
Story Number 50

THE ‘TABERNACLE’

On Mount Sinai, where Moses spent forty days and forty nights without

food or water, God gave him instructions for the Tabernacle.

What is a tabernacle? Well strictly it is a sort of hut, but the word has

been taken in English to translate the Hebrew word mishkan which really

means a home. God is everywhere, so does he need a home? It was meant

as an address for people to send their messages to him there, a place from

which he could in turn send his messages to the people, and a special

home for him among the people of Israel. It was also meant to replace the

sort of temple that idolaters built for their idols, in which many nasty

things were done, quite apart from the stupidity of praying to false gods.

And it was meant as a unique national spiritual centre, something which

would hold the people together and not let them break up the country into

sections.

Many people used to build their temples facing east, so that they would

pray towards the rising sun, which they worshipped. 1 So the first thing

about God’s Tabernacle was that it should be set up facing west.

The next was that it should not be a fixed structure located in one

place, but portable, to be moved fairly easily, when necessary, from place

to place. They would build it there at Sinai in the desert, carry it with

them on their journey, and set it up in Canaan when they reached there.

Even there it would not have a fixed location, but could be moved

sometimes from place to place as circumstances required. But it had to be

1. See Ezekiel 8:16 ff.
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made of materials that have permanence, in that it would last and not rot

away in a few years under the weather – sun, rain and so on – as well as

able to withstand storms and even exceptionally high winds.

The third basic requirement was that it should be a thing of beauty,

which would automatically gain respect. It should not look miserable

when compared to the temples of idols of other nations, but should make

others envious, not the reverse.

Materials would be needed. Where would they come from? There was

a fixed tax on silver, every man over twenty had to give half a shekel,

neither more nor less, but everything else was from voluntary donations.

They were very rich, they had left Egypt taking with them all sorts of

valuables. So everyone contributed something.

The fourth and highly important thing was that it should not be buit by

hired expert workmen, but voluntarily by the whole population. Most

people could have a hand in doing something towards its building,

especially, but not only, expert workmen. Children of later generations

could then say ‘My grandfather (or great-grandfather etc.) helped to build

this (or at least contributed to it)!’

The fifth was that it should be built in the desert to give everyone

something to do – not just to do but to work at. They had been slaves in

Egypt working under task-masters with whips who beat them if they did

not work hard enough. Here they had to learn how to work as free people.

There would be overseers, to organise and to make sure that things were

done properly, but no-one was to be forced to work, and no punishments.

At the same time, when people like that all work together there are always

arguments and disputes. In such a case there was Moses handy. They

could bring him their quarrels, and he would show them the solution,

giving judgement according to God’s laws, thus teaching them – and

everyone else watching and listening – God’s laws of justice, the Torah,

and how that works in practice. Finally, while working they would learn

about and get used to observing the Sabbath, which comes a bit later.
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Incidentally, doing all this would help them to forget for a while the

suffering they underwent in Egypt, and their misbehaviour with the

Golden Calf. These should never be forgotten completely, but nor should

constantly thinking about them be allowed to interfere with living a

normal life.

Moses received detailed specifications. The walls were made of upright

boards (not horizontal ones like a log cabin) which fitted into heavy metal

sockets at the base, and the whole (including the space above) was

covered with coloured woollen materials, over which were waterproof

covers. It was rectangular, with a curtain over the entrance on the east (so

that anyone entering would face west). Another special curtain divided it

inside into two parts, the inner part being one third of the whole and the

outer one two thirds. The inner one would contain the Ark (to be built as

part of the project) and later a few other things were added. 2 The outer

one would contain a small gold altar to be used only for incense, a table,

and a lampstand. Various accessories were also to be made.

A fence made of curtains supported by boards surrounded an area

around the structure, forming a courtyard in which were the main altar, as

well as a wash basin and accessories. None of these things were simple,

all were elaborate such as to demand respect.

Moses was told to appoint two experts – named Bezalel and Aholiab

respectively – to be in overall charge of the works, and the Levites were

later appointed to take charge of all finished articles and accessories until

all was finished and ready to be connected and erected.

There was one last requirement before work could begin. The people

were to know that no construction work, no preparation of accessories,

was to be done on the Sabbath, even for God’s Tabernacle. The holiness

of the Sabbath was greater than the holiness of God’s special ‘home’.

2. A jar of manna, Aaron’s stick, etc.
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It took about half a year for the work to be completed. Moses inspected

it all and was satisfied, and he then erected it. Each time they moved it

was taken down according to a special procedure, transported, and then re-

erected in the new place. Eventually it reached Canaan, unharmed.
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