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Touching Freedom 
By Rabbi Joel Levy 

in. Relative to almost any other people 

in history, we in the West lead lives of 

astonishing political freedom. We have 

freedom of expression, profound reli-

gious freedom to choose how, what and 

whether to worship, freedom to criticise 

our governments, freedom to choose 

our own professions. At the same time 

almost all of us choose to lead lives of 

enormous self-imposed constraint!  

The Pesach story about the Israelite 

quest for political freedom is not fol-

lowed by a life of pure licentious indul-

gence. The Pesach story assumes that 

political freedom (the Exodus from 

Egypt) is a prerequisite for the Israelites 

to be able to freely adopt disciplines of 

their own choosing (Mount Sinai). Ac-

cording to a well-known midrash, some 

Israelites were not aware of this distinc-

tion and pined for a life in Egypt that 

they remembered as more free (Sifrei 

Bemidbar 87): 

“We remember the fish that we 

would eat in Egypt for free” 

(Bemidbar 11:5).  

Is it possible that the Egyptians 

gave them fish for free?  

Is it not written (Shemot 5:18) 

“And now, go and work and 

straw will not be given you.” 

If they did not give them straw 

for free, would they really give 

them fish for free?  

How, then, are we to understand 

“free”?  

“Free” of mitsvot! 

If we take this midrash seriously and 

imagine an Israelite moving from op-

pressive political slavery in Egypt to 

liberation under the Sinai covenant, the 

midrash is saying that life might well 

have felt more constrained as a free per-

son after Sinai. Think of all the myriad 

restrictions that we voluntarily take on 

in life! This ex-slave remembers fondly 

that before Mt. Sinai and before the 

liberation, life actually felt freer in many 

ways; no dietary laws or shabbat re-

A nd it says, “And the tablets 

were the work of God, and 

the writing was the writing of 

God, engraved [charut] upon the 

tablets” (Exodus 32:16). Do not 

read it as charut [“engraved”], but 

rather cheirut [“freedom”], for no-

one is free except those who oc-

cupy themselves with the study of 

Torah. 

–Mishnah Avot 6:2  

We have all had our liberties curtailed 

this year. The much-loved British Jewish 

polymath Isaiah Berlin gave typically 

clear-headed descriptions of liberty and 

its restriction in his well-known essays 

on liberty. For Berlin, whenever a per-

son or group is not left to do or be 

what they are able to do or be without 

interference by other groups or people, 

we are talking about infringements of 

liberty. He insisted we should call a 

spade a spade and acknowledge such 

restrictions when they take place; also 

acknowledging that there may be per-

fectly good reasons for such restrictions 

in the interests of some other public or 

private goods. By his definition our lib-

erties have all been severely restricted 

this year, for the sake of other societal 

benefits.  

The scope of when and how we should 

allow our liberties to be so restricted is 

one that people all over the world, espe-

cially in democracies not used to such 

limitations, have been pondering during 

this crisis. It is an assumption behind 

Western liberal democratic life that at 

any given time and under any given cir-

cumstances there should be minimal 

governmental interference in the lives of 

citizens.   

There is a big difference between in-

fringements on our liberty from without 

and self-imposed restrictions from with-

strictions or pesky restrictive sexual rules!  

We should take seriously what this dis-

gruntled ex-slave is saying, but I’d also 

like to make a stab at suggesting a way in 

which she misunderstands the implica-

tions of political freedom. 

The first lockdown now seems like a very 

long time ago. For me it was a bitter-

sweet period with so much appalling loss 

and insecurity swirling around the broad-

er world and my little world, but at the 

same time events conspiring to offer me 

a totally unexpected opportunity to 

spend some intense time with my imme-

diate family. One of the things that hap-

pened in those dream-like groundhog 

days of spring and summer 2020 was that 

I got a chance to learn a great deal of 

high school maths with Kalya. These 

reflections are a direct result of that ex-

perience of home-schooling, sitting down 

regularly with my lovely younger daugh-

ter to do algebra, geometry and calculus. 

Maybe what I am saying will find some 

resonance with others who have become 

involuntary school teachers since last 

Pesach, but it is also a broader reflection 

on the peculiar type of freedom that 

emerges out of learning. 

To have to sit down and learn is a type of 

infringement of liberty. Kalya is a self-

disciplined young person, so a lot of the 

self-limitation came from within. I am 

sure that for many parents supervising 

home-schooling, they became the enforc-

ers of their school’s expectations that 

children must sit down regularly and 

learn. Being forced by one’s school, or 

even by one’s own expectations, to learn 

something that you would otherwise not 

learn for yourself, is a restriction on your 

personal liberty. We expect schools to 

have the right to restrict children’s liberty 

by making them learn things! The kids 

might want to watch videos, but we ex-

pect schools to hold and implement a 

higher concept of what is in the chil-

dren’s best interests that then impinges 

upon their freedoms.  
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act of creation. The power of 

creative interpretation (chiddush) 

is the very foundation of the re-

ceived tradition. When Moses 

ascended on high, he found the 

Holy One, Blessed be He, sitting 

there tying crowns to the letters in 

order that future generations 

should, by virtue of their powers 

of creative interpretation, discover 

heaps upon heaps of law con-

tained in every tittle (see 

Menachot 29b)…The essence of 

the Torah is intellectual creativity. 

(Halakhic Man, p. 80) 

We might have expected a bounded 

religious existence to feel oppressive and 

restrictive, but Soloveitchik claims that 

the lived experience of his rabbinical 

family was one of bursting fecundity, 

creativity and freedom. 

People often ask me what Jewish law is 

on a certain question, expecting a simple 

definitive answer. In this source from 

Midrash Psalms (Psalm 12), Moses him-

self seems to prefer that everything 

would be simple, clear and definitive, 

but God resists Moses’ preference and 

tells him that debate, complexity and 

discussion will always be part of the 

system: 

Rabbi Yannai said: “The Torah 

was not given in a clear-cut man-

ner, rather on every statement 

that God said to Moses, He 

would say forty-nine reasons the 

case could be pure, and forty-nine 

reasons why the case could be 

impure.”  

(Moses) said to Him, “Master of 

the Universe, when will we know 

the truth of the matter?”  

He said (to Moses): “Go accord-

ing to the majority: if the majority 

rules it is impure – it is impure, if 

the majority rules it is pure – it is 

pure.” 

This midrash implies that any meaning-

ful religious question can really be an-

swered many different ways. In order to 

qualify to sit in the Great Assembly, 

rabbis had to be masters of “the forty-

nine reasons to declare something pure 

and the forty-nine reasons to declare it 

Encountering new mathematical ideas 

and concepts was often challenging. Like 

her beloved mother, Kalya really hates 

not understanding things. We experi-

enced that frustration over and over 

again. However, over and over again, we 

also made the transition from not really 

understanding, groping around, just fol-

lowing rules rather than really under-

standing principles, to the ecstatic mo-

ment of real comprehension. To under-

stand an area of mathematics, rather 

than just being able to mechanically ma-

nipulate symbols, is an experience of 

freedom; the freedom that comes from 

understanding. Once we really under-

stood a piece of maths we would play 

with it, experiment with it, turn it inside 

out and see what we could do with it. 

We moved from pedestrian blinkered 

rule-followers to people eyeing and trav-

ersing an intellectual terrain with excite-

ment. A schoolchild who does not un-

derstand something, and who runs away 

from it, ends up more constrained in 

their thinking, and more fearful, than 

one who has worked through and mas-

tered that subject. Having to learn often 

feels oppressive; but achieving true un-

derstanding can feel uniquely liberating.  

We might think that our freedom is best 

served by avoiding the discipline and 

pain of seeking knowledge and mastery, 

but that is an illusion. In most meaning-

ful human endeavours, the experience of 

liberty comes through disciplined work.  

Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik, the tower-

ing intellectual leader of American Mod-

ern Orthodoxy in the last century, wrote 

a strange small book, Halakhic Man.  In 

this work he describes the religious life 

of an archetypal “Ish Halakha” or 

“halakhic man”, a religious prototype 

seemingly based on his own extremely 

intellectually gifted family. In the book 

he describes this idealised religious per-

sonality, a person who leads a life bound 

strictly by Jewish law and hemmed in by 

books and rules, as living a life which 

they themselves experience as one of 

profound freedom:  

Halakhic man received the Torah 

from Sinai not as a simple recipi-

ent but as a creator of worlds, as a 

partner with the Almighty in the 

impure”. In other words, they had to 

have a deep enough mastery of the To-

rah to be able to think through multiple 

approaches to any question, seeing the 

ins and outs of each issue, so as to have 

the freedom of movement to reach an 

appropriate ruling in the particular case 

that came before them. Deep Torah 

knowledge is associated with halachic 

creativity, not rigid inflexibility. The same 

Rabbi Yannai we just quoted says else-

where (Jerusalem Talmud Sanhedrin 4:2) 

that the Torah needed to contain such 

complexity because “If the Torah had 

been given in a clear-cut manner, no foot 

could stand firm” – in other words, it 

would be too rigid and impractical.  

To properly understand where mathe-

matical formulae come from means nev-

er having to follow them blindly. To 

properly understand how Judaism func-

tions means never having to follow its 

rules blindly. To understand, in a deep 

way, one’s own motivations and impulses 

means being free to comprehend and 

traverse the terrain of the psyche. In the 

realms of human culture, morality, art, 

religion, psychology, science, deep under-

standing confers the experience of free-

dom. 

Just to be clear, this freedom is partial 

and fleeting. As soon as Kalya and I felt 

we had learned one area of mathematics 

and experienced clear vistas of compre-

hension and joy, we turned the page and 

were confronted by the next thing that 

we could not understand.  We were back 

in the realm of darkness and confusion, 

ready to start our ascent once more. We 

had touched freedom for a fleeting sec-

ond and then experienced the descent 

into constraint. After each descent we 

had to close our ears to the seductive (in 

Hebrew – soteh, satanic) inner voice 

which whispers that the struggle is not 

worth it, that freedom really comes from 

abandoning the struggle, not pursuing it. 

Progress in any area of our lives comes 

through repeatedly ignoring that voice 

and re-turning ourselves to the task of 

mastery. We can reassure ourselves with 

the sure knowledge that mastery is cumu-

lative; that we are building towards a 

Continued on next page. 
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Touching Freedom 
By Chazan Jacky Chernett 

of the improbable journey to freedom 

during the Shoah, but so much more 

difficult to include here.  Tragically, for 

6 million and more this did not hap-

pen. The few survivors bare their arms 

to tell the tale and we still reel in the 

wake of the horror.  Inserting this 

symbol in the design, albeit letters and 

not numbers, was significant. There 

are seven windings of tefillin between 

the elbow and the hand. The out-

stretched arm of God and man work 

in symbiosis. 

So with all these significant symbols 

and the abyss from which they emerge, 

let’s turn to hope. Hatikva. We are 

going to see the light out of the dark-

ness and we pray that as the vaccina-

tion takes its course (remarkably and 

thankfully quickly at the moment) we 

will see the day when we can be back 

with our loved ones. How we have 

missed being with them! We will be 

back in shul safely, able to sing our 

hearts out together in real holy congre-

gation. It will help us to appreciate our 

values in a far purer way, hopefully, to 

discern between what is important and 

what is not. It will help us to appreci-

ate our families and communities far 

more.  It will help us to love. It will 

help us to craft new ways of being 

where learning is open to so many 

people at such a high level on the in-

ternet. Why should that stop! It opens 

possibilities at a lower cost which can 

only be good. 

I say a personal prayer of thanks near 

the end of Psalm 130: “I yearn for my 

Lord, among those longing for the 

dawn: those longing for the dawn.” 

May we all soon be blessed with the 

gift of light at the end of the tunnel.  ◙  

T he front cover of this edition of 

Kol Hakehilah was based on a 

richly coloured painting I did last year, 

motivated by Psalm 130 which starts 

“Mima’amakim k’raticha” – “From the 

depths I called to You”. But in design-

ing this cover page, my mind went 

immediately to another Psalmodic text 

– that of Psalm 118, which we sing in 

Hallel at Pesach both in the Shacharit 

services and also at the Seder. This 

psalm replaces “from the depths” with 

“from the straits, narrow place”. The 

word is metsar  or mi-tsar, which is also 

the root of Mitzrayim, Egypt, the place 

of oppression from whence we came, 

traditionally, to freedom by the means 

of God’s “mighty hand and out-

stretched arm”. Nothing is new under 

the sun and as Jews and humans we 

have been there before. It seems to be 

in the cycle of life. 

This past Covid-19 year has been one 

of constriction, anguish, turmoil, pain, 

anxiety, bereavement, uncertainty. But 

it has also brought many new opportu-

nities and hope.  There is light at the 

end of the tunnel. 

Yet it is so difficult to see light at the 

end of this tunnel! It is hard to believe 

that the whole world is suffering the 

current plague together, as nations still 

vie with each other and, worse, with 

themselves, as if nothing else was go-

ing on. Unquestionably, we are des-

tined for a new normal, whatever that 

looks like. 

Touching freedom in this respect is 

due to the genius of scientists, to 

God’s gift to humanity of learning, 

enquiry and creativity, and to getting 

the vaccine as quickly as possible into 

the myriads of waiting arms. Educa-

tion is, indeed, a matter of life and 

death. 

The writing on the arm in the image 

was something that I thought long and 

hard about. This was also a reminder 

deeper understanding and a more 

profound sense of freedom.  

I believe that each of our journeys 

toward inner Jewish freedom feels the 

same. Learning to master new parts of 

our deep intense tradition is always 

hard. Whether we are learning to pray, 

lein, lead tefillot, read mishnah, under-

stand the Tanach or Talmud or hala-

cha, each layer requires effort and can 

lead, with application, to a sense of 

new horizons, freedom and mastery. 

We must repeatedly suppress the 

voice whispering that we would eat 

fish in Egypt for free! The idea that 

freedom comes from turning our 

backs on Torah is profoundly mistak-

en. Freedom comes from turning a 

thousand times towards our traditions 

and making them truly our own; or in 

the words of Pirkei Avot, “No-one is 

free except those who occupy them-

selves with the study of Torah.” 

This has been a truly topsy-turvy year, 

and we face the possibility that we are 

looking at another isolated Pesach. 

From the perspective of Isaiah Ber-

lin’s understanding of political free-

dom, we are leading lives that are less 

free and more limited than ever. The 

loss of freedom and community is 

restricting and painful. But that im-

posed isolation and turning inwards 

can also lead to a surprising flowering 

of a different type of freedom. Every-

one in our community who holds 

their fear in check and manages to 

lead a seder for the first time, or who 

has found a chavrutah to learn with, 

or who regularly engages in Talmud 

Torah in one of our wonderful array 

of weekly shiurim, or who is learning 

new prayer skills in EAJL, or who is 

attempting to master Jewish prayer at 

a weekday minyan; in short anyone 

who has glimpsed the other side of 

the pain of learning Jewish algebra, 

geometry and calculus, will have tasted 

inner religious freedom.  ◙ 

Continued from previous page. 

Rabbi Joel 
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could never have been properly cleaned. 

It served as kitchen, lounge, dining room 

and bedroom. The bathroom and toilets 

were down the corridor and shared by all 

who lived on that floor. 

We asked her why she chose to live in 

such a place. Did she not have the free-

dom to move somewhere better? At the 

word freedom she just laughed bitterly. 

She explained: as a young single adult the 

State allocated her a flat. When married 

she and husband were moved to a slight-

ly bigger flat. By the time she had four 

children the family had been moved to a 

house. When the children grew up and 

left the State moved her and husband 

back to a flat. On being widowed the 

State moved her to this place, by which 

time she had gathered many household 

possessions and furniture and now she 

had nowhere else to put them because 

the items were too old and dilapidated to 

be worth selling. I often think of her 

when I see a house for sale and the rela-

tive freedom we have to choose where 

and how we will live. 

I was quite surprised to learn that the 

East German authorities made no at-

tempt to block Western TV, radio and 

news. The power of the transmitters 

meant that coverage included most of 

East Germany, so most East Germans 

knew what the West was like and I met 

many Manchester United supporters! 

When I asked them, as I often did, 

whether they would like to live in the 

West or at least have the freedoms we 

take for granted, the reply was invariably 

“yes, but…” Many had family living in 

the West that had been separated from 

them when the Wall and the Inner Ger-

man Border were suddenly established in 

1962. They could communicate, but they 

could not meet. Not, that is, until they 

were 65 and retired. 

I remember one very dark snowy evening 

when we were deep in the south-west of 

the country near Erfurt, I had occasion 

to ask for help to extricate our car that 

was stuck in a snow drift. I went to the 

nearest village and knocked on the first 

door where a light showed in the win-

dow. By a miracle the knock was an-

swered. Remember, this was only just 30 

years after the end of WW2 in a police 

state where unexpected knocks on doors 

after dark could only mean trouble with 

the authorities. Luckily, the man was a 

logger in the nearby pine forest and he 

was willing to help once he had seen the 

500 Eastmarks I offered (about £25, but 

a month’s wages to him). On the way 

back to the car in his huge logging trac-

tor, he explained how much he was look-

ing forward to the following year when 

he would be 65 and would be allowed to 

go to the West to visit his family there. 

But, he explained, do not think the au-

thorities are being kind. Far from it. They 

know that as people get older they are 

more likely to be ill, need welfare, hospi-

tal, they can no longer work to help the 

economy of the State, so they export all 

these problems to the West! Until then 

he said wistfully, I can only dream. 

When I ended my tour of duty in 1984, 

no-one had any idea that a mere five 

years later the Wall would come down, 

Germany would be united and all such 

dreams would come true. We in the West 

have enjoyed the freedoms, no matter 

how flawed, that the Easties could sense 

so near but never achieve. As we cele-

brate the festival of Passover, we would 

do well to remember there are still so 

many peoples in the world who can only 

dream of such freedom: the Uighurs in 

China, the Rohingya in Myanmar, the 

Kurds in Turkey and Iraq and sadly many 

more.  ◙  

P erhaps one of the most interesting 

things about my military espionage 

job in the early 1980s behind the Iron 

Curtain in the former East Germany was 

how East Germans reacted to their prox-

imity to Western freedom, which was 

nevertheless totally out of reach. When 

we were not spying we spent many a long 

hour talking to the man on the Dresden 

omnibus about what life was like. This, 

by the way, was not an attempt by us to 

learn secrets, but rather us trying to let 

the local folks get used to our being in 

their country doing a perfectly respecta-

ble overt job of liaison. Hmm! 

Some of the conversations I had left a 

lasting impression. For example, I re-

member sitting in a bar in Rostock chat-

ting to some local factory workers. One 

said words to the effect: how can you 

claim to have freedom and a better life 

than us. You have riots, strikes, beggars 

on the streets, anti-government protests, 

many homeless people, many unem-

ployed people and many families living 

well below poverty level. Here in the 

DDR (German way of saying East Ger-

many) everyone who can has work, eve-

ryone has a roof over their heads, no-one 

is starving, no-one has to beg to survive 

and certainly no-one has any need to go 

on strike. To which I replied: tomorrow I 

am flying back to England for a holiday. 

Please come with me. To which he re-

plied: Ah! 

On another occasion in December, we 

were driving through Potsdam when we 

saw a person lying prostrate in the snow. 

Leaving the driver in the car, the Warrant 

Officer and I got out to investigate and 

found an old lady with heavy shopping 

bags had fallen on the pavement and 

could not get up. We helped her to her 

feet and helped her get home. Home was 

nearby on the third floor of a ghastly 

block of flats (no lifts working) in a single 

room down a long corridor that smelled 

of boiled cabbage, unwashed bodies and 

latrines. The room was equally malodor-

ous being so crammed with furniture it 

As we celebrate Passover, we would do well to 
remember there are still many peoples in the world 

who can only dream of such freedom.  

Freedom So Close You Could Almost Touch It 
By Steve Griffiths 
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M y favourite festival in the annual 

cycle is one of the shortest, Sha-

vuot. As a child, I think it was because it 

was the only time in the year that you 

would see something secular introduced 

into the austere, pristine sanctuary of the 

synagogue. I am talking about flowers, 

lots of them. It was such a visual shock. 

My maternal grandmother’s cheesecake 

(a recipe from Lesko, south-east of Cra-

cow?) might also have influenced my 

choice. 

As an adult, the Tikkun Leyl has become 

my favourite event of the year. I don’t 

remember ever participating in such an 

event in either of the two United Syna-

gogue shuls which I frequented for the 

first 44 years of my life. In Kol Nefesh, 

it has not just been the quality of the 

study with Rabbi Joel and his guests. 

Davening at 4am in someone’s garden 

(Cheryl’s, or Brenda and Mike’s) as the 

sun peeps over the horizon and the birds 

start to sing has been magical. Sue’s ver-

sion of the North Yorkshire curd cheese 

tart, perpetuated by Miri on Shavuot 

(and on my birthday 3 ½ months later), 

has only confirmed that I was right to 

stick with Shavuot.         

However, I am conscious that traditions 

such as flowers in shul and eating dairy 

products are relatively late accretions. In 

the Torah and in the Talmud, Shavuot is 

a very brief interlude between Pesach 

and the multiple festivals of Tishri. Let 

me demonstrate.   

If you conducted an opinion poll, I 

would confidently predict that most Jews 

would associate Shavuot with Mt Sinai, 

the Divine Revelation and the handing 

down of the Ten Commandments from 

God to the Israelites via Moses. Hence, 

Shavuot has become known as Zeman 

Matan Torateinu – the Season of the Giv-

ing of Our Law. But will you find this 

designation in the Torah or indeed the 

Talmud? Let me know when you find it.  

The Original Countdown from Pesach to Shavuot—
Freedom of Thought and Expression 
By Nahum Gordon  

If you asked your participants to list spe-

cific mitzvot for Pesach or Succot found 

in the Torah, you would undoubtedly get 

answers such as eating roasted lamb and 

matzot, recalling the Exodus, living in 

huts and waving the arba minim (the “four 

species”, aka the lulav and etrog). Now 

ask them to quote mitzvot from the To-

rah for Shavuot. If they really know their 

stuff, they will quote Leviticus 23:16–21 

which details the sacrificial offerings to 

be made in the Temple. However, none 

of this is commemorated in shul or in 

the home apart from celebrating a work-

free Yom Tov. Does the Torah name a 

set day and month for Shavuot, like it 

does for Pesach, Rosh Hashanah, Yom 

Kippur, Succot and Shemini Atzeret?  

You know the answer. Indeed, in Leviti-

cus 23, all the other festivals are intro-

duced with the formula, “And God 

spoke to Moses saying...”. 

So, what do the Torah and the Talmud 

have to say about Shavuot? In the Torah, 

it is described as the Harvest Feast (Ex. 

23:16), the Feast of Weeks (Ex. 34:22; 

Num. 28:26; Deut. 16:10), the First  

Fruits of the Wheat Harvest (Ex. 34:22)

and the Day of the First Fruits (Num. 

28:26).  

In the Mishnah, Shavuot is only known 

as Atzeret (Bikkurim 1:3; Hagigah 2:4). 

Atzeret comes from the Hebrew verb 

Atzar, to stop or close. Atzeret concludes 

the countdown of the Omer from the 

harvesting of barley at Pesach to the 

harvesting of wheat at Shavuot. This has 

a parallel in the month of Tishri, where 

Shemini Atzeret concludes the festival of 

Succot. In the Gemarah, the commentary 

on the Mishnah, Atzeret is not discussed. 

No unique customs are recorded. 

Why all this mystery, nay obscurity, over 

Shavuot? One answer is that, in Biblical 

times, Shavuot was no big deal. It was 

merely a coda, an epilogue to the Pesach 

and spring harvest season.  

By the time the Talmud was put to bed 

(by 500 CE), you might have expected 

that the rabbis would have added all 

sorts of customs from the oral traditions 

that had been handed down over the 

centuries. However, the exact timing of 

Shavuot became a matter of considerable 

controversy and acrimony as Rabbinic 

Judaism struggled for ascendancy over 

clerical Judaism. 

The Pharisees (originally, informal sages 

on the Torah, c.155 BCE–10 CE) and the 

Tannaim (the five generations of rabbis 

of the Mishnaic period, c.10–225 CE) 

conducted theological battles against:  

i. The Zadokite Priests, the priests in 

the Jerusalem Temple who claimed 

a direct genealogical line from 

Zadok, David’s and Solomon’s 

High Priest; 

ii. The illegitimate successors to the 

High Priesthood, Jonathan and 

Simon Maccabee; 

iii. The latter’s heirs, who became 

kings – the Hasmoneans; 

iv. The Sadducees, a political party of 

wealthy aristocrats and priests, 

who were supported by some of 

the Hasmonean kings; and  

v. The Jewish Christians. 

One of the most contentious issues was 

who controlled time. Originally, our cal-

endar was solar. The last true High 

Priest, Onias III, a Zadokite, was re-

moved by Antiochus IV in 175 BCE for 

opposing the variable, Seleucid-Greek 

lunar calendar which started in the au-

tumn and which relied on human obser-

vation and intercalation to keep lunar 

and solar years synchronised. The fixed, 

priestly, 364-day solar calendar always 

began on the 1st of the month of Aviv 

(Ex.12:2), which we know by the equiva-

lent name adopted during the Babylonian 

exile, Nisan. This was the first day of 
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spring, which coincided with the vernal 

equinox. However, under Hellenistic 

influence, the Hasmoneans adopted the 

lunar alternative. The Sages retained this 

calendar, presumably because it was an 

anathema to the Zadokite priests. The 

Jewish year started on the 1st of Tishri, 

the autumnal equinox.  

And how did the timing of Shavuot get 

sucked into this unholy war for political 

and religious control? For Professor Ra-

chel Elior, author of The Three Temples – 

On the Emergence of Jewish Mysticism, the 

answer is to be found in the Dead Sea 

Scrolls. For her, the Zadokite priests, not 

the Essenes, created the Qumran library. 

The Zadokites were “the Sons of Light” 

and the Hasmoneans were “the Sons of 

Darkness”.  

Many of the surviving Qumran scrolls 

discuss the solar calendar. The Zadokites 

counted the Omer from “the day after 

the Shabbat” after Pesach had ended 

(Lev. 23:15), i.e., always from Sunday, the 

26th day of Aviv (Nisan). Fifty days later 

came Shavuot, i.e., always on Sunday, the 

15th of Sivan, which is the mid-point of 

the third month in the Jewish calendar 

and the day of the full moon. Pesach and 

Succot always start on the 15th of Nisan 

and Tishri respectively. Why should Sha-

vuot, the second of the Shalosh Regalim 

(the three Foot-Festivals – Pesach, Sha-

vuot and Succot), not start on the 15th 

of Sivan?  

The Christian Pentecost still falls on 

Whit Sunday, 50 days after Easter Sun-

day. The Samaritans, Sadducees, Boethu-

sians, Christians, Karaites and Ethiopian 

Jews agreed with the Zadokites. The 

Pharisees/Sages disagreed bitterly. For 

the latter, the “day after the Shabbat” 

was the day after the first day of Pesach, 

i.e., the 16th Nisan. Shavuot materialised 

on the 6th Sivan, which could fall on a 

Monday, Wednesday, Friday or Sunday. 

To the Sages, “Shabbat” in this context 

no longer meant the seventh day of the 

week, but the first day of the festival 

when no work was to be undertaken. I 

understand why and how they came to 

this conclusion, but it feels suspect.  

Shavuot was a very large thorn in the 

side of the Sages, and celebrating it with 

domestic customs seems to have suffered 

as a consequence. Shavuot became a 

casualty of war. 

For the early rabbis, the Shavuot con-

troversy did not stop there. Rachel 

Elior points out that the Zadokite 

priests at Qumran also preserved 

Merkavah mysticism (the heavenly 

chariot), the earliest concept of a heav-

enly temple. Originating with two 

winged cherubim (sphinxes?) that 

shielded the Ark in the wilderness and 

created a divine throne in Solomon’s 

Temple, the priest-prophet Ezekiel had 

visions of an enthroned God being 

pulled by four cherubim with four faces 

and four wings each (Ezek.10). And 

when did Ezekiel have his first vision? 

On Shavuot. Ezekiel’s encounter with 

God was linked to Mt. Sinai.  

However, Ezekiel’s book was nearly 

dropped from the Tenach by the early 

Sages because some of his Temple laws 

contradicted the book of Vayikra (BT 

Shabbat 13b). Furthermore, studying 

Merkavah mysticism was considered 

dangerous (Mishna Hagigah 2:1) and 

unsuitable for a haftarah (Mishna Me-

gillah 4:10). Finally, endorsing the Za-

dokites (Ezek. 40:46, 44:15-16; 48:11) 

did not help Ezekiel’s cause. The rabbis 

should not have been surprised. Ezeki-

el claimed Zadok as his ancestor. It is 

remarkable that not only was his book 

allowed to remain in the Biblical canon 

but we are also instructed to recite his 

first mystical vision as the haftarah on 

the first day of Shavuot. If the same 

debate were held today, would ortho-

dox rabbonim be as tolerant? I am, of 

course, referring to the excommunica-

tion of Rabbi Louis Jacobs by the 

thought police on how to interpret 

Divine Revelation. 

Our past is more nuanced and compli-

cated than we thought. Scholars like 

Rachel Elior have linked under-

unappreciated aspects of our origins – 

the calendar, mysticism, Temple poli-

tics and Qumran literature. The early 

rabbis prevailed. To the victors the 

spoils of war. The Sages re-wrote the 

history of Shavuot and the interpreta-

tion of Torah in their image. Did that 

enrich or impoverish our cultural herit-

age? Hag Sameach.  ◙ 

M ore than 25 years ago, in the 

Wild West of England, I had 

to teach some unruly children about 

Pesach.  The question I asked was, 

“What is Pesach for”, but as they 

and I grew older, it became “For 

whom – or what – do you work?” 

Their immediate answer was 

“freedom”, which was no mean feat, 

as none yet understood Hebrew, but 

when we translated “mi-avdut le-

cherut” literally, they were delighted 

to be proven correct.  The implica-

tion was another matter. Free-

dom from is one thing; freedom to is 

something else. It might take you 

from avdut to avodah, from slavery to 

the service of God, by a little linguis-

tic sleight of hand, re-arranging dalet 

and vav and adding a heh, if that is 

what you want or even understand. 

If God or Moses or Aaron had 

asked our ancestors prior to the 

Exodus what they wanted, the an-

swer might have been freedom (and 

when did they want it? Now!), but it 

might have been a number of other 

things depending upon who they 

asked and when: a strong man, a 

good negotiator, a conciliator, a 

demagogue or anarchy. And at vari-

ous times they got all of them: Mo-

ses, Aaron, Korach or the chance to 

disappear under cover of the plague 

of darkness. The interval from Pe-

sach to Shavuot is only seven weeks, 

but the Torah account describes a 

stop-start journey of two years from 

revolution to revelation, so we 

sometimes imagine it as quicker than 

it was. The time from revelation to 

redemption could be as long as a 

piece of string or even string theory 

or as short as knowing how to be-

have. My students were not as keen 

on the law-abiding part of this les-

son, but individuals, along with na-

tions, mature at different rates. 

Moadim lesimcha!  ◙   

By Ruth Hart 

Considering 
Freedom  
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promise to hold off the establishment of 

the Inquisition to give the Portuguese 

“New Christians” time to adapt to their 

new religion. This amnesty lasted until 

1536 – the year the Portuguese Inquisi-

tion was established, installing a regime 

of persecution and punishment that 

would rival the Spanish Inquisition’s 

bloodthirsty reign of terror. According to 

Portuguese historian António Jo-

sé Saraiva, some 40,000 individuals were 

charged by the Portuguese Inquisition 

during its duration. Of these, in the 

mainland venues alone, 1,175 were 

burned at the stake, and an additional 

633 burned in effigy, in addition to the 

countless shattered families and the con-

fiscated property. 

One of the consequences of this persecu-

tion was the increased emigration of 

conversos to foreign lands, which began 

to pick up in earnest during the 1540s. 

Some of them headed to Northern Eu-

rope, to Antwerp and Bordeaux, some to 

London; others headed east, to the land 

of the Ottomans, or to Italy. Still others 

tried their luck in Spain, a country whose 

own Inquisition had “eliminated” the 

Spanish converso problem and sunk into 

relative slumber. It is here that JFL’s 

parents settled, in the Spanish port city 

of Cadiz, a hub for trade with the Ameri-

cas. Ironically, by targeting conversos, 

the Portuguese Inquisition triggered the 

mass flight of merchants who would be 

fundamental in developing trade between 

Spain and its American colonies, estab-

lishing a sophisticated and far-flung net-

work of commercial exchange in spices 

brought from Asia, in textiles produced 

in Antwerp and paid for by silver and 

gold brought from the Americas; and, 

shamefully, they also traded in slaves 

taken from Africa to be shipped to the 

New World as part of the burgeoning 

slave trade. Fatefully, the arrival of large 

numbers of Portuguese conversos in 

Spain in the late 16th and early 17th cen-

turies would in turn reactivate the wheels 

of the Inquisitorial machine of persecu-

tion, thereby undermining their safety in 

their new home. Like so many other con-

versos, JFL would have to emigrate 

again, this time to South America. He 

was not alone – up to a quarter of the 

European population settled in Spain’s 

colonies by the end of the 16th century 

was of Sephardic origin. 

In the New World, JFL quickly rose to 

prominence and became one the most 

important men in the colony that would 

one day be named Venezuela. While in 

his 20s, he was among the founders of 

Caracas and was even appointed notary 

and administrator in the town in spite of 

his young age. In addition to these posi-

tions and responsibilities in the colonial 

administration, JFL was also connected 

to the largest slave trader in Spanish 

South America, another Portuguese con-

verso by the name of Pedro Gomes 

Reynel (whose family had been partners 

with JFL’s father in Spain). He was also 

famous for organising numerous expedi-

tions into the interior of the colony to 

find land suitable for Spanish colonisa-

tion. It was during one of these excur-

sions that JFL was to die, of fever, at the 

age of 50, after having founded a new 

town in the western frontier of the colo-

ny for which he recruited some 60 men – 

more than half of them Portuguese New 

Christians and the rest consisting of 

Spaniards hailing from the borderlands 

between Spain and Portugal and of simi-

lar Jewish origin. The historical record 

notes that 700 male Amerindian natives 

who inhabited the territory JFL colonised 

were distributed among the European 

settlers, to work on land which the 

Crown had given to them to farm and 

mine. Many of the natives, dissatisfied 

with their imposed bondage, chose to 

escape into the wilderness, while others 

died as a result of contact with European 

pathogens or the harsh conditions in 

which they were forced to work. 

Thus far, JFL’s biography is almost paral-

lel to the life of another famous Portu-

guese conquistador of Jewish origins in 

early Spanish America, this time in Mexi-

Relative Freedoms 
By Gabi Peretz 

I  write this piece after taking part in an 

online presentation at the Centre for 

Sephardic Studies in Caracas (part of the 

Israelite Association of Venezuela, the 

country’s main Sephardi communal 

body) which looked at the life of my an-

cestor, Captain Juan Fernández de León 

(or JFL for short). I have spoken and 

written about JFL before and about his 

eventful life, not an easy task considering 

his elusive biography and how he devot-

ed a good deal of energy to concealing as 

much as he could about himself. None-

theless, he was a formidable figure with a 

background story that potentially makes 

him one of the most intriguing characters 

in early Venezuelan history and also a 

unique one, with a Jewish connection 

that demands further inquiry. Needless to 

say, I was intrigued and eager to join via 

Zoom. Yet having attended the fascinat-

ing yet troubling session delivered by 

Professor Jonathan Schorsch on the 

Transatlantic slave trade and the Jews, I 

was also keenly aware of another, darker 

layer that is part and parcel of his legacy. 

Before I provide some additional infor-

mation about my ancestor’s peripatetic 

life and the presentation, I’d like to pro-

vide some context for the time and place 

in which JFL lived – Portugal during the 

second half of the 16th century. In the 

years that followed their forced conver-

sion to Christianity in 1497, under pres-

sure from the Spanish crown, the Portu-

guese conversos or New Christians en-

joyed a reprieve of sorts that their Span-

ish co-religionists never had, a royal 

A portrait 
of Juan  
Fernández 
de León 
(JFL). 
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guese conversos like the Carvajals in 

Venezuela allowed to enjoy their wealth 

and success while members of the same 

family in Mexico ended up burned at the 

stake? One of the historians taking part 

in the discussion noted colonial Vene-

zuela was a backwater. There was no 

Inquisitional Tribunal present and, as 

such, conversos could go about their 

lives without having to look constantly 

over their shoulder, enjoying the privileg-

es of being Europeans sitting at the top 

of the colonial pyramid, having outrun 

their inconvenient past. This seems to fit 

with the theory proposed by António 

José Saraiva about the Inquisition and 

conversos: he believed that the Inquisi-

tion was essentially a “Marrano factory” 

– a pernicious institution driven by preju-

dice, greed and envy that, having in-

stalled a system of surveillance and ter-

ror, secret informants and accusations, 

manufactured the victims required to 

justify its existence. Unlike the well-

known image of the secret Jews who lit 

Shabbat candles in stealth, Portuguese 

conversos were not a cohesive or uni-

form group. They only shared a common 

Jewish origin but exhibited varying de-

grees of attachment to the Jewish religion 

or none at all. Mostly, they just wanted to 

be left in peace.  

Coming back to the problematic issue of 

the relationship between Jews and the 

slave trade, I have seen both the mali-

cious propaganda spread by anti-Semites 

greatly exaggerating any Jewish role, and 

a few rabbis on social media engaged in a 

convenient “blame it on the Sephardim.” 

I find the former repellent and manipula-

tive, while the latter alibi is distasteful 

and also inaccurate. True, no Ashkena-

zim were involved in the slave trade and 

it is unlikely that any were slave owners. 

Yet the blame for any real Jewish con-

nection with the slave trade should be 

laid at the door of Portuguese conversos 

like Gomes Reynel, my ancestor JFL and 

the Venezuelan Carvajals, certainly not 

on Sephardic Jewry as a whole. (The 

number of Spanish and Portuguese Jews 

who ever owned slaves was a tiny minor-

ity, themselves an even smaller minority 

among Sephardic Jews who had found 

refuge mainly under the Ottomans.)  

When you spend as much time as I have 

researching the past, you can end up de-

veloping a rather bizarre connection with 

events that took place hundreds of years 

prior to your own lifetime. Suddenly, a 

century feels like a drop in the vast ocean 

of time, a mere blink of the eye, and the 

lives of people who lived in strikingly 

different eras and circumstances acquire a 

kind of tangible immediacy. You think 

you can understand them. You can fall 

prey to the illusion that you can grasp 

their fears and motivations – but then 

you are confronted with the chasm of 

death and the passage of time and a value 

system that is entirely alien. Whatever 

fascination these historical figures may 

hold, it is undeniable that they played a 

part in installing a system of oppression 

that in turn shattered the lives of other 

human beings, be it the Africans or the 

Amerindian natives who suffered under 

European colonisation and the slave 

trade. The question remains: were men 

like JFL and Luis de Carvajal both vic-

tims and victimizers? Was it wrong for 

them to escape persecution in Portugal 

and seek freedom in new lands while 

simultaneously depriving others of theirs? 

Should their names be blotted out and 

forgotten? There are no easy answers and 

so, as JFL’s descendant, I am left with 

this complicated, uncomfortable legacy. I 

can condemn and abhor JFL’s actions 

but I am unable to fathom his frame of 

mind.  ◙  

co, named Don Luis de Carvajal the El-

der, who was among the founders of the 

city of Monterrey. Like JFL, Carvajal was 

a man of means. Both men had close 

relatives who had suffered at the hands 

of the Inquisition. Both chose to emi-

grate from Portugal via Spain. They both 

could have chosen to stay in Europe or at 

least remain in the newly established cit-

ies of Caracas and Mexico City respec-

tively, yet instead preferred to leave the 

comfort of civilization to set out on colo-

nising expeditions, both leading groups 

consisting almost entirely of converso 

settlers to live in the wilderness, con-

fronting the harsh conditions and dan-

gers of war with the natives. One could 

hazard the guess that these were men in 

search of glory, fortune and freedom, 

including freedom to live free of fear and 

bigotry, harbouring a restlessness and 

desire for isolation which may have had 

something to do with the real risk of 

their Jewish past catching up with them. 

An additional connection between JFL 

and Luis de Carvajal is the marriage of 

JFL’s son Simon into the branch of the 

Carvajal family that had settled in Vene-

zuela, as both branches hailed from the 

same region in Portugal. But here the 

similarities end. JFL died of fever and his 

descendants continued to accumulate 

influence and wealth in the South Ameri-

can colony, while Luis de Carvajal and his 

family died in an Inquisitorial prison or 

were burned at the stake in Mexico as 

secret Jews (including his famous neph-

ew, also called Luis, who circumcised 

himself in prison and observed Shabbat 

and the laws of Kashrut as best he could 

in the dungeon). Only one member of 

the Mexican branch managed to escape, 

this time to Italy, changing their name to 

Lumbrozo and becoming the ancestor of 

the well-known Montefiore family.  

One of the interesting questions raised 

during the presentation about JFL related 

to his relatively unmolested rise to the 

top of colonial society, without any real 

recorded challenge coming from Spanish 

authorities or local leaders in relation to 

his converso origins. How was it that he 

was allowed to assemble a group of Por-

tuguese settlers with similar “suspicious” 

converso backgrounds to go live in Ven-

ezuela’s interior without attracting the 

scrutiny of the Church? Why were Portu-

An avenue named after JFL in Portimao, 
Portugal, and a statue of Luis de Carvajal, 
one of the founders of Monterrey, Mexico. 
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of “freedom from” and “freedom to”. 

Fromm comments on the story of Adam 

and Eve and the Garden of Eden, that 

the act of rebellion at the tree was an act 

of disobedience in the pursuit of free-

dom. However, writes Fromm, “The 

original harmony between man [sic] and 

nature is broken. God proclaims war 

between man and woman, and war be-

tween nature and man…. ‘Freedom 

from’ is not identical with positive free-

dom, with ‘freedom to’.” 

Much of Escape from Freedom is taken up 

with critiques of modern capitalist socie-

ty, because he was a socialist, and anal-

yses of the impulses which cause people 

to gravitate towards authoritarianism, 

because he was a Jew, a refugee from 

Hitler. You can read his book if you are 

further interested in his work. 

Pesach is when the yoke is removed 

from our necks. Men, women, children, 

and a mysterious mixed multitude went 

out from Egypt. It is the most spectacu-

lar description of freedom from that 

state of slavery that one can imagine. The 

relief at being able to work for oneself, 

decide for oneself when to eat and when 

to sleep, all of this was afforded the peo-

ple who were no longer slaves. 

And then they ended up at Sinai, where a 

new Sovereign commanded obedience to 

a new set of laws, about work, about 

what to eat, about intimacy, a set of rules 

perhaps as, or more, encompassing than 

those imposed on them by the Egyp-

tians. How to explain to impatient ado-

lescents that, as I tell my impish dog 

Dita, with great freedom comes great 

responsibility! 

Sinai is where the men, women, and chil-

dren, the mixed multitudes, the num-

bered individuals who left Egypt, became 

a nation. Sinai is where the people began 

their journey from freedom from to free-

dom to. 

I believe the end of lockdown has strong 

parallels. People feel that the lockdown 

presents us with impediments to free 

expression of self and will, that this is a 

form of enslavement, and all that is 

longed for is the promised land of being 

able to go where we want, drink and eat 

where we like, buy whatever we wish for.  

The philosopher Isaiah Berlin also fa-

mously wrote about freedom, what he 

termed negative and positive freedom. 

He reminded us that “If the… ultimate 

human values by which we live are to be 

pursued, then compromises, trade-offs, 

arrangements have to be made if the 

worst is not to happen.”  

When that finally happens, when we are 

out from lockdown and are free to do 

what we want to do with and in our lives, 

choices need to be made, by us as indi-

viduals, and by us as a country. Do you 

all remember the beauty of the first lock-

down, the fresh clean air, the still around 

us, broken only by birdsong, the photos 

of animals moving about freely in towns 

and cities? Everyone excitedly talks about 

“getting back to normal”, but “normal” is 

killing us. “Normal” is what got us into 

the pandemic, “normal” is what is caus-

ing devastating climate change, “normal” 

is what supports inequality, poverty, and 

unequal opportunity. “Getting back to 

normal” is the opposite of what we need.  

We haven’t been driving as much – shall 

we continue to leave our cars behind as 

much as possible? We haven’t been flying 

– shall we eschew most flights and accept 

we can continue to enjoy the rest of the 

world through the virtual tours we’ve 

loved online and that there will be places 

we will never visit in person? We haven’t 

needed a large and ever-varying wardrobe 

– shall we rethink our relationship to the 

fashion industry? We have walked and 

run in parks and on denes and on moors 

– shall we preserve their fragile ecosys-

tems and care for them? 

I have treated very superficially the phi-

losophies of these two profound think-

ers, Fromm and Berlin, borrowing and 

reducing their thoughts  to bring them to 

B ack in the day, when I was working 

as a congregational rabbi, near the 

time of Pesach I would engage the older 

children on the theme of freedom. Being 

children, they always defined freedom as 

the ability to do what you want, when 

you want! Variously, freedom meant go-

ing to bed when you liked, watching what 

you wanted on telly (this is all pre-

computer!), perhaps not having to attend 

school, or to do chores. Sometimes the 

children presented their views with a 

degree of venom, anger, frustration, as 

they contemplated the various constraints 

on their ability to determine their own 

fates. This was more marked in the 

groups with which I worked, as they were 

always just pre-BM and then post BM, 

so, in that liminal state between child-

hood and adulthood, with some more 

freedoms being granted, but not always 

as many as they felt they merited.  

There are many parallels between those 

children then, and some people today. If 

you listen, if you speak to people, you 

can hear echoes of that same language of 

venom, anger and frustration at the con-

straints laid upon us due to Covid and 

government policy. The shutdown has 

propelled many adults back into a state 

not dissimilar to that of an adolescent, 

trapped as we are between some freedoms 

and an enormous number of restrictions. 

We cannot go where we want, or do so 

many of the things we wish to do, when 

we want to do them – rights we assumed 

at adulthood and held inviolable. 

The task with the 12- to 16-year-olds was 

gently to challenge the idea that there 

existed only impediments to their free-

dom of being, and to nudge them to ac-

cept that there were other ways to con-

sider freedom, and to do this within the 

context of the actual and metaphorical 

idea of Pesach, liberation from slavery 

and Sinai, covenanted un-freedom with 

God and the world.  

I introduced my students to a bit of Erich 

Fromm’s writings from his book Escape 

from Freedom, where he discusses the idea 

What Shall We Do With Our Freedom? 
By Barbara Borts 
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Last year the uncompromising pandemic 

laid down strict laws for us all, com-

mandments with devastating conse-

quences. Death penalties were meted out 

without compassion for circumstance 

and survivors have had their lives forever 

changed. We have been confined to bar-

racks – even to quarters – exiles isolated 

from loved ones at the time of greatest 

need and first-line workers forced to the 

front to be pummelled day-in, day-out, 

witnessing human tragedies and tri-

umphs, and acting as proxy for loved 

ones. Given the choice between love and 

fear, countless have chosen love. 

We have been forever changed in ways 

we cannot possibly evaluate from this 

mid-stream trajectory. Like surfers on 

massive waves it is not yet known which 

of our tiny specks will emerge from the 

curl intact, who will be lost forever and 

who will be resuscitated on some beach 

but perhaps remain forever broken. We 

are caught in a seemingly interminable, 

collective Unetanneh Tokef of global pro-

portions. 

Last year I spent seven months of solo 

time while my Beloved was on the other 

side of the world. When I realized that 

the few weeks of planned separation was 

turning into a solitude of unspecified 

duration, I made a conscious decision: 

“This could go a couple of very different 

ways, depending upon the laws I lay 

down for myself.” The guiding image 

became: I live in an ashram, the sole in-

habitant, other than the cat and dog, who 

exert their own demands vis-à-vis struc-

ture. My weekly trips to the village for 

groceries and mail involved strict proto-

cols and few indulgences. I decided to 

grow my own fresh greens and only buy 

vegetables that were cooked for safety.  

Life became very measured and monas-

tic. But within that time of undistracted 

clarity, single-minded focus on produc-

tivity and an intensive schedule of study 

and teaching online, maintaining my rou-

tine gave me enormous creative freedom.  

There are those who look for “silver lin-

ings” in all of this. That metaphor, 

though I understand it, doesn’t work so 

well for me. I prefer to think of the pan-

demic as a costly curriculum, from which 

I want to learn as much as possible, a 

crucible in which I have the choice to 

either be destroyed or transformed.  

For years I have held to the understand-

ing that if I can’t change anything else, I 

can always change my attitude. But how? 

2020 vision taught me that to change my 

attitude, I must first change my vocabu-

lary, narrative and vernacular. By speak-

ing of things differently, by contextualiz-

ing differently, the story itself changes 

and perforce, my attitude also changes. 

The huge waves of change that are carry-

ing us into the unknown are of a magni-

tude that can be fully understood only, as 

this passage of Pirke Avot teaches, by 

Divine Consciousness. And yet, as we are 

also taught, each of us has our own reshut, 

our own agency in meeting the challenges 

of this time.  ◙  

E verything is foreseen yet freedom of choice 

is granted; and the world is judged with 

goodness; and everything is in accordance with the 

preponderance of works. – Pirke Avot 3:15 

At first it seems so ambiguous! We either 

have freedom or we don’t; have the abil-

ity to influence outcomes, or not. So 

wherein lies the freedom – the reshut – 

that Pirke Avot so explicitly guarantees? 

Honestly, I was stumped until I swapped 

out the word “freedom” for “agency.” It 

was like moving the pebble stopping a 

wheelbarrow. I have agency – it is up to 

me, who and how I choose to be within 

the parameters of a situation. 

Having spent most of my life in Hawai’i 

or coastal California, surfing metaphors 

abound for me in this passage from Pirke 

Avot: it becomes about the relationship 

of wave and surfer, exquisite in its image-

ry! A novice surfer can be gently carried 

by a modest swell. But a master can fly 

thirty-foot waves, disappear inside a life-

threatening curl and then almost miracu-

lously shoot like a rocket, back into sun-

light in a moment of breathtaking glory. 

The wave will be what the wave will be. 

It is up to the agency, kavanah, and good 

fortune of that tiny speck of a surfer to 

respond to the relentless, foreseeable out-

come of the wave. 

As a musician who finds joy in improvis-

ing with others, I can attest to the free-

dom a simple chord progression pro-

vides, laying down the laws, if you will, 

within which we can find our freedom, 

playfully inventing within a structure. 

Freedom of Choice is Granted 
By Holly Blue Hawkins 

bear, simply, on a certain way of thinking about what 

freedom means within the context of a society. Their 

respective discussions about the nature of freedom and 

liberty were also about political systems, liberties the 

state should grant and the systems that best preserve our 

abilities to function as self-actualising beings. 

Whilst finishing this up, news came of the arrest of a 

young XR activist. As Luke Tryl from The Independent 

wrote, he doesn’t like them, but they are effective. Here 

is a snippet of a statement by the man who was arrested, 

Paul Sheeky: “Losing my freedom for that time is noth-

ing compared to the endless suffering people are already 

feeling from the effects of climate change, and it’s only 

going to get worse. We all need to find our bravery…”  

What we choose to do with our freedom from lockdown 

may very well determine the future of life on earth. That 

stark, that dark. We have a chance – choose life!  ◙  
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I t’s not quite the same, but in the Tal-

mud tractate on Shabbat, we learn of 

two rabbis who were in a  sort of lock-

down for 13 years. Rabbi Yehuda said in 

one of those “What did the Romans ever 

do for us?” moments that prove Life of 

Brian was authored by a Talmudic stu-

dent,   

How pleasant are the actions of 

this nation [i.e., the Romans] as 

they established marketplaces, 

bridges, and bathhouses.   

Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai begs to differ. 

He says that all the Romans did was for 

venal and corrupt reasons. When this 

gets reported to the Romans, he and his 

son Rabbi Elazar have to flee. We are 

told they hid in a cave, studying Torah 

while buried up to their necks in the 

sand, for 12 years, emerging only to pray, 

and to eat from a carob tree that God 

created for them as well as 

drink from a spring which God 

had also provided.  Granted, 

this wasn’t a typical lockdown 

experience but some elements 

may be comparable. For some 

people, this has been a unique 

gift of time to focus on a dif-

ferent set of priorities; to re-

engage with distant friends and 

relatives, to study, to walk and rediscover 

the natural world. And for others it has 

been a period of loss, of struggle, of 

madness and depression. For everyone, it 

has been an experience that cannot have 

left us unchanged. 

But the story in the Talmud provides two 

options for how to emerge from a lock-

down. The first is what happens when 

Rabbi Shimon and Rabbi Elazar emerge 

after their 12 years of hiding, having 

heard the emperor had died and the 

death sentence against them annulled. 

Their experience had certainly changed 

them, and their struggle to enter normal 

society didn’t go well. When they saw 

normal life going on, seeing farmers 

ploughing and harvesting, they couldn’t 

understand how this was possible: 

Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai said: 

These people abandon eternal life 

[hayyei olam] and engage in temporal 

life [hayyei sha’ah]. 

Rabbi Shimon expected that his experi-

ence would have been somehow the 

same as the farmers’ – the insight and 

experiences that he and his son had expe-

rienced in the cave should have been 

everyone’s experience. How could any-

one just continue their normal life un-

changed? And so: 

Every place that Rabbi Shimon bar 

Yochai and his son directed their 

eyes was immediately burned. A 

Divine Voice emerged and said to 

them: Did you emerge to destroy 

My world? Return to your cave. 

God was saying to them that everyone 

has had a different experience these past 

12 years. Don’t assume, don’t judge.  

Rabbi Shimon and Rabbi Elazar were 

sent back to their cave to atone and to 

have time to think again about how to 

translate their experience into something 

more positive and useful to everyone. 

This time, they only had to spend 12 

months in the cave with their carob tree 

and spring of water, and maybe this time 

they didn’t have to be buried up to their 

necks in the sand. When God allows 

them to emerge from their second lock-

down, it is a different Rabbi Shimon and 

Rabbi Elazar who stumble into daylight.   

Everywhere that Rabbi Elazar 

would strike, Rabbi Shimon would 

heal. Rabbi Shimon said to Rabbi 

Elazar: My son, you and I suffice 

for the entire world, as the two of 

us are engaged in the proper study 

of Torah.  

They now realise that their experience 

these past 13 years was theirs alone, and 

when emerging back into the normal 

world they have to avoid rushing to 

judgement. In their case, they realise that 

not everyone needs to be a Torah schol-

ar. In the story, they find an elderly man 

bringing myrtle branches (probably the 

equivalent then of a bunch of flowers)  to 

his home for Shabbat and they celebrate 

that this simple man is making Shabbat 

beautiful for himself and his family. More 

relevant perhaps is the statement that: 

Rabbi Shimon said: Since a miracle 

transpired for me, I will go and 

repair something.   

He recognised that having survived his 

13-year experience, study is not a suffi-

cient way of making the world better – 

there is a real world with real problems 

and he has to get out there to make a 

difference.  

So perhaps there are two 

ways to emerge from 2020 – 

self-centred and judgmental, 

or open and practical. Both 

are contained in this tale of 

rabbis nineteen hundred years 

ago.  

That should be the end. But 

because it is the Talmud, and in the inter-

est of accuracy, it must be said that Rabbi 

Shimon was not a completely reformed 

character following his experience. The 

Talmud relates:  

Rabbi Shimon went out to the mar-

ketplace and he saw Yehuda, son of 

converts [the person who had in-

formed on him to the Romans]. 

Rabbi Shimon said: This one still 

has a place in the world? He di-

rected his eyes toward him and 

turned him into a pile of bones. 

So hope for fairy-tale endings, but don’t 

be disappointed when that isn’t quite the 

reality.  ◙  

So perhaps there are two ways to 
emerge from 2020 – self-centred and 

judgmental, or open and practical.  

Not for the First Time 
By Mike Fenster 
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I  suggested in my last article that the days of the 

week should be changed simply to “day and 

night”. I think I can improve on this and change 

the actual year as well. We are now in the Year 2 iC 

(“in Covid”). As everyone knows “in” is Latin for 

“during” (it happens to be “panguva” in Bantu). 

I suppose this gives the mistaken impression that  

I have little to do but surf the web for translations 

for “during”.  I have also written a book which  

I will admit I am having difficulty getting pub-

lished.  The title is self-explanatory, but publishers 

have ignored me. It is called “The Joys of Hypo-

chondria – User Guide.”    

During this pandemic I have also learnt a useful 

word, prelapsarian. Although it refers to the Gar-

den of Eden and the fall from grace, in everything  

I am involved with now, it does appear to predicate 

the conversation on what we did before and what 

we are doing now.   

Two examples spring to mind. I went to one lec-

ture where the questioner was in Boston and the 

expert was in Jerusalem.  Also, I would never have 

travelled to Manchester for one Limmud day. Both 

were an absolute delight, and no one travels any-

where. More of that below. 

As I write this, I have received another letter from 

Matt, our Minister of State. He tells me to shield 

until the end of March. I am really not quite sure 

what else I can do. Having the first jab was inter-

esting. Firstly, I sort of expected heavenly music to 

sound but nothing happened. I have been part of 

continuous conversations revolving around the 

status of the particular vaccine that they shoved in 

my upper arm. “Which one did you have?” “I hear 

that mine is better than yours.” I learnt to spell 

“Pfizer” and “asymptomatic”.   

I will also share my consternation when watching 

television. It often looks like situations about which 

I had forgotten. Large rooms are shown full of 

seats, people sitting next to each other enjoying 

entertainment. When was this?  I looked it up, the 

word missing from the lexicon is … theatres.    

So now the latest news is that we might be back to 

normal by 2022.    

In the meantime, dates are everywhere. During 

what has been a tragic time, date stamps are being 

put on everything, some realistic, some optimistic 

Sunrise in Edgware 
By Paul Collin 

and some ridiculous. Let me explore the ridiculous 

one, 2025. This is the suggested date by which the 

world should be carbon-neutral.   

So, let’s split that idea into two halves. It is abso-

lutely essential for the world to become carbon 

neutral. Nothing particularly original there but is 

something I believe. Without any doubt this is ab-

solutely fundamental. This leads to a comment that 

global warming is a “threat”. A lesser word than 

disaster (used below), or catastrophe. The conse-

quences of trying to do this in four years and the 

knock-on effect in the world makes this target  

barmy.   

Governments are getting together. There is a major 

conference where realistic targets and finance will 

be discussed in Glasgow later in the year. I do not 

believe that there is any problem in recognition 

that effort is crucial not only on a global scale but 

at an individual level, making a contribution, how-

ever small. This can all be done without violence, 

hatred or disruption.   

Aggressive demonstrations do not help. There is a 

target of 2050 for zero emissions. China is targeting 

2060. (See “realistic” above.) This might be achiev-

able but the economics and impact on world pov-

erty (which has been severely undermined by the 

Covid crisis) means we have to consider the conse-

quences of any action taken. This might be realistic, 

although the Paris Conference got nowhere near 

any plan to achieve this. 

I will close with one paragraph from Bill Gates’s 

recent book on “How to avoid a climate disaster.” 

If rich countries worry only about lowering 

their own emissions and don’t work to make 

clean technologies practical for everyone, we’ll 

never get to zero. In that sense, helping others 

is not just a case of altruism, it’s also in our 

own self-interest. We have reasons to get to 

zero and help others do it, too. Temperatures 

will not stop rising in Texas unless emissions 

stop rising in India. 

I guess he is implying pulling together or we will all 

be pulled apart. I recommend the book. It is a very 

reasonable assessment of the truth (also known as 

facts).  ◙  
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Mira was born in December 1939. The 

following year the Lodz ghetto was es-

tablished, and Rachel died prematurely a 

few years later. As I mentioned in my last 

article we still don’t know how my grand-

father managed to stay in the ghetto for 

so long, as most people, and especially 

small children, were deported early on. 

However, they managed to stay until 

August 1944 when he was deported to 

Auschwitz-Birkenau with his then 4-year-

old daughter Mira. They were separated, 

and he received information about his 

daughter from Rachel Weiss, who had 

started looking after her, through the 

fence. 

In January 1945, in the middle of a harsh 

winter, Szoel started the most harrowing 

journey. Russian planes started appearing 

in the skies, so a group of 10,000 men 

were forced to begin marching away 

from Auschwitz in their thin camp uni-

forms and wooden clogs, mainly at night. 

They were given miniscule portions of 

food to take and were not allowed to 

drink water so licked the snow to quench 

their thirst. Whoever slipped and fell was 

shot immediately. When someone felt 

weak and asked for help from a fellow 

inmate both were killed by the guards. 

After a few days the group became small-

er and smaller this way. They reached a 

town called Leslau, 330km from the 

camp. Here, they were forced into freight 

wagons on a train, 100 to 150 men in 

each. Some wagons were open, others 

closed, and they were not given food or 

water. Many died of exhaustion or as-

phyxiation on the way. 

After two days and nights on the train 

they reached the Gross-Rosen camp, 

near the Czech border in what was then 

the Lower Silesian part of Germany (now 

Poland). Here they were forced into 

wooden barracks. Conditions were atro-

cious, with no bunks and not enough 

room to lie down so inmates were forced 

to lie on top of each other. There was 

one toilet for all inmates. Beatings by 

Germans, Kapos, overseers and block 

elders were constant and relentless.  

After a few days in Gross-Rosen the 

journey continued. Again 100 men or 

more were forced into cattle wagons, 

some open, some closed. Whilst the open 

ones were exposed to the elements there 

was at least the opportunity to quench 

their thirst with the falling snow, as no 

water was supplied. Insanity and the ut-

most survival instincts kicked in, as there 

were bloody fights between Polish and 

Hungarian Jews over blankets and sleep-

ing space.  

After six days on the train without food 

Some Kind of Freedom: My Grandfather’s Story 
By Daniel Preter 

I n the last issue of this magazine I 

described how my mother was saved 

by a complete stranger as a 5-year-old girl 

in the Auschwitz concentration camp. 

The lady’s name was Rachel Weiss, and 

the kind researchers at the Holocaust 

Centre in Melbourne, Australia, have 

found some of her descendants in Israel. 

I am hoping I will be able to contact 

them soon and express our family’s grati-

tude for what Rachel did. 

In the meantime, one of the researchers 

also found the testimony of Israel Weiss, 

Rachel’s husband. It was recorded in 

Munich in 1947 by the Central Historical 

Commission. It was written in Yiddish 

and has now been translated into English 

for the first time. Israel Weiss was in the 

same barracks as my grandfather and 

Mira’s father Szoel Herszkowicz. My 

grandad is also mentioned in Rachel 

Weiss’s testimony.  

Israel Weiss and my grandfather went 

through the same terrible experience in 

the war, so here’s their story.  

My grandfather was born in Lodz on 

20th October 1910 as the oldest of five 

siblings, and the only son. He was a tailor 

by trade and judging by family talk a very 

good one. He married his wife Rachel 

Wolf around 1938 and their daughter 

Yellow candles for Yom HaShoah 

must be purchased individually 

this year. Use the QR code on the 

flyer, or visit yellowcandleuk.org/ 

purchasecandle.  

Remember to buy your candles at 

least two weeks in advance to be 

sure of getting them in time for 

Yom HaShoah, Wednesday 7th 

April 2021. 

 

Kol HaKehi lah , Rosh Hashanah 5781/2021        Page 15          

The monument in Seeshaupt 

to concentration camp inmates 

liberated there (unveiled in 

1995).  

or water (apart from a thin cabbage soup 

given after three days which only the 

strongest managed to get their hands on) 

about half the men on the train reached 

Dachau alive. The rest died of hunger, 

thirst, exhaustion or asphyxiation. The 

date was 28th January 1945. Of the 

10,000 men who left Auschwitz only 

1200 survived. My grandfather was 

amongst them. 

Those who survived were taken into the 

shower room (one shower for 100,000 

prisoners) and were given new numbers 

which were not tattooed but written on 

their hand with a quill. Every day they had 

to freshen up the number to keep it legi-

ble, as no number meant no food ration.  

This is where Israel Weiss and my grand-

father went different ways. Israel Weiss 

was put on another train and was eventu-

ally liberated somewhere in Austria. Not 

so my grandad.  

On 21st February 1945 my grandfather 

was transported to an “Aussenlager” of 

Dachau, near Muehldorf, also in Bavaria. 

In Muehldorf the plan was to produce 

eventually emigrated to Australia). The 

rest of his family had died. He also learnt 

through the Red Cross that his daughter 

Mira had survived Auschwitz and was in 

an orphanage in Warsaw. He went to 

fetch her in what was likely not the most 

legal way. 

Eventually he settled in exactly the same 

little Upper Bavarian village he was liber-

ated in, Seeshaupt. He married a German 

lady, Kaethe, who was like a grandmoth-

er to me. This is where my mother grew 

up before the family moved to Munich in 

the late fifties. My grandfather became a 

successful fruit and vegetable wholesaler, 

only to lose his acquired wealth in his 

later years. He was haunted by his horrif-

ic experiences all his life but never shared 

his full story. He died in 1983 in Munich.  

There are so many unanswered questions 

I would love to be able to ask my grand-

dad now. I hope that for some of them I 

will still find the answer.  ◙  

ammunition for the German Luftwaffe, 

but first semi-underground bunkers had 

to be constructed. Prisoners were forced 

to carry 50kg sacks of cement to the con-

crete mixers. Many died falling into the 

wet concrete and were left there. They 

lived in huts made from wooden boards 

with a layer of straw, and stoves were 

lacking fuel to heat. The conditions were 

atrocious. 

Towards the end of the war the SS de-

vised a plan to murder all inmates in 

Muehldorf. Since this could not be done 

in time, the prisoners were evacuated on 

trains instead. My grandfather was put on 

a train that was stopped by approaching 

American planes in a small village in Up-

per Bavaria called Seeshaupt. The SS 

guards fled, and the 2000 surviving pris-

oners left the train confused and rav-

enous. They went into people’s houses in 

search of food and shelter, touching free-

dom for the first time in many years. This 

was on 29th April 1945.  

My grandfather went to a displaced per-

sons camp nearby and eventually was 

reunited with two of his sisters (who 

Dani’s grandfather 

Szoel, a year or so 

after the war. 
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The Chanukiah 

saved from Helen’s 

mother’s village. 

HMD events for some years.”  “Who are 

they?” I enquired. “Jeremy Corbyn and 

Emily Thornberry,” was the response.   

Because of the way the Zoom meeting 

was set up, I could not see my audience 

at all whilst I was speaking. Nor could I 

see the other panel members, so it was 

difficult to assess the impact of my 

words on those present. It was a little like 

speaking into a vacuum, but one that was 

filled with unseen faces and ears. There 

was five minutes of questions after I had 

finished and this was done via the chat 

box. So it wasn’t until a few minutes later 

that I heard Jeremy Corbyn being intro-

duced and saw his face appear on the 

screen. “I have listened very carefully to 

what Helen has had to say,” he began, 

and then proceeded to describe what a 

tolerant and multicultural borough Isling-

ton was. The general tenor of his mes-

sage was how fortunate we are to live in 

a country that does not discriminate and  

treats its citizens with respect. Someone 

had the temerity to write in the chat box: 

Ironic, isn’t it! This was not, however, 

the time or the place to get into a politi-

cal discussion. Emily Thornberry, on the 

other hand, spoke with warmth and em-

pathy, making a personal connection 

with what she had heard by explaining 

that her children have Jewish heritage 

through their father and that her hus-

band’s family have a special interest in 

the events of World War 2. 

Later that day I spoke to a second, very 

different audience. My niece works for 

DEFRA, the Department for the Environ-

ment, Food and Rural Affairs, and they 

were keen to have a speaker for their 

employees. The hundred or so people 

who joined us online included some 

from other government departments 

also. I had stressed that the talk was suit-

able for young people from age 11 as 

well as adults, so some had their children 

with them and were treating it as part of 

home schooling. Again my audience was 

unseen but there were some interesting 

questions afterwards. Tamara Finkelstein, 

who is the sister of Lord Daniel Finkel-

stein, as well as being the Permanent 

Secretary in charge of DEFRA, was pre-

sent. Indeed, her children and those of 

her brother have expressed interest in 

telling their own family story through 

G2G and may well become part of our 

third-generation group of presenters. 

You will see from my report in another 

part of this issue full details of G2G’s 

activities and recent development, but I 

hope that the above has given you a 

snapshot of the kind of audiences we are 

reaching. My co-chair, Lesley Urbach, 

and I will be meeting very soon with 

several groups of advisers to teachers of 

religious education, both in London and 

outside. They are very interested in how 

our speakers can be part of the curricu-

lum, broadening the spiritual and moral 

outlook of pupils. 

So did I receive any feedback? Here are a 

few of the comments in the chat box 

following the Islington event: 

Thanks so much for sharing your very moving 

stories. We all need to learn from history and 

each other, not to allow the repeating of the hor-

rors of past. – Cllr Nurullah Turan  

Such a moving story. Thank you for sharing it 

with us. – Tony Robinson   

I also want to say thank you for making your 

story so relevant to young people today – beauti-

ful. – Peter Abraham   

Thank you for sharing your story. It has really 

made a mark on me as a black woman and I 

salute the bravery of your mother. She saved her 

family. God bless you. – Jacqui Russell  

Thank you for sharing such an incredibly emo-

tional, powerful personal story with such an 

important message shining through. My daugh-

ters took a break from home schooling to listen. 

–  Nikki Ralph  

Thank you to all the organisers and contributors 

for a wonderful, moving and significant event. 

Stay safe and let’s work together for a better 

world. – Julia Bard  ◙  

Sharing a Virtual Platform with Jeremy Corbyn 
By Helen Stone 

W hen I was asked if I would like to 

be the main speaker for the Bor-

ough of Islington’s Holocaust Memorial 

Day event, I accepted with a degree of 

curiosity. As a presenter for Generation 2 

Generation, a charity that prepares and 

trains the children and grandchildren of 

Holocaust survivors to continue telling 

their family stories, I’ve spoken at many 

events, but often these are confined to 

north-west London. Now I would be 

expanding (virtually at least) into the 

trendier reaches of North London. I 

wanted to know who would be in my 

audience and was told that there would 

be local residents and dignitaries, togeth-

er with 11- and 12-year-old children from 

four Islington secondary schools. 

My message was to focus on this year’s 

theme for HMD: Be the Light in the 

Darkness. This fitted perfectly with my 

talk, which concludes with the story of an 

11-year-old German girl who, on Kris-

tallnacht, at great risk to herself, rescues a 

Chanukiah from the ashes of the burnt -

out synagogue in my late mother’s village.  

The children in the audience had appar-

ently discussed the theme before the 

event and I was hoping to make it clear to 

them that anyone, of any age, can act 

when they see injustice and discrimination. 

There were a couple of planning meet-

ings before the event, which was to take 

place on Wednesday morning, 27th Janu-

ary, Holocaust Memorial Day itself. Dur-

ing one of these, I casually asked who the 

local dignitaries might be. The reply 

came: “Oh, the Mayor of the Borough, a 

representative from the Islington Refugee 

Forum, the local Chabad rabbi, a minister 

from a local chapel, a headteacher – and, 

of course,  the two Members of Parlia-

ment – they’ve been coming regularly to 

 

Kol HaKehi lah , Rosh Hashanah 5781/2021        Page 17          

D uring Hallel on Pesach we sing “Min 

ha-metsar karati Yah” – “I called on 

the Lord from the ‘metsar’”. Metsar is the 

opposite of freedom. It is confinement, 

restriction, oppression. It is connected with 

the word tsar (“narrow” or “troublesome” 

as an adjective, “trouble” as a noun), and 

tsoros (which we all know), but because 

metsar has the same letters as Mitsra’im we 

traditionally make the connection with 

Egypt, where our ancestors, the ancient 

Israelites, were extraordinarily unfree. This 

is most likely a false etymology but it 

makes a good midrash. Mitsra’im is the 

original “tight spot”. 

And now again – for the second year – we 

will experience Pesach, our festival of free-

dom, not being allowed to move about or 

associate. But who feels this restriction 

most? Many of us take it for granted that 

when we do have free time we will go 

OUT, go on a day trip, go to the theatre, a 

concert or exhibition. But all those activi-

ties require money, and if you have no 

spare cash you don’t experience life like 

that. The shock of Covid is that however 

great our resources we suddenly are all in 

the same tight spot. Let us think then of 

those who are permanently hemmed in (in 

Mitsra’im), how similar their present situa-

tion is to life before Covid and no prospect 

of leaving Mitsra’im when Covid is over. 

And what will we do when the restrictions 

are lifted? Will we genuinely leave Egypt 

and set out bravely into the desert? Or will 

we hark back to the days of cheap air travel 

to distant beaches? Will we be heading for 

a promised land or will we make the desert 

journey itself the true purpose? As Robert 

Louis Stevenson said, “to travel hopefully 

is a better thing than to arrive, and the true 

success is to labour.” Elias Canetti, in his 

book Crowds and Power, gives a brief charac-

terisation of several nationalities. The Jews 

are wanderers – the journey has no defined 

end; it is (fortunately) never-ending. Chag 

Pesach Sameach.  ◙   

By Daniel Borin 

A Tight Spot 
Frogs... Everywhere! 

An extract from An Angel Called Truth – a collection 

of micro-tales from the Torah  

By Rabbi Jeremy Gordon and Emma Parlons 

We’ve told our tale from the perspective of Nour, a young Egyptian girl. 

She doesn’t appear in the Torah itself, but … could have been there. 

 
“Dinner is ready, come on in.” I heard my mother call and I was getting 

hungry, but these little green creatures in the backyard were cute, really 

cute. 

“Come on, children. I don’t want to have to keep asking.” Mum was getting 

impatient.  

I am the oldest and, frankly, best of the Mustafa siblings. I knew I should go 

inside – my brothers and sisters would follow if I went first. But this inva-

sion of frogs was worth testing Mum’s temper, at least for a few more 

minutes.  

Eventually, I headed into our home. I hadn’t realised they were inside too. 

There was one, hopping out of the oven. And another – in the mixing bowl. 

Yuk. It’s hard to enjoy your stew when you have to keep batting green crea-

tures off the dining table.  

“It’s that time of year,” Dad explained. “You see, between June and August, 

the Nile picks up all this vegetable matter and turns red – remember, that 

happened last week. That makes for excellent breeding opportunities for 

frogs. It’s fine – cycle of nature and all that – absolutely nothing to worry 

about.” He flicked a frog off his head, folded his arms across his chest and 

scowled. The scowl meant “no more questions”. We understood. 

Mum was worried, you could tell. Yesterday, she went to the Court magi-

cians to see if they knew what was going on.  

“I wonder if it’s a sign,” she whispered to me, “like someone trying to warn 

us about something.”  

I looked out at the garden. There weren’t just a few frogs now. This was out 

of control. The frogs were everywhere. 

QUESTIONS:  

What do you do when you see 
something that doesn’t make 
sense? How do you try to un-
derstand what is going on 
around you?  

Do you know people who see 
something unusual and take it 
to mean nothing? What is the 
problem with this approach to 
the world?  

Do you know people who see 
something unusual and take it 
to mean too much? What is the 
problem with this approach to 
the world? 

 
For more information about the 

book, more sample stories and to 

purchase copies, visit 

www.anangelcalledtruth.com. 
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Community  News  

Mazal  Tov… 

… To Daniel Borin on the birth of a first grandchild.  

We join Daniel & Lisette in welcoming baby Miriam,  

daughter of Samuel & Ruth. 

… To Hila & Aaron Bram on the birth of a first grand-

child, Azar Khalil, son of Avi & Shahnaz.  

… To Rafi Preter and Elinor Posner on celebrating their 

Bar/Bat Mitzvahs. (See page 20 for Rafi’s D’var Torah.) 

… To Georgia Kaufmann on the publication of her  

official debut novel, The Dressmaker of Paris. 

Condolences  

To Hilary Hubbers and Rhona 

Myers on the death of their mother, 

Ada Fischler. We wish long life  

to Hilary, Rhona, Allan,  

and all the family. 

To Marc Herman on the death  

of his father, Allan Herman –  

father-in-law to Hayley, grandfather 

to Rafi, Ellie, and Mia, and brother-

in-law to Cheryl Sklan. We wish the 

whole family strength and comfort. 

 יהי זכרם ברוך

Elinor Posner 

Welcome to  

New Members   

 Karen, Sasha  

& Ruby Kern 

Miriam Lewis & Jon Pam 

Gillian & Ian Abrahams 

 

 

And sorry to see you go... 

Goodbye to members who  

are leaving us.  

You’re always welcome  

within our doors. 

Paul, Nikki, Shmu &  

Adiel Glantz 

 

Book Group News 

On Sunday 18th April at 3.30pm, the KNM book group 

will discuss Georgia Kaufmann’s newly published  

debut novel, The Dressmaker of Paris – a compelling tale of loss, redemp-

tion and forgiveness.  The book is available through Amazon, all major 

bookstores, or directly from the publisher, Hodder & Stoughton.  See you 

in the Zoom Room! 

Georgia Kaufmann 

Please Support Kol Nefesh Whenever You Use Amazon 

Whenever you buy from Amazon, you can help Kol Nefesh by starting your 

shopping at smile.amazon.co.uk, and  

selecting Kol Nefesh Masorti Synagogue 

as your chosen charity. Amazon will then 

donate 0.5% of the net price of eligible 

purchases to KNM. You can also activate 

AmazonSmile on your Amazon Shopping app on your phone. Thank you 

for your support. 
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Green Team 
News 
By Daniel Preter  

The Green Team hosted three very suc-

cessful speaking events via Zoom over 

the past few months. First, in November, 

Dr Tai Strike of the Zoological Society of 

London (ZSL) spoke to us about how the 

role of zoos has changed over recent 

years, and their current focus on global 

conservation. In January, in celebration of 

Tu Bishvat, we heard from tour guide 

Frances Oppenheimer about how the 

Land of Israel permeates our holidays and 

ceremonies. Finally, in March, we had an 

opportunity to hear from Jess Nyman, a 

committed  Extinction Rebellion activist 

and a leader of XR Jews, about her vision 

of green issues and Jewish values. This 

was not an endorsement of XR, but an 

opportunity to hear their perspective in a 

respectful way and pose our own ques-

tions and challenges. 

As an ongoing endeavour, the Green 

Team hosts a weekly Virtual Allotment 

group – a group of shul members who 

love gardening and the natural world. We 

share our green-fingered successes and 

failures, as well as other home-made crea-

tions such as sourdough bread and wood-

en shelves. Rabbi Joel also teaches Tal-

mudic sources on Judaism’s relationship 

with nature and great discussions follow. 

During the summer we met weekly, then 

reduced the frequency to monthly during 

the colder months. Meetings are Tues-

days at 6pm in the Kol Nefesh Zoom 

Room. Check your bulletins or the Kol 

Nefesh calendar for our next meeting, 

and contact me (dpreter@gmail.com) to 

find out more.  ◙  

Sunday Socials 

Over the past months we’ve had a series of alternating Sunday 

evening events, including an Israel Soapbox initiative, in which 

we got a glimpse of life and politics in Israel;  

a home-grown version of Radio 4’s classic Desert  

Island Discs; and games/quiz nights, where we  

raised funds for three charities (Meketa – Supporting 

Ethiopian Jews; the Barnet Refugee Service; and  

Jami, the Jewish mental health charity). All of these 

events are likely to continue into the spring.  

Watch your bulletins for details. 

Learning, special events and  
weekly Shabbat meetings 

We’ve had so many virtual events it’s hard to 

count them! We’ve had learning series from 

Rabbi Joel and Nahum Gordon. In one-offs 

we’ve visited Jewish Poland and Latin  

America, and enjoyed fascinating sessions 

with charismatic speakers. And each week 

we’ve gathered as a community before and 

after Shabbat for a mini-Kabbalat Shabbat and 

Melave Malka. 

Bake-and-Shares 

Thanks to several 

of our members 

for setting up 

three fabulous 

bake-and-share  

sessions on Zoom, led by  

master baker Moshe Braun.  

A fun and tasty way to keep us all connected! 
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B’nai Mitzvah  

Mazal tov to Rafi Preter, who celebrated becoming Bar Mitzvah in March….the first Kol Nefesh Zoom Bar 

Mitzvah! In keeping with Kol HaKehilah tradition, below we reprint his thoughtful D’var Torah. 

Rafi Preter – Parashat Ki Tissa 

HELLO, EVERYBODY, AND THANK YOU for coming to my 

Zoom Bar Mitzvah. It’s really nice to see you even if we cannot 

meet in person. 

In my parashah, Ki Tissa, the Israelites build a golden calf to 

pray to. Moses has gone up Mount Sinai for 40 days and they 

have not seen him for a long time. They have lost their connec-

tion to God and need something to link them to God, and to 

pray to.  

While Moses is up the mountain, God sees what the Israelites 

are doing and gets really angry. He tells Moses, “Now let me be, 

that my anger may blaze forth against them and that I may de-

stroy them and make of you a great nation.”  

Moses calms God down. He persuades God this would not be a 

good idea. He says that people would think that God was evil 

and that God took the people out of Egypt just to kill them 

later. He also connects God to the promises he made to Abra-

ham, Isaac and Jacob (Israel). Finally, God heeds Moses’s 

words. As it says: “And the Lord renounced the punishment.” 

Moses then goes down the mountain and when he sees the 

golden calf and people singing and dancing manically around it 

and praying to it, he gets furious and smashes the tablets with 

the Ten Commandments on them. 

He then stands at the gate of the camp and says “Whoever is 

for the Lord come here!” and only the Levites came. 

This is where my difficulty is. 

In Exodus 32:27 it says: 

He (Moses) said to them, “Thus says the LORD, the 

God of Israel: Each of you put sword on thigh, go back 

and forth from gate to gate throughout the camp, and 

slay brother, neighbour, and kin.” 

This doesn’t make sense. God had renounced the punishment 

that he had threatened against the Israelites, so how could Mo-

ses say that God wanted to kill all those who had worshipped 

the golden calf?  Was Moses lying about what God had said just 

to make the Levites do what he wanted? 

Rashi, a medieval commentator, also 

asked this question. He wanted to 

see if there was any reason how 

Moses could say that this was what 

God wanted. 

This is what Rashi found: 

In the commandment in Exodus 22:19 it says “He that 

sacrifices to any god shall utterly be destroyed.” This is 

stated in the Mechilta [which is a very early midrash]. 

So according to Rashi, Moses wasn’t just making up the idea 

that God wanted them to kill the Israelites who were worship-

ping the golden calf, it was Moses’s interpretation of an earli-

er verse in chapter 22, which says anyone who worships another 

god shall be destroyed. 

I don’t agree with Rashi. I am not sure that this verse would 

have been going through Moses’s mind at that moment. It was 

easier for Moses to calm God down when he couldn’t see what 

was happening, but when he saw it with his own eyes he got so 

angry he wanted to destroy them. 

In the Ten Commandments it says “do not murder”, but that is 

exactly what Moses told the Levites to do to 3000 Israelites. 

When I was studying this with Rabbi Joel we looked at the lan-

guage used. We saw that the word Moses used when he asked 

the Levites to kill people was l’harog, which means to kill or can 

be translated as to slay.   

The word slay suggests that they were killing for a good reason.  

We often hear the word slay when knights are slaying a dragon 

or a beast, which is always killing to save other people. 

So we connect the word slay with heroic deeds. In the Torah 

the Israelites who were dancing around the golden calf were out 

of control. 

Translating l’harog as slaying suggests that Moses was trying to 

save the other Israelites from turning away from God. 

There are many different words for killing in the Torah and 

there is a lot of killing.   
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For example: 

• L’harog – kill or slay – which Moses uses here; 

• R’tsach – murder – which is used in the 10 command-

ments – “Do not murder”; 

• Chasal –  eliminate or finish off, such as in Deuteronomy 

when the locusts finish off all the crops; 

• Shmad – destroy;  

• Machah – To wipe out. This is used in the story of Noah 

when God says he will wipe out all the humans because 

they are filled with violence and corruption; 

• Shchat – slaughter. This is used in Genesis 22:10 when 

Abraham attempts to slaughter his son Isaac. This is also 

the word we use for killing animals to eat. 

So another question is, are there any times when killing is ac-

ceptable?  

Killing to feed yourself – this could be acceptable.  The word in 

Hebrew is Shichita.  It seems like using a different word is a way 

to trick people to make them think it is ok to kill animals as it is 

somehow different to killing people. 

Also to defend yourself, in a case of kill or be killed, this could 

be acceptable. 

My difficulty is that Moses not only asks the Levites to kill other 

Israelites, but he does this in the name of God and God had 

already renounced the punishment of the Israelites. 

Moses is acting on his own instinct, in anger. Moses thinks he 

knows the will of God, but at that moment he couldn’t have 

known this. 

Moses has a big responsibility to carry. He is a trusted link be-

tween God and the Israelites. His responsibility is to speak only 

of what God really wants, not to decide himself what is accepta-

ble. 

If he stretches the truth, how can people believe him in the 

future? Others only know what God wants through Moses. He 

is acting as the spokesperson for God. 

There have been many other people who think they know the 

will of God and they use God’s will as an excuse to kill and to 

get what they want. 

The Crusaders used God’s name to justify their killing. The first 

Crusade was started by Pope Urban II in 1095. He said that the 

war would have the support of God. How could he think he 

knew that? 

More recently in 2007 in the Congo, a Congolese rebel leader, 

General Nkunda, who committed terrible murders and atroci-

ties, said “We fight in the name of the Lord. That is what I tell 

all my troops. When they fight, they have God on their side.”   

He used God’s name to justify the killing that he wanted to do. 

I am sure that God would not be on the side of these murders. 

In conclusion, I think Moses acted rashly and impulsively, but 

perhaps he was trying to save the other Israelites from turning 

from God, in order to stop them being killed ultimately by 

God’s wrath.   

Nobody has the right to say that they are killing in God’s name. 

They are just trying to justify their actions and to make others 

do what they want. If they really think their killing is justified, 

they shouldn’t have to bring God’s name into it. 

Nobody knows what God’s will is. 

Before I finish, I would like to thank my teachers: Adam for 

teaching me how to leyn and Rabbi Joel who helped me under-

stand my portion and how to write my d’var Torah. I really en-

joyed learning with both of them.  ◙ 

Kol Nefesh Parenting Group 

Raising kids is one of the most rewarding, confusing,  

demanding and meaningful parts of our lives.  

This group offers a chance to unwind, and chat with friends and 

Rabbi Joel about the ins-and-outs and ups-and-downs of 

parenthood. We reflect on our goals and our roles, and share  

successful strategies. Each week we also take 10 minutes to  

look at a snippet of Jewish wisdom relating to parenting.   

Mondays at 9pm in the Kol Nefesh Zoom Room 

Please join us! 
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Generation 2 Generation 

The funds received from the 2020 KNM Kol Nidrei Appeal 

have helped Generation 2 Generation to grow rapidly during 

the past year. G2G is the only Holocaust education charity 

uniquely focused on empowering second- and third-generation 

survivors to present their family stories to a wide range of audi-

ences, Jewish and non-Jewish, children, teenagers and adults. 

G2G is currently helping over 40 future speakers to develop 

presentations, and is now focusing on recruiting the grandchil-

dren of survivors to guarantee the continued retelling of Holo-

caust testimony. In January and February 2021, G2G present-

ers delivered 48 presentations to more than 7000 people in 

schools, religious and community institutions, and civic organi-

sations. G2G continues to receive speaker bookings for Yom 

HaShoah and educational events throughout the year. During 

the past 12 months there has been a threefold increase in the 

number of our speakers with completed presentations, and we 

expect to have a minimum of a dozen additional qualified 

speakers by the end of 2021.  

Every month, under the banner of G2G Presents, our speakers 

present their stories and members of allied organisations dis-

cuss contemporary issues of interest to an international audi-

ence. Future events will feature John Wood talking about his 

father Major Leonard Berney, a British soldier who liberated 

Bergen Belsen, and Eric Murangwa, a survivor of the Tutsi 

Genocide in Rwanda. In January we held our very first Holo-

caust Memorial Day event, which was attended by almost 400 

people. 

Funds are used to pay for expert technical advice, essential for 

the creation of the sophisticated and professional PowerPoint 

presentations that are the hallmark of our speakers. Video and 

audio clips of testimony are combined with maps, family pho-

tos, historical material and artefacts. Each presentation tells a 

moving and compelling personal story set against the back-

ground of the rise of Nazism. Money is needed, in addition, to 

pay our professional trainers who ensure that G2G speakers 

have the high-level presenting skills needed, know how to 

adapt their talk to an audience and are providing historically 

accurate accounts that cannot be challenged or undermined. 

Tikkun Olam  

Tikkun Olam, “Repairing the World”, has become synonymous with social action. Here, we 

highlight the causes supported by the community through the 5781/2020 Kol Nidrei appeal.  

See also Helen Stone’s article on page 16. 

We are in the process of creating research resources and educa-

tional materials specific to each presentation, that will support 

teachers and other organisations in their Holocaust learning 

activities. We produce, in addition, a newsletter packed with 

information, which is sent out three times a year to around 500 

subscribers. G2G has also created a virtual Wall of Memories 

to pay tribute to victims of Nazi persecution. You can honour 

a loved one on the Wall of Memories by adding their story to 

an online plaque with a virtual Yahrzeit, along with a donation 

towards G2G’s valuable work.  

We believe we have developed into a well-respected and valued 

organisation, offering a high- quality educational experience 

which will, we hope, increase tolerance and understanding, 

especially amongst young people. 

For further information about G2G please contact Helen 

Stone or visit www.generation2generation.org.uk. 

Helen Stone 

Co-Chair, G2G 

Helen presenting 
a talk for G2G 

before the  
pandemic. 

Centre for Creativity in Education and  
Cultural Heritage (CCECH)  

Once again the Centre for Creativity in Education and Cultural 

Heritage (CCECH) has been fortunate to receive the support of 

the Kol Nefesh community. The Jewish and Arab participants 

of our programmes (school children, their families and teachers) 

are always moved by the idea of communities and individuals 

abroad showing an interest in their lives and responding to the 

challenges they face.   
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By Jeremy Kelly 

KNM’s New Tikkun Olam 

Pelach 
In previous years, we have reported on the Joint 

Activities in which pairs of Arab and Jewish classes 

meet in each other’s schools, community centres, 

synagogues, mosques and public parks. However, 

during the Covid crisis, schools have mostly been 

closed, with classes taught via Zoom. Even when it 

has been possible to open schools, the children 

learn in small, self-contained groups and obviously 

have been unable to go on trips or meet children 

from other schools. We have been assured by the 

schools that the programme will begin as soon as it 

is viable. 

Nevertheless, this has been an exciting year. We 

have been concentrating on developing a “how-to” 

manual – formally the Folklore for Shared-Society 

Education Training & Implementation Manual. The 

work team is comprised of the most committed and 

experienced Jewish and Arab school teachers and 

programme facilitators (many of whom are pro-

gramme alumni). This manual will, ultimately, be 

available in printed and online versions.  

The Folklore for Shared-Society Education Training 

& Implementation Manual will explain the complete 

process from classwork to the accompanying Joint 

Activities, and will enable Jewish and Arab teachers 

(both in Israel and abroad) to modify the pro-

gramme to the specific needs and interests of their 

classes and implement it in their own school com-

munities. The manual will also enable CCECH to 

reach beyond the individual programmes between 

pairs of Arab and Jewish school communities as 

teachers and schools use our ideas. In this way, it 

will help secure the continuity of CCECH’s work, 

its potential impact on society and its legacy. 

Dr. Simon Lichman 

Founding Director, CCECH 

A pre-pandemic Joint Activity. Parents and grandparents 
help CCECH programme facilitators and teachers teach the 
children how to make pickles according to the various family 
traditions the children have researched. 

S ince its founding over 20 years ago, the idea of tzedakah (charity, 

justice) has been an essential part of the values of Kol Nefesh.  

We recognised that our responsibility to the broader community, the 

world surrounding us, was something we could not ignore. This has 

manifested itself in a variety of ways over this time, from family activi-

ties and community events supporting other charities to our annual 

Kol Nidre Appeal. We’ve supported communities in Israel, Brazil and 

even families here in Kol Nefesh at times of crisis. 

The past year has demonstrated the value, indeed the critical im-

portance, of supporting a community in crisis. Millions have been 

raised to help individuals and organisations supporting those afflicted 

by the coronavirus. And I’m proud to be associated with a community 

that has played its part in supporting the vulnerable and sick. Howev-

er, we are looking to a time beyond the crisis as well (please G-d!) and 

we are establishing a pelach to provide a means to be part of our com-

munity’s philanthropic effort. We want to provide an opportunity for 

value-driven and informed philanthropy. 

Our vision is to create a group that examines and explores our com-

munity’s values, especially those surrounding the notion of “Tikkun 

HaOlam” – traditionally understood as our role in “healing the 

world”. We will learn and explore the tradition of “Tikkun HaOlam” 

through our formative classical texts, and we will gradually process 

how those traditions might inform the commitments that we hold as 

Jews in a Jewish community. We will try to translate our understand-

ing into a discussion of what issues in our world we can, or want, to 

address philanthropically as a community. 

We aim to create a giving circle to facilitate our philanthropy. A giving 

circle is a collective fund that distributes donations and, in our case, 

support, to the causes we identify. Participants make contributions 

into a collective fund as an act of collective charity. We want to go 

further than distributing cheques, however. We want to understand 

how we can get involved in addressing the issues we identify. It might 

involve campaigning, it could involve volunteering ourselves, it may 

be inviting kids, their parents, their grandparents to volunteer. But our 

support is reinforced with donations to facilitate the issues we want to 

address. 

We’ll organise the mechanics of funds collection once we have identi-

fied the issues that concern us, but the basic notion is that we support 

the charities we identify as a pelach throughout the year, and possibly 

focus the Kol Nidrei appeal towards the issues we support year-round.  

It’s our hope that we can replace the annual lottery of charities for 

support as a community with a more focused, strategic approach in-

fused with our community’s values. 

I’d welcome any offers of support to form a small steering group to 

manage the project. I am hoping the entire community will engage 

with the education and conversation about tzedakah with us.  ◙  

If you’re interested in helping shape this new Tikkun Olam pelach please get in 

touch with Jeremy, jmkelly1965@gmail.com. 
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of Sheba ben Bichri is different. This is 

because the decision to kill that individu-

al was not made by the woman. As Rabbi 

Yochanan says, “This permission applies 

even if the specified individual hadn’t 

incurred the death penalty.” The decision 

to kill that individual has already been 

made. The woman is wise as she recog-

nizes she cannot prevent the inevitable, 

but she prevents many other people be-

ing killed. 

I’d like to suggest how this story has 

influenced my design thoughts, specifi-

cally in relation to materials used in pro-

duction. Plastic is a material we are all 

guilty of using. With the increase of con-

sumer culture and people’s desire to con-

stantly own new things, the design world 

reached out for a durable material that 

was cheap and easy to manufacture; plas-

tic was the answer. However, at the time 

of development, no one really thought 

how this new material might impact the 

environment. We have now learnt that its 

impact is considerable. Plastic has 

changed the way we create products, but 

also changed the world. The impact of 

plastic pollution is considerable owing to 

the time it takes to decompose. Natural, 

organic materials have the property of 

decomposing over time, but plastic takes 

hundreds of years to decompose; on 

average durable plastics take 450 years to 

break down. Since plastic was first fabri-

cated 115 years ago, there has never been 

a single item that has fully decomposed. 

And this is a problem. Plastic is in every-

thing, our clothes, our shoes, our tech-

nology, our food, you name it, it proba-

bly has come into contact with plastic at 

some time in its life.  

What do we do with plastic products 

once we’re finished with them? There is 

only a finite desire window for a product, 

and if that product is plastic, that prod-

uct has a life span of 450 years. Individu-

al owners of a product aren’t going to be 

around for 450 years, let alone keep the 

product for that long. This leads to plas-

tic waste ending up in our oceans, pollut-

ing the water and being burned and creat-

ing gases that are harmful to the ozone 

layer contributing to global warming.  

With all this doom and gloom, you may 

wonder what the solution is and how the 

Jewish ethical process applies. In the 

story of Sheba ben Bichri, Rabbi 

Yochanan said that if the marker has 

been placed on that individual, there is 

no reason to prevent the inevitable. This 

can be applied to reusing plastic waste. 

Plastics have already been created and 

put into the world. Rather than create 

new products using new plastic and 

thereby create more of this harmful ma-

terial, we should be looking to find ways 

to create products out of already existing 

plastics used for new purposes. From this 

we can learn that it is our duty to recycle 

our plastic waste and as a designer, it is 

my duty to create products that utilise 

recycled plastics and remove the damage 

we have put into the world.  

Another commentary on the story of 

Sheba ben Bichri is from Rabbi Shimon 

ben Lakish. He says, “This [permission to 

hand over the single person they ask for] 

only applies if the specified person was 

guilty of the death penalty like Sheba ben 

Bichri.” This interpretation states that if 

the individual has been marked by the 

death penalty, then it is acceptable to 

present them to their pursuer. This is 

interesting as it differs from the interpre-

tation of Rabbi Yochanan, since it men-

tions the intervention of external power 

passing the decision on that individual’s 

fate. In this story it is King David, but in 

a more modern era this could be applied 

to a government or judiciary body. I find 

this example especially interesting. It 

seems to be in these examples that it is 

acceptable as long as the ultimate deci-

sion to kill that person is not your own, 

almost like shifting the blame or referring 

to a higher power.  

I n my efforts to remain connected to 

my Judaism whilst at university, I 

started to attend the local Chabad chap-

ter. I would regularly attend the Friday 

Night dinners at the Nottingham Chabad 

family’s house. However, with the Covid-

19 pandemic, this has not been possible. 

To keep up with my Jewish experience, I 

joined Chabad’s Sinai Scholars course. 

This looked at different pillars of Jewish 

life and learning over an eight-week peri-

od, culminating in a paper based on what 

we’d learnt during the course. The paper 

I wrote looks at the ways Judaism can 

influence my degree and future career 

prospects as a designer.  

In the book of Samuel, we learn the story 

of Sheba ben Bichri. It tells of a man 

who challenged King David and fled to a 

nearby city in Israel. When King David’s 

men besieged the city where Sheba was 

hiding, a woman from the city came out 

and asked why they were besieging such a 

prominent city. Yoav, the man leading 

the siege, replied they would not stop 

until Sheba was sent out. Ultimately, the 

woman hands him over to prevent more 

people in the city dying as a result of the 

siege.  

The commentators consider whether the 

decision to release Sheba was correct and 

conclude that it was. In fact, scripture 

goes on to refer to the woman as being 

wise, a term usually reserved for men and 

women who make ethical decisions. Typ-

ically, in the Torah, killing another indi-

vidual is not allowed, and this carries 

over to allowing an individual to be killed 

even if you are not the one doing the 

killing. It is mentioned in the Talmud, 

“Let him kill you rather than you kill the 

innocent person. For what makes you 

think that your blood is redder? Maybe 

the blood of that person is redder!” This 

shows that as an individual, you have no 

right to make the decision for someone 

to die, even if you are not the one carry-

ing out the sentence. However, the story 
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This introduction of a legal interven-

tion creates an interesting way this 

example can be applied to a modern 

application, especially in the design 

world and considering the environ-

mental impact product designers have. 

As mentioned, this example uses a 

governing body to pass judgement. A 

similar example could be the differing 

laws and legislation of different coun-

tries surrounding environmental is-

sues. Over recent years there has been 

increased international awareness of 

environmental implications of con-

sumerism. In some countries, there is 

legislation around the creation of 

products that do not harm the envi-

ronment or efforts to undo previous 

damage to the world. Examples of 

this are the charge placed in the UK in 

October 2015 on plastic bags to re-

duce the use of single-use plastics and 

encourage recycling. Or in Germany 

which has a recycling rate of 66.1%, 

made possible by laws put in place as 

early as 1996.  

These examples are ways that govern-

ments have instructed their societies 

to recycle, but also applies to the de-

sign world when considering where 

the intended product is being de-

signed for. With the introduction of 

strict legislation around the world, 

people are more cognisant of the 

products they are consuming. If you 

are going to create a product to be 

sold in several countries, it is your 

obligation to adhere to the laws of 

that place. But also, as a designer, I 

have a responsibility to preserve 

God’s creation. Therefore, regardless 

of local legislation it’s my responsibil-

ity to consider any harm this product 

might bring to the world. 

We are taught that in the instance that 

someone is instructed to kill another, 

or their own life is at risk, it is better 

to be killed than kill. As Rava said 

(quoted earlier), “Let him kill you 

rather than you kill the innocent per-

son. For what makes you think that 

your blood is redder? Maybe the 

blood of that person is redder!” This 

answer is then used throughout dis-

cussions to similar ethical questions. 

Returning to the story of Sheba ben 

Bichri, it is used to conclude that the 

woman is wise for handing over Sheba. 

The woman is being told to hand over 

Sheba, or she and the people of her city 

will be killed alongside him. In this in-

stance, she is the individual being told to 

kill someone or be killed. But in this ex-

ample, the person she is being told to 

hand over has been specified, she is not 

the individual making the choice. Sheba’s 

blood is not redder than hers and that of 

the people in city. If Yoav was just asking 

for a random member of the city to be 

sacrificed, then Rava would argue that 

she should have offered herself and not 

anyone else.  This idea of redder blood is 

the key to a lot of interpretations of these 

ethical dilemmas; we are aware that we 

are not better than anyone else.  

I found the argument of redder blood 

interesting. In comparing one’s life to 

another, it is simply summarising the 

Jewish outlook on God’s creations. What 

makes one person more important than 

another? We are taught in Bereshit that 

humans were created “betselem Elokim”, 

in the image of Hashem, so we are all 

created the same.  

This same virtue could be applied to the 

products that designers put into the 

world. When designing it is important to 

look at more aspects than just the aes-

thetic. You have to consider the produc-

tion and manufacture as well. Beyond 

environmentalism, this idea of redder 

blood applies to the type of processes we 

use.  

When creating products, it is often easier 

to use the most efficient and cheapest 

methods. As humans, most of the time 

we take the path of least resistance, but in 

this instance, that path of least resistance 

could endanger another life. Utilising 

production methods like sweatshops, 

deforestation or the creation of new plas-

tics could result in a bad product.  

Imagine if the product being designed is 

a toy. I should look for methods to create 

a quality product that I would be happy 

for my child to play with. If these meth-

ods are going to cause harm through the 

production methods used and the poor 

end result, it is my obligation to find a 

more ethical method. 

A final interpretation looks at the story in 

a broader sense. Ravin, commentating on 

Rabbi Yochanan, states, “We may cure 

ourselves of anything [in a life-

threatening situation] except for idolatry, 

incest and murder.” I found this interpre-

tation very interesting. It looks at the 

situation in a wider sense and makes it 

more applicable to a wider range of cir-

cumstances. Ravin names three laws 

which he considers to be above the 

preservation of one’s own life. In this 

instance, he is succinct and clear: there is 

little or no room for interpretation. 

Ravin speaks most clearly to my role as a 

future designer and my Jewish identity. 

This commentary suggests a simple do 

and don’t. You can do anything to save 

your life unless it involves doing these 

things. It puts the adherence to Jewish 

ethical principles above our own lives. 

This led me to consider some examples 

of how this could apply to design, specif-

ically on what design jobs I’d engage 

with. If I were asked to design an item 

that went against these specific three 

principles, I’d have to decline; even more 

so if the requirement went against mitz-

vot in general. I might be asked to design 

a weapon that could be used for murder; 

I’d have to refuse such a request. This 

gets a little more difficult with some 

items, however. For example, what if I 

were to design a set of kitchen knives. 

These items’ intended purpose would be 

for use in cooking, but that’s not going to 

stop someone from taking it and using it 

for murder. This lesson from Ravin 

teaches me that it is my responsibility to 

design a knife specifically for use in the 

kitchen and install safety features on that 

knife to prevent it being used for any-

thing other than its intended purpose.  

As a research project, this has given me 

an interesting outlook into how my reli-

gion can influence my professional life. 

Until now, I have seen them as separate 

entities, but this opportunity has encour-

aged me to look at my Judaism and to 

explore the ways my tradition considers 

ethics and how that can be applied to my 

life. It has also given me an opportunity 

to consider the implications of my role as 

a designer on my world and my personal 

ethics. I am profoundly interested, in-

spired, and challenged by the design 

world, as I am by my religion. This essay 

challenges the way the two can continue 

to influence me as I progress forward in 

my career and life choices.  ◙  
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From the Convenors 

Dear Friends, 

This is our first Pesach as convenors, having taking over from 

the amazing team of Meira and Liz during Hanukkah 2020. And 

almost from the start, we have been confronted by difficult 

decisions, potential disagreements and lots and lots of emails. 

We are now truly in the nitty-gritty of Kol Nefesh communal 

life, working with Rabbi Joel and the different pelach heads and 

the many, many members of our shul who volunteer their time 

and energy to make our synagogue such a vibrant and interest-

ing place. 

It feels strangely appropriate to be marking this festival of liber-

ation, of rebirth and return, with the ever-increasing stream of 

news stories about the growing numbers of vaccinated people 

in the UK, Israel and around other parts of the world, about 

reductions in the number of new cases and, most important of 

all, a drop in the daily toll of victims. We can but hope that this 

is the last Pesach where the number of family and friends who 

can attend our seders will be limited by government restrictions! 

Like the Israelites leaving Egypt amidst the plagues and seeking 

to escape a vengeful Pharaoh, we too are touching freedom, on 

the verge of entering somewhere different from where we’ve 

been during this trying and difficult year that has been so domi-

nated by fears of the virus, of contagion and the sadness of 

isolation, lockdowns and loss. 

It would be no exaggeration to write that KNM has offered a 

haven of warmth, learning and contact for many of us during 

this time, providing us with a virtual Jewish community via 

Zoom while we have been deprived of face-to-face interaction. 

We celebrate Kabbalat Shabbat during the summer, and Havda-

lah in the winter. Torah Chat has gone online and attracted an 

international audience, the Book Club continues to flourish, 

and we’ve instituted a number of new programs, including a 

regular weekly teaching with Rabbi Joel, the regular Virtual Al-

lotment Group, a new Parents Group, and social activities such 

as Thursday’s Tea and Chat.  We also have an event every Sun-

day evening, with content ranging from games and quizzes to 

an Israel Soapbox series and KN’s own version of “Desert Is-

land Discs”. Please check the weekly bulletin if you’re interested 

in any of these – all are welcome! 

We don’t know when normality will return, and when we can 

resume in-person services, but we do know that given its acces-

sibility and ease, our Zoom gatherings will continue to be an 

integral part of what we offer members in addition to our 

standard pre-Covid19 activities. 

In addition to looking at when and how we can resume in-

person services, the prospect of a move to a new home for Kol 

Nefesh is also an issue that is likely to rise in the order of priori-

ties once a measure of normality returns. We will of course con-

sult with the members on how we embark on this journey and 

will only do so once we are satisfied there is clarity and consen-

sus about the way forward. 

One of the main objectives we are looking at is revitalising the 

pelach structure and focus of our community. KNM is very 

much a “do-it-yourself” kind of synagogue, characterised by its 

non-hierarchical structure and dependence on our mem-

bers/volunteers coming together in our various groups to make 

the different elements of KNM work, whether it is Jewish 

learning, Kiddush, Tefilla, the Green Team, social action and 

Tikkun Olam, family activities, security or member engagement 

and welfare. However, many of these pelachim have relied on 

the same people who have given so much of their time and 

energy for far too long. The time feels ripe to encourage addi-

tional members to join the different groups so they can add 

their voices, views and drive to the work of each pelach. Ideally, 

all KNM members should be linked to a particular pelach, sup-

porting their activities, providing leadership when required, and 

fulfilling our communal vision as a “grass roots” organisation. 

Watch this space. 

The other thing to bear in mind is that we are still finding our 

feet as convenors – your feedback and support are welcome. 

Most of all, we want you to think about what you would like 

our shul to be doing, whether it be topics for learning and dis-

cussion (religious and secular), green initiatives, Tikkun Olam 

or family activities, and to be a key part in driving this forward. 

This is the best way to continue embodying the do-it-yourself 

ethos that makes KNM unique. 

Chag Pesach Sameach, 

Philippa Gamse & Gabi Peretz 


