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

misvah emerges.

The bikkurim segment begins in Debarim 26:1:

וְָהיָה, ּכִי-ָתבֹוא ֶאל-ָהָאֶרץ, ֲאֶׁשר ה' ֱאלֹקיךָ, נֵֹתן לְךָ נֲַחלָה; וִיִרְׁשָּתּה, 

וְיַָׁשְבָּת ָּבּה

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

of it, and settled in it.

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

The First Offering

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

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

וְֶהבֶל ֵהבִיא גַם-הּוא ִמּבְכֹרֹות צֹאנֹו, ּוֵמֶחלְבֵֶהן, וַּיִַׁשע ה', ֶאל-ֶהבֶל וְֶאל-

ִמנְָחתֹו. וְֶאל-ַקיִן וְֶאל-ִמנְָחתֹו, לֹא ָׁשעָה, וַּיִַחר לְַקיִן ְמאֹד, וַּיִּפְלּו ּפָנָיו.

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

And Kayin was very wroth, and his countenance fell.

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

Hevel’s presentation, is recorded as “v’Hevel hevi gam hu,” 
“and Hevel brought as well.” It might be understood that what 
Hevel brought was “gam,” “in addition,” meaning that just as 
Kayin had brought, Hevel “gam,” also, brought an offering. Yet, 
the extra word, “hu,” is awkward, even extraneous. Unless, 
we read it as “Hevel also brought ‘hu,’ himself.” He brought his 
Self. “Hu” is even listed before his gift of the firstlings of the 
flocks. Since he brought the firstlings, we can relate his gift to 
our bikkurim as well. 

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

ֲהלֹוא ִאם-ֵּתיִטיב, ְׂשֵאת, וְִאם לֹא ֵתיִטיב, לַּפֶַתח ַחָּטאת רֵֹבץ, וְֵאלֶיךָ, 

ְּתׁשּוָקתֹו, וְַאָּתה, ִּתְמָׁשל-ּבֹו.

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

thou mayest rule over it.'

What Is Mine Is Yours

וְעָנִיָת וְָאַמְרָּת לִפְנֵי ה' ֱאלֹקיךָ, ֲאַרִּמי אֵֹבד ָאִבי, וַּיֵֶרד ִמְצַריְָמה, וַּיָגָר 

ָׁשם ִּבְמֵתי ְמעָט; וַיְִהי-ָׁשם, לְגֹוי ּגָדֹול עָצּום וָָרב.
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And thou shalt speak and say before the Lord thy God: “A 
wandering Aramean was my father, and he went down into 
Egypt, and sojourned there, few in number; and he became there 

a nation, great, mighty, and populous.”

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

ה';  ּלִי,  ֲאֶׁשר-נַָתָּתה  ָהֲאדָָמה,  ּפְִרי  ֶאת-ֵראִׁשית  ֵהֵבאִתי  ִהּנֵה  וְעַָּתה, 

וְִהּנְַחּתֹו, לִפְנֵי ה' ֱאלֹקיךָ, וְִהְׁשַּתֲחוִיָת, לִפְנֵי ה' ֱאלֹקיךָ.

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

thy God.

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

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

We Bow Before Hashem

When we present the bikkurim basket before Hashem, we 
prostrate, lying horizontally on the ground. I’d like to suggest 

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

Man is an indication of the forthcoming crop, an early sample 
of what is to come. We are a link in the chain that connects 

the past to the future and so we 
dedicate the finest version of 
ourselves to the Master of the 
Universe (Debarim 26:11):

נַָתן-לְָך  ֲאֶׁשר  ְבכָל-ַהּטֹוב,  וְָׂשַמְחָּת 

וְַהּלֵוִי,  ַאָּתה,  ּולְֵביֶתךָ,  ֱאלֹקיךָ  ה' 

וְַהּגֵר, ֲאֶׁשר ְּבִקְרֶּבךָ.

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

midst of thee.

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

Mrs. Hidary gives regular lectures in the United 
States and Israel.

“God is most interested in our growth and development and 
prostrating is a means to that end.”
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The Same As All Other People, 
Only Different
Mr. Ezra Tawil

What identifies someone as Jewish? When we read 
the story of Ruth on Shabuot, we have a chance 
to reflect on the nature of Jewish identity. And 

we are reminded that what makes someone Jewish is not 
necessarily genealogy, theology, or even ritual observance. 
And certainly, outward appearance plays no role. Of course 
there are formal rules, but to be a part of the Jewish people 
means just that: it is, as Ruth demonstrates, to link one’s 
destiny - for better or worse - with that of the Jewish people. 

Yet, a defining feature of some Orthodox Jews in the 
past few decades has been to put great stress on outward 
appearances, and to distinguish themselves as much as possible 
from the general societies in which they live. This deliberate 
distinction takes many forms, but 
is most conspicuously evident in a 
distinct style of dress, which is now 
identified exclusively with Ultra-
Orthodoxy. This identification is so 
complete, that some contemporary 
depictions of Moses or King David 
portray them as hasidim, with black 
yarmulkas and long beards. From this 
perspective, the modern adoption 
of Western dress and names is very 
recent, and represents a sharp break 
with tradition. 

But is this, in fact, the way things 
were? Is it a historical fact that Jews 
have traditionally maintained a 
distinct style of dress and hairstyle, 
or in outward appearance, did they 
look like everyone around them in 
the regions where they lived? Similarly, did we always insist 
only on Hebrew names when living in exile? By examining 
the actual history of Jews in various places and times, we may 
be surprised to read a very different story. Let’s turn to the 
sources.

In the book of Exodus, after Moses saves Yitro’s daughters 

from bullying shepherds, they rush home, and tell their 
father: “an Egyptian man saved us from the shepherds!”1 
Obviously, in dress, hairstyle, and any other distinguishing 
features, Moses looked like an Egyptian, not a Hebrew. 

A few hundred years later, the prophet Jonah boards a 
ship headed for Tarsus. A storm breaks out and threatens to 
overturn the ship. All the passengers and crew call out in 
prayer to their various gods, and they ask Jonah: “What is 
your country? Of what people are you?”2 Again, nothing in 
Jonah’s appearance identifies him as a Jew. The only way to 
know that he is Jewish, is if he spells it out for them. The clear 
implication is that without his declaration, there was no way 
the passengers could guess his nationality. He looked like any 

of the other passengers on the ship. 

Again, let’s fast forward a few 
hundred years to the Persian period. 
The book of Esther provides a great 
deal of source material on this topic. 
It is also the first time that masses of 
Jews - as opposed to individuals like 
Moses or Jonah - find themselves living 
in exile. Mordechai and Esther come 
from a distinguished Benjaminite 
family, and were exiled with King 
Yehoyachin in about 597 BCE and 
settled in the Persian capital of Susa. 
They are extremely traditional Jews, 
and are among the leaders of their 
generation. How do they live as Jews 
in Persia? 

Interestingly, when reading 
Megillat Esther, the first thing we are told about our heroine 
is that she adopts a Persian name. Although today we think 
of “Esther” as a Jewish name, her actual Hebrew name, as 
recorded in the Megillah, is Hadassah. Now, Hadassah is 
a Semitic name, and means “myrtle,” it was a perfectly 
acceptable Hebrew name, if you lived in Israel 2,500 years 
1 Shemot 2:19
2 Yonah 1:8
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ago. But a Semitic name in Persia would surely stand out. So 
she adopts the name Esther - most likely, a local variant of 
“Ishtar,” the Babylonian goddess. It was a very common name 
in the ancient Middle East - like calling a girl Anya in Russia, 
or Maria in Latin America. So our heroine has two names. 
Having both a Hebrew and Persian name is the exact model 
that modern Jews use today in America, where a newborn 
girl might be named Alizah in Hebrew, but has the name 
Alice recorded on her government-issued birth certificate. 

So “Esther” has a Persian name. What about her dress 
and hairstyle? Are any of these distinctly Jewish? Here again, 
there is nothing to indicate that. When she is taken to the 
king’s palace, Mordechai famously instructs her not to reveal 
her ethnicity or her nationality. We can logically deduce then, 
that there was nothing in her manner of dress, hairstyle, or 
any other feature that could betray her origins. Just like with 
Jonah, if Esther didn’t specifically declare she was Jewish, 
there was no way anyone could tell. 

What about Mordechai? His name is not clearly foreign, 
as in the case of Esther. But it does not sound like a Semitic 
name. The root of the three letter base is “m-r-d” – meaning 
“rebellion” which does not seem appropriate. And if we add 
the fourth consonant, it spells out “Marduk,” a prominent 
god of the ancient Near East. Although these observations 
on his name are somewhat speculative, when it comes to his 
outward appearance, again the evidence of the Megillah is 
clear: without independent knowledge, Modechai could not 
be identified as a Jew. In fact, it happens twice! When the 
people first notice Mordechai violating the king’s command 
to bow to Haman, he explains to them that he is, in fact, 
Jewish, “ki higid lahem asher hu Yehudi.”3 When Haman, in 
turn, also notices his refusal to bow, he too, needs to have 
it spelled out for him, in similar language: “ki higido lo et ‘am 
Mordechai,”4 “for they told him Mordechai’s nation.” Again, 
someone had to tell Haman that Mordechai was Jewish, on 
his own, there was no way for him to know. 

Of course, in no way does this mean that the Jews living 
in Persia were assimilated, or abandoned their religion. Just 
the opposite. Despite adopting Persian names and dress, the 
Megillah records quite clearly that the Jews remained loyal to 
their religious tradition. When Haman appeals to the King to 
order the Jews’ destruction, he points out that: “ve-datehem 

3 Esther 3:4
4 Esther 3:6

shonot mi-kol am,”5 “their religious laws are different than all 
other nations.” So the Jews did not assimilate. They carefully 
kept their religious traditions - as strange as those customs 
may have appeared to their neighbors. But in outward 
appearance, names, dress, hairstyle, etc., the Jews tended to 
blend in with their adopted country.  

The Greek period is very interesting because at first 
glance the evidence seems contradictory. For when the 
Greeks pressured the Jews to abandon their religion, the 
Maccabees famously lead the Jews in revolt, to preserve their 
heritage. But incredibly, each one of the Hasmonean brothers 
adopts a second, Greek name! So the Hasmoneans themselves 
are called: Yohanan/Gaddi, Shimon/Thassi, Yehudah/
Maccabeus, Eleazar/Avaran, and Yonathan/Apphus. And 
their children are named Jason, Alexander and Menelaus. 
So the very Jews who fought to the death to preserve their 
culture, then adopt gentile names! The only conclusion we 
can draw is that when the Maccabees fought to preserve the 
essential tenets of Judaism, they evidently did not consider 
superficial things like foreign names to be problematic. In the 
Talmud, a number of sages have Greek names, or later on, 
foreign names, betraying their origins in Babylon or Persia. 
So the Talmud records Sages with names such as Antigonus, 
Hyrcanus, Tarfon, Dosa, etc. Even the name Ishmael was 
apparently acceptable, as it is the name of both a High Priest, 
and two different sages. Imagine a modern day Jewish parent 
naming their son Ishmael! 

The Medieval period is one when Jews famously preserved 
their traditions, despite tremendous persecution. Let’s 
examine the infamous “yellow star” that was imposed on the 
Jews during this period. At times, Christian countries made 
it mandatory for all Jews to wear a distinctive yellow badge 
on their outer garments, identifying them as Jews. In popular 
imagination, the motivation of these edicts was to shame 
the Jews, and mark them out for special humiliation. Yet 
if we look at the historical records, the actual reason given 
is altogether different, and is spelled out quite clearly. For 
example, in the year 1215, Pope Innocent III convened the 
Fourth Lateran Council. One of the issues dealt with was the 
“Jewish problem,” and it is here that the idea of a mandatory 
yellow badge was first introduced. Here is the wording of 
Canon 68 from the Council: 

In some provinces a difference of dress distinguishes 
5 Esther 3:8
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the Jews or the Saracens (ie. Muslims) from the 
Christians, but in certain others, such a confusion has 
grown up that they cannot be distinguished by any 
other difference. Thus it happens at times that through 
error, Christians have relations with the Jews... We 
decree that such Jews of both sexes in every Christian 
province and at all times shall be marked off in the 
eyes of the public from other peoples through the 
character of their dress.6

So it was not because Jews were so different that the 
Church mandated these badges - it was because the Jews looked 
exactly like everyone around them that a good Christian could not 
tell them apart! So to “protect” Christians from mistakenly 
doing business or socializing with the Jews, the Church 
decreed that the Jews wear markers that could instantly set 
them apart. 

Before examining the modern era, let’s take a look at 
one last historic period: pre-modern Europe, specifically, 
Eastern Europe in the mid-eighteenth century. It is here that 
the Hasidic movement was born. Today, the Sabbath outfit 
of a Hasidic man - white knee socks, long silk jacket, fur 
streimel and buckled shoes - have become synonymous with 
“traditional” Jewish dress. Yet the fact is, this entire get-up 
- from top to bottom - was copied entirely from non-Jewish 
6  Jewish Encyclopedia “Church Councils” by Richard Gottheil and Hermann Vogelstein.

sources. In an effort to boost the self-esteem of their followers, 
the early Hasidic Rebbes sought to portray hasidim as an elite 
group of “nobles.” So they copied the exact costumes of the 
Polish and Hungarian nobility of their days. How incredibly 
ironic that this direct imitation of Gentiles is now regarded 
as a hallowed Jewish tradition that present-day hasidim make 
great efforts to “preserve.” 

Lastly, we come to the modern era. Thousands of 
photographs leave indisputable evidence that until the 
Second World War, the majority of Jews, including the 

most stringently religious, dressed according to the fashion 
of the day. Every family has photo albums with pictures of 
grandparents or great- grandparents in the pre-war era. For 
the most part, the ancestors in these photos dressed the 
way their non-Jewish neighbors did - be they in Germany, 
Morocco, Mexico, or Brooklyn. Some have wondered if this 
might not be evidence of cultural assimilation. So we have re-
produced the following photographs. 

The first, taken in 1936, is from the famous Telz Yeshivah, 
in Lithuania. The second is from Porat Yosef, in Jerusalem, 
in about 1946. These two yeshivot typify the mainstream, 
traditional Orthodoxy – both Ashkenazic and Sephardic – of 
the day. No one can accuse either institution of assimilationist 
tendencies. Yet look at the pictures: the young men – almost 
all clean-shaven, by the way - are dressed in stylish suits; they 
look like typical European men of this period. Though the 
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photos are taken in black and white, it is clear that the suits 
were of varying colors and patterns. The hats are stylish, and 
include lighter colors, not very different than those worn 
by the businessmen and Hollywood stars of the era. The 
overall appearance just seems worlds away from the uniform 
dark suits and black hats commonly associated with today’s 
yeshivah students. 

Which brings us, full circle, to the present day, and our 
opening inquiry. Of course, everyone - the most fervently 
religious included - should be free to dress in whatever 
fashion they choose. But it is another matter to misrepresent 
Jewish history. And it is surely a sharp break with tradition 
to place such great emphasis on outward appearances. It 
is impossible, in this short space, to cover the thousands 
of years, and hundreds of communities that comprise the 
totality of Jewish experience. But even our brief look back 
at several historical periods should be enough to demonstrate 
that a distinct style of “Jewish” dress or appearance was never 
universal. Instead, the evidence shows that the most common 
pattern has been for Jews to adopt the cultural norms of their 
host countries. We’ve seen again and again that although Jews 
remained fiercely loyal to their traditions, they did not feel 
the need to mark themselves off in outward appearance from 
their Gentile neighbors. On the contrary, such distinctions 

were forced on to them by hostile powers. 

Given the extreme efforts made in some communities 
today to enforce strict codes of uniform dress – even to the 
most trivial details as the width of a hat brim or the type of 
stocking worn - it is worth remembering the values that our 
tradition actually stresses. We have been taught by Hillel that 
the essence of Torah is to treat all people as one would wish 
to be treated.7 The essentials have absolutely nothing to do 
with how one dresses. And as we retell the story of a Moabite 
convert who leaves her family and heritage to join the Jewish 
people, we are reminded that the truest commitment to 
Judaism has never been better expressed than in the simple, 
but stirring words of Ruth herself: “…for wherever you go, 
there will I go. Wherever you sleep, there will I sleep. Your 
people are my people, and your God is my God….”8 

Mr. Tawil is a community member and past 
contributor to Qol Ha-Qahal. Comments welcome 
to: etawil@snb.com

7 BT Shabbat 31a
8 Ruth 1:18
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Why are we counting the Omer? Are we counting 
down towards something? Think about it. What 
number are we starting with? Do we start with 

50 or 49 and count to 1, counting down the days towards a 
particular date? Or, do we start with 1 and count towards 
50? One should take note of the fact that we are counting 
up, and NOT counting down towards a specific date. This 
means that our counting defines when the date will be, as 
opposed to the date defining how many days are left. Prior to 

discussing why we count up, let’s first better understand why 
we count, then why we are so excited about this counting, 

and then finally why we count up and not down. 

Rambam states that our counting is a misvah deoraita (a 
Biblical commandment):

It is a positive commandment to count seven complete 
weeks from the day the qorban omer is brought, as 
[Vayiqra 23:15] states: “And from the day after the 
Sabbath, you shall count... seven weeks.” It is a misvah 

to count the days together with the weeks. (Rambam 
Temidin Umusafin, 7:22) 
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Originally, during the time of the Bet Hamiqdash, we 
would bring a minha, a grain offering, called the Minhat 
Haomer on the second day of Pesah, and then count until 
the 50th day, Shabuot, when we would bring another meal 
offering called the Shetei Halehem. This counting of days was 
what Rambam was referring to as misvah deoraita. So, what 
are we so excited about? We are counting away from one 
qorban, the Minhat Haomer, a meal offering, to another meal 
offering the Shetei Halehem, the offering of two loaves. What 
is the meaning behind these offerings? 

The meaning may be found in understanding the difference 
between the offerings of the omer and the Shetei Halehem. The 
omer was one of the few minha offerings brought with barley, 
as barley is considered something cheap, and mostly was used 
for animal food (Pesahim 3b; Sotah 9a and 15b). Because of 
this status, we only see barley brought for the minha offering 
twice. The other time is by a sota, a woman who was accused 
of adultery. In contradistinction to the barley offering, we 
have the wheat offering of the Shetei Halehem that we bring at 
the end of the fiftieth day. This wheat, in addition to being 
sustenance for humans, is baked into lehem (leavened bread), 
whereas the omer is masah (unleavened bread). This can be 
seen as a transformation, from barley (animal feed) to wheat 
(human food), from masah (bread of a slave) to lehem (bread 
of a free man). We left Egypt physically free, but it was not 
until receiving the Torah that we had the opportunity to 
become spiritually free. 

The 49 days that we count up are days of our growth, 
days that we develop through embodying the lessons of the 

Torah. We learned about the values, culture, and vision 
of our nation during our Pesah sedarim, and now we need 
to put those lessons into action. When starting a diet, an 
exercise routine, or any new type of behavior we would 
like to implement, we first start with our vision. We get 
excited about what we seek to achieve, and then create a 
plan for success. The question is, how many people leave 
an inspirational talk or a Weight Watchers meeting but 
lose motivation within a week or two? I would venture to 
say most. To ensure that we realize the vision we have set 
for ourselves during our seder, of becoming mentally free, 
we create a forty-nine day plan. We track our success, day 
by day, note and recognize that we have been on track for 
one day, for two days, for three days, and so on. Each day 
we develop more and more, step by step, milestone after 
milestone. 

To help us, our Hakhamim suggested that we use this 
time to study Pirqei Abot. Let’s utilize these days for our 
personal growth, developing ourselves, as we count up 
from the Minhat Haomer, made of barley, animal feed, to the 
wheat offering. From the offering of unleavened bread to the 
offering of leavened bread. Let us develop ourselves from 
our physical freedom, our Exodus from Egypt, to the key to 
our spiritual freedom, our receiving of the Torah.

Rabbi Laniado is a teacher in Hillel Yeshivah 
and associate rabbi at Congregation Magen 
David of West Deal.
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“I will insist the Hebrews have [contributed] more 
to civilize men than any other nation…They are 
the most glorious nation that ever inhabited this 
Earth…” 

— John Adams 

“What is a Jew?…The Jew is that sacred being who 
has brought down from heaven the everlasting fire 
and has illuminated with it the entire world…The 
Jew is the emblem of eternity.” 

— Leo Tolstoy 

“Some people like the Jews, and some do not. But 
no thoughtful man can deny the fact that they are, 
beyond any question, the most formidable and the 
most remarkable race which has appeared in the 
world.” 

— Winston Churchill 

“The Jew ought hardly to be heard of, but he is 
heard of, has always been heard of.…” 

— Mark Twain

T he great thinkers of the world have taken notice 
of our unique accomplishments and contributions. 
They are, however, contributions that come with 

profound internal and external struggle. The Talmud 
identifies the holiday of Shabuot as the day that the Torah 
was given to the nation of Israel by God, and it is that Torah 
that has set us firmly apart from other nations. Yet, while 
Shabuot is called “zeman matan toratenu” – “the time Torah 
is given,” “kabalat toratenu” – “receiving our Torah,” is 
not quite as definite. The acceptance of Torah remains an 
open-ended question that has challenged our people across 
the ages. 

The struggle between the people of Israel and their 
Torah is epic. Every self-aware Jew must, at one point in 
life, address the question of whether or not to receive the 

Torah and, if so, in what capacity. It is an astonishingly 
powerful question, even after all these years. “Do we follow 
it completely?” “Will it fit in with my life and world?” “Is 
God asking too much of me?” It seems that these questions 
vexed us from the onset, as the Talmud metaphorically 
illustrates:

The Holy One trapped them by holding the 
mountain over their heads saying, “If you accept the 
Torah, good. If not, here will be your gravesite!” 
(Shabbat, 88a)

There was a sense of pressure and uneasiness that the 
people felt in receiving the Torah, and many of us still feel 
as though that mountain is hanging over our heads. Why? 
One reason is that the thought of God being involved in 
the everyday aspects of our lives, like what we eat, with 
whom we choose to spend our time, and how we engage 
in business, seems more than a bit uncomfortable. Torah 
doesn’t simply present us with God in terms of a general 
world view. Torah places God in our daily experiences and 
actions. His intimate presence in our lives is highlighted 
in both this week’s parasha and the book of Ruth, that we 
traditionally read on Shabuot.

Tell Aharon and his sons to bless the Children of 
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Thoughts on Shabuot

Israel this way. Say to them:

“May God bless you and keep you.

May God shine His face upon you and grace you. 

May God turn his face to you and give you peace.” 

And they shall place My name upon the Children of 
Israel, and I will bless them. (6:24)

Boaz established that people should greet each other 
with God’s name. Where do we see this? As it says 
(Ruth, 2:4): “And he (Boaz) said to the reapers ‘God 
be with you’ and they said to him ‘God bless you’” 
(Makkot, 23b)

To accept the Torah means that we accept God in the 
world, and in doing so, we learn to see the otherwise 
mundane elements of creation as sacred and meaningful. 
Therefore, the Jewish people find meaning everywhere — 
in human existence, in history, in morality, in justice, and 
even in suffering, and we share that vision with the world. 
In doing so, we invite God in, and bring value, sanctity, 
and grace into our lives. We have consistently done so in 
proportions that far outweigh our numbers. 

But the Jewish people have struggled with this 
responsibility throughout the ages. Every Shabuot the 
opportunity to make a commitment to the endeavor by 
receiving the Torah is brought before us. There have been 
many Jews who have opted out over our long and arduous 
run, due to its great weight and responsibility, but for each 
of us, the question remains intact — the Torah is given, do 
you wish to receive it? 

The acceptance of the Torah by the Jewish people 
has brought holiness to an otherwise random world. As 
observed in the quotes above, we have made our standard 
the sacred rather than the profane. To a Jew, life is never 
without real meaning. And in the deepest, darkest, most 
painful moments, one is comforted and lifted knowing 
that the world is infinitely beautiful and that God will take 
care, as expressed in the blessing of the kohanim and the 
greeting of Boaz. I believe that it is this commitment that 
has kept our people alive and thriving through the ages, 

and has allowed us to shine through history with God by 
our side.

Shabbat Shalom and Moadim Lesimha! 

Rabbi Dweck is the Senior Rabbi of the Spanish 
and Portuguese Sephardi Community of the 
United Kingdom.
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עתה, אם-שמוע תשמעו בקולי, ושמרתם, את-בריתי–והייתם לי 

סגולה מכל-העמים... ואתם תהיו-לי ממלכת כוהנים, וגוי קדוש

And now, if you will listen to My commands and keep My 
covenant, you will become a treasure to Me among all 
peoples … and you will be to Me a kingdom of priests and 

a holy nation.

T his coming Saturday night we will celebrate 
Shabuot, one of the major holidays of the Jewish 
calendar. On Shabuot we commemorate our 

covenant with Hashem. God distinguished us from all 
peoples by giving us His Torah. Hashem said to Israel 

And now, if you will listen to My commands and 
keep My covenant, you 
will become a treasure 
to Me (segula) among all 
peoples … and you will be 
to Me a kingdom of priests 
(mamlekhet kohanim) and a 
holy nation (goy qadosh). 
(Shemot 19: 5-6)

I would like to explain 
the concept of “mamlekhet 
Kohanim,” “a kingdom (= a 
nation) of priests. 

As we all know, the Jews 
are divided into Kohanim 
(Priests), Leviim (Levites) 
and Israelites. The Kohanim 
(Priests) used to devote 
themselves exclusively to the 
service of God. When we 
had our Bet Hamiqdash, the 
Kohanim had several specific functions.

1. They were the teachers of the Jewish people. Before 
the destruction of the Second Temple, (68 CE), there was 
no institution of “rabbi” as we know it today. The people 

responsible for preserving and teaching Torah to the rest 
of Israel were the Kohanim. As the prophet Malakhi said (2: 
 The lips of the“ כי שפתי כהן ישמרו דעת ותורה יבקשו מפיהו (7
kohen would preserve the [religious] instruction, and from 
his mouth you will demand the [teaching of] Torah.” The 
Kohanim were the teachers of ‘Am Yisrael. 

2. The Kohanim were also in charge of the major 
operations of the Bet Hamiqdash. They were divided into 24 
guards (mishmarot) and took care of all tasks concerning the 
sacrifices and offerings (qorbanot) and many other rituals. 
The Kohanim still retain some of these religious functions. 
For example, every day (or in the Ashkenazi tradition: 
every Yom Tov) the Kohanim recite ברכת כהנים, the priestly 

blessing. The Kohanim were 
the closest servants of God 
in the fields of education and 
religious services. 

3. Serving God so closely 
implies more responsibilities 
and more restrictions than 
regular Jews. For example, 
there are a number of marriage 
restrictions or rituals related 
to mourning which apply, even 
today, only to the Kohanim. 
The privilege of serving God 
involves a higher degree of 
duties (“noblesse oblige”). 

Now we understand better 
why the people of Israel 
were designated as a nation 
of Kohanim. In a sense, the 
Jewish people were chosen to 

be to the rest of the world, what the Kohanim are to the 
rest of the Jewish people. 

Let us begin from the end 
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Thoughts on Shabuot

1. The Jewish people have more obligations and 
restrictions than gentiles. While the Torah indicates that 
a Jew must observe 613 precepts, a gentile has only 7 
commandments to fulfill. 

2. The Jewish people were designated to dedicate their 
life to the service of God, permanently and closely. We are 
so close to God, that in our tefilot (prayers) we address him 
in the second person: We address Him as “You” (Blessed 
are You, Hashem…). 

3. Our “global” mission as a Chosen People is to become 
the “educators” of the world. Not with words, speeches or 
proselytism, but exclusively by example. Each Jew should 
be a role model, an inspiration (or lagoyim) for the rest of 

the world. When this occurs and the gentiles perceive 
that Jews proceed with integrity and decency, that we are 
devoted to fulfilling God’s commandments and do not 
betray their religious principles, then we are fulfilling our 
global mission at the highest level. This level is known as 
“Qiddush Hashem,” the sanctification of the name of God, 
i.e., when a gentile gets inspired by seeing our righteous 
behavior and our example leads him or her to recognize 
the Presence and will of God in this world.

Rabbi Bitton is the Rabbi of Ohel David 
U’shlomo of Manhattan Beach Brooklyn.
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Does Eating a Dairy Meal on Shabu’ot 
Constitute Celebrating the Holiday Properly?
Mr. Joseph Mosseri

The Holidays of Sukkot and Pesah have lots of well 
known rituals associated with them that we are 
fairly familiar with. But what about the holiday of 

Shabu’ot? Do we know how to celebrate it properly? A quick 
review of some of the Laws of Yom Tob from the Mishneh 
Torah of Rambam (Moses Maimonides 1138-1204), should 
open our eyes.

“It is forbidden to fast or give eulogies on the seven 
days of Pesach and the eight days of Sukkot, along 
with all other holidays. A man is obligated to be 
happy and in good spirits on these days and to 
make sure that his wife, children, and entire 
household are happy as well as it says "and you 
shall be happy on your festivals." Even though the 
"happiness" referred to is a sacrifice, it includes the 
obligation to make each member of one's household 
happy in an appropriate manner.”

“How does one make everyone happy appropriately? 
Give the children nuts and candy, and buy the 
women as much nice clothing and jewelry as he 
can afford. And the men eat meat and drink wine 
since there is no happiness without meat and 
wine. And when the head of household eats and 
drinks, he is obligated to feed strangers, orphans and 
widows as well as all other poor people. However, if 
he locks his doors and eats and drinks with his family 
and does not feed the poor and others going through 
hard times, this is not the joy which was commanded, 
but merely satisfying his stomach.”

“Even though feasting and making merry are biblical 
commandments, one should not eat and drink all day, 
rather follow this procedure: Go to the synagogue 
in the morning, pray and read the appropriate 
Torah portion. Then go home, eat, return to the 
synagogue, and study Torah until it is time for the 
Minhah service. Then pray, go home, and feast for 
the rest of the day until nightfall.”

There are many points that Rambam mentions that are 
worthy of study and discussion but there is one point in 
particular I wish to focus on and that is the adage of the 
Hakhamim “En Simhah Ella BeBasar VeYayin” “There 
is no happiness without meat and wine”.  That’s 
right, Rambam said that you must eat meat on Yom Tob and 
that holiday meals without meat are not considered festive. 
According to Rambam (Laws of Shabbat 30:10) eating meat 
on Shabbat is only an added luxury, but eating it on Yom 
Tob is obligatory.  So how it is that everyone today thinks 
Shabu’ot is the “Dairy Holiday”?   

Eating dairy means foregoing meat. How does this fit 
in with the teaching of our hakhamim such as the passage 
of Rambam cited above? In fact the only other time Jewish 
custom foregoes meat is during those sad and tragic days of 
mourning leading up to our National Fast Day of Tish’ah 
BeAb. Well that makes sense, no meat to memorialize the 
destruction of our Holy Temple the place where sacrifices 
were brought and meat was eaten. Shabu’ot, on the other 
hand, is one of the 3 great pilgrimage holidays, a time when 
all went up to Jerusalem and celebrated at our Bet Hamiqdash. 
This was always a time of eating meat and never dairy and 
that is how the halakhah categorizes our happiness and 
celebration of the holiday. That being said,  the association 
of dairy, cheesecake, calzones, cheese sambussak, and jibin, 
with the holiday of Shabu’ot, should be  bothering you as 
much as it is me! Why is it that eating dairy is so strongly 
associated with Shabu’ot?

For many years I have searched into the source of this 
custom of eating dairy on Shabu’ot.  It does not appear in 
the Mishnah, Gemara, Geonim, or any of the Sephardic 
Rishonim. What I did find, was plenty of later day authorities 
(Aharonim) giving reasons explaining why dairy is eaten by 
some or how it is connected to Matan Torah, but no real 
sources for it.  Not surprisingly all these seem to be after 
the fact, basically trying to justify and give credence to this 
custom that developed only a few hundred years ago.

The earliest source I have found for this custom is the 
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Kol Bo. The Kol Bo is anonymous work on Jewish Law, 
probably by Rabbi Aharon ben Ya'aqob HaKohen (1262-
1325) of Lunel in Southern France, which was first printed 
in Naples, 1490. There it states: 

"There is an established custom to eat honey and 
milk on the festival of Shabu'ot since the Torah is 
compared to honey and milk as it is written: “Honey 
and Milk beneath your tongue”

We next find this custom mentioned by the Rabbi 
Moshe Isserles (Krakow, Poland 1520-1572) in his glosses 
to Shulhan 'Arukh (authored in 
1563 by Rabbi Yosef Karo) at the 
very end of chapter 494. There 
he states: 

"And there is the custom in 
some places to eat dairy foods 
on the 1st day of Shabou'ot 
and it seems to me that the 
reason is...". 

After that all we find 
are different reasons and 
interpretations by mainly 
Ashkenazic Rabbis for this 
custom that was prevalent in 
their communities.

All the Sephardic sources I 
have searched make no reference 
to this being the custom in their 
lands or communities. If it did 
exist it was not written about. 
In fact the concept of a complete 
dairy meal on Yom Tob seems to be completely unknown 
and unheard of.

Hakham  Shem Tob Gaguine (Jerusalem 1884- England 
1953) in his Keter Shem Tob volume 4, only mentions that 
there is a custom to eat some cheese within the breakfast 
meal during the morning of Shabou'ot. Basically after you 
get home (from being up all night and reading the Tiqoun 
Leil Shabu'ot) have a dairy breakfast.

Hakham Obadiah Yosef (Baghdad 1920-Jerusalem 2013) 

in the Torah Journal, Qol Sinai, Sivan 1964, page 258, 
states: 

There is a custom to eat dairy items on Shabu'ot and 
some of the reasons given are.......and our custom is 
to eat some dairy and after rinsing out our mouths 
we eat meat. As it is a misvah to eat meat on Yom 
Tob in order to fulfill the obligation of being happy 
on the holiday, because there is no happiness unless 
there is meat! 1

He makes it very clear that a dairy meal is not eaten. 
Rather some dairy is eaten to 
fulfill the custom, immediately 
thereafter a true festive meat 
meal is consumed.

His son the current Chief 
Rabbi, Hakham Yisshaq Yosef  
(Jerusalem 1952--) has written 
the same thing in his famous 
Yalqut Yosef, in the regular 
Hebrew edition as well as in 
the new Hebrew-English Saka 
Edition.

Rabbi Obadiah Melamed, 
in his book, Masoret haTefilah 
veShoresh haMinhag,  on Halakhot 
and Minhagim of the Jewish nation 
and particularly of the Yemenite 
communities, states that the 
custom of dairy has never been 
known to them and they do not 
follow it. When it is Yom Tob 
and they eat meat. This should 

come as no surprise since the great Rabbi and Maimonidean 
scholar Hakham Yosef Qafih (Yemen 1917- Israel 2000), in 
his Halikhot Teman says the same thing. He also adds that not 
only is it Yom Tob and only meat meals are eaten but when 
they first heard of the custom of eating dairy meals they 
laughed and made fun of it!

Milk, Cheese, and Dairy, where did it all come from? 

1 As a source for this he quotes the Gemara, Talmud Babli, Masekhet Hagigah 8b

17

Continued on page 18

Sculpture of Maimonides in the 
U.S. House of Representatives



Thoughts on Shabuot

It all seems to have originated among the Ashkenazim 
in Europe who picked up on the rites and customs of their 
Christian neighbors and as their rabbis wrote about it, some 
but not all Sepharadim picked up on vestiges of including 
dairy somewhere during the holiday. I still needed hard 
evidence to prove this and Thank God after many years of 
research I stumbled upon a very well documented book by 
John Cooper entitled Eat and be Satisfied: A Social History of 
Jewish Food. The historical facts are startling and shocking!

On page 119 he writes:

According to the testimony of Kalonymos ben 
Kalonymos, the Jews of Provence at the beginning 
of the 14th century used to eat a specially prepared 
honey cake in the shape of a ladder on Shavuot. 
Later in Germany the cake was made with 7 rungs, 
symbolizing the 7 spheres rent by the Almighty when 
He descended to give the Law. So, too, the earlier 
13th century Provencal philosopher Jacob ben Abba 
Mari Anatoly asserted that it was customary for Jews 
to partake of milk and honey on Shavuot, as these 
foods were compared with the sustenance derived 
from the Torah. Among the Christian community, 
during Lent honey cakes shaped like ladders were 
consumed, and no doubt the Shavuot cake was 
modeled on a Christian example, even if the Jews' 
neighbors ate their cake a month or 2 earlier".

If that wasn't enough, he continues and says:

In central and eastern Europe dairy foods replaced 
the honey cake of Provence on Shavuot, partly 
because there was an abundance of milk at this time 
of the year and partly because dairy dishes were the 
standard festive food at Whitsun in several parts of 
Germany, and the Scots celebrated the festival of 
Beltane on May 1, when many dairy dishes were 
consumed.

When I first read this I was not 100% sure of the 
meaning of Lent, Whitsun, or Beltane so I decided to do 
more research and I am sure what I will now tell you will 
bother you as much as it did me. 

a) Lent is a 6 week period of penance observed by 

Christians in preparation for Easter.

b) Whitsun is White Sunday, the Sunday of the Feast of 
Pentecost, seven weeks after Easter, (clearly correlated 
with Pesah and seven weeks later Shabu’ot) when 
traditionally many Christians were baptized and would 
wear white robes.

c) Beltane is the first day of May, adapted from the pagan 
Celtic May Day Festival known as Beltane, well known 
in the old Scottish Church Calendar.

This of course leads us to a very important question. 
What exactly are the parameters of the law forbidding us 
from following the statutes of  non-Jews, Oobehooqotehem 
Lo Telekhoo (and in their [non Jewish ways] you should not 
follow)? 

Hakham Yisrael Mosheh Hazan (Izmir 1808- Beirut 
1862) addresses this issue in the first chapter of his Responsa 
Kerakh Shel Romi (Livorno 1876). Based upon his guidelines 
there and the historical facts regarding dairy on the holiday 
which contradicts our traditional sources that call for meat, 
eating dairy for a Shabu’ot holiday meal may not only not 
be considered festive it may be problematic because we are 
following anti –Torah rituals on the day we celebrate the 
receiving of The Torah.

Even the early Ashkenaz Rabbis who first mention the 
custom of eating dairy on the holiday never mention eating 
an entire dairy meal. They were obviously cognizant of the 
Halakha to eat meat, and would never replace their entire 
holiday meal with dairy. 

I would like to conclude with a very important statement 
from the Gemara Pesahim 68b. Rab Yosef would order on 
the day of Shabu’ot: “Prepare me a third born calf” 
That is he ordered a calf that was born third to its mother 
which was considered the best!  That’s right, he didn’t ask 
them to milk the cow, he asked for the whole cow!     

Mr. Mosseri  is a noted expert on Sephardic 
customs. He welcomes all comments and 
feedback.    
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On Shabbat Kallah, the Shabbat prior to Shabuot, 
Maqam HOSENI, which is described as 'a high Bayat,' 
is applied. When Bemidbar (Numbers 1:1- 4:20) is not 
linked to Shabbat Kallah, RAST is applied, because this 
is the first perasha of Sefer Bemidbar. Maqam Hoseni is 
related to Shabuot, because it is when we commemorate 

receiving the Torah. Since the Torah is of great 'beauty', 
Hoseni, the maqam that means "beauty" in Arabic, is 
applied. Maqam Hoseni is also used for the ta'amim of 
Megillat Ruth and the Ketuba of Shabuot. HAZZANUT: 
Semehim: Azharot, Naqdishakh: Da’at UmZima (334). 



Value: Accomplishing Difficult Tasks

First, do all you can. Then, rely on God to help. At 
times in our lives, we are faced with tasks that although 
vital, appear impossible. In this week’s perasha the 

Torah teaches us that we must do all we can to accomplish 
the task in our own way. Only 
after we have done all we can, can 
we then rely on God’s miraculous 
assistance.

Text: Bemidbar 1:1-3 (SB)

Now Hashem spoke to Moshe 
in the Wilderness of Sinai, in 
the Tent of Appointment, on 
the first (day) after the second 
New-Moon, in the second year 
after their going-out from the 
land of Egypt, saying: 

“Take up the head-count of 
the entire community of the 
Children of Israel, by their 
clans, by their Fathers’ Houses, 
according to the number of 
names, every male per capita; 
from the age of twenty years 
and upward, everyone going 
out to the armed-forces in 
Israel: you are to count them 
(for battle) according to their forces, you and Aharon.”

Context

Our perasha begins the book of Bemidbar. After 
building the mishkan (at the end of Shemot) and receiving the 
instructions of sacrifices, purity, and holiness (in Vayiqra), 

Israel is now ready to march to the land of Canaan and 
conquer it. This might appear a daunting task for a group of 
escaped slaves. Of course, they had God helping them. The 
beginning of our perasha has God asking Moshe to count the 
children of Israel that are of fighting age. That is, every male 
from the ages of 20 to 60. Next, the perasha describes how 

the camp would be arrayed around 
the mishkan. Counting the fighting 
force is typical of the first actions 
that a general would take before 
carrying out a battle. Arraying 
the camp is also a necessary step. 
Israel, even though they had God 
fighting their battles, behaved 
like any normal army, counting 
its soldiers and arraying the camp 
for battle. This was the meaning 
of God’s commandment. We must 
do everything in our power to 
accomplish a task, and only then 
should we rely on God’s miracles.

Discussion

This value has been embodied 
in the rabbinic statement of “en 
somekhin ‘al hannes” (“we do not 
rely on miracles”). Of course, our 
whole lives are miracles. However, 
when we have a task to do we 
should focus on doing all we can 

to accomplish the task. Relying on miracles too early could 
lead us to forget an important step that God wanted us to do. 

On the other hand, sometimes we face tasks that appear 
impossible, even though they are critical. We might be lead 
to despair because the task looks so difficult. We should 
take the steps that we can to accomplish the essential task, 
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even though it appears impossible. Do not give up in the 
face of difficult tasks. Do all you can and then rely on God’s 
assistance. 

The above point is also made in Rashi’s commentary on a 
verse that occurs later in the perasha (3:16). After counting 
the soldiers, God commanded Moshe to count all the male 
Levites from the age of one month. 

Moshe said to the Holy One, blessed be He: How 
can I go into everyone’s houses and tents to know the 
count of the infants?! The Holy One, blessed be He 
said to him: You do your part and I’ll do Mine. Moshe 
went and stood at the opening of the tent, and the 
Shekhina preceded him and a voice came out from the 
tent saying: “There are such and such infants in this 
tent.”

This comment which Rashi quotes from the Tanhuma 
expresses the same idea. We are to do our part and not give 
up when we are faced with difficult tasks. 

Historical Example

The aspirations of the 19th century Zionists (led by 
Theodor Herzl) appeared absurd. Never before in history 
has it happened that a people who had lost their national 
sovereignty and homeland thousands of years earlier should 
come back to its land and regain its sovereignty. Yet that 
is exactly what Herzl aspired to. Looking back on the 
accomplishments of these people and the state of Israel, it 

is clear that there was divine help. The actions of the people 
served only as the “vessel” to receive the divine intervention. 
This was so apparent that even David Ben-Gurion, Israel’s 
first prime minister, was reported to have quipped: “In 
Israel, if you do not believe in miracles you are not a realist.”

Applications

Our children sometimes have tasks that seem impossible 
in their eyes. We should teach our children not to give 
up. Show them how they can break down the task into 
manageable steps. Then make them see how they can do the 
small steps that will eventually lead to the accomplishment 
the difficult task. We should also teach them that when we 
do all we can, God will also help us (when what we are doing 
is in accordance with His will). 

Application to current events

The ongoing situation in Israel seems impossible. The 
deep-seated Arab hatred of the Jews is growing increasingly 
virulent with the daily incitement by the Arab leaders and 
media. Nevertheless, we must take the small steps necessary 
that we think would lead us to the critical goal of peaceful 
coexistence in the land. We must also pray that God help us 
achieve that essential goal.

Rabbi Tawil is the author of Shabbat-Table 
Talks (Tebah Educational Services, 2014).
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Chapter 20: Hasdai ibn Shaprut

Hasdai ibn Shaprut thought that if he could find 
a Jewish state in which to live, where Jews 
would no longer be persecuted and would be 

free to practice their religion, he would be a happy man. 
Hasdai therefore used his connections and power to locate 
the Khazars and make contact with them. He assigned 
Isaac bar Nathan to be one of the envoys of the Caliph 
on a mission to Constantinople and from there he was to 
continue to the land of the Khazars. Isaac’s instructions 
were to deliver a personal letter from Hasdai to King 
Joseph along with gifts for the king and his family. Isaac 
was supplied with funds and men, and was provided with 
everything he needed for a long journey. 

To obtain a vessel and to travel on the Black Sea 
required the permission of King Constantine VII, the 
Byzantine emperor. Hasdai had foreseen this and had 
included this request for permission in his letter to Queen 
Helene and King Constantine, along with many gifts. King 
Constantine told Isaac he would consider the request. 
When Isaac sought an answer and permission, what he got 
from King Constantine were all sorts of excuses for the 
trip not to be taken. Examples of those excuses were: the 
roads are bad and dangerous; there are troop movements 
in the area; it was winter and too cold; the seas were 
stormy, etc. The true reasons for not granting permission 
was the emperor’s desire to keep the Khazars isolated 
and prevent them in the future from forming an alliance 
with the Muslims. King Constantine wrote Hasdai a very 
conciliatory and apologetic letter explaining the reasons 
for the refusal. 

Isaac was disappointed but he did not give up. He 
made inquiries of everyone he met for information about 
the Khazars. He finally found a Jewish Khazar who only 
spoke Greek. He questioned him about everything he 
knew about the history of the Khazars. The Jewish Khazar 
agreed to write a letter telling everything he knew about 
the Khazars. The letter said in substance the following: 

Their leaders were not hereditary but were based 
on merit. The highest ranking commander would 
be named leader. In the eighth century the leader 
was Bulan. Bulan married Serah, a Jew, and she 
persuaded him to follow Judaism. There was great 
pressure on Bulan to abandon Judaism. He decided 
to hold a “disputation” between Greek, Muslim, and 
Jewish scholars and clerics. They brought before 
these learned men many sacred books that had been 
stored in a cave. They discussed these books and 
beliefs. In the end King Bulan was convinced that 
Judaism was the “true faith.” His followers were 
overjoyed and teachers were brought in to educate 
them in Judaism. 

King Bulan was succeeded by King Gabriel who 
chose a rabbi to be judge and adjudicator of disputes. 
Eventually he was succeeded by King Benjamin and 
eventually King Aaron. The Byzantines declared 
war on King Aaron. The Alans (of the Sarmatians, 
an ancient people living between the Vistula river 
and the Caspian Sea) fought on the side of the 
Byzantines. The Byzantines lost this battle. The 
king of the Alans was captured and his daughter 
was forced to marry King Aaron’s son Joseph, the 
present king. 
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The Jewish Khazar’s story continued: 

When King Joseph became king the Byzantine King 
Ramanos began to persecute Jews. The Khazars 
wreaked vengeance on him. The Byzantines fought 
back. The Jewish commander Bolshasi who was 
also known by his Jewish name, Pesah, attacked 
the cities of Ramanos. The Khazars lost 90 men but 
they prevailed and were able to force the Russians 
to pay them tribute. 

Isaac bar Nathan returned to Cordova with this letter 
and gave it Hasdai ibn Shaprut. Hasdai appreciated Isaac’s 
efforts but he wanted actual contact with the Khazars. 
This occurred at about the same time that Abd ar-Rahman 

III and Otto I of Germany were having a misunderstanding 
concerning possible insults to their respective religions 
and each was holding the others’ emissaries hostage (950 
to 955). Hasdai negotiated a resolution to this dispute and 
all ended happily. 

Mr. Goldman is a retired Chemical Engineer 
who is a member of Congregations Beth Torah 
and Kol Israel. From 1978 through 1992 he was 
the Editor of the Beth Torah Bulletin. He was 
Secretary of Beth Torah from 1980 through 
1995 and is still the Editor of the Beth Torah 
Calendar. 

Upcoming Holiday:
Shabuot: Saturday Night-Monday, June 11-13

Upcoming Events:
JCC Minyan: Begins June 18

Summer Learning Program: Begins June 27

Please follow us on social media for full updates and schedules!
www.scaupdates.org

             @scaupdates
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