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In loving memory of Mordechai Avraham ben Nechemia z”l

“May God bless you and safeguard you. May God illuminate 
His countenance for you and be gracious to you. May God 

lift His countenance to you and grant you peace”  
(Bemidbar 6:24-26)
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1st Aliya (Kohen) –  Bemidbar 4:21-37
Last week’s sidra concluded with the detailing of the particular role of the 
descendants of Kehat, one of Levi’s three sons, in taking down, transporting and
re-assembling parts of the Mishkan (Tabernacle). The Torah now details the same 
for the descendants of Levi’s other two sons, Gershon and Merari. A census is taken 
of each of these three families, counting men aged 30 to 50. The family of Kehat 
numbers 2,750. 

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 4:38-49
The family of Gershon numbers 2,630. The family of Merari numbers 3,200.

3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 5:1-10
The narrative switches back to the day that the Mishkan (Tabernacle) began to 
function (Rosh Chodesh Nissan), as first discussed in parashat Shemini (Rashi). God 
tells Moshe to instruct the people to maintain the spiritual purity of the main camp, 
in which the Mishkan was situated, by sending away anyone who is ritually impure. 
The nation complies. A person who steals and then takes an oath denying the crime, 
before eventually admitting to the theft, must bring an offering and add a fifth to the 
amount stolen when paying back the victim.

Sidra Summary

Eternal 
Investments

In this week's parasha 
we learn about tithing. 
“Every portion from the 
sacred donations that 
the Children of Israel 

bring to the Kohen shall be his” 
(Bemidbar 5:9). Why does the verse 
say that the donation “shall be his”? 
It is obvious that when one gives 
the portion to the Kohen it transfers 
ownership. What is the Torah 
teaching us?

Rabbi Moshe Mordechai Epstein 
(1866-1933), Rosh Yeshiva of the 
Slobodka yeshiva in Lithuania, visited 
America in 1924 in order to raise 
much-needed funds for his yeshiva. 
During his visit, he received an urgent 

telegram informing him that the 
Lithuanian authorities were going 
to conscript the Slobodka students 
into the ruthless and apostatising 
army. Rabbi Nosson Zvi Finkel, the 
founder and dean of the yeshiva, 
with an eye towards Eretz Yisrael, 
made the decision to open a branch 
of Slobodka yeshiva in Hebron and to 
transfer 150 students there to save 
them from the conscription. However, 
this monumental undertaking would 
require a sum of $25,000 to transport, 
house and establish the yeshiva.

Rabbi Epstein approached a friend, 
Mr Schiff, who immediately decided 
to contribute the massive sum in its 
entirety.

Sidra breakdown

2nd Sidra in:
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Years later, Mr Schiff’s fortunes 
changed. With the crash of the stock 
market and plummeting property 
prices, he lost all of his money. At 
the same time, the health of Rabbi 
Epstein was failing and he no longer 
had the strength to travel. His son-in-
law, Rabbi Yechezkel Sarna, made the 
trip to America in his place to raise 
funds for the Slobodka yeshiva. He did 
not know of Mr Schiff’s situation until 
Mr Schiff himself got up to speak at a 
fundraising meeting on behalf of the 
yeshiva.

“My dear friends, I do not wish my 
business misfortunes on anyone. I 
invested millions of dollars in all sorts 
of businesses and they all failed. I 
have absolutely nothing to show for 
them. But there is one investment I 
made that continues to bear fruit. I 
gave $25,000 to establish a yeshiva 

in Hebron, and that investment is the 
best one I ever made. One must know 
where to invest.”

When Rabbi Sarna heard that 
Mr Schiff was bankrupt, he sent 
a message to Rabbi Epstein, who 
quickly responded to arrange to give 
him a $5,000 loan to get him back on 
his feet and doing business again. 
Through some generous benefactors, 
Rabbi Sarna raised the money 
and went directly to the basement 
apartment where Mr Schiff now 
resided, explaining that Rabbi Epstein 
insisted that this money be taken as 
a loan.

Mr Schiff jumped up in 
horror and exclaimed “The 
only money I have left is 
the $25,000 that I gave 
the yeshiva. Do you 
want to take that 

from me as well?”
The Torah teaches us the power 

of the eternal gift. “That which a 
man gives to the Kohen shall be his” 
(ibid. v.10). We invest much in this 
world. We work, we buy, we build, we 
spend. But what do we really have? 
Investments crash and buildings 
crumble. We have what we give - 
Tzedakah.

The Torah does not say that which 
a person gives to the Kohen will 
belong to the Kohen, it says it shall 
be his! What we invest for eternity, 
will be eternally invested. 
It will always remain 
ours.

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 5:11-7:1
A married woman who secludes herself in a suspicious 
fashion with another man, and is warned by her husband not 
to seclude herself again but ignores the warning, is known 
as a Sotah. She brings a barley offering to the Temple, where 
a Kohen gives her water to drink. This miraculously proves 
her innocence or guilt. If she is guilty, the waters cause her 
(and the adulterer) to die. If she is innocent, the water will 
cause her to become more fertile than before (Rashi).

Point to Consider: Why does the Sotah’s offering not have 
oil poured on it or frankincense put over it? (see Rashi to 
5:15)

A person can decide to take a vow to become a Nazir and 
abstain from wine and other produce of the vine. A Nazir is 
also prohibited from having a haircut and from coming into 
contact with a dead person, including a close relative. The 
Torah details the procedure if a Nazir mistakenly comes into 
contact with a dead person in the middle of the Nazarite 

term. At the end of the Nazarite term (whose length can 
vary), the Nazir shaves his hair, brings unleavened bread 
offerings and three animal offerings. Aharon and his sons are 
commanded to bless the nation with the priestly blessing 
(birkat kohanim).

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 7:1-41
On Rosh Chodesh Nissan, the leaders of all of the tribes 
bring gifts of six wagons and twelve oxen to help the 
Levi’im transport the Mishkan. These leaders also take 
turns to bring voluntary offerings, which are sacrificed on 
the first 12 days of the Mishkan’s functioning. The leader 
of the tribe of Yehuda gives a silver bowl and a silver basin 
filled with fine flour and oil for a meal offering; a gold ladle 
filled with incense; a bull, a ram and a sheep as elevation 
offerings (olah); a goat as a sin offering (chatat) and two 
cattle, five rams, five goats and five sheep as peace offerings 
(shelamim). The Torah lists the identical offerings of the 
other 11 leaders, starting with Yisachar, Zevulun, Reuven 
and Shimon.

In loving memory of Tzemach ben Yisrael z”l

We invest much in this world. We 
work, we buy, we build, we spend. But 
what do we really have?



What’s Cooking? Part 1  
 Cooking and Blessings

We may be used to 
seeing cooking as 
the nuts and bolts of 
day-to-day living rather 

than a spiritual act in its own right. 
However, there is a potential for 
spirituality in cooking which springs 
from the phenomenon of berachot, 
the brief blessings we say before we 
eat different foods.

A beracha reminds us that food 
is a gift from God. In Temple times 
there were hardly any berachot, 
as that generation was more 
sensitive to divine generosity than 
we are. Back then, anyone who 
closed their fingers around a fruit, 
felt the hard fragile curve of an 
eggshell or crunched through a fresh 
vegetable would be keenly aware 
that God spoke to them through that 
experience, declaring to them His 
kindness and love.

Since that time, we have become 
less aware of God’s hand in our lives. 
So our rabbis instituted berachot 
to connect our food back to God 
and to frame our consumption and 
enjoyment of food as gifts from Him.

In fact, the word Baruch (Blessed) 
which begins so many of our 

blessings is linked to the word 
bereicha meaning ‘source’. When we 
say Baruch, we remember that God is 
the ultimate source of our food, and 
we give thanks for this.

There are details in the proper 
practice of saying berachot which 
strengthen their claim on our 
attention and focus our minds on the 
gratitude we should feel. We have 
to hold the food in our right hand 
as we say the beracha, so that we 
focus our attention on it. A beracha 
should not be rushed, and we should 
concentrate on the meaning of the 
words as we say them. And there are 
different berachot for different foods, 
because our thanks should include a 
precise narrative of what exactly we 
are grateful for.  

When we are aware of the 
beracha mindset which accompanies 
our eating, cooking can help us 
enter into the mood of beracha, 
as we cannot but get up close and 
personal with all the ingredients 
as we create a dish. The smooth 
swish and gentle cloud of flour 
hitting a bowl, the beautiful compact 
structure of an onion or a banana, the 
massive range of colours, textures 

and flavours in our food and drink, 
the play of the light on curves and 
layers, the subtleties of fragrances, 
the clever way in which things grow 
and propagate – all are details of 
the divine bounty offered freely to 
us. Every feature is God speaking 
to us, showing us the wisdom and 
care with which He sustains us and 
delights our senses.  

Furthermore, cookery reveals the 
different forms that ingredients can 
assume. Shapes, colours, tastes, 
textures and smells combine and 
change as the ingredients soak in 
a bowl of water, sizzle in a pan or 
roast in a casserole dish. We get to 
appreciate the enchanting qualities 
of our world in a special way through 
initiating and observing these 
processes.  

And finally, after having worked 
and played with God’s gifts, we say 
the beracha, giving thanks for the 
principal ingredient in the recipe we 
have followed. The act of cooking 
can serve as a preparation for this 
moment, informing our appreciation 
of our food and helping us to say the 
beracha in a more meaningful and 
heartfelt way.

by Rabbi David Lister, Edgware United Synagogue

In memory of Moshe ben Avraham Zarach z”l

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 7:42-71
The offerings of the leaders of Gad, Ephraim, Menashe, 
Binyamin and Dan are listed.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 7:72-89
The offerings of the leaders of Asher and Naftali are detailed. 
The total value of all the items offered is given at the end of 
the sidra.

Haftarah
An angel of God appears to the wife of Manoach and tells 
her that she will bear a son who will be a Nazir and will help 
save Israel from the Pelishtim (Philistines). She names him 
Shimshon (Samson).



In a passage discussing 
ethical warfare, the 
Torah forbids a besieging 
army from needlessly 

destroying fruit-bearing trees 
(Devarim 20:19).  Although the original 
verse is limited in scope, classical 
commentaries treat it as the source 
for ‘bal tashchit’, the ban against any 
wanton damage or wastage1.

The Torah’s justification for this 
rule is the enigmatic phrase: “for a 
human being is a tree of the field” 
(ibid.). Sifrey (c. 200 CE) explains 
that the produce of the soil (the tree) 
is necessary for human existence 
(Devarim, Piska 203). Rabbi Yaakov Zvi 
Mecklenberg (1785-1865) develops 
this theme.  The Torah forbids us to 
use anything for the opposite of its 
intended purpose.  Since fruit trees 
sustain human life, we should not 
utilise their timbers to destroy the 
besieged city2. Rabbi Shimshon Rafael 
Hirsch (1808-1888) adds that since 
fruit trees are essential resources, 
they are part of what the army is 
trying to obtain through the siege 
itself.  Since we do not besiege a city 
to destroy it, it follows that we do not 
destroy its trees, as they are part of 
the city3. 

These sources establish an 
important principle.  We must 
preserve natural resources that 
sustain and nurture human existence, 
even when we have an urgent 
and justifiable need for them.  It is 
self-deception to destroy the very 
resources we purport to protect.  It 
is fascinating that these concepts 

1 See Rambam, Sefer HaMitzvot Prohibitive Commandments 57; Yad, Laws of Kings 6:10 
2 Commentary of Rabbi Y.Z. Mecklenberg ad loc.
3 Commentary of Rabbi S.R. Hirsch ad loc.

originate in the interplay between 
human beings and trees, suggesting 
that the Torah recognises the special 
connection between trees and the 
viability of human life.

It is now understood that all 
trees – not just those that bear fruit – 
absorb carbon dioxide, the dominant 
greenhouse gas warming the earth.  
Conserving existing trees and mass 
tree-planting schemes are aligned 
with the Torah’s understanding of our 
responsibilities to the environment 
and maintaining its capacity to sustain 
human life.

That emphasis on sustainability 
informs a wonderful excerpt from 
the Talmud (Ta’anit 23a).  Choni 
HaMa’agal once saw a man planting 
a carob tree and was bemused to 
discover that it would not bear fruit for 
70 years, long after the man’s likely 
demise.  The man simply said, ‘Did 
I find a desolate world?  Just as my 
ancestors planted trees for me, so will 
I plant trees for my descendants’.

Plant a Tree for the Jubilee!
by Rabbi Dr Harvey Belovski, Golders Green Synagogue

In memory of Frida Mirel bat Chaim Simcha z”l

To mark the Queen’s Jubilee, 
the United Synagogue and the 
Office of the Chief Rabbi are 
collaborating with the Woodland 
Trust to plant groves of trees 
as our gift to Her Majesty. We 
are inviting the community to 
buy trees as part of The Queen’s 
Green Canopy project. Trees 
bought by our members will be 
planted together in allocated 
groves within a new Woodland 
Trust wood in Norfolk which can 
be visited and which will create 
a unique Jewish environmental 
legacy.

Trees can be bought online via 
www.theus.org.uk/trees and will 
be planted and maintained by 
the Woodland Trust. Trees cost 
£20 each and can be bought in 
any number as gifts, in someone 
else's name or as a memorial. 
Confirmation and a downloadable 
certificate will be provided for 
every purchase. 

The United Synagogue aims 
to plant some 37,000 trees over 
three years – one for every 
adult member of the United 
Synagogue. Information is 
available via trees@theus.org.uk. 

Conserving existing 
trees and mass tree-
planting schemes 
are aligned with the 
Torah’s understanding 
of our responsibilities 
to the environment 
and maintaining its 
capacity to sustain 
human life.



   Within a long parasha discussing 
many topics, I would like to focus on 
Birkat Kohanim – the priestly 
blessing.  
   There are two blessings which are 
Biblically mandated: the blessings on 
Torah study and Birkat Hamazon 
(Grace after meals), both of which 
are addressed to God directly. Birkat 
Kohanim is a rare case where a group 
of people bless others and are 
instructed to do so. Several Rishonim 
(early rabbinic commentators) such 
as the Sefer Chareidim and the 
Ra’avad write that this is a mitzvah
which is carried out not only by the 
Kohanim who give the blessing, but  
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also by those who receive it, in which 
case, their concentration is also 
central. This provides a new 
perspective on the process, it is not 
passively receiving something from 
the Kohanim, but an experience 
which must be felt tangibly. 
   The introduction to Birkat Kohanim 
comes after a discussion of the laws 
of the Nazir, a person who takes 
on a vow to avoid contamination 
from the dead and abstain from 
haircuts and consuming grapes and 
their products. For the vows to be 
valid, they need to be spoken out by 
the Nazir. 
   The common denominator between 
the concept of Nezirut, where 
a person’s words create a new, 
legally-binding reality upon the 
speaker, and Birkat Kohanim, is that 
a person’s speech creates and effects 
a new reality.  

   The power of speech is not only a 
gift, but part of our very essence. 
This is perhaps best encapsulated by 
the Targum Onkelos, who translates 
the famous words “And man became 
a living being” as “And man became 
a speaking being” (Bereishit 2:7). 
Later, we find that Avraham is told 
that he will have the power to bless 
others. Thus, speech became not only 
a trademark of humanity, but a 
method through which one could 
positively affect others. 
   The mitzvah of Birkat Kohanim is an 
example of the Torah’s broader 
message of harnessing our talents 
and gifts on behalf of the masses. 
We use the power of speech and 
blessings not only to connect to God, 
but also to help and come closer to 
those around us.  

The Power of Speech 

PARASHAT NASO 10-11 JUNE 12 SIVAN

Fun Facts

Naso is the longest parasha in the Torah with  

The longest tractate of the Talmud (Bava Batra) has

and the longest chapter of Tehillim (Psalms) has
176

verses. 

dapim (two-sided pages), 

verses.

Famous Nazirim include Shimshon (Samson) 

and Shmuel (Samuel), both of whom 

were nazirim from birth.

The end of the parasha (the longest chapter

in the Torah), is read one part per day over 

the eight days of Chanukah.






