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Parasha Discussion

The Dignity of the Kohanim and Memories of Hazzan Yaakov Cohen, of Blessed Memory
By: Rabbi Mordechai Gershon (Yeshivat Lev HaTorah, Ramat Beit Shemesh)

One of the primary themes of this week’s parasha, Tetzaveh, is the role of the Kohanim in the temple and the special
honor that is accorded to them. The Kohanim, who were the descendants of Aharon, were given the sacred duty of
administering and serving in the Mishkan and subsequently in the Beit HaMikdash. As a result of this honored task, they
were required to wear special garments of splendor when performing the Divine service. This requirement is so
absolute that, if a Kohen was not wearing these special clothes while serving in the Beit HaMikdash, the service would
not be valid and must be performed again. (Rambam Mishneh Torah, Hilchot K’lei HaMikdash, Chapter 8) Although each
regular Kohen would typically serve in the temple for a total of two weeks every year (in order to enable all of other
kohanim an opportunity to serve), great honor was given to the Kohanim who, not only represented the entire Jewish
people during their service in the temple, but also generally served as the teachers and spiritual leaders of the Jewish
people.

| would like to take this opportunity to share some memories and reflections of our beloved Hazzan, Rabbi Yaakov
Cohen, of blessed memory, a great Kohen in our time and a major leader of the Sephardic community in Englewood, NJ,
who passed away one week ago. R’ Yaakov was one of the founding members of the Sephardic minyan of Ahavath
Torah, which grew over the course of more than three decades to become the vibrant Benaroya Sephardic Center of
Congregation Ahavath Torah. With his warm personality, unwavering commitment, kindness, and love he served as the
hazzan (cantor) of the congregation.

R’ Yaakov was a link to an earlier generation and a world that most of us never experienced. He grew up in
Yerushalayim during end of the first half of the 20" century. His rabbis and teachers included HaRav Benzion Abba Shaul
(the Rosh Yeshiva of the famed Porat Yosef Yeshiva where the greatest Sephardic rabbis were educated) and HaRav
Na’im Eliyahu. As a child he observed some of the greatest Torah giants of the Sephardic world, including HaRav Ezra
Attiah (who preceded HaRav Benzion Abba Shaul as Rosh Yeshiva of Porat Yosef), HaRav Ovadia Yosef, HaRav Mordechai
Eliyahu, HaRav Yehoshua Sharbani, HaRav Yitzchak Kaduri, and many others. It was the culture and flavor of the deep-
rooted Sephardic community of Jerusalem, as well as its customs, that influenced R’ Yaakov and prepared him to serve
as such a special hazzan. With a smile, great warmth, and sincerity R’ Yaakov shared this mesorah (tradition) with not
only his family, but the community.

Like our forefather Yaakov Avinu, R’ Yaakov was “yoshev ohalim” (dwelled in the tent) in both the realm of Torah and
Tefillah. He loved to learn independently and to attend Torah classes. Obviously, he dwelled in the tent of tefillah. He
loved to inspire everyone around to sing along with him and taught several classes on the traditional Sephardic melodies
(magamim) to which prayers or celebratory songs are sung. R’ Yaakov loved to recite the book of Tehillim (Psalms) and




diligently showed up in shul a half hour or more before the Shabbat afternoon class in order to lead the congregation in
Tehillim. Even during rain storms and blizzards, R’ Yaakov was there to recite Tehillim, even if he was alone.

In addition to leading the prayers and overseeing or participating in Brit Yitzchak, Brit Milah, Zeved HaBat, and Wedding
ceremonies, R’ Yaakov was the ba’al keriah (public reader) of Megilat Esther on Purim, Megilat Rut on Shavuot, Megilat
Eicha on Tisha b’Av and, with great strength blew the clearest shofar blasts on Rosh HaShana. With absolute sincerity
and genuine emotion he recited the Mi Shebeirach prayers on behalf of those who were ill, prayers for the security of
the State of Israel, and the success of the Israeli Defense Forces. Upon hearing the sad news of soldiers who fell in
battle, both Israeli and American, a genuine expression of pain overtook his face and a sigh escaped his lips. He cared
for all people and was so disturbed to hear about warfare or terrorist activities around the world, G-d forbid. When
someone was called to the Torah for an aliyah, he would receive a personalized blessing afterward from R’ Yaakov.
Most notably, R’ Yaakov was beloved by the children who came to shul and by the bar mitzvah boys, many of whom
were trained personally by R’ Yaakov during the more than thirty years of his service to the community. If someone was
observing a yartzeit for a relative, the Hashkava memorial prayer would be dutifully recited by R’ Yaakov.

This illustration does not fully capture the essence of our dear Hazzan, R’ Yaakov Cohen, but it at least gives us a glimpse
into the life of this great man. He lived a life of emunah and bitachon (faith and trust in Hashem), simchat haChayim (joy
of life), dedication to community, helping others, commitment to Hashem, and teaching Torah/Hazzanut. We were truly
blessed to have had R’ Yaakov in our midst and for him to have been such an important person in the Sephardic
community of Englewood and beyond. May Hashem help us to learn from his legacy and, as a result, to be a source of
great merit to him. 71N NOT 'n' — May his memory be a blessing.
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