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traditional use oF wood

Tradition, history, and liturgy call for specific species of wood 
and specific forms in the construction of a sacred space

Congregation emanu-el 
B’ne Jeshurun
Phillip Katz Project Development

Founded in 1856, Congregation 
Emanu-El B’ne Jeshurun is the 
oldest congregation in the state of 

Wisconsin. The $12-million project saw 
the complete renovation of the existing 
building as well as the construction of 
a new addition that includes a sanc-
tuary, interior promenade, catering 
kitchen, bathrooms, social hall, library, 
lounge, and education and administra-
tive spaces. The project was constructed 
over a 16-month period and was dedi-
cated September 11, 2009.

The building and interior designs 
aimed to create a feeling of complete-
ness or wholeness between the buildings 
and surroundings. The selection of 
wood as a main structural element and 
interior finish material was of primary 
importance. The design alluded to 

the poetic biblical narrative and inte-
grated wood accordingly. Tradition, 
history, and liturgy make reference to 
specific materials, forms, proportions, 
and techniques in the construction of 
sacred spaces. 

The Jewish people look to the Torah 
(Five Books of Moses) to give life sig-
nificance. The Torah gives form, shape, 
and meaning to the matter of the 
world. There are Jewish laws derived 
from the Torah that set forth a code for 
human conduct and outline ideas that 
affect all parts of life including syna-
gogue architecture. 

The building is entered from the west 
through a covered porte-cochère with 
a green roof that rests on four massive 
glulam columns. The procession begins 
in the west end of the site and proceeds 
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to the sanctuary at the east through a 
400-ft.-long interior promenade of 
Douglas fir glulam structural bays. The 
promenade integrates maple display 
cabinets that house the congregation’s 
collection of Judaica and artwork. The 
interior promenade is reminiscent of 
the cardo in Jerusalem and is the spine 
that organizes the communal spaces of 
the synagogue campus. The promenade 
serves as a meditative path to allow for 

the transition from the mundane to the 
sacred world. 

The sanctuary at Emanu-El has a rev-
erence for wood. The surfaces are rich 
and finely crafted. The finishes amplify 
the natural glow of the materials. The 
use of wood also represents how Ameri-
can and Jewish values have flourished 
together. The sanctuary is full of light 
and comfortable and warm all at the 
same time. 
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 1. vestibule

 2. women’s restroom

 3. kitchen

 4. mechanical

 5. storage

 6. vestibule

 7. storage

 8. men’s restroom

 9. social hall

 10. electrical

 11. stair 5

 12. expansion space

 13. sanctuary

 14. ark

 15. vestibule

 16. interior street

 17. reception

 18. kitchenette

 19. janitor

 20. elevator 1

 21. corridor

 22. coats

 23. stair 1

 24. storage

 25. gift shop

 26. vestibule

 

27. corridor

 28. men’s restroom

 29. women’s restroom

 30. executive director

 31. office

 32. corridor

 33. lounge

 34. conference

 35. open office

 36. stair 2

 37. storage

 38. rabbi office

39. secretary

 40. cantor office
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The structure and roof in the sanctu-
ary are composed entirely of wood. The 
tall slender columns and deep clear span 
beams are built from glulam Douglas fir 
members with a high-quality finish and 
clear stain.

The use of wood extends to the 
building finishes and custom-designed 
furniture. The wood wall panels are made 
of maple lattice with a natural stain and 
have carefully detailed the integration of 
artwork and acoustical insulation. The 
maple lattice custom wall at the west 
end of the sanctuary space is demount-
able and retracts elegantly to the sides of 
the expansion space to extend the sanc-
tuary area into a much larger worship 
space. Walnut burl floor tiles adorn the 
movable platform and stage areas. The 
liturgical furniture is custom-designed 
for the sanctuary space. Bird’s eye maple, 

walnut, and acacia wood are all used in 
the design for the reading table, pulpits, 
and scroll holders. 

The planks of acacia in the tabernacle 
and masonry walls in the temple were 
all oriented vertically, reaching upward 
as per scripture: “You shall make the 
planks of the tabernacle of Acacia wood, 
standing erect”, Exodus 26:15. The 
planks represent humankind reach-
ing upward to God, from earth toward 
the heavens. This symbolizes the reli-
gious person’s spiritual goal of binding 
together heaven and earth. The columns 
and masonry piers at Emanuel and their 
detailing are intended to reinforce the 
upward reaching of man to God.
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