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In loving memory of Shmuel Nissim ben Yaacov

“And Avraham raised his eyes and saw – behold, a ram! – afterwards, caught in the thicket by its
horns” (Bereishit 22:13).

16 November 2019 18 Cheshvan 5780

Shabbat ends London 5.01pm
Jerusalem 5.18pm

The AJEX Remembrance Ceremony & Parade at the
Cenotaph takes place from 1pm on Sunday 17 November
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1st Aliya (Kohen) – Bereishit 18:1-14

Shortly after Avraham’s brit milah, God appears
to him in Elonei Mamre. Avraham greets three
‘men’ (in fact, angels – see Rashi) and serves
them a fine meal. One of them tells Avraham that
Sarah will have a baby boy in a year’s time. Sarah
overhears and laughs in disbelief.

2nd Aliya (Levi) –18:15-33 

God reveals to Avraham His plan to destroy the
wicked city of Sedom. Avraham pleads with God
to spare the city, in the merit of any righteous
people who might live there. However, there are
not even ten righteous people living there.

3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 19:1-20

Two of the men (angels) arrive in Sedom to
rescue Lot, Avraham’s nephew. Lot welcomes
them into his house. The locals protest against
Lot’s hospitality and try to break down the door.
Lot offers his daughters in return for the guests’
safety. God strikes the townsfolk with blindness.
The ‘men’ tell Lot to flee with his family.

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 19:21-21:4

God rains down sulphur and fire from the
heavens, overturning Sedom and its
neighbouring cities. Lot’s wife turns to look back
and becomes a pillar of salt (see p.3 article). Lot
hides in a cave with his two daughters. On
consecutive nights, fearing that they are the last
humans left, Lot’s daughters get him drunk and
each conceives a child from him. 

Avraham moves to Gerar in the Negev. The local
ruler Avimelech takes away Sarah, whom
Avraham claims is his sister. God appears to
Avimelech, warning him not to touch Sarah.
Avimelech confronts Avraham, who defends his
non-disclosure. Sarah gives birth to Yitzchak,
who has a brit milah on his eighth day.

Point to Consider: Which of Lot’s two daughters
is considered in a more negative light? (see Rashi
to 19:37)

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 21:5-21

Sarah sees the negative effect that Avraham’s
wayward first son, Yishmael, could have on
Yitzchak. She tells Avraham to send away
Yishmael and his mother Hagar. They travel in the
desert and Yishmael nearly dies of thirst. An
angel appears, telling Hagar that a great nation
will come from Yishmael. God opens Hagar’s
eyes and she sees a well of water.

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 21:22-33

Avraham makes a peace pact with Avimelech,
establishing Avraham’s rights to the wells he had
already dug.

Question: What is the name of the place where
Avraham and Avimelech made their pact? (21:32)
Answer on bottom of page 6.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 22:1-24

God tells Avraham to bring Yitzchak as an
offering. Having previously been told by God that
Yitzchak would be his heir, and having always
encouraged Avraham’s acts of compassion and
kindness, this Divine instruction defies logic.
Nevertheless, Avraham obeys, showing his
unconditional devotion to God, regardless of his
logical understanding. As Avraham raises the
knife, an angel appears, telling him not to touch
Yitzchak, presenting instead a ram to sacrifice.
Avraham is praised for his faith. Avraham is told
about the birth of Rivkah, Yitzchak’s future wife.

Haftarah

The haftarah includes the moving story of the
prophet Elisha’s miraculous resuscitation of a
young boy who had been born to the
Shunamite lady who used to host Elisha in 
her house. Elisha had originally prophesied the
birth of the boy.
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The Pillar of Salt
by Rabbi Michael Laitner, US Jewish Living Division and Finchley Synagogue

If you travel alongside the
Dead Sea on Route 90 
you might notice curious
signage to the west,
signalling a path to a rock
purported to be ‘Lot’s
Wife’, relating to a well-
known episode in our
parasha. 

Lot and his family were residents of the wicked
city of Sedom. When God destroyed Sedom 
and its wicked neighbouring city Amorah
(Sodom and Gomorrah), with sulphur and fire,
He gave strict instructions to Lot’s family: 
“Flee for your lives, do not look backwards …
escape to the mountains” (19:17). Lot’s 
wife, whose name we are not told, disobeyed.
“And his [Lot’s] wife looked behind, and she
became a pillar of salt” (19:26).

What might lie behind this punishment?

As earlier verses in this passage demonstrate,
Sedom was not a paragon of hospitality. Rashi
(1040-1105), on verse 17, quotes Midrashic
teachings which state, ‘she sinned with salt and
was punished with salt’, noting that when Lot
had asked her to give him some salt for their
guests, she complained in response that Lot 
was providing hospitality at all. 

The continuation of this Midrash is even more
accusatory, telling us that she deliberately went
to her neighbours to borrow salt for the guests.
She thereby intentionally informed them about
the presence of the guests, setting in motion the
threats which the townspeople then made. 

We can infer from this Midrashic teaching the
punishment of salt relates to the sin committed
with salt.  

If so, why was the punishment only administered
when Lot’s wife looked backwards? Ostensibly,
she should have received this punishment in 
any case. 

Rashbam (1085-1158), Rashi’s grandson,
addresses this question, writing on verse 17. 
He suggests that the command not to look 
back was to avoid gazing at the distress of 
those being punished, particularly at the sons-
in-law of Lot and his wife who had ignored the
warnings to leave and stayed in Sedom.  

Rashbam adds that it was also inappropriate to
look as God destroyed the city, since having
such ‘interactions’ with God’s presence require 
a person to have a profound level of piety,
something which Lot’s wife lacked. Perhaps this
is why the punishment was dispensed at this
particular time, rather than any other. 

Later on, the Torah provides an additional
reference to support both the views of Rashi and
Rashbam. At the end of his life, hundreds of
years later, Moshe (Devarim 29:22) warns the
people to learn the lessons of Sedom and
Amorah. There Moshe mentions salt, which, 
as the commentary of Radak to Bereishit 19:26
notes, is a constituent of sulphur, one of the
materials used to destroy Sedom and Amorah.
Lot’s wife was punished with salt, as were the
people of Sedom and Amorah, because not only
had she emulated their lack of hospitality, but
she had also identified with those cities and their
values by looking back, perhaps demonstrating
a lack of belief in God.

Even if we cannot conclusively identify the pillar
of salt, the lessons of this passage, perhaps
highlighted to us should we be able to pass the
road sign, remain relevant for every generation,
as Moshe taught us.
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Jewish Contemporary Ethics Part 45: Artificial Intelligence 2
– Who takes responsibility for parenting AI?   
by Rabbi Dr Moshe Freedman, New West End Synagogue

Artificial Intelligence (AI) and
Machine Learning (the ability
of algorithms to learn from
data) describe the ability of
computer algorithms to learn
from information they receive.
From the analysis and
processing of these vast

amounts of data, AI algorithms can then make
autonomous decisions, communicate with
human users and create music, art and poetry.
One of the AI tools we frequently use is known as
a chatbot, a piece of AI software that can hold a
conversation with people using text or speech.
Common examples of AI chatbots include
Apple’s Siri and Amazon’s Alexa, which can both
perform a variety of functions on demand and
learn from their users about their regular needs
and preferences.

The continuing interest in AI has led to a variety of
fascinating studies carried out by some of the
world’s largest tech companies, which have
revealed some of the ethical complexities of using
AI. One example was Microsoft’s Twitter AI
chatbot called Tay. This chatbot was released
onto the Twitter social network in March 2016 to
interact with hundreds of thousands of people
across the world. What started well with
comments such as “Can I just say that im stoked
to meet u? humans are super cool” descended
into a farce as Tay became influenced by online
users teaching it to become increasingly racist,
misogynistic and antisemitic. Within 16 hours
Microsoft had to shut it down. 

But the Tay experiment taught us something very
important.

Creating AI algorithms which learn from the
information they are fed is similar to parenting
children who are also absorbing experiences and
learning from the environment and other people
around them. The role of a parent is to moderate
what a child learns from their surroundings; most
parents instinctively discipline their children in

order to raise polite, moral and well-refined young
people who eventually learn how to filter out
negative influences for themselves. The problem
with Tay was critical: if AI algorithms are meant to
learn and act from the data they receive, whose
responsibility is it to supervise their learning
process and ‘parent’ the results? 

There is another even more fundamental concern.
Machine-learning works by using algorithms
which are simply procedural rules for processing
information and then making a decision based on
those data. These algorithms are inevitably limited
in complexity to what their developers anticipate
will be the key information needed to execute the
task they have been designed to perform. 

Yet human intelligence is far more complex 
and nuanced than merely learning how to
communicate, calculate or strategise. The
foundation of human morality is based on 
our capacity to operate beyond the letter of the
law – beyond the cold, rigid rules of an 
algorithm. This is only possible because of our
capacity to empathise with the needs of others, 
to see beyond the data – to be able to see 
the quality of the information we receive, not 
to merely quantify it. 

Similarly, we are able to parent our children 
only because they are human, just like us.
Empathy, compassion and identification with
others are exclusively human traits that cannot 
be replicated in the bytes of computer algorithms,
however complex they may be. 
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Opening the era of the Prophets: An introduction to Sefer
Yehoshua (the Book of Joshua) – Part 1 
by Hannah Reuben, US Living & Learning Project Executive 

Sefer Yehoshua opens 
the Nevi’im (prophets)
section of the Tanach (the
Hebrew Bible, consisting 
of Torah, Nevi’im and
Ketuvim) as Bnei Yisrael
enter the Land of Israel
under the leadership of

Joshua, following the passing of Moshe.

Sefer Yehoshua follows Devarim, the final book
of the Torah, describing a new and exciting
phase in our national history, with well-known
episodes such as the Battle of Jericho. The
Nevi’im section of the Tanach was given with a
lower level of prophecy than the Torah, which
was transmitted directly by God to Moshe.

Over the coming weeks, we shall review this
book with the aim of understanding the content
and its impact. In preparation, we shall start with
an introduction to Sefer Yehoshua, drawing on
the presentation by Yehuda Kiel (1916-2011) in
the Daat Mikra series, published by Mossad
HaRav Kook in Jerusalem.

Who was Yehoshua?
Yehoshua bin Nun was from the tribe of Ephraim,
which he represented in the delegation of leaders

that Moshe sent to spy out the Land in the
second year after leaving Egypt. Along with
Caleb ben Yefuneh, Yehoshua provided a
positive report, in contrast to the other spies.

Yehoshua had many similar attributes to Moshe.
Both were described after their passing as ‘eved
Hashem’, a faithful servant of God. The Talmud
(Bava Batra 75a) states that whilst Moshe’s face
was like the sun, Yehoshua’s was like the moon. 

Yehoshua was one of Moshe’s primary students.
He was referred to as Moshe’s assistant –
mesharet – which is understood to indicate
Yehoshua’s wisdom and that Moshe chose
Yehoshua to perform this important role before
God confirmed that Yehoshua would succeed
Moshe.

It is clear from both the Torah and this book that
Yehoshua also served as a military leader, a 
judge and then a prophet. In his later role, he
communicated God’s teaching and instructions
to the people.

Although he did not complete the conquest 
of the Land, Sefer Yehoshua attests both to
Yehoshua’s care for the people and his success
in encouraging observance of the Torah, as 
Bnei Yisrael settled into this new period of
national independence and nation-building. 

Authorship
The Talmud (Bava Batra 14a-15b) states that
Yehoshua wrote the vast majority of his book, 
but not the verses which describe the end of his
life, which were written by the Kohanim Elazar
and his son Pinchas. However, there are a few
events which, although recorded in the book of
Yehoshua, actually took place later. For example,
Ch. 19 v. 47 describes the conquest of Leshem
by the tribe of Dan. Rashi (1040-1105) comments
that this incident took place during the period of
Otniel ben Kenaz, one of the Judges. Presumably
this was inserted into the book of Yehoshua at a
later time, placed into the context of the Land
being divided among the tribes.

Contents
Chapters Brief Summary

1-4 Entrance into the Land – reassurances
to Yehoshua, the crossing of the 
River Jordan, Pesach offering in Gilgal

5-12 Conquest of the Land – Jericho, Ai,
the Gibeonites

13-19 Division of the Land into tribal and
family plots; the 31 Canaanite kings

20-22 Appointment of cities of refuge and
Levite cities; return of Reuven, Gad
and part of Menashe to their lands

23-24 Yehoshua’s final teachings and the
covenant at Shechem
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Answer: Be'er Sheva

Shefford by Dr Judith Grunfeld l’’ z

Dr Judith Grunfeld was the headmistress of the
Jewish Secondary School in Stamford Hill in 1939.
Last week, we introduced the serialisation of her
book “Shefford”. In this first extract, Dr Grunfeld
describes the background to the evacuation of her
charges to the countryside in September 1939.

Refugee Children come to London: 1938 –
1939
The sky hung heavily over us. While we chatted of
trivialities, we felt the nagging fear in the pit of 
our stomachs. We knew that our people in
Germany were going through untold suffering.
And while we did our shopping, securing the 
daily requirements, we felt like traitors for
following our routine so placidly, while across 
the Channel on the Continent terror and fury 
were unleashed against our kith and kin. 

And then another fear started stalking against 
our own fortress of security. There was talk of
imminent war. We were groping in the dark, trying
to steady ourselves while busy with household
chores, children’s needs and professional
problems. It was summer 1938. Life went on, with
remarks on the weather thrown in as usual. On
the political situation opinions were varied. Would
there be a war? Deep down we never thought it
could be possible; life was too orderly and too
friendly ever to be this cruelly threatened. But
everybody was ordered to go to the Town Hall to
have gas-masks fitted; even babies were
supplied with gas-masks with Mickey Mouse
faces, introducing a cheerful note. We went to
comply with the order, yet comforted ourselves
that the impossible catastrophe would never
occur.

During 1938 many refugee families from the
Continent had come to England and many
organisations had brought children in groups
without their parents. Children had parted with
their parents on continental railway stations,
aware with a child’s sure, although veiled, instinct
that this separation was necessitated by danger,
by plots that would be foiled through this joining
together of many children in an adventurous train

journey. It was to be a final parting for many, a
monstrous farewell, a skipping over the death-
line. Parents took them to the station. A last hanky
was handed up through the railway window, a last
warning was given not to lean against the door,
not to crush the biscuits in the bag, to be sure to
wrap up well against the wind. These were
anaesthetics to dull the pain of the last gruelling
moments of this desperate parting, the lulling,
self-deceiving devices, employed to hide the
abyss.

The children who came in groups to England were
placed in Jewish families who had guaranteed
their upkeep, or were accommodated in hostels
set up at that time by various committees. 

It is remarkable that these children, many of
whom were quite young – five to nine years of 
age – managed to keep their equilibrium. 
There were not only strange faces in a strange
surrounding, there was a language they did 
not understand, different habits and different
food. Nothing was the same. The only stable
thing they encountered must have been the
warmth of human friendliness. I know many 
of these children today as adults. They have
founded homes, have built up their own families
and they tell their children scanty stories 
about their “grandparents” who are engraved 
in their memory with that last speck of hand-
kerchief fluttering
away in the air at 
the railway station, a
pathetic picture that
became dimmer as
tears and distance
clouded it over. 

Reproduced with
permission.






