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Dear Qol ha-Qahal,

Ezra Tawil’s fascinating and thought-provoking article 
inspired me to supplement some information as taught by my 
teacher, Professor Y. Elman. The kustīg (a belt) is untied and 
re-tied during Zoroastrian prayer, and is central to Zorastrian 
identity. The Talmud indicates that Babylonian Jews were 
likewise accustomed to wearing belts. Raḇ Šēšāṯ (second-third 
generation Babylonian Emorā) taught that girding one’s loins as 
preparation for prayer is a fulfillment of preparing oneself before 
the Creator [Amos 4:12]. Moreover, a meal commences legally, 
so that one does not interrupt dining for the afternoon prayer, 
with the loosening of one's belt. Yet this legal starting point of a 

meal, states the redactor of the passage, is only the 
case for Babylonians; for those in the Land 
of Israel, it commences with the ablution 
of one’s hands [b. Šabbāṯ 9b]. Elsewhere, 
we find the exilarch, Ḥunnā son of Nāṯan,  
appearing before  King Yazdegird I (399-
420 C.E.) as a ‘Persian’ priest. When his 
belt accidentally slipped upwards, the king 
himself pulled it down. The event won 
the praise of leading scholars, such as Raḇ 
Āšé (sixth generation Babylonian Emorā) 
[Zəḇāḥīm 19a]. It seems clear from these 
two sources that wearing belts was a custom 
unique among Babylonians, demonstrating 
their acculturation to Persian norms in the 
Amoraic period. 

For more information please see: 

The Cambridge Companion to the Talmud and Rabbinic 
Literature edited by Charlotte Elisheva Fonrobert, Martin S. 
Jaffee (Cambridge University Press: 2007) pp.180-183

J.C. Tavadia, Šāyast nē Šāyast: A Pahlavi Text on Religious 
Customs, Chapter 4, 85-90

http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/kustig 

— E. Gabbai

Dear Qol Ha-Qahal,

This past weekend, I read your publication and I 
was quite disappointed with one of your articles. While 
presenting scenarios in Jewish history “The Same as All 
Other People, Only Different” seemed to ignore the 
context of those scenarios. For example, the article tried 
to prove that throughout Jewish history, Jews had secular 
names (in addition to their Jewish names) and had no 
distinct dress relative to their gentile neighbors. I think 
this is an interesting point to attempt to prove, however, 
I feel that the author did not accurately present a few of 
the sources.

I will only focus on one of the 
sources as an example (not to say 
I saw no problem with the other 
sources) - The example of Esther 
in the palace of Ahashverosh. The 
article explains that Jews did not 
have a distinct dress in the Persian 
period. The author attempts 
to prove this by the mere fact 
that it was unknown that Esther 
was a Jew until she explicitly told 
Ahashverosh. However, I do not 
believe this is due to the fact that 
Jews did not have a distinct dress. 
I believe this is so because Esther 
was hiding her identity as Mordechai 
requested. Mr. Tawil also brings Esther as an example of 
how Jews of the time had secular names. Again, I don’t 
think this is something representative of Jews during this 
time, rather this was due to the fact that she was concealing 
her identity. The article tried to present the case of Esther, 
as an accurate portrayal of all Persian Jews of the time 
which clearly was not the case.

— Elliot Shalom
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The Same As All Other People, 
Only Different
Mr. Ezra Tawil

Thoughts on Shabuot

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

of the other passengers on the ship. 

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

Interestingly, when reading 
Megillat Esther, the first thing we are told about our heroine 
is that she adopts a Persian name. Although today we think 
of “Esther” as a Jewish name, her actual Hebrew name, as 
recorded in the Megillah, is Hadassah. Now, Hadassah is 
a Semitic name, and means “myrtle,” it was a perfectly 
acceptable Hebrew name, if you lived in Israel 2,500 years 
1 Shemot 2:19
2 Yonah 1:8
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Dear Editor,

I would like to extend my praise to the article featured 
in the Shabu’ot issue of Qol Ha’Qahal titled “Does Eating 
a Dairy Meal on Shabu’ot Constitute Celebrating the 
Holiday Properly?”. The article was well researched and 
precisely addressed the thesis as to how the custom of 
eating dairy on the holiday of Shabu’ot developed. The 
topic was thought provoking especially when juxtaposed 
against the Halakha - and our Sephardic Tradition – that 
the eating of a meat food, and not a dairy one, is one of 
the prescribed ways one should celebrate and achieve 
happiness on Yom Tob.  I was also pleased that the article 
quoted the other prescriptions written by Ha’Rambam, 
which one must follow in order to fulfill one’s obligation 
of being happy on Yom Tob. Among those are buying gifts 
and treats for your family and inviting strangers and the 
less fortunate, such as orphans, widows and other poor 
people, to your holiday meals. The article also quoted the 
law (which is also brought down in the Talmud) that on all 
of the Yamim Tobim, one must pray early in the morning 
and study Torah until mid-day (of course one can have 
something to eat in between). This law also seems to be 
contrary to the present day custom of studying Torah all 
night on the first day of Shabu’ot. I would like the author 
to address this issue in a future article by showing the 
origin of this custom, and whether or not it is contrary to 
Halakha and our Sephardic Tradition.

— Rabbi Mark Saada
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Does Eating a Dairy Meal on Shabu’ot 
Constitute Celebrating the Holiday Properly?
Mr. Joseph Mosseri

Thoughts on Shabuot

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The earliest source I have found for this custom is the 
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The story of the spies as it appears in Perashat Shelah 
is unparalleled in the Torah, indeed, in all of Jewish 
history. It was a failure on the part of everyone 

involved and it degenerated into the barring of the entire 
generation from entering Israel. All the hopes and dreams 
of the Exodus were shattered as G-d decreed that the whole 
generation would die in the desert. For the next thirty eight 
years Bene’ Yisrael roamed around the Sinai desert waiting for 
the last of the generation to die. Once all the people of the 
generation that had come out of Egypt had died – the nation 
crossed the Jordan River and began their battles for the land 
of Canaan. 

This narrative begs further analysis. At first glance the 
spies had every reason to be successful. They were respected 
men, leaders and had witnessed all of the miracles in Egypt 
and on the shores of the Red Sea. Something went terribly 
wrong. Let’s examine the story a little closer.

Moshe had given them an itinerary and a clear path to 
take on their recon mission. In fact, when they returned, 
their initial comments were positive! They said “We have 
come to the land that you have sent us to and it is indeed a 
land flowing with milk and honey, and these are its fruits”. 

Things began to go awry in the next pasook with the 
Hebrew word “Effess” a loose English translation: “However”. 
That “However” was the beginning of negative comments 
that built into a fever pitch and ended with the nation in tears 
and a call to return to Egypt. They mentioned the one enemy 
of the Jewish nation that had dared to attack them; Amalek. It 
struck fear into their hearts. Caleb tries to reverse the mood 
but he is quickly overpowered by negative comments, more 

dramatic metaphors and an angry mob. The people begin to 
cry and worry about the future of their children. Moshe and 
Aharon collapse and the two spies who remained positive, 
Yehoshua and Caleb, try in vain to calm the people from 
a frenzy. They attempt to reason with the masses; to coax 
them back from their fears. The pair were almost stoned to 
death. In the end G-d gives them what they want - they do 
not ever see the land, every last one of them is condemned 
to die in the desert. 

The story hinges on a stoked fear or a panic. Fear is a 
natural thing. People have instinctive reactions to external 

stimuli; if someone throws his hands at your face you 
will close your eyes and put up your hands. It is a defense 
mechanism, which we cannot help. Our bodies produce 
adrenaline and our flight instinct kicks in. It is all about self-
preservation. We are hard wired this way. G-d seems to 
understand this and provides us with a solution to a potential 
spread of panic in wartime. 

In Debarim chapter 20, we are commanded to have a 
special anointed wartime Kohen. The Torah sees a need for 
this Kohen/Chaplain. He is necessary to assuage the fears 
that men will almost certainly have. This Kohen is there to 
make sure that someone who will panic will never make it 
to the battlefield. A panicked soldier can destroy the esprit de 
corps on a whole group of fighting men and turn their fears 
into a panic. The Kohen is instructed to state that although 
our enemies are better equipped and more numerous – we 
should not fear them because we have G-d on our side. The 
Shotereem, or enforcers, take over at that point and enumerate 
certain specific groups; a person who has built a new house, 

“We have been given another chance to build that shining city on the 
hill, to change the world and make it a better place.”
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planted a vineyard or been recently married is asked to go 
home. The remaining troops are expected to overcome their 
natural fear, trust G-d and go into battle.

Why then is the punishment so harsh for the entire 
generation of the exodus? G-d condemns them all to die 
and does not give them any recourse or even a chance at 
repentance. His decree comes swiftly and it is final. It almost 
seems out of character for G-d. We are told that G-d is 
merciful, patient and understanding- why not here? We have 
numerous times where Moshe is challenged by the Jewish 
people and multiple times where they threaten to return 
to Egypt. What makes this episode stand apart from all the 
rest?

I believe that the answer to that 
question lies in the nature of this 
particular dispute. This instance 
was far more than a challenge to the 
authority of Moshe or to the bland 
taste of manna. 

The entire Exodus from Egypt 
had a very clear goal: The nation 
was to go to Sinai and receive the 
Torah- our new law code for a 
new land. Taking the Torah and 
fulfilling the commandments in 
Egypt was not an option. The Torah 
was to be taken to the promised 
land of Israel and be carried out 
by the Jewish people. Our mission 
was to spread the Divine word of 
the Torah to the entire world. The 
land of Israel was to be the shining 
city on the hill that enlightened 
all of mankind. It was to be done 
in a land that G-d himself had chosen; had sanctified and 
specifically designated. 

The pasook clearly states that the spies “slandered” the 
land. This slander was in fact a rejection of the entire master 
plan that G-d had for us. This was not only a rejection of 
Moshe’s authority or a desire for meat or water – it was 
an existential issue in which they reject G-d himself. The 
harshness of the punishment and the swiftness with which it 
came seems appropriate in this light. 

Further down the timeline the Jewish nation sins in the 
Holy Land and G-d punishes them. The punishment of exile 
or “Galout” is reserved for the very end, when salvation is 
no longer an option. Galout is another manifestation of the 
sin of the spies. Although it is said that our Galout and the 
destruction of the 1st temple was because of our violation 
of the three cardinal sins: murder, idol worship and sexual 
inequity- this was in essence a rejection of our Divine task 
in the land of Israel. Once we could no longer fulfill our 
purpose – in 586 BCE, we were tossed out. Repeated again 
in the year 70 CE, our second exile continues to this very 
day. 

Today, as parents and educators we have an obligation 
akin to that of the spies. We often see very damaging 

headlines in the media about 
Israel. Left unchallenged, these 
media defamations will prevail in 
the minds of our young people. 
We should not be unrealistic in 
proclaiming Israel a utopia, but at 
the same time we must recognize 
Israel for the miracle it is. After all 
is said and done, modern Israel is 
by far and away the only place on 
earth where Jews and Judaism are 
on the upswing and flourishing. 
We have been given another chance 
to build that shining city on the 
hill, to change the world and make 
it a better place. Indeed our small 
country’s many accomplishments 
are something to be proud of. 

As Jews, we have an obligation 
to recognize this gift and thank G-d 
that we are once again a sovereign 

nation with a government, army and freedom to fulfill 
the misvot in our holy land. It is our absolute obligation 
to contribute to this miracle in any way we can and never, 
heaven forbid, slander the country as the Spies did so many 
years ago. 

Rabbi Mizrachi is the co-founder of Barkai 
Yeshivah and is currently pursuing his PhD. 
He teaches in Yeshivah of Flatbush and 
Congregation Beth Torah.
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Perashat Shelah

Value: Be Aware of Overstatement, Exaggeration 
and Propaganda

Many times in the course of a day, we are exposed 
to overstatement and exaggeration. At times, 
we are even guilty of using these techniques of 

influence and manipulation in our own conversation. Most 
of the time, it is innocuous and does not hurt anyone. At 
times, though, these verbal behaviors can be injurious, if not 
destructive. Let us teach our children to be aware of when 
these manipulations are being used and how not to fall prey 
to them.

Background: 

Bene Yisrael were camped at the border of the land of 
Canaan, ready to enter. God commanded Moshe to send 
12 scouts, a common practice before commencing a battle. 

Ten scouts reported to Moshe that the land was very good, 
but that the people were invincible. Yehoshua and Caleb 
attempted to encourage the people to proceed as planned, 
but the ten scouts contradicted them. After the initial report, 
the scouts spread exaggerated rumors about the land, which 
have the effect of causing the people to turn against Moshe, 
Aharon, Yehoshua, and Caleb. Let’s compare the spies’ two 
accounts. 

Text: Bemidbar 13:27-33 (NJPS)

This is the scouts’ initial report to Moshe (vv. 27-31):

This is what they told him: “We came to the land you 
sent us to it does indeed flow with milk and honey, and this 
is its fruit. However, the people who inhabit the country 
are powerful, and the cities are fortified and very large; 

moreover, we saw the Anakites there. Amalekites dwell in 
the Negeb region; Hittites, Jebusites, and Amorites inhabit 
the hill country; and Canaanites dwell by the Sea and along 
the Jordan.”

Caleb hushed the people before Moshe and said, “Let us 
by all means go up, and we shall gain possession of it, for we 
shall surely overcome it.”

But the men who had gone up with him said, “We cannot 
attack that people, for it is stronger than we.”

This is the scouts’ attempt to manipulate the Bene Yisrael 
(vv. 32-33):

Thus they spread calumnies among the Israelites about 
the land they had scouted, saying, “The country that we 
traversed and scouted is one that devours its settlers. All the 

people that we saw in it are men of great size; we saw the 
Nephilim there—the Anakites are part of the Nephilim—
and we looked like grasshoppers to ourselves, and so we 
must have looked to them.”

Discussion: 

Which report is more accurate? Why did the spies switch 
the report when they were speaking to the people? What are 
the “loaded phrases” in the spies’ second report? (“Devours 
its settlers,” “nephilim” [a legendary people, see Beresheet 
6:4], “grasshoppers.”) Is it wrong to exaggerate in this way? 
Why? (Because it causes people to react emotionally without 
basing their decisions on the reality of the situation.)

Do commercials on TV exaggerate? How? (Through 
the words, pictures and ideas that are presented on the 
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“The most pernicious fallacy of the consumerism that 
permeates our society is that the best way to solve 

problems is by purchasing some product.”



Perashat Shelah

commercials. See below.) Why don’t they just speak without 
exaggeration? (Exaggeration sells!)

Applications

In Relationships: “You never/always…” will usually 
get the other person to think of the one time that he did or 
didn’t. Instead, say “it bothers me very much when you…” 
or “I’ve noticed that you have done it several times in the last 
few weeks.”

In Politics: Sometimes the rhetoric of our political rivals 
turns into demonization. We must point this out so that our 
public rhetoric remains civil. Nasty words can often lead to 
nasty acts. Let us change the climate of public debate so that 
such demonization is eschewed as greatly as if a person had 
expectorated publicly.

In Consumerism: We must 
teach our children to be aware of 
the sophisticated manipulations 
that advertisers use. Advertisers 
are experts at playing on one’s 
emotions, and identifying our soft 
spots. One of my favorites is the 
cigarette ad that shouted: “Alive 
with pleasure!” I always wondered 
whether the people in the picture 
were still “alive with pleasure” or 
already “dead with cancer.” The 
most pernicious fallacy of the 
consumerism that permeates our 
society is that the best way to solve 
problems is by purchasing some 
product. (The best way to get 
friends, if we were to live by TV 
ads, is to buy the right toothpaste 
or deodorant. And I always thought 
it was by being considerate, concerned and friendly.)

In Racial Stereotypes: Let’s be aware of the tendency 
to lump racial groups together and judge the whole by the 
actions of the few—especially when these support our 
previously held misconceptions. In addition, we tend to 
discount evidence that is contrary to our racial prejudices 
by saying that the example is an exception. Let us refrain 
from sweeping racial generalizations. How do you like being 

the brunt of the “all Jews are…” statements? Let’s teach 
our children to judge people by who they are and not by 
their race. (In certain communities, comments about the 
“family” that one comes from can sometimes have the same 
deleterious effects as racial statements.) 

In Moods: When some things do not go the way we 
expect, negative thoughts can take control of our thinking, 
crowding out other evidence that proves the opposite. So we 
say we had a “terrible” day, even though most of the day was 
good. The classic example of this is when we say “I didn’t 
sleep all night last night” (when we could not sleep for an 
hour). Our children can face some difficult times in school. 
Let us teach them how to put things in perspective. Doing 
poorly on an exam should not be reacted to with dejection, 
but with a can-do attitude of seeking self-improvement. Let 

us teach our children how to focus on 
the good parts of our day; of things that 
went well, or that did not go wrong. We 
should not ignore the things that did 
not go well, especially if we can learn 
something from them or improve them 

In Predictions: Our children, at 
times, make dire predictions that serve 
to increase the pressure upon them to 
unbearable levels. “If I don’t pass this 
test I won’t get an A in the course and 
I won’t get into a good college and I 
won’t be successful in life.” We have 
to understand the pressure that our 
children are under and help them get 
the proper perspective on schoolwork. 
(Namely, that schoolwork should 
encourage thinking and growing, 
reinforcing the classroom lessons.) How 
many times have demographers falsely 
predicted the demise of the Jewish 

people due to the population explosion of non-Jews in Israel? 
We should not let these dour predictions impact us and not 
fall into the trap that Bene Yisrael did upon hearing the dour 
predictions and the tendentious report of the ten scouts.

Rabbi Tawil currently resides in Israel and will 
visit the Jersey shore during the summer months.
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Every book has its own unique characteristics. The 
distinct writing style, messages and themes that 
the work sets forth are what set it apart from other 

books in its genre. Although belonging to the broader unit of 
“Torah,” each of the five humashim stand as individual books 
as well. Each humash tells its own story by teaching different 
laws and stressing different morals than the other four. Sefer 
Bemidbar is the book that recounts the solidification of ‘Am 
Yisrael as a unified nation, and as such, one of its dominant 
themes is that of community. Indeed, reading through the 
book with an eye on the struggle of individuals seeking 
to define themselves within a community sheds light on 
aspects that are often overlooked. 

Sefer Bemidbar opens with the command to count 
‘Am Yisrael. Boreh Olam’s word choice for this mandate is 
intriguing. At first he commands Moshe “שאו את ראש כל עדת 

 ”,raise up all the heads of the Nation of Israel“ – ”בני ישראל
immediately thereafter concluding, “לצבאותם אותם   תפקדו 

ואהרן  count them according to their legions, you“ – ”אתה 
and Aaron.” This census, the wording suggests, had a dual 
purpose – on the one hand to stress the unique singularity 
of every individual in the nation – “raising them up,” while 
at the same time practically placing the individuals in a 
larger unit.

We soon learn about the march of “groups” – each tribe 
strode forth in its own sector, identified by its nasi, or leader 

that “raised his head above” the rest of the group. The levi’im 
– already somewhat separate from the rest of the nation – 
are broken down further into smaller groups with specific 
tasks in the building and dismantling of the Mishkan. The 
picture of ‘Am Yisrael marching through the desert quickly 
emerges as one that is more complicated than what may 
have initially met the eye – it is one that portrays a group of 
hundreds of thousands of people unified in essential goals 
and beliefs, yet separated by the specific roles and identities 
of its constituents. 

The laws of the sotah and nazir in Perashat Naso further 
this theme. The sotah woman suspected of adultery is in 

fact successful at distinguishing herself from the larger 
nation, yet she unfortunately does not do so by “raising 
her head above,” but rather by lowering it beneath. It is the 
nazir, described by the Torah immediately thereafter, who 
successfully identifies with the larger nation of Israel, while 
at the same time positively rising above.

Indeed, the first several chapters of Sefer Bemidbar portray 
the march of ‘Am Yisrael in the desert as one that is filled 
with the positive feelings of anticipation and excitement. 
Who could imagine anything less? ‘Am Yisrael during this 
short period was the ideal nation – consisting of people who 
both defined themselves as members and contributors to 
the broader community, while at the same time striving to 

“‘Am Yisrael during this short period was the ideal nation – 
consisting of people who both defined themselves as members and 

contributors to the broader community, while at the same time 
striving to identify themselves as individuals that ‘rise above.’”
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identify themselves as individuals that “rise above.”

Things began to go downhill, however, immediately 
following the curious exchange between Moshe and his 
father-in-law. Moshe encouraged Hobab to continue to join 
forces with ‘Am Yisael, explaining the unique relationship 
that Israel shared with God. Hobab’s unfortunate response 
is indicative of the paradigm shift that so much defines the 
latter half of Sefer Bemidbar:

ויאמר אליו לא אלך כי אם אל ארצי ואל מולדתי אלך.

He said to him, “I shall not go; only to my land and my 
family I go.”

Hobab could not fathom joining 
forces with a nation as an “outsider.” 
He could not understand that while 
being different than the other 
members of the nation, he could 
nonetheless identify with and stand 
unified with them.  

The Torah quickly transitions to 
the next major event – that of the 
complainers and their immediate 
death by fire. We are then told 
of the cravings for better food 
and Moshe’s feelings of despair. 
One chapter later we arrive at 
the tragic sin of the spies. Each 
of these events is defined by the 
inability of a significant group of 
strong-minded courageous people 
to take a stand and change the 
negative momentum of the nation. 
The strong and unified voice of 
“the community” was as strong as ever, while few individual 
voices were rising above to be heard.

It is against this backdrop that we can properly approach 
Qorah and his assembly’s ideological attack:

ויקהלו על משה ועל אהרן ויאמרו אלהם רב לכם כי כל העדה 

כולם קדושים ובתוכם ה' ומדוע תתנשאו על קהל ה'.

They gathered together against Moshe and Aaron and said 

to them, “It is too much for you! For the entire assembly – all 
of them – are holy and God is among them; why do you exalt 

yourselves over the congregation of God?”

Qorah and his assembly “gather together” – it was this 
same feeling of communal unity that was driving them as they 
questioned the logic of leadership positions held by Moshe 
and Aaron. “The entire assembly is holy,” they exclaimed, 
“God is among all of us,” they continued, so what sense is 
there in individuals standing apart in leadership positions? 
In other words, the challenge to Moshe and Aharon’s 
leadership by Qorah and his assembly came as a result of 
their inability to comprehend the reality of a unified nation 
that concurrently encouraged its individuals to positively 

distinguish themselves by means 
of their unique capability to “rise 
above.” 

We, too, do and should take 
pride in our unified community. 
The dangers, however, are clear. 
The modern-day versions of 
Hobab’s mistake and the claims 
of Qorah can take hold of us, 
leading us to justify our actions, 
demeanor, and expressions, basing 
them on those of our friends and 
neighbors. Although living as a part 
of the Syrian community can aid in 
enhancing our spiritual missions, 
to successfully maximize our 
potentials we must simultaneously 
seek to distinguish ourselves. 
True success can only be found by 
following our own unique thoughts 
and beliefs and “rising above.”

Shabbat Shalom!

Rabbi Harari teaches in Yeshivah of Flatbush 
High School and is the Rabbi of Congregation 
Sharre Shalom.
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“Four businessmen, a dental student, an Israeli 
Soldier, and a rabbi get on a bus…” sounds 
like the beginning of a joke. On Wednesday, 

May 18th, 2016, it was the beginning of a meaningful day 
for a delegation from the Sephardic Community Alliance 
(SCA) aimed at strengthening the ties between the United 
States and Israel. 

Irving Safdieh, Daniel Benun, Joseph Benun, David 
Catton, Zeke Dweck, Steve Shalom, and Rabbi Joseph 
Beyda joined over 1,000 other members of the 2016 
NORPAC Mission to Washington, DC. NORPAC is a 
non-partisan Political Action Committee (PAC) whose 
primary purpose is to support candidates and sitting 
members of the U.S. Senate and House of Representatives 

who demonstrate a genuine commitment to the strength, 
security, and survival of Israel. With the constant turnover 
rate in Congress, a strong U.S.-Israel relationship cannot 
be taken for granted. NORPAC’s belief is that it is only 
through our continued active involvement that we can 
help to make sure the issues important to our community 
get the attention and support they deserve. 

Once a year, NORPAC sponsors a mission of over 
1,000 citizens to meet with the overwhelming majority 
of US Senators and Representatives. In small groups of 5 
to 10 people, citizens meet with federal legislators and/
or their staff to discuss issues and identify opportunities 
to strengthen ties with Israel. By visiting US Senators 

and Representatives in their offices, NORPAC delegates 
receive attention which allows them to discuss issues and 
have a give-and-take in an intimate setting. While sitting 
together, looking eye to eye, and listening to one another, 
the delegates are able to connect with legislators and their 
staff in unparalleled ways. Indeed, one of the legislators 
commented that the value of such meetings is as impactful 
as receiving thousands of emails, letters, or phone calls. 
At the same time, delegates are able to display knowledge 
of the issues and resolve on positions. 

Having participated in NORPAC’s mission to 
Washington in 2015, Irving Safdieh of the SCA’s Sabra 
Institute arranged for this group of Community members 
to join the 2016 mission. Each member of the group 

was given pages of materials to review in advance of 
the mission to prepare them for their meetings. They 
familiarized themselves with the variety of votes 
impacting Israel which Congress will vote on in the 
coming weeks. These include resolutions and laws to 
fight BDS movements, enforce sanctions against Iran, 
provide materials for the Iron Dome, and to extend a 
Memorandum of Understanding to provide financial 
guarantees for aid to Israel. In the conversations delegates 
had with congressmen, they expressed the importance of 
voting with Israel on these issues. 

The SCA-sponsored groups were amazed at the access 
we were granted. We met with Representative Hakeem 

“... one of the legislators commented that the value of such meetings is as 
impactful as receiving thousands of emails, letters, or phone calls.”
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Jeffries and key staff members for Representatives Jerry 
Nadler, Chris Collins, and Linda Sanchez. Each pledged 
full support for Israel and exhibited full knowledge of 
the issues. The more seasoned members of the group 
utilized their savvy and experience to connect with the 
lawmakers. However, it was the younger members of 
the group who truly impressed. With poise and passion, 
Irving, Zeke, and Joseph skillfully articulated positions 
and demonstrated expertise. It was clear that the younger 
members of our community are prepared to lead the fight 
for Israel. 

As they boarded buses and trains back to New York after 
a successful mission, all the delegates were inspired by 
the difference they were able to make. We communicated 

with our elected leaders about the importance of strong 
ties with Israel and strengthened the relationship with 
those leaders who understand this. From the particulars 
of votes for which Israel needs support, to the general 
concern for strong ties, we made a difference.   

Rabbi Beyda is the Rabbi of Congregation 
Bnei Yitzhak and will serve as the Principal 
of the Yeshivah of Flatbush Joel Braverman 
High School beginning in September of this 
year. 
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On June 7th community educators and administrators 
across our local Yeshivot and educational  
institutions sat in attendance at congregation Beth 

Torah to discuss the newest challenge facing our college 
youth:  the spread of anti-Semitism on college campuses.  
Represented at the gathering was Magen David Yeshivah, 
Yeshivah of Flatbush, Ahi Ezer, Allegra Franco Teacher’s 
College, Barkai Yeshivah, Yeshiva University as well Kesher.

“Yes, we have a problem”, NYC Councilman David 
pronounced from atop the podium. Over the last two years, 
there has been several documented cases of anti-Semitic 
incidents at prestigious college campuses. It’s not just 
colleges that are far and beyond what many consider to be our 
community’s ‘popular’ campuses that are being affected- its 
right here in New York City, with CUNY schools becoming 
a rising flashpoint. 

Recent Anti-Semitic Events at College Campuses

• UCLA, March 2015 - Discrimination against Jewish 
student council appointee for her “biased views” and 
ties to the Jewish community1

• Harvard, April 2016- Tzipi Livni called ‘smelly’ by 
Harvard Law School student.2

• CUNY Hunter, November 2015- SJP and crowd 
chanted ‘”Drag the Zionist down the street” and 
“Jews out of CUNY”3

• CUNY Brooklyn, February 2016- a Jewish professor 

1 http://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/06/us/debate-on-a-jewish-student-at-ucla.html?_
r=0
2 http://hlrecord.org/2016/04/a-statement-on-recent-anti-semitic-comments/
3 http://zoa.org/2016/02/10315402-letter-to-cuny-chancellor-and-board-of-trustees-
jew-haters-spread-fear-at-cuny-colleges/

Trouble in the Tribe? It Starts with Education 
at SCA Israel Education Symposium
Mr. Zeke Dwek

was called ‘Zionist Pig’ in faculty meeting4

As highlighted by the Zionist Organization of American 
(ZOA), anti-Semitism is not simply on the rise. It is being 
fueled and harbored by anti-Israel groups and individuals who 
use anti-Zionism as a means to legitimize their anti-Semitism 
- and our community’s students are not prepared. Across 
the American university system, the anti-Israel movement, 
widely supported by the student group Student for Justice 
in Palestine (SJP), has established roots and a foundation to 
spread their misconstrued message about Israel. In turn, they 
have created “a hostile campus environment for many Jewish 
students” on CUNY campuses.5 Our students are entering 
college in a vulnerable as well as an impressionable state. For 
these reasons specifically this conference was called by the 
SCA. 

An anonymous letter submitted by one of our students 
chronicles the impact criticizers of Israel leveled against the 
identity and beliefs of his upbringing on Israel during his 
college career.  After attending an open forum debate on the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict, this student admitted, ”I know 
zero compared to these people whom are both Jewish and 
Arab.” In order to satisfy his feeling of being uninformed, he 
elected to learn more from his professors, as is the normal 
response for any student.

My esteemed professor hit me with many crude and 
immoral facts about Israel for what seemed like at 
least an hour. I felt like a goldfish that was dropped 
into a shark tank. All of my beliefs about Israel and 
its values began to crumble…Why I had not learned 
these facts before I came to college? Why was I left 
vulnerable…? Please. Tell me why for eighteen years 

4 http://zoa.org/2016/02/10315402-letter-to-cuny-chancellor-and-board-of-trustees-
jew-haters-spread-fear-at-cuny-colleges/
5 http://zoa.org/2016/02/10315402-letter-to-cuny-chancellor-and-board-of-trustees-
jew-haters-spread-fear-at-cuny-colleges/
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I have been dancing to the state of Israel without ever 
once hearing of these human rights and legal issues?

Experts in the field of confronting anti-Zionism including 
Jerusalem U, Stand With Us, and the Israeli Consulate of New 
York were invited to sit on a panel to inform our educators 
on the modes, mediums, and strategy to tackle this issue. 
All agreed that the key lies in preparing our students in high 
school for what lies ahead in their academic careers.  Rena 
Nasar, Yeshivah of Flatbush alumni and Tri-state Campus 
Coordinator for Stand With Us, shared that students become 
intimidated by new views and are unprepared to speak up, 
and, as a result of the accusations more and more students 
are becoming disenfranchised from Israel. The latter point 
should be troubling to read because 
for many, as our connection to Israel is 
rooted in our identification as Jews. If one 
is challenged, so will be the other.

The emergence of Jewish voices 
coming out in support of the boycott 
movement or as Pro-Palestinian only 
further emphasizes this problem for 
Jewish students. So the thinking goes, “If 
Jews themselves are saying this, then this 
must be right.” 

Jackie Retig from the Israel Consulate 
stressed, “it all comes back to education”. 
The way to empower students to be 
confident about their beliefs is to prepare 
them for these types of discussions in high 
school. Part of that requires, engaging 
the ugly sides of the conflict, because it 
will rear its head in the future. As the 
anonymous student wrote in his letter, 
“Were they scared that we would suddenly 
have some Palestinian views?” Better that 
we deal with it on our own terms. “We should have learned 
about these issues in a way that focused on solutions. This 
would have given me a problem-solving mentality and a slight 
understanding of the Palestinian viewpoint. Therefore, I 
could at least have a conversation.”

Like many of our children, this student attended one of 
our local Yeshiva high schools, danced with the Israeli flag 
on Yom Haatzmaut, and was raised with love for Israel by his 
family. This  was an emotional attachment, and the student 

lacked a foundation of Israel education to be able to provide 
strong fact  based arguments for Israel.

Lior Krinksy representing Jerusalem U discussed 
methods for incorporate this discourse into our curriculums 
and supplement high school education. Using media as 
their primary tool for attracting the millennial audience, 
Jerusalem U offers educational videos 10-20 minutes long, 
with teaching guidelines, which are available free for 
teachers and students.  In addition, Jerusalem U meets with 
educators to discuss how best to incorporate these tools in 
the classroom. 

One community member has already begun implementing 
a more intensive and selective training 
program. Responding to the anti-Israel 
sentiment, SCA Board member Irving 
Safdieh created the Sabra Institute as a 
way to inform High School students about 
the conflict so they can be prepared in 
college. The program is aimed not just to 
educate, but also to create future leaders. 
The course includes Toastmasters and 
debate training, visits with Legislatures 
to practice these skills, and concludes 
with a trip to Israel. Applications to the 
program are already in the double digits 
for its first installment. 

All three panelists agreed that 
in addition to programs like the 
Sabra Institute, continuing to foster 
identification and love for Israel in the 
home and school, as well as experiential 
trips like Birthright are vital for the 
future of our students. As Rabbi Lord 
Jonathon Sacks delivered in a personal 
recorded address to the event, “Be loyal 

to your past”. A strong connection to the past will allow us 
the ability to face the future without fear. 

Mr. Dwek is from Brooklyn, New York and a 
Yeshivah of Flatbush alumni. After graduating 
from CUNY Baruch with dual degrees in Middle 
Eastern Studies and Biochemistry, Mr. Dwek will 
be attending NYU College of Dentistry this fall.
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We see that there are two main challenges 
facing Israel and threatening its continued 
existence, namely, the internal social and 

religious polarization, and the external threat from its 
Arab neighbors. Both are factors that resulted from 
European cultural influence on Ashkenazi Jewry and can 
be addressed and resolved using the Sephardi model of 
tradition and openness. 

The social divide between religious and non-religious 
or even anti-religious groups is based on Socialist Zionism 
and the European concept of emancipation and political 
freedom. These serve to deny the coexistence of a 
religious identity or tradition. To be a citizen of a Modern, 
westernized country is to be a secular citizen bound only 
by modern political philosophy, which excludes religion. 
Ashkenazi Jewry in Europe and in America was torn 
apart by feuding among the ideological movements. It 
established separate communities, institutions, and even 
cemeteries. Sephardic Jewry was spared this internecine 
religious strife. Western and European political philosophy 
is based on separation of Religion and State to the point of a 
complete and utter elimination of any traditional religious 
values in a political entity. 

This is the debate that is occurring in Israel and in the 
world as to the identity of the state of Israel. Is it a state 
of its citizens or is it a Jewish State? Is it that the Israeli 
identity will ultimately define the values of the Israeli State 
or is it the Jewish Identity that will define the values of the 
State of Israel? And this debate is completely independent 

of any willingness or unwillingness of Israel’s neighbors to 
recognize such an identity to the state. It is our internal 
debate.  

The Sephardic experience however, has been that 
tradition or religious identity need not be sacrificed on 
the altar of emancipation or national sovereignty. In fact, 
the opposite is true; it is only the religious historical 
experience that gives legitimacy to the existence of 
the Jew and to a sovereign Jewish state. Tradition and 
modernity can be made compatible, and individual Jews 
have the choice of being observant or not. However, Jewish 
national, and communal Institution and structure are to 
operate according to tradition and Halakha. Sephardic 
Jewry did not fragment itself into Orthodox, Conservative 
or Reform movements, therefore Israeli Jewry should be 
able not to fragment itself. In a Sephardic Synagogue you 
will find non-observant, observant and ultra-observant 
congregants sitting next to each other, you will find 
everyone participating in unison in the services, thereby 
keeping the structure of the community intact and united. 
On the other hand in a typical Ashkenazi congregation, 
where you will find more of a monolithic and homogeneous 
group of congregants intolerant of others. The same can 

be said of the inhabitants of the State of Israel, why are 
they figuratively sitting next to each other notwithstanding 
their degree of observance or belief as long as a reverence 
for tradition and Jewish belief is given the proper respect 
at the official and institutional level? The Sephardic model 
of coexistence indeed can be the answer to the Jewish 

“Sephardic Jewry did not fragment itself into Orthodox, 
Conservative or Reform movements, therefore Israeli Jewry

 should be able not to fragment itself.”

16

Sephardic Leadership in Israel 
Rabbi Dr. Ellie Abadi

ISRAEL SPOTLIGHT



community divisiveness wherever it is; in Israel and even 
in the Diaspora. 

The second challenge that Israel faces is the protracted 
war with its neighbors. Prior to its establishment as a 
state and continuing until our time, this challenge can be 
resolved by creatively basing the historical experience of 
the Sephardim, vis a vis their Moslem and Arab hosts, for 
the 1,300 years they lived in cooperation of one another. 

Our understanding of their language, their culture, their 
idiosyncrasy, their history and their innuendos make 
us better communicators, better negotiators, and more 
suitable to achieve a modicum of peace and normalcy with 
our Arab neighbors. 

The accusation that the Jews are European colonizing 

agents of the Great Powers of Europe and Western 
Civilization does not apply to the Sephardim. However, it 
can and has been amply applied to the Ashkenazim. It is 
this mistrust on the part of the Arabs of foreign Jewish 
European settlers and the misunderstanding of the Arab 
mentality of these European Jewish settlers that has 
embroiled the Middle East in a relentless quagmire that 
does not appear to be subsiding. On the contrary, the more 
attempts at reconciliation, the more aggressive and lethal 

the conflict becomes on both sides. This is due to their 
misunderstandings and high and unrealistic expectations. 

Sephardic Jews cannot be branded as foreign European 
settlers, since we were in the Middle East prior to any Arab 
culture or political entity. We have lived with them, eaten 

“The Sephardic model of coexistence indeed can be the answer to the Jewish 
community divisiveness wherever it is; in Israel and even in the Diaspora.”
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the same food, sung the same songs and studied the same 
books. We know their strengths and weaknesses, we know 
what makes them trusting or distrusting, we know how 
to negotiate with them. I submit to you that had the first 
Prime Minister of Israel or at least a significant number 
of Israeli officials in charge of negotiations with the Arabs 
been Sephardim from Arab Lands, the conflict that Israel 
has with its neighbors would have been at least significantly 
reduced if not non-existent by now. 

Even today, if Israel elects a Sephardi Jew from Arab 
Lands who speaks the Arabic language from birth and 
is well versed in Arabic culture, there might still be a 
chance to reverse all of the 
animosity and violence. I 
just hope it is not too little, 
nor too late. The venom 
of anti-Israel and anti-
Semitism has reached deep 
into the hearts, the minds 
and the souls of our Arab 
neighbors. 

The solution might 
still be at hand. However, 
the Messianic vision of 
peace, righteousness, and 
harmony in the world has 
not been realized as quickly 
as we had hoped it would be. 

Part of that Messianic vision is the blending of all of the 
Diasporas in the spirit of “mizug galuyot.” For a long time, 
the different Jewish Diasporas - Ashkenazim, Sephardim, 
Mizrahi, Yemenites, Ethiopians and Bene Menashe - have 
been separated. This is through no fault of their own, but 
through a misfortune of history. Israel has brought them 
together. Indeed, to the level of ingathering of the exiles. 
That in itself is the single most important achievement of 
the State of Israel. This is reminiscent of the words of the 
prophet Ezekiel (37:21-22): 

Israel Spotlight

שם  הלכו  אשר  הגוים  מבין  ישראל  בני  את  לוקח  אנוכי  הנה 
וקבצתי אותם מסביב והבאתי אותם אל אדמתם. ועשיתי אותם 
לגוי אחד בארץ בהרי ישראל ומלך אחד יהיה לכולם למלך ולא 

יהיו עוד לשני גוים ולא יחצו עוד... 

Behold, I take the Children of Israel, from among the 
nations to which they went, and I shall gather them from 
around and I shall bring them to their soil. I shall make 
them into a single nation in the land of Israel and a single 
king shall be for them and they shall no longer be two 

nations no longer divided…

I am proud to acknowledge my eternal connection to the 
State of Israel. I am not apologetic for inheriting the land 
of my forefathers. I need not share or giveaway something 

that is rightfully mine. 
I would like to convey 
that message to the rest 
of the world, particularly 
to my Jewish brethren 
living both inside the 
land of Israel and in the 
Diaspora. Be proud to 
say, “I have come home, 
o’ Jerusalem, I shall not 
forsake you!”

It is not by 
coincidence that we have 
reclaimed our eternal 
homeland, and it will 

not be by chance that we maintain our rightful presence 
and governance of the land. We must right the wrongs of 
history, remember who we are and where we came from, 
and hold our heads up high and declare together, “‘Am Yisrael 
Hay!”

Rabbi Dr. Abadie is the Rabbi of the Edmond J. 
Safra Synagogue in New York City.
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“The accusation that the Jews are European colonizing agents of the Great 
Powers of Europe and Western Civilization does not apply to the Sephardim.”
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FROM THE ARCHIVES

The    Following    letter was written by President 
George Washington in 1790 to the Sephardic 
community of Newport, Rhode Island after having 
visited with his secretary of state and future 
president - Thomas Jefferson.

Gentlemen:

While I received with much satisfaction your address replete with expressions of esteem, I rejoice in the 
opportunity of assuring you that I shall always retain grateful remembrance of the cordial welcome I experienced 
on my visit to Newport from all classes of citizens.

The reflection on the days of difficulty and danger which are past is rendered the more sweet from a 
consciousness that they are succeeded by days of uncommon prosperity and security. 

If we have wisdom to make the best use of the advantages with which we are now favored, we cannot fail, 
under the just administration of a good government, to become a great and happy people. 

The citizens of the United States of America have a right to applaud themselves for having given to mankind 
examples of an enlarged and liberal policy—a policy worthy of imitation. All possess alike liberty of conscience 
and immunities of citizenship. 

It is now no more that toleration is spoken of as if it were the indulgence of one class of people that another 
enjoyed the exercise of their inherent natural rights, for, happily, the Government of the United States, which 
gives to bigotry no sanction, to persecution no assistance, requires only that they who live under its protection 
should demean themselves as good citizens in giving it on all occasions their effectual support. 

It would be inconsistent with the frankness of my character not to avow that I am pleased with your favorable 
opinion of my administration and fervent wishes for my felicity. 

May the children of the stock of Abraham who dwell in this land continue to merit and enjoy the good will 
of the other inhabitants—while every one shall sit in safety under his own vine and fig tree and there shall be 
none to make him afraid. 

May the father of all mercies scatter light, and not darkness, upon our paths, and make us all in our several 
vocations useful here, and in His own due time and way everlastingly happy. 



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

On Shabbat Shelah (Numbers 13:1-15:41), 
prayers are conducted in Maqam Hijaz (referring to 
the Arabian Peninsula). The reason for applying the 
maqam that symbolizes mourning is because we read 
about the transgression of the spies and its tragic 
aftermath. Despite the above opinion, most Aleppo 
sources indicate to apply Maqam Iraq, and the Jerusalem 
tradition indicates to apply Maqam Nahwand, a maqam 
to express conflict and disharmony. Hazzanut: Gabriel 
A Shrem would always mix Maqam Bayat with Hijaz in 
order to differentiate this from the deeper sadness of 
Shabbat Ekha. 

On Shabbat Qorah (Numbers 16:1-18:32), Maqam 
Nahwand is applied according to Shir Ushbaha Hallel 
Vezimrah. This maqam, used to mark conflict, is 
selected here, as we read about Qorah’s rebellion. The 
tradition of Aleppo was to combine Qorah with Huqat 
each year. In that case, Maqam Hoseni would be applied 
for Shabbat Qorah-Huqat. Other than the Aleppo 
Jewish community of Buenos Aires, this custom was 
discontinued, but Knis Ades in Jerusalem continues to 
apply Hoseni for Qorah as a vestige of that tradition. 
Pizmon Sefer Torah: Ma Navu Ragle Mebaser (page 
133), alludes to Aaron’s staff blooming. 
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Hazzan Moses Ashear Written for 
Hebrat Qahal Qadosh Magen David. 
Tune is "The Star Spangled Banner." 
Written by Hazzan Ashear pre 1928; 

page 195 in Shir U'shbaha Hallel V'zimra Hijaz Mountains



Allenhurst Pizmonim/Hazzanut Program
Tuesday nights with Mr. Abie Betesh

Classes will take place at Ohel Yishak of Allenhurst
(108 Allen Avenue, Allenhurst, NJ 07711)

*Partnering with Ohel Yishak of Allenhurst, all classes will only cost $25.00 per student*

To RSVP a spot in any of the classes please contact
Mr. Abie Betesh directly: (646) 772-8483

Incoming 
1st-5th graders

6:00-7:00PM

Focusing on reading, 
pizmonim, maqamat & will 
touch on the High Holidays

Incoming 
6th-9th graders

7:00-8:00PM

Focusing on Hazzanut for 
Shabbat and the High 

Holidays

Incoming 10th 
graders-college age

8:00-9:00PM

Focusing on more complex 
pizmonim, maqamat and 

tefilah 
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YOUNG ADULT LECTURE SERIES

THURSDAYS

JUNE 7 Rabbi Richard Tobias

SPEAKER

Teddy and Frieda Chattah

JULY 14 Rabbi  Avi Harari Cookie Sophia and Ray Braha

JULY 21 Israel Discussion Eddie, Nina and Daniel Esses

JULY 28 Rabbi Joey Dweck Sara, Frieda and Raquel Shalam

HOST



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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Subsequently, the New Haven legislators adopted a legal 
code – the Code of 1655 – which contained some 79 statutes, 
half of which contained Biblical references, virtually all from 
the Hebrew Bible. The Plymouth Colony had a similar law 
code as did the Massachusetts assembly, which, in 1641 
adopted the so-called “Capitall Laws of New England” based 
almost entirely on Mosaic law. 

Of course, without a Jewish Oral Tradition, which helped 
the Jews understand the Bible, the Puritans were left to their 
own devices and tended toward a literal interpretation. This 
led in some instances to a stricter, more fundamentalist 
observance than Judaism had ever seen.

Jewish Influence On Education

The Hebrew Bible also played a central role in the founding 
of various educational institutions including Harvard, Yale, 
William and Mary, Rutgers, Princeton, Brown, Kings 
College (later to be known as Columbia), Johns Hopkins, 
Dartmouth etc. 

Many of these colleges even adopted 
some Hebrew word or phrase as part of 
their official emblem or seal. Beneath 
the banner containing the Latin “Lux 
et Veritas,” the Yale seal shows an open 
book with the Hebrew “Urim V'Timum,” 
which was a part of the breastplate 
of the High Priest in the days of the 
Temple. The Columbia seal has the 
Hebrew name for God at the top center, 
with the Hebrew name for one of the 
angels on a banner toward the middle. 
Dartmouth uses the Hebrew words 
meaning “God Almighty” in a triangle 
in the upper center of its seal. 

So popular was the Hebrew language 
in the late 16th and early 17th centuries that several students 
at Yale delivered their commencement orations in Hebrew. 
Harvard, Yale, Columbia, Brown, Princeton, Johns Hopkins, 
and the University of Pennsylvania taught courses in Hebrew 
– all the more remarkable because no university in England 
at the time offered it. (In America, Bible study and Hebrew 
were course requirements in virtually all these colleges 
and students had the option of delivering commencement 

speeches in either Hebrew, Latin or Greek.)3

Many of the population, including a significant number 
of the Founding Fathers of America, were products of these 
American Universities – for example, Thomas Jefferson 
attended William and Mary, James Madison Princeton, 
Alexander Hamilton King’s College (i.e. Columbia). Thus, 
we can be sure that a majority of these political leaders were 
not only well acquainted with the contents of both the New 
and Old Testaments, but also had some working knowledge 
of Hebrew. 

Notes Abraham Katsch in The Biblical Heritage of American 
Democracy (p. 70):

At the time of the American Revolution, the interest 
in the knowledge of Hebrew was so widespread as 
to allow the circulation of the story that “certain 
members of Congress proposed that the use of 
English be formally prohibited in the United States, 
and Hebrew substituted for it.”

Jewish Symbolism In America

Their Biblical education colored the 
American founders’ attitude toward 
not only religion and ethics, but most 
significantly, politics. We see them 
adopting the biblical motifs of the 
Puritans for political reasons. For 
example, the struggle of the ancient 
Hebrews against the wicked Pharaoh 
came to embody the struggle of the 
colonists against English tyranny. 
Numerous examples can be found 
which clearly illustrate to what a 
significant extent the political struggles 
of the colonies were identified with the 
ancient Hebrews.

• The first design for the official seal of the United 
States recommended by Benjamin Franklin, John 
Adams and Thomas Jefferson in 1776 depicts the 
Jews crossing the Red Sea. The motto around the 
seal read: “Resistance to Tyrants is Obedience to 
God.”

3 Ibid., 51-72.
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• The inscription on the Liberty Bell at Independence 
Hall in Philadelphia is a direct quote from Leviticus 
(25:10): “Proclaim liberty throughout the land unto 
all the inhabitants thereof.”

• Patriotic speeches and publications during the period 
of the struggle for independence were often infused 
with Biblical motifs and quotations. Even the basic 
framework of America clearly reflects the influence 
of the Bible and power of Jewish ideas in shaping the 
political development of America. Nowhere is this 
more evident than in the opening sentences of the 
Declaration of Independence:

“We hold these truths to be self evident that all 
men are created equal, that they are endowed 
by their Creator with certain unalienable 
rights, that among them are life, liberty and 
the pursuit of happiness.”

Whereas, these 
words echo the ideas 
of the Enlightenment, 
without a doubt, the 
concept that these 
rights come from God 
is of Biblical origin. 

This and the other 
documents of early 
America make it clear 
that the concept of a 
God-given standard of 
morality is a central 
pillar of American 
democracy. The motto 
“In God We Trust” 
first appeared on U. S. 
currency in 1864 and a 
1956 Act of Congress 
(largely passed as a 
counterforce to Godless communism) made it the official 
motto if the United States. 

Many more things can be said about the Jewish influence 
on the values of America, but this is, after all, a crash course. 
We next turn to the Jews themselves.

Early American Jews

The history of Jews in America begins before the United 
States was an independent country. 

The first Jews arrived in America with Columbus in 1492, 
and we also know that Jews newly-converted to Christianity 
were among the first Spaniards to arrive in Mexico with 
Conquistador Hernando Cortez in 1519. 

In fact, so many Jewish conversos came to Mexico that the 
Spanish made a rule precluding anyone who could not prove 
Catholic ancestry for four generations back from migrating 
there. Needless to say, the Inquisition soon followed to 
make sure these Jewish conversos were not really heretics, 
and burnings at the stake became a regular feature of life in 
Mexico City. 

As for North America, the recorded Jewish history 
there begins in 1654 with the arrival in New Amsterdam 
(later to be known as New York) of 23 Jewish refugees from 

Recife, Brazil (where 
the Dutch had just lost 
their possessions to 
the Portuguese). New 
Amsterdam was also 
a Dutch possession, 
but the governor 
Peter Stuyvesant 
did not want them 
there. Writes Arthur 
Hertzberg in The Jews 
in America (p. 21):

Two weeks after 
they landed, 
Stuyvesant heard 
the complaint 
from the local 
merchants and 

from the Church that “the Jews who had arrived 
would nearly all like to remain here.” Stuyvesant 
decided to chase them out. Using the usual formulas 
of religious invective – he called the Jews “repugnant,” 
“deceitful,” and “enemies and blasphemers of Christ”' 
– Stuyvesant recommended to his directors... “to 
require them in a friendly way to depart.”
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throughout the land unto all the inhabitants thereof.”
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The only reasons the Jews were not kicked out was 
that the Dutch West Indian Company, which was heavily 
depended on Jewish investments, blocked it.

Jews and the American Revolution

By 1776 and the War of Independence, there were an 
estimated 2,000 (mostly Sephardic) Jews (men, women and 
children) living in America, yet their contribution to the 
cause was significant. For example, in Charleston, South 
Carolina, almost every adult Jewish male fought on the side 
of freedom. In Georgia, the first patriot to be killed was 
a Jew (Francis Salvador). Additionally, the Jews provided 
significant financing for the patriots. 

The most important of the financiers was Haym Salomon 
who lent a great deal of money to the Continental Congress. 
In the last days of the war, Salomon advanced the American 
government $200,000. He was never paid back and died 
bankrupt. 

President George Washington remembered the Jewish 
contribution when the first synagogue opened in Newport, 
Rhode Island in 1790. (It was called the Touro Synagogue 
and it was Sephardic.) He sent this letter, dated August 17, 
1790:

May the children of the stock of Abraham who dwell 

in the land continue to merit and enjoy the goodwill 
of the other inhabitants. While everyone shall sit 
safely under his own vine and fig-tree and there shall 
be none to make him afraid.4

Note the reference to the “vine and fig-tree.” That 
unique phrase is a reference to the words of Prophet Michah 
prophesying the Messianic utopia:

But in the last days it shall come to pass, that the 
mountain of the house of the Lord shall be established 
in the top of the mountains, and it shall be exalted 
above the hills; and people shall flow to it. And many 
nations shall come, and say, “Come, and let us go up 
to the mountain of the Lord, and to the house of the 
God of Jacob; and he will teach us of his ways, and we 
will walk in his paths; for Torah shall go forth from 
Zion, and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem.” 
And he shall judge between many peoples, and shall 
decide concerning far away strong nations; and they 
shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their 

spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up 
sword against nation, nor shall they learn war any 
more. But they shall sit every man under his vine and 
under his fig-tree; and none shall make them afraid; 

4 The full text of this letter can be found in our “From the Archives Section”
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U.S. Dollar Bill with motto "In God We Trust"

Continued on page 26
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for the mouth of the Lord of hosts has spoken it.5

This was an interesting choice of words on the part of 

Washington, but, as noted above, it is not surprising in light 
of the enormous influence that the Hebrew Bible had on the 
pilgrims and on the founding fathers of the new nation.

American Ambivalence Toward the Jews

It must be noted, 
however, that some 
of the other founding 
fathers were a bit 
more ambivalent about 
the Jews than was 
Washington. 

John Adams, who 
said some highly 
complementary things 
about the Jews,6 also 
noted that “it is very 
hard work to love most 
of them [the Jews]”. And 
he looked forward to the 
day when “the asperities 
and peculiarities of their 
character” would be worn away and they would become 
“liberal Unitarian Christians.” 

Thomas Jefferson thought Jews needed more secular 

5 Michah 4:1-4.
6 John Adams in a letter to F.A. Van Der Kemp, 16 February 1809: “... I will insist that the 
Hebrews have done more to civilize men than any other nation. If I were an atheist and believed 
in blind eternal fate, I should still believe that fate had ordained the Jews to be the most 
essential instrument for civilizing the nations. If I were an atheist of another sect... I should 
still believe that chance had ordered the Jews to preserve and propagate for all mankind the 
doctrine of a supreme, intelligent, wise almighty sovereign of the universe, which I believe to 
be the great essential principle of all morality, and consequently of all civilization… They are 
the most glorious nation that ever inhabited this earth. The Romans and their Empire were but 
a bauble in comparison to the Jews. They have given religion to three quarters of the globe and 
have influenced the affairs of mankind more, and more happily than any other nation, ancient 
or modern.” As quoted in Allan Gould, What Did They Think of the Jews, (New Jersey, 1997), pp. 
71-72.

learning so that “they will become equal object of respect 
and favor,” implying that without such learning they could 
not expect to be respected. Writes Arthur Hertzberg in The 
Jews in America (p. 87): 

Jefferson was thus expressing the view of the 
mainstream of the Enlightenment, that all men could 
attain equal place in society, but the “entrance fee” 
was that they should adopt the ways and the outlook 
of the “enlightened.” Jefferson did not consider that 

a Yiddish-speaking 
Jew who knew the 
Talmud was equal in 
usefulness to society 
with a classically 
trained thinker like 
himself.

This idea that there 
was freedom for you in 
America as long as you 
were not “too Jewish,” 
kept most Jews away. 
Until 1820, the Jewish 
population of America 
was only about 6,000! 

This changed in the 
1830s when Reform 

German Jews, who had scrapped traditional Judaism and 
were not “too Jewish,” began to arrive. The great migrations 
of poor, oppressed Jews from Eastern Europe would follow 
near the turn of the century. But before we take up that 
story, we must look to see what was happening to the Jews 
of Europe.

Rabbi Spiro, originally from New Rochelle, NY. 
He has appeared on numerous radio and TV 
programs such as BBC, National Geographic 
Channel and The History Channel. He lives near 
Jerusalem with his wife and five children, where 
he works as a senior lecturer for Aish Jerusalem.
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“In the last days of the war, Salomon advanced the American 
government $200,000. He was never paid back and died bankrupt. ”

 Touro Synagogue, Newport

Continued from page 25
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SHABBAT SUMMER SPEAKER SCHEDULE

Rabbi Harold Sutton Class: 2 hours before Minha each Shabbat

June 25-September 3

JUNE 25
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Morning Breakfast

1 Hour Before Minha

Seuda Shelesheet 

TIME
Rabbi Avi Harari

Rabbi Avi Harari

Rabbi Harold Sutton

GUEST SPEAKER

JULY 2
Shelah

Morning Breakfast

1 Hour Before Minha

Seuda Shelesheet 

Rabbi Ricky Hidary 

Rabbi Ricky Hidary

Rabbi  Shlomo Riskin

JULY 9
Qorah

Morning Breakfast

1 Hour Before Minha

Seuda Shelesheet 

TBD

TBD

TBD

JULY 16
Huqat

Morning Breakfast

1 Hour Before Minha

Seuda Shelesheet 

Rabbi Avi Harari

Rabbi Yuval Charlow

Rabbi Harold Sutton

JULY 23
Balaq

Morning Breakfast

1 Hour Before Minha

Seuda Shelesheet 

Rabbi Moshe Sokolow

Rabbi Moshe Sokolow

Rabbi Harold Sutton

JULY 30
Pinhas

Morning Breakfast

1 Hour Before Minha

Seuda Shelesheet 

Rabbi Joey Dweck

Rabbi Joey Dweck

Rabbi Joey Dweck

AUGUST 6
Matot - Masie

Morning Breakfast

1 Hour Before Minha

Seuda Shelesheet 

Gad Dishi

Gad Dishi

Rabbi Harold Sutton

AUGUST 13
Debarim

Morning Breakfast

1 Hour Before Minha

Seuda Shelesheet 

Dr. Joey Angel

Dr. Joey Angel

Dr. Joey Angel

AUGUST 20
Vaethanan

Morning Breakfast

1 Hour Before Minha

Seuda Shelesheet 

Rabbi Ari Azancot

Rabbi Ari Azancot

Rabbi Ari Azancot

AUGUST 27
Eqeb

Morning Breakfast

1 Hour Before Minha

Seuda Shelesheet 

Rabbi Joey Dweck

Rabbi Joey Dweck

Rabbi Joey Dweck

SEPTEMBER 3
Reeh

Morning Breakfast

1 Hour Before Minha

Seuda Shelesheet 

Rabbi Zvi Flaum 

Rabbi Harold Sutton

Rabbi Harold Sutton



MONDAYJune 27 - August 17

R. Charles Safdieh 
Mishna

R. Nathan Dweck
Navi

Ovadia Sutton
Mishnayot

6:30pm -
7:30pm 
(5th-8th 
grade boys)

R. Harold Sutton 
Gemara

R. Ikey Tawil 
HaRambam

R. Richard Tobias 
Gemara Rosh HaShanah

Weekly Guest Speaker from 
Community High Schools

8:00pm - 
9:00pm 
(High School 
boys)
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R. Charles Safdieh 
Mishna

Ovadia Sutton
Mishnayot

R. Harold Sutton 
Gemara

R. Avi Harari 
HaRambam 

R. Ikey Tawil
 Halakha

R. Albert Setton 
Gemara

R. Nathan Dweck 
Halakha

TUESDAY
R. Charles Safdieh

Mishna

R. Nathan Dweck 
Mishna

Ovadia Sutton
Mishnayot

R. Harold Sutton 
Gemara

R. Avi Harari 
HaRambam

R. Ikey Tawil 
Parasha

R. Richard Tobias
Gemara Rosh HaShanah

Ephraim Setton 
at Magen David of Manhattan

WEDNESDAY
R. Charles Safdieh 

Mishna

Ovadia Sutton
Mishnayot

R. Harold Sutton
Gemara

R. Albert Setton
Gemara

THURSDAY

MORE CLASSES AND SPECIAL EVENTS TO BE ANNOUNCED IN THE NEAR FUTURE! STAY TUNED!

R. Harold Sutton 
Gemara

R. Ikey Tawil
 Gemara Berakhot

R. Richard Tobias 
HaRambam

9:00pm -
10:00pm 
(College boys)

R. Harold Sutton 
Gemara

R. Avi Harari 
Gemara Ketubot

R. Ikey Tawil 
Gemara Berakhot

R. Richard Tobias 
HaRambam

R. Harold Sutton 
Gemara

R. Albert Setton 
Gemara

R. Harold Sutton 
Gemara

R. Avi Harari 
Gemara Ketubot

R. Ikey Tawil 
Gemara Berakhot

R. Albert Setton 
Gemara

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

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 

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 

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

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

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

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)


