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Shalom all! Welcome to Torah Notes + PLUS… (    ) 
 

FIRST UP….. 

IF YOU HAVE A PRAYER REQUEST YOU WOULD LIKE PEOPLE ON THE LIST TO 
PRAY FOR YOU CAN SEND THEM TO ME AT TOLMM@ETZ-CHAYIM.ORG OR BY 
TEXT MESSAGE TO 575 644-7706 AND I WILL SEND THEM BY EMAIL ONLY. 
 
 
Remember that you can support the work of Tree of Life Messianic Ministries 
with a donation made via PayPal or by check to PO Box 467, Organ, NM 88052. 
Your donation helps our continued outreach to inmates and the time it takes to 
put this Newsletter together.  
 

 Tree of Life Messianic Ministries is an approved Giving 
Charity by PayPal. To donate go to etz-chayim.org and click on the PayPal Link. 
 
Tree of Life Messianic Ministries primarily focuses on its Prison Ministry and 
helping form groups in the prisons. TOLMM also seeks to help Home Groups and 
offers a covering for Home Groups and the combined experience of leadership 
from Rabbi Philip Hammond and Rabbi Mordecai Silver. Group leaders can 
receive recognition as Elders under TOLMM, which will help in an advisory role. 
 
Your support is needed for the Prison Ministry due to continuing rising costs. 
We now have an Affiliate in Australia. 

mailto:TOLMM@ETZ-CHAYIM.ORG
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POINT OF INFORMATION 
 
BOTH RABBI BRANDT AND I HAVE BOOKS LISTED ON AMAZON AND ON HER 
WEBSITE-SEE BELOW. TO SEARCH FOR MY BOOKS ON AMAZON ENTER “BOOKS 
BY RAV MORDECAI SILVER”. MINE ARE AVAILABLE IN PRINT OR KINDLE 
FORMAT. I HAVE TWO NEW BOOKS ON AMAZON: RAV SHA’UL AND 
REFLECTIONS ON TORAH. 
 
FOR RABBI HAMMOND’S BOOK GO TO AMAZON.COM. 
 
FOR RABBI BRANDT’S BOOKS YOU CAN GO TO HER WEBSITE AT 
HTTP://WWW.DEBORAHSMESSIANICMINISTRIES.COM/BOOK%20NOOK.HTM 
TO SEE THE LIBRARY OF BOOKS SHE CARRIES, BOTH THROUGH HER WEBSITE 
AND ON AMAZON. RABBI BRANDT HAS SEVERAL DEVOTIONALS TO AID YOU IN 
YOUR WALK WITH MESSIAH YESHUA. SHE TRULY HAS A SERVANT’S HEART FOR 
MESSIAH. 
 

 
HOME GROUPS, CONGREGATIONS AND PEOPLE 
SEEKING FELLOWSHIP… 
 
Shawn Warren lives in Arizona. If you know of someone who is looking for a 
group in that area, please let me know and I will send the information to Shawn. 
 
Marcia Hedrick would like to host a group on the west side of El Paso in her 
home. She also needs someone to lead the group while she will be the host. If 
you are interested let me know and I will send her the information. 
 
Gabriel Martinez has a home group in El Paso (different area). If interested let 
me know and I will send him the information. 
 
Rabbi Deborah Brandt, Ph.D., is the Director of JSI and has classes and seminars 
for JSI and has online Bible studies. Contact her at Rabbindmm@comcast.net. 

http://www.deborahsmessianicministries.com/Book%20Nook.htm
mailto:Rabbindmm@comcast.net
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Rabbi Brandt has a Shabbat Service on Zoom and a Bible Study online on Zoom. 
Contact her for more information. Rabbi Brandt is located Illinois. 
 
Rabbi Phillip Hammond has a Zoom Bible Study and a Shabbat Service on Zoom 
Sat. morning at 11:00am. Rabbi Hammond is in Australia and the time 
difference would be 5:00pm Friday Mountain Time. Rabbi Hammond also has a 
men’s group. You can contact Rabbi Hammond at Philip@etz-chayim.org. Rabbi 
Hammond is now affiliated with Rabbi Mordecai Silver and his ministry, Tree of 
Life Messianic Ministries. Check out Rabbi Hammond’s at https://www.etz-
chayim.org/australia-affiliate/.  
 
We thank you for your support. 
 
Blessings in Messiah Yeshua, 
Rabbi Mordecai Silver, Ph. D., and Rabbi Philip Hammond, Ph.D. 
 
 
MESSIANIC TEACHING ON THE WEEKLY TORAH, HAFTARAH, AND APOSTOLIC 
SCRIPTURE PORTIONS… 
 
 

 
 

Message for 5-14-22 
 

Message originally sent 5/16/97 
Emor - Say 
Leviticus – Vayikra 21:1-24:23 
Eze 44:15-31 
Luke 14:12-24 

 

mailto:Philip@etz-chayim.org
https://www.etz-chayim.org/australia-affiliate/
https://www.etz-chayim.org/australia-affiliate/
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 The crux of my message starts with Leviticus – Vayikra 21:18, “For any 
man who has a defect is not to draw near: a man blind or one lame or disfigured 
or deformed…” 
 
 Now let’s look at Luke 14:12-24: Y’shua also said to the one who had invited 
him, “When you give a lunch or a dinner, don’t invite your friends, brothers, relatives, or 
rich neighbors; for they may well invite you in return, and that will be your repayment. 
Instead, when you have a party, invite poor people, disfigured people, the crippled, the 
blind! How blessed you will be that they have nothing with which to repay you! For you 
will be repaid at the resurrection of the righteous.” On hearing this, one of the people at 
the table with Y’shua said to Him, “How blessed are those who eat bread in the 
Kingdom of G-d!” But He replied, “Once a man gave a banquet and invited many 
people. When the time came for the banquet, he sent his slave to tell those who had 
been invited, ‘Come! Everything is ready!’ But they responded with a chorus of excuses. 
The first said to him, ‘I’ve just bought a field, and I have to go out and see it. Please 
accept my apologies.’ Another said, ‘I’ve just bought five yoke of oxen, and I’m on my 
way to test them out. Please accept my apologies.’ Still another said, ‘I have just gotten 
married, so I can’t come.’ The slave came and reported these things to his master. Then 
the owner of the house, in a rage, told his slave, ‘Quick, go out into the streets and 
alleys of the city; and bring in the poor, the disfigured, the blind and the crippled!’ The 
slave said, ‘Sir, what you ordered has been done, and there is still room.’ The master 
said to the slave, ‘Go out to the country roads and boundary walls, and insistently 
persuade people to come in, so that my house will be full. I tell you, not one of those 
who were invited will get a taste of my banquet!’” 
 
 There is an important lesson to us all in these words. If believers expect others to 
identify with what we say we stand for, they must be taught by example to follow the 
Messiah. Our way of life must occupy a significant place in the world view. We are who 
we say we are by example not by our words. Remember the old saying ‘Actions speak 
louder than words.’ 
 We set the example. If we expect others to follow us in their walk with the Lord, 
then we need to show them the way. We have a responsibility.  
 There is a Jewish saying: "if there are no kids, where will the old goats come 
from?" 
 
 There is a story in "In the Footsteps of the Maggid," by Rabbi Paysach Krohn, 
about a child who grew up years ago in Jerusalem. He was from a very poor family. 
One Shabbos (Sabbath) day he was out walking through the Jaffa Gate, in a section of 
the city densely populated by Arabs. He was on his way to the Western Wall when he 
happened upon a gold coin laying in the street. 
 He dared not pick it up, as he would not handle money on Shabbos. He knew 
that the coin could be used to feed his hungry family for two weeks. He decided to just 
place his foot on top of the coin until Shabbos (the Sabbath) would end, and then he 
would take it. This was an amazing feat for a child of a young age. After standing there 
for over an hour, an Arab boy noticed him and questioned him as to why he was 
standing there like a statue. As the Arab boy insisted on hearing an answer, the Jewish 
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child began to explain. Hearing that there was something under the boy's foot, the Arab 
boy immediately pushed the boy aside, grabbed the coin, and ran.  
 Feeling quite down, the boy returned to synagogue. The Rabbi noticed that he 
was not his usual helpful self, and he came to the boy inviting him to participate in 
Seudah Shlishis, the third Sabbath meal. The child related the entire story to the Rabbi. 
He told the boy that he should join the others at the table for now, and that after 
Shabbos he should join him at his home.  
 Later, at home, the Rabbi reached into his drawer, took out an identical coin and 
said "this coin is yours on the condition that you will give me the eternal reward that you 
will receive for what you did this afternoon. Upon hearing this offer, and understanding 
the worth of the deed, he refused. He said, "if that is what the deed is worth, then it's not 
for sale." The Rabbi bent over to the boy and kissed him on his forehead.  
 With great wisdom, the Rabbi taught this boy the value of a mitzva 
(commandment), and that lesson stayed with him for many years hence. 
 
 So, what is at the heart of my message tonight? I can sum it all up in the words of 
the Shaliach (Apostle) Kefa (Peter). 
 
 In the Book of Acts Chapter 10:9-15: …Kefa went up onto the roof of the 
house to pray. He began to feel hungry and wanted something to eat; but while they 
were preparing the meal, he fell into a trance. In which he saw heaven opened, and 
something that looked like a large sheet being lowered to the ground by its four corners. 
In it were all kinds of four-footed animals, crawling creatures, and wild birds. Then a 
voice came to him, “Get up, Kefa, slaughter and eat!” But Kefa said, “No, sir! Absolutely 
not! I have never eaten food that was unclean or treif (un-kosher).” The voice spoke to 
him a second time: “Stop treating as unclean what G-d has made clean.” 
 
Now, I want to pause at this point, to point out that many use these verses to show that 
the dietary laws were no longer necessary. But I say to you that is untrue. 
 
 Look at verse 28: He said to them, “You are well aware that for a man who is a 
Jew to have close association with someone who belongs to another people, or to come 
and visit him, is something that just isn’t done. But the Almighty has shown me not to 
call any person common or unclean” 
 
 We no longer need to be perfect in body. We do not need to be perfect in 
our actions. The Almighty accepts us just the way we are. Jew or Gentile. The 
Almighty does the cleansing through Messiah Y’shua. Hallelujah! Praise Him! 
 

 
 
I include a Traditional Torah Commentary and my Messianic Commentary. The reason for this 
is so you can see a Messianic Perspective and a Traditional Jewish one. Remember to use 
discernment in approaching Traditional Jewish teachings as they do not recognize Yeshua as 
the Messiah. There are various ideas in traditional Jewish circles about the Messiah and even 
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that there is no Messiah, the thinking in Reform Judaism. So, please be careful to balance the 
teachings. 
 
NOTE: I do not agree with the Jewish position on Yeshua, but Believers need to know the Jewish 
thinking on Yeshua and not buy into this thinking and forsake faith in our Messiah. For those who 
say they would never do this, I must beg to differ, because I have seen it over my life as a Jewish 
Believer in Yeshua. I have been a Believer in Messiah Yeshua since 1976. I have seen a lot and had 
many discussions with my fellow Jews and non-Jews who ultimately turned away from Yeshua 
because they steeped themselves in Jewish teachings. One does not come out of either traditional 
Judaism or Christianity and come into the Messianic walk, and then going back, or into, 
traditional Judaism. There are many good things in Judaism but denying Yeshua as Messiah is not 
one of them. Berachot (Blessings), Rabbi Mordecai Silver, Ph.D. 

 

A TRADITIONAL TORAH AND HAFTARAH 
COMMENTARY… 

 
 

Parashat Emor: Summary Lev. 21:1-24:23 
God gives Moses a series of laws specific to the priests; God then instructs 
Moses to tell the people about the festivals in addition to laws of blasphemy 
and murder. 

God gives Moses the laws specific to Aaron and all the priests. Priests are to stay pure and holy. 
They are not to have contact with the dead, nor profane the Name of God, nor marry a harlot 
nor even marry a divorced person. When the daughter of a priest degrades herself through 
harlotry, it is her father whom she degrades, and she must be burned in fire. 

The High Priest must abide by additional rules. He must not let his hair on his head grow wild. 
He must not tear his garments in mourning, nor have contact with the dead. He must not go 
out of the Sanctuary. He must marry a virgin from among his people. If he becomes blemished, 
he must not approach the altar to bring an offering to God. 
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And God says to Moses: Instruct Aaron that if his offspring has a defect, he is not to come near 
the Holy Shrine to bring a food offering to God. Indeed, any man with a defect is not to come 
near the Holy Shrine to bring a food offering to God, whether the man is blind or lame or 
mutilated or too long-limbed or has a broken leg or broken arm or a scab. Aaron’s offspring 
who have a defect may eat from the food offerings, but they may not enter behind the holy 
curtain, nor approach the slaughter site, for this would profane God’s holy shrines. 

God says to Moses: Say to all the people: Do not make a priestly offering during any state of 
uncleanness, nor make sacrifices with animals that are blemished. Do not eat of the holy 
offerings unless you are in a state of cleanliness. Do not profane My holy Name but let Me be 
sanctified. I, God, make you holy. 

These are My appointed times for meeting. Six days shall work be done and on the seventh day 
you must stop performing any work and proclaim it a Sabbath of rest. It is a Sabbath to God in 
all your dwelling places. 

In the first month, on the fourteenth of the month, is a Passover to God. On the fifteenth of 
that month is the Festival of Unleavened Bread and for seven days you shall eat only 
unleavened bread. On the first day, you shall proclaim it holy and do no work. The seventh day 
shall also be holy, and you shall do no work. 

When you come to the promised land that I give you and you reap the harvest, you shall bring 
an omer, a portion of your first reaping to the priest, who will offer it to God. After seven 
complete Sabbaths from the time of these offerings, counting fifty days, you shall bring a new 
offering to God. You shall bring bread, leavened and unleavened, and make offerings with 
unblemished animals as an expression of compliance to God. You shall leave the gleaning of 
your harvest for the poor man and the stranger. 

Yom Kippur & Sukkot 

In the seventh month, on the tenth day of the month, there shall be a Day of Atonement. You 
shall starve your vital energies. You must not do any creating work, nor any activity on that day. 
Indeed, if any person does not afflict himself on that day, he is to be cut-off from his 
kinspeople. This holy Sabbath, this Day of Atonement, is an everlasting statute for your 
descendants, in all your dwelling places. 

On the fifteenth day of this seventh month is the Festival of Huts. Seven days shall be dedicated 
to God. On the first day and the eighth day, you must not do any work. You shall take for 
yourselves on the first day, the fruit of the tree of beauty, leaves of palm branches and myrtle 
branches and willows of the brook, and rejoice before God. You shall live in booths seven days 
in order that future generations may know that I made the Israelite people live in booths when I 
brought them out of the land of Egypt. 

In the Tent of Meeting outside the curtain of the Pact, Aaron shall set up a light to burn 
regularly, night and day, for all generations. Every Sabbath Day, Aaron shall have bread and 
incense and make an offering to the Lord. 
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If any person disrespects the Name of God and is a blasphemer, the person shall be taken 
outside the camp and the whole community shall stone that blasphemer. If a man murders any 
human being, he shall be put to death. One who strikes the life of an animal is to pay for it, life 
in place of life. If anyone does harm to a fellow, as he has done so shall it be done to him, 
fracture for fracture, eye for eye, tooth for tooth. The injury he inflicted shall be inflected on 
him. You shall have one standard for stranger and citizen alike: for I the Lord am your God. 

Haftarah for Parashat Emor Eze. 44:15-31 
Regulations for the Zadokite priests. 

In the haftarah for Parashat Emor Ezekiel prophesies about the rules for the priests that will 
serve in the Third Temple, to be built at an unspecified, apocalyptic future date. He specifies 
that the priests must wear specific garments and are commanded to keep their hair cut neatly. 
They cannot drink wine while they are performing their priestly duties, and they are prohibited 
from marrying women who are divorced or widowed (unless the widow was originally married 
to a priest). 

The priests Ezekiel describes are charged with teaching the people of Israel about what is 
sacred and what is profane, what is pure and what is impure. They act as judges for the people, 
ruling according to the Torah. They are prohibited from going near a corpse unless it is the body 
of a person in their immediate families. 

Finally, God stipulates that the priests should not be given a portion of the land in Israel. God is 
their portion, and they partake of the sacrifices, and benefit from some of the tithes. 

Connection to the Portion 

In Parashat Emor, Moses explains the rules of priesthood as dictated to him by God. In the 
haftarah, Ezekiel functions as a messenger between God and the people, also giving the laws 
for the priests. These parallel narratives emphasize the idea of continuity from the time of the 
Torah to the later prophets. 
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Jewish Tidbits… 

 
 

What Is Secular Humanistic Judaism? 
This "fifth denomination," founded in the 1960s by a Reform-ordained rabbi, 
describes itself as humanistic rather than atheistic. 

Secular Humanistic Judaism is a movement that believes Judaism was created by people to meet 
human needs and that it is most meaningfully expressed by celebrating human knowledge, power, 
and responsibility. The movement was founded in 1963, when Rabbi Sherwin T. Wine (1928-2007) 
established The Birmingham Temple in suburban Detroit. A Reform-ordained rabbi, Wine sought to 
give voice to and create community for those who value Jewish culture, heritage, history, 
celebrations, wisdom, and peoplehood through a human-centered understanding of the world. 

Wine believed the movement should focus on what Humanistic Jews do believe, rather than what 
they don’t. In a collection of essays about his life called, “A Life of Courage: Sherwin Wine and 
Humanistic Judaism,” he wrote, “At the heart of Humanistic Judaism is a positive answer to the 
central question of all historic religions and pragmatic philosophies: where do we find the source of 
power, strength, and wisdom to cope with the problems of life? The central focus of humanism is 
people and the forces of the natural world. We are not Atheistic Judaism. We are Humanistic 
Judaism.” 

Wine’s key innovation was to rework liturgy to focus on human experience and power rather than 
the divine, allowing Humanistic Jews to “say what we believe and believe what we say.” He retained 
the benefits of congregational life: a community of like-minded people educating their children, 
celebrating holidays and lifecycles, and supporting one another through joys and sorrows. 

Secular Humanistic Jews continue to practice Jewish rituals, like hosting Passover seders and lighting 
Hanukkah candles, using Secular Humanistic Jewish liturgy. For example, when lighting Shabbat 
candles, Humanistic Jews may recite: 

Barukh ha-or ba-olam Radiant is the light in the world 
Barukh ha-or ba-adam Radiant is the light within people 
Barukh ha-or ba-Shabbat Radiant is the light of Shabbat. 
 

https://www.jta.org/2007/07/24/archive/humanistic-judaism-disciples-mourn-their-founder-killed-in-car-accident
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As word of The Birmingham Temple’s approach spread, others were attracted to its message. In 1969 
leaders of three Secular Humanistic congregations (including the Birmingham Temple) founded the 
Society for Humanistic Judaism, to serve as the congregational arm for a movement that saw itself as 
a fifth denomination (with Orthodoxy and the Conservative, Reform and Reconstructionist 
movements being the other four). 

Secular Humanistic Judaism’s founder, Rabbi Sherwin Wine. 
 
Today nearly 30 communities affiliate with the Society for Humanistic Judaism in North America, 
including in Detroit, Chicago, New York, Washington DC, Los Angeles, Toronto, and Minneapolis. The 
International Institute for Secular Humanistic Judaism, which was established in 1985 as the 
leadership training arm of the movement, has ordained dozens of Secular Humanistic rabbis in the 
US and in Israel, as well as over 30 “madrikhim” or ritual leaders. 

Many controversies in other branches of liberal Judaism are non-issues within Secular Humanistic 
Judaism. For example, a 1988 resolution on “Who is a Jew” accepted self-determination, stating: “A 
Jew is a person of Jewish descent or any person who declares himself or herself to be a Jew and who 
identifies with the history, ethical values, culture, civilization, community, and fate of the Jewish 
people.” There is no required conversion process in Humanistic Judaism; instead, conversion is called 
“adoption,” as those who want to adopt Judaism are themselves adopted into the Jewish community 
as one might be adopted into a family. 

While interfaith marriage is taboo, or at least discouraged, in some Jewish movements, it has been 
celebrated in Secular Humanistic Judaism for 50 years and is sometimes referred to as intercultural 
marriage because often one or both partners are secular in outlook. The movement maintains no 
ritual or congregational barriers that preference Jew over non-Jew and is fully inclusive of lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer individuals. All Secular Humanistic rabbis officiate at weddings 
and other lifecycle events regardless of the spouses’ religion or gender. 

As with all liberal religious movements, Secular Humanistic Judaism in 2017 struggles to recruit and 
keep congregants. One way it attracts families is through b’nai mitzvah programs that enable 
innovative, meaningful, and personalized coming-of-age experiences. Rather than require a Torah 
portion commentary by event date, children may choose the Jewish reading (from Torah or other 
Jewish literature) or topic from the Jewish experience to focus on for their mitzvah presentation. A 
child of an intercultural family may choose a subject at the intersection of their multiple personal 
heritages. For example, Adat Chaverim Congregation for Humanistic Judaism in Los Angeles offers a 
Bar Mitzvah Quest, which takes Jewish learning into the high desert for an overnight of wilderness 
tasks and challenges tied to Jewish wisdom and text. 

Studies suggest a potential larger audience for Humanistic Judaism in the future. Most Jews don’t 
believe in a God that answers personal prayers. In the seminal 2013 Pew Survey of American Jewry, 
only 34 percent of Jews claimed to believe “with certainty” in God’s existence, compared to 69 

http://www.shj.org/who-is/
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percent of all Americans, and over 60 percent of American Jews define their heritage as ancestry and 
culture rather than religion. The movement’s challenge remains to engage the many Jews who share 
its worldview but do not yet recognize the benefit of affiliating with a Jewish community. 
 

 

Prayer 

 

Ata Chonen: A Prayer for Wisdom 
If we lack powers of wisdom and discernment, no other request of God really 
matters. 

Prayer offers us a daily opportunity to embrace God with words while seeking — through the 
language of petition and supplication — a way to articulate our most profound needs. It is not 
in the asking, but in the searching and wrestling that we gain clarity. 

This kind of penetrating lucidity is not a regular and anticipated outcome of prayer. It comes in 
that rare moment – and almost always when we do not set out to achieve it – that we are 
gifted with an intellectual or emotional breakthrough. 

The Amidah is the spinal cord of the Jewish prayer experience; all prayer that precedes it is 
preparation to ask God to meet our needs with a combination of humility and spiritual 
audacity. In the very first of our requests, we ask for the wisdom to be God-like in the day 
ahead. 

In the blessing known as Ata Chonen we recite: “You grace humans with wisdom and teach 
humanity perception. Bestow upon us Your knowledge, insight and understanding. Blessed are 
you the grantor of wisdom.” 

If we lack wisdom, then no other request really matters. In this prayer, we ask that God offer us 
a sliver of divine insight that we may gain the clarity we need to make a day’s worth of 
decisions and good judgments. We firm up our minds to be able to problem-solve and manage 

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/the-amidah/
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life’s complexities. We know that intelligence involves the exquisite and often contradictory 
balance of curiosity, instinct, patience, caution and risk. 

We can never assume wisdom. What may be sensible in one situation is foolish in another. 
Thus, we pray for knowledge and introduce every other blessing that follows in the Amidah 
with this request. In fact, on Saturday night we acknowledge the onset of the new week 
following Shabbat with a special prayer tucked into Ata Chonen, precisely because we need this 
insight not only for the day ahead but for the week ahead. Havdalah, or separation (also the 
name for the ritual performed at the close of Shabbat), requires the perception to categorize 
and compartmentalize, to know the difference between the holy and the profane. 

Should the idea of apportioning wisdom seem strange, we remind ourselves that this notion 
appears in the Hebrew Bible on numerous occasions. In the construction of the Tabernacle, God 
tells Moses to appoint Bezalel: “I have endowed him with a divine spirit of skill, ability and 

knowledge…” ( Exodus 31:3 ). This is also extended to the craftsmen Bezalel employs: “…and I 

have also granted wisdom to all who are wise that they may make everything that I have 

commanded…” ( Exodus 31: 6 ). This gift is far above skill and talent. The Hebrew uses the 

expression hakham lev, literally “heart-knowledge,” to describe the spirit imbued in each 
artisan. 

Apportioning wisdom is not only from God to humans. In Numbers 11 , when Moses struggled 

mightily with a difficult flock, God apportioned 70 elders with the spirit of Moses’ wisdom: “…I 

will draw upon the spirit that is in you and put it on them” ( Numbers 11:17 ). Moses needed 

many others who were like him to be allies in the work of community. Nothing requires more 
wisdom than managing people well. 

We open our litany of requests with the desire to know, to perceive, to understand, and to 
think because these capacities make us distinctly human. Yet our rational minds are in a 
constant tug-of-war with our irrational desires. We pray that wisdom wins the day. 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/havdalah-taking-leave-of-shabbat/


14 
 

Food for Thought 

 
The History of Gefilte Fish 
The life and times of this divisive dish. 

Some see gefilte fish as a delicacy, others as something too disgusting to contemplate. Either 
way, it would probably appear on most people’s short list of classic Ashkenazi foods. For good 
reason. It’s been part of the Eastern European Jewish diet for hundreds of years. 

The funny thing is that gefilte fish didn’t start out as a Jewish food. The first mention of 
gefuelten hechden (stuffed pike) comes from a 700-year-old, non-Jewish, German cookbook. In 
it, poached and mashed fish was flavored with herbs and seeds, stuffed back into the fish skin 
from which it came, and roasted. It was a popular dish for Catholics during Lent, when eating 
meat was forbidden. 

By the Middle Ages, that Catholic dish had migrated into the Jewish kitchen under the moniker 
gefilte (stuffed) fish. The rabbis considered fish to be the perfect food to kick off a Sabbath or 
holiday meal, since fish symbolize the coming of the Messiah and fertility. Plus, for the Jewish 
communities in Germany and Eastern Europe, it was easy to gain access to the fresh, sweet fish 
that is ground to make the dish. They were surrounded by well-stocked rivers, streams, and 
lakes. 

Gefilte fish even satisfied some religious commandments. It is prohibited to light a fire and 
begin cooking on the Sabbath and most holidays. Gefilte fish, happily, can be made in advance 
of the Sabbath day, chilled, and eaten cold. There is also an injunction against picking bones 
from flesh on the Sabbath, as one might do when eating fish. With gefilte fish, you get the fish 
without the bones. 

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/the-nosher/what-is-gefilte-fish/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/the-nosher/the-ultimate-ranking-of-the-grossest-jewish-food/
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The downside of gefilte fish is that it takes a lot of time to prepare. That pain, though, is offset 
with economic gain: You need a relatively small amount of fish to feed many. Before the ground 
fish is cooked, it is mixed with seasonings, egg, and either bread or matzah meal to bind it and 
stretch the fish a little further. In poor families, the family cook might ask the fishmonger for 
just the fish head, skin, and bones. The skin would be stuffed with bread and other fillers, the 
bones and head would flavor the broth. 

Given how time consuming it was to grind the fish and then return it to the skin, a new kind of 
stuffed fish eventually emerged — one that wasn’t stuffed at all. The name remained; the 
method changed. Fish was shaped into patties and poached in a seasoned fish broth. 

Over time, gefilte fish became synonymous with the shtetl and with Sabbath and holiday meals. 
There were many permutations to the dish, some of which signaled where you were from. 
German Jews made it out of pike. Polish Jews used carp and/or whitefish. British Jews used 
saltwater fish like cod or haddock. Jews from southern Poland and northern Ukraine served a 
sweetened fish, since sugar beets were plentiful there. Lithuanian gefilte fish was heavy on the 
pepper. The Jews of Russia and Belarus put beets in their poaching liquid for a pink-tinged fish 
and broth. 

As the Eastern European Jews left their shtetls, they brought their cuisine with them. Many of 
us have heard stories of fresh carp swimming in bathtubs on Manhattan’s Lower East Side. They 
were purchased from the fishmonger early in the week and left to frolic in the tub before their 
home sacrifice. Thursday’s fresh carp became Friday night’s first course. And it heralded the 
start of the Passover seder, too. 

 
 

Over time, gefilte fish lost some of its appeal. Did you really want a carp in your bathtub waiting 
for its end? Did you really want your home reeking of the malodorous scent of fish? For some, 
preparing it was a triumph of old school cuisine. Others were happy to move on. 

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/the-nosher/you-can-actually-make-your-own-delicious-gefilte-fish/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/recipe/gefilte-fish/
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And that’s when some enterprising Jewish businessmen moved in to fill the gefilte fish void. 

Shortly before the Second World War, Sidney Leibner, the son of a fish store owner, began 
selling ready-made gefilte fish under the name Mother’s Fish Products —first canned, and later 
in glass bottles. Mothers was joined by Manischewitz, Mrs. Adler’s, Rokeach, and others. Old 
World met New in mass-produced jars of gefilte fish. 

The bottled stuff was just palatable, but in the late 1970s, consumers were offered the chance 
to make their own, fresh gefilte fish without the fuss, muss, and odor: frozen loaves of ready-
made gefilte fish swam in to save the day. All you had to do was boil water with carrots, onions, 
and celery, then pop in the frozen loaf. 

Fried gefilte fish | Photo credit: Chaya Rappoport 
 

As many of us have begun to look back to our roots, the food of the shtetl has made a 
comeback in recent years. Millennials Jeffrey Yoskowitz and Liz Alpern are leading the way with 
“their mission to reimagine Eastern European cuisine.” Their cookbook, The Gefilte Manifesto, 
is filled with Old World recipes including herbed gefilte fish, baked terrines of fish, and poached 
gefilte “quenelles,” as well as the original deal: Old World Stuffed Gefilte Fish. 

As author Stephen King once wrote, “Sooner or later, everything old is new again.” As it is with 
life, so it is with gefilte fish. 

 
 

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/the-nosher/we-should-all-be-frying-our-gefilte-fish/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/the-nosher/we-should-all-be-frying-our-gefilte-fish/
https://amzn.to/2NEqBFH
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/the-nosher/we-should-all-be-frying-our-gefilte-fish/
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