
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BOREHAMWOOD AND ELSTREE SYNAGOGUE 

Limmud Minyan 

25 Years 

דללמו  
 וללמד



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

EDITORIAL NOTE 

We are very grateful to all our contributors, whether they have reworked material 

delivered as divrei Torah in Limmud minyan, or written something for this collection. 

Editing has made some attempt at consistency, without unduly encroaching on writers’ 
stylistic and terminological preferences. While a general readership is hoped for, it has 

been right occasionally to allow topical or personal references to stand. 

All opinions are the contributors’ alone. 

February 2019     טאדר א' תשע"  
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FOREWORD 

 

Mazel tov on the Limmud minyan’s 25th anniversary! 

This significant milestone is known as the silver anniversary which is a metal that is associated 
with purity and perfection. 

As King David said, ‘The way of G-d is perfect; the word of Hashem is pure; He is a shield to all 
who seek refuge in Him’, and the Metzudat David explains that like silver that has no impurity 
in it, G-d’s word and promise contain nothing without any value. 

Based on this verse, the Midrash teaches that the mitzvot were only given to refine human 
beings.  The minutiae of halacha are inconsequential to G-d but they hold great significance for 
us as their purpose is to perfect our character. 

The Ramban develops this theme and explains that G-d gains no advantage from our 
performance of mitzvot; instead they are solely for our benefit, to prevent us from coming to 
harm or negative beliefs and unpleasant middot, character traits.  At the same they are to remind 
us of G-d’s miracles and wonders, and G-d’s intention is that we are purified through them so 
that we are like pure silver.  Just as a smelter does not do their work for no reason but in order 
to remove impurity so too the mitzvot are to remove anything negative from within us so that 
we know the truth and constantly remember it. 

We are blessed to have the Limmud minyan in our community where the pure intention is to 
value tefillah and limmud haTorah for the benefit of everyone. 

May it continue to grow m’chayil l’chayil  

 

Rabbi Alex Chapper 

 

UNIQUE TALENTS 

There is a comment by Rashi in Exodus 6:26 which relates to two consecutive verses: one in 
which Moses is mentioned before his brother Aaron and the other which places Aaron before 
Moses. The Rabbis suggest that the change is to indicate that both were of the same spiritual 
status and therefore each deserved to be mentioned first. 

There is, however, a verse in Deuteronomy which clearly states that there never arose a prophet 
who surpassed on even equalled Moses. He was unique and incomparable, especially having 
received the Torah directly from G-D. 

There is an explanation which we can associate with as participants in the Limmud minyan. 

In order to bring about the Exodus two elements were required: firstly Pharaoh’s permission 
and royal assent, and secondly the agreement of the Jewish people to leave Egypt. It is true they 
were suffering, but they had food and lodgings: in the desert there was only sand and blazing 
heat. 

Moses, according to the Rabbis, became the King of Kush after running away from Egypt, giving 
him the status of royalty and understanding of how it would expect to be treated. Thus, 
negotiating with Pharaoh, he would be received as a royal person. This gave him an advantage 
over his brother Aaron. 
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Aaron, on the other hand, was trusted and admired by the Jewish people for his love of peace 
and the care he administered, making him the only person who could influence them to depart 
from Egypt and rely implicitly on G-D. 

In this episode to two brothers enjoyed equal status, each one successful in an undertaking that 
only he could discharge. 

Every individual is created with a particular purpose that no one else can accomplish. Everyone 
has a talent that must be utilised for their benefit and for the overall Divine plan. 

We are blessed in the Limmud minyan with many talented people who participate in the service 
and use their special talents. We must never shy away from the opportunity to enhance the 
dignity and success of the minyan. 

Wishing everyone a hearty Mazeltov on the 25th Anniversary and the blessing that it should go 
from strength to strength.  

Rabbi Alan Plancey 

 

CORRECTING MISTAKES IN KRIAT HATORAH (LEYENING) 

Kriat Hatorah is meant to be a special moment in the service. It is the opportunity for the 
community to come together and re-enact Matan Torah (the giving of the Torah) on a weekly 
basis. So much of the ritual is built around inspiring a remembrance of that moment. It is also 
the chance for us to listen (without talking) to God’s words, to hear and understand how to live 
and how to be. 

Yet if you go into many synagogues around the world, far from being a serene scene resembling 
its auspicious nature, it is more akin to a gladiatorial contest, where the tribute (in this scene, 
the Ba’al Koreh – the one reading from the Torah scroll) has to try and make it through 100-150 
lines of difficult Hebrew, without vowels or notes, word-perfect. For if he stumbles, if he makes 
one mistake, there will be a roar from the crowd of onlookers, shouting out corrections 
(sometimes incorrectly). In one shul I was in recently (not in the UK) it seemed to be the 
national sport – so passionate were some of the ‘correctors’.  

Once in a while you might even find this behaviour closer to home. However, this need not be 
case. Yes, Kriat Hatorah is extremely important, but a little understanding of a major debate 
between the Tur and the Rambam will, I hope, persuade the casual onlooker of the need not to 
rush to correct a Ba’al Koreh (especially when there is a Rabbi or competent other in close 
proximity to the action, ready for appropriate corrections). 

It is important to stress at the outset that Halacha (Jewish law) places immense value on an 
accurate reading from a kosher Torah. Imagine if the Queen had personally sent your family a 
letter and you had been asked to read it out in front of them, they would wish you to read it 
100% accurately, questioning you to ensure it is read perfectly and then afterwards inspect the 
document for themselves. The Torah is our letter from our King! It should be treated with even 
more respect. Therefore, the ideal (which should always be aspired to by a community) is a 
perfect reading of the Torah, with the correct words, tune and pronunciation, from a kosher 
Sefer Torah. But what happens if one of these is missing? Is there any room to be lenient? What 
happens if it is a nervous Bar Mitzvah boy, or someone leyening for the first time in 30 years? 
He has practised, he doesn’t set out to make a mistake, but as I often tell Bar Mitzvah boys (to 
reassure them), it is really difficult not to make a single mistake (I know!). If, in these instances, 
correcting them could damage their confidence irreparably, or cause a sense of significant 
embarrassment, can we let it be? 



4 

 

To answer this question, I want to look at two key approaches 

The Rambam [1] (Moses Maimonides, 12th Century) asks whether in the absence of a kosher 
Sefer Torah one may make the normal blessings on a non-kosher Sefer Torah (or even a 
Chumash). He answers that it is permitted: why? Because 

‘the mitzva is to read from a Torah scroll; whether one reads from a fit scroll, or he reads 
from an unfit scroll, and even if he reads it by heart, he should recite the blessing, for the 
reading itself is the mitzva over which we recite the blessing’ [2] 

The Rambam believes that the main mitzvah of kriat Hatorah is the learning. It is meant to be 
an educational moment, where the content is the most important, so that the Torah text is more 
akin to an aide-memoire to the reader. We are meant to learn something each week, to hear 
God’s words. Therefore, according to the Rambam, every mistake must be corrected, as the key 
reason for leyening is to learn.  He re-affirms this view in his code, the Mishna Torah Hilchot 
Tefillah 12:6.   This is why Sefardim, who tend to follow the Rambam in every area, are very strict 
to ensure that even mistakes in the tune are corrected. 

The Tur (Jacob ben Asher, early 14th Century) quotes an early Halakhist called the Manhig 
(Rabbi Avraham ben Natan mi Lunel, 12th Century), who brings a persuasive counter- argument 
suggesting that there are no circumstances when we correct the Baal Koreh.  

Some background: In Jewish law a distinction is made between laws stated explicitly in the 
Torah e.g. Kashrut, Shabbat, Mezuzah (known as min Hatorah/ d’Oraita) and those stated in 
the Oral Torah i.e. Mishna and Gemara (known as mi’deRabbanan - from the rabbis). Practically, 
there are few differences between the two, save that extenuating circumstances may allow a 
competent halachic authority to be lenient on a Rabbanan but never on a d’Oraita.  

The general consensus is that whilst reading a weekly portion can be traced back to Ezra or even 
Moshe, there is actually only one passage that we are obligated min Hatorah to hear on an 
annual basis: Parshat Zachor, the portion with the command to wipe out Amalek. (There is a 
significant number of early authorities who state that the same rule applies to Parshat Parah, 
about the Red Heifer; either way this is only two portions out of the entire Sefer Torah.) This 
portion needs to be 100% word-perfect, so much so that we repeat the word ‘Zecher’, ‘remember’ 
with two different pronunciations (Zaycher and Zecher) as we are unsure which one is the 
correct way.   

However, the general requirement to publicly read the Torah each week, is actually 
mi’deRabbanan and therefore when we have a doubt, we don’t repeat a word. This becomes an 
important factor in our discussion, as there another prohibition, namely that one should not 
embarrass another, which many authorities consider to be Min Hatorah. In fact, in the Gemara 
(Bava Metzia 58a) this is viewed akin to murder as can it often cause the face to whiten as the 
blood drains away.   

When a correction is shouted out, this can cause embarrassment to the leyener. As a result, 
according to the Tur, one should not correct the Bal Koreh if this will cause embarrassment to 
the leyener. It is not clear if this would apply in the case of Parshat Zachor (or Parah), or if the 
mistake led to the text’s sounding heretical e.g. Saying Hashem Acher (there are multiple gods) 
as opposed to Hashem Echad (Hashem is One) at the end of the Shema. Nevertheless, the 
general principle is that we must focus on not transgressing a biblical prohibition (causing 
embarrassment) as opposed to fulfilling a rabbinic law (reading the Torah).  And in this case 
human feelings should not be sacrificed in the pursuit of correctness.  

In actuality, the final halachic ruling by the Rama in Orach Chayim 142, seems to be a 
compromise between the two approaches. He rules that a Baal Koreh should only be corrected 
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when a major mistake is made, namely one that changes the meaning. But this requires a 
competent authority to understand if a mistake is major or minor.   

I have learnt, however, that there may be times when we can be even more lenient, and follow 
the principle of the Tur, taking into account the embarrassment caused to the leyener in all 
cases.  

[1] Responsa ha-Rambam, no. 294 

[2] Interestingly, according to this approach, if one finds a mistake in the Sefer Torah, it 
does not matter, one does not need to replace the Sefer Torah and can continue reading as 
normal. Practically, whilst we don’t follow this opinion, we do rely on it to ensure that when a 
mistake is found in the Sefer Torah we only need to restart from the point of the mistake and 
not from the beginning of the Sidra. 

Rabbi Yaacov Finn 

 

PEOPLE NOT BUILDINGS – THE LIMMUD MINYAN AT 25. 

As it celebrates its 25th birthday, let us pause to ask: what is the essence of the Limmud minyan? 

It is all about its people, its atmosphere and its ethos. The name Limmud is based on the premise 
of lilmod ul’lumed - to learn and to teach. From the very beginning, the focal point has been its 
members’ spending time learning in order to teach and to share that learning by delivering a 
Dvar Torah in the minyan. Dozens have done this over the years.  

There is also usually a second talk, which in the early years took the form of a Mishna shiur; 
today Rabbi Yaakov Finn either gives a sermon or a series of talks on a particular subject. It has 
also been a feature that we have had a number of rabbis speaking who grew up in the 
community, including sons of Limmud regulars, of whom we are justifiably proud. 

That is why it was set up 25 years ago, to provide an alternative minyan within BES whose main 
features would be:  

▪ that it included some learning 
▪ was quieter (achieved most weeks but not all!)  
▪ created a warm and intimate atmosphere; and 
▪ was enhanced by lots of singing. 

Indeed, when everybody is singing together during a Hallel or Kedusha, the place is rocking, 
and a feeling of togetherness and unity permeates the room. We are often reluctant to talk about 
spirituality, but that is what we achieve – so that when you get home from shul, you reflect and 
say, yes, the davening, the singing and the learning at the Limmud minyan today were a 
meaningful and uplifting experience; I really feel that I got something out of going to shul today.  

Like many new minyanim, Limmud started monthly and gradually moved to fortnightly and 
eventually weekly. It was one of the first alternative minyanim in the United Synagogue, and 
ahead of its time in acknowledging that not one size fits all, and that diversity and choice would 
be required in future to retain as many people as possible within our community. As such, it 
predated the Hashkama minyan in BES by some 10 years and Yachad (the predecessor of Nitzan) 
by about 15. Today, including Yavneh, we can have up to 5 adult services going on within BES 
on a Shabbat morning.  

Indeed, so novel was the idea at the time, that after the first Limmud minyan was held on 
Shabbat Bereshit 25 years ago, it was reported in the Jewish Chronicle on the 15th October 1993. 
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The JC also highlighted that women would be allowed to speak at the minyan and it is a 
particular matter of pride that this has been the case. In recent years we have moved the 
mechitza to be down the middle, next to the reading desk, so that women can feel more welcome 
and close to the action, rather than seated at the back. 

Yet we are all part of the same BES family, being branches of the same tree, and I believe it is 
right that on a number of Shabbatot a year there is no Limmud minyan and we join the main 
shul to daven together. But unity is not the same as uniformity, so we must constantly strive to 
cater for everybody’s taste in services. 

It is said that prayer is to the soul what food is to the body. In the Limmud minyan we cater for 
both. The prayers are often uplifting and afterwards we have a kiddush at which people can chat 
and socialise. Kiddushim are often sponsored to commemorate special occasions and we have 
celebrated several aufrufs, engagements, second Barmitzvas, births and birthdays over the years. 

Nobody could claim that it is held in beautiful surroundings. I have heard several people say 
that they would attend the Limmud minyan, but they don’t like the room in which it is held. I 
understand that view, but it misses the point of the Limmud minyan. 

As in one’s own home, after a while one doesn’t notice the odd mark or stain on the walls or 
curtains. They become part of the character of the place. 

In fact, Judaism does not have a great tradition for ornate buildings or physical monuments. If 
you travel around Israel, you will see very few public monuments in towns and cities in memory 
of Israel’s war dead or holocaust victims. Instead, we remember by dedicating books and 
learning in somebody’s memory. 

So the Limmud minyan is all about people, not buildings. 

None of this would have been achieved without the many volunteers who have given talks, 
leined, davened, acted as gabbaim and most importantly, laid out the kiddush over the last 25 
years. Volunteering is so vital to the survival of the minyan. It also gives people an opportunity 
to participate who perhaps would not get that chance in the main shul, as well as a greater 
chance of getting a mitzva. We have also enjoyed the support and Torah thoughts of all our 
Rabbis over the years.  

Like most minyanim, it has its regulars and some people who come occasionally and dip in and 
out. Everybody is warmly welcome, so if you are passing, please pop in to the Gilah Hall for a 
Limmud experience. May the minyan go from strength to strength for the next 25 years and 
beyond. 

Barry Shaw 

 

THE LIMMUD MINYAN: A PERSONAL VIEW 

Torah learning and tefillah – prayer, are often seen as opposites. Chief Rabbi Sacks is often 
quoted as saying that Torah is God talking to us whereas prayer is our talking to God. 

But the relationship is deeper. We often hear about the interplay between the heart and the 
head, the emotions and the intellect; and in neurology and psychology they refer to the right 
and left hemispheres of the brain respectively. 

Prayer, described in the Gemara as ‘the service of the heart’ (Taanis 2a, quoting Devarim 11:13), 
is our way of channelling our emotions by applying our intellect. Through prayer we pour out 
our hearts to God, but in a structured methodical framework, in accordance with a complex set 
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of laws that specify what is and what isn’t acceptable. By so doing, we blend together our 
emotional and rational consciousness. 

Torah learning does the same, but backwards – or more accurately, anti-parallel. Whereas 
prayer is expansive, Torah learning is deductive. The impetus is the intellect: the to and fro of a 
gemara, the gematrias, the laws - and yes, those left-field Midrashim we all struggle to get our 
heads round; they all lead us along the path to finding the truth and enhancing our relationship 
with God. Why? Because Torah – both the Oral Torah and the Written Torah – is God’s book. 
By learning it in depth we gain a greater appreciation of how God ‘thinks’ (so to speak). The 
more we learn, the more attuned we become to our Creator and His world. 

But pure intellect only gets us so far. If you’ve cracked your head on a Tosafos or struggled to 
recall what the halachah is in any given circumstance, you’ll know you need something more 
than just logic. It requires that fire in the belly to make us want to learn more, dig deeper, 
extrapolate further. True love of learning, what Bruce Lee called ‘emotional content’, gives us 
the emotional and intellectual resilience to plough on and get that ‘ker-ching!’ moment when it 
all slots into place. 

It is no wonder then that the brachah we say before the Shema in the mornings, in which we 
ask for help with our Torah learning, begins and ends with ‘love’ and is littered with emotional 
pleas for enlightenment and enhanced intellectual understanding. We learn because we love. 

And the Shema itself, in which we have the source for the mitzvah of learning Torah (in the first 
paragraph) and the admonition against ingratitude towards God (i.e. prayer) (in the second 
paragraph) is prefaced with that same brachah about love. In fact, whereas the second paragraph 
of the Shema describes a rational relationship with God based on reciprocity, (‘If you listen to 
my commandments…then I will provide ran for your land in its proper time…’), the first 
paragraph starts with the mitzvah of ‘loving God’ (Sefer HaChinuch #418). 

So tefillah and Torah learning are interlinked. We learn so that we can better know to whom 
we pray, and we pray to ask for help in our learning (the first brachah in the Amidah after the 
introductory three asks for help with our learning). And that to me is why the Limmud minyan 
is so important for our community. It is no surprise that the greatest compliment we can pay 
someone is that they are a ‘talmid chacham’ – someone who is learning knowledge. They value 
learning and continual improvement and seek out ways of building on their Torah knowledge, 
not content with the status quo. And that is something the Limmud minyan has always held 
dear: having the humility to learn from others from all walks of life, and acknowledge that there 
is always room for growth. 

Deborah and I wish it every success for the future and are sure it will continue to inspire those 
who daven there in the same way it’s inspired us both. 

Phil Cohen 

Gabbai, BES 

 

BERESHIT 

What is the role given to humanity in the world? 

After the creation of all the vegetation, fish, fowl, and other animals, God created man: ‘Let us 
make man in our image after our likeness’ (1:26) 

The first question on this verse is who is God talking to, when he suggests ‘Let us make man…’? 
The Rabbis tell us that He was talking to the angels and they teach us from this the virtue of 
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even the most important and powerful person’s having the sense and humility to seek advice 
from others when making an important decision, just as God sought the counsel of the angels 
prior to creating man. 

We are also told in the verse that man was to be created ‘after our likeness (kidmutenu)’. On the 
word kidmutenu, Rashi comments that his means ‘with the power to comprehend and discern’. 
In other words, man will have a superior form of intelligence to all the other animals. Indeed, 
we are told both in verses 26 and 28 of Chapter 1 that man will have ‘dominion over the fish of 
the sea and over the fowl of the heaven and over ever creeping thing upon the earth’. So far so good 
for man. 

At the end of the accounts of each day of creation (except the second day) it states that ‘God 
saw that it was good’, but at the end of the sixth day (after the creation of man) ‘God saw 
everything he had made and behold it was very good’. The Rabbis emphasise that here God is not 
referring only to that created on the sixth day, but is reviewing and commenting on the totality 
of the six days of creation.  

Why is no comment made specifically that the creation of man was good? The answer to this 
question begins to explain the unique position of man in the world and also the responsibilities 
that go with that uniqueness. God could not state that the creation of man was good, because 
that remained to be seen; man is not intrinsically good. The great gift that God gave to man was 
not only ‘the power to comprehend and to discern’, but also the freedom and the freewill to 
exercise such power. In other words man was created potentially good, but was given the choice 
as to whether or not by his behaviour that potential would be realised. 

So man’s uniqueness and domination over the other animals is also his responsibility - through 
freewill, each man is able to determine whether his own creation was ‘good’. This also 
demonstrates the individuality and equality of man. As it is written in Mishna Sanhedrin, if a 
human being creates many coins from a mould, every coin is identical, but when God creates 
human beings from the same mould as the first man, adam harishon, each person is different in 
his or her physical appearance and character traits. Yet at birth we are all equally given the same 
tools of freewill to realise our potential to do and be good, or to do and be evil. 

This difference between humanity and the animals is further illustrated by looking at the same 
word mentioned twice in the sidra. In Chapter 2 we find the second account of creation. Verse 
19 describes the creation of the animals commencing with the word ‘Vayezer’ – and he created, 
spelt with one yud in the word. Earlier, in verse 7 the creation of man is described, using the 
same word, but spelt with two yuds. A number of reasons are given for this. One is that man 
was created with two inclinations, good and evil, and that the challenge of our creation is to 
enable the good inclination to triumph over the evil inclination. 

This is not as easy as it sounds. Man’s fallibility is quickly exposed later in the sidra through the 
episode of the serpent and the eating of the fruit from the forbidden tree.  We strive to keep 613 
mitzvot; Adam and Eve had one commandment to keep and immediately broke it. 

So between man and God, it went badly wrong pretty quickly. What about between man and 
man? Then there were only four people in the world (Adam, Eve, Cain and Abel), yet Cain ends 
up murdering his brother. Already the negative traits of man - jealousy, hate and violence - have 
come to the fore and the first recorded murder in history has ensued. 

Indeed, ten generations later, at the end of our sidra, God observes as a prelude to his decision 
to cause the flood, ‘Great was the wickedness of man on earth’ (6:5). So the sidra of Bereshit , 
with the events of creation, the episode of the serpent and subsequent banishment from the 
Garden of Eden and the fight between Cain and Abel, all fit together to show us that God created 
the world for man to inhabit and dominate, but that He also gave us the freedom and 
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responsibility to create a happy peaceful and fulfilling environment in which to live. However, 
we will only achieve this if we exercise our freewill to choose good and behave in the correct 
way, both between man and God and between man and man. 

(Given at the first ever Limmud minyan on Shabbat Bereshit on the 9th October 1993) 

Barry Shaw 

 

NOACH 

‘These are the generations of Noach: Noach was a completely righteous man in his generation; 
Noach walked with Elochim’ 

The age-old discussion: ‘In his generation’. 

There are those from our sages that learn this as an expression of praise: had he been in a 
generation of righteous people he would have been even more righteous! There are others that 
learn this as a denigration: as Rashi says that in relation to his generation he was righteous.  Had 
he been in the generation of Abraham, though, he would not have been considered worthy 
whatsoever. 

It states in Eruvin 13B: ‘These and these: they are both the words of the living G-d’. 

How can both statements about Noach be true? Shouldn’t the truth about a matter be more 
precise? Was Noach righteous or was he not? How can both be true? 

Rabbi Lam brings an example by way of a story in which he was travelling somewhere in a car 
with other people. The driver, using the built-in state of the art car Sat Nav, and the front 
passenger, using his portable GPS (probably WAZE), entered the same destination. BOTH 
systems were input with the same destination, yet the ETA varied by quite a few minutes and 
the route varied on each system. Friendly arguments ensued: which one was right, which one 
should they follow? 

Not until the last 15 miles did the systems begin to agree consistently. 

Now, both systems were computerised and had legitimate maps; either one would have 
delivered the passengers to their desired location. Maybe one was more direct and the other 
took local conditions into account, such as rush hour traffic or slower speed limits. 

There are several factors that might play a role in picking and programming one route over 
another. The only trouble might come if we mix and match, rather than staying consistent with 
one message. Only by the end of the journey when the variables were few, might the voice 
commands hope to be coordinated.  This is an example of the Talmudic notion of ‘These and 
these, they are both the word of the living G-d ‘!   

Was Noach righteous or not? If we weigh the difficulty factor, considering that he had to resist 
the enormous corrupting influences swirling about him and we project that without the social 
pressure of those head winds he would have driven even farther, then he could have been an 
equal to Abraham. However, when we become aware that Noach had no proactive program to 
reach and save the doomed population of his time as Abraham did in his day and age, then 
albeit he was a loyal and dutiful servant of Hashem, he was not quite of the stature of Avraham 
Avinu. Can we ever know how he would have been in the time of Abraham? Was he righteous 
in spite of his generation or only relative to his generation?  Hashem could have placed him in 
Abraham's exact time period to test the thesis but since history took a certain road all we may 
ever know is that ‘Noach was a completely righteous man in his generation’. 
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My own final thought based on the above is that perhaps we should remember to be humble 
and considerate. As we accept that Noach was indeed a righteous man in his generation so, for 
instance, if someone has learnt some Mishnah or Gemora, then accept it for what it is - well 
done excellent – not say, ‘Is that all you have learnt? I have learnt twice the amount!’  Just enjoy 
the fact whatever has been learnt is fantastic and leave it as that; don't compare or try to belittle 
it.  

If someone has bought something and is really pleased with their purchase, don't take away 
their enjoyment and say, ‘I've got the same and didn't pay as much as you!’  Accept it, share their 
pleasure and don't spoil their enjoyment.  

Noach WAS a completely righteous man in his generation. That's it - accept it, move on! 

Mark Ford (after R. Label Lam) 

 

LECH LECHA 

The theme of responsibility and evasion pervades the first three sidrot of Bereshit. In Bereshit, 
Adam denies personal responsibility for eating the fruit from the Tree of Knowledge and Cain 
evades Hashem’s question by replying, ‘Am I my brother’s keeper?’ Noah fails the test of 
collective responsibility as he makes no attempt to plead for his fellow man, and finally Noah’s 
descendants build a tower to reach the heavens, demonstrating their rejection of ontological 
responsibility. In Lech Lecha, the idea of personal responsibility takes on a new development as 
Hashem tells Abraham, ‘Leave your land, your birthplace, your father’s house’; this call to 
metaphorically and literally leave behind idolatrous lands and familiar people marks a new 
chapter in our journey to freedom.  

The sedra describes Abram, Sarai and Lot’s journeying to Canaan; Sarai’s initial abduction by 
Pharaoh; the accumulated wealth of Abram and Lot; Abram’s rescue of Lot from the Sodomites; 
the covenant between Abram and his people and Hashem; Hagar’s son Ishmael; Hashem’s 
promise to Abram that he will be a father of multitudes; the name changes for Abram and Sarai; 
and news that they will have a son, Isaac. 

Abraham, the titular leader of the Abrahamic faiths, is seen as the spiritual ancestor of Jews, 
Christians and Muslims, despite the fact that he ruled no empire, commanded no army, 
presided over no miracles and proclaimed no prophecy.  Why does he have such biblical 
influence and importance? When a fugitive comes to Abram to inform him that Lot has been 
kidnapped by the Sodomites, he is described as ‘Abram, the Ivri’. ‘Ivri’, from the root ‘ever, means 
from the other side - in this instance, the other side of the River Euphrates. This ‘othersideness’ 
immediately sets him apart from his contemporaries: his logic enabled him to prove to his 
father, Terach, the futility of idols when he blames one for destroying the other statues; his faith 
allowed him to leave behind his home, his family and his people, unquestioningly trusting the 
words of Hashem, ‘Lech Lecha’, ‘Go’. Abraham is a leader; he leads as opposed to follows. 
Hashem notices Abraham’s individuality and the fact that he is prepared to be different, and 
instructs him to leave the influences of his family and home, to depart from the familiar and 
seek the ‘different’, to challenge the norm and leave behind the consensus. Being a leader can 
be a lonely role, yet Abraham never hesitated; he never shirked his responsibility; he never 
questioned the job that Hashem had given him; he accepted the covenant and shouldered his 
destiny. 

Challenging the accepted standards and standing up to the prevailing consensus is what has 
both characterised and unified Jews and also caused their vilification and persecution. Not being 
afraid to embrace our ‘differentness’ is why Jews are often political, religious and social targets 
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and yet it is precisely this difference that has Jewish leaders in every sphere of human endeavour; 
the reason why it seems impossible to comprehend that there are only 300,000 British Jews, 
given the size of their voice and their refusal to follow the consensus, if the consensus is wrong. 
As Rabbi Sacks writes: 

‘Judaism is the countervoice in the conversation of humankind. As Jews we do not follow 
the majority merely because it is the majority…..As the poet Robert Frost wrote:  

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I 
I took the one less travelled by, 
And that has made all the difference. 

 

This is what makes a nation of leaders.’ 

Victoria Ginsburg 

 

VAYERA 

The outliers of Jewish thought provide great clarity for that which lies inside its borders; and 
applied to the biblical text can yield great insight.  One oft-repeated conundrum is how we can 
reconcile free will and God’s foreknowledge: if He knows in advance how we are going to act, 
then surely we cannot act otherwise.  Needless to say, much energy has been dedicated to 
reconciling these and maintaining that God’s knowing how we are to act does not negate our 
choice in doing so. 

Yet there are at least two Jewish thinkers who, in stretching their philosophies to their logical 
conclusions, hold fast to one side of the problem.  Gersonides (Ralbag) holds the standard 
mediaeval rationalist position that God’s providence is mainly manifest through hashgacha 
k’lalit – through the normal ordering of the world.  Creation is imbued with purpose, is designed 
to further the human good, and any miracles are woven into creation’s fabric from the outset.  
God governs via universals and whole groups of people, with individuals free to make their own 
decisions within this wider scheme.  Only select individuals raise themselves to the level at 
which they can inherit hashgacha peratit – individual guidance and protection.  To say in such 
a world that it is God who causes leaves to fall off a tree or it is He who moves a pen when you 
write is denounced in the harshest possible terms by Rambam as a ‘mockery of God’. 

Ralbag takes this to its extreme and suggests that if God governs through universals, then he 
has no prior foreknowledge of the particulars – human action included – that have not yet 
happened. To know otherwise would contradict the freedom He built into creation.  This is in 
no respect a limit on God’s omniscience, any more than the impossibility of His being able to 
create a square circle is a limit on his omnipotence.  He knows everything that can be known – 
including the future at a global level – but one cannot know the future free choices of man 
because they have not been made yet. 

At the opposite end of the spectrum is the Chassidic master, the Izbicer Rebbi (Mordechai 
Joseph Leiner), who takes the mystical approach to its limits.  This is an approach that 
emphasises hashgacha peratit and God’s intimate involvement with, and immanence within, 
the world. God is the place of creation, which continues only through the continual emanation 
of God.  This is a world with continual miracles – hidden and revealed – wrought by the Divine 
hand.  In such a view, what can be the role of the individual?   

Indeed, the Izbicer goes so far as to say, ‘The Blessed, Be He, is the true agent of everything, and 
from the acts of a person nothing will be done’.  From the point of view of one’s acts, a person 



12 

 

has no free will; whatever happens is an expression of God’s will which was determined to 
happen.  What one can control is one’s attitude to the actions that are performed.  This takes 
the Talmudic dictum seriously that ‘All is in the hands of heaven; except the fear of heaven’.  
When one sins it is not because one committed an aveira as such (that was, after all God’s will) 
but the mental rebellion in so doing. 

These respective positions interplay in an interesting way with regard to an analysis of the 
akeida in Parshat Vayera.  This was Avraham’s big trial and yet it is notoriously difficult to 
contend with exactly what the trial was or how we know he passed it. Is it because he was 
prepared to kill Yitzchak or because he didn’t?  Is it because he ‘rose early in the morning’ eager 
to fulfil the command or because he prophetically knew it wasn’t going to happen when he told 
the lads who were accompanying them that ‘We will bow down and return to you’?   

Both Ralbag and the Izbicer start by noticing the ambiguity in the command.  The Izbicer notes 
that it only comes by the way of Elokim which, as the Zohar states is like seeing through a dark 
glass.  The only time we see the clear and unadulterated will of Hashem is when the malach 
(angel) of Hashem stays his hand.  The command itself, as noted by Ralbag, seems to have the 
primary meaning that Avraham should sacrifice his son, but may just as easily be read as 
requiring only that he ‘raise him up’ on the altar (to learn about animal sacrifices).  So, for both 
thinkers, this is a trial involving how ambiguity about the future is resolved, which as we have 
seen is a pertinent issue in their philosophies. 

For the Ralbag, the future is undetermined and the command’s ambiguity opens up the 
possibility (inherent in every action) of a radically free choice.  God does not know the outcome 
of this.  Will Avraham follow the primary sense of the command, demonstrating his love for 
God, or go for the second?  In resolving this ambiguity and demonstrating loyalty to God, 
Avraham passed the trial. 

However, for the Izbicer, there are no primary and secondary meanings but ambiguity through 
and through.  It is quite clear ‘in some sense’ that he has to sacrifice his son, but there are plenty 
of good reasons why that couldn’t be the case.  On the other hand, there is no question of 
whether a sacrifice will take place – it will not.  As readers of the Torah we know that it didn’t 
happen and thus, was never going to happen – that was God’s will.  The trial then becomes about 
why he was not going to do it. 

For the Izbicer, Avraham could have done the right thing and for the right reason and yet still 
failed the challenge.  After all, he had many good reasons to hand.  God had not long before 
promised that Isaac would be the continuation of his seed, so the sacrifice ultimately, rationally 
couldn’t happen.  There was a standing command against murder.  Avraham would have known 
it would leave Sara heartbroken (which, sadly, came to pass, as in some accounts she died as a 
result of hearing where Avraham had taken Yitzchak). 

However, any of these answers – if used to instantly dismiss the command of Elokim out of hand 
– smacks of self-deception.  Firstly, it would show over-trust in Reason over an honest 
engagement with God’s will.  We know from modern science that reason is often the ‘tail that 
wags the dog’: justifications are provided as narrative for actions which have already been 
subconsciously initiated.  Avraham might tell himself that he was promised future descendants 
(a valid reason) but really it is something he could not do, because of his love for Yitzchak.  If 
he didn’t make the effort to ascertain if God would wish that paternal love trump the apparent 
command, his not performing it would be rebellious. This is not because he didn’t carry out an 
action that  he should, but because he would (falsely) believe that his not sacrificing his son was 
as a result of his own agency, rather than Hashem’s.  
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As such, the Izbicer says that Avraham’s trial was to fully ‘suppress his mercy’ for his son.  He 
had to go through every effort to let go of his son; every preparation along the journey to get rid 
of every false or selfish motive that might lead him to believe he was transgressing God’s will.  
He raised him up on the altar (as per the command), fully open to what might happen, giving 
up his control of the situation.  With the knife his hand, and mentally having sacrificed his son, 
he could receive him back.  Because, freed of self-deception, his love nevertheless returned, 
meant that his love for his son could be seen for what it was: a malach of Hashem.   

He could now see clearly that it was Hashem’s will (not his own) that he not sacrifice Yitzchak.  
The trial was passed by his seeing through the illusion of free will and that God was the full 
determinant of everything that did or didn’t come to pass.  He saw the ‘truth … that the test 
[was] only an appearance in the eyes of Avraham’.    

Ralbag – in his philosophically open future – and the Izbicer – in his philosophically determined 
one – come full circle, with their differences vanishing to a point through the Akeida story.  The 
messages we receive through life can be fraught with ambiguity, and reason alone cannot tell 
us or determine how we act.  That our choices are not fully governed by reason is key to both 
thinkers.  For Ralbag, that is the very nature of being particular and outside the rational rules 
(i.e. God’s knowledge) that govern universal things. For the Izbicer, reason can blind us to the 
causes of things.  For both, the key to the trial was Avraham’s motivation.   

We can do the right thing for the wrong reason.  We can do the right thing for the right reason. 
But if we are brutally honest with ourselves about the motivation of our actions, then even those 
of us who reconcile free will and determinism can align ourselves more to God’s will in (to us) 
an unknown future. 

Neil Clarke 

 

VAYESHEV 

The possuk says: 

שלחהו מעמק חברוןוי , ‘He (Yaakov) sent him (Yosef) from the valley of Chevron’; 

But Chevron is on a mountain! Rashi explains that Yaakov sent him on the 

 עצה עמוקה של אתו צדיק הקבור בחברון לקיים מה שנאמר לאברהם בין הבתרים כי גר יהיה זרעך

The Rokeach in his commentary on Chumash says that there are 112 pesukim in parshas 
Vayeishev, corresponding to the 112 words in Tehillim Chapter 92:  but   מזמור שיר ליום השבת
gives no further explanation. Rav Mattisyahu Salomon explains: the lesson of Sefer Bereishis is 
maasseh avos siman l’banim: everything that happened to the Fathers foretells a lesson for later 
generations. Within this Parshas Vayeishev teaches hashgacha pratis, Hashem’s intimate 
involvement in world events.  

Although we cannot criticise the actions of the Avos, in this parsha we see great people, 
tzaddikim on a level we cannot comprehend, seemingly make amazing errors. Yaakov singles 
out Yosef as his favourite and gives him the ketones passim, the coloured coat, arousing jealousy 
amongst the brothers; Yosef compounds this by speaking slander, lashon hara, about them; 
Yaakov sends Yosef, alone, to his brothers, knowing that they hate him. How could this occur? 
All because of the עצה עמוקה 

Yaakov and his family had to get to Egypt as foretold to Avraham. How would that happen? 
Through the odd actions of Yaakov and his sons. They were not making these decisions: they 
were being manipulated by Hashem. Later in history we see a similar episode. The Gemora 
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Gittin  relates that after escaping from the siege of Yerushalayim, Rabbi Yochanan Ben Zakkai נו: 
is granted three requests by the Roman general. He asks for Yavneh to be spared; Rabban 
Gamliel’s family to be saved; and a doctor is provided for Rav Tzaddok. Why not ask for 
Yerushalayim to be saved? On this R. Akiva cites a verse from Isaiah 44:25: 

 Hashem turns wise men back and makes their knowledge‘ ה משיב חכמים אחור ודעתם לסכל
foolish’. 

Hashem didn’t let him make that request: the Beis Hamikdash had to be destroyed. All the 
twists and turns of history are under Hashem’s guidance. 

Now we are able to see the connection to  Chazal teach that when Creation מזמור שיר ליום השבת 
was complete Hashem took Adam Harishon into Gan Eden and showed him all of his creations 
and all of history.  Adam’s response was: 

לו מעשיך ה מאוד עמקו מחשבותיך מה גד   

Adam was impressed by two things: creation (‘How great are your deeds’), and the sweep of 
history (‘How profound are Your thoughts’). Adam could see Hashem’s master plan, the 
interconnection of events as part of a greater picture that the participants cannot see, as in 
Vayeishev. Furthermore, איש בער לא ידע  וכסיל לא יבין את זאת , ‘Man cannot understand this, 
and the fool will not acknowledge it’. 

Michael Bass 

 

MIKETZ 

1998 Dreamworks film The Prince of Egypt tells the story of Moshe up to the 10 Commandments, 
and brings it to life in vivid animation. The story departs from our Torah text in a couple of 
places, and relies on midrash to fill in some gaps. But from its portrayal of the 10 plagues to the 
splitting of the Reed Sea, it is a stunning visualisation of what it might have been like to be an 
Israelite in and leaving Egypt.  

Our parsha, Miketz, is about Yosef, so what am I doing speaking about Moshe? Parshat Miketz 
almost always falls during Chanukah. In searching for connections between the two, it struck 
me that Yosef and Moshe are mirror images of each other.  

Both have intense relationships with Egypt. This in itself isn’t - there’s a lot of Egypt in our 
Chumash But these two, are right there at the top. Yosef is second in command to Pharaoh; 
Moshe is a child of Pharaoh’s court.  

They get there in opposite ways: Yosef starts off embedded in the Israelite family and works his 
way to Pharaoh’s palace. He takes on Egyptian identity. He is successful in Potiphar’s house and 
rises to the top of power in Egypt. In contrast, Moshe is born in Pharaoh’s palace. He shakes off 
his Egyptian identity and becomes the voice of Israelite liberation. The mirror image continues: 
Yosef eventually saves Pharaoh from famine. Moshe eventually topples Pharaoh. 

Both are very close indeed to the top of power in Egypt, but I want to suggest that that they deal 
with it very differently. With Moshe, his relationship with Egypt seems to be a black and white 
thing. As soon as he is an adult, his Jewish identity bursts out against his Egyptian identity. This 
builds in crescendo to the climax of killing an Egyptian, and his own life is sought by Pharaoh. 

Moshe looking right and left after the murder and sees no-one. Rabbi Nathan Lopes Cardozo 
has a beautiful drash: he reads this as looking within himself, to the Egyptian identity on one 



15 

 

hand and the Israelite on the other, and seeing that when there is a dual identity there is ‘no 
man’ i.e. no true identity.  

The Prince of Egypt depicts what happens next beautifully, with Moshe running through the 
desert, shedding elements of Egypt: his gold breast plate, his headdress, the Egyptian bangles 
on his wrists. For Moshe it’s a zero-sum game, in which only one of Egypt or the Israelites win. 
It’s life and death, with no liveable balance.  

I want to suggest that there’s no such intense conflict with Yosef. Yosef wears his Jewish identity 
from the outset of his time in Egypt. He is called a י  a ‘young Hebrew’ from the moment ,ַנַַ֣ער ִעְבִרִ֗
he leaves prison. 

The name of God never leaves his lips; when resisting Pharaoh’s wife he says, ‘And I shall have 
sinned to God’ (39:10).  

אֹל ֶֽ אִתי ל  את ְוָחָטָ֖ ֹֹּ֔ ה ָהָרָעָ֤ה ַהְגֹדָל֙ה ַהז ֱעש ֶׂ֜ ֶֽ יְך א  ק'םְוא ֵ֨  

Later on we hear him, locked up in prison, say to the messengers sent by divine providence for 
his deliverance: ‘Does not God provide interpretations?’ (40:8). Finally, released from prison and 
sitting before Pharaoh, he says: ‘Not me! God will speak to put Pharaoh’s mind at rest’ (41:16): 

ה  ת־ְש֥לֹום ַפְרֹעֶֽ ָ֖ה א  ים ַיֲענ  י ֱאֹלִקִ֕  ִבְלָעָדָ֑

Yosef wears his faith proudly and brings God into his moral decisions. This seems to work for 
Yosef: he is Egypt’s Number Two. While we do hear that Egyptians eat separately from him, he’s 
still highly revered and top of the game.  

I think we see this pattern reinforced with the naming of Yosef and Moshe’s sons respectively. 
Yosef’s two sons are Efraim, ‘God has made me multiply in the land of my affliction’, and 
Menashe, ‘God has made me forget my burden and the house of my father’. 

In other words, good things have happened for me in Egypt. In some ways it’s a better place than 
Canaan. There is a possible integration of his faith and his Egyptian position.  

Moshe’s two sons’ are named quite differently. Gershom’s extended meaning is, ‘I have been a 
stranger in a foreign land’; Eliezer is explained as, ‘The God of my father was my help, and He 
delivered me from the sword of Pharaoh’. In other words, it is God vs Pharaoh and God is 
winning. There can be no possible meeting point between the two.  

How does all this connect with Chanukah? The usual narrative around Chanukah is that of 
assimilation. Jews vs Hellenism; the idea that we have a black and white choice between our 
Jewish values and the world around us. This is the Moshe model, which in some extreme 
circumstances is called for. Without it, we’d still be slaves in Egypt.  

However rather than see Chanukah as a time where we choose between our Jewish life and 
everything else (Moshe model) we read Parshat Miketz, and like Yosef, I believe we are 
encouraged to bring our Jewish life fully INTO our life beyond. Or perhaps rather that there 
should be no clear distinctions, no being one person in the weekend and another when you go 
to the office. This is not just about the standard clichés - wearing a kippah or a Magen David 
proudly – but more about values. Being the same person, inspired and living Jewish values 
wherever we go. When we make a decision at work; when we are faced with temptation; when 
we have a chance to impress our non-Jewish colleagues: that’s the moment, like Yosef, to bring 
God in, to let our Jewish values shine.  

Rabbi Aharon Lichtenstein had some fascinating ideas on integration. He wanted to bring 
literature, science, ethics into his Torah study. He saw his family and other pursuits as a crucial 
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part of his life. For him, the ideal is a two-way movement, where the best of the outside world 
is brought to bear on Judaism, and the best of Judaism is brought to bear on our lives beyond.  

One last thought is on the menorah. There is a confusing description of the menorah’s design. 
Rashi explains that the branches extend outward, but the light shines in on the central stem:  אל
 . מול פני המנורה

Rav Kook’s take on this was that the menorah represents wisdom. The branches go out seeking 
wisdom, but light is brought in to shine on the central stem, the Torah.  

My bracha to us all is that we are able to be, like Yosef, people of integrity, who exude light 
wherever we are. 

Miriam Lorie 

 

HOW JEWISH IS JUDAH THE MACCABEE? 

It is the stuff of legend: the few against the many, the weak against the mighty; the restoration 
of Temple service aided by divine miracle. With brilliant guerrilla tactics, the charismatic Judah 
the Maccabee and his brothers discomfited the Graeco-Syrian army and its megalomaniac King, 
Antiochus Epiphanes, nicknamed Epimanes, ‘madman’. In an age of resurgent Jewish nation-
statehood, such heroes are attractive. 

Yet for much of history, Judah has drawn attention from the Christian rather than the Jewish 
world. The Middle Ages included him in The Nine Worthies, a list of models of chivalry drawn 
from different times and cultures. There were Charlemagne, Arthur and the crusader Godfrey 
of Bouillon (Christian); Julius Caesar, Hector and Alexander the Great, (pagans); King David, 
Joshua and Judah (Jews). Their images (left to right as named) are in the City Hall of Cologne. 

 

        

 

Judah’s military prowess was adapted for both Christian and secular purposes. In the former 
case he symbolised the Church Militant, and there was a Maccabean cult of martyrdom in the 
Eastern Orthodox Church. Handel’s oratorio Judas Maccabeus was composed in 1746 as a 
compliment to Prince William Augustus, Duke of Cumberland, fresh from defeating Jacobite 
rebels at the Battle of Culloden. In 1942, Handel’s words were reworked for Nazi cultural 
consumption, and reborn as William of Nassau.  

The Maccabean campaign was quite short and marked by violent death. Afterwards, Jonathan 
was given some independence, and used it to play off Antiochus’ descendants against each 
other. The Maccabees’ descendants assumed the mantle of high priesthood and later – 
unwarranted – of the kingship. Their rules were marked by power-dealing, infighting and 
corruption, leaving the country vulnerable to the rising Roman Empire. 
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It is a commonplace of Hanukah history that Jews were seduced by fashionable Hellenistic ideas, 
and that the victory marked not only some political security, but a renewal of religious purpose, 
symbolised by the rededicated Temple. The attraction of alternative cultures, ideologies and 
habits is not of one time only: what of our times? 

Twenty years ago, Yoram Hazony wrote The Jewish State: The Struggle for Israel’s Soul. In an 
independent state, he quotes Herzl: 

we shall … regain our lost inner wholeness, and a little character. Not a Marrano-like, 
borrowed, untruthful character, but our own. 

Although his focus is not principally on religion, Hazony is concerned that the uniquely Jewish 
character of Israel is being eroded, and argues that now: 

the idea of the Jewish state is under systematic attack from its own cultural and 
intellectual establishment. 

This idea is traced through the worlds of the army, judiciary, education and the arts. He believes 
that the seeds of self-doubt and destructive self-criticism were sown in the Hebrew University, 
whose ethos was set by its founding German Central European founders, notably the 
philosopher Martin Buber, who broke away from the Zionist movement and advocated bi-
nationalism. 

Yet, despite his words above, Herzl did not consider Judaism in itself important for his proposed 
state, whereas Buber wanted to renew and foster the Jewish spirit, albeit not in its age-old 
halachic form. Like all polemics, the book is of its time, and is offered as a sample argument. 
The principle relevant to religion, though, is ‘Maccabean’: the spirituality of Mattityahu or the 
worldly success of Judah? 

We are in a sense all Hellenists now: no-one can claim to be untouched, directly or indirectly, 
by the currents of social and intellectual history, even if one’s reaction is reaction. The perennial 
challenge for modern Israel, and especially for its religious organisations and establishments, is 
how to nurture observance and spirituality; ‘inreach’ or ‘outreach’; how to realise a truly Jewish 
State rather than just a State of Jews (all too often, alas, Jews in a state).  

The haftarah for Shabbat Hanukah is from Zechariah: 

ברוכ' אמר ה' צבאות -י אםלא בחיל ולא בכח, כ  

Not by might, nor by power, but by My spirit, says the Lord of Hosts.  

 

And as for ‘Hail the conquering hero’, that aspect of Judah the Maccabee which is merely 
militaristic: let us leave it frozen where it can still be seen, in – of all places – Nuremberg. 

 

.  

Jonathan Benjamin 
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VAYIGASH 

יחר אפך בעבדך כי כמוך כפרעה-נא עבדך דבר באזני אדני ואל-ויגש אליו יהודה ויאמר בי אדני ידבר  

And Yehuda approached, and he said, ‘Please my master, allow your servant to speak in the ears 
of my master and do not become angry with your servant, for you are like Pharaoh’ (44:18). 

We can learn a number of communication principles from Yehuda’s strategy in talking to the 
Egyptian leader. Yehuda started his speech by asking the leader not to become angry, and he 
used the words ‘master’ and ‘servant’ twice. Yehuda spoke with great respect at the same time 
as showing humility. From this we learn that through careful use of language, it is possible to 
put the recipient of our words in a frame of mind that will benefit the speaker. 

As far as the phrase ‘for you are like Paroh’ is concerned, Rashi comments that Yehuda’s words 
had four different levels of meaning.  

1. The first meaning is that Yehuda said, ‘In my eyes you are as important as a king’. 
Starting off with praise shows how much the other person is valued, because if a person 
sees that you respect him, he is more likely to listen to your requests. 

2. The second reason Rashi cites is that Yehuda said to him, ‘Just as Paroh was smitten by 
Hashem when he caused difficulties for Avraham and Sarah, so too He will smite you.’ 
Yehuda was speaking as a friend, and giving a warning to Yosef that he should be careful 
in what he did, or suffer the consequences. 

3. The third reason Rashi cites is that Yehuda was giving him mussar. He rebuked him for 
not keeping his word. ‘Just as Paroh is inconsistent so are you.’ In this approach, Yehuda 
was making a plea for Yosef to act in an ethical way. 

4. The final meaning cited by Rashi is that ‘for you are like Paroh’ implies, ‘if you antagonise 
me, I will kill both you and your master.’ If nothing else works to influence the other 
person, in extreme situations one might need to use threats. It is important to try and 
accomplish goals with diplomacy, but as a last resort it may be necessary to try a harsher 
approach. 

Using the right words are crucial. The passuk ‘I am Yosef; is my father still alive,’ (45:3) contains 
extremely powerful words. The brothers realised that Yosef’s prophetic dreams of rulership and 
power were true, and that they had been wrong. A mistake they had lived with for many years 
was cleared up in one sentence. We learn from this passuk that when one speaks, timing and 
circumstances are crucial. Even if one is overcome with emotion, one must be careful not to 
cause embarrassment. Yosef exhibited extraordinary self-control before revealing himself to his 
brothers. He dismissed the Egyptians who were present at the time, to avoid embarrassing his 
brothers in front of them. 

In conclusion, the key lesson we learn from these pesukim, is that it is important to consider 
the impact of our words on the recipient. More often than not, it is not what we say, but the 
way in which we say it that is crucial, and the ‘right’ words can have an enormous impact on the 
situation in which we find ourselves. 

Richard Felsenstein 

 

VAYECHI: DIGGING YOUR OWN GRAVE 

Rabbi Yosef Rosen known as the Rogatchover Gaon, was born in 1858, and raised in the 
Belarusian city of Rogatchov, served for decades as a rabbi in the Latvian city of Dvinsk 
(Daugavpils). He was an unparalleled genius, whose in depth understanding of all Talmudic 
literature left the greatest of scholars awestruck. Rabbi Rosen authored tens of thousands of 
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responsa on the Talmud and Jewish law. Many of them have been compiled in the set of 
volumes Tzafnat Paneach. He was niftar in March 1936 in Vienna. 

Rabbi Rosen asks the following question: when Yosef was telling Pharaoh Yaakov Avinu’s wish 
to be buried in the Cave of Machpelah, he quotes Yaakov:  

Joseph spoke to Pharaoh’s household saying, if I have found favour in your eyes, speak now 
in the ears of Pharaoh, saying: My father had adjured me, saying Behold, I am about to 
die; bury me in my grave which I have dug for myself in the land of Canaan (50:4). 

The Rogatchover asks, why did Yaakov dig his own grave; surely one of his children would have 
done this once Yaakov passed away? 

His answer is truly of genius. There is a well-known halacha that if two people are walking in 
the street the more important one walks on the right-hand side. If, however, there are three 
people walking side by side, the most important one stands in the middle, the second most 
important person stands on the right, and the least important stands on the left. This also 
applies when burying the dead.  

When Yitzchak Avinu died, he was buried to the left of Avraham his father out of respect. When 
Yaakov was to be buried there was a problem. If Yaakov was buried to Avraham Avinu’s left, 
then correctly Avraham would be in the middle, but Yaakov would be on the right and Yitzchak 
on the left which is incorrect as Yitzchak was more important than Yaakov. If Yaakov was buried 
on Yitzchak’s left, Yitzchak would be in the middle, Avraham on the right and Yaakov on the 
left. This would not be respectful to Avraham.  

Therefore, Yaakov realised that the only option when he died would be to dig a new grave on 
the right of Avraham which Yitzchak would be moved to, and Yaakov would be buried in 
Yitzchak’s old grave, the grave which he had dug for his father. Hence he said to Yosef, ‘Bury me 
in the grave which I have dug for myself’; he was teaching Yosef and the brothers how to bury 
people correctly and respectfully, and knew that when he was digging his father’s grave that this 
was the grave that he would be buried in himself. 

We can learn from the lengths our forefathers went to respect even burying people who no 
longer have feelings, how much more so we should respect our friends and family. 

Simon Levinson 

 

SHEMOT 

Much has been said and written about Moshe’s concern for the welfare of the downtrodden as 
an important element in his choice as the leader of Bnei Yisrael, sent by Hashem to liberate 
them from slavery. It is important to note not only the fact that he came time and again to the 
rescue of others but also the progression in the profile of each act. 

The Chatam Sofer alludes to the progression of Moshe’s activities. First, he defended one of his 
brethren from a foreign oppressor. Once he felt as a full-fledged member of Bnei Yisrael (as the 
pasuk mentions, despite his upbringing as a member of the Egyptian aristocracy), he was 
reacting to a relatively clear-cut injustice. Next, he stepped in where one Jew was attacking 
another. Here, the oppressed was no closer to him than the attacker. But he still had an interest, 
and perhaps a double interest, in stopping the altercation. Firstly, one of his clan was about to 
be hurt. Secondly, the pasuk implies that he was as troubled by the deteriorated moral level of 
the offender as he was by the prospect of the potential victim’s getting injured. Finally, Moshe 
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took on a band of foreign shepherds who were causing problems to a group of foreign girls. 
Here, he seemingly did not have any personal reasons to take a stand, yet he did. 

According to this presentation, it appears that the highest act of righteousness was that in which 
he saved the Midianite girls. If so, we should expect that Moshe would go on to a career of 
human rights activism, saving poor and lowly citizens and nations from their oppressors all over 
the world. Yet, we don’t find Moshe becoming a universalistic saviour. Rather, his acts of 
leadership and pursuit of justice were reserved for the members of his own people. So why is 
there a need to stress his progression toward concern for people unrelated to him? 

It is a greater mitzva, in certain respects, to do charity at home. Indeed, halacha requires that 
one should give priority to charity given to relatives and neighbours before people who are 
distant (Shulchan Aruch, Yoreh Deah 251:3). On the other hand, if one is kind only to those close 
to him, it is a possible sign that he is not really a kind person. Rather, he desires that things 
should be good for him, and he sees those who surround him as an extension of himself. 
Although it is right for someone to fight off the attackers of those close to him, not everybody 
who does so is altruistic. Some may just be hateful people who enjoy joining a fight against 
outsiders. 

Moshe’s instinct to defend his fellow Jew was a sign of love for his fellow Jew, not hatred of 
Egyptians. He was able to demonstrate that point and train himself by continuing to care for his 
fellow man in situations that weren’t ‘us against them’, He demonstrated it further by getting 
involved in fights that had nothing to do with him. Then it was clear that Moshe would be a 
leader who would stand up for his whole flock, irrespective of tribal or political affiliation. 
Hashem then instructed him to take the sterling, personal qualities he had honed and apply 
them at home, in service of his own nation. 

The Limmud minyan has always embodied the two most important things in my life: love of 
learning Torah and achdus (unity). Sidney Bass z’l moved his family to Borehamwood, when 
there was little Jewish life in the community. He set the ground work by ensuring regular 
minyanim, a cheder and shiurim for adults. His hunger for knowledge and vision to see what 
the community could become helped to shape and develop my own spirituality. His devotion is 
continued through his children and grandchildren, still active in Limmud, and the Bass and 
Ford names are frequently mentioned at any milestone events in the community. May the 
Limmud minyan continue their work and act as a beacon to many other minyanim. 

Jeremy Gilmore 

 

VA’EIRA 

This week’s sedra, Parshas Va’eira begins with Hashem reassuring Moses that He will redeem 
the Jewish people from slavery and bring them into the land of Israel. The sedra then takes a 
slight detour to provide a detailed genealogy of the tribe of Levi (Moses’s family). Hashem 
reminds Moses that Pharaoh will initially refuse to set the Jewish people free, and Hashem gives 
Moses more detailed instructions for the upcoming encounter with the king of Egypt.  

Moses and Aaron go before Pharaoh again to request a three-day hiatus from work so that the 
Jewish people can worship Hashem in the desert, and Aaron's staff is miraculously turned into 
a serpent as a sign of their Divine mission. When the Egyptian sorcerers counter by transforming 
their staffs into snakes as well, Aaron's staff swallows theirs. Even so, Pharaoh adamantly refuses 
to free the Jewish people, and the series of ten plagues begins. The first seven plagues are 
described in this week's sedra: blood, frogs, lice, a swarm of wild beasts, pestilence, boils, and 
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hail. Despite the plagues, Pharaoh continues to refuse to free the Jewish people, as his heart is 
hardened by Hashem. The Sedra comes to a close in the middle of these momentous events. 

So, a tough time for the Jewish People in Egypt, especially with Pesach just around the corner. 
God says to Moses, ‘Come to Pharaoh and speak to him: ‘So says HaShem, God of the Hebrews: 
Send out My people, that they may serve Me’’. This is one of the Torah’s most famous quotations: 
‘Let my people go!’, but actually it is incomplete. The quotation should always be ‘Let My people 
go, that they may serve me’: ‘Shalach et ami, veyaavduni’. 

Let’s jump forward in time to 1947. 

On 24th November 1947, five days before the vote in the UN General Assembly on the Palestine 
Partition Plan, the head of the Egyptian delegation, Muhammad Hussein Heykal Pasha, said, 
‘The lives of 1,000,000 Jews in Moslem countries would be jeopardized by the establishment of 
a Jewish state.’ He went on to say, ‘If the UN decide to amputate a part of Palestine in order to 
establish a Jewish state, …Jewish blood will necessarily be shed elsewhere in the Arab world. 
Mahmud Bey Fawzi of Egypt said: ‘Imposed partition was sure to result in bloodshed in Palestine 
and in the rest of the Arab world’.  

At this time the Jewish population of Egypt was around 75,000. These were not idle threats. 
Many Jewish people were not allowed to hold Egyptian nationality. Property and companies 
were regularly confiscated by the State and many people – men and women – were imprisoned. 

Meanwhile, a young British Army Captain who for nearly a year had been stationed in Ismailiya, 
observed the deteriorating plight of the Jewish people in Egypt with dismay. This Captain had 
forged great relationships with the Jewish communities in many areas but particularly in Cairo, 
Alexandria and Ismailiya. At this time, conscription was still in place in the UK, consequently 
wherever the British Army was stationed, there were also many British Jewish troops. So many 
Jewish soldiers were stationed in Egypt that our friendly Captain (who was also the Senior Jewish 
Chaplain) organised and led Pesach Sedarim for over 2000 of them, under canvas in Egypt with 
Matzos and Cyprus wine flown in courtesy of the US Air force and the seder meal served by 
Egyptian waiters! 

Observing the rapidly changing international events, our Captain took the threats from the 
Egyptian Government – with whom he regularly met – very seriously, having witnessed at first 
hand the confiscation of Jewish property and the erosion of privileges gained over hundreds of 
years. But after the Palestine Partition plan was approved by the UN, the situation for the Jews 
of Egypt deteriorated even further with the wholesale internment of many young Jewish women. 
Effectively stateless, these women suffered terribly at the hands of their Egyptian jailers. In order 
to save them, he needed to get them British passports and so by deft use of his political contacts 
in Egypt, he arranged for single British Jewish soldiers to marry single Egyptian girls. He 
conducted the weddings himself under the auspices of the Chief Rabbi and holding many of the 
chuppahs actually within the prison walls of Ismailiya Jail. There was an unwritten 
understanding that on their safe arrival back in the UK, the young couples would be able to 
obtain a get with ease. Well, I can tell you that the vast majority of them remained married and 
had very happy lives together. 

Nothing really changes and the Torah is as relevant today as it was in the time of Moses. So, 
nearly 3400 years after Hashem commanded Moses to plead with Pharaoh, our British Army 
Captain pleaded with the Egyptian authorities in order to fulfil the Biblical command, ‘Shalach 
et ami, veyaavduni’, ‘Let My people go, that they may serve me’. 

How do I know this? The Captain was my late father, later Major Alec Ginsburg, Harav Eliyahu 
ben Binyamin, zochrenu livracha; today is his 10th yahrzeit. 
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Ben Ginsburg 

 

BESHALLACH - TAKING RESPONSIBILITY 

Chazal and the commentaries derive numerous lessons from the great miracle of the splitting 
of the Reed Sea. A less well-known aspect of krias Yam Suf is described in a Tosefta that recalls 
the events immediately preceding the first bold steps into the sea. 

The Tosefta tells us that at the Yam Suf, all the tribes were arguing about who should step into 
the sea first, each one trying to avoid the responsibility (achrayus) to take the first brave steps. 
Finally, the tribe of Yehuda jumped into the sea and sanctified God’s name (Tosefta, Brachos, 
Ch.4, Halacha 16). 

The Tosefta explains that this was one of the actions that earned the tribe of Yehuda the merit 
of being the tribe of malchus (kingship). It was willing to be proactive whilst everyone else was 
seeking to shirk responsibility, and therefore awarded with the eternal responsibility of leading 
the Jewish people.   

The word, 'responsibility' sometimes arouses negative connotations in people; it is difficult and 
even uncomfortable to have to assume responsibility. Accordingly, a person may be content to 
avoid positions of achrayus throughout his life in his quest to avoid uncomfortable situations. 
However, it seems that a desire to avoid responsibility does not accord with the Torah hashkafa 
in this area. 

In contrast to the negative view of responsibility, the Torah views taking achrayus as highly 
empowering; Rav Chaim Shmuelevitz z’l writes about this in his description of the significance 
of Shevet Yehuda's first steps into the sea: ‘At that time the tribe of Yehuda felt personally 
responsible for all of Israel and that the (Yehuda) should do what was incumbent upon them. 
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Because of this feeling, they became greater than all of Israel, and were filled with a strength 
and power to cross the sea as if it was completely dry. It was through this that Yehuda merited 
the kingship.’ By taking responsibility for others, Yehuda inherited the most important role 
among the Jewish people.   

We see from here a crucial idea: responsibility can often be seen as a burden, something which 
restricts us and forces us to do things that we do not want to do. The actions of Yehuda show 
us exactly the opposite is true. It was the midda of taking responsibility for his nation that 
enabled reaching such exalted heights. As Rav Shmuelevitz says, at the very moment that they 
accepted what was incumbent upon them, that they rose to a whole new level. The same is true 
for each person: if he stands up and takes responsibility for himself and his people, then he too 
can attain heights that he never thought possible. 

Rav Shmuelevitz goes even further in another piece. He quotes a Yerushalmi in Bikurim: ‘A wise 
man, a chosson (newly married man) and someone who has risen in greatness, all receive 
atonement for their sins.’  The Yerushalmi proceeds to give the example of Esav as the source 
that a chosson receives atonement. He married a woman the Torah calls ‘Machlah’, but that was 
not her real name.  The name ‘Machlah’ comes from the root word of ‘mochel’ - ‘to forgive’.  
From here the Yerushalmi derives that all of their sins were forgiven when she married Esav.   

Rav Shmuelevitz proves from the choice of the evil Esav and his idol-worshipping wife that a 
person who gets married receives atonement even without teshuva, for they clearly did not 
repent their sins.  Even on Yom Kippur a person only receives atonement with repentance: why 
here is atonement so easily attained?  He answers, ‘It would seem that the uniqueness of the 
chosson is that he accepts responsibility for his wife, and there is nothing greater that someone 
who accepts upon himself the yoke of responsibility. Therefore, they forgive him for all his sins, 
and give him heavenly help to succeed in his new obligation, and they remove from him all of 
his past, so that he can live up to his new responsibility.’ Taking a new level of responsibility is 
such a great feat that a person is given a clean slate; he now lives on a whole new level of 
existence. 

We have seen how important the midda of responsibility is in a person’s life. It is no less than 
the decisive factor in determining the heights a person reaches in his life. All that is required for 
a person is to make the free will decision to take responsibility for himself and the world around 
him.  Free will is the ability to make choices, to decide to change, to grow, to live up to our true 
potential. If a person makes that choice, then he can become a totally new creation, one whose 
past is left behind. Facing the raging sea, the members of the Tribe of Yehuda made a 
momentous decision to take responsibility and not shift it onto others. May we too merit taking 
responsibility and thus achieve our potential. 

David Harrisberg (Taken from thoughts by R. Yehonatan Geffen) 

 

BESHALLACH  

The link between the sedra and the haftorah is the concept of leadership. 

One of the greatest figures in the history of Judaism is Moshe Rabbeinu, teacher, leader of his 
people.  A significant figure in Christianity and in Islam too.  Why did God bestow special 
powers on Moshe?  Why did he choose Moshe as his spokesman – a man with a speech 
impediment, a humble, modest man, a displaced person, a murderer?  Moshe served as a symbol 
for the downtrodden – a paradigm – liberating a people suffering from political, religious and 
economic bondage.  He was forced to act as a mediator between God and the people.  When the 
Egyptians were pursuing the Israelites, the Israelites panicked and screamed at Moshe: ‘Are you 
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taking us to die in the desert?’  But Moshe reassured them not to be afraid, that God would be 
on their side.  And He was. 

Devorah, the prophetess, was another successful leader.  She arose at a time when the Children 
of Israel desperately needed new leadership.  She was a leader at a difficult time. The Israelites 
were being persecuted by the king of Canaan and his general, Sisera.  Devorah was a wife, a 
counsellor, a successful warrior, and the only female judge in the bible.  A strong independent 
woman, with a famous victory hymn dedicated to her, she led by example, and she represented 
righteousness.  Under her leadership Israel’s enemy was defeated and the oppression was lifted.  
She brought peace. 

Her story can benefit every person of influence in today’s world.  Leaders are experts within 
their spheres of influence – they speak with gentle authority, earning respect.  They act as 
magnets when they draw people to them.  They are not bullies. 

What makes a good leader?  Is it physical or moral strength, spiritual strength, communal 
strengths, physical appeal, charisma, communicative skills?  Surely it must be people who can 
inspire, motivate, influence, enhance, encourage.  People with vision. 

Winston Churchill with his speech impediment, limited physical appeal and little charisma, 
inspired the British with confidence and hope in his great wartime speeches.  Yet Barak Obama 
possessing great charisma, being an effective orator and communicator, did not fulfil his early 
promise.  Then there were the leaders who became bullying dictators or tyrants whose influence 
was divisive, destructive and dreadfully cruel such as Hitler, Stalin and Mussolini.  And there 
are many alive today that we could name. 

It would be worth comparing the various leaders of Israel in recent times.  David Ben Gurion, 
Menachem Begin, Golda Meir, Moshe Dayan, Benjamin Netanyahu.  What qualities did they 
possess and were they great leaders? 

Hazel Bermange 

 

BESHALLACH / TU B’SHEVAT 

A father and son are setting out on a long journey together. Along the way, they encounter many 
dangerous situations and to protect his son, the father lifts the son onto his shoulders and wards 
off any unwanted company. Well into the journey, the son asks a passer-by ‘Excuse me, have 
you seen my father?’. The father, hearing this, thinks, ‘I’ve been watching over him throughout 
our entire journey, carrying him on my shoulders to prevent him from harm and he has the 
chutzpa to ask where I am? The father immediately casts him to the ground, and a dog comes 
and bites the child. Then he finally understands who has been looking after him all this time. 

Rashi brings this analogy in 17:8, where the verse describes how Amalek came to wage war with 
the Jewish people. Rashi explains that the passage detailing the war with Amalek is juxtaposed 
with the passage before it where the Jewish people ‘tested’ H’ by asking for water, seeming to 
question ‘whether H’ was in their midst or not’ (17:7).  

The Jewish people had just borne witness to one of the greatest revelations of H’ in history: a 
systematic upheaval of Egyptian society through the ten plagues, culminating with the ‘11th 
plague’ at the yam suf seven days later. There could be no doubt in their minds that H’ existed, 
so how could they be so ‘small-minded’ to demand water from Moshe and H’ like a small child 
crying for their bottle? 
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An answer given is that whilst the Jewish People had been accustomed to seeing H’’s great 
miracles in Egypt against the Egyptians, they had yet to see Him displaying his care and concern 
for them on a daily basis. The basic necessities of food and water, they thought, were not 
necessarily going to be provided. 

This was a fundamental error on their part. In truth, everything until now, from the first plague 
until this point when their journey in the desert was just beginning, H’ had been orchestrating 
events such that he could whisk His chosen nation out of slavery and into an existence where 
He would protect and nurture them as they transitioned into a life of service to H’, rather than 
Pharaoh. 

The Jewish people failed to appreciate that H’ had the ability, and desire, to watch over them on 
their travels. As a reminder, H’ sent Amalek to wage war with them, so that they could see 
through that victory that H’ really was with them throughout, much like the father casting the 
son down to the dog as mentioned above. 

Be’shalach almost always falls out on the same week as Tu b’Shevat, a day which in Jewish law 
is significant to the laws of tithes but which seems to have little other practical significance. It 
is customary to eat many different fruits but what is the idea behind doing so? 

As any astronaut will know, it is possible to provide all the nutrients which a human being needs 
through a porridge-looking slush with no flavour at all. H’ however provided us with a world 
bursting with foods of different colours, flavours and textures. There is no end to the different 
tastes that a person can create in a kitchen! In reality, it is a great kindness of H’ that He set up 
the world this way, for us to enjoy. Rav Moshe Meir Weiss shlita actually explains that in the 
first bracha of benching, when we see ‘hazan et haolam kulo b’tuvo’ ([H’] sustains the world 
entirely with goodness), the ‘goodness’ that we are giving thanks for is the taste of the food we 
just consumed. 

We may think about H’ at a major event in our lives but how often do we stop to think about 
the taste of our food, or for that matter, any of the other things we take for granted: the home 
we live in, the community we are a part of, the family and friends we have? Tu b’Shevat is a day 
when we are meant to take a step back, take in the sights and smells and thank H’ for creating 
such a wonderful world which we have been blessed with.  

The Jewish people forgot that message and H’ had to remind them through an encounter with 
Amalek. We of course face our own challenges in life too but Tu b’Shevat can help us maintain 
clarity that H’ is with us every step of the way. 

Jordan Kent 

 

 

TU B’SHVAT 5779 

From little acorns big oak trees grow! As this has been the case with our Limmud minyan of 25 
years, it is appropriate to write a few paragraphs on Tu b’Shevat. Acknowledgements to Rabbi 
Naftali Brawer, Rabbi Steven Dansky and the Aish website.  

Tu b’Shevat and Shabbat Shira always fall very close to each other in the calendar. Every 
morning in Shacharit we say the Shira beginning with ‘Az Yashir Moshe’. We say in Friday 
night’s tefilla that the trees also sing their own Shira: ‘Az Yerananu Atzei haYaar’. So, we must 
ask ourselves why we humans feel the need on Tu b’Shevat to celebrate with the trees, and why 
in the middle of winter when all is dead quiet in the plant kingdom.  
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Let’s unpack this. Trees and mankind go a long way back together, to the Garden of Eden when 
Adam was instructed by God from which trees he could eat such as – initially – the Etz Chaim 
(the Tree of Life) and from which  tree he was not allowed to eat: the Etz Hadaat Tov v’ Ra (the 
Tree of Knowledge of good and evil) - where the knowledge offered was the experience of good 
and evil and the mixture between the two. This was the very tree from which Adam and Eve 
subsequently ate, and all the rest is history. 

The Kabbalists of 16th century Tzfat (Safed) instituted the Tu b’Shevat Seder, which was later 
adopted by their Chassidic successors as a tikkun, a correction and reminder of Adam and Eve’s 
misdeed. Just like the Pesach Seder, this Tu b’Shevat Seder comes complete with four 4 cups of 
wine, food to eat and, is replete with symbolism. 

The first cup of wine is white, representing the winter where all is quiet. It is the season of 
potential, where preparations are made for the future – mirroring the Kabbalistic world of 
Asiyah - but everything is locked under the surface. With this cup we eat thick-skinned fruits 
such as citrus and nuts, where the goodness is under the surface, representing our good deeds 
covered with layers of externality. 

The second cup of wine is a light blush colour, representing spring, where the potential of the 
winter is unlocked and starts to come to formation – mirroring the Kabbalistic world of Yetzirah. 
We eat fruits that have hard stones in the centre such as dates and olives, where the edible fruit 
is on the surface but there is a part inside that we have to discard. These fruits represent our 
good deeds coming to the fore but containing imperfections to get rid of. It is no accident that 
Pesach, when we commemorate the beginning of our national and spiritual journey, is also in 
spring. 

The third cup of wine is a rosé, representing summer where action and formation come to 
complete fruition – the Kabbalistic world of Beriah. In the natural world, the fruits are fully 
ripened. With this cup we eat fruits where even the seeds are edible, such as raisins and berries. 
These fruits represent our good deeds, where even our spiritual imperfections can be converted 
to positive use. 

The fourth cup of wine is a deep red, representing the autumn, where in the natural world the 
fully formed fruits have been harvested. Its spiritual parallel is capturing the essence of our good 
deeds whereas in the Kabbalistic world of Atzilut we have no need for physical trappings. We 
do not eat any fruit with this cup; instead, we smell spices to appreciate their goodness. Again, 
in the Jewish calendar it is no accident that festivals where we feel a closeness to the Divine 
presence occur in this season.  

Tu b’Shevat has practical halachic ramifications. It is the year end date for Terumot/ Maasrot 
and Orlah offerings. Being in the middle of winter, Tu b’Shevat is a convenient date set by 
Chachomim to determine the end of one fruit growing cycle and the commencement of the 
next. 

By attaching halachot to any particular date in the calendar we elevate that date and celebrate 
our connection with the Divine. By particularly  elevating the  date of Tu B’Shvat when our 
halachot are tree-related, we are celebrating  our special connection to Hashem’s  original Etz 
Chaim, the Tree of Life of Divine wisdom whose low hanging fruit (according to Rav Nebenzahl, 
Rav of the Old City of Jerusalem) is  the Torah that we absorb and observe, that has spiritually 
nourished our people and has kept us alive throughout the millennia.  

Paul Finn 
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YITRO 

Four years ago I lost my father, David ben Shmuel, and it is an honour to dedicate these words 
in his memory. 

Someone sent me a tweet apparently from President Donald Trump and it reads: 

‘This week is parshas Yisro.  It’s about a gentile who keeps telling his Jewish son in law what to 
do. Love it! This parsha really speaks to me!’ 

I don’t think that the President actually sent that tweet, but what is undoubted is that this 
parsha really speaks to us all.  How could it not, when after three days of intensive preparation, 
purification, thunder, lightning, cloud, fire, smoke, Mount Sinai shaking violently and the 
tumultuous sound of the shofar growing ever louder, the Divine Presence made itself known to 
the entire people of Israel and declared what we call the Ten Commandments. 

Rabbi Lord Sacks points out that God’s revelation was not to a single prophet, leader or group 
of elders, but to the entire people, young and old, men women and children.  The authenticity 
of a revelation experienced by millions could not be questioned. 

The climactic transmission by the Almighty to the people of the Torah must be seen the context 
of what immediately preceded it.  We read in revi’i that it was in the third month after Bnei 
Yisrael left Egypt.  These pesukim contain the critical words: 

 ‘3.  Moses went up to God.  God called to him from the mountain and said, 
‘This is what you must say to the family of Jacob, and tell Bnei Yisrael:  4. You 
saw what I did in Egypt, carrying you on eagles’ wings and bringing you to Me.  
5. Now if you obey Me and keep My covenant, you shall be my special 
treasure among all nations, even though all the world is Mine.  6. You 
will be a kingdom of priests and a holy nation to Me.’  These are the words that 
you must relate to Bnei Yisrael. 

 7. Moses came and summoned the elders of the people, conveying to them all 
that God had said.  All the people answered as one and said, ‘All that God 
has spoken we will do.’ Moses brought the people’s reply back to God.’ 

If the people had not signified their consent there would have been no revelation.  In giving 
their assent, they entered into a covenantal i.e. contractual, relationship with God.  The terms 
of the contract are uncomplicated:  the Jewish people are to observe the Divine laws of the 
Torah, and in return they will earn a special relationship with the Almighty. 

The notion that the Jewish people have been ‘chosen’ has been a powerful source of 
misunderstanding, prejudice and hate over centuries.  I experienced a striking example at a 
Church of England synod that I attended not long ago.  In the course of a debate over Israel 
(what else does a synod have to debate?) a senior churchwoman declared, ‘God doesn’t have 
favourites’.  The palpable ripple of approval that these ignorant words produced hit me like a 
punch in the gut. 

Similarly, the fraudulent Protocols of the Elders of Zion are based on the idea of an international 
conspiracy to rule the world by the ‘chosen people’.  The term acquired a particular polemical 
edge during the rise of Christianity and the claim that the Church was the ‘true Israel’ and the 
New Testament the ‘New Covenant’.  It is but a small step from there to say that God’s covenant 
with the Jewish people was superseded when the Jews sinned, especially by being Christ killers, 
and God abrogated His covenant with them.  This doctrine, known as supersessionism, has now 
been declared to be heretical by the Catholic and Protestant churches, but it is far from dead.  
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Individuals associated with republishing antisemitic themes such as Reverend Stephen Sizer, 
formerly the Vicar of Virgina Water, return to it regularly. 

The true position is that Jews are not the chosen people, but the choosing people.  The Rabbis 
say in the Mechilta on Yithro that ‘The Lord offered the Law to all nations, but all refused to 
accept it except Israel.’  If that is so, then Israel, far from being God’s first choice of people to 
carry the Divine message, was in fact His last choice. 

With the exercise of that power of choice, the Jews took on a truly monumental responsibility.  
We aspire to observe no fewer than 613 mitzvot, whereas the rest of humanity is required to 
adhere only to seven, known as the sheva mitzvot bnei Noach.  But our responsibility is much 
more than merely keeping a multiplicity of commandments, some of which might appear to 
have very little in common with the fashions and habits of the day.  It is much grander than 
that, being no less than making God known to the world.  As God told Abraham in Parshat 
Vayera ‘All the nations of the world shall be blessed through your descendants’, a promise He 
repeated to Isaac in Parshat Toldot and to Jacob in Parshat Vayetse. It is simply a historical fact 
that Israel gave the world the idea of the one God of righteousness and holiness. 

Chosen or choosing, we have no special rights and no claim to be superior to others.  I was 
shocked when reading the BBC website story about a man who had left the chareidi community, 
and recalled how he was brought up with the notion that Jews were better than others as they 
had been chosen.  Anyone who believes that flouts the famous verse in Amos 3:2 that shows 
that the opposite is true: ‘You alone have I singled out of all the families of the earth.  That is 
why I call you to account for all your iniquities’.  They also fly in the face of the Talmudical sage 
Rabbi Meir, who said that ‘A Gentile who consecrates his life to the study and observance of the 
Law ranks as high as the high priest’.  They seem to have forgotten that the Mashiach will be 
descended from Ruth, a non-Jewish woman who converted to Judaism. 

Far from having special rights - and we have none – we have special responsibilities.  If we fail 
to live up to them, disaster will follow, as borne out by the curses known as the tochecha.  If you 
are not Jewish you may live life blithely free of such constraints provided you stay within the 
sheva mitzvoth bnei Noach, and you need have no fear of the curses. 

The concept of chosenness is reflected in our siddur.  The bracha on being called up to the 
reading of the Torah blesses God for having chosen us from all the nations – asher bechar banu 
mikol ha-amim.  In Kiddush on Shabbat and chagim we likewise say ki vanu vecharta votanu 
kidashta mikol ha-amim, ‘because You chose us and sanctified us from all the nations’. 

In Aleinu we say: ‘It is our duty to praise the Master of all, to exalt the Creator of the Universe, 
who has not made us like the nations of the world’. 

We must always keep at the forefront of our minds that these expressions must not be 
interpreted to mean that the Jewish people are chosen, but rather it is the choosing people. 

If you are nonetheless wedded to the notion of being chosen, these words from Chief Rabbi 
Lord Jacobovits may give you some support: 

 ‘Yes, I do believe that the chosen people concept as affirmed by Judaism in 
its holy writ, its prayers, and its millennial tradition. In fact, I believe that 
every people - and indeed, in a more limited way, every individual – is 
‘chosen’ or destined for some distinct purpose in advancing the designs of 
Providence. Only, some fulfil their mission and others do not. Maybe the 
Greeks were chosen for their unique contributions to art and philosophy, 
the Romans for their pioneering services in law and government, the British 
for bringing parliamentary rule into the world, and the Americans for 
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piloting democracy in a pluralistic society. The Jews were chosen by God to 
be 'peculiar unto Me' as the pioneers of religion and morality; that was and 
is their national purpose’ 

The old proverb goes ‘shver tsu zayn a yid’ – it’s hard to be a Jew.  Sholom Aleichem even wrote 
a comedy with that name in the 1920s.  The responsibility of making God known to the world 
is daunting, challenging and often lonely, as anyone defending Judaism and Israel in those 
conversations round the water cooler will testify. 

But we have community, and a set of values to live by and pass on.  By sheer persistence, or, as 
I believe, the destiny given by the Almighty to the Jewish people to fulfil, we have a blueprint 
for survival.  The ancient powers of Assyria, Babylon, Egypt and Persia are dead.  The glories of 
Greece and Rome are no more. 

And we are still here.  In our parents’ lifetime the Jewish people has seen its sovereignty 
miraculously restored over its ancient land of Israel, its Hebrew language brought back to life 
and the realisation of the Biblical prophecy of the ingathering of the exiles from the four corners 
of the earth.  In the face of the destruction of one third of our people we have learned how to 
perpetuate their memories and values by building anew.  Here, in our own country, we are 
leading the way in finding new strategies to fight the ever-present menace of antisemitism with 
resolve.  When Shoah survivor Harry Spiro appeared on national television for Holocaust 
Memorial Day and said ‘Don’t hate,’ was he not bringing God to the world?  Did Harry not make 
us proud of the Divine spark at work in his humanity? 

It’s certainly not easy to be a Jew, but would we want to be anything else? 

Jonathan Arkush 

 

 

MISHPATIM 

In this parsha is the exhortation קמ ָ֑ ח  ֶקר ִתרְּ ַבר־ֶשֶׁ֖ ִדְּ   (distance yourself from a false matter). The 
Medrash learns that this is a warning to distance oneself from heresy. A Jew must detach him 
or herself from false values and ideology, particularly in relation to interpretation of Torah.   

Why should false ideas worry us? We are card carrying members of an Orthodox community.  
We go to Shul, eat kosher and answer to kaddish when it is said.  Practically, how does one 
distance oneself from something false? Say that Han Solowitz, founder of Jews for Jedism, 
announces that any mention in the Torah of strength or power is a reference to the Force.  Must 
we avoid him? Do we write letters denouncing him? Can we attend events where he is speaking? 
He said it, we heard it, now what? 

The example is obviously controversial. Our neighbourhood has many passionate Star Wars 
devotees.  The Reel cinema can fill seats for Star Wars episodes like a shul on Yom Kippur. (This 
example is chosen because it is not yet considered politically incorrect to target Jedism). Han 
Solowitz’s claim is demolished by simple argument. Jedism is a fictional religion invented in the 
mid-1970s! On all versions the Torah predates that. 

The Torah instructs us to distance ourselves from heresy.  It is enough to believe in the Torah 
and not believe in heresies. Must one constantly declare, ‘I distance myself from ….(Jews for 
Jedism)!’?  

What is imperative in removing oneself from falsehood is attaching oneself to truth. This is 
achieved by studying Torah and deepening one's appreciation of the Torah’s veracity. One 
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should learn and seek guidance from teachers who are connected to traditional Torah. This 
entails refining one’s ability to be honest and objective. We live in a world where truth, honesty 
and objectivity appear elusive. Many ideas and expressions are persuasive and seductive. A 
Torah based method of analysis will help a person reach greater objectivity. It is the less obvious 
falsehoods that we must avoid. 

While one will not be tempted by a false ideology as blatantly silly as Jedism one may still fall 
prey to less evident falsehoods.  Our society extols concepts of ‘tolerance’, ‘acceptance’ and 
‘inclusivity’. A Jew will, rightly, be drawn to these panaceas due to our lengthy subjugation to 
intolerance, rejection and exclusion; we know how it feels.  It might seem wrong of us not to 
tolerate, accept or include others, including other Jews. The mind is easily persuaded and 
convinced by a mode of thinking that goes as follows: in the past intolerance has led to extreme 
violence and oppression; in consequence, intolerance may now be tolerated only so far as it 
relates to nuts or lactose. Any disagreement with the beliefs and/or values and/or self-professed 
identity of another must perforce be intolerance and justify the use of terms ending in ‘-phobic’.  
If we do not share a platform with Han Solowitz or give him an aliya, we are racist, homophobic, 
and bigoted and bent on the promotion of genocide and repression, and as fundamentalist as 
those it would be -phobic to accuse of being fundamentalist.  

This form of thinking is false. It is bizarre! It is not, if you stand back and look at matters logically 
and dispassionately, as farfetched as it is ridiculous.  It is how the vast majority in our society 
operate. They cannot fathom the subtle distinctions between intolerance when it means utter 
rejection of an idea, belief or value as opposed to the unwillingness to accept a person's or 
people's existence. Not every case of dislike or disapproval or disagreement is a desire for 
genocide. Our society has lost balance and perspective. Heretical Jewish movements have 
alienated and severed countless Jews from their heritage and Creator. We must oppose and 
separate ourselves intellectually and spiritually from heretical ideas and values. Our beliefs and 
objections are capable of rational and logical examination. Others may not like or accept them. 
We do not seek to annihilate others, nor do we demand their extirpation from society. Our 
learned Rabbis may not share platforms with the Han Solowitzes of this world. We may teach 
that his values are inimical to Torah Judaism. We shall not issue fatwas against him, nor bomb 
or burn his property not his followers. We are commanded be intellectually vigilant in opposing 
and resisting heresy. 

Distancing ourselves from falsehood means not falling prey to powerful and seductive mantras 
which give validity to the invalid.  

Rabbi Craig Levin 
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T.A.R.D.I.S: TERUMA AND RELATIVE DIMENSIONS IN THE SEDRA 

Parashat Teruma is not known as The Quantity Surveyor’s Sedra for nothing. In fact, it is not 
known as this at all, but probably should be as it is full of detailed specifications and dimensions. 

On reading the sedra I could not help but notice, as have many others, that practically all of the 
given dimensions for the Mishkan are similar and seemed familiar. What is more noticeable is 
not necessarily the actual dimensions (in cubits) but their relationship to one and other. 

The Ark - 2½ x 1½ x 1½ – Ratios - 2:3; 3:5; 1:1 

The Kapporet (‘cover’) - 2½ x 1½ - Ratio - 2:3 

Table for Showbread - 2 x 1 – Ratio – 2:1  

Golden Altar for Incense - 1 x 1 x 2 – Ratios - 1:1; 1:2 

Enclosure 50 x 100 – Ratio - 1:2 

Holy of Holies - 10 x 10 x 10 – Ratios 1:1; 1:1 

Holy Courtyard - 10 x 20 x 10 – Ratios 1:2; 1:1 

Brazen Altar - 5 x 5 x 3 – Ratios - 1:1, 3:5 

And the haftorah details the dimensions of the Temple in Jerusalem, built 480 years after the 
Mishkan but using the same ratios. 

Holy of Holies - 20 x 20 x 20 – Ratios - 1:1; 1:1 

Holy Place - 10 x 20 – Ratio - 1:2 

Temple – 40 x 20 – Ratio - 2:1 

And looking back in time the first ever man-made structure as designed by God, the Ark built 
by Noah, had the cross-sectional dimensions of 30 x 50 – Ratio 3:5. 

So what does it all mean? What is the message? Is it random? 

For over 20 years I worked with Kew Gardens managing their capital works programme. One of 
my favourite projects was the Treetop Walkway which, despite being 18 high and over 120m 
long, blends in so well with its surroundings that most people do not actually see it until they 
are very close to it, not just because of its colour but mainly because it was designed and 
constructed using laser-cut steel, strictly to the relative dimensions of what is known as the 
Fibonacci Sequence. As a result I am familiar with this mathematical principle and its practical 
implementation. Indeed the relationships between the Fibonacci numbers are known by 
mathematicians as ‘Golden Ratios’ or by Renaissance painters as ‘Divine Proportions’, and they 
have been used throughout the ages by architects and designers, even when they did not know 
about Fibonacci, but typically just because the relative proportions look right.  

Fibonacci lived and expressed the mathematical sequence that bears his name in the 13th 
Century, building on earlier observations from Kepler. Leonardo DaVinci recognised and 
applied Fibonacci to much of his art, and it is this that makes his paintings and drawings seem 
so perfect. His famous works such as Vitruvian Man (World in Action logo), the Mona Lisa and 
Last Supper, and most others, all adhere to the strict ratios as first described by Fibonacci. 

Fibonacci sequences exist quite literally everywhere in nature, to the extent that their ubiquity 
means that we generally don’t notice them unless they are pointed out. We sub-consciously 
expect all things to comply and when they don’t, we notice. When someone is unfortunately 
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disfigured or disproportionate, we notice. If we see a straight line in nature we notice, not 
because ‘nature abhors a straight line’ but because nature generally conforms to Fibonacci. 

Timing in Beethoven’s 5th Symphony, the dimensions of a violin and the ratio of female to male 
bees - even DNA itself, the blueprint for life which measures 21 by 34 angstroms – all conform 
to Fibonacci. The list is endless, and not just on Earth but throughout the Universe. 

Some commentators suggest that the dimensions in this sedra relate to the various days of 
creation, and there are some textual similarities in the text, but I favour the view that just as 
Man, from DNA upwards, is created betzelem Elokim (in God’s image), it would appear that the 
clearly dimensioned structures in the Mishkan are specified and built to the same underlying 
design principles or Divine Proportions, and reflect the perfection that exists in nature, so that 
when humans encounter them we are entirely at ease with them. The relative dimensions in the 
Mishkan, Torah, Humans and the Universe simply look right. 

Other religions have only noted this in more recent years, but our Torah was given 3½ thousand 
years ago, long before Fibonacci or DaVinci conceived the concept, yet the structures are clearly 
built to proportions and dimensions that were specifically written down rather than just because 
they looked right, and they adhere to this universal principle before anyone knew that they 
existed. 

The week we celebrated the 25th anniversary of the Limmud service was 8th February, which 
corresponds to 3rd Adar, both Fibonacci numbers. A coincidence? 

Why is this important? Well, with some buildings you can tell who the architect is, as they use 
their favourite tried and tested design solutions and specifications. With humans, nature, the 
Universe and the Mishkan, it certainly looks very much as though the same Architect designed 
them all.  

In the words of the poet Cecil Alexander (1818-1895) from her famous children’s hymn: 

‘All things bright and beautiful, All creatures great and small,  

All things wise and wonderful: The Lord God made them all.’  

Barry Rose 
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Fibonacci Sequence 

0 + 1 = 1 Golden Ratio 

1 + 1 = 2 2 

1 + 2 = 3 1.5 

2 + 3 = 5 1.666666667 

3 + 5 = 8 1.6 

5 + 8 = 13 1.625 

8 + 13 = 21 1.615384615 

13 + 21 = 34 1.619047619 

21 + 34 = 55 1.617647059 

34 + 55 = 89 1.618181818 

55 + 89 = 144 1.617977528 

89 + 144 = 233 1.618055556 

144 + 233 = 377 1.618025751 

233 + 377 = 610 1.618037135 

377 + 610 = 987 1.618032787 

610 + 987 = 1597 1.618034448 
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TETZAVEH AND MEGILLAT ESTHER 

Parshat Tetzaveh is, more often than not, read on the Shabbat before Purim (in non-leap years). 
There are usually links that can be drawn between the weekly parsha and the events of the 
Jewish calendar. So, what connections are there between Tetzaveh and Purim?  In particular, 
let’s explore how Tetzaveh and Megillat Esther are related. 

Missing Names 

The first connection is the missing name. Tetzaveh is the only parsha from Shemot to the end 
of the Chumash that does not mention Moshe’s name. Even though his name is not mentioned, 
he is very much there, as Hashem is talking to him, telling him what to command the B’nei 
Yisrael. It is said that the reason his name is omitted is due to his prayer following the sin of the 
Golden Calf:  

ִס  א ִמֶֽ ִני ָנֹּ֔ ַ֣ ִין ְמח  ם ְוִאם־ַאִ֕ א ַחָטאָתָ֑ ה ִאם־ִתָשַ֣ ְבָת׃ְוַעָתָ֖ ר ָכָתֶֽ ֥ ְפְרךָ֖ ֲאש   (לב) 

Now, if You will forgive their sin [well and good]; but if not, erase me from the record which 
You have written! [Shemot (32:32)] 

Even though Hashem does forgive the people, He still omits Moshe’s name from one parsha. 
But why does Hashem choose to omit his name from this parsha? 

In Megillat Esther there is also a name missing. It is the only book in Tenach that does not 
contain Hashem’s name. Although not immediately apparent, it is clear from the progression of 
events that Hashem is there behind the scenes, pulling the strings. Some say that when the 
‘king’ is mentioned, it is referring to Hashem. 

Clothes of Royalty 

The main theme of Tetzaveh is the clothes of the Kohen Gadol. Each item is described in great 
detail, down to the textures and colours. The predominant colours are purple, turquoise, scarlet 
and gold, with the main materials being wool and linen. The same colours and materials are 
mentioned in Megillat Esther. For example: 

ת ָאח  ל  ס ּוְתכ ִ֗ ּור ׀ ַכְרַפַ֣ ת ַבהַ )ו( חַ֣ ְצַפ֥ ל ִרֶֽ ף ַעַ֛ ס  ב ָוכ ִ֗ ֹות ׀ ָזָהַ֣ ש ִמטַ֣ ָ֑ י ש  ּוד  ף ְוַעמַ֣ ס  ָ֖ י כ  יל  ן ַעל־ְגִל֥ ּוץ ְוַאְרָגָמֹּ֔ י־בַ֣ ט־ּו֙ז ְבַחְבל 
ת׃  ר  ר ְוֹסָחֶֽ ש ְוַד֥ ָ֖  ָוש 

There were hangings of white cotton and turquoise wool, caught up by cords of fine linen 
and purple wool to silver rods and alabaster columns; and there were couches of gold and 
silver on a pavement of marble, alabaster, mother-of-pearl, and mosaics. [Esther (1:6)]  

This verse starts with an enlarged letter Chet. It has the numerical value of eight and alludes to 
King Achashveirosh’s adorning himself with the eight garments of the Kohen Gadol, as noted 
by the Talmud through a linguistic relationship:   

 

‘When he showed the riches of his glorious [tif'eret] kingdom’: R. Yose b. Hanina said: 'This 
shows that he arrayed himself in the priestly robes. It is written here [Esther 1:4], 'the riches 
of his glorious [tif'eret] kingdom', and it is written elsewhere [in connection with the 
priestly garments, Shemot 28], 'for splendour and for glory, [tif'eret] [Talmud Bavli Megila 
12a]. 

According to Shlomo HaLevi Alkabetz (best known for composing Lechah Dodi), Achashveirosh 
was punished for this by the ‘resulting episode with Vashti, her death, his embarrassment and 
his subsequent depression’ (Artscroll The Book of Megillos). 
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Ramban describes the clothes of the Kohen Gadol as ‘clothes of royalty’ and demonstrates this 
through various references in Tenach, one of which is Megillat Esther: 

(1) (2) For honour and for splendour: That he should be honoured and glorious with 
honourable and glorious clothing, as the verse states (Isaiah 61:10), ‘as a groom who 
ministers in glory’ - as these clothes were the clothes of royalty. Their likeness was worn 
by kings during the time of the Torah. […] And [concerning] turquoise even today 'no man 
lifts his hand' to wear it except for a king of nations. And it is written (Esther 8:15), ‘And 
Mordechai went out from in front of the king with regal clothes of turquoise and white, 
and a crown of gold and a wrap of linen and purple’ - and the wrap is the robe (me’il) in 
which he wraps himself. [Ramban on Shemot 28] 

We find that Mordechai wears this royal clothing, towards the end of the Megillah, after the 
king gives Mordechai his ring, effectively transferring his power to him.   

It is also worth noting that earlier in the Megillah, when the king asks Haman ‘What should be 
done for a man whom the king desires to honour?’, Haman replies (thinking that the king wants 
to honour Haman himself): 

יאּ֙ו ְלבַ֣  ּוָיִב֙ ר ַמְלכָ֖ ת  ֥ ן כ  ר ִנַתַ֛ ֥ ְך ַוֲאש  ל  ב ָעָלי֙ו ַהמ ֹּ֔ ר ָרַכָ֤ ּוס ֲאש ֵ֨ ְך ְוסִ֗ ל  ָ֑ ֹו ַהמ  ַבש־בָ֖ ר ָלֶֽ ֥ ּות ֲאש  ֹו׃ ּוש ַמְלכֹּ֔  ת ְברֹאשֶֽ

let royal garb which the king has worn be brought, and a horse on which the king has 
ridden and on whose head a royal diadem has been set [Esther (6:8)] 

Again, the word ‘royal’ is used, and notice that he says, ‘which the king has worn’, rather than 
‘the king’s clothes’. Rabbi Ari Kahn suggests that this alludes to the clothes of the Kohen Gadol 
that Achashveirosh wore at the start of the Megillah. Instead of Haman’s wearing the clothes, 
the honour is bestowed upon Mordechai. 

Entering the Holy of Holies 

The Kohen Gadol’s robe was made of turquoise wool, with a hem of pomegranates of turquoise, 
purple and scarlet wool and gold bells between them. The Abarbanel teaches that the bells 
served as a gentle knock before the Kohen Gadol entered into the Holy of Holies.  Ramban, in 
agreement, says: ‘so that the sound would be heard in the holy place, and the Kohen Gadol 
would enter before his Master as if with permission, because one who suddenly comes into the 
presence of the king is susceptible to the death penalty according to royal protocols as we have 
seen concerning Achashveirosh.’   

Esther explains these royal protocols to Mordechai when he asks her to go to the king to save 
the Jewish people:  

All the king’s courtiers and the people of the king’s provinces know that if any person, man 
or woman, enters the king’s presence in the inner court without having been summoned, 
there is but one law for him—that he be put to death. Only if the king extends the golden 
sceptre to him may he live. Now I have not been summoned to visit the king for the last 
thirty days. [Esther (4:11)]   

Eventually Mordechai persuades Esther to take the risk. She fasts for three days and nights 
before going into the king’s inner court. When the king sees her, she obtains favour in his eyes, 
and he holds out the golden sceptre, so she survives. 

What does she wear? 

ּות ֙ר ַמְלכֹּ֔ ְסת  ש א   ַוִתְלַבָ֤

Esther donned royalty [Esther (5:1)]. 
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Esther was dressing like a Kohen Gadol, fasting like a Kohen Gadol, and entering the king’s inner 
court at risk to her own life, just as the Kohen Gadol would approach the Holy of Holies on Yom 
Kippur. She was pleading for the Jewish people’s salvation, just as the Kohen Gadol would plead 
for the Jewish people’s atonement, and just as Moshe was pleading for the B’nei Yisrael following 
the sin of the Golden Calf. Perhaps this is why Hashem chose Tetzaveh as the parsha in which 
to omit Moshe’s name.  According to the Zohar, for at least one day, Esther functioned as Kohen 
Gadol.   

Incidentally, Yom Kippur is described in the Torah as Yom HaKippurim – a day ‘like Purim’. 

Finding the Missing Names 

So, what happens when Queen Esther has her meeting with the king? 

The king asks Esther:  

ן ָלֶֽ  ֶֽ ּות ְוִיָנ֥ת  י ַהַמְלכָ֖ ְך ַעד־ֲחִצ֥ ַ֛ ה ּוַמה־ַבָקָשת  ר ַהַמְלָכָ֑ ַ֣ ְסת  ְך א  ְך ַמה־ָלָ֖ ל  ר ָל֙ה ַהמ ֹּ֔ אמ  ָֹ֤  ְך׃ )ג( ַוי

What troubles you, Queen Esther? […] And what is your request? Even to half the kingdom, 
it shall be granted you [Esther 5:3]. 

Esther replies:  

ֹוב  ְך טָ֑ ל  ָ֖ ר ִאם־ַעל־ַהמ  ְסת ֹּ֔ ר א  אמ  ַֹ֣ ֹוםַות ֶלְך ְוָהָמ֙ן ַהיּ֔ ֹו׃ ָי֨בֹוא ַהֶמֶּ֤ יִתי לֶֽ ר־ָעִש֥ ה ֲאש  ָ֖ ל־ַהִמְשת  א   (ד) 

If it pleases the King, let the King and Haman come today to the feast that I have prepared 
for him. [Esther 5:4] 

Hashem’s name (yud, hey, vav, hey) is found in the initial letters of these four words: 

ֹוםיָ   ֶלְך ְוָהָמ֙ן ַהיּ֔   ֨בֹוא ַהֶמֶּ֤

Effectively, Esther utters Hashem’s name in the king’s inner sanctum, just as the Kohen Gadol 
would say Hashem’s full name on Yom Kippur in the Holy of Holies. This is the climax and the 
turning point of the Megillah. 

If we can find Hashem’s name in the Megillah, can we find Moshe’s name in Tetzaveh? Well, 
not as an acronym but possibly three times as an anagram -  ָמ הָשֶֽ  (meaning ‘there’).  

֙ם   ד ָלכ  ָ֤ ר ִאָּוע  ַ֣י ה' ֲאש ֵ֨ ד ִלְפנ  ָ֖ ל־מֹוע  ה  ַתח ֹאֶֽ ֥ ם פ  יכ ֹּ֔ ת  ת ָתִמי֙ד ְלֹדֹרַ֣ ָמהֹעַלָ֤ ם׃ ָשּ֔ יך ָשֶֽ ָ֖ ל  ר א  ֥ ְלַדב  ()מב   

a regular burnt offering throughout the generations, at the entrance of the Tent of Meeting 
before the LORD. For there I will meet with you, and there I will speak with you [Shemot 
(29:42)], 

י )מג(  ָמהְוֹנַעְדִת֥ י׃ ָשָׁ֖ ש ִבְכֹבִדֶֽ ל ְוִנְקַדָ֖ ָ֑ ַ֣י ִיְשָרא    ִלְבנ 

and there I will meet with the Israelites, and it shall be sanctified by My Presence. [Shemot 
(29:43)]. 

ר ִאּוָ )ו(  ַ֛ ת ֲאש  ד ֹּ֔ ע  ֙ר ַעל־ָהַ֣ ת ֲאש  ר  ַ֣י ַהַכֹפִ֗ ת ִלְפנ  ָ֑ ד  ן ָהע  ר ַעל־ֲאֹרַ֣ ָ֖ ת ֲאש  כ  ַ֣י ַהָפֹרֹּ֔ ה ֹאתֹ֙ו ִלְפנ  ד ְלךָ֖ ְוָנַתָתָ֤ ֥ ָמהע    ׃ָשָֽׁ

Place it [the Altar] in front of the curtain that is over the Ark of the Pact—in front of the 
cover that is over the Pact—where I will meet with you [Shemot (30:6)]. 

In all three of these verses, Hashem is talking about meeting with Moshe or the B’nei Yisrael. 

Moshe’s name is revealed in the context of meeting with Hashem. Hashem’s name is revealed 
in the context of meeting with Esther. A person’s name is their essence.  Parents have divine 
inspiration when naming their children. A name defines one’s inner self. We should look to 
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‘meet’ with Hashem, to find out who we really are and discover our inner-self, by building a 
relationship with him.   

After all, our inner self is what matters – not the clothes we wear. A Kohen Gadol, dressed in all 
his special garments, would not survive his meeting in the Holy of Holies with Hashem if he 
was not worthy. Achashveirosh was punished for wearing the clothes of the Kohen Gadol; his 
intention was to celebrate the fact that his Jewish subjects would remain dispersed and 
disunited without a Temple. Esther achieved her mission in the clothes of the Kohen Gadol – 
her intention was to save the Jewish people. Haman intended to wear the clothes of the Kohen 
Gadol himself, when he believed the king would reward him, but ultimately, Mordechai was 
rewarded with the clothes of the Kohen Gadol.  

י ׀ ָמְר  י ַהְיהּוִדִ֗ ִכַ֣ ַכַ֣ ל  דֳּ ַ֣ ֙ה ַלמ  ֹום ְלָכל־י ִמְשנ  ר ָשלָ֖ ֥ ֹו ְוֹדב  ש טֹו֙ב ְלַעמֹּ֔ ֥ יו ֹדר  ָחָ֑ ב א  ּוי ְלֹרַ֣ ים ְוָרצָ֖ ֹוש ְוָגדֹול֙ ַלְיהּוִדֹּ֔ רֹּ֔ ְך ֲאַחְשו 
ֹו׃   ַזְרעֶֽ

For Mordecai the Jew ranked next to King Achashveirosh and was highly regarded by the 
Jews and popular with the multitude of his brethren; he sought the good of his people and 
interceded for the welfare of all his kindred [Esther (10:3)]. 

Caroline Levison 

 

SHEMINI – THE BENEFIT OF RELATIONSHIPS 

Parshas Shemini gives the account of the tragic deaths of Aaron’s two eldest sons, Nadav and 
Avihu. At the climax of the inauguration of the Mishkan (Tabernacle), the two men entered the 
Holy of Holies and brought their own incense without having been commanded to do so. After 
they entered, a fire came forth and consumed them. Chazal offer several explanations as to the 
exact nature of their mistake: the Chasam Sofer brings a medrash that offers three reasons as to 
their sin: they made a decision without consulting their teacher, Moshe Rabbeinu; they entered 
the Mishkan intoxicated with wine; they did not get married or have children. These three 
reasons seem to be totally unrelated to each other; however, the Chasam Sofer explains that 
they all emanate from the same source. 

He writes that the defining sin of the three was their choice to not get married and the 
consequence that they had no children. He explains that there are many Mitzvos that involve 
the necessity to ascribe honour to certain people, and, lehavdil, to HaShem. These include the 
Mitzvos to honour and fear one’s parents and teachers, and the various laws with regard to one’s 
conduct in the Mishkan. Having one’s own children plays a key role in helping a person to 
develop a far greater recognition of the importance of being respected. He may experience at 
first-hand the unpleasantness of not being properly respected by his children; this helps him 
internalize how important it is for him to honour his parents, teachers, and, most importantly, 
HaShem. 

Nadav and Avihu chose not to get married and consequently remained childless. This hindered 
them from developing the proper appreciation of the need to honour others. As a result, they 
stumbled in other areas relating to honour: they failed to consult their teacher Moshe, 
indicating a lacking in giving sufficient honour to their teacher. Likewise, their entering the 
Mishkan whilst intoxicated with wine indicated a failing in their honour for the Divine Presence 
that dwelled there. Thus, according to the Chasam Sofer, the defining sin of Nadav and Avihu 
was their reluctance to have children – this was responsible for their failing in the area of giving 
kavod (honour). 

The most explicit reason for their sin is in the Torah’s words that they offered up the incense 
even though they were never commanded to. The commentaries explain that in their great love 
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for HaShem, they were inspired to enter the Mishkan themselves.  Despite their lofty intentions, 
performing a service without being instructed to do so, also seems to constitute a lack of 
sufficient fear and honour for HaShem. 

The Chasam Sofer’s explanation sheds light on an important principle in Torah thought with 
regard to inter-personal relationships. In the secular world, it is common to view relationships 
from the perspective of, ‘What can I get out of this relationship?’ whether it applies to marriage, 
child-rearing, or friendships. In this way, the goal of the relationship is essentially selfish, and it 
perhaps explains why the institution of marriage and the parent-child relationships have been 
so damaged in recent generations. If a person’s goals in a relationship are primarily selfish, then 
his desires and hopes will inevitably clash with those of his partner or child, who similarly has 
selfish desires. Moreover, if a person perceives that getting married or having children will 
hinder his life enjoyment then he will refrain from them in his vain quest for pleasure and 
comfort. 

The Chasam Sofer teaches us that one of the main purposes of having children is to enable a 
person to grow in ways that he would otherwise be unable to. The same applies to marriage and 
all other relationships. The Torah outlook is that a person should approach his relationships 
from a selfless point of view – focusing on how he can help the other members of the 
relationship, and how he can grow from the relationship into a better person. As in all aspects 
of life, our relationships are there to help us grow closer to HaShem; therefore, it is essential 
that we strive to develop such relationships even if they may reduce our own comfort, because 
we understand that they will enable us to become complete people in a way that Nadav and 
Avihu never merited. 

David Harrisberg (adapted from Rabbi Yehonatan Geffen) 

 

TAZRIA-METZORA 

In the popular imagination, impurity is connected with sin, impure thoughts or actions that 
spiritually contaminate us, and remove us from closeness to God.   In Catholic sources, for 
example, impurity is connected with the vices of lewdness and sexual desire.  It is with this 
background – equating ritual purity and morality – that the Western mind looks aghast at the 
many sources of impurity in the Torah and what may be inferred about its view of the individuals 
that accrue them. 

This is a view which seems to have some roots in the Nevi’im where in an ethical context Ezekiel 
talks about God’s distance from Israel as metaphorically akin to Niddah, and where God’s 
redeeming action is described in terms of purification: ‘I will sprinkle clean water upon you, and 
you shall be clean: I will cleanse you from all your uncleanness and from all your fetishes.’  It 
also seems amply confirmed through the subject matter of the sidrot Tazria-Metzora.  We all 
‘know’ that Tza’arat is intimately connected with a form of tum’a; and this is caused through 
the sin of lashon hora.  There seems to be a straight-line connection from sin to tum’a.   

However, this matter is not as clear as it first appears.  In terms of the reference to sin and purity 
in the latter books of Tanach, they do not compare tum’a to sin but the reverse: sin to tum’a.  
The cycle of tum’a and tahara was the primary reality that presented itself to the Israelites in 
the Temple Era.  This was a cycle which – unconnected to sin and depending on their ritual 
status – literally and physically caused a distance from the loci of God: the Temple, the camp of 
the Levites and/or the community itself.  So too, as a secondary metaphor, immorality can also 
create spiritual distance from God. 
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Equally, with the metzora, it is not evident that sin is the cause of tum’a itself.  Sin can be 
assumed to be a possible cause of tza’arat; but it is the tza’arat itself which generates the status 
of tum’a.   

This may at first seem an academic point, as one leads to the other.  However, it is not when 
you consider the difficulty, as R’ David Zvi Hoffman does of ‘understand[ing] why specifically 
tza’arat generates tum’a, whereas other diseases, which also generally come as a punishment for 
sins, do not’.  It is axiomatic that all tragedy and disease, in general, come as a result of human 
sin; yet one does not attribute the effect to a specific sin that person committed.  Equally with 
tza’arat; some sources consider up to eleven possible interpersonal infractions (lashon hora 
being the most frequently discussed), without specific attribution in any particular case.  One 
must use tragedy as an opportunity for introspection and teshuva, but this is true of all cases, 
irrespective of whether tum’a is generated or not. 

If one follows Yehuda Ha’Levi, it is simply the external appearance of Tza’arat that leads to 
tum’a.  Unlike other illness (but like certain other forms of tum’a), it is the impression of death 
left upon others who visually encounter the skin lesions that generates its status, rather than 
any assumptions about the internal state of the victim or cause of the affliction.  To put it 
technically, the relationship between sin (A), tza’arat (B) and tum’a (C) is not transitive.  A may 
cause B, and B may generate C; but there is no internal connection that allows us to include that 
A is the cause of C. 

One may come to similar conclusion if coming to the topic not from the perspective of the 
disease, but of tum’a in general.  In the Guide for the Perplexed, Maimonides discusses tum’a in 
a way that ranges from neutral to positive.  The primary purpose of the tum’a/tahara cycle is to 
keep people away from the Temple as much as possible, to maintain one’s awe and reverence 
for it when – rarely – one does visit.  Following this, ritual impurity is the norm, not the 
exception, and is something you can scarcely avoid.  In the unlikely event you don’t touch or 
tread on a creeping animal or someone with a running issue, you will become tamei through 
cohabitation with your wife or pollution.  Even if one is purified, one cannot enter the sanctuary 
before sunset; and seeing as you can’t enter it at night either, you will likely be unclean again 
before the morn!  Moreover, says Maimonides, as long as one is not trying to enter the temple 
or touch holy things, there is no sin in staying ‘unclean’ as long as you like. 

Thus, that sin does not (in itself) lead to tum’ah; and being tamei (in itself) bears no implication 
of sin, is enough to disabuse the popular notion we started with that equated impurity with an 
inherently negative internal moral state.  However, in the particular case of the metzora, tum’a 
factually does accompany a genuinely negative affliction (tza’arat) of a less than fully righteous 
person.  As such, it is not an archetypal instance of the phenomenon Maimonides proposed 
above.  Yet even here, the midrash and commentators see grounds for optimism. 

The Torah in saying, ‘When you come to the Land of Canaan.. and I put the plague of tza’arat 
upon a house’ phrases this as an unconditional promise and not a conditional threat.  That Eretz 
Yisrael has the sanctity such that tza’arat affects even houses, and that this appearance is enough 
to externally generate tum’a, is a great boon for its people.   The primary effect of this status is 
physically remove one from the community temporarily.   However, in doing so, one can 
symbolically reflect on the sins such as slander, stinginess and arrogance that remove one from 
others socially.  It takes the everyday phenomenon of tum’a/tahara, which no one would take 
as a negative thing in itself, and extends it to this extraordinary calamity.  The negative situation 
of tza’rat is thus transformed by tum’a to be an early warning system and educational tool to 
ensure people act with the highest standards of interpersonal ethics that living in the land of 
Israel requires.  

Neil Clarke 
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KEDOSHIM 

There is an interesting pasuk in this sedra:  

 איש אמו ואביו תיראו ואת שבתתי תשמרו אני ה' אלקיכם

Every person must respect (or even fear) his mother and father and keep my Sabbaths. I am the 
Lord your God. 

Two very important mitzvot but the obvious question is, why are they combined in the same 
sentence? What is the connection between these seemingly separate mitzvot? 

Let’s look at the basic principle of Shabbat: Six days shall you labour but on the seventh day, 
rest – keep it separate – keep it special.  

And the commandment regarding parents: Honour thy Mother and Father. In other words, 
regard them as special and separate from other people. 

The connection is about exclusivity. Parents (like Shabbat) are special and different. 

The Torah seems to be suggesting that we should treat others in a ‘weekday’ manner: be our 
normal selves but still be polite and civil. But we should consider parents as special: treat them 
differently because they are different; separate them, as we separate Shabbat, from normal 
‘everyday’ emotions. They are not like weekdays. 

Keeping Shabbat involves many physical actions: preparing, guarding and generally doing 
things differently. But it is also about emotional response: feeling that it is Shabbat; putting 
ourselves into the Shabbat frame of mind. 

Keeping parents special is also about the emotions: considering their feelings and valuing them; 
sharing special emotions with them. 

After all, we owe them more than we can possibly repay. 

Anthony Collins 

 

SHAVUOT/TEN COMMANDMENTS 

When one tries to present themselves – for example when writing a CV for a job – one tends to 
not lie but to use a turn of phrase to make everything sound good. 

We can see from the first of the Ten Commandments that when HaShem introduces Himself to 
Klal Yisrael, He says ‘Anochi HaShem Elokecha’, ‘I am HaShem your G-d’. This is followed by 
‘Asher Hotzeisicha M’Eretz Mitzrayim’, ‘who took you out of Mitzrayim’. 

Surely, if HaShem is talking about who He is and what exactly He represents, what should have 
been said instead is ‘Shebara Shamayim V’Aretz’, ‘who created heaven and earth’, i.e. a G-d who 
is all-powerful and the G-d of nature, who both built and created everything? 

There is no doubt that Yetzias Mitzrayim, the exit from Egypt, is important and that it is the 
foundation of our belief in HaShem and the birth of a nation. However, when you measure 
creating nature versus suspending nature, surely it is the creation of nature that is a greater 
miracle than the temporary suspension of some of the laws of nature? Therefore, why is the 
emphasis of G-d on taking us out of Mitzrayim, as opposed to the supposedly greater miracle of 
creating heaven and earth? 
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To answer this question, three different approaches all show how HaShem is not just an all-
powerful being to admire from afar but that He is someone that we are meant to have a 
relationship with. 

1) The Netziv – HaShem said this to not only show that He once created the world but that He 
is consistently involved in the world and still creating; to show that G-d didn’t just create the 
world and then abandon it but that He is there every day. So HaShem introduces Himself as the 
G-d who took us out of Egypt to remind us that when He saw that we were suffering, He saved 
us.  

2) The Kuzari – HaShem taking us out of Mitzrayim is not just something that we hear about 
and that may have happened, it is something that was seen by all of Klal Yisrael at the time and 
so it is something that we were involved in. So HaShem wants to connect with us by telling us 
that He didn’t just see us but that we saw Him as well. In other words, it is a two-way street. He 
appreciates what we go through and we have to appreciate His power. 

3) Chovos Halevavos – HaShem introduced Himself in this way, not just to show that He knows 
us, not just to show that we know Him, but to also tell us that we owe Him. When we were 
being persecuted and we couldn’t have survived for another moment, He saved us. Not only 
this, He did it in the best way possible. So, we owe HaShem for this and we are being reminded 
that the least we could do is spend some time connecting to Him.  

The Torah was given to us in the desert, so HaShem is telling us that He connects to us even 
when we feel that we are in a desolate place. It is because of this relationship that we owe 
HaShem, but not in a ‘tit for tat’ way; rather in a way that we feel as if it is our honour to do 
serve because of this special relationship.  

Not only is HaShem telling us that He exists but also that we should think about Him because 
He is telling us that He relates to us wherever we are and whatever we are going through.  

Therefore, to summarise, the first of the Ten Commandments is showing us that we should 
appreciate this relationship with G-d and not ignore it. 

Caleb Ford (adapted from an online shiur) 

 

SHELACH LECHA 

At the end of the Parasha of Shelach Lecha, we read about the mitzvah to wear tzitzis. The posuk 
explains that the purpose of this commandment is so that when one sees the tzitzis, he will be 
reminded of all 613 mitzvos of HaShem.  

Although what exactly is it about tzitzis that connects them to all of the other mitzvos? For the 
fans of gematria out there, according to Rashi, the connection is a numerical one. The gematria 
(numerical value) of the word tzitzis is 600 and if you add the components of tzitzis to that – 
eight strings and five knots – then you reach 613. Therefore, by simply thinking about tzitzis, 
one is reminded of all of the commandments.  

According to the Ramban (Nachmanides), the posuk is referring specifically to the blue thread 
included in tzitzis (techeiles) and means to say that when one looks at the blue thread, one is 
reminded of the commandments. We can use a Gemora in Menachos to explain how this 
happens; by looking at the blue thread, a person is reminded of the sea, followed by the sky, 
followed by HaShem and finally, His mitzvos.  

If this connection seems slightly far-fetched and raises further questions, the answer is all to do 
with perspective. If a person is seeking to grow in a spiritual sense, then they will look at 
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everything in life through a spiritual lens so, in this case, they will in fact be thinking of HaShem 
and His commandments when looking at the blue thread. However, if a person only looks at 
the physical things in life, they will only see the blue thread as exactly that.  

A story is told of the Ponevitcher Rov, who when looking for a place to build his yeshivah saw a 
barren stretch of land that would later become known as Bnei Brak. When questioned on what 
exactly it was that he was looking at, he explained that he could see beyond the empty land and 
could visualise a thriving community and yeshivah, complete with committed and dedicated 
individuals.  

From this we can learn an invaluable lesson. Two people can look at exactly the same thing yet 
see two very different things. It all comes down to the perspective and vision of a person.  

May we all be able to see the world through spiritual lenses, striving to only see the best in 
everything within our lives.  

Caleb Ford (adapted from a shiur by Rabbi Eliakim Koenigsberg)  

 

WERE THE 12 SPIES BIASED? 

The study of bias has become a growing subject over the last few decades. The story of the 12 
spies exploring the Land of Israel shows how bias can lead to a tragic outcome. 

The spies were not chosen at random. Selection bias relates to the selection of individuals in a 
way that it is not representative of the population. A good example of this is an opinion poll. 
You need a representative mix of people by age, race, social class, gender, location etc. In the 
case of the spies, there was one from each tribe. All 12 of them were ‘Anashim, roshai bnei 
yisrael’, i.e. important people. Joshua is Moses’ servant and deputy. From Sotah 12a, we learn 
that Calev ben Jephunneh (Caleb) was married to Azubah, which was another name for Miriam. 
So he was Moses’ brother-in-law. 

It is interesting to compare how ants choose a new nest site (there are approximately 1 million 
for every human on Earth). In brief, when a colony of ants needs to emigrate to a new nest, 
scouting ants first discover new nests and assess them. These scouts are ordinary volunteer ants, 
nothing special. The scouts return and recruit nest-mates to join them using pheromone signals, 
where an informed ant leads a second ant to her destination. This process carries on, and when 
the number of ants in the new nest reaches a 'quorum' (possibly the equivalent of an ant 
minyan), scouts begin to rapidly transport the rest of the colony, including carrying nest-mates 
and brood. Ants don't compare choices of nest in the way that a human being chooses where to 
live. But they make an effective choice for the colony as a whole. 

In making assessments, people sometimes introduce cognitive biases to their judgment. This 
refers to a pattern of moving away from rational judgment. Inferences may be drawn about other 
people and situations in an illogical fashion. People create their own ‘subjective reality’ from 
what they perceive.  

Framing bias can occur due to the way a situation or question is presented. It is based on work 
by Israeli psychologists Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman in the 1970s. For example, if you 
were considering two packages of ground beef, most people would pick the one labelled, ‘80% 
lean’ over the one labelled, ‘20% fat.’ Another example: the question: ‘How do you feel about 
Trump’s policies?’ may get a very different answer from the question: ‘Compared to the rule of 
Satan, how do you feel about Trump's policies?’  
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The spies use the word ‘ephes’ which means 'but' or 'however' before describing the attributes 
of the people living in the land. Rambam notes that this word is unnecessary as it distorts the 
facts. This framing of the facts makes the fortifications and population seem a threat, rather a 
straightforward neutral observation.  

One of the most common cognitive biases is anchoring. Anchoring bias occurs when a piece of 
information (i.e. the anchor) is used to make a subsequent judgment, even when that initial 
information is irrelevant. In the Black Friday sale, shoppers pore over endless sales offers, and 
plan their strategies for the chance to receive steep discounts. There are few genuine loss 
leaders, and much of the perceived value is based on little more than anchoring on the size of 
discounts. The 10 spies said: ‘We were like grasshoppers in our eyes, and so we were in their 
eyes’. This is considered the crux of the spies’ sin by many commentators. It introduces an 
anchor that the people in the land perceived them as small insects. This is pure speculation, not 
based on fact.  

Another factor in the spies’ decision making seems to be familiarity bias. Some people always 
buy the same brand of baked beans or ketchup, regardless of any other factors. In the desert, 
manna was there to be collected every weekday morning. There was always food on the table 
and shelter. Everyone had time to study Torah. Life was comfortable. Any alternative to this 
lifestyle was a big risk.  

Groupthink is a widely used expression these days, and is a theory developed by another Jewish 
psychologist, Irving Janus. This psychological phenomenon occurs when a group of people 
desire harmony or conformity, but this leads to an irrational decision. The Tower of Babel is the 
first example of Groupthink in the Torah, acting as a warning for those who pursue man’s 
wisdom instead of the wisdom of God. The impact of the words of the ten spies caused 
Groupthink. The ten spies came across as directive leaders, despite the presence of Moses, 
Joshua, and Caleb. And this was in spite of the fact that the decision that was reached 
contradicted God's authority. 

The spies believed they were like grasshoppers in the eyes of the people of the land. Perhaps a 
randomly selected group of spies might have concluded differently. The spies might have 
behaved more like another insect, the scout ant, when spying out the land. They might then 
have gathered only relevant information. The haftarah relates the story of Joshua’s sending out 
only two spies. The narrative and success of this second mission demonstrates some important 
lessons learned the hard way. 

Anthony Kent 

 

 

SHELACH LECHA 

A sad but important story occurred while the Children of Israel were in the desert. Some jealous, 
evil people attempted to challenge the leadership of Moses, and the disastrous results taught all 
the Jews a valuable lesson. 

Our history has been filled with events that have challenged and beset us, but we have not 
succumbed to them and have learnt from the past how to secure our future. 

We commemorate four important dates during the year: 

▪ Yom Hashoah, Holocaust Remembrance Day, when we remember the six million Jews 
who perished in the Holocaust, and the Jewish resistance in that period;  
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▪ Yom Hazikaron, the Israeli Fallen Soldiers’ and Victims of Terrorism Remembrance Day;  
▪ Yom Ha’atzmaut, commemorating the Israeli Declaration of Independence in 1948;  
▪ Yom Yerushalayim, marking the regaining of access to the Western Wall and Israeli 

control of the Old City. 
We have so much to be thankful for. Despite persecutions, expulsions, near destructions and 
pogroms, and Hitler’s futile attempt to annihilate the Jewish people, we have survived. We have 
created our own homeland. 

Here are four anecdotes testifying to this. 

Firstly. Rabbi Dovid Soloveitchik of the Brisk yeshiva in Jerusalem was asked advice some years 
ago from a Scotsman. On a visit to Auschwitz he had picked up a small pebble from the ground 
and brought it home as a souvenir. Subsequently his conscience continued to prick him as he 
felt this stone was sacred to the Jewish people as part of the site of their suffering, and he had 
removed it from its place. The advice Rabbi Soloveitchik gave him was that the beams and stones 
of a person’s house testified to what went on inside the house. So even the inanimate materials 
of a building have a task in this world to act as a constant witness. So the Scotsman was told to 
put the pebble back, as it formed part of the site of suffering of the Jewish people. It should fulfil 
its purpose of being God’s witness to the atrocities perpetuated there. 

Secondly. The late Rabbi Yosef Shlomo Kahaneman, the Rov of Ponevezh in Lithuania, took one 
of his students in Rome to the Arch of Titus. This arch is probably the greatest symbol of the 
Roman conquest of Jerusalem 2000 years ago. Its detailed features and pompous inscriptions 
symbolise Roman triumphalism over the Jews and the destruction of the Temple. Rabbi 
Kahaneman raised his voice in triumph. ‘We are here and where are you, Titus?’, he exclaimed. 
‘We are the nation you butchered and murdered. You captured the Temple and then destroyed 
it. You pillaged the Temple vessels and brought them to Rome. But the Jews survive despite your 
conquest. What remains of the mighty Roman Empire? What became of the glory of Rome? All 
that remains is the Arch. Empires that shook the world have been reduced to history. The 
Roman Empire has been condemned to the past. What became of its glory?’ 

Thirdly. Following the destruction of the Jewish communities of Europe, an intense period of 
rebuilding took place and continues. Incredibly this was true in the Warsaw Ghetto. The Jewish 
Council kept a chronicle of each day’s events, and statistics were recorded, even the day’s deaths 
and deportations. After each day’s account there was a cryptic four-letter entry in Hebrew: ‘Nili’ 
(nun, yud, lammed, yud). After the war those who studied the chronicle struggled to decipher 
the meaning of this codeword. They then realised it was an acronym of Netzach Yisrael Lo 
Yishaker – literally, ‘the eternity of the Jewish people will not be a lie’, but usually translated as 
‘Israel will survive forever’. 

Finally. The late Sir Martin Gilbert, on a flight back to London from Israel, made the 
acquaintance of an elderly Chasidic man from Stamford Hill, who invited Sir Martin to his home. 
When Sir Martin visited him, he told Sir Martin that he had lost 86 members of his family during 
the Second World War. But one of his granddaughters had recently given birth to what had 
become the 87th member of his family to be born since the war. The Chasidic man wanted Sir 
Martin as a historian to celebrate the man’s victory over Hitler. 

In conclusion, our survival may not be based on any logical formulae, but one thing is certain: 
Netzach Yisrael Lo Yishaker. 

Hazel Bermange 
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CHUKAT 

The Lord spoke to Moses, saying:     ר ֥ ר: ה'ַוְיַדב  אֹמֶֽ ה ל  ֥ ל־מש   א 

‘Take the staff and assemble the congregation, you and 
your brother Aaron, and speak to the rock in their 
presence so that it will give forth its water. You shall 
bring forth water for them from the rock and give the 
congregation and their livestock to drink.’ 

  

ָד֙ה ַאתָ  ע  ת־ָהֶֽ ל א  ָ֤ ה ְוַהְקה  ת־ַהַמט ִ֗ ח א  ֙ה ַקַ֣
ם  ָ֖ יה  ינ  ֶֽ ַלע ְלע  ַ֛ ל־ַהס  ם א  ֶּ֧ יך ְוִדַבְרת  ן ָאִחֹּ֔ ֲהֹרַ֣ ְוַאֶֽ
ַלע  ִי֙ם ִמן־ַהס ֹּ֔ ם ַמֵ֨ ֥ אָת֙ ָלה  ֹוצ  יו ְוהֶֽ יָמָ֑ ן מ  ְוָנַתַ֣

ת־בְ  ה ְוא  ָדָ֖ ע  ת־ָהֶֽ ם:ְוִהְשִקיָת֥ א   ִעיָרֶֽ

Moses took the staff from before the Lord as He had 
commanded him. 

  
ח  ר ַוִיַק֥ ָ֖ ֲאש  ַ֣י ה' ַכֶֽ ה ִמִלְפנ  ָ֖ ת־ַהַמט  ה א  ַ֛ מש 
הּו:  ִצָּוֶֽ

Moses and Aaron assembled the congregation in front 
of the rock, and he said to them, ‘Now listen, you 
rebels, can we draw water for you from this rock?’ 

  
ה  ֶּ֧ לּו מש  ַ֣י ַוַיְקִהֶׂ֜ ל־ְפנ  ל א  ת־ַהָקָהָ֖ ן א  ֲהֹרַ֛ ְוַאֶֽ

ים ֲהִמן־ ם ִשְמעּו־ָנ֙א ַהֹמִרֹּ֔ ר ָלה ִ֗ אמ  ַֹ֣ ַלע ַוי ַהָסָ֑
ִים: ם ָמֶֽ ָ֖ יא ָלכ  ה נֹוִצ֥ ַלע ַהז ֹּ֔ ַ֣  ַהס 

Moses raised his hand and struck the rock with his 
staff twice, when an abundance of water gushed forth, 
and the congregation and their livestock drank. 

  
הּו  ָ֖ ַלע ְבַמט  ַ֛ ת־ַהס  ֹו ַוַיְֶַּּ֧֧ך א  ת־ָידִ֗ ה א  ם מש ֶׂ֜ ר  ַוָיֵ֨
ה  ָדָ֖ ע  ְשְת ָהֶֽ ֥ ים ַות  ִים ַרִבֹּ֔ ְֶֽצאּ֙ו ַמַ֣ ִים ַוי  ֲעָמָ֑ ַפֶֽ

ם:  ּוְבִעיָרֶֽ

The Lord said to Moses and Aaron, ‘Since you did not 
have faith in Me to sanctify Me in the eyes of the 
children of Israel, therefore you shall not bring this 
assembly to the Land which I have given them. 

  

ַען  ֲהֹר֒ן ַיַ֚ ל־ַאֶֽ ה ְוא  ַ֣ ל־מש  ר ה'֘ א  אמ  ַֹ֣ לֹא־ַוי
ל  ָ֑ ַ֣י ִיְשָרא  ָ֖י ְבנ  ינ  ִני ְלע  ְקִדיש ֹּ֔ י ְלַהֵ֨ ם ִבֹּ֔ ַ֣ ֱאַמְנת  ֶֽ ה 
ץ  ר  ל־ָהָאָ֖ ה א  ל ַהז ֹּ֔ ת־ַהָקָהַ֣ יאּ֙ו א  א ָתִבֵ֨ ָֹ֤ ן ל ָלכ ִ֗

ם: ֶֽ ִתי ָלה  ר־ָנַת֥  ֲאש 

These are the waters of dispute [Mei Merivah] where 
the children of Israel contended with the Lord, and He 
was sanctified through them. 

  
ה  י ְמִריָבֹּ֔ ַ֣ ָמה מ  ת־ה' ה ַ֚ ל א  ָ֖ ֶֽי־ִיְשָרא  ר־ָר֥בּו ְבנ  ֲאש 

ם: ש ָבֶֽ ָ֖  ַוִיָקד 

The early commentators (Rishonim) have fifteen different explanations as to Moshe’s mistake 
when he hit the rock. If we understand the sentence ‘These and these are the words of the living 
God’ (Eruvim 13b:10) we have to understand that every interpretation found from correct 
methods could be true. How could Moshe Rabbeinu, our leader to whom the phrase ‘And there 
was no other prophet who arose in Israel like Moshe’ applies (Devarim 34:10) have made so many 
mistakes in one area? Perhaps by looking at where we are in the story of the children of Israel’s 
journey out of Egypt we can understand this. 

The Jewish People at this point are standing on the borders of the land of Israel, about to end 
their 40-year journey. At the end of this parsha, they ask the King of the Emorites for permission 
to pass through his land on the way to Canaan. Having lived for 40 years in the hand of God, 
receiving water from Miriam’s well (her death is what leads to the people’s complaining at the 
lack of water), manna from Heaven, quail when they moan for it, they are now faced with having 
to return to agriculture, governance, city building and settlement. Having been looked after for 
so long, they are now on the cusp of looking after themselves, of gaining responsibility of their 
own future. 

At the start of this parsha, they are given the laws of the Red Heifer – a law, described as a chok, 
whose true reason is unknowable despite suggested explanations. These laws are there to 
change the status of someone contaminated with an unseen impurity of death to a status of 
purity. There is nothing tangible to understand how mixing ashes with water would purify those  
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who they were sprinkled on whilst causing him who does the sprinkling to become impure. The 
people are given one of the least logical laws in the Torah.  

We can understand that the people are expecting to enter the land of Israel and are extremely 
nervous: will they have the ability to maintain the high standards of purity and impurity, 
spirituality and lawfulness, when faced with the normality of day-to-day struggle to survive? 
They turn to Moshe and complain: why did you take us out of Egypt for this? This complaint 
came after every request of theirs having been met; how could they once again lose faith that 
their needs would be provided for? 

One interpretation is that Moshe recognised the people’s complaint as their fear and anxiety at 
having to continue their existence with a level of faith they felt was too much for them. They 
knew God would provide water, but they didn’t want to wait for their needs to be met. They 
complained because they were struggling with this existence of faith and bitachon (trust). 
Moshe realised that if he spoke to the rock, showing another miraculous fulfilment of their 
needs, they would be mollified temporarily but in the long term they would continue to chafe 
at being asked to exist on this higher level. He therefore hit the rock, a natural way to draw 
water from an underground stream, enabling them to drop to a level of more tangible, physical 
reality. 

The inevitable consequence of this was that Moshe could not take them into the land of Israel. 
Had Moshe taken them in, the Temple would not have been built as an intermediary for God’s 
wrath at the people’s sins. The Temple would have been eternally God’s conduit for 
communicating with mankind, and the people themselves would have been utterly destroyed 
if, once choosing to exist in faith, they had then turned their back on God. Moshe hit the rock, 
knowing that the level of spirituality that God would expect if he took them into Israel would 
eventually destroy the people completely. Only by hitting the rock would the Temple be able to 
be destroyed instead of the people. 

We can use this understanding to apply to the fifteen different interpretations. Our leaders are 
affected by us; we get the leadership we deserve. The people themselves were already sinning, 
already struggling to exist with perfection. Moshe’s decision reflected the status of the people 
themselves and their long-term future. In fact, the continued fall from grace leads to the death 
of Aharon later, after their exposure to the kingdom of Emor continues to drop their level. Their 
continued fall from high spiritual levels they had existed on in the wilderness, where they were 
expected to rely on God entirely and had to maintain the highest standards of halachic 
observance and spiritual connection, continues to affect the quality of leadership they are 
entitled to get.  

Towards the end of our parsha, the people are punished with snakes that come and bite them. 
Instead of complaining, the people turn to Moshe and say. ‘We have sinned, for we have spoken 
against the Lord and against you. Pray to the Lord that He remove the snakes from us’ (Bamidbar 
21:7). They have realised that there is a balance between spirituality and physicality and a 
connection between the two; they no longer have to exist on the lofty levels of the wilderness, 
but they still have to know when to turn to God and ask for His help, apologise and make sincere 
changes to their attitude. 

It is only by striving to be better as individuals and as a whole people that we can get the 
leadership we desire, the leadership that can make the decisions that will eventually bring us 
back and rebuild the Temple that we had to lose for our sins. 

Ilana Ordman-Mullings 
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PINCHAS 

 

I want to offer some extraordinary insights into the depth of a single Rashi from the start our 
parasha. Many very important questions arise from the event where Pinchas kills the prince of 
the tribe of Shimon in the midst of the B’nei Yisrael and I’d like to examine them further with 
you. 

For instance, is religious zeal to be encouraged or criticized? Is it the result of pride or is it 
genuine? And what should our response be if we suspect someone’s motives for his religious 
behaviour? 

 במדבר כ״ה:י״א

ן הַ  )יא( ן־ַאֲהֹרַ֣ ר ב  ְלָעָזֶׂ֜ ן־א  ס ב  יְנָחֵ֨ ֶֽי־ִיְש ִפֶֽ ל ְבנ  ַעַ֣ ת־ֲחָמִת֙י מ  יב א  ִשָ֤ ן ה  יִתי ֹכה ִ֗ ם ְולֹא־ִכִל֥ י ְבתֹוָכָ֑ ת־ִקְנָאִתָ֖ ל ְבַקְנ֥אֹו א  ָרא ֹּ֔
ת־  א 

ל בְ  ָ֖ ֶֽי־ִיְשָרא  י׃ְבנ   ִקְנָאִתֶֽ

 י על במדבר כ״ה:י״א:א׳’רש

ָהיּו ַהְּׁשָבִטים ְמַבִזים אֹותֹו  אלעזר בן אהרן הכהן. ס בןפינח )א( ם ֲאִבי ִאמֹו  —ְלִפי ש  ִפט  ה ש  ן פּוִטי ז  ם ב  ַהְרִאית 
ל?! ְלִפיָכְך ָבא ַהָכתּוב ְוִיֲחסֹו ַאַחר ַאֲהֹרן )סנהדרין פָז ’ֲעָגִלים ַלעֲ  ט ִמִיְשָרא  ב   ב(:’ְוָהַרג ְנִשיא ש 

 
PINCHAS THE SON OF ELAZAR THE SON OF AARON THE PRIEST: Because the tribes spoke 
disparagingly of him, saying, ‘Have you seen this grandson of Puti (Yitro)? His maternal 
grandfather used to fatten calves for idolatrous sacrifices, and he has dared to slay a prince of 
one of Israel’s tribes!’ Therefore, Scripture comes and connects his genealogy with Aaron 
(Sanhedrin 82b). 

Some questions: 

1. The B’nei Yisrael had every reason to praise Pinchas, as his actions ended the plague 
that was killing thousands of people. Why then does Rashi say they criticized him, 
and why did all the tribes criticize him, not just the tribe of Shimon since it was their 
prince he killed? 

2. Why did the tribes claim his grandfather, Yitro, fattened cows for idol worship 
instead of the much more severe misdemeanour of the actual worship of Idols?  

3. If they didn’t know the halacha, namely that it was permitted in this case for a zealot 
to take the sinner’s life, then why aren’t they simply claiming he’s a murderer? 
Reference here to his grandfather, Yitro, is irrelevant; he murdered their prince! 

 

Here are some answers. They were trying to protect the honour of Moshe and the Jewish people 
and in so doing they cast doubt on the purity of Pinchas' motives; they accused him of cruelty 
inherited from his grandfather. To fatten calves looks outwardly as if you care for the animals, 
as you’re feeding them well; however, your real intention is to kill them for use in idol-worship. 
That’s why Rashi concludes that all the tribes were involved in criticizing Pinchas and not just 
the tribe of Shimon, as they were all trying to protect the honour of Moshe and the Jewish 
people. 

Now we see the point of the Torah’s repeating his genealogy, to show that his act was not 
committed by the grandson of Yitro, someone whose motives were questionable, but by the 
grandson of Aaron, a Rodef Shalom, someone who sought only peace. 

Pinchas replaced the contention between the Jewish people and Hashem with the brit shalom. 

https://www.sefaria.org/Numbers%2025:11
https://www.sefaria.org/Rashi%20on%20Numbers%2025:11:1


50 

 

 

 במדבר כ״ה:י״ב

ֹום׃ )יב( י ָשלֶֽ ת־ְבִריִתָ֖ ֹו א  ן לַ֛ ֥ י ֹנת  ר ִהְנִנֵ֨ ן ֱאֹמָ֑ ָ֖  ָלכ 

How does this answer our questions at the beginning? We learn that when one sees someone 
engaged in a religious act, even though we seem to have overwhelming evidence that they are 
doing so for some ulterior motive, it is forbidden for us to belittle them. 

The Talmud says, ‘mitoch lo lishma ba lishma’ – ’through doing something for the wrong reasons 
a person eventually comes to do it with the proper intention’ but mitoch literally means ‘from 
the midst of’, meaning that the proper motive will be found in the midst of the wrong one. Our 
obligation is not to dissuade him from doing the act at all but to help him towards a true 
understanding of its purpose and to bring him more quickly to doing it for the right reasons, 
lishma. 

When someone prevents someone else from doing something which in itself is good, merely 
because his motives were suspect, the first person’s motives may also be suspect. The tribes 
criticized Pinchas in order to defend their own honour and that of Moshe, but about Pinchas 
the Torah writes: 

 במדבר כ״ה:י״א

, ‘he was zealous for My sake amongst them’.()ם יא י ְבתֹוָכָ֑ ת־ִקְנָאִתָ֖  ... ... ְבַקְנ֥אֹו א 

When seeing someone who is passionate in his or her learning or in his or her tefilla, one should 
be roused to a similar passion. If instead one is critical, it is almost as if one cannot bear to see 
someone more righteous than themselves. ‘Heveh dan et kol ha'adam lekaf zechut-Judge every 
person favourably’ says Pirkei Avot. 

Pinchas was a not yet anyone noted: he was not a Cohen, he was not a leader like Moshe. Even 
so, through his actions the plague stopped; he saved the Jewish people’s lives and peace was 
restored between the Jewish people and Hashem. 

Even at a time of great distress, when someone sees a fellow Jew zealous in his service of 
Hashem, even a Jew with no distinction or claims to leadership, one must not dissuade or 
discourage him, for he may be like Pinchas and bring true peace between Hashem and His 
people, the peace which is the opposite of this long exile and separation from Hashem. He may 
just be the harbinger of the messianic age, who will ‘turn the hearts of the fathers to the children 
and the heart of the children to the fathers’ in the ultimate and everlasting peace, Amen. 

 

Josh Antian 

 

DEVARIM 

Leadership is not an easy task.  Over the past few months, we have witnessed the President of 
the USA visiting England amid a barrage of criticism, whilst our own Prime Minister battles 
with the problems of Brexit, only to receive criticism not only from her own Cabinet, but from 
the whole country, Europe and perhaps even the whole world.  

How must Moshe have felt, at the start of the Book of Devarim, looking back at a leadership 
entrusted to him by Hashem – one that he certainly didn’t ask for and probably would have 
been happier without? A man who faced criticism and at times anger from his own people, 

https://www.sefaria.org/Numbers%2025:12
https://www.sefaria.org/Numbers%2025:11
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whenever things were not ‘plain sailing’.   However, he called no referendum or general election, 
nor did he try to pass this huge task of leadership to another. He merely walked hand in hand 
with G-d to fulfil the mission that he was called upon to complete. 

Devarim is the final book of the Torah, a book which is also referred to as a Mishneh Torah, one 
in which Moshe repeats the commandments given to him by Hashem.  In the opening parasha 
of Devarim, he now reflects on his own period of leadership. 

Although Moshe rebukes the Bnei Yisrael, reminding them of the mistakes they made whilst in 
the wilderness, he does so by referring to their sins through the places where they occurred, in 
order not to embarrass them.  He reiterates the fact that the generation of the spies will not 
enter the land, and that he, himself, will not enter Eretz Canaan, to watch over the Bnei Yisrael 
and continue to guide them, even though he implores Hashem to let him go: 

‘Pray, let me cross over and see the good land that is on the other side of the Jordan, this 
good mountain and the Lebanon’ (Devarim 3;25). 

Moshe’s plea is not, however, for selfish reasons, but because he wants to ensure that the Bnei 
Yisrael remain focused and keep the sacred commandments of the Torah.  Like every teacher, 
he feels the responsibility of watching over his charges, to see them fulfil their potential, with a 
reluctance and even sadness to see them move on. 

There is a Chassidic teaching that one reason for Moshe’s not being allowed into Eretz Canaan 
is that if he had entered, the story would have ended there.  Moshe would have supervised the 
building of the Holy Temple, as he had the Mishkan; the Bnei Yisrael would have settled in the 
land and we all would have lived ‘happily ever after’.  However, Hashem was not ready to let 
that happen.  The struggles, the exiles and the hurdles that we have encountered have been part 
of a plan to shape and unite us as a holy people.  Even now, the story has yet to be told. 

Parashat Devarim coincides with Shabbat Chazon – the Shabbat of Vision – the Shabbat prior 
to Tisha B’Av, when all Jews mourn for the destruction of both holy Temples.  Reb Chaim of 
Volozhin explains that we should not weep for what we have lost; we should weep for the third 
Temple which we could potentially have - if only we could unite as a people, respect each other 
and learn the morals and values of the Torah taught to us by Moshe.  

We can only hope that through Torah education, compassion and unity we can look at the life 
of Moshe and try to emulate his ways.  By doing this, may we merit to see the rebuilding of the 
Temple and the final redemption of our people, speedily in our days. 

Philippa Ford 

 

THE WARRIOR’S HONOUR 

צרויובש את זהו גבור? הכיא   

‘Who is strong (or, heroic)? One who conquers his passions’ (Masechet Avot, 4:1). In the context 
of the previous chapter and the succeeding mishnayot, this saying of Ben Zoma is part of a 
sequence outlining the qualities and characteristics of a Ben Torah.  Yet there is something about 
this word gibor and its use in more recent times that encourages me to dislocate the saying 
somewhat from its proper place, and explore what it has to say to our own times. 

We have only to walk down the street to come across some earnest appeal for British soldiers 
on active service, and the lining of streets to honour the return of a killed serviceman has 
become familiar. ‘Help for Heroes’ is the sort of thing we see, and it’s this transformation of the 
adjective gibor, ‘strong’, into a more frequent noun used to mean not just ‘strong person’, but 
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more specifically ‘hero’, that deserves examination. It may be that a citizen army, as in Israel, 
makes everyone genuinely close to those who defend them. It may be that the media make 
warfare more vivid to the ordinary person. It may be that recent wars fought for reasons 
incomprehensible or unacceptable to much of the public create greater sympathy for those who 
go to fight. For a range of reasons such as these, there is much sympathy for soldiers away in 
action, and in popular discourse the work they do is magnified into heroism, particularly when 
they die in action. 

However, if soldiers are more or less automatically seen as heroes, then what these heroes do, 
how they behave, also needs a close look.  

This was a popular song in Mandate Palestine: 

ה! ב  ה ַחי ִלים ַבמֹוש  ֶאינ  נֹות ּורְּ ה ַהב  ה! ֶצאנ   ֶצאנ 

א! ב  ה ִמֶבן ַחִיל ִאיש צ  אנ  ַחבֵּ א ִתתְּ  ַאל נ 

‘Go out and watch, girls, the soldiers are in town. Don’t hide from the brave man, the soldier.’ 
(Ben chayil puns on ‘military’ and ‘virtuous’.)  

Well, much depends whether the soldiers are your own departing, or someone else’s arriving, 
but this sort of thing wouldn’t be on many playlists nowadays. The behaviour of some soldiers 
toward the defeated, especially women, is well known. The actions of Russian soldiers in 
Germany after the War, and what is happening in all too many places right now, are matters of 
shameful and horrific record. 

Clearly the Torah is not for one group of people only, and certainly not only for those who need 
its guidance least, so I want to explore what our mishnah may suggest about Jewish conceptions 
of the warrior and heroism; what advice may emerge about how soldiers conduct themselves, 
and even how their commanders lead them. 

The unpleasant ideas first: what is the nature of the yetzer, the impulse, that leads soldiers to 
humiliate their victims? Nature, nurture and opportunity seem to provide the answer. Some 
perpetrators of atrocity are impelled by local superstition, such as in the Congo, where fighters 
believe that rape will improve their strength in battle. Others seek to punish the defeated or 
demoralise them by undermining and polluting their family ties. This may arise from personal 
feeling, or be encouraged as a matter of cynical policy. Some are damaged people, themselves 
the victims of abuse, whose twisted nurture produces twisted action. Others are perhaps 
extreme products of an excessively masculine training environment and culture. Perhaps some 
believe that behaving like a gever (man) to the nth degree makes a gibor, hero: a perverse 
linguistic justification. Doubtless these and other poisonous factors operate in combination 
with each other. However, Shakespeare makes Macbeth say: 

I dare do all that may become a man; 

Who dares do more, is none. 

The uncomfortable truth is that perpetrators are themselves often ‘normal’ fathers and 
husbands, placed in circumstances in which customary behaviour and moral boundaries are 
suspended. How then to control behaviour? 

Parshat Ki Tetze points toward legislation for this, particularly in its provision for preserving 
the dignity of captured women (Devarim, 21:10-14). First, there is an assumption of marriage. 
Prefacing that, the captive must be made sexually unattractive; mourning her lost family makes 
her unavailable for a month; if the marriage that is then permitted sours, the woman must be 
treated with dignity, ‘because you have humiliated’ her. A better translation may be ‘abused’, as 
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the root word ענה is also used to denote rape. Immediately following this is the law regarding 
the rights of an unloved second wife.  

The Torah speaks of the composition and leading of armies. When Lot is captured during the 
war between the five and four kings, Avram rescues him (Bereshit 14). He takes his trained men 
 the link with education, chinuch, is apt, as Rashi interprets this as their having been :חניחיו
trained in mitzvot. The purpose, nature and scope of the military engagement is clear to all. 
Avram incidentally assists the King of Sodom, who wants to reward him. He accepts the 
provisions needed for his men, but beyond that: 

I will not take a thread or sandal strap, nor anything of yours, lest you say, ‘I made Avram rich’. 

When Gideon leads a force (Judges 7), he is instructed to make a choice by strange means, 
involving observing how the recruits drink at the water’s edge – presumably a means of sifting 
out former idolaters. At any rate, the message seems to be that a fighting force cannot be simply 
a random assemblage of men, and the nature of the command culture is as important as action 
in the field. 

A frequent and common-sense reason for violence against defeated civilians is of a build-up of 
energies that eventually are vented on the innocent victim. In this context, there is a midrash 
on the Akeidah (sacrifice of Isaac) of startling psychological insight. In this, Avraham is told to 
lower his knife; he has shown his unquestioning loyalty. However, he asks to proceed with the 
sacrifice, the killing of his son. ‘No,’ he is told. Still he pleads, ‘Just let me make a small wound 
on him’. Again, no; he must resist and suppress all his accumulated emotional momentum, and 
refrain from action. We have assumed so far that the yetzer is bad; here we see a striking example 
of even good intentions’ needing to be placed within limits. 

Later in Chapter 4 of Avot, Rabbi Yochanan ben Berokah says, ‘Whoever demeans the name of 
Heaven in private will be have to pay the penalty in public.’ Ben Zoma goes beyond this: in 
advocating self-control, he requires an understanding of the consequences of actions, not only 
for the victim, but for the perpetrator himself a sense of the shame he would feel. Some of the 
authors of the recession in recent years have been exposed or fined but later continued to insist 
on absurd bonuses for their work. Of them it has been said that they had been disgraced, but 
felt no shame. There was a public ritual of expressed regret or apology to be undergone, but no 
accompanying sense that they personally had done anything wrong. Edmund Burke wrote: 

 ‘Whilst shame keeps its watch, virtue is not wholly extinguished in the heart; nor will 
moderation be utterly exiled from the minds of tyrants.’ 

 It is this sense of sin’s harming the sinner, and the foresight that can prevent this pain, that is 
implicit in the mishnah. 

 ‘Hero’ has also come to be applied particularly to one who dies in battle. How does Jewish 
thought deal with this?  Yeshayahu Leibovitz argues that battle confers no necessary dignity on 
death. So far as heroism is concerned, the acts of bravery and even self-sacrifice that war records 
are not of their nature different from, say, rescuing someone from a burning building. There is 
courage, bravery, yes, and perhaps Kiddush haShem – and none of these should be 
underestimated – but being a gibor, a hero, and gevurah as a specific form of military heroism 
are not theologically comprehensible terms. Judaism neither praises nor prohibits war: it is 
accepted as a fact of an imperfect world. Leibowitz observes that of the tractates of the Mishnah 
the largest in scope is Taharot, dealing at necessary length with the material, physical facts of 
humanity, from umbilicus to corpse: ‘the biological filth of human existence’. Similarly, war is a 
recurrent if highly regrettable fact of imperfect societies, and ‘belongs to the level of the 
collective filth of human existence’. Halacha and the calendar do not commemorate battles, but 
the national-spiritual continuity that they secure. 
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The heroism enjoined on us is a private, not a public matter; principally internal, not external; 
exercised on ourselves, not on others. The Mishnah says:  את 'צרוהכובש  ‘who conquers his 
passion’. The strength of the impulse requires a corresponding power to subdue and defeat it: 
the warlike imagery cannot be accidental. War creates abnormal requirements for the ordinary 
person to be extraordinary, in private as well as public behaviour. But living b’tzelem Elokim, in 
the image of God, demands no less. 

Jonathan Benjamin 

 

TEFILLAT CHANA AND THE ROSH HASHANA MACHZOR 

At the end of the haftara which we just read, her infertility having been miraculously overcome, 
Chana utters a prayer, which we know simply as ‘Tefillat Chana,’ Hannah’s Prayer. 

The Gemara in Messechet Berachot asks, in relation to Rosh Hashana’s Musaf Amida which, 
uniquely, has nine berachot, ‘In whose memory are the nine berachot of Rosh Hashana?’ and 
answers, in the name of Rabbi Yitzchak, that they are ‘in memory of the nine times that Chana 
mentioned God’s name in her prayer’ (Bavli Berachot 29a). 

So, of all the examples of prayer in Tanach, it is not the examples of the Avot, or that of Moshe, 
or even of David HaMelech, but the tefillah of Chana that is singled out as a paradigm of prayer 
upon which today’s musaf amida is based. But what is it about this prayer, about what she said 
that is so central or so significant to the experience of tefilla that prompts us to base our Musaf 
Amida on it? What does she teach us that we must bear in mind at the height of our Rosh 
Hashana davening?  

If we were to seek the answer in the content of her prayer – its themes or messages – though, 
we would be left with more questions and no better understanding. Without going into textual 
detail, we can summarise the problems as follows: the prayer does not accurately reflect the 
situation that Chana finds herself in, nor does it articulate her feelings in a way that we might 
expect. It starts off logically, with an enthusiastic expression of thanksgiving; but it soon seems 
to veer off course, mentioning an unidentified enemy, and the birth of seven children when 
Chana has only had one, before concluding with a general plea for the salvation of Israel. The 
prayer, indeed, seems only to be narrowly related to Chana’s situation. 

A solution is that of my teacher, Rav Amnon Bazak, which sheds some light on the nature of 
this prayer. He draws our attention to the fact that the prayer is introduced with the words, 
‘Vatitpalel Chana,’ ‘and Chana prayed’. It is not that she composed this prayer, but that she said 
it – she used it. That is to say, that, according to Rav Bazak’s suggestion, Chana drew from an 
existing resource, a prayer previously composed by someone else, and applied it to her own 
situation. 

The implication of this suggested resolution for our own prayer should be clear: for us, too, 
Tefilla is not simply our own expressions of the particular situations in which we find ourselves 
on any given day, or even any given Rosh Hashana. Rather, to pray here and to pray today means 
to immerse ourselves in the wisdom and the experience of our forebears.  

All our tefillot, and especially those of Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, bear witness to the 
history of Am Yisrael. The Machzor contains pesukim from the Torah, the wisdom and poetry 
of the prophets in Israel and in exile, the formulations of the Anshei Kenesset Hagedola, early 
piyutim such as Unetaneh Tokef (which seems to have been composed in Eretz Yisrael), and 
later piyutim from Medieval Europe, including at least one written in pre-expulsion England. 
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So as we stand in prayer, we invoke and embody the poets and visionaries of our nation; we 
stand in the shoes of our own immediate forebears, and occupy the same space, engage in the 
same collective relationship with God, as all who have gone before us. The words in the Machzor 
are wrought with the experiential history of the Jewish people; the relationship between this 
nation and its God are contained in its pages. And so, each time we reawaken and re-employ 
these texts, we commit to and embody this relationship. 

The implication of this mode of worship, applicable to our lives beyond the world of prayer, is 
that we transcend the sphere of the individual and attach ourselves to a greater whole. The 
message of Tefillat Chana, then, is that every personal prayer, and indeed every individual action 
we take, and decision we make, is informed by, and contributes to, the history of the Jewish 
people. 

This may seem obvious, or even simplistic. But I think that it’s an important message, and one 
that bears repeating on Rosh Hashana. To reiterate: to pray as a Jew, and to live as a Jew does 
not afford us the luxury of unhindered individualism. Like it or not, every prayer we make, and 
every action we take is informed by, and contributes to, both our own personal stories, and the 
collective history of our community and our people. 

As we stand together in prayer on Rosh Hashana, we reaffirm to God and reawaken within 
ourselves our commitment to contribute to the relationship between this nation and its God, to 
make the concerns of all Jews our own concerns. We echo the prayer of Chana who, despite her 
own immediate and personal joy, plumbed the wisdom of previous generations, and combined 
her own thanksgiving with a desperate prayer for the deliverance of Israel.  

Chana was a normal person, an ordinary mother; but through her acute awareness of her place 
within the Jewish people, she became the mother of Shmuel HaNavi, who would go on to lead 
the nation and anoint kings, establishing the kingships of Saul and David. So too, may we realise 
and internalise the responsibilities we have as members and agents of this nation, and in 
ensuring that our lives are positive contributions to its history and its relationship with God, 
bring about great things for the Jewish people and the world as a whole.  

David Shaw 

 

HAAZINU 

‘Vengeance is mine, and I will repay’: Tolstoy takes the epigraph to Anna Karenin from the 
Epistle to the Romans, 12:19. St Paul in turn is using two passages from the Torah. The first is 
Vayikra 19:18, which contains that most famous of Christian borrowings: ‘Love your neighbour 
as yourself’; the second is Haazinu. 

In translation the line seems very threatening: a harsh threat of harsh punishment. Considering 
the whole verse, Rashi’s explanation is of Israel’s awaiting and deserved punishment. Tolstoy, 
however, needs to be heard differently: ‘Vengeance is mine, and I will repay’; it is a warning 
against precipitous human action instead of God’s measured and timely judgment. On the face 
of it, this seems to confirm an established typology: a classic opposition of stern and vengeful 
Hebraic deity to a forgiving Christian ethos. However, the Hebrew places ‘mine’ first, and both 
key terms are nouns: לי נקם ושלם – ‘Mine are vengeance and recompense’. 

Unlike Nitzavim, which also contains Moses’ final words to the people of Israel, Haazinu is a 
shir, which means both ‘poem’ and ‘song’. Crafted and shaped words compared to everyday 
verbal transactions are like stained glass rather than ordinary windows. Whereas the latter 
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simply allow light through, decorative glass draws attention to itself and the images it portrays, 
which linger in the mind.  

Why do we sing? Often it is an impulse to express a feeling or mood; often also its form achieves 
what we cannot through similarly spontaneous language. Both poetry and song are 
characterised by rhythmical and melodic patterns. The sedra-poem adopts the familiar 
technique of parallelism, ideas or lines divided into balanced halves, the latter paraphrasing and 
extending the former. These devices assist memory – and committing his words to memory and 
transmitting them throughout generations is exactly what Moses intends for the Bnei Yisrael 
(31:19; 32:46). 

Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz identifies three other songs: of David, rescued from Saul (appropriately 
the haftarah); of Devorah after the defeat of Sisera; and that after the crossing of the Reed Sea, 
the Shirat haYam. David and Devorah speak as and about themselves: in the others, Moses is 
(albeit emotionally) the vehicle for the content. These two Mosaic songs have marked 
differences in context and manner, however. 

The Shirat haYam is a song of victory and praise, sung with and in the name of the People of 
Israel.  It is a high point for Moses; he is with and supported by his brother and sister Aaron and 
Miriam, and his leadership is accepted. The episode marks the start of a hopeful ascent and 
progress to the Promised Land. The mood of the song is joyous; its content is praise for divine 
deliverance. 

Conversely, Haazinu is almost unremittingly stern in tone. Its content is a challenge to Israel, 
with the assumption that they will fail to meet it. The time is at the end of forty years’ wandering, 
dissent and challenge to Moses’ leadership. His words are tinged with sadness at his imminent 
death, in sight of but forbidden to enter what will be the Land of Israel. The content focuses on 
warning about the future in the light of past transgression. Then huge challenge awaiting Israel 
is the transition from nomads to nation; from a miraculous existence to a mundane one; from 
expecting food to fall from the sky and water to spring from the ground, to hoping that water 
will fall from the sky, and labouring for food to grow from the ground. What they must not 
simply become is like the surrounding peoples whom they replace. In Ekev (9:5) Israel has been 
told that others’ wickedness, not their own merit, justifies their occupation of Canaan. 

The conventional (Ashkenazi) tunes and trop of the Torah can sometimes be intensely dramatic. 
Consider Isaac as he trembles at the second dish of game from the real Esau, and realises that 
Jacob has deceived him (Bereshit, 27:33) or the slaying of the Egyptian firstborn (Shemot, 12:29). 
For all that Haazinu is the song of Moses, its music is curiously unprepossessing. Perhaps a 
corollary to this is its legal dimension and structure. The sedra reads as a lawsuit against Israel’s 
defaulting from its duties and promises. Ancient Hittite treaties included local deities as 
witnesses to the covenant: here, in the earlier part of Moses’ peroration, it is God’s created 
universe itself that acts as His witnesses: 

הארץ-השמים ואת-העדתי בכם היום את  

I call Heaven and Earth to witness against you this day (Nitzavim, 30:19). 

The stages are as follow: 

▪ a summary of the accusation: one party has kept promises, the other not 
▪ the basis of the charge: God’s demonstrable and unfailing care 
▪ the indictment of disloyalty: the people Yeshurun is not yashsar, ‘upright’ 
▪ the intention to punish. 

And then an extraordinary volte-face. Although Israel deserves punishment and is threatened 
with it, what is more important is God’s dignity, or what sociology calls face (as in save or lose 
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face). Other nations cannot be allowed to proclaim God’s supposed inability to protect His 
people. The objects of divine wrath become these enemies; the ‘vengeance’ we began with may 
better be translated as ‘vindication’.  

There is perhaps a subtle, submerged link with the coda of the sedra, in which Moses is told to 
ascend and die on Mount Nebo. He will not enter Canaan ‘because you did not sanctify Me in 
the midst of the children of Israel’. Moses’ failure was famously about the appropriate way to 
address a rock. God is referred to as ‘Rock’ seven times in Haazinu. 

As they about to enter the promised land, the Bnei Yisrael are roundly rebuked for their frequent 
backsliding, and warned – with no great hope of success – of the moral challenges they must 
face as a free people. God rails at them, but ultimately restrains his just anger. We read this 
shortly after Yom Kippur. It is a sobering reminder that a spiritually secure Israel (as land and 
people), like repentance, is a laborious process, not a clear destination. 

Jonathan Benjamin 

 

WHY IS JUDAISM (MOSTLY) ANTI-CLOCKWISE? 

Have you ever wondered why so many Jewish rituals and traditions are anti-clockwise? Think 
of a new bride circling her groom seven times. Carrying the lulav round the shul on the festival 
of Sukkot for hoshanot. Taking the Torah out of the ark. Maybe dancing round the bimah on 
Friday night after a lively lecha dodi. Or even waving a chicken (or money) around one's head 
before Yom Kippur.  

Is it perhaps related to living in a largely anti-clockwise corner of universe? It is the direction 
of: 

▪ the sun's rotation 
▪ the moon revolving around the earth. 
▪ the earth rotating on its axis. 
▪ the earth and all other planets revolving around the sun. 
▪ most stars in the milky way. 

The main Islamic ritual is anticlockwise. On the first day of the Hajj, pilgrims performing tawaaf 
walk around the kaaba seven times in an anti-clockwise direction, while repeating prayers. A 
brief search shows that Christian and pagan ceremony also seem to be largely anti-clockwise. It 
dominates on running tracks, horse racing and laps of honour. Admittedly, the sporting 
connections probably reflect the fact that most people are right-handed and right-footed. 

Jewish literature seems to have nothing absolutely definitive on the subject, but there are 
various discussions in articles. 

The background seems to be broadly Kabbalistic. The right side is associated with God’s 
benevolence, ‘Chesed’. The Left side relates to God's Judgment, ‘Din’. So, during the festival of 
Sukkot and on Hoshana Rabbah, one circles to the right. The same applies when called to a 
reading of a Torah scroll.  

Another suggested line of reasoning relates to a connection to the temple service of the priests. 
They would carry out certain functions and procedures around the altar in an anticlockwise 
order. However, in some circumstances they would head out in both directions, so this 
argument seems less strong. 

In conclusion, there does not appear to be one single reason for various Jewish ceremonies being 
predominantly anticlockwise, but the universe, temple and mysticism all point to that being the 
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dominant direction. Clocks are clockwise because the shadows on sundials in the Northern 
Hemisphere move in that direction. We also lean to the left at Pesach, and rotate clockwise 
when shaking our lulavim. 

Perhaps there is a parallel universe where the planets and stars rotate clockwise, and Tevye the 
Dairyman is a multimillionaire. 

Anthony Kent 

 

MIZMOR 30, YOSEF, AND HANUKAH 

 

I was honoured to be asked to write a piece for this special anniversary of the Limmud minyan. 
I first came to the Limmud minyan around my bar-mitzvah. We moved to Borehamwood when 
I was 11 and, as the child of a single mother, I didn’t have a father to sit with me on the men’s 
side. Yet the Limmud minyan became my home as the people on both sides of the mechitza 
welcomed me in. 

This is the minyan in which I learned to daven. By daven I don’t mean reading the words and 
knowing the tunes – that I had learned in the youth service and at Hasmonean – but daven in 
the sense of talking to Hashem. In my religious journey I have been privileged over the years to 
study with some of the greatest Torah scholars of our time, but although they may not be as 
well-known, the people I encountered as a thirteen-year-old, who taught me about tefilla 
through their personal example – men such as Michael Davis, Mark Ford and Simon Birnbaum 
– had as profound a spiritual impact on me as any of the famous talmidei chachamim I later 
encountered. 

The first public dvar torah I ever gave was in the Limmud minyan. I prepared for hours in front 
of the mirror and ran it past teachers of mine. I have since made my career as a teacher of Torah 
and have had the zechut to speak and teach in many communities around the world but it is 
only when I come back to the Limmud minyan and am honoured to be asked to speak by the 
current gabba’im that I feel I am learning Torah with the community that raised me. 

 

The following piece, focusing on Mizmor (Psalm) 30, was originally written in relation to 
Hanukah, when the psalm is traditionally recited. Yet it seems appropriate on this occasion to 
reflect on its other location in our tefillot – at the beginning of pesukei d’zimra, one of the 
opening sections of the morning prayers. When I think of the mizmor in this context, I hear 
Arnie Cohen’s voice as he opens up shacharit at the Limmud minyan each week, as he did in 
1990s and continues to do so every time I return.  

With berachot that the Limmud minyan continues to be a place of tefilla and Torah, so that 
many more can benefit from her warmth and humble spiritual grandeur. 

When men hear it they fall to their knees and their souls are riven and they cry out to Him 
and there is no fear in them but only that wildness of heart that springs from such longing 
and they cry out to stay His presence for they know at once that while godless men may 
live well enough in their exile those to whom He has spoken can contemplate no life 
without Him but only darkness and despair. Trees and stones are no part of it. 

Cormac McCarthy, The Crossing 
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A widespread custom in many communities is to recite Mizmor (Psalm) 30, throughout 
Hanukah, in place of, or in addition to, the daily psalm recited at the end of Shaharit. The 
custom stems from at least the period of the Geonim, and fascinatingly, according to the Siddur 
Troies (an 11th century French siddur, associated with the bet midrash of Rashi), was widespread 
practice amongst pre-expulsion Anglo Jewry. 

The simplest reason for its recitation at Hanukah is the mention of a much earlier Hanukat 
HaBayit, the dedication of the Temple, in its opening line. 

ִשיר   ִמְזמֹור: ַהַבִית ְלָדִוד
 ֲחנַֻכת

1 A Psalm; a Song at the Dedication of the House; of 
David. 

I would like to suggest however that the relevance of Mizmor 30 to this time of year lies in much 
more than its opening line. In order to understand its significance, let us analyse the content of 
the Mizmor. Yet before we do so, a couple of prefatory remarks about Sefer Tehillim as a whole. 

Sefer Tehillim (Psalms) can usefully be described as the opposite of the rest of the Tanakh 
(Bible). If the Tanakh as a whole is God speaking to man – whether through the narrative 
sections, the prophets, or legal instruction – Tehillim is man speaking to God, throughout the 
range of often extreme human experiences. 

As such, most of the mizmorim are written without any reference to the precise events that lie 
behind their composition. The reason for this appears to be the attempt to make the experiences 
of the author universally applicable to all those who find themselves in similar situations. By 
unhitching the emotional and spiritual response of the author from the circumstances which 
led to the Psalm’s composition, all those who feel the need to cry out to God, whether in joy or 
sorrow, elation or suffering are able to make use of the work. It is presumably this reason that 
accounts for Sefer Tehillim’s unique and central role in Jewish prayer and practice. With this in 
mind let us turn to Mizmor 30. 

The first section opens with the author’s praise of God. 

ֲארֹוִמְמך ה', ִכי                  ב
ִשַמְחָת ֹאְיַבי -ְולֹא   ; ִליָתִניִד 

 .ִלי

2 I will exalt You, Hashem, for You have pulled me 
up, and have not allowed my enemies to rejoice over 
me. 

יך,   ג ל  הי ֱאֹלָק י–    ִשַּוְעִתי א 
ִני  .ַוִתְרָפא 

3 O Hashem my God, I cried out to You, and You 
healed me; 

ֱעִליָת ִמן-ְשאֹול   ד ה' – ה 
 -ִחִייַתִני, מיורדי   ַנְפִשי; 
( בֹור-)ִמָיְרִדי . 

4 O Hashem, You raised up my soul from the nether-
world; You gave me life, that I should not go down to 
the pit. 

It appears that a dramatic and positive change has taken place in the life of this individual, 
whose situation has been reversed from a place of darkness and despair to one of safety and 
security. As mentioned above, we are given no clue as to the precise circumstances that the 
author found himself in. Yet the choice of words: pulled me up, healed me, raised me up, given 
me life – in contrast to the nether-world, the pit – seems to describe a person who has been in a 
place of crisis and depression, who thanks to God has found a new life. On account of this 
transformation, the author turns in the next section to others. 
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ה'   ה ַזְמרּו ַלָ
ר     ֲחִסיָדיו; כ  ְוהֹודּו, ְלז 
 .ָקְדשֹו

5 Sing praise to Hashem, His pious ones, and give 
thanks to His holy name. 

ַגע, ְבַאפֹו–    ַחִיים   ו ִכי ר 
 :ִבְרצֹונֹו

ִכי;  ב, ָיִלין ב  ר  ר    ָבע  ְוַלֹבק 
 .ִרָנה

6 For His anger lasts only for a moment, but His 
favour is for a life-time; in the evening one lies down 
in tears, yet arises with joy in the morning 

He emphasises that others too should learn from his experience, and should realise that God 
has the ability to help them turn around their lives, so that ‘one who lies down in tears in the 
evening can rise up in the morning in joy’. Internalisation of this idea should bring one to praise 
God. And yet, once again, we must point out that we are none the wiser as to why the author 
lay down upon his bed in tears. All this changes in the following verse: 

ַוֲאִני ָאַמְרִתי ְבַשְלִוי  ַבל-  ז
מֹוט ְלעֹוָלם  א 

7 Now I had said in my tranquillity: ‘I shall never 
fall.’ 

This verse stands out for a number of reasons. Firstly, it is the central verse of the Mizmor, with 
an equal number of verses either side of it, thereby attracting our attention to it. 

Secondly its structure is completely different from the rest of the Mizmor. The other verses until 
now have been made up of two balancing and complementary parts, in what is known as Biblical 
parallelism (I will praise You, Hashem, for You have pulled me up ^ and have not allowed my 
enemies to rejoice over me… O Hashem, You raised up my soul from the nether-world  ^ You gave 
me life, that I should not go down to the pit) creating a harmonious rhythm in keeping with the 
theme of the Mizmor. By contrast, verse 7 breaks that structure with a single stark clause. (To 
best appreciate the significance of rhythm for imparting meaning, always make sure to read 
Tehillim aloud.) 

Thirdly, and most significantly, the explicit ‘I’ – אני. Where until now the first-person has been 
assimilated into the verb in the way in why Hebrew grammar allows – ארוממך I will praise 
you,  תרפאני… שועתי  – I called out to you… You healed me’, in our verse the ‘I’ stands alone, 
detached from the verb – ירתאני אמו , And I said. The ‘I’ screams out to us. The stand-alone first-
person represents a personality that stood alone, self-confident and secure in its ability to 
manage its own life. In my past before I fell, I was sure of myself, confident that I could stand 
alone requiring assistance neither from others nor from God. In other words, our author saw 
himself as the centre of the world, invincible – what the Greeks called hubristic – proud, certain 
that he would never fall… But then he fell. He fell because of his ‘I’. And from this fall, the 
Mizmor continues: 

ֱעַמְדָתה   ח ה'- ִבְרצֹוְנך, ה 
ֹעז:ִהְסַתְרָת -ְלַהְרִרי
יך;  ָהִייִתי ִנְבָהל   ָפנ  . 

8 But all is through Your favour, Hashem – Your might 
supported my greatness, if You were to hide Your face, I 
would be confounded 

And after I fell, it was You, Hashem, (in contrast to ‘I’) who stood me up again. Now I seek Your 
presence in my life, and do not have the arrogance to see myself as the sole author of my fate. I 
appreciate my skills and talents, yet understand Your role in them. 

ל-  ט ְקָרא;    ְוא  יך ה' א  ל  א 
ְתַחָנן-ֲאֹדנָ  י, א  . 

9 To You Hashem, will I call, and to my Master will I 
make supplication: 
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ַצע ְבָדִמי,    ְבִרְדִתי   י ַמה-ב 
ל ָשַחת-א  : 

ך   ֲהיֹוְדך ָעָפר;  ֲהַיִגיד ֲאִמת  . 

10 ‘What profit is there in my blood, when I go down 
to the pit? 
Shall the dust praise You? Will it declare Your truth? 

ִני;   ה', ֱהי ה-  יא ְשַמע-ה' ְוָחנ 
ר ִלי  ֹעז 

11 Hear, Hashem, and be gracious to me; O Hashem, 
be my helper 

The Mizmor continues with the author’s resolution for the future – to You will I call out – אקרא – 
and now not only has the ‘I’ been restored to the verb, but the harmonious parallelism has also 
returned. ‘What profit is there…’ – why should I die and go to a place where I cannot praise You? 

ָהַפְכָת ִמְסְפִדי, ְלָמחֹול   יב
ִני    ִלי:  ִפַתְחָת ַשִקי; ַוְתַאְזר 

 .ִשְמָחה
12 You turned my lament into dancing; You removed 
my sackcloth and clothed me in gladness; 

ְרך   יג ְלַמַען, ְיַזמ 
ְולֹא ִיֹדם    –ָכבֹוד : 

ךלְ י,  ַק ֱאֹל ה' עֹוָלם אֹוד   

13 So that my glory may sing praise to You, and not 
be silent; 
O Hashem my God, I will give thanks to You forever. 

The Mizmor concludes with the same theme with which it had begun – that with the descent 
to a low place, Hashem has the ability to turn one’s life around again. The ‘I’ has returned to the 
verb – אודך I will give thanks to You – and the rhythm is as it was. If there is a difference in 
sentiments expressed at the end of the Mizmor in contrast to the beginning, it is that in addition 
to the awareness and praise of God, the individual’s sense of self-worth receives prominent 
expression – ‘Your might supported my greatness’ (v.8), ‘my glory may sing praise to You’ (v.13) – 
and is not nullified in the face of God’s presence, but becomes part of that service. 

If our reading is correct – that the Mizmor speaks of a man whose self-centeredness caused his 
downfall, and as he picked himself up, abandoned his narcissism in favour of God’s presence in 
his life – we may well ask if we can detect any references to a different story in Tanakh. I would 
like to suggest – and I haven’t seen this suggestion made anywhere else – that our Mizmor is a 
conscious and near-explicit commentary on, and response to, a very well-known story of 
the Tanakh – that of Yosef [1]. 

The connection is made clear via a number of unusual and rare words and phrases that appear 
in both Mizmor 30 and the story of Yosef (Bereishit Chapters 37-51). 

▪ Firstly and most obviously, the pit or בור. In Mizmor 30 the author describes his salvation as 
 You have given me life from those who go down to the pit. The pit is the – ‘ִחִייַתִני ִמָיְרִדי בֹור‘
prime symbol of Yosef’s early struggles, whose life is one of extreme ups and downs. Not 
only is he cast into the pit by his brothers prior to his sale (Bereishit 37:24 – no water, just 
snakes and scorpions), he is raised up by the Midianites, sold down to Egypt, rises in the 
House of Potiphar, before being cast down again into the dungeon-prison, also described as 
the בור or pit, from which he is eventually called for by Pharaoh (Bereishit 41:19) 

▪ Secondly, שאול she’ol, the depths or the nether-world. In the Mizmor, God is described 
as ֱעִליָת  ִמן ְשאֹול ַנְפִש י  You raised me up from the depths of my soul. The word appears to – ה 
refer to the grave or the underworld, and although it does not appear frequently 
in Tanakh, we find it being used repeatedly by Yosef’s father, Yaakov. For instance, with the 
cessation of the formal mourning period for Yosef, Yaakov refuses to be comforted by his 
sons and daughters, stating: 
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ל ל ְבִני ָאב  ד א  ר  ר ִכי א  ְבךְ  ֹאתֹו ָא ִביו ְשֹאָלה ַויֹאמ   For I will go down in mourning for my son to‘ ַוי 
She’ol’ (Bereishit 37:35) [2] 

▪ Thirdly, and perhaps most convincingly, ‘מה בצע’ ‘for what benefit?’. This phrase appears only 
twice in Tanakh, in our Mizmor in v.10: 

ל שָ ַחת ַצע ְבָדִמי ְבִרְדִתי א   What benefit is there in my blood if I go down to the pit ַמה ב 

And once again in Bereishit 37 as Yehudah attempts to convince his brothers to sell Yosef rather 
than murder him (v.26): 

ת ָדמֹו ת ָאִחינּו וְ ִכִסינּו א  ַצע ִכי ַנֲהֹרג א   ַמה ב 

What benefit is derived if we murder our brother and cover up his blood? 

▪ Finally, and most playfully, the Mizmor’s author thanks God with the words (v.12): 

 .You have removed (lit. opened) my sackcloth – פתחת שקי

As the brothers return from Egypt to Canaan in order to bring Binyamin back with them to 
prove to Yosef that they have spoken truthfully, they are spooked as one of them opens his sack 
to discover it filled with the money he thought he had spent in Egypt (42:27) 

ח ְפַת֨ ֹו וַ יִּ ת־ַשקּ֗ ד א  ָחֶׂ֜ ֹו ָהא  ּוא ְבִפ֥ י ַאְמַתְחתֶֽ ה־הָ֖ ֹו ְוִהנ  ת־ַכְספֹּ֔ ֹון ַוַיְרא֙  א  ֹו ַבָמלָ֑ ֹוא ַלֲחֹמרָ֖ ת ִמְספַ֛ ֥  :ָלת 

And as one of them opened his sack to give his donkey food in the lodging-place, he saw 
his money; and, behold, it was in the mouth of his sack. [3] 

If these words and phrases are sufficient to establish the connection between the two, what is 
their significance? It seems clear that the same vanity that the Mizmor describes as the reason 
for his fall pertains to Yosef. When we first read of the precocious seventeen-year-old who brings 
his father slanderous reports of his brothers, and who dreams dreams which appear to place 
him above his family, it is easy to hear the words of the Mizmor: 

מֹוט  ַוֲאִני ָאַמְרִתי ְבַשְלִוי  ַבל-א 
 ’.Now I had said in my tranquillity: ‘I shall never fall ְלעֹוָלם

And then he fell. In Yosef’s case, thrown into a pit and sold as a slave. In Chapter 39, where Yosef 
arrives in Egypt, he appears to carry on as before. Released from the shackles of his brothers’ 
jealousy, he finds himself far from the pastoral backwater of Canaan, in the house of a senior 
figure at the heart of the world’s most powerful state. Here at last his talents will be appreciated. 
And indeed, at first, it appears that everything he touches turns to gold. Under his stewardship 
his master’s household flourishes and Yosef’s rise continues. The six verses describing this 
ascent conclude with a surprising detail (39:6): 

 .And Yosef was handsome of form and of beautiful appearance  ויהי יוסף תאר ויפה מראה

Considering that we have already known Yosef for a number of chapters we may well ask, why 
now, at this stage, are we told of his beauty? The simple answer is of course that it is a preface 
and explanation to the story that follows immediately afterwards: the attempted seduction by 
his master’s wife. Yet Rashi, drawing on earlier Midrashic sources, locates a deeper significance 
to the description of Yosef’s beauty specifically at this point: 

כיון שראה עצמו מושל, התחיל אוכל ושותה ומסלסל בשערו, אמר הקב’ה אביך מתאבל ואתה 
 ’מסלסל בשערך, אני מגרה בך את הדוב, מיד ותשא אשת אדוניו וגו

As Yosef saw himself becoming powerful, he began to eat and drink and to curl his hair. Said 
the Holy One, ‘Your father is mourning for you, and yet you are curling your hair?! I will send the 

https://joewolfson.com/2014/12/18/mizmor-30-yosef-and-hanukah/#_ftn2
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bear against you’ – Immediately ‘and his master’s wife cast her eyes upon Yosef and she said ‘Lie 
with me’. And once again, Yosef’s sense of self-importance results in catastrophe and being cast 
down into the pit once again. 

Yet Yosef’s greatness, is not only his resistance to the advances of his master’s wife, but his 
internalisation of the message that lies at the heart of our Mizmor. During those two years in 
the prison he comes to understand that his skills and success have their source in God. As he 
tells Pharaoh (41:16), who has heard that Yosef possesses remarkable powers of dream 
interpretation: 

 בלעדי אלקים יענה את שלום פרעה

That is beyond me; it is God Who will respond with Pharaoh’s welfare. 

 

And from this point onwards, Yosef never once describes his position without understanding 
his position in relation to God, whether describing his joys and successes as above, or his 
anguish and loneliness as in the names he gives to his sons (41:51-52) 

ם ַהְבכֹור,   נא ת-ש  ף א  ַוִיְקָרא יֹוס 
ה ת-ַנַּׁשִני אֱ -ִכי  :ְמַנּׁש  -ָכל-ֹלקים א 

ת ָכל ית ָאִבי-ֲעָמִלי, ְוא  ב  . 

51 And Yosef called the name of the first-born 
Manasseh: ‘for God has made me forget all my 
toil, and all my father’s house.’ 

ְפָרִים:  ִכי-  נב ִני, ָקָרא א  ם ַהּׁש  ת ש  ְוא 
ץ ָעְנִייִהְפַרִני אֱ  ר  ֹלקים, ְבא  . 

52 And the name of the second he called 
Ephraim: ‘for God has made me fruitful in the 
land of my affliction.’ 

 

And if this is so with regards to Yosef’s individual personality, it also holds true with regards to 
the long, twisting, tragic story of Yosef and his brothers as a whole. 

Nehama Leibowitz, in a wonderful essay entitled ‘How to Learn a Chapter of Tanakh’, introduces 
the concept of the leitwort or מילת מנחה, a single word whose consistent repetition within a 
chapter or larger story, brings to the fore a central motif that may otherwise have remained 
hidden. Her favoured example is that of the root ש-ל-ח shelach – to send, which appears 
numerous times throughout the Yosef narrative. Yaakov sends Yosef down to visit his brothers, 
the brothers send him down to Egypt, where is he sent to prison, and afterwards sent for by 
Pharaoh. Years later Yaakov sends the brothers to Egypt to purchase food, and they are sent 
back by Yosef to bring back Binyamin [4]. At first glance this reading appears to reveal that the 
structure of the story has at its heart the theme of sending, of journeys, movements of persons 
from one place to another. 

However Nehama Leibowitz deepens the insight by asking the simple question of who is doing 
the sending? She points out that throughout the story, it appears to be one of people sending 
other people, and thus when we arrive at the conclusion of the story we receive a surprise that 
gives a new and powerful significance to the story. Seeing the shock on his brothers’ faces after 
revealing his true identity, Yosef seeks to reassure them: 

ָעְצבּו, ְוַאל-ִיַחר   ה ְוַעָתה ַאל-ת 
ם, ִכי יכ  ינ  ָנה:-ְבע  ם ֹאִתי, ה  ִכי   ְמַכְרת 

יכ ם ,ְלִמְחָיה י ֱאֹלקִּ ים ִלְפנ   .ְשָלַחנִּ

5 And now do not be upset, nor let it trouble 
you that you sold me here, because God sent 
me ahead of you to preserve life. 

https://joewolfson.com/2014/12/18/mizmor-30-yosef-and-hanukah/#_ftn4
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ץ;   ו ב ָהָאר  ר  ה ְשָנַתִים ָהָרָעב, ְבק  ִכי-ז 
י ר א  ש ָשִנים, ֲאש  ָחִריש -ןְועֹוד ָחמ 

 .ְוָקִציר

6 For two years of famine in the land have 
already passed; and there are yet five years, in 
which there shall be neither ploughing nor 
harvest. 

י ֱאֹלקִּ ים  ז ְשָלֵחנִּ ם, ָלשּום  וַיִּ יכ  ִלְפנ 
ץ, ּוְלַהֲחיֹות ָלכ   ִרית ָבָאר  ם ְשא  ם, ָלכ 

יָטה  ְגֹדָלהִלְפל   

7 And God sent me ahead of you to establish 
a foothold in the land, and to give you life, a 
great deliverance. 

Yosef plays here upon the ultimate irony of the whole story: that the most cruel and terrible act 
– the sale of a brother into slavery – is also the unanticipated event which will ultimately save 
the family from starvation twenty years later. Says Yosef to his brothers, do not be fearful, for 
behind your own actions lay God’s plan – it was not you who sent me here, but Him. 

And in the words of a famous Midrash (Bereishit Rabba 85:1): 

 ר’ שמואל בר נחמן פתח כי אנכי ידעתי את המחשבות וגו’ )ירמיה כט יא:)

שבטים היו עוסקים במכירתו של יוסף, ויעקב היה עוסק בשקו ובתעניתו, ויהודה עוסק לקחת  
 אשה,והקב’ה בורא אורו של מלך המשיח

Rav Shmuel bar Nahmani expounded the verse, ‘For I know my thoughts concerning you, says the 
Lord, thoughts of peace and not evil, to give you a future and a hope’ (Yirmiyahu 29:11): 

The tribes were taken up with selling Yosef, 

Yaakov was taken up with his sackcloth and fasting, 

Yehuda was taken up with finding a wife 

And the Holy One Blessed Be He, was creating the light of the Mashiach 

Both in the Mizmor, and in the story of Yosef and his brothers, the events of our lives take place 
on both a human plane and a divine one. And in the words of our Mizmor: 

ֱעַמְדָתה   ח ה' - ִבְרצֹוְנך, ה 
ֹעז-ְלַהְרִרי : 

8 But all is through Your favour, Hashem – Your might 
supported my greatness 

It will have occurred to the discerning reader by now that Shabbat Hanukah invariably coincides 
with the parshiyot of Yosef and that the recitation of Mizmor 30 at this time of year must surely 
be in part a recognition of that. 

 

And if we have already come so far, perhaps we can suggest that the themes we have discussed 
are also of great relevance for Hanukah itself. The original event which Hanukah and the Book 
of Maccabees celebrates is the astonishingly successful military campaign waged by Yehudah 
Maccabee and his comrades against the Syrian Greeks. Yet Jewish tradition over the centuries 
has never felt completely comfortable with rejoicing over a military victory – no matter how 
pure the original motives were – for celebration of physical might runs the risk of falling foul of 
the Biblical warning (Devarim 8:17): 

ך:ְוָאַמְרָת,  ם ָיִדי, כֹ   ִבְלָבב  ִחי ְוֹעצ 
ת ה-ָעָשה ִלי א  ַהַחִיל ַהז  . 

And you will say in your heart: ‘My power and the 
might of my hand has made for me this wealth.’ 
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Or, in the phrase we have been exploring: 

 

מֹוט ְלעֹוָלם-ַבל  ֲַאִני ָאַמְרִתי ְבַשְלִויו א   Now I had said in my tranquillity: ‘I shall 
never fall.’ 

And so instead the Talmud (Shabbat 21a) focuses our attention on the miracle of the jar of oil 
which burned for so much longer than expected. When taken together, these two elements – 
the military victory and the miracle of the oil – present a combined picture in which man’s 
salvation, success and achievement are seen as the combination of human endeavour and divine 
assistance, and whose purpose is to direct us away from self-congratulation and towards a 
renewed and reinvigorated relationship with God. So let us finish with that with which we 
started: 

 בחנוכה: ארוממך ה

On Hanukah: ‘I will exalt You Hashem’ (Masekhet Sofrim 18:3) 

[1] It should be pointed out that Rashi explains the Mizmor as referring to David after the affair 
with Bat Sheva, and also cites a midrash connecting it to Megillat Esther. 

[2] See also 42:38 and 44:29 

[3] I thank Rabbi Jonathan Rosenblatt for pointing this out to me as I was putting this article 
together. 

[4] The root ש-ל-ח appears at least seventeen times in the Yosef stories. See Bereishit Ch. 
37:13,14,22,32; Ch. 38:17,20,23,25; Ch. 41:8,14; Ch. 42: 4,16; Ch. 43:4,5,8,14; Ch. 45:5,7,8. 
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