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The Challenge

There's a debate that lies at the structural core of 
Judaism and that shades its interpretation and its 
practice. This debate has been waged at every 

stage of Jewish religious and national development, and 
will remain, for good and important reasons, a core area 
of individual and societal Jewish struggle. It shouts at us 
in virtually every life decision, and forces us to revisit the 
same issues over and over again. 

And it is:

Is the focus of our effort to build an ever deepening 
relationship with G-d based on knowledge, or is it based 
on action? 

In other words, should one learn about something or 
act on it? Should a person’s reaction to an event or situation 
be one of intellectual embrace or physical response? Are 
we students or student/teachers? Are we best served by 
listening to those who are on the front lines or must we 
be on the front lines?

Is the העיקר  or לימוד 
the מעשה?

Three Areas to Consider

1. Between Us and G-d

The response of our 
sages is clear: action 
trumps knowledge. 
But that response is 
immediately qualified 
with the proviso that 
educated action is valued 
action, and therefore there must be an ongoing cycle of 
intellectual advancement and knowledge renewal that 
frames our actions. 

For centuries the individual has had the ability to 
create a “learn/act cycle” combining daily learning 
with a rigorous focus and practice of misvot. That 
ability remains on an individual level today. We amass 
new Torah knowledge every day, and at the same time 
enhance our ability to learn by absorbing more and more 
complex ideas and concepts. We perform misvot with the 
knowledge that we have at that moment, and the sense 
that we'll know more tomorrow. 

So on the level of misvot ben adam leMakom, we’re 
secure in the perspective that ongoing learning allows 
our actions to be intelligent, potent, and life building.

2. Between Us and Others

But how does it work on the level of our interaction 
with others and with gemilut hasadim?  

The logic is the same. To the extent that one is aware 
of the halachic nuances as they relate to another person, 
the more exacting and effective he will be. Hundreds 
of halachot speak to areas from respect and care for 
parents, interaction with siblings, how to treat friends, 

neighbors, the poor and 
the indigent. There are 
hundreds of halachot that 
mandate how to interact 
on a business level with 
Jews and non-Jews. Here 
again, an informed, 
intellectually growth 
oriented lifestyle allows 
each of us to raise the 
bar on an ongoing basis, 
enhancing our efforts, 
elevating our business 
persona, and polishing 

the fineness of character that creates a charisma and 
gentlemanliness about a person.

In terms of approaching the needs of others as a gomel 

Just Do It! or Do It?
Mr. Ricky Cohen

“Should one empathize with those 
suffering from a terror wave or 

should he be on the ground so the 
suffering is not someone else’s but 
rather something one feels directly 

as a result of his life station? ”
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hesed, is the program built on a spiral of knowledge and 
action or is action simply enough? If one is made aware of 
the pain of another and can fix that pain or a portion of it, 
does he/she have to hone his skills by learning more about 
what brings on this 
type of pain and the 
emerging theories to 
assist those suffering? 
Here the answer is 
more obscure and 
complex. It lies in 
t h e א  ת י י ר ו א   ד
of  וכי ימוך אחיך...

Our rabbis teach 
that the point at which 
one helps someone 
is relevant. The 
earlier in the process 
that one helps, the 
less suffering the 
individual experiences, and the greater the reward of he 
who interceded.

If that is the case, then one must learn to identify pain 
at its early signs. A person committed to helping alleviate 
the pain of others must continually educate himself on 
new tools for prevention, detection and intervention. 

So here as well, an 
educated activist is what Borei 
Olam is trying to fashion. Be 
a talmid or perpetual student 
of people and their needs, 
while growing and building 
the world through action.

3. Between Us, Our People 
and Our World

And then there is an 
expression of action that is 
the most new and unclear. It offers a sense of fulfillment 
and challenge that until recently hasn't been available to us 
as Jews: The national expression. National involvement. 

Here the questions are: Should one attend an evening 

with an Israeli politician speaking or should he/she be 
involved in that leader’s efforts? 

Should one empathize with those suffering from a 
terror wave or should 
he be on the ground 
so the suffering is 
not someone else’s 
but rather something 
one feels directly 
as a result of his life 
station? 

Are we 
philosophers, in 
a simplistic and 
exaggerated sense, 
offering opinions 
and asking questions 
or in the trenches 
describing the 

opinions formed as a result of daily, real life experiences?

Here, the answer is shaped by an historical reality that 
for nearly two millennia precluded a practical, real life 
generated response. Since the time of the second Temple, 
there has been little opportunity for the Jew to impact the 
national and international reality; our landlessness and 

powerlessness precluding 
this. In fact, for many, being 
that we have been still for 
so long, the tendency is to 
consider any movement in 
this respect bizarre and un-
Jewish.

An Israeli soldier who 
will fight valiantly?

An Israeli academic or 
scholar who has no interest 
in being American or English 

first and Jewish second?

Millions of people, who are of the happiest and longest 
living on the planet despite the weapons and words of 

Continued on page  6

“Are we philosophers, in a 
simplistic and exaggerated sense, 

offering opinions and asking 
questions or in the trenches 

describing the opinions formed 
as a result of daily, real life 

experiences?”
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annihilation launched at them daily?  

The biblical Jew reborn 
in the 20th century has 
complicated life for those 
in the Christian and the 
Jewish communities 
who had declared that 
powerful, dynamic, 
status quo challenging, 
self protecting Jew gone 
forever. They will do 
everything in their power 
to silence this Jew.

Others will not fight 
the current reality but 
will ignore it completely, 
consumed in the first areas we discussed.

Then there are those who follow the unfolding events, 
mostly by “moving in place”, applauding and surveying the 
actions of others while the national stage of redemption 
is filled in before them. That 
redemption subtly becomes 
more and more distant from 
them; quickly becoming 
unreachable to them as it was 
to those Jews who stayed in 
Egypt.

Those of us who are more fortunate, having been 
born into an Orthodox, Zionist community secure in our 
values, have the challenge as well: How do we become 
active contributors to the most exciting period in Jewish 
history?

The “pakod yifkod”, described to our Patriarchs and 
experienced by those leaving Egypt is ours. Today! How 
do we engage it?

The formula is no different than the other fundamental 
areas of Jewish citizenship. We must do! The doing 
must be intelligent and well informed but observing, 
critiquing, applauding are out. We don’t observe people 

reciting the Shemah or engaging Shabbat. We do it. 
We don’t applaud those who respect and care for their 
parents and others. We do it.  We don’t take a passive, 

observational perspective 
about building successful 
businesses and careers 
along the guidelines of 
Halacha. We do it.

Galut by choice 
represents the greatest 
existential threat we, 
the Jewish people, have 
ever faced. Not all Jews 
will live in Israel, even 
when Mashiah arrives, 
but intelligent, practical 
participation in the 
unfolding wonders and 

miracles is something important for the geulah and more 
important for each of us.  

The “learn/act cycle” should be embraced in all areas 
of Judaism. There is no such thing as standing still. Lack 
of daily Torah growth means regression. There is no 

greater, more sophisticated 
platform in the world than 
the one we have been handed 
by Hakadosh Baruch Hu and 
our Rabbis and Scholars. 
There is no more precious 
legacy, no more dynamic and 

sophisticated historical and intellectual DNA than ours.

Learn. Do. Learn. Do. Learn. Do…

Mr. Cohen is a published author and community leader. 

His most recent book is Risk to Succeed: Essential 

Lessons for Discovering Your Unique Talents and Finding 

Success.

“How do we become active 
contributors to the most exciting 

period in Jewish history?”

Continued from page 5
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SCA Events

T he Sephardic Community Alliance recently 
welcomed former Israeli Ambassador to the 
United States, Michael Oren to our community. 

MK Oren is an American born Israeli author, historian, 
and a current member of 
the Israeli Knesset.

The evening constituted 
of two events, a VIP 
meeting with the former 
ambassador, followed by 
an address to a broader 
community audience. 
Thirty-five community 
leaders met with Mr. 
Oren in the Manhattan 
offices of Bentex, and 
later accompanied him to 
Congregation Kol Israel in 
Brooklyn for a community 
wide event attended by 
over 250 people.

The event’s chair, Mr. 
Irving Safdieh opened the 
evening and thanked Mr. 
Joe Dweck for the extensive 
security measures taken to ensure a safe evening. The 
president of Kol Israel, Mr. Eli Greenberg, introducing 
the speaker, followed by an address by Rabbi Ikey Tawil. 
Hazzan Eliyahu Zion sang Hatikvah, Israel’s national 
anthem, followed by the former ambassador’s address 
and Q&A session led by the SCA’s executive director, 
Mr. Murray S. Mizrachi.

Mr. Oren touched on many topics, including 

anecdotes of his time spent as ambassador, and his own 
inspiring journey on the road to international acclaim. 
A major talking point was the need to break the apathy 
in the American Jewish youth on college campuses. 

When questioned by audience 
members as how best to go 
about doing this, the former 
ambassador replied that 
visiting Israel is the most 
effective way to achieve that 
goal. Overall, the speaker 
had a friendly bearing, and a 
can-do message; emphasizing 
that Israeli culture and world-
views can inspire positive 
action among diaspora Jewry.

SCA president, Mr. Hymie 
Shamah closed the evening 
by presenting MK Oren 
with gifts for his willingness 
to  visit and inspire our 
community. Rabbi Moshe 
Shamah’s Recalling the 
Covenant, and Poopa 
Dweck’s Aromas of Aleppo 
were presented. The address 

of Mr. Oren was representative of the community’s 
ongoing support for the state of Israel and those who 
continue to contribute to its welfare.  

Ms. Mizrachi is a freelance writer and graduate student 

at Brooklyn College

MK Michael Oren visits 
the Sephardic Community

Ms. Sally Mizrachi

MK Michael Oren
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Perashat Mishpatim

There are numerous verses in regards to falsehoods 
and lying. In our Parashah it states: “Distance 
yourself from false statements," (Shemot 23:7). In 

the Decalogue we read "You should not bear false witness 
against your neighbor"(Ibid 19:13). In regards to thievery 
and honest business dealings the Torah states, "You should 
not steal; neither should you deal falsely, nor lie one to 
another." (Vayiqra 19:11)

There are many reasons why someone might feel the 
need to lie. One might be seeking to avoid 
personal harm or just as a game. One might 
be wishing to avoid hurting someone else 
or one might be lying for personal gain; 
whether it be material, social or emotional.

The consequences of lying are not 
painless. Lies can hurt. For most, lying 
is aimed at manipulating someone else, 
but it might come at great cost to the liar 
as well. They can cause disruption and 
could even cause loss of financial and social 
status. Lying often violates mutual trust 
between the parties. Lying might teach 
some to avoid responsibility when things 
go wrong. This type of repeated behavior 
can also lead to compulsive lying and the 
inability to recognize the need for honesty or the need for 
safety. Being dishonest literally can ruin someone's life. 

In analyzing some of the factors that allow someone to 
lie, we find that the liar has to cross all moral and ethical 
barriers. Creating a lie is not as easy as it sounds. The liar 
must think of the probability of being detected. Incredibly 
enough, it will require that one gives a lot of thought to 
the lie, to track it and also to be able to back it up in case 
questions arise. The liar must review his or her story again 
and again in order to be able to relate the same story every 
time inquiries arise. Sadly enough, the liar must also think 

of the repercussions. Once trust in relationships are broken 
it takes a lot of work and time to mend them.   

Sefer Ha-Hinukh1 states2 that  the prohibition of speaking 
falsehood includes speaking Lashon Ha-ra', listening to 
Lashon Ha-Ra' and bearing false witnesses. According to this 
opinion the prohibition of lying is not limited to court cases 
but also extends to slandering, Lashon Ha-ra' and Mosi shem ra', 
because of the damage and hurt that it might cause to the one 
spoken about. The Torah does not infringe on the freedom of 

speech of an individual, but it does teach us 
that one must be accountable for his or her 
actions and speech.

Rabbi Eliezer Papo3 writes4 that it is 
only in regards to falsehood and lying that 
the Torah states that one must stay distant. 
A truthful person refines his or her actions 
constantly, but lying here and there can 
become a slippery slope. Rabbi Papo states 

1 Sefer Ha-Hinukh (ספר החינוך Hebrew: "Book of Education"), is a 
work which systematically discusses the 613 commandments of 
the Torah. It was published anonymously in 13th century Spain. The 
work's enumeration of the commandments is based upon Maimonides' 
system of counting as per his Sefer Hamisvot; each is listed according 
to its appearance in the weekly Torah portion and the work is 
structured correspondingly. The sixteenth century author Gedaliah 
ibn Yahyah credited the Sefer Ha-Hinukh to Rabbi Aharon 

HaLevi of Barcelona (1235-c. 1290), a Talmudic scholar and halakhist; but others disagree, as 
the views expressed in Sefer Ha-Hinukh contradict opinions held by HaLevi in other works. This 
has led to the conclusion that the true author to Sefer Ha-Hinukh was a different Aharon 
Halevi, a student of the Rashba, rather than his colleague. Though there is a debate about who 
is the true author, it is agreed upon that the Sefer Ha-Hinukh was written by a father to his 
son, upon reaching the age of Bar Misvah.
2 Negative Commandments 74
3 Rabbi Eliezer Papo (1785-1828) was the Rabbi of the community of Silistra in Bulgar-
ia (then part of the Ottoman Empire). He is famous for writing the Pele Yoes, a work of musar 
(ethical) literature which gives advice on how to behave as a Jew in many aspects of life. He was 
born in Sarajevo, Bosnia. He moved at the age of 27 to Bulgaria, where he died in 1828. He 
also authored Elef Hamagen, Orot Elim, Hesed La-Alafim (on the Orah Haim), Yaalezu 
Hasidim (on Sefer Hasidim), and Hodesh Ha-Aviv. One of his noted works is Bet Tefillah, which 
is filled with many different prayers for specific situations, including one for the welfare of the 
Jewish people. A Ladino edition was published in the 1860s, and a Hebrew version was printed 
in Jerusalem in 1968 (There were some additional, newer printings since).
4 Pele Yoes, Ot Sh, Sheker (Falsehood)

The Truth Behind the Lie
Rabbi Nissim Elnecavé 

Rabbi Nissim Elnecavé



or a teacher must protect the children or the students and 
keep them away from falsehoods. A truthful child should be 
rewarded accordingly and the not so truthful one must be 
reprimanded in order that the gravity of the act is understood.

In closing his section about truthfulness, Rabbi Papo 
states that truth is ‘one of the pillars that the world rests on’. 
He recommends that we learn to speak properly, be well 
measured and sensitive to others. In another words, we must 
learn to speak with wisdom and integrity in order to ‘find 
favor in the eyes of G-d and in the eyes of man’.

In summary the Torah 
teaches us to pursue justice 
and truth, and to stay away 
from falsehood.  It has been 
said that lying is an admission 
of weakness, and only the 
strongest can afford to tell 

the truth. May we merit success by speaking truths and 
dealing honestly with one another.

 Rabbi Elnecave serves as the assistant rabbi at the 
Mikdash Eliyahu Congregation. He is also a staff consultant 
to Yeshiva University, where his services are called upon to 
catalog and translate information from antiquarian Jewish 
books in Ladino.

further that the entire world recognizes that lying is a very 
bad trait. It is easy to understand how a person that constantly 
lies will acquire a bad name and loose his credibility. Even 
when telling the truth, people will have a hard time believing 
him. On the other hand, one who is truthful, even when he 
needs to lie for the sake of keeping the peace, will still be 
listened to and even respected.    

In regards to commerce, Rabbi Papo states that one 
must be careful and not lie when dealing in business and 
commerce. One must not think that in order to do business 
one must lie, cheat and swear 
falsely. He says that the 
Jewish people must never be 
known for such behavior lest 
they cause a total desecration 
of the name of G-d, a Hillul 
Hashem. Further he writes, 
people are mistaken to 
believe that lying is the only way to gain wealth; this is the 
thinking of the weak and not of the strong minded. Rabbi 
Papo argues that  those who see success from such dealings do 
not really understand how life works and missing the bigger 
picture. Building confidence in yourself and confidence in 
G-d through truthfulness are part of the proper mind set.   

Rabbi Papo also writes in regards to educating children, 
that one must not tell or instruct a child to lie. A parent 
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Mikdash Eliyahu Movie Night
‘Nazi Jihad’

An Evening For Young Adults and Young Professionals

WEDNESDAY FEBRUARY 10TH AT 8PM
400 Avenue U, Brooklyn, NY

“ the Torah teaches us to pursue 
justice and truth, and to stay 

away from falsehood. ”

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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Perashat Mishpatim

On November 26, 1936, Rav Ben Zion Meir Hai Uziel 
delivered a lecture to a large gathering of rabbis in 
Jerusalem. Titled The Seat of 

the Rabbinate, Rav Uziel’s words were 
delivered as an introduction to that day’s 
elections for the Council of the Chief 
Rabbinate of the Land of Israel. Speaking 
to rabbis who would potentially join him as 
part of the Land of Israel’s national rabbinic 
leadership, Rav Uziel articulated a vision 
for what he felt were the priorities of the 
rabbinate in the Yishuv in Erets Yisrael 
(which eventually became the modern-day 
State of Israel):

When it comes to public and national 
matters, the issue of Mishpat (The 
Torah’s Civil Laws) is a weighty and burdensome 
responsibility (on the rabbi), for it is these matters that 
establish the path of life towards success or disaster, 
peace or dispute. God thus commanded us: “Execute 
the judgment of truth and peace in your gates” (Zecharia 
8:16).

When Rav Uziel used the term “mishpat” to describe the 
Torah’s civil laws, what was he referring to?

“And these are the rules (Mishpatim) that you shall 
set before them.” With this opening verse from Parashat 
Mishpatim, God begins to 
legislate the detailed version 
of the Torah’s system of 
civil legislation. The word 
Mishpatim refers to civil 
laws and ordinances, and by 
making these laws the first 
set of legislation following the 
Aseret Hadibrot (Ten Commandments) at Mount Sinai, God sends 
a very powerful message about how the Jewish people should go 
about building a truly “religious community.”

Most people looking to create a “religious community” 
would begin by building a house of worship. In the Torah, 

God sees things differently. As the Jewish people are in the 
initial stages of building their own religious community, civil 

laws governing relationships between 
people (Bein Adam L’Havero) are legislated 
before the laws on building the Mishkan 
(Tabernacle). Batei Din (courts) come before 
the Mishkan and Dayyanim (judges) precede 
Kohanim (Priests). Parashat Mishpatim 
deals in matters that don’t seem “religious 
or spiritual” to most people -- personal 
injury, damages due to negligence, paying 
employees on time, borrowing items or 
lending money, to name just a few – but 
these actually form the core of how the Torah 
envisions the definition and governance of a 
Jewish religious society. God knows that it’s 
much easier to behave “religiously” within 

the comfortable confines of a synagogue. The true challenge 
is maintaining that religiosity in the workplace and at home, 
which is the domain of Parashat Mishpatim.

In keeping with this core value, when he wrote his Mispetei 
Uziel halakhic responsa, Rav Uziel devoted a special introduction 
to the volume on Hoshen Mishpat (the section of the Shulhan Arukh 
that deals with Mishpatim):

Amongst all of the various disciplines and halakhot, the 
Torah of Mishpatim -- which legislates financial laws -- 
distinguishes itself, as it guides and directs the way of 

life for all areas and aspects 
of society. This body of 
laws reflects the unique 
character of Judaism, 
whose glorious splendor 
is manifest through 
Tsdedakah (Righteousness) 
and Mishpat (Justice), 

which are the legacy of Judaism’s founding father 
(Abraham), about whom God said: “I have singled 
him out so that he will command his children and his 
household after him, that they will keep God’s way, 
doing Tsedakah and Mishpat” (Genesis 18:19).

Rav Uziel’s Vision for Rabbinic Leadership
Rabbi Daniel Bouskila

“Batei Din (courts) come before the 
Mishkan and Dayyanim (judges) 

precede Kohanim (Priests).”

1949 Rabbi Uziel followed by 
Prime Minister David Ben Gurion

Continued on page  13
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Perashat Mishpatim

This vision of a Mishpatim-centered Jewish society was not 
Rav Uziel’s original idea. Examples of the centrality of Mishpatim 
abound in Jewish sources.

The Book of Psalms teaches: “Tsedek and Mishpat are the 
base of God’s throne” (Psalms 89:15). On this verse, the 13th 
century Sephardic Talmudist Rabbeinu Yonah comments: 
“Whoever upholds justice (Mishpat) upholds God’s throne, and 
whoever perverts justice defiles God’s throne.”

The largest and most complex section of the Talmud is 
Seder Nezikin (The Order of Damages), which contains the 
expanded halakhic/legal details of the civil laws/mitsvot found 
in Parashat Mishpatim. In one of the most popularly studied 
tractates in Seder Nezikin – Tractate Baba Kamma – we are taught: 
“Rav Yehudah says: He who wishes to be a pious person (hasid) should 
seek to fulfill the halakhot in Seder Nezikin” (Baba Kamma 30:a).

Three times a day in our liturgy, we pray in the Amidah for 
the restoration of our Jewish legal system, and we refer to God 
as Melekh Ohev Tsedakah u-Mishpat – The King who loves righteousness 
and justice.

Rav Uziel’s innovation was less in the concept of articulating 

the centrality of Mishpatim, and more in elevating this to the 
highest priority for rabbis in the Land of Israel. His vision was 
for rabbis to fully engage themselves in the domain of Mishpatim, 
and by doing so, they would help shape the moral and ethical 
character of the emerging Jewish State, and potentially bring 
unity to the Jewish people:

As you approach the seat of the rabbinate that you 
will sit upon after your election, take to heart that the 
full domain of mishpat -- including all of its problems 
& issues -- has been placed in your hands, and it will 
be upon you -- through trustworthiness, love honor 
and admiration -- to bring the entire nation closer to 
the values of Jewish Civil Law. Mishpat, Tsedek and Din 
Emet L’Amito-- judgment, righteousness and the truthful 
execution of the law to its fullest extent of truth -- serve 
as the foundations for the unity of our nation.

80 years later, Rav Uziel’s powerful vision for rabbis still 
holds true, and is the need of the hour in Medinat Yisrael.

Rabbi Bouskila is Executive Director of the Sephardic 

Educational Center (SEC). He will be the SCA scholar in 

residnence for Parashat Ki Tisa.

Maqam of the Week
www.pizmonim.com

For Shabbat Mishpatim (Exodus 21:1- 24:18), 
the morning prayers at Syrian Jewish congregations are 
conducted in Maqam NAWAH or SABA. NAWAH, the 
maqam applied for Qabbalat Shabbat, is appropriate, 
because like Shabbat, when God worked for six and then 
rested on seven, similarly the Hebrew slave works for six 
and then rests on seven. The second opinion is to apply 
Maqam SABA ('Sabi,' in Arabic, means baby boy) which is 
used to mark 'berit' or covenant. Explanations for Maqam 
SABA include: (1) At the seventh year, the Hebrew slave 
makes a covenant with his master if he chooses to remain. 
(2) The words "Dam HaBerit" (Exodus 24:8) appear in 
connection to a blood ritual where Israel commits to 
obeying all the missvot. 

For Shabbat Terumah (Exodus 25:1-27:19), the 
morning prayers are conducted in Maqam BAYAT-
HOSENI according to Shir U’shbaha Hallel Ve’Zimra 
(Red Pizmonim Book) and at least 10 other sources, 
because we are introduced to the mishkan (tabernacle) 
and miqdash (sanctuary). The centerpiece of the entire 
tabernacle is the Ark of the Covenant (aron) where the Torah 
(edut) is placed. Since the mishkan, and more specifically, 
the Torah, is of great beauty, Maqam Hoseni, the Arabic 
word for 'beauty', is applied. The melody of Hoseni can be 
described as a higher version of Maqam Bayat. Despite the 
above, there are at least 10 dissenting sources that cite to 
apply Maqam SABA for this Shabbat. 

Sephardic Pizmonim Project, www.pizmonim.com

Continued from page 12
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Perashat Mishpatim

In our discussions on the Book of Shemot thus far, we 
have examined the various elements of freedom that are 
expressed through its stories and commandments. Here, 

in Perashat Mishpatim, we come to the detailed, everyday 
issues that affect our lives as 
free human beings. The laws 
presented in Mishpatim deal 
with many issues, among 
them are laws that address 
culpability for inflicting 
bodily harm, responsibilities 
for borrowing and lending, a 
judge’s directives and limits, 
and how we are to treat 
those in a weak or vulnerable state, like the widow, orphan 
and convert. It is clear that while in previous parashot we 
read of liberation and redemption from bondage, here we 
read of restrictions.

Before we leave Sinai 
to embark on building 
a free society, we are 
cautioned against using 
our freedom to abuse 
or mistreat others. The 
word mishpatim literally 
means judgements, 
which, with a bit 
of thought, seems a 
strange word to use 
for laws. ‘Judgement’ 
is used here because 
judgement by its 
very nature, creates 
definitions. Definition 
provides clarity, and when we judge, we draw lines, 
we sharpen details, and we ensure that delineation and 
dimension are intact so that the individual integrity of the 
different elements of our world can remain distinct and 
properly integrated.

These special laws, therefore, relate to judgements 
about appropriateness — namely, the appropriateness of 

our own free existence as it impacts our surroundings and 
interactions. Mishpatim ensure that freedom is kept sacred 
by making sure that it is not muddied by overextension. 
The limits that are set by Torah within civil life guard 

against the blurring of lines 
and unchecked actions to 
which freedom can give 
rise. The clarity of knowing 
what one is responsible 
for, when one must act or 
remain silent, what one can 
control and what one must 
never control are outlined, 
and in those judgments of 

appropriateness freedom emerges complete and healthy.

Perashat Mishpatim does more than set the 
circumstances for a group of righteous individuals to 

thrive, it also sets the 
terms through which 
a whole society can 
live in justice. In the 
vast matrix of reality 
where interactions of 
many detailed parts 
create the living web of 
civilisation, appropriate 
judgements are essential 
in order to maintain its 
overall integrity and  
authenticity. When 
we respect the limits 
of our liberties, we 
leave open the ability 
for the human spirit to 

thrive and for civilisation to f lourish in all of its beautiful 
potential.

Shabbat Shalom

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

Mishpatim: Reaching Limits
Rabbi Joseph Dweck

“... in Perashat Mishpatim, we 
come to the detailed, everyday 
issues that affect our lives as

 free human beings.”
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Perashat Terumah

Parashat Terumah is primarily concerned with 
construction of the Tabernacle and its implements – a 
subject which seems far from the daily life of Jews today. 

However, we shall show that this is not so.  From the description 
of the implements mentioned in this week’s reading we can 
learn about measurements in the Torah, which is a subject of 
great interest in daily Jewish life.   

There are many positive commandments which require 
some object or other for their performance, and almost every 
object connected with a commandment is characterized, 
among other things, by its size; for example, the amount of 
matzah that we must eat at the Seder, or the amount of bread 
that should be eaten on the first night of Sukkot, or wine that 
must be drunk for kiddush, 
or water that needs to be in a 
ritual bath, or the dimensions 
of a sukkah, etc.  Likewise, 
measurements in the Torah 
are also associated with many 
negative commandments, as in 
the amount of food which incurs 
the punishment of karet, when 
eaten on the Day of Atonement, or the distance for carrying 
something in the public domain on the Sabbath which incurs a 
sacrifice when done without intention.  Measurements in the 
Torah are a central issue of great weight in the world of Jewish 
law, and this week’s reading is an important source helping us 
determine these measurements.

One of the basic units of measurement in the Torah is the 
cubit or amah, mentioned time and again in connection with 
building the Tabernacle and its furnishings.  During the last 
two centuries a controversy has arisen over the length of the 
cubit.  The argument stemmed from the measurements given 
by Rabbi Yehezkel Landau (known as the Noda be-Yehudah, 
18th century) for the amount of flour that requires hallah to 
be set aside.  The requisite amount is one omer, and according 
to tradition as passed down from Moses at Mount Sinai, the 

Sages inform us that there are two equivalent methods of 
measuring the volume of an omer.   One is by the volume of an 
egg and the other is by the size of a cubic agudal (an agudal is a 
unit of length, meaning “thumb”).  To his great surprise, the 
Noda be-Yehudah discovered a contradiction between these two 
methods of measurement.  Since he found no way of resolving 
the contradiction, he ruled that one should follow the stricter 
outcome between the two.

In view of the clear contradiction between these measures 
which are supposed to be equivalent according to the 
“halakhah transmitted to Moses at Mount Sinai,” two main 
schools emerged:   according to the Hazon Ish (Rabbi Abraham 
Isaiah Karelitz), the cubit (equal to 24 agudalim or “thumbs”) 

is a “large cubit,” measuring 
58 centimeters; according to 
Rabbi Hayyim Na’eh, it is a 
“small cubit,” measuring 48 
centimeters.   In recent years a 
third view has been advocated 
by Greenfield, co-author of this 
article, claiming that a cubit is 
only 44 centimeters long. 1Let 

us see what can be learned from Parashat Terumah about these 
three views regarding the length of a cubit.

The furnishings of the Tabernacle were made of gold, silver 
and wood.  Most of the silver went into making the sockets that 
were connected to the underside of the planks, and most of the 
gold went into making the kapporet, a solid gold cover for the 
ark.  Let us focus on the furnishings that were made of gold – 
the ark, the lampstand, the table, the altar of gold, the cherubs 
and the ark cover.   It appears that over 80% of the gold used in 
the Tabernacle was needed for making the ark cover.

The unit of weight used in the Torah is the “shekel by the 
sanctuary weight,” and a talent equals three thousand shekels 
(Ex. 38:25-26).  The weight of the shekel is known.  Extensive 
1 Prof. A . Y. Greenfield, “Middah ke-Neged Middah, Moriyah, 7-8 (127-128), Tammuz 
5742 (1982), pp. 59-86.

How Much is a Cubic Cubit?
      Professor Nathan Aviezer & Professor Abraham Yehudah Greenfield

“From the description of the 
implements mentioned in this 

week’s reading we can learn about 
measurements in the Torah...”
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Torah literature on the topic2 shows that there was a consensus 
among the geonim and the rishonim that the “shekel by the 
sanctuary weight,” as mentioned in the Torah, weighed 14 
grams.   Later, the Sages added 20% to the weight of the 
shekel required for performing certain commandments, such 
as the redemption of first-borns, but this addition does not 
pertain to the shekel by the sanctuary weight, mentioned in 
the Torah.   Hence, a talent or kikkar (= 3000 shekels) weighed 
42 kilograms.

The Torah does not specify the quantity of gold needed to 
make specific Tabernacle furnishings, save for the lampstand, 
which we know weighed one talent (Ex. 37:24), including 
all its accoutrements.  One can reasonably suppose that the 
remaining gold furnishings of the Tabernacle (excluding the ark 
cover) came to a weight similar to that of the lampstand.  A like 
quantity of gold was required to cover the planks.   According 
to this assumption, the weight of all the Tabernacle’s gold 
furnishings, save for the ark cover, was between five and ten 
talents.  As we continue our analysis, we shall see that this 
assumption is justified.

All the gold in the 
Tabernacle totaled 29 
talents and 730 shekels (Ex. 
38:24).  Therefore, if we 
subtract five to ten talents for 
the gold furnishings of the 
Tabernacle, we are left with 
over 20 talents of gold for 
the ark cover.   Now we shall 
substantiate this assertion.

The dimensions of the ark 
cover are given explicitly in 
the Torah and the Gemara:  a 
slab of pure gold, 2.5 cubits 
long, 1.5 cubits wide (Gen. 25:17) and one handbreadth 
(Heb. tefah) thick (Sukkah 5a).  Aside from certain instances 
that do not pertain to the ark cover, there are six handbreadths 
in a cubit (Kelim 17.10).  Therefore, the volume of the ark cover 
was 0.625 cubic cubits.

In order to calculate the weight of the ark cover, we need 
to know the length of a cubit.  Of the three views mentioned 

2 Rabbi H. P. Benish, Middot ve-Shi’urei Torah, Bnei Brak, 1987 (2nd edition), 
chapters 21, 22, 27, 30;  Rabbi Y. G. Weiss, Middot u-Mishkalot shel Torah, Jerusalem, 
1984, chapters 26-32;  Rabbi Z. Weinberger, Reva Etzba ke-Shi’ur ‘Ovi ha-Dofen 
shel Adnei ha-Mishkan, B.D.D. 2 (1996), pp. 11-19.

above, we begin our discussion with the shortest proposed 
length, i.e., 44 centimeters.  According to this length for a 
cubit, simple computation (44 x 44 x 44 x 0.625 cc) shows 
that 0.625 cubic cubits of ark cover equals 53,000 cubic 
centimeters.  Based on the specific weight of pure gold (19.3 
grams per cubic centimeter), it turns out that the weight of the 
ark cover (53,000 x 0.0193 kilogram) was 1030 kilogram (over 
a ton of gold!), which equals 24.5 talents (at 42 kilogram per 
talent). This result is perfectly reasonable, considering that the 
total amount of gold used in making the Tabernacle was 29.2 
talents.  In other words, the ark cover required slightly more 
than 80% of the total amount of gold in the Tabernacle.  This 
result supports the assumption made above that by far the 
greatest proportion of gold was required to make the ark cover.

Now we shall look at the other views regarding the length 
of the cubit.  If we assume that a cubit is 48 centimeters long, 
it turns out that the volume of the ark cover (0.625 cubic 
cubits) equals 69,000 centimeters, whose weight in gold would 
be 1330 kilogram, which equals 31.7 talents of gold.   Since 

this is more than all the gold 
used in the Tabernacle (29.5 
talents), clearly a cubit must 
be less than 48 centimeters 
long.  According to the 
measurement given for a “large 
cubit,” the contradiction is 
even more pronounced.  If 
a cubit were 58 centimeters 
long, the volume of the ark 
cover would be 122,000 cubic 
centimeters, weighing 2250 
kilogram, which equals 56 
talents, i.e., almost twice as 
much as the total amount of 
gold in the Tabernacle.   The 
conclusion as to the length of 

the cubit is thus perfectly clear.3

This is one of the ways that a close look at verses in 
Parashat Terumah can shed light on important matters affecting 
Jewish life today.

Professor Aviezer is a best selling author and professor at 
Bar- Ilan university.

3 The only way of resolving this contradiction with respect to the “large cubit” is to assume that 
the ark cover was hollow, or that the weight of the ark cover is not related to its external mea-
surements.  However, there is no support for such as assumption in the literature on the Torah.

Professor Nathan Aviezer addresses Barkai Yeshivah on his 
recent visit  to the United States
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Community Spotlight

Since the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, the 
world has changed in unexpected ways. Global terrorism 
is now a fact of life. There have been attacks on Jewish 

communities from Melbourne to Berlin, from San Francisco 
to New York. As violence rises in the Middle East, Jewish 
residents become the target of hate crimes and terrorist 
attacks, many of which are increasingly violent and deadly.

Threats to the Jewish community are constantly evolving, 
and it’s important that we as a community remain proactive 
in our efforts to understand and combat them.  Today, we 
are increasingly faced by threats such as ISIS, neo-Nazis, and 
other “Lone Wolf” terrorists as well as active shooter events.

Bias crimes against Jews represent more than 60 percent 
of religious based hate crimes, according to the FBI’s Unified 
Crime Reports. There have been incidents of harassment 
and physical assaults on Jews in Brooklyn. In March, April, 
May, October and December, there were at least six incidents 
where our community buildings experienced security 
threats. There is widespread belief by security experts that 
our facilities are being profiled.

There have been strange or 
unwelcome visitors entering 
synagogues and the leaders 
in our community are on 
heightened alert. All around 
the community, extra cameras 
are being installed, guard 
protection increased, locks are being changed, and entry 
doors to facilities are being more carefully monitored and 
limited. The security of the 10,000 students attending 
yeshivot in our community is a major concern.

What is more important than the safety and security of the 
thousands of people who enter our synagogues, our schools, 

and other community buildings? As a community, hundreds 
of millions of dollars have been invested in our infrastructure 
and these buildings – and the people who use them – must 
be protected. 

Community leaders Morris Dweck, Richard Chera, Ayal 
Horovits and Morris Missry, along with a committee looked 
at security at community buildings and found that security 
was lax, training needed to be enhanced and that procedures 
were inconsistently applied. In some synagogues, doors were 
left open or unlocked and that security was not at a level 
where the people who regularly use our buildings could feel 
safe.

The committee formed Community Security Alliance 
(CSA) to ensure the security and the safety of our community’s 
institutions through a thorough, carefully-designed and 
coordinated plan of actions and protocols. CSA has developed 
a community-wide proactive plan that will provide oversight, 
training, supervision, and professional security applications 
for all our Sephardic Community buildings.

CSA is committed to 
proactive planning, training and 
supervision to avert potential 
tragedy. The group has hired a 
professional security consultant 
to vet and train guards, and 
provide the facilities with risk 
assessments and operational 

procedures so they will know what to do in case of an incident. 
In addition, on Shabbat, a highly-trained supervisor will go to 
the CSA member synagogues to watch procedures and ensure 
the guards are doing their jobs. CSA will be implementing a 
complex radio network, so that if there is an incident at one 
synagogue, the other area synagogues can be alerted.

“To become a trained security 
volunteer at your synagogue, 
visit: csalive.org/volunteer”

Protecting Our Community 
From Terrorist Threats 

Mrs. Sarina Roffé
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“CSA focuses on the safety and security of our facilities 
and serves to protect their members,” said Morris A. Dweck. 
“Our belief is that a thorough and proactive program, that is 
carefully coordinated and consistently applied, will enhance 
community-wide security effectiveness. Combined with a 
strong educational program, our community will be better 
protected from growing security threats.” 

At its onset, CSA has contracted with the security 
professionals at Gleis Security Consulting LLC (“GSC”) 
who specialize in risk assessments, operational training and 
security design for schools, camps, community centers, 
houses of worship, private businesses, and government 
institutions. These professionals also have decades of 
experience helping to better secure government facilities, 
power stations, military installations, embassies, and 
airports. 

The team hired by CSA brings a host of unique, relevant 
backgrounds that complement one another to ensure our 
community has an array of specialists at their fingertips. 
These professionals have experience in military (US and 
IDF), law enforcement (NYPD), US and foreign governments 
(including Israel’s Shin Bet), nonprofits, security, financial 
services, academia, and more. 

The CSA’s security professionals consist of leading 
experts in the fields of CCTV, alarm, blast proof film and 
bullet resistant materials, cyber security, bollards, maritime 
security, executive protection, security guards, K-9 and 
investigations. 

Information, experience and intelligence is vital to a 
successful security and safety campaign. CSA has consulted 
with leading agencies in the USA and around the world who 
share data and resources for the purpose of protecting Jewish 
interests everywhere.  

Volunteer-based initiatives have been effective 
worldwide.  One of the most important parts of the CSA 
plan is the recruitment of teams of volunteers who will be 
trained to prevent incidents. CSA will train volunteers to 
protect and prevent incidents at their respective buildings. It 
is these volunteers who know the facilities, know the fellow 
congregants and have a vested interest in protecting their 
families and friends. To become a trained security volunteer 
at your synagogue, visit: csalive.org/volunteer

CSA encourages everyone to be on alert. If you see 
something, say something. Call 911 and 1-888-NYC-
SAFE.

The SCA would like to thank 

Mr. Joe Dweck 
for helping coordinate security with the NYPD 

during our recent event with Ambassador Oren. 

His willingness and dedication made a 

successful evening possible.

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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Affiliate News

Members of the Sephardic 
Community Alliance, the 
Allegra Franco School of 

Educational Leadership (AFSEL) and 
the Sephardic Rabbinical College 
(SRC)  have set the standard for teacher 
training and mentoring within the 
community’s schools and beyond.  In 
addition to an intensive pedagogy 
training program, which includes 
content area instruction, structured 
observations and stellar student teaching 
experiences, graduates maintain a 
relationship with their mentors, and are 
invited to participate in periodic special 
training sessions hosted by AFSEL.

On Wednesday, January 13th, over 
thirty current students in both the 
SRC and AFSEL, graduates of both 
programs, and veteran educators from 
the community schools (including SCA 
affiliates Barkai Yeshivah and Magen 
David Yeshivah Elementary and High 
School) and beyond came together 
for a day-long series of workshops on 
teaching Humash.  Organized by Mrs. 
Gitta Neufeld, AFSEL’s Director of 
Education and Director of Pedagogy 
for the SCA, the workshops focused 
on tools, techniques and prerequisite 
skills and knowledge for teaching 
Peshat – the simple meaning of the 
text – in accordance with the traditions 
of our community while using the 
latest techniques and research-based 
methodologies.

Rabbi David Fohrman, founder and 
CEO of Aleph Beta Academy and author 
of several nationally-acclaimed books 
on Tanakh, led the morning session, 
entitled “Tools for Text: Uncovering 
Peshat.”  Using a multi-media 
presentation, he guided participants in 
uncovering multiple layers of meaning 
in the text.  An animated discussion 
on the role of Midrashim was part of 
the session as well.  Rabbi Fohrman 
graciously offered all participants free 
educator subscriptions to the Aleph 
Beta program, which are certain to 
be useful to classroom teachers of all 
grades.

Following a lunch and networking 
session, three shorter workshops were 
held.  Ms. Tamar Nusbaum, Curriculum 
Coordinator for COJDS (Consortium 
of Orthodox Jewish Day Schools), led 
a lively and informative session on the 
skills students need to acquire in order 
to become “independent consumers” 
of texts, and presented a systematic 
methodology for instruction and review 
of those skills for grades one through 
eight.  She distributed sample materials 
for teachers’ use, which were eagerly 
snatched up by the attendees.

Rabbi Yehuda Moshe, co-founder 
and CEO of the Mercava Project, 
challenged the teachers to create a wish 
list for technology, in a session entitled 
“There’s (not yet) an App for that.”  He 

described the multiple uses of a digital 
learning platform, and announced 
that Mercava would partner with the 
participants in the session to customize 
an app based on their input.

The final session was led by Ms. Sara 
Wolkenfeld, Director of Community 
Engagement and Education of Sefaria.
org.  Sefaria is a digital library of 
thousands of Jewish texts, with an 
interface designed specifically to allow 
teachers to create, format and share 
source sheets with their students 
and colleagues.  Ms. Wolkenfeld 
demonstrated many of the features of 
Sefaria, and encouraged attendees to 
compete in a contest on source sheet 
creation.

Participant reactions to the day were 
overwhelmingly positive, with many 
requests for “Part Two” of each session 
in the Spring.  Teachers indicated that 
they had acquired not only theory, but 
also practical ideas for implementation.  
Newer teachers, as well as those who are 
still in the training programs, benefited 
from the opportunity to learn side-by-
side with veterans in the field and from 
star presenters.  Follow-up sessions are 
already being planned

Mrs. Neufeld is the Director of 
Education of the Allegra Franco 
School of Educational Leadership

"What's so Simple about Peshat" - a day of 
learning for our community's teachers 

Mrs. Gitta Jaroslawicz-Neufeld
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The Sephardic Community Alliance 

Women's Learning Program
ROSH HODESH SERIES

Book Club

Check the SCA Website and Social Media for Updates 
 www.SephardicCommunityAlliance.org                        @SCA_Updates   

Please Come into the Beth Torah/ Allegra Franco O	ce for a FREE copy

February 10, 2016

Moderator: Esther Hidary

at Beth Torah

Book: Letters to Talia by Dov Indig 

Lunch: 12:30pm

Discussion: 1:00pm
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Sephardic Rabbis

Rabbi Isaac Aboab da Fonseca was born in 1605 in the 
town of Castro Daire, Portugal. His birth name was 
Simão da Fonseca. His 

parents were “marranos”, Jews 
who had been forcibly converted 
to Christianity. When Isaac 
was seven, the family moved to 
Amsterdam. Many Portuguese 
Jews who for a century lived 
as Jews in secret to escape the 
Inquisition, emigrated to Amsterdam, where freedom of 
worship was declared in 1596, something inconceivable until 
then in Christian Europe. There, they created a community 
that became very prosperous in every way.  Arriving at 
Amsterdam, the Aboab family was finally able 
to practice their religion openly. Simão renamed 
Isaac, with its ancient Jewish last name: Aboab 
(also spelled Abohab). In Amsterdam, Rabbi 
Aboab studied with one of the few rabbis who 
at the time were in the city: Rabbi Isaac Uziel, a 
native of the city of Fez in Morocco. At eighteen 
Rab Aboab was ordained as a Rabbi (hakham) 
of the Beth Israel community, one of three 
Sephardic communities that existed at that time 
in Amsterdam. In 1638 he was named as one 
of the four Rabbis in the main community of 
Amsterdam: “Talmud Tora”.

In those years the Dutch colonized 
several parts of Brazil. And many Jews 
from Amsterdam, who were prominent in 
international trade, moved to the city of Recife, 
in Pernambuco, Brazil. In 1641, Rabbi Isaac 
Aboab was sent to Recife as the rabbi of  “Kehal Zur”, the new 
congregation in Recife, the first Jewish community in the 
Americas. Rabbi Isaac Aboab da Fonseca was therefore the 
first official rabbi in the Americas. Most European citizens of 

this city were Jews from Amsterdam. In Recife Rabbi Aboab 
developed a beautiful congregation, modeled after the Jewish 

community in Amsterdam. 
“Kehal Zur”  had a synagogue, 
a Mikve and a Yeshiva, where 
Rabbi Aboab taught Torah, 
particularly Talmud.

Rabbi Aboab da Fonseca 
enjoyed a few years of prosperity 

in Recife. In 1645 the Portuguese began to attack the Dutch 
colonies in Brazil. The long history of these battles is too 
extensive to be discussed in these few lines. What we can 
say is that the Portuguese, when achieved victory, allowed an 

honorable surrender to all Dutch, but not 
to the Jews, who were ordered to convert. 
Several Jews escaped, among them the 24 
Jews who in 1654 would reach the city of 
New Amsterdam, now “New York”.

On 26 January 1654 the Portuguese 
occupied the city of Recife in 1654. Rabbi 
Aboab escaped to Amsterdam. Back in 
Amsterdam, he was appointed as the chief 
rabbi of the Sephardic community in that 
city. In 1656, he was one of the rabbis who 
excommunicated Spinoza.

During the years 1664-1666 began a 
messianic movement around Shabbetai 
Zevi. Back then, most  rabbis of the world, 
Sepharadim and Ashkenazim, believed 
that Shabbetai Zevi was the Messiah. And 

although he was not militant, Rabbi Aboab was no exception. 
In 1666 when the Turkish Sultan gave Shabbetai Zevi the 
choice between death and conversion to Islam, he decided to 

“... the Jewish community in 
Amsterdam flourished under the 

Rabbinate of Rabbi Aboab...”

Rabbi Isaac Aboab da Fonseca (1605-1693), 
First Rabbi of the Americas

Rabbi Yossef Bitton

Continued on page  25

Portrait of Rabbi Isaac Aboab 
da Fonseca
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Sephardic History

Never Forget Our Noble Heritage
Nunca Olvides Muestra Historia Destinguida

נונכה אולבידיס מואיסטרה איסטוריה דיסטינגידה
Mr. Sheldon N. Goldman

Chapter 15: The Omayyads Rise Again

The caliph looked for loyalty and ability. Jews were 
outstanding in both. As a result of this tolerance and 
respect it was not long before a Jew rose to high 

office in Abd ar-Rahman III’s royal court. That individual 
was Hasdai ibn Shaprut (915-970). He was the son of Isaac b. 
Ezra ibn Shaprut who was a member of a prominent family 
in Jaen which is located diagonally between Cordova in the 
north and Granada in the south. Isaac was wealthy, religious, 
and well educated. Isaac had moved his family to Cordova 
before Hasdai  was born in order to take advantage of the 
economic and intellectual advantages that existed there. 
Isaac made a name for himself in Cordova. He was a great 
benefactor of scholars 
and writers who 
devoted their lives to 
Torah and literature. 
He was philanthropic 
and endowed a 
synagogue there. 

Isaac’s son Hasdai 
ibn Shaprut was born 
in Cordova in 915. 
He was given the 
best of schooling. He 
was taught scriptures 
and other traditional 
subjects. Although 
Hasdai was bright he 
did not excel in his 
studies. His strength was in languages: Arabic, Latin and 
Romance (the Latin dialect that became Spanish). His real 
interest was in medicine. His teachers of medicine were 
outstanding Arab doctors. Hasdai also had a wonderful 
personality. He could get along with people. He was very 

ambitious. In the 940s there was an effort to get him married 
but he resisted so he could practice medicine unencumbered 
by a family. Before long Hasdai achieved great fame as a 
doctor in Cordova.

 His fame grew even more when he rediscovered a 
“miracle” drug that had been discovered in the first century by 
King Mithridates Eupator and which was called “Theriaca”. 
This drug supposedly cured snakebites, poisons, stomach 
ailments, asthma, jaundice, myopia, impotence, the plague 
and other epidemic diseases. A similar drug was developed 
by Nero’s doctor Andromachus of Crete. These drugs were 
world famous in the second century.  Eventually the formula 
was lost and major efforts were made to rediscover it. The 

Arabs called it “faruk” 
and the Jews called 
it “The Savior”. The 
medicine contained 
opium, snake flesh 
and spices. Even 
Maimonides wrote a 
treatise on Theriaca. 
It was this rediscovery 
that brought Hasdai 
ibn Shaprut to the 
attention of Caliph 
Abd ar-Rahman III 
who invited him to 
the royal court. He 
became part of the 
medical staff in the 
palace that treated the 

caliph and his family. A certain intimacy develops between a 
doctor and patient. Confidences were exchanged and advice 
sought. This was common among kings and their doctors. 
Hasdai so impressed the caliph that he was named to be the 

Continued on page  25
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Israel Spotlight

Aliyah. In recent years, the idea of making aliyah 
has gained traction with many of our community 
members. Whether it’s ideologically, financially or 

religiously motivated, this previously sidelined idea is starting 
to become more popular as Israel becomes a viable option 
for young people. As this grassroots movement continues to 
grow, some community members have begun the process of 
organizing. By getting like-minded individuals together to 
discuss their ideas and concerns, the hope is that ideas will 
begin to translate into action. With the support of fellow 
community members, more people feel encouraged to explore 
the idea of Aliyah.

 On December 27th, such 
an event was hosted by Michael 
and Sarah Hidary at their home 
in Brooklyn. Over 30 of our 
community members gathered 
for remarks given by renowned 
Israeli Radio show host Yishai 
Fleisher and Nefesh B'Nefesh 
Director of Employment, 
Rachel Berger. The goal of 
the event was to provide a forum for people to identify and 
discuss the potential challenges or concerns they face when 
considering a move to Israel.

The attendees belonged to three distinct groups. Young 
professionals deciding where to build their careers, married 
couples with small children and grandparents with some 
family already living in Israel came together both to offer 
insight and to hear what others had to say on the matter. It 
was observed by many present that community members who 
have recently made Aliyah did not do so as a cohesive group. 
A shared opinion was expressed that moving in large enough 
numbers to the same place can bypass certain challenges 
people face when leaving a community with such a strong 
sense of identity.

Surprisingly, the main motivations behind Aliyah was 
not only religious. Many cited economic opportunity and 
lifestyle changes—within a vibrant Jewish environment—as 
big factors. Whereas one might worry over Jewish identity 
and quality education in Hawaii or Los Angeles, a family 
move to an Israeli city seemed to inspire confidence in the 
areas of identity and education. For many young parents, 
the rising cost of tuition and its effect on their plans for 
the future was a big concern. Still others felt that living in 
Israel could afford their children the opportunity to pursue 
whatever careers they chose. A hefty tuition bill and cost 

of living led many at the event to question; 
can a child truly be encouraged to enter the 
professions of their choice? Free tuition and 
health care in Israel are also attractive to 
many young parents.

Rachel from Nefesh B'Nefesh spoke 
about the resources available to help find 
jobs and network in Israel. Yishai then 
opened the floor up to people in the crowd 
to voice their concerns before giving his 
perspective as a person who has lived in 

Israel for most of his life. While there are many issues that 
concern members of our community when considering 
aliyah, there are very few who would place our community’s 
lack of commitment to the Jewish state at the top of the 
list. Some of the concerns voiced by the group included 
terrorism, adjusting to a new language, and trouble finding a 
job. Leaving one’s family seemed to be the biggest obstacle of 
all. "For the Syrian community, which places a tremendous 
value on close family bonds, the real challenge of Aliyah is 
the distance that it creates between family members. All the 
other challenges of immigration to Israel, making a living, 
adjusting to a new language and mentality, and coping with 
terror, are minor and surmountable in comparison with this 
real conflict of important values.  However, those people 
who choose to make Aliyah will be creating that family 
closeness for the next generation in the Jewish homeland, 

Syrian Community Puts New Focus on Aliyah
Mr. Morris D. Cohen
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and sparing their children from having to contemplate that 
decision twenty years down the line. One generation has to 
sacrifice and break out in order to build a glorious and tight 
knit community in Israel."

So, where do we go from here? By organizing our 
thoughts, plans, and hopes, can we encourage more 
community members who are considering Aliyah to make 
that leap? Could coordination be the answer to the challenge 
of leaving our wonderfully strong, supportive and warm 
community? In the coming months, we will continue to plan 
more events to raise awareness about making Aliyah. For 
those who are not ready to make the leap we will also be 
planning events about the importance of spending time and 
investing more in Israel. 

To become involved in future events and to share your 
thoughts on the matter, please email Morris Cohen at 
mdc334@gmail.com. 

convert. Jews understood then that they had been victims of a 
huge hoax, with devastating consequences for the global Jewish 
community.

Despite all these difficulties, the Jewish community in 
Amsterdam flourished under the Rabbinate of Rabbi Aboab 
and it produced, among other things, hundreds of Talmide 
Hakhamim who served the community and wrote thousands 
of books in Spanish and Portuguese.

 

In 1647 rabbi Aboab wrote a Hebrew grammar book 
that has not yet been published melekhet ha-Diqduq. He 
also translated from Spanish to Hebrew (sic) a Qabbala book 
written by Abraham Cohen Herrera, called Las puertas del 
Cielo in Hebrew Shaar HaShamayim.

Rabbi Isaac Aboab da Fonseca died in Amsterdam on April 
4, 1693, at the age of 88 years.

Rabbi Bitton is the rabbi of Ohel David U’shlomo

head of the department of customs responsible for collecting 
duties from the ships arriving at the ports of Spain. This was 
in addition to his medical duties. 

Hasdai ibn Shaprut was also named to be the head of 
the Jewish community of Cordova and given the title of 
“Nasi” or prince. Hasdai was an observant Jew and was 
very protective of both individual Jews as well as the Jewish 
community as a whole. He would protect the Jews from the 
abuses of tax collectors and find employment in court for 
talented individuals. Hasdai was loved and admired by the 
Jewish community. The Jews believed that it was 

G-d who gave them Hasdai as its protector. They spoke 
of him lovingly addressing him by his nickname Abu Yusuf. 
Poems were written about him. 

Hasdai was successful in carrying out his responsibilities 
as director of customs. The caliph gained great confidence 
in his wisdom and sought his advice ever more frequently. 
Since Hasdai knew Latin, the caliph used his services in 
negotiations with Christians in the north. They did not have 
“foreign ministers” in those days and it was the practice 
of the caliph himself to personally conduct all diplomatic 
negotiations. As he watched Hasdai practice these skills he 
began to rely on him. At the close of the 940s diplomatic 
ties were renewed between the Byzantine Empire and the 
Omayyad Kingdom. Hasdai ibn Shaprut took an active part 
in these negotiations.

Mr. Sheldon N. Goldman is a retired Chemical Engineer 
who is a member of Congregations Beth Torah and Kol 
Israel. From 1978 through 1992 he was the Editor of the 
Beth Torah Bulletin. He was Secretary of Beth Torah from 
1980 through 1995 and is still the Editor of the Beth Torah 
Calendar.  

Continued from page 22

...Rabbi Isaac Aboab da Fonseca...

Continued from page 23

...Never Forget Our Noble...
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Shabbat-Table Talks

Value: Returning Lost Objects1

Although this is a basic Jewish value, it is not 
often stressed in our society, where the “finders 
keepers” attitude prevails. People are often 

offered rewards for returning lost objects, as if doing that 
is something special and out of the ordinary. Rather, the 
Torah commands us to return the lost object regardless of 
whether there is a reward or not.

Text: Shemot 23:4 and Debarim 22:1–3

The misvah to return lost objects is found in two places 
in the Torah—once in our perasha and once in Perashat Ki 
Tesse.

Now when you encounter 
your enemy’s ox or his donkey 
straying, return it, return it to 
him. (Shemot 23:4, SB)

You are not to see the ox 
of your brother or his sheep 
wandering away and hide 
yourself from them; you are to return, yes, return them 
to your brother. Now if your brother not be near to you 
or you do not know him, you are to bring it into the midst 
of your house, it is to be there with you until your brother 
makes inquiry about it, then you are to return it to him. 
Thus you are to do with his donkey, thus you are to do 
with anything lost of your brother, this is lost by him, and 
you find it: you are not allowed to hide yourself. (Debarim 
22:1-3, SB)

Discussion: Why should we do the misvah at all? 
Although we do every misvah because Hashem commanded 
it, we should think about the reason God commanded it 

1 Reprinted with permission from Rabbi Tawil’s Shabbat-Table Talks: Volume I (New York: Tebah 
Educational Services, 2013), pp. 73-76.

and what particular attachment we have to any misvah. In 
the case of returning lost objects, try to make your child 
empathize with the feelings of the person who lost the 
object. 

Have you ever lost something that was important to 
you? How did you feel when it was lost? How did you feel 
when it was found?

What kind of community, country, or nation is created 
that is founded upon this basic value of returning property 
to those who lost it? (A caring, concerned society, a society 
whose inhabitants would not think of cheating or stealing.)

Why does the Torah 
emphasize that it is the 
enemy’s animals? (Perhaps 
because if it were your friend’s 
object, you would definitely 
return it. Better yet, we have 
to overcome our enmity and 
treat each other as brothers by 
returning lost property. Since 
it is with the enemy that the 

temptation to ignore is greater, the Torah goes out of its 
way to say even if the owner of the animal is your enemy 
you must still help the animal.)

What about if the lost object is that of non-Jew? R. 
Yoshiah said that “your enemy” refers to the non-Jew who 
is an idol worshipper. Yet, the law found in the Rambam 
and Shulhan Arukh is that one should not return the lost 
object of a non-Jew, if they are wicked. The Meiri posits 
that the prohibition of returning a lost object to a non-Jew 
only applied to idol worshippers and not to people who 
have religion and laws similar to ours. One should return 
the non-Jew’s lost object when it would entail “sanctifying 
the name of God” such that people would praise Israel and 
see Israel as trustworthy. If not returning the object would 

Parashat Mishpatim1

Rabbi Ralph Tawil

“... we have to overcome our 
enmity and treat each other 
as brothers by returning lost 

property.”
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cause “hillul Hashem” (“profaning God’s name”), it must be 
returned. 

Method: Telling stories to illustrate a point is a very 
effective way of making the point stick. Take your time 
preparing the story by focusing on the major points of the 
story—those without which the story makes no sense. You 
could embellish the story with dialogue and voices if you 
wish, but remember do not do things that distract. The 
story could be followed by a short discussion to make sure 
the point was understood. 

Two stories:

1) Miriam, who was 
studying Torah at a Jerusalem 
seminary, was about to 
be married. She invited 
her sister, Judy, who was 
studying meditation and 
“eastern spirituality” in 
an Indian ashram. After 
Miriam’s insistence, Judy 
came to Jerusalem for the 
wedding. After even more 
cajoling, Judy attended one 
of Miriam’s classes. They 
happened to be studying the 
myriad details of the laws of 
returning lost objects. Some 
questions discussed included: 
what constitutes a “sign”?; 
when does the object have 
to be returned?; and other 
similar issues. After the Torah 
class, Judy was very critical. 
“Miriam, you call this trivial 
nonsense religion? You have no 
sense of true spirituality. I am 
going back to my guru in India.” After a short while Judy 
was walking with her guru when they came upon a wallet 
containing all kinds of identifying documents along with 
$1500 dollars cash. The guru pocketed the cash and tossed 
away the wallet. “What are you doing?” Judy exclaimed, 
“We could probably find that man if we tried!” The guru 
said that the money was a gift from the cosmos and that 
if he would not take it he would be denying the cosmic 

gift. Guru finds guru keeps. Judy persisted, “But it is not 
right. The man who lost the money no doubt is in great 
distress. We should try to find him and return his money.” 
The guru, exasperated, exclaimed, “once a Jew always a 
Jew.” At which point Judy decided to go back to Jerusalem 
and study more Torah. Judy is living in Jerusalem today and 
still studying Torah.

Moral: Details are necessary in order to create the 
greater spirituality; they cause the bigger picture 
to be translated into actions. 

2) R. Pinhas said: One 
time a man passed by the 
door of Hanina son of Dosa 
and forgot some chickens 
there. R. Hanina’s wife found 
them. He said to her: do not 
eat the eggs. They had many 
eggs and soon many more 
chickens, until they started 
to be annoying. They sold 
the chickens and bought 
some goats with the money. 
Sometime later the man who 
had lost the chickens passed 
by R. Hanina’s door again. He 
said to his friend I once left 
some chickens right here. R. 
Hanina heard him and said: 
do you have any identifying 
sign on the chickens. “Yes I 
do” said the man. He told him 
the sign and R. Hanina gave 
him the goats. (Babylonian 
Talmud, Ta’anit 25a)

Moral: One must be very 
faithful in caring for the 

lost object, always thinking of the best interest of 
the owner.

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




