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Dear Editor,

Regarding Rabbi Ken Spiro’s excellent article about the 
influence of the Old Testament on the founding fathers 
and the U.S. Constitution: Hebrew was almost the official 
language of the U.S. Some of the founding fathers believed 
a linguistic separation, Hebrew, would make a political 
separation easier. If anyone else enjoyed Rabbi Spiro’s article 
as much as I did they 
may also want to read 
America’s Prophet: Moses 
and the American Story 
by Bruce Feiler.

— Morris Benun
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LETTER TO THE EDITOR

Want to have your voice heard? 

Send in your letter or article to 

QahalNewsletter@gmail.com

Qol Ha-Qahal
קול הקהל

Sephardic Community Alliance

        Issue 36
Dedicated in loving memory of 

Abe J. Hidary A”H
לעלוי נשמת אברהם בן מרים

IN GOD WE TRUST

History Crash Course: Jews and the 
Founding of America1

Rabbi Ken Spiro

The Amazing Story of Jewish Influence on the 
Founding Fathers of American Democracy.

The creation of the United States of America 
represented a unique event in world history – 
founded as a modern republic, it was rooted in the 

Bible, and one of its earliest tenets was religious tolerance. 

This is because many of the earliest pilgrims who settled 
the “New England” of America in early the 17th century 
were Puritan refugees escaping religious persecutions in 
Europe. 

These Puritans viewed their 
emigration from England as a virtual re-
enactment of the Jewish exodus from 
Egypt. To them, England was Egypt, 
the king was Pharaoh, the Atlantic 
Ocean was the Red Sea, America was 
the Land of Israel, and the Indians were 
the ancient Canaanites. They were the 
new Israelites, entering into a new 
covenant with God in a new Promised 
Land. 

Thanksgiving – first celebrated in 
1621, a year after the Mayflower landed 
– was initially conceived as a day parallel to the Jewish Day 
of Atonement, Yom Kippur; it was to be a day of fasting, 
introspection and prayer. 

Writes Gabriel Sivan in The Bible and Civilization (p. 236): 

No Christian community in history identified more 
with the People of the Book than did the early settlers 
of the Massachusetts Bay Colony, who believed their 
own lives to be a literal reenactment of the Biblical 

1 http://www.aish.com/jl/h/cc/48955806.html

drama of the Hebrew nation... these émigré Puritans 
dramatized their own situation as the righteous 
remnant of the Church corrupted by the “Babylonian 
woe,” and saw themselves as instruments of Divine 
Providence, a people chosen to build their new 
commonwealth on the Covenant entered into at 
Mount Sinai.

Previously, during the Puritan Revolution in England, 
(1642-1648) some Puritan extremists had even sought to 
replace English common law with Biblical laws of the Old 

Testament, but were prevented from 
doing so. In America, however, there 
was far more freedom to experiment 
with the use of Biblical law in the legal 
codes of the colonies and this was 
exactly what these early colonists set 
out to do. 

The earliest legislation of the colonies 
of New England was all determined 
by Scripture. At the first assembly of 
New Haven in 1639, John Davenport 
clearly stated the primacy of the Bible 
as the legal and moral foundation of the 
colony: 

Scriptures do hold forth a perfect rule for the 
direction and government of all men in all duties 
which they are to perform to God and men as well 
as in the government of families and commonwealth 
as in matters of the Church... the Word of God shall 
be the only rule to be attended unto in organizing the 
affairs of government in this plantation.2 

2 Abraham Katsh, The Biblical Heritage of American Democracy, (New York, 1977), p. 97.
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It hurts to see Israel constantly maligned in the media, 
the UN, and the European Union, but it especially hurts 
to see Israel under constant attack and criticism from those 
for whom Israel was created: Jews. If “Israel bashing” is 
in vogue in the media or political circles, it is considered 
“ethical,” the so-called “higher ground,” in some Jewish 
circles. A quick scan of Jewish web pages, blogs, and 
Jewish media often finds more “Israel bashing” amongst 
Jews than one does in the mainstream media. 

It seems as if this isn’t a new phenomenon. In fact, 
the very first time the Jewish people were given the 
opportunity to visit Israel, the majority of the delegation 
returned with reports that sound like they come straight 
from many of these Jewish web pages. What happened 
thousands of years ago seemingly set the stage for what we 
are experiencing today. 

In the Torah (Parashat Shelah Lecha), the Jewish people 
were on the brink of fulfilling their lifelong dream 
of entering the “Promised Land.” Instead of making 

Jews Criticizing Israel: A Reflection for the 
17th of Tammuz and 9th of Ab
Rabbi Daniel Bouskila

I was born in 1964. The Israel I grew up with seemingly 
could do no wrong in the eyes of the world. This was 
the Israel whose author (S.Y. Agnon) was awarded the 

Nobel Prize in Literature in 1966, the triumphant Israel 
of the Six Day War in 1967, the terrorized Israel in the 
Olympic Games in Munich in 1972, the besieged Israel 
of the Yom Kippur War in 1973, the slandered Israel of 
the UN’s “Zionism is Racism” resolution in 1974, and the 
brave and heroic Israel of the legendary “Raid on Entebbe” 
in 1976. It was the Israel that, despite not being located in 
Europe, won the Eurovision song contest in 1978 and 1979, 
and the European Cup in Basketball in 1977 and 1981. It 
was also the Israel where Prime Minister Menachem Begin 
welcomed Anwar Sadat to Jerusalem in 1977, and then 
boldly signed a historic peace accord with Egypt in 1978. 
This was the Israel that continuously captured people’s 
hearts around the world as the “Little Jewish Country that 
Could.” 

With the outbreak of the Lebanon War in 1982, 
followed by the First Intifada a few years later, the timing 
couldn’t have been worse for Israel. The 1980’s brought 
about cable TV and 24-hour news, and the constant images 
of Israel on TV were not positive. Israel was fighting the 
world’s first “war on terror,” long before the United States 
ever used this term. Rather than seeing Israel’s wars for 
what they were, self-defense of their people’s country, the 
world now deemed Israel as the aggressor. In the eyes of 
the world and the media, the innocent “David” became 
“Goliath.” Despite Israel’s numerous overtures towards 
peace, withdrawals from territories, and a bloody war 
of terror launched against her, it seems that the world is 
now stuck with the perception of the “Israel that could do 
nothing right.” The images of the Israel I grew up with 
seem as if they are from a bygone era. 
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17th of Tammuz

their way to Israel, they ended up experiencing a harsh 
breakdown and a severe setback. The 12 spies that had just 
returned from scouting out 
the Land of Israel presented 
reports of what they saw. 
Two of the spies (Joshua and 
Caleb) presented a positive 
and motivational report, 
encouraging the people to 
prepare themselves for this 
great challenge, opportunity, 
and privilege. The other ten 
spies delivered a negative 
message, discouraging the 
people from moving towards 
Israel. They described 
everything that was wrong 
with Israel. 

At that point, the 
community was presented 
with a choice that seems 
to have carried over to the 
Jewish world today: do we 
listen to those voices that want to constantly knock Israel 
down for “everything we think it’s doing wrong,” or do we 
want to go with those who understand that things are more 
complex than what a columnist or blogger writes, and 

with that in mind, Israel is still an incredibly miraculous 
and wonderful country and society? 

In this instance, the community chose to focus on 
the negative, allowing it to overwhelm their immediate 
feelings. “On that night the people wept,”1 and they asked 
God to take them back to the slave pits of Egypt. Fearing 
the unknown, they actually preferred to go back to the 
abusive whip of Pharaoh in Egypt than to take the blessings 
of freedom and the privilege to live in their own beautiful 
1 Numbers 14:1

country. As a result of listening to the delegitimizers of 
Israel back then, not only did they spend a dark night in 
misery, crying and complaining, but it was on that dark 

night that God decreed that 
this generation was not ready 
to enter the Promised Land, 
and they would spend an extra 
39 years wandering aimlessly 
in the wilderness, until they 
all died and gave way to a new 
generation. 

Jewish tradition teaches us 
that the very night when this 
happened was Tisha Be’Ab 
(9th of Ab), the eventual date 
of the destruction of both the 
first and second Temples in 
Jerusalem. The symbolism 
of this date is that the Jewish 
people themselves created the 
eventual darkness of Tisha 
Be’Ab. The choice to listen to 
the negative voices resulted 
in Tisha Be’Ab becoming a 

permanent day of darkness and mourning. This reminds 
us that when we tend to harp on the negative, we have the 
unfortunate power to create our own darkness and misery. 
The Sephardic commentator Rabbeinu Bahya teaches “It is 

symbolic that the spies returned to the camp towards nightfall, for 
their words brought about darkness to the world.” Their words, 
and the community’s choice to follow their negative words, 
brought about darkness to the entire Jewish community. 

The prophet Zechariah predicted that one day in the 
future, Tisha Be’Ab will become a day of happiness and 
rejoicing (Zechariah 8:18-19). Much like we created the 
darkness of Tisha Be’Ab, the power also lies within each of 
us to transform Tisha Be’Ab into a day of light and hope. 
The power lies within each of us to look at the positive 
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“... but it especially hurts to see Israel under constant attack and 
criticism from those for whom Israel was created: Jews.”

Joshua and Caleb, illustration from a Bible card 
published by the Providence Lithograph Company, 

1901
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17th of Tammuz

blessings of Israel today, rather than always focusing on 
“what’s wrong.” The power lies within each of us to be a 
part of the solution, not adding to the problem. 

When confronted with 
negative voices on Israel, 
think carefully before you 
jump into their simplified 
world of “Israel can do no 
right.” They will tell you it’s 
the “Jewish thing to do,” that 
we were always a “self-critical 
people,” and that we “pride 
ourselves in our ability to self-
criticize.” I always wonder why 
celebrating Israel and being 
proud of her achievements 
isn’t also the “Jewish thing 
to do.” Criticize Israel, and 
they call you “authentically 
Jewish.” Celebrate Israel, and 
they call you a “propagandist.” 

Like all other countries and 
societies, Israel is filled with problems and imperfections. 
It is a young country, a work in progress that has achieved 
so much more than many others, but still has much to 
improve upon. Israel is a fantastic experiment in democracy, 
especially in the neighborhood where it lives. It’s triumphs, 

failures, advances, and imperfections are all a tribute to a 
hard working population who live under constant threat, 
have their own internal struggles and issues and yet, like 
their national anthem, never give up hope.  

The Talmud teaches: 

Come and see how great is the power of negative 
speech. From where do we learn its power? From 
the spies, for if negative consequences resulted 
from their speaking negatively against the wood and 

stones of the Land of Israel, imagine what happens 
when one speaks negatively against his/her fellow 
human being. (Arachin 15a)

Today’s negative voices on 
Israel differ from the spies 
who only criticized “the land.” 
Nowadays Israel is not just a 
“land.” It’s a sovereign state, 
a country where 7 million of 
our Jewish brothers and sisters 
live, work, study, serve in the 
military, raise families, and 
seek to live happy and fulfilled 
lives. For most diaspora 
Jews, Israel is a metaphorical 
concept called “the Jewish 
homeland.” For Israelis, Israel 
is not a metaphor, it’s the place 
they actually call “home.” It’s 
the place where their kids 
play sports, where people 
fall in love, where friends sit 
in cafes, and where Jewish 

identity is a part of their daily existence. Those who jump 
on the “criticize Israel” bandwagon today seem to forget 
all of this. They remind me of author and historian Paul 
Johnson’s definition of intellectuals: “someone who thinks 
ideas are more important than people.” 

On Tisha Be’Ab in the desert, we forfeited the 
opportunity to go to Israel. Twice on subsequent Tisha 
Be’Abs, we lost our Jewish homeland. Let’s leave things 
at two destructions. To today’s spies, let us declare with 
one positive voice: this time, we’re not going back to the 
desert. This time, there’s no turning back.  

Rabbi Bouskila is the Director of the Sephardic 
Educational Center (SEC).
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“...when we tend to harp on the negative, we have the unfortunate 
power to create our own darkness and misery.”

Agnon (left), receiving the Nobel Prize, 1966



Maran Hakham Ovadia Yosef’s Insights on 
Remembering Hurban Habayit
Rabbi Elchanan Poupko

17th of Tammuz

As we mourn the destruction of the Beit Hamiqdash, 
once again, we wonder how many more times we 
will be doing this. For close to two thousand years, 

the Jewish people have been mourning the destruction of the 
Beit Hamiqdash. We shed tears of hope, wishing that this 

year will be the year, and alas, here we are, once again, back 
in the mourning process. 

Hakham Ovadia Yosef offers a beautiful insight into why 
this might be. The rabbis tell us:

Whoever eats and drinks 
on Tisha Be’ab will not 
merit to see the joy of 
[the reconstruction] of 
Jerusalem. And whoever 
mourns the destruction of 
Jerusalem, merits, and sees 
in its joy. (Masekhet Ta’anit 
30b) 

Hakham Ovadia asks: why 
is it that when the gemara 
speaks of he who does not 
mourn over the destruction of 
Jerusalem, it speaks in future 
tense (“will not merit to see 
the joy…”), yet when it speaks 
of those who mourn the tragic 
loss of Jerusalem, it speaks in 
present tense (“merits and sees 
its joy”)? 

Maran cites the gemara (Pesahim 54b) which says that 
there is a rule of nature, that after 12 months people are 

able to start overcoming the loss of a loved one. Once 12 
months pass, we no longer feel the same sense of loss and 
are able to move forward. The gemara points out that the 
reason Yaakob Abinu can never stop crying about the loss of 
his beloved son Joseph, even though Yaakob Abinu thought 

he was dead, is because this law of nature did not apply. Since 
Joseph was really alive, he was not able to be forgotten. 

This rule sheds light on how and why we mourn the loss 
of the Beit Hamiqdash. As long as we are crying, grieving, 
and lamenting the loss of Beit Hamiqdash, Hakham Ovadia 

explains, that is a clear sign 
that the Beit Hamiqdash will 
be rebuilt. Just like Yaakob 
Abinu who never stopped 
shedding tears over the loss of 
his son Joseph, if we refuse to 
be comforted and continue to 
be inconsolable over the loss 
of the Beit Hamiqdash there is 
still hope. 

This is why the gemara 
says in the present tense “he 
who mourns the loss of Beit 
Hamiqdash merits to see in its 
reconstruction,” in the present 
tense, because the very process 
of grieving and bemoaning the 
loss of Beit Hamiqdash, offers 
hope for its reconstruction. 
On the other hand, for he who 

eats and drinks on Tisha Be’Ab and does not mourn the loss 
of the Beit Hamiqdash, the gemara uses future tense since 
that person will not see the full reconstruction in the future; 
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“Napoleon responded: ‘a people who can mourn the loss of their Temple 
2,000 years ago, will surely be around in another 2,000 years!’”

Hakham Ovadia Yosef



17th of Tammuz

needless to say, that this person sees no hope in the present 
either. 

The story has it that when French emperor Napoleon 
Bonaparte (1769-1829) was traveling through Russia, in his 
long journey of conquest, he passed through a small town. 
As he was walking by one of the synagogues, he heard 
people voices whimpering with sadness and agony. He 
asked someone what was going on in there. The response 
he got was that that night was the night of Tisha Be’Ab and 
that the Jews were crying about the loss of their Temple. 
“How recently was this Temple destroyed?” Napoleon asked. 
When he was told that it was almost two thousand years 
ago, Napoleon responded: “a people who can mourn the loss 
of their Temple 2,000 years ago, will surely be around in 
another 2,000 years!”

One of the most moving scenes I have ever seen, is that 

of Maran Hakham Ovadia, mourning the loss of the Beit 
Hamiqdash. In a video, available to all on YouTube, one 
can see Maran speaking about the destruction of the Beit 
Hamiqdash in a halacha shiur. Suddenly, without intending 
to do so, when speaking about the halakhot of mourning for 
the Beit Hamiqdash, Maran’s voice chokes up, tears start 
streaming down his cheeks, and he bursts out crying for 
the Beit Hamiqdash. There is not a better example of how 
personally we can take the destruction of the Beit Hamiqdash 
and that, that very same agony, is what offers us hope for the 
continuity of the Jewish people. 

Rabbi Poupko is a writer, teacher and a blogger. 
He is a fellow at Yeshiva University and had 
the merit of attending several shiurim given by 
Maran Harav Ovadia Yosef. He lives with his 
wife in New York City.
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17th of Tammuz

זיכרון למעשינו הרעים, ומעשה אבותינו שהיה כמעשינו עתה 

נשוב  אלו  דברים  שבזכרון  הצרות.  אותן  ולנו  להם  שגרם  עד 

להיטיב...

There are days when the entire Jewish people fast because of 
the calamities that occurred to them then, to arouse [their] 
hearts and initiate [them in] the paths of repentance. This 
will serve as a reminder of our wicked conduct and that 
of our ancestors, which resembles our present conduct and 
therefore brought these calamities upon them and upon us. 
By reminding ourselves of these matters, we will repent and 

improve [our conduct]… 

(Mishneh Torah, Hilkhot Ta’aniyot 5:1)

Rambam begins the fifth chapter of Hilkhot Ta’aniyot 
explaining that the communal fast days are 
meant to serve as a medium to teshubah. Properly 

adhering to the laws of the fast leads to arousing one’s 
heart, which should in turn lead to setting him on the “path 
of repentance.” Interestingly, Rambam does not suffice 
with the strictly internal change usually associated with 
repentance, but instead concludes that we should be led to 
“improve our conduct,” and undergo a manifested change 
in action as well. Properly fasting should lead to the joint 
improvement of both thoughts and actions. 

The very structure of Rambam’s Mishneh Torah can serve 
as a paradigm for this ideal of joint realms of perfected 
cognition and action. Rambam ironically began his halakhic 
code with a volume primarily dedicated to philosophical 
ideas, Sefer Hamada (“The Book of Knowledge”). The concept 
underlying Sefer Hamada’s inclusion in Mishneh Torah is that 
the ideal relationship with God must be two-folded in 
nature: beginning with the cognitive connection described 
in Sefer Hamada, and taking full shape with the action 
detailed in the subsequent thirteen volumes. 1

1 See the related, eloquent description by the late Professor Isadore Twersky z”l, in his Introduc-

The internal structure of Sefer Hamada itself is 
consistent with this ideal. Sefer Hamada deals not only 
with strictly philosophical ideas, but with their associated 
actions as well. The technical details of abodah zarah, the 
prohibition of erasing shemot haqodesh (divine names), the 
duty to honor teachers and scholars and the various laws 
of excommunication are all detailed in this “Book of 
Knowledge.” Whereas Ibn Paquda’s Hobot Halebabot (Duties 
of the Heart),2 distinguishes between “duties of the limbs” 
and “duties of the heart,” and is dedicated to an exclusive 
treatment of the latter, Rambam’s Sefer Hamada merges 
the two. Rambam was implicitly stressing that duties of 
the heart and mind must be accompanied with concrete 
ramifications in deed. Separating the two from each other 
is tantamount to removing the heart or mind from its 
body.3 

This concept is both conceptually simple and intuitively 
logical. We constantly search for balance in our lives, and it 
is therefore easy to understand the need to commensurately 
develop our thought and action. Ironically, a simple analysis 
of the great leaders of ‘Am Yisrael throughout the generations 
reveals a slim few that manifested greatness in both realms. 
On one side of the spectrum stand the “ jurists” who 
excelled in their leadership through halakhic rulings and 

codes, while on the other stand the “thinkers,” successful 
in shedding light in areas such as Jewish philosophy, Biblical 
exegesis or kabbalah. Only the elite, an extremely rare class 
of leaders, equally balanced their excellence on both sides 
of this spectrum. 

tion to the Code of Maimonides, p. 261.
2 A well-known pietistic work, written by 11th Century Spanish Rabbi Bahya ben Yosef ibn 
Paquda.
3 Dr. Bernard Septimus highlighted this fundamental difference between Hobot Halebabot 
and Sefer Hamada, and noted several others in his “What Did Maimonides Mean by Madda,” in 
Me’ah She’arim, p. 107-10.
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Rabbi Avi Harari

“The very structure of Rambam’s Mishneh Torah can serve as a paradigm 
for this ideal of joint realms of perfected cognition and action.”
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I again turn to Rambam to provide us with a paradigm, 
this time not in his words or structure, but in his lasting 
heritage and persona. In the words of Dr. Marvin Fox: 

I consider Maimonides to be the greatest and most 
creative Jewish thinker since the close of the Talmud. 
There may have been other Jews of comparable 
stature in other fields of learning, but I believe no 
one has made contributions to Jewish learning, 
Jewish law, and Jewish thought equal in depth or in 
originality to the heritage of Maimonides.4

Indeed, scholars in every field have claimed Rambam as 
“one of theirs.” Spanning the spectrum of Jewish thinkers 
from the halakhists, to the philosophers, all the way to the 
mekubalim, Rambam was the paradigmatic leader in both 
the world of thought and that of action. 
4 Interpreting Maimonides, Preface, p. x.

The bein hamesarim, the three weeks between shiba 
’asar beTammuz and Tisha Be’Ab, are an intense time of 
introspection. Our search for improvement must equally 
focus on our connection to Bore Olam via the “path of 
repentance,” as on our misdeeds and “wicked conduct.” In 
a society that increasingly distances the “thinkers” from the 
“doers,” Rambam, through words and by example, teaches 
us that we must strive to be both.

Shabbat shalom!

Rabbi Harari is the Rabbi of Shaare Shalom and 
teaches in the SCA summer learning program. 
To view Rabbi Harari’s teaching schedule visit 
www.SCAupdates.org and follow us on social 
media.
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17th of Tammuz

Five tragedies happened to the Jewish people on 
the 17th of  Tammuz:

1. In Biblical times, Moses descended from Mount Sinai 
and upon seeing the Jews worshipping the Golden 
Calf, he broke the first set of tablets which carried 
the Ten Commandments.

2. King Menashe, a Jewish King and the worst sovereign 
of the Kingdom of Yehuda, placed on that day an idol 
in the Holy Sanctuary of the Temple of Jerusalem, 
around the year 700 BCE. 

3. In the time of the First Temple, in 587 BCE, the 
Kohanim (priests) were forced to discontinue the 
offering of the daily sacrifice. This sacrifice (qorban 
hatamid) had been given by the Jews since the time 
of the exodus from Egypt (matan Torah). On the 
17th of Tammuz of that year the sacrifice could not 
be offered anymore due to the shortage of animals 
caused by the siege of the city of Jerusalem by the 
Babylonian army.

4. Around the year 50 of the Common Era, Apostomus, 
a Roman captain, seized a Torah scroll and with 
abusive and mocking language burned the Torah in 
public. (According to Maimonides it was Apostomus 
who besides for burning the Torah, placed an idol in 
the Holy Temple as well). 

5. In the year 68 CE the walls of Jerusalem were 
breached after many months of siege by the Roman 
army. Three weeks after the breach of the wall, the 
Beit Hamiqdash was destroyed on the 9th of Ab.

Because of these five tragedies we fast. We also recite 
special prayers (tahanunim) which inspire us to mourn and 
repent for our transgressions and the transgressions of our 
ancestors. 

The fast begins at dawn and ends with the appearance of 
the three stars.

Rabbi Bitton is the rabbi of Ohel David U’shlomo. 
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Why is the 17th of Tammuz A Day of Fasting? 
Rabbi Yosef Bitton

Reconstruction of Jerusalem and the Temple of Herod, James Tissot, Brooklyn Museum
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Temple Mount Southern Wall, stairs leading to the triple Hulda gates

Jerusalem Archaeological Park



“When you’re a carpenter making a beautiful set of 
drawers, you’re not going to use a piece of plywood 
on the back, even though it faces the wall and 
nobody will ever see it. You’ll know it’s there, so 
you’re going to use a beautiful piece of wood on the 
back. For you to sleep well at night, the aesthetic, 
the quality, has to be carried all the way through”  
— Steve Jobs

Perashat Balaq is unique in more ways than one. We 
have a king, petrified at the thought of having to face 
a rapidly advancing Israel, who hires a potent and 

renowned prophet to fatally curse them. Yet, the prophet, 
despite his greatness, can’t 
even see the divine visions 
which are seen by his own 
donkey. We also have a near 
comical case of verbal mix-ups 
whereby the soothsayer can’t 
express any curses, replacing 
them instead, with the highest 
praise and blessings for the 
fledgling nation. This, of 
course, drives the king mad. 
It is, at least, among the more 
entertaining parashiyot of the 
Torah. 

At times, we read an 
entertaining story and get 
caught up in the narrative, 
while focusing little on the 
setting and circumstance in 
which it takes place. Balaq’s 
setting is unique in all of Torah. In no other parasha do 
we find Israel entirely passive and essentially oblivious to 
occurrences happening around them, but that are focused 

entirely upon them. The nation sits peacefully encamped, 
unaware of the fact that their enemies are peering down at 
them from the hills above, plotting their annihilation. 

Thankfully, the dark cloud that was forming over the 
people was diffused. This salvation is certainly attributed 
to the fact that God did not allow the curse to be uttered 
by Bilaam, but how it happened is important. We are told 
that a great deal had to do with what Bilaam saw when 
viewing the people. He attempted to look at the people 
from various angles in order to try to hone in on a weak 
spot in order to curse them.

Balaq said to Bilaam: 

“What have you done 
to me? I took you on to 
curse my foes, and here, 
you have blessed them!…
Please go with me to 
another place from where 
you can see them, you will 
see only their edge, curse 
them for me from there! 
(23:11,13)

Yet, no matter the 
perspective, he saw Israel as a 
nation of integrity and spoke 
of them that way.

Bilaam lifted up his eyes 
and saw Israel, dwelling 
by their tribes, and there 

came upon him the spirit of G-d. He took up his 
discourse and said: “How goodly are your tents, 
Yaakob, your dwellings, Israel! (24:2,3,5)
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A subtle, but nonetheless potent, lesson one can glean 
from this parasha is that there is something to be said for 
the identity that we present without trying to present it, 
the aspect of who we are that comes across to others when 
we are least aware that they are observing us. The character 
that comes across in those moments is often our truest. It 
is the aspect of self that emerges from the integration of all 
that we are and do. In this instance, the character of the 
nation of Israel was one of wholesomeness and integrity. 

Each tribe was encamped in peace with one another and 
God’s presence was at the heart of the encampment. The 
internal struggles of the nation that we read of throughout 
the rest of Torah were precisely that, internal. But what 
the onlookers saw was a nation striving for greatness, and 
it was greatness that shined forth from its dwellings. 

The most powerful and wholesome image that anyone 
could portray is one which emerges from the careful, 
deliberate and consistent building of a faithful and robust 
character. When we achieve this, or in the rare circumstance 
that a nation of people achieves it, it becomes the proud 
and true expression of who we genuinely are rather than 

the expression of how we wish to be seen. It stands as our 
greatest defense, even when we are wholly unaware of 
those who might seek to exploit our weaknesses. It is an 
identity that allows the presence of God to rest with us and 
flow through us. 

Such an identity is not an easy one to construct, but it 
is the most valuable and powerful. In this world we can 
exert great effort in building and maintaining peripheral 
constructs that may stand for a time, or we can exert effort 
in building, step by step, a true and robust identity that 
itself is our greatest armor and true splendor.

Rabbi Dweck is the Senior Rabbi of the Spanish 
and Portuguese Sephardi Community of the 
United Kingdom and will be joining the SCA a 
scholar in residence for the month of August. 
Details available at www.SCAupdates.org
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Perashat Balaq

Value: Aligning Our Will with God’s Will

At the basis of this value is the idea of “free will,” 
a central idea in Judaism. Free will means that 
man has the choice to do whatever he wills. The 

free-will choice to do good is much more praiseworthy 
and reflective of one’s self. Likewise, the free-will choice 
to do real evil is that much more reprehensible, because 
it was your choice, freely made. Although not all Jewish 
people believed this tenet at all times, normative Jewish 
contemporary thought accepts this belief. Free will carries 
with it the obligation and responsibility to choose wisely, 
and to be held accountable for your decisions. Our decisions 
define us. We bear the consequences, both good and bad, 
of our decisions.

Background: 

Balaq, the king of Moab, sent messengers to Bilaam, 

asking him to use sorcery to curse Bene Yisrael. Bilaam 
explained to the messengers that he can only do what God 
wants and that he would have to ask God. That evening 
Hashem told him very clearly that he was not to go and curse 
Israel because they were a blessed nation. The messengers 
report to King Balaq. He then sends messengers who were 
more important, bearing gifts that were more expensive. 
Bilaam said that he would ask God again. This time Hashem 
told him that he could go with the people, but that he was 
to speak only what God commanded him.  

On the way, God sent an angel who threatened to 
kill Bilaam. (The story of the journey is very humorous. 
It includes the talking donkey that bested Bilaam in an 
argument. Read Bemidbar 22:21-35.) Bilaam said that if 
God really (he should have been sure by now!) does not 
want him to go, he would turn back. Nevertheless, the 

angel allows him to go if he would only say what God 
commanded him. 

Bilaam arrives and proceeds, with King Balaq’s willing 
assistance to perform his sorcery with the intent of 
cursing Israel. However, twice instead of cursing Israel he 
pronounced beautiful blessings that God put into his mouth. 

Exasperated, Balaq exclaimed, “Don’t curse them but 
just don’t bless them.” Yet they try one more time. On this 
third time, Bilaam understood what God’s will was and 
acted accordingly.

Text: Bemidbar 24:1-9 (SB)

Now Bilaam saw that it was good in the eyes of the Lord 
to bless Israel, and so he did not go forth as time and time 
(before) to encounter divination meetings; but he sent his 
face toward the wilderness. And Bilaam lifted up his eyes 

and saw Israel, dwelling by their tribes, and there came 
upon him the spirit of God. He took up his parable and said: 

Utters Bilaam the son of Be’or, utters the man of the 
open eye, utters the hearer of Godly sayings who envisages 
a vision of Shaddai, bowed, but with eyes uncovered: 

How goodly are your tents, O Yaaqob, your 
dwellings, O Israel, like groves stretched out, like 
gardens beside a river, like aloes planted by the Lord 
like cedars beside the water; dripping water from 
their boughs, their seed in many waters! Their king 
will rise above Agag, their kingdom be exalted. The 
God who brought them out of Egypt like the horns 
of the wild-ox for him! They will consume enemy 
nations, their bones they will crush; their arrows 
they will smash! They crouch, they lie down like a 
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Perashat Balaq

lion, like the king-of-beasts—who will (dare) rouse 
him? Those who bless you—are blessed, those who 
curse you—are cursed.

Discussion: 

Our sages have commented on the fact that Hashem 
seemed to have reversed himself: baderekh shea’dam rosseh 
lelekh, bah molikhim otto (“the path that a person wants 
to go, is the one in which he will be led” [Makkot 10b]). 
Bilaam really wanted to go and curse Israel. Despite God’s 
initial rejection of his desire, he persists in asking God. 
This second time God allows him to act on part of what 
his will (to go, but not to curse). Bilaam had free will, with 
limitations. 

Ask: 

Do you feel like you can do 
whatever you want? (Younger 
children will probably answer 
no.) This might be a good time 
to discuss parental authority and 
responsibility. A parent who 
allows his infant to do whatever he 
wants is committing a crime. The 
parent must take responsibility for 
safeguarding the infant. Likewise, 
with our older children, parents 
have the responsibility to use their 
experience and judgment to help 
children make the right decisions. 
With older children, the factors 
going into the parental decision 
should be explained. This gives 
the children the experience of 
considering various outcomes of a 
decision. If this is done at a young 
age, our children will get used to tapping into parental 
judgment and experience before making decisions that are 
more important. 

The Torah teaches that any person can decide to do 
what Hashem wants him to or not. How can we know what 
Hashem wants? (By studying Torah, by thinking of Torah 
values and applying it to the many diverse situations of 
our lives, by observing and emulating people who live by 

what Hashem wants, and by seeking deep understanding of 
personal and national history.) 

Statements like “I have to,” “I cannot,” etc. are just ways 
of copping out of decisions. When we use statements like 
these we are covering up for decisions made at a deeper 
level of our awareness. Change these statements to “I want 
to…” and then think about why exactly you want to do it. 
For example, a child will say, “I have to study for an exam.” 
It is really that “I want to study for the exam because I want 
a good grade, I want to know the material, I want to please 
my parents, etc.” This allows us to understand our decisions 
and values. 

[Do not enter into the discussion of free will and God’s 
foreknowledge. Our rabbis have paradoxically affirmed both 

positions despite the contradictions 
that they imply.] 

Make children aware that they are 
the ones that can decide what they will 
do, but that they will ultimately bear 
the consequences of their decisions. 
For example, if they decide that they 
will eat only ice cream for breakfast, 
lunch, and supper, what will the 
consequences of that decision be (poor 
health, weakness)? If they decide not to 
go to school any more, what will the 
consequences be? (These consequences 
should be thought of not in terms of 
punishment, parental or otherwise, 
but as the natural outcomes of the 
decision. For example, not going to 
school could have as its consequence 
not learning, getting a degree, or being 
involved socially.) 

Parents help their children make the decisions that 
their experience tells them will be the right ones. As our 
children grow, we give them increasing responsibility for 
their decisions.

Rabbi Tawil is the author of Shabbat-Table 
Talks (Tebah Educational Services, 2014).
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Chapter 21: Hasdai ibn Shaprut

King Otto’s mission to Cordova had two Jewish 
members, Saul and Joseph. Hasdai told them of his 
interest in the Khazars. Their plan was to travel by 

land rather than the Black Sea as Isaac bar Nathan planned to 
do. They would travel from Germany to Hungary to Russia, 
and then to the Khazars. Hasdai accepted the proposal and 
had his secretary, believed to be the famous Jewish poet 
and scholar Menahem ben Saruk, compose a letter to King 
Joseph in which he cried his heart out to this Jewish king. 

Below are Professor Eliyahu Ashtor’s description of the 
letter and King Joseph’s reply: 

This missive is also written in beautiful Hebrew and 
begins with a hymn of praise to the king. Hasdai first 
reports about the Omayyad-Spanish kingdom, its 
geographic situation and its economic affairs, and 
about the caliph. He goes on to tell the Khazar king 
what function he fulfills in the court of the caliph. 
He speaks of his activity as head of the Customs 
Department and relates that it is also his function to 
receive envoys of kings who come to the caliph. It is 
his practice to inquire of them about the condition 
of the Jews in their country and whether they have 
heard of Jews who are free from the yoke of the 
gentiles. Merchants from Khurasas have told him 
about the Khazar kingdom, and when envoys of the 
Byzantine ruler came they confirmed this report and 

gave him additional information. They have told him 
that the name of the Khazar king is Joseph and said 
that Khazar vessels came to their land bringing fish 
and hides; they have also reported that relations exist 
between their ruler and the Khazar king. “If I knew 
that the thing is surely so, I would reject my honor, 
leave my high office and forsake my family, and I 
would go over hill and mountain, on the sea and over 
dry land to the place where my lord, the king, dwells, 
to behold his greatness and the glory of his majesty, 
the abode of his servants and the attendance of his 
ministers, and the repose of the survivors of Israel.” 1

The hymn referred to several paragraphs above was 
written by Menahem ben Jacob ben Saruk, the famous 
Jewish poet and secretary to Hasdai ibn Shaprut. The hymn 
and poem allude to the warring horsemen and the conquest 
of Byzantine cities. The Byzantine Empire is referred to as 
the sinful kingdom. The yearning for the messianic era that 
is expressed in Hasdai’s letter is characteristic of his times. 

The poem, as quoted by Ashtor, is as follows: 

Subjugating the remnant among the mighty, they 
attack and destroy a city and the fullness thereof. 
The mighty arm of the Most High, their strength and 
their help, was their salvation. This is the work of 
the Almighty, the measure of His recompense to the 
sinful kingdom.2 

1 Eliyahu Ashtor, The Jews of Muslim Spain, (Philadelphia, 1974).
2 Ibid.
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“The yearning for the messianic era that is expressed in Hasdai’s 
letter is characteristic of his times.”



Is not Hasdai ibn Shaprut an outstanding Jew? Abd ar-
Rahman III died in 961 and was succeeded by his son al-
Hakam II (961-976). Al-Hakam II ruled for 15 years. He was 
the most learned of the Omayyad rulers. He prided himself 
on his own knowledge and he respected scholars of all kinds 
from all over the world. He attracted many to his kingdom, 
both Muslim and non-Muslim. Many were Jews. Hasdai 
ibn Shaprut who had served al-Hakam’s father continued to 
serve al-Hakam as his physician, advisor, and as Nasi, head of 
the Jewish community. 

Al-Hakam II was exceedingly interested in learning 
about the Jewish religion. So interested was he that he 
became involved in the selection of the Chief Rabbi. He also 
had Joseph ibn Abitur, a contender for the position of Chief 
Rabbi translate into Arabic, the Jewish Oral Law. When al-
Hakam died in 976, his son Hisham II should have succeeded 
him. Hisham II was only a child of 12 at the time and his 

regent was Abu Amir Muhammad from the Banu Abi Amir 
family and he was known as “al-Mansur.” His full name was 
al-Mansur bi-Ilah (he who triumphs with the help of God). 
Al-Mansur came from a family that accompanied Tariq ben 
Ziyad to Spain in 711. The family settled in Algeciras in 
southwestern Spain just above the Strait of Gibraltar. The 
family held many important positions in the government.

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. 
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Maqam of the Week Sephardic Pizmonim Project, www.pizmonim.com 

David Betesh DMD

For Shabbat Balaq (Numbers 22:2- 25:9), Maqam 
Mahour (ma’hur means “broken-hearted” in Arabic), is 
applied, because Balaq is broken-hearted and chagrined 
after the curses are switched into blessings. Mahour 
is described as “a high Rast.” Some say that Mahour is 
applied based on the Hebrew word “maher” (quick) which 
is appropriate because it reflects Bilaam’s quickness to 
pursue bribes in exchange for cursing Israel. Regardless 
of everything mentioned, the majority of the older 
Aleppo sources cite to apply Maqam Bayat, and Moshe 
Ashear indicates to apply Maqam Nahwand. 

On Shabbat Pinehas (Numbers 25:10- 30:1), Sefer 
Bemidbar’s eighth perasha, prayers are conducted in 
Maqam Saba according to all sources. This is because God 
gives a “berit shalom” (peace treaty) to Pinehas for his 
courageous actions. Saba is used in other cases with the 
mention of covenant, because this is the maqam for the 
berit milah. According to the Qabbalah, Eliyahu Hanabi, 
the witness of every berit milah, is heavily associated with 
Pinehas due to their shared traits. Hazzanut: Semehim: 
Habib Allah Eliahou. Pizmon Sefer Torah: Shelah Segani 
(SUHV page 480). 
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The Paradigm of a Sephardic Rabbi: 
Hakham David Chelouche (Shelush)
Mr. Joseph Mosseri and Mr. Samuel Cohen

Hakham David Haim Ibn Chelouche, Chief Rabbi 
of Netanya since 1953, passed away on June 8, 
2016 (2 Sivan 5776) at the age of 96. That day 

will forever be marked as a sad day by modern Sephardic 
Jewry. Rabbi Chelouche (as he spelled it in the French style) 
was the last survivor of the most illustrious “wonder class” 
that ever existed in the history of the famous Porat Yosef 
Yeshivah of Jerusalem. A class, that in 1947 “graduated” 
and sent out so many great rabbis throughout Israel and 
the world. Hakhamim that we all knew or heard of, Rabbis 
Ovadia Yosef, Baruch Ben Haim, Ben Sion Abba Shaul, Ezra 
Shayo, Haim David Halevy, Sion Levy, and so many more. 
All giants all from one class, now sadly, all gone.

Introduction

Hakham David’s parents made ‘aliyah at the turn of the 
century and were living in the old city of Jerusalem. Due 
to the political turmoil of World War 1, they had to return 
to Morocco. That is where our beloved Hakham David 
Chelouche was born in 1920, but the family was able to 
move back to Jerusalem just 6 months later. His older sister 
Abigail (1915-2015) was married to Rabbi Nissim Azran 
(1910-1984) in later years their daughter married Rabbi 
Mordekhai Eliyahou (1929-2010) who was to become the 
Rishon Lesiyon. His younger brother Abraham Chelouche is 
Chief Rabbi of Kefar Saba. Rabbi David Chelouche married 
Dinah, a truly remarkable woman who deserves a lot of 
recognition for everything she has ever done, especially 
in the field of education and in helping Hakham David 
prepare all his manusripts for publication. Dinah’s father 
was Hakham Meir Waqnin (1885-1975), Chief Rabbi of 
Tiberius, who during World War 1 was the unofficial Chief 
Rabbi of the Syrian community on the Lower East Side. 

Hakham David Chelouche studied with his friends at 
Yeshibat Porat Yosef under the direct tutelage of Hakham 

Ezra Attiyah (1887-1970). He articulated on more than one 
occasion that nothing came close to the ‘ iyoun (in depth 
study) of the gemara like that of Hakham Ezra Attiyah. 
He was proud to have been so close to him and to call him 
his rabbi and teacher. He took pride in knowing that when 
he analyzed any portion of the Written or Oral Torah he 
utilized all the tools that he was taught by Hakham Ezra 
Attiyah.

Hakham David Chelouche expressed that the man who 
really opened his mind was the Rishon Lesiyon himself, the 
Chief Rabbi of Israel, Hakham Ben Sion Meir Hai Ouziel 
(1880-1953). He said that Rabbi Ouziel would teach him 
and a few of his friends Jewish philosophy on a regular 
basis. They studied the Kuzari, Moreh Hanebukhim, and the 
commentary of Ramban on the Torah. Rabbi Ouziel’s 
classes and lectures left a very special mark on Hakham 
David. Those lessons impressed him so much, that he always 
tried to emulate and follow him, because in him he saw the 
kindness, justice, wisdom, and the stature of generations of 
great Sephardic Hakhamim rolled into one.

Chief Rabbi Ouziel is the one who sent Rabbi David 
Chelouche to Netanya to be the Chief Rabbi of that city in 
1953 and he remained active in that position until his last days 
in 2016. In the history of the State of Israel there has never 
been a Chief Rabbi of a city for 63 years, an accomplishment 
that we will probably never witness again. His dedication, 
care, and love for the people was unparalleled, something 
we must really learn from.

His Approach

Rabbi Chelouche was well known for his very keen and 
analytical mind and approach. Be it explaining a pasuq or 
answering a difficult question in halakhah, his approach 
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was rare and unsurpassed, and that is why so many turned 
to him with the most difficult questions that most other 
rabbis were unwilling to even try and unravel. His halakhic 
thinking was viewed as very independent and many a time 
he disagreed with more popular rabbis. Because of this and 
his unwillingness to align himself with political parties, he 
was shunned by other rabbis who colluded to get ahead. 
However, most respected his honesty and integrity because 
they knew he was always on the side of truth and justice. A 
number of years ago, a politician in Netanya wanted to get 
something done that he knew was against Rabbi Chelouche’s 
wishes. He approached another politician to help him get 
it done. He was immediately told “Are you crazy? I will 
not do it! Remember last year when Mr. X tried to pull 
off something against the rabbi? He suddenly died. Rabbi 
Chelouche is a man of God, I will not go against him.” A 
true qiddush Hashem. 

Rabbi Chelouche’s commitment to truth, kept him 
from more prestigious rabbinical positions in the 70’s and 
80’s but he would not compromise on the fundamental 
principles of the Torah for his own personal gain. The 
unfortunate situation in Israel today has been that Rabbis 
must be affiliated with certain political parties, but Rabbi 
David Chelouche always insisted to stay out of politics 
which allowed him to examine each halakhic case on its 
own merits. 

Rabbi David Chelouche had no hesitation to rule with 
minority opinions in areas where he believed this opinion 
was more correct whilst using the guiding rule, “koah 
dehetera ‘adif,” a well-known rule in the Talmud, that it always 
preferable to try and find a leniency. This was contrary to 
other Rabbis who desired to force a uniform and usually 
stricter practice for all. Rabbi Chelouche was extremely 
meticulous and outspoken about preserving customs and 
Halakhot of each community, something that has become 
more difficult to find among Sephardic rabbis today. 

Rabbi Chelouche wrote many books. His first book Bene 
‘Ami (1969), deals with the issue of the Bene Israel, the 
ancient Jews of India. Many doubted their Jewishness and 
many Orthodox Jews protested when the majority of them 
made ‘aliyah when Israel became a state. Rabbi Chelouche 
wrote the definitive work on the subject proving beyond a 
shadow of a doubt that they were indeed Jewish, and that 

they can and should be included among all other Jews for 
prayers, marriage, etc. He did the same decades later for the 
Ethiopian Jews when he wrote his 250 page work on their 
status, entitled Nidhé Yisrael Yekhannes. 

Shortly after the Six Day war of 1967, while he was 
in the midst of writing his Bene ‘Ami, he felt compelled to 
write about another important subject and include it in this 
book. With the old city of Jerusalem in Jewish possession, 
he felt obligated to write about the laws of Har Habayit, 
The Temple Mount. Not only did he write, but he also 
personally visited the area with his sons after the required 
Halakhic preparations. He laid out his famous teshoubah that 
detailed the boundaries of where a Jew can go and even 
highly recommended that we build a synagogue up there, 
where we can pray regularly, basing himself on the writings 
of Rambam (Maimonides) and others who did pray there.1 

Hakham Chelouche was a true Sephardic leader, a 
visionary, a real clear thinker. His reasoned opinions and 
Halakhic positions were valued by many rabbis and lay 
leaders in Israel and abroad. He saw our modern era as 
one of rebirth and salvation, where the prophesies of the 
Tanakh, with the details mentioned in the Talmud, were 
materializing and coming to life. He dealt with the emerging 
and challenging issues of our modern age in a way no one 
else did. 

The Hakham wrote three volumes of responsa entitled 
Hemdah Genouzah. If we were to write about each and every 
topic he addressed, this article would be a book. That being 
said, it is sufficient to mention just a few. He wrote a 50 
page responsa regarding the Torah’s International Date 
Line, which he used as a stepping stone to address the topic 
of Jewish astronauts and how they are to keep the missvot 
while up in space: missvot such as when to pray, when to 
keep Shabbat, Yom Kippur, etc. When he wrote it, people 
told him, “What are you doing this for? There are no Jewish 
astronauts; Israel doesn’t even have a space program!” The 
Hakham smiled and said “we are Hashem’s Nation. We 
cannot sit and wait, the day will come when we will need 
to know this”. Sure enough that day did come. If you recall 
Colonel Ilan Ramon, the first Israeli astronaut and part of 
the NASA mission in 2003, on the ill-fated Space Shuttle 
Columbia. Even though he was not a religious Jew, he 
wanted to do the right thing. He had special kosher meals on 
1 A similar opinion was held by the Rishon Lesion Rabbi Mordekhai Eliyahou who believed a 
synagogue should be built on the Temple Mount.
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the space shuttle and he consulted with Rabbi Chelouche, 
among others, before going into space. As Rabbi Chelouche 
predicted over 30 years earlier, we will need answers, and 
he had them! What a Qiddush Hashem! This is but a small 
example of Rabbi Chelouche and his vision. Time and again 
his responsa constantly address modern inventions and 
issues of travel, space, electricity, technology, medicine, 
agriculture, etc. If anything was cutting edge, and had 
potential halakhic ramifications, he spent time studying 
the topic with experts in the field and would then write a 
responsa about how these innovations work with the Torah 
in order to help answer people’s needs. 

Hakham David was fluent in a number of languages but 
his command of the subtlest nuances of the Hebrew language 
was unparalleled. He wrote volumes of commentary on the 
Torah and every page is bursting with details of grammar 
and etymology, as well as comparisons and correlations to 
other verses throughout the Bible to help explain the true 
meaning of the most obscure ancient Hebrew words. His 
commentary on Tehillim is no less amazing. He also wrote a 
commentary on Pirqé Abot, books on speeches for holidays as 

well as eulogies. His 4 volume commentary on the prayers 
is simple yet eye opening; his Selihot book brings the poetic 
words of old Sepharad to life; and his book on Megillat 
Esther is a true study of ancient Persian history wherein he 
actually went to Persia (Iran) to study the pertinent issues in 
the national archives. 

Although he was considered a maverick in his approach, 
analysis, and rulings on many topics, he was very well 
known in Israel for his approach to shemitah, the Sabbatical 
Year. Contrary to most other rabbis, he viewed the selling 
of the land to gentiles for that year as a farce. Throughout 
the city of Netanya, he would not allow items in any 

grocery, restaurant, caterer, etc., that were grown in parts 
of the country that utilized the concept of the sale of land 
to allow crops to be grown by Jews, a concept known in 
Israel as “heter mekhirah.” In Netanya during the Sabbatical 
Year, produce had to be brought in from outside the country 
or from Arabs who actually owned their own land. You 
would think such a person would love all types of kosher 
endorsement agencies, so each person could eat the highest 
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level of kosher as per his standards. Yet once again, he had 
one rule for all the inhabitants of Netanya. There was only 
one level of kosher. If he ruled through the offices of the 
rabbinate that it was kosher, then it was kosher for everyone, 
including himself. It troubled him that rabbis in other cities 
put their seal of approval on restaurants they would not eat 
in. In Netanya he felt confident to eat in any establishment 
that had certification from his offices and he expected 
everyone to feel the same. No such thing as mehadrin, badatz, 
Super Kosher, it was only one standard of kashrut for all the 
people. Now that’s a leader. 

The Rabbi did not like to play games of legal loopholes 
when it came to halakhah. Unlike other great rabbis, he did 
not approve of gelatin from non-kosher sources, nor did he 
allow the yearly sale of hames before Pesah in his city. 

Another modern-day issue in accordance with the spirit 
of the times was the subject of electricity on Yom Tob. 
Being such a meticulous and thorough halakhic analyst, 
the Hakham started by first looking at how the written 
Torah (Tanakh) relates to the subject of “fire” and if that 
can be translated to electricity which we know is the flow 
of electric charge. Only then did he analyze the various 
Talmudic sugyot, then Rishonim and finally contemporary 
writers. Today, when rabbis are asked for solutions, some 
open up modern compendiums of Halakhot, the better ones 
go to the Rambam and Shulhan Arukh, and the most learned 
ones may start with the topic in the Talmud. Hakham David 
Chelouche was unique by first analyzing the Torah script, 
looking at the grammar, and how it was used in context 
before even examining the Talmud. Only the combination 
of the sources will lead to a genuine understanding of 
the halakhah. Additionally, he hired a famous university 
professor and consulted with him for three months while 
he studied the issue. The Hakham was known for proudly 
advocating the opinion that it is possible to use electric 
lights on Yom Tob, and in some cases even shut them off. 
One recent writer wrote of the rabbi, “As I walked him into 
his building on the night of the holiday, I saw him push the 
button of the elevator. I told him, Rabbi, you actually follow 
what you wrote decades ago? He said, it is the law! The law 
permits it. Who am I to forbid it?!” 

Contrary to other Rabbis who desired to force a 
uniform custom for all, Hakham Chelouche was extremely 

meticulous and outspoken about preserving the customs 
and halakhot of each community. He pressed the Moroccan 
community as well as others to continue practicing their 
unique customs and heritage. The Rabbi was well aware of 
the various customs that people follow. He made it a point 
to respect these customs and not to “slice and decide with 
a sharp knife” as others were known to. For instance, in 
his Mahzor, he writes that there are 2 customs as to when 
women should make the berakhah when lighting Shabbat 
candles, either before or after, and each has its merit.  

Zionism and the Hakham were one. He felt himself to 
be a true son of Israel, blessed to have been raised just feet 
away from the Kotel. He considered it a tremendous merit 
to have witnessed the establishment of the State of Israel. 
He wrote a lengthy teshoubah calling for the recitation of 
hallel on Yom Ha’asmaut and another responsa that declared 
we must change the text of Nahem on the fast of Tish’ah 
Be’Ab to be in line with the facts that we now have our 
country back and it is flourishing. Once again, he continued 
to prove his honesty and integrity in all issues.

The Man

Hakham David Chelouche was a very serious Hakham, 
but that never allowed that spark of life and the human touch 
to leave him. He had a sparkle in his eyes any time he would 
meet a person young or old, he smiled, he laughed, he told 
stories and jokes just like any great-grandfather would, and 
he would be stern if the occasion called for it as well. He was 
at home in the ancient world of the Rabbis of the Talmud or 
any time period, for that matter. In fact, many who knew 
him said he was actually cast in the mold of the Rabbis of the 
Great Assembly! He was well versed in ancient and modern 
history and he loved to bring examples and show parallels 
between different time periods or personalities. He was 
very humble and did not like how people worshipped rabbis 
instead of God. Once when I was introducing him to a 
religious man in the community, the man lowered his head 
and said “please Hakham, bless me.” Hakham David said 
“all blessings come from God, follow the Torah and God 
will bless you.” The man looked at him dumbfounded and 
said “Hakham no one ever said that to me before.” Hakham 
David Chelouche said “I cannot give you something that I do 
not possess, all berakhot belong to Bore ‘Olam, He will bless 
you.” 
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I first met him when I was just a teenager. It was 35 
years ago in the Synagogue of Deal and there he was, a 
rabbi up on the stage that I never saw before. Back then it 
was uncommon to have guest rabbis from Israel come to 
the USA and especially in the summer, to Deal, NJ. The 
Rabbi was introduced and said a few words, but it was only 
after prayers when so many approached him that I realized 
this man was very special. He looked at each person as if 
they were his best friend and greeted everyone, even a 

youngster like me, with dignity and respect. I never forgot 
him and although my Hebrew wasn’t good enough at the 
time I knew the day would come and I would be able to 
understand him, his message, his writings, etc. I next met 
him briefly in Brooklyn about 15 years later at a class with 
some friends. In 2001 he was in Brooklyn again and by then 
I was able to talk to him and discuss serious issues at length 
and that’s when I realized I was not wrong, he was “The 
Last of Mohicans.” In 2004 I was in Israel for just a few days, 

planning to drive from Jerusalem up to Haifa, and I called 
the Hakham at home and said “I’m just here for a few days 
and I’ll be driving past Netanya on my way to Haifa, can 
I please come visit you?” He said “of course please come.” 
When I arrived at his building there were about 20 single 
women waiting in the lobby, when they saw me ring the 
rabbi’s bell, they said “don’t bother, no one is home. We’re 
waiting for his wife but they are not home.” I called the rabbi 
from my cell phone and he said “of course we’re home, please 

come up.” I got upstairs and told him about the girls; he 
said his wife was going down to greet them before bringing 
them up. He said his wife took it upon herself close to 50 
years prior to teach every prospective bride in Netanya the 
rules of a successful marriage as well as any and all halakhot 
pertaining to marriage, relationships, and the Jewish home. 
What amazing people, these are the real Sepharadim!
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Rabbi Chelouch visiting Hackham Ovadia Yosef after his son passed away
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2008 The Hakham’s Special Trip to Deal

In 2008 a number of friends banded together to put 
together a program that was unique and has not been 
matched since. We arranged with the Hakham to come to 
Deal for 3 weeks in the summer to teach a group of about 
15 college age men from morning to night every day. We 
needed a place for the Rabbi to stay during this time period 
and a place to give his classes. We spoke to some key players 
at Congregation Magen David of West Deal and they were 
so excited to help, they housed the Hakham, his wife, as 
well as his son and daughter-in-law, on premises- in the 
house at the rear of the parking lot. Moreover, they made 
the synagogue and all its rooms available to him for classes, 
all hours of the day and night. We were fortunate enough 
to professionally video all the weekday classes and recently 
uploaded them. They can be viewed on YouTube at the 
SYCommunity channel or at this link: 

www.youtube.com/
playlist?list=PLdeALflzzkWev5PmFiwhzc73vNlk8Tmxj 

The Hakham usually had more than 15 people studying 
with him each day and his presence was such a draw that his 
Shabbat classes had over a hundred people in attendance.  
Besides all the classes, the Rabbi made himself available to 
any community member that wished to consult with him 
on personal matters or clarification of any point of Torah 
knowledge.

Hazzanim and Pizmonim

Rabbi Chelouche, like most Sephardic Hakhamim not 
only loved hazzanut, but he himself was a hazzan. He always 
spoke about the beauty of prayer, the maqamat, and the 
ta’amim of the Sefer Torah. He had a very sweet, soft melodic 
voice and always enjoyed singing, especially at the Shabbat 
table. When he was still a young single man in the old city 
of Jerusalem, he was the person that arranged Friday night 
Shabbat prayers at the Kotel. It was something that was 
uncommon at the time, but Rabbi Chelouche realized its 
importance and made sure that no matter the time of year or 
the political situation, he would have a minyan there to pray. 
He learned how to pray properly when he was young and it 
was something he taught others and always encouraged. In 
his synagogue in Netanya, he always invited hazzanim from 

throughout the country to come there to pray and sing. 
The well known and beloved David Riahi (1928-2013) who 
spent many summers as a hazzan in Deal, as well as High 
Holidays in Brooklyn, got his start as the hazzan of Rabbi 
Chelouche’s synagogue in Netanya. The highly sought after 
and world famous hazzan and singer Yehiel Nahari, was 
serving in the IDF in the North of Israel and Lebanon when 
Rabbi Chelouche reached out to him and said “I know it will 
be difficult for you to get home to Jerusalem for the High 
Holidays, so feel free to join us in Netanya for the holidays 
or anytime.” Yehiel Nahari was so moved he actually did go 
and was treated like a member of the rabbi’s family. This was 
the first place he actually officiated on the High Holidays. 

The Kotel and prayer were so important to the rabbi that 
for him they had to be one. When he was 90 years old and 
invited to a Bar Missvah at the Kotel, the Tebah, laden with 
siddurim and humashim, was set up in the midst of the Kotel 
Plaza. Rabbi Chelouche saw this and said “No Way!” He 
singlehandedly pushed the Tebah, books and all, all the way 
up to the front so it touched the Kotel. He said “You came 
all the way from America to have a Bar Missvah at the Kotel, 
and you better believe it will be at the Kotel!”

Nobility, Modesty, Humility, Gratitude

The Rabbi lived in the same humble house next to the old 
central bus station of Netanya during the 63 years he served 
as rabbi. He always rushed to help the needy and weak 
members of society. His children often said their Shabbat 
table always had poor guests. The Hakham repeatedly said 
that it is no major merit to host a meal for a wealthy person or 
relative, anybody can do that. Compassion and charity must 
be done with the poor and needy. He refused to upgrade his 
little home despite requests from large donors and wanted 
to remain in the old center of town, constantly reminding 
himself and his family of their simple beginnings. 

Hakham David had a remarkable character for hakarat 
hatob, gratitude! In his house he framed pictures only of 
his father, father-in-law, Hakham Ouziel, and Hakham 
Abraham Abikzir (1866-1944), an old time sage from North 
Africa who served in Alexandria and Jerusalem. Rabbi 
Abikzir hosted Rabbi Chelouche when he got married and 
took care of his needs for many years. (In his study there 
was also one other small framed item: the Declaration of 
the Establishment and Independence of the State of Israel). 
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Entering Rabbi Chelouche’s home you could not miss the 
sign welcoming you “kol haba baroukh haba houss mekefouyé 
tobah” “Everybody is welcome except those that lack 
gratitude.” 

Except for his government salary, the Hakham never 
asked for compensation for the services he provided or when 
he was called upon to give lessons, even if he had to travel to 
remote areas or at late hours. He saw himself a true servant 
of God and ‘Am Yisrael. Even at the age of 88, he traveled 
to Deal for 3 weeks in the summer of 2008, teaching and 
training young students and prodigies. Each day was a full 
program that inspired some of the attendees to go on and 
serve as Rabbis. For all this, the Rabbis accepted no payment 
or compensation except for his flight and lodging. 

In 2013, Hakham Obadiah Yosef’s eldest son, Rabbi 
Yaaqob Yosef (1946-2013) passed away. After a week and 
even a month of mourning, the family saw that Hakham 
Ovadia Yosef was still not himself. When they asked him 
what can we do to help you, he said, there is only one 
person that can console me. Please see if you can get my old 
childhood friend Hakham David Chelouche to come here to 
Jerusalem. Even though they were both 93 years old, and had 
not spoken in years, Hakham David, in his typical humble 
accommodating style went to console Hakham Ovadia. 

The rabbi refused to be given crowns and titles. Many 
other rabbis are branded as, Hagaon, Hassadiq, Gadol Hador 
etc. but not Rabbi Chelouche. Despite his greatness and 
genius, he remained modest and honest, truthful, loving, 
and caring. One time, when he was invited to a city to give 
some lectures, signs were made, “sadiq ba la’ir” “a pious sage 
has come to the city.” When the rabbi saw this he said “get 
rid of all of those signs now. Either you remove all those 
signs, or I go back to Netanya. I am not here for people to 
come worship me!” 

People truly loved him from all sectors of society and 
walks of life, and his funeral drew tens of thousands of 
people without any organization. Netanya closed off all 
shops during the funeral, and during the shib’ah all public 
outdoor events were cancelled. The city will be renaming a 
large throughway in his name.

May his zekhout stand for us and may we learn and 
emulate his pleasant ways. 

This article would not have been possible without the help 
of many people which must be named. Rabbi Sion Setton, Rabbi 
Victor Gheriani, Rabbi Mark Saada, David R Betesh, Ezra Azar, 
Barry Mizrahi, Abe Dweck, Ralph Mizrahi, Ralph Nasar, David 
Alhadeff, Andrew Strum, Michael Bildirici, Michael Safdieh, 
Murray A Mizrachi, and Victor Dweck.
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Rabbi Moses Haber has functioned as the SCA Director of Summer 
Programming for Women and Young Adults for the last 4 years.

Murray Mizrachi (MM): After running this program for 
4 years, what is most unique about the SCA program? 

Rabbi Moses Haber (RMH): There are two points 
which makes our program exceptional. Firstly, we focus 
in the summer on our physical body, the SCA nurtures the 
spiritual counterpart. Beach, BBQs, and parties are great, 
but we need balance and to include Torah summer lives as 
well. The second reason is that it allows our Community 
to build relationships with their current rabbis and build 
relationships with new rabbis 
during our relaxing months.  

MM: Why is so much emphasis 
put on our youth?

RMH: Our Community in 
generations past has always 
concentrated on our youth. We 
take our responsibility seriously 
to pass on our tradition to 
the next generation. We have 
seen more of our youth being 
attracted to pop culture. 
The SCA believes that by 
maintaining a close relationship 
to our traditions we can balance 
our Torah values with living and working in the world.

MM: How does hosting the Thursday night program in 
people’s homes change the atmosphere surrounding the 
Thursday night college and young professional program?

RMH: This is our only co-ed program during the week. 
Getting out of the synagogue helps foster social relationships 
around meaningful topics. This program is different than 
the synagogue learning as this a lecture and discussion based 

program, whereas the synagogue program is text based. 
This format allows for more of a dialog and input from our 
young people, and affords us the opportunity to hear what is 
going on in their lives. 

MM: You also run the Tisha Be’Ab program which last year 
hosted over 1,000 community participants for an amazing 
day of learning and introspection. Can you tell us what will 
be new this year?

RMH: We expect even more attendees this year and have 
fantastic lineup of classes planned. This day could not 
happen without so many people working so hard on the 

day such as Bobby Dweck who 
spearheads this effort. Donald 
Epstein has been very gracious 
year after year in hosting this 
program. Two to three classes 
will be hosted throughout the 
day: adults, college, young 
professionals, grade school boys 
and girls, and even a playgroup 
to help parents during the day. 
Special this year will be a mid-
day memorial tribute to Rabbi 
Dr. Ezra Labaton as well as a 
curated movie selection.

MM: How can community 
members learn more about special events and programming?

RMH: Community members are invited to follow us on 
social media. Our website has a special tab to sign up for 
notification www.SCAupdates.org

RMH: None of this would have been possible without the 
help and dedication of our president Mr. Hymie Shamah, 
Executive Director Murray Mizrachi, and board member 
Bobby Dweck.
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Check the SCA Website and Social Media for Updates  |  www.SCAupdates.org  |                  @SCA_Updates   For more information contact Rabbi Moses Haber at RabbiMosesHaber@gmail.com

WOMEN’S SUMMER 2016 LEARNING PROGRAM
DEDICATED IN MEMORY OF ABE J. HIDARY A”H

MONDAYJune 27 - August 17

Mrs. Vivien Hidary 
Shoftim: Don't Judge the Book

Mrs. Vicky Harari 6/28, 7/5 
Parenting in an Age of Anxiety

Rabbi Raymond Harari 7/12, 7/19
Insights from the Torah in an Age of Uncertainty

Rabbi Ikey Tawil 7/26, 8/2
Meriting the rebuilding of the Mikdash

Rabbi Joseph Beyda 8/9, 8/16 
Philosophy of Tanakh

Mrs. Sara Mizrachi 
6/29 - 7/20

Nida Refresher

Rabbi Joseph Dweck 
starting 7/27

11:00am -
12:00pm

Mrs. Emily Labaton
“The prophetic encounter” An exploration of 

nebim through their initial encounters with God

BRUNCH

Rabbi Naftali Besser
Staying Inspired

Mrs. Esther Hidary
 7/6 - 8/10

 Topics in Jewish Thought

12:15pm -
1:15pm

12:00 -12:15pm

Rayna Cohen (6th-10th grade girls)
"Rethink Hebrew" an in-depth study 

in reading and language 

Michelle Gindi (6th-8th grade girls) Doris Cohen (5th-8th grade girls)
Pirke Abot: A Jewish Way of life 

6:30pm -
7:30pm

Rabbi Ikey Tawil (high school /college girls)
Unlocking the secrets of the weekly parasha

 

Rabbi Avi Harari (Coed high school /college)
Hilkhot Teshuba

8:00-9:00
Rabbi Naftali Besser (high school /college girls)

Navigating Life

Rabbi Richard Tobias
(high school /college girls)

Halacha and the 21st Century: You Make the Call

8:00-9:00
Mr. Harold Shamah (Coed)

Discussion of Rabbi Akiva Tatz’s 
“The Thinking Jewish Teenagers Guide To Life” 

7:00pm -
8:00pm

  Rabbi Joseph Dweck begins July 26
(Couples Class)

Rabbi Moses Haber (high school /college girls)
Unpacking Tehillim

8:30pm -
10:00pm

TUESDAY WEDNESDAY
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 COLLEGE AND YOUNG PROFESSIONALS: RABBI JOSEPH DWECK, THURSDAYS (at select homes each week)

MONDAY
7:00am -
8:00am 

8:00pm - 
9:00pm 

TUESDAY

6:15pm -
7:15pm 
(5th-8th grade boys)

WEDNESDAY THURSDAY FRIDAY

Check the SCA Website and Social Media for Updates  |  www.SCAupdates.org  |                  @SCA_Updates   For more information email SCAmensprogram2016@gmail.com

MEN’S SUMMER 2016 LEARNING PROGRAM
DEDICATED IN MEMORY OF ABE J. HIDARY A”H

June 27 - August 17
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MORE CLASSES AND SPECIAL EVENTS TO BE ANNOUNCED IN THE NEAR FUTURE! STAY TUNED!

9:00pm -
10:00pm

R. Harold Sutton (Men) 
Halacha/Bet Yosef

R. Avi Harari (Men)
Gemara Ketubot

R. Harold Sutton (College/Men)
Halacha/Bishul Akum

R. Ikey Tawil (High School) 
HaRambam

R. Nathan Dweck (High School) 
Halakha

R. Avi Harari 
(High School/College) Gemara

R. Charles Safdieh 
Mishnayot

R. Harold Sutton (College/Men)
Halacha/Bishul Akum

R. Ikey Tawil (College) 
 Gemara Rosh HaShanah

R. Ike Hanon  (College/Men)
Gemara Avoda Zara

R. Charles Safdieh (All Ages)
Mishna Berura

Dubbin Hanon (College/Men)
Gemara Sanhedrin

R. Nathan Dweck  (Men)
Various Topics

R. Harold Sutton (Men) 
Halacha/Bet Yosef

R. Avi Harari (Men)
Gemara Ketubot

R. Harold Sutton (College/Men)
Halacha/Bishul Akum

R. Ikey Tawil (High School) 
HaRambam

R. Richard Tobias (High School)  
Hilchot Teffila

R. Charles Safdieh 
Mishnayot

R. Nathan Dweck
Navi

R. Harold Sutton (College/Men)
Halacha/Bishul Akum

R. Ikey Tawil (College) 
 Gemara Rosh HaShanah

R. Richard Tobias (College) 
HaRambam

R. Ike Hanon  (College/Men)
Gemara Avoda Zara

R. Charles Safdieh (All Ages)
Mishna Berura

Dubbin Hanon (College/Men)
Gemara Sanhedrin

R. Harold Sutton (Men) 
Halacha/Bet Yosef

R. Avi Harari (Men)
Gemara Ketubot

R. Charles Safdieh
Mishnayot

R. Nathan Dweck 
Mishnayot

R. Harold Sutton (College/Men)
Halacha/Bishul Akum

R. Ikey Tawil (High School) 
HaRambam

R. Richard Tobias (High School)  
Hilchot Teffila

R. Avi Harari 
(High School/College) Gemara
R. Ike Hanon (High School)  

Perasha

R. Harold Sutton (College/Men)
Halacha/Bishul Akum

R. Ikey Tawil (College) 
 Gemara Rosh HaShanah

R. Richard Tobias (College) 
HaRambam

R. Ike Hanon (College/Men)
Gemara Avoda Zara

R. Charles Safdieh (All Ages)
Mishna Berura

Dubbin Hanon (College/Men)
Gemara Sanhedrin

R. Harold Sutton (Men) 
Halacha/Bet Yosef

R. Avi Harari (Men)
Gemara Ketubot

R. Harold Sutton 
(Men) Halacha/Bet Yosef
R. Avi Harari (Men)

Gemara Ketubot

R. Harold Sutton (All Ages)
Perasha

R. Harold Sutton (All Ages)
Ramban on Torah

R. Charles Safdieh (All Ages)
Mishna Berura


