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Preface 

Paysach Burke 

 

Welcome to the 2nd issue of the South African Torah Journal. How appropriate for it to come out on 

Purim as it says in Megilat Esther,1 “For the Jews there was light”, which Rashi in the Gemora and 

Targum say means Torah, as Haman had decreed against the study of Torah and now we were free 

again to study it openly.2 It is also 30 days before Pesach and so you will find articles here to help you 

prepare for it. 

Thank you to the article contributors and reviewers, without whom this Journal would not exist. 

 

With joyous blessings for a Purim sameach 

Yours 

Paysach Burke 

satorahjournal@gmail.com 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Esther 8:16 
2 Targum Esther 8:16; Rashi, Megila 16b 
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Recalling Memuchan 

Juan-Paul Burke 

 

Early on in Megilat Esther we are introduced to Memuchan, an advisor of King Achashverosh.3 Some 

say that Memuchan was none other than the righteous prophet Daniel.4 There are others who 

contradict this and say that Memuchan was really the evil Haman5 (while Daniel was Hasoch, Queen 

Esther’s messenger to Mordechai).6 Either way, it was Memuchan’s advice to King Achashverosh (a 

raging drunk at the time), that led to the execution of his Queen, Vashti.7 

Targum gives an interesting account of what happened “the morning after” once King Achashverosh 

had sobered up and calmed down. In chatting with his nobles, he was astounded to be told that he had 

ordered Queen Vashti’s execution, which he denied, claiming that he had only ordered that she lose 

her royal status as queen but not her life! His nobles insisted that he had ordered Vashti’s execution in 

counsel with the King’s seven advisors. Immediately the King’s anger flared up and he ordered his 

seven advisors to be executed by hanging. 8 

We see how the terrible combination of rage and drunkenness led to Vashti’s execution.9 Whether 

King Achashverosh spoke the order clearly, ambiguously or by mistake, it appears that in a calm and 

sober state, he did not really want his Queen executed. Simply read, the verse talks about “replacing” 

Vashti, not executing.10 One can imagine how a misplaced word when in a drunken rage could lead to 

the wrong order being carried out, “Remove her head!” instead of “Remove her crown!” or “Let her 

crown be without a head!” instead of “Let her head be without a crown!” Memuchan may also have 

had his own selfish motivations for interpreting the King as ordering an execution rather than 

removing her from her royal status. 

According to this Targum the King had ordered the execution of the seven advisors who had 

counselled him to execute Vashti, which would then include Memuchan. That is fine if you say 

Memuchan was Daniel, as we don’t find him mentioned after this point. But if you say Memuchan 

was Haman, who is mentioned throughout, then how is this Targum to be understood? In fact, Targum 

is of those that say that Memuchan was Haman and so appears to contradict itself?!11 

I’d like to propose a possible resolution to this contradictory Targum. There is a custom on Purim to 

dress up, to conceal one’s identity, reminiscent of how Queen Esther concealed her Jewish identity to 

King Achashverosh. Here could be another source for dressing up, reminiscent of how Haman 

concealed his identity of being Memuchan! 

Here follow supports for this proposition:  

1) The last time Memuchan is mentioned is before the first time Haman is mentioned. 

2) We have Joseph as a precedent of someone who successfully concealed his identity from 

people close to him, namely his brothers, who did not recognise him when he was 2nd in 

command of Egypt. 

 
3 Esther 1:14 
4 Pirkei D’Rebbi Eliezer 49 (see Tosfos, Megila 12b); Targum Sheini Esther 
5 Targum Esther 1:16; Megila 12b; Maharsho, Megila 12b, remez roshei tevos, Tehillim 22:21 
6 Targum Esther 4:5; Megila 15a 
7 Targum Esther 1:19; Rashi, Esther 1:19 
8 Targum Esther 2:1; See Bach, Megila 12b note 3 
9 Midrash Esther 5:12 
10 Esther 1:19 
11 Targum Esther 1:16 
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3) There were a few years between the incident with Vashti and the first time we are introduced 

to Haman. 

4) Haman was extremely wealthy and so it is plausible that he found a way to buy himself out of 

his own execution. This is possibly hinted at in the Midrash:12 

   

Said R’ Nechemia, “Couldn’t he [Haman] save himself with all the wealth he had?! 

Rather this teaches you that when the time of the wicked’s downfall has arrived, no 

amount of wealth can save him, ‘Storehouses of evil will be of no benefit and charity 

saves from death.13’” 

 

This Midrash could be hinting that only when the “time of the wicked’s downfall has arrived” 

is wealth of no use for them, but that it is of use if it is not yet the time of their downfall, such 

as here when Memuchan was to be executed and saved himself through his wealth! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
12 Midrash Mishlei 10:1 
13 Mishlei 10:2 
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 Subtleties of Emunah14 

Rabbi Mordechai Fachler z’l 

The seventh day of Pesach is the anniversary of the crossing of the Red Sea, as hinted at in the third 

expression of redemption – וגאלתי אתכם, which corresponds to the third cup.15 It was on this occasion 

that the Torah attests for the first time that the Children of Israel believed in G-d: ”  ה ַעְבּדו  ַוַיֲאִמינּו ַבה' ּוְבמשֶׁ

- and the [People] believed in the Lord and in Moses, His servant.”16 

While it is gratifying to discover that the Israelites finally believed in G-d after all these miracles, some 

disturbing things happened immediately before and after the crossing of the Red Sea. When witnessing 

the Egyptian armies advance upon them, some of these former slaves thought it appropriate to complain 

to Moses: 

ֹּאת ָעִשיָת ָלנּו ְלהוצִ  ה ֲהִמְבִלי ֵאין ְקָבִרים ְבִמְצַרִים ְלַקְחָתנּו ָלמּות ַבִמְדָבר ַמה ז ל משֶׁ ֹּאְמרּו אֶׁ  :יָאנּו ִמִמְצָרִים ַוי

They said to Moses, is it because there are no graves in Egypt that you have taken us 

to die in the desert? What is this that you have done to us to take us out of Egypt?17 

Similarly, after experiencing the awesome miracles of the Splitting of the Red Sea, and after arriving in 

Marah where the waters were admittedly bitter, it did not take the Israelites too long to complain again 

about their situation: ” ה  ר ַמה ִנְשתֶׁ ה ֵלאמֹּ ַוִיֹּלנּו ָהָעם ַעל משֶׁ - The people complained against Moses, saying, 

‘What shall we drink?’”18 

A Distinguishing between true faith and false piety 

What is it about Emunah – faith or belief in G-d that makes it seem so fleeting? Even nowadays, people 

approach me and explain to me that they have “lost their faith.” What is the possible reason for this? 

My Mashgiach Rabbi Shlomo Wolbe in his book Pathways19 explains the problem. אמונה and   בטחון are 

all too often shallow, driven primarily by fear and instinct. This kind of belief or faith is too often 

clothed in a false form of religiosity, what he deridingly refers to as frumkeit which is devoid of a deep 

sense of appreciation and love of Hashem:  

On the narrow path to Truth in serving G‑d, there is a major impediment which is called 

frumkeit (religiosity) – a term which has no clear and exact translation. Frumkeit is the 

natural urge and instinct to become attached to the Creator. This instinct is also found 

amongst animals. David said, “The lion cubs roar for their prey and ask G‑d for their 

food”.20 “He gives to the beast his food and to the young ravens who call to Him”.21 

There is no necessity why these verses should be understood as metaphors. Indeed, 

animals have an instinctive feeling that there is someone who is concerned that they 

have food, and this is the same instinct that works in man – but obviously at a higher 

 
14 Originally published in FACHLER, M. & FACHLER, D. 2016. Redemption and revelation: essays on Pesach 

and Shavuot. Modi'in, Israel: Renana Publishers; republished here with slight revisions by kind permission of 

“Redemption and Revelation‘s” editor, David Fachler, who is also the author’s son. 
15 Exodus Rabba 6:4; Or HaChaim, Exodus 6:6 
16 Exodus 14:31 
17 Ibid. 14:11 
18 Ibid. 
19 WOLBE, S. 1983. Pathways: a brief introduction to the world of Torah. Jerusalem: Jamie Lehmann Torah 

Ethics Center. 
20 Psalms 104:21 
21 Ibid. 247:9 
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level. This natural frumkeit helps us in serving G‑d. Without this natural assistance, 

serving G‑d would be much more difficult. 

However, this frumkeit, as in all instinctive urges that occur in man, is inherently 

egoistic and self-centered. Therefore, frumkeit pushes man to do only that which is 

good for himself. Activities between people, and actions which are done without 

ulterior motives, are not derived from frumkeit. One who bases his service of G-d 

entirely on frumkeit remains self-centered. Even if a person places many pious 

restrictions on himself – he will never become a kind person, and he will never reach 

the level of being purely motivated. This is why it is necessary that we base our service 

of G-d on commonsense (da’as) (see Sotah 22b, where it lists 7 types of activities 

which it labels as foolish piety. Each one of them is a manifestation of frumkeit without 

commonsense).22 Commonsense has to direct our service of G-d. From the moment we 

desert commonsense and act only according to frumkeit, our Divine service becomes 

corrupted. This is true even for a person on the level of a Torah scholar.23 

B Instinctual Faith  

What Rav Wolbe is trying to convey is that faith is something so ingrained in our being, that it is often 

instinctual. Rav Wolbe thinks that this in and of itself can be a good thing. It certainly makes service of 

and belief in G-d something more natural. However, it is insufficient in truly serving G-d. If it is reduced 

to an instinct, then it becomes self-serving. If that is so, when faith is no longer needed or does not 

really help me, I will abandon it.   

Perhaps the Israelites who had just come out of bondage and who were told what they can and cannot 

think, did not yet possess commonsense. Like every being, their instincts were intact. When these 

instincts told them that in order to survive they had better believe in G-d, they went ahead and did so. 

However, the moment they thought that faith would not come to their aid, they decided to abandon it.  

C  Nurturing and strengthening our instinctual faith  

Those who complain to me that they have lost their faith are really telling me that they never fully 

acquired it in the first place. It was an instinctual faith. It was not a deeply held faith which comes after 

great contemplation. Life is a complicated journey, and we need to apply ourselves to it in a serious 

manner. 

Our task therefore as we journey from Pesach to Shavuot is not merely to create faith. Most of us possess 

it instinctually. Rather, we need to nurture our faith. We need to look around us and see G-d in Nature. 

We need to be appreciative of the wonders around us, and attribute them all to a kind and compassionate 

G-d. Once we do this, our faith will be that much stronger, and G-d is sure to respond to this authenticity. 

 

 

 

 
22 [Ed: here the Hebrew word “da’as” is translated as “commonsense”, an alternate translation is “intellect”. The 

term is more nuanced than a single word translation is able to capture as “da’as” also has the sense of an 

intimate , ingrained knowing.] 
23 [Ed: The origin of this translation is unclear and can be found in a few places online, available: 

http://daattorah.blogspot.com/2010/05/frumkeit-self-centered-religious.html; See the original Hebrew essay in 

Alei Shur Vol2 p152, available: http://aishdas.org/as/frumkeit.pdf ] 
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A Spiritually Transformational Seder: 

Exploring the inner mystical depth and meaning behind the Seder’s 15 steps.24 

 

Rebbetzin Tamar Taback 

 

The traditional 15-step structure of the Seder is pregnant with inner meaning and significance. The 

rhythm and progression behind the Seder are an eternal template for the deepest transformation of the 

Jewish soul. On Seder night we are able to receive a spiritual influx from above which jumpstarts a 

whole new cycle of growth for the coming year. 

Every process of spiritual awakening contains three stages: “Hachna’ah” – submission, “Havdala” – 

separation, and “Hamtaka” – sweetening.25 This triple-beat shows up here too and turns the Seder into 

a powerful process that brings deep healing to your own beautiful soul. 

 

First, submission – this takes place BEFORE Passover 

In Judaism, the journey is an essential part of the destination. This is a paradigm shift for our Western 

minds that fixate on the achievement of our goals. It is how we travel our course that allows God to 

palpably enter our lives. 

In this vein, the transformational power of the Seder actually begins before Passover arrives. In the 

weeks of cleaning and scrubbing, shopping and cooking, we are getting ready to live life without 

chametz, ‘leavened products’. Not only are we eradicating the actual substance that represents the 

puffed-up ego, but the act of adhering to the will of God itself dissolves our egos.26 Whatever false 

self we clutched onto now slowly melts away as we eagerly wipe and scrub our homes to remove all 

its chametz. Submission is the first step of the path of transformation, as we rise above our limited 

identities and find ourselves comfortably part of God’s world and in His value system. This 

submission enables us to tap into something greater than ourselves. The stage is set for redemption. 

 

Second, Havdalah, separation – and the Seder Begins. 

1. KADESH – SANTIFICATION 

With the recital of Kiddush as the first of the 15-step journey, we sanctify everything to follow. In 

Jewish etymology, the concept of holiness suggests separating ourselves from all that is profane.27 

Therefore, with Kiddush, we set out on a journey with our intent to transform ourselves. 

 

2. URCHATZ – WASHING THE HANDS 

The first thing that needs to happen is the removal of alien forces that hover around us during the 

regular course of life, that impede our growth. These dark forces represent the aspects of evil that 

have managed to masquerade themselves as good to our own eyes and have actually taken on some of 

our affections. With the simple act of washing our hands, we are able to see these negative forces for 

 
24 Originally published for the Nexus Blog 23 Apr 2019 “A spiritually transformational seder”, available 
https://thenexus.org/a-spiritually-transformational-seder/ ; republished here with slight revisions by kind 

permission of the author. 
25 Heard from Rabbi Yitzchak Ginsburg and Rabbi Dov Ber Pinsun 
26 Berachos 17a 
27 Rashi, Vayikra 19:2 
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what they are (be they thoughts, emotions, behaviours or affiliations), and make the separation 

between what is truly good and what is not, what is holy and what is impure.28 

It is a powerful movement up the ladder of Jewish transformation, when we are prepared to take this 

honest look at ourselves and allow what is non-essential to be washed away. 

 

3. KARPAS – VEGETABLE DIPPED IN SALTWATER 

There is no authentic spiritual path without tears, dubbed the sweat of the soul. There is no joy of 

transformation without some degree of pain. Living a brave and authentic life takes courage and grit! 

While in the previous step we isolated our essence from all the non-essential layers of our beings and 

washed those away, in Karpas, we sow the seed of that new-found essence into soil, and water it with 

the salt-water of our tears. As the psalmist says, “Those who plant with tears will harvest in great 

joy”.29 These are the best tears we will ever cry as we are expanding our taste-buds/capacity for 

spirituality and are headed for nothing less than our greatness. 

 

4. YACHATZ- BREAKING THE MATZA 

The next step is the dissolving of that seed in the earth, the part of the process that appears the most 

devastating. Yachatz means brokenness, hinting that things might seem worse before they get better. 

We are finally letting go of whatever last vestige of ego remains as we confront the very vulnerable 

truth of what it means to be human. Staring directly at our vulnerability expands the little seed of 

perfect spiritual essence inside us, as we come into the coherent field of the simple truth that God is 

One and all that really is, and His love for us knows no bounds. Therefore, we can endure this 

breaking of the matza, since we know that the broken piece will become the crowning jewel at the end 

of the Seder, when it will reappear as the coveted Afikoman at the stage of Tzafun. 

 

Third: Hamtaka, sweetening. 

5. MAGGID – TELLING THE STORY 

With Maggid, the real healing starts to happen. We tap into the characteristic energy of the month of 

Nissan, which according to the earliest mystical work, Sefer HaYetzira, is the energy of “holy 

speech”. 

The gift of speech is the crowning feature of our humanity. With words, we are able to transcend even 

the most difficult of circumstances by expressing our desire for something different. The first stirrings 

of redemption came in Egypt when the Jewish People, persecuted, allowed themselves to groan. God 

heard their primal cries and knew they were ready for the first sprouting of their redemption. 30 

When we start to add words to that guttural expression, we are able to delineate the details of our 

story in the sequence in which they occurred. Maggid is a form of narrative therapy by which we 

begin to stitch all the details into one continuum within our hearts. This is the essence of the 

Kabbalistic idea called “sweetening”, as we suddenly realize that there was no piece of the story that 

can be excluded, and that somehow, amid twinges of pain and joy through its millions of nuances, 

there was always a higher order, an infinitely Great and Close Being, bringing all the parts together 

into one gestalt. 

 
28 Rashi, Bereishis 18:4  
29 Tehillim 126:5 
30 Shmos 2:23-25 
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Through telling our story, we weave the bitter and the sweet into a tale of tension and pathos, of 

struggle and heroism, and most profoundly, of love. When we have the courage to view our lives in 

the way of a story, exploring our histories from their inglorious beginnings and everything we went 

through, unedited, we expose our deepest humanity and it is there that we find God. We realize that 

there was nothing extraneous and that, to our surprise, He was there all along. Perhaps the best part is 

realizing the emergence of our own resources, for as much as we have come to admit our 

imperfection, now we are able to admit to our greatness. Thus, our experience becomes integrated into 

our deepest identities and the good and the evil are no longer seen as two separate entities. This is the 

heart of the Seder and when the real transformation starts to take place, though it would not have been 

possible without any of the earlier steps. 

 

6. RACHTZA – WASHING FOR THE MATZA 

Now, we are ready to wash away whatever hasn’t been redeemable in our story, as well as the layers 

of our erroneous belief structures that only obscure our deepest truth. What is left is a re-kindled 

attachment to God, and we are now clear on our mission to move as His people in the world. The 

fragmentation and pull between good and evil that we may have felt at earlier stages is gone and 

replaced with the galvanization of all our inner resources. 

 

7. MOTZI 

8. MATZA – TWO BLESSINGS AND EATING THE MATZA 

With this step in the journey, we are ready to imbibe the bread of humility into our very selves 

through the act of eating, for there is no ego left, only connection to God. Food has become sublime 

and the act of eating matza is the fulfilment of a positive commandment. We are ready to live with our 

commitment to our relationship with God as a natural part of our lives and to receive all that He wants 

to give us. 

 

9. MAROR – THE BITTER HERBS 

Maror is the “real-life” factor. 

Ask yourself a question: what is more delectable, sugar straight from the bag or well-made chocolate? 

Sugar water or lemonade? Hot sweetened milk or coffee? In all of these pleasures, an intrinsically 

bitter component is added to the sweetness, and yields a far more pleasurable result than consuming 

the sweetness directly. 

In a similar way, light is brighter when it is on a backdrop of darkness, and it is at this point in the 

Seder that we are able to relate to our suffering from a different place and extend our compassion to 

ourselves as well as to all those who suffer. For reasons we cannot fully understand, God in His 

infinite love adds painful challenge to the mix of life, and through it we are made great and our souls 

expand. A Seder without Maror lacks depth and beauty, and a heart without some pain lacks empathy. 

This is an advanced step and accrues the tremendous eternal reward of accepting our suffering with 

love. Ultimately, our pain brings us to an even more refined level of spirituality where we eliminate 

any vestige of impurity from ourselves and appear completely cleansed before God. 

 

10. KORECH – THE SANDWICH 

Here we are able to bear paradox and thereby go above the limitations of our minds. We lean like free 

men and make sandwiches as did Hillel in the time of the Temple. The sandwich is the ultimate 
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mixture: the bread of freedom (matza) together with the bitter herbs (chazeres), dipped in the sweet 

mixture of the charoset symbolizing the mortar from the bricks of slavery. This is a real concoction, a 

sort of coda of the awareness we have been cultivating thus far, where we relate to our lives in a far 

deeper way than how they appeared to us at first. The bottom line: true freedom is derived from our 

relationship to God and gives our spirits the huge dimensions through which we can bear even the 

most intense paradox. 

 

11. SHULCHAN ORECH – THE MEAL 

At this moment, we have reached the level of sanctification where the act of eating our prepared feast 

is now the pinnacle of our Divine service. To prove that this is so, just before the main course begins, 

we actually say the first two paragraphs of Hallel, the praises King David composed to be said at our 

highest and most joyous moments. It couldn’t be clearer that the act of eating is not an interruption of 

the holy Hallel, but a continuation of our praises in the form of the partaking of our delicious meal. 

We praise God, fusing the physical and spiritual into one. 

 

12. TZAFUN – REVEALING THE HIDDEN 

Now, with a new relationship to our suffering, we are on the other side of any ordeal we have been 

through, and hold up our battle scars with hearts brimming with joy and eyes brimming with tears. In 

this advanced stage, we have a deeper understanding and see why it all had to be that way. Our souls 

are wide open. The hidden is revealed and we… 

 

13. BARECH – GRACE AFTER THE MEAL 

…move straight into the grace after meals, capitalizing on our joy which knows no bounds, as we 

identify God as the source of all the miracles that were unique to our journey. We are fully clear that 

both the difficult and the easy times originate from that very source. 

 

14. HALLEL – PSALMS OF PRAISE 

Now we utilize the power of our speech, which we have developed from the primitive groan of 

oppression to the brilliant articulation of our gratitude, into the realm of song. We master the art of 

turning our own lives into a song and we open our mouths to unashamedly sing that song that is 

uniquely our own. For this was the reason we came to the world in the first place. 

 

15. NIRTZA – LONGING FOR REDEMPTION 

We now come full circle, where all that is left to be heard is the scintillating silence after the song has 

ended its final notes and words are no longer necessary. The impression of our voices lingers in the 

still air while we bring our attention to our longing for the ultimate redemption. We pray that God 

receives all of our sincere offerings and grants us the ability to bring into reality all that we were able 

to touch within ourselves during the Seder. Next Year in Jerusalem! 
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The Staff of Moshe 

Rabbi Sam Thurgood 

 

The Pesach story, the redemption of the Jewish People from slavery in Egypt, is not only the most 

dramatic story in the entire Torah, but the greatest manifestation of Hashem’s power in all of history, 

as manifest through the “mighty hand and the outstretched arm”31 that Hashem used to intimidate 

Pharaoh and to prove His power. However, in all of the story, there is one item that jars; one point that 

seems to give excessive power or prominence to a physical object – the Staff of Moshe. 

To contextualise this question further: although halacha certainly ascribes Kedusha, ‘holiness’, to 

some physical objects, this is specific in scope and application. Even items used for the most 

important mitzvot do not, as a rule, become Kadosh, ‘holy’, themselves, and thus may be disposed of 

(respectfully). Only those with Hashem’s name, such as a Sefer Torah or Tefillin, take on a status of 

such holiness that they are sacred even when they are no longer usable. 

And yet the staff – seemingly a regular stick – is one of the most important items in the story of 

Yetziat Mitzraim, ‘the Exodus from Egypt’ – so much so that in the Midrash section of the Hagada 

that we recite each year, this staff is identified with the wonders of the Exodus, as we say: 

"And with signs" - this refers to the staff, as it is stated, "Take this 

staff in your hand. With it, you will perform the miracles."32 
ה   ת ַהַמטֶׁ נֱֶׁאַמר: ְואֶׁ ה, ְכָמה שֶׁ תות. זֶׁה ַהַמטֶׁ ּוְבאֹּ

תות. ַהזֶׁ  ת ָהאֹּ ה־בו אֶׁ ר ַתֲעשֶׁ  ה ִתַקח ְבָיְדָך, ֲאשֶׁ

 

The staff first appears in the Torah in Shemot33 after Moshe doubts that the people will believe him, 

and Hashem miraculously turns the staff into a serpent, and informs him that it will also be the 

primary instrument of bringing the plagues. 

Although there are to be found in the commentaries opinions that there were several staves – the staff 

of Aharon and the staff of Moshe, for example, for the purposes of this article we will follow the 

Malbim34 (in the name of the Midrash) and others who identify them all as the same staff, simply 

given different titles. For example, in the plagues of hail and locusts, and at the splitting of the sea, it 

is referred to as “Moshe’s staff”; when confronting Pharaoh’s magicians it is called “Aharon’s staff” 

and at the burning bush, Hashem calls it “God’s staff”. This brief overview already illustrates how 

ubiquitous it is throughout this story and begs the question – what are we to make of it? Was the staff 

special in some way, was it a significant symbol, or simply a prop? 

You will likely not be surprised to know that we find all three approaches within Chazal and 

Mefarshim, and all three will be briefly discussed, as “Special, Symbol, and Stick”. 

The Staff as Special 

In the “Special” approach, the staff itself was created and destined for this great mission. The mishna 

in Avot35 teaches that the staff was one of the ten items created at Bein HaShmashot, ‘twilight’, of 

Erev Shabbat at the very end of the sixth day of creation.  

According to the Midrash Shemot Rabba (8:3) 

Moshe asked Hashem: How can I bring the 10 plagues upon him? 

He replied “Take this staff in your hand.” Rebbi Yehuda said that 

אמר לו היאך אביא עליו עשר מכות  
אמר לו ואת המטה הזה תקח בידך,  

 
31 Shemot 6:6 and many other places 
32 Shemot 4:17 
33 Shemot 4:1-2 
34 Malbim on Shemot 17:9 
35 Pirkei Avot 5:8 
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the staff weighed 40 Seah and was made of Sanpirinon, and had 

the 10 plagues engraved on it in abbreviation, DTZaCh ADaSh 

BACHaV. The Holy One, Blessed is He, said to him: “With this 

strategy bring the plagues upon them”.  

ה א"ר יהודה המטה משקל מ' סאה הי 
ושל סנפרינון היה וי' מכות חקוקות  
עליו נוטריקון, דצ"ך, עד"ש, באח"ב,  
א"ל הקדוש ברוך הוא בטכסיס הזה 

 הבא עליו את המכות  

In this view, the staff was an answer to Moshe’s question, and it seems that it was the special 

properties of it that did so. The staff is 40 Seah (usually a volume measurement of around 200 litres, 

the amount of water for a Kosher Mikveh – difficult to understand what it means in this context), but 

most notably with the abbreviations of the plagues carved into it – somehow this staff carries within it 

the power of the plagues. In fact, the Vilna Gaon even links this to the famous siman we read at the 

Seder at the conclusion of the ten plagues36. The staff is made of sanpirinon, some extremely tough 

material sometimes identified with sapphire that Rashi tells us was hard enough to shatter rock37, and 

may even be the same material identified with the luchot38 and the Throne of Glory.  

An even more dramatic example of this approach is given by the Yalkut Shimoni, Shemot (247), in 

which this staff is depicted as having been the property of Adam HaRishon, passed down by the Avot 

until it eventually became the property of Yitro, who planted it firmly in his garden. All of the mighty 

men of the area tried to remove it from the ground, but none of them could, until Moshe was able to 

do so and thus received the hand of Yitro’s daughter, Tzippora, in marriage. 

This wonderful midrash (which one cannot help but draw parallels to the Arthurian legend) depicts in 

the strongest terms that this staff was special, that it was somehow a necessary implement in the 

miracles of the Exodus. 

However, I confess as to finding this approach difficult for two reasons, one textual and one 

theological. From a textual perspective, why does the staff – something so important - vanish 

unceremoniously, without a proper farewell, and with no replacement, immediately after the battle 

with Amalek? And from a theological perspective, does the presence of a magic staff not diminish the 

most powerful lesson of the Exodus – the power of Hashem to perform great miracles on earth, that 

none can stand in His way and He is the Master of all?39 

The Staff as Stick 

Let us now examine the opposite extreme: The staff was in fact just a “Stick”, a regular piece of wood 

that was significant only because Hashem instructed it to be used. Rabbi Shimshon Rafael Hirsch 

expresses this most clearly when he says in his commentary to Shemot (7:9): 

There was no special godliness in the stick. It was simply a means that God used, and any stick could 

have served. 

The mishna in Rosh Hashana (3:8) seems to take a similar approach in the incident of the battle of 

Amalek itself. This battle is an important example, because whilst often people picture the “hands of 

Moshe” of verse 11 as being outstretched over the battle and somehow having an influence on the 

 
36 Quoted in Chumash HaGra to Shemot/Exodus 7:19 from Shenot Eliyahu, end of Zeraim 
37 Rashi to Shemot 17:6 
38 Rashi to Shemot 34:1 
39 It is true that the Malbim to Shemot 4:14 and 4:17 answers this question to an extent, by claiming that if 

Moshe had accepted the mission right away, the miracles would have been performed without the staff (which 

acted as an intermediary), and that it was thus a crutch, an additional channel needed to bring the Godly power 

into the world, but this doesn’t resolve the essential theological problem that Hashem is still not seen as Master 

of all, but as one who “needs” (kevayachol) such channels in order to perform His miracles. 
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outcome, verse 9 makes it clear that Moshe’s hands were not empty. As he says to Yehoshua when 

they two are preparing for the approaching fight: 

I will stand at the top of the mountain, and the staff of God will be in my hand. 

The Mishna claims that Moshe’s hands (or more accurately, Moshe’s hands holding the staff) held no 

intrinsic power to “make or break” the battle, but that through the Jewish People looking up, they 

were reminded of their “Father in Heaven” and directed their hearts towards Him. It was this, not any 

property of the staff, that assured their victory. 

It is difficult to reconcile this approach with the first one that we have seen. After all, if the staff is 

explicitly the means of miracles and redemption, why should it not be the means of victory in war? In 

fact, victory in battle called for a lesser miracle, since winning a war can take place within the 

boundaries of the natural world, and through the Israelite warriors who are already engaged in battle!  

Were I to address the question of the power of the hands of Moshe according to the “Special” 

approach, I would affirm that indeed, the staff in Moshe’s hands has the power to win the war. I 

would include, too, Rashi’s claim that the warriors of Amalek were using sorcery, and that Godly 

power was needed to defeat them.40 

The “Stick” approach, that reduces the staff to nothing more than a prop, is also challenging. If the 

staff only directed our hearts towards our Father in Heaven, then simply point!41 And if Hashem could 

indeed use any staff, why use a staff at all? Certainly, it need not be mentioned time and time again in 

the story in the way in which it is? 

However, we can answer this question by explaining the message communicated by these plagues 

being performed by a staff.42 

The use of a stick can be seen as following Yirmiyahu’s famous analogy (18:6), captured in the Kol 

Nidrei night Slichot, that we are like “clay in the hands of the potter”, Hashem is using a similar 

analogy for Pharaoh. Pharaoh, who calls himself “the great tanin”43 is going to be shown to have no 

more independent power than the staff in Aharon’s hand. Just as the staff can become a tanin and 

seems to be independent, but is then transformed back into an inanimate stick – all of Pharaoh’s 

illusions of power and control are about to be shattered and he will be shown to be a tool in the hands 

of Hashem.  

This lessons recurs throughout the process of the plagues (as my Father and Teacher is fond of saying, 

“A lesson is repeated until it is learned”), and a final time at the battle of Amalek.  

 
40 Rashi to Shemot 17:9 – although Rashi claims it would be the merit of the righteous warriors themselves, the 

need to find Godly resources to combat the magic of Amalek would certainly justify the use of a powerful staff. 
41 In explaining the mishna itself, I am convinced that this mishna, appearing where it does in Rosh Hashana 

following the discussions around the Shofar, is concerned with “demystification”. There is a temptation to 

attribute to the Shofar the power to, in and of itself, bring us a good year and all that we hope for on Rosh 

Hashana. The mishna therefore intends to denude the Shofar – and all such seemingly magical symbols – of this 

power, telling us explicitly that all that matters is our fulfilment of the decrees of Hashem and our commitment 

to Him. 
42 This will have elements in common with the next approach, as both treat the usage of the staff as symbolic 

and to communicate a truth, but whereas in the next approach the staff will represent (and in a sense embody) 

something else, here it is simply a staff. 
43 Yechezkel/Ezekial 29:3 
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Another straightforward symbolism is given by the Midrash Shemot Rabba (9:2), which describes as a 

stick with which to beat a vicious dog. Pharaoh, in refusing to listen to Hashem, must be chastised, 

and the stick is thus a symbol of his punishment. 

Why, however, in either of these explanations, would the staff be used to extract water for the Jewish 

People, as it does in the first half of Shemot 17? Rashi tells us there that it was in order to change the 

(mis)perception of the people that the staff could bring only punishment; Hashem wanted to show 

them that it could bring goodness also. Why is this necessary – let it remain a staff of punishment, 

showing the power of Hashem to control the wicked Pharaoh! Does it have any importance that 

people do not see the stick as also being kind? It’s just a stick! This question will best be answered by 

our third approach. 

The Staff as Symbol 

It is in the Kli Yakar to Shemot (14:16) that we find the staff exists as a metaphor that adds, for me, a 

layer of richness to the story and answers all of the questions raised thus far. 

The Holy One, blessed is He, desired that Moshe should use the 

staff as an example to all that was done before – all of the plagues 

were done with the “Finger of God” therefore below as well they 

were done through the staff of Moshe, since the staff is 

comparable to a finger.  

רצה הקדוש ברוך הוא שיעשה משה  
למטה דוגמא אל כל דבר הנעשה  
למעלה, והנה כל המכות היו באצבע  
אלהים על כן נעשו גם למטה על ידי  

 מטה משה כי המטה דומה לאצבע

The staff is a visible sign of the “Finger of God”, and thus reminds all who see any of the plagues that 

they are not coming from Moshe and Aharon, but from Hashem Himself. The Egyptian sorcerers 

understood this point from the plague of lice onwards, but Hashem wanted it to be clear throughout, 

from the aspect of “I and no angel, I and no seraph, I am Hashem and there is no other.” In answering 

the question that we raised with the “Special” approach, the staff no longer serves as a magical stick 

with any sort of power, but to remind us that there is no other power, that all that is seen is the work of 

God. 

In a world in which human beings were seen to demonstrate great power, whether through rulership 

(as Pharaoh) or magic (as the sorcerers), Hashem was demonstrating that His power is all that must be 

reckoned with.  

And now we understand the use of the staff to extract water as well. What is Hashem’s interest in the 

Jewish People “defaming” the staff as an instrument only of punishment? The answer is that through 

doing so, they are not speaking about a stick of wood, but about Hashem’s influence in the world and 

in their lives. The Finger of God is when Hashem “gets involved”. Does Hashem “get involved” only 

to bring retribution, or also for salvation? Is Hashem responsible for the unexpected difficulties and 

tribulations that we all experience, or also the astonishing blessings that suddenly fill our lives? 

The advantage of such a powerful symbol is that it gives us a clear and tangible metaphor for an 

intangible proof, and the Torah is filled with such metaphors. The Ten Commandments given on 

tablets of stone – indicating the immutable nature of the Torah. The River Nile turns to blood, 

exposing the murderous actions of the Egyptians in killing the Jewish boys. The staff of Moshe is 

really the Finger of God made manifest in this world, bringing retribution to the wicked and salvation 

to the righteous.  

But such metaphors and images come with their own dangers as well. The Meshech Chochma 

explains Moshe’s destructions of the luchot in the aftermath of the Golden Calf as his response to 

recognising that the Jewish People had become obsessed with symbols – that the tables themselves 
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would then become an idol to them, replacing the Golden Calf as an object of worship.44 No, what 

was needed was a powerful demonstration of Hashem’s presence and power through the staff, a 

clarification that such power is for good as well as ill, and then the removal of such a symbol, such 

that it poses no threat of being taken too literally. 

That stage, explains the Kli Yakar, was enacted explicitly at the Splitting of the Sea:45  

Raise your staff and extend your hand over the sea. You will split 

the sea, and the Israelites will be able to cross over on dry land. 

ֵרם ֶאת ַמטְ  ה הָּ ְדָך  ְוַאתָּ ָך ּוְנֵטה ֶאת יָּ
ֵאל   ֵעהּו ְויָֹּבאּו ְבֵני ִיְשרָּ ַעל ַהיָּם ּוְבקָּ

ה:  שָּ  ְבתֹוְך ַהיָּם ַבַיבָּ

The Midrash46 understands “raise your staff” to mean “remove your staff”. Moshe was to stand in 

front of the people, show them that he has the staff with which virtually all miracles until now have 

been performed, and to put it away – extending his hand instead. Now that the Jewish People 

understand that Moshe has no independent power, that he is not acting as the one who performs 

miracles but rather as the one chosen to “guide Hashem’s hand” (kevayachol), they are ready to 

understand that Hashem does not need to act through the staff, that they can now grasp that truth 

without seeing it in front of them.47 

In truth, although I have separated the various explanations around the staff into three approaches, 

rapprochement is not beyond us. Taking the explanation of the Kli Yakar as the essential one (which I 

believe it is), both other approaches are focussed on the two – conflicting – values that make up this 

explanation. The “special” approach emphasises how awesome it is that any physical object could be 

used for something as sublime as representing the power of Hashem Himself. To do that requires not 

just an ordinary stick, but one designated and prepared for that from creation itself. 

But the “stick” approach speaks to the other concern – the danger of fetishizing sacred objects to the 

extent that they becomes objects of worship in their own right, and rather than drawing our focus to 

the greatness of Hashem as they are supposed to – distracting us from it instead. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
44 Meshech Chochma to Shemot 32:19 
45 Shemot 14:176 
46 Midrash Otzar HaMidrashim, Pesikta page 487 
47 In the terminology of the educational theorist Jerome Bruner (1915-2016), this represents moving from the 

“iconic” to the “symbolic” stage in understanding. 
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From Self Dread to Self Greatness 

Yosef Yitzchak Sher 

 

Throughout our lives, especially throughout childhood, we are constantly being bombarded by negative 

energies. Whether it is a car hooting at you because you did not start driving soon enough after the 

traffic light went green; or whether it is your family member (who we love to the bottom of our hearts, 

no doubt) who gets annoyed that you bought the low fat milk instead of the full cream.  

The accumulation of these perpetual energies adds up very quickly until we are walking around and 

thinking that “I am useless” or “incompetent” or any other “bad habit”, G-d forbid. Furthermore, this 

self-perception of being “useless” or “incompetent” i.e. this bad habit, becomes so deeply etched into 

our subconscious until we are so unaware that this mindset is in fact so far from the truth.  

In this essay I address the concept of having a low self-esteem and discuss contemplation techniques to 

help grow towards a higher self-esteem. I focus on the Chassidic concept “ha’moach shalit al ha’lev”, 

‘the mind rules over the heart’ (i.e. over our emotions), which is firmly based on the Alter Rebbe's book, 

the Tanya.48 The contemplation techniques should help us activate the ability we have for the mind to 

rule the heart and ultimately grow our self-esteem. 

Around four years ago I was in one of my first Tanya classes. In this Tanya class, Rabbi Zevi Weinberg 

from South Africa stated with complete affirmation that by TRULY studying the book of Tanya, one is 

able to be in control of one’s emotions instead of being controlled by one’s emotions. This concept is 

known as “ha’moach shalit al ha’lev”, meaning ‘the mind rules over the heart’.  

This idea really intrigued me. Even though I had never been a very emotional person (I am more of an 

intellectual), I was personally a victim of my own emotions. Being a victim to one’s own emotions is 

nothing to blame on oneself because the Ultimate Truth is that G-d creates each of us with ALL of 

our strengths and weaknesses. Furthermore, even though it is very tempting to blame those around 

us, especially as a result of our childhood, for our lackings and bad habits, nevertheless the Baal Shem 

Tov (the founder of Chassidus) states that EVERYTHING comes from the hand of G-d through Divine 

Providence.49 That means that even though your parent/teacher/babysitter etc. may have nurtured you 

in such a way that ingrained a bad habit in you, and you feel like you can never forgive this person, in 

truth, this was meant for you. From your parent’s/teacher’s/babysitter’s etc. perspective, they might 

have their own struggles to work through, but from your perspective G-d has placed you into this 

 
48 1:12; Tanya is the famous work of the Alter Rebbe, the founder of Chabad Chassidus, and is known as the 

basis of and the written Torah of all Chabad Chassidus 

49 Motzaei Shabbos Parshas Mishpatim, 5738 (1978), para 1 – Sicha delivered by the,Hayom Yom: Sivan 29, 

Hayom Yom: Cheshvan 28 
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particular situation and “given you” this bad habit all for the sake of helping you grow. Afterall, what 

is the purpose of life without growth?! 

In fact, our very existence is based on this premise. Let me explain. Last year was a leap year (according 

to the Hebrew calendar, based on the lunar cycle). The concept of a leap year is that every year the lunar 

calendar is short a few days compared to the solar calendar, and if not corrected the Jewish festivals 

will fall out in the wrong season. Therefore, every few years is a leap year where an extra month is 

added in order to make up for the lost days. However, there exists a much deeper concept in this 

“lacking” of the lunar calendar compared to the solar calendar. The solar calendar is constant. The sun 

perpetually rises every morning and sets every evening. However, this is not the case for the lunar 

calendar – every month the moon waxes and wanes, grows and diminishes. Clearly not so constant.50 

Right now, we can ask ourselves the question, “why didn't G-d choose the solar calendar to be the main 

calendar for the Jewish People, which is a consistent calendar with very little complications?”. Rather, 

G-d chose the lunar calendar with its lack of consistency. This hints at one of the fundamental basic 

principles for the life of a Jew: the life of a Jew is INCONSISTENT. That means that for those of you 

who yearn to have a calm tranquil lifestyle, don’t hold your breath. I sincerely urge you to stop for a 

few seconds, breath, and open your mind to this new consciousness which Chassidus brings out as the 

ultimate way to achieving true peace and inner happiness – the life of a Jew is a rollercoaster.51 

In order to live with this higher consciousness, we need to work with the way Hashem (G-d) has created 

the world and the life of a Jew. The life of a Jew, like the cycle of the moon is a constant rollercoaster 

ride with ups and down. Not only are there ups and down, but the entire purpose of the lows is to reach 

a higher high than before.52 As Chassidus explains the soul of a Jew descends into the body in order to 

wage an internal war between the desires of the body and the desires of the soul. Furthermore, by putting 

in effort and fighting this internal struggle, we elevate our body and the world at large and this is the 

mission of the Jew in this world.53 Part of this mission (which also helps us in fulfilling this mission) is 

implementing the Chassidic declaration “the mind rules over the heart”.  

There is a story of Reb Moshe Meisels of Vilna, a chossid (disciple) of the Alter Rebbe, who was a spy 

inside the top ranks of Napoleon’s Army.54 This chossid was acting in complete disguise in order to get 

information to give back to the Alter Rebbe to use against Napoleon. One day Napoleon found out that 

 
50 Motzaei Shabbos Parshas Mishpatim, 5738 (1978), para 5 – Sicha delivered by the Rebbe  

51 Motzaei Shabbos Parshas Mishpatim, 5738 (1978), para 5 – Sicha delivered by the Rebbe 

52 Torah Or, Bereishis p.30a 

53 Basi Legani 5710 

54 Story related by the Frierdiker Rebbe 
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someone was leaking information and he barged into the meeting room with a few of the top-ranking 

officers. In this room was also the chossid of the Alter Rebbe. Napoleon rushed up to the chossid (as he 

had a feeling that the chossid was the leak) and put his hand on his chest to see if he was nervous; and 

if he was nervous Napoleon would have known he was the leak (I don't know about you but if I was the 

chossid and Napoleon rushed up to me my heart would have probably been beating super-fast). This 

chossid was a living example of having worked on himself to such a degree that his mind literally was 

able to control his heartbeat. 

This story is definitely an extreme example of the power of “the mind rules over the heart”. So, the 

question is, how do we implement this concept into our lives practically, especially if we are not Torah 

scholars or if we don’t learn in yeshiva all day long? 

Here are a few ideas on which to contemplate in your day-to-day lives, the purpose of which is to help 

us connect with our true inner self.  

First: conscious living 

We need to live our lives in a conscious way. What does this entail? Well, a person has a brain 

and a heart, and they are both critical and vital organs. The brain is the source for the intellect 

and the heart for the emotions. The intellect is like water – calm and collected, whereas the heart 

is like fire (it’s even red in colour) and is the basis of all our emotions and passions.55 

An animal walks on four legs – its brain and heart are on the same vertical level, above the 

ground. This is in contrast to human beings, who walk on two legs and who’s brains are clearly 

above the heart. Therefore, we can conclude that for a human being, the brain rules the heart 

because G-d made us with our brains above our hearts. Just having this awareness is the pre-

requisite required to living a conscious lifestyle. The next few contemplative techniques will then 

help us live consciously and allow our minds to rule over our emotions, and not the other way 

around. 

Second: focus on our OWN Divine mission 

The world says that if we are not in the top 5% of anything then we are just another average 

person and there is nothing special about us. However, let’s now see life through the lens of the 

Tanya. The lens of the Tanya explains that every person has been given their strengths & 

weaknesses and has been put into their social, financial, emotional and spiritual situation by 

Hashem. In other words, every person has an individual Divine mission in this world, and their 

Divine mission is completely independent of everyone else. Often society puts us into a box, and 

this actually pushes us away from fulfilling our Divine mission. More often than not we are put 

 
55 Tanya, 1:3  
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down and we put ourselves down time and time again by trying to hold onto social norms or to 

make certain people proud or happy etc.  

Therefore, you must contemplate the fact that you are unique and have been given a unique 

skillset in life. This means that Hashem has given you your own unique journey in life that no 

one else can judge you on or be compared to. Only you and Hashem know how much effort you 

put in to fight your day-to-day struggles.  

Third: growing is holy 

Contemplate that your soul is “literally a part of G-d above”, as the Alter Rebbe writes in the 

Tanya.56 This makes every Jew inherently holy. As the Frierdiker Rebbe57 says (in his final 

Chassidic discourse, Basi Legani58) that every Jew needs to say, “The whole world was created 

for me”. Furthermore, realise that Hashem has entrusted you with elevating yourself and your 

portion of the world and by so doing you bring your inherent holiness into the world at large. 

This is your “Avodah”, ‘work’ – to bring that holiness into your body and into the world at large 

by putting in effort to push through obstacles and challenges, and fulfilling Torah and mitzvos. 

This growth is slow but perpetual.59 

Just the fact that you are putting in effort to grow (even though you might not see immediate 

results), the “deed is the main thing”60 and it is a clear sign that you are on the path of the Ultimate 

success in life, that of self-refinement, growth and connecting with your true self. 

Fourth: any descent is for a greater ascent 

As already discussed, the Jewish People are like the moon – we wax and we wane. When we fall 

down, we must realise that not only is it fine, but it is actually a part of life. Part of fulfilling our 

Divine mission is struggling in certain areas. When we struggle and/or make a mistake, we need 

to realise that it’s okay – it doesn’t mean that we are stupid, useless, incompetent etc. Rather, you 

should realise that the entire purpose for any descent is for a higher ascent afterwards and every 

descent is an opportunity for unprecedented growth. Similar to an elastic band, you pull back the 

one end for the sake of releasing it to “fly” forwards.    

 
56 1:2 

57 Rabbi Yosef Yitzchak Schneersohn, the sixth Chabad Rebbe 

58 This final discourse being his final message to all of his followers, and all Jews at large 

59 Shabbos Parshas Terumah, 6th Adar, 5740 (1980) para 1 – Sicha delivered by the Rebbe 

60 Tanya, 1:38 
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Therefore, you need to contemplate the fact that Hashem has given you the challenges He did by 

Divine Providence, in order to help you reach your potential and grow you. More often we grow 

when times are challenging than when times are easy. So when people around you remind you 

of your “bad habits” and how useless and incompetent you are, you need to 1) contemplate the 

fact that you are not your bad habits (refer to steps 2 & 3 above) and 2) realise that this too is 

from Hashem to help you grow and better yourself.  

A lack of self-esteem is a lack of realising your greatness, the greatness that Hashem made you and 

gave you a specific mission in this world to complete. However, it is not enough just to realise your 

greatness – you need to put in the constant effort to reach your greatness. Therefore, by using the above-

mentioned techniques you can grow in all areas of your life in general and, in particular, you can grow 

your self-esteem and self-worth, starting off by realising that you have the ability for your mind to 

control your emotions. Once you are willing and able to tackle this task, you must consider that you 

have your own unique Divine mission that is independent of anyone else’s Divine mission. This Divine 

mission is granted to you and you alone and this links into the next contemplative idea that you are 

inherently holy. Finally, by realising that life has its ups and downs, but that the entire purpose of a 

descent is for a greater ascent. By working through the challenges that Hashem has given you in life, 

and by pushing through the ups and downs this will lead to you fulfilling your mission in this world as 

an individual and help to fulfil the mission of the Jewish People to bring Moshiach and the Ultimate 

Final Redemption. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://southafricantorahjournal.co.za/


SOUTH AFRICAN TORAH JOURNAL                                                                    PURIM 5780 1(2) 

https://southafricantorahjournal.co.za  

21 

The Halachik Lamdan – a Halachik Imperative 

Chapter 2 - The Halachik Methodology61 

Rabbi Chaim Finkelstein 

Rosh Yeshiva L’Rabbonus Pretoria 

 

 

Contemporary writers, which include esteemed Roshei Yeshivos and Rabbonim, have clarified for the 

greater public the need for, and historical usage of subjectivity, in dealing with novel and or scientific 

phenomena that require halachik attention. However, what these writers have not clarified for 

themselves, let alone the public, is an aspect of the halachik decision making process that lies at the 

heart of "psak", of, ‘a final verdict’, and it is this aspect which determines the place of human 

intervention in the halachik decision. 

 

Even to the seasoned Rav the sea of Halacha can be a maelstrom of diverging opinions ad infinitum, 

compounded sometimes by the lack of a precedent from an earlier source to guide one through these 

opinions. The obvious issue is how to choose an opinion or how to proceed when a novel situation, 

previously never dealt with, presents itself? There are writings by or about senior Roshei Yeshivos that 

do not address this issue clearly, which may indicate that there is no clear-cut guide. This would 

appear to be disturbing as the halachik mode is now called into question, lacking a proper method of 

drawing conclusions! What is also bothering is the prevalent attitude amongst halachik leaders in their 

ideology of paranoia against territory new and unchartered. What is new is best left untouched. In 

addition to the fact that not all new cases can realistically be left untouched, the evolution of Halacha, 

and indeed the Oral Torah, is left stunted and atrophied, doomed to a fate similar to other dogmas 

stuck in time. 

 

There is indeed a methodology in deciding which opinion emerges as the final ruling. There is also a 

methodology in dealing with new and uncharted territory. It is the same methodology employed by 

the earlier codifiers, dating back to the Talmud, nay, even to Sinai.  

 

This method involves distilling principles from the halachik material studied. The way to extract the 

principles is very involved. It involves a clear analysis of the provenance of the halacha, viz. the 

sugya or Talmudic discussion which created the background and context of that halacha. This 

includes asking questions, posing contradictions and being intellectually brutal in the pursuit of the 

underlying principle. And the coup de grâce; formulating a chidush. A chidush is a novel idea that the 

learner has read into the sugya which unlocks the depth and scope of the sugya.  

 

This idea can then be seen to run through the thought processes of the codifiers who followed the era 

of the Talmud. When the idea runs consistently, then a halachik principle has been successfully 

formed. And it is precisely this principle which determines the final ruling and whether the 

circumstances presented by the petitioner are worthy of the application of the principle.  

 

This method of halachik exposition dates back to Biblical times, as the Gemara demonstrates in how 

halachik precepts which became obfuscated and forgotten after Moshe Rabbeinu's passing, were 

restored and clarified by the expository vision of Osniel ben Knaz.62 Not through prophesy nor 

intuition, not even through combing through a plethora of halachik opinions, but through "pilpul", 

‘analytical insights’.  

 

 
61 Originally published as a Guest Post for the Kotzkblog 27 Nov 2016 103) “The halachik methodology”, 
available http://www.kotzkblog.com/2016/11/103the-positive-role-of-subjectivity.html ; republished here 
with slight revisions by kind permission of the author.  
62 Temura 15b 
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And post Biblical times too, this style of analysis was the method of halachik exposition employed by 

the Talmud itself, as is stated that the purpose of group study is to arrive at principles.63 Not to 

increase dissent, and overly detailed case studies, but to simplify a course of study by reducing it to its 

basic rationale.  

 

And it didn't stop at the close of the Talmud, for we can clearly see this system of analysis in the 

responsa literature of the Rishonim and Achronim. Even in our times we have prime examples of the 

classical halachik analysis in the works of Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach zt"l and Rav Moshe 

Feinstein zt"l, who carefully dissected the opinions before them and drew their own conclusions. And 

this is the way of the future, for scholars to unabashedly question, and plumb, and innovate, and test, 

and apply. For opinion polls are not always an accurate alternative. 

 

To illustrate this point let us present a contemporary halachik controversy; the need to wait after 

eating hard cheese before eating meat. The idea first appeared in the work entitled Issur VeHeter by 

Rabbeinu Yona64 and was discussed by the Turei Zahav,65 one of the most significant commentaries 

on Shulchan Aruch ever written. The original sources discussed the sharp tasting, cultured, and 

matured cheeses of their time, while contemporary works debate whether our processed cheeses are 

also classified as "hard cheese" insofar as requiring a waiting period before eating meat.  

 

Here begins the controversy, for one opinion maintains that our processed cheese resembles the old-

style hard cheese, only that the maturation is accelerated by modern technology. While others opine 

that a slow maturation is key to creating the old-style hard cheese. See responsa of Rabbi Evers66 

which includes a list of various cheeses and their maturation schedules. The result: a debate with no 

borders, details with no end and a need to err on the side of caution by waiting after every cheese 

meal. Whereas if we were to Talmud-probe the matter further and ask ourselves whether there is a 

need to wait after cheese at all since the only mentioned waiting is after meat,67 and then further probe 

why hard cheese was ever comparable to meat, and then through understanding the principles of 

Talmudic preventative measures we arrive at a conclusion that the debate over contemporary cheese is 

over an unknown entity. Which gives us a different result; that our processed cheeses are at best a 

dubious rabbinic injunction ( ספיקא דרבנן לקולא) which is inclined to the side of permissibility. Without 

the extraneous facts and figures we arrive at a simple and workable maxim (although we could extend 

this issue further, more crucial factors to address lie beyond the scope of this article). 

 

The above thesis gives us an idea of where human interpretation meets Divine origin in the Halacha 

making process. The human intellect that has been finely honed by Talmudic studies now applies 

itself to Halacha and brings a degree of intellectual subjectivity into the interpretation of the halachik 

code, while remaining intellectually honest to keep the interpretation accurate and undiluted. The 

checking process is achieved by sounding the ideas off other halachik thinkers with no agendas, what 

the mishna calls "dikduk chaveirim", intellectual discourse.68 In addition to the human checking 

process, the scholar must research proofs or precedents in earlier writings, which will guarantee the 

outcome to be unbiased and well founded. 

 

Unfortunately the yeshiva and rabbinic communities have separated the "lamdan", the learner capable 

of abstruse conceptual reasoning, and the "posek" the halachik decision maker, in that the latter is 

more capable of sourcing numerous opinions in the pursuit of a final head count, rather than analysis 

of texts and reason. That is why the posek of the current generation cannot account for the final 

conclusions drawn. Instead the system should and must encourage the lamdan to graduate to become 

the posek, the one using analytical skills in determining rulings in Halacha. Another unfortunate 

 
63 Brochos 6b 
64 Issur VeHeter 40:10 
65 Turei Zahav Y.D. 89:4 
66 Responsa VaShav VeRafa 26 
67 Chullin 105a 
68 Pirkei Avos 6:6 
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feature is the yardstick by which we measure competence in Halacha, for we are inclined to venerate 

scholars with keen memories and vast book knowledge instead of scholars with refined analytical 

skills who can determine the appropriateness of a law and its application far better than the former. 

Although the last sentence is worthy of its own article, suffice to say that the wealth of Torah 

information available today and the search engines available to access it, obviates the need for a 

human repository of such a nature.  

  

A fitting conclusion to this essay lies in an interpretation of a piece of Talmud proffered by Rabbi 

Shlomo Eidels in his work Chidushei Maharsha. The Talmud69 presents an epic tale of fierce rabbinic 

debate resulting in Rabbi Eliezer manipulating the forces of nature to dramatically prove his view, 

eventually receiving Divine confirmation by way of a Heavenly voice announcing to the rabbis that 

the Halacha is in accordance with Rabbi Eliezer. The dissenting rabbis proclaim that Torah is not in 

Heaven, but rather a human project for man to decide over, a project which no Heavenly 

proclamations can interfere with. And Hashem's response to such an affront? נצחוני בני נצחוני, ‘you 

have defeated me my sons, you have defeated me’. The Hebrew word נצח, in addition to meaning 

‘gain victory’ can also mean ‘eternal’, and based on the latter meaning of the word, the Maharsha 

translates Heaven's response of נצחוני  בני  נצחוני as ‘you have immortalized me my sons you have 

immortalized me!’ For by defending the position that Torah is a human project the sages had made 

the Torah an eternal truth, one that cannot be adjusted by any concerns, human or Divine. For me this 

confrontation of the sages is seminal, second to the giving of the Torah on Sinai itself, for in their 

confrontation with Heaven the sages asserted the human aspect of developing G-d's Torah, precisely 

the aspect that keeps the Torah and the learner dynamic and alive, leaving every generation and its 

scholars to unlock and decode the great depths therein. 

 

Ultimately immortalizing the word of G-d.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
69 Bava Metziya 59b 
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Tsuf D’vash70 

Mishlei Chapter 10 Verse 2 

Paysach Burke 

 

“Lo Yo’ilu Otsrot Resha Utsdaka Tatsil 

Mimavet” 

“Storehouses of evil will be of no benefit and 

charity saves from death” 

* 

 

Ill-gotten gain will benefit none71 

While charity saves from bad decree72 

Judgment day’ll see no redeeming sum 

If it was earned through violence wrongly73 

 

 

 
70 Honeycomb; Title taken from Mishlei 16:24 
71 Ralbag; Malbim 
72 Rosh Hashana 16b 
73 M”D; Malbim; Gra 
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Shall we praise the rich but what praise is theirs 

If by evil they gained all their store74 

Shall we laugh at he who with the poor shares 

If of the two truth is he gains more75 

 

Why want you wicked wealth you’ll only lose 

Save you money for a troubled day? 

No benefit it will be a ruse 

In time of peace or pain it won’t pay76 

 

 

Now see to it your greatest investment 

Be nothing less than giving charity 

Where the giver knows not for whom it’s meant 

And receiver too has no clarity 

(From whom this gift has kindly been sent)77 

 
74 Rashi 
75 Rashi 
76 Malbim 
77 Bava Batra 10a 
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And such a good act through trusted agent78 

Can save from difficult79 and early death80 

For long life within it is latent 

As partner is he in giving poor breath81 

 

He who leaves Torah to chase what’s empty 

Will lose when his cheats are cheated 

While the life-giving tree offers plenty 

As from death Torah saves learn it read it82 

 

And neglect not acts of righteousness 

Goodly conduct ‘tween you and your Maker83 

For this too may from death protect us 

Like the Shabbos Queen not to forsake her 

 

 
78 Bava Batra 10b 
79 Targum; Rosh Hashana 16b; Bava Batra 10a; Midrash Mishlei 10:1 explains it as an “unnatural death”  
80 Rosh Hashana 16b; Ralbag 
81 Zohar Miketz 138  
82 Zohar Miketz 137, 138 
83 Malbim 
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Additionally see how great charity be 

That in this world too there is reward84 

Also know how peace and unity 

Can destructive decree of death ward85 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
84 Bava Batra 10a: Tosfot 
85 Zohar Miketz 139; Pirkei Avot 2:8  
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Bagpipes Anyone?86 
Paysach Burke 

 
Shot in the dark but worth a try 

How many bagpipers are here 

Or have you heard a pipes shrill cry 

Secretly wishing it elsewhere 

 

How about lending me a pair 
A pipers pleasures pipes to find 

New or old I'll supply the air 
As that buzz shall settle my mind 

 

See I have an idea to play 

Yours or his pipes to a fun tune 

And please spare me on Purim day 

Knowing I may appear the loon 

 

Oh I hope I'll some pipes locate 

Vhere Oh Vhere before it's too late 

 
 

 

 

 
86 Originally published in BURKE, J. 2014. [New Poetry:] Bagpipes Anyone? Jewish Affairs. Rosh Hashanah 

2014. 69(2):74, Available: http://sajbd.org/uploads/Articles/Jewish-Affairs/Rosh-Hashanah-2014.pdf ; 

republished here with kind permission of the editor of Jewish Affairs. 
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