
Chumash: “And it shall be when your sons
say to you, “What is this service to you?”
(Shemot 12:26)

Talmud: “Rabbi Chiya taught: ‘The Torah
spoke about four sons. What does the evil one
say? ‘What is this service to you?’ What is this
bothersome practice
that you do each and
every year [the seder
night]?...” (Jerusalem
Talmud Pesachim 9:4)

Rabbi Chiya lived
towards the end of the
Mishnaic period, in
Tiberias, northern Israel.
He was the joint
compiler of the Tosefta – a collection of legal
teachings that were not included in the
canonisation of the Mishnah (c. 180 CE), 
a major source of Jewish law. The Tosefta are
often compared and contrasted with Mishnah
sources and used to cross-analyse them.
Despite giving many homiletical and aggadic
discourses, Rabbi Chiya did not want them to
be recorded. Instead he preferred to be known
for his halachic decisions and analyses.

Rabbi Chiya once said: “I am working so that
Torah is not forgotten in Israel. I plant flax,
then weave the flax into snares and trap deer.
I feed the flesh (of the deer) to orphans and

turn the skins into parchment. Then I go to a
town where there are no teachers of Torah
and I teach five children the Five Books of the
Torah and I teach six children the six orders of
the Mishnah, and I tell them to teach each
other.”

Let us examine this recipe. R’ Chiya needed a
formula for bringing
Torah education to the
populace. He created a
new supply chain to
Torah, planting the flax
and trapping the deer
himself. He made sure
that the process itself
benefited the poor and
needy. Crucially, once he

had prepared his texts, he did not sit in his
‘ivory tower’, waiting for the masses to eat
from his outstretched hands. Instead he went
to where the people were. His lessons left the
student with the responsibility for passing
that information on. They would need the
confidence and knowledge to take on the
mantle of teacher too. He had already placed
them as another link in the chain.

A sensitivity to passing our Torah and
traditions on to the next generation is found
in the text above, in a sad scenario in which
the next link is disaffected. Time to grow
some more flax...
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Rabbi Chiya
by Rabbi Samuel Landau, Kingston, Surbiton & District United Synagogue
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Every Pesach, at the seder, we celebrate the
redemption from Egypt by recounting the story
of the Exodus. We are instructed to consume
two foods at the Seder – matzah and maror
(bitter herbs). However, whilst the obligation
to eat matzah is Biblically ordained, the
obligation to eat maror nowadays has the
status of a Rabbinic commandment.

The origin of this difference stems 
from verses in this week’s sidrah.
Whereas the obligation to eat
matzah is mentioned independently
in numerous places (such as Shemot
12:15), the obligation to eat bitter
herbs is only mentioned once. When
describing the eating of the Pascal
offering, the Torah states: “It should be
eaten together with matzah and bitter
herbs” (ibid 12:8). The bitter herbs are
only Biblically obligated when eaten in
the context of the Pascal offering. 

Since the destruction of the Temple, we no
longer have this Pascal offering. It would
therefore follow that, according to Torah law,
we no longer need to eat bitter herbs.
Nevertheless, the Talmudic Rabbis, using the
mandate given to them by the Torah to enact
legislation, ruled that it was still important to
remember the bitterness of the slavery by
eating maror as part of our re-enactment of
the Pesach story. Yet, on a deeper level, why
did the Torah itself only prescribe the eating of
bitter herbs in the context of the Pascal
offering and not as an independent obligation?

G-d loves us and is infinitely good. Everything
that happens in this world is ultimately for the
good, even though it is hard to perceive this
sometimes. We recognise that we are human

and we do feel pain, suffer-
ing and anguish.

The Maharal of Prague
(Rabbi Yehuda Loew 
d. 1609) writes that
everything about the
Pascal offering denotes oneness
and unity. It must be roasted whole and no
bones can be broken. It is eaten in groups and

no portion of it can go elsewhere.
Even the process of roasting itself is
one which binds the meat together

firmly, unlike cooking, which
softens the meat and breaks it

apart. This is to symbolise G-d’s
Unity, which was demonstrated at

the time of the Exodus; that He is
omnipotent in every respect.

Matzah symbolises both slavery and
freedom. It is the bread of affliction, but it

also reflects the haste with which the
Jewish people left Egypt. Thus the bitterness 
of the slavery is tempered with the resulting
freedom, putting it into context. 

However, bitter herbs were to be eaten
together with the Pascal offering to remind
ourselves that the bitterness of the slavery was
really for our ultimate good. Pain and suffering
are never pointless or random. Biblical law
considers that without a Temple and a 
Pascal offering, we do not have the ability 
to see this with total clarity. 

Nevertheless, the Rabbis saw fit for us to eat
the bitter herbs even today, as we do
experience pain and suffering, albeit without
the ability to always be able to place
difficulties into a broader context.

Towards the Ultimate Good by Rabbi Meir Shindler

Living & Learning Rabbi, Chigwell and Hainault United Synagogue



In 2002, Preston, Lancashire became the 50th
city in England.  Almost 200 years earlier, a few
Jews came to work in the town, which at that
time was dirty and unsanitary by modern
standards.  It would take almost 100 years for
improvements. By 1835, there were 40 cotton
mills. In 1892, with the opening of the Albert
Edward Dock, considerable coastal trade came to
the area.

Preston Hebrew Congregation formed in 1894,
with a Jewish section of the New Hall Lane
Cemetery coming in 1910. The recent Polish
immigrants started to find their
feet, and prayers took place in a
series of small halls until the
opening of Avenham Place in
1932, when there were 20
Jewish families in Preston. Not
to be confused with the earlier
Avenham Street, this was a
‘beautiful converted villa with 
a pretty Italian type garden, on
a sloping terrace containing 
an ornamental sun dial and
pedestals’. This lasted the
congregation until its closure in
1982, when the property was
sold to the Hindu community for £35,000.

The first minister/teacher/shochet/factotum was
Rev Abraham Reiss, later of Bradford and Leeds.
He was a trail blazer for future clergy, who were
shared by other small communities, such as
Barrow-in-Furness, Blackburn, Bolton and
Wigan. They did not have cars and there were 
no motorways in those days, so work hours 
were long. Rev Raphael Levy (1938-46) became
the most illustrious Preston spiritual leader 
and led the growing congregation through World
War II to its peak population of 300. Refugees
who fled from Europe were not allowed to live on
the coast, so Lancashire inland towns such as
Preston suited them.  

Linda Martin was born into the community in
1946, when it was thriving. She attended cheder
and queued for kiddush wine on Friday nights in
shul. Linda relates that one of the Rabbi’s duties
was to slaughter chickens, which would usually
be wheeled down in a pram, feet tied together.
Her sister often did the wheeling, but was in
dread of anyone looking in the pram. On one
occasion, the family decided to feast on goose, 
so Linda went all alone to find the Rabbi. He was
annoyed that no adult had come to hold the
bird’s legs whilst he recited the blesssing. 
He took the goose out of sight but she heard 

some choice words – the goose,
somewhat free to manoeuvre,
had bitten the unfortunate
Rabbi!

Preston became home to many
Jewish doctors, who were
welcome in a town with a
Christian divide. The predomi-
nantly Catholic population
preferred to have a Jewish doctor
rather than a Protestant one.
Preston enjoyed a Jewish Lord
Mayor, Rita Lytton (1970-71).
Two Jewish Councillors and a 

JP also served Preston.

“The community in Preston was like a village; all
the members knew one another and remembered
their meeting decades later. They met around the
town for a variety of fundraising events for
Zionism and other charitable causes... Youngsters
attended cheder together. A minyan would
always be provided for someone who died.
Individual members would visit the sick… They
were integrated not assimilated… they retained
their Jewish character but fitted into the wider
community… Such communities should not
lightly be dispersed or forgotten.” (John Cowell,
Furriers, Glaziers, Doctors and others: A history 
of the Preston Jewish Community )

Preston, Lancs.

Preston
by Rabbi David Katanka, St. Annes Hebrew Congregation
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On 1 January 1798, the Russian government
appointed an official censor to oversee
all Hebrew books printed in Russia or
imported from other countries.  

In the 1970s, the clash between Soviet
censors and Jewish citizens was played out 
in a confrontation between government
tyranny and free-spirited courage. One 
leader of the Jewish cause was Yosef
Mendelevitch, a refusenik
who was imprisoned after 
an abortive attempt to
commandeer an aeroplane
with co-conspirators and fly
out of Leningrad in 1970.

As he was being transferred
from one Soviet prison to
another, his quick-thinking
helped him to get hold 
of a Chumash (Pentateuch)
which had been taken from
him when he was first
imprisoned, even though it
was supposed to be handed over to the
authorities in the prison to which he was
being transferred. It so happened that
Mendelovitch also had a collection of
speeches by the then Soviet Premier Brezhnev
which had been translated into Yiddish,
which had been passed by the censor.
Mendelovitch carefully removed the covers
from both books, which were exactly the

same size, and used chewed bread to stick 
the Chumash into the censor-approved cover.
His Chumash passed cursory inspection at his
new prison and provided him with inspiration
and solace during his incarceration.

The Jews of centuries ago and even some in
our own lifetime, must have craved the
freedom most of us experience now. There 
are neither censors nor guards in our shuls.

We do not need to show 
the bravery of Mendelovitch
to have access to Jewish
texts. This presents us 
with tremendous learning
opportunities – we can get to
our own books. 

In addition, recent decades
have witnessed great progress
in the ease of accessing Torah
material. English translations,
often written in an ‘up-to
date modern style’, have
become available for many
classic Hebrew texts. The

internet has also made it possible to listen to
and see valuable educational information. 

Let us strive to remember how historically
fortunate we are and to make the most of the
opportunities presented to us. In this context,
it is also worth remembering that holy books
should be treated with the care and respect
that their precious content deserves.
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