
Chumash: ‘Every meal-offering of a Kohen
shall be entirely consumed (by fire); it shall not
be eaten’. (Vayikra 6:16)

Talmud: Rabbi Eliezer taught [about the
juxtaposition in the verse above]: ‘any time
there is an instruction, “It shall be entirely
consumed”, there is also a
negative commandment not
to eat it’. 

Rabbi Eliezer is in the ‘top 10’
of Mishnaic sages most
quoted in the Talmud.
Nevertheless, his story is
unusual. Rabbi Eliezer was
not brought up to be a
scholar. In fact, he was
originally a farmer who
worked the land and tended the animals,
receiving little formal education. One day, he
decided to leave this way of life. He travelled
to Jerusalem to enrol in the yeshiva. With 
no livelihood, he suffered great poverty and
sometimes went for days without food.
Nevertheless, it soon became clear what an
able student he was. His Rabbi claimed that 
he was "a cemented cistern that does not 
lose a drop”. 

Meanwhile, his father decided to disinherit
him and sought advice from the head of the
very same yeshiva.  The head of the yeshiva
was Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai, who featured

recently in this series; indeed it was Rabbi
Eliezer who helped carry his teacher out of
Jerusalem during the Roman siege. Rabbi
Yochanan ben Zakkai announced that there
would be a public Torah lecture. He invited all
the dignitaries of the town and chose Rabbi
Eliezer to deliver it. So dazzling was his

performance that his father
performed a remarkable volte
face, asking now to give all his
money to Rabbi Eliezer and
disinherit his brothers! Rabbi
Eliezer insisted on taking only
his fair share.

As time passed and Rabbi
Eliezer continued to grow in
stature, he opened his own

academy in Lud. Nevertheless, his biography
has an unexpected twist. Rabbi Eliezer’s
strictness sometimes brought him into conflict
with his peers. On one occasion he held that
his ruling about the status of a certain type of
oven was correct, despite the fact that Jewish
law requires the argument to be won by the
majority opinion of scholarly logicians. The
sages at that time excommunicated Rabbi
Eliezer for his abrogation of this principle, 
so that he no longer took part in their
deliberations. However, at the end of his life,
his colleagues accepted him back into the fold
to learn from him, as they all believed in the
same G-d-given Torah. 

Rabbi Eliezer
by Rabbi Samuel Landau, Kingston, Surbiton & District United Synagogue
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Lessons of the Past by Rabbi Chaim Kanterovitz 

Borehamwood & Elstree United Synagogue

“The Kohen shall don his fitted linen tunic,
and he shall don linen breeches on his flesh.
He shall separate the ash of what the fire
consumed of the elevation offering on the
altar… and he shall remove his garments and
put on other garments and carry the ashes out
of the camp to a clean place”. (Vayikra 6:3-4)

At first glance, the task of the removing the
ashes from the altar seems menial, even lowly.
The Sefer HaChinuch (written 13th century)
uses a parable to explain the changing of 
the garments in order to remove the ashes –
one would not pour a goblet of wine for one’s
master in the same clothes that one wore to
cook a pot of food! The Chovot
Halevavot (written by
Rabeinu Bachaye, d. late
12th century) adds
that when serving
G-d, one should
leave haughtiness
and pride aside. 

In his stirring book
The Three Pillars,
Rabbi David Milston writes that
in fact there are no menial tasks in the service
of G-d. When serving the Almighty, even the
Kohen would have to remove the ashes from
the Altar before engaging in the more
elevated tasks of offering the sacrifices. This
task was to take place first thing in the
morning, to convey that even menial tasks 
are to be done with enthusiasm and must 
be done before other tasks which may seem 
more honourable. 

The Chatam Sofer (Rabbi Moshe Sofer d.1839)
describes this process as the very heart of the
offerings. If the Kohen serving G-d in His
sanctuary can see himself as a servant of the

people and a conduit through
which the service of G-d is
performed, if he sees himself
through the ashes and
comprehends his limited
human nature, then and
only then he can be a true servant
of G-d and of the people.

In a similar vein, the Sefat Emet (Rabbi
Yehudah Alter d.1905) sees the ashes as
atonement for bad thoughts that can 
dilute our connection with the Almighty. 
As the Kohen performs the mitzvah on the

altar, these foreign ideas and thoughts 
are turned into ashes
and removed, allowing
for a pure offering to

heaven. 

Rabbi Shimshon
Raphael Hirsch (d.
1888) points out

that before the fire 
of the new day was lit
and a new day com-

menced, the old ashes from
yesterday had to be removed. The removal 
is to be seen as indicating a merging of 
days. Service of G-d is continuous. We 
relate to the past as we look ahead to 
the future.

Nowadays, we have replaced offerings with
prayer and the Temple with the synagogue.
The lessons for us are the same. The prayers
we recite will be the same that our
grandchildren will recite. Our future is hinged
in our past; we never cut clean from our
history in order to forge our future. Our
shared destiny should be the result of our
keen awareness of our past. 



During the encounter between Ya’akov and his
twin brother Esav, the Torah states: “And he
[Ya’akov] went ahead of them and prostrated
himself to the ground seven times, until he came
close to his brother” (Bereishit 33:3). Not only
did Ya’akov feel that submission was appropriate
when confronting Esav, he even actively
demonstrated the apparent superiority of his
arch-nemesis seven times! The strategy of
deference in the face of a superior power has
become the preferred Jewish method of dealing
with challenging dictators and opponents
throughout our years of exile.

This being the case, a serious question emerges.
In the story of the
Megilah, why exactly
did Mordechai refuse to
kneel before Haman,
the great adversary of
the Jews? After all, the
Megilah chronicles that
“...when Haman saw
that Mordechai would
neither kneel nor
prostrate himself before
him, Haman became
full of wrath” (Megilat
Esther 3:5). Is this not evidence that it was
Mordechai’s obstinacy in the face of authority
that caused Haman’s infamous decree of
extermination?

Shockingly, the view that Mordechai was in the
wrong was a popular position amongst his
contemporaries as well. According to the
Midrash (Yalkut Shimoni 953), the Jewish
authorities of the time disagreed with Mordechai
for not lowering himself before Haman. 

It therefore seems difficult to understand
Mordechai’s provocative actions. However,
examining the context of events in Persia 
during the time of Purim may help us to

understand his choice of strategy:

The Jews had been in exile for only (about) 
70 years after the destruction of the First
Temple. They had already acclimatised them-
selves to their host nation and its culture. 
They even happily attended en masse the feast
of the Persian King Achashverosh, which
actually celebrated the (perceived) permanent
conquest of our nation. The centrepieces of 
this flamboyant party were the looted, holy 
vessels of the Temple, ostentatiously flaunted
for all to see.

Mordechai saw this progression. He knew that
submission was leading
to assimilation. The
disappearance of our
people, Mordechai
understood, was right
around the corner. We
were on our way to
becoming another
bygone people, a
footnote in history.
Someone had to make
the declaration that
being Jewish stands for

something, as does our exclusive loyalty to G-d.
At the time people disagreed with Mordechai 
for his protest. Yet it was this defiance that
shook the people into change, making them
realise that they were a sacred people with a
faith worth defending.

It is always the challenge of our leaders to see
the endgame and to know when compliance is
the best approach and when something more
proactive is required. On Purim we offer a toast
to Mordechai for making the right call, by
bravely dismissing the very person before whom
we all would have once bowed. Mordechai did
not kneel before Haman. We thank him for
helping to ensure the continuity of our people.

Mordechai’s Last Bow?
by Rabbi Elchonon Feldman, Belmont United Synagogue
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On the Shabbat before
Purim, in addition to the
regular weekly portion, we
read the last three verses 
of parashat Ki Teitsei:
“Remember what Amalek
did to you as you came out
from Egypt… he smote the stragglers when
you were tired and weary, and did not fear
G-d…” (Devarim 25:17-19). The reason
these verses are read on Shabbat Zachor
(the Shabbat before Purim) is because the
villain of the Purim saga, Haman, was a
descendant of Amalek.

The accepted view among the Rabbis is that
it is a positive mitzvah from the Torah to
read these verses prior to Purim, even
though they are read again in the normal
cycle of Torah reading later in the 
year. This is because the Torah states:
‘Zachor’ (‘remember’), which is clearly an
independent instruction. However, the act
of remembering does not require any
physical deed. So from where do we 
learn that we actually have to read these
verses aloud? 

The answer is found in a seemingly
redundant use of the last two words of the
section which command “Do not forget!”
This phrase indicates that we must not
allow the evil done by Amalek to escape

from our hearts. Therefore
the injunction at the
beginning, “remember” by
default teaches us that
this act of remembrance
is to be performed with
speech.

Since we read this parasha on the same
Shabbat every year, one might think that
this is a positive time-bound mitzvah, from 
which women would usually be exempt.
However, it is pointed out that as well as
being a positive mitzvah (‘remember’), 
it also carries a negative imperative (‘do not
forget’). Women are obligated to refrain
from all such negative (‘do not’) mitzvot.
Also, the mitzvah of ‘remembering’ is
continuous; it is not limited to a particular
time. Therefore women are also obligated
to hear the reading of Parashat Zachor.

Hearing Parashat Zachor is considered a
very important mitzvah; the Vilna Gaon
(Rabbi Eliyahu Kramer d.1797) used to read
it for himself rather than allowing someone
to read it for him. In the event that one
cannot come to shul to hear it, one can read
it at home from a printed Chumash. It is
even permissible (on this occasion) to take
a Sefer Torah to such a person’s home, 
prior to Shabbat, in order to help them fulfil
the mitzvah of hearing Zachor.

Parashat Zachor

by Rabbi Geoffrey L. Shisler, New West End United Synagogue


