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Parasha Mishpatim concerns a variety of laws given to the Israelites in the wilderness. Some of them are 

what we would consider criminal law, some civil law, and some religious obligations. To the ancient 

Israelites, though, there was no such distinction. The Law came from G-d through Moses and it 

governed all kinds of behavior. 

In the section we read this year the laws concern topics ranging from economic transactions to sexual 

irregularities to theft to assault. The Israelites are instructed as to how to behave and in many cases 

punishments for infractions are also specified. Twice in the reading, in verses 22:20 and 23:9, we are 

instructed not to oppress the stranger, with the specific reason being that we were ourselves strangers in 

the land of Egypt. In the second rendering of the command the language is poetically evocative:  v’atem 

y’datem et nefesh hager – you know the soul of a stranger.   

Other commandments also are ones that fit with modern senses of right and wrong. There’s a prohibition 

against judges taking bribes, a mandate to care for widows and orphans, a requirement to help even 

someone who hates you if his ox has fallen down and he needs assistance to help the animal back up.   

Yet some of the commandments are more troubling to read. If a man seduces a virgin, the solution is 

that he has to marry her. Later on, the same “punishment” is given in Deuteronomy even if he rapes her 

rather than seduces her.  It’s a view of women as commodity and of higher value if a virgin, sort of the 

“you broke it you bought it” view of marriage. This reading also has the verse M’chashefah lo tchayeh – 

do not let a sorceress live, a biblical admonition used by Christians in a variety of times and places to 

kill women accused of being witches. 

This week’s reading ends with a brief mention of the shalosh r’galim – the three Pilgrimage Festivals:  

Pesach, Sukkot, and Shavuot. 

Maftir | Exodus 30:11-16 +  Haftarah | 2 Kings 12:1-12:17 

This week we read a special maftir and special haftarah for Shabbat Shekalim. Shabbat Shekalim, one 

of four special shabbatot leading up to Pesach, is always on the Shabbat before Rosh Hodesh Adar (or 

on Rosh Hodesh Adar if that falls on a Shabbat). In leap years, which have two months of Adar, Shabbat 

Shekalim is the Shabbat before the second Adar.   

The special maftir is the text in which all the Israelites are counted in a census and taxed to support the 

Tent of Meeting. The haftarah is a related account from the book of Kings about a census and tax to 

support the Temple. Why a census and a tax together? Each person was required to give a half shekel. 

Rather than count the people directly, they donated their coins and then the coins were counted to know 

how many people there were. Rashi says that it was done this way because the “evil eye” likes things 

being counted and if the people were counted directly they could suffer a plague. But money does not 

communicate plague. 

Why do we read this special maftir and haftarah at this time of year? Tradition says that the census and 

tax occurred on the first of Nissan, so this reading one month before is meant to foreshadow that event. 


