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A Reflection 
of One’s 
Beauty 

Rashi reveals a fascinating backstory 
regarding the following verse in this 
week’s parsha: “And he made the 

Kiyor, washstand, of copper and its base 
of copper, from the mirrors of the women 
who had set up the legions…” (Shemot 
38:8):

“The daughters of Israel had in their posses-
sion mirrors into which they looked when 
they adorned themselves. But Moshe was 
displeased with them for they were made 
from the evil inclination. So the Holy One 
Blessed be He said to him, “Accept them, for 
these are more beloved to Me than every-
thing else.” (Rashi 38:8)

Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik zt”l offered his 
unique perspective regarding this memora-
ble midrash: This is what troubled Moshe. 
He could not make peace with the fact that 
the mirrors used for pleasure and beauty 
would be incorporated in the Kiyor (wash-
stand). After all, the Kiyor sits adjacent to 
the Mizbeach (altar) where a Jew brings his 
sacrifice of atonement, on which he recites 
confession with a broken heart.

The Rav asked, “Given that the Mizbeach 
and the Kiyor seem to represent two mutu-
ally exclusive motifs, the physical proximity 
of these two items seems strange. How can 
the beauty of the mirrors harmonize with 
the sensation of self-criticism with which 
the road of the altar is bound?” (‘Chumash 
Mesoras HaRav’, Sefer Shemos, p.333)

The Almighty said to Moshe “Accept the 
mirrors.” The women were able in Egypt, 
in the bitter dark of exile, to comfort and 
strengthen their husbands. Their inner 
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resolve and resilience were the key ingre-
dients to withstanding the degradation and 
humiliation they all underwent daily.

In a similar vein, the same can be said 
regarding the psychological state of the 
sinner who entered the Beit Hamikdash 
with his sin offering in need of forgiveness.

Repentance is predicated on two princi-
ples. One, individuals must be willing to 
accuse themselves and think of themselves 
as unworthy and inferior. In this vein we 
declare on Yom Kippur statements such 
as, “I am a vessel filled with shame and 
humiliation”, “And you are justified for all 
that befalls us, for You have acted correctly 
and we have acted evilly.” (Yom Kippur 
Machzor)

It was in this place that a 
person faced the harsh facts 
that they failed and were at 
fault

Second, there is the potential in every 
person to cleanse themselves. There is the 
ability of a person to ascend and elevate 
him/herself if only he has the will to do 
so. Even after one has sunk to the abyss of 
impurity, one can make a transformation 
and turn things around in a single moment.

The Rav emphasized that the second 
principle is just as important as the first. 
This is the majestic symbolism expressed 
in the juxtaposition of the Kiyor and the 
Mizbeach. There cannot be commitment 
to a new and improved future if man has 

no faith in his own creative abilities. If he 
does not believe in his own talents and 
‘beauty’, can he seek to sanctify his actions 
and work toward change and building a 
new edifice?

The holiest sacrifice brought on the 
Mizbeach where the chatat and asham, 
both relate to sin. When someone brought 
a korban they had to be mitvadeh (recite 
confession) over the sacrifice. It was in this 
place that a person faced the harsh facts 
that they failed and were at fault. It is for 
this reason, said the Rav, that the altar 
had to be built from stones taken directly 
from the ground and not smoothed over. 
One must stand before the mizbeach with 
all of his blemishes and rough edges. “An 
altar of stones shall you build for Me, Do 
not hew the stones.” (Shemot 20:22) The 
Mizbeach was a mirror for the person 
who sinned and sullied himself so that 
he could see his own reflection (Shemot 
20:22) (‘The Rav Thinking Aloud’, Holzer, 
Sefer Shemos, pp. 155-158).

Strikingly, the Kiyor conveyed a contrast-
ing message to the one who committed a 
sin: Never  lose sight of your beauty and 
your potential to rectify your faults.

The Rav expounded on a captivating verse 
from Shir HaShirim by saying: “Every 
confession of sin expresses itself in the 
outcry, “I am black and I am beautiful, 
O daughters of Jerusalem (Shir Hashirim 
1:5). When we do not see the “beauty,” we 
cannot discern the “blackness.” The sinner 
must view himself from two antithetical 
viewpoints: the nullity of being, and the 
greatness of being” (Ibid p.331).  


