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Coin of Fire: An
Elucidation of the
Machtzis Hashekel
(Half-Shekel)
This is the first in a series of Shabbosos that garner a specially
designated Torah reading (in addition to the standard weekly
parshah). The section detailing the mitzvah of the machtzis
hashekel contribution is read this week. The relevance of
this particular section to the current time period is apparent
from the Mishnah in Shekalim (1:1):

.יעין ַעל ַה ְּׁש ָק ִלים
ִ ְּב ֶא ָחד ַּב ֲא ָדר ַמ ְׁש ִמ
“On the first of Adar, an announcement was made concerning
the shekels.”
The shekels went toward the financing of the daily sacrifices
brought in the Beis Hamikdash. As this pool of revenue
was renewed every Nisan, a call was issued the prior month
to apprise the people of their pending obligatory machtzis
hashekel contribution. In proximity to Rosh Chodesh Adar,
then, the process is commemorated through the Torahreading.
In any event, the machtzis hashekel obligation is brought
into focus at this time, allowing us to better scrutinize and
understand this rather curious institution. The very notion of
the uniform levying of this denomination is itself a cause for
study; one may have thought that a nice round number like a
full shekel would have been more sensible and practical. Yet,
the Torah demands strict adherence to the specific amount
of a machtzis hashekel, to which “the rich man shall not
exceed” and from which “the poor man shall not detract,”
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(Shemos 30:15). Why the insistence on this fractional sum?

Hard Lessons
One of the teachings most revealing of this topic is found
in the Medrash Tanchuma (Ki Sisa 9), which relates what
took place when Hashem instructed Moshe in this mitzvah.
There was an apparent need for a visual display, and so
Hashem showed Moshe a coin of fire taken from under His
Throne of Glory. This was not the first such occurrence, as
the Menorah also came with a visual demonstration. Rashi
explains the verse, “And so shall you make the Menorah”
(Bamidbar 8:4) in a literal fashion; since Moshe was having
difficulty grasping the intricacies of the Menorah, Hashem
pointed with His “finger” to an actual Menorah, stating
“This is how you should fashion it.”
R’ Dovid Parvarsky (Bad Kodesh al HaTorah) was somewhat
mystified by the aforementioned Medrash. It is understandable
why Moshe might have needed extra assistance in clarifying
the many intricate details associated with the Menorah; but
the matter of the machtzis hashekel (one might have thought)
should be relatively straightforward. What exactly was so
complicated about a simple coin that necessitated a whole
elaborate display? Furthermore, if Moshe did in fact require
assistance in understanding the machtzis hashekel, how did
this particular demonstration help? After all, the coins that
B’nei Yisrael were to give were made out of metal, not fire!
What was the message and significance of the fiery coin?
The Chasam Sofer (D’rashos, parshas Shekalim, year
5591) takes a novel approach to this Medrash. He explains
that Moshe’s confusion related to the inscription that
was to adorn the coin, and his issue was one of humility,
not comprehension. The standard coin usually bears an
inscription relating to the monarch or government issuing
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