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“God spoke to Moshe in the Wilderness of Sinai”  
(Bemidbar 1:1)
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1st Aliya (Kohen) – Bemidbar 1:1-19
On Rosh Chodesh of the second month after the Exodus from Egypt, God instructs 
Moshe and Aharon to take a census of men above the age of 20. (The Talmud 
adds that men above 60 were not counted). The leader of each tribe is to be 
present when his tribe is counted. The name of each leader is stated. The census 
is carried out as commanded.

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 1:20-54
The Torah lists the results of the census. The tribe of Reuven numbers 46,500; 
Shimon 59,300; Gad 45,650; Yehuda 74,600; Yissachar 54,400; Zevulun 57,400; 
Ephraim 40,500; Menashe 32,200; Binyamin 35,400; Dan 62,700; Asher 41,500; 
Naftali 53,400. This comes to a total of 603,550 men. The tribe of Levi is not 
counted with the rest of the tribes. They are assigned to dismantle and transport 
the Mishkan (Tabernacle) when the nation travels in the desert, as well as to 
guard the Mishkan when it is stationary.

Sidra Summary

Making 
Numbers 
Count

Over the past months, 
my daughter has begun 
to learn how to play 
the game of chess. It 

has rekindled my enthusiasm for 
the game, albeit my ability to play 
has somewhat receded due to lack 
of practice over the years. I was 
explaining to her the relative value 
of each piece; how the Queen can 
represent nine points, the Rook five, 
and both the Knight and the Bishop 
three points each. 

“If that is the case,” she asked me, 
“how many points would the King 

be worth?” I smiled. “If you lose the 
King, you lose the whole game. It is 
checkmate. The King is absolutely 
priceless.”

The Book of Bemidbar is known 
by the Rabbis in the Mishna as the 
‘Book of Numbers’ (Yoma 7:1). This is 
a puzzling name. It is true that there is 
a census at the beginning of the book 
and another towards the end, but it 
hardly encapsulates all the events 
in between. Why does counting the 
people play such a prominent role 
in the development of the Jewish 
people?

Sidra breakdown

1st Sidra in:

ְּבִמְדַּבר
Bemidbar

By Numbers:
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1,823 words
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3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 2:1-34
God tells Moshe and Aharon how to position the 12 tribes 
(other than Levi) around the Mishkan. They are to be 
organised into four groups of three tribes, each group led 
by one particular tribe. To the east of the Mishkan are the 
tribes of Yehuda, Yissachar and Zevulun, led by Yehuda. To 
the south are the tribes of Reuven, Shimon and Gad, led by 
Reuven. To the west are the tribes of Ephraim, Menashe 
and Binyamin, led by Ephraim. To the north are the tribes 
of Dan, Asher and Naftali, led by Dan.

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 3:1-13
Aharon’s sons are listed. God tells Moshe to bring the tribe 
of Levi to Aharon in order to assist him in his work as the 
Kohen Gadol. The tribe of Levi is to take over the role that 

had been designated for the firstborn, who were sanctified 
on the night of the Exodus from Egypt, when the Egyptian 
firstborn were killed and they survived. 

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 3:14-39
God tells Moshe to count the men of the tribe of Levi, 
aged from one month upwards. The count is divided up 
into three main groups, according to the descendants of 
Levi’s three sons, Gershon, Kehat and Merari. Each main 
group, whose constituent families are also listed, is given 
a different location in relation to the Mishkan. The overall 
number of Levi’im counted in the census is 22,000.

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 3:40-51
Moshe is told to count the male firstborn and to ‘replace’ 
them with the Levi’im. The firstborn number 22,273. The 

In loving memory of Chaim ben Moshe Bentzion z”l

The census at the beginning of 
the sidra is described in Hebrew 
as mispar sheimot – a ‘number of 
names’. Is this not an oxymoron? A 
name is something that describes 
and embraces a person’s individuality, 
whereas a number emphasises the 
anonymity of the people within that 
number.

The reality is that there is a 
prohibition to directly count the 
Jewish people. In fact, King David 
himself, at the end of the Book of 
Shmuel (Samuel), is reprimanded for 
doing so. Thus, it is the practice when 
counting people for a Minyan, that 
we do not count 1,2,3 etc. Instead, we 
are taught to use the verse ‘Hoshia et 

amecha…’ (Psalms 28:9), which has 
ten words in it.

A number is finite. It implies 
nothing else besides what it is; no 
more, no less. We, however, are 
limitless. Each of us has boundless 
potential that transcends our physical 
body. 

A census may be able to count 
bodies, but it cannot get anywhere 
close to quantifying the power of 
that group of individuals. To a certain 
extent we are all ‘Kings’. We are all 
priceless. 

The census in Bemidbar 
acknowledged this – they were not 
just counting numbers – they were 
counting a ‘number of names’ - a 

collection of unique individuals with 
limitless potential. There is no value 
that can be placed on any individual. 
Each of us can achieve things far 
greater than we ever could imagine.

The process by which the Jewish 
people recognise this is a fundamental 
part of their journey in the desert 
towards the Land of Israel. This is why 
the book is described by the Rabbis as 
the ‘Book of Numbers’.

This weekend we celebrate the 
Queen’s Platinum Jubilee and marvel 
at the success and longevity of her 
reign. Perhaps this is an apt time to 
reflect on our own unique potential 
and how we can strive to be the 
greatest we can be.

“A number is finite. It implies 
nothing else besides what 
it is; no more, no less. We, 
however, are limitless. Each of 
us has boundless potential that 
transcends our physical body.”



Shavuot – 
Remarkably Different

Shavuot is remarkably 
different from the other 
two of the Shalosh 
Regalim (foot festivals), 

Pesach and Succot, in a number 
of ways. One of the most striking 
differences is that whereas the 
context and practices of Pesach and 
Succot are mentioned in great detail 
in the Torah, for Shavuot they are 
not.

Furthermore, nowhere in the 
Torah does it describe the historical 
context of this chag (festival) as the 
giving of the Torah. Shavuot is often 
defined in relation to previous chagim. 
Alternatively, it is called either Chag 
Hakatzir – the Festival of the Wheat 
Harvest (Shemot 23:16) or Yom 
Habikurim - the Day of the First Fruits 
(Bemidbar 28:26); but the name Zman 
Matan Torateinu, the Time of Giving 
of the Torah, is not used. In fact, the 
Torah does not explicitly tell us that 
the giving of the Torah took place on 
Shavuot at all; rather we are aware 
of this based on calculations by the 
Sages in the Talmud (Shabbat 86b). 

One answer given to explain why 
such crucial information was left 

out of the Torah is offered by the 
Akeidat Yitzchak (Rabbi Yitzchak ben 
Moshe Arama, 1420-1494). He writes 
that when we think of a lulav, we 
immediately relate it to the festival 
of Succot. When we think of matzah, 
we immediately relate to Pesach. 
However, when one thinks of Matan 
Torah, the giving of the Torah, God 
does not want us to only focus our 
thoughts and attention on the festival 
of Shavuot. We should not confine our 
appreciation of and our relation to the 
giving of the Torah to just one day or 
time period. The lessons of the Torah 
should permeate and influence every 
day of our lives, not just on Shavuot. 
As Rashi (1040-1105) states: “On each 
day they (the commandments) should 
be new in your eyes…” (Devarim 
26:16). Therefore, the Torah purposely 

de-emphasises the link between 
Shavuot and Matan Torah. 

Nonetheless, the Torah was given 
on 6 Sivan. We do celebrate this 
on Shavuot, yet because this is not 
mentioned in the Torah explicitly, we 
are able to have a broader association 
with the concept of Matan Torah. 

However, in our prayers, we refer 
to Shavuot as Zman Matan Torateinu, 
the Time of Giving of the Torah. 
Perhaps a more relevant description 
of Shavuot would have been, ‘Zman 
Kabbalat Torateinu’, ‘the day of the 
receiving of the Torah’. Why do we 
focus on the aspect of the giving, 
rather than the fact that we received 
the Torah on that day? An answer 
can be suggested, based on the idea 
developed above. Matan Torah, the 
giving of the Torah, happened on 
Shavuot, but Kabbalat haTorah, the 
receiving of the Torah, is supposed 
to happen every day of our lives. 
Every day we should feel like we are 
again receiving the Torah. The actual 
giving happened on Shavuot at Mount 
Sinai, but we strive to feel like we are 
receiving and internalising it every day 
of the year.

We should not confine 
our appreciation of 
and our relation to the 
giving of the Torah to 
just one day or time 
period

by Rabbi James Proops, Synagogue of the Suburban Torah Centre, New 
Jersey and former Assistant Rabbi, Mill Hill United Synagogue

In memory of Harav Yisrael ben Uriah z”l

extra 273 firstborn (over and above the 22,000 Levi’im) are 
to give five shekels each in order to redeem their status.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 4:1-19
The specific role of each of the three main families is 

now detailed, one in this week’s sidra, two in next week’s 
sidra. The family of Kehat are to take down, transport and 
reassemble the holy Ark (Aron), the Table (Shulchan), the 
Menorah, the Golden Altar (Mizbeach Ha’zahav) and the 
vessels used together with these features of the Mishkan.



Rabbi Yitzchak said: 
“When a person does a 
mitzvah, he should do it 
with all his heart. Had 

Reuven known that the Torah would 
record these words ‘and Reuven 
heard that his brothers were plotting 
to kill Yosef (Joseph) and he saved 
him from their hands,’ he would have 
carried Yosef back to his father on his 
shoulders! Had Aharon known the 
Torah would write about him, ‘And 
he is coming to meet you Moshe, and 
he will be joyous in his heart (without 
jealousy over your appointment as 
leader of Israel),’ he would have come 
out to greet Moshe with dancing and 
drums. Had Boaz known that the Torah 
would write about him that he gave 
Ruth parched grain, he would have 
fed her fattened calves.” (Midrash 
Ruth 5:6)

The Midrash refers to these three 
famous biblical characters, where 
each one behaved in a noble fashion. 
Yet had they known their deeds would 
be recorded in Tanach (the Hebrew 
Bible), enshrined for all eternity, they 
would have done things altogether 
differently. 

What Reuven, Aharon and Boaz 
have in common is that they did 
something noble and kind, yet each 
of them was afraid to go all the way. 
Had they known that God would 

record the bit they did do, that would 
have empowered them to not hold 
back.

Perhaps Reuven, as the oldest of 
the brothers, was afraid that he would 
be accused by his brothers of looking 
out for himself. So instead of saving 
Yosef and then returning him to their 
father, he stopped halfway and had 
him temporarily thrown into a pit.

Aharon was perhaps concerned 
about demonstrating too much joy at 
his brother’s appointment, fearing that 

people might interpret the dancing 
as forced exuberance to mask his 
envy. So he contained his genuine 
excitement.

Boaz was perhaps also in doubt. If 
he gives Ruth too much food, people 
will suspect him of having romantic 
motives instead of purely charitable 
intentions. So he decided to give her 
modestly.

These three all did beautiful things, 

but held back because of misplaced 
fear. And that caused missed 
opportunities. Had they known how 
God viewed their actions, says the 
Midrash, that would have given them 
the fortitude and passion to ignore all 
their qualms and go the extra mile.

We can all relate to this. We have 
grand aspirations but our concerns 
over how our actions might be 
perceived by others gets in the way 
of real progress, so we do not go the 
distance and settle for half measures. 

There are only two mistakes people 
make on the road to their destiny. Not 
starting, or once started, not going 
all the way. What a shame it is when 
our misguided concerns deny us the 
chance to fully express ourselves.

The Midrash concludes: “In the 
days of yore, a person did a mitzvah 
and the prophet transcribed it; now 
when a person does a mitzvah, who 
transcribes it? Eliyahu (Elijah) and 
Mashiach, and God then signs it.”

What this means is that our every 
deed is recorded and is of infinite 
value. The mitzvot we perform, the 
Torah we study, how we treat other 
people, how we relate to our spouses 
or engage with our children, this and 
more is all recorded for posterity and 
leaves an indelible imprint on our 
souls and the world at large. So do not 
hold back.

We have grand 
aspirations but our 
concerns over how 
our actions might be 
perceived by others 
gets in the way of real 
progress…

Do Not Hold Back
by Rabbi Yitzchak Schochet, Mill Hill United Synagogue

In memory of Yosef Dov ben Yehoshua z”l

Haftarah
The start of the haftarah is linked to the sidra, with the 
Children of Israel compared to “the sand of the sea, 
which can neither be measured nor counted”. The prophet 
Hoshea then goes on to liken the sinful Children of Israel 

to an unfaithful wife. However, they will eventually return 
to ‘their husband’ (God), who will take them back with 
kindness and mercy.



Ruth
“But Ruth replied, ‘Do not urge me to leave you, to turn back and not follow 
you. For wherever you go, I will go; wherever you lodge, I will lodge; your 
people shall be my people, and your God my God’” (Megillat Rut 1:16).

It is widely believed 
that this verse is the 
statement through 
which Ruth becomes 

Jewish and is perhaps the most 
well-known in the book. However, 
Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz (1937-2020) 
in his commentary on Megillat Rut 
(the Book of Ruth) suggests that 
it is possible that Ruth may have 
accepted the mitzvot of the Torah 
upon herself much earlier; this would 
have been facilitated by Naomi and 
her husband Elimelech upon Ruth’s 
marriage to their son Machlon (ibid. 
1:4). It was common in those days 
that when foreign women married 
into Israelite households they 
would accept upon themselves the 
service of God. Intriguingly, another 
clue that Ruth may have already 
accepted the Torah before making 
the declaration above is in her name. 
The gematria (numerical value) of 
the Hebrew letters in Ruth (רות) is 
606, seven short of 613, the number 
of mitzvot in the Torah. Seven is the 
number of Noachide Laws which 
all of humanity is obligated to keep, 
therefore 606 is the number of 
additional mitzvot Ruth accepted 
upon herself when she accepted 
Torah.  Ruth is the name she is 

known by from the very beginning of 
the story.

What is this “iconic” statement 
then, if not Ruth’s acceptance of the 
Torah? And what are we supposed 
to learn from it, at this time of 
Shavuot? 

“And Ruth clung to her” (Ruth 
1:14).

I believe there is an answer in the 
Talmud (Ketubot 111b). Rabbi Elazar 
asks: How can a person draw close 
to God, when He is a “consuming 
fire” (see Devarim 4:24), above all 
human understanding? Rabbi Elazar 
answers that through clinging to 
Torah scholars, we can cleave to the 
Divine Presence. The best way for us 
to develop a love for God is to get to 
know Him, and the best way to get to 
know Him is by learning Torah, the gift 
he gave us at Mount Sinai. But what 

if we do not know all of Torah? What 
if we cannot devote as much time as 
we would like to delve into its depths? 
Does this mean we cannot develop a 
closeness with God?

No, says Rabbi Elazar. By holding 
on to righteous people, soaking in 
their Torah knowledge and the aura 
of Godliness that surrounds such a 
person, we too can be enveloped 
by the Divine Presence. What Ruth 
wanted was not just the Jewish 
lifestyle, with all its laws and 
traditions, she wanted a relationship 
with God. She knew that the only 
way to keep from returning to her 
old ways was to attach herself 
stubbornly to the righteous Naomi, 
who would guide her in maintaining 
her connection with God always.

That meant being in the same 
town and the same house and 
socialising in the same circles as 
Naomi. That meant copying what 
Naomi did, so that she could achieve 
the closeness with God that Naomi 
had. 

This is an important message for 
us. If we want to achieve a strong 
connection with God, we must 
attach ourselves to people who “live 
and breathe” Torah and, as Ruth did, 
stubbornly refuse to let them go.

What Ruth wanted 
was not just the 
Jewish lifestyle, 
with all its laws 
and traditions, she 
wanted a relationship 
with God.

by Laurie Reznik, US Jewish Living Projects Executive

In memory of Reuven ben Avraham z”l

Holding on to 
Greatness





The Queen’s 
Platinum Jubilee

To have served the 
country with the grace 
and dignity of Her 
Majesty The Queen 

would be a remarkable achievement 
for any amount of time, but to have 
served for seventy years is truly an 
extraordinary blessing. 

The Mishna (Berachot 1:5) 
recounts that after Rabban Gamliel 
had been deposed as Nasi (Head) of 
the Jewish people, the Sanhedrin 
voted to appoint Rabbi Elazar ben 
Azariah as his successor. Rabbi 
Elazar, however, was reluctant to 
accept the position, as he was only 
eighteen years old. He asked for 
time to consult with his wife and 
mull over the matter. The following 
morning, he awoke to discover 
white strands in his beard, famously 
remarking, “it is as if I am seventy 
years old.” He took this as a sign 
from Hashem that despite his 
relative youth, he was blessed with 
the bearing of someone much older 
and agreed therefore to become 
the Nasi.

Why did Rabbi Elazar cite the 
number seventy? A person’s hair can 
turn grey at many different stages of 
life. Why not fifty, sixty or eighty?  

We can derive an answer from 
the Midrash Zuta, which provides 
ten examples of the significance of 
the number seventy in our tradition. 
The Torah tells us that Hashem 
instructed Moshe to appoint 

seventy elders to become prophets 
like him. When Ya’akov (Jacob) 
descended with his family to Egypt, 
they were seventy souls. There are 
‘shivim panim laTorah’ – the Torah 
has seventy angles or levels of 
depth. Hashem and also Jerusalem 
have seventy names. After the 
destruction of the Tower of Babel, 
there were seventy languages 
on earth. From the days of Noah 
onwards, there were seventy 
nations, prompting the sacrificing 
of seventy cows during Succot in 
the Temple, so that we should be 
mindful of all nations on earth. The 
Temple of Solomon was built on 
seventy pillars and altogether there 
are seventy holy days i.e. Shabbatot 
and chagim every year. From these 
examples, we see that the number 
seventy represents completion or 
wholeness.  

The reason that the Ethics of the 
Fathers (5:24) teaches, “Ben shivim 
lesaivah” – “when you reach the 
age of seventy you have grey hair”, 
is that seventy years denotes a 
lifetime of wisdom and experience, 
such that a person can be a role 
model for others.

In this very spirit, Her Majesty 
The Queen has served as the 
Monarch of Great Britain and the 
Commonwealth for more than 
seventy years. She has been both 
a remarkable leader and selfless 
servant, who has cultivated a 

particularly warm relationship with 
the Jewish community. 

In the blessing that we make 
upon seeing a Monarch, we declare, 
“Blessed are You Hashem… who 
has given of His honour to flesh 
and blood.” The King of kings has 
certainly bestowed His honour 
upon Her Majesty The Queen, and 
she in turn has dedicated her life 
to the service of her people. As we 
mark the Platinum Jubilee, may the 
Almighty bless her with good health 
and happiness for many years to 
come.

She has been both a 
remarkable leader 
and selfless servant, 
who has cultivated 
a particularly warm 
relationship with the 
Jewish community.

by Chief Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis

In memory of Dovid ben Avraham z”l





Flashback to the Queen’s 
Diamond Jubilee

Ten years ago, in May 2012, in honour of Her Majesty The Queen’s Diamond Jubilee, Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks 
– then Chief Rabbi – introduced a debate in the House of Lords on the contribution of faith communities in Britain 
and the Commonwealth. A decade later, in celebration of the Queen’s Platinum Jubilee, I am delighted to share a 
transcript of that speech with you.

Rabbi Sacks marked this auspicious occasion by thanking Her Majesty for her support of faith communities in the 
United Kingdom, in particular the Jewish community, and for her recognition of the contributions faith communities 
had made to this country.

House of Lords speech, Diamond Jubilee
My Lords, it is a great 
privilege to have the 
opportunity of initiating 
this debate. 

Before I begin, I would like to 
congratulate the Noble Lord, Lord 
Bilimoria on his debate last week 
that also focused on the contribution 
of ethnic and religious communities 
to Britain. I know that many noble 
Lords here today also participated 
in that debate, and I am grateful for 
their presence in the chamber today. 
Sometimes debates are like buses. 
You wait forever for a debate on the 
contribution of faith communities in 
Britain and then two come along at 
once. 

Given that this weekend we will 
celebrate Her Majesty’s Diamond 
Jubilee, I hope that your Lordships 
will allow me to focus the majority of 
my time on the second portion of the 
question today, that of the relationship 
between faith communities and the 
Queen and to draw attention to the 
gracious way in which she has guided 
and sustained this nation through one 
of its most challenging transitions, 

into a multi-ethnic, multi-cultural and 
multi-faith society.

Many tributes have been and 
will be rightly paid to Her Majesty 
for the six decades of her sustained 
and dedicated service to the nation, 
but one in particular should not 
be forgotten. It is not easy for any 
society to undergo change, least of 
all when that change touches on such 
fundamental markers of identity as 
religion, ethnicity and culture. It is 
even harder in a nation where there 
is an established church, to make 
the members of other faiths feel 
welcomed, valued and at home.

But that is precisely what Her 
Majesty has done, and I believe I 
speak for all of us if I say that we are 
lifted, blessed and enlarged by the 
generosity of spirit in which she has 
done so. Many noble Lords will wish 
to add their perspectives, and we 
will be hearing today from Christian, 
Muslim, Hindu, Sikh, Zoroastrian 
and other Jewish members of this 
house, as well as being honoured 
by the Most Reverend Primate, the 
Archbishop of Canterbury, who, 

together with his predecessors, has 
done so much personally to contribute 
to our national ecology of tolerance 
and mutual respect.

Let me simply therefore say on 
behalf of the Jewish communities 
of Britain and the Commonwealth 
how much we have appreciated 
Her Majesty’s kindness to us and to 
others. This is something of a miracle 
in itself since Jews rarely agree on 
anything; but on this we are united. 
It is in fact astonishing how far this 
spreads. For the past year wherever I 
have travelled to Jewish communities 
throughout the world, one of the first 
questions I have been asked is “How 
was the royal wedding?” And in the 
United States, in several synagogues 
I visited in February of this year, to 
my astonishment, they sang “God 
save the Queen.” This may be the 
first time since 1776 they have done 
so. Each week in all our synagogues 
we say a prayer for the Queen and 
the Royal family, and this week we 
will be saying a special prayer of 
thanksgiving to mark Her Majesty’s 
Diamond Jubilee and the great gift 

by Rabbi Lord Sacks zt”l, 
introduced by Joanna Benarroch, Chief Executive of the Rabbi Sacks Legacy Trust



of her leadership and service. There 
are rare individuals whose greatness 
speaks across all ethnic and religious 
divides. Her Majesty is such an 
individual and we are truly blessed 
by her.

She has spoken often of her 
personal faith and of the Church 
of England of which she is the 
head. But she has spoken equally 
of the contribution all other faith 
communities have made to the life 
of the nation. At Lambeth Palace, in 
February, in one of the first official 
engagements of the jubilee year, 
she reminded us of how faith itself, 
not just Christian faith, recalls us to 
the responsibilities we have beyond 
ourselves, and about how, together 
with the Church of England, other 
faith communities were increasingly 
active in helping the sick, the elderly, 
the lonely and the disadvantaged.

In 1952, in the first year of her 
reign, her majesty became the 
patron of the Council of Christians 
and Jews, the organisation founded 
ten years earlier, in the Holocaust 
years, by Archbishop William Temple 
and Chief Rabbi Joseph Hertz. That 
was one of the first great interfaith 

organisations in Britain, and today 
there are hundreds of such groups, 
creating friendships across the 
boundaries between faiths, where 
otherwise there might have been 
suspicion and fear. One of the 
greatest of them, the Interfaith 
Network, is this year celebrating 
its silver jubilee; and as we speak, 
another new initiative, Interfaith 
Explorers, is being launched at 
the Regents Park Mosque in the 
presence of His Royal Highness the 
Duke of York. That too is a reminder 
of how greatly other members of the 
Royal family like His Royal Highness 
the Duke of Edinburgh, His Royal 
Highness the Prince of Wales, and 

others, have done in their own 
right to make all nine of the major 
faith communities in Britain feel 
recognised and respected.

We are enriched by our religious 
diversity. Each faith is a candle; none 
is diminished by the light of others; 
and together they help banish some 
of the darkness in the human heart. 
I know of few places in the world 
where friendship across faiths is 
more vigorously pursued than Britain; 
and for the way she has led and 
encouraged this great opening of 
hearts and minds to one another, 
as for so much else, Her Majesty 
has lifted our spirits and earned our 
thanks.

Might I therefore humbly ask Her 
Majesty’s government two simple 
questions? Firstly, how have they 
recognised the role and contribution 
of faith communities, as Her Majesty 
has done over her 60-year reign, 
and how they will continue to do so 
in the future? And secondly, if they 
might find a way of conveying to her 
Majesty the thanks of all Britain’s 
faith communities for all she has 
given us and all she has inspired us 
to give to others?

“Let me simply 
therefore say on 
behalf of the Jewish 
communities of Britain 
and the Commonwealth 
how much we have 
appreciated Her 
Majesty’s kindness to 
us and to others.”

In memory of Zora bat Shmuel z”l

Queen Elizabeth II and Duke of Edinburgh attend the Trooping Of The Colour at Horse Guards Parade, London, UK. June 16, 2012, 
Picture: Catchlight Media / Featureflash



The Queen’s Jewry – 
70 Wonderful Years

As the measure of a 
reign of a monarch, 70 
years is unique. While 
Elizabeth II has been 

on the throne, the world and society 
have undergone massive changes, 
during which she has steadfastly 
exemplified qualities of decency 
and morality, religious faith and 
integrity.

The relationships between 
the monarch and her Jewish 
communities have grown, and Jews 
are proud to assert their Judaism 
together with their loyalty to the 
Crown.

There is a long history of 
association between the Crown 
and Jewry. The Restoration of 
Charles II was significantly funded 
by the Jews of Holland; George 
III is reputed to have given thanks 
for deliverance in the Portsmouth 
synagogue, hence the Royal Coat 
of Arms which hangs there to this 
day; Victoria’s reign saw the first 
Jewish MP and the first Jewish 
peer; Edward VII hailed Chief Rabbi 
Hermann Adler as “my Chief Rabbi” 
and made him a Companion of the 
Royal Victorian Order (the insignia 
of a pectoral cross caused some 
problems!); George V honoured 
Chief Rabbi Joseph Hertz as a 
Companion of Honour. Under 
Elizabeth II, Chief Rabbi Israel 
Brodie was knighted “for services 
to British Jewry” and both his 

successors were elevated to the 
House of Lords.

Members of the Royal family 
have enhanced significant 
milestones in the history of the 
community. In 1970, to mark the 
centenary of the foundation of the 
United Synagogue, a reception 
was held for the whole of Anglo 
Jewry. Her Majesty the Queen was 
the Guest of Honour and met a 
cross-section of the community. This 
was a very formal occasion and the 
ladies were required to wear long 
white gloves!

Some years earlier, Prince Philip 
attended a service at the Bevis 
Marks Synagogue and occupied the 
seat which had previously belonged 
to Sir Moses Montefiore. This seat, 
reserved for special dignitaries, was 
later occupied by Prince Charles 
in 2001, at the service to mark the 
Tercentenary of the synagogue. 

In 1997, the Queen attended a 
reception in the then King David 
Suite when she unveiled the statue 
of Raul Wallenberg outside the 
Western Marble Arch synagogue. 

To mark the 350th anniversary 
of the Resettlement of the Jews 
in England, a reception was held 
at St James’s Palace and attended 
by both the Queen and the Duke of 
Edinburgh. After Chief Rabbi Sacks 
had lit the Chanukiah for the Royal 
party, the Queen and the Duke 
met members of the Anglo Jewish 
community. I had the honour of 
introducing the Duke of Edinburgh 
to representatives of small Jewish 
communities from all over the 
country.

Prince Charles has become a 
regular shul-goer! Apart from Bevis 
Marks, he attended St John’s Wood 
in 1998 for the 50th anniversary of 
the State of Israel and in 2013 for 
the Induction of Chief Rabbi Mirvis, 
as well as for a number of Jewish 
weddings. The Duke and Duchess of 
Cambridge visited a concentration 
camp and met two former inmates, 
while the Duke paid the first official 
Royal visit to Israel, and incidentally 
met my grandson!

For almost four centuries, Jews 
have flourished in this green and 
pleasant land. Under Our Sovereign 
Lady the Queen this has greatly 
continued. 
Long may she reign over us!

The relationships 
between the monarch 
and her Jewish 
communities have 
grown, and Jews are 
proud to assert their 
Judaism together 
with their loyalty to 
the Crown.

by Elkan Levy, President of the United Synagogue 1996-1999

In memory of Yentel bat Zev z”l



70 and 90+
I have been asked 
to write about 70 
in connection with 
Her Majesty The 

Queen’s 70th anniversary since her 
accession. I am part of an age group 
that has lived during two reigns 
but only recall one, as we were too 
young when King George VI died 
to be aware of him. We are 70 or 
a little older. We were born after 
the Second World War and after 
Israel’s War of Independence, but 
were raised by parents who lived 
through both. Our Queen, like our 
parents, had also grown up in the 
shadow of war. Our lives were safer 
than theirs. We were told by Harold 
Macmillan, the Prime Minister of 
our childhood, that we had never 
had it so good. For much of our 
lives, this seemed true. Our world 
was much better than the world our 
parents had grown up in. However, 
in recent years, we have come to a 
mature realisation that the progress 
of history is not guaranteed, that 
new and different dangers replace 
old ones.

According to Pirkei Avot, (Ethics 
of the Fathers 5:24, p.562 in the 
green siddur), at the age of 40 
we obtained ‘wisdom’, at 50 we 
could give ’counsel’, at 60 we 
reached a level of ‘old age’. Now 
at 70 we have achieved seivah, 
sometimes translated as ‘ripe old 
age’, but is possibly a contraction 

of seviat yamim, 'satisfaction of 
years'. Whether our lives have 
been smooth or not, we may 
have reached satisfaction with 
the positive experiences we have 
known in these seven decades, 
irrespective of the challenges we 
have also experienced. One part of 
that satisfaction is that we have 
been fortunate in our Queen, a lady 
who has led by example and who 
relates to one and all.

If 70 is our number, what is the 
Queen’s? Her 70-year reign is the 
result of two events in her early life 
that she had no part in, her uncle’s 

abdication and her father’s short 
life. Presumably, her preference 
would have been for her father to 
have the same length of days that 
her mother and husband enjoyed – 
that we would now be celebrating 
her Silver Jubilee.  For the Queen, 
the real number is 90+. In Pirkei 
Avot (ibid.), 90 is described as 
the age lashuach – ‘bent’. This is 
surprising as most of the other ages 
mentioned connect to achievement, 
whether through learning or 
experience, not to decline. However, 
at a celebration in honour of 
his own 90th birthday, Rabbi Eli 
Cashdan (1905-1998), lecturer at 
Jews’ College and translator of the 
centenary edition of the Authorised 
Daily Prayer Book, directed us to an 
alternative reading found in some 
siddurim - lasuach, utilising the 
letter sin instead of the letter shin. 
Lasuach indicates meditation and 
conversation. Nonagenarians have 
a great experience of life. Their 
conversation can be particularly 
wise, their meditation in prayer 
is backed with sincerity and 
knowledge. 

The Queen, after over 70 years of 
conscientiously reading government 
papers, of connecting to billions of 
people, has experience of the world 
well in advance of everyone else. 
Her conversation, her meditation 
and advice are priceless. We hope 
for more special anniversaries.

by Rabbi Meir Salasnik, former rabbi of Bushey United Synagogue

In memory of Avraham ben Yisrael z”l








