
בס״ד

“Take your staff and stretch out your hand over the 
waters of Egypt… and they shall become blood; 
there shall be blood throughout the land of Egypt”  

(Shemot 7:19)
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VA’ERAָוֵֽאָרא
In loving memory of Rabbi Dr Irving Jacobs, Harav Yitzchak ben Shlomo 

zt"l, former principal of Jews’ College, rabbi of the Neveh Shalom 
community in Wembley, teacher and mentor for many rabbis and others

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.



1st Aliya (Kohen) – Shemot 6:2-6:13
God reassures Moshe that He will keep His promise to the forefathers to bring 
the nation into the Land of Cana’an (later Israel). God has heard the crying out of 
the enslaved Israelites; He instructs Moshe to tell them that He will redeem them 
from slavery. The Israelites, exhausted from their labour, do not accept Moshe’s 
reassurances.

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 6:14-6:28
The Torah details the genealogy of Moshe and Aharon. They are the sons of Amram 
and Yocheved, who were both descendants of Levi, the third son of Yaakov.
Point to Consider: Why does the Torah break from the previous narrative to discuss 
this genealogy? (6:14) 

3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 6:29-7:7
Moshe re-expresses his reluctance to speak to Pharaoh, given his speech impediment. 

Sidra Summary

Who Knows 
Ten?
by Rabbi Zvi Cohen, Kingsbury United Synagogue

Our sidra contains 
the beginning of the 
fulfilment of a prophecy 
made 430 years earlier. 

Abraham had been told that his 
descendants would be strangers 
in a foreign land, enslaved and 
then afflicted, following which the 
offending nation would be judged. 
Our sidra contains the first seven of 
the ten plagues that would punish 
the Egyptian nation.

We must wonder though, why 
these specific plagues? As well as 
punishment, what lesson were the 
Egyptians of the time and we in 
subsequent generations, to learn 
from this series of chastisements? 

On Seder night, after listing 
the ten plagues, we recite Rabbi 
Yehudah’s memory aid, דצ"ך עד"ש 

 ,(Detzach, Adash, Be’achav) ,באח"ב
spilling a little wine with each 
group. Other than a shortcut to 
remembering the list of plagues, 
what is the purpose of grouping the 
plagues into three groups in this 
way?

The Kli Yakar (Rabbi Shlomo 
Ephraim Luntschitz 1550-1619), 
quoting Rabbi Don Isaac Abarbanel 
(1437-1508), writes that there 
were three fundamental ideas that 
Pharaoh denied:

1) The existence of God: “Who 
is God, that I should listen to His 
voice” (Shemot 5:2). 2) If there 
is a God, His awareness of what 
happens on earth. 3) God’s ability 
to change nature. Each group of 
plagues was to prove one of these 
ideas; therefore at the onset of 
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God restates that Aharon will be Moshe’s spokesman. God 
will harden Pharaoh’s heart and He will send plagues. This 
will make Egypt aware of God’s omnipotence.

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 7:8-8:6
Upon God’s command, Aharon throws down his stick in 
front of Pharaoh; it turns into a snake. Pharaoh’s magicians 
duplicate this. However, Aharon’s stick swallows up their 
sticks. The 1st Plague: Moshe and Aharon confront Pharaoh 
while he is bathing in the Nile and warn him that if he 
does not let the Israelites leave, the waters of Egypt will 
turn to blood. Pharaoh ignores the warning; Aharon strikes 
the water with a stick and it turns into blood. Pharaoh’s 
magicians duplicate this. The plague lasts a week. (This 
pattern follows for most of the rest of the plagues – three 
weeks of warning and a week of plague – see Rashi’s 

commentary.) The 2nd Plague: Aharon strikes the waters of 
the Nile. A plague of frogs emerges, which covers Egypt. 
Pharaoh asks Moshe to pray for the frogs to die.

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 8:7-8:18
The 3rd Plague: Aharon strikes the ground with his stick and 
lice spread all over Egypt. The Egyptian magicians fail to 
duplicate this, admitting it is the ‘finger of God’.

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 8:19-9:17
The 4th Plague: A plague of wild beasts spreads over Egypt, 
apart from Goshen, where the Israelites live. Pharaoh agrees 
to let the Israelites leave for three days to bring offerings in 
the desert. Moshe prays for the plague to stop but Pharaoh 
reneges on his promise. The 5th Plague: The Egyptian 
livestock is killed, but the Israelites’ animals are untouched. 

In loving memory of Chaya Rachel bat Moshe Ben-tzion

each set of three we find a reason 
given for the ensuing plague.

As the plague of blood is about 
to begin Pharaoh is told, “with this 
you will know that I am God” (ibid. 
7:17). The Egyptians worshipped 
the River Nile and so the river itself 
was now turned against them. Then 
it was used as the source from 
which the frogs swarmed across 
the land, and when followed by 

lice, Pharaoh’s magicians had no 
choice but to declare that “this is 
the finger of God!” (ibid. 8:15).

As to God’s awareness, the next 
set of plagues begins with the 
words, “in order that you know 
that I am God in the midst of the 
land” (ibid. 8:18). A multitude of 
animals attacks the land, but a 
clear distinction is visible between 
the Egyptian and Jewish areas 

when the animals avoid Goshen, 
and no Jewish-owned animals die 
during the pestilence. Then, unlike 
the other plagues which impact 
all of Egypt at one time, the boils 
affect the magicians first, rendering 
them unable to stand in debate 
with Moshe and Aharon. This was 
their punishment for supporting 
Pharaoh’s harsh treatment of the 
Jewish People.

With regard to God’s power, the 
final set of plagues begins with 
the statement that it is, “in order 
that you know that there is nothing 
like Me in all the land” (ibid. 9:14). 
These last plagues blotted out the 
sun, moon and stars; anything that 
the Egyptians may have viewed 
as a deity. The culmination of the 
plagues showed God’s control over 
human life itself with the death of 
the Egyptian firstborn.

The ten plagues brought one 
mighty country to its knees, 
leaving us with three fundamental 
principles of faith: the existence of 
an all-powerful, all-knowing God 
who rewards and punishes. These 
are principles to consider daily and 
to underpin our actions on Seder 
night and throughout the year. 

As well as punishment, what lesson 
were the Egyptians of the time, and 
we in subsequent generations, to learn 
from this series of chastisements?



The Jews of Majorca,  
Part 1: Pre-Expulsion

There is no certainty 
as to when Jews first 
lived on the island of 
Majorca. It is believed 

that Jewish settlement in the 
Balearic Islands, of which Majorca 
is the largest, dates back to shortly 
after the destruction of the Second 
Temple (c. 70 CE).

We know that in the fifth century 
CE, Bishop Severus led anti-Jewish 
persecutions on the neighbouring 
island of Minorca, leading to a 
number of Jews converting to 
Christianity.

We also know that the small 
community in Majorca was 
strengthened by Jews fleeing 
the invasion of Spain in 1146 by 
the Almohads, a fanatical Berber 
group from Southern Morocco, 
who did not share the tolerant 
approach to non-Muslims which 
had been the hallmark of previous 
Muslim administrations. (Rambam's 
family (Maimonides, 1138-1204) 
fled Cordoba, as a result of this 
invasion).

As a consequence of the influx of 
Jews from Spain, three synagogues 
were built in Majorca, and the Jews 
engaged in trade and agriculture.

As part of the Christian 
reconquest of Spain from the 
Muslims, Jaime I of Aragon 
captured Majorca at the end of 

1229 and provided protection and 
a certain degree of communal 
independence to the Jewish 
community.

In its heyday between the middle 
of the 13th and 14th centuries, the 
Majorcan community was one of 
the most prosperous mediaeval 
Jewish centres, with an economy 
largely based on trade with other 
Mediterranean countries but with 
Jews also acting as artisans, 
moneylenders and as farmers. The 
maritime trade also gave rise to a 
group of Jewish astronomers and 
cartographers, including father and 
son Abraham and Yehuda Cresques.

The beginning of the terminal 
decline of the Iberian Jewish 
community was the bitter year 
1391, when a series of anti-Jewish 
massacres spread through the 
Peninsula from Andalusia. On 24 
August, the Majorcan Community 
was struck by calamity. 300 Jews 
were killed, 800 saved themselves 
by taking refuge in the fortress and 
many converted to Christianity.

One of the martyrs was Rabbi 
Vidal Ephraim Gerondi, a great 
Torah scholar who was a disciple of 
Rabbi Nissim Gerondi (1320-1376), 
known by the Hebrew acronym  ר"ן 
(Ran), one of the last great Spanish, 
mediaeval Talmudists.

A disciple of Rabbi Ephraim Vidal, 

the Majorca-born Rabbi Shimon Ben 
Tzemach Duran (1361-1444), fled 
Majorca after the 1391 massacre 
and settled in Algiers where he 
wrote important halachic responsa 
known as Teshuvot Tashbatz 
(responsa of Shimon Ben Tzemach). 
Some of these responsa address 
questions posed by the remnant of 
the Majorca community.

For the next 44 years, Jewish life 
was a struggle and those who could 
emigrate, did so.

Ferdinand I of Aragon instituted 
anti-Jewish decrees on the Jews 
of Majorca in 1413, and the 
Dominican priest, Vicente Ferrer, 
who gave a series of intimidatory 
sermons throughout Spain seeking 
conversion of those Jews who 
refused to convert in 1391, spent six 
months in Majorca in 1415, on his 
mission.

The bitter end of the community 
came in 1435 after Jews had 
been falsely accused of killing a 
Christian. After an admission of 
guilt achieved by torture, mobs 
pursued the remaining Jews and the 
Jewish community came to an end, 
save for those who had converted, 
some of whom continued to practise 
Judaism in secret.

We will explore the fate of 
Majorcan Jewry in the following 
centuries in the next article.

by David Frei, US Director of External and Legal Services and Registrar of the London Beth Din



The Chasidic leader, Rav 
Nachman of Breslav 
(1772-1810) takes 
his analysis of the 

spirituality of music a stage further 
with a daring examination of the art 
of playing an instrument. Judging by 
his description, he is probably talking 
about a clarinet.

He narrates the ascent and 
descent of the player's fingers and 
how these stop the appropriate holes 
to direct the air from the player's 
mouth into the right places.

This, he asserts, is not just the 
mechanics of music, but is also an 
expression of its spiritual purpose. 
He makes this connection by viewing 
the process of music-making as 
a religious metaphor, a symbolic 
expression of a deeper spiritual 
reality.

The player's fingers descending 
along the instrument represent the 
descent of music into a grief-stricken 
or apathetic heart. Their ascent 
back up the instrument expresses 
the successful drawing up of the 
downcast spirit to its proper place 
close to God, whose abode is 
compassion and joy. 

The selection of the right note 
from among the wrong ones, 
determined by the air being directed 
from the player's mouth into the 
right configuration of the instrument, 
symbolises the drawing out of a 
healthy mood from the listener's 
heart and the elimination of impulses 

and mind-sets which are harmful or 
antithetical to Torah.

This derivation is given extra 
weight by the fact that the Hebrew 
term ruach means both wind and 
spirit. It is proper to see in the 
player’s selection and creation of 
the correct direction and force of the 
wind in the instrument a metaphor 
for the selection of a proper spirit 

which is infused into the listener, 
bringing them to a better place.

One way of understanding this 
is perhaps through the stirring skirl 
of the Scottish bagpipes. Their tone 
is so rousing that they have often 
been used in battle to bring courage 
and resolve to wavering soldiers. In 
fact, when the valiant British troops 
arrived in Normandy on D-Day in 
1944, they brought with them a 
young piper in full Highland dress 
to keep their spirits up and press 
home their advantage in the face of 
daunting odds. 

Rav Nachman of Breslav develops 
his analogy a step further by 
describing the ascent of smoke from 
incense burned daily in the heart 
of the Temple (Shemot 30:7). The 
incense recipe included galbanum 
(ibid. 30:34) which gave off an 
unpleasant scent, yet the smell from 
the galbanum was overcome by the 
fragrance of the sweeter spices and 
it ascended with them in the smoke 
from the incense.

Thus it is, he says, with music. 
Music has the power to descend into 
our hearts, uproot all that is evil or 
sad, sweeten it and elevate it to God, 
bringing dignity, hope, redemption 
and joy in exchange for despair and 
sorrow.

Such a beautiful and sacred gift 
should not be taken for granted, nor 
used to do wrong. When we use it 
well, we make it holy and realise its 
full strength in our own souls.

In memory of Yisrael Shmuel ben Yirmaya Yehoshuah

Music has the power 
to descend into our 
hearts, uproot all 
that is evil or sad, 
sweeten it and 
elevate it to God…

Judaism and Music, Part 4:
Life’s Ups and Downs 
by Rabbi David Lister, Edgware United Synagogue

A pipe major of the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders



In memory of Malka bat Peretz

The 6th Plague: Moshe throws a fistful of ash in the sky. This 
turns into dust covering all of Egypt, which then turns into boils 
on the Egyptians and their animals. God hardens Pharaoh’s 
heart.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 9:18-9:35
The 7th Plague: A fiery hail falls on all of Egypt, apart from 
Goshen. Pharaoh admits that he has sinned and that God 

is righteous. After Moshe has prayed for the hail to stop, 
Pharaoh refuses to let the Israelites go.

Haftarah
The prophet Yechezkel (Ezekiel) prophesies about the downfall 
of the future Egyptian empire, after Israel will have mistakenly 
relied upon them as an ally. Egypt will be invaded by the 
Babylonian leader Nebuchadnezzar.

In memory of Yehuda ben Yaakov HaCohen

Chapter 8 ended with 
the death of the shofet 
(judge) Gidon. Gidon had 
70 sons! Among these 

sons was Avimelech, who convinced 
the people of Shechem, his mother’s 
city, to anoint him alone as their king, 
rather than having all 70 sons ruling. 
The inhabitants of Shechem agreed 
and paid him 70 pieces of silver, which 
Avimelech used to hire men to kill all 
his brothers. The only survivor was the 
youngest son, Yotam, who publicly crit-
icised both Avimelech and the people 
of Shechem for their actions, cursing 
them that they would be punished.

Avimelech ruled over Israel for three 
years. However, under the leadership 
of Ga’al son of Eved, the people of 
Shechem rebelled against him. Avimel-
ech’s loyal supporters warned him 
about the rebellion and a war ensued. 
Avimelech’s opponents were pushed 
back and sought refuge in a tower. As 
Avimelech closed in, he ordered his 
troops to set the tower on fire. 1,000 
men and women died in the flames. 
However, when approaching another 
city under siege, a woman dropped 
a stone from the city walls, striking 
Avimelech on the head. He begged 

his armour-bearer to stab him “lest 
they say of me ‘a woman killed him.’” 
(9:54). Concerned for his ego in his dy-
ing moments, Avimelech achieved the 
opposite. It has been recorded for pos-
terity in Tanach, not only that a woman 
injured him severely, but that his 
vanity was his focus in his last breaths. 
This is how he is remembered: a 
vain, self-centred and failed leader.

FAILED KINGSHIP
In our last article, we saw the 

beginnings of the debate about 
whether Israel should have a king. 
Here we see a failed attempt to create 
a monarchy. Avimelech started his 
kingship for all the wrong reasons; 
clearly, it was doomed to fail from the 
outset. The first mention of Avimelech 
already indicates his self-centred 
focus. “Avimelech” means “my father 
is king”, although we know that 
Gidon never accepted the position 
that he was offered. This makes it 
highly unlikely that Gidon would have 
named his son thus. The text uses 
the strange phrasing “he made his 
name Avimelech” (8:31) instead of 
the more common “he called him”. It 
is possible that the “he” was not his 

father, rather Avimelech assigning 
himself this moniker due to his 
personal and illegitimate aspirations. 

Yotam, Avimelech’s one surviving 
brother, provided a parable in his 
criticism of the people for anointing 
Avimelech as king. He describes 
the trees trying to anoint a king 
over themselves. They turn to the 
olive tree, fig tree and grapevine, 
one at a time. All refuse, wanting 
to focus only on their own produce. 
Finally, the trees turn to the atad, 
most commonly identified as a thorn 
bush, who accepts the position. 
Rashi (11th century French biblical 
commentator) explains that the olive, 
fig and grape trees represent Othniel, 
Devorah and Gidon: good rulers who 
refused the honour of titles (Rashi to 
9:8-12). In contrast to these productive 
fruit-yielding trees, Avimelech is 
likened to a thorn bush which has no 
produce and inflicts pain and damage. 
This highlights once again the failings 
of Avimelech from the outset.

Undoubtedly, this first attempt 
at kingship is a failure. It is not 
surprising that the concept of 
monarchy is not discussed again 
for several generations to come. 

Sefer Shofetim (the Book of Judges)

Chapter 9: Avimelech’s 
Doomed Kingshipy Pnina Savery, US Jewish Living Educator

by Pnina Savery, US Jewish Living Educator



In hospital 
and want a visit? 

It’s always difficult to be in hospital, but now when 
families cannot visit, it’s even more of a struggle.

Here’s how we can help. Our chaplains are usually 
still able to visit patients and would be only too glad 

to come and see you or your loved one. 

To arrange a visit or to find out more, please 
email Jewish Visiting at info@jvisit.org.uk

Jewish Visiting is part of United Synagogue Registered Charity No. 242552




