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In Alfred Nobel’s 1895 will, he set out three
factors to decide who should receive the
Nobel Peace Prize. In the keenly disputed first
criterion, Nobel referred to those who have
‘done the most or the best work for
brotherhood between nations’. (Official
translation, Nobel Foundation, Stockholm.
Emphasis added).

According to a narrow interpretation of this
phrase, it refers to those who facilitate
peace between previously warring
nations. However, understood
more generally, it also includes
those who have worked to
make the world as a whole a
better place to live in, thus
increasing general peace and
friendship. Perhaps the most
famous example of this latter
interpretation was in 2007,
when Al Gore was awarded the
Prize for his environmental work.

Working to achieve world peace is a truly
lofty aim. What is the Torah’s perspective on
this dilemma? Should we be focusing on
resolving specific conflicts, or looking at the
overall picture instead? A fascinating
approach to this is provided in this week’s
sidrah:

Rashi (d.1105) notes that the Torah uses a
unique phrase in reference to the death of
Aharon: “They wept for Aharon for 30 days,

the entire House of Israel” (Bemidbar 20:29).

Following Moshe’s passing at the end of
Devarim, there was also an extended
mourning period of 30 days. However, there is
no similar emphasis given there to the fact
that it involved “the entire House of Israel”.

Rashi explains that the reason for the extra
emphasis with Aharon is because every single

person appreciated something that 
was uniquely special about him. 

As alluded to in the Mishnah
(Pirkei Avot 1:12), Aharon
would walk through the camp,
looking for opportunities to
bring people together.
Because Aharon ‘loved peace
and pursued peace’, he would
turn around points of dis-

agreement or dissent, instead
creating unity, friendship and

love between people.

As a result of Aharon’s consistent and
lifelong work in bringing together individual

people and solving their disputes, upon his
passing the “entire House of Israel”, without
exception, was united in their appreciation for
this true peace maker.

Perhaps a lesson, therefore, for those
pondering the ‘Nobel Peace Prize Dilemma’, is
that it is only when all those specific, even
seemingly minor conflicts are solved that true
universal world peace can begin to be realised.

The Nobel Peace Prize Dilemma
by Rabbi Yoni Birnbaum, Hadley Wood Jewish Community
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At the end of the sidrah, the Israelites
successfully defended themselves against an
attack from Sichon, the Emorite King.  G-d
helped the nation to wipe out Sichon’s army
and take over his territory, including the
Emorite capital city, Cheshbon. Reflecting
upon this victory, the Torah states:

“Therefore those who speak in parables will
say, ‘Come to Cheshbon!’” (Bemidbar 21:27)

The word used for ‘those who speak
in parables’ is ‘moshelim’. Rashi
(d.1105), quoting a Midrash, writes
that these moshelim were the
prophet Bilam and his father.
However, the Talmud (Bava Batra
78b) gives a homiletic under-
standing of this verse: 

The word moshelim can also mean
‘rulers’. The Talmud puts this
together with the name of the city
Cheshbon, which means ‘account’. This com-
bination hints at the following lesson: those
who rule over (moshel) their inclinations, 
say: “come let us consider the account
(cheshbon) of the world; the loss incurred by
fulfilling a mitzvah against the reward
attained by its observance and the gain
achieved by a transgression as against the
resulting loss”.

We can easily relate to the everyday battles
we go through with our good and bad
inclinations.  For example, we may face the
question “shall I get a kosher option for
lunch?”  On the one hand, I am tired and not
keen to fetch it from the shop, but on the plus
side it is an important mitzvah. Alternatively
we may face the question “How should 
I write my emails?”  On the one hand, it will
save me some time to be terse, but on the 

other hand it may come across
as impolite.

Why does the Talmud see
these decisions as ‘a
calculation for the world’?
We can understand that
the decisions of world
leaders have an impact, but how do
my everyday decisions affect the world?

The Rambam (Maimonides d. 1204)
writes that every person should see
the world as hanging in the
balance. Every action we take can
tip the world either towards being
‘guilty’ or being ‘meritorious’.  We
have the power to bring positive or
negative energy to the world
through every action that we do.

In the last few verses of the sidrah,
the Torah reports that the next

king to attack the Israelites on their way to
the Holy Land was Og, the king of Bashan.  
G-d instructed Moshe not to fear him.  Rashi
points out that Moshe’s fear of Og was not
because he was an awesome giant. Rather
Moshe was afraid of a merit that Og had
earned many years ago. He had informed
Avraham that his nephew Lot had been
kidnapped in the War of the Kings (Bereishit
14:13), so that Avraham was able to go and
save Lot.  Og’s intentions were far from pure –
Rashi notes that Og was hoping to take Sarah
away from Avraham after he went off to
battle. Nevertheless, even this superficially
positive action had a huge effect, to the point
that Moshe feared that its spiritual merit
would hamper his hopes of defeating Og.  

Let us never underestimate the impact we can
have with the positive actions that we do!    

A World Calculation by Rabbi Alan Garber 
Shenley United Jewish Community



One of British Jewry’s proudest contri-
butions to Jewish scholarship is the multi-
volume red Soncino English translation of
the Talmud.  You may have seen it in
synagogue libraries or found it very
valuable when studying challenging
Talmudic texts.  What is the story of Rabbi
Professor Isidore Epstein, the brilliant
scholar who edited it?

Rabbi Epstein was born in 1894 in the
Lithuanian town of Kovno, a stronghold of
Jewish learning.  He moved to
the famous Yeshiva in
Pressburg (today in Slovakia),
before continuing his studies in
France and then coming to
England before World War One.
In England, he studied under
Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak
Hakohen Kook, later to be the
Chief Rabbi of the Land of
Israel.  Rabbi Kook and Rabbi Y.
C. Daiches of Leeds, amongst
others awarded him semicha
(Rabbinic ordination).

He furthered his academic education at
Jews College and the University of London
where he obtained a first class honours
degree in Semitics.

Entering the Rabbinate, he served the
Middlesbrough Hebrew Congregation from
1920-1928. He continued to develop his
education. He obtained his doctorate on
‘the Responsa of Rabbi Solomon ben Adreth
(‘the Rashba’ d.1310). An apocryphal story
was told of how a council member, noticing
the Rabbi’s light was always on late into 
the night, commented, “Why is he learning?

He doesn’t need to, he is already a Rabbi!”

In 1928, he entered perhaps the most
productive stage of his life, his professional
association with Jews College, London. He
served as lecturer, director of studies and
finally Principal until his retirement in
1961.  He introduced semicha and chazanut
courses, as well as teacher training,
advanced academics and adult education
classes.

In that time, he produced a
tremendous literary output.  In
addition to the Talmud, he
contributed to Chief Rabbi
Hertz’s edition of the Chumash
and published many books for
Jewish and broader society,
explaining the theology and
practice of Judaism, especially
their relevance for contemporary
society. He also wrote the
sections on Judaism in the
Encyclopaedia Britannica. 

He was a gentleman, as well as a scholar.
Rabbi Philip Ginsbury, a fellow student of
Rabbi Epstein, who has served US
communities in London for over 50 years,
produced a memorial volume for his
teacher, noting the great care and kindness
which went hand-in-hand with his
scholarship.

This was my experience of him too. He was
a  most humble, hospitable, compassionate
and modern man, who showed an interest 
in all his pupils, of whom I was privileged 
to be one. His legacy is one in which all
British Jews can take pride. 

Rabbi Professor Isidore Epstein

Part 1: Rabbi Professor Isidore Epstein (1894-1962)
by Rev Stanley Brickman, former Chazzan at Hampstead United Synagogue

Great British-
Jewish Scholars
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Summary: David fled from Ramah and met
up with Yonatan (Jonathan). They planned to
uncover Shaul’s (Saul’s) true intent as 
to whether he wanted David dead or not.
Their strategy was that David would not
attend the upcoming Rosh Chodesh feast and
Yonatan would observe and relay Shaul’s
reaction. They agreed to be loyal friends and
made a secret sign between
them, using arrows, to relay
the message to David about
Shaul’s intent. 

A Deeper Look: Shaul
noted David’s absence from
the Rosh Chodesh banquet.
He asked Yonatan where
David was. Yonatan told his
father that David was at a
family feast, at which point
Shaul erupted with anger at both Yonatan
and David. After leaving the banquet,
Yonatan signalled to David that his life was
indeed in danger by firing three arrows.

Rabbi Shmuel Laniado (d. 1605) explains
that while David’s place at the table was
physically empty, the ‘empty place’ referred
to also symbolised the lack of David’s
positive spiritual influence on those present.
David had been employed by Shaul to have a
positive spiritual influence, by singing to
help Shaul combat his melancholia after he
had lost the ability to prophesise. Without
him, Shaul felt that his link to G-d had been
removed.

Rabbi Meïr Leibush (known as the Malbim, 
d. 1879) notes the symbolism of the three
arrows chosen by David and Yonatan for 
the signal. Lashon harah (evil speech) is
compared to arrows, which damage from
afar (Mishlei/Proverbs 25:18), whilst the
Talmud also explains that lashon harah
affects three people; the speaker, the

listener and the victim
(Arachin 15b).

It is also significant
that this episode took
place around the time
of Rosh Chodesh, the
New Moon. Rabbi
Shlomo Rabinowitz 
(d. 1866) notes that
the Talmud (Chullin
60b) compares the

Divine Presence to the moon. The role of a
king is to inspire others to bring G-d’s
presence into this world. David was a
paradigm for this trait, indicated by his
ability to sooth Shaul’s melancholy. This is
why we recite the line ‘David Melech Yisrael
Chai V’Kayam’ – ‘David, king of Israel lives
and endures’ – during the Kiddush Levanah
ceremony (the sanctification of the New
Moon, see green siddur, p. 602).

King David may not sit at our tables in 
a physical sense. However, through his
psalms and his positive spiritual influence,
that Shaul so badly needed, he still inspires
us today.

The Book of Shmuel (Samuel I) Chapter 20
by Rabbi Dr Moshe Freedman, New West End United Synagogue

Journeys with
the Prophets:
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