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“Gather yourselves and listen, O sons of Yaakov, and
listen to Israel your father”
(Bereishit 49:2)
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True Life: Why
Our Ancestor
Jacob Never Died
by Rabbi Mordechai Wollenberg, Woodford Forest Synagogue
The final parasha in
the book of Bereishit
(Genesis) tells of the
passing of our forefather
Jacob. Yet the title of
the parasha, Vayechi, means “And he
lived”. This may seem contradictory,
but actually nothing could be further
from the truth.
One of the most difficult challenges
of the past 18 months has been the
disruption to family and communal

life, particularly for lifecycle events
and especially bereavements.
In Judaism, a memorial is not
static. We do of course put up a
memorial stone out of respect, but it
is primarily a marker of the physical
place of rest rather than a memorial.
The truest memorial for a deceased
person is expressed through how
those they left behind shape a legacy.
We often say, “May their memory
be for a blessing” when referring to
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1st Aliya (Kohen) – Bereishit 47:28-48:9
Yaakov has been in Egypt for 17 years and is 147 years old. Knowing that he will
soon die, he asks Yosef to take an oath to bury him in Cana’an (later Israel) in Me’arat
Hamachpela (the Cave of the Patriarchs) where his forefathers are buried. Yosef
promises. Yaakov becomes ill and Yosef visits him, together with sons Ephraim and
Menashe. Yaakov tells Yosef that these two grandsons will be like the other tribes
and will receive their own portion of the Land.
2nd Aliya (Levi) – 48:10-16
Yaakov’s sight is failing. Yosef places his younger son Ephraim to Yaakov’s left and his
older son Menashe to Yaakov’s right. However, Yaakov crosses his arms, putting his
right hand on Ephraim’s head and his left hand on Menashe’s head. He blesses them
with his hands in this position.
3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 48:17-22
Yosef tries to switch Yaakov’s hands back but Yaakov resists. He tells Yosef that
Menashe will be great, but Ephraim will be greater still. Yaakov tells Yosef that God
will eventually bring the people back to Cana’an.

someone who has passed away –
not just a memory, but an ongoing
blessing to others, through how those
left behind perpetuate their legacy.
This helps to explain the name
of our parasha. Jacob knew that his
children would continue on the path
he had started. The Talmud (Pesachim
56a) records that on hearing that their
father was concerned as to what
would become of his descendants,
Jacob’s children responded, “Shema
Yisrael” – Father, our faith will remain
intact. Even as he passed away, his
legacy, the future, was assured.
Yet, it goes much further than that.
The Talmud in Tractate Ta’anit
(5b) quotes Rabbi Yochanan that
“Our father Jacob never died”. One
explanation of this seemingly bizarre
statement is quite simply, “just as
his offspring live on, so he lives on.”
He lives on vicariously through his
children, through their commitment
to uphold his legacy of closeness to
God’s teachings and the building of
Jewish destiny.
A dear friend told me his father had

a seat for many years in the front row
of his shul. In the fullness of time,
my friend looked forward to sitting in
that seat himself. However, the shul
was knocked down and rebuilt at
a different site. My friend told me
he was initially devastated that his
father’s seat was no more, but then
he thought about it and realised
that, as he put it, “my father’s
seat is wherever I sit”.
To all who have been
bereaved during these
challenging times, please
be comforted by the notion
that the way we remember
a person is not only about
mourning rituals, but also
the way we live our lives
more broadly. Our
loved ones are a link
in the chain going back
all the way to Jacob.
By living our lives in this
tradition, we bring their
souls nachas even
in the next world,
and they live on

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 49:1-18
Yaakov gathers together his sons to deliver a final message
to them. Following Rashi’s commentary: Reuven is criticised
for behaving impulsively; Shimon and Levi are criticised for
aggression; Yehuda is given a leadership role; Zevulun will
be successful as a sea merchant; Yissachar will bear the
‘yoke’ of Torah learning and Dan will be as great as Yehuda.
Point to Consider: Why did Yaakov pray for God’s help
whilst blessing Dan? (see Rashi to 49:18)
5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 49:19-27
The tribe of Gad’s battalions will fight wars successfully.
Asher will receive a fertile portion of land and prosper, as
will Naftali. Yaakov praises Yosef for overcoming his many
challenges.
6th Aliya (Shishi) – 49:28-50:20
Yaakov hints that King Shaul (Saul), Mordechai and Esther
will descend from Binyamin. Yaakov reiterates his burial
instructions to his children and then dies. Yosef falls on
his dead father in tears. Yosef instructs doctors to embalm

through us.
On many memorial stones it
is written, “May their soul be
bound up bitzror hachaim – in
the bond of life” – not just the
promise of eternal life but bitzror
hachaim – together with those who
remain alive. There remains
a connection and bond
even after a person leaves
this world. By honouring
their memory and their life
through our actions and
values, we keep them alive
and keep their legacy
going.
May all those who
have left us enjoy the
gift of eternal life in
the next world, and
may they, their legacy
and their spirit live
on vicariously through
their nearest and
dearest in this world.
And may we merit
to only celebrate
simchas together.

Yaakov. This process takes 40 days, followed by 30 days of
the Egyptians mourning Yaakov’s death (Rashi). Yosef asks
for permission from Pharaoh to bury his father in Cana’an.
Pharaoh grants permission and sends a large entourage to
accompany Yosef and his relatives. The brothers observe
seven days of mourning (shiva). Yaakov’s sons bury him in
Me’arat Hamachpela. Yosef reassures his anxious brothers
that he is still at peace with them.
7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 50:21-26
Yosef commits to providing food for his brothers and their
families. He makes them take an oath to take his bones out
of Egypt when the nation eventually leaves. Yosef dies, aged
110. He is embalmed and placed in a coffin. This concludes
the Book of Bereishit.
Haftarah
King David, about to die, entreats his son and successor
Shlomo (Solomon) to stay faithful to the ways of the Torah.
His final request is for Shlomo to make sure to punish Yoav
and Shimi Ben Gera for their rebellious behaviour.

Reminiscences of Growing up in the
South London Jewish Community
by Rabbi Mordechai Ginsbury, Hendon United Synagogue
My father, Rabbi Philip
Ginsbury, may he be well,
served as Rabbi in South
London for almost fifty
years, until his retirement
in 20071. When I told him that the Shul
would sadly have to close and that I
had been asked to write an article or
two in connection with its closure, his
response was: “Write something nice.
It was a fine and good community.”
Indeed, I think all who had a connection
with Brixton and Streatham Shuls,
latterly the South London Synagogue,
remember it as a fine and good
community.
When I think of my childhood and
youth growing up in South London,
I think of a community which had
a heart, a sense of responsibility
and tradition, yet wore all of those
elements in quite a light manner.
There was a depth of loyalty to Jewish
values, customs and practices, a pride
in what it meant to be Jewish.
In every mainstream Jewish
community there are certain practices
or customs which almost define the
nature of that community. In Brixton
Shul the custom used to be that at Kol
Nidrei no one would put on their Tallit
before the Rabbi and Chazan would
do so and then, at the point when
Talleisim were donned, everyone would
make the beracha together, which
made quite an impression.
I have fond memories of my Bar
Mitzvah in Brixton Shul in 1973 when,
at the beginning of the service there
was barely a Minyan and when I next

South London Synagogue

looked round, just before leining, I saw
the, unfortunately, already in those
days, all too rare sight of a Shul packed
to capacity. I also remember my aufruf,
held in Brixton Shul in 1981, not long
before its closure. Some American
friends from my Yeshiva in Israel came
to spend a Shabbat in South London
that they would never forget - and
were in equal measure bemused
and enthralled by that which they
experienced.
There is an episode from my
childhood which crystallises for me a
very special aspect of that which life in
the South London Jewish Community
was all about. It was sometime before
my Bar Mitzvah, in the late 1960s,
and we were davening Shacharit on
a weekday morning. There was a
gentleman present who was not a
regular attendee, I think he was there
for a yahrzeit. I was peripherally aware
that he was watching me as I was

davening and that he was not saying
so much of the Tefillah himself. At
the end of davening he came up and
pressed a 10 shilling note (a huge sum
for a pre-teenage boy in those days)
into my hand and said to me, “thank
you for davening so beautifully, I really
got pleasure from watching you.” I
was a little confused, not sure if I was
supposed to keep the money or not and
looked towards my father for guidance.
The gentleman looked across at my
father and asked him to allow me to
keep the money as his expression of
appreciation for the way he had seen
me davening. That for me summed
up Jewish life in South London –
perhaps not everyone could daven for
themselves, was so knowledgeable
or well-lettered but they knew how to
appreciate, respect, savour and nurture
that which is good in Jewish learning,
tradition and practice.
This week’s sidra records how

1 Rabbi Ginsbury remained active in the community even after his retirement. Remarkably, he taught his ‘Talmud Study Circle’ for over sixty years,
until 2019.

In memory of Frida Mirel bat Chaim Simcha z'l

Yaakov blessed his grandsons Ephraim
and Menashe, on the day of his
passing, with a blessing that is still
in use today “… he blessed them on
that day saying, ‘May God make you
like Ephraim and Menashe’” (Bereishit
48:20). The commentators (see Ozanim
Latorah ibid) ask why the verse
stresses that Yaakov blessed them “on
that day”?!
Rashi (1040-1105), at the beginning
of Devarim (1:3), quoting the Sifri,

lists four reasons why one might
wait until the closing day of a life to
give blessings, guidance and even
rebuke. Rashi also cites Yaakov as
having established a precedent for
such conduct, for he too blessed and
rebuked his children at the very end
of his life. Perhaps a further reason
for this may be that it is appropriate,
as a person is about to take leave
of something extremely precious to
them, that they make a special effort

to reinforce and ensure the carrying
forward of the essence of that from
which one is about to be parted.
At the bitter-sweet moment of
recalling so much of that which has
been good in the life of the South
London Synagogue and bidding
farewell to it, may we too be inspired
and rededicate ourselves to fully
respect, savour, nurture and develop
all that is good in Jewish learning,
tradition and observance.

Tekiah Gedolah - The Closure of the
South London Synagogue
by Simon Goulden, Education Consultant to the United Synagogue
South London
Synagogue can trace
its origins back to well
before the founding of
the United Synagogue in
1870, as one of its constituent parts,
the Borough Synagogue, was actually
in existence from about 1800. This
synagogue was built in the back yard
of a Mr Nathan Henry in Newington
Causeway but, inevitably perhaps, a
group of congregants seceded in 1823
and formed another congregation,
calling itself the Borough New
Synagogue. Although it tried to join
the fledgling United Synagogue
in 1870, negotiations, largely of a
financial nature, took many months
and it was finally admitted in February
1873 - accompanied by an appeal to
wipe off the bulk of its capital debt!
The community had as its minister
the Rev Simeon Singer, of prayer
book renown. He was actually a rabbi
with semicha from Vienna but, at that
time, only the Chief Rabbi Nathan
Marcus Adler carried the title ‘Rabbi’.
The interwar period was the Borough

Synagogue’s heyday, with membership
of over 300 families, but by 1961,
with population and demographic
changes, it amalgamated with the
Brixton Synagogue, which had opened
in 1913. Amongst its ministers were
Dayan Morris Swift and Dayan
Meyer Steinberg. Its membership
peaked in the 1960s but by 1982, with
membership dropping, it amalgamated
with Streatham United Synagogue,
which had actually separated from
it in 1946. Other United Synagogue
communities came and went: South
East London (with, as its temporary
minister, Rev I Jakobovits, later
Chief Rabbi Lord Jakobovits), South
West London, as well as Balham and
Tooting.
The amalgamations led to the
community renaming as the South
London United Synagogue, occupying
a delightful site in Streatham,
incorporating sheltered housing.
Whilst this community has been
served by many well-known and
well-regarded religious leaders over
the years, special mention must be

made of Rabbi Philip Ginsbury, who
served as minister of the Streatham
District Synagogue from 1959-1966.
From 1966 to 1982, he served as rabbi
of Brixton Synagogue and then, on
amalgamation in 1982, as rabbi of
South London United Synagogue, until
his retirement in 2007.
More recently, the community has
been served by Rabbi Menachem
Lester, Rabbi Yaakov Grunewald and
Rev Stewart Myers. Since the onset
of the Covid pandemic, the community
has adapted to Zoom, with Rev Myers
leading online services every Monday,
Thursday and erev Shabbat.
The community magazine of the
South London United Synagogue
is called Tekiah, and so it is only
fitting that the final edition is called
Tekiah Gedolah. Most of the religious
articles, books and many other items
from the building are being eagerly
sought by new and growing United
Synagogue communities. Thus,
the baton of United Synagogue
life is being handed on to the next
generation.

In memory of Devorah bat Avraham z'l

Sefer Shmuel (the Book of Samuel)

Chapter 17:
David versus Goliath - Part 2
by Pnina Savery, US Jewish Living Educator and
Participant in the Chief Rabbi’s Ma’ayan Programme
In our last article
we saw how
Goliath, a fierce
giant-like warrior,
had proposed single
combat to decide the battle between
the Philistines and the Israelites.
Paralysed by fear, no one volunteered
to fight him, not even the king.
David is now summoned by
King Shaul (Saul) and volunteers
to fight Goliath. Shaul objects,
questioning how a “young lad” can
face this “warrior from his youth”
(1 Shmuel 17:33). David’s response
is illuminating. He states that he
regularly kills wild animals who
come to attack his flock of sheep. He
exclaims, “the God who has rescued
me from the lion and bear, He will
save me from this Philistine!” (ibid
17:37).
This is followed by a small gap
in the text indicating a pause before
Shaul agrees. We can imagine the
tension as this conversation unfolds:
will Shaul let this youth face Goliath?
This is a not a minor affair. Not only
will this determine the result of the
entire battle, but victory is crucial to
sanctify God’s Name, which has been
repeatedly insulted by Goliath.
By attributing his strength and
prowess to God, David reminds us of
Yonatan (Jonathan), Shaul’s son, who
also fought in the name of God (see

Chapter 14). Shaul offers David his
armour and helmet, but David finds it
too heavy and cumbersome. Instead,
David chooses to fight in his own
clothes, armed with only a simple
slingshot and five smooth stones.

power and might of God. As noted
previously, one of the roles of the king
of Israel was to sanctify and honour
God. David undoubtedly does this
here, showing him once more to be a
worthy king of Israel.
The chapter ends strangely, with
David scorns Goliath
Shaul asking his general who David
before they begin their is. Does Shaul not know David? He
has been appointed his musician
combat, stating that
arms-bearer! Many answers to
while “you come to me and
this question have been proposed.
with a sword, a spear
Abarbanel (1437-1508) explains that
Shaul is suffering from one of his
and a javelin, I come
bouts of melancholy causing him to
with the name of God”
forget who David is. Ralbag (1288David scorns Goliath before they
1344) suggests that Shaul had many
begin their combat, stating that while arms-bearers and musicians and did
“you come to me with a sword, a
not know them each personally1.
Malbim (1809-1879) proposes that
spear and a javelin, I come with the
name of God” (ibid 17:45). This shows Shaul is asking for information about
both David’s immense bravery and his his family and background. This is
faith in God. Before Goliath has time because Shaul offered his daughter
in marriage to whoever defeated
to strike out, David slings one stone
Goliath and he wanted to know
towards Goliath, hitting him right in
more about his future son-in-law.
the middle of the forehead, sending
Rashi (1040-1103) suggests that
him crashing to the ground. Using
he is questioning whether David’s
Goliath’s own sword, David cuts off
genealogy makes him fitting to be the
the Philistine’s head. On seeing that
their champion is dead, the Philistine next king.
The key message from this
army disperses, with the Israelite
incident is that it is certainly fitting
army pursuing them. The battle is
for David to be king: he is brave,
won.
steadfast and full of faith in God,
By defeating Goliath with a
virtues which no longer apply to
slingshot, as opposed to a spear or
Shaul.
a sword, David publicly displays the

1 This opinion is harder to understand when we consider that Shaul is described as loving David in the previous chapter.
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