
Chumash: (re. the seventh plague, hail)
“Whoever among the servants of Pharoah
feared the word of G-d chased his servants
and his livestock into the houses.” (Shemot
9:20)

Talmud: “Rabbi Yishmael taught that Job
was one of the servants of
Pharoah and a chief officer of
the court, as it says (in the verse
above): ‘feared the word of G-d’; 
and in Job it says ‘an honest man,
fearing G-d’. The same term of
reference links Job to this verse about
Pharoah’s servants.” (Jerusalem Talmud
Sotah 5:6)

It is fitting that we have an article
about Rabbi Yishmael during the book of
Shemot, as he authored the Mechilta, the
Midrashic work on this section of 
the Torah. Rabbi Yishmael lived at the time
the Mishnah was redacted (c.180 CE) and
was one of the 10 martyrs that we read
about on Tisha B’Av and Yom Kippur.

He had an incredibly structured and
systematic mode of thought. In fact, he
chronicled the 13 Interpretive Principles of
Biblical exegesis/extrapolation. This formal
code has such important status that it
features in our daily prayers (see green

siddur, p.32). It provides a blueprint for
unlocking the halachic codes within the
Torah and constructing laws as a result. In
contrast to his predecessors, who used a
structure that allowed legalistic induction
based on even single letters in the Written
Law, Rabbi Yishmael called for a rigorous

logical method from which the
principles might be applied.

Rabbi Yishmael knew the
importance of looking after the

disadvantaged in society; not just
through simple charity, but also by
giving them means to emerge
independently from their difficult
situations. For example, he would
offer to pay for poor girls of

marriageable age to have beauty
treatments and don beautiful gowns so that
they could be more attractive to certain
prospective suitors. 

The exactitude and finesse with which Rabbi
Yishmael treated the interaction between
Oral and Written Law is present in the
quotation above; a careful comparison of
one verse to another allows a parallel to 
be drawn and an inference to be made. 
It is stated that Rabbi Yishmael was an
extremely handsome man – this comple-
mented a beautiful mind and spirit.
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The enigmatic acronym for the ten plagues
found in the Haggadah apportions them 
in groups of three: b’’cab w’’di K’’xd. One
explanation of the three groups is that
they came in direct response to Pharaoh’s
retort to Moshe (Shemot 5:2) “Who is this
G-d that I should listen to Him to send out
Israel? I do not know G-d”. 

1. Before the first plague G-d told 
Moshe to tell Pharaoh (Shemot 7:17):
“Through this you shall know that I am 
G-d”. At the end of the plague of lice, 
the Egyptian magicians failed to replicate
the miracle and
declared (Exodus
8:15) “This is the
finger of G-d”. The
first three plagues were therefore brought
to rectify Pharoah’s ignorance of G-d by
launching an assault against the idols of
Egypt, such as the River Nile.

2. When G-d sent the second triplet of
plagues, which began with wild animals,
He said “On that day I shall set apart the
land of Goshen upon which my people
stands, so that there shall be no wild
animals there, in order that you will know
that I am G-d in the midst of the land”
(Shemot 8:19). Rashi (d. 1105) explains
that G-d was teaching Pharoah that not
only does He exist transcendentally in
Heaven, His decrees are also immanent,
directly influencing the physical world.

3. The purpose of the third triplet of
plagues was “…so that you will know that
there is none like Me in the land” (Shemot
9:14). The first of this group was the

plague of hail, which the
Torah describes as having
‘fire within it’ (Shemot
9:14). Here G-d demon-
strated his dominion
over the physical laws of
the universe. If G-d decrees it,
even nature itself can be suspended
to allow fire and water to co-exist. There
is, in fact, a final stage, the death of 
the firstborn. That plague demonstrated
that G-d’s dominion also extends to the
realm of life itself. It is ultimately G-d 

who decides who
will live and who
will die.

These four stages also resonate with the
different levels of faith we experience.
Some do not believe in G-d at all. Then
there are those who believe in some form
of higher spiritual being, but are not
willing to accept that this being interacts
with the world. There are some who
accept that G-d exists and that He 
directly interacts within the world, 
but that there are rules of nature which
also have an influence. Then there are
those who accept that G-d controls
everything, including nature, but cannot
accept that ultimately life and death are
also governed by Him.

What is clear, however, is that faith is not
something we either possess or lack, 
but rather something which must be
developed and nurtured within us. Each
stage is critical for our growth so that we
may also “know that He is G-d”.

Levels of Belief by Rabbi Moshe Freedman
Northwood United Synagogue
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The Middlesbrough Jewish Community began
modestly as a minyan room over a stable, then as
a room over a boot and shoe warehouse near the
docks. As the new shipping port at the mouth of
the Tees grew, more and more Jews found their
way from the Baltic Lands and Germany. By 1862,
Mr. Maurice Levy had formed a Hebrew
Congregation. He was soon joined by his son-in-
law Isaac Alston, later to become the first Jewish
councillor. 

Several shuls were established to accommodate
all the new immigrants – Lower East Street
(1865), Hill Street (1870) and
then the prestigious Brentnall
Street which was opened in
1874, in the presence of Chief
Rabbi Nathan Adler. On the
following day, the Mayor of
Middlesbrough accompanied
him to the station. The shul,
which cost £2,000, lasted for
over 60 years and was
eventually enhanced by a hall
and classrooms, built to serve
the then developing community
of 50 families.

Until 1885, there was no Jewish cemetery. Burials
took place in Hartlepool, 20 miles away. As the
Transport Bridge had not yet been built, 
the hearse would be ferried across the River Tees 
to Port Clarence, sometimes a dangerous
undertaking. The Middlesbrough Corporation
rectified this situation by offering ground at
Nursery Lane.

Soon after the First World War, a group of fervent
Zionists tried to set up a fishing business called
the Palestine Fishing Company Ltd. They bought
a fishing boat and sailed to Haifa. They were
unsuccessful because of lack of harbour facilities,
but the vessel later came in useful at the Dunkirk
evacuations in 1940.

One of Anglo-Jewry’s greatest scholars, Rabbi 
Dr Isidore Epstein, was Minister during the 20s.
Whilst at Middlesbrough he obtained his
doctorate on ‘the Responsa of Rabbi Solomon
ben Adreth (‘the Rashba’ d.1310). An apocryphal
story was told of how a council member, noticing
the Rabbi’s light was always on late into the
night, commented, “Why is he learning? 
He doesn’t need to, he is already a Rabbi!” 
He later became Principal of Jews’ College.
Amongst his scholarly legacy is his editorship 
of the Soncino Talmud.

Coinciding with the community’s
movement to the Linthorpe and
Acklam areas, a new shul was
built in Park Road South (1938),
for nearly £8000. Its Agnes
Spencer Hall was named after a
non-Jewish benefactor, whose
husband Thomas had joined
Michael Marks to form the world
famous Marks and Spencer.  Alas,
the largest shul in the North-East
was soon too big. As one Chief
Rabbi was to put it: ‘we need
people not monuments’.

1952 saw Rev Bernard Kersh at the helm. He was
a very popular man, loved by his flock. On one
occasion he was stopped in his car by a Catholic
policeman. In those days Jewish clergymen wore
dog collars and when the constable saw him, 
he mistook him for a priest and was horrified 
at what he had done. Pleading with Rev Kersh 
to bless him, Rev Kersh quickly thought of a
suitable Hebrew prayer which he translated. 

After the Valedictory Service in 1998, the story
did not end.  Forty expats living in Jerusalem 
met up and resurrected it on a website called
‘Kehillat Middlesbrough’. It attracts 300 readers
worldwide. You can close a shul down, but the
Virtual Hebrew Congregation lives on!

Interior of Middlesbrough Synagogue

Middlesbrough
by Rabbi David Katanka, St. Annes Hebrew Congregation
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On 23 December 1420, Pope Martin V banned the
conversion of Jewish children without the con-
sent of their parents. 

This reminds me of a story I once read in the Book
of Chassidic Tales of the Holocaust by Professor
Yaffa Eliach.

It was June 1942. The murder of Jews in Cracow
was at its height.  Helen and Mordechai Hiller
realised that their days in the ghetto were
numbered and they too would soon be swept
away.  Yet for their two year
old son, Shachne, there was
still a glimmer of hope. 

They began feverishly to
plan his rescue. Eventually,
they decided to contact
family friends in the small
town of Dombrowa, a
childless Catholic couple
named Jachowicz.

On 15 Nov 1942, Helen Hiller smuggled her
young son out of the ghetto. Handing him over to
her Christian friends, she gave them a letter.  It
asked them to hand Shachne over to their
relatives in the USA, in case of his parents’ death. 

In March 1943, the Cracow ghetto was
liquidated. Mr and Mrs Jachowicz learned that
the Hillers had been taken to taken to Auschwitz,
where they were killed.

Despite his parents’ wishes, Shachne grew up as
a Catholic, and was known as the Jachowiczs’
son. The Jachowiczs were anxious to have him
baptised, so that he would become a fully fledged
Catholic. They took Shachne to the church in the

village of Wadowice, where there was a young
priest named Father Karol Wojtyla.

The priest asked them several questions before
performing the baptism rite. After a while, 
Mrs Jachowicz explained Shachne’s history but
said that she loved the boy and wanted him to
stay in their home and share their faith. The young
priest asked one further question: “What do you
think the boy’s parents would want you to do?”

The woman was honest and replied that she
would never forget her
friend Helen Hiller standing
at her door, taking one last
look at her baby and saying,
“In case we don’t come
back, please do all that you
can to give Shachne back
into Jewish arms.”

Father Wojtyla refused to
baptise the child.

In 1978, Father Wojtyla became Pope John Paul
II.  When asked if this was a true story, he replied
that it was, and that over the years he had made
enquires about Shachne. He had found out that
Shachne was a successful man and an observant
Jew. The bond between him and Mr and Mrs
Jachowicz had lasted and he was in constant
touch with them, sending them money and
comforting them in their old age.

When the Chasidic Rabbi of Bluzhov, Rabbi Israel
Spira, heard the above story, he said, "G-d has
mysterious, wonderful ways unknown to men.
Perhaps it was the merit of saving a single Jewish
soul that brought about his election as Pope. It is
a story that must be told."
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