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Space and place: on holy day seating 

- Harold M. Schulweis Ty 
Abraham Joshua Heschel claimed that Time rather 
than Space is the major category of significance in 

i • Judaism. He noted that the first divine hallowing of 
i I creation was concerned not with any place but with 
r.i time: sanctification of the seventh day, the Sabbath. 
* j When the child asked Menachem Mendel of Kotzk 

| "Where is God?" he answered, "Whenever you let 
n Him in." not "where" but "whenever," not place 

but time is the true locus of godliness. 
1 j Still the masses of people seem to distrust this non-

spatial notion of holiness. More energy is exerted 
iE> over securing good seats in the sanctuary than in 
*{ the preparation of the heart. A "territorial impera-

tive" grips grown men and women, particularly be-
jt Core Rosh Hashanah. Reassign the location of a 

seat, and a Temple membership is at stake. There is 
£ | a mystique about where we sit that no rational ex-
„! planations can fathom. Seat location is not a matter 
"; of seeing or hearing the pulpit celebrants better. 

, The complaints about the locations of the pews are 
1 not over sitting beneath an open air-conditioning 

^ vent or beneath a poorly lit lighting fixture. There's 
something magical about where we sit, particularly 

! when having to change your seat from last year to 
i this coming one. As the Hebraic folk proverb has 

-4 it meshaneh makom, meshaneh mazal—change 
; the place, change the fortune. But I do not see it 
'this way. 

' Scholars of religion have drawn attention to the 
I phenomenon of "sacred space" in archaic, pagan 
| religions. Many traditions feel that there is a cen-
j Ural place between the cosmic planes of heaven and 
sarth where communication is marvelously facili-
tated. The late religious anthropologist Miicea 
Hiade noted that such a sacred space "makes pos-
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sible ontological passage from one mode of being 
to another." Recall the ziggurat, the later Tower of 
Babel, ancient Babylonian structures seven stories 
high representing the seven planets which may be 
ascended by the priests in order to reach the sum-
mit of the universe. In pagan religions there is a 
place where the gods dwell. In Judaism, God has 
no such celestial geography. The bible recalls the 
awesome fall of those who sought to climb the 
lofty pyramidal structure of the Tower of Babel. 

Architecture for God is an embarrassment. So-
lomon, the first builder of a Temple in Jerusalem, 
sensed the crudeness in closeting God in the build-
ing space. "Will God indeed dwell on earth? Be-
hold the heavens cannot contain Thee, how much 
less the house I have built?" (Kings 8:27). Where, 
indeed, does God reside, or in the language of 
Hebraic liturgy "where is the place of His glory?" 
The answer is immediate and unequivocal. "His 
glory fills the world." To look for God in a particu-
lar place is to commit the spiritual heresy of simple 
location. As the Rabbis declared, "God is the place 
of the world, not the world God's place." On Suk-
koth, the lulav benedictions are accompanied by 
pointing to the four corners of the earth, as well as 
to the heavens above and the earth beneath. But at 
the mention of God's name, the lulav is held mo-
tionless. It is rude to point; towards God it is 
blasphemous. 

Is There a Place Without the Presence? 
Jews do not ascend into the heights to find God. 
Rhetorically, the psalmist (Psalm 24) asks, "Who 
shall ascend the mountain of the Lord?" He an-
swers "He who hath clean hands and a pure heart, 
who has not lifted up his soul unto vanity, nor 
sworn deceitfully." "Place" is a metaphor, not to be 
taken literally when applied to God. The place of 
God is within, between, among us. Godliness is in 
relationship, not in Row A. God is in morality, not 
in geography. Is that not what Isaiah declared in 
the name of God. "Where is the House that ye 
build unto Me? Where is the place of My rest?" 
God does not respond to those holding the best 
tickets in the house, but "to the poor and broken 
hearted who is concerned about My word." 
(Isaiah 66:1-2). 

The issue of seats, then, may well be more impor-
tant than commonly suspected. The preoccupation 
with seats reveals a perverse theology, a greater at-
tachment to external, material places than to inter-
nal, spiritual experiences. To be nearer to sanctity 
can surely never be a matter of place. "The idol is 
near and yet far. God is far and yet near. For a man 
enters a synagogue and stands behind a pillar, and 
prays in a whisper—and God hears his prayer. So it 
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is with all of His creatures. Can there be a nearer 
God than this? He is as near to His creatures as the 
ear is to the mouth" (Y:Ber. 9:1). A revolutionary 
idea in the history of religion is to find God not in 
statues, shrines, palaces of marble and stone but in 
the human spirit. God is where men and women 
are in need; God is in the footprints of men and 
women, not on rocks or mountains. 

The tradition expresses fears about limiting God a 
place—and not simply because it seems to restrict 
the dignity and power of God. The deification of 
place tempts worshipers to a dangerous idolatry. 
The rabbinic imagination suggests that the murder 
of Abel came about because he and his brother 
Cain each argued that the sanctuary of God be built 
on his exclusive property. Cain and Abel both 
owned the earth but each would have God's lodging 
in his jurisdiction. In our times, the controversy 
over the place of the temple has led to the bomb-
ings of holy places and the threats of jihad. People 
of religion must be reminded that not places but 
lives are holy. 

What began as a question of seats ends with a ques-
tion about self and spirit. Does the place confer 
status upon me? Is location the validation of signifi-
cance? Is the synagogue theater, the bimah the 
stage? Is the writing in the Book of Life the in-
scription on the ticket? Is the answer to spirituality 
space? "Master of the Universe—where will I find 
you and where will I not find you?.. .Thou art in 
heaven, Thou art on earth, Thou art wherever I 
turn, wherever I stir Thou, Thou, Thou."D 

(/ was shocked by the continual news stories these 
past few months, giving fresh evidence of the hu-
man capacity for malevolence. This led me to invite 
a number of rabbis to speak to us, as we prepare to 
stand before the Throne of Judgment, about the evil 
we do with such ingenuity and consistency. — 
E.B.B.) 

The evil in the human heart, 1 
Stephen C. Listfield 
Sh'ma is taking annual spiritual inventory, asking 
whether the world is getting better or worse as we 
approach the New Year. I should note at the outset 
that Sh'ma's Editor seems to betray his own bias in 
the way he posed the question to me. 
On the positive side of the ledger, the Editor men-
tions that the Cold War "may truly be coming to an 
end." No small event, to be sure. But that's it for 
the positives. 
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On the down side, he mentions the brutal suppres-
sion of the Chinese student demonstrations; the in-
tractability of the strife in Ireland, Lebanon and 
lehavdil, Israel; the roles of the Department of En-
ergy in polluting the land and H.U.D. in defrauding 
the taxpayers; the widespread corruption in the fi-
nancial industry; and he notes the inexplicable 
greed of people like Leona Helmsley. 

My response is, yes, I agree with Rabbi Borowitz's 
observation about how great is the evil in the hu-
man heart. And it seems to me that his list of good 
and bad is pretty much par for the course. That is, 
at any moment there are easily nine or ten scan-
dals, moral disasters, corruptions and falls from 
grace for every ray of hope. So on that score, I 
would say that nothing is different from 5, 10 or 20 
years ago. 
But something is very different from two decades 
ago, and that is worth focusing on. 
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