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The Omer

Sefirat Ha’omer: What 
Should We Be Feeling?
Rabbi Isaac Tawil

 Despite all of the excitement of (the first) ליל הסדר (seder 
night); asking questions, comparing whose seder lasted 
longest (or shortest!), and whose mother or grandmother 
makes the best shankbone, for me the most exciting event of 
them all occurs the next day in shul...GETTING MY NEW 
‘OMER CARD! Everyone has the same few reactions when 
they receive it, “Why did they chose this color? I think this 
is last year’s,” “Do I really have to put it in geniza (burial of 
religious texts)?” and of course “This is the year I go all the 
way!” We place the card on 
our refrigerators and hope 
we get hungry enough each 
night to always remember to 
say it loud and proud with a 
berakha. We also love telling 
people “I’m still in” when we 
are on a roll, and conveniently 
leave synagogue with the 
“walk of shame” or fake saying 
it when we are one of those forgetful ones who “are out.” 
While many of you may share my competitive excitement 
of accomplishing a 49 day mission, the question needs to be 
asked: what should a person be feeling when performing the 
misvah of ספירת העומר (counting the ‘Omer)?

There is a big difference between the reasons why we do a 
misvah and what a person is supposed to feel while performing 
a misvah. As we know, the performances of misvot need כונה 
(thought, contemplation and/or intent)1 in order to properly 
fulfill them and to connect with HaQadosh Baruch Hu. When 
it comes to ספירת העומר, there are many different reasons why 
we need to count for 49 days. On its basic level, it is simply a 
countdown from Pesah, in order to know when to celebrate 

 He explains that this applies to biblical .משנה ברורה סעיף קטן ט See . שו”ע: א”ח: סימן ס סעיף 1
commandments only. One who fails to achieve concentration for a rabbinic commandment 

fulfills his obligation בדיעבד (post-factum).

Shabuot.2 On a spiritual level, it is a commemoration of the 
spiritual countdown that prepared us to be able to accept the 
Torah at הר סיני (Mt. Sinai) by shedding our slave mentality 
from our time in Egypt.3 The Torah also tells us that we are 
counting the distance between two sacrifices brought in the 
 (Omer sacrifice‘) קרבן העומר the :(Bet HaMikdash) בית המקדש
on Pesah and the שתי הלחם (show breads) on Shabuot.4

 All of these answers are more than satisfactory in terms of 
being able to answer what the purpose of the counting is for. 
The question is, what does one need to feel? One would think 
that this is an extremely happy time. The days of bringing, 
or even commemorating the bringing, of these sacrifices 
are טובים  happy festive days of gathering to celebrate :ימים 
together with eating meat and drinking wine. On the other 

hand, the Talmud mentions the 
level of sadness we have over 
the deaths of 24,000 students 
of the great Rabbi Akiba who 
perished during the time of the 
 5.(counting of the ‘Omer) ספירה
Many communities, like ours, 
have the custom of refraining 
from throwing lavish parties 
with music and dancing, as 

well as performing wedding ceremonies. Many people do 
not shave or take haircuts during this time period as well.

 Rabbi Joseph B. Soleveitchik explains what we need to 
feel by exploring something very strange regarding ספירת 

 when (sheheheyanu) שהחיינו Why is there no blessing of 6.העומר
we start counting the עומר (‘Omer)? As we mentioned above, 
this is a 49 day journey from holiday to holiday that we should 
be thanking Hashem for allowing us to experience each and 
every year. Many rabbis attempt to explain why we do not 
say שהחיינו. Rabbi Soleveitchik focuses on the answer given in 

ויקרא: כא: טו 2

שבלי הלקט: סימן רלו: בשם מדרש אגדה 3

ויקרא: כג: טו-טז 4

 Many have the custom to observe “Second Sefira”--commemorating the יבמות: סב עמוד ב 5
deaths of Rabbi Akiba’s students at the END of the Omer.
 Rav Soleveitchik on Pesah, Sefirat Ha’omer and Shavuot: By Rabbi David--מאפילה לאור גדול“ 6
Shapiro. Urim Publications, 2005. Pages 128-139.

“There is a big difference 
between the reasons why we do 
a misvah and what a person is 

supposed to feel while performing 
a misvah.”
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the Ba’al haMaor,7 by Rabbi Zerachya ha-Levi (1126-1185) at 
the very end of Masechet Peshaim. The Ba’al HaMaor states that 
we only say שהחיינו on something that carries the message of 
pleasure or benefit (הנאה) such as shaking the lulab on our 
most festive holiday of Sukkot inside our glorious בית המקדש, 
or hearing the megillah which shows the pity Hashem showed 
us by saving us from destruction at the hands of Haman. 
 the Ba’al HaMaor continues, is also said during many ,שהחיינו
happy ceremonies or events not connected to a holiday or 
historical event such as that of pidyon haben because we are 
ecstatic that the baby survived for 30 days and has left the 
status of being a נפל (a baby that may not live) and entered 
into the status of a בר קיימה (a baby that we are confident will 
live a normal life).

 The first example of the Ba’al HaMaor, shaking the lulab, 
shows us a stark contrast between two feelings, one of which 
is the feeling we must feel while counting the עומר. There 
are two types of remembering the Temple that a person can 
engage in: בבנינה-remembering the glory of the Temple when 
it was standing and functional or בחורבנה-focusing on the 
Temple’s current state of desolation. When the mishna8 talks 
about the decree of Rabban Yohanan ben Zacai to shake the 
lulab outside the Temple area all seven days of the holiday 
after the Temple was destroyed (when the Temple stood it 
was shaken all seven days in the Temple itself and only one 
day everywhere else), the gemara asks for his reasoning. The 
gemara quotes the prophet Jeremiah:

 ּכִי ַאֲעלֶה ֲאֻרכָה לְָך ּוִמַּמּכֹוַתיְִך ֶאְרָּפֵאְך נְֻאם ה’ ּכִי נִּדָָחה ָקְראּו לְָך
ִצּיֹון ִהיא ּדֵֹרׁש ֵאין לָּה

“For I will bring healing to you, and of your wounds I will 
heal you, says the Lord, for they called you an outcast, that 

is Zion whom no one seeks out.” 9

This is clearly a message of trying to remember the Temple 
in its rebuilt, healed state. That is why we DO say שהחיינו on 
the shaking of the lulab.

 The counting of the עומר carries with it the theme of 
remembering the Temple בחורבנה. The gemara10 teaches 
us a myriad of laws a person must follow in order to 
commemorate this desolate state of the Temple. One needs 
בעל המאור על הרי”ף )מאור הקטן(: פסחים: רי”ף עמוד כח: אות א 7

סוכה: מ’ עמוד א, ר”ה: ל עמוד א 8

ל:יז 9

בבא בתרא: ס עמוד ב 10

to leave a one cubit by one cubit area on his house unpainted 
and unfinished: just as Hashem’s house has not been rebuilt 
and completed, so too your home must remain incomplete. 
A man should never set out a meal for his guests with all of 
the trimmings, and a woman should not be totally cloaked 
in jewelry, they both need to leave something missing: if the 
Jewish nation is incomplete without the Temple, so too happy 
aspects of one’s life must be left incomplete. The source for 
these laws in the gemara is from Tehillim11: 

ִאם ֶאְׁשּכֵָחְך יְרּוָׁשלִָם ִּתְׁשּכַח יְִמינִי

“If I forget you, O Jerusalem, may my right hand forget [its 
skill].”

 ִּתדְַּבק לְׁשֹונִי לְִחּכִי ִאם ֹלא ֶאזְּכְֵרכִי ִאם ֹלא ַאֲעלֶה ֶאת יְרּוָׁשלִַם ַעל
 רֹאׁש ִׂשְמָחִתי

“May my tongue cling to my palate, if I do not remember 
you, if I do not bring up Jerusalem at the beginning of my 

joy.” 

This is why no שהחיינו is said, because the feeling of the 
count is not one that has a message of pleasure or benefit for 
us. It is a message of us lamenting the current state of not 
having the Temple. This also explains why we say a declaration 
רצון)  beseeching Hashem that עומר after we count the (יהי 
he rebuild the Temple and we have no such declaration after 
shaking the lulab which was also established to remember the 
 .בית המקדש

 As we count the עומר and try and digest all of the 
REASONS why we count, let us reconnect to the FEELING 
that we need to have. Let us lament the fact that we are 
missing the Temple and that we should constantly be striving 
to mend our relationships with each other in order to have 
it rebuilt. We will only merit to see the Temple בבנינה and 
truly understand what the giving of the Torah on Shabuot 
means when we love our neighbor, recommit to all the laws 
of בין אדם לחבירו (a man to his fellow), and learning תורה לשמה 
(Torah for Torah’s sake). May we merit in the redemption 
speedily and in our days! 

Rabbi Tawil is the Rabbi of Kol Israel Congregation in 
Brooklyn, NY. 

קלז:ה-ו 11
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Yerushalayim

What (or who) Did 
Zechariah See? 
Rabbi Yosef Bitton

ּכֹה ָאַמר ה’ ְצָבאֹות: עֹד יְֵׁשבּו זְֵקנִים ּוזְֵקנֹות ִּבְרחֹבֹות יְרּוָׁשלִָם, 
יְלָדִים  יִָּמלְאּו  ָהִעיר  ּוְרחֹבֹות  יִָמים.  ֵמרֹב  ְּביָדֹו  ִמְׁשַענְּתֹו  וְִאיׁש 

וִילָדֹות ְמַׂשֲחִקים ִּבְרחֹבֶֹתיה. )זכריה ח: 5-4)

And now Hashem says: And once again old men and women 
will walk Jerusalem’s streets with their canes and will sit 
together in the city squares. And the streets of the city will 

be filled with boys and girls at play.

Look closely at this picture. Do you see anything special? 
Just children playing in a square. Right? Well, not so fast...

This is the Old City of Jerusalem. Some children are 

playing in a square (and a street) called “Bate -Mahase.” This is a 
very important place in the Old City. The two-story building 
with arches you see was built in 1871 with funds provided by 
Baron Wolf Rothschild of Frankfurt to house poor families. 
The Rothschild family coat of arms is still at the top of the 
building. Today it houses the offices of the Jewish Quarter 
Municipality. In the square you see a very familiar scene: 
children running and playing. This happens every day because 
close this square there are two schools: The No’am Talmud 
Torah and the Sylberstein Yeshiva.

What you don’t see in the picture is another familiar view. 
Elders, old men and women, sitting in the benches of the 

square. Elders love the sight of children. And many times, 
after school hours, grandparents would come to this square 
to play with their grandchildren.
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Right next to the bicycle in the picture above, there is 
a scripture carved in stone. It’s a quote from the prophet 
Zechariah, 8: 4-5. 

Zechariah was a child when the Jews lived in the Babylonian 
exile, 2500 years ago. Without their own land and without 
the Bet HaMiqdash the future of the Jewish people looked 
very grim. They were hopeless. In normal circumstances 
Jews should have naturally integrated (assimilated) into 
the Babylonian population and disappeared. But a miracle 
happened. Cyrus, the Persian emperor, was moved by 
Hashem (so he explicitly declared) and encouraged the Jews 
to go back to Israel and rebuild Jerusalem. Although the 
majority of the Jews chose to remain in Babel (the first, but 
not last, “voluntary exile”) thousands came back. Zechariah 
was among them. They found a completely destroyed city. 
Everything was ruins, ashes, and desolation. There was not 
even a wall to protect the city, which made living in the city 
a mission impossible (imagine living in a house without one 
of its outside walls). 

But from the midst of this desolation, Zechariah had a 
prophetic vision of a very unlikely scenario to happen, given 
the terrible conditions of Yerushalayim in his days.

This prophecy, engraved in that stone, is in Chapter 8, 
verses 4-5:

ּכֹה ָאַמר ה’ ְצָבאֹות: עֹד יְֵׁשבּו זְֵקנִים ּוזְֵקנֹות ִּבְרחֹבֹות יְרּוָׁשלִָם, 
יְלָדִים  יִָּמלְאּו  ָהִעיר  ּוְרחֹבֹות  יִָמים.  ֵמרֹב  ְּביָדֹו  ִמְׁשַענְּתֹו  וְִאיׁש 

וִילָדֹות ְמַׂשֲחִקים ִּבְרחֹבֶֹתיָה )זכריה ח’ 5-4)

And now Hashem says: I will return to Mount Zion, and 
I will live in Yerushalayim... And once again old men and 
women will walk Jerusalem’s streets with their canes and 
will sit together in the city squares. And the streets of the 

city will be filled with boys and girls at play.

Now, let us see the whole picture: You are in Bate Mahase, 

reading this extraordinary verse, engraved in the stone in 
front of you. On any given day, you would see the elders, 
sitting on a bench, and you will see the children playing in 
the street. And you realize that you have the incredible merit 
of being a living witness of the fulfillment of Zechariah’s 
prophetic words. Zechariah saw us.

Rabbi Bitton is the Rabbi of Ohel David & Shlomo

“... you realize that you have the 
incredible merit of being a living 

witness of the fulfillment of 
Zechariah’s prophetic words.”
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Yerushalayim

Jerusalem - Not Just 
an Idea
MK Danny Danon

With Jerusalem Day upon us, we are once again witness 
to the usual platitudes from our leaders. We will again hear 
the anticipated speeches about the unity of our capital and 
how it will never be divided again. These notions are of 
course all true, but Jerusalem is much more than an idea. 
It is a living city which must be safe for its inhabitants and 
it must continue to grow and expand in a manner fitting for 
Israel’s largest city.

Over the past year we have seen an unfortunate rise 
in rioting and violence by Arab extremists in Jerusalem. 
The situation became too analogous to what happened 
on our border with Gaza following the disastrous 2005 
disengagement. The residents of the border communities in 
the South endured unending 
rocket and mortar attacks 
for years, but the rest of the 
country only took notice 
when tragedy occurred or 
the terrorists began to target 
population centers in the 
center of the country. 

Similarly, too many of our 
political leaders only begin to take notice after attacks that 
result in the murder or injury of civilians. It is unfortunate 
that it has taken fatalities, or violent incidents in the larger 
more established Jewish neighborhoods, for the general 
public to take notice. 

Another issue plaguing our capital is insufficient 
construction and development. Despite repeated pledges 
by our government, growth in too many neighborhoods 
remains stagnant. While we all say that Jerusalem is of utmost 
importance to our people, this does not fit with the current 
state of affairs in the capital.

To begin with, we must immediately implement both 
short and long term strategies to resolve this unacceptable 
situation in Jerusalem. Our security forces must immediately 
increase their operations deep in the Arab neighborhoods. 
The police officers have the training and know-how to deal 

with the rioters and should not be limited to “containing” to 
specific neighborhoods those who break the law. We should 
instead confront - without fear - the criminals on their home 
turf.

For the longer term, we should look to the example of New 
York City. When faced with rising violence and crime in his 
city, Mayor Rudolph Giuliani implemented the now-famous 
“Broken Windows” theory. While everyone understood that 
the homicides and drug trade were completely unacceptable, 
Mayor Giuliani argued that to eliminate serious crime over 
time, a zero-tolerance policy was needed for seemingly 
insignificant quality-of-life crimes as well. The results soon 
followed, with all categories of crime seriously declining 
throughout Giuliani’s tenure.

This is what is needed now in Jerusalem. We must 
immediately end the soft hand of law enforcement in the 
eastern neighborhoods that has endured for too long. Every 

stone thrown at a school 
bus must result in arrest and 
conviction. Every tombstone 
overturned in the historic 
Mount of Olives cemetery 
should be treated as an attack 
on our forefathers. Each time a 
light rail station is vandalized, 
the video recording of the 
attack should be analyzed and 

the perpetrators punished to the fullest extent of the law. If 
the current laws are not tough enough, then we, as members 
of Knesset, must work to rectify them in an expedited 
fashion. 

At the same time a new master plan is needed for 
Jerusalem’s growth. International events over the past few 
years have taught us that we cannot allow pressure from abroad 
to force us to sacrifice our values. Now is the right moment 
to announce a massive increase in housing construction and 
business development in all parts of Jerusalem. Whatever 
condemnations and threats come our way as the result of 
this action must not deter the State of Israel from continuing 
to develop one of our most important assets, the historical 
heart and current political capital of our great nation. 

Despite these issues that must be resolved, it is important 
to always keep in mind that there is also the Jerusalem far 

“Jerusalem must be built up and 
developed in a serious manner 

that befits the city of Kings 
David, Solomon, and Herod.”
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Yerushalayim

removed from the media spotlight. Life goes on as usual in 
most of the city with people going to work and children 
attending schools and nurseries, as in the rest of the country. 
It is our job as leaders to put an end to the lawlessness and 
further develop Jerusalem before the negative trends succeed 
in changing the situation and overtaking the brave resilience 
of Jerusalemites.

Now is the time for bold action from everyone, from the 
police officers on the streets to the cabinet ministers in the 
Government. Only by staunchly confronting the rioters in 

their neighborhoods, while simultaneously enacting a zero-
tolerance policy towards all crime, can we hope to return 
full peace and security to our eternal capital. At the same 
time, Jerusalem must be built up and developed in a serious 
manner that befits the city of Kings David, Solomon, and 
Herod. This is the Jerusalem that Jews throughout the ages 
have yearned for and this is the capital that the State of Israel 
deserves. 

Member of Knesset Danny Danon served as Israel’s Deputy 
Minister of Defense.
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Perspectives

New Readings and 
Old Traditions
Mr. Ezra M. Tawil

I.

The setting: Troyes, Northern France, around the year 
1100. It is late May, the time of the Shavuot festival. At the 
home of the illustrious sage, Rabbi Shlomo Yitzhaki - known 
to later generations as the “master commentator,” Rashi - his 
family gathers for a holiday meal. His two daughters have 
come with their husbands and children.1 Miriam, the oldest, 
is married to R. Judah ben Nathan, one of her father’s prized 
students. They have two children; a boy, Yomtov, and a girl. 
The younger daughter, Yocheved, is married to R. Meir ben 
Shmuel of Ramerupt, also an esteemed scholar in his own 
right. With them are their children – Samuel, about 18, 
Isaac, Solomon, and a baby, Jacob.2

The holiday meal is festive, and the sisters, who have 
not seen each other in months, catch up on the births, 
marriages, and deaths of friends and acquaintances. News 
of political events also intrudes. The cordial relations that 
earlier generations enjoyed with their Christian neighbors 
have been shattered by the recent Crusades. The horrendous 
Jew-hatred and persecution unleashed by the Crusaders 
makes the peaceful times of Rashi’s youth seem like a distant 
memory. Nevertheless, the holiday is peaceful, and the family 
is at ease to enjoy each other’s company, and to engage in 
their passion: learning Torah. 

The great sage sits at the head of the table smiling, as, one 
by one, he studies his grandchildren. Absent-mindedly, he 
strokes his beard as he recalls treasured moments with them: 
teaching them to read, watching the glow on their faces as he 

1 Some biographers assign Rashi a third daughter, Rachel. This is based on a letter by Rabbenu 
Tam who mentions “Dodah Belle Assez, known as Jocelyn” who was married to an Eliezer, and 
subsequently divorced. But additional evidence of a third daughter is scant, and many think 
that this “aunt” was more likely an older cousin, and simply affectionately called “dodah.”
2 The exact date of Rashbam’s birth in uncertain, but sources put it between the years 1080 
and 1085. Rashi’s death is well documented to have occurred in 1105, so Samuel would have 
been between twenty and twenty-five at his grandfather’s passing. Old enough, in other words, to 
have had serious discussions with Rashi. 

retells the beloved stories of Jewish tradition, and answering 
their questions as they grew older and hesitantly tried to 
“stump” their famous grandfather. He sighs contentedly. How 
quickly they grow, he thinks.

He clears his throat, and at that signal, all talking ceases, 
and the family dutifully comes to attention. Rashi begins by 
expounding a difficult verse in Scripture. The focus of today’s 
devar  Torah is not a homiletic explanation, but rather, an attempt 
to accurately translate an obscure phrase, which appears only 
a few times in Scripture. He offers the interpretation based 
on the Midrash. He has already recorded this explanation in 
his famous commentary, and all the adults present - for the 
women, too, are educated - nod in recognition.

“But honored Grandfather” interrupts Samuel, “there is 
a new interpretation that appears to be more correct.” His 
Uncle Judah glares at him: “Don’t you think it’s rude to 
contradict your grandfather - who greatly exceeds you in 
both years and wisdom? Where are your manners?” 

But the great sage raises his hand, silencing his son-in-
law. “Do not be concerned for my honor, Judah. In learning 
Torah, there is no concern for honor. We care only to arrive 
at the truth. Go on, Samuel. Tell us of this new explanation.”

Samuel then proceeds to explain the phrase in question 
based on a newly available treatise on grammar and philology. 
The book is the work of one of the Sephardic Sages of 
Spain, and draws upon Arab sources for some of its general 
principals.3

The boy continues hesitantly. “I know some say we 
should not rely upon sources outside of our tradition. But 
grandfather, see how perfectly it fits! Does it not shed light 
on a verse previously obscured?”

Yocheved glances nervously at her sister, but is relieved 
to see her smiling. Despite her husband’s irritation, Miriam 
3 The great Sephardic grammarians of the 10th century - Menahem ben Saruk and Dunash 
ibn Labrat were well known to Rashi. He was certainly aware of the controversy between them, 
as he comments upon it. But the works of Judah ben David and Jonah ibn Yanah – though rough 
contemporaries - were not translated from their original Arabic until later in the 12th century, 
and subsequently, were not known to him.
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can’t help but admire her nephew. She looks him over, sizing 
him up, as if for the first time. So, the boy has inherited some 
of his mother’s spunk, she thinks. After all, it was not too 
long ago that the two sisters - to the shock of many Rhineland 
Jews - defied convention by wearing tefillin when saying their 
prayers. Then, as now, their father was remarkably tolerant 
of unconventional behavior, so long as halacha was strictly 
observed. 4

(And even regarding halacha, Rashi’s family will continue 
to produce independent thinkers. Samuel’s younger brother 
Jacob – now an infant - will grow up to be the great Tosafist, 
Rabbenu Tam, and will famously break with his grandfather’s 
rulings regarding among other things, the placement of the 
mezuzah and the order of parchments in the tefillin shel rosh.) 

Samuel continues. “Moreover, has our revered 
grandfather not taught us to seek out the plain meaning 
whenever possible? This explanation – 
though perhaps unknown to our earlier 
generations - does it not seem to be 
closer to the peshat?”

“Enough, Samuel!” his father scolds. 
“You are but a boy.” But R. Meir, too, is 
unable to fully disguise the pride he feels 
in his oldest son. He turns to his father-
in-law. “With your Honor’s permission, 
perhaps it is time for bircat hamazon.”

“Yes, let’s bentsh,” agrees Rashi. Then 
he addresses his grandson. “Samuel, let’s talk some more 
after bircat hamazon. Just you and I, yes? There are some more 
verses we need to discuss.” 

So the family resumes the normal routine of clearing away 
the dishes, washing their hands with mayim aharonim, and 
recalling the little children who have strayed from the table. 
During this activity, the great sage leans back in his chair, lost 
in thought. He knows vast stretches of Scripture by heart, 
and even now, his mind is racing, searching his memory for 
other occurrences of the phrase Samuel had re-interpreted. 
In his mind, he tests out the new translation to see if it sheds 
light on the verses. A smile crosses his lips as he works out the 

4 It has never been conclusively documented that Rashi’s daughters, in fact, wore tefillin. The 
oral legend persists, however. Later, Rabbenu Tam will rule that women who perform positive 
commandments, including tefillin, must recite a beracha. 

logical implication of the other Scriptural passages. 

Ah… To be young again, the sage muses to himself. The 
world is changing. There are so many new discoveries these 
days. We were not taught these things when I was a boy. But, 
as Samuel says, it does seem to fit better. I wonder … could 
I really revise my commentary? I don’t have the energy of my 
younger days. If only I had the time… 

II.

The account above is fiction, of course. But it is not 
invented out of whole cloth, a dialogue based on nothing but 
imagination. Its inspiration is a fascinating passage found in 
the writings of the teenage boy in the story - who of course, 
grows up to be the famous Rashbam (R. Shmuel ben Meir) 
- and who, in his Torah commentary, offers the reader a 
very rare glimpse into his relationship with his grandfather, 

specifically related to their different 
perspectives of peshat. 

The passage is the kind of source 
that, if recently discovered, would be 
treasured by historians and all those 
who seek a true understanding of 
the Rishonim. Yet it remains - largely 
unnoticed - in plain view, printed in 
the Mikraot Gedolot found in every 
yeshivah the world over. So of course, 
poetic license was taken in imagining 
the dialogue above, but the central idea 

contained therein is actually well supported by the Rashbam’s 
comments. In order for readers to judge for themselves, 
reproduced here is the passage in its entirety, both in its 
original Hebrew and with an English translation. The passage 
is from the Rashbam’s commentary to Bereshit, chapter 37, 
verse 2, commenting on the words “eleh toledot  Yaakov.” 

אין  כי  רבותינו,  שלימדונו  מה  שכל  אוהבי  ויבינו  ישכילו 
מקרא יוצא מידי פשוטו. אף כי עיקרה של תורה באה ללמדנו 
ידי  ועל  והדינין  וההלכות  וההגדות  הפשט  ברמיזת  ולהודיענו 
אריכות הלשון ועל ידי שלושים ושתים מידות של ר’ אליעזר 
בנו של ר’ יוסי הגלילי וע”י שלש עשרה מידות של ר’ ישמעאל.

Let those who love reason - understand and be enlightened: 
(regarding) what our Rabbis have taught us “Scripture 
never strays from its plain meaning” (BT Shabbat 63). Even 

Continued on page 12
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though the essence of Torah comes to teach and inform us 
through hints, the aggadot, halachot, and laws through 
lengthy wording, and through the 32 principles of Rabbi 
Eliezer the son of Rabbi Jose of Gallilee, and also the 13 

principles of Rabbi Ishmael.

והראשונים מתוך חסידותם נתעסקו לנטות אחרי הדרשות שהן 
.ולפי  מקרא  של  פשוטו  בעומק  הורגלו  לא  כך  ומתוך  עיקר 
העוסק  אמרו:  וגם  בהגיון.  בניכם  תרבו  אל  חכמים:  שאמרו 
במקרא מדה ואינה מדה, העוסק בתלמוד אין לך מדה גדולה מזו.

And the earlier ones, out of their piety, tended to favor the 
derashot (and held) that they are essential. And therefore, 
they were not accustomed to the depth of the text’s plain 
meaning. And since (some) sages said: “Don’t (teach) your 
sons too much in the study of logic” (Berachot 28). They also 
said: “He who occupies himself with Scripture, accomplishes, 
but does not accomplish. He who occupies himself with 
Talmud - there is no accomplishment greater than this” 

(Baba Mesia 33).

כך  כל  הורגלו  לא  כך  ומתוך 
בפשוטן של מקראות וכדאמרינן 
תמני  בר  הוינא  שבת:  במסכת 
סרי שנין וגרסינן כולה תלמודא 
ולא הוה ידענא דאין מקרא יוצא 

מידי פשוטו.

And therefore, they were not so proficient in the plain 
meaning of the text. As it says in Massechet Shabbat (63): 
“I was 18 years old, and studied the entire Talmud, and I 
didn’t know (the dictum) that Scripture never strays from 

its plain meaning.”

וגם רבינו שלמה אבי אמי מאיר עיני גולה שפירש תורה נביאים 
וכתובים, נתן לב לפרש פשוטו של מקרא.

And even our master Shlomo, my mother’s father - the light 
of the eyes of the exile - who explained Torah, Prophets, and 
Writings, he set his heart to explain the plain meaning of 

Scripture.

ולפניו  עמו  נתווכחתי  זצ"ל  חתנו  מאיר  ב"ר  שמואל  אני  ואף 
פירושים. לעשות  צריך  היה  פנאי,  לו  היה  שאילו  לי  והודה 

אחרים לפי הפשטות המתחדשים בכל יום.

But I, Samuel, the son of R. Meir his son-in-law zt”l - I 
argued with him, and in his presence. And he admitted to 
me that if he had the opportunity, it was necessary to make 

new explanations according to the new meanings being 
discovered every day.

III.

Let’s briefly summarize this extraordinary passage: 
Rashbam begins by announcing that his comments are 
intended for those who consider themselves enlightened 
individuals, and approvingly quotes the Talmudic statement: 
Ein mikra yotse miyde peshuto “Scripture never strays from 
its plain meaning.” Next, he acknowledges the essential use of 
Scripture in determining halacha, and notes that (regarding 
the non-legal portions) this dictum of adhering to the peshat 
is often ignored. He cites two reasons for this: 

1. Men of simple piety naturally incline towards 
aggadot over the plain meaning

2. Some Rabbis favored an educational curriculum 
that overwhelmingly concentrated on Talmud study, 

leaving little time for in-depth 
textual study.

Finally, he notes 
Rashi’s attempt to write a 
commentary based on the 
plain meaning. Though he is 

far too respectful to say so outright, he subtly implies that 
Rashi was not always successful. He then relates that he 
would argue with his grandfather - and that Rashi conceded 
to him that new explanations were indeed required, due to 
“hapeshatot ha-midhadshim bechol yom.” - the new meanings 
being discovered every day. 

As far as we know, there is no reason to dispute the 
authenticity of passage above. So unless Rashbam is engaged 
in a complete fabrication - which is very difficult to imagine 
- or the standard editions of Mikraot Gedolot are unknowingly 
reprinting a forgery, there are a number conclusions we can 
state with a great deal of confidence: 

1. Rashi did not regard his commentary as perfect, or 
immune to criticism.

2. His own grandson disagreed with him - sometimes 
sharply - over the correct peshat meaning of the text. 

“... the modernist approach 
is actually firmly rooted in 

tradition.”

Continued from page 11
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3. Rashi admitted to him that it would be necessary to 
revise his commentary in light of new information, 
but that he lacked the time to do so.

Now, different perspectives are certainly part of Jewish 
tradition. Every student of Talmud is aware that, regarding 
both textual exegesis, as well as halachic analysis, there 
is often a wide range of Rabbinic opinions. But opposing 
views - though they differ - are usually presented as both 
belonging to a long chain of tradition. It’s critical to point 
out that the dynamic here is something quite different. This is 
not a disagreement between two accepted traditions. Rather, 
Rashbam challenges the accepted tradition represented by 
his grandfather, and proposes “new meanings, discovered 
every day.” Even more remarkably, Rashi himself agrees that 
these new interpretations are superior, necessitating a new 
commentary.

Why is this so extraordinary? And why have we gone on 
at such length, re-creating an 
imagined dialogue at our sage’s 
holiday table? Put simply, 
in the Jewish world today, 
there is a great reluctance 
to re-examine the peshat 
meaning of many Biblical 
passages. Universally, Rashi’s 
commentary reigns supreme, 
regarded as almost Divine revelation. In some circles, his 
explanation actually supersedes the text itself. So we have 
offered the account above to point out that such sentiments 
are actually at odds with the historical record. While no one 
denies Rashi’s brilliance, and his position is secure as one of 
the greatest teachers in Jewish history, the insistence that his 
Torah commentary is resistant to the slightest criticism or 
revision - even in light of facts previously unknown - directly 
contradicts the written testimony of his own grandson, who 
- it must be repeated - knew him intimately, and was a great 
Torah sage in his own right.

The “new discoveries” of a millennium ago concerned 
mostly grammar and philology. But shouldn’t the same 
apply to all branches of knowledge? We have the ability – 
which earlier generations simply lacked - to read Egyptian 
hieroglyphics; shouldn’t we use that knowledge to better 
understand passages in Shemot? We now have detailed 
descriptions of Temple ritual in ancient Canaan. Should we 

not try to illuminate Torat Kohanim in light of this information?  

There are those who simply answer: no. They believe 
that any opinion which was unknown to earlier sages is, 
at best, superfluous, and at worst, potentially subversive. 
Any new insight is countered with the claim that Rashi has 
already explained to us all we know, and all we need to know. 
Perhaps that is a legitimate position. But ironically, that is 
not the position Rashi himself held! With this single passage, 
Rashbam stands as rock solid support for all those who - with 
all reverence sincerely due to the sages of old - nevertheless, 
are inspired to explore the depths of Torah using all the latest 
insights of many diverse fields of knowledge.

If we examine the current debate between “traditionalists” 
and “modernists” in light of this passage, we note a curious 
role reversal. The modern attempt to understand the Torah 
in accordance with the latest knowledge available, is actually 
a very old tradition. And while traditional elements - leery 

of any new perspective - have 
always existed in Judaism, 
the extreme resistance to 
rethinking certain Biblical 
passages, which seems 
to characterize some 
traditionalists today, is itself, 
a radical departure from 
tradition! 

In the debate between traditionalists and modernists, it 
seems unlikely that either side will ever convince the other. 
The tension between the two may exist for as long as there 
are sincere people who grapple with the meaning of Torah. 
But from the modernist’s vantage point, at a time when its 
approach is routinely dismissed as being “untraditional,” it’s 
nice to be reminded - by Rashi, no less! - that the modernist 
approach is actually firmly rooted in tradition. And so, the 
unprecedented appeals to precedent. But know, that our new 
interpretations too, are only the latest voices in a dialogue 
stretching over the centuries. And the most “modern” 
interpretations, will one day be outdated. As the wisest of 
men said: “for there is nothing new under the sun.” 

Mr. Tawil is a community member and enjoys hazzanut and 
Torah study.

“... the most “modern” 
interpretations, will one day be 
outdated. As the wisest of men 
said: “for there is nothing new 

under the sun.”
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Sephardic History

Part VI: Shabtai Sebi 
and Superstition
Mrs. Natalie Mizrachi 

The Ottoman Empire of Suleiman “The Magnificent,” 
his son Selim II (“Selim the Blond”) and grandson Murad 
III, was a dynamic and progressive Empire. It contained 
a heterogeneous mix of populations over an expansive 
portion of the globe. But nothing lasts forever. Following this 
golden era, roughly from 1520 to 1595, the administrative, 
legislative, and political acumen of the Ottoman rulers 
began to decline. Fate did not rule in their favor when the 
most lucrative center of world commerce shifted from the 
Mediterranean to the Caribbean Sea. In addition, the once 
invincible Ottoman military began 
to suffer loss after loss. Underpaid 
troops began to demand bribes 
from the rural populations and 
attacked those who would not 
cooperate. As a result people 
flocked to Turkish cities which 
became overpopulated and in turn unsafe. Between 1606 and 
1698 there were 26 fires in Istanbul alone, each a pretext for 
further vandalism and looting.

Within this demise, feelings of malaise began among the 
Jewish population.1 Marking an end to the prosperous years, 
on July 24, 1664 thousands of homes in the Jewish quarter of 
Istanbul were burned, including the mansion of Dona Gracia 
Mendes and the school founded in her name, “The Giveret 
Yeshiva.”2 Social anarchy coupled with uncertain businesses 
conditions and rebuilding efforts depleted the vigor of the 
communities. In addition, social isolation increased as newly 
emancipated Morranos and influential Sephardim no longer 
flocked to the Ottoman Empire for economic opportunity 
and safety.

Oppressed Christian communities within the Empire 

1 The Jewish population consisted of Sepharadim, Jews indigenous to the area prior to 1492 
known as Musta’rabim, and small pockets of Ashkenazim.
2 Maria Rosa Menocal, The Ornament of the World, Little Brown & Co., New York, 2002, pg. 
221

sought relief from the instability through capitulations. 
These were treaties signed by the Ottomans with European 
countries in which the Ottomans capitulated to unfavorable 
European demands. Oppressed Christians were able to 
receive protection from foreign nations with whom they could 
prove an alliance. For instance, Christians, though a minority, 
enjoyed favorable terms of trade and religious protection as 
the representatives of French or Russian interests. In time the 
Ottomans entered further and further into these unbalanced 
treaties allowing foreign nationals to directly interfere with 
Turkish policies, setting an acrimonious stage for future 
European Imperialism. Soon foreign nationals replaced 
local Jewry as translators, administrators and diplomatic 
intermediaries. A personality such as Joseph Nasi, with 
courtly advantage and a near business monopoly, was not 

likely to arise again.

The Sepharadim were not able 
to activate any capitulations save 
for merchants who came directly 
from abroad. In Aleppo, Syria for 
example, several Sephardic families 

were included in an Italian capitulation which allowed them 
to run a tax free zone there known The Frunge in Ladino.3 
Their emigration coincided with Hanukah and to this day, 
their descendants commemorate their re-settlement by 
lighting an extra wick on the Hanukah Menorah.4 Some 
aristocratic families were able to buy tax exemptions as well, 
but the general atmosphere outside of urban spheres was that 
of a crumbling empire.  

Disease and overcrowding set in. Boys in many places 
received only the most basic education and were sent out 
to work at a young age. The number of beggars mounted 
and wealthy Jews, when they could, moved away as the 
Ottoman Empire shrank and shrank. In a pattern of history 
that has been witnessed many times prior and since, the 
increasing demoralization of the Ottoman authorities 
3 A mixture of Hebrew, Arabic and Spanish languages were used in Sephardic communities 
around the world. Ladino ceased to be used in predominantly Arabic speaking countries. Since 
the mid- 20th century it has barely been in use.
4 The four Sephardic families who settled at this time: Ancona, Shamah, Silvera, and Sutton. 
The extra candle was not initiated at the time of expulsion from Spain, as commonly thought, 
but here.

“Life, honor and property 
was guaranteed by the State 

for all Ottoman citizens.”
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caused the government to flagrantly make known its new 
found animosity towards its dhimmis (supposedly protected 
minority groups). Though they received admiration for being 
monotheists, Jews were given inferior rules of conduct and 
reviled.

One of the biggest debacles in all of Jewish history occurs 
at precisely this point of despair and vulnerability. Shabtai 
Sebi (1626-1676) claimed to be the messiah, and bitterly 
failed his people. Substantiating his claims with Kabbalistic 
learnings and a “prophet” – a certain Rabbi Nathan from 
Gaza,5 the pretender convinced Jews the world over that he 
was the genuine article. He claimed a special connection to 
God, the ability to predict the future and perform miracles. 
Eventually Sebi was arrested by the Ottoman authorities in 
1666 for sedition. In a public manner he was given a choice- 
death or salvation through Islam. Sebi chose Islam. Sadly, 
over 300 Jewish families converted alongside him. Many 
more remained heart broken and 
full of despair.

After his conversion, death, and 
failure to resurrect, adherents to his 
false movement persisted through 
the 17th century, continuing to 
await his “re-appearance.” These 
were not all simple, superstitious country folk as would be 
supposed, but literate thinkers, spiritual leaders and many 
Western Jews living far from the Levant.

Crypto-Sabbatiens were secretive and widespread. 
The rational portion of the Sephardic community gave the 
thankless task of uprooting the cells of Sabbatien followers 
and ousting its leaders to Rabbi Moses Hagiz (1671-1751). A 
Jerusalem Rabbi of Castilian stock, he would uncover scores 
of Rabbis and layman through investigation and polemic. 
“The copious notes of his undertaking, served as a warning 
to posterity of the dangers of premature messianism…an 
exemplar of the most vile and subversive Jewish messianism 
and heresy since the birth of Christianity.”6 Remnants of the 
secret cult survived, scholars believe, well into the 18th 
century.

5 Up until the early 20th century Gaza City had a significant population of Jews. See Gershom 
Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi: The Mystical Messiah: 1626-1676, Princeton University Press, Princ-
eton, 1973.
6 Elisheva Carlebach, The Pursuit of Heresy: Rabbi Moses Hagiz and the Sabbatian Controver-
sies, Columbia University Press, New York, 1990, pg. 14.

The Shabtai Sebi debacle left many rural communities 
desperate for salvation, seeking answers in every quarter, 
no matter how unlikely. Even though Shabtai Sebi traveled 
and preached mostly in today’s Middle East, Ashkenazim 
in Russia and Poland too were affected by the failure of the 
actual messiah to arise, planting the seeds of the Hasidic 
movement.7 Following his demise, Sephardic communal 
leaders in the Levant tended to promote fatalism and humility 
in the face of the mounting economic problems. 

What little Judeo–Spanish culture still endured 
in the Ottoman Empire was increasingly mired in 
superstition and belief in evil spirits –far removed 
from the advanced philosophic and scientific flair 
cherished by their ancestors.8

In the decades following Sabbatienisn, the Ottoman 
powers controlled, somewhat acrimoniously, all it’s over 

taxed subjects. As a result both 
Jews and Arab Moslems had an 
extreme dislike for their overlords. 
Both were subjugated by the 
Ottomans, both feared the army’s 
forced inscription and both equally 
disdained Ottoman interference 
in their localities. A working 

relationship then, between Arabs and Jews of a shared 
cultural rhythm existed. For instance, if two Arabs had a 
difficult dispute, they often went to the local Jewish Hakham 
for untainted arbitration. If a Jewish butcher didn’t make a 
kosher cut, the Moslems bought the meat because it was still 
halal (permitted) to them. They shared a love and music and 
poetry. A Moslem prayed five times a day, a Jew three.

By 1839, Europeans viewed the Ottoman Empire as “The 
Sick Man of Europe” and the European powers openly insisted 
that it reform itself. As a result Vizier Mustafa Rashid Pasha is 
credited with instituting the tanzimat- a series of reforms. In 
that year, minorities were granted full equality. Life, honor 
and property was guaranteed by the State for all Ottoman 
citizens (of which all Jewry became by 1869). Even derogatory 
language used against a minority was a prosecutable offense. 
This development was welcomed by the Jewish communities 
because it gave them a chance to advance once again on a near 

7 Ibid Scholem

8 Ibid Menocal pg. 223

“They could flourish and 
integrate in society without 
having fear because of their 
personal religious identity.”

Continued on page 17
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Student Corner

Reflections 
Concerning Brooklyn 
College President 
Gould’s Comments on 
Anti-Semitism
Mr. Hayeem Rudy

 On April 3rd, 2015, Brooklyn College President 
Karen Gould emailed a statement to the Brooklyn College 
community in response to frightening anti-Semitic graffiti 
that was scrawled on a men’s restroom wall in the library and 

on the third floor of Ingersol Hall. President Gould’s swift 
condemnation of these events demonstrated her commitment 
to an open and inclusive campus as would befit an institution 
of higher learning. 

 Yet, an undercurrent of animosity could be felt among 
some Brooklyn College students regarding President Gould’s 
comments. “Every piece of offensive bathroom graffiti needs 
to be publicized? I see.” wrote one sarcastic commenter 
on the Facebook group “Brooklyn College: In The Know.” 
Another student with a comparable tone of cynicism wrote, 
“Wait, someone wrote something offensive on a bathroom 
wall, and the president emails the entire community about 
it?”1

 As a Jewish student who is aware of the rising 
1 Facebook. “Brooklyn College: In The Know.” < https://www.facebook.com/groups/bcinthek-
now/permalink/967660559931725/>

demonstrations of anti-Semitism that are occurring on 
college campuses across the United States this year, I am 
concerned by the naiveté demonstrated by some within our 
community regarding the broader context of growing anti-
Semitism that undoubtedly led President Gould to issue her 
statement. In other words, President Gould’s email was not 
merely a response to two isolated acts of random graffiti. 
Rather, they were made in full knowledge of the surge of 
Jew hatred and anti-Semitism that is being witnessed today at 
colleges across the United States.  

 A cursory survey of anti-Semitic activity on US campuses 
in this year alone shows that at least 10 independent 
incidents of swastikas being drawn on campus occurred at 
10 different major universities including Yale University,2 
Emory University,3 Northwestern University,4 Northeastern 
University,5 UC Davis6, UC Berkeley7, and even at CUNY 
member John Jay College8. Just last month, administrators 
at George Washington University’s Zeta Beta Tau fraternity 
expelled a student who vandalized the Jewish fraternity 
house, AEPi, with swastikas.9

One of the most recent incidents of campus anti-Semitism 
that made headlines in newspapers across the country last 
month befell Rachel Beyda, a Jewish student at University 
of California- Los Angeles. In her bid to serve on the Judicial 

2 “Swastikas Found Outside Yale University Freshman Dorm.”  Business Insider. Oct. 14, 2014. 
< http://www.businessinsider.com/swastikas-yale-university-2014-10>
3 “Swastika found on Emory University Jewish fraternity shortly after Yom Kippur.”  CNN. Oct. 
6, 2014. < http://www.cnn.com/2014/10/05/us/emory-university-swastikas/>
4 “Swastika, Racist Graffiti Reported At Northwestern University Library.”  CBS Chicago. Apr. 
15, 2015. < http://chicago.cbslocal.com/2015/04/15/swastika-racist-graffiti-report-
ed-at-northwestern-university-library/>
5 “Swastika found at Northeastern University.”  The Boston Globe. Mar. 29, 2015. < http://
www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2015/03/29/swastikas-found-northeastern-university/3E0l-
rxfuINMkbl8JU7POHM/story.html>
6 “Jewish fraternity at UC Davis defaced with swastikas.”  Los Angeles Times. Feb. 1, 2015. 
< http://www.latimes.com/local/lanow/la-me-ln-jewish-fraternity-davis-swasti-
kas-20150201-story.html>
7 “Berkeley’s Swastika Problem: Are America’s Liberal Colleges Breeding Anti-Semitism?”  The 
Daily Beast. Mar. 19, 2015. http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2015/03/19/berke-
ley-s-swastika-problem-are-america-s-liberal-colleges-breeding-anti-semitism.html
8 “Valdas scrawl swastika graffiti at NYC college”  New York Post. Mar. 12, 2015 http://ny-
post.com/2015/03/12/vandals-scrawl-swastika-graffiti-at-nyc-college/
9 “GWU Frat Expels Student Who Posted Swastika on Campus”  Washington Jewish Week. Mar 
25, 2015. < http://washingtonjewishweek.com/20703/gwu-frat-expels-student-who-post-
ed-swastika-on-campus/>

“A cursory survey of anti-Semitic 
activity on US campuses in 

this year alone shows that at 
least 10 independent incidents 

of swastikas being drawn on 
campus occurred at 10 different 

major universities...”
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Board of UCLA, Beyda’s ability to be an unbiased member 
of the board was challenged because of her Jewish faith. 
Fabienne Roth, a member of the UCLA Undergraduate 
Students Association Council can be seen in a recording 
asking Ms. Beyda, “Given that you are a Jewish student and 
very active in the Jewish community, how do you see yourself 
being able to maintain an unbiased view?”10

The New York Times reported on this incident writing, 
“The session [at UCLA]… has served to spotlight what 
appears to be a surge of hostile sentiment directed against 
Jews at many campuses in the country, often [as] a byproduct 
of animosity towards the policies of Israel.”11 Indeed, it is 
often the case that anti-Semitism follows anti-Israelism, 
as was demonstrated by the surge in anti-Semitism that 
European Jews experienced following this summer’s war in 
Gaza. 12Notably, this incident involving Ms. Beyda occurred 
only days after the divisive Boycott, Divestment, and Sanction 
(B.D.S.) bill against Israel passed within the Undergraduate 

Student Council at UCLA’s sister school, UC Davis. The 
passing of the B.D.S. bill at UC Davis also prompted vandals 
to spray-paint swastikas on the walls of the AEPi Jewish 
fraternity house.13

Many other instances of anti-Semitism on college 
campuses can be mentioned, and all of them contribute to 
the climate of hatred that President Gould responded to in 
her comments about the vandalism at Brooklyn College. 

10 “In U.C.L.A. Debate Over Jewish Student, Echoes on Campus of Old Biases”, New York Times. 
Mar. 5, 2015 < http://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/06/us/debate-on-a-jewish-student-at-
ucla.html>
11 “In U.C.L.A. Debate Over Jewish Student, Echoes on Campus of Old Biases”, New York Times. 
Mar. 5, 2015 < http://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/06/us/debate-on-a-jewish-student-at-
ucla.html>
12 “Ant-Semitism Rises in Europe Amid Gaza War.”  The New York Times. Aug 1, 2014. http://
www.nytimes.com/2014/08/02/world/europe/anger-in-europe-over-the-israeli-gaza-con-
flict-reverberates-as-anti-semitism.html
13 “After Israel Boycott Vote Swastikas Hit Jewish Fratenity at UC Davis.”  Breitbart. Feb. 1, 
2015. http://www.breitbart.com/california/2015/02/01/after-israel-boycott-vote-swasti-
kas-hit-jewish-fraternity-at-uc-davis/

Perhaps President Gould’s comments would have been 
better received by those students who criticized them 
had she mentioned the broader context of growing anti-
Semitism on college campuses. Certainly, we must see these 
events as a reminder that we must all seek to be informed 
about injustices occurring around us, while simultaneously 
remaining willing to defend the ideals of mutual respect and 
inclusion, as President Gould did. 

Mr. Rudy is a student at Brooklyn College and member of 
the SCA Israel group.

“Certainly, we must see these 
events as a reminder that we 
must all seek to be informed 
about injustices occurring 

around us...”

even playing field. However, one must take note of the dates. 
The tanzimat was proclaimed in 1839. The Damascus Blood 
Libel, an evil European import, occurred in 1840. While the 
reforms ensured that the number of arbitrary and individual 
acts of State persecution would go down, an unintended 
consequence was an increase in latent Christian animosity 
rising to the surface.9

The major cities of the Ottoman Empire grew more 
cosmopolitan with the greater influx of European influence. 
Some of the Jewish communities were able to improve their 
situation by their own sheer initiative. Many more benefitted 
from the establishment of the French Alliance Israelite 
Universalle schools which arrived in 1860. The institution 
was the brainchild of newly emancipated Jewish Frenchmen 
and European Sepharadim whose goal was nothing short of 
grandiose. The school system sought to increase the Western 
educational level of Sephardic Jewry in all Moslem lands by 
establishing schools in many communities across throughout 
North Africa and the Middle East.

Besides teaching math, sciences, classical Arabic, French, 
literature, and history all instructors had to be trained in 
France in order to imbibe the school’s philosophy. Fresh on 
the heels of the French Revolution, the Alliance wanted to 
teach young Jews that they could be proud, loyal citizens of 
their birth nation and committed to their religion all at once. 
They could flourish and integrate in society without having 
fear because of their personal religious identity.

Mrs. Mizrachi is a community based author.

9 More will be said about the Damascus Blood libel in Part 7

Continued from page 15
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Importance of Israel

Why Does the Torah 
Require Eretz Israel?
Rabbi Solomon D. Sassoon

Dedicated to the memory of the late I.J. Grunfeld who enriched 
Anglo-Jewry with his devoted service as dayan and with his literary 
contributions.

Even a cursory reading of the Torah is sufficient to impress 
us with the tremendous importance that it attaches to the 
duty of the Jewish people to acquire Eretz Israel and to live 
in it.

As early as in the third parasha of Beresheet, we read how 
Abraham was called by the 
Almighty to leave his country 
and kindred and father’s house 
and travel to the land that G-d 
would show him (Genesis, 
12:1). Then, very close to the 
conclusion of the Torah, we 
read the last words spoken to 
Moses before his death by the 
Almighty, containing that deeply moving command: “This is 
the land which I swore unto Abraham, unto Isaac and unto 
Jacob saying, I will give it unto thy seed, I have caused thee 
to see it with thine eyes but thou shalt not go over to the 
land” (Deut. 34.4). Previously we had heard Moses praying, 
pleading and crying out to be permitted to cross the Jordan 
and see the fair land which was promised to the Patriarchs, 
but the Divine decree had refused his plea, and here we see 
Moses poised on the peak of the Mount of Nebo, yearning 
to enter the land but only permitted to scan it from afar. The 
Torah more or less ends on this note of yearning and tension.

The significance of the land for Judaism is again illustrated 
when the spies, sent out by Moses, cast doubts upon the 
feasibility of trying to conquer it, and were punished more 
severely than those who had worshipped the Golden Calf.

The following question must confront a thoughtful mind: 
Why is it that whilst the most important world religions do 
not recognize frontiers to their activities, the Torah directs 

that a specific nation and a specific land should act as a vehicle 
for its message?

We know that Christianity, for instance, tries to spread all 
over the world. So does Buddhism and so does Islam. These

religions do not limit themselves to nation, peoples 
or particular countries. Yet, Judaism does. Is this not a 
surprising restriction? Why should a religion, which has such 
an unrivalled universal outlook as Judaism, be so limited?

Of course this question could be given a simple answer 
by saying that in an overwhelmingly idolatrous environment 
the Jewish people had to be separated from the destructive 

surroundings in order to 
preserve in purity the worship 
and

service of the one G-d. 
However, we venture to 
suggest that this answer 
may not really exhaust the 
significance of the need for a 

land and that it probably conceals a more subtle reason.

Other religions, quite apart from the dogmas, can be 
described as vertical religions in that they lay stress either 
on faith or inner psychological states linked to the monastic 
or secluded life pattern. They tend to restrict themselves to 
the exclusive relationship between man and his god. Not so 
the Jewish religion, the essence of which is its inter-personal 
relationships and a legal system which stresses above all a 
deep concern with the weak and under-privileged: i.e. the 
slave (Exodus, 21:2-6; Deut. 15:12-18), the maidservant 
(Exodus, 21:7; Deut. 15:17), the laborer (Deut. 24: 14-15), 
the poor (Lev. 25:35; Deut. 15 7-11), the borrower (Exodus, 
22: 24; Lev 25: 36-38; Deut. 15: 1-6), the woman taken 
captive in battle (Deut.21:10-14), the hated wife (Deut. 
21:15-17), the privacy of a man’s home (Deut. 24:10-13), 
the orphan and the widow

(Exodus, 22-21: Deut 24:21; 27:19) the stranger 

“...the Torah lays down laws 
designed to bridge the gap 

between various sections and 
strata of society...”
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(Exodus, 23:9; Lev. 19:33, 25:35; Deut. 24:17, 27:19), the 
Levite (Deut.12:19, 14:29, 16:14; 26:11-13), whose tribe 
possessed no portion of inheritance in the land, the protection 
of the criminal from over-harsh punishment (Deut. 25: 1-3), 
the protection of birds (Deut. 22:6-7), and the humane 
treatment of animals (Exodus, 23:5; Deut.22:10; 25:4).

Even the Sabbath and the Year of Release have as their 
stated object the protection of the laborer (Deut. 5:14), rest 
for the animal (Exodus, 23:12), and the availability of food 
for the wild animals (Lev. 25:7).

Furthermore, the Torah lays down laws designed to 
bridge the gap between various sections and strata of society 
and to unite their hearts in brotherhood and amity, especially 
during periods of rejoicing (Deut. 12:18; 16:11, 16:14).

In order to build a society in which a legal system could 
be set up which took its inspiration from the ideal of kindness 
and protection of the rights of those who were socially at 
a disadvantage, a special nation was needed whose religion 
insisted on such an ideal and a country was needed in which 
such a legal system could be introduced. One ideal of such a 
state would be the abolishment of poverty: “...there shall be 
no needy among you” (Deut. 15:4).

In other countries where the laws in force were largely 
designed to protect the vested interest of the powerful 
landowners, a mere movement for improving the laws which 
was not constituted as a nation stood little chance of success 
for such amovement would have been regarded as a threat 
to the interests of the rulers, and forcibly suppressed. Our 
rabbis tell us that even Abraham himself was persecuted in 
his native country by Nimrod.

The righteous who went before Abraham, such as Enoch, 
Noah and Shem, even though monotheistic, seem to have 
practiced a vertical religion as our rabbis explain, The great 
turning point came with our father Abraham who G-d knew 
could “command his children and household after him to 
keep the way of the Lord to do righteousness and justice” 
(Genesis 18:19). It should be explained that when the word 
`mishpat’ is used together with the word `sedaka’, as in the 
above quoted passage, it does not really mean justice in the 
sense of imposing a punishment but rather has the sense 
of awarding the weak their just dues and rights. Compare: 
“laasoth mishpat avdo” (Kings 1, 8:59) where it is translated, 

“to uphold the cause of his servant”. It has a similar meaning in 
“osei mishpat yathom ve- almana” (Deut. 10:18) - He upholds 
the cause of the orphan and widow, and in the passage “osei 
mishpat la-ashukim” (Psalms, 146:7) - “He upholds the cause 
of the oppressed.”

Thus, with Abraham a turning point in history takes place. 
It is revealed to Abraham that G-d does not demand so much 
worship in seclusion as ethical behavior reinforced by just 
laws and persons capable of upholding the spirit of such laws.
The book of Psalms enshrines this thought: “And He gave 
them the land of the heathen and they inherited the labor of 
the people that they might observe His statutes and keep His 
laws” (105:44-45).

But the Almighty had even an even wider purpose. He 
wished the model society established by the Jewish people 
to serve as a model to the whole world. Therefore, he did 
not choose a remote land, but a country that would catch 
the eye of the world by being situated in what is perhaps the 
globe’s most central position (“the navel of the world”, in 
the language of the rabbis), namely on the bridgehead joining 
the three great continents: Europe, Asia and Africa, and one, 
moreover, lying on the sea coast, opening it to even more 
distant countries.

These ideas are tightly woven into the words spoken by 
the Almighty to Abraham in telling him to found a nation and 
country: - “Get thee out of thy country, and from thy kindred 
and from thy father’s house into a land that I will show thee... 
and I will make thee into a great nation and I will bless thee 
and make they name great and thou shall be a blessing... and 
in thee shall all the families of the earth be blessed”. (Genesis, 
12:1-3).

These few words contain the basic idea of being worthy to 
found a nation and to have a land and to become an example 
and blessing to the nations.

Moshe, our teacher, also makes it clear that he is interested 
that the nations of the world observe the Jewish way of life 
and try to copy it, for he says, “Observe therefore and do 
them, for this is your wisdom and your understanding in the 
sight of the peoples that when they hear all these statutes they 
shall say, `surely this great nation is a wise and understanding 
people’” (Deut. 4:6). Moses also says, “And all the peoples of 

Continued on page 20
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the earth shall see that the name of the Lord is called upon 
thee” (Deut. 28:10).

These ideas were expanded and elaborated by Isaiah, 
when he says:

“And it shall come to pass in future time that the 
mountain of the Lord’s house shall be established at 
the top of the mountains and shall be exalted above 
the hills, and all nations shall flow unto it, and many 
people shall go and say `come ye and let us go up to 
the mountain of the Lord to the house of the G-d 
of Jacob and He will teach us of his ways and we 
will walk in His paths, for out of Zion shall go forth 
the law and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem’” 
(Isaiah, 2:2-3).

When Isaiah says that the 
mountains of the Lord’s house 
shall be established at the top of 
the mountains, he is speaking 
figuratively, for mountain, 
here, means the leaders of 
the world. Compare: “Who 
art thou, Oh great mountain, 
before Zerubabel thou shalt 
become a plain” (Zechariah), 4:7). Here Isaiah has spelled 
out the message of Genesis and Deuteronomy, that the 
social structure which the Jewish people shall exhibit will 
become a paradigm for the world, and in fact, when the 
world successfully copies similar legal systems which shall 
ensure order, justice and kindness to all its citizens, then the 
attitude of countries to each other will also change and their 
violent passions will subside for their citizens will build up 
much less aggression in their souls, living less frustrated and 
happier lives. Once such psychological conditions prevail, 
the peoples of the world will be prepared to be led by a just 
leader. Hence, Isaiah continues: “And he shall judge among 
the nations...and they shall beat their swords into plowshares 
and their spears into pruning hooks, nation shall not lift up 
sword against nation, neither shall they learn war anymore” 
(Isaiah, 2:4).

At this point it might be asked, did the Land of Israel in 
the past actually fulfill the great role that was assigned to it?

The answer is that it played one of the greatest roles 
in history and if it did not complete its task by absolute 
standards, it certainly did act as a sounding board to the 
nations whereby the foundations of the moral order of the 
West were laid down.

Speaking of the roots of American culture, Russell Kirk 
observes: “Our modern moral order, at least in what is called 
the

West, runs back to the burning bush on Sinai” (The Roots 
of American Culture, p:17). Professor Eric Voeglin writes: 
“Through the leap in being, that is through the discovery 
of transcendent being as the source of order in man and 
society. Israel constituted itself the carrier of the new truth 
in History” (Israel and Revelation, p. 123).

Such is the depth of the Order which Israel taught that 
Professor Voegelin goes on 
to say: “Without Israel there 
would be no History” (ibid p. 
126) Then, referring to the 
confused and dark vision of 
some modern historians, he 
goes on to say: “Spengler and 
Toynbee return indeed to the 
School of Civilizations from 

which Moses had led his people into the freedom of history” 
(ibid).

We have now answered the questions raised: why a land 
and nation were needed as a vehicle for Abraham’s ideal, and 
why this specific land was chosen.

What lesson may be drawn from the above conclusions? 
Firstly, that the aim of the Torah is not a “vertical religion” 
but essentially a religion of social justice. This was beautifully 
expressed by the Rabbis when they said: “Moses said to the 
people of Israel, “G-d has given you His Torah - if you do not 
carry out the civil laws, He will take away His Torah from you. 
Why? Because G-d only gave you the Torah for the purpose of 
carrying out justice, as is written, `The strength of a king is 
shown when he loves justice’ (Psalms, 99:4). Therefore, if you 
carry out the civil laws, G-d will give back to you your law 
courts, as it says, I shall bring back your judges as at first and 
your counselors as at the beginning. Afterwards thou shalt be 
called the city of righteousness, `the faithful city’ and, what 

Continued from page 19

“...people forget that an 
indifference to the civil laws 
spells the end of the Torah...”
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does it say thereafter? `Zion shall be redeemed with justice 
and those that return to her with righteousness’”. (Midrash 
Rabba, Exodus, Parasha 30. para.9)

From this it follows that the immediate task of redeeming 
our country spiritually today is to bring the laws of our 
country more and more into accordance with the laws of the 
Torah and its spirit.

Actually, a beginning has been made to lay the foundations 
for carrying out such a task. We are handicapped by the fact 
that it is today almost impossible to know what the opinion 
of Jewish legal authorities through the ages have been in 
connection with countless specific topics. The reason for 
this is that although we have a huge literature of responsa 
(decision by our legal authorities) we have at present no 
method of locating those 
decisions embedded as 
they are in a vast literature 
which comprises some 
30,000 volumes. In order 
to retrieve the necessary 
information, it is necessary 
to put the contents of 
the individual responsa 
which number hundreds 
of thousands, onto a 
computer. This is being 
done in different ways at 
two places, one at Bar Ilan 
University, in conduction with Yeshiva University of New 
York, and, in a slightly different way, at the Law Department 
of the Hebrew University on Mount Scopus. When these 
projects are completed, we may expect a body of well-
trained experts in Jewish Law to sit down and distill out the 
ideals of Jewish jurisprudence and to find ways and means 
of applying those ideas to modern conditions and modern 
problems. The Kenneseth is sure to give its best attention to 
the considered opinions of such a body and will incorporate 
their findings into future laws. However, the public must be 
award of the vital role which the laws governing our country 
play in the framework of our religion.

Only too often one hears opinions and attitudes, 
from deeply religious people, which portray a complete 
indifference to the legal system of the country, without 
realizing how such opinions and attitudes contradict the most 

basic concepts which the Torah wishes to inculcate into the 
hearts of the Jewish people.

To understand the attitude of such people one must realize 
how Judaism was gradually reduced from a structure of social 
engineering to a mere “faith”. First, our people lost their 
independence, country and Sanhedrin. Thereafter, they still 
kept their autonomous courts in countries such as Babylonia 
where they lived in great concentrations. When, later on, 
Christianity and Islam did all they could to degrade the status 
of the Jews, he still kept a measure of autonomy within the 
walls of the ghetto. However, when the Emancipation started 
in Europe, the Jews were given to understand that they could 
only enjoy freedom if they gave up their autonomy, ceased 
to be an independent people and reduced their religion to 
a passive and vertical faith. (See Encyclopedia Judaica under 

the following heading: 
Emancipation, Napoleon 
Bonapart) on a par with 
other religions, a process 
which the nations who had 
erstwhile been persecuting 
us well understood could 
break our back as a nation. 
This, in fact, it nearly did.

Indeed, it worked so 
well that even the orthodox 
in many countries were 

influenced into claiming that 
they were German or English or French by nationality and 
only Jews by religion, not realizing that in harboring these 
feelings they were playing into the hands of their enemy who 
was out to destroy the Jewish national identity.

Yet, with some, this self-destructive idea became 
integrated into their Orthodoxy so that a feeling which 
should have been felt as a betrayal of our people became, so 
to speak, sanctified.

Such people forget that an indifference to the civil laws 
spells the end of the Torah, as our rabbis said in the passage 
quoted previously. Indeed, it is this insensitivity to the 
importance of the dimension of civil law as an integral part of 
Judaism that has allowed some orthodox Jews to arrive at the 
strange opinion that a country of their own is a superfluous 

Continued on page 22
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luxury for Jews and also for Judaism. This clearly represents a 
regression to the pre-Abrahamic outlook and, if acted upon, 
would nullify the great transformation in the moral order for 
which the Patriarchs and Moses stood.

What we must remember today is that in ages past, 
during the Second Temple and again during the periods 
of the Mishna and Talmud, and even down to fairly recent 
times, major regulations were instituted by rabbinical legal 
authorities in order to ensure that fairness and equity should 
continue to regulate Jewish society through all vicissitudes 
and changing patterns of life which the years brought 
them. Creative activity in 
the sphere enactments was 
patently regarded as crucial 
to Judaism and as part of 
the natural application of 
Torah principles to the new 
situations.

Such growth may not be 
arrested now. Now that we 
have our Holy Land back, 
how can such a vital concern 
of our religion be handed 
over in its entirety to the 
secular powers, and to short-
term interests? Every aspect 
of the long-term welfare 
of our people must be strongly represented, studied and 
legislated for.

It may be that if our ecclesiastical authorities rightly feel 
that we are not yet ripe for a Sanhedrin, or that we do not have 
men sufficiently trained for such a position, might not then 
the creation of a `Shadow Sanhedrin’ be considered in order 
that they apply themselves to current problems and study 
in what direction substantial benefits could be bestowed on 
the Israeli legal system out of the rich storehouse of Jewish 
tradition and the Jewish past? For many years they would 
only be an exploratory body without actual powers but be 
able to influence by advice.

But, an attitude of indifference to the question of whether 
the secular legal system in Israel is just or not, combined 
with an attitude of non-cooperation, must be seen as being 

contrary to the whole tenor and spirit of our Torah.

One thing is certain and that is that a truncated Judaism 
that is chiefly interested in the ritual side of the Torah and has 
abandoned its great social ideas will result in a mere caricature 
of what Judaism really stands for and a mere shadow of its 
authentic essence. Furthermore, it would constitute a real 
abdication from a feeling of deep responsibility towards the 
social structure for which Judaism stands.

It would, moreover, become a Christianized Judaism, for 
just as the Church is chiefly interested in people belonging 
to the Church and the priest officiating at births, marriages, 

and deaths, so Judaism would 
become chiefly interested in 
synagogue attendance and 
that a rabbi officiates at births, 
marriages, and deaths. Could 
a greater distortion of our 
teachings be imagined? And 
could a greater victory have 
been given to our enemies 
whose main subconscious 
motive is to annul specifically 
Jewish ethical ideas from 
influencing the structure of 
society?

Let us therefore reverse 
any process of attrition that 
may be overtaking us in 

this area. Let us take a deep interest in the formulation of 
Equitable Law in our country, and help in building up the 
legal structure in the spirit of the Torah, so that Zion may be 
indeed be redeemed with `mishpat’ and those who return to 
it with righteousness.

This is the point at which my article had originally ended. 
However, a friend who read it thought that the message 
of the article might be misconstrued by some readers. He 
feared that they might come to the conclusion that what I was 
saying amounted to the thesis that all Judaism required was 
interpersonal and inter-social decency, and something that one 
might almost equate with secular humanism. Anyone coming 
to such a conclusion would be in serious error. The writer is 
overwhelmingly convinced that deep commitment to others 
can only spring from a consciousness of G-d’s presence, and 

Continued from page 21
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one might say that the depth of one’s commitment to others 
was in direct ration to one’s commitment to G-d.

It must have become apparent by now to every discerning 
observer of human affairs that the humanism which secularists 
advocate is nothing but a veneer, and being a mere ideology, 
of necessity cannot be more than skin-deep. If at times it 
seems to inspire enthusiasm, on closer examination, it will 
usually be found that the enthusiasm springs from impure 
motivation such as resentment, jealousy or a feeling of need 
for justification.

The truth of this statement is well illustrated by History, 
where the pattern of events is easy to read for the facts stand 
out starkly.

We frequently hear liberals talking critically and with an 
air of superiority about religious persecution and religious 
coercion. Let us take a metaphoric balance and put on one of 
the scales all the persecutions and coercions that have been 
suffered by Jews and others at the hands of various religions 
during the last 2,000 years. Then, let us put on the other scale 
the amount of blood shed by atheistic revolutions during the 
last 200 years, taking into account the French Revolution, 
the Russian Revolution, the Chinese Revolution and lastly 
the Nazi holocaust which included both Jews and non-Jews. 
We shall arrive at a figure for innocent citizens slaughtered in 
cold blood which would exceed 60,000,000.

The above facts show that the wanton destruction of 
human life committed in the name of secular ideologies 
make the acts of various religions over the last 2,000 years 
pale into insignificance.

These figures also disclose the fact that under the banner 
of ideologies which profess a desire to improve human 
relationships there simmers a ruthlessness and a disregard 
for life, which is unparalleled in any religious movement. 
All ideologies which have advocated secular humanism, 
liberty, fraternity, equality, not based on some deep religious 
intuition, have over the course of times been proved to 
have been hollow mockeries. Incidentally, the spearhead 
of atheistic ideologies is permissiveness, which gives 
unrestrained freedom to the sexual instinct. At a later stage 
freedom is given to the aggressive spirit. Hence, the great 
increase in violence in recent years, both on the screen and 
stage, and in society at large.

Let us now return to the question of Judaism. Over and 
above the various precepts which demand from us kindness, 
honesty, and humaneness, there stand the important and 
indispensable precepts which demand the practice of 
various rituals bracketed under the heading of “miswoth 
shebben adam lamakom”, which means precepts regulating 
the relationship between man and his Creator. The purpose 
of these precepts is to open up channels in our soul for 
the influx of divine consciousness, and to develop in us a 
sensitivity to the spiritual order. It is only on the solid basis of 
such consciousness and such sensitivity that the harmonious 
relationships to humanity and society can be built. Even this 
must not be thought of as just humans learning to live with 
each other. Something much deeper is implied.

When humans attain to an inner harmony with the Divine 
Will, then the very order of the universe is changed - a higher 
harmony is injected into all the workings of the cosmos to 
produce interlocking and smooth relationships between 
every part of the whole.

Secularism, which demands no exercises in self-discipline, 
which has no places or times set aside for the dimension of 
the sacred, can never tap those deep well-springs of spiritual 
power which alone can lift man and society to a higher plane.

It is pathetic to see liberals, humanists and atheists look on 
helplessly at human shortcomings. They stand aside watching 
human failings without a plan, without a path and without 
any solution.

The two fundamental aspects of the Jewish religion, 
namely the relationship between man and G-d, and the 
relationship between man and society, each complimenting 
each other and each underpinned and fostered by an array of 
precepts, are integrated in the Torah into a system designed 
to ensure both personal and social perfection of such a quality 
that it will ultimately bring about an undreamt of harmony 
in the world, molded by good will, love, understanding and 
peace into a single community throbbing with a single pulse, 
but above all, interpenetrated by the Divine Presence.

Rabbi Solomon David Sassoon (1915-1985) was an 
educator, Rabbi, philanthropist, fundraiser, and collector 
of Jewish manuscripts. He authored several articles 
and books including Reality Revisited: A New Look at 
Computers and Minds, Physics and Evolution
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