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Centralization of services and institutions is an issue that is not without controversy.

This concept has been the source of differing philosophies of government since the

earliest days of the United States. On the one hand, centralization is effective for

creating shared standards, coordination of resources, and united efforts. On the other

hand, others may see centralized institutions as inefficient, impersonal, and inhibiting.

What is true in this regard with political philosophy is also true of issues concerning

Judaism. For some spiritual seekers, being able to access religion from anywhere at any

time on personal terms is both meaningful and liberating.

However, a mitzvah that supports the concept of centralization is the prohibition of שחוטי
,חוץ slaughtering and sacrificing an animal outside the confines of the Mishkan or Beit

Ha-Mikdash.

ויקרא פרק יז, ג-ה
ַחט ר ִיׁשְ ָרֵאל ֲאׁשֶ ית ִיׂשְ ַחט(ג) ִאיׁש ִאיׁש ִמּבֵ ר ִיׁשְ ֲחֶנה אֹו ֲאׁשֶ ּמַ ב אֹו ֵעז ּבַ ֲחֶנה: (ד) ְוֶאלׁשֹור אֹו ֶכׂשֶ ִמחוּץ ַלּמַ

ן ַתח ֹאֶהל מֹוֵעד לֹא ֱהִביאֹו ְלַהְקִריב ָקְרּבָ בּפֶ ם ֵיָחׁשֵ ּכַן יְֹקָוק ּדָ ָפךְ ְוִנְכַרתַליֹקָוק ִלְפֵני ִמׁשְ ם ׁשָ ָלִאיׁש ַההוּא ּדָ
ֶרב ַעּמֹו: (ה) רְלַמַעןָהִאיׁש ַההוּא ִמּקֶ רֲאׁשֶ ָרֵאל ֶאת ִזְבֵחיֶהם ֲאׁשֶ ֵני ִיׂשְ ֶדהָיִביאוּ ּבְ ָ ֵני ַהׂשּ ֵהם ֹזְבִחים ַעל ּפְ

ַתח אֶֹהל מֹוֵעד ֶאל ַהּכֵֹהן ָלִמים ַליקָֹוק אֹוָתם:ֶוֱהִביֻאם ַליקָֹוק ֶאל ּפֶ ְוָזְבחוּ ִזְבֵחי ׁשְ
if anyone of the house of Israel slaughters an ox or sheep or goat in the camp, or

does so outside the camp, and does not bring it to the entrance of the Tent of

Meeting to present it as an offering to the LORD, before the LORD’s Tabernacle,

bloodguilt shall be imputed to that man: he has shed blood; that man shall be cut

off from among his people. This is in order that the Israelites may bring the

sacrifices which they have been making in the open—that they may bring

them before the LORD, to the priest, at the entrance of the Tent of

Meeting, and offer them as sacrifices of well-being to the LORD;

The Torah explains that the significance of the prohibition of slaughtering sacrifices

beyond the walls of the Mishkan is for the expressed purpose of bringing them to the

Mishkan itself. Centralization of worship is of great value, seemingly because the central

location inherently brings one closer to the Almighty Himself.

The Sefer Ha-Chinukh (Mitzvah #186) elaborates beautifully on the reason for this

prohibition:

שם קרבנותם ולהכין שם לבבםמשרשי המצוה. לפי שהשם ברוך הוא קבע מקום לישראל להביא
אדם, נפשם מתפעלת שם לטוב, והלבבותאליו, ומתוך קביעות המקום והגדלתו ויראתו אל לב בני

השם יתברך מעשות מעשה הקרבנותמתרככים ונכנעים לקבל שם מלכות שמים שלמה, על כן מנענו
רק במקום ההוא כדי שתהא כפרה שלמה לנו.
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It is from the roots of the commandment [that it is] since God, blessed be He,

fixed a place for Israel to bring their sacrifices there and to prepare their hearts to

Him there. And from the fixing of the place and its aggrandizement and its awe in

the hearts of people, their souls are moved there for the good; and the hearts are

softened and humbled to fully accept the kingdom of the Heavens there.

Therefore, God, may He be blessed, prevented us from doing the procedure of the

sacrifices except in that place, so that the atonement for us be complete.

One might think that just as God is everywhere, one can worship God anywhere. Yet, the

experience of meeting God in a special home engenders love and reverence. A

centralized site for worship enables us to come closer to God. Its uniqueness is what

moves us to appreciate the sanctity of such a place and center our focus on God.

There are two relevant ways in which we should appreciate the importance of

centralization: the importance of the State of Israel and Yerushalayim, and the

importance of the synagogue, especially in the context of galut.

Right now, we stand between Pesach and Shavuot, in which our spiritual focus is on

Sefirat Ha-Omer. However, we are also in between the two holy days of Yom Haatzmaut

and Yom Yerushalayim. These two special days remind us of the centrality of Eretz

Yisrael and Yerushalayim Ir Ha-Kodesh to the halachic and spiritual dimensions of

Judaism. While in galut, we have settled wherever we can in order to perpetuate the

destiny of the Jewish people. We have learned that we can make do with observing

Torah anywhere in the world; we can feel content living Jewish lives in any location on

the map that we feel suits us best. Yet, we are reminded that Hashem’s aspiration is for

us to settle in Eretz Yisrael and maintain our religious activity there because, as the

Sefer Ha-Chinukh says, it is the environment that is conducive for our connecting with

God. There is great power in creating focus on one place where inspiration is

self-generated, a place that stirs our desire to come closer to Hakadosh Baruch Hu.

A recent opinion piece in the Jerusalem Post criticized North American rabbis for not

doing enough to push aliyah. He suggested that rabbis devote more sermons and classes

to the importance of the Land of Israel and even make the move themselves. Now, some

will argue that the criticism was overstated; rabbis have certainly devoted time to this

important topic and making aliyah can be complicated. But there should be no

misunderstanding - moving to Eretz Yisrael is the fulfillment of a mitzvah and should

certainly be on our consciousness, even if it is not practical in a given moment! And I am

certainly proud that we have a shul member is making aliyah this coming week, as

bittersweet as that is. While the practice of Torah in the Diaspora over the course of

millennia was essential to our ability to return today, Judaism is not idealized to be a

Diaspora religion. We can adapt in other locations and may even feel comfortable there.

https://www.jpost.com/diaspora/why-are-so-many-north-american-orthodox-rabbis-silent-on-aliyah-665209
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But even under those circumstances, our hearts do not forget Yerushalayim. In Parashat

Re’eh, we elaborate on the eventual centralization of Yerushalayim, and we are

commanded שמהובאתתדרשולשכנו - you must seek out God’s presence there and go there

to offers sacrifices. Netziv explains that the meaning of תדרשולשכנו is to direct our

prayers to Yerushalayim, even from our Diasporic homes. Beyond that, we are not

meant to avoid appreciating the centrality of ERetz Yisrael. Living there is considered to

be equivalent to all other mitzvot - it is the central and essential location for being an

observant Jew. The mitzvot performed there have heightened value. Even without the

Beit Ha-Mikdash, it is the source of Torah and the destination for Jewish living. All the

more so when the Beit Ha-Mikdash will be rebuilt, our worship will be centralized there.

We should be prepared for the reality that the day will come where we celebrate the

centralization of Jewish spiritual connection.

Inasmuch as we are not in Eretz Yisrael, there is still another feature of Jewish life that

is meant to be centralized. While the verses in Acharei Mot revolve around real sacrifices

in the Mikdash, they may be instructive for our mode of worship, which is prayer. There

are many laws for prayer that are derived from the sacrifices. While there is certainly no

halachic equivalent to חוץשחוטי when it comes to prayer - there is no consequence for

praying outside any sort of  centralized area - there is a certain spirit that we should

carry with us. During the most precarious weeks of the pandemic, we had no choice but

to pray outside the synagogue at home. However, daily prayer was not intended to be a

primarily home activity. It was not even meant to be a backyard or block activity, as it

turned into in many communities that could not fit all worshippers in their own

synagogue buildings. Our synagogues are mikdashei me’at, and perhaps an important

consequence of this is that we should endeavor that our prayer, the sacrifice of the soul,

takes place inside the synagogue. While there are obviously multiple synagogues in

many Diaspora communities, indicating a certain level of decentralization, the concept

of a community gathering in this holy space demonstrates a value of centralization.

One of my rabbinic mentors recently discussed that a likely outcome of the pandemic

will be the decentralization of the synagogue. It is very possible he will be right. But if

this prognosis were to be correct, I would be sad and concerned (he is the messenger

and not prescribing this outcome; my complaint is not directed at the author). I do

believe there is value in a synagogue being a center of Jewish life. The decentralization

of synagogues would mean less support that individuals can provide each other. It

would mean more narrow opportunities for connection, both socially and religiously.

But even if a synagogue’s purpose is solely prayer, that should ideally be enough for us.

While we may have turned our homes and other spaces into synagogues, those spaces

were temporarily meant to be mikdashei me’at sh’bim’eat - a further level down from

the preexisting model of mikdash me’at. Even if one cannot make a minyan, Shulchan

Aruch rules, one should try to pray in the synagogue; Mishnah Berurah says because it is

https://www.thelehrhaus.com/commentary/decentralization-and-centralization-a-covid-tale-of-the-modern-orthodox-community/
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set aside for sanctified purpose. Like the Chinukh mentioned above, he writes in

Parashat Terumah (Mitzvah #95) regarding the building of the Mishkan a very similar

idea, that the benefit of the Mishkan and korbanot is that we can more successfully be

roused to attain reverence for God by approaching a sacred space intended for that

purpose, even as true kavvanah can be difficult no matter where you are. This, of

course, applies not just to Shabbat but weekdays as well. While one can talk to God from

anywhere, I believe there is an ideal that prayer is centralized in the synagogue, despite

the possibility that our evolving society does not flow with this trend.

It may be convenient to daven from home. It may feel more current to daven in a more

personalized minyan outside the formal structure of the synagogue. Yet, this is what

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks described as the danger of the “iPhone” generation (emphasis

placed on the “I”) - while no doubt autonomy has its place in Judaism, and synagogues

must cater to the needs of the individual worshippers, we still place major value on the

importance of community. The synagogue remains the best place for community to

come together - for different generations to interact, for people to get to know others

beyond their immediate social circles. Yerushalayim is יחדיולהשחברהעיר - the city that

increases camaraderie. If that is a purpose of the Beit Ha-Mikdash, it should apply to the

synagogue as well. But beyond that, it is the majesty of a sanctuary that reminds us the

purpose of the moment: to connect to the God who is transcendent. We take the steps

away from our homes, from our routine lifestyles, and step into a space that

aspirationally increases reverence.

Interestingly, the Chinukh writes further in both the quoted sections from Acharei Mot

and Terumah that everything God commands, whether we know it or not, is for our

betterment. There is nothing God commands that is not good for us. Indeed, the

experience of awe can increase our happiness and allow us to be more connected. One

path to that experience is through unplugging. Combine unplugging from our devices

with coming to the synagogue, if we are mindful about it, we can reach the awe that God

intended for us to experience by coming to a specific location for avodah, for worship.

With God’s help, as long as we are in the Diaspora, our coming together in the central

location of a synagogue will connect us together and closer to God. May it be God’s will

that we merit to experience the Shechina at the true central location of the Beit

Ha-Mikdash, speedily in our days.

https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/six_ways_to_incorporate_awe_into_your_daily_life

