
Chumash: “(And the Egyptians) embittered
their lives…with back-breaking labour”
(Shemot 1:14).

Talmud: “Rabbi Shmuel bar [the son of]
Nachmani said (in the name of Rabbi
Yochanan): ‘it was particularly difficult because
the Egyptians gave work normally done by 
men to women (e.g. hard manual labour) and
vice versa.’ (Sotah 11b)

Rabbi Shmuel bar
Nachmani was a Talmudic
sage who lived in Israel,
from 3rd-4th Century CE.
He was one of the leading
aggadists (student of
homiletics) of his time. He is
famous for a series of statements in
which he reviews the apparent sins of
many Biblical characters (e.g. Reuven, the
sons of Eli and King David). He states that any
person who thinks the text should be taken
literally in these instances is mistaken.
Instead, the sins were, in truth, of a much
more subtle nature. However, owing to the
greatness of these individuals, the Torah uses
terms of reference that imply that they
performed a negative act of a much higher
order of magnitude.

In the current climate of seeking transparency
from people in high positions, this may not 
sit well. Perhaps thoughts of cover-up and

whitewashing may ring through your mind.
However, let us re-frame his bold inter-
pretations, that depart from the simple 
reading of the text...

Rabbi Shmuel is actually being very harsh 
on our Biblical protagonists; their true acts
seem pithy when contrasted with the Torah’s
record. For example, Reuven in fact simply
moved the bed of his father into his mother’s
tent; yet the text reports that that ‘he slept’
with his step-mother (Bereishit 35:22; see 

Rashi’s commentary). What
justifies Rabbi Shmuel’s
presentation? 

He understood that the
Torah heavily weighs the
actions of a spiritually

refined individual. As such, when this person
deviates slightly from appropriate behaviour, 
it is defined as a highly unacceptable deed. 
It is for good reason that we hold the leaders of 
our society to a higher level of accountability
than most; their light is our guide.

These statements demonstrate Rabbi Shmuel ‘s
deep understanding of human nature  – the
significance that one act can have on 
a subjective plane as well as an objective one.
In the above quotation, he concentrates 
on a different aspect of human nature – the 
pain that being forced into an unnatural role
can cause.  
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Moshe’s first encounter with the Almighty 
is one that many of us are familiar with
(Shemot Ch. 3-4). Moshe is alone in the
desert. Noticing the extraordinary pheno-
menon of a bush burning, yet not 
being consumed by the fire, he turns aside 
to examine this remarkable occurrence. 
As Moshe draws closer, G-d commands him
to remove his shoes because it is admat
kodesh  (hallowed ground). 

Rabbi Yosef Salant (d. 1981) analyses the
significance of Moshe being asked to remove
his shoes. He quotes a statement from the
siddur of Rabbi Yeshaya Horowitz (known as
‘the Shlah’ d.1630) in connection to
the blessing of She’asa li kol tzorki
(thanking G-d for fulfilling our
needs) that we recite every
morning (see green siddur, p .18).
The Talmud (Berachot 60b) says
that this blessing refers to
putting on our shoes. 

What connects this blessing to
shoes? King David observed that
there is a hierarchical structure to
creation. There are four levels, starting with
inanimate objects. The next level up is plant
life. A higher level still is the animal kingdom.
The climax of creation is humans. Mankind
eats and benefits from everything in the
world. Therefore, when a person takes the 
skin of an animal and makes shoes to tread
on with his/her feet, it symbolises and
demonstrates human dominion over the rest
of creation. The blessing of She’asa li kol
tzorki recognises the fact we should act in a
fashion that highlights our elevation above
all other aspects of creation. 

By contrast, when Moshe was standing in the

presence of the Almighty, 
it was not a time for
recognising human dom-
inion over creation. Rather
it was a time to sub-
jugate himself in the
presence of G-d . It was for
this reason Moshe was told to
remove his shoes, signalling that he would 
be willing to completely subjugate himself.

Rabbi Salant sees in the wearing and removal
of Moshe’s shoes two contrasting facets of
mankind.  On the one hand, the initial
wearing of the shoes represents an awareness

that we are expected to transcend
our physical selves and constantly
be vigilant to ensure we do not
lower ourselves to act in an
animalistic fashion. On the

other hand, the removal of the
shoes shows that we must also be

mindful to remove any vestige of
pride in the service of G-d. 

Rabbi Eliayhu Eliezer Dessler 
(d. 1953) develops this approach further,
suggesting that the command to Moshe to
remove his shoes hints to the notion of
removing the covering which can hide our
character defects and faults from ourselves.
Only then will the ’place you are standing’ 
be ‘holy ground’ (Shemot 3:5). From there 
we can begin our spiritual ascent.

This idea challenges us to strike a balance
between recognising the greatness of
humankind that should be manifest in 
the way we act and at the same time 
having a sense of humility and modesty,
cognisant that we are standing in the
presence of the Almighty.

Striking a Balance by Rabbi Pinchas Hackenbroch

Woodside Park United Synagogue



As in many other parts of the country, the
foundation of the Penzance Jewish community
came about through pedlars wandering around
the nearby countryside throughout the week
selling their wares. To encourage them to stay
over Shabbat, landlords would have kosher
utensils under lock and key.  They were chalked
up in Hebrew by the last user with his name,
day of the month, year, and sidrah of the week.
A shochet would be employed to come in on
Friday to slaughter animals, buy fish and cook
for everyone who would come and enjoy the
pleasant atmosphere. On
Sunday, they all left again to
the countryside.

The Star Inn in Market Jew
Street now stands on the site
of the shul, built in 1807. Its
main donor had been Lemon
Hart, a spirit merchant who
became the major supplier of
rum to the Royal Navy and remained
responsible for the rent which paid for the
synagogue and the beautiful cemetery
overlooking St. Michael’s Mount Bay, dating
from 1740. He donated a Sefer Torah, a pointer
for the Sefer Torah reader, a megillah and a
shofar in return for the mention of his father
and grandfather at every yizkor service. He was
captain of a group of volunteers who helped
defend Cornwall against Napoleon. Sadly, Hart
lost his wife in a nasty accident when her
clothes caught fire in an attic.

Synagogue regulations were tough. Failure to
attend a service or even a late arrival incurred
a fine of 3 pence. It was expected of shul
members to attend every brit, wedding or
yarzheit. The penalty for absence was half a
guinea.

The longest serving minister/shochet/mohel

was Rev Barnett Asher Simmons (d. 1859)
whose relationship with the congregation was
often tense. This was not unusual in those
times, with the clergy better educated than
their flock, yet thought of as servants. They
were underpaid yet overworked by domineering
officers. The result was that few incumbents
stayed long. The synagogue’s board minutes
portray Rev Simmons as a difficult man of fiery
temper, but this could be the bias of the writer.
To make ends meet, he sold crockery and
clothes from his small shop and was also a

bookbinder. After retiring to
Merther Tydfil to live with one
of his 11 children, he was
called back to serve two more
years in Penzance.

Another stalwart minister 
was Rev Isaac Bischofswerder 
(d. 1885). The community had
started to shrink in his time

because of the Industrial Revolution and the
popular desire to go and find work in the cities.
Fortunately, he had lots of sons to keep the
minyan solid and delay the decline. However, 
by the time he retired, there was a need to 
hire a ‘minyan man’ from Plymouth for Yamim
Noraim. 

It was decided that if no minyan had arrived by
9.40 on Shabbat morning, they would continue
without one. Morris Bishop (Bischofswerder)
remained in Penzance. He used to sit in the 
shul in solitude during  the Yamim Noraim
(High Holydays) until 1913, when he left town.

The century-old shul was sold to the Plymouth
Brethren as a meeting place. Eventually the
downstairs became a public house, the 
former women’s gallery a children’s playroom. 
All that remains is a broken stone of the 
Ten Commandments, a relic museum piece.

Penzance
by Rabbi David Katanka, St. Anne’s Hebrew Congregation
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As the ‘people of the book’, the invention of
the printing press in the mid-15th century
was perhaps the most significant tech-
nological advance to date for the Jewish
people.  In the 21st century, it may be very
difficult for us to appreciate how challenging
it used to be to transmit ideas in writing to
many people. Yet before the age of printing,
each book that was written was in fact
something to be marvelled at.  Those select
works that were published in the early
days of printing were a source of true joy
and celebration.

On 19 December 1489 (16 Tevet
5250), one such landmark was
achieved. The first edition of the
Sefer Mitzvot Gadol (known by 
the acronym Semag), written over
200 years earlier, was published. The
Semag, written by Rabbi Moshe from Coucy,
France in the early 13th century is a
monumental halachic work on each of the
613 commandments.  Prior to the writing of
the Shulchan Aruch (Code of Jewish Law) in
1563, the Semag was used as a primary
source of Jewish law in most Ashkenazi
communities and  especially in Italy.

Rabbi Moshe was one of the Ba’alei Tosafot,
the great Torah leaders who lived mainly in
France and Germany, many of whom were
descendents of the great scholar Rashi
(d.1105).  Many of the Semag’s rulings follow
the approach of Rashi. However, he also 

drew heavily from the Rambam (Maimonides
d. 1204) who lived in Spain and Egypt.

As a talented speaker, Rabbi Moshe travelled
across France and Spain, addressing Jewish
communities and persuading his audiences to
bolster their religious commitment, especially
encouraging the mitzvah of tefillin and
condemning intermarriage.

For this reason, he was also chosen to be a
member of the group of Rabbis
who took part in the Disputation 
of Paris in 1240. The disputation
occurred after an apostate named
Nicholas Donin persuaded Pope

Gregory IX that the Talmud
should be burned because it
was blasphemous. Despite

the best efforts of Rabbi
Moshe and the other Rabbis

in the dispute, the court con-
demned the Talmud. In 1244, 24 wagon-loads
of the Talmud were burned in the streets of
the city.  Were such a thing to occur today, 
it would be a great tragedy. However, as 
noted earlier, the impact of this destruction
was all the more terrible in light of the labour
involved in copying texts at the time.

The commemoration of tragedies such as the
Talmud burning of 1244 and, conversely, of
joyous occasions such as the publication of 
the Semag in 1489 help to instil in us the
importance of texts in our religious life and
the centrality of the study of Torah.
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