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In loving memory of Yisrael Shmuel ben Yirmaya Yehoshuah

“So now, write this song for yourselves, and teach it to the Children of Israel, place it in their mouth,
so that this song shall be for Me a witness amongst the Children of Israel” (Devarim 31:19).
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1st Aliya (Kohen) –  Devarim 31:1-3

Moshe tells the people that he is no longer able
to lead them, as he is not going into the Land
with them (see Rashi). Rather, Yehoshua (Joshua)
will lead them across the Jordan, as God had
decreed. 

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 31:4-6

Moshe continues by assuring the nation that 
they will conquer their enemies in Cana’an, in 
the same way that God allowed them to defeat
the mighty kings Sichon and Og. However, they
must make sure to destroy the idols that they 
will find there (see commentary of Rabbi
Avraham Ibn Ezra).

3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 31:7-9

In the presence of the nation, Moshe summons
Yehoshua and tells him to be “strong and
courageous”. God will go “in front of” Yehoshua
and will not forsake him. Moshe writes the 
entire Torah and gives the scroll to the Kohanim
and the elders.

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 31:10-13

Moshe instructs the people in the mitzvah of
hakhel. Just after the end of every seventh year
of the agricultural cycle (shemitah), on Succot, all
the people are to gather in Jerusalem, young and
old, to hear the king read parts of the Torah.
Hearing these words will encourage learning
Torah and fear of God.

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 31:14-19

God calls Moshe and Yehoshua to stand by the
entrance to the Tent of Meeting (Ohel Moed),
where He tells them that the nation will turn
against Him and follow other gods. God’s anger
will flare against Israel, and he will “hide His face”
from them, as if He is unaware of their sufferings
(Rashi). God commands Moshe to write the
Song of Ha’azinu, (next week’s sidrah), and teach
it to the people (Rashi).

Question: What phenomenon accompanied
God’s appearance in the Tent of Meeting?
(31:15).  Answer on pg.6.

Point to Consider: According to the Talmud,
which famous Jewish heroine is hinted to in
verse 31:18?

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 31:20-24

God continues with His message. After He brings
the nation to the Land “which flows with milk 
and honey”, excessive enjoyment of that
abundance will lead them to idol worship.
Reading the Song of Ha’azinu (the following
sidrah) will remind them that they were warned
of the consequences of rebellion.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 31:25-30

Moshe finishes writing the Sefer Torah and tells
the Levi’im to place it next to the Aron (Ark).
Moshe notes that in his lifetime, the people have
been “rebellious and stiff-necked” and that this
will carry on after his death.

Haftarah

This is a special haftarah, read on Shabbat
Shuva, between Rosh Hashanah and Yom
Kippur. It is made up of three parts, from the
Biblical prophets Hoshea, Yoel and Micha. 
The first part calls on Israel to return to God; 
even after sinning, their return will be lovingly
accepted. The second part emphasises that 
our teshuva (return/repentance) has to be 
sincere and heartfelt, not superficial. The last
section states that God is unique in His readiness
to pardon.
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3In memory of Tzemach ben Yisrael

Write this Song 
by Rabbi Daniel Fine, Community Rabbi, Stanmore & Canons Park United Synagogue

“And now write for you 
this song – place it in their
mouths” (Devarim 31:19).

According to many
commentators, this verse
contains the final mitzvah

in the Torah, to write a Sefer Torah. The Torah
refers to itself as a shira, a song. What does 
this mean? 

The Rambam (Maimonides 1135-1204) writes
that the shira here actually refers exclusively to
the song of Ha’azinu, next week’s sidrah.
However, since one may not write one part of 
the Torah down without the rest, by default there
is a mitzvah to commit the entire Torah to
writing. Thus, according to the Rambam the
entire Torah is referenced through the shira
of Ha’azinu. How is this so? We can suggest
three approaches.

First, Rabbi Baruch Epstein (1860–1941)
explains that a song allows for individuality
within a collective goal. When a group of 
people sing together, each has their own voice,
and there can even be harmonies and melodies;
yet everyone is aiming to enhance the beauty 
of the song. In contrast, if they sing out of sync,
each aiming to amplify their own voice, the 
song will be ruined. 

This explains why the Torah is referred to as
a shira. We each have our own character traits
and individuality. Yet that individuality is
constructive only in as much as it contributes 
to the whole. Like in a song, each Jew is
precious but the nation is greater than the sum
of its parts. The famous artist Marc Chagall
(1887-1985) once met Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak
HaKohen Kook (1865-1935) and was so
impressed that he offered to paint his portrait 
for free. Rabbi Kook's reaction was to ask, 
“Do you think this would be of any benefit to the
Jewish People?”

Second, Rabbi Avraham Ibn Ezra (1092-1167)
writes that only Moshe and anyone else with
sufficient levels of understanding should 
write down Ha’azinu. Much like the layers of
depth within a song, Torah is unique in that it 
has both a simple understanding and also
endless depth. Yet there is always a risk that we
oversimplify Torah. The recognition that there 
are great levels of depth and profundity 
to Torah is fundamental.

Third, the Ramban (Nachmanides 1194-1270)
writes that the shira here lays out our 
entire history – from Creation to the arrival 
of Moshiach. A song has a beginning and an
end – it has a sequence, structure, pattern 
and rhythm. So too history has a beginning and
an end – it has sequence, rhythm and structure.
Yet we are often unable to see this. It is easy 
to be lost in the busyness of daily life, the
struggles and challenges that we experience,
failing to see the grand tapestry of history and
that God has a plan – for us as individuals and
for us as a nation. This shira aims to remind us
that He has a grand historical plan.
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4In memory of Chaya Rachel bat Moshe Ben-tzion

Shabbat: A Special Time for Teshuva
by Rabbi Chaim Gross, Editor, Daf Hashavua 

Today is Shabbat Shuva, 
the Shabbat between Rosh
Hashanah and Yom Kippur,
on which special emphasis 
is placed on looking into our
deeds.

The Talmud states: “One who sleeps for seven
days without a dream is considered bad”
(Berachot 14a).

This seems a puzzling statement. Firstly, it is
beyond our control to determine whether we
have dreams or not. Furthermore, why does a
lack of a dream indicate that a person is ‘bad’?

The Vilna Gaon (Rabbi Eliyahu Kramer d. 1797)
gave a novel and enlightening interpretation.

We are all faced with the challenge of making
sure that we are prioritising the most important
areas of our lives and not neglecting those
things that should really demand the most
attention. How are we treating those about
whom we care? How much time are we setting
aside for growth in our spiritual lives? Are we 
too focused on passing trivialities? As life 
seems to become ever busier and ever more
demanding, this challenge only appears to be
increasing. 

Every Shabbat, we have the opportunity to take
a break from the rapid rhythms of the weekday
working world. We can stop and ask ourselves
these searching questions. Having paused, 
we may well detect that those things which 
are in fact fleeting have been given too much
priority. On Shabbat, we can resolve to redress
the balance towards the truly meaningful and 
the eternal.

That is what the Talmud is subtly conveying.
Every seven days includes a Shabbat. We are
charged with not dashing through life, in danger
of actually being ‘asleep’ for a whole week. 

We are challenged to realise that many of the
things which grab our attention are actually 
no more than a passing ‘dream’. In the eyes of
the Talmud, failure to re-assess our lives every
Shabbat is wasteful.

This special connection between Shabbat and
teshuva has the earliest of historic roots. 
On Friday nights at the end of the Kabalat
Shabbat service, we recite Psalm 92, Mizmor
Shir Le’Yom HaShabbat (see green siddur, 
p. 270). According to one Midrashic
interpretation, this song was  sung by Adam 
as he welcomed in the first-ever Shabbat. 
He had just been expelled from the Garden 
of Eden. Having anticipated death for his sin, 
he was joyous that God had not given him that
punishment. 

Why was he given this chance? His exit from
Eden coincided with the entrance of Shabbat.
This was not a coincidence. Adam perceived
that Shabbat presents the opportunity for 
the teshuva that he would need to do, in order
to make the most of the second chance that 
he had been given. 

If this message is true of every Shabbat, it is
perhaps even more poignant on Shabbat Shuva.
Having gone through the process of recognising
God’s Kingship on Rosh Hashanah, our sense 
of perspective is more finely-tuned than ever.
And Yom Kippur, when we really have to ‘face 
up to ourselves’, is only a few days away. 
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5In memory of Harav Yisrael ben Harav Uriah

The History of Jewish Philosophy: Part 7 – 
Rabbi David Nieto and Spinoza’s Pantheism
by Rabbi Chaim Burman, US Rabbinic Fellow 

The Bevis Marks
Synagogue was built in
1701, 45 years after the
formation of a Spanish 
& Portuguese Community 
in London. Leading the
synagogue’s dedication
was Rabbi David Nieto

(1654-1728), the community’s newly-appointed
rabbi. Venerated throughout London by 
Jews and non-Jews alike, Rabbi Nieto was 
a masterful leader and gifted orator. He was 
also an important figure in the study of 
Jewish philosophy.

Born in Venice, at a young age he travelled to
study medicine at the University of Padua, Italy
and combined his studies with preparation for
the rabbinate. At the time, Padua was the only
university in the world that unrestrictedly
accepted Jewish students. Although he was a
gifted scholar, mastering complex mathematics,
astronomy and numerous languages including
Spanish, Portuguese, Italian, Latin, French and
Greek, Rabbi Nieto never quite developed a
strong proficiency in English and was reluctant 
to use it in public settings.

It was whilst he was a doctor and rabbi in the
Italian city of Livorno that he was approached by
the community in London, who were eager for
him to become their spiritual leader. They offered
Rabbi Nieto a handsome yearly wage of £110
plus accommodation close to Bevis Marks,
expecting in return that he would give a sermon
once every two weeks. There was one further
request: that he would not practice medicine 
at all once he came to London; he would
exclusively be their rabbi.

Rabbi Nieto accepted and actually exceeded 
the community’s expectations. He gave a
discourse twice every Shabbat and was quick 
to set up social benefit institutions, such as 
a community orphanage and educational
institution (Yeshiba Saare Ora), the first of 

its kind. He was a dynamic leader and his diverse
background enabled him to tend to a community
which had a wide range of challenges. 

There was one incident that occurred within 
the community which was particularly significant
at that time and also served to highlight an
important idea in Jewish philosophy. In 1703,
Joshua Zarfatti, an influential community
member who had partially financed the
construction of Bevis Marks, refused to enter any
building where Rabbi Nieto was present. He
charged that Rabbi Nieto was a heretic.

Zarfatti claimed that in a recent sermon in 
the Yeshiva, Rabbi Nieto had espoused heretical
theories about God and nature. He accused
Rabbi Nieto of equating God and nature, as if
God was nothing more than the force 
behind everything mundane that we see around
us. 

For the community, this claim must have been 
all too familiar. Just 50 years earlier, the Spanish
and Portuguese community in Amsterdam had
excommunicated Baruch Spinoza for advancing
theologies that were a poorly disguised form of
atheism. Spinoza claimed that God and nature
were one and that there is no transcendence, 
no knowing Being that cares and intervenes in
the world. Of course, this is at total odds with the
Jewish conception of God as an all-knowing, 
all-powerful, loving Being who intervenes in
history and guides the world constantly. 
It is likely that the trauma of the Spinoza affair 
led some within the London community to be
hypersensitive towards philosophical ideas 
that they heard.

Although Zarfatti’s protest gained little traction
amongst the community, the synagogue board
were furious at the affront to the rabbi’s honour.
They approached Sir Edward Northey, the
English Attorney-General, to find out the legal
implications of banning the dissenters from the
community. In a manner which only added to his
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6In memory of Harav Binyamin ben Harav Shalom

Answer:  A pillar of cloud
The History of Jewish Philosophy: Part 7 (continued from page 5) 

prestige, Rabbi Nieto maintained his composure
and urged the board to act with restraint. Zarfatti,
however, when offered a meeting with the rabbi
who would explain his position, refused.

Ultimately, the issue was resolved when 
the community approached the famed Rabbi Tzvi
Ashkenazi of Altona, Germany, who examined
the statements of Rabbi Nieto and ruled strongly
in his favour. Rabbi Nieto had indeed stated that
God works with the laws of nature but he had
never equated them. God is the force behind all
order in the universe. He is the One who “covers
the sky with rain-bearing clouds and gives food
to the animal” (Tehilim/Psalms 147). For this
reason, the word “nature” is not mentioned once
in the entire Tanach (Hebrew Bible), since nature 
is nothing more than the very consistent way that
God interacts with the world. Of course, 
He also transcends nature, performing miracles
when necessary and He orchestrates even 
the smallest events in the world. Rabbi Nieto was
merely emphasising that we should not think that
nature is a force independent of God. On the

contrary, “every blade of grass”, the Midrash
writes, “has its own angel appointed over it,
telling it to grow”.

After Rabbi Ashkenazi interceded on behalf 
of Rabbi Nieto, there was an immediate
reconciliation within the community, who
continued to revere their leader until his 
death in 1728. In Rabbi Nieto’s 1714 work, 
Kuzari Sheni, the theme of God and nature was
revisited. In the next article we will examine the
contribution of that book to Jewish philosophy.

Organised Ashkenazi
immigration to Brazil
started in 1891, through
the Jewish Colonization
Association (sometimes
referred to as the JCE 
or by Yiddish-speakers as
a’’qyy) which was created

on September 11 of that year by Baron Maurice
de Hirsch. Its aim was to facilitate the 
mass emigration of Jews from Russia and
other Eastern European countries, by settling
them in agricultural colonies on lands 
purchased by the Committee, particularly in 
North America (Canada and the United States)
and South America (Argentina and Brazil).

Waves of Jewish immigration followed, first by
Russian and Polish Jews escaping pogroms 
and the Russian Revolution, then in the 1930s
during the rise of Nazis in Europe. 

In the late 1950s, another wave of immigration
brought thousands of North African and Arabic-
speaking Jews. Nowadays Jewish communities
thrive in Brazil, which has the ninth largest 
Jewish community in the world, numbering about
107,300 according to the 2010 Census. 

An Introduction to South American Jewry Part 6: 
Ashkenazi Jews in Brazil 
by Dayan Elimelech Vanzetta, Rabbinical and Halachic Administrator for US Burial,
Lecturer for US in the City 

Rabbi 
David Nieto
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