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11The L spoke to Moses, saying: 12When
you take a census of the Israelite people accord-
ing to their enrollment, each shall pay the L

a ransom for himself on being enrolled, that no
plague may come upon them through their be-

THE TABERNACLE, PART 1: INSTRUCTIONS (continued )

APPENDIX TO INSTRUCTIONS
(continued )

THE CENSUS AND THE POLL TAX (30:11–16)

God orders Moses to take a census. Males above
the age of 20 are to be entered into the records.
Census taking in the ancient world, regarded as
a necessary administrative measure, was believed
to be fraught with danger to the public. Almost
invariably it preceded a war or a new tax. The head
counts recorded in the Bible are usually related
to army service and warfare. Hence, each male in
this census is to pay a poll tax of one-half shekel
as a ransom for his life and to avert the possibility
of a plague. The poll tax here is a one-time im-

position for the building of the tabernacle, not an
annual obligation. The expiatory function of the
tax connects this topic with that of the verses im-
mediately preceding it.

12. take a census Literally, “raise the head,”
i.e., take a head count. Other censuses are re-
ported in the Torah (e.g., Num. 1,3:14ff.).

a ransom for himself Hebrew: kofer; refers
to a monetary payment made to offset an in-
curred physical penalty. Apparently, it was taken
for granted that a census jeopardizes the lives
of those counted; therefore, each individual must
redeem his life through payment of a half-shekel.
(See 2 Sam. 24, where a plague follows a census
undertaken by David.)

At the heart of this parashah stands the inci-
dent of the Golden Calf, the classic example of
Israel’s angering God by worshiping an idol (or,
more likely, worshiping God in the form of a
physical being, which is forbidden by the 2nd
commandment). God is prepared to renounce
the covenant with Israel, and Moses has to pre-
vail on God not to do so. The incident of the
Golden Calf is preceded by several brief mat-
ters involving a census of the people, further
details about building the tabernacle, and an
additional injunction to keep Shabbat. Follow-
ing the destruction of the Calf, God’s reconcil-
iation with the people is symbolized by the
carving of a second set of tablets, because Mo-
ses had broken the original set.

CHAPTER 30

12. It has been pointed out that the Hebrew
word translated as “each shall pay” (Â˙Â) is a
palindrome, spelled the same way from right
to left as from left to right. This suggests that
charity is a two-way process. One receives even
as one gives. This should remind us, according
to the Vilna Gaon, that one who gives today
may have to receive tomorrow.

This indirect manner of taking a census,
having everyone give a standard coin and then

counting coins instead of people, originally
may have been rooted in a superstitious fear
of the “evil eye.” (If you take pride in how
many people are in your family, some disaster
will befall one or more of them.) It is re!ected
in the custom, still observed in some commu-
nities, of counting indirectly for a minyan
rather than numbering people. This custom is
given a moral interpretation by traditional and
contemporary teachers: (a) Coins are inter-
changeable but people are not. Every human
being is unique and cannot be reduced to a
number. (b) “Let each person give a ransom for
himself.” Life is a gift and we owe God
something just for being alive. We can never
take life for granted. Benno Jacob sees the cen-
sus as a preparation for battle and the
half-shekel as an anticipatory atonement for
the possibility of shedding blood in battle. (c)
The half-shekel should teach us that a person
is incomplete, becoming whole only by joining
with others. Perhaps it served to remind the
male warriors that the women and children
who would not be going into battle represented
half of the community. (d) After being counted,
the shekels were to be used for services in the
Tent of Meeting. “Now that there is no Tem-
ple with animal o"erings, we show our grati-
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ing enrolled. 13This is what everyone who is en-
tered in the records shall pay: a half-shekel by
the sanctuary weight—twenty gerahs to the
shekel—a half-shekel as an offering to the L.
14Everyone who is entered in the records, from
the age of twenty years up, shall give the L’s
ffering: 15the rich shall not pay more and the
poor shall not pay less than half a shekel when
giving the L’s offering as expiation for your
persons. 16You shall take the expiation money
from the Israelites and assign it to the service
of the Tent of Meeting; it shall serve the Israelites
as a reminder before the L, as expiation for
your persons.

17The L spoke to Moses, saying: 18Make

EXODUS 30:13  

13. half-shekel See Comment to Gen. 23:9.
14. twenty years The age at which an Isra-

elite male became subject to military service.
15. The contribution of the half-shekel has

two purposes: to support the work of the taber-
nacle and to effect expiation for each individual.
The tabernacle belongs equally to every Israelite,
without regard to social status or wealth. As all
human beings are equal before God, there is to
be one standard contribution from all, to be nei-
ther exceeded nor reduced.

16. service of the Tent The Hebrew word
avodah can refer both to the maintenance of wor-

ship and to the work of construction. It has the
latter meaning in 39:32. Because silver was used
in casting sockets for the sanctuary and for the
manufacture of other items (38:25–28), avodah
here must refer to the work of construction.

THE BRONZE LAVER (vv. 17–21)

This vessel was not included in the earlier instruc-
tions for several reasons: (a) It was not used in a
specific act of divine worship but in preparation
for it; (b) because the laver was solely for washing
hands and feet, it was not needed for the instal-
lation ceremony, which required immersion of

tude for being alive by giving to the poor” (Mid.
Lekah Tov). (e) In the early 20th century, the·
Zionist movement revived the custom of con-
tributing a shekel to establish membership in
a Zionist organization as a way of measuring
how many people could be counted on to sup-
port it.

13. This is what everyone . . . shall pay
Prompted by the word “this,” the Sages con-
jecture that God showed Moses a !ame in the
shape of a half-shekel. Why a !ame? Because
money is like "re; it can warm and comfort—

or it can consume and destroy (Elimelekh of
Lyzhansk).

14. from the age of twenty years up Juda-
ism has always believed that religion, "rst and
foremost, is not for children, although there is
much in it that children can join in and appre-
ciate. Primarily, it is for adults who alone can
begin to appreciate its breadth and profundity
(Hirsch). Children who see their parents taking
Jewish obligation seriously are more likely to
see it as something they will want to do as
adults.

 ’
30:13. everyone . . . shall pay: a half-shekel This is sometimes cited as the source for collecting the equivalent
of half the common currency (in the United States and Canada, a half dollar) from everyone on Purim. Whereas
this was given to the Temple in biblical times, we now use it for the upkeep of the synagogue or for the poor.
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