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“God called to Moshe from the mountain, saying… ‘You have 
seen… that I have borne you on the wings of eagles and 

brought you to Me”  
(Shemot 19:3-4)
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YITROִיְתרֹו

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.

In loving memory of Mordechai Avraham ben Nechemia z”l



1st Aliya (Kohen) – Shemot 18:1-12
Yitro, Moshe’s father-in-law and a Midianite priest, hears about the miraculous 
Exodus from Egypt. He comes to meet Moshe in the desert, together with his 
daughter Tziporah (Moshe’s wife) and Moshe’s two sons. Moshe greets Yitro and 
relates to him what has happened to the Israelites. Yitro and Moshe bring offerings.

Point to Consider: What is the etymology of the name Yitro? (see Rashi to 18:1) 

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 18:13-23
According to Rashi’s commentary, the narrative now skips forward to an incident 
after the giving of the Torah. Moshe is busy making halachic rulings from morning to 
evening. Concerned that this is too much for Moshe, Yitro advises him to set up an 
alternative system of judging the people, involving the appointment of a cascading 
system of judges. Only the major issues would be brought directly to Moshe for his 
judgement.

Sidra Summary

What May  
I Hope For?
by Rabbi Dovid Lewis, South Manchester Synagogue

Immanuel Kant’s 
(1724-1804) three 
famous ‘Critiques’ were 
summed up by Dayan 
Dr I. Grunfeld (1900-

1975) in his introduction to Rabbi 
Samson Raphael Hirsch’s (1808-
1888) Horeb as: What can I know? 
What ought I to do? and What may 
I hope for? 

Maimonides (1138-1204) 
codifies “I am the Lord your God” 
(Shemot 20:2), the first of the Ten 
Commandments, as the mitzvah to 
believe in the existence of God. “We 
are obligated to know that there 
is a Prime Being Who brought all 
existence into being and continually 
sustains its existence” (Mishneh 
Torah, Yesodei HaTorah 1:1). 
The Sefer HaChinuch (published 

anonymously in 13th-century Spain) 
lists this as the first of the six 
perpetual mitzvot incumbent upon 
every Jew at all times. 

That is what I can know. I can 
and must know at all times that 
God exists. What I ought to do is 
spelt out in the entirety of the Ten 
Commandments. Its 620 letters 
hint to the 613 Biblical and the 
7 foundational Rabbinic mitzvot. 
The first two commandments, 
to know that Hashem exists 
and to not believe in any false 
gods, encapsulate all positive 
and negative commandments 
respectively. I know what I ought to 
do because of what I know.

BUT WHAT MAY I HOPE FOR? 
I believe that we find the answer to 

Sidra breakdown
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3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 18:24-27
Moshe accepts Yitro’s advice and appoints judges over sub-
groups of 1000, 100, 50 and 10 people. Yitro returns to Midian.

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 19:1-6
The narrative switches back to Rosh Chodesh Sivan, one and 
a half months after the Exodus, prior to the giving of the Torah. 
The people travel from Refidim and arrive in the Sinai Desert. 
Moshe ascends Mount Sinai. God tells Moshe to inform the 
people that if they listen to His voice and keep His covenant, 
they will become “a kingdom of priests and a holy nation”.

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 19:7-19:19
The people agree to God’s offer. God tells Moshe to instruct 
the people to wash their clothing, refrain from marital 
relations (Rashi) and not to approach the mountain for the next 
three days. Moshe relays this to the nation. God’s Presence 
descends onto the mountain; there is thunder, lightning and 

shofar blasts; the mountain is covered in smoke.

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 19:20-20:14
God ‘descends’ upon Mount Sinai and Moshe ascends 
again. God once again tells Moshe to warn the people not to 
approach the mountain. After Moshe descends, God speaks 
the Ten Commandments:
1. Faith in God’s existence
2. Prohibition of idol worship
3. Prohibition of taking God’s Name in vain
4.  Remembering Shabbat to keep it holy and refraining from 

‘work’
5.  Honouring one’s parents

You shall not:
6. Murder 7.  Commit adultery
8.  Steal 9.  Bear false testimony
10.  Covet what others have

In loving memory of Tzemach ben Yisrael z”l

that question in the postscript 
to the Ten Commandments, 
with the instructions from 
God to build the Altar for the 
Mishkan (desert Tabernacle): 
“You shall make an altar of 
earth for Me… and wherever 
I will mention My Name, I 
will come to you and bless 
you” (Shemot 20:21). The 
Jerusalem Talmud (Berachot 
4:4) comments on the use 
of the word אזכיר (azkir) 
– I will mention, as opposed to 
 ,you will mention – (tazkir) תזכיר
that a person may only pray in a 
designated place. Rashi (1040-1105) 
explains this to mean: only in those 
places where I allow My Name to 
be mentioned. This teaches us, says 
Rashi, that we are only allowed to 
mention the tetragrammaton (God’s 
full Name) in the Temple, when 
giving the Priestly blessing. The 
Talmud (Megillah 29a) explains the 
verse “I have been for them a small 
sanctuary in the lands where they 
arrived” (Yechezkel/Ezekiel 11:16), 

as referring to our shuls and study 
halls. The Beit Hakeneset (shul) and 
Beit Hamidrash (study hall) were 
our hope when the Beit Hamikdash 
(Temple) was destroyed.

Where is that hope though when 

we are prevented, through 
no fault of our own, from 
attending our shuls and study 
halls?

It comes from the Midrash 
which posits a completely 
opposing explanation to that 
of the Jerusalem Talmud. 
Says the Midrash, “Do not 
read it אזכיר (azkir) – I will 
mention, but rather תזכיר 
(tazkir) – you will mention. 
Wherever a righteous person 

prays, the Divine Presence is with 
them. Wherever you mention My 
Name, I will come to you and bless 
you” (K’tav Yad Ohr Ha’afela). 

In these difficult times, and 
indeed whenever and wherever a 
person calls out to God, whenever 
we raise our eyes to Heaven, says 
God: I will come to you and bless 
you. 

I know of His existence, and 
therefore I know what I ought to do, 
which provides me with the hope 
that He will bless me whenever and 
wherever I call out to Him.

Where is that hope 
though when we are 
prevented, through no 
fault of our own, from 
attending our shuls 
and study halls?



An Egyptian Word 
in the Torah!

In Parashat Yitro, 
we read about the 
revelation at Sinai 
including the giving of 

the Ten Commandments. The first 
of the Ten Commandments starts 
as follows: “I am the Lord, your 
God, Who brought you out of the 
land of Egypt, from the house of 
slavery” (Shemot 20:2). There is a 
fascinating and perplexing rabbinic 
teaching in the Midrash (Tanchuma, 
Yitro 16) on the word Anochi (I 
am), the very first word of the Ten 
Commandments. It relates that 
the letter aleph had always been 
jealous of the letter bet, for having 
the honour of creating the world 
(the Creation story begins with the 
letter bet of the word Bereishit, in 
the beginning). To settle the dispute, 
God ‘compensated’ the aleph and 
gave it Torah, therefore beginning 
the Ten Commandments with the 
letter aleph in Anochi.

However, the same Midrash 
explains that Anochi, normally 
translated as ‘I am’, actually stems 
from an Egyptian word meaning 
love and endearment. As with every 
Midrash, this one should be taken 
seriously even if not necessarily 

literally, following the Midrashic 
genre.  

The Zohar (the central work of 
Jewish Mysticism) writes that 
being the first word of the first 
commandment itself, Anochi 
encompasses the entire Torah. 
Why, of all the words in the Hebrew 
language, with their beautiful and 
deep meanings, did God choose to 
begin the Ten Commandments with 
an Egyptian word, according to the 
Tanchuma, from the language of a 
nation that famously was not such 
a fan of the Jewish people? This 
question is strengthened by another 
Midrash (Vayikra Raba 32) which 
teaches that the Jewish people had 
retained their knowledge of Hebrew 
despite the long servitude in Egypt.

Various answers are offered 
by our sages. A mashal (parable) 
compares the situation in our 
parasha to people who have been 
recently released from captivity. 
In order to reintegrate them into 
society, they must be spoken to in 
a language they can comprehend, 
not suddenly thrown into a new 
world. Similarly, God began the Ten 
Commandments with an Egyptian 
word because the Jewish people 

were perhaps less used to Hebrew 
after such a long period of slavery.

Beginning the Ten 
Commandments with a word that 
is not our own served to remind the 
generation of the Exodus that God’s 
essence was there with them in 
Egypt, feeling the suffering and the 
pain of our ancestors. We must seek 
to encounter God in all our ways 
(Mishlei/Proverbs 3:6), even when 
He appears concealed from us. By 
recognising God’s presence in Egypt, 
the Jewish people reaffirmed their 
belief in His power, ready to accept 
all of His commandments once they 
had left.

by Jodie Franks, participant in the  
Student Bet Midrash Lilmod Ul’lamed Programme

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 20:15-23
Trembling from this awesome experience, the people retreat 
and ask Moshe to be a go-between, instead of God speaking 
to them directly, lest they die. Moshe reassures them. God 
tells Moshe to warn the nation not to carve certain images 
(see Rashi). The commandment is given to build a designated 
altar upon which offerings to God should be brought.

Haftarah
The prophet Yeshaya sees a vision of the heavenly court, 
occupied by God and His angels. Whilst the angels assure 
Yeshaya that he is personally free of sin, God tells him to warn 
the people of their eventual exile, due to their stubbornness 
and iniquities. The evil king Achaz ascends the throne; he will 
be shown Divine mercy in order to save his righteous son, the 
future king Chizkiyahu.



In memory of Moshe ben Avraham Zarach z”l

Six and seven 
figure largely 
in Judaism. 
The world was 

created in six days and God 
rested on the seventh. The 
Torah prescribes a count 
of seven weeks from the 
second day of Pesach to the 
eve of Shavuot, and seven 
lambs to be offered in the 
Temple on festive days.

Rabbi Yehuda Loew 
of Prague, known as ‘the 
Maharal’ (1520-1609), 
explains that six denotes the physical 
world and its primary directions: 
up, down and the four points of the 
compass. Seven symbolises the 
individual at the centre of the world 
of six, sanctifying it by using it to 
serve God.

But there is also eight: a Jewish 
boy is circumcised on the eighth 
day of life, the day after Succot is 
Shemini Atzeret, the “eighth day of 
assembly”. Shavuot, the celebration 
of the giving of the Torah, is at the 
beginning of the eighth week after 
Pesach.

Eight, says the Maharal, is 
something out of this world 
altogether, beyond time, beyond 
limit. It is an expression of human 
spirituality which is actually so lofty 
that it is not of this world at all. 

Thus, in a way, eight takes us back 
to one. It is human spirituality, but on 
a higher plane altogether.

Western classical music helps us 
to experience the magic of eight.

Just as an artist chooses from a 
range of colours, so most western 
composers choose from a scale, a 
range of seven notes, each one of 
which is a small step higher than the 
one before. Western classical pieces 
are typically composed of these 
notes, with occasional adjustments 
as required.

Each note on the scale is given a 
name from the letters A to G, with 
higher notes having a later letter. 
The eighth note sounds like a higher 
version of the first, so much so that 
the eighth note has the same name 
as the first. An upward progression 
starting on the note C, for instance, 
will proceed thus: C, D, E, F, G, A, 
B, C and so on. When the note thus 
recurs in its higher form, it is said to 
be an octave higher. 

The power of the octave is readily 

apparent in the stirring 
Welsh national anthem, 
Mae Hen Wlad Fy Nhadau. 
The chorus begins Gwlad! 
Gwlad! and the second 
Gwlad is actually on the 
same note as the opening 
word Mae, but an octave 
higher.

The effect of the octave is 
unforgettable. The song has 
climbed up from its opening 
note through the different 
notes on its scale, and 
when Gwlad comes roaring 

out, one feels that after climbing a 
mountain, one has finally gained the 
summit. 

Our own beloved Hatikvah, Israel’s 
national anthem, works in the same 
way. The first note in the opening 
word Kol is revisited an octave higher 
in lo av’dah during the climactic 
opening of the second verse. This 
ingeniously gives special emphasis to 
the phrase lo av’dah tikvatenu (“our 
hope is not lost”) which is the song’s 
central message.

The exaltation and perfection of the 
octave are, for us, not just a pleasant 
and satisfying musical device. They 
give us a small insight into the glory of 
the future when the divine plan for our 
own lives or for humanity as a whole 
is fully played out, reminding us that 
we are built for great things and that, 
one day, we will live again but on a 
higher level. In the ascent of life, the 
best is yet to come.

Judaism and Music, part 6:
At Sixes and Sevens (and Eights) 
by Rabbi David Lister, Edgware United Synagogue

The original words of Hatikvah written by the poet Naftali Herz Imber.



The final verses of 
Chapter 10 described 
how the people of Gilad 
were surrounded by the 

enemy armies of Ammon. In Chapter 
11, the Jewish people search for 
a strong leader to lead the fight 
against this enemy. They choose 
Yiftach, the first-born son of one of 
the leaders of the tribe of Menashe. 
However, Yiftach’s lineage is not as 
noble as it appears. The verse refers 
to his mother as a harlot. Commen-
tators provide varying explanations 
to this, including that she was a 
concubine and that she was from a 
different tribe. His brothers drove 
him away as they did not want him 
to inherit when he was “the son of 
another woman” (11:1-2). He went 
to live in the wilderness and gath-
ered together a group of bandits.

The new leader’s lowly back-
ground hints to the ever-decreasing 
standard of the leaders as we 
progress through the period of 
the shofetim (judges). Notwith-
standing this, it also shows that 
God can provide deliverance from 
even those of the most unlikely 
and humble backgrounds.

Yiftach sent messengers to 
Ammon to find out what their 
reason was for waging war. The 
Ammonites claimed that the Jewish 
people had taken land from them 
when they left Egypt. Yiftach replied 
with a history lesson: the Jewish 

people did not take land from Am-
mon; the land, which had once been 
part of Ammonite territory, had been 
conquered previously by the Amorite 
king, Sichon. According to the Sages 
of the Talmud "these territories of 
Ammon and Moav were ‘purified’ 
(made permissible to the Israelites) 
by Sichon" (Gittin 38a, Chullin 60b).  

Following this exchange, Yiftach 
leads the tribes into battle with Am-
mon where they enjoy a resounding 
victory. Prior to battle, Yiftach made 
a vow that, if victorious, on his 
return home he would sacrifice the 
first thing to emerge from his house. 

Unfortunately, this turned out to be 
his daughter. She nobly accepts that 
her father needs to fulfil his vow, 
although she does also bemoan her 
fate. The text states that Yiftach 
“carried out the vow that he had 
vowed” (11:39). According to 
Professor Yehuda Elitzur (1911-
1997), in his Da’at Mikra commen-
tary to Tanach, this means Yiftach 
sacrificed her to God. Professor 
Elitzur explains that the text does 
not say this explicitly due to human 
sacrifice being an abominable act to 
God. Alternatively, other medieval 
commentators explain that she was 
not killed but instead never married 
and led a life devoted to prayer.

Certainly Yiftach’s actions here 
were wrong. Even if we accept 
that he did not kill her, he should 
not have obligated her to a certain 
course of behaviour due to his 
misplaced vow. He is strongly 
criticized by Rashi (1040-1105) for 
not annulling the vow through the 
prophet Pinchas. Due to excessive 
pride as the leader of the people, 
Yiftach refused to go to see Pinchas. 
In turn, Pinchas, as the prophet 
and priest, refused to go to Yiftach. 
Their mutual failure led to the 
downfall of an innocent girl and 
they are both punished for this. 

Whilst Yiftach wins the 
battle, his actions show that 
he was far from being an ideal 
leader for the Jewish people.

Sefer Shofetim (the Book of Judges)

Chapter 11: Yiftach’s 
Fatal Mistake
by Pnina Savery, US Jewish Living Educator

Prior to battle, 
Yiftach made 
a vow that, 
if victorious, 
on his return 
home he would 
sacrifice the first 
thing to emerge 
from his house. 
Unfortunately, 
this turned out to 
be his daughter.

In memory of Frida Mirel bat Chaim Simcha z”l
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