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Soul Money

One of the 613 commandments of the 
Torah commands all Jewish males above 
the age of Bar Mitzvah to contribute a half-
shekel each year to the Temple. All the 
public sacrifices that are brought in the 
Temple in the course of the year are 
purchased from the accumulated funds.

For the purposes of the half-shekel 
commandment, the year renews itself on 
the first day of Nisan – the month of the 
Redemption, the first month the Israelites 
counted after being instructed to start a new
calendar based on the lunar cycle just prior 
to the exodus from Egypt. From the first of 
Nisan, only offerings purchased from the 
fresh half-shekel contributions are 
acceptable. The half-shekels that fund the 
offerings of the following year must 
therefore reach the hands of the overseers 
by the first of Nisan.

During Temple times, an announcement to 
bring the half-shekels was issued each year
on the first day of Adar, a month prior to the
due date. Reminiscent of this custom, we 
read the Torah section that contains this 
commandment – the first chapter of Parshat
Ki Tisa, known as Parshat Shkalim – on the
Shabbat just before Rosh Chodesh Adar. 
[In a leap year we read it just prior to the 
second Adar]

THE SHEKEL OF FIRE
It is a pretty straightforward commandment 
as Torah commandments go. The sum is 
unambiguous, the date is clear; there is 
nothing that seems complex. Yet there must
be more to this commandment than it first 
appears:

Rabbi Meir said, "The Holy One 
pulled out a coin of fire from 
underneath his glorious throne 
and showed it to Moses." 
(Jerusalem Talmud, Shkalim, 
46b)

Apparently there was something very 
difficult to understand about this 
commandment. God had to demonstrate 
the coin personally to ensure that Moses 
would fully grasp the significance of this half
shekel. What could be so obscure about a 
commandment that involves nothing more 
than the donation of a simple coin?

We find another provocative reference to 
these half-shekels in the Book of Esther:

"If it pleases the King, let it be 
recorded that they be destroyed; 
and I will pay ten thousand silver 
talents (shekels) ... to the King's 
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treasury." (Esther 3:9)

Reish Lakish said: "It was known
to the One Who spoke and 
brought the world into being that 
Haman would expend Shekels to
destroy Israel, therefore he made
sure that their (Jewish) Shekels 
preceded his (Haman's) Shekels.
It is written that on the first day of
Adar an announcement is issued
regarding the bringing of 
Shekels." (Talmud, Megillah 13b)

In some mysterious fashion, our half 
Shekels are required to serve as a 
counterweight to Haman's Shekels. We 
would be lost without their protection. [See 
Tosefoth, Megilah 16a, who works out the 
balance in terms of the numbers] What 
does all this information signify?

SHEKEL AS SYMBOL
The Shekel symbolizes all money.

Although a phenomenon of the physical 
world, money has some spiritual attributes. 
For one thing, money is the primary social 
unifier. According to social contract theory, 
we human beings organize ourselves into 
societies as a survival device. Without 
social co-operation and integration, every 
individual would have to worry about 
providing himself with food, shelter, 
clothing, security, education and 
entertainment, clearly an impossible task. 
By organizing ourselves into groups and 
pooling our resources, we allow each 
person to specialize at one particular task 
thus ensuring that we all survive. Some 
people worry about food others are placed 
in charge of shelter etc., and we exchange 

our products with each other.

This type of barter system requires an 
efficient medium of exchange to make it 
work. There must be some way to 
determine the amount of food that equals a 
suit of clothing, and how much food and 
clothing should be offered in exchange for 
security or entertainment. Money is the 
medium of exchange that we have invented
to meet this need.

The literal translation of the word shekel in 
Hebrew is "weight." The relative weight of 
all things is decided by the monetary value 
attached to them. The determination of the 
monetary value of services allows for the 
establishment of social harmony, provided 
all people are in substantial agreement 
regarding the fairness of the values that are
set.

For example, if soldiers feel that their 
services are undervalued, and they are not 
receiving a fair exchange for their 
contribution, there is a danger that society 
will implode. Throughout human history it is 
disgruntled armies that have most 
frequently destroyed the old social order 
and replaced it with a new one. This type of
occurrence is still quite common in South 
America.

Social harmony is a function of widespread 
satisfaction with the reliability of the 
monetary system and its ability to 
accurately weigh and balance the value of 
goods and services, so that the great 
majority of people feel satisfied that they 
are receiving a fair exchange for their 
contribution.

2



Alternative systems that have been 
attempted throughout history – such as 
communism, where compensation was 
separated from the value of the individual's 
social contribution – have simply not 
worked. Only the translation of goods and 
services into money by the free market has 
worked as a principle of social unity over 
the ages.

DETERMINING SPIRITUAL 
VALUE
But while money has always functioned 
efficiently to establish the exchange value 
of physical goods and services to 
everyone's satisfaction, it has never worked
well as a determinant of the value of 
spiritual inputs.

The great moral philosophers of history 
have rarely been fairly compensated for the
inspiration they provided society with their 
theories and ideas. We are all familiar with 
the stereotyped image of the talented artist 
who starves unrecognized in a garret for 
the greater part of his life even as he 
creates the priceless masterpieces that still 
enrich our lives many centuries after his 
death.

The free market is notoriously poor at 
assigning a proper value to spiritual 
commodities. Great paintings that can only 
be obtained for astronomic sums can be 
picked up for pennies before the artist 
becomes famous.

Because spirituality is not a necessity of life
in a secular society, this lack of efficiency at
valuating spiritual commodities does not 
seriously affect social harmony. But 

suppose we were to organize an entire 
society for purely spiritual aims. Money 
would obviously be a very poor means of 
fairly evaluating the spiritual goods and 
services, a process that would be essential 
for the unification of such a society.

Jewish society was organized for precisely 
such a spiritual purpose. In the prelude to 
the Covenant of Sinai, God declares:

"And now, if you hearken well to 
Me and observe My covenant, 
you shall be to Me the most 
beloved treasure of all peoples, 
for Mine is the entire world. You 
shall be to Me a kingdom of 
priests and a holy nation." 
(Exodus 19:5-6)

Nevertheless, we find that the great Sages 
of Israel were often poverty stricken. For 
example: Rabbi Chanina ben Dosa (see 
Talmud, Brochot 17b), Rabbi Yehoshua 
(see Talmud Brachot 28a) and Rabbi Akiva 
(see Talmud, Ketubot, 63a). It seems that 
even in spiritual societies money is little 
more efficient at evaluating spiritual 
products than in purely secular societies. If 
we nevertheless find spiritual harmony 
among the Jewish people as a spiritual 
entity, its existence points to an alternative 
unifying device that must be at work.

DETERMINING SOCIAL 
STATUS
In a secular society organized around social
contract theory, individual wealth roughly 
corresponds to the amount of physical 
goods and services that individuals provide 
society. The greater contributors of goods 
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and services to the social welfare end up 
with greater wealth than those that 
contribute less. We are not surprised to find
that wealth is also associated with social 
status; the people with greater amounts of 
wealth tend to be those who make greater 
contributions to the physical welfare of all 
human beings and are therefore deserving 
of greater honor. Wealth, status and honor 
tend to correspond.

In a society organized around spirituality, 
wealth and social status are divorced from 
one another. Generally speaking, people 
who excel spiritually tend to be uninterested
in money; there is even a loose negative 
correlation between money and status in 
such a society. When Israel was spiritually 
healthy, there was absolutely no connection
between a person's wealth and his position 
in society. The great sages of Israel were 
and still are universally admired and 
listened to despite the humility of their 
physical circumstances.

UNDERSTANDING 
HAMAN'S SHEKELS
We have now laid the foundation that will 
help us appreciate the significance of 
Haman's Shekels.

Haman rose to prominence under the rule 
of King Ahasuerus, the ruler of the Medean 
(Persian) Empire that extended over 127 
countries. This same King Ahasuerus was 
not of royal lineage; he was an immensely 
wealthy individual and he purchased his 
power with money. (See Talmud, Megilla, 
11a.) The Book of Esther begins with a 
lengthy description of the party he threw in 

the third year of his reign, a party whose 
entire purpose was to impress his subjects 
with the vastness of his wealth. (See Esther
1:4.)

Later in the story, this same monarch 
elevates one of his ministers, Haman, to 
such a lofty height, that a command is 
issued that mandates everyone to bow 
down to him. (See Esther 3:1.) Haman's 
rise in status is also related to money. The 
Midrash informs us that Haman was one of 
the wealthiest people who ever lived and 
that Ahasuerus elevated him because of his
immense wealth. The clash of cultures that 
resulted in the edict of destruction against 
the Jewish people was triggered by 
Mordechai's refusal to obey the edict to 
bow to Haman. In a sense, the entire 
Esther story revolves around a clash of 
values concerning the importance of 
money.

We have pointed out many times in the 
course of these essays that the Torah does 
not spend time discussing the plans and 
ambitions of primitive people, nor does it 
treat such people with any respect. The 
people described in the Esther story 
created the background for a potential 
Holocaust that was only miraculously 
aborted at the last minute. We still celebrate
the defeat of Haman after all these 
centuries on the Festival of Purim indicating
that the thwarting of his evil designs 
remains relevant to us after all these 
centuries. We can be sure that neither 
Ahasuerus nor Haman was primitive or 
stupid.
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KING AHASUERUS: THE 
REAL STORY
Ahasuerus came to power 70 years after 
the destruction of the Temple. The prophets
had foretold that the Babylonian Exile would
last for no longer than 70 years and the 
Jews would be redeemed from exile when 
they were up. As they were all familiar with 
this prophecy, both the Babylonians and the
Persians who took over the empire 
attempted to avoid starting up with the 
Jewish people until they were certain that 
the Redeemer was not coming and that 
God had abandoned the Jewish people for 
good in exile.

The Talmud recounts how all the tyrants 
who ruled over the Jews waited out what 
they reckoned to be the full seventy years; 
it turned out that they were all mistaken 
regarding the correct manner to count the 
seventy years. The redeemer actually 
arrived right on schedule. (See Talmud, 
Megila 11b.) Ahasuerus waited longer than 
the others but even he finally felt safe in 
concluding that the 70-year deadline had 
passed and that the Redeemer was simply 
not coming.

But Ahasuerus also perceived an 
implication of the failure of the Redeemer to
arrive that no one else seemed to have 
noticed. He realized that the abandonment 
of the Jewish people in exile meant that 
God had withdrawn His Presence from the 
world. There was therefore a new world 
order.

Ahasuerus had the opportunity to introduce 
a new unifying principle that would leave 
him in control of a global empire. God was 

the predominant force in human history up 
until this time. The worship of God and the 
interest in spirituality that was its inevitable 
companion dominated human ideas, and 
was the basic unifying principle in human 
affairs.

Mankind was united by the principle of 
worship. The entire Torah is replete with 
injunctions and warnings against the 
worship of idols. Worship of other gods was
the prime cause of assimilation. The fact 
that each people had its own unique way of 
worshipping God does not defeat the 
principle of god-worship as a unifying 
principle. All men were focused on the 
same goal, to interrelate successfully with 
the Divine.

But this entire world of worship was now at 
an end. The God of Israel who was the 
ultimate source of all the local Divinities that
people worshipped [see Maimonides, Yad 
Hachazaka, Laws of Idol Worship, Ch.1] 
had abandoned the physical world for good.
Mankind needed a new unifying principle.

THE NEW UNITY
Although Haman's plans were ultimately 
frustrated and the Esther saga ended 
triumphantly, in many ways this analyses 
was right on target. While the redemption 
finally did arrive and the second Temple 
was duly built, God has never fully returned;
He no longer rests His Presence 
(Shechinah) among us. He no longer 
communicates with us through His chosen 
prophets. We have no open manifestation 
of His presence in the physical world.

Ahasuerus proposed to introduce a secular 
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social contract organized around the idea of
wealth and money to replace God worship 
as the new unifying principle. His plan to 
annihilate the Jews was frustrated, but the 
new world order he introduced is still with 
us.

We are all familiar with the underlying idea 
of Ahasuerus' unifying principle. If all men 
pooled their resources together intelligently 
and we learned to exploit the bounties of 
nature, every man would be assured of a 
steadily increasing standard of living 
through ever-increasing human productivity.
There would no longer be any need for 
Divine intervention.

In the past man had to turn to God for more
bounty if he wanted to be better off. But 
money is potentially such a superb unifying 
principle that it can eliminate the need to 
worship God almost entirely. We can 
improve our own lot without His assistance 
or intervention. (In conjunction with this idea
here is an ironic observation; the American 
greenback, the quintessential symbol of 
money in modern times is inscribed with the
motto 'In God we trust.')

What better human symbol can there be to 
represent the new order than the world's 
richest man, who rose to dizzying heights 
through his own creative drive, Haman? He 
was the perfect person to embody the new 
dream of a secular Utopia. So much for the 
events of the Esther story as seen from the 
non-Jewish side.

INTERNAL UPHEAVAL
Simultaneously with these events in the 
secular world, an upheaval of major 

proportions was taking place among the 
Jews.

Nachmanides presents it thus (Talmud, 
Sabbath 88a); the Jews of Persia had 
decided that the covenant made at Sinai 
had come to its conclusion. God had kicked
the Jews out of Israel. In the circumstances 
of exile, continuing to observe the 
commandments was simply not practical. In
a secular world, the Jews had to adjust to a 
new reality.

Shmuel said: "Ten 
representatives [of the Jewish 
people] came and sat before the 
prophet. [Ezekiel] He told them, 
'Repent.' They answered him, 'A 
slave that was sold by his 
master, or a wife who was 
divorced by her husband, do 
they have any attachment left to 
each other?' God said to the 
prophet, 'Tell them: "Where is 
your document of divorce that I 
sent you, or where are the 
creditors to whom I sold you. It 
was for your sins that you were 
sold, and for your rebelliousness 
that you were sent away. "(Isaiah
50) ... "What you are thinking will
never come to pass! That you 
say, 'We will be as other nations, 
like the families of the earth, we 
shall also serve trees and 
stones.' 'By my life,' says the 
Lord God, 'If I will not rule you 
with a strong hand and an 
outstretched arm, and pouring 
anger if need be.'" (Ezekiel 20) 
(Talmud, Sanhedrin, 105a)

This problem has plagued the Jewish 
people ever since. In a world where we are 
not under the protective umbrella of the 
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Divine presence, it has always been difficult
to remain an observant Jew. Countless 
Jews have abandoned observance over the
ages on the grounds of practicality. As a 
result, we have suffered the tribulationof 
countless Haman's unfortunately often 
without any triumphant conclusion.

Mordechai symbolizes the Torah Jew who 
remains steadfast to Torah values in a 
changing world. His refusal to bow to 
Haman is the refusal to adjust to the new 
world order. For Mordechai the world never 
changes. He can always perceive the 
Presence of God even when worship is no 
longer the prevailing culture. As Mordechai 
was a leader of his people who, to their 
great credit, neither rejected him or made 
any attempt to officially distance 
themselves from him, Haman decided that 
the entire Jewish people would have to go 
so that the new world order could be 
successfully implemented. Because we 
stood unified behind our leader Mordechai, 
we prevailed.

THE FIERY HALF-SHEKEL
We can finally return to the commandment 
of the half-Shekel.

The special grace of spiritual societies is 
that they do not value people according to 
any physical standard. People are valued 
according to how much they contribute to 
the spiritual welfare of their society rather 
than on the basis of the size of their 
material contribution.

In Hebrew the numerical value of the word 
shekel, meaning "weight", or "money," is 
430, equivalent to the numerical value of 

the word nefesh, meaning "soul," which is 
also 430. The commandment to contribute 
the half Shekel has to be understood in the 
light of this hidden correspondence. It is 
actually an injunction to employ money, one
of the physical resources of the world, to 
achieve atonement for one's soul. (See 
Exodus 30:12.)

Moses found this idea conceptually difficult.
What do money and soul have to do with 
each other? Spirituality and interest in 
money seem to be mutually exclusive. 
Giving half a shekel hardly constitutes a 
great personal sacrifice, so how can it 
possibly be understood as atonement?

The image of a fiery coin from beneath 
God's throne was presented in response to 
Moses' bewilderment. The commandment 
to give the half-shekel is to be understood 
as a dismissal of money as the principle of 
unity.

REJECTING MONEY
In a society where a person is valued 
according to the size of his contribution in 
goods and services, people never weigh 
the same. The fairest way to tax people is 
to assess each person according to his 
means. All goods and services are valued 
in terms of money, so the wealthy naturally 
possess a greater share of the social pie. 
When society as a whole has to pay for 
something, the wealthy must contribute 
their proportionate share. If a democratic 
secular society ever needed to impose a 
spiritual tax to raise money for the offering 
of a communal sacrifice, this tax would be 
graduated like any other.
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God displayed the image of the fiery half-
shekel to teach Moses to relate to people 
as sources of light. The word nefesh, which 
equals the numerical value of the word 
"shekel," also forms an acrostic for the word
ner, meaning "lamp"; Ner, the stand, 
shemen, the "oil," and psilo, the "wick" – 
each person's soul is a repository of the 
Divine flame that originates in God's throne.

A lamp is only the vehicle that holds the 
flame; the brightness of the light it sheds is 
the lamp's most important feature; the 
humblest lamp is more worthy than the 
most expensive if it gives off the brighter 
flame.

All Jews are lamps; they are the carriers of 
the Divine flame and they were given the 
task to light up the world. Fusing all the 
individual Jewish flames into a single fire 
whose intense luminosity can dispel the 
darkness of the world forms the social unity 
of the Congregation of Israel. The spiritual 
services associated with the maintenance 
of this fused national fire may cost only half 
a shekel per person, but that is because the
lamp is never important per se; its 
significance is only in that it sustains the 
fire.

Our present Diaspora is extremely similar to
the one described in the Book of Esther. 
We also live in a materialistic society that 
measures the quality of life in terms of the 
goods and services at the disposal of 
individual citizens. Such an exile always 
raises the specter of the threat of 
overindulgence in the 'party':

The students of Rabbi Shimon 
bar Yochai asked him: "Why did 

the Jews of that generation 
deserve to be placed under an 
edict of destruction?" He told 
them: "You know the answer." 
They told him: "Because they 
went to enjoy the party of 
Ahasuerus." (Talmud, Megila 
12a)

Jews are the repositories of God's flame. 
We must not lose ourselves in the 
enjoyment of the party served up by our 
wealthy and materialistic society. Our job is 
to light up the materialistic darkness with 
the bright light of God's spiritual flame. 
When we sit with abandon at Ahasurerus' 
table we risk our own destruction. Our half 
shekels take precedence over Haman's 
only as long as they are employed to 
sustain the holy flame.

The Dangling Conversation

Moshe was the greatest teacher the Jewish
People ever had, and that was his lasting 
legacy. He has been known for millennia as
"Moshe Rabenu," Moshe our Master 
Teacher - not Moshe the king, or the 
redeemer; he was, above all the other roles
he filled, the quintessential teacher - even 
though he led our ancestors out of 
bondage, navigated the path to the 
Promised Land, represented us and 
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pleaded on our behalf, and so much more.

This week's Torah reading begins with what
may be the quintessential teaching 
moment, which presented itself after 
several months that were perhaps too 
eventful, too exciting: The Israelites had left
Egypt, had witnessed countless miracles, 
had fought a war against Amalek, had 
received the Torah and experienced a level 
of prophecy never before known to 
mankind; some of them then went on to 
commit the colossal error of the golden calf 
- all in the space of a few short months. The
fate and future of the Jewish People hung 
in the balance, and Moshe's prayers on 
their behalf were accepted. God forgave 
them, and Moshe was invited to return to 
the mountaintop, and to receive new 
Tablets of Testimony to replace the Tablets 
that had been shattered when the nation 
sinned.

Now, upon his descent, Moshe finally has 
an opportunity to teach the assembled 
nation. There is a great deal of material to 
cover; God had given him so many laws, so
many concepts and details, on his various 
trips to the summit, and Moshe is faced with
an educational and spiritual challenge: 
Where to begin?

Moshe's first lesson is Shabbat:

Moshe then gathered the whole 
Israelite community and said to 
them: These are the things that 
God has commanded you to do: 
On six days work may be done, 
but on the seventh day you shall 
have a Sabbath of complete rest,
holy to God; whoever does any 
work on it shall be put to death. 

You shall kindle no fire 
throughout your settlements on 
the Sabbath day. (Shmot 35:1-3)

While there may be many reasons why, of 
all things, Moshe chose Shabbat for their 
first topic of study, it is worth recalling that 
the laws of Shabbat were the final topic 
covered by God before He handed Moshe 
the first set of Tablets.

And God said to Moshe: Speak 
to the Israelite People and say: 
You must keep My Sabbaths, for 
this is a sign between Me and 
you throughout the ages, that 
you may know that God has 
consecrated you. You shall keep 
the Sabbath, for it is holy for you.
He who profanes it shall be put 
to death. Whoever does work on 
it, that person shall be cut off 
from among his nation. Six days 
may work be done, but on the 
seventh day there shall be a 
Sabbath of complete rest, holy to
God; whoever does work on the 
Sabbath day shall be put to 
death. The Israelite people shall 
keep the Sabbath, observing the 
Sabbath throughout the ages as 
a covenant for all time; it shall be
a sign for all time between Me 
and the People of Israel, for in 
six days God made heaven and 
earth, and on the seventh day 
He ceased from work and was 
refreshed. When He finished 
speaking with him on Mount 
Sinai, He gave Moshe the two 
Tablets of the Covenant, stone 
tablets inscribed with the finger 
of God. (Shmot 31:12-18)

The repetition of the laws of Shabbat, 
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though, is not a literary device; something 
far more important than narrative style lies 
behind the choice of Moshe's first lesson 
plan.

Let us consider the timing: The laws of 
Shabbat were the last to be communicated 
by God to Moshe before He ordered him to 
return to the camp and contend with the sin 
of the golden calf. It stands to reason, then, 
that the laws of Shabbat were spoken and 
Moshe was given the Tablets at the very 
same time as the people down below were 
forming and worshiping the golden calf. The
stark disparity between the two scenes - the
summit and the base of Mount Sinai - 
should be considered when we read the 
verses with which God introduced the 
observance of Shabbat to Moshe. A "split 
screen view" of events makes God's words 
concerning Shabbat observance even more
meaningful, and somewhat intriguing:

The Children of Israel shall keep 
the Sabbath, observing the 
Sabbath throughout the ages as 
a covenant for all time: it shall 
be a sign for all time between 
Me and the People of Israel.

Despite God's later threat to eradicate the 
entire nation, despite the enormity of the sin
the people were committing at that very 
moment, God was establishing the ground 
rules for an eternal covenant with the 
Jewish People, and the symbol of that 
covenant: Shabbat. As the people at the 
foot of Mount Sinai were sinning, God 
revealed to Moshe that the Jewish People 
will keep Shabbat forever - which, by 
extension, means that Jewish People will 
be equally eternal.

But God adds another piece of information: 
Desecration of Shabbat is punishable by 
death. Those who had worshipped the 
golden calf, as well as those who stood by 
passively and silently, deserved a death 
sentence. They had trampled the first two of
the Ten Commandments, but at the very 
moment they should have been sentenced 
to eradication, God taught that anyone who 
observes the Shabbat will be spared. 
Anyone who testifies, through their Shabbat
observance, that God, and not some man-
made idol, created and sustains the 
universe, actively repudiates the golden calf
and all it stands for. God created the 
remedy at the very moment the ailment was
ravaging the camp.

The renowned Hebrew essayist Ahad 
Ha'am (Asher Ginsberg, 1856-1927) 
remarked that "more than the Jews kept 
Shabbat, Shabbat kept the Jews." This 
astute comment is a very potent religious, 
sociological and cultural observation, but 
Ahad Ha'Am missed the additional aspect 
of biblical exegesis: God declared that the 
covenant with the Jewish People, with 
Shabbat as its most potent marker, would, 
in fact, be upheld throughout the 
generations. The Jews would survive the 
golden calf episode, and would bear eternal
testimony to God's creation of heaven and 
earth.

This, then was the content of Moshe's first 
lesson to the Jewish People: Shabbat, the 
most central expression of our eternal 
covenant with God. For the people who 
stood at the foot of Mount Sinai and 
received this first lesson from Moshe, the 
message was even stronger: Despite the 
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golden calf, despite the fact that they 
deserved to be expunged from the pages of
history, they were given a method of both 
reaffirming and proving their belief in God. 
Shabbat observance was given to us in 
order to elevate the six days of the working 
week and allow us to identify with and 
emulate God. Shabbat, for the Jews in the 
desert and for every Jew ever since, has 
been the sign of our fidelity to God, of our 
covenant with Him. From the generation 
that survived the golden calf debacle to the 
present day, Shabbat is saved us, and 
continues to save us, when the future looks 
bleak.

Mirrors of Love

The Torah in Parshat Vayakhel, which 
describes the making of the Mishkan, goes 
out of its way to emphasize the role women 
played in it:

The men accompanied the 
women, and those who wanted 
to make a donation brought 
bracelets, earrings, finger rings, 
and body ornaments, all made of
gold. (Ex. 35:22)

Every skilled woman put her 
hand to spinning, and they [all] 
brought the spun yarn of sky-

blue wool, dark red wool, 
crimson wool and fine linen. 
Highly skilled women volunteers 
also spun the goats' wool. 
(35:25-26). Every man and 
woman among the Israelites who
felt an urge to give something for
all the work that God had 
ordered through Moses, brought 
a donation for God. (Ex. 35:29)

Indeed the emphasis is even greater than it 
seems in translation, because of the 
unusual locution in verse 22, Vayavo-u ha-
anashim al hanashim, which implies that 
the women came to make their donations 
first, and the men merely followed their lead
(Ibn Ezra, Ramban, Rabbenu Bachye).

This is all the more striking since the Torah 
implies that the women refused to 
contribute to the making of the Golden Calf 
(see the commentaries to Ex. 32:2). The 
women had a sense of judgment in the 
religious life – what is true worship, and 
what false – that the men lacked.

Kli Yakar (R. Shlomo Ephraim Luntschitz, 
1550 -1619) makes the further point that 
since the Tabernacle was an atonement for 
the Golden Calf, the women had no need to
contribute at all, since it was the men not 
the women who needed atonement. None 
the less, women gave, and did so before 
the men.

Most moving, though, by far is the cryptic 
verse:

He [Betzalel] made the copper 
washstand and its copper base 
out of the mirrors of the 
dedicated women [ha-tzove'ot] 
who congregated at the entrance
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of the Communion Tent. (Ex. 
38:8)

The sages (in Midrash Tanhuma) told a 
story about this. This is how Rashi tells it:

Israelite women owned mirrors, 
which they would look into when 
they adorned themselves. Even 
these [mirrors] they did not hold 
back from bringing as a 
contribution toward the Mishkan, 
but Moses rejected them 
because they were made for 
temptation [i.e., to inspire lustful 
thoughts]. The Holy One, 
blessed is He, said to him, 
"Accept [them], for these are 
more precious to Me than 
anything because through them 
the women set up many legions 
[i.e., through the children they 
gave birth to] in Egypt." When 
their husbands were weary from 
back-breaking labour, they [the 
women] would go and bring them
food and drink and give them to 
eat. Then they [the women] 
would take the mirrors and each 
one would see herself with her 
husband in the mirror, and she 
would seduce him with words, 
saying, "I am more beautiful than
you." And in this way they 
aroused their husbands' desire 
and would be intimate with them,
conceiving and giving birth there,
as it is said: "Under the apple 
tree I aroused you" (Song 8:5). 
This is [the meaning of] what is 
bemar'ot hatzove'ot [lit., the 
mirrors of those who set up 
legions]. From these [the 
mirrors], the washstand was 
made.

The story is this. The Egyptians sought not 
merely to enslave, but also to put an end to,
the people of Israel. One way of doing so 
was to kill all male children. Another was 
simply to interrupt normal family life. The 
people, both men and women, were 
labouring all day. At night, says the 
Midrash, they were forbidden to return 
home. They slept where they worked. The 
intention was to destroy both privacy and 
sexual desire, so that the Israelites would 
have no more children.

The women realised this, and decided to 
frustrate Pharaoh's plan. They used mirrors 
to make themselves attractive to their 
husbands. The result was that intimate 
relations resumed. The women conceived 
and had children (the "legions" referred to 
in the word tzove'ot). Only because of this 
was there a new generation of Jewish 
children. The women, by their faith, courage
and ingenuity, secured Jewish survival.

The Midrash continues that when Moses 
commanded the Israelites to bring offerings 
to make the tabernacle, some brought gold,
some silver, some bronze, some jewels. But
many of the women had nothing of value to 
contribute except the mirrors they had 
brought with them from Egypt. These they 
brought to Moses, who recoiled in disgust. 
What, he thought, have these cheap 
objects, used by women to make 
themselves look attractive, to do with the 
sanctuary and the sacred? God rebuked 
Moses for daring to think this way, and 
ordered him to accept them.

The story is powerful in itself. It tells us, as 
do so many other midrashim, that without 
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the faith of women, Jews and Judaism 
would never have survived. But it also tells 
us something absolutely fundamental to the
Jewish understanding of love in the 
religious life.

In his impressive recent book Love: A 
History (2011) the philosopher Simon May 
writes: "If love in the Western world has a 
founding text, that text is Hebrew." Judaism 
sees love as supremely physical and 
spiritual. That is the meaning of "You shall 
love the Lord your God with all your heart 
and all your soul and all your might" (Deut. 
6:5). This is not the language of meditation 
or contemplation, philosophical or mystical. 
It is the language of passion.

Even the normally cerebral Maimonides 
writes this about the love of God:

What is the love of God that is 
befitting? It is to love God with a 
great and exceeding love, so 
strong that one's soul shall be 
knit up with the love of God, such
that it is continually enraptured 
by it, like a lovesick individual 
whose mind is never free from 
passion for a particular woman 
and is enraptured by her at all 
times … Even intenser should be
the love of God in the hearts of 
those who love Him. They should
be enraptured by this love at all 
times. (Laws of Repentance, 
10:5)

This is the love we find in passages like 
Psalm 63:2, "My soul thirsts for you, my 
body longs for you, in a dry and weary land 
where there is no water." Only because the 
sages thought about love this way, did they 
take it for granted that The Song of Songs –

an extremely sensual series of love poems 
– was about the love between God and 
Israel. Rabbi Akiva called it "the holy of 
holies" of religious poetry.

It was Christianity, under the influence of 
classical Greece, that drew a distinction 
between eros (love as intense physical 
desire) and agape (a calm, detached love 
of humanity-in-general and things-in-
general) and declared the second, not the 
first, to be religious. It was this self-same 
Greek influence that led Christianity to read 
the story of Adam and Eve and the 
forbidden fruit as a story of sinful sexual 
desire – an interpretation that should have 
no place whatsoever in Judaism.

Simon May speaks about the love of God in
Judaism as being characterised by "intense
devotion; absolute trust; fear of his power 
and presence; and rapturous, if often 
questioning, absorption in his will ... Its 
moods are a combination of the piety of a 
vassal, the intimacy of friends, the fidelity of
spouses, the dependence of a child, the 
passion of lovers ..." He later adds, "The 
widespread belief that the Hebrew Bible is 
all about vengeance and 'an eye for an 
eye,' while the Gospels supposedly invent 
love as an unconditional and universal 
value, must therefore count as one of the 
most extraordinary misunderstandings in all
of Western history."

The Midrash dramatises this contrast 
between eros and agape as an argument 
between God and Moses. Moses believes 
that closeness to God is about celibacy and
purity. God teaches him otherwise, that 
passionate love, when offered as a gift to 
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God, is the most precious love of all. This is
the love we read about in Shir ha-Shirim. It 

is the love we hear in Yedid Nefesh,1 the 
daring song we sing at the beginning and 
toward the end of Shabbat. When the 
women offered God the mirrors through 
which they aroused their husbands' love in 
the dark days of Egypt, God told Moses, 
"These are more precious to Me than 
anything else." The women understood, 
better than the men, what it means to love 
God "with all your heart and all your soul 
and all your might."

1. Yedid nefesh is usually attributed to Rabbi Elazar ben 
Moshe Azikri (1533-1600). However Stefan Reif (The 
Hebrew Manuscripts at Cambridge University Libraries, 
1997, p. 93) refers to an earlier appearance of the song
in a manuscript by Samuel ben David ben Solomon, 
dated circa 1438. 

Shabbat and Torah Learning

Shemos, 35:1-2: “And Moshe 
gathered all the assembly of the 
Children of Israel, and he said to 
them, ‘these are the matters that 
Hashem commanded, to do 
them. Six days you will do work, 
and the seventh will be holy to 
you, a Shabbat Shabbaton to 
Hashem, whoever does work on 
it will die.”
Yalkut Shimoni, Vayakhel, 1: 
“The Holy One, Blessed is He, 
said to Moshe, ‘Make yourselves

into groups, and teach them in 
public the law of Shabbat…”

The Torah Portion begins with Moshe 
gathering together the Jewish people to 
command them about the Tabernacle. The 
word used to describe this gathering is, 
‘Vayakhel’ which is barely used when 
describing Moshe’s addresses to the 
nation. The Torah then continues, before 
discussing the Tabernacle, with Moshe 
briefly mentioning the idea of Shabbat and 
the prohibition of Melacha. The Yalkut 

Shimoni1 addresses this juxtaposition of a 
gathering with Shabbat: It explains that God
was instructing Moshe to teach the laws of 
Shabbat to the Jewish people in groups. 
The question arises why is it with regard to 
Shabbat in particular that the Torah makes 
this juxtaposition?

One possible approach is that in many 
aspects, Shabbat is one of the areas of 
Torah where it is most important to 
encourage people to learn the laws, and an 
effective way of spreading these laws, is by 
teaching groups of people. Indeed, the 
Mishnah Berurah cites this Yalkut and 
stresses the importance of teaching these 
laws at the Third Meal of Shabbat, when 
people used to eat together. He notes, in a 
disapproving manner, that this was not the 

custom in his time.2 We will analyze a 
number of reasons why teaching about 
Shabbat, in particular was emphasized by 
the Torah.

In his introduction to third Section of the 
Mishnah Berurah which covers the laws of 
Shabbat, the Mishnah Berurah gives many 
reasons why one must learn the laws of 
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Shabbat. Firstly, he outlines different 
aspects in which flagrantly breaking 
Shabbat is treated with the utmost severity.

In the positive sense, the Sages speak 
extremely highly of one who observes 

Shabbat: The Gemara3 states that one who
keeps Shabbat correctly, is forgiven for all 
of his sins. In addition, Shabbat is 
described as being equal to all the Mitzvot 
to the extent that one who keeps Shabbat is

viewed as if he kept the whole Torah.4

The Chofetz Chaim then goes on to explain
that Shabbat is also a foundation of our 
belief in God, because it represents our 
recognition that God created the world. 
Hence, one who does not keep Shabbat is 
viewed as if he denied all the Torah, 
because it indicates that he does not truly 
believe in the Divine Creation.

He then addresses an attitude that it is 
enough to know that philosophical reasons 
behind Shabbat to be able to properly 
observe it, but he thoroughly dismantles 
this approach: He cites the verse in 

Proverbs: “To know wisdom and mussar”5, 
and the Midrash which derives from the 
verse that if a person has wisdom he can 
then learn mussar, but if he does not have 
wisdom, he cannot learn mussar. In the 
same vein, this means that if a person 
understands all the beautiful ideas about 
Shabbat, he still will not be able to properly 
observe it because he does not know the 
myriad laws that one must know in order to 
avoid unwittingly transgressing forbidden 
activity on Shabbat.

If a person does not learn the laws of 

Shabbat, it is inconceivable that he will 
even know what all the situations where 
desecration of Shabbat may result. One 
example is that it is not uncommon that a 
person will perform as simple an action as 
dabbing some water on a stain on his 
clothing on Shabbat. This is forbidden by 
the Torah according to all opinions. Another 
common area where people often do not 
know there is even a question is what is 
known as ‘Amira L’Akum’ – asking non-
Jews to perform forbidden activities for 
Jews on Shabbat. A person who has not 
learnt these laws may think that it is always 
permitted to ask a non-Jew to do a 
forbidden activity, but this is most 
definitively not the case. Moreover, as the 
Chofetz Chaim points out, if a person does 
know the details of the laws, then he will be 
able to navigate difficult situations to do 
them in a permitted way. For example, if a 
person does not know the laws of kneading 
(losh) he may be afraid to mix various foods
together, but if he has learnt the laws, he 
will know that under certain conditions it is 
permitted.

How can a person begin to approach 
learning the myriad laws of Shabbat? The 
Mishnah Berurah itself was written to 
enable people to learn the basic laws in a 
clear fashion. However, due to a variety of 
factors, it is not easy for most people to 
know the practical law just from learning the
Mishnah Berurah. There are a number of 
clear, easy to follow works in English and 

Hebrew that are very helpful to learn.6

1. The Yalkut continues to expound that we learn from 
here, that the community should also be gathered to 
discuss other laws, in particular the laws of Pesach. 

2. Mishnah Berurah, Volume 3, Simun 290, Sif kattan 6. 
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3. Shabbat, 118b. 
4. See Shemot Rabbah, 25:12. 
5. Proverbs, 1:2. Mussar is the term used to describe 

learning that is geared at self-growth. 
6. One fairly new book that is particularly useful is ‘Learn 

Hilchos Shabbos in Three Minutes a Day’ by Rabbi 
Daniel Braude. If a person would like to learn the laws 
in a deeper way, there are programs that go through the
laws of Shabbat in depth but presented in a very clear 
manner – for more information, be in touch with me on: 
Gefen123@smile.net.il. 
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