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i HASHEM spoke to Moses, saying: 12 “When you take a census of the Children of Israel
according to their numbers, every man shall give HASHEM an atonement for his soul when
counting them, so that there will not be a plague among them when counting them. 13 This shall
they give — everyone who passes through the census — a half shekel of the sacred shekel, the
shekel is twenty geras, half a shekel as a portion to HASHEM, 14 Everyone who passes through
the census, from twenty years of age and up, shall give the portion of HASHEM, 15 The wealthy
. shall not increase and the destitute shall not decrease from half a shekel — to give the portion
- of HASHEM, to atone for your souls. '6 You shall take the silver of the atonements from the
Children of Israel and give it for the work of the Tent of Meeting; arid it shall be a remembrance

13, 511 11y — This shall they give. God showed Moses a cein
of fire and said to him, “Like this shall they giu.e
(Tanchuma; Rashi). The commentators find homiletic in-
sights in this Midrash. Among them are:

— God showed Moses that money is like fire. Both can be
either beneficial or destructive, depending on how they are
used (Noam Elimelech). 8
— If one seeks atonement through giving funds for‘chanty,'
the good deed should be done with fire and enthusiasm (R
Mendel of Kotzk). ™~

before HASHEM for: the Childlfen of Israel, to atone for your souls."”
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he parashah of Shekalim' describes the half-shekel coin that every

Jew was required to contribute to the communal coffers on a
yearly basis. After describing all the details of the donation, the Torah
advises us that the gift of the money serves

& to make atonement for your souls. .
(Shemos 30:14)

As my holy father asked, how is it possible to make atonement for
one’s sins without the animal offering that the Torah usually man-
dates? The act of forgiveness requires the sprinkling of the animal’s

_blood on the altar in the Beis HaMikdash. How can the mere giftof a
/ coin achieve the same end? It seems that the half-shekel enables the)
% sinner to be readmitted to membership of klal Yisrael, from which his
sins had in some way excluded him. How exactly can this occur, given
the limited nature of a monetary donation?
Let us begin by examining a well-known statement of Chazal:
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¥ Rabbi Meir said, “The Holy One, may He be blessed, took a type of 2°%pw nws 7 1w an nbx 5 on
fiery coin from under his Throne of Glory and showed it to Moshe. ;
He said to him, ‘This shall they give.’
; (Yerushalmi, Shekalim 1:4) 37 'O
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Why does Haman mention this fact? In what way are the Jews’ inter-
nal squabbles of interest either to him or to Achashverosh?

R’ Alkabetz explains: Haman knows that in order for Achashverosh
to agree to his plan to exterminate the Jews, he will need to feel that it
is assured of success. Yet it is likely that the king will actually have some
reservations; after all, do the Jewish People not have a track record of
impressive Divine protection against their enemies?

;44 Haman seeks to allay this concern by pointing out that the Jewish
People are currently in a state of disunity. Even Haman knew that
when there is lack of unity among the Jewish People, they can forfeit
their Divine protection and become vulnerable to their enemies. Thus,
Haman says to Achashverosh, “Your Majesty, in their current state of
‘separateness’—division—you have nothing to fear!”
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Indeed, it is for this reason the first thing Esther sa:ys as part of her
plan to intercede with Achashverosh on behalf of her people is:

0" 93 Ny oua Y
Go and gather the Jews together.”

Esther is saying that no initiative of hers will succeed without
first addressing the core issue that allowed Haman to hatch his
plan in the first place. If the Jewish People are vulnerable when

+ divided, the number one priority is for them to gather together ~

_+« Yand reclaim the unity that will make them deserving of Hashem’s

( special protection. &
And indeed, the Jewish People came together. Faced with a
common enemy bent on their complete destruction, the}" set their
differences aside, reclaimed their unity, and in that state they were

blessed from Above with salvation for themselves and victory over
Haman. :

S The Importance of Being Herdl

When Haman's decree was overturned, Mordechai sent out a second
message instructing:

ogTIRe opI iy oy [omny] ovrny o N
For the Jews to be prepared for that day, to exact vengeance

from their enemies,”

The word srny in the verse means to be “prepared.” Although it is
pronounced atidim (as if it is written with a yud), it is actually written
in the Megillah with a var-—trnny. This kind of situation, where a
word is written one way while we have a tradition to read it another
way, is known as kri w'ksiv. What is behind the duality of the way this
word is spelied and the way" it i& pronounced?

he Maharal explains: ‘The word gmny in Hebrew means “goats”;’
specifically, it refers to the goats whose job it is to ensure that the rest
1 of the flock stay together.” Indeed, for this reason, those individuals
whose job it is to ensure that the people under them are together are

also referred to in Hebrew as atudim.’

This concept was of crucial importance in the war against our
enemies on that day, for it was only through coming together and
being unified that the Divine Presence was with us and we were able
to achieye victory.

Thus, in this verse, the kri and the ksiv work together:

o The way the word is pronounced—mrrny--instructs that we

were to be prepared for that day. ' .

o 'The way it is written—omny—indicates how best to be
prepared! :
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HKB”H Chooses the Remnants-of Our Tefilos

Iwouldlike to proposeanexplanationbasedona fundamental
concept learned from the great Rabbi Uri of Strelisk, zy”"a, and
Rakbi Bunem of Peshischa, zy"a. They both address the formula
instituted by the Anshei Kenesset HaGedolah (the members of
the Great Assembly) in the berachah of Yishtabach: »7wa aman”

z“n-,lm. There is an apparent redundancy in this phrase. A "shg"’]

and a “zimrah” are one and the same. So, why do we state that

HKB"H chooses “raat »wa’?

They explain the matter as follows. Aftera G-d-fearing Jew
has finished praying—offering his songs and praises to HKB"H—
he pauses to reflect. Perhaps, G-d’forbid, his Tefilos to the King
of the Universe were lacking. Hence, he wishes with all his'heart
that he could pray to HKB"H all over again—this time reciting his
songs and praises more perfectly. These desires.and. yearnings
issued from a contrite heart are dearer and more valued to,

! HKB"H than the actual éongs and praises already recited. For,at
this“point, the person has no further recourse; he is remorseful
and heartbroken for his failure to pray adequately.

Now, there is a well-known maxim in the Gemara (Kiddushin

3 40a): “mwynb naasn naw nawnn’—He associates a_good
“3thought with an actual deed. Thus, if a person has these™

sincere thoughts of remorse, HKB"H views it as if he actually

recited the songs and praises in the ideal manner. This then is

.the interpretaﬁon of the phrase: “mmr *pws aman”. The word

wrpw, which means “songs of;” is related to the word “nmt ¥,

(’I meaning remnants of songs. In other words, HKB"H chooses the
(" remaants of our songs and praises—those parts that W.@ISLDOE)

- actually expressed by Yisrael in their prayers but were longed

for after the completion of their prayers—wishing that they had

prayed more sincerely. This completes their explanation.

€ This allows us to better appreciate the minhag of the early
chassidim. They would remain an hour after their prayers

contemplating the hour of Tefilos they had just completed—seeking
all of the places where their Tefilos lacked proper “kavanah.” Asa

result, they were broken-hearted, yearning that if only they could
have prayed better, in a more perfect manner. Due to this soul-
searching introspection and burning desire to improve their Tefilos,
I:IKB"H considered it as if they had indeed prayed in the ideal
fashion. This is the implication of the phrase: “nmmar»ws .““:n”"

Perfecting the Mitzvah by Longing

2o to Fulfill It More Completely

In truth, it is important to keep in mind what we have
learned from the wonderful teachings of the holy master Rabbi
Yehoshua of Belz, zy"a. This amazing concept of: *Pwa aman
ampt—relating to the remnants or unspoken parts of our
Tefilos, applies to all mitzvos, not only to tefilah. Whenever a

Jew performs one of Hashem'’s mitzvos and then reflects back

/;fjreinorsefully that he failed to perform the mitzvah properly,

HKB"H considers it as if he performed the mitzvah a second
time in the perfect manner.
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3,.5 j%«\ tiia ,’lth The He-
ha brew word for “silver” or “money” is kesef. The same root appears in 15p
<L the following verse:

...since you'tiad a strong lohging [kasaf] for your father’s house.
(Bereishis 31:30)

~4-Since ail similar Hebrew words have the same basic meaning, we
can say that the use of money expresses in some form a strong craving

for the object purchased. A mitzvah performed with money will there-
fore be one in which a deep longing and love for God and His Torah is
represented. When one feels a strong passion for something, he burns
with desire for it, and this, of course, is the meaning behin: “the fiery
cqin” mentioned above. 2
~J) When a Jew’s appetite for mitzvos and closeness to God has
" waned — that is, his passion for Jewish life has cooled — he easily falls
: g’ prey to indolence and sin. When he realizes his error, it is not enough
& simply to return to mitzvah observance and continue as if nothing

has happened. Rather, he must grasp the opposite mind-set from that
which led him to sin-n the first place. He must revise his view of life
and try to infuse his performance of mitzvos with a burning and all-
consuming passion. Only then can he be certain that the lackadaisical
attitude that caused him to err will not creep up on him again. Only
by understanding the fire, and the fervor, which is represented by the
mitzvah of the half-shekel can he truly atone for his sins.

This idea will help us to understand the following, rather cryptic
* Chazal:

Reish Lakish said, “It was known and revealed to He Who spoke and
made the world that in the future Haman would count out shekalim
[to buy the right to exterminate] Yisrael. Therefore He-arranged His
shekalim [the obligatory half-shekel] to precede Haman'’s shekalim.”

. (Megillah 13b)

- When describing the evil nation Amalek, the Torah tells us that
we should remeinber 4

how he chanced upon’ you on the way...
(Devarim 25:18)

They cooled you down and made you lukewarm after your great
heat, when all the nations feared to attack you.

j; _\;A, (Rashi loc. cit.)

- hen Yisrael performed their mitzvos with a burning desire for

* ~closeness to God; they were invincible. But as soon as they lost their
enthusiasm, as happened just prior to the war with Amalek, the en-
emy was able to strike, clearing a path for attack by any other adver-
sary. As a future safeguard against this repeating itself on a national
level, God gave the mitzvah of the half-sfekel, the embodiment of ex-
citement in mitzvah performance, the burning fervor of the fiery

coin. Thus the Jewish people’s means of salvation was in place long
before Haman, the wicked progeny of Amalek, was able to try his an-
cestral wiles against klal Yisrael. And in a deeper sense, we reexperi-
ence these feelings each year. Although we no longer give the
half-shekel to the Beis HaMikdash, we are certainly abl
our burning desire to serve God with all our strength.
We can now understand how it is that the simple mitzvah of the
half-shekel can enable an errant Jew to rejoin the klal. Our task as Jews
is to perform every mitzvah and toJearn every word of the Torah with
a great and passionate love. Failure to do so may mean that even a )
technically observant Jew has failed to achieve full membership of the
Jewish nation. But anyone, even the least observant person, who ap-
preciates the great power inherent in his soul and gives the half.shekel ,
intent on awakening these strengths, has revised his peiSoifa]ity and

Jewish orientation to the extent that he is now truly part of klal Yis-
rael. )

e to reawaken
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Mordechai told Hathach, Esther’s messenger, to inform her
that the grandson of 111p had come against them. *13p refers to
Amalek, about whom it is written, 7772 71 K. What mes-
sage was Mordechai conveying to Esther by informing her of
Haman’s ancestry? What relevance did this information pos-
sessatthattime? :

< Rashi, on the words 74 9wx, explains that 19p derives from

the term N p, meaning ““coldness.” Esther sent Mordechai
a change of garments, implying that he should remove his J
sackcloth. Obviously, she would have been aware that his”
sole purpose in dressing in this manner was to arouse the
Jewish population to repentance. However, since her iden-
tifying quality was modesty, she resented Mordechai’s
mode of repentance, carried out as it was publicly in the town
square.

A well-known allusion to Esther in the Torah is a refer-
ence to a time of 030 1non, concealment of God’s face, As the
Gemara puts it, *1> TRox 1non 203 7700 1 9noR.© This

..? exemplifies Esther’s principal characteristic: modesty. It was
for this reason that she maintained that Mordechai’s répen-
tance and mourning should not have been displayed in such

-2 public manner. He, however, countered that a more con-
cealed form of repentance would have been ineffective in that
situation, for the opponent was none other than Haman, a

descendent of Amalek, about whom it is said, T172 T1p 0K, a

term denoting coldness

Lt§ Amalek’s power, in a spiritual sense, lay in their ability to
200l down any exuberance Israel may have had in their service
of God. In his speech to Ahasuerus, Haman described the Jews
with the phrase 3nx oy 1w, “There exists a certain nation.”
Our Rabbis point that 110? is composed of the same letters as
/ 1Y, meaning “they slept.” ' Thus, Haman was hinting to the ~
~ King that Israel were in a somnolent state, spiritually, and that g
kiLwould therefore be a propitious time to destroy them. p
Haman achieved his momentary, terrifying hold over Israel
simply because, although they observed all the command-
@ ments punctiliously, the Jews lacked exuberance in their
actions. Their performance was merely mechanical, robot-
like.

J\@ This seemingly minor detail in effect allowed Haman to
enact his horrendous decree. Therefore, the type of repentance
that was required to neutralize this decree was one in which
extremes of enthusiasm would be demonstrated. We may now

I understand why_Mordechai’s public act of repentance was

Lg(eferabl/ekhgr_e to Esther’s modest, hidden method, for it was
this demonstrative manifestation of repentance which itself
formed the antidote.

With all that has been clarified, we may now grasp the
positive effects of the excitement that forms an integral part
of the Purim celebrations. It is essential, however, that these

qgcglings be translated into our spiritual lives. In this way we
" will be simulating the rectification that was carried out by
Mordechai so many years ago in Shushan. And once we are
infected with the proper enthusiasm in our fulfilment of the

Torah,_it_ will lead us to another acceptance of the Torah, as
occurred in the times of the Megillah when, as the text states,

ah which they had been given at Sinai.

tance of the

el

HE JEWS enjoyed light and joy, gladness and glory” (Es-
ther 8:16). Our Rabbis explain: “’Light’ means Torah...
‘joy’ means the festival...’gladness’ means circumci-
" sion... ‘glory’ means fefillin, as the Torah states (Devarim
28:10), ‘All the peoples of the earth shall see that the
name of God is called upon you and will fear and

" respect you'” (Megillah 16a).
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