


commandment found in our sedra. 

The Sforno emphasises that the 
Mishkan was needed to remedy 
the failings of the people who 
required a physical building for their 
spirituality. With great emotion, the 
Sforno explains the great spiritual 
heights which Moshe reached 
after his initial forty days on Mount 
Sinai. However such an advanced 
level of spiritual attainment was 
inconceivable to the people. 

They, on their  more chi ld ish 
level, only wanted a magical and 
physically visible power and did not 
understand abstract monotheism. 
Moshe, upon seeing the people 
dancing around an idol and engaged 
in idolatry, realised that the original 
plan for their relationship with G-d 
had to be on a lower spiritual level. 
Moshe reacted by breaking the 
tablets of stone, the sign of the 
covenant with G-d. He understood 
that the covenant needed now to 
be re-formed in a manner more 
in line with the people’s needs. 
Immediately Moshe ascended the 
mountain again, this time to plead 
for the people’s forgiveness, which 
also involved the fashioning of a 
second, new set of stones, to be the 
sign of the new covenant. 

So far we have seen a number of 

Our sedra presents us with the 
commandment to build the Mishkan 
- the portable desert temple. Not 
only was the Mishkan the centre of 
the desert encampment, it was also 
where Moshe would receive Divine 
prophecy. Of course the Mishkan 
was also the forerunner of the 
permanent Temple in Jerusalem, 
for whose rebuilding we pray daily.

What was the purpose of the 
Mishkan? 

Though a seemingly straightforward 
question, the answers given by the 
rabbis to this question lead us to a 
more complicated discussion. The 
Mishkan was a central component 
of Jewish life in the desert, however 
was its building always ‘on the 
cards’? In other words, is it possible 
that the building of the Mishkan 
was not actually part of the original 
Divine plan?

Several midrashim, found in both 
the Midrash Tanhuma and Midrash 
Rabba, understand the Mishkan to 
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atonement for the sin of the Golden 
Calf, a sin of idolatry. Through 
this the Mishkan brought G-d and 
the Jewish people back together 

after sin had estranged them. The 
Mishkan’s second function was 
to provide for the people’s need 
for a corporal representation of 
the Divine, to make up for their 
need of a spirituality centred on 
physical objects. This need had 
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idolatry. These midrashim place the 
commandment to build the Mishkan 
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sin of the Golden Calf, about which 
we will read in the sedra of Ki Tissa, 
in two weeks from now.

Rashi also saw the Mishkan to 
be a response to the sin of the 
Golden Calf. He explains that the 
Torah is not necessarily written 
in chronological order and so 
the commandment to build the 
Mishkan can indeed be presented 
to us before we learn of the story of 
the Golden Calf. Rashi explains that 
following the incident of the Golden 
Calf, during which Moshe broke the 
tablets of stone, Moshe ascended 
Mount Sinai to seek forgiveness 
for the people which was only fully 
granted on the tenth of Tishri - Yom 
Kippur. It was on the day after Yom 
Kippur that Moshe commanded the 
people to build the Mishkan, the 

commentators who viewed the 
Mishkan to have been a digression 
from the original Divine plan, either 
in response to the frailty of man or 
because the Mishkan was necessary 
to bring atonement for the sin of 
the Golden Calf. Interestingly some 
have cited both the Rambam and 
Rav Kook as postulating that in 
the future, with mankind having 
achieved a higher developmental 
stage, the third Temple would 

not  invo lve the br ing ing o f 
sacrifices, since sacrifices were 
a concession to man’s infer ior 
spiritual level. However Rambam 
in his Mishne Torah and Rav Kook in 
his commentary to the prayer book, 
both clearly state that the future 
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The meaning of the passages which 
may be interpreted otherwise must 
be examined on their own terms.

Let us return to the reasons for the 
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from the positions we have outlined 
so far. According to Ramban, the 
Mishkan, with its complex detail 
and great symbolism was in the plan 
all along, its aim to strengthen and 
increase G-d’s presence amongst 
the people. 

Unlike Rashi, Ramban, except when 
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The command to build the Mishkan is written in the 
Torah before the sin of the Golden Calf


