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Toward the beginning of Parshas Vayakhel, the Torah records (Shemos 35:27), “The tribal leaders 
brought the Avnei Shoham and Avnei Miluim for the Ephod and the Choshen.” Rashi quotes Chazal, who 
explain that these leaders decided that after everybody else had completed their contributions toward the 
Mishkan, they would donate whatever was still lacking, which turned out to be the Avnei Shoham and 
Avnei Miluim. Because they delayed in bringing their contributions, they were punished with the removal 
of the letter י from their names, which is written נשאם instead of נשיאים. 

 It is difficult to understand what Hashem’s complaint was against the tribal leaders. Seemingly, 
they had a good reason for their delay, as they wanted to wait until everybody else had first brought their 
donations, at which point they intended to fill in any missing gaps, which they indeed ended up doing, by 
contributing the valuable Avnei Shoham and Avnei Miluim that nobody else had. If so, what was their 
mistake? 

 Rashi, quoting Chazal, reveals to us that the problem with their actions was that it demonstrated 
laziness. Even though they seemingly had good intentions, buried in their calculations was an element of 
laziness, which motivated and guided their decision-making process (Sichos Mussar pg. 216). This fits well 
with the words of the Mesillas Yesharim (6), who writes that if we ask a lazy person to justify his 
sluggishness in serving Hashem, he will quote numerous Scriptural passages and statements of our Sages 
and rational arguments that appear to indicate, according to his faulty reasoning, that one should lighten his 
burdens and enjoy his rest and laziness. Such a person does not realize that his claims do not truly emanate 
from his logical mind, but rather from his lazy spirit, which overpowers him and distorts his thought 
processes and conclusions. 

 However, on a deeper level, the fault of the tribal leaders was not only their laziness, but something 
much worse. The Medrash (Shemos Rabbah 51:4) explains that the building of the Mishkan served as atonement 
for the sin of the golden calf. The Jewish people contributed gold for the calf until Aharon told them, 
“Enough,” so to rectify this sin, they donated to the Mishkan until Moshe told them, “Enough.” Hashem 
remarked that the gold of the Mishkan should come and atone for the gold of the calf. What is the connection 
between them?  

 The Medrash (Mechilta Yisro) explains that in the Tablets, the commandment of, “Thou shalt have no 
other gods before me” is written opposite the prohibition against adultery, to teach us that a person who 
worships idolatry is considered to have committed adultery against Hashem. Idol worship is a form of 
transferring one’s love to a foreign entity, instead of completely dedicating it to Hashem. The Gemora 
(Shabbos 88b and Gittin 36b) describes the sin of the golden calf as a bride being unfaithful under her own 
chuppah. Rashi explains that this is an analogy for the Jewish people who stood at Har Sinai and made the 
golden calf, which teaches us that this sin was a form of adultery by giving over our love to something else, 
instead of to Hashem. 
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The rectification for this damage was the building of the Mishkan. In his sefer Ohel Yaakov, the Dubno 
Maggid writes that even though Hashem chose to build the Mishkan from gold and silver, it was not because of His 
love for these precious materials. In truth, what Hashem truly desired was our love, and it would have been 
appropriate for Him to command us to give Him our love, but how does one give something such as love which is 
deep in the heart? Therefore, Hashem commanded us to donate to Him our most valuable and beloved possessions, 
because when a person contributes something that he loves, he gives not only the object, but also his heart. When 
all of the love of all of the Jews was combined together, this produced a dwelling place for the Shechinah, as Shlomo 
writes, “Its pillars He made of silver, His resting place was gold, its suspended curtain was purple wool, its midst 
was decked with implements bespeaking love” (Shir HaShirim 3:10). However, this was only on the condition that the 
giving was done willingly and lovingly, as the Torah stipulates, “They shall take for Me a portion from every man 
whose heart motivates him,” for if a person does not contribute out of love, he is not truly giving his heart to 
Hashem, even when he donates his most beloved possessions. 

With this insight, we now understand how the building of the Mishkan rectified the sin of the golden calf. 
The people sinned by giving their love to a foreign object, and through the Mishkan they rededicated their hearts to 
Hashem. Accordingly, even if a person gave his most precious belongings to the Mishkan, if he did not give them 
lovingly, he did not truly give anything, as it is not the objects that Hashem desires, but the love that is supposed to 
accompany them. Additionally, his contribution would not serve to correct the sin of the golden calf, which was 
only accomplished by rechanneling one’s love to Hashem. 

With this explanation, we can now appreciate the depth of the complaint against the tribal leaders. The sefer 
MiZ’keinim Esboben writes (Vol. 2 pg. 194, based on Sichos Mussar) that a true friend who wants to give a gift to his 
friend does not ask if he needs it, for he is not focused on the benefit that the gift will provide. His goal is not to 
give something that is lacking, but rather to bestow his love and demonstrate his friendship. Accordingly, the very 
fact that the tribal leaders delayed their contributions revealed that they were not giving out of love, but were 
donating physical objects to supply what was missing. This attitude and approach diminished the value of their 
contributions and prevented them from helping to repair the sin of the golden calf, and this is why they were 
punished with the removal of a letter from their title. 

This explanation is concealed in Chazal’s statement that the tribal leaders were lazy with their donations. 
The Orchos Tzaddikim (Shaar HaZerizus) writes that a person who acts with alacrity shows his love for Hashem, like 
a servant who loves his master and rushes to perform his will. Eagerness is connected to the heart, and when a 
person clears his heart from other distractions and focuses on only one thought, he will act with alacrity. 
Accordingly, the laziness of the leaders emanated from a deficiency in their love of Hashem. 

In truth, the fact that the tribal leaders brought the most valuable contributions increased the magnitude of 
their sin. The entire purpose of Hashem’s commandment to donate precious objects was to receive the love that 
came with them, and He expected that the more valuable the object being given, the greater the love that would 
accompany it. Accordingly, the damage caused by the donation of the Avnei Shoham and Avnei Miluim by the 
tribal leaders was great in Hashem’s eyes, because these were the means through which He anticipated receiving 
the greatest love, and they took it away. May it be Hashem’s will that we merit giving all of our love to Him, and 
through doing so, to build a dwelling place for the Shechinah inside our hearts. 

  
 

“Do not rob a poor man because he is poor” (Mishlei 22:22) – If you do not wish to give tzeddakah, 
don’t give, but don’t steal the poor man’s poverty and say that he is not deserving of charity. 
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