
The years I was growing up in Buenos Aires, Argentina, were years that brought a very deep transition and an 

incredible transformation to the local Jewish community. Today, enlightened by an enriching fifty-year 

perspective, I can look at things in a way that I could not while they were happening. 
 

My parents and their friends, and others in their generation, initiated a pacific revolution that changed the face 

of the Judaism and Jewish practice in South America. This happened, first in Buenos Aires, it expanded within 

the rest of Argentina and then into other parts of South America as well. 
 

I invite you to travel with me to Buenos Aires in the early 1960s. During those years, I remember, as a young 

boy, going to Synagogue with the more traditional members of my family, (my grandfather, my uncle, my 

mother’s uncle) for Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur services. Men were downstairs, women upstairs in the 

balcony. Services were all conducted in Ashkenazic Hebrew with no access to a Spanish translation or 

explanation. 
 

Within this traditional expression of Judaism, questions were not welcome. When anyone asked why, the 

answer was ‘geschrieben,’ this is the way it is written. The Hebrew version of ‘geschrieben’ is ‘katuv,’ which 

means exactly the same; ‘don’t ask,’ a conversation stopper. Instead of encouraging curiosity and exploration, 

the message was loud and clear: ‘do but don’t ask!’ This was the ‘geschrieben’ philosophy. 
 

As a point of illustration, at that time, my grandparents used to read the Yiddish paper (Di Yiddishe Tsayṭung). 

The Tsaytung was published and delivered to their house on a daily basis six days a week (not on Saturdays). 

This was one of at least two Yiddish papers which were published daily in Buenos Aires. Di Yiddishe 

Tsaytung was liberal, the other one had a religious orientation. 
 

In spite of the fact that both my parents were fluent in Yiddish, I did not learn Yiddish; neither to read it nor to 

speak it. 
 

A central and defining element of the revolution that my parents and their friends initiated was when they 

became co-founders of the first Jewish Day School in Buenos Aires where Jewish Studies, Bible and History 

were taught completely in Hebrew; not in Yiddish. The Yiddishists of the time were furious. I remember my 

mother’s uncle writing a very bitter article for Di Yiddishe Tsaytung, angrily criticizing ‘these schools which 

deprive our children from the opportunity to learn Yiddish and teach them Hebrew instead. Where is our 

Jewish culture going?’ 
 

Ironically, the name chosen for the school they started was Colegio Tarbut (Tarbut School). In 

Hebrew, Tarbut means ‘culture.’ I graduated Tarbut School in 1967 as part of the first class that completed the 

full cycle, from first grade to seventh grade. My fluency in Hebrew today is rooted in those years of intense 

and effective learning. Many of our teachers were Israeli teachers, with no knowledge of Spanish. We had no 

choice but to speak in Hebrew. I can trace my vocation to become a Rabbi back to those days and my desire to 

keep learning Hebrew. But this is a story for another occasion.  
 

Let’s get back to the changes in the Jewish community in Buenos Aires in the 1960s. At the same time as 

pivotal changes were taking place in Jewish education, the creation of the Seminario Rabinico 

Latinoamericano totally changed the landscape of Synagogue life in Latin America. The Seminario was started 

by an American graduate of the Jewish Theological Seminary, Rabbi Marshall T. Meyer z”l. The revolution 

was now in full motion. The first Conservative Synagogues started to emerge. These newly established 

Synagogues became an alternative to the very traditional Judaism that I described earlier as the only available 

option during my early years. 

Services were now held with women and men sharing the same space. Services were now conducted in 

modern (Sepahrdic) Hebrew with readings in Spanish side to side with the Hebrew. Music, key boards and a 

different spirit were brought in. 
 

My parents and their coconspirators (this is the way they were quite often referred to) broke the barriers of 

tradition and resistance to questions. They opened a path leading to a participatory and open way to the 



understanding of Jewish law and the practice of our traditions. The ‘geschreiben’ mentality was out. The doors 

were now wide open for men and women who wanted to live their Jewish lives with meaning and with 

purpose; not just because that is the way it had been prescribed. 
 

Why am I bringing this to your attention now? 

 

Because this week’s Torah portion, Hukkat, has a similar tension built in.  
 

Hukkat opens with the instruction about the ‘red heifer.’ Through a very complex ceremony, the blood and 

ashes of a red heifer were used to bring any individual who had been in contact with a corpse, and therefore 

impure, back to purity. According to the Biblical text, contact with a dead body renders the person ritually 

impure. The ritual using the red heifer was the way to bring this individual back to purity.  
 

Old school Rabbis claim that when a law cannot be explained in rational terms, it is called hukkah. On the 

other hand, laws that can be explained rationally and therefore make logic sense, are called mishpatim. So, in 

other words, the use of the term hukkah or mishpat depends on the possibility of a rational explanation for that 

particular law.  
 

In opposition to this kind of distinction, I will suggest that all laws should resist the test of rational 

interpretation, analysis and explanation. In order for Judaism to be a living tradition, it must resist the test of 

interpretation. If we want Judaism to be relevant to all, there is no room for the concept of ‘geschreiben,’ this is 

the way it is because this is the way it is written in the Torah and there is no room for questions. Any law or 

practice has to resist and pass the test of intellectual analysis. 
 

In his interpretation of this week’s Torah portion, Rabbi Yitz Greenberg puts it in a very eloquent way: 
 

“The ‘red heifer’ rite, then, can be used as a model of all covenantal-halakhic instructions, which are meant to 

guide the individual to live on the side of life. The individual needs to understand the logic of the instruction so 

they can choose life, and be a mature partner in the covenant of tikkun olam, of improving life and of the 

quality of life in the world. This clear rationale applies to every mitzvah in every society and culture. Each 

commandment must be articulated toward upholding life and toward a greater human autonomy and 

partnership role. This is the way that mitzvot move us toward the goal of a final universal triumph over all the 

enemies of life—poverty, hunger, oppression, all forms of discrimination that deny the equality of the other, 

war, and sickness. An important part of religious instruction is to upgrade the individual human being to 

embrace life more, to be more loving, more helpful to others, more self-respectful, more patient and 

understanding, more capable of restraint, which gives room to others to develop and express themselves.”  

 

What a powerful teaching! 
 

May we all be encouraged to understand and, through this understanding, enable ourselves to be inspired by 

the mitzvot that we are instructed to follow.  

May it be God’s will that this openness to questioning and understanding will empower us to embrace life 

more, to be more loving, more helpful to others, more self-respectful in ways that will allow others to do the 

same, and, in this way, create more justice in the world. 
 

Shabbat Shalom! 

  

Rabbi Eliseo D. Rozenwasser 

 


