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How do you feel about Torah? Mention the word to many believers and you can almost 

literally see their countenance fall and their demeanour darken. Such is the approbation you 

can receive for even speaking the word ‘Torah’ or hinting that it might still be a good thing, 

that you might resolve never to speak of it again in certain believing company. And that’s so 

sad. Even though I’m a historian and could easily speak at length on the historical processes 

that brought this sorry situation about, mentally and emotionally I’m still perplexed by the 

complete disconnect that many believers have with the subject of the Torah. For such as 

these Torah stands in opposition to faith itself. For them Torah apparently makes slaves of us 

but faith in Yeshua sets them free. Of course they didn’t come to such conclusions in a 

vacuum. Though they might think of their perspective as having been received by divine 

revelation, the real truth is that they are the product of two thousand years of faulty Christian 

theology and in particular of an anti-nomianism empowered by an underlying anti-Semitism 

that proposes the equation that Law=Jewish=Bad. To believe this must take a lot of mental 

and emotional energy, especially given that throughout the Bible not only does Hashem 

bang on and on about our need to be faithful to His commandments, but because the 

greatest figures of faith, from Moshe to King David, from the prophets to Yeshua Himself 

repeatedly valorise the Torah, wax lyrical about its beauty, and advocate for it’s perpetual 

observance. Tehillim 112, for instance, by the parallelism of its opening line, that one who 

observes the Torah is demonstrating inner faith in God, and that far from the such 

observance making him miserable, on the contrary, such observance makes him happy and 

brings spiritual blessings.  “Halleluyah!” the psalm begins, “How happy is anyone who fears 

ADONAI, who greatly delights in his mitzvot. His descendants will be powerful on earth, a 

blessed generation of upright people. Wealth and riches are in his house, and his 

righteousness stands forever. To the upright he shines like a light in the dark, merciful, 

compassionate and righteous. Things go well with the person who is merciful and lends, who 

conducts his affairs with fairness; for he will never be moved. The righteous will be 

remembered forever. He will not be frightened by bad news; he remains steady, trusting in 

ADONAI. His heart is set firm, he will not be afraid, till finally he looks in triumph at his 

enemies. He distributes freely, he gives to the poor; his righteousness stands forever. His 

power will be increased honourably. The wicked will be angry when they see this; they will 

gnash their teeth and waste away, the desires of the wicked will come to nothing.” (112:1-10)  

Tehillim 119 is of course the longest of all the psalms, so much so that few dare to read it at 

one sitting. And what is it’s subject? Why, it’s the Torah! But not to berate it. On the contrary! 

Thus the psalmist, inspired by the Ruach, declares: “I will run the way of your mitzvot, for you 

have broadened my understanding.” (119:32)  “I will delight myself in your mitzvot, which I 

have loved.” (119:47) “I will lift my hands to your mitzvot, which I love; and I will meditate on 

your laws.” (119:48)  “Therefore I love your mitzvot more than gold, more than fine gold.” 

(119:127) “My mouth is wide open, as I pant with longing for your mitzvot.” (119:131) “You are 

close by, ADONAI; and all your mitzvot are truth.” (119:151) It’s somewhat paradoxical that 

many contemporary believers conceive of Torah observance as the gateway to misery when 

the Psalmist declares that “The precepts of ADONAI are right, rejoicing the heart. The mitzvah 
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of ADONAI is pure, enlightening the eyes.” (19:8)  And if, as some believe, grace and Torah 

are opposed to each other, we must ask how Daniel could in all conscience, pray thus: 

“Please, ADONAI, great and fearsome God, who keeps his covenant and extends grace to 

those who love him and observe his mitzvot!” (Da 9:4). Excuse me? Grace is extended to 

those who love him and observe His mitzvot? Now that’s a bit of a head scratcher isn’t it? 

Again note the parallelism in Daniel’s statement “those who love him and observe his 

mitzvot”. In other words, those who love God are those who keep his commandments. This 

parallelism strikes a discordant note in the minds of contemporary believers who think that 

love of God means feeling emotionally and romantically attached to Him. Perhaps it is this 

misconception that drives contemporary worship songs to mirror worldly love songs where 

you can simply substitute the love of a man or woman for that of God. But that’s not what 

God is asking from us at all! Let’s be clear about this, when Hashem commands us to “love 

the Lord our God with all our heart, soul and might” He does not mean this in a warm, fuzzy, 

romantic, emotional way, though that may indeed be a lovely consequence of walking in His 

commandments. No, in an ancient context, i.e. the context in which the Scriptures were 

delivered, to love God meant simply to be loyal and obedient. Thus the JPS Torah 

Commentary notes in relation to the command to love God that, “In such contexts “love” 

means “act lovingly.” This usage is comparable to that of ancient Near Eastern political 

terminology where “love” refers to the loyalty of subjects, vassals, and allies. In fact, one of 

the striking parallels between political treaties and the covenant between God and Israel is 

the requirement that the vassal “love” the suzerain—that is, act loyally to him— with all his 

heart. The command to love God may accordingly be understood as requiring one to act 

lovingly and loyally toward Him.” Indeed, as the Scriptures repeatedly make clear, our love of 

God is primarily defined by and finds expression in how we treat other people. In this sense 

then the essence of worship is not so much about gazing on God Himself (which is 

complicated by the fact that He is immaterial and invisible - for no one has seen God) but is 

about caring for those whom God chose to create in His own image, i.e. human beings. As 

we read in Mark 12, “One of the Torah-teachers came up and heard them engaged in this 

discussion. Seeing that Yeshua answered them well, he asked him, “Which is the most 

important mitzvah of them all?” Yeshua answered, “The most important is, ‘Sh’ma Yisra’el, 

Adonai Eloheinu, Adonai echad [Hear, O Isra’el, the Lord our God, the Lord is one],  and you 

are to love Adonai your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your understanding 

and with all your strength.’ The second is this: ‘You are to love your neighbor as yourself.’ 

There is no other mitzvah greater than these.” The Torah-teacher said to him, “Well said, 

Rabbi; you speak the truth when you say that he is one, and that there is no other besides 

him; and that loving him with all one’s heart, understanding and strength, and loving one’s 

neighbor as oneself, mean more than all the burnt offerings and sacrifices.” When Yeshua 

saw that he responded sensibly, he said to him, “You are not far from the Kingdom of God.” 

And after that, no one dared put to him another sh’eilah.” See how Yeshua connected loving 

God with people? Putting it another way Yeshua said, “When the Son of Man comes in his 

glory, accompanied by all the angels, he will sit on his glorious throne. All the nations will be 

assembled before him, and he will separate people one from another as a shepherd 
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separates sheep from goats. The ‘sheep’ he will place at his right hand and the ‘goats’ at his 

left. Then the King will say to those on his right, ‘Come, you whom my Father has blessed, 

take your inheritance, the Kingdom prepared for you from the founding of the world. For I 

was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a 

stranger and you made me your guest, I needed clothes and you provided them, I was sick 

and you took care of me, I was in prison and you visited me.’ Then the people who have 

done what God wants will reply, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty 

and give you something to drink? When did we see you a stranger and make you our guest, 

or needing clothes and provide them? When did we see you sick or in prison, and visit 

you?’ The King will say to them, ‘Yes! I tell you that whenever you did these things for one of 

the least important of these brothers of mine, you did them for me!’ “Then he will also speak 

to those on his left, saying, ‘Get away from me, you who are cursed! Go off into the fire 

prepared for the Adversary and his angels! For I was hungry and you gave me no food, 

thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, a stranger and you did not welcome me, needing 

clothes and you did not give them to me, sick and in prison and you did not visit me.’ Then 

they too will reply, ‘Lord, when did we see you hungry, thirsty, a stranger, needing clothes, 

sick or in prison, and not take care of you?’  And he will answer them, ‘Yes! I tell you that 

whenever you refused to do it for the least important of these people, you refused to do it 

for me!’ They will go off to eternal punishment, but those who have done what God wants 

will go to eternal life.” 

 

See how In Yeshua’s mindset the love and worship of God is not so much about feelings but 

simply about how you treat people? As Rav Shaul also said in his letter to the Galatians the  

“whole of the Torah is summed up in this one sentence: “Love your neighbour as yourself”; ” 

(Ga 5:14). Moreover, as he also said in his letter to the Romans, “Love does not do harm to a 

neighbour; therefore love is the fullness of Torah.” (Ro 13:10). Excuse me? The whole of the 

Torah? The fullness of the Torah? Surely doesn’t he only mean the bits about people? Surely 

he can’t mean the bits about God? The sad fact is that most of us, even those of us who 

profess obedience to Torah, divide the commandments to love God and that of our 

neighbour as if they are saying different things. In our minds we have the idea of the worship 

of God on the one hand, i.e. singing and dancing, lifting our hands up, sitting thinking about 

God and gazing in our mind’s eye upon what we imagine to be His Face, while on the other 

there is the commandment to love our neighbour as ourselves. And yet the reality is that the 

whole of the Torah - including the commandment to love God - is summed up in this one 

sentence: ‘Love your neighbour as yourself”. The commandments to love God and our 

neighbour are actually a single unified command because God so identifies Himself with 

human beings. Thus whenever human beings are suffering God is suffering too. Therefore 

true worship is about what you do to other people. There’s really little point raising your 

hands in worship if you don’t treat people with respect and dignity. Of course no one is 

perfect. And, to be honest, people being people, fallen and broken, don't always make it easy 

to love and respect them. It can be a real struggle to treat other people with the love and 

respect that God commands of us, but who said that worship should be easy? From time 
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immemorial the worship of God has involved sacrifice. Indeed the idea of sacrifice should 

never be sanitised. Frankly speaking sacrifice involves blood and death. Sacrifice involves loss 

and pain. Sacrifice, to be sacrifice, has always involved some degree of loss, certainly 

materially if not also mentally and emotionally.  Such was the certainly the case with regard to 

the sacrifice that our people made in this week’s parashah as they responded to Hashem’s 

command through Moshe to build Him a sanctuary. The mishkan and all its contents were to 

be made from expensive materials, including many precious stones, huge amounts of gold 

and copious amounts of “blue, purple, and crimson yarns”, in other words materials dyed with 

techelet.  In case you didn't know, techelet was a dye produced from the murex, a marine 

snail. This creature exuded a yellow fluid that became a dye in the red-purple range when 

exposed to sunlight.  The desired shade was obtained by varying the species of murex and by 

adding other ingredients.  Modern attempts to reproduce this dye have shown that it 

required thousands of snails to produce sufficient dye for one robe. This, together with the 

intensity of the labour and the superiority of the dye's richness and stability, made the 

products very expensive.  Hence, possession of techelet dyed fabrics were marks of wealth, 

nobility and royalty.  So when Hashem commanded that each one of us place a thread of 

techelet in our tzitziyot it denoted our privileged status as children of the king, and it was also 

intended to remind us of the laws of His realm. Given all this, given the vast amounts of 

techelet and gold and other substances that were required for the creation of the mishkan we 

have to wonder where it all this wealth came from?  How were all these riches to be supplied 

so that the sanctuary could be created? The answer is revealed in Shemot 25:1 “Adonai said 

to Moshe, 'Tell the people of Israel to take up a collection for me – accept a contribution 

from anyone who wholeheartedly wants to give.  The contribution you are to take from them 

is to consist of gold, silver and bronze; blue, purple and scarlet yarn; fine linen, goat's hair, 

tanned ram skins and fine leather; acacia-wood; oil for the light, spices for the anointing oil 

and for the fragrant incense; onyx stones and other stones to be set, so that I may live among 

them.”  In other words, Hashem commanded an offering that was unlike the kind of offerings 

that we are used to today.  This offering was not an appeal for what the people had left over, 

as if he was dropping a charity collection bag through the front door of Mr and Mrs Israel, or 

as if the mishkan were to be created from recycled materials, ala Blue Peter!  Neither was this 

offering was an appeal for spare change!  No!  What Hashem was effectively doing by 

specifying items of such considerable value was laying a stake on the wealth, and thus the 

heart, of His people.  In today's terms he was calling on His people to give to him whatever 

was most valuable to them - their cars, their wedding rings, their expensive curtains and 

sofas, their High Def TVs, and so on!  The community was to be under no illusions as to what 

it would cost to create the mishkan, the only question would be whether they actually wanted 

it to happen. Many of us are happy to give of our time and energy, but when it comes to 

money and material possessions then it’s whoa! Back off!  It’s mine! My precious!  Where you 

put your money and what what you do with it says an awful lot about where your heart really 

is. This is a consistent message of the Scriptures. Indeed, the command to build a mishkan for 

God recognises the struggle that even people of faith face in this respect. Yes, even we who 

profess our love and worship of Hashem can struggle to give faithfully to sustain our 
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community financially. It’s all too easy to let others take the financial burden. And it would 

have been easy for the Israelites too, given the voluntary nature of the collection for the 

Mishkan had it not been for the fact that everyone was commanded to volunteer! That 

sounds odd doesn’t it? How can you be commanded to volunteer? In fact this conundrum is 

something that the Jewish commentators have long pondered over, as Rabbi Nachshoni 

observes, “Various commentaries struggle to understand the verse, 'Take from among you an 

offering to Hashem.  Whoever is generous of heart shall bring the offering to Hashem.'”  

“Here,” he says, “the first half seems to imply an obligation, whereas the second half implies a 

freewill contribution.” In other words, the commentators are intrigued by the idea of a 

commanded voluntary offering, and given that this was so the truth is that no Israelite really 

had the option not to give, for the commandment to each and everyone was at the same 

time to “take from among you” and “whoever is generous of heart shall bring the offering to 

Hashem”.  Here then, Hashem was literally commanding the whole House of Israel to give 

from the bulk of their wealth and enjoy doing it at the same time!  But why would God do 

such a thing?  Why didn't He simply give people an opt out, and why did He command joy in 

response to the commandment?  The answer is because Hashem knows the human heart, 

and he knows that above all, as the Scriptures say, “the love of money is the root of all kinds 

of evil.”  As Francis Bacon also once said, “If money be not thy servant, it will be thy master.” 

Hashem knew that if He merely commanded the people to give the people might resent the 

commandment and do it with an unwilling heart – thus serving no purpose in elevating their 

holiness.  On the other hand, He also knew that if He effectively said 'only give if you fancy it' 

or 'only give what you're happy to give' the vast majority of our people would have given 

only that which they thought they could spare and not a polo mint more, for “the imaginings 

of a person’s heart are evil from his youth”” (Ge 8:21) and “the heart is more deceitful than 

anything else and mortally sick. Who can fathom it? I, ADONAI, search the heart; I test inner 

motivations; in order to give to everyone what his actions and conduct deserve.”” (Yirm 17:9-

10).  It is in this context that Rabbi Nachshoni adds the following: “Interestingly,” he says, “one 

of the great figures of the Mussar movement of the last generation views the gift 

accompanied by internal struggle as more important than one given without psychological 

impediments.  R'Dessler, in Michtav Me'Eliyahu explains the words, 'Take from among you' as 

referring to something taken by force, where the spirit empowers the body.  He quotes 

R'Yerucham as saying that with every mitzvah there is resistance by the Evil Impulse, and this 

must be overcome.  The purpose of mitzvah observance is to expose us to this struggle.  

During the collection for the Mishkan, there was fear that the Israelites would give 

complacently without experiencing any internal resistance.  Moshe therefore told them, 'Take 

from among you,' i.e. Seek out only the element that hinders you.  Without doubt there is an 

Evil Impulse hidden in your hearts.  In giving your donation, you must vanquish that element.  

Then, your gift will represent a satisfying victory of freewill, and not just the product of an 

inspired soul.” 

 

Such is the essence of worship and the love of God. It necessarily involves inner struggle as 

we dedicate ourselves to the service of others. It necessarily involves sacrifice, pain and loss 
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as we connect with their pain and struggles and seek to do what we can to help bring health 

and healing. Don’t expect good deeds to always be well received. Don’t be surprised when 

no one thanks you. People aren’t always grateful, but that doesn’t make your service any less 

valuable.  As Rabbi Eliyahu Meir Bloch has said, “Don’t regret good deeds when you end up 

suffering. In every business there are negative aspects. When you do acts of kindness, realize 

in advance there are likely to be some unpleasant aspects and accept them. Realize that 

when you help others you are helping yourself. You will find it easier to tolerate difficulties.” 

And of course the worship of God necessarily involves our financial commitment as we, just 

like our ancestors, are commanded to establish and maintenance our community.  Such is the 

worship of God. Indeed, in conclusion I would ask you to reflect in this respect on the layout 

of the mishkan itself. Let us remember that at the heart of the sanctuary there was no statue, 

there were no representations of God as in a pagan temple; why, there wasn’t even a picture 

of Yeshua as some are wont to plaster all over social media (do they think that this 

constitutes a form of worship?). It’s curious isn’t it that in the course of the 4 accounts of 

Yeshua’s life and in the rest of the Messianic Writings Yeshua’s physical attributes are never 

described. We don’t know whether he was tall or small, fat or thin; what colour hair or eyes 

he had; we don’t know whether he had freckles or any other distinguishing feature. Nothing 

at all! It’s almost as if God doesn’t want us to think about that. So what then was at the heart 

of the sanctuary, the centre of Israelite worship? What did God want our people to think 

about and focus on? It was the two tablets of the Torah contained within that small box called 

the Ark. Now isn’t that food for thought?! 

 


