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Message from the editors  

This is tÏÌɯÍÐÙÚÛɯÐÚÚÜÌɯÖÍɯÖÜÙɯÊÖÔÔÜÕÐÛàɀs news bulletin , and it 
could also be the only  one that is published  in English.  During 
the last few months, our nascent congregation has had the 
privilege of joining the American Jewish community and their 
wonderful lay leader for Kabbalat Shabbat services and festivals. 
However,  the future of  egalitarian Jewish services within the XX 
XXX XXX XXXX Heidelberg is uncertain. As long as Jewish 
Reform services are still held at XXXXXXX, we will be there. And 
while we are officially just guests of the American congregation, 
we perceive ourselves as one congregation, not as two parallel 
congregations - one military, one civilian  - sharing the same 
facilities. It is therefore only natural that our news bulletin is 
aimed at everyone who attends services at XXXXXX, not just at 
the German-speaking subgroup of the congregants. However, 
there is the possibility that we may have to move to a different 
locality in the near future . In that case we will have to wait and 
see who comes with us, but chances are that we might  change 
from bilingual to  mainly German -speaking and that the next 
issue of Shofar might  be in German. 

But for now, let us rejoice in the festival  of Hanukkah . 
We commemorate not only the rededication of the Temple and 
ÛÏÌɯÔÐÙÈÊÓÌɯÖÍɯÓÐÎÏÛÚȮɯÉÜÛɯÈÓÚÖɯÛÏÌɯ,ÈÊÊÈÉÌÌÚɀɯÚÛÙÜÎÎÓÌɯÍÖÙɯpolitical 
and religious freedom . When the Seleucid rulers forbade the Jews 
to practise their religion, the choices available to the latter were to 
keep quiet and hope for better times, or to put their lives on the 
line fighting the oppressors. The Maccabees chose to fight and, 
against all odds, they liberated Jerusalem and brought about 
political and religious liberation. Today we celebrate this miracle, 
and we publicize it by lightin g our hanukkiyot in public view:  
Just like the bright spark of Jewish identity and Jewish values 
prevailed against the dark forces of oppression, our brightly lit 
candles are illuminating the long dark nights in the middle of 
winter . 

Maybe the ,ÈÊÊÈÉÌÌÚɀɯÚÛÙÜÎÎÓÌɯcan be an inspiration to 
us as well. The words of Mi yemalel remind us that ˪˞˶˷˧ ˸ˣ˶ˣ˟ˠ, 
mighty deeds of Israel, were necessary to accomplish the miracle 
of Hanukkah. The Maccabees ÊÖÜÓËÕɀÛɯÑÜÚÛ lay low  and hope for 
˫˷ˢ ˸ˣ˶ˣ˟ˠ, mighty deeds of the Eternal (Ps 106,2), to solve their 
problems in their place  - they had to act themselves and, despite 
ÛÏÌɯÖËËÚɯÈÎÈÐÕÚÛɯÛÏÌÔȮɯÛÏÈÛɀÚɯÞÏÈÛɯÛÏÌàɯËÐË. The same may be 

true for the challenges we are facing: if we want to build  
a thriving and vibrant  egalitarian Jewish community  in 
Heidelberg , we will have to be proactive  and put our 
money where our mouth is, even if that means working 
hard and confronting obstacles. And  who knows, maybe 
our efforts will result in a small miracle!  
Kol Tuv  and Happy Hanu kkah!             Judith  & Marc 
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AN APPEAL TO OUR READ ERS  
This initial issue of Shofar is a news bulletin for  our community, but it is not yet the news bulletin of  our community. Most of it 
has been put together by a small number of people, and therefore the contents reflect our ÐËÌÈÚɯÈÕËɯ×ÙÌÍÌÙÌÕÊÌÚȮɯÉÜÛɯÛÏÌàɯËÖÕɀÛɯ
necessarily do justice to our community in its ËÐÝÌÙÚÐÛàȭɯ/ÓÌÈÚÌɯÏÌÓ×ɯÜÚɯÌÕÚÜÙÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÛɯËÖÌÚÕɀÛɯÚÛÈàɯÛÏÐÚɯÞÈàȭɯHere are two things 
you can do (and this applies not only to congregation members, but to any interested reader) : 

Ɉ Did you enjoy our first issue? Great! Do you disagree with our take on a particular subject? Even better! Rather than 
keep things to yourselves, write us a letter: editor@beitgesher.org. Letters to the editors will b e published (with the 
ÚÌÕËÌÙɀÚɯ×ÌÙÔÐÚÚÐÖÕȺɯin ÛÏÌɯÕÌßÛɯÐÚÚÜÌȭɯ(ÍɯÛÏÌÙÌɀs enough response, we may also publish them on the website. 

Ɉ Did you miss an article on a topic you consider important? How about writing it yourself? Submissions of 
manuscripts are accepted in all common electronic formats (Word, RTF, ODF, plain text etc.) and in both German and 
English. Please send them to editor@beitgesher.org. 
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Centerpiece article  
 

An interview with Rabbi Tom Cohen, Paris  

Rabbi Tom Cohen grew up in Portland,  Oregon. He studied 
at Portland State University, and later in a joint degree 
program at UCLA and the Unive rsity College of Jewish 
Studies in Los Angeles , where he received his Bachelor's 
degree. He subsequently  entered the Rabbinic Program of 
the Jewish Theological  Seminary, New York, and spent the 
next six years studying towards  rabbinic ordination : first  at 
the University of Judaism ( now  the American Jewish 
University) in Los Angeles, then at Schechter Institute in 
Jerusalem, and finally on site at the JTS in New York  for the 
last two years. Among his teachers were Barry Holtz, Neil  
Gillman , Burton Visotzky, Raymond Scheindlin, Joel  Roth 
and Elliott Dorff. In 1991 he received smicha from the JTS 
and moved to France, where he worked in Lyon  and Paris. 
He founded Kehilat Gesher, the  French-Anglophone Jewish 
congregation in Paris, in 1993. Today he  live s in Paris with 
his wife Pauline Bebe - France's first female  rabbi and the 
leader of a 320-family congregation  - and their four  
children: Tali, Shana, Elon and Galit.  You can visit his 
ÊÖÕÎÙÌÎÈÛÐÖÕɀÚɯ Þebsite at www.kehilatgesher.org. B etter 
yet, take the ICE train from Mannheim to Paris and visit his 
congregation at 17 rue Léon Cogniet, 75017 Paris. The 
following interview was conducted via Skype and 
transcribed subsequently. It goes without saying that a ny 
errors resulting from the transcription are entirely the 
responsibility of the interviewer , not of the interviewee . 

 
SHOFAR : Hello, Rabbi Tom. Please tell us a bit more about yourself. 
What made you decide to take up Rabbinic Studies? 

 
RABBI TOM COHEN : 3ÏÈÛɀÚɯÈɯÉÐÎɯØÜÌÚÛÐÖÕȭɯ'ÖÞɯÊÈÕɯ(ɯÈÕÚÞÌÙɯ
thi s quickly besides telling the story about sleeping in my 
bed, and then the clouds opened up one night above my 
ÏÌÈËȮɯÈÕËɯ(ɯÚÈÞɯÈɯÉÐÎɯÍÐÕÎÌÙɯ×ÖÐÕÛÐÕÎɯÈÛɯÔÌɯÚÈàÐÕÎɯɁI want 
youɂȮɯÈÕËɯÛÏÈÛɀÚɯÞÏÌÕɯ(ɯÒÕÌÞɯÛÏÈÛɯ&ÖËɯÞÈÕÛÌËɯÔÌɯÛÖɯÉÌÊÖÔÌɯ
ÈɯÙÈÉÉÐȱȭɯÕÖȮɯËÖÕɀÛɯÜÚÌɯÛÏÈÛ story, okay? 
 Actually, I grew up in a traditional American Jewish 
family, which means that my father went to the High 
Holidays, usually to Kol Nidre, we had a Passover seder (I 
ËÐËÕɀÛɯÒÕÖÞɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÞÈÚɯÈɯÚÌÊÖÕËɯÏÈÓÍɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯ'ÈÎÎÈËÈÏȮɯÞÌɯ
just read the Haggadah up to the time you ate the meal), and 
we celebrated Hanukkah at the house. That was the extent of 
my Jewishness. That being said, my father was a kosher meat 
cutter at one point in his life, mainly because in the town 
where we grew up there were no Jewish boys who were meat 
cutters, and so the Orthodox rabbi got him to open up a shop 
for him, even if my father  ÞÈÚÕɀÛɯOrthodox in practice . 
 I was always interested though in what it mean t to 
be Jewish, more than in the simple fact that I was born Jewish. 
I took advantage of university studies, especially in Los 
Angeles, to explore questions like ɁWhy am I a Jewȳɂ, and I 
found that while I started my studies with the intention of 
doing something very different, I kept getting pulled more 
and more into th e Jewish studies. Eventually I got to the point 
where I was asking questions like  Ɂ6ÏàɯÞÈÚÕɀÛɯ(ɯÛÈÜÎÏÛɯÛÏÐÚȳɂɯ
ÖÙɯɁWhy did that happen?ɂȮɯÈÕËɯÐÛɯÎÖÛɯÔÌɯÝÌÙàɯÐÕÛÌÙÌÚÛÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ
idea of transmission. I guess it was a slow process. 

 
You have studied at three of the world's most prestigious 
institutions for Jewish studies and with a number of famous scholars 

and rabbis. Was there anyone among your teachers who had a 
particular impact on you? 

 
Elliot Dorff - I am a Dorffer Hassid! He had the most 
influence on me, especially in my UJ years obviously. 

Yet there were two other people who had an 
influence on me: the rabbi who told me about the UJ program, 
he was the one who prepared me for my Bar Mitzvah. His 
name was Phillip Kleinman  áɀɀÓ. At the time when I was 
studying with him as a Bar Mitzvah boy, he was one of the 
oldest surviving graduates of JTS. His teacher was Solomon 
Schechter. And because he was the only married student in 
his day at JTS, he had the right to walk home Solomon 
Schechter every day after class. It was a bÐÎɯËÌÈÓȱɯÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎɯ
important at that time period.  For me Phillip Kleinman was  
what I like to call  Ish Dotan. Ish Dotan was the man from 
Dotan: ÐÛɀÚɯÎÖÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÐÕɯÛÏÐÚɯÞÌÌÒɀÚɯ×ÈÙÈÚÏÈȮɯÞÏÌÕɯ)ÈÊÖÉɯ
sends his son Joseph down to the fields to find his brothers to 
spy on them. There is a point in the story where he meets a 
man from Dotan, and he asks ɁHave you seen my brothers?ɂ, 
and the man points out which way they went . And from that 
point on we ended up in Egypt and all the history thereafter;  
ÚÖɯÏÌɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯÊÈÛÈÓàÚÛȱɯ/ÏÐÓÓÐ×ɯ*ÓÌÐÕÔÈÕɯÞÈÚɯÚÖÙÛɯÖÍ like that. 
He got me to the UJ, but I am not suggesting that the UJ and 
ÛÏÌɯÊÐÛàɯÖÍɯ+ ɯÞÈÚɯÈÕɯɁ$Îà×ÛɂɯÐÕɯmy life.  

 

Rabbi Tom Cohen officiating at a wedding  

 
And the other person is Marshall Meyer  áɀɀÓ, who 

goes on to revitalize the Bnei Jeshurun synagogue in NYC 
into one of the most dynamic synagogues in America today , 
but more importantly, he founded most of  South American 
Conservative Judaism. Marshall was the one who convinced 
me to go to rabbinical school, and as he pushed me to become 
a rabbi he also gave me the advice: ɁStay the same throughout 
the next six years even if they are going to try and change youɂȭ 
Great advice. 
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Apart from your own teachers, what other influences have affected 
the way you think about Judaism? Maybe one of the great Jewish 
thinkers of our time? Any particular experiences? People you met? 

 
Abraham Heschel, definitely ! Heschel ÞÈÚɯ,ÈÙÚÏÈÓÓɯ,ÌàÌÙɀÚɯ
teacher. But certainly another strong influence is the fact that I 
went to the UJ, a school founded by Mordecai Kaplan.  So I am 
very steeped in Reconstructionist philosophy.  
 And finally, having grown up in Portland,  Oregon in 
a synagogue, to which we would go when I was a child , that 
ÞÈÚɯÊÈÓÓÌËɯɁ3raditional ɂ. What that meant was: you have an 
Orthodox rabbi, but you also ÏÈÝÌɯÈɯ×ÈÙÒÐÕÎɯÓÖÛɯÛÏÈÛɀÚɯÖ×ÌÕɯ
on Shabbat which everyone uses, and an Orthodox 
prayerbook  that everyone prays from . Even the synagogue 
itself was a lesson: the far right was just for men, the far left 
was for women only, and the middle was open to family 
seating. That taught me a certain tolerance and openness to 
ËÐÍÍÌÙÌÕÛɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɀÚɯÙÌÓÐÎÐÖÜÚɯÕÌÌËÚȭ 
 An d obviously, my wife has also shaped quite a lot 
of how I think. We actually met arguing over a text and I 
guess we have continued that passion and respect since by 
sharing ideas with each other. 

 

Rabbi Tom Cohen and his wife, Rabbi Pauline Bebe, with 
thei r first daugther Tali  at her Brit Ledah ceremony 

 
Is there any one book about Judaism that made a big impression on 
you and that you might recommend to someone who wants to delve 
deeper into Jewish thought? 

 
That would be Evil and the Morality of God by Harold 
Schulweis. Harold Schulweis is a rabbi in the Los Angeles 
region, a member of the Conservative movement and a great 
Reconstructionist thinker. This book helped me to understand 
the idea of God as a verb as opposed to God as a subject. 
 And the w orst part is that I have not found the book  
again. I can still see it in my mind, I can still see myself 
highlighting  the book. I had it in Los Angeles during my 
studies, and I packed up all of those books when I went off to 
Israel. I sent them to Portland  where my parents kept them, 
and when I arrived in  France I had all of the books mailed 
here. Unfortunately, this one never made it . I can see it, what 
it looks like, what it smells like, but I no longer have it. And it 
has been out of print for a number of years. 

 

Your studies took you from Portland to Los Angeles, to Jerusalem 
and to New York. The most common next step might have been to 
work as a congregational rabbi in the United States, possibly even in 
your home town. How did it come that you ended up living in Paris 
instead? 

 
I got lost. No, actually I met a French girl, so then I had to 
figure out where France was on the map. She already had 
work lined up for her in her home town (Paris) when she got 
out of Leo Baeck College; she finished a year earlier than I. 
She likes to say that it took us students at JTS longer to 
understand the same things that her school did  (Leo Baeck 
College was a five year program at the time). So I decided to 
come to France, first off to support her in her goals, and 
secondly to see if I could live here. 
 (ÛɀÚɯthen that I discovered that growing up on the 
West Coast of the United States must have had an impact on 
me: part of the ethos of the West is a certain sense of being a 
pioneer, at least the cultural ethos. In a strange way, coming 
back to what we would call the Old World, I have discovered 
that by being a Liberal  Jew in France I can be in that pioneer 
spirit.  

 
When you arrived in Paris in the beginning of the 1990s, there were 
already two Liberal and one Conservative community in town. 
What made you decide to found Kehilat Gesher rather than join one 
of the existing congregations? 

 
When I first arrived  I worked almost everywhere. First of all , I 
ÊÖÕÚÊÐÖÜÚÓàɯËÐËÕɀÛɯÞÈÕÛɯÛÖɯÞÖÙÒɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÔÔÜÕÐÛàɯÞÏÌÙÌɯÔàɯ
wife - at that point my future wife  - was working  at MJLF. 
-ÖÛɯÉÌÊÈÜÚÌɯ(ɯÊÖÜÓËÕɀÛɯÞÖÙÒɯÞÐÛÏɯÔàɯÞÐÍÌȮɯÉÜÛɯÉÌÊÈÜÚÌɯ(ɯÞÈÚɯ
very hesitant of having any board ever try and play one rabbi 
off the other. I mean, boards and rabbis have their histories, 
ÈÕËɯ(ɯÊÌÙÛÈÐÕÓàɯËÐËÕɀÛɯÞÈÕÛɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÖɯÎÌÛɯÐÕÝÖÓÝÌËɯÐÕɯÖÜÙɯÊÖÜ×ÓÌȭ 
 That being said, one of my first jobs was teaching an 
English speaking Talmud Torah at Adath Shalom 1, and I was 
hired by Copernic 2. Actually U LIF was the institution which  
got me my working papers for  France, and I worked there for 
my first year in France - about the same year that the hazzan 
Benhamou also arrived, which was a changing point in their 
history. I was the rabbi attached to the Talmud Torah. And 
soon thereafter I also was working part -time out of Lyon , in a 
small Liberal  community there. I went down there every two 
weeks or so, spending the weekend, and trying to cram fifteen 
days worth of rabbinic al work into a weekend.  
 I did that for about a year and a half, two years, and 
it was at that point that I felt there might be a better way for 
me to express the Judaism that I want to promote. Kehilat 
Gesher started off with a few families, five or six, who were 
for the most part not very actively Jewish, but who were from 
places like New York, where one out of five people is Jewish. 
So even if you are not very Jewish, you are in one of the most 
Jewish cities in the world. When those people came to France, 
they went from taking t heir  Judaism for granted to actually 
having to put back into question what it means to be a Jew. 
 And that touched on one of the central questions that 
got me involved in Judaism, and I very much enjoy trying to 
get people to take a second look at what their Judaism can 
ÔÌÈÕɯ ÛÖɯ ÛÏÌÔɯ ÍÙÖÔɯ ÈÕɯ ÈËÜÓÛɀÚɯ ÝÐÌÞ×ÖÐÕÛȭɯ (ɯ ÏÈÝÌɯ ÈÓÞÈàÚɯ
thought that the great mistake, if I dare to use that as a term, 
of the rabbi generation preceding me was that they spent 

                                                           
1 Adath Shalom was the first Masorti congregation in France. 
2 4+(%ȮɯÓÖÊÈÛÌËɯÐÕɯÙÜÌɯ"Ö×ÌÙÕÐÊȮɯÐÚɯ%ÙÈÕÊÌɀÚɯÖÓËÌÚÛɯ1ÌÍÖÙÔɯÚàÕÈÎÖÎÜÌȭ 
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most of their rabbinic energy on the children. And as a result, 
they created, in a way, a juvenile Judaism that, once you got 
past a certain age, was no longer important. I wanted to try 
and avoid t hat, or try to correct it. I thought it might have 
gone to far out of balance in that sense. Judaism is just as 
important f or adults and maybe even more so than to youth. 
In terms of the reigning political philosophy at that time 
×ÌÙÐÖËȮɯ (ɯ ÞÈÕÛÌËɯ ÛÖɯ ÛÈÒÌɯ Èɯ ×ÈÎÌɯ ÖÜÛɯ ÖÍɯ 1ÖÕÈÓËɯ 1ÌÈÎÈÕɀÚɯ
playbook and instead of having trickle -down economics, I 
wanted trickle -down Judaism to go fro m the adults to the 
kids as opposed to the kids up to the adults. That was one of 
the ideas in founding Kehilat Gesher.  

 
During your education as a rabbi, you attended institutions 
affiliated to the Conservative/Masorti movement. While Kehilat 
Gesher embraces both Conservative and Reform Judaism, it is 
affiliated with the World Union for Progressive Judaism and not 
with the European Masorti movement. What were the reasons 
which made your congregation move towards Liberal Judaism? 

 
That was more because when I came to France, Adath 
Shalom3 was just a few years old. They were a breakaway 
from another L iberal synagogue and originally had a Liberal 
rabbi. 

!ÜÛɯÛÏÌàɯÊÖÜÓËÕɀÛɯÈÍÍÖÙËɯÛÖɯ×ÈàɯÏÐÔɯÈɯdecent salary 
for him and  his family, so that rabbi left. TÏÈÛɀÚɯÞÏÌÕɯthey 
took on a Masorti rabbi for a whole host of reasons. And the 
person whom they hired , in terms of the Conservative 
movement, was probably one of the more right -wing at that 
time period - that being said, he has certainly also changed in 
his philosophy,  if not some of his practice - certainly 
compared to myself who came from a more relaxed West 
Coast practice. If you remember that Elliot Dorff was our 
provost for the University, you have an idea that UJ really is 
the left wing of the movement. And what M arshall Meyer 
created for South America is not very different from what I 
found Liberal Judaism to be in France. 
 So between what Adath Shalom was proposing what 
will  be the new Masorti Europe, and what the Liberal 
movements were proposing, for my community , and its 
membership, it was a no-brainer. I had no problem with that. 
The only thing I made sure is that on halakhic issues I was the 
one who got to posken4. So, for example, in terms of identity 
issues, I could decide in terms of Conservative halakha. 

 
Apart from your approach to Halakha, did you keep any other 
Conservative elements, for example in the liturgy? 

 
Liturgy is interesting because I spent time making sure I 
could produce a prayerbook that was a fusion of Sephardi 
and Ashkenazi liturgy ȭɯ (ɯ ËÖÕɀÛɯÚÌÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÎÙÌÈÛɯÈ difference 
between the Liberal communities in France and many of the 
West Coast Conservative synagogues. There are many 
similarities.  
 What you do have are people who come from a more 
1ÌÍÖÙÔɯÚàÕÈÎÖÎÜÌɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ4ÕÐÛÌËɯ2ÛÈÛÌÚȱɯ(ɯÊÈÕɯÚÛÐÓÓɯÙÌÔÌÔÉÌÙɯ
one particular family from a New York Reform synagogue 
ÞÏÖɯÞÌÕÛɯÛÖɯ/ÈÜÓÐÕÌɀÚɯÚàÕÈÎÖÎÜÌȭɯ(ɯÏÈ××ÌÕÌËɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÛÏÌÙÌɯ
because my shul was not yet ready to do Saturday morning 
services. And so, as I didnɀÛɯÏÈÝÌɯÈɯÚÌÙÝÐÊÌɯÈÛɯÔàɯ×ÓÈÊÌȮɯ(ɯÞÈÚɯ
over at hers. Because they knew I was an English speaker they 
ÊÈÔÌɯÛÖɯÔÌɯÈÍÛÌÙɯÛÏÌɯÚÌÙÝÐÊÌɯÈÕËɯÚÈÐËȯɯɁ3ÌÓÓɯÔÌɯÞÏÈÛɀÚɯÎÖÐÕÎɯÖÕɯ

                                                           
3 The only Masorti congregation in France at the time. 
4 posken, Yiddish, from Hebrew  VOSȮɯɁÛÖɯÙÌÕËÌÙɯ'ÈÓÈÒÏÐÊɯÙÜÓÐÕÎÚɂȭ 

here! Did we just attend an Orthodox service?ɂȭɯ(ÛɯÔÈÙÒÌËɯÔÌȮɯ(ɯ
mean, (ɯ ÞÖÕËÌÙÌËȯɯ ɁDid you see that woman who was just 
running the service? How can you say thatȳɂȭ 
 Actually, one thing I learned by coming here is that I 
became much less concerned about labels. That was 
something my French experience has taught me. For example, 
Ɂ+ibeÙÈÓɂɯÐÕɯ$ÕÎÓÈÕË does ÕÖÛɯÔÌÈÕɯɁ+ÐÉÌÙÈÓɂɯÐÕɯ%ÙÈÕÊÌȭ The 
Liberal movement here is closer to Reform by the British 
terms, except for certain elements. I think I would feel as 
comfortable for example in a Mitkademmet synagogue, a 
Liberal synagogue in Israel, as I would in many of the 
Conservative synagogues in the United States. You know, I 
see the labels as much more fluid. 

 

,ÌÔÉÌÙÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ2ÈàÌÙÌÛɯ$ÎÖáɯȹɁ4ÕÐÛɯÍÖÙɯ ÕÛÐ-Guerrilla and 
Micro -6ÈÙÍÈÙÌɂȺɯËÜÙÐÕÎɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÝÐÚÐÛɯÛÖɯ/ÈÙÐÚ as guests of 

Kehilat Gesher 

 
Today your congregation consists of about 150 families. Besides 
Shabbat and holiday servives at two locations, Kehilat Gesher also 
offers a program for children from three to five, as well as six levels 
of Talmud Torah classes for children from six to eleven. What's 
more, you have numerous adult education classes, such as weekly 
Judaism, Bible and Talmud courses, a two-level Hebrew ulpan, 
French classes for English speakers, and much more: among other 
activities, there are conferences on Jewish history, book signings, 
workshops in liturgy and in Hebrew calligraphy, and even a pilates 
program. Your synagogue's Tikkun Olam committee invited a 
group of Israeli soldiers who have fought in the 2nd Lebanon War to 
Paris and established a cooperation with the Israel Center for the 
Treatment of Psychotrauma. This initiative has served as a model 
for congregations in Italy and Great Britain. And then there are 
numerous social activities, such as a book club, a film club, events 
for singles, and community parties for Purim, Sukkot and 
Hanukkah. What's more, Kehilat Gesher has joined forces with other 
Jewish congregations to create a Reform Jewish youth movement 
and a Modern Jewish primary school. 

But even your community started out small, and not so 
long ago you didn't even have your own premises. You first held 
your Shabbat services in ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɀÚɯÏÖÔÌÚȮɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌÕɯÐÕɯa basement 
room of Al  Goldenberg's restaurant. Looking back at Kehilat 
Gesher's growth into a thriving and active synagogue, what lessons 
have you learned from your experience? What is your advice for 
small emerging congregations that still struggle to establish 
themselves aiming to be as successful as Kehilat Gesher? 

 
6ÌÓÓȮɯ(ɯÈÔɯÕÖÛɯÚÜÙÌɯàÌÛɯÞÌɯÈÙÌɯÈɯÚÜÊÊÌÚÚȱɯ6ÏÈÛɯ(ɯÞÖÜÓËɯÚÈàɯ
though is that I really took to heart one idea: even though I 
might have my not-so-hidden rabbinic agenda, as it were, that 
I would like everyone to be fluent in their tradition, I realized 
the very first step for a community is simply that: community. 
For example, one of the important issues in the very 
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beginning was that when we did the once -a-month services I 
made sure that there was always a potluck meal. 

 
I also would try to make everything as explanatory as 
possible, and I would try to make it as open as possible. 
Actually we have a highl y educated population in our 
communities. Or at least I do have in my community, but also 
across many of the Liberal communities I see. I try to put 
myself in the shoes of someone who has an advanced 
ËÖÊÛÖÙÈÛÌɯ ËÌÎÙÌÌɯ ÐÕɯ &ÖËɯ ÒÕÖÞɀÚɯ ÞÏÈÛɯ ÚÛÜËÐÌÚȮɯ ÉÜÛɯ ÛÏÌàɯ
themselves feel like a fool walking into a synagogue, even 
though that is their heritage. What I want to do is soften the 
blow and give them a way of learning without talking down 
to them, without creating an environment where they would 
feel like an idiot . 

 
In what ways do new members typically approach KG? Are there 
any activities that are particularly attractive for new members? 

 
Since our creation we have done a number of things for new 
or potential members. We have hosted Saturday night -life 
meals where we have people of the community, five or six 
families, host other families. What we were trying to set up 
was that they would get five or six families invited over, or 
couples at least... house A invites over six couples, and house 
B also, and so on, and I would run around two or three of 
them, to create an environment where people got to know 
each other. Because again, if you go to the Talmud, the first 
term in Hebrew that is used for a synagogue is always Beit 
Knesset5, while Beit Tefilla6 is rarely used. So the first thing is 
try and create links. 

 

"ÖÕÊÌÙÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯɁ1ÖÊÒÐÕÎɯ1ÈÉÉÐÚɂȮɯ/ÈÙÐÚȮɯ)ÜÕÌɯƖƔƔƜ 

 
Like the Egalitarian congregation in Heidelberg, Kehilat Gesher is 
bilingual. What is your take on the challenges associated with 
building up a congregation in which not everyone speaks the same 
language? On the whole, do you perceive your community's 
bilingual character as an asset or as an added difficulty? Do you 
manage to attract locals who are not fluent in English as members? 
 
(ÛɀÚɯÈÓÓɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÈÉÖÝÌȵɯ(ÕɯÔàɯ×ÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÙɯÊÖÔÔÜÕÐÛàɀÚɯÊÈÚÌɯÐÛɯ
differentiates us from the other Liberal  communities in Paris. 

                                                           
5 Beit KnessetȮɯɁÏÖÜÚÌɯÖÍɯÎÈÛÏÌÙÐÕÎɁȭ 
6 Beit Tefilla ȮɯɁÏÖÜÚÌɯÖÍɯ×ÙÈàÌÙɁȭ 

Unlike a smaller community such as yours, we do have 
several Liberal  communities. Each of them has their 
personality. Having a biling ual community does set us apart. 
Any of the ideas that people tend to maintain about American 
Jewry and their relationship to Israel has become part of our 
reputation. We attract French Jews who want to be in a 
community where they feel at ease for example about 
wearing a pro-Israel or an open Judaism vêtement on their 
sleevesȭɯ $ÝÌÕɯ ÐÍɯ ÛÏÌàɯ ËÖÕɀÛɯ ÜÕËÌÙÚÛÈÕËɯ ÛÏÌɯ $ÕÎÓÐÚÏɯ ×ÈÙÛȮɯ
because their English is rusty or nonexistent, there is a 
psychological factor and an openness. Whereas, for the 
English speakers of tÏÌɯÊÖÔÔÜÕÐÛàɯÞÌɀÙÌɯÛÏÌɯÖÕÓàɯÎÈÔÌɯÐÕɯ
ÛÖÞÕȮɯÚÖɯÛÖɯÚ×ÌÈÒȮɯÚÖɯÛÏÌàɀÙÌɯÚÛÜÊÒɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌàɯÏÈÝÌɯÛÖɯ×ÜÛɯÜ×ɯ
with us. I also tend to have a lot of French families who have 
been overseas and are looking to maintain that, or some to 
ÞÏÖÔɯ(ɯÈÔɯÌßÖÛÐÊȮɯÈÕËɯÍÖÙɯÞÏÖÔɯÛÏÈÛɀÚɯa way of reaching 
back into Judaism. 

 
Kehilat Gesher does a great job of integrating mixed-faith couples 
and is very welcoming towards non-Jewish spouses of Jewish 
congregants. Non-Jews can even become members of your 
congregation. What are your experiences with that approach? What 
do you do to make mixed-faith couples and families feel at home in 
your synagogue? 

 
Actually that was one of the basic founding ideas that the 
members of the community wanted. When we were first 
trying to create KG, we had this idea where I was saying I 
have the right to say who is Jewish, but we wanted to also 
make sure though that their non-Jewish spouse was 
considered part of the community, if they so desired . So we 
started off with a development where non -Jews were 
integrated into the community: they can become members, 
ÉÜÛɯ ÛÏÌàɯ ÊÈÕɀÛɯ ÙÜÕɯ ÈÕàÛÏÐÕÎȮɯ ÛÏÌàɯ ÊÈÕɀÛɯ ÍÜÓÍÐÓɯ ÈÕàɯ
ÈËÔÐÕÐÚÛÙÈÛÐÝÌɯÍÜÕÊÛÐÖÕȮɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌàɯÊÈÕɀÛɯ×ÈÙÛÐÊÐ×ÈÛÌɯÐÕɯÙÐÛÜÈÓȭɯ
But in reality, what I have seen over the years is that in many 
of these mixed couples the non-Jew is actually much more 
ÐÕÝÖÓÝÌËɯÐÕɯÛÌÙÔÚɯÖÍɯÎÌÛÛÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÒÐËÚɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯ3ÈÓÔÜËɯ3ÖÙÈÏȱɯ(ɯ
can think of one father in particular who learned Hebrew so 
he could help his kids with the Talmud homework, whereas, 
between us (and all your readers), the mothÌÙɯÊÖÜÓËÕɀÛɯÊÈÙÌɯ
less about being Jewish. So actually for me it has been a great 
learning experience. 

I saw several people whose Jewish spouse always 
was so conscious of never wanting  to force their partner to 
become Jewish. That was very important to them, and I 
understand that, and as a result they would never invite the 
person to become Jewish. But I also see that several of those 
very same non-Jewish spouses, if they had only had an 
invitation  to convert, would have jumped at the chance. But 
now they have created a modus vivendi during all the years 
ÛÏÌàɯÏÈÝÌɯÉÌÌÕɯÛÖÎÌÛÏÌÙȮɯÚÖɯÐÛɀÚɯÏÈÙËÌÙɯÞÖÙÒȮɯand there are 
regrets. IÛɀÚɯÈÕɯÈÙÌÈɯÛÏÈÛɯ(ɯÈÔɯÓÌÈÙÕÐÕÎɯÔÖÙÌɯÈÕËɯÔÖÙÌɯÈÉÖÜÛɯ
all the time. 

 
Have you ever met with criticism either from members or from 
outsiders with respect to your open attitude to mixed-faith couples? 

 
As far as members of the community are concerned, we have 
never really had any problems. People have enjoyed the fact 
that we have been open in that area. Obviously I have my 
limits, (ɯËÖÕɀÛɯËÖɯÐÕÛerfaith marriages or blessings. They know 
it , but they also know that I am doing that out of respect for 
them and also respect for what the Tradition stands forȱɯÖÙɯ(ɯ
hope that I am getting that across as a message. 
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 From the outside I have no idea. I am not so worried 
about what others think on the outside since I believe what I 
am doing. I guess I have always been that way! 

 
We have the impression that one of the factors that allows Kehilat 
Gesher to integrate non-Jews so successfully is the fact that you 
have a relatively large and active Jewish member base in the first 
place. Do you think the same approach would work as well in a 
small, emerging community such as ours, where non-Jewish visitors 
may be the majority? 

 
First there is the whole German Ìß×ÌÙÐÌÕÊÌȮɯÚÖɯ(ɯËÖÕɀÛɯÒÕÖÞɯ
how that plays in.  

Apart from that, i n Lyon  that was a problem at the 
time period, because the reputation was that the only reason 
one would go to the Liberal  synagogue was because of a non-
Jewish spouse. And I think that in the  beginning, for the 
development of a Liberal  ÛÙÈËÐÛÐÖÕȮɯàÖÜɯÊÈÕɀÛɯÎÐÝÌɯÜ×ɯàÖÜÙɯ
values and what you stand for, but you have to watch over 
your reputation as well. I am trying to convince people of 
what I propose as authentic and Traditional Judaism . It is not 
my goal that people end up going here because we are the 
Judaism of last resort but of choice. 

 
What's your take on the threat which organized groups such as 
evangelical missionaries or "Jews" for Jesus are representing for a 
small community, particularly if it allows non-Jews as members? 

 
I can say that on the one or two occasions where I have had 
people from Messianic Jewish groups, or Jews for Jesus, I 
ÏÈÝÌɯÛÖÓËɯÛÏÌÔɯÐÕɯÕÖɯÜÕÊÌÙÛÈÐÕɯÊÖÕËÐÛÐÖÕÚȯɯɁYou are welcome 
into the shul, but if I see that in any way, shape, or form you are 
evangelizing, you will no longer be welcome in these doorsɂȭɯ(ɯÈÔɯ
ÝÌÙàɯÚÌÝÌÙÌȮɯÈÊÛÜÈÓÓàȭɯ(ɯÈÓÚÖɯÓÌÛɯÛÏÌÔɯÒÕÖÞɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÖɯÔÌɯɁ)ÌÞÚɯ
ÍÖÙɯ)ÌÚÜÚɂɯÏÈÚɯÈÚɯÔÜÊÏɯ×ÏÐÓÖÚÖ×ÏÐÊÈÓɯcoherence as being a 
Christian for Muhammad.  

 

 

 

Shifting the perspective from individual communities and 
congregants to larger issues, what are your thoughts on the main 
challenges facing Judaism today? 
 
3ÏÈÛɀÚɯÎÖÐÕÎɯÍÙÖÔɯÝÌÙàɯÚÔÈÓÓɯÛÖɯÝÌÙàɯÉÐÎȱɯÛÏÌÙÌɯÈÙÌɯÔÈÕàɯ
different ways of dealing with that question. I think the main 
challenge, interior, is getting people to take a second look at 
their tradition, at what it might have to say: giving the people 
a real choice, a real option. A real choice implies knowledge, 
and I have a feeling that most Jews, and this cuts across any of 
the movements, are not being Jews through choice, but 
through a lack of choice in how they practice their Judaism 
and what they want to  express. 
 Looking at larger issues, on a religious level, I think 
that Judaism has much more to say to society than what we 
are actually spending time on. We are worrying about 
whether people are lighting Shabbat candles, while we have a 
whole world aroun d us where we have a lot to say not only 
about Shabbat candles, but about what Judaism could teach 
us about how we interact with our environment, the use of 
fossil fuels in lighting our homes, and ultimately, how we 
treat other people. 

 
Finally, did you ever regret your decision to become a rabbi? 

 
Daily! No, I think that contrary to the  old  joke about Ɂwhat job 
is this for a nice Jewish boy or girl?ɂ, the rabbinate has helped 
make me much more centered in the moment, in my own life 
ÈÕËɯÐÕɯÖÛÏÌÙɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɀÚɯÓÐÝÌÚȭɯBeing a rabbi has been an honor 
sharing ÐÕɯËÐÍÍÌÙÌÕÛɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɀÚɯÓÐÝÌÚɯin their life cycles from 
birth to death , in their  great moments, and little ones. The 
insights and struggles with others have been more than 
rewarding. And I would certainly recommend to young Jews 
who want to make a difference in their lives , and in the lives 
of people around them, and in the larger life of the 
community , to consider it as an option!  

 
Rabbi Tom, thank you very much for the interview! 
 
Thank you and au revoir! 

Songs for Hanukkah  

 

Maôoz Tzur 

Ma'oz tzur yeshu'ati  Lekha na'eh leshabeach. 

Tikon beit tefilati  Ve-sham todah nezaveach.  

Le'et takhin matbeach Mi-tzar ha-mnabeach, 

Az egmor be-shir mizmor  Chanukat ha-mizbeach. 
 
Rock of ages, let our song Praise Your saving power;  

You, amid the raging foes, Were our sheltering tower.  

Furious they assailed us, But Your arm availed us, 

And Your word b roke their sword,  When our own strength failed us.  

 

Mi Yemalel  

Mi y emalel gvurot Yisraȿel, Otan mi yimneh? 

Hen be-khol dor yakum ha -gibor  Go'el ha-am! 

Shma! Ba-yamim hahem ba-zman hazeh Makkabi  moshi'a u-fodeh 

U-v-yamenu kol am Yisraȿel Yitȿached yakum ve-yigaȿel! 
 
Who can retell the things that befell us, Who can count them? 

In every age, a hero or sage Came to our aid. 

Hark! In days of yore in Israel's ancient land Brave Maccabeus led the faithful band. 

But now all Israel must as one arise Redeem itself through deed and sacrifice. 

 

 

 

 

 ØL WhU AiPD ÔZØQh¤ÐD   ×ò Õ̀ ×¤ÐH >Ö8ØN rÐH 
DZØuÔS Ð© ZD Õ̀  Mis Ô©   ×ò Õ̀ ×AÐN > Ø<i© J Ø¤Ð@. 
 ×ò Õ̀ ÐC×L MDÔF Ø© ZÕQÐH   ×ò Õ̀ ×NÐL×> WØ¡ÔL. 

WiLÐAÔL WD Ô¤ Ð̀  WiLÐ;Ö8 AØ8  ×ò Õ̀ ÐAÔz×> Z×sÜN ÒB: 
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W@:D;> J@VD W@< HF: M> JP> H8@; 
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Jewish Tradition  
 

You shall not add anything to what I command you or take 
anything away from it, but keep the commandments of the 
ETERNAL  your God that I enjoin upon you  ɬ most of us will 
recognize this famous verse from Parashat Va -Etchannan 
(Dt 4,2). But what does this  imply for Jewish Law? Is it set 
in stone once and for all since the event on Sinai ? Or is 
there room for evolution and adaptation? This is one of the 
ØÜÌÚÛÐÖÕÚɯ ÈËËÙÌÚÚÌËɯ ÐÕɯ 1ÈÉÉÐɯ $ÓÓÐÖÛɯ #ÖÙÍÍɀÚɯ ÉÖÖÒɯ
Conservative Judaism: Our Ancestors to Our Descendants, 
New York: United Synagogue of Conservative Judaism 1977 
(2nd edition 1996), from which we are delighted  to reproduce 
ÈÕɯÌßÊÌÙ×ÛɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÈÜÛÏÖÙɀÚɯ×ÌÙÔÐÚÚÐÖÕȭɯOmissions from 
ÛÏÌɯÖÙÐÎÐÕÈÓɯÛÌßÛɯÈÙÌɯÔÈÙÒÌËɯÉàɯɁȻȱȼɂɯɬ while we have tried 
to reproduce the authÖÙɀÚɯ ÙÌÈÚÖÕÐÕÎɯ ÈÚɯaccurately as 
possible, any distortions or alterations resulting from these 
omissions are wholly our fault . We encourage you to read 
1ÈÉÉÐɯ#ÖÙÍÍɀÚɯÉÖÖÒɯÍÖÙɯa more detailed discussion of the 
question, including numerous quotes fr om classical sources. 

 

Elliott Dorff: Tradition and Change in 

Rabbinic Literature  

Where does Jewish law come from? Does it allow any 
changes? If you were to answer these questions on the basis of 
what the Bible says, you would probably say that God gave 
the law, and no changes are allowed. That certainly is the 
explicit meaning of the ÛÞÖɯ×ÈÚÚÈÎÌÚɯÐÕɯ#ÌÜÛÌÙÖÕÖÔàɯȻȱȼȮɯin 
which Jews are told "not to add anything to what I command you 
or take anything away from it, but keep the commandments of the 
Lord your God which I enjoin upon you." It is also the general 
impression that the Bible gives in that the laws are given at 
Sinai in an overpowering event, with thunder, lightening, and 
other features to make one think, "Hands off! This is the Law, 
and don't you dare tamper wi th it!" The understanding of the 
origins and functioning of Jewish law that most Jews have is 
usually based on these biblical stories alone. 

Judaism, however, is not identical with the religion 
of the Bible. Judaism is based upon the way in which the 
Rabbis of the Talmud and Midrash interpreted the Bible (in 
contrast to nonreligious, Christian, Moslem, and other Jewish 
interpretations of it). Consequently, it is cruci al to see how the 
Rabbis would have answered the questions with which this 
section began. 

When we consult the rabbinic sources, we discover 
some important and surprising things. Ȼȱȼ In place of 
prophecy, [the Rabbis] greatly expanded the judicial powers 
that the Torah had created in Chapter 17 of Deuteronomy, 
and they claimed that their interpretations were the new and 
only way in which God spoke to mankind:  

R. Andimi from Haifa said: Since the day when the 
Temple was destroyed, the prophetic gift was taken away 
from the prophets and given to the Sages.- Is then a Sage 
not also a prophet? - What he meant was this: although it 
has been taken from the prophets, it has not been taken 
from the Sages. Amemar said: A Sage is even superior to a 
prophet, as it says, "And a prophet has a heart of wisdom" 
(Ps. 90: 12). Who is (usually) compared with whom? Is 
not the smaller compared with the greater? (Bava Batra 
12a) 

They even denied authority to revelations claimed by 
members of their own sect, as in this remarkable story: 

We learned elsewhere: If he cut it (the material for an 
oven) into separate tiles, placing sand between each tile, 
Rabbi Eliezer declared it pure, and the Sages declared it 
impure.. .On that day Rabbi Eliezer brought forward 
every imaginable argument, but they did not accept them. 
Said he to them: "If the halachah agrees with me, let this 
carob tree prove it!" Thereupon the carob tree was torn a 
hundred cubits out of its place - others affirm, four 
hundred cubits. "No proof can be brought from a carob 
tree," they retorted. Again he said to them: "If the 
halachah agrees with me, let the stream of water prove it." 
Whereupon the stream of water flowed backwards. "No 
proof can be brought from a stream of water, " they 
rejoined. Again he urged: "If the halachah agrees with me, 
let the walls of the schoolhouse prove it," whereupon the 
walls inclined to fall. But Rabbi Joshua rebuked them 
saying: "When scholars are engaged in halachic dispute, 
what right have you to interfere?" Hence they did not fall 
in honor of Rabbi Joshua, nor did they resume the upright 
position in honor of Rabbi Eliezer, and they are still 
standing thus inclined. Again he said to them, "If the 
halachah agrees with me, let it be proved in Heaven." 
Whereupon a Heavenly Voice cried out: "Why do you 
dispute with Rabbi Eliezer, seeing that in all matters the 
halachah agrees with him. " But Rabbi Joshua arose and 
exclaimed: "It is not in Heaven" (Deut. 30: 12). 

What did he mean by this? 
Rabbi Yermiah said: "That the Torah had already been 
given at Mt. Sinai; therefore we pay no attention to a 
Heavenly Voice, because You have long since written in 
the Torah at Mount Sinai, 'One must follow the 
majority'" (Ex. 23:2). Rabbi Nathan met Elijah (the 
Prophet) and asked him: "What did the Holy One, Blessed 
be He, do in that hour? "He laughed with joy," he replied, 
"and said, 'My children have defeated Me, My children 
have defeated Me.'ɂ (BavaMetzia 59a-59b). 

If that does not make it clear that the rabbinic methodology is 
significantly different from the biblical one, nothing will! The 
Rabbis clearly and consciously shifted the operation of the 
law from the Prophets to the judges, from revelation to 
interpretation. Ȼȱȼ 
 [The] Rabbis were convinced that the Torah needs 
interpretation, that even the accepted revelation in the Torah 
could not stand alone. There are sects of Christians who are 
"fundamentalists." They try to make their decisions in life 
solely on the basis of the Bible. There also have been sects of 
Jews who have tried that, including the Karait es (who were 
strongest in the ninth and tenth centuries but who still exist 
today) and, to a lesser degree, the Sadducees. (Even though 
those sects tried to rely solely on the Bible, they themselves 
found it necessary to develop their own tradition of 
interpretation.) The Rabbis, however, claimed that that was 
impossible since the Torah is open to many different 
interpretations:  

Is not My word like a hammer that breaks a rock in many 
pieces?" (Jer. 23:29). As the hammer causes numerous 
sparks to flash forth, so is a Scriptural verse capable of 
many interpretations. (Sanhedrin 34a) 

In fact, the Rabbis considered new interpretations and 
expansions of the law not only necessary, but also desirable: 

A king had two slaves whom he loved intensely. He gave 
each one a measure of wheat and a bundle of flax. The 
intelligent one wove the flax into a cloth and made flour 
from the wheat, sifted it, ground it, kneaded it, baked it, 
and set it (the bread) on the table on the cloth he had made 
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before the king returned. The stupid one did not do a thing 
(with the gifts the king had given him). After some time 
the king returned to his house and said to them: "My sons, 
bring me what I gave you." One brought out the table set 
with the bread on the tablecloth; the other brought out the 
wheat in a basket and the bundle of flax with it. What an 
embarrassment that was! Which do you think was the 
more beloved? . . (Similarly) when the Holy One, Blessed 
be He, gave the Torah to Israel, He gave it as wheat from 
which to make flour and flax from which to make clothing 
through the rules of interpretation. (Seder Eliyahu Zuta, 
Chapter 2) 

Ȼȱȼɯ(ÕɯÚÜÔȮɯÛÏÌÕȮɯÛÏÌɯ1ÈÉÉÐÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ3ÈÓÔÜËɯÈÕËɯ,ÐËÙÈÚÏȮɯÞÏÖɯ
were the framers of Judaism and gave it its distinctive cast, 
held unequivocally that a Jew must  observe the law. They 
also held, though, that the law was not given once and for all 
at Sinai but rather must be interpreted and applied anew in 
each generation. Only if that happens can the law continue to 

be an important concern of Jews, a program for living. The 
alternative is to let it petrify into a relic of history.  If the law is 
to retain a reasonable degree of consistency, however, it 
cannot be left to every individual to decide which laws to 
change, and how. That must be done together as a community 
ȻȱȼȭɯBut changes make sense only if you observe the law in 
the first place. Consequently for the Rabbis it is very much a 
matter of tradition and change, in which neither element can 
exist without the other.  

Rabbi Elliot Dorff was ordained from the Jewish 
Theological Seminary in 1970. He  is Vice-Chairman of 
the Rabbinical Assembly's Committee on Jewish Law and 
Standards and also serves as rector and Distinguished 
Professor of Philosophy at the American Jewish University 
(formerly the University of Judaism) in Los Angeles. 
Widely respected as an authority in halakhah, Rabbi Dorff 
ÐÚɯÖÕÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÙÓËɀÚɯforemost experts in Jewish ethics. 

 
 
 
 

The classical Jewish texts  on Hanukkah  

This section of our bulletin would be incomplete without a few excerpts from the classical sources of Jewish tradition 
ÛÏÌÔÚÌÓÝÌÚȭɯ ÕËɯÞÏÈÛɯÉÌÛÛÌÙɯÞÈàɯÛÖɯÚÛÈÙÛɯÖÜÙɯÑÖÜÙÕÌàɯÛÏÙÖÜÎÏɯÛÏÌɯɁÚÌÈɯÖÍɯ3ÈÓÔÜËɂɯÛÏÈÕɯÛÖɯÌß×ÓÖÙÌɯÛÏÖÚÌɯÚÖÜÙÊÌÚɯÛÏÈÛɯËÌÈÓɯ
with the festiva l we are about to celebrate: Hanukkah. We have based our selection of Jewish sources about Hanukkah on 
the rabbinic text study materials made available by Rabbi Aaron Alexander, assistant dean of the Ziegler School of Rabbinic 
Studies, Los Angeles, through  the website of the American Jewish University. We are grateful to Rabbi Alexander for his 
ki nd permission to reprint his course materials in our bulletin. For more excerpts and translation s from the classical Jewish 
texts visit www .ajula.edu and select RaÉÉÐɯ ÓÌßÈÕËÌÙɀÚɯ×ÈÎÌɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯÍÈÊÜÓÛàɯËÐÙÌÊÛÖÙàȭ As an aid to our readers, we  have 
added vocabulary explanations  and basic background info to the excerpts. Errors in these explanations are entirely our own.  
 
Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Shabbat 21b 

 

D8L >F@NB ?@NZ< MN:W: F:"> @DHOF: DL@D 
>F@NB< 8DNLZ M@ND8! 8H< <SOLH M@>: 8H<@ 
Z@NPZ>H M@>:$ @ONFNYFY JDN@@D HFD>H @8LC 

HF JDNLY> HFD>:Y, >W:;YF@ Z@FHL ZD: 
D8N@LYB J@BUN@ ,@V<: 8H@ @8UL 8H8 ES <B8 

HY MLY >D>Y BN@L @LZ@B: HY M>F H@<;, 8H@ 
>D> @: 8H8 VDH<>H J@D <B8, >YPN @: ON 

@VDH<>@ @NLL >N@LY JDLD .>NYH ZWB8 J@P:V 
J@8YP@ JDLD JD:@C HH>: >8<@>@. 

 

What is the reason for Hanukkah? Our Rabbis taught on 
rabbinic authority: On the 25th of  Kislev the 8 days of 
Hanukkah [begin]. No eulogies or fasting are permitted on 
them. For when the Greeks entered the Temple they defiled 
all that was inside the Temple. And when the Hasmonean 
dynasty prevailed against them and defeated them- they 
searched and only found 1 vessel of oil which had the seal 
of the High Priest. This oil would last only one day - yet a 
miracle occured and the oil lasted 8 days. The following 
year they appointed these days festival days with Hallel 
and thanksgiving.  

 
Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Shabbat 21b  
 

@NZ MN:W: WN >F@NB >@UL >BDN>H HP BZS @ZD: 
T@B:L. J8 >D> W< >DDHP: ɬ >BDNL M@HB: 
>F@LO> Z@YWH JD:W>. ZPY:@ >NFO> - 
>BDNL HP @NBHY, @D<@ 

 
Our Rabbis taught on early rabbinic authority: The 
hanukkiah should be placed just outside of the door of one's 
home. But if s/he lives in the upper room - s/he places it in 
the window closest  to the public domain. In a time of 
danger- leave it on the table and that is enough. 
 

Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Shabbat 22a  
 

WL8 >:W: WN >F@NB >@UL >BDN>H BSC: 
>F@LO> BZSH. 8FD>@ BNL >DH? :W >DW: 8B8 
8:W< WL8: MDLDL, :W H8@LY DZS<L WL8: 
H8LYL .8ZFHD>@ ɬ H8LYL, 8>ZY D<F WN 
>F@NB H8LYL >A@AL@ MDLDL. 

 
Rabbah said: The hanukkiah should be placed within the 
handbreath nearest to the door. And then where should it 
be placed? Rabbi Acha son of Rava said: On the right side 
of the door. Rabbi Shmuel from Difti said: On the left side 
of the door. And the law is [that the hanukkiah should be 
placed] on the left side of the door so that the hanukkiah is 
on the left and the mezuzah is on the right.  
 
Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Shabbat 21b 
 

@NZ MN:W: Z@UL >F@NB WN YD8 @ZD:@. MDW<>L>@ 
-  WN HFH <B8 <B8@. MDW<>L>@ ML MDW<>L>, 
ZD: D8LY JDWL@8: J@D M@Y8W VDH<L >NLY, 
M8FL EHD8@ ZB@S EH@>@; ZD:@ HH> JDWL@8: J@D 
M@Y8W VDH<L ZB8, M8FL EHD8@ RDO@L EH@>@. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rabbinical_Assembly
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WL8 8H@P: D;DHS >: DWZ D8W@L8 8:WPL:, D:W 
DO@D W: MD:8 D:W@ DO@D W: 8<D:A, <B WL8: 
8LPC ZD:< D8LY - <;NF JDLD MDONFN>, 8LPC@ 
ZD:< HH> - <;NF JDLD MD8U@D>. <B@ WL8: 
8LPC ZD:< D8LY - <;NF DWS ;B>, 8LPC@ 
ZD:< HH> - MDHPL< Y<V: MD8@ MD<DW@L. WL8 
>:W W: W: >NB WL8 D:W MNB@D: DNY JDNVA @D> 
M<DU:, <B8 >YP ZD:F D8LY <B8@ >YP 
DW:<F ZD: HH>, >A MZ@N JPC @DW:<H - <;NF 
DWS ;B>, >A@ MZ@N JPC @DW:<H - MDHPL< Y<V: 
MD8@ MD<DW@L. 

 
Our Rabbis taught: The Mitzvah of Hannukah is [for one 
person to light] one  candle for the household. Those who 
embellish: One candle for each and every member of the 
house. The serious embellishers: The House of Shammai 
rules that on the first day [of Hannukah] one should light 8 
candles. From this point on- one less each day. And the 
House of Hillel rules that on the first day [of  Hannukah] 
one should light 1 candle. From this point on - add one each 
day. Ulla said: There is a dispute between two later Rabbis 
in Israel, Rabbi Yosi bar Avin and Rabbi Yosi bar Zveida. 
One says that the reasoning of the House of Shammai 
pertains to the days yet to come. The reasoning of the 
House of Hillel  pertains to the days already passed. [The 
other] one says: The reasoning of the House of Shammai 
pertains to the bull sacrifices of the [Sukkot] Festival. The 
reasoning of the House of Hillel pertains to the dictum  - in 
sacred matters we elevate, and do not lower. Rabba bar bar 
Hanna said in the name of Rabbi Yohanan: There were two 
elders in Tzidon. One [lit the candles] according to the 
House of Shammai and one according to the House of 
Hillel. One of them gave the reason according to the bull 
sacrifices and the other claimed - in sacred matters we 
elevate and do not lower.  
 
Shulkhan Arukh, Orach Hayyim 671:2  
 

>LF Z@WN VDH<L; >HDH: M@Y8W> VDH<L <B8, 
M8FL EHD8@ RDO@L EH@>@ <B8 HF: >HDH <P 
HDH:Y M@WB8> @D>D >N@LY, @HDS8@ J8 JD:W 
DN: ZD:> 8H @VDH<D WZ@D. >;>: D@"8 HF< <B8 
DN:L ZD:> VDH<D):LW>"J/, MF@ ;>NL> C@YS; 
@W>AD@ MZDH HF <B8 <B8@ @DZ@WN J@VL: <B@DL, 
D<F 8>DY WFD> >LF Z@WN MDVDH<L 0W>L"8 

;8WSL$/ 
 
R. Yoseph Karo: How many candles should one light? On 
the first night light one. From  this point on add one each 
night until on the last night there are 8 candles. And even if 
there are many people in the household, do not light more 
than that. 
R. Moshe Isserles: And there are those who claim that each 
and every person in the household lights. And this is the 
straightforward practice. And they should be  careful [when 
more than one person lights] to have each menorah in a 
special [separate] place, so that it will be easily known how 
many candles are lit. 
 
 

Hanukkah in brief  
The Feast of Dedication, also called "Feast of the 

Maccabees" [is] celebrated during eight days from the 
twenty -fifth day of Kislew (December), chiefly as a festival 
of lights. It was instituted by Judas Maccabeus, his 
brothers, and the elders of the congregation of Israel, in the 
year 165 B.C., to be celebrated annually with mirth and joy 
ÈÚɯÈɯÔÌÔÖÙÐÈÓɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯËÌËÐÊÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÈÓÛÈÙɯȻȱȼɯÖÙɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ
×ÜÙÐÍÐÊÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÚÈÕÊÛÜÈÙàɯȻȱȼȭɯ3ÏÙÌÌɯàÌÈÙÚɯÌÈÙÓÐÌÙȮɯÖÕɯ
the same day, Antiochus Epiphanes had caused a pagan 
altar to be set up at the altar of burnt offerings in the 
Temple at Jerusalem, and sacrifices to be offered to his idol 
Ȼȱȼȭɯ3ÏÌɯÐËÖÓɯÊÈÓÓÌËɯɆ9ÌÜÚɯ.ÓàÔ×ÐÜÚɆɯÞÈÚɯ×ÙÖÉÈÉÓàɯÈÓÚÖɯ
ÊÈÓÓÌËɯɆ!ÈɅÈÓɯ2ÏÈÔÈàÐÔɂɯȻȱȼȭ 

After having recovered the Holy City and the 
Temple, Judas ordered the latter to be cleansed, a new altar 
to be built in place of the one polluted, and new holy 
vessels to be made. When the fire had been kindled anew 
upon the altar and the lamps of the candlestick lit, the 
dedication of the altar was celebrated for eight days amid 
ÚÈÊÙÐÍÐÊÌÚɯ ÈÕËɯ ÚÖÕÎÚɯ ȻȱȼȮɯ ÚÐÔÐÓÈÙÓàɯ ÛÖɯ ÛÏÌɯ %ÌÈÚÛɯ ÖÍɯ
3ÈÉÌÙÕÈÊÓÌÚɯȻȱȼȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÈÓÚÖɯÓÈÚÛÚɯÍÖÙɯÌÐÎÏÛɯËÈàÚȮɯÈÕËɯÈÛɯ
ÞÏÐÊÏɯËÜÙÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯ2ÌÊÖÕËɯ3ÌÔ×ÓÌɯȻȱȼɯÛÏÌɯÓÐÎÏÛÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÓÈÔ×Úɯ
and torches formed a prominent part. Lights were also 
kindled in the household, and the popular name of the 
ÍÌÚÛÐÝÈÓɯÞÈÚȮɯÛÏÌÙÌÍÖÙÌȮɯÈÊÊÖÙËÐÕÎɯÛÖɯ)ÖÚÌ×ÏÜÚɯȻȱȼȮɯѦ͑ϧϔ = 
"Festival of Lights."  

In the Talmud it is principally known as the "Feast 
ÖÍɯ(ÓÓÜÔÐÕÈÛÐÖÕɂɯȻȱȼȭɯ)ÖÚÌ×hus thinks that the lights were 
symbolical of the liberty obtained by the Jews on the day of 
which ǧanukkah is the celebration. The Talmudic sources 
ȻȱȼɯÈÚÊÙÐÉÌɯÛÏÌɯÖÙÐÎÐÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÌÐÎÏÛɯËÈàÚɅɯÍÌÚÛÐÝÈÓȮɯÞÐÛÏɯÐÛÚɯ
custom of illuminating the houses, to the mira cle said to 
have occurred at the dedication of the purified Temple. 
This was that the one small cruse of consecrated oil found 
unpolluted by the Hasmonean priests when they entered 
the Temple, it having been sealed and hidden away, lasted 
for eight days un til new oil could be prepared for the 
ÓÈÔ×ÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÏÖÓàɯÊÈÕËÓÌÚÛÐÊÒȭɯȻȱȼȭ 

Chief importance is attached by rabbinical law to 
the kindling of the ǧanukkah lamp, the sole object of 
which, however, was originally not the lighting of the 
house within, but the i llumination of the house without, so 
that passers-by should see it. Accordingly lamps were set 
up near the door leading to the street; and when a house 
had doors on several sides, lamps were placed in front of 
each door. As many lights were kindled as ther e were 
persons in the house. Only when there was danger of 
persecution, as was the case in Persia under the rule of the 
fire-worshipers, were the lamps placed indoors. As the 
lights were intended only for illumination in honor of the 
feast, reading by them was prohibited Ȼȱȼ. 

He who lights the ǧanukkah lamp and those who 
see it kindled recite the benedictions, "Blessed be the Lord 
our God, King of the Universe, who hast sanctified us by 
Thy commandments and enjoined us to kindle the 
ǧanukkah lamp," and "Blessed . . . who has done wondrous 
things to our fathers in days of yore at this season." Ȼȱȼ. 
Women also are enjoined to kindle the ǧanukkah lamp Ȼȱȼ 
In fact, Jewish legend loved to connect the heroic deed of 
Judith with the Maccabean story. 

The kindling of the ǧanukkah lights is solemnized 
also by songs extolling God as Israel's Deliverer. In view of 
the fact that work ought not to be done by the ǧanukkah 
light  ɭespecially by women Ȼȱȼɯɭ games, riddles, and 
other pastimes were indulged in on ǧanukkah evenings 
Ȼȱȼȭ 
 Abridged from Kaufmann Kohler, ɁHanukkahɂ, in: 
 Jewish Encyclopedia, 223-226. To get the whole 
 story, check out www.jewishencyclopedia.com . 
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Vocabulary hints:  

MN:W @NZ ɬ tanu rabbanan ɁÖÜÙɯ1ÈÉÉÐÚɯÛÈÜÎÏÛɂȯɯÐÕÛÙÖËÜÊÌÚɯÈɯ
Baraita, i.e. a tannaitic tradition that is not part of the 
Mishna, most often from the Tosefta or one of the 
halakhic midrashim.  

>F@NB< DL@D - àÖÔÌɯË̪-chanukkah ɁÛÏÌɯËÈàÚɯÖÍɯ'ÈÕÜÒÒÈÏɂ. 

8DNLZ - Û̪ÔÈÕàÈ Ɂeightɂ. 

Z@NPZ>H - Ó̪ÏÐÛɀÈÕÜÛ ɁÛÖɯÍÈÚÛɂ. 

HFD> ɬ hekhal Ɂsanctuary; the middle part of the Templeɂ. 

D8N@LYB ZD: Z@FHL ɬ ÔÈÓÒÏÜÛɯÉÌÛɯÏÈÚÏÔÖÕÈɀÌ Ɂkingdom 
of the house of the Hasmoneans; the Hasmonean 
dynastyɂ. 

H@<; M>F ɬ kohen gadol ɁÏÐÎÏɯ×ÙÐÌÚÛɂ. 

VDH<>H - Ó̪ÏÈËÓÐØ ɁÛÖɯÓÐÎÏÛɂ. 

@VDH<> - hidliqu ɁÛÏÌàɯÓÐÛɂ. 

ON - nes ɁÔÐÙÈÊÓÌɂ. 

>F@NB WN - ner chanukkah ɁÛÏÌɯÓÐÎÏÛɯÖÍɯ'ÈÕÜÒÒÈÏɂ. 

>NFO> ZPY - ÚÏÈɀÈÛɯÏÈ-sakanah ɁÛÏÌɯÏÖÜÙɯÖÍɯËÈÕÎÌÙɂ. 

MBHY - shulchan ɁÛÈÉÓÌɂ. 

H8LYL - mi-smol ɁÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÓÌÍÛɂ. 

MDLDL - me-yamin ɁÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÙÐÎÏÛɂ. 

D8LY ZD: - bet Shammai ɁÛÏÌɯ 'ÖÜÚÌɯ ÖÍɯ 2ÏÈÔÔÈÐ; the 
school founded by Shammaiɂ. 

HH> ZD: - bet Hillel ɁÛÏÌɯ 'ÖÜÚÌɯ ÖÍɯ 'ÐÓÓÌÓ; the school 
founded by Hillel ɂ. 

JDNVA - á̪ØÌÕÐÔ ɁÌÓËÌÙÚɂ. 

Z@WN >LF - kamah nerot? ɁÏÖÞɯÔÈÕàɯÓÐÎÏÛÚȳɂ. 

8"  D@ - Þ -̪àÌÚÏɯ ȿÖÔÙÐÔ ɁÛÏÌÙÌɯ ÈÙÌɯsome ÞÏÖɯ ÚÈàɂ: 
introduces anonymous statements expressing a minority 
view, which, when occuring in the Babylonian Talmud, 
ÈÙÌɯ ÛÙÈËÐÛÐÖÕÈÓÓàɯ ÈÚÊÙÐÉÌËɯ ÛÖɯ 1ȭɯ 3ÜÚÍÈɀÈÏȮɯ Èɯ ÚÌÝÌÕÛÏɯ
generation amora. 

;>NL - minhag ɁÊÜÚÛÖÔ; a traditional practise not based on 
a halakhic source that has become normative over timeɂ. 

 

Who is who? 

Rabbah - Babylonian amora of the third generation, ca. 270-
330. 

Rabbi Acha son of Rava - a Babylonian amora of the seventh 
generation, ca. 450. 

Rabbi Shmuel from Difti  - a Babylonian amora whose name 
occurs only in the Talmudic passage quoted above. 

Shammai - scholar of first century Palestine, the most 
prominent opponent of Hillel, known for his strict  
views; founder of a halakhic school (Bet Shammai). 

Hillel  - scholar at Jerusalem during the time of King Herod; 
generally advocating milder halakhic positions than his 
adversary Shammai; founder of a halakhich school (Bet 
Hillel ). 

Rabbi Yosi bar Avin  - Palestinian amora of the fifth 
generation (second half of the 4th century). 

Rabbi Yosi bar Zveida - Palestinian amora of the fourth 
generation (first half of the 4 th century)  

Rabba bar bar Hanna - Babylonian amora of the second 
generation (3rd century), grandson of Hanna, famous for 
the marvelous experiences he relates of his travels. 

Rabbi Yohanan - Yohanan ben Zakkai, tanna of the second 
generation (second half of the first century), founder of 
the academy at Yavne. 

Rabbi Yoseph Karo - Spanish scholar, author of the 
Shulkhan Arukh ȹÛÏÌɯɁÚÌÛɯÛÈÉÓÌɂȺȮ the last great halakhic 
code of Rabbinical Judaism, 1488-1575. 

Rabbi Moshe Isserles - Polish Rabbi, called the R m̪a, the 
main Ashkenazic codifier and author of a supplement to 
the Shulkhan Arukh, the Mappah ȹɁÛÈÉÓÌÊÓÖÛÏɂȺ, in which 
he pays particular attention to Ashkenazic Minhaginm,  
ca. 1520-1572. 

 

Hanukkah Candle - Lighting Cheat Sheet  
Arrange the appropriate number of candles on your hanukkiya (one on the first night, two on the second etc.), setting the first candle in the 

rightmost slot of the hanukkiya and proceeding towards the left. Before lighting the candles, recite the following two berakhot ( three berakhot on 

the first night):  

1.  >Z8 E@W:JY> @NY<V WY8 JH@P> EHL @ND>H8 @DZ@@UL: >FNB HY WN VDH<>H @N@U@  
Barukh ata Adonay, eloheynu melekh ha-olam asher kideshanu be-mitzvotav ve-tzivanu lehadliq ner shel Hanukkah. 

 Ɂ!ÓÌÚÚÌËɯÈÙÌɯàÖÜȮɯ$ÛÌÙÕÈÓȮɯÖÜÙɯ&ÖËȮɯÙÜÓÌÙɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÜÕÐÝÌÙÚÌȮɯÞÏÖɯÚÈÕÊÛÐÍÐÌËɯÜÚɯÛÏÙÖÜÎÏɯÏÐÚɯÊÖÔÔÈÕËÔÌÕÛÚɯÈÕËɯ commanded us to light 

 ÛÏÌɯ'ÈÕÜÒÒÈÏɯÓÐÎÏÛɂȭ 

2.  >Z8 E@W:JY> 8H JDON >YPY JH@P> EHL @ND>H8>A> MLA: J>> JDLD: @NDZ@:  
Barukh ata Adonay, eloheynu melekh ha-olam, she-asa nisim le-avoteynu ba-yamim hahem ba-zman hazeh. 

 Ɂ!ÓÌÚÚÌËɯÈÙÌɯàÖÜȮɯ$ÛÌÙÕÈÓȮɯÖÜÙɯ&ÖËȮɯÙÜÓÌÙɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÜÕÐÝÌÙÚÌȮɯÞÏÖɯ×ÌÙÍÖÙÔÌËɯÔÐÙÈÊÓÌÚɯÍÖÙɯÖÜÙɯÈÕÊÌÚÛÖÙÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÖÚÌɯËÈàÚɯin ÛÏÐÚɯÚÌÈÚÖÕɂ. 

3. [only on the first night:]  >Z8 E@W:JY> >A> MLAH @NPD;>@ @NLDV> @NDB>Y JH@P> EHL @ND>H8 

Barukh ata Adonay, eloheynu melekh ha-olam, she-hecheyanu ve-qimanu ve-ÏÐÎÐɀÈÕÜɯÓÈ-zman hazeh. 

 ɁBlessed are you, Eternal, our God, ruler of the universe, who has given us life and sustained us and enabled us to ÙÌÈÊÏɯÛÏÐÚɯÚÌÈÚÖÕɂ. 

Light the candles starting with the newest (leftmost) candle and proceeding towards the right . Afterwards recite Ha-Nerot Halalu. It is also 

customary to sing Maoz Tzur and various other Hanukkah songs.   
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A v iew from Israel  
 
During the last three decades, Israel has released several thousand Arab prisoners in order to secure the freedom of 19 
Israeli citizens and to obtain the bodies of eight more. In 2008, Israel released five prisoners, among them Samir Kuntar, the 
convicted murderer of an Israeli policeman and his four -year-old daughter, in exchange for the bodies of Ehud Goldwasser 
and Eldad Regev, two Israeli soldiers in their early twenties who had been captured by Hizbollah on Israeli soil two years 
earlier. This lopsided deal has been severely criticized, and numerous analysts have denounced the Israeli government as 
far to  lenient in its negotiations with terrorists. But others hold the view that such unequal bargains are simply the 
ÕÌÊÌÚÚÈÙàɯ×ÙÐÊÌɯÛÖɯ×ÈàɯÍÖÙɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓɀÚɯËÌËÐÊÈÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯÐÛÚɯÊÐÛÐáÌÕÚȭɯ3he Israeli authorities have occasionally also been accused of not 
doing enough to liberate the remaining prisoners, like Ron Arad, who has been taken captive in 1986 by a Lebanese Shiite 
group,  Gilad Shalit, a 22 -year-old French Israeli who has been captured by Arab terrorists in Israel in 2006, but also Yehuda 
Katz, Zvi Feldman (both of them missing since 1982) or Guy Hever (missing sinc e 1997). From the relative comfort of the 
Western European diaspora, without any of our own kids serving in Tsahal, it certainly is easy to criticize the lopsided 
prisoner exchanges and to come up with ingenuous idea s on what would have been better solutio nsȱɯÈÛɯÓÌÈÚÛɯÐÕɯÛÏÌÖÙà. We 
suspected that the situation presents itself somewhat differently to someone living in Israel, and therefore we wanted to get 
ÈÕɯÐÕÚÐËÌÙɀÚɯ×ÌÙÚ×ÌÊÛÐÝÌȭɯ6ÌɯÈÙÌɯ×ÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÙÓàɯ×ÓÌÈÚÌËɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÈÉÓÌɯÛÖɯ×ÙÐÕÛɯÈÕɯÈÙÛÐÊÓÌɯÉàɯ#ÈÕÐÌÓɯ&ÖÙËÐÚȮɯwhich forms part of his 
Ɂ#ÐÚ×ÈÛÊÏÌÚɯÍÙÖÔɯÈÕɯ ÕßÐÖÜÚɯ2ÛÈÛÌɂɯÈÕËɯÐÚɯÈÓÚÖɯ×ÜÉÓÐÚÏÌËɯÖÕɯÏÐÚɯÞÌÉÚÐÛÌȯɯÞÞÞȭËÈÕÐÌÓÎÖÙËÐÚȭÊÖÔȭ 
 
 

Daniel Gordis: When Mistakes Are Worth 

Making  

For some strange reason, I remember the scene with clarity. I 
was in the kitchen, early on a Friday afternoon about a month 
ago, cooking Shabbat dinner. Micha, our youngest, now 15, 
was hanging out in the living room. The radio was on in the 
background, and on the hour, the news came on. It was over 
in minute s, and then the music returned. 

(ɯÏÈËÕɀÛɯÙÌÈÓÓàɯ×ÈÐËɯÈÛÛÌÕÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÕÌÞÚȮɯÉÜÛɯ,ÐÊÏÈɯ
È××ÈÙÌÕÛÓàɯÏÈËȭɯɁ#ÖɯàÖÜɯÛÏÐÕÒɯÞÌɀÙÌɯÌÝÌÙɯÎÖÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÎÌÛɯ&ÐÓÈËɯ
2ÏÈÓÐÛɯÉÈÊÒȳɂɯÏÌɯÈÚÒÌËȭɯ6ÐÛÏÖÜÛɯÌÝÌÕɯÓÖÖÒÐÕÎɯÈÛɯÏÐÔȮɯ(ɯÚÈÐËȮɯ
ÞÐÛÏÖÜÛɯÌÝÌÕɯÛÏÐÕÒÐÕÎȮɯɁ.ÍɯÊÖÜÙÚÌɯÞÌɯÈÙÌȭɯ#ÌÍÐÕÐÛÌÓàȭɂ 

Ɂ8ÖÜɯËÖÕɀÛɯÒÕÖÞɯÛÏÈÛȮɂɯÈɯËÐÍÍÌÙÌÕÛɯÝÖÐÊÌɯ×Ð×ÌËɯÐÕȭɯ
Now, I looked up. Avi, his older brother, was unexpectedly 
ÏÖÔÌȭɯɁ6ÌɯÔÈàɯÎÌÛɯÏÐÔɯÉÈÊÒȮɯÈÕËɯÞÌɯÔÈàɯÕÖÛȭɯ'ÖÞɯÊÈÕɯàÖÜɯ
×ÖÚÚÐÉÓàɯÚÈàɯÛÏÈÛɯÞÌɯËÌÍÐÕÐÛÌÓàɯÞÐÓÓȳɂɯ!ÜÛɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÕÝÌÙÚÈÛÐÖÕɯ
was over. Micha, overjoyed to see Avi, had quickly followed 
his brother upstairs, and I was left alone in the kitchen. So I 
never got to answer Avi.  

But had he pressed, and had Micha not been around, 
(ɯÞÖÜÓËɯÏÈÝÌɯÚÈÐËɯÛÖɯÏÐÔȮɯɁ6ÏàɯËÐËɯ(ɯÚÈàɯÛÏÈÛȳɯ!ÌÊÈÜÚÌɯÞÏÌÕɯ
he hears the news each and every day, the only thing that 
àÖÜÙɯÉÙÖÛÏÌÙɯÛÏÐÕÒÚɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯÍÈÊÛɯÛÏÈÛɯàÖÜɀÙÌɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÛÖɯÎÌÛɯ
ËÙÈÍÛÌËȭɯ ÕËɯÏÌɀÚɯÉÌàÖÕËɯÞÖÙÙÐÌË, ÏÌɀÚɯ×ÈÕÐÊÒÌËȭɯ!ÌÊÈÜÚÌɯÏÌɯ
worships the ground you walk on. And he needs to believe, to 
ÒÕÖÞȭɯ'ÌɯÕÌÌËÚɯÛÖɯÉÌÓÐÌÝÌɯÛÏÈÛɯàÖÜɀÙÌɯÎoing to be OK. And he 
wants to know that though he lives in a country that asks its 
kids to do everything, to commit everything, that country also 
knows that it owes them everything in return. And getting 
them home ɬ no matter what has happened to them ɬ is part 
ÖÍɯÛÏÈÛȭɂ 

I never said any of that to Avi, but I recalled that 
conversation several times during this agonizing week of 
prisoner exchanges, of returned coffins, of funerals expected 
but still tear -stained, of Hezbollah celebrations and of all the 
columnists who insist that the trade was a terrible idea, that 
àÖÜɯËÖÕɀÛɯÛÙÈËÌɯ2ÈÔÐÙɯ*ÜÕÛÈÙɯÍÖÙɯÛÞÖɯËÌÈËɯÉÖËÐÌÚȮɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌàɯ
ÞÌÙÌɯɁËÌÌ×ÓàɯÈÚÏÈÔÌËɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÈÕɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓÐɯȻÈÕËȼɯÕÖÛɯÝÌÙàɯ×ÙÖÜËɯ
ÖÍɯÉÌÐÕÎɯÈɯ)ÌÞɯÌÐÛÏÌÙȮɂɯÛÏÈÛɯÞÌɀÝÌɯÞÌÈÒÌÕÌËɯÖÜÙɯÉÈÙÎÈÐÕÐÕÎɯ
position in the f uture, and, according to Rabbi Menachem 
%ÙÖÔÈÕȮɯÛÏÈÛɯÞÌɀÝÌɯÌÝÌÕɯÔÈËÌɯ×ÌÈÊÌɯÔÖÙÌɯËÐÍÍÐÊÜÓÛɯÛÖɯÈÛÛÈÐÕȮɯ
that Israel is committing suicide, and that we have now 
officially given the Hezbollah the crown of victory in the 
Second Lebanon War. 

So, in the face of all the good arguments about how 
no self-respecting country trades almost two hundred dead 
bodies and several living terrorists including Samir Kuntar 
(who, we should recall, shot a man at point blank range in 
front of his four -year-old daughter, and then k illed the girl by 
smashing her skull against a rock with the butt of his rifle ɬ 
and all this at the ripe old age of 17) for two soldiers who 
were almost certainly dead, how does one justify this 
decision? 6ÈÚÕɀÛɯÐÛɯÊÌÙÛÈÐÕÓàɯÈɯÔÐÚÛÈÒÌȳ 

Yes, in strategic terms, it was probably a mistake. But 
sometimes mistakes are worth making. Take the 
Disengagement. It is now clear that the Disengagement from 
Gaza was a horrifying, costly and still painful mistake. But ɬ 
and I realize that this is not a popular position ɬ it was a 
mistake that Israel needed to make. It was the mistake that 
proved, once and for all, that the enemies we face have no 
interest in a state of their own. They just want to destroy ours. 
That is what Israelis learned, now without a doubt, as a result 
ÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ#ÐÚÌÕÎÈÎÌÔÌÕÛȭɯ3ÏÌÙÌɀÚɯÈÓÔÖÚÛɯÕÖɯÖÕÌɯÓÌÍÛɯÈÙÖÜÕËɯÏÌÙÌɯ
myopic enough to imagine even for an instant that further 
retreats will get us peace. OK, there are still a few arm-chair 
peace-niks in the States, insisting that there is simply no 
conflict t hat cannot be resolved. But here? Precisely the 
opposite. Now we know that the right was correct ɬ further 
ÙÌÛÙÌÈÛÚɯ ÞÐÓÓɯ ÖÕÓàɯ ÌÔÉÖÓËÌÕɯ ÖÜÙɯ ÌÕÌÔÐÌÚȭɯ 3ÏÌàɀÓÓɯ ËÌÔÈÕËɯ
moÙÌȭɯ ÕËɯÔÖÙÌȭɯ4ÕÛÐÓɯÞÌɀÙÌɯÎÖÕÌȭ 

The benefits of that lesson are understandably of no 
consolation to the families who paid so dearly in the summer 
of 2005, who are still living in temporary housing, whose 
ÔÈÙÙÐÈÎÌÚɯËÐËÕɀÛɯÚÜÙÝÐÝÌȮɯÞÏÖÚÌɯÓÐÝÌÓÐÏÖÖËÚɯÏÈÝÌɯÕÌÝÌÙɯÉÌÌÕɯ
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restored, whose children hate the country that did that to 
their parents ɬ but despite all that, the Disengagement was 
probably a horrifying mistake that Israel needed to make. For 
now we know, even those of us (and I include myself) who 
were naïve enough to imagine something else. Peace is not 
around the corner. Peace is not a year or two away. Peace is 
not possible. Not now. Not a year from now. Not a decade 
ÍÙÖÔɯÕÖÞȭɯ!ÌÊÈÜÚÌɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÐÚÚÜÌɯÐÚÕɀÛɯÈɯ/ÈÓÌÚÛÐÕÐÈÕɯ2ÛÈÛÌɯÐÛɀÚɯÛÏÌɯ
end of the Jewish one. We learned that through the mistake 
we made in 2005, a mistake that we probably needed to make. 

 ÕËɯÛÏÈÛɀÚɯÞÏàɯÞÌɯÏÈËɯÛÖɯÔÈÒÌɯÛÏÌɯÛÙÈËÌɯÛÏÐÚɯÞÌÌÒȭɯ
Yes, according to a variety of strategic criteria, the trade was 
problematic. It may raise the price for Gilad Shalit (not that 
those negotiations have been going anywhere, of course). It 
may affect future prisoners of war.  

But if it was a mistake, it was a calculated mistake, a 
mistake well worth making. It was a mistake worth making 
when we think about what is the real challenge facing Israel. 
3ÏÌɯÊÏÈÓÓÌÕÎÌɯÍÈÊÐÕÎɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓɯÐÚÕɀÛɯÛÖɯÞÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÞÈÙɯÈÎÈÐÕÚÛɯÛÏe 
/ÈÓÌÚÛÐÕÐÈÕÚȭɯ3ÏÌɯÞÈÙɯÊÈÕɀÛɯÉÌɯÞÖÕȭɯ6ÌɯÊÈÕɀÛɯÌÙÈËÐÊÈÛÌɯÛÏÌÔȮɯ
ÈÕËɯÛÏÌàɯÞÖÕɀÛɯÈÊÊÌ×ÛɯÖÜÙɯÉÌÐÕÎɯÏÌÙÌȭɯ3ÏÌɯÊÏÈÓÓÌÕÎÌɯÛÏÈÛɯ
(ÚÙÈÌÓɯÍÈÊÌÚɯÐÚɯÕÖÛɯÛÖɯÔÖÝÌɯÛÖÞÈÙËÚɯ×ÌÈÊÌȭɯ/ÌÈÊÌɯÊÈÕɀÛɯÉÌɯÏÈËȭɯ
No ɬ the challenge facing Israel is to learn how to live in 
perpetual, never-ending war, and in the face of that, to 
flourish, and to be a country that our kids still want to defend. 
And  that is what we did this week.  

(ɯËÐËÕɀÛɯÞÈÛÊÏɯÔÜÊÏɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ'ÌáÉÖÓÓÈÏɯÊÌÓÌÉÙÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÕɯ
ÛÌÓÌÝÐÚÐÖÕȭɯ (ɯ ÑÜÚÛɯ ÊÖÜÓËÕɀÛɯ ÚÛÖÔÈÊÏɯ ÐÛȭɯ (ɯ ÞÈÛÊÏÌËɯ ÌÕÖÜÎÏȮɯ
though, to see the crowd cheering a man whose main 
ÈÊÊÖÔ×ÓÐÚÏÔÌÕÛɯÐÕɯÓÐÍÌɯÏÈÚɯÉÌÌÕɯÚÔÈÚÏÐÕÎɯÈɯÎÐÙÓɀÚɯÚÒÜÓÓɯÞÐÛÏɯ
his rifle ɬ after he made her watch while he killed her father. I 
watched enough to hear about how Mahmoud Abbas ɬ our 
alleged peace partner ɬ congratulated the same Kuntar on his 
release. I watched enough to chuckle at the sight of Kuntar in 
a decorated Hezbollah uniform ɬ even though Hezbollah 
ËÐËÕɀÛɯÌÝÌÕɯÌßÐÚÛɯÞÏÌÕɯÏÌɯ×ÌÙ×ÌÛÙÈÛÌËɯÏÐÚɯÔÜÙËÌÙÚɯÈÕËɯÞÈÚɯ
captured. I watched enough to be reminded of w hat (the 
ÞÖÙËɯ ɁÞÏÖɂɯ ÚÖÔÌÏÖÞɯ ËÖÌÚÕɀÛɯ ÍÌÌÓɯ È××ÙÖ×ÙÐÈÛÌȺɯ Ðt is that 
ÞÌɀÙÌɯÚÛÐÓÓɯÍÐÎÏÛÐÕÎȭ 

!ÜÛɯ(ɀÓÓɯÊÖÕÍÌÚÚɯÛÖɯÏÈÝÐÕÎɯÞÈÛÊÏÌËɯÔÖÙÌɯÛÏÈÕɯÔàɯ
share of the Israeli side. On the morning of the trade, I woke 
Ü×ɯÈÕËɯÓÐÒÌɯÔÈÕàɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓÐÚȮɯ(ɯÛÏÖÜÎÏÛɯÛÖɯÔàÚÌÓÍȮɯɁ6ÏÖɯÒÕÖÞÚ, 
maybe all the intelligence reports are wrong. Perhaps one of 
them will walk across the border, or maybe still be on a 
ÚÛÙÌÛÊÏÌÙȭɂɯ,ÈàÉÌȭɯ3ÏÐÚɯÐÚɯÈɯÊÖÜÕÛàɯÛÏÈÛɯËÖÌÚÕɀÛɯÌÈÚÐÓàɯÎÐÝÌɯÜ×ɯ
on hope. Our anthem, after all, says od lo aveda tikvateinu ɬ 
Ɂ.ÜÙɯÏÖ×ÌɯÐÚɯÕÖÛɯàÌÛɯÓÖÚÛȭɂɯ2Öɯ(ɯÞÈÛÊÏÌËɯÛÏÌɯÓÐÝÌɯÍÌÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯ
morning, waiting along with the rest of this breathless nation, 
unti l we saw the two black coffins.  

And I watched the soldiers standing at attention ɬ 
and weeping ɬ as the bodies were transported into Israeli 
trucks and driven into Israel. I watched the thousands of 
people who, the next day, lined the roads on the way to the 
ÊÌÔÌÛÌÙÐÌÚȭɯ (ɯ ÞÈÛÊÏÌËɯ *ÈÙÕÐÛɯ &ÖÓËÞÈÚÚÌÙɀÚɯ ÌßÛÙÈÖÙËÐÕÈÙàɯ
eulogy for her husband. I watched a country that is about life, 
and yes, even love, not about the celebration of death and 
hatred. 

We did the right thing. We gave Karnit Goldwasser 
her life back. We gave Udi and Eldad the burial they 
deserved. We gave their parents some certainty, and with it, 
the hope that maybe, just maybe, they, too, can start to live 
again, even with the searing pain that will never subside. And 
perhaps most importantly, we showed the next generation of 
kids who will go off to defend this place that this is not a 
country about calculus, but about soul. We showed them 

ÞÏÈÛɯÐÛɯÐÚɯÛÖɯÓÖÝÌȭɯ6ÌɯÚÏÖÞÌËɯÛÏÌÔɯÛÏÈÛɯÞÌɀÓÓ get them back. 
No matter what.  

 ÕËɯ(ɯÞÈÚɯ×ÙÖÜËȮɯÕÖÛɯÈÚÏÈÔÌËȭɯ(ɯÞÈÚÕɀÛɯÈÚÏÈÔÌËɯÛÖɯ
ÉÌɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓÐȭɯ(ɯÞÈÚÕɀÛɯÈÚÏÈÔÌËɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÈɯ)ÌÞȭɯ6Ìɯ×ÙÖÝÌËɯÛÖɯÖÜÙɯ
ÒÐËÚɯÖÕÊÌɯÈÎÈÐÕɯÛÏÈÛɯÞÌɀÙÌɯÛÏÌɯÒÐÕËɯÖÍɯÊÖÜÕÛÙàɯÛÏÈÛɀÚɯÞÖÙÛÏɯ
defending. 

There are those who claim that by making this trade, 
ÞÌɀÝÌɯÕÖÞɯÍÖÙÔÈÓÓàɯÈËÔÐÛÛÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯ'ÌáÉÖÓÓÈÏɯÞÖÕɯÛÏÌɯ2ÌÊÖÕËɯ
Lebanon War. But, really, was there anyone who did not 
already know that? Have we forgotten the Winograd 
Commission and its two devastating reports about the 
ÎÖÝÌÙÕÔÌÕÛɀÚɯÊÖÕËÜÊÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÞÈÙȳɯ'ÈÝÌɯÞÌɯÍÖÙÎÖÛÛÌÕɯÛÏÌɯ
report that showed that, weeks before Udi and Eldad were 
killed, the army knew that the reservists they were sending 
there were sitting ducks, but that no changes in deployment 
were made? Have we forgotten the IDF Chief of Staff who left 
the War Room in the first hours of the war to go sell part of 
his stock portfolio? Have we forgotten the most cynical of 
political arrangements that got us as a Defense Minister a 
labor organizer who d ÐËÕɀÛɯÌÝÌÕɯ×ÙÌÛÌÕËɯÛÖɯÒÕÖÞɯÛÏÌɯÍÐÙÚÛɯ
thing about military matters, but who still insisted on playing 
a role in the conduct of the war? Have we forgotten the 
mayors of some towns in the North who fled their own cities 
when the rockets started to fall? Have we forgotten the 
horrific non -use and then mis-use of ground troops, the 
arrogance of a former Air Force commander who imagined 
ÛÏÈÛɯÏÌɀËɯÞÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÞÈÙɯÍÙÖÔɯÛÏÌɯÈÐÙȳɯ'ÈÝÌɯÞÌɯÙÌÈÓÓàɯÍÖÙÎÖÛÛÌÕɯ
already how badly we lost? Does anyone really imagine that 
this trade gives them the victory? Please.  

We lost. We knew that already. What we did this 
week is that we did right by the families who paid the price. 
6ÌɯÚÏÖÞÌËɯÛÏÈÛɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÌÕËɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯËÈàȮɯÐÛɀÚɯÕÖÛɯÖÕÓàɯÚÛÙÈÛÌÎÐÊɯ
calculus that matters in this country. There wil l be other ways 
ÛÖɯÎÌÛɯÖÜÙɯËÌÛÌÙÙÌÕÛɯÌËÎÌɯÉÈÊÒȭɯ6ÌɀÓÓɯÎÌÛɯÈÙÖÜÕËɯÛÖɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌÙÌɀÚɯ
sadly no way that Hamas in the West, Hezbollah in the North, 
Syria to the east of them and Iran off in the distance will not 
ÍÖÙÊÌɯÜÚɯÛÖȭɯ6ÌɀÓl attend to that in due course. 

But in the meantime, we showed ourselves once 
again that this country is about soul. They won, and we lost. 
They celebrated, and we buried. They cheered, and we wept. 
 ÕËɯ(ɀd rather be one of us, any day. 

Wednesday night, we drove Micha to the airport to 
drop him off for his flight to the States. The radio was on 
during the entire drive, and we listened to the interviews with 
×ÌÖ×ÓÌɯÞÏÖɀËɯÒÕÖÞÕɯ4ËÐɯÈÕËɯ$ÓËÈËȮɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÕÚÛÈÕÛɯÜ×ËÈÛÌÚɯÖÕɯ
ÛÏÌɯ×ÓÈÕÚɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯÛÞÖɯÍÜÕÌÙÈÓÚɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÏÌÓËɯÛÏÌɯÍÖÓÓÖÞÐÕÎɯËÈàȭɯɁ(ɯ
feel bad bÌÐÕÎɯÌßÊÐÛÌËɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÎÖÐÕÎɯÖÕɯÝÈÊÈÛÐÖÕȮɂɯÏÌɯÚÈÐËɯÛÖɯÜÚɯ
on the road from Jerusalem to TÌÓɯ ÝÐÝȭɯɁ(ÛɀÚɯÈɯÚÈËɯËÈàɯÏÌÙÌȭɂ 

Ɂ8ÌÚȮɂɯÞÌɯÛÖÓËɯÏÐÔȮɯɁÐÛɀÚɯÈɯÚÈËɯËÈàȮɯÉÜÛɯÐÛɀÚɯ.*ɯÍÖÙɯ
àÖÜɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÌßÊÐÛÌËȭɯ&ÖÐÕÎɯÛÖɯ ÔÌÙÐÊÈɯÐÚɯÈɯÉÐÎɯËÌÈÓȭɂɯ'ÌɯËÐËÕɀÛɯ
say anything. We got off at the exit for the airport, pulled up 
to the security checkpoint, still surrounded by all those guys 
ÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÚÜÉÔÈÊÏÐÕÌɯÎÜÕÚɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÈËàȮɯÉÌÊÈÜÚÌɯÛÏÌɯÞÈÙɀÚɯÕÖÛɯ
ÖÝÌÙɯÈÕËɯÐÛɀÚɯÕÖÛɯÎÖÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÉÌȭɯ(ɯÛÜÙÕÌËɯÖÍÍɯÛÏÌɯÙÈËÐÖɯÚÖɯ(ɯÊÖÜÓËɯ
talk to the young woman mann ing the checkpoint. After a few 
quick words, we were ushered through.  

It was quiet in the car. We followed the access road 
to the departure terminal, each lost in our own thoughts. I 
ËÖÕɀÛɯÒÕÖÞɯÞÏÈÛɯ,ÐÊÏÈɯÞÈÚɯÛÏÐÕÒÐÕÎȭɯ!ÜÛɯ(ɀÔɯ×ÙÌÛÛàɯÚÜÙÌɯÛÏÈÛɯ
it was about the two soldiers. About the funerals the next day. 
About his brother.  And about America.  

We pulled to the curb, still not saying anything. I 
ÚÛÖ××ÌËɯ ÛÏÌɯÊÈÙȮɯÈÕËɯÚÈÐËɯÛÖɯÏÐÔȮɯɁ.*ȮɯÉÜËËàȮɯÓÌÛɀÚɯÎÖȭɂɯ
,ÐÊÏÈɯÓÖÖÒÌËɯÈÛɯÔÌȭɯɁ(ɀÔɯÙÌÈÓÓàɯÎÖÐÕÎɯto miss this countràȮɂɯ
he said. 
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(ɯÞÈÚɯÚÛÜÕÕÌËȭɯ-ÖÛȮɯɁ(ɀÔɯÎÖÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÔÐÚÚɯàÖÜȮɂɯÉÜÛɯ
Ɂ(ɀÔɯÎÖÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÔÐÚÚɯÛÏÐÚɯÊÖÜÕÛÙàȭɂɯ ÕËɯÛÏÌÕȮɯÐÍɯ(ɀËɯÏÈËɯÈÕàɯ
doubt before, I knew. We did the right thing. If we made a 
mistake, we made the mistake that we just needed to make. 
We taught our kids  that we may not know how to end this 
war, but we do  know how to take care of them.  

And he taught us, too. He reminded us that even the 
kids here understand what an extraordinary country it is that 
they call home. That this is sometimes a scary place. But that 
ÐÛɀÚɯÈÓÚÖɯÈɯÊÖÜÕÛÙàɯÛÏÈÛɯÈɯÛÌÌÕÈÎÌÙɯÒÕÖÞÚɯÏÌɯÊÈÕɯÓÖÝÌȮɯÛÏÈÛɯÏÌɀÚɯ
going to miss ÈÕËɯÛÏÈÛɯÖÕÌɯËÈàȮɯÏÌɀÓÓɯËÌÍÌÕËȭ 

(ÕɯÛÏÌɯÌÕËȮɯÛÏÈÛɀÚɯÞÏÈÛɯÔÈÛÛÌÙɯÔÖÚÛȭɯ$ÝÌÕɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯ
saddest of days. Especially on the saddest of days. 

Reprinted with permission from: Daniel Gordis, 
Dispatches from an Anxious State , 18th July 2008. 
Rabbi Daniel Gordis, who has been ordained from the 
Jewish Theological Seminary, was the founding dean of the 
Ziegler Rabbinical School at the University of Judaism, 
Los Angeles. He has been living in Israel since 1998 with 
his wife and three children. Today, Daniel Gordis 
(www.danielgordis.org ) is Senior Vice President of the 
Shalem Center in Jerusalem. He is the author, most 
recently, of Coming Together, Coming Apart: A 
Memoir of Heartbreak and Promise in Israel  (John 
Wiley & Sons, 2006). His next book, (Íɯ(ÚÙÈÌÓɯ#ÐËÕɀÛɯ
Survive , will be published by Wiley in 2008. Visit his 
website for regular dispatches from Israel and more 
information on his books. 

 

Some classical Jewish sources on Pidyon Shevuyim  

Jewish communities at various stages of history have been confronted  with the problem that Jews were taken captive by 
hostile neighboring populations (some of them Muslim, some Christian, some pagan) who then blackmailed the Jewish 
community, usually in order to obtain a monetary ransom. There is an extensive discussion on Pidyon Shevuyim , the 
redemption of captives, in classical Jewish sources ranging from the Mishna to the Maharshal. Do the se texts only have a 
historic al value today, or can we still learn from them? A few excerpts are documented here so that you can judge for 
yourself. In the choice of our sources, we have drawn heavily on material presented in a class on Contemporary Halakhic 
Issues taught online by Rabbi Shlomo Zacharow of the Conservative Yeshiva, Jerusalem. We are greatly indebted to Rabbi 
9ÈÊÏÈÙÖÞɀÚ scholarship in selecting the sources  from the vast corpus of halakhic literature and in making their contents 
accessible through his instruction.  The translations given here are our own. We would also like to p oint out that whi le 
Rabbi ZɀÚɯ×ÙÌÚÌÕÛÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÚÖÜÙÊÌÚɯÞÈÚɯÍÈÙɯÔÖÙÌɯÌßÏÈÜÚÛÐÝÌȮɯÖÜÙɯown choice is subjective and certainly not representative. 
Sign up for the next class at the Conservative Yeshiva (http://www.uscj.org.il/yeshiva/ ) to get a more complete picture!  
 
Babylonian Talmud Gittin 45a  

DNZLĎ  $M>DL< D<F HP WZD MDD@:Y> Z8 MD<@S  MD8 !JH@P> M@VDZ DNSL$ L;Ď $@>H 8DP:D8 # JH@P> M@VDZ DNSL D8>&  J@YL
8@> 8W@:U< 8VB@< !DSC @ZDDH@ @:W;H 8H< J@YL 8LHD< @8( 

Mishna: They shall not redeem captives for more than their wor th because of Tikkun Olam. Gemara: They asked the question: 
ÞÏÈÛɯËÖÌÚɯɁÉÌÊÈÜÚÌɯÖÍ Tikkun OlamɂɯÔÌÈÕɯÏÌÙÌȳɯ(ÚɯÐÛɯÈÉÖÜÛ the burden imposed on the community, or is it because of the 
possibility that this may stimulate the activities [of the captors]?  
 
RashiɀÚ commentary on Gittin 45a  

 DNSL8@> 8W@:DU< 8VB@<&  @H8 HD:Y: Z@DNP D<DH @8D:>H@ W@:U> V@B<H @NH MD8 $8LHD< @8&   D<:@P @WOLD 8H<
WV@D: MZ@8 MDWF@LY DNSL DSC @ZDDH@ @:W;DH@ @>DDYSN JD:F@F. 

Ɂ!ÌÊÈÜÚÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÉÜÙËÌÕɯÐÔ×ÖÚÌËɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÔÔÜÕÐÛàɂȯɯȻÛÏÈÛɯÔÌÈÕÚȼɯÛÏÈÛɯÞÌɯËÖÕɀÛɯÉÜÙËÌÕɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÔÔÜÕÐÛàɯÉàɯÐÔ×ÖÝÌÙÐÚÏÐÕÎɯÐÛɯ
ÉÌÊÈÜÚÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÐÚȭɯɁ!ÌÊÈÜÚÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ×ÖÚÚÐÉÐÓÐÛàɂȯɯȻÛÏÈÛɯÙÌÍÌÙÚɯÛÖȼɯÛÏÌɯÐËÖÓÈÛÌÙÚɯȻÎÖÐÕÎɯÈÚɯÍÈÙɯÈÚȼɯÚÈÊÙÐÍÐÊÐÕÎɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÓÐÝÌÚɯÛÖɯÛÈke captives 
and bring them to ransom because they sell them for a high price. 
 
Tosafot on Gittin 45a  

S: 8DNZ< 8>@ Ď  >WPN0:N Z@:@ZF /$ 8D@>< @ZY8 DN8Y ><@S M@Y8W JPS >DL<: >WYP <P >NLL MDYV:L @D>@ ZD:YN
@YSN <P: @H WY8 HF MZD 8HY @NVDZ 8H @LUP HP@ 8F>< @Z:L WZ@D @S@;F. W@ ĎH >DVWS< 8DNNB M: PY@>D V@NDZ 8@>>

MDVADN>: >:W> M@LL: >LFB: ;HS@L >D>Y DSH. @:W;DH 8H< EDDY 8H ZD:> M:W@B ZPY: DLN D8 
!ÜÛɯÛÏÌÙÌɀÚɯÈɯÉÈÙÈÐÛÈɯÐÕɯ-ÈɀÈÙÈɯȹ*ÌÛÜÝÖÛɯƙƖȺȯɯÚÏÌɯÞÈÚɯÛÈÒÌÕɯÊÈ×ÛÐÝÌɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌàɯËÌÔÈÕËÌËɯÛÌÕɯÛÐÔÌÚɯÏÌÙɯÞÖÙÛÏȭɯ3ÏÌ first time he is 
obligated to redeem his wife, for she is like his own body, even more so than his daugther. For the latter and for himself they 
ËÐËÕɀÛɯËÌÊÙÌÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÏÌɯÔÜÚÛɯ×ÈàɯÈÓÓɯÏÌɯÏÈÚȭɯAnd Rabbi Yehoshua ben Chanania once redeemed a child for a very high ransom, 
ÉÌÊÈÜÚÌɯÏÌɯÌßÊÌÓÓÌËɯÐÕɯÞÐÚËÖÔȭɯ6ÏÈÛɀÚɯÔÖÙÌȮɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÌ×ÖÊÏɯÈÍÛÌÙɯÛÏÌɯËÌÚÛÙÜÊÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ3ÌÔ×ÓÌȮɯÛÏÌɯÐËÌÈɯɁÚÖɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌàɯÞÖÜÓËÕɀÛɯ
ÎÙÈÉɯȻÔÖÙÌɯÊÈ×ÛÐÝÌÚȼɂɯËÖÌÚÕɀÛɯÈ××ÓàɯȻÈÕàÞÈàȼȭ 
 
Maimonides, Mishne h Torah, The Laws of Gifts to the Poor, Chapter 8, Laws 10 and 11  

MZ@OFH@ JDDNP ZONWSH J<@V JDD@:Y M@D<S !@:Y M@D<SF >H@<; >@UL EH MD8@ JD:PW> HHF: 8@> DW> D@:Y>Y JDD
Z@YSN ZNFO: <L@P@ JDL@WP>@ JD8LU>@. Ȼȱȼ$ @: MD8DU@L >@UL W:< M>H 8:@ ZONF> ZD: MDN:H Z@PL @:;Y WDP> DYN8

Z@PL> !JDD@:Y M@D<SH 8H8 >@UL W:<H J@WFLD 8H Z@W@V@ JDN:8 @NV !P8ď Z@W@V> Z8@ J@W<;@ JDN:8> Z8 @8D:>Y S
HF> @NDVZ>@ J@HOS@ <:H: JDD@:Y M@D<SH HF> MDWF@L MDN:H ! @:;D 8H8 ZONF> ZD: Z8 @WFLD 8H @WL;@ @N: J8 H:8
W@:U> ML MN@D<SH$  

[10] The redemption of captives comes before supporting the poor and clothing them. There is no mitzvah more important for 
you than the redemption of c aptives, for the captive is among the hungry, the thirsty, the naked , and he is placed in mortal 
danger. Ȼȱȼɯ[11] When the people of a town who collected funds for building a synagogue are presented with the opportunity 
to fulfill a mitzvah, they use the f unds for that purpose. (ÍɯÛÏÌàɯÈÓÙÌÈËàɯÉÖÜÎÏÛɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÖÕÌÚɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÉÌÈÔÚȮɯÛÏÌàɯËÖÕɀÛɯÏÈÝÌɯÛÖɯÚÌÓÓɯ
them to fulfill a mitzvah, except for the redemption of captives. Even if they already brought the stones and beams and cut t hem 
to size, everything is sold for  the redemption of captives. Only if they already completed building  ÐÛȮɯÛÏÌàɯËÖÕɀÛɯÚÌÓÓɯÛÏÌɯ
synagogue, but they collect funds for the redemption of captives from the community.  
 
Shulk hÈÕɯ ÙÜÒÏȮɯ8ÖÙÌɯ#ÌɀÈÏȮɯÊÏÈ×ÛÌÙɯƖƙƖȮɯ×ÈÙÈÎÙÈ×ÏɯƗ 

D@:Y> Z@<SH WB8LY P;W HFJD !JD<V>H WYS8< 8FD> !JDL< ES@Y @HD8F D@>$ 
Every moment that someone delays the redemption of captives when he could have acted sooner is as if he had spilled blood. 

http://www.uj.edu/Content/ContentUnit.asp?CID=187&u=982&t=0
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People of the book(s)  
 

Editorsô pick: Barry Holtz, Finding Our Way. Jewish Texts and the Lives We Live Today , 

Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society 22005.  

As any layperson who has ever tried to delve into the 
Mishna, the Talmud, or one of the halakhic Midrashim can 
attest, the classic works of the Jewish tradition can seem 
quite hermetic to the modern reader. And even if you 
persevere and manage to overcome the obstacle of text 
comprehension, chances are that many of the rabbinic 
sources you study will raise more questions than they 
answer. Are these texts just museum pieces, worthy of 
academic study but otherwise of little interest in our 
contemporary world? Or do they still have something to 
teach us? 
 Few people are better placed to discuss such 
issues than Barry Holtz. As Professor of Jewish Education 
and dean of the William Davidson Graduate School of 
Jewish Education at the Jewish Theological Seminary, New 
York, he does not only know his way around the classic 
rabbinic sources, but is also familiar with the challenges 
involved in making these texts accessible to a 
contemporary public.  Barry Holtz takes his readers on a 
journey through some of the Jewish classics by exploring 
topics such as the role of tradition and transmission, the 
performance of ritual commandments and the reasons 
underlying them, Jewish approaches to God, prayer, 
community and social justice.  
 While discussing each of these topics, Barry Holtz 
quotes extensively from the classical sources, and he 
manages to put these sources into context in such a way 
that their potential relevance to the lives of people today 
becomes clear. And of course, if you start to take these texts 

seriously, new questions are brought up: if it is actually a 
mitzvah to live in Is rael, is it still acceptable for people 
living in the Diaspora not to make aliyah? What can we 
know about the nature of the divine? How shall we 
approach prayers and rituals whose contents seem far 
removed from our reality? Finding Our Way does a 
masterful  job of bridging the gap between traditional texts 
and ritual on the one hand and the realities of modern life 
on the other hand. 
 One word of warning though: This book may very 
well leave you wanting more. Once you are convinced that 
what Jewish Tradition  has to teach you may indeed be 
pertinent, you will want to find out what the Tradition has 
to say on a whole array of topics. And before you know it, 
you may find yourself studying Hebrew (and Babylonian 
Aramaic), filling a few bookshelves in your home wi th 
assorted Jewish classics, and signing up for Talmud classes 
at your synagogue (and in case there are no such classes at 
your school we recommend the various online programs 
taught at the Conservative Yeshiva in Jerusalem: 
www.uscj.org.il/yeshiva/index.php )! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

AN EXCERPT FROM FINDING OUR WAY : Dealing with the materials of another age necessitates interpretation, and certainly the 
history of Jewish interpretation - in particular legal interpretation - has been an attempt to translate the articulated principles of 
an agrarian or village society to the evolving social and economic realities of changing times. The society of ancient Israel, of 
Hellenistic Palestine, of fifth -century Babylonia, and so forth dealt with realities far different from those of twentieth -century 
Western culture. The job of translation is the key point. What does it mean to see talmudic utterances about poverty in the light 
ÖÍɯÛÖËÈàɀÚɯÚÖÊÐÌÛàȮɯfor example? What I have tried to show earlier in the chapter is that many of those principles are still 
effective reminders of what it means to live a life of justice.  
 In that sense it is clear that the traditional literature of Judaism is not dated. But  its historical context must also not be 
ignored. The underlying principle - that, for example, we seek justice and compassion for the poor  - is one that still operates. 
And the active working out of that principle in a real -life situation - such as in tzedakah - is also still relevant. But what also 
needs to be added is the context and reality of today, the cultural and political structures, for example, of a modern Wester n 
society and how they interact with the demands of the tradition. And because it is  clear that our world and the world of the 
rabbinic past differ in significant and undeniable ways, not every policy decision about how to deal with social or political  or 
ethical problems of today can be based in the specifics of tradition. We may find gu idance there, we may find wisdom, we may 
find principles and useful analogies  - but we also need to recognize that not every point of detail will be relevant to the realities 
and concerns of the present. 
 In addition, there is the danger articulated by Mah ÈÙÈÓɯÈÉÖÝÌȮɯÖÍɯÛÈÒÐÕÎɯÖÕÌɀÚɯÖÞÕɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÐËÌÈÚɯÈÕËɯÍÐÕËÐÕÎɯÈɯÞÈàɯÛÖɯ
Ɂ×ÌÎɯÛÏÌÔɯÖÕÛÖɯÙÈÉÉÐÕÐÊɯÚÛÈÛÌÔÌÕÛÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÌÝÌÙàÖÕÌɯÒÕÖÞÚɯÏÈÝÌɯÕÖÛÏÐÕÎɯÛÖɯËÖɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÚÜÉÑÌÊÛɯÉÌÐÕÎɯËÐÚÊÜÚÚÌËȭɂɯ3ÏÜÚȮɯÐÛɯÏÈÚɯ
been popular for a long time, at least in America, to identify th ÌɯɁ×ÖÚÐÛÐÖÕɂɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÓÈÚÚÐÊɯ)ÌÞÐÚÏɯÚÖÜÙÊÌÚɯÈÚɯÉÌÐÕÎɯÊÖÛÌÙÔÐÕÖÜÚɯ
with American liberal political policy. What Judaism believed about an issue such as racial justice or peace, in other words,  
was another version of New Deal -style liberalism.  
 But as we have said before, the trick is to find the right balance of respect for the historical context of the past on the 
one hand and legitimate interpretation for the times we live in today on the other. Perhaps the criterion should be something  
like this: At what po int does our historical knowledge and self -conciousness so drown the text that they destroy its living 
power and turn it into artifact? And looking at the other side, at what point do our inventive interpretations stretch credibility 
so greatly that the teßÛɯÓÖÚÌÚɯÈÕàɯ×ÖÞÌÙɯÛÖɯÚ×ÌÈÒɯÞÐÛÏɯÈÜÛÏÖÙÐÛàȮɯÊÙÌÈÛÐÕÎȮɯÈÚɯ,ÈÏÈÙÈÓɯ×ÜÛÚɯÐÛȮɯɁÕÖɯÛÙÜÌɯÉÈÚÐÚɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌÐÙɯ×ÖÐÕÛɂȳɯ
Somewhere between these two poles lies the effective reading, the interpretation that has the ability to move us or shake up 
our lives.  

From: Barry H oltz, Finding Our Way. Jewish Texts and the Lives We Live Today, Philadelphia, Jewish Publication Society 22005, p. 183-
185. We would like to thank Professor Holtz for his kind permission to reproduce an excerpt from his book.  

http://www.jtsa.edu/William_Davidson_Graduate_School_of_Jewish_Education.xml
http://www.jtsa.edu/William_Davidson_Graduate_School_of_Jewish_Education.xml
http://www.jtsa.edu/William_Davidson_Graduate_School_of_Jewish_Education.xml
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Lawrence Kushner, Kabbalah. A Love Story , New York: Morgan Road 2006.  

This is a novel about a Jewish topic, written not by a 
novelist but by a rabbi, and it even includes a study guide. 
While  this may read like a recipe for a rather boring novel, 
of interest mainly to synagogue book clubs short of better 
reading ideas, Kabbalah. A Love Story is actually quite an 
entertaining and thought -provoking book. It may not be 
high literature, and it also sometimes  comes across as 
ÚÓÐÎÏÛÓàɯɁÕÌÞɯÈÎÌàɂȮɯÉÜÛɯÐÛɯËÖÌÚɯÛÌÓÓɯÈÕɯÐÕÛÌÙÌÚÛÐÕÎɯÚÛÖÙàɯ

that will keep you reading , and it teaches you something 
about Jewish mysticism at the same time: 

Kalman Stern, a New York rabbi and neo-
Kabbalist, ends up with a page from a medieval kabbalistic 
manuscript  during a visit to Safed,  and falls ins love with a 
female cosmologist back in the U.S. Will  he get the girl? 
Will  he unlock the mysteries of the Zohar? Read the book 
to find out!  

Rachel Mikvah  (ed.) , Broken Tablets. Restoring the Ten Commandments And Ourselves , 

Woodstock: Jewish Lights 1999.  

This book provides the reader with a gentle introduction to 
a central part of the Hebrew Bible: the Ten 
Commandments... and while reading it you may get the 
impression that you are stuck in a time warp during 
Shabbat services in a North American Reform synagogue, 
ÓÐÚÛÌÕÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÖÕÌɯ#ɀÝÈÙɯ3ÖÙÈÏɯÈÍÛÌÙɯÛÏÌɯÖÛÏÌÙȱɯÈÓÓɯÖÍɯÛÏÌÔɯ
about parashiyot Yitro and Va -Ethannan. Which is actually 
not bad, if what you are looking for is essentially some 
food for thought on topics related to Jewish ethics, and if 
you enjoy reading midrash, both ancient and modern.  
 The chapters on the individual commandments 
have been written by different contributors. Th is means 
that their  quality is uneven (whoever decided that the 
chapter about the Second Commandment - You shall have 
no other gods beside me - should be writte n by Zalman 
Schachter-Shalomi, the Renewal rabbi who has also been 
initiated as a Sufi sheikh, prayed in Sikh temples, and 

teaches at a Buddhist university, must have a strange sense 
of humor) , but it  also gives you the opportunity to get to 
know a whole spectrum of opinions (most of them Reform, 
but also one or two Reconstructionists). 
 Yet there is one central area where this book 
ËÐÚÈ××ÖÐÕÛÌËɯÜÚȭɯ3ÏÌɯÉÓÜÙÉɯËÖÌÚɯÙÈÐÚÌɯÛÏÌɯØÜÌÚÛÐÖÕȯɯɁWhat 
really happened at that mountain in the wilderness?ɂȮɯÉÜÛɯthe 
book does not provide any  in-depth discussion of the Sinai 
event. If you were wondering wheth er the idea of divine 
revelation can be philosophically reconciled with a 
historico-critical view of the Biblical text, then this book 
w ill  simply leave you wondering.  Hence, if it is that kind of 
questions you are asking, you would be better served to 
look into books such as Neil Gilman, Sacred Fragments, 
Philadelphia: JPS 1990, or, for an easier read, his The Way of 
Encountering God in Judaism, Woodstock: Jewish Lights 
2000. 

Susie Fishbein, Kosher by Design . Picture Perfect Fo od for the Holidays & Every Day , New  

York: Artscroll 2003.  

So you have decided to increase your level of kashrut 
observance - is there anything tasty still left for you to eat? 
No more prosciutto, spaghetti carbonara, paella, venison, 
ÚÏÌÓÓÍÐÚÏȮɯÝÌÈÓɯÊÖÙËÖÕɯÉÓÌÜȱ even chicken in cream sauce is 
off limits . Are you going to face a life of abstinence from all 
culinary pleasures from now on? Or maybe you have 
always been shomer kashrut and are tired of what Doronia 
has to offer? DoÕɀÛɯËÌÚ×ÈÐÙȮɯÛhis is where Susie Fishbein 
comes to the rescue. 
 In our opinion, Kosher by Design belongs on any 
ÈÚ×ÐÙÐÕÎɯ ÒÖÚÏÌÙɯ ÊÏÌÍɀÚɯ ÉÖÖÒÚÏÌÓÍȭɯ #ÖÕɀÛɯ ÉÜàɯ ÛÏÐÚɯ ÉÖÖÒɯ
though if you only want to learn the traditional recipes 
(you will have to keep reading ShÖÍÈÙɀÚɯÙÌÊÐ×ÌɯÚÌÊÛÐÖÕ if 
àÖÜɯËÖÕɀÛɯÒÕÖÞɯàÖÜÙɯcholent from your gefilte fish already). 
While there are good recipes for latkes, hamantaschen and 
the like, most of the dishes presented in this book are 
rather creative:  won ton wrapped chicken with apricot 
dipping sauce, rosemary-pesto lamb chops with olive -wine 
sauce, chicken negemaki with red pepper chutney, pecan-
crusteËɯÓÌÔÖÕɯÚÖÓÌɯÞÐÛÏɯÔÈÕÎÖɯÚÈÜÊÌȱɯ3ÏÌɯ×ÙÌÚÌÕÛÈÛÐÖÕɯ
of the recipes is very clear, and even a less-than-expert 
cook can obtain impressive results by following Ms. 
%ÐÚÏÉÌÐÕɀÚɯÐÕÚÛÙÜÊÛÐÖÕÚȭ 

 The range of the recipes presented goes from 
quick and easy to sophisticated: whether you want to 
prepare a quick workday meal or a sumptuous holiday 
feast, chances are that you will find something appealing in 
the book. Besides the recipes proper (which are clearly 
marked dairy, meat or parve), there are sample menus for 
all the festivals, kosher wine recommendations and short 
ÊÏÈ×ÛÌÙÚɯÖÕɯÛÖ×ÐÊÚɯÚÜÊÏɯÈÚɯɁ3ÏÌɯÒÖÚÏÌÙɯÒÐÛÊÏÌÕɂȮɯɁ3ÏÌɯÞÌÓÓ-
ËÙÌÚÚÌËɯÛÈÉÓÌɂɯÖÙɯɁÊÏÈÓÓÈÏɂ. The photographs in the book 
whet your appetite to try out the recipes, though this also 
comes with a downside: the elaborate presentation means 
that the book is relatively expensive. But it is worth the 
price, as this is one kosher cookbook that you are really 
going to use. 
 If you want to try before you buy, you can check 
ÖÜÛɯÈɯÍÌÞɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÈÜÛÏÖÙɀÚɯÙÌÊÐ×ÌÚɯÖÕɯÒÖÚÏÌÙÉàËÌÚÐÎÕȭÊÖÔȭɯ
And once you have exhausted the material from this book, 
you can try other titles such as Kosher by Design Lightens Up, 
Kosher by Design Short on Time, Passover by Design or Kosher 
by Design Kids in the Kitchen! 
 

Movie Review: Ushpizin. Directed by Gidi Dar, Israel 2005.  

This movie tells the story of an Orthodox Jewish couple , 
Moshe and Mali Belanga, who live  in a Bratslaver 
community in Jerusalem struggling to make ends meet (to 
the point that they even have difficulties affording  a 
sukkah). 
 During Sukkot, two guests arive  - but these 
ushpizin are not ordinary guests, but escaped convicts 
hiding from the police. They stay with Moshe and Mali 
throughout Sukkot, and this creates many conflicts , both 

with Moshe and Mali and with the Bratslaver community 
in which they live.  

Ushpizin does not only provide the viewer with an 
authentic look into the life of a Chassidic neighborhood  - it 
was shot on location, and the writer, director and actors are 
members of the Ultra-Orthodox community  -, it is also 
thoughtful,  lighthearted and humorous.  

8ÖÜɯ×ÙÖÉÈÉÓàɯÞÖÕɀÛɯÍÐÕËɯÛÏÐÚɯ#5#ɯÐÕɯÓÖÊÈÓɯÚÏÖ×s, 
but you can order it through amazon or on e of the Jewish 
internet stores such as www.judaicawebstore.com. 
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To commemorate the miracle  of a single flask of oil lasting for 

eight days after t he liberation of the Temple, our traditional 

Hanukkah dishes have one ingredient in common: a lot of oil! 

Whether it is sweet sufganiyot, or hearty latkes, none of them is 

particularly low -fat... In  case you need some pointers on how to 

prepare delicious and authentic food for Hanukkah , here are two 

essential recipes, which have been kindly provided by a real 

expert: Jean Zilberman, a French chef and owner of a famous 

Eastern European Jewish restaurant in Paris. When prepared 

according to his tried and tested instructions, your latkes  and 

favorkes will be sure to contribute to the oneg of the holiday. 

And they may also give you an appetite to try the real thing: On 

your next visit to Paris, be sure to stop b y at the Pitchi Poï, Jean 
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Catherine in the heart of the historic Marais  quarter  (check 

www.pitchipoi.com for more info) , and try the gefilte fishȱɯÖÙɯ

the shmals herringȱɯÖÙɯÛÏÌɯ×ÓÈÛÛÌÙɯÖÍɯzakuski .... in fact, you may 

have to go there several times to try all those delicacies ! 

 

Jean Zilberman : Recipes for Hanukkah  

Yesterday, after our closing time the clients were gone and I was 

drinking a coffee with our personnel when the phone rang.  

 Bonjour Monsieur, this is Madame Solange Chonowski. Do 

you happen to have the address of the old baker of Rue des Rosiers, 

Monsieur Perelman? 

 I tell her: No, but why are you looking for the address of 

Monsieur Perelman? 

 (ÛɀÚɯÉÌÊÈÜÚÌɯ(ɯÈÔɯÓÖÖÒÐÕÎɯÍÖÙɯÈɯËÐÚÏɯÍrom my childhood, you 

know, those little pieces of dough which you fry in a pan or in a basin full 

of oil. 

 I answer her that yes, I know that dish, one day a 

Spanish friend of mine brought me some for the holidays at the 

end of the year. They are called oublies ÐÕɯ%ÙÌÕÊÏȮɯÉÜÛɯ(ɯËÖÕɀÛɯÙÌÊÈÓÓɯ

the name in Yiddish or in Spanish. But after taxing my brain for a 

while, I remember and tell her: they are FAVORKES. I promise to 

send her the recipe for favorkes. After doing a short search on the 

internet, I collect about twenty different names for these favorkes: 

oreillettes ȹɁÓÐÛÛÓÌɯÌÈÙÚɂȺ, merveilles ȹɁÞÖÕËÌÙÚɂȺ, roussettes, bugnes, 

ÊÙÖÛÛÌÚɯËɀäÕÌ ȹɁËÖÕÒÌàɯËÙÖ××ÐÕÎÚɂȺ, culs renversés ȹɁÉÜÔÚɯÒÕÖÊÒÌËɯ

ÖÝÌÙɂȺ, fantaisies ȹɁÍÈÕÛÈÚÐÌÚɂȺ, ÕÖÌÜËÚɯ ËɀÈÔÖÜÙ ȹɁÓÖÝÌɯ ÒÕÖÛÚɂȺ, 

panisses etÊȭɯȱɯÛÖɯÊÐÛÌɯonly the most common ones, which are 
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name favorkes come from Provençal French, just like fervel, which 

in Yiddish refers to grilled noodle s, comes from Italian farfale? But 

I sense you are getting impatient and will give you the recipe. Or 

at least one recipe, because there are numerous recipes due to their 

popularity. Above all, they are done neither with yeast nor with 

baking powder. If yo u know a recipe with yeast, they are not 

favorkes anymore, but beignets, which are called ponchkis in 

Yiddish and sufganiyot in Hebrew. Of course, you can very well 

prepare sufganiyot for Hanukkah, because they are also fried in oil. 

The recipe is of biblical simplicity: for three to four persons (or two 

fressers). (ÛɀÚɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÊÐ×ÌɯÖÍɯ,ÈËÈÔÌɯ"ÏÖÕÖÞÚÒÐɀÚɯÔÖÔȮɯ,ÈËÈme 

Solange Kuszner.  
FAVORKES : 

¶ 1 egg 

¶ ½ glass of water 

¶ 1 sachet of vanilla sugar (with natural vanilla)  

¶ powdered sugar  

¶ a little salt  

¶ about 130 grams of flour  

ü Beat the egg, water and vanilla sugar with a fork in a big 

bowl, while adding the small pinch of salt.  

ü Then you gently add the flour.  

ü When the mixture gets too thick to be mixed with a fork 

you continue adding flour while kneading it with your 

hands. You need to obtain a really supple ball of dough. 

ü Put some flour on a working surface and spread your 

dough until it is no thicker than 2 millimetres.  

ü Cut your dough into lozenges of about 5 cm length and 

3 cm width, and tear a small crack into each lozenge. 

ü Put the point of the lozenge into the crack. 

ü When all your favorkes are ready, fry them in hot oil 

until they are golden and crisp.  

ü You dust them with powder sugar and eat them hot, or 

ÊÖÓËɯÐÍɯÈÕàɯÈÙÌɯÓÌÍÛɯÉàɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÐÔÌȱ 

Hag sameah! 

Ȼȱȼ 

AND NOW FOR  THE LATKES : 

+ÈÛÒÌÚɯÊÈÕɀÛɯÉÌɯ×ÙÌ×ÈÙÌËɯÐÕɯÈËÝÈÕÊÌȮɯàÖÜɯ×ÙÌ×ÈÙÌɯÛÏÌÔɯÈÕËɯàÖÜɯ

eat them at once, while trying not to burn your tongue. For two 

persons: 

¶ 1 large or two medium potatoes 

¶ 1 egg 

¶ 1 a very small pinch of salt 

¶ a frying pan with oil  

ü Grate the potato(es) on a medium grater. 

ü Add the egg and the pinch of salt and mix quickly.  

ü Take a small fistful of the mixture in your hand and put 

it in the hot pan with oil.  

ü You will have three or four small packages in your pan, 

which you flatten a bit with a skimmer.  

ü When they are golden brown on one side you turn them 

over, and when they are ready you place them on 

kitchen paper to absorb the excessive oil. 

Latkes can be eaten salty or sweet, or even, like in Canada, with 

maple syrup. Bon appetit! 
The recipes presented here have originally been published in 
Maayan. Journal de la Communauté Juive Libérale, 
December 2005, p. 10-11 and December 2006, p. 18.  


