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The Medrash (Bamidbar Rabbah 12:3) teaches that Moshe Rabbeinu had difficulty understanding the mitzvah 
of Machatzis HaShekel. Rav Meir explains that Hashem took a coin of fire from beneath His Throne of Glory and 
showed it to Moshe, telling him that this is what should be given. The commentators are bothered by the significance 
of the coin being made of fire. For what purpose did Hashem specifically take a coin of fire from under His Kisei 
HaKavod (Throne of Glory)? 

 The Dibros Kodesh (Shabbos Shekalim 5754) explains that after the sin of the golden calf, the Jewish people were 
broken and distraught, and they felt that they had lost their value and importance relative to the other nations of the 
world. Therefore, Hashem commanded them to give the half-shekel and showed Moshe a coin of fire, to teach them 
the value of the Jewish people no matter what situation they find themselves in, as we shall explain. 

 A coin possesses two valuable qualities: the fact that it was minted by the king, which imbues it with financial 
worth; and the value of the contents of the coin’s components, such as silver, gold, or copper. Even if the king 
decides to invalidate the coin, this intrinsic value will still remain. 

 Similarly, when the Jewish people are complete, they have two redeeming attributes: their acceptance of the 
yoke of Torah and mitzvos upon themselves to become Hashem’s chosen nation, and the fact that they are descended 
from the Avos and possess lofty neshamos from Above. Even when their value with respect to accepting the Torah 
is suboptimal, they still retain their significance with respect to their pure neshamos and descent from Avrohom, 
Yitzchok, and Yaakov. 

 This can help us understand the teaching of the Gemora (Bava Basra 10b) that Moshe asked Hashem how He 
would lift up the esteem of the Jews, to which Hashem replied: כי תשא. Elevating the level of the Jews is specifically 
done via the half-shekel, which hints that even when their importance through their acceptance of the Torah is 
damaged, they nevertheless retain their intrinsic value due to their ancestry and holy neshamos. 

 Delving deeper into this topic, the Gemora (Kiddushin 36a) cites a dispute between Rav Yehuda and Rav Meir. 
Rav Yehuda maintains that when the Jewish people behave like Hashem’s children, they are called “children,” but 
when they do not conduct themselves as children, they lose this title. Rav Meir disagrees and argues that they are 
called “children” regardless of their behavior. 

 Upon reflection, it is clear that the explanation that a Jew is analogous to a coin in the sense that he possesses 
worth due to both his deeds and his intrinsic worth is in accordance with the opinion of Rav Meir, who separates 
the value of Jews into two: their actions, and their inherent value. Therefore, even when the Jewish people are not 
performing Hashem’s will and have temporarily forfeited their worth from their mitzvos, they are still called 
“children” because of their essential value that comes from their holy neshamos. 

      Moshe Rabbeinu questioned how Hashem would lift up the Jewish people when they were so depressed 
after the sin of the golden calf and felt that they had lost their unique value relative to the other nations of the world. 
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How could Hashem pick them up from such a lowly state? The answer is כי תשא, which Rav Meir explains means 
that Hashem took a coin of fire from beneath His Kisei HaKavod. The neshama is compared to fire, as the verse 
says נר ד' נשמת אדם. The Zohar HaKadosh (quoted in Reishis Chochmah Kedushah 6:25) explains that the source of Jewish 
neshamos is underneath the Throne of Glory. Accordingly, the coin of fire symbolizes the inherent worth of the 
Jewish people due to their holy neshamos, which are a flame from Hashem taken from under His Kisei HaKavod. 
With this explanation, Rav Meir is following his opinion that even when the Jewish people do not do Hashem’s 
will, they are still called “children” because of their holy neshamos. Hashem therefore alludes to us that even if we 
have sinned and lost our value due to our deeds, we remain intrinsically valuable, just like the coin. 

       This explanation fits well with Rashi’s comment (Shemos 30:16) that the purpose of the Machatzis HaShekel 
was to count the people after the sin of the golden calf as they began contributing to the building of the Mishkan, 
because a plague had afflicted them (Shemos 32:35). This is compared to a flock of sheep that is beloved to its owner 
and becomes stricken by a plague. When the plague ceases, the owner askes the shepherd to count how many 
remain, to show how precious they are. Similarly, our Father in Heaven saw that the Jewish people were broken 
due to the sin of the golden calf and thought that they had lost their worth in His eyes. Therefore, He revealed to 
them that they were still beloved and important to Him. It was particularly appropriate to teach them this lesson by 
counting them through the half-shekel, which itself conveys their value as neshamos from beneath Hashem’s Throne 
of Glory, just like coins of fire. 

       With this introduction, we can now appreciate the depth of the verse, “When you lift up the heads of the 
Jewish people to count them” (Shemos 30:12). The commentators question why the command to conduct a census is 
expressed using the unusual verb “when you lift up,” and why the census is specifically connected to counting their 
heads. Additionally, the Torah instructs, “Every איש shall give an atonement.” Why does the Torah mention the 
word איש, which seems superfluous (Kli Yakar, Beirach Moshe Vol. 2 pg. 248)? 

       The word תשא is connected to the word נשיאות – to elevate, because through their census, Hashem picked 
up the Jewish people from their lowly state and revealed to them their inherent value. What is that value? The Panim 
Yafos (Devorim 28) explains that the neshama is called ראש, because it is a Divine portion from Above. The Be’er 
Mayim Chaim explains that the head corresponds to the neshama, which rests in the brain. Therefore, the Torah 
emphasizes that the census should be conducted by counting their heads, because its purpose was to show them 
their worth due to their lofty neshamos.  

This also explains why the verse continues and stresses that every איש should give his atonement, because 
the commentators (Rabbeinu Bechaye Shemos 35 and Ohr HaChaim HaKadosh) explain that the term איש is used to connote 
importance, which was a central purpose of this mitzvah: to give the Jewish people a sense of their inherent self-
worth. The Torah continues and says that כל העובר על הפקודים should give a half-shekel, which alludes to people who 
transgress (עובר) mitzvos, which are called פקודים, as the verse says,  פקודי ד' ישרים(Tehillim 19:9), and stipulates that 
such people should give a half-shekel corresponding to their innate value. Hashem should help us all recognize our 
self-worth as Divine souls, and to value and appreciate ourselves in all situations. 

  
 

A strong man defeats his יצר through battle.  
A wise man defeats his יצר without battle. 
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