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The Ten Commandments

Unsolved Mysteries of 
the Aseret Hadiberot
Rabbi Richard Tobias

It is well known that the Ten Commandments are recorded 
twice in the Torah. They are documented once in parashat Yitro 
in the chronological order of historical events. They are then 
repeated in parashat Va’ethanan when Moshe recounts the 
story of ma’amad Har Sinai in his last will and testament to the 
Jewish people. It is also well known that there are differences, 
some rather significant, in the way that the commandments 
are recorded in both places. For example, the reason given as 
to why we keep Shabbat is not the same in both recordings. 
In Yitro, the reward listed for honoring your parents does not 
exactly match with the reward 
recorded in Va’ethanan. 
Another difference is that 
the language used to describe 
the prohibition of jealousy is 
not congruent in both places. 
These are just a few of many 
noteworthy differences that 
the mefarshim (commentators) explain at length, from which 
they learn important lessons and sometimes even halachot. 
However, the fact that there are inconsistencies creates some 
over-arching, intriguing questions: what was actually written 
on the luhot (tablets)? Which version did G-d/Moshe say at 
Har Sinai? If we were to find the tablets today, would they bare 
the version recorded in parashat Yitro or that in Va’ethanan? 

These questions have been discussed amongst the 
commentaries. It seems that while they each approach the 
inconsistencies differently, they agree that the version written 
on the actual tablets and that said by Bore Olam at Har Sinai is 
the version recorded in parashat Yitro.  

The Ibn Ezra is one of the mefarshim that subscribes to 
this opinion. He elaborates by adding that the differences 
recorded in parashat Va’ethanan actually reflect Moshe’s 
explanation of the commandments. Looking the Jewish 
people in the face as they were about to enter the Land of 

Israel under the leadership of Yehoshua, he added nuances 
to the commandments, each of which carried an important 
message to the people as they stood on the threshold of a 
new life. Parashat Yitro was the written document, parashat 
Va’ethanan was the oral commentary of Moshe given at a later 
time to a new generation of people.  

The Ramban has a similar explanation. He also writes 
that the Yitro version is what Hashem gave over at Har Sinai 
and what was written on the luhot. The Va’ethanan version, 
however, is not just Moshe’s commentary. According to the 
Ramban, the edition recorded in Sefer Devarim (Va’ethanan) 
actually includes ideas that were given over orally at Har 
Sinai. Accompanying the luhot, says Nachmanides, was an oral 
tradition that was transmitted to the Jewish people at Matan 

Torah. Facing a generation of 
people who were not actually 
standing at the mountain to 
hear that transmission, Moshe 
later told them what they had 
missed. Hence, the version of 
the Aseret Hadebirot in parashat 
Va’ethanan is the reiteration by 

Moshe of that oral transmission to a group of people who did 
not hear it at its source.

The Netziv, author of the Humash Emek Davar adds a 
different idea. He agrees with the Ramban that both versions 
were given over at Har Sinai, the Yitro version in writing and 
the Va’ethanan version orally. He writes, however, based on a 
gemara in Baba Kama (55a), that the original set of luhot that 
were broken by Moshe reflected the Yitro version, and the 
second set reflected the version recorded in Va’ethanan. Were 
we to find the aron today, says the Netziv, the broken set of 
luhot would show one version, while the complete set would 
show another.   

No matter how one looks at it, however, one important 
message resonates. According to all opinions, there was some 
kind of incorporation of Torah Shebial Pe (orally transmitted 
Torah) into the Ten Commandments. According to the 
Ibn Ezra, the second set reflected Moshe’s commentary, a 

“... how involved are each of us 
in learning Torah, in bringing it 
to life, and in passing it on to the 

next generation?”
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manifestation of Torah Shebial Pe. According to the Ramban 
and Netziv, there were things given over at Har Sinai orally 
that were not written on the actual luhot, but recorded in 
the repetition of the commandments, also a manifestation of 
Torah Shebial Pe. The message, I believe, is very clear.  

The Torah cannot exist without man’s involvement in it. 
It is man who ensures that the Torah is a living, breathing 
document that governs our lives at all times and in all places. 
It is man who brings Torah to life and proliferates its ideas. 
It is not for naught that the gemara in Baba Metzia (59b) 
highlights the famous story of Rabbi Yehoshua when he 
proclaimed “lo bashamayim hi,” that the interpretation of the 
Torah lies in the hands of mankind, as we use its principles 
and ideas to live a life of qedusha. 

In that vein, the Netziv continues his idea by writing that it 
is important to note that one of the major differences between 
the first and second sets of luhot, is that the first set of luhot 
was carved out and written on by Hashem himself (Shemot 
32:16) while the second set was written on by Hashem but 

carved out by Moshe (Shemot 34:4). The message, writes the 
Netziv, is perfect. Man needs to be involved in the process 
of Torah. Moshe’s carving out of the second set of tablets 
symbolized an eternal message: man cannot live without 
Torah and Torah cannot live without man. It is the Jewish 
people who beautify, who exemplify, who bring Torah to life. 
It is Am Yisrael, who, through honest debate, discussion and 
interpretation, find the pearls embedded in the words of our 
Torah. It is our rabbis and hachamim who delve into its ideas 
and use its values and principles to ensure the continuation 
of the Jewish people. 

As we celebrate the holiday of Shabuot and the episode of 
Matan Torah, the only mystery we are left with is whether or 
not we have internalized that message: how involved are each 
of us in learning Torah, in bringing it to life, and in passing it 
on to the next generation?

Rabbi Tobias is currently the Rabbi of Young Beth Torah 
and teaches in Magen David Yeshivah High School.
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Reflections on Shabuot

Shabuot: Counting 
Time Is Making Time 
Count
Rabbi Yaakob Bitton

A few hundred years ago, almost all of us (sorry, Leviyim 
and Kohanim, not you) would make a living as farmers. We 
had land in Israel and would labor very hard the entire year to 
work the soil and produce food. It appears from descriptions 
in the TaNa”Kh, as well as from archeological evidence, that 
the planting of wheat was the most profitable use of land 
in Israel (barley may have been more popular, but it was of 
lower quality and sold cheaper).

The growth of wheat was so important in biblical times 
that we have our holidays scheduled around the wheat-
growing cycle. Sukkot—Hag 
HaMayim—is when we prayed 
that God send rain to our 
fields; Pesah—Hag HaAviv—
commemorated the springing 
of the wheat; and Shabuot—
Qesir Hittim—marks the day of 
the payout of our agricultural 
dividends, the time when we 
started harvesting the wheat 
stems (what is technically referred to as “qamma”). 

Although wheat flourished around Pesah time, we would 
need to wait for the green fields to become yellow (a field, 
that due to its lighter color, was called “sede lavan”) before 
harvesting the grain. Moist grain would otherwise be unfit 
for flour. Having no grains to show during the time of Sukkot 
(our fields would have just been planted and would now be 
awaiting thirstily precious droplets of rain), with our prayers 
for rain we brought with us to the Bet HaMiqdash four of the 
species that were readily available year-round in Israel. The 
offering brought on Pesah, the ‘omer, consisted—tellingly—
of raw barley (which matures before wheat). On Shabuot, 
we brought lehem tenufa—loafs of wheat bread—a product 
that was ready to be eaten after it had matured and developed 

in the utmost possible way, the ultimate culmination of the 
cycle of wheat. 

The time between Pesah and Shabuot was therefore a 
time of waiting, of allowing the grains (mostly wheat, but 
also other fruits) to peak in their ripeness and be fit for 
consumption or grinding. You could not possibly bring the 
lehem tenufa before this time: the wheat was simply not ready. 

Let’s stop for a second and go back in time. Imagine you 
are an Israelite who has a field of wheat. What would you 
do during this time of waiting? What would you be feeling? 
Unlike Sukkot, you do not need to pray to God for rain (it 
would actually ruin your precious wheat!). Unlike the months 
leading to Elul, you are not busy working the land and seeding 
it. Unlike the months from Elul and through Pesah, you are 
not anxiously waiting for the seeds to flourish into stems. In 
modern terms, the corporation just announced its dividends 

and you can see with your own 
eyes how rich you will become 
when Shabuot arrives. It is a 
time of joy and of anticipation. 

Because of this, it could also 
be a time of complacency. 

If we were any other 
civilization, our Tradition may have led us to spend this time 
on “entertainment.” After all, “we cannot wait” for the qasir 
to come! Don’t we often use this phrase in our daily lives? “I 
cannot wait for the weekend to come,” or “why is this week so 
long?” How often do we wish for the present to pass quickly 
only so we can get to that moment we long for with anxious 
anticipation? Isn’t this the idea behind the concept of “pass-
times?” So how about just finding something “entertaining” 
to do during the time between Pesah and Shabuot? We 
could take a vacation, count sheep, spend this time in feasts 
where we drink ourselves to oblivion and wake up at a more 
desirable time, or just stay home and come up with a list of 
the thousand things we would like to buy when the wheat is 
finally ready. 

“A Jew is trained to understand 
the value of the present as a 

time that goes far beyond being 
just the interim period between 

two events”
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Western Civilization teaches us to live our lives around the 
excitement of separate events. If I have a vacation scheduled 
for July, the present is but a nuisance, an obstacle in my way 
to that event I “cannot wait for.” For other civilizations, there 
is no present, there is no today. “Today” is simply a boring 
preface we have to endure until the anticipated tomorrow 
comes (actually, “tomorrow,” that tomorrow which we could 
not wait for, becomes but the boring introduction to yet 
another tomorrow we cannot wait for). 

If the present is such a nuisance, it makes a lot of sense 
to kill it. Pass-times and other things we do to “kill time” 
are meant to bring us closer faster to an event we so eagerly 
anticipate. For Westerners, the meaning in life is found in 
the promise of “feel-good” instants in the future. And so, 
lives are wasted—lost—in the race from one anticipated 

event to another. Lives are lived in anxiety, frustration and 
unhappiness, especially when that vacation doesn’t come 
soon enough and I am stuck in the present without being 
able to kill this time. In the Western world, we live with the 
feeling of “I cannot wait.” And so, waiting becomes torturous. 

Contrast the above with the way Jews spend this time. 
Each day is counted. Separately. Ceremoniously. We count 
the days from the bringing of the ‘omer on Pesah. Not to the 

coming of the time of harvesting in Shabuot. The effects 
of this practice, especially considering the alternative, are 
abundantly clear. We are being trained to perceive time 
differently than other cultures. 

A Jew can wait. A Jew is trained to understand the value 
of the present as a time that goes far beyond being just 
the interim period between two events. Accordingly, we 
celebrate Shabuot, but we also celebrate each and every day 
we are waiting for it. 

By counting as we do each day during the ‘omer, we are 
called to reflect on how we can make each and every day 
count. We can wait, because we are doing so much more than 
waiting. We are living. 

A Jew lives in the present like no other time: im lo ‘akhshav, 
ematay?

Rabbi Bitton received his Semikha from Yeshiva University, 
where he also obtained a B.Sc. in finance, an M.A. in 
Talmud and a law degree from Benjamin Cardozo School 
of Law. He practices as a hedge funds lawyer at Kleinberg, 
Kaplan, Wolff & Cohen P.C.
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Holy Nation
Mr. Jack Doueck

The Torah reading for the first day of Shabuot is from 
Exodus 19, and it describes the giving of the Torah at Har 
Sinai. God commands us: וְַאֶּתם ִּתְהיּו-לִי ַמְמלֶכֶת ּכֲֹהנִים וְגֹוי ָקדֹוׁש 
“You shall be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” 
(Ex. 19:6). The idea that we have to be “qadosh” (holy), just 
like God is qadosh is repeated in Parashat Shemini, Parashat 
Qedoshim, and in many other places in the Torah:

ּכִי ֲאנִי ה’ ֱאֹלקיכֶם וְִהְתַקּדְִׁשֶּתם וְִהיִיֶתם ְקדִֹׁשים ּכִי ָקדֹוׁש ָאנִי.

“Make yourselves Holy, and you will be holy for I am holy” 
(Lev. 11:44).  

There is a continuous repetition that God wants us to be 
“holy” – just like He is holy. How does that work? If we want 
to be like God, what is He all about?  What does it mean to 
be “holy?”

Rabbi Ezra Labaton A”H emphasized one concept over 
all others his whole life–to all his students, his congregants, 
his family, and his friends–and that was that man is created 
 and that our mission in life (in the image of God) בצלם אלוקים
should be to live according to this principle. 

All human beings are what the Torah calls the “image of 
God” and our duty is, as they say in Latin “Imitatio Dei” – the 
imitation of God. Again, what in the world does that mean? 

Let’s start with the basics, to paraphrase Maimonides 
(Hilkhot Yesodei HaTorah 2:2 and 4:12): “What is the way to find 
(love and fear) God? At the moment that a man contemplates 
God’s wondrous creations…” HaRambam is saying: If you 
want to discover who God is, it is easy because He left us 
clues! Maimonides writes that we have to simply follow the 
lead of Abraham our forefather and contemplate the wonders 
of the natural world to discover God. 

The most obvious place to start is with the universe that 
we live in. The first thing we can do is to try to get a sense of 
how big the universe is. So let’s try to build a model to scale 
so that we can clarify and understand the size of the universe 
in which we live.  

Let’s say the Earth is a marble. In this model the sun, the 

size of a medicine ball would sit 300 yards away. The star 
“Alpha Centauri” is 49,000 miles away – so we can’t make 
the model. The interesting thing is that Alpha Centauri is not 
the most distant star. It is the closest star. 

So let’s try again by making the model smaller. Make the 
Earth a speck of dust–just barely big enough to see with the 
naked eye. Into that speck, all the seas, mountains, nations 
are jammed in (just like in the children’s book– Horton Hears 
a Who). The sun, in this model is only an inch in diameter and 
sits only ten feet away. We are getting somewhere. But still, 
Alpha Centauri is 400 miles away. We can’t do it.

The vastness of this universe is truly unimaginable. 

But scientists tell us that without so much space and 
distance, the Earth would never stand a chance of surviving 
because any closer to the sun it would burn up, any further 
and we would freeze, and any closer to the stars and they 
would strike us and wipe us out. Just getting hit by one of 
the billions of flying comets would have the effect of the 
explosion of 100 million hydrogen bombs all going off at 
once, and the air would be completely poisoned. The distance 
and configuration of our tiny planet seems to be planned, and 
we are mystically kept safe from the variety of dangers of the 
universe (as the Psalmist says [11:4], God watches over us 
like an eyelid protects the eyeball). 

That said, if we believe as we do, that Hashem created all 
this vastness (and He did it to protect us and give us a chance 
to survive), would He also be able to pay attention to the 
details? Would the CEO of a huge multi-national company 
know what the worker on the assembly-line is having for 
lunch that day? 

The Psalmist (8:4) had the same question: “When I behold 
your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars that 
you have established–what is man that you remember him, and the 
human being, that you think of him?” 

Let’s look at some of those details:  Scientists tell us that 
the human body contains about 75 trillion blood cells and 
hundreds of other types of cells (another 25 trillion). The 
cells are microscopic, and even a fertilized egg cell is too 
small to be seen by the naked eye.  

Yet the cells are so complex and include so many 
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components and the smallest ones are a billion times smaller 
than the larger ones. They are whole universes in themselves. 

The cells work as a transport system, bringing oxygen 
and vital nutrients to the various organs of the body, and, 
along the way, collecting bodily waste and carbon dioxide 
which must be expelled. 

Amazingly, each of the 75 trillion blood cells knows 
exactly what to deliver to where, and when to pick up the 
various waste products. No delivery system in the world 
– not UPS nor Fedex – could possibly run such a giant, 
complex operation so flawlessly. Most rational people believe 
that such a complex system could not have come into being 
by coincidence. 

Cells have DNA in them. This is the substance within 
every cell that contains a blueprint of the given body. It has 
been determined that one trillion bytes of memory would be 
required to store on a computer the amount of information 
contained in just one strand of DNA. Most people believe 
that this “data storage system” in the human body didn’t come 
into existence randomly. To quote a famous scientist, “There 
is clearly an intelligence at work [in the world]… How can a 
single human cell measuring 1/1000 of an inch in diameter 
contain instructions within its DNA that would fill 1,000 
books of 600 pages each?” 

The human liver weighs about 3 pounds and performs 
about 500 different jobs. It produces more than 1,000 
different enzymes, all of which process different materials 
and all are vital for human life. An enormous factory would 
need to be built to produce a single enzyme. Scientists have 
estimated that the probability of all these enzymes being 
produced by mere chance and coincidence is 10 to the 
442,000th power! The liver also produces vitamin K which 
helps blood clot, it is like a self-sealing fuel tank. Without 
it, you would bleed to death from a little cut in your skin. It 
happens to start on the eighth day of life–just in time for a 
boy’s Brit Milah. 

The ears contain 4,000 wax glands and auditory nerve 
contains 30,000 circuits, amplifying what we hear 22 times! 

One square inch of skin contains 4 million cells, 5 yards 
of nerves, 4 feet of blood vessels, 120 sweat glands, 20 oil 
glands, and 30 nerve endings. It manufactures vitamin D 

when you are in the sun. The skin’s total insulation system 
contains 2 million sweat glands, 6 miles of ducts by which it 
cools the body. Finally, did you ever hear of a garment that 
you can tear – and then watch as it mends itself? Well, your 
skin does that exact thing. 

That’s not to mention that our bones work in a similar 
way. Break a bone, set it, and it heals itself. 

The human kidney is the size of fist, shaped like a bean 
and weighs about 4.5 ounces. These little machines filter the 
blood and detoxify its waste products by incorporating them 
into the urine. Blood pours through them 24 hours a day and 
they clean the blood and send it back. 

They control potassium intake protecting our heart. 
They monitor the amount of sugar and salt in the body 
and the balance of proteins. They also adjust the amount 
of water. Too much water intake and the cells would burst, 
yet too little and they would dry up. Scientists are still 
discovering new functions of the kidneys that keep us alive. 
Maybe the most amazing thing of all - we have two and if we 
donate one to save a life - the other one gets bigger to do all 
the work itself - without fail!! – I’m living proof of that! 

Our hands are masters of differentiation thanks to 
millions of nerve endings concentrated in them. There are 
over 1,000 in every square inch. They detect heat, cold, pain, 
qualities, textures etc. Our fingers are all different sizes, 
like the toolbox of a carpenter with different size tools for 
different jobs.   

The heart weighs just about 12 ounces (it is 6x4 inches 
and is suspended from ligaments in your chest). It pumps 
blood every day through 60,000 miles of blood vessels. In 
an average lifetime, it moves about 500,000 tons of blood. 
The left side draws de-oxygenated, waste-laden blood into 
the lungs to be refreshed and the right side returns this 
rejuvenated blood to the rest of the body every 30 seconds. 

The human eye has 137 million nerve endings or 
receptor cells shaped like rods. Whenever it sees anything, 
all these nerve endings send messages to the brain, which 
processes the information and then sends it back to the eye 
so that the person can see. It processes 137 million messages 
– in an instant. The eye muscles are the strongest of the body 

Continued on page 10
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and they move about 100,000 times a day. The eyes have 
their own extraordinary cleansing mechanism – they have 
windshield wipers (eyelids) to keep out the dust and rain, 
and tears to remove any particles that may enter the eye. 

The brain, which weighs only 3 pounds, can process one 
billion impulses in a second. No computer on earth could 
possibly process so much information so quickly. It can store 
15 trillion separate pieces of information and simultaneously 
receive and transmit as many messages as 1,000 large 
switchboards. It contains 30 billion nerve cells that are all 
interconnected, some as many as 60,000 times. 

Of course, we have not even scratched the surface, the 
opportunities for discovering God’s greatness through 
scientific study are endless. 

The verse in Psalms (104:24) states, “How great are Your 
works, O G-d! You have made them all with wisdom, the earth is filled 
with Your acquisitions.” 

According to the simple 
reading of the verse, “The 
earth is filled with Your acquisitions” means that everything 
on earth belongs to God. We might also suggest, however, 
reading this clause to mean, “The earth is filled with ways of 
acquiring You.” Everything in the natural world – from the 
human body to the solar system, and everything in between 
– provides us with an opportunity to reaffirm and reinforce 
our belief in Hashem. 

We can see the greatness of the wisdom of God through 
the vastness of the universe, the incredible wisdom of His 
creations, and His attention to detail. That seems to be 
who Hashem is, as evidenced by His creation. Now, how does 
that essence translate into action? 

The Torah (Deut. 10: 17-18) says:  

ּכִי ה’ ֱאֹלקיכֶם הּוא ֱאֹלקי ָהֱאֹלקים וֲַאדֹנֵי ָהֲאדֹנִים: ָהֵאל ַהּגָדֹל ַהּגִּבֹר 
יָתֹום  ִמְׁשַּפט  עֶֹׂשה  ׁשַֹחד.  יִַּקח  וְֹלא  ָפנִים  ֹלא-יִָּׂשא  ֲאֶׁשר  וְַהּנֹוָרא 

וְַאלְָמנָה וְאֵֹהב ּגֵר לֶָתת לֹו לֶֶחם וְִׂשְמלָה.

For the Lord your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, 
the great, mighty and awe-inspiring God, who shows no 
favouritism and accepts no bribe. He upholds the cause of the 

orphan and widow, and loves the stranger, giving him food 
and clothing.

The juxtaposition of the two verses – the first about God’s 
supremacy, the second about His care for the low and lonely 
is dramatic. As Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, former Chief Rabbi of 
Great Britain says:

The Power of powers cares for the powerless. 

The infinitely great shows concern for the small. 

The Being at the heart of being listens to those at the 
margins: the orphan, the widow, the stranger, the 
poor, the outcast, the neglected.1

This idea fits perfectly with what we know about the 
universe: Hashem is all powerful – but He cares about the 
details. And this is the concept of צלם אלוקים. 

On this idea, Rabbi  
Yohanan (Megillah 31a): said: 
Where ever you find the greatness 
of the Holy One, blessed be He, 
there you find His humility. This is 

written in the Torah, repeated in the Prophets, and stated a third 
time in the Writings. 

“This idea – counter-intuitive, unexpected, 
life-changing,” says Rabbi Sacks – “is one of the great 
contributions of the Torah to Western civilization” 
and it is set out explicitly in the words of the Torah. 

Those who practice this are the true men and women of 
God.  These people live with the mission of צלם אלוקים. 

Aryeh Kaplan, in his book “The Infinite Light” describes 
God in paradoxical language. He says God is transcendent, 
yet He is also immanent לְָרֵעִבים לֶֶחם  נֵֹתן  וָָאֶרץ...  ָׁשַמיִם   .עֶֹׂשה 
He is the Creator of the huge universe, yet He makes sure 
that every cell and its billion parts still functions and keeps 
us alive. He is King of Kings - but He loves the widow, the 
orphan and the stranger. He is Abinu - and Malkenu. 

Look at the words of a berakhah and you will find this 

1 Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, “Greatness and Humility,” available online at https://www.ou.org/
torah/parsha/rabbi-sacks-on-parsha/greatness_and_humility2/.

“Human beings are created 
”בצלם אלוקים

Continued from page 9
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theme there as well: In the beginning of every blessing we are 
talking to a personal God: אלוקינו ה’  אתה   Then we .ברוך 
mention that He is the King of the universe too: מלך העולם. 

The Psalmist exclaims this truth over and over. 

The qedushah in the Amidah is arguably the most 
important point of the prayer of every congregation. So 
much so, that the Romans wanted to outlaw its recitation. So 
much so, that if you arrive late to a minyan, your goal is to 
“say the qedushah with the qahal.”   

In the berakhot of shema we have a version of this qedushah. 
After the amidah, we sit and learn about the qedushah (in uba 
le’sion) as we translate the words into Aramaic and interpret 
them. Clearly the Rabbis felt this is our most important 
prayer. 

So what is going on in this prayer? First, 
we say that God is קדוש קדוש   He –קדוש 
transcends the world. Yet we say that He is ’ה 

 He is immanent and- צבאות מלא כל הארץ כבודו
part of the world. (The word צבאות reminds 
us of the plain meaning of the word: “armies” 
– it is as if every blade of grass, every 
snowflake, every mountain and ocean and 
river are all part of God’s creative endeavors. 
They are the “armies of God.”)  

God’s being both transcendent and immanent 
simultaneously is such a mystery, such a paradox, that the 
angels are perplexed and ask להעריצו כבודו  מקום   How“ איה 
does it all work?” 

Qedushah is the statement of the angels and the humans, 
we are perplexed by the paradox of God’s ability to be 
both transcendent and immanent simultaneously, and fully 
committed to live our lives the same way: big picture – 
with attention to detail. 

So there we have it. Human beings are created בצלם אלוקים 
and this means our mission is to imitate God: to look at the 
big picture - but not lose sight of the details.  It is true for 
successful CEOs, parents, students, and friends. It is a 
message and a mission for life. 

The goal of our lives as Jews is to “be a holy nation.” How 
do we “be holy?”  This is how Maimonides puts it in Mishneh 

Torah, (Hilkhot Yesodei ha-Torah, 5:11) speaking of Qiddush 
Hashem:

If a person has been scrupulous in his conduct, gentle in 
his conversation, pleasant toward his fellow creatures, 
affable in manner when receiving, not retorting even 
when affronted, but showing courtesy to all, even 
to those who treat him with disdain, conducting his 
business affairs with integrity…And doing more than 
his duty in all things, while avoiding extremes and 
exaggerations – such a person has sanctified God. 

In fact, many of the first misvot mentioned in Parashat 
Qedoshim are moral details such as: “Pay your workers 
on time!” The Torah tells us קדושים תהיו – You shall be holy. 
How? Well, not how you would normally think. It isn’t only 

about transcendence or separation. It is by 
looking down and delving into the details. 
It is by not forgetting the orphan, the widow, 
or the stranger. It is by taking care of the poor 
and the underprivileged. It is by doing business 
with integrity.  

As the Psalmist describes so well (146:6-8): 

וְֶאת-ּכָל-ֲאֶׁשר-ָּבם. ֶאת-ַהּיָם  וָָאֶרץ  ָׁשַמיִם   עֶֹׂשה 
 ַהּׁשֵֹמר ֱאֶמת לְעֹולָם. עֶֹׂשה ִמְׁשָּפט לֲָעׁשּוִקים נֵֹתן לֶֶחם

...לְָרֵעִבים ה’ ַמִּתיר ֲאסּוִרים. ה’ ּפֵֹקַח ִעוְִרים

He creates the heaven and earth, the sea and all that is within 
it, the true protector, forever. He does justice to the oppressed, 
He gives bread to the hungry, He frees the prisoners, He opens 

the eyes of the blind…

This is the concept of תהיו  it is integrity; it is –קדושים 
living with a big-picture mission yet also with constant 
attention to detail. That is the message of God at Har Sinai 
when He commanded us to be a “holy nation.”

As Rabbi Ezra Labaton A”H would say, “Qedushah is the 
essence of living life b’selem Elokim.”

Tizku Le’Shanim Rabot.

Mr. Doueck is the author of “Joseph: How One Man Can 
Make a Difference”, “The Chesed Boomerang: How Acts of 
Kindness Enrich Our Lives” and “Yom Teruah: The Shofar 
and Its Meaning on Rosh Hashanah”.

Rabbi Labaton A”H
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Thoughts on Shabuot
Rabbi Ben Hassan

Shabuot is the holiday where we celebrate Hashem giving 
us the Torah at Mount Sinai over 3300 years ago. One would 
surmise that this would make for a remarkable holiday. But 
it is noted more by its absence of any unique misvot than 
by anything active. There is no masah, no lulab, no frantic 
cleaning beforehand, and no building of a sukkah. Although 
we do have is a series of customs that have developed over the 
years, Shabuot, is unfortunately, the forgotten holiday.

Most people, when asked about Shabuot, will give one 
of three answers. Dairy food, staying up late, or “did I miss 
that holiday?” Rabbi Jonathan Sacks wrote a very thought 
provoking article recently 
where he touched upon Jewish 
continuity and identity.

Throughout a century of 
reflection on how to sustain 
Jewish identity in an open, secular society, the case 
has often been made that we need to make Judaism 
easier. Why make the barriers so high, the demands 
so steep, the laws so rigorous and demanding? So, one 
by one, the demands were lowered. Shabbat, kashrut 
and conversion were all made easier. As for the laws 
of taharat ha-mishpacha (family purity), in many circles 
outside Orthodoxy they fell into abeyance altogether. 
The assumption was that the less demanding Judaism 
is to keep, the more Jews will stay Jewish.

To show that this is a fallacy, I once asked a mixed 
group of observant and non-observant Jews to list 
the festivals in order of difficulty. Everyone agreed 
that Pesach was the hardest, Shavuot the easiest, and 
Sukkot somewhere in between. I then asked, which 
festivals are kept by the greatest number of Jews. 
Again, everyone agreed: Pesach was kept by most, 
Shavuot by the least, with Sukkot in between. There 
was a pause as the group slowly realized what it had 
just said. It was counterintuitive but undeniable: the 
harder a festival is, the more people will keep it. The 
proof is Yom Kippur, by far the most demanding day of 
all, and by far the best attended in synagogue.1

1 Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, “What Does This Avodah Mean To You?” available online at 
http://www.rabbisacks.org/avodah-mean/.

In essence, Rabbi Sacks was saying that in order for us 
to foster the next generation of Jews who are engaged in 
Judaism we should not be lowering the standards at all! All 
that does is dilute things and cause more apathy. Rather, we 
should be looking for ways to teach, explain and inspire 
about the depth of Judaism.

On Shabuot we read the book of Ruth which tells the 
story of Ruth a non-Jew accepting the God of the Jews as her 
God and the Jewish people as her own. She says the famous 
words “Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will 
stay. Your people will be my people and your God my God. 
Where you die I will die, and there I will be buried” (Ruth 
1:16-17).

Ruth is the quintessential convert to Judaism and her 
inspiring words are the basis 
for the intricate halakhot of 
conversion, that a person must 
totally accept the yoke of heaven. 
She is an inspiration to aspiring 
Jews and Jewish-born people 

alike. She embodies the lesson that Judaism isn’t a series of 
half measures and quaint customs, but rather it is part of our 
very essence and being.

There are several reasons why we read the book of Ruth 
on Shabuot – both Shabuot and the book of Ruth take place in 
the harvest time, and King David who is the great grandson 
of Ruth, died on Shabuot. But I think there is a much more 
powerful reason and that is that on Shabuot we affirm and 
commit ourselves to the Torah, an act which our ancestors 
did 3300 years ago at Mount Sinai. Ruth, as the righteous 
convert, totally accepts the Torah too, showing us, whether 
we are born to Judaism or we choose Judaism, it is something 
that we must strive to do wholeheartedly.

Rabbi Hassan was born in Birmingham England and 
raised in Manchester. He has an undergraduate degree 
in Biology from Salford University. He received Semikha 
from Rabbi Riskin and Rabbi Zalman Nehemiah Goldberg. 
He was a high school teacher in Melbourne, Australia 
at Leibler Yavneh College and the Rabbi of Sassoon 
Yehuda Sephardic Synagogue for 4 years. Two years 
ago, he moved with his wife and four daughters to Seattle 
to be the Rabbi of Sephardic Bikur Holim Congregation, a 
Turkish congregation with 300 families.

“... we should be looking for ways 
to teach, explain and inspire 
about the depth of Judaism.”



נָה. ָשּׁ חֹג לִי ַבּ ֹלׁש ְרגָלִים ָתּ ָשׁ

ר ִצוִּיִתָך  ֲאֶשׁ אכַל ַמּצֹות כַּ ְבַעת יִָמים תֹּ מֹר--ִשׁ ְשׁ ּצֹות ִתּ ֶאת-ַחג ַהַמּ

ְצָריִם; וְֹלא-יֵָראּו ָפנַי ֵריָקם. לְמֹוֵעד חֹדֶׁש ָהָאִביב, כִּי-בֹו יָָצאָת ִמִמּ

ׂדֶה; ָשּ זְַרע ַבּ ר ִתּ ּכּוֵרי ַמֲעֶשׂיָך, ֲאֶשׁ ִציר ִבּ וְַחג ַהָקּ

ׂדֶה. ָאְסְפָּך ֶאת-ַמֲעֶשׂיָך ִמן-ַהָשּ נָה, ְבּ ֵצאת ַהָשּׁ וְַחג ָהָאִסף ְבּ

נֵי ָהָאדֹן ה'. נָה--יֵָרֶאה כָּל-זְכּוְרָך ֶאל-ְפּ ָשּׁ ָעִמים ַבּ ֹלׁש ְפּ ָשׁ

 -שמות פרק כ"ג

Herod’s Temple as imagined in the Holyland Model of Jerusalem. 
It is currently situated adjacent to the Shrine of the Book exhibit at the Israel Museum, Jerusalem
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Giving Circles: A New 
Community Initiative
Mr. Morris D. Cohen

What is a Giving Circle?

A giving circle is a group of people who pool their 
charitable donations and decide together where to allocate 
their money. The group decides on how often to distribute 
their newly created grant, to whom, and for what purpose. 
Each member, regardless of donation amount, has an equal 
vote in this process. 

How does it work?

When a giving circle is founded, members create a 
mission statement, decide how much money everyone will 
contribute, how often they will issue a grant, and how often 
they will meet to review applications. Grants may be issued 
monthly, annually, or anywhere in between. 

At subsequent meetings, members decide upon the 
nature of the current grant and assign a deadline for charities 
to apply. This grant opportunity is then presented to the 
larger community. Charities interested in receiving this 
money send their proposals to the group. After the deadline, 
the giving circle meets to decide where to award the funds. 

It’s a simple way to give more powerfully and meaningfully. 
Using their collective influence, donors can now come up 
with new and innovative projects that they feel passionately 
about and find the right organizations to partner with them 
to make it a reality. 

What are the Benefits of Giving Circles?

Empowering

Members leverage their dollars to do something bigger – 
and perhaps better – than they could on their own. 

Collaborative

Members work to make decisions together in a democratic 
process, as equals and peers.

Educational

As charities apply for their grants, members learn more 
about the needs of their community or focus area. 

Hands-on

Giving circles can offer members a chance to work more 
closely with community organizations.

Transparent

Donors are more aware of how their funds are being used 
by the charities they give to.

How can I get involved? 

This spring a new giving circle is being started by the 
SCA. It’s open to young adults between 20 and 35 who are 
interested in giving $500 or more per year. We will be using 
amplifiergiving.org, a Jewish charities giving circle platform, 
as a way to easily put forth our grant opportunities to Jewish 
charities within our community and worldwide. Our first 
meeting is scheduled for Sunday June 7th at 11AM at Beth 
Torah and we plan to issue our first grant by the fall of 2015. 
At this initial meeting we will be deciding on important 
core issues to the group, such as our mission statement, our 
first grant opportunity, how thorough we want the grant 
application process to be, among other important questions. 
To be a part of this new initiative please email the group’s 
director Morris Cohen at MCohen@SNB.com. Members 
can join the group at any time on a rolling basis. We look 
forward to seeing the impact we can all make together.

Mr. Cohen is a mortgage broker and member of the SCA 
Israel Group.

“... a simple way to give more 
powerfully and meaningfully.”
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What Are Azharot?
Mr. Joseph Mosseri

In 2010 my friend David Catton of the Sephardic Heritage 
Foundation asked me to help him sell a new book. It was an 
Azharot book which they published in 2007 and it included a 
complete English translation as well as a Hebrew and English 
commentary. I was very excited when I saw it and I told him 
sure, who wouldn’t want one of these? 

As I presented the new books, most people just stared 
at them in bewilderment and didn’t say a word. The basic 
reaction I received was that people HAD NO IDEA what 
Azharot are! I have been singing and reading the version of 
Shelomo ibn Gabirol since I was a small child and that was 
the norm on Shabuot in most traditional families as well. I 
always thought people knew what Azharot were even if they 
did not gather in their homes on Shabuot to chant them. Boy 
was I in for a rude awakening!

Even after I explained it to them, they said they never 
heard of them. This was the same reaction from men and 
women, boys and girls of all ages. I got the same reaction 
whether they were born here or abroad. It was no different 
among Syrians, Egyptians, Lebanese, and Israelis as well as 
among all stripes of religious observance. The bottom line is 
that Azharot are UNHEARD OF. 

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 
misvot. The custom is to chant them out loud with a special 
tune and commemorate each misvah 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. Most people gather at home 

to sing these Azharot with family and friends, and at times 
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 (11-12 
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 misvot as prescribed by HaRambam, one would 
be better off reading from HaRambam’s Sefer Hamisvot.  To 
that end the late Maimonidean scholar Hakham Yosef Qafih 
composed his own Azharot based upon HaRambam at the end 
of his edition of Sefer Hamisvot (1971). 

Many other versions exist as well including:

1. Azharot Reshit and Attah Hinhalta approx 8th century. 

2. Rabbenou Se’adyah Gaon 892-942. 

3. Rabbenou Eliyahou Hazaqen (11th century) son-in-
law of Rabbenou Haaye Gaon (939-1038). 

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

5. Ribbi Yisshaq bar Reouben HaBarceloni (lived at the 
same time as the RIF [Rabbi Isaac Alfasi] 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. 
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8. Rabbi Yosef Qafih composed Azharot based upon the 
misvot according to HaRaMBaM.

Commentaries

Over the centuries many commentaries have been 
produced on the Azharot. One of the best commentaries on 
Azharot was published in Livorno in 1841 by Rabbi Shaoul 
HaKohen of Jerba (1772-1848) entitled Netib Misvotekha. 
This is an excellent commentary and is very worthwhile read 
to gain insight and appreciation into the text of the Azharot. 

Rabbi David Bitton A”H published a spectacular volume 
on Ibn Gabirol’s Azharot (Misvot ‘Aseh) in 1979. Unfortunately 
though he wrote a second volume on the Misvot Lo Ta’aseh he 
never had the opportunity to publish it. His family here in 
New York tells me they have the manuscript. 

Mahzor Shelom Yerushalayim for Shabuot (New York, 1994) 
by Sephardic Heritage Foundation did a wonderful job on the 
Azharot. See the separate introductions there. The Hebrew 
by Rabbi Shimon Hai Alouf and the English by Rabbi Ezra 
Labaton A”H (pages 277-489) are easily accessible to the 
general reader. This volume truly clarifies and simplifies 
the Azharot and makes them so much more accessible to the 
masses. 

In our days the Rabbi of the synagogue or a learned 
individual will have a class explaining some of these misvot on 
both afternoons of Shabuot. Many “old timers” recall vividly 
the Azharot classes given on Shabuot afternoons in Shaare 
Zion by the late Sam (Selim) Sutton.

Conclusion

It is highly worthwhile to engage in this centuries old 
meaningful tradition. The Azharot function as a great starting 
point to help one study and discuss misvot with family and 
friends.  Let’s not lose this beautiful minhag. This year lets 
all encourage one another to get together at homes or 
synagogues to chant these poetic verses together and partake 
in our beautiful tradition.

Mr. Mosseri is a content editor for Qol Ha’Qahal and a 
Sephardic scholar.

Dairy On Shabuot
Mr. Morris Arking

Many have the custom of eating dairy on Shabuot. What is 
the origin of this custom?  

Eating dairy on Shabuot is not mentioned by the Gemara, 
Geonim or any of the Sephardic or Middle-Eastern Rishonim. 
However it is mentioned by several other Rishonim. 

We find the custom mentioned by the Kol Bo, the Roqeah 
(13th century Germany), Rabbi Ya’aqob Antoli (13th century 
Provence in Southern France) and by Rabbi Kalonymous Ben 
Kalonymous (14th century Provence/Southern France). The 
author of the Kol Bo is not known, but it closely resembles 
the Orhot Hayyim by Rabbi Aharon Ben Ya’aqob HaKohen that 
was compiled in Southern France in the late 13th century 
and suspected to be of the same author. 

The Kol Bo (siman 52) wrote that it was customary to eat 
honey and milk on Shabuot because the Torah is compared 
to honey and milk, as the pasuq in Shir HaShirim (4:11) 
says d’bash v’halab tahat l’shonekh (“Honey and milk under 
your tongue”). The commentators explain that this verse is 
allegorically referring to one who is speaking words of Torah. 
It’s not clear from the Kol Bo when they ate honey and milk 
since normally Yom Tob meals are meat meals. 

Rabbi Avigdor HaSorfati (13th century France) brings the 
acronym for milk in the Torah’s instruction for the Shabuot 
offering, as the pasuq (Bamidbar 28:26) describes it as a 
minhah Hadashah LaShem B’Shabu’otekhem (a new offering to 
Hashem on your Shabuot). The acronym of Hadashah LaShem 
B’Shabu’otekhem is “HaLaB” (milk). This was also brought by 
the MoHaRI Tyrna (14th century Austria). 

This custom was also attributed to the MaHaRaM 
MeRotenburgh (13th century Germany) and is found the 
works of the MaHaRiL (14th century Germany), the T’rumat 
HaDeshen (15th century Austria), and Rabbi Yohanan Luria 
(15th century Germany).

The custom was also brought by Rabbi Moshe Isrelish 
(16th century Poland), commonly known as the RaMA, in 
his notes on Shulhan ‘Arukh (OH 494). He wrote that it is 

Continued on page 18
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customary in several places to eat dairy on the first day of 
Shabuot. He continued, that it seemed to him that the reason 
for this was in order to have two breads. First, eat dairy with 
bread, and then eat meat with another bread, since you can’t 
eat bread with meat, after that bread was served on the table 
with dairy. The two breads are reminiscent of the two breads 
that were brought on the altar in the miqdash on Shabuot. 
Interestingly he makes no mention of honey like the Kol Bo, 
and here he specifies that it was served on the first day, prior 
to the meat meal. So we see from this early record of the 
custom, that dairy on Shabuot did not replace the meat that 
is ordinarily served on Yom Tob as part of the misvah of simhat 
Yom Tob. 

Subsequent to the RaMA’s note on Shulhan ‘Arukh, we 
begin to see this custom documented in Sephardic sources as 
well. Rabbi Hayyim Benveniste (17th century Turkey), in his 
Shiyyere’ K’nesset HaG’dolah (ot gimal), wrote that his custom 
was to eat dairy with honey, make 
birkat hamazon, and then after an 
hour he would eat meat. Another 
Sephardic source is the P’ri 
Hadash, Rabbi Hizqiyah DeSilva, 
from Italy and later in Jerusalem 
(he lived during the latter part 
of the 17th century). He does 
not state what his custom was, 
he just comments on the RaMA’s 
reasoning for the custom (OH 494). He did not agree with 
the explanation of having two breads, so he attributed the 
custom to the Gemara’s comparison of the Torah to milk. In 
Masekhet Ta’anit (7a/b) the Gemara stated that the Torah is 
compared to three liquids; to water, wine, and milk. This is 
either because these liquids are stored in simple earthenware 
jugs just like the Torah that stays in humble people. Or, 
because these liquids spoil if they are not attended to, like the 
Torah which is forgotten without constant study and review. 
The P’ri Hadash also cited the reason of d’bash v’halab tahat 
l’shonekh. And both the Shiyyere’ K’nesset HaG’dolah and the P’ri 
Hadash were quoted by Rabbi Yoseph Molkho (18th century 
Greece) in his Shulhan Gaboha (OH 494 zayin/het). 

Rabbi Hayyim Palaji who was the Chief Rabbi of the 
Turkish Empire in the 19th century also discussed the 
custom of eating dairy on Shabuot (Mo’ed L’Kol Hai, 8:40). 
He explained that we eat dairy and then meat, to show that 

we are worthy of receiving the Torah, since we are careful 
not to eat dairy with or after meat (only before meat). This 
reason is based on the Midrash which said, that when the 
angels saw that Hashem was going to give the Torah to the 
Jewish people, they protested on the grounds that angels are 
more worthy of receiving the Torah. Hashem answered that 
they weren’t, since they ate meat and milk when they went 
to visit Abraham Abinu! Rabbi Hayyim Palaji also added that 
it is more important to have meat than dairy on Shabuot (if 
you’re not going to have both.) 

The reason that the Israelites could not have meat after 
receiving the Torah because their dishes weren’t kosher, 
and that meat required more preparations, such as a special 
slaughtering knife, a salting process etc. was not recorded 
until the 19th century by the Hasidic work, G’ulat Yisrael 
(1821). It does not appear that there is a midrashic source 
that supports this reason. This reason was also quoted by the 
Mishnah B’rurah (OH 494:12). 

Rabbi Abraham Hamway, who 
was born in Halab in the 19th 
century, quotes several of the 
sources cited above in his Mahzor 
Bet HaB’hirah for Pesah and 
Shabuot (pgs 281b/282a). But 
his last line on the subject was: 
“A man is obligated to rejoice on 
this holy holiday and there is no 
happiness unless there is meat, 

therefore after eating dairy foods, make birkat hamazon, and 
then the righteous should eat (meat) until they are satisfied!” 
(ot yod tet). 

So we see from the RaMA, the Shiyyere’ K’nesset HaG’dolah, 
Rabbi Hayyim Palaji and Hakham Abraham Hamway, that 
dairy was only served before a meat meal, not instead of a 
meat meal on Shabuot. Likewise Hakham ‘Obadyah Yosef 
wrote, “Our custom is to eat dairy first, then eat something 
(parve) and drink something (parve to wash away the dairy) 
and then we have meat” (Hazon ‘Obadyah-“Yom Tob” pg 318). 

What was the custom in Middle-Eastern communities? 
In the Keter Shem Tob’s compendium of customs for Shabuot 
(by Rabbi Shem Tob Gaguine) he writes that the custom 
in the Land of Israel, Syria, Turkey and Egypt was to have 
cheese dishes and foods cooked with butter, milk and honey 

“...the custom of eating dairy 
did not come at the expense 
of eating meat at any of the 

official Yom Tob meals”

Continued from page 17
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for breakfast as was the custom in Germany, but that the 
Sephardic communities in London and Amsterdam were not 
meticulous in that matter (volume 4 pgs 15/16 published in 
1954). So again, we see that in these communities the custom 
of eating dairy did not come at the expense of eating meat 
at any of the official Yom Tob meals, as they only had it for 
breakfast, not as a dinner or lunch. 

Furthermore the Yemenites never adopted the custom 
of eating dairy at all on the holiday of Shabuot (see Halikhot 
Teman by Rabbi Yoseph Qafih and Halakhot and Minhagim 
of the Jewish People by Rabbi ‘Obadyah Melamed). In fact 
the Gemara in Masekhet Pesahim (68b) states that Rab Yosef 
instructed the members of his household to prepare him a 
third-born calf for the Shabuot meal. He explained that if it 
wasn’t for the Torah that was given on that day, kammah Yoseph 
eeka b’shuqa (he would be one of many Joe’s in the market 
place). Since the Torah elevated him to the special status of 
being Rab Yoseph, it is fitting to celebrate Shabuot with a 
special meat meal! 

So what about the Halabi 
custom of having an actual dairy 
meal on the holiday of Shabuot? 
In Halab, some families would 
serve dairy on the first night of 
the holiday and others on the 
first day of the holiday. It was 
common to serve rishta b’kalsoness, cheese sombusak, riz ib 
halib (rice with milk) and riz ib ‘assal (rice with honey). It 
was also customary to serve krabeej which is a pastry with 
marshmallow fluff. The fluff is known as “natef” in Arabic 
and it is reminiscent of the pasuq that is recited in the mizmor 
for Shabuot: …af shamayim nattefu mip’ne’ Elokim zeh sinai 
(Tehilim 68:9). Those that serve dairy on the first night, feel 
that a lighter meal facilitates staying up all night. Eating 
dairy at night instead of the daytime is also consistent with 
the Rabbinic teaching regarding Shabbat and Yom Tob meals 
of, “k’bod yom ukhbod laylah, k’bod yom qodem” (Pesahim 105a) 
which means that the daytime meal takes precedence over 
the nighttime meal. Maran brings that l’halakhah in OH 
271:3. Furthermore Hakham ‘Obadyah Yosef wrote (Hazon 
‘Obadyah-“Yom Tob” pgs 96-98) that according to Maran and 
other posqim the misvah of simhat Yom Tob is mid’rabbanan on 
the first night of Yom Tob as opposed to the first day when it 
is d’orayta (see Masekhet Sukkah 48a where the word “akh” 
in the pasuq “v’hayita akh sameah” excludes the first night, and 

the Yerushalmi Sukkah 84:5 states “…lel Yom Tob rishon patur 
misimhah”). Based on that, several Ashkenazic Rabbis such 
as the Hazon Ish, Rabbi Aharon Kotler and Rabbi Yehezkel 
Abramsky also adopted the custom of eating their dairy meal 
at night. Still, in all, some served the dairy meal for lunch. 

So is this custom of serving dairy for an actual Yom Tob 
meal problematic halakhically? HaRambam wrote in MT 
Hilkhot Yom Tob (6:18): “The men eat meat and drink wine 
as there is no happiness unless there is meat and there is 
no happiness unless there is wine.” However Maran did not 
rule like HaRambam in this matter, since it seems from the 
Gemara (Pesahim 108a) that meat was only a requirement 
in the times of the Bet HaMiqdash, when they ate the meat 
of the qorban sh’lamim, but now that we don’t have the Bet 
HaMiqdash we fulfill the obligation of simhat Yom Tob by 
drinking wine. In Shulhan ‘Arukh: Hilkhot Yom Tob (OH 529:1) 
Maran wrote; “And one is obligated to (make hamossi) on 
two loaves of bread (for lehem mishneh) and establish every 
meal on the wine.” He makes no mention of an obligation 

to have meat, which is consistent 
with his discussion in the Bet Yosef 
(OH 529 Dibbur HaMat-hil “Katab 
HaRambam”) where he differs 
with HaRambam on this point, 
based on his understanding of the 
gemara in Masekhet Pesahim. 

So, from a halakhic perspective dairy may be served any 
time for a Yom Tob meal, provided that they also drink wine. 
However from all the sources cited above, we see that it 
was important to them to have meat for every Yom Tob meal. 
Therefore we must put the custom of eating dairy on Shabuot 
into proper perspective. It originated as an Ashkenazic 
custom, and after the RaMA’s notes were printed with 
Shulhan ‘Arukh it was adopted by Sepharadim in a limited 
way. Either as a prelude to a meat meal, or as a breakfast, 
or not at all in some Middle-Eastern communities. Our 
community adopted the custom of having one dairy meal, 
which is permissible according to Maran, but based on all of 
the above-mentioned sources it is not suggested to replace 
more than one meat meal with dairy.

Mr. Arking teaches Sephardic customs and Halakha in 
Beth Torah And Bnei Yosef

“...we must put the custom of 
eating dairy on Shabuot into 

proper perspective.”
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College Spotlight

Israel-Palestine: The 
Case for Nuance, 
with Professor Alan 
Dershowitz
Thoughts on Professor Alan 
Dershowitz’s lecture to the 
Brooklyn College Israel Club & 
SCA Israel Group, April 29, 2015
Qol Ha’Qahal Staff Writer

He’s a name dropper, that’s for sure. Both Clintons, 
Senator Elizabeth Warren, P.M. Benjamin “Bibi” Netanyahu, 
Shabak’s [Shin Bet, Israel Security Agency] former number 
2 head, they and many others have all at one time leant an 
ear to what Harvard Law Professor Alan Dershowitz has had 
to say or advised. Recently retired from a 50 year teaching 
career, Dershowitz is as informative and yes, entertaining as 
ever. Speaking at an event organized by the Israel 
Club at Brooklyn College and co-sponsored by the 
SCA, he eagerly fielded audience questions and encouraged 
interaction in a discussion on Israel and the Palestinian 
situation. Evidenced by the lack of negative outbursts and 
many nodding heads, the some 300 attendees in the Tanger 
Auditorium seemed to be predominantly on board with his 
pro–Israel message. 

That is not to say that all attendees agreed with him. Said 
one woman, “I was very surprised to hear what a staunch 
Democrat he is, bordering on staunchly anti-Republican.” 
When asked if he would vote for a Democrat presidential 
nominee in the next election he asserted that his main 
concern was ensuring a liberal for the next Supreme Court 
vacancy and no candidate had yet to earn his vote. 

That said, he also openly showed his disgust with the 
President he voted for twice. Early on, he said of the Iran 
negotiations “I wouldn’t let President Obama negotiate a 
one month lease for me!” He was disturbed by America’s 
projected weakness in the situation. 

However, he also went on to explain his views on the 
“occupation” and belief in a two state solution. This, to him 
was a center-left position. “The extremists on both the Right 
and the Left want one State. The extreme left don’t believe in 
Israel, but they also don’t believe in America.” The audience 
laughed good-naturedly. 

Dershowitz emphasized his faith in democracy and the 
State of Israel’s unparalleled status in the Middle East, with 
a judiciary finer, he said, than even our own. He criticized 
some Senators for refusing to attend Prime Minister Bibi 
Netanyahu’s now famous address to the Senate on Iran. 
Dershowitz took action and called far-left Senator Elizabeth 
Warren and other Democrats whom he financially supported, 
to say he would no longer do so because of their untenable 
position. “It is their job to listen and withhold judgements 
until after the speech.”  

A staunch advocate of Israel’s right to exist and defend 
itself, Dershowitz was eager to share his advice on how to 
combat anti-Israel bias on campus. He felt that clubs and 
organizations outside of the academic administration should 
be organizing all speakers in order not to inadvertently or 
purposefully influence students. In this same vein, teachers 
should never teach courses touting their personal beliefs. He 
for instance, never taught a pro-Israel class at Harvard.  

On the subject of tenured professors, he went on a 
tear. Those who do not step up and take chances he called 
“cowards.” Often, he himself is called to lecture at prestigious 
universities when perfectly capable professors are there. 
Recently, Columbia University called on him, which he 
found ridiculous, because no one wanted to risk taking a pro-
Israel stand. He acted as if he were a dying breed of lawyer, 
more concerned with social injustice than about peer review. 
Clearly he would be in the know. 

When questioned about the apparent double-standard 
applied to Israel and alleged war crimes, he emphasized that 
world opinion tends to criticize a situation based on not who 
the alleged victim is, but on who the alleged perpetrator is. He 
gave the example of Islamic State’s recent demolition and 
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slaughter of a Palestinian refugee camp in Syria. The public 
outrage was insignificant compared to the accusations made 
against the IDF. He did not elaborate why the public has, for 
years, expected more of the Jewish State – perhaps because 
in Leftist circles this would reflect an implied prejudice. 
Dershowitz keeps his pronouncements clearly in the cerebral 
realm of facts and legalities rather than psychology. 

Of the BDS 
movement (Boycott, 
Divestment, & 
Sanctions against Israeli 
businesses), he said, 
“It is a completely 
immoral policy. Say ok 
if they want to boycott 
Israel for human 
rights abuses then 
where is the boycott 
of China, Russia, and 
the 114 countries that 
come before Israel?” 
He sounded firm in 
explaining that BDS 
would never take hold of college administrations, despite 
having done so in Europe, because any university president 
here in the U.S. with the temerity to sign on, would be fired 
immediately. 

At one point Dershowitz thanked the audience for being 
so polite and non-combative but welcomed hard hitting 
questions. Here the dichotomy of American Jewish activism 
became apparent as the old liberal narrative showed its wear. 
One student made plain that as a Syrian Jew she found his 
assertions that a one State solution was impossible because 
Palestinians and Jews could not live together peaceably, 
inaccurate. This threw the Professor off guard and compelled 
him to rephrase his prior statement. Another student pointed 
out that the West Bank did not seem in any condition to 
take on the mantel of democratic and peaceful self-rule. 
Dershowitz disagreed and re-emphasized his faith in peoples’ 
eagerness for democracy not withstanding that in Gaza, 
Hamas was voted in. 

Dershowitz gave an overall impression of optimism. While 
it was positive to hear how he once spearheaded a successful 
campaign that eventually consisted of 11,000 professors who 

would walk out if a proposed boycott of Israeli academics in 
this country took hold, his solutions to combating bigotry 
today seemed to rely on faith in Israel’s opponents to do that 
which was morally and judicially correct, or some court 
to demand they do so. Despite his wealth of experience 
he described a relationship with President Obama that 
seemed to contradict this optimism. He knew the President 

from his student 
life years before the 
presidency (which 
speaks volumes of 
his intimacy with the 
Left’s intelligentsia) 
and believed him to 
be very intelligent. 
“He sat with me 
in the Oval Office 
and said there will 
be no Iran nuclear 
weapons.” Either the 
President, despite 
his brilliance was out 
of his league with 
the negotiations, or 

Professor Dershowitz admitted, he was so smart he was now 
following his own new plan. If the latter is closer to the truth, 
it would be difficult to remain faithful that one man’s moral 
and judicial compass is the same as another’s. 

Professor Dershowitz is a dogged supporter of Israel, 
displaying the fact that in free societies everyone has the right 
to disagree with each other and the leadership, yet still do 
great, necessary work on society’s behalf. Anyone on the 
left or right side of the isle would welcome his thorough 
representation given the need for their own defense, because 
he appears blessed with eternal energy and a willingness 
to fight the good fight. Friends of Israel the world over are 
fortunate that this advocate speaks the language and effectively 
knows the twisted legal means by which her detractors wish 
to discredit her. 
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Megillat Ruth

What’s the Deal with 
Yobel and Capitalism?
Mr. Louis J. Shamie

In the modern world, nearly everything has a price. 
Economic activity has little limit, assets change hands at a 
swift pace, and some individuals are able to build enormous 
personal wealth. Fire up a Bloomberg terminal, and you can 
track a complex system of interest rates for loans of varying 
currencies, duration, and credit quality. Investors can move 
money from Japanese government bonds to British mortgage 
backed securities to Iowa farmland in a morning’s trading. 

So for modern eyes, it is a little jarring to read about the 
Torah’s system of shemitah 
(every seventh year) and 
yobel (every fiftieth year). 
I’m not talking about the 
prohibition of working the 
land: with Shabbat, we learn 
the concept of refraining 
from economic activity 
every seventh day to focus on more important things, it is not 
much of a stretch to institute this kind of pause every seventh 
year. No, I’m talking about the system where all debts are 
canceled under shemitah, and all land sales are reversed under 
yobel. 

A Marxist may have no problem with this system, but 
what of a capitalist? If we think that free trade in assets and 
the extension of credit are good things, drivers of economic 
growth, how do we square that with the Divine wisdom that 
seeks to undo these forces?

To understand the importance of the Torah’s system, we 
need some historical context. For most of human history, 
agriculture was the primary form of economic activity. 
Production required fertile land, labor, and perhaps livestock. 
For any given piece of land, there was little you could do 
to improve it. The essential part of “capitalism” is capital, 
i.e. investment in assets that allow increased productivity. 

In agricultural societies, this was mostly moot. The main 
form of capital was land, and - to paraphrase Mark Twain - 
they weren’t making any more of it. The idea of investing to 
increase future production was absent. There was no growing 
the pie, only differences in how it was sliced. The wealthy man 
amassed land, livestock, and often slave labor for himself, but 
his gain was usually someone else’s loss.

Think of the setting in Megillat Ruth, which we read on 
Shabuot. Boaz is a land owner, and his workers harvest the 
produce by hand. There’s not much Boaz can do to increase 
productivity – no tractors, no pesticides. Meanwhile Naomi, 
who lost her land when her family absconded to Moab, is 
without a source of income. She and Ruth must depend on 
the safety net – the Torah’s requirement that the harvesters 

leave any fallen sheaves to the 
poor, leket – and the goodwill 
of others in order to live.

So what was the result 
of these conditions? 
Everywhere you look – from 
ancient China, to medieval 

Europe, to pre-modern Russia – the outcome was similar, 
and depressing. Wealth tended to concentrate in a few hands, 
and the majority of people were trapped in serfdom or tenant 
farming. To quote political scientist Francis Fukuyama:

In premodern agrarian societies…technology is fixed 
and no one is rewarded for being entrepreneurial…
there were no particular economies of scale to be 
had, either…but small initial differences in resources 
reinforced themselves through the mechanism of debt 
peonage. A wealthier peasant or landowner would 
lend money to a poorer one; a single bad season or 
crop failure would reduce the debtor to serfdom or 
slavery, with the forfeiture of his family’s property. 1

The mechanism is familiar to those who recall the end 
of Parashat Vayigash, where Joseph managed to consolidate all 
the land of Egypt for Pharaoh’s estate.2 Pharaoh had stores of 
1 Francis Fukuyama, The Origins of Political Order, (Macmillan, 2011) p 142.
2 Bereshit 47:20

“The Torah does not command 
economic equality, it leaves people 
to work on their own and tolerates 

some difference in outcomes.”
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grain in a time of famine, and the people were so desperate 
for food that they gave up all their wealth, all their livestock, 
and ultimately the ownership of all their land. They agreed to 
work the land on Pharaoh’s behalf in return for remitting 20% 
of the produce to Pharaoh. (This was a relatively light cut to 
the landowner, Shir Hashirim suggests that in a particularly 
prolific vineyard, the sharecroppers would take one sixth of 
what they produced, and King Solomon, as the landowner, 
would keep the remaining five sixths.3)

In this light, the wisdom of the Torah law is readily 
apparent. It reads as a cure to the ills described above. Jews are 
limited in charging interest to each other.4 Today, businesses 
borrow money to invest in capital, and expect to make a 
positive return on the investment greater than the interest 
on the loan. In the agrarian context described by Fukuyama, 
the borrower is not looking to build a business; he is looking 
to feed his family through a hardship. He may 
have trouble repaying the principal unless he 
is lucky enough to have a few good harvests; 
compounding interest could ruin him. 

Next, we have a system of debt forgiveness 
in the shemitah year. “Every creditor shall 
release that which he has lent to his neighbor; 
he shall not exact it of his neighbor and his 
brother.”5 If a man is unfortunate enough to 
accumulate debt that he cannot repay, the 
forgiveness of shemitah wipes the slate clean 
and removes the danger of a descent into 
peonage. In this context, the loan itself is an act of charity, 
with no profit motive and the knowledge that the debt could 
be very well be released. 

This was way ahead of its time. Today, a personal 
bankruptcy process can give an indebted person a fresh 
start, though with a great deal of difficulty. This was rarely 
true in the West until the 20th century. In fact, until 1869, 
Great Britain would jail people who owed money in debtors’ 
prisons, a particularly cruel system since being imprisoned 
made it very difficult to repay one’s debts.

The Torah contemplates slavery as a recourse for a person 
who has hit bottom. However, this is not a permanent 

3 ShirHashirim 8:11-12
4 Vayikra 25:37, Debarim 23:20
5 Debarim 15:2

condition, dooming a man and all his descendants to slavery. 
The institution is instead a “variation of hired labor,” and the 
slave may go free after six years of labor. He must go free with 
yobel, even against his own wishes to remain a slave. A society 
with a permanent class of slaves is antithetical to God’s plan 
for the Jewish nation. The slave-owner is also commanded to 
give gifts6 to his departing slave, giving him the advantage he 
needs to start his life again and arrest the downward spiral.

Just as slavery is reformed by the Torah to no longer be 
a permanent condition, so landlessness is made temporary 
as well. When poverty forces a person to sell his land, 
ordinarily he condemns all his descendants to a second-class 
existence. Without land, their economic hopes in an agrarian 
society would be dim. Their social status would be low, and 
over time they could lose their rights. The yobel provides a 
bold reset to this dynamic, effectively only allowing a person 

to lease his land for a term ending with the 
next yobel. He cannot sell his children’s 
livelihood for his own benefit. One person’s 
mistakes or misfortunes are not allowed to 
compound into eternity, as they would in 
other societies. 

The Torah does not command economic 
equality, it leaves people to work on their 
own and tolerates some difference in 
outcomes. This fits with the lessons of the 
20th century. Stalin and Mao each caused 
mass famines with the forced collectivization 

of agriculture, where those who worked the land had no 
claim to the fruit of their labor and so no incentive to work 
productively. The Torah doesn’t begrudge an individual’s 
success, whether the product of hard work or just good 
fortune. It only asks that some of that success be shared with 
those less fortunate. The vision is of a society where each 
individual has the opportunity to provide for himself, and 
provision is made for those who are unable to do so. In such 
a society, all individuals have the freedom to participate in 
society and worship God. An oligarchy, where the mass of 
people is beholden to an upper class that controls everyday 
life, politics and the legal system, is repugnant to God.

A similar ideal was tried in US history. The 1862 
Homestead Act granted 160 acres of federal land to any 
American citizen who settled the West. It is recognized as 
6 Debarim 15:14

Julius Schnorr von Carolsfeld: 
“Ruth in Boaz’s Field”, 1828

Continued on page 24



24

an important building block of American democratic society 
and a source of great opportunity for the masses.

We no longer live in an agrarian society; only about 1% of 
Americans work on a farm, and their output is around 1% of 
US GDP. Still, the intricate economic systems of our religion 
have lessons for conduct in the modern economy.

The first lesson is the importance of a safety net. In a free 
market society, some people will end up without the means 
to provide for their families on their own. It’s nothing but 
statistics. What Judaism teaches is that it is the responsibility 
of those that have to take care of those that do not. Whether 
through loans or charity, it is important to support those 
who are falling.

Second, there is a special responsibility to care for one’s 
relatives. The yobel is a last resort for a person who has lost his 
land. Ideally, a person’s relatives – immediate family, uncles, 
cousins, etc – are supposed to step in and redeem the land for 
him well before the fiftieth year. In Megillat Ruth, Boaz served 
this role for Naomi. The lesson holds today when a family 
member falls on hard times.

Third, while in ancient times land was the gateway to a 
livelihood, today the key is education. Sure, some can set up 
their kids for life with a portfolio of prime Manhattan real 
estate, but this is not feasible on a large scale. Instead, we 
need to make sure that everyone is endowed with the skills 
to make a living. It is the community’s responsibility to make 
sure our children have the tools to succeed in the modern 
world – no matter what the status of their parents.

Finally, think of the limits the Torah places on dynasties. 
Unlike modern societies, there was no estate tax to limit the 
size of inheritance. Instead, the yobel effectively broke up 
concentrated wealth every fifty years, and limited how much 
wealth could pass through the generations. If you’ve “made it” 
and can make sure your children, grandchildren, and great-
grandchildren have all they need, consider how much of your 
estate should go to them, and how much should go back to 
supporting your community and its institutions.

Mr. Shamie is a community based writer, currently working 
in the financial industry.

Wherever You Go I 
Shall Go: Megillat 
Ruth’s Allusions to 
Abraham and Yishaq
Rabbi Moshe Shamah

I. Introduction

Megillat Ruth depicts Ruth’s courageous, unwavering 
decision to forsake her Moabite family, nation and god in 
order to remain with her mother-in-law and join Israel and 
its God, despite the significant hardships and stigma that 
were involved in doing so. This was an exceptional decision 
as she had not had any children. Although not a word is said 
concerning her personal considerations in making such a life-
altering decision, one cannot ignore the message transmitted 
between the lines. Clearly, Ruth had a Moabite family to 
which she could have returned, as Naomi – who surely was 
familiar with her family situation – continually advised, 
even urged, her to do. But she obviously had been deeply 
and compellingly impacted by the family she married into, 
despite the fact that it had separated from its patrimony and 
intermarried with Moabites. 

In light of the problems she would be expected to face as 
a Moabite in Israel, her choice is an impressive testimony to 
her appreciation of the merit of Israel’s heritage, essentially 
its God and His laws. As Boaz remarked concerning her 
decision, referring to her relationship with the God of Israel, 
“May Hashem reward your deeds…that you have come to 
take refuge under His wings” (Ruth 2:12). Ultimately, she 
is rewarded with marriage and progeny from which Israel’s 
national royal family stems. 

In illustrating how the most glorious outcome may result 
from humble and alien origins, provided there is sincerity, 
goodness and perseverance, the Megillah is an important 
commentary on the Torah. Underlying the narrative is the 
theme of God’s behind-the-scenes involvement, influencing 
events to help the righteous succeed in pursuing their worthy 
goals.

II. Allusions to Abraham and Yishaq

Continued from page 23
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Megillat Ruth

Ruth’s extraordinary comportment is given fuller 
meaning, indeed, momentous significance, by the rich 
allusions to events in the lives of Abraham and Yishaq. Parallels 
are drawn between God’s לְֶך-לְָך (“go forth”) call to Abraham 
to leave his father’s home to proceed to the Promised Land 
– the foundational test crucial to Abraham’s selection to 
establish the nation of Israel – and Ruth’s doing so. The 
account of divine providence at work in Abraham’s servant 
finding the appropriate wife for Yishaq is the backdrop to 
Ruth’s meeting Boaz and the preliminaries that eventually 
lead to their marrying. We will survey the linkage, pointing 
out how extensive it is. 

God’s selection of Abraham entails the challenge of taking 
leave of land, kinfolk and father’s home to go to a land he 
does not know but one that God will direct him to, לְֶך-לְָך 

ַאְרֶאָּך ֲאֶׁשר  ֶאל-ָהָאֶרץ  ָאִביָך  ּוִמֵּבית  ּוִמּמֹולַדְְּתָך   .(Gen. 12:1) ֵמַאְרְצָך 
Ruth’s decision to attach herself to Naomi contains similar 
elements and is described in strikingly comparable language. 
When Naomi tried to 
dissuade her daughters-in-
law from accompanying her 
from Moab to Judah, she 
said: ְבנָה ִאָּׁשה לְֵבית ִאָּמּה  לֵכְנָה ּשֹׁ
(“Go, return, each woman 
to her mother’s home” 
[Ruth. 1:8]). As a woman 
speaking to women to 
return home, the more 
emotionally laden “mother’s home” is substituted for the 
more technically correct “father’s home.” Ruth’s response 
includes ֵאלְֵך ֵּתלְכִי   .Wherever you go I shall go” [v“) ֶאל-ֲאֶׁשר 
16]) recalling לְֶך-לְָך. 

She continues with a comprehensive commitment to the 
nation of Israel and its God, corresponding to Abraham’s 
response – silent but nonetheless salient – in hearkening to 
the divine call to go to a land he does not know. Later, Boaz 
strikes similar notes in commending Ruth: וְִאֵּמְך ָאִביְך   וַַּתַעזְִבי 

 You left father, mother“) וְֶאֶרץ מֹולַדְֵּתְך וֵַּתלְכִי ֶאל-ַעם ֲאֶׁשר ֹלא-יָדַַעְּת
and land of your birth and moved to a nation you did not 
previously know” [2:11]).

When Abraham’s servant, while on his mission to find a 
wife for Yishaq, arrived at his destination, he was נִָּצב, 
“standing watchfully” at the well from which the town’s 
young ladies drew water. He beseeched God, לְָפנַי  ַהְקֵרה-נָא 

ַאְבָרָהם ֲאדֹנִי  ִעם  וֲַעֵׂשה-ֶחֶסד   Cause it to occur before me“) ַהּיֹום 
this day and do kindness with my master Abraham” [Gen. 
24:12]). When Ribqah appeared, her magnificent response to 
his request included: ֶאְׁשָאב ַעד ִאם-ּכִּלּו לְִׁשּתֹות (“I will draw until 
they finish drinking”), quenching their thirst (v. 19). When 
the servant’s character test – essentially looking for the traits 
of kindness and sensitivity – was concluded, he asked, 
“Whose daughter are you?” Immediately upon her answer – 
learning that she is from the right family – he gives her gifts. 
Each of these elements has a thematic or distinctive linguistic 
parallel in the corresponding Megillah scene.

When Ruth first went out to the fields to pick gleanings, 
 It chanced for her to come upon the portion“) וַּיִֶקר ִמְקֶרָה וְגֹו‘
of the field that belonged to Boaz” [Ruth 2:3]). Boaz asked his 
assistant ‘ַהּנִָּצב ַעל-ַהּקֹוְצִרים וְגֹו (“who stood watchfully over the 
harvesters”), ‘to whom does this girl belong?’ (v. 5). (In the 
following verse the foreman is again mentioned as -ַהּנִָּצב ַעל

 Immediately upon (.ַהּקֹוְצִרים
being told of Ruth’s family 
connection, Boaz, having 
previously heard of her 
beneficence, begins extending 
great kindness to her. He tells 
her that when she becomes 
thirsty she may go to the 
vessels יְִׁשֲאבּון ֵמֲאֶׁשר   וְָׁשִתית 

 and drink from“) ַהּנְָעִרים
where the lads draw” [2:9]), introducing the linkage of both a 
water-drawing site as well as a thirst-quenching gesture into 
the narrative.

Abraham’s servant gave thanks to God:  -ָּברּוְך ה’…ֲאֶׁשר ֹלא

וֲַאִמּתֹו ַחְסּדֹו   Blessed is Hashem…who has not forsaken“) ָעזַב 
His kindness and truth from my master” [Gen. 24:27]). He 
states his appreciation that God led him to his master’s 
brethren. Although his mission still required great effort to 
bring the indicated result to fruition, God had spoken and 
the servant realized it; he now focused his efforts on bringing 
about the marriage. Meanwhile, Ribqah goes home and 
reports to her family (לְֵבית ִאָּמּה [“her mother’s home]) what 
transpired (v. 28).

Ruth returns to her mother-in-law and relates the day’s 
events. Although there is a long way to go, Naomi immediately 
senses divine providence at work and the matrimonial and 

“... her choice is an impressive 
testimony to her appreciation 

of the merit of Israel’s heritage, 
essentially its God and His laws.”

Continued on page 26
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Megillat Ruth

redemption potential for her daughter-in-law, which she 
must still nurture with great skill in order for it to be 
actualized. She expresses her thanksgiving to God with the 
following words: ָּברּוְך הּוא לַה’ ֲאֶׁשר ֹלא-ָעזַב ַחְסּדֹו (“Blessed be he 
to Hashem who has not forsaken His kindness” [Ruth 2:20]). 
It is noteworthy that these Genesis and Ruth usages of the 
phrase ֲאֶׁשר ֹלא-ָעזַב ַחְסּדֹו are the only two attestations of this 
locution in Scripture. 
Naomi then proclaims that 
God has led Ruth to a 
relative, ָקרֹוב לָנּו ָהִאיׁש ִמּגֲֹאלֵנּו 

 The man is related to“) הּוא
us, he is from our 
redeemers”), using words 
very similar to those of 
Abraham’s servant when he 
acknowledges that God has 
led him to take the daughter 
of ֲאדֹנִי  my master’s“) ֲאִחי 
brother”) for Yishaq. In 
redemption contexts, 
“redeemer” and “brother” 
are employed virtually 
synonymously (see Lev. 
25).

Ruth added a detail: 
Boaz had also told her, “Stay 
close to my young men 
until they conclude all my 
harvest” (Ruth 2:21). He 
employed the identical 
phrase Ribqah did when 
informing the servant that 
she would draw water until 
the camels were through 
drinking: ִאם-ּכִּלּו  until“) ַעד 
they finish”). Individuals of good character complete the task 
or responsibility of kindness they began. Again, these are the 
only two attestations of this locution in Scripture. 

Upon the servant being seated in the home of Ribqah’s 
parents, he made a point of his desire to expedite his 
responsibility: “I will not eat until I speak my words” (Gen. 
24:33). When Naomi senses that Boaz recognizes his 
responsibility, she comments that, “the man will not be quiet 

until he concludes the matter today” (Ruth 3:18). It is also 
praiseworthy to be prompt in fulfilling a responsibility one 
has accepted.

Finally, when Yishaq marries Ribqah, the Torah states, וַּיִַּקח 

 took Ribqah and she became [Yishaq]“) ֶאת-ִרְבָקה וְַּתִהי-לֹו לְִאָּׁשה
his wife” [Gen. 24:67]). When Boaz and Ruth marry, it states, 
 Boaz took Ruth and she became“) וַּיִַּקח ּבַֹעז ֶאת-רּות וְַּתִהי-לֹו לְִאָּׁשה

his wife” [Ruth 4:13]). These 
are the only two attestations in 
Scripture of this compound 
phrasal formula. Both words of 
the succeeding phrase in the 
Megillah, ֵאלֶיָה  and he“) וַּיָבֹא 
cohabited with her”), are 
alliteratively linked to the 
immediately preceding phrase 
in that corresponding Genesis 
verse, ָהאֱֹהלָה יְִצָחק   and“) וַיְִבֶאָה 
Yishaq brought her into the 
tent”).

With this full constellation 
of correlations the message 
is unmistakable. Ruth was a 
sincere convert to the nation 
of Israel; she sensed God’s 
call, following in the footsteps 
of Abraham (and Ribqah). 
As God intervened on behalf 
of Abraham to provide the 
proper wife for his son, so 
did He on behalf of Naomi, to 
provide the proper husband 
for her daughter-in-law. Things 
come about in ways that to 
the casual observer might 
appear as happenstance but 

to the discerning eye are providential. Superlative virtues 
distinguished both Ribqah and Ruth. As Yishaq and Ribqah 
deserved each other so too did Ruth and Boaz, and a notable 
future such as had materialized for the former couple was in 
store for the latter one.

Rabbi Shamah is the Rabbi of Sephardic Synagogue and 
Ohel Yishak of Allenhurst.

Continued from page 25



27

Importance of Family

Meyer Kassin’s a”h 80th 
Birthday
Dr. David M. Betesh

On September 6, 2014, Shabbat Ki Tesse, Mr. Meyer J. 
Kassin stood up to address the Ohel Yaacob Congregation 
on the occasion of his 80th birthday. He started by thanking 
everyone for attending his milestone birthday. He thanked 
his children and grandchildren for making the event possible. 
He thanked his wife, Carol, for many great years of marriage.

The next messages of his remarks have strongly impacted 
me to this day. To paraphrase his remarks, he said that in his 
life there have been many ups and downs. Whereas Judaism 

has always been part of his life, like most people, there are 
times when inspiration levels wax and wane. One event in his 
life, however, hit him extremely hard and tested his faith and 
that of his entire family.

When he was younger, he said that he had a brother 
that he was very close with, named David. This brother 
was tragically lost to the family at a very young age. Meyer 

said that this event had crushed his morale, and that of his 
entire family. His family, the family of our community’s Chief 
Rabbi, Dr. Jacob S. Kassin, began to seriously question the 
events of why and how this could have happened. He said 
that without a doubt “without having a strong foundation in 
Judaism, my family would not have been able to recover.” 
It was our commitment to Judaism, said Meyer, which has 
preserved him and his family to get through this and to move 
on with life. “Without Judaism, we would have been lost for 
good.”

Meyer continued in tears to talk about family: 

There is nothing in the world more important than 
family. I feel that every family in the world should do 
whatever they can to stick together and stay united. 
I constantly pray for the day in the future when the 
prophecies in Isaiah 2:4 get fulfilled. To a time when 
there is peace and harmony among all the nations of 
the world, a time when weapons will be turned into 
instruments of productivity, when “no nation shall lift 
up a sword against another nation” and when there are 
no more wars, no more destruction, and no more loss 
of life, so that all the soldiers around the world can 
return home and be with their families.

May the Almighty speedily hasten that day.

Dr. Betesh is a Pizmonim and Hazzanut enthusiast.

“There is nothing in the world 
more important than family. ”
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