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Dear all, 

One year ago, with Pesach just behind us and still in the early days of the first lockdown, it began slowly to dawn 
on us that we might not be able to be together as a shul for Shavuot. 

In partnership with Eli Pollak we produced a learning resource for Shavuot, but we also wanted to find a way to 
learn together as a community, and so Project AMeN was born - Achdut through Mishna and TeNach. 

With the Project organised and lead by R' Ahron Lovat, our community responded with enthusiasm, and together 
some 100 participants learned more than 1000 chapters of Mishna and TeNach!! 

At the time - in hindsight naively - we thought that we would be able to gather together as a community shortly 
after the learning was finished, to celebrate with a Siyum. A year on, clearly things haven't been so simple! 

In the absence of a Siyum, and with a second Shavuot approaching, we thought that Project AMeN presented 
an opportunity for our learners to share Torah with the community, and are delighted that so many people 
responded, writing beautiful Torah, and resulting in this booklet. We thank David Michaels for arranging and 
editing the booklet - a role he has also performed so admirably for many years for the weekly Devar Torah. 

Most importantly we thank each and every one of you, whether for committing to learn a section of Mishna or 
TeNach, for writing Divrei Torah, or for reading and learning from this booklet. We hope that you enjoy it! 

The Torah famously describes the encampment of the Benei Yisrael at Har Sinai with the singular VaYichan "and 
he encamped" (Shemot 19:2) rather than the plural, "and they encamped", that one might expect. 

Rashi, citing the Midrash, sees the singular usage as indicating a sense of unity and shared purpose. 

The message of the Midrash is not just to emphasise the value of Achdut - though this is clearly a primary value 
in its own right - but also to indicate that unity is the foundation of Kabbolat HaTorah. 

For the finite to meet the Infinite, for Revelation to occur, for Torah to be heard, we must transcend the limitations 
of Self, rise above ego and the material. No one human can hear Torah alone - it is too nuanced and multi faceted 
for that - it can only be understood when viewed from many directions. 

Shivim Panim LeTorah - Torah has 70 faces - it is best learned communally, as a group, or at least with a Chavruta. 
As the Gemara (Berachot 63b) teaches us, Torah is only safe when, as we learn it, we hear another voice - when 
we approach Torah learning aware of many perspectives in the Sugya. 

Our hearts and minds are with our brothers and sisters in Eretz Yisrael at this difficult time, and we conclude 
with the Tefilla that ְוָנַתָּת ָׁשלֹום ָּבָאֶרץ ְוִׂשְמַחת עֹוָלם ְליֹוְׁשֶביָה. 

Warmest wishes and Chag Sameach, 

Rabbi and  Rebbetzin Zobin 
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Mark Weston - Learning from the first 10 P’rakim of Yehoshua learnt as part of Project 

And so the story continues … the narrative in the Torah continues into Sefer Yehoshua. In the second Perek, we first meet 
Rachav, ultimately Yehoshua’s wife and the great “shelterer” of Yehoshua’s spies. But the only personal information given 
by the text about Rachav is that she was a zonah. Why? The navi would only inform us of this if it was significant to learn 
something from it.

On a practical level: It is significant for the story because her house, built into the city wall, was accessible so anyone 
could come and go easily and no one would ask any questions. For the spies Yehoshua sent to access the city, glean 
information and escape – all under the noses of the people of Yericho – this was vital.

On a ruchnius level: Rachav lived on the fringe of society – on a wall - exposed to external elements and distant from the 
centre of city power. It was a place inhabited by the class Rachav herself belonged to - society’s lowest members. Rav 
Moshe Lichtenstein points out that dwelling in a wall represented a split personality, one half belonging to Yericho and the 
other half turned outward. Half of Rachav’s contact was with her fellow townsmen and the other half was with random 
travellers from afar. She was at the intersection of both. What does this mean?

Rachav’s character: Chazal quote a midrash about Rachav (Zevachim 116b): “She was 10 years old when Yisrael left 
Mitzrayim, and she engaged in znus all forty years that Yisrael was in the midbar.” At age 10, this could only have come 
about because of her own and her family’s distress, rather than out of immodesty and character. She appears to have been 
forced to assume the burden of supporting her family by adopting the role that she did. Leaving aside the question of 
whether her decision was justified, Chazal point out that her motivation reveals a decent person deeply committed to 
others. This was in stark contrast to Yericho where she lived where everyone consorted with her without moral qualm and 
without thought for the poverty that brought her to her profession. Yericho was not a nice place.

The test: Rachav’s values were tested with the arrival of the spies – symbolised by the intersection mentioned above. Two 
spies arrived at her doorstep on an exceedingly dangerous mission for the benefit of their people, with total disregard for 
their personal safety. They were enemy aliens who could not blend into the local population but had to enter a walled city 
with a strong secret police, without an escape route. They were forced to ask for Rachav’s help without knowing whether 
she would betray them – and probably suspecting she would do so for the money, given her position in Yericho’s society. 
But they risked it anyway because they were (according to Chazal) Kalev and Pinchas who had previously shown their 
willingness to endanger their lives by standing up to an inflamed crowd to rescue Yisrael. 

The moment of truth: Rachav had to decide whether to take the side of her townsmen whom she viewed as corrupt, 
exploitative aggressors or the side of two men of integrity who held paramount the benefit of their people. This clash of 
two world views presented to Rachav was her moment of truth. She could sell out the two good men and extricate herself 
from her financial woes with a reward from the King – a path of commercially profiting at the expense of others. Or she 
could sacrifice herself on the spies’ behalf and justify their trust in her – a path showing that although her occupation came 
about as a result of circumstances beyond her control, she was caring towards others and valued human commitment, 
decency and understanding.

Her choice: A zonah is ready to hand over what is most dear and intimate in exchange for money. The King of Yericho was 
confident that Rachav would hand over the spies. But Rachav’s true character shone through as a decent woman, brought 
to znus by poverty, but nevertheless embodying the values of responsibility and commitment. Without hesitation, she 
chose human decency towards the spies, while putting her own life in great danger – following in the footsteps of the spies 
whom she recognized as kindred spirits – valuing human relationships over commercial ones. Rachav hid the spies in her 
house and took them up to her roof, putting herself in great danger.  It is significant they met on the roof - a private 
(tznuah) area - where she revealed her choice to choose a relationship based on truth and kindness. She asked for an oath 
they would save her family and herself because she valued an oath based on the trustworthiness and decency of the spies 
giving it as she held those same values. Chazal tell us that Rachav ultimately converted to Judaism (Megilla 14b) as an 
expression of choosing Yisrael and its values, as opposed to the Cana'anite world of exploitation and prostitution.

The Gemara in Megilla (15a) draws a connection between Rachav and the “four beautiful women in the world: Sara, 
Rachav, Avigayil and Esther”. The specifics of each are for another time. In general though, what is common to all of them 
is their commitment to others often at danger, or possible severe detriment, to themselves. What a wonderful lesson to 
have learnt during COVID lockdowns.
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Michele Stern - How the Mighty Have Fallen - Shmuel 2 (1-10)

‘How the mighty have fallen’?! It is a phrase that you have probably heard – or perhaps even used – many times.  It appears 
in newspaper reports, in film and TV from Star Trek to The Simpsons and in everyday usage.  It is often used as a way of 
mocking someone who had no respect for a particular task or role, yet now finds themselves forced to undertake it.  In 
short, the phrase reminds such a person of their reduced status.

However, the original meaning of “How the mighty have fallen” is very different.  Rather than having a negative connotation, 
King David recites these words as part of a beautiful lament in which he sings the praises of Saul and Jonathan, both of 
whom were killed in battle.  In fact, David does not say these words just once. His sense of loss is so palpable, that he cries 
them out three times in the space of just a few verses (Shmuel II 1:19, 25, 27). However, for us to really understand David’s 
pain, we must turn to the Hebrew. “Eikh naflu gibborim “. As Professor Francis Landy of the University of Alberta notes 

“…. the first word, Eikh, most of all, is onomatopoeic. Eikh is a primal groan, howl, or keening; it is giving sound to inner 
pain and desolation, a sound of agony that comes in the immediacy of loss, ripped from the heart and soul. It is a sound 
that comes before the poem of lament, the words that try to give form and focus to raw emotion and pain.”  

Whilst English translations are indeed important, they do not always do justice to the beauty and depth of meaning of the 
Hebrew. Additionally, the context in which these words are expressed is also very important.  We have already mentioned 
that they appear as part of David’s lament for Saul and Jonathan upon hearing of their deaths, but additionally there is 
value in looking at his wider relationship to these two men.  

Throughout the lament, David shows his deep affection for both Saul and Jonathan and his sincere grief at the terrible 
catastrophe i.e. the loss of the king that has befallen Israel.  It is not surprising that David shows his love for Jonathan, who 
was his dearest friend. But David gives equal honour to Saul, with whom he at times had quite a tortuous relationship.  
Why?  David had two opportunities to kill Saul, but both times he refused to kill him.  His decision was not based on 
strategic or even moral grounds, but on the deep respect David had for G-d.  G-d had anointed Saul and therefore to go 
against Saul would be to go against G-d.  Eventually, Saul did fall in battle but in G-d’s own timing. In addition, even though 
Saul had made mistakes, David considered Saul’s life precious and of tremendous value.  There was perhaps also the 
realisation that David would now never be reconciled to Saul that added to his grief.  

‘How the mighty have fallen’ is so often used today in a triumphalist way, yet we should be sad when we see the decline 
or failure of someone who used to be successful, powerful, important:  David’s cry is for the great loss to the Jewish nation 
that Saul’s downfall represents.
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Sefer Yeshaya ch. 1-10-Bernard Freudenthal

How to begin learning: I had little prior experience of the Neviim Acharonim outside reading the weekly Haftarah. I 
recommend reading the Hebrew text with a translation to assist. A basic commentary or accompanying notes are useful 
to explain the background and the often ambiguous structure and meaning. The Oxford Jewish Study Bible (OJSB), 
containing the JPS translation, suited my purposes in this regard. One bonus is that the author of the OJSB commentary 
often openly disagrees with the JPS translation. This emphasises that any translation, however helpful, cannot replace the 
Hebrew text and always incorporates multiple compromises. For a thematic and religious introduction, I recommend 
Abraham J. Heschel’s masterpiece The Prophets (Vol. 1) – a slim paperback that can be found on Abebooks.com.

Finding myself to be somewhat of a neophyte in the study of Neviim Acharonim, allow me to lay out some of the themes 
to whet the appetite of others who I hope may be attracted to follow in learning this extraordinary Sefer, “one of the most 
complex prophetic books” (OJSB).

Division into at least two sections: While Perakim 1-39 are the product of Yeshayahu ben Amotz who lived in the 8th 
century BCE during the reigns of the Judean kings Uzziah, Yotam, Ahaz and Hezekiah (Yeshaya 1:1), the Ibn Ezra identified 
that Perakim 40-66 belonged to the period of the Babylonian exile of the 6th century BCE. Scholars call these later chapters 
(and also 34-35) as “Deutero-Isaiah” and may have a different author. These later chapters are focused on the restoration 
and messianic renewal of Zion and are familiar to us from the Haftarot of the שבע דנחמתא which we read in the weeks after 
Tishah B’Av. The earlier chapters which are attributable to the prophet Yeshayahu have a darker apocalyptic tone and are 
focused on the crises of contemporary politics and events.

The ‘Syro-Ephraimite crisis’: In 735 BCE, the kingdom of Damascus (Aram) and the northern Israelite kingdom (Ephraim) 
attempted to assemble a coalition of small states to oppose the influence of the Assyrian empire. King Ahaz of Judah did 
not join their campaign and so the Arameans and Israelites (Ephraimites) marched against Judah attempting to depose 
Ahaz and install their own ally to replace him. Ahaz appealed to the Assyrian king, Tiglat-Pileser, for help. The outcome was 
that the Arameans and Israelites failed in their conspiracy, leading to ruin at the hands of Assyria. Judah was saved but 
became dependent on Assyria. (These events are also recounted in Melachim 2 ch 16 and Divrei HaYamim 2 ch 28.) 
Yeshayahu’s intersection with these events is two-fold: (1) unlike other prophets, he did not attempt to save the northern 
tribes, rather regarding the Northern Kingdom as doomed; and (2) with regards the Judean kings Ahaz and Hezekiah, 
Yeshayahu was bitterly opposed to forming alliances and covenants with external powers, and so persisted as a fierce critic 
of what he saw as the spiritually and morally self-destructive policies of the Judean kings. 

‘Divine sorrow’ in the opening speech: Ch 1 is well known from the haftarah read on Shabbat Chazon before Tishah b’Av.  
Heschel describes how this speech “deals not with the anger, but with the sorrow of G-d”. We read of a ‘father’ whose 
‘sons’ have abandoned him, and Israel is compared unfavourably with an ox that knows its owner. G-d’s patience becomes 
exhausted, and He is tired of man, such that He hates man’s Rosh Chodesh and Shabbat assemblies –: 

“1:14( נשוא”  נלאיתי  לטורח,  עלי  היו  נפשי,  שנאה  ומועדיכם   I cannot endure them…’. Heschel believes that this‘ – (חדשיכם 
‘weariness of G-d’ is a theological category which necessitates a certain concealment of G-d’s involvement in history and 
human events. G-d’s will is consequently enacted through the agency of foreign powers: “Ha! Assyria, rod of My anger… I 
send him against an ungodly nation” (10:5-6).

The contradiction in Yeshayahu’s second commission (ch 6): In a lofty vision of the divine throne, we read either the 
prophet’s initiation, or possibly the beginning of a new stage in his career. (This passage includes the Holy, holy, holy verse 
that we recite in the Kedusha several times each day).  In the preceding chapters 1-5, Yeshayahu calls on the Judeans to 
repent, but from this point on, he ceases to do so. His mission seems bitterly conflicted: “Go say to that people: ‘Hear, 
indeed, but do not understand; See indeed but do not grasp. Dull that people’s mind, stop its ears, and seal its eyes … lest… 
it repent and heal itself’” (6:9-10). This remarkable instruction reinforces the weary disillusionment and sorrow in the tone 
of the prophet throughout the book. Ibn Ezra explains it to mean that G-d does not accept repentance of the sinner whose 
punishment has already been decreed. Heschel concludes that this prophecy must apply to the Northern Kingdom, where 
“… the people already are afflicted by a lack of sensitivity [to G-d]”. 

There are many other themes and aspects of the book, including in later chapters, but space does not permit. In summary, 
it is never too late to turn to these essential books – and in the words of Heschel: “Prophecy is the voice that God has lent 
to the silent agony, a voice to the plundered poor, to the profaned riches of the world. It is a form of living, a crossing point 
of G-d and man”.
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Darren Lauber - The Place of Yirmeyahu in Tanach

The gemara in Bava Batra 14b discusses the order of the books of Tanach and the identities of their authors. The book of 
Yeshayahu is placed before the book of Yirmeyahu reflecting their correct chronological order. Interestingly, the gemara 
argues that the book of Yirmeyahu should be placed before the book of Yeshayahu:

“Because the book of Melachim ends with a record of destruction, the book of Yirmeyahu is about destruction, the book of 
Yechezkel commences with destruction and ends with consolation and Yeshayahu is entirely about consolation; therefore, 
we put destruction next to destruction and consolation next to consolation”.

According to this argument in the gemara, it is preferable to put the book of Yirmeyahu first and juxtapose it to the book 
of Melakhim owing to the similarity between their respective contents: a description of the destruction. A tradition 
brought in this gemara states that Yirmeyahu also authored the book of Melachim, thus reinforcing the connection 
between them.   

It is also worth noting the contrast that the gemara makes between the books of Yeshayahu and Yirmeyahu: Yeshayahu is 
characterized as a book that is “entirely consolation,” while the book of Yirmeyahu is “entirely destruction.” This 
characterization certainly does not accurately reflect the contents of the books. In the book of Yeshayahu there are 
prophecies of rebuke and calamity, and in the book of Yirmeyahu there are also prophecies of consolation. However, it 
does express the general trend of each book and the fundamental contrast between them.

To understand the significance of the contrast, we must expand the comparison between the books. The two prophets 
prophesied in similar periods. Yeshayahu lived during the time of the ascent of the mighty empire of Assyria, whose 
boundaries reached the shores of the Mediterranean Sea and breached the sphere of influence of the ancient kingdom of 
Egypt.   In its aspiration for power, the kingdom of Assyria also struck the territory of the tribes of the kingdom of Israel. It 
put an end to the Northern Kingdom of Israel and was about to conquer Yehuda as well.  In the days of Yirmeyahu, a similar 
historical event took place.  The kingdom of Babylonia inherited the kingdom of Assyria.   It too aspired to be a mighty 
empire, it too took on Egypt, and in its aspiration for power it struck the kingdom of Yehuda and put an end to it.

The similar background to the prophecies of Yeshayahu and Yirmeyahu highlights the fundamental difference between 
them. Yeshaya is the great prophet of salvation. It was he who advised Chizkiyahu in the days of Sancheriv not to surrender 
and he prophesied the fall of the Assyrian army at the walls of Jerusalem, which would bring about the miraculous rescue 
of the city. Yirmeyahu, on the other hand, demanded that the kings in the days of Nevuchadnetzar totally surrender to the 
Babylonian power, and he prophesied the fall of the city and its king into the hands of the Babylonians and the exile of 
Yehuda.   Another interesting difference between the two prophets, connected to the difference mentioned above, relates 
to the role of the prophets’ families in their prophecies. In the case of Yeshayahu, his sons are a sign for Israel (chapters 
7-8), whereas in the case of Yirmeyahu, it is precisely his childlessness that foretells the destruction of Jerusalem and the 
calamity that will befall it (chapter 16).  This is a tragic element in the life of Yirmeyahu, one of many, that reflects the fate 
of his people. 
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Shmuel Ebert - To be heeded or to be correct? That is the (prophetic) Question

The penultimate chapter of Jeremiah concludes with the prophet instructing his disciple to attach a stone to a book which 
contains all the details of the destruction that would befall בבל and to throw it into the Euphrates River. 

ת׃ ֶבן ְוִהְׁשַלְכּ֖תֹו ֶאל־ּ֥תֹוְך ְּפָרֽ ר ָעָלי֙ו ֶא֔ ה ִּתְקֹׁש֤ ֶפר ַהֶּז֑ א ֶאת־ַהֵּס֣ ֹ֖ ְוָהָי֙ה ְּכַכֹּ֣לְתָ֔ך ִלְקר

And when you finish reading this scroll, tie a stone to it and hurl it into the Euphrates.

יָה יא ָעֶל֖ י ֵמִב֥ ר ָאֹנִכ֛ ה ֲאֶׁש֧ א־ָתקּו֙ם ִמְּפֵנ֣י ָהָרָע֗ ֹֽ ל ְול ע ָּבֶב֤ ָכה ִּתְׁשַק֨  ְוָאַמְרָּת֗ ָּכ֠

And say, ‘Thus shall Babylon sink and never rise again, because of the disaster that I will bring upon it. (Jeremiah 51:63-4)

This type of ‘symbolic prophecy’ is characteristic of the style of the prophet Jeremiah.1It can be summarised as containing 
the following three elements:

A physical act – the sinking of the book in our example

A prophetic statement – here, the prediction of the future sinking of בבל 

The physical act manifesting in a symbolic sense the coming to pass of the prophetic prediction – the book sinking in the 
same way that בבל will sink 

This prompts the question why it is that only a few select prophecies are accompanied by a physical act. Is there a qualitative 
difference between such prophecies and prophecies which are not escorted by any act? 

There is a fascinating debate amongst the ראשונים as to the role of what we have termed above ‘symbolic prophecy’. 

The רמב''ן to בראשית פרק יב פסוק ו is of the opinion that when a prophetic statement is accompanied by a physical act, that 
prophetic statement is destined to come true and is not merely a prediction. Hence there is indeed a qualitative difference 
between symbolic and non-symbolic prophecy.2 The דרשות הר''ן ב:כט however, thinks that this theory is “cause for wonder” 
and may cast aspersions upon the veracity of all non-symbolic prophetic statements, which the רמב''ן seems to be indicating 
will not necessarily transpire. The ר''ן instead initially3 suggests that the theory of the רמב''ן be limited to prophecies about 
future punishment or misfortune befalling a nation/individual. In these cases, the intended impact of the prophet’s 
prognosis is to inspire the recipients to fervent repentance, thereby averting the impending looming doom and ensuring 
that the prophecy does not in fact come true.4 It is thus only symbolic prophecy of future destruction, such as בבל sinking 
like the book, that the audience can be assured that the prophecy will ipso facto occur and cannot be avoided through 
human penitence. 

These comments of the ר''ן lend a fascinating lens through which to analyse the functionality of the ministry of the prophet 
in general and Jeremiah in particular. For let us pause for a moment and ponder the following question: what is the 
measure of success for a prophet? 

If we consider predictions from all other fields - ranging from weather forecasting, investment market projections or 
actuarial modelling – they all share one trait in common and that is that a successful prediction is one which accurately 
foretells the events of the future. If the weather report advises that tomorrow will be bright but breezy and it turns out to 
be bitter and blustery then something has gone awry. One is unlikely to retain the services of a financial advisor who has 
an uncanny knack of recommending purchasing shares in companies whose value rapidly declines. 

Does the above apply to prophecy? Is one prophet more successful than his counterpart if his predictive hit rate is 
1  See for but one example the extended symbol of the loin cloth which opens Jeremiah Chapter 13 
2  Indeed, to buttress his theory the רמב''ן draws upon our very example of the sinking stone!
3  See the continuation of his discourse where he modifies his suggestion as he notes that the רמב''ן does not limit his theory to prophecies of 

punishment but applies it equally to prophecies of good tidings 
4  The reaction of the people of Nineveh to Jonah’s words is an example par excellence
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proportionally better? 

I would posit that the remarks of the ר''ן illustrate why the answer is no. When a prophet proclaims that destruction is 
destined to befall the Israelites and even invokes the name of the Lord as an impressive source for the claim, the prophet 
is internally bursting with hope that no destruction will come to pass. The statement is designed to rouse the nation into 
a fervour and transform their behaviour such that the destruction no longer occurs. The tragedy of humans is that fervour 
is short lived and as soon as the impending threat of destruction subsides, confidence soon returns to the nation. It is not 
long before the credentials of the prophet are examined like the weather forecaster.

 ‘Didn’t you tell us it we were going to be annihilated?’ we can imagine one passerby shouting aggressively to the prophet.

‘But don’t you understand?’ responds the frustrated prophet. ‘You listened to my warning. You mended your ways. The 
destruction has been averted!’ 

‘You had me fooled alright’ sneers another. ‘Next time we know who to believe.’ 

Thus, we discover the cruel cycle trapping the prophet5:

The nation sins. 

The prophet makes a prediction of destruction if the nation does not mend their ways. 

The prophet is heeded by the nation and the people repent. 

The destruction is averted.

The prophet is proved incorrect and loses his credibility. 

The nation sins again. 

Back to 2. 

The prophet is not heeded by the nation and the people do not repent. 

The destruction is not averted. 

The prophet is proved correct and gains his credibility, but it is too late to avert the destruction. 

This then is the sad fate which accompanies Jeremiah throughout his career.6 In the opening chapter of the book, he is 
selected by the Lord for a mission which he is told has been waiting for him from “before you were born” to warn the 
people of the imminent danger gathering from the North which will spell the end of the Temple and their life in Israel. He 
suffers greatly from a personal perspective for his unpopular warning and is imprisoned as a result:

Then the officials said to the king, “Let that man be put to death, for he disheartens the soldiers, and all the people who 
are left in this city, by speaking such things to them. That man is not seeking the welfare of this people, but their harm!” 
(Jeremiah 38:4) 

Unfortunately, the people do not take his words seriously and Jeremiah is proved correct. The enemy prevails, the Temple 
is destroyed, and the nation expelled from its land. But Jeremiah surely does not feel any satisfaction at being proved 
correct. A prophet does not want to be correct. A prophet wants to be heeded. 

5  We normally analyse the cycle from the perspective of sin, threat of destruction, repentance, destruction averted, next sin. This is the general 
pattern of the book of שופטים. Since it takes place over hundreds of years a different prophet/Judge is involved each cycle and therefore this 
is not applicable on the micro level. 

6  An alternative analysis sees the role of Jeremiah as coming with a pacifist message to convince the people that the destruction of the Temple 
is inevitable and to roll over without armed rebellion against the Babylonians. Under that approach, Jeremiah does not seek to avert the 
destruction. We do not follow that approach here.   
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Elliot Benjamin - Sefer Yechezkel - “Chashmal” – An Electrical Prophesy

 Yechezkel Perek 1, tells of the famous vision of Yechezkel, described by Chazal as the "ma'aseh merkava" ("workings of the
 Divine Chariot").  In this very enigmatic and vivid description, the word “Chashmal” appears 3 times and nowhere else in
?Tenach .. yet the word exists in modern Hebrew as the word for “electricity”.  How did the use of the word come to be

וָאֵ֡רֶא וְהִנֵּה֩ ר֨וּחַ סְעָרָ֜ה בָּאָ֣ה מִה־ןַצָּפ֗וֹן עָנָ֤ן גָּודֹל֙ וְאֵ֣שׁ מִתְלַקַּ֔חַת וְנֹ֥גַֽהּ ל֖וֹ סָבִ֑בי וּמִ֨תּוֹכָ֔הּ כְּעֵ֥ןי הַחַשְׁמַ֖ל מִתּ֥וֹךְ הָאֵֽשׁ׃ 

I saw and behold! There was a stormy wind coming from the north, a great cloud with flashing fire and a brilliance 
surrounding it; and from in its midst, like the colour of the Chashmal from the midst of the fire.

The meaning of this word Chasmal has been illusive and intriguing and so many modern Tenachs do not even translate it.

Rashi suggests that this refers to a heavenly creature, a malach, an angel, based on a Gemorah in Chagigah 13a. The 
Rambam says that these angels occupy the 4th rank in the heavenly hierarchy. This still doesn’t explain the meaning since 
the visions are described as being "like" chashmal or having the colour of chashmal, and so seems to describe some 
“radiant characteristic on the malach.. 

The Septuagint (the ancient Greek translation) translated it as ἠλέκτρου (elektron). The Greek word ἠλέκτρου, or elektron, 
meant "amber," not angels. The Latin Vulgate used the word “Electrum”, which is a kind of metal alloy of gold and silver. 
The same word was used for amber (the tree resin), because of the similar colour. Hence the King James Bible (and 
Sefaria), translates Chashmal as “amber”. 

Rubbing amber gives an electrical charge, and so when the phenomenon of electricity was defined, the scientists turned 
to the Greek and Latin terms for amber to coin the word "electric." The word electric was first used by Francis Bacon to 
describe materials like amber that attracted other objects. 

Now, when we consider the etymology of the English word “electricity” we see the direct connection to theses translations 
of Chashmal.  

The Hebrew poet Judah Leib Gordon from Vilniuis , himself a talmud, chacham, followed the same logic in 
around 1880, when he suggested to use chashmal to refer to electricity as well. Gordon used chashmal in a 
poem, which he completed in 1883, called ְשֵׁני יֹוֵסף ֶבן ִשְׁמעֹון, 

In the poem he tells of a Talmudic child prodigy who goes to Padua to learn Torah and medicine. He correlates 
all sorts of sciences with traditional terms and concepts. For example, tuma ve-tahara is related to hygiene. 
The ma'aseh bereshis and ma'aseh merkava are correlated with natural science, and in the course of it he refers 
to kabbalistic terms which are forces of nature, one of which is chashmalah.  It is only in his notes, that he says, 
"My intended meaning is the natural energy called electricitat, as in the Septuagint translation 
of chashmal as elektra." 

Hence we have seen, the prophesy Yechezkel , described a heavenly creature with a certain glowing  radiant 
appearance. Secular scholars described this as “amber or electron” and so this became the etymology of the 
English word  for Electricity. Yet, when Eliezer Ben Yehudah needed an Ivrit word for electricity rather than using 
the Hebrew for Amber (inbar) he followed the lead of Judah Leib Gordon and went back to the very original 
source, the Hebrew, in Sefer Yechezkel and used Chashmal.
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 Sandy Littman - Zechariah

The penultimate prophet of the Trey Asar, Zechariah, is a contemporary of Haggai; both returned to Eretz Yisrael 
following the decree of Cyrus.    If Zechariah ben Berechiah ben Iddo the Navi is the grandson of Iddo the kohen who 
returned to Israel with Zerubabel 1(Neh 12.4, 16):    then the navi is one of the priests.  His first prophecy is dated the 
start of the eighth month, Cheshvan, in the second year of the reign of Darius, 520 BCE and his last was two years later.  

This is the time of the return from Babylon, the rebuilding of the Beit haMikdash, and the end of the prophetic era.  
Following Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi it is said that nevu’ah ended and communication from Hashem was via ru’ach 
hakodesh, divine inspiration.  

Zechariah begins with a call to the people (1.2-6) spelling out the situation.

 ב קצף ה‹ על־אבותיכם קצף:

 ג ואמרת אלהם כה אמר ה‹ צבאות שובו אלי נאם ה‹ צבאות ואשוב אליכם אמר ה‹ צבאות:

 ד אל־תהיו כאבתיכם אשר קראו־אליהם הנביאים הראשנים לאמר כה אמר ה‹ צבאות שובו נא מדרכיכם הרעים ומעליליכם ]ומעלליכם[
הרעים ולא שמעו ולא־הקשיבו אלי נאם־ה‹:

 ה אבותיכם איה־הם והנבאים הלעולם יחיו:

 ו אך ׀ דברי וחקי אשר צויתי את־עבדי הנביאים הלוא השיגו אבתיכם וישובו

  ויאמרו כאשר זמם ה‹ צבאות לעשות לנו כדרכינו וכמעללינו כן עשה אתנו:

2.  Hashem was exceedingly angry with your fathers.  

3. [Zechariah] say to them: - thus says the Lord of hosts:  Return to Me -- the word of the Lord of hosts    -- and I will 
return to you, said the Lord of hosts. 

4. don’t be like your fathers to whom the prophets of old called out, saying, ‘Thus said the Lord of hosts: Return, now, 
from your evil ways and from your evil deeds’ but they did not listen nor pay attention to Me -- the word of Hashem.   

5. Your forefathers, where are they?  and as for the prophets, could they live forever?  

6. However, My words and My decrees, which I commanded My servants the prophets, did they not take hold of your 
fathers?   They repented and said, ‘Just as the Lord of hosts, thought to do to us, according to our ways and our deeds, so 
did He with us’. 

Here, Hashem as ‘Lord of hosts’ is repeated several times, reminding the people that Hashem is more powerful than 
Babylon, Egypt, and other nations.   Zechariah is opening his nevu’ah with a call for return, spiritual renewal, and uses 
language recalled that in Dt 30.2, where Israel is to return of Hashem, and He will return to them.    His contemporary 
Haggai’s nevu’ah is focussed on the rebuilding of the Beit HaMikdash; Zechariah is concerned with the spiritual side of 
the nation.

Zechariah is given prophetic visions, some of which are hard to interpret.  Unusually, this Navi has a Malach, an angel, 
beside him and their conversation in the form of question and answer provides interpretation of Zechariah’s visions.  
This could be because the force of nevu’ah is not as strong as it was.  

Yoma 69b expands on Zech 5.8, 11:  2 

‘and he said “This [woman] is wickedness” , and he threw her into the ephah measure and threw the lead weight into her 
mouth ... and took it ...to the land of Shinar’

The gemara recounts that the people cried out in a loud voice (Neh 9.4) , saying that the  יצר הרע,  the evil inclination for 
idolatry caused the destruction of the Beit HaMikdash, burned the Heichal, murdered all the righteous ones, and  caused 
Israel  to be exiled.    It still causes problems.  They said they didn’t want the challenge and didn’t want the reward for 

1 Zerubabel was the governor of the province of Judea, and grandson of Yechoniah, one of the last Davidic kings.
ַוּיֹאֶמר זֹאת ָהִרְׁשָעה ַוַּיְׁשֵלְך ֹאָתּה ֶאל־ּתֹוְך ָהֵאיָפה ַוַּיְׁשֵלְך ֶאת־ֶאֶבן  ָהעֹוֶפֶרת ֶאל־ִּפיָה:  2
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overcoming the challenge.   Hashem agreed. After three days and nights of prayer and fasting, a shape like a fiery lion 
cub emerged from the Kodesh Kedoshim;    Zechariah said ‘this is the evil one, the wickedness’.    They captured it.  

The result was a loss of the passion for idolatry, but similarly a loss of spiritual connection with Hashem, a weakening 
and loss of nevuah.   Man, now had to actively seek Hashem, through prayer and study and actions, and this influences 
the messages delivered by and through Zechariah.

In one vision Zechariah sees a gold menorah with its flames; two olive trees provide streams of oil which supply the 
menorah, one to the left and one to the right.  Zechariah does not understand what he sees, 4.4-6

 ד ָוַאַען ָוֹאַמר ֶאל ַהַּמְלָאְך ַהּדֵֹבר ִּבי ֵלאֹמר ָמה ֵאֶּלה ֲאֹדִני:

 ה ַוַּיַען ַהַּמְלָאְך ַהּדֵֹבר ִּבי ַוּיֹאֶמר ֵאַלי ֲהלֹוא ָיַדְעָּת ָמה ֵהָּמה ֵאֶּלה ָוֹאַמר לֹא ֲאֹדִני:

ו ַוַּיַען ַוּיֹאֶמר ֵאַלי ֵלאֹמר ֶזה ְּדַבר־ה‹ ֶאל־ְזֻרָּבֶבל ֵלאֹמר לֹא ְבַחִיל ְולֹא ְבֹכַח ִּכי ִאם־ְּברּוִחי ָאַמר ה‹ ְצָבאֹות:

I spoke up and said to the angel who was speaking to me, saying, “what are these, my lord?” The angel who was 
speaking to me answered, and said to me, “do you not know what these are?” And I said, “No, my lord”.   He spoke up 
and said to me, saying “This is the word of Hashem to Zerubabel, saying, ‘not through army and not through strength, 
but through My spirit,’ said Hashem, Lord of hosts”3

This indicates that both Zerubabel and Yehoshua Kohen Gadol will rebuild the Temple, both are necessary for this 
enterprise, and that success will come if both the political and religious representatives work together in peace and 
harmony:  ‘ with My Spirit,  says the Lord of Hosts’ (Zech 4.6).  This section 2.14 - 4.7 serves as haftorah for 
Beha’alosechah and for Shabbos Chanukah.

A verse familiar from our tefillot (ending of Aleinu) is 14.9.  

    והיה ה' למלך על־כל־הארץ ביום ההוא יהיה ה' אחד ושמו אחד:

‘And Hashem will be King over all the land; on that day, Hashem will be One and His Name will be One’, part of 
Zechariah’s visions for the future.  Apart from the Shema, this is the only other place in Tanach referring to G-d’s 
Oneness.  

Zech 14.1-21 (the entire final chapter) is the haftorah for first day Sukkot.   It deals with many themes of the Chag:   the 
final battles, cosmic upheaval, all the nations acknowledging Hashem’s sovereignty, and finally Jerusalem as the centre 
of holiness restored.

The people returning from Babylonia were encountering more difficulties in their attempts to rebuild than had been 
anticipated.    Zechariah’s words were encouraging:  a time will come when nations inimical to Israel will meet a bitter 
end while Israel will be granted a full redemption and a bright future.   Jerusalem will face more difficulties but, in the 
end,, those who oppose Hashem will be defeated and the rest will go up to Jerusalem to bow down to Him, vindication 
of the earlier words: (4.6) ‘not with valour and not with might, but by means of My Spirit, says the Lord of Hosts’.

3 translation following Artscroll
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Channah (Babad) Miller - Shavuot and Shepherds of Israel (Project AMeN Psalms 71-80)

Shavuot and Shepherds 
On Shavuot, the second of the Shalosh Regalim (three pilgrimage festivals), we commemorate and celebrate Hashem’s giving 
of the Torah to the Bnei Yisrael (Children of Israel).

Prior to becoming the greatest leader of Bnei Yisrael, leading them to receive the Torah at Mount Sinai, the Torah tell us how 
Moshe Rabeinu was “shepherding the flock of Yitro, his father-in-law” (Shemot 3:1). We are told of how he was summoned 
to leadership by Hashem through the “bush that was burning in fire, but the bush was not consumed” (Shemot 3:2).

On the second day of Shavuot we read the Book of Ruth. Ruth willingly accepted the covenant of Sinai and so this is an 
especially relevant lesson for us. Ruth was also the great grandmother of King David, the composer of the Book of Tehillim 
(Psalms), and his birth and death occurred on Shavuot.

In Psalms 78:70-72 we read how:

“And He (Hashem) chose David, His servant and took him from the sheep pens. From behind the nursing ewes He brought him 
to tend to Jacob, his nation, and Israel his estate. He tended them according to the wholesomeness of his heart and by the skill 
of his hands he led them”.

It is noteworthy that both Moshe and David were called to their service of leadership whilst they were working as shepherds.

The concept of the shepherd as being a necessary trait for leadership is strongly resonant in Tanach. Indeed, David himself 
recognizes on multiple occasions that metaphor of leadership in his own praise of Hashem:

“You led Your nation like a flock by the hand of Moses and Aaron” (Psalms 77:21)

“Shepherd of Israel, please listen” (Psalms 80:2)

True leaders
It is understandable that the care and attention which a shepherd shows to his flock will be a metaphor and a pre-determinant 
of the level of care and dedication shown to the people that he leads.

However, it is noteworthy that both Moshe and David are called to leadership by Hashem. They do not set out to seek 
leadership. Both are unable to fulfil a longed-for service to Hashem, they are not in control of their destiny. Moshe leads the 
Bnei Yisrael through the wilderness but not into the land of Israel. Indeed, he never enters the land and it is Joshua who 
completes the task. David wishes to but is unable to complete the building of the Beit Hamikdash (Temple). It his son, 
Solomon, who completes the building and the dedication of the first Beit Hamikdash.

It seems that the above are facets of true leadership, sourced in a calling, in an anointing, rather than rooted in ambition. It 
is the ability to have a dream and yet to negate one’s own dream for the greater good, enabling the successor to fulfil that 
dream instead.

For Moshe, he handed over leadership to Joshua and blessed him to be strong and firm in leading the people into the land 
which Hashem had sworn to their forefathers.  Moshe further instructed Joshua that he should cause the Bnei Yisrael to 
inherit the land (Devarim 31:7).

For David, he prayed for the welfare and the success of his son and heir, Solomon, all the while recognizing that blessing is 
sourced in Hashem.

“To Solomon”
The second Book of Psalms ends with Psalm 72, which is an ode “to Solomon” composed as David was nearing the end of his 
life and Solomon was being crowned king. In this Psalm, David combines prayer, blessing and instruction for Solomon in his 
new role as king.

David asks for Hashem to bestow upon Solomon, the blessing of giving judgement tempered with righteousness and especial 
consideration of justice for the poor. He also prays to Hashem to bestow peace through prosperity and fear of Hashem on the 
nation. David blesses Solomon that he should attain great heights of power, but that this recognition should be as a result of 
Solomon’s goodness and his ability to help the poor and to protect his subjects. David prays for Solomon to have material 
blessings of wealth and for the nation to have food in plentiful supply. Perhaps most poignantly, David prays that for Solomon, 
“may his name exist forever” (Psalms 72:17). David ends the psalm with praising Hashem – “Blessed is the Name of His glory 
forever and may His glory fill all the earth” (Psalms 72:19).

Yet again, core to being a great leader is righteousness, justice and unfailing care for the poor and unprotected. Solomon may 
have been crowned king but in essence what was required were the traits of a ‘shepherd’.
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Sandy Littman -  Tehillim 141-150

Sefer Tehillim has 150 chapters of prayers for every occasion. Although many headings indicate that they were composed 
for specific times and places, they speak to the soul, to the heart, to eternity.  Many verses have been put to music, 
becoming much loved songs.  

In this psalm 141, King David calls to Hashem, asking that his prayers be considered as incense and offerings on the altar.  
He asks that his mouth, his lips, his heart be guarded, and not be drawn into wrong-doing; not to be ensnared by evildoers, 
ending up in the pit [realm of death], his soul lost.

Ps 142  ‘You are my shelter, my portion in the land of the living’ - the prayer of David when he’s trapped in a cave by Saul 
who seeks to kill him.  At this point, there seems no right way to turn, kill or be killed are equally repugnant options.  David 
ends this psalm with a prayer: ְלהֹודֹות ֶאת־ְׁשֶמָך ִּבי ַיְכִּתרּו ַצִּדיִקים ִּכי ִתְגֹמל ָעָלי:  הֹוִציָאה ִמַּמְסֵּגר  ַנְפִׁשי   ‘release my soul from its 
constraints so that I can acknowledge Your Name;  the righteous be crowned with him when You grant kindness to me’. 

 Ps 143   שמע תפילתי’hear my prayer’ says King David, in a psalm that speaks to present, past and future.  

Ps 144  David attributes his success to Hashem who is a constant in his life, training him for battle, teaching him to fight, 
giving him a nation to rule; he asks:  (v.3-4)  :ה‹ ָמה־ָאָדם ַוֵּתָדֵעהּו ֶּבן־ֱאנֹוׁש ַוְּתַחְּׁשֵבהּו: ָאָדם ַלֶהֶבל ָּדָמה ָיָמיו ְּכֵצל עֹוֵבר ‘Hashem, what 
is man  that You know him, son of human that You give him thought?  Man is like puff of air, his days like a passing shadow’.  

The last line of this psalm ַאְׁשֵרי ָהָעם ֶׁשָּכָכה ּלֹו ַאְׁשֵרי ָהָעם ֶׁשה‹ ֱאֹלָהיו ‘fortunate is the people for whom this is so, praiseworthy 
is the people whose God is Hashem’,  is one of two added to the beginning of Ps 145  (the other is ַאְׁשֵרי יֹוְׁשֵבי ֵביֶתָך עֹוד ְיַהְלל 
 .(Ps 84.5ּוָך ֶּסָלה: 

R Simlai expounded: דרש רבי שמלאי לעולם יסדר אדם שבחו של הקב«ה ואחר כךיתפלל 

‘a person should always organize his praise of HKBH, and afterwards, pray‘ (Ber 32a).  Rabbi Yosi said יהא חלקי מגומרי הלל 
 may my portion be among those who finish [saying] hallel every day’ (Shab 118b).  Lest you think it means to recite‘בכל יום  
all of sefer tehillim every day before starting shacharit, the focus is on ‘finish’, the last chapters only; according to Rashi, 
this means ch 148 and 150.  Ultimately, this was set as ch 145-150.  Ber 4b states that ‘one who recites Ashrei three times 
a day will merit the world to come’.  

Ps 145  The verses of ‘Ashrei’ follow the letters of the Hebrew alphabet, with the exception of nun נ which is 
omitted, which would otherwise refer to  נופלים ‘those who fall’ (but in the next verse, Hashem is praised as He 
who supports the fallen’);  also the  פוסח את ידך praises Hashem for sustaining all life.  This psalm ends as it begins; 
compare the first and last verses  ( v.1)  ַוֲאָבֲרָכה ִׁשְמָך ְלעֹוָלם ָוֶעד: תהלה... ‘praise ... and I will bless His Name forever’  
(v.21)  :ְּתִהַּלת ה‹ ְיַדֶּבר־ִּפי .ִויָבֵרְך ָּכל־ָּבָׂשר ֵׁשם ָקְדׁשֹו ְלעֹוָלם ָוֶעד ‘my mouth will speak praise of Hashem,  and  all flesh will 
bless His Holy Name forever’.  The last verse in the siddur, added from Ps 115.18ַוֲאַנְחנּו ׀ ְנָבֵרְך ָיּה ֵמַעָּתה ְוַעד־עֹוָלם ַהְלל 
 and as for us, we will bless G-d from now until forever, hallelu-kah’  contains our eternal blessing, but leading‘ ּוָיּה: 
from the first person singular of Ps 145 to plural in Ps 115, and ending with the very word that characterises the 
final five psalms.

Psalms 146-160 are the Pesukei de Zimra, ‘verses of song’; one by one they build to the great crescendo that is the final Ps 
150.  Hashem’s omnipotence contrasts in Ps 146 with the feeble transcience of human rule.  In Ps 147, the subject is plural, 
showing care and concern for all.  Hashem ‘heals the broken-hearted, binds their wounds’ and ‘counts the stars, assigning 
names to them all’.  The motif of immanence and transcendence continues throughout the psalm. Uniquely His torah, His 
laws are given to Israel, pointing to a special relationship.  

The entire universe, creation, heavens and earth, man and angels sing Hashem’s praises in Ps 148.  In Ps 149, ‘a new song’ 
for the future, Israel are to praise Hashem:  with dancing, drums and harp, because He favours His people; in their throats 
they have exalted praise and in their hands, a double-edged sword to wield against their enemies.  

Ps 150 ends sefer tehillim with a magnificent rousing finale:  praise comes from everyone and everywhere; the shofar, the 
lyre and harp, drum, flute, and others are heard, tuning up to a grand wordless symphony where all that breathes praises 
God.  This is a brilliant ending:  the plural here, the singular  אשרי האיש at the start of tehillim;  every breath praising 
Hashem whose breath animated mankind (Gen 2.7) at the start of Creation.  
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Stuart D Rosen  - Sefer Ezra

The ‘problem of change’ has caused much anxiety to philosophers. One formulation of it is that in the process 
of changing, the original entity continues to inhere in that which comes about, so how does change ever occur? 
Around 450 BCE, two Greek philosophers, Heraclitus and Parmenides, presented polar opposite solutions, the 
former believing everything to be in a constant state of flux with no permanence; the latter held that all change 
is illusory. This may seem of little application to a piece on an aspect of traditional Judaism, but in reality it is 
supremely relevant. 

Ezra, often known as הסופר (‘The Scribe’ although, the term more denotes an outstanding תורה scholar of that 
specific epoch), came to ירושלים from בבל in 3413 (approximately the same era as the philosophers above), a few 
decades after Cyrus had ordered the reconstruction of the second Temple. Building had commenced through 
the agency of יהושע כהן גדול and זרובבל, but subsequently stalled. Ezra had remained in בבל; he arrived in Israel 
much later, but with a substantial number of returnees and armed with plenipotentiary powers granted by 
Artachshasta/Darius the Persian, to enforce the Law of the תורה.

Ezra’s mission was no less difficult than the physical rebuilding of the בית המקדש. The situation of Jerusalem was 
far from glorious. There was widespread plotting by neighbouring groups to frustrate the rebuilding of the בית 
 He found low .בבל the number of returnees was small, as most of the Jewish community remained in ;המקדש
morale, widespread desecration of שבת and intermarriage. But this remarkable man, with G-d’s help, set about 
rebuilding the relationship of the Jewish people with the תורה, its study and its practice. 

Ezra’s impact on Jewish life was colossal, eliciting parallels with משה רבינו himself. Ezra was ‘worthy of being the 
conveyor of the תורה to Israel had it not already have been given via משה )סנהדרין כא:(; 10 תקנות were introduced 
by Ezra (:בבא קמא דף פב; cf. 10 דברות of משה); both established supreme legislative bodies (the סנהדרין הגדול of 
.ארץ ישראל both lived to 120, passing away outside ;(עזרא of כנסת הגדולה and the משה

Jewish life after Ezra was dramatically different from the years before. Early on, he used his powers to shut the 
gates of ירושלים before שבת, then to close down business on שבת; later he extended the categories of מוקצה and 
refined the detail of שבת observance. Rav Kamenetzky (אמת ליעקב on אבות א:א) notes that, prior to the אנשי 
הגדולה  people had been innately sensitive as to where to introduce checks and cautions to distance ,כנסת 
themselves from infringements of שבת and other laws.  When the אנשי כנסת הגדולה brought in a policy of עשו 
לתורה  העמידו it was to formalise such checks and cautions. To achieve wide application, they also were ,סייג 
  .educated individuals who could help promulgate these rules תורה expanded the number of – תלמידים הרבה

The accessibility of תורה was very much helped by Ezra. Besides his unquestioned authority in the תורה שבעל פה, 
he also re-established the accurate text of the תורה שבכתב and transformed the Hebrew font to that of כתב 
 are written. The latter had ספרי תורה the block script with which we are familiar today and in which our ,אשורית
been the prevalent font in בבל. Altogether this measure, along with increased formal public reading of the תורה 
 in shul to translate מתורגמן and the employment of a ,(שבת on מנחה plus Monday, Thursday and )שבת
simultaneously into the vernacular (Aramaic), hugely enlarged תורה knowledge and study throughout Israel. The 
expansion and popularisation of תורה learning that occurred at the time of Rabbi Elazar ben Azariah, who 
inclusively opened up the study halls (ברכות דף כח, discussed by משך חכמה on דברים לא:ט), was likened in its 
impact to that of Ezra in his day.

Ezra addressed directly the problem of intermarriage among returnees to Israel and clarified their status (See 
 But the formalisation of prayers and .בית המקדש to their due roles in the לוים and כהנים appointing ,(קידושין סט.
establishment of the siddur was hugely significant in bringing together all sectors of the people to pray. 

The bridge from the old, pre-חורבן world to the Second Commonwealth was Ezra himself. The clue is in the first 
letter of this book, the initial vav. As the מלבי"ם notes, the ספר begins withובשנת אחת לכורש מלך פרס. It is a Vav 
which is מוסיף על הראשונים – a direct conceptual link with that which came before it. The מלבי"ם sees ספר עזרא 
as following on from דברי הימים, of which Ezra, was also the author. In the continuity between the pre- and post 
 worlds, Ezra’s late ascent to Israel was for a very specific reason and proved of great importance. He חורבן –
remained in בבל for as long as he could absorb the תורה of his teacher, ברוך בן נריה [see רבה השירים שיר], himself 
a תלמיד of the great  ירמיהו הנביא. ירמיהו had promised Israel that the חורבן would come and overwhelm them, but 
not destroy them and there would be a return.  Ezra was a direct testament to this. However, he also was in a 
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direct line from אהרן הכהן. [It is a matter of controversy, especially among the ראשונים, as to whether he himself 
became כהן גדול or whether his protracted sojourn in בבל deliberately allowed יהושע בן יהוצדק to go up to ירושלים 
ahead of him to take on that role]. So despite the fact that there was to be a move in ‘centre of gravity’ towards 
-learning and what could be termed ‘democratisation’ of learning among the people in general, priestly pre תורה
eminence was still respected. 

The Judaism which has been our life, faith and practice for so many centuries would not exist without the 
inestimable contribution of this great figure – who solved our initial paradox. Ezra achieved tremendous change 
in Jewish practice and awareness while remaining completely faithful to his inheritance from  משה and אהרן. 
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Adam Katten - Terumot

The Gemara in Shabbat 31a famously discusses a Non-Jew who wants to convert to Judaism.   He would only accept 
Judaism if a Rabbi would teach him the entire Torah while he, the convert, stood on one foot.   First, he went to Shammai, 
who insulted by this ridiculous request, threw him out of his house and then he went to Hillel who said “What is hateful 
to you, do not do to your neighbour.  That is the whole Torah; the rest is commentary – go study it”.

This contrasting impression gained by many of us when growing up of the two schools of Shammai and Hillel, is supported 
by the many disputes brought down in the Talmud where in general, Beit Shammai rules strictly and in most cases we 
follow the rulings of Beit Hillel.

However, this article will seek to redress the balance and hopefully show that Beit Shammai is often a great supporter of 
groups in society who need the Halachic system to support them.

Terumah is the first gift that one must separate from his produce to give to the Cohen before separation of the other tithes 
to the Levi (Maaser) and the second tithe etc.   There is no prescribed amount for Terumah to separate in the Torah and 
one can fulfil one’s obligation with a tiny amount.  However, the Rabbanan fixed a measure in Terumot 4.3 as follows: “A 
generous eye – 1/40th,  Beit Shammai says – 1/30th ,  an average eye – 1/50th and a mean eye – 1/60th “   The author of the 
1st opinion is not stated here but the Mishna shows that the stricter opinion of Beit Shammai results in a more generous 
gift to the Cohen who was not a landowner and is dependent on such gifts for his livelihood.  The Tosefta explains that Beit 
Shammai similarly held the “average” gift should be more generous at 1/40h and the “mean” gift at 1/50th.  

Peah 6.1 records a dispute between Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel as follows:

ֵּבית ַׁשַּמאי אֹוְמִרים, ֶהְבֵקר ָלֲעִנִּיים, ֶהְבֵקר. ּוֵבית ִהֵּלל אֹוְמִרים, ֵאינֹו ֶהְפֵקר, ַעד ֶׁשֻּיְפַקר ַאף ָלֲעִׁשיִרים, ַּכְּׁשִמָּטה

Beit Shammai holds that if you declare your produce ownerless just to the poor, this is effective whilst Beit Hillel requires 
you to declare this ownerless even for the rich and learnt this from a Pasuk.  The Mishna though shows Beit Shammai’s 
support for the poor.

Beit Shammai also holds in Peah 7.6 that certain Gifts to the poor on one’s vine called Peret and Olelot will apply in Year 4 
whilst Beit Hillel holds this is not the case – again Beit Shammai supporting the underprivileged class.

The Rabbis also understood the weakness of the legal status of women in many laws of marriage and divorce and here 
again Beit Shammai is often supportive.  In Yevamot 15.2, Beit Hillel holds that we believe a woman testifying that her 
husband is dead and hence she can remarry when returning from reaping within one’s region and when the matter can be 
corroborated with evidence.  However, Beit Shammai holds that the reaping is an example and a woman’s testimony 
should be accepted in similar cases and even when her husband died abroad.  Beit Hillel then retracts his opinion to 
support Beit Shammai.

Beit Shammai is attentive to the legal status of women and supportive of her position.  

Please also see Ketubot 5.6 and 8.1 where Beit Shammai seeks to protect the legal position of women in particular 
scenarios.

There are of course examples in each direction regarding disputes between Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel but in many cases 
from my learning of Mishnayot I have seen Beit Shammai be supportive of the position of those in society who may need 
such support.

It is interesting that when the Torah mentions Shavuot in Parshat Emor, after detailing the offerings of the day, Vayikra 
23.22 discusses the Mitzva of leaving parts of your field to the poor i.e., to leave the corners (Peah) and the gleanings 
(Leket).   What is the connection to Shavuot and the festivals in general?  The Chatam Sofer explains this is why Shavuot is 
one day and Pesach and Succot are seven days.  This is so that the days after Shavuot should be spent sharing one’s 
prosperity with the poor and this is equivalent to the holiness of the festivals.

May we learn from both Beit Shammai and Beit Hillel in always recognizing the need to support those less fortunate than 
ourselves.
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Sandy Littman - Mishnah Orlah

Mishnah Orlah, tractate Zera’im takes its title and theme from the verses in Lev 19:23-25

  כג ְוִכי־ָתֹבאּו ֶאל־ָהָאֶרץ ּוְנַטְעֶּתם ָּכל־ֵעץ ַמֲאָכל ַוֲעַרְלֶּתם ָעְרָלתֹו ֶאת־ִּפְריֹו ָׁשלׁש ָׁשִנים ִיְהֶיה ָלֶכם ֲעֵרִלים לֹא ֵיָאֵכל:

 כד ּוַבָּׁשָנה ָהְרִביִעת ִיְהֶיה ָּכל־ִּפְריֹו ֹקֶדׁש ִהּלּוִלים ַלה':

כה ּוַבָּׁשָנה ַהֲחִמיִׁשת ּתֹאְכלּו ֶאת־ִּפְריֹו ְלהֹוִסיף ָלֶכם ְּתבּוָאתֹו ֲאִני ה' ֱאֹלֵהיֶכם:

When you shall enter the land, and you shall plant any food trees, you shall treat its fruit as forbidden; for three years they 
shall be forbidden to you, they shall not be eaten.   In the fourth year, all its fruit shall be sanctified to laud Hashem.   And 
in the  fourth year, you may eat its fruit -- so that it will increase its crop for you -- I am Hashem, your God1

The content of the mishnah is such that there is no corresponding section in the Talmud Bavli but is in the Yerushalmi.   

Orlah has three chapters:

Ch 1 discusses how the law is affected by intention in planting (a wall, a fence, or a fruit tree); which trees are liable to 
orlah; replanting of trees; unidentifiable trees and orlah; edible parts of trees that are not actually fruit; and grafting.   

Ch 2 is concerned with eating of mixtures of orlah, terumah, and other similar categories of produce, and how affected by 
tum’a and tahara.  

Ch 3 is about shells of orlah fruit used as dyes for threads and fabrics; the peels used for fuel2 and the effect on ovens and 
food baked therein; and doubtful orlah whether in Eretz Yisrael, Syria3, and other lands.  

I. The shoresh  4:ערל   it is first mentioned in Gen 17:9-14 when Abraham is given  the covenant of brit milah, circumcision, 
and the promise of offspring and the land of Israel, and is translated as ‘foreskin’.    Literally referring to the flesh, but used 
also metaphorically of the heart, ear, and lips, figuratively of fruit trees.   Clearly, this is more than just physical; Jastrow5 
gives ‘sheath, cover’ and ‘that which covers fruit’.  Sefaria translates the  ערלהof fruit trees Lev 19:23) as that which is 
‘forbidden’.   The language of the verses in VaYikra emphasizes that the orlah is forbidden to us, not that it is generally 
forbidden, making this a prohibition (and a regulation, like kashrut) that is uniquely a marker of the Jewish people.

Pirkei de Rabbi Eliezer 29.6 said:   there are five kinds of ‘Orlah (things uncircumcised) in the world:  four with reference to 
man, and one concerning trees.   Whence do we know this concerning the four applying to man?  -- the ear, the lips, the 
heart, and the flesh.’6  

A custom exists to give a Jewish boy his first haircut at the age of three, a practice traced generally to R Yitzchak Luria.   
Kabbalah links the verse Dt 20.19 ִּכי ָהָאָדם ֵעץ ַהָּׂשֶדה ‘is man a tree of the field’ to the Orlah command forbidding use of fruit 
of a tree for its first three years.  

II. Reasons for Orlah - the commentators speak.   

The Biblical text itself provides a reason for the mitzvah of Orlah: .ְלהֹוִסיף ָלֶכם ְּתבּוָאתֹו

‘and in the 5th year, you shall eat its fruit to increase for yourselves its produce’.   Rashi comments: ‘this command 
(concerning years 1-3 and year 4) which you keep will give you greater quantities of produce, because as a reward I will 
bless your planted fruits’.  He quotes the Sifra in Kedoshim 3.9 ‘because man’s evil inclination might say ‘I have worked this 

1 this and other Tanach translations are taken from Artscroll, unless otherwise indicated.
2 I recently read that dried citrus peels are useful as firelighters for barbecues and the like but have not tried it; logically the oils 

would make the fire catch more easily and smell quite pleasant.
3 Syria is used to signify the extended bounds of Eretz Yisrael as in e.g., time of conquest under Joshua, during reign of King 

Solomon.
4 Rather than explain the content of Mishnah Orlah, I am giving some thoughts about some aspects of the topic than have 

captured by attention; there’s much that I haven’t the space to examine and hope my digressions witll be of interest to others.
5 Dictionary of Targumim, Talmud, Midrashic Literature; the other dictionary I consult is Brown-Driver- Briggs (BDB) which 

translates Tanach. 
6 Jer 6.10 ‘behold, their ear is uncercumcised; Ex 6.12 ‘for I am of uncircumcised lips’; Dt 10.16 ‘circumcise the foreskin of your 

heart’; also Jer 9.26 ‘for all the nations are uncircumcised, and all the house of Israel are uncircumcised in heart’; and Gen 17.14 
‘and the uncircumcised male who is not circumcised in the flesh ...’  also, in Tanchuma Lech Lecha 16 and Midrash Rabbah Gen 
46.
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tree for four years for nothing’ the Torah says the result will be greater quantities of produce in the 5th and following years.

The Ramban (quoting Rashi) says that  ערלהhas connotations of ‘closed off, hidden, (so as not to have any benefit from it)’;   
this works well with the ‘closed’  heart, lips, ears.  The fruit of the first three years is small and not as flavoursome as later 
produce7 and it is not until the fourth year that the fruit will be of a quality to bring as הלולים praise, glory to Hashem.  

Ramban quotes the Rambam (Guide for the Perplexed)8 :  ‘magicians and sorcerers of those days used to practice certain 
kinds of witchcraft at the time of the planting of the trees, thinking that by so doing they would accelerate the development 
of the fruits before their natural time, and when the fruits appeared, they would offer them to the idol in the name of which 
that sorcery was performed.’   Thus, the Torah commands that we wait for the fruit to be ready in the fourth year and take 
that to Hashem rather than idols.

The Or HaChayyim says Adam HaRishon sinned in eating the fruit of the  עץ הדעת ‘the tree of knowledge ‘too early’ before 
it was ready.   If he’d waited until erev Shabbat, he would have made kiddush on the wine, thus sanctifying it and praising 
Hashem. 

The Kli Yakar says this serves as a  זכרון למעשה בראשית‘a remembrance of Creation of the world’.   Everything was created 
on the first day and each item was brought into its place at the right time.   Thus, the plants of the earth were placed on 
the third day, which is why they were  ערלהhidden and covered.  On the fourth day the fruits could ripen and be seen with 
the light of the sun and the moon and although ripe, there was no one in the world who could eat them.  Their sole 
purpose was to praise and glorify their Creator.  And then, on the fifth day, there were creatures who could eat the plants. 

Were it not for this human impatience, there would be no need for the mitzvah of Orlah.  This underscores the importance 
of waiting until the right time, when it will be permitted for human consumption.9 

III. A Ratio of 200:1

A curious feature of Orlah is that it is ‘annulled’ in a ratio of 1:200;   that is, one-part orlah produce is nullified by 200 parts 
non-orlah.10  For example, Orlah 1:6 states: -

נִטיָעה ֶׁשל ָעְרָלה ְוֶׁשל ִּכְלֵאי ַהֶּכֶרם ֶׁשִּנְתָעְרבּו ִּבְנִטיעֹות, ֲהֵרי ֶזה לֹא ִיְלֹקט.

ְוִאם ָלַקט, ַיֲעֶלה ְּבֶאָחד ּוָמאַתִים, ּוִבְלַבד ֶׁשּלֹא ִיְתַּכֵּון ִלְלֹקט.

ַרִּבי יֹוֵסי אֹוֵמר, ַאף ִיְתַּכֵּון ִלְלֹקט ְוַיֲעֶלה ְּבֶאָחד ּוָמאָתִים:

If a shoot of orlah or a vineyard in which seeds had been planted (kilayim), became mixed up with (other) shoots, one may 
not gather (the fruit).   But if one has gathered it, it is neutralized in two-hundred-and-one, provided he did not act 
deliberately.   Rabi Yose says:  even if he acted deliberately, it becomes neutralized in two-hundred-and one.11  

In a section describing contributions for the (third) Beit HaMikdash, Ezekiel (45:15) states

ְוֶׂשה־ַאַחת ִמן־ַהּצֹאן ִמן־ַהָּמאַתִים ִמַּמְׁשֵקה ִיְׂשָרֵאל ְלִמְנָחה ּוְלעֹוָלה ְוִלְׁשָלִמים ְלַכֵּפר ֲעֵליֶהם ְנֻאם ֲאֹדָני ה': 

‘and one lamb from the flock out of two hundred, from Israel’s fatted animals. [and these are all] for a meal-offering, a 
burnt-offering and a peace-offering to atone for you--the word of the Lord, Hashem.’

Artscroll translates ִמַּמְׁשֵקה as ‘from the fatted (animals); a more usual translation is ‘srong drink, beverage’.     Rashi 
explains:

 מן המאתים ממשקה ישראל. דרשו רבותינו לענין הנסכים ממותר שתי מאות שנשתיירו בבור שנפל לתוכו יין של ערלה או של כלאי הכרם מכאן
 לערלה וכלאי הכרם שבטלין במאתים:

The Rabbis explained (Pes 48a) on the subject of libations, that if wine made from orlah grapes (or kilayim grapes) had 
7 some gardeners these days might disagree, but... 
8 following Sefaria, Ramban on Lev 19.23
9 this is somewhat reminiscent of chometz on pesach:  the consequences of transgression are quite serious in part because 

chometz will again be permitted after the chag;   just wait for the right time.
10 the concept of  בטול בששים ‘one in 60’ is familiar;  I tried to find the source for ‘one in 200’ but only had limited success. Judge 

for yourselves!
11 translation, Sefaria with slight variation
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fallen into a vat that held 200 times as much ordinary wine as had fallen in by mistake; this then is nullified, and the wine 
may be used; thereby they derive that orlah and/or kilayim of the vineyard are nullified by 200.

,IV.  A Final Word from the Rambamהלכות מאכלות אסורות

laws of forbidden foods 10:10  

 ...אבל איסור ערלה בחוצה לארץ הלכה למשה מסיני שודאי הערלה בחוצה לארץ אסורה וספיקה מותר ובהלכות מעשר שני יתבאר דברים
 האסורין משום ערלה ודברים המותרין:

...however, the prohibition of orlah outside Eretz Yisrael is halachah le-moshe mi-sinai;   certainly the orlah is prohibited 
outside the land, and of doubtful permissibility, and what is and isn’t permitted will be explained  in the laws of ma’aser 
sheni

and ibid, 16:20 

 בגד שצבעו בקליפי ערלה ישרף נתערב באחרים יעלה באחד ומאתים וכן תבשיל שבישלו בקליפי ערלה ופת שאפאה בקליפי ערלה או בכלאי
 הכרם ישרף התבשיל והפת שהרי הנייתו ניכרת בהן נתערבו באחרים יעלו באחד ומאתים:

a garment which has been dyed with the peels of orlah must be burned; if it is mixed with other, and comes to one in two 
hundred, and similarly a dish which was cooked with peels of orlah produce and bread baked (in an oven fired) with orlah 
peel or kilayim from the vineyard should be burned; the cooked food and the bread benefit from the mixtures so must 
have the proportions 1:200.

and finally

The mitzvot surrounding new trees are complicated and show that Judaism encompasses our relation to and responsibility 
for the world around us.   Mishnah Orlah gives a picture of the importance of trees, and the commentators link that with 
The Tree of Knowledge in Gan Eden, reminding us that everything is connected.
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Neil Ferber-Mishna Yoma Perek 6-8

The masechta of Yoma is predominantly occupied with a detailed description of all aspects of the Yom Kippur 
service in the Bet Hamikdash.

One of the stages is the selection of two identical goats; one to be sacrificed ‘to Hashem’, and the other ‘to 
Azazel’.  The mishayot in perek 6 describe the procedure for the second goat, the so-called Seir Hamishtaleach; 
the goat that is sent away.

The nominated person needs to escort the Seir Hamishtaleach from the Bet Mikdash in Jerusalem to a particular 
cliff and push it over. For this journey he would be accompanied initially by a group of noblemen, and then by a 
series of individuals through 10 stations or huts before reaching the cliff. While this is happening, the Kohen 
Gadol must pause his service until the point when the seir has reached the desert. In Mishnah 8 the question is 
asked as to how the Kohen Gadol knows when this has happened, as it takes some time for this stage to take 
place. The Mishna gives 3 answers: 

The Tanna Kamma says that they would build platforms along the route and people would stand on them and wave scarves 
or flags. So the one who saw the seir arrive would wave their flag, the next person would see that flag and wave their flag 
and so on, until the signal reached the Bet HaMikdash

Rabbi Yehuda answers by saying that they didn’t need these platforms and the flag waving procedure. There was a much 
more straightforward method. They knew the distance from Jerusalem to the required location, being three mil. We know 
that the noblemen walked one mil to escort the person with the seir, then they returned, also a distance of one mil. Then 
they just needed to use that time to estimate the time to walk one more mil, and then the Kohen Gadol would know that 
the seir had reached its required destination.

Rabbi Yishmael then says that there is an even more straightforward indicator. There was a red strip that was tied to the 
entrance of the Heichal, the sanctuary, and when the seir reached the wilderness and the mitzvah of taking it there was 
fulfilled, then the strip would turn white.

It would seem that this third indicator was the most immediate and straightforward, and links to a popular understanding 
of a red piece of cloth in the Bet Hamikdash turning white when the people were forgiven. However, it is clear from the 
Gemara (Yoma 67a) that this practice with the red strip changed over time. The Gemara states that initially they would tie 
the red strip to opening of the entrance hall of the Bet Hamikdash on the outside. If it turned white, then the people would 
rejoice as it showed their sins had been atoned for. But if it didn’t turn white then the people would be sad and ashamed, 
which would distress them. So they instituted that they should tie the strip on the inside of the entrance instead, so it 
wasn’t so visible. But some would still peek inside to see, and again would rejoice if it turned white but would be sad if it 
didn’t. So finally, they established that they should tie half of it to the seir’s horns, and half to the rock by the cliff when 
the seir was pushed over. So Rabbi Yishmael could only have been referring to the initial approach in the Mishna, but other 
methods would be needed after.  In fact, Mishna 6 of this perek describes exactly the process of tying half the thread to 
the rock and half to the horns of the seir. 

This indicates that it was not always the case that the red strip turned white on Yom Kippur. In fact the Gemara elsewhere 
(Yoma 39a/b) relates that some years the strip turned white, and some years it didn’t.   Also, that in the 40 years before 
the second Bet Hamikdash was destroyed several of the miracles of the Bet Hamikdash stopped completely, including the 
red strip turning white.

However, Yom Kippur is the day of atonement, as it says in the Torah (Vayikra ch 16 v 30): “For on this day He will 
forgive you, to purify you, that you be cleansed from all your sins before Hashem.”
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Martin Reich - Squaring the Circle

I learnt the various mishnayot for the AMeN project together with my youngest daughter Talia. We both enjoy maths and 
one of the masechtot we learnt was Sukkah which covers some interesting mathematical discussions.   The first chapter of 
the mishna deals with an assortment of rules regarding the permissible dimensions and materials of a sukkah. The last 
mishna gives a ruling on a sukkah that is made in the form of a circular hut.

 The gemara on page 7b discusses the minimum size of a round sukkah. Rav Yochanan’s opinion is that it must be large 
enough for 24 people to sit side by side on its circumference. The gemara explains that as Rav Yochanan requires such a 
large sukkah, he must be concurring with the strictest opinion of Rabbi Yehuda Hanasi for the minimum dimensions of a 
sukkah, that it needs to be 4 amot by 4 amot (around 2 x 2 metres).

The gemara says that the ratio of the circumference of a circle to its diameter is 3. This is learnt from the pool in King 
Solomon’s temple that had a diameter of 10 amot and a circumference of 30 amot. This is the value of pi which is used in 
several Talmudic calculations.

Using 3 as the value of pi, means that a sukkah with a diameter of 4 amot, would only need a circumference of 12 amot. 
The gemara asks why Rav Yochanan requires a sukkah with double these dimensions. The answer given is that perhaps Rav 
Yochanan was not considering a circle inside a square, rather a square inside a circle.

The initial circumference of 12 was found from a circle with a diameter of 4 amot. This is effectively a circle sitting inside 
the required 4 x 4 amot square, shown in Diagram A. 

Diagram A

Since this did not yield the required circumference of 24 amot, the 
gemara considers a different scenario; a circle surrounding the 4 x 4 
amot square as shown in Diagram B.

Diagram B

The diameter in this case is the diagonal of a square. The gemara 
explains that the ratio of a square’s diagonals to one of its sides is seven 
fifths (equal to 1.4). This is a particularly good approximation of the result 
from Pythagoras’s theorem which gives 1.414 (the square root of 2).  

The diagonal is therefore 7/5 x 4 (equal to 5.6) and the circumference is 3 
x 5.6 (equal to 16.8). This result is still far lower than 24 amot required by 
Rav Yochanan. The suggestion is given that Rav Yochanan was not precise 
in his calculation. 

The gemara then suggests the people must be sitting outside the 
circumference of a circle with diameter 4 amot. As we need an extra amah 
on each side, this makes the total diameter 6 amot and therefore the 
larger circle has a circumference of 18 amot. Again, this is still far from the 
24 amot stated by Rav Yochanan. 

A solution to this mathematical puzzle was proposed by the Rif (Rav Yitchak Alfasi 1013-1103) and the Me’iri, two hundred 
years.  They suggested that Rav Yochanan is referring to the area inside the circle rather than the length of the circumference. 
As the space that a person occupies is 1 amah by 1 amah (1 square amah), he would require a minimum area of 24 square 
amot.

Martin Reich-Squaring the Circle 
 

I learnt the various mishnayot for the AMeN project together with my youngest 
daughter Talia. We both enjoy maths and one of the masechtot we learnt was Sukkah 
which covers some interesting mathematical discussions.   The first chapter of the 
mishna deals with an assortment of rules regarding the permissible dimensions and 
materials of a sukkah. The last mishna gives a ruling on a sukkah that is made in the form 
of a circular hut. 
   
The gemara on page 7b discusses the minimum size of a round sukkah. Rav Yochanan’s 
opinion is that it must be large enough for 24 people to sit side by side on its 
circumference. The gemara explains that as Rav Yochanan requires such a large sukkah, 
he must be concurring with the strictest opinion of Rabbi Yehuda Hanasi for the 
minimum dimensions of a sukkah, that it needs to be 4 amot by 4 amot (around 2 x 2 
metres). 
 
The gemara says that the ratio of the circumference of a circle to its diameter is 3. This is 
learnt from the pool in King Solomon’s temple that had a diameter of 10 amot and a 
circumference of 30 amot. This is the value of pi which is used in several Talmudic 
calculations. 
    
Using 3 as the value of pi, means that a sukkah with a diameter of 4 amot, would only 
need a circumference of 12 amot. The gemara asks why Rav Yochanan requires a sukkah 
with double these dimensions. The answer given is that perhaps Rav Yochanan was not 
considering a circle inside a square, rather a square inside a circle. 
 
The initial circumference of 12 was found from a circle with a diameter of 4 amot. This is 
effectively a circle sitting inside the required 4 x 4 amot square, shown in Diagram A.  
 
 
 
Diagram A 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Since this did not yield the required circumference of 24 amot, the gemara considers a 
different scenario; a circle surrounding the 4 x 4 amot square as shown in Diagram B. 
 
 
 
 
 
Diagram B 
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The diameter of a circle containing a square with sides of 4 amos, is 5.6 amos as shown by the gemara. Using the formula 
for the area of a circle π x r2 gives an area of 3 x 2.8.x 2.8 = 23.52 which is close enough for Rav Yochanan to state as 24 
square amot.

If we use Pythagoras’s theorem, the radius is a more precise value of 2.828. The result of the formula for the area of this 
circle comes out as exactly 24!!

Using the solution of the Rif and Me’iri fits it very well with the language of Rav Yochanan, "כדי לישב בה”. His minimum 
dimension for a round sukkah is therefore not based along the circumference, but IN the circumference of the sukkah. 
Namely, not the length of the circumference, but the area inside it.  

The halacha for the size of a round sukkah is much smaller. Since the minimum size of a square sukkah is only 7 x 7 tefachim 
(around 0.6 x 0.6 metres), Shulchan Aruch rules that a round sukkah is kosher as long as a square sukkah with sides of 7 
tefachim can sit inside it.

The period of learning Mishnayot with my daughter took place during a period of lockdown last year.  As I couldn’t say 
Kaddish for my late father, Yechiel ben Mordechai Yehuda z”l our daily learning as part of the AMeN project was an 
excellent way of honouring his memory.  
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Ari Goldberg - Bava Batra

The Mishna

According to tradition, there are 60 tractates (Masechtot) in the Mishna, divided into 6 major sections called Sedarim 
(Orders). However, the accepted division comprises 63 Masechtot, 3 of which, Bava Kamma (The First Gate), Bava Metzia 
(The Middle Gate) and Bava Batra (The Last Gate) are really parts of a large Masechet called Nezikin (Damages), the 4th 
Seder.

Bava Batra

Amongst other matters, Nezikin deals with civil law and within this Bava Batra deals with laws of partnership, problems 
connected with the preservation of a person’s property rights, sales contracts for property of all kinds, laws of inheritance 
and laws regarding legal documents and deeds.

A noteworthy point about Bava Batra is that Rashi’s commentary on this Masechet is incomplete. It was interpreted mainly 
by his grandson Rabbi Shmuel ben Meir, the Rashbam, who lived from c. 1085 to 1174 (Rashi lived from 1040 – 1105).

Bava Batra Chapter 10

I found due to its subject matter, that much of Bava Batra was easier to relate to than other Mishnayot e.g. Ma’asrot, which 
was also learned recently by the writer.   In particular, Chapter 10 of Bava Batra deals with laws of proper writing and 
execution of documents, including how documents should be witnessed. I found this easier to relate to than other chapters, 
e.g., Chapter 3, which deals with Chazakah (presumptive title).

As an aside, UK law requires certain types of documents (deeds) to be witnessed, which could be viewed as a “custom of 
the place” – see language in the Mishna below! Witnessing also has current resonance – how it can be effected safely 
during the Covid pandemic presents a logistical challenge.

Chapter 10, Mishna 1

Mishna 1 of Chapter 10 reads as follows:

“A simple document (Get) – its witnesses are inside it. And a folded one (Mekushar) – its witnesses are on the reverse. A 
simple one whose witnesses signed on its reverse, and a folded one whose witnesses signed inside it – both are invalid. 
Rabbi Chanania ben Gamliel says, a folded one whose witnesses signed inside it is valid, because he can make it a simple 
one. Rabban Shimon ben Gamliel says: all in accordance with the custom of the place”.

The term Get is used here in the more general sense, meaning a document, rather than its familiar use as a deed of divorce 
e.g., in Masechet Gittin.

A simple document is one in which the text is written at the top of the page and the witnesses sign on the bottom, similar 
to forms used today. A folded document is one in which a few lines of text are written, the text is then folded over, sewn 
at the fold and then signed by the witnesses at the back of the document. This process is repeated several times, with each 
fold being witnessed and signed on the back side of the document. A fold was known as a Kesher, hence the Hebrew term 
for this type of document, i.e., a Mekushar.

This is not the only opinion on the formation of a Mekushar.  Tosfaot and others hold that a folded document was written 
in the same way as a simple document but that one line was folded down over another and only then the whole document 
was stitched down. The Ramah explains that a Get Mekushar should be understood to mean a tied rather than folded 
document. After having been folded, the document was tied with straps.

A Mekushar may have been preferable in certain cases as apparently it was more difficult to forge. The Gemara explains 
that it was ordained by the Sages primarily for deeds of divorce. Kehati gives an interesting reason for this. A Kohen may 
not marry a divorcee, including his ex-wife. In a situation where a volatile Kohen had decided in a fit of anger to divorce his 
wife, since this type of document cannot be written quickly, it would allow time for his anger to cool and for him to 
reconsider his decision.

The first opinion in the Mishna states that each type of document must be signed in its customary manner: a simple 
document on the front and a folded document on the back. Rabbi Chanania ben Gamaliel states that a folded document 
with signatures on the front is nevertheless valid and is in essence treated as if it was a simple document.  Rabban Shimon 
ben Gamaliel states that this law is dependent on the custom of the place.   If the custom is to allow folded documents to 
be signed on the inside as well as the outside, they are valid; if not, they are invalid.

Sources: Kehati, Sefaria, Steinsaltz.


