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Mishkan Mysteries: Structure and Detail

|. Textual Flow
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Il. Puzzling Order... Rabbinic Response
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Rabbi Shmuel bar Nahmani said in the name of Rabbi Yonatan: Bezalel was called by that name
on account of his wisdom. When the Holy One, Blessed be He, said to Moshe: Go say to Bezalel,
“Make a tabernacle, an ark, and vessels” (see Exodus 31:7-11), Moshe went and reversed the
order and told Bezalel: “Make an ark, and vessels, and a tabernacle” (see Exodus 25-26). He
said to Moshe: Moshe, our teacher, the standard practice throughout the world is that a person
builds a house and only afterward places the vessels in the house, and you say to me: Make an
ark, and vessels, and a tabernacle. If | do so in the order you have commanded, the vessels that
| make, where shall | put them? Perhaps God told you the following: “Make a tabernacle, ark,
and vessels” (see Exodus 36). Moshe said to Bezalel: Perhaps you were in God’s shadow [betzel
Keyl], and you knew precisely what He said. You intuited God’s commands just as He stated
them, as if you were there.

e But the problem remains...Why the contrasting order in the text?
e Various approaches
e The primacy of both structure and detail

[ll. Structure: Why build it at all?

A. The Mandate
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And they shall make for Me a Mikdash, and | will dwell in their midst
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B. The Problem
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Abravanel: Why would G-d command the creation of the Mishkan as if He were defined in
corporeal terms and bounded by a specific location? This is the opposite of the truth!

C. First Approach A: Plan B (A Fallback Position)

1. Chronological Adjustment
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Rashi:
1. Text does not reflect chronological timeline
2. True Chronology:
17 Tamuz-Breaking of Tablets (Sin of the Golden Calf) ...
Yom Kippur-Forgiveness granted...
Following day-Mishkan commanded and collection begins...
Nissan 1-Mishkan erected

2. Motivation: Mishkan as a Response to the Golden Calf
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Commencing with chapter 25 verse 8 where G-d says to Moshe that He will take up permanent
residence in the Tabernacle to be built, the first 2500 years of mankind’s history where G-d was
equally accessible anywhere has come to an end, and there would be a centralized form of
worship as part of the Jewish religion. Instead of G-d permitting the erection of altars anywhere
it pleased man, and His coming to meet man at such sites, now the roles are reversed and He
will be in residence in His palace on earth, and anyone who wishes to pray to Him effectively
will have to do this at that Temple. There will be groups of people charged with the sacrificial
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service in the Temple, the priests, and laymen will not be allowed into the inner sanctum of this
Temple at all.
Sforno: This event changes everything... a step not originally intended... A lasting limiting effect
of the Sin of the Golden Calf...
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Midrash Rabba: The Mishkan as a Healing Gesture: A hand across the abyss
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Midrash Tanchuma:
1. Public testimony to the enduring connection between HaShem and B’nai Yisrael
2. An atoning mechanism for the sin of the Golden Calf
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Midrash Aggada: Mishkan and Keilim a concession to man’s needs
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Issues with plan A

e Textual flow
e Understanding the concept of a plan B in God’s realm
e How is the Mishkan a corrective and not a perpetuation of the problem?

V. Second Approach: Plan A (God’s Plan All Along)

Summary: Nechama Leibowitz

["These commentaries] reject the idea that the Sanctuary was in any way an afterthought, a cure
for their [the Israelites’] sickness, atonement for sin, or compromise between the idea of
spirituality and the reality of man's material conceptions, demanding a form of worship limited to
a definite space-time dimension. On the contrary, the institution of the Sanctuary was there from
the beginning, a deliberate act of Divine grace and thoughtfulness designed to strengthen the
immanence of His presence."!
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Ramban: Chronology as is makes perfect sense. HaShem brings the nation to a point where
they are ready for and worthy of His presence among them and then commends the creation of
the Mishkan. This is part of HaShem’s plans from the outset. The purpose of the Mishkan is to
perpetuate the Sinaitic experience.

! Nehama Leibowitz, Studies in Shmot, p.467
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Issues with plan B: Why??

Ramban: Perpetuate Sinaitic experience

Rambam and others: Concession to man’s needs-Better at God’s table than elsewhere
Control ritual worship through centralization and formalization

National Center (discuss transition under Rav Yochanan Ben Zakai

Numerous sources: symbolic lessons from each aspect of Mishkan and its service:
UTN 7 1YL [NKR; NNIn; 0Ran; 'l

IV. The Details: Some Lessons Possibly Learned

DJINA '"MDYI UTM 7 1wyI . Ohr HaChaim-when does Mikdash achieve sanctity? What
does the Mikdash represent? The contrast between Sinai and Moriah

2'20 20T T I'7V N'WYII9XN YINAI NN N0 20T INK N'oXI: Aron Lined with gold
inside and out: NI12D 1DIN

11NN NO' X7 D'TAN I'N' [AXN NYaVa: Permanent placement of Aron poles
D'270N 19 I'N' NN~ I'NKR™7X WK DN"19I: Contradictory gaze of the keruvim



