
SOUTH AFRICAN TORAH 
JOURNAL 

CHANUKA 5781 2(2)                                             יגדיל תורה ויאדיר 

Editor: Paysach Burke 

 

11 Dec 2020 : 25 Kislev 5781 

 



SOUTH AFRICAN TORAH JOURNAL                                                  CHANUKA 5781 2(2) 

 
Sponsored in loving memory of Rabbi Ze’ev Shlomo ben Zechariah Leib Kraines, by his family, in 

commemoration of his first Yahrzeit on the 28th of Kislev. 

https://southafricantorahjournal.co.za  

1 

Contents  
Preface .................................................................................................................................................... 2 

Paysach Burke 

Mezuzah Maven ..................................................................................................................................... 3 

Rabbi Ze'ev Kraines zt'l 

A Tribute to Rabbi Yekutiel Shalpid zt’l .......................................................................................... 16 

Dr Martin Goldstein 

The Chashmonaim .............................................................................................................................. 19 

Rabbi Yonatan Landau 

Enduring Life ...................................................................................................................................... 26 

David Fachler 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://southafricantorahjournal.co.za/


SOUTH AFRICAN TORAH JOURNAL                                                  CHANUKA 5781 2(2) 

 
Sponsored in loving memory of Rabbi Ze’ev Shlomo ben Zechariah Leib Kraines, by his family, in 

commemoration of his first Yahrzeit on the 28th of Kislev. 

https://southafricantorahjournal.co.za  

2 

Preface 

 

Thank you to the Kraines family for sponsoring this issue of the South African Torah Journal in 

memory of Rabbi Ze'ev Kraines zt'l. 

 

The acronym "zt'l" stands for "zecher tsadik livrocha - may the memory of the righteous be for a 

blessing". This is a verse from Proverbs1 which is discussed in the Talmud2 and commentaries3 who 

explain that when mentioning a righteous person, it is appropriate to recall their good deeds and 

qualities in order that others may learn to emulate them. The example in the chumash is by Avraham, 

who Hashem mentions and then praises.4  

This time last year, 3 Rabbis, servants of our South African Jewish community had passed away in the 

month of Kislev and so their first anniversaries have just been or are soon arriving. This year a further 

1 passed away in Kislev and another in Tishrei; Rabbi Y Shalpid, Rabbi L Mirvis, Rabbi Z Kraines, 

Rabbi A Tanzer & Rabbi B Isaacson zichronam livracha - may their memories be forever a blessing,  

were beloved to their communities, students and colleagues. May those who knew them continue to 

share stories of their good deeds and qualities so that they serve to be examples for us to emulate, 

learn from and draw inspiration. 

In this issue you will find a sample of a new book all about the Mezuzah by the late Rabbi Z Kraines; 

as well as another tribute to Rabbi Y Shalpid; something for Chanuka; and finally, something on 

parshat Mikets. 

 

With joyous blessings for a Chanuka Sameach 

I am yours, 

Paysach Burke 

satorahjournal@gmail.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Proverbs 10:7 
2 Yoma 38b 
3 Yoma 38b: Rashi, Maharsho; Rambam Pirkei Avos 1:17 
4 Genesis 18:17-19. 
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Mezuzah Maven 
A Pictorial Guide 

With Contemporary Commentary on 

Kitzur Shulchan Aruch 

Laws of mezuzah 

RABBI ZE’EV KRAINES 

Illustrated by Gil Meir Jankelow 

Copyright © 2019 Rabbi Ze’ev Kraines 

 

Memorial Sample Edition for South African Torah Journal 

Over the last years of his prodigious life, our father, Rabbi Kraines OBM, created a sefer which 

would guide everyone and anyone regarding correct Mezuzah placement, a sampling of which 

you see before you. His beautiful persona and “pleasant Torah ways” permeate every line of 

this Halachic - yet engaging and even captivating – Torah treatise. It is noteworthy that he 

passed away at age 65, the gematriah of Mezuzah. This was just the beginning. He planned on 

launching a website mezuzahmaven.org which would service the public, worldwide, but his 

failing health delayed this goal. Prior to his passing, he directed his sons to continue with the 

project. A preliminary website was created on his Sheloshim, and will (please G-d) be 

renovated and fully launched on the first yartzeit, the 4th night of Chanukah. Most are 

unaware of the finer details of Mezuzah placement which may render this most meaningful 

Mitzvah invalid. This sample will give you an idea of how much mezuzahmaven.org can help 

you. The sefer and the website are amongst the many lasting legacies of our father, through 

which the sun of his Torah continues to shine over South Africa. 

The Kraineses 

Questions? Email shmuelkraines@gmail.com 
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Introduction 

The story of this book’s origins deserves to be told. Over thirty years ago, I began my communal life 

as Assistant Rabbi in Brith Shalom Beth Israel Congregation in Charleston, South Carolina. You may 

be surprised to find out that BSBI, founded in 1854, is the oldest continuously active Ashkenazic shul 

in the United States. Since I was a rabbi, the community assumed that I was a thorough expert in the 

laws of mezuzah, and I soon found myself doing “house calls” around the neighborhood. However, 

though I had learned through the laws of mezuzah, I very quickly discovered that I was totally 

unprepared to handle the practical application of these principles arising from the weird and 

wonderful world of modern architecture.  

From that time onwards, I have been perplexed by open plan living areas, staircases without walls, 

sliding glass patio doors and many more puzzling dilemmas. Thankfully, with the help of several 

excellent sefarim and the guidance of many rabbis, I have been able to find solutions for many of 

these halachic problems.  

Recently, I decided that I was long overdue for a comprehensive review of these important halachos. 

As I began my research, it occurred to me that I should record the halachic solutions to these common 

conundrums and put a small illustration next to each one. The only obstacle to accomplishing this 

cunning plan was my inability to draw! 

That’s when I made a call to R’ Gil Meir “Gareth” Jankelow, presently of Yerushalayim, whom I 

knew as an accomplished architect here in South Africa. Gil Meir and his family have been members 

of my Ohr Somayach Sandton community from its inception, and we had worked together on various 

projects over the years. 

After he expressed his excitement to work with me on this endeavor, I proposed that we do it properly 

and produce a book. I realized that I was not the only rabbi that faced these halachic issues almost 

daily, and that therefore we would be providing a welcome and necessary service. Moreover, as R’ 

Chaim Kanievsky points out, Jews are often in situations where they must solve these problems on 

their own.5 

From the outset, let me clarify that the scope of this work is very limited. It is not a comprehensive 

digest of the many areas of halachic discourse concerning the laws of mezuzah. It serves only as a 

general guide to the placement of mezuzot in common situations, according to my understanding. 

Though I was guided by several competent halachic authorities and by the published opinions of great 

rabbis, I cannot emphasize enough that my suggestions should not be taken as final halachic 

judgments. Rather, these general guidelines and the accompanying illustrations can aid in posing 

accurate queries to halachic authorities in each local setting. 

Indeed, R’ Moshe Feinstein has cautioned against considering any ruling found in a printed digest as 

a psak halachah.6 Until a posek renders a decision on a specific case, one must assume that perhaps 

its details may not be analogous to the model found in the book. Especially, in questions of mezuzah 

 
5 R’ Chaim Kanievsky, Mezuzot Beitecha (Bnei Brak: Private, 1963), Introduction. 
6 Introduction to Igros Moshe, Vol. 1. 
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placement, a slight variation of circumstances will produce a radically different halachic outcome. In 

many instances, this could invalidate the mitzvah on a Torah level. 

Nevertheless, I feel there is benefit in offering my own halachic suggestions instead of merely 

copying out all the relevant opinions found in the poskim. I have noted that the bewildering task of 

placing mezuzot commonly rests on the shoulders of Jews, often women, who do not have easy access 

to rabbis who could come to their homes and instruct them. Providing them with a confusing 

kaleidoscope of mutually-exclusive options would be of little benefit. I have heard this complaint 

many times about other halachic works in English that perplex the layman with a virtual smorgasbord 

of opinions.  

Therefore, I have chosen, in most cases, to offer a single solution to the model cases in the book, for 

those who want to rely on my book, for whatever reason. I have also carefully referenced the sources 

of my ruling and, in many cases, referred to conflicting rulings as well. 

My footnotes and bibliography will reveal that I have consulted many excellent halachic works in my 

research. I have also discussed many issues with several rabbis. I am particularly grateful to Rabbi 

Eliyahu Feldman, author of Agur B’ohalecha, a thorough and deeply researched work on the laws of 

mezuzah. In many cases, I have relied on the rulings recorded in his magnificent compendium. In 

addition, Rabbi Feldman has generously given me of his time to elucidate many complex areas. 

I would appreciate greatly any corrections or comments regarding this handbook as well as 

suggestions for the future. 

Rabbi Ze’ev Kraines 

Sandton, South Africa 
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A DEEPER LOOK 

A Symbol of Faith and Identity 

The prominent display of the mezuzah on our doorways is an eternal symbol of Jewish identity on 

every continent and in every age. Gouged out hollows in the doorways of Vilna, Cordova, Baghdad, 

and other cities around the world wordlessly recount the poignant story of the stops along our people’s 

arduous journey. Even today, as we drive around our cities, we unconsciously keep a lookout for 

mezuzot on doorposts as tell-tale signs of Jewish presence.  

But our mezuzah is more than merely a display of Jewish identity. It broadcasts our identification 

with the fundamental beliefs and principles of our people and its historic destiny. Ramban 

passionately asserts in his classic Torah commentary: 

For he who purchases a mezuzah for a small coin, affixes it to his doorway, and contemplates its 

message has acknowledged the Creation, Divine Providence, and Prophecy. Indeed, he has 

proclaimed his belief in all aspects of the Torah. 7 

R’ Shimshon Raphael Hirsch, in his monumental work Horeb, classifies the mitzvah of mezuzah as 

a “testimony,” a symbolic observance representing truths which form the basis of Jewish life. It shares 

this designation with Shabbat and Yom Tov, which continually rejuvenate our connection to our 

historic mission and our destiny: 

The Biblical passages “Shema Yisrael” and “V’haya im shamo’a”  should be written on the entrances 

of every house, thereby hallowing the house (and indeed every place specially set aside for human 

activities) as an abode where Hashem is ever present and where service of Hashem is fulfilled, thus 

testifying that all one’s life, all that one endures, is accomplished through Hashem. 8 

The significance of the Jewish doorway as both a portal to our inner life and a broadcaster of our 

identity to the outside emerges right from the dawn of our history. Indeed, at the first Pesach seder, 

way down in Egypt land, Hashem commanded that we daub the paschal lamb’s blood on our 

doorposts and lintel to mark the inviolate sanctuary of the Jewish home. In our times, as well, the 

inscription of the Divine Name י-ד-ש  on the back of the mezuzah parchment indicates that Hashem’s 

presence follows us in all our wanderings. As Talmud Yerushalmi teaches: 

The Holy One Blessed Be He has attached His great name to Israel. This can be compared to a king 

who possessed a small key to his palace. He said, “If I leave it as it is, it will be lost. I shall make for 

it a chain, so that if it is lost, its chain will identify it.” In the same way, Hashem said, “If I leave 

Israel on their own, they will be swallowed up among the nations. Rather, I will attach my Great 

Name to them, and they shall survive!”9 

Constancy and Universality 

Perching silently and unobtrusively on our doorposts, the mezuzah is far from a passive adornment 

or a talisman.  Rather, we are challenged to engage with its message with our minds — and even with 

our emotions. Our encounter with mezuzah is meant to ignite a spark of love deep within our hearts. 

 
7 Ramban, Commentary to the Torah, Shemos 13:16. 
8 Horeb, Intro. to Section II, p. 187. 
9 Yerushalmi, Pei’ah 2:6 cited in Sha’arei HaMezuzah p. 182. 
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Rambam accordingly chose to incorporate the laws of mezuzah in The Book of Love, the second book 

of his monumental Mishneh Torah. As he explains in his introduction: “I will include within it [the 

book] all the Mitzvot… which were commanded to us so that we will love Hashem and constantly 

remember Him.” 10 

This “constant remembrance” is a defining feature of mezuzah. Once one affixes a mezuzah to his 

doorway, the mitzvah, its effect, and its reward keep pumping while he goes about his daily life and 

even while he sleeps. This quality, together with the fact that mezuzah is incumbent on all Jews, 

indicates to us that Hashem considers this mitzvah to be essential and indeed indispensable to our 

lives: Women, as well as men, are obligated in the mitzvah as it is not time-bound. Even children 

must be trained in its observance.11 As Rambam teaches: 

A person must show great care in [the observance of the mitzvah of] mezuzah because it is an 

obligation which is constantly incumbent upon everyone.12 

The classic work Chovos HaLevavos illustrates this concept with a fascinating observation. It notes 

that in the Creator’s wisdom he has provided us with resources in proportion to their necessity. 

Because a constant supply of oxygen is an absolute prerequisite for survival, He has surrounded us 

with a vast atmosphere and arranged for its replenishment. Similarly, life-sustaining water is 

abundantly distributed around the globe and renewed through the rain cycle. 13  In the same way, the 

constancy and universality of mezuzah indicate that its observance is crucial for our spiritual 

nourishment. Sefer HaChinuch asserts that with time the mezuzah’s very presence will inevitably 

influence our character and inner awareness. 14 

For this reason, the Sages prescribe that we should place the mezuzah at the outermost handbreadth 

of the doorpost so that we will encounter it immediately upon entering. 15 As Rambam explains: 

“…whenever a person enters or leaves [the house], he will encounter the unity of the name of the 

Holy One, Blessed Be He, and remember his love for Him.” 

Protection 

Clearly, as with every mitzvah, one’s primary intention in affixing a mezuzah should be solely to 

fulfill Hashem’s commandment. Nevertheless, our Sages revealed to us that in the merit of our 

obedience, special protection will be bestowed upon us. In the words of Rabbeinu Asher, 

…it may seem as if one intends to make for himself a talisman for protection! Rather, he should 

perform the mitzvah correctly to fulfill the word of the Creator, Blessed Be He, and He will guard us 

and be our shelter on our right side.16 

The Zohar explains that the mezuzah protects the inhabitants of the house not only in their home but 

also from the time they leave the house until they return home: “Not only is a man protected in his 

 
10 Rambam, Introduction to Mishneh Torah. 
11 Rambam, Hilchos Sefer Torah 5:10. 
12 Rambam, Mishneh Torah, Hilchos Sefer Torah 6:13. 
13 Chovos HaLevavos, Sha’ar HaBechinah. 
14 Sefer HaChinuch, Positive Mitzvah 16. 
15 Menachos 33b. 
16 Rosh, Hilchos Mezuzah 18. 
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house, but G-d protects him both when he goes out and when he comes in, as it is written, ‘G-d shall 

guard thy going out and thy coming in, etc.’ ” 

The Talmud also advises that we should place the mezuzah on the outer handbreadth of the doorpost 

so that the whole house will benefit from its protection.17  

In a famous story, the Talmud relates how the Roman convert Onkelos fell afoul of his uncle, the 

Roman Emperor, because of his conversion to Judaism.18 Soldiers were sent to arrest him, but they 

abandoned their task, indeed converting to Judaism instead. Finally, in exasperation: 

…Again he [the Roman Emperor] sent another cohort ordering them not to enter into any 

conversation whatever with him [Onkelos]. So, they took hold of him; and as they were walking on, 

he saw the mezuzah which was fixed on the door-frame and he placed his hand on it, saying to them: 

“Now what is this?” and they replied: “You tell us, then.” He said, “According to universal custom, 

the mortal king dwells within, and his servants keep guard on him without; but [in the case of] the 

Holy One, Blessed Be He, it is His servants who dwell within while He keeps guard on them from 

without; as it is said: “The Lord shall guard your going out and your coming in from this time forth 

and for evermore.” Then they, too, were converted to Judaism.19 

Protection from Sin 

This “guarding” is interpreted variously by the commentaries. Basing himself on an Aggadic 

teaching,20 Rambam writes that the protection is from sin. As we encounter the mezuzah and its 

message on our doorposts, we are reminded of Hashem’s omnipresence and of our loving 

commitment to keep His commandments:   

Whoever wears tefillin on his head and arm, wears tzitzis on his garment, and has a mezuzah on his 

entrance, can be assured that he will not sin because he has many who will remind him. These are 

the angels who will prevent him from sinning, as [Tehillim 34:8] states: "The angel of Hashem camps 

around those who fear Him and protects them."21 

Seemingly, according to this approach, the protective blessing of the mezuzah is only fully realized 

if one heeds its reminder and is spurred to lead a virtuous life. 

Protection from Damage 

Rabbi Yehudah Loew (Maharal of Prague) writes that Hashem’s protection flows logically and 

naturally from the message of the Shema Yisrael and V’haya im Shamo’a paragraphs inscribed in the 

mezuzah’s parchment: Since by affixing a mezuzah, one is placing his home and family at the service 

of the King of the universe, it follows that the Divine Sovereign would spread His protective wings 

over those who have thus taken refuge in Him and guard them from all harm. He adds that though 

 
17 Menachos 33b. 
18 Onkelos is known to us as the editor of the Aramaic Targum translation of the Torah that bears his name. 

Elsewhere, the Talmud identifies him as the nephew of the Emperor Titus (Gittin 56b) or Hadrian (Hagahos 

HaGra, Op. cit.) 
19 Avodah Zarah 11a. See Menachos 33b. 
20 Menachos 43b. From this source alone, it does not appear that a mezuzah has a specific power of protection 

from sin greater than that of tzitzis and tefillin. Moreover, Rambam could be saying that the protection is only 

achieved if one is careful in all three mitzvot. Cf. Igros Moshe, Y.D. 2:141:2-3. 
21 Rambam, Hilchos Sefer Torah 6:13. 
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tefillin also contain these same paragraphs as well as two others, the mezuzah stationed on our 

“shelters” provides this unique protective effect.22 

Kol Bo suggests that the letters of the Divine name  י- ד - ש , customarily inscribed on the outside of the 

mezuzah parchment, also allude to the phrase שומר דירת  ישראל  (Guardian of the doors of Israel).23 

Length of Days 

The Torah itself describes the great power of mezuzah observance to protect our lives and the lives 

of our young offspring: 

You shall write them on the doorposts of your house and upon your gates. So that your days and the 

days of your children shall be prolonged…24 

Conversely, The Sages warn of the negative consequences arising from its neglect.25 

Mazikin: Negative Spiritual Energies 

Rashi asserts that the mezuzah has the spiritual power to protect the house from the negative spiritual 

energies commonly referred to in the Talmud as mazikin (damagers).26 The Midrash derives this 

concept from the daubing of Jewish doorposts with blood to prevent the mashchis (destructive force) 

from entering their homes on the night of the Pesach Exodus: 

Is not the matter logical? If, regarding the blood of the korban Pesach in Egypt that was only for a 

night, the Torah writes “He will not allow the mashchis [to come into your home],” even more so [in 

the merit of] the mezuzah, which contains ten inscriptions of the ineffable Name and applies day and 

night for all generations, will He prevent the mashchis from entering.27 

In Zohar Chadash, R’ Yossi bar Yehudah teaches that a mezuzah affixed to the doorpost of a home 

serves as a protection against the messengers of evil. When confronted by the name of Hashem, which 

is on the exterior of the mezuzah, these messengers of harm realize that Hashem is watching over this 

domicile and they will refrain from entering. R’ Nahorai adds that the word “mezuzot” is a 

combination of the words “zaz” and “maves” which mean literally: Death: Move away!28 

This factor has halachic and even monetary implications. The Talmud rules that one who moves from 

a house may not remove its mezuzot.29 Doing so would expose the home to mazikin and thereby cause 

possible damage to the subsequent dweller.30 The Sages report that this disregard for the safety of the 

subsequent dweller can have severe consequences: 

 
22 Maharal, Nesivos Olam, Nesiv HaAvodah 15. Tefillin contain an additional two paragraphs. 
23 Kol Bo 90. 
24 Devarim 11:20-21. 
25 Shabbos 32b; See Tur Y.D. 285:1. 
26 Commentary to Menachos 33b. 
27 Mechilta 22:76. 
28 Zohar Chadash, Rus 84a 
29 Bava Metziah 102a; Shulchan Aruch Y.D. 291:2. 
30 Tosafos, Bava Metziah 101b. 
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But when he leaves, he must not take it with him…It once happened that a man took it away with him, 

and he buried his wife and two children.31 

The famous Rabbi Meir of Rothenberg at one point ruled that his Beit Hamidrash was exempt from 

mezuzah placement. He reported that during that period, he sensed the presence of mazikin disturbing 

his afternoon rest.32 

Whether the nature of this protective power is moral, physical or spiritual it remains merely a 

secondary byproduct of the awesome power embedded in the fulfillment of the Divine Word itself.  

Our rabbis are disturbed by the skewed perspective of those who degrade the mitzvah of mezuzah by 

treating it as no more than a good luck charm. Rambam chastises those who write the names of Angels 

and other sacred names inside the mezuzah: 

Not only do these fools nullify the mitzvah, but furthermore, they make from a great mitzvah [that 

reflects] the unity of the name of the Holy One, Blessed Be He, the love of Him, and the service of 

Him, a talisman for their own benefit. They, in their foolish conception, think that this will help them 

regarding the vanities of the world.33 

Hear O Israel 

Although the Torah does not openly specify which words to write on our doorposts, the Oral Law 

teaches that “these words” refers to the two paragraphs where the mitzvah of mezuzah is found: the 

first and second paragraphs of the Shema Yisrael. Similarly, though the Torah does not specify which 

scrolls must be placed in tefillin, the Oral Law prescribes the four paragraphs where the mitzvah of 

tefillin is found — the first two paragraphs of Shema, as well as two others at the end of Parashas Bo. 

The Torah’s choice of these power-packed Divine messages is obviously because these paragraphs 

contain fundamental values and beliefs of Judaism. According to the classic Chovos HaLevavos, the 

opening words of the Shema, "Hear O Israel,” does not refer to hearing of the ear, but rather to the 

acceptance of the heart. Indeed, the Torah continues “And these words, which I command you this 

day, shall be on your heart," which means to cleave them to our inner being.34 

Each phrase of the following verse — “You shall love Hashem your G-d with all your heart, with all 

your soul, and with all your resources” — is supremely meaningful and challenging: 

Your heart — We must control all the desires of our heart and sublimate them in service of Hashem.  

Your soul — We must be ready to give up our very souls rather than abjure the faith of our fathers. 

Your resources — We must be willing to devote our energies and our money towards the fulfillment 

of the commandments. 

The Torah continues with, “You shall teach them to your children” — the all-important 

commandment to learn and teach Torah to one’s children and to one’s fellow Jews. Torah study is 

 
31 Tosafos, Bava Metziah 102a. 
32 Tur Y.D. 286:10. See also Darchei Moshe Y.D. 286:4, citing Mordechai.  
33 Hilchos Sefer Torah 5:4. 
34 Chovos Halevovos 1:Introduction. 
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the life-blood of Jewish continuity. Without continuous study, we would be clueless as to how to 

navigate the ever-changing circumstances of our lives. 

The Shema paragraph ends with the mitzvot of tefillin and mezuzah, which cause us to remember the 

Creator and express our constant devotion to Him. As Song of Songs exhorts: "Set me as a seal upon 

your heart, as a seal upon your arm" (Songs 8:6). 

The Talmud also asserts that the principles of the Ten Commandments are contained within the 

Shema Yisrael.35 For example:  

Hear O Israel Hashem is our G-d | I am Hashem your G-d.  

Hashem is One | You shall have no other gods before me 

You shall love Hashem | You shall not take the name of Hashem your G-d in vain (One who loves 

a king, will not swear falsely in his name).    

The second paragraph of the mezuzah speaks about the importance of sincere prayer — the service 

of the heart. Among many other themes, it also explores the principle of reward and punishment, the 

significance of the Land of Israel, and the core dynamic of Jewish history: exile and redemption. 

With all this in mind, we can understand the classic commentator Ramban’s assertion that he who 

buys a mezuzah and affixes it to his doorway is thus acknowledging and broadcasting to the world 

his devotion to the central beliefs of Judaism.36  

 

SAMPLE Q & A: RIGHT-HAND PLACEMENT 

RIGHT-HAND PLACEMENT & MULTIPLE DOORS 

ְבָעּה ַבָיִמין ִויָבֵרְך ָעֶליָה.  סעיף ג ָצִריְך ְלָקְבָעּה ִביִמין ַהִנְכָנס. ְוִאם ְקָבָעּה ַבְשמֹאל, ְפסּוָלה, ְוָצִריְך ַלֲהִסיָרּה ּוְלקָ 

ְלֵאינֹו ִאֵטרה ֵבין ִאֵטר ְוֵאין ִחּלּוק ָבזֶ   

Kitzur 3. The mezuzah must be affixed on the doorpost on the right side as one enters. If it is affixed 

on the left, it is invalid and must be removed and affixed on the right side, with a new berachah. 

In this regard, there is no difference whether one is left-handed or not.  

General Principles of Right-Hand Mezuzah Placement  

The Torah commands us to place a mezuzah on the right doorpost as we enter a room or a gate.37 

Even if all the dwellers in the home are left-dominant, the mezuzah is placed on what would be called 

the “right” for most people.38 

 
35 Yerushalmi, Berachot 1:5 
36 Ramban, Commentary to Shemos 13:16 
37 Yoma 12b. 
38 Rema Y.D. 289:2; Shach 289:5. 
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This requirement generally poses no problem when affixing the mezuzah to the main entrance of the 

house. However, determining the proper placement of mezuzot on interior rooms which are accessible 

from several entrances can be quite daunting. 

Whenever possible, a rabbi should make these determinations as there are many factors that must be 

considered, and a mezuzah placed in error on a left doorpost is invalid.39 In most cases, a misplaced 

mezuzah must be transferred to the correct post and a new berachah recited.40   However, if a rabbi 

does not say that the present position is incorrect, but rather suggests that it is preferable halachically 

to move it to the other post, a new berachah is not necessary. 

ִבים אֹו ֶלָחֵצר, ּוַבְמִחיָצה ֲאֶשר ֵביֵניֶהם ֵיש ַגם ְלָכל ֶאָחד ֶפַתח  סעיף ד ְשֵני ָבִתים ֲאֶשר ְלָכל ֶאָחד ֵיש ֶפַתח ִלְרשּות ָהַר 

ֶפַתח ֶזה ְבֵאיֶזה ַצד ִיֵתן ֶאת  ש ַגם ֵכן ֶפַתח, ְוַהְשָתא ֵיש ְלִהְסַתֵפק בְ ִלְרשּות ָהַרִבים אֹו ֶלָחֵצר, ּוַבְמִחיָצה ֲאֶשר ֵביֵניֶהם יֵ 

ת ְלתֹוכֹו, ֶזהּו ִעַקר ַהָבִית,  יַנן ָבֶזה ָבַתר ֶהֵכר ִציר. ֵפרּוש, ִבְמקֹום ֶשַנֲעִשים ַהִציִרים ְלַהֶדֶלת ֶשַהֶדֶלת ִנְפַתחַ ַהְמזּוָזה ָאְזלֵ 

ם ְבַתְשִמיָשם. ֲאָבל ִאם ֶאָחד הּוא ִעַקר נֹוְתִנים ֶאת ַהְמזּוָזה ְבַצד ַהָיִמין ֶשִנְכָנִסים ְלתֹוכֹו. ְוַדְוָקא ְכֶשְשֵני ַהָבִתים ָשִויוְ 

ים ְלַהַבִית ֲאֶשר ִעַקר  ַצד ַהָיִמין ֶשִנְכָנסִ א ְלעֹוָלם נֹוְתִנין ֶאת ַהְמזּוָזה בְ ַתְשִמישֹו, ָבֶזה לֹא ָאְזֵליַנן ָבַתר ֶהֵכר ִציר, ֶאּלָ 

ְך ַהֵשִני ַתְשִמישֹו ָשם, ֲאִפּלּו ַהֶדֶלת ִנְפַתַחת ְלתֹו  

Kitzur 4. When there are two rooms, each room with a doorway opening onto a street or a 

courtyard, and in the wall between the rooms there is also a doorway, the proper mezuzah 

placement on the doorway between the two rooms is unclear. The determining factor in this regard 

is the “indication from the hinge,” that is: the side where the hinges are attached and towards 

which the door opens. This is considered the primary room, and we affix the mezuzah on the right 

side of one who enters that room. 

The above applies only when the two rooms are used equally. However, if one of the rooms is more 

actively used, in that case, we are not guided by the “indication from the hinge.” Rather, the 

mezuzah must be affixed on the right as one enters the room more actively used, even if the door 

opens into the other room. 

Determining Right-Hand Placement in Doubtful Situations 

The details of this important halachic determination are many, and preferably a rabbi should be 

consulted in cases of doubt. Nevertheless, the following order of priorities can be followed as a 

general guideline. 

• Priority 1 – Internal 

• Priority 2 – Main entrance 

• Priority 3 - Main room  

• Priority 4 - Indication from hinge41 

Priority One — Internal  

 
39 Shulchan Aruch Y.D. 289:2. 
40 Beit Yosef Y.D. 289; Bei’ur HaGra Y.D. 289:9. 
41 Chayei Adam 15:8; Kitzur Shulchan Aruch 11:4. Cf. Agur B’ohalecha 27:14, who opines that most authorities 

hold that the indication from the hinge takes precedent over the main room factor. 

Figure 1: Priority One: Internal 
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If a room has only one entrance, it is obvious that the mezuzah is placed on the right side of one going 

into that room.  

This is true even if the door of the room is hinged so that it opens into the external room.42 The 

direction of the door’s swing is not enough of an indication to negate the fact that the doorway is an 

entrance to the inner room. 

This is also true even if the inner room is used much less than the outer room.43 For example, if a 

formal dining room, used on rare occasions, is accessed only by walking through a busy family room, 

the mezuzah is nonetheless placed on the right of one going into the dining room. 

Priority Two — Main Entrance  

Often rooms can be accessed from more than one door, and 

therefore one of them cannot be defined as internal to the other. 

The doorway between two such rooms can be looked at as both 

an entrance and an exit from the one to the other. In these cases, 

one assesses the direction that people primarily take when going 

from one room to the other and places the mezuzah on the right 

of one going in that direction.44  
 

For example, a bedroom may have a second door from 

the garden, which is used from time to time.  Coming 

from the garden, the main bedroom door is then also an 

entrance into a hall as much as it is an entrance into the 

bedroom. Nevertheless, since one generally enters from 

the hall into the bedroom from its main door, the mezuzah 

is placed on the right post of that entrance, going in.45 

Priority Three — Main Room 

When none of the rooms is more internal than 

the other, and the primary direction of traffic 

between them is equal, we then look at the 

quantity of time spent in each of the rooms. The room one occupies the most is then called the “main” 

room, and the less used room is thought to lead into it.  One places the mezuzah on the right side of 

the entrance to the “main” room.46 

 
42 Priority 4. 
43 Priority 3. 
44 This is determined by the first entry through the doorway and not be the subsequent re-entry into the original 

room.  
45 Da’as Kedoshim 289:11; Igros Moshe Y.D. 1:176; Chovas HaDar 8:4; Agur B’ohalecha 27:13. The language 

of Kitzur Shulchan Aruch here is ambiguous regarding the criteria of “main entrance.” 
46 Chayei Adam 15:18; Agur B’ohalecha 27:25; Sha’arei HaMezuzah 13:17. Cf. Da’as Kedoshim 289:12, who 

asserts that one considers the qualitative importance of the activities, e.g. sleeping vs. eating.  

Figure 2: Entrance from two directions 

 

Figure 3: Main Entrance 
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For example, mezuzot are placed on the right of corridor doors which lead into the rooms that they 

service. This is true even if those rooms are not considered more internal than the corridor as they 

can be accessed from another door.47  It is also true even if the doors swing into the corridor.48 

Priority Four — Indication from the Hinge 

In Talmudic times, doors were not set into the doorways but rather hinged on the inside of the room, 

so they could not be tampered with from the outside. As such, the position of the hinge was a clear 

indication of which room was considered internal. Nowadays, we assume that the swing of the door 

into one area indicates the direction of entry.49  

In the Absence of a Clear Indication  

If both rooms are accessible from the front door, equally trafficked, equally used, and there is no 

indication from the hinge (e.g. the doorway leading between them has no door), both doorposts can 

be considered right doorposts of an entrance, and one can place the mezuzah on either one.50  

Multiple Doors – Right-hand placement 

Q: Our house is quite confusing as it has many rooms 

and multiple doors. My question concerns the 

placement of a mezuzah in the doorway between our 

living room and a small side room. Our front entrance 

hall has a door opening into the living room and, right 

alongside it, another door into the side room.  Thus, 

both these rooms are equally accessible to the front 

entrance. The living room and the side room are 

connected by a door.  

Generally, people enter the living room from the front entrance hall and continue to the side room.  

Which post of the living room/side room door should get the mezuzah? 

A: The mezuzah should be placed on the right of one going into the side room. Since none of the 

rooms are deemed to be internal to the other, one then looks at the main direction of traffic.  

This is true even though the living room is considered the main room in relation to the side room.51 

This is also true even if the door is hinged so that it opens into the living room.52 

5 [continued]) Affixing Mezuzot on Both Doorposts in Doubtful Situations 

Q: Here’s a “headscratcher!” I can’t decide whether the mezuzah should go on the post to the 

right of a person going from my living room to my family room or on the right of one coming from 

the family room. I asked my rabbi whether I should put mezuzot on both posts to make sure that I 

 
47 Priority One. 
48 Priority Two. 
49 Chayei Adam 15:18; Agur B’ohalecha 27:25. 
50 Shevet HaLevi 2:152; Agur B’ohalecha 27:36. One should not recite a berachah on this placement. Cf. Igros 

Moshe Y.D. 1:176, who exempts this doorway completely. 
51 Priority Three. 
52 Priority Four. 

Figure 4: Multiple Doors 
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have fulfilled the mitzvah according to all opinions. He told me that affixing two mezuzot was not 

a correct solution as it may be a violation of the Torah’s commandment: “Do not add on to the 

mitzvot.” 

I am confused because I know that many people put on two types of tefillin to fulfill that mitzvah 

according to two opinions. That’s just one example; there are many times that we do a mitzvah in 

two ways in doubtful situations. Why is mezuzah different? 

A: As your rabbi said, the halachic custom is to refrain from affixing mezuzot on both posts in a 

doubtful situation as this may be considered “adding on” to the mitzvot.53 However, though this is the 

custom, your question is spot on, and many authorities have addressed it. In fact, some of them have 

asserted that there is no problem with affixing two mezuzot.54 Nevertheless, for whatever reason, the 

fact remains that many of our rabbis have reported that they have never heard that your solution was 

implemented.55 

If indeed there is no clear objective criteria to help you choose one post over the other, you may use 

your subjective judgement and place the mezuzah on the right post of a door you deem to be more 

logically an entrance rather than an exit. 56 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
53 Mezuzot Beitecha, Sh’ar HaTziun 289:45, citing Chazon Ish. Maharam Shik, cited in Binyan Tzion 100; Agur 

B’Ohalecha 15:4. 
54 Binyan Tzion 100. 
55 Daas Kedoshim 286:25; Shevet HaLevi 2:152:1; Minchas Yitzchak 1:9. 
56 Shevet HaLevi 2:152; Agur B’ohalecha 27:36. One should not recite a berachah on this placement. Cf. Igros 

Moshe Y.D. 1:176, who exempts this doorway completely. 
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A Tribute to Rabbi Yekutiel Shalpid zt’l 

Dr Martin Goldstein 

 

Rabbi Yekutiel Shalpid played an important role in shaping who I am. He devoted 

time to teaching me Torah and chazanut. Over and above this, he felt a duty to 

impart his unique blend of worldly wisdom. 

 

I was fortunate to have known Rabbi Shalpid from a young age. Admittedly, he only 

became a force in my life when I was in grade 9. While he had been the rabbi at our 

shul in East London from when we arrived in the city when I was three years old, he 

had been away for several years serving the Port Elizabeth Jewish community as their 

rabbi. Notably, Rabbi Shalpid officiated at my late brother Simon’s funeral. I 

remember him telling me many years later when we had grown closer as teacher and 

student, that that was the only occasion in all his years in the ministry when he broke 

down at a funeral. Rabbi Shalpid was a man of formidable mental (and physical) 

fortitude and I believe that the occasion must have moved him deeply. He was never 

one to brook petty details and I came to admire him for it. 

 

Rabbi Shalpid’s wife, Malka, had been our cheder teacher and had laid the foundation 

for me in terms of reading Hebrew. On their return to East London at the end of 

1996, they both remembered me well. As we lived at a bit of a distance from the shul, 

they invited me every week for Shabbat lunch so that I would not have to walk back 

home all that distance and they provided me with a room to rest in the afternoon. 

They were generous in serving tea and refreshments and Malka was known for her 

able catering. Over tea and Malka’s signature chiffon cake, Rabbi Shalpid worked on 

my leining for Shabbos mincha and discussed aspects of halacha and general wisdom  

with me. Make no mistake – Rabbi Shalpid was unreserved in his assessment of 

human folly and his unique blend of humour probably rubbed off on me. 

 

Both on Shabbos and during the week, Rabbi Shalpid took it upon himself to teach 

me chazanut, drawing up detailed notes and charts and working through the minutiae 
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with infinite patience. He would dictate the musical notes to me and I would 

transcribe them in musical notation. He systematically taught me the trop for both the 

Torah and Haftarah readings along with training me to be the chazzan sheini for the 

Yamim Noraim. He spent many hours preparing cassette recordings for me of the 

entire nusach for Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur. I was studying in Cape Town at 

the time and he even posted one of the tapes to me from East London. He would 

also phone me in Cape Town to see how I was doing with my preparations as the 

East London community was good enough, for many years, to fly me in for the 

festivals as the chazzan. As time progressed, he taught me gemarah and all manner of 

other things. 

 

He was known throughout his life as a man steeped in many areas of human 

endeavour. Many years before this, he had been a Math teacher at Yeshivat Kfar 

Ha’Roeh in Israel (where I had spent four months on a Bnei Akiva program many 

years after Rabbi Shalpid’s departure). Before coming to South Africa, he had been in 

Salisbury, where he made the acquaintance of Rabbi Ruben Suiza, whom he also 

taught shechita. It should not be forgotten that on numerous occasions, the former 

Av Beit Din of South Africa, Rabbi Kurtstag, yielded to Rabbi Shalpid’s opinions on 

various delicate halachic matters. I remember how Rabbi Shalpid believed that East 

London did not require an eruv because it was surrounded by water on all sides. He 

wrote a letter to Rabbi Kurtstag, drawing up diagrams and citing the analogous case of  

Monsey in America. He also had the veracity to question various other aspects of 

halacha such as whether or not opening up an umbrella on Shabbat is truly a case of 

“oseh ohel” (the making of a tent). He once again drew up diagrams and posed 

questions to Rabbi Kurtstag. I recall how in one diagram he wrote emphatically “Is 

this a tent!” 

 

Rabbi Shalpid always seemed to be drawing up diagrams and charts. Even late in the  

evening, I would see him at work. He loved to collect stylish pens and used a  

draftsman’s blade to make foldable serrations for the various booklets of the alephbet  

and other more complex exercises in Hebrew which he drew up for the cheder or 
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bar/bat mitzvah children and had his many self-styled booklets laminated. 

 

He was also constantly physically active. It was a regular sight to see him and Malka, 

dressed in very elegant clothing, walking for miles purely for their good health. He  

loved to go running and cycling and we lent him a bicycle for this purpose. He  

believed that physical fitness was critical when it came to chazanut and he exerted  

himself to the full as a chazzan.  

 

He was steeped in Torah learning, covering the whole of Shas twice in fourteen  

years in East London. He had any possible verse from the Tanach at his fingertips  

and would frequently draw up charts with verses, often with illustrations, some  

of which had been requested by congregants. He seemed to be fully committed 

to educating his community. 

 

But more than anything, I remember how he believed that there was deeper wisdom 

to Torah and to life which he felt that others often overlooked in their pursuit of what 

he deemed to be a petty fixation on the more frivolous areas of Jewish Law. He saw 

the Torah as an important factor in shaping a person but he did not feel that it should 

diminish one’s innate personality.  

 

May his memory be for a blessing 
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The Chashmonaim57  

Rabbi Yonatan Landau 

 

There is a fascinating Midrash which contrasts the Greeks with the tribe of Levi, from which the 

Chashmonaim were descended.58 The four times that Israel is subjugated by a kingdom corresponds to 

one of the tribes of Israel that will defeat and overcome that kingdom. The Midrash identifies Levi as 

the tribe fit to defeat the Greeks: Levi is the third tribe, and Greece is the third of the kingdoms; the 

word Levi (in Hebrew -  לוי) contains three letters, and so does the word Yavan (Greece - יון); from Levi 

descended the Kohanim, who blew the trumpets in the Beis Hamikdash,59 and the Greeks blew war 

horns to terrify their enemies; the Levites who ministered in the Beis Hamikdash wore hats during their 

service and the Greeks wore copper helmets as protection in war; one of the priestly garments worn by 

the Levites was the linen pants, and the Greeks wore linen pants as part of their war uniforms; these 

(the Greeks) were many in number, and those (the Levites) were few in number. “Let the many come 

and fall into the hands of the few”, decided Hashem. In whose merit? In the merit of the blessing of 

Moshe to the tribe of Levi. Into whose hands would the Greek kingdom fall? Into the hands of the 

Chashmonaim, descendants of Levi.   

 

The Chashmonaim were a family of Kohanim who were also called the Maccabees. Where does the 

word Maccabee come from, and what does it mean? One explanation is that it is a Greek appellation 

for a warrior, which is how the Greeks perceived the Maccabees. Maccabee can also be understood as 

the acronym for the statement  הבמוך  כ י  מ אלים   – ‘Who is like You amongst the heavenly powers, 

Hashem!’ This motto was written on the Maccabee shields.60 

 

Before discussing the wars of the Chashmonaim, it is important to note that the Chashmonaim were not 

warriors. When Chana praised Hashem for giving her a child (the Song of Chana, I Samuel 2) she 

prophesied that Hashem will deliver the mighty Greeks into the hands of the weak Chashmonaim. The 

victory came not through knowledge of war, but through miraculous intervention.61 This idea is echoed 

in every Chanukah amidah, where we say “Hashem delivered the mighty into the hands of the weak.” 

 

The Midrash62 tells us that in the month of Tammuz, the sun shines so intensely that one cannot bear 

its heat; all flee from its great might. So too the Greek kingdom; all fled from it, except for Mattisyahu 

and his sons. They stood up to the Greeks, with their steadfast trust in Hashem, and pursued tens of 

thousands of them, annihilating them.  

 

Mattisyahu had five sons: Shimon, Yehuda, Elazar, Yochanan and Yonasan. They were exceptionally 

righteous people, who fulfilled the mitzvos and words of Torah with much enthusiasm.63 The 

Chashmonaim were so great that they saw angels and heard Heavenly voices.64 

 

Despite the fact that the Jews had fallen into sinful ways, and many had stopped serving Hashem in the 

days of Greek persecution, Hashem would not allow us to be vanquished by our Greek enemies, nor 

any other foe. As the verse teaches, “But despite all this, while they will be in the land of their enemies, 

 
57 Originally published in the book, Landau, Y. 2016. Let There Be Light. Targum Press. Reproduced here with 

edits by the SATJ Editor by kind permission of the author.  

 בראשית רבה צט:ב.  58
59 Temple  

 סדר הדורות ג"א תרכב, צמח דוד א תכב.        60
 י. , ואל דו עם מצודת דוד, י-ה  ,ותרגום יונתן. זכריה י ד:שמואל א  ב 61
 שמות רבה טו:ו.  62
 תרגום שיר השירים ו, ז.  63
 עם עולם כוזרי ג, יא.  ולדותספר ת 64
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I will not be revolted by them, nor will I have rejected them, to obliterate them, to annul My covenant 

with them, for I am Hashem their G-d.”65 

 

I will not have been revolted by them refers to the period of the Babylonian exile. During that time 

Hashem appointed Daniel, Chananya, Mishael and Azarya to help the exiled Jews survive spiritually in 

Bavel. 

  

Nor will I reject them refers to the period of Greek domination. Hashem sent Shimon Hatzaddik and 

the Chashmonaim, their sons and Mattisyahu to help ward off the enemies of the Jews. 

 

Nor to obliterate them refers to the times of Haman, when Hashem appointed Mordechai and Esther to 

bring about Jewish salvation. 

 

To break My covenant with them alludes to the times of the Romans, when Hashem appointed the house 

of Rabbi Yehuda Hanassi and many great Torah sages to ensure the continuity of the Oral Torah. 

 

For I am Hashem their G-d refers to the future, when no nation will be able to rule over the Jewish 

people.66 

 

When Moshe blessed the tribes of Israel before his death67 he said of Levi, “All those who rise against 

him should be struck down to the loins.” Rashi explains, “Moshe saw prophetically that in the future, 

the Chashmonaim, descendants of Levi, would fight a mighty army of Gentiles, and there would be 

only twelve of them (and Elazar, a son-in-law) against tens of thousands of Greek soldiers.68 

 

Moshe’s prophetic words correspond to the dream that King Nebuchadnezzar had. In his dream, 

Nebuchadnezzar saw an enormous statue comprised of different parts. Its head was made of fine gold; 

its breasts and arms were of silver; its belly and thighs were of copper; and its feet were a mixture of 

earthenware and clay. A stone then came rolling towards this towering figure, and the statue crumbled 

on impact.69 

 

When Nebuchadnezzar summoned Daniel to interpret the dream for him, Daniel gave the following 

explanation: The four parts of the statue represent four kingdoms that will impose their authority on the 

Jewish people. The golden head represents Babylon; the silver belly would be the Kingdom of Persia; 

the copper thighs signify Greece and the clay feet represent Rome. How appropriate it is, then, that 

Moshe said that Levi would “strike down their enemies at their loins” a prophecy that the 

Chashmonaim, descendants of Levi, would strike down the imposing Greek armies, represented by the 

copper legs of Nebuchadnezzar’s statue.70 

 

There were two incidents in particular which inspired the Maccabees to take up arms against their Greek 

oppressors. One incident centered on the heinous decree of the defilement of Jewish women, which was 

in force for three years and eight months, until the following event took place.71 Mattisyahu had a 

daughter who was unequaled in beauty. She was engaged to be married to someone called Elazar. At 

her wedding feast, many great people were present, to show honour to Mattisyahu and the family of 

Chashmonaim. While the guests were dining, Chana, the bride, got up, clapped her hands together in 

 

 מד. , ויקרא כו 65
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 דברים לג, יא.   67
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 ספר דניאל ב.   69
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anguish, ripped her purple gown and stood thus before her father, brothers and groom. Her shocked 

brothers wanted to kill her for this act of immodesty, but she protested and said, “Will you allow us 

Jewish girls to be defiled?! You are ashamed of me standing unclothed before you, my brothers; how 

much worse will it be for me to stand like this in front of an uncircumcised, impure Greek?! Why don’t 

you learn a lesson from Shimon and Levi, the sons of Yaakov? There were only two of them, yet they 

were zealous for their sister’s honour, and they killed an entire city! They displayed self-sacrifice for 

the Name of Hashem. You are five brothers: Yehuda, Shimon, Yochanan, Yonasan, and Elazar. Place 

your trust in Hashem and He will surely help you.”   

 

She thus encouraged them to fight back against the laws of Antiochus and the breach of sanctity that 

they represented. Yehuda and his comrades took measures to ensure that she would not be defiled.72 In 

the process of the ensuing war, a voice from Heaven was heard in the Holy of Holies saying, “The 

young men who went to wage war in Antioch have been victorious!”73 

 

In another version of this story, the daughter of Yochanan, the Kohen Gadol, was betrothed to Elazar 

from the family of the Chashmonaim. She was very beautiful, and a Greek general wanted to defile her 

in front of her brothers and groom. Her father got up and said, “I and my three sons make four people; 

the Chashmonaim are eight. This totals twelve which corresponds to the twelve tribes of Israel. I am 

certain that Hashem will perform a miracle to prevent the defilement of a Jewish girl!” After hearing 

this, Elazar raised his sword and killed the Greek, while saying, “My help is from Hashem, the Creator 

of Heaven and Earth!”74 

 

The second incident involved the decree of bringing offerings to Greek idols. When Mattisyahu saw 

the degradation that Jerusalem was suffering, he tore his clothing and donned sackcloth. He began to 

mourn, “Woe to me that I see the disgrace of my nation, and the disgrace of the holy city of Jerusalem!” 

Mattisyahu made a public proclamation, “Whoever wants to defend the Torah, let him follow me!” This 

ashen off heartfelt cry was originally uttered by Moshe many centuries earlier. When Moshe descended 

from Sinai after his 40-day sojourn on the mountain, he beheld the shocking sight of the Jewish nation 

worshipping and dancing before a golden calf. This was only 40 days after the Jews had heard the 

Divine voice proclaim, “You shall have no other gods besides Me!” In horror and disappointment, 

Moshe smashed the tablets. Moshe then commanded that all the idol worshippers be put to death. The 

tribe of Levi, who had always stuck steadfast to the dictates of the Torah, responded to his cry, and they 

fell upon the idol worshippers in defense of Hashem’s honour.75 

 

Now, Mattisyahu, who was from the self-same tribe of Levi, issued the same proclamation, ‘Mi 

LeHashem Aylie!’ and with this, he began fighting to defend Hashem’s holy Name.76 

 

It was in those dark days of Greek persecution that Mattisyahu, the son of the Kohen Gadol Yochanan, 

left his hometown of Jerusalem, where the terror was felt the strongest, and settled in Modiin, a Judean 

village near Jerusalem. His hope was that there he would be able to observe the Torah and mitzvos 

undisturbed. The Greeks, however, began to search for Mattisyahu and his followers, and they were 

aided by the Misyavnim (Hellenized Jews) who informed the Greeks of Mattisyahu’s whereabouts.77  

 

One day, the Greek soldiers arrived in Modiin, and they demanded that Mattisyahu offer up a pig as a 

sacrifice to their deity. They tried to convince Mattisyahu that it would be beneficial, both financially 
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and socially, for him to offer the sacrifice, as he and his sons would then be designated friends of the 

King and would receive many privileges and monetary rewards. Mattisyahu proudly and adamantly 

refused. He declared that he would remain loyal to G-d. While this was going on, a Hellenist approached 

the altar and began to prepare the sacrifice! With burning rage and a passion to avenge the honour of 

Hashem, Mattisyahu drew his sword and slew not only the renegade Jew, but also the emissaries of the 

King.78  

 

Mattisyahu and his sons now fled to the mountains. Many other loyal Jews left their homes to live in 

caves in order to observe the Torah.79 Hashem blessed Mattisyahu and his sons with the strength needed 

to wage war against the Greeks, and especially against the Hellenists.80 On one occasion, however, the 

Jews grew afraid. They looked to the north-east, to see if Persia had sent soldiers to their aid. Mattisyahu 

rebuked them and said,81 “Cursed is the man who trusts in people and makes flesh and blood his strength 

and turns his heart away from Hashem. And blessed is he who trusts in Hashem and puts his trust in 

Him!”82 

 

The Chashmonaim were driven to help their brethren. After winning each battle, the Maccabees did not 

take the booty for themselves but instead divided up the spoils amongst the poor and orphaned.83 Before 

each battle, Mattisyahu and his sons would recite the last line of Psalm 90 and the entire Psalm 91 seven 

times.84 

 

The Greeks fight back 

Jewish slaughter  

 

Antiochus sent his viceroy, Nikanor, with a great army into Jerusalem. There, Nikanor slaughtered 

many Jews. When one of the Chashmonaim, Yochanan, heard about the atrocities perpetrated by the 

Greeks, he was determined to put a stop to them. He concealed a sword under his clothing and set out 

to kill Nikanor. Pretending to be a supporter of Nikanor, Yochanan was granted an audience with the 

villain who arrogantly was now dwelling in the Beis Hamikdash. He prayed to Hashem with the 

following words, “Hashem, my G-d and the G-d of my forefathers Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaakov, 

please do not deliver me into the hands of this uncircumcised man. If he kills me, he will sing praises 

in his temple and attribute his success to his god.” With these words still on his lips, he drew his sword 

and slew Nikanor. He then begged Hashem not to punish him for shedding blood in the Beis 

Hamikdash.85 When Antiochus heard that one of his ablest officers had been assassinated, he was 

furious. 

 

Mattisyahu continued the battle for a year, but he was an old man at this point, and he felt that his death 

was imminent.86 He gathered his sons and beseeched them to continue being loyal to Hashem. He 

reminded them of heroic figures in Jewish history who had faced danger rather than transgress G-d’s 

mitzvos. He was referring to people like Avraham, Pinchas, David and Daniel, as well as Chananya, 

Mishael and Azaryah, who chose to be cast into a furnace rather than bow to a graven image. Mattisyahu 

ordered that his son Yehuda be regarded as the brothers’ military leader, but that his sons follow the 
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advice of Shimon.87 He then returned his holy soul to his Creator. Great honour was accorded to him88 

and he was mourned intensely by the people.89 Yehuda assumed leadership of the revolt and Hashem 

blessed him with remarkable success against the Greeks. 

 

The commander of the Greek army in Syria, Seron, heard about the Judean revolt and decided that he 

would obliterate Yehuda’s militia. Seron gathered a mighty, well-equipped army, and set out to battle 

the Maccabees. As he approached the town of Beis Choron, Yehuda and his men saw the fearsome 

army approaching them. Yehuda’s men were frightened, and were also weak from fasting.90 But their 

leader remembered the dying words of his father, and he encouraged his men with words of faith, “We 

are fighting for the sake of Hashem, while our enemies are ruthless pagans. Do not fear; Hashem will 

crush them before us!” Yehuda and his men then attacked the enemy soldiers and succeeded in routing 

them. After this incident, Yehuda’s fame spread, until it reached the ears of Antiochus himself.91 His 

reputation spread even among other nations.92 

 

The wicked Bagris, one of Antiochus’ most distinguished generals, embarked on a sea voyage to the 

coastal town of Antioch. He sent a message to Antiochus, “You instructed that the laws of the Jews be 

abolished, and this has caused a tremendous uprising against us. No soldiers by themselves among the 

nations of your kingdom would be able to overcome the five mighty sons of Mattisyahu. They are 

lighter than eagles and more fearsome than lions! I advise you not to fight with a small army because 

you will surely suffer defeat and embarrassment. Let us rather call to the captains of all the armies of 

your kingdom to join us in this mission. Let no one remain behind. We will fight with war elephants, 

and we will surely vanquish the Jewish people forever. They will not be able to overcome us because 

our army will be so brave and strong.” This idea appealed to the wicked Antiochus.93  

 

Furious that his troops had suffered such an ignoble defeat, and hungry for revenge, Antiochus sent 

letters to all the provinces under his reign and instructed his entire army to gather and to prepare for 

war. So great was his desire for revenge that he paid each of his soldiers a full year’s worth of wages.94  

 

Other nations joined the Greek forces. The coalition included 60 kings who were descendants of Eisav, 

along with their horses and chariots. Also included were 80 princes of Yishmael, equipped with armor 

and war elephants. The soldiers of other nations who came to the aid of the Greek troops were too 

numerous to count.95   

 

The elephants were organized into groups of four animals that followed each other, creating a 

formidable fighting force.96 They marched through the Judean hills and were joined by additional 

warriors from Philistia and southern Syria. The Greeks were so confident of victory that they 

encouraged slave traders to follow them in anticipation of capturing a large number of Jewish slaves.97 
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It was at this point that Antiochus realized that his treasury was almost depleted. His extravagant 

spending on building projects, as well as his military adventures, had drained the treasury of much of 

its riches. In order to replenish his wealth and stabilize the economy, Antiochus was advised to travel 

to Persia to collect the taxes owed to him. He left the army in the hands of his generals.98  

 

Greek arrogance vs. Jewish humility 

 

Since the Greeks had such a vast army, one Greek General declared that he had nothing to be afraid of.  

He addressed the Jews with arrogance, “You are fools for daring to fight against armies that are too 

numerous to be counted! Do not imagine that your G-d will bring a flood to save you; He swore that 

He will never again flood the world! If the angel Gavriel attempts to burn us, as he did to Sancheriv 

(the Assyrian king whose army Hashem slaughtered outside Jerusalem during the First Temple Period), 

he will fail, for we are protected by the blood of pigs and horse semen that we have smeared on our 

flesh!”99 [In another version, he added that if Hashem were to send snakes, scorpions and bears against 

the Greeks, this too would be to no avail, since they were riding on high beasts that no animal would be 

able to reach.]100  

 

The frightening news of an imminent battle reached Yehuda. He did not lose heart; he assembled his 

men in the town of Mitzpeh, a place that had been used to pray for G-d’s salvation in the days of the 

prophet Shmuel. There Yehuda and his men fasted and prayed and put ashes on their heads. They 

begged Hashem to deliver them from the cruel hands of the Greek tyrants.101 The nation pleaded for 

salvation, “Not for our sake Hashem; not for our sake but to give honour to your Name, so that the 

nations will not disgrace it. Do not allow them to say that You have no way to defeat them!”102 This 

aroused Hashem’s mercy and He responded, “Quiet, my sons. Stand and see the vengeance of Hashem 

that He will wreak on these nations!” He then gathered all the 70 guardian angels of the nations on 

earth, and commanded that they each fight against their own nation’s army on earth. The angels then 

descended to Earth, and when the Greeks shot their arrows at the Jews, the angels turned the arrows 

around; they flew right back towards the soldiers. The Jews declared, “Hashem will fight for you and 

you will be quiet.”103 So great was the number of the slain that the Jews could not get to the booty of 

the war, so Hashem sent the angels to deliver all the spoils to the homes of the Jews.104  

 

There is a Midrash which describes a conversation between the Jews and the nations of the world. The 

gentiles taunt the Jews, “How long will you continue dying for your G-d? How long will you follow 

His commands and sacrifice to Him? In return for your tribulations, He metes out bad to you! Come 

and join us, and we will make you into leaders, heads, and rulers.” The response of the Jews is, “Why 

would we choose to be demoted from a position of closeness to Hashem, to that of just another pagan 

nation? Furthermore, what honour can you bestow upon us? Can you honour us like Hashem honoured 

Yaakov? When he left the home of Lavan, Hashem sent hundreds of thousands of angels105 to escort 

him, rejoicing and dancing before him. Can you do for us what Hashem did at the Splitting of the Sea? 

Or can you do what Hashem did for Elisha the Prophet, when he sent an army of angels to fight the 

battle for him? Can you provide for us that which Hashem will provide for the righteous in the days to 

come?”106  
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This Midrash illustrates that although we may suffer and struggle in this world, it is due to our own 

sins. Nonetheless, when cleansed of the stench of sin, we merit eternal closeness and miracles from the 

Almighty. 
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Enduring Life107  

David Fachler 

 

I call heaven and earth as witnesses! Before you I have placed life and death, the blessing and the 

curse. You must choose life, so that you and your descendants will survive (Deuteronomy 30:19).108  

The commentaries struggle with what exactly is being asked when G-d commands us to choose life.109 

What other choice do human beings have? Indeed, Rabbi Samson R. Hirsch suggests that choosing to 

live is not something one does “without conscious awareness, without a will and by chance”; rather one 

needs to make a “wilful decision to live life.”110 

Many years ago, someone told me that one can go about living life in two ways. Either we try and 

accumulate as many achievements as we can and constantly use the opportunities life presents us with, 

or we can count away the days that pass until we enter that inevitable long night. The Torah instructs 

us to imitate the first approach and try to use life to its fullest, taking advantage of its opportunities no 

matter what has occurred in the past and regardless of what the future holds. We need to live life and 

not merely exist between intervals. 

The dispute between Judah and Reuben 

These approaches to life appear to be what divide Reuben and Judah in Parshat Miketz. After Joseph’s 

brothers return back from Egypt, where they had gone in order to break the famine, they tell their father 

that the only way they could return to Egypt for more food is if they bring along their youngest brother, 

Benjamin. Jacob adamantly refuses to allow them to take him, fearful that some accident may occur on 

the way. The first brother who tries to convince his father to allow them to take Benjamin makes the 

following awkward pledge to guarantee his youngest brother’s safety: 

Reuben tried to reason with his father. 'If I do not bring [Benjamin] back to you,' he said, 'you can put 

my two sons to death. Let him be my responsibility and I will bring him back to you.’111 

Offered to kill his own grandchildren should anything happen to Benjamin it is perhaps no wonder that 

Jacob remains unmoved by this absurd suggestion. However, the famine gets worse and it is now up to 

Judah to try his hand at persuading his father to allow Benjamin to accompany them back to Egypt. 

Though it is probably a few weeks later it appears that aside from addressing his father, Judah is also 

rebuking his eldest brother. 

‘Send the boy with me,' said Judah to his father Israel. 'Let us set out and get going. Let's live and not 

die - we, you, and also our children. I myself will be responsible for him. You can demand him from my 

own hand. If I do not bring him back and have him stand before you, I will have sinned for all time.’112  

Judah’s ultimately successful approach differs in at least two aspects from that of Reuben. On the one 

hand, he is insistent that no one has to die, including us - the second generation, and the children - the 

third generation, whom Reuben had condemned to death should anything happen to Benjamin. 

 
107 Based on a shiur delivered on Shabbos, 7th day of Chanuka 5772 in Alon Shvut   
108 Translated by Aryeh Kaplan The Living Torah (online edition Trans: The Living Torah Navigating the Bible 

II) 

109 For a more elaborate discussion on this topic, see Fachler, D. 2020. Choose Life (Parshat Netzavim). SATJ. 

Rosh Hashona 5781. 2(1) available at https://95505441-5e24-4a31-b4ed-

d825c167384c.filesusr.com/ugd/83c698_1b81ddf7ae7a49daac1619eb84e5bf48.pdf 
110 Hirsch’s commentary to Pentateuch (Deuteronomy 30:1)  
111 Genesis 42:37 
112 Ibid. 43:8-9 
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Furthermore, instead of deflecting responsibility to the next generation, Judah solemnly swears that 

should anything happen to Benjamin, “I will have sinned for all time”. Indeed, there seems to be a rather 

strong connection between the affirmation of life and the willingness to assume personal responsibility. 

Origins of the dispute 

Our first encounter with Reuben as a young adult is in the unsavoury episode with Bilha, the 

maidservant of the recently deceased Rachel, sister and competitor of his own mother. A literal reading 

of this episode suggests that Reuben in fact lay with Bilha, and yet most of our rabbis are of the opinion 

that Reuben did not commit any sexual act with Bilha, but he sufficiently spoiled her bed so as to defile 

her for his father, ensuring that Jacob would not have relations with her, and would thereby cease to 

have any more children. Whether, as Nachmanides suggests, Reuben wanted to ensure that his birthright 

was not further diluted by more offspring or whether he was making sure that if Jacob did not return to 

Leah after Rachel’s death, he would also not be able to have relations with Rachel’s maidservant, the 

fact remains that this deliberate act resulted in no more lives being created. 

The next time Reuben is mentioned is within the context of Joseph and his brothers. It is Reuben who 

suggests that Joseph be thrown into a pit, so that later he may be able to save him. However, he did not 

imagine that Joseph would be sold in the interim. After taking leave of his brothers with the aim of 

returning to the pit he discovers the pit is empty, tears his clothes and loudly proclaims, “The boy is 

gone!... And I - where can I go?”113 Though we see his conscience on full display, his ultimate failure 

to save Joseph betrays a weakness in leadership that does not bode well for him. 

Judah’s lesson 

The only brother apart from Reuben to have misgivings about killing Joseph is Judah and yet his actions 

at that time do not place him in a particularly favourable light. While he reminds his siblings that Joseph 

is “our brother, our own flesh and blood”, his argument is couched in terms of a profit motive and he 

urges his interlocutors to desist from their plans of a slow death for their despised second youngest 

brother, for “what will we gain if we kill our brother and cover his blood?”114 

Unlike any other brother, Judah is recorded as having lived a life apart from his family. Living in Chirah, 

he creates his own family and quickly sires three children. Tragedy strikes and after his first son Er dies 

while married to Tamar, he gives his second son Onan to the same woman in the hope that Onan’s seed 

will perpetuate the memory of his elder brother. Things do not go according to plan and it is not long 

before Onan too meets an untimely death. Faced with the loss of two sons, Judah is reluctant to share 

his youngest son Shelah with a woman he suspects may have something to do with the deaths of his 

children. Yet Tamar is determined in any which way she can to ensure that she gives birth to Judah’s 

seed, and if she cannot have Judah’s children, Judah himself would have to be the father.  

Disguising herself as a harlot, she succeeds in having a relationship with Judah and becoming pregnant 

as a result thereof. When an unsuspecting Judah learns of his daughter-in-law’s pregnancy, he orders 

that she be burned at the stake. In response, Tamar discreetly reveals to him that she was the harlot with 

whom he had a relationship. Moved by her actions, Judah publicly admits that she was right, and not 

only about this incident but also about her request to continue the Judaic line, “She is more innocent 

than I am!' 'She did it because I did not give her to my son Shelah.”115 In effect Tamar teaches him that 

despite losing two sons, he should not have despaired but should have pursued life and ensured that it 

be created through his third son Shelah. This crisis taught Judah the meaning of self-sacrifice and the 

sanctity of life; a lesson he would be sure to carry over to the rest of his life. 

 
113 Ibid. 37:30 
114 Ibid. 37:26-27 
115 Ibid. 38:26 
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Back to the debate between the brothers  

Armed with this background, we can now re-analyse the dispute between Judah and Reuben. However, 

before we do so we should try and understand why Reuben would preposterously suggest filicide. What 

prompted such an illogical proposal? The question however suggests that Reuben was in fact trying to 

make a reasoned offer. I would propose however that Reuben was not speaking from his faculty of 

reason. Indeed, as we have seen, Reuben is plagued by guilt. He knows his actions with Bilha were 

condemnable and he is distraught that he was unable to redeem himself by rescuing Joseph. Indeed, his 

guilty conscience is laid bare, just before he returns to Canaan while he is still in Egypt sharing a cell 

with his brothers after Joseph has accused them of spying on his kingdom. It is there that the brothers 

finally realize that their sale a decade and a half before was immoral: 

‘We deserve to be punished because of what we did to our brother. We saw him suffering when he 

pleaded with us, but we would not listen. That's why this great misfortune has come upon us now.’116   

For Reuben however it was not mere misfortune that had been visited upon them but something more 

ominous. In his words a “[Divine] accounting is being demanded for his blood!'117 In other words they 

had all deserved to die. 

Yet Reuben’s conscience continued to be pricked, and upon their return to Jacob, their furious father 

demanded to know why they had told the ruler of Egypt that they had a younger brother. Had they not 

caused him enough trouble? In his anger Jacob accuses his sons of bereaving him of both Joseph and 

now Simeon, who was locked up in Egypt: 

Their father Jacob said to them, 'You're making me lose my children! Joseph is gone! Simeon is gone! 

And now you want to take Benjamin! Everything is happening to me!'118 

Reuben cannot handle such an accusation. All he wants, as does his brothers, is to be able to bring 

Benjamin so that the cruel Egyptian ruler will allow them to buy food. But all he hears are accusations 

that he and they have caused Jacob terrible hardship. It is in this context that he makes his terrible pledge 

to “kill my two sons”. I believe however it is not a pledge at all, but rather a cry, perhaps subconscious 

which in effect is saying “my dear father Jacob, what is it you want from me, what more can I do? 

Would you like me to also be bereaved as you are? Would that be sufficient for you? OK, then kill my 

two sons, at least then we can take your precious favourite son to Egypt. What more will it take?” 

Such an emotional challenge however cannot be answered by Jacob, and thus he is even more adamant 

in his refusal to let Benjamin go. And yet of all the brothers, it is Judah, himself twice bereaved, who is 

qualified to answer Reuben and at the same time persuade his father that he will ensure Benjamin is in 

safe hands. Declaring that no one – “[not] we, [not] you, and [nor] our children” - has to die, he is in 

effect telling Reuben that the cycle of recrimination, the cycle of death must end here and now. Life 

must be lived in the present and planned for in the future. It cannot hinge on dredging up past events. 

Most importantly it is for each of us to take responsibility for our destiny, “I myself will be responsible 

for him. … If I do not bring him back and have him stand before you, I will have sinned for all time.” 

A true leader understands the lessons of life and treats it responsibly. In this Judah succeeded admirably 

while Reuben unfortunately fell by the wayside. 

The legacies 

This debate does not end with the individuals and continues into the next generations. Indeed, after 

sending twelve spies into Canaan, only two have positive feedback. Unsurprisingly, one of them comes 

 
116 Ibid. 42:21 
117 Ibid. 42:22 
118 Ibid. 42:36 
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from Joseph’s line, the other from Judah’s. Caleb the son of Jephunneh was possessed of a “different 

spirit”. It was he who quieted the other spies, affirmatively pronouncing, “We must go forth and occupy 

the land,' he said, ‘We can do it!'”119 It was this positive attitude which saved Caleb (and Joshua) from 

the fate of their fellow spies who were swiftly punished by death, “Among the men who went to explore 

the land, only Joshua and Caleb remained alive.”120 Caleb envisioned a positive life for the Israelites 

and was thus rewarded with a meaningful life in Canaan, enjoying his beloved Hebron. 

In contradistinction, and not long after this episode, it is the offspring of Reuben who take a leading 

role in the infighting against Moses. Indeed “Dathan and Aviram (sons of Eliav) …, descendants of 

Reuben” accuse the leadership of “[bringing] us out [Egypt], a land flowing with milk and honey - just 

to kill us in the desert! What right do you have to set yourself above us?”121 Aside from the perverted 

logic of identifying Egypt as a land of milk and honey, these Reubenites show an unhealthy obsession 

with death and a rejection of responsible leadership.  

This refusal to accept destiny takes another turn towards the end of the sojourn in the desert, when the 

entire tribe of Reuben, along with the tribe of Gad seek permission not to enter the Holy Land and to 

stay put on the other side of the Jordan. In their plea to Moses they also show an odd preference for 

their possessions over their own children. Thus, they ask Moses to “build enclosures for our sheep here 

and cities for our children.”122 After extracting a promise from these tribes that they will fight with their 

brethren, Moses reorders the priorities telling them to “build yourself cities for your children and folds 

for your sheep.”123 Once again Reuben’s legacy is one which disrespects human life. 

The trial of Solomon 

Shortly after Solomon assumes the throne, he is faced with a dispute between two new mothers over 

one surviving child. Both mothers claim that the live infant is theirs, and alternately both claim that the 

dead child belongs to the other mother. Solomon, as we know proposes that the live child be sliced into 

two so that he can be shared equally. When one mother objects, he knows that she is the true mother. 

Our commentaries ask how it is that Solomon knew that the mother whose child had died would not 

object; maybe she would also bluff the system. They note that there is a lot of repetition of the claims 

of each litigant124: 

And the other woman said, "Not so, the living (is) my son, and the dead (is) your son," and this one 

said, "Not so, the dead (is) your son, and the living (is) my son." Thus, they spoke before the king.  

And the king said, "This one says, 'This (is) my son that lives, and your son (is) the dead, and the other 

says, 'Not so, your son (is) the dead, and my son (is) the living.'125 

Why does the text not paraphrase the claims saying that each litigant claims the baby to be hers? Why 

is it important that each thinks that the dead one belongs to the other mother? And even if we were 

striving for an accurate court record what is the purpose of Solomon repeating the claims verbatim? The 

commentaries point out that when one puts forward his claims, he will always start with the claim that 

he feels stronger about and then follow with the claim he feels is secondary. Thus, the party claiming 

“the living (is) my son, and the dead (is) your son” is mainly concerned with the fact that her son is 

alive and is only secondarily interested in the fact that her counterpart’s son is dead. “Not so” with the 

other litigant who claims, “the dead (is) your son, and the living (is) my son”, to her it is more important 

 
119 Numbers 13:30 
120 Ibid. 14:38 
121 Ibid. 16:1,13 
122 Ibid. 32:16.  
123 Ibid. 32:24 
124 See especially the Malbim I Kings 3 
125 I Kings 3:22-23 Translation by Chabad http://www.chabad.org/library/bible_cdo/aid/15887 
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that her rival’s baby be considered dead, it is only of secondary importance that she is the mother of the 

live infant. Solomon therefore had to repeat the claims to be sure of where each litigant placed the 

emphasis. It was then that he could be confident that the one who had death on her mind would not 

object to having the baby slaughtered so long as her rival would have to endure the death of her child. 

This choice of life over death is something that Solomon inherited from his ancestor Judah. 

Abraham Ibn Ezra 

One of the more traditional Friday night songs is a poem composed by the medieval commentator 

Abraham Ibn Ezra, known as Tzama Nafshi. In the eleventh stanza, echoing Genesis 16:8 and I Kings 

3:22, Ibn Ezra writes: 

Recognize the true mistress – the handmaid dares say, “No the dead (is) your son, and the living (is) 

my son”126 

As interpreters of this poem have noted Genesis refers to Abraham’s wife as the “mistress”, whereas 

Hagar is referred to as Sarah’s handmaid. Ibn Ezra is thus placing into Hagar’s mouth the words of the 

guilty party in Solomon’s trial. He is in effect saying that for Hagar, the mother of Ishmael, it is more 

important that the descendants of Isaac be dead, than her descendants be alive. Almost certainly Ibn 

Ezra was referring to a theological argument between Islam and Judaism and not a physical war. Yet it 

is ironic that roughly ten centuries later Golda Meir is reported to have said “Peace will come when the 

Arabs will love their children more than they hate us.127 The absence of peace per Golda is the stronger 

desire to see dead Jews rather than thriving Arabs. 

Back to the debate round2 

Ultimately, we must try and understand why each child reacted the way they did which perhaps can 

provide insight into the legacy they bequeathed. 

At the end of Genesis, Jacob who has never directly reacted to anything Reuben has done, finally scolds 

him for his behaviour with Bilha. Before doing so, he reminds Reuben that he is the firstborn: 

‘Reuben, you are my firstborn, my strength and the beginning of my manhood, first in rank and first in 

power… you were unstable as water, you will no longer be first. This is because you moved your father's 

beds, committing a profane act. He moved my bed!’128   

The Ohr Hachaim asks what is the connection between Reuben being the first born - “the beginning of 

my manhood”, i.e., the product of Jacob’s first seed - and the fact that Reuben is “unstable as water”? 

He suggests that if it is true that Reuben is the product of Jacob’s first seed he must have been conceived 

on that first deceptive night when Jacob had mistaken relations with Leah. Indeed, the Talmud in 

Nedarim 20b refers to such offspring as bnei temurah – the sons of a substitute, whom Rabbi Levi 

claims are destined to rebel against G-d.129 

Even if we do not subscribe to the school of thought which blames a child for the conditions of his 

conception, if the Ohr Hachaim is correct we can only imagine the feelings Jacob must have had towards 

this unwanted son. Each time he looked at him, it could have reminded him of the night of deception 

when he thought he was having relations with his true love Rachel, only to discover the next morning 

that he had been fooled by Leah and by Laban. That Reuben was born into a loveless marriage is clear 

from the verse describing his birth and naming: 

 
126 Nosson Scherman Zemiroth Mesorah Publications 1979, 122 
127 For various versions of this quote see http://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Golda_Meir 
128 Genesis 49:3-4 
129 Nedarim 20b http://dafyomi.co.il/nedarim/points/nd-ps-020.htm 
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 Leah became pregnant and gave birth to a son. She named him Reuben. 'God has seen my troubles,' 

she said. 'Now my husband will love me.’130 

Certainly, being born into a family where your mother is so desperate for the love of your father to be 

willing to act as an impostor for her own sister is not a recipe for mental health.131 Surely, one would 

expect gloom and doom to dominate such a child’s outlook. Indeed, Judah, the fourth child, was born 

to much more reconciled parents, and instead of focusing on her relationship with Jacob, as she did 

when naming her first three children, Leah is finally able to relate to the fact that she is the mother of a 

healthy boy. She can finally acknowledge the miracle and beauty of birth: 

She became pregnant again and had a son. She said, 'This time let me praise (odeh) God,' and named 

the child Judah’132 

No wonder Judah turns out with such a positive disposition, the makings of a leader. And yet in his 

adult life, while Reuben sired four healthy children, Judah suffered the death of two sons. He could 

have, and almost did give up on life and on continuing having children. However, as mentioned, 

Tamar’s courage and self-sacrifice taught him to be forward-thinking, to take responsibility for his 

actions, enjoy his successes and endure his failures. Reuben, however, had no mentor and was thus 

unable to escape his past, leaving a legacy of loss and despair for his descendants.133 

Lessons for us in the macro and the micro 

The famous columnist Mark Steyn has noted that whenever he visits Gaza or the West Bank, he never 

sees posters declaring a desire for an independent Palestine. Rather the images that greet him from those 

quarters are those of “martyrs”, Islamic terrorists who have sacrificed their lives so that a few more 

Jews could be killed, a few more widows and orphans could be created. It is his contention that if they 

truly desired a state, they could have one, but they are so preoccupied with depriving Jews of their state, 

that the day is still far off when they can enjoy an independent state, for whose fate and destiny they 

must take responsibility. 

 

A parting message 

As the Children of Israel were about to enter the Land of Canaan it was important that Moses bless each 

tribe in order to encourage them in their lives going forward, in order to direct them to hone their 

inherent talents and to let go of any destructive traits or legacies. On a first reading of Moses’s message 

to Reuben seems cryptic and vague. However, if we are right about the pessimism inherent in Reuben 

and his descendants, it is a message that Reuben needed desperately to take to heart.  

   May Reuben live and not die, although his ranks are numbered.134 

May we all merit life and a constant will to experience it in its manifest ways 

 

 
130 Genesis 29:32 
131 The extent to which Leah willingly acted as an impostor is arguable. Perhaps Laban forced her to deceive 

Jacob. Nonetheless Leah’s love for Jacob is explicit in the verses. 
132 Ibid. 29:35. For an extensive treatment of Judah’s name, please see Fachler, D. 2019. Judah and Gratitude. 

SATJ. Chanuka 5780. 1(1) available at  https://95505441-5e24-4a31-b4ed-

d825c167384c.filesusr.com/ugd/83c698_04c8ed1cfa334d1ebc066cec69e83ce1.pdf 
133 Our Sages note that Reuben is equally placed among the tribes and therefore may have repented later in life. 

However, as we have shown, his descendants were not all a credit to him. 
134 Deuteronomy 33:6 
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Dedicated to my father HaRav Mordechai ben R’ Elazar Zt”l who lived his allotted life with passion, 

who strove for perfection and who reached it in a lifetime of constant stock taking and self-awareness 
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