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Torah Reading: Devarim (Deuteronomy) 11:26-16:17 
Maftir for Rosh Chodesh: Bemidbar (Numbers) 28:9-15 

In this parasha, Moshe instructs Bnei Yisrael (the Israelites) regarding idolatry, 
false prophets, pure and impure foods, tithes, freeing slaves, and pilgrimage 
festivals. 

In chapter 12, verses 8-14, the Torah addresses the importance of a central place 
of worship for the Jewish people, and forbids bringing sacrifices on a bamah, a 
private altar.  

ים פֹה, הַיּוֹם:--לאֹ תַעֲשׂוּן ח נוּ עֹשִׂׂ ר אֲנַחְּ כֹל אֲשֶׁ ל כְּ יש, כָּ יו.-אִׂ עֵינָּ ר בְּ  ט הַיָּּשָּ
י לאֹ ם, עַד-כִׂ אתֶׁ ה-בָּ תָּ ל--עָּ ל-אֶׁ אֶׁ ה, וְּ נוּחָּ ה, אֲ -הַמְּ רהַנַחֲלָּ יךָ, נֹתֵן -ה' א  -שֶׁ לֹהֶׁ
ךְ. ת י לָּ ם, אֶׁ תֶׁ ר-וַעֲבַרְּ ץ, אֲשֶׁ רֶׁ אָּ ם בָּ תֶׁ ישַבְּ דֵן, וִׂ יל -ה' א  -הַיַּרְּ חִׂ ם מַנְּ לֹהֵיכֶׁ

ל כָּ ם מִׂ כֶׁ יחַ לָּ הֵנִׂ ם; וְּ כֶׁ תְּ ם -אֶׁ בֵיכֶׁ םאֹיְּ תֶׁ ישַבְּ יב, וִׂ בִׂ סָּ טַח.-מִׂ קוֹם,  יא בֶׁ יָּה הַמָּ הָּ וְּ
ר חַר ה' א  -אֲשֶׁ בְּ ם-יִׂ מוֹ שָּ שַכֵן שְּ ם בוֹ לְּ יא--לֹהֵיכֶׁ בִׂ ה תָּ מָּ לשָּ ר אֲ -וּ, אֵת כָּ שֶׁ

ם: כֶׁ תְּ ה אֶׁ צַוֶּׁ י מְּ נֹכִׂ כֹל  אָּ ם, וְּ כֶׁ דְּ רֻמַת יֶׁ ם וּתְּ רֹתֵיכֶׁ שְּׂ ם, מַעְּ חֵיכֶׁ בְּ זִׂ ם וְּ עוֹלֹתֵיכֶׁ
דְּ  חַר נִׂ בְּ רוּ לַה'.מִׂ דְּ ר תִׂ ם, אֲשֶׁ נֵי ה' א   יב רֵיכֶׁ פְּ ם, לִׂ תֶׁ מַחְּ ם-וּשְּׂ ם --לֹהֵיכֶׁ אַתֶׁ

הֹתֵי אַמְּ ם וְּ דֵיכֶׁ עַבְּ ם, וְּ נֹתֵיכֶׁ ם וּבְּ נֵיכֶׁ י אֵיוּבְּ ם, כִׂ שַעֲרֵיכֶׁ ר בְּ י אֲשֶׁ הַלֵוִׂ ם; וְּ ן לוֹ כֶׁ
ם. כֶׁ תְּ ה אִׂ נַחֲלָּ ק וְּ ן יג חֵלֶׁ ךָ, פֶׁ ר לְּ מֶׁ שָּ יךָ, -הִׂ ה עֹלֹתֶׁ לתַעֲלֶׁ כָּ ר -בְּ קוֹם, אֲשֶׁ מָּ

ה. אֶׁ רְּ ם יד תִׂ י אִׂ ר-כִׂ קוֹם אֲשֶׁ יךָ-בַמָּ טֶׁ בָּ אַחַד שְּ חַר ה', בְּ בְּ ה --יִׂ ם, תַעֲלֶׁ שָּ
ם תַ  שָּ יךָ; וְּ ךָּ.עֹלֹתֶׁ צַוֶּׁ י מְּ נֹכִׂ ר אָּ ה, כֹל אֲשֶׁ   עֲשֶׁׂ

8 You shall not do after all that we do here this day, every person 
whatsoever is right in his own eyes; 9 for you have not as yet come to 
the rest and to the inheritance, which Hashem your God gives you. 10 
But when you go over the Jordan, and dwell in the land which Hashem 
your God causes you to inherit, and Hashem gives you rest from all your 
enemies round about, so that you dwell in safety; 11 then it shall come 
to pass that the place which Hashem your God shall choose to cause the 
Name to dwell there, there shall you bring all that I command you: your 



burnt-offerings, and your sacrifices, your tithes, and the offering of your 
hand, and all your choice vows which ye vow to Hashem. 12 And you 
shall rejoice before Hashem your God, you, and your sons, and your 
daughters, and your man-servants, and your maid-servants, and the 
Levite that is within your gates, forasmuch as he has no portion nor 
inheritance with you. 13 Take heed of yourself that you do not offer your 
burnt-offerings in every place that you see; 14 but in the place which 
Hashem shall choose in one of your tribes, there you shall offer your 
burnt-offerings, and there you shall do all that I command you. 

Although before the building of the Beit Hamikdash (the Temple), the Torah 
allowed the Jews to offer sacrifices on bamot (literally “high places”) of their 
choice, once the Beit Hamikdash was built, some 450 years after the Jews entered 
the Land of Israel, the Torah obligated them to come to Yerushalayim and worship 
only there. 

Many good reasons stood behind this: sociological, anthropological, and 
theological. I would like to suggest a psychological explanation for the prohibition 
of private altars.  

Human beings have two sides to their nature that are reflected in Jewish practice. 
We are individuals, and we are communal beings. [For a further exploration of this 
idea, please see Lonely Man of Faith by Rabbi J.B. Soloveitchik.] We need our own 
space; we need other people. We have responsibilities to ourselves; we have 
responsibilities to our families, our communities, and the world. This dichotomy 
is reflected clearly in the Jewish traditions associated with the Kedushah, the most 
holy part of our liturgy, recited in the repetition of the Amidah – the Standing 
Prayer – which serves as the core of all of our daily services. During Kedushah, we 
should concentrate on our relationship with the Divine, and for that reason, 
ancient traditional sources prohibited speaking, moving around, or 
communicating with anyone around us in any fashion. At the same time, the 
Kedushah should not be recited except in the presence of a minyan, a prayer 
quorum of ten adults. So we, in essence, stand alone before God, but only in the 
presence of our community.  

Jews practice their religion in a communal context. It is significantly more difficult 
to live in an environment with no fellow Jews around us. For the more 
traditionally-minded Jews, kosher supermarkets, mikvaot (ritual baths), and 
other ritual institutions are necessary. Jews across the spectrum of practice need a 
place of worship, at least a few times a year, and the accoutrements of a Jewish 
community, such as Jewish schools and Jewish places of giving, like the 
Federation. All Jews need to feel like at least some of the people surrounding us 
understand our history, our heritage, and our beliefs. 



This idea is conveyed to us in the Torah’s proposal that we don’t each hole up in 
our own yard to offer sacrifices, the form of worship common at that time. At least 
a few times a year, the ancient Jews were required to come together in 
Yerushalayim to worship Hashem – to live with each other, if you will, no matter 
how much they liked or disliked each other, whether they got along with one 
another or not. 

It is an important principle to keep in mind. There are not many Jews in the world. 
We comprise just less than 2% of the population of the United States and around 
0.1% of the global population. We are statistically insignificant. We need to stick 
together, and to come together as a whole nation, at least on occasion, to keep our 
legacy alive. 

Shabbat shalom. 

 

For Discussion: 

 What might it have been like to worship with the entire Jewish people in 
the Beit HaMikdash?  

 Define the word “community.” What community or communities do you 
belong to? How are they alike? How are they different?  

 What does it mean to have an individual identity and a communal identity? 
How are they alike? How are they different? 

 

 

 

 


