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The eleventh century medieval French
philosopher, Peter Abelard, once remarked
"A Jew, however poor, even if he had ten
sons, would put them all to letters, not for
gain… but for understanding of G-d's
law. And not only his sons, but 
his daughters."

Education has always been a
top priority for Jews. This week’s
sidrah contains the words of the
first paragraph of the Shema, which
highlight the central reason for
prioritising education. Even more
importantly, they provide us with a
perspective on how to approach
education of children from a Torah
perspective:

“These words shall be on your heart. Teach
them to your children, and speak of them
when you sit at home…” (Devarim 6:6-7).

Rabbi Elie Munk (d. 1981), in his classic
commentary on the siddur, World of Prayer,
explains the direct juxtaposition in these
verses between the command to internalise
the words of the Torah (“on your heart”)
with the instruction to teach them to
children. Once one has absorbed the 

central messages of Jewish faith, it is a key
responsibility to pass them on to others.

That is why we have always been so
concerned about education, to the extent
that this approach inspired a non-Jewish
philosopher in 11th century France to write

about it so admiringly. 

The Torah’s message, in the heart of 
the very paragraph that contains the
central tenants of our faith, is crystal

clear. Judaism is not centred on the
house of worship, the synagogue.

Torah first and foremost needs to
be felt and experienced in the

home. Although the shul and
community are absolutely
vital, it is primarily through

the home environment that our
tradition is passed on to others.

This also explains why the last line of the
Shema ends with the mitzvah of mezuzah.
When we place the mezuzah on the
doorposts of our homes, containing these
verses of the Shema, we make a powerful
declaration of intent to pass on the 
Jewish values that we have learnt to the
next generation.

The Priority of Education
by Rabbi Yoni Birnbaum, Hadley Wood Jewish Community

Solutions in
the Sidrah:



Moshe’s leadership was shaped by separate-
ness. His formative years were spent in the
comfort of Egyptian royalty, rather than in the
misery of slavery.  His initial adulthood was
spent in the rural surroundings of a shepherd's
life, isolated from the pressure of labour 
in industrial Egypt (Shemot Chapters 
2-3). In this week’s sidrah, the separateness
that characterised Moshe’s life is expressed 
in his desperate pleas to enter the sacred 
Land of Israel. Yet this was not to be. Instead,
he was destined to die alone
(Devarim 34:5). 

Moshe’s remarkable character is
also described as separate from
the rest of humanity: “The man
Moshe was exceedingly humble,
more than any person on the face
of the earth” (Bemidbar 12:3).
Additionally, when descending
with the Torah after encounter-
ing G-d, his face was radiant.
Initially, the people could not even look at
Moshe directly. From that point on, unless
communicating with G-d or teaching Torah 
to the nation, Moshe’s face was masked, 
veiled and separated from everyone else
(Shemot 34).

Moshe’s separateness only deepened with his
death: “And no one knows his burial place to
this day” (Devarim 34:6). 

The fact that Moshe was separate from the
people was a product of his superior qualities.
It is important to note that being separate is
sometimes a positive value, associated with
the concepts of havdalah and kedushah. 
We can therefore understand the concept of a
‘separate’ leader. 

However, perhaps one can suggest a different

approach that might explain
why being so separate from
the nation was critical:

In our sidrah, Moshe
warned the nation about
the dangers of idol worship.
This included a specific command
not to “act corruptly and make yourselves a
carved image, a likeness of any shape; a form
of a male or female” (ibid 4:15). Later on
Moshe repeated the Ten Commandments,

including the instruction: “You
shall not make yourself a carved
image of any likeness of 
that which is in the heavens
above or on the earth below”
(ibid 5:8).

Moshe was the greatest of all
prophets, leader of the Jewish
nation and primary teacher 
of the Torah. In the presence 

of such greatness, it may have been easy for
people to combine commitment to the
message with an idolisation of the messenger.
Some commentators suggest that this also
explains why (barring one fleeting, scriptural
reference) Moshe is not mentioned in the
Pesach Haggadah – to remind us that it was
G-d alone who redeemed us and not Moshe.

This enables us to direct our concentration
and focus on the teachings rather than the
teacher. Indeed, the last Biblical prophet,
Malachi, began his final prophetic words to
the Jewish nation with the introduction:
“Remember the teaching of Moshe, 
My servant which I commanded him…”
(Malachi 3:22). More than we remember
Moshe, we are charged to concentrate on
remembering his teachings. 

Educating with Words by Rabbi Boruch M. Boudilovsky 
Borehamwood & Elstree United Synagogue’s ‘Yavneh Minyan’



Shabbat Nachamu: Memories of Relief
by Rebbetzen Ilana Epstein, Cockfosters & N Southgate United Synagogue; 

US Living & Learning Educator

Judaism is a calendar-based religion. We are
driven by time, date and season.

We often ask each other questions like, 
“When will Shabbat end? Is Pesach late 
or early this year? How will the leap year
affect our Chanukah celebrations?”

The end of summer signifies not just the
beginning of the school year, but the up-
coming High Holy Days.

As a child growing up in New York, summers
were a time of packing up the 
car, coach rides to summer camp
and migrating to the Catskill
Mountains. We ‘New Yorkers’ left
the steaming city and decamped
en masse to the bungalow
colonies, resorts and sleepover
camps that dotted the idyllic
mountain range of Upstate New
York. Summer days were magical.

And yet a certain feeling would
follow us through July; a slight apprehension.
There was a fear that G-d’s care for us was
overshadowed by history. 

Mornings in camp were for informal Jewish
studies and afternoons for sports and
recreation. On the 17th of Tammuz, the whole
camp would fast and we would hear stories of
the siege of Jerusalem two thousand years
before. For the next three weeks – known as
“Bein HaMetzarim” or simply “The Three
Weeks”, a time of sadness and pseudo-
mourning culminating in the Fast of Tisha 
B’Av – we significantly limited our fun
activities. The restrictions associated with
mourning were anathema to a summer camp.
Yet this was a big part of the experience,
climaxing on the Fast of Av; the saddest day 
in the Jewish calendar. 

Megillat Eicha – the Book of Lamentations –
was read by firelight and, if you were an
imaginative kid, you could picture the Temple
burning in the light of the bonfire. For 
those Three Weeks, throughout the Nine 
Days leading up to and especially during the
fast, we waited with baited breath.

We prayed that tragedy would not strike again
as it had befallen our people at this time of
year throughout the centuries. But like the
morning mountain mist that lifted by 

mid-morning, so too, at the end
of the Three Weeks, our spirits
lifted and we eagerly anticipated
the arrival of Shabbat Nachamu,
the Shabbat after Tisha B’Av. 

In this week’s haftarah, we are
told by G-d to “be comforted”.
During my childhood summers,
this was a balm to our souls.
There was a palatable shift in 

our mood as the main streets of Woodbourne,
Monroe and Monticiello were overrun with
friends and family. We sensed the relief of a
community. 

That sense of relief is the message that I hope
the Haftarah of Nachamu sends out to all of
us. The weeks leading up to the Ninth of Av are
not meant to be easy, but G-d, who created our
sense of time, knows that we need to feel
secure in our relationship with Him as we
approach the Days of Awe. The Haftarah of
Shabbat Nachamu is the first of Seven
Haftarot of Comfort (“Sheva D’Nechemta”)
that will be read in anticipation of the days
that we stand in Judgment before the Lord,
secure in knowledge that, even after the
destructive events that we have com-
memorated, He opens his arms in comfort.
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Summary: Shmuel died and was buried in
Ramah. David travelled to the Desert of Paran
and sent messengers to a wealthy man, 
Naval, who lived in the city of Maon, to ask 
for provisions. Naval refused David’s request
and disparaged David’s kingship, a crime
punishable by death.

A Deeper Look: As the Jewish people
gathered to eulogise Shmuel, Naval prepared a
feast to celebrate the shearing of the sheep
(Radak on Shmuel I 25:8).
David’s men had provided
protection to Naval and his
shepherds (Shmuel I 25:8). Yet
when David’s messengers
asked for supplies, Naval not
only refused, but disparaged
David by saying “who is David
and who is the son of Yishai
(Jesse)?”. David responded by preparing to kill
Naval. Why did Naval behave this way?
Furthermore, did he really deserve to die for
his insolence? 

Naval was a descendant of Kalev (Caleb), 
who had stood firm together with Yehoshua
(Joshua) in speaking positively about the 
Land of Israel (Bemidbar 13:30). After the sin
of the spies, Kalev and Yehoshua were
excluded from G-d’s punishment that the
nation would die in the desert before reaching
the Promised Land (ibid. 14:24). 

The Jerusalem Talmud (Yerushalmi Sanhedrin
2:3) explains that as a descendant of Kalev,

Naval poured scorn upon David’s kingship
because he thought he was more qualified
than David to be the king, given his ancestor’s
pious deeds. Rabbi Shimon Ashkenazi
HaDarshan of Frankfurt (c. 1260) explains that
Naval thought that David was arrogant to
assume power, just because of some ‘drops of
anointing oil’ that had been poured over him
by Shmuel. This also explains why Naval
ignored the national mourning period for
Shmuel, the prophet who had anointed David.

Even though David had not yet
assumed power, as King Shaul
was still alive, he still had the
status of an anointed king.
Naval’s attitude was therefore
a meridah b’malchut (treachery
towards an anointed king), a
crime punishable by death.

Naval was only saved when his wife Avigail
sent provisions and pleaded to David for
mercy. David granted clemency. However,
when Naval heard of what had happened, 
“his heart died within him and he became 
like a stone” (Shmuel I 25:37); he died ten 
days later. The Talmud explains that the ten
day period was between Rosh Hashanah 
and Yom Kippur. G-d allowed Naval the
opportunity to repent, but he did not take it
(Talmud Rosh Hashanah 18a). However, David
married Avigail, his widow. She is regarded 
as one of the most remarkable women in
Jewish history (Talmud Megillah 14a-15a).

The Book of Shmuel (Samuel I) Chapter 25
by Rabbi Dr Moshe Freedman, New West End United Synagogue

Journeys with
the Prophets:

Part 39


