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Donations to the Mishkan-when; why; who benefits; and motivation. 

According to Rambam and Ramban, the obligation to contribute half a 
shekel to pay for the offerings in the Temple begins from the age of 13 like 
many other obligations. However, the Sefer Hachinuch and the Vilna Gaon 
say from age 20. The controversy centres around chapt 30:13-14 which 
states “this is what they shall give all who pass to be counted half a Shekel 
... all those who pass to be counted from 20 years and up ". Rambam and 
Ramban maintain that the half shekel referred to is to pay for the silver 
sockets for the beams of the mishkan only; and the half shekel of 
successive generations after construction of the mishkan applied to all 
males above the age of bar mitzvah. 

Rashi suggests that we also use the half shekel as an indirect way of 
counting people as people counting invites ayin hara resulting in plague.   
Treating people as a number is to ignore individualism.   Even referring to 
the six million victims of the holocaust can have the effect of 
depersonalising the victims. Counting indirectly helps to remove 
individuals from being labelled only by a number. 

The Noam Elimelech cautions someone wealthy in mitzvot giving large 
sums as tzedakah and doing great acts of chesed, not to think of himself as 
successful but rather like the machatsit ha-shekel i.e., someone who has 
not yet reached their potential.   In contrast, someone poor in mitzvot 
should also think of himself like the machatsit ha-shekel to encourage him 
not to give up. One should think of themselves as half empty; and the other 
as half full! 

Betzalel had great strength and capability.  He understood the thoughts 
and motivations of each person who donated to the mishkan.  He knew 
whether donations were given with proper or improper motives.  As the  

 

 

construction of the mishkan involved items of varying degrees of 
kedushah, he would ensure that the holier items were made from 
donations given with purer motives.  The amount donated was not 
considered relevant for this purpose.  

The Chasam Sofer (Toras Moshe) says that the Torah alludes to three types 
of contributions, each for a different construction purpose.  One paid for 
the sockets which were the base/foundations of the mishkan. Another paid 
for the community offerings; and the third was for the general construction 
of the mishkan.  The first two contributions were a fixed amount per 
person.   This emphasised that motive was more important that the 
amount donated.  The fire, passion and simcha of the individual matters. 

However, the third contribution for the general construction of the 
mishkan allowed all to give as much as their heart desired. 

Contrast donations made to make the golden calf.   After breaking the 
luchos, Moshe calls out "whoever is for G-d join me”.  However, Moshe 
would not accept anyone who donated jewellery to make the golden calf.  
Even when Moshe faced rebellion against G-d he refused to accept the 
assistance of anyone who had sinned by their donation.   Moshe could have 
been killed by the rebels (as they had killed Chur previously) yet he was 
adamant that only those who had stayed clear of donating to an idol, could 
join his ranks.    

There are different levels of motivation. Some donated to pay for the 
golden calf.  Others didn’t but stayed on the side-lines when Moshe called 
out.  Others, the Levi’im, heeded Moshe’s call and joined him and were 
rewarded accordingly. 


