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6 (Mar)Cheshvan 5781

Shabbat ends:
London 6.37pm

Sheffield 6.42pm
Glasgow 6.48pm

Edinburgh 6.44pm
Birmingham 6.42pm
Jerusalem 6.34pm

בס״ד

NOACHֹנַח
In loving memory of Harav Yitzchak Yoel ben Shlomo Halevi
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INSIDE:
The Tower of Babel
by Rabbi David Lister

The Month of Cheshvan
by Rebbetzen Rina Shindler

Sefer Shofetim
by Pnina Savery

Please look regularly at the 
social media and websites 
of the US, Tribe and your 
community for ongoing updates 
relating to Coronavirus as well 
as educational programming 
and community support.

You do not need to sign 
into Facebook to access the 
US Facebook page. The US 
Coronavirus Helpline is on  
020 8343 5696.

May God bless us and the 
whole world.

“On that day all the fountains of the great deep burst 
forth; and the windows of the heavens were opened”  

(Bereishit 7:11)
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1st Aliya (Kohen) –  Bereishit 6:9-22
Noach is introduced as a righteous man who “walked with God”. He had three sons, 
Shem, Cham and Yefet. The people have become thieving and corrupt. Noach is told 
by God that He will destroy the world with a flood and commands Noach to build a 
wooden Ark with specific dimensions. Noach and his family are to enter the Ark, as 
well as a male and female of every non-kosher species of animal and bird. 

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 7:1-16
In addition, seven males and females from each species of kosher animal and bird are 
to enter the Ark. Noach is 600 years old when the Flood starts. The rain falls gently for 
the first seven days, then heavily for 40 days and nights.

3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 7:17-8:14
The rising Flood waters cover the highest mountains and wipe out every living 

Sidra Summary

The Tower 
of Babel and 
the Limits of 
Language

The story of Creation 
has the mysteries 
of language at its 
heart. God created the 
universe and arranged 

our world with words (Bereishit 
ch. 1). The first sin was born of a 
conversation between Eve and the 
snake (Bereishit 3:1), and God tried 
to use conversation with Adam and 

Eve to induce them to repent of that 
sin (Rashi on Bereishit 3:9).

We see language as a creator, 
destroyer and healer in people’s 
lives at the start of the Torah. In 
this week’s sidra, Rabbi Samson 
Raphael Hirsch (1808-1888) 
explores the story of the Tower of 
Babel (Bereishit 11:1-9) and teases 
out from it an understanding of 
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language as a force that works 
on macrocosmic and microcosmic 
scales, moulding minds and 
civilisations alike.

It is easy to appreciate the role of 
language in shaping the individual 
human psyche. Language is not 
just a means of communication: it 
also forms our world view. So, for 
instance, most languages have a 
verb meaning ‘have’, but Hebrew 
does not. In Hebrew, instead of 
saying, “I have...” one says, “Yesh 
li” – “there is to me...” There is a 
sense here in which one has an 
association with possessions, but 
that they are not entirely one’s own. 
Whenever Hebrew speakers try to 
glory in their wealth, they end up 
admitting that their grip on it is 
tenuous and temporary.

The story of Babel shows 
us language overheating, 
making minds march 
in lockstep, with one 
international dialect 
standardising thought 
and threatening the 
value of individual life 
altogether. The peoples 
of the world, captivated 
by their own unity, gathered 
together and resolved to build a 

mighty skyscraper that would “make 
a name” for them all, giving them 
a common identity and binding 
them together into one contiguous 
superstate. They readily sacrificed 
their individuality altogether for the 
sake of the collective. The Midrash 
vividly depicts this shift in social 

norms, saying that if a person fell 
off the tower and died, nobody 
cared, but if a brick was dropped 
and broken everyone lamented its 
loss.

God saw that their common 
language was at the root of this 
(Bereishit 11:6). In His mercy, He 
intervened to rescue the people 
of Babel from themselves. He 
dissolved the bond that united 
the people by fragmenting the 
language which made them think in 
the same way. Language became 
diverse, ideas suddenly developed 
in different directions, and people 
began to see the world in different 
ways. Their common purpose was 
lost, and the very thing that they 
feared - “lest we be scattered over 
the Earth” – became suddenly 

attractive. God’s assault on their 
language meant that they 

scattered over the whole Earth, 
thinking in different words and 
different ways.

The Ethnologue organisation 
identifies 7,097 languages 
spoken nowadays. We can 

see this bewildering array of 
speech as an echo of Babel, a 

trace of how much God prizes our 
divergence and individuality.

creature. The rains strengthen for a further 150 days, after 
which they stop and the waters start to recede. Ten months 
after the start of the Flood, the mountain tops become visible 
again. 40 days later, Noach sends out a raven and then a 
dove, to see if the Flood waters have receded.

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 8:15-9:7
Upon God’s command, Noach, his family and the animals 
leave the Ark. Noach builds an altar and brings one of every 
kosher animal and bird as an offering. This pleases God, Who 
pledges never again to destroy life on Earth.

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 9:8-9:17
God establishes His covenant never to destroy the world 
with another flood, with the rainbow as its sign. Whenever 
a rainbow appears, it is a ‘reminder to God’ to keep this 
promise.

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 9:18-10:32
Noach plants a vineyard, eventually drinking its wine and 
becoming drunk. Cham enters Noach’s tent and disgraces his 
father; Shem and Yefet then protect Noach’s dignity. After 
Noach wakes up, he realises what has happened and curses 
Cham and his descendants, but blesses Shem and Yefet. 
Noach dies at the age of 950. Cham and Yefet’s descendants 
are listed, including Nimrod, a mighty warrior and conqueror.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 11:1-11:32
All people share a common language and live in Babylonia. 
They decide to build a city with a tower that can reach the 
heavens – the Tower of Babel. The Midrash says that, led by 
Nimrod, they wanted to wage war against God. However, 
God thwarts their plans, dispersing them around the world 
and introducing different languages so that they can no 
longer understand one another. Shem’s descendants are 

We see language as 
a creator, destroyer 
and healer in 
people’s lives at the 
start of the Torah.



Already at the first 
meeting in London, in 
connection with the 
proposed ‘détente with 

the Jewish people’, reference was 
made to the restoration of diplomatic 
relations with Israel.  However, as 
a superpower, Russia could not be 
expected to take the first initiative, I 
was told.  That summer the Soviets 
were going to commemorate the 
thirtieth anniversary of the Red Army’s 
victory over the German Fascists.  
Might this not be a fitting occasion 
for Israel’s Prime Minister to send a 
congratulatory message to the Kremlin 
on a victory which had, after all, also 
helped to save hundreds of thousands 
of Jewish lives?  And, who knows, 
once a diplomatic ball is made to 
roll, the likely acknowledgement of 
the message might lead to further 
developments.   There was never any 
response from Israel to the signal, as 
was later to be confirmed to me.  

From the moment I arrived in 
Russia, Israel was never far beneath 
the surface in our private and official 
discussions and statements.  In my 
formal statement of greetings on 
arrival at the airport, I told our hosts, 
reading from a prepared text:

“We want Soviet Jews to know 
how close they are to the hearts of 
all of us and the rest of the world.  If 
we care for them so deeply it is not 

only because Soviet Jewry constitutes 
about one-fifth of our people and is 
the third largest Jewish community in 
the world, with twice as many Jews 
as Western Europe has.  Even more 
important is the leading role which 
Jews from these lands have played 
in recent centuries as the mainstay of 
Jewish spiritual and cultural life…

I hope I may have the historical 
privilege of making some humble 
contribution towards the fostering of 
good relations between peoples in the 
spirit of the Helsinki Accords, towards 
opening up unhindered and direct 
and personal and communal contacts 
with the Soviet Jewish community, 
similar to those we enjoy with Jewish 
communities elsewhere, in the spirit 
of our age-old Covenant….”

We became rather more explicit in 
our long meetings with senior Soviet 
officials.  Immigration to Israel actually 
featured as the principal subject in 
the session with the Deputy Director 
of OVIR, the agency responsible for 
the issuance of exit visas – and, what 
concerned us even more - refusals.  
We were given exact figures of the 
considerable number who had left 
Russia by then, including several 
well-known artists and scientists who 
had been allowed to go after years 
of agitation in the West, without 
any corresponding expression of 
gratitude for their release!  When we 

countered the claim that emigration 
permits were denied only for limited 
periods strictly for security reasons, 
by showing that this was patently 
incompatible with the facts as we 
knew them, we were asked to submit 
a list and were assured that those 
cases would be reviewed by OVIR in 
due course.  We were invited to take 
similar steps regarding Prisoners of 
Conscience for whose release we had 
pleaded.

On meeting with the Deputy 
Minister of Cults, we were likewise 
advised to present in writing the 
demands for relief from the religious, 
cultural and communal disabilities 
suffered by Soviet Jews, including 
specifically the right to teach 
Hebrew and to publish a religious 
magazine, among numerous other 
matters raised.  Following our return, 
these submissions were made in 
considerable detail, with but meagre 
results except in one limited sphere: 
exit permits, which were eventually 
granted in the years ahead. 

The visit was both heart-rending 
and heart-warming – harrowing 
because I had witnessed the anguish 
of so many Jews and the utter 
devastation of Jewish life, and 
exhilarating because I had seen 
examples of Jewish regeneration and 
spiritual heroism for which there were 
no parallels in modern Jewish history.

In this third, abridged extract from, ‘If Only My People… Zionism in my life’, the late Chief Rabbi Lord Immanuel 
Jakobovits (1921-99) z’l continues his description of his ground-breaking visit to the Soviet Union in 1975.  We thank the 
Jakobovits family for permission to reproduce this material, which was published in 1984. 

by Rabbi Lord Immanuel Jakobovits z’l 

In memory of Yisrael Shmuel ben Yirmaya Yehoshuah

Soviet Jewry and Israel – First Taste 
of International Controversy – Part 3



Cheshvan is a month that 
has always been close to 
my heart. When people 
used the appellation 

“Mar-Cheshvan,” (lit. bitter, referring 
to the fact that there are no festivals in 
this month) I would take mild offence, 
thinking, “Any month that I was born 
in could not be that bad!” As my 
understanding matured and developed, 
I began to appreciate the deeper 
value this month holds in our yearly 
calendar - my birthday notwithstanding. 
Following on from a month packed full 
with festivals and annual highlights, the 
month of Cheshvan appears devoid of 
spiritual potential.

In his book “Living Inspired,” Rabbi Dr 
Akiva Tatz, Senior Lecturer at the JLE in 
London, describes a fundamental pattern 
on which Creation is built; which I believe 
can give some insight into perceiving 
just how pivotal to our spiritual growth 
this month really is. Rabbi Tatz explains 
that in every life process there are 
three stages that we go through; these 
encapsulate all of human experience. 
The first is a sense of elation, inspiration 
and excitement. The second phase 
follows soon after, when our misty-eyed 
self begins to become cognisant of the 

reality of the work and effort that is 
required of us. The third phase is the 
transcendent experience of having, 
through one’s own efforts, attained the 
joy and exhilaration experienced only 
superficially in the first phase but now 
in a more integrated and meaningful 
way. This seminal pattern will be 
reflected in any significant endeavour 
a person engages in, and can be seen 
in an endless number of examples: A 
new relationship, a new course, a new 
job, a new home, a new child. In each 
of these examples, and in many more, 
we are initially gifted a glorious vision 
of what life could look like, the beautiful 
and exalted existence that is available 
to us, should we choose to engage fully 
in the second phase that is guaranteed 
to follow. The reward speaks for itself 
as anyone who has had the privilege of, 
for example, raising a child, submitting a 
PhD thesis or attaining the career of their 
dreams can attest to.

The month of Tishrei gives us an 
exhilarating view of who we can be, a 
penetrating vision of the loftiness we are 
capable of. This is a gift of the highest 
order, and one that we cherish at the 
start of each new year. The inspiration, 
although necessary, is inherently 
superficial in that we have not truly 
achieved all that we yearn for and aspire 
to in this month of spiritual rejuvenation 
and closeness. Cheshvan, however, is 
where it really happens. Cheshvan is 
the supreme opportunity afforded to us, 
step by painstaking step, to acquire for 
ourselves an integrated and authentic 
version of our best self whom we 
strive towards in Tishrei. It is now, as 
a dark wintry landscape looms nearer, 
seemingly bereft of the shining lights of 
inspiration and holiness, that we burrow 
down and warm ourselves by fulfilling 
our commitment to ourselves and to God 
to actualise the latent potential He has 
gifted us to become great.

By Rebbetzen Rina Shindler, Richmond United Synagogue

In memory of Yehuda ben Yaakov HaCohen

listed, up to the generation of Avram (later Avraham) and his 
nephew Lot. Avram marries his niece Sarai (later Sarah), who 
is not blessed with children.
Point to Consider: Why does the Torah give no details of 
Avraham's youth or upbringing?

Haftarah
Chapter 54 of Yeshaya (Isaiah) refers to the Flood, labelling it 
“the waters of Noach”. The Midrash explains that Noach was 
partly to blame for the deluge, as he could have prayed more 
fervently for his generation to be spared.

Cheshvan is the supreme opportunity 
afforded to us, step by painstaking step, 
to acquire for ourselves an integrated and 
authentic version of our best self

The Month of 
Cheshvan



Chapter two serves 
as an introduction to 
the rest of the book of 
Shofetim. It begins with 

a rebuke of the people by an angel, 
for failing to chase out the inhabitants 
of the land. As a result, they will be 
saddled with the Canaanite nations as 
a “snare”. The people cry in response, 
naming their location “Bochim”, 
meaning crying (Shofetim 2:5). The 
rebuke did have a short-term effect. 
However, it is clear from the rest of 
the chapter that there was no lasting 
impact. 

The chapter then relates 
Yehoshua’s death (2:6-10). This is 
puzzling. Yehoshua’s death has been 
recounted twice before; why repeat 
it a third time? The text is refreshing 
our memories, in the same way a 
television series often begins with 
the highlights from the previous 
week’s episode. But there is also a 
deeper level of understanding. These 
verses emphasise that Yehoshua’s 
death signifies a transition to a new 
period in Jewish history, stating that 
“a new generation arose that did not 
know God, or the deeds that He had 
performed for them” (2:10). This lack 
of knowledge of God indicates that 
the new generation would struggle to 
serve God.

Indeed, the rest of Chapter two 
is an outline of the ongoing cycle 
that would characterise the book 
of Shofetim.  The Jewish people 
abandon God, instead worshipping 
Canaanite idols. This angers God, 
causing Him to send an enemy to 

punish them. Suffering from defeat 
and distress, the Jewish people cry 
out to God for deliverance.  God then 
sends a shofet (judge) to rescue them 
from their enemies. However, on the 
death of the shofet, the people would 
once again descend into the sin of 
idolatry, causing the whole cycle to 
begin again. The tragedy of this period 
is that it continues endlessly until the 
crowning of King Shaul (Saul), the first 
king of Israel, which breaks the cycle. 
By introducing this cycle at the outset, 
the Tanach is foreshadowing the 
upcoming disasters. Sadly, these will 
become progressively worse as the 
people descend into anarchy. 

HOW DO THE PEOPLE KEEP GETTING IT 
SO WRONG?
The many challenging stories in 
Shofetim can make it difficult to 
study. However, it is important to 
remember that the book takes place 
over the course of nearly 400 years. 
The medieval commentator Rashi 
(1040-1105) states that this period 
included only 110 years of national 

sinfulness (Rashi’s commentary to 
Yechezkel/Ezekiel 4:5). The text 
elaborates on the negative stories, 
but this does not mean that there 
were no periods of tranquillity and 
calm. Imagine studying the last 400 
years of British history. A focus on 
all the various wars from the Civil 
War through to the last two World 
Wars might well create a picture of 
a country in a constant state of cha-
os! But it is important for us to put 
this into context. While the 400-year 
period in Shofetim is characterised 
by a cycle of sin, there are good 
leaders who inspire the people to 
serve God and lead good lives. We 
will see that when strong leadership 
disappeared, things often broke 
down. The oft repeated refrain, 
“there was no king in Israel, each 
man did what was proper in his own 
eyes” reflects this need for strong 
national leaders. As we study this 
challenging book together, we will 
endeavour to understand exactly 
what went wrong and how it could 
have been be corrected.

While the 400-year 
period in Shofetim 
is characterised by 
a cycle of sin, there 
are good leaders 
who inspire the 
people to serve God 
and lead good lives.

Sefer Shofetim (the Book of Judges)

Chapter 2  
by Pnina Savery, US Jewish Living Educator

Bnei Yisrael leave 
God, choosing other 

gods instead

God allows them to 
be punished by their 

enemies

Bnei Yisrael cry out 
to God for help

God sends a shofet 
(judge), to save them 

from their enemy
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