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Qol Ha-qahal Mission
To promote Torah throughout our community

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

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

Previous issues are now available online at
www.SCAupdates.org
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To the Editor,

It was refreshing to read Ezra Tawil’s article in the 
Sukkot issue. It is human nature to see today’s problems as 
disproportionately large relative to history, to see negative 
trends more saliently than the positive, and to believe 
that each generation is hopelessly more corrupt than its 
predecessors. Ezra points to evidence that the world today is 
incomparably better than most if not all of the past, and that 
warnings of degeneration have been a constant and misleading 
backdrop for millennia. Moreover, the belief in progress, in 
humanity constantly improving the world and mending its 
ways, is a very Jewish concept. We should take heart from 
the improvements God has helped us to make over time, and 
look with a rational eye at our current condition. Pessimism 
is intoxicating, and leads to fatalistic behavior. We shouldn’t 
follow the scaremongers, but keep to our values and believe 
in progress.

Sincerely,

— Louis Shamie

To the Editor,

I wanted you to know how much I enjoyed the recent 
Qol Ha-Qahal issue. The diversity of the authorship made 
for such interesting reading. I was specifically proud that as 
Jews, although we still long to be in Israel, we didn’t miss the 
opportunity during Thanksgiving to acknowledge America 
for the freedom they have afforded us and the support they 
have granted Israel.

Sincerely,

— Harold Shamah
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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Qol Ha-Qahal
קול הקהל

Sephardic Community Alliance

        Issue 40: Sukkot
 In Honor of Sally Grazi

by her children, grandchildren and great grandchildren

Qol Ha-Qahal
קול הקהל

Sephardic Community Alliance

        Issue 41: Thanksgiving
In Honor of Mr. Morris Bailey & Mr. Ezra Ashkenazi

 for their vision and commitment to the 
continuity of Values in our community 

“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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This past month the SCA hosted an outstanding event 
at the Museum of Jewish Heritage.  More than 
600 inspired people turned out to hear Rabbi Lord 

Jonathan Sacks and Rabbi Joseph Dweck in a panel setting 
responding to issues on the topic of our Faith in the Future.  
Since then, the view count is approaching 1500 more people 
who have watched the video through our website, SCAupdates.
org.

It was a remarkable evening. From our audience of 18-
30 year olds, seated in the theater, technology allowed us to 
collect over 100 questions posed to the Rabbis via text to our 
moderator.  Only a handful of the questions 
actually were addressed that evening.  
Those questions themselves are insight to 
the thoughts on the minds of our attendees.

Most frequent of the those asked were 
the questions of Unity.  Within our 
religion, within our community and 
within our own homes.  

“Many families today are seeing divisions 
that never existed before because of 
ritual and observant differences. While 
the older generation, has been the 
unifying glue, what can we do to avoid the historical 
separation we have seen in other communities?”  

“What’s your opinion in the “black hat” “white hat” 
division and how can the two sects be unified? Or 
maybe it’s better they continue to be separate?” 

“My brother won’t eat at my parent’s kosher house 
anymore since he became more observant. How do we 
keep the family together?”

 “From the perspective of both community leaders and 

members, how do you propose we can maintain the 
unity we now have, and heal whatever rift between 
different schools of thought within the community that 
have thus far ensued?”

To the last question listed above, Rabbi Dweck stated 
change will begin on a human level.  He encouraged us to 
seek out personal relationships with those who hold positions 
we know may differ from our own.  Open the dialog, 
begin conversation and cherish the connection.  Find these 
opportunities and embrace them and the walls will fall and 
healing will begin.  In a like tone, Rabbi Sacks directed us to 

employ three tools.  The first two cultural, 
food and music.  We can sing and share 
meals together.  The third is much deeper, 
we must learn to listen to each other.  In his 
siddur, Shema Yisrael is translated to “Listen O 
Israel.”  Redefining the verb from a passive 
“hear” to an active listen.  He encouraged 
us to listen carefully and hear the humanity 
we all share.

Tolerance and respect are integral parts 
of the SCA Declaration of Values.  We must 
reaffirm our commitment to hold dear this 
testament to our humanity.  Within our 

community and our families, we must put prejudice aside and 
seek a common high ground to cultivate a prosperous future.  

Our blessed Sephardic community has long held not the 
nature of our religiosity, but more so our brotherhood as the 
source of our unity.  We must celebrate our commonality and 
protect these bands the binds us. 

Behold, how good and pleasant it is when brothers dwell in 
unity! –Tehillim 133:1 

— Mr. Hymie Shamah
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to campaign for more re forms. This was, they felt, their 
ticket to greater wealth and acceptance by the nations 
around them. 

Antiochus IV and the Jews 

In 167 B.C.E., Antiochus IV, the king of the Seleucid 
Greek empire, issued legislation making it illegal to 
practice Judaism. Among other items, Jews were prohibited 
from per forming circumcision, offering sacrifices in the 
Temple, gath ering and worshiping in their synagogues and 
observing the Shabbat. 

Historians have been baffled by Antiochus’ decrees. 
After all, no other Hellenistic king before him or after 
him had tried to force his will in this way on the people! 
Indeed, it was against their usual policy to allow their 
subjects to choose voluntarily to adopt Hellenistic culture. 

Some have suggested that Antiochus was simply cut 
from a different cloth. Perhaps, they argue, he was a 
radical Hellenist, bent on breaking the religious backs 

Hanukkah: What’s It All About? 

Hanukkah is undoubtedly one of the most joyful holi-
days on the Jewish calendar. During Second Temple 
times, the Jews found only one cruse of pure oil 

with which to light the menorah. Miraculously, the menorah 
lit for eight days. Today, as we light the candles each night 
of Hanukkah, we recount this miracle and sanctify God’s 
name as we show our appreci ation for His intervention on 
our behalf. 

But is that it? Is there more to this holiday? For a fuller 
understanding of the answer to this question, let’s retrace 
some of the history of the Jews during Second Temple 
times. 

The Greeks and the Jews 

Between the years 332- 323 B.C.E., Alexander the 
Great conquered most of the civilized world. The Land of 
Israel, a critical bridge between Egypt and the lands to the 
north and east, was captured as well. Alexander and his 
soldiers brought the culture and ideas of Greece to every 
conquered land. The unusual blend of Greek culture, on 
the one hand, and the cultures (or religions) of the East, 
on the other, came to be known as Hellenism. Like most of 
his successors, Alexander tried to make this culture part 
of the lives of the eastern na tions. But he did not impose 
his will on the people. Rather, he used commercial and 
cultural incentives to attract the people under his control 
to adopt the Hellenistic way of life. 

Hellenism gradually made inroads in the Land of Isra-
el over the next century and a half. Slowly, many Jews 
began to adapt to Greek culture, changing their language, 
their names, their way of dress and even their way of 
thinking. Soon, Jews who had Hellenistic leanings began 
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of the Jews. Others argue that he was half-crazed and 
irrational, normal routine policies should not be ex pected 
of him. 

Others have suggested that the answer really lies in 
the internal politics of the Jews. At the time, the Jews 
were already arguing amongst themselves. The Hellenists 
were pushing for more reform and were succeeding. 
Gymnasia, the seat of Greek-style education and sports, 
were beginning to sprout up. Indeed, one of the Hellenists 
was even installed as Kohen Gadol. The Hasidim, the Jews 

who had clung to traditional Judaism and values, however, 
objected strenuously and did everything they could 
to stem the tide of Hellenism. Eventu ally, a civil war 
broke out between the 
two sides. Antiochus’ 
response was to strike 
at the traditionalists in 
the way that would hurt 
them most. He sent his 
emissaries to the Land of 
Israel as a show of force 
and eventually prohibited 
the practice of the Jewish 
religion. 

The Maccabees and War 

In any case, the promulgation of the decrees in Ju-
dea forced many Jews into hiding. Eventually, with the 
Mac cabees at the helm, the traditionalists were able to 
organize themselves and fight back. But they had an almost 
impossible task on their hands. They were fighting against 
great odds. The Greek armies were trained and heavily 
armed. They greatly outnumbered the meager army of the 
Jews. Moreover, the Maccabees found themselves fighting 
a war on several fronts: against the armies of Antiochus, 
against pagans recruited from nearby Hellenistic cities 
and, most painfully, against the Hel lenistic Jews. 

Within the course of several years, the Maccabees 
were victorious. Among the factors that contributed to 
their success were: their firm belief in God, their superior 
military strategy, their ability to fight guerilla warfare and 
their knowl edge of the turf (“home advantage”). 

Then, the fateful moment came to rededicate the 
Temple. Un der the leadership of Judah the Maccabee, 
they reentered the Temple and cleansed it. The Talmud 
relates that only one pure cruse of undefiled oil was found. 
Miraculously, it lit for eight days. 

The Significance of Hanukkah 

The significance of Hanukkah, therefore, extends far 
beyond the miracle of the 
lights. On the battlefield, 
the Jews miraculously 
overcame the great 
armies of Antiochus and 
the Hellenistic pagans. 
The Al Ha-nissim prayer, 
in fact, recounts this great 
miracle. On the domestic 
scene, the traditionalists 
overpowered the 
Hellenists who were 

introducing unaccept able changes into Jewish life. This 
was essentially a victory against assimilation. 

Hanukkah, therefore, is a holiday when we reaffirm 
our nationalistic, religious and cultural commitments. 
Our celebration must be imbued with an appreciation for 
God, for what He did for us then, and what He continues 
to do for us now.

Rabbi Dr. Harari is currently the Rabbi of 
Congre gation Mikdash Eliyahu and Head of 
School of Yeshivah of Flatbush High School.

“The significance of Hanukkah, therefore, extends far beyond the 
miracle of the lights.”
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Never Forget Our Noble Heritage
Nunca Olvides Muestra Historia Destinguida
נונכה אולבידיס מואיסטרה איסטוריה דיסטינגידה

Mr. Sheldon N. Goldman

Chapter 5: Arrival of the “Francos”

One part of Aleppo’s Jewry consisted of the native 
Jews whose ancestry traced back for countless 
centuries and with them the Sephardic refugee 

settlers who were absorbed into the native community. 
The other, and smaller, part of Aleppo’s Jewry was the 
“Francos” who shared in the immunity to Ottoman law 
through extraterritorial rights which formed part of the 
“Capitulations.” Native Jews, as well as “Francos” occupied 
a vitally important place in the local trading of the large 
European combines such as the English Levant Company. 
Except for some Armenians and Greeks, Jews dominated the 
commercial activity as agents for the Europeans. Italian Jews 
in particular were very active, they exported to the own 
family businesses in Europe as well as acting as agents of the 
Western Europeans in Aleppo. Agents and their families were 
sometimes awarded the rights and privileges of their patrons, 
a most valuable acquisition. Aleppo merchants were highly 
respected by Europeans for their honesty, diligence, and 
faithfulness in transacting business of the Europeans, and the 
requirements of their factories. Such factories were largely 
assembly points for merchandise, principally the cotton 
yarns of the city, and for the storage of cotton cloth shipped 
from England. Cotton was vitally important for England’s 
cottage weavers. In addition, spices, jewels, and silks from 
the interior of Asia were also important commodities.

Native Aleppo Jews continued to trade with the interior 
of Asia during the period of the English Levant Company. 
One Aleppo Jew, Rabbi Rahabi, was active in the mid-17th 
century, travelling to India to trade there as Agent for the 
Dutch East Indies Company. It was then that Rabbi Rahabi 
first “discovered” the Indian Bene Israel Jews. They were 
part of the Ten Lost Tribes, and claimed to have been in India 
before the destruction of the Second Temple. 

The high status of the Jewish Europeans was due to both 
their wealth and the extraterritorial rights which served to 
set them on an aristocratic level vis-à-vis the native Aleppo 
Jews. Extraterritorial rights continued with no interruption 
for centuries, despite the signorim’s permanent residence 
in Aleppo. Even into recent decades, Italian Jews, whose 
ancestors had not set foot on Italian soil for hundreds of 
years, retained Italian citizenship and the prestige of being 
immune to the authority of the Ottoman Pashas. These 
“Francos” enjoyed other honors as well. They served as 
honorary consuls for their countries of origin and for other 
countries as well. Among others, the following family names 
are included the signorim: Altaras, Ancona, Bellilos, Bijou, 
DePicciotto and Silvera.

The Dayan family was constrained to share power with 
learned scholars of Spanish origin, such as Laniado and 
Huzin (Hussein). Friction between veteran members of the 
community (Musta‘arabim) and newcomers recurred in the 
eighteenth century, when European Jewish traders (Francos) 
settled in Aleppo to avail themselves of the profitable 
caravan trade. This economic prosperity also facilitated the 
development of Talmudic academies and religious schools, 
and Aleppo’s scholars attained international repute. Thus, 
for example, Rabbi Sedaqa Huzin of Aleppo was invited to 
become Chief Rabbi of Baghdad. During his tenure (mid 
18th century), a profound and long-lasting transformation in 
the spiritual life of Iraqi Jewry came about.

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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12:30pm | Mikdash Eliyahu- 400 Ave. U

Dec 27- Mrs. Annie Savdie

Dec 13- Mrs. Esther Hidary

Dec 20- Rabbi Richard Tobias

WOMEN’S 2016 LEARNING PROGRAM

Check the SCA Website and Social Media for Updates

www.SCAupdates.org                  @SCA_Updates

special hanukkah series

refreshments served



Here is a bronze perutah coin minted by Alexander Yannai 
that reads, “יהונתן הכהן הגדול וחבר היהודים Yehonatan the High 
Priest and the Council of the Jews,” on one side and has a 
pair of cornucopia with a pomegranate in the center on the 
other side.

Hanukkah

Hanukkah commemorates the success of the 
Maccabees in gaining independence from the 
Seleucid Empire. The Hasmonean dynasty, which 

lasted from 164-63 BCE was the only period of Jewish 
sovereignty in Israel from 586 BCE until 1948 CE. Why did 
the Maccabees’ success last a mere century? What lessons 
can we learn for the modern State of Israel to ensure our 
long-term prosperity? 

One of the major problems that challenged later 
Hasmonean rulers was their claim to be both kohen gadol and 
king. The Torah envisions a separation of powers between the 
king, priesthood, prophet, and legislature. Rabbi Jonathan 
Sacks writes in his recent book, Not in God’s Name:

In the ancient world, the Pharaoh’s of Egypt, like 
the kings of Mesopotamian city states, combined 
temporal and ecclesiastical power. They were both 
head of state and head of the religion of the state...
But the religion of Abraham was born in a protest 
against this very phenomenon.

The Hasmoneans, however, ignored this model and we 
have both textual and numismatic evidence that this caused 
great unrest among the Jewish people. Josephus reports 
that the Pharisees reviled John Hyrcanus, the grandson 
of Mattathias, and charged that he should be content with 
the monarchy and leave the spiritual leadership to the a 
descendent of the Zadokite family, the legitimate high 
priestly dynasty. The Babylonian Talmud echoes a similar 
complaint against Hyrcanus’ son, Alexander Yannai who 
reigned from 103-76 BCE. 
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Hanukkah

Yannai was successful in greatly expanding the 
borders of Israel but was also infamous for killing tens of 
thousands of Pharisees and other Jews in civil wars. The 
Pharisees were particularly bothered that he declared 
himself king as well as high priest. Here is coin that reads 
“King Alexander” in Greek around an anchor on one 
side, and on the other, “יהונתן המלך,” within the spokes of 
a star diadem. Notice that the “Council of the Jews” has 
been omitted.

The controversy surrounding the shift from being just 
high priest, as reflected in the first coin, to claiming the 
monarchy as well, as shown in the second coin, becomes 
apparent in yet a third coin. This perutah originally read 

King Yannai, as in the second coin, but was then overstruck 
to read Yahonatan the High Priest, as in the second coin. 
Apparently, Yannai’s usurping of the title king was so 
offensive that people would not tolerate that title on their 
coins. One can still see remnants of the original stamp on 
this overstruck coin.

The Torah envisions a separation of spiritual leadership 
from temporal power in its ideal governing structure. 
The former was reserved by the Levites and priests while 
kingship was the exclusive inheritance of the tribe of Judah. 
Nachmanides writes that because the Hasmoneans, who 
were priests, illegally usurped the title of king as well, they 
were punished and lost their dynasty within a mere one 
hundred years.

Hanukkah has appropriately become one of the most 
popular holidays across the religious spectrum both in 
American and in Israel. We celebrate hope and light even 
in the face of persecution and darkness, and we assert our 
right for religious freedom and political independence so 
that we can fulfill our destiny to be a light unto the nations. 
The downfall of the Hasmoneans, however, also serves as a 
reminder of the importance of the Torah’s vision to separate 
religion from politics. As we witness the ever-growing 
miracle of the State of Israel in its 68th year, we pray that 
God grant wisdom to both its political representatives and 
its spiritual lights to ensure a long and prosperous future for 
our nation. Hag Urim Sameah!

Rabbi Dr. Hidary is the associate Rabbi of 
Sephardic Synagogue.
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This fall the Sephardic Community Alliance (SCA) 
kicked off its Women’s Learning Program. With 
a talented faculty and vast array of topics, every 

woman can find a class that inspires her. Classes are given 
Monday through Thursday at SCA affiliates: Mikdash Eliyahu, 
Beth Torah, Shaare Shalom, and Bnei Yitzhak. In addition to 
inspiring lectures, the program features a free fully catered 
lunch. For the full schedule please visit SCAupdates.org and 
follow our social media for the latest updates. Below is a short 
summary of our lecturers and the classes they give on a weekly 
basis.

Mrs. Vivien Hidary begins the week’s learning with her 
in depth analysis of the parasha. Vivien is a master teacher whose 
insights offer all who attend her class a better understanding of 
the happenings in the Torah’s weekly reading. All attendees 
not only leave her class with more Torah knowledge but with 
a personal takeaway to how we can apply the lessons of our 
forefathers to our daily lives. 

Rabbi Dr. Ricky Hidary takes us on a journey back to 

medieval times and the giant, Maimonides. In his class titled, 
“Maimonides and Modernity,” he teaches Rambam’s personal 
history and then delves into the issues Rambam addresses in 
his lifetime. Whether it be freewill, love of God, rewards 
and suffering, the limits of human knowledge, approaches 
to the Divine, the nature of prophecy, or the reasons for the 
commandments. Rabbi Hidary is currently associate professor 
of Judaic Studies at Yeshiva University, a rabbi at Sephardic 
Synagogue, and a Starr fellow at Harvard University’s Center 
for Jewish Studies. 

Mrs. Frieda Cattan explores what life was like for the 
Jews after the destruction of the First Temple. The class 

further investigates the Jews in Babylonia, the return to Israel, 
the struggles in rebuilding the Second Temple, the political 
climate, what Judaism looked like at the time, and so on. Mrs. 
Cattan is also teaches Jewish History at Magen David High 
School. 

The SCA is honored to have Mrs. Vicky Harari, RN, MS, 
share her insights on Torah, women, and the various roles they 
occupy in our lives and family. As mothers, wives, daughters, 
sisters etc., we are often faced with challenges that require 
guidance and wisdom. Vicky offers the tools necessary to 
make each situation and relationship fulfilling and meaningful. 

Rabbi Naftali Besser, Dean of Students at the Yeshivah 
of Flatbush High School, inspires all who attend his classes. 
With his wit and humor, as well as his in depth understanding 
of Torah and community, his weekly Torah thoughts guide us 
to see the values and principles in which to lead our lives. 

Mrs. Emily Labaton teaches a class which centers around 
the rebuilding of Judaism after the Babylonian Exile-Shivat 

Zion. Whether it’s reading various passages of Yirmiyahu, 
discussing Ezra and Nehemiah or watching a TED talk on the 
Cyrus Cylinder, Mrs. Labaton’s depth of knowledge is clear 
and abundant. This era in Jewish History highlights how far 
the Jews had fallen and what it took to rebuild. 

Mrs. Margaret Benhamu is teaching “Personalities in 
Tanakh- The 7 Neviot.” It offers a textual analysis of the seven 
women in Tanakh who were considered prophetesses: Sarah, 
Miriam, Devora, Hanah, Avigail, Hulda, and Esther. Each 
woman in her own way influenced those around her and has 
given us all lessons to live by. Margaret has been a teacher in the 
community for over 17 years and has taught at Congregation 
Belle Harbor, Kol Israel, and Shaare Shalom. 
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“OUR CLASSES ARE FREE OF CHARGE AND OPEN TO ALL.”



Rabbi Dr. Raymond Harari, the Rabbi of Mikdash 
Eliyahu and Rosh Yeshivah of the Yeshivah of Flatbush High 
School discusses the themes and ideas in Sefer Bereshit. This 
first book of the Torah is filled with many stories that explore 
the elemental topics of human relationships and identity. 

Rabbi Avi Harari, teacher in the Yeshivah of Flatbush 
High School and Rabbi of Shaare Shalom Congregation and 
Rabbi Moses Haber, Associate Rabbi of Bnei Yitzhak and 
Rav Yeshivah of Barkai Yeshivah give classes to our young 
adult and college women on Monday and Tuesday nights 
respectively. Girls in high school and college can continue 
their learning in Tanach, specifically Sefer Shemuel as well as 
Jewish philosophy and thought. 

So far we are off to a great start. All are invited to attend 
and see which class suits them best. Under the leadership of 
Mr. Hymie Shamah and Mr. Bobby Dweck, the SCA continues 
to flourish, bringing Torah in new and inspiring ways into the 
lives of our community women. Our classes are free of charge 
and open to all.

For  the latest updates, please visit SCAupdates.org 
and follow us on Instagram #SCAupdates

Mrs. Haber is the director of the SCA Women’s 
program.
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At eight years old, I saw my father go to synagogue 
every day. I wondered why he had to pray in a 
synagogue when he could just pray in our home. 

Why travel somewhere to do something you can do right 
in the comfort of your home? My dad, being the wise man 
that he is, answered: Come and find out for yourself.

So that’s what I did. I made my first trip to a synagogue. 
It was a cold, snowy Shabbat morning in Brooklyn, and 
my dad and I began to walk in the freezing cold. We 
discussed the Rangers as well as the current events of 
what was happening in Israel. After five minutes, we got 
to the synagogue. To my surprise, the room was crowded. 
I was a short eight-year-old boy looking at the room, and 
it was hard for me to see everything that was happening 
in the synagogue because of my height. To my left there 
were forty people, to my right there were thirty people, 
and right in front of me some fifty people. Upstairs, sitting 
separately, were the women. The wooden benches seemed 
to be infused with fresh cologne. 

These prayers were not like my usual prayers. I began to 
be inspired by the crowd and energy of the people. Imagine 
more than 100 men saying the same prayers at the same 
time. In one voice everyone was asking God for what they 
need and desire, and giving thanks in return to listening. 
However, I was very tired and told myself although these 
prayers were great, it is not worth coming and spending 
three hours. I went over the pros and cons in my mind of 
going to synagogue. The pros of going are: it makes my dad 
happy and my prayers are more meaningful. The cons were 
very simple: if I go to synagogue I will miss the weekly 
family game of monopoly with my mom and sisters. And 
I decided I would rather be home playing monopoly with 
my sisters. 

That was until my dad came up with a genius plan a 
year later. He proposed to me that every time I came to 
synagogue, I would receive a star on a chart. For every 5 
stars I got, I could either exchange it for money or get a 
prize. I immediately took him up on this offer. As a 9-year-
old child, what could be better than getting prizes and 
money?

This is where my love for synagogue truly began. I went 
every Shabbat for a year straight. At the end of the year 
my dad bought me a “bonus prize” for not missing one 
week of synagogue during the whole year. That’s when it 
really hit me. Despite getting all these prizes and money, 
I didn’t care about them anymore. I grew to love going to 
synagogue because of the way it made me feel. When I told 
this to my father, I saw a smile form on my dad’s face like 
I have never seen before. It was almost as if he was waiting 
a year for me to say that. Finally, it came out of my mouth. 

The year after, instead of going to synagogue on Shabbat 
morning, I went Friday night as well. Gradually every year, 

I started going to synagogue at an exponentially higher 
rate. At the age of 12, I went to all the Sabbath prayers 
(Friday night, Saturday morning, Saturday afternoon, 
Saturday night). I felt so self-fulfilled, a feeling I had never 
experienced before. I realized with my bar-mitzvah coming 
up, I should go to synagogue during the weekdays as well. 
And that is what I did. In school, we had a synagogue with 
the morning prayers and the afternoon prayers. For the 
night prayers, I attended a local synagogue. Now I truly felt 
that I was ready for my bar mitzvah.

Now that I was a part of the “team,” I wanted to know 
more about the team I was on. In turn, I started to study the 
Bible on a daily basis and asking questions to my rabbi and 
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Mr. Sol R. Sasson

“ I grew to love going to synagogue
 because of the way it made me feel.”



father. Every day I developed a keener understanding about 
my team. Over the next five years, I knew that I needed 
to dedicate a significant portion of my life to dissecting 
Torah. 

It was no surprise to anyone when I chose to take a gap 
year in Jerusalem after high school. My mind there started 
to open up like never before. I began to truly understand 
Judaism as a whole. I was so happy and energized each day 
with the knowledge I was digesting. Every day I felt wiser. 
My day would start at 6AM with prayers. Afterwards, I 
learned Torah studies for six hours straight. I took a small 
break to eat lunch and then continued learning at about 
3PM until 11PM, with small breaks in between. Anytime 
I felt homesick, I walked to the Western Wall to pray. On 
Fridays, we went to the pool and played pool basketball. 
On Friday nights and Saturdays, we went to synagogue for 
the Sabbath. To finish off the weekend on Sunday, we went 
scuba diving and on a boat to play water sports. This was 
the best year of my life. The memories I attained will stay 
with me for the rest of my life. 

Today, although it can be difficult sometimes to wake 
up 6 AM to go synagogue, I now understand why I do it. 
Some days I get up with a smile, while on others I could 
sleep for a few more hours and still not feel awake. But I 
understand why I get up at six, and realize I am fortunate 
to have this opportunity. 

I still keep that star chart with me to remind myself 
of where I started and how I evolved into the man I am 
today. Every day I am blessed to be able to walk with my 
dad to synagogue. Every day we walk by the local grocery 
store and decide which synagogue to attend. The decision 
is usually made with a flip of a coin. Wherever the quarter 
takes us we go. Our conversation is practically the same it 
was eleven years earlier. We discuss the sports events that 
took place the night before and we discuss a little bit of 
politics.

So when my dad said “Come to synagogue and see for 
yourself why I go,” I now understand. Not only would 
I not take the prizes and money he offered me to go to 
synagogue, but there’s a part of me that wants to pay my 
dad for what he did for me. He is the reason why I am where 
I am religiously and intellectually today. The synagogue is 
a sacred place that changed my life. It’s a place where I feel 
safe and spiritual. I understand why my dad wakes up at 
6:00 every day. I truly feel like part of the team.

Mr. Sasson, an alumnus of the Yeshivah of 
Flatbush and Yeshivat Torat Shraga, he is 
currently a freshman at New York University. 
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The SCA Presents: Faith in Our Future
Featuring R abbi Lord Jonathan Sacks 
and R abbi Joseph Dweck

Ms. Renée Beyda

It seems that the only thing all can agree on lately is that 
we are living through very interesting times and that 
everyone is paying attention. 

As Jews, we find ourselves especially engaged. We are 
aware of both the glory and gore coming out of Israel, with 
our enemies vying to learn from us as they simultaneously 
try to destroy us. In America, we see pictures of swastikas 
smeared onto storefronts and picket 
signs, while the media calls one 
politician after another an anti-Semite. 
We hear about the Boycott Divest and 
Sanction (BDS) movement shouting 
in the ears of impressionable college 
students throughout the country. 
And, we read of our brethren making 
headlines here, there, and everywhere. 

In addition to all of this, we are also 
confronted with many intellectual, 
emotional, and spiritual challenges. 
Many of us find ourselves wondering 
how we should answer the haters, what 
we can do to show real support for 
Israel, where we stand when it comes 
to vital issues such as women’s rights, 
abortion, and ideal modes of governing. We wonder how we 
can sustain our religiosity in ways that are meaningful, how 
to regard our neighbors who uphold a seemingly different 
type of Judaism; and looking down the road, how we can 
keep the next generation connected. 

Recognizing that our youth is grappling with these 
questions and more, the Sephardic Community Alliance 
presented Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks (religious leader, 
author, former Chief Rabbi of England) along with Rabbi 
Joseph Dweck (Senior Rabbi of the Spanish and Portuguese 

Sephardi Community of England) to address some of these 
topics for those in the 18 - 30 age group. Faith in Our Future, 
held on November 15th at the Museum of Jewish Heritage in 
Battery Park, New York, was a huge success, with close to 
600 community members filling the building. 

The dark auditorium richly resonated with wisdom as the 
Rabbis responded to questions gathered from the audience 

and presented by moderator Denise 
Zami.

The Rabbis first spoke of division 
within the Jewish communities. Rabbi 
Dweck expressed that he’d like to see 
less emphasis on which block of the 
community we belong to and more 
concern about the level of education we 
are instilling in our people. 

Rabbi Sacks emphasized how 
fortunate the Syrian community is 
to be less divided than other Jewish 
communities around the world. He 
quoted Abraham Lincoln’s words that 
“a nation divided against itself cannot 
stand” and emphasized that while 

the greatest empires set themselves to attack Judaism and 
Jews, they’ve all been consigned to history but that only the 
Jewish people can threaten the Jewish people. He believes 
that Hashem truly wants us to be inclusive, embracing the 
richness of diversity. 

Later when the discussion was well underway, Denise 
returned to that topic. She said, “Many people here want to 
know how we can keep the Jewish people together as one 
community.” Rabbi Dweck responded that unity begins on 
a human level and advocated treating people as they are and 
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not how we expect them to be. 

Rabbi Sacks continued by saying that there are three 
things that unite people. The first is song. He said, “We may 
not be able to sit together, but we can sing together.” The 
second is food. He suggested, “Welcome a stranger into your 
home for a meal.” Lastly, he recommended that we listen 
more. “If we listen to each other, we’ll hear the humanity. 
I believe that is what the prayer the shema is telling us, learn 
to listen.”

One of the first questions from the audience was about 
the ideal role of women in Judaism. Rabbi Dweck said, 
“We are responsible to educate and empower our sons and 
daughters to be full-fledged members of society.” He told of 
the very patriarchal system in England that allowed for only 
one woman to serve on important boards. He said that he 
is very proud that he was able to change that, insisting that 
women serve on the boards of important organizations in the 
community. 

Rabbi Sacks agreed that women 
were missing from the conversation for 
too many years, that they are needed to 
add hesed (kindness) to Torah. He said, 
“Women teaching Torah bring hesed to 
Torah.” 

On the topic of education, some 
in the audience wanted to know how 
to deal with hostility toward Jews on 
college campuses. Rabbi Sacks advised 
students go to schools where there are 
a lot of other Jews and a strong support 
system. He told those in the audience 
to view themselves, wherever they go, 
as ambassadors for our religion, bearing 
the flag of their identity, speaking for their people. 

When one attendee asked how she should deal with 
her professors who deny Israel’s right to exist, Rabbi Sacks 
boomed, “The Jewish people have been around for 4,000 
years! People are always writing our obituary. Anyone who 
denies the Jewish connection to Israel is crazy or a tenured 
professor in an American university.”

To this Rabbi Dweck added, “That you and I are here is a 
living testimony to the covenant. Is there a bigger miracle? 

And, we are not just surviving, we are thriving!” 

When Denise asked, “How do we pursue doubt with 
intellectual honesty,” Rabbi Sacks told of his days studying 
philosophy at Cambridge. He said that he was surrounded 
by atheists, and that it was quite rare for someone to be both 
religious and studying philosophy at the same time in those 
days. In order to address his own difficult questions, he 
decided to seek out the most prominent rabbis of his time, 
Rabbi Joseph Soloveitchik and Rebbe Menachem Schneerson. 
Rabbi Sacks said, “I didn’t just sit with the doubt. I decided 
to travel, to journey, to ask.” 

Rabbi Dweck emphasized that we must do all we can 
to understand but that we need to recognize that we can’t 
hold God in our head. “Connection to God is an experiential 
connection.” 

The discussion ended with a request that each Rabbi give 
parting words of advice. Rabbi Dweck 
quickly replied, “Build relationships 
and seek wisdom.” 

Rabbi Sacks followed that saying, 
“That which we love, others will love. If 
we want to guarantee that our children 
remain connected to Judaism, we 
should pursue loving God with all our 
hearts, souls, and might, that attitude 
will then be passed on to the next 
generation.” 

After the applause, hundreds of 
youth gathered for a reception in the 
museum’s ballroom, where everyone 
was buzzing about the program. 
Joseph R. Tawil said, “It was absolutely 

inspiring to be in a room with two of the greatest rabbinic 
leaders of the 21st century, listening to how they have dealt 
with many of the issues we face on a daily basis.” 

Esther Varon added, “The issues discussed were integral 
for all the youth to hear. The discussion provided an 
awareness of the challenges our generation is facing and gave 
us a direction to follow as well.” 

To see the full video of this powerful discussion, log on 
to www.scaupdates.org
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Cheri so poignantly said: “If I have to give a piece of me to 
you to make you stronger, it is what I am here to do.” DJ 
makes this perfectly clear in the following excerpt from 
his poem “Inspirational Toy”:

Let the truth be told
There is nothing that I hide
I choose to go bare
Naked for all to witness and all to share
For if one person
Just one
Can take a piece of me that I give
And it helps them enjoy how to live
It would be a great joy
To know that God made me his inspirational toy

Some background for those of you who don’t know 
their story: Cheri Srour contracted an autoimmune illness 
9 years ago at the age of 18. Her condition deteriorated 
to the point where she was unable to breathe without a 
ventilator and was almost completely paralyzed. She had 
lost all faith. Angered by a sense of betrayal, she decided 

A Conversation with Cheri Srour 
and DJ Cohen
Mr. Harold Shamah

God help me. How do I put into words the 
lessons that were conveyed to me by two people 
who have battled for their lives, all the while 

transforming themselves into inspirational heroes? I don’t 
mean to idealize them. They did not do it on their own. 
Nobody can. I cannot speculate as to why they have had 
to endure such challenges, but I am sure they merited 
Divine intervention in dealing with them.

It is easy to dismiss these lessons as mere pacifying 
philosophy. How often have I heard that God doesn’t 
dole out more than I can handle? Does this idea resonate 
soundly with me or has it lost its meaning? By living by 
these principles as intellectual and emotional realities, 
DJ and Cheri have shown all of us grappling with far 
less forbidding issues what is possible if we cultivate our 
spiritual IQ. 

If I am able to internalize the notion that along with 
each ordeal, I am given the means to work my way 
towards resolution, I become empowered. If I can come 
to understand that each test is designed in order to stretch 
my capabilities, I am fortified to take on life’s challenges. 
The Hebrew word for test, nisayon, has its root in the 
word nes or miracle. We put in the effort, we trust in 
the process, and Hashem lifts us to places we previously 
didn’t have the ability to reach. 

It is comforting to know that if I courageously follow 
the road before me with a conviction that it was paved by 
God, I am sure to reach higher ground. 

If you doubt that these ideals can be the perspective 
from which one operates under the most difficult 
conditions, reach out to one of these warriors. They will 
take great pleasure in sharing their strength with you. As 

20

SPIRITUAL HEROES



that if Hashem was not going to be there for her, she 
was not going to serve Him. She stopped praying. Her 
condition became critical. After her brush with death, 
she pledged never again to abandon Him. Having been 
given a second chance she resolved to live a purposeful, 
optimistic, productive, and grateful life. Instead of 
resentment there was gratitude. In place of despair there 
was a sense of purpose. 

Although, physically, she is yet far from the woman she 
was, emotionally and spiritually she is tenacious. She has 
gained a devoted following to her #becauseIcan campaign 
where she shares what she can do regardless of her many 
physical limitations. A recent post will give you a sense 
of her inspirational prowess: “Having a rough morning? 
Place your hand over your heart. Feel that? That is called 
purpose. You are alive for a reason.” 

She is a motivational speaker and writer, whose words, 
delivered in the softest of tones, penetrate deeply. Her 
message is clear. While her struggles may be more visible, 
everyone has them. They are there for us to discover our 
strengths. She warns us not to ignore God because He 
will get our attention one way or another. Sometimes 
with a tap, sometimes with a push, and sometimes with 
an overpowering shove, but always with love; not because 
He needs our attention but because we need His. 

The metaphysical dynamics are clear. If my actions 
and thoughts are not aligned with Divinity how can I we 
expect to connect? She warned me to be gracious for all 
the goodness in my life - to be true to who I am as a yehudi 
- the root of which means thankfulness - so that painful 
reminders are not necessary. She cautions us to humble 
ourselves or life will do it for us. Could there be anyone 
more fitting to deliver such a critical message? 

If ever I’m feeling overwhelmed or uninspired all I 
need to do to gain the proper perspective is ref lect on the 
following excerpt from a speech she gave this summer:

People always ask me how I have such a positive 
outlook on life. I explain that I had a brush with 
death that gave me a wakeup call. My eyes were 
open to the little things that we take for granted. 
I became a kid again, seeing and appreciating the 
little things. Standing again and walking a few feet 
mattered more to me. Breathing on my own was a 
blessing. It still is. I was so grateful for the ability 
to chew food and to swallow it. Being able to smile 
again was a gift in itself.

Do I enjoy being in a wheelchair? Not really. Do 
I have to fight my body to maintain its strength? 
Every. Single. Day. Do I sit around and cry about 
it? Never. I’m thankful for my struggle because 
without it, I wouldn’t have stumbled upon my 
strength. And when people ask me how I always 
see the glass as half full, I stop them and say – I’m 
thankful I have a cup.

Yes, clearly a case of meriting Divine intervention. 

DJ was diagnosed with stage 4 pancreatic cancer and 
given 3 months to live - almost 2 years ago. How is it 
that a man fighting for his life is giving me advice on 
emotional strength? Shouldn’t it be the other way around? 
Rabbi Akiva Tatz teaches that there is a spiritual lesson in 
every aspect of our materialistic reality. Massive pressure 

on coal begets crystal clear diamonds. Spiritual courage 
and emotional clarity similarly form under great stress. 

There is no growth without resistance. The greatest 
Jewish minds including Moses and Yonah have asked why. 
We may never obtain a fully satisfying answer in this 
lifetime but the truth of the principle is undeniable. We 
see it in the gym. We see it with childbirth. We see it in 
the miracle of modern day Israel. We see it throughout 
history in the achievements of the Jewish people. We 
see it in the lives of our patriarchs and matriarchs, and 

“If my actions and thoughts are not aligned with Divinity how can I 
we expect to connect?”
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Spiritual Heroes

see it with DJ. In his case, there has been unimaginable 
resistance and the result has been extraordinary growth. 

Whether through 
his poetry, song, 
crazy chemo 
costumes, or one on 
one mentoring, DJ 
teaches by example 
the attributes of 
courage, strength, 
faith, gratitude, and 
purposeful living. 

As we spoke 
that day in SBH’s 
cancer center one 
courageous thought 
followed another: 

“Every day you 
have a choice when 
you wake up. You can 
be lazy and succumb 
to life’s pressures 
or you can wake up 
and say to yourself 
this is going to be 
the best day ever.” 
Every morning I am 
supposed to wake up 
and say modeh ani - 
thank you Hashem 
for giving me another 
day of life. How often 
do I really think 
about the value of my 
limited time and what I 
can accomplish with it? How often do I start my day with 
an affirmation that this is going to be a great day? God 
created the world with words. What I say to myself has 
great power.”

“Since I have gotten sick I have more clarity of purpose, 
a greater appreciation for life, and a greater ability to 

experience deeper, richer relationships.” A clarity he so 
appreciates that he often chooses to forgo his morphine, 
better to endure the pain than cloud his sense of appreciation 
and purpose. Holocaust survivor Viktor Frankel’s theory 

of logotherapy, based 
on his experience 
in the death camps, 
states that people 
can withstand 
great emotional 
and physical pain 
if they knew they 
were working 
towards something 
of meaning. We can 
conquer any what if 
we know the why.

“Often, a touch 
of fatigue can throw 
my entire day off 
purposeful effort. 
Do I have to face the 
transient nature of 
my life in order to 
fully appreciate it? It 
is one of the reasons 
Shlomo Hamelech’s 
Kohelet proclaims that 
it is preferable to visit 
a house of morning 
than a house of 
feasting. In all other 
aspects of my life I 
am taught to focus 
on my goals and live 
in a manner that will 
enable me to achieve 

them. How can I ignore 
such advice when preparing for what will be the state of 
my eternal existence?”

“I don’t operate from a place of fear. Sure, sometimes I 
get banged up - like when we lose someone - but I recover 
realizing that everyone has a mission in life and when 
that mission is done…” Three dots never meant so much. 

22

Continued from page 21

DJ Cohen and Cheri Srour



Spiritual Heroes

Rabbi Avigdor Miller’s list of ten things one should do to 
achieve spiritual growth begins with a recommendation 
to spend 30 seconds a day thinking about ‘Olam Habah. Do 
I hold it as a fanciful idea or is it a concrete reality? It is 
one of Rambam’s 13 foundations of faith that are required 
of every Jew. How often do I think of how I am going to 
feel about my life’s work when I am nearing the end of my 
journey? How would doing so more often affect my sense 
of purpose?

“I draw my strength from the Torah and the miracle of 
the Jewish people.” By studying the wisdom of the Torah 
and the undeniably miraculous story and achievements of 
the Jewish people, I can come to an unwavering knowledge 
of the roots of my faith. When I understand that revelation 
and the subsequent covenant were indisputable facts of 
history I become empowered. Hashem gave me His word 
that if I choose good over evil, He will never leave my 
side as I work my way through the obstacle course of life. 
It is the promise He gave to every person who dedicates 
themselves to His values.

“There is a huge difference between religion and 
spirituality. I teach my children how to talk to Hashem.” 
Both Cheri and DJ stressed the importance of making 
our relationship with Hashem more intimate. They 
define religious as pertaining to action and spirituality 
to the emotions behind them. Has not too much of our 
observance become robotic? Yes, I was given the perfect 
prayers and misvot in order to strengthen my connection 
but I must make them personal. 

“Suffering is a purification process.” Can one lay it out 
more clearly? Can anyone else dare say those words? DJ 
told me a few times during our discussion not to sugar 
coat the questions - I will not do him a disservice by 
sugar coating this essay. Hashem created a world with 
the option of evil so that I could have the free will to 
do good. Everyone at their own level, even Moses, veers 
off track. The literal definition of het (sin) means missing 
the mark. Hazal tells us that there must be reward and 
purification. Without them, there would be no possibility 
of experiencing the ultimate pleasure, which is why we 
are taught, God created the world. The suffering of the 
kind is undoubtedly one of the most perplexing issues, 
but only someone in DJ’s position can teach us that all 

challenges, great and small, are simply pathways to a 
purer, more powerful perspective. 

So when I hit a roadblock in my life, when I am too 
tired, too frustrated, or too hopeless to do what needs to 
be done, all I have to do is close my eyes and envision that 
bearded face with a silly costume on his body, a big smile 
on his face, an eager thumbs up at the end of his hand, 
and an IV dangling from his arm...or think of that woman 
with the beautiful smile, soft voice, and knowing eyes, 
comfortable in her wheelchair... and say to myself you 
have to be kidding... and just imagine what DJ or Cheri 
would do to outmaneuver the paltry stumbling pebble in 
front of me. The shame should spur me to get on with my 
work. They have taught me to pray not for less of a burden 
but for more strength to carry it. We all have a mission. 
They have sacrificed so much to teach me that lesson. The 
least I can do in return is to be an attentive student.

For an inspirational roundtable or Q&A session 
gather some friends and invite them to share - your 
perspective will never be the same cherisrour@gmail.
com; dj.cohen@me.com 
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Hanukkah

As we enter the Hanukkah holiday, we often begin to 
think about the gifts for the kids and our spouses. 
Some of us may begin to plan a party. We make 

sure we have enough candles or oil, and may even buy a 
new hanukiah. But sometimes we forget to reflect on the 
important story of Hanukkah and the underdog Maccabees’ 
defeat over the mighty Greek empire. After all, Jewish 
history practically invented the upset victory. The “David 
defeating Goliath” story has, more often than not, defined 
the Jewish nation’s victories over their enemies. 

The upset victory in sports, military conflicts, and even 
politics - as we just witnessed with Donald Trump defeating 
Hillary Clinton to become the next US President - always 
begins and ends with the victor having the inner courage 
and confidence to defeat their rivals despite the long odds. 
However, the Jewish upset victory ALWAYS contains one 
more vital ingredient. Total faith in God to help overcome 
their powerful enemies. What kind of faith?? Simply the 
Abraham kind of faith. 

Most Jews have learned the amazing and intriguing story 
of “Aqedat Yitshak” (“The Binding of Isaac”). However, one 
must wonder, especially as regards to us Jews, have we been 
able to learn and apply the foundational lesson that the Torah 
is preaching to us: complete faith in God, our Creator, and 
submission to His will? 

It is not accidental nor coincidental that “Aqedat Yishak” 
is not only recited daily during our morning prayers, but is 
prominently featured in our High Holiday prayers, including 
the Torah reading of the second day of Rosh Hashanah, and 
the beautiful and famous song/poem “Et Sha’are Ratson.” 
Why? Very simply because the aqeda narrative teaches us 
the most basic and fundamental pillar of Judaism - FAITH in 
God. Faith, as defined by Webster’s Dictionary is “a strong 
belief or trust in someone or something.” Another definition 
is “COMPLETE TRUST.” 

I recall a story of a man well-known for his prowess in 
high wire acrobatics. While in Niagara Falls, he tied a thin 

wire from one end of the falls to the other end – a distance 
of several hundred yards. When the wind subsided, he began 
to walk confidently across the wire over Niagara Falls to the 
other side. One slip and he would fall hundreds of feet to his 
death. He succeeded in his first attempt, but he didn’t stop 
there. Now he took a pushcart and successfully pushed it on 
this wire over the falls and back to his starting place. Then 
he took his dog and placed him in his cart and successfully 
pushed him across. By now, a large crowd was assembled 
to witness this amazing spectacle. The crowd nervously 
watched as this man put his wife in the cart and wheeled it 
high above the falls. Next, he took one of his children and 
again wheeled her in the cart across the falls. After each 
successful crossing, the growing audience applauded louder 
and louder. The man especially noticed a very enthusiastic 
gentleman in the front who had been watching almost 
from the beginning and he approached him. He asked 
this gentleman, “Do you think I can do this just one more 
time?” This man immediately responded in the affirmative: 
“Are you kidding? One more time? I believe you can do 
this as many times as you want. You are so confident. I’ve 
never seen anything like it.” But the talented acrobat was 
unconvinced and asked him again, “really, do you REALLY 
BELIEVE that I can walk across again.” Immediately, and 
without hesitation, the spectator, now in a loud booming 
voice exclaimed, “Absolutely, I have complete confidence in 
you. There’s no doubt about it – you’re the greatest!” Now, 
seemingly convinced, the acrobat softly tells the spectator, 
“Ok - get in the cart.” The spectator responds incredulously. 
“What did you say?” The acrobat repeats a little more 
loudly, “get in the cart.” The spectator started stammering, 
“bbbbbut...” His face almost turned completely white as 
he backed away from the acrobat, then turned and started 
walking briskly, then running in the opposite direction 
until he disappeared into the large assembly. 

You see, many of us pray three times a day, we recite 
Tehillim, we recite the Shema passage. We ask God for our 
needs. When asked if we have complete faith in God, we 
naturally say, “of course we do.” The real question is do 
we believe it in our hearts? Do we believe in God with our 
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behavior? When we get angry at something or someone, are 
we not expressing a shortcoming in our faith in God, that 
He will or may correct a wrong or fix a situation. Those 
that mislead others in business, are they showing complete 
faith in God that He will provide for all their needs (of 
course assuming we comport properly)? When we get upset 
because we didn’t get a promotion or were cheated out of 
something that we felt we deserved, are we not lacking the 
necessary trust in God to take care of us when He wants? 
God is looking for people with faith in their hearts and not 
just with their words. He’s looking for those who will get 
into the pushcart, so to speak.

Background

We see during the early chapters of Bereshit that 
God was generally 
dissatisfied with the 
world and specifically 
the human race that He 
so graciously created. 
The generation of The 
Flood and the generation 
of The Tower of Babel 
are just two examples 
of the backsliding and 
deterioration of the 
human race and their 
behavior not coming 
close to the standards 
acceptable to God. So 
God decided to found a 
new nation. He will use this nation to demonstrate and teach 
to the rest of the world righteousness, justice, and the great 
moral values through their behavior and interactions with 
each other, and towards the other nations. This new nation, 
which will eventually be known as Israel, will be totally 
and completely dependent on God for their very existence 
and survival and will need to have 100% total faith in God 
their master to carry out His will, so that their actions and 
behavior will be a testament to being His chosen nation. 

“You shall be to me a Kingdom of ministers (kohanim) 
and a Holy Nation” (Shemot 19:6). In this context, kohanim, 
obviously means that the entire Nation of Israel needs to be 
dedicated to leading the world toward an understanding and 

acceptance of God’s mission. Now God will implement His 
plan for the world by choosing Abraham to father this new 
nation as well as many other nations. 

However, God does not give Abraham a free ride. Our 
sages recognize the tests of faith that God gives to Abraham 
beginning with his very first prophecy - asking him to leave 
his land, kin, and father’s house, and to travel to a land yet to 
be shown. Abraham obeys. Almost immediately afterwards, 
Abraham is faced with a famine and our Rabbis discuss and 
argue whether Abraham should leave his promised land in 
search of provisions. Ramban (Nahmanides) leads those that 
criticize Abraham for not trusting God enough to provide 
for him his needs after leading him to this new land. God 
continues to test Abraham throughout the perashiyot of 
Lech Lecha and Va’yera. Sarah remains childless into old 

age even though God 
has promised Abraham 
that he would father 
many nations. The 
stories of Abraham’s 
interactions with Hagar, 
Lot, various kings that 
Abraham meets, and 
even his beloved wife, 
Sarah, all contain trials 
and tribulations that 
Abraham must face and 
often make very difficult 
choices. One of those 
key choices is whether 
to listen to Sarah’s 

advice and build a family through Hagar. The Torah doesn’t 
comment directly about Abraham’s choice to obey Sarah and 
take Hagar as a concubine, as it often doesn’t about people’s 
choices, but the results are not pleasant, to say the least. 
A careful Torah reader may look at the very next chapter 
immediately after the Hagar episode including Yishmael’s 
birth. God appears to Abraham after he turns 99 years old 
and tells him - and I paraphrase - I am God Almighty, walk 
before me and stay true (tamim). Was this a casual reminder, 
maybe even a rebuke to Abraham to remember God’s 
promise to him in Berit Ben Habetarim and keep the faith??

In any case, the common denominator through all the 
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stories described in these perashiyot -- Will Abraham keep 
100% faith in God or will he waiver ever so slightly? For the 
great mission He has in mind for him, God needs to find the 
answer. Now let us return to Abraham a bit later.

God’s tests of faith are not limited only to Abraham. 
Isaac and especially Jacob, his mother Rivka, and wives 
Leah, and Rachel all are faced with very difficult choices 
directly relating to faith and trust in the Almighty.

Jacob’s sons, specifically Judah and Joseph are confronted 
with choices almost simultaneously. After the brothers, led 
by Judah, choose to sell their brother Joseph, an astute Torah 
reader cannot ignore the differences in their subsequent 
stories. While Judah 
manipulates his 
daughter in law which 
leads to her tricking him 
into bedding her as she 
disguises herself, Joseph 
continues to resist his 
master’s wife advances 
until he frustrates her 
so much that she falsely 
accuses him of attacking 
her. Joseph’s faith in God 
is seemingly unmovable 
as he tells her, “How can 
I perpetrate this great 
evil, and sin against 
God?” (Bereshit 39:9)

Joseph is subsequently 
incarcerated for his 
“crime.” Does he complain? Does he sulk? Apparently not. 
Instead, he finds favor in the prison warden’s eyes and is 
placed in charge of the other prisoners.

After interpreting the butler’s and baker’s dreams, 
Joseph asks the butler, who will be reinstated to his position 
shortly, to remember him. For the first time, we see Joseph 
complain about his predicament. He urges the cupbearer, 
“Please deal kindly with me, and mention me to Pharaoh…I 
was kidnapped from the land of the Hebrews, and here I 
have also done nothing that they should have me put in this 

dungeon” (Bereshit 40:14-15). 

The sages, ever so sensitive, argue whether Joseph’s 
complaints here are warranted. Rashi, among others goes so 
far as to state that because he put his trust in a human being, 
(not in God) his release from prison was delayed two years 
as a punishment. Interestingly, the pasuq states, immediately 
after the butler’s reinstatement, “Yet the chamberlain of the 
cup bearers did not remember Joseph, but he forgot him” 
(Bereshit 40:23). Using the double language, is the Torah 
sending a message, to trust God first and foremost? Do we 
see support of Rashi’s position in that we are never told of 
Joseph praying to God, asking for His help? 

Shortly thereafter, we wonder, will Jacob trust God to 
take care of his beloved 
son Binyamin? Will he 
choose to send him with 
his brothers, or will he 
refuse and endanger the 
entire family’s survival 
during the terrible 
famine that his homeland 
of Canaan is enduring? 
God has an incredible 
blessing awaiting Jacob, 
but he must first let 
go and exhibit trust in 
God that He will take 
care of his youngest, 
beloved son, Binyamin, 
and return him (unlike 
Joseph). Will Jacob 
continue to live in the 
past, or will he live in 

the moment? Will Jacob turn to his circumstances, or will 
he turn to God? Finally, persuaded by Judah, Jacob relents 
and invokes a small prayer to Judah. “May the Almighty, 
Shaddai, grant you compassion in the presence of the man...” 
(Bereshit 43:14). Here, one may argue as follows, well, 
Jacob will keep Binyamin, and trust that God will take care 
of everything else. However, as the sages emphasize it is 
not right to rely on God for miracles and neglect what we 
can do. As the very famous saying goes, “Do what you can, 
and God will do what you can’t.” Jacob lets go, and allows 
Binyamin to join his brothers which sets in motion God’s 
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amazing plan for Jacob to reunite with Joseph together with 
the entire family in Egypt. 

God continues with the growth of this new nation. 
The Rabbis immediately recognize the faith and courage 
of a man from the tribe of Levi, (Amram) who despite 
the wicked decree of Pharaoh to kill all newborn males, 
possesses enough faith in God to take the initiative and 
father a child who will become the greatest prophet in 
Jewish history. Ironically, this great future prophet, Moses, 
initially doesn’t show much faith in God or His plan to free 
the nation of Israel from bondage. Israel’s lack of faith is 
described at the outset from their very first encounter with 
Moses throughout their journeys through the wilderness. 
Our great sages seemed to be very attuned to Israel’s faith 
or lack thereof, as the nation was perched at Yam Suf with 
the Egyptian chariots fast approaching. In a famous midrash, 
they state that it was Nahshon Ben Aminadab from the Tribe 
of Judah, who took the initiative, and jumped into the water 
BEFORE it even split, and God at that moment, divided the 
waters. All Israel then followed his lead. According to the 
midrash, God rewarded the tribe of Judah with the crown 
of leadership. We are all familiar with the famous pasuq as 
Moses encourages the nation, “God shall make war for you, 
and you shall remain silent” (Shemot 14:14). 

Indeed, subsequent stories of Israel’s complaint for lack 
of water, the heavenly manna, Israel’s backsliding with the 
Golden Calf and their various other complaints all emphasize 
the importance and consequences of lack of faith and trust. 
God’s patience with Israel and this generation finally runs 
out because of their lack of faith during the Sin of the Spies. 

Let us never forget one of the most underrated, yet most 
essential passages in all of the Torah. During his final days, 
Moses explains in his discourse one of the main purposes of 
Israel’s 40-year journey through the wilderness: 

You shall remember the entire road by which 
Hashem your God led you these forty years in the 
wilderness, so as to afflict you, to test you, to know 
what is in your heart, whether you would observe 
His commandments or not. He afflicted you and let 
you become hungry, then He fed you the manna that 
you did not know, nor did your forefathers know, in 
order to make you know, that not by bread alone does 

man live, rather by everything that emanates from 
the mouth of God, does man live. (Deuteronomy 
8:23)

Through the Books of the Prophets, many stories with 
significant themes begin and end with tests of faith. From 
Shimshon to Israel’s first king, Shaul, to the kingdoms of 
David and his son Solomon, onto the Great Prophets, through 
the Books of Yonah and Job, the seemingly endless stories all 
contain various tests of faith that our heroes have faced and 
have had to overcome in order to reach their great destinies. 
Well, where did these great leaders, prophets, judges, and 
kings acquire the strength to pass these tremendous tests of 
faith? From their forefather - Abraham. 

Again, our sages were very keen and sensitive to the 
importance of faith to do God’s will even when it doesn’t 
follow any logical sequence. They teach a midrash that the 
angel of death was mocking Abraham, telling God that 
Abraham still lacked complete faith in Him. So God set 
out to prove once and for all to all potential doubters the 
extent of faith that his servant, Abraham, the forefather of 
a new nation, possesses. This will be Abraham’s last test 
of faith. Abraham never waivers. He has complete trust in 
God’s will. He sets out to complete the mission to do God’s 
will - nothing more nothing less. God blesses Abraham, and 
is now fully satisfied that Abraham has successfully proven 
himself worthy of fathering this new nation.

Conclusion 

Abraham, our forefather has reached a stage of complete 
trust and faith in God Almighty that very few of us can ever 
hope to reach. But just by aspiring, one step at a time, one 
test at a time, we can all absolutely obtain excellence in 
serving God with our hearts to reach those heights, where 
like Abraham, we can FULLY submit to God’s will by doing 
what we can, then letting go of the results, and leaving it at 
the altar.

Mr. Betesh graduated NYU with a degree in 
Journalism, and is a devoted attendee and 
member of Sephardic Synagogue for the past 
20 years.
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theology with Bible criticism and the like. Similarly, Middle 
Eastern Studies departments are infamous for their critique 
of Zionism and the existence of the State of Israel. However, 
in the case of textual and historical criticism, the challenge is 
explicit. More subtle are the questions raised either in courses 
in the social sciences, literature, or natural sciences. How 
does a student who believes in Rambam’s principals of faith 
digest Feminist readings of history, science professors who 

scoff at religious sentiment, or classes in psychology which 
question the foundations of Torah? Even students who choose 
to steer themselves clear of the courses on Bible or the like 
cannot avoid all academic disciplines which will challenge 
their beliefs. Often, the student is unaware before taking the 
class what will occur. 

The culture of college campus offers a second type of 
challenge similar to the former academic one, but with its 
own unique set of issues. The political voices which seem to 

The Problems, Pitfalls, and Potential of 
College for the Religious Student
Rabbi Todd Berman

Over the years as an educator teaching Torah in both 
yeshivot in Israel and as the founder of the Orthodox 
Union’s “Jewish Learning Initiative on Campus” 

at Brandeis University, I have had the pleasure of preparing 
students for university and then watching them during the 
college experience. I taught high school, on college campuses, 
and then presently in Israel at Yeshivat Eretz HaTzvi (YEH). 
At Eretz HaTzvi, we set out from day one to help guide 
students during this time, and have started a private Facebook 
group to answer sensitive practical questions. An awareness 
of the problems, pitfalls, and also the great potential of 
university life and education can help parents, educators, and 
the students themselves better prepare for what lies in store 
in the years ahead. 

The complexity and pleasures of engaging in high level 
academic studies offered on American campuses confront the 
student who follows halakha with unique challenges. Some 
of these challenges are faced by all students including those 
who commute while other difficulties are acute for those 
who live on campus in residential dormitories. The issues can 
be divided into three, sometimes overlapping, categories of 

challenge: Academic, Cultural, and Social. I listed them in 
order of escalating complexity and will try to give a thumbnail 
sketch of each one. 

From an academic standpoint, students often face ideas 
which run counter to our tradition. On the one hand, a student 
taking liberal arts courses may find himself or herself in a class 
which treats our Holy Torah and other traditions as part of 
the larger western canon. Raised on a traditional approach to 
Torah, students are often confused on how to jibe traditional 

“...academic studies offered on American campuses confront 
the student who follows halakha with unique challenges.”
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dominate college culture promote a form of pluralism which 
disallows for tradition in general and Judaism specifically. The 
notion of marrying within one’s religious group and keeping 
tradition is seen by many vocal opponents to be an anathema 
to the college experience. The ideal of celebrating diversity 
on campus ironically frequently leaves little room for cultural 
separatism. I remember when I was a rabbi on campus, one 
of the college deans complained that not enough members 
of the Orthodox community attended an event celebrating 
cultural diversity held on Shabbat with live music. Recently, 
students returning to YEH have emphasized that the culture 
has become more intolerant. Of course, this doesn’t even 
relate to the attacks on Jewish students for taking stances in 
favor of Israel and the IDF. Not willing to accept the reigning 
narratives of anti-Israel and cultural diversity are met with 
nothing short of aggression. For some students, this element 
seems no more than a nuisance or background noise while 
for others the criticism of Israel, traditional family, and misvot 
takes its toll either expressed in a reevaluation of cherished 
beliefs or worse. The cultural messages of pluralism and post-
modernism are subtle but demanding. 

The third challenge is by far the strongest. The pull either 
to join the hedonistic bacchanalia which exists on campus or 
at least to be open to the salad bar of social possibilities is like 
the wave of a typhoon. The culture of partying and binge 
drinking has led to well documented injury and depression, 
while social programs which are antithetical to common 
decency are promoted with greater frequency. Simple perusal 
on line of the statistics offered by university health services 
leads one to realize that aspects of the social environment 
promote unhealthy behaviors. But even beyond those aspects 
which are beyond the pale of “good” behavior, the intense coed 
social environment created by living in the same dormitories 

and apartments creates and atmosphere which does not grant 
support to traditional relationships and marriages. At a recent 
panel discussion with American educators sponsored by the 
yeshiva, one high school principal lamented the lack of a coed 
Jewish college which could model healthy behaviors and 
promote Jews marrying other Jews. The majority of students 
who resist the social pulls to conform to the dominate culture 
are true heroes. 

I have worked with college age Jewish students for over 20 
years. For the vast majority, in additional to the wonderful 
academic growth achieved in college, students can develop 
the skills to live strong committed religious lives. Those 
who are most successful, come from strong homes where 
parents keep the lines of communication open. Furthermore, 
access to rabbis and other religious mentors is key. Faculty 
of Eretz HaTzvi visit college students both in their home 
communities and on campus constantly. In order to keep a 
strong connection alive, we host Shabbatonim and visits back 
in Israel with our alumni. Ever since I served as a rabbi on a 
college campus, I have advocated for religious leaders to make 
visiting with college students a staple. With proper guidance, 
students can find the strength not only to make the best 
choices, but can learn how to grow to be strong members of 
the Jewish community. 

In future posts, I hope to delve in to some of the specific 
questions which are raised by our alumni in college and discuss 
how we work with the to navigate their university years.

Rabbi Berman is the Director of Institutional 
Advancement at Yeshivat Eretz HaTzvi (www.
yehatzvi.org) in Jerusalem.
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וישב יעקב בארץ מגורי אביו בארץ כנען. אלה תולדות יעקב ... 
וישראל אהב את יוסף מכל בניו כי בן זקנים הוא לו ועשה לו 
כתנת פסים. ויראו אחיו כי אותו אהב אביהם מכל אחיו וישנאו 

אותו ולא יכלו דברו לשלום.

Yaakov settled in the land of his father’s sojournings, in 
the land of Canaan. These are the chronicles of  Yaakov … 
Now Yisrael loved  Yosef more than all his sons since he was 
a child of his old age, and he made him a fine woolen tunic. 
His brothers saw that it was he whom their father loved 
most of all his brothers so they hated him; and they could 

not speak to him peaceably. (Bereshit 37:1-4)

Yaakov’s favoritism shown to Yosef is particularly 
difficult to understand considering our knowledge 
of his own childhood. His parents’ conflict over 

the “favorite son” was the cause of much tension in their 
household, and was the ultimate spark for the erupting 
schism over Yitzhak’s berakhot. How, then, did Yaakov 
come to display an outward favoritism to one of his sons 
over the others? 

Careful attention to the names attributed to Yaakov 
in the above pesukim reveals a hidden dimension to this 
episode. The parashah begins with a description of Yaakov, 
“Yaakov settled in…the land of Canaan. These are the 
chronicles of Yaakov.” His favoritism, however, is attributed 

to a different identity – “Now Yisrael loved Yosef more 
than his sons…” God’s past revelation to Yaakov at Bet El 
revealed the symbolism of each of these names:

כי  יעקב  עוד  שמך  יקרא  לא  יעקב  שמך  אלקים  לו  ויאמר 
לו  ויאמר  ישראל.  שמו  את  ויקרא  שמך  יהיה  ישראל  אם 
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Thought vs. Action
Rabbi Avi Harari

PARASHAT VAYESHEV

אלקים אני אל שדי פרה ורבה גוי וקהל גוים יהיה ממך ומלכים 
מחלציך יצאו. ואת הארץ אשר נתתי לאברהם וליצחק לך אתננה 

ולזרעך אחריך אתן את הארץ.

Then God said to him, “Your name is Yaakov.  Your name 
shall not always be called Yaakov, but Yisrael shall be your 
name. Thus he called his name Yisrael. And God said to him, 
“I am El Shadai. Be fruitful and multiply; a nation and a 
congregation of nations shall descend from you, and kings 
shall issue from your loins. The land that I gave to Avraham 
and Yitzhak, I will give to you; and to your offspring after 

you I will give the land.” (35:10-12) 

Whereas the name “Yaakov” represented his core 
identity, “Yisrael” stood for his stature as the leader of a 
nation.

The careful wording at the onset of our parashah may 

“As human beings, we have the unique ability to detach our internal 
emotions from our external actions.”

Continued on page 32



in the fight for identity. The house of Hashmonai saw with 
crystal clarity that the shining glory of identity lay not in the 
victory but in the fight for its value. The Greeks would have 
thought this insane. To them, if you did not win the battle, 
there was no glory of which to speak:

Good sportsmanship was thin on the ground in ancient 
Greece. There were no handshakes for a battle well 
fought…There were no prizes for second place at the 
ancient games; the shame of defeat drove some men to 
madness, others to suicide. 

–Tony Perrottet, The Naked Olympics: The True Story of the 
Ancient Games

In the passionate devotion of the Maccabees to their own 
identity, they engaged their Creator who fought their battle 

It is better to light a candle than curse the darkness. 
– Eleanor Roosevelt

The beauty and significance of Hanukkah is often 
eclipsed by the famous eight-day miracle of the oil. 
By focusing on the miracle, we fail to focus on what 

led up to the miracle and the essence of what the holiday is 
about. Hanukkah, like all of our festivals, is meant to be much 
more than a commemoration of an event. It is meant to be a 
time of thought and growth stemming from a pivotal historical 
experience of our nation. 

If we look to the special prayer that we recite on Hanukkah 
the Al haNissim (literally, “About the Miracles”), the omission of 
the miracle with the oil is glaring. The prayer simply states that 
the lights of the menorah were kindled in the Bet haMiqdash:

We thank you…for the miracles…that you did for 
our fathers in those days during this time. In the days 
of Matityahu, High Priest, [of the house of] Hashmonai 
and his children, when the evil rule of Greece stood 
against your nation Israel in order to eradicate your 
Torah from their midst, and to bring them away from 
Your desired laws…You fought their fight, judged their 
judgements, and avenged their vengeance…afterwards, 
Your children…kindled lights in Your holy courtyard.

The focus of the prayer is on the resolve of the Maccabees. 
They were willing to risk everything in order to fight against 
the darkness that threatened to extinguish the unique light of 
our people. With a burning inspiration, they were determined 
that if the light was to go out, it should occur on the fields of 
battle so that the soul of the Jewish nation would shine through 
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Beyond the Miracle
Rabbi Joseph Dweck

“Identity, relationships, family and faithful friends have always been 
what mattered most to us...”

Continued on page 32



then be teaching that Yaakov’s favoritism of Yosef was not 
emotionally driven, but rather motivated by a broader 
national perspective. We might thus envision Yaakov 
as a father who approached each of his children as equal 
individuals and without any favorites, while at the same 
time envisioning future leadership of ‘Am Yisrael through 
Yosef. 

Nuanced as Yaakov’s approach may have indeed been, 
his sons did not perceive it that way: “His brothers saw that 
it was he whom their father loved most of all his brothers so 
they hated him; and they could not speak to him peaceably.” 
The brothers couldn’t see into Yaakov’s elaborate thoughts 
and visions. They were unable to differentiate between his 
split personalities as a father and nation-builder. All they 
could see was favoritism of Yosef. And that angered them. 

As human beings, we have the unique ability to 
detach our internal emotions from our external actions. 
We usually use this to our advantage. While dreading a 
specific situation, we enter it with a wide smile on our 
faces. When harboring ill-will toward an individual, we 
mask it through gracious acts and demeanor. At times, 
however, this distinct capability works to our detriment. 
While Yaakov may have truly loved his children equally, his 
actions painted an entirely different picture. In his mind, it 
was clear that his love of Yosef was compartmentalized to 
his “Yisrael” identity of leadership; in his actions it was not. 

The sad story of jealousy and hatred between Yosef and 
his brothers reminds us of the extreme caution necessary 
while engaging in our “nuanced” relationships with family, 
friends, and peers. Inner thoughts, feelings and intentions 
that may seem so clear to us are oftentimes wholly 
misunderstood by others.

Shabbat shalom!

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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along with them. 

It is at this time of year, when the darkness comes early 
in the day and lasts for long nights, that we contemplate the 
historic struggle of the Maccabee militia who risked everything 
in order to rage against the suppressive force of the Greek 
nation. It is a time given to us to meditate on how we would 
fight for our own identity in the face of threat, and how much 
we are willing to risk to protect the value of what we love and 
cherish.

The miracle of the light is best understood in the context 
of our commitment to allow ourselves to shine in the face of 
adversity — even at the risk of loss. It is particularly beautiful 
that on the Shabbat of Hanukkah we traditionally read the 
story of Yehuda, the original mastermind behind the sale of 
his brother Yoseph, who this week, in a turn of penetrating 
self-discovery, commits to protecting his youngest brother 
Binyamin from danger:

Yehuda said to Yisrael his father: “Send the lad with 
me…I will act as his pledge, at my hand you may seek 
him! If I do not bring him back to you and set him in 
your presence, I will be culpable for sin against you all 
of the days to come.” (43:8-9)

Identity, relationships, family and faithful friends have 
always been what mattered most to us because it is there that 
we see the light of Life shine brightest. Our existence is not 
validated by the number of wins we have under our belts, 
but by the strength and commitment we express in order to 
maintain and cultivate it in the face of difficulty. Ironically, 
light shines brighter in the darkness. 

The powerful light of Hanukkah is there for us to access 
each year. As we look for it in ourselves and in the beautiful 
things in this world, and recognize its warm sanctity, we find 
renewal of spirit and strength in knowing that darkness only 
comes so that our souls may strive to shine brighter.

Rabbi Dweck is the Senior Rabbi of the Spanish 
and Portuguese Sephardi Community of the 
United Kingdom.
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Jewish visionaries throughout history dreamed of the 
rebirth of a Jewish state in the land during the 2,000 
year-long exile that followed the destruction of the 

Second Temple. It started with the Maccabean revolt 
against the Greeks which became the backstory to the 
Hanukkah narrative. In the 
centuries following the decline 
of the Maccabees and the Jewish 
exile from Israel, the land sunk 
into disrepair, and its former 
inhabitants were left stateless, 
praying for their return to 
Israel. Finally, in 1948, the 
Jewish people achieved their 
independence. This victory, 
however, triggered effects which 
have reverberated throughout 
history until today. 

Although the Jewish people 
have continuously lived in 
the land of Israel, even after 
the destruction of the Second 
Temple, they have been sparse in 
number and were usually ruled 
by external powers. As such, 
they have always yearned for 
autonomy in their own Jewish 
state. Many acted on their desire 
and moved to Palestine. The 
first of the later-termed “Aliyot” 
occurred in the late nineteenth 
century from Russian Jews 
fleeing persecution at the hands 
of the Czar. The term “Zionism,” 
coined as a result of the efforts of Theodore Herzl, a 
German secular Jew who advocated for a Jewish state due 
to nationalistic motives, came to represent and define the 

desire of all Jews to live in Israel and create a Jewish state.

One of the first major steps towards a Jewish state was 
the publishing of the Balfour Declaration in 1917, in which 
Britain acknowledged the Jewish right to their own state. 

However, this achievement 
resulted in contempt for the 
immigrant Jews from the native 
Arabs whose land was being 
usurped by the influx of Jews. 
The increase in immigration 
after the Declaration led to 
multiple uprisings and riots 
against the Jewish population, 
and culminated in the Hebron 
and Safed riots of 1929. Jews 
retaliated against the Arabs 
and even formed their own 
paramilitary groups to protect 
themselves. Eventually, the 
Jews aimed their sights at the 
British. The Jews considered 
the British White Papers, which 
limited the amount of Jewish 
immigrants into Palestine during 
the Holocaust, as an impediment 
to eventual Jewish statehood in 
Palestine. Jews began attacking 
British forces, including the 
bombing at the King David hotel 
which resulted in the deaths of 
80. These attacks, along with 
the constant violence between 
the Arabs and Jews, prompted 
the British to announce their 

departure from the Palestinian mandate. The British had 
enough.
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The departure of the British had serious ramifications on 
the Jewish struggle for independence. The United Nations, 
with the notable inclusion of the United States under President 
Harry Truman, voted to allow the Jews to establish their 
own state in their homeland. The Arab populace rejected 
a partition plan proposed by the U.N. in 1947 which split 
the land between Arabs and Jews. Meanwhile, hostilities 
between Arabs and Jews mounted, reaching their apex in the 
days following the British departure from Mandate Palestine, 
when David Ben-Gurion announced the establishment of the 
state of Israel.

The local Arab people and the surrounding territories 
were distraught at this announcement and together they 
mobilized the armies of five Arab nations for war against the 
Jewish people residing in the new Jewish state. The Jews, 
wholly inexperienced in warfare, had a dearth of weapons. 
Even so, the Jewish “army” valiantly fought and defeated the 
Arabs. Eventually, like their ancient Maccabee predecessors, 
the Jews in 1948 were able to win out against their enemies, 
even amidst crippling odds. 

The effects of the 1948 War of Independence reverberate 
until today. One deleterious effect was the onset of the 
refugee crisis from Arabs who fled their homes and have been 
refugees ever since, which is a significant factor in the strife 
occurring in our homeland. Although the initial amount of 
refugees was about 650,000, that number has grown over 
the years. Conversely, Middle Eastern Jews faced massive 
anti-Semitic sentiment from their humiliated Arab host 
countries. Pogroms against the Jews arose in virtually every 
Middle Eastern country, galvanized by anti-Semitic rhetoric 
by Arab leaders. This contemptuous disdain forced the vast 
majority of Jews to flee their Arab homelands and resettle 
elsewhere, mainly in Israel and the U.S. Additionally, the War 
of Independence set in motion the strong alliance between 
the U.S. and Israel that still lasts today. Most importantly, 
the War of Independence gave the Jewish People their own 
state in the land of Israel and was a fulfillment of thousands 
of years of yearning, hope, and prayer.

Mr. Husni is a Senior in Yeshivah of Flatbush High 
School and a student in the Sabra Institute.
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On Shabbat Vayesheb (Genesis 37:1-40:23), 
prayers are conducted in maqam Nahwand. This maqam 
is applied when the perasha deals with episodes of 
conflict, such as the conflict between Joseph and his 
brothers. Most older sources indicate to apply Maqam 
Rahaw. Hazzanut: (H. Moshe Ashear): Shav’at: LeNeri 
VeOri (page 207), Mimisrayim: Yassa Limlokh (page 
363), Pizmon Sefer Torah: Odekha El Tobot Gamalta 
(in honor of Hanukkah; page 372). 

For Shabbat Miqes (Genesis 41:1-44:17), 
maqam Sigah is applied to the prayers according to all 
Aleppo sources, because we are currently celebrating 
Hanukkah, the festival of the Menorah. Maqam Sigah 

will be familiar to most, because it is utilized for Torah 
readings. There is a connection between the Torah and 
candles of Hanukkah, as it says in Proverbs 6:23, “ ki ner 
misvah veTorah or.” In general, according to H. Moshe 
Ashear, whenever there is a reference to the Menorah 
(i.e. Hanukkah, Tessave, Emor, Beha’alotekha), Sigah 
is applied, because “Yebiun Sefatai Shirah,” a pizmon 
which mentions the Menorah, is in this maqam, and is 
traditionally applied for Nishmat. Pizmon Sefer Torah: 
Israel Najara pizmon, “Yassa Limlokh MiBet Surim” (page 
363), because it is about the story of Joseph. According 
to Damascus sources, maqam Rahaw is applied for this 
Shabbat, because the pizmon mentioned above is from 
that maqam. 

Continued from page 34
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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
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Location: Mikdash Eliyahu
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Main Floor
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11:15am - 12:15pm  
Mrs. Frieda Cattan

Location: Mikdash Eliyahu
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Main Floor
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12:15pm - 1:15pm
Mrs. Vicky Harari
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400 Avenue U

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

Location: Beth Torah
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12:00pm - 1:00pm
Mrs. Emily Labaton
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Main Floor 
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Rabbi Raymond Harari 
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Rabbi Avi Harari 
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Sefer Shemuel 

College Girls

Beth Torah
1061 Ocean Parkway

 

Mikdash Eliyahu
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Shaare Shalom
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Bnei Yitzhak
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Mr. Ronnie Benun
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