
VAYIGASH  

9th Tevet 5770 ~ 26th December 2009  

Shabbat begins in London at 15.41 and ends at 16.51  

By Dr Eva Frojmovic  

As modern people brought up on the modern tradition of the novel, we cannot help but think of the stories of the 

patriarchs, and especially the culminating story of Joseph, as a family saga. [Galsworthy‘s Forsyte Saga springs to 

mind, or Thomas Mann‘s Buddenbrooks – or in fact the same author‘s Joseph and his brothers.]  

Especially the crisis narrated right at the beginning of our Parashah never fails to move: Judah takes his heart in his 

hand and ―draws near‖ to do the unthinkable: although all the evidence is against Benjamin (for the theft of Joseph‘s 

silver goblet), and although in a time of famine one does not argue with an all-powerful Egyptian minister, who is 
―like a father to Pharaoh‖, Judah confronts Joseph (whose identity he does not know) and refuses to let Benjamin go 

to prison. He argues that it would kill their old father, who has already lost his favourite son. At the mention of his 

father, and of his own betrayal by his brothers, Joseph breaks down. He can no longer play the cat-and-mouse game, 

and reveals himself to his brothers. But why is Judah now the leader of the eleven tribes? Judah is not the first born 

but the fourth born. Why is Reuben not the leader? The Torah itself offers us explanations – Reuben lost his 

leadership when he slept with one of his father‘s wives, thus breaking a taboo. Simeon and Levi lost their leadership 

when they massacred Shechem. Thus the mantle passed to Judah.  

This week‘s Haftarah makes one think again about whether this is just a family saga. The prophet Ezekiel is 

commanded to take two sticks. He is to inscribe ―Belonging to Judah and the Israelites associated with him‖ on one, 

and on the other ―Belonging to Joseph – the stick of Ephraim – and all the house of Israel associated with him.‖ 

Next, he is to join them together in his hand, and challenge the people to ask him what this riddle performance 

means. And the solution to the riddle is: ―I will make [the Israelite people] a single nation in the land… and one king 

shall be king of them all.‖ Joseph and Judah again – a divided people in search of a useable past. The reconciliation 

between Joseph and his brothers is more than a family saga; it was even more than a myth intended to explain the 

Egyptian slavery and Exodus; it was also a narrative that explained the origins of the two Israelite monarchies in the 

language of kinship. Written during the Babylonian exile, it publicised an ideology of unity among multiple, 

displaced, and traumatised groups without a united leadership.  

The northern Israelite kingdom of Joseph and Ephraim is gone, and todays‘ Jews are the descendents of the smaller 

(and luckier) southern kingdom of Judah. But today we too are a house divided. Maybe it is time to look again at the 

Joseph story as a morality tale, and maybe it is time again to ―draw near.‖  

[Acknowledgements to Marc Zvi Brettler‘s book How to read the Jewish Bible (JPS 2005).]  

Eva Frojmovic is a member of LMS  

 

Torah Sparks 

And He said, ―I am God, the God of your father. Fear not to go down to Egypt, for I will make you there a great 

nation.‖ (Bereisheit 46:3)  

1. Our father Jacob said, my father Isaac sought to go down to Egypt aƴŘ ǘƘŜ Iƻƭȅ hƴŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ ƘƛƳΣ ά5ƻ ƴƻǘ 
Ǝƻ Řƻǿƴ ǘƻ 9ƎȅǇǘέ όнсΥнύΦ !ƴŘ LΣ Ƙƻǿ Ŏŀƴ L Ǝƻ ŘƻǿƴΚ ¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ άƘŜ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ǎŀŎǊƛŦƛŎŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ DƻŘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ 
ŦŀǘƘŜǊ LǎŀŀŎΣέ ǎƛƴŎŜ IŜ ƘŀŘ ŦƻǊōƛŘŘŜƴ LǎŀŀŎ ǘƻ Ǝƻ Řƻǿƴ ǘƻ 9ƎȅǇǘ ōǳǘ IŜ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘŜŘ WŀŎƻō ǘƻ Ǝƻ ŘƻǿƴΦ 



The proof of the ƳŀǘǘŜǊ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ Iƻƭȅ hƴŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ ƘƛƳΣ άCŜŀǊ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ Řƻǿƴ ǘƻ 9ƎȅǇǘΣέ ŦƻǊ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ L 
forbade your father to go down, you are to go down. (Midrash Lekach Tov)  

2. ¢ƘŜ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ άŦŜŀǊ ƴƻǘέ ƛǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ ƛǎ ŀŦǊŀƛŘΦ WŀŎƻō ǿŀǎ ŀŦǊŀƛŘ ŀƴŘ ǎŀƛŘ: Now that I 
am about to go down to Egypt the days are at hand foretold to my forefathers regarding the decree of 
bondage and affliction of my seed in a land not their own. Thereupon the Holy One set his mind at rest, 
ǎŀȅƛƴƎΥ άCŜŀǊ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ Řƻǿƴ ǘƻ 9ƎȅǇǘΦέ bƻǘǿƛǘƘǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ L ǿŀǊƴŜŘ ȅƻǳǊ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ L ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ 
promise you that though the days of bondage and affliction are at hand, so too is the blessing wherewith I 
ōƭŜǎǎŜŘ ȅƻǳǊ ƎǊŀƴŘŦŀǘƘŜǊΣ άŦƻǊ L ǿƛƭƭ ƳŀƪŜ ȅƻǳ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΦέ όwŀōōƛ IŜȊŜƪƛŀƘ ben Manoah, 
mid-13th century, France)  

3. Jacob was afraid that his seed would be absorbed by the Egyptian nation. Only in the land of Israel could 
the unique Jewish spark be preserved down the ages. It was on this score that the Almighty reassured 
ƘƛƳΥ άCŜŀǊ ƴƻǘΦΦΦ ŦƻǊ L ǿƛƭƭ ƳŀƪŜ ȅƻǳ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΦέ hǳǊ ǎŀƎŜǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άƎǊŜŀǘ ƴŀǘƛƻƴέ 
ǘƻ ƛƳǇƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ WŜǿǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ŀōǎƻǊōŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ 9ƎȅǇǘΦ όIŀΩŀƳŜƪ 
Davar [Rabbi Naftali Tzvi Yehuda Berlin, 1817-1893, Lithuania])  

4. If you remain here your children will intermarry and become absorbed by the Canaanites, but in Egypt 
ǘƘŜȅ ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ǎƻΣ άŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 9ƎȅǇǘƛŀƴǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ŘƛƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ IŜōǊŜǿǎέ όпоΥонύΤ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ 
will be a separate, distinct people. (Rabbi Ovadia ben Jacob Sforno, 1475-1550, Italy) Sparks for Discussion 
²Ƙȅ ŘƛŘ WŀŎƻō ƴŜŜŘ ǊŜŀǎǎǳǊŀƴŎŜΚ ²ŀǎ ƘŜ ǿƻǊǊƛŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ǿŜƭƭōŜƛƴƎ ƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǇƛǊƛǘǳŀƭ 
ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭΚ .ƻǘƘ IŀΩŀƳŜƪ 5ŀǾŀǊ ŀƴŘ {ŦƻǊƴƻ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŀƴƎŜǊ ƻŦ ŀǎǎƛƳƛƭŀǘƛƻƴΦ {forno points to rejection 
by the larger society as a positive factor in keeping Jews Jewish. Do you agree? How do we combat 
assimilation when the larger society is no longer hostile? Or must we have a level of anti-Jewish sentiment 
to be successful in keeping Jews aware of their Jewishness?  

From: United Synagogue for Conservative Judaism. More can be found on their website 

http://www.uscj.org  

MMIIKKEETTZZ   ~ Shabbat Chanukah II  

2nd Tevet 5770 ~ 19th December 2009  

By Annette Boeckler  

From a liturgical point of view, Hanukkah is no hag , not a "festival", but just a normal day 

with just some special customs. Today we have a normal Shabbat service. The only 

exception is that we insert Hallel after the Amidah [to which we only add Al HaNissim ], a 

reminder that Hanukkah is a version of Sukkot (see 2 Macc 10:5 -8). As the Haftarot 

always relate to a special situation, we have a sp ecial Haftarah. But there is no special 

Hanukkah Nussach, no special Hanukkah Amidah -  Hanukkah is liturgically seen not a 

festival.  

We may therefore question if the most important feature of Jewish festivals is applicable 

to Hanukkah: in every generation everybody should regard him -  and herself as if he or 

she was part of the Exodus, stood at Sinai, lived in huts in the desert.  

http://www.uscj.org/


If we nevertheless try to connect us to Hanukkah, what then shall we identify with? Shall 

we regard ourselves as if we are fighti ng as the Maccabees? The Talmud rejects this and 

rather wants us to regard ourselves as if we were about losing hope in deepest darkness 

and suddenly discover light (Shab 21b).  

There were indeed often situations in the Jewish history where Hanukkah had a v ery 

powerful message in its time. It may also have a deep message for some of us as 

individuals today, too, but is there also a message for our Anglo Jewish community today? 

We do not need   to defend our religion as in the times of the Maccabees. Many of u s 

probably don't even want to separate themselves from our non Jewish environment. We 

appreciate being part of the general culture, something the Maccabees once fought 

against. Neither, at the moment, is Anglo Jewry going through deeply dark times where 

we  would need a message of hope, be it as tiny as a little light. So Hanukkah became for 

many of us a children's festival, full of fun, games, presents and doughnuts. Is that it?  

Our torah portion may hint to an answer. Pharaoh dreams of seven handsome and s turdy 

cows that were eaten by seven ugly and gaunt ones, and of seven healthy ears of grain that 

were consumed by seven thin ones. Joseph explains: there will be bad years in the future, 

prepare yourself now!  

Maybe the meaning of Hanukkah for Anglo Jewry i n 2009 may be similar. Now our life as 

Jewish community is basically good and peaceful. Now we have time to study, to learn, to 

practise Judaism in freedom and to teach it to others. Let's hope that the times, when 

Hanukkah speaks to us directly and clearl y are not near at all, but let us study the message 

of Hanukkah today to know it in future times, when needed.  

Annette Boeckler is Librarian at the Leo Baeck College and is a member of KNMS  

 

TToo rr aahh   SSpp aa rr kk ss 

  

Now Joseph was the vizier of the land; it was he who dispensed rations to all the people of 
the land. And Josephôs brothers came and bowed low to him, with their faces to the ground. 
(Bereisheit 42:6)  

1. Although he was governor of all of Egypt, he did not delegate the distribution of the 
produce to subordinate officials but su pervised them all himself to make sure that no 
one would be cheated and to provide an example of how to practice the virtue of 



compassion in order to save the hungry. (Sifthei Kohen [Rabbi Mordecai HaKoken of 
Safed, 17th century, Israel])  

2. Even though Josep h was the governor and everyone was at his command, he did not 

assign the disbursement of food to anyone else. Instead, he did it all himself. This 
teaches us that when life is in danger, we may not rely on others. Joseph served as 
an example of how we mus t ourselves work at carrying out good deeds. (Rabbi 
Shabtai Kohen, cited in Itturei Torah, Rabbi Aharon Yaakov Greenberg)  

3. You should not promise a child something and then not give it to him, because as a 
result the child will learn to lie. (Sukkah 46b)  

4. We know that a child does not become a mensch merely because of the advice we 
give, the childrearing techniques we employ, or the pat formulas we read about in 
books. Moral sayings and proverbs do not guarantee menschlichkeit, no matter how 
often we repeat t hem. Kindness is not taught by lecture or sermon. Kindness is a 
way of doing things learned in a family that does things in a kind way. Giving clothes 
to a migrant family was just one of the many kind things my mother did. And if our 

children are fortunate  to know others outside the family ï teachers, clergymen, scout 
leaders, camp Madrichim ï who also act out of kindness and compassion, all the 
better. (Rabbi Neil Kurshan, ñRaising Your Child to Be a Mensch,ò p. 75) 
  

Sparks for Discussion  

Parents are thei r childrenôs first and best teachers, and the lessons continue 24/7. What 

values do you want your children and grandchildren to internalize? How well are you 
teaching them by example? What do you tell them when your actions are in conflict with 
your ideals ? How can we counteract the negative examples promoted by popular culture?  

 

VAYESHEV Shabbat Chanukah I  

25th Kislev 5770 ~ 12th December 2009  

By David Kosky  

At the beginning of our Parasha we find Jacob in a state of apparent tranquillity. ―And Jacob dwelt in the land of the 

sojournings of his father.‖  

There is of course every difference between the ―sojourning of Isaac‖ (Hebrew ―megurei‖ implying a temporary stay 

and being a stranger) and ―dwelling‖ (Hebrew ―leyshev‖ – a far more permanent state.)  

Jacob had endured many years of difficult challenges. These included the murderous hostility of his brother, years of 

hard graft as a shepherd followed by the trickery of his uncle Laban, another confrontation with Esau and the rape of 

his daughter and subsequent revenge attack on his neighbours to name but a few. Now at last Jacob looked forward 

to an era of peace and tranquillity in a fixed abode. Unfortunately he was forced to deal with a turn of events even 

more tragic and far more challenging.  

The Midrash tells us that Jacob should not have expected to live in peace and tranquillity. It was enough that he 

would spend his life in the world to come in peace. Why then should he expect to spend his time in this world in 

comfort as well?  



This criticism of Jacob is puzzling. Surely it was not wrong for him to wish to finish his life in contentment after so 

many trials and tribulations?  

Perhaps the answer lies in the nature of the challenges Jacob had faced until then. Esau, Laban and Hamor the 

Hivvite were all people whose values and world view were diametrically opposed to those of Jacob. All wanted to 

take advantage of Jacob and his family and of his moral values. They were external enemies with whom Jacob was 

well able to cope and against whom he devoted all his energies. However whilst focussing on his external enemies 

Jacob neglected the problems and hatred building up within his own family. Failure to recognise and confront the 

danger within almost became his downfall.  

The Rabbis often point out the parallels between the lives of the Patriachs and the history of our nation. Perhaps it is 

no coincidence that Vayeshev often coincides with Chanukah, our ―national‖ festival par excellence. There too, 

defeat of an external enemy ultimately led to such causeless hatred of one Jew by another that the entire 

achievement of the Hasmoneans was negated by the degeneration of the political entity they had created from the 

inside.  

There is no doubt a lesson for the Jewish people today. In seeking to secure a safe and peaceful existence for the 

Jewish people in Eretz Yisrael it is necessary to confront both the external threat and the internal extremism that 

would destroy our peace and tranquillity from within.  

David Kosky is a member of EMS 

 

Torah Sparks  

As she was being brought out, she sent this message to her father - in -law: ñI am with child 
by the man to whom these belong.ò And she added, ñExamine these: whose seal and cord 
and staff are these?ò (Bereisheit 38:25) 

She did not despair of defending and saving herself even as she was being taken out to be 

burnt, for her heart was strong as a lion. (Rabbi Ovadia ben Jacob Sforno, 1475 -1550, Italy)  

1. She did not want to put him to shame in public and to say, ñBy you am I with child,ò 
but, ñBy the man to whom these belong.ò She said, ñIf he will confess by himself, let 
him confess, and if not let them burn me, but let me not put him to shame.ò Hence 
our rabbis said, ñA person should rather have himself thrown into a fiery furnace 
than put his fellow to shame in public.ò (Rashi [Rabbi Shlomo Yitzhaki, 1040-1105, 

France])  

2. The rebbe of Bahush raised a very sickly orphan. Once, a rich chasid insulted this 
orphan. Th e rebbi said to the rich man: ñYou no doubt assumed that when the 
Talmud states that one may not insult óhis fellowô that that refers to someone as 
respected as you. If so, you are utterly wrong. The rule applies even to the most 
despised person. The proof  of this is from the case brought in the Talmud itself, 

namely that of Tamar. Now, for whom was Tamar willing to be burned to death 
rather than embarrass him? It was for Judah, if he did not confess. If he did not 
confess, it would mean that he was allowin g an innocent woman and the twins whom 
she later would bear to be burned to death, and there is no more despicable a 
person than one who would permit such a thing. Yet Tamar was willing to die rather 
than to embarrass Judah, so that we see that it is bette r for a person to be cast into 
a fiery furnace than to embarrass even the most despised person.ò (Rabbi A.Z. 
Werner, cited in Itturei Torah, Rabbi Aharon Yaakov Greenberg).  



Sparks for Discussion 

Judahôs behaviour is understandable if not admirable. Tamarôs is more difficult to explain. 
She is highly praised for her refusal to shame Judah in public, but should she be? What 
would you have done in her shoes? What do you think Tamar would have done if Judah had 
not confessed? Would she have sacrificed her life and those of her unborn children? How far 
should a person go to save someone else from public humiliation?  

 

VVAAYYIISSHHLLAACCHH   

1188tthh  KKiisslleevv  55777700  ~~  55tthh  DDeecceemmbbeerr  22000099   

BByy  JJaacckkiiee  GGeerrbbeerr   

To my lord Esau, thus says your servant Jacob: I stayed with Laban and remained until now; I have acquired cattle, 

asses, sheep, and male and female slaves; and I send this message to my lord in the hope of gaining your favour‖ 

[Genesis 32:5]  

When I first read the opening lines of this week‘s Sidrah I was immediately impressed by Jacob‘s show of humility, 

referring to Esau as ―my lord‖ and himself as ―your servant.‖ I interpreted this language as a sign that the tricking, 

conniving Jacob had grown up and learned to feel sorry for stealing his brother‘s birthright and blessing. Here he 

was, a man of great wealth, abasing himself before Esau, at last showing the humility long absent from his character.  

When I read these opening lines again, I began to disagree with my initial reaction. Jacob does not mention the 

events between himself and his brother and never shows any regret over his actions. Additionally, Jacob waits until 

his impending return to apologise seeming to suggest that Jacob‘s ―humility‖ is actually self-seeking 

obsequiousness, designed to appease Esau who desired Jacob‘s death on their departure.  

I found this second interpretation, however seemingly obvious, unsatisfactory. In hope of inspiration I decided to 

turn to the rabbis. Interestingly, as in my second interpretation, the rabbis generally condemn Jacob for sending the 

messenger to Esau; However, the reasoning behind their condemnation is rather different than my own. Genesis 

Rabbah 72:5 reads:  

He that passeth by and meddleth with strife not his own is like one that taketh a dog by the ears.‖ Said the Holy One 

Blessed Be He: He (Esau) was going his own way, yet you dispatch a delegation to him saying: ―Thus saith thy 

servant Jacob.  

The author of this Midrash is shocked by Jacob‘s humility before Esau, but primarily condemns him because he is 
stirring up his own trouble by contacting Esau at all. This Midrash thus implies that Jacob only encountered Esau at 

all because he sought contact.  

If we re-examine this text using the rabbinic assumption that Jacob reached out to Esau voluntarily, we can again 
begin to build an argument for seeing Jacob in a positive light in this instance. We can find further evidence of this 

assumption by examining the usage of the word fear in the beginning of this Sidrah. We assumed in our second 

interpretation that Jacob needed to curry favour with Esau before his return for fear that his brother may once again 

desire his murder.  

However, the assumption that Jacob sought Esau out of fear is based on later psukim stating that Jacob was fearful 

after his messengers returned with news that Esau has 400 men. We have no evidence he was fearful before, 

suggesting Jacob was internally motivated in sending a messenger. Secondly, this episode of Jacob seeking out his 

kinsman occurs immediately upon his departure from Laban, his uncle.  



This juxtaposition, suggests that Jacob was motivated by a desire for family connections. When we combine the 

rabbinic assumption that Jacob need not have contacted Esau, the evidence that Jacob‘s initial message was not 

motivated by fear, and finally, the connection between Jacob leaving Laban and contacting Esau, we begin to reveal 

the image of a man looking to reconcile and connect with his family in Canaan. In this passage, Jacob shows himself 

as a man committed and willing to reach out to his family, and if unable to apologize at least able to seek 

reconciliation.  

Jackie Gerber is the AMS-MAROM Student Fieldworker 

 

Torah Sparks  

Jacob‘s sons answered Shechem and his father Hamor – speaking with guile because he had defiled their sister 

Dinah – and said to them,  

ñWe cannot do this thing, to give our sister to a man who is uncircumcised, for that is a disgrace among us. Only on 

this condition will we agree with you; that you will become like us in that every male among you is circumcised." 

(Bereisheit 34:13-15).  

 The request that they should circumcise themselves was made either in the belief that they would refuse, or 

that they would be unable to convince their townspeople to do so. (Rabbi Ovadia ben Jacob Sforno, 1475-

1550, Italy). 

  
 They could see no other alternative. Either they would not agree, and this was most probable, or their ruse 

would succeed and then, in the weakened condition of the place, they would be able to free their sister. 

They could give no reasonable objection to refuse the offer of intermarriage proposed by the prince of the 

land. In all this there was not yet much that was blameworthy, for to rescue a sister from such a shameful 

situation, any lawful means are permissible. (Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, 1808-1888, Germany)  

  
 ―Because he had defiled their sister Dinah.‖ The Torah gives the reason why they spoke with guile; it was 

because they gave themselves a halakhic heter (permission), namely because Shechem had committed an 

outrage; ...to protect the honour of the sons of Jacob. (Shabtai Ben Yomtov, Hamikra Kifshuto)  

Sparks for Discussion 

Sforno and Hirsch (and many others) argue that the brothers never intended to massacre the men of Shechem. They 

simply were trying to rescue their sister. Their guile was intended to accomplish this with little or no bloodshed. Do 

you agree? If so, what went wrong? Shabtai Ben Yomtov disagrees. He believes that the brothers, or at least Shimon 

and Levi, convinced themselves that they had a legal right to take revenge. Do you think most people are capable of 

such rationalizations? How do we guard against this danger, of being able to rationalize any behaviour?  

From: United Synagogue for Conservative Judaism. More can be found on their website http://www.uscj.org 

  

 

VVAAYYEETTZZEE 

11th Kislev 5770 ~ 28th November 2009  

http://www.uscj.org/


By Elaine Grazin  

Twin themes o f parshat Vayetze are favouritism and deception, one frequently leading to 
the other.  

Jacob leaves home to escape his brotherôs vengeance. Rebecca had urged Jacob, her 
favourite son, to deceive Isaac into giving him the blessing meant for Esau. Esau is Is aac's 
favourite son, and indeed Isaac frequently describes him as ñmy sonò, a term he never uses 
for Jacob.  

Finding refuge and work with his uncle Laban, Jacob is invited to name his wages, and asks 
to marry Labanôs younger daughter, Rachel. But Laban deceives Jacob by substituting his 
elder daughter Leah, obliging Jacob to work a further seven years for Rachelôs hand.  

Jacob is angry that he was deceived into marrying the heavily veiled Leah, in place of his 
favourite Rachel, yet this pointedly echoes his  own deception of his blind father, when he 
disguised himself as Esau.  

Rachel remains Jacobôs favourite wife. Seeing this, God gives Leah children while Rachel 
remains barren. And since Rachel is the favourite wife, when she does at last give birth to 
Joseph, he becomes Jacobôs favourite son, provoking the jealousy amongst his brothers 
which will later lead them to sell him into slavery and deceive their father into believing he 
has been killed by wild animals.  

Meanwhile Jacob deceives Laban, and even the  ewes in the flock, to increase the numbers 
of speckled ones which are to be his, to repay Laban for deceiving him by changing his 
wages ten times.  

When Jacob steals away with his family and flocks, Rachel deceives her father by stealing 
his idols. Rashi suggests she did this to stop him from worshipping them, but perhaps it was 

in retaliation for her father ñstealingò her status as Jacobôs only wife. And she deceives 
Laban further when he searches for the missing idols: she sits on them, and pretends she 
cannot get up as she is menstruating.  

The theft of the idols is to have a near echo later on in Egypt, when Joseph conceals a 
precious cup in the belongings of his favourite brother Benjamin and falsely accuses him of 

theft, to test his brothers.  

The impact of favouritism and deception on the family can be long - lasting. Jacob and Esau 
vie for the love of their father. Although Jacob flees after stealing Esauôs birthright, the 
brothers do eventually bury their father Isaac together.  

Rachel and Leah  vie for the love of Jacob. We can see the rivalry continue within their 
extended family, as Leah bears children while Rachel remains barren.  

Ultimately her jealousy is the death of Rachel, for although she demands of Jacob ñGive me 
children or I will die !ò it is in fact the birth of her second son, Benjamin, which kills her. 
Jacob will pay a high price for favouritism amongst his children. For over twenty years he 
will mourn his favourite son, until the truth is revealed at the familyôs reunion in Egypt.  



Yet although the descendants of Jacob and those of Esau, the Amalekites, remain bitter 
enemies forever, Jacobôs sons are destined to be reunited as the twelve tribes of Israel, our 
Jewish people.  

Elaine Grazin is a member of LMS  

 
 
By Ethan Witkovsky  

And Jacob awaked out of his sleep, and he said God is i n this place and I did not know it. 
[Bereishit 28:16]  

In the laughter of a friend in the smile of a stranger in a good TV show: God is in this place 
and I did not know it.  

In the exploration of the moon, in the eating of an apple, in the election of a pr esident:  

God is in this place and I did not know it.  

Rabbi Heschel tells us "A life without wonder is not worth living" and this verse is an 
exhortation to wonder. To stand before the big and the small, the moving and the mundane 
and find a radical amaze ment in the world around us. To see the humanity and the heavenly 
in the world and say:  

God is in this place and I did not know it.  

When we see suffering around us, when we see unmitigated hatred, when we cannot 
understand even our own souls, when we fai l:  

God is in this place and I did not know it.  

It is not about getting lemons and making lemonade. It is about getting lemons and 
realizing the beauty of the lemon; its smell its taste, the purpose it serves in the world.  

God is in this place and I did not know it.  

A young man forced to flee from his home. Leaving his mother and father and everything he 
knows because his own brother seeks to kill him. He stops in the desert and sleeps on a 
rock because he is too depressed to care. In his darkest hour in  his deepest despair he is 
given a dream of angels going up and down a ladder. Up AND down. Because holiness can 
be found in ascent, in striving to be better and seeking God. But holiness can also be found 

in descent; in running from heaven running from ou rselves and seeking to escape in the 
material world around us. Jacob wakes up and despite his confusion and sadness and 
regardless of the path he is going to choose, he finds the strength to see.  

God is in this place and I did not know it.  

May we all try  in the next week to look at the world around us with Jacobôs eyes and say:  



God is in this place and I did not know it.  

  

 

TTOOLLEEDDOOTT   

4th Kislev 5770 ~ 21st November 2009  

By Norman Bar  

In Toldot Rebecca bears the twins Esau (‗a cunning hunter‘) and Jacob (quiet tent dweller). It ends with Jacob‘s 

fleeing to Haran (after stealing Isaac‘s blessing intended for Esau, with Rebecca‘s connivance, insistence and 

cooperation), with orders to marry one of his Uncle Laban‘s daughters.  

Esau seems to have had rather a raw deal. But in Jewish religious circles his distress is overwhelmingly 

unsympathetically underplayed. He becomes branded as the incarnation of anti-Jewish sentiment and oppression.  

The Jewish Encyclopaedia calls him inter alia a ―ne‘er-do-well.. insulted women and committed murder, ……... …. 

lying, hypocrite…. …outrageous vices …. charged against him; …………… ‖ The Talmud (Mas. Baba Bathra 16b) 

states ―wicked [Esau] committed five sins on (the day Abraham died). ….. dishonoured a betrothed maiden; 

committed a murder; denied God; denied resurrection; spurned his birthright. ―  

For Rabbi Mordechai Katz, Esau made Isaac believe the degenerate Esau was honourable. To the Lubavitcher 

Rebbe Esau became evil himself. In Isaiah chapter 34 even God fights Edom i.e. Esau. For Rabbi Ari Kahn, Esau‘s 

―… ruddy pigmentation (sent) an ominous, chilling message to all who saw him.‖ Such troubling scholastic 

ingenuity to establish Esau‘s wickedness, the demonization of one who, by their own moral code, was ill-treated, 

deceived, cheated.  

Demonization can reverse roles. Thus, Esau brought it on himself, the perpetrator Jacob is a hero. Even worse, the 

victim becomes the perpetrator! Demonization denies the demonised person or group wholeness. It rejects integrated 

appraisal. Tam Dalyell MP opined that Tony Blair ―is unduly influenced by a cabal of Jewish advisers.‖ Tom Paulin 

wrote of ―a little Palestinian boy― being ―gunned down by the Zionist SS‖ Nice touch that – SS. Malaysian PM 

Mahathir Mohamad stated ―the Jews control the world. …‖ Composer Mikis Theodorakis called Jews "the root of 

evil", Farrakhan described us as leeches. A Palestinian Arab author stated that ― …. Jews exaggerate what the Nazis 

did…. precise scientific research demonstrates that there were no more than 400,000 (killed)."  

Before the 1994 Rwandan slaughter Tutsi were demonized - cockroaches, ―foreign … stolen Rwanda from its 

rightful inhabitants.‖ It was reported that there has been an escalation of hatred and violence against Romanies in 

Romania. And so on and so forth. Demonization constructs and accentuates the bad and suppresses and repudiates 
the good. It does not enhance spirituality; it is the antithesis of Tsedek, justice. One simple (and obvious) but almost 

impossibly difficult lesson, not reinforced by predominant rabbinical interpretation of the narrative, is to treat people 

on their merits. Look at the evidence. If it‘s inadequate, assessments should be tentative and provisional.  

How much easier tomake negative assessmentsand then interpret everything in that negative light, assuming the 
worst, searching assiduously for ―evidence‖ in support, ignoring or distorting contrary evidence. We minority group 

members should be particularly attuned to the dangers of this flawed approach. We must be on our guard, aware of 

its dangers and ready to revise our opinions.  

I suggest that that is the Jewish way.  



Norman Bar is a member of NNLS  

 

Torah Sparks  

By Rabbi Joyce Newmark  

 So Jacob drew close to his father Isaac, who felt him and wondered. ―The voice is the voice of Jacob, yet 

the hands are the hands of Esau.‖ (Bereisheit 27:22) 

  
 As long as the voice of Jacob is heard in the synagogue and house of study, the hands will not be the hands 

of Esau. (Bereisheit Rabbah 65:20) 

  
 Alternate translation: ―If Jacob‘s voice is faint, the hands will be the hands of Esau.‖ Note that the word ha-

kol (the voice) is spelled in the Hebrew text without the vav, and may therefore be read as ha-kal, meaning 
light or faint. This is to teach us that whenever the voice of righteousness as symbolized by Jacob becomes 

faint, evil as embodied by the hands of Esau will gain control. But when the voice of Jacob gains full 

strength (when kal becomes kol through the addition of the vav), the hands of Esau will no longer be in 

control. (The Gaon of Vilna [Rabbi Elijah ben Rabbi Shlomo Zalman, 1720-1797, Lithuania]) 

  
 Rav, Rabbi Hanina, and Rabbi Yohanan taught... Whoever can protest to his household and does not is 

accountable [for the sins] of his household; if he could protest to his townspeople, he is accountable for 

their sins; if he could protest to the whole world, he is accountable for the whole world. (Talmud Shabbat 

54b) 

  
 While a person may be individually pious, such good will pales in the face of the sin of not protesting 

against an emerging communal evil... such a pious person will be accountable for having been able to 

prevent it and did not... (Netivot Olam, Maharal [Rabbi Judah Loew ben Bezalel, 1525-1609, Prague]) 

  
 There may be times when we are powerless to prevent injustice, but there must never be a time when we 

fail to protest. (Elie Wiesel) Sparks for Discussion Do protests against injustice matter? Why? Have you 

ever signed a petition, written to an elected official, or participated in a protest rally or march? What did 

you hope to achieve? What was the result? Do Jews have a special responsibility to protest injustice?  

 

CHAY E SARA  

27th Cheshvan 5770 ~ 14th November 2009  

By Rabbi Dr Jeremy Collick  

There are many names in the Bible that we are all familiar with – Abraham and Sarah, Moses and Aaron, Elijah…  

They, and the many others we know, dominate our religious imagination. But there is another group of people who 

appear on the pages of the Torah who are only mentioned in passing but have had an influence on the course of 

Jewish history no less significant than the great stars.  

Chaye Sara talks about one of these unsung heroes. In fact he is so unsung that we never actually learn his name. All 

we know about him is that he was Abraham‘s faithful servant and that he was an ‗elder' of the house who ruled over 



all that Abraham had. Later tradition would identify the servant with Eliezer, a member of Abraham‘s household. In 

fact the Torah never tells us who the mysterious servant in Bereishit Chapter 24 really is.  

As Abraham approaches his final years, and after he has nearly killed him, he becomes concerned with Isaac‘s well 

being and he assigns his nameless servant the job of returning to Haran, his ancestral home, to find an appropriate 

wife for his son.  

With little concern for himself the servant travels to Haran, carries out his task and then quickly fades from the stage 

of biblical history. Why wasn‘t Abraham‘s servant identified by name in this chapter?  

The midrash claims that Eliezer had hopes of inheriting Abraham‘s household or at least for his own daughter to 

marry Isaac but since this was not to be he is not mentioned by name. In the end however, Eliezer or whoever this 

servant is, faithfully fulfils his promise without concern for his own self interest.  

Maybe the Torah‘s silence is an expression of the servant‘s humility and generosity. The servant of Abraham is only 

one figure in a long line of unsung heroes in the Bible.  

They come and go with little fanfare and certainly never receive top billing in the narratives. There is the 

anonymous wayfarer who gives directions to Joseph before his fateful encounter with his brothers, the midwives 
who saved the Jewish babies in Egypt and of course there is Jethro who not only gives Moses a home and a wife but 

advises him on how to lead his people.  

While, quite often, the Bible only mentions these unsung heroes in passing our history would not have been the 

same without them. The world is populated by unsung heroes, people who go about their daily lives and rarely 
receive credit or recognition for the deeds they perform and the acts of kindness they do – from the Righteous 

Gentiles who helped save Jews from the Nazis to the ladies and men who help out in charity shops and charities so 

unobtrusively. And there would be no Synagogues for any of us were it not for the selfless devotion of many people, 

most unnamed, who ensure the Kiddush is on the table, the elderly are visited and the Torah silver is polished.  

The anonymous hero understands that the greatest reward for doing a Mitzvah is simply the privilege of doing it.  

My thanks to all the unsung heroes in our communities – Chaye Sara allows us to salute you all.  

Jeremy Collick is Rabbi at EMS  

 

Torah Sparks  

By Rabbi Joyce Newmark  

Let the maiden to whom I say, ―Please, lower your jar that I may drink‖ and who replies, ―Drink, and I will also 

water your camels‖ – let her be the one whom You have decreed for Your servant Isaac. Thereby shall I know that 

You have dealt graciously with my master. (Bereisheit 24:14)  

A. She is worthy of him, for she will be kind and worthy of entering the house of Abraham. (Rashi [Rabbi 
Shlomo Yitzhaki, 1040-1105, France]) 

  
B. Eliezer wanted to put the maiden to the test to see not only whether she had good qualities but also whether 

she would use her virtues with wisdom and understanding. Accordingly, he asked her to give him a drink of 

water from that pitcher with which the water was drawn up from the well. What, he wondered, would she 

do with the water that would be left in the pitcher after he had drunk from it? If she were to take it home, 



she would not be acting wisely, for it should occur to her that he might be ill and that it might be unsafe for 

others to drink the water that had come in contact with his mouth. On the other hand, if she were to pour it 

out, it would be an insult to the stranger and would show that she was lacking in tact. The proper course for 

her to follow would be to say, ―Drink, and I will also water your camels.‖ In this manner, there would be no 

insult to the stranger, nor would other people be exposed to danger by drinking water that might be 

contaminated. If she chose that alternative, it would be proof that she had not only good qualities but also 
sufficient intelligence to make the right decisions in unforeseen situations. (Rabbi Joseph Dov Halevi 

Soloveitchik of Brisk, 1820-1892, Lithuania) 

  
C. Although our modern urban society hardly lends itself to the sort of test Eliezer devised for Isaac‘s future 

wife, his awareness of kindness as the supreme virtue in a spouse remains most relevant. Unfortunately, 

many people, both then and now, focus on other traits at a relationship‘s outset. But, as Dennis Prager 

suggests, ―When you go out on a date, it is more important to see how your date treats the waitress than 

how he (or she) treats you. Since it is important at the relationship‘s beginning for your date to make a good 

impression on you, he will treat you well. But how he treats the waitress will reflect how he is going to treat 
you once he can take your love for granted.‖ Rebekah had no idea who Eliezer was. That is what makes her 

kindness to him so striking. Obviously, there are many additional traits that matter in a spouse – shared 

values, sexual attraction and compatibility, humor, and intelligence, among others. But kindness, this 

biblical text teaches us, is in a class by itself. Its presence alone does not guarantee that a relationship will 

work. Its absence, however, should guarantee that it won‘t. (Rabbi Joseph Telushkin, ―The Book of Jewish 

Values,‖ p.26)  

Sparks for Discussion 

 What should a person look for in a spouse? 
 What do you think of Eliezer‘s criteria?  
 What about Dennis Prager‘s advice? 
 What other qualities draw a couple together? What qualities are necessary to sustain a marriage for many 

years and decades? 
 Do you think most couples marry for the right reasons?  

The Torah tells us not only that Rebekah passed Eliezer‘s test, but also ―The maiden was very beautiful‖ (24:16). 

What if she had been plain or even ugly – would she still have been an appropriate bride for Isaac? Do you believe 

our society continues to value women primarily by their appearance? How can we protect our daughters from the 

dangerous effects of this prejudice?  

 

VVAAYYEERRAA  

20th Cheshvan 5770 ~ 7th November 2009  

By Reli Israeli  

  

Take  
Your son  
Your only son  
Whom you love  
Take  

Isaac  



And offer him as a burnt offeri ng  
Upon one of the mountains  
In the land of Moriah.   

And from all the mountains in the land  
There will arise a great cry:  
Behold the fire  
And behold the wood  
And behold, here is the lamb for the burnt offering.  
Master of the universe  
Who is full with compassion  

Lay not your hand  
Upon the lad  
Upon the lad  
Lay not your hand  
Even though, sevenfold, we live  
And grow old  

We should not forget that the knife  
Was brandished  
We shall not forget your son  
Whom we love  
We shall not forget  
Isaac   

Naomi Shemer, Akedat Yitzak (The binding of Isaac) 1975  

Since the foundation of the state, the binding of Isaac ( Akedat Yitzak ) has been a symbol 
in Israeli society. The binding of Isaac represents the conflict between the need to protect 
ones most precious  thing and the commitment to a greater idea ï whether it be faith or 
ideology. Every day, since 1948, people in Israel are required to face this conflict. On the 
one hand, there is a covenant between Jews and the land of Israel. This loyalty demands us 
to protect this land and guard her with all our means. On the other hand, is the basic desire 
to lead a peaceful and normal life; sending eighteen year olds to the army does not quite fit 
in to this category. The binding of Isaac appears time after time in co ntemporary Hebrew 
literature and art. Menashe Kadishmen, an Israeli artist, created a series of sculptures 
representing the binding of Isaac story, and spoke openly about how this was part of his 
process of dealing with his own son joining the IDF. Books, plays and poems also made 

attempts to portray, with a modern interpretation, this dreadful moment of facing the 
ultimate sacrifice. At times Isaac is giving himself heroically and at other times, Sarah the 
mother, refuses to give her son away. It is intere sting to see how the approach to this 
sacrifice has changed through the years. The approach moved from relating to the Akedah 
as a necessity, a heroic act that is not to be questioned, to a symbol being challenged.  

ñAkedat Yitzhakò, the poem by Naomi Shemer is not accepting nor challenging this reality, it 

calls for one wish ï ñLay not your hand upon the ladò. It is not a protest; it is a cry and a 
prayer of so many families hoping that this bitter reality of young people facing danger will 
not end in trag edy. Some twenty years after being publicised, this poem became associated 
with Israelôs former Prime Minister and Noble Peace Price winner, Yitzhak Rabin. During the 
time of signing  the peace agreement with Jordan Rabin addressed the UN: ñYour Majesty, 
we  have both seen a lot in our lifetime. We have both seen too much suffering. What will 
you leave to your children? What will I leave to my grandchildren? I have only dreams: to 
build a better world --  a world of understanding and harmony, a world in which it is joy to 



live. This is not asking for too much. Today we are embarking on a battle which has no dead 
and no wounded, no blood and no anguish. This is the only battle which is a pleasure to 
wage: the battle for peace.ò Yitzhak Rabin was assassinated in the 4 th  of November, 
fourteen years ago, on the altar of peace.   

Reli Israeli is the JAFI Shlicha for the Masorti Movement UK   

 

By Rabbi Mitch Malkus  

 
In this week's parasha, Va -yera, Avraham audaciously confronts God for his decision to 
destroy the city of Sdom. Despite the fact that the Torah makes it known that the 
Sodomites are pagans and have clearly acted in immoral ways, Avraham argues with God 
back and forth over their fate until finally God announ ces that he will not destroy the city.  
  

This story and the specific argument that Avraham has with God teaches us two important 
lessons about the power we as individuals have to affect change in the world and our ability 
to speak truth to power.  
  

The fir st lesson emerges from the specific nature of Avraham's argument with God. 
Avraham does not ask God to simply save the righteous of Sdom, he begs that the entire 

city be saved for the sake of the few righteous people that live there. Why? Because 
hopefully  those righteous people may lead all of the people to change their ways.  
  

The second lesson that we learn from the parasha is that God is the one who demands that 
people speak truth to power, even if that power is God's self. In Chapter 18 verses 17 -19, 
God says, ñShall I hide from Avraham what I am about to do, since Avraham is to become a 
great and populous nation and all the nations of the earth are to bless themselves by Him? 
For I have singled him out, that he may instruct his children and his posteri ty to keep the 
way of the Lord by doing what is right and just éò As descendants of Avraham we are called 
on to both speak truth to power and to teach others to do the same.  
  

This idea is best captured in a famous Hasidic story. When Reb Yaakov Arye of Ro dzhimin 
once visited the Kotzker Rebbe, a saintly recluse oppressed by the evil in the world, his host 

asked him, ñFor what reason was man put on this earth?ò Reb Yaakov answered that ñman 
was created to repair his own soul.ò ñNo,ò the Kotzker shouted back in disapproval. ñMan 
was put on this earth to hold up heaven!ò 

 

LLEECCHH  LLEECCHHAA   

1133tthh  CChheesshhvvaann  55777700  ~~  3311sstt  OOccttoobbeerr  22000099   

BByy  MMiicchhaaeell  GGlluucckkmmaann   

Journeying easily is so central to our lives that inevitably we take it for granted. We can reach any part of the planet 

within 24hours. We can carry in our pockets a device which pin point our position to within a metre. That very 



device will also enable us to maintain contact with those we love back home. We make these journeys without a 

second thought; be they for meetings, family occasions or holidays. The world is truly our oyster.  

Compare this with the opening of today‘s Sidrah where God tells Abram to travel from his home to an unknown 

place.  

- - -   

Now the LORD said to Abram: 'Go for yourself out of your country, and from your birthplace and from your father's 

house, to the land that I will show you. [Gen 12:1]  

-  comments that that it means go 

to you, for your benefit and for your good. Many of us are only one generation from having to make such a journey 

and understand only too well the emotional scars it left behind. So what benefit can be drawn from such a journey 
involving, as the verse describes, such a painful wrench in an era when even the journey itself was fraught with 

danger.  

A story involving travel always brings to mind the Nachman of Bratslav tale of the poor Jew who dreams of treasure 

buried under the base of a bridge in Prague. Travelling for three days he locates the bridge only to find it under 
heavy guard. Eventually he is accosted by one of the guards who ridicules his story. ―Why!‖ says the guard, ―If I let 

my life be guided by visions, I would be well on my way to the house of some poor Jew three days travel distant. 

For just last night I dreamt that a poor Jew in that city has, buried in his cellar, a treasure which awaits discovery." 

The poor Jew returns home. He digs in his cellar and finds the fortune. The story has always intrigued me. Is it 

telling us that how ever much you travel the treasure is at home all the time? Or is it that only through making that 

journey that you are able to discover the treasure?  

The treasure for Abram is that God promises that ―I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make 

your name great; …..‖ but clearly to find that treasure Abram must travel. In many ways it will be a journey of self 

discovery as the phrase 'Go to you‘ could be understood.  

We read this story every year. I think that it teaches an important lesson. It is a reminder of our need to keep 

journeying for to stay in the same place is to go backwards. As Masorti Jews we are constantly on that journey of 

self discovery as we try to find ways of synthesising our traditions with modern western values and enable us to 

travel through life as proud practising Jews fully engaged in the society around us.  

Michael Gluckman is Executive Director of AMS  

 

By Barry Silverman  

- -- -   

God brought him outside, and said: 'Look to the heavens and count the stars if you are able to count them'; and He 

said unto him ‗That's how your children will be.‘ [ Bereishit 15:5]  

We would assume from the verse that this encounter took place at night. However, it is only later in the narrative 

where we read that the sun had set. Therefore, this meeting must have taken place during the daytime and the 

question is how could Avraham see and count the stars while the sun was still shining?  

The answer is that God did not really expect Avraham to count the stars to see how numerous his offspring would 

be. God did not intend to promise Avraham that his children would be great in number. In fact, we Jews are a very 



small part of the world's population. Rather, God's promise was that although the Jewish people would not be 

mighty in numbers as compared to the other nations, they would be endowed with spiritual qualities so great that 

they would act as teachers and guides for all the rest of humanity. All the nations would look to the people of Israel 

for without the light spread by Israel, the world would sink into utter darkness.  

The Lord said to Avraham, "Look towards heaven, while it is still day and the sun is shining, and count the stars if 

you are able to count them." Of course he couldn't count them. The stars are in the sky, but it is daytime, and the one 

great light of the sun eclipses the light of the millions and millions of stars in the heavens.  

Avraham learned from this that virtues are more important than numbers. One great shining sun can be stronger than 

millions of stars. That's what God meant when God said; "That's how your children will be." Not like the stars, but 

like the sun. The descendants of Avraham will be few and they will be vastly outnumbered by the other peoples of 

the world. But the spirit of Judaism, the light of the Torah, will stand invincible, outlasting all the many nations and 

their mighty armies.  

 

NNOOAACCHH   

66tthh  CChheesshhvvaann  55777700  ~~  2244tthh  OOccttoobbeerr  22000099   

BByy  MMaarrcc  SShhooffffrreenn   

An enormous carving of various biblical scenes adorned our living room wall during my pre-teenage years. The 

carving was a curious inheritance from an uncle, who had commissioned it as the first half of a decoration for his 

flat, and then, mysteriously, never ordered the second part.  

My brothers and I spent hours identifying the pictures depicted in the carvings. Most were familiar from cheder; the 

garden of Eden, the ark, babel, the akedah… but one carving eluded us. It depicted a man lolling naked on a bed, 

while two others walked backwards with a blanket covering him up. The carving bemused us, until a rainy afternoon 

and an old family bible took us to Bereishit 9: 20-23, an epilogue to the story of ark in which Noah plants vines, 

makes wine and becomes the first person in the world to become drunk. It was frankly a bit of a surprise. Our naïve 
Orthodox day school education and kindly Reform cheder teachers hadn‘t prepared us for nudity and drunkenness in 

the bible. The image of Noah laid out on his bed, being covered by his sons walking backwards, is one that has 

played in my imagination ever since. I‘ve often wondered why of all the biblical stories my uncle, detached from 

Judaism as he was, choose this image.  

The text of Noah is one of the most interesting, and problematic of the Genesis texts. For modern scholars it is an oft 

cited proof text of the documentary hypothesis, demonstrating the interweaving of differing Israelite narratives into 

a patchwork text. It also marks a link between the mythological, ‗primeval‘ history of early Genesis, into the 

Ancestral stories of the first Jewish family. Yet many adults who I speak to about the bible find it difficult to see 

Noah as anything more significant than the cuddly image of the nice animal man repeatedly depicted in children‘s 

books, songs and cartoons.  

The biblical narrative that we encounter in Bereishit is a deep and challenging text that explores the complexity of 

human life and human leadership. It shows us as people that we can achieve incredible things, but are subject to 

failings and weaknesses. It is no coincidence that Noah, who is described initially as a ‗righteous man‘, the man who 

builds an ark for every creature (albeit with God‘s helps), turns out to be a bit of a let down. It is a sombre reminder 

that whatever we are given the opportunity to do, whatever we achieve in life, whatever we are proud of, we also 

tend to be the makers of our own failure.  



Perhaps my uncle‘s choice in including this more obscure episode in carving of the bible was because of this reason 

– to remind himself, and those who worked through the carving‘s series of carefully depicted images, that the bible 

is a monument to our supreme ability as humans for creativity, ingenuity and goodness, but also of our potential to 

muck up and to fall down.  

Marc Shoffren is a member of KNMS  

 

By Rabbi Paul Drazen  

Some websites seem to thrive on posting embarrassing videos of people. It's unfortunate; such videos do nothing to 

improve the world; there is no good which comes of such activity. The question is, ―Why do people make these 

videos? Why do people get a thrill in destroying another person?‖ Why is shredding a person's feelings something in 

which many people take pride and find enjoyment? Web sites are new, but the issue of deliberately hurting people is 

not new; the rabbis of old dealt with such behaviour.  

The rabbis of the Talmud were a puzzled by the literal meaning of the verse found in this week‘s parasha, Noah, "He 

who sheds the blood of a human in the human." They explained, when the blood leaves a person‘s face and he is left 

pale, "his blood shall be shed," it is as if he had lost his life. Restated, The rabbis said that a person who embarrasses 

another person in public is considered as if they had taken a life. To the rabbis, humiliating another person is so vile 

that it was equated with murder. The rabbis teach that, without exception, we may not treat other people poorly. 

Publicly shaming another person has an effect on that person's very being. And once the damage is done, it cannot 

be undone.  

Consider what Maimonides wrote as he expounded on this section, ―we may not call a person by a name of which he 

feels ashamed, nor relate anything in his presence which humiliates him.‖ Imagine how much easier growing up 

would have been (for most of us) if people lived by that directive! Imagine how much easier life would today if in 

our actions towards others we never deliberately did or said something to embarrass another? Consider for a 

moment, how hard is it, really, to avoid actions which humiliates or shames others?  

We have all had interactions with people who behave as if embarrassing another person is an effective way to work 

with others. Yet that behaviour is difficult; it makes us feel miserable. Yet, how many of us have told such a person 

that we find that kind of behaviour unacceptable? Worse, how many of us go and do the same to someone else?  

For generations people have disregarded other people's feelings. That is why, no doubt, the rabbis interpreted the 

verse in parashat Noah as they did and codified the laws as they did. Humiliating another may not be murder, but it's 

close. And that‘s a distance we should all learn to keep.  

Taken from the   ñTwo Minute Torah Podcastò of KOACH College Outreach. More can be 
found on their website   www.koach.org  
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Parashat Bôreshit is perplexing. What, for instance, is meant by the statement that human 
beings are created in the image and likeness of God? The Mishna (Sanhedrin 37a) points 
out that, while all coins bear an identical image, no human being is an exact c opy of 
another. Therefore humans cannot have a physical resemblance to God. In any case, it is 

pointless to limit the Almighty to a particular set of anthropomorphic qualities. Man, 
however, has similar moral potential to the Divine.  

Again, what is the ro le of human beings? They were not merely to laze about, but   to look 
after the Garden of Eden, the paradise that could have been the human condition if Adam 
and Eve had not disobeyed Godôs command. They were also to óhave dominionô over the 
animals. Does t his mean that they could kill and eat them? Probably not, because eating 

animals was not specifically permitted until the generation of Noah. The traditional view, 
which some would judge self -contradictory, has been that, while we must treat animals 
kindly , under certain conditions we may eat them.  

It is even more difficult   to understand how exactly Adam and Eve sinned in eating the fruit 
of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. Isnôt it a good thing to be able to 
differentiate between Good and Evil?  Or was the purpose of the prohibition to discover 
whether Adam and Eve would be obedient?   Perhaps the clue to the puzzle is that when the 
couple ate the forbidden fruit they learnt to be ashamed of their nakedness and covered 
themselves. Can it be accide ntal that the craftiness of the serpent and the nakedness of 
Adam and Eve are described by the same, or very similar, Hebrew words? The serpent is 
Arum: they are Erumim. The serpent was hairless, that is bare, but cunning. Adam and Eve 
were naked also, but  when they covered themselves after they had eaten the fruit, they 

took the first step in learning how to deceive others and to conceal their true nature.  

Again, why was Cainôs sacrifice rejected but Abelôs accepted? The plain text or peshat 
doesnôt give a reason, so the Midrash suggests that Cain offered it in the wrong spirit. 
However, perhaps Scripture is seeking   to explain that life can indeed sometimes be unjust. 
óWhy does your face fall?ô God asks Cain,  and then, óIf you are good, shall it not be lifted?ô 
This question may mean that, whether or not it was unjust to reject Cainôs sacrifice, the 
important thing is to accept the rejection because, in another vivid metaphor, óSin crouches 
at the doorô, ever waiting to embroil the person who rails against the inevitable injustices of 
this world.  

So, to continue striving to interpret these early chapters of the Torah highlights the wisdom 
of the advice given in Pirke Avot (Ethics of the Fathers   V,25):óTurn it and turn it over and 
over again, for everythi ng is in it...ô 

Michael Alpert is a member of NLS  

 

By Richard Moline  

This week, after we have completed our commemoration and celebration of a string of 
holidays, we begin our reading of the Torah anew with Parashat Bereshit, the first few 
chapters of the Book of Genesis. The creation story is well known to us ï we are prov ided a 
narrative taking us through the seven days of creation ï each day providing us with 
something new to find its place and its purpose in God's world. We learn about the creation 
of heaven and earth, of land and water, of animals that walk, swim and fl y, of plants and of 



human beings. The narrative seems to have accounted for everything ï everything, that is, 
except for God.  

Where does God come from? Is it enough to accept God's presence as a given and simply 
move on? Do we take the story literally -  or  do we accept it as metaphor and attempt to 
figure out its meaning? And here's the heretical question ï does it really matter?  

These questions, of course, are not new. They are the centrepiece of many a theological 
discussion and political debate; discusse d by the devoutly religious and the unabashed 
secularist.  

Midrash Rabbah, suggests that the Torah begins with the Hebrew letter bet ï the first letter 
of the word Bereshit (meaning "in the beginning") ï because the bet is closed on three sides 
and open onl y in the front, suggesting that what happened before creation is simply 
impenetrable. Human knowledge and human understanding clearly is limited. Perhaps we 
don't have the ability to fully comprehend. If we accept this premise, we find ourselves 
confrontin g emunah ï confronting faith. How much do we take on faith ï how much do we 

simply accept?  

While belief and faith in God forms our foundation, blind faith and blanket acceptance of 
"God's will" has little basis in Jewish life. Our ancestor Jacob had his na me changed by God 
to Israel ï Yisrael ï after he had a dream where he wrestled with an angel. That name, 
Yisrael ï means "to wrestle" or "to struggle" with God. Our mandate is to balance faith and 
struggle; we don't accept things blindly, nor do we stifle our questioning.  

We live in an uncertain world in uncertain times. Fundamentalist approaches may provide 
easy answers and comfort when things are tough. But they deny us the opportunity to 
engage in that struggle ï to truly become b'nei Yisrael ï God's chi ldren who struggle with 
the Divine.  

Taken from the   ñTwo Minute Torah Podcastò of KOACH College Outreach. More can be 
found on their website   www.koach.org  
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For the past seven days of Sukkot, each time we‘ve prepared to eat in the Sukkah, we have checked the skies for any 

sign of rain, hoping and praying that it will stay dry, at least until the end of the meal. There is nothing so 

disappointing as laying the table ready for a festive meal, only to find yourself running for cover, clutching plates 

and cutlery, half way through the first course.  

And yet, rain is a central theme of the festival of Sukkot. In Temple times, a water-libation ceremony was performed 

throughout the festival, accompanied by joyous, often riotous celebration, known as Simchat Beit Ha-Shoeva. The 

Talmud (BT Taanit 2b) suggests that the four species, all of which are acutely dependent on water, act as a graphic 

reminder of our dependence on water, and on our reliance on God to provide it. It was on Sukkot, the Rabbis 

http://www.koach.org/


instructed, that the world is ―judged for rain‖, and the annual allocation of rainfall was decided (Mishna Rosh 

Hashanah 1:2).  

The connection between Sukkot and water seems to be an ancient one. The prophet Zechariah imagined a future age 

in which all the nations of the world would make a pilgrimage to Jerusalem on the festival of Sukkot. Any 

community that failed to arrive ―shall receive no rain‖ (Zech. 14:17)  

And yet, sitting in our Sukkah, rain is the last thing we want. In the Mishna, the Rabbis observed that rainfall during 

the festival of Sukkot was a sign of God‘s displeasure. They likened it to ―a slave who comes to pour a cup for his 

master, and instead throws it in his face‖ (Mishna Sukkah 2:9). The Rabbis were acutely aware, not simply of the 

vital importance of rainfall, but of rainfall at the correct time. For this reason, we wait until Shemini Atzeret before 

we begin praying for the coming year‘s rainfall. Tefilat Geshem – the Prayer for Rain – is the highlight of Shemini 

Atzeret. Recited by the Chazzan at the beginning of the repetition of the Mussaf Amidah, it is a beautifully crafted 

liturgical poem, composed in the Middle Ages by Eleazar Kallir. Traditionally, the Chazzan wears a white kittel, 

reminiscent of Yom Kippur, and the melodies used are also borrowed from that day. The staging of the prayer adds 

to the spectacle and highlights the crucial importance of our need for rain.  

The poem is addressed directly to God, who is called to remember the faithfulness of our ancestors, using a repeated 

motif of water. Moses drifting in the basket on the waters of the Nile, Jacob who rolled the well-stone to reveal the 

water in the well, Isaac who was prepared to allow his father to slaughter him and spill his blood like water – all are 

recalled in the poem. In recent years, complementary versions of the poem have been written in which female 
ancestors are added to the roll-call, including Miriam who led the celebration after the splitting of the waters of the 

Red Sea, Rebecca who fed the strangers with water from the well and Rachel, who wept tears of salty water as her 

descendants were exiled to the waters of Babylon.  

Rina Wolfson is a member of KNMS 

 

By Rabbi Shlomo Tucker  

At the end of the Sukkot festival there are two additional festivals, Shemini Atzeret and Simchat Torah, which have 

some unusual aspects to them. First, whereas all of the major festivals described in the Torah have an explanation as 

to their meaning written in the Torah the festival of Shemini Atzeret, which is usually translated as the Eighth Day 

of Solemn Assembly, does not have any explanation as to its significance written in the Torah. The fact that it comes 

at the end of the Sukkot festival encourages us to seek a connection, but none is forthcoming in the Torah itself.  

Secondly, the day with which it has been joined in Israel – Simchat Torah – is not mentioned in the Torah and seems 

to have begun in the geonic period built upon Talmudic references. Lastly, Shemini Atzeret has no special Mitzvot 

of its own – no Shofar, no Matzah, no willow branches, no pouring of water. We therefore have a Biblical festival 
with no designated reason and meaning and with no clear historical or agricultural connection, joined with a post 

Biblical festival with a very strong underlying rationale for its existence – to celebrate the completion and immediate 

recommencement of study of the Torah. After the symbol rich festival of Sukkot, with the four species, the sukkah, 

the pouring of the water, and the willow branches, this is startling.  

"All" that Shemini Atzeret (in its combination with Simchat Torah) has to offer as a special symbol is the Torah. 

However, perhaps this is as it should be if the meaning of Shemini Atzeret is Jewish unity, as suggested by Rabbi 

Yisrael Rodzin. Torah is the bedrock of Jewishness. Whether individual Jews relate to the Torah as directly 

transmitted by God to Moses, or as an edited document reflecting different historical periods and perspectives, or as 

revealed to human beings through divine inspiration, or based on any other philosophical conception, does not 

matter. In all cases it is the irreducible bedrock on which all Jewish expression and creativity is based. And, in being 

so, it represents Jewish unity better than any other symbol or idea. This, then, is the meaning of the joining of 

Shemini Atzeret and Simchat Torah – Jewish unity must be based on Torah. Whereas the four species, the sukkah 



and the other symbols of Sukkot and of the other festivals are important culturally and (to some people) as Mitzvot, 

the more sure path to ensure Jewish unity is through love of Torah and Torah study.  

Study of Torah has universal appeal; celebration of its specialness through song and dance is a natural expression 

that can attract Jews from all perspectives and streams of thought. That celebration on Shemini Atzeret/Simchat 

Torah in which all of the Jewish People can take part, can serve as an antidote to the disease of divisiveness and 

contention within our ranks. May we all be privileged to celebrate Shemini Atzeret and Simchat Torah as one united 

people, recognising the unifying and sanctifying power of the Torah.  

From: The Israel Masorti Movement 

  

 

SSUUKKKKOOTT   

1155tthhTTiisshhrrii  55777700  ~~  33rrdd  OOccttoobbeerr  22000099   

BByy  MMaatttt  PPlleenn   

The Jewish year is mapped out by coherent cycles of holidays. The three pilgrim festivals, Pesach, Shavuot and 

Sukkot follow the progress of agriculture from first fruits through to the harvest. Springtime is defined by the story 

of the Exodus (Pesach), culminating in the Revelation at Sinai (Shavuot), with the motif of slavery and freedom 

underscored by the modern additions of Yom HaShoa - commemorating the Holocaust - and Yom Ha'Atzmaut, 

which celebrates the creation of Israel. But autumn presents us with an enigma: what is the connection between the 

personal, spiritual drama of judgment and repentance traced out by Elul, Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, and the 

joyous holiday of Sukkot with its collective, historical and agricultural themes?  

Sukkot certainly focuses on the collective, but at its core is a personal, ultimately more poignant theme: home. 

Sukkot highlights the contrast between permanence and security and the transience of homeless wandering. Home is 

associated with rootedness in the Land, represented by the Israeli crops we bring together when we shake the lulav 

and etrog, while homelessness is evoked by images of the desert, brought to life as we sit in our temporary shelter – 

the sukkah.  

Yet home and family are themselves associated with fragility. In another interpretation of the festival‘s symbols, the 

sukkah and the lulav are not opposites. Instead, their juxtaposition symbolises the fragile foundations of what are 

seemingly permanent relationships, including the bonds of marriage and family, not only between partners but all 

too often between parents and children.  

If human relations are by their nature ephemeral, engaging in a committed relationship requires a leap of faith: we 

can never know for sure whether the powerful inner life of the relationship will be enough to sustain it beyond 
tomorrow. In his book I and Thou, Jewish existentialist Martin Buber emphasized the inherently transient nature of 

relationships by describing them as flashes of lightning. Yet he wrote that ‗The moments of supreme encounter are 

no mere flashes of lightning in the dark but like a rising moon in a clear starry night….‘ How can a relationship 

symbolised by the constant light of the moon be constructed on the basis of momentary flashes of lightning?  

Psalm 27 is recited as part of the daily liturgy from the first of Elul until Hoshana Rabba – it constitutes a connection 

between the Days of Awe and Sukkot, and also provides insight into the dilemma raised by Buber. ‗Though my 

father and my mother leave me,‘ writes the Psalmist, ‗the Lord will care for me.‘ A bond with God is an antidote to 

the transience of the seemingly most permanent human relations. Earlier in the text this reliance on God is 

elaborated. ‗If war besets me, in this I trust: one thing I ask of the Lord, only this do I seek – to live in the house of 



the Lord all the days of my life…. He will shelter me in his pavilion (sukkoh) on an evil day, grant me the protection 

of his tent….‘ Puzzlingly, the poet‘s sense of security emanates not from any promise on God‘s part, but from his 

own quest. Even the object of desire is the transitory shelter of a sukkah or tent.  

Relationships, whether with human beings or with God, come with no guarantee of success or permanence. Rosh 

Hashana and Yom Kippur are about the need for teshuva, usually translated as repentance but whose true meaning is 

return: the process of turning back towards friends, partners and God in order to sustain our relationships with them. 

The deeply ambiguous symbolism of Sukkot reminds us that this quest for meaningful relationships is constantly 

threatened by the inherent fragility of even the most permanent connections, and therefore demands our unremitting 

commitment.  

Matt Plen is the AMS Movement Director 

 

By Rabbi Matthew Berkowitz  

Yesterday evening we heralded in the first festival of the Jewish year, Sukkot. Between Motzei Yom Kippur (the 

evening concluding Yom Kippur) and Friday, sukkot (temporary booths) are built all around the Jewish world. It is 

an especially memorable event in Israel where cities and villages alike are transformed by the festival greenery. 

Special markets spring up across the country peddling the four species that are brought together as we celebrate the 

absolute joy of the holiday.  

The fragrance of the etrog embraces all as we enter the sukkah, declaring our faith in God's protection. That said, the 

sukkah is not only at the essence of Sukkot; the sukkah, in all its beauty and symbolism provides a powerful bridge 

between the most sacred day of the year, Yom Kippur, and the harvest festival of Sukkot. The sukkah is mentioned 

explicitly in the Book of Jonah, read on Yom Kippur afternoon. Then, with the conclusion of Yom Kippur, the 

rabbis encourage us to immediately begin building a sukkah. What do the juxtaposition of these two sukkot teach 

us? What lesson can be gleaned from this powerful, yet temporary structure?  

The sukkah or booth makes its first and only appearance in the Book of Jonah in the fourth and final chapter. Having 

preached God's admonition to the inhabitants of Nineveh and having witnessed the full repentance of the Ninevites 

along with God's forgiveness, Jonah is furious - and retreats to the outskirts of Nineveh to wait and see what will 

ultimately become of these wayward but repentant Assyrians. We are told that Jonah, "found a place east of the city. 

He made a booth (sukkah) there and sat under it in the shade, until he should see what happened to the city" (Jonah 

4:5).  

Although a sukkah is typically associated with peace, shelter and God's beneficence, Jonah turns the true image of 

the sukkah on its head. It is as if Jonah is lying in wait. Dissatisfied and even angry with the mercy God has shown 

to the Ninevites, Jonah waits patiently in an attempt to prove he is right - that his pessimism will prevail and God 

will destroy the Ninevites. Jonah's behaviour is unbefitting an Israelite prophet.  

One who should be rejoicing in God's mercy becomes embittered.  

How fitting it is then that at the conclusion of Yom Kippur we are commanded to build a different kind of sukkah. 

The sukkah that we build is one that negates Jonah's pessimism in human nature. It is a sukkah that stands for peace, 

faith, shelter and ultimately in the eternal Jewish optimism of human behaviour. The liturgy itself expresses such an 

image. In the evening service of Shabbat we read, "Spread over us the shelter (sukkah) of Your peace. Praised are 

You, Lord, who spreads a shelter (sukkah) of peace over us, over all His people Israel and over Jerusalem." The 

booth that we build on Sukkot mirrors the heavenly sukkah that God spreads over us; it is an expression of hope in 

our future.  



The sukkah then is a powerful bridge between the absolute solemnity of Yom Kippur and absolute joy of Sukkot. 

On Yom Kippur, Isaiah's words propel us toward tikkun olam, repairing a broken world. Building the sukkah - our 

sukkah - becomes Israel's tikkun (apology) for Jonah's acrimonious desire.  

 

HAôAZINU Shabbat Shuva  

8th Tishri 5770 ~ 26th September 2009  

By Markus Lange  

Shuva, ―Return!‖ – what does that mean? When talking about our lives and our personal development, we often use 

the image of the way, or a path, life‘s journey from place to place. Understood most literally, return means: back to 

the beginning, back to the point of departure. If that is not entirely possible, then return means a change of direction. 

It may mean turning into a new road, choosing a different path – often to allow one to return to the starting point.  

The concept of teshuvah means something different. Rather than merely return to the old, former walk of life, 

teshuvah points into a new direction. It is about redirecting one‘s way. Teshuvah is closely related to the idea of 

turning: re-turning, over-turning, reversing or even turning inside-out (an idea, a matter or a thing) in order to reveal 

another side of the matter at hand. It is a change of perspective, seeing things and people from a new angle. We may 

even see it as observing ourselves in a mirror.  

Coming back to the image of the path, the idea of teshuvah involves some form of (re)turning. Of fundamental 

importance is this: prior to any turning or returning what is needed is a turning inward, followed by a very personal 

examination and transformation deep inside of us.  

Many of us may know or have experienced at times the sense that there is no return, neither in life nor in history. 

History and our own personal stories continue—with or without our active involvement. They move forward, into 

the future, toward the new and unknown. As much as the past is a part of us and we are a part of it, so too we can 

strive to engage with the future, our own and that of the world in which we live. Through planning and careful 

thinking, informed by our dreams, visions and ideals, we engage the future. That means turning what‘s inside of us 

outside—through action done collectively, together, one for another.  

Moses walked a way for which there was no turning back, a long path, a new land ahead, with a better future in 

mind. Moses‘ farewell speech of Ha-Azinu is not so much about the end of Moses‘ journey, but much more about 

the continuation of the path he has begun. We are here today because many generations after Moses continued the 

journey, the journey that began when the people left slavery behind in order to serve God and the world in new 

ways. What kept them going? What was at the centre of their inner motivation to continue on their Jewish path?  

There is an inspiring teaching ascribed to Rabbi Zuzya of Hanipol in which he has chosen five biblical statements 

summarizing the core of Jewish living. Each of those five quotes begins with one of the five Hebrew letters in the 

word הבושת teshuvah, ―(re)turning‖:  

  Tamim tiyeh im Adonay elohekha. Be wholehearted with Adonay your God. (Deuteronomy 18:13) –ת 

  Shiviti Adonay l‘negdi tamid. I am ever mindful of Adonay‘s presence. (Psalms 16:8) –ש 

  V‘ahavta l‘reakha kamokha. Love your fellow as yourself. (Leviticus 19:18) –ו 

  B‘khol d‘rakhekha da‘e‘hu. In all your ways acknowledge God. (Proverbs 3:6) –ב 



  .Hagid lekha adam ma-tov…v‘hatzne‘a lekhet im-elohekha –ה 

God has told you, human, what is good…and to walk modestly with your God. (Micah 6:8) These five biblical 

statements on the one hand convey what constitute teshuvah, various forms of turning: inwardly, to God, to other 

people, and to the world around. And on the other hand, they can be the lines on a map which help us find good 

ways through life, looking at life as a spiritual journey that begins with the inner movements inside of each of us and 

can set good and new things in motion when the traveling through time is done in community.  

Markus Lange is a rabbinic student and member of New North London Synagogue  

Torah Sparks  

May my discourse come down as the rain, my speech distil as the dew, like showers on young growth, like droplets 

on the grass. (Deuteronomy 32:2) A.  

A. The hallowed words of the Torah may be likened to rain. While the rain falls we still cannot see the benefit it 

brings to the trees, the plants, and the soil. It is only later, when the sun shines again, that we see what the rain has 

wrought. We find the same to be true with regard to the words of the Torah. While they are uttered we still cannot 

see what they will accomplish on earth, but in the end all will know what they have wrought. (Rabbi Simcha Bunim 

of Przysucha, 1765-1827, Poland)  

B. ―Like showers on the young growth.‖ Just as these showers come down on the young growth and cause them to 

grow – some of them red, some green, some black, and some white – so it is with the words of Torah. Some men 

[who study it] are wise, some are wealthy, some are righteous, and some are pious. (Sifrei, Piska 306)  

C.  Even as rain gives life to the world, so words of Torah give life to the world. But while some people in the world 

rejoice in rain, others are grieved by it. Thus he whose pit or vat is full of wine, or his threshing floor full of grain, is 

distressed by rain. Is the same true of words of Torah? [No, indeed], for Scripture goes on to say, ―My speech distil 
as the dew.‖ As all people in the world – all – rejoice in dew, so all people in the world, in all of it, rejoice in words 

of Torah. (Sifrei, Piska 306)  

 

D. Rain enables plants to grow only if the area has been plowed and sowed first, whereas if the area has not been 

planted all that the rain produces is mud. The same is true for Torah thoughts. They improve a person whose mind 

has been properly ploughed and sowed, but if a person has not been prepared for them, they cause more damage 

than good. Thus, if a person is worthy, the Torah is an elixir of life, whereas if he is not worthy it is poisonous. 

(Ma‘ayanah shel Torah, Rabbi Alexander Zusia Friendman, 1897-1943, Poland)  

Sparks for Discussion  

The rabbis often compare Torah to water – as water descends from heaven, so Torah descends from heaven; as 

water is free for all, so Torah is free for all; as water is priceless, so Torah is priceless, etc. Can you think of other 

similarities? Since water is now a branded consumer product rather than a commodity, how might this new way of 

seeing water influence how we see Torah?  

Sometimes rain is not only unwelcome but destructive. Is it possible for Torah to be harmful? How? What do you 

think Ma‘ayanah shel Torah means by ―if he is not worthy it is poisonous‖? 

 

ROSH HASHANAH  

1st Tishri 5770 ~ 19th September 2009 
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Rosh Hashanah I - ˼˞ ˫x  ˧ˮs˷s  ˷˞˶ 

Genesis 21:1 - 34 Maftir: Numbers 29:1-6 

Haftarah: I Samuel 1:1 - 2:10 

Rosh Hashanah II - ˼˟ ˫x  ˧ˮs˷s  ˷˞˶ 

Genesis 22:1 - 24 Maftir: N umbers 29:1-6 

Haftarah: Jeremiah 31:2- 20 

  

By Rabbi Chaim Weiner 
  
The central prayer on Rosh Hashanah is Aleinu Leshbeach. It comes in the middle of the Musaf service – and is 

marked by the congregation bowing down to the ground during the prayer. This is one of the few times during the 

year that Jews bow so low in prayer. The dramatic combination of the haunting melody, the bowing and the intense 

service makes this one of the most memorable parts of the Rosh Hashanah liturgy. 

We know the Aleinu from our daily and Shabbat services. This is a change that took place during the middle ages. 
The first blood libel in Europe took place in the town of Blois, in northern France. The Jews of the town were burnt 

to death. One of the witnesses to this horrible event records that as the Jews were being killed, they sang a haunting 

song – the like of which he had never heard before. He enquired and found out that the song they were singing was 

the Aleinu. 

The Aleinu is a prayer about the Oneness of God, and celebrates the special Jewish relationship with God. As the 

Jews were being persecuted for their faith – the words ‗He is our God – there is no other‘ resonated with the martyrs 

of the middle ages – perhaps even more than the Shema. The Aleinu became the martyrs prayer – and became so 

popular that it was moved into the daily service. 

Many modern Jews feel uncomfortable with the Aleinu. The prayer is very particularistic – and this does not sit will 

with people raised with universalistic values. It celebrates our unique relationship with God at a time when we 

believe that all people are equal in the eyes of God. One line – ‗they bow to smoke and nothingness and pray to a 

God who does not redeem‘ – was removed in the middle ages by Christian censors. When the famous Dutch Jew 

Menashe ben Israel was pleading with Oliver Cromwell to readmit the Jews to England – he included an apology for 

this prayer in his letter of request. But the power of the Aleinu outlived all of these controversies. 

The Aleinu was and remains one of the most powerful prayers in the Siddur. It is at Rosh Hashanah that we find it in 

its original context – the place that it can be best appreciated. This year – let go of your inhibitions – and allow 

yourself to succumb to its power and majesty. You will not be disappointed. 

  

Rabbi Weiner is head of the European Masorti Bet Din and Masorti Europe Director 
  

 

By Rabbi Matthew Berkowitz 



Hallel, the compilation of psalms recited on Jewish festivals and observances throughout the year, is the 

quintessential expression of joy. All of the psalms woven into this section of the liturgy contain the word, Hallel, or 

praise. Joyous melodies and vivid imagery typically characterize the recitation of Hallel and so its recitation 

becomes a truly moving experience of prayer. Given its central importance during holidays, one would expect not 

only the recitation of Hallel on Rosh Hashanah, but some embellished version of the typical Hallel text. After all, we 

are gathered as a nation, to commemorate the beginning of the Jewish year. What could be a more appropriate time 

to express our praise of God and of God's creations? And yet, Hallel is absent. It is both a deafening and pregnant 

silence in the Rosh Hashanah liturgy.  

Why this restriction on the recitation of Hallel? 

The Talmud, in Tractate Rosh Hashanah 32b, gives us the rabbinic reason for the absence of Hallel. We read, 

"Rabbi Abahu said: The ministering angels said before the Holy One, Master of the Universe, why do the Jews not 

recite song [Hallel] before You on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur? God replied, 'Is it possible that a King be 

seated on the Throne of Judgment and the Books of Life and Death are open and the Jews should recite Hallel?' " 

The midrash quoted by Rabbi Abahu identifies the solemnity of Rosh Hashanah as the reason for the non-recitation 

of Hallel. Still, the answer remains unsatisfying. After all, the second mishnah of Tractate Rosh Hashanah points out 

that "the world is judged at four times over the year: on Passover for grain; on the Festival of Shavuot for produce; 

on Rosh Hashanah, all the inhabitants of the world . . . and on Sukkot, they are judged for water" (Mishnah Rosh 

Hashanah 1:2). If this is indeed the case, then Hallel should be forbidden on Passover, Shavuot and Sukkot as well, 

since these are times of solemn judgment.  

How can we sharpen our understanding of this curious prohibition? 

Rabbi Dr. Zvi Yehudah, Professor Emeritus of Judaic Studies at the Cleveland College of Jewish Studies, offered a 

precious insight toward the resolution of our dilemma. In a d'var Torah, I once heard, Dr. Yehudah wove together a 

warning in Exodus and the proscription of Hallel on Rosh Hashanah. In Exodus 23: 6-8 we are warned, "You shall 

not subvert the rights of the needy in their disputes. Keep far from a false charge; do not bring death on those who 

are innocent and in the right, for I will not acquit the wrongdoer. Do not take bribes, for bribes blind the clear-

sighted and upset the pleas of those who are in the right." Since God is sitting in judgment on Rosh Hashanah, 

deciding the fate of each of us, it is as if we are pleading in God's Court. And so, to sing verses of praise, as we do in 

Hallel, would be tantamount to offering God a bribe. This, in turn, would inevitably affect God's judgment. The 

personal verdict must rest solely on teshuvah (repentance), tefilah (prayer), and tzedakah (righteousness). 

Dr. Yehudah offers us not only an important insight into a liturgical quandary, but more importantly, he offers us an 

insight into God's Character. The Torah's legislation is not solely for us, it is for the Lawgiver as well. God strives to 

be a God of Justice. 

 



NITZAVIM/VAYELECH  

23rd Elul 5769 ~ 12th September 2009  

By Elaine Grazin  

I am indebted to Rafi Zarumôs Torah LôAm [É 2002 UJIA] course for leading me to focus on 
a passage at the end of Parshat Nitzavim.  

This is Mosesô final speech, having been told by God he may not cross the Jordan river and 
enter the promised land.   He is speaking on behalf of God to every one of   the Children of 
Israel, as we are told earlier in the parsha: ñyour leaders, your chiefs, your elders, your law 
enforcers, every Israelite man,   your children, your women éééééeven your woodcutters 
and water drawers.ò.  

Knowing how challenging the Israelit esô behaviour has been on their journey, Moses offers 

them a stark choice:   ñBehold I have set before you today life and good, and death and evil, 
inasmuch as I command you this day to love the Lord your God, to walk in His ways, and to 
observe his command mentsò.    

Within the following sentences are three references to ha'adamah and ha'aretz ï the earth 
or land, which God has promised to the Children of Israel.  

In Bereshit, when Adam and Eve were expelled from the Garden of Eden, God cursed them, 
saying:   ñ by the sweat of your brow you will eat bread until you return to the earthò.   

This is recalled in the poem ñPerhaps these things never happenedééé..ò by the poet 
Rachel. Writing in 1927 of her work on a kibbutz as a new immigrant she says:   ñI got up at 
dawn to work by the sweat of my browò. . Down the centuries, we can link Adam and Eve to 
the pioneers returning to till the soil of modern Israel.    

And there are further echoes in Nitzavim of the creation narrative.   Godôs very first 
commandment in Beres hit was not to eat from the tree of knowledge of good and evil: 
breaking this commandment led to the expulsion from Eden and the introduction of labour 
and death into our world.   Now in this weekôs parsha, the Israelites are told that if they do 
not observ e Godôs commandments, the land will be blighted and death will again follow:   
ñYou will not live long days on the landò. 

In this passage, Moses calls on heaven and earth to witness the choice God has put before 
the Children of Israel.   Knowing he will no longer be there to   manage the people, he sets 
up   a lasting reminder of their obligation to keep Godôs commandments.   

We hear more echoes of Bereshit:   God is calling on His very first creations, heaven and 
earth, as a permanent witness to His covenant w ith the Israelites.   Here are the people, 
once expelled from the Garden of Eden as a punishment for breaking Godôs first 
commandment, now about to enter the promised land.  

Once again God is giving the Jewish people the chance to make the right choice and t o obey 
his commandments  



And we too are given this choice, every year, when we read Parshat Nitzavim immediately 
before the High Holydays.   This is our God -given opportunity to make teshuvah, to return to 
God and so to choose life and good over death and e vil.  

Elaine Grazin is a member of LMS  

 

Torah Sparks  

Surely this Instruction w hich I enjoin upon you this day is not too baffling for you, nor is it 
beyond reach. It is not in the heavens, that you should say, ñWho among us can go up to 
the heavens and get it for us and impart it to us, that we may observe it?ò Neither is it 
beyond the sea, that you should say, ñWho among us can cross to the other side of the sea 
and get it for us and impart it to us, that we may observe it.ò (Deuteronomy 30:11-13)  

A. Rava said, ñSet fixed times for Torah, as Avdimi bar Hana bar Dosi said, Why is it 
written, ñIt is not in the heavens... it is not beyond the sea.ò ñIt is not in the 
heavensò ï if it would be in heaven you would be obliged to go up after it. ñIt is not 
beyond the seaò ï if it would be be yond the sea you would be obliged to cross it in 
pursuit. (Talmud Eruvin 54b -55a)  

B. Every Jew is required to study Torah, whether poor or rich, healthy or ailing, young 
or old and feeble. Even a man so poor that he is maintained by charity or goes 

begging fr om door to door, as also a man with a wife and children to support, is 
under the obligation to set aside a definite period during the day and night for the 
study of the Torah... Until what period in life is one obligated to study Torah? Until 
the day of on eôs death. (Rambam (Rabbi Moses ben Maimon, 1135-1209, Spain and 
Egypt), Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Talmud Torah, 1:8,10)  

C. [The prophet] Elijah, ever mentioned on good occasions, said: Once, as I was 
walking on the road, a man who met me mocked and reviled me. I asked him, ñMy 

son, since you have refused to learn Torah, what will you say on the Day of 
Judgment?ò He replied, ñI have an answer: Understanding, knowledge, and spirit 
were not given me from Heaven [so how could I study Torah]?ò I said, ñMy son, what 
is your work?ò He replied, ñI am a trapper of fowls and fish.ò I asked, ñWho gave you 
knowledge and spirit to take flax, spin it into cords, weave the cords into nets, use 
the nets to trap fish and fowls, and sell them?ò He replied, ñUnderstanding and 
knowl edge [to do my work] were given me from Heaven.ò I said, ñTo take flax, spin 
it into cords, weave cords into nets, and use nets to trap fish and fowls, 
understanding and knowledge were given to you from Heaven. But do you suppose 
that, for words of Torah, about which it is written, óThe thing is very close to youô 
(30:14), understanding and knowledge were not given to you?ò (Tanhuma, Va-
Yeilekh, 2)  

D. Hillel said: Do not say, ñI shall study when I have leisure.ò Perhaps you will never 
have leisure. (Pirkei Avo t 2:4)  

These are the things whose fruits a person eats in this world while the capital remains for 
him in the world to come: honouring oneôs parents, the practice of loving-kindness, 
hospitality to strangers, and making peace between a person and his neigh bour. And the 
study of Torah surpasses them all. (Mishnah Peah 1:1)  

Sparks for Discussion  



How would you define Torah study? What texts and topics are included within ñTorahò? Our 
commentators insist that there are no excuses for neglecting Torah study. Do you agree? 
How might you respond to someone who claims that he would like to study Torah, but it 
just isnôt possible? What is the goal of Torah study? Why do you think the Rabbis consider 

Torah study the preeminent mitzvah?  

 

KI TAVO  

16th Elul 5769 ~ 5th September 2009  

By Rina Wolfson  

There are two distinct methods of marking the pa ssage of time within the Jewish year. The 
first is the monthly calendar, with its annual festivals and fasts. The other is the weekly 
parashiot, working their way, week by week, from Bereishit to Veôzot Haôbracha. These two 
cycles are like concentric circl es of time, sometimes corresponding, sometimes conflicting 
with each other.  

Ki Tavo is a moment when the themes within the two cycles coincide perfectly. Just a couple 
of weeks before Rosh Hashanah, as we stand on the border in time between one year and 
the next, and begin a period of personal reflection, we read about the Children of Israel, 
standing on the border between the wilderness and the Promised Land. The instructions that 
Moses gives the people as they prepare to take this momentous step are help ful to us at 
this time of year.  

He tells the people that when they enter the land, they must offer the first fruits of the 
harvest to the priest, and read aloud a prepared statement, recalling the exodus from Egypt 

and the beauty of the Land. The wording of this declaration is interesting. It tells a national 
story, but the language shifts from plural to singular. (Compare ñWe cried out to Godò, and 
ñHe brought us to this placeò with ñI have entered the landò and ñMy father was a wandering 
Arameanò.) The statement is both national and personal. It reflects the timeless tension 
between individual and community, between personal and national experiences. This is 
acutely felt at Rosh Hashanah when we come together as a community to think abou t our 
own individual lives.  

One phrase in particular reflects this dilemma ï arami oveid avi. Commentators have 
debated what this phrase means. Rashi follows a Midrashic interpretation, ñAn Aramean 
sought to destroy my fatherò, where the Aramean in question is Laban. This is the 
understanding of the Pesach Haggadah, where the phrase opens the story of the Exodus by 
recalling the national threat from outside, beginning with Laban and culminating in Pharaoh.  

Other commentators have offered a more literal rea ding of the text.   Rather than Laban, 
they suggest that the Aramean was either Jacob (Ibn Ezra) or Abraham (Rashbam) and 
translate the phrase ñMy father was a wandering Arameanò. Whether referring to Jacob or 
Abraham, the reading is essentially the same. R ather than recalling the hatred and threat of 
outsiders, the Israelite here recalls his ancestorsô humble origins and gives thanks for his 
present blessings.  



Both translations are important to a nation. As a nation, we need to remember our origins, 
but we  must be equally aware of any threats that we face from hostile forces. But, in the 
weeks before Rosh Hashanah, we canôt help but read the statement in more personal terms. 
As we stand on this border between one year and the next, we are faced with a choic e. 

Which Aramean are we going to recall? Will we focus on the hostile forces from outside, or 
on our own past? Will we think about those who have tried to hurt us, or will we concentrate 
on our own starting point, and appreciate how far we have come?  

Rina  Wolfson is a member of KNMS  

Torah Sparks  

Blessed shall you be in the city and blessed shall you be in the country. 
(Deuteronomy 28:3)  

Rav said: ñBlessed shall you be in the cityò ï that your home will be close to the synagogue 
(Yalkut Shimoni 28). There a re people whose behaviour at home is far from their behaviour 

in the synagogue. In the synagogue they observe all the smallest details of the law, but not 
so at home. Their homes are far from the synagogue, and the synagogue has no influence 
on their life at home. This is the blessing that your home should be close to the synagogue 
ï that the spirit of the synagogue will saturate your home as well.  

(Meged Yerahim, cited in Itturei Torah, Rabbi Aharon Yaakov Greenberg)  

A. ñIn the cityò: by the reward for the commandments that you observe (publicly) in the 
city. (Midrash) Some people observe their Judaism and perform its commandments within 
the walls of their own homes, but are ashamed of their religion when they go out among 
people, fearing that  they might be called ñfanatical,ò ñold-fashioned,ò and such. Therefore 
Scripture says: ñOnly if you will not be ashamed to observe the commandments even in the 
city, when you are among others, will you receive the blessings.ò  

(Divrei Shaarei Hayyim (Rabb i Hayyim Sofer), 1821 - 1886, Hungary)  

B. [The late 19th -century Russian Jewish thinker Yehuda Leib] Gordon coined what might be 
called the motto of the Enlightenment: ñBe a Jew in your home and a man on the street.ò 
He was saying that for Jews to make our w ay in the world, we must keep our Jewish 

identity private, secluded, in the confines of our homes or the privacy of our backyards. For 
my grandparents and immigrants like them, in order to make it in America they cast off 
their Jewish observances in exchan ge for material and social success. é. Gordon's notion of 
a bifurcated identity is less pertinent today where we are blessed with the privilege of living 
in a pluralistic and open society. Politicians, artists, business people, and others are more 
public a s Jews in their professional lives and on the street. Ironically, many are less Jewish 
at home in a world that allows and even celebrates multiple, partial, and constructed 

identities. On the street, they can label their actions ñJewishò as a positive and public 
expression of identity, whether or not their private lives are enriched with Jewish learning 
and practice. (  

Professor Lisa D. Grant, ñThe Front Porch,ò Shôma, A Journal of Jewish 
Responsibility, June 2009)  

Sparks for Discussion  



What does it mean to  be Jewish ñin the city?ò One of our commentators says it refers to 
public observance; another says it refers to private observance. Which makes more sense to 
you? Have you encountered people who try to impress others with their punctilious public 
observan ce? Do you know people who are uncomfortable with public displays of Jewish 

identity? Do you think this is because they are ashamed? Could it be that they fear 
discrimination?  

Professor Grant says that our modern, multicultural society no longer requires J ews to hide 
our identity to succeed. Do you agree? Do you think there are some types of Jewish 
observance that are still problematic ñin the city?ò 

 

KI TEZE  

9th Elul 5769 ~ 29th August 2009 

By Rabbi Michael Foulds  

If a man have a stubborn and rebellious son, that will not hearken to the voice of his father, or the voice of his 

mother, and though they chasten him, will not hearken unto them (Deut. 21:18). 

Sadly, nowadays we wake up to yet another media report of yet another wanton murder amongst our youth; there 

have been a significant, and rising, number of them in recent years involving knives and guns. These outrages have 

provoked some national navel gazing concerning the state of our society, youth culture, and increasing family 

breakdown. Many are arguing that it is the latter, family breakdown and the large, and accepted by modern society, 

number of single parent families, which lie at the heart of the degeneration into violence and anarchy of some of our 
youth. Politicians are looking urgently at the problem of yob culture again; but do they, or even, can they, have the 

answer? 

Politicians and society may struggle for a solution to problems arising from wayward children; but they need look 

no further for a possible answer than today‘s sedra and subsequent rabbinic writing that almost 2 millennia ago 

addressed this issue. 

Scripture tells us that the parents should go to the Elders of the city and tell them that their son is a glutton and a 

drunkard and he does not listen to their voice (note the singular ‗voice‘). The men of the city then stone the son to 

death.  

In the Babylonian Talmud (Sanhedrin 71a) R‘ Simeon says concerning the execution of such a son by stoning: ‗But 

it never happened and never will happen‘. So this radical solution to the problem of a rebellious son did not seem to 

the rabbis of the Talmud to be a likely occurrence. Basically, it ‗never will happen‘ because the sages considered 
that a son could not be solely responsible for what he became. The Sages believed in ‗nurture‘ rather than ‗nature‘. 

Thus a ‗rebellious‘ individual is the product of family and society, not some wayward gene. The rabbis instituted a 

number of limitations and conditions before a son could be publicly blamed and punished. These limitations were 

such that as R. Simeon said, ‗it will never happen‘. 

R. Simeon says ‗it will never happen‘, so then the Talmud asks: ‗Why then was the law written?‘ The answer given 

is: ‗That you may study it and receive reward.‘ So by studying this we can learn from it and this knowledge is a 

reward in itself because we can use it to better family and society. We can learn to hear our children, and not ignore 

their cries for guidance, understanding and above all, love. We can provide the right environment in which they can 

grow and mature. Parents, teachers, and others in authority can speak with ‗one voice‘, in that a child receives clear 

and unambiguous moral guidance. 



So where does all this leave us? Can we truly condemn the errant youth of today? Who is the guilty party here? The 

Rabbis would teach that the true finger of suspicion and guilt really points at us, at the adults, the parents and their 

parenting, and the society in which we live. This is where we should focus to bring about change for the lost 

children; sadly, perhaps, it may be too late for some of the children of today, but, hopefully, it will not be too late for 

the children of tomorrow. 

Michael Foulds is Rabbi at NEMS 

Torah Sparks 

If, along the road, you chance upon a bird‘s nest, in any tree or on the ground, with fledglings or eggs and the 

mother sitting over the fledglings or on the eggs, do not take the mother together with her young. Let the mother go, 

and take only the young, in order that you may fare well and have a long life. (Devarim 22:6-7) 

 If (as a reward for the observance of) an easy commandment connected with which there is no monetary 

loss the Torah has said, in order that you may fare well and have a long life – how much greater will be the 

reward (for the observance) of commandments that are more difficult. (Rashi [Rabbi Shlomo Yitzhaki, 

1040-1105, France]) 
 Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai taught: The Holy One has revealed the reward for heeding two precepts in the 

Torah: one of these precepts is the least onerous, and the other is the most onerous. The least onerous 

concerns letting the mother go when chancing on a bird‘s nest – with regard to it, the Torah promises in 

order that you may fare well and have a long life. The most onerous concerns honoring one‘s father and 

mother – with regard to it also, the Torah promises ―that you may long endure and that you may fare well.‖ 

(D‘varim 5:16) So the two precepts are alike in the reward received in this world for their observance. 

(Tanhuma [a Midrash collection] Eikev 2) 
 This also is an explanatory commandment of the prohibition ―No animal from the herd or from the flock 

shall be slaughtered on the same day with its young‖ (Vayikra 22:28), because the reason for both is that 

we should not have a cruel heart and be without compassion, or it may be that the Torah does not permit us 

to destroy a species altogether, although it permits slaughter [for food] within that group. Now, he who kills 

the mother and the young in one day or takes them when they are free to fly is considered as though he cut 

off that species. (Ramban [Rabbi Moses ben Nachman, 1194-1270, Spain]) 

Sparks for Discussion 

Rashi and Rabbi Shimon bar Yohai (in the Tanhuma) draw different conclusions from the reward promised for 
sending away the mother bird – Rashi learns that the reward for other mitzvot must be even greater; Rabbi Shimon 

bar Yohai concludes that the reward for all mitzvot is the same. With whom do you agree? Why? Do you believe 

that we are or will be rewarded for the mitzvot we do? 

Avnei Ezel believes that the underlying reason for this commandment is to combat selfishness. He also mentions 
that it promotes the welfare of others by preventing the extinction of species. Ramban makes the same point about 

preserving species. Can you think of other ways in which the Torah urges us to care for the environment? Are you 

making an effort to become more ―green‖ in your home, workplace, and shul? Is there a reason beyond self-interest 

that we must care for the world around us? 

 

SHOFTIM  

2nd Elul 5769 ~ 22nd August 2009 

By Rachel Ingram 



In James Michener‘s novel The Source*, the fictional mound (tell) of Makor in Israel is excavated, with its history 

narrated as archaeologists dig the tell layer by layer. The Irish-American Professor Cullinane leading the dig asks Dr 

Eliav, an Israeli academic, what he should read to understand Judaism more deeply: 

Dr Eliav: ―Read Deuteronomy five times‖ 

Professor Cullinane: ―Are you kidding?‖ 

Dr Eliav: ―No. Deuteronomy. Five times.‖ 

Professor Cullinane: ―What‘s your thought?‖ 

Dr Eliav: ―It‘s the great central book of the Jews and if you master it you‘ll understand us.‖ 

Deuteronomy, the last of the five books of the Torah, is structured as a series of discourses given by Moses before 

his death, laying down the moral and judicial code which Israel must follow once they arrive in the Promised Land.  

The detailed commandments in Shoftim relate to every aspect of civic, moral and religious governance to create a 

solid and successful nation. Before they reach the land, they must find judges who are instructed to conduct 

themselves fairly. Once they enter the land, a king must be appointed from the tribe, and approved by God. This 

king must know his place, reading the Torah ―all the days of his life, so that he may learn to fear the Lord, his God, 

keep all the words of this Torah and these statutes, to perform them‖.  

Next, the Levitic kohenim, the priests, who have been ―chosen...out of all your tribes, to stand and serve in the name 

of the Lord‖. They are there to be intermediaries between Israel and God and to be obeyed on pain of death (17:12). 

If a judgment eludes the judges (17:8) it is the kohenim who must provide the final answer, directly from the law 

and not clouded by man‘s interpretation. Finally, there are prophets (18:15-19) who will speak God‘s words directly 

to the people. 

This societal structure outlined in Shoftim ensures that Israel is in a position to follow the laws, with checks and 

balances to implement them. However, contrary to how it may appear, these are not the laws of a ruler dictating to 

his people, as seen in Codex Hamurabi, thec. 1790 BCE statutes of Babylon‘s King Hammurabi,which is similar in 

style to our text. The Deuteronomic laws are a code to enable the Israelites to participate willingly in the covenant 

and continue to be close to their God.  

Kenneth Seeskin in his essay Ethics, Authority & Autonomy says: ―The typical way for God to establish the rule of 

law is not to make an edict but to enact a covenant. Obviously God could have imposed the divine will by 

force…but this is not the way the narrative is written‖. To participate in the covenant, Israel must observe the laws 

diligently (4:5-8), but they must also ―be wholehearted with the Lord, your God‖ (17:13). The covenant, first raised 

in Genesis 9 between Noah and God has now deepening but it cannot be a forced marriage, Israel must be willing.  

In order to continue winning land (19:1) and multiplying in numbers, the people must keep their word. They must 

outlaw behaviour that is offensive and hateful to God such as creating monuments (16:19), sacrificing impure 

animals (17:1), following sorcerers (18:11) or making child sacrifices (18:10). They must conduct and participate in 

war fairly, without fear and with no pity for their enemies (20:1- 20). 

The Israelite kings, priests and judges can lead the people in justice and warfare but the covenant binding Israel to 

God is only upheld when the people understand why they must follow the law, setting them apart from other nations. 

Rachel Ingram is a member of Minyan Chadash at NLS  

Torah Sparks 



Moreover, he [the king] shall not keep many horses or send people back to Egypt to add to his horses, since the Lord 

has warned you, ―You must not go back that way again.‖ And he shall not have many wives, lest his heart go astray; 

nor shall he amass silver and gold to excess. (Devarim 17:16-17) 

 Said Rabbi Isaac: Why were the reasons of some Biblical laws not revealed? Because in two verses, 

reasons were revealed and they caused the greatest in the world [Solomon] to stumble. Thus it is written: 

And he shall not have many wives, lest his heart go astray, whereupon Solomon said: ―I will have many 

wives and yet not let my heart go astray.‖ Yet we read in 1 Kings 11:4: ―In his old age, his wives turned 

away Solomon‘s heart after other gods.‖ Again it is written: He shall not keep many horses or send people 

back to Egypt to add to his horses. Concerning this Solomon said: ―I will keep many horses, but will not 

cause Israel to return to Egypt.‖ Yet we read (1 Kings 10:29): ―A chariot imported from Egypt cost 600 
shekels of silver, and a horse 150.‖ (Sanhedrin 21b) 

 You shall appoint [literally, appoint for you] magistrates and officials... (D‘varim 16:18) For you, for 

yourself. First judge yourself and, using the same yardstick, judge others. Do not be lenient with your faults 

while judging harshly the same faults in others; do not overlook sin in yourself while demanding perfection 

of others. (Toldot Ya‘akov Yosef [Rabbi Ya‘akov Yosef Katz of Polonya, 1710-1782, Poland]) 
 A favourite saying of the rabbis of Yavneh was: I am a creature of God and my neighbour is also a creature 

of God. I work in the city and he works in the country. I rise early for my work and he rises early for his 

work. Just as he cannot excel in my work, I cannot excel in his work. Will you say that I do great things 

and he does small things? We have learned that it does not matter whether a person does much or little, as 

long as he directs his heart to heaven. (Berakhot 17a) 

Sparks for Discussion 

According to the passage from Sanhedrin, Solomon was tripped up by his belief that he was somehow not subject to 

the rules that applied to ordinary people. We all like to think that we are above average, that our superior knowledge, 

skills, and abilities will allow us to avoid dangers that would entrap others. For example, some people think that they 

can drink and drive because they are excellent drivers and know how to hold their liquor; perhaps you know people 

who believe rules are not made for them. What would happen if each person got to decide what laws, regulations, 

and mitzvot applied to him or herself? Is there anyone who is not ordinary? 

 

REôEH 

25th Av 5769 ~ 15th August 2009 

By Angela Gluck 

 As part of Moshe‘s swan song to the Children of Israel as they are poised to enter the land, parshat Re‘eh (―See!‖) 

opens with a shuddering offer of blessings and curses—both to get and to give. Re‘eh is less about visual perception 

than about vision, a vision of the good life. It‘s not really a case of ―Look here!‖ but rather of ―Look, hear!‖  

At the beginning of Re‘eh, there‘s a great deal about the evils of idolatry and, at the end, about mitzvot connected 

with Pesach, Shavuot and Sukkot. In between comes a discourse about the importance of open-handedness. It‘s 

followed immediately by the instructions concerning treatment of a Hebrew ‗eved‘—which could equally be 

translated as ‗serf‘ or even ‗employee‘—just as ‗avodah‘ is both ‗work‘ and ‗worship‘ because both are forms of 

service. Here, being an eved is more like doing community service—working off a debt or paying back for a theft. 

After six years, the eved must be liberated. If the eved says,  

― ‗I do not want to leave you‘—for he loves you and your household and is happy with you—you shall take an awl 

and put it through his ear into a door, and he shall become your eved for ever.‖ (Devarim 15: 16—17)  



If he wants to stay—and presumably you could do with another hand around the house—it seems to be a case of 

mutual consent so what‘s the problem? Why should the eved be brutalised?  

As ever, juxtaposition in the Torah is a helpful hint and here the earlier passages in Re‘eh about idolatry throw an 

interpretive light on this situation. What do we know in the Torah about the connection between idol worship and 

things poked through people‘s ears? At the foot of Mount Sinai, when the people were waiting for Moshe to return 

(the first time), they grew both impatient and insecure. Needing a sign, a tangible focus, they created the golden 

calf—which has become the epitome of idolatry in our tradition. And how did they make it? From their earrings.  

That still doesn‘t explain why an awl needs to be rammed through the ear into the door. It is, of course, an image of 

pinning the eved down and, since he‘s chosen it, it symbolises self-inflicted slavery. Several commentators have 

noted that the door used here evokes the mezuzah. For the Kli Yakar, the door hints to the eved that God opened the 

way for him to live freely and, because a mezuzah on a doorpost contains the text of the Shema, not leaving slavery 

is a direct rejection of God.  

Juxtaposition works in the other direction, too. The passage points to the experience of redemption and fulfilment 

that the festivals of Pesach, Shavuot and Sukkot bring us. And they follow the passage about the eved‘s ear.  

Ramming a piece of wood or stone through someone‘s ear would cause blood to gush out and run down the 

doorpost. And the Torah gives a similar spectre, the flipside of this one: the Israelites‘ daubing of lamb‘s blood that 

both secured and betokened their transformation to free people.  

We know that they had trouble with that: within a single Torah portion, as it were, they‘re already wanting to get 

back to Egypt and, by the time they reach Sinai, they don‘t even get it any more. You can take the people out of 

slavery, we say, but you can‘t take always take slavery out of the people. That‘s where the Hebrew eved seems to 

be, institutionalised and afraid of a normal life, with all its challenges and complexities.  

We don‘t know if the ear-on-the-doorpost command was ever carried out; perhaps it worked powerfully enough as a 

social deterrent. Whatever. It works as a moral and theological statement for that generation—and ours—about 

being free to accept the Torah, about loving the One God, and about the courage and creativity we need to take our 

lives in our hands.  

Funny what we can see with our ears, isn‘t it? 

Angela Gluck is a member of Minyan Chadash at NLS 

Torah Sparks 

 See, this day I set before you blessing and curse: blessing, if you obey the commandments of the Lord your God 

that I enjoin upon you this day; and curse, if you do not obey the commandments of the Lord your God... (Devarim 

11:26-28) 

Rabbi Hanina bar Papa explained: The angel in charge of conception is called ―Lailah.‖ He takes the drop of semen 

and brings it before God and says: ―Master of the universe, what shall be the fate of this drop? Will it develop into a 

strong person or a weak one? A wise person or a fool? A wealthy person or a poor one? Whether the person will be 

wicked or righteous, this he does not ask. (Talmud Niddah 16b) 

If God decreed that a person should be either righteous or wicked, or if there was some force inherent in his nature 

which irresistibly drew him to a particular course... how could God have commanded us through the prophets, ―Do 

this and do not do that, improve your ways, and do not follow your wicked impulses,‖ when, from the beginning of 

his existence, a person‘s destiny had already been decreed?... What room would there be for the whole of the Torah? 

By what right or justice could God punish the wicked or reward the righteous? (Rambam [Rabbi Moses ben 

Maimon, 1135-1209, Spain and Egypt], Mishneh Torah, Hilchot Teshuvah 5:4) 



The Hebrew word for ―see,‖ re‘eh, is in the singular. This is to teach us an important lesson. Should a person say to 

himself, ―As everyone else is wicked, why should I be any better?‖ he is told, ―See!‖ Do what is proper and ignore 

what everyone else does. If he then says, ―How am I to resist all the temptations placed before me by the Evil 

Inclination?‖ know that ―I‖ – God – will help you... Furthermore, a person should not think to himself, ―Since I once 

chose an evil path, there is no hope for me any longer.‖ The Torah therefore stresses ―I set‖ in the present, to teach 

us that man always has the choice of doing good or evil... ―Before you‖ – If a person says: ―How am I to know 
which path is good and which is not?‖ the answer is ―before you‖ – if you study carefully the history of the Jewish 

people, it will become clear to you. Should a person say: ―What hope is there for me, for I am a sinner, and what 

about all my sins until now?‖ the Torah states, ―This day‖ – that each day should be to you as a new experience, and 

each day you have the opportunity of a fresh start. The Gaon of Vilna [Rabbi Elijah ben Rabbi Shlomo Zalman, 

1720-1797, Lithuania]) 

Sparks for Discussion 

 What does the Talmud mean by, ―Whether the person will be wicked or righteous, this he does not ask?‖ 

Do you believe that people are truly free to choose to do good or evil? What motivates a person to choose 
one or the other? 

 This year, as in most years, we read parashat Re‘eh on Shabbat M‘varakhim Elul; the Shabbat when we 

announce the beginning of the new month, Elul. We prepare for the Yamim Nora‘im, the High Holy Days, 

during Elul. For many people, this means reserving synagogue seats, buying new clothes, and doing lots of 

cooking. 
 But there‘s more to it. The Gaon of Vilna used the opening words of our parasha to create a spiritual 

handbook for the month of Elul (and the rest of the year). How might you implement his teachings? 

 

EEKK EEVV  

18th Av 5769 ~ 8th August 2009  

By Andrew Levy  

This weekôs parshah contains the verse ñman does not live on bread alone but by all that 
the Lord decreesò (Deuteronomy 8,3 ï JPS translation). It is a phrase well known  amongst 
Christians as it is quoted in the New Testament (Matthew and Luke ï both 4,4). But what 
does it actually mean?   In its original context it seems to indicate that we need more than 
bread to live properly and that bread is not that important in the overall scheme of things. 
The text says that what is also required is to ñkeep the commandments of the Lord your 
God: walk in Godôs ways and revere God (Deuteronomy 8,6). However, there is something 
rather destabilising about the word ñlechemò and about the context   in which it appears.    

First the word lechem. ñHa motzi lechem min haôaretzò is a phrase we all know relating to 
the blessing for bread. Yet lechem almost certainly does not really mean bread. The word 

exists in Arabic (lahm) and means ñmeatò.  (Beit Lahm just south of Jerusalem means the 
house of meat and not the house of bread for Arabic speakers).   Academics say that it came 
to mean bread (or in Arabic meat) from its original meaning as any form of staple food.   So 
if we read the verse in this  weekôs parshah again, we can validly substitute ñfoodò for the 
word ñbreadò; this is unlikely to make us feel unhappy with our understanding that life 
means more than food.  

Second the context. Within the context lechem even more clearly means food.   
Deute ronomy 8, 7 -10 contains a description of the wonders of nature that the children of 



Israel will experience when they enter the land and the produce which they can use ï 
wheat, barley, figs, pomegranates, olive trees, honey. Then the word lechem appears in 
verse 9 ï ñeretz asher lo bemiskenut tochal bah lechemò which the JPS translation renders 
as ña land where you may eat food without stintò (note not bread). 

The next verse (verse 10) is the basis for birkat hamazon (Grace after Meals) for it tells us 
ñwhen you have eaten your fill, give thanks to the Lord your God for the good land which 
God has given you.ò Indeed it gets quoted in the Grace. 

Tradition has it that the blessing for Grace after Meals is said only if a blessing over bread 

(lechem) had been sai d before the meal. Yet we can see that in its original context the 
blessing went much further than bread and seems to have included all lechem ï food.  

So from a meaning which seemed to indicate that food was not important in the wider context we now see that the 

phrase ―man does not live on lechem alone…..‖ has the very opposite meaning. All lechem – food – is important and 

precious to you in your lives and mindfulness of God when eating food should be the norm and therefore followed 

by a blessing. 

Enjoy Kiddush mindfully! 

Andrew Levy  is a member of Assif 

 

Torah Sparks 

 Beware lest your heart grow haughty and you forget the Lord your God... and you say to yourselves, ―My own 

power (kochi) and the might of my own hand have won this wealth for me.‖ (Devarim 8:14, 17) 

Rich man and poor man meet; the Lord made them both. (Mishlei 22:2) The rich man generally thinks that he 

amassed his wealth because of his brilliance, while the poor are generally looked down upon as ne‘er-do-wells who 

cannot succeed because of a lack of ability. However, when the ―rich man and poor man meet,‖ when they happened 

to be in the same place at the same time, we can in most cases see that the poor man is no less intelligent than the 

rich one. Rather, ―the Lord made them both‖ – it is God‘s will that matters should be as they are. (Rabbi Tzvi Hirsh 

Berliner) 

Koach, everything, all that makes your creative personality and your capacity to earn, the intelligence, the skill, the 

considering foresight, the physical and mental health, every factor of your existence, of what you wish for and are 

able to accomplish, is not the result of the food you eat but is given to you directly from God. And so also the 

combination of external circumstances which bring about the possibility and the success of your work and 

endeavours, is dependent on Him and Him alone. He gives you the koach, the power to make your fortune. The very 
smallest part of your good fortune can be ascribed to your own merit... (Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, 1808-1888, 

Germany) 

This verse is usually quoted in reference to having an awareness of the power of the Almighty and not becoming 

conceited due to financial success or success with an enemy in time of war. I heard from Rabbi Shalom Schwadron 
in the name of the Brisker Rav, Rabbi Yitzchok Zev Soloveitchik, that this verse also applies to someone who says, 

―It was due to my personal spiritual merits that we were victorious.‖ We should always realize that what the 

Almighty does for us is due to His kindness and compassion and we should not feel that it was our own 

righteousness and merits that brought success. (Rabbi Zelig Pliskin, ―Growth Through Torah,‖ p. 406) 

Sparks for Discussion 



It is human nature to believe that we are responsible for our successes, while others are to blame for our failures. 

The Torah sees this as a very dangerous attitude. Why? How should a person acknowledge God‘s role in his or her 

success? What do you do to express gratitude to God? How do you acknowledge or express gratitude for the 

contributions of other people – parents, teachers, colleagues, etc.? Are there people to whom you owe a thank you 

(and perhaps a nice bottle of wine)? 

 

VVAAEETTCCHHAANNAANN 

Shabbat Nachamu 

11th Av 5769 ~ 1st August 2009 

By Allan Myers 

This sedra concludes the second long discourse of Moses. Then, in Chapter 4, we find a summary of God‘s 

requirements of Israel, the main one of which is to observe the Torah. Indeed, if Israel will observe the laws of the 

Torah, we are told (in verse 6),  ―this will be proof of your wisdom and discernment to other peoples who, on 

hearing all these laws will say, ‗Surely that great nation is a wise and discerning people.‘‖  

This suggests to me that the laws of the Torah are self evidently right and just and that, just as my BarMitzvah class 

comes up with the classroom rules by a process of logical consideration of that which is right and proper, so too, 

people who wish to formulate a code of law would end up with the Torah.  

Rabbi Professor Carmi Horowitz, of Bar Ilan University, has noted that Maimonides uses this verse in two different 

ways. 

Referring to this verse in his commentary on the Talmud, Maimonides says that people who accept aggadah (legend) 

at face value, with not even a glance at its hidden meaning, view everything as true. Other peoples, on hearing this, 

says Maimonides, would respond, ―How foolish and stupid is this little nation – they interpret things they do not 

grasp – better they should be silent as they have neither knowledge nor understanding.‖   

Referring again to this verse in his Guide for the Perplexed, he concentrates on the word used for ―laws‖ which, in 

this verse is ―hukkim‖ – usually translated as ―laws without reasons.‖ He says that there are some people who 

believe that all the laws of the Torah must have reasons and that those laws whose reasons we can‘t understand must 

derive from God. Maimonides says that people who believe this have weak intellects because they think that man is 

more perfect than God. They think that we only do things to derive benefit but, on the contrary, says Maimonides, 

God commands us to do things which are apparently not useful for us and forbids us to do things that are apparently 

not harmful to us. So, actually, says Maimonides, God‘s whole purpose must consist of what is useful for us 

because, as it says in this verse, ―other peoples…on hearing all these laws [hukkim] will say, ―Surely that great 

nation is a wise and discerning people.‖ Therefore, even the hukkim show people that we‘ve been given wisdom and 

understanding. 

So, are we a wise and discerning people? Well, according to Maimonides, we could be if only people would 

understand the difference between Torah and aggadah but, ultimately, we must be because we trust God by obeying 

commandments we don‘t understand.  

Allan Myers is a member of KNMS 

Torah Sparks 



You shall not add anything to what I command you or take anything away from it, but keep the commandments of 

the Lord your God that I enjoin upon you. (Devarim 4:2) 

A. You shall not add: For example, five [instead of four] passages in the tefillin, five species in the lulav, or five 

tzitzit, and similarly, or take anything away [using three rather than four]. (Rashi [Rabbi Shlomo Yitzhaki, 1040-

1105, France]) 

B. From where do we learn that a kohen who goes up to the duchan should not say since the Torah has given me 

permission to bless Israel I will add a blessing of my own, for example, may Adonai the God of your ancestors add 

to you one thousand times? The Torah says, ―you shall not add anything.‖ (Talmud Rosh Hashannah 28a) 

C. When murderers increased in number, the rite of breaking the heifer‘s neck [performed when a murder victim 

was found and the killer was unknown] was abolished... When adulterers increased in number, the ritual of the bitter 

waters [performed when a husband suspected his wife of adultery] ceased. (Mishnah Sotah 9:9) 

D. A Jew has to find the golden, middle path, as Maimonides refers to it, in his fear of God and in his observance of 

the commandments. Just as a wicked person is liable to violate the prohibition of You shall not... take anything 

away, a righteous person is liable to violate the prohibition of You shall not add anything, and can thereby bring 

tragedy upon the world. (Rabbi Alexander Moshe Lapidot, 1819-1906, Lithuania) 

Sparks for Discussion 

The rabbinic interpretation of this verse, as found in Rashi and the Talmud, is that adding or subtracting numbers is 

prohibited here.  

 Was that your initial understanding of the verse?  
 How else might it be understood?  
 Why do you think the rabbis chose to interpret it the way they did? 
 Rabbi Alexander Lapidot makes the startling statement that violating the prohibition of You shall not add 

may bring tragedy upon the world. What do you think he means by this? 

 

DDEEVVAARRIIMM  SShhaabbbbaatt  CChhaazzoonn   

44tthh  AAvv  55776699  ~~  2255tthh  JJuullyy  22000099   

BByy  MMiicchhaaeell  WWeeggiieerr   

The Book of Devarim ‗Words‘ is largely Moses‘ final set of speeches to the Israelites in the 40th year since the 

Exodus. He summarises the journey that the Israelites have been on and will move into a long set of lessons about 

how Israelite society should be constructed and managed once they arrive (without him) to the promised land. The 

entire book of Devarim can be read as an educational treatise by Moses, pleading, warning and threatening the 

Israelites as the next phase of their history begins. We read this Parsha on the Shabbat prior to Tisha B‘av when the 

Scroll of Lamentations will be recited. The timing is surely not pure coincidence.  

The Parsha gives a good deal of attention to settlement and construction, while Lamentations and Tisha B‘av are 

devoted to destruction and exile. Considering the implications of both texts offers a powerful and timely lesson in 

both human morality and sovereign responsibility. Moses‘ account of the Israelite victories and defeats on the way 

from Egypt to the border ―on the other side of the Jodan‖ is interspersed with stories of other, non-Israelite nations. 
For example, Israel was commanded not to attack the descendants of Esau in Seir but rather to purchase their food 

and water. Israel was also instructed not to harass the Moabites. In both cases, their land was not to be an Israelite 



possession. We specifically read of victory of the descendents of Esau against the Horites and the land that God 

gave them as a possession. Why this emphasis on non-Israelite narratives?  

The Torah seems to be letting us know that other nations destinies can rise and fall with regard to the land they have 

been given by God. Even (especially) for the Torah, this is not a uniquely Israelite concern. Whether by God‘s 

decree or by human folly, Israel and other nations can loose what they have been given. Now the connection with 

Tisha B‘av is clearer. In the case of Israel, we were exiled from the Land of Israel because we broke our part of the 

contract. From the Rabbinical perspective, idolatry and immorality were to blame for the destruction at least as 

much as foreign empires. Our residential permit to actually live in Israel is dependent on how we behave as well as 

the broader geo-political concerns over which our influence is more limited.  

Tisha B‘av is an annual reminder of what happens when world events and internal dynamics collude to inflict severe 

punishment on the Jewish people. I suspect the Rabbis were as aware as we are, that large-scale politics can make 

internal matters seem irrelevant. Both for them and for us this would be missing the point. In an age of upheaval and 

moral uncertainty, how we behave as individuals, as a Jewish community and in the State of Israel, must not be a 

byproduct of global fashion. Jewish-human values require us to exhibit moral behaviour as a beacon to our world 

and our children.  

Michael Wegier is director of Melitz and a former member of NNLS  

Torah Sparks  

On the other side of the Jordan, in the land of Moab, Moses undertook to expound this teaching... (Devarim 1:5)  

A. In seventy languages he explained it to them. (Rashi [Rabbi Shlomo Yitzhaki, 1040-1105, France])  

B. Why did Moses consider it necessary to explain the Torah in all the seventy languages of the ancient world? In 

every nation there are forces that oppose the Torah. Knowing that the Children of Israel would have to dwell among 
the nations, Moses wanted to enable them to defend and to observe the Torah wherever they might be. Wherever 

they would dwell, the Jews would have to be able to overcome any resistance that their environment might offer to 

the Torah. It was to equip the Jewish people to assert the views of Judaism wherever they might be scattered that he 

explained the Torah to them in the languages of the seventy nations of the ancient world. (Hidushei HaRIM [Rabbi 

Isaac Meir Alter, the Gerer Rabbi, 1799-1866, Poland])  

C. There are those unbelievers who claim that the Torah was meant to be observed only in the wilderness far away 

from the settlements of other groups and nations or in the Holy Land, where the Jews dwelt among their own, and 

where no one would interfere with their customs. They insist that when the Jews dwell among other nations, when 

they live in the midst of another culture and civilization, they must not keep aloof from their neighbours by clinging 

to the observance of the Torah and its commandments. It was to refute this argument that Moses explained the Torah 

to the Children of Israel in all the seventy languages of the world before they entered the Promised Land. He wanted 

to impress upon his people that they were duty-bound to observe the Torah regardless of what lands they might 

dwell in, because the Torah was valid for all time and for all countries and was not subject to change. (K‘tav Sofer 

[Rabbi Abraham Samuel Benjamin Schreiber, 1815-1875, Hungary])  

Sparks for Discussion  

Rashi makes the remarkable claim that from the very beginning Torah was taught in all of the world‘s languages.  

Why? Was it so that Jews could defend their beliefs and practices to non-Jews?  

Was it to enable Jews to maintain their traditions and practices in all the lands of the Diaspora?  



Was it meant to counter the pull of assimilation? Today, nearly all of the Jewish classics – Bible and Talmud, 

midrash and mysticism, law codes and liturgy – are readily available in English and other languages. The benefits 

are obvious, but are there drawbacks as well?  

What is lost in translation? Do tzedakah and charity mean the same thing? Tefillah and prayer?  

Why do we continue to conduct our services primarily in Hebrew?  

 

MM AA TTTTOOTT// MM AA SSSSEEII  

22 66 tt hh   TTaa mm mm uu zz   55 77 66 99   ~~   11 88 tt hh   JJuu ll yy   22 00 00 99  

BB yy   DD ee bb oo rr aahh   SSii ll vv ee rr  

This double portion contains two special piece s of singing which each only happen once a 
year.    

The first is the tune that is used for the fourth aliyah.   If we look at the words to the tune ï 
the Torahôs ólyricsô ï we find out that we are singing what is basically a list of points of origin 
and dest inations each interlinked to the next, a GoogleMap outline of the journey of the 
Children of Israel through the desert.   The list takes us from Raamses in Egypt to the plains 
of Moab.   It seems to be important: the Torah tells us that Moses records the lis t it at Godôs 
express instruction.  

The second is a combination of two notes with the exotic names of óyerah ben yomoô ï 
which I want to translate as óa 24-hour moonô ï and ókarnei farahô ï ócowôs (not bullôs) 
horns.ô  These are sung together to provide the  tune for two words which are themselves 
very ordinary ï a measurement, of 2000 cubits, describing the extent of the pastureland 
eastward from the 48 cities which is to be given to the Levites as a communal gift from the 
other tribes.    

What are we to make  of this?  

The Danish theologian Soren Kierkegaard said, famously, ñLife can only be understood 
backwards, but it must be lived forwards.ò  In other words, it is our lot, as human beings, to 
be unsure of where we are going until we have actually arrived.  

At  that point two things happen:  

 You realize that there was a pattern.   Ah, you say, now I see why that particular 

episode had to happen.   You look back on all the random disconnects and realize 
that there was meaning.   Thatôs why itôs so important to God that the journey gets 
written down with hindsight.   It didnôt make sense forwards, but it does when itôs 
read over.   Kierkegaard would have approved.  
  

 You realize ï maybe ï that all the time you spent worrying about the future, or 
about the past, was wasted.   At any given moment, you only had the place and time 

in which you were standing.   The moon is óben yomoô ï itôs there and then itôs gone.  



Thatôs why we need the special notes on the ordinary words ï hey, they say, stop 
and notice.  

So, what have we learned from these two pieces of music?   A tension, a paradox: that even 
though we are on a journey from A to B, B to C and so on, the Torah is reminding us to 
notice the moment we are in, right now.   If, while moving forward, we can also m aster the 
art of stillness, of being fully in the space around us at any given moment, we can rest 
secure in the knowledge that when we look back later, everything will make sense.  

Deborah Silver is a rabbinic student at the University of Judaism LA and a member 

of Assif  

Torah Sparks  

Moses spoke to the heads of the Israelite tribes, saying: This is what the Lord has 
commanded: If a man makes a vow or takes an oath imposing an obligation on himself, he 
shall not break his pledge; he must carry out all that h as crossed his lips. (Bamidbar 30:2 -

3)  

 All of the Torah depends on ñthis is what the Lord has commanded,ò this being the 
most fundamental of all principles, namely that a person should not violate that 
which he has accepted upon himself as a vow or oath. W ithout this, there is no basis 
for the entire Torah, which we accepted as a covenant. (Hatam Sofer [Rabbi Moses 
Schreiber, 1762 -1839, Pressburg, Hungary])  
  

 God said to Israel, ñBe careful what you vow, and do not become addicted to making 
vows, for whoeve r is so addicted will, in the end, sin by breaking his oath, and he 
who breaks his oath denies Me without hope of pardon. (Tanhuma Mattot 79a)  
  

 Rav Dimi the brother of Rav Safra said: He who vows, even if he fulfils his vow, is 

called a sinner. Rav Zevid asked: And the proof? óYou incur no guilt if you refrain 
from vowingô (Devarim 23:23); hence, if you do not refrain, you do incur guilt. 
(Nedarim 77b)  
  

 We have been taught that Rabbi Nathan said: He who vows is as though he built a 
high place [for an idol ] and he who fulfils his vow [rather than seeking to be released 
from it] is as though he brought an offering upon it. (Nedarim 22a)  

  
 When you make a vow to God, do not delay to fulfil it. For He has no pleasure in 

fools; what you vow, fulfil. (Kohelet 5:3) The verse states that the Lord has no 
pleasure in fools who imagine they are doing His will by making many vows in order 
to spur themselves to fulfil a precept. Lacking prudence and understanding, they do 
not stop to thi nk that perhaps it may turn out impossible for them to fulfil them all. 
On the contrary, they imagine they will be credited with the good intention that they 

had at the time of the vow. (Ramban [Rabbi Moses ben Nachman, 1194 -1270, 
Spain])  

Sparks for Discus sion  

The vows and oaths described here are not merely promises or pious wishes. Once a person 

made a vow in the prescribed form, his vow ï e.g., not to eat apples ï took on for him the 



force of Halachah and eating an apple would be no different from eating  a ham sandwich. 
Halachah does provide a procedure for annulling vows.  

Why do you think people would choose to make vows? Why do the commentators have such 
a negative view of vows? What is their concern? Why does Rabbi Nathan equate fulfilling 
oneôs vow with a great sin? What can we learn from this about the promises we make to 
God, to other people, and to ourselves?  

  

 

PPIINNCCHHAASS   

11 99 tt hh   TTaa mm mm uu zz   55 77 66 99   ~~   11 11 tt hh   JJuu ll yy   22 00 00 99    

BByy   RRaa bb bb ii   JJoo ee ll   LLee vv yy    

The Israelites are wedded to God on Mount Sinai. What a responsibility they take on at that moment. There at Sinai, 

in the ten utterances, God demands that the Israelites can have no other gods: ―You are not to have any other gods 

before my presence… you are not to bow down to them, you are not to serve them, for I, YHVH your God, am a 

jealous God‖ (Ex. 20:3-5 Everett Fox).  

In the whole of Tanach, only God is referred to with this adjectival form אנק meaning ―jealous‖. Humans can feel 

jealousy or become jealous but only YHVH is intrinsically jealous.  

According to the commentator Rashbam, Rashi‘s grandson, it is the jealous aspect of God that we respond to when 

we recite the Shema. Rashbam would translate the first line of the Shema as follows: ―Hear Oh Israel, YHVH is our 

God, only YHVH!‖ (Deuteronomy 6:4). In other words YHVH is our sole God and we can have no other Gods in 

addition to YHVH. Rashbam reads דחא in the Shema not as a theological statement of monotheism but rather as an 

assertion of our communal commitment to monolatry – to worshiping only this one God.  

When the Israelites begin to worship idols in Shittim, at the end of last week‘s parasha, the jealous God‘s fury is 

provoked. Now the Israelites discover that the marriage at Sinai created another even deeper responsibility. Since 

they are wedded to God, they are now responsible for living with and mediating God‘s emotional life. They were 

told at Sinai that God is jealous – and now they are responsible for dealing with God‘s furious rage. What is the best 

way of dealing with a livid deity? In different places the Tanach offers a variety of techniques (See Yochanan 

Muffs, ―Love and Joy‖, Part. 1) but here the method suggested is one of vicariously expressing God‘s anger. Moses 

is told by God (Bamidbar 25:4) to kill all the Israelite leadership en masse, a message which he unsurprisingly fails 
to pass on accurately to the people. At the last moment, up jumps Pinchas Ben Elazar and takes the law into his own 

hands by killing Zimri, an Israelite prince, and Kozbi, his royal Midianite lover. This vicarious expression of God‘s 

anger calms God down. The divine anger is vented by Pinchas, so that God need not burst into the world even more 

destructively.  

This is a crude but effective emotional intervention. Our parasha (Bamidbar 25:10-12) reflects the voice of the now 

calm God who gives a ―Covenant of Peace‖ to Pinchas. It‘s not that Pinchas is a peaceful man. Quite the opposite – 

Pinchas is perhaps the most violent Israelite character that we meet in the Five Books of Moses. Rather, Pinchas is 

the man who brings peace to God in a therapeutic sense. When the Israelites wed God they take on both of these 

elements of God‘s jealousy; they are called upon to be faithful to God and to be responsible for God.  



A traditional Jewish marriage ceremony has two main parts. The first part of the ceremony, known as Kiddushin, 

involves the woman becoming תשדוקמ - sanctified to this one man. She may not yet have sex with her betrothed, but 

should she do so with any other man she is liable to the death penalty! The second half of the marriage ceremony, 

known as nissuin (the Sheva Brachot), involves bringing this man and woman together to actually live in close 

proximity.  

Which is the harder part of marriage - to be faithful to one‘s partner, foreswearing the allures of all other potential 

partners, or actually living with one‘s partner, tolerating and dealing with their emotional conflicts, their rage, 

neediness and anxiety?  

Joel Levy is Rabbi of KNMS  

 

Torah Sparks  

The Lord said to Moses and to Eleazar son of Aaron the priest, ―Take a census of the whole Israelite community 

from the age of twenty years up, by their ancestral houses, all Israelites able to bear arms.‖ (Bamidbar 26:1-2)  

 A parable. This may be likened to a shepherd into whose flock wolves entered and killed some of them, and 

he counted them to know the number of the remaining sheep. Another explanation: When they went forth 

out of Egypt and were given over to Moses, they were given over to him numbered; now when the time 

approached for Moses to die and to return his flock, he returned them numbered. Rashi [Rabbi Shlomo 

Yitzhaki, 1040-1105, France])  
 Parshat Pinchas recounts the very first time God spoke to Elazar after his father Aaron passed away. As his 

first order of duty he was instructed to count all the Jews over the age of 20. Is there any significance to this 

being his very first task?... Rashi compares this counting to a shepherd counting his beloved flock after a 

disaster. The counting therefore symbolizes God‘s concern for his people after a recent plague. But it could 

also be teaching the newly instated leader a critical lesson: Care about each and every one of your people, 

because they all count. (Rabbi Shlomo Ressler, LeLamed, Inc., 2004)  
 When Moses our teacher was tending Jethro‘s flock in the wilderness, a lamb scampered off and Moses 

followed it until it approached a shelter under a rock. As the lamb reached the shelter, it came upon a pool 

of water and stopped to drink. When Moses caught up with it he said, ―I did not know that you ran away 

because you were thirsty. Now you must be tired.‖ So he hoisted the lamb on his shoulder and started 

walking back with it. The Holy One then said: Because you showed such compassion in tending the flock 

of a mortal, as you live, you shall become shepherd of Israel, the flock that is Mine. (Shemot Rabbah 2:2)  

Sparks for Discussion  

Every community, shul, or school has a few members who do not quite fit in, whether because of age, family status, 

income, disability, or just personal quirks. What can the leaders of the community do to help these outsiders feel 

included and to help the ―insiders‖ be more welcoming? What can individuals do to help outsiders fit in? When, if 

ever, is it acceptable for a community to stop trying to make accommodations for those who do not fit?  

From: United Synagogue for Conservative Judaism. More can be found on their website http://www.uscj.org 

 

CCHHUUKKAATT//BBAALLAAKK 
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BByy  NNaahhuumm  GGoorrddoonn 

April 2009. Haredi newspapers airbrush two ministers out of the photograph of the new 

Israeli cabinet, because they believe that women shouldnôt have a public life or even vote. 

For them, the lack of any public mourning at Miriamôs death (Bamidbar 20:1) proves that 

women should shun public office for the sake of tzniut (modesty). But this is the 21 st 

century. So, letôs honour Miriamôs life and achievements today. 

Immediately we encounter problems. Miriam is such a famous figure in our folklore, but 

sheôs only mentioned by name in three chapters of the Torah. The sister of Moses who 

approaches Pharoahôs daughter by the river bank is never identified (Shemot 2). How do 

we know itôs Miriam? We donôt! Well, surely sheôs mentioned in the tribal genealogy 

(Shemot 6)? Sorry to disappoint you. Moses and Aaron are there, as are their parents, 

Amram and Yocheved. But wasnôt Miriam part of the family triumvirate that led the 

Israelites across the Sinai wilderness? The Torah never says that. The most obvious 

candidate to  fill that third slot is surely Joshua. So does the Torah tell us anything about 

Miriam? Well, sheôs described as a prophetess (Shemot 15:20), but this is never explained. 

Furthermore, in the same verse sheôs described as ñthe sister of Aaronò, not as the sister 

of Aaron and Moses. Is this an oversight? Are we meant to conclude that she had a close 

relationship with Aaron, but not with Moses? This suspicion is reinforced on the next 

occasion we encounter her in Bamidbar 12, where brother and sister criticis e Moses for 

marrying a Cushite woman. But look more closely. Miriam is mentioned first. Did she start 

the gossip and innocent Aaron just listen? Is that why sheôs punished with something like 

psoriasis and Aaron remains unscathed? Maybe, but it is Aaron wh o has to beg Moses to 

ask God to heal her (that must have hurt) and itôs Miriam for whom all the people wait, for 

her to recover, before they move off on the next stage of their journey. Did they wait 

because God ordered it? Out of respect for Moses and Aa ron because she was their sister? 

Or even out of respect for her? We donôt know, but wait they did.  



And so to her death or rather its aftermath. Immediately, the people rail against her 

brothers for the lack of water. This probably inspired the legend of her well which 

apparently accompanied the Israelites but disappeared when she died. Eleven verses after 

her departure, her brothers are denied passage into Canaan. Did they forget to bless God 

before hitting the rock for water because they were still traum atised by their sisterôs death? 

Blood is indeed thicker than water.   

Miriam may not have received public recognition at her funeral, but many Jewish 

communities have welcomed women in public roles, be they religious or secular, and no 

disaster has befallen  them. From Miriam, Deborah and Esther to Golda Meir, women have 

been worthy leaders and command our respect.   

Nahum Gordon is a member of KNMS  

 

TToo rr aahh   SSpp aa rr kk ss 

But the Lord said to Moses and Aaron, ñBecause you did not trust Me enough to affirm My 

sanctity in the sight of the Israelite people, therefore you shall not lead this congregation 

into the land that I have given them.ò (Bamidbar 20:12). 

 A table, meat, and a knife before us but no mouth to eat with ï the commandment 

of God is clearly outlined, the deed that was performed is not concealed from us, and 

the subsequent wrath of God astonishes us, but no satisfactory explanation emerges. 

(Akedat Yitzhak [Rabbi Isaac Arama, 1420 -1494, Spain])  

 For if you had spoken to the rock and I had brought forth (water), I would have been 

sanctified in the eyes of the co ngregation, and they would have said: If this rock 

which does not speak and does not hear and does not require sustenance fulfills the 



word of the Omnipresent, then how much more so (should we). (Rashi [Rabbi 

Shlomo Yitzhaki, 1040 -1105, France])  

 His whole sin lay in erring on the side of anger and deviating from the mean of 

patience when he used the expression, ñlisten, you rebels.ò The Holy One censured 

him for this, that a man of his stature should give vent to anger in front of the whole 

community of Isr ael, when anger was not called for. .. . When they [the Israelites] 

saw him thus in anger, they must certainly have concluded that he was not 

displaying personal animus or pique but, on the contrary, had not God been angry 

with them at their demand for wat er, Moses would not have been provoked. 

(Shemonah Perakim, [Rabbi Moses ben Maimon, 1135 -1209, Spain and Egypt])  

 Moses made the fatal mistake of saying ñshall we get water for you,ò instead of 

saying, ñshall God get water for you,ò as in all the other miracles where the authority 

of God is always explicitly stressed. The people might have been misled into thinking 

that Moses and Aaron had extracted the water for them by their own skill. Therefore 

they failed to affirm My sanctity in the sight of the Israeli te people. (Ramban [Rabbi 

Moses ben Nachman, 1194 -1270, Spain])  

 And others say it was because they did not sing a song like ñSpring up, O well, sing 

to itò [which they sang at the well of Beôer in verse 21:17]. (Rabbi Abraham Ibn 

Ezra, 1092 -1167, Spain)   

Sparks for Discussion  

As Akedat Yitzhak says, ñthe subsequent wrath of God astonishes us!ò Rashi, Rambam, and 

Ramban provide the three most common explanations for Godôs decree ï Moses struck the 

rock rather than speak to it; Moses spoke angrily to the peo ple, who were simply asking for 

the water they needed to sustain themselves and their animals; Moses spoke as if he and 

not God were the one performing the miracle. If you had to choose, which of these do you 

think is the best explanation for Godôs anger? Does the punishment fit the crime?  



Ibn Ezra brings a different explanation ï it was not what Moses and Aaron did but what they 

did not do ï they didnôt celebrate the miracle that provided water for some two million 

human beings and tens of thousands of ani mals in the manner in which they had once 

celebrated the crossing of the sea. Apparently, they had begun to take Godôs miracles for 

granted. Do you think this is a better reason for Godôs anger? Is there a lesson for us in 

this?  

  

 

KKOORRAACCHH 
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BByy  VViicckkyy  FFooxx  

In this weekôs parsha, we witness the rebellion of   Korach and his supporters against the 
leadership of Moshe and Aaron.   In a dramatic test, God demonstrates that Moses and 
Aaron are his chosen leaders.   The rebels are punished.  

What was the basis of the rebellion? Korach and his 250 supporters visi t Moses and Aaron 
saying,  

ñYou have gone too far! For all the community are holy, all of them and the Lord is in their 
midst.   Why then do you raise yourselves above the Lordôs congregation?ò (Numbers 16:3) 

Jewish tradition in Pirke Avot (Ethics of the Fat hers) teaches us that Korachôs challenge is a 

paradigm of the wrong sort of disagreement.   It is not immediately obvious why this should 
be so.   Korachôs challenge does not seem unreasonable; after all, why shouldnôt there be an 
equitable distribution of p ower among the community?   Disagreement and challenge are not 
inherently wrong in Judaism, as is evident in numerous episodes in Torah, and as seen on 
virtually every page of Talmud.  

So what was different about Korachôs challenge? Why did God cause the earth to swallow 

him and all his possessions?  

First, Korachôs accusation that Moses has set himself above the people is at odds with the 
reality. At his first encounter with God at the burning bush, Moses showed his reluctance to 
become a leader.   The Torah tells us that ñMoses was a very humble man, more so than any 
other man on earth.ò  Moses was happy to share power when, on the advice of his father -
in - law, he appointed elders as judges.   The rabbis tell us that Korach was in fact advancing 



a selfish cause . He wasnôt protesting because of the injustice to other people. He was 
protesting because he wanted to inflate his own position.   He was jealous of Moses.  

Pirkei Avot describes the ideal argument as being that between Hillel and Shammai. This is 
because t heir disagreement was ñfor the sake of heavenò i.e. it represented a battle for 
truth rather than for power or victory.   The Talmud explains why Jewish law usually follows 
the view of the school of Hillel:  

ñ é because they were kindly and modest, because they studied not only their own rulings 
but also those of the school of Shammai and because they taught the words of Shammai 

before their ownò. 

The problem with Korach is not that he challenged Moses, but his motivation for doing so.   
There is a destructive  nature to an argument for the sake of power ï itôs about winners and 
losers and the result is that both sides suffer.   The opposite happens when the argument is 
for the sake of truth. In the search for truth, both parties are ultimately the winners 
becaus e being defeated by the truth is also a victory.  

The difference in these two types of argument is not difficult to understand but perhaps less 
easy to practice.   The story of Korach warns us of the negative nature of disagreement 
when fuelled by the wrong motives. The example of Hillel and Shammai remind us that 
there is an honourable way to disagree and seek out truth.  

Vicky Fox is a member of NNLS  

 

Torah Sparks  

Now Korach, son of Izhar son of Kohat son of Levi, betook himse lf, along with Datan and 
Aviram sons of Eliav, and On son of Pelet, descendents of Reuben. (Bamidbar 16:1)  

Rav said: On son of Pelet [who is not mentioned again after this verse] was saved by his 
wife. She said to him, ñWhat does it matter to you? Whether the one [Moses] remains 
master or the other [Korach] becomes master, you are still no more than a follower.ò He 
replied, ñBut what can I do? I have taken part in their counsel, and I have sworn to be with 
them.ò She said, ñSit here, and I will save you.ò She gave him wine to drink until he became 
intoxicated and put him to bed within the tent. Then she sat down at its entrance and 
loosened her hair. Whoever came [to summon him] saw her and retreated.  

Meanwhile, Korahôs wife joined them [the rebels] and said to him [Korach], ñSee what 
Moses has done. He himself has become king; his brother he appointed High Priest; his 
brotherôs sons he has made deputy High Priests. é. Moreover, he has had your hair cut off, 
and makes sport of you as though you were dirt, for  he was jealous of your hair.ò [The 
name Korach means ñbald,ò so this must have been a particularly touchy point.] He said to 
her, ñBut he has done the same to himself!ò ..... Thus it is written, The wisest of women 
builds her house ï this refers to the wi fe of On son of Pelet ï but the foolish tears it down 
with her own hands (Mishlei 14:1) ï this refers to Korachôs wife. (Sanhedrin 109b-110a)  

The story of a pious man who was wed to a pious woman, and they did not beget children. 
Both said, ñWe are of no use whatever to the Holy One.ò So he went ahead and divorced 



her. The husband then married a wicked woman, and she made him wicked, while the 
divorced wife went and married a wicked man, whom she made righteous. This proves that 
it all depends on the woman.  (Bereisheit Rabbah 17:7)  

The Holy One said to Moses, ñGo speak to the daughters of Israel [and ask them] whether 
they wish to receive the Torah.ò Why were the women asked first? Because the way of men 
is to follow the opinion of women. (Pirkei dôRabbi Eliezer, chapter 41)  

Sparks for Discussion  

These texts suggest that even though women (at that time) had no public role in the 
community or its religious life, nevertheless they had great moral authority and influence 
over their husbands.  

 How do you feel abo ut this?  
 Do you believe this was true in previous generations?  
 Do you believe it is true today?  
 What determines the moral and religious character of a family?  
 Mrs. Onôs argument to her husband appears to be, ñDo not get involved in politics 

unless you w ill benefit personally.ò Do you think she said this only because her 
husband was involved in a rebellion or was it meant as a general rule?  

 Do you agree with her?  
 Do you think most people involved in politics have ulterior motives?  

 

SHELACH LECHA  

28th Sivan 5769 ~ 20th June 2009  

By Alex Stein  

Who'd be a spy? Damned if you do, damned if you don't, a life of intrigue seems to be a life 
of loneliness, far from the glamour with which the profession is depicted in the movies. The 
origins of spying are ancient, as is demonstrated in this week's parsha, in which the first 
Mossad agent s strut their stuff. Moses sends Caleb & Co on a reconnaissance mission to 
Eretz Yisrael, hoping that they'll come back with encouraging news about the prospects of 
conquering it.  

Their reports on returning from the land, however, are mixed. Caleb is conf ident, "We 
should go up at once, and possess it; for we are well able to overcome it," the rest of the 
men less so: "We are not able to go up against the people; for they are stronger than we." 

Amidst stories of giants and the land devouring its inhabitant s, the people begin to loose 
hope. God's punishment for this supposed lack of faith is severe ï the whole generation of 
the spies, except for Caleb and Joshua, are condemned to dying in the desert. Who'd be a 
spy?  

The traditional interpretation of this tal e is that one should always have faith, even if the 
evidence sometimes suggests otherwise. However difficult the circumstances, one should 

always persevere in the knowledge that God will come through. What, then, was the point 
of them being sent to spy on the land? If faith is enough, why bother with intelligence, 



especially when the purpose of their mission seems to have been to rally the morale of the 
people, rather than to carefully plan for the attack?  

In contemporary Israel, the dilemmas are no less a cute. The critical question of the hour is 
what to do about Iran's nuclear programme. Is the only thing worse than a potentially 
disastrous attack on Iran a nuclear Iran? Or can we live with the Islamic Republic having the 
bomb? Should we have faith in the  IAF's ability to do permanent damage to Iran's nuclear 
quest, or will this prove to be one mission too far for Israel's daring army?  

Resh Lakish interprets Shelach Lecha to mean that Moses had discretion over whether to 

send the spies, and that God was n ot pleased by the decision. Again, faith should have 
sufficed. This is mistaken. The problem of the spies was a failure of interpretation, not of 
faith. They preferred to lose all hope rather than rationally assess the nature of the threat 
before them and respond accordingly. Whatever Israel (and the world) decides to do about 
Iran, it is to be hoped that they will be rational and wise. In doing so, we will be doing great 
honour to the traditions established by our people's first spies.     

Alex Stein is a f ormer NOAM Movement worker and now lives in Israel  

 

Torah Sparks  

We saw the Nephilim there ï the Anakites are part of the Nephilim ï and we looked like 
grasshoppers to ourselves, and so we must have looked to them. (Bamidbar 13:33)  

 The Holy One said to the spies: You donôt know what you have just let your mouths 
utter. I am ready to put up with your saying we looked like grasshoppers to 
ourselves. But I do take offense at your asserting, and so we must have looked to 
them. Could you possibly know how I made you appear in their eyes? How do you 

know but that in their eyes  you were like angels? (Tanhuma, Shôlah) 
 This was one of the sins of the spies. We looked like grasshoppers to ourselves, 

okay, it is possible to understand [why they thought that], but and so we must have 
looked to them. What of it? What does it matter to  you how you appear in the eyes 
of others? (Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Kotzk, 1787 -1854, Poland)  

 A person who worries about how others view him will have no rest. Regardless of 
what he does or does not do he will always be anxious about receiving the approva l 
of others. Such a person makes his self -esteem dependent on the whims of others. It 
is a mistake to give others so much control over you. Keep your focus on doing what 
is right and proper... (Rabbi Zelig Pliskin, Growth Through Torah, 1988, p. 330)  

Spark s for Discussion  

All the commentators understand how a group of recently freed slaves would be terrified by 
the idea of fighting for their land and why they might consider themselves incapable of 
doing so. However, they define the assumption that the Canaa nites shared that perception a 
sin. Why?  

Is this simply a matter of self -esteem, how a person feels about him - or herself? Rabbi Zelig 
Pliskin says, ñIt is a mistake to give others so much control over you.ò How much control 

does the opinion of other peopl e (whether actual or projected) have over your behavior? 



Has ñwhat will the neighbors thinkò ever caused you to do (or not do) something you might 
not have done otherwise? Do you believe other peopleôs opinions of you are likely to be 
positive or negative?  Why? How do you judge other people?  

 

BEHALOTACHA  

21st Sivan 5769 ~ 13th June 2009  

By Georgia Kaufmann  

My daughter came home from Cheder last week and asked me why most Jews were right wing. She had formed this 

opinion after watching a succession of local, national and international elections. The question jolted me. If pushed I 

would say that Jews by default have a liberal, social conscience – as exemplified by the many Jewish activists who 

fought for black civil rights in the US in the 1960s. Take racism; we know where that leads, we live in the shadow of 

the gas chambers. But we are not immune to it ourselves.  

In this week‘s Sidrah Miriam is struck down by a disease and banished from the camp. This is God‘s response to the 

following passage: When they were in Hazeroth, Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses because of the Cushite 

woman he had married: "He married a Cushite woman!"[Numbers 12:1]  

If Miriam and Aaron just stated a fact why is Miriam punished? Nehama Leibowitz wondered what was Miriam‘s 

sin. The answer to that is that basically she spoke against Moses. Although you could ask how was saying he 

married a Cushite woman speaking against him? Rashi argued that Miriam was angry that Moses had separated from 

Zipporah. In Avot Derabi Nathan Rabbi Shimon postulates that Miriam is angry at Moses for thinking he can do 

what he wants i.e. separate from Zipporah because he has God‘s ear. Maybe the sin was not Miriam‘s anger but the 

word she used: Cushite. Various meanings are ascribed to it: beautiful (Saadya Ha Gaon), family of Ham, Ethiopian 

(Rashbam), Beautiful Woman (Onkelos). But Jospeh Kaspi, a medieval commentator, says this is all nonsense: 

What was the Onkelos‘ warrant for rendering the Hebrew adjective Kushit (Black or Ethiopian) as ―beautiful‖ the 
very opposite of what was stated, black being opposite to white?..... I therefore maintain that the text bears no other 

interpretation but that Moses took a Cushite or Ethiopian woman. .. After Moses married Zipporah, he took another 

wife, an Ethiopian woman for reason best known to himself and it is not our business to pry into his motives 

[Leibowitz, Bemidbar, 1980. WZO.pp.130-1]  

I think that Kaspi holds the key. The problem is the word Kushit which means Black. Miriam and Aaron were not 

objecting to Moses marrying again, that would not have been exceptional in those times for a powerful man, but for 

marrying a Black woman. The rest of their conversation can be translated loosely as: what makes you think that you 

are better than us, what makes you think that you can do anything you want, like marrying a black woman and get 

away with it.  

To me what is most significant is God‘s response, it is swift and cruel. Miriam is struck with a disease that leaves 

her white, scaly and impure. God does not hesitate to punish her for her racism. Only after Moses‘s intercession is 

her punishment shortened to seven days, rather than being permanently cast out. I told my daughter that there is a 

straight line between God‘s reaction, Hillel‘s golden rule and the social conscience which I associate with Jewish 

thought. For me this is what is meant by being a light unto the nations.  

Georgia Kaufmann is a member of KNMS  

 

Torah Sparks  



Aaron did so; he mounted the lamps at the front of the lampstand, as the Lord had commanded Moses. (Bamidbar 

8:3)  

A. To declare the praise of Aaron, that he did not act differently. (Rashi [Rabbi Shlomo Yitzhaki, 1040-1105, 

France])  

B. Would it occur to you to think that Aaron would change and not do as God commanded? So why praise him for 

not changing? Even though Aaron rose to the highest level, to the position of high priest, he didn‘t change his 

behaviour but remained the man he had been: involved with others, mixing with people, making peace between 

friend and friend and between husband and wife. This is the ―praise of Aaron that he did not act differently‖ – he 

didn‘t change himself. (Rabbi Meir of Premishlan, 1780-1850, Poland)  

C. Although he had been privileged to attain such great honors, Aaron never changed. He did not become conceited 

or arrogant, but remained humble and meek as he had been before. (Attributed to Rabbi Simcha Bunim of 

Przysucha, 1765-1827, Poland)  

D. The Kotzker and the Gaon of Vilna explain that there was no difference between the way he performed the 

commandment the first time and the way he performed it thereafter for the following 39 years, day after day. Each 

time, he felt the same enthusiasm and the commandment never became a matter of rote to him. (Emet ve-Emunah 

[author unknown])  

Sparks for Discussion  

Rabbi Meir and Rabbi Simcha Bunim understand that Aaron‘s character and behaviour were not affected by his 

appointment as high priest – he remained involved with ordinary people and did not become arrogant.  

 How common do you think this is? We see many people who achieve success and fame in business, 

politics, sports, or entertainment who then become arrogant, believing that they are entitled to special 

treatment, that rules and laws don‘t apply to them.  
 How can a person become a star without becoming arrogant? Emet ve-Emunah takes a different tack – 

Aaron never lost the enthusiasm for his position that he felt on the very first day.  
 Do you believe it is credible that Aaron never had a bad day, never felt sick, never had a fight with his wife 

and just wanted to stay in bed and be left alone? Perhaps we should praise Aaron for behaving as if his 

enthusiasm never flagged.  
 How does a person remain committed to a task or a relationship at those times when the enthusiasm is not 

there?  
 How do you rekindle the original fire? 

 

NNAASSOO   
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BByy  NNoorrmmaann  BBaarr   

In Sidrah Naso we read that Moses is commanded to speak to the Bnei Yisra‘el: 6 …... A man or woman who 
commits any of man‘s sins, by committing a trespass against God, and that person shall become guilty - 7 and they 

shall confess their sin …. and make restitution for their guilt in full and add a fifth, and give it to the one towards 

whom they are guilty.‖ [Numbers 5: 5-7]  



This is generally taken to refer to specific wrongdoings, essentially (Hertz volume 4 p.47) compensation for wrongs 

to another‘s property or (Soncino p. 818) ―robbery by violence‖ and (Rashi) ―false swearing about the robbery,‖ 

Rambam (Maimonides) (quoted by Miller: Gutnick Chumash, Bemidbar p 38) refers to transgression of ―any of the 

(Torah) mitzvos ... or a prohibition, either intentionally or unintentionally …‖ The text has inspired a note on 

making good after wrongdoing. Rambam writes comprehensively (Laws of Repentance) apropos the single positive 

commandment to confess and return to God after sinning, laying down rules for inter alia [1] confession to God [2] 
the importance of repentance i.e.‖ … forsaking sins … removing such thoughts from one's … thinking … resolving 

firmly never to do it again …. ‖ [3] asking forgiveness [4] confessing in public [5] making restitution. Significantly, 

he counsels the victim (a fortiori surely the non-victims) against being harsh and unforgiving.  

How should one teach this to children? By example: at home, in fact anywhere. At cheder you can employ rôle play. 
You imitate being rude or pouring ink on a pupil‘s clothes. Pupils will say, ―Apologise.‖ You do so, but truculently. 

―O.K.?‖ ―No! You didn‘t mean it.‖ You apologise contritely, followed immediately by another insult. ―You didn‘t 

really mean it because you did it again straight away.‖ Thus Rambam‘s requirements are teased out in simple stages.  

These rules are vital both in private life, with its many broygases, and in public. Public role models often flatly deny 
personal responsibility, perhaps admitting at most a fault ―in the system‖, followed by the deflective and reproving, 

―Don‘t dwell on the past, we must draw a line and move on.‖: as though asking for acknowledgement of personal 

wrongdoing and restitution betrays ipso facto an unhealthy preoccupation with the past: we are not helped by such 

vindictive and confrontational non-victims as the media and politicians, for whom such acknowledgment is almost 

invariably a derisible weakness.  

Saying sorry meaningfully can be painful. Even so, are words enough? Should there not be some act, even where 

restitution to the wronged person may not obviously be required, e.g. a sincere apology for rudeness and a firm 

resolution not to repeat the misdeed? Perhaps we should always do more than apologise, do something, even if not 

for the wronged person, perform some act as our own, small, personal, additional contribution towards tikkun olam. 

We could perform an additional mitzvah, maybe a donation to charity over and above what we‘d otherwise give, 

maybe do some voluntary work. And, if possible, anonymously – now that is hard!  

Norman Bar is a member of NNLS  

 

Torah Sparks  

ñMay the Lord lift His face upon you and grant you peaceò (Numbers 6:26)  

Discussion  

 God‘s holy name appears in each of the three stanzas of the Priestly Blessing. Besides the Name (ha-shem 
is the Hebrew word for ―the Name‖), the only term repeated in the blessing is the word ―face.‖ (In Hebrew, 

the word for face is panim. In this blessing, the word is panav, which means ―His face.‖) We ask God to 

cause His face to shine upon us, and then to lift up His face to us. But does God have a face?  
 Of course, the blessing is based on a metaphor. God does not really have a face. But the word ―face‖ is 

important. The first insight comes from the Hebrew. The word panim is always in the plural, literally 

―faces.‖ Why is that significant?  
 Perhaps the reason is that none of us has just one face. We present the world with a certain face when we 

are happy, another when we are angry, another when we are frightened and yet another when we are sad. 

We often present one face to the world and another to our family. Perhaps we have one face for business 

and another for leisure. Each of us has many faces. Therefore, face in Hebrew is always plural.  
 However, perhaps there is another reason why face is always plural. Faces always come in pairs because 
without another person (or a mirror) no one sees our face, we certainly don‘t. Two people meet face to face. 



The word face is about an encounter with another. My face comes into being when it meets another face, 

when I really stand in the presence and see the other.  
 The human face is meant to be encountered. That is why so many muscles control our smile. Scholars say 

we have eyebrows so people can recognize our expression from a distance. Why is being in the presence of 

another‘s face so important for our human identity? Why do email users have emoticons which were 

modelled after faces? Have we lost something when we do most of our communication by phone or email?  

 

MISHPATIM  

Shabbat   Shekalim  

27th Shevat 5769 ~ 21st February 2009  

By Harriet  Oppenheimer  

Last week in Yitro  Moses appointed leaders and judges of bnei Israel  and this week in 

Mishpatim  God gives bnei Israel, through Moses, the first volume of our laws on social 

justice. With judges and a legal framework we have the beginnings of o ur society.   And this 

legal framework in Mishpatim  begins with the laws of how we deal with slaves.  

The psychology of this is interesting ï bnei Israel  have only just escaped from slavery in 

Egypt, and have little in the way of belongings or wealth, and one might think that our 

primary concern is for survival.   Yet God understands that it is never too early in a peopleôs 

history to give them the laws of social justice; perhaps if God had waited until such law s 

were manifestly needed, it would have been too late.   God does, however, understand that 

the laws need to have some immediate relevance to bnei Israel , and one thing that bnei 

Israel  know a lot about at this point in our history is slavery. Perhaps this is why the laws 

start with slavery.  

 

And this is precisely the reason that is given for why we should not wrong or oppress 



strangers ï for you know the feelings of the stranger, having yourselves been strangers in 

the land of Eqypt .  Why the repetition?   Why state both that we have been strangers, and 

that we know the feelings of being a stranger?   It is important not just to have events 

happen to us, but to really experience them.   It is this that enables us to see life from each 

othersô perspective, to walk in another personôs shoes, to see each person as equal at a 

fundamental, human level.  

  

This is reflected in the rest of the laws of Mishpatim .  The defining principle of much of the 

legal framework that follows is justice for all. Restitution should be  based on the value of 

what has been lost, rather than what can be extorted from the other party. God will not 

tolerate ill - treatment of the defenceless in society ï widows or orphans.   In any legal 

dispute, we must not be biased towards either the party w ith the greatest social status or 

the weaker party.  

 

Perhaps the reason why God only chooses to give us our legal framework once we have 

experienced slavery is that this inheritance is the beginning of our ability to see beyond our 

immediate selves. Before  this we were not sufficiently mature as a people to take on this 

social responsibility. And it is also significant to look at the language of how bnei Israel  

accepts Godôs laws.  We will do  they say twice.   And then finally we will do and we will 

understa nd .  The implication is that the act of doing, of living through an experience, gives 

us the real knowledge to understand the principles underlying our framework of social 

justice.   Living life alongside our fellow people gives us the insight and empathy t o see life 

from their perspective, which in turn reinforces our intention to uphold justice in all our 

dealings.  

By Harriet Oppenheimer is a member of Assif  



 

Mishnat Hashavua: Beitzah 2:1  

By Rabbi Daniel Nevins  

When a yom tov (festival) falls right before Shabbat, a person may not intentionally cook on 

yom tov for Shabbat. However , he may cook for yom tov, and if there are leftovers, eat 

them on Shabbat. And he may cook a dish beforetovrely on it for Shabbat [see comments]. 

The Shammai Institute teaches that this requires two cooked dishes, but the Hillel Institute 

says one cooked dish [suffices]. And they agree that a cooked fish or an egg is like two 

cooked dishes. If he ate it or lost it, he should not rely on it to cook more food. But if even a 

bit of the food was left, he can use it to prepare more food for Shabbat.  

Comments  

Rabbinic law allows cooking food on yom tov [Pesah, Shavu'ot, Rosh Hashanah, and 

Sukkot], but only for yom tov. What, then, will one eat on the day immediately following 

Shabbat? This Mishnah describes a rabbinic loophole called the ñeruv tavshilinò (which is 

nearly impossible to translate). An eruv is a legal device that ñmixesò different domains so 

that activities permitted in one domain can be extended to another domain. In this case, the 

eruv is a dish of cooked food. By cooking some food for Shabbat befo re yom tov [for 

example, on Thursday, when Friday is yom tov] and saving that food until Shabbat, any 

subsequent cooking during yom tov for Shabbat is viewed as just an enhancement of the 

already prepared meal. It is a stretch, but it remains Jewish practi ce even today!  

Questions  

 

Jewish festivals are meant to be extra joyous, which is why cooking is permitted. Why didnôt 

that permission extend to Shabbat?  



How do you understand the mechanism of eruv tavshilin since it technically turns all 

Shabbat food into  leftovers, does that diminish the honour of Shabbat?  

Does this loophole enhance our awareness of sacred time or trivialize it?  

  

 

YITRO 

20th Shevat 5769 ~ 14th February 2009  

 

By Allan Myers  

If youôre reading this during the Torah reading, you may just have heard two contradictory 

statements. Each person called to the reading of the Torah says the blessing which ends, 

ñnoten hatorah ò, ñBlessed are you, O Lord, the giver of Torahò. Iôm not sure what that 

phrase means but I think it implies that we should regard the Torah as our guiding 

document.  

Previously, we all sang, ñvôatem hadveikim bashem elokeichem, hayim kulchem hayom ò, 

ñThose of you who have held fast to the Lord your God, all are alive todayò. This tells us 

that we  should cleave to God, not to Torah.  

This weekôs sedra describes how God communicated with the people. Although, 

traditionally, we were all standing at Sinai, it is difficult to understand what the nature of 

the communication was and how its result became the Torah.  



Abraham Joshua Heschel describes it thus: ñman was told [at Sinai] that God is concerned 

with the affairs of mané.that not only does man need God, God is in need of manò. So God 

needed us to write down His law ï the question is, how accurately d id we do it?  

Depending on your place in the Jewish spectrum, you may hold one of six views:  

1. The Torah comprises the exact words of God  

2. God dictated His will, which was written down by humans  

3. Humans wrote the Torah, but they were divinely inspired  

4. The Torah  is the human account of the encounter between God and Israel The 

Torah is Godôs will written by human beings 

5. Humans wrote the Torah and it is not divine.  

So, when we say the blessing, ñnoten hatorah ò, which of the above acts of giving do we 

understand?  

If our view is one of the earlier statements listed above, we may encounter problems with 

some of the contradictions in the Torah, the variations in some of the accounts of what 

happened and the similarities to stories appearing in earlier traditions.  

The further down the list we go, however, the more we attribute human input to the Torah 

and the further we are from the divine ï hardly a position where we can ñcleave to Godò. 

These are not easy questions to answer. Some of us will have heard this Torah read ing 

sixty, seventy or eighty times. How does our repeated hearing of the act of Revelation 

improve our understanding of it? Do we need to consult commentators, academics, rabbis 

or philosophers to understand what happened or do we eventually develop our ow n 

understanding of it?  



The challenge we face is to refine our understanding of Torah during this life. We can only 

do that by engaging in study. So, in the words of Hillel, ñGo and learn!ò 

Allan Myers is a member of KNMS  

 

Mishnat Hashavua: Sukkah 3:1 

By Rabbi Daniel Nevins 

Do mitzvot require background checks? 

A stolen lulav, or one that is all dried out, is invalid [for use to fulfill the mitzvah of waving the four species of palm, 

myrtle, willow, and etrog on Sukkot]. If it comes from an ahsera [a tree used for idolatry] or an idolatrous city, it is 

invalid. If its tip is cut off, or its leaves are split, it is invalid. If its leaves are separated, it is valid. Rabbi Yehudah 

says that he should tie it above. Stone palms from Mt. Barzel are valid [despite being short]. A lulav that is at least 

three hand breadths, and thus long enough to shake, is valid. 

Comments 

The Torah (Lev. 23:40) commands the Israelites to ―take for yourselves on the first day [of Sukkot]‖ four species 

that were identified as palm, myrtle, willow, and the etrog. These plants are held together and waved in thanksgiving 

for the harvest. But what if the objects used in this ritual were stolen, or came from a place of idolatry, or were 

damaged goods? This Mishnah (and those that follow it) establishes a high standard of integrity for the materials 

used in this popular ritual. 

Questions 

Our Mishnah raises troubling questions about religious rituals—it is apparently not enough to do the ritual in the 

designated fashion. We must be concerned with the origin of the materials used in our rite—what laws and morals 

were compromised to obtain these goods? What standards are necessary to serve God with integrity? In our day, 



similar questions are emerging regarding kashrut. What moral and religious standards do we apply to our food 

beyond its ritual kashrut? 

 

BESHALLACH  

Shabbat Shira  

13th Shevat 5769 ~ 7th February 2009  

By David Kosky  

Each year on Shabbat Shirah we have a disagreement in our Shul. Some wish to join with 

the Ba'al Koreh in the beautiful melody of the Shir Shel Yam. Some maintain that the 

correct minhag is for the Ba'al Koreh to read on his own. On occasion the Ba'al Koreh has 

stopped until those seeking to join in desist.  

As one brought up in the tradition of the Ba'al K oreh having the field to himself I decided to 

find out who was correct. Perhaps unsurprisingly both are.  

According to Tractate Sotah, the Rabbis themselves had at least three opinions. "On that 

day Rabbi Akiva expounded: when the Israelites ascended from the Red Sea they wanted to 

sing a song. How did they sing it? Like an adult who reads the Hallelthey respond after him 

with the leading word. "According to this explanation Moses said, I will sing to the Lord and 

they responded, I will sing to the Lord. Mo ses said, For he has triumphed gloriously and 

they responded, I will sing to the Lord.  

Rabbi Eliezer son of Rabbi Jose the Galilean said: It was like a child who reads Hallel and 

they repeat after him all that he says. Moses said, I will sing to the Lord and they 



responded, I will sing to the Lord. Moses said, for he has triumphed gloriously, and they 

responded, for he has triumphed gloriously.  

Rabbi Nehemiah said: It was like a school teacher who recites the Shema in the Synagogue. 

He begins first and th ey respond after him."  

The Talmud records differences in the way the Shirah was said in the Synagogue. According 

to some traditions, the Ba'al Koreh began and the community responded with specific 

words. In other traditions the community repeated each lin e.  

The custom of joining in with the Ba'al Koreh springs not so much from the correct or 

incorrect manner of recitation but from a desire that the community should share the 

experience of Israel's miraculous deliverance through Yeshuat Hashem. It is as if  we wish to 

re -enact the experience of deliverance and to imagine that we too may one day be 

redeemed. By singing and responding we participate in the celebration of our salvation. 

What matters is not how it's done but that it should be done enthusiastical ly and that the 

voice of the Ba'al Koreh express the voice of the entire community.  

This year in our shul my daughter will be leyning the Shirah on her Batmitzvah. My hope is 

that her voice reflect not only the joy of her own prospective redemption but th at of the 

Community and of all Israel.  

David Kosky is a member of EMS  

 

Mish nat Hashavua: Yoma 6:8  

By Rabbi Daniel Nevins  



Was the scapegoat "to Azazael" of the Yom Kippur rite ceremony symbolic 

or magical?  

They would tell the high priest, "the goat has reached the wilderness" [indicating that he 

could proceed with the service]. But how did they know that it had reached the wilderness? 

There were scouts who waived signals [as it passed] to inform [the priests] that the goat 

had reached the wilderness. Rabbi Yehudah says it was q uite a system they had ðfrom 

Jerusalem to Beit Hidudo [the edge of the wilderness] was three mil. The scouts walked one 

mil [with the goat] then returned the mil and waited an equal time, and thus they knew that 

the goat had reached the wilderness. Rabbi Yi shmael says, but wasnôt there a different 

notification system? A crimson cloth was hung from the sanctuary door, and when the goat 

reached the wilderness, it would turn white, as it says, "Though your sins be like crimson, 

they shall become white as snow" (Isa. 1:18).  

Comments Of the many strange ceremonies in Judaism, few can match that of the 

scapegoat ritual described above. Some speculate that it reflects an era when Israelites 

were torn between worship of the Lord and the worship of goat demons (See L ev. 17:7, and 

the comments of Nachmanides there and in Lev. 16:8). However, the scapegoat came to 

symbolize the purification of Israel from sin on Yom Kippur. This Mishnah focuses on the 

question of how the priest knew that the ritual was complete, and tha t the goat had fallen 

from a designated cliff in the desert. Rabbi Yehudah and Rabbi Yishmael, living after the 

temple had been destroyed, debate whether the priests relied on a clever relay system or 

rather, a miracle. This raises the question of memory ðare the sages debating what actually 

happened in the temple, or rather what should have happened, based upon their 

interpretation of the Bible?  

Questions:  How do you relate to the scapegoat ritual? Is it a powerful symbol of the 

expiation of sin, a dubious  quasi -magical rite, or simply another mitzvah of the Torah?  



 

BO 

6th Shevat 5769 ~ 31st January 2009  

By Vicky Fox 

This weekôs parsha describes the final three plagues- locusts, darkness and killing of the 

first born -  of the ten in total that God sent to persuade Pharaoh to let His people go and 

the start of the exodus from Egypt.    There are a series of commandments in the parsha 

loosely connected by the importance of remembering the exodus from Egypt.  

 

One of those commandments can be found in chapter 13 of Shemot (Exodus), verse 8:  

 

"And you shall explain to your child on that  day [Pesach] ñit is because of what 

the Lord did for me when I went forth from Egyptò 

 

The Torah uses the verb ñVeô higgadataò meaning you shall tell or explain and you may 

recognise the same root in the name of the book that we read at Pesach on Seder nights ï 

the Haggadah.  

 

Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch (communal rabbi and commentator living in mid 19 th  century 

Germany) explains that these verses mean that we are to speak of God not as the God of 

our nation, or of our ancestors but as our  God.   He says that if we want to raise our 

children as Jews, we must first try to become knowledgeable Jews ourselves.   Our children 

will learn far more from watching us live as Jews than if we tell the story of Pesach only as 

a memory of the past.   By making the P esach story our story, we show our children that 



the past has ongoing meaning in our lives today.    

 

This and other similar commandments to tell our children about the exodus show us the 

importance of remembering and the nature of Jewish education.    Educa tion is not simply 

about transmitting information but about leading by example and by becoming the 

knowledgeable Jew that Rabbi Hirsch speaks of.  

 

Sir Jonathan Sacks, [Chief Rabbi of the United Hebrew Congregations of the 

Commonwealth] takes this understan ding one step further and explains education as our 

route to freedom.   Freedom, he says, is not about winning battles or political power; it is 

about teaching the next generation and passing on our beliefs and ideals.    Thus, every 

generation takes part in  the exodus from Egypt by teaching the next generation. Each new 

generation has the opportunity to learn from the past.  

Three times in this parsha, Moses tells the people of their duty to pass on the memory of 

the exodus.   As he gathers the people on the b rink of freedom from slavery, Moses talks not 

about victory over Pharaoh or the promised land, but about education.   Small wonder then, 

that our greatest leader was not known as Moses our hero, Moses our King or our prophet 

but as Moshe Rabbenu ï Moses our  teacher.  

Thus memory is important, not only for ourselves, but as a way to pass on a system of 

beliefs and values to the next generation.  

A question for all of us to consider whilst listening to these verses in synagogue is how we 

as members of a family,  as members of a community will choose to live our lives and with 

what values so as to pass the meaning of the exodus on to the next generation?  

Vicky Fox is a member of NNLS  



 

Mishnat Hashavua: Shekalim 1:1  

By Rabbi Daniel Nevins  

What preparations are needed for the Jewish community to begin a new year?  

On the first of Adar [i.e.,  the last Hebrew month] they make proclamations regarding the 

shekel tax and kilayim [the prohibition of mixed vegetable gardens]. On the fifteenth [of 

Adar, i.e., Shushan Purim] they read the Megillah in [walled] cities and begin to repair the 

roads, plaz as, and mikvaôot [ritual baths], and attend to all public works, and mark the 

graves, and send forth inspectors regarding kilayim.  

Comments  

The Torah (Exod. 30:12) commands the collection of a half -shekel poll tax from every male 

over twenty. While this ma y have been a one - time tax, later generations mandated its 

collection every year by the first of Nisan for the maintenance of the temple, and to pay for 

the daily sacrifices on behalf of the nation. One month prior to the due date, the 

government reminded people to pay the tax, and also adjured farmers to inspect their fields 

to remove forbidden mixtures that might have grown together over the winter. By Purim the 

raining season was over, and only a month remained until Pesah. Thus, it was important to 

clea r the paths and plazas that would be used by pilgrims, and to help them be ritually pure 

by refilling ritual baths and refreshing the lime markers that indicated the presence of a 

grave. Stepping over a grave would render a person impure, and thus unable t o enter the 

temple or eat the paschal lamb.  

Questions  



1.       Even today, when there is no temple, nor pilgrimage rite, it takes great effort to 

prepare for Passover. What are the responsibilities of the Jewish community to help 

people prepare for the holi day?  

2.       Who has assumed responsibility for the ritual needs of the public? Is the synagogue 

responsible for the observance of the Jewish public, even beyond its membership?  

3.        In ancient times they collected a poll tax from every male adult. Should our Jewish 

community have a token membership fee for every adult? What would be the 

consequences, good or bad, of such a system?  

 

VAERA  

28th Tevet 5769 ~ 24th January 2009  

By Reli Israeli  

At the beginning of Parshat Vaera, God tells Moshe that He will take the Children of Israel out of the slavery of 

Egypt and bring them to the Promised Land. Following this we are told that ―They [the Children of Israel] did not 

listen to Moshe due to impatience of spirit and hard work‖ (Exodus 6:9). The Commentators provide various reasons 

for why they were unwilling to listen. Some suggest a fear of Pharaoh and his people. Some say that the Israelites 

could not overcome their mindset of being perpetual slaves, whilst others focus on an overall lack of spirituality, 

trust and belief. One thing is clear – Moshe was not only taking the People of Israel out of Egypt physically, he was 

also leading them towards a new era of independence and strength.  

When we imagine a good leader, we often think about those who withstood outside threats. We are all looking for 

someone who will represent us externally, take care of our relations with our neighbours, create and maintain peace. 

The opening of this Parsha shows us that being this type of leader is not easy, but another, perhaps even greater 

challenge, is to be a leader who connects with the people themselves.  

Moshe's time as a shepherd could be viewed as part of his training for a leadership role. A shepherd uses his 

sensitivity and knowledge of his flock to lead them to pasture in the morning and bring them home at the end of the 

day. A shepherd leads his sheep with the help of a flute, he leads with a melody. The shepherd's biggest challenge is 

to lead with a gathering, containing and loving approach, rather than with an aggressive style. The shepherd's love 



for his herd ensures that he is always looking to keep his flock together. Those on the edges of the flock who are 

wandering off in different direction are brought back into the fold. It is especially those who are on the periphery 

that must be brought, by the leader, back into the herd.  

It is no secret that in these past years, Israeli society has faced a leadership crisis. Next month, the election for the 

18th Knesset will take place and, as ever, Israelis are looking around for a real leader. There is a need for someone 

who, not only has a vision and can lead without hesitation, but also someone who can listen and unify us. Gaining 

people's trust and creating unity will always be an important task for a new leader, even for someone as great as 

Moshe. We don't have a leader of Moshe Rabbeinu's stature, and our society is more fractured than the people of 

Israel were in Egypt. But leadership with humility, understanding and the faith of the people would be a good place 

to start.  

Reli Israeli is the Jewish Agency Shlicha to the Masorti Movement  

 

Mishnat Hashavua: Pesahim 3:4  

Rabbi Daniel Nevin What precautions are necessary to prevent dough from becoming chametz?  

Rabban Gamliel says that three women may knead [dough for matzah] together, then bake it in one oven, one after 

another. But the sages say that three women may work together on dough, one kneading while another forms loaves 

and one bakes them. Rabbi Akiva says, not all women, nor all woods, nor all ovens are equally [efficient]. This is a 

general practice: if the dough starts to rise, douse it in cold water [to slow it down].  

Comments  

The Torah warns ―you should guard the matzot‖ (Exod. 12:17), which leads to unusual precautions at every stage of 

the preparation of matzah. Our Mishnah gives a window into the daily lives of women working collectively in 

preparing for this festival. Rabban Gamliel seems most lenient, allowing them to work together through the entire 

process, whereas the sages prescribe a more efficient assembly-line production, lest the dough turn to chametz while 

waiting to be baked. Rabbi Akiva reminds us that even efficient models like that of the sages may be slowed by 

differential efficiency among the workers and their equipment. The ―cooling‖ method described here indicates 

experience with such inefficiencies and the attempt to salvage the dough from becoming worthless as chametz. Later 

halakhah (See Shulhan Arukh O.H. 459:2 in comments of Mishnah Brurah) establishes a fixed limit of eighteen 

minutes from when the flour is first moistened until when it must be put in the oven.  

Questions  

1. How do you imagine the sages forming their opinions—from logic or direct observation?  

2. Can you defend Rabban Gamliel‘s position? Why did the later law codify the time limit according to the clock?  



3. The race to produce matzah is meant to simulate the haste of the Exodus. Should we find new ways to simulate 

this experience even today when we buy our matzah? Would it be better to make our own?  

 

SHEMOT 

21st Tevet 5769 ~ 17th January 2009  

Deborah Silver  

ñWhatôs in a name?  That which we call a rose By any other name would smell as 
sweetéò  Romeo & Juli et, William Shakespeare, Act II Scene I  

The second book of the Tanach is called Shemot ï óNamesô ï because it opens with a list of 
the ónamesô of the children of Israel who went down to Egypt.  But the theme of names 

works through the book in a much deeper  way.   Further down in the sidrah, and again next 
week, God tells Moses Godôs name.   

In the fourth aliyah we read the scene at the burning bush, in which God calls Moses to his 
mission.   Moses asks, understandably enough, who he should say is calling, and , 
furthermore, points out that the children of Israel will want to know who exactly this óGod of 
their ancestorsô is.  God replies:  

ñI shall be what I shall be: say this to the children of Israel: óI shall beô sent me to you.ò 

We can almost hear God pause at this point: the next verse contains a reformulation:    

ñSay this to the children of Israel: the God of your ancestors, the God of Abraham, the God 

of Isaac, and the God of Jacob sent me to you: this is my everlasting name, and this is my 
title, from gen eration to generation.ò 

In the event, it is unclear whether either formulation gets used.   It is Aaron, not Moses, who 
tells the children of Israel what took place at the burning bush, and all we know about that 
incident is that Aaron told them, óall the words that Adonai had spoken to Mosesô.     

But the formula, óthe God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacobô has a familiar 
ring.   It occurs only once in the whole Tanach, but it was placed by the anonymous liturgists 
of our tradition in the fir st paragraph of the Amidah.   Every time we say it we are 
hyperlinked to the scene at the burning bush, in which God, in Godôs own words, tells us 
who God really is.    

Does it matter?   Names donôt seem to be important to Juliet: as she points out, if a rose 
was called a thistle, it would still smell just as sweet. But knowing, and using, someoneôs 
true name is an act of the profoundest intimacy.   When we call someone the name they call 
themselves, we are forging a relationship based on t he fact that we hold what they perceive 
to be their true identity in our hands. By their name shall we know them.  

As we read the book of Shemot it is easy to be carried away by its spectacle, its miracles, 
the fire and thunder of Sinai.   But just as import ant is the subliminal theme of knowing.   If 



we are sensitive, we can discern the resonance of the love that can only come from self -
disclosure.   When we read Shemot, and when we pray, we might do well to be alive to 
Godôs invitation to greater intimacy.    

Deborah Silver   is a rabbinic student at the University of Judaism LA and a member of Assif  

 

Mishnat Hashavua: Eruvin 4:2  

Rabbi Daniel Nevins  

What if you get caught outside the Shabbat boundary on Friday afternoon?  

It happened once that [a group of Jews travelling by boat on Friday afternoon] did not reach 
port before dark. They asked Rabban Gamliel, ñMay we disembark?ò He told them, ñYou 
may, for I have already calculated and seen that we were within the boundary before it 
grew dark.ò 

Comments   

Rabbinic law permitted a Jew to walk u p to two thousand cubits from the city on Shabbat. 
This distance could be extended by placing a meal at the limit before Shabbat, thereby 
extending oneôs domain another two thousand cubits. However, if one wound up outside the 
Shabbat limits, he or she was  supposed to stay put, moving no more than four cubits (about 
seven feet) until the end of Shabbat. Our Mishnah tells a story in which the travellers arrive 
in port after Shabbat begins. Are they considered within the city, and therefore permitted to 
disem bark and move around, or must they stay put on the boat until Saturday night? 
Rabban Gamliel, who employed some sort of mechanical device for calculating distances (as 

recounted in the Talmud), gave a lenient answer ðthey had entered the two - thousand -cubit 
limit of the port before Shabbat began and could therefore disembark.  

Questions   

1.       What do you suppose is the purpose of the two - thousand -cubit restriction on Shabbat 
movement?  

2.       Do the loopholes of Eruvin undermine this purpose, or do they all ow greater freedom 
and enjoyment on Shabbat?  

3.       In our day, do mechanical adaptations, such as using timers, undermine Shabbat or 
reinforce its legal significance and enjoyment?  

4.      What does this story tell us about the relationship between Rabban  Gamliel and his 
fellow voyagers? Do you think Rabban Gamliel made his decision based on his objective 
calculations, or was he motivated to find an avenue of exemption for his travelling 
companions?  

From: The Jewish Theological Seminary, New York. More can  be found on their 

web - site www.jtsa.edu  



 

VAYECHI   

14th Tevet 5769 ~ 10th January 2009  

Shabbat begins in London at 15.57 and ends at 17.06  

Rachel Ingram  

Vayechi, the portion relating to the death Jacob and Joseph is in many ways the climax of Genesis. Despite the 

sombre tone we might expect, Vayechi means ‗aliveness‘ and although these chapters focus on death and burial we 

should read between the lines: Vayechi is a celebration of Jacob‘s legacy. It is here that Jacob‘s sons and grandsons 

are given their identities as the twelve tribes of Israel, and it is in this portion that the narrative shifts from the story 

of a family to the beginning of a nation. As Jacob Neusner succinctly put it: ‗the history of the individual leads the 

way to the national history of Israel‘.  

We begin with Jacob‘s deathbed scene. He has been reunited with his long-lost son Joseph who he charges to bury 

him back in Canaan, not near his beloved wife Rachel on the way to Ephrat or in his adopted home of Egypt to 

receive the adulation of the Egyptians, but to take his body to the place where Abraham, Sarah and Leah are buried, 

in the country where the future of the Children of Israel lies. It is not enough to extract a promise from Joseph, he 

makes him swear ‗beneath my thigh‘, as Rashi explained: ‗on the covenant of circumcision‘. This is not just a 

deathbed request from a father to a son, it reflects the development of God‘s plans for Israel and the strengthening of 
the covenant made with Abraham and Isaac. Perhaps this is a reminder to Joseph, now second in command to 

Pharaoh, where his own family‘s future will lie: ‗and God will be with you and He will return you to the land of 

your forefathers‘ (48:20).  

Jacob is now 147 years of age and blind. Although Joseph‘s gathering of his family to his bed has many parallels to 
Isaac‘s deathbed scene (Genesis 35:28-29), Isaac was not dying when he gave his sons their birthright. Here, Jacob 

blesses his sons and grandsons with the full knowledge that he is about to die, his message to them heightened by 

what Avivah Zornberg describes as ‗the mythic fascination of the deathbed‘. It is bittersweet that only in 

approaching death does Jacob realise, despite all the loss and hardships he and his family have endured, his own life 

was also blessed.  

Jacob wishes to disclose the ‗end of days‘, the eschaton, to each of his offspring, naming the twelve tribes they will 

lead, praising and rebuking the conduct of each son. But with the climax of this dramatic scene, Jacob gets his 

predictions wrong: the shekhinah – the presence of God - has left him and the ‗end of days‘ is no longer in his power 

to tell. The future he ascribes to the twelve tribes is not what comes to pass. But do the Israelites need their future 

told? It is the Egyptians and not the Children of Israel who should hold stock in divining what will come to pass. As 

we have seen again and again throughout Genesis, it is not man who knows the destiny of the children of Israel, but 

God: ‗God will surely remember you, and bring you up out of this land to the land of which He swore to Abraham, 

Isaac and Jacob‘ (50:24). The Israelites must remember their covenant if they are to thrive and survive in exile.  

Rachel Ingram is a member of NLS  

 

Mishnat Hashavua: Shabbat 6:4  

Rabbi Daniel Nevins  

What may one carry on Shabbat? Are weapons like jewellery or like tools?  



A man must not go out [of the house on Shabbat] bearing a sword, nor a bow, nor a shield, nor a lance nor a spear. 

And if he did go out [with one of these] he is liable for a sin offering [because he has violated the final Shabbat 

labour, carrying]. Rabbi Eliezer says, ―these are his ornaments‖ [like clothing or jewellery, and therefore he should 

be allowed to wear them]. But the Sages say [he is liable, because these are not ornaments. Rather,] these [weapons] 

are shameful; as it says, (Isaiah 2:4), ―they shall beat their swords into plough shares and their spears into pruning-

hooks, and nation shall not lift up sword against nation, and they will not learn war any more.‖  

Comments  

The Torah is maddeningly vague about the definition of the ―work‖ which is forbidden on Shabbat. It explicitly 

forbids burning fires (Exodus 35:2), and relates the story of a man executed for gathering firewood on Shabbat 

(Numbers 15:32). Beyond that, the Rabbis were left to interpret the juxtaposition of verses for hints of what 

precisely was considered work. By studying the construction of the Tabernacle, they discovered thirty-nine forms of 

work that were, by comparison, therefore forbidden on Shabbat. These categories are listed in Mishnah Shabbat 7:2. 

The final of the thirty-nine categories is carrying an object more than four cubits (about seven feet) from one domain 

to another (e.g., from the house to the street). One of the many challenges in defining work is that a person‘s 
intention can determine whether an activity is permitted or forbidden. Our Mishnah seeks to determine whether 

carrying a weapon is like wearing an ornament, and therefore permitted, or more like carrying a tool, and therefore 

forbidden. Rabbi Eliezer takes the former position, but the sages reject the notion that weapons can ever be 

considered ornaments for a Jew.  

Questions  

Does the Isaiah verse prove the sages‘ point? How so? Would it help Rabbi Eliezer‘s position if the weapon were 

non-utilitarian (e.g., a symbolic sword like the Kirpan worn by Sikh men today)? What about a soldier or guard? Is 
his or her weapon permitted as an ornament, or is it permitted because of pikuah nefesh, the obligation to protect 

life?  

During the Hasmonean revolt, the pious Maccabees initially refused to fight on Shabbat. After their towns were 

massacred, they decided that fighting in self-defence was permitted. This same policy is followed today by the Israel 

Defence Forces. Should soldiers be allowed to carry their weapons into synagogue on Shabbat? 

This is taken with kind permission from: The Jewish Theological Seminary, New York. More 
can be found on their website http://www.jtsa.edu . 

 

VAYIGASH 

  

7th Tevet 5769 ~ 3rd January 2009 

By Michael Wegier 

This week's Parsha tells of the whole scale 'exodus' by Jacob's tribe from Canaan (later 
named Israel) to Egypt where they will live out the remaining five years of the famine in 
the fertile territory of Goshen under the very considerable protection of Joseph. Of course 
they will stay considerably more than five years and after a generation will begin to 
undergo the process of enslavement until Moses will emerge under God 's guidance to lead 

them back to the Promised Land.  

http://www.jtsa.edu/


Vayigash offers two very different models of Israelite leader who have bequeathed legacies 
to us which offer paradigms for Jewish living and leadership -  Joseph and Judah.   Joseph's 
forced entry into Egyp t has led him to a place where he has extraordinary wealth and 
privilege. Joseph often leaves the reader uncomfortable even as we admire his ascent. 

Why did he never search out his father once he had achieved such power? Why as his 
brothers eventually go a nd fetch Jacob, does he shower his full brother Benjamin with far 
more gifts than anyone else? How is that for a lesson unlearned! Yet despite these 
unanswered questions, Joseph is the model of the future Jewish leader who will seek 
power and influence in a Gentile environment. Sometimes this will be achieved in order to 
help advance Jewish interests and sometimes it is a rejection of their Jewishness.       

In many ways, Judah is the far more interesting personality. He quickly emerges as the 
most powerful brother, usurping the eldest, Reuben in this role. It is Judah who 
orchestrates the selling of Joseph to the Ishmalites.   Judah too leaves his family (by 
choice) and ends up being taught a powerful moral lesson about honesty and responsibility 
by his daugh ter - in - law Tamar. In the reconciliation narrative with Joseph, it is Judah who 
demonstrates the power of Teshuva (Repentance) and responsibility. He emerges as an 

extremely eloquent and sophisticated diplomat whose every move is aimed at 
strengthening his family's interest. This is another type of Jewish leader who will engage 
with the "authorities" with the single -minded goal of serving the Jewish people.  

Jacob has come to recognize this talent and loyalty. On the way to join Joseph in Egypt he 
sends Juda h ahead to "point out the way".   Some scholars make much of the connection 
between the root of the verb "Leharot" with the word Torah. In this reading, Judah is a 

Torah scholar who goes ahead to prepare a school in their new community in exile. Let us 
not be over concerned with the historicity of this Midrashic reading. It points to a bigger 
truth that leadership in a Jewish community cannot only focus on power with regard to the 
authorities. It also requires men and women with passion to act on behalf of t he education 
of the community.   Judah comes to represent the capacity for change that Teshuva can 
bring and its impact on his commitment to serve his people.  

Great Jewish leadership must always navigate between the models of Judah and Joseph and 
not let on e overly dominate the other.  

Michael Wegier is director of Melitz and a former member of NNLS  

 

Mishnat Hashavua: Bikkurim 3:7  

By Rabbi Daniel Nevins  

How do we balance the integrity of a ritual with the need to invite particip ation by 

the masses?  

Originally, they used to allow any [farmer] who wished to recite the passage [i.e., the 

lengthy first - fruits declaration from Deuteronomy 26:5 in Hebrew] to recite. But for those 

who didnôt know how to recite, the [priests] would recite [and the farmers would repeat the 

words]. The [less educated farmers] stopped bringing the fruits [to avoid being humiliated 



in this way]. So it was decreed that the priests would recite for both those who knew and 

those who didnôt know. 

Comments   

The To rah describes a first - fruit ritual in which the farmer must present the basket of fruit 

to the priest in Jerusalem and recite, "My father was a wandering Aramean . . . " The Torah 

is so explicit that the rabbis understand this to be one of the few liturgie s that must be said 

in Hebrew. But apparently Jewish farmers had trouble memorizing the texts. The original 

system created two classes: literate farmers who proudly chanted the text, and ignorant 

farmers who had to repeat after the priest like little schoo lchildren. This public humiliation 

was deemed intolerable, and many farmers simply stopped bringing their first fruits to the 

Temple. In response, the entire ritual was adapted and made "user - friendly."  

Question  

1. This Mishnah has also had a major impact on the format of our Torah 

service. Originally those called for aliyot were expected to chant from the 

scroll with only the ignorant relying on a substitute reader. The current 

practice of appointing an expert reader for all congreg ants alike is meant 

to spare less literate Jews from being humiliated. What does this teach us 

about the purpose of public prayer?   

2. How did the sages protect both the integrity of the liturgy and the dignity 

of the participants?   

3. How can we maintain the sa me balance today?   

This is taken with kind permission from: The Jewish Theological Seminary, New York. More 

can be found on their website: http://www.jtsa.edu . 

 

http://www.jtsa.edu/

