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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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T u’ Be’Shvat - A Rededication to the 
Power of Berachot
 Rabbi Isaac Tawil

Like most parents, it is difficult for me to see flaws in my 
own parenting style. How I interact with my children 
is something I think about constantly and I am always 

trying to find new ways to most effectively reach my most 
prized possessions. I, like most parents, want my children 
to become respectful, G-d fearing Jews and members of 
society who are able to appreciate the world around them 
who will look to values of the Torah for guidance in their 
everyday lives. This strong desire of mine has led me to 
be uncharacteristically strict on my children with regards 

to one specific aspect of religious observance… reciting 
Berachot (a blessing) on their food before they eat. I can 
often be heard saying to them “did you say Ha’etz”? “Did you 
remember Mezzonot”? And my favorite—when I simply give 
a harsh look, point at the beverage and say “SHEHAKOL” 
in a firmly raised voice. This trend has carried over to my 
students at Magen David Yeshivah. I am known as the Rabbi 
who “forces” students to say a Beracha. I have trained my 
students so well that when I reach out to shake their hands at 
the lunch table eating or drinking something, I am greeted 
by opening statements such as “I know, it’s Adama”, “Are you 
proud of me rabbi, I said it and everyone said Amen!” and 
“Rabbi, I promise you I said it!”

 As I alluded to in my introduction, it was difficult for me 
to accept when my wife said “Why are you so harsh with them 
saying Berachot? They may STOP saying it because you are 
being mean”. While I did not think I was being mean, it did 
make me take pause and lighten up a bit on my tone and word 
choices while enforcing this practice in my home. My wife’s 
words automatically made me recall the impactful words of 

the משנה ברורה in the laws of Shabbat1 that a man should not 
cause a scenario where the household is exceedingly afraid 
of him (“אימה יתירה”) lest it cause his family to transgress and 
resent the commandments. I believe now that I am better for 
this criticism and it has made me develop a better approach 
to allowing my children and students to see the beauty in 
reciting blessings on food. Despite my calmer tone, instilling 
the importance of blessing recitation on food and drink is 
a priority of mine. It is something that I believe all Jewish 
educators should place as a hallmark of their curriculum and 

that parents should engage in its teaching from the earliest 
stages of their children's development. To be committed in 
such a way, we need explore why Berachot are so important. 
What purpose did עזרא הסופר see in establishing the blessings 
we recite today? How can the upcoming holiday of Tu’ 
Be’shvat help us internalize this message?

Why Recite A Blessing?

 The Gemara2 has a lengthy discourse about why we need 
to say a Beracha on our food in the first place. When we look 
into the Torah, we only see a biblical obligation on reciting 
a blessing AFTER we finish the meal3 which takes the form 
of המזון  What is the source for reciting blessings  .ברכת 

 quotes the famous Mishna (Shabbat: 34A) that is recited every—שולחן ערוך: או"ח: רס': ב 1
Shabbat which states that “A man must mention three things to his household as sunset 

approaches (by way of reminder); עשרתן? ערבתן? הדליקו את הנר!”—Did you remove the tithe? 
Did you arrange the Eirub? Light the Shabbat Candles! Rabbi Yossef Karo adds that this must 

be done in a pleasant tone; “לשון רכה”.
ברכות: לה 2

דברים: ח':י'—“ואכלת ושבעת וברכת את ה' אלקיך” 3

“It is a logical that a person cannot derive benefit from this world 
without reciting a blessing (to Hashem).”
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BEFORE eating? The Gemara attempts many proofs but the 
final answer is a simple one…”סברא הוא: אסור לו לאדם שיהנה 

 It is a logical that a person cannot“—”מן העולם הזה בלא ברכה
derive benefit from this world without reciting a blessing 
(to Hashem)”. The Gemara is basically saying, how could we 
possibly think that we can take from Hashem’s world without 
acknowledging Him first? On the simplest level, reciting a 
Beracha before we eat is akin to us saying “please” to someone 
before being served food or saying “thank you for inviting 
me” before partaking in a meal as someone’s guest. If there 
is one thing that we pride ourselves on as members of the 
Syrian community, it is hospitality and being superb guests 
as well as hosts. When we are guests in someone’s home, 
we realize that this person has done us a righteous deed. 
By providing us with food and drink as well as a hospitable 
environment, we are indebted to 
that person. Saying "please" and 
"thank you" and acknowledging 
that person’s desire and ability to 
provide something to us makes 
the relationship complete. This 
relationship can now lend itself 
to future giving on behalf of 
both parties. A blessing on food 
is exactly that; acknowledging 
that Hashem has provided us with 
this sustenance and that we are 
indebted to Him for it. 

Another practical way to 
illustrate this is when someone 
goes out on a date for the first 
time. Both suitors are keenly 
attuned to how the other person conducts themselves at the 
meal. A person’s mannerisms, pleasantness and appreciation 
for the individual sitting across from them, or lack thereof, is 
a telling sign as to how this person was raised and what type 
of person they are. The most nerve-wracking moment of any 
relationship is when the engaged couple has to eat a Shabbat 
meal for the first time at their soon-to-be in-law’s house. We 
are all instructed to be on our best behavior. Someone who 
grabs food, takes without permission and acts as if this meal 
was coming to them without any regard for the person who 
prepared it or the family who invited him into their home is 
not someone we would like to welcome into our family so 
quickly, if at all. In general terms, such a person has truly 
missed the point of what the Torah has tried to instill in us 

as human beings. The message we send when we do not say 
a Beracha is that we do not respect ourselves enough to stand 
before Hashem as honored guests in His world. 

A Transfer of Ownership

In this same Gemara the Rabbis frame the concept of 
how we need to approach food by reconciling two verses 
in Tehillim. One verse4 states: “לה' הארץ ומלואה”—“The land 
and everything that fills it belongs to Hashem”. A second 
verse5in Tehillim states something to the contrary regarding 
who the land belongs to: “לבני נתן  והארץ  לה'  שמים   השמין 

 The heavens belong to Hashem and the land He“—”אדם
gave to mankind”. To who does the land, and the produce 
that comes from that land, belong? Does it belong to man 

or to Hashem? The answer is that 
the verse that deems the status of 
the land and its produce belonging 
to Hashem is talking about before 
a person recites a blessing on the 
produce. The verse that says the 
land belongs to man is only once 
he has recited a blessing on the 
produce. We learn from here the 
impactful lesson that a blessing 
actually transfers ownership of the 
food from previously belonging 
to God to now belonging to 
man. The Gemara continues to 
say: “ברכה בלא  הזה  מעולם  הנהנה   כל 

 anyone who eats from this"--”מעל
world without reciting a Blessing 
is likened to someone who steals 

from food that is consecrated to the temple". The unique 
word of “מעל”is used intentionally to teach that such an act is 
compared to stealing directly from Hashem. 

A Deeper Look

The Rambam6 teaches us in הלכות דעות that each and every 

תהלים: כד': א' 4

תהלים: קטו': טז' 5

 ,Describes in detail how every action must be directed—רמב"ם: משנה תורה: דעות: ג':ב' 6
ultimately, towards Hashem. In the most beautiful of ways, Ha’Rambam illustrates to us that 
each and every action can become holy if we direct that action towards spiritual goals.
 צריך האדם שיכוון לבו וכל מעשיו כולם לידע את השם ברוך הוא בלבד, ויהיה שבתו וקומו ודבורו הכל

 לעומת זה הדבר. כיצד? כשישא ויתן או יעשה מלאכה ליטול שכר- לא יהיה בלבו לקבוץ ממון בלבד, אלא

 יעשה דברים האלו כדי שימצא דברים שהגוף צריך להם: מאכילה ושתיה וישיבת בית ונשיאת אשה. וכן
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Tu' Be'Shvat

action of ours needs to be directed towards heaven. When 
we eat and drink, it is not merely to satisfy our hunger, but 
we should think about how this food will make us healthier 
to be able to serve Hashem better. When we go to work to 
make a living, it is not simply about amassing wealth, it is 
about being a great role model to the world and exalting His 
name. When we go to sleep at night, it is not just for rest but 
for strength to carry on His mission for us. This is extremely 
difficult amongst the hustle and bustle of everyday life. We 
barely have enough time to sit down and talk to our family, 
friends and co-workers let alone to stop and contemplate 
The Almighty and how each and every action needs to 
connect to knowing His ways. It is my firm belief that while 
not mentioned by Rambam specifically, I think that this is one 
of the greatest reasons why we say Berachot. It is a “spiritual 
muscle” that we can exercise over a hundred times a day that 
focuses us on what our role is on this earth; to connect to 
Hashem and to know His ways. Each and every time we say 
the words “ברוך אתה ה”—we are acknowledging that He is 
the source of all our blessings and we further pay homage to 
Him as master of the universe. 

Tu Be’Shvat—A Yearly Reminder

There are four “שנים  ”Beginnings of the year“—”ראשי 
mentioned in the Gemara7. One of these is the fifteenth day 
of Shevat (ט"ו בשבט) which is the New Year for the trees. On 
the practical level, this date ends the previous year of fruit 
collection from the trees. Whatever was produced before 
that date must be counted and tithed for a person’s מעשר 
10%)) obligation. All fruit that is produced after this date 
belongs to next year’s 10%8. 

If we analyze more critically, we see that Tu Be’Shvat is 
more than just a line in the sand for giving a tenth of your 
produce. The reason why this date was chosen is that the 
majority of the rains that will fall during the rainy season 
have passed by this date9. The nourishment of the tree has 
been provided yet the fruits have yet to sprout forth. When 
we look at the trees on Tu’ Be’shvat, we hardly rejoice; rather 

 כשיאכל וישתה ויבעול- לא ישים בלבו לעשות דברים האלו כדי ליהנות בלבד עד שנמצא שאינו אוכל

 ושותה אלא המתוק לחיך ויבעול כדי ליהנות, אלא ישים על לבו שיאכל וישתה כדי להברות גופו ואיבריו

 בלבד. לפיכך: לא יאכל כל שהחיך מתאוה ככלב וחמור! אלא יאכל דברים המועילים לגוף אם מרים אם

מתוקים ולא יאכל דברים הרעים לגוף אע"פ שהן מתוקים לחיך

.'ראש השנה: ב': א 7

."שם: רש"י: ד"ה "לאילן 8

.'א :'די :הנשה שאר 9

we go get our hat and gloves or go back inside because there 
is nothing to see! Is this some sort of joke? The Rabbis 
establish a new year for the trees and they are bare and 
skeletal? There is a deep concept here. We are so grateful to 
Hakadosh Baruch Hu, that even on the potential to bear fruit, 
we must celebrate, rejoice and acknowledge! The catalyst 
that will bring forth delicious fruit is the water that is soaked 
up by the roots of the tree. Once the majority of that water 
that will be provided to the trees has been absorbed, it is 
ALREADY time to thank Hashem. It is ALREADY time to 
rejoice, it is ALREADY time to acknowledge that something 
amazing has happened.

When we gather around the Table on Tu’ Be’shvat, we will 
reach for a delicious fruit, pass around a treat from one of the 
seven species of ארץ ישראל, and hopefully secure a delicacy 
to say “שהחיינו” on. When we recite the Berachot on these 
fruits we are doing more than just fulfilling our obligation 
to not steal from Hashem’s world. We are testifying to the 
understanding that God has established a cycle of nature 
that benefits us constantly. The birth and rejuvenation of 
the trees and plant-life that are celebrated on Tu’ Be’shvat are 
literally the seeds that bring forth the existence of larger 
organisms, animals and crops that human life would perish 
without. 

During every season there is a reason to rejoice and 
acknowledge Hashem’s greatness. Without His constant 
care for us, we would not be able to live on. If there is even 
one shred of enjoyment that you can take from this beautiful 
world that he has created without giving thanks to Him, 
than you have indeed stolen from a sacred treasure house. 
Reciting a blessing should be anything but robotic, as we 
have shown, but it should be taught to our children, students 
and congregants as a habit like any other. Just like you would 
never start your day without brushing your teeth, cross a 
busy intersection without looking both ways, or neglect to 
say “please” and “thank you” to someone, we should never 
shirk our responsibility to acknowledge Hashem. 

Rabbi Isaac Tawil—Head Rabbi of 
Kol Israel Congregation, Dean of 
Student Life and Hessed Activities 
at MDY Joe and Celia Esses High 
School.
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Ask any principal in our community schools what 
they consider to be their top five challenges, and 
somewhere on that list will be: “finding excellent 

Tanakh teachers.”  A well-trained teacher, who can make 
the ancient texts of Tanakh relevant and meaningful to our 
children, is a rare commodity. To meet this challenge, the 
Saul and Sally Ashkenazi Sephardic Rabbinical 
College and the Allegra Franco School of Educational 
Leadership, in conjunction with www.TanachStudy.com, 
have partnered with the world-renowned Herzog College 
of Israel to establish the TANAKH SCHOLAR Certificate 
Program. This trailblazing program, which is designed for 
teachers in schools as well as for trainees, will span two years.  
Participants will have the opportunity to learn directly from 
legendary leaders and distinguished teachers in the field of 
Tanakh instruction. They will learn how to 
integrate cutting-edge pedagogical methods, 
technology, modern archeological research, 
and Tanakh study into their classrooms.  

The program has many unique features, 
designed to offer participants an advanced 
learning environment. Classes are offered 
through a combination of media:  Direct 
instruction in intensive seminar-style classes, 
distance learning, on-line instruction, and 
guided self-study using Herzog’s award-winning platform, 
www.hatanakh.com. Pedagogical mentoring is supervised by 
Ms. Gitta J. Neufeld, who was nationally recognized in 2012 
by the prestigious Covenant Foundation Award for Excellence 
in Education. The program also includes an Israel module, 
where the group of participants will tour the country, with 
a Tanakh in their hands, led by Herzog’s leading scholars and 
teachers, and then take part in special sessions on “how can 
I teach this in my classroom?” Program members will begin 
to create a portfolio of lessons and resources, which will be 
shared with other participants in the group, allowing them 
to form a professional community of practice. The Tanakh 
Scholars will also attend the annual Tanakh Study Days, held 

in Alon Shvut, Israel, and attended by thousands from Israel 
and abroad. Special sessions will be designed for this group, 
as well as informal networking opportunities that will allow 
them to form connections with teachers and scholars from 
throughout Israel.

The initial cohort, limited to 20 participants, will begin 
immediately after Passover 2018.  Applications will be 
accepted through January 31, 2018. For further information, 
and to obtain an application, email tanakhscholar@gmail.
com or call Gitta Neufeld at 718.962.4744. 

About the cooperating organizations:  The Saul and 
Sally Ashkenazi Rabbinical College is a rigorous six-
year semikha program which trains rabbinical and educational 

leaders for our community.  In the past 20 
years, over two dozen graduates have served 
25 institutions and organizations in more than 
50 positions.  The Allegra Franco School 
of Educational Leadership, also founded 
by Ezra S. Ashkenazi, prepares women for 
careers in education in our community 
schools.  Over 30 teachers have entered our 
schools and beyond, impacting hundreds of 
children annually.  Herzog College is the 
largest religious teacher training college in 

Israel.  It has initiated ground-breaking approached to Tanakh 
study, and its graduates teach and train teachers worldwide. 
www.TanachStudy.com, founded by Jesse Salem, is a free 
digital Tanach study program, which deliver daily classes to 
participants’ email inboxes. All these organizations share the 
mission of developing skilled and committed educators, who 
will be able to bring Tanakh learning to the next generation.  
They all recognize the need for educators to have content area 
knowledge, to be accomplished Tanakh scholars, and to have 
strong pedagogical skills.  And they all want their graduates 
to be capable educators who are confident in addressing their 
students’ needs and questions, and who can share their passion 
and love for Torah with their students. 
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A representative excerpt from the Ashkenazic Selihot 
reads:

סליחה י'ב )מנהג ליטא(

מעת לעת צרתי מרובה/ מיום שעבר קשה הבא

נלאיתי נשא על מדהבה/ נואמת מדד והבא הבאה רבה

סגלתך דוחק צורר הצר/ סברה להמיר באמנת נוצר

From one day to the next my pain increases/ Each day is 
worse than the one before

I am worn out with bearing the yoke of duress/ As [the] 
conquerors pronounce, ‘Weigh out [your gold] and bring 

plenty’

The oppressive enemy is pushing Your precious one/ To 
exchange her Hope for a man-made faith.1

When I first encountered Ashkenazic Selihot services, 
I was struck by how often this theme is sounded.  The 
recurrent motif in the liturgy is that we suffer because of 
our wrongdoing, and we pray to G-d to save us from our 
terrible (although deserved) condition.  The contrast with 
the more optimistic - and melodic - Sephardic Selihot, 
which emphasize a wish to improve and become better 
Jews, is striking.  

Experiencing these two very different types of Selihot 
that led me to think more broadly about the differences in 
halachic practices between Ashkenazim and Sephardim.  In 
this article, I discuss some of these differences, in order to 
illuminate the worldviews of the two communities.   

First, a few words of definition.  When we speak of 
Sephardim, we are talking about Jews who originated 
in Spain.  In the later Middle Ages and in particular after 
the Expulsion of 1492, these Jews resettled throughout the 

1 Translation by  Yaakov Lavon from ArtScroll Selichos L’Yamim Noraim (Brooklyn, 1992).  
Note that the last word of the stanza is also a pun on the Hebrew word for Christianity, 
natzrut.

Middle East and North Africa.  By Ashkenaz we mean 
the communities of western Germany (along the Rhine 
River) and northern France.  These individuals also ended 
up elsewhere – generally in Eastern Europe – due to 
persecution and other historical events.  

Minhag, here, will mean halachic practices – those 
behaviors that people are expected to follow.  I am not using 
it to mean custom, although that is another common usage 
of the term.

(A caveat:  while every community is expected to follow 
its own minhagim, that does not mean that one minhag is 
‘more correct’ than another.  As Hakham Ovadia Yosef zt’l 
was fond of noting in his writings, nahara nahara ufshateih – 
loosely translated, ‘the world of halacha is a river with many 
tributaries.’) 

I believe that the practices of the Sephardi and Ashkenazi 
communities reflect their respective historical experiences.  
Specifically, the Ashkenazic approach tended to be stricter, 
and more oriented toward sadness and withdrawal from the 
world.  The Sephardim tended toward more life-affirming 
behaviors, emphasizing enjoyment and curtailing mourning.  
The sources we will discuss show just how profound the 
impact of history has been.  

And yet, we must avoid stereotyping.  The Sephardim 
did have their share of historical difficulties, and their piskei 
halakha are not always more lenient than those of their 
Ashkenazic compatriots.  Nevertheless, persecution was 
not an existential condition for most of Sephardic history, 
which it was for Jews in France and Germany.

The most illustrative example of this difference in 
approach has to do with Birkat Kohanim.  The relevant 
sections of the Shulhan Arukh read:
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שלחן ערוך אורח חיים סימן קכ"ט, א'

ֶׁשּיֵׁש ּבֹו  ְּביֹום  ּוִבנְִעילָה,  ּומּוָסף  ְּבַׁשֲחִרית  ֶאּלָא  ּכַַּפיִם  נְִׂשיַאת  ֵאין 

נְִעילָה ּכְמֹו ְּביֹום ַהּכִּפּוִרים. ַהּגָה: וְַהִּמנְָהג ֶׁשּלָנּו ּכְַבר נְִתָּבֵאר לְֵעיל 

סי' קכ''ח. 

רמ"א אורח חיים סימן קכ"ח, מ'ד

נֲָהגּו ְּבכָל ְמדִינֹות ֵאּלּו ֶׁשֵאין נֹוְׂשִאים ּכַַּפיִם ֶאּלָא ְּביֹום טֹוב, ִמּׁשּום 

ֶּׁשֵאין  ַמה  יְָבֵרְך;  הּוא  לֵב  וְטֹוב  טֹוב,  יֹום  ְׁשרּויִים ְּבִׂשְמַחת  ֶׁשָאז 

ּכֵן ִּבְׁשָאר יִָמים, ֲאִפּלּו ְּבַׁשְּבתֹות ַהָּׁשנָה, ֶׁשְּטרּודִים ְּבִהְרהּוִרים ַעל 

ִמְחיָָתם וְַעל ִּבּטּול ְמלַאכְָּתם; וֲַאִפּלּו ְּביֹום טֹוב, ֵאין נֹוְׂשִאין ּכַַּפיִם 

ְּבִׂשְמַחת  וְיְִׂשְמחּו  ַהּכְנֶֶסת  ִמֵּבית  ָאז  ֶׁשּיֹוְצִאים  ִּבְתִפּלַת מּוָסף,  ֶאּלָא 

יֹום טֹוב )ד"ע(. 

Maran, reflecting Sephardic practice, writes that Birkat 
Kohanim takes place regularly, at each Shaharit and Musaf.  
The Rema adds that “In these countries [meaning, the 
Ashkenazic world] the Kohanim do not bless the people 
except on Yom Tov, because at that time they are in a state 
of happiness because of Yom Tov, and [only] a person whose 
heart is glad should bless.  This is in contrast to other days, 

even on Shabbat, when people are burdened with worry 
about making a living…And even on Yom Tov, the blessing 
takes place only in Musaf, because [immediately afterwards] 
people leave the synagogue and enjoy the holiday.”2  

This is a remarkable passage.  The Rema is saying that 
the only time Jews can truly feel happy is on Yom Tov, and 
even then only at one point during the day. (As a result, 
Birkat Kohanim takes place in Ashkenazic shuls some 13 
times a year – whereas in Sephardic shuls the number is 
more than 400).  In fact, there are several opinions in the 
rabbinic literature as to why Birkat Kohanim was limited so 
drastically in Ashkenazic communities, but the one that the 
Rema put in the Shulhan Arukh focuses on the absence of 
happiness.   

At this point, a brief word about the early history of 
Ashkenaz.   The communities were small, and they suffered 
a tremendous blow in the aftermath of the First Crusade in 
2 All translation of Hebrew passages are my own.

1096.  The Crusaders, on their way to Israel to ‘liberate’ it 
from the Muslims, began their holy war by attacking Jews.  
The destruction in the primary communities of Worms, 
Mainz, and Speyer was enormous.  Kinnot commemorating 
these massacres are read to this day on Tisha B’av in all 
Ashkenazic synagogues.  And the pattern was set for many 
more centuries of pogroms, expulsions, and degradations at 
the hands of the Church, political leaders, and the everyday 
Christians among whom Jews lived.  The life of a Jew in this 
environment was tenuous, and in some periods one really 
could not be confident of surviving to the next day.  In 
addition, Jews were repeatedly told that G-d had deserted 
them in favor of the Christians.  Hearing this theory, and 
seeing the difficult lives they lived, it is not hard to imagine 
that some Jews began to believe that their non-Jewish 
neighbors were right.  This is the social and psychological 
context that formed the Ashkenazic approach to halakha. 

Against this background, I’d like to look out several other 
divergent practices between Sephardim and Ashkenazim.

Saying Tahanun 

The tefilla of Tahanun, asking for G-d’s forgiveness of our 
aveirot, is omitted on festive days and on special occasions, 
such as when a berit mila takes place in the synagogue or 
when a hatan (a man who was married within the past seven 
days) is present.  

Regarding a hatan, the Mishna Berura3 comments:  

משנה ברורה סימן קל"א, ס"ק כ'ו 

שנכנס לחופה - ובזמנינו נוהגין שאין נופלין כל ז' ימי המשתה... 

המשתה  ימי  ז'  כל  לביהכ"נ  החתן  יכנס  שלא  ליזהר  טוב  ולכן 

שנמנעין לומר תחנון בעבורו. 

“It is preferable for a hatan not to come to the synagogue 
during the seven days following the wedding, so they should 

not have to omit Tahanun because of him.”

3   His commentary on Shulhan Arukh Orakh Hayyim (OH) reflects Ashkenazic practice.

“Appreciation of culture, love for general knowledge and scholarship, 
a faculty for statesmanship, pride, and self-assertiveness are the 

most characteristic traits of the Sephardim of all ages.”
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Sephardic Customs

This is a very surprising recommendation.  Why should 
we prevent the hatan from coming to shul, just so the 
congregation will be able to say Tahanun?  (Incidentally, this 
is not the practice today).  My teacher, Rabbi Moshe Berger, 
suggested that the people’s need to express their contrition 
to G-d and ask for His salvation was so great that they did 
not want to miss the opportunity, even for a joyous occasion 
such as a hatan coming to shul.  

In contrast, the Kaf HaHayyim takes the opposite 
approach:

כף החיים סימן קל"א, פ'ז

ומיהו במקומות הללו אין נמנעים החתנים מלבא לביהכ"נ מפני 

זה כי אדרבא יש שמחה לעם כשבא החתן לביהכ"נ כדי להתערב 

בשמחתו ושלא לומר תחנון.  

“In our [Sephardic] localities, hatanim do not refrain from 
coming to the synagogue…On the contrary, there is joy for 
the community when he comes to the synagogue.  People 
are able to share in his joy, [one manifestation of which is] 

omitting Tachanun.” (131:87)

Again, the contrast between the two approaches is 
striking:  the Ashkenazic approach excludes the person who 
carries a halachic state of joy from joining the congregation, 
while the Sephardic approach emphasizes that he should 
bring his joy into the congregation.

Similarly, among Sephardim, when a berit mila occurs in 
a synagogue, everyone praying there that day omits Tahanun, 
because of the celebration.  As Hakham Ovadia writes:

ילקוט יוסף סימן קל"א, כ'ח

בית הכנסת שעושים שם מילה בבוקר...לא יאמרו וידוי ונפילת 

אפים גם בתפילת מנחה... 

“At a synagogue where a mila is occurring in the morning, 
Tahanun is not said at the following afternoon service”.  

(131:28)

He adds that it is not said at any of the Shaharit minyanim 
taking place that day, regardless of whether the mila’s key 
participants (father, sandak, or mohel) are in attendance at 
that minyan.  By contrast, in many Ashkenazic synagogues, 
the omission of Tahanun is limited to the one Shaharit minyan 
that the participants attend.  Thus, one might observe one 

minyan saying Tahanun, while in another part of the shul, a 
minyan featuring a mila is occurring.4

Tempering Joy:  Behab

Joy is tempered in other ways within Ashkenazic 
tradition.  For example, following the regalim of Pesah 
and Sukkot, each of which lasts for several days, a custom 
developed to hold fasts.  Because these took places on 
Mondays and Thursdays, they became known as Behab.5 
While the Mehaber does mention this custom, it is not 
observed widely in the Sephardic world.  The Mishna 
Berura explains the rationale for these fasts by saying,

באו  ושמחה  – שחוששין שמא מתוך משתה  א'   מ"ב שם ס"ק 

לידי עבירה.   

“Perhaps because of the festivities and happiness [experienced 
during these lengthy festivals] the people came to engage in 

prohibited behaviors.”

This attitude suggests that a Jew should be wary of 
experiencing happiness, and – even further – there may be 
a need to ‘atone’ for it, so to speak.6

Periods of Communal Mourning 

There are times during the year when sadness is, in fact, 
mandated – during the period of Sefirat HaOmer and during 
the period leading up to Tisha B’av.

The Gemara states that the original reason for mourning 
during Sefira was because of the deaths of R’ Akiva’s many 
students.  Scholars have examined the development of 
various customs of mourning during Sefira, and many 
believe that such practices intensified in response to later 
historical circumstances.  For example, R’ Daniel Sperber 
writes,

ר' דניאל שפרבר, מנהגי ישראל, חלק א', דף ק'ז

הרי שהחמירו בחומרות נוספות שלא הוזכרו במקורות הגאונים, 
4 See sources brought in the Dirshu edition of the Mishna Berura, following section 131:22.  
These are summarized in English in the Daf Yomi B’halacha Monthly Bulletin #33, available 
at http://www.dafhalacha.com/monthly-bulletin/.
5 Monday is the second day of the week, represented by the Hebrew letter Bet.  Thursday, the 
fifth day, is represented by the letter Heh.  Since the fasts were held on a Monday, Thursday, and 
another Monday, the acronym BeHaB came into use.
6 Similarly, the Mishna Berura (490:14) explains the Ashkenazic custom of reading the book of 
Kohelet on Sukkot by observing that Kohelet says (2:2), “As to happiness – what does it do?” and 
that this sentiment is an appropriate tonic to the prevailing mood of joy during the holiday.
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Sephardic Customs

ולעשות  במרחץ  להתענג   ... חדש,  בגד  ללבוש  איסור  כגון 

צפרנים, ולא מתוך אבילות על...תלמידי רבי עקיבא, אלא לזכר 

"החסידים התמימים והישרים" של גזירות תת"נו. 

[“Ashkenazic communities] added stringencies that are not 
mentioned in the Geonic sources, such as prohibitions on 
wearing new clothing, enjoying a bath, and cutting nails.  
[These were not undertaken] because of mourning for the 
students of Rabbi Akiva – rather, it was in memory of the 
‘righteous, pure, and honest’ people who perished in the 

period of the First Crusade.” 7

The period of Sefirat  HaOmer coincides with the 
beginning of spring in Europe.  With snows melted, fighting 
activities can resume, and indeed, the major massacres of 
Jewish communities in 1066 took place between Pesah and 
Shavuot.  

More stringent than the days of Sefira is the period 
leading up to Tisha B’av.  Sephardim take on various 
mourning practices during the week in which the fast falls 
(a time frame known as “shavua she-hal bo”).  Ashkenazim 
extend these practices to the beginning of the month of 
Av, creating the halachic period known as ‘the Nine Days’.  
And some behaviors, such as refraining from haircuts and 
weddings, are extended even further by the Rema, back to 
the fast of Shiv’a ‘Asar be-Tammuz.8

I believe that the Tish’a B’av period speaks directly to 
the Ashkenazic sensibility, one in which mourning, guilt 
over misdeeds, and a wish for repentance is at the forefront 
of Jews’ consciousness.  It is not a surprise, then, that 
Ashkenazic authorities wished to deepen, in quantity and 
intensity, the mourning practices that apply to this time of 
year.9

Closing Thoughts 

The disparities I have examined here have been noted 
by other observers.  The British scholar H.M. Zimmels, 
in his book Ashkenazim and Sephardim, summarized the 

7 R’ Daniel Sperber, Minhagei Yisrael (Mosad HaRav Kook, 1989), v. 1, p. 107.  Some of these 
customs are not observed any longer, even in Ashkenazic circles.
8 OH 551:2 (Rema). 
9  Quite a bit has been written about the development of mourning practices during both Sefirat 
HaOmer and the Three Weeks.  One excellent source is Yaakov Gartner, Gilgulei Minhag BeOlam 
HaHalacha (Shalem Publications, 1995), which attributes the intensification of mourning 
during the pre-Tisha B’av period to a group of Jews who brought such traditions from Eretz 
Yisrael to Ashkenaz via Italy. 

evidence as follows:

The ‘Golden Age’ impressed its permanent mark 
on the Sephardim.  Appreciation of culture, love 
for general knowledge and scholarship, a faculty 
for statesmanship, pride, and self-assertiveness are 
the most characteristic traits of the Sephardim of 
all ages.  Completely different was the life of the 
Ashkenazim.  As soon as the Jews of Germany were 
able to organize their communities and establish the 
fame of their schools, thus laying the foundation of 
their culture, they became acquainted with suffering 
and persecution which filled the whole of their 
history during subsequent centuries.  The precarious 
position of the Jews left a deep scar on the soul of 
the people, and profoundly influenced its mentality 
and way of life.   Continuous consciousness of sin 
and guilt, humility, a tendency to asceticism, and a 
proneness to superstition – caused by remorse for 
the past, the uncertainty of the present, and fear 
for the future – are the characteristic features of 
German Jewry in the Middle Ages.10

From this brief survey, we see that social reality shapes 
halakha.  Why communities adopt particular customs and 
why they reject others is frequently informed by their lived 
experiences.  Over time, these practices may change – what 
was once seen as an integral part of a community’s religious 
life may, in the future, be viewed quite differently.  This 
dynamism results from halakha’s having been put into the 
hands of human beings to interpret and to translate into 
everyday reality.  

Mr. Goldman was born and 
raised in Brooklyn, and is an 
alumnus of Yeshivah of Flatbush 
H.S. and Columbia University.  
He lives in Cleveland, OH and 
is a longtime participant in the 

growing Cleveland Sephardi Minyan.  Alan 
welcomes any comments on this article at 
agoldman626@gmail.com. 

10 Jews’ College, London, 1958, p. 233.
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Shabbat Table Talks: Generating 
Thinking by Asking Questions
Rabbi Ralph Tawi

One of the most important ways that we find out 
more about the world is by asking questions. We 
ask questions of people when we are trying to 

understand what they are saying or when we think they have 
something to teach us. We ask questions of books and answer 
them through careful reading. Scientists ask questions of the 
world and answer them through controlled experiments. We 
ask questions of ourselves when we are trying to understand 
ourselves. Teach your children the value of asking questions 
and you will teach them a most important learning and growth 
tool. Create an atmosphere in the home where all questions 
are allowed. Compliment the question when appropriate and 
thank your child for asking it, as it helps you know what to 
teach him.

Texts: The first two texts are from the perasha, and are 
used in the Passover Haggadah. The third text is also found in 
the Passover Haggadah.

And it will be when your children say to you, “What does 
this service mean to you?” then say it is the slaughter-
meal of Pesah to Hashem who passed over the houses of 
the Children of Israel in Egypt…. (Shemot 12:26 [SB])

It shall be when your child asks you on the morrow, 
saying, “What's this?” You are to say to him: By strength 
of hand Hashem brought us out of Egypt…. (Shemot 
13:14 [SB])

When your child asks you on the morrow, saying: What 
(mean) the precepts, the laws, and the regulations that 
Hashem our God has commanded you? Then you are to 
say to your child: Slaves we were to Pharaoh in Egypt, 
and Hashem took us out of Egypt with a strong hand. 
(Debarim 6:20-21 [SB])

Regard the days of ages past, understand the years of 
generations and generations ago; Ask your father and 

he will tell you, your elders and they will declare it to 
you. (Debarim 32:7 [SB])

The bashful person does not learn and the impatient 
person should not teach. (Pirqe Abot 2:6)

Discussion: Why is it good to ask questions? (Asking 
questions is the way to learn.) When should you ask questions? 
(Whenever you have one, without interrupting, of course.)

Did you ask a question to your teacher today, or this week? 
Is it easy to ask questions to your teachers? What can you do 
when your teacher says, “No questions now”? (Write them 
down to ask later.)

Can you ask a book a question? (Yes. A simple example is 
asking a phone book for a number. Asking a cookbook how 
much flour to put in a recipe.) What questions do you have and 
which books could you turn to for the answers? 

If you could ask God three questions what would they be? 
How can you ask them of God? (Prayer, learning Torah.) What 
books could you turn to for the answers? Which people can 
you ask? (Parent, teacher, Rabbi, friend, all of them.)

Why do you think our Rabbis told us that the bashful 
person does not learn? Do you ever feel embarrassed to ask 
questions? Why?

Why do you think our Rabbis taught us that the impatient 
person should not teach?

Are there any questions that you should not ask? (Prying 
personal questions.)

Further Discussion: The types of questions that our 
children are exposed to in school are very often of the short, 
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The Hebrew root shamar (רמש) is mentioned several 
times in Perashat Bo, each time referring to a different 
verb or action. Am Yisrael were commanded to separate 

a lamb prior to its sacrifice le-mishmeret – “for examination” 
(12:6), they were furthermore instructed u-shmartem et ha-
massot – to “safeguard the massot” (12:17), and they were 
twice told u-shmartem – to eternally “observe the service of 
the korban Pesah” (12:25, 13:10). Indeed, the very night of 
departure from Egypt was designated as a night of shemirah: 

It is a night of “shimurim” for God, to take them out 
of the Land of Egypt. This was the night for God; a 
“shimurim” for all Bnei Yisrael for their generations. 
(Shemot 12:42)

This pasuk implies that the night of the 14th of Nissan 
exhibits a “shared shemirah,” as both God and Am Yisrael will 
experience it as an evening of “shimurim.” What is the meaning 
of this “shimurim,” and how do we perform it “for generations”?

Rabbi Avraham Ibn Ezra suggested that shemirah in this 
context refers to the word’s standard association – to guard 
and protect. God commanded Am Yisrael to treat the night as 
a guard (shomer) protects a city. Just as a responsible guard 
must stay awake all night at his post, so too must Am Yisrael stay 
awake throughout this night. But what was the purpose of this 
“all-night” endeavor? It surely wasn’t to eat the korban Pesah, 
as according to most authorities it needed to be consumed 
by midnight. It wasn’t intended for the retelling of yessiat 
Missrayim either, as that must be done while eating the korban 
Pesah, massah, and maror. Why, then, was Am Yisrael signed up 
for an “all-night shift” on the eve of the 14th of Nissan?

Let us shift our focus to the beginning of the pasuk, which 
details God’s role in this shemirah: “It is a night of shimurim 
for God…this was the night for God.” The pasuk clearly states 
that God, as it were, took ownership of this night – it is “His 
night.” The shimurim duty of Am Yisrael thus flows from His 
possession. God seemingly says, “Since it is my night, and on it 
I will perform my own shimurim, you, Am Yisrael, must do so as 
well.” It appears, then, that there is no practical, action-based 
purpose to this all-night endeavor of leil shimurim beyond the 

simple (yet awesome) experience of sharing the night awake 
and in the presence of God – “on His night.”

Rabbi Shimon ben Semah Duran (Rashbass) suggested a 
similar understanding of leil shimurim in his commentary to 
the Haggadah. In the well-known anecdote recited at the seder 
every year, several prominent tana’im retold yessiat Missrayim 
throughout the night, until their students informed them that 
the time for the morning keriat shema had arrived. Rashbass 
suggested that the reason for the rabbis’ long-winded retelling 
of yessiat Missrayim was in order to fulfill the mandate of leil 
shimurim. Beyond the structured missvot of korban Pesah, massah 
and maror, the night of 14 Nissan sets forth the obligation to 
stay awake and experience the entire night.

Since most of our lives and the decisions we make are 
driven by practical considerations, the concept of leil shimurim 
may seem foreign. It is difficult to see the “gain” in staying 
up all night without a set plan of action. Conceptualizing 
our relationship with God as similar to that of a loved one, 
however, may help our understanding. We can relate to the 
enriching experience of simply spending time together with 
a person whom we cherish. It is not the food that we eat, the 
show that we watch, nor the game that we play that endures. 
It is the simple reality of quality time spent together. Similarly, 
leil shimurim is the night designated for us to “spend together” 
with God – without a scripted plan or course of events.

The concept of Leil shimurim must extend further than one 
night a year. It must serve as our paradigm for connection, and 
become our guiding light on a continuous search for moments 
in the presence of God. Those moments, we know, are 
invaluable. They represent our opportunity to bond with God 
during the simple, yet ever important quality time together.

Rabbi Harari is the Rabbi of 
Congregation Shaare Shalom in 
Brooklyn, NY and teaches Judaic 
studies at Yeshivah of Flatbush 
Joel Braverman High School
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“They had Faith in the Lord and 
His Servant Moses” 
Professor Nathan Aviezer

The most dramatic event in this week’s reading is 
undoubtedly the splitting of the Red Sea – one of the 
most impressive miracles in the entire Torah.   The 

Israelites were caught between the sea and the approaching 
Egyptian army, and it appeared as if all were lost and hopeless.  
Then suddenly the Holy One, blessed be He, split the sea, 
the Israelites crossed safely on dry land, and the entire 
Egyptian army that had been pursuing them was drowned:   
“The waters turned back and covered the chariots and the 
horsemen – Pharaoh’s entire army that followed them into 
the sea; not one of them remained” (Ex. 14:28).

Amazingly, it was only a few weeks after the splitting of 
the Red Sea that the sin of the golden calf took place.   The 
Israelites, the very people who had witnessed the splitting 
of the Red Sea with their own eyes, were the ones who 
committed the terrible sin of the golden calf.  The Torah 
stresses that the entire people were party to the sin:  “When 
the people saw that Moses was so long in coming down from 
the mountain, the people gathered against Aaron and said to 
him, ‘Come, make us a god …  and all the people took off 
the gold rings that were in their ears and brought them to 
Aaron…   And they exclaimed, ‘This is your god, O Israel’” 
(Ex. 32:7-8).

From Revelation to Revelry

How could it be that the people who experienced G-d’s 
deliverance in the splitting of the Red Sea turned to idolatry?  
About the splitting of the Red Sea, the Mekhilta comments, 
“Maidservants beheld at the Sea that which even Isaiah and 
Ezekiel did not see” (Mekhilta de-Rabbi Ishmael, Tractate de-
Shirah ch. 3).  Nevertheless, despite the revelation to which 
everyone was party, the impact of the splitting of the Red 

Sea on the Israelites did not endure more than a couple of 
weeks.   Why was this?

Before answering this question, there is another question 
which ought to be raised.  Why was the Holy One, blessed 
be He, so angry about the sin of the golden calf?   On account 
of this sin the Holy One, blessed be He, proclaimed He 
would annihilate the entire people of Israel:   “Now, let Me 
be, … that I may destroy them” (Ex. 32:10).  The Israelites 
were saved from annihilation only by virtue of Moses’ 
intense pleading on their behalf, saying, “Now, if You will 

forgive their sin [well and good]; but if not, erase me from 
the record which You have written!” (Ex. 32:32).  In the end 
the Holy One, blessed be He, accepted Moses pleading, but 
punishment for the sin of the golden calf was not waived.  The 
Holy One, blessed be He, only replaced it with a conditional 
punishment, hanging over their heads until the day they 
sin again:   “But when I make an accounting, I will bring 
them to account for their sins” (Ex. 32:34).   The next sin 
was not long in coming.  Several months later the Israelites 
sinned once again, this time in the episode of the spies; one 
sin brings another in its wake.  The sin of the golden calf 
was compounded by the sin of the spies, and the fate of the 
Israelites in that generation was sealed.

Why did the Lord pronounce such a harsh sentence – 
destruction of the entire Israelite people – for the sin of the 
golden calf?  To appreciate the severity of the punishment 
it suffices for us to compare the sin of the golden calf to 
another sin of idolatry, described in Numbers:  “The people 
profaned themselves by whoring with the Moabite women, 
who invited the people to the sacrifices for their god.  The 
people partook of them and worshiped that god.  Thus Israel 

“...one needs devotion that lasts an entire lifetime.”
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attached itself to Baal-Peor” (Num. 25:1-2).   This was not 
only a case of idolatry, but also of partaking in illicit sexual 
relations and eating forbidden foods.  Nevertheless, there is 
not the slightest hint in the Torah that the Lord intended to 
wipe out the Israelites.  Why was the sin of the golden calf 
so much more terrible in the eyes of the Lord than the sin of 
idolatry that the Israelites committed in their involvement 
with the Moabite women?

The key to the answer lies in the timing of the sin of 
the golden calf.   This event took place immediately after 
the Israelites had experienced the splitting of the Red Sea, 
immediately after they had witnessed a series of miracles 
in the Ten Plagues, and immediately after the revelation 
at Mount Sinai at which they had been given the Torah.  If 
after all these wondrous acts the Israelites were still so easily 
drawn to the golden calf 
(due to a miscalculation 
of but one day in Moses’ 
schedule), they certainly 
did not deserve to enter 
the Land of Israel.   

Faith and Miracles

The Torah reveals 
an extremely important 
message in the accounts 
of the splitting of the 
Red Sea and the golden 
calf.   The prevalent view 
that miracles bolster faith 
is fundamentally wrong.  
The way to true faith is not the short road of wonders and 
miracles, no matter how impressive they may be.  The way 
to true faith is only the long, arduous road of daily devotion 
to studying the Torah, to observing its commandments, 
to deep thinking, and to living in a community of others 
sharing the same faith.   There is no shortcut to faith.   The 
situation of the people having “faith in the Lord and His 
servant Moses” does not endure at all.

An interesting story illustrates this point.  In the 
twenties and thirties of the previous century there was an 
English professor at Harvard University by the name of 
George Kitredge, a great expert of international stature in 
Shakespeare and his period.  For decades Professor Kitredge 
was outstanding both in his research and in his teaching, 

legendary in the academic world for his fascinating lectures.  
One day the president of Harvard University decided to hire 
an expert to investigate how the academic faculty divides 
their time between research, teaching, academic committee 
work, etc.   When Kitredge was asked how much time he 
spends preparing a single lecture, he answered, “A lifetime.” 
Each and every lecture he gave was the fruit of decades of 
deep thought and extensive research, and that is what made 
his lectures so brilliant.

Similarly, in order to attain complete faith in the Holy 
One, blessed be He, one needs devotion that lasts an entire 
lifetime.  True faith is acquired through long years of 
pondering, studying Torah, observing commandments, and 
improving oneself; it is not the product of momentary elation 
that comes in the wake of one or another miracle, no matter 

how impressive.  The latter 
sort of fervor comes in a 
flash but also dissipates 
in a flash, as Maimonides 
wrote, “Those who have 
faith because of miracles, 
their hearts are not true” ( 
Hilkhot Yesodei ha-Torah, ch. 
8, halakah 1).

The miracle of the 
splitting of the Red Sea, 
along with all the other 
miracles of that period, 
could not save the Israelites 
from the most base of sins, 
which led to the entire 

adult population perishing in the wilderness. Indeed, even 
after years of faith one can have failings, as in the sin of 
worshipping Baal-Peor. Nevertheless that generation was 
deemed worthy by the Holy One, blessed be He, of entering 
the land of Israel, to establish there the religious tradition of 
the Torah that continues to this very day.

Professor Aviezer is a best selling 
author and  former SCA scholar in 
residence. 
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one-right-answer type. These questions are usually testing 
the recall of information. We should get our children used to 
thinking about questions where there is not one right answer, 
but many possible answers. The questions in these talks are 
meant to be open ended, with many possible answers. The idea 
is to spur on discussion, and not to spew out information. 

Whether in the classroom or at home, we want to get our 
children to think and to articulate their thinking. We must 
deepen our children’s thinking by giving them time to think. 
I know this sounds simple, but it takes some getting used to. 
Educators use a concept called “wait time.” There is “wait-time 
1” and “wait-time 2.” 

 • “Wait-time 1” is the time that the student is given after 
the question is asked before he is expected to answer. Some 
teachers have the practice of not accepting any answers for at 
least one or two minutes after a question is asked (especially 
if it is an open-ended question with many possible answers). 
This allows more students to think of answers that are more 
thoughtful. It also breaks the game show kind of competition 

that can sometimes prevail in the classroom or at home. What 
does this mean practically? Inform your children that you will 
ask a question that has many correct answers and that you want 
them to think about the answer. You will give them as much 
time as they want, and will not accept any answers for the first 
three minutes. Then make sure to give them the time to think 
through the answers. 

 • “Wait-time 2” is the time between the child’s answer 
and the teacher’s (or parent’s) reaction. Give the child time to 
complete the answer without any reaction. He will go on and 
on defending his answer or bringing examples or in many ways 
elaborating his answer. All that deepens the child’s thinking. 
How can we put this into practice? When the child answers, 
do not interrupt him. When he stops, do not say anything 
for at least five seconds (it is a long time for silence, count it 
out!). More often than not, the child will continue talking, 
elaborating his answer that is deepening his thinking.

Use these concepts at home when you are discussing the 
perasha or having any discussion. You will see how it can really 
enhance your children’s (and your own) thinking abilities.

Continued from page 12

Perashat Bo



Maimonides 13 Principles: 4 & 5 
God’s Eternity & Exclusive Worship of God
Rabbi Harold Sutton, Mr. Murray Mizrachi
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The Following series examines the 13 normative 
principles of Judaism formulated by Maimonides.  
The full text of all 13 principles can be found in 

Maimonides commentary to the Mishnah, in his introduction 
to the 10th chapter of Maskhet Sanhedrin. This article will 
focus on the fourth and fifth principles- G-d’s eternity and his 
exclusive worship.

1. The existence of the Creator

2. G-d's absolute and unparalleled unity. 

3. G-d's noncorporeality 

4. G-d's eternity. 

5. The imperative to worship Him 
exclusively and no foreign false gods. 

6. G-d communicates with man through prophecy. 

7. The Prophecy of Moses our teacher has priority. 

8. The divine origin of the Torah. 

9. The immutability of the Torah & Misvot

10. Divine omniscience and providence. 

11. Reward and retribution. 

12. The Messiah and the messianic era. 

13. The Resurrection of the dead. 

The Fourth Principle: G-d’s Eternity

 הקדמות והוא שנאמין כי זה האחד האמור הוא קדמון בהחלט וכל נמצא

רבות הקודש  בכתבי  זה  על  והראיות  אליו  בערכו  קדמון  בלתי   זולתו 

והיסוד הרביעי הזה מורה עליו מה שנאמר "מעונה אלוהי קדם:

Many often assume that Maimonides is simply Greek 
philosophy repackaged with Jewish branding. His fourth 

principle gives strong evidence that this is not the case. 
Unlike the Greeks and other idolaters who believed that 
creation was eternal, to Maimonides only the Creator is 
eternal. Everything else was created by G-d. That the world 
was created and had a beginning point is the reason that the 

Torah begins with the story of creation.

The Fifth Principle

 שהוא יתברך הוא הראוי לעבדו ולגדלו ולהודיעו גדולתו ולעשות מצוותיו

והכוכבים המלאכים  מן  במציאות,  תחתיו  שהוא  למי  כזה  יעשה   ושלא 

 והגלגלים והיסודות ומה שהורכב מהם לפי שכולם מטובעים ועל פעולתם

 אין משפט ולא בחירה אלא לו לבדו השם יתברך וכן אין ראוי לעובדם כדי

 להיותם אמצעים לקרבם אליו אלא אליו בלבד יכוונו המחשבות ויניחו כל

 מה שזולתו וזה היסוד החמישי הוא שהזהיר על עבודה זרה ורוב התורה

 מזהרת עליו: 

Maimonides elucidates the meaning of the second 
commandment: לֹא-יְִהיֶה לְָך ֱאלִֹהים ֲאֵחִרים, ַעל-ָּפנָי. He explains 
that one must praise and worship G-d through the Misvot. 
When worshiping however one must only worship G-d alone 
and no others. Often, many of the historical figures in the 
Tanakh believed and worshipped G-d, but also other gods in 
addition to G-d. Maimonides warns that this also includes 
heavenly or intermediary forces such as angles or the worship 
of nature. None of these things have free will or the ability to 
change. G-d is the source and controls all of these and must 
be worshipped directly.

In the next article of the series we will review Maimonides 
sixth and seventh principles; the existence of prophecy and 
the unique nature of the prophecy of Moses.
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I do not want to write this essay. I don’t know if the editor 
will even feel comfortable printing it. That is why I 
decided to proceed. 

We live in a physical world which dominates our reality. 
Talk of metaphysical experiences are often ridiculed or 
disbelieved. So most people keep quiet. A few years ago I 
wrote an article in the Community Magazine  sharing an 
epiphany that I had. I urged people to come forward and 
share their mystical experiences. Although the response was 
tepid, one woman, a matriarch of our community, shared a 
story that blew my mind. Through her tears she recounted 
her near death experience while giving birth. She vividly 
described her astonishing journey into another dimension. 

How many people reading the preceding words are in 
awe and how many hear a kookoo noise in their head. It is 
for fear of the latter that she refused to put her name to the 

story. She tried sharing her experience initially only to be 
scoffed at.  To follow is the last two paragraphs of the essay I 
wrote describing Mrs X’s journey. 

“ I now know that this world is a gateway to something 
much much greater. I pray that the readers will take 
a moment, in a quiet place and absorb the enormity 
of what I was blessed to experience. Life does not 
end when we die. There is a God. He loves us more 
than you can imagine. He is involved in every detail 
of our lives. As painful as it sometimes may be, it is all 
right. It will be all right. We need only be concerned 
about walking down the right path & everything; yes 
everything else is ultimately taken care of. Hashem’s 
justice is perfect.”

As she concluded her story, I hung up the phone & sat in my 
office with an other-worldly sense of peace. I was given a firsthand 
view into realms we only dream about understanding.  I will forever 
strive to understand what it was that she knew - certainly never 

grasping it all but surely garnering precious bits and pieces.  I will 
forever remember that this world is a testing ground, a refining mill, 
in which our souls are polished to be able to ultimately reflect and 
absorb the wonderfully soothing love of Hashem. I pray that I will 
not squander the opportunity.

Now whether you believe me, Mrs. X, or the 30 million 
documented cases of NDE’s, really doesn’t matter because 
as a Jew one is required to believe in a world to come. It is 
one of the thirteen principles of faith that Rambam outlined. 
Rabbi Miller in his top ten list of daily methods to achieve 
spiritual growth lists as number one to “take 30 seconds a 
day thinking of the world to come.”  

Why do we find it so hard to relate to a spiritual world 
when we know unequivocally that G-d is not physical. What 
is closer to reality, the spiritual or physical world? Can you get 
more real than G-d Himself? The Kabbalists actually explain 

that Hashem had to partially remove Himself (tsimsum) from 
this world to create physicality. This world is not what we 
perceive it to be. Respected scientists say that this universe 
is potentially all “mind-stuff ”.  An atom is 99.999999999% 
empty space. All the neutrons, electrons, & protons in the 
atoms of the entire human race would barely fill a teaspoon.  

I find myself often thinking about the world to come. 
Scared of the purification process but actually eager to see 
what Hashem’s Disney land has in store. Certainly anything 
I can think of, and I have thought of some incredible things, 
will pale in comparison to the reality. I reflect on the 
emotional documentaries I have seen recapping people’s lives 
and the great satisfaction one would feel for a life well lived. 
I think of what my highlight reel will feature. Then I shudder 
when I realize there is no magical editing process. Everyone 
at their own level falls short of their capabilities; even Moshe. 
Hashem’s justice must be “perfect”. Then I find comfort in 
remembering that one of the purposes of any pain or struggle I 
feel in this existence is part of Hashem’s purification process; 
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Olam Habah: Wishful Thinking or Reality?
Mr. Harold Shamah

“Why the world to come not is mentioned outright in the Bible?”



in essence a cutting of the tape, removing those scenes from 
what will hopefully be an incredible show. Viewed in this 
light, I can actually derive pleasure from the pain. 

Why the world to come not is mentioned outright in 
the Bible? The answer is sensible; so that we should not be 
motivated by personal gain. The rewards in this world are 
merely meant to sustain us. If we choose to partner with 
Hashem He will gives us the provisions necessary to do our 
work. They may not always meet our expectations but can 
we doubt His prescriptions? Should we lose sight of our 
purpose, we may even suffer consequences that hopefully 
will steer us back on course.

As Rabbi Tatz so poignantly explains, there is no currency 
in this world that will adequately compensate for acting 
in a Godly manner. Kindness & compassion may duly be 
rewarded with much of the same, but the reward for acting 
G-dly ultimately is abundantly greater. We will be unified 
with our Creator with an utter sense of bliss and joy that 
can only be hinted at in this world. To connect with G-d 
undoubtedly we must act in a G-d like manner.  We must 

perform with selflessness. We must act purely out of love 
without wishing for payback. Therefore the blessing of a 
concealed ultimate reward.

An analogy which brings this point into focus follows. 
Imagine you have the most wonderfully loving parents. 
There is nothing that you wouldn't do for them. As they 
get older, you are at their beckon call, ready to reciprocate 
for all their sacrifices. As they continue to age they become 
more frail. You continue to care for their every need. After 
they depart from this world you are compensated with a 
huge inheritance. You are left with an exhilarating feeling of 
satisfaction. All your efforts paid off as  you were rewarded 
with great wealth!

Is this the cynical nature of what we want our relationship 
to be like with Hashem? Clearly not. However we have 
veered too far off track. It seems for many of us we have 
gotten to the point where talk of a world to come is merely 

wishful thinking meant to pacify the disillusioned.  Perhaps 
in our generation it is time to implement  Rambam's principle 
of the golden mean. If we have digressed too far off the 
midpoint, we must redirect ourselves towards the opposite 
side to arrive at a comfortable center.

With a clear understanding of our ultimate destination, 
one can get comfortable with the notion that this life is 
one of work. I have eternity to bask in the warmth of my 
accomplishments. It is one of the reasons Shlomo Hamelech's 
Kohelet proclaims that it is preferable to visit a house of 
morning than a house of feasting. Upon contemplating our 
end we become motivated to achieve. In all other aspects of 
my life I am taught to focus on my goals and live in a manner 
that will enable me to achieve them. How can I ignore such 
advice when preparing for what will be the state of my 
eternal existence? After all, all we bring with us is ourselves. 

Rabbi Tatz brings an insightful thought by looking at 
the structure of Hebrew words pertaining to this idea. 
He explains that Hashem created the world with speech. 
The Hebrew alphabet is the periodic table of creation. He 

references the word in Hebrew for this world and the next 
and their implication. Aretz - land - is rooted in the word 
ratz - running - action. To where are we running? Sham - 
there. And what are all the sham's put together -  Shamaim 
- heaven. It doesn’t get much clearer than that. 

P.S. Mrs X’s story, entitled If They Knew What I 
Knew,  can be read on my website at www.journaltothesoul.
com under the essay tab. Free downloads of my book can also 
be accessed there. If you've had  a spiritual experience you’d 
like to share, please email me at hshamah@journaltothesoul.
com.

Mr. Shamah is author of Journal 
to the Soul; A Compilation of 
Knowledge in Support of Jewish 
Faith. Download for free or 
purchase at cost by visiting www.
journaltothesoul.com
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Rabbi Isaac Cardoso was a Jewish physician, 
philosopher and polemic writer. He was born as 
Fernando Cardoso into a marrano family in Beira, 

Portugal in 1604. His family, as many other Jewish families 
in Portugal, kept Jewish observance secretly for many 
generations. 

Fernando studied medicine, philosophy, and natural 
sciences at the prestigious university 
of Salamanca, Spain.  He excelled in 
his medical practice and in 1632 he 
became the chief physician of Madrid.   
In Madrid he published an article on 
Mt. Vesuvius, analyzing the causes 
of earthquakes. He also composed a 
funeral poem (elegy)  for the famous 
Spanish poet Lope de Vega and a treatise 
on the uses of cold water, dedicated 
to King Philip IV of Spain.  Fernando 
Cardoso left Spain and settled in Venice 
where he embraced publicly Judaism.  In 
Venice he changed his name  to “Isaac.”  
After a short stay in Venice he settled 
in Verona, where he remained until his 
death, highly honored by Jews and Christians.

Aside from the works already mentioned, Cardoso 
published a comprehensive treatise on cosmogony, physics, 
medicine, philosophy, theology, and natural sciences, 
printed at Venice in 1673 under the title Philosophia Libera in 
Septem Libros Distributa.

He wrote his most famous Jewish book in Spanish,  “Las 
Excelencias y Calumnias de los Hebreos”, printed in 1679 
at Amsterdam.  In the first ten chapters of this long book he 
describes the “excelencias” (distinguishing features) of the 
Jews, their selection by God, their separation from all other 
peoples by special laws, their compassion for the sufferings 

of others, their philanthropy, chastity, faith, etc.; and in 
next ten chapters he refutes the “calumnias” (calumnies) 
brought against them; that they worship false gods, they 
have a tail,  smell badly, are hard and unfeeling toward 
other peoples, have corrupted Scripture, blaspheme holy 
images and the host, kill Christian children to use the blood 
for ritual purposes, etc.

This book was submitted in 1679 to 
Rabbi Shemuel Abohab in Venice. Rabbi 
Abohab praised the book and thanked 
rabbi Cardoso for his splendid work. 

“El pueblo de Ysrael, al mismo passo 
amado de Dios que perseguido de los 
hombres, ha dos mil anios desde el tiempo 
de Nebuhadnezar que anda esparzido en 
las naciones….de unas maltratado, de 
otras herido, y de todas desespreciado, sin 
que haya monarquia o reyno que no haya 
desembainado contra el la espada…”

My translation (Y.B.): 

The people of Israel, at the same time loved by God and 
persecuted by men, has been two thousand years, from the 
times of Nebuhadnezzar,  scattered among the nations…. 
abused by some, wounded by other, and despised by all, 
there is no monarchy or kingdom that has not drawn its 
sword against him.

Rabbi Bitton is the Rabbi of 
Congregation Ohel David and 
Shlomo.
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Perashat Bo

For Shabbat Bo (Exodus 10:1- 13:16), the third 
perasha of Exodus, services are conducted in Maqam 
SIGAH, (Persian: “third”) according to Shir U’shbaha Hallel 
V’zimrah (the Red Pizmonim Book) and at least 13 other 
sources. While the Egyptians were afflicted with 3 days 
of darkness, the Israelites had 'light' in their dwellings. 
Some commentators say that this was the light of the 
Torah. SIGAH relates to the Torah, because it is the maqam 
applied for public Torah readings. Other sources for this 
Shabbat include: RAST (9) or RAHAWI-NAWAH (5). 
Hakham Moshe Ashear's opinion, based on his Hazzanut 
notes, is to apply similar pieces to what he would use for 
Shabbat Hagadol; a mixture of BAYAT, NAHWAND, 
RAHAW, and NAWAH. 

PIZMON SEFER TORAH: Mi Yemallel (Maqam 
NAWAH, page 361)

As per the Hazzanut notes of Hakham Moshe Ashear, 
this song is reserved for Shabbat Bo and Shabbat Hagadol 
(the Shabbat prior to the Pesah festival). This pizmon 
(acrostic: מרדכי) is composed by Hakham Mordekhai Abadi 
(born Aleppo, 1826, - deceased Jerusalem, 1884), author 
of Dibre Mordekhai, and other Halakha responsa. There are a 
total of 5 stanzas in this pizmon; corresponding to מ-ר-ד-כ-י. 

“Who can recount the strengths and wonders of the 
most perfect and wise?” the poem begins, and then proceeds 
to list all the different miracles that God orchestrated as 
the Children of Israel leave Egypt. Starting with the third 
stanza, the 10 plagues that occurred in Egypt are poetically 
described. 

In the last verse, after the festival of Pesah is mentioned, 
there is a reference to the belief that Pesah, a time of a previous 
redemption, will be the season in the future when “we will 
be redeemed, with the power of God, and ascend to the good 
mountain” (i.e. to Temple Mount and the Beit Hamiqdash). 



Perashat Beshalah

On Shabbat Beshalah (Exodus 13:17- 17:16), also 
referred to as Shabbat Shira, we read about the Song of 
the Sea (Shirat Hayam) in the Torah portion. Therefore, 
AJAM, the maqam best known for its happy and joyous 
melodies, is applied according to ALL Syrian sources.  The 
melody of Maqam AJAM is familiar to many, because 
it is the Arabic equivalent to the Western Major scale. 
Excluding the holidays, this is one of only three Saturdays 
of the year that AJAM is applied. HAZZANUT: Shirat 
Hayam in the Zemirot is recited in unison. Fo Semehim: Ya 
El Gadol VeNedar (page 397) is used in honor of upcoming 
Tu’ Be’shvat. 

PIZMON SEFER TORAH: Rahum Ata (Maqam 
NAHWAND, page 216)

As per the notes of Hakham Moshe Ashear, this song 
is traditionally reserved for Shabbat Beshalah (Shabbat 
Shira), and the Seventh Day of Pesah. There are a total 
of 4 stanzas in this pizmon; corresponding to ר-פ-א-ל. 
The melody of this pizmon is called “Bafta Hindi,” and 
is of Italian origin. This pizmon (acrostic: רפאל) is by the 
legendary composer Hakham Rephael Antebi Tabbush 
(born Aleppo, ~1830 - deceased Cairo, 1918), author of 
the “Shir Ushbaha” pizmonim book (1888). “Merciful are 
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You for redeeming us from captivity,” the pizmon opens; 
referring specifically to the captivity of slavery under 
the Pharaoh. The second verse is a prayer to redeem 
us now and to send Eliahu the Prophet to herald the 
redemption. After we hear of the redemption, the third 
verse says that we will sing praises to God. The fourth 
verse specifically mentions how on the seventh day after 
the Exodus, God rescued our Nation by overpowering the 
forces of nature by splitting the Red Sea.
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