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Sermon:
Should Judaism Be Gilded and Glitzy?
By Rabbi Abe Rabinovich, Ph.D.

Dear friends,

While the world is watching with excitement who is wining the gold, silver and bronze in the 
Winter Olympics, this week’s Torah portion brings us face to face with gold, silver, copper and 
the thrill of splendor.

God commands the Jewish people to build a Mishkan — a sanctuary — and the list of materials 
reads like the inventory of a royal palace: gold, silver, copper; blue, purple, and crimson yarn; 
fine linen; precious stones; aromatic spices.  (Exodus 25:3–8)

It is dazzling. It is detailed. It is expensive.

And it forces us to ask:

Why does God need gold? 
Should Judaism be gilded?

The Torah’s description reminds us of another scene of extravagance — the 180-day feast of 
King Ahasuerus in the Book of Esther which we are going to read next week:

White cotton, blue wool, silver rods, marble floors, golden couches. A spectacle of power and 
excess.

But there is a fundamental difference.

• Ahasuerus’ party was about displaying power.

• The Mishkan was about inviting Presence.

One was ego-driven opulence. 
The other was holiness-driven elevation.

Outwardly, both glittered. Inwardly, they could not be more different.

The Torah does not call these donations matanot (gifts). It calls them terumah.
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Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan and Professor Robert Alter note that matanah means a gift. But terumah 
comes from the root rom — to lift up, to elevate.

The gold was not for God’s sake. 
The gold was for ours.

When a person takes something material — wealth, talent, resources — and dedicates it to 
something sacred, that object becomes elevated. And so does the giver.

The Mishkan was not about gilding Judaism. 
It was about transforming the material world into a dwelling place for the Divine.

Judaism does not reject beauty. In fact, it embraces it.

We beautify a mitzvah — hiddur mitzvah. 
We have ornate Torah scrolls. 
We build beautiful synagogues.

But Judaism is deeply suspicious of beauty that exists for self-glorification.

King Ahasuerus’ palace was stunning — and spiritually empty.

The Mishkan was stunning — and spiritually alive.

The difference was not in the gold. 
The difference was in the Kavanah—intention.

There is a story about the Hasidic master Rabbi Yisrael (Friedman) of Ruzhin (1796-1850). He 
dressed like royalty. He wore elegant garments, even golden shoes.

But those shoes had no soles.

Outwardly — gold. 
Inwardly — barefoot humility.

He wanted to demonstrate something radical: Judaism does not demand poverty. It demands 
perspective.

One may wear gold — but one must feel the earth beneath one’s feet.

The outer splendor must never sever us from inner humility.

So Should Judaism Be Gilded?
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Yes — and no.

Yes, when beauty is used to honor God. 
Yes, when wealth is elevated into holiness. 
Yes, when the physical becomes a vessel for the spiritual.

But no — when gold becomes the goal. 
No, when appearance replaces substance. 
No, when religion becomes performance instead of presence.

The litmus test is if the gilded and material stuff lift us up and elevates us then it is considered a 
service to God but if not then it’s all sinful.

The Torah says:

“And let them make Me a sanctuary that I may dwell among them.”

Not “in it” — but “among them.”

The true sanctuary is not the gold-plated walls. 
It is the human heart.

The Mishkan teaches us that Judaism does not reject the material world. It refines it. It uplifts it. 
It sanctifies it.

Judaism may be gilded — 
but it must never be hollow.

May we learn to take our resources, our success, our talents — and make of them a terumah, 
something elevated.

And may we merit to become sanctuaries ourselves — places where the Divine Presence truly 
dwells. Amen!

RABBI ABE’S JEOPARDY QUESTION - LAST SHABBAT: Torah 
portion – Terumah. Q: How many times does the word ׁקדֶֹש (n-m) 
meaning holy, sacred in any form appear? A: 6, by Mike Cabelli and 
Rochel Liba Taylor. 
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