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In the early 13th centu-
ry, Rabbi Isaac ben Moses 
of Vienna wrote, “...who-
ever pays attention to a 

beautiful tree doesn’t concen-
trate on his study and interrupts 
it. All the more so in prayer, 
which needs greater concen-
tration; one cannot concen-
trate as required when looking 
at trees drawn on the wall.”

Today, with the “greening” of 
synagogues, Rabbi Isaac might 
think Jews are losing sight of the 
forest in favor of the trees.
Reinterpreting the same pas-

sage from the Mishnah (Avot 
25), “How beautiful is that 
tree,” contemporary synagogue 
builders are doing their best to 
directly connect sanctuary wor-
ship with nature both inside and 
outside the synagogue walls. For 
some, it is enough to “see green” 
in order to “be green,” but two 
new Midwest synagogues dem-
onstrate that aesthetics need not 
be sacrificed to accommodate 
eco-friendly design.
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Another synagogue that opened 
last fall in the Milwaukee suburb 
of River Hills further develops the 
relationship between Judaism 
and nature. Green techniques 
have been used at Congregation 
Emanu-El B’ne Jeshurun, includ-
ing green roofs and more efficient 
air conditioning and ventilation 
systems, but these are mostly 
unseen and used as much for 
cost saving as for any ideolog-

detailed with mortise and ten-
on construction and uses aca-
cia wood as described in Exodus 
25-26). He has created his own 
contemporary Tabernacle in the 
Wilderness for this congregation.

The sanctuary is almost square, 
letting intimacy outweigh hier-
archy. Custom-designed rows of 
armchairs can be rearranged to 
allow flexible seating. The bimah 
can be slid into the sanctuary 
space to allow for Torah read-
ing from a more central space, 
which can accommodate various 
worship traditions. This wood 
and glass sanctuary is anchored 
by the ark, a dominant stone 
element, tapering upward in 
the manner of an ancient Near 
Eastern monolith. The monu-
mental ark is the most solid ele-
ment in the entire design. Its 
centrality and uniqueness are 
emphasized by the large oculus 
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Prayer: Above, construction was halted as the first service was held in the sanctuary at Congregation Emanu-El B’ne Jeshurun on 
Birkat Hachamah. The congregation formed a prayer circle to dedicate the sanctuary. Below, architect Phillip Katz leads a tour.

ical or religious purpose.
Emanu-El uses a careful 

mélange of biblical and histori-
cal motifs to impart a new sense 
of history.
Local architect Phillip Katz 

completely remodeled the con-
gregation’s recently built colo-
nial revival style-building, 
adding new dignity and drama, 
and making Emanu-El a desti-
nation. He added a new sanc-

tuary that combines classical 
solemnity, the clarity and light 
of modernism, the careful design 
of the Craftsman Movement and 
the welcome festive quality of a 
temporary sukkah.

Historic and symbolic Jewish 
references are embedded in 
almost every aspect of the 
design. Katz has tapped into the 
Bible’s descriptions of Tabernacle 
and Temple (the new structure is 

that punctuates the stone, letting 
the eastern light pass through, 
and in which sits the Eternal 
Light.
Katz, the son of a rabbi, has 

studied sacred architecture since 
his student days. He understands 
that certain traditional motifs, 
symbols, materials and spatial 
rhythms are powerfully signifi-
cant for worshipers even when 
their intricacies and origins are 
not fully understood.
The proportions of spaces in 

relation to each other are derived 
from the Golden Mean, and parts 
and measurements of spaces are 
based on the numbers 10 and 18. 
The sanctuary is formed by 10 
wooden structural bays and 10 
masonry piers at the sanctuary 
perimeter. For Katz, the five piers 
on each side recall the hands of 
God, cradling the congregation. 
In describing the project, the 
architect said that “sustainabil-
ity is paramount in the design 
...The sanctuary is set in nature 
uniting the natural and the man/
woman made environments.”

Whether it is the sanctuary in 
the garden or the congregation 
in the hands of God, according 
to Katz “sacred space is a thresh-
old or transitional space between 
heaven and earth or the human 
and Divine.”
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