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Rav Meir Yechiel Halstok zt”’1

Rabbi Moshe Boruch Kaufman, Machon Aleh Zayis
(10 ,5) D°NWD1 5¥ 1927 ' 710Y 111219 Y812 135 M

Rav Meir Yechiel Halstok zt”l (yahrtzeit 19 Adar 5788), the
Ostrovtzer Gaon, was known for his brilliant pilpulim and
cheshbonos. His chiddushim are collected in sifrei Meir Einei
Chachamim (3 volumes) and in sefer Ohr Torah on Bereishes.
Meir Einei Chachamim has recently been reprinted with the
addition of previously unpublished drashos and chiddushim on
all the parshiyos. We present his mathematical calculation that
relates to this week’s parshah.

The Torah tells us that the half-shekel donation
was given as a kapparah, and the Meforshim
specify: as atonement for maaseh ha'eigel. How
did the silver half-shekalim add up to exactly
the amount of gold used to make the eigel? The
Ostrovtzer calculates as follows:

Rashi (Shemos 32:4) says that the eigel was
made of 125 kanteirin of gold, the gematriya
(numerical value) of the word noon, and that a
kanteir of gold is the equivalent of 100 sela’im/
shekalim of silver (Bechoros 50a); so the eigel was
made of the equivalent of 12,500 silver shekalim.

Tosfos (ad. loc.) adds that a gold coin was worth 24 times
its weight in silver, so since the eigel was made of gold and
the half-shekel was silver, we multiply 12,500 by 24, giving us
300,000 shekalim. Thus when the 600,000 men of Bnei Yisrael
donated a half-shekel apiece, a total of 300,000 shekalim, they
atoned with their silver for the gold used to make the eigel.

The Ostrovtzer takes this to another level, calculating that
each and every one of Bnei Yisrael could have attained his
personal kaparah, not just a collective one. The Yalkut Shimoni
in Vayikra (#475) says that someone who transgresses with one
perutah of benefit from hekdesh brings a korban asham worth 2
shekalim. There are 1,536 perutos in two shekalim, and middah
tovah merubah, so imagine the reward that one gets for giving
a perutah to tzedakah.

The Yalkut follows the opinion of the Chachamim (Kiddushin
12a) that there are 8 perutos in an issur coin. However,
according to R. Shimon ben Gamliel a perutah has a greater
value than that: he says there are only six perutos in an issur
coin. Therefore, two selaim/shekalim would contain only 1,152
perutos. Since middah tovah is 500 times greater than the
opposite, we multiply that number by 500, giving us 576,000,
and whoever gives a perutah to tzedakah is potentially rewarded
as if he gave 576,000 half-shekalim, or 288,000 shekalim.

In addition to the half-shekel that each person donated,
another coin was given as well (see Shekalim 1:7) - the kolbon,
which was half a ma'ah. A ma'ah (1/24 of a sela) multiplied by
576,000 gives us 24,000 shekalim, so half of that would equal

12,000 shekalim. Added to 288,000 (see above), we get a total
of 300,000 shekalim, equivalent to the amount of gold used to
make the eigel. Therefore, each and every person was able to
atone for the eigel with his donation.

Anecdotes

The Gemara (Makkos 22b) teaches that talmidei

chachamim are greater than the Torah itself, the
proof being that the Torah mandates 40 lashes but the talmidei
chachamim reduced the number by one, to 39 lashes. The
Ostrovtzer explained that this example is used specifically
because greatness lies in the ability to take away
another’s pain. Saving even a wicked person
from suffering an extra lash is the gadlus of the
Chachamim.

The Ostrovtzer said that his

father, a simple baker, taught
him valuable lessons. For example, his father
would say that the tighter the oven door is
closed, the more heat the oven will retain. He
understood this to mean that the tighter one
seals his mouth, the more kedushah he will
retain. Another teaching was that today’s bread
is fresh and vyesterday’s isn’t. One must
constantly be mechadesh Torah, not content with yesterday’s
chiddushim. Nor should a person rely on his yichus and the
merit of his predecessors, but he should strive for greatness for

himself.

The Ostrovtzer fasted almost daily and even on
Shabbos as he foresaw the coming tzaros, learning from Rabi
Tzadok who fasted for 40 years before the Churban. He once
rebuked someone for being mechallel Shabbos. “But the Rebbe
also desecrates the Shabbos, by fasting,” the man replied.
“True,” responded the Rebbe, “but I am rebuking you because I
am afraid others will learn from you. My ‘chillul Shabbos’ no one
will copy.”
When asked why he didn’t use the segulah that partaking of
a pidyon haben is equivalent to 84 fasts, the Ostrovtzer replied:
“An ‘as if’ (19°x2) fast will atone for only ‘as if’ (19°x2) aveiros.
Atoning for real aveiros requires real fasting.”

If a choleh came to the Ostrovtzer for a brachah,

he tried to be mechadesh something, davening
that in the zechus of the chiddush the choleh would have a
yeshuah. He would jokingly tell the talmidim not to shlug up the
chiddush, as that would be pikuach nefesh for the choleh.

The Ostrovtzer told his only son and successor, Rav
Yechezkel Hy’d, that after all the pilpulim and chiddushim the
real enjoyment is learning simple Gemara and Rashi, as the
Gemara (Brachos 40a) says: After the sugary drinks, in the end
one must drink simple water.
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