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According to Rashi the missive to build the Mishkan, which takes up much of the second 

half of the book of Shemos, is a response to the sin of the golden calf. The Jews are being given 

a way to rectify their egregious sin. The Maharsha (Yoma 22b) point s out that when the 

collection of the Shekel is mentioned to fund some of the public sacrifices to be brought in the 

Mishkan we are told that it was collected “l’kaper al nafshoteichem” – “as an atonement for their 

souls” (Shemos 30:16). He says this atonement is also for the sin of the golden calf. Gathering 

money to serve Hashem is a rectification of their gathering of jewelry to form the golden calf 

(see Shemos 32:2-3).  

The immediate problem with this approach is that the command to build the Mishkan 

preceded our parsha of Ki Tisa where the story of the golden calf is recorded. Rashi is sensitive 

to this issue and applies the principle of 'Ein Mukdam U'Meuchar BaTorah' – the concept that 

the Torah is not necessarily in chronological order (see Rashi Shemot 31:18). Although this 

makes Rashi’s read of the events possible it does not address the underlying question. The 

principle of 'Ein Mukdam U'Meuchar BaTorah' is a license, not a reason. Why did Hashem 

reverse the order in the Torah? If the events are not in chronological order what does drive their 

organization? 

It seems that there is an important lesson embedded in this ordering. Perhaps we can 

suggest that the order alludes to the concept that Hashem provides the remedy before the tragedy 

(refuah before the makah
1
). The solution and atonement for the golden calf appears in the Torah 

before the sin ever occurs. Perhaps on a deeper level it alludes to the fact that although for 

humanity sin is inevitable, Hashem created the fix before sin
2
. The Gemara (T.B. Yoma 86b) 

perplexingly states that Teshuva can turn a sin into a merit. The Maharal (Nesiv HaTeshuva Ch. 

2) explains that we can use sin to bring us closer to Hashem if we use it as a vehicle for self-

                                                           

 
1

רמז  פרק ג' ילקוט שמעוני אסתר  (תחלה רפואה להם בורא אא"כ ישראל את מכה הקב"ה אין לקיש ריש אמר

 )תתרנג

2
 This may also be part of the meaning of the idea that Teshuva preceded the creation of the world (see T.B. 

Pesachim 54a) 



Care & Feeding of a Golden Calf 
Rabbi Maury Grebenau 

reflection and betterment essentially making it a merit. So if sin is essentially a certainty
3
 the 

question is how do we deal with setbacks and slips in life. We are told that a Tzaddik is not one 

who never makes an error but rather one who gets up after he makes a mistake
4
.This may be the 

lesson of the order of events in the Torah, we can turn a sin as egregious as the golden calf into 

something as holy as the Mishkan. In fact, this is the purpose of the sin and how we are meant to 

deal with the sin; it has been the plan all along. 

                                                           
3
י  יק ֵאין ָאָדם כִּ  There is no Righteous person in the land who does  )קהלת ז:כ( :יֱֶחָטא ְוֹלא ּטֹוב יֲַעֶשה ֲאֶשר ָבָאֶרץ ַצדִּ

(only) good and does not sin. 

4
י  יק יִּּפֹול ֶשַבע כִּ ים ָוָקם ַצדִּ  For seven times a righteous person will fall and then)משלי כד:טז( :ְבָרָעה יִָּכְשלּו ּוְרָשעִּ

get up but the wicked will stumble in his evil. 


