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ִמיִני SHEMINIְּׁשְ

“This you may eat from everything that is in the water: 
everything that has fins and scales in the water, in the seas, 

and in the streams, those you may eat"  
(Vayikra 11:9)
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One of the ways to 
teach Torah studies is 
to find the messages in 
Biblical texts and apply 

them to our own lives. This gives 
the Torah more relevance to those 
who might otherwise see it as just 
an ancient work, with no relevance 
to the modern setting.

In Parashat Noach (Noah), God 
commands Noach to take 14 of each 
‘clean’ (kosher) animal species into 
the Ark to escape the impending 
flood, followed by a command to 
take two of each animal that is ‘lo 
tahor’ (‘not clean’). Instead of simply 
saying ‘tamei’ (unclean), two words 
are used, something the Torah only 
does for good reason. That reason, 
explains the Talmud in Pesachim 

(3a), is because the Torah wanted 
to avoid using a word with negative 
connotations, in order to teach a 
moral lesson: that a person should 
always choose their words carefully, 
so as not to offend.

Yet, in this week’s Parasha, 
Shemini, when the Torah lists the 
kosher and non-kosher animals, we 
are told that the non-kosher animals 
are ‘tamei’ (unclean). Why does the 
Torah use ‘non-offensive’ language 
in one context and seemingly 
‘offensive’ language in another?

Let me share a parable.
There was once a governor who 

ruled over many towns, and he 
decided to pay one of them a visit. 
As he sat down with the town’s 
mayor, he was offered a glass of 

1st Aliya (Kohen) – Vayikra 9:1-16
The sidrah begins almost a year after the Exodus from Egypt, on Rosh Chodesh 
Nissan. After seven days of inaugurating the Mishkan (Tabernacle), Moshe instructs 
Aharon to bring two special offerings, an elevation offering (olah) and a sin offering 
(chatat). The people are also told to bring a chatat, two olah offerings and two peace 
offerings (shelamim). Aharon approaches the altar (mizbeach), together with his sons, 
and they begin the process of bringing these offerings.

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 9:17-23
Aharon and his sons finish the offerings, after which Aharon blesses the people with 
the priestly blessing (Rashi). Moshe and Aharon then bless the people that the Divine 
presence will rest upon them (Rashi).
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water. He thanked his host and the 
mayor set off to the nearby stream.  
The mayor collected the water, 
boiled it and then served the drink 
to his guest. The governor was 
thirsty, but as he drank the water, he 
noticed gravel at the bottom of the 
glass. Before heading home later 
that evening, the governor advised 
the mayor that if he placed a muslin 
or sieve over the container into 
which he poured the water from the 
stream, it would surely separate the 
gravel from the water. The mayor 
thanked the governor and departed.

A few months later, the governor 
heard that this very same town 
had suffered a devastating 
fire, which burnt down 
almost every house. 
The governor set 
off to revisit the 
town and asked the 
mayor why they 
had not quickly 
put out the fire 
with water from the 
nearby stream. “We 
did take water from 
the stream,” replied 
the mayor, “but by the 
time we had sieved it, it was 
too late!”

This parable conveys the Torah’s 
message, that there are times when 
one must use refined language and 

be careful with words; one may 
have to use an extra word so as not 
to offend. But there are also times 
when one’s language may need to 
be sharp and direct.

The Torah uses more refined 
language to convey the narrative 

of what Noah must take into the 
Ark, but in Parashat Shemini, 

when discussing which 
creatures should not be 
eaten, the Torah simply 

says, “No, these creatures 
are not for you!”.

Applying this message 
to our own lives, there 

will be occasions when we 
must refine our speech, like 

distilled water. But there will 
be times when our words need 

to be direct, even if they contain a 
little gravel!

3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 9:24-10:11
A fire comes from heaven and consumes the offerings on the 
mizbeach. The people fall to the ground in awe of God. Nadav 
and Avihu, two of Aharon’s sons, bring an incense offering 
(ketoret) in a pan, which they had not been commanded to 
do. A fire descends from God, killing them instantly. Aharon is 
silent. Moshe asks two of their cousins to remove the bodies. 
Moshe tells Aharon and his two surviving sons, Elazar and 
Itamar, not to display any mourning in public. God says to 
Aharon that no one is allowed to perform the service in the 
Mishkan when drunk.

Point to Consider: What reward did Aharon receive for his 
silence? (see Rashi to 10:3)

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 10:12-15
Moshe tells Aharon and his sons to eat the remaining parts 
of a special meal offering (mincha) that they themselves had 
brought that day, as well as parts of the shelamim offering 
which they had also brought.

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 10:16-19
Moshe criticises Elazar and Itamar (Aharon's other sons) for 
burning one of the chatat offerings instead of eating parts 
of it. Aharon defends their actions, based on their status as 
mourners (Rashi). Moshe accepts Aharon’s justification.

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 11:1-32
God teaches Moshe and Aharon some of the laws of kashrut. 

In loving memory of Mordechai Avraham ben Nechemia z”l

… in Parashat Shemini, when 
discussing which creatures 
should not be eaten, the Torah 
simply says, “No, these creatures 
are not for you!”.



Only an animal with completely split hooves and which chews 
the cud is kosher. Therefore, animals like the camel and pig, 
which have only one of these characteristics, are forbidden. 
Fish are only kosher if they have both fins and scales. The 
Torah lists forbidden birds by name. Flying insects are also 
prohibited food, with limited exceptions (that are today difficult 
to identify). Kosher animals which die without proper slaughter 
(shechitah), as well as dead non-kosher animals, transmit 
ritual impurity (tumah) to one who touches them.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 11:33-47
The Torah lists some basic laws of how certain utensils can 
become impure (tameh) and how they need to be treated 
thereafter. All creeping insects are forbidden to eat. Keeping 
these laws allows a person to become sanctified and holy.

Maftir (Bemidbar 19:1-22)
The special reading for parashat Parah is taken from the 
beginning of parashat Chukat, in which God instructed 

What should we 
eat? The question 
arises every seven 
years, when we are 

commanded to leave the fields 
and orchards of Israel fallow, with 
almost no agricultural work or trade 
permitted. If no fruit or vegetables 
are commercially grown and no 
miracles take place, what, if any, 
Israeli fruit and vegetables can we 
eat? 

One solution is to use Yevul 
nochri - non-Jewish produce – 
which, in practical terms, often 
means fruit imported from Arab 
farmers in Gaza. This avoids eating 
or trading in Shemitah produce, 
but does not address the situation 
of Jewish farmers in Israel. Whilst 
the government could devise a 
compensation package enabling 
such farmers to down tools, even 
assuming that they could recover 
their export markets the following 
year, this would cost the equivalent 
of just over two billion pounds 
sterling. That would mean crippling 
cuts to other budgets, such as for 

schools, hospitals and yeshivot. 
A second approach is the Heter 

Mechira – the sale of the land. This 
is based on the halachic position 
that, in the absence of the majority 
of Jews residing in Israel, the laws 
of Shemitah today are not mandated 
by Torah law.  Instead, we observe 
Shemitah due to rabbinic legislation. 
This shows the importance of not 
forgetting these laws and making 
allowance for those halachic 
positions that do consider Shemitah 
to be mandated by Torah law 
today. The Heter Mechira works in 
some ways like the familiar sale 
of chametz before Pesach. For 
Shemitah, the Chief Rabbinate in 
Jerusalem sells Israel’s fields to a 
gentile. The effect is that throughout 
Shemitah the fields are not owned 
by Jews and they can be farmed as 
normal, avoiding the devastation 
to Israel's economy. Unfortunately, 
however, depending on how it is 
implemented, this can  also eliminate 
any observance of Shemitah. 

The last solution is the Otzar Beit 
Din. In this scenario, a specially 

convened Beth Din takes over the 
operations of local farms; they hire 
workers and disperse the produce 
like a not-for-profit organisation, 
which distributes fruit at cost price.  
Any farming done on the land 
conforms with laws of Shemitah, 
including not selling at a profit. 
For this approach to work, not only 
must the laws of Shemitah be 
observed, but the produce must also 
be treated with sanctity, since it is 
Shemitah produce.  In practice, this 
means not wasting edible produce, 
for example.

None of these solutions is ideal. 
Which is best? There is no consensus 
among the leading rabbis. The 
Israeli Chief Rabbinate offers kashrut 
certification for all three options, so 
whichever we choose, at least we 
can be confident that it has halachic 
support. In the meantime, let us 
celebrate that after two thousand 
years in which the orchards of Israel 
lay barren, today our famers are back 
in Israel, living on their land and 
reengaging with age-old questions of 
Jewish law.

In memory of Tzemach ben Yisrael z”l

Shemitah (The Sabbatical Year)

Part 2:  
What Should We Eat?
by Rabbi Gideon Sylvester, US Israel Rabbi



It is no surprise that 
the largest Jewish 
community outside 
the Land of Israel, 
both during the 

Second Temple period and after 
the destruction of the Temple, was 
in Babylonia, in modern day Iraq 
between the Rivers Tigris to the east 
and Euphrates to the west.

This is because in 586 BCE, when 
Nebuchadnezzar conquered the 
Kingdom of Judea and destroyed 
the First Temple, he exiled most of 
its Jewish population to Babylonia. 
The Babylonian rule over the Middle 
East ceased in 539 BCE when they 
were defeated by the Persians, who 
became rulers of the region. The 
Persian Emperor, Cyrus, initially gave 
permission to the Jews to rebuild their 
Temple and a group of exiles returned 
to Jerusalem and laid the foundations 
of the new structure. However, 
work then ceased for a few years. 
Eventually, in 515 BCE, a subsequent 
Persian Emperor, Darius, allowed the 
Jews to proceed with the rebuilding, 
which took place under the leadership 
of Ezra and Nechemia, some 70 years 
after the destruction.

In the new Temple, the Eastern 

Gate facing the Mount of Olives, in 
the direction of Persia, had above it, 
as described in Tractate Middot (1:3), 
a stone relief of the city of Shushan 
(Susa) which was the Persian capital, 
familiar to us from the Megillah of 
Esther. There is a Talmudic dispute as 
to whether this was a spontaneous 
gesture of gratitude to the Persians or 
was required by them as a permanent 
reminder as to the vassal status of the 
returnees to Zion.

However, when Ezra and Nechemia 
led a mass return of Jews to their 
homeland, many and probably 
most Jews, who had by now been 
living in Babylonia for two to three 
generations, decided they were happy 
in their new homes and declined to 

participate in the return.
The Mishna in Tractate Kiddushin 

(4:1), records that when Ezra returned 
from Babylonia, he was accompanied 
by ten grades of people in terms of 
lineage, ranging from Kohanim and 
Levites at the highest level to children 
of uncertain paternity and foundlings 
at the lowest level. The Talmud 
(Kiddushin 69b) cites a dispute, with 
the sage Abaye saying that the people 
ascended to Israel spontaneously and 
Rava suggesting that Ezra compelled 
them to emigrate.

The Talmud then cites a statement 
of Rabbi Elazar that, once Ezra left 
with his cohort for the Land of Israel, 
all those left behind in Babylonia had 
no concerns about their Jewish status. 

According to Rashi (1040-1105), 
Ezra was concerned that with the 
Torah sages of Babylonia returning to 
their homeland in the Land of Israel, 
there would be no Halachic decisors 
left who would be competent to rule 
on which Jewish men and women 
could marry each other.  He therefore 
arranged matters to avoid such 
questions arising. 

Our next article will discuss the 
large Jewish population left behind in 
Babylonia.

In memory of Moshe ben Avraham Zarach z”l

Moshe and Aharon how to purify someone who had come 
into contact with a human corpse. This involved slaughtering 
an unblemished red heifer (Parah Adumah) and mixing its 
ashes with water.

Haftarah
The prophet Yechezkel (Ezekiel) admonishes the nation for 
worshipping idols and desecrating God's Name. However, 
God will purify us, giving us a ‘new heart’ and returning us 
to the Land.

Once Ezra left with 
his cohort for the 
Land of Israel, all 
those left behind 
in Babylonia had 
no concerns about 
their Jewish 
status.

Foreign Places in the Mishna  

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

Part Seventeen: 
Babylonia I



In memory of Frida Mirel bat Chaim Simcha z”l

In this chapter, we are 
introduced to Naval, 
a very wealthy man 
described as “difficult 
and an evil doer” (1 

Shmuel 25:3). The text provides 
insight into his character by 
beginning this story with reference 
to the death of the prophet Shmuel 
(Samuel) and the nation gathering to 
eulogise him in Ramah. Naval then 
goes on to have a sheep-shearing 
party – indicating a lack of respect 
and sensitivity to the state of 
national mourning. 

In contrast, Naval’s wife, Avigail, 
is described as “intelligent and 
beautiful” (ibid.). Other biblical 
characters are described as 
beautiful, but the phrase “tovat 
sechel” (good wisdom) is unique 
to Avigail. As the story unfolds, 
we will see how Avigail uses her 
positive traits to save the day. 

Avigail’s wisdom allows her to 
identify her husband’s flaws. She 
states that, “he is just what his 
name implies: his name means 
‘boor’ and he is a boor” (ibid. v.25). 
‘Naval’ has a range of meanings 
– all negative. For example, an 
animal that died without shechita 
is called a neveila and is not kosher 
(Vayikra 22:8). The word is also 
used to describe the outrage carried 
out when Dina was abducted by 

1 Radak (v.13) comments that even though David had been anointed privately, it was nevertheless well known amongst the Jewish people that he had been 
anointed king.

Shechem (Bereishit 34:7).
David’s men had provided 

protection to Naval’s shepherds so, 
when Naval makes his feast, David 
sends men to ask him for food. It 
was customary in ancient times 
that if a group helped to safeguard 
property, as David’s men had done, 
then the profit was shared. If it was 
not shared, it was tantamount to 
theft. Naval refuses the request 
in the harshest terms, effectively 
stealing from David. 

Moreover, Naval rudely insults 
David. Naval begins his reply: 
“Who is David and who is the son 
of Jesse?” (1 Shmuel 25:10). Given 
recent events, it was impossible 
that Naval had not heard of David, 
especially when we consider what 

we read previously that "all Israel 
and Yehuda loved David; for he 
went out and came in before them" 
(ibid. 18:16). Rather, this response 
was deliberately worded to 
disparage David and show Naval’s 
disregard for him.

One could argue that Naval did 
not commit so grave a sin. However, 
insulting David, who has been 
anointed as a rightful king, can be 
interpreted as treason, a capital 
crime1. Due to Naval’s wealth and 
lineage, David is suspicious of 
his power to lead a rebellion and 
decides he needs to be punished. 
David leads his armed men towards 
Naval’s home, ready to execute 
capital punishment for this insult. 
This does not only mean death for 
Naval, but for his entire family and 
household.

At this point, one of Naval’s 
servants turns to Avigail for help. He 
explains to her what is happening 
and that all their lives are in danger. 
His account verifies the claim 
that David’s men did help protect 
Naval’s sheep day and night and are 
therefore entitled to provisions (ibid. 
25:15-17). The servant approaching 
Avigail shows that she is well 
respected; it is hoped she will be 
able to help. In the next article we 
will see how Avigail’s wisdom does 
indeed save the day.

Sefer Shmuel  (the Book of Samuel)

Chapter 25: Part 1 
Naval Insults David 
by Pnina Savery, US Jewish Living Educator and 
Participant in the Chief Rabbi’s Ma’ayan Programme

Naval rudely 
insults David. 
Naval begins 
his reply: 
“Who is David 
and who is the 
son of Jesse?”
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