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A half-shekel tax on both rich and poor alike is
hardly a progressive taxation system. And yet, the
Torah seems to be making a different type of argu-
ment here. The rabbis in Midrash Tanchuma imag-
ine Moses asking God, "Really, a half-shekel for
each person? That's all that each human soul
[nefesh] is worth?" To which God replies, "They
will give a half-shekel like this," producing from
beneath the throne of glory a coin engulfed in
flame. The message is clear: from God's perspective, each human life is infin-
itely valuable, alive and alight with a unique spiritual fire.

I had just graduated college when KICKS was getting started -- I remember 
being at the meeting where we picked the name! And though now, a decade 
later, I'm a congregational rabbi up to my neck in the work of the Jewish com-
munity, back then i felt very much like an outsider in the Jewish world. I had 
just recently come out of the closet, and wasn't sure what I wanted to do 
with my life. But I remember how powerful it was when Rabbi Emma Kippley-
Ogman -- then the rabbinic intern at KI -- invited me to a KICKS planning 
meeting, and when Rabbi Hamilton made time to meet with me one-on-one 
to talk about Heschel and Jewish theology in his office. At a time when I felt 
like my life was worth just half a shekel, getting
pulled into KICKS and Jewish life at KI made me
feel valued and cared for. It made me recog-
nize that my half-shekel was actually ablaze
with spiritual potential.  -Rabbi Alex Braver

At first blush this didn't inspire anything in me.
I then read it and re-read it a couple of times
and found that it reminded me of our commu-
nity. KI, KICKS, and the Boston Jewish commu-
nity generally is an open place. When we come together to celebrate or 
mourn we do so as equals. KICKS and its leadership don't ask anything of any-
one, but rather provide a space where it doesn't matter what else you might 
be the rest of the week. In that sense, I think that speaks to the equalizing 
nature of this tiny piece of Exodus. Our job as a community, and as KICKS 
members, past and present, is to acknowledge
that rich or poor, Democrat or Republican, country
music lovers or heavy metal fans, supporters of
square or round pizza, we are all a part of the
same community. Our obligations are the same to
each other, and regardless of our place in the
greater society, in the Jewish community we each
count the same. And that’s beautiful. Happy Birth-
day KICKS! Thanks for everything you’ve done for
us over the years.  - Tatiana Becker

Our institutions and sacred spaces belong to
everyone, not just the elite and rich. The half
shekel teaches us that everyone is equal before
Hashem, and all have the same opportunity to be
close to Hashem. The half shekel ensured that no
one could say that they contributed more than
anyone else to the community. But deeper than
that, not only can none of us claim to have given a
bigger share to the community, but that no one
can create community by themselves. The nature of the half shekel is that we
need others in order to be whole. At KICKS, as opposed to the half shekel, not
everyone contributes the same thing. But each contribution is treasured 
equally, and we recognize that nobody can do everything; everyone is 
required to share their unique gifts with the community in order for all to be 
successful. Some might say that the rich want to give more because they get 
more recognition or influence by doing so. But what if this rule was enacted 
because people wanted to give more simply for the sake of the community 
and wanted to continue contributing? What if it was a competition of sorts to
contribute the most, like when Moshe had to stop the gifts for the Mishkan 
because the people were giving too much? May KICKS continue to be blessed
to be the kind of community where people are “competing” to contribute the
most while recognizing the contributions of all.  - Jeff Horowitz

In a world where money affords one nearly every
advantage in life, from education to healthcare
access to even government posts, the idea that
money cannot buy atonement from God is deeply
appealing. There are many ways in which Judaism
keeps us humble. We all come into the world
naked and helpless, and our tradition tells us that
we are to leave this world wrapped in shrouds and buried in a plain pine box. 
In-between we may spend our lives attempting to buy privileges, but it 
should come as no surprise that God doesn’t care for any of that. It is particu-
larly noteworthy that this half-shekel for expiation is the same half-shekel 
used for the census - to count and to know who is in the community. While 
obviously a practical measure (count up the total shkalim, divide in half, and 
you know the number of people), it is also a profoundly spiritual notion: 
every person is worth the same in God's eyes.

It is this spirit of equality that KICKS was built on and that we need more of 
today in the world. No need for a rabbinic degree to lead davening, give a 
dvar torah, or to serve on the Leadership Team. And, no matter your age, 
financial status, or educational background, everyone can (and should!) wash
dishes, shop for kiddush, and host a Shabbat dinner. If Hashem sees us all as 

the same, then pushing ourselves to see others 
as our equals, no matter their situation, can 
only increase the amount of humankindness in 
the world. - Rabbi Rachel Silverman

What does it mean to build a community that 
asks – that demands – everyone’s contributions
be equal? How can we say, “we know some 
people can afford to give more,” but not accept 
more from them? Isn’t this naïve? And the 

inverse: isn’t it cruel to require the דל, the poor or weak one, to pay the same
set amount?

In his commentary on this verse, Rashi writes that “Scripture alludes here to 
three different offerings. One for making [sockets]… the second for purchas-
ing communal sacrifices…the third [for] building the Tabernacle.”  In fact, we 
don’t only accept one type of gift. We do not turn one person away because 
their contribution is different than someone else’s; each of our half-shekels 
are a little different. This verse teaches that everyone has an important gift to
share. Whether it’s making sockets, purchasing
communal sacrifices, or building the Tabernacle;
setting up kiddush, leading services, or singing
along to a new melody… we ask for ‘buy-in’ from
every person who walks through the door, and we
welcome their half-shekel in any form. Mazel Tov,
KICKS, on ten years of seeing all of our contribu-
tions as equally important, and welcoming all of
our gifts.  - Matt Goldberg

“Almost everything will work again if you unplug it
for a few minutes, including you.” Annie Lammott’s
words offer a gentle endorsement of Shabbat.  Per-
sonal restoration is one of Shabbat’s most nourishing
gifts.  Although Shabbat originates at the genesis of
Creation, the Book of Exodus introduces it in four dif-
ferent settings.  Its first appearance signals a pause in
the collection of Manna, with the sixth day’s double
portion providing sufficient nourishment for a sev-
enth day free from gathering.  Next, in the Ten Com-
mandment’s only reference to the Creation story, we are taught that observ-
ing Shabbat is being in the likeness and image of God.  As God rested, so too 
we rest. This week’s portion of Torah - which includes the Golden Calf sin and 
Divine forgiveness - teaches of Shabbat in deeply personal terms.  “It is a sign 
between Me and you” God repeats in successive passages (Ex. 31:13,16).  
First, as a means of generating that which is dear to God (the holy).  Next, as 
a reminder of Divine restoration in the completion of creation.  Prior to idoliz-
ing spacial objects, we are reminded to take time personally by imbuing it 
with ultimate preciousness.   The fourth setting for learning about Shabbat 
relates to building and productivity (Ex.35:2-3).  It best relates to Annie Lam-
mott’s lesson.  Whether setting aside time to nourish, hallow, personalize, or 
restore our spirits, we are profoundly grateful for ten years in which KICKS 
has gifted us ways to do each of these things in faith-warming ways.  Mazel 
Tov to KICKS awe-inspiring leadership! - Rabbi Bill Hamilton

Exodus 30:15
The rich shall not pay more and the poor shall 
not pay less than half a shekel when giving the 
LORD’s offering as expiation for your persons.

ת־ ת  את ל לתתת קת ק שת ית הש י צי חצ מש מ יט מי עיי א ישמע אא ל  ל דש הש ה וע בתה א־ישרע אמ יר ל א שי עת מ הת
ם׃ מ יכת תת שא ל־נשפע ר עש י פת כש ה לע הותי ת יע א רומש תע

In honor of our 10th Birthday, we invited past and present leaders to give to 
comment on verses in this week's parsha. KICKS (KI Community Kabbalat 
Shabbat) is a warm community of spiritually-engaged Jews that strives to 

create soulful, energetic Friday night t’filah and nourishing, inclusive 
communal activities.


