Parashat Ki Tisa
The Half-Shekel
What is the purpose of the half-shekel?
Why is taking a census problematic?
Must a half-shekel be given at each census (e.g., other instances of taking a census in the Bible)?
A. Is there a Command to Count the Nation in this Parasha?

Parashat Ki Tisa begins with the topic of the half-shekel:
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And God spoke to Moses, saying: “When you count the sum of the children of Israel, according to
their number, then each man shall give a ransom for his soul to God, when you count them, so
that there will not be plague among them when you count them. This they shall give, each one
that passes among those who are counted, half a shekel of the shekel of the sanctuary — the
shekel is twenty gerahs — half a shekel as a donation to God. Each one that passes among those
who are counted, from twenty years old and upward, shall give the donation of God. The rich shall
not give more and the poor shall not give less than the half shekel, when they give the donation of
God, to make atonement for your souls. And you shall take the atonement money from the
Children of Israel and give it for the service of the Tent of Meeting, and it shall be a memorial for
the Children of Israel before God, to make atonement for your souls. (Ex. 30:11-16)

What is the nation commanded to do in these verses, and why are they asked to give a half-shekel each?
The Half-Shekel — for the Census

The Torah states that the donation is contingent on the nation being counted: “When you count the
sum of the children of Israel, according to their number...” Throughout this section, the word “count”
appears four more times: “Then each man shall give a ransom for his soul to God, when you count them,
so that there will not be plague among them when you count them” (verse 12); “This they shall give,
each one that passes among those who are counted” (verse 13); “Each one that passes among those
who are counted, from twenty years old and upward” (verse 14).

The issue of counting, clearly a central element of this parasha, is discussed again in Parashat Pekudei:
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And the silver of those who were counted of the congregation was one hundred talents, and one
thousand seven hundred and seventy-five shekels of the shekel of the sanctuary; one beka per
head — half a shekel of the shekel of the sanctuary for each one who passed over those who are
counted, from twenty years old and upward, for six hundred thousand and three thousand and
five hundred and fifty men. And the hundred talents of silver were for casting the sockets of the
sanctuary... And from the one thousand seven hundred and seventy-five shekels he made hooks
for the pillars... (Ex. 38:25-28)

These verses mention that a census was taken which totaled 603,550 men; thus the amount of silver
collected was 100 talents' and 1775 shekels. This silver was used to make the sockets and the loops of
the Mishkan. Here Moses arranges a count of the nation using half-shekels, just as he is described doing
in Parashat Ki Tisa.

Is there an Obligation to Count the People?

However, the phrasing of the verse — “When you count the sum of the Children of Israel” — does not
match the language generally used to indicate a commandment. The word “ki” (translated here as
“when” but which may also mean “if”)’ is not usually used in an imperative context. There is no
independent commandment to count the people; rather, the verses describe a potential scenario to
which certain commandments apply. The verse means: “When you count the Children of Israel, then

each man shall give a ransom for his soul.”?

! One talent is equal to 3,000 shekels. The total number of shekels collected was 301,775; since each man in the
nation had given a half-shekel, this equals 603,550 men.
? The Talmud states:
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As Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish said: Ki is used in four senses: “if,” “maybe,” “but” and “for.” (Rosh Hashana 3a)
Rashi comments:
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For we have seen in a number of places that the word “im” [which generally means “if”] is used in the sense
of “when,” such as: “And when [im] the Jubilee occurs” (Num. 36:4), for this is a certainty; “And when [im]
you bring the meal-offering” (Lev. 2:14) — this means: “And when you bring,” for it is an obligatory
[offering].
Of the four senses of ki quoted above, only “when” is applicable to our parasha.
* A number of commandments begin with the word ki, meaning “if” or “when.” All of them describe a set of
circumstances and then detail a commandment which would apply in those circumstances. For example: “If [ki]
your brother becomes poor and sells of his inheritance, then his relative who is close to him shall come and
redeem what his brother sold” (Lev. 25:25). Obviously, this does not indicate a commandment to be poor or for a



The lack of a direct commandment in this parasha becomes impossible to ignore when it is contrasted
with the language the Torah uses to describe the second census in Parashat Bamidbar:
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Count the sum of all the congregation of the Children of Israel..from twenty years old and
upward, each one who is able to go out to war in Israel, count them by their hosts, you and
Aaron. (Num. 1:2-3)

The verses in Numbers clearly indicate a commandment (“Count...count them...”), in contrast to our
parasha, in which the imperative form is not used once.”

Malbim comments on the Torah’s choice of words — “When you count”:
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And it used the words “When you count” to indicate that it is voluntary: if you wish to count; and
this was not stated in the imperative...and was only a notice for the future, should you need it.
(Malbim on Ex. 30:12)

There is no commandment to take a census of the nation, only a directive on how it should be done.
When a leader wants or needs to take a census, it must be done by giving a “ransom for the soul.”*

poor person to sell part of his inherited land. The commandment is to redeem the land: if one sells his land, his
relatives are commanded to redeem it. The commandment regarding divorce is similarly structured:
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When a man takes a wife and marries her, and it was that if she finds no favor in his eyes because he has
found some unseemly thing in her, that he shall write her a bill of divorce and give it in her hand, and send
her out of his house. And she leaves his house, and goes and marries another man, and the second husband
comes to hate her, and writes her a bill of divorce and gives it in her hand, and sends her out of his house;
or if the second husband dies, he who took her to be his wife; then her former husband, who sent her away,
may not take her again to be his wife... (Deut. 24:1-4)
There is no obligation to hate one’s wife or divorce her; this commandment merely states that should those
circumstances arise, divorce must be done in the prescribed manner, and that a man is forbidden to remarry his
former wife once she has married and divorced (or been widowed by) another man. There are numerous
additional examples of commandments given in this form, but these will suffice for the present discussion.
4 Rashi, however, notes that the verses in Ki Tisa may be interpreted as a commandment. He writes:
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“And give it for the service of the Tent of Meeting” — learn from this that he was commanded to count
them at the beginning of the contribution to the Mishkan, after the incident of the Golden Calf, because a
plague came among them, as it is said: “And God smote the nation” (Ex. 32:35). (Rashi on Ex. 30:16)



The Half-Shekel — Protection against the Dangers of Counting

How a Census should be Taken

Is this a specific commandment to take a census, or a general commandment regarding how censuses
must be taken?

According to most commentators, this is a general commandment on how to take a census:
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When you wish to take the sum of their numbers, to know how many they are, do not count
them directly; rather, each one shall give a half-shekel and you shall count the shekels and know
their number. And they will not be struck by plague, for the Evil Eye dominates that which is
counted, and pestilence may come upon them, as we saw in the time of David. (Rashi on Ex.
30:12)

According to Rashi, this is a permanent commandment: whenever an occasion arises in which the nation
is counted, it must be done via the half-shekel. Ramban also interprets the verses similarly:°
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The Holy One, Blessed be He, commanded Moses: “When you count the sum of the Children of
Israel, they shall give a ransom for their souls of half a shekel, etc.”... And this is a general

> If this is a general commandment, and not a specific command for Moses to take a census now, why does Moses
take a census before building the Mishkan (see Parashat Pekudei)? This might be a voluntary census which Moses
made sure to take according to the conditions detailed by God. However, according to Ramban, Moses was
commanded specifically regarding this census, although the commandment was presented as a general directive —
“It was understood that he would count them now” (Ramban on Ex. 30:12). In Ramban’s opinion, it is clear that
these instructions include a commandment to count the nation immediately, and therefore the Torah did not find
it necessary to include an explicit commandment to do so. Instead, it states the commandment as a general
directive in order to teach us the permanent conditions of counting the nation.
®In Aderet Eliyahu, the Vilna Ga’on writes that these verses state a general commandment detailing the way the
nation must be counted:
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“When you count the sum, etc.” —this is a commandment for generations, for any time they are counted; as
it states by Saul and David, and so the Ramban wrote. But now he was not commanded to count at all, until
the book of Numbers.
In contrast to Ramban’s opinion, the Vilna Ga’on claims that God did not command Moses to count the people at
this point in time (when the Mishkan was being built).



commandment — “When you count their number you shall do so” — to include any time he would
count them. (Ramban on Ex. 30:12)

What is the rationale behind this commandment? Why must each count be done by means of the half-
shekel? The verses themselves answer this question:
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Then each man shall give a ransom for his soul...so that there will not be plague among them
when you count them. (Ex. 30:12)

In addition, the phrase “to make atonement for your souls” appears twice, and the money is referred to
as “atonement money.” The Torah indicates that there is an inherent danger of plague associated with
the census. In order to avoid this danger, a “ransom” must be given. At the end of David’s reign (Il Sam.
24) David stages a count of the nation and the nation is subsequently struck by a plague. This incident
reinforces our impression that counting the nation is inherently problematic.

Why is counting the people problematic?’ Why might it cause a plague?®
Counting — Dominated by the Evil Eye

In Rashi’s opinion (see above), counting is dominated by the Evil Eye. Therefore, people should not be
counted directly, but by means of an object. Each person donates an object, and the objects are then

” While this lesson focuses on the problematic aspects of counting, some commentators view it as a positive act.

The Kli Yakar writes:
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“And God spoke, etc... When you count the sum of the Children of Israel” — Nesi’at rosh [“counting the
sum,” literally “raising the head”] is always mentioned when the nation is counted, for through counting
Israel is raised above all the other nations. For each census teaches the individual value of each person, as
anything that is unimportant, such as straw and chaff, is not counted. (Kli Yakar on Ex. 30:12)

His words are based on Rashi’s statement in his commentary on the beginning of Numbers: “Because of their

dearness to Him, He counts them constantly” (Rashi on Num. 1:1).

® Kasuto comments:
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In Mesopotamia, taking a census was linked to a religious rite of purification. This ceremony was of such
great importance that the entire census was named after it. This was apparently because counting the
people was considered a sin of lack of faith in the Divine. Therefore, it was accompanied by a ritual of
atonement and purification from sin. This is similar to the Israelite view, and therefore a “ransom” must be
given at the time of the count, and it says once again that “there will not be plague among them when you
count them”; through this “ransom” the Children of Israel are saved from the punishment they might have
received for the sin of taking a census. (Kasuto on Ex. 30)

Although this may have been a widespread belief at the time, since God references this idea in the Torah there is

apparently an objectively problematic aspect to taking a census. We will discuss this further below.



counted instead of the people. In this way, the Evil Eye would not dominate the people. According to
this interpretation, the half-shekel is the object chosen by the Torah as the indirect means of counting
the nation. Abarbanel writes a lengthy essay explaining the Evil Eye’s domination when people are
counted directly, and that this method of counting should be avoided.’

Indirect Counting
There are a number of examples of indirect counting throughout the Bible:

A. During Saul’s war with Amalek, the nation is counted by means of rams:
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And Saul summoned the nation and counted them by rams, two hundred thousand footmen and
ten thousand men of Judah. (I Sam. 15:4)

Saul counted the nation using rams — each man donated a ram, and the rams were counted instead of
counting the people directly.

B. During Saul’s war against Nahash, king of Ammon:
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And he counted them by Bezek; and the Children of Israel were three hundred thousand and the
men of Judah thirty thousand. (I Sam. 11:8)

Some interpret “Bezek” as referring to the name of the place where the count was done, but Rashi
writes:
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“And he counted them by Bezek” — our Sages said, by broken pieces of pottery. Another meaning:
“by Bezek” — by stones; he took a stone from each one and counted them, like “And he counted
them by rams” — he took a ram from each one and counted with them, as they would count them
with half-shekels. (Rashi on | Sam. 11:8)

° Abarbanel disagrees with Rashi later in his commentary (see below).



A direct count would allow the Evil Eye to dominate those being counted and cause a plague. However,
when the people are not counted directly but by means of an object (a half-shekel, ram, stone, etc.) the
Evil Eye cannot dominate them.™

Still, as noted above, the verses emphasize the role of the half-shekel as a “ransom” or “to make
atonement for your souls.” These phrases imply that the purpose of the half-shekel is to atone for a
sin,'! indicating that the census itself is problematic and that doing so requires atonement. According to
this interpretation, it does not matter whether the nation is counted is done directly or indirectly, by
means of an object — counting is inherently problematic. Why?

Counting Causes Division and Negates Collective Merit

Malbim lists three reasons why counting causes a plague. One of his reasons is:
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% The incidents in the book of Samuel seem to indicate that the permanent commandment is that when one wants
or needs to count the nation this must be done by means of an object, and that any object is acceptable for this
purpose. The Vilna Ga’on writes in Aderet Eliyahu:
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And the commandment for generations was not that they must give a half-shekel for the count, for Saul
counted by bezek and rams. And it was not that they should give for the sockets, for the Mishkan had
already been built. And also, that which was said: “This they will give, etc.” was not a commandment to
count them. The commandment for generations was completed in the first verse, and “This they will give”
was an immediate commandment [which applied only to that time] regarding serving in the Mishkan,
without [relating to] a count, and the commandments “he shall not give more” and “he shall not give less”
were given on this matter. And this is why it was not counted among the 613 commandments. And about
this it was said: “donation of God,” “And give it for the service of the Tent of Meeting.”
According to the Vilna Ga’on, this section includes two commandments. The first verse: “When you count...then
each man shall give a ransom...so that there will not be plague among them when you count them” is a permanent
commandment to count by means of an object. From the second verse onward, the Torah describes a separate
commandment to take a donation of half a shekel from each man for the building of the Mishkan, not for the
purpose of counting.
However, the simple understanding of the verses (and the opinions of Rashi and Ramban quoted above) favors the
interpretation that the half-shekel was given in order to count the nation, and that Moses was commanded to
stage the count using this object specifically.
" The word “kofer” [ransom] refers to the sum of money paid to save a person from death: “And you shall not take
ransom [kofer] for the soul of a murderer that is guilty of death; but he shall surely be put to death.” (Num. 35:31);
see also Ex. 21:30. Kappara, which comes from the same Hebrew root as kofer, means “atonement,” nullification
of sin: “And the priest shall make atonement for them, and they shall be forgiven” (Lev. 4:20). Ramban links
between the two words: “If a ransom is laid upon him’ — for the ransom [kofer] is an atonement [kappara], like the
sacrifices...” (Ramban on Ex. 21:30).



For as long as the nation is united and they are all as one man, the merit of the many is great, but
when they are counted each man is separated to himself, and their deeds are scrutinized, and
then the plague may dominate them. (Malbim on Ex. 30)

According to this interpretation, counting is problematic because it leads to division amongst the people
and the judgment of each person according to his own merits alone,*? without the collective merit of the
nation to protect him. Counting is not a sin in and of itself, but it leads to the individuals of the nation
being judged harshly and receiving punishment.”® The half-shekel atones for each person’s sins and
protects them from God’s Attribute of Judgment."*

This interpretation raises a number of questions: are most people really deserving of punishment? Is it
only the merit of the collective that protects them? Why would counting divide the people? In fact, it

2 Similarly, the Kli Yakar writes:
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And it meant to say that when they are counted for any reason, then each individual’s history comes
before Me, and then | shall count the sins against them for the sins have returned and been reawakened.
Therefore, He commanded them here regarding this “ransom for their souls” to atone for the sin of the
Golden Calf when they were counted, for He would know each one who was found wanting. And
regarding this our Sages said: “Do not separate yourself from the community” (Mishna tractate Avot 2:8)
B seforno also interprets the counting as a reminder of past sins:
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For the necessity of counting the people is because they are in a constant transition from being to non-
being, and this is because of their sin, as [the Sages] say: “There is no death without sin” (Shabbat ch. 6).
And in each count recalls sins, and therefore it is fitting that each person give a ransom for his soul to God,
may He be blessed, and He is merciful and atones for sins, as He said: “To make atonement for your souls.”
(Seforno on Ex. 30:12)
" This explanation fits well with the requirement to give a half-shekel specifically. Rabbi Pinchas of Koritz explains:
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And this is the matter of shekels...for the half-shekel hints to the matter of unity, that each person must know that
he is only a half and must be completed by his fellow man. And this is the matter of “And you shall love your fellow
man as yourself,” and when he receives from his friend, he causes his friend enlightenment and pleasure as well.
(Imrei Pinchas on Genesis, Parashat Chayei Sarah 26)
He writes further:
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For the half-shekel hints to unity, for each person is only a half and is not complete unless united with his
fellow man...and unity can only be achieved through humility. (Imrei Pinchas 4, Shabbat UMoadim 227)
The author of Yismach Moshe states this quite sharply:
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God, may He be blessed, commanded them to give a half-shekel to teach that there is no wholeness in the
individual, but only when they are united in one group. (Yismach Moshe, Parashat Teruma)



seems to accomplish the opposite — it links all of the individuals into one collective. It puts emphasis not
on the individual, but on community.”

Blessing Rests upon Hidden Things

Rabbenu Bayha explains the problematic aspect of counting differently:'®
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Blessing is not found upon things which are measured nor upon things which are counted, but
upon things that are hidden from the eye...for hidden miracles occur each day with regard to
things that cannot be counted or measured, for if blessing was upon something that could be
counted it would no longer be a hidden miracle but a public miracle, and not every person merits
public miracles... And for this reason the Torah commanded that the nation not be counted via a
head-count but via shekels, so that blessing would be upon them and their descendants would be
multiplied through a hidden miracle, and that the Evil Eye would not dominate them as it
dominates things that are counted... (Rabbenu Bahya, introduction to Parashat Ki Tisa)

Counting the nation permanently sets their population at a specific number, thus preventing them from
being blessed with bounty and numerous descendants.”’

' There are two major differences between the census taken in Exodus and the one taken in Numbers. In Exodus
each person gave a half-shekel, and the purpose of the census is a general one: in order to know how many people
there are in the nation. In Numbers, however, there is no mention of the half-shekel, and the census is more
specific: “By their families, by their fathers' houses, according to the number of names, every male, by their polls”
(Num. 1:2). It is specifically during the more detailed, individual count that the people do not give a half-shekel; yet
they do give a half-shekel for the more general count in Exodus.
'® This idea is also discussed by Hizkuni and Malbim. It is based on the Sages’ statement in tractate Ta’anit:
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Rabbi Yitzhak said: Blessing is only found upon things that are hidden from the eye, as it is said: “God will
command the blessing with you in your storehouses” (Deut. 28:8)... The Sages taught: One who enters to
measure his produce says: “May it be Your will, Lord our God, that You send blessing upon what we have
done.” When he begins to measure, he says: “Blessed is He who sends blessing upon this pile of produce.” If
he measures and then says the blessing — this is a prayer in vain, for blessing is not found upon things that
are weighed, nor upon things that are measured, nor upon things that are counted, but upon things that are
hidden from the eye. (Ta’anit 8b)
Y still, the question remains: how does counting the nation by means of a half-shekel solve this problem? Rabbenu
Bahya explains that if the people are counted indirectly, they are still able to receive blessing. However, it seems
that according to his opinion, it is not the act of counting but the knowledge of the number of people in the nation
that prevents them from receiving blessing. In this case, why would counting the people indirectly solve the
problem?



Below we will raise another possible explanation for the negative nature of counting the nation and
discuss how the half-shekel atones for it.

According to all of the commentators cited above, Parashat Ki Tisa details a permanent commandment:
each time the nation is counted they must be counted via half-shekels, since direct counting may have
negative consequences.

Was each instance of counting actually done via half-shekels?

The description of the count staged at the beginning of Numbers does not mention the half-shekel at all;
neither do similar accounts of counting in Parashat Pinchas and other places in the Bible.'®

Rashi discusses this question in his commentary on Ex. 30:15 and Num. 1:2. He states that all of the
instances of counting were done via half-shekels, but the Torah does not mention this detail each time
since the nation had already been given a permanent commandment to do so. His opinion is supported
by the fact that in David’s time, the nation was punished for counting without using half-shekels.

Other commentators, however, explain that the other instances of counting did not mention the half-
shekel because this detail of the commandment applied only to the count where it is specifically
mentioned. As mentioned above, Abarbanel writes that counting brings the effects of the Evil Eye and
therefore a “ransom” must be brought during the count in order to negate the damage. However, this is
only true of optional censuses taken on human initiative. Certainly the Evil Eye cannot dominate the
nation for staging a count at God’s command; in this case, there is no reason to bring “atonement for
your souls.” Therefore, the counts done at God’s command in Numbers did not include the element of
the half-shekel and this detail was not counted among the 613 permanent commandments. According
to Abarbanel, the issue with counting is only when a person initiates the count by himself, without being
commanded to do so by God.

In Abarbanel’s opinion, the count in Ki Tisa (as the Mishkan was being constructed) was not done at
God’s command.”

'® Ramban states that David’s sin involved his failure to use the half-shekel when counting. He writes:
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And since it is not stated here whether this commandment is for the generations, or only for Moses in the
wilderness, David erred and counted them without shekels, and a plague came upon them, and he
confessed it: “And David said to God, “I have sinned greatly by what | did.” (Ramban on Ex. 30:12)
¥ He writes:
(7,7 NPAR) IMRW I3 ,pTP XD DYPRT NIXMI AWYIT 3 ,I131¥7 INIR DIRT TWY? TWKR IDOMI ,¥ALA JwH? 717 PIAAY R0 PRI
7WnY 77207 AR 19 77 2157 717 70O PR TIRN MIPW” ¢ (2,7 2°N0D) 7373 01157 10N TINRY /YT 12T VI XD 71X MW
73 ,R371,73797 §D3 JIORY ANINI XY JRYK 737 .0°INR 012791 WP IIR IR NPEY 7377 H03 YR TI0RN ANXR ™I ¥ VRN 23”
738N 7199 ,39DI971 2797 17103 VYW VI PV 2151 7150 aN12373% DPWIKA IR UM OrIn YT OVA DX N1IAY POR ANRW DY
707 DNIX 1M JNPAAY 7RI TITA RDR 70T 2127 D2pWw DR NN A120N7 I8 Yy 71 7P KDY /AR WwD1 19 100 W wrR 2o
IMWIDW 13 RWN WK XWN 73 TIMKR 77 7DV 7777 R .13 02 ¥I7 1Y Mnan 029371 07Y3 [PW 273 /71 W1 9515 InX 93
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B. The Half-Shekel as a Donation to God
Two Reasons for Giving the Half-Shekel

As discussed above, the Torah uses words with the roots p-k-d and k-p-r a number of times throughout
this section. This led us to understand that the half-shekel [“kofer” or “kappara”] was meant to atone
for the count [“mifkad”]. However, a closer look at the verses suggests an additional layer of meaning.

The Half-Shekel as a Donation to God

The phrase “a donation to God” is also repeated a number of times. Verses 13-15 contain three
instances of this phrase, emphasizing the fact that the half-shekel is given as a donation to God. Verse
16, which summarizes the section, states that the silver is given “for the work of the Tent of Meeting.”
The half-shekel is mentioned first in verse 13, which states:

/72 AN PRWD ORI L PRWT M 00Y WD YW PRWD N30 — 0UIRPT Y 1297 Y2 um

This they shall give, each one that passes among those who are counted, half a shekel of the
shekel of the sanctuary — the shekel is twenty gerahs — half a shekel as a donation to God. (Ex.
30:13)

The first time the half-shekel is mentioned, it is not described as “an atonement for your souls” or
“ransom for his soul,” but as a donation to God. This raises the question: what is the role of the half-
shekel: to atone for the counting, or to be a donation to God? Was this section written in order to detail
how to atone for counting the nation, or in order to describe a donation made to the Mishkan?

A closer reading of the verses reveals the centrality of the role of the half-shekel as a donation to God:

And there is no doubt that this damage will occur in a natural way to the counting that man does at his own
will, for what is done at God’s command shall not be harmed, as it says: “He who keeps a commandment
shall not know evil things” (Eccl. 8:5). And our Sages said: “Messengers for [carrying out] commandments
are not harmed” (tractate Pesachim 8b). And because of all of this, the Blessed One said to Moses, “When
you count”; He meant: You will need a great deal of silver to pour the holy sockets and the other things.
And behold, | shall give you good advice to collect a great deal of silver, and it is that when you desire to
count the nation and know their number, since counting the people directly brings the danger of the Evil
Eye that dominates things that are counted, many and separate, you shall command that each man being
counted give an “ransom for his soul” to God. And this was not merely a ploy in order to [later] count the
shekels as Rashi states, but a matter of charity, for when you count them each one will give a ransom for his
soul in order to protect them and save them from death and the Evil Eye that dominates that which is
counted. And it was not as they said, “Ki Tisa” in the sense of “when you count,” as the commentators
explained, but the word “ki” here means “because”: “Because you count the sum of the Children of
Israel...”. (Abarbanel on Ex. 30:11-16)
In Abarbanel’s opinion, the count staged during the construction of the Mishkan was not a commandment; rather,
God advised Moses regarding how to collect silver for the Mishkan (“Behold, | shall give you good advice to collect
a great deal of silver, and it is that when you desire to count the nation and know their number...”). Abarbanel
states that the silver given during the census was not a means of indirect counting, but atonement for taking a
census in the first place. Any count not done at God’s explicit command is in danger of being dominated by the Evil
Eye not matter how it is carried out. The “ransom” for this was the silver donated during the count.



The first time the half-shekel is mentioned, it is described as a “donation to God.”

B. This phrase is repeated three times. In addition, the silver is given “for the service of the Tent of
Meeting.”

C. These verses appear between other sections that detail the making of the Mishkan,
strengthening the idea that this section, too, deals mainly with a donation to the Mishkan.

D. In Ex. 38, which describes the construction of the Mishkan, the number of shekels collected is
not presented as the result of the count, but as part of a summary of the materials donated for
use in the Mishkan. The count is mentioned only in passing.

E. Ultimately, the matter of the half-shekel, which is counted as a permanent commandment, is
not related to counting the nation. It is merely a commandment to donate a half-shekel to the
Temple each year.”

Donation to God and Counting

This parasha, therefore, discusses two topics: donating to God and counting the nation. If the main topic
is the donation to God, why is it presented as a donation for the purpose of counting the nation? And if
the central topic is the census, why is it mentioned here, in the middle of the description of the
Mishkan?

The Connection between Atonement and Donation
Two Separate Donations

The Netziv and Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch explain that there are two separate topics discussed in this
section, and two donations: the first is the “donation to God,” which is later used in the Temple, is
unrelated to the count and atonement for it; the second, “the atonement money,” atones for counting
the nation. These interpretations are based on the strong impression that there are two equally
important themes in this section: the donation to God and the count.

One Donation with Two Purposes

The Torah combines these two aspects of the half-shekel to the point that, at first glance, they do not
seem to be two separate topics at all. The giving of the half-shekel is presented as one donation with
two purposes: to atone for the count and to give a donation to God.

Is there a connection between these two purposes? According to the Netziv, not necessarily. The
donation to God is a permanent commandment and is given each year. In contrast, the silver that was
given to atone for the count, which was ultimately used in the construction of the Mishkan, was a one-
time donation.

20
Rambam states:
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It is a biblical positive commandment for each person of Israel to give a half-shekel each year... (Rambam
Hilkhot Shekalim 1:1)



According to most commentators, the language of the verses indicates that this section is not describing
a one-time event, but an enduring commandment which stems from the inherently problematic nature
of the census. Therefore, there is a fundamental connection between atonement for the census and
donation to God. What is the nature of this connection?

As mentioned above, Abarbanel explains that only human-initiated censuses are problematic, and not
those initiated by God. Usually censuses are taken for organizational reasons: in order to run a country
properly, the number of citizens must be known so that the burden of taxes can be divided equally
amongst the people and to organize services for the citizens. The most common type of count staged in
the Bible is a military census, taken before going to war. Although counts done for these reasons are
also initiated by humans, they do not seem to pose a problem.

Unnecessary Counting — The Sin of Arrogance

The count staged at the end of David’s reign is different: there is no need to count the nation for war or
organizational purposes; David seeks to count the nation for no reason. Radak explains:
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Our Sages said: Whenever Israel was counted for a purpose they were not diminished, [but when
they were counted] with no purpose they were diminished, as in the days of David...

David did not have a legitimate reason to count the people.”! His urge to count them stemmed from his
desire to feel that he ruled over a great nation. Apparently, this was the root of the problem, as
Abarbanel writes:
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David’s heart struck him, for he saw his sin in that he had become excessively proud of his nation
and his inheritance, and his heart turned away from God, the true Helper...

Ralbag also explains David’s sin in a similar fashion:

2 According to the Or HaChaim, this is exactly what the Torah sought to prevent by including the phrase

“according to their number”:
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And it further meant by “according to their number, etc.” that a count is allowed only because of their
number, if they have been diminished and you seek to count those who remain, or to ascertain how many
are missing in order to compensate for the losses, as it said: “Your servants have taken the sum, etc.” (Num.
31:49), in order to go to war, or if the number is needed in order to wage war against an enemy, etc. And
this comes to exclude counting them without a reason. (Or HaChaim on Ex. 30:12)
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And behold, the sin was in the counting, as | understand, for this shows that David put his faith in
the great numbers of the nation, and he should not have trusted anyone but God, may He be
blessed...

Counting the nation brings a feeling of power and possibly even arrogance. Even when the nation is
counted for the purpose of going to war, there is still concern that they might come to rely on their own
strength of numbers instead of relying on God. While there is no choice but to count the nation under
these circumstances, there is still concern that it would cause the nation to become arrogant, which
would cause a plague to come upon them. Therefore, when counting for this purpose it is especially
important to remember Who gives the nation the power to succeed in battle.

David’s count did, in fact, cause a plague, demonstrating that counting without a legitimate reason is
problematic. Yoav senses this immediately when David asks him to count the nation:*
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And Yoav said to the king: “The Lord your God will add to the people, however many they may be,
a hundredfold, and the eyes of my lord the king shall see it; but why does my lord the king delight
in this thing?” (Il Sam. 24:3)

The Donation — A Solution to the Problem of Arrogance
A Combination of Counting and Donation

How should a count be done in order to avoid the risk of arrogance? God teaches us how to properly
conduct a census: it must be combined with a donation to God in order to remind us Who made us
plentiful and gave us the power to succeed.

Parashat Ki Tisa — Counting and Building the Mishkan

In the midst of the commandments concerning the Mishkan, God commands Moses to count the nation
by giving a donation to Him. The purpose of this is in order to remind us specifically at that time of the
presence of the Divine amongst the nation, our dependence on God, and the need to turn to Him.”

*> The Or HaChaim explains why Yoav did not prevent David from counting the nation:
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He may have thought when he saw that the king’s word was stronger than he, saying, “Perhaps he has a
hidden reason,” and he feared appearing as a rebel against the kingdom, and he never counted them
[directly] one by one. (Or HaChaim on Ex. 30:12)
2 |n his article “Machatzit HaShekel — Mitzva SheLeAta Oh Mitzva LeDorot,” Rabbi Samet points out that the Torah
uses very specific verbs to describe the people’s donation to the Mishkan: “taking” (see Ex. 25:1-9; 27:2; 35:5) and



Moses demonstrated the proper way to stage such a count and how it merges with building the
Mishkan.

Numbers — The Census and the Camp of the Divine Presence

The half-shekel is not mentioned in Numbers, since there God commanded Moses to count the nation
and therefore there is no danger of a subsequent plague. As Abarbanel explained, when God commands
the nation to take a census they will not be harmed, as they are under God’s protection.

The nation would not be harmed in this case as this kind of census is considered legitimate — it is not a
result of the nation’s desire to see how strong they are; they are merely obeying God’s command.
Furthermore, the purpose of the census in Numbers is to organize the Israelite camp and set a place for
the camp of the Divine Presence in the center. Its purpose was clearly not to assess the independent
strength of the nation, but the reverse —to welcome the Divine Presence into the camp.

David’s Census and Acquiring the Place of the Temple

In David’s time, the census was not taken for organizational purposes or due to God’s command. The
half-shekels meant to remind the nation of God’s sovereignty were not taken either. This type of
counting reinforces man’s arrogance, and therefore it was followed by a plague.

What finally counteracted the negative effects of the count and stopped the plague? The plague
stopped when David acquired the place where the Temple was to stand and built an altar to God. Once
again, a link is drawn between the issue of counting and making a donation towards the Temple. This
connection is not a coincidence: donating to God or addressing Him through the Temple demonstrates
that man understands the ultimate insignificance of numbers. Power lies in God’s hands alone. This
negates the arrogance caused by counting and stops the plague.

Giving a half-shekel is, therefore, not only an outward atonement for the problem caused by counting —
it is actually the solution to the problem. Giving a donation shifts the focus of the count from human
pride to the centrality of God. This solves the problems potentially caused by counting, and transforms
the army into God’s army. The count itself becomes a donation to God.

“bringing” (see Ex. 35:5, 21-29). The reason for this is clear: man can never give anything to God, for the earth and
everything in it belongs to Him. This explains the puzzling lack of the verb “give” in favor of its opposite, “take” —
“And they shall take a donation for Me.” The verb “give” appears only in this section of Ki Tisa and is repeated five
times, once in each verse. Verse 12: “Each man shall give a ransom for his soul”; verse 13: “This they shall give,
each one that passes among those who are counted...”; verse 14: “Each one that passes...shall give the donation of
God”; verse 15: “When they give the donation of God...”; verse 16: “And give it for the service of the Tent of
Meeting...”.

The reason for this difference is that man cannot give for such a lofty cause as building the Mishkan; however, he
may give a donation for his own sake as a “ransom for his soul” in order to avoid a plague. In fact, the entire nation
gives “atonement money” to God: “And you shall take the atonement money from the Children of Israel...”



