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President's Message
Dear Reader,

Spring.  The word projects energy; stored power poised 
to pounce forward.  The season expresses rebirth.  Spring 
thaws the frost. Spring brings light and life. Our senses 
of sound, sight, and scent 
awaken. Salvation, redemption 
and celebration Purim, Pesah, 
Shabout, Yom Haasmaoot, 
Yom Yerushalayim. These are 
the days of celebration and 
renewal. 

On behalf of the Sephardic 
Community Alliance and Qol 
Ha-Qahal, we welcome you warmly to a new cycle of growth. 
This Spring we will offer more programing, speakers, classes, 
lecturers, and insight than ever before.  We are prepared to 
deliver to you the most interesting and thought provoking 
content possible.  Please check our upcoming calendar and 
attend events that interest you.  Our website, SCAUpdates.
org, is always the best place to get the latest information.

This year we will continue to unify and add affiliates. Unity, 
not uniformity is our call. All who welcome are welcomed. To 
that end, the SCA is committed to developing, enabling, and 
facilitating growth in our community, and we do so with the 
intention to better ourselves and our families. Our singular 
focus is propelling our values forward; enriching our next 
generation with relevant response to the challenges of the 
day.  

There are difficult questions to answer.  Tuition and 

housing are overwhelming, but our community’s brightest 
and boldest minds are engaged in search of solutions.  Project 
Education, the Sephardic Community Federation, Teach 
NYS, and others are hammering away. Anti-Israel, BDS, 
and anti-Semitism are headline news. Our organizations, 

community leaders, Rabbis, 
and  teachers need to help 
dismantle this charade that 
is cancerously contaminating 
brilliant people who accept 
fallacy as fact. 

Like most religions, our 
sacred way of life, our holy 
Torah, and our moral code is 

under attack.  As advances in science and technology whirl 
around us, educated thinkers question the foundation of our 
faith.  How will we respond? .  We would like to hear from 
you. 

What can the SCA be doing for you? How would you 
like to see your community’s resources at work?  What are 
the issues that are most important to you?  Help us focus 
our lens more clearly to your needs.  Our sights are set on 
empowering our young adults and young professionals so 
that they can adapt and carry our storied values forward 
in their very contemporary lives. With your help, we will 
Spring forward and meet these challenges with power and 
purpose.

Hymie Shamah
President, SCA

“To that end, the SCA is 
committed to developing, 
enabling and facilitating 

growth in our community..."

Check our website for upcoming events

SCAUpdates.org



6

Shabbat Zakhor

The commandment to annihilate the nation of 
Amalek is reiterated every year on the Shabbat 
prior to Purim, Shabbat Zakhor. This misvah 

causes much discomfort and uneasiness among any serious 
thinker of Judaism in our days. Hashem commands that 
we must destroy men and women, old and young, from 
infancy onwards, without mercy (Shemuel I 15:3). It raises 
profound questions of the nature of the ethics and morals 
prescribed in the Torah. 

It should be noted that our sense of horror at the 
genocide demanded of us stems from the Torah itself! 
The Torah constantly teaches us about “qedushat hahayim”-
sanctity of life. From the prohibition of murder to the 
admonishment not to let a fellow Jew die while one stands 
by, the requirement to build 
fences on roofs, and cities of 
refuge to the ban of human 
sacrifice, the Torah creates 
a unique value of human 
life that shapes our thinking 
today. It is specifically the 
other values mentioned in 
the Torah that cast the decree 
against Amalek in such a harsh 
contrast. Our Rabbis point out that even Shaul Hamelekh 
was perturbed by this misvah as he went to fulfill it.1

Many attempts have been made to reconcile this 
commandant with our ethical sensitivities, but upon 
further analysis fail to alleviate the dilemma. For instance, 
many pointed out the commandment is no longer relevant 
in our days, for we no longer have the ability to identify 
an Amalekite. Others have attempted to minimize its 
significance by pointing out that once the misvah is fulfilled, 
it can no longer be repeated. There is also a belief that the 
commandment is essentially one of eradicating evil-doers 

תלמוד בבלי מסכת יומא דף כב עמוד ב 1

from the world and not a genetic witch hunt.  

Unfortunately, none of these theories bear the mark of 
truth. The lack of ability to properly identify the target is a 
functional issue, not an ethical one.2 The fact remains that if 
we did have the ability to discern one from Amalek’s lineage 
we would still have the obligation to fulfill the misvah. 
Furthermore, the point that the misvah cannot be repeated 
glosses over the problems inherent in the fulfillment of 
the misvah itself, regardless of its frequency. The transfer 
of the meaning of the misvah to one of removing evil is 
fanciful and not supported by the commandment to Shaul 
Hamelekh to eradicate Amalek based on actions done four 
hundred years prior (Shemuel I 15) nor by the mandated 
murder of innocent youth. 

A further study of the 
concept of sanctity of life is 
required to enable us to 
understand the commandment 
somewhat. In liberal thinking, 
the sanctity of life derives 
from the inalienable rights of 
the individual. As living 
creatures, only we can decide 
when to end our lives. This 

thought process yields discussions about mercy killings and 
the right to take one’s own life. It is in these two specific 
areas that the Torah mindset becomes clear. Mercy killings 
are strictly forbidden, and one must always provide the 
basics of care even to severely ill and suffering patients who 
wish to die. Suicide is considered the gravest of sins and the 
post-death penalties imposed by the halacha (while often 
not enacted due to assumptions about the mental state of 
the victim) are extremely severe.3 The underlying rationale 
is clear- human life does not derive its sanctity from the 

2 See  ספר המצוות לרמב"ם מצות עשה קפז for further clarification of this point
3 See שולחן ערוך יורה דעה הלכות אבילות סימן שמה

ַעָּתה לְֵך וְִהּכִיָתה ֶאת ֲעָמלֵק וְַהֲחַרְמֶּתם 

ֶאת ּכָל ֲאֶׁשר לֹו וְלֹא ַתְחמֹל ָעלָיו וְֵהַמָּתה 

ֵמִאיׁש ַעד ִאָּׁשה ֵמעֹלֵל וְַעד יֹונֵק ִמּׁשֹור 

וְַעד ֶשֹה ִמּגָָמל וְַעד ֲחמֹור: 
(Shemuel I 15:3)

Annihilation of Amalek - Sanctity of Life
Rabbi Albert Setton
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rights of the individual, it draws its sanctity from God 
himself. This transformative idea is clearly reflected in the 
verse: את עשה  אלהים  בצלם  כי  ישפך  דמו  באדם  האדם  דם     שפך 

 a murderer will be put to death for man was created“-האדם
in God’s image.” 4

Life is valuable because it is a gift from God. As such, 
it is not for us to decide when to end it. However, God 
demands a certain code of behavior from us. Failure to 
adhere to basic principles will cause one’s life to be forfeit. 
We find many instances when God instructs the courts to 
put a transgressor of the law to death.5 God insists that we 
place our loyalty to him above our own lives (one cannot 
worship other gods even in the face of death). Our lives are 
not our own; they are indebted to the Creator. It is within 
this context that any discussion of innocent murder in the 
Torah must occur. If God has the ability to grant life, then 
surely he has the ability to remove the right to live as well. 

Before we address how Amalek forfeited their right to 
life, we must address a crucial issue. Based on the previous 
paragraph, we have seemingly justified any murder in the 
name of God, religion non-withstanding. Any terrorist 
might claim in the name of his god that his victim is not 
deserving of the life gifted to him. It is therefore incumbent 
upon us to clarify how the 
Torah distinguishes between 
this and modern terrorism. 

The first distinction to 
be made is one between the 
state and the individual. An 
individual who kills is vilified and labeled a murderer. An 
attempt to “inherit” the property of his victim is called 
stealing.6 A soldier who wages war at the behest of his 
nation is declared a hero if he has killed many in battle. The 
victorious country “acquires” land as opposed to stealing.7 
The laws and morality of individuals are not synonymous 
with those of nations, and different standards apply. The 
war against Amalek can only be waged once the nation 
has a king, as seen in Shemuel. There is no commandment 
outside the time of war to murder individuals from Amalek. 
Terrorism differs as it is inherently the act of individuals 
  בראשית פרק ט, ו   4

5 Note the infrequency in which the courts actually utilized this power-Makkot 7A
6 See Eliyahu Hanavi’s famous admonition to the King Ahab in Kings 1 21:19
7 Notwithstanding the noticeable exception of the State of Israel’s 1967 acquisitions

targeting others, largely defenseless individuals. No 
one accuses the Western world for utilizing weapons of 
advanced technology against Iraq, even though the Iraqi 
army could not defend themselves against such weaponry. 
The ethics of Amalek are those of states whereas terrorism 
is subject to the laws of individuals. Thus there can be no 
moral comparison between the two concepts. 

The second distinction lies in comprehending the events 
that led to Hashem authorizing Amalek’s destruction. God 
reiterates in both Debarim 25 and Shemuel 15 that Amalek’s 
offense was attacking the Jewish nation as they left Egypt, 
in the midst of the desert. It is clear that Amalek had no 
valid reason for attacking the Jewish people. They were 
not invading their land, nor did they cause them any harm. 
This is clear from the Torah’s emphasis of the word “derekh”  
(path), as they were coming out of Egypt. The Jews did not 
present a threat to anyone. Amalek’s attack demonstrates 
two negative characteristics. Firstly, it reflects on their 
warlike and vicious nature to prey upon a nation of slaves 
who were ill prepared for war (assumedly for looting 
the spoils they took from Egypt). It is beyond the pale of 
morality even for state, and thus forfeited their rights to 
exist as such. It also reflects upon a declaration of eternal 
war against the Jewish people and God himself (as evidenced 

by God’s statement in Shemot 
17:16). A declaration of eternal 
war necessitates an utter and 
complete annihilation of the 
enemy to ensure survival for 
one’s own nation and religion. 

For us today, while the feud with Amalek is no longer 
applicable, its relevance is clear. Life is a gift bestowed upon 
us by God. We are not free to treat this gift as we choose. 
It was given to us conditionally, with high expectations. 
We must constantly strive to be worthy of the precious gift 
of life. 

Rabbi Setton is assistant Rabbi at Magen David of West 

Deal.

“Life is a gift bestowed upon us 
by God.”
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Shabbat Zakhor

Value: Eradicating Evil

Real evil exists in the world, and it must be rooted 
out completely. Although this idea has become 
popular again during the war against terrorism, it 

has always been a part of the Torah. How can we eradicate 
evil? How do we define evil? Who does the defining? 
These are all questions that can confuse the application of 
this value. This lesson will explore some of these issues.

Background: As a fulfillment of the Torah’s 
commandment to “remember what Amaleq did to you” 
and in anticipation of Purim, we read one of the sections 
of the Torah where the Torah describes the battle against 
Amaleq. According to most Halakhic authorities, this 
is the only Torah reading of the year that is de`oraita 
(commanded by the Torah). 

Text: Debarim 25:17-19 (NJPS)

Remember what Amaleq did to you on your 
journey, after you left Egypt—how, undeterred by 
fear of God, he surprised you on the march when 
you were famished and weary, and cut down all the 
stragglers in your rear. Therefore, when the Lord 
your God grants you safety from all your enemies 
around you, in the land that the Lord your God is 
giving you as a hereditary portion, you shall blot 
out the memory of Amaleq from under heaven. Do 
not forget! 

Analysis: Samuel the prophet defined the term 
“blotting out the memory of Amaleq” to mean: “Spare no 
one, but kill alike men and women, infants and sucklings, 
oxen and sheep, camels and donkeys” (1 Samuel 15:3). 
This stands as a most important commandment. The 
section begins with the commandment to “remember,” 
and ends with the order “don’t forget.” Yet the value of 
eradicating evil and its connection to Perashat “Zachor” 
(the opening Hebrew word of the above section) is 
somewhat difficult to teach. Of course, everyone agrees 

1 The following is reprinted from Rabbi Ralph Tawil’s Shabbat-Table Talks for Shabbat Zachor.

that we should eradicate evil. However, it is hard to 
understand the Torah’s commandments to kill every 
man, woman and infant of Amaleq. In the period of 
the war against terrorism that we are presently in, it is 
somewhat easier to understand it, but not completely. 
Rambam has mitigated the absoluteness of this law when 
it comes to practice. In addition, the Torah has limited 
the practical application of the law to only the nation of 
Amaleq. Our Rabbinic tradition has already decided that 
it is impossible, after the Assyrian empire’s mixing up 
the various nations, to identify any one nation as Amaleq. 
Still the commandment stands and can be applied towards 
evil in general. Evil must be eradicated. 

Discussion: What did Amaleq do? (This nation attacked 
Bene Yisrael when they left Egypt. Amaleq attacked the 
stragglers—the weak and defenseless). 

Why is that so bad? (The Torah describes Amaleq 
as “not fearing God” and as “attacking the stragglers.” 
These traits are destructive to society. Society is based 
on fearing God, and not attacking those that are weak. 
The honesty and integrity and the protection of the weak 
that define a God-fearing society are essential to have in 
a cohesive society. Amaleq’s behavior is destructive to 
society; therefore it must be eradicated.) 

How can it be right to kill even Amaleq’s infants? After 
all, they are innocent? (This question must be addressed, 
even though there is hardly a very satisfactory answer for 
it. This is a seeming clash between our sense of right and 
wrong and the Torah’s commandment—at least, in the 
way that Samuel the prophet has defined it. What the 
Torah is teaching is that some nations are so evil, that 
every person who identifies with that nation must be 
destroyed. Perhaps, if anyone of that nation is left alive, 
the evil culture of that nation will resurface and create 
more problems in the future. We must be aware that the 
torah’s commandment of the total eradication of a nation 
only applies to the nation of Amaleq, which does not exist 
today.) 

Shabbat Zakhor1

Rabbi Ralph Tawil
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Shabbat Zakhor

Rambam, when discussing the Torah laws pertaining 
to war, explained that the law of blotting out the memory 
of Amaleq only applies if they have not made peace with 
Bene Yisrael, and have not accepted upon themselves 
the seven Noahide laws. If they have, then Bene Yisrael 
is not to go to war against them. From this we could 
learn that if Amaleq accepted these conditions they have 
changed their basic culture and are no longer targets for 
annihilation. The evil culture must be eradicated, either 
by destroying the people that hold fast to this culture of 
evil, or by having them change their beliefs and culture. 
The seven Noahide laws contain within them: respect for 
God (not to curse God) and the setting up of a legal justice 
system. An Amaleq nation that accepts these conditions is 
essentially not Amaleq culturally and therefore not slated 
for annihilation. 

If the nation of Amaleq doesn’t exist today, how 
are we supposed to understand this misvah? (We could 
understand it as talking about eradicating all evil—not 
only by killing, but also by educating. Evil exists in the 
form of taking advantage of the weak, lying, cheating, 
and stealing. We must develop our society and educate it 
to the point where these practices are eliminated.) 

Evil also exists today in the form of terrorism. Why 
is terrorism evil? (Because its victims are innocent and 
defenseless.) Terrorism and those who support it and incite 
towards it must be eradicated. Yielding to the terrorist’s 
demands is not the way to accomplish this. Giving in to the 
demands of terrorists invites more demands and further 
terrorism. Eradicating terrorism can only be done by an 
all-out war against terrorists until the people who remain 
renounce terrorism. It does not require killing of every 
person, but only those people who commit or support 
terrorism and those that incite terrorism. 

We pray to Hashem that the United States will be 
successful in eradicating world-wide terrorism, so that 
we can work together peacefully towards resolving the 
many problems that face us.

Rabbi Tawil is the author  of Shabbt Table Talks (Tebah, 
2014)

The Sephardic Community 

welcomes Rabbi Sacks for 

a special Shabbat in our 

community April 9-10. 

Follow the SCA on social 
media for the latest updates:

             @SCAUpdates
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Shabbat Zakhor

On Shabbat Zakhor we read Debarim 25:17-
25:19 from the second Sefer Torah. According 
to Maran in Shulhan ‘Arukh (OH 146:3, 685:7) 

the obligation to listen to this reading is biblical. There 
are three misvot from the Torah in these three pesuqim. 
There is a misvah to verbally recall (Zakhor) that ‘Amaleq 
attacked the weakest part of the Jewish People while 
they were traveling in the desert after they left Egypt. 
There is a misvah to destroy ‘Amaleq (“timheh et zekher 
‘Amaleq). And another misvah to remember the actions 
of ‘Amaleq in our hearts (“ lo tishkah). The Sefer HaHinukh 
writes that the reason for these misvot is to teach us that 
Hashem detests those who oppress the Jewish People, 
and that those who do oppress the Jewish People will 
eventually fall. 

In the Haftarah we read about Shaul’s failure to 
completely eradicate ‘Amaleq in his war against them 
(Shemuel I Ch.15). Hashem had commanded them to 
destroy all of the people of ‘Amaleq as well as their 
livestock. Shaul allowed Agag the King of ‘Amaleq and the 
choice livestock to be spared. The commentators explain 
that since the soldiers occupied themselves with taking 
spoils in the war, in defiance of Hashem’s command, they 
failed to successfully kill all of the people, so many were 
able to escape. At the end of Shemuel I, David HaMelekh 
had to retaliate against an attack by ‘Amaleqi militants, 
proving the fact that not all of the people of ‘Amaleq 
were killed by Shaul’s army. 

We can no longer identify the actual descendants of 
‘Amaleq, but the lesson brought out by the Sefer HaHinukh 
is still current today. Those that are oppressing the 
Jewish People, especially in cowardly ways such as acts 

of terrorism against civilians, are acting in a manner 
similar to ‘Amaleq, and with Hashem’s help will meet 
their downfall in the near future. These misvot should 
help us persevere in difficult times until the Final 
Redemption which we pray will be in our lifetime.

Mr. Arking is an expert on Sephardic minhagim and 

teaches a weekly class in Beth Torah

Perashat Zakhor
Mr. Morris Arking

“... those who do oppress
 the Jewish People will 

eventually fall.”

David and the Amalekite, circa 1470
by Jean Fouquet
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Purim

I   love Purim. It is one of the most festive and joyous 
occasions in the Jewish calendar. On Purim, we dress 
up, give each other gifts, distribute money to the poor, 

and have a festive meal with our friends and family. As 
parents, we have our hands full preparing for this time! 
There are costumes to sew, mishloah manot to prepare, and 
guests to invite. 

For many years, my preparations for Purim were made 
a bit easier by one of my daughter’s choice of costume. She 
wanted to be a Queen—Malkat Esther. There was not 
much to do for her costume. A simple tiara, dress, and some 
makeup magically transformed 
her into a beautiful queen, 
walking regally around the 
house asking that for this one 
day a year we grant her royal 
treatment. Every year I would 
look at my daughter, my Queen 
Esther, and be proud of the fact 
that in our modern era our 
children want to be like the heroes and heroines of Jewish 
history. But I would also look at her and wonder: does she 
realize that Queen Esther was much more than just a dress 
and a tiara? That she was a woman with immense privilege 
and power who had to decide whether to risk her life in 
order to save the Jewish people? 

In Bereshit, we read about the journeys and experiences 
of Yosef Hasadiq. There is a certain sense of vertigo, a rapid 
dizziness that overtakes us when reading his story. Yosef 
suffers tremendous hardships and he rises to magnificent 
triumphs. As the readers of his life we witness how Yosef’s 
brothers, blind with jealousy, throw him into a pit—deaf 
to his calls for compassion. We cry with him as he is sold as 
a slave and later unjustly imprisoned. Yosef seems to reach 
the lowest point of any individual in Bereshit. The Almighty, 
however, has other plans. He brings about a series of events 
that have Yosef rising to be second only to Pharaoh, the most 

privileged position that anybody could have aspired to at that 
time. Yosef becomes a man of immense importance, wealth 
and power. He alone had accumulated food during the years 
of plenty and he alone could give sustenance to the people 
seeking bread during the years of famine. 

As it turns out, Yosef’s brothers—the men who had 
betrayed him—are forced to come down to Egypt to seek 
food for their families. They beg the ruler of the land, Yosef, 
their estranged brother, to give them wheat. This is one of the 
most dramatic and powerful moments in the entire Tanakh. 
Yosef, instead of seeking revenge for the years of suffering 

that he underwent because of 
his brothers, is able to forgive 
them. Instead of making him 
vengeful, suffering makes 
Yosef compassionate. Instead 
of making him egoistical, it 
makes him mindful of Hashem 
and His divine plan. 

Most importantly, we must recognize that when Yosef’s 
family comes to Egypt he could have chosen the road of 
indifference. At this point, he is living a life free of worry, 
with more wealth and power than most mortals. After all his 
travails, he is finally able to live a life of luxury. But Yosef, 
the second most important man in Egypt, acts differently. 
He turns towards his brothers and tells them that Hashem 
had put him in his position of greatness so that he could serve 
them and save their families from starvation. 

Fame, power and success can sometimes make individuals 
forget the place they come from. After all, once you are at 
the top of the world, why would you want to remember 
your humble origins? Yosef teaches us, though, that the ideal 
Jewish way to act in this world is one in which success breeds 
responsibility. Privilege must make individuals servants to 
the Jewish people. If we are ever lucky enough to feel like 
we are blessed with power, wealth, and success, then we 

The Responsibility of Privilege
Rabbanit Coty Bitton

“...that what made Esther 
worthy of becoming a queen 

was her sensitivity, compassion 
and courage.”
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must realize that Hashem gave us all these blessings for a 
purpose—to help our people. Yosef understood this better 
than anyone else. Instead of succumbing to a life of pleasure 
and wealth in the Egyptian court, he chooses to use his 
immense power and privilege to save ‘Am Yisrael. 

Back to Queen Esther. After ridding himself of Vashti, 
King Ahashverosh is looking for a new queen. His emissaries 
chase after beautiful girls that will be attractive to the King. 
“Vatilakach Esther,” the Megillah says that Esther was taken by 
Ahashverosh. The language of the Megillah makes it clear 
that Esther was not looking to be taken—she was forced to 
come. Other girls might have dreamed of being chosen and 
going to the palace and having the opportunity to compete 
to become the queen of the Persian Empire. This, however, 
was not the aspiration of Esther, Hadassah, the Jewish girl 
raised by Mordekhai the Jew. As we know, though, Esther is 
chosen. Her grace, charm and charisma bring her to become 
the queen of the Persian Empire. 

Everything seems to be 
working perfectly for Esther, 
who keeps her Jewish identity 
hidden, until Haman’s hatred for 
Mordekhai brings him to plot 
the extermination of the Jewish 
nation. Through his wicked 
manipulations, the destiny of the 
Jews is sealed to be killed in one 
day—men, women and children. 
After hearing the decree, 
Mordekhai mourns, wearing 
sack and ashes, an extremely inappropriate attire in the 
vicinity of the palace. Soon, emissaries come to tell Esther 
about Mordekhai’s mourning. The queen is in her palace, 
ignorant of the fate of her people, enjoying the safety and 
security of the royal family. She sends messengers to find 
out the reason for Mordekhai’s mourning and is told of the 
horrifying decree to murder the Jews. Moreover, Mordekhai 
asks her to intervene and try to persuade the king to act in 
favor of her people. In the beginning, Esther does not want 
to listen to Mordekhai. She is scared, telling Mordekhai that 
his request can get her killed! If somebody comes to talk 
to the king without being called, she can be punished with 
death! In her mind, Esther remembers the fate of Vashti— 
Ahashverosh did not hesitate in killing his queen when she 
displeased him. 

At this point, Mordekhai speaks harshly to Esther. He 
tells her that if she does not act now, the Jewish people will 
be saved regardless, but that she and her father’s home will 
be forgotten. These powerful words remind Esther that her 
privileged position in the royal palace did not exempt her 
from the destiny of her people, but rather obligated her to 
do whatever she can to save them. Endangering her life, she 
approaches the king and brings about the eventual salvation 
of the people of Israel. She understands that she got to her 
position of greatness because Hashem wanted to give her the 
power to save the Jews. She became queen because she had a 
mission to fulfill—to save her brothers and sisters, to serve 
the Jewish people. 

Both Yosef and Esther are examples of ordinary individuals 
that were touched by Hashem and placed in extraordinary 
positions. Their circumstances separated them from their 
brothers and sisters—they were in a privileged position that 
allowed them to escape the fate of the Jewish nation. Yosef 

and Esther could have immersed 
themselves in the comforts and 
riches of their lives and been 
indifferent to the suffering of 
the other Jews. But they chose 
to care. They acknowledged that 
each individual has a mission and 
a purpose in this world, and that 
if Hashem gives us a special role 
it is in order to be useful to Him 
from that position. 

And so, when my daughter 
asked me again to dress up like Queen Esther, I obliged. 
We got the dress, the tiara and the regal makeup. And we 
also discussed that what made Esther worthy of becoming 
a queen was her sensitivity, compassion and courage. We 
learned that being given the privilege of becoming the queen 
obligated Esther to save her people. We pray that each of us 
will become as sensitive and caring as Esther and Yosef, and 
that we will learn to take advantage of the blessings Hashem 
gives us in order to do good and help others.

Mrs. Bitton writes widely on Judaism and Parentig. Many of 
her articles can be found on www. halakhaoftheday.org
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Purim is one of my all-time favorite holidays. It’s filled 
with the three C’s: costumes, candy, and celebrations. 
But, what makes this holiday the most special is 

Hashem’s magical hand. We all know that Hashem’s name is 
never mentioned in the entire Megillah, yet, we also know 
that He is guiding all of history’s events. 

This holiday is about having faith. It’s about trusting 
Hashem in every aspect of your everyday life, even when 
you don’t think He’s around when you need Him most. It’s 
knowing that Hashem is working behind the scenes and 
believing that it is He who is in control of everything. 

I believe the following speech that I was privileged to 
deliver on a recent SBH Disney weekend, talking about the 
challenges I face on a daily 
basis, mirrors this Purim 
message on a personal level: 

We are all dealt certain 
cards from Hashem. And 
what makes us so special is 
that every person is given 
their own unique set of 
cards. Some of us are given 
the card of good fortune. Some of us are given the 
card of bringing laughter into this world. Some of 
us are given the card of spreading kindness. The key 
to success is learning how to use your cards not just 
to make yourself a better person, but to make the 
world a better place. Now, there is a special bonus 
card given to all Jews: the card of emunah. This card 
can be used at all times, in combination with other 
cards or even alone. 

I set a record on this trip. Actually, I set two records. 
The first one was raising $15,656 in such a short time 
period. The second record we’ll get to in a minute. 
How do you think I raised all that money? I learned 
to play my cards right.  

My life has been anything but easy. For those of you 
who don’t know, I was not always in this condition. I 

was a healthy teenager doing what healthy teenagers 
usually do. When I first realized that this was my new 
life, I had a very hard time accepting it. I was in denial. 
So I threw in my emunah card and literally stayed in 
my room waiting for something to magically happen. 
The thing is, the emunah card can be a bit tricky. If 
you don’t use it with the right mindset, the card will 
not work.  

I decided to lay out all the cards I was given. For 
starters, I have been given the card of resilience 
and the card of perseverance. So, I decided to take 
matters into my own hands and tried to live this new 
life I was given. I tried to see the better side of things. 
I went to therapy five times a week and I went back to 

school. This was no piece 
of cake. As soon as I started 
walking again (yes, I can 
walk), I fell a lot and broke 
bones. I still fall and break 
things. I actually fell about 
six weeks ago and needed 
hip surgery to repair the 
bone, but I threw in my 
resilience card and started 

walking again a week later. Speaking of walking, my 
physical therapist is constantly mind blown at how I 
can walk. He says that the muscles used for walking 
are so weak that I utilize all my strong muscles 
together and figure out how to walk. This is where 
I threw in my compensation card, along with my 
emunah card. I figured out how to solve any problem 
by compensating and having a little faith. 

School was tough too. Getting from class to class 
was not easy, so I used my compensation card and 
had the administration rearrange all my classes to 
one building so that I can get around independently. 
(I probably ruined a bunch of students’ schedules 
though - oops.)  

A few months ago, I finally broke my silence and began 
a campaign on my Instagram called #BecauseICan. I 

So, What Cards Were You Dealt? 
Ms. Cheri Srour

“... once you learn to live with 
the cards you were dealt, you 
don’t even need to play the 

game.  You already won.”
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show people that just because I’m in a wheelchair, I 
can still try to be the best I can be. I can still do things 
that you may be surprised I can do. With the right 
mindset, you can do anything you really want.  

I have been given the card of having an awesome 
family. As much as we love to hate one other and as 
much as they use me just to cut all the lines on rides, 
we can’t do anything without each other. So when 
SBH asked me if I wanted to come to Disney as part 
of my #BecauseICan campaign, I refused unless the 
whole family tagged along. And as close as we are, 
this trip somehow managed to make us closer. My 
sister-in-law nonchalantly called my dad “dad” for the 
first time. My emotionless nephew hugged me and 
thanked me for bringing him 
on this trip. My brother-in-
law and I have created a new 
bond while training for the 
marathon. And my parents 
got to relax. Except when 
my siblings threw their kids 
on them. And except when 
they had to wake up at 4 AM 
three times. Uh nevermind; 
scratch that last one. 

So here’s the secret on how 
I raised all those donations. 
I have been given the hazit 
card. I probably use this 
card way too often. I use 
and abuse it and then use 
and abuse it some more. You 
wouldn’t believe the things 
I get away with just by using 
this card. People just instantly see my chair and give 
me that “aw hazita” look. Trust me, I’m anything but 
hazita, but I still get the look, so I just take advantage 
of it. 

This led me to the second record I broke on this 
trip. Originally, Disney refused to allow an elite 
runner run while pushing a wheelchair. SBH tried to 
convince them, but they wouldn’t budge. I decided to 
give it a shot. Being the persistent person that I am, 
I would not give up until they said yes. I threw in my 

hazita card and my perseverance card and contacted 
Disney. After little convincing, of course they said 
yes. Like I said, you’d be surprised by the things I get 
away with. Having an elite runner run while pushing 
a wheelchair has never been done before in Disney 
history and hopefully, this will set a precedent for the 
future. We are the first power duo to participate in 
Disney’s Princess Half Marathon in recorded history! 

To get the 15k, I threw in my family card, my hazita 
card, my perseverance card, and my emunah card. The 
rest - well - the rest was history. 

I have a friend who was given the card of being 
unable to sit still. She swears she has ADHD, but 

instead of causing trouble, 
she multitasks on a million 
different projects and 
makes the world a better 
place. It just shows you that 
even the “bad” cards can be 
beneficial if you have the 
right mindset. 

If you’re given the card of 
laughter, go visit an old 
age home and make them 
laugh. If you’re given the 
sweet tooth card, join the 
Big Brother, Big Sister 
Program and take them for 
ice cream. (This does not 
apply to diabetics, dad.) If 
you’re given the athletic 
card, run for a dream - 
even if it’s not your own. 

You’re all given the cards Hashem knows is best for 
you. It’s just a matter of learning how to use them to 
become a better person. Because once you learn to 
live with the cards you were dealt, you don’t even 
need to play the game. You already won.

Ms. Srour is a student at Brooklyn College, pursuing a 
degree in Public Health. Join her on her amazing journey 
on Instagram: @CheriSrour

Cheri Srour along with her siblings in Disney
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At first glance, it seems that the existence and behavior 
of a single human being is of little importance. 
Barring those leaders, thinkers, and scientists who 

actually contribute toward the advancement or devastation 
of mankind, the vast majority of people, numbering in the 
billions, do not seem to make even a dent in terms of the 
future and well-being of our society. If not for their numbers, 
they would have remained unnoticed and unmissed by the 
world had they not been born. 

A closer look, 
however, reveals 
something quite 
different. Suddenly, 
every human being is of 
ultimate importance. 
Let us recall the birth 
of Napoleon Bonaparte. 
Letizia Ramolino, 
Napoleon’s mother, met 
her future husband, 
Carlo Buonaparte, at 
the cheese market in 
Ajaccio, Corsica. Under 
normal circumstances, 
she would not have gone 
there since it was her 
brother who usually 
shopped for the family. However, on that very sunny day, he 
decided to meet some friends and asked his sister to do the 
honors. He wanted to thank his buddies who had just sent 
him a few bottles of wine. They had bought the wine while 
on a long journey to visit their uncle who had just come out 
of hospital after having been hit by a carriage in the town of 
Seville. This carriage had gone out of control as one of the 
horses had fallen ill, due to poisoned food that its master 
had fed it. This, in turn, was the result of negligence on the 
part of a shopkeeper, who had bought the food from a farmer 
and had forgotten to put it in a cool place, so it had begun 
to rot. The fact that this food had come to this particular 
shopkeeper, and not to the man whom the farmer normally 

dealt with, was because...and so it goes on and on. 

The intricate web of circumstances in this chain 
of “trivialities,” to which no one would attribute any 
significance as far as world events are concerned, ultimately 
led to Napoleon’s birth, the creation of the Napoleonic 
Code, and the Battle of Waterloo, which fatefully changed 
much of European history. 

On a more day-to-
day level, let us imagine 
a man stopped by his 
friend who asks him 
what time it is. Because 
of this, the former will 
come home one minute 
later. Not only are his 
thoughts different from 
what they would have 
been had he not been 
stopped, but his family 
sees him a minute later 
and that affects how they 
greet him. They will be 
in different positions and 
have other expressions 
on their faces. It could 
very well be that within 

this one minute something could have occurred that had he 
been there one minute earlier would not have happened. His 
little daughter might have fallen out of a window, and he 
would not have been there to prevent it. Since he enters his 
home one minute later, she fractures her head. As a result, 
she becomes a permanent invalid and is no longer able to 
marry and give birth to a world-famous mathematician who 
would radically change our understanding of this world. 

Still, this is only a partial picture. In reality, the matter 
is much more complicated. Every act, smile, cry, sneeze or 
moment of silence—in fact, our very presence or absence— 
may cause an ongoing chain that might start at home but, 

Purim, the Battle of Waterloo, 
and the Guillotine  

Rabbi Nathan Lopes Cardozo, Ph.D

Ajaccio, Corsica
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like the ripple effect of a pebble thrown into a pond, could 
ultimately touch a large part if not the whole of society. 

If one actor on the stage of life were removed, even if only 
a babysitter in one’s home, within a few days all discussion 
in the country could be different and, after a few more days, 
it could have an impact on foreign countries and millions 
of people. True, nobody is indispensable, but everyone is 
a link in the intricate web of world affairs. Consequently, 
no one can ever say: I am not important. Everyone makes a 
difference in the overall state of global affairs—not just as a 
“drop in the ocean,” but in every aspect. Even without just 
one individual, everything may be different! 

But how are we to survive and remain sane once we 
know the power of even one small “unimportant” act? Our 
conversation with a friend could cause a disaster, or a world 
revolution. The smile with which we greet a sick person may 
ultimately help him, but could also be misunderstood and 
cause his death as well as that of many others. And even if we 
decide to live alone in a forest, 
hiding there until the end of 
our days, how do we know that 
our absence wouldn’t result 
in terrible after-effects or 
deny mankind much potential 
happiness? Indeed, we cannot 
know. The cloud of uncertainty will ultimately descend upon 
us, and we will find ourselves in total darkness. The reason 
for this is that we are clearly the parents of our own actions, 
but once we have acted, our deeds are no longer ours. They 
have removed themselves from our parental authority. 

In fact, it may very well be that one has only good 
intentions, yet the outcome of his deeds leads to disaster. In 
1520, when Bartolomé de las Casas, a deeply religious priest 
in Cuba, realized that his parish had been destroyed by the 
Spanish, he received permission from Cardinal Ximénes 
to employ a few hundred black people to help him restore 
it. In itself, this was a noble deed, he saved his parish. But 
he destroyed the lives of millions, because he unwittingly 
became the father of black slave labor and apartheid. French 
physician Dr. Joseph-Ignace Guillotin proposed the use of 
a device that would substantially decrease the pain of those 
who were sentenced to death by decapitation. Even though 
he didn’t invent the guillotine,1 and in fact opposed the death 
penalty, his name became an eponym for it. No doubt he 
1 The actual inventor was Antoine Louis (1723-1792).

meant well—he could not suffer the pain of so many and 
tried to help them—but tens of thousands cursed his name. 

Such is the irony of history. 

This being so, what should man do? And to what extent 
is man responsible for his deeds? He is unable to know the 
ultimate effects of his actions, so where is the distinction 
between responsibility and pure fate? 

There is just one answer to this question. Man is 
responsible only for those direct consequences that he could 
clearly have seen in advance. He is not held accountable when 
the unexpected creeps into the picture, events he could not 
have foreseen. More than anything else, it is his intention 
that counts. 

This is the deeper meaning of Megillat Esther. Looking 
carefully into the story, one realizes that matters of cause 
and effect are entangled in a web of surprises that nobody 

could have predicted. In terms 
of pure logic, the story should 
have ended with the total 
extermination of the Jewish 
people. Had Ahashverosh been 
able to sleep that famous night, 
he would not have seen the 

Book of Chronicles and Mordechai would not have been in 
a position to save the Jews.2 That they were indeed rescued 
may be attributed to the royal physician’s neglecting to give 
Ahashverosh a sleeping tablet. 

For this reason, the Sages remarked that Esther 
symbolizes hester panim (the hiding of God’s face), which 
means that from the perspective of Jewish Tradition, God’s 
providence is only noticeable after the event. What may be 
seen by man as an infinite number of arbitrary incidents, 
a confusing web of coincidence, could in fact be the result 
of God’s active role in history. At the same time, we are 
told that man exercises freedom of choice. If so, how could 
it have been God’s providence? This is one of philosophy’s 
famous enigmas. 

Rabbi Cordozo is the dean of the David Cardozo 
Academy in Jerusalem 

2 Esther 6:1

“... every human being is of 
ultimate importance.”
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We have two holidays on the Jewish calendar 
which are not mentioned in the five books 
of the Torah; Hanoukah and Purim. These 

holidays were added later by our rabbis to commemorate 
events that took place during the Second Temple period. 
Purim has the distinction of also having Megillat Esther, 
one of the 24 books that make up our cannon. Purim also 
has a tractate dedicated to its laws in Mishnah as well as 
Talmud.1

Purim is a time of happiness, which commemorates the 
saving of the Jews from annihilation at the hands of Haman. 
As with everything else there are clearly prescribed laws 
and customs for this holiday and in the case of Purim, they 
are clearly written out for us in Megillat Esther chapter 9: 

Mordekhai recorded these events, and he sent 
letters to all the Jews 
throughout the provinces 
of King Ahashverosh, 
near and far, to have them 
celebrate annually the 
fourteenth and fifteenth 
days of the month of 
Adar, as the time when 
the Jews got relief from 
their enemies, and as the month when their sorrow 
was turned into joy and their mourning into a day 
of celebration. He wrote them to observe the days 
as days of feasting and joy and giving presents of 
food to one another and gifts to the poor. 

The Mishnah and gemara develop the halakhah based 
on these passages and our hakhamim have continued to 
develop these ideas over the past two thousand years. 
The manner in which our communities have celebrated 
Purim throughout this period is very well defined. For 
two millennia the communities of the Near-East and the 
descendants of Spanish Jewry have celebrated this day in 
the manner described in the Megillah, Mishnah, Talmud 
and subsequent rabbinical authorities. 
1 By contrast Hanoukah has a very scant mention in the Talmud, in Tractate Shabbat and does 
not have an accompanying book in the Canon.

Growing up, this was the way Purim was celebrated- as 
stated in the Megillah, with joy and happiness and always 
with dignity. Listening to the reading of the Megillah at 
night and the following morning, giving money to the 
needy, preparing and delivering home baked goods to 
relatives, friends, and neighbors and finally late in the day 
having a festive meal. 

No one bought ready prepared candy and cookies 
to give out, no one got drunk, no one wore costumes, 
no one had music blaring from their car, no one caused 
traffic jams, and absolutely no one caused a Hillul 
Hashem! There were no carnivals nor Purim parties. No 
one ever heard of a rabbi getting dressed like Minnie 
Mouse and getting so drunk that he could not control his 
actions. Unfortunately this is what we are surrounded 
by today. Not only are these customs not our way, it in 

fact goes against our Torah! 
It is important that one 
recognize that many of 
these foreign practices 
are rooted in pagan ritual 
and are indeed harmful to 
Judaism, and not just cute 
practices for children.

Masks and Costumes

Today we also see men dressing like women, and 
women like men. This is something that our Torah clearly 
forbids2 as well as all early and late Rabbinic sources. So 
why do people think they can do this on Purim? Is the 
Torah somehow suspended for Purim? 

The custom of masquerading in costume and the 
wearing of masks probably originated in 15th century 
Italy, where in all likelihood it was picked up from the 
Roman Carnival. The earliest Jewish source we know for 
it is Rabbi Yehudah Minss (d. Venice 1508). He is quoted 
by Mooram - Rabbi Moshe Isserles (1520-1572, Poland) - 
2 For example Debarim 22:5: ָּכל־עֵׂשה ֵאֶּלה לא־יְִהיֶה ְכִלי־ֶגֶבר ַעל־ִאָּשה וְלא־יְִלַּבׁש ֶּגֶבר ִׂשְמַלת ִאָּשה 

 A man’s item shall not be on a woman, and a man shall not wear a woman’s ִּכי תוֲעַבת ה׳ ֱאלֶהיָך
garment; whoever does such a thing is an abhorrence unto the Lord.

When did Purim become Mardi Gras?
Mr. Joseph Mosseri and Rabbi Joseph Mizrachi

“Holidays like Purim are an 
opportunity for us to perpetuate 
our rich culture and traditions 
and make a qiddush Hashem.”



19

Purim

who says it is not forbidden even though there are those 
that say it is. Later, in his Darké Moshe he says it’s better 
to be stringent and not wear masks and such. Even so, 
the Baer Heteb, Ta”z, Bayit Hadash, Keneset HaGedolah, Debar 
Shemouel, and Birké Yosef all say it is completely forbidden. 
In fact these great Sephardic hakhamim and Ashkenazic 
Rabbanim all wrote that so many terrible things have 
come about due to the masquerading, and that anyone who 
has the power to put an end to it, must. 

As mentioned above the entire origin seems to have 
come from Carnival which, as is known, is rooted in 
ancient pagan ritual. Carnival comes from the root carné – 
flesh. According to anthropologists, carné valé is a sort of 
reversal ritual, in which social roles are reversed and norms 
about desired behavior are suspended. In some cases the 
forcing of men and women to indulge in sexual pleasures 
in honor of crude 
deities. If so this reeks 
of ‘abodah zara and 
houqot hagoyim and no 
one should be getting 
“dressed up.”

Mishloah Manot

For centuries there 
was no such thing as 
readymade or store 
bought. Every woman 
was proud of what she 
made and how she 
made it. Purim was 
a time to showcase 
their talent and skill. 
As such mishloah manot were always trays of ma’amool, 
ba’lawa, and other homemade Middle Eastern pastries. No 
one questioned if these were kosher. If they were sent to 
you by a relative, friend, or neighbor that meant you knew, 
respected, and trusted each other enough to eat anything 
from their kitchen. 

Mishloah manot was not a chore of putting together 
hundreds of packages to drive all around town in a rush. 
They were taken with respect and always with a visit. 
Children were always encouraged to go on these deliveries 
where they were guaranteed to receive Purim money - 

simply called “purim” or Fooreeyé, from the elderly. This 
is when Sepharadim give and receive, unlike the modern 
mistaken practice where gifts and presents are given 
on Hanukkah, to emulate the practices of the gentile 
neighbors. It was all about quality, not quantity, about 
true mutual respect, no one felt they had to give to every 
person they ever met. 

The first readymade mishloah manot packages started 
to appear in our community around 1975. They were 
introduced by young men that were studying to be rabbis. 
It was a plain white paper box with a small grape juice, 2 
hamantaschen, and a bag of Wise potato chips. They were 
looked upon in disdain. What has become of our precious 
custom now? Our people run to the same stores and 
“charitable organizations” to buy the same cheap candy? 
People that would never eat a Laffy Taffy end up having 

bowls full at the end 
of the day that just 
get thrown out with 
the trash. Once again 
transgressing the 
Torah which teaches 
us bal tash-heet, do not 
waste. In recent years 
we have begun to see 
themed mishloah manot 
and costumes. What’s 
going on? Wake up! 
There should only be 
one theme and that is 
Purim and the unity 
of the Jewish people. 

Traditionally, it 
should be noted, an assortment of baked goods was given. 
Yes they were all mezonot, not two different berakhot. The 
halakhah states that you have to give two different items, 
not two different berakhot.

Noise Making

Noise making is another practice that was unknown 
to the hakhamim of the mishnah and gemara. Even 
HaRamba”m and most early sources do not mention 
it at all. We first hear of it in 13th century France and 

Continued on page  20
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Germany, and it would be safe to assume they picked this 
up from their non-Jewish neighbors who, as historians have 
documented, would be heard making noise to scare off evil 
spirits. It took time, but eventually this custom made its 
way in some degree to every Sephardic community except 
for the Spanish-Portuguese communities which till today 
do not allow any noise making during the 54 mentions of 
Haman’s name. 

Even though 
it made its way 
into Sephardic 
communities, the 
hakhamim were 
not happy about it. 
Notably Hakham 
Rahamim Haim 
Yehudah Yisrael of 
Rhodes wrote against 
it in his book Ben 
Yamin in the 1800’s 
and he was even able 
to get the hakhamim 
of Izmir, Istanbul, 
and Jerusalem to sign 
on and agree with him, 
as is written in Yafeh Laleb. Hakham Eliyahu Hazzan of 
Alexandria, in his book Neveh Shalom, called it an “evil 
custom”! Sephardic hakhamim, always conscious of human 
dignity, as well as respect of people and property, had a 
very difficult time with this noisy custom. The synagogue 
is, in essence, Hashem’s sanctuary. How could people 
enter it and act in such a raucous manner? Coming in 
with stones and hammers to bang on the wooden benches 
and chairs made noise but it destroyed property. That 
was unacceptable. The goyim that worked in the Jewish 
community, or simply the ones that would be passing by 
outside would hear this noise and look down upon the Jews 
and their crude mannerisms, causing a hillul Hashem. All 
this also detracted from the Megillah reading and caused 
people to lose out on their obligation to hear every word. 
As far as our hakhamim were concerned, there were no 
positive aspects to this new found custom and simply put 
it should be discouraged and stopped.

Se’oudah

The se’oudah, the festive meal was always held after 
minhah and always late in the day. It was always a time to 
gather with family and friends to enjoy the joyous mood of 
the day and to thank Boré ‘Olam for the miracles he constantly 
does for us. It’s the only holiday where throughout the meal 
everyone breaks out in song. We have a wonderful collection 
of pizmonim that were composed especially for the Purim 

holiday, the events 
of the Megillah, and 
the wondrous ways 
in which Hashem 
saved ‘Am Yisrael from 
destruction. That is 
se’oudat Purim, and 
not what we see today, 
drunken revelers and 
charity collectors 
brazenly barging into 
people’s homes and 
jumping around their 
tables.

Drinking

Drinking on Purim 
or getting completely 

drunk on Purim. What is the law? What is and what isn’t 
allowed? What is the source for this? 

We first encounter drinking on Purim in the Talmud 
Babli, Masekhet Megillah 7b, which states: 

Raba said: One is obligated to become inebriated 
[with wine] on Purim until he cannot tell the 
difference between cursed be Haman and blessed be 
Mordekhai. Rabbah and Ribbi Zera joined together 
in a Purim feast. They became inebriated, and Rabbah 
arose and cut Ribbi Zera’s throat. The next day he 
prayed on his behalf and revived him. The following 
year he said: Will the master come and we will have 
the Purim feast together? He replied: A miracle does 
not take place on every occasion.

The statement by Raba in the Gemara is “mehayeb inish 
lebasomé beporeyah…” This word “ lebasomé” is word that 

Continued from page 19

Esther Scroll,  1750
Handwritten on parchment; ink, gouache, gold and silver paint
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most have translated as inebriated, intoxicated, drunk, 
etc... But is that really what it means? 

The problem is that throughout the entire Torah, 
Nebi`im and Ketoubim we never encounter the word 
“ lebasomé” as the translation of “ lehishtaker” – to get drunk. 
Not in the Targum Onqelos, not in the Targum Yonatan Ben 
Ouziel, not in the Targum Yerushalmi, nowhere. In fact in 
all these places the translation of “ lehishtaker” is “ lehitravah” 
or a derivative of it. 

If we look through all these Targumim we find variations 
of “ lebasomé” but never for drunkenness. In fact what is 
it used to translate? To change something to something 
nicer, better, sweeter, etc... That now makes sense, by just 
drinking a glass of wine a person’s mood and outlook change 
to a better one. 

Never forget, the Torah prohibits drunken stupor. It is 
something that is completely unacceptable and violates the 
sanctity of mankind. You never saw or heard of any of our 
elders or hakhamim getting drunk on Purim. It is not done 
nor is it meant to be done. 

Stay safe and sane and follow the dictates of our Torah 
which are always logical and meant to ensure a peaceful life.

“Purim Spiel”

“Purim Spiel” or “Rab Purim,” another seemingly 

harmless custom is where Yeshiva students poke fun at their 
leaders and Rabbis. This is a social satire and mockery of 
authorities, once again something that is foreign to Judaism 
but a major part of Carnival. Skits are performed and 
students imitate and ridicule scholars and educators. Again, 
is there a special dispensation for the day of Purim? Do we 
somehow ignore or suspend the laws of our Torah in the 
name of “qalut rosh” (levity)?

Conclusion

Our heritage is centuries old and it is incumbent upon 
us to transmit it properly to future generations. Holidays 
like Purim are an opportunity for us to perpetuate our rich 
culture and traditions and make a qiddush Hashem. There 
is no reason that the Purim of our youth, a Purim that 
emulated the laws, tradition, and heritage of our families, 
hakhamim, and communities should now be abandoned and 
replaced with foreign, repulsive acts which betray the spirit 
of Torah and Judaism. With God’s help we can focus our 
energies on positive actions such as teaching our children 
the true meaning of our Purim holiday and its misvot, how 
to read Megillat Esther properly, and the wonderful tunes 
of our pizmonim and their time honored lessons.

Rabbi Mizrachi is the co-founder of Barkai Yeshivah. Mr. 
Mosseri is a noted expert on sephardic minhag and a 
regular contributor to Qol Ha-Qahal.

Sign up for the digital version of Qol Ha-Qahal 

and never miss an issue! 

Contact: Qahalnewsletter@gmail.com
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In February 2016, Magen David Yeshivah High School 
hosted 12 soldiers from the Israeli Defense Forces. 
Dr. Chagit Hadar, along with the help of Lev Echad, 

put together and led this inspiring program. Every year, 
soldiers who were injured in war or who fought in an Israeli 
operation are invited to share their stories. This year was the 
fifth year the program was held. The group consisted of four 
soldiers who were injured in Operation Protective Edge, 
and eight soldiers who fought in Gaza during Operation 
Protective Edge. The main goal of this delegation is for the 
soldiers to share their experiences, and to gain love and 
support from the Brooklyn community. Throughout their 
visit, the soldiers toured campuses, schools, and community 
synagogues, inspiring all who heard their stories. 

On Monday, February 29, the soldiers visited MDYHS. 
Each soldier shared his story with the students and faculty, 
and they each had a lesson to teach based on their experiences. 
Matan Dansker, 22 years old, explained a concept that is very 
important to him- “That the story of Israel is the story of all 
the Jewish people, not just the people living there.” He told 
the story of how he lost his best friend in battle, and even 
though the loss hit him hard, he still kept his head held high. 
He said, “Not for a moment did 
I put my head down, because 
that contradicts the story of 
Israel. The story of Israel tells 
the Jewish people to raise their 
heads up, to give a fulfilling to 
their Jewish identity, so if we 
work on our spirits, if we work 
on our identity, we could do 
courageous things.” 

Avichail Dayag, 24, expressed his amazing gratitude to 
the community, saying, “Thankfully enough, because of 
your amazing community, we had the privilege to do this 
is a really amazing way.” Naftali Gross, 26, spoke about his 
feelings of brotherhood and unity, saying, “The reason I’m 

here, though I’m in the middle of medical school, is because 
over here I really get a true, genuine feeling of brotherhood.” 
He continued to explain how amazing it is to see people so 
physically far from Israel ache with the people of Israel, and 
cry with the people of Israel, as one nation.  

Adam Bachar, a 30-year-old law student, explained that 
the real battlefield today is the media. He says, “It’s very 
important that somebody will tell his story, and the story of 
Israel- the real story, not just what you hear in the media.” 
His mission in coming to Brooklyn was to expose the lies of 
the media, and to dig out the truth about Israel’s story. 

Ariel Braunstein, 27, recalled hearing a familiar voice in 
English upon entering the camp, and he turned a corner to 
find an old friend of his who had volunteered in the army 
with him in 2007. After serving his time in the army, he 
returned to his family in America. But now, here he was- he 
left his wife, his daughter, and law school- to be with his 
fellow soldiers in the army. He says, “The message I would 
like everyone to take from this is essentially that we should 
all be Yehoshua. Just to visit Israel, not even live, or serve in 
the army, especially during time of war, gives us tremendous 

strength. Eres Yisrael is yours 
as much as it’s mine.” 

Micha Dayag shared his 
near-death experience in 
the battle. He was in Gaza, 
struggling to walk as his legs 
sunk in the sand. He hated 
sand, it slowed him down so 
much. As he was walking, 
he detected a mortar shell, 

which he explains can only be detected five seconds before 
it explodes. He says, “You hear a whistle, you see a light, 
and then it explodes. If you’re within 15 meters, you’re most 
likely dead.” So, thinking he was going to be dead in a few 
seconds, Micha hugged his rifle and started saying the prayer 

IDF Soldiers Visit MDYHS
Ms. Rachel Sardar, Mr. Neil Shweky, and Mr. Daniel Cohen

“The main goal of this 
delegation is for the soldiers to 
share their experiences, and to 
gain love and support from the 

Brooklyn community.”
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of Shema Yisrael. After reciting the prayer, he realized the 
bomb did not explode. Instead, it was buried in the deep 
sand, trapped. The sand that he hated so much. Dayag 
continued, “What a day beforehand I said was one of my 
biggest curses, now I see is my biggest blessing. Therefore, 
you should never judge a book by its cover, and you should 
always think in a good point of view.” 

As part of an elite unit whose job was to locate enemy 
soldiers and inform the air force, Ohad Orbach was faced 
with a hard decision. He 
spotted two people he did 
not recognize, but couldn’t 
come to the conclusion 
whether they were enemy 
forces or civilians. Not 
knowing whether he should 
report them to the air force, 
Ohad came up with a plan: 
he would fire at them, and 
if they fire back, he would know they are enemy forces. 
Once he fired, the people ran away- they were civilians. 
The message Ohad left his audience with was to show the 
morality of the IDF: “We always work in the moral way and 
we never use our power with no need.” 

Daniel Wein shared an experience from which he found 
out what a real brother is. When he was injured, a fellow 
soldier, one who he had previously taken care of when he was 
injured, approached him and sat by his side, never letting go 
of his hand, and at the same time, holding his leg together. 
“That’s ahdut,” he explained. 

Tal Almishali shared his heroic battle story. His assignment 
was to blow up a house, which had a tunnel under it. When 
he threw the grenade, it jumped right back and exploded, 

leaving several of his soldiers 
injured, and one with a lost 
leg. He immediately went to 
seek help, and found another 
troop not so far away. When 
he stopped to rest for a 
moment, he noticed that he, 
too, was injured. He didn’t 
care though, he still wanted 
to go help his soldiers. 

However, the shrapnel in his legs prevented him from 
moving his legs. So, he was carried by another soldier to be 
with the rest of his unit, and he was later taken into surgery. 
After a few surgeries, he finally learned how to walk again. 

“Everyone in Magen David, and 
everyone in our community, loves 
Israel. We support and pray for 

the soldiers every day...”

Continued on page  24

IDF Soliders Visit with Rabbi Kassin
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But the part of the story that stands out the most is that he 
was so preoccupied with helping his fellow soldiers, that he 
didn’t even notice that he, himself, needed help as well. His 
message to the audience was: “Life is really short, so don’t 
waste your time. Go to study what you love, go to do stuff 
you love, and be with people you love.” 

Raphael Wein, 27, was walking with his unit when one 
of his soldiers started complaining about feeling the need to 
vomit. Raphael knew this man to be a complainer, and so he 
just ignored him. But he kept complaining, until he actually 
vomited all over his uniform. Although there was vomit all 
over Rafi’s uniform, he still continued to walk and move on. 
He said, “That is the way of us Jews inside Israel and outside, 
no matter how tough life gets with anti-semitism or even 
sicknesses we still go on.” 

Yosef Abramson, 22, entered the battle with his best 
friend, Yosi. Yosi had promised him that in his engagement 
party, he would walk him to the dance floor. However, when 
shots were fired, Yosef thought that his friend was dead, and 
did not know who would walk him to the dance floor. But 
then he heard the voice of his friend, who was miraculously 
alive. 

When asked what would be expected if one decides to 
join the army, Chezi ben Yakar, 23, says that he should be 
prepared for four weeks of 2 A.M. wake ups. After that, 
he will know for sure if he wants to be part of the army. A 
soldier needs a reason to be part of the army, a motivation to 

cross the border. 

Everyone has a story to tell, and each story comes with a 
lesson. This was an amazing program filled with inspiration. 
Every soldier nearly faced death, and they all had something 
to learn from their experiences. What happened to them 
didn’t just happen- there was a reason, and the purpose 
was to learn something from it. To experience something 
so tragic and to leave from it with a lesson is a great thing, 
but to actually retell their story with the lesson behind it is 
something even more amazing. After listening to each and 
every soldier, we understood the clichés of “life is short so 
do what you want,” “don’t judge a book by its cover,” and 
“always look at the bright side.” All these sayings are actually 
true, and it’s scary how something so tragic must happen for 
us to actually take in these words and act upon them. 

Some say that our community is exceptionally unique in 
their love and support for Israel. Everyone in Magen David, 
and everyone in our community, loves Israel. We support 
and pray for the soldiers every day, and we show them our 
gratitude and appreciation in every way that we can. However, 
what was truly special about this program was hearing the 
soldiers thanking us, expressing their gratitude toward us. 
There was nothing more special than seeing how much of 
a difference we really make in their lives. They taught us 
their lessons, and we taught them ours: love, brotherhood, 
appreciation, and ahdut. 

The authors are students in Magen David High School.

Maqam of the Week: Vayiqra 2016
www.pizmonim.com

On Shabbat Zakhor, maqam sigah is applied to 
the prayers. A practical explanation for this selection is 
because the majority of pizmonim for Purim, as well as 
the Iraqi chanting of Megillat Esther, are in this maqam. 
Another explanation is that in the days of Mordekhai, all 
the Jewish people repented and returned to the Torah 
(Talmud Shabbat 88a). When it says in Megillat Esther 
that the Jews had “light,” this is specifically alluding to 

the light of the Torah. Therefore, to remember the great 
event and the miracles of Purim, sigah, the maqam used 
for chanting the Torah, is applied. 

Hazzanut: Semehim: Abarekh et shem Hashem; 
Naqdishakh: Eli sur yeshuati. 

Sephardic Pizmonim Project, www.pizmonim.com

Continued from page 23
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Sephardic History

Even  though the character of the holiday of Purim 
is patently one of rejoicing and feasting, the 
Marranos paid special attention to the Fast of 

Esther, eventually raising it a level of importance no less 
than the fast of the Day of Atonement itself. It is easy to 
understand why this was so: Esther did not reveal “her 
people or her kindred,” but nevertheless remained true to 
the faith of her forefathers in a 
foreign environment - closely 
paralleling their position. 
Moreover, the moving prayer 
ascribed to Queen Esther in 
the Apocrypha2 seemed to 
suit their own circumstances 
exactly. Indeed, they 
considered it so important 
that we are told Mariana 
Nunez3 knew to recite it by heart, backwards.4 If we look 
at the words of this prayer5 we can easily understand its 
popularity:

She prayed to the Lord, God of Israel, saying: 
Lord, we have no other King but You. Save me, for 
I am misfortunate and have none other to help and 

1 Taken from Bar-Ilan University's Parashat Hashavua Study Center: http://www.biu.ac.il/
JH/Parasha/eng/tetzaveh/orf.html
2 The Marranos considered the Apocrypha as holy as the Bible itself. In their lack of knowledge 
about Judaism, they considered them part of the divinely inspired canon, and often used them 
to justify their religious position. For example, in the Epistle of Jeremiah, in the last chapter 
of the Book of Baruch, there is a verse in which the prophet warns his brethren as follows: 
“When you see masses before you and behind you bowing down, you must say to yourselves, ‘You 
must worship the Lord.’” The Marranos applied this text to themselves, and from these words of 
the prophet deduced that under duress it was permissible to follow the observances of another 
religion, provided that in their hearts they directed their worship to God.
3 Mariana Nuñez, one of the daughters of Francisco Rodriguez Mattos, an instructor in hal-
akhah to the Judaizers. She was burned in effigy in Mexico in 1592.
4 Archivo General de la Nación, Inquisición, vol. 12, exp. 2, fols. 34-38, 55.
5 From the verdict of Brites Henriques, published in Lisbon on May 10, 1682 (after 8 years 
imprisonment). The collection of prayers and liturgical poems found in the file on her case was 
published by N. Slutsz, Ha-Anusim be-Portugal, Tel Aviv, 1922.

support me but You, lest I perish in my calamity. 
From childhood I heard in my father’s house that 
You, O Lord, took Israel of all the peoples, choosing 
our forefathers from all their ancestors, to be Your 
inheritance; and You did for them all that You had 
promised.

But we have sinned against 
you, and you turned us 
over to the hands of our 
enemies, whose gods we 
worshipped. To You, O 
Lord, is righteousness. 
But they are not satisfied 
having us live miserably, 
but applaud their idols: 
for they would bring to an 

end that which You commanded, and would wipe 
out Your inheritance and silence the mouths of those 
who bless You, and make threats against the majesty 
of Your Temple and Your altar, and open the mouths 
of idolaters to sing praises to their abominations, 
exalting forever more a king of flesh and blood. 
Lord, do not give dominion to those who are naught 
and do not let them gloat over our misfortune. Turn 
their evil intent back against them, and all that they 
plotted against us turn into a byword. Remember, 
O Lord, and appear to us in our hour of need. Give 
me the courage, God of all peoples, Lord of all 
strength. Give me eloquence before the Lion, and 
turn his heart to hate those who oppress us, that 
he and all those who plan to harm us may perish, 
and deliver us with Your mighty arm. Save me, for I 
am woebegone and have no succor but You. For You 
know the conscience of the heart; You knew that I 
hated the glory of the wicked, detested the bed of 

“The Marranos were especially 
touched by the fast day 

associated with Esther ...”

The Fast of Esther in the 
Lore of the Marranos1 

Professor Moshe Orfali
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the uncircumcised and was repulsed by all idolaters. 
You knew my coerced condition: loathsome to me 
is the sign of my sovereign that I bear on my head 
in the day when I am in fear; as a contaminated 
garment I am repulsed by it and remove it when 
I sit alone; nor has your maid-servant eaten from 
the table of Haman, nor paid homage to the king’s 
feast, nor drunk the wine of libations. Nor has your 
maid-servant known joy from the day she arrived 
here to this moment, save for my joy in You, Lord, 
God of Abraham. Almighty, God Supreme, hear the 
voice of those that are lost and save us from the 
wicked and deliver me from fear.

The Marranos were especially touched by the fast day 
associated with Esther and, as we see from the files of the 
Inquisition, accorded it greater importance than other 
days in the calendar of 
the Marranos. The fast 
was generally observed 
on the full moon of 
February, exactly a 
month before Passover. 
According to the Book of 
Esther, Esther fasted for 
three consecutive days, 
although not in the month 
of Adar, when the Fast of 
Esther is observed, but 
in the month of Nissan. 
The Marranos were so strongly influenced by the parallel 
between their condition and that of Esther that some of 
them fasted three consecutive days, just as she had done - 
a stringent observance not known in Jewish tradition.6 In 
general the Marranos tended to observe many fast days, 
even more than the Hassidim of Poland and Ashkenaz, 
who were accustomed to fasting. It is especially interesting 
to read in the files of the Inquisition about victims who 
had been sentenced who would fast on the Monday and 
Thursday after the festivals of Passover and Sukkot. Even 
small children of four and five years old fasted. These fasts 
served as atonement for sins committed unwittingly. It 
appears that the Marranos, who daily violated the laws of 
the Torah, felt great need of such atonement. Therefore it 

6 An unusual description of the observance of this fast can be found in the file on the trial of 
Francisco Dies Mendes Brito. See H. Beinart, Records of the Trials of the Spanish Inquisition in 
Ciudad Real, Jerusalem 1974-1985, Leg. 142, exp. 6, fol. 22r.

is not at all surprising to learn of women from fine homes 
who died in their youth from this three-day fast, a fast that 
embodied the anguish of their lives and view of the world. 
For them the verse, “Esther did not reveal her people or 
her kindred” (Esther 2:10), was a reflection of their way 
of life, a way that had been shown to them prophetically. 
So they undertook to fast three days, as Esther ordered, 
in the hope of being delivered as the Jews were delivered 
from the fate of the lot cast by Haman. 

It was recently discovered7 in a collection of documents 
about women converting to Judaism in New Spain (i.e. 
Mexico), that one of the reasons for the centrality of the 
Fast of Esther among the young Jewish converts was that 
they believed observing these fasts would help them quickly 
find a husband.8 Several of the files on these women attest 
that their mothers told them they were soon to be married 

and must therefore 
observe the fast of Queen 
Esther, after which 
young maidens are wed. 
There is also evidence of 
uncles telling the young 
women that they must 
fast three days in order 
to bring on Redemption, 
just as Queen Esther 
did on the advice of her 
uncle Mordechai, and in 
order to bring them good 

fortune in establishing their own home in the near future.9

The figure of Esther in the Marrano community was 
not only a literary disguise expressing their identity, and 
not only an expression of the special nature of the miracle 
of Purim (a miracle different from all the other miracles 
described in Scriptures, insofar as it is a “hidden miracle,” 
not involving any change in the natural order), but also, 
and primarily, a figure symbolizing their martyrdom 
and a source of strength for their collective identity. Just 
as they admired the victims of the Inquisition as people 
who died to sanctify the name of God- “martyrs” in 

7 Through the research work of my doctoral student, Ms. Rinat Gordon, on her dissertation in 
the Department of Jewish History.
8 Archivo General de la Nación, Inquisición, vol. 397, exp. 2, fol. 54.
9 Archivo General, vol. 415, exp. 2, fol. 270.

Continued on page  28

Marranos- Secret Seder in Spain during the times of inquisition, 
1892 painting by Moshe Maimon
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Christian terminology-so Esther was included in the list 
of martyrs around whom 
the Marranos rallied, for 
she sacrificed herself for 
her people, even saying, 
“if I am to perish, I shall 
perish” (Esther 4:16). 
Therefore, included 
among the distinguished 
people in whose name 
they founded religious 
associations, as if they 
were Christian martyrs 
(like St. Raphael, St. 
Tobias, etc.), is also St. 
Esther, around whom 
a ritual developed parallel and counter to the ritual 
surrounding the Virgin Mary, and chapels were even 
dedicated to her. 

In conclusion, we note that the Scroll of Esther refers 
in similar terms to the days of feasting and fasting. With 
respect to Purim, it is written, “charging them (le-

qayyem) to observe the fourteenth and fifteenth days of 
Adar, every year, ... as days of feasting and merrymaking” 

(Esther 9:21-22); and 
with respect to the fast, 
it says, “These days of 
Purim shall be observed 
(le-qayyem), ... just 
as they have assumed 
for themselves and 
their descendants the 
obligation of the fasts 
with their lamentations” 
(9:31). For the Marranos 
in their special situation, 
the fast was central in 
their attempt to observe 
this holiday, perhaps of 

more significance than the feast itself. 

Prof. Moisés Orfali, is Dean of the Faculty of Jewish 

Studies at Bar-Ilan University and professor of Jewish 

History.

Continued from page 27
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Qiddush Hashem

What's an observant Jew like me whose ancestors 
hail from Aleppo, Syria, doing wearing green 
on St. Patrick's Day?

   My story begins in the late 1840's when the great 
Irish potato famine was decimating the Emerald Isle, 
killing anywhere from 500,000 to more than one million 
people and creating a population of refugees that swarmed 
into the U.S. and elsewhere. It was a humanitarian crisis 
of gargantuan proportions, and the fact that Jews were 
among those in the relief 
movement created a stir, at 
least here in New York.

   On March 10, 1847, 
page one of the New York 
Daily Globe reported 
that "a large and 
respectable assembly" had 
gathered at Manhattan's 
Congregation Shearith 
Israel on Crosby Street 
to organize an appeal for 
aid. The chief speaker was 
the popular minister and 
Hazzan [cantor], Rabbi 
Jacques Judah Lyons who 
noted "no diversity of 
opinion" on the facts of Irish suffering but "a great diversity 
of opinion as to what we should do..." Looking straight out 
towards his critics, his voice boomed to the back of the 
Sephardic synagogue so he could be sure to be heard by 
all. "We are told that we have a large number of our own 
poor and destitute to take care of! That the charity we 
dispense should be bestowed in this quarter! That justice is 
a higher virtue than generosity, [and] that self-preservation is a 
law and principle of our nature!"  Nevertheless, he argued, 
"thanks to the Lord," there is one "indestructible" and "all-
powerful" link between the Irish and the Jews: "That Link, 

my brethren, is HUMANITY."

    After the meeting, according to the Globe, the sum of 
$175 was turned in to the General Standing Committee for 
the Relief of the Famishing Poor in Ireland.

    End of story.

    Or, at least, that's how the story was supposed to end.

    But one hundred 
years later, in 1947, as the 
Jews in the holy land were 
struggling against all odds 
to establish a state in their 
historic homeland of Israel, 
a charitable contribution 
arrived at Shearith Israel, 
now in its majestic home 
on Central Park West. The 
donation came from some 
Irish citizens of New York 
who requested that their 
contribution be accepted 
in gratitude for what the 
Congregation had done for 
their forbearers a century 
earlier. Judah Guidalia, 

the sexton of the Congregation at the time, passed the 
information on to his daughter, Rose, who recalls her father 
often telling her, "when you take care of others, they take 
care of you."

    Now, was there the same "diversity of opinion" among 
the Irish about whether to help the Jews?  How could there 
not have been? Most people tend to respond only to their 
own needs, or those of their family and community.  But 
in every group, or leading them, there is always a visionary 
who reads the same Bible we do and calls on his flock to 

An Irish Tale
Mr. Sam  A. Sutton

Congregation Shearith Israel
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help the 'strangers', especially if they are suffering. For 
the historical record, I would give anything to know who, 
among the Irish, arose to say a gift to the Jews was the right 
thing to do, especially in gratitude for 1847.

    Indeed, another look at Rabbi Lyons' appeal points 
to a gratitude of a higher magnitude for recognizing the 
"one simple truth that the sufferings of our fellow-men, 
whosesoever and howsoever situated, demand from us 
alleviation, assistance and relief."

    Pointing to the bounty bestowed by Providence on 
the Jews of America, he reminded his listeners that "No 
devastating pestilence has invaded our shores; all with us 
is teeming with life and health.  No dreadful blight has 
consumed our fields; all nature is smiling in beauty and 
abundance.  No intestine commotions have threatened the 
permanency of our liberties, our rights, our government.  
Our national enemies have prevailed not against us.  The 
elements themselves restrained and tempered by a merciful 
God have spared our cities, our villages and our plains, have 
been ministers to our comforts, auxiliaries to our happiness, 

our prosperity."

   The Hazzan, therefore, was appealing to our sense of 
gratitude and suggesting that we emulate the God of Mercy 
and Compassion by actively demonstrating that character 
trait towards others, who like us, are all created in God's 
image. 

   So if you see me on the streets and ask, "hey, Sam, you're 
Jewish, what's with the green?"  I'll tell you it's gratitude -- 
that's what I mean. For all that I'm given and my task, to 
care, -- to the Irish people and the God that we share."

Mr. Sutton is the former president of Sephardic Bikur Holim

P.S. 163 years later, on Sunday, May 23, 2010, Mary McAleese, 
the President of Ireland came to Shearith Israel Congregation 
at their majestic Synagogue on West 70th St to thank them 
for their ancestors generosity and kindness. There can hardly 
be a more heartwarming narrative illustrating for us how a 
simple act of kindness can promote a "Qiddush HaShem" for 
generations on end. 

Upcoming Community Lectures:
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks: April  9-10

Professor Gerald Schroeder: April 14

All for One Sebit with Rabbinical Panel: April 16

Beyond the Limit with Rabbi Avi Harari: March 25

Get the details by visiting our website 
or signing up for social media updates:

www.scaupdates.org
             @scaupdates
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