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Qol Ha-qahal Mission
To promote Torah throughout our community

by providing a platform for our rabbis, lay members, students and institutions.

Please contact QahalNewsletter@gmail.com to 
have this publication delivered to your organization. 

Previous issues are now available online at
www.SCAupdates.org
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As we near mid-winter break, many of us will be 
traveling to vacation destinations. Some of us 
may be in Israel. Other will be enjoying ourselves 

in other parts of the world or at home with family and 
friends. 2017 is a special year for the State of Israel and the 
Jewish People, celebrating 50 years since the reunification 
of Jerusalem.

Recently many of our young people have been concerned 
about Israel’s negative portrayal in the media and in the 
United Nations in particular. The recent Security Council 
resolution left more questions than answers. Abba Eban 
once said “If Algeria introduced a resolution declaring that 
the earth was flat and that Israel had flattened it, it would 
pass”. No matter what the odds, at the Unite Nations, the 
hostile College campus, media outlets or anywhere else 
the Jewish people have prevailed and will continue to do 
so.  

Our ancestors could not have imagined the progress 
of our sovereign State. That we are alive to witness a 
thriving democracy in the Middle East called Israel, is 
truly special. I am reminded particularly of R’ Yehudah 
Halevi’s yearning to fly  to Israel “on the wings of eagles” 
to see a Jerusalem that was full of ‘snakes and scorpions’ 
and a very different version of the modern metropolis we 
know today: 

“Beautiful heights, city of a great King,
From the western coast my desire burns towards thee.
Pity and tenderness burst in me, remembering
Thy former glories, thy temple now broken stones.
I wish I could fly to thee on the wings of an eagle
And mingle my tears with thy dust.
I have sought thee, love, though the King is not there
And instead of Gilead’s balm, snakes and scorpions.
Let me fall on thy broken stones and tenderly kiss them—
The taste of thy dust will be sweeter than honey to me.”1

1 Translated by Robert Mezey from Robert Mezey, Collected Poems(Fayetteville: University of 
Arkansas Press, 2000).

From here we one example  of our  ancestor’s deep 
yearning to see only “broken stones” and desolation that 
was the holy land in this time. We cannot but marvel 
at the modern advances of the third commonwealth. 
A powerhouse of innovation, ethics and tradition. 
Like Halevi, who lived on the ‘western coast’ of the 
Mediterranean far from the holy land, our hearts and 
minds are always with the people and land of Israel even 
though we may be far away.

During this momentous year we want to hear from 
our readers. What do you think about these issues? What 
is your experience on campus? Write to us and we will 
be happy to share your thoughts with our readership. 
Submissions to: qahalnewsletter@gmail.com.

Another issue that has been on the mind of our readers 
is unity in our community. This has been especially true 
of our student readership. As a community are we doomed 
to long cycles of internal feud or can we transcend 
this tendency? It seems that as long as there has been a 
Jewish people there has been inner strife. Pharisees and 
Sadducees, Rabbis and Kaarites, Orthodox and reform, 
modern and traditional and so on. We would like to hear 
from our readers ideas of how we can find more common 
ground amongst each other. 

As always Qol Haqahal is open to suggestions and 
feedback. We would love to hear from you. How can 
we improve our publication? What topics would you like 
to read about? Your response will help us make a more 
meaningful publication for your enjoyment.

Safe Travels,

Murray Mizrachi
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can I lead to freedom people who do not aspire to be free? 
How can I confront the enemies of Israel, when the Israelites 
themselves lack the united will to go out of Egypt? How can 
I lead, if no one is ready to follow me?

When Moses related his concerns to God, God 
commanded Moses and Aaron to let the Israelites and 

Pharaoh know that Pharaoh must send the Israelites out of 
Egypt. God did not offer Moses words of encouragement. He 
did not tell him to spend more time teaching the Israelites 
about freedom. He told him: do your job, regardless of who 
will or won't listen to you.

God taught Moses an essential ingredient in proper 
leadership. When the public faces a difficult situation, a 
leader needs to present a grand vision of how the public can 
overcome the difficulty. A leader must keep focused on what 
needs to be done, and must gain the support and willpower 

Redemption Will Come...Eventually: 
Thoughts for Perashat Va-erah
Rabbi Marc D. Angel

And Moses spoke before God saying: behold, the 
children of Israel did not listen to me; how then will 
Pharaoh listen to me...

Moses brought the children of Israel a tremendous 
message: God was ready to end their slavery in 
Egypt; God would bring them to the Promised 

Land, a land flowing with milk and honey. After generations 
of harsh servitude, the Israelites would now become free.

Surely, this long-awaited message should have evoked 
rejoicing among the Hebrew slaves. Finally, redemption 
was at hand. Yet, the Torah reports that Moses’ appearance 
on the scene did not generate much enthusiasm among 
the children of Israel. Indeed, after Moses demanded that 
Pharaoh release the Israelites so that they might worship 
God, Pharaoh issued orders causing the condition of the 
slaves to worsen considerably. The Israelites were furious 
with Moses; instead of improving their situation, he was 
causing them even more suffering.

Moses must have spoken to the people, trying to make 
them understand that the process of freedom would take 
time and effort. He must have tried to inspire them with 
the dream of liberation from servitude, of freedom to live 
in their own land, of the covenant of God with the people 
of Israel. But the children of Israel were not receptive to 
this message. They could hardly think of such grand and 
impractical scenarios. They were slaves who could barely 
catch their breath from their hard work.

Moses wondered: if the Hebrew slaves themselves don't 
listen to my words, how can I expect Pharaoh to listen? How 

“Keep focused on your ideals and your dreams and your goals...”
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of the public. But this often takes much time and energy. 
The public is not quickly aroused from its inertia. People 
always have excuses why things can't change: we are too busy 
with our work, the establishment is too powerful, we don't 
want to make things worse by calling for dramatic change, 
let others take the risk if they want--but don't count on us!

When a leader hears these comments, he/she may lose 
heart. How can we move forward if the public is not with 
us? How can we bring about change if people are afraid of 
change, or if people are not ready to make sacrifices to alter 
the status quo? The answer: do your job! Keep focused on 
your ideals and your dreams and your goals regardless of who 

will or won't listen to you. This is what God taught Moses, 
and it is a lesson for spiritual leadership of all generations. 
The public will one day be awakened to the challenges of 
the moment, and will rise with all its power to effect needed 
change. Do your job! Stay focused! Articulate the dream! 
Redemption will come.

Rabbi Marc D. Angel is the rabbi emeritus of 
Congregation Shearith Israel. The above article 
originally appeared on jewishideas.org, the 
website of the Institute for Jewish Ideas and 
Ideals.
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T hroughout history some of the greatest people 
often failed time after time before they really 
made it to the top. Others thought that they had 

failed but realized at a later stage in life that what they 
believed to be failure was in fact a grand success. Still others 
never succeeded in the conventional sense of the word, 
but became the hallmark of marvelous accomplishments, 
sometimes, without ever being aware of it. 

When we carefully study the life of Moshe, we are 
confronted with a series of failures. Until his eighties he 
spent most of his time on the run without getting anywhere: 
After a short period of tranquility at the palace of Pharaoh, 
Moshe had to run for his life after he killed an Egyptian. 
He spent many years in different countries, often hiding 
from the soldiers of the Egyptian regime, never enjoying a 
quiet moment. On other occasions he continuously failed 
to make any impression on his surroundings. There is little 
doubt that when he reached the age of eighty, just before 

God called to him, he must have thought that his life was 
over and that it was predominantly wasted. Nothing was 
accomplished; he was still the same shepherd trying to 
obtain some meager food, running around in circles. 

And even after God called to him in his eightieth year 
at the burning bush and he is consequently sent to liberate 
his people from the bondage of Pharaoh, his failures seem 
by far to outdo his successes: His first encounter with 
Pharaoh was a complete defeat. Instead of getting Pharaoh 
to agree that he should let the Jews have their freedom, 
Moshe’s audience with Pharaoh caused a stiffening of the 
latter’s heart and his fellow Jews were now doomed to 

work even harder. Each time after a major plague, Moshe 
was convinced that his goal was achieved and now he would 
be able to take the Jews out. A little later he discovered 
that Pharaoh had once more changed his mind and again 
Moshe’s high hopes were crushed. 

In the desert he encounters one rebellion after the 
other. The Jews blame him for all sorts of crimes and 
even demand to return to Egypt. After the debacle of the 
golden calf God tells him that He will destroy this people. 
No doubt Moshe must have felt that he had completely 
failed to educate his people to avert such a terrible 
transgression. Still later, after he sends emissaries to the 
land to “spy” the land, he is told that he will have to walk 
around in circles and spend another 39 years in the desert! 
On another occasion his opponent Korach desires to 
undermine his authority, and Moshe is nearly murdered by 
his own people. And then there is the great fiasco whereby 
Moshe ignores the exact instruction of God and instead of 

speaking to the stone in order produce water, he smites it 
and consequently hears that he will never be allowed to 
enter the land of Israel. This devastating news must have 
worked as the final blow to all his expectations. Now that 
he was not allowed to fulfill his greatest dream, of living 
in the land, he must have felt that “it was all over” and that 
all his good intentions and deeds were of little value. 

That he would become the greatest Jew of all time, 
that his name would be immortalized in Scripture and that 
it would be on the lips of millions and millions of people 
for thousands of years, probably never entered his mind. 
Indeed he may never have known what an eminent man 

“Those who never fail, never accomplish...”
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he really was and that there would never be a person who 
could come close to his heels as far as accomplishments are 
concerned.

What was Moshe's secret that enabled him to continue 
in spite of everything to fight for his goals and succeed 
where so many others would have failed?

The answer is simple: he knew how to lose. He knew 
that his failures were in fact the building stones of his 
future successes. While he may never have known what 
his accomplishments were, he continued to fight and 
ultimately prevailed.

He who lies on the ground cannot fall, says a Yiddish proverb 
and many who are the most critical of those who failed 
do not realize that they themselves never left the ground. 
Those who never fail, never accomplish since defeat is 
the necessary step to success. The famous American 
philosopher Paul Tillich once remarked: “The awareness 
of the ambiguity of one’s highest achievements as well as 
one's deepest failures is a definite symptom of maturity.”

Above anything else one has to ask oneself what real 
success is all about. Let us draw an example from the 
world of a fitness center. This site consists of a large hall 

filled with many pieces of equipment which could take us 
on long journeys.

There are bicycles, which go nowhere, no matter how 
hard we peddle. There are rowing boats but no water, 
skies without snow and even climbing frames on which 
you can climb for hours without getting any higher. Still, 
you will find lots of people throughout most of the day 
working hard in the fitness center but getting nowhere. 
This however does not sadden them. In fact many return 
next week and try again. The reason is obvious: Success 
with such equipment is not measured in how far you get 
but how much you gain in making your body more healthy 
from within. Externally it seems that there is no success 
whatsoever but inwardly the human being is growing 
tremendously. The superficial viewer may draw the 
conclusion that the cyclist, the mountain-climber and the 
rower are all failures. The wise man smiles and knows that 
they are great winners.

Rabbi Dr. Nathan Lopes Cardozo is the Founder 
and Dean of the David Cordozo Acedmey. He 
is a prominent lecturer and author who is world 
renowned for his highly original insights into Judaism.
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Value: Limiting Humility

Generally, the attribute of humility is a positive 
one. It is connected with the idea that all our 
abilities and opportunities are given to us by 

Hashem, in order to do His will. (See the Shabbat-Table 
Talks on Perashat Miqqes for a full discussion of the 
positive aspects of this attribute.) Sometimes humility is 
confused with timidity, self-doubt, and shyness. When 
humility is viewed in this way, it must be limited as it 
could hinder responsible action. The balance between 
humility and responsible action is a delicate one, but 
it is one that we aspire to. This talk presents different 
examples where we must limit our feelings of humility 
in order to act according to the talents and abilities that 
Hashem has given us. Considerations of humility or of 
excuses why you cannot act could prevent a person from 
accomplishing important tasks.  

Background: 

After killing the murderous Egyptian, and being 
spurned by his own people, Moshe f led Egypt for 
Midian. In Midian he married into a prestigious family, 
the family of the spiritual leadership in the country. He 
spent his days shepherding his father-in-law’s sheep in the 
wilderness, until one day he notices the burning bush and 
his life changes. Hashem called upon that shepherd to save 
his people from the most powerful empire of the time. 
Moshe’s reaction is one of self-doubt. He raises objection 
after objection with Hashem responding to each of the 
objections. Finally, when he has no other objection to 

raise, he just asks Hashem to send someone else.

Text: Shemot 4:12-17 (Schocken Bible)

So now, go! I Myself will be there with your mouth 
and will instruct you as to what you are to speak.

But he (Moshe) said: Please, my Lord, pray send by 
whose hand you will send! (—Send somebody else). 

Hashem’s anger f lared up against Moshe, He said: Is 
there not Aharon your brother, the Levite—I know that 
he can speak, yes, speak well, and here, he is even going 
out to meet you; when he sees you, he will rejoice in his 
heart. You shall speak to him, you shall put the words in 
his mouth! I Myself will be there with your mouth and 
with his mouth, and will instruct you as to what you shall 
do. He shall speak for you to the people, he shall be for 
you a mouth, and you, you shall be for him a god. And 

this staff, take it in your hand, with which you shall do 
the signs. 

Discussion: 

Why did Moshe not want to go? (Because he was not 
sure that he was the right person. He did not trust in his 
own abilities.) 

Why did Hashem get angry with Moshe? (Hashem 
knew that Moshe was the ideal person to take Israel from 
servitude to freedom, from serving the evil Pharaoh to 
worshipping Hashem and receiving the Torah. Hashem 

“We can take small steps first and more ambitious ones later.”
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knew that Moshe was just not sure of himself and was just 
making excuses why he could not go. He wanted Moshe 
to know that all of Man’s abilities come from Hashem and 
that He would help Moshe.) 

Ultimately, did Hashem take Moshe’s request seriously? 
(Yes. Hashem actually accedes to Moshe’s request to 
send another person. Yet, Moshe probably meant to send 
another person instead of him. Hashem sent another 
person along with Moshe to help him to carry out his 
mission.)

Can you think of situations in which you knew you 
should act but were afraid to 
because you doubted yourself, 
or you were too timid? (Let each 
person, including the adults, 
take a chance at describing a 
situation. One common situation 
is at school, where a student is 
afraid to give an answer or ask a 
question because he or she think 
it might not be the correct answer 
or a smart question.)

What can we think of or do 
in order to overcome our fear or 
self-doubt? (We can think of the 
benefits that would come to us if 
we are successful. We can think of 
what could be the worst possible 
result of taking the action. We 
can take small steps first and 
more ambitious ones later. We 
can ask someone, like a friend or parent, to help us think 
through the issues.)

Moshe Rabbenu ultimately does what Hashem 
commanded him to do and goes to Egypt to save Bene 
Yisrael. Yet, Hashem helped him by giving him the 
knowledge, the signs, and the help that he needed. 
Hashem took Moshe’s objections seriously and found 
ways of helping Moshe overcome his self-doubt. This led 
to Bene Yisrael being saved and to Moshe becoming the 
greatest prophet that ever lived. Imagine if he had given 
in to his self-doubt and fears? 

The section on humility in the classic work of mussar 
(“Jewish ethics”), The Paths of the Righteous, contains the 
following words about limiting humility:

The thing that we have to distance ourselves from 
(concerning the attribute of humility) is that 
the humble person should not surrender to the 
wicked one. This is what scripture meant when it 
said: “Like a muddied spring, a ruined fountain, 
is a righteous man fallen before a wicked one” 
(Proverbs 25:26). If a person has the ability, he 
must attack the wicked viciously, for the honor of 
Hashem, and rebuke them vehemently, and stand 

against them like a roaring lion, in 
order to save the exploited from 
those who exploit. 

Just like a spring and a fountain 
can be a source of life-giving water, so 
the righteous person is to his society, 
a source of life and inspiration and a 
source of good acts and laws that help 
build the society. Yet, if the righteous 
person surrenders to the wicked one, 
his source of water becomes fouled 
and is useless. The society suffers 
and his talents are wasted. As was 
once said: “All that is needed for evil 
to prosper is for good people to do 
nothing.” There are times that we 
must overcome our timidity and act, 
all along recognizing that Hashem 
helps us to do what is right.

What are some things that we can do as a family to 
apply this idea? (This is a good opportunity for the family 
to consider its abilities and the ways it can contribute to 
the betterment of the society.)

Rabbi Tawil is the author of Shabbat-Table 
Talks (Tebah Educational Services, 2014).
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The first encounter between Moses and the Holy 
One, blessed be He took place by a bush which was 
“all af lame, yet not consumed” (Ex. 3:2).  At this 

meeting God gave Moses a mission:  to free “my people, 
the Israelites, from Egypt” (Ex. 3:10).  Moses declines 
this mission no fewer than five times, saying to the Lord:

1. “Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh and free the 
Israelites from Egypt?” (Ex. 3:11).

2. “When I come to the Israelites and say to them, 
'The G-d of your fathers has sent me to you,' and 
they ask me, 'What is His name?' what shall I say to 
them?” (Ex. 3:13).

3. “What if they do not believe me and do not listen 
to me, but say:  The Lord did not appear to you?” 
(Ex. 4:1).

4. “I have never been a man of words, either in times 
past or now that You have spoken to Your servant; I 
am slow of speech and slow of tongue”  (Ex. 4:10).

5. “Please, O Lord, make someone else Your agent”  
(Lit. “send through whomever You will send”; Ex. 
4:13).

Only the fifth refusal evoked the Lord’s wrath:  “The 
Lord became angry with Moses”  (Ex. 4:14).  The first 
four times elicited no negative response.  Had this been a 
conversation between two people, one could explain that 
by the fifth time the listener's patience was exhausted, 
and therefore he was angry.  But such an explanation is not 
fitting when the conversation takes place between Moses 
and God.  Therefore we must seek to identify how Moses's 
fifth refusal differed from the other four, causing the Lord 
to be angry with him.

1 Nathan Aviezer is Emeritus Professor of the Department of Physics and author of In the 
Beginning: Biblical Creation and Science (Ktav, 1990) and Fossils and Faith: Understanding 
Torah and Science (Ktav, 2002)

In the first four refusals Moses’ excuses were logical 
and to the point; and each time that he gave a reasonable 
argument why the Almighty’s plan would not work, God 
responded to him and addressed his point.  The fifth time 
Moses expresses reluctance, he does not give a reason for 
his refusal, but simply requests that God send someone 
else:  “make someone else Your agent.”   This request 
of Moses was not acceptable and therefore the Lord 
responded by becoming “angry with Moses.” 

This lengthy conversation between God and Moses 
teaches us an important principle:  God does not demand 
blind and absolute obedience of human beings.  Everyone 
is entitled to oppose the Lord's requests or demands as 
long as one has a reasonable and germane reason.

An interesting example of this important principle 
is provided by our patriarch, Abraham:  when the Holy 
One, blessed be He informed him that He was about to 
destroy Sodom and Gomorrah, Abraham attacked His 
plan in the strongest of words:  “Will You sweep away 
the innocent along with the guilty?...Far be it from You 
to do such a thing, to bring death upon the innocent as 
well as the guilty…Shall not the Judge of all the earth deal 
justly?” (Gen. 18:23-25).  Not only did God not respond 
with anger at Abraham's harsh words, but even accepted 
his argument and responded that if there be found ten 

“You shall free My people, the Israelites, 
from Egypt”
Professor Nathan Aviezer1

Perashat Shemot
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Perashat Shemot

righteous people in the city, He would “not destroy, for 
the sake of the ten” (Gen. 18:32).

Another example is found in the book of Jonah.  When 
Jonah was summoned by the Lord to go to Nineveh and 
warn its inhabitants that if they do not repent their city 
will be destroyed, Jonah refused to accept this mission and 
fled in a ship sailing for Tarshish, the opposite direction of 
the city of Nineveh.  According to one view, Jonah thought 
that Nineveh’s sinners did not deserve to be saved from 
punishment by repenting and therefore he f latly refused 
to perform the Lord’s mission.  The Holy One, blessed 
be He disagreed with Jonah’s extreme stand, but Jonah’s 
argument itself was not without logical basis; therefore, 
notwithstanding Jonah’s f light, we find no expression of 
the Holy One, blessed be He being angry at Jonah.

This important principle recurs throughout the 
Israelites’ journey in the wilderness.  During this journey 
the Israelites complained about their plight ten times.  
Sometimes the Holy One, blessed be He was angry at the 
Israelites in the wake of their complaints and sometimes 
not.  Their grievances fall into two categories, paralleling 
Moses’ instances of refusal.  If the Israelites’ complaint 
had sense to it, the Holy One, blessed be He answered it; 
and if it was unjustified, He responded with anger.  We 
present several examples:

1. After Pharaoh expelled the Israelites from Egypt, 
he changed his mind:  “What is this we have done, 
releasing Israel from our service?...the Egyptians 
gave chase to them, and all the chariot horses of 
Pharaoh, his horsemen, and his warriors overtook 
them encamped by the sea” (Ex. 14:5, 9).  The 
Israelites' response was:  “And they said to Moses, 
'Was it for want of graves in Egypt that you 
brought us to die in the wilderness?  What have 
you done to us, taking us out of Egypt?  Is this 
not the very thing we told you in Egypt, saying 
“Let us be and we will serve the Egyptians, for it is 
better for us to serve the Egyptians than to die in 
the wilderness”?’”(Ex. 14:11-12).  The Israelites’ 
bitter complaint elicits no negative response from 
the Holy One, blessed be He.  The exodus from 
Egypt had put them in real danger and they were 
in need of an overt miracle by the Lord in order to 

deliver them.

2. After the splitting of the Sea of Reeds and the 
destruction of the Egyptian army, Scripture 
relates:  "Then Moses caused Israel to set out 
from the Sea of Reeds.  They went on into the 
wilderness of Shur; they traveled three days in the 
wilderness and found no water" (Ex. 15:22).  The 
Israelites’ complaint was not long in coming:  "And 
the people grumbled against Moses, saying, ‘What 
shall we drink?’” (Ex. 15:24).  Here, too, the Lord 
did not respond angrily because their grievance 
was justified.  One cannot travel through the 
wilderness without water.

3. Later on during their lengthy journey through the 
wilderness it turned out that the Israelites had 
nothing to eat, and again they complained:  "In 
the wilderness, the whole Israelite community 
grumbled against Moses and Aaron.  The Israelites 
said to them, ‘If only we had died by the hand of 
the Lord in the land of Egypt, when we sat by the 
f leshpots, when we ate our fill of bread!  For you 
have brought us out into this wilderness to starve 
this whole congregation to death’” (Ex. 16:2-3).  
This time, too, the Holy One, blessed be He was 
understanding of their plight and did not become 
angry at them.

On the other hand, one can cite several examples of 
unjustified complaints by the Israelites in the wilderness, 
and these elicited a negative response from the Holy One, 
blessed be He:

1. “And then the Israelites wept and said, ‘If only 
we had meat to eat!  We remember the fish that 
we used to eat free in Egypt, the cucumbers, the 
melons, the leeks, the onions, and the garlic.  Now 
our gullets are shriveled.  There is nothing at all!  
Nothing but this manna to look to!’” (Num. 11:4-
6).  This time there was a response:  “The Lord was 
very angry” (Num. 11:10), because the complaint 
was not justified - they were not without food, 
having manna.  They were simply complaining 
because they were tired of the menu and demanded 
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Perashat Shemot

to have meat, fish, and squash instead of manna day 
after day.

2. When Edom refused to permit the Israelites to 
pass through his land, they were forced to go all 
the way around his country and complained about 
this:  “Why did you make us leave Egypt to die in 
the wilderness?  There is no bread and no water, 
and we have come to loathe this miserable food" 
(Num. 21:5).  But they had food—manna, which 
they referred to as "miserable food"—and they 
had water, from Miriam's well.  The Israelites 
were complaining only because of the length of 
the journey, when it turned out that they had to 
go around the land of Edom.  For this unjustified 
complaint the Holy One, blessed be He, punished 
the Israelites severely:  "The Lord sent seraph 
serpents against the people.  They bit the people 
and many of the Israelites died" (Num. 21:6).

One could go on and analyze in similar fashion all the 
complaints of the Israelites in the wilderness.  Such an 
investigation would show that each time their complaint 
was justified there was no negative reaction from God, 
even when their complaints were harshly voiced.

In conclusion, the Holy One, blessed be He never 
required absolute trust and blind obedience of the 
Israelites throughout their long and perilous journey 
of forty years in the wilderness.  Quite the contrary, 
justified complaints were dealt with immediately.  Only 
unreasonable complaints elicited a negative response.

The above article was translated by Rachel 
Rowen. 

Professor Avizer is a former SCA scholar in 
residence and best selling author. 
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Moses leading the children of Israel out of Egypt, by Vincent Malo, 17th century
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commanded the slave-drivers of the people and 
its officers saying: You are no longer to give straw 
to the people to make bricks as yesterday and 
the day before; let them go and gather straw for 
themselves!…For they are lazy — therefore 
they cry out, saying: Let us go…Let the servitude 
weigh heavily upon the men! (5:4,6-8)

He was not wrong. Pharaoh knew that a sure way to 
maintain the subjugation of people is to keep them from 
creative thought. Piling on the work was not merely a 
tactic to add suffering as a penalty, it was a tactic to make 
free-thought practically impossible and it worked well. 
The people became so inundated with tasks that they 
barely had the mental capacity or focus to even hear from 
Moshe anymore.

Moshe spoke to the Children of Israel, but they did 
not hearken to Moshe, out of shortness of spirit and 
out of hard servitude. (6:9)

Having time to think is an essential component of 
freedom. If we cannot contemplate alternate realities and 
entertain possibilities for our lives we cannot choose to 
achieve anything. We lock ourselves into the status quo 
and succumb to what is rather than what can be. We 
burden ourselves under work and busyness living lives that 

Perashat Shemot

“The first people totalitarians destroy or silence are 
men of ideas and free minds.” –Isaiah Berlin

The book of Shemot/Exodus brings the struggles 
and dreams of Abraham, Yitzhak and Yaakob into 
a national reality. The small family that moved to 

Egypt at the end of the book of Bereshit is now a multitude 
— a budding nation within an empire.

And the Children of Israel bore fruit, they swarmed, 
they became many, they grew mighty in number 
— exceedingly, yes, exceedingly; the land filled up 
with them. (1:7)

Yet, a layer of tragedy shrouds the success of their 
numbers. The nation’s great quantity becomes harnessed 
by Pharaoh as a force of slave labour for Egypt.

So they, Egypt, enslaved the Children of Israel with 
crushing-labour; they embittered their lives with 
hard servitude…and with all kinds of servitude in 
the field — all with crushing labour. (1:13-14)

The tragedy bears a special poignancy in that these 
people were the progeny of men who spoke and fought 
for freedom, human dignity and individuality. And here, 
200 years later, their children were living in bondage and 
servitude stripped of the ability to live their own lives.

Slavery crushes the potentials of humanity in a number 
of different ways. One of its worst effects is its impact 
on the human mind. When the ownership of one’s life is 
taken away one’s thoughts and ideas are imprisoned along 
with the body. The mind is not free to think, wonder or 
dream. This was particularly true with the Hebrew slaves 
in Egypt. Pharaoh goes as far as to credit their pleas for 
freedom to having too much time on their hands to think.

The king of Egypt said to them: Why, Moshe and 
Aharon do you distract the people from their tasks? 
Go back to your own burdens!…That day Pharaoh 
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Thought Experiments
Rabbi Joseph Dweck



are automatic and generic rather than ones that we create 
with our will and ingenuity.

Though our ability to think is the greatest aspect of 
human freedom it is also the most vulnerable. The human 
mind can exist in virtual shackles even in the freest of 
societies. How we teach, learn and think touches the core 
of our commitment to a life of freedom. If we embrace 
preconceptions, fear pondering new ideas and avoid being 
alone with our thoughts we maintain an internal form of 
slavery. If, however, we are not afraid to be surprised by 
and understand the world’s truths and we put emphasis on 

how to think rather than what to think; if we give ourselves 
the time for introspection and contemplation we can grasp 
the light of freedom in even the darkest prison.

Shabbat Shalom

Rabbi Dweck is the Senior Rabbi of the Spanish 
and Portuguese Sephardi Community of the 
United Kingdom.

Get your article published! 
Send to: 

Qahalnewsletter@gmail.com

Perashat Shemot
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Israel in Egypt, by Edward Poynter, 1867



Rabbi Isaac Abendana (1640-1699), 
Professor at Cambridge University
Rabbi Yosef Bitton

Rabbi Abendana was born in Spain. He was the son 
of Yosef Abendana, a famous banker. He was sent 
by his parents to the city of Hamburg, Germany, 

where he was ordained as a rabbi 
and then to Leyden, Holland, 
where he studied medicine. His 
older brother Rabbi Ya’aqob 
Abendana also studied for the 
rabbinate at the famous Rabbinical 
Academy of the Pinto brothers 
in Amsterdam. In 1655 Rabbi 
Ya’aqob was appointed as the rabbi 
of the city of Rotterdam and, later 
on he became the Rabbi of the 
Sephardic community in London. 
Among other things, he translated 
Yehuda haLevi’s book Cuzarí into 
Spanish.

Once in London, Rabbi Isaac 
Abendana taught Hebrew at 
the University of Cambridge. 
And although this data is not 
documented, it is said that Isaac 
Newton (1642-1726), who besides 
being a great scientist was a great 
Hebraist, was one of his disciples. 
In Cambridge Rabbi Abendana 
completed a project that he had 
begun 30 years earlier: the translation of the Mishna to the 
Latin. At that time the interest in Jewish subjects in the 
Gentile world was very great. Let’s see why.

The Jews were expelled from England by King Edward 
in 1290. This expulsion, as in other European countries, 
meant that it was prohibited by law for any Jew to live in 

that country. With the arrival of Oliver Cromwell (1599-
1658) to power and the creation of the new republic, 
the readmission of the Jews began to be debated in the 

government. Cromwell was in 
favor, but the opposition was very 
strong. Even those who were in 
favor of readmitting the Jews, 
speculated that the Jews who 
would arrive in England would be 
quickly converted to Christianity 
(which did not happen), something 
that many Christians considered 
a signal of the Apocalypse or the 
Second Advent. Between 1655 and 
1656, and after intense debates, it 
was authorized to readmit the Jews 
in England. On the condition that 
they would not worship in public 
and would not convert Gentiles.

The first Jews to resettle 
there were Sephardic Jews  from 
Amsterdam. In 1657 Antonio 
Fernandez Carvajal and Simon de 
Cáceres bought a piece of land for 
a Jewish cemetery. Carvajal finally 
received some Royal documents for 
himself and his son, and was the 
first Jew to be guaranteed certain 

rights of citizenship after the Expulsion. Solomon Dormido, 
a nephew of Rabbi Menashe Ben Israel, the rabbi responsible 
for the return of the Jews to England, was admitted to the 
Royal Exchange as a stock-broker duly licensed by the City 
of London, and he was not required to take the usual oath 
involving a declaration of faith in Christianity.
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The interest for Jewish religion surged after the 
readmission of the Jews into this 
country. This curiosity came mainly 
from intellectual and academic 
circles. The study of Hebrew 
language and rabbinic literature 
became very popular.

In this context, Rabbi Isaac 
Abendana translated the Mishna 
into Latin, which was the language 
frequently used in universities. 
Rabbi Abendana also wrote a very 
important book which was the 
first book on Judaism written in 
the English language. It is called 
“Discourses of the ecclesiastical and civil 
polity of the Jews” and is a work that 
introduces Judaism to a non Jewish 
audience.

It seems to me that this book 
is not only for non-Jews. I believe 
it contains educational and 
historical material that represents 
an extraordinary introduction to 
Judaism for many Jews as well. In my 
opinion, it should be re-published, 
since it is not a superfluous book.

I will present in the following lines the titles of the 
main sections of this work. Rabbi Abendana begins his 

work with a presentation of the Jewish legal system. 
Explaining what the Oral Law and 
Sanhedrin are, and how the Jewish 
courts determined the laws. He 
then explains the Mitsva of Teruma 
and  Ma’aser, which includes some 
aspects of tsedaqa (social assistance). 
Thirdly, he speaks of the institution 
of the Kehuna (the Priests of the 
people of Israel). Then, on the 
Hebrew liturgy, that is, the Tefilla, 
prayers. He then describes the 
Jewish academies, especially the 
Yeshibot of the time of the Mishna 
and the Gemara. In the end he 
writes about Jewish festivities, fasts 
and the Hebrew calendar and ends 
his work with an appendix on the 
contemporary equivalences of the 
coins and the measures of biblical 
time.

Until 5 or 10 years ago it was 
impossible to get this book outside 
of specialized libraries. Today, it can 
be downloaded for free from Google 
books.

Rabbi Bitton is the Author of Forgotten Giants 
(Gefen Publishing House, 2017).
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Truth and Falsehood

“Lying lips are an abomination to the Lord; but 
they that deal truly are his delight”

“He that speaks truth, shows forth 
righteousness.” Prov. xii, 22,17

There is no greater sin before God, who is truth 
itself, than that of lying; none against which 
we are oftener or more strongly and urgently 

warned in Scripture. There is, perhaps, no sin which 
excites the contempt and disapprobation of our fellow 
creatures so much as this one of lying; none which so 
surely meets with its own punishment on earth.  

The Almighty, who has formed us, whose creatures 
we are, knows our inmost thoughts, reads all the 
secrets of our hearts, and needs no words to know all 
the truth. A lie, therefore cannot deceive him, who 
is all-seeing, as he is all powerful.  A lie to Him I but 

another sin added to the one we may have already 
committed; it can neither hide more destroy; it can but 
aggravate. When God asked Cain where his brother 
Abel was, after he had killed him, Cain answered “I 
know not: am I my brother’s keeper?” These words 
could not deceive God, who is the invisible witness of 
all our deeds. He knew well that Cain had killed his 
brother, and another sin was added to the dreadful one 
he had just committed, the just punishment for which 
he could not forego, in spite of all the deceptions he 
might have been guilty of. 

You must not imagine, my children, that there are 
shades or degrees of truth. Some persons are apt to 
think that there is no harm in a fib, - in an unimportant 
untruth. The consequences of a falsehood may be more 
serious in some cases than in others, the harm we do to 
others or ourselves may be greater, but its nature must 
always remain the same: truth and untruth never alter 
their different characters. God sees them in their true 
light, not judging, as we weak and imperfect human 
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Thoughts Addressed to Our Children 
Introduction by Mr. Daniel Harari

FROM THE ARCHIVES

The Sephardic Congregation Mikveh Israel was a leader in American Jewish education, publishing many children’s 
textbooks and teacher guides authored by Isaac Leeser, Rachel Gratz, Simha Pioxetto and others for use in congregational 
schools, across the country. Prior to the public-school system being established in the late 19th century, the Sephardic 
community Jewish Schools were leading local institutions, and for example in Richmond, Virginia was attended by Jewish 
and non-Jewish children alike (Source: Jewish Encyclopedia). The curriculum was values driven with a religious humanism 
that is expressed in R. Isaac Leeser’s  “Thoughts Suggested by Bible Texts, Addressed to my Children” and published in 
Philadelphia in 1860. With the rising popularity of Montessori, Reggio Emilia and other secular humanist models of 
education, the integrated religious humanism of the original American Sephardic congregational schools deserves a much 
closer look as we as a community continue to evaluate and assess our existing community school system, and seek to 
establish new educational institutions. 

THOUGHTS SUGGESTED BY BIBLE TEXTS, ADDRESSED TO MY CHILDREN 

Isaac Leeser, Philadelphia, 1860



23

beings judge, erroneously or superficially. The path of 
truth, as all that is right, is straight and narrow. Nor 
must we deviate from it in the least. We must neither go 
to the right nor to the left, if it be ever so little- To be 
pleasing in our almighty Father's eyes, to obey his holy 
words and precepts, we must act and speak with truth 
— perfect truth; we must neither add to, nor take away 
from, nor change it. He will then, perhaps, look on our 
numerous faults, failings, and weaknesses with merciful 
indulgence, and forgive them more easily. 

I have urged upon you the necessity of truth from 
religious motives, because the Almighty wishes and 
ordains it, because every precept of his holy word 
inculcates it. This should be a sufficient motive for us to 
practice it strictly, and we need no other. As however, 
we are destined to live among our fellow-creatures, as 
most of our words and actions must necessarily relate 
to them, we should, by all lawful means, endeavor to 
gain their love, good will, respect, and esteem. This can 
be done only by a constant observance of truth. There 
is no vice the world has so strongly stamped with its 
disapprobation, its scorn and contempt, as untruth. 
All honest people will shrink from the liar with an 
instinctive repugnance, will shun him as something 
at once contemptible and dangerous: while a truthful, 
sincere, and straight forward person will be looked up 
to with esteem and consideration by all who come in 
contact with him. And, indeed, this is not to be wondered 
at, if we reflect upon the immense importance of truth 
in every circumstance of life. In all transactions between 
man and man, -mutual reliance must be placed on one 
another; our word must be trusted, our promises relied 
upon, or our whole life would be filled with doubt and 
distrust, productive of nothing but hatred and misery. In 
commerce, we must rely on the good faith of those we 
have to deal with, or we should never risk part of, or all, 
our fortunes by placing it in their hands. In courts of law, 
the character, no, the lives of men, depend chiefly upon 
little evidence given by witnesses who have sworn to say 
nothing but the truth, and whom the judges are therefore 
bound to believe. And thus, it is in every transaction and 
circumstance in life which I could mention. 

One falsehood, uttered, perhaps, in an unguarded 
moment, prompted by fear or shame, will shake our 
trust in a person: how fatal, then, must be the habit 
of speaking untruths! The very truths uttered by a 
habitual liar are not believed; his every look, word, 
and action are looked upon with doubt and distrust. 
To his near friends and relatives his unfortunate vice 
is a constant source of disappointment and misery; 
his words and assertions are never believed, his very 
words of affection become doubtful. In his home, he 
at last becomes a stranger, and among strangers he is 
shunned, despised, and disliked. 

How different is the fate of him who has a strict and 
constant regard for truth! Looked up to, esteemed, 
respected, and beloved by all who know him, his very 
faults are forgiven and passed over, while his good 
qualities receive an additional luster, a fresh value, from 
his truthfulness. It often requires courage — moral 
courage to speak the truth, and nothing hut the truth. It 
may be the cause of wounding our vanity, of offending 
somebody we care much about pleasing; it may be the 
means of getting us into momentary trouble, of our 
incurring temporary blame; it may prevent our enjoying 
some pleasure or amusement we had long been looking 
forward to. All this may be hard to bear, but it was never 
said that it is always easy to do right. It is only a strong 
consciousness of our duty, a strict habit of acting upon 
principle, —I mean, doing things only because it is 
right and proper to do them, and from no other motive, 
— that can prevent us from deviating from this straight 
and narrow path. 

Precisely because doing always right, and speaking 
always true, is no easy task, we must, from our earliest 
youth, guard over our actions and words. Truth must 
become habitual to us; the thought of concealing or of 
distorting it must not even occur to us. A bad habit is 
easily contracted, and with great difficulty corrected. 
The one of saying untruths in the small and unimportant 
events of every-day life is the most pernicious of all: 
the mind accustoms itself to this want of accuracy and 
precision and will feel little startled at the transition to 

Continued on page 24



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

Dr. David M Betesh, DMD

For Shabbat Shemot (Exodus 1:1- 6:1), Maqam 
RAST is traditionally applied to the prayers, according 
to SUHV (Red Pizmonim Book), and at least 15 other 
sources. This maqam, defined as 'head' in Arabic 
('Ras'), represents a beginning, and is applied when we 
begin a new book. This relates here, because Shemot is 
the first Torah portion in Exodus. Dissenting opinion of 
using Maqam BAYAT, which sounds like the word 'bat' 
(daughter), is significant, because Pharaoh allows all 
the Hebrew daughters ('bat') to live. PIZMON SEFER 
TORAH: El Me'od Na'ala (page 266); introduces Moses 
and Aaron. 

For Shabbat Va'era (Exodus 6:2- 9:35), the prayers 
are conducted in Maqam BAYAT-HOSENI according 
to SUHV (Red Pizmonim Book) and at least 13 other 
Syrian sources. HOSENI (Arabic: 'beautiful') is often 
described as "a high Bayat," and is applied when there 
is an aspect in the perasha relating to Matan Torah. 
We are reminded of the beauty of Matan Torah at the 
opening of this perasha when we read the words "Ani 
Adonai" which is similar to the opening of the Ten 
Commandments (Anokhi Adonai). Dissenting sources 
cite Maqam NAWAH in order to sing Mi Yemallel 
(361), a pizmon about the ten plagues. 
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actual falsehood. my children, guard against this most 
dreadful of vices; think of all the misery it can entail 
upon yourselves and others; think of the wrath of your 
Almighty Father, who is aware of the lie in your hearts 
be- fore it has passed your lips; think of the grief of 
those who love you, and who would so willingly trust 
you if they could. Think of the contempt and scorn 
of all who know you, whose esteem you might have 
had, and by whom you are only despised; think of 
all this, and still more of the condemnation of your 
own conscience, which you may stifle for a moment, 
but which you can never silence entirely: and then 
surely you will keep from lying lips, which are an 
abomination to the Lord. 

PRAYER

My heavenly Father, who knows all things; who sees 
all hearts, I entreat of Thee to keep me always from 
the great sin of lying, to help me to guard carefully 
against falsehood and deceit. Pardon and forgive me 
if I have ever given way to the dreadful temptation of 
saying what is untrue; and help me, God! from this 
time forth to be more watchful over my words and 
actions, more fearful of displeasing Thee, merciful 
Father, more anxious to do Thy holy will. Bless and 
protect me, my God, and watch over Thy child, who 
is too weak and too frail to live a single hour without 
Thy help. Amen. 

Continued from page 23
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Very fortunate are we ladies who learn with Vivien every single week

In her inimitable style, the פשט of every פסוק she diligently does seek.

Voice of ALL women, she empowers us to always stand up and be heard

In our homes and communities, she stresses the power of the “word.”

Enlightened, educated and entertaining, she’s beautiful inside and out

Never pursuing כבוד  or honors, הצנע לכת is what Vivien is all about.

Her sensitivity and gentle demeanor are traits we should all emulate

In highlighting the transcendence of our Torah, Vivien is really first rate.

Deep discussions and global participation help each class come to life

As she shows by personal example how to be the BEST mother and wife.

Rarely does one find such a combination of beauty and true intellect

Your husband, children & grandchildren, may הקב"ה safeguard and protect.

Vivien, thank you for bringing our magnificent  ומסורה  into our hearts and souls. We would like to תורה 
express our sincerest הכרת הטוב for the countless hours you put into each שעור with genuine excitement and 
passion. 

May you and Morris be blessed with unlimited נחת from your growing family. May ‘ה give you the inner כח 
and physical stamina to continue educating generations of students every single day.

We love you and are so privileged to call you our teacher, our mentor, our friend.
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Ode To Mrs. Vivien Hidary – December 2016
Mrs. Paula Spodek
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Joseph’s journey from slave to Egyptian viceroy is one of 
the most fascinating stories in the Torah. The accounts 
that follow Joseph from the custody of Potiphar until 

he reaches the attention of Pharaoh’s palace officials are 
well known to us. Although a considerable amount of 
biblical text is allotted to Joseph, much exegesis by the 
commentators surround the character of the relatively 
unknown Potiphar. Some commentators even identify 
Joseph’s former master, Potiphar, as being none other than 
Poti-Phera, Joseph’s father-in-law.

Genesis 39:1 states, “Joseph had been brought 
down to Egypt and was acquired by Potiphar, courtier 
 ,of Pharaoh ְסִריס
Sar haTabahim, ַשׂר 

ִחים ָבּ  an Egyptian ַהַטּ
man, from the hand 
of the Ishmaelites 
who brought him 
there.” The Hebrew 
word Sar ַשׂר generally 
connotes court official, 
master, or military 
officer (See Esther 
chap.1, Gen. 21:22). 
For our purposes, let 
us render the word as 
“Chief ”. The second 
phrase haTabahim, 
from the root 
Taba h ח  ַב s ָט i ng u l a r, 
means butcher, used either in the context of animal 
slaughterer (Gen. 43:16, I Samuel 9:23, 25:11), executioner 
(Daniel 2:14) or captain of the guard (II Kings 25:8, 
Jeremiah 39:9).   

In Gen. 43:16, Joseph prepares to dine with his brothers 
and instructs his steward to “ֶטַבח  ”Utvo’ah Tebah“ ”ּוְטבַֹח 
(a task more suitable for Potiphar had he been an animal 
butcher). The variant Tabah ָטַבח, is once more referenced 

clearly in the context of preparing food, presumably 
meat.  Since the word Tabah, as well as the phrase ַשׂר 

ִחים ָבּ  have more than one meaning depending on the ,ַהַטּ
context (Ibn Ezra), recent translations differ concerning 
Potiphar’s position.  Some render ִחים ָבּ ַהַטּ  as “Chief of ַשׂר 
the Butchers” (Artscroll), “Chief Steward” (JPS), “Captain 
of the Guard,” (Soncino, Kaplan) and so on. While Rashi 
(37:36) favors the reading of Chief Butcher, the consensus 
opinion is that it means Chief Executioner [see Onkelos 
(39:1), Ramban (37:36), Rashbam (39:1)]. Targum 
Pseudo-Jonathan (39:1) describes Potiphar as, Chief of the 
“Sapokleturia,” a term occasionally used in the Talmud to 
denote an executioner (T. Bavli Shabbat 108a).

Logically, for Egypt 
to have a Chief Butcher 
(in a culinary sense), 
one must presume that 
ancient Egyptians had 
carnivorous appetites. 
However, modern 
scholars as well as 
Archeologists agree that 
the ancient Egyptians, 
skilled farmers by trade, 
consumed a regional 
diet similar to a modern 
vegetarian. After 
French researchers from 
the University of Lyon 
studied carbon atoms 

in 45 mummies that lived in Egypt from 3500 B.C.E and 
600 C.E, they concluded that Egyptians ate a diet largely 
composed of vegetables, fruit, wheat barley, and some fish 
(Journal of Archeological Science, Volume 46, June 2014, 
p 114–124 ). 

Perhaps a biblical testament to Egyptian vegetarianism 
can be seen from a group of Egyptians refusing to dine 
with the sons of Jacob, “for that is an abomination unto the 
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Pharaoh’s Royal Executioner
A brief analysis into Potiphar’s role in the Joseph narrative 
as found in Parashiot Vayeshev and Mikets

Mr. Moshe Frances

Joseph Interprets Pharaoh's Dream, 
by James Jacques Joseph Tissot, c. 1896-1902



Egyptians (Gen. 43: 32).” Onkelos (c. 110 C.E) explains 
that Egyptians worshipped animals, and they considered 
the human consumption of animal f lesh, standard behavior 
for the Hebrews, to be an abominable act.  

After the episode of the failed seduction by Zelicah, 
Potiphar’s wife (Sefer HaYashar, Vayeshev), her husband, 
presumably the Chief Executioner, decides to spare 
Joseph’s life and hands him over to the Chief Royal Prison 
Warden. Perhaps he believed that keeping Joseph alive 
would benefit his own interests, and apparently trusting 
in Joseph’s fidelity over Zelicah’s. According to Genesis 
Rabbah (87:9), He (Joseph’s master) said, “I know that you 
are not guilty, but I must imprison you lest a stigma fall on 
my children for the people will say she acted the same way 
with others, and that our children are not mine.”  Joseph is 
later joined by the Chief Baker and Chief Cupbearer, whom 
Pharaoh had sentenced. Genesis states: [Pharaoh had] 
“placed them in the ward of the ִחים ָבּ  ,Sar haTabahim ַשׂר ַהַטּ
into the prison, the place of Joseph’s incarceration. And 
the ִחים ָבּ  Sar haTabahim appointed Joseph to be with ַשׂר ַהַטּ
them, and he (Joseph) attended them and they remained 
in the ward for a period of days” (40:3-4).  If we were 
to translate ִחים ָבּ ַהַטּ  literally as Chief Butcher, then it ַשׂר 
would be irrational for Pharaoh to consult with a culinary 
chief in such a circumstance. It is more plausible, in my 
opinion that the Royal Prison Warden had a professional 
working relationship with the Royal Executioner, and that 
they exploited Joseph’s talents. 

Following Joseph’s successful interpretation of 
Pharaoh’s dreams, he is appointed Viceroy of Egypt, and 
assumes the title, Zaphenath-Pa’aneah. Pharaoh weds 
him to Osenath, daughter of Poti-Phera. Poti-Phera, is 
described as Priest of On. This location, referred to by 
the Egyptians as Ionu and by Greeks as Heliopolis, “city of 
the sun,” is linked with Beth Shemesh (Jeremiah 43:13). 
It was a center of cultic worship until its destruction by 
Nebuchadnezzar. 

  The names Potiphar and Poti-Phera certainly 
sound similar. An Egyptian stela (c. 1087-664 B.C.E) 
containing the prototype “Pa-diu-pa-Ra,” “the one whom 
Ra [the sun god] has given” sheds some light unto our 
discussion. It was not uncommon to find such abbreviations 
amongst high ranking officials denoting a title bestowed 
upon them. While the stela is too ambiguous to positively 

identify with Potiphar or Poti-Phera specifically, its name 
does suggest relevance to the Biblical account.

The Amora Rav claims that Potiphar and Poti-Phera 
are identical. This is based on the Aggadaic account of 
Potiphar’s ill intentions and his castration by the angel 
Gabriel (T. Bavli Sota 13b) rendering him a eunuch and 
assuming the more feminine name Poti-Phera. Apparently, 
the premise for this suggestion is based on the Hebrew 
play on the word “emasculate” “ֶפַרע” in ּפֹוִטי ֶפַרע Poti-Phera. 
Rashi echoes the opinion of Rav. Rashbam (grandson of 
Rashi), firmly states that they are two separate individuals. 
Other medieval Jewish commentators have expressed 
similar debates and they are beyond the scope of this essay 
to include.

In conclusion, I believe that Potiphar was Pharaoh’s 
Royal Executioner. Given that meat was not a staple of 
the Egyptian diet, it would be unnecessary to have a royal 
butcher. This is also synchronous with the overall plot for 
reasons outlined above.  As for the extensive 
Talmudic tale about Potiphar’s alleged personal desire for 
Joseph, warranting divine punishment, our rabbis make a 
habit of identifying two individuals as one. For example, 
Osenath is associated with Dina’s daughter, Hagar with 
Keturah, as well as Shifrah and Puah with Yoheved and 
Miriam. I prefer to stay true to the plain read reading of 
the text and I humbly believe (as others before me) that 
Potiphar and Poti-Phera are two distinct individuals. 
Apart from their explicitly having different names and 
titles, it is plausible that seeing Joseph’s devout belief in 
God and his ascribing his success to the Deity, Pharaoh 
felt Joseph would be most comfortable marrying into the 
family of the clergy.

Mr. Frances is a graduate of Yeshiva University 
and New York University.  He is of Judeo-
Spanish background and a resident of the 
Brooklyn Syrian community. He currently serves 
as an assistant hazzan at Shearith Israel, 
The Spanish and Portuguese Synagogue in 
Manhattan.
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CHAPTER 6: Problems/Disagreements/Disasters

The advent of Shabbetai Sebi, the false Messiah, 
around 1666 caused considerable problems for the 
Aleppo community. Aleppo and some of its leaders 

were among the first to accept Shabbetai and were most 
enthusiastic proponents. Hakham Shelomo Laniado had 
embraced Shabbetai’s mission many years earlier when the 
latter had spent some time in Aleppo. Not only Laniado, 
but most hakhamim of Aleppo and almost every Sefardi and 
many centers – with a few notable exceptions – embraced 
him as the Messiah. 
Signor Isaac Silvera who 
had established himself in 
Aleppo was also a leading 
proponent, and no doubt, 
a financial supporter 
of Shabbetai. Nathan 
of Gaza, Shabbetai’s 
“prophet” found a haven 
and support in Aleppo, 
which he sometimes made 
his headquarters even 
after Shabbetai’s apostasy 
and adoption of Islam.

Until early in the 
18th century, the “Francos” worshipped in the Great 
Synagogue in a separate section reserved for them. When 
an attempt was made by Rabbi Shelomo Rafael Laniado, 
circa 1765, to compel them to submit to the communal 
taxing authority, they objected. They claimed exemption 
because they were currently paying an impost-tax to the 
French consul, under whose protection they lived. Rabbi 
Laniado cited a rabbinical canon in support of his argument 
that all permanent Jewish residents of a town must submit 

to the town’s rabbinical authority. This opinion was 
disputed by an equally important Rabbi, Hakham Yehuda 
Kassin. Laniado’s views prevailed in the community, upon 
which the “Francos” withdrew their attendance from the 
synagogues and stopped their formal financial support of 
the community organizations. The dispute ended decades 
later with the yielding by Hakham Laniado’s son. Despite 
this capitulation, the “Francos” remained a group apart – 
pursuing separate worship, charities and studies in their 
private synagogues. Nevertheless, they continued to assist 
community undertakings.

In the course of history, 
various natural disasters 
struck Aleppo. Cholera, 
smallpox, diphtheria and 
the plague all caused 
considerable loss of lives. 
In addition there were 
earthquakes. Drought and 
crop failures struck the 
area with some regularity. 
Famine was not unknown. 
In 1769 almost 160,000 
died. In the plague of 
1797 some 60,000 died. 
The earthquake of 1822 

caused the destruction of 4,000 houses and was followed 
by a plague which left 30,000 dead.

From the late eighteenth century, European traders 
gradually began to prefer alternative avenues of commerce 
to the caravan route that passed through Aleppo. This led 
to a gradual deterioration in the economic situation of the 
Jewish community, and conditions became even worse 
when the Suez Canal was inaugurated in 1869. That same 
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year, however, marked another, salutary turning point in 
the communal life of Aleppo’s Jews; the Alliance Israelite 
Universelle opened a modern school in which boys learned 
French and arithmetic, a revolutionary departure from 
the traditional pattern of Jewish education. However, the 
Jewish population of Aleppo, which numbered roughly 
5,000 in the middle of the nineteenth century and grew to 
more than 10,000 on the eve of World War I, preserved its 
basic characteristics: a traditional Jewish life style, a highly 
developed system of religious instruction, and great social 
cohesion. These qualities also distinguished the “Aleppo 
Jewish Diaspora,” those sons of the community who, in 
their efforts to escape the economic stagnation that now 
plagued their home town, emigrated to foreign countries 
– first to Egypt (now economically prosperous under 
British rule), later to the cities of Milan and Manchester, 
and eventually, at an ever-increasing rate, to North and 
South America. Simultaneously, in the late 1800s and early 
decades of the 1900s, many Jews from Aleppo, including 
a considerable number of religious scholars, settled in 
Palestine. As early as 1880, they constituted a semi-
autonomous “Aleppo Jewish community” in Jerusalem, 
and their sages influenced the spiritual life of the Sephardic 
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Jewish community in the Holy City.

Those who stayed behind in Aleppo carried on in 
their traditional spheres of economic activity as wholesale 
importers and exporters, as middlemen conducting trade 
between nomadic tribes and the urban population, and as 
craftsmen – principally goldsmiths and silversmiths. From 
the end of the nineteenth century, the more well-to-do 
members of the community began to build houses or buy 
living accommodations in the newer neighborhoods of the 
city, especially Jamiliya, which the old Jewish quarter, 
Bahsita, remained populated chiefly by the community’s 
poorer members. 

Mr. Goldman is a retired Chemical Engineer 
who is a member of Congregations Beth Torah 
and Kol Israel. From 1978 through 2002 he was 
the Editor of the Beth Torah Bulletin. He was 
Secretary of Beth Torah from 1980 through 
2005 and is still the Editor of the Beth Torah 
Calendar.  
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