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Purpose of the Mishkan
Introduction

Why Does Hashem Want a House?

The second half of Sefer Shemot revolves almost exclusively around the building of the
Mishkan, with thirteen full chapters detailing its planning and implementation, interrupted
only to recount the sin of the Golden Calf and its aftermath. What was the purpose of this
grand edifice? At first glance, the answer appears obvious, as the framing instructions for the Tabernacle's
construction create an inclusio which spotlights its role as a dwelling place for Hashem's presence:
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And they should make me a Sanctuary and | will dwell among them. (25:8)

And | will dwell among the children of Israel and | will be their God. And they will know
that | am Hashem their God, who has taken them out from the land of Egypt to dwell
among them, | am Hashem their God. (29:45-46)

However, these verses merely raise the question: If we assume that Hashem is not a corporal being and
cannot be contained within a physical framework,! why does He request a finite structure to house His
presence?? Moreover, why did He desire that we perform all of the Mishkan's daily rituals such as its

sacrificial offerings,? incense burning, and lamp lighting? This enigma is succinctly formulated by R. Saadia
Gaon:
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And perhaps one will ask from the building of the Tabernacle, and one will say: why
does the Creator need a tent and a screen, and lit candles, and a melodious voice,
and baked bread, and a good smell, and a fine flour offering, and oil and fruit, and
similar things?... Because the mind already ruled that he does not need a thing, but
everything needs him.

What Suddenly Changed?

The command to build the Mishkan appears as something of a surprise in the context of the Israelites' trek
through the Wilderness. The nation had just withessed Hashem's revelation at Mt. Sinai which was
immediately followed by a directive to build altars of earth or stone if a need should arise to offer sacrifices
(Shemot 20:20-22).# They had also been notified of their impending journey to the land of Israel and directed
to bring the first fruits of the land to the House of Hashem (Shemot 23:19-33). But there had not even been a
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hint of any need to build a temporary place of worship in the Wilderness itself. All that apparently remained
before the commencement of the awaited journey to the Promised Land was for Moshe to ascend Mt. Sinai
and bring down the Tablets of the Covenant.®

Why, then, did Hashem suddenly shift course and issue instructions to launch a massive building project, the
implementation of which would delay the journey by at least® six months?” Additionally, until this point, the
nation had functioned perfectly well with Hashem's presence embodied in the Pillars of Cloud and Fire or
descending to Moshe's personal tent.® What required the sudden transformation of the status quo,® and why

was Moshe not informed of this change until he was already atop Mt. Sinai?°

Twin Foci — Revelation and Atonement

The Torah calls the Mishkan both "nTyn |pun" ("Tabernacle of Testimony") and "1yin 7ax" ("Tent of
Meeting"), suggesting that its primary function was to safeguard the "n7yn nn%" (the concrete testimony to
Hashem's revelation) and to facilitate His ongoing communication with Moshe from between the cherubs on
the "nyn jinx"."" The main activity in the Tabernacle, though, revolves around its other vessels, particularly
the altars and their offerings. These, in contrast to the ark, function as vehicles for atonement.'2 What is the
relationship between the roles of these various vessels? Is the focal point of the Mishkan its concealed ark
and Tablets or its atoning altars?

' Not all commentators, however, agree with these assumptions — see Approaches and Anthropomorphism.
2 Cf. the conundrum presented by Shelomo upon completing the building of the Beit HaMikdash: "n'win nan
M2 WYX DT NN D X 7972 N7 omvwin muid" (Melakhim | 8:27), and the contradiction formulated by
Mekhilta DeRabbi Yishmael: "x yaxn NI Dmwn NX X70 10K 12D X701 ,0K N7 DDINA "MW WUTm 7 1WyI
N'm".

3 Cf. Yirmeyahu who states that Hashem did not even command such offerings: "N7| Dniax NX 'M12T 87
n2TI NIy N2T 7V 0'¥N YIxn onix [']xxin oia omyx". For elaboration, see Purpose of the Sacrifices.

4 For an analysis of the relationship between these verses and the altar of the Mishkan, see Altars of Earth,
Stone, and Wood.

5 Presumably, merely receiving the Tablets would not even have required Moshe to remain for forty days on
Mt. Sinai.

6 The precise duration of the construction depends on the chronology of Shemot 24-34.

” Furthermore, had Moshe merely ascended to receive the Tablets and returned immediately to the camp (as
he did in his earlier ascents in Shemot 19) rather than staying for forty days to receive the blueprints of the
Tabernacle, the people would never have made the Golden Calf.

8 See Shemot 33:7-11, and see Hoil Moshe Shemot 16:10 and 18:7.

9 It is not even clear that the construction of the Tabernacle had any salutary effects on the people's general
conduct.

10 See Shemot 24:12 where Hashem commands Moshe to ascend Mt. Sinai to receive the Tablets, but
makes no mention of the Tabernacle.

1 See Shemot 25:22.

12 See Shemot 29:36-37 and Shemot 30:10. The atoning aspect of sacrifices is also emphasized throughout
the first half of Sefer Vayikra. The motif of penance appears also in Shemot 30:15-16 with regard to the half-
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shekels donated to the Mishkan's building fund. For further discussion, see Half Shekels — For Census or
Tabernacle.
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Purpose of the Mishkan
Exegetical Approaches

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

. Overview

Commentators disagree whether to view the Tabernacle as an ideal vehicle for Divine worship, merely a
concession to reality, or something in between. Among those who consider the Mishkan to be inherently
positive, R"Y Bekhor Shor and Ramban focus on its serving as a home for the Tablets and Hashem's
ongoing revelation, the Biur highlights the appropriateness of dedicating our initial creative endeavors to
God, and Shadal emphasizes the social benefits of having a national center.

Other Midrashim and commentators, though, see the Mishkan as a necessary corrective for the Israelites
idolatrous desires. Thus, the Tanchuma presents the Mishkan as both an atonement for the sin of the

| Golden Calf as well as evidence of a Divine amnesty, while Rambam views the Mishkan as an attempt to
channel the nation's unfit inclinations to the service of Hashem.

Finally, some exegetes posit that the Mishkan had multiple purposes or evolved as a result of the nation's
sins. Abarbanel proposes that originally the Mishkan was to be exclusively an embodiment of Hashem's
presence, but that after the sin of the Golden Calf it was modified to become a sacrificial center. Sforno,

on the other hand, contends that sacrifices were always a significant part of the Divine plan, but that the
people's sin created the need for the centralization of the Divine presence and worship.

An Ildeal

Building the Mishkan provided a diverse array of benefits and opportunities for the Children of Israel.

Extension of Sinai

The Mishkan facilitated the continuation of the Divine revelation which began at Mt. Sinai and it housed the
Tablets of the Covenant which were given at Sinai.”

R. Yosef Bekhor Shor, Ramban, U. Cassuto

"noina 'mYI" — All three commentators agree that this verse, as per its literal interpretation, provides
Hashem's primary reason for commanding the building of the Tabernacle.?2 However, they disagree as to
whether Hashem was physically present in the Mishkan:
¢ R"Y Bekhor Shor and Ramban render "nina" as "in their center", and thus they understand this phrase
to mean that Hashem's presence was literally® contained within the walls of the Tabernacle,* which was
located at the geographic center of the nation's encampment.®
e Cassuto, however, is more circumspect, stating merely that the nation viewed the Mishkan as a symbol
that God's presence was among them.

Need for a physical house
e R"Y Bekhor Shor explains that, at its most basic level, the Tabernacle was designed to house the Ark,
which in turn functioned as a safe deposit box for the Tablets. Building on this, Ramban develops the
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notion that this connection to the Tablets also mystically transformed the Mishkan and the Ark into an
extension of Mt. Sinai,® thereby facilitating the continued Divine presence.’ For both of them, while
Hashem has no personal need for the Mishkan, it was still a necessary condition for His continued
presence in the midst of the nation.
¢ In contrast, according to Cassuto, although Hashem can dwell amidst the people without the existence of
any physical building, the nation needed to see a tangible structure in order to reassure them of God's

continued presence.8

Why now? For R"Y Bekhor Shor and Ramban, it is logical that the command to build the Mishkan comes
only at this point, since it is a continuation of the revelation at Mt. Sinai® and must house the Tablets which
Moshe brought down from the mountain. Similarly, for Cassuto, the construction of the Mishkan was timed to
be completed before the nation's departure from Sinai.°

Chronology — According to Ramban and Cassuto, the command to build the Mishkan is recorded in
chronological order, as it flowed from the Sinaitic revelation and preceded (and was unconnected to) the sin
of the Golden Calf." R"Y Bekhor Shor, though, maintains that the instructions were given only after the sin
of the Golden Calf.'?

Relationship of the Mishkan to the sin of the Golden Calf — According to this approach the command to
build the Mishkan is independent of the sin.

Ancient Near Eastern parallels — In the Ancient Near East, copies of treaties were often stored in the
temples of the gods of the two parties, ' both for their safekeeping and to instill fear of retribution from the
divine witnesses for any transgressions. As the Tablets of the Law served as testimony to the covenant (or
treaty) between the nation and Hashem, it is not surprising that they were similarly stored in the joint
"Temple" of Hashem and the nation, the Mishkan.'

Biblical parallels — Ramban points to a number of linguistic and conceptual parallels which link the giving of
the Decalogue at Mt. Sinai and the construction of the Mishkan.'® These parallels highlight how the
Tabernacle transformed the initial one-time revelation into a continuous ongoing communication and
relationship between Hashem and the Children of Israel. 1®

Focal point and the meaning of "nTya pwn" — R. Yosef Bekhor Shor and Ramban'” maintain that the Ark
of the Testimony ("n7yn |inX") which housed the Tablets of the Testimony ("nTyn nn?%") are the raison d'étre
for the entire Mishkan (which was thus referred to as "n7yn |;3v<m“),18 as it was above the Ark that Hashem
would descend in order to commune with Moshe. They assert that for this very reason, the aron is the first
vessel commanded to be made.'® R"Y Bekhor Shor also proposes that the innermost Holy of Holies was

Hashem's personal chamber and the Aron with its keruvim were his throne, as in a royal palace.?®

Altars for atonement — Ramban explains that the sacrifices, by atoning for the nation's sins, insure that the
Divine presence does not desert the sanctuary.?! According to him, the altars were subservient to the Aron
which was the main focus of the Tabernacle.22

Tabernacle unmentioned prior to Moshe's ascent — According to this approach, it is possible that
Hashem initially mentioned only the Tablets to Moshe, since they are what created the need for the
Tabernacle.?
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Purpose of the Beit HaMikdash — Ramban equates the Mishkan and the Mikdash.?* The primary purpose
5

e

of both was to be a home for the Divine presence.?

Honoring Hashem

The Mishkan provided an opportunity for the Children of Israel to express their gratitude to and respect for
Hashem. Thus, all of the nation's initial collective and creative labors are dedicated to Hashem in the form of
the Tabernacle.

Moses Mendelssohn in the Biur?®

Need for a physical house — According to the Biur, consecrating a House for God was for the people's own
benefit. In dedicating the first fruits of their building, the nation learned to recognize Hashem's hand in all that
they did and made. For this approach, it was the process of building and dedicating a house to Hashem
which was more important than the resulting completed product.?’

Why now? As the nation was about to enter the land and begin building an infrastructure, homes, and other
institutions, it was incumbent on them to first consecrate the initial fruits of their labor to Hashem.

Chronology — According to this approach, it is logical to assume that the command to build the Tabernacle
appears in its chronological place.

Parallels — The Biur compares the Israelite's dedication to Hashem of the first product of their labors to the
obligation of giving the first fruits of one's progeny, land, and livestock to God.

Focal point — This position does not focus on any particular vessel or portion of the Mishkan, but rather on
the edifice in its entirety.

"moina 'mwI" — This approach would view this verse, not as the ultimate purpose of the building, but
merely as one of its practical benefits.

Altars for atonement — This opinion also does not see atonement to be the main objective of the
Tabernacle.

Purpose of the Beit HaMikdash — Mendelssohn in the Biur explains that when the nation attained a higher
economic status in the time of Shelomo, it was appropriate for them to also upgrade the Tabernacle to the
more opulent level of the Temple.

e

National Center

The Mishkan ensured the unity of the nation by providing a centralized location for all to gather in their
worship of Hashem.

Shadal

Need for a physical house — Shadal suggests that the house served as a unifying communal center for the
nation, helping to keep tribal divisions at bay and instilling feelings of brotherhood as they gathered together
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in service of Hashem. According to him, only a tangible structure could impress upon the masses a full
appreciation of the fact that Hashem, their king, was in their midst.?® As such, the Tabernacle was built in the

image of a king's palace with all of its grandeur.?®

Why now? Shadal asserts that God did not want to wait to build this center until the nation would finish the
conquest and already be dispersed. Thus, while they were still united, He commanded them to build a
portable house which could be set up anywhere.

Chronology — According to Shadal, the command to build the Mishkan is in its chronological place.

Relationship of the Mishkan to the sin of the Golden Calf — Shadal emphasizes that the sin of the
Golden Calf did not prompt the command, but, to the contrary, delayed its execution, as God did not desire
to dwell among a sinful nation.

Parallels — Shadal develops similar theories with regard to Shabbat and the Three Pilgrimage Festivals

("n'7an we"),%0 suggesting that they too were designed to unify the nation.®’

Focal point — Shadal suggests that the sacrificial service on the altar is the main focus of the Tabernacle, as
only through bringing tribute to Hashem would the nation internalize His majesty.3? Here, too, Shadal
stresses that this was entirely for the nation's benefit.>3

"DRina 'MYI" — Shadal understands this verse to be describing the nation's perception that Hashem is
dwelling in their midst,®* but that this is not the ultimate purpose of the Mishkan and only a means of
achieving national unity.

Altars for atonement — According to Shadal,® the annual procedure of atoning on the altars was to avert a

situation in which the masses might think that the Sanctuary had been permanently polluted by their sins or

impurities. 3

Purpose of the Beit HaMikdash — The Mikdash similarly served as a national center.%’

Vo
An Antidote

The construction of the Mishkan was intended not as an ideal or an end unto itself, but rather as a means of
remedying a problematic situation.

Means of Atonement

The Tabernacle was built to atone for the sin of the Golden Calf.38

Sifre Devarim,39 Lekach Tov, R. Bachya

"mRina 'MwI" — This verse describes the ultimate goal of the atonement process, which was to have God
return to the nation after their sin.

Need for a physical house — Although Hashem does not need a house, the nation needed to donate to
Hashem in order to reaffirm their loyalty to Him, and the act of donating gold for the construction of the
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Mishkan compensated for the sin of giving gold for the making of the Golden Calf.4°

Chronology
e Achronological order — The Sifre would likely maintain that although the directive to build the
Tabernacle appears before the sin of the Golden Calf, it was actually commanded only afterwards, and in
response to the sin. This is explicit in the Tanchuma.
e Chronological order — While Lekach Tov agrees that the building of the Mishkan atoned for the sin of
the Golden Calf, he nonetheless asserts that the command preceded the sin, as God "provided a cure

before the illness" ("non% nxio nrpn").4!

Why now?
« According to the Sifre,*? the command was a direct response to the nation's sin.*3
» For the Lekach Tov and R. Bachya, as soon as Hashem gave the first set of mitzvot, He also instituted a

procedure through which to atone if one transgressed them.

Parallels — Similarly, Bemidbar 17:1-5 and 31:49-54 describe the giving of materials to the Mishkan in the
aftermath of sins.

Focal point — R. Yosi b. Hanina in the Sifre views the golden cover for the Aron, the source for atonement,
as the focal point of the Tabernacle.**

The meaning of "n7va |pwUn" — The Lekach Tov explains that once the Mishkan was built and atonement
was achieved, the Divine presence testified to Hashem's special relationship with the Children of Israel.*®

Tabernacle unmentioned prior to Moshe's ascent — According to the Sifre, it is eminently understandable

t46

that Hashem does not mention the Tabernacle prior to Moshe's initial ascent,” as it was not needed at that

point.

Purpose of the Beit HaMikdash — It appears from Shemuel | 24 that the building of the Mikdash was a
similar attempt to atone for a sin which caused a plague to be visited upon the nation.*’

Polemical factors — The contention that, through the building of the Mishkan, the Children of Israel atoned
for and were completely forgiven for the sin of the Golden Calf may be a response to Christian claims that
the Golden Calf caused a permanent breach in God's relationship with the Children of Israel.*® See the
following approach for elaboration.

Nature of the Golden Calf — This approach would likely view the Golden Calf as an example of full idolatry,
rather than merely the nation's desire for a replacement for Moshe.*®

e

Sign of Forgiveness

The manifestation of the Divine presence in the Mishkan was intended to testify ("n7yn |2¥n") that Hashem
had indeed forgiven the Children of Israel for their sin of the Golden Calf.

Tanchuma,° Rashi%’
"nTyYn pPYn" - testimony for whom?
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¢ The nations of the world — The Tanchuma emphasizes that the intent of the Mishkan was to prove to all
of the other nations ("n%71yn 'xa 227 niTy" ,"nmixn 25 wmw *15") that Hashem had forgiven the Children of
Israel for the sin of the Golden Calf.

 The Children of Israel themselves — Rashi modifies the approach of the Tanchuma®? and asserts that
the proof was needed for internal consumption ("?xw'? niITv"), as the Israelites themselves were

concerned that Hashem had not completely forgiven them.

"noima "MYI" — These words point to the reason for constructing the Mishkan, to demonstrate that Hashem
was once again dwelling among the nation.%3

Need for a physical house — Although Hashem had no need for a physical home, tangible proof of
Hashem's dwelling was needed to convince the surrounding nations, or the Children of Israel themselves,
that He had forgiven them and was once again residing in their midst.%*

Chronology — According to the Tanchuma and Rashi, the command is not in its chronological place.*® It was
first given on Yom HaKippurim, when Hashem pardoned the nation for the sin of the Golden Calf.

Polemical factors — The Tanchuma emphasizes that the Tabernacle served as testimony to the entire world
that Hashem had forgiven the Children of Israel and not rejected them in the aftermath of the sin of the
Golden Calf. The Tanchuma's depiction of "0'21y%7 1'% NITIN N1DWN 'R 7Y™ DNIR 'Y D721V NINIX
D'N7NA 17 nnwIY' 'R 'w917 oinik 00 myxw" and its employment of the strong language of the verse "9 150!
pw MaIT" appear to indicate that it is reacting to an actual group which was making such a claim. As such,
the Midrash may well be a direct response to Christian doctrine that the Golden Calf caused a permanent
breach in God's relationship with the Children of Israel and created the need for them to observe all of the
mitzvot (as a punishment) rather than merely achieving salvation by having simple faith. According to the
Midrash, it is specifically the commandment to build a Tabernacle®® which follows the sin of the Golden Calf,

while all other mitzvot were given already at Marah or on Mt. Sinai before the sin.%’

Why now? Until the sin of the Golden Calf, no one doubted God's presence, and a pillar of fire or cloud
sufficed. Afterwards, though, it was no longer clear that Hashem would continue to accompany the nation.
The Mishkan was built to convince everyone of His continued presence.

Tabernacle unmentioned prior to Moshe's ascent — There was no mention since Hashem did not
command the nation to build anything during Moshe's first forty days on Mt. Sinai.

Purpose of the Beit HaMikdash — In Shelomo's prayer after building the Beit HaMikdash, he suggests that
one of the purposes of the Mikdash was that Gentiles, too, should recognize "n1n n'an 72y X272 Y 2"
(Melachim 1:8:43).

Vs

Concession to Human Foibles

The Mishkan was not the preferred forum for worship of Hashem, but simply a necessity given the people's
tendencies towards idolatrous practices.

R. Yehuda HalLevi, Rambam
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Need for a physical house — Both R. Yehuda HalLevi and Rambam assert that, due to the influences of the
surrounding culture of worship, the Children of Israel desired to serve Hashem through physical means.
¢ R. Yehuda HalLevi emphasizes the nation's need for a tangible object to which they could direct their
service to Hashem. As the people were used to others worshiping idols, they, too, looked for some
concrete representation of God's presence.
 Rambam, instead, focuses on the people's need for a sacrificial service. As neighboring religions
worshiped their gods through the bringing of sacrifices and incense, the Israelites wanted to serve
Hashem in the same manner. Rambam emphasizes that God's allowance of this service was a means of
weaning the people away from true idolatry.>®

"noina "MYI" — Rambam is opposed to the notion that Hashem's presence can be confined to any one
place,® and would probably prefer to read this verse to mean that God resides among the people of the
nation, rather than in a building in their midst. R. Yehuda HaLevi might say that the verse is speaking from
the perspective of the people who saw the building as representing God's presence among them.

Focal point — R. Yehuda HalLevi would probably view the ark and tablets as the central point of the Mishkan
as these represented God's presence. For Rambam, in contrast, the altars and accompanying sacrifices

were the focus.®0

Chronology and relationship to Sin of the Golden Calf — Neither of these sources address the issue
explicitly:

 Rambam appears to view the Tabernacle and sacrificial service as being a necessary antidote to
idolatrous tendencies in general, regardless of the specific sin of the Golden Calf. As such, he might
maintain that the command is found in its proper chronological place and was given before the sin.®’

e According to R"Y HalLevi, regardless of the sin, Hashem had planned on giving the people the Tablets
and ark to serve as tangible objects through which to focus their worship of Hashem. It is likely then, that
the Mishkan was commanded at the same time and with the same purpose. It served to house these
objects and thereby represent Hashem's presence within the nation. Alternatively, though, it is possible
that originally Hashem thought that the ark alone would suffice to house the Tablets, without a
surrounding Tabernacle. However the sin of the Calf demonstrated that the people not only needed a
physical symbol of Hashem's presence, but also that there was danger in such symbols, for the people
might come to worship the symbols in place of Hashem. Thus, after the sin, Hashem added a Tabernacle
to the plan, recognizing that the ark needed to be housed in such a way that the people did not come to
mistake it for a god.%?

Why now?

e According to R"Y HalLevi, the Tabernacle is directly connected to the receiving of the Tablets (and
perhaps also to the Sin of the Calf) and is thus commanded to be built now, right as they are given (or
the people sin).

e Rambam could suggest that Hashem gave the command regarding the Tabernacle while still in the
Wilderness because He needed to provide an alternative to the idolatrous Canaanite worship before
arrival in Israel.® Had there not been an alternative mode of worship set in place before arrival, there
would have been a danger that the nation would come under corrosive influences and abandon
monotheistic worship altogether.
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Parallels — Rambam suggests that many of the specific laws of sacrifices, such as the selection of animals
used, the prohibition against leavened bread and honey and the command to include salt, are similarly a
reaction to idolatrous practices.

Altars for atonement — Neither of these sources view attainment of atonement as the main purpose of the
building of the Tabernacle. Though this might be an important aspect of worship, had the people not been
influenced by surrounding societies and therefore in need of a physical Tabernacle and sacrificial service,
atonement might have been accomplished in a different way.

Purpose of the Beit HaMikdash — The Rambam suggests that the main focus of the Beit HaMikdash, too,
was the sacrificial service.

e

Multiple or Evolving Objectives

The Mishkan had multiple purposes or reflected the revision of an originally preferred Divine plan as a result
of human failings.

Multiple Purposes

The Mishkan had several objectives, serving as a vehicle through which the nation could honor and show
their appreciation to God, as a site which facilitated expiation of sins, and as God's dwelling place.®

Tanchuma,®® Midrash Aggadah (Buber),%® R. Saadia Gaon

"D2ina 'nwYI"
¢ R. Saadia Gaon vehemently opposes the idea that Hashem is confined in, or has need of, a physical
structure, and asserts that God does not reside in the Mishkan at all.6” He, presumably, understands that
in this verse God is saying that He will dwell among the people as a whole.
e Tanchuma, in contrast, reads this to literally refer to Hashem's dwelling in the Mishkan. Out of His love
for the nation, Hashem left His abode on high and moved to a parallel one on earth.

Need for a physical house

¢ Palace for a king — Midrash Aggadah and R. Saadia Gaon suggest that the nation only knew how to
relate to Hashem via human models of relationship. Thus, they thought to honor God in the way that
subjects glorify a king,?8 by building him a palace complete with a candelabrum, table, and incense.®®

o Parallel home — Tanchuma suggests that Hashem does dwell in a house and views the Mishkan as
God's earthly abode.

¢ Response to Sin of Golden Calf — Tanchuma and Midrash Aggadah bring also the opinion that building
the Mishkan was either part of the atonement process or testimony to Hashem's forgiveness.70

e Tangential benefits — R. Saadia points to other benefits of the building as well, including the fact that it
serves as a focal point for people's prayers, as a disincentive to sin (lest it be destroyed), and as a site
where people could prophesy and God could perform signs and wonders.

Chronology
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 Chronological — According to Midrash Aggadah’' and R. Saadia, the story is in its proper place. Though
Midrash Aggadah asserts that certain aspects of the Tabernacle were meant to atone for the sin of the
Golden Calf (or other future sins), it explains that God preempted the nation's sins with a ready-made
cure.’?
¢ Achronological — According to the opinion in Tanchuma that the construction was a response to the sin

of the Golden Calf, the command is achronological.

Why now? According to Tanchuma, the command was a direct response to the nation's sin and logically
followed it. The Midrash Aggadah might alternatively suggest that right after Hashem gave the first set of
mitzvot (even before the sin of the Golden Calf) He instituted a procedure through which to atone if one
transgressed them. One might also suggest that it was right after God revealed Himself to the nation at
Sinai, that they desired to reciprocate and honor Him via building Him the equivalent of a palace.

Focal point — The Mishkan does not have just one focal point. The edifice as a whole was a means of
honoring God, while the sacrificial altars played a role in atonement.

Altars for atonement — Tanchuma and Midrash Aggadah assert that many aspects of the Tabernacle
served as means to facilitate expiation of sins. The gold atoned for the gold of the Golden Calf, the half
shekel compensated for the nation's mistake in calculating Moshe's arrival down the mountains, and acacia
wood (n'wy 'yy) offset the future sin of Baal Peor which took place at n'wy.”® The institution of altars and the
daily sacrifices served to make amends for wrongdoings that might occur on any given day or night.

e

Mishkan vs. Sacrifices

In Hashem's original plan, there was to be just the Tabernacle, a vehicle through which the nation would feel
His presence among them. Only after the sin of the Golden Calf, did Hashem add a sacrificial component to
facilitate the atonement process.

Abarbanel

Need for a physical house — Hashem, not being a physical being, has no need for a house. Yet, as He
wanted to ensure that the Children of Israel felt His presence and providence, He commanded that they
build a tangible structure in their midst to help them understand that God was watching over them.

Chronology and Relationship to the Sin of the Calf — The command to build the Tabernacle is
chronological, but did not include the laws of sacrifices which were only commanded after the sin of the
Golden Calf.”

Why now? The sacrificial service was a direct response to the sin of the Golden Calf, as Hashem realized
that it was necessary to institute a process of atonement for when people sin.”®

Focal point — According to Abarbanel, there was a dual focus in the Tabernacle, on both the ark and the
altars.

"ooina 'MYI" — This verse presents the main reason for the Mishkan's construction. Abarbanel, though,
does not think that Hashem is saying that He will literally dwell in the Tabernacle. Rather, the verse is
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metaphorical and means that Hashem's presence and providence will be felt among the nation.

Altars for atonement — After the nation's sin, these became a crucial aspect of the Mishkan. Abarbanel,
though, does not explain why the altar was part of the original command, if at that point, sacrifices were not
part of Hashem's plans.

Tabernacle unmentioned prior to Moshe's ascent — It is unclear, according to Abarbanel, why the
command is not explicit prior to Moshe's ascent.

e

Setting Divine Boundaries

Originally God's presence could be accessed anywhere and by anyone, but after the sin of the Golden Calf,
an intermediary in the form of the Mishkan and priests was necessary.

Sforno, Hoil Moshe

Need for a physical house — After the sin of the Golden Calf, Hashem preferred not to dwell among the
nation at all. Due to Moshe's prayers, a compromise was reached through which Hashem's presence would
reside among them, but only via the Tabernacle and its vessels.

Why now? Hashem's original and preferred plan was not to have a Tabernacle, but rather to be worshiped
via individual altars.”® After the sin of the Golden Calf, though, the nation proved unworthy of such worship,
and a new system was set up.

Chronology — The command is out of place and was given only during Moshe's final ascent of Mt. Sinai
after the sin of the Golden Calf.

Parallels — Sforno asserts that several other laws, such as kashrut, laws of purity, and libations, were
similarly instituted only in the aftermath of the sin of the Golden Calf, and were meant to serve as a
corrective to the nation's behavior.

Focal point — According to Sforno, the cherubs atop the ark are the focal point of the Tabernacle, for it is
through them that Hashem speaks to Moshe and listens to his prayers.

"mRina 'MYI" — According to Sforno, Hashem is referring to having His providence dwell among the
nation. Prior to the sin, no vehicle was necessary to accomplish this, but now that was no longer true.

Tabernacle unmentioned prior to Moshe's ascent — There was no mention of the building of the
Tabernacle since at that point, there were no plans for one to be built.

T R"Y Bekhor Shor is the commentator who most explicitly merges these two motifs. It is theoretically
possible to split between them, however the Sinai connection serves as the link between them.

2 See also Pesikta DeRav Kahana and Tanchuma.

3 See Anthropomorphism for discussion of the different views regarding the nature of God's presence and
their implications for understanding our verse.
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4 This reading is supported by several verses which appear to indicate that Hashem's presence resided in
the Mishkan itself — see Shemot 25:22, Shemot 29:42-43, Shemot 40:34-38, and others. It is also the
interpretation adopted by Pesikta DeRav Kahana and Tanchuma. In contrast, Mekhilta DeRabbi Yishmael
appears to reject this possibility.
5 R"Y Bekhor Shor even compares the Israelite camp encircling the Tabernacle to the angels on high
surrounding God's throne. Cf. Rambam and Abarbanel below who interpret "n3ina" as simply "among them"
and "ppina 'Mmovl" to refer to the Divine providence over the nation in general, rather than something
centered in the Mishkan.
6 See Ramban Devarim 4:9 regarding the importance of maintaining the memory of the Sinaitic experience.
Cf. Ramban Shemot 13:16 where he develops a similar position regarding the various mitzvot which were
intended to insure the continued experience of the Exodus.
7 See Ramban's formulation: "\no1a I'7y 1Y '21'0 A0 7Y PY WK TN N'w  XIN pwnn Tiol". For Ramban,
the Mishkan replaced Mt. Sinai as the source of revelation, and thus subsequent mitzvot were given from the
Tabernacle.
8 Note the contrast between Ramban's mystical approach and Cassuto's more rational bent. Cf. R"Y Bekhor
Shor who suggests that the command to build the Tabernacle was intended to provide the people with extra
opportunities to observe mitzvot. This view is found already in the Mekhilta DeRabbi Yishmael.
9 1t is possible that according to them, Hashem's presence continued to reside on Mt. Sinai until the Mishkan
was built — see Ibn Ezra.
10 According to Cassuto, while the nation was encamped at Sinai, the mountain itself symbolized Hashem's
previous revelation (even if His presence was no longer there); the Mishkan became necessary only once
they left Mt. Sinai.
" Ramban here is consistent with his general disinclination to suggest that Biblical narratives are out of
order, unless this is explicitly indicated by the text. See About Ramban for elaboration.
2 R"Y Bekhor Shor might explain that since Hashem knew that the first set of Tablets would be broken, he
waited to command Moshe about the Mishkan until Moshe's third set of forty days on Sinai when he received
the second set of Tablets.
13 See Cassuto Shemot 25:16 who mentions this practice with regard to a treaty between Ramses of Egypt
and a Hittite king. See, also, N. Sarna, Exploring Exodus (New York, 1996): 137-138, who points to a Hittite
treaty in which the king writes, "A duplicate of this treaty has been deposited before the sun-goddess of
Arnina... In the Mitanni land [a duplicate] has been deposited before Tessub, the lord of the kurrinu
[sanctuary or shrine] of Kahat".
4 This practice can also explain the opinion of the Sages in Mekhilta Yitro BaChodesh 8 that each of the two
tablets contained all ten utterances. If treaties were usually written in duplicate, one copy for each party, it is
logical that the tablets, too, were identical, one being a copy for Hashem and one for the Nation of Israel,
each stored in the ark within Hashem's Mishkan.
Cassuto suggests that the ark itself was also seen as more than a storage chest. In the Ancient Near East,
treaties were deposited "at the feet" of the deity and it is possible that the Israelites imaginatively viewed the
ark as Hashem's "footstool". Thus, King David in Divrei HaYamim | 28:2 says: "nnin n'a nina% 1227 oy "X
1'07% 220 DT ' nna k", and Tehillim 132:7-8 also relates the two: ".1'721 DT NINAYI 'MINZYWnY nNia)
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15 He notes that the cloud of Hashem's glory descended upon both Mt. Sinai and the Mishkan, God's voice
was heard from each, both included prohibitions against coming too close to Hashem's holiness on pain of
death, protective boundaries were set around each, and how Hashem called to Moshe to approach in both
cases.
'8 The roots of this explanation can be found in the words of R. Shemuel b. Chofni Gaon who points out that
Hashem's glory migrated directly from Mt. Sinai to the Tabernacle. See also R. Yosef Bekhor Shor on
Shemot 40:29 and Cassuto.
17 See also Ramban in his Hasagot to Sefer HaMitzvot, Mitzvat Aseh 33, where he counts the mitzvah to
build the Ark as its own distinct commandment.
'8 This position is also explicit in Rashbam, and see also Ibn Ezra.
19 See also Rashbam cited above. Rashbam, R"Y Bekhor Shor, and Ramban all explain that the different
ordering in Parashat Vayakhel is pragmatic, as one cannot construct the ark until there is a house to place it
in. Thus, in Vayakhel, the physical structure is built first and only afterwards are the vessels made.
20 R"Y Bekhor Shor proceeds to develop this analogy further, noting that the sacrificial altar, as the
equivalent of the royal kitchen and slaughterhouse, was therefore at a distance from the inner chamber. Cf.
Midrash Aggadah (Buber) below.
21 See Ramban's formulation in his Introduction to Vayikra "p707 niaivn m1ar 871 [07 N9 NN IN'Y
mHwn". [Ramban may be focusing here on the role of sin offerings in particular, as burnt offerings and
peace offerings existed even before the Mishkan was built.] Cf. Ramban in his Derashat Torat Hashem
Temimah where he suggests that the Divine glory initially descended upon the Mishkan (and the Beit
HaMikdash) only as a result of the offering of the sacrifices.
22 Cf. R"Y Bekhor Shor who contends that the bringing of sacrifices allow a person to atone and receive a
fresh start, thereby preventing him from wallowing in his sins in despair. [See also Shadal below who adopts
a similar approach but limits its application to unintentional sins.] For R"Y Bekhor Shor, the sacrifices have
intrinsic value, but they are independent of the Mishkan (having existed prior to it) and are not the reason for
its construction.
23 Alternatively, according to R"Y Bekhor Shor, Hashem waited to mention the Tabernacle until it was needed
for the Tablets.
24 See also the parallels noted by Rashbam Shemot 40:35.
25 See also Ramban Bemidbar 16:21 where he contends that the Children of Israel were punished for the
delay in building a permanent home for Hashem's presence.
26 The roots of this approach may be found in the Midrash Aggadah (Buber) cited below.
27 1t thus better explains the reason for the original construction than the need for the ongoing service.
28 Shadal, like R. Yehuda HaLevi and Rambam below (and Cassuto above), views the need for a physical
building and all of its accouterments as necessary because of the Israelites' need for a concrete symbol of
God's presence. However, in contrast to R"Y HaLevi and the Rambam, Shadal does not regard this in a
negative light and does not think the nation needs to be weaned away from their notions ("va ntn anmn 'xw
DNY7 7'Win XIN 72X ,0N1T [1'N71 DTX 27 7' X710 mxy T¥n").
29 Cf. the Midrash Aggadah (Buber) below and R"Y Bekhor Shor above. Shadal extends the analogy from
the palace furniture to the need for royal servants (the kohanim).
30 See Shadal in his commentary on Shemot 20:11, and in Yesodei HaTorah 53-54 (pp.61-62), and in [=
Mechkarei HaYahadut | (pp.44-45)].
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31 Cf. Philo in On the Special Laws 1:70, Josephus in Antiquities 4:8:7 (203-204), and Rambam in Moreh
Nevukhim 3:32,43.
32 See, however, Shadal on "nTyn |pwin" where he explains that the Mishkan was called this after the "nnY
n1yn" and "nyvn [iAx" which were the source of its holiness.
33 See Shadal's interpretation of Yirmeyahu 7:22.
34 | ike Rambam and Abarbanel below, he understands this only in a metaphorical sense.
35 See Shadal Vayikra 16:16.
36 See also Half Shekels — For Census or Tabernacle for Shadal's interpretation of the atonement provided
by giving the half-Shekels. Regarding individual atonement sacrifices, see Shadal Vayikra 1:2 and cf. R"Y
Bekhor Shor above.
37 See Yerovam's concerns and plan of action in Melakhim | 12:26-33.
38 One could perhaps extend this theory to suggest that the Tabernacle was not limited to atoning for the
one-time sin of the Golden Calf, but rather was built to facilitate the expiation of all types of future sins via
the bringing of sacrifices. However, since a stand-alone altar would have sufficed for atonement sacrifices,
this would not account for the need to build the rest of the Mishkan complex. Cf. the Tanchuma and Midrash
Aggadah below which propose that atoning for future sins was the purpose of building specifically the
sacrificial altar.
39 This motif is also found in the Tanchuma. However, see below that this passage from the Tanchuma
synthesizes this with the notion that the Mishkan constituted a proof that Hashem had forgiven the Children
of Israel, and that other passages in the Tanchuma present a variety of other reasons for the building of the
Mishkan and its components.
40 This approach views the process of building as being more important than the finished product. It sees a
"measure for measure" atonement in the actions of the people. The gold of the Tabernacle was supposed to
atone for the gold used to make the Golden Calf, and the new "gathering" to contribute for the Mishkan was
supposed to undo the original "gathering" to worship idolatry. See Lekach Tov for further parallels.
41 Cf. R, Bachya who notes the same principle, but it is unclear form his words whether he maintains that the
command was given beforehand, or only that the text placed the command beforehand to relay this idea.
42 Similarly, for the Tanchuma.
43 If follows from this that, had the people not sinned, there would have been no need for the Mishkan.
44 The other sources speak more generally of the gold used in the Mishkan.
45 Cf. Tanchuma below. In contrast to the Tanchuma which presents the testimony as the reason for the
command to build the Mishkan, the Lekach Tov understands that the Mishkan was constructed to atone and
God's presence was merely a consequence of and testimony to the successful expiatory process.
46 |n fact, the instructions provided for the building of an altar in Shemot 20:20-22 appear to contradict the
description of the altar of the Mishkan. For more, see Altars of Earth, Stone, and Wood. See also Shemot
23:19-33 which mentions the bringing of the first fruits of the land of Israel to the House of Hashem, but
there is no hint of any need to build a temporary place of worship in the Wilderness itself.
47 See also the formulation in the Haggadah Shel Pesach "n'nniy % %y 1939 n1'nan na nx 1% na”
Contrast to Ramban cited above that the plague came because of the delay in the building of the Mikdash.
48 See the Lekach Tov who follows Vayikra Rabbah 27:8 in attempting to mitigate the severity of the sin by
suggesting that it was the "a1 21" rather than the Children of Israel who were primarily responsible for the
making of the Golden Calf.
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49 See Sin of the Golden Calf for elaboration.
%0 Tanchuma Terumah 8 integrates this theme with the notion that the Mishkan was a vehicle for atonement.
See below that other passages in the Tanchuma present an assortment of additional reasons for the
commands to build a Mishkan and its components.
51 The contents of Rashi's position in the Sefer HaPardes and Siddur Rashi are also cited in his name by the
Shibbolei HalLeket 189. Rashi Shemot 29 also mentions the notion of atoning for the sin of the Golden Calf,
but only with regard to the sacrifices brought at the consecration of the Tabernacle, and not the structure
itself.
52 Rashi is likely influenced by the Sifra which presents Aharon as being concerned that Hashem had not
forgiven him.
53 However, in contrast to the "Extension of Sinai" and "Means of Atonement" approaches above, securing
Hashem's presence was not the ultimate objective in of itself, but only a means of proving that the Children
of Israel had not lost Divine favor.
54 In contrast to the Sifre's position above which sees the Tabernacle as a conciliatory gift from the nation to
Hashem and a means of asking for a pardon, this position views the building as a gift from God to man,
telling the people that He had indeed forgiven them.
55 Rashi's remark that Aharon's sacrifice at the consecration of the Mishkan which was commanded already
in Shemot 29 (as part of the Mishkan directive) came to atone for the sin of the Golden Calf also indicates
that the sin preceded the instructions to build the Mishkan. Rashi, here, is consistent with his general
approach towards ordering in Tanakh, where he is often willing to posit achronology. See About Rashi for
elaboration.
% The Midrash may be making the ironic point that building temples or churches is one of the few
commandments that Christians observe.
57 See also Avot and Mitzvot — Was Avraham the First Jew?.
58 He explains that Hashem could not simply uproot the practice altogether since no one can totally change
their lifestyle and habits overnight. Thus, Hashem preferred to gradually pull the nation away from such
worship.
%9 This is in line with his tendency to avoid anything that could in any way imply the slightest degree of Divine
corporeality.
60 The Rambam does not even count the making of the ark as a separate commandment, but rather
discusses it together with the other vessels.
61 Though the sin might have confirmed the need for a Mishkan, it did not actively prompt the command.
Alternatively, one could suggest that though Hashem had always planned on commanding the construction
of the Tabernacle, the sin convinced Him that it needed to be built already now. If so, the command is not
found in its chronological place.
62 By concealing the ark in the Mishkan, within the Holy of Holies, this purpose was served.
63 See above note that it is also possible that the decision was prompted by the people's sin with the Golden
Calf.
64 Not all the sources listed below mention all these aspects, but each mentions several different objectives.
%5 In the many passages in Tanchuma which refer to the purpose of the building of the Mishkan, a variety of
potential reasons are presented. It is possible that the Midrash is simply an eclectic collection, with no
consistent approach to the question. The presentation below, though, chooses to view the various options as
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working together. See above that this passage from the Tanchuma synthesizes this with the notion that the
Mishkan constituted a proof that Hashem had forgiven the Children of Israel, and that other passages in the
Tanchuma present a variety of other reasons for the building of the Mishkan and its components. the
Tanchuma integrates this theme together with the idea that the Mishkan was a vehicle for atonement.
66 The Midrash Aggadah, like the Tanchuma, contains many different passages that relate to the question of
the Mishkan's purpose, with each emphasizing a different role. As this midrash is a late collection, culling
from earlier sources, it seems that the author meant to synthesize all these aspects and viewed them as
working together.
See below that Midrash Aggadah maintains that the purpose of several of the individual components of the
Mishkan was to atone for the nation's future sins. However, it differs from the other Midrashim in that it views
the purpose of the Mishkan in its entirety as a way of the nation demonstrating their appreciation of
Hashem. Midrash Aggadah also posits that once the Golden Calf was made, the implementation of the
plans to build the Mishkan also served to atone for the nation's sin.
67 1t is just the light of his presence that resides there.
%8 The Midrash presents the idea of building a house as stemming from the people's request, which Hashem
then agreed to. R. Saadia Gaon, in contrast, asserts that God commanded the nation to serve him in the
way servants serve their king.
69 Cf. R. Yosef Bekhor Shor and Shadal above who similarly see the Mishkan as modeled after a human
palace. R. Yosef Bekhor Shor suggests that the outside altar and sacrifices are parallel to the palace kitchen,
the table and menorah represent the inner rooms of the palace, while the inner sanctum with the ark is
comparable to the king's own bedroom.
70 See above for elaboration.
"1 See the formulation of Midrash Aggadah Shemot 32:1: "192% 7pwn n'¥nn Dn'? o170 0'97".
2 This is explicit only regarding the use of half shekels, but would logically extend to the rest of the position.
3 This point is not made in the Tanchuma.
74 Abarbanel points to the verse from Yirmeyahu 7, "yaxn onix [']x'xin Di'a o'ny 871 D)'Niax DX 'MN2AT 87 1D
N2t N7iy MAT 72y oyn" as proof that the sacrificial service was not part of Hashem's original plan.
7> Shadal questions Abarbanel on this point. He finds it incredulous to suggest that Hashem only realized the
nation's potential for sin after the Golden Calf. Even without this failure, it should have been evident that
everyone errs and would eventually sin. Shadal additionally questions what role the altar was supposed to
play, if there were to be no sacrifices.
6 Hashem's command to build stone altars in Shemot 20:20 represented the ideal.
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Purpose of the Mishkan
Points of Dispute

These are some of the central points of dispute (njz1i7nnn niTi;71) between the various exegetes:
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Purpose of the Mishkan
Related Topics
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