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"Build for yourselves cities for your small children 
and pens for your flock, and what has come from 

your mouth shall you do" 
(Bemidbar 32:24)

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.

INSIDE:
The Mystery of the Accidental Killer 
and the High Priest
by Rabbi Elazar Symon

Ezra: The Man Who Brought Us Home
by Rabbi Gideon Sylvester

The End of the Inquisition
by David Frei



Matot- 1st Aliya (Kohen) – Bemidbar 30:2-31:12. 
Moshe speaks to the heads of the tribes, telling them to relate the laws of vows and 
oaths to the Children of Israel. Contravening an oath or vow constitutes a Biblical 
prohibition. The sidra details who may revoke a vow on behalf of others in his care, 
but only on the day that he first hears about the vow. A husband may also revoke 
his wife’s vow in similar circumstances. God tells Moshe to wage war against the 
Midianites before his death. Moshe conscripts 1000 men from each tribe. They go 
into battle and kill all the Midianite males, as well as Bilam. They take captive the 
women, the young children, their cattle and material possessions.

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 31:13-54. 
Moshe rebukes the officers for not killing the women, who had been the instigators 
of the immorality and idol worship that had led to the national catastrophe (see 
25:1-9); he instructs them to now kill many of the women. Moshe tells those who 
have killed how to purify themselves from their state of tumah (ritual impurity). Upon 
God’s instruction, Moshe and Elazar count up the spoils and divide them in half, 

Sidra Summary
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At the end of parashat 
Masei, Moshe is 
commanded to 
designate the cities of 

refuge: six cities that must serve 
as safe-havens for unintentional 
killers, who will escape there from 
the wrath of the ‘blood-avenger’, a 
family member of the victim who 
might wish to seek retribution. It 
seems like a practical solution for 
a tragic situation, in a somewhat 

impulsive and violent society. But 
the Talmudic Sages understood 
it differently, based on several 
"clues" in the verses. The Talmud 
(Makot 9a-b) explains that the 
cities of refuge are intended for 
an accidental killer who acted 
carelessly, and they are exiled 
there by ruling of a court. Those 
who could not have prevented the 
tragedy in any way are exempt 
from exile.  In other words, rather 

The Mystery of 
the Accidental 
Killer and the 
High Priest 
By Rabbi Elazar Symon, University Jewish Chaplain of 
Cambridge and East Anglia



between those who fought in the war and the rest of the 
nation. A small percentage of each of these spoils is given 
as a tribute, one to Elazar and another to the Levi’im. The 
military leaders approach Moshe to donate the jewellery 
that they had plundered, as an offering to God.

3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 32:1-19. 
The tribes of Gad and Reuven ask to be given land on the 
east bank of the Jordan River, instead of crossing into the 
Land of Cana’an. Moshe rebukes them for their apparent 
cowardice, which seems to repeat the error of the spies 39 
years previously. The two tribes clarify that whilst the women 
and children would settle on the east bank, the men would 
fight with the rest of the nation to conquer the Land and 
would not return to their families until the end of the war.

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 32:20-33:49. 
Moshe accepts their request and instructs Elazar and the 

tribal heads to allow them to keep the land they requested 
if they do battle as promised. Some of the tribe of Menashe 
are also apportioned land east of the Jordan. 

Point to Consider: why is some of the tribe of Menashe 
now mentioned, having not been cited in the negotiations 
with Moshe? (32:33) 

Parashat Masei begins by recalling the 42 journeys that the 
Israelites made from leaving Egypt until the present time, 
when they are about to cross into the Land of Cana’an.

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 33:50-34:15. 
God speaks to Moshe in the plains of Moab, telling him to 
relate to the nation that after entering the Land, they must 
destroy the idols of the Canaanites and make sure to drive 
them out the Land. God tells Moshe the boundaries of the 
Land that the tribes will inherit.

than an escape, the cities are a 
normative part of a judicial system 
that is trying to cope with borderline 
behaviour that caused a tragedy, in 
a unique way.

One of the most mysterious 
details of this system is the 
connection between the exile of 
the accidental killer and the high 
priest. The verse states: "For he 
[the accidental killer] must remain 
inside… until the death of the 
high priest" (Bemidbar 35:28). The 
Talmud Yerushalmi (Yoma 7:3) 
explains that it would seem the 
accidental killer is left without a 
way for atonement. He does not 
have a punishment or a Temple 
offering that will redeem his soul, 
for he is not entirely responsible for 
the misfortune that took place. Yet, 
he has to live with himself and with 
society driving him away.  So God 
gives him a form of atonement: the 
death of the high priest. After that, 
he can return to his home. But 
what is the relevance of the high 
priest to this deed?

The high priest is a 
representative of the Jewish 
people, serving on its behalf 
before God, with the stones of the 
twelve tribes on his breastplate. 

The Torah is teaching us a great 
lesson about the degree of our 
responsibility to one another. 
When a tragedy strikes, it not only 
befalls the person that was directly 
involved in the situation. Yes, the 
accidental killer is exiled; there 
is an understanding that he holds 
a degree of responsibility. But to 
some extent, we are all responsible. 
As representative of the Jewish 
people, it seems that the buck stops 
with the high priest, and only his 
death can atone for the tragedy. 

“Kol Yisrael areivim zeh 
bazeh – The entire Jewish people 
are responsible for each other” 
(Talmud Shevuot 39a) is not just a 

catch phrase. It is perceived, here 
and in other places, as an actual 
metaphysical reality with real 
halachic implications.  This is an 
important teaching for us in our 
communities. When a fellow Jew 
means well but does something that 
goes horribly wrong, we are all in 
it together; we all need to consider 

what we can do to create a 
situation where good intentions 

do not result in disastrous 
results. When we can do that, 
when we are able to truly 

stand as one before God, we 
will also rejoice together, with all 
the blessings He will send our way. 

The Torah is 
teaching us a 
great lesson 
about the 
degree of our 
responsibility 
to one another.



Recent research shows 
that while many Jews 
live meaningful Jewish 
lives in the Diaspora, 

some communities struggle with 
assimilation. These patterns are 
highlighted in the latest Pew Report 
into American Jewry which found that 
particularly among non-Orthodox and 
non-affiliated Jews, a lack of Jewish 
education is resulting in the weakening 
of Jewish tradition. This in turn has 
led to extraordinarily high rates of 
intermarriage, shrinking communities 
and waning support for Israel.

The challenges confronting our 
communities parallel those faced by 
Ezra the Scribe in the sixth century 
BCE. His story is told in the biblical 
books of Ezra and Nechemia which 
are set nearly seventy years after 
Nebuchadnezzar, King of Babylon, 
destroyed the First Temple and exiled 
Jews from their homes in the Land of 
Israel. 

Following the death of 
Nebuchadnezzar and the collapse of 
the Babylonian Empire, King Cyrus, 
the new Persian ruler controlling the 
Land of Israel, decided that the time 
had come for the Jewish people to 
return home and build the Second 
Temple. Ezra was not among the first 
wave of returnees; he remained in 

Babylon to complete his studies. Later 
on, however, he was entrusted by the 
Persian king to lead a second wave 
of Jews home from the Babylonian 
exile. The king even provided Ezra with 
funds, bodyguards and the authority 
to rejuvenate Jerusalem. This week, 
on Rosh Chodesh Av, we will mark 
the anniversary of Ezra’s arrival in the 
Holy City.

Ezra was uniquely qualified for his 
role. Alongside the support he enjoyed 
from the most powerful leader in the 
region, he was a charismatic leader 
with immense intellectual and spiritual 
gifts. The Talmud even suggests that 
had Moshe not received it first, Ezra 
would have been worthy to receive the 
Torah on behalf of the Jewish people 
(Sanhedrin 21b).

Despite his own political and 
spiritual advantages, Ezra faced (and 

recorded) the major challenges facing 
the early returnees: an ‘old-guard’ who 
were uncomfortable with change, local 
Samaritans who were determined to 
disrupt the building of the Temple and 
finally, a highly-assimilated Jewish 
community who were disconnected 
from Jewish tradition. 

The Book of Ezra opens with great 
excitement as the people begin 
building the foundations of the Second 
Temple. It was an incredible occasion. 
With trumpets playing and people 
ecstatically singing, priests paraded 
in colourful clothes to celebrate the 
new era. 

Yet not everyone was happy. Some 
of the older Jews, who remembered 
King Solomon’s Temple, were 
disappointed by the foundations of its 
successor which seemed unimpressive 
when compared to the magnificent 
edifice they remembered. While the 
builders laboured and the people 
sang, these elders wept loudly, almost 
drowning out the celebrations.

The second challenge began with 
what seemed like a harmless, helpful 
offer. The Samaritans approached 
the Jewish community’s political 
leadership and asked to partner in 
the building of the Temple. But one 
detail in the introduction to the story 
triggered a warning. The Samaritans 

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 34:16-35:8. 
God announces the names of the leaders of each tribe, 
who will take charge of apportioning land to his tribe’s 
members. 42 cities are designated specifically for Levi’im to 
live in, surrounded by a designated amount of open space. 
These cities are also to provide refuge for a person who has 
killed accidentally and is fleeing from the relatives of the 
deceased.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 35:9-36:13. 
In addition, six cities are designated as special ‘cities of 
refuge’, to which the accidental killer can flee. Instructions 
are given about what constitutes ‘accidental’ and how the 
community must endeavour to protect the accidental killer 
from those who are pursuing him. Men from the tribe of 
Menashe approach Moshe, concerned that the land given to 
the five daughters of Tzelofchad, a descendant of Menashe 
(see parashat Pinchas 27:1-8) would be lost from the tribe if 

by Rabbi Gideon Sylvester, The US’s Israel Rabbi

Ezra: The Man Who Brought 
Us Home

The Talmud even 
suggests that had 
Moshe not received it 
first, Ezra would have 
been worthy to receive 
the Torah on behalf 
of the Jewish people 
(Sanhedrin 21b).



were not only not part of the 
Jewish people, but “the enemies 
of Judah and Benjamin” (Ezra 
4:1). According to the Talmud 
(Arachin 5b), as soon as the Jewish 
leaders rejected their overtures, 
the Samaritans revealed their 
true intentions. Their offer of help 
was merely a ruse to slow down 
the Temple’s construction until 
they could persuade the king to 
end it altogether. They began 
by obstructing the work of the 
builders. Then, in what seems 
like an outstanding example of 
ancient anti-Semitism, they wrote 
to the Persian king falsely claiming 
that the Jews were traitors who 
would undermine the monarchy by 
failing to pay taxes. Their slander was 
effective and the king ordered an end 
to the construction. Jewish leaders 
were forced to respond with a major 
diplomatic initiative to persuade the 
king to unearth documents proving 
that the building of the Temple was a 
legitimate project sanctioned by his 
predecessors. The Jewish leaders’ 
appeal was successful and the 
building resumed.

While the Samaritans created 
enormous pressure, perhaps the 
most significant challenge which 
Ezra himself faced came from within 
the Jewish community. The years of 
exile in a non-Jewish country had 
taken their toll. Jews had assimilated, 
intermarried and forgotten their 
heritage. When Ezra discovered 

the extent of the challenge, he was 
devastated. He describes for us his 
reaction: “When I heard this, I ripped 
my robe and coat, pulled out the hair 
from my head and beard, and sat down 
in shock” (Ezra 9:3). He fasted and 
prayed to God expressing his anguish.

Like any successful Jewish leader, 
Ezra did not wallow in grief for long. 
Instead, he set about remedying the 
situation. On Rosh Hashanah, he 
assembled all the Jews, reading and 
explaining the Torah to them. This 
national assembly, conducted on 
Rosh Hashanah, was designed to be 
reminiscent of the giving of the Torah 
on Mount Sinai. 

Ezra’s charismatic appeal for the 
people to upgrade their Jewish lives, 
deeply affected the people. They 
wept as they realised how far they 

had strayed from God and their 
Jewish heritage. Ezra understood 
that the way to inspire long-term 
change was not by criticism, 
but by demonstrating a Judaism 
which was loving, caring and 
compassionate. So, after teaching 
the people what they needed to 
do, he sent them home, exhorting 
them to enjoy their festive meals 
and to share their food with the 
poor. His strategy worked. A 
couple of weeks later, they all 
celebrated the festival of Succot 
with a fervour and piety that had 
not been seen since the Jewish 
people first entered the Land 
of Israel in the days of Joshua 

hundreds of years earlier (Nechemia 
8:17). 

Ezra has many legacies which 
strengthen Jewish life to this day. 
He established the Great Assembly, 
a council of scholars whose most 
famous member was Mordechai, 
hero of the Purim story. The council 
standardised the Amida prayer which 
we recite three times daily. Ezra also 
expanded the amount of Torah that 
is read at the Monday and Thursday 
morning services and instituted Torah 
reading on Shabbat afternoon (Talmud 
Bava Kamma 82a). 

Ezra teaches us that even when our 
communities appear to be struggling, 
there is hope. With compassion, 
determination and education we can 
reignite the joy of Judaism among our 
people.

In memory of Harav Yisrael ben Eliyahu z"l

they marry men from other tribes. Moshe responds that they 
should only marry men from the tribe of Menashe; this they do. 
This is the closing part of the book of Bemidbar. We stand for 
the final verse and then recite: “chazak, chazak ve’nitchazek”, 
a phrase asking for continued strength to study the Torah.

Maftir (Rosh Chodesh)
There is a special Maftir for Shabbat Rosh Chodesh, from 
Bemidbar ch. 28 (in last week’s parasha) which describes the 

additional offerings brought in the Temple on Shabbat Rosh 
Chodesh.

Haftarah
This haftarah, taken from Yirmiyahu (Jeremiah) is the second 
of the three ‘haftarot of affliction’ read in the build up to 
Tisha B’Av. God rebukes Israel for turning away from Him and 
towards idols, forsaking the opportunity He gave them when 
He bought them into the fruitful Land.

Ezra Reads the Law to the People, one of Gustave Doré's 
illustrations for La Grande Bible de Tours



July 15th marks the 
anniversary of the aboli-
tion of the Inquisition in 
Spain in 1834. The Span-

ish Inquisition officially began in 1478 
when the Spanish monarchs sought 
and obtained authority from the Pope 
to identify heretics who ostensibly 
practised Catholicism while covertly 
adhering to Judaism or Islam.

While the Inquisition throughout its 
long history also investigated Muslims 
and Christians deviating from Catholic 
theology, its main victims during the 
first centuries were conversos, Jews 
who had converted to Catholicism as 
a result of violence and intimidation.

At the time of the Inquisition’s 
foundation, it was still lawful to 
practise Judaism in Spain and the 
target was not Jews but conversos or 
‘New Christians.’ This came to an end 
in 1492, when all Jews were expelled 
from Spain.

In neighbouring Portugal, Jews 
were expelled in 1497 and the Inquisi-
tion only began in 1536.

During the centuries when the 
respective Inquisitions functioned, 
there were numerous investigations, 
often using anonymous informers and 
grisly methods of torture, to extract 
confessions. The punishments ranged 
from lengthy terms of imprisonment 
to gruesome burnings in autos da 
fé, which became public spectacles 
drawing numerous spectators

The Inquisitors were not always 
motivated by religious zeal. Since 
the property of those convicted was 
forfeited and the proceeds shared 

between the Church and the 
Crown, there was a great 
incentive to extract confessions, 
whether genuine or as a result of 
torture. Furthermore, the economic 
and professional advantages enjoyed 
by New Christians in areas from 
which they had, as Jews, hitherto 
been barred, was a constant source of 
envy to the Old Christians.

The Inquisition was not restricted 
to the Iberian Peninsula and was 
established in the Spanish and 
Portuguese overseas possessions in 
Central and South America and in the 
Portuguese colony of Goa in India.

Although the Inquisition appeared 
to be at the height of its power 
in the middle of the 17th century, 
enjoying great wealth and prestige 
and frequently organising autos da 
fé attended by royalty, there was a 
steady decline thereafter.

In truth, many of the conversos had 
by then forgotten their traditions and 
most of those still adhering to Jewish 
practice had managed to emigrate.

During the 18th century, when 
the spirit of Enlightenment was 
spreading in parts of Western Europe, 
anti-Inquisition pamphlets were 
published in Britain, France and the 
Netherlands, mainly attacking the 
persecution of Protestants. In London, 
Rabbi David Nieto of the Spanish and 
Portuguese Community wrote a pam-
phlet highlighting the ignorance and 
brutality of the Inquisition and, during 
the course of the 18th century there 
was open discussion of the continuing 
differentiation in the treatment of Old 
and New Christians.

In Portugal, the 1st Marquis de 
Pombal (1699-1782), who effectively 
ruled the country from 1750 to 1777 
(and helped it to recover from the 
devastating Lisbon Earthquake of 
1755), was a great Reformer, who 
modernised Portugal’s economic, 
administrative and ecclesiastical 
institutions. This included abolishing 
the public autos da fé and granting 
civil rights to the New Christians. This 
greatly neutralised the powers of the 
Inquisition, which was eventually 
abolished 200 years ago, on 21 March 
1821.

In Spain, the Inquisition limped on 
for a few years longer. Significantly, 
between 1780 and 1820, out of 4,000 
cases tried by the Inquisition, only 
16 were for conversos, reflecting the 
decline of the secret observance of 
Judaism in the country. The Inquisition 
was finally abolished in Spain on 15 
July 1834.

In truth, many of the 
conversos had by 
then forgotten their 
traditions and most of 
those still adhering to 
Jewish practice had 
managed to emigrate.

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

The act of faith of the Spanish Inquisition held in a church






