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1st Aliya (Kohen) – Shemot 30:11-31:17

God instructs Moshe to take a census. Instead of
counting people, each man over 20 will give a half
shekel coin towards the construction of the Mishkan
(Tabernacle); the census figure will be calculated
based on the money collected (see p.3 article).

God instructs Moshe to make a copper washing
basin (kiyor) for the Kohanim. Moshe is to make the
anointing oil, containing select spices, to anoint
Aharon, his sons, and the vessels of the Mishkan.
God tells Moshe to make incense (ketoret) from
specific spices, to be offered twice daily. God
designates Betzalel to supervise the construction
of the Mishkan and tells Moshe to again instruct the
people about keeping Shabbat.

Point to Consider: Why is the mitzvah to keep
Shabbat restated specifically here? (see Rashi to
31:13)

Question: What was prohibited to do with the
anointing oil? (30:32-33) Answer on bottom of 
p. 6.

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 31:18-33:11

According to Rashi, the narrative moves back in
time, to the aftermath of the giving of the Torah.
Moshe has been on Mount Sinai for 40 days. The
people calculate that Moshe is late returning.
Fearing that he is dead, they decide to make a new
‘god’. They fashion and worship a golden calf (see
Rashi).

God informs Moshe of events and threatens to
wipe out the nation. Moshe pleads with God to
relent, recalling His promises to the forefathers.
God accepts his pleas. Moshe descends the
mountain. When he sees the calf, he throws down
and breaks the two stone Tablets of Testimony
(luchot ha’edut). Moshe burns the calf and instructs
the tribe of Levi to kill the sinners. He re-ascends
the mountain to ask God to forgive the nation. God
responds that He will no longer lead the people, but
will send an angel instead to lead them through the
desert.

3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 33:12-16

Not prepared to accept God’s response, Moshe

appeals to God to directly ‘accompany’ the nation
and requests that Israel retain a special status,
distinct from other nations. God agrees to both
requests (Rashi).

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 33:17-23

Moshe asks God to show him a vision of His divine
majesty. God responds that no mortal can see a
‘full view’ and live, but He will show Moshe a
glimpse of His presence.

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 34:1-9

God instructs Moshe to carve a new set of Tablets,
containing the same words as the first set. Moshe
ascends Mount Sinai with the new Tablets, as
commanded. God now appears to Moshe and
teaches him the 13 Attributes of Mercy. Moshe
appeals to God to bestow His full guidance and
protection upon Israel.

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 34:10-26

God declares to Moshe that he is making a
covenant with the people. After entering the Land
of Israel, they must not follow the idolatrous ways
of the Cana’anite nations. The mitzvah of coming
to the Temple with an offering for the three festivals
(Pesach, Shavuot and Succot) is restated, as well
as the mitzvah to redeem a firstborn male child
(pidyon ha’ben) and not to mix meat and milk.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 34:27-35

Moshe descends with the new Tablets, his face
radiating with light. He has to cover his face with a
veil when speaking to the people.

Haftarah

Taken from the Book of Kings, the haftarah records
the heroic deeds of Eliyahu (Elijah) the Prophet,
who stood up to the idolatrous King Achav (Ahab)
and Queen Izevel (Jezabel). The conflict reached a
climax when Eliyahu challenged the 450 prophets
of Baal to bring offerings to their god. Eliyahu would
make an offering to Hashem. The offering that
would be consumed by fire would indicate the
authentic deity. In full public view, God responded
to Eliyahu’s prayers and sent down a fire to
consume his offering, after which the people called
out twice “Hashem – he is the God”.
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3In memory of Harav Yitzchak Yoel ben Shlomo Halevi

Avoiding Disaster
by Rabbi Dov Kaplan, former Rabbi of Hampstead Garden Suburb United Synagogue

Years ago, when living in
Cali, Colombia, I was asked
during a radio interview
about the number of 
Jews in the country. 
I hesitated to respond, as
non-Jews often mistakenly
overestimate our numbers.

At the time, I thought that maybe this was 
‘good for the Jews’ – why not let others think
that there are a lot of Jews in Colombia. Of
course, it is forbidden to lie, so I answered that
we are not allowed to count people and that, 
as related in the Tanach (Hebrew Bible), King
David’s error in counting his subjects caused 
an ayin hara (evil eye), leading to a plague in
which thousands died. In conclusion, I said: 
“We don’t count Jews, but there are indeed
many of us in Colombia”.

The notion of an ayin hara (evil eye) connected
to counting people is found at the beginning of
this week’s sidrah.  Moshe was instructed that
when counting the Israelites, each participant in
the census should give a half shekel coin.
Afterwards, the coins would be counted and 
this would indicate the tally of people. God
commanded Moshe to perform the census in
this manner so that “there will be no plague
among them” (Shemot 30:12). Regarding these
words, Rashi (d. 1105) writes: “the evil eye has
power over numbered things, and pestilence
comes upon them [those numbered]”. Indeed
there is a custom not to count men to check for
the requisite 10 members of a prayer quorum
(minyan). Instead of numbers, we count using
each word from a 10-word biblical verse.

Why does numbering people bring about
disaster? An explanation can be offered based
on the writings of the contemporary scholar
Rabbi Adin Steinzaltz. The Torah states (ibid.
30:13) that God said to Moshe: “This (coin) they
shall give”. Wherever the word “this” (hz or taz)
appears in the Torah, it implies that the speaker

is visually indicating clearly what they mean. 
In this context, a Midrash explains: “He [God]
showed him [Moshe] a sort of coin of fire,
weighing half a shekel”. What difficulty was
Moshe having in understanding what kind 
of coin was required that necessitated this
prophetic vision?

Rabbi Steinzaltz suggests that Moshe’s real
difficulty was how to forge the Israelites into 
a unified nation. He had been wondering what
would bind them together as one large family.

God answered: the half-shekel. Both rich and
poor people would bring only a half-shekel. 
The message was that no person should feel
whole and complete, thus neglecting to care 
for others. The unified nation can be forged
when individuals recognise that they are 
only a fraction of the whole. We call the fire
which fuels this, represented by the fiery half-
shekel, “Ahavat Yisrael”, the love and concern for
every Jew. 

The Torah’s message is to treat every person 
as a unique individual – with strengths and
weaknesses – and that we need each other. 
If we neglect others, disunity ensues and that
can make us vulnerable to disaster.



4In memory of Chaya Rachel bat Moshe Ben-tzion

Solutions in the Sidrah: The Nuremberg Defence
by Rabbi Yoni Birnbaum, Hadley Wood Jewish Community

One of the most important
aspects of the Nuremberg
Trials of 1945-46 was the
discussion surrounding the
defendants’ claims to be
following ‘superior orders’.
Several of the leading Nazis
tried at Nuremberg argued

that they were merely obeying the orders of
Hitler, Himmler and other superior officers and
that they should not be held responsible for the
heinous crimes they had committed. Yet the
London Charter of the International Military
Tribunal, which established the legal grounds
upon which these individuals would be tried for
war crimes, clearly set out in advance of the trial
that such a defence would be insufficient to
escape punishment, although it could potentially
mitigate the severity or length of the sentence. 

The precedent established by this ruling was 
of great historical significance and the 
defence itself later became known as the
‘Nuremberg Defence’. Thus, as a direct outcome
of the Nuremberg Trials, Article 4 of the UN
Resolution for the Nuremburg Tribunal (1946),
which adopted the principles of the Charter as
well as the Court’s subsequent judgment, reads:
“The fact that a person acted pursuant to the
order of his government or a superior does not
relieve him from responsibility under international
law, provided a moral choice was in fact possible
to him”.

The notion of accepting personal responsibility
for criminal misdemeanour lies at the heart of
Moshe’s approach to the judgment of the people
in the immediate aftermath of the episode of the
Golden Calf. He was aware that the principal
instigators and subsequent goaders of the
people were a group known as the Eirev Rav.
These were Egyptians who had decided to join
the Israelites during the Exodus, yet retained an
allegiance to their former idolatrous ways. The
fact that the people followed them en masse in
their pronouncements that the Golden Calf was

their new leader and figurehead implies that they
exerted a significant influence over the people.

For the future spiritual health of the nation, as
well as the immediate necessity of repentance, it
was essential to break up this unhealthy
relationship. The method Moshe chose was
drastic, but under the circumstances, essential.
He proclaimed, “Whoever is loyal to God, follow
me” (Shemot 32:26) According to Rabbi Naftali
Zvi Yehuda Berlin (known as the Netziv, d. 1893)
for individuals to respond positively to Moshe’s
claim required great bravery since, as is 
apparent from the subsequent verses, the ‘loyal’
ones would be required to personally carry 
out the Divinely-ordained punishment against 
the idolatrous ringleaders.

This was therefore a moment of truth for 
the people. Although, of course, in the case 
of the Golden Calf, no-one could claim that 
they were 'following superior orders', they 
could claim that they were influenced by others,
that everyone else was doing it. Moshe taught
them the vital lesson that each individual 
is personally responsible and accountable for
their own actions.
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Jewish Contemporary Ethics Part 21: Judaism, Democratic
Law and Autonomous Morality III 
by Rabbi Dr. Moshe Freedman, New West End Synagogue

The previous article
proposed that God’s ethical
standards, which He
crystallised into the Written
and Oral Torah, do not
necessarily preclude the
existence of an ethical
system outside the scope of

Jewish law. Mankind’s inherent moral
conscience to do what is right is known as
Natural Morality. It is therefore possible to act in
a moral and proper way without having been
commanded to do so. Furthermore, despite
human bias and moral subjectivity, it is possible
for every individual to sharpen their own moral
conscience so that it resonates with God’s
Divine will, by studying both the legal and non-
legal sections of the Torah and learning from the
actions of our ancestors. 

However, modern Torah scholars have grappled
with the implications of the existence of an
ethical system outside of Divine law. In Leaves
of Faith II, Rabbi Dr. Aharon Lichtenstein 
(d. 2015) notes that the idea that every moral
dilemma can be looked up or “resolved by
reference to code or canon … is both palpably
naïve and patently false” (p. 38-39). Yet if human
conscience is inherently subjective, what system
of ethics outside of Divine law could fill the gap?
This is why other scholars, such as Rabbi
Professor J. David Bleich, reject the premise of
Rabbi Lichtenstein’s question and assert that
Jewish law constitutes the entire range of
meaningful ethical values. Anything else may be
permitted, but is not considered a moral
imperative (see The Philosophical Quest, p. 137-
138).

The problem with this position is, as we have
demonstrated, that both the Written and Oral
Torah themselves refer to an ethic which exists
outside of Sinaitic law. Avraham challenged God
shortly before the destruction of Sedom and
Amorah, saying: “Shall, then, the Judge of the
whole earth not do justice?” (Bereishit 18:25).

Rabbi Lichtenstein notes that Avraham could not
have asked this unless one assumes the
existence of an unlegislated justice to which, as
it were, God Himself is bound (Leaves of Faith II,
p. 34). The Talmud also contains several 
debates which include the concept of acting
lifnim mishurat hadin – beyond the letter of the
law – implying moral standards expected which
exceed the prescribed halachic requirements
(see for example Bava Metzia 30b).

On the other hand, Rabbi Lichtenstein’s position
may imply that Divine law is incomplete, despite
King David’s proclamation that “the Law of God
is perfect” (Tehilim/Psalms 19:8). However,
former Israeli cabinet minister and Rosh Yeshiva,
Rabbi Yehudah Amital (d. 2010) negates this
implication. In his work Jewish Values in a
Changing World (p. 23), he warns against the
view that “allowing room for Natural Morality
diminishes the importance of Torah, in that it
recognises an additional source of obligation
alongside the Torah. According to this view [i.e.
that negates Natural Morality], there is no
connection between God [as the] Creator of 
Man and God [as the] Giver of the Torah. [It is] 
as if that which God implanted in Man’s heart
does not belong to God”. In other words, it
makes little sense that God would create Man
without an innate moral conscience.

According to Rabbi Amital, our moral
conscience and natural sense of justice should
not be seen as a threat to the integrity of the
Torah, but in fact form an essential component
of our moral and spiritual essence.
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Inspiring the Next Generation Part 5: Communication 
by Mr Rafael Joseph, Jewish Studies Teacher at JFS

“Do you speak Ivrit?”
people often ask. “A little …
I can order a cab and food”
is a standard reply, travel
and eating being the basic
needs of a traveller. 

Anyone travelling abroad usually learns at least
some of the key words and phrases that allow
them to communicate with people. The need 
to learn key expressions also applies to the
worlds of teaching and parenting.

Education takes a multitude of forms, from the
most basic goal of imparting knowledge to
actually trying to encourage the student to
change their behaviour. There are countless
papers written on the different forms of
education and what is considered “best
practice”. Yet before considering how and 
what to teach, there is a more fundamental
prerequisite – communication.

In parashat Vayetze, we read about Yaakov’s
encounter with the shepherds on his way to
Lavan’s house. Yaakov saw the shepherds
waiting by the well, looking like they had done
enough work for the day. In what might seem
both brave and risky, Yaakov decided that 
he was going to “educate” the lazy workers,
despite their being complete strangers, about 
how to be productive employees. Yet, perhaps
surprisingly, the shepherds responded in a
neutral manner, telling Yaakov that they were
unable to work until a giant rock blocking the
well was removed (Bereishit 29:1-8). 

Rabbi Yaakov Kamenetsky (d. 1986) offers a
fascinating insight into why Yaakov’s line of
questioning did not elicit a more aggressive
response from the shepherds. The key lies in the
very first words that Yaakov uttered to the
shepherds - “My brothers, where are you from?”
In these three words, Yaakov bridged the gap

between himself and the three total strangers.
He approached them from a place of genuine
care and interest in them. After that, he engaged
in perhaps the first recorded example of ‘Jewish
geography’, asking them if they knew Lavan and
how he was doing. By the time Yaakov started to
educate them on their work ethic, they must
indeed have felt like they were his “brothers”.

Our mission to inspire the next generation must
begin with learning how to communicate with
them. The words “My brothers, where are you
from?” could be a mantra for Jewish educators
everywhere. As Yaakov clearly demonstrated,
before you can teach anyone anything, you must
at least understand who they are and where they
are coming from.

Fads, trends and interests are the language 
of the younger generation and in order to teach,
we are obligated to learn at least some 
of the basics. If we follow Yaakov’s lead and
reach out before we try to teach anything, 
we can begin to feel the pulse of the next
generation. Then we can strive to inspire them
to affiliate with their heritage and be proud Jews
with Torah values.

Answer:  smear it on oneself or make an exact
duplicate of it






