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Life as a Mirror

Moses Rejected the Women's Mirrors; G-d Explained to Him that they Represented the
Majestic Narrative of Mankind

By Rabbi YY Jacobson
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1. Class Summary

One of the most integral items in the Tabernacle was the Washstand, the Kiyor, from which the Kohanim would
wash their hands and feet each morning. This was the necessary preparation for each day’s service, and was called
‘the sanctification of the Kohanim’ meaning it made those already holy yet holier.

But what was the Kiyor itself made of? Not gold and not silver, but rather women’s mirrors. Mirrors used by
women to adorn and decorate themselves. The Midrash tells us that women came in droves to donate their
mirrors, but Moses refused to accept them. His argument was simple: How can it be that an item whose entire
purpose is vain and selfish, superficial and materialistic, be accepted for use in the House of G-d? A place where
one came to be inspired to sacrifice and serve? Mirrors and G-d are mutually exclusive!

But G-d disagreed. Emphatically. He told Moses: “It is precisely these mirrors that are more precious to me than

anything else.”
Why?

This class will explore the paradox of a mirror: It is made of glass yet the glass is coated and it thus reflects. The
mirror captures the truth of human existence: the very blockages of life can become the most powerful tool of
spirituality and sanctification. These great women revealed and taught Moses one of the greatest truths: how to
view physicality and beauty. Is it holy or profane? Selfish or selfless? Sacred or mundane?

The answer is both. And it depends on you.
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2. Sources:

1. Vayakhel
38:8

8. And he made the washstand of copper and its base of
copper from the mirrors of the women who had set up
the legions, who congregated at the entrance of the
Tent of Meeting.

Ramban:

The washstand and its base were made of the mirrors
of the women who congregated in great numbers at the
doors of the Tent of Meeting to donate their mirrors
out of the generosity of their hearts. The copper of their
mirrors was extremely polished and beautiful, and
therefore it was designated for this utensil. And the
women gathered in hosts upon hosts...
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2. lbn Ezra

The way of women is to beautify themselves in front of
copper or glass mirrors every morning, to fix their hair
and jewelry, as mentioned in the Book of Isaiah (3:20),
and as is the custom of the Ishmalites until today.

But amongst Israel there were G-d fearing women who
distanced themselves from the temptations of this
world and gave away their mirrors as a donation
because they no longer had the need to beautify
themselves...
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3. Rashi

“From the mirrors of the women who had
congregated”:

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
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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 labor, 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 copulate with them,
conceiving and giving birth there, as it is said: “Under
the apple tree | aroused you” (Song 8:5). This is [the
meaning of] what is [lit., the mirrors of those who set
up legions]. From these [the mirrors], the washstand
was made....
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4. Midrash Tanchuma
Pekudai

When Moses saw the mirrors he was angry at the
women. He told the Israelites: “Take sticks and break
the legs of these women! What do we need these
mirrors for?”

The Holy One Blessed Be He told Moses:” Moses! You
deride these mirrors?! They established all of the hosts
of Israel in Egypt!

Take them and fashion from them the washstand for
the priests to sanctify themselves from” as it says
(38:8). And he made a copper washstand and its stand
with the mirrors of the hosts...” with those mirrors
which established these hosts...
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5. Song of Songs
2:11-14

11. For behold, the winter has passed; the rain is over
and gone.

12. The blossoms have appeared in the land, the time of
singing has arrived, and the voice of the turtledove is
heard in our land.

13. The fig tree has put forth its green figs, and the
vines with their tiny grapes have given forth their
fragrance; arise, my beloved, my fair one, and come
away.

14. My dove, in the clefts of the rock, in the coverture
of the steps, show me your appearance, let me hear
your voice, for your voice is pleasant and your
appearance is comely.'
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6. Talmud Yevamos
49b

All prophets gazed through a clouded opaque glass, but
Moses our teacher gazed through a shining translucent
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Beginning of Matos

The Prophets prophesized saying “Thus spoke Hashem”
[indicating distance] but Moses was more than them
and said “This is the word [of Hashem]” [indicating
intimacy].
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8. Likutei Torah
Song of Songs, Pg. 16:3

“My dove is in the clefts of the rock in the recesses of
the steps ..."” (Song of Songs 2:14)

This verse refers to the time of Exile when Israel,
symbolized by the dove, is in a concealed and subdued
state... But referring to the period of the Exodus from
Egypt it says “the winter has passed; the rain is over...
The fig tree has put forth its green figs... arise, my
beloved, my fair one, and come away.” (ibid 2:11-13)

About the present post-Temple period it is written, “My
dove is in the clefts of rock and the recesses of the
steps.” When the dove is in the pockets of the rock it is
unable to spread its wings and fly, because it is trapped
and constrained there, similarly during exile the wings
of the soul, namely its love and fear of G-d which
enable it to “fly up on high” are constricted and
constrained by the trap of the physical body which is
inevitably drawn after and enslaved by financial
concerns and stresses, which is true enslavement and
exile... Now, the soul’s conscious love and fear of G-d
are in the “recesses of the steps” and all that remains is
its inborn and innate subconscious love...

The solution to this problem is [the following verse]
“Show me your appearance.” “Maraich,” ‘appearance’
also means ‘mirror’ hence the verse is saying “Show me
your mirror.” A mirror reflects the one looking into it
because it is covered with a thin layer of silver, as
opposed to a window which is also made of glass.
However a mirror only reflects as long as the glass is
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covered with a thin and delicate layer like silver. But if it
is covered with a thick and dark covering you will be
unable to see anything at all. Similarly the Congregation
of Israel is compared to a mirror because the purpose of
the descent of the soul is only to reflect and return to
cleave to G-d, just as a mirror reflects and bounces its
image back, and just like the rays of the sun hit the
earth and bounce back (which is why the atmosphere
closest to Earth is hottest though it is farther from the
sun).

But the soul can only bounce back from its descent
when it gets involved and invested in permissible
materialism, (like the thin layer of the mirror). But if one
sins, his soul is contaminated by the three totally
impure kelipot, and it is imprisoned by them and cannot
ascend until he repents to arouse great Divine mercy
upon his soul (this is like the thick layer) ... And so when
“My dove is in the clefts of the rock” meaning one
cannot arouse fear and love of G-d to ascend and fly,
the solution is “show me your mirror” remember and
take to heart how you are only a mirror whose descent
is to bounce back and ascend...
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3. Questions and Exercises

1. Do you enjoy looking in a mirror? Why? How much time do you spend a day by the mirror?

2. Why were Women’s mirrors used to construct the Washing Basin in the Sanctuary, from

where the Priests sanctified their hands and feet?
3. How do women’s mirrors epitomize holiness?
4. What's the difference between the perspective of the Ibn Ezra and Rashi?

5. What was the “argument” between Moses and G-d about the mirrors used by the women in

Egypt?

6. What does the washing basic represent spiritually? And why was it made of women’s

mirrors?
7. “Life is a mirror,” say the mystics. Please explain.
8. How must we deal with blockages in our life?

9. “My dove is in the clefts of the rock, in the coverture of the steps, show me your mirror.”

How do the Chassidic masters explain this verse?

10. Moses did not want mirrors in the Sanctuary. G-d said that mirrors are the most precious

item. Why?
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