
Summary: After Gidon’s son Avimelech was
appointed king of Shechem, he raised a band
of thugs to go to his mother’s house and
murder his own brothers – 70 in total – in
order to eliminate any rivalry to his power.
Only the youngest child, Yotam, escaped. 
As the people of Shechem went to anoint
Avimelech, Yotam ascended Mount Gerizim
and bellowed out curses against the people.
G-d intervened to sour relations between
Avimelech and the people of
Shechem, which sparked a
rebellion led by Ga’al ben 
Eved. Avimelech crushed the
rebellion, resulting in the
annihilation of Shechem, but
was killed in the process, thus
fulfilling Yotam’s curse.

A Deeper Look: Yotam’s curse
was a parable rich in meaning
and symbolism. Rabbi Shmuel
Laniado (16th century) explains that Yotam
chose Mount Gerizim because this was the
mountain designated by G-d to relate the
blessings (Devarim 27:12 and Yehoshua/
Joshua 8). Yotam’s first message was that
corrupt leaders will transform G-d’s blessings
into curses. 

Yotam’s parable involved trees. This
symbolised the Jewish people wanting to
appoint a king over them. They approached

the olive tree, the fig tree and the grape-
vine, all of whom declined. Finally they
approached the thorn bush, who asked if the
people were honest in their offer. If not, fire
would come from the thorns and consume
the cedars of Lebanon.

The Midrash explains that the first three
trees represented the three worthy judges
who declined national leadership positions.

The olive tree represented
Otniel ben Kenaz (Shofetim
1:13 and 3:9) who was a Torah
scholar. Just as olive oil is used
to provide light, so too the
Torah (called Oraita in
Aramaic, meaning light) gives
out its own spiritual light. 
The fig tree represented
Devorah (ibid 4:4) whose Torah
and prophecy were like a
sweet fruit. The grapevine

represented Gidon, who was a descendant 
of Yosef. Yosef is described as ‘a charming
son’ (Bereishit 49:22). Targum Onkelos (ibid.)
likens Yosef to a vine which spreads out,
alluding to his offspring. 

The thorn bush symbolised Avimelech. Thorn
bushes offer no benefit and may harm those
who come too close. Similarly, Yotam warned
the people of Shechem about their leader,
but it was too late.
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The Book of Judges (Shofetim) Chapter 9
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This sidrah sees the denouement of our
ancestors’ experience in Egypt – the final
three plagues and the exodus itself.  As the
Egyptians’ suffering deepens, culminating in
the death of their firstborn, we may wonder
about the actual purpose of the plagues.

Rashi (d. 1105), based on a Midrash, writes
that G-d hardened Pharaoh’s heart in order to
increase the number and intensity of the
plagues.  This is because ‘G-d knows that
idolaters do not have the spiritual capability
to fully repent… G-d’s modus operandi is to
bring punishment upon idolaters so that
Israel will listen and revere’ (Rashi to Shemot
7:3).  Rashi explains the Egyptians’ suffering
by casting it as a means to develop
the G-d-consciousness of the
Israelites. The Ramban (d. c1270)
offers a similar explanation, also
based on a Midrashic source.
However, he acknowledges that 
the plagues contributed to the
Egyptians’ appreciation of G-d’s
power (Ramban to Shemot 10:1).  

The Seforno (d. 1550) champions a quite
different approach.  He recognises that a
function of the plagues was ultimately to
‘save Israel from [Egyptian] hands’, but he
also makes an interesting distinction between
the first nine plagues and the death of the
firstborn:

‘The death of the firstborn, alone of the
plagues, was to punish Pharaoh.  The other
plagues were a sign and wonder to encourage
[the Egyptians] to repent, for [G-d] does not
desire the death of the culpable; He never
closes the ways of true repentance to them…
Yet the death of the firstborn and the
drowning of Pharaoh and his troops in the sea
were divine justice, measure for measure’.

(Seforno to Shemot 4:23)

The Seforno even asserts that
G-d ‘hardened’ Pharaoh’s heart
to maximise the possibility
that the Egyptians would
repent and free the Israelites as a
gesture of goodwill rather than to avoid
further suffering.

It would be hard to imagine two more
different approaches.  Rashi and the Ramban
write off the the Egyptians as idolaters
beyond hope, whose suffering is entirely
instrumental – a vehicle for Israelite spiritual
development.  In contrast, the Seforno offers

a more positive understanding of
the Egyptians’ spiritual capabil-
ities.  The plagues were intended
to encourage the Egyptians to
repent.  Only after all options were
exhausted was it necessary to
punish them with the death of the
firstborn for their intransigence.

Elsewhere, the Seforno explains
that although Jews have special religious
responsibilities, every human being is
precious, created in the image of G-d
(Seforno to Shemot 19:5; Pirkei Avot 3:14).
This view underpins his approach to the
plagues.

It is worth noting that Rashi and Ramban
existed among hostile gentiles. Rashi 
lived through the first Crusade and the
Ramban was forced to leave Barcelona
following his infamous disputation with 
a Jewish apostate to Christianity. In 
contrast, Seforno lived during the Italian
Renaissance and trained as a physician 
at Rome University. Could their own
experiences have influenced their inter-
pretative approaches?  We may never know.

Why the Plagues? by Rabbi Dr Harvey Belovski 
Golders Green United Synagogue



This Motzei Shabbat all across the UK and
throughout the Jewish world, the 70 days
project will begin.  Hundreds of thousands
of Jews will begin learning in memory of
one of the victims of the Holocaust between
now and Seder night.

It is quite fitting that the project is being
launched during the reading of the book of
Shemot, which means ‘names’. We tend to
forget the importance of names, how during
the Shoah people were reduced to mere
numbers, not names.

In the run up to the
project, we were
involved with obtaining
the data from Yad
Vashem about the millions of victims, in
order to print the individual data onto each
memorial card. Over the last few weeks, 
I was sorting out the data of 100,000
victims, mainly from Hungary, Romania and
Poland. It was almost unimaginable as 
I went through the tens of thousands of
names, that all of these people had been
murdered – and my list was barely 1.5% of
the total number. 

However, I was comforted to know that
every name I was processing was going to
be remembered by a Jewish person
somewhere around the world. As Rabbi Lord
Sacks said in his introduction to our
previous memorial project 10 years ago, we
are giving the victims a living memorial.

However another thought struck me. How

did we get these names? Although some
were submitted by family members after the
war as a page of testimony, most were not.
Most of the names were recorded not by
loving family members but by the architects
of the final solution – the Nazis themselves.
They kept records of details of every
transport, every person, their names, their
date of birth, place of birth, date of death
and place of death. Due to their meti-
culousness, we can now take those numbers
and convert them back into names. They

kept the details as a
means of proving the
extermination of our
people. We are now
using those details for
the remembrance of our

people in a constructive way.

Many of you will have already received your
book and cards. After Shabbat, please go
online to the Yad Vashem data base and
discover more about the person you are
learning in memory of. Find out more about
the town or city of their birth, their family,
their community. “Reclaim” them from 
the Shoah. The project is not simply about
remembering the death and destruction 
of the dark years of 1939-1945 but 
also the world that was pre-Shoah, the 
hope that the vibrancy of pre-war Jewish
Europe can be replicated in our lives and
communities today.

May these 70 days be a blessing to us and a
true memorial to the names of the victims
that we are remembering.

Names not Numbers
by Rabbi Andrew Shaw, Director of US Living & Learning

70 Days for
70 Years
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Last week’s article discussed the halachic
ramifications of the invention of the
microscope and whether it has to be used as
an aid to check food for insects. Many
Rabbinic authorities maintain that the
Torah would not demand a form of checking
for insects that would not have been
accessible at all times in history, such as a
microscope, which has only been around for
several hundred years.

These authorities cite several proofs to this
from Biblical passages. One
example is in Megillat Ruth
(2:14) - Ruth was told by the
greatest halachic authority of
the time to dip her bread in
vinegar. Yet we do not find in the
story that anyone used a magnifying
glass to check the vinegar (which is a
product that over the millennia has been
shown to have a high insect infestation
rate) to ascertain that no microscopic insect
might have been inside. 

Furthermore, if minuscule mites would be
prohibited, due to the ability to see them
under a microscope, how can anyone
breathe? Every time we inhale, we breathe
in thousands of infinitesimal insects! 

Indeed, the vast majority of contemporary
authorities, almost without exception, rule
this way. Re’eeyah (seeing) can only be
referring to natural, G-d given eyesight.
Therefore any magnifying tool will not
affect the halachic status of the item that

needs to be checked, whether it be an etrog,
tefillin, a Sefer Torah or food produce. 

However, there are other authorities who
maintain that if one can already see
something questionable, but is unsure what
he/she is seeing, that it might be
worthwhile to use a magnifier to help 
to check more precisely. For example, if 
one can see a black dot in food, one 
should use a magnifying glass to ascertain 
if it is an actual insect or merely dirt.

However, it must be noted that 
this is a minority position
amongst Rabbinic authorities. 

Another application of this
concept is using a magnifying

glass to familiarise yourself with
what your eyes are actually seeing i.e.
checking lettuce by using the magnifier, as
it is entirely possible that you are really
seeing an insect, but do not realise it is an
insect as it might be camouflaged. After
checking using magnification, one will be
able to recognise what the bugs look like
and will be able to see them thereafter
without visual aid.

However, the bottom line is that using a
magnifier or microscope to see something
that cannot be seen by the naked eye 
would have no legal halachic bearing. 
So although Leeuwenhoek’s impact on 
the world in various important areas is
immeasurable, his halachic legacy remains
ironically microscopic.  

Leeuwenhoek’s               Legacy: Part 2
by Rabbi Yehuda Spitz, KLBD
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