AINA talk 2010

1.  It is said that the only two certainties in life are death and taxes.  This is the gentile view:  both are something negative imposed upon us by a greater authority.  But the traditional Jewish view is that paying taxes is a moral obligation and a privilege.  The many Biblical exhortations to provide for the needy are also a kind of tax, referred to as צדקה tzedaka, righteousness, unlike the Christian term charity which means love.  And the Bible tells us explicitly that tzedaka staves off death, like this century-old Yiddish post card which tells us in zikhes fun tzedaka vos mir gebn, farshraybt unz Got in bukh fun lebn.  The merit of what we give causes God to inscribe us in the Book of Life. 
2.  The earliest reference to Jewish taxes is in Exodus 30:12-16, where each Israelite man who left Egypt is ordered to donate a half shekel of silver for use in building the Mishkan, the temporary dwelling for the Ark of the Covenant, and to make atonement for his soul.  Each adult male, including priests, was to donate exactly a half shekel (called makhatzit hashekel), the rich were not to give more, and the poor were not to give less, so that the entire donation could be weighed, and a census taken indirectly, rather than counting the donors individually.  
3.  This donation was not a once-only event.  After Solomon built the First Temple in Jerusalem, the tax was used for its maintenance and for communal sacrifices.  It was required of adult Jewish men, but voluntary for children and women.  The tax was collected in the last month, today called Adar, in time for Pesakh.  The Book of Esther links the tax with Purim when the Jews outbid Haman's 10,000 kikar to save their lives  (which is 30 million shekalim so obviously the Jews didn't give only a half shekel each).  The rabbis placed a special maftir for Shabat Shekalim at the beginning of Adar to remind the congregation  it's time to pay the tax.
4.  For the first several centuries, the tax was collected in ingots or trade rings, some cut to the proper weight of about 7 grams, and known today by the German term hacksilber.  In Babylon, the shekel was heavier, so that weight of silver was called shlishit  hashekl, a third of a shekel.  The slide shows hacksilber ingots that were found at a First Temple period archeological site in modern Israel.  Coins were invented to the north of Eretz Israel before the fall of the First Temple, though it was not until Persian times that coins were minted in the Holy Land, mostly in Samaria.  These coins were not made for the half shekel tax; most were tiny, as small as 1/96 shekel.  The main advantage of coins was that one could accept them in commerce without assaying and weighing them; so they had to be instantly recognizable.  Samarian coinage was identical in design to coins from Phoenicia and Greece, with pagan gods and animals along with the name Yehud or the issuer in the old Hebrew alphabet.

5.  During the Second Temple period, the sages of the Talmud said that the tax had to be paid in coins of Tyre, since they were over 90% pure silver versus Roman coins which were around 80% pure.  This despite the fact that these coins portrayed the pagan deity Melkarth on the obverse and an eagle on the reverse.  The first Jewish half shekel coins were issued during the War Against Rome in 65-70 CE, over-struck on Tyrean or Roman coins.  It appears that the half  shekels were struck at the beginning of the year to ensure a proper supply for the Temple tax, and shekels were produced with whatever silver was left over.  Silver half shekel coins were minted in all five years of the revolt, and had a cup on the obverse and a branch of 3 pomegranates on the reverse.  Bar Kokhba, during his revolt in 132-135 CE after the Temple had been destroyed, minted mostly silver sela (shekel) and zuz (quarter shekel) coins, but there is a very rare half shekel coin of year three, with the Temple facade on the obverse, and a lulav on the reverse.

After the Temple was destroyed in 70 CE, the Romans redirected the temple tax to their main temple to Jupiter on Capitol Hill in Rome.  Every free Jew, even women and children, had to pay 2 denarii (equal to a half shekel) in taxes annually.  This tax, known as the Fiscus Iudaicus, lasted nearly three centuries.  
6.  Jews continued the practice of paying a half shekel (or three half shekels, since the half shekel is mentioned three times in parsha Ki Tisa) to Jewish communal organizations in the Land of Israel into modern times.  The shulkhan arukh permits local coinage and the weight is no longer a concern; even coins of copper can be used, though the denomination should be a half unit.

7.  When the State of Israel was founded, a circulating coinage and banknote  system was one of her early priorities.  These were stabilized in 1949, but the first silver coinage was minted in 1951, including a 500 pruta or half lira silver coin that could have been used for the annual tax since it had over 12 grams of pure silver.

8.  After replacing the pruta with the agora, Israel issued a special half lira coin for the Temple Tax at Purim time in 1961 and 1962 that were to be used as half shekel coins.  These coins portrayed the ancient half shekels of the War Against Rome (68/69 CE), but were made of copper nickel and not silver.  Israel discontinued these coins in 1963, when the regular issue half lira coins were introduced.

9.  The Knesset authorized the Bank of Israel to rename the currency from lira to shekel in 1970, and the Bank implemented this in 1980.  At the time, the Finance Ministry said that they hoped the use of a denomination  associated with ancient taxes would encourage Israelis to report more of their income.  I haven't seen any studies on how successful this aspect of the currency conversion was.  A copper-nickel half shekel coin was made for circulation from 1980-84, but by 1984 inflation had rendered it worthless.  In 1984, a silver medal for the half shekel was inaugurated with a pure weight of 11 grams.  This Purim medal portrays a year three half shekel coin, with the legend זכר למחצית השקל / לקשה תיצחמל רכז  Remember the half shekel.  The reverse has a stylized Shield of David.  It is still issued today, along with shekels of 20 grams for the pidyon haben.  In 1990, Israel issued a series of holiday medals.  The Purim medal portrays a bottle of wine, party hat, and three small half shekel medals.
10.  With new technology allowing for inexpensive production of medals, many private religious organizations have issued half shekel silver tokens, including these two dated 2000 and 2004, respectively.  Both declare they are for “the redemption of Holy Jerusalem”, and portray Temple artifacts.

11.  Beged Ivri is an organization which maintains a Temple museum in Jerusalem (though they hope their artifacts will one day be used in a rebuilt Temple).  From Israel’s golden anniversary jubilee in 1998 until today, they have issued a new design of half shekel token annually.  
12.  These are written in both modern square-script Hebrew and the same Paleo-Hebrew alphabet as the coins of the First and Second Revolts and portray different ancient Jewish artifacts on obverse and reverse.  They are pure silver, with a weight of 7.778g, and a diameter of 21.9mm.
13.  Each medal includes a statement that they are not legal tender in accordance with advice given by the Bank of Israel.
14.  In 1897, the Zionist Organization took the unprecedented step of becoming a popular, democratic institution:  all Jews were invited to become voting members.  The First Zionist Congress set membership dues at one shekel, named after the Biblical tax.  This amount translated into 1 franc, 1 mark, 1 krone, 2 shillings, half a dollar, or 40 kopeks (these amounts are not equal by foreign exchange but were based on the average wages in those countries).  Ten years later, there were over 160,000 paid members, and the million mark was reached in 1939.  This unissued shekel receipt from the 1920s shows a fictitious shekel coin with a palm tree.

15.  This unused receipt stub was printed in the 1920s for a one shilling donation (which it calls a Jerusalem shekel) to the Jewish labor organization Histadrut.
16.  This 1934 shekel was issued to Avram Weiss for ten Belgian francs.  Most pre-state shekel receipts contain inscriptions in Hebrew, English and Yiddish.  
17.  The 1938 shekel receipt shown here includes a passage requiring all Zionist organizations to be subordinate to the central Zionist Organization.  This was in response to Jabotinsky’s New Zionist Organization, also known as the Revisionists, which split off from the main organization in 1935.

18.  An accurate depiction of a First Revolt shekel graces the front of this 1939 receipt from the Land of Israel.

19.  During World War Two, resources were scarce, so this 1941 shekel receipt was overprinted for use in 1942.  It indicates a shekel was 40 mils, which is less than a shilling Sterling, plus a one mil surtax.  The inscription is only in Hebrew, and reflects the change in name to the World Zionist Organization.

20.  By 1946, the tax was 50 mils with a 1 mil surcharge.  An overprint commands us to observe the shekel tax.

21.  This unissued 1948 shekel, also designed to be used in Eretz Israel, commemorates the 50th anniversary of the Zionist shekel with a portrait of a year 2 shekel of the First Revolt.

22.  This 1949 poster calls for continued support for the Zionist shekel in the State of Israel.

23.  The 1949 shekel commemorates the first Zionist Congress in the State of Israel.

24.  This 1953 receipt shows the old rampant lion in Magen David symbol of the Zionist movement, together with the menorah from Titus arch.  With the devaluation of the lira, the annual tax was now 5 times the amount of the 1941 shekel:  200 pruta plus a 5 prutot surtax.

25.  Religious institutions in Eretz Israel issued receipts for half shekels, rather than the full shekel used by the ZO.  However, the value was often higher.  This pre-state receipt from the Torah Foundation Fund carries a 100 mils denomination and portrays a modern map of the Holy Land and also Moses with the two tablets of the covenant.  The version on the right carries an overprint for the "inauguration of the enterprise 1948", presumably referring to Israel's independence.
26.  This half shekel from the Mizrakhi or Eastern Organization is dated Adar 5702 or February-March, 1942, and commemorates the organization’s 40th anniversary.  It is denominated for 50 mils.
27.  This private receipt uses the image of a one lira note issued from 1958-63 as its background.  It is for one lira to be used for weddings and bride dowry, and says it is in memory of the ancient half shekel.

28.  This receipt from the same organization is for three lirot and uses the reverse side of the same one pound note as its design.

29.  Here is a five lirot in green, using the reverse of the Einstein five pound note of 1968-75.

30.  This unissued receipt from the Hall of Talmud in Tel Aviv for 50 mils includes the inscriptions at top Half Shekel Contribution for God.  The reverse lists apportioned pledges for 1944.

31.  Other receipts issued by private yeshivot include this receipt for 2 lirot from the Teaching and Light Yeshiva, which includes the quote for Yom Kippur that this day is to atone for you.  The Matzo Fund stamp from New York-based Knesset Israel of Jerusalem for 5 cents on the right is from World War Two and is in Yiddish.
32.  This receipt for 25 lirot was probably issued in the late 1970s.  It is from the Women's Council of the Rabbi Kook Fund.  It says it represents a gift for a half shekel for mishlowakh manot (Purim gifts), and also for Passover flour.
33.  Exodus describes the Temple Tax donation as Kofer Nafsho:  the tax is a ransom for his soul.  A similar tax, called Kofer HaYishuv, ransom of the community,  was implemented by the National Council on a voluntary basis in 1938 in response to the Arab Riots that began in 1936.  This was a sales and document tax; mostly paid in stamps but a bracteate token for a half mil (equal to a quarter US cent) was issued to make change and this is the first Jewish coinage in the Holy Land since the Bar Kokhba revolt.  These tokens circulated into the 1950s.  SCRIP was issued in a variety of denominations and colors.  The 2 mil at top is from the first series, while the 1.5 mil below is from the second series.  Note the higher serial number on the 1.5 mils.
34.  In 1940, it was referred to as an emergency tax, after 1942, a mobilization and rescue fund.  The 1, 2, and 3 mil stamps show a watch tower while the 5 and 10 mils portray Massada, an ancient fortress.  Some documents were simply overprinted with the shield emblem of the Kofer HaYishuv tax.
35.  In 1941, the Government of Palestine instituted a progressive income tax, which was adopted by the Israel Government after 1948.  This silver medal was produced to commemorate the 50th anniversary of the Income Tax Commission in 1991.  The IRS will turn 100 in 2013.  What do you think the odds are that Congress will authorize a commemorative coin or medal?
36.  The half shekel tax made the building of the Mishkan possible and supplied the Temple with sacrifices, yet has out-survived the Temple by two nearly millennia.  Though a voluntary donation in modern times, it's influence can be seen in the establishing of the modern State of Israel and in her maintenance.  It is one of the oldest Jewish institutions. 

Ki Tisa 5768 talk

Rabbi Seidel and I set the date for my Dvar Torah based on when there were openings in both our schedules; I had no idea what was included in the parsha and wondered if I had picked one of those parashot in Exodus where nothing happens, and how I would find material to fill in the time.  When I read through Ki Tisa, I found the census tax, Bezalel's appointment, the Golden Calf, and the Thirteen Attributes of Mercy--it was an embarrassment of riches!  Now my problem was how to limit my talk to only 20 minutes.  So I chose to focus on the topic of... riches, specifically taxation and donations.  

There are two collections described in Ki Tisa.  The parsha opens with the collection of a census tax, and near the end is the collection of gold for the Calf.  These two events are polar opposites in many ways.  In order to act as a census, the poll tax had to be uniform:  it was a half shekel paid by each adult male while the Golden Calf was a freewill offering, some people gave and many did not.  The poll tax was of silver kesef, a term which eventually came to  also mean money and equal to several days' wages.  The calf offering was of gold, a more precious commodity.  No form is specified for the silver, while Aaron asks for gold earrings. The poll tax avoided a plague, while the sin of the Golden Calf brought a plague. 
These distinctions have kabalistic significance.  In the Zohar, different attributes of God have different symbols.  Silver represents God's Kindness and generous side, while gold represents God's Severity and desire to withhold blessings from those unworthy.  In Ki Tisa, silver helped build the Mishkan which brought God's  blessings, while the Golden Calf made God more distant.  The Zohar also makes an interesting observation.  The gold used for the calf was specifically from earrings, which were broken off.  The Zohar says that not only were the earrings broken, but in their haste to create an idol, the people tore their own ears taking the earrings out.  Only 3 weeks ago we read how a Hebrew slave who does not wish to go free has his ear  bored.  Those who demanded Aaron make the Golden Calf tore holes in their own ears to show how they wished to continue to serve idols in the Egyptian fashion.  

The poll tax became an annual tax for the maintenance of the Temple  and for communal sacrifices, which was collected in the last month, now known as Adar, in time for Pesakh.  In two weeks we will have the special maftir for Shabat Shekalim, reminding the congregation it's time to pay  the tax.  The Book of Esther links the tax with Purim when the Jews outbid Haman's 10,000 kikar to save their lives  (which is 30 million shekalim so obviously the Jews didn't give only a half shekel each).  The tax is described as makhatzit hashekel, and has become synonymous with Jewish taxation.   It was required of adult Jewish men, including priests, but voluntary  for children and women.  For the first several centuries, the tax was collected in ingots or trade rings, some cut to the proper weight of 7 grams (a little  heavier than our quarter dollar), and known today by the German term hacksilber.  In Babylon, the shekel was heavier, so the tax was known as shlishit  hashekl, a third of a shekel, but it weighed the same.  The handout shows hacksilber ingots that were found at a First Temple period archeological site in modern Israel.  Coins were invented to the north of Eretz Israel before the fall of the First Temple,  though it was not until Persian times that coins were minted in the Holy Land, mostly in Samaria.  These coins were not made for the half shekel tax; most were tiny, as small as 1/96 shekel.  The main advantage of coins was that one could accept them in commerce without assaying and weighing them; so they had to be instantly recognizable.  Samarian  coinage was identical to coins from Phoenicia and Greece, with pagan gods and animals along with the name Yehud or the issuer in the old Hebrew alphabet.

We know from gentile sources that the tax had wide-spread popular support among the Jews.  The Greek and Romans were upset at all the money that flowed each year to Jerusalem.

By late Second Temple times, the rabbis determined that the tax had to be paid in half shekel coins from Tyre, since they were over 90% pure while the Roman coins were only 80%.  The fact that Tyrean coins showed Melqart or Herakles, a pagan demi-god on one side and an eagle on the other was ignored.   Avoda zarah was not enough of an issue to get in the way of ensuring a proper supply of money for the upkeep of the Temple.  

There is evidence that Tyre stopped issuing their own coinage in 18 BCE and adopted the Roman standard at that time.  It is believed that  King Herod of Judea opened a mint in Jerusalem then and minted Tyrian half shekels and shekels, and this mint continued operating until the War Against Rome.   In tractate Ketuvot the rabbis specify the Tyrian shekels are from Jerusalem.  The coins are dated by the year of the city of Tyre, so we know when the coins were made.  The artistry dramatically changed in 18 BCE, from a realistic to more stylize portrait, and coinage practically ended in 65 CE, the beginning of the revolt--only one coin is known dated after that.  During the First Revolt, the now famous cup and pomegranate designs were overstruck on Tyre or Roman coins.  It appears that the half  shekel coins were struck at the beginning of the year to ensure a proper supply for the Temple tax, and shekels were produced with whatever silver  was left over.  

After the Temple was destroyed in 70 CE, the Romans redirected the temple tax to their main temple to  Jupiter on Capitol Hill in Rome.  Every free Jew, even women and children,  had to pay 2 denarii in taxes annually.  This tax, known as the fiscus  Iudaicus, lasted two or three centuries.  

Jews continued the practice of paying a half shekel (or three half shekels, since the half shekel is mentioned three times in Ki Tisa) to Jewish communal  organizations in the Land of Israel into modern times.  The shulkhan arukh permits local coinage and the weight is no longer a concern; even coins of copper or nickel can be used, though the denomination should be a half unit.

When the Zionist Organization was founded by Herzl in 1897, the delegates voted to become a popularly-supported enterprise.  Every member who paid annual dues would have a vote and the dues were called the shekel in memory of the ancient tax.  The shekel was not a specific amount of silver, but adjusted based on wages in each country, so it started off as half a U.S. dollar, 2 British shillings, 1 French franc, and 40 Russian kopeks.

Religious Zionist organizations also collected donations, but referred to these as half shekels, or as remembrances of the half shekel.  The handout shows an unissued Zionist Organization shekel receipt from the 1920s, written in Hebrew, Yiddish and English. Next to it is an equivalent valued half shekel receipt from a religious institution Keren Hakhinukh Torani.  One hundred Palestine mils equals two British shillings. 

The half shekel tax is introduced in Ki Tisa as a means to avoid a plague.   The Zohar explains that, when God told Abraham that he would not be able to count his offspring, Abraham understood that God literally meant that one would not be able to count them, because otherwise a plague would break out!  The logic is  simple, at least by Zohar standards.  Everything in this world is attached  to something in Heaven.  There are 10 emanations of God.  The second emanation is known as Reysheet, Beginning, and it was B'reysheet, through this emanation, that creation began.  Only after Reysheet is there form and substance as we know them, and the ability to enumerate and measure.  The first emanation is the Ancient Holy One.  Since the people Israel are called a holy nation and God's holy portion, we are linked to the first emanation, which existed before creation and is therfore  immeasurable.  On the other hand, silver is associated with God's Kindness, the fourth emanation, and so when substituted for the people Israel, it can be counted and still dedicated to a holy purpose.  

Ki Tisa describes this donation as kofer nafsho, a ransom of  his soul.  A similar tax, called Kofer HaYishuv, ransom of the community,  was implemented by the Va'ad Leumi, Jewish National Council in British  Palestine, in 1938 and it lasted until independence a decade later.  This was a sales and document tax; mostly paid in stamps but a half mil (quarter  US cent) token was issued to make change and this is the first Jewish coinage  in the Holy Land since the Bar Kokhba revolt.  These tokens circulated  into the 1950s.  The token is shown on the right edge of the back side of the hand out.  Next to it are a 1.5 mils receipt and a bus ticket with 2 five mil stamps portraying Masada.

When the State of Israel was founded, a circulating coinage and banknote  system was one of their early priorities.  These were stabilized in 1949, but the first silver coinage was minted in 1951, including a 500 pruta or half lira silver coin that could have been used for the annual tax or even pidyon haben since it had over 12 grams of pure silver.  In  1961 and 1962, Israel issued a special half lira coin for the Temple Tax at Purim time.  This copper-nickel coin, the size of a U.S. half dollar, even showed a First Revolt half shekel coin on the obverse.  It was sold for one lira.  It was discontinued because regular issue half lira coinage started in 1963.  

The Knesset authorized the Bank of Israel to rename the currency from lira to shekel, and the bank implemented this in 1980.  At the time, the Finance Ministry said that they hoped the use of a denomination  associated with ancient taxes would encourage Israelis to report more of their income.  I haven't seen any studies on how successful this aspect of the currency conversion was.  A copper-nickel half shekel coin was made for circulation from 1980-84, but by 1984 inflation had rendered it worthless.  In 1984, a silver medal for  the half shekel was inaugurated with a pure weight of 11 grams.  It is  still issued today, along with shekels of 20 grams for the pidyon haben.  The Purim half shekel coin and medal are in the middle of the handout.

With new technology allowing for inexpensive production of medals, many private religious organizations have issued half shekel silver tokens, including Beged Ivri which maintains a Temple museum in Jerusalem (though  they hope their artifacts will one day be used in a rebuilt Temple).  I  have a small collection of these, as well as receipts that specifically  mention the half shekel tax, issued since the 1920s, which are pictured at the bottom of the handout.

The half shekel tax (now a voluntary donation) made the building of the Mishkan possible, supplied the Temple with sacrifices yet has out-survived the Temple by two millennia.  It's influence  can be seen in the establishing of the modern State of Israel, and in her maintenance.  It is one of the oldest Jewish institutions. 

