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Give or Get?

“When you will take a head count of the Children of Israel according to their numbers, every man shall give to G-d an atonement for his soul when counting them, and there shall be no plague among them when counting them. This is what they shall give…half of the Shekel, etc.” (Ex. 30:12-13).

This week is the first of four special “Maftir-Haftorah” readings between now and the Shabbos preceding the first of the month of Nissan. This week’s special Maftir reading, called Parshas Shekalim, is taken from the beginning of Parshas Ki Sisa (Ex. 30:11-16). 

In this reading, there is a reference to the collection that was made during Temple times of one half-Shekel per person for the purpose of the public sacrificial offerings. All of the funds necessary for the upcoming year’s sacrificial budget were to be collected before the first of the month of Nissan. By announcing the collection by the first of Adar, the people were thereby given a full month’s notice. Therefore, on this Shabbos, the last before Adar, we read from the Torah those verses that make reference to the Half-Shekel donation.

Incidentally, we can also see from here the unique power of charity. The practice of giving the Half-Shekel was originally instituted to protect the Jews from the possibly harmful affects of being counted, as it says, “and (by giving the Half-Shekel) there shall be no plague among them when counting them.” Although being counted would cause an evil-eye to threaten the people with plague, G-d assured Moshe that they would be safe in the merit of the charity they were being instructed to give. As King Solomon put it, “And charity saves from death” (1).

So great was the power of their charity that it stood them in good stead many years later during the frightful times of the story of Purim. 

The Sages of the Midrash (2) relate the following negotiations, which took place between Haman and King Achashveirosh. Haman said to Achashveirosh, “If it pleases the King, let a law be written that they (the Jews) should be destroyed: and I will count out ten thousand silver talents to the King’s workers to be put in the royal treasuries” (3). 

Achashveirosh, though, was afraid. He was afraid that were he to harm the Jews, he would receive the same humiliating fate that befell the other great oppressors of G-d’s people until his time, like Pharaoh, Nevuchadnezar and the rest. He replied, “As long as I have my Jews, I feel secure. I can not let you do this.”

Haman, however, was not so easily discouraged. Speaking then some 65 years after the destruction of the first Temple, he retorted, “You have nothing to fear. That was only during the times when the Temple stood and the people were giving the Shekalim. Now, things are different and they have angered G-d. Nonetheless, I will “count out”(eSHKoL, in Hebrew) to you an amount equal to half a SHeKeL per person (notice the similarity of the words), ten thousand talents, to reassure you (4).”

In the end, though, Haman’s plans were thwarted by G-d, Who, knowing what the future would entail, said many generations earlier, “Let My children’s Shekalim come first, to counteract the Shekalim that the wicked Haman will offer in the future for their destruction.”

The unique merit of charity, however, is not limited to preventing the unspeakable. It is also a protector from lesser ills. 

The Talmud (5) says that just as our income for the year is established on Rosh Hashanah, so, too, are our losses fixed on that most holy day. Although we obviously don’t know the outcome of our judgments on Rosh Hashanah, nevertheless we are assured that the money we give to worthy causes and institutions, besides being of great merit for ourselves, is also deducted from our “unrealized losses” accounts. 

So, instead of possibly enduring an emotionally troubling period of financial loss due to some misfortune, G-d forbid, we can actually avoid the whole situation by giving that same money to charity, helping someone else in the process.

And now for the best part: all at no cost to the benefactor. The Baal HaTurim (6) points out a keen insight from the above quoted verse from the special Shekalim reading. The verse says, “Every man shall give to G-d an atonement for his soul…” The Hebrew word for “(they) shall give” is “Venasnu.” This word is spelled “Vov,” “Nun,” “Sof,” “Nun,” “Vov.” The word has the same spelling, backwards and forwards! This, writes the Baal HaTurim, is to teach us that any charity that we give will be returned, so we really lose nothing by acting benevolently.

We are all aware of the auspicious time of Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement. On that day, our actions and resolutions are of utmost significance, as we say in the Liturgy, “And Repentance, Prayer and Charity remove the evil decree.” 

Yet, the AR’I (7) wrote that Yom Kippurim (as it is also known) is only “Ki”-Purim (Hebrew for similar to Purim)! As the anniversary of the time when the Jews were saved from the evil efforts of Haman, the upcoming Purim, too, is a highly favorable season for redemption and salvation. 

May our deeds be worthy of them and may we merit to see the rebuilding of the Temple in Jerusalem, speedily in our days, where we will once again fulfill the mitzvah of donating the Half-Shekel coin! 

-------------------------

(1) Prov. 10:2. (2) Yalkut Shimoni-Esther 3. (3) Esther 3:9. (4) See Talmud Megillah 16a and Tosefos there, with Bach 5, who make the calculation. (5) Bava Basra 10a. (6) D.1340. (7) 16th Century scholar.
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