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“And it shall be a sign upon your arm, and an ornament between your eyes, for with a strong hand
God removed us from Egypt” (Shemot 13:16).
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1st Aliya (Kohen) – Shemot 10:1-10:11

After the first seven plagues, Moshe and Aharon
again warn Pharaoh to let the nation go, lest
Egypt suffer an eighth plague. Pharaoh’s
advisors encourage him to agree. However, he
only agrees to let the men leave temporarily, but
not the women or children.

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 10:12-23

The 8th Plague: Moshe stretches his staff “over
Egypt”. An easterly wind brings a swarm of
locusts over the whole of Egypt, eating any grass
and foliage still left over from the plague of hail.
Pharaoh admits his sin of not letting the people
go and asks Moshe and Aharon to pray for an
end to the plague. God sends a westerly wind
(see Rashi’s commentary) which carries away 
the locusts. God hardens Pharaoh’s heart and 
he refuses to let the people go. The 9th Plague:
Moshe raises his hand towards the heavens. For
three days, a thick darkness descends over all of
Egypt, except for where the Israelites live.

3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 10:24-11:3

Moshe once again asks Pharaoh to allow the
entire nation to leave so that they can bring
offerings in the desert. He adds that they should
be allowed to take livestock with them. God
hardens Pharaoh’s heart and he refuses. God
requests that Moshe ask the Israelites to ask for
gold and silver vessels from the Egyptians.

Point to Consider: Why did God insist on the
Israelites taking these vessels? (see Rashi to
11:2) 

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 11:4-12:20

Moshe warns Pharaoh about the plague of the
first born (Rashi), which will only affect the
Egyptians. God tells Moshe and Aharon the laws
of Rosh Chodesh and that Nissan is to be the
first month of the ‘year of months’. They are also
told to instruct the nation about the Pesach

offering: the lamb must be designated on 10
Nissan and slaughtered on the afternoon of 14
Nissan. Its blood is to be placed on the door
frame and the meat eaten, together with matza
and maror, on the night of 15 Nissan. This will be
commemorated every year with the seven day
Pesach festival.

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 12:21-28

Moshe relates the laws of the Pesach offering to
the elders. The blood on the door frame will
‘indicate’ to God to ‘pass over’ the Israelite
houses and only smite the Egyptians.

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 12:29-51

The 10th Plague: The plague strikes Egypt at
midnight, leaving no house without a death.
Pharaoh searches frantically for Moshe and
Aharon (Rashi) and tells them to leave. The
Egyptian people also urge the Israelites to leave.
They take their dough with them before it 
has time to rise. The Egyptians agree to let 
them take gold and silver items. The nation
travels from Ra’amses to Succot. They bake the
unleavened dough, making matzot. Additional
laws of the Pesach offering are given.

Question: How long were the Israelites in Egypt
for? (12:40) Answer on bottom of page 6.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 13:1-16

God relates to Moshe the mitzvah of redeeming
firstborn male children (pidyon ha’ben). Firstborn
animals also have a special sanctity. The mitzvah
of tefilin is stated twice.

Haftarah

Yirmiyahu is told by God that Egypt will be
destroyed by the Babylonian invader
Nebuchadnezzar. The nation of Israel, referred to
as “His servant Yaakov”, should not be afraid.
Even if they are punished for wrongdoings, they
will eventually be redeemed from their lands 
of captivity.
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3In memory of Shalom ben Pinchas

Towards the Ultimate Good 
by Rabbi Meir Shindler, Richmond Synagogue  

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, there is 

a fundamental difference between the two 
foods. Whilst the obligation to eat matzah is
Biblically ordained (even today), the obligation to
eat maror is nowadays (post-Temple times)
downgraded to being 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 Pesach 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
context of the Pesach offering. 

Since the destruction of the Temple, we no longer
have this Pesach offering. It would therefore
follow according to Torah law that 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 Pesach
offering and not as an independent obligation?

God 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. Despite this knowledge of things
being for the good, we recognise that we are
human and we do feel pain, suffering and
anguish.

The Maharal of Prague (Rabbi Yehuda Loew 
d. 1609) writes that everything about the Pesach
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 and helps to break 
apart the meat. This is to symbolise God’s Unity,
which was demonstrated at the time of the
Exodus; that He is omnipotent in every respect.

Matzah symbolises both slavery and freedom.
On the one hand, it is the bread of affliction. 
On the other hand, it 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 can never be eaten alone.
They must always be eaten together with the
Pesach 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 Pesach 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.



4In memory of Frida Mirel bat Chaim Simcha

Solutions in the Sidrah: Origins of the Shtetl   
by Rabbi Yoni Birnbaum, Hadley Wood Jewish Community

In his 1903 novella 
The Shtetl, Yiddish writer
Sholem Asch conjures 
up an idyllic scene of
shtetl life: “The door of
the house is open day
and night. People are
forever coming in and

out, just as if it were an inn. Actually, this is 
Reb Yechezkiel Gombiner’s house, but at the
same time it is a gathering place to one and all.
If a complete stranger were to come in and 
sit down, the villagers might not even ask him
what he had to say for himself. For here,
everyone is at home.

If a man leaves his house in the morning without
having swallowed something to warm his 
insides, he simply walks into Reb Yechezkiel’s…
and just as if he were one of the family, he calls
to the servant to fetch him a glass of tea. 
Or, more frequently, it’s a cup of borscht for
which people are indebted to the house. For not
long after breakfast, on a wintry morning in a
cracking frost… word soon gets around that Reb
Yechezkiel’s wife, Malka, is brewing a garlic
borscht in her kitchen. There’s nothing evil about
taking a sip of something there – actually it’s the
custom – a cup of borscht, a glass of water…”

This romanticised view of shtetl life was of course
not always accurate. But imagery like this, of an
intertwined communal life in ‘der heim’, still has
a commanding hold over us. Why does this
scene resonate so powerfully?

This week’s sidrah marks the key formation
moment of the emerging Jewish nation. For
several hundred years they had existed in Egypt
without being able to spend time on building
strong family units, subsisting as slaves and
simply hoping to survive another day. With their
freedom came the ability to prosper and thrive,
both as individuals and, even more significantly,
as family units. Yet, as Rabbi Shimshon Raphael

Hirsch (d. 1888) explains, the right to freedom
and the ability to form family units had the
potential to be divisive for the newly emerging
Jewish society, as much as a unifier. For when
people are focused entirely on bettering their
own family situation, they are also apt to forget
others in need.

For this reason, according to Rabbi Hirsch, 
the Torah established a model at the outset 
for how future Jewish society was meant to 
look. The Korban Pesach (Pesach offering), with
its requirement that smaller family units or 
sole individuals join with their neighbours to 
partake of the offering together, is the “law 
which is to build the Jewish people”. 

Like the description of shtetl life by Sholem 
Asch, the Korban Pesach model established 
for all time that it is a duty to help one another. 
When that is the case, there will always be
another cup of borscht available on a cold 
wintry morning.



5In memory of Harav Avraham Yitzchak Yaakov ben Harav Nata Gershon

Character Shapes Actions or Actions Shape Character?
by Rabbi Daniel Epstein, Cockfosters & N Southgate United Synagogue

The Torah contains 613
commandments, made 
up of 248 positive
commandments and 365
negative commandments.
They are not evenly 
spaced across the Torah. 
In fact, the Rambam

(Maimonides d. 1204) in his Sefer HaMitzvot 
(The Book of Commandments) lists 20 mitzvot 
in this week’s sidrah alone.

The first mitzvah that was given collectively to 
the nation through Moshe was the mitzvah to
sanctify the New Moon each month (Shemot
12:2). After that, we quickly move into a 
highly detailed set of instructions about the
preparations needed for Pesach. Why would 
a slave nation be given such complicated 
rules to follow? In fact, why does the Torah in
general seem to consist of such a high number 
of “things to do and say or keep away from”?

When discussing the Korban Pesach – the
Paschal Lamb – and the way it should be eaten
on Seder night, the Torah rules that “no bone
should be broken from it” (ibid. 12:46). The 
Sefer HaChinuch (Book of Mitzvah Education,
authored anonymously around 13th century)
explains that not breaking the bone will inculcate
in us a sense of honour and dignity. This, says
the Sefer HaChinuch, teaches a crucial principle:
training in religious observance should not 
start with the mind and then proceed to action,
but should rather start with observance and
practice as a means of establishing connection
to God. 

This is just one example of the Torah’s demand 
to focus on performing small external actions
that can shape our inner selves. In fact, certain
positive tasks are required to be repeated
frequently, such as reciting blessings over food
or giving charity.

This theme of busying ourselves with positive
tasks is almost akin to having a ‘vocation’. In the

sphere of mental health, vocation is an important
facet. A lack of a task, direction or purpose, 
even briefly, can have a detrimental effect on 
our sense of worth and our resilience. Indeed,
vocational rehabilitation – the constant repetition
of routines as a method of creating meaningful
structure - is a key element of mental health
recovery. External actions can create a healthy
inner self.

Working from the outside in may not be 
the only approach to understanding mitzvot.
Referring to the reasons for our redemption 
from Egypt, Nechama Leibowitz (d. 1997,
Jerusalem) comments: 

“In Rashi’s … view, in contrast to that of … the
Sefer HaChinuch, the Divine precepts are not 
just a means of education, influencing man’s
character through action, but they constitute 
an end in themselves as an example of service
to God. Human and national life in all their
aspects, political, cultural and economic,
constitute the vehicles through which we may
perform the will of the Creator”.

When our roles, routines and rituals are
interrupted through mental ill health or times of
difficulty, this can perpetuate the effects of
illness. As Rashi’s view stresses, directly
reconnecting with a lost inner sense of purpose
can be an important aspect of strengthening 
our lives. By performing God’s will, our lives 
gain significance. On the other hand, like the
Sefer HaChinuch emphasises, our wholehearted
adoption of Jewish practices and traditions 
gives us a powerful connection to God. It is
through what we do that we become who 
we are. This promotes our sense of self and
builds resilience to face life’s challenges.

This article is in honour of the Jami Head On:
Mental Health Awareness Shabbat.



6In memory of Shmuel Nissim ben Yaacov

Inspiring the Next Generation Part 2: Jewish Schools – 
What Do They Achieve? 
by Spencer Lewis, Executive Head Teacher of the Yavneh Schools 

Over 18,500 sets of parents
in the UK choose a full-time
Jewish education for their
children. Whilst Jewish
children who are in non-
Jewish schools can, with
the right support, flourish 
in their Jewish life, what a

full-time Jewish education provides in terms of
knowledge and experience is, in my opinion,
irreplaceable.

Our schools are tasked to ensure that students
have the best Jewish start in life. We aim to
impart to them who they are and where they 
are going.

When Yaakov fled his father’s house, the Torah
states: “And Yaakov left Be’ersheva, and he went
to Charan” (Bereishit 28:10). The seemingly
superfluous mention of Be’ersheva as his point
of departure may be hinting that in order to know
where we are going, to be able to fulfil our
mission, we must know where we have come
from. As the late Terry Prachett (d. 2015) put it: 
“If you do not know where you come from, then
you don't know where you are, and if you don't
know where you are, then you don't know where
you're going. And if you don't know where you're
going, you're probably going wrong”.

We work hard to provide our pupils with the
knowledge and skills to become lifelong Jewish
learners, in the hope that when they leave us 
at 18, they are in a position to be the next link 
in the chain of Jewish continuity. When, in the
future, they are asked by their children about
Jewish life or about their own moral and
intellectual perspectives, they will be able to 
reflect on what they have learned and are 
able and confident to reply.

I am often asked about how we measure the
success of Jewish education. After 40 years in

the desert, as the Israelites stood ready to cross
into the Promised Land, Moshe sang a song 
of praise: “May my teaching drop like the rain,
may my utterance flow like the dew…” (Devarim
32:2). The Zohar (the foundational text of Jewish
mysticism) teaches that the rain refers to the
Written Torah and the dew to the Oral Torah.
What is the connection between rain and dew
and the Torah?

Rabbi Moshe Zvi Neriah (d. 1995) offers a unique
answer to this question. After a farmer plants his
seeds, the rains come. An onlooker seeing the
water seep into the ground may think that the
water will serve no purpose. It sank into the 
earth and is gone. Later the vegetation springs
through the ground, grows and offers its
wonderful produce. Only then is the benefit of 
the rain clear to see and that is the long-term
measure of success.

The same is true with the study of Torah.
Sometimes a student studies Torah at school 
and it seems that no benefit has been derived
from it, that it has had no effect whatsoever.
However, after a period of time, maybe even
years, it becomes clear that the teachings 
were not in vain, that the student has grown 
up to be an active and dynamic member of the
Jewish community. The rain and the dew have
done their job.

Answer:  430 years



The Head On Mental Health Awareness Shabbat date 
was chosen to coincide with Parashat Bo, which tells 
of the Plague of Darkness – a suitable launchpad for 
discussions on the nature of mental health.
Head On aims to raise the pro le of mental health in the 
Jewish Community. It is an opportunity to encourage 
people of all ages to be more in touch with their own 
mental health and wellbeing, and to raise awareness of 
mental health and mental illness in the local and wider 
community.

Please share what you or your 
community have done to mark 
the Shabbat.

 @JamiPeople @HeadOnUK
 @JAMIMentalHealth @headonuk
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