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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.

“Then God opened [Hagar’s] eyes and she saw a well 
of water; she went and filled the skin with water and 

gave the youth to drink”  
(Bereishit 21:19)
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1st Aliya (Kohen) – Bereishit 18:1-14
Shortly after Avraham’s brit milah (circumcision), God appears to him in Elonei 
Mamre. Avraham greets three ‘men’ (in fact, angels – see Rashi) and serves 
them a fine meal. One of them tells Avraham that Sarah will have a baby boy in a 
year’s time. Sarah overhears and laughs in disbelief.

2nd Aliya (Levi) –18:15-33
God reveals to Avraham His plan to destroy the wicked city of Sedom. Avraham 
pleads with God to spare the city, in the merit of any righteous people who might 
live there. However, there are not even ten righteous people living there.

3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 19:1-20
Two of the men (angels) arrive in Sedom to rescue Lot, Avraham’s nephew. Lot 
welcomes them into his house. The locals protest against Lot’s hospitality and 
try to break down the door. Lot offers his daughters in return for the guests’ 
safety. God strikes the townsfolk with blindness. The ‘men’ tell Lot to flee with 
his family.

Sidra Summary

Love Down the 
Generations

Some time ago, 
The Washington 
Post magazine ran 
a feature entitled 
“The secret to a 

long-lasting marriage”. In the 
article, it shared tips and reasons 
that cause marriages to endure 
over many decades. Intriguingly, it 
claimed that “only seven per cent of 
couples have reached the 50-year 
mark”. The article advanced the 

simplistic idea that long-lasting 
marriages are a result only of the 
personal, interpersonal and cultural 
characteristics of individuals.

This week’s Torah reading 
gives us a clue as to what makes 
a marriage successful. In fact, it 
is in this portion that we are first 
introduced to the word ‘ahava’ 
(love). God commands Avraham to 
“take your son – the one you love – 
Yitzchak (Isaac)…” (Bereishit 22:2).
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The second occasion in the 
Torah when the word ahava is used 
is when Yitzchak marries Rivka 
(Rebecca). In that scene, we can 
learn the fundamental concept of 
love in Jewish philosophy: “And 
Yitzchak brought her to the tent of 
Sarah his mother, and he took Rivka, 
and she became his wife, and he 
loved her” (Bereishit 24:67).  We see 
clearly, from the sequence of the 
phraseology in this verse, how the 
element of love enters the picture 
only later, once Yitzchak and Rivka 
are married. This is the Jewish 
paradigm; love truly develops after 
marriage, once there is a mutual 
commitment to give, care 
and serve. In other 
words, we 
believe 
“you 
love the 
person 
you marry, 
not simply 
that you marry 
the person you love.” 
Love develops over time. It is that 
constant care to and nurturing of 

your partner, and a willingness to 
give to one another, that allows true 
love to grow. We see this alluded 
to in the word ‘ahava’ (love) itself, 
which derives from the root hav, 
which means ‘to give’.

On another level, it is fascinating 

to observe that because Yitzchak 
felt loved, he was able to love 
someone else. It was this love he 
had received from his parents that 
gave him the grounding to love 
others. If we want our children to 
grow up as loving, productive and 
well-balanced members of society, 

we need to show them love, and, 
as our sidra demonstrates, 

children who receive 
love are capable of 

giving love.

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 19:21-21:4
God rains down sulphur and fire from the heavens, 
overturning Sedom and its neighbouring cities. Lot’s wife 
turns to look back and becomes a pillar of salt. Lot hides 
in a cave with his two daughters. On consecutive nights, 
fearing that they are the last humans left, Lot’s daughters 
get him drunk and each conceives a child from him. 

Avraham moves to Gerar in the Negev. The local ruler 
Avimelech takes away Sarah, whom Avraham claims is 
his sister. God appears to Avimelech, warning him not to 
touch Sarah. Avimelech confronts Avraham, who defends 
his non-disclosure. Sarah gives birth to Yitzchak (Isaac), 
who has a brit milah on his eighth day.

Point to Consider: Which of Lot’s two daughters is 
considered in a more negative light? (see Rashi to 19:37)

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 21:5-21
Sarah sees the negative effect that Avraham’s wayward 
first son, Yishmael, could have on Yitzchak. She tells 
Avraham to send away Yishmael and his mother Hagar. 
They travel in the desert and Yishmael nearly dies of 
thirst. An angel appears, telling Hagar that a great nation 
will come from Yishmael. God opens Hagar’s eyes and 
she sees a well of water.

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 21:22-33
Avraham makes a peace pact with Avimelech, 
establishing Avraham’s rights to the wells he had already 
dug.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 22:1-24
God tells Avraham to bring Yitzchak as an offering. 
Having previously been told by God that Yitzchak would 
be his heir, and having always encouraged Avraham’s 
acts of compassion and kindness, this Divine instruction 

If we want our children to grow 
up as loving, productive and well-
balanced members of society, we 
need to show them love…



The first yahrzeit of 
Rabbi Lord Jonathan 
Sacks zt”l will 
doubtless afford 
multiple opportunities 

to remember one of world Jewry’s 
greatest leaders and to marvel at the 
extent of his influence.  This tribute 
complements those with personal 
reflections, illustrated by Rabbi 
Sacks’ remarkable gloss to a familiar 
narrative in Bereishit 33.

To my community’s delight, Rabbi 
Sacks and Lady Elaine retired to 
London, NW11 in 2013 and rejoined 
Golders Green Synagogue (GGS), 
where he had started his rabbinic 
career in the late ‘70s.  In 2018, 
GGS hosted a kiddush to mark Rabbi 
Sacks’ 70th birthday.  This afforded 
me an opportunity to thank him for 
his immense contribution to GGS.  In 
a light-hearted address, I quipped 
that GGS must be the only Shul at 
which the world’s most famous rabbi 
is the stand-in when the rav is on 
holiday.  (NB: Rabbi Sacks took the 
pulpit on many occasions when I 
was away).  As always, he remained 
inscrutable throughout my talk.  That 
is, until the following Shabbat, when 
I had stepped in to replace the ba’al 
tefillah (service leader), who had 

had a sudden coughing fit.  After 
Shacharit, Rabbi Sacks said to me, 
‘and GGS must also be the only 
Shul at which the rav is the stand-in 
chazan’, before wandering back 
to his seat looking rather pleased 
with himself.  Sadly, the next formal 
occasion at which I addressed him 
was his funeral, at which I repeated 
this story.

To outsiders, Rabbi Sacks 
appeared rather formal: it was rare to 
see him without a jacket and tie.  Yet 
on the right occasion, he was able to 
let his hair down, so to speak.  GGS 
members will recall his legendary 
appearances on Simchat Torah, when 
he would sing and dance with great 
enthusiasm and then leap atop a 
chair in the centre to lead a song in 
Yiddish.  The performance over, he 
would button up his jacket and make 
an exit.

Primarily viewed as a powerful 
intellect, Rabbi Sacks could also offer 
unforgettable practical advice.  A few 
years ago over dinner in my Succah, 
I remarked that I would likely lead 
Ne’ilah on the following Yom Kippur.  
His response was remarkable.  He 
disclosed that despite his love of 
music, he was not actually able to 
read it, instead resorting to various 

strategies to remember the ‘right’ 
tune.  He mentioned that since the 
melody for Ne’ilah is easily confused 
with that of Geshem and Tal (sung 
on Shemini Atzeret and Pesach 
respectively), if one starts Ne’ilah 
incorrectly, it may not be possible 
to recover.  His own solution to 
this problem (he had led Ne’ilah on 
many occasions) was to notice that 
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the opening phrase of Ne’ilah is 
almost identical to that of “Happy 
Birthday”.  ‘Have “Happy Birthday” 
in mind at the start of Ne’ilah’, Rabbi 
Sacks said, ‘and all will be well’.  I 
now have a note in my Yom Kippur 
Machzor that says ‘Rabbi Sacks – 
Happy Birthday’.

After Rabbi Sacks retired from the 
chief rabbinate, he devoted his life to 

writing and promoting Jewish ideas 
on the international scene, becoming 
a kind of global ambassador for 
Judaism.  Yet his profound interest 
and care for the Jewish student 
world continued until the end of his 
life.  And while he understandably 
relinquished almost all his 
patronages when he retired, he 
agreed to become the life president 
of the organisation I head, University 
Jewish Chaplaincy.  Despite his 
gruelling schedule, Rabbi Sacks was 
always there when we needed his 
support and sage advice and he was 
outspoken in calling out growing 
antisemitism on UK campuses and 
elsewhere.

Indeed, Rabbi Sacks gave 
memorable presentations in the 
House of Lords about the evils of 
antisemitism and spoke bravely in 
public in 2018 about the travails of 
the Labour Party.  Yet his response 
was also theological, inspirational 
and deeply rooted in Torah 
commentary.

Rabbi Sacks’ 2007 essay on the 
reconciliation of the estranged 
twins Ya’akov (Jacob) and Esav 
(Esau) illustrates this.  He first offers 
a profound analysis of the ‘first 
phase in Jacob’s life’.  For Rabbi 
Sacks, when Ya’akov impersonates 
his brother to trick his father into 
blessing him, it is because ‘he longs 
to be Esau’, whose ‘face he first saw 
in the mirror of his imagination’.  
Ya’akov succeeds in obtaining the 
blessing of wealth and power from 
Yitzchak (Isaac) (rather than the 
blessing of land and progeny, which 
was his real due), but at the cost of 
reaffirming his ‘fake’ Esav identity 
and at the expense of his relationship 
with his brother.

Ya’akov flees to Mesopotamia, 
where he marries, raises a large 
family and learns firsthand what it 
means to be swindled.  Later, on 

the night before he is finally due to 
meet with Esav, Ya’akov wrestles 
with a mysterious stranger.  Rabbi 
Sacks explains that this was ‘Jacob’s 
inner battle with existential truth’, 
the moment when he confronted his 
immature desire to be Esav instead 
of ‘the man called to a different 
destiny’.  Finally, the stranger 
renames him Yisrael, which means 
that Ya’akov would now struggle 
with his own identity, rather than 
with the immature desire to be Esav.

The next day Ya’akov meets 
Esav, but instead of fighting, they 
reconcile. Ya’akov renounces the ill-
gotten blessing of wealth and power, 
gifting it to Esav, its rightful owner 
(see Bereishit 33:11).  This liberates 
Ya’akov/Yisrael from his earlier, 
‘imposter’ role, allowing him to chart 
a distinctive relationship with God for 
himself and his descendants.

Rabbi Sacks’ extraordinary 
reading of this familiar story 
(presaged by the approaches of 
Rabbenu Ephraim, c.11th-12th 
century and Abarbanel, 1437-1508) 
reflects his robust approach to 
Jewish identity and to combatting 
anti-Jewish hatred.  He believed 
that real, as opposed to ersatz, 
Jewish identity resides in an 
exquisite combination of Jewish 
history, Torah law and values, 
collective Jewish memory and 
ambitions.  It is existentially 
autonomic and cannot be defined 
for us by others.  To be Yisrael 
means to struggle with one’s own, 
self-defined identity, and never to 
internalise the destiny imposed 
upon us by others.

Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks was 
an outstanding example of his own 
version of Jewish self-understanding.  
May his memory be for a blessing.

Rabbi Sacks’ yahrzeit is this Tuesday, 
20 Cheshvan.



Foreign Places in the 
Mishna  
by David Frei, US Director of External and Legal Services  
and Registrar of the London Beth Din

Part Four: Alexandria section II

In the last article, we 
spoke of the size and 
importance of the 
Jewish community 
of Alexandria both 

before, during and after the 
Mishnaic period.

In the Talmud, Tractate Yoma 
38a, a story is told of Nicanor, 
who donated two copper doors, 
manufactured in Alexandria, to the 
Temple in Jerusalem. When he was 
transporting them by sea to Israel, 
a storm arose which threatened to 
sink the ship. In order to lighten the 
ship’s load, Nicanor threw one of 
the doors into the sea but the storm 
continued to rage and the crew 
sought to jettison the other door. At 
this point, Nicanor clung to the door 
and asked to be thrown into the sea 
with it. At that moment, the storm 
abated. When they arrived at the 
port, the door that had been thrown 
overboard was found, miraculously 
poking out from beneath the sides 
of the ship.

As a result, at a later date when 
the gates of the Temple were 
replaced with golden gates, the 

Gates of Nicanor were left intact.
The British Museum has in its 

collection an ossuary found in 1903 
on Mount Scopus in Jerusalem. 
It bears an inscription in Greek: 
“Bones of the family of Nicanor, the 
Alexandrian who made the gates.”

Another reflection of the Jewish 
community in Alexandria is the 
Talmudic description in Tractate 
Succah 51b of its Great Synagogue. 
We are told that anyone who had 
not seen this structure had never 
seen the glory of Israel, such was 
its grandeur.

The Talmud depicts it as “like 
a large basilica with a colonnade 
within a colonnade.” With a degree 
of hyperbole, we are informed that at 
times “there were 600,000 men and 
another 600,000 men in it, twice the 
number of those who left Egypt.”

In the Great Synagogue 
there were 71 golden chairs 
corresponding to the 71 members 
of the Great Sanhedrin, each chair 
comprising no fewer than 21,000 
talents of gold.

In the centre was a wooden 
bima (platform) on which the sexton 

stood holding scarves. This was 
because the synagogue was so 
large that many congregants could 
not hear the leader of the service. 
Therefore, when he reached the 
end of a beracha (blessing), the 
sexton waved the scarves so that 
people could answer ‘amen’ at the 
appropriate time.

The seating arrangements were 
unique in that craftsmen would 
not sit with others who practised 
different crafts; the goldsmiths 
would all sit together as would the 
silversmiths, the blacksmiths, the 
coppersmiths and the weavers. 
When a poor stranger entered the 
synagogue, he would recognise 
people who practised the same 
craft and would join them and in 
that way he would find a means 
of making a living to feed his 
household.

This gives us an indication of 
the size of the community and an 
insight into some of the common 
occupations.

Our focus on the Alexandrian 
community will continue in the next 
article.

In memory of Shmuel Nissim ben Yaacov z”l

defies logic. Nevertheless, Avraham obeys, showing his 
unconditional devotion to God, regardless of his logical 
understanding. As Avraham raises the knife, an angel 
appears, telling him not to touch Yitzchak, presenting instead 
a ram to sacrifice. Avraham is praised for his faith. Avraham is 
told about the birth of Rivkah, Yitzchak’s future wife.

Haftarah
The haftarah includes the moving story of the prophet 
Elisha’s miraculous resuscitation of a young boy who had 
been born to the Shunamite lady who used to host Elisha 
in her house. Elisha had originally prophesied the birth of 
the boy.
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