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Qol Ha-qahal 
Mission

To promote Torah throughout our 
community by providing a platform 

for our rabbis, lay members, students 
and institutions.

The SCA is dedicated to uniting our affiliate 
organizations based on our shared values in an 
effort to give our young people the tools needed 
to successfully perpetuate our way of life in the 

post-modern era.

SCA Values
Commitment to Halakha 
Respect and Tolerance

Interaction With Society
Growth Through Education
Torah and Higher Education

Learning and Earning
Medinat Yisrael
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Megillat Ruth, which is read on Shabuot for a 
number of different reasons, is four chapters 
long and consists of eighty-five pesukim.  Of 

those eighty-five pesukim, seventy-seven of them start 
with the letter vav, and only eight do not.  The fact that 
ninety percent of the pesukim 
start with the vav hahibur 
(connecting vav, to mean and), 
which grammatically connects 
that which is currently 
happening to that which was 
said or happened before it, 
is the essence of the story. 
It is all one, long episode. 
Every decision made by the 
characters in the book, directly 
affected what happened next. 
The phenomenal, grammatical 
set up, teaches us a lesson in 
cause and effect. 

Elimelech chose to shirk 
his responsibility to help those 
in financial distress in Eres 
Yisrael and escaped to Moav.  As a result of that decision, 
his sons married non-Jewish women.  As a consequence of 

their sin, they died and their mother, Naomi, was left with 
two, non-Jewish daughters in law. One of them, Orpah, 
made the choice to go back to her roots of idolatry and was 
never heard from again.  The other, Ruth, fervently chose 
to convert to Judaism and continue life with her mother 

in law. That choice took her back to Israel, where she met 
Boaz and decided to perform a type of yibum that would 
carry on the legacy of her deceased husband. She married 
Boaz and they had a son, from whom eventually came 
David Hamelech, and inevitably, Mashiah.  Every choice 

that was made led to another 
choice; everything in the book 
is woven together in a tapestry 
of cause and effect.  Life is a 
sum of the choices we make. 

 There is another story 
in Tanach that mimics this 
grammatical phenomenon.  
Parashat Vayesheb, the story 
of the brothers selling Yosef, 
in the middle of which 
is embedded the story of 
Yehudah and Tamar, is, not 
coincidentally, exactly four 
chapters long.  The parasha 
spans 112 pesukim, 103 of 
which start with the letter vav. 
Nine of them do not.  Once 

again, it is a story of cause and effect.  Yosef had dreams and 
decided to share them with his family.  His choice to do so 

aggravated his brothers, making them jealous, leading them 
to sell him as a slave. He landed in Egypt, where he ended 
up in the house of Potiphar and was seduced by Potiphar’s 
wife.  Yosef chose not to succumb to the temptation. He 
was framed and thrown in prison, where he met the baker 

“Every choice has a consequence, every action, a reaction.”
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and butler.  You can finish the rest of that story.  In the 
middle of all of that is the episode of Yehudah and Tamar. 
Yehudah made a decision to have relations with a harlot, not 
knowing that it was his former daughter in law, in disguise.  
Eventually, he found out it was he who impregnated her 
and instead of hiding that truth, decided to swallow his 
pride and admit his guilt.  From that union of Yehudah and 
Tamar, were born twin boys, Peres and Zerach. Peres was 
the ancestor of Boaz.  It is all one big web.

 The similarities are not coincidental.  Megillat Ruth 
and Parashat Vayesheb are both stories of cause and effect, 
of decision and outcome, of choice and consequence, as can 
be seen by the connecting vav that runs throughout both 
of them.  This happened, AND then that happened, AND 
then that happened. Every choice has a consequence, every 
action, a reaction. In fact, it is the decisions that were made 
in Parashat Vayesheb that actually made the story of Ruth 
even possible. 

The lesson is clear. The choices you make in life have very 
real consequences.  You make a decision and that decision 
will affect you in some way, shape or form, for better or for 

worse, in the immediate or distant future.  How powerful a 
message it is to read on Shabuot, the day that celebrates the 
giving of the Torah.  G-d grants us with free will.  We have 
the choice to follow the path of that Torah, or to pursue 
other paths.  However, do not be so naïve to think that 
the choices we make will not create the lives we live and 
the legacies we leave behind.  There is no such thing as a 
choice that exists in a vacuum.  Every decision we make 
has ramifications. Every action has a reaction. Shabuot is 
the day on which we are reminded that we were given the 
greatest gift of all.  We can choose to embrace it and all that 
it will bring, or we can choose to ignore it.  Those choices 
will determine the tapestry of your life.

Rabbi Tobias currently serves as 
the assistant principal at Magen 
David Yeshivah High School and 
as a Rabbi of Congregation Beth 
Torah. He has a B.A in Psychology 
from Yeshivah University, a Masters 
Degree in Educational Leadership 

from Columbia University and semikha from the 
Sephardic Rabbinical College.
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While Sephardim maintained Mediterranean 
values of tolerance and acceptance, their ideologies 
and traditions were often only expressed implicitly. 
Custom was passed by the example of an elder or 
by observed customs in synagogue and community. 
From this perspective the Sephardic ideals of 
acceptance and tolerance were at a disadvantage 
as Sephardim became a minority contingent of 
worldwide Jewry. Over time the Sephardic customs 
which were not explicitly reinforced eroded and 
the voice of Hakhamim forgotten. As we increase 
distribution and content we hope to give more color 
and representation to the Sephardic experience 
within these pages. In this issue please see Rabbi 
Yosef Bitton’s article for a unique example of how 
Rabbi Tam Ibn Yahya, 1475–1542 was forgotten.

-Murray Mizrachi

The last edition of Qol HaQhal featured an article by Mr. Isaac 
Choua that prompted many people to ask “Why are our Sephardic 
Hakhamim unknown?”

Let me attempt to scratch the surface with a few 
points that may help shed light on this question.  First 
and foremost we must look at Education.  The Jewish 
Education System in the USA that our community 
has subscribed to since the 1950’s has been dictated 
by Ashkenazim. The administrations as well as 
the educators were Ashkenazim, with Ashkenazi 
background and Ashkenazi vision. That alone should 
suffice to understand that they only taught and 
promoted that which was familiar to them.

Another important point is that our educators were 
not home grown but imported from Israel. Israel the 
greatest place on earth, was run by Ashkenazim that 
looked down upon Sephardim, We were their “colored” 
people.  Knowing that they looked at us as such, how 
could they study the works of our Hakhamim, let alone 
teach them?! If that wasn’t bad enough, for Sephardim 
to fit in and get ahead there, they changed their names, 
their music, their language, their value system, and yes 
the way they practiced religion. 

 Shulhan Arukh out--- Mishnah Berurah in.

 HID”A out----Hafess Hayim in.

 Hakham Haim Palacci out----Hazon Ish in.

 Me’am Lo’ez out---Magid MiDovno in.

 And the list goes on and on.

I’ve not only been collecting the works of our great 
authentic Sephardic Hakhamim for decades, but I study 
and teach them as well. If you’re interested in learning 
more please let me know.

-Joseph Mosseri   
joseph.mosseri@verizon.net

Why are our Sephardic Hakhamim Unknown?
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The SCA is privileged to have among its founders, Mr. Morris Bailey. 
A long time philanthropist and visionary who has been committed 
to the community for over 50 years, Mr. Bailey currently serves as 
the organization’s chairman, providing insight and direction on an 
ongoing basis.

Image Magazine (IM): Why did you found the 
organization and who were the key people that 
made it happen?

Morris Bailey (MB): The SCA was founded in 2008 to 
help perpetuate our values 
to the next generation. The 
organization was supported 
by a broad spectrum of 
community leaders and guided 
by an executive committee. 
Our original executive 
committee included Ezra 
Ashkenazi, Jeffery Beyda, 
Ricky Cohen, Bobby Dweck, 
Eddie Esses, Eli Harari, Gaby 
Khezrie, Michael Mishaan, 
Ricky Rudy, Mike Tawil 
and Gabe Zeitouni. While 
our traditional values were 
obvious to some of our senior 
community members, we realized they would wane over 
time unless we were proactive. As we began a new century, 
our community leadership understood that in order to 
pass the torch to the next generation we would need to 
formalize and get to work. Many of these individuals are 
still on our board of trustees and continue to work with the 
organization.  

IM: What are the values of the organization? 

1 Reprinted from IMAGE Magazine May 2018 Issue

MB: Our core organizational values are: Commitment to 
Halakha, Respect and Tolerance, Interaction with Society, 
Growth through Education, Torah and Higher Education, 
Learning and Earning and Medinat Yisrael. The full text 
is available on our website SCAupdates.org. Each of our 
39 member affiliate organizations have aligned with these 
values. They represent a balance of tradition and progress. 
While we fully believe in complying with Jewish law as 
set down by our great rabbis of the past, we will continue 
as a community to prepare ourselves to make a positive 
impact on the society we live in. The unprecedented 

changes facing our society 
demands a dynamic approach 
that will empower us for the 
opportunities ahead while 
staying firmly rooted in 
tradition.

IM: Why was a Board of 
Trustees appointed to 
the organization?

MB: Our board of trustees 
includes our immediate past 
presidents Hymie Shamah and 
Eli Harari as well as longtime 
seasoned community leaders: 

Joe Cayre, Ezra Ashkenazi, Jeffery Beyda, Alan Shamah, 
Stanley Chera and myself. These are accomplished 
individuals with communal organization experience. 
They can help us realize latent opportunity by uniting for 
a common purpose. In order to be impactful, we need to 
unite and act through consensus. We need to realize the 
opportunities that we can leverage by working together. 
Adding the Board of Trustees further demonstrates the 
broad commitment within our community to support our 
initiatives and uphold our traditional values.
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Is there a special religious value to the state of Israel and 
to the historical period in which we are living, a period 
in which the nation of Israel has regained political 

sovereignty in the land of Israel, including over the united 
city of Jerusalem? Speaking in very broad terms, Israel’s 
national-religious community 
says yes, while the Haredi 
community says no. When, 
however, we probe the religious 
meaning attributed by to the 
state and present age by national-
religious rabbis, we encounter 
a variety of perspectives and 
rulings regarding the state, its 
institutions, and its history. 

One area in which the debate 
regarding the religious status 
of the state plays itself out 
most clearly is the question of 
whether or not one should recite 
the celebratory Hallel prayer 
on Israel’s Independence Day, 
which we recently celebrated. 
National-religious rabbis, 
including national-religious 
Sephardi and Mizrahi sages, 
offer a variety of answers. Some, 
like R’ Mordechai Eliyahu 
(1929-2010), the Sephardi Chief 
Rabbi of Israel from 1983-93, 
ruled that Sephardim should say the Hallel prayer but 
without making the initial blessing. Others, like the great 
Moroccan sage and Chief Rabbi of Haifa, R’ Yosef Massas 
(1892-1974), ruled that one should say the complete Hallel 
prayer with the initial blessing. His cousin, R’ Shalom 
Massas (1909-2003), the Chief Rabbi of Morocco until 

1972, then the Sephardi Chief Rabbi of Jerusalem through 
2003, made a distinction: those who say the complete 
Hallel prayer with the initial blessing, according to the 
original ruling of Israel’s Chief Rabbinate, should continue 
to do so, while those who do not customarily make the 

initial blessing shouldn’t do so, 
since, “new opinions have been 
voiced that one shouldn’t make 
the initial blessing, and we 
are lenient when dealing with 
doubtful blessings.” Finally, 
the contemporary scholar and 
communal leader, R’ Ouri 
Cherqi, has ruled that one 
should say the complete Hallel 
with initial blessing both in the 
evening and in the morning, 
parallel the practice on Passover. 

But truth be told, rabbinic 
arguments can sometimes be 
wearying, and there is a danger 
that the bigger picture will get 
lost in the small details, no 
matter how great the rabbis 
are and how large the import 
of those details might be. In 
this context, the approach of 
the Israel-Prize laureate and 
Sephardi Chief Rabbi of Tel Aviv, 
R’ Hayim David HaLevi (1924-

1998), comes as a breath of fresh air. R’ HaLevi treated the 
question of Israel’s Independence Day and Jerusalem Day 
with a broad and humane approach, true to the best of the 
classic Sephardi tradition, in his monumental five-volume 
legal work, Maqor Hayim HaShalem. While he refrained from 
offering an authoritative ruling regarding the recitation of 
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the Hallel prayer, “since the opinions of Torah scholars are 
divided,” R’ HaLevi used the question of correct religious 
practice as an opportunity to make a general observation 
and statement regarding the ebb and flow of Jewish history. 

The first thing to note in R’ HaLevi’s treatment of 
Independence Day and Jerusalem Day is that he writes 
about these holidays in a chapter devoted to the period, 
“between Passover and Shabuot.” Originally, these forty-
nine days were supposed to be one extended, festive 

period, seven festive weeks seven times over, like the 
festive, intermediary days that mark the beginning and end 
of both Passover and Succot. The festive character of these 
days was transformed, however, by the death of R’ Akiva’s 
24,000 students in the period between Passover and 
Shabuot. Because of the national tragedy  –  some scholars 
argue that the students were soldiers who, lacking unity, 
died in the war with the Roman empire  –  the originally 
festive time was transformed into an extended period of 
mourning. Therefore, traditional and religious Jews often 
observe various mourning rituals during this period, such 
as not shaving, not conducting weddings, and not listening 
to music.

When R’ HaLevi writes about Israel’s Independence 
Day and Jerusalem Day, he treats these days in this broader 
perspective. And in R’ HaLevi’s opinion, it’s no accident 
that these amazing days occurred, and are observed as 
holidays, during this charged period, “We have merited, 
thanks to God’s will, the establishment of the state of 
Israel on the 5th of Iyar… And again we merited, thanks 
to God’s will, the great victories during the six-day war, 
the greatest being the conquest of the Temple Mount and 
the unification of Jerusalem on the 28th of Iyar.” Thanks 
to these great historical events, writes R’ HaLevi, “New 
and vibrant waves in the history of our people are coming 
and slowly removing the layer of mourning and sadness 
that that have attached themselves to these days, slowly 
purifying them… and restoring their original joyousness, 

days of light and splendor for the nation of Israel.” 

R’ HaLevi places Israel’s Independence Day and 
Jerusalem Day in the broad sweep of Jewish history, 
and he accordingly sees these holidays as signs that the 
nation of Israel is slowly recovering its original vigor and 
strength. From this higher perspective, R’ HaLevi then 
descends and returns to the disputations that characterize 
our present-day reality, noting that different congregations 
have different customs and traditions regarding the way 

these holidays are to be observed. Without a consensus 
of scholars, concludes R’ HaLevi, “it’s not yet possible to 
include these days in the framework of a work dedicated to 
establishing determinative legal decisions.” 

The implicit message of R’ HaLevi’s approach is clear: 
one can celebrate Israel’s Independence Day and Jerusalem 
Day in various ways  –  one can recite Hallel during the 
evening and morning, or only in the morning with a 
blessing, or in the morning without a blessing – but the 
different approaches should be tolerantly accepted. God 
forbid that different approaches should lead to conflict 
between Jews. The main thing is that we should appreciate 
the greatness of the period in which we live, a period in 
which, slowly, the nation of Israel is, “renewing our days 
as of old.” 

Dr. Tepper is the Director of 
Publications at the American 
Sephardi Federation. He is a 
Senior Research Fellow at Ben 
Gurion University's Center for 
Israel Studies, where he teaches, 
and serves as the Academic 

Advisor to SIGNAL, an organization dedicated 
to furthering academic relations between Israel 
and China. 

“The main thing is that we should appreciate the greatness 
of the period in which we live, a period in which, slowly,

 the nation of Israel is, “renewing our days as of old.”
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Shabuot

Missvot

Shabuot is the holiday that commemorates God 
giving us the Torah. When we think Torah, we 
think laws, but is that really correct? Yes, the literal 

meaning of “Missvah” is command and we know through 
tradition that we were given 613 of them at Sinai. Many 
of our early Hakhamim have formulated compendiums 
to explain exactly what these 613 Missvot are, and how 
they are derived from verses of the Torah. Some people 
think of missvot as any good deed 
or charitable act. However, there 
is an explanation in the Gemara 
which relates the word Missvah to 
Savta. Savta means to connect or 
attach, because HaShem gave us 
the Missvot as a means to attach 
ourselves to him.

Azharot

Azharot literally means 
warnings but that has nothing to 
do with our tradition of reciting 
Azharot on Shabuot. Azharot 
are liturgical poems of the 613 
missvot. This name Azharot 
derives from the first word of the 
earliest form of such poetry.

It is important that we are 
aware of this meaningful Sephardic custom of chanting 
the Azharot on both days of Shabuot. Azharot is a centuries-
old, time honored Shabuot tradition. There have been 
numerous Azharot written by different poets going back 
to the time of the Geonim - almost 1,000 years ago.

The Azharot are wonderful poetic enumerations of all 
613 missvot. The custom is to chant them out loud with 
a special tune and commemorate each missvah during this 

holiday when we recall the giving of the Torah to the 
Israelites at Mount Sinai. The positive commandments 
are recited on the 1st day and the negative on the 2nd 
day of Shabuot. Most people gather at home to sing these 
Azharot with family and friends, and sometimes they are 
discussed as well.

Versions

On the 1st day prior to chanting the Azharot of Ibn 
Gabirol, an introduction by Ribbi 
David Ben El’azar Baqoudah 
(11th -12th centuries) is sung 
in a special tune. In addition 
to the version of Ibn Gabirol 
which is customarily chanted 
by our Sephardic Communities, 
many other versions exist from 
prominent poet-rabbis written 
throughout the centuries. It's 
interesting to note that some 
Sephardic Posqim, most notably 
Rabbi Haim Yosef David Azoulai 
(HID”A) and Hakham Obadiah 
Yosef, have stated that since Ibn 
Gabirol’s Azharot do not follow the 
order of missvot as prescribed by 
HaRambam, one would be better 
off reading from HaRambam’s 
Sefer Hamissvot.  To that end, the 

late Maimonidean scholar Hakham Yosef Qafih (1917-
2000) composed his own Azharot based upon HaRambam 
at the end of his edition of Sefer Hamissvot (1971).

Many other versions exist as well including:

1. Azharot Reshit and Attah Hinhalta ca. 8th century.
2. Rabbenou Se’adyah Gaon 892-942.
3. Rabbenou Eliyahou Hazaqen (11th century) son-

in- law of Rabbenou Haaye Gaon (939-1038).
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Shabuot

4. Ribbi Yisshaq ibn Gikatilla (late 10th,-early 11th 
century).

5. Ribbi Yisshaq bar Reouben HaBarceloni (lived at 
the same time as the Rabbi Isaac Alfasi (RIF) and 
Ribbi Yisshaq ibn Giat) - mostly recited by North 
African communities.

6. Ribbi Shelomo Ibn Gabirol (Malaga 1022-Valencia 
circa. 1053-1058).

7. Aqdamut of the Ashkenazim.

Rabbi David Bitton and his Commentary

Although I’ve written about Azharot in the past, I feel 
compelled to mention 
our community 
connection to a 
unique commentary 
and an opportunity 
that has just presented 
itself. Azharot are 
fantastic, but if you 
don’t understand 
them they serve 
very little purpose. 
Over the course of 
centuries many great 
rabbis have written 
commentaries on 
the Azharot in order 
to make them more 
meaningful and 
accessible to the 
layman and rabbi 
alike. 

What is not so well 
known is that we had a giant in our midst that spent over 
20 years doing just that. Rabbi David Bitton, born in 
Morocco in 1919 and emigrated to NY in 1949, and was 
quickly embraced by our Brooklyn community which 
appointed him principal of Magen David Yeshivah. He 
remained at Magen David Yeshivah as a dedicated educator 
until his passing in 1989. He is still fondly remembered 
by the thousands he impacted over the course of over 3 

decades.

Rabbi Bitton worked diligently on his Azharot 
commentary over the course of over a decade, even 
traveling to Oxford and to the Vatican to examine early 
manuscripts for variant readings.  His commentary is all 
encompassing and multi-faceted. On each page you have a 
stanza of Ibn Gabirol’s original Azharot, followed by a brief 
explanation entitled Me’at Debash, then a lengthy scholarly 
commentary in the true Sephardic fashion entitled Ta’am 
VaDa’at, and finally footnotes entitled Ta’amoo Oor-oo. 
On occasion variant readings and textual differences are 
mentioned on the bottom of the page.

In 1980, 
the volume of 
commentary on 
the Positive Missvot 
(Missvot ‘Aseh) was 
published through 
the guidance and 
fund raising efforts 
of Sam Catton, Sam 
Sutton, and Leon 
Sutton. This volume 
had approbations 
from our Chief 
Rabbi Dr Jacob S 
Kassin, Hakham 
Obadiah Yossef, 
and Rabbi Moshe 
Feinstein. The 
entire community 
pitched in and took 
part in financing this 

work which I’m sure has stood meritoriously for them 
until now. This book is a true jewel that was mined and 
polished in our midst!

A missvah-based society is a society of educated, active 
participants—because you cannot properly observe 
missvot without learning about them first. Every Jew is 
obliged to participate in an ongoing study of the missvot. 
Additionally, it’s hard to keep up the performance of 
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(Missvot Lo Ta’aseh), is still languishing in the home of the 
Bitton family. We as a community owe it to his memory to 
complete the work and see to it that this second volume is 
edited and published. 2019 will be 30 years since Hakham 
David Bitton left us; let’s honor his legacy by publishing 
it this year. Every community rabbi I have spoken to has 

said they approve of this project and are excited to see it 
completed. Moreover, a friend recently informed me of a 
conversation he had with Rabbi Labaton A”H. The late 
rabbi told him that he himself would have donated $1000 
to help get the manuscript published if it was found.  We 
now have the manuscript together with the blessings of 
the family and our rabbis to see this to fruition.  For 
further information, please feel free to contact me at 
joseph.mosseri@verizon.net

Mr. Mosseri is a noted expert on 
Sephardic customs and lives in 
Brooklyn, NY.

missvot without a renewable source of inspiration. Missvot 
done with joy and enthusiasm lift a person a step above 
the world and have an enormously greater impact on 
the person’s environment. Again, the key is study and 
communal participation.

Ta’am VaDa’at by Rabbi David Bitton, is the first 
complete explanation of Ibn Gabirol’s Azharot. It is a 
pioneering study and the fruit of the author’s extensive 
research, designed to make the Azharot more meaningful 
to more readers.

This book:

1. Simplifies complex words and sentences of the 
Azharot.

2. Clarifies its difficult passages.
3. Provides highly informative annotations.
4. Gives rational reasons – social and economic – for 

the missvot.
5. Helps raise the reader’s own moral standard.

As mentioned above, only the volume of Positive 
commandments has been published and the manuscript 
for the second volume, that on Negative Commandments 

Shabuot
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“Rabbi Bitton worked diligently on his Azharot commentary 
over the course of over a decade, even traveling to Oxford 

and to the Vatican to examine early manuscripts ”
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Shabuot

The Biblical directive to bring the first ripened fruits 
(bikkurim) is expressed using unique terminology. 
By examining these key phrases, a fuller picture of 

this misvah emerges.

The bikkurim segment begins in Debarim 26:1:

וְָהיָה, ּכִי-ָתבֹוא ֶאל-ָהָאֶרץ, ֲאֶׁשר ה' ֱאֹלקיָך, נֵֹתן לְָך נֲַחלָה; וִיִרְׁשָּתּה, 
וְיַָׁשְבָּת ָּבּה

And it will be, when you come in the land which the Lord 
your God gave to you for an inheritance, and have taken 

possession of it, and settled in it.

“V’haya…” “and it will be…” This is a word that itself 
was transformed from the past to the future. When the verb 
“v’haya” is used in the Bible, the 
reader prepares for a misvah 
to have transformative and 
transcendent abilities. We are 
dealing with a situation where 
this future misvah has its roots 
in our historical past. 

The First Offering

The earliest biblical 
occurrence of an offering, can 
be attributed to Kayin, who 
had also brought from the “pri 
ha’adama,” the fruit of the land, 
to Hashem. Unfortunately, 
that scenario ended tragically. Understanding Kayin’s flawed 
offering, as well as what Hashem considers satisfactory could 
help clarify the proper bikkurim process. 

In revisiting the episode where Hevel’s offering is 
accepted, and Kayin’s is rejected, it becomes apparent that 
both cases involved an assessment of the person (Beresheet 
4:4-5):

וְֶהֶבל ֵהִביא גַם-הּוא ִמְּבכֹרֹות צֹאנֹו, ּוֵמֶחלְֵבֶהן, וַּיִַׁשע ה', ֶאל-ֶהֶבל 
וְֶאל-ִמנְָחתֹו. וְֶאל-ַקיִן וְֶאל-ִמנְָחתֹו, ֹלא ָׁשָעה, וַּיִַחר לְַקיִן ְמאֹד, וַּיְִּפלּו 

ָּפנָיו.

And Hevel, he also brought of the firstlings of his flock and 
of the fat thereof. And the Lord had respect unto Hevel and to 
his offering: but unto Kayin and to his offering He had not 
respect. And Kayin was very wroth, and his countenance fell.

Before the offering was even considered, the person was 
evaluated. Attention to the donor took precedence over the 
gift itself. The acceptance of Hevel’s gift meant there was 
something pleasing to God about Hevel. 

Hevel’s presentation, is recorded as “v’Hevel hevi gam hu,” 
“and Hevel brought as well.” It might be understood that what 
Hevel brought was “gam,” “in addition,” meaning that just as 
Kayin had brought, Hevel “gam,” also, brought an offering. 

Yet, the extra word, “hu,” is 
awkward, even extraneous. 
Unless, we read it as “Hevel 
also brought ‘hu,’ himself.” He 
brought his Self. “Hu” is even 
listed before his gift of the 
firstlings of the flocks. Since he 
brought the firstlings, we can 
relate his gift to our bikkurim as 
well. 

The rejection of Kayin’s 
gift, much to his dismay, 
was personal. It was a direct 
rejection of Kayin himself. 
Conceivably, the problem with 

Kayin’s offering was that it was devoid of “hu,” his personal 
being. Kayin needed to present himself to Hashem and be 
deemed worthy as a human, before his gift could even be 
considered. Similarly, the sacrifices that were brought to 
the Temple, could not be blemished because they were 
representing the person bringing the offering. Clearly, 
Kayin had a personal blemish. The warning Hashem gives 
him alludes to his ego and the need to overcome his negative 
tendencies (Beresheet 4:7):

ֲהלֹוא ִאם-ֵּתיִטיב, ְׂשֵאת, וְִאם ֹלא ֵתיִטיב, לֶַּפַתח ַחָּטאת רֵֹבץ, וְֵאלֶיָך, 
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Bikkurim: A Package Deal
Ms. Vivien Hidary



Shabuot

ְּתׁשּוָקתֹו, וְַאָּתה, ִּתְמָׁשל-ּבֹו.

If thou doest well, shall it not be lifted up? and if thou doest 
not well, sin coucheth at the door; and unto thee is its desire, 

but thou mayest rule over it.'

What Is Mine Is Yours

וְָענִיָת וְָאַמְרָּת לְִפנֵי ה' ֱאֹלקיָך, ֲאַרִּמי אֵֹבד ָאִבי, וַּיֵֶרד ִמְצַריְָמה, וַּיָגָר 

ָׁשם ִּבְמֵתי ְמָעט; וַיְִהי-ָׁשם, לְגֹוי ּגָדֹול ָעצּום וָָרב.

And thou shalt speak and say before the Lord thy God: “A 
wandering Aramean was my father, and he went down into 
Egypt, and sojourned there, few in number; and he became 

there a nation, great, mighty, and populous.”

The declaration we make when we bring the bikkurim 
highlights our humble beginnings from Aram and continues 
to our arrival in the Promised Land. 

ֲאֶׁשר-נַָתָּתה ּלִי, ה';  ָהֲאדָָמה,  ְּפִרי  ֵהֵבאִתי ֶאת-ֵראִׁשית  ִהּנֵה  וְַעָּתה, 

וְִהּנְַחּתֹו, לְִפנֵי ה' ֱאֹלקיָך, וְִהְׁשַּתֲחוִיָת, לְִפנֵי ה' ֱאֹלקיָך.

“And now, behold, I have brought the first of the fruit of the 
land, which Thou, O Lord, hast given me.” And thou shalt set 
it down before the Lord thy God, and worship before the Lord 

thy God.

We then proclaim that we are bringing the “pri ha’adama,” 
fruits of the ground, which were produced “from the land 
that You gave me, Hashem.” The bikkurim are given with a 
verbal acknowledgement that the earth and everything it 
yields comes from Hashem. So basically we are returning 
a small portion of the produce to its rightful owner, and 
keeping the rest. An air of humility and gratitude is called 
for. If our perspective is that we are giving away something 
that belongs to us, we might approach the situation as Kayin 
had. As givers, we might even expect a “thank you.” 

If we see ourselves as tenants, living rent free on God’s 
green earth, the bikkurim process, and even the charity we 
give, would more closely resemble Hevel’s approach. We 
bring a basket of goodies to the Master of the Land as thanks 
and appreciation, in the hopes that He renews our lease. We 
are aware that though we come bearing gifts, they pale by 

comparison to the generosity we’ve received. Imagine our 
happiness when we are approved for the upcoming year.

We Bow Before Hashem

When we present the bikkurim basket before Hashem, 
we prostrate, lying horizontally on the ground. I’d like to 
suggest that this position, where we align ourselves as one 
with the earth has tremendous significance. Early on, the 
earth had actually generated a different variety of fruit of 
the ground. The “adamah,” “the earth,” had originally yielded 
man, hence the name Adam. The first word He said to man 
was “pru,” be fruit-like. Our lying face down on the ground 
could be symbolic of our self- awareness, that we come from 
the earth and have the same responsibility to bring ourselves, 
as the first fruits. God is most interested in our growth and 
development and prostrating is a means to that end. 

Man is an indication of the forthcoming crop, an early sample 
of what is to come. We are a link in the chain that connects 
the past to the future and so we dedicate the finest version of 
ourselves to the Master of the Universe (Debarim 26:11):

וְָׂשַמְחָּת ְבכָל-ַהּטֹוב, ֲאֶׁשר נַָתן-לְָך ה' ֱאֹלקיָך ּולְֵביֶתָך, ַאָּתה, וְַהּלֵוִי, 

וְַהּגֵר, ֲאֶׁשר ְּבִקְרֶּבָך.

And thou shalt rejoice in all the good which the Lord thy 
God hath given unto thee, and unto thy house, thou, and the 

Levite, and the stranger that is in the midst of thee.

Bikkurim offerings are a package deal including both, 
what man has made for himself, and what man has made of 
himself. Properly executed, the result will be rejoicing, and 
true happiness.

Mrs. Hidary gives regular lectures 
in the United States and Israel .
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“ God is most interested in our growth and development and 
prostrating is a means to that end. ”







Shabuot

If you look through the Torah, you will find that Shabuot 
is actually a holiday of many names. The holiday is 
mentioned five times in the Torah. The first time that 

it is mentioned is in Perashat Mishpatim and it is referred 
to as Hag HaQassir (the holiday of the harvest). This name 
highlights the agricultural dimension of the holiday as the Ibn 
‘Ezra explained that Shabuot is the beginning of the wheat 
harvest which was preceded by Pesah which is the beginning 
of the barley harvest.

The Hizquni explained that even though Pesah also 
coincides with a harvest, which is actually the first harvest, 
the Torah still calls Shabuot the holiday of the harvest. This 
is because the wheat harvest is the main harvest, as wheat is 
a more important grain than barley. The Ramban explained 
that one purpose of the holidays is to thank HaShem for 
providing us with food which is why holidays coincide with 
important points in the agricultural cycle. Pesah is the first 
harvest, Shabuot is 
the main harvest 
and Sukkot is the 
final harvest.

Later on in 
the book of Shemot, in Perashat Ki Tisa, the Torah calls the 
holiday by its commonly known name; Shabuot (Weeks). 
The name Shabuot refers to the fact that the holiday is the 
conclusion of a seven-week period. The Torah commanded 
us to count from harvest to harvest, which is also from the 
time that we left Egypt to when we received the Torah. So 
the name Shabuot includes both the agricultural and the 
spiritual dimensions of the holiday. Interestingly, Shabuot 
is the only name that the Torah uses twice, as in the book 
of Debarim, in Perashat Re-eh, the Torah calls the holiday, 
Shabuot, once again.

The third time that the Torah discusses the holiday it does 
not refer to it by any name. In the book of VaYiqra, in Perashat 
Emor, the holiday is referred to simply as a “Miqra Qodesh” 
which is a generic name for a holiday. The Rashbam explains 
the term Miqra Qodesh as a time designated for holiness. 

The Ramban explains it as a day when all are called to gather 
together to observe a holiday. In Emor it is presented as the 
holiday after the conclusion of the count. Observe Pesah and 
begin counting. After the count observe a holiday which is 
referred to by name in other parts of the Torah.

 The fourth time that the Torah mentions the holiday is in 
the book of BaMidbar in Perashat Pinehas. There it is called 
Yom HaBikkurim, the day of the first fruits. One does not 
bring any first fruits to the Bet HaMiqdash before the day of 
Shabuot. On the day of Shabuot the first wheat is brought 
to the Miqdash in the form of two loaves of bread, which 
were Hamess and were known as Sh’te HaLehem. The Torah 
called this offering a Minhah Hadashah (a new offering). 
They took approximately 44 lbs. of wheat and they ground 
it and sifted it. Then they took about nine and a half pounds 
from that wheat and baked it into two rectangular loaves. 
Each loaf was 21 inches long, one foot wide and about three 

inches high. They 
were prepared on 
the day before the 
holiday and they 
were waved in the 
Miqdash on the 

day of Shabuot. On that day a series of animal offerings were 
made and then the Kohanim ate the bread until midnight that 
night. So since this was the first day that wheat was brought 
in the Miqdash (since the new harvest), and it was also the 
first day to bring the first fruits from all of the seven species 
associated with the Land of Israel (olives, dates, grapes etc.), 
the Torah also called this holiday Yom HaBikkurim.

The Torah calls the holiday Hag HaQassir, Shabuot, Yom 
HaBikkurim and in one place no name at all. However when 
our Rabbis refer to this holiday they do not use any of the 
Torah’s names but rather they refer to it as ‘Asseret. Like 
they said “’Asseret Yom SheNitt’nah Bo Torah” (‘Asseret 
was the day that the Torah was given) “’Asseret She-Hee 
‘Onat Melakhah Ena Ela Yom Ehad” (‘Asseret which is 
a time of work [in the field] is only one day). What does 
the word ‘Asseret mean? The Gemara says that it means 
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Shabuot; A Holiday of Many Names
Mr. Morris Arking

“... one purpose of the holidays is to thank 
HaShem for providing us with food”



Shabuot

‘Assurin Ba’Asiyat Melakhah (a stoppage of work) Likewise 
the Ibn ‘Ezra explains that it’s a day that one does not engage 
in worldly matters. And the Rashbam also explains that 
it’s refraining from performance of work. Interestingly 
the Torah uses the word ‘Asseret for the day after Sukkot 
(Shemini ‘Asseret) and for the seventh day of Pesah. But the 
Torah does not use the word ‘Asseret to describe Shabuot. In 
fact there’s a Midrash that states, “Asseret Shel Hag Haytah 
Reuyah Lihiyot Ahar HeHag Hamishim Yom K’Asseret Shel 
Ahar HaPesah, Amar HaQadosh Barukh Hu Horef Hu, ‘Ad 
SheHen Essli Ya’asu ‘Asseret” (The ‘Asseret of Sukkot was 
supposed to be 50 days after Sukkot like the ‘Asseret after 
Pesah, HaShem said, it’s winter time, since they are here 
they should do ‘Asseret.)

From this Midrash it seems that the Hakhamim saw 
Shabuot as an added day to Pesah like Shemini ‘Asseret is 
an added day to Sukkot even though it doesn’t have any 
of the observances of Sukkot. Likewise Shabuot, which is 
connected to Pesah through the counting of the ‘Omer, is a 
Yom Tob without any of the Pesah observances. So the Rabbis 
alluded to this connection by calling Shabuot “Asseret” 
which is reminiscent of Shemini ‘Asseret. The significance 
of this connection is that the purpose of leaving Egypt was to 
receive the Torah. The pinnacle of that experience was Matan 
Torah. So all of the observances of Pesah and the counting 
of the ‘Omer are to prepare ourselves for that special day. 
When we reach that day we have been prepared, and we 
don’t need any special rituals to observe the holy day. It’s just 
a holy day of Yom Tob with no specific rituals. Similarly, the 
repentance process begins with the month of Elul and leads 
into Rosh HaShanah and ten days of repentance including 

Yom Kippur followed by all of the observances of Sukkot. 
That whole process then brings us to that final day, Shemini 
‘Asseret, that does not require any special observances. It 
is a holy day of Yom Tob that we had prepared for on the 
previous fifty days. Prior to Shabuot there is one day of Pesah 
and forty-nine days of the ‘Omer, so Shabuot is the 51st day. 
In Elul there are 29 days and then 21 days of Tishri (a total 
of 50 days) until Shemini ‘Asseret which is the 51st day. So 
‘Asseret is a day of Yom Tob after a preparation process. 
It does not require any specific rituals as we were already 
prepared spiritually with the rituals of the previous days. 
It’s the pinnacle of the spiritual journey of the previous fifty 
days.

So we have Shabuot as the holiday of the harvest, as 
the conclusion of a seven-week period from leaving Egypt 
to receiving the Torah, as the first day to bring Bikkurim, 
and as simply a Miqra Qodesh, or as our Hakhamim call it, 
an ‘Asseret. A special day that does not need any specific 
rituals, as the rituals of the previous days have prepared us 
spiritually for this day which is the culmination of a long 
spiritual process.

Mr. Arking is a regular contributor 
to Qol Ha-Qahal and lives in 
Brooklyn, NY.
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Theodore Herzl the father of modern Zionism once said 
“if you will it, it is no dream”.  Our dream became a 
reality with a historic night for our community- 15 

diverse community wide organizations coming together for 
one common purpose - to show our support and love for the 
state of Israel on her 70th birthday while coming together as 
a community. 

The amazing night featured a performance from our 
Hazanim, key note addresses from our rabbis and leaders 
and performances by our students. Altogether 1,100 
participants came together to celebrate Israel’s birthday. It 
was a remarkable night and hopefully the first of many more 
Israel celebrations.

We would like to thank the outpouring of support from 
Rabbis, Lay leaders, sponsors and to the over 1,100 hundred 

community members who attended our celebration held at 
the Center. Our organization sponsors included:

•	 AIPAC
•	 Allegra Franco Women’s College
•	 Barkai Yeshivah
•	 DSN
•	 Hillel Yeshivah
•	 I-LEAD 
•	 Kesher
•	 Magen David Yeshivah
•	 Sephardic Community Alliance (SCA)
•	 Sephardic Rabbinical College
•	 UJA
•	 World Zionist Organization (WZO)
•	 Yeshivat Moreshet Yerushalyim
•	 Sabra Institute

Of course all of this would not have happened without 
the contribution of the Sephardic Community Center (SCC) 
leaders - Gladys Haddad, Sari Setton  and  Joey Tawil.

 We already started planning next year’s event!!!

To view the event in it’s entirety or to watch any specific videos 
shown that night, search “SCC Yom Haatzmaut 2018: Israel at 70” 
on Youtube.

To get more involved in SCC programming and initiatives 
contact rnovick10@yahoo.com and visit SCClive.org for the latest 
community events and happenings.

Mr. Novick is an executive board 
member of the SCA and recently 
chaired the Yom Ha’asmaut event 
at the Sephardic Community 
Center (SCC)
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SCC Celebrates Israel’s 70th Birthday
Mr. Ricky Novick

COMMUNITY EVENTS
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Event Coordinators 
(L-R: Sari Setton, Gladys Haddad, Rachel & Ricky Novick, 

Jack Ashkenazie, Joey Tawil, Victor Dweck)

Community Hazzanim join together to sing 
a special song in honor of Yom Hazikaron 

(L-R Yaakov Salem, Mordechai Salem, Victor Esses, Yochai 
Cohen, Yisrael HaLevy, Yehezkel Zion, David Shiro)

Over 1,100 Community Members gather to celebrate 
the 70th birthday of the state of Israel

Event Chair, Ricky Novick, introducing the night

Barkai Yeshivah flag dance Magen David Yeshivah choir perform live



A Fifty year commemoration…A Jubilee event…a 
tribute never before celebrated in the Syrian 
Community.  On April 19th, as it coincided with 

the 70th anniversary of the founding of the State of Israel, 
Sephardic Institute achieved a milestone of a half century of 
dedication to the betterment of this great community.  Rabbi 
Moshe Shamah has been, and continues to be at the helm of 
this organization.  Its mission is to provide a comprehensive 
and intellectual approach to Jewish learning, fused together 
with Sephardic heritage, liturgy and tradition. 

However, Torah education is just one element of a greater 
vision.  The Community Mikveh and Erub are also a part of 
the amazing network of religious institutions initiated by the 
Rabbi and Sephardic Institute.  These vital services provide 
support to all age groups in our community.  Sephardic also 
helped spawn other synagogues and organizations, such as 
Tebah Educational Services and Merkaz Moreshet Yisrael, 
which provide publications distributed to community 
members, teachers and students.  

 The evening was truly a gala event.  An elegant seated affair 

for over 800 guests was no simple task (SYs without a buffet?). 
Abe Mamiye, the current president of Sephardic Synagogue, 
spearheaded the evening and created an atmosphere of 
festivity and jubilation. Rabbi Shamah commented, “I had 
such a sense of happiness knowing that so many people 
recognized that something very important happened these 
fifty years.”  To celebrate the myriad accomplishments of 
Sephardic Institute and its founders was an opportunity to 
participate in something unique and unprecedented.

Having had the privilege to sit with the Rabbi and discuss 
the success of the celebration, he said he wished he had the 
opportunity to publicly thank the dozens of people who 
helped build this institution.  Not only the more public faces 
but the behind-the-scenes volunteers that came to support and 
run fundraising events over the years. The Avenue R Bazaar 
and the Sephardic High School newspaper, “The Scoop”, 
were just a couple of the many projects necessary to bring 
Sephardic to greater heights.  Rabbi Shamah commented, “I 
am amazed and gratified at how many people came, even for 
a short while, to help us with our expansion and well-being.  
They came at a very important time.” 
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Sephardic Institute Celebrates Its Jubilee
Mrs. Tally Grazi

Community Events

“The Community Mikveh and Erub are also a part of the amazing 
network of religious institutions initiated by the Rabbi and 

Sephardic Institute.”



Rabbi Shamah and his wife, Miriam, were granted the 
Founder & Jubilee Award.  As he reminisced about the history 
of Sephardic High School and its focus on a quality education 
as well as Ahavat Yisrael, he also underscored the challenges 
we face today in our current educational environment.  
However, the Rabbi always turns to the future.  The future 
of our children, the future of our community and the future 
of Medinat Yisrael are paramount in his quest to make this 
world a better place for all. 

It is this notion of beyond the community that has 
particularly interested him the most in recent years.  “We 
have made a change where we no longer look at our goals 
only for the community.  I recognize that there is a need for 
this thought worldwide.  We are now thinking of ourselves 
more internationally. “  Rabbi Shamah also stated that 
Morris N. Dweck deserves accolades for his commitment to 
this organization.  “Morris convinced me in 1994 to begin 
writing. And in 2011, we had our first edition of Recalling 
The Covenant.  Currently there are Rabbis and educators all 
over the world that appreciate our commentary and approach.  
Rabbi Ricky Hidary will undoubtedly continue this outreach 
through his writings and publications.”  

The other honorees of the evening are a valiant group of 
individuals who have supported Sephardic’s ideals and have 
labored tirelessly to enhance community life while maintaining 
tradition and halakha.  Rabbi Ronald and Miriam Barry 
graciously received the Outstanding Synagogue & Organizational 
Leadership Award.  David J. Hidary received the High School & 
Synagogue Leadership Award.  Mickey Abraham received the 
Founder & Gemillut Hesed Award.  Joe Bijou was honored with the 
Founder & Torah Standards Award.  Murray Dweck accepted the 
Founder & Builder Award.  Isaac and Carol Chera obtained the 
well-deserved Community Initiative Award. The family of Morris 
and Sarah Benun a’h”, were celebrated for their outstanding 
service and dedication with the Founders & Visionaries Award.  
Each of these distinguished honorees has a generosity of spirit 

that goes far beyond the call of duty and our community is 
eternally grateful and appreciative for their efforts.  

Rabbi Shamah is grateful for the outpouring of support 
for the many years by certain individuals who are no longer 
with us. Al Azar a’h”, Irwin Betesh a’h”, Ralph I. Betesh a’h”, 
Joseph D. Beyda a’h” and Jack C. Mizrahi a’”h were men of 
outstanding character.  “I cannot do justice to them and want 
their families to know that I am grateful for having had their 
confidence to advance our agenda.”  He also expressed the 
need to thank Eddie Shamah and Isaac Sutton for their help 
during the critical phases of the Mikveh project.  

It was particularly moving to see the children and 
grandchildren of the honorees deliver the designated awards.  
Not only were the elders of the families present, but the 
entire extended families as well.  To witness the event, to 
experience the mission with each other and to participate in 
the celebration, energizes us to continue on the trajectory 
that Sephardic Institute has set out for the future. Rabbi 
Shamah’s teachings and his book, Recalling The Covenant, 
are now permanently etched into our consciousness and into 
the future of Biblical commentary.     

As Rabbi Ricky Hidary begins his tenure as head Rabbi 
of Sephardic Synagogue, we wish him the best of luck and 
may Hashem grant him much success in his endeavors. Rabbi 
Shamah is now beginning his “progressive” retirement.  May 
Hakadosh Barukh Hu bless him and Miriam with many more 
years in good health and the strength to continue to serve this 
community with distinction. 

We look forward to the next Jubilee….

Mrs. Grazi facilitates the 
Brainworks program at the 
Sephardic Community Center, 
which is designed for people with 
early to mid-stage dementia.
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Shabuot: The Holiday of the Weeks - 
Pentecost 
Mr. Sam Catton A”H

The Bringing of the First Fruits to the Temple 

The Giving of the Torah at Sinai 

This festival occurs forty-nine days after the exodus 
from Egypt. The positive commandments of this 
holiday are to bring the first fruits to the Temple in 
Jerusalem, to rejoice on that day; and to refrain from 
work.

Since this holiday coincided with the giving of 
the Law at Sinai, it is permeated with an unusually 
important content.

Our Sages consider this holiday as an extension of, 
and as the final day of Passover. All of the above indicates 
that the bringing of the first fruit can be done only in 
the Holy Land. Many of the Torah's commandments 
are contingent on living in the Land of Israel.

The custom of the Sephardic Communities is to stay 
awake the entire first night, and to recite the Law and 
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the holy Zohar. On the first and second days of this 
holiday, it is our custom to read the Azharot of Ib'n 
Gabirol and the Book of Ruth.

We should be extremely joyous in knowing that 
on this day we were selected from all the nations to 
become His people. The immortal words of Saadiah 
Gaon remind us that our people is a nation only by the 
virtue of our Torah.

Shabuot, the festival of receiving our Torah, is 
observed on 6 Sivan.

Mr. Catton A”H was named Ba’al 
HaSefarim (master of the Books) 
by Chief  Rabbi Mordechai 
Eliyahu A”H when visiting his 
grandson Morris during his year 
studying in Israel. The name is 
a testament for his unceasing 

dedication to publishing books for his beloved 
community. He saw this as a  duty to unite the 
community through unified prayer.

To have your questions answered by a 
community Rabbi, please send all inquiries to

Qahalnewsletter@gmail.com 



summer program in Israel which fosters the qualities which 
empowers them to carry our community into the next 
generation. Project Education was also launched to address 
the tuition crisis- something we are all deeply concerned 
about.  Furthermore, the Affiliate body, almost 40 unified 
organizations creates a remarkably powerful assembly, 
unequaled in our community and the greater Sephardic 
world.

IM: What is your advice to community members 
for the future?

MB: Nothing happens by accident. Careful planning and 
investment will yield great results, provided you invest 
the time and effort. Our community founders understood 
this and prioritized our community, in their efforts and 
philanthropy. In order for the Community to continue 
to be a great place to live and raise a family, we need to 
invest.  Our energy, our efforts, and our resources need 
to be pointed inward, perpetuating and insuring the gift of 
community which has been endowed to us.

IM: What are some of the successes of the SCA in 
the last 10 years? 

MB:  We realized early on that our future would rely on 
enhancing the education of our young men and women 
and we created programs that would focus on them. For 
example, Thousands of classes have been provided to our 
youth and young adults through our summer programming 
at the Hathaway Safra Synagogue in Deal. Bobby Dweck 
has been instrumental in creating a unique environment 
for our community to interact with the up and coming 
educators from the Sephardic Rabbinical College and 
Allegra Franco School of Educational Leadership. Another 
example is the highly acclaimed I-LEAD Israel program, 
now an independent organization, which was birthed 
by Jeffrey Beyda in the early days of the SCA. Hundreds 
of young leaders have now gone through this intensive 
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The SCA would like to congratulate Mr. Joey A Shamah in his recent 
appointment as President of the organization. To mark the occasion 
Image Magazine sat with Joey, to learn more about the organization 
and his vision for the future.

Image Magazine (IM): How would you describe the 
SCA to someone unfamiliar with the organization?

Joey Shamah (JS): The SCA is a value based umbrella 
organizations that facilitates and leverages between member 
affiliates. By working together to pool resources, and similar 
interests we accomplish common goals. For example- we all 
care about Israel. Support for AIPAC and the recent Yom 
Ha’asmaut celebration 
was an articulation 
of our community’s 
support.  We all care 
about the tuition crisis. 
By working together to 
support Teach NYS and Project Education we collectively 
accomplish more together than we would standing alone in 
handling these issues

IM: As the SCA celebrates 10 years, are the reasons 
why it was created still relevant?

JS: As the community moved into a new century there 
was a necessity to reaffirm and ground the values on which 
our successes as a community were built. The challenge of 
perpetuating our way of life to the next generation is tasking. 
Our founder and chairman Mr. Morris Bailey realized that 
only by being proactive would we be successful. Since then 
our leadership has grown to include additional seasoned 
communal leaders on our board of trustees.

IM: What has the SCA accomplished in the last 10 
years: 

1 Reprinted from IMAGE Magazine May 2018 Issue

JS: We continue to work with our seasoned lay and rabbinic 
leadership to unite around our common values and goals. 
For example. We have had dozens of scholars in residence 
that we have shared across affiliates and inspired thousands, 
Qol HaQahal has provided hundreds of community writers 
a platform to get their voices heard. Thousands of classes 
have been provided to our youth through our summer 
programming.

IM: Why is focusing on the youth so important? 

JS: The newest and toughest challenges seem to always face 
the young.  Every generation will say that the challenges 

confronting their youth 
are unprecedented.  We 
reprinted an article 
written by Isaac 
Shalom declaring 
yeshiva education as 

the only answer for the disengagement of our youth.  70+ 
years later, the challenges of our internet-enabled, campus-
corrupted culture seem daunting.  We need to promote 
honest, intelligent and spiritually-gratifying answers to the 
same age-old questions each generation will struggle with.

IM: Why the SCA did recently released statements 
with rabbinical endorsements? 

JS: While it is at times healthy to disagree we can sometimes 
lose sight of the fact that we agree on 98% of issues and it only 
a small percentage on which we disagree as a community. 
We recently released statements endorsing participation in 
support of AIPAC and solving the tuition crisis through Teach 
NYS. These are issues we all care about as a community and 
need to unite to accomplish collectively. It represents the fact 
that we all agree on much more than we disagree with. We 
need to maximize our impact as a community and our Rabbis 
are in key communal positions to lead us. 

“We need to promote honest, intelligent 
and spiritually-gratifying answers...”
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IM: What are the SCA plans for Summer?

JS: The SCA will continue the JCC summer program and 
the Abe and Grace Hidary A”H Summer Learning Program 
for the 8th year. We are excited 
to have a full schedule of engaging 
speakers including rabbis, scholars 
and leaders.  As with every year 
we will also be planning a special 
day of learning and introspection 
on the 9th of Ab which falls out on 
a Sunday. We expect the summer 
to be another one of learning, 
community and growth.

IM: What is the SCA’s vision 
for the next 10 years?

JS: We look forward to working 
with the Rabbis of our affiliates and 
giving them the tools they need to help them excel in their 
role as institutional leaders. Additionally, we will continue 

to empower our organizations to educate our community 
through daily and seasonal learning programs and events 
for the entire community. We are also developing ways to 
build our SCA tool box to offer more value and resources 

to our affiliates. Areas of focus will 
include, governance, marketing 
support and programming support 
to name a few. 

IM: If an organization or 
individual wants to become 
more involved with the SCA, 
what do you recommend?

JS: Since we represent such a wide 
array of organizations, there are 
many touch points for people to get 
involved with the SCA. Be sure to 
check our website and social media 
accounts for the latest updates and 

initiatives. We welcome all inquiries and encourage you to 
reach out to support our greater community.

The SCA By the Numbers
             10 Years since its founding

	 	 		39	Affiliate	Organizations

									200+	Scholar	in	Residence	Programs

				 			300+	Authors	Published

		 			400+	ILEAD	Community	Graduates

						4,000+	Summer	Classes	to	Date

				10,000+	Unique	Program	Participants

			150,000+	Copies	of	Qol	HaQahal	Distributed
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Rabbi Tam Ibn Yahya:
A Truly Forgotten Giant
Rabbi Yosef Bitton

His Life

Rabbi Tam Ibn Yahya (1475–1542) was one of the 
most important rabbis of his generation. His father 
David was a member of the very prestigious Ibn 

Yahya family from Portugal. 

In his book Divre Hayamim liBne Yahya (Chronicles of the 
children of Yahya),a biographical work on the Yahya family 
published in 1850, French 
scholar Eliakim Carmoly 
shows that the Yahya family 
was one of distinction from 
the time of the Rambam. 
Originally achieving 
greatness in Portugal and 
Spain, they settled in 
Italy and Turkey after the 
expulsion from Spain. The 
first patriarch and founder 
of the family was Yahya Ben 
Rabbi (1150–1222). He is 
said to be a direct descendant 
of the exilarchs of Babylon, 
and that is why he was also 
known as Yahya Hanasi. 

Rabbi David (1455–1528), the father of Rabbi Tam, was 
the rabbi of the Lisbon community. In 1496 he was accused 
of inducing the Marranos to relapse to Judaism, and was 
sentenced by King João II to be burned at the stake. He fled 
to Naples with his family but he was captured and compelled 
to sell his library in order to secure sufficient money to 
purchase his liberty. On his release, he fled to Corfu and later 
went to Constantinople, where he died in extreme poverty. 
He was the author of a Hebrew grammar book entitled Leshon 
Limmudim. He also wrote Kav v’Naki, a commentary on the 

Mishna; Shekel Hakodesh, on the rules of Hebrew poetry; 
Tehilla l’David, a commentary on Tehillim; a commentary 
on the Rambam’s Guide for the Perplexed; and Hilkhot Terefot, a 
book on the ritual slaughtering of animals, which was quoted 
by the Bet Yosef several times. 

Rabbi Tam, Rabbi David’s son, acted for some time as a 
member of the rabbinical court of the famous Rabbi Eliyahu 
Mizrahi in Constantinople, today’s Istanbul. After the death 

of Rabbi Mizrahi in the 
late 1520s, Rabbi Tam was 
chosen to inherit his position 
and was assigned as the 
spiritual leader of the Jewish 
community of Turkey. 

Rabbi Tam’s relations with 
the government of Turkey 
were excellent, for two main 
reasons. First, Rabbi Tam was 
also a renowned physician 
and became one of the most 
trusted doctors of Sultan 
Suleiman the Magnificent 
(1494–1566). Second, Rabbi 

Tam mastered the Turkish and Arabic languages, and he was 
an expert in Islamic law. His son Gedalia Ben Tam (rabbi 
of Salonica) wrote in his famous book of Jewish history 
Shalshelet Hakabbala, “My father’s knowledge of Islamic law 
was so great that Muslim judges [imams] often consulted 
with him regarding their decisions.” 

At that time, most of the Middle East, including modern-
day Syria, Lebanon, Israel and Egypt, were under the rule 
of the Ottoman Empire. Being the chief rabbi of Turkey 
conferred on Rabbi Tam the rabbinical authority over all the 
rabbis of the Middle East. Thus, Rabbi Tam was constantly 
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consulted not only by individuals but also by his colleagues 
across the Middle East, who sought his verdict when there 
was some debate or discussion among them. 

The importance of the prestige of Rabbi Tam in the court 
of Suleiman the Magnificent should not be underestimated, 
also from the political standpoint. Thanks to the excellent 
relations of Rabbi Tam with the sultan, all Jewish communities 
in the Middle East enjoyed the favor of the sultan and the 
Ottoman Empire, which often meant the difference between 
life and death, both for individual Jews and for entire Jewish 
communities. 

Rabbi Tam was an extremely prolific writer. One of his 
students, Rabbi Binyamin Motal, left a written summary 
of Rabbi Tam’s compositions, which included Ma’ase Nisim, 
a commentary on those halakhot of the Rif that were not 
commented on by the Ran, and ‘Al Hanissim, a commentary on 
the Ran. He also wrote a very extensive book with the records 
of all his halakhic rulings, a collection of several thousand 
halakhic cases and questions sent to him from all over the world. 
His responses included his decisions and the analyses by which 
he arrived at them. Rabbi Tam composed tens of thousands of 
explanations of Gemara, commentaries on the Torah and the 
Midrashim, sermons, books on science, and so on. 

Sinning by Omission

The reader may wonder how it is possible that a rabbi of 
the stature of Rabbi Tam ibn Yahya, who was so famous and 
prolific in his time (he might be called a “sixteenth-century 
Maimonides”) is so unknown in our time. There are two 
possible answers to this question. First, unfortunately, his 
case is the same as most great Sephardic rabbis, who still 
ignored and unknown. This historical injustice is being 
corrected, and although much remains to be done, gradually 
the hakhamim Sephardim are increasingly better known. The 
second answer is that, in the particular case of Rabbi Tam Ibn 
Yahya, there was a tragic factor that contributed to pushing 
his name into oblivion. In 1541, there was a terrible fire in 
the city of Constantinople. This fire claimed many lives, and 
also consumed all the books Rabbi Tam Ibn Yahya had written 

and did not have the opportunity to publish. Such was the 
pain Rabbi Tam suffered seeing his life’s work consumed by 
fire that, according to his students’ testimony, his death in 
1542 was partly due to the sadness and grief he suffered from 
the loss of his manuscripts. 

Rabbi Tam had two sons, Yosef and Gedalia, both of whom 
were famous rabbis and physicians. The elder, Don Yosef Ibn 
Yahya, was one of the physicians of the Turkish sultan. He 
was very generous and, despite his high rank, he displayed 
great humility and kindness among his Jewish peers. He 
accompanied the sultan on his campaign against the Safavid 
Empire (Persia) and fell in battle during the conquest of 
Iraq in 1534. His death was mourned not only by the Jewish 
community but also by the sultan and his ministers. 

His Works and Ideas 

Two hundred and thirteen of Rabbi Tam’s surviving 
responsa were collected under the title AholeTam (The 
tents of the pure) and published in the book called Tummat 
Yesharim (The integrity of the upright) in Venezia, 1622. 
This book also included a list of the names of his destroyed 
works. Among them were ‘Al Hanissim, an imaginary dispute 
between Rabbi Tam and Rabbi Nissim Gerondi on the style of 

pilpul (Talmudic disquisition); a large book of Talmudic laws 
that Rabbi Tam quoted repeatedly in his responsa; as well as 
several rabbinical responsa, interpretations, commentaries, 
collections of homiletical sermons, and books on secular 
matters. Tumat Yesharim was published by his grandson, Don 
Tam Ben Gedalia, in Venezia, Italy, 1620. 

Rabbi Bitton is an author of several 
books including Forgotten Giants 
(Gefen Publishing House, 2017) 
which chronicles the remarkable 
lives and accomplishments of 
many Sephardic Hakhamim. He 
currently serves as the Rabbi 

of Congregation Ohel David and Shlomo in 
Manhattan Beach, Brooklyn .

“despite his high rank, he displayed great humility and kindness 
among his Jewish peers...”
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Shabuot

Most stories we tell our children start off with 
'once upon a time,' 'at the dawn of time,' and 'in 
a place far far away.' These stories are fantasies, 

similar to mythologies, and take place outside of time and 
tangible place. Our Torah, in contrast, specifically tells us 
the times and places of our important events. The creation of 
our nation at Har Sinai, arguably the most important event in 
our history, took place specifically on the third month from 
when we left Egypt1. "In the 
third month of the children of 
Israel's departure from Egypt, 
on this day they arrived in 
the desert of Sinai (Shemot 
19:1)." Then the Torah gives 
even more particular detail of 
where: "They journeyed from 
Rephidim, and they arrived in 
the desert of Sinai, and they 
encamped in the desert, and 
Israel encamped there opposite 
the mountain (Shemot 19:2)." 
Indicated along with the date 
which includes the year, month, 
and day are the place which includes the city, the desert, and 
a specific address, across from the mountain. The writing of 
the date and place reinforces the berit's credibility as a legally 

binding document.
It was on this day, the year we left Egypt, on the third month, 
on that day, that we began the process of nationhood. We 
were engaged in creating an alliance with God to be his role 
models on earth, to be the model nation. This pact was made 
in real practical terms, similar to alliances, agreements, and 
contracts which we are all familiar with. To really understand 
the Torah, the berit, we need to study it as a real document, 

1 The Torah states 'on this day' and does not say exactly which one. I believe this was so that we 
do not apply astrological significance to it.

an agreement that we signed with the Creator of the world. 
This document is not a story, a legend or myth, it took place 
in real space and time, and both parties, our nation, and God 
are legally responsible for upholding its terms.
When asked 'why should I keep the Torah?' I usually start 
with asking whether one needs to fulfill their agreements 
and contracts. While we were not physically at Sinai, Am 
Yisrael, the nation of Israel, entered into this agreement. 

As a citizen of the nation, we 
are responsible for fulfilling 
the national contracts, just as 
a U.S. citizen is bound by the 
national constitution.
Upholding the terms of 
the berit is termed qiyum 
misvot. The word qiyum here 
means fulfilling a term of 
an agreement2, which is our 
responsibility. Our hakhamim 
described Ma'amad Har Sinai, 
the Har Sinai experience, as a 
marriage between the newly 
established nation of Israel 

and God. Our Torah, like a marriage agreement, defines 
the responsibilities of the partners. The carrying out of our 
agreement should not be contingent on our emotions so that 

when we feel like being loyal we are and when we do not feel 
like being loyal we are not. When our nation signed the berit 
at Sinai, and entered into the relationship with God, we took 
on a responsibility as the partner of God. 
The key to this agreement is the proposal which defines the 
roles and responsibilities of the parties. In the case of our 
berit, the two parties are Benei Yisrael and God. The broker 
of the agreement is Moshe, known as the messenger of God. 
The initial proposal is made in the Sinai desert in front of the 

2 See More Nebukhim 1:12

The Berit: Count Me In
Rabbi Meyer Laniado

“We were engaged in creating an alliance with God to be his role 
models on earth, to be the model nation.”
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Shabuot

tangible and practical terms, offering us clarity, and value to 
our lives. 

Moadim Lesimha,

Rabbi Meyer Laniado

mountain, neged hahar, on this day, bayom haze, during the 
3rd month, bahodesh hashelishi, from when Benei Yisrael left 
Egypt. God proposes that if Benei Yisrael choose to follow his 
laws, the agreement He will soon make, then Benei Yisrael 
will be God's treasured nation, am segula. This nation will be 
designated to be a model nation, mamlekhet kohanim vegoy 
qadosh.
This agreement, the berit, was later ratified by the next 
generation [Bemidbar 33, Debarim 28:69 and 29:9-11] and 
made binding on all future generations. As a citizen of the 
nation of Israel, being part of Am Yisrael, we are bound by 
this national constitution, the Torah contracted in previous 
generations. Similarly, American citizens are bound by 
the U.S. Constitution signed September 17, 1787. Each 
individual is responsible for upkeeping the agreement by 
virtue of being part of the nation. When we recognize that 
our Torah is a national contract, a national alliance, which 
took place in real space and time the Torah will be seen in 

“As a citizen of the nation of Israel, being part of Am Yisrael, we are 
bound by this national constitution...”

in a world of ignorance, 
stay educated

sign up for the weekly newsletter at sabrareport.com
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School.




