
Summary: After  the death of Avimelech, the
Jewish people experienced 44 years of calm,
until a new cycle of idol worship triggered a
war with the Ammonites. Although he was
unpopular, the people chose the Gileadite
warrior Yiftach (Jephthah) to successfully
lead them against their enemy. Following
their victory, civil war tragically broke out
with the Tribe of Ephraim.

A Deeper Look: Prior to
battle, Yiftach made a vow
that should G-d facilitate
victory over the Ammonites,
Yiftach would on his return
home take whatever emerged
from his house and sanctify 
it to G-d as an elevation
offering. There was a pre-
cedent for taking a vow in
times of need or danger with
the intent of eliciting G-d’s
help, just as Ya’akov did on
his way to Lavan’s house
(Bereishit 28:20-22). Nevertheless, Yiftach
acted inappropriately by vowing to make an
offering out of ‘whatever emerged from his
house’ (Talmud Ta’anit 4a). The impropriety of
his vow was realised when on returning
home, his daughter rushed out, dancing in
celebration (Shofetim 11:34). 

Yiftach was a righteous and mighty man, but

it is clear that he did not know the legal
position of what had happened and tragically
assumed that his vow stood. Most com-
mentators understand that since human
sacrifice is forbidden, his daughter was not
offered up. Instead she remained celibate,
secluding herself away for the rest of her life.
Disturbingly, others explain that Yiftach
thought that the vow of a king is binding

even if it results in the death 
of a human (see Ramban/
Nachmanides to Vayikra 27:29).

The Midrash relates that the
legal position could have been
clarified had Yiftach spoken to
the sage and prophet Pinchas,
for even if the vow had been
effective it could have been
annulled. Yet tragically, Yiftach
felt that as judge and ruler it
was beneath him to travel to
see Pinchas to resolve matters.
Similarly, Pinchas did not want

to denigrate his position as a prophet and
high priest and refused to visit Yiftach. The
two never met and were both punished for
their obstinacy. Another Midrash cites
Yiftach as a paradigm of what can happen
when an unlearned person wants to do the
right thing but fails to seek Jewish legal
advice from a Torah scholar. 
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The Book of Judges (Shofetim) Chapters 10-12
by Rabbi Dr Moshe Freedman, Northwood United Synagogue

Journeys with
the Prophets:

Part 16



Having witnessed the miraculous division
of the Sea of Reeds and experienced their
own salvation, the Jewish people broke out
into a song of praise to G-d. The Torah
testifies: “And the people believed in G-d
and in Moshe his servant” (Shemot 14:31).
This seems to imply that until that point
they did not have this faith. However, that
implication would run counter to an earlier
verse, in Parashat Shemot, which tells us
that even before the redemption from
Egypt, when Moshe performed miraculous
signs before the Israelites, ‘the people
believed’ (ibid 4:31). What new dimension
was added to their faith
following the splitting of the
Sea of Reeds?

There is an important distinc-
tion between ‘intellectual
faith’ and a stronger form of
faith, which ‘encompasses
one’s entire being’. This distinction can be
best understood by the following
examples:

One can believe in G-d because it is logical
to do so. When Rabbi Akiva was asked by 
a Roman princess to provide her with 
proof of G-d’s existence, he asked her
rhetorically, ‘Who wove your garment?’
Rabbi Akiva went on to explain that just as
a garment must have had a manufacturer
and could not have come into being of its
own accord, so must the world. However,
such a belief, based on cold intellect, will
not necessarily spur one into righteous
actions for the sake of Heaven.

Charles Blondin, a famous tightrope walker

who lived in the nineteenth
century, once announced
that he was prepared to
cross Niagara Falls high up
on a tightrope. One fatal
slip would have cost him his
life. Before beginning his perilous
crossing, he shouted to the huge crowd,
‘Do you believe that I, Blondin, 
can walk over this tightrope?’ The audience
responded amidst great cheering, ‘Yes, 
we believe!’ After accomplishing this
magnificent feat, he announced, ‘Do you
believe that I, Blondin, can cross Niagara

Falls blindfolded and wheeling
a barrow?’ ‘Yes’ they shouted
‘…we believe’. ‘Alright then,’
said Blondin, ‘who would like
to volunteer to sit in the
wheelbarrow?’ There was an
eerie silence.

It is one thing to believe
intellectually, but quite another to put that
belief into practice by risking one’s life in
the process. That was the type of belief
demonstrated by Nachshon ben Aminadav
and the tribe of Yehudah when they leapt
into the waters of the Sea of Reeds as the
Egyptians approached. It was only then
that the waters parted.

Only after the Israelites’ final salvation,
when the Egyptians were drowned and
they were saved, did they all reach that
extra dimension, the pinnacle of faith
which encompassed their very being, and
which motivated them to break out in
tumultuous song of affirmation: ‘This is my
G-d and I will exalt Him’ (15:2).

Encompassing One’s Being by Rabbi Emmanuel Levy
Palmers Green & Southgate United Synagogue



November 2013 marked the 75th anniversary
of the infamous Kristallnacht, ‘the night of the
broken glass’, which was an explicit precursor
of what was to befall the Jewish people during
the ensuing seven years.

At the time, I was Secretary General of the
Conference of European Rabbis. I was charged
with the task of organising a Rabbinic General
Assembly in Berlin to commemorate this
tragic date. The event started with a memorial
ceremony held at the recently rebuilt
Brunnenstrasse Synagogue, which was one of
the thousand synagogues set ablaze in 1938.
The ceremony was extremely
moving. There was not a dry
eye in the audience as Mr Eli
Fachler, who grew up in that
very synagogue, retold the
history of his family’s heart-
wrenching sadness as they
watched their beloved synagogue burning
from their window across the road. The
ceremony concluded with a piercing blast
coming from the same shofar that 
Mr Fachler’s uncle had used at the last 
Yom Kippur at their synagogue.

Mr Hans-Peter Friedrich, Germany’s Minister
of the Interior, then addressed the audience.
With words of contrition and respect for the
Jewish people, he emphasised modern
Germany’s commitment to acknowledging its
past and to safeguarding the well being of its
Jewish community.

His statement begs a question. How is it
possible that a mere 70 years after so much
Jewish blood was spilt can there be a Jewish
community of almost 200,000 on German 
soil, making it the seventh largest Diaspora
community?

One can arrive at an academic answer by
analysing the community’s recent formation
and demographics, the permanence in the
country of some of those who were taken to
the various DP (displaced persons) camps set
up in Germany by the Allies after the war, or
the recent influx of Jews from the former
Soviet Union. However, it remains difficult to
generalise about their psyche and personal
reasons for having chosen to settle or remain
on a land where Jews endured indescribable
suffering.

As we left the heavily guarded synagogue, we
were greeted by hundreds of non-Jewish

Germans who had gathered to thank us for
visiting and for organising such a

meaningful commemoration.
They handed us white roses as

a sign of remembrance
and reconciliation.

I felt I was not in a position to accept their
roses. Just as they are not responsible for the
actions of their grandparents and great-
grandparents, I do not have the right to
forgive on behalf of my grandparents and
great-grandparents. 

That evening stirred up in many of the
attendees a torrent of puzzling emotions.
Personally, it evoked memories of the many
German Jews I had met while growing up in
South America, some of whom had escaped
before the war and some of whom had
survived it – their faces, their names, their
stories, their descendants. As I politely refused
that white rose, I felt that they were all there
with me. In fact, for as long as we remember
and honour their memories, as we are doing
with “70 days for 70 years”, they will live on
and will be our greatest asset as we strive to
build our individual and collective future.

in Berlin, 75 years later
by Dayan Elimelech Vanzetta, Project Manager, 70 Days for 70 Years
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The next time you eat at a kosher buffet, as
you are about to smear a dollop of cream
cheese on your bagel and add the smoked
salmon, look around to see if others are doing
the same. You might just find that a minority
of people refrain from doing so since there are
some observant Jews who will not eat fish and
milk together. 

This may sound surprising. Such abstention
cannot be found in the Chumash, nor even
in the Shulchan Aruch (Code of
Jewish Law, written 1563). In
fact, the Shulchan Aruch rules
that the exact converse is
true – that one may cook milk
and fish together, for there is
no prohibition involved! So why do
some people abide by this seemingly
unnecessary stringency? We will look at the
dynamics behind this question today and over
the next couple of weeks.

To better understand where such a restriction
comes from, first one must understand the
laws of mixing fish and meat:

The Shulchan Aruch, based on the Talmud
(Pesachim 76b) writes that one must be
careful not to eat meat and fish together, for
this mixture may cause tzara’at (a form of skin
disease). It is generally accepted that this
prohibition also includes eating chicken,
turkey and all other fowl with fish.

This is also explains why between a meat and

fish course (for example on Shabbat), we rinse
our mouths after the fish (or drink a l’chaim to
the same effect) and eat something which is
neither fish nor meat. These actions, known as
kinuach v’hadacha, wiping and cleansing the
palate, were touched upon in previous articles.
Sefardic custom is to also wash hands in
between. These practices are intended to
maintain a separation between meat and fish,
and to make sure that at the time of eating

one of them, there should not remain
even a trace or residue of the
other. In fact, the Talmud states
that actions that involve a
health risk are sometimes
considered more stringent than

regular prohibitions. 

Another example of this involves the law of
bittul (nullification). In a normal scenario,
where one encounters something non-kosher
which might have accidentally fallen into 
a kosher mixture, if there is 60 times more
kosher food than non-kosher food, the 
non-kosher product is nullified and one is
permitted to eat the mixture. However, in 
a case of a food posing a health risk, 
many authorities rule that there is no
nullification and the food is forbidden, as the
halacha is extremely cautious when there is a
risk to health.

To be continued…

The Smoked Salmon and Cream Cheese
Dilemma: Part 1
by Rabbi Yehuda Spitz, KLBD
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