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Abstract. Can the Third Temple within Judaism’s imaginary function through absence as though
it materially existed? To address this question, this study draws on diverse strands of scholarship,
including the work of Bruno Latour, in order to conceptualize the Temple as a network of distributed
objects that mediates affect, discourse, and political as well as religious aspirations. The methodological
approach combines a critical literature review with canonical and historiographical analysis.

This study argues that the Third Temple operates not only as the culmination of a scriptural and
inter-artefactual tradition, but also as a significant node of contemporary political and cultural identity,
variably inscribed within both pre- and post-Temple Jewish thought (including nativist, millenarian,
apocalyptic, and messianic frameworks) and shaped by recent geopolitical developments. The societal
contribution of this paper lies in fostering academic and public awareness of how the Third Temple
functions as a materially mediated object within certain strands of contemporary Jewish religious and
political discourse, including religious Zionism, and in critically examining the drivers that sustain its
continued mobilization and its potential implications for the international order.

Introduction:
The Third Temple as an Absent Sacred Object

How does the materially absent Third Temple in Judaism function as a network of objects of collective
effervescence, sparking religious emotivity as if it were materially present among certain Jews?

To build the expected Third Temple (hereinafter the Third), there are many means in place, ranging
from well-established organizations to high-profile religious figures. For example, the Temple Institute
is on the lookout for the perfect red heifer to be sacrificed on the day when the Third reassumes animal
sacrifice, possibly ushering in the long-awaited Messiah’s advent.

This expectation of building the Third has a long-mediated history. This yearning comes from
both 1st and 2nd Temple destructions. To this day, the surviving remainder of the 2nd Temple, “the
Western Wall”, remains the holiest site in Judaism, not only mediating the relation between Jews and
Yahweh, but also serving as a symbol of future religious, political, and cultural expectations. This
collective effervescence over this building, its elements, and functionalities traces back to pre-temple
Jewish civilization and is present in certain factions of contemporary Judaism.
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Theoretical Framework:
The Absent Object and Collective Effervescence

Before outlining the historiographical aspects of the First and Second Temples, it is important to es-
tablish the core concepts upon which this article rests. This text draws on Emile Durkheim’s (1995)
notion of collective effervescence, meaning the social ecstasy arising in a community around sacred
symbology. In this sense, sacred objects, whether materially present or absent, provoke similar experi-
ences of religious intensity. As it will be made clear throughout the text, the Third, understood as a
network of objects as described by Latour (2005), continues to drive people’s deepest fervor, including
fanaticism, despite primarily remaining materially absent.

In Judaism, God has inhabited objects like the Ark of the Covenant, sacralizing them and their
artifactual interrelational network, negotiating the notion of the sacred in the material, the immaterial,
and the in-betweens. This conceptual framework is supported by religion theorists such as Bruno Latour
(2005), Alfred Gell (1998), Birgit Meyer (2012), and David Morgan (2010), who have theoretically
fleshed out the agency of objects and the circulation of affective networks between them. Their input
into how objects mediate faith extends to generating presence through absence.

The absent Third’s imaginative artifactual agency and uniquely materialized circulating network
enable a transaffective sequence, binding trauma, hope, nativism® 2 millenarianism?®, and
apocalyptical eschatology? in the heart of the believer.

, messianism

Methodically, this theoretical framework, drawing on Emile Durkheim’s notion of collective effer-
vescence, Bruno Latour’s understanding of objects as actants within networks, and the work of Alfred
Gell, Birgit Meyer, and David Morgan on material mediation and affect, is used not merely as a de-
scriptive apparatus but as an analytical node for interpreting how material and immaterial artefactual
networks generate ideational religious presence, meaning, legitimacy, affect, and objects within Temple
Judaism, particularly across pre- and post-Temple processes of materialization and dematerialization.

It is well established that following the destruction of the Second Temple, scriptural formations
such as the Torah, the Tanakh, and halakha came to occupy roles previously fulfilled by the Temple’s
artefactual and cultic system. Text-centered approaches have thus emphasized a process of religious de-
materialization, in which scripture, law, and liturgy replaced the Temple as primary mediators of Jewish
religious life. This theoretical framework does not contest that shift; rather, it argues that scriptural
architecture simultaneously serves to reinscribe and amplify the centrality of Temple-oriented cultic
customs within Jewish imagination. In this sense, textual mediation did not replace the Temple but
preserved, reorganized, and reactivated its symbolic, affective, and artefactual significance. Moreover,
by engaging critical biblical scholarship, this study attends not only to theological doctrine embedded in
sacred texts but also to extra-religious factors, such as the socioeconomic and political conditions that
shaped how Temple memory, presence through absence, and expectation continued to inform Jewish
religious consciousness and mobilization.

About the last point, this framework is situated within the wider scope of critical biblical schol-
arship that interprets biblical descriptions of the Temple not merely as theological development but
as ideological tools employed to legitimize governance through cultic norms. As Levenson observes,
“The Jerusalem Temple was not merely a place of worship but the institutional center through which
religious authority, social order, and political legitimacy were articulated and maintained” (Levenson,
1985).

Lastly, the notion of object that will be used in this analysis draws on Bruno Latour, whose work
approaches objects as distributed rather than bounded entities. In this perspective, an object is not

! Nativism refers to the privileging of “native” identity over perceived outsiders (Mudde, 2007).

2 Messianism refers to the belief in the advent of a divinely appointed redeemer who will inaugurate a trans-
formed religious or political order or both (Scholem, 1971).

3 Millenarianism denotes expectations of an imminent, radical transformation of the world through divine
intervention (Cohn, 1970).

4 Apocalyptic eschatology refers to the revelation of humanity’s destiny within God’s divine plane.
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Figure 1: “Moses and Joshua in the Tabernacle”, by J. Tissot. CCO 1.0 Universal.

solely understood as being contained within a material perimeter, but as extended across time and
mediated through practices, historical conditions, and networks of use and circulation. Although this
paper acknowledges that a temple is generally approached as a space, it also emphasises that it may be
understood as a space produced through the interrelation of objects, which fixes the conceptual basis
guiding this analysis.

With this backdrop in mind, the following sections extract the co-creating tension within the
presence—absence dichotomy among sacred objects in Judaism and detail how this tensed dynamic has
driven religious-object sacrality in pre-Temple and post-Temple Jewish experience.

Pre-Temple Judaism:
Mobility, Objects, and Unconfined Divine Presence

This mobile stage of objects or people not bounded to a specific area or in material development
within nomadic Judaism, mediates rapport with the unconfined divinity, informing later confinement
through sedentary opposition (Levenson, 1985; Sanders, 1992). Before the realization of a Jewish
temple, nomadic Jewish history shows that a Tabernacle existed. A Tabernacle, a portable architectural
precursor to the Temple, had been installed as the place hosting God’s presence and was prolific
throughout Jewish nomadic history. Topographically, the idea of a central, mobile shrine of worship
was commanded by God to Moses, mediating the rapport between humanity and the divine (Mazar,
1990). Its layout contained three core spaces: the outer court, the holy place, and the most holy place,
according to Exodus 26:33-34.

A side of scholarly consensus argues that the biblical passages describing the Tabernacle may
overstate primitive Jewish cultic idealism rather than record literal accounts of monolithic tent worship
(Haran, 1978; Levenson, 1985; Dever, 2012). Regardless, the ideal of a centralized place of worship in
the Jewish psyche gained crucial traction within mainstream identity, becoming a foundational element
of early Judaism and a stepping stone toward Israel’s sedentary nationhood (Meyers, 1992). Besides,
archaeological findings prove that tent worship was practiced by other cultures in this region at the
time, symbolizing the Levant’s wider ritualistic reality (Mazar, 1990; Dever, 2012).

The Tabernacle was not only architecturally or topographically significant but also theologically
and ritually vital, its meanings often intertwined with revered valuables that bridged the divine and the
mundane (Levenson, 1985). Ritualistically, it exhibited several sacred items with distinct functions:
a sacrificial altar for animal offerings, a table of showbread for covenant remembrance, lampstands
for illumination, an incense altar for the ascension of prayer, and, most sacred of all, the Ark of the
Covenant, where God’s presence was believed to dwell (Haran, 1978). Together, these objects formed
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an interdependent ecosystem of official monolithic worship.

Theologically, this system provided spiritual grounding, materially reminding Jews that God, far
from being unreachable in the highest realms, could dwell among them. To secure this dwelling contin-
uously, Levenson (1985) suggests that the Tabernacle, as a house of travel, fits well within the theme of
Jewish wandering through the wilderness. Yet as Jews transcended their nomadic phase, they sought
something more enduring, a house of rest, the stationary dwelling that would later be known as the
Temple under King Solomon (Sanders, 1992). This is reflective of how cultic development can be legit-
imizing of specific political change over time as well. Critical scholarship notes that when the Ark of the
Covenant is recorded somewhere in the Biblical cannon it is frequently illustrative of a political point:
God’s favor over the leadership. As Frank Moore Cross has argued, in this sense, biblical references
to the Ark of the Covenant are rarely neutral cultic descriptions but function as ideological markers
through which divine favor is narratively aligned with particular leaders and political projects (Cross,
1973).

The First Temple:
Sedentarization, Confinement, and Ritual Centralization

This fixed state of objects and people bound to a specific area and geography in material development
within sedentary Judaism, mediates secure rapport with divinity through confinement, setting the basis
of ritual orthodoxy in this religion (Levenson, 1985; Haran, 1978). The official history goes that after a
long process of nomadic Tabernacle worship, Jews found a fixed place to settle in Jerusalem and, upon
that land, established a monarchy from which to rule (Mazar, 1990). Within this context of greater
spatial and political stability, the first Jewish temple was erected under Solomon’s orders, circa the
10th century B.C.E., following the 2 Samuel 7:12-13 promise to King David.

However, critical scholarship suggests that this passage likely functions as a retrojection, written
after the Temple’s construction but placed earlier in the narrative to legitimize its existence as part
of God’s divine plan within a broader political framework (Levenson, 1985; Mazar, 1990). Moreover,
this temple is believed to have been built on Mount Moriah, also referred to as the Temple Mount®. in
Jerusalem. Archaeologically, excavations cannot take place on this site to confirm the canonical narra-
tive; however, scholars believe the textual blueprint of the Temple aligns closely with other sanctuaries
of the time, such as Phoenician and Levantine temples (Mazar, 1990; Meyers, 1992).

The Temple is believed to have contained the same tripartite layout and cultic furnishings as the
Tabernacle. Scholarship agrees that the shift was more quantitative than qualitative. With royal
resources at hand, its design is thought to have been far more affluent (Meyers, 1992; Haran, 1978).
Topographically, the nation’s religious ritual was now concentrated in a single, unmovable building, no
longer undermined by the winds of constant wandering. This centralization provided the theological
basis for a renewed golden era, in which the locus of divine intersection was believed to be permanently
and materially held by the Temple (Sanders, 1992).

Since the objects and layout remained the same, Haran (1978) observes that “these objects remained
as a medium creating an intersection between the mundane and the divine” (p. 201), keeping the
Temple, in Latourian terms, as an interconnected network of sacred actants expressed through opulence
and capable of generating what Durkheim would describe as collective effervescence. For example, the
Ark of the Covenant finally found a permanent dwelling. This was a turning point: the Ark could
now be safeguarded from the uncertainties of travel (Levenson, 1985). As Haran (1978) argues, the
placement of the Ark within the innermost sanctum of Solomon’s Temple rendered it the primary
material locus through which the divine covenant was embodied and mediated. Similarly, Meyers
(1992) contends that the presence of the Ark within the inner sanctum established the Temple as the
authoritative and legitimate center of Israel’s® cultic life. Altogether, these findings show that Jewish
religious identity was legitimized by the existence of a Temple, marking a cyclical rupture that divided
time into pre-Temple and post-Temple Judaism (Sanders, 1992).

® The Temple Mount is now the most sacred site of Judaism and the third most sacred site of Islam, after
Mecca and Medina in Saudi Arabia (Inbari, 2019)
6 This refers to a people not the current political actor known as the State of Israel.
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Figure 2: “Solomon Dedicates the Temple at Jerusalem”, by J.Tissot. CC 1.0 Universal.

After Solomon’s passing, the kingdom divided into two: north and south. The north fell to the
Assyrians in 722 B.C.E., while the south was subdued by the Babylonians in 586 B.C.E. The Temple
was burned, and to this day the Ark of the Covenant remains lost in time (Dever, 2012). This is the
case only if it ever existed because as Thomas Thomson argues, the Ark is mainly a literary-theological
construct more than a historical verifiable object (Thompson, 1999).

Also, as Levenson (2005) demonstrates, the destruction of the Temple did not terminate Israel’s
relationship with God but reoriented it toward a theology of restoration, covenantal promise, and
eschatological renewal, through which divine presence was reimagined beyond cultic architecture. The
demolition of Judaism’s most sacred site and the disappearance of its most important object sparked
collective hopelessness, setting the stage for renewed prophetic expectation and apocalyptic hope for a
promised messianic age (Schwartz, 2019).
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The Second Temple:
Reconstruction, Absence, and Theological Reorientation

The reconstruction of the objects, their agency, and their interconnected network were recast from the
previous Temple precursors, further solidifying Jewish temple-based identity as a theological hallmark,
while reactivating what Durkheim would describe as collective effervescence through renewed mate-
rial mediation (Sanders, 1992; Meyers, 1992). After the destruction of the First Temple, Jews were
expelled to Babylon, governed by Nebuchadnezzar II. Approximately five decades later, the Persian
Empire under King Cyrus the Great conquered Babylon in 539 B.C.E. He issued a royal edict stating
that diaspora peoples, such as the Jews, could return to their homeland to reassume their customary
life there, including shrine and temple worship (Mazar, 1990, p. 497; Dever, 2012).

Figure 3: “The Destruction of the Temple at Jerusalem”, by N. Poussin. CC0 1.0 Universal.

Under Darius I, the Jewish temple rebuilding led by Zerubbabel is thought to have been completed
on the same location as the first one, thereby reactivating not merely a cultic structure but, in Latourian
terms, a previously disrupted network of sacred actants, through which what Gell would describe as the
agency of objects and what Meyer and Morgan conceptualize as affective and visual mediation could
once again circulate within Jewish religious life. It followed the same layout and contained the same
furnishings, except for the Ark of the Covenant, the Urim and Thummim, or the Shekinah (Sanders,
1992). This claim is corroborated by excavation findings in surrounding areas of Jerusalem, identified as
Persian in origin (Dever, 2012), such as Persian-period pottery, supporting the idea of Persia—diaspora
Jewish relocation at that time.

Although a foundation stone is believed to have replaced the Ark’s position, according to Josephus,
theologically there was a significant shift in the locus of the divine (Sanders, 1992), which was now
mediated through absence, showcasing a new order of post-exilic interpretation within Jewish doctrine
(Meyers, 1992; Levenson, 1985). This reorientation allowed for an objectless approach to interacting
with divinity. In other words, immateriality, in a sense, became the material bridge to God’s presence
beyond ritual and priestly activity (Levenson, 2005).

Following its desecration by the Greeks, the Second Temple was ultimately destroyed by the Ro-
mans, led by Vespasian and later Titus, in 70 C.E.; once again by fire meant to quell Jewish revolts
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(Sanders, 1992). The razed building left behind only remnants such as the Western Wall, also called
the Wailing Wall, which still stands to this day (Schwartz, 2019). For Jewish memory, this was a pro-
foundly traumatic event, deepening the collective sense of loss and identity fracture (Levenson, 1985;
Sanders, 1992).

Levenson (1985) highlights that the materiality of the Temple became a spiritual space in their
souls. Yet it was an injured heart, trying to navigate the reconfiguration of Jewish identity, a wound
that continued to fuel the longing for messianic deliverance (Sanders, 1992; Schwartz, 2019). Since that
day, many religious Jews have awaited the rebuilding of their temple and the coming of their Messiah,
an expectation that still bridges memory, faith, and hope in Jewish spiritual life (Gorenberg, 2000).

Ultimately, however, critical scholarship has emphasized that the Second Temple functioned not
only as a cultic, but as the gravitational force pulling political and administrative institution, where
cult, governance, and imperial negotiation converged (Sanders, 1992; Schwartz, 2019).

The Third Temple:
Messianism, Absence, and Futurist Materiality

The interrupted material stage of the destruction of objects within Judaism and its sacred-mediating
networks continues to influence affective psychology, awakening feelings of reversal, nativism, millenar-
ianism, and messianism, while still informing modes of divine intercommunication through an absent
temple (Don-Yehiya, 2018; Schwartz, 2019). A comparable dynamic can be observed in certain strands
of Christian eschatology, particularly in beliefs surrounding the New Jerusalem, a future millenarian
city described in the Book of Revelation as a space in which evil will be no more. In both cases, sym-
bolic and affective networks emerge, translating an immaterial, eschatological construct into material,
visual, or organizational forms while rendering absence productive rather than inert.

Officially, there is no agreed-upon blueprint for a future Third; however, many believe that biblical
accounts such as Ezekiel’s Temple Vision ascribe one, alongside the prophet Isaiah’s and Zechariah’s
expectations of Jerusalem’s future centrality as a global recipient of worship (Schwartz, 2019; Levenson,
1985). With no seemingly clear pathway toward an infrastructural scheme, the Temple has nonetheless
become the object of diverse resignifying frameworks articulated by different religious groups (Sanders,
1992).

For instance, a Jewish tradition emerging from Rabbinic Talmudic and Midrashic developments
as post-Second Temple doctrine asserts that the Third will be built through divine agency, executed
directly by the Holy One or derived as messianic development under divine mandate. According to
Pesikta Rabbati 6, the future Temple is envisioned as being built by the Holy One, rather than by
human hands. At the same time, Maimonides codifies a messianic role in the rebuilding of the Temple,
stating that the Messiah “will build the Temple in its place” (Mishnah Torah, Laws of Kings and Wars
11:1). Together, these traditions associate the Third with millenarianism, the resurrection of the dead,
and the renewal of creation (Schwartz, 2019; Gorenberg, 2000).

In the meantime, however, since 70 C.E., temple-related sacrificial rituals have been displaced by
practices of prayer and law observance, which came to function symbolically as a new Ark of the
Covenant (Levenson, 1985; Sanders, 1992). Symbolically, this shift entails a reinterpretation of the
interactional ontologies through which the Temple is understood. The discourse on the Temple has
thus gradually moved from describing historical developments within Jewish religious evolution toward
unveiling a climax of apocalyptic proportions, driven by divine destiny through messianism (Don-
Yehiya, 2018). This includes the establishment of a futurist messianic era, mediated by divine agency,
with the Temple positioned as its central axis. Whether this orientation remains literal, metaphorical,
mystical, or some combination thereof depends on the Jewish denomination in question. What remains
certain, however, is that the majority of Jews have had to navigate memory, grief, trauma, and rebirth
inherited from the destruction of the Second Temple (Levenson, 2005).

Circling back to Jewish thought, diversity over the ultimate meaning of the Third has remained
a persistent point of contention throughout history. The literalist perspective, however, has been
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pushing to become the mainstream Jewish view on this matter, seeing the Third not only as the center
for religious restoration, but from where political governance is legitimized, analogous to the roles
that the First and Second Temples played. Most recently, this materialist interpellation has gained
notoriety among certain influential religious Zionists, who maintain that a material Third, complete
with its ritual furnishings, is a necessary precondition for the appearance of the Davidic-line Messiah
(Gorenberg, 2000; Reinhartz, 2019).

Earliest Recent Genealogy of Third Temple Jews

The interrupted material stage of the destruction of objects within Judaism continues to influence af-
fective psychology, awakening feelings of reversal, nativism, millenarianism, and messianism, while still
informing modes of divine intercommunication through an absent temple (Don-Yehiya, 2018; Schwartz,
2019).

After the Temple Mount takeover in 1967 by the State of Israel, the Chief Rabbinate, as the highest
institutional authority in Jewish religious leadership, issued a ban on followers’ entrance to the area
based on a Halakhic interpretative warning. Its decision stated: “According to Torah law, entry to
the area of the Temple Mount is strictly forbidden to any person, Jew or Gentile, by reason of its
holiness” (Chief Rabbinate of Israel, 1967, as cited in Don-Yehiya, 2018). A later comment by the
same authorities specified that this prohibition was to remain in place until the Temple is rebuilt.

Halakhically”, this mandate was primarily directed at Jews, warning that any Jew having had
contact with the dead or contact with those who did, thus making them ritually impure, must first
undergo a purging process under a mikveh®. Failure to do so would incur karet?, understood as
divinely sanctioned excision rather than a juridical death sentence (Don-Yehiya, 2018; Kaplan, 2020).
However, exceptions to this rule applied on a few occasions, for example when Rabbi Shlomo Goren,
who maintained close ties with the IDF'°, was permitted pilgrimage to the site.

The purifying process was, however, impossible to fulfill, as it could only take place at the Temple
itself, whose dimensions, spatial boundaries, and object locations even after Israeli occupation remained
unknown. This included the location of the Holy of Holies. Likewise, the absence of red heifers added to
the missing puzzle, rendering full cleansing rituals implausible. In this context, the wider purification
system taharah'!, which had disintegrated after the Second Temple’s demolition, became an object of
renewed rediscovery. Purificatory reawakening was especially exacerbated by the capture of the space
where the Holy of Holies once lay (Reinhartz, 2019).

Nonetheless, for a long period the Chief Rabbinate’s decision was largely upheld, with Jews being
forbidden access to the Temple Mount. Part of Israel’s political commitment following the occupation
of the Temple Mount, commonly referred to as the status quo policy, stressed that the conquered
religious sites were to continue serving as Muslim places of worship'?, with the Western Wall (outside
the Temple Mount) remaining a Jewish site of prayer.

This arrangement began to shift, however, around 2000, when Jewish access to the Temple Mount
was incrementally permitted in practice, undermining previous authoritative directives. As noted by
Inbari, “The ruling by the Committee of Yesha Rabbis is contrary to long-standing religious edicts, to
the position of the leaders of the Mercaz Harav Yeshiva, to the position of the Chief Rabbinate, and
to the opinion of the majority of Haredi rabbis” (Inbari, 2019). Despite this, and with the expansion

" Halakha (Jewish religious law) mandates that only Jews are bound by the prohibition of entering the Temple
Mount due to ritual purity laws, while gentiles are not subject to these specific obligations; see Maimonides,
Mishnah Torah, Hilchot Beit HaBechirah (Maimonides, 1177/1981).

8 A mikveh is a ritual bath used in Jewish law to restore ritual purity after states of impurity (Neusner, 1973).
9 A karet denotes a form of divine excision or spiritual punishment imposed for severe transgressions (Mishnah
Keritot 1:1).

10 The first Chief Rabbi of the Israel Defense Forces.

' Taharah denotes the system of ritual purity and purification governing religious eligibility and sacred access
in Jewish law (Neusner, 1973).

12° Administered by the Islamic Waqf, an organization appointed by Jordan that is responsible for managing
the Islamic sites on the Temple Mount (Inbari, 2019.)
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of access rights, Zionist Jews experienced a renewal of hope for national ritualistic restoration.

Post-1967 Genealogies:
The Temple Mount and Religious Zionist Mobilization
t13

This section does not intend to account for every Third movement, but two major Religious Zionis
groups within the spectrum of Judaism (Gorenberg, 2000).

The Temple Mount Faithful: Revelatory Authority and Protest Politics

Temple Mount accessibility captivated Third advocates from different milieus, raising the temperature
for a future temple. Firstly, The Temple Mount Faithful, founded by Gershon Salomon in the late 1960s,
pioneered this ideological genealogy as the oldest example in the recent history of the Temple Mount
movement (Gorenberg, 2000; Reinhartz, 2019). Salomon attributes the creation of the movement to
divine revelation. Revealingly, he has claimed to have experienced providential assistance by angels
on the battlefield while serving as an Israeli soldier, fighting Syrian forces (Inbari, 2019). From that
moment forward, he has presented himself as an agent of God, mediating divine will on Earth (Inbari,
2019).

The movement was officially registered by the Israeli government as a legal association, with the
declared mission of replacing the Al-Agsa Mosque and the Dome of the Rock with Jewish cultic imag-
inaries, thereby reconstituting the Temple Mount as an exclusively Jewish sacred space (Inbari, 2019).
At the level of practice, however, the organization was primarily tasked with organizing protests during
Jewish holidays and commemorative rallies honoring fallen IDF soldiers, aimed at demanding Jewish
prayer rights on the Temple Mount and, ultimately, the Judaization of the site and the ideological
displacement of Muslim presence there (Kaplan, 2020).

One central source of frustration articulated through these demonstrations stemmed from the con-
tinued inability of Jews to exercise prayer on the Temple Mount (Don-Yehiya, 2018). Even if his
struggle had lost cultural momentum at some point, it has still informed newer expressions of Jewish
nationalism involving 3rd temple expectations.

The Temple Institute: Curatorial Anticipation and Ritual Rehearsal

Secondly, still operating today, The Temple Institute is an organization vowed to the construction of a
Third, following Jewish law. It was established by Rabbi Yisrael Ariel in 1984 and gained government
recognition later that year (Tosi, 2019). This figure was a former IDF paratrooper participating in the
capture of Temple Mount in 1967 and received a vision about the Messiah coming only when a Third
is finished (Reinhartz, 2019; Kaplan, 2020; Tosi, 2019).

The main goals of the Institute are to prepare the furnishings and rituals of a future temple
following Torah instructions, matching First and Second Temple objects. To that end, its lines of
work are mainly comprised of future temple advocacy through tours, museum exhibitions, educational
output, and research projects (Temple Institute, n.d.; Don-Yehiya, 2018).

Curatorially, sacred relevant pieces are displayed, such as the golden menorah, table of showbread,
incense altar, and priestly garments (Temple Institute, n.d.). Educationally, courses are offered on
temple-related rituals, as well as on priestly training (Reinhartz, 2019). Editorially, publication of
books and articles as well as reviews of canonical, doctrinal, and dogmatic texts like the Tanakh'?,

13 Religious Zionists are Jews who integrate Zionist nationalism with religious belief, viewing the modern State
of Israel with theological significance (Ravitzky, 1996).
' Tanakh: the Hebrew Bible (Neusner, 1994).
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the Talmud'®, the Mishnah'®, Midrash'”, and Maimonidean texts'® (halakhic) are essential in finding
common themes and regulations on Third details as well as to advocate for wider praying rights for
Jews on the Temple Mount (Kaplan, 2020).

There is even a quest for finding a spotless, flawless, and kosher red heifer, a female red cow that
has never mated, from an animal breeding farm in Texas that works in close connection with the
Temple Institute. The importance of questing for the correct cattle follows the Temple’s traditional
guidelines for purification rituals, stating that the ashes of this cow imbued with water can cleanse
people, a prerequisite before someone can enter the Temple (Levine, 2022; Gorenberg, 2000). Also,
this practice would resurrect the long-abolished practice of animal sacrifice, absent since the Second
Temple’s destruction (Reinhartz, 2019).

The Temple Institute have intensified their activities in recent years, including ritual training
and advocacy. This urgency has been amplified against a backdrop of heightened existential trauma
following the October 7 attacks perpetrated by Hamas in Israel in 2023, widely condemned as terrorist
acts by the international community and the Israeli government, sparking a renewed focus on national
security and Jewish identity within the State of Israel. Within this context, perceived existential threats
have fueled nationalist and religious discourses, rendering the material construction of the Third a more
prominent, though still highly contested, possibility among certain segments of Israeli society. From
Bruno Latour’s perspective, even in the absence of the Temple as a material structure, its imaginary
remains entangled within cultural and identarian structures, which discursively enact a Third Temple
mediated by politics and collective identity.

Responses to Third Temple Materiality Across Jew-
ish Denominations

The discursive positionality of working toward a Third materiality is not an axiom cross-cutting all
Jewish sects. In other words, the Third material doctrine is exclusive rather than universal. While
still doctrinally significant, there are Haredi, Centrist-Orthodox, and secular Jews who do not adhere
to a literal approach to the building of a Third (Don-Yehiya, 2018). For instance, Haredi communities
generally view temple construction as a post-messianic event and as a task to be undertaken solely
by God, without human intervention, an understanding that stands in tension with the theology of
religious Zionism (Gorenberg, 2000; Kaplan, 2020).

Hasidic-mystical traditions, articulated through figures such as Baal Shem Tov, by contrast, in-
terpret the Temple as an inward-looking, metaphorical mirror of the human soul in relation to divine
presence, rather than dismissing it outright in material terms (Morgan, 2010). Taking this interpretive
move further, progressive thinkers such as Zalman Schachter-Shalomi conceptualize the Third as an
allegorical, global ideal, envisioning a future in which all people pray within an interfaith framework of
reconciliation (Morgan, 2010; Reinhartz, 2019). Lastly, distancing themselves from religious affiliation,
secular Jews tend to regard the Temple as part of the nation’s identarian past rather than as an object
of future realization (Don-Yehiya, 2018).

Conclusion:
Absence as a Mode of Sacred Power

Returning to the research question posed at the outset, this study has intertextually argued that the
Third Temple functions as an operative sacred space precisely through its material artefactual ab-
sence. Rather than suspending religious symbolism, absence enables the Temple, in Latourian terms,

15 Talmud: rabbinic legal and interpretive corpus (Neusner, 1994).

Y6 Mishnah: early codification of Jewish oral law (Neusner, 1994).

' Midrash: rabbinic exegetical literature (Neusner, 1994).

18 Maimonidean texts (halakhic): Maimonides’ codification of Jewish law (Neusner, 1994).
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to circulate as a distributed network of sacred actants whose agency persists beyond physical realiza-
tion, generating objects, presence, collective effervescence, and mobilization among believers in what
Durkheim would describe as moments of heightened religious intensity (1995), not only in the ideo-
logical realm but also in lived reality, with some individuals, such as Yisrael Ariel, tirelessly working
toward its eventual material construction within what is perceived as divine timing.

Nonetheless, this operative capacity is not limited to believers alone. The Third Temple also exerts
effects upon non-believers and religiously indifferent actors, insofar as even speculative or imaginary
discourse surrounding the Temple is capable of unsettling existing political and symbolic orders. The
absence of the Temple transcends the religious sphere and enters the realm of international relations,
where debates over the durability of the Temple Mount’s status quo policy persist, particularly in
the aftermath of the national trauma following the October 7 attacks and the subsequent military
response in Gaza, which some countries consider part of the State of Palestine. These discussions are
further complicated by heightened international scrutiny of Israel’s actions, including allegations of
disproportionate use of force. Notably, Israeli historian Raz Segal has described the military campaign
in Gaza as a “textbook case of genocide,” pointing to the scale of civilian harm and displacement
(Segal, 2023). Such allegations, while contested, underscore the ethical and legal dimensions of the
conflict and its global resonance.

In this context, the Temple’s absence may be understood as a form of mediation (Meyer, 2009),
whereby its physical absence generates affective and symbolic power, shaping collective identity and
political discourse. For some nationalist and religious groups, the compounded trauma of October 7
and the ensuing international criticism may reinforce a sense of isolation, fostering an environment in
which calls for the material reconstruction of the Third gain renewed urgency, though such aspirations
remain highly contested within Israeli society and global geopolitics.

Moreover, at the visual level, uses of paintings for depicting the Temple demonstrate how concepts
largely situated within Jewish imagination are increasingly translated into artefactual forms of graphic
material existence. These depictions reveal how a Temple no matter the its number already exists in
mediated material registers, whether through art, Al-generated imagery or through models and ritual
objects displayed in Temple Institute museums, thereby exemplifying what Gell would describe as the
agency of artefacts and what Morgan theorizes as the power of visual culture in structuring religious
attention, authority, and belief. These representations are not passive illustrations but active mediators
through which sacred presence is rehearsed, circulated, and politically charged.

Finally, as critical scholarship has repeatedly noted, material Third Temple doctrine within Judaism
remains largely confined to specific religious groups and elites, operating beyond its canonical theological
formulations. In this respect, the doctrine appears closely intertwined with certain Zionist milieus
that advance broader political ambitions, including territorial and ideological projects. Its recurring
circulation within IDF-adjacent and state-aligned contexts suggests that the Third Temple continues
to function as a legitimizing symbolic resource, much as Temple ideologies did in earlier periods to
authorize particular configurations of governance. Whether such dynamics will culminate in a future
political order explicitly articulated as being “built in the spirit of the Torah,” to recall Rabbi Kook’s
formulation, to which Messianic configurations are prescribed, remains a mystery unresolved.

Even more mysterious is how the diverging perceptions of the Third within Judaism, whether
understood as a metaphorical, mystical, literal, prophetical or eschatological development will coex-
ist amongst contemporary ideological diversity. Perhaps, collective trauma can cause the ideological
boundaries between them to blur in the context of national restoration. What is clear, however, is that
regardless of its materiality or absence, the Third persists as a powerful site where absence, imagina-
tion, and theology converge with presence, objects, reality, and power.
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