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ְּבַהר ְּבֻחּקַֹתי
BEHAR BECHUKOTAI

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.

“May there be peace within your wall, serenity 
within your palaces”  

(Tehillim 122:7)

8 May 2021 
26 Iyar 5781

Shabbat ends:
London 9.31pm

Sheffield 9.54pm
Glasgow 10.18pm

Edinburgh 10.12pm
Birmingham 9.42pm
Southport 10.02pm 

Hull 9.52pm
Jerusalem 8.04pm

Shabbat Mevarechim
Rosh Chodesh Sivan 

is on Wednesday
 

Yom Yerushalayim is 
on Monday

Chief Rabbi of the IDF Shlomo Goren blows the shofar 
in front of the western wall (Jerusalem, 1967)
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by Tracey Rosenfeld-Schueler

VE DAY 1945
by Simon Goulden

Yom Yerushalayim
by Rabbi Gideon Sylvester

Sefer Shofetim
by Pnina Savery



1st Aliya (Kohen) – Vayikra 25:1-18
God instructs Moshe to tell the nation about the mitzvot of Shemitah. Every seventh 
year, the Land is ‘rested’ and no agricultural work is permitted. In addition, after 
seven cycles of seven years, the 50th year is designated as the Yovel (Jubilee) year. 
As well as the Land again being left fallow, servants go free and certain types of 
ancestral properties return to their original owners.

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 25:19-28
God promises that people will not go hungry if they observe Shemitah – He will 
provide sufficient produce in the sixth year. As a reward for keeping Shemitah, God 
will also allow the nation to stay in the Land and not be exiled.

Sidra Summary

In loving memory of Chaya Rachel bat Moshe Ben-tzion z"l

Sidra breakdown

9th & 10th Sidrot in:

ַוִּיְקָרא
Vayikra

By Numbers:

135 verses
1,750 words
6,809 letters

Headlines:

Shemita,  
Blessings  
and curses

ְּבַהר ְּבֻחּקַֹתי
Behar Bechukotai

The opening of this 
week’s double parasha 
addresses the concepts 
of the Sabbatical and 
Jubilee years when 

loans are cancelled, slaves set 
free and farmers in the Land of 
Israel refrain from working their 
land. What the Torah is essentially 
outlining is an economic reset which 
has the effect of narrowing the 
gap between rich and poor. Given 
we now live in a society with laws 
prohibiting slavery and most of us 
are not farmers in Israel, how do 
we find contemporary relevance in 

the economic vision flowing from 
the agricultural rest years and the 
freeing of slaves?

The economic reset envisaged 
by the Sabbatical and Jubilee years 
was not always easy and there are 
occasions mentioned in the Talmud 
when Jewish people were unable 
to operate within the Sabbatical 
system. Notably, people stopped 
granting loans knowing that the 
seventh year would cancel the debt. 
Reacting to the economic downturn 
caused by these years, the Talmudic 
sage Hillel the Elder instituted a 
pruzbol (a Jewish legal innovation 
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3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 25:29-38
In certain walled cities, a seller has the right to re-purchase 
a house in the first year after its sale. This does not apply 
in non-walled cities. There are 48 Levite cities in Israel; the 
laws pertaining to its fields and houses differ from other 
cities. One is forbidden to lend money with interest.

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 25:39-26:9
After someone becomes a servant in an attempt to escape 
from his poverty, his owner is not allowed to burden him 
with unnecessary or overly taxing work. His relatives have 
a duty to try to release him from his servitude by buying out 
the rest of his contract from his owner. We are reminded to 

avoid idol worship, keep Shabbat and revere the Temple.
Point to Consider: What is the connection between 
Shemitah and the subsequent passages? (see Rashi to 26:1)

Parashat Bechukotai opens with the promise that if we keep 
God’s laws, the Land will give plenty of produce and we will 
not suffer any physical threat from enemies.

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 26:10-46
This aliyah opens with further blessings if we follow God's 
will – a huge abundance of crops and a tangible sense of 
God's presence amongst us. However, it then continues 
with the tochacha, the passage of retribution. If we do not 

which changed the legal status of 
private loans into matters of public 
administration). This enabled the 
courts to collect debts on behalf 
of the lender. Additionally, when 
the Romans demanded high taxes, 
Rabbi Yanai, another Talmudic sage, 
encouraged people to work and sow 
the land to avoid defaulting on the 
prohibitive taxes (Talmud Sanhedrin 
26a). 

Rabbi Yitzchak Arama (c.1420-
1494), in his biblical commentary 
Akeidat Yitzchak (section 69), offers a 
spiritual component to understanding 
the Sabbatical year:

“The purpose of the gift of the 
land of Israel is not in order that we 
might devote our labours to it for 
the sake of extracting its riches and 
wealth, thus becoming servants in 
the process…The purpose is rather 
that we should search for spiritual 
perfection in accordance with the 
will of the creator…Relinquishing 
the land on the seventh year is to 
indicate that not through the exercise 
of material acquisition is the purpose 

of life realised but through spiritual 
growth and perfection.” 

Indeed, throughout history, this 
parasha’s concept of freedom 
has impacted thinkers and 
revolutionaries. For example, the title 
of my favourite Shabbat song, Dror 
Yikra, composed by medieval Spanish 
poet Dunash ben Labrat (920-990), 
translates as “freedom will be 
proclaimed” and is a clear reference 
to the Jubilee year. 

The Liberty Bell became the 
symbol of the Abolitionists, who 
wanted to rid the USA of slavery. 
Inscribed on this bell are the very 
words from our parasha: "Proclaim 
liberty throughout all the land unto 

all the inhabitants thereof” (Vayikra 
25:10).

Not only did this concept have 
influence in the 1700s, but even in 
more recent times this verse has 
inspired a major economic initiative. 
‘Jubilee 2000’ was an international 
programme led by governments and 
monetary institutions to reduce or, 
in some cases, cancel the burden 
of $100 billion of debt in 35 of 
the world’s developing countries. 
When marking this initiative in the 
UK, religious leaders, alongside 
political and economic leaders, 
enthusiastically endorsed the move.

The economic and moral values 
in this parasha continue to resonate 
today. They can help guide our own 
thoughts on the redistribution of 
wealth in communities towards 
achieving a more equitable society. 
Perhaps even more notable is the 
faith that the Torah commands us to 
have in God to provide the Jewish 
people with enough food to sustain 
us throughout the Sabbatical year.

Relinquishing the land on the seventh 
year is to indicate that not through the 
exercise of material acquisition is the 
purpose of life realised but through 
spiritual growth and perfection.



It was becoming 
increasingly clear to 
Jews throughout the 
world that the time from 

Pesach 1945 onwards was a period 
of anticipation. About 60,000 British 
Jews had fought in the British armed 
forces, many others in those of the 
Empire and, of course in the Allied 
forces generally. Over 3,000 Jewish 
British troops had been killed in action. 
Thus, the festival of freedom had a 
special meaning in 1945. Indeed, Chief 
Rabbi Hertz (1872-1946) had made a 
pre-Pesach radio broadcast on the BBC 
where he explained to his audience 
the festival's traditional statement: 
"Next year may we all be free men".

Was it perhaps not ironic that Hitler 
had killed himself on the afternoon 
of 17 Iyar which, according to the 
Jewish calendar, was just a few hours 
before the onset of Lag BaOmer - 
when the mourning observed during 
the Omer is traditionally paused 
and replaced by celebrations. This 
symbolism was probably understood 
by all British Jews and it seems that 
there were even suggestions it should 
be explained in Hebrew classes to 
children as part of their education. 

And so it was that Chief Rabbi 
Hertz, sensing the mood of the 
community, instructed the United 

Synagogue to 
commemorate the 
end of hostilities on 
Sunday 13th May 
1945 with a National 
Day of Thanksgiving 
aware, of course, that 
the war in the Far 
East was anything 
but over. Rabbi Hertz 
wrote to all his 
ministers, telling them 
to ‘bensch Gomel’ 
during the service in 
order to thank God for 
deliverance from danger. In a perhaps 
radical departure from the norm, he 
further suggested that it should then 
be recited in English:

"Blessed art Thou, O Lord our God, 
King of the universe who doeth good 
unto the undeserving and who has 
dealt kindly with me."

Whilst there was no doubt that the 
mood was mainly euphoric, there was 
a growing understanding of the horrors 
of the Shoah. Newsreel films showing 
scenes from inside the death camps in 
the spring of 1945 had reduced London 
cinema audiences to silence. The first 
testimonies of survivors, liberated from 
Dachau on April 29th, had begun to 
reach London and, it could be argued, 
that only then could British Jews 

fully understand and 
appreciate how lucky 
they had been.  It was 
the heroism of ‘The 
Few’ (the airmen and 
aviators who fought 
the Battle of Britain 
back in 1940) and 
the resilience of the 
British people which 
had prevented a 
similar fate befalling 
them in 1940. 

The Jewish 
Chronicle was well 

aware of the significance when it 
wrote, following Hitler’s suicide: "Had 
Hitler established himself triumphantly 
on these shores, there can be no 
question but that he would have 
planted his concentration camps and 
crematoria here, too… beside his 
achievements, (the Grand Inquisitor 
and persecutor of medieval Spanish 
Jewry) Torquemada's sink almost into 
nothingness."

Even with the privations of 
rationing, it seemed life was generally 
returning to normal. Thus it was that, 
when Oswald Mosley was released 
from prison, there was hardly a 
murmur. The significance of VE Day for 
the whole Jewish community cannot 
be underestimated.

Victory in Europe (VE) Day is celebrated in the UK on 8th May, and marks the end of World War II in Europe.

In memory of Yehuda ben Yaakov HaCohen z"l

listen to God’s commandments and do not observe the mitzvot, 
the consequences will be grave. Five series of punishments 
are listed. These include: being captured by enemies, the 
Land being unproductive, livestock being destroyed, famine, 
hunger and being chased from the Land but finding no comfort 

on foreign soils. Eventually however, God will remember His 
covenant with the forefathers and will never fully reject Israel.

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 27:1-15
One is able to make a vow pledging to give one’s monetary 

by Simon Goulden, Education Consultant to the United Synagogue

VE DAY 1945



My great grandfather’s 
siddur shows that every 
Shabbat his community 
recited the prayer for the 

Russian royal family headed by the 
viciously anti-Semitic Czar Nicholas 
II. While those prayers rooted my 
great grandfather in Eastern Europe, 
his tefillin bag told another story. 
It was embroidered with a picture 
of the Western Wall recalling our 
ancient capital: Jerusalem. That was 
the direction that he faced when he 
prayed. 

While faithful Jews like my great 
grandfather held tight to the vision of 
the restoration of Jerusalem, others 
were sceptical. When Theodore Herzl 
published his manifesto for Zionism, 
assimilated German Jews were 
annoyed. Historian Amos Elon wrote 
that when asked whether he was 
willing to help Herzl, a well-known 
German publisher replied: "If Herzl 
needs a ride to the lunatic asylum, I 
shall happily put my carriage at his 
disposal". Likewise, Abraham Geiger 
one of the founders of the Reform 
movement said, "Jerusalem is a noble 
memory from the past and the cradle 
of our religion, but it holds no hope 
for the future. No new life can begin 
there. Let us not disturb its rest". 

These German Jews were proven 
wrong and the results were tragic. 
Neither Eastern Europe nor Germany 

proved safe for Jews. Israel has 
been our great refuge. Yet, even the 
creation of a Jewish State in 1948 
did not enable access to our holiest 
sites. I vividly recall my grandparents 
describing how Jordanian troops 
halted any Jews attempting to enter 
the Old City. So when they visited 
Israel, my grandparents would go to 
the one spot on Mount Zion where 
they could peer through barbed 
wire fences to get a glimpse of the 
Western Wall. 

The Six Day War in 1967 changed 
everything. “The Temple Mount is 
in our hands” cried Lt. Gen. Motta 
Gur, then commander of Israel’s 
paratroopers brigade, as Jews 
everywhere celebrated Israel’s 
liberation of Jerusalem. The city 
was no longer a thing of dreams, nor 
would it remain a mere monument to 
ancient history. It became a modern 
metropolis. 

For many, the miracle was striking. 
But not everyone appreciated its 
significance. Yehuda Amichai’s poem 
”The Tourists” laments those who visit 
Jerusalem, gaze at ancient arches, but 

fail to recognise the wonder of Jews 
going about their business in the 
newly-liberated city. While Amichai 
(1924-2000) wrote poetry, the Chief 
Rabbis of Israel in 1967 expressed 
the miraculous nature of our return to 
Jerusalem after two thousand years 
of exile in the language of halacha 
(Jewish law). Applying the Talmud’s 
teaching (Pesachim 117a) that one 
who experiences a miracle should 
respond with thanksgiving, Chief 
Rabbis Unterman (1886-1976) and 
Nissim (1896-1981) ruled that on Yom 
Yerushalayim, shuls in Israel should 
recite Hallel and this is our practice in 
the United Synagogue too. 

On Yom Yerushalayim, we 
celebrate the national homecoming 
of a people who never abandoned 
its dream to return to Jerusalem, a 
holy people living in accordance with 
its holy Torah as a sovereign nation 
in its holy land. This is the city for 
which I continue to pray with my 
great grandfather’s siddur, here in 
Jerusalem.

Yom Yerushalayim is on Monday

In memory of Yisrael Shmuel ben Yirmaya Yehoshuah z"l

by Rabbi Gideon Sylvester, the United Synagogue’s Israel Rabbi

Yom Yerushalayim

value or the monetary value of someone else, to the Temple. 
These gifts are referred to as erechin (‘valuations’). The 
amount is based on a list of fixed values depending on age 
and gender. After designating an animal to be brought as 
an offering, one is not allowed to try to switch its status to 
another animal.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 27:16-34
The Torah details how to ‘redeem’ a house or field, as first 
discussed in the 3rd and 4th aliyot. A firstborn animal is 
dedicated from birth to be a Temple offering. Certain types 
of agricultural tithes can be redeemed if an additional fifth of 
the original value is added.



This is the closing part of the book of Vayikra. We stand 
for the final verse and after it recite: “chazak, chazak 
ve’nitchazek”, a phrase asking for continued strength for our 
study of the Torah.

Haftarah
The prophet Yirmiyahu (Jeremiah) admonishes the people for 
worshipping idols, forecasts the downfall of those who turn 
their hearts away from God and encourages those who trust 
in Him.

This final story of 
Sefer Shofetim is 
one of the most 
difficult and 
shocking in the 
Tanach. 

In memory of Yaacov ben Shmuel z"l

This final story of Sefer 
Shofetim is one of 
the most difficult and 
shocking in the Tanach. 

It begins by telling us that “there 
was no king in Israel”, i.e. that there 
was no-one to enforce law and 
order. Below is a summary of this 
chapter.

A Levite man, who lived in 
the tribal area of Ephraim, took 
a concubine from Bet-Lechem in 
Yehuda as his wife. A concubine 
was a woman who would enter 
into an informal marriage, allowing 
a separation between the couple 
without a get (divorce contract). It 
is possible that this happened due 
to her father’s inability to provide a 
dowry for her. 

The concubine left the Levite man 
and returned to her father’s house. 
Our Sages explain she left because 
the man dealt harshly with her. 
For example, he was overly angry 
when he found a fly in a dish she 
cooked for him (Talmud Gittin 6b). 
The Levite man followed her to try 
to bring her back. Her father was 
pleased to see him and allowed 
him to stay as a guest in his house. 

Every time the man rose to return 
to his home, the father persuaded 
him to stay a bit longer. Possibly 
the father tried to keep him there 
to restore the relationship and 
encourage his daughter to return to 
her husband. When the man rose 
to leave for the final time, his wife 
went with him (19:9).

They set out for home and sought 
lodgings in a city along the way. The 
man refused to stay overnight in a 
non-Jewish settlement, and instead 
they went to Giv’ah, in the territory 
of Binyamin. They came to the town 
square, but no one offered them 
hospitality (19:15). An old man, who 
was not a local, invited them to his 
home for the night. This is the first 
criticism of the town: that only a 

stranger, who happened to be living 
there for work purposes, offered 
them hospitality. 

The next stage is perhaps the 
most shocking part of this episode, 
with very strong parallels to the 
events in Sodom, as described 
in parashat Vayera.  Rather than 
describe these events here, we 
suggest they are best read in the 
Tanach itself. The horrific turn of 
events culminated in the death of 
the concubine.

The Levite man cut her body into 
12 pieces and sent one to each of 
the tribes of Israel. The biblical 
commentator Malbim (1809-1879) 
explains that the Levite man was 
sending a message that the Jewish 
people cannot exist without unity. 
Just as these 12 pieces of meat 
are just that, rather than a living 
body, the same is true of the Jewish 
people. If a body part is sick, the 
rest of the body is needed to help 
it heal. If it cannot be healed, then 
it needs to be removed to save the 
rest of the body. We will see in the 
next chapter how this message is 
tragically translated into action by 
the Jewish people.

Sefer Shofetim (the Book of Judges)

Chapter 19:  
The Concubine of Giv’ah
by Pnina Savery, US Jewish Living Educator






