
Summary: The beginning of the book of
Shmuel describes Elkanah and his two wives.
Peninah had 10 children, whereas Chana
(Hannah) was barren, a source of great
sadness for her. On one of the
family’s visits to the Mishkan
(Tabernacle) in Shiloh, Chana
cried and prayed for a child. 
She vowed that if she had a
child, she would dedicate him 
to the service of G-d. Eli, the
Kohen (Priest) mistook her quiet
prayer for drunkenness. How-
ever, after she explained her
actions, he blessed her that her
prayers should be answered. 
She had a son and named 
him Shmuel. After Chana had
weaned him, she brought him to Eli. Chana
sang a song of praise to G-d in thanks for
answering her prayers. 

A Deeper Look: Chana’s prayer and
subsequent song are beautiful examples of
human connection with the Divine. The deep
anguish of being barren caused Chana to pour
her heart out to G-d for a child; not for her
own sense of fulfilment, but for the sake of
serving G-d (1:11). Her heartfelt plea to G-d
provides us with a paradigm of entreating the

Divine. Practical laws of prayer are derived
from this plea. For example, when we recite
the Amidah (standing prayer) we must – like
Chana – move our lips but not make sounds

that are audible to others (1:13).

In addition, the verse says that
Chana was speaking “al libah”,
which literally means ‘on her
heart’. The Talmud (Berachot 31a)
understands this to mean that
when we speak to G-d it is our
hearts and minds which must be
moved, not merely our lips. 

Prayer is therefore less about
‘talking to G-d’ and more about
pouring out our innermost
emotions and thoughts before

Him (see Eichah 2:19). By doing so we
acknowledge that He is the Ultimate pro-
vider for all that we have. Since the time 
of Avraham, our people have never been
bound by a destiny written in the stars. 
We are above the inevitability of fate (see
Midrash Bereishit Rabbah 44:12). Chana
teaches us that – provided our request 
is ‘l’sheim shamayim’ (for the sake of Heaven)
– G-d Himself can change the entire creation
for the dreams of mere mortals.
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The Book of Shmuel (Samuel 1) Chapters 1-2
by Rabbi Dr Moshe Freedman, New West End United Synagogue
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“Every man whose heart inspired him came;
and everyone whose spirit motivated him
brought the portion of G-d for the work of the
Tent of Meeting ...” (Shemot 35:21). 

The Ramban (Nachmanides d.1270) explains
that the concept of an ‘inspired heart’ in the
first clause of this verse refers specifically 
to those individuals who physically engaged 
in the building of the Mishkan and its uten-
sils. The philanthropists who donated the
material to build the Mishkan are described 
in the second clause as ‘motivated’; but
‘inspiration’ was the defining trait of
those who actually formed and
fashioned it.

The Ramban explains
this: ‘… for no-one had
taught them these skills,
they had no training or
practice whatsoever but found 
that they knew instinctively what they had to
do. …they came before Moshe, saying: “I will
do all that my master (Moshe) instructs…” ’ 

Rabbi Yerucham Levovits (d.1936) develops
this theme further, as he marvels at the level
of aspiration and ambition displayed by the
builders of the Mishkan. He sees this as almost
akin to the acceptance of the Torah itself,
which the Jewish people undertook on the
basis of the famous statement “we will do and
then we will listen” (ibid 24:7). Sometimes
imagination, ambition and enthusiasm can
outweigh the limitations of one’s skills.

This does not mean that acquiring skills and
systematic training are unimportant – they
are in fact vital. Nor should recklessness 
and irresponsibility be the order of the day.
Rather the message being conveyed is that a

‘can-do’ attitude can lead one to
achieve things which cynics
may consider impossible.

At the beginning of parashat
Va’era, the verse says “and I 
(G-d) appeared to Avraham, Yitzchak
and Ya’akov” (ibid 6:3). Rashi (d.1105) writes
that this means: ‘… and I (G-d) appeared 
el ha’avot’ – literally ‘to the fathers’. The
Chatam Sofer (d. 1839) asks what Rashi is
adding with this comment – everyone knows

that Avraham, Yitzchak
and Ya’akov were ‘the
fathers’ of our people. He
suggests – with precedent
from another verse
(Devarim 29:19) – that in

this context ‘avot’ actually
means ‘desire’. Rashi is
indicating to us that the
source of the greatness of

the forefathers was their boundless ambition
and aspiration to cling to the path of truth
and to live and breathe devotion to G-d.

With this in mind, we can gain a new
understanding of the Sages’ teaching that
every person must ask themselves: ‘when will
my deeds reach those of the avot?’ We may
not be able to match the actual deeds of
Avraham, Yitzchak and Ya’akov or Sarah,
Rivkah, Rachel and Leah. However, we can
certainly aspire to deploy every ounce of our
strength, ambition and vision to promote 
the glory of G-d and His people through 
our words, thoughts and deeds. When our 
core desire is to ‘do that which my Master
instructs’, who knows how much creative
blessing, peace and real success we will
manage to secure?

Inspiration and Ambition –
Reaching Beyond

by Rabbi M.S. Ginsbury 
Hendon United Synagogue and Director, P’eir



Witnesses to the almost unspeakable atrocities
of the Holocaust are becoming fewer in
number. Octogenarians and nonagenarians
reaching back through more than 70 years of
blurred time are our only direct connection to
that horrific era. We strive desperately to
preserve their precious memories and stories,
whilst simultaneously acknowledging that a
mere decade from now, their voices are likely to
be eerily silent for all eternity.

Rabbi Shlomo Riskin of Efrat, Israel, was in
Munich some years after the Second World
War. He found himself in a small synagogue for
Friday night prayers.

When he led the Kabbalat
Shabbat prayers, the other
congregants did not par-
ticipate in any way. He
continued to pray, expecting
to hear the familiar responses, but
there were none. The assembled
congregants seemed completely indifferent to
the entire service. 

The following morning, the Rabbi came back for
Shabbat morning prayers. All of the men were
already present when he arrived. Once again, he
was asked to lead the prayers. The same
atmosphere of complete disregard for the
prayers ensued. The men just talked, ignoring
the morning service completely.

This continued right through to the end of the
service. At this point, Rabbi Riskin sought out
the head of the synagogue. Bewildered, he
asked him why there was no decorum during
the prayers.

“We are angry,” came back the reply. “We have
all come through the horrors of this terrible
war, with the loss of thousands, millions, of our
families and friends and fellow Jews. And we
are angry. Angry at G-d.” 

“So we come here, three times a day, every day,
and we make a stand. We are determined that
He should know how angry we are at Him.”

“But if you are so angry, and the prayers seem
to matter so little to you,” asked Rabbi Riskin,
“why do you keep returning to the synagogue?”

“How else would He know how ‘broiges’ (angry
or bitter) we are, if we didn’t come back and tell
Him every day?”

These feelings were particularly commonplace
in the years following the Holocaust. Yet the
notion of crying out to G-d from the depths 
of one’s experience is given voice in the
writings of the Magen Avraham (Rabbi

Avraham Gombiner, d. 1682).
When discussing the appro-

priate place to stand when
praying, he writes
that the custom was
for the leader of the

prayers to stand a few inches lower than the
rest of the congregation, in a powerful
interpretation of the words of Psalm 130 
“From the depths I called to You, O G-d”.

Our most passionate prayers, and our ability to
move forward, come from a place of personal
depth, coupled with our innate sense of hope.
Many survivors, upon witnessing the birth of
their grandchildren, found new strength to
recount their stories, with a fervent sense of
hope that their memories were now coloured
with the dreams of a new generation of proud
Jews – a testament to their strength and their
courage.

Dedicated to my great uncles and aunts of 
the Heimann family who perished at Treblinka
and Auschwitz between 1942 and 1945: Paul,
Georg, Luise, Elfrieda, Henriette, Else and Erna
Heimann. 

The Ultimate               
by Rabbi Daniel Epstein, Cockfosters & N Southgate United Synagogue
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Last week’s article detailed the Rabbinic
enactment of Marit Ayin. This is a general
Rabbinic enactment which prohibits taking
actions which are permitted according to the
letter of the Law, but nevertheless give
onlookers the impression of doing
something halachically forbidden. One
application cited by halachic authorities is
the prohibition to cook (and/or eat) meat in
(pareve) almond milk. However, there is
a solution – to place almonds next
to where the cooking/eating is
being done, to demonstrate to
the observer that there is no
actual prohibition occurring. 

Employing this logic, is a cold cut
sandwich lathered with margarine
forbidden due to Marit Ayin, as the
margarine can easily be mistaken for butter? 

The answer begins with a Mishnah (Kilayim
2:9) that notes that combining wool and silk
does not violate the Biblical prohibition of
sha’atnez (wearing a mixture of wool and
linen). Nonetheless, this is Rabbinically
forbidden due to Marit Ayin, as such
garments could easily be mistaken for
sha’atnez. Yet, centuries later, the Shulchan
Aruch (Code of Jewish Law, written in 1563)

ruled that in his times this was no longer an
issue, as silk had become so common that it
was easily recognisable; no one would
suspect a silk blend garment of being
sha’atnez so that the Marit Ayin element has
been removed. 

The renowned Rabbi Yonatan Eibeshutz 
(d. 1764) expanded on this concept even

further, applying it as a guideline
across the board. Any time that

a questionable object (or
action) becomes common-
place, Marit Ayin no
longer applies, as sus-
picion will no longer be

aroused. The example he
gives is that in a place where

cooking meat in almond milk is the
norm, then it would not be necessary to place
almonds next to the pot, as the average
onlooker would not assume that one is
cooking ‘real’ milk. Other Rabbinic author-
ities have echoed Rabbi Eibeshutz’s ruling.

Of course, these authorities discuss exactly
how common the item/action has to be in
order to be entitled to this exemption. 

Where does cold meat and margarine fit in?
To be continued next week…

Margarine and Misconceptions: Part 2
by Rabbi Yehuda Spitz, KLBD

An in-Depth 
look at 
Kashrut


