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"To Do or Not to Do": 
The Time of Our Happiness  זמן שמחתנו
Rabbi Elie Abadie, M.D.

It seems that always at this time when we begin 
celebrating Sukkot, we feel as though the High Holy 
Days, namely Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, have 

long come and gone. They have become part of our distant 
past conscience. 

We have mostly forgotten our attempt at teshubah, our 
meaningful prayers have now “gone with the wind,” and our 
fasts have served us well in our quest for dieting, only to 
become irrelevant by the meals we ate to break the fast. 
And now here we are ready to celebrate Sukkot, a holiday 
with a different motif than Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. 

During this holiday we eat, sing, dance, and are happy. 

After all it is the “time of our happiness,” somehow far different 
from the gloomy and awesome ten days of penitence, when 
we examined our relationship with the Almighty. Now on 
Sukkot, hoping that this relationship has been well repaired 
and cemented, we may think we can neglect it and enjoy 
the holiday without having to be aware and cognizant of 
our actions or inactions, our participation or inactivity, our 
involvement, or our indifference and apathy. 

The misvah of sukkah serves to underscore and inform 
us otherwise, that our relationship with God is a continuous 
one. As in every misvah, its fulfillment is in the details. 
When building the sukkah the emphasis is not in how 
beautifully is decorated, but on how properly it is built. 

The roof of the sukkah is its most important area. 
Depending on the material or lack of, it can disqualify 
the sukkah. We are taught by our Sages that the roof has 

to be built from living material that has already been cut 
off from its roots, namely tree branches, leaves, bushes, 
etc. An allowance is given for the use of non-permissible 
material, namely cement, bricks, plastic, glass, etc. to a 
certain measurement. If instead of using non-permissible 
material, one leaves emptiness, then the measurement 
of that emptiness has to be smaller than the area of non-
permissible material, otherwise it would disqualify the 
entire sukkah. 

This is a peculiar law. While a certain amount of non-
permissible material or emptiness will each invalidate the 
sukkah, the law is stricter concerning the empty space. It 
requires a smaller area of emptiness than of non-permissible 

material to disqualify the sukkah. If anything, it should have 
been the reverse. When a person is using nothing, at least 
he is not using something that is not permitted. 

As the sukkah represents our trust in, and reliance 
on God, demonstrating that our relationship with God is 
a continuous one, two potential dangerous situations can 
invalidate that relationship. First, the inclusion of ideas and 
concepts that are antithetical to our traditions, including 
the acceptance of foreign values, the changing of our 
customs and our misvot to suit our comfort and our society. 
Secondly, the danger of indifference, apathy, complacency, 
passivity and inaction can also distance us from our Creator. 
The latter represent a greater danger that faces our people. 
As our Sages say: “you are not obligated to finish the work, and 
yet you are not to absolve yourself from it.” It is better to be 
involved at one’s own level than not to be involved at all. 
If we disagree we can find a middle ground. We can teach, 

“During this holiday we eat, sing, dance, and are happy.”
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show, and demonstrate our beautiful traditions as long as 
people are involved and want to learn. 

A shrug of a shoulder however, is devastating. When 
someone simply does not care our job is definitely harder, 
our challenge monumental. When indifference and apathy 
are present, there is just no material to work with and to 
discuss, there is only emptiness, a void, nothingness. There 
is no roof, rather a lack of protection with no shelter. 

It is that protection and shelter that we seek in this 
holiday of Sukkot, to protect our relationship with the 
Almighty, with our people and with our community.  

During the Holiday we recite in our prayers that 
these holidays are “the time of our happiness, .זמן שמחתנו” 
Therefore, we understand that during these days a sense of 
happiness and joy should permeate us. 

Since the inception of time, the pursuit of happiness 
has been a goal to reach, a mission to accomplish and a 
force to create progress. Indeed, the pursuit of happiness 
has been enshrined in the constitutions of many western 
Democracies since the American and French Revolutions. 
What kind of happiness ought we to pursue as per the 

injunction of our Constitution, and for that matter what 
type of happiness and joy are we supposed to feel during 
these days of Sukkot?  

It is human nature to seek happiness and joy from many 
sources. One of the most prevalent ideas on how to achieve 
happiness by the general public is by acquiring material 
wealth. It is widely believed that “the more we have the 
happier we are.” We tend to confuse happiness with what 
we have. We buy new clothes and we feel happy; we buy 
a new car, a new home, a new gadget all in the pursuit of 
happiness. Soon we realize that the happiness lasted only for 
a moment until the novelty wore off. How happy is a child 
when he gets his first toy? How happy is a teenager when he 
gets his first car? How happy is an adult when he or she buys 
a new house? How happy are the lottery winners when they 
are interviewed after winning an especially large jackpot? 
Research has shown that several years after winning, 

lottery winners tended to be more miserable than prior 
to winning the lottery. The reasons given varied from the 
realization that money and wealth do not bring happiness 
to the wasteful use of money. Many of the lottery winners 
ended up with less money and possessions following their 
winning the lottery. 

Happiness and joy does not come from what we have, 
but from what we have accomplished. An accomplishment 
however, is not the size of our bank accounts, the style 
of our clothing, the décor of our houses, or the number 
of our businesses. Happiness depends on what we have 
done with the funds in our bank account, with how we 
have worn our clothes, with the harmony of our homes, 
and with how many people we have helped through our 
businesses bringing relief and service to our fellow human 
beings. Happiness and joy come with the realization that 
the Almighty has chosen us to fulfill His will and He is 
pleased with our actions. 

On this holiday of Sukkot and Shemini ‘Aseret, we rejoice 
in knowing that Hashem selected us for His protection 
under the Clouds of Glory on our way out of Egypt. He led 
us on the way to the Promised Land and He established us as 
a sovereign nation. He gave us the wherewithal to develop 

that land and grow as a nation. He enjoined us to rejoice in 
the produce of the land and in the fruits of our labor. 

As we celebrate this holiday, let us then rejoice and be 
happy, let us then turn apathy into activity and indifference 
to make a difference, even if that involvement is not 
sufficient or entirely proper, ultimately it will come to 
be just that. Let us actively enjoy this holiday with great 
enthusiasm and involvement. Let us be happy with our 
relationship with God by being active and involved. Let us 
rejoice in the presence of the Almighty, for what we could 
and have accomplished. 

Tizku L’Shanim Rabot and Hag Sameah, 

Rabbi Abadie is the Rabbi of Edmond J. Safra 
Synagogue of New York.

“...we rejoice in knowing that Hashem selected us for His protection...”
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Sukkot

Sometimes a simple game can teach us a lot about 
human nature. On a cool evening in Yerushalayim 
this past summer, my wife and I were playing a 

game of ball with a friend's child. Like most six-year 
olds, Dani excitedly scooped up the ball, took no aim 
at all, and consistently threw it past me into the street. 
Trying to help him realize that if he took a moment to 
think about how and where to throw, he'd experience 
more success, I heard myself repeating over and over, 
“Dani, you have to be more patient!”  Wisely, my wife 
intervened. “Dani, before you throw the ball, count to 
five slowly and position your body in the direction you 
want it to go.” And then she showed him how to do that. 
Lo and behold—those specific instructions and simple 

demonstration of how to be patient was all Dani needed 
to throw that ball right to me. Success!

When it comes to internalizing values, human beings 
often need the kind of instruction my wife gave Dani. In 
general, if we are told to be good (or to be patient!), we 
might hear the words, but lack the inspiration or know-
how to accomplish the behavior. If we are told how to be 
good—or how to exercise patience—we are more likely 
to experience improvement and success.  

This principle is especially relevant in the context 
of how we educate ourselves and others, both in 
formal institutions and at home.  Jewish history's 
most notable pedagogue is Moshe Rabenu (his title of 
Rabenu accentuating his role of teacher over prophet 
or lawgiver) who led the Israelites through the desert 
with a specific vision in mind. Moshe dreamed of 
inculcating in his nation love, reverence and awe of 
Hashem, generosity toward neighbors and strangers, 

dedication to the Torah they had been given, an 
attitude of gratitude, and an abundance of kindness. 
To accomplish these lofty goals, Moshe Rabenu did not 
merely tell the Israelites to embody certain values or 
ways of being; rather, he gave them a myriad of Missvot 
and precepts that showed the People how to behave.  He 
led the Israelites in the ways of Bikkurim and Ma'aser, 
confident in the knowledge that by practicing these 
specific acts, his people would eventually actually 
embody these very values.

Current educational theories align beautifully with 
Moshe Rabenu's approach. John Dewey, the founder 
of progressive education in North America, coined the 

term “experiential education,” positing that human 
beings gain the most from education when experience 
and practice are duly emphasized. This philosophy is 
congruent with the traditional approach to Halakha, 
Jewish law. As practicing Jews, we know that instruction 
alone will never be as effective as learning a practice, 
repeating it, and learning—often with great patience—
to improve upon it. Maimonides, in his famed More 
Nevukhim, explains that the very purpose of the Missvot 
is the perfection of our Middot—our character and 
values.  In this sense Jewish law does not function chief ly 
as a creator of conformity, but rather as an instrument by 
which we can actually, patiently, move toward perfection 
of our own humanity.

This concept of practice over abstract religious 
manifestations is critical in helping us understand 
Hag HaSukkot. In the Torah, we see the following 
commandment related to this holiday:
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“...human beings gain the most from education when experience 
and practice are duly emphasized.”



Sukkot

דברים טז:יג-טו

ּוִמּיְִקֶבָך:  ִמּגְָרנְָך  ְּבָאְסְּפָך  יִָמים  ִׁשְבַעת  לְָך  ַּתֲעֶׂשה  ַהֻּסּכֹת  ַחג  יג 

וְַהּגֵר  וְַהּלֵוִי  וֲַאָמֶתָך  וְַעְבּדְָך  ּוִבֶּתָך  ּוִבנְָך  ַאָּתה  ְּבַחּגֶָך  וְָׂשַמְחָּת  יד 

לַה'  ָּתחֹג  יִָמים  ִׁשְבַעת  טו  ִּבְׁשָעֶריָך:  ֲאֶׁשר  וְָהַאלְָמנָה  וְַהּיָתֹום 

ְּבכֹל  ֱאלֹקיָך  ה'  יְָבֶרכְָך  ּכִי  ה'  ֲאֶׁשר־יְִבַחר  ַּבָּמקֹום  ֱאלֹקיָך 

ְּתבּוָאְתָך ּוְבכֹל ַמֲעֵׂשה יָדֶיָך וְָהיִיָת ַאְך ָׂשֵמַח: 

Debarim 16:13-15

13  You shall keep the festival of Sukkot for seven days, when 
you have gathered in the produce from your threshing 
floor and your wine 
press. 14 Rejoice during 
your festival, you and 
your sons and your 
daughters, your male 
and female slaves, as 
well as the Levites, the 
strangers, the orphans, 
and the widows 
resident in your towns. 
15 Seven days you 
shall keep the festival 
to the Lord your God 
at the place that the 
Lord will choose; for 
the Lord your God 
will bless you in all 
your produce and in 
all your undertakings, 
and you shall surely 

celebrate. 

The latter part of this verse helps explain its beginning, 
in that we are provided concrete action—steps, if 
you will—to help us achieve Simha, joy.  Simha is not 
commanded as a mere abstraction; the Torah indicates 
that it can be achieved through collective living and 
celebrating together with our family and community.

More radically, the Torah’s language transforms our 
understanding of Simha. In our Western society we tend 
to think of happiness as an individual right (consider the 
right to work towards ‘the pursuit of happiness’) that 
tends to be achieved by enjoying materialistic pleasure. 

How many ads do we see promising us happiness if we 
just get that new car or go on that luxurious vacation? 
In contrast, the Torah’s injunction to be happy in Sukkot 
and its juxtaposition with certain action steps provide a 
different blueprint for achieving happiness. For the Torah 
joy is not a result of selfish and individual indulgence. 
Rather it is a consequence of communal living. True joy 
cannot be achieved on the ‘back’ of anyone – if anyone 
in your immediate circles is not faring well – whether 
it is the resident alien, the widow or servants – then 
true joy is incomplete. In this sense, the Torah’s recipe 

for joy is particularly 
reflective of the general 
theme of sukkot – of 
dwelling in temporary 
huts. Simha, joy, defies 
the privileging of 
possession as the source 
of happiness and instead 
demands that we 
achieve true well-being 
through relationships.

May we go into this 
holiday internalizing 
this message and 
knowing that the Torah 
commands us not only 
to be joyful, but also 
instructs us in how to 
achieve Simha.

Hag Hasukkot Sameah

Rabbi Setton is the Principal of Yeshivah Prep 
High School. He is the founding Chairman and 
member of the Downtown Va'ad and serves as 
an affiliate Chaplain at New York University.
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Sukkot

Sandwiched between Yom Kippur and Pesah on the list 
of biblical yamim tovim, Sukkot sets forth a confusing 
message. While introducing messages that seem to 

contradict those of Kippur and Pesah, it simultaneously 
engenders the general nature of its neighboring holidays. 

Careful attention to the themes and messages of Kippur and 
Pesah reveals several surprising similarities. Both represent a 
time of hashbatah – of “shut down” and destruction. Kippur is 
described by the Torah as “Shabbat Shabbaton,” the day on which 
we shut down all of our physical drives and desires, and strive 
for kaparah – the ultimate ridding of sin. Similarly, a most 
prominent positive misvah of Pesah is that of “tashbitu se’or mi-
batekhem,” ridding our homes of leavened products through 
active destruction. 

Further examining the similarities between Kippur and 
Pesah, we might notice that both focus on the past. Whereas 
Kippur focuses on our close past – the sins committed during 
the previous year of our life, Pesah hones in on our ancient 
past – yesiat Misrayim. 

Sukkot presents a markedly different approach. 

The Torah repeatedly categorizes the period of Sukkot by 
its agricultural significance, it is the “Hag ha-Asif.” Contrary 
to Kippur and Pesah – marked by undertones of casting 
away and destroying, Sukkot is the yom tov that celebrates the 
ingathering of freshly harvested crops. Although our current 
community has evolved from the agriculturally dominated 
atmosphere that once prevailed, we still designate this as a 
time of gathering with the bundle of arba’at ha-minim that we 
lift and shake together.  

Hag ha-Asif further foils Kippur in its focus on the present. 
Ignoring the difficulties of the past and the perils of the future, 
Sukkot demands simhah for present success. Gazing at the hut 
filled with fresh produce, the farmer rejoices in his current 
success and is temporarily freed of temporal consciousness.  

Breaking from this consistent focus of Sukkot, however, 
is Parashat Emor’s command and rationale to sit in sukkot. 

Dwelling in huts outside of our permanent homes seems more 
similar to Kippur and Pesah’s concept of “sending away” than 
to Sukkot’s own focus on gathering together. The reason 
provided by the Torah for this misvah, to remember the shelter 
of the sukkot during ‘Am Yisrael’s sojourn in the desert – further 
shifts the focus of Sukkot from the “here and now” of today to 
the “then and there” experiences of yesterday. 

The unique nature of Sukkot thus takes its form. 
Continuing the messages of its neighboring holidays, it stresses 
the important role played by appropriate separation – “ba-
sukkot teshvu shiv’at yamim.” It further urges us to be mindful of 
our past. Our national and individual connections with God 
pay tribute to the amazing history we have shared – “ki ba-
sukkot hoshavti et bnei yisrael be-hosi’i otam me-eres Misrayim.” But 
Sukkot does not stop with this. It demands that we rejoice in 
bringing in, as well. It convinces us to continue our historic 
connection to God, to make it personal, and to experience it 
in the present. 

The seemingly inconsistent messages of Sukkot’s full 
experience pose a challenge. Indeed, lacking proper sensitivity 
and mindfulness they can cause confusion. Proper self-
understanding and orientation, however, will prove redeeming. 
Examining our personal lives, it is easy to understand that 
although distance is sometimes appropriate, other times call 
for gathering together. The necessary historical consciousness 
cannot come at the expense of our focus on the present. 

Sukkot’s important role in the schema of biblical yamim 
tovim is to challenge us to sensitively approach the important 
yet conflicting concepts so prevalent in our lives. It prompts 
us to carefully sort out their differences and order them 
appropriately. 

Shabbat shalom and hag sameah!

Rabbi Harari is the Rabbi of Congregation 
Shaare Shalom and teaches Judaic Studies in 
Yeshivah of Flatbush Joel Braverman High School
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Sukkot

The Gemara in Masekhet Avodah Zarah 3a-b presents a 
peculiar discussion between the nations of the world and G-d 
in the end of days as they realize the unique reward set aside for 
the Jewish people.

The nations will plead, “Offer us the Torah and we will 
follow it.”

To which after some debate G-d relents, “I have an easy 
commandment call sukkah.  Go and fulfill it.  Why is it an easy 
commandment? Because it has no expense.”

The nations build a sukkah and attempt to fulfill this misvah, 
but we are told that after G-d makes it difficult to perform the 
Talmud predicts, “Each one will kick his sukkah and leave.”

It is especially difficult that Sukkot of all the holidays is the 
one the nations of the world will be unable to perform, as the 
Gemara in Sukkah states that specifically on Sukkot we bring 
70 offerings to represent all the nations of the world, which 
according to Rashi is to attain forgiveness for them as well.  
There is a universal element as opposed to Pessah and Shabuot 
which mark specifically Jewish national events.  Furthermore, 
the prophet Zekharia prophesizes that in the future all the 
nations will come to celebrate the holiday or Sukkot and 
those who don’t will be severely punished. This then serves to 
strengthen our original question: Why is Sukkot singled out by 
our rabbis as the one misvah the nations will refuse?

There are 2 unique aspects of sukkot.  The taking of the 4 
species represent an agricultural aspect of the holiday which is 
clearly universal.  At the time we gather our firsts we collect the 
4 species, thanking G-d for the produce we have just harvested 
hoping for an even better year to come.  

“On Sukkot we are judged for the water.” (Rosh Hashana 
16a)

The Mishnah describes the festivities on Sukkot as the 
greatest of the year.  This aspect is easily accepted by the 
nations of the world.  Thanks for a favor and requesting it 
to continue are basic fundamental rules of survival that all 
humanity recognizes.

The other aspect of Sukkot is represented by the 
commandment to sit in a booth to commemorate G-d’s 
sustenance of the Jewish people in the desert.  There is an 
argument in the Mishnah between R. Eliezer and R. Yehoshua 
as to the nature of that sustenance.  R. Eliezer claims that we 
commemorate the clouds of glory and R. Yehoshua posits that 
there were actual booths. Either way we commemorate that 
we as humans are totally dependent on G-d for our own basic 
sustenance.  We therefore spend 7  days in a flimsy hut to 
represent that vulnerability.

This second aspect of Sukkot shows our total reliance on 
G-d and trust in Him even in defiance of logic.  Our rabbis 
explain that we live in the Sukkah not during the Spring season 
which was the actual time of our exodus, but during the 
peculiar beginning of the Fall to show our trust in G-d.  The 
sukkah ceremony represents a forging of a unique relationship 
with G-d.  The Pagan world understood the idea of sacrifice 
to their deity but always for something in return.  The idea 
of expressing a desire to have a relationship with G-d was a 
foreign concept to them.  To further emphasize this point, our 
rabbis question why were the non-Jews held accountable for 
leaving the sukkah, since the discomfort of the intense heat 
legally exempted them from the misvah.  I believe this means 
that they could not comprehend a G-d who commands us to sit 
in a Sukkah only under bearable conditions.  They understood 
suffering and sacrifice for a deity.  A G-d who wished to engage 
his people in a loving and comfortable environment for 7 days 
was too uniquely a Jewish experience for them to comprehend.

During the awesome days of Rosh HaShanah and Yom 
Kippur we have undergone a transformative experience.  As a 
result we have earned the privilege as well as a responsibility of 
demonstrating our love of G-d and His misvot.  This demands 
of us to seek the beauty in our religion and misvot.  Sukkot 
challenges us to look deeply into our commitment to G-d.  
Only if we can truly appreciate the greatness of His gift to us, 
the Torah, will we be able to appreciate His love for His people.  
This is the uniquely Jewish aspect of Sukkot.

Rabbi Sutton is the Rosh Yeshivah of Magen 
David High School.
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Yerida LaRegel: 
Pilgrimage to the Land of our Fathers
Mr. Moey Sutton

Sukkot

It is well known that there are certain commandments 
that can only be observed by those living in Israel, 
special areas of Jewish law and Jewish life that were 

prescribed by the Torah for a nation settled in its ancient 
borders. In my own experience though, I have discovered 
some things that I can only do while living here that are a 
bit more ironic. For example, this Sukkot I will be able to 
perform one such peculiar item I like to refer to as yerida 
laregel – going “down” for the holiday rather than “up.” My 
wife and I will trek back to the US on a non-stop twelve-
hour flight along with our one-year-old, and will be duly 
rewarded for the journey by enjoying quality time with the 
families we left behind when we moved to Israel. While 
it is of course strange to travel in the opposite direction 
of the usual holiday tourists heeding the Torah’s call to 
celebrate three times a year in the Chosen Place,1 there 
is a subtle element of the holiday ritual that I believe this 
reverse pilgrimage of ours allows us to see more clearly, 
an echo of the past speaking to our generation. From this 
perspective, I hope to share an insight into why we sit in the 
sukkah every day except for the last day, why it was decided 
to finish the Torah on that last day, and what the take-away 
message is for us now.

For me, the oddest part of the holiday will undoubtedly 
be Simhat Torah. While everyone else is ushering in the 
holiday with a repeat of the previous night’s qiddush, I will 
adhere to the practice of Jews in Israel and hold a secret 
habdalah ceremony to mark its end.2 The next morning, I 
will don my tefillin hidden from public view before heading 
off to k’neese to join in the dancing and rejoicing, occasionally 
remembering with amusement that if I were back in Israel 
I would be sitting at work by now instead of celebrating. 

It is interesting to note that the practice of Simhat 
Torah, of completing and starting the annual cycle of Torah 
reading on Shemini ‘Aseret, was actually instituted by 
1 Deuteronomy 16:16
2 See for example Responsa 35 in Yehave Da’at of H. Obadia Yosef for discussion of relevant 
laws of Yom Tob Sheni for Jews from Israel visiting in Diaspora

Diaspora Jewry. During the Amoraic period, the practice 
in Babylon was to complete the Torah on a yearly cycle as 
we do today while in Israel they completed the Torah on a 
tri-annual cycle.3 Diaspora Jewry eventually emerged as the 
dominant group as evidenced by the widespread acceptance 
of the Babylonian Talmud as more authoritative than the 
Jerusalem Talmud, and the practice of a yearly reading 
cycle starting and ending on Simhat Torah likewise became 
the global Jewish standard. The reason why this date was 
chosen for restarting the cycle is open to speculation, it 
may simply have been that the intention was to synchronize 
more or less with the beginning of the calendar year and 
Shemini ‘Aseret was the perfect candidate since its essence 
is mysterious and it has no special misvot of its own. 
However, if viewed in the context of the rest of the holiday 
I believe there is a little more to it. 

For seven days, or eight in the Diaspora, we dwell in our 
sukkot as a reenactment of our forefathers dwelling in huts 
as they wandered the Sinai desert, much as the Seder night 
is a reenactment of their exodus from Egypt. It is therefore 
fitting that at the climax of the holiday when we leave the 
sukkah that we read the end of the Torah, the end of our 
wandering exile period, and begin the book of Joshua that 
chronicles the conquering of the land. Moses, leader and 
last remnant of the generation that sojourned for forty years 
and died in the desert, gazes at Canaan from across the 
Jordan on Mount Nebo and shares with the tribes his vision 
of Israel flourishing in harmony in the Promised Land he 
may not enter, before finally passing the torch to Joshua 
who will lead the new generation to their long awaited final 
destination. 

For us yordei regel, we listen to Moses’s heartbreaking 
farewell knowing that we will be reenacting this farewell 
ceremony as well when we leave for Israel the next day. 
Leaving our parents and grandparents behind, the best 
leaders we could ever ask for, we take with us the teachings 

3 b. Megillah 29b
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and guidance we grew up with and struggle to apply them 
in uncharted territory, a land they see from afar but scarcely 
know. The Torah tells us that Moses begged to enter the 
land, but our experience tells us that the people must have 
begged just as much, if not more, to have Moses lead them 
in. As we read in the Torah’s final verses, what should have 
been a joyous time for Israel as they prepared to cross the 
Jordan was tinged with the bitterness of thirty days of 
weeping.4 

But alas, such 
circumstances are 
among the best we have 
ever had for returning 
to Israel. Historically, 
Jews leaving a peaceful 
and familiar setting 
to return to Israel 
generally did so at the 
cost of leaving many 
others behind. Entire 
communities spanning 
multiple generations do 
not pick up and move 
simultaneously unless 
they are fleeing from a 
threat, escaping from a 
tragedy, or otherwise 
suffering. Though we 
consider it our home, 
Israel has always 
seemed scary to us from the outside, and during a time of 
prosperity elsewhere it is not worth the risk. Indeed, we 
only wandered in the desert for forty years because of our 
own fears, influenced by the spies’ reports we deemed the 
land unconquerable, and that illusion has remained a part of 
the wandering Jewish psyche ever since. 

Thus, in my opinion, the sages of the Diaspora chose to 
read the end of the Torah on the joyful day in which we leave 
behind our sukkot and return to the home, which symbolizes 
our return to Israel from wandering in the desert, as a 
solemn reminder of the reality that our homeland can only 
be acquired through tears and goodbyes as it was in the days 

4 Deuteronomy 34:9

of Joshua. We are reminded of this each year lest we insist 
on delaying our own return to Israel as we are tempted with 
the notion that by waiting for the Full Redemption we can 
acquire the land without toil and sacrifice. Our forefathers 
hesitated to leave their desert sukkot to enter the land of 
Israel, and as a result, Moses and the older generation never 
made it there. 

The moral of their 
story is that settling 
in the land will always 
come with a sacrifice, 
but we ought to pay the 
price and shed our tears 
today rather than wait 
for another generation 
to pay a new price 
tomorrow. Because 
while there is much 
to fear in returning 
home, there is also so 
much goodness to gain 
from the land, as Moses 
describes vividly in his 
parting blessings. The 
sukkot we dwell in serve 
to remind us of that as 
well, since aside from 
resembling the desert 
huts they also resemble 
the traditional harvest 

booths our forefathers built in their fields and vineyards at 
the end of a productive summer in ancient Israel.5 Perhaps 
the familiar words of Psalms capture it best when it says 
regarding the return to Zion that, “those who sow with 
tears will reap their harvest in song.”6

Mr. Sutton is an active community member who 
made Aliyah in 2014 as a recent university 
graduate. He now lives in Modi’in and works in 
Israel’s hi-tech industry. 

5 See for example “sukkah in a vineyard”, Isaiah 1:8
6 Psalms 126:5
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“To see a World in a Grain of Sand 
And a Heaven in a Wild Flower, 

Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand 
And Eternity in an hour.”

– William Blake, Auguries of Innocence

Sukkot comes at a time of year when the world’s 
northern hemisphere begins its move into the 
dormancy of winter. The sun’s rays do not radiate 

with the heat of summer that nourishes us and powers the 
vibrancy of the earth’s f lora and fauna. The leaves of the 
trees change color, shrivel, and fall as life’s transience is 
prominently displayed before us. 

This is autumn, the season of endings. Traditionally, 
humanity has marked autumn’s curtain call of nature’s 
produce with the macabre. With festivals like Halloween 
or Dia de los Muertos, the world’s autumnal rites tend 

to include the Grim Reaper himself. Our Sukkot is 
different but not as different as one might think. Sukkot 
is also called Hag Haasif – literally the “Reaping Holiday.” 

That word, אסיף – asif, is used in Torah to mean death.1 
Curiously though, Sukkot differs from the dark festivals 
that are celebrated by others around this time. Although 
it does deal with endings, it sees them in a more positive 
light. It is the one festival of our year that is meant to be 
the very essence of joy and happiness. 

Rejoice on your festival! … For seven days you 
are to celebrate …and you shall be only joyful!   
(Deut., 16:14-15) 

Sukkot moves us to see the fleeting nature of our lives 
as the very element that provides meaning, and in the 
discovery of that meaning we find joy. Knowing that every 
minute will come to an end and that our lives are finite 
makes the days we live utterly unique. One’s whole life 
becomes irreplaceable and in knowing this very day is a 
priceless opportunity; every life is made precious beyond 
measure. We focus on the transience of life on Sukkot and 
see in it the preciousness of the singular moments that it 
creates. 

In perashat Haazinu, we read of the “gathering” or asifa 
of Moshe’s life. It is often read before the gathering festival 
of Sukkot. 

You are to die on the mountain that you are 
ascending, and are to be gathered to your 
kinspeople, as Aharon your brother died on Hor 
Hahar and was gathered to his kinspeople. (32:50) 

Before his departure he encouraged the fledgling nation 
to contemplate years gone by and to realize that it is the 
investment of our present that quality is determined. 

Regard the days of ages past, understand the years 
of generations and generations (ago)… (32:7) 

Our people have survived more change and loss than any 
other nation on earth. We have been taught a different way 

1 Gen., 25:8; 25:17; 35:29; 49:33; Deut., 32:50.
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to deal with the temporary circumstances of life. While 
we well know that nothing lasts forever, it is a mistake not 
to invest all we have into the moments while they happen 
around us. The deeper we invest, the richer the reality 
and the more precious and powerful the eternity that it 
creates. Sukkot is the festival in which we practice this. In 
its laws and customs, we practice joyful living. 

We employ great efforts in order to build a sukkah, 
only to take it all down seven days later. While the Torah 
requires that a sukkah be a temporary structure we 
nonetheless are required to sit in one as if it is a permanent 
dwelling.2 To fulfill the commandment properly we are 
meant to use our best dishes and place settings in the 
sukkah, rather than disposable ones and we are meant 

2 Sukkah, 26a

to spend as much time in the sukkah as we would in our 
permanent home.3

We relate to the transient sukkah as an expression of 
the transience of life. As time flows past us, we can either 
watch from afar or we can be consciously present in the 
moment as it comes before us and gracefully allow it to 
pass as it takes its place in the treasury of eternity.

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

3 Lev., 23:40
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On the holiday of Sukkot, we are commanded to 
dwell in sukkot for seven days just like we dwell in 
our homes during the year. God tells Moshe the 

reason for this commandment in Perashat Emor (Vayiqra 
23:42-43): 

You shall live in booths (sukkot) for seven days; all 
citizens in Israel should live in booths, in order that 
future generations may know that I made the Israelite 
people dwell in sukkot when I brought them out of the 
land of Egypt, I am Hashem your God.

Is this detail present in Sefer Shemot as Bene Yisrael are 
on their way out of Egypt? Does the Torah make any mention 
there of the Israelites dwelling in “sukkot”? Let’s take a look at 
the verses in Sefer Shemot:

The Israelites journeyed from Ra’amses to Sukkot, 
about six hundred thousand men on foot, aside from 
children. (12:37)

…So God led the people roundabout, by way of the 
wilderness at the Sea of Reeds. Now the Israelites 
went up armed out of the land of Egypt…They set 
out from Sukkot, and encamped at Etham, at the 
edge of the wilderness. (13:18, 20)

Although mention is made of the place Succoth (a district 
in the land of Goshen) in both chapters 12 and 13 in Shemot, 
the verse in Vayiqra speaks of the sukkot that the Israelites 
dwelt “in,”2 not the name of a location. 

Due to this ambiguity, there is a dispute in the Talmud 
(Sukkah 11b) between Rabbi Eliezer and Rabbi Akiba 

1 This article is based on an article by Rabbi Ralph Tawil.
2 The Torah states: כי ַבֻּסּכֹות הושבתי את בני ישראל, lit. “that in the sukkot I made the Israel-
ites dwell.

regarding the “sukkot” that the Israelites dwelt in. Rabbi 
Eliezer was of the opinion that these sukkot were the clouds 
of glory:3 “Hashem went before them in a pillar of cloud by 
day, to guide them along the way, and in a pillar of fire by 
night, to give them light, that they might travel day and night” 
(Shemot 13:21). God’s presence was revealed to us in these 
clouds during the travels in the desert, and we were granted 
God’s protection (‘ה  in the desert by means of these (ֻסּכַת 
clouds of glory.4 According to this opinion, on Sukkot we are 
celebrating the miracle of God’s protection and guidance in 
the desert via these miraculous clouds. 

Rabbi Akiba, on the other hand, was of the opinion that 
the Torah is referring to the actual booths that the Israelites 
dwelt in when they came out of Egypt. We are instructed 
to sit in booths because our ancestors were provided 
booths as a means of protection during the colder months 
in the desert.5 However, shouldn’t the holiday of Sukkot 
be a commemoration of something miraculous? Unlike the 
clouds of glory, these physical structures were constructed 
by the people themselves?! 

The Rashbam6 on this verse gives us the key to the 
answer. The festival of Sukkot, the Rashbam comments, is 
celebrated in the fall, when the year’s harvest was almost 
complete and the people’s homes were full of grain, wine, 
and oil. God wanted us to remember during this time of 
year that when the Israelites were in the desert, they had no 
homes. God had to provide booths (sukkot) for them to dwell 
in. Therefore, we should express gratitude to the One who 
provided us with our homes filled with produce, so that we 
should not come to say, “My own power and the might of 
my own hand have won this wealth for me” (Debarim 8:17). 

3 It is important to note that in the Sifra on Perashat Emor, the opinions of Rabbi Eliezer and 
Rabbi Akiba are reversed: Rabbi Eliezer is quoted as stating that they were actual booths, while 
Rabbi Akiba is quoted as stating that they were the clouds of glory.
4 See the Ramban on Vayiqra 23:43.
5 See Ibn Ezra on Vayiqra 23:43.
6 Rabbi Shemuel ben Meir, ca. 1080 – ca. 1160.
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Now we can understand the opinion that the sukkot in the 
desert were actual booths. It is not so easy for us to see God’s 
hand in the human realm. It is fairly logical in our minds 
to credit ourselves with all that we “create,” as individuals 
and as a society. However, we should not take what we have 
for granted. In order for us to recognize that everything we 
have is provided to us from God—a miracle indeed!—we 
are instructed to leave our homes for seven full days and 
make these physical booths our homes. We cannot control 
the temperature, the rain, and the wind. Therefore, while 

in our sukkot during the holiday, we should make ourselves 
aware that we are at mercy of God while in these sukkot, and 
hopefully we can carry this message throughout the whole 
year as well.

Rabbi Dweck is the rabbi of the Father-Son 
Minyan at Sephardic Synagogue, Judaic Studies 
teacher at Barkai Yeshivah, and Executive 
Director of Tebah Educational Services.
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Value:  The Happiness of Continuing  Torah Study

Simhat Torah literally means the “the happiness of 
the Torah.” This festival name reflects the joy of 
achievement we feel about concluding the Torah and 

being able to begin it again. This double 
joy is compared to the joy experienced 
by a bridegroom on his wedding night. 
In fact, the people who are called up to 
conclude the Torah and to begin it anew 
are called hattanim, which is commonly 
understood to mean bridegrooms. 
This joy is expressed through different 
customs. Some communities invite 
every person in the synagogue to read 
(this is accomplished by reading from 
several Torah scrolls simultaneously at 
different locations in the synagogue). 
Others invite all the children to read 
and give them some candy or gift 
after the conclusion. It is the custom 
of most congregations to do haqafot 
(circling) named for the practice of the 
congregation circling the Torah. This 
often includes singing and dancing with 
the Torah as a sign of happiness. In this lesson, we explore 
the meaning of this happiness. 

Discussion:

What is the name of the holiday and what does it mean? 
(Simhat Torah— “happiness of the Torah.” This is an easy 
question to begin the discussion). 

What are we happy about? (We are happy about the 
accomplishment of finishing the Torah. We are also excited 
to begin learning the Torah anew.) 

Why should we learn the Torah again if we have already 
read it? (The Torah has many layers of 
meanings. One could understand the 
Torah on a simple level one year, and 
then the next year gain more insight into 
the Torah’s deeper message. Every year 
because of the things that we learned, 
or that we experienced, or because 
of things that happen in the world, 
new aspects of the Torah’s meaning 
can become clear to us. Towards the 
end of his life, the most famous Torah 
commentator, Rashi, told his grandson 
Rashbam that he would like to write 
a new commentary to reflect the 
“interpretations which arise anew every 
day.” The Torah is available for both 
young and old. We must constantly 
strive to deepen our understanding of 
the Torah so that we do not remain with 
only the understanding of Torah that 

we had in kindergarten.) 

What about learning Torah makes us happy? (Torah 
gives us Hashem’s direction as to what is right and wrong, 
what is holy and what is not. This guides us in our everyday 
decisions. Torah also represents Hashem’s special relationship 
with Bene Yisrael. Namely, that we are a chosen people and 

“We are happy about the accomplishment of finishing the Torah. We 
are also excited to begin learning the Torah anew.”
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a nation of priests. This means that special laws apply to 
us. Knowing the right thing to do makes a person happy. 
The fact that Torah is accessible to everyone means that we 
always should be thinking about what Torah means. Gaining 
insights into the Torah’s meaning, whether original ideas 
or previously learned insights, can make a person happy, 
as well. Note: when giving this answer, if there are any 
particular insights of Torah that you have gained in the past 
year, share them with your guests. Also ask them to share 
their Torah insights.) 

Why do we show our happiness by dancing with the 
Torah scroll? (The Torah scroll is treated with great respect 
throughout the year. It is placed in the most guarded and 
special place in the sanctuary, and it is “escorted” when it 
is being carried to and from the 
“holy ark.” We stand when a Torah 
scroll passes us and kiss it with our 
hands or sisit when we see it or 
are about to read from it. Simhat 
Torah represents our love of Torah 
learning. We dance with the scroll 
that we have finished reading and 
have started to read again to show 
our happiness.) 

Why do we circle the Torah? 
(The Torah is the center of our lives 
and our lives revolve around the 
Torah. In the current custom, on 
Simhat Torah we pray for success 
in our study of Torah in the coming 
year, while mentioning specific 
attributes of Hashem and some of 
our nation’s Biblical heroes.) 

It is very appropriate that Simhat Torah, with all its joy, 
should occur during Sukkot, as Sukkot was a time of great 
happiness during the time of the temple. Rambam, in his 
Mishneh Torah, described the rejoicing in the temple during 
Sukkot. This rejoicing included everyone singing and playing 
instruments (not on Shabbat or Yom Tob, of course.) While 
Rambam was referring to the misvah of rejoicing on Sukkot, 
we can apply it to the spiritual joy of Simhat Torah: 

It was a religious duty to make this rejoicing as great 
as possible, but participation in it was not open to 

nonscholars or anyone else who wished to take part. 
Only the great scholars in Israel, heads of academies, 
members of the Sanhedrin, elders, and men 
distinguished for their piety and good deeds—these 
only danced and clapped, made music and rejoiced in 
the Temple during Sukkot. Everyone else, men and 
women, came to watch and listen.

Rejoicing in the fulfillment of the commandment 
and in love for Hashem who prescribed the 
commandment is a supreme act of divine worship. 
One who refrains from participation in such rejoicing 
deserves to be punished, as it is said, “Because you 
did not serve Hashem your God with joyfulness, 
and with gladness of heart” (Debarim 28:47). If one 

is arrogant and stands on his 
own dignity, and thinks only of 
self-aggrandizement on such 
occasions, he is both a sinner 
and a fool. Solomon had this 
in mind when he uttered the 
warning, “Glorify not yourself 
in the presence of the King” 
(Proverbs 25:6). Conversely, 
one who humbles and makes 
light of himself on such 
occasions achieves greatness 
and honor, for he serves 
[Hashem] out of sheer love. 
This is the sentiment expressed 
by David, king of Israel, when 
he said, “And I will be yet more 
vile than this and will be base 
in mine own sight” (2 Samuel 
6:22). True greatness and honor 
are achieved only by rejoicing 

before Hashem, as it is said, “King David leaping and 
dancing before Hashem,” etc. (2 Samuel 6:16). 

(Mishneh Torah, Chapter 8, Hilkhot Lulab, 14-15; 
Translation: I. Twersky) 

Rabbi Tawil is the author of Shabbat-Table 
Talks (Tebah Educational Services, 2014).
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On this holiday, which occurs four days after Yom 
Kippur, Israel is commanded to dwell in make-
shift booths for seven days and to bring together 

the four species of the Lulab cluster: the citron, the palm 
branch, the myrtle and the willow of the brook. These 
were waved as the worshippers encircled the Altar in the 
Temple. Today, the Synagogue Tebah replaces the Temple 
Altar. The complete Hallel is recited. 

Thus, the people leave their homes of comfort, and 
enter into the frail booths for seven days to remind us 
of our forty years of traveling in the desert, where we 
had no homes, and where the Lord protected us from 
all the dangers during the most difficult years. 

Sukkot is a very [happy] holiday. The people came 
from all parts of the country to celebrate in Jerusalem. 
Their jubilation was two-fold. Secure in the knowledge 
that their prayers were accepted on Yom Kippur, and 
extremely grateful for granaries and storehouses filled 
with the ingathering of all the produce of the fields. 
Everyone is commanded to rejoice during these seven 
days with their families, and thank the Almighty for all 
the blessings He has showered upon us. 

As we fulfill God’s commandment of dwelling in 
the Sukkah, of holding the Lulab, by refraining from 
work, and by rejoicing in the Holiday, we indicate our 
fear and our love of God
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This past January, my mom asked me the one question 
I have been dreading all year: what did I want to do this 
summer?

For the past two years this question has burdened me 
with a stress that I have forced myself to put aside during the 
school year. The reason why I always get anxiety from this 
question is because I never knew the answer. Since freshman 
year of high school, I had two main options, both of which I 
did not want to pursue. I could either: be a camp counselor, 
which is basically to be underpaid and babysit children all 
day; not so fun. Or, I could work for my dad, and even 
though I love him with all my heart, that never seemed the 
slightest bit appealing to me. So, when my mom asked me 
that pesky question this year, I did what I normally do; put it 
aside and focused on school. 

However, with this year, the transition year from Junior 
to Senior came another option: ILEAD. I’ve heard so many 
things about ILEAD from my friends and family, yet I never 
truly understood what it was. Judging from the bits of 
information given to me, whether true or untrue, I decided 

that there was no chance I would even consider the trip. I 
do not like being outdoors, I do not like exercising, I do not 
like being dirty, and I definitely do not like bugs. I could not 
imagine how a trip like that would be enjoyable and I had a 
really hard time understanding the praise and raves of past 
pioneers. I told myself that there was no chance I was going, 
and that I would probably end up being a camp counselor. 

Oh how wrong I was. 

I cannot really pinpoint when I made the decision to come 
on the trip, nor do I truly know the reason why. I guess it 
was because I wanted to take a risk, knowing that nothing 
eventful or too fun would happen back in Deal. If I were to 
be a counselor in camp, I would be too wiped out every day 
to do anything exciting or adventurous, and if I worked for 
my dad, I would be working. So, I thought I might as well go 
on the “trip” as it was only a month and I had a few friends 
going. I remember everyone questioning me on why I even 
thought of signing up because the stigma surrounding the 
trip did not fit my personality at all. I cannot tell how many 
times I heard that ILEAD was “so not my type at all.” People 
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told me that I would suffer, that I would despise it, that I 
would want to go home as soon as I land. 

Oh how wrong they were. 

I will admit, there were times on the trip where I felt I 
was experiencing the worst trip of my life. During the first 
week I kept thinking to myself that I hated this trip and I 
continued to regret my decision to sign up. I know now that 
I just needed some time to adjust to the circumstances I was 
put in. I did not realize it then, but I have never had the 
responsibility of looking after myself like I did on the trip, 
especially during the first week. I was supposed to sleep on 
the floor, clean up after myself, be on time, make sure I was 
eating and drinking sufficiently, live and interact with people 
every second of the day, and do all of the tasks the counselors 
had yielded to me, all without a phone, proper shower, or 
any form of sanitation. It may sound like I just described to 
you what hell is like, but it was actually pretty fun. 

The rest of the trip faced me with the same obstacles, 
but it got much easier. Maybe it was the occasional shower 
or mattress, maybe it was me garnering more confidence in 
myself, or maybe the responsibilities became easier and easier 
to manage. Everything we did was timed, analyzed, and 
criticized for not being as efficient as possible. I felt trapped, 
but at the same time I felt liberated. I slowly felt myself 
developing a sense of independence and self-confidence. 

In addition, I cannot even express how much I appreciated 
what I had back at home and how lucky I am to even have 
a home. At the same time, I was becoming friends with 

people I would have never thought I would ever speak to, 
even though most of them attended the same school as me. 
Being with the same people through sweat and tears and 
having to work together as a team, I became comfortable 
with everyone there and I realized that there is more to a 
person than what people tell you about him or her. 

Something that I learned from both the timing stressed 
on the trip is the importance of time and how valuable and 
minimal it is. I remember how inspired I was when a woman 
fighting stage 4 cancer spoke to us about how far she has defied 
her doctors’ expectations of living and how she plans to live 
every six months like they were her last. I told myself I would 
do the same, and so far I feel like I lived up to that standard. 

Looking back, I am so grateful to have gone on ILEAD 
because, as said before, I feel liberated. I just let go and ignored 
my brain whispering complaints and second thoughts. I never 
felt more productive and keen as I was on ILEAD, and I hope 
that sharpness and work ethic keeps thriving. I have learned 
a lot of things on my ILEAD experience, and the reason I use 
the word “my” is because I feel that each person experiences 
ILEAD in their own way. 

Regardless, of all the things I have come to understand on 
ILEAD, the most meaningful and life-changing lesson I’ve 
learned is that the only obstacle in life is myself. It’s all in 
my head.

Mr. Mamiye traveled to Israel in the ILEAD 
program this past summer.
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Chapter 3: Visitors to Aleppo/From Spain to Syria

T he famed Spanish traveler and gazetteer, Rabbi 
Benjamin of Tudela reports to us about Aleppo. 
His memoirs cover all of the countries of the 

Near and Middle East, and almost all cities and towns that 
had a Jewish community, large or small. Rabbi Benjamin 
visited Aleppo in 1173 CE and related that the community 
had about 3,000 Jews. From 1174-1187 CE, Saladin takes 
control of Syria. We know that a Baghdadi Gaon named 
Zekharia ben Barkel, originally from Aleppo, arrived there 
in 1191 CE to collect funds. We also know that, in the 
same year, Maimonides sent his major philosophical work, 
the Guide for the Perplexed to Aleppo to his friend and pupil, 
Rabbi Yosef ibn Aknin who was residing there. Whether 
Maimonides himself ever visited Aleppo is questionable. 
But he was thoroughly familiar with the quality of Jewish 
life there. In a letter to the community of Lunel, France, 
he attested to the great and enduring piety of the Aleppo 
Jews, in contrast with vanishing Jewish observance in 
many other lands. He wrote the following: 

… I announce to you that in this time there are 
few men ready to raise the banner [of Torah]; only 
you and all the towns in your environs. In all these 
other places true Torah study is lost among the 
inhabitants, in cities great and small. In all the Holy 
Land and in Syria, there is one city alone – and it is 
HALAB – in which there are those who are truly 
devoted to the Jewish religion and study of the 
Torah.

Rabbi Yehuda al-Harizi visited Aleppo in 1225 CE. He 
stayed there several months and participated in the life 
of the community. Al-Harizi, a poet, a rabbi, scholar, 

and wit, had also translated Maimonides’ Guide for the 
Perplexed from the original Arabic into Hebrew. He also 
wrote a major poetic work, the Takhemoni which contains 
information on Aleppo. He writes of his delight at the 
cultured life of Aleppo and describes it as a beautiful 
city with a respected community where rabbis, doctors, 
writers and singers abounded. He mentions Rabbi Hanania 
Bezalel, Rabbi Yosef ibn Aknin, and Rabbi Pinhas. Other 
travelers who visited Aleppo at about this time were Rabbi 
Petahia of Ratisbon and Rabbi Jacob “the Messenger.” 
In 1250 CE the Egyptian Mamelukes take control and 
retain it until the arrival of the Ottomans. In 1260 CE 
Aleppo was captured by Hulagu Khan’s Mongol hordes, 
killing many thousands of Jews and Christians. Aleppo 
was invaded again in 1401 CE by the Mongol troops of 
Timur (Tamerlane) resulting in the slaughter of countless 
thousands, among whom were large numbers of Jewish 
victims in the Bahsita, the Jewish “quarter” of the city. 

History does not record any major change in Jewish life 
in Aleppo immediately before the beginning of the 16th 
and 17th centuries. Commerce and business remained 
fairly constant. The covered souqs, which still exist 
today, date back to the 15th century and are named after 
various crafts such as gold, copper, cotton, etc. The khans 
(caravanserai) were in the same area as the souqs and were 
used for to accommodate traders and their goods. They 
are characterized by their beautiful facades and entrances, 
their high arches and fortified wooden doors. The most 
famous are Jumruk (customs), Wazir (minister) and Sabun 
(soap).

The relatively comfortable status of Aleppo’s indigenous 
Jewish population at the end of the fifteenth century may 
partially account for an interesting development which 
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distinguished this community from most other Jewish 
centers in the Mameluke Empire. Though Jews expelled 
from Spain, who reached Aleppo as early as the beginning 
of the sixteenth century, did form a notable segment of the 
Jewish community, they did not succeed in replacing the 
local leadership, as they did in many other communities. 
Thus, for example, the Dayan family, claiming descent 
from the House of David, continued to hold many leading 
positions in the religious leadership of the community.

Two factors contributed to the changed situation in 
Aleppo, the consequence of the expulsion of Sephardic 
Jews following the Inquisition, and the arrival of European 
merchants who came to Aleppo eager to buy for their own 
markets the luxuries available then only in the Orient. The 
road from the Iberian Peninsula to the Balkans and Asia 
Minor and frequently from there to Syria and Israel was 
long, arduous and perilous. After the expulsion of Jews 
from Spain in 1492, the Ottoman Sultan Selim conquered 
Aleppo from the Mameluks. With the expulsion of Jews 
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from Spain, Portugal, and other countries, vast numbers 
of Jews found places of refuge in the Empire and opened 
their doors to Jews from Spain and the West. Thanks to 
the Otttoman Empire’s historic relations with the Jews of 
their own country and the knowledge of the skills of their 
Jewish subjects in commerce, medicine, and banking, 
they welcomed the settlement of hundreds of thousands of 
European Jews. Most of these settled in Constantinople, 
Smyrna, Salonika and the Balkans. The immigrants 
continued to speak in Ladino.

Mr. Goldman is a retired Chemical Engineer 
who is a member of Congregations Beth Torah 
and Kol Israel. From 1978 through 2002 he 
was the Editor of the Beth Torah Bulletin. He 
was Secretary of Beth Torah from 1980 through 
2005 and is still the Editor of the Beth Torah 
Calendar.  
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ּכִי ִמִּצּיֹון ֵּתֵצא תֹוָרה, ּודְַבר-ה' ִמירּוָׁשלִָם.

For out of Zion shall go forth the law, and the word of the 
LORD from Jerusalem

(Isaiah 2:3)

I n our study of Judaism, we often spend much time 
emphasizing Jerusalem. Through our relationship to 
Jerusalem we understand our affiliation to History 

and the Jewish people. The holy city has always been the 
focal point of our Nation. To be able to live physically 
in Jerusalem during the Sephardic Educational Center’s 
(SEC) 10-day rabbinical seminar made the experience 
very unique. 

From the earliest ages in grade school we learn the 
story of ‘Aqedat Yishaq in Genesis on Mount Moriah. As 
we progress in our studies we read of Deuteronomy’s 
plan to establish a centralized place of worship and 
administration. In the book of Joshua we learn of the first 
conquest of Jerusalem. The books of Samuel, Kings, and 
the balance of the prophets shed light on the city and the 
Temple throughout the monarchy. Ezra, Nehamia, Hagai, 
Malachi, and Zecharia tell us of the rebuilding and return 
to Zion. All in all, Jerusalem is mentioned over 1,000 
times in our Bible. 

In the middle ages many of our greatest rabbis and 
leaders were also based in the holy city. Rabbenu Obadyah 
M’Bartenura gives us a commentary on the Mishnah, while 
Ramban gives us an exegesis on the Torah. Of course some 
of our greatest scholars such as Rabbi Yehudah Halevi 
wrote about Jerusalem and aspired to live there:

לִּבִי בְִמזְרָח וְָאנֹכִי ּבְסֹוף ַמעֲרָב / ֵאיךְ ֶאטְעֲָמה אֵת ֲאֶׁשר אֹכַל וְֵאיךְ יֶעֱרָב

ֵאיכָה ֲאַׁשּלֵם נְדַָרי וֱָאָסַרי, ְּבעֹוד / ִצּיֹון ְּבֶחֶבל ֱאדֹום וֲַאנִי ְּבכֶֶבל עֲָרב

יֵַקל ְּבֵעינַי ֲעזֹב ּכָל טּוב ְסָפַרד, ּכְמֹו / יֵַקר ְּבֵעינַי ְראֹות ַעְפרֹות 

ּדְִביר נֱֶחָרב.

The SEC seminar this summer gave participants a 
window into Jerusalem in the modern period from a 
Sephardic perspective. The story of Sephardim in the late 
19th and early 20th century and their relationship is rarely 
told. “Unfortunately, one myth of modern Zionism that 
is still widely believed is the alleged absence of Sephardic 
participation in the Zionistic revolution.”1 To the average 
student of history, the names most associated with Zionism 
are Theodore Hertzl, Haim Weitzman, Max Nordau, but 
rarely include any Sephardic names. This is surprising 
since Sephardim were the majority living in Jerusalem for 
most of this time. 

In contrast to many European rabbis who were opposed 
to Zionism, “Sephardic rabbis tended to be supportive of 
Zionism from the outset, for the movement was a natural 
form of expression of Sephardic Judaism.”2 The SEC made 
us proud to be a part of these Jewish and very Sephardic 
leaders. Personalities such as Rabbi Yehudah Alkali, Moses 
Montefiore, Chief Rabbi Ya’aqob Meir and of course Chief 
Rabbi Ben Zion Meir Hai Uziel. 

So often we tell the story of Zionism and the contribution 
of the Ashkenazim at the expense of the Sephardic role. It 
was refreshing to hear about the personalities from leading 
scholars and rabbis such as Rabbi Professor Moshe Amar, 
Dr. Yehudah Mimran, Professor Yaron Harel, Rabbi 
Shemuel Katz, and many others. Most important was the 
source materials and teaching methods the SEC gave us to 
help teach these Sephardic narratives to our communities. 
To include the Zionist aspirations of Rabbi Yehudah 
Alkali, the physical building of Jerusalem by Montefiore, 
the revival of Hebrew in the Sephardic tradition, and the 
Zionist activities of the Chief Rabbis Ya’aqob Meir and Ben 
Zion Meir Hai Uziel is essential to share with Sephardic 
1 Jane Gerber, Jews of Spain: A History of the Sephardic Experience (Simon & Schuster, 1944), 
273.
2 Ibid., 277.
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communities.

ּכֹה ָאַמר ה' ְצָבאֹות, ִהנְנִי מֹוִׁשיַע ֶאת-ַעִּמי ֵמֶאֶרץ ִמזְָרח, ּוֵמֶאֶרץ, 

ְמבֹוא ַהָּׁשֶמׁש

Thus said the LORD of hosts: Behold, I will save My people 
from the east country, and from the west country;

(Zecharia 8:7)

May we merit a fuller understanding of these 

contributions and provide our communities and students 
with a narrative which includes the involvement of the 
entire Jewish People.

Mr. Mizrachi is the Executive Director of the 
Sephardic Community Alliance and Editor in 
Chief of Qol Ha-Qahal.
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Rabbi Shemuel de Medina, 
head of the Yeshivah of Salonica (1505-1589)
Rabbi Yosef Bitton

Rabbi Shemuel ben Moshe de Medina (abbreviated 
 was a great Talmudist and the Rosh Yeshiva (רשד"ם
of the Talmudic academy of that city. His teachers 

were the famous Rabbi Yosef Taitatsaq, who was also one of 
the teachers of Rabbi Yosef Caro, and Rabbi Levi ibn Habib. 
These two rabbis were very different in their orientation 
and intellectual horizons. Both were great luminaries, but 
while Rabbi ibn Habib was inclined to reason and Talmudic 
logic, Rabbi Taitatsaq was more inclined to mysticism and 
kabbalah. Rabbi Medina absorbed from these two rabbis, but 
ironically, he did not dedicate himself nor to philosophy not 
to mysticism, virtually all of his teachings and writings focus 
on Jewish Law (halakha). 

He lived thorough many personal misfortunes. Rabbi 
Medina lost his father at a very young age. Then, his two sons-
in-law, Rabbi Yosef Tsarfati and Rabbi Yitshaq Hayoun, died at 
a young age living behind their wives, the only two daughters 
of Rabbi Medina and numerous children. A few years later, 
his brother, a man of means who educated him and supported 
him financially, also passed away. And the burden of the 
maintenance of his widowed and her children also fell upon 
him. Still, he did not abandon the study of Torah and continued 
writing and teaching. In all this time, he never wanted to be 
paid from the public community funds, even though he was 
in a great need of money. On the contrary, as a testimony 
of his great humbleness, he paid his communal taxes, from 
which he was technically exempted as a Torah scholar, to avoid 
presumption (םכח דימלתכ ומצע קיזחהל אל ידכ) and benefitting 
from his Torah. 

Rabbi Medina founded a yeshivah in Salonica in which 
he introduced the system of teaching of the great Spanish 
talmudic scholars from the time of Isaac Campanton. This 
yeshivah was supported by the famous Jewish philanthropist 
Doña Gracia Mendes Nasí. He had many disciples, among 
them Rabbi Abraham di Boton, author of the Lehem Mishne. 

Rabbi Medina was the accepted halakhic authority both 
in his own and in the following generations in Salonica and 
beyond. Innumerable questions were addressed to him 
from all parts of the Ottoman Empire and Italy. Rabbi 
Hayim Shabbetai said of him: “He was an expert judge of 
encyclopedic knowledge, and one must not deviate an iota 
from his decisions.” The halakhic decisions of Rabbi Medina 
were studied and incorporated also among Eastern European 
Torah scholars in later generations, and his rulings are often 
quoted in modern times by judges in the State of Israel in 
support of their decisions. 

Rabbi Medina was one of the leaders of the congregations 
coming from the “gerush” (the expulsion from Spain and 
Portugal). Rabbi Medina himself was of Portuguese origin and 
he acted as the rabbi of the Portuguese Synagogue in Salonica. 
Still, when a controversy aroused on the subject of liturgy 
(Jewish prayers), and the congregations wanted to print their 
own siddurim, Rabbi Medina decided to print the version of 
the Spanish Jews (sefaradim), and not the Portuguese, based 
on the merits of that version, which was in his own words, 
“flawless and accessible to all.” 

In one of the controversies which took place in Salonica and 
elsewhere, Rabbi Medina maintained the right of the wealthy 
members and contributors of the community to regulate 
the direction of communal affairs. According to him, as had 
been the custom in Spain, the leadership of the community 
should be in the hands of those who bear its financial burden, 
providing they were loyal to the religious principles. 

He died at Salonica in 1589. His son Rabbi Moshe De 
Medina, was a very important rabbi and a successful merchant 
and philanthropist, and he helped to found a new Hebrew 
printer where many important Torah manuscripts were 
published for the first time thanks to his generous efforts. 
Among them, of course, the book of his father Pisqe Rabbi 
Shemuel De Medina ( שו"ת מהרשד"ם). This book contains a total 
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of 956 questions and answers on all areas of Jewish law, with 
an introduction by his own son, Rabbi Moshe.

Rabbi Bitton is the Rabbi of Congregation Ohel 
David U’Shlomo.
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“The country is falling apart!”

We hear this sentiment a lot these days.  But 
let’s step back a minute, and ask:  is it true?  
Statistically, by any metric we use, we live in 

wonderful times.  Never before in human history have so 
many people enjoyed such long, healthy, prosperous and 
peaceful lives.  Yet people instinctively feel that things are 
terrible.  There is particular anxiety about the young people 
today.  And so much to be concerned about: the internet, 
social media, binge-watching  - who worried about any of 
these things back in the day?  It just feels that things were 
much better in the old days.  So let’s take a look at what 
thinkers of past ages had to say about the youth of their 
day.  Here is a sample of thoughts concerning youth going 
back almost three thousand years.  Maybe we can gain some 
insight drawing on the wisdom of earlier times….. 

“When I was young, we were taught to be discreet 
and respectful of elders, but the present youth are 
disrespectful, and impatient of restraint.”    Hesiod  ( 
Greece  - 8th Century BCE)

What is happening to our young people?  They 
disrespect their elders, they disobey their parents.  
They ignore the law…. Their morals are decaying.  
What is to become of them?”     Plato ( Greece  4th 
Century BCE)       

“Times are bad.  Children no longer obey their 
parents.”    Marcus Cicero   (Rome   - First Century 
BCE)

“The world is passing through troubling times.  
The young people of today think of nothing but 
themselves.  They have no reverence for parents or 
old age.  As for the girls, they are forward, immodest 
and unladylike in speech, behavior and dress.”     Peter 
the Hermit   (France   - 1275) 

“The free access which many young people have to 
romances, novels, and plays has poisoned the mind 

and corrupted the morals of many a promising youth.”      
Reverend Enos Hitchcock  (England   - 1790) 

“Never has youth been exposed to such dangers of 
both perversion and arrest as in our land and day.”  
Granville Stanley Hall   (USA  - 1904)

..... On second thought, maybe not.  Maybe we tend 
to be overly pessimistic.  We could fill pages with similar 
quotes, but the point should be obvious.  Regardless of how 
much the human condition improves, there seems to be an 
instinctive reflex to believe that things were just better in 
previous generations.  And no matter which historical period 
we look at, the complaints are remarkably similar:  the young 
are disrespectful.  They’re selfish.  Their morals are in decline.  
They just want to be entertained and have a good time.  And 
yet, if there were truth to any of this, the world could not 
have achieved the spectacular progress  - both material and 
moral  - that has occurred over the centuries.  

So first of all, let’s acknowledge the good news.  There’s 
nothing wrong with the youth today.  The kids are all right.  
Really.  Even with Netflix, Instagram, and WhatsApp, they’ll 
be fine.  Next, on a broader scale, let’s appreciate the progress 
that has been made, and also consider the probability that in 
the next few decades, things will be even better!  From a 
global perspective, so long as no madman starts a nuclear 
war, if Earth manages a to avoid getting hit by an asteroid, 
the next generation will see even greater advances in longer, 
healthier, and more prosperous lives.  Though of course, 
with progress, comes change.  And change is unsettling.  
So it’s likely that people will continue to seek comfort in 
nostalgia.  If history is any guide, in another thirty years, 
today’s teenagers may look back fondly at the “good old days” 
when Barrack Obama was President, and life was simpler.  
Before all the newfangled technology.  Before household 
robots, holograms, and 3D printing made everything so 
complicated.  (But so convenient!) 

Why?  Why in the face of such overwhelmingly positive 
evidence, do people persist in a gloomy outlook for the 
future?  This may sound strange, but the biggest reason we 
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think things are so bad, is paradoxically, because we have 
never had it so good.  In a very real way, we are victims of 
our own success.  At first glance, this doesn’t appear to make 
sense, so let me offer an example to illustrate the point: 

As recently as the nineteenth century, child mortality rates 
were shockingly high.  Even for the well-to-do, with access 
to medical care, it was common for families to lose a third 
of their children before the age of five.  For average families, 
the lack of medical care and persistent malnourishment 
raised the mortality rate to an unimaginable 50%; one out 
of every two children did not live to see their fifth 
birthday.  Of course, parents loved their children, but the 
death of a child was so routine, that it was not considered 
an exceptionally tragic event.  Parents buried their children, 
mourned, and went on with their lives.  Today, when over 
99.5% of children in 
advanced countries live 
past the age of five, it is 
an unimaginable trauma 
to lose a child.  Our 
tremendous success 
in reducing the child 
mortality rate to almost 
zero, makes the pain we 
suffer so much the greater, 
in those very rare cases 
when we do lose a child.  
But that’s the point:  when 
are times “better”?   When 
we lose half our children 
and take it in stride?   Or 
when the death of a single 
child is a catastrophe?         

Similarly, the progress made in other areas has been so 
spectacular, that whenever anything happens that is less than 
optimum, the standard of measurement is not the historical 
norm, but rather, an impossible standard of perfection.  The 
dramatic improvements in life expectancy, food supply, 
health and physical well-being, working conditions, leisure 
time, minority rights, domestic violence, prevalence of 
warfare  - have simply been astounding.  So the smallest set-
back is magnified, and the feeling is that “things are going to 
hell.”   And of course, nothing goes straight up; we do regress 
periodically.  Madmen like Hitler and Stalin can cause an 
enormous amount of death and destruction.  Prejudice and 

anti-Semitism still exists.  Poverty persists.  And we should 
never let our guards down and think that human nature has 
been permanently altered.  Nevertheless, when one studies 
accounts of daily life just a few centuries ago, one can’t 
help but be stunned at how common were disease, hunger, 
misery, brutality and warfare.  To say nothing of bigotry, 
misogyny and deadly religious fanaticism.  We live in Paradise  
by comparison.              

That is not to deny that challenges exist, especially with 
young people trying to navigate their way through changing 
times.  Drug abuse, gambling, and other self-destructive 
behaviors afflict too many of our youth.  But we should have 
greater confidence in our children, and in their abilities 
to straighten themselves out.  We are also fortunate that 
such subjects no longer carry the stigma they once did, 

which prevented many 
families from responding 
appropriately.  Instead of 
sweeping issues under the 
rug, as in the past, more 
families nowadays are open 
and honest, allowing them 
to deal with problems 
in a more constructive 
way.  Though again, our 
expectations are now so 
impossibly high for every 
single child, that we are 
distraught if even a few 
of them fail to measure 
up.  Our mantra is: “zero 
tolerance!”   But surely, we 
should appreciate the fact 
that the vast majority will 

successfully lead happy, healthy lives.  That is a blessing which 
our great-grandparents could never dare dream.  

Election season tends to bring out exaggerated and 
heated rhetoric.  Whatever one’s political preference, I think 
everyone can agree that in the larger picture of historical 
perspective, the current state of affairs is simply not terrible.  
In fact, things are pretty good.  The current mood of 
pessimism owes more to our innate nostalgia for the “good 
old days”, than to any actual deterioration of measurable 
criteria.  Since this is a religiously-oriented publication, let 
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too close to the events to appreciate their true historical 
significance.  In my opinion, even the wildest celebrations 
on Yom Ha-Atzmaut don’t do justice to the magnitude of 
the miracle that is the modern State of Israel.  (With all due 
acknowledgement of her flaws and imperfections.)  After 
nineteen hundred years of exile, we have our home again!   
How can every Jew not be brimming with optimism and joy?  
And after witnessing the return to Zion, which was foretold 
so long ago, can any Jew doubt that the second part of the 
prophetic vision  - describing Israel at peace with all her 
neighbors  - will also be fulfilled?  If not in our lifetimes, 
then surely, in our children’s.  Or our children’s children.  
Isn’t that an amazing future to look forward to? 

Perhaps most amazing of all, is that an echo of the ancient 
prophetic spirit still reverberates in the Jewish nation today.  
Naomi Shemer, Israel’s beloved songwriter – most famous for 
her haunting     -  composed a song titled “Mahar” (Tomorrow)  
that I think best captures Isaiah’s spirit, and his unbounded 
optimism in the future.  The song is built on several stanzas, 
each describing a series of impossibly fantastic images  - 
including a lion leading sheep out to pasture, and the IDF 
discarding their uniforms, because war is a thing of the past.  
And after each stanza, in the choral refrain, she reassures us 
that all these things will surely come to pass.  Let’s close with 
her spirited words of faith in the future:

כל זה אינו משל ולא חלום

זה נכון כאור בצהוריים

כל זה יבוא מחר אם לא היום

ואם לא מחר אז מחורתיים

All this is no parable, and it is no dream

It’s as true as the afternoon sun.

All this will come to pass tomorrow - if not today.

And if not tomorrow, then the day after! 

Mr. Tawil is a community member.  Please send 
comments to ezramaxtawil001@gmail.com

me offer some additional thoughts on this subject from the 
perspective of Jewish tradition.

The pagan people of the ancient world, as expressed in 
their literature, philosophy, and religion, were oriented to 
the past.  They were always looking backward to a pristine 
past that was gone forever.  Many ancient myths reflect this 
tragic state of affairs.  However great a warrior might be, 
he could never equal the achievements of the heroes of old.  
The Greeks developed the idea of a Golden Age, followed 
by a Silver Age, followed by an Iron Age; each period 
degenerating further and further from the greatness of the 
past.  But in a startling break with paganism, the nation of 
Israel rejected these beliefs, and upended its’ entire way of 
thinking.  In its place, the Jewish prophets put forth a bold 
and audacious new vision: a future that is not only equal to 
the past, but even better!   “You will be more numerous 
and more prosperous than your fathers.”    (Duet. 30:5)

In the Bible, this upbeat, optimistic Jewish outlook 
reached its climax in the prophetic visions of Isaiah.  For him, 
the Golden Age lay in the future, not the past.  And as the Bible 
conquered the pagan world, Isaiah’s visions were influential 
in re-orienting that world away from the past, and towards 
a belief in a better future.  His fantastic image of the wolf 
and lamb grazing together in a meadow is surely hyperbole.  
But that image planted a seed in people’s consciences.  And 
slowly, over the centuries, that seed took root and began to 
grow.  And in a world dominated by violence and warfare, it 
opened their minds to possibilities never before imagined.  
A future of peace and harmony.  Where swords might 
be turned into farming tools, and former enemies might 
become friends.  Where the previously unthinkable can 
actually come into being.  Although we are nowhere near 
achieving universal world peace, we should not belittle the 
very real progress that has been made.  It is surely no time 
to turn our backs on our optimistic tradition, by giving in to 
the naysayers.  

We live in incredible times.  As optimistic as the general 
populace ought to be, we as Jews, have even more reason to 
look forward to the future.  Despite the terrible tragedy of 
the Holocaust, the past seventy years have been astounding 
in terms of their historical import.  It sounds clichéd, but 
it’s true nonetheless: we have been privileged to witness 
ancient prophesies unfold before our very eyes.  We’re just 
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CLASSES START MONDAY, OCTOBER 31
Check the SCA Website and Social Media for Updates  |  www.SCAupdates.org   |                          @SCA_Updates   

For more information please contact mollie.haber@gmail.com

WOMEN’S LEARNING SCHEDULE

11:00am - 12:30pm
Mrs. Vivien Hidary

Location: Mikdash Eliyahu
400 Avenue U

Main Floor

Parashat Hashabua 

12:45pm - 1:45pm
Rabbi Ricky Hidary 

Location: Mikdash Eliyahu
400 Avenue U

Main Floor

Maimonides and Modernity: 
The Worldview of the 

Rambam and Its 
Contemporary Relevance 

11:15am - 12:15pm  
Mrs. Frieda Cattan

Location: Mikdash Eliyahu
400 Avenue U

Main Floor

Jewish History - Second Temple 
Period 

12:15pm - 1:15pm
Mrs. Vicky Harari

Location: Mikdash Eliyahu
400 Avenue U

Main Floor 

 Jewish Women
Through the Life Cycle

10:30am - 11:45am  
Rabbi Naftali Besser

Location: Beth Torah
1061 Ocean Parkway

Parashat Hashabua 

12:00pm - 1:00pm
Mrs. Emily Labaton

Location: Beth Torah
1061 Ocean Parkway

Main Floor 

 Shibat Zion - The Rebuilding 
of Judaism After the 

Babylonian Exile

1:00pm - 2:00pm
Rabbi Raymond Harari 
Location: Mikdash Eliyahu

400 Avenue U
Main Floor

Themes and Ideas in Sefer 
Beresheet

8:00pm - 9:00pm
Rabbi Avi Harari 

Location: Shaare Shalom
2021 Avenue S 

Sefer Shemuel 

College Girls

7:00pm - 8:00pm
Rabbi Moses Haber
Location: Bnei Yitzhak

730 Avenue S 

Jewish Thought and Jewish Values 

College Girls

1:00pm - 2:00pm
Mrs. Margaret 

Benhamu
Location: Beth Torah
1061 Ocean Parkway

Main Floor

 Personalities in Tanakh
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Beth Torah
1061 Ocean Parkway

 

Mikdash Eliyahu
400 Avenue U

 

Shaare Shalom
2021 Avenue S

 

Bnei Yitzhak
730 Avenue S



Sephardic Community Alliance
1061 Ocean Parkway
Brooklyn, NY 11230

To sponsor an issue in honor or in memory of a loved one contact Qahalnewsletter@gmail.com


