
The first of Adar brings us the scent of hamantashen, the memory of festive costumes, and the sounds of the delightful Megilla tunes as readers practice to perfect the intricacies of leining.  Traditionally, the first of Adar had an additional significance.  The Mishna (Shekalim 1:4) proclaims that on the first of Adar the courts would announce the obligation to bring the half shekel donation - mahatzit ha-shekel - before the deadline one month later, on the first of Nissan.  As a reinforcement of the court's announcement, the reading of Parashat Shekalim each year on the Shabbat before the first of Adar was established.


However, exactly which text should be read on this occasion is debated in the Talmud (b. Megilla 29b).  Whereas one opinion states that we read the chapter which describes the regular daily sacrifices (Be-midbar 28), another argues that we read the chapter which describes the collection of mahatzit ha-shekel in the context of the building of the mishkan (Shemot 30).

The differing opinions relate to the two functions of mahatzit ha-shekel. Historically, the silver from the original mahatzit ha-shekel was used to create the adanim, silver sockets at the base of the wooden poles which made up the structure of the mishkan.  Naturally this was necessary only once.  In years to come, the silver would be used to purchase the regular daily sacrifices. 

The two uses of the silver from the mahatzit ha-shekel – the historical and the ongoing – are ideologically similar.  Mahatzit ha-shekel was used to build the base, the very foundation of the mishkan.  The entire structure lay atop the silver donated by each and every person.  This foundation of avodat hashem is a great equalizer, as the Torah states "the rich man shall not add, and the poor man shall not subtract" (Shemot 30:15).  The silver may not be used for any of the fancy, flashy vessels in the mishkan, but for the foundation alone.  Appropriately, the very foundation of the place for communal worship of God lies upon identical donations which represent each individual in the nation, for their unity is the basis of God's worship.  

Similarly, silver from the ongoing collection of mahatzit ha-shekel continues to be used for the foundation of the services performed in the Temple.  Each day two sacrifices must be offered, regardless of any other activity in the Temple; one in the morning, beginning the day in the Temple, and one in the evening, concluding the services for that day.  No offerings are brought before or after the two sacrifices, which are a testimonial to the ongoing relationship of Am Yisrael with God.  These sacrifices, which represent the ongoing worship of the nation, cannot be claimed by any one man; therefore they are purchased with the obligatory and equal donations, which symbolize equality in avodat hashem.  

The demand for a half a shekel instead of a whole expresses the idea that none of us is complete.  The mahatzit ha-shekel represents our dependence on the other – on the rest of Am Yisrael.  The uses of the silver represent each Jew as a foundation of God's worship, and the significant role we each play therein. 

The Torah states that lack of participation in this common goal of avodat hashem which is represented by the mahatzit ha-shekel could lead to a plague.  The collected money is, in fact, called kesef ha-kippurim – money of atonement.  Participation, or identification with, the Jewish common goals leads to atonement, whereas removing ourselves will cause a plague.


At the outset of Adar, one needs little imagination to envision what such a plague might be.  Lurking around the corner from the first of Adar is the story of Purim and Haman's edict.  Haman faced a nation not united around the common goal of God's worship – "a dispersed and separated nation".  Each and every Jew was sought out for destruction.  Perhaps as experienced in recent times, he looked into their ancestry three and four generations back, and found people who themselves did not know they had a connection with Judaism.  This edict acted as the great equalizer, a terrible reminder that we are part of and one fate with the Jewish people.


On the first of Adar we are reminded that our connection with the Jewish people could come across through our common goals – through the mahatzit ha-shekel – or through someone else's plans for us.  It is up to us to acknowledge the role we seek as part of the Jewish nation, and ensure that the goals which unite us are the correct ones, lest our dissociation cause a need for us to be reminded of our interdependence in some other way.
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