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Being Accountable

Dena Weiss - weiss@hadar.org
Parashat Pekudei

Parashat Pekudei opens with a list of exact amounts of material used for the mishkan, perhaps
more appropriate for a spreadsheet than a narrative. While at first it seems that this list is
exhaustive, in fact, the only items for which a precise amount is recorded are the precious
metals: gold, silver, and copper.* Although this gold, silver, and copper were used as
construction materials in the mishkan, generally precious metals are used on a smaller scale
for adornments and jewelry, and, of course, coins and currency. The treatment of these
metals can stand in for how we relate to money and its collection. The strict accounting of the
money that was used to build the mishkan highlights an important lesson in what it means to
be transparent and accountable and to always hold ourselves to the highest standard.

Perhaps the most important role that money plays in an ethically-based society is that it is
used for charitable contributions and donations. Although the origins of the Jewish laws of
tzedakah are primarily agricultural, leaving the edge of one’s field for the poor,? a special tithe
for the needy every third year,? the laws of charitable giving developed throughout the
mishnaic and post-mishnaic period to include a complex network of charitable institutions
like soup kitchens, which needed honest and competent administrators to run them. These
trustees are called gabba’im* and the 14" century code of R. Ya’akov ben Asher, the Arba’ah
Turim, provides the details for how these trustees were to treat the money they collected:

! Shemot 38:21-31. Although the fabrics, skins, and stones were also expensive and critical to the construction of
the tent and the clothing of the kohanim who served within its curtained walls, the text did not deem it necessary
to detail their exact amount.

2 pe’ah.

® Ma’aser ani.

“Lit. collectors.
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Tur, Yoreh De’ah 257

Tzedakah collectors, gabba’im, may not separate from one another to collect
independently, unless they can be seen by one another. If [a collector] finds money in the
market® or if someone pays back a personal debt in the market, he should not put [the
money] in his pocket since this will look suspicious. Instead, he should put them in the
tzedakah pouch and then take [the money that is his] out of it when he gets home.

They do not count the coins of tzedakah two by two, so that they will not be suspected of
taking one of every count and instead they count them one by one. If they did not have
any poor people to distribute to and they need to change the coins or sell them, they can’t
sell them to themselves or change them for themselves, but they may do so for others.
Similarly, if they need to sell [perishable food] that they collected from the food collection
they should sell it to others out of concern for suspicion.

We do not closely supervise trustworthy collectors, but nevertheless they should provide
an accounting so that they will be clean before God and Israel.’

The original source for the practice of collecting tzedakah with the oversight of a team of two
or three collectors, not pocketing money found in the market, and the prohibition on counting
coins in pairs, comes from a Tannaitic teaching in the Talmud Bavli, a baraita, on Bava Batra
8b. The strictures around making change with the tzedakah coins and the gabba’im buying
back the money or food themselves comes from a different Tannaitic teaching on Pesahim
13a. However, the notion of giving a strict accounting of how much they have collected,
despite being honest and scrupulous people is not found in the earlier sources. R. Yoel Sirkis
known as the Ba”h after his commentary to the Tur, notes this lack of a clear pedigree for this
idea and, interestingly, he sources the recommendation in Moshe’s behavior in our parashah:

8

®>The Arba’ah Turim is often called “the Tur.”

® Technically, money that has no distinguishing marks is exempt from the laws of returning lost objects, so this
collector should be able to pocket any money that he happens to find lying on the ground.

" Cf BeMidbar 32:22.

8 Author of the Bayit Hadash (Ba”h) commentary to the Tur, 1561-1640.
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Bayit Hadash, Yoreh De’ah 257

And that which [the Tur] wrote, “but nevertheless they should provide an accounting so
that they will be clean before God etc.” is not [explicitly] found in the verses,'® but perhaps
he learned it from Moshe Rabbeinu who gave an accounting of all of the contributions to
the mishkan. For who is like Moshe, the trusted one of His house?! And nevertheless
Moshe gave an accounting in order to be clean before God and Israel.

According to the Ba”h, when Moshe presented an exact tally of all of the precious metal and
money in the mishkan, he was setting a positive example to all tzedakah collectors to come.
No one was more worthy of being given autonomy, no one is as trustworthy and trusted by
God than Moshe, but nevertheless Moshe was scrupulous. Moshe made sure that not an
ounce of copper or gold came in to the treasury without being noted and marked down
correctly so that an exact accounting could be presented to the people and he would be
above suspicion.

The Ba”h’s insight about Moshe is true of all tzedakah professionals or other people in similar
positions of holy responsibility. The gabba’im are people who have chosen to dedicate their
time and efforts to feeding and clothing the poor. The gabba’im are people who have gained
the trust of the community and have been entrusted with the community’s hard-earned
money. These gabba’im have been selected and appointed. And though they may be if not
on Moshe’s level, then close to it, they must operate completely above board. They can never
rest on their laurels and think of themselves as above suspicion.

The lesson to be drawn from this care is not only about treating the community and their
money with respect, it is also fundamentally about what it means to develop and maintain a
good reputation and it shows us that having a good reputation can be dangerous. Therefore
we need to be careful not to exploit our good name. This is the lesson that R. Shlomo Ephraim
Luntschitz,'* author of the Keli Yakar, derives from a different set of monetary laws. In
Devarim, we are instructed not to have false weights and measures:

° Cf. BeMidbar 12:7.

0 Although we noted earlier that the sources for these ideas are Tannaitic in nature, the Ba”h is using this term
loosely.

111550-1619, Prague.
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Devarim 25:13-16

You shall not have in your bag two kinds of weights, large and small. You shall not have in
your house two kinds of measures, large and small. You shall have only a full and honest
weight; you shall have only a full and honest measure, so that your days may be long in the

land that HaShem your God is giving you. For all who do such things, all who act
dishonestly, are abhorrent to HaShem your God.*

The Keli Yakar notices that these verses appear redundant. Once verse 15 tells us to have only
honest weights and measures, then what purpose is there to verses 13 and 14 which tell you
not to have two weights of different and therefore misleading sizes? He answers that it is to
teach you that when you have two weights, one which is honest and one which is misleading,

even the honest weight is problematic because it becomes itself a tool for deception:
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Keli Yakar Devarim 25:13

The explanation of this matter is along the lines of what Shlomo™ said in Sefer Mishlei, a

weight and a weight, a measure and a measure are alike both detested by HaShem

(20:1). If they are both false, then why does the verse say “they are alike both detested” for
from where would it come to distinguish between them? What, then, is the function of the
term “alike?” Rather it must be that the verse is speaking about one which is false and one
which is true. And it indicates that even the honest one is called detested because it is the

honest weight which causes him to weigh with the false one. For if he did not have the

2 Trans. NRSV emended.

13 According to Rabbinic tradition, Shlomo HaMelekh, King Solomon, was the author of Mishlei, Kohelet, and Shir

HaShirim.
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honest weight he would be afraid to weigh for everyone with the small, false one—for
when all of the customers get home they will find that they got a smaller amount and the
cry of the many against him will come to the court saying, ‘He weighed out less for all of
us!” What could he say? Maybe it diminished in your homes?! Could it be that it will
diminish in all of their homes? That is not realistic. So what does he do? He goes and he
weighs out for some of them using the small, diminished weight and for some of them
with the large, honest weight. And to those who were weighed out a diminished amount,
he can claim in court, “I have sold to many people.” And he will ask those to whom he
weighed out honestly and they will testify that they are not lacking anything and they will
contradict those who claim that he weighed out less, and thereby the judge will resolve to
say that it was diminished by you, the customers, for if this were not the case why would
you differ from these others who are not lacking anything? And when the court sends for
his measure, he will send the honest one. And it turns out that were it not for this honest
weight he would not be able to sell to all of them with the diminished one. And behold
this is why he holds on to the honest one—in order to validate his falsehood, therefore
even the honest one is detested...

The Keli Yakar understands that the honest weight, the good reputation, can be used for
nefarious means. Building up a good reputation as an honest business-person can be a
critical component of defrauding one’s customers. Therefore even all of the honest
transactions done with the accurate weights become tainted since they are used to build
consumer confidence and cover for the sins of the dishonest person. This use of honesty to
provide a cover for dishonesty, goodness as a mask for evil, is reflected elsewhere in the Keli
Yakar’s commentary where he notices an oddity in the language of the laws of non-kosher
animals:
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Keli Yakar VaYikra 11:4

The camel because it chews its cud. It should have said, because it doesn’t have split
hooves first because that is the reason for the impurity! Why does it begin with all of them
by mentioning their sign of purity first? And the explanation of this idea is that the sign of
purity in each of them adds impurity onto their impurity... he extends his hooves to show
that he is basically kosher, but his insides are full of bile and deception. And this applies to
anyone whose inside doesn’t match their outside like the character of the traitors who
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show themselves off as kosher. And they are undoubtedly worse than the totally evil
person whose inside and outside are equally bad.

The example of Moshe provides a strong lesson to people who are in power: they must always
be careful to behave above board. A good reputation does not make one above suspicion and
must always be carefully maintained in order to be deserved. The Keli Yakar’s examples of the
dishonest business person or the general traitor show that this concern applies to all of us,
even people who are not considered to be leaders. And perhaps this lesson is even more
important for those who aren’t in acknowledged positions of power, since no one is
monitoring them and the broader world is not having difficult conversations about the way
that people who aren’t in powerful positions can still abuse their good reputations.

Although we may not be consciously aware of it, we often use our good name as a type of
currency that allows us to make allowances for ourselves or invites people to make
allowances for us. Sometimes we do this explicitly, like when we get out of a speeding ticket
on the basis of past safe driving, but more often we do this implicitly in softer forms of moral
licensing. We allow ourselves to think of ourselves as good or honest people and thereby
downplay the significance of any not-so-good or not-so-honest practices that we have. We are
not wrong in thinking of ourselves as fundamentally upright and kosher and we should be
proud of being good people. The danger is in allowing that deserved reputation to blind us
from seeing the ways in which we are not perfect and the ways we could improve. We are
good, but we could always be better.

Wishing you a Shabbat of goodness through and through.
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