
Chumash: (referring to the national census)
‘One bekka per head; half a shekel according to
the holy shekel for each one who goes through
the counting…’ (Shemot 38:26)

Talmud: ‘A Roman general named Controcos
questioned Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakai: “In
reference to the collection of the money, you
count a certain amount based on Scripture
(verse above). Whereas when the money was
given for usage, you find
less (based on the reading
of the next verse). Was
Moshe a thief, a swindler
or a bad mathematician?
Rabbi Yochanan ben 
Zakai replied to him:
“Moshe was a trustworthy
treasurer and a good
mathematician. He knew
how to calculate currency
discrepancies”’. (Bechorot
5a, paraphrased)

Without Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai, Judaism
would very possibly have faded with the
destruction of the Second Temple (c.70 CE).

Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai lived during the
time of that destruction. He was one of the
sages quoted in the Mishnah (redacted c.200
CE). He was living in Jerusalem at the time of

the siege and witnessed the suicidal infighting
between different Jewish factions vying for
control. To escape the escalating and destruc-
tive scene, he feigned death and escaped the
city in a coffin. 

Once outside, he made his way to the general
Vespasian’s tent, greeting the Roman as ‘Your
Majesty’. Vespasian informed the Rabbi that this
was a crime, as he was just a general and 

not the Emperor. As he said
these words, a messenger
arrived, informing Vespasian
that Nero was dead and 
that he had been crowned 
in his stead. Vespasian was
so shocked that he granted
Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai
a particular boon. The 
Rabbi said, “Give me Yavneh
and its Sages”. 

With these words, a
paradigm shift occurred. No longer would
Jewish life be Temple-centric. Rather it would
be Torah-centric. No longer fixed to one
location, the headquarters was now portable
and ready to face the Dispersion and the 
lack of a Temple. The academy in Yavneh was
saved and increased emphasis on Torah study
would help to keep us through the long dark
and Exile, as it still does. 

Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakai
by Rabbi Samuel Landau, Kingston, Surbiton & District United Synagogue
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The Garments of the High Priest
– Paradox or Perfection?

by Rabbi Yoni Birnbaum

Hadley Wood Jewish Community

“From the turquoise, purple and scarlet wool
they made knit vestments to serve in the
Sanctuary, and they made the holy vestments for
Aharon, as G-d had commanded Moshe.”
(Shemot 39:1)

Throughout the Torah’s very detailed description
of the manufacture of the implements necessary
for the Tabernacle, there is only one section in
which the refrain “as G-d had commanded
Moshe” is reiterated for each individual item
produced. That section is the one detailing the
clothing of the Kohen Gadol (High Priest). 

Rabbi Meir Simcha of Dvinsk (known as
the Meshech Chochmah,  d. 1926)
suggests that this is because one of the
highly unusual features of these
garments was the fact that they had to
be produced from a mixture of wool and
linen (sha’atnez) – something expressly
forbidden by the Torah under normal
circumstances. Hence, the only rationale
for being able to make such garments
was because G-d had specifically
commanded Moshe to make them in 
this particular way.

What symbolic meaning lay behind this
paradoxical command to specifically
produce the garments of the Kohen
Gadol out of sha’atnez? It would seem that this
requirement carried an important message about
the role of the Kohen Gadol and by extension the
message he was to convey to the people as a
whole.

Rabbi Shimshon Raphael Hirsch (d.1888)
understands that the key to this paradox lies in
an understanding of the general prohibition
against wearing garments of this nature. Linen,
produced from plant material, is to be kept
separate from wool, a product of the animal

world, in order to convey a
fundamental message. Although
people have physical and
instinctive drives (symbolised by
the ‘vegetative’ element, as
these functions are shared with
all living organisms),  we are also
composed of the higher levels of intelligence and
free-will necessary in order to control these
drives and utilise them appropriately (symbolised
by the higher-intelligence ‘animal’ element).
Thus, by keeping the two elements separate, we
are encouraged to constantly ensure that the

latter leads the former, rather than the
two being mindlessly intertwined with
each other. 

With this, explains Rabbi Hirsch, we
can understand why the Kohen Gadol
is specifically commanded to wear
garments in which the two elements
are intertwined. Above all others, 
the Kohen Gadol is meant to represent
the loftiest possible spiritual level
achievable by mankind. In essence, 
he is to represent the complete 
person – one who is able to negate
the distinctions between the physical 
and more spiritual elements of his
personality, because ultimately both

can and should be equally utilised in the service
of G-d.

It is a fundamental Jewish principle that all
elements of human life are sacred – both those
represented by the vegetative material and by
the higher animal element. The garments of 
the Kohen Gadol are to be produced in such a
way as to guide us towards an understanding
that it is our ultimate task in life to utilise every
aspect of our personality and physical make-up
in order to achieve our spiritual potential.



Leaving a Legacy
by Alexander Goldberg, United Synagogue Head of Social and Capital Partnerships

'Murder, treason and
revolution' describe the
backdrop to the special
haftarah we read on
Shabbat Shekalim. We learn
of the bravery of one
Jewish woman and her
husband, who both truly
understood the meaning of
legacy. They hid away an infant king for many
years until the time came to reveal him. In
doing so, they saved the Jewish people, its
religion and its culture. 

When King Ahaziah died, his mother Athaliah,
the daughter of the infamous Izabel (Jezebel),
realised she was about to lose her powerful
role of Queen Dowager. She successfully
staged a palace coup, putting to death to her
own grandchildren. She ruled the kingdom of
Yehuda (Judah) and promoted worship of the
infamous idol Ba’al. Unknown to our villain,
there remained one infant, the true heir to the
throne, Yehoash (Jehoash), who was hidden
away by his aunt Yehosheba and her husband
Yehoiada, the High Priest. Having been hidden
away for years, presumably nurtured a stone's
throw away from the royal palace in
Jerusalem, Yehoash was revealed to the world,
aged 7. The Jewish people rose up in support
of the young king. Athaliah and her Ba’al high
priest met a sticky end. The Davidic line of the
kingdom of Yehuda was restored and Judaism
was saved.

We read about King Yehoash on Shabbat
Shekalim because he instituted the Temple tax
box (poshkin) that was used to collect the
annual half-shekel coin donation. This special
Shabbat occurs at the start of Adar to coincide
with the period in Temple times when all

Jewish people were liable
to give this donation. This
was a month before the
start of the Temple's new
financial year in Nissan.
The priests would
withdraw funds from
Temple Treasury in advance
of Pesach.

Today, we continue this tradition by giving a
national half shekel to charity just before
Purim and we strive to give charity throughout
the year. Whilst the Jewish community is
known for its generosity, supporting a wide
range of different charities nationwide and
internationally, only one in four members of
the Jewish community leaves a charitable
legacy, compared to 80 per cent who give
charity during their lifetime. 

This year on Shabbat Shekalim, we are
supporting ‘Legacy Shabbat’ in conjunction
with Jewish Legacy (www.jewishlegacy.org.uk).
Jewish Legacy Shabbat offers a chance for 
us all to have the conversation and understand
the importance of leaving a legacy to a charity
of our choice in our will.

While close ones will always come first, there
is no reason why you cannot also make a gift
in your will to your favourite causes. Jewish
Legacy’s aim is to increase the number of
legacies being left by the community, by
making them aware of just how important
legacy giving is and what a difference a gift in
their will can make.

Not all of us have the opportunity to hide a
boy king like Yehosheba and Yehoiada did, but
leaving a legacy is an excellent way to ensure
that our community will continue.
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On 23 February 1963, a farmer from Sussex, 
one Peter Hicks, was caught electrifying his car,
trying to deter traffic wardens. 

There are actually guidelines in Jewish law which
relate to parking. Here are two examples:

1. Who has the ‘rights’ in a situation where two
cars are vying for the same parking spot?

The Talmud (Kiddushin 59a) describes a situation
of a person scavenging for a loaf of
bread and someone else grabbing it
from him. In that situation the person
who grabs the bread is called a rasha
(bad person).

Rashi (d.1105) and Rabbeinu Tam
(d.1171) argue over the extent to
which this applies. Rabbeinu Tam says
it only applies to something offered
for sale or rent – in our case over a
parking spot which is metered. Rashi says it
applies only to something ownerless (hefker) – in
our case over a parking spot with no restrictions.
Rashi’s reasoning is that you could also find an
item for sale or rent elsewhere (so you should not
take the first person’s rights but rather look
elsewhere), whereas a hefker item may only be a
one-of-a-kind opportunity, so you have as much
right as anyone else.

So according to Rashi, it would seem acceptable
to take an unrestricted parking space, thus
denying it to someone else, but not a metered
parking space. 

2. What if I decide not to pay a meter in the

parking space? Would this be considered
stealing?

The Shulchan Aruch HaRav (written by Rabbi
Shneur Zalman d. 1812) states that although all
natural resources started off as free, once they
are part of a kingdom or country, they belong to
it. Thus all public rivers, lands, and streets are
government property and cannot be used
contrary to the law of that land.

However, some might argue that the
council is the authorised body
collecting these fees. The Remah 
(Rabbi Moshe Isserles d.1572) rules
that avoiding possible incurrence of 
a fee levied by a party or agency which
is not directly the government is not 
an actual violation of theft, but 
rather “avoidance of an indebiture”.
Although this may not be a moral thing

to do, it does not qualify as actual theft.

In this case, although one seems not to be
halachically considered a thief, if one does not
pay into the meter, morally it would be wrong.

Rabbi Moshe Feinstein (d.1986) pointed out that
there is also an element of common decency
which could (and should) prevail even when it is
not legally required. Therefore, something
permitted within the boundary of halachah could
still not be the appropriate thing to do in a
particular case.

And electrocuting traffic wardens would clearly
be both halachically and morally wrong!

Parking in Sussex
by Michael Lewis, Head of Jewish Studies, King Solomon High School
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