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Book Review: Sanctuary Builders

Stanley Irving Batkin, Let Them Make Me a Sanctuary. New York:
Behrman House Inc., 1978. 86 pp. including colour plates and index.
Signed and numbered edition (1-500): $34.95. Regular edition:
$29.95.

The Beth El Synagogue in New Rochelle, New York represents
more than twenty years of study and planning on the part of the
New Rochelle congregation, led by the dynamic Stanley Batkin. The
years of hard work paid off: the Beth El Synagogue is as much a
monument to architectural and engineering ingenuity as it is to
Jewish art and culture.

Let Them Make Me a Sanctuary tells the story of the construc-
tion of the synagogue. The book is a thorough, interesting and beau-
tifully printed account of the making of what became more than a
house of worship. The Beth El Synagogue has, besides a large and
well-appointed sanctuary, many features which bring the synagogue’s
function closer to the etymological meaning of the Hebrew word:
beit kenneset, a house of assembly.

The large building, situated among lawns dotted with trees,
includes various social areas, such as a library, a museum, various
halls and youth recreation facilities. There are also two smaller cha-
pels and a Hall of Remembrance.

But it is not the number of rooms nor their variety which make
the synagogue unique. What gives the synagogue its specific flavour
is the incorporation of myriad elements of Jewish cultural and artis-
tic significance into the synagogue’s decor.

Everything, from the Great Ark in the Sanctuary through the
menorah and dignitary seats, and down to the wallpaper in the cha-
pels, is the product of the best and most beautiful that Jewish art and
archaeology, ancient and modern, could devise, The amount of
thought and scholarly study which must have been devoted to this
aspect of the synagogue is mind-boggling. Though Mr. Batkin mod-
estly includes no reference to the enormity of the task that he and
others of the Gonservative congregation imposed upon themselves,
the copious footnotes alone bear witness to the scholarliness of the
research put into the project, while the two-page list of acknowledge-
ments indicates its scope.

The synagogue is a combination of old and new; the menorah,

for example, was inspired by a 2,000 year old depiction of what is
considered to be the Temple menorah, discovered in excavations in
Jerusalem by the Israeli archacologist, Nahman Avigad. An example
of modern Jewish art is the use of Gdula Ogen’s ceramic works to
depict the various Jewish holidays, biblical and modern. As Mr.
Batkin writes: “The holiday murals may be viewed collectively as a
ten-part work or individually as a portrayal of the essence and mood
of the particular holiday depicted.”

Besides the obligatory synagogal elements, Beth El Synagogue
has a number of elements which fell into disuse in other synagogues,
or are totally unique to this synagogue. Dignitary seats, a brides’
room and a display of the weekly portion of the Torah are but a few
of many possible examples; one in particular deserves special mention,
and this is the revival of the ancient custom of matan baseter
through the use of a lishkat hasha'im (“*secret chamber”). In the
Second Temple, as Mr. Batkin explains, there was a special vault for
donations to the poor. Since it was designed to preserve the ano-
nymity of both giver and receiver, it was called the “secret chamber.”
The bronze plaque in Beth El, with a slot for contributions, was de-
signed and executed in Israel. It is ornamented with a device from
an ancient synagogue in Ashkelon, a depiction of the Maccabean
shekel, two shofaroet and a pomegranate, symbols of plenty. These
enclose an inscription, in English and Hebrew, from Bava Batra 10:
9. “He giveth and knoweth not to whom, he receiveth and know-
eth not from whom.”

In its attention to detail, in its combination of old and new, of
Israeli artistry in a Jewish American synagoguc, the lishkat hasha'im
is emblematic of the essential concept behind Beth El Synagogue.

Mr. Batkin has recreated for us the expericnce of making a
synagogue beautiful as well as functional. He is to be congratulated
both for the construction of such a magnificent synagogue and for

the production of so beautiful a book.
D.N.



