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During his childhood years, Rabbi Dessler was taught at home and true to the principles of his rebbi, R’ Simcha Zissel, his father

included... some classics of world literature... One of them, Rabbi Dessler related, was Uncle Tom’s Cabin. The reason for this choice is
not hard to imagine. (Yated Ne'eman (English edition), 24 Teves 5754.)
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half-shekel
on behalf of an expecting woman’s
unborn child. This is hinted in the
pasuk 0’11PN YY 12ivn Y3 which can
also be read 1ayn. In addition, the
universal minhag based on Rema,
is to give three half-shekalim each,
not just one. Perhaps these “add-
ons” are a way to make the amount
of tzedakah more substantial. We
may even start to see a plate in shul
for donations of the actual value
of today’s machatzis hashekel. As of
this writing, the price of 9.6 grams
of silver is $7.68.

I read the last edition of Alim with great interest. I was particularly struck by Rabbi
Szimonowitz’s article "1wyn Y3 5y ranT." There is point that needs to be addressed with
this message in mind.

In the wake of racial tensions, voices have been heard calling for a return to antebellum
America. They view the enslavement of African Americans with idyllic eyes: "They'd be
better off with a structure.” “They were meant to be slaves.” Such remarks betray a lack
of understanding of what slavery in pre-Civil War South meant. Theirs was not an idyllic
existence of "three square meals and a steady job."

Slaves were viciously abused. Children were forcibly separated from their parents
at tender ages and sold to distant slaveowners. Slaves could be punished by whipping,
beating, burning, mutilation, branding and imprisonment. Runaway slaves were hunted
with bloodhounds. Their lives and their bodies were completely forfeit. This is far from
the n1nn n11, which demands Pwyn 93 5 1an.

Thank you for the opportunity to express my thoughts, and continued hatzlocha to

the Machon. 5/@0/;(/){ St fe/){f&/f/




Rabbi Moshe Boruch Kaufman,
Machon Aleh Zayis

The Machatzis Hashekel and Inflation

In the time of the Bais Hamikdash, every male of twenty years
old and up was required to donate one-half shekel annually,
to be used to purchase the korbanos of the coming year. The
shekalim were to be brought to the Bais Hamikdash by Rosh
Chodesh Nissan; the announcement was made one month
earlier, on Rosh Chodesh Adar, to allow time for collection.
Today, we lein Parshas Shekalim on Shabbos Mevorchim
Chodesh Adar to remind us of that annual obligation. A hint
to this can be found in the pasuk 1> nt. ‘1" has the numerical
value of 12. In the 12th month (Adar), they should give the
machatzis hashekel.

Another connection to Adar (Megillah 13b) is that our
shekalim countered the shekalim that Haman was going to
give Achashveirosh years later to “buy” the right to wipe out
Am Yisrael.

Additionally, there is an aspect

of 1wo1 D10 associated with the
machatzis hashekel — atonement for
Am Yisrael.
(Siman 694:1) cites
another way to commemorate the
giving of the machatzis hashekel.
It was minhag Ashkenaz to give a
half of the local currency’s base
denomination to tzedakah before
Purim, to be distributed to the poor. The source of this minhag
is in Mesechtas Sofrim (21:3), which explains that the shekalim
we give today are to support poor people, in addition to
matanos levyonim.

Rema rules that this minhag is to give half the value of the
denomination of a country’s base currency. So, in the USA,
where the base is the dollar, we give a half-dollar (50 cents).
Rema adds that the minhag is actually to give three half dollars,
because it says nmn in the parshah three times. However,
according to the Gra (Maaseh Rav), a single half-shekel or half-
dollar is sufficient. It is interesting to note that according to the
Sefer Mordechai, the reason that we give three half shekalim is
because it says the words Ypwn nxnn three times in the parsha.

The question arises: If the “spirit of thelaw” is to give tzedakah,
what happens when inflation causes the currency to be worth

Rema

very little? True, we are accomplishing the commemoration of
the annual half-shekel given in time of the Bais Hamikdash;
but we may not be fulfilling the other reason for the minhag,
which is tzedakah.

In times of old, coins had intrinsic value. The half-shekel coin
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was a specific amount of silver, approximately 9.5 grams, which
equals exactly the value of .33 (a third) of an ounce. Although
the price of silver fluctuates the differences will not be drastic,
since silver is a precious metal. Today a gram of silver is worth
75-80 cents. Thus, an actual machatzis hashekel would be worth
about $7.50.

However, when we are dealing with the currency of a country
where inflation is common over time, the value decreases
significantly. For example, if we were to compare the value of
$1.50 today with its value 50 years ago (1972), the increase
would be about sixfold; when people gave $1.50 in 1972, it was
the equivalent of giving $9.00 today (which is even more than
an actual machatzis hashekel). In other countries the value is
even less. For example, in Eretz Yisrael three half n”w are worth
only about 40 cents. In Russia, three half-rubles are worth only
four cents!

Rema does mention that some say one should give the actual
machatzis-hashekel value: np7¥Y Ypwn N¥Nn 0°IN1IW 0K W71
198 °xnn’a 1a90. This minhagis found in Hilchos Purim (Maharil),
which says that one should give 34
thalers besides the three half-coins
of the denomination of the land.
The Leket Yosher says that there are
oA 0°wiR in the Rhineland who
give this amount, but his Rebbi (the
Terumas Hadeshen) gave only three
n1n v yaovn vxn. Perhaps giving
the actual value of a half-shekel in
addition to the three local-currency
coins and matanos l'evyonim would
be too expensive for many people, and therefore the minhag
was not to follow Maharil, as the Rema concludes: 12 172011 7x1.

The Biur Halachah w1 0”1 wonders at the half-denomination
amount, since it may be of little value. He says that since the
wR1 was worth very little, it is praiseworthy for whoever can
afford it to give half a ruble in addition to the three half-coins,
in accord with the latter opinion of the Rema.! It is worth
noting that the Russian ruble in the time of the Mishnah
Berurah was a valuable coin, the equivalent of 100 kopeks,
which were worth about 20 grams of silver.? This is a contrast
to the modern ruble (post WW1) that is worth little more
than a penny (there are 77 rubles in a dollar). Perhaps, due to
inflation over time, it would be right to follow the opinion of
those who advocate giving an actual half-shekel.

Today, the minhag of machatzis hashekel has been expanded
by many to include one for every member of the household. The
Leket Yosher even brings a minhag to give a
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