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BECHUKOTAIְּבֻחּקַֹתי

“Any tithe of cattle or of the flock, any that passes under the staff, 
the tenth one shall be holy to God”  

(Vayikra 27:32)
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Sidra breakdown

10th Sidra in:

ַוִּיְקָרא
Vayikra

By Numbers:

78 verses
1,013 words
3,992 letters

Headlines:

Blessings and  
curses relating to  
mitzvah observance

ְּבֻחּקַֹתי
Bechukotai

1st Aliya (Kohen) –  Vayikra 26:3-5
God promises that if we keep His laws, then He will provide rain, the Land will give 
plenty of produce and we will not suffer any physical threat from enemies.

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 26:6-9
More blessings are promised if we follow God’s will. Wild beasts will withdraw 
from the Land and our enemies “will fall before us”. God will make us fruitful and 
multiply our numbers.

3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 26:10-46
This aliyah opens with further blessings if we choose the right path – a huge 
abundance of crops and a tangible sense of God's presence amongst us: “I will walk 
among you, I will be God unto you and you will be a people unto Me”. However, it 
then continues with the tochacha, the Passage of Retribution, which is recited in an 
undertone by the person reading from the Torah. If we do not listen to God and do 
not observe the mitzvot, the consequences will be grave. Five stages of punishments 
are listed. These include: being captured by enemies, the Land being unproductive, 
livestock being destroyed, famine, hunger and being chased from the Land but 
finding no comfort on foreign soils. Eventually, however, God will remember His 
covenant with the forefathers. He will never fully reject Israel.

Sidra Summary

In loving memory of Yisrael Shmuel ben Yirmaya Yehoshuah z”l

Many years ago, a 
wealthy businessman 
was passing through 
the Polish town 
of Radin and took 

advantage of the opportunity to visit 
the saintly Rabbi Yisrael Meir Kagan 
(1838-1933), better known by the 
title of his famous work “Chafetz 
Chaim”. He was astounded to find 
that the Chafetz Chaim owned very 
few possessions and his home was 
almost completely empty. In reply 
to the businessman's question as 
to where all the furniture was, 
the rabbi responded by asking the 

wealthy man in turn where his 
furniture was. Somewhat confused, 
the wealthy man replied that he 
was only passing through and 
therefore had nothing with him. The 
Chafetz Chaim smiled and replied, 
"So too, in this world I am only 
passing through."

The concept of Olam Haba (the 
world to come) is one of the most 
fundamental axioms in Judaism, yet 
nowhere is it explicitly mentioned 
in the Torah. Remarkably, parashat 
Bechukotai, which begins with a list 
of blessings and curses which the 
Jewish people will merit based on 
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Point to Consider: With which transgression does Rashi 
associate the onset of the retribution? (26:14)

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 27:1-15
One is able to make a vow pledging to give one’s monetary 
value or the monetary value of someone else, to the Temple. 
These gifts are referred to as erechin (‘valuations’). The 
amount is based on a list of fixed values depending upon age 
and gender. After designating an animal to be brought as 
an offering, one is not allowed to try to switch its status to 
another animal.

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 27:16-21
The Torah details how to ‘redeem’ a house or field, as first 
discussed in the 3rd and 4th aliyot. This includes calculating 
the amount of time left until the Jubilee year (Yovel) at the 
point of redemption.

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 27:22-28
A firstborn animal is dedicated from birth to be a Temple 
offering. If a person dedicated a non-kosher animal to the 

Temple, he must redeem it and bring its monetary value 
instead, after adding a fifth to its value.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 27:29-34
Certain types of agricultural tithes can be redeemed if an 
additional fifth of the original value is added. This is the 
closing part of the book of Vayikra. We stand for the final verse 
and after it recite: “chazak, chazak ve’nitchazek”, a phrase 
asking for continued strength for our study of the Torah.

Haftarah
The prophet Yirmiyahu (Jeremiah) admonishes the people 
for worshipping idols and forecasts the downfall of those 
who turn their hearts away from God. In contrast, Yirmiyahu 
encourages those who trust in Him, comparing them to “a 
tree that is planted near water, which will spread its roots 
alongside brooks and will not see when heat comes, whose 
foliage will be ever fresh”.

our observance of the Torah, focuses 
almost exclusively on physical 
consequences. Rain, wealth and 
material prosperity are mentioned, 
whilst the spiritual consequences of 
our actions seem to be neglected.

Rambam (Maimonides, 1138-
1204) explains that reward and 
punishment is not really the topic 
under discussion in this parasha. 
The physical blessings which are 
promised in return for keeping the 
mitzvot are not rewards but rather 
opportunities. One who follows 
the Torah will be blessed in such a 
way that worldly distractions will 
be reduced to a minimum and he 
will be afforded the opportunity 
to concentrate exclusively on 
fulfilling the Torah's mitzvot in 
peace. This is the meaning of the 
Mishnaic statement (Pirkei Avot 
4:2) that, “schar mitzvah, mitzvah” 
- the reward of a mitzvah is [the 
opportunity to do another] mitzvah.

An alternative explanation 
is offered by the Lubavitcher 
Rebbe (Rabbi Menachem Mendel 
Schneerson, 1902-1994), who points 
out that the name of the parasha, 
Bechukotai, is related to the word 

chakika, 
meaning to engrave. When one 
writes on a piece of paper, the ink 

which makes up the words, whilst 
appearing on the paper, remains a 
separate entity. When words are 
engraved in stone however, the 
words themselves and the stone 
become fused together into one 
entity.

This should be our attitude 
towards Torah and mitzvot. The 
action of learning the Torah needs 
to be one of chakika, engraved 
into our mind, heart and soul, until 
we become one with it. When a 
person achieves this, everything 
he does including physical pursuits 
like eating and sleeping become 
directed towards the higher purpose 
of serving God.

In order to emphasise this 
message, the Torah specifies 
physical rewards for the mitzvot. 
One might have thought that our 
physical and spiritual endeavours 
exist in two separate realms; that 
the actions we take inside the shul 
or study hall are connected to Torah 
and those we do at home or in the 
workplace are not. The promise of 

physical rewards shows that this 
sphere of life is also an important 
part of our spiritual wellbeing.

One who follows 
the Torah will be 
blessed in such a 
way that worldly 
distractions will 
be reduced to a 
minimum…



Looking ahead to 
Shavuot (June 4th–6th), 
we find that the Torah-
reading service on the 
first day is quite unique 

with a number of special customs 
that are observed. 

• In some north-African Sephardi 
communities, the text of a “ketubah” 
describing a “marriage” between 
God and the Jewish people is 
recited when the Aron Kodesh (Ark) 
is opened. This was authored by 
Rabbi Yisrael Najara, a sixteenth-
century kabbalist who lived in Tzefat 
(Safed) and Gaza. Some Sephardi 
communities also read the “Azharot” 
composed by Rabbi Solomon ibn 
Gabirol in the 11th century which 
list all the mitzvot in the Torah. (The 
Spanish & Portuguese congregations 
read this at Mincha.)

• The minhag (custom) in many 
Ashkenazi communities is to read 
an Aramaic piyyut (liturgical poem) 
known as Akdamut before the Torah 
reading (leining). This is a 90-line 
composition that praises God, the 
Torah and the Jewish people. The 
first 44 lines begin with a double-
acrostic of the letters of the Hebrew 
alphabet in order, and the initial 
letters of the remaining lines spell 
out the name of the author, together 
with a short prayer. Each of the lines 
ends with the letters tav-aleph – the 
last and first letters of the Hebrew 
alphabet respectively - alluding to 

the fact that Torah study covers the 
entire gamut of our lives. Akdamut 
was composed by Rabbi Meir ben 
Yitzchak, a teacher of Rashi, who 
lived in Germany in the 11th century. 

The “old” minhag was that 
Akdamut was recited after the first 
verse of the leining and this was 
reminiscent of the Aramaic “targum” 
translation that was read after 
each verse of the Torah reading in 
Talmudic times. Whilst this custom is 
referenced in the Routledge machzor, 
most communities follow the ruling 
of Rabbi David Halevi Segal (1586-
1667, known as the ‘Taz’) and other 
commentaries on the Shulchan 
Aruch (the Code of Jewish Law) who 
advise that it should be said after the 
Cohen has been called to the Torah, 
but before he recites the opening 
beracha (blessing).

• The main leining for the first 
day of Shavuot is the account of the 
giving of the Torah in Parashat Yitro 
(Shemot 19:1-20:23). The custom 
in Ashkenazi shuls, dating back 
approximately one thousand years, 
is that the congregation stands 

when the Ten Commandments 
are read to re-enact the way that 
the Israelites stood at the foot of 
Mount Sinai when the Torah was 
given. In contrast, Maimonides 
(1138-1204) was vigorously 
opposed to this practice believing 
that it smacked of heresy, in that 
it erroneously suggests that the 
Ten Commandments are more 
important than any other part of 
the Torah. The Ten Commandments 
are read according to a special 
form of cantillation (Ta’am Elyon) 
that divides the passage according 
to the number of commandments 
rather than according to the verses. 
(Interestingly, this mode of reading 
also slightly changes the vocalisation 
of a few of the words.)

• The haftarah on the first day of 
Shavuot is taken from the opening 
chapter of the Book of Yechezkel 
(Ezekiel) which describes the 
Merkavah (chariot) vision that the 
prophet experienced. This passage 
was selected because, like the Torah 
reading, it also describes a moment 
of Divine revelation. Though when 
this haftarah is read in the wee 
hours following an all-night Tikkun 
Leil Shavuot, it is often accompanied 
by the snores of slumbering 
congregants, its mystical import led 
the 20th century halachic work, the 
Mishnah Berurah, to note that it is 
proper to assign this passage to a 
Torah scholar who might be able to 
plumb some of its depths.

In memory of Yaacov ben Shmuel z”l

by Rabbi Daniel Roselaar, Alei Tzion United Synagogue

Shavuot - Celebrating 
Revelation



In memory of Malka bat Peretz z”l

In the last article we 
spoke of the hybrid 
nature of Syria in 
Talmudic times, 
whereby in some 

matters of halacha it was treated as 
the Land of Israel and in others as a 
foreign land. In this article we look 
at the city of Damascus.

Damascus is one of the oldest 
cities in the world and makes an 
early appearance in the Book of 
Bereishit (14:15) when Avraham, 
in pursuit of those who captured 
his nephew (Lot), chases them to a 
place north of Damascus. It is also 
mentioned in the following chapter 
(15:2), where the trusted servant 
of Avraham is called “Damesek 
Eliezer”, either because he was a 
native of that city (Targum Onkelos) 
or because he was involved in the 
liberation of Lot mentioned in the 
previous chapter (Bereishit Raba 
44:9).

The Mishna (Yadayim 4:3) 
states that when Rabbi Yossi ben 
Durmaskis visited Rabbi Eliezer in 
Lod, he was asked by Rabbi Eliezer 
what novel ruling had been taught 
in the Beit Hamidrash (study hall) 
that day. Rabbi Yossi ben Durmaskis 
responded that the Rabbis had 
voted 1 that in the Trans-Jordanian 
territories of Amon and Moab, in a 
Sabbatical year (Shemitah) when 

1  In cases of halachic dispute, they would follow the majority.

normal tithes applied outside Israel, 
the additional tithe was given to 
the poor. (See our earlier article on 
Egypt). From the name of his parent, 
Rabbi Yossi ben Durmaskis appears 
to have been from Damascus.

Were there any doubt about 
this, we turn to the Midrash Raba 
on Shir Hashirim (Song of Songs, 
chapter 7) for clarity. There, Rabbi 
Yochanan quoting the opening 
verse of Zechariah, chapter 9, says 
that in the future, Jerusalem will 
expand so much that it will reach 
the gates of Damascus. When the 
Rabbis struggled to understand 
the relevance of ‘Chadrach’ to 
this prophecy, Rabbi Yossi ben 
Durmaskis asserts, “I am from 
Damascus and there is a place there 
called Chadrach.”

Damascus had been conquered 
by King David (see our previous 
article on Syria) and according to 
the Book of Maccabees, during the 
Hasmonean campaign against the 
Greeks, the armies of Jonathan, 
brother of Judah the Maccabee, 
also entered the city and the 
surrounding region.

In Jobar, a village near Damascus 
which later became absorbed in 
the city, there was, until May 2014, 
an ancient synagogue known as 
the Eliyahu HaNavi Synagogue. 
Sadly, it was destroyed by fighting 

in the Syrian Civil War. Its origins 
are unclear. Historians doubt the 
accuracy of a plaque, formerly at 
its entrance, claiming it dated from 
720 BCE. Neither is there evidence 
that Eliyahu HaNavi once sought 
refuge on the site, a legend which 
drew many pilgrims to the shrine. 
Nevertheless, it was certainly there 
in mediaeval times.

2014 was not the first time that 
the synagogue suffered severe 
damage. In the infamous Damascus 
Blood Libel of 1840, it was sacked 
by a mob who destroyed its 
contents, including Sifrei Torah. 
This blood libel brought a state of 
terror to the Jewish community 
of Damascus, with its religious 
and lay leaders imprisoned and 
confessions extracted under 
torture. There is an Anglo-Jewish 
element to this incident insofar as 
diplomacy by the great Sir Moses 
Montefiore (1784-1885) led to a 
declaration by the Ottoman Sultan, 
that the accusations against 
the Jews had been false and 
slanderous.

These are just a few vignettes 
from the Jewish history of 
Damascus, an illustrious Jewish 
community which dwindled in size 
after the foundation of the State of 
Israel in 1948 and persecution by 
the Syrian regimes.

Foreign Places in the Mishna  

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

Part Twenty-Two:  
Syria II - Damascus



In memory of Avraham ben Yehoshua z”l

After recording the 
incident between King 
Shaul (Saul) and the 
sorceress of Endor, the 
text returns to David 

in the Philistine camp. This does 
not appear to be the chronological 
order of proceedings. In Chapter 
28, on the eve of the battle, both 
the Israelites and Philistines 
are encamped in the Jezreel 
valley. This chapter begins with 
the Israelites in Jezreel but the 
Philistines are further south, only 
travelling to Jezreel at the end of 
the chapter. It is unclear why the 
text records these events out of 
chronological order. 

Yehuda Kiel (1916-2011), in 
his Da’at Mikra commentary 
on Tanach, suggests that the 
consecutive recording of these 
incidents hints to a similarity 
between them. Both Shaul and 
David are forced to act against 
their natural instincts. Out of 
desperation, Shaul is driven to 
a sorceress for Divine guidance, 
while David is likewise forced to 
seek refuge from an enemy.

The Philistines mobilise for war 
against the Israelite army and 
David and his men are with the 
Philistines. We previously discussed 
our discomfort with David’s actions. 
He pretends to be a Philistine ally, 
even though his intentions are to 
protect the Israelites (see article on 
Chapter 27). 

Here we see that whilst David 
has fooled Achish, the Philistine 
king, into believing that he is a true 
friend, other Philistine leaders are 
not convinced. They question his 
loyalty and refuse to go to war with 
him. They worry that David and his 
men will endanger the Philistine 
army because they will not want to 
fight their own people.

Achish is forced to send David 
away from the battle, telling him 
to “go in peace” with his men. 
Interestingly, Achish describes 
David as “an upright person” (1 
Shmuel 29:6-7) and “as good as 
an angel of God” (ibid. v.9). This is 
ironic when we consider David’s 
deceptive behaviour, having spent 
all this time pretending to betray 
his own people. Even though 
David has good intentions, this 
could be seen as a criticism of his 
deception. 

In response, David protests his 
innocence and feigns anger that 
his integrity has been questioned. 
He takes his men and leaves, 

pretending to be reluctant about 
it. However, the Philistines have 
actually done him a big favour. We 
assume that David would never 
have fought against his fellow 
Israelites on the battlefield, but 
we were never sure how he would 
manage to avoid it. He would 
presumably have faced harsh 
retribution from the Philistines he 
had been fooling. Now he has been 
spared such a trial.

Rabbi Amnon Bazak (Yeshivat 
Har Etzion, Alon Shvut, Israel) 
points out that the chapter ends 
positively with the threefold 
repetition of the phrase “in the 
morning” and the additional 
mention of “light” (ibid. v.10-11). 
This contrasts with the repeated 
mention of “dark” and “night” 
in the description of Shaul’s 
encounter with the sorceress in the 
previous chapter. This symbolises 
the setting sun of Shaul, whose 
reign is almost over, and the rising 
of David, who is soon to take his 
true place as king of Israel.

Sefer Shmuel  (the Book of Samuel)
Chapter 29:  
David is Dismissed  
by Pnina Savery, US Jewish Living Educator and 
Participant in the Chief Rabbi’s Ma’ayan Programme

Here we see that whilst David has fooled Achish, 
the Philistine king, into believing that he is a true 
friend, other Philistine leaders are not convinced. 
They question his loyalty and refuse to go to war 
with him. They worry that David and his men will 
endanger the Philistine army because they will not 
want to fight their own people.



Which KLBD Bakery will you choose 
for your cheesecake this Shavuot?

www.kosher.org.uk/bakeries

The Bagel Place • Bonjour • La Brioche Hendon 
La Brioche Stanmore • The Brown Bear Bakery • Carmelli 

Coco Bakery • Cohens Bakery • Crème de la Crème 
Daniels Bagel Bakery • The Family Bread • Grodz Edgware 
Grodz Golders Green • Hendon Bagel Bakery • Just Baked 

King’s Bakery & Pizzeria • Munch ‘N Crunch 
Parkway Finchley • Parkway Golders Green 

Parkway Wembley • Perele’s Cakes • Pourtoi (Gluten Free) 
Renbake • Sharon’s Edgware • So Real Cadoxton Avenue 
So Real Oldhill Street • Woodberry Down • Yossi’s Bakery




