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At the beginning of the Exodus story, Moses came to us in Egypt with words of promise and
liberation. But we literally could not hear him: :nW nTAyn! NN YA NYUN-7X 1wn X71, “they
did not listen to Moses from shortness of spirit and from the difficulty of their slavery.” Our
NN, our spirit, our breath, was compressed, shortened, choked from the work we had to do.
From the lack of freedom.

Much happens between that verse and this parashah. The plagues. The sea. Sinai. The Golden
Calf. The long terrible conversation in which God wants to destroy us and Moses refuses to let
him. By the time we arrive here, at the actual building of the Miskan, we are a people who have
survived things we should not have survived, and done things we should not have done, and
been forgiven in ways we did not deserve. God has freed us, saved us, nearly destroyed us, and
taken us back. Most of all, we have become an us, a community, an oy, and nTv. A group of
people who can listen, who can collectively declare ynwal nwya.

But it was as a community, a congregation without our leader, without Moses, that we
demanded the Golden Calf. And so, when we build the Mishkan, God gives us the opportunity
to turn our sin into blessing, to make the empty golden god with no interiority into a golden
dwelling place for God, we will do it as individuals.

At first, Moses assembles the whole congregation, 7x e 12 nTy 73, and speaks to us of
Shabbat and of building. He calls for ia% 2'T), the generous of heart, and 27 non 72, the skilled
of heart. He is summoning individuals from within the collective, calling for what lives inside
each person. Then the congregation goes out: 7xW' 12 NTY 72, the same phrase, departs as it
arrived. Intact. Together. Undifferentiated. We leave Moses’s presence.

The text does not tell us what happens next. There is a gap, a private space outside Moses's
presence, outside the frame of the narrative. And then people begin coming back. And
something else comes back: 127 inw1 YuX W'N 72, “every person whose heart lifted them” and
iNN N2T) WX 71, “everyone whose spirit moved freely” The grammar fragments into
individuals. inin .12%. Each person’s heart. Each person’s spirit. One by one, each person located
by what is moving inside them.

This is the grammar the sin of the Golden Calf lacked. When we built the golden calf, nyin 72,
the whole nation, broke off our gold and brought it to Aaron. No heart is mentioned. No spirit
moves. The crowd acts as a single body, without interiority, without the gap in which a person
might have gone somewhere private and decided. Mass movement toward catastrophe. The
calf was built by people who had forgotten they were individuals.

The Mishkan cannot be built that way. You cannot command a nam, a freewill offering. The
moment generosity becomes obligation it becomes something else entirely. So the
congregation must go out and the individuals must come back, each one carrying what their
own heart moved them to bring. The repair for the calf’s collective thoughtlessness has to
happen one nin at a time.

And then, once all those individuals have come back and given, the final verse reassembles
them: nint? na1 78w a1k, “the children of Israel brought a freewill offering to God.” The
family, 2x7w 12, Jacob's children, named for the one who wrestled and was renamed and
limped forward anyway. They went out as an assembly. They came back as a family, rebuilt
from the inside, one heart at a time.

The thing that allows us to become individuals able to give is our nin. We read: ndm™wx 75
NN, “everyone whose spirit moved freely” These are the people who gave willingly,
volunteered, moved by something that needed no compulsion. A spirit that has room to move.
A spirit that can give.

In Egypt our nin was ¥, short, cut off, compressed to nothing. Slavery does that. It takes the
spirit and makes it small enough to fit inside survival. There is no room for generosity in a 1xyp
nin. There is barely room to breathe.

The distance between those two phrases, nin¥pn and inih N2, is the distance the book of
Exodus has traveled. The sea brought freedom with the drowning of our oppressors. But it is

now that the spirit is learning that it has room again. Learning that it can move without being
pushed. That it can give without being commanded. That there is something inside it beyond
what suffering requires of it.

We are still in the wilderness. We will be in the wilderness for a long time. And we are, in some
sense, always at war, a people who can never fully stop wrestling against the forces that would
destroy us. The question is whether the nin is still alive inside it. Whether there is still
something in us that can move freely, that can choose to come back through the door with our
hands full, because our heart lifted us.
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