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The Academy Award winning documentary film
Searching for Sugarman (2012) tells the story
of American musician Sixto Rodriguez. His
music never really took off in the United States
in the 1970s. Yet in South Africa it became 
very popular, eventually coming to be
associated with the anti-apartheid struggle.     

Remarkably, Rodriguez himself was totally
unaware of his fame on the other side of the
world. Instead, he earned a living as a builder 
in Detroit. In South Africa, they did not even
know if he was still alive, let
alone where he was.

The film documents the search
for him by two of his South
African fans. Eventually they
tracked him down in an
impoverished corner of Detroit
and told him, to his utter
amazement, how famous his
music had become in South
Africa, despite his disregarding it as worthless.

Just imagine that moment. Rodriguez was
working as a builder and two people showed up
and told him that music he had recorded years
ago had sold millions of copies in South Africa.
He must have suddenly realised just how vital
the talent he had for singing really was, and
what an inspirational impact it had made.

A central part of this week’s sidrah involves the
retelling by Moshe of the tragic episode of the

Golden Calf. Yet there is a subtext – the story 
of Yehoshua (Joshua), Moshe’s young disciple. 

Yehoshua must have thought he had really
drawn the short straw. The Jewish People were
together in the camp, living their lives. 
Moshe was on the mountain receiving the
Torah from G-d. Yet Yehoshua, Moshe’s trusted
servant, was alone by the side of the
mountain, waiting for Moshe to return – for
40 days and nights!

However, 40 years later, when Moshe’s death
drew near, the time arrived
to appoint a successor. 
G-d told Moshe unequi-
vocally who the next leader
would be. The same Yeho-
shua, who faithfully and
devotedly stayed by
Moshe’s side when so 
many others failed to do 
so, would become the head

of the Jewish people.

Most of us, like Rodriguez, nurture talents that
we consider to have been unrealised. Yet
sometimes it is those very talents that have
quietly enabled us to truly enhance the lives of
others and unwittingly achieve great things.

The lesson of Yehoshua’s story, which is the
poignant subtext to the tragedy of the Golden
Calf, is that greatness is often found in the
most unnoticed of places.

Hidden Talent
by Rabbi Yoni Birnbaum, Hadley Wood Jewish Community

Solutions in
the Sidrah:



Imagine the following scene. A parent
instructs their child not to play outside
without shoes, lest they cut or injure
themselves. The child initially refuses but
eventually, after the insistence and warning
of the parent, gives in for fear of
punishment.

Each party, both parent and child, is fear-
ful. The parent has a fear the child will get
hurt. The child, feeling invincible and not
believing it will happen, has a fear of being
punished for not listening to the parent.
When the child is older and more mature,
they will understand and share the fear
of the parent. It is unlikely that an
older child needs to be told to
put their shoes on when
running around outside.

This analogy applies to us,
as G-d’s children. It is an
analogy often used in our
prayers when we address G-d as
‘Avinu’ – our Father. G-d has given us
613 commandments as a means, like shoes,
of protecting us from injury and of
enhancing our relationship with Him. 

However, we may not see or appreciate that
danger and may refuse to ‘put on our shoes’
when ‘running around in the outside world’.
Furthermore, often when we do ultimately
‘put our shoes on’, it is because we are
fearful of the punishment and not because
we believe we will be ‘injured’ otherwise. In
fact, G-d wants us to observe the
commandments, for fear of distancing
ourselves from Him if we do not.

This is the meaning of the
verse in our sidrah in
which Moshe tells the
Jewish people, “what does
G-d, your L-rd, ask of
you? Only to fear G-d, your
L-rd”. The Talmud (Berachot 33b)
asks a question on this verse. Is fear such of
G-d such a small and achievable thing, as
the verse seems to imply? The Talmud
answers that for Moshe, who was speaking,
it was indeed a small, achievable thing. 
The Talmud seems to be stating fear of G-d

is easy on one level and hard 
on another. Whilst fear of

punishment is easy to
connect to, fear of
distancing ourselves
from G-d is much
more difficult.

G-d wants His fear as
our Father and our fear as

a child to be one and the same.
Not only a fear of punishment, rather a fear
of the spiritual injury we cause ourselves
and our children by distancing ourselves
from Him through neglecting His word.

This is the message and advice that Moshe
gave the generation who were about to
enter the Land of Israel, with all the
challenges that would come with it, in
order to keep themselves on the right 
path. It is also a message for every
subsequent generation. It applies just as
much to us today as it did in the desert. 
Let us not forget to ‘put on our shoes’ for 
all the right reasons.

Putting on our Shoes by Rabbi Shlomo Odze 
Associate Rabbi, South Hampstead United Synagogue



VJ Day Reflections

by Rabbi Livingstone, Principal Jewish Chaplain to HM Armed Forces and Chaplain to AJEX

There was much joy and celebration around
the world on 15 August 1945, when US
President Harry S Truman, at a White House
press conference, declared the day as Victory
in Japan Day. He announced that the Japanese
Government had agreed to an unconditional
surrender; although they did not sign the final
document until 2 September. VJ Day - which
we celebrate a week from today - is hugely
significant, more so than VE Day, in that it
marked the true conclusion of World War II
and the six long years of
bitter conflict, destruc-
tion and horror. President
Truman's words on VJ Day
capture poignantly this
sense of finality, along
with a number of deeply
spiritual sentiments:

"To all of us there comes
first a sense of gratitude
to Almighty G-d who sustained us and our
Allies in the dark days of grave danger, who
made us to grow from weakness into the
strongest fighting force in history, and who
has now seen us overcome the forces of
tyranny that sought to destroy His civil-
isation… Our first thoughts, of course –
thoughts of gratefulness and deep obligation
– go out to loved ones who have been killed or
maimed in this terrible war. On land and sea
and in the air… men and women have given
their lives so that this day of ultimate victory
might come and assure the survival of a
civilised world. No victory can make good their
loss… Only the knowledge that the victory,
which these sacrifices have made possible, will
be wisely used, can give them any comfort.” 

During the past few months, there have been

many commemorative events to record the
70th anniversary of the liberation of
Auschwitz, Belsen and other concentration
camps, as well as the ending of the war in
Europe. These occasions have been a mixture
of a memorial to those who perished and of
relief that the tragedy eventually came to an
end. Yet, as we approach VJ Day, there is a
vital detail regarding Japan and its treatment
of Jews that we must never forget. Whilst
some Japanese soldiers treated prisoners 

of war very cruelly, the
Japanese refused to go
along with Nazi demands
for a 'final solution'. In
late January 1942, even
as the evil Nazi author-
ities met at Wannsee to
accelerate the mechan-
isms for the Holocaust,
Tokyo's policy was, as
some of their diplomats

said, "to go easy toward the Jews". For the
duration of the war, the Japanese held to 
this even-handed policy in the lands that 
they occupied and treated the Jews no
differently than other neutral or national
groups. This is to their eternal credit and is 
an often overlooked feature of VJ Day that
distinguishes it sharply from VE Day. 

So, even as we mark the conclusion of the
greatest war of the modern era and the
ravages it inflicted on the Jewish people, let
us, in the words of President Truman, use that
knowledge 'wisely' to remember that, for 
all their aggression, the Japanese never
descended into the ultimate barbarism
towards the Jews of the Nazis. For that too 
we can, and ought, to be grateful.
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Summary: A group from the town of Ziph
disclosed David’s whereabouts to Shaul, who
sent a deployment of troops to track David
down. Yet David found Shaul’s camp first,
arriving while the entire troop, including
Shaul and his general Avner, lay sleeping.
David and his nephew Avishai took Shaul’s
spear and flask of water, but, once again, 
David refrained from killing him. David called
out to Avner, rebuking him for being remiss 
in protecting the King. 
Shaul awoke, realised what
had happened and admitted
his sins. He asked for recon-
ciliation before returning
home. Fearing for his life,
David travelled to the town
of Gat in Philistine. There he
convinced the king, Achish,
to allot a town for him and
his men. 

A Deeper Look: As David was once again
given the opportunity to kill Shaul, he
reminded his nephew Avishai that he swore an
oath not to harm the anointed King of Israel.
When David then admonished Avner, Shaul’s
general, he was once again proving that he
had the chance to strike, but had instead
chosen to spare Shaul’s life.

In what would be their last meeting and
exchange, David pleaded with Shaul to desist

from hunting him down. He pointed out that
due to Shaul’s relentless pursuit, he was now
forced to exile himself to the land of the
Philistines. 

David declared, “Let my blood not be cast
down to the ground away from G-d’s
attention, for the king of Israel has sought a
single flea, as one would pursue a partridge in
the mountains” (Shmuel I 26:20). Rabbi David
Kimche (d. 1235) remarks that David was

praying to G-d not to forget him
during his ensuing exile to a
place of both spiritual and
physical danger. His “blood being
cast to the ground” symbolised
his life being forgotten by G-d.
He then compared himself to a
flea, symbolising a diminutive,
objectionable creature that had
nonetheless been hunted like the
valuable and desirable partridge. 

Upon hearing this, Shaul entreated David,
begging him for reconciliation. Rabbi Yitz-
chak Magriso (18th century) notes that this
was the first time that Shaul had confessed 
to any sin. When he had wronged Shmuel
(Shmuel I 13:13) or spared Agag’s life, contra-
vening Shmuel’s command (ibid. 15:15), 
he had not expressed any significant remorse. 

David fled to Philistine, leaving Shaul to face
his final battle and ultimate demise.

The Book of Shmuel (Samuel I) Chapters 26-27
by Rabbi Dr Moshe Freedman, New West End United Synagogue

Journeys with
the Prophets:

Part 40

A recent Daf Hashavua article about Rabbi Professor Israel Abrahams noted that he was the son-in-law of Rabbi Simeon
Singer. This was incorrect since Rabbi Singer’s son-in-law was a different Israel Abrahams. On behalf of one of our editorial
assistants who worked on that article, we apologise for this error and thank those readers who noted it to us.


