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Perasha Insights

Perashat Shofetim 
Rabbi Avi Harari

The majority of Sefer Debarim consists of Moshe’s final 
lessons to ‘Am Yisrael. Moshe took this last opportunity to 
set forth and clarify additional dimensions to several of the 
laws and concepts that he had previously taught. He foresaw 
a particular importance to these additions, viewing them as 
vital to the continued existence of the Nation in Eres Yisrael. On 
the surface, Perashat Shofetim seems to set forth a hodgepodge 
of misvot, many of them a reiteration of previous teachings. 
By carefully analyzing several of these commandments and 
comparing their presentation in Perashat Shofetim to that of 
earlier books in the Torah, 
we can perhaps detect a 
novel message set forth now 
by Moshe to a nation on the 
brink of entering into a new 
reality of self-jurisprudence 
in Eres  Yisrael.

* * * *

שפטים ושטרים תתן לך בכל שעריך אשר ה׳ אלקיך נתן לך 
לשבטיך ושפטו את העם משפט צדק.

Judges and officers shall you appoint in all your cities which 
Hashem your God gives you – for your tribes; and they 
shall judge the people with righteous judgment. (Debarim  

16:18)

The Perashah begins with the above verse, as well as two 
others that state the imperative to appoint competent judges 
for the nation. The first mention in the Torah of appointed 
judges for the Nation comes in Perashat Yitro. Yitro advised his 
son-in-law Moshe:

ואתה תחזה מכל העם אנשי חיל יראי אלקים אנשי אמת שנאי 
ושרי  חמשים  שרי  מאות  שרי  אלפים  שרי  עלהם  ושמת  בצע 

עשרות. ושפטו את העם בכל עת...

And you shall see from among the entire people men of 
means, God-fearing people, men of truth, people who despise 
money, and you shall appoint them leaders of thousands, 

leaders of hundreds, leaders of fifties, and leaders of tens. 
They shall judge the people at all times… (Shemot 18:21-

22)

Moshe reiterated the straightness in mind and manner 
necessary for the judges in ‘Am  Yisrael in Perashat Shofetim, while 
adding a necessary dimension. The judges must be present 
“in all of your cities…for your tribes.” Life in the desert did 
not consist of dwelling in separate cities, and this “spread-
out” vision of the law system was therefore inappropriate for 
the dor ha-midbar (generation of the Wilderness). Entering 
Eres Yisrael, however, introduced a nationally “spread out” 
habituation, which in turn necessitated a similarly structured 
law system. 

* * * *

בתוך  לך  תבדיל  ערים  שלש 
נתן  אלקיך  ה׳  אשר  ארצך 
הדרך  לך  תכין  לרשתה.  לך 
ושלשת את גבול ארצך אשר 
לנוס  והיה  אלקיך  ה׳  ינחילך 

שמה כל רצח.

You shall separate three cities for yourselves in the midst 
of your land which Hashem your God gives you to take 
possession of. Prepare the way for yourself, and divide three 
times the boundary of your land that Hashem your God 
causes you to inherit; and it shall be for any killer to flee 

there. (Debarim  19:2-3)

The first mention in the Torah of a place of refuge comes 
in Perashat Mishpatim:

ואשר לא צדה והאלקים אנה לידו ושמתי לך מקום אשר ינוס 
שמה.

But one who did not lie in wait and God brought about his 
hand, I shall provide for you a place to which he shall flee. 

(Shemot 21:13)

Citing the Hakhamim (Makkot 12b), Rashi explained that 
this law was applicable even in the Midbar (Desert), and the 
“place” of refuge for this killer was the mahane leviyah – the 

“We can only hope to live as an 
‘Am kadosh in Arsenu ha-kedoshah 
if we begin to live with the ethics 

and morals of justice that we 
know to be true.”
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Levite camp. Moshe’s mandate in Perashat Shofetim thus comes 
in stark contrast to its previous formulation. In the desert 
there was one central place for the killer to find refuge, 
while in Eres Yisrael there were three cities carefully spread 
throughout the land. A simple, centralized judicial structure 
was practical for the desert wanderers; a more complex and 
dispersed system was necessary for a nation in its land.

* * * *

והצאת את האיש ההוא או את האשה ההוא אשר עשו את הדבר 
הרע הזה אל שעריך את האיש או את האשה וסקלתם באבנים 

ומתו.

Then you shall remove that man 
or that woman who did this evil 
thing to your cities – the man or 
the woman – and you shall pelt 
them with stones so that they will 

die. (Debarim  17:5)

Commenting on the words “אל 

 Ramban coupled the ”שעריך
Hakhamim’s interpretation 
(Ketubot 45b) with his own 
understanding, and explained that 
as this verse is dealing with an act 
of idolatry that took place in the 
Land of Israel, the stoning took 
place “בה שעבד  שער   at the – ”על 
home of the sinner. He contrasted 
this with the case of idolatry 
committed outside of Israel, which 
was punished by stoning specifically 
at the court where the sinner was 
judged.  

The picture painted by Moshe 
of a land filled with law and justice 
that pervaded every city and living quarter continues to take 
form. Not only will there be courts and judges in every city, 
but this “land of justice” will now ensure the possibility of 
the law’s execution (on occasion) outside of the courthouses!

* * * *

In addition to stressing the pervasion of justice throughout 
Eres Yisrael in Perashat Shofetim, Moshe introduced yet another 

vital dimension of the future law system as well. Perhaps 
already hinted at in our above analysis of the arei miklat (cities 
of refuge), Moshe taught that the law system would now be 
imbued with priest-like sanctity. The area of refuge – once 
confined to the sanctified zone of mahane leviyah is now 
dispersed throughout the land. Similarly, the kohanim make 
their appearance time and again in the Perashah – not in the 
mikdash (Temple)– but in the courts:

כי יפלא ממך דבר למשפט בין דם לדם בין דין לדין ובין נגע 
לנגע דברי ריבות בשעריך וקמת ועלית אל המקום אשר יבחר 
ה׳ אלקיך בו. ובאת אל הכהנים הלוים ואל השפט אשר יהיה 

דבר  לך  והגידו  ודרשת  ההם  בימים 
בזדון  יעשה  אשר  המשפט...והאיש 
לשרת  העמד  הכהן  אל  שמע  לבלתי 
שם את ה׳ אלקיך או אל השפט ומת 

האיש ההוא ובערת הרע מקרבך.

If a matter of judgment will be 
hidden from you, between blood 
and blood, between verdict and 
verdict, or between affliction and 
affliction, matters of dispute in 
your cities – you shall rise and 
ascend to the place that Hashem 
your God shall choose. You shall 
come to the Kohanim, the 
Levites and to the judge who 
will be in those days; you shall 
inquire and they will tell you the 
word of judgment…And the man 
that will act with willfulness, not 
listening to the Kohen who 
serves there to serve Hashem 
your God, or to the judge, 
that man shall die, and you shall 
destroy the evil from among Israel. 

(Debarim  17:8-9, 12)

Legal disputes will now be settled by the kohanim ha-
leviim in conjunction with the shofetim. This notion is again 
repeated in the description of the egla arufah (decapitated 
calf) process:

ונגשו הכהנים בני לוי כי בם בחר ה׳ אלקיך לשרתו ולברך בשם 
ה׳ ועל פיהם יהיה כל ריב וכל נגע.

The Kohanim, the offspring of Levi, shall approach, for 
Continued on page 6

“They shall show you the sentence of judgment.” 
(Deuteronomy 17:9) 

(illustration circa 1890–1910 by Paul Hardy)
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identity and instead to weave each of our days into a beautiful 
and substantive tapestry.

Perashat Shofetim describes to us a society that is built on 
truth and justice, and bound together with lives developed 
in faithfulness and integrity. It is a society that cannot be 
mechanically constructed, but one that emerges, gradually 
honed by individuals who are committed to righteous 
thoughts and acts. A society is then born of citizens who have 
come to know, deep within their souls, that truth, as King 
Solomon wrote,1 must be acquired at all costs, and never 
sold.

Rabbi Dweck is the current Senior Rabbi of the Spanish and 
Portuguese Jews’ Congregations of the United Kingdom.

1 Proverbs, 23:23

them has Hashem your God chosen to minister to 
Him and to bless with the Name of Hashem, and 
according to their word shall be every dispute 

and every plague. (Debarim  21:5)

It is mentioned yet again in the Perashah, with an added 
dimension:

כי יקום עד חמס באיש לענות בו סרה. ועמדו שני האנשים אשר 
בימים  יהיו  אשר  והשפטים  הכהנים  לפני  ה׳  לפני  הריב  להם 

ההם. ודרשו השפטים היטב...

If a false witness stands against a man to testify a 
fabrication against him, then the two men and those who 
have the dispute shall stand before Hashem, before 
the Kohanim and the judges who will be in those 
days. The judges shall inquire well… (Debarim  19:16-

18)

The disputants’ cases are resolved in court, “lifne Hashem,” 
– the term so often associated with the holy makom ha-mikdash. 
Not only has the refuge “makom” once confined to the mahane 
leviyah now dispersed, and the kohanim once confined to the 

Shofetim: Shortcuts
Rabbi Joey Dweck

Don’t take bribes, for bribes blind the eyes of the wise and 
make crooked the path of the righteous. (Debarim 16:19)

Faithfulness and integrity are essential ingredients for 
building an ethical life. Having integrity means that we 
are consistent in doing what is right even when no one is 
watching. Bribes devastate integrity. Moshe opens this week’s 
perasha warning us that bribes are powerful blockades to 
wisdom and righteousness and anyone interested in building 
a real life, as well as a just society, had better steer clear of 
them.

Steering clear, however, is not as easy as it may sound. We 
tend to think that bribes only apply to people like judges and 

politicians, but payoffs come in a variety of fun flavors that 
everyone is capable of enjoying. Every day we are tempted to 
abandon, in a large or small way, a commitment to faithful 
self-creation, and to destroy the integrity of our lives in 
exchange for cheap stand-ins. Some persuade us to eat what 
tastes good rather than what is good for us, some entice 
us to stay awake instead of getting our needed rest, others 
convince us to engage with people who dim our identity 
rather than with those who build and brighten it. We are 
encouraged to make a buck but destroy our virtue or to toss 
away sportsmanship in lieu of a score. All of these are bribes, 
and when we make a habit of accepting them, we leave our 
identity in tatters. Sellouts corrode the weave of the human 
soul that allows for God’s presence to rest within us. There 
are only so many cracks that a single life or a single society 
can maintain before it falls apart.

We read this week of the importance of our personal 
dignity. It encourages us to love what is right not only 
as an ideal, but as a means to create a viable life. We are 
encouraged to be proud enough not to compromise our 

Perasha Insights

Continued on page 11

“Having integrity means that 
we are consistent in doing what 

is right even when no one is 
watching.”

Continued from page 5

...Perashat Shofetim
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SCA Programming

SCA Tish’a Be’ab 
Program at the JCC
Rabbi Moses Haber

Tish’a Be’Ab is a day of national mourning. A day where 
Jews of many different levels of affiliation come together to 
mourn the loss of our temple, 
and our people. 

What our nation 
once looked like would 
be unimaginable to us 
today. A society based on 
wise governance, kind 
administration and strategic alliances. Today, Israel is a 
nation, the butt of jokes political and social. Ridiculed across 
the world from campus to palace. What might have been had 
we not spurned God away? 

In an endeavor to create meaning and thoughtfulness, 
the SCA invited 20 Rabbis and lay leaders from numerous 
different batei kenissiot and organizations to share their 
thoughts on the significance of the day of Tish’a Be’Ab. The 
SCA provided a day of introspection and classes led by some 
of our Community’s most dynamic speakers. From daycare 
and grade school, to men and women, special classes were 
designed with the entire Community in mind. 

Perhaps the most intimate part of the schedule was the 
special programing for the 18-25 year olds. Mr. Ricky Cohen 
and Rabbi Joseph Dweck both spoke to college and young 
professionals in special lectures geared to issues facing our 
young Community members. Each speaker added their 
own personal approach to the significance of the day, and 
its meaning toward the lifestyles and personal decisions for 

the remainder of the year. 
Afterwards the movie Iraniuim 
was shown.

I recognize fully that Tish’a 
Be’Ab is supposed to be a 
somber day, steeped in the 
pathos of longing and sadness, 

But after witnessing the collaboration of over 20 Community 
rabbis and lay leaders, I can’t help to think that God Almighty, 
when looking down on the remnant of the Jewish people by 
the Jersey Shore, will not hold back a smile. 

The SCA would like to thank all of the teachers for helping 
to make the day a success. May we merit the full redemption 
in the coming year and this being the last Tish’a Be’Ab.

Rabbi Haber is the SCA Director of Summer Programming.

Video’s of the classes are available online: 

www.sephardiccommunityalliance.org

7

“The SCA provided a day of 
introspection and classes led by 
some of our Community’s most 

dynamic speakers.”

Rabbi Joey Dweck addresses 500 people at the SCA Tish’a Be’Ab program at the JCC
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Sephardic Customs

Why Must One Use a 
Hot Plate on Shabbat? 
(Part 2)
Rabbi David M. Tawil

(Leaving food) שהייה .vs (Returning food) חזרה

Previously we discussed the laws of leaving food on a heat 
source prior to Shabbat, a process known as שהייה (shehiyah). 
Regarding this law, our Rabbis were mainly concerned with 
one possible pitfall, that a person will come to stoke the coals 
of the fire in order to aid the cooking of his food, and by 
doing so will transgress the Torah prohibition of הבערה 
(hab’arah) or kindling fire on Shabbat. Thus, when one covers 
the fire, or the fire is not an open fire, leaving the food on 
such a heat source before Shabbat is permissible.

With regards to the law of חזרה (hazarah), which refers to 
the act of returning food one cooked on a fire to a heat source 
on Shabbat, the Rabbis had a number of other concerns, 
since the act was being done on Shabbat. For this reason the 
laws of חזרה are much more extensive than the laws of שהייה. 

The Concerns

1. Stoking the Coals: As in the case of שהייה, here too 
the Rabbis were concerned with the issue of stoking 
the coals, and thus required a fire to be וקטום  גרוף 
(garuf ve’qatum) swept or covered. However, solely 
based on this concern, certain types of food would be 
allowed on an open fire as by שהייה, such as food 
which is מצטמק ורע לו (mistameq ve’ra’ lo), meaning that 
the food will be damaged from more heat. One will 
not stoke the coals in such an instance so as not to 
ruin his food. However, based on the next few 
concerns we will see that even this type of food will 
be forbidden on an open fire.

2. Cooking: Since the food is being placed on a heat 
source on Shabbat, there is a worry that perhaps one 

is actually cooking the food on Shabbat, a Torah 
prohibition. This concern does not exist by שהייה 
since the act is being done prior to Shabbat. 

3. It Looks Like Cooking: This is referred to by the 
authorities as “כמבשל  it“ (mihazei ke’mebashel) ”מיחזי 
looks like one is cooking.” Our Rabbis made a decree 
that although one is not actually cooking, say the food 
is already fully cooked and is merely being heated up, 
if the action appears to be similar to the way a person 
would cook food it will be forbidden to heat up food 
in such a manner. Because of this concern, even food 
which is מצטמק ורע לו would be forbidden to be placed 
on an open fire, since it looks like cooking (Beit Yossef 
in the name of the Ran, siman 253).

4. The שהייה was nullified: The idea of  “חזרה” or 
“returning” inherently connotes the fact that the food 
was once on a heat source, i.e. that שהייה was 
performed to that particular food. The act of חזרה 
must take place off the heels of שהייה and be a 
continuation of it. If there was a break or some form 
of nullification of the original שהייה, then it would 
appear that the food was being placed on a heat source 
for the first time on Shabbat, and this the Rabbis 
forbade because of concern #3 “כמבשל  or ”מיחזי 
appearing to cook. This concern is essentially an 
extension of the previous concern.

The Conditions 

In order to alleviate the aforementioned concerns, the 
Rabbis required a number of conditions which if fulfilled 
would allow one to return food to a heat source on Shabbat. 
However, if any one of the following conditions is missing, 
 .may not take place חזרה

וקטום .1  Sweeping and Covering: Ensuring -גרוף 
that the fire is covered alleviates the first concern 
mentioned above, that one may come to stoke the 
coals (Rabbeinu Tam, Ran Shabbat 36b). However, this 
is not the only concern it resolves, as evidence of the 
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fact that even food which is מצטמק ורע לו which does 
not require covering the fire for fear of stoking the 
coals in the area of שהייה, is still only permitted to be 
returned to a heat source in which the fire is covered. 
The reason for this is because of the third concern 
mentioned above, that placing any food on an open 
fire looks like cooking (Rashba Shabbat 40b). One 
however does not generally cook upon covered fires 
on a daily basis, therefore covering the fire alleviates 
concern #3 as well. 

גבה .2  On Top, Not Inside: Stoves -(al gabah‘) על 
and ovens constructed in the times of the Mishnah 
and Gemara were different than those of our day. A 
stove, or כירה (kirah), was a rectangular structure 
with a hollow inside where fire was made. It had a 
place to rest two pots on 
top, or one could place or 
hang the pot in the hollow 
inside of the stove. Ovens 
were cone shaped 
structures with a hollow 
inside for making the 
fire. The cone shape 
funneled immense heat 
towards the top of the 
cone where the pot 
rested or was hung down 
from the top to the inside 
of the oven. (Rashi Shabbat 38b) In the case of the 
stove, one was only permitted to return food by 
placing it on top of the stove, not inside the stove. It 
was forbidden to return to an oven in all cases. These 
prohibitions fall under concern #3. 

Today, our ovens are given the same status as the 
stoves during the times of the Mishnah, since the 
opening of the oven is on the side and not on the top 
where heat is funneled, making it less hot (Rabeinu 
Hananel, Kol Bo, Rashi). Based on this it would be 
permitted to return food on top of an oven but not 
inside. However, Rabbi Moshe Levy in his book 
Menuhat Ahava (1990, Israel, page 56) writes that 
since our ovens only have an inside, it is permissible 
to return even inside our ovens, provided the other 
conditions of חזרה are met. 

 Food Must Remain Hot: The -(rotahat) רותחת .3
reason for this condition is argued upon by the 
Halachic authorities. According to the Bach (Bayit 
Hadash, Rabbi Joel Sirkis, Krakow 1561-1640) the 
purpose for this condition is to alleviate concern #4 
mentioned above. When a food is placed on a heat 
source prior to Shabbat, and then removed for serving 
on Shabbat, if enough time elapses for the food to 
cool off, the original שהייה is said to have been 
nullified, and the food is considered being placed on 
a heat source for the first time on Shabbat. In his view, 
the Rabbis forbade this.  

Rabbi Yossef Karo in the Beit Yossef does not mention 
this concern, and does not view this as the reason for 
this condition. He explains that the reason for this 

condition is to avoid concern #2 
mentioned above, the possibility 
of actually cooking the food on 
Shabbat. To understand this we will 
need a little background on the laws 
of cooking on Shabbat. 

When is a food considered “cooked,” 
that any further impact by a heat 
source would not be considered 
desecrating Shabbat from the Torah? 
Do the food’s properties play a role, 
i.e. if the food is hot or cold, solid 

or liquid? When does the concept of בישול אחר בישול 
(bishul ahar bishul), “cooking after cooking” apply? 
There are four opinions regarding this matter:

A. Ramban/Rashba: Any food, solid or liquid, 
cold or hot which reached דרוסאי בן   מאכל 
(ma’achal ben derosai), meaning half cooked 
(according to the Rambam’s definition) is no 
longer subject to cooking. Food which is 
cooked to this level is generally considered 
 or (ne’echal ‘al yedei hadahaq) ”נאכל על ידי הדחק“
“edible in a difficult manner.” Most likely a 
steak cooked to a rare temperature is above 
this level of cooking. 

B. Rambam/Ran: If a food is not fully cooked it 
is subject to cooking, even if it is solid and 

Continued on page 10
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hot. Once it is fully cooked, there is no more 
cooking, even if the food is liquid and cold. 
Essentially this opinion focuses on the extent 
of how much the food has been cooked, and 
not it properties. 

C. Rosh/Rabbeinu Yonah: Even if a food is fully 
cooked, if it is liquid and cold it can still be 
cooked according to the Torah. If one reheated 
such food to the point of יד סולדת בו (yad soledet 
bo), touching the food would cause the 
person’s hand to recoil, about 105 degrees, he 
would be in violation of cooking on Shabbat. 
However, if the food was solid (even cold) or 
liquid but hot, even if it was only cooked to 
דרוסאי בן   .it can no longer be cooked ,מאכל 
Essentially, this opinion focuses on the 
properties of the food, not the extent to 
which it has been cooked. 

D. Rashi/Tur, Shulhan Arukh: If a food is not fully 
cooked it is subject to cooking no matter 
what, like opinion B. If the food is fully 
cooked, then its properties come into play; if 
it is liquid and cold it is subject to cooking, 
but if it is solid or liquid and hot then 
it will not be subject to cooking. 

Basic Halacha is in accordance with Opinion D, since 
this is the opinion of the Shulhan Arukh. With this we 
can understand why the Rabbis wanted the food to be 
hot, for if the food is liquid it will only be permissible 
to return it to a heat source if the food is hot. Of 
course, if the food is fully cooked and solid, then it 
does not need to be hot in order for it to be permissible 
under חזרה. Essentially, condition #3 is to avoid 
cooking the food. 

It is important to note regarding “liquid” foods, that 
to be considered as such the majority of the dish 
must be comprised of liquid. This is according 
to Hakham Obadyah Yossef’s ruling in Hazon Obadyah: 
Volume 1 pages 82-88, where he argues against Rav 
Moshe Feinstein (Iggrot Moshe: Volume 6, O”H:76) 
who ruled that even if a minority of the dish was 
liquid one may not reheat it. Therefore, many dishes 

we eat on Shabbat such as roast or kibbe-peas, which 
have some gravy, are not subject to cooking through 
reheating as a liquid dish. (Of course this is dependent 
on how the individual makes the dish.) 

It is also important to note that because of the 
Rambam’s opinions which suggests that even liquid 
foods are not subject to cooking once they are fully 
cooked, it is permissible for one to tell a non-Jew 
to place liquid foods (such a hamed or keftes) onto a 
hot plate on Shabbat. While we are strict like Opinion 
D to forbid this at the hands of a Jew, since an early 
Halachic authority (Rishon) allows it even by a Jew, it 
is permissible through telling a non-Jew. 

 Placing -(heniah ‘al gabei qarqa) הניח על גבי קרקע .4
the Food on the Ground: The Gemara in masekhet 
Shabbat 38b explains, that one may only return food 
to a heat source on Shabbat if he did not place the 
food on the ground or anything connected to the 
ground (such as a kitchen island or refrigerator). The 
reason for this is to alleviate concern #4: by placing 
the food on the ground the original שהייה was broken, 
and returning the food to the heat source would 
appear as putting it there for the first time on Shabbat, 
a problem of “מיחזי כמבשל” or appearing to cook. This 
condition is not disputed by anyone. The Gemara 
mentions another condition of “להחזיר  da’to) ”דעתו 
le’hahzir)- “intent to return”, as being required for 
 This is not mentioned by Shulhan Arukh in .חזרה
accordance with the opinion of the Rambam, but is 
recorded by the Rama and followed by most 
Ashkenazim. 

Putting Food on a Hot Plate or inside an Oven

With all the background information in place, the obvious 
question pops up: how is it permissible to take solid food out 
of the refrigerator on Shabbat morning and place it on the 
hot plate to heat up on Shabbat? The hot plate is considered a 
covered fire which alleviates concern #1. Concern #2 is still 
an issue for one can heat a food up on a hot plate to the 
temperature of cooking. One may not put cold “liquid” foods 
on a hot plate on Shabbat. If the food is solid or hot this 
concern is alleviated. Condition #3 may or may not be an 
issue depending on how we view cooking on a hot plate. 
Condition #4 however is clearly missing!! If the food has 

Continued from page 9
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been served on Friday night, it was most likely placed on a 
table or kitchen counter and thus can’t be reheated. If it was 
not served and remained in the refrigerator from before 
Shabbat, then it is putting the food on a heat source for the 
first time on Shabbat, which is “מיחזי כמבשל” or appearing to 
cook! 

To answer this question Hakham Obadyah Yossef uses the 
following halakha mentioned in Shulhan Arukh: “One may 
place on top of a pot of hot food, another food which has 
been fully cooked from before Shabbat, such as panades (a 
kind of meat boreka) and the like, for warming, since this is 
not the way of cooking” (S”A O”H 253:5). From here we 
learn that any method of warming which is never used for 
cooking food under normal circumstances is not subject to 
the conditions of חזרה for it does not violate “מיחזי כמבשל” or 
appearing to cook. This takes care of concerns #3 and #4, 
and thus does not require any of the conditions needed to 
alleviate these concerns, such as conditions #2 and #4. So 
why then does a stove whose fire was covered, which is not 
usually used for cooking in such a manner, still require the 
other conditions? Because the stove is an appliance used for 
cooking all week long, and is therefore subject to concern 
 or appearing to cook in all situations. The ”מיחזי כמבשל“ ,#3
fire being covered is not recognizable enough to alleviate this 
concern. Thus, even when covered the other conditions are 
necessary to ensure once does not violate “כמבשל  .”מיחזי 
However, hot plates, warming draws and the like are never 
used for cooking, and as such are not considered “מיחזי כמבשל” 
or appearing to cook. Even the use of a “seniyeh” is clearly 
recognizable to all, and thus alleviates the concern of “מיחזי 

 .more so then just covering the fire of a stove ”כמבשל

Using our ovens on Shabbat for חזרה is very similar to the 
stove whose fire is covered; although the fire is not visible, 
the oven is an appliance used for cooking on a daily basis, and 
is therefore subject to all the conditions of חזרה. One may 
not take food from the refrigerator and place it in 
the oven on Shabbat, even if it is fully cooked and 
solid. While this prohibition is only Rabbinic in nature, the 
Rabbis were stringent in not allowing one to perform these 
acts by way of a non-Jew (Rama O”H 253:5).

Rabbi Tawil is currently studying at the Sephardic 
Rabbinical College (SRC).

mikdash now involved in judgment, but the very location of 
the courts have now been imbued with sanctity!

* * * *

Carefully analyzing several aspects of Perashat Shofetim – 
the “Perashah of Judges,” we revealed two of Moshe’s vitally 
important messages regarding future judgment and justice 
in Eres Yisrael. First, contrary to the appropriately confined 
structure of the desert, the judicial system of Eres  Yisrael will 
pervade the land. There will be judges in every city, and arei 
miklat evenly dispersed throughout. The very nature of the 
land will be so associated with law and justice that some 
punishments will even take place outside of court. Beyond 
the widespread nature of justice, however, the judicial system 
will now take form as one imbued with kedushah (holiness). 
The mekom ha-miklat once confined to the Levite’s camp will 
now find place in cities throughout the land and kohanim will 
now serve as judges. Justice will become so connected to 
kedushah, that the term usually associated with the Mikdash – 
“before God” – will now describe the courts. 

These messages of Moshe are as important to us today as 
they were to ‘Am Yisrael at that time. Acting lawfully is not 
confined to specific places or domains. It must define every 
place and situation we encounter. Moreover, in our continued 
climb to kedushah we must couple the generally associated 
acts and manners of sanctity with those of righteousness and 
justice. 

צדק צדק תרדף למען תחיה וירשת את הארץ אשר ה׳ אלקיך 
נתן לך.

Righteousness, righteousness shall you pursue, so that you 
will live and take possession of the land that Hashem your 

God gives you. (Debarim  16:20)

We can only hope to live as an ‘Am kadosh in Arsenu ha-
kedoshah if we begin to live with the ethics and morals of 
justice that we know to be true.

Rabbi Harari is the Rabbi of Congregation Sharre Shalom.

Continued from page 6

...Shofetim: Shortcuts
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Selihot

Training for a 
Marathon Day
Rabbi Yosef Bitton

From the second day of the month of Elul until Yom Kippur, 
the Sephardic custom is to recite the selihot prayers. Selihot is 
a special tefillah which inspires us to reflect on our actions 
and ask forgiveness from our peers and from the Almighty 
for our mistakes and wrongdoings. Selihot is traditionally said 
before the morning prayer (shaharit), although technically, 
selihot could be said also during nighttime (after midnight) or 
even during the day. The Ashkenazi minhag is to start selihot 
services the last Sunday before Rosh HaShanah. However, 
when Rosh HaShanah falls on a Monday or Tuesday (it can 
never fall on a Sunday) selihot will begin two Sundays before 
Rosh HaShanah. 

Also, during the entire month of Elul, the Ashkenazim and 
many Sephardim (Moroccans, Persians, etc. but not Syrians) 
have the custom to blow the shofar. 

The goal of selihot and the blowing of the shofar is to 
inspire us to begin the process of teshuba. Teshuba consists 
of introspection and repentance. But ultimately it means 
coming back or closer to God (depending on one’s point 
of departure). This high spiritual goal cannot be achieved 
overnight or just by making a decision to change. It demands 
a serious and patient course of action in which we revisit our 
deeds and particularly our values. We reexamine our goals 
and the distractions that have driven us away from those 
goals. This intense spiritual intellectual process begins the day 
after rosh hodesh and culminates during Yom Kippur. Think of 
Yom Kippur as a spiritual marathon: a whole day consecrated 
exclusively to appealing to Hashem, begging His forgiveness 
and committing ourselves to major changes in our lives. No 
one will run a marathon without previous training. Similarly, 
to be in good shape for Yom Kippur we make an intense 
forty-days training of which selihot is a most essential part.

Rabbi Bitton is the Author of Awesome Creation (2013).

Selihot: Origins, 
Laws, Customs, and 
Considerations
Mr. Joseph Mosseri

The month of Elool is known as the month of “rahamim.” 
That is to say that this is the time that is most opportune for 
Boré ‘Olam’s mercy and kindness. 

The custom of the Sepharadim is to rise at dawn each 
morning from the beginning of the month of Elool until 
‘Ereb Yom Kippoor (except for Rosh Hodesh, Shabbat, and 
Rosh Hashanah) to recite selihot. That is a total of 30 days of 
waking up in darkness for selihot. 

Rabbi Menahem ben Zerah (Spain 1310-1385) in his 
book Sedah LaDarekh wrote: “The custom of the two yeshibot 
is to say selihot and tahanoonim (penitential prayers) from 
Rosh Hodesh Elool.” It is clear that he is referencing the two 
great rabbinic academies of Babylonia, Sura and PumBeDita. 
We also know this is accurate because the last Rosh Yeshibah 
(head master) of PumBeDita was Rab Haayeh Gaon (939-
1038) who is quoted in the Meah She’arim of Rabbi Yisshaq 
ibn Geeyat (born circa 1020 Lucena-died 1091 Cordova) 
and says “And we have the custom of saying selihot from the 
beginning of the month of Elool.” Many other early sources 
also say that the custom is to start selihot from the beginning 
of Elool, among them Sefer HaManheeg, Rabenoo Yerooham, 
Orhot Haim, Aboodirham, and Shoolhan ‘Arookh. 

Rabbi David Aboodirham (14th century Spain) also refers 
to the custom beginning from Rosh Hodesh Elool. One of the 
reasons given as to why we begin from Rosh Hodesh Elool is 
because we have an ancient tradition that states: that is when 
Mosheh Rabenoo went up the mountain to get the second 
set of Tablets from God. On the 40th day, which was Yom 
Kippoor, God told him “salahti kidbarekha” (I have forgiven 
according to your word, Bemidbar 14:20)! 

It is very interesting to note that based upon the world 
famous Mahzor Aram Soba (Venice 1560), the old Must’arab 
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custom of Aleppo was that selihot were said during this 40 day 
period, but not every day. The Mahzor clearly states: “From 
Rosh Hodesh Elool until Yom Kippoor the custom is to arise 
at dawn on Monday, Thursday, and Shabbat to say selihot.” Yes, 
they used to say selihot on Shabbat. In fact they had different 
selihot for each of the five Shabbatot of this period, Re-eh, 
Shofeteem, Kee Tessé, Kee Tabo, and Nissabeem. 

It should be noted 
that extant till today 
we have the orders of 
prayer for the Ten Days 
of Repentance (‘Aseret 
Yeme Teshoobah) from 
Rab ‘Amram Gaon 
(died 875), Rab Saadiah 
Gaon (882-942), 
and from the Cairo 
Genizah. Even though 
there are differences 
between them, they do 
share certain common 
features. Most 
importantly is that 
they are composed of 
three types of prayers:

a. Verses from the Bible that talk about God’s 
greatness, lowliness of man and his sins, repentance, 
contriteness, and salvation.

b. Simple supplications that are generally a listing of 
short phrases that begin with the same word. Such 
as Elohenoo Shebashamayim, ‘Aseh LeMa’an, ‘Anenoo, 
‘Anenan, Rahamana, etc...

c. Ancient poetry that is generally written in a style 
that has unrhymed stanzas in alphabetic order. Like 
Ashamnoo MiKol ‘Am.

Another feature that stands out in all ancient and more 
recent versions of selihot is the importance of the Ya”G Midot, 
the 13 attributes of mercy that we first encounter in the 
Torah (Shemot 34:6-7). 

The Spanish & Portuguese communities have an additional 
custom of reciting an abridged version of selihot during these 

days each night after ‘Arbit. 

According to the Kabala (Zohar) it is very bad to say selihot 
at night and the Cabbalist Rabbi Mosheh Zakooto (1625 
Amsterdam-1690 Mantua) and Rabbi Haim Yosef David 
Azoulai (1724 Jerusalem-1806 Livorno) have shambled 
the minhag. Hakham Obadiah Yosef (1920 Baghdad-2013 

Jerusalem) also 
followed their position 
and reiterated their 
words that if you find 
yourself in such a place 
you should not even 
answer Amen. Rabbi 
Shem Tob Gaguine 
(1884 Jerusalem-1953 
Manchester, a 
descendent of a long 
line of Cabbalists 
including HaRaShaSh) 
defended them and 
their custom saying 
that everything they do 
is as their fathers did 
when they left Spain & 
Portugal and the Zohar 
never influenced them 

and their practices, so why should the teachings of the Zohar 
and the Kabala play a role now?!

Dawn

In “the old countries” selihot began anywhere between 
2:00 and 3:30 A.M. 

Here in New York and New Jersey the earliest selihot 
begins at about 4:30A.M., approximately 1 ½ to 2 hours 
before sunrise. 

Even though it is not forbidden to say selihot after sunrise 
it has always been the custom to say selihot during the dark 
pre-sunrise hours. This is based upon the pasooq in Eikhah 
2:19 which says “Arise, cry out in the night, as the watches 
of the night begin; pour out your heart like water in the 
presence of the Lord.” 

Continued on page 14

Mahzor Aram Soba 1560
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As difficult as it sounds I honestly do not think it 
impractical to attend pre-sunrise selihot. I think the timing is 
perfect. It is not hassot (midnight) or even a couple of hours 
after. It is already immediately prior to daybreak. I think it 
is a wonderful time to concentrate, meditate, and reflect. In 
fact I would say it is an excellent time to arise and pour out 
one’s soul to God. 

Yes, it demands a lot of diligence and effort to get up that 
early and some may not be able to do it every day but at least 
give it a chance. I don’t think it would have existed this long 
if it was so terrible.

Post-Sunrise

There is a new practice here that never existed in the “old 
country” which is to have minyanim of selihot after sunrise and 
beginning even as late as 8:30 A.M. This practice according 
to some has been around for close to 50 years with Rabbis in 
attendance. 

I do not know who 
started this custom or 
exactly when but it’s possible 
that like other customs it 
developed because people 
weren’t willing to get up so 
early. Instead of seeing the 
custom completely disappear the Rabbis changed the time to 
fit their congregant’s schedules. Others postulate that since 
people generally arise later than they used to and they also 
go to bed much later, the time for selihot had to change to 
suit the social setting of the day and place. It is also possible 
that they are following the precedence as established in 
London by the Spanish & Portuguese Congregation of having 
morning selihot at 7:00 A.M., because there the dawn hours 
are very foggy, damp and chilly and people didn’t want to 
take a chance and fall ill. 

Personally I do not support the concept of post-sunrise 
selihot. I see shahrit (morning prayers) as being obligatory 
and selihot as a well-entrenched and important custom. That 
being the case, those people who are willing to get up at 
that hour to pray with a minyan after sunrise should forget 
about selihot and instead pray from the very beginning in a 
slow concentrated fashion, instead of their usual habit of not 

praying with a minyan, or going to a later minyan, or showing 
up late to their regular minyan, or praying in a rushed fashion. 
Each person should improve upon what he is doing or still 
needs to do. None of us are perfect, myself included! I realize 
many of my shortcomings and this yearly season helps me to 
reflect and better myself, not only between myself and God, 
but between myself and my fellow man. 

Important Reminders for Pre-Sunrise and Post-
Sunrise 

Everybody who attends pre-sunrise selihot should make 
sure to sleep early at night. Those who work for others are 
required to get a full night’s sleep so they can be alert and give a 
proper day’s work for their wages as stated in Hoshen Mishpat. 
Those who are sleepy during the day should not drive as the 
danger is well known and in such cases we do not say one may 
rely on the missvah for protection. Additionally, they should 
be cautioned not to wake their wives or children who are 
not accustomed to rise so early, as it can interfere with their 

day and that may cause some 
resentment towards those 
who are scrupulous with 
the performance of missvot. 
We do not want to promote 
one missvah and create more 
serious transgressions. 

Those who do decide to 
recite selihot after sunrise must be very careful to change the 
words of the selihot so they will be in tune with the timing 
of the late recitation. Many phrases discuss rising at night or 
in the dark or pre daybreak. How can one who arises to say 
selihot after sunrise say such things? It makes him look, God 
forbid, as a liar. 

Rabbi David Chelouche in his introduction to his 
commentary on selihot says that the proper time for reciting 
selihot is after midnight (and before sunrise) as David 
HaMelekh said: “Hassot layla aqoom lehodot lakh” (Tehillim 
119:62). He then quotes verses from a bunch of selihot that 
mention the later part of the night. He also quotes Shoolhan 
‘Arookh that customarily we arise at dawn to say selihot and 
that according to the Kabala after midnight is “‘et rahamim,” a 
time of mercy and compassion. 

Whatever the case may be, for those who have decided 

Continued from page 13

“The custom of the Sepharadim 
is to rise at dawn each morning 

from the beginning of the month of 
Elool until ‘Ereb Yom Kippoor.”
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to recite post-sunrise selihot, everyone should make the 
utmost effort and strive to wake up as early as possible to 
pour forth their supplications and prayers before Boré ‘Olam 
in preparation for the Yamim Noraim.  

Selihot vs. Torah Study

To further prove this point, I present the opinions of two 
great Sephardic hakhamim on the importance of rising early 
and reciting selihot. 

1. The following is from Mayim Hayim (Fez, 1933, 
page 92) by Rabbi Yosef Messas (1892 Meknes-1974 
Haifa). 

Question: “What is the law for someone who rises at 
dawn during the month of Elool, is it better to study 
Gemara, Halakhot, Zohar, etc. or to recite selihot and 
supplications?” 

Answer: “Simply said that we must follow the custom 
and recite selihot. This custom is correct and extremely 
old going back to the days of the Geonim. The month 
of Elool is especially opportune for repentance. 
Reciting selihot slowly and with concentration can 
only help to awaken the heart and soul to shed their 
misgivings and repent fully as no learning can ever 
do.” He continues and says that we have heard and seen 
numerous cases of pious ones and men of stature that 
shed much tears during selihot and it helped them and 
those around them who witnessed and felt the words 
and concepts of the selihot cut through their iniquities. 
“Therefore we should all only say selihot during this 
time, because there is nothing better than the proper 
item at the proper time, (dekhol dabar be’ito mah tob)!” 
He then quotes the Hid”a (Rabbi Haim Yosef David 
Azoulai) who says that it is better during these days to 
say selihot and additional supplications than to study 
Torah. It is of course better to go to the synagogue to 
say selihot with the congregation but if one is unable 
to, it is still better to say selihot individually than to 
study Torah. Again the reason being that the words 
of the selihot can help a person distance himself from 
sins and transgressions better than anything else. He 
continues to quote the Hid”a who says “I have seen 
Rabbis who always studied but during the month of 
Elool they put aside their learning for a while in order 

to say selihot.” Rabbi Messas finishes off by quoting an 
old manuscript from Spain in which is written “that 
our custom is to always study in the Yeshibot, but 
during Elool we all put aside our studies in order to 
say selihot, because they help a person pour forth his 
true feelings before God, expressing remorse over 
the sins of his youth and his unkind deeds, and such 
is proper to do.” 

2. Hakham Obadiah Yosef in Yehaveh Da’at volume 3 
page 132 deals with a similar situation. 

Question: “Yeshibah students who study Torah late 
into the night, and if they wake up so early for selihot, 
it will interfere with their day time studies. Must 
they still get up so early to recite selihot with the 
congregation?” 

Answer: “These rabbinical students who study late 
into the night should make an effort to say selihot with 
a minyan after midnight. If they still have difficulty 
with that they must make a major effort at the very 
least to say selihot with the congregation during the 
10 days of repentance from Rosh Hashanah until Yom 
Kippoor.” 

Conclusion 

Most importantly, let us not forget the message of the 
selihot. 

Repenting, asking forgiveness from God and granting it 
to our fellow man, and improving ourselves as decent human 
beings and as Torah observant Jews. 

This year selihot began Monday August 17, 2015.

Mr. Mosseri a well-known community member who among 
other things is highly regarded for his knowledge of 

hazzanut, Sephardic history, hakhamim, laws, customs, and 
books.

Comments to: joseph.mosseri@verizon.net
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Sephardic History

Never Forget Our 
Noble Heritage
Nunca Olvides Muestra Historia Destinguida 
נונכה אולבידיס מואיסטרה איסטוריה דיסטינגידה
Mr. Sheldon N. Goldman

Chapter 6: To the First Omayyads (711-755)

Abdul‘aziz tried to make peace between the Christians 
and Muslims, but he failed, and instead stirred up the Arabs. 
They killed him. The Arab invaders were a disparate force. 
They were made up of Arabs, Berbers, and tribesmen from 
Syria, Egypt and Yemen. Also included were an assortment of 
adventurers and entrepreneurs. They were good fighters, but 
when it came time to divide 
the spoils they found some 
were more equal than others 
and this resulted in much 
unfairness. 

The Berbers were most 
instrumental in conquering 
Spain, but they were not 
rewarded commensurately. 
Their reward was rocky, hilly land in the north, not as fertile 
as others had received. They resented this. The Arabs on 
the other hand who did less received the choicest and most 
fertile lands. Eventually the Arab minority was augmented by 
elite Arab forces from Damascus. The Arabs thus became the 
upper class of this new Spanish society. 

Spain was divided among its conquerors as follows: The 
Arabs occupied the Guadalquivir valley including Sevilla 
and Cordova; the Syrians were in Granada; the Egyptians in 
Murcia; and the Berbers in Andalusia and Extremadura. 

In the early stages of the conquest it does not appear 
that a great effort was made to bring about conversions to 
Islam. Many Christians maintained their religion and lived 
in Arab lands. They were called “mozarabs.” (Those Arabs 
who chose to live in Christian lands were called “mudejars.”) 
Because the new Muslim Spain had so many diverse people 

and religions, it caused a great deal of instability and at the 
same time, surprisingly, stimulated intellectual activity. The 
population continued to be more and more diverse. People 
were migrating from all of the surrounding areas including 
Damascus and North Africa. The immigrants included Jewish 
merchants, suppliers, craftsmen, laborers and farmers. The 
Andalusian area was becoming an intellectual center. 

One of the greatest strengths of Islam which contributed 
to its success in Spain was that it was open to the talents 
and self-expression of other people provided they were 
monotheistic. It was a form of low-level toleration of non-
Muslims, the only requirement being that these outsiders 
be “humiliated” to some degree. Among the devices for 
“humiliation” was unfair taxation. To avoid these taxes it 

was necessary to convert to 
Islam. Another device was 
the requirement that the non-
Muslims look different and 
inferior. They required them 
to wear clothing of special 
colors and strange footwear 
and headgear. The Jews had 
the freedom to pray, but had to 
do so inconspicuously. Often 

times the Muslims did not take their own rules seriously. 
For the most part the rules were honored in the breach. The 
Muslims were very practical. If they needed your services 
they would close their eyes and ignore their own rules. 
Most important, Jews were free to practice their religion 
and engage in a wide variety of businesses and professions 
and generally could live where they wished with minimal 
restrictions. Compared to their life under the Visigoths, this 
was heaven! 

Muslim Spain was ruled from Damascus. The ruling 
family was known as the Omayyad Caliphate. Muslim Spain 
was annexed to the Omayyad Caliphate in 714, but the 
distance between Spain and Damascus was very great and 
it was impossible for this regime to control the day to day 
life of the Muslim Spaniards. It sometimes took months for 
directives to travel the 2500 miles from Damascus to Spain. 

“One of the greatest strengths 
of Islam which contributed to 
its success in Spain was that it 

was open to the talents and self-
expression of other people...”



The local officials thus had control by appointing governors 
over the territory. These governors were Berbers or Arabs 
and they generally proved unpopular and there were many 
disputes concerning them. 

There was a coup d’etat in Damascus around 756 and 
the Omayyads were thrown out of power, and the Abbasids 
became the new Caliphate. They moved the Caliphate from 
Damascus to Baghdad. The Omayyads in Syria were massacred 
with few escaping. There was one important survivor and 
that was Abd ar-Rahman I (756-788) who escaped from 
Damascus to Cordova in 756 and established the Omayyad 
Caliphate there.

Abd ar-Rahman I objective was to make Spain, and more 
particularly Cordova, more splendid than the Caliphate of 
Baghdad. Abd ar-Rahman I established a strong army and 
powerful bureaucracy. He brought with it, as Jane Gerber’s 
book describes: “Persian traditions of statecraft and social 
life, art and architecture that dominated Abbasid political 
institutions in Baghdad.”1 Abd ar-Rahman I hoped that this 
would soon flower abundantly in Spain, together with new 
forms of cultural expression. As has been previously said, 
many Jews and other non-Muslims migrated to Muslim 
Spain after the conquest by the Arabs. While their lives had 
improved in Spain, they were still discriminated against with 
unfair taxes and the like. 

At the early stages of conquest Jews were treated 
reasonably well compared to their treatment in the past. 
Unfortunately, the honeymoon of good relations was short 
lived. Jews thought they would be freemen, treated equally 
and fairly, but this hope never really materialized for the 

1 Jane Gerber, The Jews of Spain: A History of the Sephardic Experience, (Simon and Schuster, 
1994) p. 25.

majority of Jews living in Spain. The Jews were greatly 
disappointed. 

Throughout the history of Jewish life, when Jews are 
greatly depressed and disappointed with their treatment 
and life they tended to find relief in mysticism, kabbalism, 
and messianic movements. Jews were able to find new 
hope through these practices. In addition, there was an 
anti-rabbinic philosophy among certain Jews. These people 
refused to accept the Oral Law or the enactments of rabbis 
and they held that Jews were obligated to perform only those 
commandments written in the Torah. Secondly, there was the 
ancient belief of Jews that there would one day be deliverance 
and redemption, liberation, and the return to Zion. This 
belief gave the Jews courage. As a result many false messiahs 
presented themselves during this period of Spanish history. 
The most innocent rumor was believed and acted upon. 

During this period Jews turned to Severa, a Christian by 
birth and a convert to Judaism in Mesopotamia. He founded 
a messianic movement that came about from the frustrations 
that the people suffered. This occurred in 721 when Severa 
found many supporters in Syria and in the Byzantine Empire. 
The Jews of Spain joined this movement as well. Severa 
promised to return the Spanish Jews to their homeland in 
Zion. Many Jews believed this, selling their possessions and 
preparing to leave Spain. Severa was arrested and Jewish 
property was confiscated.

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 currently the Editor of the Beth Torah 
Calendar. 
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“The history of the 850,000 indigenous Jewish refugees from Arab 
countries must be wholeheartedly integrated into students’ Jewish 

worldview and Israel advocacy as an effective counterbalance to absurd 
BDS claims of Israel as a “white, colonialist, apartheid” society. 

Mr. Natan Sharanksy, on Tamuz 26, 5775, in a letter to the JIMENA (Jews 
Indigenous to the Middle East and North Africa) Organization”
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Shabbat-Table Talks

Perashat Shofetim
Rabbi Ralph Tawil

Value: Rejecting Superstitions

There are people in our society for whom superstitions and 
fortune telling prevail over rational thinking. It is worthwhile 
educating our children to be on the guard for superstitious 
ways of thinking. The Torah expressly forbids trying to know 
the future and doing any kinds of magical practices to affect 
it. Most of us do not engage in these practices; however, they 
appear in popular culture and sometimes even under the 
guise of Judaism. It is important to make our children aware 
that these practices are against our Torah values. 

Context: The Canaanite inhabitants of the Promised 
Land engaged in many behaviors that were antithetical to 
Torah. Some of those behaviors 
included the use of sorcery to 
know the future. Moshe warned 
Bene Yisrael to not be interested 
in such behavior. 

Text: Debarim 18:9-15

When you come into the land that Hashem your God 
gives you, you shall not learn to do the abominations 
of those nations. There shall not be found among 
you anyone that makes his son or his daughter to 
pass through the fire. Or that uses divination, or an 
observer of the omens, or an enchanter, or a witch, 
or a charmer, or a consulter with familiar spirits, or a 
wizard or a necromancer. For all that do these things 
are an abomination unto the Lord: and because of 
these abominations Hashem your God drives them 
out from before you. 

You shall be wholeheartedly perfect with the Lord 
your God.

Analysis: These verses contain a long list of kinds of 
sorcerers. Although we cannot identify all of them today, what 

the Torah is objecting to is the magical way of thinking—the 
belief that by performing the appropriate ritual behavior, 
the future will turn out as desired. Such thinking has even 
led some people to sacrifice their children in times of great 
anxiety. The Torah forbids it because it goes against the ethical 
and spiritual foundations of the Torah. God is not affected by 
such behavior because God cannot be manipulated. 

People who are anxious or uncertain about their future 
might resort to all kinds of irrational means of relieving 
their uncertainty. They might even try communicating with 
the dead. Necromancy was practiced in Biblical times and is 
still practiced today. The Torah forbids any kind of attempts 
to contact the dead or any kind of prayers to the dead. The 
first book of Samuel (chapter 28) describes how a distraught 
King Saul, fearing an imminent military defeat, sought 
the assistance of a necromancer to raise the dead prophet, 
Shemuel. The sorceress is able to contact the prophet, who 

complains about being disturbed 
and then converses with King 
Saul. The Torah’s message is not 
necessarily that these practices 
don’t work. The message is 
that even if one thinks that 
they work, they are prohibited. 
Additionally, these practices 

were often associated with idol worship. In Torah practice, 
we never pray to the dead. At times we pray to Hashem to 
have compassion upon the souls of those who have died. This 
differs markedly from addressing the dead in prayer.

Discussion: Why do you think that the Torah does not 
want a person to go to a fortuneteller? (The Torah does not 
want people to rely on non-Torah ways of knowing about the 
future. Rather we should follow God wholeheartedly and not 
stray to these foreign ways.) 

Rashi commented on the last verse quoted above: 

Walk continually with God in perfect [commitment], 
put your hope in Him and do not seek out the future. 
Rather, accept in perfect [commitment] anything 

“three things annul the 
[harsh] decree: prayer, charity, 

and repentance” (Beresheet 
Rabbah, chapter 44).”
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that occurs to you. Then you will be His nation and 
portion. 

We accept whatever the future brings upon us with belief in 
God. We beseech only Him and use only the methods allowed 
by the T orah to “overturn” the evil decree. As our wise sages 
have taught us, “three things annul the [harsh] decree: prayer, 
charity, and repentance” (Beresheet 
Rabbah, chapter 44). Resorting to other 
means might be a way of skirting the real 
issues. If we are anxious about the future, 
our sages have shown us the way. We must 
pray to Hashem, give of our possessions 
to the needy, and we must investigate 
our actions and repent. Especially by 
repenting, the person sees what in his past 
behavior might have led to his current 
dilemma. A person who goes through 
this process grows spiritually because of 
his anxiety and becomes a better person. 
Contrast this spiritual behavior with 
those who thrust at us red strings, hands, 
rabbit’s feet and other amulets. 

This might be a good time to discuss the 
problematic themes in some popular children’s books. Books 
whose prominent figures are sorcerers and ghosts proffer a 
world view that is occultist and antithetical to Torah. They 
should be explained as imaginary and as having no basis in 
reality. Problems are not solved through magic but through 
real steps to improve the situation. These include thinking 
about the problem, improving oneself, and of course praying 
for Hashem’s guidance. 

There is another problem with resorting to fortune-
tellers and others who use magical means of dealing with 
life’s problems. There are unscrupulous people who would 
prey upon the vulnerable sufferer. There have been those 
who even donned Rabbinic disguises to mislead, defraud 
and abuse people. These scoundrels feign contact with dead 

spirits by using hidden amplifiers and 
microphones. 

We should teach our children the 
problem with relying on success stories. 
Every fortune-teller has his or her 
success stories. These could be things 
that happened to work out the way they 
called it. Or that gullible people (who 
very much want to believe that someone 
they know has this power) have accepted 
the fortune-teller’s reinterpretation of his 
original prediction. We should be very 
wary of such “success” stories. Even if they 
are true, we should realize that we are 
not getting a full and honest record. We 
are just getting the successes and not the 
failures.  

Happy are those who follow the Torah and who keep far 
from these things.

Rabbi Tawil is the author of Shabbat-Table Talks (Tebah 
Educational Services, 2014)
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