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DOES MIXED DONATING LEAD TO MIXED DANCING? 

Rabbi Aryeh Klapper, Dean 

Shemot 35:21-29 describes the response to Mosheh’s Mishkan-

appeal in a literary form that matches the action: sprawling, 

confused, spilling over from verse to verse. Here’s my best effort 

to reduce this to a picture colored inside the lines. As you read, 

please pay close attention to gender markers. 

אוּ ב ֹ֕  וַיָּ

ת֗וּ ּוּא  הּרוח  ּנָּדְבָָּ֨ רּ  לּאֲשֶׁ וּוְכ ֹ֡ א֣וּלִבּ֑ ר־נְשָּ ישּאֲשֶׁ ל־אִִ֖  כָּ

ל־ּ ּולְכָּ לּמועֵדּ  הֶׁ תּא ֹ֤ אכֶׁ קּלִמְלֶָׁ֨ וָּ  תּיְק  ת־תְרומַָ֨ בִיאוּאֶׁ הֵֵ֠

שּ: דֶׁ יּּהַק ֹּֽ ת֔וּולְבִגְדִֵ֖ דָּ  עֲב ֣

ים יםּעַל־הַנָּשִּ֑ שִִ֖ אֲנָּ אוּּהָּ ב ֹ֥  וַיָּ

יּּ ל־כְלִ֣ ּכָּ זּ  עַתּּוְכומָּ םּוְטַבַֹ֤ זֶׁ חּוָּנֶׁ  ֣ בִיאוּחָּ בּהֵֵ֠ יבּלֵ֗ ל׀ּנְדִ֣ כ ֣

בּ הָּ֔  זָּ

ישּּ ל־אִִ֞ ֹּֽק:ּוְכָּ וָּ בּלַיק  ִ֖ הָּ תּזָּ יףּתְנופַֹ֥ רּהֵנִִ֛ ֹ֥ ישּאֲשֶׁ ל־ּאִֹ֕ וְכָּ

שּ יּּוְשֵ֣ נִִ֖ עַתּשָּ ןּוְתולַֹ֥ ִ֛ מָּ לֶׁתּוְאַרְגָּ אּאִת֗וּתְכֵֵ֧ ֣ ר־נִמְצָּ אֲשֶׁ

יאוּ: יםּהֵבִֹּֽ שִִ֖ תּתְחָּ ר ֹ֥ יםּוְע  מִִ֛ דָּ םּמְאָּ תּאֵילִֵ֧ ר ָ֨ יםּוְע   וְעִזִּ֑

תּּ תּתְרומַ֣ יאוּאִֵ֖ תּהֵּבִֹ֕ שֶׁ ּּונְח ֔ ףּ  סֶׁ ומַתּּכֶׁ  יםּתְרֹ֤ ל־מֵרִ֗ כָּ

ּ֑ק וָּ  יְק 

הּ ִ֖ דָּ עֲב  תּהָּ ֹ֥אכֶׁ ל־מְלֶׁ יםּלְכָּ יּשִטִִ֛ וּעֲצֵֹ֥ אּאִת  ּנִמְצָָּ֨ רּ  לּאֲשֶׁ וְכ ֹ֡

יאוּ:  הֵבִֹּֽ

ת־ּ ֹּֽ הּאֶׁ יאוּמַטְוֶׁ֗ בִ֣ וּוַיָּ וּ֑ ּטָּ יהָּּ ֣ הּחַכְמַת־לִֵ֖בּבְיָּדֶׁ ֹ֥ ל־אִשָּ וְכָּ

שּ: ת־הַשֵֹּֽ יּוְּאֶׁ נִִ֖ עַתּהַשָּ ת־תולַֹ֥ ןּאֶׁ מָּ֔ אַרְגָּ ֹּֽ ת־הָּ ּוְאֶׁ תּ  לֶׁ  הַתְכֵ 

ת־ּ וּאֶׁ וִ֖ הּטָּ ּ֑ כְמָּ נָּהּבְחָּ ִ֖ תָּ ןּא  ִ֛ אּלִבָּ ֹ֥ רּנָּשָּ יםּאֲשֶָׁ֨ שִ֔ נָּ ל־הַָ֨ וְכָּ

יםּ: עִזִֹּֽ  הָּ

יםּּ תּאַבְנֵ֣יּהַמִלֻּאִּ֑ הַםּוְאִֵ֖ תּאַבְנֵ֣יּהַש ֔ יאוּאֵֵ֚ םּהֵבִ֔ וְהַנְשִאִ֣

ּּ ןּ  מֶׁ ורּּולְשֶׁ  אֹ֕ ןּלְמָּ מֶׁ ּ֑ ת־הַשָּ םּוְאֶׁ שֶׁ ת־הַב ִ֖ ן:ּוְאֶׁ שֶׁ ודּוְלַח ֹּֽ אֵפִ֖ לָּ

יםּ: תּּהַסַמִֹּֽ רֶׁ הּוְלִקְט ִ֖  הַמִשְחָּ֔

ל־ּ ּלְכָּ בִיאּ  ּלְהָּ םּ  תָּ ּּא  ם  בּלִבָּ דַ֣ רּנָּ הּאֲשֶָׁ֨ ישּוְאִשָּ֗ ל־אִ֣ כָּ

יאוּּ הּהֵבִֵ֧ ּ֑ שֶׁ ותּבְיַד־ּמ  ִ֛קּלַעֲשִ֖ וָּ ֵ֧הּיְק  רּצִוָּ הּאֲשֶָׁ֨ אכָּ֔ הַמְלָּ

ֹּֽקּ: וָּ הּלַיק  ִ֖ בָּ לּנְדָּ אִֵ֛  בְנֵי־יִשְרָּ

They came, 

 every man who had been lifted by his heart 

and every? whose spirit had volunteered him 

brought the terumah of Hashem for the work of 

ohel moed and all its service and for the sacral 

garments. 

The men came al the women 

Every volunteering heart brought (women’s 

jewelry) all golden artifacts 

and every man who had waved a wave-offering 

of gold before Hashem and every man with 

whom was found (precious materials and skins) 

brought them) 

Every? who was merim a terumah of silver or 

copper brought the terumah of Hashem 

and every? with whom was found acacia wood 

for all the work of the Mishkan brought 

and every woman wise-of-heart spun with her 

hands, and they brought spun the (precious 

fabrics) 

and all the women whose hearts had lifted them 

with wisdom spun the goats 

and the nesi’im brought the (precious stones) for 

the apron and breastplate, and the incense, and 

the oil for illumination, and for the anointing oil, 

and for the incense of many ingredients. 

Every man and woman whose hearts 

volunteered them to bring for all the work which 

Hashem commanded to be done via Mosheh 

Bnei Yisroel brought a volunteered-offering to 

Hashem 

The same information could have been conveyed in a single 

declarative sentence or two, along the lines of: “All the men and 

women brought (list of expensive stuff(. The nesi’im brought (list 

of other expensive stuff(. It makes sense for the style to convey 

the disorderliness caused by the rush to give. But how are we to 

regard the apparent intermingling of the sexes? Specifically, what 

is conveyed by “The men came al the women”? 

Modern Rabbinic readers can be forgiven for thinking that this 

is a double entendre intended to convey that the atmosphere 

included at least a tinge of the erotic. Nechamah Leibowitz 

explained the numerous double-meaning verbs in the scene of 

Ruth and Boaz at the threshing floor as having that purpose; 

nothing happened despite their mutual attraction, not because 

they were unaware of each other as sexual beings. But Ibn 

Shoshan’s concordance indicates that ba אל is a more common 

description of the sexual in Tanakh than ba על. My sense is that in 

Rabbinic Hebrew the homonym בעל/  became more על  בא

prominent.    

Ibn Ezra nonetheless provides three alternative readings. 

 ויבאו  האנשים  על הנשיםּ=ּאחרּשבאוּהנשיםּ.

 וישּאומרים:ּּעל דעתּהנשים,ּוהטעם:ּברצונםּ.

 ]וישּמפרשים:[ּּעלּכמו: עם,ּוכמוהוּרבים.

The men came al the women = after the women 

came. 
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But some say: al the mind of the women, 

meaning in accordance with their will/ 

[and some say: al here means with, and there 

are many others like it. 

All three are linguistically reasonable. But they fail to capture 

the uniqueness of the phrasing. At the very least they need to be 

given depth, an explanation of why the Torah in this verse found 

it necessary to convey this information. 

Let’s begin by looking at the broader gender context. The 

Mishkan as presented in Vayakhel is plainly intended to atone for 

the Calf, and specifically the overwhelming response to the appeal 

parallels the response to Aharon’s appeal for gold leading up to 

the calf. The Rabbis famously collected textual clues that only men 

responded to Aharon’s appeal, to the point that they had to take 

their wives’ jewelry by force.   

So Ibn Ezra’s first possibility is that Mosheh’s appeal should be 

contrasted with Aharon’s. Aharon drew an exclusively male 

response, whereas women were the first respondents to Mosheh, 

bringing the jewelry they had managed to protect from their 

husbands. The outstanding question is why the men are necessary 

at all.  (Ramban defends the men’s tardiness on the grounds that 

women were more likely to have their jewelry easily accessible.) 

Ibn Ezra’s second possibility is that only the men brought the 

jewelry, but this time – as opposed to the Calf episode – they 

brought them with their wives’ advice and consent. Their 

response therefore reflected a deeply self-aware atonement, for 

both bringing the gold for the Calf and for stealing from their 

wives. The outstanding question is why the women are not 

present for this donation when they are present elsewhere in the 

same scene. 

Keli Yakar provides an answer for both possibilities. The 

women were afraid that donating their jewelry would be taken as 

evidence of complicity in the calf. Therefore, they insisted that the 

men had to at least show up first (possibility 1), or refused to show 

up themselves at all (possibility 2). 

Ibn Ezra’s third possibility is that the men and women came 

together, but the women were central while the men 

came with them. This solves all the above issues – the men come 

as adjuncts to the women, thereby atoning for their prior high-

handedness. 

Some of the other commentaries along this line are hard to 

read. Seforno, for instance, suggests that the men were necessary 

because wives do not have the authority to make large donations 

without their husbands’ consent. This is a Talmudic rule, but 

reflects the social/economic expectations of specific times and 

places. Siftei Chakhamim then misreads this back into Ibn Ezra’s 

third possibility, and mid- 19th century commentators HaKetav 

veHakabbalah and Malbim adopt it for themselves. I wonder 

whether these reflect a concern with making the laws about 

gender roles appear trans-temporal. Note however that Chatam 

Sofer emphasizes that both husbands and wives appeared because 

each has veto power over the other with regard to 

certainproperties. 

Perhaps before all the Ibn Ezran approaches became standard, 

Midrash Tanchuma was willing to take the physical description at 

face value. 

בשעהּשבאּמשהּואמרּלישראל קחו מאתכם  

תרומהּ-ּשמחוּשמחהּגדולהּוהביאוּהנדבהּּ

 בשמחהּובזריזותּ.

ראהּמהּכתיבּויבאוּהאנשיםּעלּהנשיםּ-ּשהיוּדוחקיןּּ

 זהּעלּזה,ּשבאיןּהאנשיםּוהנשיםּבערבוביאּ.ּ.ּּ.

At the time that Mosheh came and told 

Israel Take from yourselves terumah, 

they rejoiced greatly and broughּאthe 

volunteered-offering with joy and eagerness. 

See what is written – the men came al the 

women – 

 They were pushing each other, with the men 

and women coming in a chaotic mixture . . . 

Tanchuma offers no criticism of this scene, possibly because it 

does not see the language as implying anything erotic. However, 

another 19th century commentary, Igra d’Khala, argues that the 

language al was chosen specifically to show that a scene that 

would ordinarily be erotic was not, citing the famous Talmudic 

story (Ketubot 17a) of a rabbi who carried a bride during wedding-

dancing and afterward defended himself by saying that in the 

moment, she might as well have been a block of wood. 

By contrast, the Zohar offers a withering critique. It describes 

the angel of death among the women, so that Mosheh is 

compelled to call the men alone to a communal gathering in order 

to separate them from the women; and still the angel remains, 

until Mosheh assigns the men and women separate donation 

hours. 

Or HaChayyim notices that the Zohar appears to suggest that 

women never heard the appeal directly from Mosheh. He 

gracefully rejects this implication and thus transforms the Zohar.  

 ומןּהסתםּלאּיכחיש 

 שלאּנזדמנוּהנשיםּלשמועּדברּהּ'

 ובפרט ּלהביאּנדבתּהמשכן 

 וכןּהואּאומר ויבואו האנשים  על הנשים 

 אלאּיכויןּלומר 

 כיּהקהילּהאנשיםּבפניּעצמןּוהנשים ּבפניּעצמן.ּ.ּ.

Presumably (the Zohar) would not deny 

and claim that women were not invited to hear 

the word of Hashem 

especially with regard to bringing the volunteer-

offering for the Mishkan 

and so Scripture says “and the men came al the 

women” 

rather (the Zohar) intends 

that (Mosheh) congregated the men by 

themselves and the women by themselves. . . 

We would live in a different and better world if every claim for 

the necessity of separating the sexes because of tzeniut was tested 

against an irrebuttable presumption that women must have equal 

direct access to dvar Hashem and its primary interpreters. 

Shabbat Shalom! 
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