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"Shall your brothers go out to battle 
while you settle here?" 

(Bemidbar 32:6)

Please look regularly at the 
social media and websites 
of the US, Tribe and your 
community for ongoing updates 
relating to Coronavirus as well 
as educational programming 
and community support.

You do not need to sign 
into Facebook to access the 
US Facebook page. The US 
Coronavirus Helpline is on  
020 8343 5696.

May God bless us and the 
whole world.



Matot- 1st Aliya (Kohen) – Bemidbar 30:2-31:12. 
Moshe speaks to the heads of the tribes, telling them to relate the laws of vows 
and oaths to the Children of Israel. Contravening an oath or vow constitutes a 
Biblical prohibition. The sidra details who may revoke a vow on behalf of others 
in his care, but only on the day that he first hears about the vow. A husband may 
also revoke his wife’s vow in similar circumstances. God tells Moshe to wage 
war against the Midianites before his death. Moshe conscripts 1000 men from 
each tribe. They go into battle and kill all the Midianite males, as well as Bilam. 
They take captive the women, the young children, their cattle and material 
possessions.

2nd Aliya (Levi) – 31:13-54. 
Moshe rebukes the officers for not killing the women, who had been the 
instigators of the immorality and idol worship that had led to the national 
catastrophe (see 25:1-9); he instructs them to now kill many of the women. 
Moshe tells those who have killed how to purify themselves from their state of 
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The Sinai Peninsula is 
described as being hot 
and arid. The region has 
a rugged landscape, 

replete with hills and mountains. The 
Torah (Devarim 8:15) describes it as 
“a great and awesome wilderness – 
of snake, fiery serpent and scorpion, 
and thirst where there was no 
water”. Likewise, Jeremiah the 
prophet calls the desert “an unsown 
land” (Jeremiah 2:2). We are painted 
a picture of absolute barrenness, 
no meaningful vegetation and 
completely uninhabited, uncultivated 
terrain.

It is curious therefore, that the 
beginning of Parashat Masei names 

the multiple locations where the 
Jewish people camped and stayed 
on their forty-year journey through 
the Sinai desert. This implies that 
there were named landmarks and 
settlements dotted throughout the 
desert before the Jewish people 
even arrived!

The Ktav VeHaKabbalah (Rabbi 
Yaakov Tzvi Mecklenburg, 1785-
1865) comments that if you examine 
the names of the stops on their epic 
journey you will notice that some 
of them have positive connotations 
and others have more negative 
undertones. For example, “and they 
camped in Har Shafer” translates 
loosely as the “Beautiful Mountain”, 
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tumah (ritual impurity). Upon God’s instruction, Moshe 
and Elazar count up the spoils and divide them in half, 
between those who fought in the war and the rest of 
the nation. A small percentage of each of these spoils 
is given as a tribute, one to Elazar and another to the 
Levi’im. The military leaders approach Moshe to donate 
the jewellery that they had plundered, as an offering to 
God.

3rd Aliya (Shlishi) – 32:1-19. 
The tribes of Gad and Reuven ask to be given land on 
the east bank of the Jordan River, instead of crossing 
into the Land of Cana’an. Moshe rebukes them for their 
apparent cowardice, which seems to repeat the error of 
the spies 39 years previously. The two tribes clarify that 
whilst the women and children would settle on the east 
bank, the men would fight with the rest of the nation to 

conquer the Land and would not return to their families 
until the end of the war.

4th Aliya (Revi’i) – 32:20-33:49. 
Moshe accepts their request and instructs Elazar and the 
tribal heads to allow them to keep the land they requested 
if they do battle as promised. Some of the tribe of 
Menashe are also apportioned land east of the Jordan. 

Point to Consider: why is some of the tribe of 
Menashe now mentioned, having not been cited in the 
negotiations with Moshe? (32:33) 

Parashat Masei begins by recalling the 42 journeys that 
the Israelites made from leaving Egypt until the present 
time, when they are about to cross into the Land of 
Cana’an.

or “Mitka”- from the Hebrew root 
“matok”, meaning “sweet”. These 
indicate that something pleasant 
happened to the Israelites at that 
location.

On the other hand, “Marah” 
(bitter), “Charadah” (trembling) and 
“Dafkah” (pounding) among others 
have a less positive connotation; 
due to the sins of the people, evil 
things happened at these places.

These places were nameless, 
insignificant areas in a barren 
wilderness which were only given 
identities once the Jewish people 
had stayed there for a period of 
time. When the Torah lists these 
locations it describes them as 
“motza’ayhem lemaseyhem” - 
“their departures according to their 
travels”. This seems a superfluous 
usage of the same concept. 
However, the root m-tz-a in Hebrew 
can also mean “occurrences” or 
“events” (see example Shemot 
18:8). The purpose of this list is the 

recounting of all of their events in 
their journey.

Everywhere the Israelites 
travelled they left a lasting 
impression, positive or otherwise. 
When a bull is led into a china shop 
we can well imagine the destruction 
it leaves in its wake. Likewise, the 
baking of fresh bread in the home 
leaves a long-lasting sweet aroma 
for hours afterwards.

Matot begins with a discussion 
on vows and oaths and ends with 
the vows made by the leaders of 
Gad and Reuven. Thus, it impresses 
upon us the power our words can 
have both on ourselves and others. 
The beginning of Parashat Masei 
reminds us that as Jews we need 
to be cognisant of the potency of 
our actions. The impact that we 
can have on other human beings is 
not to be underestimated. Will we 
leave negativity and destruction 
trailing in our wake or sprinkle light, 
inspiration and positivity? 

Everywhere the Israelites travelled 
they left a lasting impression, 
positive or otherwise.



The 'Three Weeks', from 
17 Tammuz to Tisha b'Av, 
are etched indelibly into 
Jewish memory as a 

time of tragedy and tears. Tisha b'Av 
itself, the day on which both the First 
and Second Temples were destroyed, 
marked the end of the two great periods 
of Jewish independence and statehood. 
The fact that Jews survived both 
tragedies was a miracle. But this cannot 
take away the painful recognition that 
twice, the political-moral-spiritual 
experiment that was Israel's vocation – 
a holy nation in a holy land – failed.

To this day, we preserve the memory 
of that failure in the haftarot we read 
during the Three Weeks. The first two, 
taken from the early chapters of the 
book of Jeremiah, emphasize Israel's 
religious failure. The people forgot God. 
They turned to idols. They followed the 
mood of the times and the culture of 
their neighbours.

The third haftarah, taken from the 
first chapter of Isaiah, is significantly 
different. It speaks about corruption and 
injustice, especially among the leaders 
of the people. 'Your rulers are rebels, 
companions of thieves; they all love 
bribes and chase after gifts. They do 

not defend the cause of the fatherless; 
the widow's case does not come before 
them.' 

In some of the most incandescent 
prose ever written, Isaiah indicted the 
Israelite society of his day for having 
failed to practice justice and decency. 
The leaders neglected the poor, he said. 
They acted for personal advantage. They 
lacked moral integrity. They believed 
that, to fulfill their religious duties, it 
was enough to come periodically to 
the Temple and offer up prayers and 
sacrifices, as if Judaism had nothing to 
do with the moral standards of society.

History proved Isaiah and Jeremiah 
correct. Israel always was a tiny nation 
surrounded by empires more numerous 
and powerful than itself. The prophets 
understood that Israel could only 
survive in the long run as a sovereign 

state by an unusual degree of social 
solidarity, undergirded by a shared 
religious-ethical vision. It needed a 
people of high dedication, a strong 
sense of commitment and identity, 
and a belief that the system they were 
defending was just, decent and unique. 
Without that, morale would fail and 
the people would face the danger of 
defeat.

In May 2019, The Guttman Center at 
the Israel Democracy Institute conducted 
its annual findings on public attitudes 
within Israel toward the State and its 
institutions. The good news is that the 
survey showed a plurality of Israelis 
believe the general state of affairs in the 
country is good or very good. The less-
than-good news is that 82 per cent of 
the public believe that Israel is afflicted 
with corruption. 58 per cent believe that 
corruption levels are high. 54 per cent 
believe that Israeli democracy is in grave 
danger.

This is the situation Isaiah described 
27 centuries ago, and its danger is 
as great now as it was then. There 
are times when the pages of history 
speak more directly to the present than 
yesterday's newspapers. May the lesson 
of the three weeks not go unlearned. 

In memory of Yisrael Shmuel ben Yirmaya Yehoshuah

5th Aliya (Chamishi) – 33:50-34:15. 
God speaks to Moshe in the plains of Moab, telling him to 
relate to the nation that after entering the Land, they must 
destroy the idols of the Canaanites and make sure to drive 
them out the Land. God tells Moshe the boundaries of the 
Land that the tribes will inherit.

6th Aliya (Shishi) – 34:16-35:8. 
God announces the names of the leaders of each tribe, who 

will take charge of apportioning land to his tribe’s members. 
42 cities are designated specifically for Levi’im to live in, 
surrounded by a designated amount of open space. These 
cities are also to provide refuge for a person who has killed 
accidentally and is fleeing from the relatives of the deceased.

7th Aliya (Shevi’i) – 35:9-36:13. 
In addition, six cities are designated as special ‘cities of 
refuge’, to which the accidental killer can flee. Instructions 

by Rabbi Lord Sacks

The Three Weeks
Isaiah indicted the 
Israelite society of his 
day for having failed 
to practice justice and 
decency.



In memory of Yehuda ben Yaakov HaCohen

are given about what constitutes ‘accidental’ and how the 
community must endeavour to protect the accidental killer 
from those who are pursuing him. Men from the tribe of 
Menashe approach Moshe, concerned that the land given to 
the five daughters of Tzelofchad, a descendant of Menashe 
(see parashat Pinchas 27:1-8) would be lost from the tribe if 
they marry men from other tribes. Moshe responds that they 
should only marry men from the tribe of Menashe; this they do. 
This is the closing part of the book of Bemidbar. We stand for 

the final verse and then recite: “chazak, chazak ve’nitchazek”, 
a phrase asking for continued strength to study the Torah.

Haftarah
This haftarah, taken from Yirmiyahu (Jeremiah) is the second 
of the three ‘haftarot of affliction’ read in the build up to 
Tisha B’Av. God rebukes Israel for turning away from Him 
and towards idols, forsaking the opportunity He gave them 
when He bought them into the fruitful Land.

The Talmud (Gitin 55b) 
makes a surprising 
statement, strikingly 
pithy in its analysis. 

“Because of Kamtza and Bar Kamtza, 
Jerusalem was destroyed.” What is the 
background to this statement and what 
did the Talmudic sages mean by it? 

The story of Kamtza and Bar Kamtza 
took place in Jerusalem during the 
closing years of the second Temple (Beit 
Hamikdash). Despite the depravation 
in Jerusalem, a wealthy man made a 
lavish feast to which he invited many 
people including a number of rabbis. 

A man named Kamtza, a friend of the 
host, was on the guest list. Fatefully, 
his invitation was accidentally sent to 
a man named Bar Kamtza, an enemy 
of the host.  Probably delighted at the 
apparent olive branch, Bar Kamtza 
arrived at the feast.  At some point, the 
host spotted Bar Kamtza.  Enraged, the 
host ordered the startled Bar Kamtza 
out. 

Realising that an embarrassing mix-
up had taken place and eager to save 
himself from a humiliating expulsion, 
Bar Kamtza pleaded to stay, even 
offering to pay for his meal. The host 
refused, again ordering Bar Kamtza out. 
Bar Kamtza, now desperate, offered to 

pay for half or even the entire cost of 
the feast. His offers were dismissed 
and he was thrown out, apparently in 
full view of the other guests, including 
the rabbis present.

How would Bar Kamtza, clearly 
wronged, react to this? He plotted 
revenge, not against the host but rather 
against the rabbis who did not stand up 
for him. Informing the Romans that the 
Jews were about to rebel, Bar Kamtza 
suggested a loyalty test whereby the 
Roman leader would send offerings to 
the Beit Hamikdash to see if the rabbis 
would accept them.

The Romans agreed, sending Bar 
Kamtza as their agent. Maliciously, 
Bar Kamtza made a small cut on each 
animal, disqualifying them for usual 
offerings in the Beit Hamikdash.  The 
rabbis debated whether there was 
a way to accept these offerings; the 
eventual decision was negative. 

A triumphant Bar Kamtza reported 
back to the Romans.  This ignited a 
conflict which spiralled and ultimately 
led to the destruction of Jerusalem.  
Perhaps we can now understand what 
the Talmudic sages meant by their 
statement that, despite the complexities 
of that time, Jerusalem was destroyed 
due to Kamtza and Bar Kamtza. 

Try for a moment to put yourself 
into the shoes of the characters.  What 
motivated them? What would you have 
done if you were there? What could 
have been done better? 

A powerful answer to the final 
question was provided by Rabbi 
Avraham Yitzchak HaKohen Kook 
(1865-1935), the first Ashkenazi Chief 
Rabbi of the Land of Israel in modern 
times, in his work Orot Hakodesh.  
Inverting another Talmudic teaching 
(Yoma 9b) that sinat chaim (baseless 
hatred) – which perhaps lay at the root 
of the initial dispute between the host 
and Bar Kamtza well before the feast 
took place – caused the destruction of 
the second Beit Hamikdash, Rabbi Kook 
suggested that the antidote is ahavat 
chinam (baseless love).

Rabbi Kook advocated the 
importance of seeking and 
promulgating positivity, understanding 
and compassion even if there is no 
particular reason to do so. Imagine 
what might have happened had ahavat 
chinam been the prevailing value in the 
Second Temple period. 

Let us increase ahavat chinam 
between each other so that that this 
year God brings Mashiach and the 
rebuilding of the Beit Hamikdash.

Why “baseless love” must triumph
by Chani Sprei, Participant in the Chief Rabbi’s Maayan Programme



Judaism has a complex 
relationship with 
aesthetics. 

There are many 
indications in the Torah that beauty 
is a spiritually good thing. The trees 
planted by God in the Garden of Eden 
were “of good appearance” (Bereishit 
2:9).

Later on in the Torah, we see the 
Jewish people building a beautiful 
temple in the desert for God. The 
Midrash (Yalkut I:422) comments on 
Shemot 26:13 that the outer curtains 
of the Temple hung down to cover 
the inner curtains which were of 
greater beauty, to teach us to care for 
beautiful possessions.

Furthermore, the Talmud (Shabbat 
133) derives from the Song at the Red 
Sea (Shemot 15:2) that one should 
perform one’s religious duties with 
an eye for the way they look. So, for 
instance, one should seek a beautiful 
etrog for one’s arba’ah minim on 
Succot.

On the other hand, aesthetics can 
be misused. 

The Second Commandment 
(Shemot 20:4) forbids us to make 
a graven image, or any likeness of 
anything that is in heaven above, or 
that is in the earth beneath, or that is 
in the water under the earth. While 
not every kind of art is proscribed 
here, we see that there are limits 
on what art work we can make and 
possess.

Furthermore, in Bemidbar (15:39), 
men are given the commandment 
of tzitzit as a reminder not to “stray 
after their eyes and hearts”. Clearly, 
there are some kinds of art that we 
should not be looking at!

This dichotomy is summed up in 
Noah’s blessings to his son Yefet. 
Noah blessed Yefet with a God-given 
power to charm others (“May God 
give charm to Yefet”) but specified 
that the real action would still 
take place “in the tents of Shem” 
(Bereishit 9:27). 

Yefet was the ancestor of Greece 
(Bereishit 10:2), the empire whose 
art transformed the culture of the 
ancient world and inspired the 
Renaissance. Rabbi Samson Raphael 
Hirsch (1808-1888) points out that 
this verse indicates the purpose of 
Yefet’s divine gift of beauty. It should 
be used “in the tents of Shem” – in 
the service of God. If it is used to 
turn people away from God, it is a 
bad thing.

In recent times, art has moved 
beyond mainstream ideas of beauty 
to provoke us to look at the world in 
different ways. These works might 
not be classed as beautiful, but 
they can still function as prompts to 
move us on to a new and perhaps 
deeper perception of the world and 
ourselves.

In this series, we will be 
examining famous works of art. We 
will try to understand the thinking 

behind them and how they can be 
used, Yefet-like, as auxiliaries or 
adjuncts to Judaism. 
We will find that, 
while we may not 
agree with a painter’s 
Weltanschauung nor even 
approve of their lifestyle, we 
can view their art as a deliberate 
or unwitting expression of certain 
divine truths, to help us on our own 
spiritual journey.

Judaism  
and art part 1
by Rabbi David Lister, Edgware United Synagogue
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