The Sanctuary and the Tabernacle

Tonight's study of Chapter 9 of Hebrews starts by discussing the "Earthly and Heavenly sanctuary". In this discussion, the author briefly describes the tent that was used for a sanctuary, and compares this imperfect arrangement to the "more perfect tent" that Christ entered once for all. How does this impact our lives in today's world? We have all heard it said that our bodies are "temples", and indeed, Paul spoke of this in 1st Cor 3:16 when he says:

Do you not know that you are the temple of God, and that the Spirit of God dwells in you? If anyone destroys God's temple, God will destroy that person; for the temple of God, which you are, is holy.

Often, this passage is used as inspiration to take care of the physical needs of our bodies through diet and exercise, and this is an important part of taking care of our temples. But, there is a much deeper message that should be taken from this passage.

The word "sanctuary", as used in Hebrews 9:1 is describing a holy place. To the Jewish people, it was understood as the tent that held the Ark of the Covenant during the nomadic period of the Israelite history, and later as the temple of Solomon. The sanctuary was made holy by this important role. As the Jewish people spread, they built synagogues. These were distinguished from the sanctuary because blood offerings were not made in them. However, they were still considered holy because of the prayers that took place in them.

The sanctuary was a safe refuge to hold the most valuable possession of the Israelites: the Ark of the Covenant. The Israelites were taught that as long as they kept the sanctuary undefiled, they would be protected from the enemy. We still see the word "sanctuary" used to imply protection in today's language. In Medieval times, people seeking protection from arrest could do so through the "right of asylum" in a sanctuary. Sanctuary is also the term

used for a safe haven for endangered animals.

The Mosaic sanctuary had an outer part or tent, where daily sacrifices were made, and an inner part or tent, known as the tabernacle. This inner part was also known as the "Holy of Holies" because the Ark was kept there. Because the Ark was considered the Earthly throne of God, it was said that God was in the tabernacle. Today, Catholics place the ciborium holding the Eucharist in the tabernacle, making it the dwelling place of God.

Because the tabernacle housed the Ark of the Covenant, there were strict rules to keep it from being defiled. Similarly, the Catholic Church, treats the tabernacle as the modern day "Holy of Holies", and places strict rules on how it should be treated to keep it from being defiled.

Even though it was important to keep the tabernacle undefiled, it was understood that purification was still needed to sanctify the tabernacle from sin. As the author of Hebrews states in verse 9:22:

Indeed, under the law almost everything is purified in blood, and without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins.

The Jewish people used the blood of calves and goats for their sacrifices, but according to Hebrews, this could not perfect the conscience of the worshiper. The sprinkling of blood was understood to sanctify for the purification of the flesh. But, the perfect offering made by Christ can purify the conscience from dead works.

So how does all of this get applied to our lives today? The sanctuary was a place made holy through sacrifice and prayer. As a temple, we become holy through the sacrifice of Jesus, and through prayer. The sanctuary provided protection and safety. This same protection applies to our Christian beliefs. As holy temples, we have protection from the enemy. The

inner core of the sanctuary, the tabernacle, is blessed with the presence of God dwelling inside it. As Catholics, we are living tabernacles when we receive the Eucharist at communion, as we literally have God dwelling inside of us. This is a powerful reality of our faith that carries with it a great amount of responsibility. As the Israelites went to great lengths to keep the sanctuary from being undefiled, we, as Christians, must also work

diligently to keep our corporeal sanctuaries undefiled. Paul touches on this subject in several of his writings, including 2nd Cor 6:16-18, when he says:

What agreement has the temple of God with idols? For we are the temple of the living God, as God said: "I will live with them and move among them, and I will be their God and they shall be my people. Therefore, come forth from them and be separate," says the Lord, "and touch nothing unclean; then I will receive you and I will be a father to you, and you shall be sons and daughters to me, says the Lord Almighty."

However, just as the Israelites were able to use the sanctifying power of blood to purify their sanctuary, we are provided with the eternal blood sacrifice of Christ, who, as the author of Hebrews explains, entered once for all into the "perfect tent".

The sanctification of the temple is good and necessary; but we should always be mindful that it is the beginning of our mission, and not the end. The sanctification that our bodies receive through this living sacrifice prepares us for the work which the Lord has called upon us to do, through which we receive further graces.

This Lenten season provides us with a good opportunity do some spring cleaning in our temples. 

Let us pray:

Heavenly Father, we know that in your loving care, we can be confident of the plan you have for our lives. We thank you for the loving sacrifice of your son, that sanctifies us to make us your holy people. Please forgive us for those times when we let our sins defile your sanctuary, and help us always to be mindful of the sanctity of our lives. In the name of Jesus, we pray. Amen.
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