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a 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.

ְמַחת ּתֹוָרה ִמיִני ֲעֶצֶרת ְוִשׂ חֹול ַהמֹוֵעד  ְשׁ
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Shabbat ends:
London 7.39pm

Jerusalem 7.08pm

Candle Lighting
London times:

A long-lasting candle 
and the candles for 

Shemini Atzeret, Monday 
27th September, should 

be lit by 6.33pm.
 

Candles for Simchat 
Torah, Tuesday 28th 

September, should be 
lit after 7.32pm from the 

long-lasting candle.
 

Yom Tov ends in London 
on Wednesday 29th 

September at 7:30pm
 

Jerusalem Times:
Candles for Shemini 

Atzeret, Monday 27th 
September, should be lit 

by 5.53pm.
 

Yom Tov ends in 
Jerusalem on Tuesday 

28th September at 
7.03pm

INSIDE:
A Mini Temple in the Garden
by Hannah Abrams

Shemini Atzeret: 
Festival of Love
by Rabbi Yitzchak Schochet

Simchat Torah: 
Your Celebration
by Rabbi Bentzi Mann

The Vilna Gaon
by Rabbi Gideon Sylvester

“You are the Lord, our God, who causes 
the wind to blow and the rain to fall.” 
(from the Prayer for Rain, recited on 

Shemini Atzeret)  

The Land of Israel is heavily dependent 
on rain for its crops, and so on Shemini 
Atzeret we begin to pray for rain.



Succot reminds us that 
we have the power 
to change the world. 
The Torah tells us 
(Bemidbar 29:12-24) 

that over the course of the festival 
70 bulls should be offered up in the 
Temple. This number symbolises the 
70 nations of the world (mentioned 
in the Torah as representing all of 
humanity), who are invited to come 
and join in the festivities. Succot is 
an opportunity to broadcast Judaism 
to the rest of the world, and from 
there to inspire.

This message of Succot seems to 
be intrinsically linked to the Temple 

in Jerusalem. It is the sacrifice of 70 
bulls which proclaims this message 
of openness to the nations of the 
world, and they could only be given 
in the Temple. King Solomon, when 
he inaugurated the Temple, declared 
that it would be a house of prayer 
for all nations, not just Israel. He, 
too, linked the message of Succot 
with the Temple itself, by timing 
the inauguration with the festival 
of Succot, symbolising Judaism’s 
openness to the world. 

In the days of King Solomon, this 
wish came true. People flocked to 
see the splendour of the beautiful 
Temple, and to pray in its hallowed 
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A Mini 
Temple 
in the 
Garden
by Hannah Abrams, Mizrachi UK Fellow



precincts. For example, the Queen of 
Sheba, so majestically memorialised 
by Handel, came to test King 
Solomon’s wisdom and ended up 
admiring his God and his Temple.

From this story we could conclude 
that our mission to shine a light to 
the world can only be fulfilled in the 
Temple. Now that the Temple has 
been destroyed, maybe we must 
focus on ourselves and dwell alone in 
our small succot with our families. 

However, as we explored last 
week, the loss of the Temple and 
the beginning of exile sparked not 
only mourning but creativity. Led 
by Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai, we 
forged a new path through history, 
remembering the Temple while 
expanding outwards. The message 
of the succah is actually that we 
can continue to shine a light to the 
nations, even without our “home-
base.”

Every Jew’s succah is regarded 
as a mikdash me’at, a mini-Temple. 
Just as God’s presence rested on the 
Holy of Holies in the Temple, so too 
it rests on each and every one of our 

succot, even in exile, investing it with 
the same mission as the Temple of 
being a light to the nations. 

The Ark of the Covenant in the 
Holy of Holies proclaimed this same 
message. The Torah tells us (Shemot 
25:15) that the poles of the Ark had 
to remain with the Ark forever, so 
that it was always ready to be lifted 
and carried wherever the Jewish 
people went. Although the Ark itself 

was lost along with the Temple, the 
message was not. We must take 
the holiness of the Temple and carry 
it with us confidently, wherever we 
go. The succah is an impermanent 
dwelling; just like the Ark, it is ready 
to move with us. 

Wherever we are in the world, 
the succah’s message is to leave our 
homes, be an example to others and 
change the world.

The message of the 
succah is actually 
that we can continue 
to shine a light to the 
nations, even without 
our “home-base.”



What is love? It is a 
question as old as 
existence itself. King 
Solomon defined love 
when he wrote “As one 

sees their reflection in the water, so 
it is between the hearts of one and 
another” (Mishlei/Proverbs 27:19). 
What that means is when we are 
loved we tend to feel it intuitively. Our 
hearts take cues from our senses. Our 
sensory organs report to our brains, 
and our brains interpret the data and 
send the report to our hearts. So, if 
we see a loving smile, hear loving 
words or feel a loving touch, the 
brain processes this information and 
concludes, “Hey, we are being loved 
right now!”

Love is a verb. It is an action. The 
Hebrew word for love, ahavah is from 
the root hav, meaning “to give”. Real 
love is expressed as an action. If you 
love someone, then you show it, by 
gesture, by respect, by compassion. 
Similarly, if you are loved, you will 
recognise it by the way you are 
treated.

Nowhere is this emphasised more 
so than in the Torah’s directive which 
we recite in the Shema: “And you 
shall love the Lord your God” (Devarim 
6:5). The question is asked, “How 

can you command an emotion?” The 
answer is that it is not a directive 
to feel love but to show love by 
performing acts of love towards God. 

This then is the significance of 
the festival of Shemini Atzeret. 
Every other festival has a historical 
basis.  Pesach, we experienced our 
Exodus. Shavuot, we received the 
Torah. Succot, because God had us 
live in huts in the desert. Even the 
rabbinically instituted festivals of 
Chanukah and Purim are on account 
of historical victories. What about 
Shemini Atzeret? It is a Biblically 
mandated festival but seems to have 
no underlying rationale. 

The answer is love. We told God “I 
love you” on Rosh Hashana. We said 
it again on Yom Kippur. We reiterated 
it once more on Succot. Now God 
says, “You really love Me? Show 
me! Come back one more time and 
celebrate with me, just because.” True 
love transcends rationality. It is one 
thing to do something for a reason. It 
is an altogether different matter when 
doing something “just because”. 

Love, however, is not limited to just 
the spiritual or to people we know. 
It is also intended to be expressed in 
some very real way towards even the 
random person that comes our way. 

The directive “to love your fellow 
as yourself” (Vayikra 19:18) is an 
absolute principle not a conditional 
one. This too is expressed in particular 
on this additional Chag.

An Israeli bus driver recalled the 
following story as it happened on 
his bus in Jerusalem a few days 
before Succot last year. A man got on 
carrying his newly acquired Arba’ah 
Minim (Four Species). Someone 
else already sitting there kept 
eyeing them. The man noticed and 
commented, “I notice you looking 
at my Arba’ah Minim. Have you got 
yours?” To which the other replied: 
“What with all the restrictions at the 
moment and my own vulnerability I 
cannot be in crowds so I will have to 
go without this year.” The other man 
looked to him: “Here, take mine!” “I 
can’t take yours! You just got them. 
How will you do the mitzvah?” And 
he replied: “The Biblical mitzvah 
is to take them on the first day of 
Succot. All subsequent days are only 
a Rabbinic mitzvah. As the first day 
is Shabbat when we do not take 
them anyway, I will only be fulfilling 
a Rabbinic mitzvah. But Ahavat 
Yisrael, loving my fellow Jew, that 
is a Biblical mitzvah. So I will forgo 
my Rabbinic mitzvah and fulfil this 
Biblical one instead. Take it!”

The man handed over his Arba’ah 
Minim and as he proceeded to get off 
at the next stop, the driver along with 
everyone else on board gave this man 
a huge round of applause.

As we step into a new year we 
need to embrace the message of 
this special Chag. As we celebrate, 
showing God that we love Him, 
we need to ensure to spread the 
love a little wider amongst people. 
In return, we should merit that 
God shower us with His divine 
benevolence and love, giving us all 
a truly sweet year ahead filled with 
life, laughter and love.

by Rabbi Yitzchak Schochet, Mill Hill United Synagogue

In memory of Yisrael Shmuel ben Yirmaya Yehoshuah z"l

Festival  
of Love

SHEMINI ATZERET 



On Simchat Torah, we 
celebrate the completion 
of the yearly Torah-
reading cycle with the 
last parasha, Vezot 

Haberacha, and we start a new cycle 
with parashat Bereishit.

An apocryphal story is told about 
a Talmudic scholar in an eastern 
European village who was dancing 
and celebrating on Simchat Torah, as 
he had been devotedly studying Torah 
throughout the entire year. The energy 
was great; the excitement and joy on 
his face was like that of a bridegroom 
on his wedding day. But something 
stopped him. Out of the corner of 
his eye he noticed someone else 
singing and dancing with the same 
excitement and joy as his; but this 
person was the local tailor.

The scholar approached the tailor 
and very bluntly asked him why he 
was dancing with such excitement; 
after all, he was merely a tailor 
who did not have much to do with 
studying Torah. The tailor responded, 
“just because this is not my personal 
celebration, does this mean I cannot 
be happy? If my brother were to be 
getting married, would I not be happy 
for him? Would I not be singing and 

dancing as well?”
The scholar, in my opinion, was 

totally wrong, both for asking the 
question and for the way in which he 
asked it. But what about the tailor’s 
response? 

Whilst his answer was a great one, 
I believe he was mistaken as well. It 
was not his brother’s wedding; it was 
his very own wedding!

There is no quiz, exam or any other 
form of testing on the Torah which 
is completed on Simchat Torah. Yes, 
there are probably some people 
who worked very hard to expand 
their knowledge, understanding and 
appreciation of Torah over the course 
of the year, and indeed, they may 
very well be particularly excited and 
enthusiastic. However, it is also no 

coincidence that on Simchat Torah we 
do not only celebrate the completion 
of the Torah, but we also restart the 
Torah from the beginning - parashat 
Bereishit. There can be the same 
level of excitement by someone who 
decides that this year they will deepen 
their relationship with the Torah, they 
will now start a new journey with the 
Torah. That is a well-justified reason 
to celebrate on Simchat Torah.

You may not be a scholar, rabbi, 
or a yeshiva or seminary student, but 
you have your share in the Torah.  You 
have your connection to the Torah 
and the opportunity of bringing it into 
your life. And if you feel bad, if you 
feel you have not connected at all to 
Torah learning this year (how are you 
reading the Daf Hashavua then?!), 
well, we are celebrating restarting the 
Torah as well! No one can take this 
opportunity away from you.

by Rabbi Bentzi Mann, Mill Hill East Jewish Community

In memory of Yisrael Shmuel ben Yirmaya Yehoshuah z"l

You have your 
connection to 
the Torah and 
the opportunity 
of bringing it 
into your life.

Your 
Celebration

SIMCHAT TORAH



Judaism prides itself 
on its rich intellectual 
culture. Many of our 
rabbis have authored 
brilliant books which 

are widely studied. But few have 
earned universal acclaim as “the 
genius”. That accolade belongs 
to Rabbi Eliyahu of Vilna who is 
universally known as “The Vilna 
Gaon” - the genius from Vilna, or by 
the acronym ‘GRA’. 

The Vilna Gaon was born in Sielec, 
Lithuania (today Belarus) in 1720. 
He was a child prodigy; according 
to one legend, by the age of four, he 
had memorised the entire Hebrew 
Bible. In his adult years, he is reputed 
to have slept for only two hours a 
night, dedicating the rest of his time 
to intense Talmud study in particular. 
This enabled him to write brilliant, 
pithy commentaries, including one 
on the Shulchan Aruch, the Code of 
Jewish Law. The Vilna Gaon never 
held a formal position in the Jewish 
community and his work was not 
published in his lifetime, yet today it is 
studied in yeshivot, homes and shuls 
around the world.

The Vilna Gaon’s followers built 
large yeshivot enabling hundreds 
of brilliant students to study Torah 
intensively. In the 1800s, many of 
these followers moved to Israel. 
They created communities in Tzfat 
and Jerusalem based on his customs 
and on the primacy of Torah study, to 

which he dedicated his life.
While we celebrate the Vilna 

Gaon’s awe-inspiring achievements 
in the realm of Torah, his genius 
extended to other areas as well. He 
authored a maths book called Ayil 
Meshulash on “the properties of 
triangles and geometry, including 
some rules of astronomy and 
algebra”. He emphasized the 
importance of a broad education and 
his student, Rabbi Baruch Schick 
(1740-1812), quoted him as saying: 
“For every deficiency a person has in 
the sciences, they will have a hundred 
deficiencies in Torah, for Torah and 
sciences go together”.

The Vilna Gaon’s approach to 

the early Chassidim was more 
controversial. Today, Chassidim are an 
integral part of our Orthodox Jewish 
landscape, but in the eighteenth 
century, this was less clear, given 
the actions of some of its exponents. 
Chassidut, which was established 
to enable uneducated Jews to 
participate more fully in religious 
life, substituted storytelling and song 
for rigorous Talmud study. This was 
revolutionary enough, but accounts 
also abounded about the strange 
practices of some Chassidim, such as 
turning somersaults to create religious 
ecstasy before prayer. Jewish 
communities still reeling from the 
chaos caused by false messiahs such 
as Jacob Frank feared that Chassidut 
might be another heresy. The Vilna 
Gaon responded harshly by repeatedly 
excommunicating the Chassidim. His 
constant pressure on them may have 
helped rein in some of their more 
bizarre practices. Ultimately, this led 
to changes in Chassidut which helped 
to safeguard it within the mainstream 
of Judaism.

Last year, the Lithuanian 
government celebrated three 
hundred years since the birth of the 
Vilna Gaon; it was wonderful to see 
Jewish heritage celebrated in that 
way. On the fifth day of Succot (this 
year Shabbat Chol Hamoed), we will 
mark the yahrzeit of the Vilna Gaon, 
creating an opportunity to learn more 
about this giant of Jewry.

by Rabbi Gideon Sylvester, US Israel Rabbi

In memory of Devorah bat Avraham z"l

The Vilna Gaon  
(1720-1797)

The Vilna Gaon



Chesed is the Hebrew word for kindness.  
Our aim is to help both our own members and the 
wider community in which we live. The Chesed 
Department is an integral part of the United 
Synagogue whose aim is to engage members 
with Jewish living, learning and caring.

020 8343 5696
chesed@theus.org.uk
www.theus.org.uk/chesed 

Do you struggle to afford your weekly shop?
Do you find it difficult to cook simple nutritious 
meals due to ill-health?

We can provide: 
• Store cupboard items such as cereal and tinned fish
• Fresh essentials such as milk, bread, cheese and eggs 
• Fresh fruit and vegetables 
• Toiletries and household products 
• Cooked meals 

If you need assistance, please call the  
Community Care Coordinator at your shul office  
or contact US Chesed on 020 8343 5696. 
All calls will be treated in the strictest confidence. 

We are here to help

US Chesed offers a weekly food parcel service which may help you. 




