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It is with much gratitude to the Almighty that we present 
Qol HaQahal’s 50th issue. We would like to acknowledge 
the rabbis, teachers, writers, editors, designers and 

lay leaders who make this possible. It is only through 
working together these past 3 years that we have been able 
to accomplish our mission “To promote Torah throughout 
our community by providing a platform for our rabbis, 
lay members, students and institutions”. This publication 
is a testament to our community’s spiritual and material 

generosity in which many gave of their time, effort and 
money to help spread torah throughout our synagogues,  
schools and homes. To date over 100,000 copies have been 
distributed with millions more in digital format. 

It is our prayer that we continue to provide this platform 
for many more years. In this issue we would like to recognize 
our past writers-all  of who volunteered their time  to spread 
torah. 
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This past academic school year I came to a very 
harsh realization. For the first time in my 9 year 
teaching career, not one of the freshmen students 

in attending my Halacha classes were alive for the tragic 
events of 9/11/01. I don't use the word harsh because of 
how old this made me feel (though it is an appropriate 
adjective), but rather because I was able to see the difference 
between someone who has lived 
through a tragedy firsthand and 
someone who has not. To my 
students, 9/11 is the reason for 
long security lines at airports, 
singing “God bless America” at 
ball games and the reason for the 
Freedom Tower. These are things 
they were born into and has been 
their unchanging reality. 

To me and to many who 
experienced that day, it's about 
the smell of jet fuel burning, 
watching victims jump 100 
stories to their deaths, having 
the ashes of the towers blown 
into your front yard in Brooklyn, 
and seeing live coverage of 
Arab terrorists rejoicing in the 
streets at the attack on western 
civilization. It was about the 
beginning of the global war on 
terror, the end of the feeling of invincibility we felt as 
US citizens, the beginning of the financial crisis, and the 
catalyst for deep discussions about morality. I now live in 
a totally different world than I did before the events of 
that fateful day. These are two very different sides of the 
spectrum. 

While this was a first for me being on the “back in my 
day” side of the discussion, I've often found myself in my 
student’s shoes. One example is when I talk about the 
Vietnam War with veterans from my congregation. To 
me it is about pictures, words in a textbook and political 
history. For them it is about the sounds, smells and 
fears of a real life event. It's about atrocities witnessed 

and friends who have perished. 
Their lives from that moment 
on were forever altered. They 
shed real tears each and every 
Veterans Day and Memorial Day. 
Any tears I shed on this day are 
either non-existant or artificial at 
best in comparison. These heroes 
who have lived through it were 
able to give me true perspective 
about what really went on and 
what the war meant to them and 
to the nation in just a few short 
sentences. 

So it is with us and the mourning 
of the Beit Hamikdash that we 
engage in on Tish’a Be’Av. How 
can we truly relate to a tragedy 
that we did not experience? How 
can our cries to God begging for 
redemption be taken seriously 
while we are living in a time of 

relative tranquility around the globe as well as possessing 
the state of Israel? If only we had a survivor who could 
pass down the events of the destruction. Someone who 
could focus us on how to cry, what to mourn about and 
how we can take away the proper message of the day. 

Yirmiyahu and his prophecies function as that 
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Jeremiah Lamenting the Destruction of Jerusalem
 Rembrandt, 1630



survivor. Unlike a mere textbook, the Torah speaks to 
us through it’s characters and the poignant messages of 
those great men and women who shaped our history and 
tradition. Yirmiyahu experienced the first destruction 
and was banished from Yerushalayim along with the very 
members of Bnei Yisrael he was trying to lead. When we 
look at his message, we see a fascinating character that 
is highlighted in how we need to cry, how we need to 
mourn and what the mission of the day is. Yirmiyahu 
holds the key to transforming Tish’a Be’Av into a day we 
experience rather than a day we simply commemorate. 

In Yirmiyahu chapter 31, we see the very famous 
prophecy which paints the picture of how Hashem will 
gather us in from the corners of the earth and our exile 
will end 1.  We yearn for this each and every Tish’a 
Be’Av, though we have seen 
many supernatural miracles 
already in regards to Jerusalem’s 
rebuilding. This is the concept of 
Kibutz Galuyoth and returning 
to Jerusalem as our own masters 
which we pray for each and 
every Tish’a Be’Av. Benei Yisrael 
finally closes the gap between 
themselves and their creator2.  
No doubt that this prophecy was 
inspired by Yirmiyahu’s firsthand 
experience of the destruction of 
the first temple. At this intense 
moment and groundbreaking 
revelation that Yirmiyahu shares, 
it is not Abraham, Yitzhak, 
Yaakob, Moshe, Aharon, David or 
Shelomo who takes center stage. 
Instead it is our matriarch Rachel. 

Yirmiyahu highlighted that 
it is Rachel who has the formula 
of how to cry out to Hashem and 
more importantly, how to merit in having Benei Yisrael 
make a complete return to the borders of Israel and 
Jerusalem. She is engaged in bitter crying as the verse 

1 See Radak: 31:2-5 who states that this prophecy also shows the supernatural way that 
Jerusalem will be rebuilt
2  See 31:14 - דעת סופרים 

(31:14) mentioned above states:

“כה אמר ה׳, קול רמה נשמע, נהי בכי תמרורים. רחל מבכה 

על בניה, מאנה להנחם על בניה כי איננו״                                    

“Thus says Hashem: a voice is heard in the heavens of 
lamentation and bitter weeping. Rachel weeps for her 
children; she refuses to be comforted over her children 

because they are gone”. 

Hashem famously responds to this bitter plight in the 
next two verses (31:15-16):

שכר  יש  כי  מדמעה!  ויניל  מבכי  קולך  מנעי  ה׳,  אמר  ״כה 

לפעלתך נאם ה׳, ושבו מארץ אויב: ויש תקוה לאחריתך נאם 

ה׳, ושבו בנים לגבולם.״

“Thus Hashem says (answering Rachel): hold back your 
voice from crying and your eyes 
from weeping! For your actions 
have been rewarded says Hashem, 
and your children shall return 
from the land of the enemy. And 
there is hope for your future, says 
Hashem, and the children 
shall return to their own 

border.” 3

Why did Hakadosh Baruch Hu 
respond so powerfully to Rachel’s 
cries? God’s immediate response 
is for Rachel not to worry! Her 
children will return and there 
is no need for further crying. 
If bitter crying is the formula 
that Rachel is reaching us, then 
what are we doing wrong? If 
Yirmiyahu is our “living link” to 
the destruction and the prophecy 
of redemption, and Rachel is the 
personality who holds the key, we 

must follow what she is doing. 

The answer lies in the syntax of the verse above when 
Hashem reassures Rachel that her children will return to 
3 It is worth noting here that this entire prophecy is read as the Maftir on the second day of 
Rosh Hashana.

7

Excavated stones from the Western Wall of the 
Temple Mount (Jerusalem, Israel), knocked onto the 
street below by Roman battering rams in 70 AD

Continued on page 8



9th of Ab

their borders “because there is reward for your actions”. 
Which actions are being referred to here? There seems 
to only be Rachel crying, and if that's the case, why 
didn't Hashem say “there is reward for your crying/tears” 
 .(דמעתך)

Our rabbis in Midrash 
Eicha Rabba teach us 
about the self less act 
that went on between 
Rachel and her sister, 
our matriarch Leah, on the night of her wedding. Laban 
comes to Rachel and informs her that it will be Leah that 
will be marrying Yaakob tonight and not Rachel. We can 
only imagine the devastation and sadness that Rachel was 
experiencing that night. Yet she knew that Leah would be 
exposed, for Rachel came up with a system of signs that 
would be used by Yaakov that night to properly identify 
that his Kalah was indeed Rachel. After working for 
seven years, he wanted to be sure that he got the love of 
his life. Rachel was able to put her own pain aside and 
put the respect and feelings of her sister first. Without 
those signs, her sister would have experienced disgrace, 
chastisement and ridicule of the highest degree. This 
unique level of self lessness that Rachel was able to achieve 

was the “פעולה”-- the action that merited her children, 
Bnei Yisrael, the ability to return to their homeland. 

This is why Yirmiyahu was sent the vision of Rachel 
over all other personalities. It was this act of kindness that 
the rabbis of the midrash wanted us to emulate in order 

to bring the redemption. 
It is one thing to cry, it is 
another to feel the pain of 
our fellow man and put 
their needs first. When 
our own egos, passions 

and self respect are being threatened, are we still able to 
see the other side of the coin and react with mercy toward 
our fellow man, or are we all about ourselves? When we 
master the lesson taught to us by Rachel Imeinu, shared 
with us by Yirmiyahu our “living link”, only then can our 
tears truly rock the heavens. 

Rabbi Tawil is the Rabbi of 
Congregation Kol Israel and 
Dean of student life and director 
of student activities at Magen 
David Yeshiva high School. 
During the summer months he is 
the SCA Men’s Learning Director.
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Mourning the Destruction of Jerusalem
Mr. Ezra M Tawil

9th of Ab

Modern day Jerusalem is bursting at the seams.  
Construction cranes are everywhere.  Despite 
the frantic pace of construction, there is a housing 

shortage, as new apartment complexes sell out as quickly as 
they go up.  The municipality’s population is now well over 
800,000 residents.  Every few years sees the development 
of another new neighborhood ringing the hills of the city 
to the north, south and west.    In a few years, the city’s 
population  - which in King David’s time numbered just a 
few thousand  -  will pass the million mark.  The cumulative 
changes over the past fifty years – shopping malls, luxury 
hotels, office towers, theaters, parks, museums  - have 
utterly transformed the city. 

And yet, in the realm 
of liturgy, we live in a 
kind of time warp; it’s as 
if nothing has changed.  
We still recite prayers 
and elegies on Tisha B’Av 
which were composed 
hundreds of years ago, and 
which reflect an entirely 
different reality.  Consider 
the wording of the 
“Nahem” prayer recited on 
Tisha B’Av, in the Minha 
amidah:  “comfort the 
mourners of Zion…. And the 
city which is destroyed, abused and desolate.  She sits, bereft of 
her children, her head bowed, like a woman barren of children…..”   
No doubt, that was the case when the prayer was composed, 
and for many centuries afterwards.  But today?  A city bereft 
of inhabitants?  It’s never been so populated!  Destroyed and 
desolate?  Jerusalem is teeming with energy and vitality.  So 
how can we continue to say things that are so disconnected 
to reality?  Is it really so hard to compose an alternative that 
better reflects the situation as it is?   

This leads us to a related question: given that the nation 
of Israel is no longer exiled from her land, is it proper to 
mourn quite as extensively as we still do – four times a year  

-  as if the modern State of Israel does not exist?  From 
this perspective, could our adherence to tradition actually 
be viewed as ingratitude towards God?  A serious  lack of 
hakarat hatov on our part?  Of course, one could argue that 
since the Temple remains unbuilt, that the redemption is 
not complete.  That is definitely a valid point, and certainly 
no one is suggesting we annul Tisha B’Av altogether.   But 
just because the redemptive process is not complete, doesn’t 
mean it hasn’t begun.  Surely, something has happened in the 
past seventy years.    Can’t we at least acknowledge that?  
Couldn’t we retain some traditional structure of lamenting 
all the painful episodes in our history, while at the same 
time, acknowledging the dramatic reversal of fortune 

we have experienced in 
our lifetimes?  And, to 
continue to pray fervently 
for the completion of the 
redemption  -  speedily in 
our days? 

As far as elegies and 
prayers are concerned, 
we could encourage the 
latest generation of poets 
to compose new kinot 
for Tisha B’Av.  Perhaps 
an inspired writer could 
capture the complexity 
of our current situation  

- acknowledging both the bitter and the sweet  -  and 
thereby, add meaning and urgency to our prayers.  Surely, 
any talented composer could attempt such an undertaking.  
As far as the halachic issue of fasting is concerned, that 
must remain strictly in the hands of Rabbinic experts.   But 
how could this question be decided?  Rabbinic law, like 
secular law, places great emphasis on precedent.   Our first 
instinct might be to assume that the question of how to 
commemorate the destruction of the Temple, while at the 
same time enjoying political sovereignty, has no historical 
precedent.  For nineteen hundred years, we mourned  the 
destruction of the Temple, and for almost nineteen hundred 
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years, no historical event prompted a re-consideration.  But 
our history is a long one; and since we lost not one, but 
two Temples, there actually is a historical precedent for our 
current situation.  

And the authority to which we may appeal, is not to 
the ancient Rabbis, but to a source even older;  to the last 
of the Biblical prophets.  Recall that the First Temple was 
destroyed by the Babylonians in the year 586 BCE.  About 
50 years later, in 538, the new ruler of Persia, Cyrus the 
Great, issued a decree allowing the Jews to return to their 
homeland.  One of the last of the prophets, Zechariah, 
moved to Jerusalem, and guided the re-building of the 
nation.  In his prophetic book, he records a fascinating story 
whose contours are remarkably similar to our present day 
situation.  In the fourth year of the reign of Darius, (in the 
year 519) the Jews living in Bet El, write a letter, addressed 
to the priests and prophets of Jerusalem.  In this letter, they 
ask a simple  question:  “should I mourn and fast in the fifth 
month (ie. on Tisha B’Av)  as I have done these many years?”1  Since 
the Second Temple was not completed until the sixth year of 
Darius’ reign,2 the setting is very similar to our ours today:  
after a period in exile, a minority of the nation returns to its 
homeland;  the majority of Jews still living in the diaspora.  
With the homeland restored  -   though the Temple still 
unbuilt  -  some Jews ask a logical question:  should they 
continue to mourn and fast for the destruction or not?    

How should we expect Zechariah to respond to their 
question?   Does he commend them for their dedication 
to halacha?  Does he congratulate them for their zeal in 
observing the law, and then issue his pesak?  If we were 
anticipating such a response, the answer the prophet gives 
is disappointing, if not  completely baffling.  For he doesn’t 
seem to care at all about the finer points of law.  Instead, 
he harps on the way the people mistreat one another, 
highlighting the uncompromising focus on ethics that is the 
true mark of Israel’s prophets.  He lays bare how different 
his priorities were from those of the people of his day.   And 
sadly, our day as well.  Zechariah’s response, speaking in 
God’s name, is so striking, that it deserves to be quoted at 
length:

Ask all the people of the land and the priests: 

1 Zechariah 7:3
2 Ezra 6:15

“when you fasted and mourned in the fifth 
and seventh months for the past seventy 
years, was it really for Me that you fasted?  
And when you were eating and drinking, 
weren’t  you the ones eating, and you the 
ones drinking?   And are these not the same 
words the Lord proclaimed through the 
earlier prophets, when Jerusalem and its 
surrounding towns were at rest and at peace, 
and the Negev and Western foothills were 
secure?”

And the word of the Lord came again to 
Zechariah : “This is what the Lord Almighty 
said: Administer justice; show mercy and 
compassion to one another.  Do not oppress 
the widow or the orphan, the foreigner 
or the poor.  Do not plot evil against each 
other.” ……

This is what the Lord Almighty says: “The 
fasts of  the fourth, fifth, seventh, and 
tenth months will become joyful and glad 
occasions and happy festivals for Judah.  But  
- you must love truth and peace.”
(Zechariah  7:5-10; 8:19) 

Let’s analyze his response, one section at a time.  The 
first thing to note is that, instead of commending the 
people for their concern over keeping the law, the prophet 
rebukes them!  With a keen psychological insight that 
anticipates Sigmund Freud by many centuries, he detects 
an ulterior motive behind their outward displays of piety.  
All the drama of weeping and tearing one’s clothes  - is the 
mourner really concerned with what God desires?  Or is the 
whole spectacle of mourning and fasting just something that 
satisfies an inner craving for a dramatic experience?   If so, 
then fasting is another selfish act, no different than eating 
or drinking!  By questioning their motives so sharply , he 
forces the people to examine their true intentions.   Since 
this rebuke may have unsettled his listeners, Zechariah then 
points out that, in fact, his message is nothing new.  It’s the 
very same message many of the prophets before him have 
taught.  But how can one be sure if one is doing God’s will?  
In the second part, Zechariah makes crystal clear what it is 
God wants.  And here too, he merely repeats the message of 
his predecessors. What God wants is for people to act with 
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justice and compassion.   To not oppress the disadvantaged 
people of their society.  That is the real priority; the true 
test of sincerely doing God’s will.                    

In the last section, a chapter later, when the prophet 
finally gets around to addressing the question of fasting on 
Tisha B’Av, and the other three fasts commemorating the 
destruction of the Temple, he still does not provide a clear-
cut yes or no.  The halachic question is left unresolved, 
but Zechariah again uses the issue of fasting to re-direct 
the people’s attention to focus on ethics.  So long as people 
mistreat one another, the question of proper ritual is moot.  
Though in the end, the prophet does not just reprimand the 
people and leave it at that.  After all is said and done, he 
wants to encourage, not chastise.  So he shares a beautifully 
uplifting vision, ending with a magnificent promise that in 
the future, the days of mourning will be turned into days 
of joy.  Though again, he conditions the fulfillment of this 
promise on the people’s commitment to moral living:  “But 
– you must love truth and peace.” 

  As one of the later prophets, Zechariah was certainly 
not the first to deal with a populace concerned with the 
efficacy - or lack thereof  -   of fasting.   Isaiah before him, 
also had to teach the people of his generation the true 
meaning of a fast.  In a powerful  passage, which the Rabbis 
later selected as the haftarah reading for Yom Kippur, he 
provides the most articulate formulation of God’s views on 
fasting.  In his vision, Isaiah imagines a dialogue between 
God and the nation of Israel.  The dialogue begins with 
the people complaining to God that they are obeying the 
law  - they are fasting earnestly  - but He does not seem 
to take notice.  To which God, answering through the 
prophet , admits that they are indeed fasting and observing 
the rituals.  But just like Zechariah, he belittles these acts 
of piety  – especially when they are accompanied by the 
oppression of the vulnerable and marginalized  members of 
society.  He then gives an expansive and beautifully poetic 
description of what a fast is truly all about.  And he explains  
- yet again!  - what it is that God really wants.  Then, in the 
ringing climax, God promises that if the people would only 
act accordingly, that He will surely respond in kind:     

‘Why have we fasted and You have not seen it?  
We have afflicted ourselves and You have not 

noticed?’

But on the day of your fasting you see to your 
business  -  and exploit all your workers.  
Because you fast in quarrels and strife;  

striking each other with wicked fists.

Is this the kind of fast I have chosen  - only a 
day for people to starve their bodies?    

Is it only for bowing one’s head like a reed, 
and lying in sackcloth and ashes?  

Is this what you call a fast, a day acceptable to 
the Lord?

No;  this is the kind of fast I have chosen:  to 
let loose the chains of injustice, and untie the 
cords of the yoke.  To let the oppressed go 

free, and break off every yoke.  

To share your food with the hungry, and to 
bring the wretched wanderer into your home.   

When you see the naked, to clothe them, 
and not turn away from your own flesh and 

blood….. 

But if you do away with the yoke of 
oppression…. then your light will rise in the 

darkness….

Then will you call, and the Lord will answer; 
you will cry for help, and He will say: here I 

am!  
(Isaiah 58:3-10)  

There’s not much to add to that, is there?   May we all 
fast in the spirit demanded by the prophets.  May we merit 
to see the (continued) building of Jerusalem.  And may we 
be worthy to witness the final redemption in our days.

Mr. Tawil is a past contributor to 
Qol Haqahal and lives with his 
family in Brooklyn, NY
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Keep the Emuna in G-d: Where to Keep It 
and How to Keep It 
Mrs. Rayna Cohen

9th of Ab

Dedicated in memory of my dear father, Yosef ben Rena Victoria, 
who loved and praised Hashem with uncompromising faith with the 
statement “ֵאין עֹוד ִמּלְבָדֹו”.   

ספר במדבר פרק יד:א - ”וִַּתָּׂשא ּכָל־ָהֵעָדה וַּיְִּתנּו ֶאת־קֹולָם וַּיְִבּכּו 

ָהָעם ַּבּלַיְלָה ַההּוא:“ 

“The entire congregation lifted up their voice 
and cried that night” (Numbers 14:1). 

This night of the ninth of Av, Bene Yisrael wept in 
their fear of their future while disregarding their history 
and close relatonship with Hashem. The previous day, the 
8th of Av, Bene Yisrael heard a report from the spies that 
discouraged, disheartened 
and disincentivized them 
from moving forward and 
conquering our promised 
land. Disappointed with the 
news from the spies, Bene 
Yisrael discounted their 
journey and destination by 
exclaiming, ‘Where are we 
going? How are we going 
to defeat these giant people 
in a land that is supposedly 
dangerous for the people that 
live there?’

Where and how were the big questions in the 
conception of the evening that transformed the new 
reality for Bene Yisrael and subsequently our future. Bene 
Yisrael’s choice of an unfavorable interpretation became 
a self fulfilling prophecy as G-d declared the ninth of 
Av to be an evening of weeping for all generations. The 
loss of our faith in G-d’s ability to guide us through the 
challenges in conquering the land of Israel resulted in such 
monumental losses for our nation that took place on this 
very day. The loss of an entire generation in the desert, 
the destruction of the first Temple in the year 3338 and 
the second Temple in the year 3888, the capture of the 
city of Beitar and among many others; the expulsion of 

the Jewish people from Spain in 1492. 

While where and how were the two big questions of 
Bene Yisrael in the generation of the spies, their Hebrew 
letters hold great significance when searching for truth. The 
word איכה is used interchangeably meaning where or how 18 
times in Tanakh; 6 times in Torah, 6 in Nevi’im and 6 times 
in Ketuveem. The first איכה appearance in Torah, G-d asks 
Adam “Where are you?” (Genesis 3:9). Rashi explains it was 
in an attempt to start a conversation and bring Adam closer 
to repentance. Mostly, the word Eikha is used to express 
“How?” as in the following samples from Tanakh: “How 
am I supposed to manage this burden?” (Deuteronomy 1:12), 

“How will I conquer these 
nations?” (Deuteronomy 
7:17), “How was this 
wickedness?” (Judges 20:3) 
“How can you say, we are the 
wise and the Torah of  the 
Lord is with us?” (Jeremiah 
8:8), “How is the strong staff 
broken?” (Jeremiah 48:17), 
“How does G-d know?” 
(Psalms 73:11), “How lonely 
sits the city, that was full 
of people!?” (Lamentations 
1:1) and “How has the Lord 
covered the daughter of Zion 

with a cloud of anger, and cast down from Heaven to the 
earth the beauty of Israel?” (Lamentations 2:1).

The Hebrew numerical number for 18 is חי. Hai means 
live and in Torah terms it means to be mindful. Being alive 
/ mindful requires one to pay attention and introspect in 
one’s heart the course of their life. In life, one needs to ask 
himself  or herself, “Where am I heading?” and “How do I 
get there?” Instead of having an entity theory of the world as 
Bene Yisrael exhibited in the time of the spies, one can think 
in increments and come closer to G-d using small steps. 
G-d is patient, gives us time to work things out and more 
importantly, G-d gives us the tools and formula to figure out 
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how to get where we want to go in the very perasha linked 
with the week of Tisha be’Av: Perashat Va’ethanan.  

In Perashat Va’ethanan, Moshe spoke to the second 
generation of Bene Yisrael in the desert in the month before 
they will enter the land of Israel without him. It is in three 
different chapters of Va’ethanan, that Moshe explained the 
formula for Bene Yisrael to receive and follow the Torah for 
a life close to Hashem and the land of Israel. It’s known that 
Bene Yisrael received the Torah by stating, “we will do and 
we will listen” (Exodus 24:7). Moshe built upon these verbs 
of “doing” ּיָה  by adding another ְשִמיָעהֹ ”and “listening ֲעשִֹ
fundamental component; the protection and keeping of the 
commandments ְֹשִמירָה that were heard in the way that they 
were commanded. 

ספר דברים פרק ד:א-ב 

ָאנֹכִי  ֲאֶׁשר  וְֶאל־ַהִּמְׁשּפִָטים  ֶאל־ַהֻחִּקים  ְׁשַמע  יְִׂשָרֵאל  וְַעָּתה  א 

ְמלֵַּמד ֶאְתכֶם לֲַעׂשֹות לְַמַען ִּתְחיּו ּוָבאֶתם וִיִרְׁשֶּתם ֶאת־ָהָאֶרץ ֲאֶׁשר 

ה' ֱאלֵֹקי ֲאבֵֹתיכֶם נֵֹתן לָכֶם: ב לֹא תִֹספּו ַעל־ַהּדָָבר ֲאֶׁשר ָאנֹכִי ְמַצּוֶה 

ֶאְתכֶם וְלֹא ִתגְְרעּו ִמֶּמּנּו לְִׁשמֹר ֶאת־ִמְצֹות ה' ֱאלֵֹקיכֶם ֲאֶׁשר ָאנֹכִי 

ְמַצּוֶה ֶאְתכֶם:

“And now Yisrael, listen to the statutes and laws 
that I am teaching you today to do, so that you will live 
and conquer the land that G-d, the G-d of your fathers, is 

giving you. Do not add to the word that I am commanding 
you and do not take away from it, rather keep / protect the 
commandments of Hashem your G-d that I am commanding 

you.

We, as one nation, cry on Tisha be’Av for the loss of 
our Bet Ha’miqdash and connection to G-d. The goal of 
mourning over the destruction of the Temple helps to attain 
the right perspective for our future path away from the 
evil inclination that tries to hinder our progress and focus. 
The crying helps to redeem the Shekhina from the exile in 
our hearts. It is this process that yields the consolation and 
advancement in the direction closer to Hashem. By keeping 
the emuna in our hearts and following the commandments as 
we hear them from our Torah and our Rabbis, we will merit 
the berakha and haslaha to reach our destiny with integrity 
and strength of character. Next year be’ezrat Hashem in 
Yerushalayim! לְָֹשנָה ַהָּבָאה ּבִירּוָֹשלַיִם ַהְּבנּויָה

Mrs. Rayna Cohen is a Judaic 
Studies Teacher at Magen David 
Yeshivah and Head of the Girls 
Talmud Torah Program at Ahaba 
Ve Ahva
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As students of history, it always seems that our 
Jewish history was a chronicle of suffering. A 
depressing list of abuses that the Jewish people 

have endured for two millenia since the destruction of 
Jerusalem in 70 CE by the armies of Imperial Rome. 

Herod the Great dies in Jericho in the year 4 BCE. He 
left a legacy of cruelty, sheer insanity and, of course, great 
building projects all over ancient Israel. Caesarea, Masada, 
Herodion and ultimately, the third Bet Hamikdash. Yes, 

there were actually three! The first of our temples was built 
by King Solomon. His building stood for approximately 
410 years until it was destroyed by Nebukhadnezzar and 
the Babylonians. The second temple was built by Zerubabel 
under the prophets Haggai and Zekharia and stood until it 
was overhauled and greatly expanded by Herod and finally 
destroyed by Romans under Titus in the year 70.  

The Western Wall , visited 
by Jews over the centuries, is 
part of the Herodian expansion. 
The wall we see today; the 
western and southern walls, 
are retaining walls that Herod 
built to support his expansion 
of Mount Moriah allowing him 
to enlarge and beautify the Bet 
Hamikdash. Our venerated 
wall is really not part of the 
structure of the temple at all, 
but an outer support that buttressed the platform upon 
which the temple was constructed.

I must admit that for many years I was unmoved by the 

“Kotel”. The whole experience always left me somewhat 
confused as to why people felt so connected and emotional. 
The prayers were always raucous and unorganized and the 
beggars were an unwelcome and unruly sight at Judaism's 
most .venerated ruin! I simply didn't get it. The dancing 
on Friday nights and the military ceremonies held there 
were emotional ; but I had a hard time connecting with 
stones of a 2000 year old  ruin. 

In 1981 I visited the Acropolis in Athens. For several 

hours I wandered around this ancient ruin and had the 
opportunity to recite the blessing : “Barukh She’akar 
abodah zarah min hamoakom hazeh”  (Blessed is He who 
uprooted pagan worship from this place). I was not even 
mildly interested in the ruins or the structure, the gods 
or their temples. I found the whole experience vapid 
and meaningless. It was foreign to me and idolatrous. 

Upon my return to Jerusalem, 
I visited the Kotel with a 
different appreciation of this 
wall being “My” ruin and a 
deeper connection was instantly 
made. It was not until several 
years later that I actually felt a 
truly meaningful bond.

When the “Kotel Tunnels” 
were initially being opened to 
the public, I had a connection 
who was able to give me a 

private, late-night tour. We passed through the maze of 
tunnels and structures, we stood opposite the Holy of 
Holies and saw the Herodian water system that brought 
water to the Temple Mount. It was all very enlightening 
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as well as exciting to see all this wonderful history come 
alive. 

As we made our way through the tunnels I was 
unprepared for what I was about to see. In front of us 
was a blackened stone that was recently uncovered. I 
touched the stone and then looked at my fingers; they 
were black and covered in soot. That black soot that had 
been underground since the year 70 CE was now on my 
hands. It was the black residue of the flames that had 
consumed our holy Mikdash. I began to shake and welled 
up with emotion. Here was the fire that Titus had set; 
the very flame that had robbed us of our holiest site, our 
sovereignty, our independence and our existence in our 
holy land. Anger and sadness filled me as I thought of 
2000 years of persecutions, expulsions, murder and exile. 
Here, on my hand was the starting point of negative Jewish 
history. I was touching the “Hurban”. Suddenly the Kotel 
had different meaning. I was not merely the supporting 
wall for the landfill project - it was the bitter reminder if 
exile, suffering and national tragedy.

History is the telling of a story. Sometimes we can hear 
a tale and try to imagine the scene; try to feel the emotions 

and the experiences of the story and its people, the victors 
and the vanquished. The kotel is one of the rare times that 
we get to feel and touch the scene of the story. We connect 
and feel the pain of our vanquished nation and the tragedy 
of the Roman destruction from 70 CE. 

Israel is a place of Jewish rebirth. We have an army, 
sovereignty and our independence. Things that we had 
dreamed about for 2000 years are coming alive before 
our eyes. The beginnings of our redemption are tangible 
and real. Seeing our country and the beginnings of our 
“Geulah” are truly a privilege that past generations could 
only dream of. Today we are rebuilding and expanding, 
we are in a messianic era that no one can deny. The next 
time we visit the Kotel, let’s all try to avoid the selfie and 
appreciate the hallowed ground upon which we stand. 

Rabbi Mizrachi is the co-founder 
of Barkai Yeshivah. He currently 
teaches in Yeshivah of Flatbush 
and is a Rabbi in Congregation 
Beth Torah. During the summer he 
teaches Jewish History classes in 
the SCA summer learning program 
for men and women.
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On Shabbat Ekha, as we mourn the destruction of 
the Holy Temple, all sources, both those from Aleppo 
and Damascus, unanimously agree that prayers are 
conducted in Hijaz, the Maqam reserved to express 
death, mourning, and sadness. The Damascus tradition 
specifically states that the only Shabbat of the year that 
Maqam Hijaz may be applied is this one. Even though, 
the Torah portion, Debarim (Deuteronomy 1:1- 3:22), 
is the first of a new book, Maqam Rast is still not applied 
due to the overriding importance of Tish’a Be’Ab. 
Pizmon: Elyon Al Kol Ramim (page 487).  

On Shabbat Nahamu, services are conducted in 
Maqam Hoseni (Arabic: beauty) according to all Aleppo 
sources (Damascus sources say Rast). The highlight of 
Va’ethanan (Deuteronomy 3:23- 7:11) is the reading of 
the Ten Commandments, and therefore Hoseni is applied; 
alluding to the Torah’s “beauty.” Hoseni, which is a high 
version of Maqam Bayat, is also applied in association 
with Shabuot, the festival commemorating receiving the 
Torah. Hazzanut: Naqdishakh: Da’at UmZima (334). 
Pizmon: Re’eh Hashem Ki Sar Li (180). Aliyot: Ten 
Commandments reserved for the sixth aliyah. 

Continued from page 14



Tefillin

There is a difference of opinion among the Rishonim 
about whether the morning of Tish’a Be’Ab is 
comparable to the first day of mourning (for a 

close relative) when it is not permitted to wear tefillin (if 
the passing and burial occurred on the same day), or the 
subsequent days of mourning when mourners are obligated 
to wear tefillin. According to the Ra”ABaD it is forbidden to 
wear tefillin on Tish’a Be’Ab. The Ma”HaRam MeRotenburgh 
also considered it like the first day of mourning and did 
not wear a talet gadol or tefillin until minha. The custom of 
not wearing tefillin in shahrit of Tish’a Be’Ab is also found 
in the Shibbole’ HaLeqet, the Roqeah, the Meiri and the 
Sa”MaG. HaRambam wrote that some hakhamim refrained 
from wearing the tefillin shel rosh on Tish’a Be’Ab (Hilkhot 
Ta’aniyot 5:11).

However other authorities require tefillin on Tish’a Be’Ab. 
Since the tragedies occurred centuries earlier they do not 
consider it more stringent than the second day of mourning 
for a relative. (Those that do, consider an annual national 
day of mourning more stringent than the second day of 
personal mourning.) Those authorities include the Ramban, 
many Geonim, the R”ITBA, the Ra”N and the Nimuqe’ 
Yosef. Maran Yosef Caro in Shulhan ‘Arukh ruled that one is 
obligated to wear tefillin on Tish’a Be’Ab (OH 38:6), but that 
he could fulfill that obligation in minha. Therefore he writes 
that it is customary to only wear a talet qatan in the morning, 
and a talet gadol and tefillin in minha on Tish’a Be’Ab (OH 
555:1).

Although the general rule is to follow the ruling of Maran in 
Shulhan ‘Arukh, with regards to tefillin on Tish’a Be’Ab many 
middle-eastern communities developed different customs. 
The gemara in Masekhet Berakhot (14b) stated in the name 
of ‘Ula: “Anyone who reads the shema’ without tefillin is like 
giving a false testimony about himself.” Therefore R Moshe 
Galante (17th century Jerusalem) wore tefillin at home to 

read the shema’ while he was wearing them, and then came 
to pray with the congregation without talet and tefillin. This 
became the custom in Baghdad (Gedulot Elisha 555:1, Ben Ish 
Hai Debarim 25). Yet other authorities considered the ‘amidah 
with tefillin to be more important than tefilah b’sibbur (prayer 
with a minyan) and advocated praying with tefillin at home 
from the beginning of the prayers until after the ‘amidah and 
then coming to the synagogue for qinot, sefer Torah, Ekhah 
and the end of the prayers. This is based on the gemara in 
Berakhot (15a): One who wants to accept upon himself the 
complete yoke of heaven should wear tefillin and read the 
shema’ and pray. Maran brought this as the halakhah in OH 
25:4. We find this custom written by Rabbi Hayyim Palaji 
(19th century Turkey) in Ruah Hayyim (555) and Mo’ed L’Kol 
Hai (10:60). And in the Siddur Bet ‘Obed (Tefillin 13) as the 
custom in the Land of Israel. This was also the custom of 
many in Djerba (B’rit Kehunah Tish’a Be’Ab 12). In Halab the 
majority prayed at home with tefillin until after the ‘amidah, 
but some only said qadesh li and qeriat shema’ with tefillin at 
home, and then prayed in the synagogue without talet and 
tefillin. No one wore talet and tefillin in the Synagogue on 
the morning of Tish’a Be’Ab (Derekh Eress quoting Hakham 
Yishaq Tawil).

Still, some Middle-Eastern communities did wear 
talet and tefillin in the synagogue on the morning of Tish’a 
Be’Ab. This was the custom of the Qabbalistic synagogue 
Bet El in Jerusalem as well as some other synagogues in 
Jerusalem. This was also the custom in Salonica and Izmir 
and was adopted in Hebron as well. Eventually the custom 
became more popular in Jerusalem and was also advocated 
for by Hakham ‘Obadyah Yosef A”H (Hazon ‘Obadyah: Arba’ 
Ta’aniyot pg 366).

In our community many still have the custom of praying 
at home until the end of the ‘amidah with talet and tefillin 
or wearing talet and tefillin at home for qadesh li and qeriat 
shema’. But some have adopted the custom of wearing talet 
and tefillin in the synagogue on the morning of Tish’a Be’Ab. 
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The original custom of our ancestors in Halab was not to 
wear talet and tefillin in the synagogue until minha and it is 
proper to maintain our original custom.

Sitting on the Floor

In Aleppo it was customary to sit on the floor in the 
synagogue on thin mats (Derekh Eress).

Qaddish Titqabbal

The custom of our community is not to recite “Titqabal” in 
‘arbit of Tish’a Be’Ab. This is based on what Hakham Matloub 
‘Abadi wrote in Magen Ba’adi (14:3) However according to 
several other sources Titqabal was recited in ‘arbit of Tish’a 
Be’Ab. (Shulhan HaMelekh- Rabbi Shemuel Laniado 1804, 
Hakham Selim Za’afrani in his Customs of the Great Synagogue 
of Aleppo [first half of the 20th century], Hakham Yishaq 
Shehebar [20th century]).

She’Assah Li Kol Sorki

The custom of Halab is to omit this berakhah both on Tish’a 
Be’Ab and Yom Kippur in accordance with the opinion of the 
ARI”ZaL (Derekh Eress quoting Hakham Yishaq Shehebar).

Az Yashir

On Tish’a Be’Ab HaAzinu is recited instead of Az Yashir 
(Hakham Selim Za’afrani in his Customs of the Great Synagogue 
of Aleppo).

‘Anenu

Some also said ‘anenu in ‘arbit on Tish’a Be’Ab, others did 
not (Derekh Eress).

Nahem

The prevalent custom in Halab was only to add “Nahem” 
in minha (Derekh Eress). This is based on Maran in the Bet 
Yosef (557) where he wrote that only saying it in minha was 
the “minhag ha’olam” in his time. This was also the custom in 
Baghdad (Gedulot Elisha’- 557 pg 17 [4])

Sim Shalom

In ‘arbit and shahrit the original custom was to replace the 

paragraph of “Sim Shalom” with the shorter ‘oseh hashalom 
that is found in the Siddur Arba’ Ta’aniyot (Shulhan HaMelekh). 
But later the custom changed to say Sim Shalom (Magen Ba’adi 
pg 84)

Naqdishakh

The custom of Halab was to recite the nosah (version) of 
“Neqadesh Et Shimkhah…” instead of “Naqdishakh…” in shahrit 
of Tish’a Be’Ab as found in the Siddur Arba’ Ta’aniyot (Derekh 
Eress quoting Hakham Sadegh Harari and Hakham Yishaq 
Za’afrani).

Kohanim

“Kohanim” was not recited in shahrit, only in minha 
(Shulhan HaMelekh). This is based on the Abudarham and 
Shibole’ HaLeqet. Similarly our custom is that a Kohen does 
not make “Kohanim” during his seven day mourning period 
for a relative.

Minha

On Tish’a Be’Ab we do not recite the haftarah in minha 
(Mahzor Aram Soba-1527, Rabbi Selim Za’afrani in his Customs 
of the Great Synagogue of Aleppo, Magen Ba’adi pg 80, Hakham 
Yishaq Shehebar).

After the Fast

Most broke the fast with a meat meal since refraining 
from meat after Tish’a Be’Ab is only a stringency. This is 
based on the fact that Maran uses the language “Minhag 
Kasher” with regards to not eating meat after Tish’a Be’Ab. 
(OH 558:1 also see the Ben Ish Hai Debarim 15) However the 
Rabbis and their students did not eat meat until the following 
evening (the night of the 11th of Ab) But when the fast was 
pushed to Sunday they would eat meat the following day, 
Monday (Derekh Eress quoting Hakham Yishaq Tawil and 
Hakham Abraham Za’afrani A”H)

Mr. Arking is an expert on 
Sephardic customs and is aregular 
contributor to Qol Ha’Qahal.
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leave. It ,vas announced in public in every city on the 
first of May, which happened to be the 19th day of the 
Omer, and the term ended on the day before the 9th of 
Ab. [The forty-nine days between the second of Passover 
and Shabuot are called Omer days. The actual decree of 
expulsion was signed March 31 and announced the first 
of May, the 19th day of the Omer. The Jews were to 
leave during in May, June, and July and be out of the 
country by August I, the 8th of Ab.]

About their number there is no agreement, but, after 
many inquiries, I found that the most generally accepted 
estimate is 50,000 families, or, as others say, 53,000- 
[This would be about 250,000 persons. Other estimates 
run from 100,000 to 800,000.] They had houses, fields, 
vineyards, and cattle, and most of them were artisans. 
At that time there existed many [Talmudic] academies 
in Spain, and at the head of the greatest of them were 
Rabbi Isaac Aboab in Guadalajara [probably the greatest 
Spanish rabbi of his day], Rabbi Isaac Veçudó in Leon, 
and Rabbi Jacob Habib in Salamanca [later author of a 
famous collection of the non-legal parts of the Talmud, 
the En Yaakob]. In the last named city there was a 
great expert in mathematics, and whenever there was 
any doubt on mathematical questions in the Christian 
academy of that city they referred them to him. His 
name was Abraham Zacuto. [This famous astronomer 
encouraged the expedition of Vasco da Gama.] . . .

In the course of the three months' respite granted 
them they endeavoured to effect an arrangement 
permitting them to stay on in the country, and they 
felt confident of success. Their representatives were the 
rabbi, Don Abraham Seneor, the leader of the Spanish 
congregations, who was attended by a retinue on thirty 
mules, and Rabbi Meïr Melamed, who was secretary to 
the King, and Don Isaac Abravanel [1437-1508], who 

The following account gives a detailed 
and accurate picture of the expulsion and its 
immediate consequences for Spanish Jewry. 
It was written in Hebrew by an Italian Jew in 
April or May, 1495.1

I n the spring of 1492, shortly after the Moors were 
driven out of Granada, Ferdinand and Isabella of 
Spain expelled all the Jews from their lands and 

thus, by a stroke of the pen, put an end to the largest 
and most distinguished Jewish settlement in Europe. 
The expulsion of this intelligent, cultured, and 
industrious class was prompted only in part by the 
greed of the king and the intensified nationalism of 
the people who had just brought the crusade against 
the Muslim Moors to a glorious close. The real motive 
was the religious zeal of the Church, the Queen, and 
the masses. The official reason given for driving out 
the Jews was that they encouraged the Marranos to 
persist in their Jewishness and thus would not allow 
them to become good Christians.

"---And in the year 5252 [1492], in the days of King 
Ferdinand, the Lord visited the remnant of his people 
a second time [the first Spanish visitation was in 1391], 
and exiled them. After the King had captured the city of 
Granada from the Moors, and it had surrendered to him 
on the 7th [2d] of January of the year just mentioned, 
he ordered the expulsion of all the Jews in all parts of 
his kingdom-in the kingdoms of Castile, Catalonia, 
Aragon, Galicia, Majorca, Minorca, the Basque 
provinces, the islands of Sardinia and Sicily, and the 
kingdom of Valencia. Even before that the Queen had 
expelled them from the kingdom of Andalusia [1483]

The King gave them three months' time in which to 
1  Jacob Marcus, The Jew in the Medieval World: A Sourcebook, 315-1791, (New York: JPS, 
1938), 51-55
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furthermore: "Do you believe that this comes upon you 
from us? The Lord hath put this thing into the heart of 
the king." [Isabella says it is God's will that the Jews be 
expelled.]

Then they saw that there was evil determined 
against them by the King, and they gave up the hope 
of remaining. But the time had become short, and 
they had to hasten their exodus from Spain. They sold 
their houses, their landed estates, and their cattle for 

very small prices, to save 
themselves. The King did not 
allow them to carry silver and 
gold out of his country, so 
that they were compelled to 
exchange their silver and gold 
for merchandise of cloths and 
skins and other things- [Ever 
since 1480 Jews and Gentiles 
were forbidden to export 
precious metal, the source of 
a nation's wealth.]

One hundred and twenty 
thousand of them went to 
Portugal, according to a 
compact which a prominent 
man, Don Vidal bar 
Benveniste del Cavalleria, 
had made with the King of 
Portugal, and they paid one 
ducat for every soul, and 
the fourth part of all the 
merchandise they had carried 
thither; and he allowed them 

to stay in his country six months. This King acted 
much worse toward them than the King of Spain, and 
after the six months had elapsed he made slaves of all 
those that remained in his country, and banished seven 
hundred children to a remote island to settle it, and 
all of them died. Some say that there were double as 
many. Upon them the Scriptural word was fulfilled 

had f led to Castile from the King of Portugal, and then 
occupied an equally prominent position at the Spanish 
royal court. He, too, was later expelled, went to Naples, 
and was highly esteemed by the King of Naples. The 
aforementioned great rabbi, Rabbi Isaac of Leon, used 
to call this Don Abraham Seneor: "Soné Or" ["Hater 
of Light," a Hebrew pun on Seneor], because he was a 
heretic, and the end proved that he was right, as he was 
converted to Christianity at the age of eighty, he and all 
his family, and Rabbi Meïr Melamed with him . [Seneor 
and his son-in-law, Meïr, 
were converted June 15, 
1492; Ferdinand and Isabella 
were among the sponsors.] 
Don Abraham had arranged 
the nuptials between the King 
and the Queen. The Queen 
was the heiress to the throne, 
and the King one of the 
Spanish nobility. On account 
of this, Don Abraham was 
appointed leader of the Jews, 
but not with their consent.

The agreement permitting 
them to remain in the 
country on the payment of 
a large sum of money was 
almost completed when it was 
frustrated by the interference 
of a prior who was called the 
Prior of Santa Cruz. [Legend 
relates that Torquemada, 
Prior of the convent of 
Santa Cruz, thundered, with 
crucifix aloft, to the King and Queen: "Judas Iscariot 
sold his master for thirty pieces of silver. Your Highness 
would sell him anew for thirty thousand. Here he is, 
take him, and barter him away."] Then the Queen gave 
an answer to the representatives of the Jews, similar 
to the saying of King Solomon [ProverbS 2 1: 1]: "The 
king's heart is in the hand of the Lord, as the rivers of 
water. God turneth it withersoever He will." She said 
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the people of the city showed themselves merciless, and 
oppressed and robbed them, and the cruelty of their 
wicked hearts went so far that they took the infants 
from the mothers' breasts.

Many ships with Jews, especially from Sicily, went 
to the city of Naples on the coast. The King of this 
country was friendly to the Jews, received them all, and 
was merciful towards them, and he helped them with 
money. The Jews that were at Naples supplied them 
with food as much as they could, and sent around to the 
other parts of Italy to collect money to sustain them. 
The Marranos in this city lent them money on pledges 
without interest; even the. Dominican Brotherhood 
acted mercifully toward them. [The Dominican monks 
were normally bitterly opposed to Jews.] On account of 
their very large number, all this was not enough. Some 
of them died by famine, others sold their children to 
Christians to sustain their life. Finally, a plague broke 
out among them, spread to Naples, and very many of 
them died, so that the living wearied of burying the 
dead.

Part of the exiled Spaniards went over sea to Turkey. 
Some of them were thrown into the sea and drowned, 
but those who arrived, there the King of Turkey received 
kindly, as they were artisans. He lent them money and 
settled many of them on an island, and gave them fields 
and estates. [The Turks needed smiths and makers of 
munitions for the war against Christian Europe.]

A few of the exiles were dispersed in the countries 
of Italy, in the city of Ferrara, in the [papal] countries of 
Romagna, the March, and Patrimonium, and in Rome. 
. . .

He who said unto His world, Enough, may He also 
say Enough unto our sufferings, and may He look down 
upon our impotence. May He turn again, and have 
compassion upon us, and hasten out salvation. Thus may 
it be Thy will! ---"

[Deuteronomy 28:32]: "Thy sons and thy daughters 
shall be given unto another people, etc" [all Spanish 
Jews, who were still in Portugal in 1493, were enslaved 
by King John (1481-1495). The children were sent to 
the isle of St. Thomas, off the coast of Africa.] He also 
ordered the congregation of Lisbon, his capital, not to 
raise their voice in their prayers, that the Lord might 
not hear their complaining about the violence that was 
done unto them.

Many of the exiled Spaniards went to Mohammedan 
countries, to Fez, Tlemçen, and the Berber provinces, 
under the King of Tunis. [These North African lands are 
across the Mediterranean from Spain.] On account of 
their large numbers the Moors did not allow them into 
their cities, and many of them died in the fields from 
hunger, thirst, and lack of everything. The lions and 
bears, which are numerous in this country, killed some 
of them while they lay starving outside of the cities. 
A Jew in the kingdom of Tlemçen, named Abraham, 
the viceroy who ruled the kingdom, made part of them 
come to this kingdom, and he spent a large amount 
of money to help them. The Jews of Northern Africa 
were very charitable toward them. A part of those who 
went to Northern Africa, as they found no rest and no 
place that would receive them, returned to Spain, and 
became converts, and through them the prophecy of 
Jeremiah was fulfilled [Lamentations 1:13]: "He hath 
spread a net for my feet, he hath turned me back." For, 
originally, they had all f led for the sake of the unity of 
God; only a very few had become converts throughout 
all the boundaries of Spain; they did not spare their 
fortunes; yea, parents escaped without having regard to 
their children.

When the edict of expulsion became known in the 
other countries, vessels came from Genoa to the Spanish 
harbors to carry away the Jews. The crews of these 
vessels, too, acted maliciously and meanly toward the 
Jews, robbed them, and delivered some of them to the 
famous pirate of that time who was called the Corsair 
of Genoa. To those who escaped and arrived at Genoa 
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After an extensive yearlong course in Israeli history 
and campus advocacy, we, the The Sabra Institute 
class of 2017 went on our capstone trip to Israel. 

As a fellow of The Sabra Institute, I found the places we 
visited and the sites we saw to be very informative and 
crucial to experiencing the ‘real’ Israel and a perfect 
culmination of what we had learned all year.

         Unfortunately, these days when we hear “Israel” 
mentioned, we often 
hear about the BDS 
movement, “apartheid” 
and usually some big 
anti-Israel rallies; 
we often don't know 
what to think nor 
do we have the tools 
or the knowledge to 
appropriately react or 
respond. Sometimes 
anti-Israel detractors 
bring up topics that we 
are unfamiliar with—
so-called controversial 
things Israel has done, 
shaking the very foundation of our love and affinity for 
Israel, and casting into doubt whether or not Israel truly 
is the righteous state we were raised to believe it is. The 
Sabra Institute has reaffirmed the foundations of what 
makes Israel a virtuous democracy in the midst of turmoil 
and how to defend this notion, combining education 
with skill development and practical experiences. As an 
example, at the start of our course many Sabra fellows, as 
we refer to ourselves, questioned the legitimacy of the so-
called ‘apartheid wall’ separating Palestinian and Israeli 
territories in the West Bank; we wondered whether it was 
discriminatory towards Palestinians, regardless of the 

security concerns Israel cites as justification. However, as 
we toured various parts of the fence this June and stood 
on a mountain overlooking its breadth, we realized how 
exaggerated the public perception of the border was--that 
it was mostly a no-frills fence between two territories, 
with some nine-odd miles of cement barrier, primarily to 
screen the thousands of people who enter Israel each day 
and prevent those bent on its destruction from entering 
our country. For me, this was a particularly enlightening 

experience, because 
it exemplified the 
revisionist stance 
that many anti-Israel 
protesters posit; I had 
seen the truth, and 
this has reassured me 
that I will be able to 
take on anything anti-
Israel people throw 
at me on campus, and 
that I have the tools 
to defend the country 
that I love. A tangible 
first-hand experience 
is much more reliable 

than anything you read online or learn in a classroom, 
and I know I will use these experiences to strengthen my 
argument when responding to a confrontation claiming 
slanderous lies about Israel.

 Our trip started with a two-day stay in the booming 
and lively Tel Aviv, where we went on a scavenger hunt 
and learned about the history of the city and the many 
important people who have lived there. During our trek, 
we stopped at Independence Hall and experienced a re-
enactment of the night of Israel’s birth, when the Israeli 
constitution was drafted. That night, we had dinner 
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with Knesset member Tzipi Hotovelly, ¬one of the most 
powerful people in the Israeli government—who also 
happens to be a right-wing Orthodox woman. She shared 
with us her perspective on the conflict and on state 
politics. As both a powerful member of government and 
a deeply religious Jew, I found MP Hotovelly to be so 
inspirational, and I really valued what she had to say. The 
next day we met with a representative from Ecopeace, an 
organization that works with the Palestinian Authority 
in order to try to resolve environmental problems across 
the land. We saw rivers of unfiltered sewage outside the 
West Bank and followed their f low throughout Israel 
as they eventually were treated for proper human use. 
Without Palestinian Authority and Israeli government 
cooperation, the untreated water and its ecological 
impact is just another 
heartbreaking result of 
the conflict that could 
easily have been solved 
with equal commitment 
to peace.

As we traveled up 
north, we stopped in a 
Druze village for lunch 
to see how religions 
can coexist peacefully 
within Israel. We met 
with a Druze man and 
learned about his religion 
and about the Druze's 
perspective on Israel 
and its politics, which 
was both intriguing and 
refreshing. He said that 
while the Druze feel at 
home in Israel, fight for 
its security and support 
its government, they also feel that Israel does not grant 
the Druze the full scope of rights and respect that their 
community deserves as a minority religious and ethnic 
group. In contrast, on the way down from the north, we 
visited Sderot, a city on the border of Gaza that is often 
under threat of bombing, and saw how the residents live 
with a constant fear of being hit by rockets. Every house 
had a shelter appended to it. In the parks, children played 

between shelters no more than fifteen feet apart. In an 
effort to soften the chilling reality, the shelters are made 
to look friendly and blend in with their surroundings: one 
shelter is disguised as large, brightly colored caterpillar 
with a hollowed-out inside. The town also makes creative 
art displays from the rocket debris. I found this to be 
both heartbreaking and inspiring; citizens of Sderot 
have an attachment to Israel has allowed them continue 
living in a danger zone while preserving their love for 
and protectiveness of the State. While up north, we also 
went on nature hikes where we admired the breathtaking 
beauty of the land and learned about the civilizations 
and symbols of life that have been uncovered there. We 
also saw the Syrian border in full view from the Golan, 
where we stood next to UN troops, and every so often 

saw and heard physical 
repercussions of the 
Syrian civil war a few 
miles away.

         Thanks to this 
trip and thanks to the 
thorough education 
throughout this year, The 
Sabra Institute has given 
me a new understanding 
of Israel, and secured 
a newer, deeper bond 
with our homeland as 
it is in reality. With my 
experiences and new 
knowledge, I feel ready 
to go to college next year 
and to continue to defend 
the country I now know 
and love.

Ms. Estelle Saad recently 
graduated from Yeshivah of 
Flatbush High School, and will be 
attending Baruch College this 
fall. She is a graduate of The a
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This series highlights the histories and present day stories 
of Jewish communities of Islamic countries, composed from 
interviews conducted by Lenore Mizrachi-Cohen and Raquel 
Mizrachi as part of their photographic series of the same 
name. The presentation of these interviews is made possible 
by a grant provided by the SCA. This fifth installment is the 
final in the series; for previous articles see back issues of Qol 
Haqahal. To sponsor additional installments please contact 
Lenore@Lenorecohen.com.

The beginnings of Jewish history in Iran dates to 
late biblical times. Persian Jews have lived in the 
territories of today's Iran for over 2,700 years, 

since the first Jewish diaspora when the Assyrian king 
Shalmaneser V conquered the (Northern) Kingdom of 
Israel (722 BC) and sent the Israelites into captivity. The 
Persian Jewish communities include the ancient (and until 
the mid-20th century still-extant) communities not only 
of Iran, but also the Azerbaijani, Armenian, Georgian, 
Iraqi, Bukharan, and Mountain Jewish communities.1  
During the peak of the Persian Empire, Jews are thought 
to have comprised as much as 20% of the population.2 
In 2012, Iran's official census reported 8,756 Jewish 
citizens, a decline from 25,000 in 2009.3

Nira Naimi was born in Iran in 1940. She left when 
she was 40 years old with several of her nine children to 
emigrate to Israel. Now 76, she lives in Jerusalem. In the 
fall of 2016 she and her daughter Dina shared their story 
with us for our Silent Refugees project.

Lenore Mizrachi-Cohen (LC): Where were you 
born, and into what sort of Jewish Community?
1  Kevin Alan Brook. The Jews of Khazaria Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 27 sep. 2006 
ISBN 1442203021 p 233
2  The Jews of Iraq, by Naim Dangoor, http://www.dangoor.com/74034.html
3  "Jewish woman brutally murdered in Iran over property dispute". The Times of Israel. 
November 28, 2012.

Nira Naimi (NN): I was born in Miandok. It’s in the 
Turkish area of Persia, a small town near Azerbaijan. 
The community was large, about 200,000 Jews. We 
had a synagogues and other community institutions, 
but it all slowly disappeared in my lifetime. Some of 
the community passed away, some left, and some were 
converted to Islam.

LC: Tell us a bit more about the conversions.

NN: Many girls were taken, but there were those who 
converted out of their own free will. They just wanted 
to marry Muslim Arabs. For example, my grandfather’s 
sister married a Muslim and had seven sons. My 
grandmother told us how she would still come to visit 
them each Shabbat. Otherwise there were many cases, 
tragically, of girls being kidnapped to marry Muslims 
and forced to convert. 

DINA: They had an interest in marrying Jewish girls. 
Muslims would come and ask for Jewish girls, and if 
they were refused, they’d kidnap them as they walked to 
school. My mother would take my older sister all the way 
to and from school each day to protect her. 

NN: When I was 13, a Muslim from my great-aunt’s 
family wanted to take me. For 2 years my father forbade 
me to leave the house. For two years! The door was 
locked, because every single day they’d stand by the 
door, waiting to kidnap me as I left the house. I cried all 
year that I wanted to go to school and father said “no”. I 
didn’t know why.

LC: What can you tell us about the lifestyle in 
Miandok?

NN: Days were spent cooking and hand washing clothes 
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in the river. Every day was like a ceremony. Girls would 
go with a jug on their shoulder to the river in the morning 
and bring water, and then every evening. Once a week 
in summer there was a day that we’d make bread from 
morning until night in ovens dug into the ground. The 
weather was harsh. Every year for 3 months we’d have a 
meter of snow on the ground. We traveled a lot. The Jews 
all lived in the same quarter; on Shabbatot we would all 
sit outside and be together. It was about 20 or 30 families 
by the end, when we left. When I was a little girl, there 
were lots of Jews and we would go every shabbat to the 
synagogue. Then it changed to only on holidays, because 
the synagogue was destroyed. My grandparents owned 
vineyards, gardens and many kinds of livestock; they 
would make their own cheeses and butter so that any 
dairy we ate was Halab Yisrael. People used to be very 
committed to the religion but as the community shrank 
and more children attended Gentile schools, the religion 
was forgotten.

LC: You married at 16 and your husband played 
an instrumental role in upkeeping community 
institutions. What was the relationship between 
the Jewish community and the rest of Iran? As 
relations broke down, how did this affect your 
family’s future?

NN: My late husband, of blessed memory, was helping 
people to make Aliya to Israel, because he was afraid. My 
sister and many other Jews were taken by force, so my 
husband felt it wasn’t safe to stay. 

DINA: Father was the head of the community. He was 
a shohet, maintained the synagogue, and he held the 
community together. Two years before the revolution, 
in 1977, the Shah sent messengers from the Jewish 
Agency to tell father that there’s about to be a revolution 
and he should get the community out. The Shah really 
loved the Jews. All of the Jews in Iran at the time, 
perhaps hundreds of thousands of Jews, were living 
very well, with a high quality of life. Many of the Shah’s 
advisors and workers were Jewish. He was afraid that 
if his government fell, the Jews would be hurt. Father 
wanted to leave, turned to the community, pressured 
and begged them to leave. But nobody wanted to make 
Aliya. My father was very Zionistic, but he didn’t want 

to leave the community, because he knew that if he did, 
everyone would eat non kosher meat and the synagogue 
would become defunct.

Then, one night, they came and wanted to burn the 
synagogue. Somebody stole the sefer torah. It was our 
only sefer torah left. The others, my father had sent 
to Tehran earlier.  Through his connections with the 
leaders of the non-Jewish community, he was able to 
find it. He paid ransom money, and it was brought back 
to the shul. 

Father pressed the community, but they did not want to 
make Aliya. So he said “OK, I’m not endangering my 
family and my girls”. He decided to get us out, slowly 
and in shifts. The family was broken up for many years 
because of this and we were never quite whole again. 

NN: It was hard for my oldest daughter, because she 
stayed there. That was hard for me. “Come, please, come 
to Israel,” we would say to her. 

DINA: She made aliya in 1995. And then after 13 
years, she passed away from cancer. When she finally 
came to Israel, it was hard to connect. When a family is 
separated, you need special glue to put it back together. 
She was already used to other things. We didn’t know 
her children. She had three children - and it was hard 
to reconnect. One of our sisters made aliya at 8 months 
old. She didn’t know her. And until her last day, she did 
not understand her connection to this sister. And we are 
a very unified and loving and hugging family. But she 
didn’t manage to create the connection. She remained 
an outsider. She could have come earlier but it was very 
difficult for her to leave a good, comfortable community 
life in Tehran, where she was very successful, knowing 
that she couldn’t take anything with her. The government 
realized people were escaping and wouldn’t let them 
take a thing.

LC: It sounds like the government of your time 
liked Jews, and tried protecting them. And yet 
you felt that you had to run away.

NN: The civilians and the government are two different 
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things. Even under the Shah, he wouldn’t show his 
support for Jews publicly, in order to maintain his image. 

LC: How did you escape?

DINA: He brought me and one sister in 1979. When we 
came to Tehran to get on the plane, they said that the 
last one had left for Israel a few minutes ago. We missed 
it, and there were no more direct f lights. The airport 
was closed, we couldn’t even leave. This was during the 
revolution. 

During those days, Khomeini arrived from France to 
Persia. The Shah escaped. And then the revolution was 
complete, and we were stuck for a month in Tehran. 
After a month they managed to arrange f lights through 
Turkey. They started smuggling the Jews out to Israel 
via Turkey. We actually went through Greece to Turkey, 
with my father, and then he left us in Israel and went 
back to Iran.

LC: Who did he leave you with?

DINA: All of his family. They’d already made aliya in 
‘62. So we stayed here with them. Father went back to 
smuggle two more daughters, because he couldn’t take 
more than that. 

NN: In 1980, on his third trip, he was captured. He 
was in jail for a week, after which he bribed his way out 
and escaped. They put his name in the newspaper and 
searched for him. I was questioned on his whereabouts 
and simply said, “I don’t know where he is - you captured 
him!”. I later left with four children, through Turkey. 
We brought only two or three suitcases and sold or left 
behind the rest of our belongings. I remained there for 
a year without my husband, but I got by. We eventually 
made it to Israel but unfortunately without my eldest 
daughter, who remained in Iran. 

LC: In what city did you live in Israel?

NN: Jerusalem. The family said, “There’s Be’er Sheva, 
Tel Aviv!” but he said “I want only Jerusalem”. 

DINA: My father, from the day I was born I remember 
him talking about Jerusalem all the time. “I want 
Jerusalem.” We had a shop in shuk mahane yehuda. He 
sold household appliances until he was run over by a car, 
about ten years ago. He was a man of labour. Would get 
up at five AM every day of his life, until 10 PM. He had 
tremendous dedication to his children.

LC: Did he have the opportunity to work as 
a community leader when you were here in 
Jerusalem as well?

DINA: No, the community wasn’t really strong here. 
He didn’t learn Hebrew. It’s hard for an older person to 
learn. He went to Ulpan, but at that age it’s hard.

LC: After coming here, did you feel that the 
government made it easy to rebuild your life? 
Thank G-d, we did well here. We had money, we 
bought an apartment, we had a good life. We had 
a shop. 

DINA: On that note, I would like to add something. I 
was in a boarding school, in Netanya. That school was 
turned into a school for olim children. And in ‘79 as we 
made aliya, there began the inf lux from Russia. We were 
over 1,000 students from Iran and Russia, together.

And all the time, they were very accepting. They took 
care of us with outstanding sensitivity, investment, 
wonder, care. There were about 500 of us from Iran, 
in the same school - and they just brought in the best 
teachers in the country to teach us. Because the aliya 
consisted of very strong students in science: physics, 
chemistry, biology and mathematics - both from Russia 
and Iran. Until now, most of the math teachers in Israel 
are either Russians or Persian.

Every week they would give every child time to call their 
family overseas and speak. And it was expensive. Very 
expensive. It’s not like today. And there was no direct 
line. Back then, the line with Iran wasn’t direct. They 
had to call another state, and through there… and every 
week, once a week, a thousand children would call. 
Everyone whose parents were not in the country could 
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call. Just, so much care and sensitivity and investment 
they had in us, that this was the most beautiful time of 
my life. And that was in fact the motivation that I had. 
That’s why I’m a teacher. I have an ongoing desire to give 
and give. Every day when I think anew about this, where 
do I have such energy and will, it brings me back to that 
year of care that they had for me.

Because of that, for many years, I taught new Olim from 
Ethiopia. Mathematics, for me, is just a tool for making 
that connection. To educate through mathematics. 
Teaching math - that is simple. But through that I make 
an effort to change the course of the children’s life, 
especially those of new Olim. 

LC: Nira, after going through this experience, 
what do you consider important in your life?

NN: I worked in the shop a little bit, but not anymore. 
I’m always cooking, giving out portions, that’s what I 
enjoy doing. The children come every day to visit. 

DINA: Every day mother visits the shuk. She loves the 
shuk, we grew up there. She says that “shuk mahane 
yehuda is not a shuk, it’s a cinema!” Mother is a culinary 
artist. It’s not just cooking. It’s really art. My sister just 
married a chef. He comes to learn from her how to make 
things. She’s happy that she has many friends in Israel. 
They used to live for 35 years in Gilo. now she moved 
here and they really love her. 

NN: They take care of me. The knock on the door, ask 
how I am, they watch over me even though I’m alone. 

DINA: For mom, her children and her family is the most 
precious thing, and that which she most invests in.  

NN: The most important thing for me then and now is 
that my family is in Israel. I had so many things in Iran, I 
sold or left them all. I was happy to leave them to get to 
my daughters in Israel. 

DINA: She was very motivated, driven to bring her 
children. She didn’t care about selling, leaving or taking. 
Getting to her children was most important.

Today Nira lives in Beit Hakerem, a neighborhood she recently 
moved to in Jerusalem. Her family has grown to 9 children, 30 
grandchildren, and 12 great grandchildren. She enjoys spending 
time tending to her new garden, which she waited to have the 
space for for 35 years after leaving her family’s groves and 
vineyards in Iran.

Author’s note:

Over the last two years it has been mine and Raquel’s 
privilege to meet and learn from so many individuals 
whose journeys we presented in this series. We found 
their stories to be inspiring, yet also relatable. Who 
would have thought that we’d have so much in common 
with people born so far removed from where we are? 
There’s so much to learn from their ingenuity, faith, and 
tenacity. I hope that the readers of Qol Haqahal enjoyed 
these interviews as much as we enjoyed conducting 
them. I hope, too, that the stories served to educate, 
and raise awareness of the everyday heroes all around us. 
There are so many individuals’ testimonies that have yet 
to be accounted for. So many for whom restitution of lost 
belongings may never come, but whose stories we can at 
least begin to give a voice and place in history. 

Mrs. Cohen is a Brooklyn based 
artist and producer of Homelands, 
a group show about this topic 
which will travel internationally 
this year. View her work at www.
LenoreCohen.com. To support 
this project and help bring it 

to venues around the world, please contact 
lenore@lenorecohen.com.
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Nira, Iran artwork by Lenore Mizrachi-Cohen and Raquel Mizrachi 
A collection of some of the belongings Nira brought with her when she emigrated from Iran, including a Tanakh 

written in Farsi with Arabic script. The list details people, places and things that she couldn't bring.

Nira, Israel artwork by Lenore Mizrachi-Cohen and Raquel Mizrachi 
Nira in her garden, for which she waited 35 years after leaving her treasured groves and vineyards in Iran. 

Over the photo, a list of people, places and things that fill her days or are important to her now.



Check the SCA Website and Social Media for Updates   |   www.SCAupdates.org   |                               @SCA_Updates   

A U G U S T  9 T H  A T  1 1 : 0 0 A M 
F O L L O W E D  B Y  L U N C H
C O N G R E G A T I O N  E D M O N D  S A F R A  H A T H A W A Y  S Y N A G O G U E  ( A N N E X  B U I L D I N G )

A journalist, Sarina Ro�é has published hundreds of articles and 

the book Backyard Kitchen: Mediterranean Salads. Her interest in her 

family history moved her into the �eld of genealogy and Sephardic 

history. To date, Sarina has researched and written more than a 

dozen genealogies for Sephardic families. A community member, 

Sarina is founder and president of the Sephardic Heritage Project 

(www.sephardicheritageproject.org), a nonpro�t organization 

identifying Sephardic sources for use in genealogical research. The 

project has produced numerous databases based on rabbinical 

records, including cemetery, marriage and brit milah records. She 

holds a BA in Journalism, an MA in Jewish Studies, and an MBA.
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Branching Out From Sepharad 

After 15 years of research, Sarina Roffé has 
completed Branching Out From Sepharad (New York: 
Sephardic Heritage Project, 2017). Dedicated to 

her grandparents, Joe and Frieda Missry, Roffé outlines the 
global journey of selected rabbinic families from Iberia to 
Syria to the Americas. 

With the Foreword written by Dr. Walter Zenner A’H, 
Branching Out From Sepharad outlines 
the history of Jews in Spain, the 1492 
Expulsion, the history of Jews in Syria, 
and follows them to the Americas. 
Biographies and genealogies of rabbinic 
families include the Kassins and 
Labatons, as neighbors in Vallodlid, and 
Hedayas, as well as genealogies of their 
related families (Attia, Dabah, Mizrahi). 
The book is footnoted and can be used as 
a source for research.

Roffé traces the Kassin family 
from 12th Century France to Spain to 
Aleppo to Jerusalem to the Americas. 
The father-to-son rabbinic dynasty 
spans several centuries, ending with 
Rabbi Shaul J. Kassin. At the same time, she interweaves 
the Labaton rabbinic dynasty, showing their genealogical 
relationship in Spain prior to the 1492 Expulsion. She 
shows the castles that the Labatons and Kassins they lived 
in while in Vallodolid. 

Roffé uses DNA testing to dispute claims of an Irish 
family that they are descendants of Senor Shelomo Kassin, 
the first known member of the Kassin family tree. She 
indisputably proves that the Kassins and many other families 
in the Syrian Jewish community today had Converso 
ancestors. Many Jews became Conversos, converting to 
Catholicism, in order to remain in Spain after 1492, when 
Jews were expelled by King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella. 
Many Spanish families who arrived in Aleppo, had been 

Conversos in order to dissolve their businesses in Spain 
before leaving. They kept their Judaism secret and returned 
to open Judaism when they left.

Branching Out From Sepharad has a complete biography of 
Rabbi Jacob S. Kassin A’H, Chief Rabbi of the Brooklyn 
community for more than half a century, and includes many 
documents outlining his life work and accomplishments. 

Kassin’s life is divided into three areas – 
his early time in Jerusalem, his rabbinic 
accomplishments, and his family life. 
Genealogies are also provided along with 
primary source documents. 

The book includes over 100 photos 
and as many documents and letters. 
In addition, chapters include research 
on the term Sephardic Jew, Genealogy 
in the Torah, and Sephardic Naming 
Practices. In the chapter on Brooklyn’s 
Syrian Jewish Community, Roffé writes 
the 100-year history of the Brooklyn 
community, discussing the sociological 
impact of careers, philanthropy, 
traditions, and educational beliefs as they 

changed over a century.

According to Rabbi Sam Kassin, Dean of Shehebar 
Sephardic Center, “Written with journalistic flare, Sarina 
Roffé conducted unbiased research and provides a historical 
overview of Sephardic Jews from Spain to Aleppo to 
the Americas. She traces the Kassin family back to 13th 
Century Iberia and provides historical context, genealogical 
information, and links the family with other rabbinic 
families (Labaton, Hedaya, and Attia) over many centuries. 
The families have now spread all over the world – branching 
out – into a global community. This work shows insight into 
the personal side of rabbinic families and humanizes them. 
Sarina Roffé has provided Sephardic Jewish communities, 
and the thousands of family descendants, with the 
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foundation for their own family history.”

“Few communities may trace their origins more 
than two millenniums back,” said Liz Hamui Sutton, 
Universidad Nacional Autonoma de Mexico. “Tradition and 
transformation of individuals and sociocultural conditions 
interact in the continuities and discontinuities of Syrian 
Jews descendant’s history all over the world. Sarina Roffe ś 
genealogical findings are a journey to the reconstruction of 
family ties and cultural ideals that travel from one milieu to 
another enriching the collective experience and rethinking 
future horizons for the new generations. The rabbinical 
heritage of Kassin, Hedaya and Labaton families is a symbol 
of the actual beliefs and values of the group, where concepts 
like honor, philanthropy, Torah scholars, fortune and family 
are tight to the ethics that understructure community life. 
Genealogies presented in this book are 
axes of kinship and cultural transmission, 
weaved in patrilineal networks to 
reaffirm the struggles of notable men 
and woman to maintain their legacy.”   

A journalist, Roffé has published 
hundreds of articles in journals, 
newspapers and magazines. Her interest 
in her own family history moved her 
into the field of genealogy. To date, she 
has researched and written more than a 
dozen genealogies for Sephardic families. 

She is president of the 
Sephardic Heritage Project (www.
sephardicheritageproject.org), a 
nonprofit organization identifying 
Sephardic sources for use in genealogical research. The 
project has identified and produced numerous databases 
based on rabbinical records, including cemetery, marriage 
and brit milah records. The board of directors includes 
scholars in the field of genealogy who represent many 
countries. 

Passionate about Sephardic history and the assimilation 
and acculturation of Jews in America, the Ottoman Empire, 
and other related subjects, Sarina is an internationally 
recognized expert in the history of Syrian Jews in America. 
A Distinguished Toastmaster, Sarina speaks regularly at 
international historical society and genealogical conferences 

all over the world. She has spoken at Hebrew University, 
Bar Ilan University, University of Lisbon, the Center for 
Jewish History and has been invited twice by the Syrian 
communities in Mexico City to lecture there. She chairs 
many committees and sits on several nonprofit boards, 
including the Board of Governors of JewishGen and the 
Brooklyn Jewish Historical Initiative.

Roffé’s first cookbook, Backyard Kitchen: Mediterranean 
Salads (NY: Sephardic Heritage Project, 2016) is a tribute 
to her grandmother, Esterina Cohen Salem, the first caterer 
in the Syrian Jewish community. Salem Caterers had its 
kitchen in the backyard garage of their Bensonhurst home. 

She holds a BA in Journalism from the University of 
Maryland in College Park and an MA in Jewish Studies 

from Touro College and an MBA from 
State University of NY. Ms. Roffé is 
a graduate of the Academy of Women 
Achievers, and the City of New York’s 
Leadership Institute.

Born to Syrian Jewish parents, and 
raised in the heart of Brooklyn’s Syrian 
Jewish community, Sarina is married to 
David Roffé, and has three children and 
several grandchildren.  

Branching Out From Sepharad and 
Backyard Kitchen: Mediterranean Salads are 
available on Amazon. Proceeds benefit 
the Sephardic Heritage Project.

About the author:

A journalist, Sarina Roffé has published hundreds of articles 
and the book Backyard Kitchen: Mediterranean Salads. Her 
interest in her family history moved her into the field of genealogy 
and Sephardic history. To date, Sarina has researched and written 
more than a dozen genealogies for Sephardic families. A community 
member, Sarina is founder and president of the Sephardic 
Heritage Project (www.sephardicheritageproject.org), a nonprofit 
organization identifying Sephardic sources for use in genealogical 
research. The project has produced numerous databases based on 
rabbinical records, including cemetery, marriage and brit milah 
records. She holds a BA in Journalism, an MA in Jewish Studies, 
and an MBA. 
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I remember walking up a long, uneven, stone covered 
pathway only to be greeted by a ‘Merry Christmas’ sign 
at the door. I kind of just stopped short, and looked 

around hesitantly. Everyone else seemed to understand what 
was going on, and continued walking, so I put on my biggest, 
most fake, showing-all-my-teeth, smile I could find, and sat 
down in this nicely furnished living room. And that living 
room was one of the few places this year that changed my 
skewed notion that I almost know everything.

You see, this was a part of our beloved city Jerusalem that 
I had never been privy to, that I was not shown on my tour 
of the old city at my brother’s bar mitzvah. We may have all 
experienced that familiar tour, walking through the Jewish 
quarter, smiling at the old Sephardic-looking men, buying 
souvenirs that we won’t actually use, and praying at the holy 
Western Wall. And that experience is special. But this- this 
tour, where we walked through the Christian quarter, was 
extraordinary. 

We were taken back in time, to the empire of the 
Ottomans. And then, we were in the British Mandate, and 
then under the rule of the Jordanians. And finally, after 
subconsciously holding our breaths as we received our long-
awaited independence, we smiled. No, I don’t think it was 
a smile, as much as it was our faces radiating pride and 
acknowledgment of Hashem’s gift to us. 

We visited an Armenian family, who fled the Armenian 
genocide back in the early 1900’s. They spoke Aramaic 
fluently (I had this persistent urge to quote a talmudic 
text, and ask him to translate it just to test him. I realized 
immediately that there are probably many annoying know-
it-alls trying to do the same. So I decided best not to…) He 
spoke of his journey to Israel, and his life in the present day. 
He showered our country with praise. But after realizing 
that we weren’t recording him or looking to misconstrue 
his words, he opened up about his complaints and criticisms 

too. I just sat there, in awe, wondering how I was so ignorant 
about this whole world, this whole different culture,  existing 
quietly in the Jerusalem that I claim to be so familiar with.

And that precisely is the goal of this program- to educate 
us, not only through reading articles and learning in a 
classroom, but also through interaction, communication, 
travel, and most of all, founding mutual respect. We didn't 
only hear about the so-called “Aparthied Wall,” rather we 
traveled to southern Jerusalem to see it for ourselves, and had 
a Palestinian tell us about his experience living on the other 
side. The program doesn't euphemize situations, or cover 
our eyes from the injustices going on, rather encourages 
us to seek the truth, and listen as much as you can, before 
consolidating your opinion. 

As part of another topic of international debate, we heard 
from an Eritrean refugee, who fled through deserts, seas, and 
other life-threatening terrains, to end up here: the idealized 
state for protection. We saw his scars, his brokenness, his 
tears, his fears, but we also saw his strength, bravery, and 
hope. We heard what his life is like today, and tried to listen 
to his broken and soft-spoken english amidst our tears and 
sniffles. 

It’s easy to feel that burning desire to change the system 
after seeing this shattered man, but that is often neither 
realistic nor practical. And so, to ensure us impressionable 
teens didn't walk away with a biased argument, we also heard 
from governmental officials about how the demographics of 
refugee-filled cities change (many times for the negative) 
from the norm. We were able to get an understanding of 
both sides- how, on one hand, we all want everyone to have 
a home, and feel secure, but at the same time, we also want 
to ensure that this state can flourish properly despite all its 
imminent threats. This ongoing theme of trying to be the 
least preferential possible made the program pleasant for 
everyone. People with differing opinions on most issues 
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only illuminated the complex storyline even more. And that 
theme extended to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, where 
we heard from an extremist settler, as well as a Palestinian 
living in an Arab village outside the green line. 

That is why this Ilead alumni gap year program was 
so amazing.I would wake up on days that we planned on 
meeting, and smiled with excitement as I realized what was 
to come, or more fitting to the ilead reputation- how much I 
didn't know what was to come. The ilead alumni program for 
me was thought-provoking, incredibly interesting, and tons 
of fun. The days we spent together were organized so well- 
incorporating exercising, whether it be hiking or walking 
around, getting to know the precious land we have, or having 
lectures from amazingly qualified individuals, or life lessons 
and discussions given by our passionate ilead staff. Every 
time we met up, I came back to midrasha with a different 
perspective, and something new to think about as I went 
to sleep that night. I remember being in awe after each day, 
wondering how it was possible to not have been informed about 

the topic we were discussing until now. I'm truly grateful I 
had this opportunity to continue to build relationships with 
the ilead staff, considering they're so passionate and informed 
about pressing issues. The conversations we had together 
never failed to make us all laugh until our bellies hurt, (as 
we reminisced about the ilead summer) but also, created 
this gigantic conundrum as we learned about topics we were 
never exposed to before. It was humbling and impressive. I 
hope future students are able to find the pursuit of knowledge 
as intriguing as the ilead staff do, and are inspired to continue 
their search of openness, listening skills, acceptance of other 
peoples, and consciousness of the world around them.

Ms. Bildirici completed Ilead in the 
summer of 2015. She spent a year 
of study in Midreshet Lindenbaum 
and part of the iLead Israel 
fellowship program. She plans on 
attending NYU Gallatin this fall. 
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       TISH’A BE’AB
L E A R N I N G  A T  T H E  J C C

         9 TH O F  A B
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CLASSES FOR ALL AGES: MEN, WOMEN, BOYS AND GIRLS 
ELEMENTARY SCHOOL YOUTH CLASSES | MOVIE

BET MIDRASH PROGRAM | SBH PROGRAM

F R E E  B A B Y S I T T I N G

FEATURING THE FOLLOWING RABBIS AND TEACHERS:

SBH Program by Charles Anteby & Richie Chalme

Rabbi Naftali Besser
Mrs. Doris Cohen
Mrs. Rayna Cohen

Rabbi Nathan Dweck
Mrs. Michelle Gindi

Rabbi Ike Hanon
Mrs. Esther Hidary

Mrs. Vivien Hidary

Mrs. Ricky Hidary

Rabbi Joey Mizrachi

Rabbi Harold Sutton

Rabbi Ikey Tawil

Rabbi Richard Tobias
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7:45am - 8:15am
Rabbi Harold Sutton

Philosophy of Ha'Rambam
Mr. Mickey Abraham

Medical Halacha
Rabbi Joey Mizrachi

Daily Hok Le'Yisrael
Rabbi Avi Harari
Practical topics in 
Jewish Philosophy

Mr. Ovadia Sutton
Daily Mishnayoth

Rabbi Isaac Tawil
Yehave Da'at

6:30am - 7:00am
Rabbi Harold Sutton

Halacha B'iyun 
Mr. Mickey Abraham

Pirkei Abot
Rabbi Joey Mizrachi

Masekhet Pesahim
Mr. Ovadia Sutton

Daily Mishnayoth
Rabbi Isaac Tawil
Beit Yossef Laws of 

Sefer Torah

6:30am - 7:00am
Rabbi Harold Sutton

Halacha B'iyun 
Mr. Mickey Abraham

Pirkei Abot
Rabbi Joey Mizrachi

Masekhet Pesahim
Mr. Ovadia Sutton

Daily Mishnayoth
Rabbi Isaac Tawil
Beit Yossef Laws of 

Sefer Torah

6:30am - 7:00am
Rabbi Harold Sutton

Halacha B'iyun 
Mr. Mickey Abraham

Pirkei Abot
Rabbi Avi Harari
Practical Topics in 
Jewish Philosophy 

Rabbi Joey Mizrachi
Masekhet Pesahim

Mr. Ovadia Sutton
Daily Mishnayoth

Rabbi Isaac Tawil
Beit Yossef Laws of 

Sefer Torah

7:30am - 8:00am 
Rabbi Harold Sutton

Halacha B'iyun
Mr. Mickey Abraham

Perashat Ha'Shabua
Rabbi Joey Mizrachi

Masekhet Pesahim
Mr. Ovadia Sutton

Daily Mishnayoth
Rabbi Isaac Tawil

Rashi on Parashat Hashabua

8:00pm - 9:00pm 
Rabbi Harold Sutton

Advanced Gemara 
Study Group

Rabbi Isaac Tawil
Rambam Hilchot Aboda Zara

Rabbi Joey Mizrachi - 8:30pm
Eyob

Rabbi Nathan Dweck
Halacha Yomit

Rabbi Ike Hanon
Perashat Ha'Shabua

Rabbi Charles Safdie
Halacha Assorted Topics
Rabbi Jack Savdie

Beit Yossef B'iyun
Mr. Mickey Abraham

Selected Topics in Gemara
Mr. Abie Betesh

Pizmonim & Reading in a Maqam
Mr. Dubbin Hanon

Tefila Be'Iyun
Mr. Ovadia Sutton

Gemara

8:00pm - 9:00pm 
Rabbi Harold Sutton

Advanced Gemara 
Study Group

Rabbi Isaac Tawil
Contemporary Topics in 

Kashrut
Rabbi Joey Mizrachi - 8:30pm

Jews Under Islam
(men and women) 
Rabbi Avi Harari

Selected Topic in Halacha
Mr. Mickey Abraham

Selected Topics in Gemara
Mr. Dubbin Hanon

Tefila Be'Iyun
Mr. Victor Mosseri

Hilchot De'ot
Mr. Ovadia Sutton

Gemara

9:00pm - 10:00pm 
Rabbi Harold Sutton

Advanced Gemara Study Group
Rabbi Isaac Tawil

Gemara Masechet Rosh Hashana
Rabbi Jack Savdie

Beit Yossef B'iyun
Rabbi Charles Safdie
Halacha Assorted Topics

Rabbi Ike Hanon
Gemara

Mr. Mickey Abraham
Selected Topics in Gemara

Mr. Abie Betesh
High Holidays Hazzanut
Mr. Dubbin Hanon

Daily Halacha
Mr. Ovadia Sutton

Halacha

9:00pm - 10:00pm 
Rabbi Harold Sutton

Advanced Gemara Study Group
Rabbi Isaac Tawil

Gemara Masechet Rosh Hashana
Rabbi Avi Harari

Selected Topic in Halacha
Rabbi Joey Mizrahi

Sefer Iyob
Mr. Ovadia Sutton

Halacha
Mr. Mickey Abraham

Selected Topics in Gemara
Mr. Victor Mosseri

Laws of Kedushat 
Beit Ha'Kenesset

Mr. Dubbin Hanon
Daily Halacha

9:00pm - 10:00pm 
Rabbi Harold Sutton

Advanced Gemara Study Group
Rabbi Isaac Tawil

Gemara Masechet Rosh Hashana
Rabbi Avi Harari

Selected Topic in Halacha
Rabbi Richard Tobias

College Men Tanach
Rabbi Ike Hanon

Gemara
Mr. Ovadia Sutton

Halacha
Mr. Mickey Abraham

Selected Topics in Gemara
Mr. Victor Mosseri

Laws of Kedushat 
Beit Ha'Kenesset

Mr. Dubbin Hanon
Daily Halacha

Mr. Edward Benjamin
Pirkei Abot

Young Boys/Girls
MONDAY

6:30pm - 7:30pm
Rabbi Charles Safdie

Mishna for Middle School Boys
Rabbi Joey Mizrachi

Pirke Abot for Boys

TUESDAY
6:30pm - 7:30pm
Rabbi Charles Safdie

Mishna for Middle School Boys
Mr. Victor Mosseri

Mishnayoth Berachot for Boys
Rabbi Joey Mizrachi

Nebiim for Girls

THURSDAY
6:30pm - 7:30pm
Rabbi Charles Safdie

Mishna for Middle School Boys
Rabbi Nathan Dweck

Mr. Victor Mosseri
Mishnayoth Berachot for Boys

WEDNESDAY
6:30pm - 7:30pm
Rabbi Charles Safdie

Mishna for Middle School Boys

7:30pm - 8:30pm
Rabbi Joey Mizrachi

Nebiim for Boys

8:00pm - 9:00pm 
Rabbi Harold Sutton

Advanced Gemara 
Study Group

Rabbi Isaac Tawil
Perashat Ha'shabua

Rabbi Joey Mizrachi - 8:30pm
The American Jewish Experience

(men and women) 
Rabbi Ike Hanon
Perashat Ha'Shabua

Rabbi Charles Safdie
Halacha Assorted Topics
Rabbi Richard Tobias

Rambam
Mr. Mickey Abraham

Selected Topics in Gemara
Mr. Dubbin Hanon

Tefila Be'Iyun
Mr. Victor Mosseri

Hilchot De'ot
Mr. Ovadia Sutton

Gemara
Mr. Edward Benjamin

Hakdamot HaRambam

8:45am - 9:15am 
Rabbi Harold Sutton

Philosophy of Ha'Rambam
Mr. Mickey Abraham

Medical Halacha
Rabbi Joey Mizrachi

Analysis of 
Community Customs
Mr. Ovadia Sutton

Daily Mishnayoth
Rabbi Isaac Tawil
Daily "Yehave Da'at"

6:30am - 7:00am
Rabbi Harold Sutton

Halacha B'iyun 
Mr. Mickey Abraham

Pirkei Abot
Rabbi Avi Harari 
Practical Topics in 
Jewish Philosophy

Rabbi Joey Mizrachi
Masekhet Pesahim

Mr. Ovadia Sutton
Daily Mishnayoth

Rabbi Isaac Tawil
Beit Yossef Laws of 

Sefer Torah

7:45am - 8:15am
Rabbi Harold Sutton

Philosophy of Ha'Rambam
Mr. Mickey Abraham

Medical Halacha
Rabbi Joey Mizrachi

Daily Hok Le'Yisrael
Mr. Ovadia Sutton

Daily Mishnayoth
Rabbi Isaac Tawil

Yehave Da'at

7:45am - 8:15am
Rabbi Harold Sutton

Philosophy of Ha'Rambam
Mr. Mickey Abraham

Medical Halacha
Rabbi Joey Mizrachi

Daily Hok Le'Yisrael
Mr. Ovadia Sutton

Daily Mishnayoth
Rabbi Isaac Tawil

Yehave Da'at
10:00am - 10:45am

Rabbi Isaac Tawil
Timely Topics in Halacha

7:30am - 8:00am 
Rabbi Harold Sutton

Halacha B'iyun
Rabbi Joey Mizrachi

Masekhet Pesahim
Mr. Mickey Abraham

Medical Halacha
Mr. Ovadia Sutton

Daily Mishnayoth

8:45am - 9:45am 
Rabbi Harold Sutton

Philosophy of Ha'Rambam
Rabbi Joey Mizrachi

Analysis of 
Community Customs

Mr. Mickey Abraham
Medical Halacha

Mr. Ovadia Sutton
Daily Mishnayoth

 June 26 -  August 17

DEDICATED IN MEMORY OF ABE AND GRACE HIDARY A”H

7:45am - 8:15am
Rabbi Harold Sutton

Philosophy of Ha'Rambam
Mr. Mickey Abraham

Medical Halacha
Rabbi Joey Mizrachi

Daily Hok Le'Yisrael
Mr. Ovadia Sutton

Daily Mishnayoth
Rabbi Isaac Tawil

Yehave Da'at
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