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21 Ki Tissa—Golden Giving 

 שמות לא

ֵני ֺלחֹת ָהֵעֺדת ֺלחֹת ֶאֶבן כְֺּתִבים בְֶּאצְּבַ -ַוִיֵתן ֶאל יח  ע ֱאלִֹהים.מֶֹשה כְַּכלֹתֹו לְַּדֵבר ִאתֹו בְַּהר ִסיַני שְּ

 

 שמות לב

רּו ֵאָליו קּום ֲעֵשהַאֲהרֹ-ָהָהר ַוִיָקֵהל ָהָעם ַעל-בֵֹשש מֶֹשה ָלֶרֶדת ִמן-ַוַירְּא ָהָעם ִכי א נּו ָלנּו ֱאלִֹהים ֲאֶשר ֵילְּכּו לְָּפֵני-ן ַויֹאמְּ

ֶשר בְּזָזְֵּני ַויֹאֶמר ֲאֵלֶהם ַאֲהרֹן ָפרְּקּו ִנזְֵּמי ַהָזָהב אֲ  בָהָיה לֹו. -ֶזה מֶֹשה ָהִאיש ֲאֶשר ֶהֱעָלנּו ֵמֶאֶרץ ִמצְַּרִים לֹא ָיַדעְּנּו ֶמה-ִכי

ֵניֶכם ּו ָפרְּקּו ָכל גבְּנֵֹתיֶכם וְָּהִביאּו ֵאָלי. נְֵּשיֶכם בְּ ַוִיַקח ִמָיָדם  דַאֲהרֹן. -ִנזְֵּמי ַהָזָהב ֲאֶשר בְּזָזְֵּניֶהם ַוָיִביאּו ֶאל-ָהָעם ֶאת-ַוִיתְּ

ָרֵאל ֲאֶשר ֶהֱעלּוךָ  ַח ַוַירְּא ַאֲהרֹן ַוִיֶבן ִמזְּבֵ  הֵמֶאֶרץ ִמצְָּרִים.  ַוָיַצר אֹתֹו ַבֶחֶרט ַוַיֲעֵשהּו ֵעֶגל ַמֵןָכה ַויֹאמְּרּו ֵאֶלה ֱאלֶֹהיָך ִישְּ

ָרא ַאֲהרֹן ַויֹאַמר ַחג ַליהָוה ָמָחר.  ָלִמים ַוֵיֶשב הָ  ולְָּפָניו ַוִיקְּ ִכימּו ִמָםֳחָרת ַוַיֲעלּו עֹלֹת ַוַיִגשּו שְּ  ָעם ֶלֱאכֹל וְָּשתֹו ַוָיֺקמּוַוַישְּ

 לְַּצֵחק.

 

ָך ֲאֶשר ֶהֱעֵליָת ֵמֶאֶרץ ִמצְָּרִים. -מֶֹשה ֶלךְּ -ה ֶאלַויְַּדֵבר יְּהוָ  ז ֶהם ֵעֶגל ַהֶדֶרךְּ ֲאֶשר ִצִּויִתם ָעשּו לָ -ָסרּו ַמֵהר ִמן חֵרד ִכי ִשֵחת ַעםְּ

ַתֲחוּו ָרֵאל ֲאֶשר ֶהֱעלּוָך ֵמֶאֶרץ מִ -לֹו ַוִיזְּבְּחּו-ַמֵןָכה ַוִישְּ רּו ֵאֶלה ֱאלֶֹהיָך ִישְּ מֶֹשה ָרִאיִתי -ַויֹאֶמר יְּהָוה ֶאל טצְָּרִים. לֹו ַויֹאמְּ

ָך לְּגֹוי ָגדֹול.-וְַּעָתה ַהִמיָחה ִלי וְִּיַחר יעֶֹרף הּוא. -קְֵּשה-ָהָעם ַהֶזה וְִּהֵמה ַעם-ֶאת ַויְַּחל מֶֹשה  יא ַאִפי ָבֶהם ַוֲאַכֵלם וְֶּאֱעֶשה אֹותְּ

ֵני יְּהָוה ֱאלָֹהיו ַויֹאֶמר ָלָמה יְּהוָ -ֶאת ָלָםה  יבָיד ֲחָזָקה. ה ֶיֱחֶרה ַאפְָּך בְַּעֶםָך ֲאֶשר הֹוֵצאָת ֵמֶאֶרץ ִמצְַּרִים בְּכַֹח ָגדֹול ּובְּ פְּ

ֵני ָהֲאָדָמה שּוב מֵ  רּו ִמצְַּרִים ֵלאמֹר בְָּרָעה הֹוִציזָם ַלֲהרֹג אָֹתם ֶבָהִרים ּולְַּכלָֹתם ֵמַעל פְּ ה ָהָרעָ -ֲחרֹון ַאֶפָך וְִּהָמֵחם ַעליֹאמְּ

ַדֵבר ֲאֵלהֶ  יגלְַּעֶםָך.  ַבעְָּת ָלֶהם ָבךְּ ַותְּ ָרֵאל ֲעָבֶדיָך ֲאֶשר ִנשְּ ִים ַזרְֲּעֶכם כְּכֹוכְֵּבי ַהָשמָ -ם ַארְֶּבה ֶאתזְּכֹר לְַּאבְָּרָהם לְִּיצְָּחק ּולְִּישְּ

 ָהָרָעה ֲאֶשר ִדֶבר ַלֲעשֹות לְַּעםֹו.-ֶחם יְּהָוה ַעלַוִימָ  ידָהזֶָרץ ַהזֹאת ֲאֶשר זַָמרְִּתי ֶאֵתן לְַּזרְֲּעֶכם וְָּנֲחלּו לְּעָֹלם. -וְָּכל

 

ֵני ֶעבְֵּריֶהם ִמֶזה ּוִמֶזה ֵהם-ַוִיֶפן ַוֵיֶרד מֶֹשה ִמן טו ֵני ֺלחֹת ָהֵעֺדת בְָּידֹו ֺלחֹת כְֺּתִבים ִמשְּ ה כְֺּתִבים. טז וְַּהֺלחֹת ַמֲעשֵ  ָהָהר ּושְּ

ַמע יְּהֹוֺשַע ֶאת יזַהֺלחֹת. -ַתב ֱאלִֹהים הּוא ָחרּות ַעלֱאלִֹהים ֵהָםה וְַּהִםכְָּתב ִמכְּ  מֶֹשה קֹול -קֹול ָהָעם בְֵּרעֹה ַויֹאֶמר ֶאל-ַוִישְּ

-ר ָקַרב ֶאלַויְִּהי ַכֲאשֶ  יטַויֹאֶמר ֵאין קֹול ֲענֹות גְּבּוָרה וְֵּאין קֹול ֲענֹות ֲחלּוָשה קֹול ַעמֹות זָנִֹכי שֵֹמַע.  יחִמלְָּחָמה ַבַםֲחֶנה. 

ֵלךְּ ִמָיָדו ֶאת-ָהֵעֶגל ּומְּחֹלֹת ַוִיַחר-ַהַםֲחֶנה ַוַירְּא ֶאת ָהֵעֶגל ֲאֶשר -ַוִיַקח ֶאת כַהֺלחֹת ַויְַּשֵבר אָֹתם ַתַחת ָהָהר. -ַאף מֶֹשה ַוַישְּ

ַחן ַעד ֲאֶשר רֹף ָבֵאש ַוִיטְּ ֵני ַהַםִים -ָדק ַוִיֶזר ַעל-ָעשּו ַוִישְּ קְּ ֶאתפְּ ָרֵאל. -ַוַישְּ ֵני ִישְּ ָעָשה לְָּך -ַאֲהרֹן ֶמה-ַויֹאֶמר מֶֹשה ֶאל כאבְּ

רּו  כגָהָעם ִכי בְָּרע הּוא. -ִיַחר ַאף ֲאדִֹני ַאָתה ָיַדעְָּת ֶאת-ַויֹאֶמר ַאֲהרֹן ַאל כבֵהֵבאָת ָעָליו ֲחָטזָה גְּדָֹלה. -ָהָעם ַהֶזה ִכי ַויֹאמְּ

ָואַֹמר ָלֶהם  כדָהָיה לֹו. -ֶזה מֶֹשה ָהִאיש ֲאֶשר ֶהֱעָלנּו ֵמֶאֶרץ ִמצְַּרִים לֹא ָיַדעְּנּו ֶמה-ים ֲאֶשר ֵילְּכּו לְָּפֵנינּו ִכיָלנּו ֱאלֹהִ -ִלי ֲעֵשה

נּו ָפָרקּו ַוִיתְּ ִלֵכהּו ָבֵאש ַוֵיֵצא ָהֵעֶגל ַהֶזה.-לְִּמי ָזָהב ִהתְּ  ִלי ָוַאשְּ

 
Shmot 31 
18 When S/He finished speaking with him on Mount Sinai, S/He gave Moshe the two tablets of the Pact, 

stone tablets inscribed with the finger of God. 

 

Shmot 32  
1 When the people saw that Moses was so long in coming down from the mountain, the people gathered 

against Aaron and said to him, "Come, make us a god who shall go before us, for that man Moses, who 

brought us from the land of Egypt — we do not know what has happened to him." 2 Aaron said to them, 

"Break off the gold rings that are on the ears of your spouses, your sons, and your daughters, and bring 

them to me." 3 And all the people broke off the gold rings that were in their ears and brought them to 

Aaron. 4 This he took from them and cast in a mold, and made it into a molten calf. And they exclaimed, 

"This is your god, O Israel, who brought you out of the land of Egypt!" 5 When Aaron saw this, he built 
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an altar before it; and Aaron announced: "Tomorrow shall be a festival of the Lord!" 6 Early next day, 

the people offered up burnt offerings and brought sacrifices of well-being; they sat down to eat and 

drink, and then rose to dance. 

 

7 The Lord spoke to Moses, "Hurry down, for your people, whom you brought out of the land of Egypt, 

have acted basely. 8 They have been quick to turn aside from the way that I enjoined upon them. They 

have made themselves a molten calf and bowed low to it and sacrificed to it, saying: 'This is your god, O 

Israel, who brought you out of the land of Egypt!'" 

9 The Lord further said to Moses, "I see that this is a stiffnecked people. 10 Now, let Me be, that My 

anger may blaze forth against them and that I may destroy them, and make of you a great nation." 11 

But Moses implored the Lord his God, saying, "Let not Your anger, O Lord, blaze forth against Your 

people, whom You delivered from the land of Egypt with great power and with a mighty hand. 12 Let 

not the Egyptians say, 'It was with evil intent that He delivered them, only to kill them off in the 

mountains and annihilate them from the face of the earth.' Turn from Your blazing anger, and renounce 

the plan to punish Your people. 13 Remember Your servants, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, how You 

swore to them by Your Self and said to them: I will make your offspring as numerous as the stars of 

heaven, and I will give to your offspring this whole land of which I spoke, to possess forever." 14 And 

the Lord renounced the punishment S/He had planned to bring upon His/Her people. 

15 Thereupon Moses turned and went down from the mountain bearing the two tablets of the Pact, 

tablets inscribed on both their surfaces: they were inscribed on the one side and on the other. 16 The 

tablets were God's work, and the writing was God's writing, incised upon the tablets. 17 When Joshua 

heard the sound of the people in its boisterousness, he said to Moses, "There is a cry of war in the 

camp." 18 But he answered, "It is not the sound of the tune of triumph, Or the sound of the tune of 

defeat; It is the sound of song that I hear!" 

19 As soon as Moses came near the camp and saw the calf and the dancing, he became enraged; and he 

hurled the tablets from his hands and shattered them at the foot of the mountain. 20 He took the calf that 

they had made and burned it; he ground it to powder and strewed it upon the water and so made the 

Israelites drink it. 

21 Moses said to Aaron, "What did this people do to you that you have brought such great sin upon 

them?" 22 Aaron said, "Let not my lord be enraged. You know that this people is bent on evil. 23 They 

said to me, 'Make us a god to lead us; for that man Moses, who brought us from the land of Egypt — we 

do not know what has happened to him.' 24 So I said to them, 'Whoever has gold, take it off!' They gave 

it to me and I hurled it into the fire and out came this calf!" 
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Context 

Parashat Ki Tissa opens with commandments pertaining to the Mishkan. Every Israelite is 
required to offer a half-sheqel toward the sacred service. The Kohanim-priests must wash 
before they serve. A sacred combination of fragrant spices is to be prepared to annoint the 
vessels and the priests. Bezalel, child of Uri, is imbued with divine spirit and appointed to 
oversee the arts and crafts of building the Mishkan and all of its implements, making certain to 
desist from the labor to honor Shabbat.  

While Moshe is receiving these instructions on Mount Sinai, the people grow impatient for his 
return, and, under Aaron's leadership, contribute toward a different project. When Moshe 
descends from the mountain and finds the people celebrating the golden calf, he smashes the 
stone tablets inscribed by God. Moshe both attains divine mercy on behalf of the Israelites, and, 
with God, punishes them for their idolatry. After the trauma, God accedes to Moshe's yearning  
to see the divine. Having ascended again up the mountain, Moshe—glowing with the divine 
radiance—brings back a second set of tablets, this time carved by his own hand. 
 

Explorations 

Shortly after the revelation at Sinai, and the covenant the Children of Israel undertake with God, 
they stray from their commitment and perform forbidden idol worship. Sensing that Moses is not 
returning from Mount Sinai at the expected time, the people grow anxious and afraid. Some 
gather and instruct Aaron to fulfill their desire to see a god before them.  
 

2 Aaron said to them, ”Take off the gold rings that are on the ears of your wives, your sons, and 

your daughters, and bring them to me.” 3 And all the people took off the gold rings that were in 

their ears and brought them to Aaron.  (Shmot 32) 
 

The blatant unfaithfulness of the Israelites is matched by Aaron's cooperation in their apparent 
mutiny against Moses and God. Aaron does not hesitate to issue a command to create a new 
form of worship that will satisfy peoples' desire. Similarly to the donations to the Mishkan, Aaron 
proposes to collect the peoples' contributions of gold. 

Perhaps with the intention to absolve Aaron for his participation in the idolatry, many 
commentators interpret that Aaron tries to delay or prevent the people from actually committing 
the transgression. His instruction to the men to take jewelry from their family members is an 
attempt to buy time, they argue. 

According to most interpreters, the text specifically does not refer to the women giving their 
gold. On the one hand, this interpretation of the text praises women for their steadfast 
faithfulness to God, and patience with Moshe's absence. On the other hand, this reading 
explicitly excludes the women from ―all the people‖, 
 

And all the people broke off the gold rings that were in their ears and brought them to Aaron. 

(Shmot 32: 3, my emphasis) 
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While both agree that the women do not contribute their gold to the cause, Midrash Tanchuma 
and Rashi understand Aaron's logic about the women and children's possible reasons 
differently. According to Rashi, Aaron assumes, "The women and the children have affection for 
their jewelry and will delay the matter, and during this time Moses will come" (on 32:2). 
 
Rashi assumes that women and children are less likely than men to part with their jewelry. 
Linking the children and the women infantilizes and trivializes the women's attitude about their 
jewelry. The women, like children, care so much for their appearance and their possessions that 
they are oblivious to the proposed sin of disobeying God's commandment. Both children and 
women are thereby accused of being covetous and self-engrossed. 
 

Midrash Tanchuma attributes to the women more noble reasons for not parting with their gold. 
"Aaron told them (the men) something difficult so that the women would delay the action 
because they saw all of the miracles and heroic acts that God did in Egypt, and at the Sea, and 
at Sinai. They went to the women, but the women stood up to them and said, 'God forbid that 
we would deny God who did all of these miracles and heroic acts for us and commit idolatry'" (Ki 
Tissa 19). 
 
This midrash attributes to the women more appreciation for God's miracles and awe of God's 
commandments. While the men fail by their impatience and fall into idolatry, the women resist 
the idolatry because they see that it denies God's greatness. As a direct reward for their piety, 
women are given the festival of Rosh Chodesh, the New Moon, 

Aaron debated with himself, saying: If I say to Israel, Give me gold and silver, they will bring it 
immediately; but I will say to them, Give me your spouses' and your children's earrings, then 
immediately the matter will fail, as it says, "And  Aaron said to them, break off the golden rings." 
The women heard (this), but they were unwilling to give their earrings to their spouses; but they 
said to them: You seek to make  a molten image without any power in it to redeem. The Holy 
One, blessed be S/He, rewarded the women in this world and in the world to come. What reward 
did S/He give them in this world? That they should observe the New Moons more stringently than 
the men, and what reward will S/He give them in the world to come? They are destined to be 
renewed like the New Moons, as it is said: Who satisfies your years with good things; so that your 
youth is renewed like the eagle (Ps. 103:5)." (Pirke De-Rabbi Eliezer , chapter 45) 

 
While the Torah mentions the celebration of the new moon, 
 

And on your joyous occasions - your fixed festivals and new moon days - you shall sound the 

trumpets over your burnt offerings and your sacrifices of well-being." (Bamidbar 10:10) 

this midrash strengthens a rabbinic tradition that affiliates Rosh Hodesh with women.  
Commenting on a talmudic passage, Rashi brings the same explanation as the midrash from 
PdRE above (Megilla 22b). The Shulchan Aruch relates that the custom for women not to work 
on Rosh Chodesh is a good and proper one (Orech Chayim 417:1). The Rama explains about 
this ruling that women should refrain from spinning, weaving, and sewing on Rosh Chodesh—
skills that women contributed to the building of the Mishkan. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tanhuma
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/biography/Isserles.html
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/biography/Isserles.html
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/biography/Isserles.html
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Although the women do not contribute their gold, and join in the idolatry of the golden calf, their 
refusal to contribute and their reminder of the greatness of God does not succeed to prevent the 
idolatry. The men are so committed to their idolatry–they part with their own gold rings so 
willingly that their enthusiasm overcomes the women whose resistance does not even delay the 
idolatrous festival. Aaron, too, fails to prevent or delay the idolatry; indeed he seems to 
participate in it. 

After atonement for the incident, and calm is restored, Moshe himself yearns to see God—a 
desire not so different from the Israelites' longing that brought on the idolatry. 

 
Questions for Discussion 
Notice the violent connotation of Aaron's instruction ―to break off‖ the golden rings compared 
with the commandments to take voluntary offerings for the building of the Mishkan. What is the 
significance of this contrast for the two different projects? How can we make sure that the 
manner of our collecting and giving reflects the sanctity of the project to which we are giving? 
 
Our resistance or refusal to participate in action we believe to be wrong is sometimes 
insufficient to prevent it. In a personal example from your daily life, consider how to adopt a 
more proactive strategy, offering alternate, better courses of action that might prevent the 
negative actions from occurring. 
 
The women who refuse to give up their gold for idolatry model personal, local activism. While 
their success is disputable, they suggest personal activism on the local level. Another example 
of such activism may be found in Aristophanes' ancient comedy, Lysistrata, in which a group of 
women from opposing states unite to end the Peloponnesian War. The women withhold sex 
from their mates until the men finally agree to lay down their weapons and work towards 
achieving diplomatic peace. What do you think about women's collective action for political and 
or theological ends? See the Lysistrata Project. 
 
Our cultures continue to inculcate women's attachment to jewelry and obsession with personal 
vanity—Rashi's approach. Discuss and evaluate advertising and other media that broadcast 
these messages. 

Begin to compare the desires for closeness to God that motivate the Israelites to build the 
golden calf and the Mishkan—we will learn more about the aspects of closeness that the 
Mishkan enables as we proceed. 

 
Study Links 
During the latter part of the 20th century, Jewish women revived the celebration of Rosh 
Chodesh as part of an awakening of feminist impulses in Jewish observance. Penina Adelman's 
book, Miriam's Well has become a classic guide, documenting the events created by a women's 
collective in Boston, B'not Eish. Here is a review. You might use these study units in the context 
of a monthly Rosh Chodesh gathering.  
 

http://www.lysistrataproject.org/aboutus.htm
http://www.amazon.com/Miriams-Well-Rituals-Jewish-Around/dp/0930395115
http://docs.google.com/viewer?a=v&q=cache:7-u_veCqBZUJ:www.tikkun.org/mediagallery/download.php%3Fmid%3D2009050510482641+review+Miraim's+Well+adelman&hl=en&pid=bl&srcid=ADGEESj5zlMyu-mjW6hEti7_2rAWEATAk_XHPI-FrwpQ_Ga7Vkvr9KS5unoodCHOq2aulxsuWoucqCKmz-Fkzas
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For a variety of resources about celebrating Rosh Chodesh, visit the Ritual Well site.  
 
Summary of Issues 
Many commentators attribute a form of pure faith to women that guards us from betraying the 
covenant with God and committing idolatry. While this attitude appears to reward women, at the 
same time, it expresses elements of paternalism, tracking women into separate observances 
and excluding women from the community. 

 

Methods & Observations  
This analysis of the gold-giving episode shows how commentators import gender into the Torah 
text. Though the text itself states explicitly that  

 Aaron—apparently addressing the men—calls upon them to break off the earrings of the 
women and children, and 

 All of the people break off their gold earrings and take them to Aaron, 
the tradition that the women did not participate dominates. On the basis of this gendering of the 
text and many assumptions about women's beliefs and priorities, sages construct practices and 
rituals defined by sexual difference. This process begs the question why the sages are so 
concerned with sexual difference, and how and whether we also ought to be. 
 
Contact 
Please address queries and comments to Dr. Bonna Devora Haberman - bonnadevora@gmail.com 

 

http://www.ritualwell.org/holidays/roshchodeshnewmoon/howtocelebrate/

