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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.

“Bless Your people Israel, and the ground that You 
gave us,... a Land flowing with milk and honey.”  

(Devarim 26:15)
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1st Aliya (Kohen) –  Devarim 26:1-11
Once the nation has come into the Land of Israel, there is a mitzvah for a produce-
grower to take the first fruits of the new harvest and place them in a basket, before 
bringing them to a Kohen in the Temple (the mitzvah of bikkurim). After the Kohen 
takes the basket, the person who has brought the fruit reads out a text which recalls 
the initial descent to Egypt, the slavery and the redemption. It concludes with an 
expression of gratitude to God for the bounty of the Land.

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 26:12-15
At the end of every third and sixth year of the seven year shemitah cycle, one has to 
make sure that all the tithes from the produce of the Land from the previous years 
have been given to their respective recipients. Once that has been organised, a text 
known as viduy ma’aserot is said, which declares one’s careful commitment to the 
laws of tithing, followed by a prayer to God to bless the Land.

Sidra Summary

What Does 
He Look Like?

It is not a novel 
question, unless asked 
in a novel way. 

A rabbi is constantly 
showered with 

questions. They cover a diverse 
spectrum of topics from the 
intricate nuances of Jewish law to 
the depths of great philosophical 
thought and to the mundane routine 
of day-to-day life. I am grateful for 
each question that comes my way, 
as each one presents me with an 
opportunity to introspect, research 
and grow. 

Often the best questions come 

from kids. Their innocence purifies 
the inquiry from any hidden agenda. 
I was once at a nursery school, 
telling a story, when a young voice 
emerged from the audience.

“What does God look like?”, 
a young girl in the audience 
enquired with incredible passion. 
The question is not a novel one 
- theologians have debated the 
legitimacy of giving God an image 
and the nature of such an image 
since the beginning of time. For me, 
however, the question was novel 
because of the tone in which it 
was asked. The young girl was not 
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looking to engage in an intellectual 
pursuit, nor did she wish to impress. 
She genuinely wanted to know 
about her God. 

On Pesach she had heard how 
God had taken retribution against 
the Egyptians. She knew the story of 
how God destroyed an entire world 
in the flood in the time of Noach, 
and she had remembered the 
punishment of those who had built a 
golden calf in the desert.

I thought for a second and 
responded to her, “I don’t know 
what God looks like, but imagine 
the kindest, most loving and caring 
person you know. That is what I 
imagine God is like.”

Because of the magnitude of 
God’s greatness, we often forget the 
magnitude of His kindness. 

Indeed, this is the very manner in 
which God wants us to be inspired 
by Him. The Talmud (Sotah 14a) 
informs us how to perform the 
commandment to ‘walk in God’s 
ways’, which is recorded in parashat 
Re’eh (Devarim 10:12). By visiting 
the sick, comforting mourners, 
clothing the naked and burying the 
dead, we go in God’s ways. These 
are all acts that God has performed 
in the Torah and ones that we too 
can do. 

If we turn to our parasha, Ki Tavo, 
we once again find an imperative 
to go in God’s ways: “You have 
distinguished God today to be a God 
for you, and to walk in His ways” 
(Devarim 26:17). There is a difference 
though, from the commandment in 
parashat Re’eh. This week, going in 
God’s ways is done in partnership 
with God. It is done with enthusiasm 
and commitment; it is not merely a 
command. 

Essentially, we are inspired to be 
people of kindness and goodness 
because we have the ultimate role 
model - a God who wishes to be 
defined by altruism and not might.

This is the God that I want my 
children to know and to learn to be 
like.

Point to Consider: In what part of our liturgy is the final 
part of the viduy ma’aserot also said? (26:15)

3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 26:16-19
Moshe encourages the people to keep the mitzvot and 
to view them every day as fresh and new (Rashi). This 
will elevate the nation to the status of being holy and 
distinguished.

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 27:1-10
Moshe tells the people that on the day they cross the Jordan, 
they should take stones, coat them with plaster and inscribe 
upon them the words of the Torah. They should erect these 
stones on Mount Eival, where they shall also build an altar 
and bring peace-offerings.

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 27:11-28:5
After the nation enters the Land, they will come to Mount 
Gerizim and Mount Eival. Six of the tribes are to stand on one 
mountain, six on the other. The Levi’im will stand in between 
the mountains to call out the blessings and the curses, to 
which the people will respond “Amen” (Rashi).

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 28:6-69
This aliya opens with further blessings. If we follow God's 
will – our enemies will flee from us and other nations will be 
in awe of us. 
The sidrah continues with the tochacha, the passage of 
retribution (which is recited in an undertone by the person 
reading from the Torah). If we do not listen to God and do not 
observe His mitzvot, the consequences will be grave. Verse 

The question is 
not a novel one 
- theologians 
have debated the 
legitimacy of giving 
God an image and 
the nature of such 
an image since the 
beginning of time.



This Sunday – and in 
some shuls already 
on Motzaei Shabbat – 
Ashkenazi communities 
will commence their 

Selichot (prayers of repentance) 
services in anticipation of the 
forthcoming Yamim Noraim (High 
Holy Days). Most Sefardi communities 
began reciting daily Selichot right at 
the beginning of the month of Elul, 
but in the Ashkenazi tradition they are 
delayed until somewhere between 
four and ten days before Rosh 
Hashanah, depending on which day of 
the week the festival will occur.

Most of the lengthy passages in 
the Selichot services were composed 
by paytanim (liturgical poets) in the 
Middle Ages, though certain notable 
prayers were written earlier by the 
Geonim (6th to 11th centuries) and 
some (such as the Mi She’anah 
composition) can be traced back 
as far as Talmudic times (3rd to 6th 
centuries). Many of the prayers (such 
as the Shomea Tefillah passage and 
Shema Koleinu) are actually just 
compilations of scriptural verses. 

Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik (1903-
1993) explained that the structure of 
the Selichot service is modelled on the 

structure of the daily prayer services; 
just as the requests contained in the 
middle berachot of the Amidah prayer 
are always preceded by blessings 
which praise God, the requests for 
forgiveness that form the bulk of 
the Selichot must be preceded by 
verses of praise. There is no need for 
us to compose our own expressions 
of praise since the Tanach (Hebrew 
Bible) is replete with fine examples 
that we can use, and they have the 
advantage of being written by the 
Psalmists and prophets who were 
imbued with the Divine spirit.

The most important feature of the 
Selichot service is the recitation of the 
Thirteen Attributes of Mercy which 
occurs multiple times on each of the 
days. These verses appear in the 
Torah (Shemot 34:6-7) when Moshe 
was seeking forgiveness for the sin 

of the golden calf and as a result God 
gave him the second set of Tablets. 
The Talmud (Rosh Hashanah 17b) 
depicts God as assuming the role of 
a chazzan leading the congregation 
in prayer and promising the Jewish 
people that if they sin, when they 
repent they should recite these 
Attributes of Mercy and they will be 
forgiven. Clearly these verses are 
not a magic formula that guarantees 
automatic pardon, but they are 
dependent on genuine teshuvah 
(repentance).

The tetragrammaton (the four-letter 
name) which refers to God as a 
merciful deity appears twice at the 
beginning of this declaration. The 
Talmud (ibid) explains that the first 
time refers to God before a person 
sins and the second time refers to 
Him after the person has sinned and 
then repented. This is an immensely 
powerful statement because it is 
saying that a genuine penitent can 
restore their relationship with God 
to exactly what it was prior to their 
sin. When human relationships are 
damaged and repaired it is often 
difficult to restore the trust and love to 
exactly what had existed previously. 
But God is much more forgiving, and if 
a sinner practices sincere repentance 
God will erase any trace of their sin 
from His memory.

Obviously the Selichot services 
are an important ritual in their own 
right, but they also teach us an 
important concept – that in order to 
have a meaningful Rosh Hashanah 
experience we need to carve out 
some time for spiritual preparation in 
advance of the festival.

by Rabbi Daniel Roselaar, Alei Tzion United Synagogue

In memory of Harav Yisrael ben Uriah z"l

after verse warns of petrifying suffering, including illness, 
plague, blindness, children being taken captive, being at the 
mercy of other peoples, and the nation becoming scattered 
over the Earth.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 29:1-8
Moshe reminds the people of their wondrous Exodus from 
Egypt, their miraculous survival in the desert for 40 years and 
their victories over the mighty kings Sichon and Og.

The most important 
feature of the 
Selichot service is 
the recitation of the 
Thirteen Attributes 
of Mercy…

Selichot: 
Prayers of Repentance



In memory of Mordechai Avraham ben Nechemia z"l

Haftarah
Taken from the book of Yeshaya, this is the sixth of the ‘seven 
haftarot of consolation’ read after Tisha B’Av. The prophet 
relates a vision of the nations of the world coming to Zion and 

recognising God. Violence and pain will become memories 
of the past – “never again shall your sun set, nor shall your 
moon be withdrawn; for God will be an eternal light”. These 
verses are included in the Memorial Prayer recited at
cemeteries and shiva houses.

Our practice is to 
recite chapter 27 of 
Psalms/Tehillim twice 
a day during Elul, after 

Shacharit and Maariv prayers, until 
Shemini Atzeret inclusive. This 
is generally thought to be based 
on the Midrash Shocher Tov (also 
known as the Midrash Tehillim) 
which explains that some of the 
expressions used in this chapter 
refer to Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, 
Succot and even Elul. 

As we know from the first word, 
L’David, this chapter is one of 
the many Psalms written by King 
David.  In it, he describes a close 
relationship with God – beginning 
by affirming his faith in Him: “The 
Lord is my light and my salvation”, 
and continuing by describing how 
God will protect him in difficult 
times. In verse 13, King David says: 
“Lulei he’emanti lirot b’tuv Hashem 
b’eretz hachaim – Had I not trusted 
that I would see God’s goodness in 
the land of the living…”

There are several interesting 
points about this verse. First, once 
again we find the word Elul – here 
it is spelled backwards as lulei. 
Secondly, in traditional texts, lulei is 
written with dots above and below 
it, which is usually understood to 
show that there is an issue with the 
meaning of the word. Thirdly, the 

verse appears to be an incomplete 
sentence. One would expect the 
next verse to continue with what 
might have happened had King 
David not trusted, but instead the 
chapter concludes “Hope in the 
Lord, be strong and of good courage, 
and hope in the Lord.”

What is going on here? The 
Talmud in Berachot (4a) says that 
the dots suggest that King David 
had complete trust that God 
rewards the righteous in the World 
to Come, but was unsure whether 
he qualified as righteous.

The open-ended format of the 
verse, according to several rabbinic 

commentators including Rashi 
(1040-1105), looks back to the 
previous verse, which refers to 
false witnesses, who accused King 
David wrongly.  In our verse he is 
saying, “if I hadn’t had great faith 
in God, then these false witnesses 
would have destroyed me a long 
time ago.”

This idea is echoed by the 
Malbim (Rabbi Meir Leibush Wisser, 
1809-1879) who says that the whole 
psalm explains that when a person 
has great faith in God and seeks to 
become close to Him, he merits that 
God will look after him individually 
and protect him from harm. 
Accordingly, King David begs God 
to be able to achieve this enhanced 
level of closeness, and asks that He 
continue to remove any obstacles to 
this, such as false witnesses.  The 
Malbim says, “Therefore from the 
multitude of requests which a man 
can make, it is fitting that he focus 
on the single request in which he 
will find all that he desires; that is 
[to request] that he cleaves to God 
constantly.”

During Elul we too are trying to 
develop a closer relationship with 
God, and so it is appropriate that 
we recite this psalm throughout the 
month to remind us what it is that 
we are trying to achieve and the 
rewards that it brings.

Elul Reflections pt 3
by Rebbetzen Vicki Belovski, Golders Green United Synagogue

King David begs God 
to be able to achieve 
this enhanced level of 
closeness, and asks 
that He continue to 
remove any obstacles 
to this, such as false 
witnesses.



In memory of Tzemach ben Yisrael z"l

In chapter 5, the 
Philistines suffered 
terrible afflictions 
as punishment for 
stealing the Ark 

of the Covenant from the Jewish 
people. After seven months, they 
decide to return the Ark to them. 
The Philistines seek advice from 
their sorcerers who tell them not 
to return it empty handed; rather, 
they should send with it golden guilt 
offerings in order to appease the God 
of Israel. Finally, the Philistines seem 
to be heeding the message of how 
powerful God is.

The Philistine sorcerers provide 
additional advice: a new wagon 
should be made to transport the Ark, 
to be pulled by two nursing cows 
who have never worked before. If 
the cows turn their backs on their 
calves to take the Ark towards Bet 
Shemesh, it will be clear that it 
is the will of God to have the Ark 
returned to the Jewish people, and 
that He was responsible for all their 
affliction.

The cows head directly for 
Beit Shemesh. The people of Bet 
Shemesh are working in the fields 
when they see the Ark returned to 
them. They immediately use the 
wood from the wagon and the cows 
to offer up thanksgiving offerings to 
God. The Philistine men witness this 
and return home, with the knowledge 
that the God of Israel was indeed 

the source of everything that had 
happened. 

Sadly, the chapter ends with 
a tragic event: the people “peer 
into the Ark” and are struck down. 
Yehuda Kil (1916-2011), in his Da’at 
Mikra commentary on Tanach, 
explains that the Shechina (Divine 
presence) rests upon the Ark; 
to gaze upon the Ark is to gaze 
upon the Godly presence, which 
is disrespectful. Elsewhere in the 
Tanach (Hebrew Bible), God tells 
Moshe that “no human can see My 
face and live” (Shemot 33:20). Rabbi 
David Kimchi, (the Radak, 1160-1235) 
takes this even further and explains 
that the people actively uncovered 
the Ark to look inside, which is 
certainly a far more serious crime 
that simply gazing at it when it is 
already uncovered. The Talmud tells 
us that they acted disrespectfully 
to the Ark (Sotah 35a). It appears 
that they had lost their awe and 
reverence for this holy item, treating 
it casually instead. 

It is unclear exactly how many 
people died: the text first mentions 
“70” and then “50,000” (1 Shmuel 

6:19). Rashi (France, 1040-1105) 
cites the Targum Yonatan (Aramaic 
translation of the Nevi’im - books of 
the Prophets), according to whom 
70 elders died, along with 50,000 
ordinary people. Another approach 
is that of the Portuguese biblical 
commentator, Abarbanel (1437-1508) 
who explains that 70 people died in 
Bet Shemesh and 50,000 people died 
in total as a result of the Ark (both 
Jews and Philistines).

The response of the Jewish 
people here is significant. They state: 
"Who will be able to stand before the 
Lord, this holy God?” (1 Shmuel 6:20). 
This shows their comprehension of 
the sin committed and subsequently 
the power of God. The fall of Shilo 
in the previous chapters should have 
taught the people that the power of 
the Ark is intrinsically linked to their 
adherence to the will of God. Instead, 
they behaved with disrespect 
towards the Ark. Hopefully the 
Jewish people have now reached 
the correct conclusion: God holds the 
ultimate power, and they must have 
great respect for the means used to 
represent His power on earth. 

Sefer Shmuel  (the Book of Samuel)

Chapter 6:  
Return of the Lost Ark
by Pnina Savery, US Jewish Living Educator and  
Participant in the Chief Rabbi’s Ma’ayan Programme

The fall of Shilo in the previous chapters 
should have taught the people that the 
power of the Ark is intrinsically linked to 
their adherence to the will of God.
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