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TO OWN IS TO (HE 

The law of Shekalim was not merely a clever way to solve two problems, 

that of the Census and the maintenance of the Temple budget. I t was 

a mitzvah, a commandment of G-d, and the giving of the half shekel was 

therefore the performance of a sacred r e l ig ious duty. And even more than 

an ordinary mitzvah, the law of the shekel has become a badge of pride for 

the Jew, the symbol of Jewish philanthropy. For indeed, even in those 

quarters where Jewish commercial a b i l i t y i s regarded with envy, Jewish 

charitableness i s admired. *HB Jew may te a "go-get ter ," but he i s also 

a "go-giver." 

What is the source of t h i s Jewish t r a i t ? In the context of Torah Judaism, 

what i s the ra t iona le of such charitableness? 

Let us f i r s t direct our a t tent ion to what we might c a l l the "Jewish theory 

of Property.1* In the mid-eighteenth century, the great English legal 

thinker, Sir William Blackstone, taught there i s no absolute pr ivate 

property. What a man owns i s not absolutely, unconditionally, and un­

questionably his own to exploit as he sees f i t . The ultimate t i t l e of a l l 

property i s in the hands of - mankind* Hence, p r iva te property confers 

upon the owner not only r i g h t s and p r iv i l eges , but also dut ies and obl iga t ions . 

The major respons ib i l i ty of the owner of private property, i s , in the words 

of Blackstone, to promote "the grand end of c i v i l socie ty ." 

Now long before Blackstone, Judaism already saw the folly and the error 

of the theory of absolute pr ivate property. Judaism went even further than 

Bl&ckstone* The ultimate t i t l e of property i s not in the hands of mankind, 

but belongs to the Creator of a l l Man. Hence, Judaism agrees that the 

purpose of ownership is t o promote the grand ends of c i v i l society, but 
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adds the provision that c i v i l society i t s e l f must eventually be t r a n s ­

formed into sacred society: kehillah kedoshah» 

So that in Judaism, a l l that man has i s , in a sense, a t r u s t with the 

ultimate t i t l e belonging to O-d. ManTs wealth belongs to the Creator: 

•'For Mine is the s i l ve r and Mine is the gold, are the words of the Lord." 

Man's wisdom and in te l l igence are a g i f t from a good G-d, and must be 

used appropriately, as we imply in the told ah prayer : ,!Thou graciously 

giveth to man knowledge, understanding, and intel l igence*w 

Parents are not the absolute masters of the i r chi ldren; children are a 

t ru s t from the Almighty, as we know from the famous story of Rabbi Meir 

and h i s wife Beruriah, who when thei r children died accepted the tragedy 

as though they were ireturning borrowed gems to t h e i r r igh t fu l owner, 

quoting the words of Job: "The Lord gave and the Lord hath taken, blessed 

be the name of the Lord." 

Those who have power and influence must recognize that the source of t ha t 

power is the Lord: uFor to Thee, 0 Lo rd, i s the greatness and the might*n 

Whan we r ea l i z e t h i s , we wi l l act s e l f l e s s ly , nobly, and wisely. % n we 

find ourselves as possessors of e i ther wealth or family, i n t e l l e c t u a l 

resources or p o l i t i c a l strength, we wi l l remember that a l l of t h i s i s an 

obligation owed to G-d, and hence we wi l l use them in a manner conforming 

to His w i l l . Far t o own i s to owe. When giving the shekel or what i s 

symbolizes, w e know t h a t we are not rea l ly giving; we as only re tu rn ing . 

After Joseph's sudden ascension from the misery of slavery to the second 

in command of a l l the Egyptian empire, we read tha t he was given an Egyptian 

name, Egyptian clothing, and an Egyptian wi fe . And then, when his f i r s t son 

was born, he called him Menasheh, expla ining: ki nashani Elokim et kol amali 

v ' e t kol bet av i . That verse is usually t r ans la ted a s , "for G-d hath made 



me forget a l l my t o i l and a l l my fa the r ' s house," Every year when we 

read that passage, we fee l a welling resentment at Joseph, True, we 

understand that he had been t e r r i b l y wronged by his family. But is t h i * 

what one expects of a sa in t l ike Joseph? I s t h i s in keeping with his 

blemishless character , with the nobi l i ty of h is personality? 

A beautiful insight and solut ion i s offered by two great Rabbis: Rabbis Samson 

Raphael Hirsh of Western Europe, and Rabbi Aaron Levine, the Reszher Rav» 

They t e l l us that the word nashani does not mean "made me forge t , " but ra ther 

comes from the word nosheh, a c red i to r , ^hus, the word nashani means "he 

placed me in his debt0" In tha t ca^e, the meaning of the verse i s exactly 

reversed! "For @-d has placed me in His debt by v i r tue of a l l my t o i l and 

my f a t h e r ' s house0" I now recognize t ha t what appeared a t the time as the 

cruel ty of my brothers and the misery of my fa te was in r e a l i t y merely a 

stepping stone to my astounding success, merely preparation for my meteoric 

r i se to greatness. How much I owe to G-d, how much I owe to toy bro thers , 

how much I owe to my very misery 1 

So that Joseph, f a r from being an embittered ingra te , i s a revealed man of 

rare character especial ly to h i s Creator, He recognizes t ha t what he owns, 

he owes. Joseph understands that he must now ra i se h is children, spend his 

money, exercise his power, and wield his influence so &s to sa t is fy the 

divine nosheh. His son Menasheh served as a constant reminder to Joseph 

not to l e t his good fortune go to his head. His son reminded him tha t 

beneath his Egyptian royal clothing, and despite h i s royal Egyptian throne, 

he is only - as the Chief Cup-Bearer called him - a naar eved i v r i , a 

Hebrew slave boy. With an a t t i tude of t h i s so r t , arrogance, haughtiness, 

or miserliness are impossible. With t h i s kind of a t t i t u d e , one may 

o f f i c i a l ly be an Egyptian pr ince, but inwardly he i s a Jewish a r i s toc ra t* 



Yet, despite the nobi l i ty of t h i s idea, so charac te r i s t ic of Jewish fa i th 

and Jewish character , the Hitzvah or Shekalfem and the chari tableness tha t 

i t symbolizes must be seen in the prospective of the whole Torah. 

I t has been asked t Why does the Torah command that the amount to be given 

by each Jew be only machatzit ha«-sfeekel, a half shekel, why not a whole 

shekel! 

There are many answers. Let us suggest one. The law of the half shekel 

was given by the Torah to a l l Jews, both r ich and poor. He'ashir l o yarbeh 

ve'ha-dal lo yamit - "the r ich man shal l not give more, and the poor man 

shal l not give 3essfl
,! The Torah meant, in the commandment of the half 

shekel, to give two messages, one to the r i ch and one to the poor© 

To the r i c h , the Torah sa id : Despite the great importance of the shekel 

and the philanthropy that i t symbolizes, remember that giving i s not the 

t o t a l i t y of Judaism. I t i s , a t most, only one-half. 

We Americans, despite our well known generosity, often f a l l into the 

error or materialism. We bel5.eve tha t a l l tha t i s worth having, can be 

gotten i f enough money i s spent for i t . Thus, for instance, i f we have 

a national problem in education, we ins t inc t ive ly offer the prescr ipt ion 

for a so lu t ion ' increase the budget. We conveniently forget t h a t , in. 

addition to money, i t is necessary to create a cu l tu ra l milieu in which 

parents w i l l become models and examples for t h e i r chi ldren. I f we have a 

problem in medical research, we react by demanding more funds, forget t ing 

that sc ien t i f i c c r ea t iv i ty must have not only money but a l so the proper 

academic atmosphere which encourages unfettered inves t iga t ion . In 

internat ional diplomacy we find i t necessary to obtain the friendship 

of the new nat ions , and so we imagine that «e can buy t h i s friendship 

merely lay giving large g i f t s ; we forget tha t , in addi t ion, *e must 



acknowledge the desire of the new nations and t h e i r c i t i zens for 

nat ional dignity and c ivic p r ide . 

And so i t is with American Jews. We a l l too often think tha t we can 

buy re l ig ion by giving shekels. We sometimes delude ourselves into 

believing that one can pay his way out of a l l re l ig ious obl igat ions 0 

And so the •Lorah reminds us : giving is only machatzit, only a part and 

not a l l of Judaism. Perhaps he ! ash i r lo yarbeh means not only "the r i ch 

man sha l l not give more," but that he who can and does give l i b e r a l l y 

must not exaggerate the value of his giving. He must not emphasize the 

act of char i ty out of a l l proport ion, t o the point where he ffl no longer 

feels i t necessary t o be a Jew personally. The checkbook can never 

completely replace prayer, Kashruth, Jewish e th i c s , the study of Taraho 

And to the poor man the Torah speaks as w e l l . I t t e l l s him: do not think, 

as those who are l e s s wealthy often do, that giving is a luxury reserved 

for the r i c h . Absolutely no t , Ve'ha-dal lo yamit should be t r ans la ted 

not only "the poor man sha l l not give l ess , "bu t also "the poor man sha l l 

not minimize" the value of giving. 

No matter what e l se you do that i s good and noble and Jewish, s t i l l if 

you have not given as much as a man of your l imited means can and should, 

you are missing machatzit , a goodly portion of a l l of Judaism. F0r jus t 

as Tzedakah cannot replace T e f j l lah , so Tefi l lah can never become a 

subst i tu te for Tzedakah. The ^alakhah reminds u s t hat even an ani ha-chozer 

a l ha-petachim, a poor man who i s professionally a beggar, must himself 

give chari ty to other poor J 

When we wi l l understand t h i s Torah view, when we w i l l feel within our bones 

that what we own we owe, when we wi l l see giving in the perspective of a l l 

Judaism - t h a t i t i s not more but also not l e s s than only one-half of the 



t o t a l i t y of Torah - then giving wi l l becoma for us not merely a matter 

of the t ransfer of funds, but an uplif t ing re l ig ious experience as w e l l . 

For indeed, our t r a d i t i o n teaches us tha t when G-d gave Moses the commandment 

concerning the shekel, he showed him a matbei fa shel esh, a coin made out 

of f i re which He had taken from under His k ise i ha-kavod, His divine Throne 

of Glory, and said to Moses ka-zeh yitnu - "thus sha l l they give,11 

This indeed i s what Jewish giving i s and should be. I t must be f iery f i l l e d 

with enthusiasm, and suffused with warmth. Above a l l , the reward wi l l be 

kavod - d ign i ty , from the "^hrone of G-d i t s e l f . 

Ka-zeh yitnu - thus shal l the Jew g ive . 


