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30 December 2011 was a significant day for
Samoa and Tokelau, two islands in the Pacific
– for them, the day did not exist! After years
of being on the American side of the
International Date Line (IDL), they moved to
being aligned with New Zealand and Australia,
reflective of their growing interdependence
with Oceania over the USA.

The international community defines
time and dates by convention,
allowing individual countries to
change time zones or their
position relative to the Date
Line. Jews have additional con-
siderations: where, according 
to Halacha, is the dateline? If it
differs from international con-
vention, it would mean that in some
places in the world, we would not
observe Shabbat on Saturday! 

This problem first gained prominence during
World War II when a group of refugees 
from the Mir Yeshiva, then in Lithuania,
escaped to Kobe, Japan. Two of the greatest
authorities of the time disagreed about on
which side of the Halachic Date Line Japan
belongs. Rabbi Tukashinski maintained that
the Halachic Date Line runs 180 degrees from
Jerusalem, close to the IDL, meaning that
Jews in Japan should keep Shabbat on
Saturday, but Hawaii should keep Shabbat on

Friday. Rabbi Karelitz held that the Halachic
Date Line runs roughly 90 degrees from
Jerusalem, placing Japan, New Zealand and
other Pacific Islands (although not Australia)
on the ‘other side’ of the Date Line, so that
they should keep Shabbat on Sunday.
Common practice is to keep Shabbat as per
the tradition of the local community, but a

visitor must consult with their Rabbi
before the trip for guidance.

What happens if someone
crosses the Date Line whilst
counting the Omer? Does his
count reflect his own personal
count – in which case he will

be counting differently from
everyone else? Or does he con-

tinue with everyone else, even if
that means skipping or repeating a 

day? There are various ways to approach this
and other similar questions.

Although these questions are distinctly
modern, Rabbis deal with these questions
based on classic texts and principles of Jewish
law. Working with the premise that the Torah
and its interpretative history are eternal, 
they seek texts and ideas that provide
guidance for modern questions. As such, the
search for answers to questions like this
becomes part of Judaism’s ongoing develop-
ment and relationship with modernity.

The International Date Line
by Rabbi Garry Wayland, Assistant, Youth and Young Families Rabbi, 

Woodside Park United Synagogue
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The story of the non-Jewish prophet Bilam’s
curses in this week’s sidrah gives us a rare peep
into the mind of our enemies and shows how we
can best confound them. By way of illustration,
Rabbi Shimshon Raphael Hirsch (d.1888)
comments on the three geographical vantage
points from which Bilam uttered his words of
doom.

These three places were the ‘Heights of Ba’al’
(Bemidbar 22:41), the ‘Field of Visionaries’
(23:14) and the ‘Peak of P’or’ (23:28). 

Ba’al was the Canaanite ‘god of nature’. Balak
took Bilam there in the hope
that, with the passage of
time, natural forces –
demographic, drought or
disease – would eradicate
the Jewish people from their
homeland.  

However, it was not to be.
Bilam was instead inspired by G-d to say, “Who
counts the dust of Ya’akov or the breeding of
Israel?” (23:10). We do not rely on numbers, and
our endurance is not based on the laws of
nature.

The ‘Field of Visionaries’ was the site Balak
planned for an assault on the people’s future
conduct. How do they plan for the future? Are
they reckless or myopic? 

Yet here again the plans were frustrated. Bilam
ended up declaring that “it was G-d who
brought them out of Egypt, and He gives [Israel]
mighty power” (23:22). If we were to try to guide
ourselves without recourse to G-d, we would be
vulnerable. It is G-d who charts our path and
escorts us along it. As long as we are worthy of
His care, eschewing the abuse of power (23:21),
we will always be rightly guided by Him.

Finally Balak took Bilam to the Peak of P’or. 

P’or was the Canaanite ‘god of
licentiousness’, emphasising 
the animal side of human
existence.  Bilam was to
look for a lascivious gleam
in the eye of the Jewish
people, for a hint of
seething, unbridled passion
camouflaged behind a controlled exterior. 

Yet for a third time, Bilam was baffled.  He saw
the Jewish people camped ‘according to their
tribes’ (24:2). Tribal identity in Judaism is passed

down through the paternal
line (see Bemidbar 1:2 with
Rashi’s commentary). Bilam
saw an entire people that
was so faithful in its family
relationships that it was able
to declare its identity by the
father. What could he say, as
he beheld the pristine

simplicity of the Jewish home, other than, “how
good are your tents, Ya’akov?” (24:5).

So it is, to this day. We pursue our long march
through history, confounding the expectations
of those who predict our imminent demise due
to our small numbers. 

The story of Bilam also directs our gaze inwards,
reminding us of the part that we can play in the
continuation of our existence and our mission.
We keep faith in G-d’s guiding hand and strive
to make ourselves worthy of it, offering care 
and protection to others, thereby earning it 
for ourselves. We conduct ourselves with
modesty and propriety, dressing not for display
but for dignity. We avoid nuances and
associations that compromise the sanctity of 
our relationships, and we anticipate the
Messianic era when, as Bilam prophesised, 
a ‘star will step forth from Ya’akov and the
sceptre will arise in Israel’ (24:17).

by Rabbi David Lister
Edgware United Synagogue
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Most rescuers are altruistic.  Even those
who do not risk their lives expend money,
time or even both in helping people escape
from persecution or death.  We could
assume that those who risked their lives to
save Jews did so solely out of altruism and
philo-Semitism.  Yet, while this is true of
most, it was not always the case.

Zofia Kossak-Szczucka (1889-1968) was a
liaison between Zegota, the (Polish) Council
to Aid Jews, and the Catholic con-
vents and orphanages, which hid
several thousand Jews from the
Nazis. A staunch Catholic and
an anti-Semite, she wrote
‘Our feelings toward Jews
have not changed.  We do
not stop thinking of them
as political, economic
and ideological enemies
of Poland. [However] we
are required by G-d to
protest, [as] G-d forbids us to
kill. We are required to do this by our
Christian consciousness. Every human being
has the right to be loved by his fellow
humans. The blood of the defenceless cries
to heaven for revenge. Those who oppose
our protest are not Catholics.’  

It is possible to despise a group of people
and yet to do everything possible to save
them from annihilation. Remarkably, the
Nazi genocide transformed some racists 
into saviours.

In 2009, Poland issued a commemorative
coin honouring her and two of the Polish
women she worked with, Matylda Getter
(1870-1968), a leading nun, and Irena
Sendler (1910-2008), a nurse and social
worker.

Some took in Jewish children with the 
hope of converting them to Christianity,
altruistic in saving life yet at the same 
time motivated by an agenda opposed to 
the wishes of the rescued and their 

families.  This was not only the 
case in Catholic Poland. In

London, the Barbican Mis-
sion to the Jews took in
Jewish refugees with the
intention of converting
them to Christianity.

At least these people had
some altruistic motivation.

An example of someone who
saved a Jew with a far more

selfish ulterior motive was brought
to my attention by Menasche Scharf, of

the Kashrut Division of the London Beth Din
(KLBD). Viktor Pastek, a young SS guard, fell
in love with a Jewish inmate of Birkenau.  To
prove to her that he could get her out of the
concentration camp, he smuggled out
another Jewish inmate, Siegfried Lederer,
and took him to Prague. His hopes of
smuggling out the girl he loved came to an
end when a non-Jewish prisoner reported
him and he was tortured and killed. 

What makes a Rescuer?
by Rabbi Z. M. Salasnik, Bushey and District United Synagogue
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(Green Siddur, page 574)

This short but deeply meaningful psalm is
often read by an individual who is unwell. It is
also recited during Seudah Shelishit (the third
meal) every Shabbat. According to Sephardic
custom, it is also read on Friday night and
Shabbat morning prior to Kiddush. In United
Synagogue communities it is part of the
liturgy at a stone setting and sometimes at 
a funeral.

Our Tehillim (Psalms) are timeless. Even
though they were authored
with Divine inspiration for 
a specific time or event in
the past, their meaning 
is unchanging and truly
pertinent to contemporary
issues.

Though only six verses long,
Psalm 23 is deeply moving.
Perhaps its conciseness
actually beckons the reader
to delve more intently on its
words. 

The first four verses compare G-d to a
shepherd. We are His sheep and our
maintenance is totally dependent on Him.
Every aspect of life is sustained and guarded
by Him. We achieve a picture of tranquillity
and calmness under His protection. 

Whilst the Talmud (Pesachim 118) says this 
is an analogy of the Jews being supported 
in the desert by G-d through the manna, 
the analogy is not immediately apparent as

the psalmist actually talks in the first person.
In verse 4, the relationship becomes more
intimate. G-d is related to in the second
person: 

“Even though I walk through the valley of 
the shadow of death I fear no evil for You are
with me”. 

The “shadow of death” refers to circumstance
of personal adversity. When faced with
suffering we often feel His presence and the
need to call upon Him even more.

“Your rod and your staff give
me comfort”. A rod can be 
used to chastise but also to
gently prod the sheep along,
to keep them safe from harm.
Perhaps there are times that
difficulties are sent to us to
guide us towards a closer con-
nection to Him.

In verse 5, the metaphor
changes to one of being a
guest in G-d’s house, but, 
once again, totally under His

protection. His generosity is overflowing:

“Goodness and loving-kindness will pursue
me”. 

Perhaps this explains why the custom arose
for this psalm to be recited at the third meal
of Shabbat. Before we venture into the
weekday, we feel the spiritual presence of
Shabbat that much more. We want to remain
in His House and savour the distinctive
Shabbat flavour.

‘I shall dwell in the house of G-d’ (Psalm 23)
by Rabbi Yehudah Black, Kenton United Synagogue
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