
Summary: After the death of Ehud, the
Jewish people once again began to indulge in
idol worship. Yavin, king of Cana’an, took
control of the Land, oppressing the Jewish
people. Devorah, a prophetess and judge of
the people, called on Barak to lead the Jewish
people to revolt against the Cana’anites.
During the battle, the Cana’anite general
Sisera fled and hid in the tent of Yael, 
who assassinated him. Devorah
composed a song of victory,
praising those who fought and
criticising those who did not.

A Deeper Look: Two of the most
inspiring women in the Tanach
(Hebrew Bible) are mentioned in
these two chapters of the Book
of Shofetim. Devorah led the
Jewish people and with the help
of Barak spearheaded the victory against
Sisera and his Cana’anite army. She is
described as an eishet lapidot (Shofetim 4:4).
The word lapid in Hebrew means a torch and
is similar to the word barak, meaning flash
or lightning. Rabbi Levi ben Gershon (known
as “the Ralbag”) (d. 1344) comments that
the moniker eishet lapidot literally means
that Devorah was the ‘wife of Barak.’ The
Ralbag also offers an alternative meaning –
that she was ‘a fiery woman’; strong,

energetic and decisive in her manner and the
first judge in the era of the Shofetim to
receive prophecy.

After Barak’s men defeated most of the
Cana’anite army, their general Sisera fled the
battlefield and took refuge in the tent of Yael
the Kenite. While the Kenites were at peace
with Cana’an (Shofetim 4:17), Yael’s loyalties

lay with the Jewish people, as
the Kenites were direct
descendants of Yitro, father-in-
law of Moshe (see part 11 of
this series). Yael gave Sisera
milk to drink, which made him
drowsy. While he was sleeping,
she took a tent peg and drove it
into his temple, eliminating the
Jewish people’s enemy.

During Devorah’s victory song, she praised
Yael, stating that she will be blessed through
the ‘women of the tent’ (5:24). The Midrash
says this alludes to our Matriarchs and the
women who maintained their faith during
the Exodus from Egypt. The Talmud (Sotah
11b) relates this to the future too – just as
redemption has come about historically
through the merit of the righteous women in
each generation, so too our future
redemption will be through them.
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The Book of Shofetim (Judges) Chapters 4 & 5
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Journeys with
the Prophets:

Part 13



'Wherever you find the greatness of the 
Holy One, Blessed is He, there you find His
humility' (Megillah 31a). 

Moshe, the greatest of all prophets, was also
the most humble person who has walked 
G-d's earth (Bemidbar 12:3). Yet it would be
incorrect to equate his modesty with a lack of
awareness of and determination to realise his
fullest potential. The same Moshe who
expresses such diffidence in accepting the role
of leading the Jewish people, shows no
hesitation in righting the injustice
of the Egyptian task-master who
was abusing one of the Jewish
slaves, nor in rescuing the daughters
of Yitro from the Midianite shep-
herds (Shemot 3, 2:12,17).

One of Moshe's apparent failings,
which he thought disqualified him
from serving as the spokesman of G-d, was his
speech impediment (ibid). The Ramban
(Nachmanides d.1270) asks why Moshe did
not simply pray that G-d heal this defect. He
suggests that Moshe did not wish that this
affliction be healed, as he felt unworthy of
serving as leader of the Jewish people. He felt
that he could not be considered as an
appropriate mouthpiece for the Divine. He
expected that this would absolve him from
the duty of leadership.

Subsequently, after apparently conquering his
reluctance to assume the mantle of leader-
ship, G-d again spoke to Moshe, instructing
him to return to Egypt, 'for all those people
who were seeking to kill you have died’ (ibid
4:19). The Ktav Sofer (d.1871) asks why G-d
waited until this moment to assure Moshe
that, since his former protagonists had died, it

was now safe for him to return to
Egypt. He answers that until
this moment G-d had antici-
pated that Moshe would
petition that his speech defect
be healed. Had Moshe prayed
and G-d fulfilled his request, the
likelihood of anyone identifying him as the
slayer of the Egyptian taskmaster after the
passage of so many years would be minimal.
Moshe, many years older and with an unim-
paired manner of speech would be a vastly

changed, unrecognisable person.
However, if he was to retain his
distinctive  manner of speech, this
would in all probability lead to his
being identified as a 'wanted man'.
So only once it was clear that Moshe
would not pray for improved diction
did G-d reassure him that he had
nothing to fear–those who may have

been able to identify him, from his enduring
speech impediment, were no longer alive.

The Ktav Sofer adds a further, remarkable
insight as to why Moshe did not pray for the
alleviation of his affliction. He was worried
that were he to effect the freeing of the
Jewish people through unblemished and
compelling oratory, he would also risk falling
prey to haughtiness and pride. Better 
an inferior spokesman of humble nature than

a gifted but somewhat arrogant and
supercilious orator as leader of the Jewish
people. Greatness is measured not by
accomplishment alone but rather through the
extent to which we retain a humble
perspective even when embarking on 
a lifesaving mission at the behest of 
the Almighty.

by Rabbi M.S. Ginsbury
Hendon United Synagogue and Director, P’eir
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Last week, Rabbi Andrew Shaw introduced the
70 days for 70 years project which is due to
start on 25 January.  This week, we will focus
on one of the project themes, Jewish history.

Even for those who did not enjoy studying
history at school or who are not particularly
observant, Jewish history is a consistently
popular topic in shul education programmes,
fascinating audiences who seek to understand
the background to our world. The
accomplished historian Professor Simon
Schama, in the first episode
of his The Story of the Jews,
noted that Jewish history
was “the story that made me
want to be a historian”. (See
Adam Kirsch’s online Tablet
article of 20 March 2014 for further analysis
of the work of Professor Schama and Jewish
history in general.)

Yet ‘Jewish history’ is not always easy to
define, especially from the perspective of an
historian wearing Torah lenses.  It is not the
history of a country, nor even of a particular
discipline such as military history. As Emeritus
Chief Rabbi Lord Sacks writes, when analysing
Jewish remembrance in the 70 days for 70
years book, “there is no word for history in the
Tanach (Hebrew Bible) and modern Hebrew
had to borrow one – historiah”.

From a religious perspective, there is a
directive for how to approach the study of
Jewish history.  It goes to the heart of the 
70 for 70 project and might even go some 
way to explaining the enduring popularity of
Jewish history. 

In one of his final addresses to the Jewish
people, Moshe implored them, “Remember 
the days that have come, understand the 
years of each generation, ask your father and
he will tell you, your older ones will say to
you” (Devarim 32:7). Rashi (d.1105) writes 
that ‘father’ and ‘older ones’ refer to 
nevi’im (prophets) and chachamim (sages)
respectively.

A prophet in Biblical terms is a spokesperson
for G-d. It describes any Biblical figure 

whom G-d spoke to with a
message, individuals such as
Avraham, Moshe, Miriam and
Yirmiyahu (Jeremiah), from
whose lives we derive many
points of Jewish law and

ethics. The most famous sages we have are
those of the Talmudic era, who put the
practical framework of Judaism that we are
familiar with into place for us. Put together,
the prophets and the sages teach us how to
live our lives as Jews.

They also serve as similar kinds of role models.
They were people who recognised the call of
G-d and how we should apply that to life
around us. So Jewish history, from that
perspective, is the study of recognising G-d’s
call to us, learning from those who have come
before us from the days of the prophets and
onwards, enabling us to live as Jews should
and accordingly making the world a better
place. 70 for 70 challenges us to learn Jewish
history from that perspective, sanctifying life
as a response to the sacrilege carried out
during World War II.  I hope you participate in
and benefit from the project.

Jewish History
by Rabbi Michael Laitner, Assistant Rabbi, Finchley United Synagogue

and Coordinator of US Living & Learning
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70 Years
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In previous chapters, we highlighted that
sometimes a diyuk (an inference) can have
halachic ramifications, citing a famous
example from the Rashash (Rabbi Shmuel
Schtrashoun d.1777), who made three
diyukim in three separate aspects of the
law, from just one line of Mishnah. All three
of his inferences were accepted as
halachically binding. This week we will
focus on a different diyuk, also related to
the laws of kashrut.

The Rema (Rabbi Moshe
Isserles d.1572) was one of
the chief codifiers of
Ashkenazic halachic practice
and wrote a gloss to the
Shulchan Aruch (Code of Jewish Law,
written 1563). The Shulchan Aruch rules
that after eating meat, one must wait six
hours before eating milk.1 The Shulchan
Aruch then adds, based on the words of
Rambam (Maimonides d.1204) that this
waiting period is due to the propensity for
meat to get stuck in the teeth. Therefore
this waiting period even applies to one who
merely chewed meat without actually
swallowing it. 

The Rema, in his gloss to this halachah,
states that the basic Ashkenazic custom
was to wait only one hour after meat.
However, he then concludes, with a similar

wording to the Shulchan Aruch’s – but with
a slight variation – that nonetheless “it is
proper to wait six hours after eating meat
before cheese”. 

The illustrious Rabbi Akiva Eiger (d.1837)
infers from the Rema’s choice of words
“after eating meat” that he meant to
dispute the Shulchan Aruch’s ruling on
chewing. The Rema’s intent was not to fully

agree with the Shulchan Aruch’s
decision, but rather to
elucidate that waiting is
only necessary after
actual eating, meaning

chewing and swallowing.
However, after merely chew-

ing meat without swallowing,
according to the Rema one would not have
to wait the full six hours, rather the basic
Ashkenazic custom of waiting only one hour
before being allowed to eat milk products. 

Even though many authorities do not agree
with this inference, and rule that even after
just chewing meat one has to wait the 
“full count”, several authorities nevertheless
accept Rabbi Akiva Eiger’s understanding 
of the Rema’s position. They apply this
leniency in specific situations of ‘need’.
1In earlier articles in this series, we discussed
different customs re. waiting after meat before
eating dairy products.
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