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I. Introduction

Aim and questions

The purpose of this paper is to investigate how the biblical half-shekel and the temple tax of the 

Second Temple period were understood in tractate  Sheqalim of the Talmud Yerushalmi, and other 

relevant literature of the Rabbis of the Tannaitic and early Amoraic period. By studying how a 

couple  of  pericopes  (Exod  30:11-16,  Neh  10:33-34,  II  Chron  24:6-9)  are  interpreted  in  this 

literature, I wish to answer a few questions concerning how the Rabbis understood the practice of  

the temple tax and its biblical background(s).

While  Jewish studies have boomed in the last  decades,  primarily in North America and Israel,  

much  literature  has  not  received  the  attention  (or  methodological  stringency)  it  deserves.  The 

Talmud Yerushalmi has suffered from a centuries-long neglect, not only in Jewish religious circles 

but also in the academic world, and research on it is still (comparatively) basic. On the temple tax 

and the half-shekel more has been written – apart from the purely biblical scholarship we have, for 

example, Liver's seminal article from 1963, Mandell (1984), Japhet (1991), Ådna (1999) and, more 

recently, Tellbe (2005) and Klawans (2006).

Of these, none have written a sustained study on the Rabbinic perspectives on the half-shekel and 

the temple  tax,  other  than  as  a  context  for  a  historical  investigation  or  in  relation to  the New 

Testament.  Focused studies on Rabbinic exegesis is still  a field needing attention,  and one that 

should be of interest for biblical scholars concerned with the reception of the Hebrew Bible.

I have formulated questions to help me focus on and distil some threads in the Rabbinic discussion, 

which will be answered through a systematic reading of the relevant passages in tractate Sheqalim.

• Which themes from the biblical texts are important to the Rabbis, and which are less so?

• If, and to what extent, do the biblical pericopes get conflated in the Rabbinic reading?

• Which theological arguments underpin their  reading, and what is the scriptural basis for 

these?

• How did the Rabbis understand the practical side of the temple tax and half-shekel; is it 

supported by biblical texts, and what is the rationale behind this set of procedures?

• What is, according to the Rabbinic discourse, the function of the half-shekel when it comes 

to the temple cult, and the people participating in that cult?

• Who pays the temple tax in the Rabbinic model  and what concept  of Jewish collective 

identity does this entail?

1



Method

The diversity of my sources – from texts which might have a pre-exilic background to texts which 

were  written  during  Persian,  Greek  and  Roman  rule  –  prevents  me  from  having  a  unified 

methodological approach. The biblical texts will be presented and summarised, in order to prepare 

the reader for their reception in later Rabbinic exegesis. I will note likely historical backgrounds and 

discuss intertextual connections (if  any),  doing very little active interpretation on my own, and 

instead preparing the reader for the Rabbinic material by first introducing the biblical sources and 

pointing  to  important  themes,  problems  and  details  in  them  which  should  be  noted  before 

proceeding to the Talmud.

My primary methodological concern arises when approaching the Rabbinic material, which will be 

my main focus.  This  is  a field which,  when compared to biblical  studies,  is  still  academically 

underdeveloped, and while there is a rich set of methodological approaches in the field of Jewish 

legal decision, that toolbox has been developed as a legal discourse, with all the circularity every 

such system entails,1 and is furthermore explicitly religious in nature. There are many features of 

the  Rabbinic  textual  heritage  which  calls  for  methodological  caution.  One  is  its  well-known 

dialectic  nature  –  it  is  usually  structured  as  arguments  between  rabbinic  characters,  generally 

without  any  formal  closure.2 Thus,  it  cannot  be  read  as  one  text,  because  of  its  significant 

intratextual diversity. In my own words, I would say that the Talmuds (especially the Bavli but also 

to a lesser extent the Yerushalmi) are not about deciding Jewish law – they are a demonstration in  

how to decide Jewish law; which methods, what formal logics and what kind of texts are acceptable 

in the halakhic discourse.

Another  feature  that  needs  to  be  taken  into  account  is  the  rather  complex  relationship  of  the 

Rabbinic texts to their contemporary, extratextual reality. We simply do not know how much the 

supposedly factual content of Rabbinic texts match reality – almost all  Rabbinic statements are 

normative, rather than descriptive, and the Rabbis did not shy away from describing reality as their 

own utopia.3 This is problematic, since the Rabbinic texts are not works of theology or philosophy, 

but a largely idiosyncratic genre dealing with everything from Jewish law to household remedies, 

spells, recipes and humorous anecdotes – almost all but the most explicitly midrashic expositions 

purport to relate to reality in some way. In the words of Boyarin, on which I will lean heavily for  

my methodological approach, there is  no point  in  discussing '”rabbinic  thought,”  as if  rabbinic 

literature were a sort of philosophy manqué, and instead study culture, as a set of complexly related 

1 For a thorough discussion of the process of legal decision-making in halakhah, see Roth, 1986.
2 Boyarin, 1993: 26.
3 Fonrobert & Jaffee, 2007: 4
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practices both textual and embodied.'4

Sometimes,  when  we  have  ample  independent  (pagan,  Christian  or  generally  non-Rabbinic) 

sources,  this  loose  grasp  on  extratextual  reality is  not  too  much of  a  problem,  when we have  

something to measure the Rabbinic texts against.  That is usually not the case,  and not when it 

comes to the half-shekel tax under discussion.5 Rabbinic literature is simply particularly ill-suited 

for traditional positivistic historiography. We have no reason to believe, for example, anecdotes or 

biographical  notes  about  individual  rabbis.6 However,  I  see  no  reason  to  treat  these  texts  as 

altogether fictional or “literary.” Again, Boyarin, who points out how very much entrenched these 

texts are in everyday life:

The notion, however,  that  rabbinic literature of any genre is autonomous (in the New Critical  sense) seems  

counter-intuitive in the extreme. If ever there was a literature whose very form declares its embeddedment in  

social practice and historical reality, it is these texts. How may we, then, historicize our readings of these stories,  

given the historical skepticism [...]? (Boyarin, 1993: 11)

Boyarin then proposes a principle (“a sensibility more than a method”7), namely, to read the texts as 

part of an ideological discourse of its time, a symptom of the cultural activity of the group:

This principle is rejection of the view that literature and art form an autonomous, time-less realm of transcendent 

value and significance, and concomitantly, promulgation of the conviction that this view is itself the historical, 

ideological construction of a particular time and place in cultural history. Stated more positively, literature and 

art  are  one  practice  among many by which  a  culture  organizes  its  production  of  meaning and  values  and 

structures itself. (Boyarin, 1993: 12)

He goes on to list a few postulates, to the effect that literature cannot be studied “in isolation from 

other concurrent socio-cultural  practices” and that neither “high” nor “popular” culture has any 

privilege over the other or reflects society better, to name the most important ones for this study.8

While  respecting  the  “literariness”  of  Rabbinic  literature,  one  also  needs  to  find  ways  to  read 

against  the  text:  with  the  help  of  archaeological  background,  where  available;  by  looking  at 

independent sources; or – perhaps most useful when it comes to the Talmud – other parts of the 

same text. Because of the dialectic nature of the Talmudic texts, a reader is not confined to one view 

in Rabbinic literature (though, to be sure, she is confined to the selection and editorial choices of the 

final redactors) – rather, she has access to a whole field of discussion over at least a couple of 

centuries, and can and should read them as symptomatic of certain historical realities, and a part of, 

and an attempt to influence, the changing conditions of those realities. The Talmudic texts are rife 

with cultural and religious tension, both in relation to each other and to historical realities. Taking 

4 Boyarin, 1993: 18.
5 And some of the external sources – Josephus and the gospel of Matthew – are probably too ideologically close to the 

Pharisaic and proto-Rabbinic group to be a 100% reliable litmus test anyway.
6 Boyarin, 1993: 18.
7 Boyarin, 1993: 12.
8 Boaryin, 1993: 12-13.
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these tensions and their ideological and practical background to be  there, in the text, not just as 

something external, I read these two together, in search of the ideological and normative standpoints 

of  the  Rabbinic  group,  both  when these  are  presented  as  uniform (within  the  group  and  with 

contemporary practical realities) and when they dissent.9 I  am not interested in reconstructing a 

historical “reality” with the supporting help of Rabbinic texts (nor do I believe it to be a realistic 

enterprise) – this study is exegetical, not historical – but neither am I interested in aborting my 

material from the historical realities they tried to address, and which they were heavily influenced 

by  Roman  imperialism;  theological  currents;  the  destruction  of  the  temple  under  discussion; 

Samaritans, Sadducees and other non-Rabbinic groups; knowledge about the actual procedures of 

the sacrificial cult as it was performed at the end of the Second Temple period – all these factors  

come into play in the discussions presented in these texts.

I am thus reading a  text,  not reconstructing history, and I do not rely on that text for historical 

knowledge, but I do take that text to be an integral part of the cultural discursive formation of a  

certain group in a certain period – if I am reconstructing history, it is mainly the history of the 

discursive  practices  of  the  Rabbinic  group,  taking both  historically  “true”  and clearly fictional 

material to be significant.10 I am also reading the text in its final redaction – the Yerushalmi as it has 

been handed down to us – both because of the methodological impossibility of sorting out historical 

sources, apart from what the text itself tells us (which might or might not be true), and because that  

is the form in which the final redactor(s) chose to preserve it, and that point is as good as any for me 

to focus on when looking into how the biblical pericopes were received in the Rabbinic group. As 

we will see, it is possible to reconstruct not just theology but also standpoints on issues of Jewish 

identity, the standing of the priestly caste and the relationship between Jews and gentiles, from the 

legal (and occasionally aggadic) discourse in the material.

I will  be presenting the Talmudic material  by reading it  in order of its  own debate;  describing 

arguments  and  counterarguments,  but  leaving  out  that  which  clearly  does  not  pertain  to  this 

particular field of investigation. This is my own main exegetical activity, and I think it necessary 

both to demonstrate to the reader how the arguments actually go, since the Rabbis will rarely make 

explicit arguments based on the biblical texts and one thus needs to see their discussion in its full 

scope, and to avoid the risks of misunderstanding or obfuscation that a thematic presentation of 

Talmudic discussions too often runs.

This I do on the assumption that a Talmudic discussion progresses with more and more depth and 

9 Boyarin, 1993: 15-16.
10 One example is the Rabbis' discussion of the golden calf, the ten commandments and the sale of Joseph by his 

brothers which I will read – episodes which of course must be seen as fictional for the purposes of this study, but 
which have an impact on how the Rabbis understand the purpose of the half-shekel.
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that a reader needs to see the parts in order to understand the whole, something I trust will be  

apparent through my demonstration of reading the material.

It should be noted that tractate Sheqalim suffers from a high degree of instability with regard to its 

text (girsa).  As with much of the Yerushalmi, it is difficult to establish a reliable text, but in the  

case of  Sheqalim the problem has been further complicated by the fact that there are two textual 

traditions; one following the Yerushalmi manuscript traditions, and one following those of the Bavli 

(see below, “Torah and Talmud”). In many instances, the textual traditions associated with the Bavli 

has drawn closer to the Babylonian gemara in terms of style and language.

I will be using the Leiden manuscript, taken from the מערכת מידע התלמוד הירושלמי, and, when needed, 

I will consult Hüttenmeister's  Übersetzung des Talmud Yerushalmi, which takes several different 

editions as the basis for his translation.

At times, I will also be using the traditional commentaries found in the Vilna Bavli edition: Rivevan 

(the 13th century Italian Rabbeinu Yehuda ben rabbi Binyamin haRofeh),  Tiqlin Chadatin (by the 

Belarusian rabbi Yisroel of Shklov – c. 1770-1839), and the Qorban haEdah (by the German rabbi 

David Hirschel Fränkel – c. 1704-1762). Another important interpreter, though not a commentator, 

is Maimonides (c. 1138-1204), whose influential legal codex Mishne Torah, will be touched upon.

All translations, unless otherwise indicated, are my own.

Torah and Talmud – some remarks about the sources

The Hebrew Bible

One of the main problems with using the Hebrew Bible in discussing the temple tax is the difficulty  

of delineating which texts actually deal with it, and their relationship to each other, if any. I will  

primarily be looking at Exodus 30, Nehemiah 10 and II Chronicles 24, three widely differing texts 

qua genre, age and context. While the third of these could be harmonising the other two, it cannot 

be certainly established that the Exodus pericope has anything to do with the Nehemiah pericope, or 

with other parts of Exodus to which I will relate it (though they all stem from the P source). One 

should therefore be cautious already at the level of establishing the scope of texts to be investigated. 

Since these are the focal points of the Rabbis in Sheqalim, however, they are important to bring up 

on their own. My criterion for selecting these texts have therefore been that they will all later figure  

in the Yerushalmi. My objective in presenting these biblical texts is not to give an in-depth study of 

them – rather, it is to ensure that we have some understanding of them free from the assumptions of 
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the Rabbis, in order to see how they actually transmit and modify these texts in their discussions.

Tractate Sheqalim

The  material  found  in  Mishnah  Sheqalim  is  among  our  earliest  Rabbinic  sources,  probably 

stemming from the end of the Second Temple period, and some of the information given in it can be 

corroborated  with  sources  both  from  Josephus  and  from  Middot  and  Tamid,  two  other  early 

tractates.11 Also, passages from the New Testament touching upon the same issues do not contradict 

any  of  the  information  in  Sheqalim.  Its  Tosefta  (deutero-canonical  collection  of  baraitot;  i.e. 

tannaitic teachings with the same format as a mishnah), likewise, is old, from the same period as the 

Mishnah.12 There is no gemara to Sheqalim in the Talmud Bavli, but there is a gemara to it in the 

Yerushalmi, which means that the gemara cannot have been composed later than the late 4th or early 

5th century, when the redaction of the Yerushalmi took place. It is distinctly Palestinian, both when it 

comes to regional dialect (the Aramaic of the Yerushalmi is Western whereas that of the Bavli is 

Jewish Babylonian Aramaic), technical vocabulary, methodology and layout. In comparison to the 

Bavli it is much more elliptical in style, and less didactic.

The place of Sheqalim in Jewish learning is quite peculiar since, although the rest of the Yerushalmi 

has been largely neglected in favour of the Bavli, Sheqalim has been afforded a place in the Bavli.13 

It is therefore printed today as a part of the Bavli, a tradition reflected in the standard Vilna edition 

from the late 19th century. The tractate has, unfortunately, been subject to much change and revision, 

and is in fact one of the most unstable textual traditions in the Talmud: it does not even have a fixed 

page layout and pagination: in the Vilna edition it is twenty-two pages long, in the Warsaw edition it 

is thirty pages, and in the Venice edition from 1522 is only twelve pages. My page references will  

be using the Vilna page layout, since this edition is the most familiar one to modern readers.

II. Analysis of the sources

The biblical sources

Exodus

The purported starting point of Sheqalim and other Jewish sources discussing the temple tax, and 

11 “Shekalim.” Encyclopaedia Judaica. See Liver, 1963: 186
12 “Shekalim.” Encyclopaedia Judaica.
13 We cannot be sure of the reason. One theory is that the seder (thematical order) of Mo'ed in the Bavli is complete, 

with the exception of Sheqalim, and that this inclusion completes the seder. “Shekalim.” Encyclopedia Judaica.
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our major text dealing with the half-shekel poll tax, is the commandment in Exodus 30:11-16:

Y-HWH14 spoke to Moses, saying: “For when you count the heads15 of the children of Israel according to their 

counting, each man shall give a ransom for his life to Y-HWH when they are counted, so that there will be no 

plague among them when they are counted. This (is what) everyone who passes through the countings shall give: 

half of a shekel, after the shekel of the sanctuary16 – twenty gerah is that shekel – half of a shekel, an offering to 

Y-HWH.17 Everyone who passes  through the countings,  from twenty years  old and up, shall  give Y-HWH's 

offering. The rich shall not give more, and the poor shall not give less, than half of a shekel, to give Y-HWH's 

offering, to atone for your lives. And you shall take the atonement silver from the children of Israel and give it to  

the service of the tent of meeting, and it shall be a memorial for the children of Israel before Y-HWH, to atone 

for your lives.

This passage is hard to contextualise within the rest of the Pentateuch: is this the same census as the 

one recounted in Numbers 1? Does it relate to the voluntary collection in Exod 25? Perhaps the  

most pressing question is how it relates to Exod 38:21-31.

From II Samuel 24 we learn of the perils of taking a census – in the Israelite worldview this could 

result in plague, if one did not take the right precautions.18 Liver describes this as understandable in 

“a society whose material culture is not very highly developed.”19

By  contrast,  a  census  is  indispensable  in  the  government  of  a  kingdom  with  its  officialdom,  taxes  and 

compulsory royal service. The conflict between the notion that a census is fraught with danger and the practical  

needs of a census is, therefore, characteristic of a coalescing government of a kingdom in a society that still 

clings to the prejudices of nomadic or semi-nomadic tribes. (Liver, 1963: 175)

Putting Liver's condescending tone (and assumptions) aside, there might be a kernel of reason to 

this reading, as it seems the need for taking precautions when taking a census  does reflect some 

cultural or theological conflict within Israelite culture. On the one hand, it needed to be done – on 

the other hand, it seemed to result in disaster.20

Every Israelite man above twenty is commanded to pay a כפר נפשו, “a ransom for his life”, to ensure 

that there won't be an outbreak of plague. A רaפbכ, here translated as “ransom”, but of course derived 

from רdפeכ, “atone”, is also used in the context of the goring ox (Exod 21:30) and also, when Jacob 

tries to bribe Esau in Gen 32:21, and sends a tribute, thinking “I will clear (אכפרה) his face with this  

tribute which goes before me and after that, I will see his face – perhaps he will show me favour.”21

Likewise, the phrase נפשתיכם לכפר על  , “to atone for your lives” from v. 15 and 16, also occurs in 

14 For religious reasons I prefer not to spell any of the names of G-d in full.
15 Lit. “lift the heads”.
16 Lit. “the shekel of the holy”.
17 This shekel is, as Alter (2004: 486-7) and Larsson (1993: 272) note, not a coin but rather a weight (of around 11 

grams).
18 Larsson, 1993: 271.
19 Liver, 1963: 175.
20 If nothing else since a census was most likely to be taken prior to enforced taxation or military drafts...
21 Finlan, 2013: 59.
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Num 31:50, where the soldiers give an offering of war booty נפשתינו לכפר על  , “to atone for our 

lives.” Here, too, the  ה׳והיה לבני ישראל לזכרון לפני , “and it shall be a memorial for the children of  

Israel before Y-HWH” from v. 16, is echoed in Num 31:54: ה׳ישראל לפני  זכרון לבני , “a memorial in  

behalf ot the children of Israel before Y-HWH.”

In his analysis of כפר, Kazen writes, on Num 17 and 31:

The infinitive construct  seems more or  less synonymous with  kofer,  as in the passage on the census in the 

Covenant Code (Exod 30:12-16), where both verb and noun occur (kofer nafsho … lekapper 'al-nafshotekem). 

The function of the gifts is to remove the offence against the divine that a census was considered to be.

This fits the proposed translation of  kipper  as »to effect removal«. Both impurity and inadvertent sin may be 

understood as  offences that  cause an imbalance and disturb the equilibrium. Impurity can be dealt  with by 

purificatory rites, but they do not remove the offence that has been caused; for this, sacrifices are needed [...]

It seems that rites and actions that affect removal (kipper) are functionally equivalent to a kofer. A kofer is not a 

simple compensatory payment [...]  Kofer, however, is typically used in contexts when the value of what is at 

stake – human life –  cannot  be compensated for: the owner of the goring ox  (Exod 21:29-30), census-taking 

(Exod 30:11-16), unintentional killing and cities of refuge (Num 35:30-34). Kazen, 2012: 91-92.

The reason I want to focus on what the כפר might mean in the biblical context is because this is one 

of the themes most prominent in the Rabbinic discussion of what the text means. Here, according to 

a scholarly analysis that has been developing during the last decades, it seems that כפר means not 

“atonement” so much as a ransom that restores balance between the human and the divine sphere, 

something that a census destabilised or even offended.22

What the collected money is to be used for seems to be of secondary importance in this text – the 

main aim is to protect people from plague – but we do get the closing lines “And you shall take the  

atonement  (or:  ransom) silver from the children of Israel and give it to the service of the tent of  

meeting, and it shall be a memorial for the children of Israel before Y-HWH, to atone for your  

lives.”

The עבדת אהל מועד, “service of the tent of meeting”, is unclear, but I see no reason to accept Liver's 

reading, in which he makes a distinction between the service of the Levites and מלאכת בית אלקינו, 

“the work of the house of our G-d” in Neh 10:33.23 While I agree that one should not too readily 

conflate the עבדת אהל מועד with the מלאכת בית אלקינו, Liver's point does not really hold up to scrutiny, 

since the phrase עבדת אהל מועד in Num 7:5 – one of the texts he himself refers to – could refer to 

22 See Kazen, 2012: 89. Propp, however, suggests a reading in which כפר carries the usual connotations of expiation 
through sacrifices, since the silver in any case seems to be used for the sockets of the tabernacle and thus becomes 
part of the cultic apparatus in which expiation is effected. (Propp, 2006: 480) This reading, though it ignores the 
local context in favour of an unnecessarily wide and harmonious model, is, as will be seen below, not far from the 
Rabbinic understanding.
Concerning נפשתיכם לכפר על , he writes: 'By concluding with napšōtêkem, 'your [masculine plural] [sic] souls,' [Y-
HWH] addresses future Israelite readers, who, by sacrifice, may still obtain continual Clearing for their day-to-day 
defilements.' (Propp, 2006: 477) This, however, does not make much sense as an explication of the actual text.

23 Liver, 1963: 176.
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sacrifices. He seems to want to prove that the silver went to the construction of the tent of meeting  

(reading it together with Exod 38:25-28), which makes sense, but does not rule out the proposed 

reading of those who would want to connect the half-shekel with Neh 10:33-34 and the later temple 

tax, since that, too, went to construction projects. and since one first has to rule out that Exod 38:25-

28 does not include the half-shekels. The  memorial”, “indicates that the atonement money“ ,זכרון 

itself was to serve as a memorial before [Y-HWH], which fits its use in being cast as vessels or 

appurtenances of the tent.”24 Looking at other uses of the word זכרון, however, one can clearly see 

that a זכרון does not have to be a permanent structure or object:25 in Exod 12:14, Pesach is referred 

to as a זכרון; in Lev 23:24 it refers to Rosh haShanah, and in Num 5:15 it does refer to an offering, 

as part of the סוטה ordeal, as is the case in 10:19 where the offerings are to be  ה׳לזכרון לפני . That the 

silver is to be used for a זכרון does not in itself preclude it from being used to buy sacrifices.26 In 

light of these factors I see Liver's comments as overly polemical, though I myself do not subscribe 

to the view that the half-shekel is synonymous with the temple tax, at least not in the Pentateuch.

The next relevant passage I would want to investigate is Exod. 38:21-31:

These are the accounts of the tabernacle – the tabernacle of the testimony – that were counted on Moses' word,  

the service of the Levites, at the hand of Ithamar, son of Aaron the priest. And Bezalel, son or Uri, son of Hur,  

from the tribe of Judah, made all that which had Y-HWH had commanded Moses. And with him was Oholiab,  

son of Ahisamach, from the tribe of Dan, engraver and designer and embroiderer in sky-blue and in purple and in 

worm-crimson and in fine linen.

All the gold that was used for the work, in all the work of the sanctuary – the gold of the elevation offering – was 

twenty-nine talents and seven hundred and thirty shekels, after the shekel of the sanctuary.

And the silver of the accounts of the community was a hundred talents [or]  one thousand seven hundred and 

seventy-five shekels, after the shekel of the sanctuary. A beka per head, half of a shekel, after the shekel of the 

sanctuary, for everyone passing through the countings, from the age of twenty years and up, for six hundred 

thousand and three thousand five hundred and fifty. And the hundred talents [of silver] was for the casting of the 

sockets for the sanctuary and the sockets of the curtain – a hundred sockets for the hundred talents, a talent per  

socket.

And the one thousand seven hundred and seventy-five [shekels] he made into hooks for the pillars and he plated 

their tops and banded them.

And the bronze of the elevation offering was seventy talents [or] two thousand and four hundred shekels. And he 

made with it the sockets for the entrance of the tent of meeting and the bronze altar and the bronze grate that  

belongs to it and all the equipment of the altar. And all the sockets of the surrounding court and the sockets for  

the gate of the court and all the pegs of the tabernacle and all the pegs of the surrounding court.

24 Liver, 1963: 177. This is close to the reading of Rashi, who holds that the half-shekel went to the casting of the 
sockets in 38:27, not the actual sacrifices.

25 Though sometimes it is: see for example (possibly) Exod 28:12, 29, Num 17:5 and Josh 4:7.
26 Meyers gives a reading of her own: 'Like many other rituals in Exodus, this one is given a commemorative feature; 

census monies are a “reminder” that the risks inherent in a census are averted by a payment.' (Meyers, 2005: 251)
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Here one should be careful not to harmonise too much, but I do not see what would be unreasonable 

in the readings of both modern scholars, such as Liver and Larsson,27 or classical ones, such as 

Rashi,28 to read this as an inventory of two different donations, one of which seems to be the half-

shekel.

The donations of gold (from a source unknown to us, if it is not Exod 35:4-29, which I take to be  

the divine command from Ch 25 implemented29), silver (the same designated weight as 30:11-17) 

and bronze or copper (as with the gold, or – less likely – it might be the women's bronze mirrors  

from 38:8). While we learn nothing of what happens to the gold, at least from this passage, we get a 

detailed account of what the silver and the bronze went to.

The silver is the same amount as in the census in Num 1:44-46, which also shares much of the 

language from Exod 30: 600,550 men from age twenty and up. This has led many commentators to 

assume that the two censuses are the same (with the census in Num 26 being the second, rather than 

the third, in order). However, this is hard to ascertain with any certainty.30

II Chronicles

Perhaps the most  interesting potential  nexus between Exod 30 and another  biblical  text  is  that 

involving II Chronicles 24:4-14, a retelling of II Kings 12:5-17, where king Jehoash, realising that 

27 Larsson, 1993: 272.
28 The alternative explanation on Exod 30:15. As his reading seems to capture in what way earlier Rabbinic sources 

read the relation between the Exodus texts, I would like to cite it in full:
To atone for your souls. Because it was hinted to them here about three offerings, because “an offering (תרומה) to Y-
HWH” is written here three times (Exod 30:13, 14, 15)
The first is the offering for the sockets, for [Moses] counted them when they began with the donations for the 
tabernacle. Every one gave half a shekel, adding up to a hundred talents, as it is said (Exod 38:25): “And the silver 
of the accounts of the community was a hundred talents...” The sockets vere made from this, as it is said (Exod 
38:27): “And the hundred talents [of silver] was for the casting of the sockets for the sanctuary...”
The second was also by way of a counting, for [Moses] counted them after the tabernacle had been erected. This is 
the counting mentioned at the beginning of the book of Numbers... Everyone gave half a shekel, and with them they 
purchased the communal sacrifices annually. The rich and the poor were equal in them. Concerning that offering, it 
is said: “to atone for your souls ( נפשתיכם לכפר על )”, because the sacrifices are brought for the purpose of atonement.
The third one is the offering for the tabernacle, as it is said (Exod 35:24): “Everyone who had set aside offerings of 
silver or copper...” And in this, they were not all equal – rather, each man (gave) what he wanted to volunteer with.

This reconstruction of Rashi's does a lot to explain the earlier Rabbinic reading, so it might be good to make clear 
what it means: Rashi's reading, based on Rabbinic sources, is that the Israelites were counted before the construction 
of the tabernacle, and gave their first offering, namely silver, that went to the sockets. This is described in Ch 38. 
Then, when being counted in the wilderness in Num 1, which for Rashi is the same counting as the one in Ch 30, 
they give another offering, that funds the communal sacrifices. Then, lastly, there is a third offering, which was 
collected once (described in Ch 25 and executed in Ch 35) for the construction of the tabernacle.

29 See Meyers, 2005: 275.
30 The strength of this reading is that it ties the two occurrences of the number 600,550 together, while leaving 601,730 

on the plains of Moab (Num 26:51) aside. The round number of 600,000 men participating in the Exodus (Exod 
12:37) can be taken to be an approximate number. In any event, the numbers don't make much sense, as Coogan 
(2006: 154) points out: “If the total of 603,550 males is divided by the number of first-born sons (22,273 according 
to Num 3.43), then each family would have had some twenty-seven sons!”
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he cannot depend on the traditional means of funding the temple repairs,  places a chest by the 

temple altar  where people deposit  money.31 In II Chronicles we see a slight elaboration of this 

episode (II Chron 24:6-9):

The king called upon Jehoiadah, the chief, and said to him: “Why have you not required of the Levites to bring 

the tax of Moses,  servant of Y-HWH, (משאת משה עבד ה׳) from Judah and from Jerusalem to the tent  of the 

testimony?” …

The king spoke, and they made one chest and set it by the gate of the house of Y-HWH, on the outside.  They 

made a proclamation in Judah and in Jerusalem to bring to Y-HWH the tax that Moses, the servant of G-d,  

imposed on Israel in the wilderness.

Sufficient (even abundant) funds are collected to repair the temple, and the leftover money is used 

to make utensils, and, it seems, to pay for the daily communal offerings. (v. 14)

At this late stage in the biblical canon, we finally seem to get a clear connection between the temple 

tax  and  the  half-shekel.  The  king,  expecting  the  annual  money  for  the  repair  of  the  temple, 

encounters problems and comes up with new ways to enforce the taxation, through a chest where 

people would deposit the money, and a proclamation throughout the land, reminding the people of 

their obligation.

Liver, however, raises a dissenting opinion; according to him, this passage does not deal with the 

half-shekel, but rather with the donations from Exod 25.32 While one part of his argument – the lack 

of a census – does have its strength, the rest of his argument seems less than convincing. He argues 

that the tax”, refers to Exod 25, because a“ ,משאת   in a ritual context usually refers to an משאת 

“offering” or “impost.” The fact that a משאת is never mentioned in Exod 25, but does have a cognate 

term in 30:12 (  is something he notes but does not make anything of. He ( את ראש בני ישראלתשאכי 

then claims that

The primary object of the latter was to furnish the regular sacrifices; the remainder, which did in fact involve  

very substantial sums towards the end of the period, was applied to other uses. The Chronicles account relates 

that the money left over after the renovations was used for making vessels for [Y-HWH's] house, and adds: “And 

they offered burnt offerings in the house of [Y-HWH] continually all the days of Jehoiada.” (24:14). Only by a 

severely forced interpretation can one understand the end of this verse as indicating that, as long as Jehoiada 

lived, burnt offerings were furnished out of the money left over from the temple repair. But even granting such  

an interpretation, surely a description of sacrifices offered over a period of many years from silver taken in a 

single  collection cannot possibly reflect an  annual tax instituted to provide for the sacrificial service. (Liver: 

1963. 180)

First of all, the only source explicitly spelling out what Liver claims – that the primary objective of  

the temple tax was to cover the costs  of the daily communal offerings – is  m.Sheqalim,  which 

31 In the II Kings account, neither the first nor the subsequent donation system seems to be related to the half-shekel in 
any sense. If this text describes one taxation system, enforced in a new way, or a new taxation system, is not entirely 
clear. That is not the case in II Chronicles.

32 Liver, 1963: 179.
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cannot be taken as a reliable source as to what a possible temple tax described in II Chronicles 

might have looked like, especially since the Mishnah mentions the same two budget allocations as 

II Chronicles, only with a changed priority, something which can happen over time and which in 

any event isn't explicitly stated in the biblical text. We have no reason to assume that the “tax of 

Moses” does not refer to the half-shekel temple tax on the grounds that the temple tax was used for 

other purposes. The second part of his argument, that the offerings mentioned must have been taken 

from that single collection, is not anchored in the actual text, which only states that, as long as 

Jehoiadah lived, the communal sacrifices were offered (as opposed to later) – the statement is tied 

to Jehoiadah, not directly to the tax.

As for Liver's argument that the text refers to Exod 25, the money for the repair of the temple is 

explicitly stated to be tied to a “yearly repair”33 and we can therefore safely assume that the money, 

too, was collected annually. Exod 25 is not an annual tax – it is neither a tax nor annually recurring 

– it is a one-time contribution. It is not a better candidate when compared to the one-time half-

shekel donation, which at least does share some language with II Chronicles 24 and which by the 

time of  Josephus,  Philo and the New Testament  seems to have been firmly associated with an 

annual tax. Another argument in favour of Exod 30 is that the half-shekel seems to be mentioned in 

Exod 38, where one also finds the unusual designation משכן העדת, “the tabernacle of the testimony”, 

paralleled in II Chron 24:6 with אהל העדות, “tent of the testimony.”34

I have a hard time seeing Exod 25 as a better candidate than Exod 30 as the “tax of Moses”, even  

though one should take care to notice important discrepancies.35 The interpretation most readily at 

hand, in my opinion, is that the Chronicler, aware of an annual temple tax (probably, when looking 

at other,  later sources,  set at a half-shekel),  in describing the history of the kings of Israel had 

ideological reasons to lend that temple tax the authority that bygone ages tend to give, linking it not  

only with a king from the monarchical period, but also with Moses himself.36

33 Provided that is not a later gloss, an idea Liver entertains (181). His other suggestion, that the king would ask about 
the money for years is very hard to reconcile with the actual text. It seems when it comes to this point Liver was 
more concerned with defending his thesis than reading the text.

34 Meyers, 2005: 280-81.
35 For example, the Chronicles account never says that it is a fixed half-shekel tax – if that is not something assumed 

by the text, it could be a donation without a set value, and then we would have to reconsider the link between the 
two texts.

36 Liver's argument, that “the author of Chronicles knows nothing of a half-shekel tax or any similar tax for the 
maintenance of the regular sacrifices in the sanctuary” (181), taking the description of king Hezekiah's involvement 
in the temple economy in II Chron 31:2-21 to reflect the Chronicler's own period rather than Hezekiah's, again 
assumes the historical accuracy of the Mishnah (though on page 188 he disputes it). During the Second Temple 
period, especially the Persian period, there seems to have been considerable confusion as to from where the temple's 
funds should come: from the king/governor, from the Persian overlord, from taxation or from land owned by the 
temple, if any. (Stevens, 2006: 43) That a king would be involved in the temple economy would have been a given 
(both at the time of Persian imperialism and later – I Macc 10:31-42, II Macc 3:3 and Herod himself are examples of 
this). As late as in the Rabbinic era, we have evidence of a dispute between Sadducees and – presumably – Pharisees 
regarding the funding of the daily communal offerings, as we will see further below. That in itself does not preclude 
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Ezra-Nehemiah

The third section I would like to cover is Neh 10:33-34, complemented with auxiliary readings of 

parts of Ezra. Here I will focus on the funding of the temple, both its construction and its cult.

The exiled Jews have returned from Babylon, and live together with those who remained behind in 

the now Persian province Beyond the River (עבר נהרה). In Ezr 1:2-4, in the decree of Cyrus, all Jews 

who so choose may go back to Jerusalem and rebuild the temple, while those choosing to stay in 

Babylon are encouraged to assist the project with “silver and with gold and with goods and with  

cattle, together with the voluntary offering (נדבה) to the house of the G-d which is in Jerusalem.”

While Cyrus did return the holy vessels (Ezr 1:7) belonging to the Jerusalem temple, which had 

been kept in Babylon for decades, but it is clear from the rest of the book that the decree was a  

permission for the Jews to rebuild their temple, not a pledge to help them doing so.37 Through for 

example Haggai, we see that there was some confusion as to who should cover the expenses, and a 

clear testimony that there was a lack of funds. In Ezr 5, Tattenai, the governor of the province, sends 

a letter to king Darius describing the progress (or, one might suspect, the lack thereof), and in Ch 6, 

we learn that king Darius searches the royal archives, first in Babylon, then in Ecbatana, where he  

finds it, and he quotes the decree (6:2-12) to the effect that it is the king's duty to rebuild the temple, 

and that it should be paid from the royal coffers in the province Beyond the River. (Ezr 6:8) The 

taxes of the province should be diverted to the temple, both its rebuilding and its daily cult (6:9-10).  

This assures that the temple can be rebuilt, but it is not clear how later interpreters would read it; is  

the temple rebuilt by the people – i.e. their taxes – or is it rebuilt by the king – i.e. his  revenue? I 

would suggest that it should be read as the latter, seeing that it was normally the duty of the king to  

fund the temple.38 No longer would it have to rely on donations from the people – rather, it would 

rely on their taxes, belonging to the Persian king.

a tax as one source of income.
If, on the other hand, the Chronicler did have access to genuine historical information about Hezekiah, then 
obviously there would be no problem, since in the time of the First Temple, it seems to have been the responsibility 
of the king to support the temple financially. (Stevens, 2006: 40-1, 113. For a thorough discussion, see Japhet, 1991) 
In any case, the royal house and the temple would have been all but inseparable, since the temple was the main 
deposit, bank and probably also collection site for government taxes. (113)
However, when Liver (185) speculates that there was a third-shekel tax, which I will turn to below, that was later 
raised to a half-shekel, I agree with the overall conceivability of the argument.

37 See Stevens, 2006: 46-48.
38 In Judah, that is. In Babylonia, as Altmann notes, “the Persian rulers stopped paying the royal tithes that their Neo-

Babylonian predecessors had paid.” (Altmann, 2014: 228) The flow of natural and monetary goods between the 
temples of the Persian empire and its kings is a very complex issue and it seems the Jerusalem temple, too, “likely 
experienced a variety of tax relationships with the Persian authorities, in the form of oversight of temple revenues; 
support from individual Persian officials and from the state itself; and requirements for delivery of agricultural, 
metal, or labor resources. (Altmann, 2014: 228-9)
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The confusion, however, was not only whether the king or the people should foot the bill, but also  

what was meant by “the people.” We have both the tensions between the returnees from Babylon 

and the “people of the land”, who had remained behind, and the tensions between “Jews” and the 

Samaritans. In Ezr 4:1-3, before the letter from king Darius, we learn of another debate raging over 

the temple:

But the adversaries of Judah and Benjamin heard that the (former) exiles were building a temple to Y-HWH, G-d  

of Israel, and they drew close to Zerubabel and to the heads of the clans and said to them: 'Let us build with you, 

since we, like you, seek your G-d, and to him we have been offering sacrifices since the days of Esarhaddon the  

king of Assyria, who brought us up here.” But Zerubabel and Yeshua and the rest of the heads of the clans of  

Israel said to them: “It is not for you and for us to build a house to our G-d, for we alone will build it to Y-HWH,  

the G-d of Israel, just like the king Cyrus, king of Persia, has commanded us.”

The Samaritans, who had been relocated under the Assyrian rule of the kingdom of Israel, centred 

around Mount Gerizim, had, according to the biblical account, converted to some Jewish practices 

out of fear of lions sent by G-d. (II Kings 17:24-41)39 In Ezra 4, they volunteer to help the attempts 

of the homecoming exiles to rebuild the temple, but are promptly refused. They40 then try to thwart 

the project, either because this was their intent all along or out of anger over being rejected, and 

send a letter to king Artaxerxes, which brings the construction to a halt, until the coup of Darius and 

the rise of Haggai and Zecharia in 5:1. One of the important factors in this debate is who is entitled 

to be included in the temple project, and the status of the project. As Blenkinsopp points out, the 

returnees and the Jerusalem community are preoccupied all through Ezr-Neh to set a boundary for 

Jewishness, something that had not been necessary in the old tribal, pre-Imperial state.41 Here, it is 

clear, Samaritans were not to be included. The people are thus to be united and defined by the 

Jerusalem temple as a central place of worship.42

We can see,  however,  that  the question of financing was not entirely solved,  since the Persian 

funding of the temple eventually seems to have come to an end after the construction. In a section 

concerning endogamy,  Sabbath rest,  observing the Sabbath year,  taking the first  fruit  and other 

matters of Torah43 observance, we read (Neh 10:33-34)

We have laid upon ourselves obligations, it lies upon us to give one-third of a shekel yearly for the service of the  

house of our G-d, for the arranged bread, and for the daily meal offering (מנחה), and for the daily burnt offering (

 to atone (חטאת) the Sabbaths, the new moons, for festivals and for consecrations and for sin offerings [for] :(עולה

39 See Myers, 1965: 35.

40 It is not altogether clear whether it is the Samaritans who are trying to stall the project; Ez 4:4 mentions the עם הארץ 
who are mentioned, but it seems in the letter to king Artaxerxes (8-16), that it is the Samaritans writing.

41 Blenkinsopp, 1996: 198-199.
42 See Altmann, 2014: 225-6. The “anti-Gerizim” sentiments seen in Ezr-Neh seem an almost inherent part of the 

Rabbinic understanding of the half-shekel, as will be seen below.
43 I think it safe to use the expression “Torah” here, since Ezr-Neh is a clear example of developed Torah theology.
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for Israel, and all the work of the house of our G-d.44 (לכפר)

This is highly important for this part of my study. Is there a nexus between this shekel offering to  

the temple, and the shekel offering to the tabernacle in Exod 30? Arguments in favour of such a 

reading can point to its  context:  the surrounding commandments are not innovations but rather 

reaffirmations  (and  sometimes  modifications)  of  laws  found  in  the  Pentateuch;  the  section  is 

introduced by an exhortation to take an oath ללכת בתורת האלקים, “to walk in the Torah of the G-d” 

(10:30). Another argument in favour of this reading is how early we see a conflation between this 

text and the text of Exod 30: already in the 1st century everyone seems to assume that these two text 

speak of the same offering. A plausible reading along those lines could be that this is part of the list  

of reaffirmed (and modified) commandments surrounding it.

The main discrepancy between this pericope and Exod 30 is the denomination. A reading in which 

the two texts speak of the same offering could of course refer to the Sabbath commandment being 

modified just above, and that such a modification could have taken place here too, and that the 

value had been adjusted to the needs of the time of Ezr-Neh. Some have also read the discrepancy 

as reflecting a  change in  monetary value:  that  the one-third of a shekel  in  Neh actually is  the 

equivalent to the half-shekel of Exod.45 More on this below, in the reading of Sheqalim.

It is, however, hard not to agree with Liver's argument, that in Nehemiah

“the  stipulation  of  an  offering  of  a  third  of  a  shekel  appears  as  an  innovation,  not  as  one  of  the  general 

obligations to “walk in [G-d's] law, which was given by Moses the servant of [G-d] (Nehemiah 10:30). This is 

clear from the phrase “also we made ordinances for us,” which is specially stated as an introduction to the  

regulation of the third of a shekel (v.33). (Liver, 1963: 183)

The very language seems to point in favour of reading the commandment as an innovation. Liver 

also  notes  that,  “indeed,  in  the  First  Commonwealth  the  regular  sacrifices  were  the  king's 

prerogative – the contribution of the king from his own possessions.”46 This is to be contrasted to 

how the half-shekel tax is presented.47 I have discussed much of Liver's argument on II Chronicles 

above, and parts of that discussion are equally applicable to his reading of Neh, but here I agree 

44 In Neh 13:4-13, there is mention of a לשכה, a chamber where they used to store equipment, material such as grain, 
oil and wine for the sacrifices, and the upkeep for the personnel. This feature of the second temple building is also 
mentioned in later sources, and attracts some discussion in the Rabbinic material.

45 See Liver, 1963. 182. This reading was suggested, as Liver notes, already by Nachmanides.
Lemaire notes that this discrepancy speaks in favour of the historicity of this commandment, and also that 'the 
amount of one-third of a shekel does not correspond to the [Greek] drachma monetary system, the drachma being 
the equivalent of a “quarter of a shekel,” not a “third of a shekel.' (Lemaire, 2007: 59)
However, according to Myers, '[t]he shift from a half to a third shekel may be explained by the fact that the Persian 
monetary system was based on ten silver shekels for one gold shekel, whereas the sacred shekel was in the 
proportion of fifteen to one.' (Myers, 165: 178-9)

46 Liver, 1963: 183.
47 Again, though, I think Liver relies too heavy on the Mishnah: we have reason to believe that other Jewish groups 

would have no problem imagining the temple tax as being one of the ways in which the Second Temple was funded, 
and there would thus be no real contradiction between rulers and the general populace funding the cult.
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with his main conclusions; that we have

no reason to link the covenant regulation for a third of a shekel, in itself, with the half-shekel tax paid by those  

numbered in the census. On the other hand, the application of the third of a shekel in Nehemiah's regulation was 

identical with that of the annual half-shekel tax for the sanctuary offered by the Jews throughout the Second 

Temple period. (Liver, 1963: 184)

I prefer to remain agnostic here, since the structure of the text can be read as an argument for it  

being an older commandment and for it being an innovation. The difference in value should make 

us wary, though, of reading this commandment together with the one in Exod 30, as this has been 

done a lot in the past, with questionable legitimacy. What we do see in Neh, however, is, in effect, 

the temple tax, albeit set at a different value. Since the temple tax was understood as deriving from 

Exod 30, it should come as no surprise that Neh 10 has often been read together with Exod 30. 

Assuming Neh 10 not to be referring to Exod 30, one could say that II Chronicles did in the text, 

later exegetes did outside the text concerning Neh 10, tying the temple tax to a Mosaic heritage.

One last point I would want to make, though, is to notice the formula introduced at the end of the 

list of sacrifices that should be brought with the tax, namely “to atone (לכפר)  for Israel.” Here, 

clearly, should לכפר   be  understood  as  “to  atone”  in  the  general  sense  of  atonement  through 

sacrifices. Since it is connected to the mention of the  offering, one should not focus overly חטאת 

much on the forgiveness side of the word – the  was not effecting forgiveness so much as  חטאת 

clearance or cleansing. It was, however, seen as essential for an ongoing, functioning relationship to 

the Divine,  without  which impurity and sin would interfere  with  and even halt  the  covenantal 

accord.

That  the  same  term, ,כפרה   can  be  found  in  both  contexts,  though  originally  with  different 

implications, becomes important, as we will see in later exegesis (see, for example, Rashi on 30:15). 

It  can  also  serve  as  a  reminder  about  the  importance  of  keeping  the  internal  theological 

understanding of the rituals – to the extent that we today have access to such an understanding – in 

mind when reading these texts,  since the  logic of  the sacrificial ,כפרה   not just the  texts,  is one 

assumption underlying the whole Rabbinic project that I will now turn to.

Some thoughts and questions

Before turning to tractate  Sheqalim  I would want to distil some themes and questions from the 

above discussion to bring into the reading of the Rabbinic material.

It should be clear from the discussion above that it is hard to establish a relationship between the 
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biblical pericopes, and that there might simply be no such relationship. One of the issues I would 

like to flag before going further is to what extent  the above texts – all of which are cited in the  

course of the discussion of the Rabbis – get conflated and treated as examples of a single subject. 

Another is the  purpose of the half-shekel, or temple tax; is it to protect when taking a census, to 

renovate the temple building, to fund the daily cult, and can we find more than one theme? Also, do 

distinct themes interrelate?

What is the understanding of some key concepts (sacrifices, כפרה, openness towards non-Jews, the 

role of the priestly caste) that leads the Rabbis to their conclusions?

Which texts do they, in practice, rely upon to envision the practical side of the temple tax (and when 

do they rely upon collective memory or utopian hopes)?

These questions are intended for the benefit of the reader in understanding the following debate.

Sheqalim

One thing I would like to flag already at the outset is that the Rabbis were not very particular with 

distinguishing  between  the  biblical  pericopes  mentioned  above  –  this  is  something  I  will 

demonstrate through my reading of the Talmud, but a reader should keep in mind that the Rabbis 

can be discussing more than one pericope at the same time, while only quoting one of them, which 

is sometimes apparent from the arguments they construct from their quoted pericopes. Whereas a 

reader in a modern academic setting might not instantly connect Exod 25 with Exod 30, for the 

Rabbis, every part of the Hebrew Bible refers to every other part; the very basis for much of the  

midrashic imagination.48

Introducing the temple tax and its calendrical issues

It might also be good to note that our main pericope, Exod 30:11-16, has a liturgical function in the 

synagogue service as the extraordinary reading for the Sabbath closest to the first of the month 

Adar, and that this custom was established already in tannaitic times.49 One should not be surprised, 

therefore, to learn that the tractate opens with the following mishnah (Sheqalim 1:1):

On the first  of  Adar they50 make a proclamation concerning the shekels and the mixed kinds51,  and on the 

48 Here I base myself on Boyarin's loose definition of midrash as “radical intertextual reading of the canon, in which 
potentially every part refers to and is interpretable by every other part.” Boyarin 1990: 16.

49 “Sabbaths, Special.” Encyclopaedia Judaica. In fact, the set of four extraordinary readings this belongs to ( ארבע
is probably the oldest Sabbath readings. (Elbogen, 1993: 131) (פרשיות

50 That is, the Sanhedrin.
51 The כלאים found in Lev 19:19 and Deut 22:9-11, that minority crops be uprooted so as to prevent the mixing of 
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fifteenth of Adar the scroll (of Esther) is read in the fortified cities.52 And they repair the roads (after the winter 

rains) and the streets and the water basins and they do everything that is needed for the public. And they mark the 

graves.53 And they also go out after the mixed kinds.54

It  is  unclear  whether  the  proclamation  is  a  separate  act  or  if  it  is,  in  fact,  the  Torah  reading 

mentioned above, which would serve that purpose. While this makes sense – synagogues were the 

main centres of circulation of teaching and information – it is not altogether clear how the  כלאים 

would fit into it,  as these are not mentioned in the Sabbath reading. That, and the fact that the 

mishnah specifies “on the first of Adar”, which would be on the rosh chodesh, New Moon, of Adar, 

rather than the Sabbath closest to it, speaks in favour of a separate proclamation, in addition to the 

Sabbath reading. However, one should keep in mind that the synagogues in the time of the Mishnah 

did not have the same set lectionary readings as in later times, and that the Torah reading might well 

have been supplemented by a proclamation.55 However, we have no reason to doubt the historical 

accuracy of the proclamation itself, only how widespread it was (an issue I will address below).

The gemara (2a) comes in already at the first clause of the mishnah:

And why on the first of Adar? In order that Israel would bring their shekel in its (proper) time. And the collection  

of the chamber (תרומת הלשכה) would be collected from the new (shekel) on its date: the first of Nissan (the next  

month).

And rabbi Shmuel bar rav Yitzchaq said: The collection of the chamber (would be collected on the same date) as  

its first (occurrence), as it is written: 'And it came to pass, in the first month56 of the second year, on the first  

(day) of the month, that the tabernacle was erected.' (Exod 40:17) And it was taught57 about it: 'On the day the 

tabernacle was erected, on that day the collection (of funds) was collected.'

We now learn of a collection of funds, a ritual called  in which the collected funds ,תרומת הלשכה 

would be appropriated from the treasury and be used for the temple upkeep and sacrifices. It is not 

the same thing as the collection of the shekels from the general populace – only the withdrawal of 

those funds already collected in the temple treasury. We will learn more of this procedure later but  

for now it suffices to say that this withdrawal of funds had to take place on the 1 st of Nissan, and 

that the shekels for the new year (counted from Nissan, that is) had to have arrived by then, so that 

the תרומת הלשכה was collected from shekels intended for the new year. With one month's notice58, 

different kind of crops in the fields. By this of the year, they would by now be sprouting.
52 That is, the day after Purim, which falls on the 14th of Adar. In cities that are not fortified (“fortified” here means that 

they were fortified already “at the time of Joshua”), the scroll of Esther is read on the 14th.
53 So that people can avoid them and the ritual impurity associated with them. Presumably, the winter rains might have 

washed away earlier markings.
54 Now, on the 15th, agents would go out and inspect whether the farmers had actually uprooted the כלאים.
55 Elbogen, 1993: 130.
56 That is Nissan. Rosh haShanah marks the counting of the year, not of the months. See m.Rosh haShanah 1:1 and 

below on the page in question.
57 This is a technical term. תני means: 'we have learnt in a mishnah or a baraita.' In this case it is a baraita.
58 Even in a leap year, since the proclamation would be moved to the second, intercalated Adar.
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one could assume that the shekels would arrive in time. As we will see, however, this was not 

always the case.

Shmuel bar rav Yitzchaq, instead of accepting the practical considerations of giving enough time for 

the shekels to reach Jerusalem, gives a source for the date just mentioned for the  ,תרומת הלשכה 

namely the erection of the tabernacle, which is explicitly erected on the 1st of Nissan. Here, we have 

an example of more pericopes than one being discussed at once, since this, according to a baraita, 

happened at the same time that the “collection was collected”. If this refers to Exod 25 or Exod 30 

is  unclear,  but  as  we  will  see  that  lack  of  clarity  comes  from  the  Rabbis  not  making  much 

distinction between the two. In any case, two things have now been achieved: 

1) The ritual of a yearly59 תרומת הלשכה has been given the status of a biblical commandment, 

through associating two pericopes with each other.

2) A date has been established for the תרומת הלשכה, something that was just assumed before.

However, this date is only preliminary, as Shmuel bar Yitzchaq will not have the last say:

Rabbi Tavi (said that) rabbi Yoshiyah (said) in the name of Kahana: It is said here 'months of' (Num 28:14)60 and 

it is said there 'months of' (Exod 12:2)61 Just as the 'months of' stated there (concerning the months being counted 

from Nissan, in accordance with Exod 12:2) are counted from nothing but Nissan, so, too, the 'months of' stated 

here (in Num 28:14 regarding the New Moon sacrifices) are counted only from Nissan.

Rabbi  Tavi  brings  in  a  baraita heard  from rav Kahana via  rabbi  Yoshiyah,  in  the  form of  an 

argument called גזירה שוה (verbal analogy). The גזירה שוה is one of the thirteen hermeneutic rules of 

rabbi Yishmael from the beginning of the Sifra, and is formally introduced as above. The basic idea 

of the  is the same as that most scholars today use when consulting a concordance; by גזירה שוה 

investigating other occurrences of a specific term one might deduce more about its meaning from 

the other contexts in which it figures. The גזירה שוה, however, takes the idea one step further, in that 

not only can you learn more about a term from another context, but you can actually transpose the 

context from one occurrence of a term to another. This exegetical strategy does, of course, open up 

for any kind of “hyperlinking” between different parts of the Hebrew Bible, as long as you are not 

working with hapax legomena. Therefore, tradition limits the use by the maxim אין אדם דן גזירה שוה 

 no man can make up a verbal analogy by himself” – an analogical reading can only be“ ,מעצמו

inherited from earlier teachers.62

This  is  what  rabbi  Tavi  claims  to  have  inherited  from rav  Kahana,  a between גזירה שוה   ,חדשי 

“months of”, in Exod 12:2, and the same word in Num 28:14. When the word occurs in Numbers 

59 So far in the argument, that is.
60 'This is the whole-offering of every month on its month, for the months of the year.' This describes the rosh chodesh 

musaf offering, the additional sacrifice (musaf) for the New Moon (rosh chodesh).
61 'This month shall be to you the beginning of months – it is the first of the months of the year to you.' This, said right 

before the exodus from Egypt, is the basis for the calendar system of counting the months from Nissan.
62 b.Pesachim 66a. Rojtman, 1998: 5.
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(28:11-15), it is in the context of the additional sacrifices for the New Moon, which, as we will see,  

were assumed to be funded by the half-shekel tax.63 And, as the text specifically says “months of the 

year”, it must mean that the funding of the sacrifices in question should belong to that year, possibly 

also being withdrawn once in that year to fund the communal sacrifices of the year.64 With that 

assumption, the implicit question arises when the start of the year would be, and the answer is given 

in the very format of the גזירה שוה: it is in Nissan, since the Rabbis know from a blend of text and 

tradition  that  Nissan is  the  start  of  the  year,  and that,  therefore,  the  funds for  the  New Moon 

sacrifices must come from the shekels that has been sent to Jerusalem prior to the תרומת הלשכה for 

the upcoming year. Since Adar is the last month of the previous year, “the months” must be from 

the new year, starting with Nissan.

Rabbi Tavi's claim is the same as rabbi Shmuel's – that the תרומת הלשכה is to be done on the 1st of 

Nissan – but they derive it from different textual sources, and with different emphasis: rabbi Shmuel 

learnt it from the historical erection of the tabernacle, and rabbi Tavi learnt it from a conceptual 

understanding of what the funds were used for, namely sacrifices during the year. We have now 

learnt one of the important assumptions of the Rabbis concerning the half-shekel, namely that it was 

used to fund the communal sacrificial cult.

For  the  sake of  brevity I  shall  not  quote  the  counterargument of  rabbi  Yonah in  full,  but  will 

paraphrase it: 'Rabbi Tavi did not, in fact, quote the whole baraita, which, when quoted in full, does 

not  directly address  the question of whether  communal  sacrifices  must  be purchased with new 

shekels, but rather comes to establish that a person shall give the half-shekel yearly, rather than once 

a month, and on a specific month, namely Nissan, not any month of his own liking. Thus, it is not at  

all applicable to the discussion.'

The collection of the chamber and the problem of the Diaspora

The gemara continues its discussion of the proclamation:

What (does it mean when the mishnah says) 'they proclaim'? Rav Huna said: They make a loud announcement65 

(about  the obligation to  donate the half-shekel),  as you  say:  'They made a proclamation66 in Judah and in  

Jerusalem' (II Chron 24:9)

The biblical quote that rav Huna brings in is, as we saw above: 'They made a proclamation in Judah  

and in Jerusalem to bring to Y-HWH the tax that Moses, the servant of G-d, imposed on Israel in  

the wilderness.' His argument is that, just as they made a proclamation then for the people to bring 

63 m.Sheqalim 4:1-2
64 Tiqlin Chadatin's understanding, which, as we will later see, makes much sense.
65 Here I am inspired by Hüttenmeister's translation “Man ruft aus” for מכריזין, which he takes to be a loanword, from 

the Greek keryx. It also fits well into the supporting quote from II Chronicles.
66 Lit. “gave voice”.
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in this half-shekel tax, so should there be a proclamation about the half-shekel tax at the 1st of Adar. 

Here we see both what we could suspect above, namely that the two communal donations have been 

harmonised and taken to be one, and that the proclamation itself is understood as being biblical (

in nature, which legally also changes its status somewhat.67 (דאורייתא

Discussing what happens in a leap year, when there is an intercalated month, Adar II, rabbi Yosei 

decides that the proclamation should be made at the beginning of Adar II, not Adar I, so as not to  

give people too much time (60 days instead of 30) to pay the half-shekel, with the risk of them 

forgetting  or  neglecting  it.68 The  gemara then  brings  up  an  issue  that  takes  us  closer  to  an 

understanding of what the תרומת הלשכה is supposed to be:

Rabbi Chizqiyah asked (rhetorically, based on the assumption that the proclamation was made so as to give  

enough time for  the new shekels to arrive in Jerusalem before the 1 st of  Nissan):  If  so – (what  about)  the 

Babylonians,  if  they  proclaim  about  the  shekels  at  the  beginning  of  the  month  (of  Adar)? 69 Did  not  (the 

Sanhedrin make a proclamation) in order that Israel should bring their shekels in the (right) time, and the תרומת 

?be collected from the new (shekels) on its date, the first of Nissan הלשכה

If the sole reason of the proclamation being made on the 1st of Adar, and the  being תרומת הלשכה 

collected on the 1st of Nissan, is for the sake of convenience and timing, what about Jews living in 

the Diaspora? What about Jews living in Babylonia, who live several months away from Jerusalem? 

No matter which  girsa  one follows – the one above or the one mentioned in the footnote – the 

problem still stands: the proclamation should be issued earlier in the Diaspora – the further away 

from Jerusalem, the earlier the proclamation.

The gemara (2a-b) continues, having accepted rabbi Chizqiyah's challenge:

Rabbi Ulla raised a difficulty before rabbi Mana: But we learnt:70 'On three occasions during the year  they 

collected from the chamber. Half a month before Pesach, half a month before Atzeret (Shavuot), and half a month 

before Sukkot.'71 (m.Sheqalim 3:1)

He said (to rabbi Mana): Let us say72 about those who are near (Jerusalem): half a month before Pesach. Those 

who are farther away: half a month before  Atzeret. Those who are (yet) farther away than them: half a month 

before Sukkot.

(Rabbi Mana) said to him: All of it arrives at one (time). And why did (the Rabbis) talk of three occasions? In 

67 See note 90.
68 Tiqlin Chadatin's understanding.
69 Here we have a problem of differing girsa'ot, textual witnesses: I have followed the Leiden manuscript, which has 

 from the beginning of the month” (the masculine possessive form is frequently found in Aramaic“ ,מראשו של חודש
from the same time, and is very common in Rabbinic Hebrew). The Vilna edition, however, has מראשו של חורף, 
“from the beginning of winter”, which would change rabbi Chizqiyah's question to: 'If so – (what about) the 
Babylonians? Shouldn't they proclaim about the shekels at the beginning of the winter?'

70 .too, is a technical term and means: we have already learnt this in a mishnah ,תנינן
71 “Half a month before” here follows Stephanie E. Binder's understanding of בפרוס to be associated with the Greek 

pros. (Weinreb, 2013: 9) Hüttenmeister understands the word to mean “Hälfte”, with the same general conclusions.
72 This follows the Leiden manuscript, but my personal opinion is that the Vilna edition's “shouldn't we say” fits better 

with the general Talmudic expression.
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order to make the thing public.73

Rabbi Ulla counters rabbi Chizqiyah, but continues his line of thought, with a factual statement, 

namely that we already know from another source,  mishnah 1 of Chapter 3, that there wasn't one 

annual תרומת הלשכה, but in fact there were three! As it turns out, there was one תרומת הלשכה on the 

1st of Nissan, one the 19th of Iyar, 15 days before Shavuot (which comes 50 days after Pesach), and 

one on the 1st of Tishrei, that is Rosh haShanah. This means that there was a withdrawal of temple 

funds 15 days before each of the pilgrimage festivals (שלוש רגלים).

His  next  step,  then,  is  to  try  and  solve  the  problem through  assuming  there  to  be  only  one 

proclamation, but three collections of funds during the year, to answer rabbi Chizqiyah: according 

to that system, there is no problem that the shekels coming in from the Babylonian Jewry will arrive 

much later, since they will be included in the third תרומת הלשכה.

Rabbi Mana, however, counters, and says that this does not mean that the money arrived in three 

batches, or trickled in during the year; rather, the money was collected three times a year, and not at 

all because of any consideration of distance and timing, but rather to publicise the procedure and 

embellish it in the eyes of the general populace. The triannual  ,”was a “PR strategy תרומת הלשכה 

according to rabbi Mana, and not connected to the logistics of the half-shekel. Therefore, we are 

back to  one  round of  donation  to  the  treasury,  but  three  withdrawals  from the  treasury,  to  be 

performed  when  many  Jews  were  already  gathered  in  Jerusalem for  an  upcoming  pilgrimage 

festival. As of yet, we do not have an answer to the problem of the half-shekel coming in from 

distant parts of the Diaspora – in fact, we do not even know much about what the problem itself is.  

This, however, will soon be apparent.

Some exegetical arguments for the collection of the chamber

Then follows some aggadic material about the Golden Calf which does not directly relate to this 

subject, but following that the Rabbis return to the topic of three תרומות, which turns out to be based 

on exegesis (2b):

Rabbi Chaggai (said) in the name of rabbi Shmuel bar Nachman: Three collections (תרומות) are mentioned in this 

pericope (Exod 25:1-3): The collection for sockets (for the beams of the tabernacle), the collection of shekels,  

and the collection of the tabernacle (itself).

(Exod 25:2:) 'Tell the children of Israel to take for me a gift (תרומה)' – this is the collection (תרומה) of sockets. 

(Exod 25:2:)  'From every man whose heart  moves him (to  give)  you shall  take a gift (תרומה)'  – this  is  the 

collection (תרומה) of shekels. 

(Exod 25:3:) 'And this is the gift (תרומה) that you are to take from them...' – this is the collection (תרומה) of the 

73 Taking פומבי to be from pompè. This is a common use of the term in both Talmudic recensions. The Leiden 
manuscript even has פ[ומ]פי.
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tabernacle.

The collection of the tabernacle is for the tabernacle – whatever they want do to with it, they may do.

The collection of shekels is for the (communal) offerings – whatever they want to do with it, they may do. In  

order that all shall have an equal share.

The collection of sockets – it is for the sockets. 'The rich shall not give more, and the poor shall not give less.' 

(Exod 30:15)

Rabbi Avun said: In this pericope, too, three collections are stated: 'This (is what) everyone who passes through  

the countings shall give [...] half of a shekel, an offering (תרומה) to Y-HWH. Everyone [...] shall give Y-HWH's  

offering (תרומה). The rich shall not give more, and the poor shall not give less, than half of a  shekel, to give Y-

HWH's offering (תרומה). (Exod 30:13-15)

Here we see that Exod 25 and Exod 30 – not just the half-shekel and II Chron 24 – are conflated. 

We will soon see, however, that they are connected through Exod 38:21-31, which we hade already 

touched upon above. The three occurrences of the word תרומה in Exod 25:1-3 is taken to refer to 

three actual תרומות – not the three annual תרומות discussed earlier, but three separate ones (but with 

the usual associative path taken by the gemara, although less so in the Yerushalmi than in the Bavli, 

it  is  reasonable to assume that the two are not  completely separate  in  the course of the actual 

discussion, though they are in practical legal reasoning). Though rabbi Chaggai's proof text is Exod 

25 –  because this is where he finds the three occurrences of תרומה – he is actually referring to Exod 

38:21-31, where it seems to be a case of mixed donations: gold and silver, for the tabernacle and its  

sockets. The mention of the half-shekel obviously opens up the possibility of reading it together 

with Exod 30. It is this lack of clarity in Exod 38 which leads the Rabbis to read it and Exod 25 as 

including Exod 30.74

The three separate donations are a one-time, obligatory half-shekel donation for the casting of silver 

sockets  for  the  beams  of  the  tabernacle;  an  annual,  obligatory  half-shekel  donation  for  the 

communal sacrifices; and a voluntary one-time donation for the construction of the tabernacle.75

It is here, though, that we find one of the key concepts of the gemara, namely that the reason for the 

half-shekel donation, assumed to be for the communal sacrificial cult, is not primarily (or perhaps 

not at all) to prevent plague,  but to include each and every Jew in the communal sacrifices. By 

setting the amount to be donated at an equal level for everyone, rich and poor, all will have an equal 

share in the sacrificial cult. This will return as one of the main approaches both concerning the 

questions about תרומת הלשכה raised above, and who is obligated and who is forbidden to donate the 

74 This also explains the somewhat surprising proof text, Exod 30:15 for the sockets. For the underlying reading here, I 
think Rashi is correct in his reading above.

75 This summary of the middle segment above is according to Adin Steinsaltz. (Weinreb, 2013: 11)
It should be noted that the Qumran group, for example, did not view the half-shekel as an annually recurring event: 
rather, it was a one-time donation when a man reached the age of twenty. (4Q159, frag. 1)
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half-shekel.

Exceptions and exemptions: what about women, slaves, minors – and priests?

Moving forward to 3b, we get to mishnayot 1:3-4, which touch directly upon whether there are any 

exceptions to or exemptions from the half-shekel:

On the 15th of it (Adar), tables (for the money changers) would be set up in the country (outside Jerusalem). 76 On 

the 25th (of Adar) they would set up in the temple. From (the time) when they had taken place in the temple, they 

started to demand collateral (on their property, from those who had yet to give the half-shekel). 

From whom did they demand collateral? Levites, Israelites, converts and freed slaves. But not from women and 

slaves and minors.77 And any minor whose father had begun to donate the half-shekel on his behalf – he may not 

stop paying. They did not demand collateral from priests, for the sake of peace.78

Rabbi Yehuda said: ben Bukhri testified in Yavne: 'Any priest who gives the half-shekel is not a sinner.' Rabban 

Yochanan ben Zakai (corrected and) said to him: 'Not like that! Rather: any priest who does not contribute is a 

sinner.'

Following up on the earlier proclamation on the 1st of Adar, we now learn from the Mishnah that the 

15th,  that is the day after Purim, would be the day when the money changers,79 or  perhaps tax 

collectors,80 set up their tables81 for the actual collection of the half-shekel. The following ten days, 

people would give their half-shekel donations to them, and after that they would relocate to the 

temple, and put those who had not yet donated on a “payment plan”, secured by some of their 

property.82

76 This reading is in accordance with the Qorban haEdah, since I find it much less likely that מדינה, “country” or 
“province”, refers to the parts of Jerusalem beyond the Temple Mount, as some would have it. Rivevan even 
understands מדינה to refer to the Diaspora. This, however, seems to be the opinion of Philo, Spec. Leg. 1.78, provided 
that it is the half-shekel tax he is referring to.

77 This might be an aspect worth pondering when reading the account of Jesus and the didrachmon in Matt 17:24-27, 
since Jesus' argument seems to be that he and Peter are exempt, since they are “children”, but instructs Peter to pay 
anyway – but we read nothing about either a collateral or a surcharge (קלבון), since Peter pays for both of them with 
a stater, which would cover the half-shekel for them both, but not the surcharge. See m.Sheqalim 1:6. Cf. Levine & 
Brettler, 2011: 32. Interestingly, Jesus, seems to assume G-d to be the formal owner of the half-shekels, a theme 
which is very important to the Rabbis, as will be shown below.

78 ”.lit. “because of the ways of peace ,מפני דרכי שלום
79 According to Rashi on Megilla on 29b, Rabbeinu Meshullam and the Rosh.
80 According to Maimonides, it seems, in Mishne Torah, Sheqalim 1:9.
81 The expression שולחנות, “tables” referred to in the Mishnah, is also found in the New Testament: in Matt 21:12 

where Jesus attacks the “tables” of the money changers. In the New Testament, the trapeza, “table” is often 
associated with money.

82 The reason for this system coming into play on the 25th is probably as Steinsaltz, based on Rabbeinu Meshullam 
writes: “Although the Temple treasurers withdrew money from the chamber for communal offerings only from the 
beginning of Nisan, they nevertheless began seizing collateral from the public on the twenty-fifth of Adar. On that 
day they started selecting the lambs designated for the daily offerings, as these lambs had to be set aside to be 
examined for blemishes four days before they were sacrificed (see Menahot 29b).” (In Weinreb, 2013: 19)
Those lambs would thus be part of the new year's sacrifices.
The point of the collateral, as we will see below in the Tosefta, is not only to ensure that the shekel would get paid, 
but also that the person “on the payment plan” would already have contributed – in a virtual sense – to the sacrifices 
of the upcoming year; his property would be included as his share in the funds for the sacrifices, although not 
sanctified and still in his possession.
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This, they did to all who were fully obligated to pay, with the exceptions of priests, concerning 

whom there is some ambiguity when it comes to the half-shekel obligation and a further ambiguity 

whether  they  are  to  be  forced  to  pay,  even  if  fully  obligated.  Women,  slaves  and  minors  are 

exempt.83 As we will see below, they are exempted, not excluded. 

We then have a  testimony, a very important genre of Rabbinic legal discourse.84 By testifying, a 

rabbi would, in effect, claim to have received a tradition from earlier teachers that had the authority 

of absolute law, and which had to be transmitted verbatim. Here, this is not the case, since ben 

Bukhri,  apparently,  is  mistaken,  and gets corrected by rabbi Yochanan, before the Sanhedrin at 

Yavne after the destruction of the temple in 70 C.E. The way ben Bukhri remembers it (כל כהן ששוקל 

חוטא ,(אינו   the  testimony  means  that  a  priest,  though  not  obligated  in  the  half-shekel,  is  not 

considered a sinner if he nonetheless decides to donate. Rabbi Yochanan's version (כל כהן שאינו שוקל 

 makes much more sense: a priest is obligated in the half-shekel, and if he does not give, he is (חוטא

considered a sinner.

The last part of mishnah 4 is an exegetical argument as to why priests should be exempt, but after 

that follows the gemara:

'They did not demand collateral from minors'. This (means that when it comes) to claiming, they claim (money 

from minors)? This that you say: (it applies) to someone who has sprouted two (pubic) hairs.

But if  he did not sprout two (pubic)  hairs,  it  is  not  applicable to him. And (when it  comes) to demanding  

collateral, they do no demand collateral (from a minor), even if he has sprouted two (pubic) hairs.

This  is  how we (should understand  what  we have) learned:85 One must  not  demand collateral  from priests 

because of respect for their integrity.86

Rabbi Yehuda said (that ben Bukhri) testified (and then rabbi Yochanan corrected him). Rabbi Berekhyah said:  

(the source of) rabban Yochanan ben Zakai's (opinion) is: “This87 (is what)  everyone who passes through the  

countings shall give” (30:13). (All) twelve tribes shall give.

The first clause is very truncated in form, because it refers to a larger discussion about the signs of 

maturity, since, in Rabbinic times, there was no set bar mitzvah age. Rather, it depended on physical 

maturation.88 What the gemara asks is, considering the language of the mishnah, is it not reasonable 

to assume that minors are expected to pay, only that one does not seize collateral from them?89

83 The reason is probably economic: while there might be exegetical and halakhic reaons to exclude women and 
minors from the commandment, it is hard to see why slaves should be exempted, if not because of their lack of 
economic freedom. The frequent grouping together of women, slaves and minors is most probably due to socio-
economic factors. (Ross, 2004: 15-16)

84 “Eduyyot”. Encyclopaedia Judaica.
85 In the mishnah. מתניתין is always used to introduce a mishnah.
86 ”.lit. “because of the way of honour ,מפני דרך הכבוד
87 .this”, has the numerical value 12 (7+5)“ ,זה

The midrashic reading of this specific proof text is probably brought in to disarm the obvious argument in favour of 
priestly exemption: the tribe of Levi was never counted, according to Num 1:47-49, if one assumes that these two 
censuses are one and the same.

88 For the main discussion, see b.Sanhedrin 68b-69a, concerning the unruly son in Deut 21:18-21.
89 Since this is the case with priests, who are obligated to donate but from whom one does not seize collateral. Why the 
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The  gemara answers itself, clarifying that this applies to a boy who has grown two pubic hairs, 

which is the legal definition of adulthood if it occurs after a boy has turned thirteen. A boy over the 

age of thirteen who has grown at  least  two pubic hairs  is  an adult  according to Rabbinic law. 

However, since the Exodus text explicitly states (Exod 30:14) 'Everyone who passes through the  

countings, from twenty years old and up, shall give Y-HWH's offering ', one cannot claim that he is 

obligated in this particular commandment.90

If,  however,  he has not  grown two pubic hairs,  he is  not obligated at  all,  neither according to 

Rabbinic law or according to the biblical text. In any event, his obligation before turning twenty is 

not enough to warrant demanding collateral from him, should he fail to donate the half-shekel.

On that theme, the  gemara returns to the subject of demanding collateral from priests, who were 

said to be exempted from that procedure “for the sake of peace.” The  gemara now qualifies that 

statement,  saying  it  is  “because  of  respect  for  their  integrity”,  which  could  be  understood  as 

“because we trust their integrity and only need their word for it” or “because they are not to be 

potentially shamed through this process.” This leads the gemara back to the subject of priests being 

obligated in the half-shekel, where additional support is found for rabbi Yochanan's correction of 

ben Bukhri's testimony, namely a numerological deduction of the word  this”, used in Exod“ ,זה 

30:14. Since the numerical value of ,is twelve זה   it  is implied that all twelve tribes of Israel – 

including the tribe of Levi, to which the priests belong, should pay the half-shekel.

The fact that the priests, too, are obligated in the half-shekel, does raise other problems, though, 

such as: if priests are obligated to pay to the fund for the communal sacrifices, that should prohibit 

anyone else from partaking of the communal meal-offering, since regular Jews are prohibited from 

eating food owned by a priest (Lev 6:9-11). Or, another problem: if a priest is  not obligated, but 

gives voluntarily,  that  should set  his  money aside from the general funds,  to be counted as an 

individual donation, which would mean that they do not own any part of the communal offerings. 

While eventually settling for that priests are obligated but that they cannot claim any money in the 

same question is not raised concerning women and slaves is unclear, but it might be because of the mishnah's 
assertion that a minor whose father began to pay for him must continue to pay. While it is not clear from the 
mishnah whether it's the father or the under-age son who is obligated to continue paying the half-shekel, this implies 
that a minor does have some obligation to donate.

90 The difference here is between the two different fundamental categories of commandments: those דאורייתא, “from 
the Torah” and those דרבנן, “from the Rabbis.” In legal parlance, דאורייתא could be called primary legislation and has 
to be demonstrably derived from the biblical text, whereas דרבנן is secondary legislation and rests instead on 
Rabbinic tradition and more indirect modes of ascertaining a text's legal ramifications. It is not uncommon that a 
single commandment is made up of a core that is דאורייתא, but is de facto performed according to embellishments 
that are דרבנן. Such is the case here, where a, say, 15 year old boy with at least two pubic hairs would be obligated, 
but only according to Rabbinic law and not דאורייתא, something which often calls for leniency. For an in-depth 
discussion of these two terms, see Roth, 1986: Ch 2.
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general funds as theirs, since the money is “collectivised” as soon as they are given91, the gemara 

makes clear that the question of separate ownership or distinguishable claims within the communal 

funds would be a problem within the bounds set up. There is both the issue of who is obligated – 

see the question of minors as borderline situations, and priests as a potential elite exemption – and 

the issue of collective partaking, to which I will return.

Exclusions: the problem of Samaritans and gentiles

In the next mishnah, 1:5, we get to important questions of further delineating the obligated group:

Despite the fact (the Rabbis) said that they do not demand collateral from women, slaves and minors – if they 

nevertheless donate the shekel (voluntarily) they accept it from them. (But in the case of) a gentile or a Samaritan 

who donated the shekel, they do not accept it from them [...]

This is the rule: Anything that can be (sacrificed) as a vowed or a voluntary offering, (the priests) accept it from 

(them). Anything that cannot (be sacrificed) as a vowed or a voluntary offering, they do not accept it from them.  

And this was explained accordingly by Ezra, as it is said: 'It is not for you and for us to build the house of our G-

d.' (Ezra 4:3)

Now we see that Jewish women, slaves and minors were exempted but not excluded (though, to be 

sure,  marginalised)  from the half-shekel.  Their  half-shekel  donations are  to  be accepted by the 

collectors, and without the surcharge (קלבון)92 that we learn in  mishnah 1:6 is added to the half-

shekel given by Levites, Israelites, converts and emancipated slaves (a surcharge that priests, too, 

are exempted from).93

There is a very important line of demarcation in this half-shekel system, though, and we discover 

this in the absolute prohibition on gentiles and Samaritans to contribute to the funds. Much of what 

has been discussed above concerning priests and minors have been variants on the theme of who 

may contribute and how, but here we get to a point, not of exemption, but of exclusion.

While both gentiles and Samaritans may bring individual sacrifices (at least עלה and, more disputed, 

 offerings,95 and may not, under אשם and חטאת offerings)94 to the temple, they may not bring שלמים

91 This reading is slightly simplified.
92 This is derived from the Greek kolobon, which also figures in the New Testament, in Matt 21:12 as kollybistēs. cf. 

note 77.
93 Steinsaltz raises another difficulty with a minor donating the half-shekel, namely that minors cannot transfer 

property, and therefore should not be legally able to give a gift. “Consequently, his shekel does not become part of 
the public treasury from which communal offerings are purchased. An offering bought with this shekel does 
therefore not fully belong to the public.” (Weinreb, 2013: 22) One solution to this problem could either be that it is 
famously within the limits of a Rabbinic court to declare property ownerless, and that it therefore should be no 
problem, since this gift is allowed for by the Rabbis of the Mishnah. In any event, this case highlights the problems 
inherent in the Rabbinic categorisation of the half-shekel as public funds in which no distinction between Jews 
should be made, neither “downwards” (women, slaves and minors) nor “upwards” (priests).
Interestingly, the law that priests are exempt from the surcharge assumes them to be obligated in the half-shekel. I 
thank Joanna Slusky for pointing this out to me.

94 See b.Menachot 73b.
95 This rule is included in our mishnah, but since I cannot go into it in detail I have not included it. The reason for this 
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any circumstances, contribute to either the temple or its communal sacrificial cult.

This is then backed up with the quote from Ezra, in which the Jews reject the Samaritans' attempt to 

join in with them in rebuilding the temple (4:1-3), a quote that has been discussed above. Stories of 

the unorthodoxy of  the Samaritans,  along with the  rejection  of  their  help,  played into  a  larger 

hostility towards  Samaritans  that  continued all  through the Second Temple period  and beyond. 

While the status of Samaritans vis-à-vis Jews has  not fully been solved to this day, in Rabbinic 

times the issue was even more confusing.

This is something that the gemara (4a) picks up:

“A gentile or a Samaritan.” Rabbi Ba said: It can be explained according to the one who said that a Samaritan is 

like a gentile.

As (the Rabbis) disagree: “A Samaritan is like a gentile” – these are Rabbi (Yehuda haNasi's) words. Rabban 

Shimon ben Gamliel says: “A Samaritan is like an Israelite in everything.” […]

Rabbi Yochanan said (concerning Samaritans): From the outset, they did not accept neither a specific thing nor a 

non-specific thing from (them). But later, a nonspecific thing is accepted from them, but a specific thing is not  

accepted from them. Rabbi Shimon ben Laqish said: Whether from the outset or later, you do not accept neither a 

specific thing nor a non-specific thing from them.

The more detailed discussion on Samaritans comes both from a somewhat unrelated detail omitted 

in my translation above96 and from the generally ambiguous position of Samaritans in the halakhic 

system. We have Rabbi's  (Yehuda haNasi's)  position of Samaritans  being like gentiles in  every 

respect,  and  Shimon  ben Gamliel's  position  that,  on  the  contrary,  they are  like  Jews  in  every 

respect!97 Rabbi Yochanan and his study partner Resh Laqish then presents their different opinions 

on whether Samaritans are to be allowed to contribute to the construction of the temple building. 

Here, there is a certain lack of clarity in the discussion: based on the similar situation in b.Arachin 

5b-6a, we can assume that the “outset” and “later” means that when the temple was still  being  

constructed,  Samaritans  were not  allowed to contribute so as not  to  gain a  claim to the actual 

building.  Afterwards,  however,  when  the  temple  was  already  standing,  they  were  allowed  to 

contribute articles which could not be distinguished once given (such as salt for the sacrifices), but 

not articles which would be distinguishable even after being incorporated into the temple cult (here 

division is probably because these two offerings affect Divine forgiveness, something that the עלה and שלמים 
offerings do not.

96 The detail is whether one accepts the חטאת ,אשם, or the bird offering of a Samaritan זב or not: in the final exegesis of 
rabbi Eleazar, it seems, that the mishnah only forbids gentiles from giving the half-shekel, and forbids Samaritans 
from giving obligatory offerings (from which gentiles obviously would be excluded). Therefore, an extra discussion 
concerning Samaritans is needed, concerning the half-shekel.

97 For example, “Samaritan women are perpetually impure from menstruation” (בנות כותים מעריסתן נדות), since they are 
Jewish enough to be ritually unclean, but do not perform the rabbinically mandated correct rituals for immersion and 
purification (whereas gentiles are always ritually clean, but counted “as if they were” זבים, to prevent Jewish men 
from having sexual intercourse with gentile men). T.Niddah 5:1, Sifra: Tazria, parasha 1, and Metzora, Zavim, 
parasha 1. See Fonrobert, 2000: 269-70 and Hayes, 2002: 123.
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the Bavli gives the example of iron spikes on the temple roof to keep ravens away). Resh Laqish 

asserts that they were barred from contributing in any way. There is, however, a second way of 

reading this  discussion,  namely in  the  halakhically  significant  terms  of (ab initio) לכתחילה   and 

 In that case, rabbi Yochanan's argument is not tied to the chronology of the .(ex post facto)  בדיעבד

sanctuary  construction,  but  rather  comes  to  say  that,  while  one  does  not  ab  initio accept 

contributions from Samaritans, if it nevertheless happens, it can after the fact be permissible – as 

long as it does not involve a specific article, which might later be pointed out and claimed.98 The 

rest of the  gemara seems to assume this applies to both Samaritans and gentiles, while it is not 

explicitly stated between rabbi Yochanan and Resh Laqish. The main concern is clear: to establish 

who is “Jewish enough” to contribute to the temple, either its cult or its material features (which in 

the reading of the Rabbis is usually the same, as long as we are discussing the half-shekel). In 4b 

the  gemara goes further  to  state,  through Ezra 4:3 and Neh 2:20, that Samaritans and gentiles 

cannot contribute with specific articles to the temple cult or even contribute to the walls, towers or 

the aqueduct leading water into Jerusalem.99

Surplus donations and the value of the shekel

In 6a, we get to mishnah 2:3-4, where the Rabbis discuss the amount of the half-shekel; how fixed it 

is, and also if it has changed over time:

(A person who) gathers small coins (מעות)100 and says: 'These are for my shekel', the school of Shammai says (in 

the case of leftover money): the leftover (goes to) a 101.נדבה The school of Hillel says: The leftover is not sacred.

(If, instead, the person said:) 'I will bring my shekel from these', they both agree that the leftover is non-sacred.

(If the person said:) 'These are for my חטאת', they both agree that the leftover (goes to) a נדבה.

(If the person said:) 'I will bring my חטאת from these', they both agree that the leftover is not sacred.

Rabbi Shimon said: What is the difference between the shekels and the חטאת?

Rather, (the main issue is) that the shekels have a fixed (value), but a חטאת does not have a fixed (value).

Rabbi  Yehuda  said:  Even  for  the  shekels  there  is  no  fixed  (value),  for  when  Israel  ascended  from  the 

98 This is how Maimonides reads it in the Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Matnot Einayim 8:8.
99 An exception that the Rabbis were aware of was of course the gates of Nicanor, who had been donated to the temple 

by the Alexandrian Jew of that name. (b.Yoma 38a)
1001/24 of a biblical holy shekel. Weinreb, 2013: 24.
101This voluntary offering, based in Lev 22:18-21, was used to “fill” the altar when nothing else was being sacrificed, 

so as not to let the altar stand idle. These did not come from the communal sacred funds. See m.Sheqalim 4:4.
If the Rabbis had Ezr 1:4 in mind in the discussion of the shekel, this would lead to a reading of the decree of Cyrus 
in which he meant to encourage the people in Babylon to contribute the  but that the question of funding for the ,נדבה
regular sacrifices was still unclear.
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(Babylonian) exile, they would give  darics102 as shekels, then they reverted to giving shekels in  selas103, then 

they reverted to giving shekels in tivas.104

Some sought to give their shekels in dinars,105 but (the Rabbis) did not accept it from them.

Rabbi Shimon said: Even so, everyone would give an equal amount (at any given time). However, (as for the) 

 worth a sela, and this one may bring one worth two, and this one may bring (חטאת a) this one may bring ,חטאת

one worth three.

The underlying assumption here is that once you have sanctified something – an animal or money 

or a vessel – for temple use, it may no longer be used for anything non-sacred, a crime known as 

,מעילה  misuse of  sacred property.106 The hypothetical  situation,  then,  is  that  of  a  person saying 

“These  are  for  my  shekels”  when  collecting  small  coins,  and  then  discovering  that  he  has 

consecrated too much money,  above the value of  a half-shekel.  What  happens with the excess 

money that is now already “earmarked” for use in the temple service?107 The two major schools, the 

Shammaites  and the  Hillelites,  disagree  (as  always)  over  what  to  be  done:  the  more  stringent 

Shammaite school holds that the excess money is sacred and must therefore be redistributed within 

the temple cult, contributing to the נדבה offerings, which are sacrificed in between the daily and the 

individual offerings. The Hillelites, however, hold that the excess money is not to be counted as 

sacred, and that the person can keep them without being guilty of מעילה. Both schools agree that the 

half-shekel has a fixed value, and that when that value is reached, the person cannot give anything 

more to  the collective funds.  No one is  allowed to contribute more than anyone else – if  that 

happens, the excess money must be used for something else, by him or by the temple personnel.

If the person instead says “I will bring my shekel from these”, he has not explicitly consecrated all 

of the gathered money, and so both schools agree that the leftover money is non-sacred.

The  mishnah then compares this to a situation in which a person gathers money to bring a  חטאת 

offering. Both then agree that the leftover money is to be used for נדבה, since there is no fixed value 

to the חטאת – the person might bring a cheap or expensive offering, and there is therefore no upper 

limit at which there would be actual excess money – all of the coins would be consecrated and unfit  

for secular use. Again, with a different choice of words, the situation does not occur.

102Equivalent of two biblical shekels. If we instead follow the reading of Nachmanides on Exod 30:12, where this is 
seen as the equivalent of 3/1 biblical shekels, rather than 2/1, this refers to the 1/3 shekel in Neh.
Hüttenmeister translates is as “Drachmen” (from דרכונות ). As far as I can tell, however, the correct German 
translation would be “Dareikos”. Here my uninformed guess is that Hüttenmeister confused the drachma and the 
daric. He does, however, refer the reader to Ezra 8:27 and I Chron 29:7, where the אדרכנים should refer to darics. 
This seems to be the reference of the Mishnah – not the דרכמון of Ez 2:69.

103Equivalent of a biblical shekel.
104Equivalent of a Mishnaic shekel, and an actual biblical half-shekel.
105½ of a Mishnaic shekel, and ¼ of a biblical shekel. Thus, the Rabbis would not accept them, since that would mean 

that the Jews would give less than the half-shekel prescribed דאורייתא.
106See Lev 5:14-16. A whole tractate in the Mishnah is dedicated to this concept.
107A related problem is raised in 6b, where one sets aside his half-shekel and then dies. There, too, the money is not 

allowed into the collective funds, but are diverted to the נדבה funds.
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This is the background to rabbi Shimon's question as to why there is a difference: the half-shekel is 

set to a half-shekel, whereas the חטאת does not have a set value. A counterargument is then raised by 

rabbi Yehuda, who claims that the returning Exilic community would bring four times the value of  

the biblical half-shekel – which implies that the half-shekel does not have a fixed value, which 

would invalidate the different approaches taken by both the Shammaites and the Hillelites to the 

half-shekel and the חטאת.

Rabbi Shimon replies that this still means that the half-shekel is fixed in value, but not over time. At 

any given time, however, it is fixed, to the effect that the distinction between the half-shekel and the 

 is still valid. Here, however, we have a problem of how to interpret the dynamics behind the חטאת

changing contributions to the half-shekel. One reading108 is that this was because of the changing 

value of the denominations: the value of the contribution would always be equivalent to a biblical 

half-shekel. Another reading109 would be that, in fact, the value of the half-shekel did fluctuate, and 

that the different contributions arose from different circumstances in different times, depending on 

population size and public needs.110 In any case, while it is not explicit, I think Nachmanides in his 

commentary to Exod 30:12 is correct in associating the account of this mishnah with Neh 10, based 

on the formulation “when Israel ascended from exile”, if nothing else.

Here we see an attempt to reconcile the difference in contributions in Exod and Neh, and we will 

see this explicitly stated in the gemara:

'Rabbi Yehuda said: Even for the shekels there is no fixed (value)...' Darics are dinars. 

'They reverted to giving shekels in selas' is at it sounds (a sela is equivalent of a shekel).

'They reverted to giving shekels in tivas' (means) a half-sela (that is, a half-shekel).

'Some sought to give their shekels in dinars' (means) a qarat (a quarter of a sela).

'They did not accept it from them' (the reason for this) comes from this: 'We have laid upon ourselves obligations,  

it lies upon us to give one-third (שלשית) of a shekel yearly for the service of the house of our G-d.' (Neh 10:33)

Rabbi Chilqiyah said in the name of Rabbi Acha: From here (we learn) that a person needs to contribute his 

shekel three times a year. From here (we also learn): one should not burden the community 111 (by asking for 

money) more than three times a year.

Rabbi Avin said: From here (we also learn) three  se'a112 (was the size of the baskets of the temple treasure 

chamber), three baskets (were in the temple treasure chamber) and three collections (were made during the year  

108Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Sheqalim 1:6 or Bartenura on the mishnah.
109Ra'avad on Maimonides, or Rivevan on the Yerushalmi.
110This is the problem of Liver's reading on p. 182, where his argument in itself – that people would take care to 

preserve the denomination rather than the value of the offering – is rather dubious, since it assumes that the concern 
would be to uphold a cultic commandment, rather than actually making sure that the temple had sufficient funds. In 
his reference to the Mishnah he obviously has not taken this ambiguity of the mishnah into account.

111The concept טירחא דציבורא (or, in Hebrew טורח ציבור), “burdening the community”, has many implications, usually 
involving prolonging the services so that the congregation will lose interest in the prayers. See, for example, 
b.B'rakhot 31a. In this context it could mean to ask for alms during prayers.

112Approx. 8.2 litres. (Carmell, 1998: 79)
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from these baskets).113

Here the Rabbis try to establish the terminology concerning the currencies in the  mishnah.  The 

daric, they claim, is equivalent of a  dinar. This  dinar has to be the “golden”  dinar, the  aureus – 

since it obviously cannot be the silver dinar referred to below, which is ¼ of a sela.114

Neh 10:33 is now brought in as a proof text to explain why a (silver)  dinar was not accepted – 

because the “one-third of a shekel” mentioned in Neh would be referring to one-third of a  daric, 

which is 2/3 of a biblical shekel, making it a higher contribution, based on the needs of that time, 

rather  than a lower.115 A  dinar is  below the level explicitly set  by the Torah and so cannot be 

accepted. That the Rabbis present the donation to have returned to its proper half-shekel currency116 

is  clear,  and  we  have  no  reason  to  doubt  this  historically,  since  in  Matthew  17:24,  Peter  is 

approached and asked whether Jesus pays the didrachma, i.e. the temple tax. He then is instructed 

by Jesus to catch a fish, in which he finds a stater coin (two didrachmas), and pays for both himself 

and Jesus. This accords with the account in the gemara (9b) below. That is also the sum of the tax 

later imposed on the Jews under the Fiscus Judaicus.117

Conversion table

Daric (Golden) dinar 2 biblical shekels

Sela Stater, tetradrachm118 1 biblical shekel

Tiva (½ sela) Mishnaic shekel, didrachm ½ biblical shekel

(Silver) dinar (¼ sela) Qarat, drachma ¼ biblical shekel

While on the topic of Neh 10:33, the gemara then presents two midrashic traditions relating to this 

verse, namely the two halakhot of rabbi Acha (that one should divide one's shekel – daric – and pay 

it in three contributions during the year119, and that one should not burden the community by asking 

for money more than thrice a year) and the three of rabbi Avin: there were three baskets of three 

se'a each, and the  was performed on a triannual basis. All of these are based upon תרומת הלשכה 

113See mishnah 3:2.
114This is an approximate value, it seems, since the aureus was not worth 16 denarii, but rather 25.
115Nachmanides disagrees with this reading and holds that they are equivalent.
116Whether in value or denomination.
117See Mandell, 1984: 223-232. It is also how Philo understands it in Quis her. 38.186.
118Some of these denominations have slightly different values depending on era and region.
119This follows the Qorban haEdah, which sees the daric as 3/1 of a shekel. Also, see the Geniza fragment translated 

by Hüttenmeister: “Daraus ist zu entnehmen, daß man zur Ablieferung der Scheqelsteuer drei Mal im Jahr 
verpflichtet ist.”
I do not see why for example Steinsaltz reads this as discontinuing the shekel topic and instead bringing in charity – 
while the midrashim are brought in from the outside, there is no reason to assume that they are addressing another 
topic – the “shekel” mentioned would be the temple tax, not three shekels given as charity during the year. See the 
interpretation of b.Bava Batra 9a, where it seems to be about charity, but where Neh 10:33 seems to be brought in to 
make an a fortiori argument. Rabbi Avin's midrashim obviously continue the theme of the temple tax. The second of 
rabbi Acha's midrashim, though, might talk about charity.
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midrashic readings of the term שלישית השקל from Neh 10:33.120

The collection of the chamber and the problem of the Diaspora revisited

At this point I would want to return to the ceremony of  since we by now have the ,תרומת הלשכה 

means to answer some of the initial questions about it: where did it come from, why is it done, what 

is  the theoretical  underpinning,  and how did the Rabbis solve the question of  distant  Diaspora 

communities sending their money to Jerusalem over the course of the year?

First, though, we need to look at a key mishnah, 3:1 that we have already seen in the gemara (2a):

On three occasions during the year they collected from the chamber. Half a month before Pesach, half a month 

before Atzeret (Shavuot), and half a month before Sukkot.' (m.Sheqalim 3:1)

This is further elaborated in mishnayot 3:3-4:

(The emissary) of rabban Gamliel's househould would enter (the treasure chamber), with his shekel between his 

fingers, and toss it in front of the collector. The collector would direct his attention to it and push it into the 

basket.

The collector would not collect until he asked them (the witnesses): 'Should I collect?' And they would say to 

him: 'Collect, collect, collect,' three times.

And he collected (from) the first (basket) and covered it with leather covers, and (he collected from) the second 

(basket) and covered it with leather covers, (but after collecting money from) the third (basket), he did not cover 

(it).

And why did he cover (the first two)? In case he forgot, and collected (again) from that which had already been  

collected.

He collected (from) the first on behalf of the land of Israel, and (from) the second on behalf of the fortified cities  

nearby,  and (from) the third on behalf  of  Babylonia,  and on behalf  of  Media,  and on behalf  of  the distant 

countries.

First,  we learn  that  the members  of  rabban Gamliel's  household  would exert  themselves  to  be 

among those whose half-shekels were actually collected, even though there was no such thing as an 

individual contribution when the תרומת הלשכה was performed: by then, all the money would already 

have been counted collectively.  As the  gemara (9b) says,  they got רוח  ,נחת   “satisfaction” from 

knowing that their shekels would be collected. The main idea behind this anecdote seems to be to 

demonstrate the enthusiasm some would show when it came to though the ,תרומת הלשכה   gemara 

takes pains to clarify that this had no halakhic significance.

We then learn of the procedure, in which the collector would ask for permission and then collect 

from all three baskets in the treasury, covering them as he went so as not to accidentally collect 

twice from any of them, and that he had to have the intention to collect on behalf of Jews living in 

120Note, that such a reading might well be in contrast, rather than in addition, to the reading of the “one-third of a 
shekel”, i.e. that rabbi Chilqiyah's and rabbi Avin's readings have nothing to do with the above discussion of 
changing value. Rather, it might have been tacked on to it by the later redactor while on the subject of Neh 10:33.
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the land of Israel, in the neighbouring areas (for example Syria) and in Babylonia, Persia and other 

distant countries. This intention of including all Jews during the performance of תרומת הלשכה will be 

important for understanding both the practice and the theory of the half-shekel tax, as the Rabbis 

understood it.

I now turn to the gemara (9b), which will be the last in-depth analysis of the Yerushalmi text:

It was taught (in a  baraita):121 (In the case of one) removing the leather covers (after he had covered a basket 

with it), all (the shekels in that basket) becomes 122.שיריים

It was taught (in a  baraita): The third (collection), that was the most abundant of them all, since it included 

staters of gold and darics of gold.

It was taught (in a baraita): (The collector) collected (from) the first (basket) on behalf of the land of Israel and 

on behalf of all of Israel, (from) the second on behalf of the fortified cities nearby and on behalf of all Israel, and  

(from) the third on behalf of Babylonia and Media, and on behalf of the distant countries, and on behalf of all of 

Israel.

It  was taught (in a  baraita): (When the collector) had taken from the first (basket), although there were still 

(shekels) in the first, he would take from the second (too). (When) he had taken from the second, although there  

were still (shekels) in the second, he would take from the third (too).

(In the case of) the third being emptied, he returns to the second. (In the case of) the second being emptied, he 

returns to the first. (In the case of) the first being emptied, he returns to the shekels (that have arrived since the  

last time תרומת הלשכה was performed).

Rabbi Meir says: He goes back to the שיריים. Since rabbi Meir used to say: The laws of מעילה (misuse of sacred 

property) (apply) to שיריים, since they might be needed in the end.

In a series of  baraitot we learn different details of the  the first of which being the ,תרומת הלשכה 

consequences of the collector accidentally removing the leather covers from a basket he has already 

collected money from.123 In that case, all the money in the basket loses its sanctified status and 

becomes  unfit  for  the  acquisition  of  communal  offerings.  Instead,  they  are  diverted  to  other 

communal projects of lesser sanctity, such as the upkeep of the city of Jerusalem, and buying wine, 

oil and flour for selling to visitors.124 With even this slight lapse, the whole basket (a third of the 

temple income!) is lost.

The  third  collection,  done  15  days  before  Sukkot  (that  is,  on  Rosh  haShanah),  was  the  most 

lucrative of them all,  since by now the money from Babylonia, Persia and other outlying areas 

would have reached Jerusalem.

.here and below means that it was taught in a baraita תני121
י�ים122 dשיר means the remainder of the temple's treasure chamber, which did not have the same sanctity as the actual 

shekels.
123According to the reading of the Qorban haEdah, this only takes effect if the covers are removed from all the 

baskets, not just from one of them, presumable because the confusion would not be serious enough.
124See Steinsaltz (Weinreb, 2013: 77), and m.Sheqalim 4:3. Hüttenmeister refers to 4:4, but he seems to confuse two 

concepts here, since it is not altogether clear whether 4:4 is about the שיריים from the תרומת הלשכה, or the profit made 
from selling wine, oil and flour to visitors to the temple.
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The most important baraita for our purposes, since it explains the theory behind much of the other 

teachings we have seen, is the one explaining the intention of the collector, something touched upon 

above. The collector needed to collect shekels from all three baskets on each of the three  תרומות 

during the year, and was to be very careful not to confound the procedure, since the first basket was 

taken on behalf of the Palestinian Jews, the second of the Jews living close to the land of Israel, and 

the third on behalf of the Babylonian and other distant Diaspora Jews. During every collection, each 

of these communities had to be kept in mind when taking the money, and all of them were to be 

included under the more general heading “all of Israel”, so as not to distinguish between Jews and 

Jews. The whole people of Israel, whether living in the land of Israel or abroad, whether actually 

having given money at this moment or not, was to be included under a regime of strict theoretical 

representation. This is an important part of the Rabbinic procedures for the temple tax: when the 

הלשכה was תרומת   performed,  all  Jews  were  included,  and  thus  represented  in  the  subsequent 

acquisition of sacrificial animals. Thus, every Jew had a claim to and a share in the temple, the 

temple cult, and by extension, all of Jerusalem.125

We then learn some of the procedures in the event of the funds not being sufficient for that year (the 

suggestions being that the collector takes money that have received in the meantime, or rabbi Meir's 

advice to take the money from the שיריים).

Now, then, one can see why the Rabbis held to the proclamation about the half-shekel being fixed to 

the 1st of Adar, since, in any event, the Jews living far away from Jerusalem, would be theoretically 

included even in the first תרומת הלשכה, performed on the 1st of Nissan. There would be a “virtual” 

participation,  until  the actual  money had arrived.  This  is  also the ruling of Maimonides in  the 

Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Sheqalim 2:9, which to me seems correct:

When he collected (during the  he had the intention to collect what had been collected and was ,(תרומת הלשכה 

present in the treasure chamber, and what had been collected but which had not yet reached the treasure chamber, 

and that which would be collected in the future. Thus the shekels that he had taken out to use (to purchase  

communal sacrifices) would be an atonement for Israel. And it is as if their shekels had reached the treasure  

chamber, and the collection collected from them too.126

The procedures of the תרומת הלשכה ensured that, in the theory of the sacrificial system, everyone got 

represented through the offerings. This, I suggest, is one of the main ideas animating the the Rabbis' 

discourse on the half-shekel.

125See Tiqlin Chadatin.
126 See b.Ketubot 108a: 'They collect (תרומת הלשכה) on behalf of that which was lost and on behalf of that which was 

collected and that which was to be collected.'
We also find this in gemara Sheqalim (5a), on the topic of shekels that were stolen on the way: 'Rabbi Yustai, son of 
rabbi Simon said that it is in accordance with the one who said: They collect (the תרומת הלשכה) on behalf of that 
which was collected and over that which was to be collected.'
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The theme of atonement

Before summarising and analysing what we have seen above, though, I would like to add a last 

theme in the Rabbinic reading of the half-shekel, something that is too important to be overlooked, 

namely the idea of כפרה, atonement. In the gemara on 6a, the issue is suddenly brought up through 

some aggadata, without much other introduction than the biblical quote from Exod 30:13:

This  (is what) everyone who passes through the countings shall give:  (half of a shekel, after the shekel of the  

sanctuary – twenty gerah is that shekel – half of a shekel, an offering to Y-HWH.)

Rabbi Yehudah and rabbi Nechemyah (disagree over this). One (of them) said: It  is because they sinned (by 

making the golden calf) at midday, that they should give half a shekel.

And one (of them) said: It is because they sinned at the sixth hour of the day that they should give half a shekel,  

whose sum total is six garmesin.127

Rabbi Yehoshua of the house of rabbi Nechemyah (said) in the name of rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai: Because  

they transgressed the ten commandments each and every one of them should give ten gera [...]

Rabbi Pinchas (said) in the name of rabbi Levi: Because (the ten sons of Jacob with Leah, Bilha and Zilpah) sold 

(Joseph), the firstborn of Rachel, for twenty silver (dinars), and each and every one of them got (the equivalent 

of) a tivah (which is two dinars), therefore, each and every (Jew) must give a tivah for his shekel every year.

These aggadot all assume that the different formulations of כפרה mentioned in Exod 30 all refer to 

atonement for some transgression, and they all assume that the clue to finding out what this sin-in-

need-of-atonement is, can be found in the sum to be paid.

The first one assumes a midrashic tradition found in b.Shabbat 89a, in which the phrase “And the 

people saw that Moses delayed (ׁש(” )Exod 32:1( is read as שש ואב, “six )hours( have come”. When the Israelites saw, on the sixth hour – midday – of the fortieth daׁש�(” )Exod 32:1( is read as שש ואב, “six )hours( have come”. When the Israelites saw, on the sixth hour – midday – of the fortieth daב)” (Exod 32:1) is read as six (hours)“ ,באו שש   have come”. 

When the Israelites saw, on the sixth hour – midday – of the fortieth day, that Moses had not come 

down from Mount  Sinai,  they  despaired  and  decided  to  make  the  golden  calf.  Now,  they  are 

punished measure-for-measure through having to pay to the tabernacle instead, half a shekel.

The other suggestion is more precise: for every hour the Israelites didn't hold out, they now have to  

pay a coin (or, according to Jastrow, a gram).

The tradition ascribed to rabbi Yochanan focuses on the sum – ten gerah – explicitly stated in the 

Exodus text, and connects this with the first of the ten commandments: “I am Y-HWH your G-d,  

who brought you out from the land of Egypt, from the house of slavery.” (Exod 20:2) Transgressing 

this commandment, through the worship of the golden calf, was tantamount to breaking all of the 

ten commandments, and so the Israelites have to pay one gerah per  commandment.

127Hüttenmeister, probably based on Jastrow, understands this as “Grammata” (he vocalises it as “gerammasin” and 
understands it as being derived from the Greek grámmata). Thus: “Weil sie zur sechsten Stunde sündigten, müssen 
sie den halben Scheqel bezahlen, der sechs Grammata beträgt.”
Jastrow recommends reading it as ין ט� eמ dג�ר, which would work, since a shekel would weigh about 12 grams, and a 
half-shekel would then weigh around 6 grams. The problem is that we do not, to my knowledge, have a single 
manuscript with that spelling. I have followed the vocalisation ן ס� מ�  found in the Vilna edition, and followed the גdר�
Qorban haEdah's understanding of this being a coin, with the value of 1/12 shekel.
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The last  midrash focuses not on the golden calf but the selling of Joseph by his brothers in Gen 

37:28. The twenty silver pieces are not specified in the Genesis narrative, but the Rabbis assume 

them to  be  dinars,  which,  when  compared  with  the  list  from the  mishnah 3:4,  makes  it  the 

equivalent of a half-shekel.

Whether it is because of the sin of the golden calf or the sin of selling Joseph, the Rabbis envision 

the half-shekel to be an actual atonement of a past transgression in the history of the Israelites. The 

theme of atonement can be more purely theological, though, as we see in a baraita (t.Sheqalim 1:2):

From (the time)  when they had taken place in the temple, they started to demand collateral . (m.Sheqalim 1:3) 

They started to demand collateral from Israelites for their shekels, so that the communal sacrifices would be 

made from their funds. A parable: This is like someone who has a sore on his foot, and the physician forces him 

and cuts off his flesh in order to heal him. So did the Omnipresent demand collateral from Israel on their shekels,  

so that the (communal) sacrifices would be made from their funds, since the communal sacrifices quicken and 

atone between Israel and their Father in Heaven. We find (this) concerning the donation of the shekels that the  

Israelites gave in the wilderness, as it is said: 'And you shall take the atonement silver from the children of Israel  

and give it to the service of the tent of the meeting, and it shall be a memorial for the children of Israel before Y-

HWH, to atone for your lives.' (Exod 30:16)

Atonement, the theme in the  baraita, is central but not necessarily connected to an event in the 

collective narrative of Israel – rather, it is connected to a certain theological understanding of the 

communal sacrificial cult, one that we also find in Neh 10:34.128 At this point, however, I would like 

to sum up the material we have gone through.

What happened on the way? Some conclusions

At this point I would like to sum up the discussion of the Rabbis in tractate Sheqalim. The first thing 

to note is that the Rabbis assume our three biblical texts to speak of one and the same phenomenon,  

which  they understand to  be:  a  half-shekel  tax,  instituted  by Moses  in  the  wilderness,  for  the 

funding of the sacrificial cult and the upkeep of the tabernacle/temple, which has varied in value or 

denomination throughout history but which has essentially been the same.

The Rabbis, further, never once concern themselves with the theme of preventing a plague through 

the donation of the half-shekel – the story of II Sam 24 is never brought up, and no mention of that  

theme is made. While the Rabbis do seem to connect the half-shekel with the census in Numbers,  

128These two themes carry quite different connotations; the one represented by the Yerushalmi portrays Israel as 
carrying a collective sin – a stain on their shared history – that needs to be atoned for. The one from the Tosefta, 
more thoroughly worked into the assumptions about the temple cult and the half-shekel, presents Israel as a 
privileged group, as the gentile nations do not have any systematised way of atoning for the sins they commit, 
whereas Israel does.
As always with midrashim these readings should be read separately – we have no reason to assume that they are 
complementary or even aware of each other.
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they never seem to connect it with II Sam 24. Instead, exegetically, they focus on the “atonement”, 

rather than the “countings”, and come up with possible scenarios that the people of Israel would 

have to atone for collectively. Even if one doesn't take the midrashic readings of the narratives of 

Genesis and Exodus too seriously, the fact remains that the “atonement” theme also applies as soon 

as the Rabbis have established that the half-shekel goes to the communal sacrifices, which atones 

for  all  of  Israelites.129 While  most  modern readers  (but  see  Propp,  above)  are  not  used to  that 

reading, it is a reading that does make some sense, both when it comes to exegetical methodology 

and theological coherence.130 The Rabbis, viewing the whole Hebrew Bible as one unified text, 

seem to have harmonised the different occurrences of  in the different contexts and brought כפרה 

them all under one understand: atonement through the sacrificial cult.

There has also been a major change in theological focus, namely the idea of collective partaking in 

the  daily  sacrificial  cult.  Through  the  contribution  of  the  half-shekel  to  the  daily  communal 

sacrifices, morning and midday, with the festival, new moon and Sabbath offerings added, every 

Jew would be a part of the sacrificial collective that the people of Israel is. It is not up to the king or  

any other individual to sponsor the daily sacrifices – in fact, it is absolutely forbidden to get even an 

inch of individual sponsorship in the communal cult – and while you can bring individual offerings 

as a person, Jews do not primarily sacrifice as individuals. They sacrifice as one collective whole 

through a flat-rate tax that includes everyone to the same extent, something that has to be ensured 

by the procedures of the 131.תרומת הלשכה We have also seen that this “tax” is in fact an offering, and 

governed by the laws that apply to all consecrated property (hence the comparison to the חטאת).132 

This  is  very different  from other  approaches found in the Talmud (Menachot 65a),  where it  is 

reported that the Sadducees133 would permit an individual to donate to the communal sacrifice, but 

that the Rabbis would only permit the daily communal offerings to come from the collective funds 

129Neusner, ever eager to make an extravagant point, reads Jesus' assault on the money-changers in the temple in Mark 
11:15-19 as a wholesale rejection of the daily sacrifices' efficacy in affecting atonement, instead trying to replace 
them with the Eucharist. (Neusner, 1989: 289-290) For a critique of this reading, see Buchanan, 1991.

130Where we today would rightly protest, however, is that very assumption that the half-shekel went annually to the 
communal sacrifices, which is the only basis the Rabbis have for their whole complex of readings.

131There is a similar logic in m.Pesachim 5:8, where it is reported that the priests would fill a goblet with blood from 
the floor of the temple after the numerous Pesach lambs and sprinkle it on the altar, to make sure that, through the 
mixed blood, everyone's Pesach lamb offering would be valid. The Rabbis, however, are reported as disagreeing 
with this procedure.

132That the money was seen as sacred we also find in Roman legislation, which from the time of Julius Caesar and 
Augustus forbade interrupting the transfer of the half-shekel to Jerusalem, classifying such hindrance as sacrilege. 
(Broshi, 1987: 34)

133In Megillat Ta'anit 1:1, in the Hebrew scholium, we have the same debate, but between “the Sages” and 
Boethusians, where the dispute is, if anything, even sharper.
The historical reality is very hard to reconstruct: we know that the Roman emperor and the local ruler would 
contribute to the cult, but we do not know with what and if this included funds for the offerings. (Schwartz, 2001: 
55) It is unlikely, however, that all of the money for the communal sacrifices came from half-shekel donations.

38



(i.e. the half-shekels).134

I think Klawans is right in his analysis of this aspect of Rabbinic ideology, in which he reads the 

Rabbis as engaging in a project of inclusion and equalisation through their vision of the temple tax:

The rabbinic position on the temple tax – that it was paid annually, by all Jews, and used to defray the costs of 

the daily offerings – virtually ensures that the sacrificial service would depend for its day-to-day operation on 

funds that others would question. Practically by definition – and certainly by any definition acceptable to, for 

instance,  the  Damascus Document135 – the revenues from an annual and widely collected temple tax would 

include at least some money tainted by theft or some other transgression. For the rabbis, presumably, the concern 

to include all overrides the concern to maintain a taint-free temple purse. (Klawans, 2006: 197)

I would, however, want to take this in a slightly different direction: while Klawans focuses on the 

all-inclusive aspect of the Rabbinic reading of the temple tax, I would want to point out, based on 

my reading above, that not only do the Rabbis include all Jews, they also take pains to include all 

Jews as one singular entity. Their argument, it seems to me, is not only to claim all Jews as entitled 

to the temple cult, no matter how morally deficient they happen to be. They also make sure, through 

the rituals they describe, that all Jews are included in exactly the same way, to exactly the same  

extent, with not a single trace of individual contribution left.

The sociological  aspect  of  it  is  tied  in  with  the  theological,  since  Samaritans  and gentiles  are 

promptly excluded from this  sacrificial  collective,  though they are not  excluded from bringing 

individual sacrifices, as long as these are not obligated by the Torah, which would only apply to 

Jews. All adult men, even converts, must bring the half-shekel and are thus counted in this group.136 

134This is also the position of Josephus in Ant. 14.7.2 (assuming that he is writing about the half-shekel donation – 
though it is good to confess agnosticism in this regard, I, however, have a hard time seeing what difference it would 
make if Josephus were to refer to some other tax coming in from all Jews regardless of territory and belonging to G-
d, and I think the burden of proof lies on those claiming this not to be the half-shekel, especially since we see the 
temple tax and the half-shekel conflated already by the time of Mishnah Sheqalim):
'And let no one wonder that there was so much wealth in our temple, since all the Jews throughout the habitable 
earth, and those that worshipped [G-d], nay, even those of Asia and Europe, sent their contributions to it, and this 
from very ancient times [...] Now we have no public money but only what appertains to [G-d]. (Whiston's 
translation. http://www.biblestudytools.com/history/flavius-josephus/antiquities-jews/book-14/chapter-7.html. 
23.03.2014)
Another interesting example is what appears to be a record of the half-shekel poll tax in the Aramaic ostraca from 
Idumea, where the name of an individual is listed, together with “two quarters of a shekel.” (Lemaire, 2007: 58-59) 
This, together with a possible reference to the tax at Elephantine, does point in the direction of a “pan-Jewish” poll 
tax already in Persian times. It would seem that, both in Idumea and Elephantine, with their own separate temples to 
Y-HWH, did not store the taxes, as opposed to the Jerusalem temple, which became the main provincial site of tax 
collection. (Lemaire, 2007: 62) The strength of the Idumean finds is that they are actual records of paid taxes, rather 
than ideological material such as the Talmud. However, such finds in and of themselves are still not enough to 
establish the historical universality of a half-shekel poll tax, the frequency of it, or the definition of Jewishness 
inherent in it. 

135In which the Qumran group (we might assume) raises heavy criticism against the Jerusalem temple. See, for 
example, IV:20, V:6-9. This accords with the general stringency of the Qumran group when compared with the 
Pharisees and proto-Rabbis. (Shemesh, 2009: 130)

136That this is probably not a historical fact might be deduced from at least one Tannaitic source, Mekhilta deRabbi 
Yishmael (Lauterbach), baChodesh 1, and non-Rabbinic sources, such as 4Q159, frag. 1 and Matt 17:24. For an in-
depth study of the historical temple tax and its relation to the later didrachmon tax under the Fiscus Judaicus, see 
Mandell, 1984. Her thesis, while maybe a bit too strong with regard to the evidence, is that the didrachmon was only 
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Women, minors and slaves are part of the people, but not as fully autonomous entities, since they 

are generally subsumed under  the authority (and,  often,  under  the  financial  control)  of  a  man. 

Therefore, for socio-economic reasons, they are not obligated, but free to contribute if they can and 

want to.137 It is thus an important identity marker, in the same vein as circumcision and Sabbath 

observance.138 Now, the  question  of  collective identity is  not  a  new problem. Blenkinsopp,  for 

example, describes the problem already at the time of the return from the exile:

From the beginning of the Persian period a basic issue was to decide how one qualified for membership in the 

Jerusalem temple-community.  Since  the  passing  of  the  nation-state,  which  retained  its  political  institutions  

though in vassalage to foreign powers, the matter could not be decided purely on grounds of national identity. 

Other factors entered into play including, for the first time, laws governing ritual purity (e.g., Hag. 2:10-14). It is  

therefore no surprise to find disagreement on the status of specific categories of people, including those who had 

defiled themselves with idolatry, resident aliens (gērîm), and eunuchs […] For the same reason, marriage with 

women outside the group became increasingly problematic and emerged as a major issue at the time of Ezra and 

Nehemiah. (Blenkinsopp, 1996: 198-9)

This issue – simply,  what the outer borders of Jewishness were – had not subsided by the late 

Second  Temple  period  (nor,  for  that  matter,  ever  since).  In  Roman  legislation  this  was 

acknowledged  through  the  designation  of  the  Jews  as  a  gens  or  an  ethnos,  a  non-territorial 

administrative entity. This they shared with the Alexandrians, which meant that “[n]o matter where 

they dwelt,  they acted as a nationality with strong common bonds. Like the Jews, Alexandrians 

were held liable for payment of their tax whether they lived in Alexandria or in Italy.”139 That Jews 

were  classified  as  a  non-territorial  province  was  a  pragmatic  response  to  the  reality  of  the 

widespread  Jewish  diaspora,  and  the  changing  Jewish  identity  over  the  period  of  Persian  and 

Hellenistic imperialism:140 as opposed to the biblical, primarily land-based identity, Jewishness was 

now in need of further demarcation. Especially at the time of the Rabbis, with the emergence of  

Christianity, the loss of Jerusalem as a cultic locus, and the general Jewish attitudes towards gentile 

levied on the Pharisaic-Rabbinic subgroup, not on the Jews as a whole, and that these were the ones arguing for an 
annual, all-encompassing temple tax.
The group identity being constructed, then, is a sectarian identity, but as with other Rabbinic texts, the texts 
concerning the half-shekel donation is presented as pertaining to all Jews. For this tendency in Rabbinic literature, 
see Fonrobert & Jaffee, 2007: 4

137This, then, could be the import of Matt 17:24-27 (assuming that it reflects a genuine teaching and does not reflect 
the Roman tax of later times): that the question of Jewish identity is raised, as a litmus test of whether Jesus is loyal 
to his people or not, and has a share in the daily communal sacrifices or not. Jesus' answer would then be that, while 
technically exempt (either because he and his followers are “children” or because all Jews are), he still wants to pay 
it, out of loyalty to the people (“so as not to give offence” could refer both to other Jews and to G-d). It could also be 
a way of testing how close to the Pharisaic movement he was, something that would have been a concern of Matt.

138Tellbe, 2005: 19-20.
139Mandell, 1984: 229.
140That Persian imperialism (followed by Hellenistic and Roman) is an important factor in the formation of the half-

shekel tax might be evident already in the biblical texts themselves, since, in the words of Lemaire, the institution of 
such a tax 'developed the use of coins, and Judah adopted a monetary system connected with the drachma system 
[…] As shown by the various lists of payment, during the fourth century, the main unit was apparently the “qu(arter 
of a shekel)” because it was the equivalent of a drachma.' (Lemaire, 2007: 60)
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presence in synagogues changing, this was a pressing question.  The Rabbis made use of many 

religious signals in their effort to establish this Jewish identity: circumcision, (primarily) matrilineal 

descent, conversion criteria, further embellishments of the menstruation laws, an added stringency 

to Sabbath observance – and the (by the time of the gemara theoretical) half-shekel temple tax.

III. Summary

In this study, I have investigated how the Rabbis in  y.Sheqalim interpreted a number of biblical 

pericopes (mainly Exod 30:11-16, Neh 10:33-34,  II Chron 24:6-9) in their discussion of the half-

shekel temple tax, as they imagined it. In the Rabbinic material, it is clear that these pericopes are  

seen as addressing one singular phenomenon, and that they can be read against each other (this not 

being any exception to the general Rabbinic assumption that any single part of the Bible can be read 

against every other). They thus discuss an annual temple tax, set at the value of half a shekel, first  

mentioned in Exod 30:11-16 and later on reinforced and (perhaps) modified in Neh 10:33-34 and II 

Chron 24:6-9.

The function of this temple tax, while deriving its set value from Exod 30, is the one put forth in 

Neh 10:33-34: 'for the service of the house of our G-d, for the arranged bread, and for the daily  

meal offering, and for the daily burnt offering: [for] the Sabbaths, the new moons, for festivals and  

for consecrations and for sin offerings to atone  for Israel, and all the work of the house of our G-d.'

The Rabbis discuss both the practical implementation of this tax – how it is to be collected, stored 

and withdrawn – and in the course of their discussion some themes come to light. In the procedures 

of the public collection of the chamber (תרומת הלשכה) in which the shekels are to be withdrawn 

triannually,  it  becomes  clear  that  the  purpose  of  the הלשכה  ,תרומת   apart  from the  publicity  it 

generated, was to include every Jew, in the land of Israel and in the Diaspora, in the daily sacrificial  

cult. The Jews who had not yet, in fact, paid their half-shekels could therefore be counted 'virtually', 

through the procedures in which the collector would have them in mind for the upcoming sacrifices 

while collecting from the treasure chamber.

Two themes, both connected to scriptural passages, can be discerned. The first is the theme of כפרה, 

atonement. While כפרה is mentioned in both Exod 30 and Neh 10, modern readers have no reason to 

assume that they speak of the same exact concept. In Exod 30, it seems to mainly signify a removal 

of  the  perceived  danger  involved  in  taking  a  public  census,  and  in  Neh  10,  a  theological 

understanding of the sacrificial cult. For the Rabbis, however, this is harmonised into one concept: 

the forgiveness of collective sin through the daily temple cult. The theme of  כפרה is discussed both 
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in relation to specific collective sins mentioned in the Pentateuch, such as the sale of Joseph or the  

casting of the Golden Calf, and in relation to the theological concept of atonement through the 

sacrificial cult. In order for every Jew to have an equal share in this atonement, everyone should 

give the exact same value – no one is to be allowed to give even the slightest amount above the 

prescribed value of half a shekel (whereas in Exod 30, the reason for the set value – apart from 

everyone being equally exposed to the risk of plague – would probably be in order for the people to 

be more easily counted through the collected census money). This also means that in the Rabbis' 

vision of the half-shekel, an individual or even a ruler cannot contribute separately in any way to the 

cult, and only in limited ways to the temple structure, since they would otherwise have a greater  

claim  upon  the  atoning  effects  of  the  sacrificial  cult  than  others.  Here  we  see  a  different 

understanding of both the half-shekel and the temple cult than, for example, the Qumran group. The 

theme of preventing a plague from Exod 30 is entirely ignored in the Rabbinic reading.

The second theme, derivative of the first, is that of Jewish collective identity. 'Israel' is defined as a 

singular, collective entity offering its atoning sacrifices in the temple of Jerusalem, but the question 

then arises as to who may participate in this atoning cult, and who may have share in the cult or in 

the temple building itself. The half-shekel, then, becomes a defining feature of what it means to be 

Jewish,  and the national  identity,  already defined through lineage and conversion procedures is 

further  reinforced and demarcated  through the  laws  of  circumcision,  menstrual  purity,  Sabbath 

observance,  and the half-shekel  temple tax.  It  becomes clear  from the discussion over  whether 

Samaritans and gentiles are allowed to contribute to the cult that it is a question of group identity, 

being discussed through the theological concept of atonement. This theme can, in some sense, be 

found in Exod 30, where the Israelites are being numbered – in itself an act of demarcation and 

definition – but is never brought up in any sustained way throughout the biblical texts, whereas in 

the Rabbinic discussion, situated in another cultural and political context, it is of some importance. 

For the Rabbis, there was a greater need for definition and upholding of Jewish identity, and the  

half-shekel was one of the ways in which they tried to do this, discussing both the Jewish group and 

one of its fundamental theological concepts at the same time, through the practical procedures of the 

temple tax.
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