centuries of 
tragedy. Why? Because Solomon in effect turned the Israelites into a 
conscripted labour force: the very thing they had left Egypt to avoid. 

 
5. Galatians 4:8-9 

8Formerly, when you did not know God, you were slaves to those 
who by nature are not gods. 9But now that you know God—or rather 
are known by God—how is it that you are turning back to those 
weak and miserable forces? Do you wish to be enslaved by them all 
over again? 

 
No sooner do we understand this than we realize in retrospect the signifi-
cance of God’s command in the making of the Tabernacle: “Speak to the 
Israelites and have them bring Me an offering. Take My offering from 
everyone whose heart impels him to give” (Exodus 25:2). As we said in 
the previous essay: God lives not in buildings but in builders, not in 
monuments of stone but in the minds and souls of human beings when 
they dedicate themselves to Him. 
 
6. 2Corinthians 9:6-9 

7Each of you should give what you have decided in your heart to 
give, not reluctantly or under compulsion, for God loves a cheerful 
giver.  

 
2 Ibid. pp. 191-192. 

a. The tithe was intended for the support of the Levites and priests 
who served God. They were not given any inheritance in the land.  
1) Taxes imposed by the Lord were additional:  

a) The “half-shekel” tax for the upkeep of the Tabernacle and 
later the Temple (Exo 30:11-16) was still being paid in Ye-
shua's time (Mat 17:24).  

2) Taxes imposed by the Israel's kings were additional:  
a) The 10% tax on produce and livestock (1Sam 8:15,17).  
b) Duties imposed on imported goods (1Ki 10:15).  
c) The heavy taxes Solomon imposed led to the breakup of his 

kingdom after he died (1Ki 12:4).  
b. What were the people required to tithe?  

1) The "seed of the land" (crops), "the fruit of the trees" and "herds 
and flocks" (Lev 27:30-32).  
a) A person could dedicate the monetary value of the "first" tithe, 

but a fifth of the sum had to be added to it (Lev 27:31, 33).  
c. To whom were the tithes paid?  

1) Numbers 18:21-28 (cf. Neh 10:37, 38, 44). 
"I give to the Levites all the tithes in Israel as their inheritance 
in return for the work they do while serving at the Tent of 
Meeting ... They will have no inheritance among the Israelites ...   

d. Where were the tithes paid?  
1) The "first" and "second" tithes were taken to "the place which 

the Lord ... will choose ... to put his name," i.e.,  Jerusalem. They 
could not be eaten anywhere else (Deut.12:5-14; 14:26).  

2) The "third" or "poor" tithe (taken every 3rd and 6th year) was 
gathered at the village gate and the "storerooms of the treas-
ury" for "the Levite ... the stranger, and the fatherless, and the 
widow" (Deut. 14:28-30; Neh. 10:37, 38, 44). 

 
7. A Portable Home2 

… The very concept of making a home in finite space for an infinite 
presence seems a contradiction in terms. 

The answer, still astonishing in its profundity, is contained at the 
beginning of this weeks parashah: “They shall make a Sanctuary for 
Me, and I will dwell in them [betokham]” (Exodus 25:8). The Jewish 
mystics pointed out the linguistic strangeness of this sentence. It 
should have said, “I will dwell in it,” not “I will dwell in them.” The 
answer is that the Divine Presence lives not in a building but in its 



builders; not in a physical place but in the human heart. The Sanctuary 
was not a place in which the objective existence of God was somehow 
more concentrated than elsewhere. Rather it was a place whose holi-
ness had the effect of opening the hearts to the One worshipped there. 
God exists everywhere, but not everywhere do we feel the presence of 
God in the same way. The essence of “the holy” is that it is a place 
where we set aside all human devices and desires and enter a domain 
wholly set aside for God … 

 
The Temple was intended to stand at the heart, geographical and spir-
itual, of a nation that had been taken by God from slavery to freedom. 
The faith of Israel therefore had to be an expression of liberty. Its Temple 
should have been built out of voluntary contributions, just as was the 
Tabernacle. This was no minor detail. It lay at the very heart of the pro-
ject itself. Faith, coerced, is not faith. Worship, forced, is not true wor-
ship. A Temple built by conscripted labour conflicts with the very na-
ture of God to whom it is dedicated. For a moment Solomon acted as if 
he were an Egyptian pharaoh, not a king of Israel, and the pent-up frus-
tration and anger of the people eventually exploded after his death, split-
ting the nation into two. 

It was thus not accidental, but of the essence, that the first house of 
God—small, fragile, portable; the opposite of the grandeur of the Tem-
ple—was built through free, uncoerced, voluntary contributions. For God 
lives not in houses of wood and stone, but in the minds and souls of 
free human beings. He is to be found not in monumental architecture, 
but in the willing heart.  
(2) Exodus 1:14 
(3) Ibid. 2:11 
(4) 1Kings 12:4 
(5) Exodus 6:6 
(6) Leviticus 25:43, 46, 53. 
(7) 1Kings 9:19; Exodus 1:11 
(8) 1Kings 9:19; Exodus 14-15 
(9) 1Kings 9:22 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


