
1 
 

The Strangest Donation 

R. Yaakov Bieler 

Parashiot VaYakhel-Pekudei; Parashat Para 5775 

 
The donations that made possible the construction of the Mishkan. 

 

In Parashiot Teruma and VaYakhel, we are learn of the materials that the Jewish people were 

asked to donate for the construction of the Mishkan: 

 
Shemot 25:3-7 

3 And this is the offering which you shall take of them: gold, and silver, and brass; 4 and 

blue, and purple, and scarlet, and fine linen, and goats' hair; 5 and rams' skins dyed red, 

and sealskins, and acacia-wood; 6 oil for the light, spices for the anointing oil, and for 

the sweet incense; 7 onyx stones, and stones to be set, for the Ephod, and for the 

breastplate.  

 
Ibid. 35:5-9 

5 Take you from among you an offering unto the Lord, whosoever is of a willing heart, 

let him bring it, the Lord's Offering: gold, and silver, and brass; 6 and blue, and purple, 

and scarlet, and fine linen, and goats' hair; 7 and rams' skins dyed red, and sealskins, 

and acacia-wood; 8 and oil for the light, and spices for the anointing oil, and for the 

sweet incense. 

 
A bit later, in VaYakhel, we are given a description of the actual donation process: 

 

Ibid. 22-4 

22 And they came, both men and women, as many as were willing-hearted, and brought 

nose-rings, and ear-rings, and signet-rings, and girdles, all jewels of gold; even every 

man that brought an offering of gold unto the Lord. 23 And every man, with whom was 

found blue, and purple, and scarlet, and fine linen, and goats' hair, and rams' skins dyed 

red, and sealskins, brought them. 24 Every one that did set apart an offering of silver 

and brass brought the Lord's Offering; and every man, with whom was found acacia-

wood for any work of the service, brought it. 

 

What might account for the people’s unstinting generosity when it came to making these 

donations?  

 

By the Tora’s account, the people were extremely generous with respect to their readiness to 

donate towards this project: 

 

Ibid. 36:3-7 

3 And they received from Moshe all the offering (that he in turn had been given by the 

Jewish people), which the children of Israel had brought for the work of the service of 
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the sanctuary, wherewith to make it. And they brought to him freewill-offerings every 

morning. 4 And all the wise men, that fabricated all the work of the sanctuary, they all 

came from their work. 5 And they spoke to Moshe, saying: “The people bring much 

more than enough for the service of the work, which the Lord Commanded to make.” 6 

And Moshe gave an order, and they proclaimed throughout the camp, saying: “Let 

neither man nor woman make any more work for the offering of the sanctuary.” So the 

people were restrained from bringing. 7 For the stuff they had was sufficient for all the 

work to make it, and too much. {S} 

 
While at least in part, this extreme generosity, particularly with respect to golden jewelry, could 

have been a function of the guilt that the people felt for having not only participated at least as 

bystanders—the active perpetrators suffered the death penalty either supernaturally1 or at the hands of 

man2 --in the sin of the Golden Calf,3 but also donating enthusiastically so that the Calf could be built: 

 

Ibid. 32:2-3 
2 And Aharon said unto them: “Break off the golden rings, which are in the ears of your 

wives, of your sons, and of your daughters, and bring them unto me.” 3 And all the 

people broke off the golden rings which were in their ears, and brought them unto 

Aharon. 

 
it is also possible that giving so freely of their possessions reflected the fact that they weren’t terribly 

invested in them, having acquired them either within the context of spoils taken on their way out of 

Egypt: 

 

Ibid. 12:35-6 
35 And the children of Israel did according to the word of Moshe; and they asked of the 

Egyptians jewels of silver, and jewels of gold, and raiment. 36 And the Lord Gave the 

                                                           
1 Shemot 32:20, 35 

And he took the calf which they had made, and burnt it with fire, and ground it to powder, and strewed it 
upon the water, and made the children of Israel drink of it… 
And the Lord Smote the people, because they made the calf, which Aharon made. 

2 Ibid. 32:28 
And the sons of Levi did according to the word of Moshe; and there fell of the people that day about three 
thousand men. 

3 Ibid.  32:1-6 
1 And when the people saw that Moshe delayed to come down from the mount, the people gathered 
themselves together unto Aharon, and said unto him: “Up, make us a god who shall go before us; for as 
for this Moshe, the man that brought us up out of the land of Egypt, we know not what is become of 
him.” 2 And Aharon said unto them: “Break off the golden rings, which are in the ears of your wives, of 
your sons, and of your daughters, and bring them unto me.” 3 And all the people broke off the golden 
rings which were in their ears, and brought them unto Aharon. 4 And he received it at their hand, and 
fashioned it with a graving tool, and made it a molten calf; and they said: “This is thy god, O Israel, which 
brought you up out of the land of Egypt.” 5 And when Aharon saw this, he built an altar before it; and 
Aharon made proclamation, and said: “Tomorrow shall be a feast to the Lord.” 6 And they rose up early 
on the morrow, and offered burnt-offerings, and brought peace-offerings; and the people sat down to eat 
and to drink, and rose up to make merry. 
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people favor in the sight of the Egyptians, so that they let them have what they asked. 

And they despoiled the Egyptians. {P} 

 

or as spoils of war after the Egyptians were defeated at the Sea of Reeds: 

 

Ibid. 15:22 

22 And Moshe led Israel onward from the Red Sea, and they went out into the 

wilderness of Shur; and they went three days in the wilderness, and found no water. 

RaShI d.h. VaYasa (the causative form of the verb) Moshe 

He forced them to travel against their will, because the Egyptians had decorated 

their horses with jewels of gold, silver and precious stones, and the Jews found 

them in the sea. The spoils taken at the sea was greater than that which was 

taken from Egypt (before the Jews left), as it is said, (Shir HaShirim 1:11) “We 

will make for you circlets of gold with studs of silver.” For this reason, he had to 

force them to take up the journey against their will.  

 
A particular donation that draws attention to itself by its being so out-of-the-ordinary. 

 

Most of the materials are described simply by their essential nature rather than in terms of their 

previous forms or uses, with the exception of the gold mentioned in Ibid. 35:22, perhaps deliberately 

paralleling some of the jewelry donated for the Golden Calf in Ibid. 32:3,4 and therefore serving as a type 

of atonement for that terrible sin.5  However, a strange exception is the contributions for the “Kiyor” 

(Laver): 6 

 

Ibid. 38:8 
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Shemot 32:3 
And all the people broke off the golden rings which 
were in their ears, and brought them unto Aharon. 

Ibid. 35:22 
And they came, both men and women, as many as 
were willing-hearted, and brought nose-rings, and ear-
rings, and signet-rings, and girdles, all jewels of gold; 
even every man that brought an offering of gold unto 
the Lord. 

 
5 The discussion among commentators regarding when exactly the Mishkan was Commanded by God—either 
before the sin of the Calf, thereby preserving the chronological order of topics in the Tora, since Parashiot Teruma 
and Tetzaveh precede the account of the sin, or after the sin of the Calf, in accordance with the rule of Ein 
Mukdam U’Meuchar BaTora (there is no coming before and coming after in the stories of the Tora), suggesting 
that the Mishkan was specifically intended as a “Kosher” substitute for the Calf, addressing a need on the part of 
human beings to have something tangible by which to worship God--can also be thought to turn on the issue of the 
relationship between the Calf and the Mishkan. Of course even the first position can be enlisted by the view that 
the Mishkan is an atonement for the Calf when the principle Terufa Kodemet LeMaka (the antidote is available 
prior to the disease) is invoked. Then it could be maintained that even if Moshe was made privy to the idea of 
building the Mishkan prior to the sin of the Calf, he only disclosed it to the people after they were granted 
forgiveness by God and the Second Tablets were brought down on Yom HaKippurim, a good 120 days (40x3) after 
the original giving of the Ten Commandments on the 6th of Sivan.  
6 See the discussion of the purpose of the Kiyor at https://rayanotyaakov.files.wordpress.com/2015/03/ki-tisa-
5775-preparing-for-holiness.pdf 

https://rayanotyaakov.files.wordpress.com/2015/03/ki-tisa-5775-preparing-for-holiness.pdf
https://rayanotyaakov.files.wordpress.com/2015/03/ki-tisa-5775-preparing-for-holiness.pdf
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And he made the laver of brass, and the base thereof of brass, of the mirrors of the 

serving women that did service at the door of the tent of meeting. 

 

As opposed to jewelry, which is altogether decorative when worn, a mirror is a very utilitarian 

object, usually enlisted to help an individual improve his/her appearance.7 The fact that the bible 

records that women donated their mirrors, as opposed to men, suggests that women are usually more 

concerned about how they appear to themselves and others. This is in contrast to the gold jewelry that 

was contributed for the fabrication of the Golden Calf, where the Tora suggests that such jewelry was 

worn by equally by both men and women.8 

 

The description of the use of this brass as mirrors prior to its being melted down and 

turned into the Kiyor is intriguing: 

 

a. Is there a relationship between a personal mirror and the Kiyor? 

b. What is signified by women being prepared to give up their mirrors in order to make 

one of the vessels for the Tabernacle?  

c. What might the word “HaTzovot” mean, both in light of the English translation’s 

rendering “serving women,” as well as in addition to it? 

 

Two apparently original9 approaches for dealing with these questions. 

 

Two diverse approaches relying upon radically different assumptions for addressing 

these questions are to be found in the commentaries of RaShI and Ibn Ezra: 

 

RaShI 

 

RaShI d.h. BeMarot HaTzovot 

Jewish women had mirrors in their hands, which they would look at while they were 

decorating themselves (putting on makeup?) And even these objects they did not hold 

back when it came to bringing contributions for the construction of the Tabernacle (and 

its vessels). Moshe was disgusted by these objects (and considered rejecting them) since 

they were employed for purposes associated with the Evil Inclination (!) Said the Holy 

One, Blessed Be He to him (Moshe): “Accept these objects, because these are dearer to 

Me than any of the others, because by using them, the women were the progenitors of 

                                                           
7 In the ancient world, the first “mirrors” were probably pools of water. (See Nedarim 9b.) Highly polished pieces of 
metal were probably the next stage of development, followed by metal-backed pieces of glass.  

“…The invention of the silvered-glass mirror is credited to German chemist Justus von Liebig in 1835. His 
process involved the deposition of a thin layer of metallic silver onto glass through the chemical reduction 
of silver nitrate. This silvering process was adapted for mass manufacturing and led to the greater 
availability of affordable mirrors. Nowadays, mirrors are often produced by the wet deposition of silver 
(or sometimes aluminum via vacuum deposition) directly onto the glass substrate…” 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mirror#History  

8 See Shemot 32:2-3 cited above. 
9 Both of these commentaries appear to be either original, or if they were based upon some earlier Rabbinic 
source, no one seems to be aware of what it is or where it might be found.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Silvering
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Justus_von_Liebig
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Silver_nitrate
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wet_deposition
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mirror#History
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great numbers of “Tziva’ot” (hosts) in Egypt. When their husbands were exhausted as a 

result of the difficult work10 (assigned to them by the Egyptians), they would bring them 

food and drink, feed them and they would take the mirrors, and each one would look at 

herself together with her husband, and she would sooth him with words, saying, ‘I am 

more beautiful than you are.’ As a result, they would arouse their husbands and be 

intimate with them, and they would conceive and give birth there”… And this is why 

they are called “Marot HaTzovot” (the mirrors that brought about the hosts of 

newborns). And the Laver was made out of them (the mirrors) because it would be an 

implement that would bring about domestic tranquility between husbands and wives. 

                                                           
10 Ibid. 1:13-4 

13 And the Egyptians made the children of Israel to serve with rigor. 14 And they made their lives bitter 
with hard service, in mortar and in brick, and in all manner of service in the field; in all their service, 
wherein they made them serve with rigor. 
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Water would be taken from it and a woman who was suspected by her husband of being 

unfaithful to him, was made to drink this water11…12  

                                                           
11 BaMidbar 5:11-31 

11 and the Lord Spoke unto Moshe, saying: 12 “Speak unto the children of Israel, and say unto them: ‘If 
any man's wife go aside, and act unfaithfully against him, 13 and a man lie with her carnally, and it be hid 
from the eyes of her husband, she being defiled secretly, and there be no witness against her, neither she 
be seen in the act; 14 and the spirit of jealousy come upon him, and he be jealous of his wife, and she be 
defiled; or if the spirit of jealousy come upon him, and he be jealous of his wife, and she be not defiled; 15 
then shall the man bring his wife unto the priest, and shall bring her offering for her, the tenth part of an 
Efah of barley meal; he shall pour no oil upon it, nor put frankincense thereon; for it is a meal-offering of 
jealousy, a meal-offering of memorial, bringing iniquity to remembrance. 16 And the priest shall bring her 
near, and set her before the Lord. 17 And the priest shall take holy water in an earthen vessel; and of the 
dust that is on the floor of the Tabernacle the priest shall take, and put it into the water. 18 And the priest 
shall set the woman before the Lord, and let the hair of the woman's head go loose, and put the meal-
offering of memorial in her hands, which is the meal-offering of jealousy; and the priest shall have in his 
hand the water of bitterness that causes the curse. 19 And the priest shall cause her to swear, and shall 
say unto the woman: 'If no man has lain with you, and if thou have not gone aside to uncleanness, being 
bound to your husband, be free of this water of bitterness that causes the curse; 20 but if you have gone 
aside, being bound to your husband, and if you be defiled, and some man have lain with you besides your 
husband—‘ 21 Then the priest shall cause the woman to swear with the oath of cursing, and the priest 
shall say unto the woman—‘The Lord make you a curse and an oath among your people, when the Lord 
Makes your thigh to fall away, and your belly to swell; 22 and this water that causes the curse shall go into 
your bowels, and make your belly to swell, and your thigh to fall away'; and the woman shall say: 'Amen, 
Amen.' 23 And the priest shall write these curses in a scroll, and he shall blot them out into the water of 
bitterness (obtained from the Lavor). 24 And he shall make the woman drink the water of bitterness that 
causes the curse; and the water that causes the curse shall enter into her and become bitter. 25 And the 
priest shall take the meal-offering of jealousy out of the woman's hand, and shall wave the meal-offering 
before the Lord, and bring it unto the altar. 26 And the priest shall take a handful of the meal-offering, as 
the memorial-part thereof, and make it smoke upon the altar, and afterward shall make the woman drink 
the water. 27 And when he has made her drink the water, then it shall come to pass, if she be defiled, and 
acted unfaithfully against her husband, that the water that causes the curse shall enter into her and 
become bitter, and her belly shall swell, and her thigh shall fall away; and the woman shall be a curse 
among her people. 28 And if the woman be not defiled, but be clean; then she shall be cleared, and shall 
conceive seed. 29 This is the law of jealousy, when a wife, being bound to her husband, goes aside, and is 
defiled; 30 or when the spirit of jealousy comes upon a man, and he be jealous over his wife; then shall he 
set the woman before the Lord, and the priest shall execute upon her all this law. 31 And the man shall be 
clear from iniquity, and that woman shall bear her iniquity. {P} 

12 RaShI’s commentary shares several themes with the following well-known Midrash, but still departs from it in 
numerous ways: 

Shemot Rabba 1:12 
…R. Akiva presented the following Derasha: As a reward for the righteous women of that generation, 
were the Jews redeemed from Egypt. What did they do? When they went to draw water, the Holy One, 
Blessed Be He Arranged that small fish would end up in their pitchers, and they would draw half water 
and half fish. And they would bring this to their husbands and they would prepared for them two dishes, 
one of hot water and the other of fish. And they would feed them, wash them, anoint them, give them to 
drink, and they would be intimate with them among the rows… As a reward for having been intimate with 
their husbands between the rows, the Jews merited receiving the spoils of Egypt (before they left)… And 
once they became pregnant, they would return to their homes. And when the time came for them to give 
birth, they would go out and bear their children under an apple tree…And the Holy One, Blessed Be He 
would Send an angel from the Heavens on high, and he would clean them (the newborns), and tend to 
them like a midwife who tends to the child… and he would prepare for them two wheels, one of oil and 
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In order for RaShI to answer the three questions that we originally posed, i.e.,  

 

a. The Kiyor and the mirrors are related in terms of providing water for the Sota ritual;  

b. Women were so devoted to the idea of building the Tabernacle that they were prepared to 

forego an important object that they would use daily in order to assure that their 

appearance lived up to what they thought was necessary; 

c. “Tzovot” refers to the massive number of children that they had in Egypt, as well as the 

great number of women who contributed their mirrors for the sake of the Tabernacle; 

 

he apparently makes a number of assumptions:13 

  

1. The accusation against a Sota, i.e., that she had acted unfaithfully with respect to her husband, 

and the purpose of the mirror, i.e., to make a wife attractive to her husband in order that at 

times intimacy will occur between them share a common thread.  

2. A significant number of women of the generation of the Exodus acted sacrificially and were 

ready to seriously inconvenience themselves so that the Mishkan could be properly made.  

3. Moshe either had an essentially ascetic outlook14 when it came to women wishing to make 

themselves attractive to men, ultimately leading to intimacy, regardless of their ultimate intent 

or he was unprepared to give them the benefit of the doubt when it came to understanding 

their intent even with respect to their own husbands.  

4. HaShem, Who is the Bochein Levavot (the Investigator of hearts), Directs Moshe to understand 

that the women’s motivations when they utilize their mirrors, is LeShem Shamayim (for the sake 

                                                           
one of honey… And when the Egyptians discover them, they run to try to kill them. And a miracle is 
performed on their behalves and they are swallowed up by the ground, and oxen are brought and they 
plough over them…And after they (the Egyptians) leave, they sprout from the ground like grass…And 
when they were fully grown, they return in groups to their homes…And when the Holy One, Blessed Be He 
Redeemed at the Sea, they (the children on whose behalves all of this was done) recognized Him first…    

Although “mirrors” do not play a role in the story told by this Midrash, women are the protagonists who were 
responsible for the Jewish people not dying out in accordance with Pharoah’s plotting, but rather that they would 
reproduce and survive. This indomitable will to have children despite all odds is clearly defined as a maternal 
rather than paternal trait. Men’s instincts are represented by Amram, who according to Rabbinic tradition 
separated from his wife Yocheved when it became clear that the Egyptians intended to murder male children. It 
was specifically Miriam who traditionally is credited with talking her father into remarrying her mother, resulting in 
the birth of Moshe. I have always thought that this was why Miriam becomes so angered at Moshe in BaMidbar 
12, when she learns, according to one view, that Moshe had separated from his own wife Tzipora, thereby ending 
the possibility of their having any additional children and serving as a potential for other men to do the same if 
they wished to purify themselves in order to continue to receive Divine Revelation like what occurred at Sinai.  
13 Absent an independent Rabbinic source, these assumptions are justified by the Midrashic themes in the source 
cited in fn. 12. 
14 Such an attitude could be supported according to the interpretation that he separated from Tzippora (see the 
discussion at the end of fn. 12). However, Moshe might claim that he was acting in accordance with the Divine 
Direction contained in the following verse: 
 Devarim 5:28 

But as for you, stand here by Me, and I will Speak unto you all the Commandment, and the Statutes, and 
the Ordinances, which you shall teach them, that they may do them in the land which I Give them to 
possess it. 
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of Heaven) and therefore not only should their offering not be rebuffed, but instead should be 

welcomed and greatly appreciated.   

5. Women who were in Egypt who assumed considerable risk in order to bring additional children 

into the world, were nevertheless ready to contribute an important element that promoted 

such activities for the sake of the Mishkan. 

 

It seems to me that the most intriguing aspect of this particular interpretation of RaShI  is his 

assertion regarding Moshe’s initial response to the donation of the mirrors, that sexual intimacy, even 

between husbands and wives, is indiscriminately associated with the Yetzer HaRa and therefore to be 

viewed negatively. God, man’s Creator, Responds that not only is this not true, but had the women not 

used their mirrors to eventually become pregnant, the redemption of the Jewish people from Egypt 

would not have taken place. Although Moshe is made a “straw-man” in this exchange, depicted as the 

other-worldly, hyper-spiritual homo religiosis discussed by R. J.B. Soloveitchik at the beginning of 

Halachic Man,15 the view with which the reader is expected to come away, is that presented by the 

Almighty Himself. He Avers to Moshe, and in the Tora itself by identifying where the brass for the Kiyor 

originates, that such activities and even the Yetzer HaRa itself, can in fact function as spiritual ideals 

when directed, sublimated and accompanied by intentions that instead of undermining God’s Master 

Plan for the World, assist it to become manifest. While the Tora is rife with transgressions involving 

sexual improprieties illustrating that lust and passion can result in deeply improper behavior with 

horrific results, it cannot be denied that marriage, intimacy and progeny make up Mitzvot that Tora-

observant individuals are enjoined to try to fulfill to the best of their individual abilities within the 

context of Kedusha and Kiddushin. Perhaps this is precisely what is meant by the following Midrash: 

 

Beraishit Rabba 9:7 

R. Nachman bar Shmuel bar Nachman in the name of R. Shmuel bar Nachman said: 

(Beraishit 1:31) “And God Saw everything that He had Made, and, behold, it was very 

good…”—This is the Good Inclination; This is the Evil Inclination. And is the Evil 

Inclination very good? But were it not for the Yetzer HaRa, a person would not build a 

house, he would not marry, he would not have children, he would not engage in 

commerce, and this is what Solomon was saying, (Kohelet 4:4) “Again, I considered all 

labor and all excelling in work, that it is a man's rivalry with his neighbor…” 

  

Rather than using the traditional terminology of “Yetzer HaRa,” I have always preferred to refer to the 

powerful tendencies and urges that well up from within a human being as simply “Yetzer”—inclination. 

Whether or not it manifests itself as a “Yetzer Tov” or a “Yetzer HaRa” becomes a function of how a 

person consciously decides to apply such a life force and what an individual is seeking to ultimately 

achieve, as well as the extent to which he tries to be true to the checks-and-balances provided by a life 

informed and centered upon Tora and Mitzvot.  

 

Ibn Ezra 

 

Ibn Ezra  

                                                           
15 Jewish Publication Society, Philadelphia, 1983, p. 3. 
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…And the meaning of “HaTzovot”—because it is typical behavior for women to beautify 

themselves, to look at their faces each morning in a copper or glass mirror to adjust the 

wigs that are upon their heads. These are mentioned in the book of Yeshayahu (3:20),16 

because Jewish practice is like the practice of Arabs to this day. And there were among 

the Jewish people women serving God who turned away from the lusts of this world, 

and they gave their mirrors as a gift, because they no longer had any need of beautifying 

themselves. Instead, they would daily come to the doorway of the Tent of Meeting to 

pray and listen to words concerning the Mitzvot. That is the meaning of the phrase 

“Asher Tzavu Petach Ohel Moed”, because there were many of them… 

 

Ibn Ezra might answer our original three questions as follows: 

 

a. Just as the Kiyor would be used for purification of the Kohanim prior to their engaging in the 

Temple Service, the donation of their mirrors constituted the purification of the women 

from their prior concerns about outward appearance.  

b. The contribution of the mirrors symbolized these women’s change of heart regarding the 

importance of being concerned with how a person looks.  

c. “Tzovot” reflects the fact that these women were incredibly numerous.  

    

When considering Ibn Ezra’s basic assumption, we see a stark difference between his 

approach to intimate behavior between husband and wife and that of RaShI. Instead of positing 

that HaShem was in a position of responding negatively to Moshe’s assertion of asceticism, and 

advocating the understanding the women’s donation as a testament to the potential for 

sanctifying even the Yetzer HaRa, Ibn Ezra asserts that the women referenced in Shemot 38:8 

personified the point of view that Moshe supposedly takes in RaShI’s commentary! According to 

Ibn Ezra, the women are not sacrificially donating objects that they have deemed and continue 

to deem important, but rather they are renouncing this-worldly activities in favor of living more 

purely and consistently spiritual lives.  

 

Conclusion.  

 

By all accounts the verse describing what was used to construct the Kiyor is ambiguous. 

To see RaShI and Ibn Ezra use the verse as a platform to debate attitudes towards intimacy and 

married life is very evocative, and further emphasizes how there really are seventy faces to the 

Tora.  

                                                           
16 Yeshayahu 3:18-23 (Because Jewish women acted haughtily, God Promises to take away those things that 
contribute to their inappropriate attitude:) 

18 In that day the Lord will take away the bravery of their anklets, and the fillets, and the crescents; 19 
the pendants, and the bracelets, and the veils; 20 the headtires, and the armlets, and the sashes, and the 
corselets, and the amulets; 21 the rings, and the nose-jewels; 22 the aprons, and the mantelets, and the 
cloaks, and the girdles; 23 and the gauze robes, and the fine linen, and the turbans, and the mantles. 


