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Based on a class by Rabbi Alex Israel

Introduction (10 minutes)

Welcome to the Global Day of Jewish Learning!

This session will explore the place of beauty and desire within Judaism. Today’s discussion begins with the building 
of the Mishkan (Tabernacle), God’s dwelling place among the Israelites in the desert and the “place of meeting”. The 
Mishkan was built primarily using donated materials. During the Torah’s discussion of sacred vessels used in the 
Mishkan, we are introduced to the copper laver. This water basin was made of copper and used by the priests to wash 
their hands and feet before they performed their service. There is an unexpected detail in the description of the raw 
materials donated to create this copper laver, which was crafted by Bezalel, the chief artisan of the Mishkan. 

o  Read Texts #1 and #2 aloud.

Text #1: Exodus 30:17-20. Translation by Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz in The Steinsaltz Bible, forthcoming 
from Koren Publishers Jerusalem.

ם  ּנּו ֶאת־יְֵדיֶה֖ יו ִמֶּמ֑ ן ּוָבָנ֖ ֹ֥ ָּמה ָמֽיִם׃  ְוָרֲח֛צּו ַאֲהר ַח ְונַָתָּת֥ ָׁש֖ ין ַהִּמזְֵּב֔ ֶהל מֹוֵע֙ד ּוֵב֣ ֹ֤ ה ְונַָתָּת֣ אֹ֗תֹו ֵּבֽין־א ֶׁשת ְלָרְחָצ֑ ֹ֖ ֶׁשת ְוַכּ֥נֹו נְח ֹ֛ יָת ִּכּ֥יֹור נְח ר׃  ְוָעִׂש֜ ֹֽ ה ֵּלאמ ר ה׳ ֶאל־מֶֹׁש֥ ַויְַדֵּב֥
ה ַלֽה׳׃  יר ִאֶּׁש֖ ת ְלַהְקִט֥ ַח֙ ְלָׁשֵר֔ ם ֶאל־ַהִּמזְֵּב֙ תּו ֣אֹו ְבגְִׁשָּת֤ יִם ְוֹ֣לא יָֻמ֑ ד יְִרֲחצּו־ַמ֖ ֶהל מֹוֵע֛ ֹ֧ ם ֶאל־א ְוֶאת־ַרגְֵליֶהֽם׃  ְּבבָֹא֞

17 The Lord spoke to Moses, saying: 18 You shall make a Basin of copper and its base of copper, for washing; 
you shall place it between the Tent of Meeting and the altar and you shall put water there. 19 Aaron and his sons 
shall wash their hands and their feet from it. 20 Before their entry into the Tent of Meeting, they shall wash with 
water, and they will not die; or before their approach to the altar to serve, to burn a fire offering to the Lord.

Text #2: Exodus 38:8. Translation by Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz in The Steinsaltz Bible, forthcoming from 
Koren Publishers Jerusalem.

ֶהל מֹוֵעֽד׃ ֹ֥ ַתח א ר ָצְֽב֔אּו ֶּפ֖ ת ֲאֶׁש֣ ֹ֔ ְבא ֹ֣ ֶׁשת ְּבַמְראֹ֙ת ַהּצ ֹ֑ ת ַּכּ֣נֹו נְח ֶׁשת ְוֵא֖ ֹ֔ ת ַהִּכּ֣יֹור נְח ַעׂש ֵא֚  ַוּיַ֗

He [Bezalel] made the basin of copper and its base of copper, with the mirrors of the women who assembled at 
the entrance of the Tent of Meeting.

It is interesting to note that Text #2 specifies the source of the materials donated to the laver, something that is not 
mentioned with other Mishkan vessels. 

Note: Mirrors in ancient times were not made of glass but of burnished metal or polished onyx, to create a reflective 
surface. Copper, silver, gold and bronze were beaten into thin sheets and worked to flatness until you could see your 
face reflected in them. 

“The Mirrors of the Women”:  
Beauty, Desire and the Divine
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o Ask:

1. Why do you think the Bible mentions that the copper came from mirrors? 

2.  Does it make a difference from which mirrors the copper came? Why do you think the Torah specifically 
mentions that the mirrors came from this group of women?

3. Do you associate mirrors with something positive or negative? Why?

4. What separates beauty from vanity? Explain your thinking.

Part One: Vanity or Holiness? (20 minutes)

The copper of the mirrors came from “the women who assembled at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting”. Who were 
those women? Why did they donate their mirrors? Were their mirrors appropriate for use in a sanctuary?

Let’s compare the explanations two commentators offer to address these questions, and highlight the potential 
connection between vanity and holiness.

Rashi suggests that there is a deeper cultural history being described. Rashi lived in France in the 11th century. He is 
the most important commentator on the Bible and Talmud, and one of the most famous scholars in Jewish history. 

Text #3: Rashi. Commentary on Exodus 38:8.

 במראת הצבאת. ְבּנֹות יְִשָׂרֵאל ָהיּו ְביָָדן ַמְראֹות ֶשׁרֹואֹות ָבֵּהן ְכֶּשֵׁהן ִמְתַקְשּׁטֹות, ְוַאף אֹוָתן ֹלא ִעְכּבּו ִמְלָּהִביא ְלנְִדַבת ַהִמְּשָׁכּן, ְוָהיָה מֹוֵאס מֶֹשׁה ָבֵהן ִמְפּנֵי ֶשֲׁעׂשּויִם
ֹּל, ֶשַׁעל יְֵדיֶהם ֶהֱעִמידּו ַהנִָּשׁים ְצָבאֹות ַרּבֹות ְבִּמְצָריִם; ְכֶּשָׁהיּו ַבְעֵליֶהם יְגִֵעים ַבֲּעבֹוַדת ֶפֶּרְך, ָהיּו  ְליֵֶצר ָהָרע, ָאַמר לֹו ַהָקָּבּ”ה ַקֵבּל, ִכּי ֵאּלּו ֲחִביִבין ָעַלי ִמן ַהכ

 הֹוְלכֹות ּומֹוִליכֹות ָלֶהם ַמֲאָכל ּוִמְשֶׁתּה, ּוַמֲאִכילֹות אֹוָתם ְונֹוְטלֹות ַהַמְּראֹות, ְוָכל ַאַחת רֹוָאה ַעְצָמּה ִעם ַבְּעָלּה ַבַּמְּרָאה, ּוְמַשַׁדְּלּתֹו ִבְדָבִרים, לֹוַמר ֲאנִי נָָאה ִמְמָּך,
 ּוִמּתֹוְך ַכְּך ְמִביאֹות ְלַבְעֵליֶהן ִליֵדי ַתֲאָוה ְונִזְָקקֹות ָלֶהם ּוִמְתַעְבּרֹות ְויֹוְלדֹות ָשׁם... ְונֲַעָשׂה ַהִכּּיֹור ֵמֶהם, ֶשׁהּוא ָלׂשּום ָשׁלֹום ֵבּין ִאיׁש ְלִאְשּׁתֹו.

 OF THE MIRRORS OF THE HOSTS — The Israelite women possessed mirrors of copper into which במראת הצבאת (8)
they used to look when they adorned themselves. Even these they did not hesitate to bring as a contribution 
towards the Tabernacle. Now Moses was about to reject them since they were made to pander to their vanity, but 
the Holy One, blessed be He, said to him, “Accept them; these are dearer to Me than all the other contributions, 
because through them the women reared those huge hosts in Egypt!”
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For when their husbands were tired through the crushing labour they used to bring them food and drink and 
induced them to eat. Then they would take the mirrors, and each gazed at herself in her mirror together with 
her husband, saying endearingly to him, “See, I am handsomer than you!” Thus they awakened their husbands’ 
affection and subsequently became the mothers of many children...And it was for this reason that the laver was 
made of them (the mirrors) — because it served the purpose of promoting peace between man and wife.

o Ask:

1. According to Rashi, what were the mirrors used for?

2.  What do you think of Moses’s rejection of the mirrors for use in making a holy object? Why do you think he 
reacted the way he did?

3.  Rashi tells us that God said, “These are dearer to me than all the other contributions.” How does that change 
your impression of Moses’s response? How does it change your view of the mirrors’ purpose?

4. Consider Rashi’s story of the mirrors’ purpose in Egypt. What does this tell us about the function of beauty?

According to Rashi, Moses says that the mirrors were used for vanity and are therefore inappropriate for the Mishkan. 
God says to accept and cherish them because these mirrors were essential to the survival of the Jewish people. This 
text praises the women for using their beauty for the good of the nation.

Let us look at a completely different explanation from Rabbi Abraham Ibn Ezra (12th century, Spain), the great 
medieval commentator, philosopher and scholar.

Text #4: Ibn Ezra. Commentary on Exodus 38:8.

וטעם הצובאות. כי משפט כל הנשים להתיפות לראות פניהם בכל בקר במראות נחשת או זכוכית לתקן הפאדות שעל ראשיהם... והנה היו בישראל נשים עובדות 
השם שסרו מתאות זה העולם ונתנו מראותיהן נדבה כי אין להם צורך עוד להתיפות. רק באות יום יום אל פתח אוהל מועד להתפלל ולשמוע דברי המצות. 

וזהו אשר צבאו פתח אוהל מועד. כי היו רבות.

And the reason that the Torah says “הצובאות”, these crowds of women, is because women habitually look in the 
mirror — made of copper or glass — every morning to put their headdress into shape...Now, amongst the 
Israelites were certain women, dedicated to the service of God, who distanced themselves from worldly desire. 
They donated their mirrors to the Mishkan, as they had no further use for beautification. These women would 
come each day to the entrance of the Tent of Meeting to pray and to hear the details of the mitzvot. And these 
crowds near the entrance of the tent are the “הצובאות” referred to in the Torah.

o Ask:

1. According to Ibn Ezra, why did the women wish to donate their mirrors?

2. What are some other reasons why the women might have donated their mirrors?

3. How do Rashi and Ibn Ezra’s interpretations compare?

4. Which reason — Rashi’s or Ibn Ezra’s — makes more sense to you?
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Ibn Ezra says that there was a group of women who lived an ascetic existence, dedicating their lives to God. These women 
distanced themselves from beauty and worldly desires; they therefore no longer needed their mirrors. They gave up their mirrors, 
which were melted down in order to create a holy object, as an expression of their aspirations for a more holy existence.

Rashi and Ibn Ezra agree that the mirror is a tool of beauty, and that beauty is rooted in worldly, human desires. They 
differ on the purpose of that desire, and that difference opens up the complicated subject of the nature of desire.  
Taking Rashi’s view, beauty triggers desire, which is a necessary part of procreation. From Ibn Ezra’s perspective, 
concern with one’s own beauty — or vanity — is something to overcome or transcend in service of the divine. Both 
commentators understand that the impulses associated with the desire for beauty are part of the human condition. 
Sometimes we put our desires to holy/positive uses, while other times we may control or deny our desires in order to 
approach the holy. Regardless, we struggle with the pull of beauty and its resulting desires. 

Part Two: The Good of the “Evil Inclination”? (20 minutes)

Let’s look more closely at the ways Judaism addresses desire.

o  Read Text #5 in chavruta.

Chavruta is partnered learning. Learning with a friend or two allows you to share ideas and insights with one another  
as you read and discuss texts together. 

Text #5 is from the Babylonian Talmud. In it, the sages discuss a “fight” with two incarnations of “evil inclinations” — one for 
idol worship and the other for sinful sexual relations. They manage to kill the first one. Let’s look at what happens when they 
apprehend the second one. Read the text with your chavruta partner and discuss the questions together.

Text #5: Babylonian Talmud Yoma 69b. English translation [bold text] and commentary [plain text] by  
Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz in the Koren Talmud Bavli.
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 e Gemara maes a areneial observaion. Rav anina said: 
Learn from this a the seal of the Holy One, Blessed be He, is 
truth. 

In resonse o e indiaion o divine aeane, they observed 
a fast for three days and three nights, and He delivered e evil 
inlinaion to them. A form of a  ery lion cub came forth from 
the chamber of the Holy of Holies. Zearia the prophet said 
to the Jewish people:  is is the evil inclination for idol worship, 
as it is stated in e verse a reers o is even: �And he said: 

 is is the evil one� (Zearia : ).  e use o e word �is� 
indiaes a e evil inlinaion was ereived in a sial orm. 

When they caught hold of it one of its hairs fell, and it let out a 
shriek o ain that was heard for four hundred parasangs.  ey 
said: What sould we do o ill i? Perhaps, Heaven forfend, 
they will have mercy upon him from Heaven, sine i ries ou 
so mu.  e prophet said to them:  row it into a container 
made of lead and seal the opening with lead, since lead absorbs 
sound. As it is stated: �And he said:  is is the evil one. And he 
cast it down into the midst of the measure, and he cast a stone 
of lead upon its opening� (Zearia : ).  e ollowed is 
advie and were reed o e evil inlinaion or idol worsi.

Wen e saw a e evil inlinaion or idol worsi was de-
livered ino eir ands as e requesed, e Sages said: Since 
it is an auspicious time, let us pray also concerning the evil in-
clination for sin in e area o seual relaionsis.  ey prayed, 
and it was also delivered into their hands. 

Zearia e roe said to them: See and undersand that if 
you kill is evil inlinaion the world will be destroyed beause 
as a resul ere will also no longer be an desire o roreae.  e 
ollowed is warning, and insead o illing e evil inlinaion 
they imprisoned it for three days. A a ime, eole searched 
for a fresh egg throughout all of Eretz Yisrael and could not  nd 
one. Sine e inlinaion o rerodue was quased, e iens 
soed laing eggs.  ey said: What sould we do? I we kill it, 
the world will be destroyed. I we pray for half, i.e., a onl al 
is ower be annulled, noing will be aieved beause Heaven 
does not grant half gi  s, onl wole gi  s. Wa did e do?  ey 
gouged ou its eyes, e  eivel limiing is ower, and set it free. 
And is was e  ective o e een that a person is no longer 
aroused to ommi ines wi his lose relatives.

 e Gemara reurns o is disussion o e verse in Neemia 
ied above: In the West, i.e., Erez Yisrael, they taught e debae 
onerning e verse �e Lord, e grea God� as follows: Rav 
Giddel said: �Great� means that he ascribed greatness to Him 
by enuniaing God�s explicit name. And Rav Ma  ana said:  e 
reinsered e ollowing aellaions o God ino eir raers: 

�  e great, the mighty, and the awesome God� (Neemia : ). 

 e Gemara ommens:  is inerreaion a Rav Ma  ana 
said leans to, i.e., is onsonan wi, e eosiion of Rabbi
Yehoshua ben Levi. As Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said: Why are 
e Sages o ose generaions called the members of the Great 
Assembly? I is because they returned the crown o e Hol 
One, Blessed be He, to its former glor. How so? Moses came 
and said in is raer: �  e great, the mighty, and the awe-
some God� (Deueronom : ). Jeremiah e roe came 
and said: Gentiles, i.e., e minions o Nebuadnezzar, are ca-
rousing in His sanctuary; where is His awesomeness?  ereore, 
he did not say awesome in is raer: �  e grea God, e mig 
Lord o Hoss, is His name� ( Jeremia : ). Daniel came and 
said: Gentiles are enslaving His children; where is His might? 
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 Killing the evil inclination �   : Some 
explain that the Gemara�s description alludes to 
the measures taken by the members of the Great 
Assembly to curb the sinful activity that was wide-
spread during the First Temple era. Through the 
public teaching of Torah they succeeded in increas-
ing the people�s knowledge and commitment to 
the Torah, which was e ective in weaning them 
away from their desire for idolatry. Nevertheless, this 
was not enough to eliminate the people�s sexual 
passions. However, through several decrees govern-
ing the modesty of women in the home, they did 
succeed in reducing the desire to sin with close 
relatives (Ya�arot Devash).

 The great, the mighty, and the awesome �  
 : Jeremiah, who witnessed the destruc-

tion of the Temple, did not feel it appropriate to 
describe God as awesome. Daniel, who lived after 
the destruction and saw the enslavement of the 
Jewish people, ceased to describe God as mighty 
(Maharsha).
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o Ask:

1. What do the two “evil inclinations” have in common? How are they different?

2. Do you think this story supports Rashi’s view or Ibn Ezra’s view of beauty and desire? Why?

3.  The text makes a point of distinguishing between different “evil” inclinations. Why is it important that we don’t 
assign “evil” to all human desires/inclinations?

4.  What does it mean to “gouge out its eyes” when referring to the representation of sinful sexual behavior? Why 
are the eyes so important in this particular case?

o  Bring the group back together and ask a few chavruta pairs to share their answers.

This is a remarkable story about the “death” of human inclinations to do things they shouldn’t, which the sages call 
upon God to help them vanquish. God transforms those inclinations into a physical form which can be captured 
and killed. While idolatry seems easy enough to dispose of, removing the inclination for sinful sexual activity is more 
complicated. Killing it would mean also killing the desire to procreate, without which the human race would be finished. 
This seems to be consistent with Rashi’s comment that there is a necessary role played by desire and sexuality.

o Ask:

1. Is there a place within the spiritual for sexuality?

2.  Given the unintended “side-effect” of removing one of the “evil inclinations”, can humans be made holy? Can 
humans ever reach holiness or can we only aspire to it?

Desire is not inherently positive or negative — our impulses are kept in check by our self-awareness and by laws. 
We agree on what is appropriate behavior, and examine the undercurrents of temptation and sin in our own actions. 
Having impulses but not acting on them is not the same as removing those impulses all together. 

Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, the Rosh Yeshiva of Yeshiva University (from 1941–1986) and one of the greatest 
scholars of the 20th Century, provides insight into “forces” like those described in Text #5.

Text #6: Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik. Halakhic Man. 

When God engraved and carved out the world, he did not entirely eradicate the chaos and the void, the deep, the 
darkness, from the domain of his creation. Rather, he separated the complete, perfect existence from the forces 
of negation, confusion and turmoil and set up cosmic boundaries, eternal laws to keep them apart. Now Judaism 
affirms the principle of creation out of absolute nothingness. Therefore, the chaos and the void, the deep, the 
darkness, the relative nothingness must all have been fashioned by the Almighty before the creation of the orderly, 
beautiful, majestic world.

...However, the forces of relative nothingness at times exceed their bounds. They wish to burst forth out of the 
chains of obedience that the Almighty imposed upon them and seek to plunge the earth back into the chaos and 
the void. It is only the law that holds them back and bars the path before them.
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o Ask:

1. What is Rabbi Soloveitchik saying about forces and boundaries? What can keep forces within bounds?

2. How does this text inform your understanding of beauty and desire?

God created many primal forces, like the force of the ocean. Wherever there’s creativity, even holiness, there are forces 
that might not quite be controlled. Jewish laws and protocols can help us to establish and maintain boundaries. Law 
can help us create a civil, even holy, society.

Conclusion (10 minutes)

Rabbi Soloveitchik shows that laws help us contain the forces within ourselves. Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz goes 
a step further, noting that laws do not exist simply to quell or quash the forces of human nature, but instead leave 
room within the constraints of laws for those forces to be beneficial. One of the leading scholars of this century, Rabbi 
Steinsaltz is best known for his commentary on the entire Talmud and for his work on Jewish mysticism. Here, he 
writes about the challenges of acknowledging beauty: 

Text #7: Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz. “The Woman’s Role.” Teshuvah.

Tsni’ut (modesty of dress) does not mean monasticism. It does not require that a woman make herself ugly, nor does it 
presume lack of beauty to be a virtue...[We] sometimes misunderstand the verse “Grace is deceitful and beauty is vain, 
but a God-fearing woman shall be praised” (Proverbs 31:30) as a manifesto against pleasantness of appearance, or at 
least against the effort to look good. Beauty and grace are “in vain” in the sense that they are transient things, and there 
is more to life than the preoccupation with them. But inherently they are not bad...Beauty is a gift of God, and tsni’ut 
should not be understood as a denial of it. Rather it is a way of showing special appreciation for this gift as something 
precious and delicate that is not to be wasted by being paraded in the public eye.

o Ask:

1. Is there room for an emphasis on beauty within our service of God? How? 

2.  Do you think human desire can be sanctified and elevated, or is there a level of Godliness that can be reached 
only by rejecting one’s desires?

Do the mirrors have a place in the Mishkan? We could be led to think that beauty, desire and sexuality are good in 
our homes, but still inappropriate in the Mishkan. We think of the Mishkan as a place where we strive to be above 
any distraction and just focus on God. We may believe that physical impulses should remain outside the realm of 
connecting to God. Yet, Rashi points out that God does not see it that way. For God, sexuality is an important part of 
our lives and therefore is not to be banned from our religious selves. Sexuality can represent the sanctified life force 
of Judaism — for example, in the form of the persistence of Jewish women who used their sexuality to ensure the 
continuation of the Jewish people — does indeed belong in the Mishkan.

This gives us room to think about the world we are in and what we restrict and what we don’t restrict. Sexuality can be 
difficult to talk about. Hopefully, discussing sexuality and desire here within the context of beauty will allow us to think 
more clearly about it and consider how it applies to our own lives.
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Text #1: Exodus 30:17-20. Translation by Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz in The Steinsaltz Bible, forthcoming 
from Koren Publishers Jerusalem.

ם ְוֶאת־ ּנּו ֶאת־יְֵדיֶה֖ יו ִמֶּמ֑ ן ּוָבָנ֖ ֹ֥ ָּמה ָמֽיִם׃  ְוָרֲח֛צּו ַאֲהר ַח ְונַָתָּת֥ ָׁש֖ ין ַהִּמזְֵּב֔ ֶהל מֹוֵע֙ד ּוֵב֣ ֹ֤ ה ְונַָתָּת֣ אֹ֗תֹו ֵּבֽין־א ֶׁשת ְלָרְחָצ֑ ֹ֖ ֶׁשת ְוַכּ֥נֹו נְח ֹ֛ יָת ִּכּ֥יֹור נְח ר׃  ְוָעִׂש֜ ֹֽ ה ֵּלאמ ר ה׳ ֶאל־מֶֹׁש֥ ַויְַדֵּב֥
ה ַלֽה׳׃  יר ִאֶּׁש֖ ת ְלַהְקִט֥ ַח֙ ְלָׁשֵר֔ ם ֶאל־ַהִּמזְֵּב֙ תּו ֣אֹו ְבגְִׁשָּת֤ יִם ְוֹ֣לא יָֻמ֑ ד יְִרֲחצּו־ַמ֖ ֶהל מֹוֵע֛ ֹ֧ ם ֶאל־א ַרגְֵליֶהֽם׃  ְּבבָֹא֞

17 The Lord spoke to Moses, saying: 18 You shall make a Basin of copper and its base of copper, for washing; you 
shall place it between the Tent of Meeting and the altar and you shall put water there. 19 Aaron and his sons shall 
wash their hands and their feet from it. 20 Before their entry into the Tent of Meeting, they shall wash with water, and 
they will not die; or before their approach to the altar to serve, to burn a fire offering to the Lord.

Text #2: Exodus 38:8. Translation by Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz in The Steinsaltz Bible, forthcoming from 
Koren Publishers Jerusalem.

ֶהל מֹוֵעֽד׃ ֹ֥ ַתח א ר ָצְֽב֔אּו ֶּפ֖ ת ֲאֶׁש֣ ֹ֔ ְבא ֹ֣ ֶׁשת ְּבַמְראֹ֙ת ַהּצ ֹ֑ ת ַּכּ֣נֹו נְח ֶׁשת ְוֵא֖ ֹ֔ ת ַהִּכּ֣יֹור נְח ַעׂש ֵא֚  ַוּיַ֗

He [Bezalel] made the basin of copper and its base of copper, with the mirrors of the women who assembled at the 
entrance of the Tent of Meeting.

Part One: Vanity or Holiness? 

Text #3: Rashi. Commentary on Exodus 38:8.

במראת הצבאת. ְבּנֹות יְִשָׂרֵאל ָהיּו ְביָָדן ַמְראֹות ֶשׁרֹואֹות ָבֵּהן ְכֶּשֵׁהן ִמְתַקְשּׁטֹות, ְוַאף אֹוָתן ֹלא ִעְכּבּו ִמְלָּהִביא ְלנְִדַבת ַהִמְּשָׁכּן, ְוָהיָה מֹוֵאס מֶֹשׁה ָבֵהן ִמְפּנֵי ֶשֲׁעׂשּויִם ְליֵֶצר 
ֹּל, ֶשַׁעל יְֵדיֶהם ֶהֱעִמידּו ַהנִָּשׁים ְצָבאֹות ַרּבֹות ְבִּמְצָריִם; ְכֶּשָׁהיּו ַבְעֵליֶהם יְגִֵעים ַבֲּעבֹוַדת ֶפֶּרְך, ָהיּו הֹוְלכֹות ּומֹוִליכֹות  ָהָרע, ָאַמר לֹו ַהָקָּבּ”ה ַקֵבּל, ִכּי ֵאּלּו ֲחִביִבין ָעַלי ִמן ַהכ
ָלֶהם ַמֲאָכל ּוִמְשֶׁתּה, ּוַמֲאִכילֹות אֹוָתם ְונֹוְטלֹות ַהַמְּראֹות, ְוָכל ַאַחת רֹוָאה ַעְצָמּה ִעם ַבְּעָלּה ַבַּמְּרָאה, ּוְמַשַׁדְּלּתֹו ִבְדָבִרים, לֹוַמר ֲאנִי נָָאה ִמְמָּך, ּוִמּתֹוְך ַכְּך ְמִביאֹות ְלַבְעֵליֶהן 

ִליֵדי ַתֲאָוה ְונִזְָקקֹות ָלֶהם ּוִמְתַעְבּרֹות ְויֹוְלדֹות ָשׁם... ְונֲַעָשׂה ַהִכּּיֹור ֵמֶהם, ֶשׁהּוא ָלׂשּום ָשׁלֹום ֵבּין ִאיׁש ְלִאְשּׁתֹו. 

 OF THE MIRRORS OF THE HOSTS — The Israelite women possessed mirrors of copper into which they במראת הצבאת 
used to look when they adorned themselves. Even these they did not hesitate to bring as a contribution towards the 
Tabernacle. Now Moses was about to reject them since they were made to pander to their vanity, but the Holy One, 
blessed be He, said to him, “Accept them; these are dearer to Me than all the other contributions, because through 
them the women reared those huge hosts in Egypt!”

For when their husbands were tired through the crushing labour they used to bring them food and drink and induced 
them to eat. Then they would take the mirrors, and each gazed at herself in her mirror together with her husband, 
saying endearingly to him, “See, I am handsomer than you!” Thus they awakened their husbands’ affection and 
subsequently became the mothers of many children...And it was for this reason that the laver was made of them (the 
mirrors) — because it served the purpose of promoting peace between man and wife.
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Text #4: Ibn Ezra. Commentary on Exodus 38:8.

וטעם הצובאות. כי משפט כל הנשים להתיפות לראות פניהם בכל בקר במראות נחשת או זכוכית לתקן הפאדות שעל ראשיהם... והנה היו בישראל נשים עובדות 
השם שסרו מתאות זה העולם ונתנו מראותיהן נדבה כי אין להם צורך עוד להתיפות. רק באות יום יום אל פתח אוהל מועד להתפלל ולשמוע דברי המצות. וזהו אשר 

צבאו פתח אוהל מועד. כי היו רבות.

And the reason that the Torah says “הצובאות”, these crowds of women, is because women habitually look in the mirror — 
made of copper or glass — every morning to put their headdress into shape...Now, amongst the Israelites were certain 
women, dedicated to the service of God, who distanced themselves from worldly desire. They donated their mirrors to the 
Mishkan, as they had no further use for beautification. These women would come each day to the entrance of the Tent of 
Meeting to pray and to hear the details of the mitzvot. And these crowds near the entrance of the tent are the “הצובאות” 
referred to in the Torah.
 

Part Two: The Good of the “Evil Inclination”?

Text #5: Babylonian Talmud Yoma 69b. English translation [bold text] and commentary [plain text] by 
Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz in the Koren Talmud Bavli.

Text #6: Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik. Halakhic Man. 
When God engraved and carved out the world, he did not entirely eradicate the chaos and the void, the deep, the 
darkness, from the domain of his creation. Rather, he separated the complete, perfect existence from the forces of 
negation, confusion and turmoil and set up cosmic boundaries, eternal laws to keep them apart. Now Judaism affirms the 
principle of creation out of absolute nothingness. Therefore, the chaos and the void, the deep, the darkness, the relative 
nothingness must all have been fashioned by the Almighty before the creation of the orderly, beautiful, majestic world.

...However, the forces of relative nothingness at times exceed their bounds. They wish to burst forth out of the chains of 
obedience that the Almighty imposed upon them and seek to plunge the earth back into the chaos and the void. It is only 
the law that holds them back and bars the path before them.
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 e Gemara maes a areneial observaion. Rav anina said: 
Learn from this a the seal of the Holy One, Blessed be He, is 
truth. 

In resonse o e indiaion o divine aeane, they observed 
a fast for three days and three nights, and He delivered e evil 
inlinaion to them. A form of a  ery lion cub came forth from 
the chamber of the Holy of Holies. Zearia the prophet said 
to the Jewish people:  is is the evil inclination for idol worship, 
as it is stated in e verse a reers o is even: �And he said: 

 is is the evil one� (Zearia : ).  e use o e word �is� 
indiaes a e evil inlinaion was ereived in a sial orm. 

When they caught hold of it one of its hairs fell, and it let out a 
shriek o ain that was heard for four hundred parasangs.  ey 
said: What sould we do o ill i? Perhaps, Heaven forfend, 
they will have mercy upon him from Heaven, sine i ries ou 
so mu.  e prophet said to them:  row it into a container 
made of lead and seal the opening with lead, since lead absorbs 
sound. As it is stated: �And he said:  is is the evil one. And he 
cast it down into the midst of the measure, and he cast a stone 
of lead upon its opening� (Zearia : ).  e ollowed is 
advie and were reed o e evil inlinaion or idol worsi.

Wen e saw a e evil inlinaion or idol worsi was de-
livered ino eir ands as e requesed, e Sages said: Since 
it is an auspicious time, let us pray also concerning the evil in-
clination for sin in e area o seual relaionsis.  ey prayed, 
and it was also delivered into their hands. 

Zearia e roe said to them: See and undersand that if 
you kill is evil inlinaion the world will be destroyed beause 
as a resul ere will also no longer be an desire o roreae.  e 
ollowed is warning, and insead o illing e evil inlinaion 
they imprisoned it for three days. A a ime, eole searched 
for a fresh egg throughout all of Eretz Yisrael and could not  nd 
one. Sine e inlinaion o rerodue was quased, e iens 
soed laing eggs.  ey said: What sould we do? I we kill it, 
the world will be destroyed. I we pray for half, i.e., a onl al 
is ower be annulled, noing will be aieved beause Heaven 
does not grant half gi  s, onl wole gi  s. Wa did e do?  ey 
gouged ou its eyes, e  eivel limiing is ower, and set it free. 
And is was e  ective o e een that a person is no longer 
aroused to ommi ines wi his lose relatives.

 e Gemara reurns o is disussion o e verse in Neemia 
ied above: In the West, i.e., Erez Yisrael, they taught e debae 
onerning e verse �e Lord, e grea God� as follows: Rav 
Giddel said: �Great� means that he ascribed greatness to Him 
by enuniaing God�s explicit name. And Rav Ma  ana said:  e 
reinsered e ollowing aellaions o God ino eir raers: 

�  e great, the mighty, and the awesome God� (Neemia : ). 

 e Gemara ommens:  is inerreaion a Rav Ma  ana 
said leans to, i.e., is onsonan wi, e eosiion of Rabbi
Yehoshua ben Levi. As Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi said: Why are 
e Sages o ose generaions called the members of the Great 
Assembly? I is because they returned the crown o e Hol 
One, Blessed be He, to its former glor. How so? Moses came 
and said in is raer: �  e great, the mighty, and the awe-
some God� (Deueronom : ). Jeremiah e roe came 
and said: Gentiles, i.e., e minions o Nebuadnezzar, are ca-
rousing in His sanctuary; where is His awesomeness?  ereore, 
he did not say awesome in is raer: �  e grea God, e mig 
Lord o Hoss, is His name� ( Jeremia : ). Daniel came and 
said: Gentiles are enslaving His children; where is His might? 
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 Killing the evil inclination �   : Some 
explain that the Gemara�s description alludes to 
the measures taken by the members of the Great 
Assembly to curb the sinful activity that was wide-
spread during the First Temple era. Through the 
public teaching of Torah they succeeded in increas-
ing the people�s knowledge and commitment to 
the Torah, which was e ective in weaning them 
away from their desire for idolatry. Nevertheless, this 
was not enough to eliminate the people�s sexual 
passions. However, through several decrees govern-
ing the modesty of women in the home, they did 
succeed in reducing the desire to sin with close 
relatives (Ya�arot Devash).

 The great, the mighty, and the awesome �  
 : Jeremiah, who witnessed the destruc-

tion of the Temple, did not feel it appropriate to 
describe God as awesome. Daniel, who lived after 
the destruction and saw the enslavement of the 
Jewish people, ceased to describe God as mighty 
(Maharsha).
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Conclusion 

Text #7: Rabbi Adin Even-Israel Steinsaltz. “The Woman’s Role.” Teshuvah.

Tsni’ut (modesty of dress) does not mean monasticism. It does not require that a woman make herself ugly, nor does 
it presume lack of beauty to be a virtue...[We] sometimes misunderstand the verse “Grace is deceitful and beauty is 
vain, but a God-fearing woman shall be praised” (Proverbs 31:30) as a manifesto against pleasantness of appearance, 
or at least against the effort to look good. Beauty and grace are “in vain” in the sense that they are transient things, 
and there is more to life than the preoccupation with them. But inherently they are not bad...Beauty is a gift of God, 
and tsni’ut should not be understood as a denial of it. Rather it is a way of showing special appreciation for this gift as 
something precious and delicate that is not to be wasted by being paraded in the public eye.
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