
Summary: The penultimate section of the
Book of Shofetim describes the story of
Michah, who set up idols in his house and
appointed his son to serve them. He employed
a travelling Levite to serve as a priest. 
The tribe of Dan dispatched five spies in
search of new territory. They
spent the night in Michah’s
house. After the Levite ‘priest’
predicted the success of their
campaign, they relayed the
message back to their
leaders, triggering the
dispatch of 600 Danite
warriors to the city 
of Laish. They took
Michah’s priest and
idols of various kinds.
Following their vic-
tory, they established
these idols in their new city.

A Deeper Look: The Talmud notes that
Michah is initially described as Michayhu
(Shofetim 17:1,4), a name which includes
letters from G-d’s Name, implying that he had
originally been a righteous man (Sanhedrin
103b). 

He stole a vast amount of money from his
mother, only to return it upon hearing her
curse the thief who took it. Worried that her
curse would still be effective, even against her
own son, Michah’s mother blessed him in the

Name of G-d, without admonishing him for
the original theft (ibid. 17:2). 

Not only did Michah’s mother fail to rebuke
him for the original theft, she actively
encouraged his rebellion against G-d. 

The character of Michah’s gen-
eration is captured by the

phrase “In those days
there was no judge in

Israel; a man would
do whatever seemed
appropriate in his
eyes” (ibid. 17:6).

Rabbi David Kimche
(d. 1235) notes that

this lack of leadership
and role modelling is what

caused righteous men such as
Michah to fall so far. 

Given the gravity of Michah’s sin, it is sur-
prising to learn that he merited a place in
heaven on account of his generous hospitality
to guests (Sanhedrin 103b). Rabbi Yaakov 
ben Yosef Reischer (d. 1733) explains that
when Avraham was speaking to G-d, he
interrupted his discussion to welcome three
desert travellers (Bereishit 18:3). The Talmud
derives from that episode that hospitality to
guests is greater than welcoming the Divine
presence (Shabbat 127a). Whilst Michah’s 
idol worship spurned the Divine presence, his
hospitality earned him some merit.
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There was once a miser who wished to change
his ways. Yet no matter how much he tried, he
could not bring himself to part with any of his
fortune. Finally, out of desperation, he turned
to his esteemed local Rabbi for advice. 
‘My friend’, said the Rabbi, ‘walk over to the
window and tell me what you see outside’. 
‘I see so many things’, said the miser, ‘I see
children playing, men and women inter-
mingling, the trees, the buildings and the sky’.
‘Now please look in the mirror and tell me
what you see‘, asked the Rabbi. ‘I see
only myself’, he responded. ‘Isn’t it
interesting how a little
bit of silver can make
you lose sight of
everything besides
yourself?’ concluded
the Rabbi.

Money is a remark-
able thing. In its
pursuit people
have been known
to act in ways bordering
on madness. Families have
been torn apart, lifelong friendships
destroyed and the sensitivities of one’s
neighbours trampled on – all for the sake 
of gaining some cash. I remember driving
with a man whose child was about to get
married. ‘Look’ he said, ‘there goes my
mechutan; he is so wealthy, I can’t stand 
him’. ‘Why do you care if he is rich?’, I asked.
The man smiled wryly at me and said, 
‘Wait, you are still young. With time you’ll see
what money can do to you.’

These thoughts can be used to unlock the
meaning behind a perplexing teaching in this
week’s sidrah. The people were commanded to
donate a half shekel coin as part of a national

census. These funds were used 
to build the Sanctuary (Mish-
kan). We are taught that
Moshe  was having difficulty
imagining what this coin
would look like. To help him,
G-d created the image of a half
shekel emblazed in fire. This showing is
alluded to in the verse, ‘This they shall give,

everyone who goes through the
counting’ (Shemot 30:13).

What does the verse
mean by saying
that Moshe could

not work out what
a coin would look
like? Once he need-
ed help, why did it
come in the image of

fire?

The Torah is teaching
us an important lesson about

money. It is well documented
that throughout history the

realisation of wealth has led even
some of the noblest of people down a

murky path of destruction and immoral
behaviour. Moshe knew this. So despite
knowing how the coin would look, he 
was perplexed. How could something so
potentially rotten be used for the building of
something as holy as a place of worship, the
Mishkan? G-d responded by showing Moshe
a firey coin. Money is not intrinsically any-
thing, it is neutral. Fire can be used for great
positivity, such as cooking and heating.
However, it can also be used for great harm,
to burn down houses or to kill. Money also
has this dual potential. As responsible people,
we must strive to use our prosperity as a tool
to help, rather than as a means to harm.

Show me the Money by Rabbi Elchonon Feldman 
Belmont United Synagogue



This past Friday night, we sat around our
Shabbat table – friends and family – enjoying
all the wonderful aspects of Friday night
dinner, which is always the highlight of my
week.

The table was laid with a white linen cloth
and fine china. There were lit candles just to 
the side, fresh home baked challah and good
wine. Our meal proceeded as usual; lots 
of talking, lots of food and lots of joy.

As we prepared to say Birkat HaMazon (grace
after meals), our guests admired our new
Tribe benschers (prayer book for
grace), commenting on the
large font, the clear trans-
literation and the nice
translations. One of our
guests flipped to the back of
the benscher, where she found a
number of popular songs. She
mentioned that she loved the song 
‘Eli, Eli…’. My husband and another guest, 
on cue, sang the song. As ever, the song
evoked emotions. All of a sudden, the 
beauty around me seemed all that more
special and the atmosphere and peace of
Shabbat were almost tangible.

The Poem ‘Eli, Eli’ was written by Hannah
Senesh.

During primary school, one of my homework
tasks was to write a report on one of 
Israel’s modern day martyrs – this was
depressing work for a 12 year old. I chose 
the only woman on the list. At the time, I did
not realise how extraordinary Hannah was.
Now, in retrospect, I am in awe.

As most of European Jewry was trapped,

Hannah, who had been born in Budapest and
immigrated to Palestine in 1939, parachuted
into Hungary, just as the mass deportation 
of Hungarian Jewry had begun. As part of 
the British Palestinian Paratroopers Force, 
her mission was to try and save as many 
Jews as possible. Her fellow paratroopers
turned back when they realised that the
German army had already invaded Hungary.
Hannah did not.

Unfortunately, she was caught and
imprisoned almost immediately. She was
then tortured, in the hope that she would
reveal her communication codes and the

names of her comrades. Despite
horrific torture, she never

revealed anything but 
her name. On
November 7, 1944,
Hannah Senesh was

executed by a firing squad after being found
guilty of treason. She was just 23.

Hannah’s story is filled with bravery and
courage, and a love of her people. But more
than anything, her poems have left a legacy
that will always survive. Her well-known
poem ‘Eli, Eli’ speaks of an everlasting G-d
and an everlasting world. To me, it speaks of
another Shabbat and of ongoing hope in the
face of adversity:

My G-d, My G-d, I pray that these things never
end,

The sand and the sea,
The rustle of the waters,
Lightning of the Heavens,
The prayer of Man.
The voice called, and I went.
I went, because the voice called.

Hannah Senesh
by Rebbitzen Ilana Epstein, Cockfosters and N Southgate United Synagogue
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The origin of margarine is surprisingly
fascinating. In 1860s France, butter rose 
in popularity and cost. Emperor (Louis)
Napoleon III responded by creating a 
contest offering a considerable prize to
anyone who could create a satisfactory
alternative for butter. The contest rules
stipulated that the substitute must be
inexpensive enough for the common citizen
to afford, as well as mass producible for 
the Armed Forces. 

In 1869, chemist Hippolyte
Mege-Mouries invented a
substance that he called
“oleomargarine”, now known
worldwide as margarine, and
won the substantial prize.
Unfortunately for him, margarine
never really took off in his lifetime. After
selling the patent in 1871, he died a pauper
in 1880. As well as margarine playing a big
role in our daily diet, it also raises some
important halachic questions.

Marit Ayin is a general Rabbinic enactment,
which prohibits taking actions which are
permitted according to the letter of the 
Law, but nevertheless give onlookers the
impression of doing something halachically
forbidden. Although an observer has an
obligation to judge others favourably,
nevertheless one has an obligation not to do
things that might raise an observer’s
suspicions. 

The Mishnah (Shekalim 3:3) bases the
prohibition on the verse in parashat Mattot
(Bemidbar 32:22) “And you shall appear
clean (sinless) before G-d and before the
people of Israel”. This prohibition is cited
several times throughout the Talmud. The
Chatam Sofer (Rabbi Moshe Sofer d.1839)
stressed its importance and lamented that he
is not sure if anyone could possibly fulfil it
properly, as it is not always easy!

One of the more famous appli-
cations of this rule applies to

cooking (and/or eating)
meat in or with (parev)
almond milk, as cited by ‘the

Rema’ (Rabbi Moshe Isserles
d.1572). Since this may appear

to an onlooker as cooking or 
eating the prohibited mixture of meat 
and milk, it is Rabbinically forbidden due 
to Marit Ayin. However, there is a solution –
to place almonds next to where the cooking/
eating is being done, to demonstrate that
there is no actual prohibition occurring. 

This is similar to the Talmud’s laws on
drinking fish blood. Although technically
permitted, due to Marit Ayin some might
mistake the fish blood for prohibited blood.
Therefore it is only permitted if the scales are
noticeable. 

Next week we will discuss how Marit Ayin
may apply to margarine…

Margarine and Misconceptions: Part 1
by Rabbi Yehuda Spitz, KLBD
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