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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 5-21-22 
 

Message for 5/23/97 
B’har – On Mount (Sinai) 
Leviticus – Vayikra 25:1-26:2 
Jer 32:6-27 
Luke 4:16-21 
 

mailto:Philip@etz-chayim.org
https://www.etz-chayim.org/australia-affiliate/
https://www.etz-chayim.org/australia-affiliate/
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It is probably the most famous Biblical verse in American History.  Each year thousands of 
people come to see its bold raised lettering prominently encircling the rim of the revered 
icon of our country's independence.  Many visitors hardly notice the verse.  Instead, their 
gaze is transfixed upon another, much less divine symbol, that bears the painful message of 
that sacred verse. But the large crack they come to see has no inherent meaning. It is only 
the result of the constant resounding of the words that are sacredly enshrined on its oxidized 
metal.  Those words are from this week's Torah Parashah, "proclaim liberty throughout the 
land and to all its inhabitants thereof" (Leviticus 25:10).  
 
Truth be told; however, those words refer not to a revolution or liberation, they refer to the 
mitzvah of Yovel -- Jubilee.  Every 50 years, all Jewish servants and even those who desire 
to remain as servants to their masters, are freed. They return home to their families, and 
their time as servants are over.  
 
But the verse is confusing.  It says, "proclaim liberty throughout the land and to all its 
inhabitants thereof."  Isn't the Torah referring to the freedom of slaves and the servants?  
Isn't that a proclamation of freedom for only a select few?  Why would the Torah use the 
words "and to all its inhabitants," when only some of its inhabitants are going free?  The 
masters and employers were never slaves.  They are not going free.  Or are they? 
 
Let’s look at Leviticus 25 and read a few of the verses in this section. 
 
Leviticus 25:6-7 And the Sabbath of the land shall be to you for food, for you and your 
servant, and for your female servant and your hired servant, and for the stranger who 
sojourns with you. And for your livestock and the beasts that are in your land. All its crops 
are for food. 
 
Sojourn means a temporary resident. So even those who were there temporarily were 
covered under this commandment of G-d. 
 
Leviticus 25:10-11 and you shall set the fiftieth year apart and proclaim release throughout 
all the land to all its inhabitants, it is a Jubilee for you. And each of you shall return to his 
possession, and each of you return to his clan. The fiftieth year is a Jubilee to you. Do not 
sow, nor reap what grows of its own, nor gather from its unpruned vine. 
 
Jubilee: A special anniversary, a time of rejoicing. 
 
And finally, Leviticus 25:18 And you shall do My laws and guard My right-rulings and shall 
do them. And you shall dwell in the land in safety. 
 
In the first volume of his prolific Maggid series Rabbi Paysach Krohn relates the following 
story. 
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It was a cold and blustery day and Rabbi Isser Zalman Melzer, the dean of the Eitz Chaim 
Yeshiva in Jerusalem, was returning home from a long day in the Yeshiva.  Accompanied 
by his nephew, Reb Dovid Finkel, who normally walked him home, Rabbi Melzer began to 
ascend the steps to his Jerusalem apartment.  Suddenly, Reb Isser Zalman stopped and 
retreated down the old staircase as if he had forgotten something.  As he reached the street, 
he began to wander aimlessly back and forth, in thought.  His nephew began to question 
the strange actions of the Torah sage.  "Did Reb Isser Zalman forget something?"  "Why 
didn't he enter the home." 
 
The winds began to blow, and despite the chill Reb Isser Zalman walked back and forth 
outside his home.  About 15 minutes passed and once again, Rabbi Melzer walked slowly 
up the stairs, waited, and then headed back down. 
 
His nephew could not contain himself, "Please, Rebbe," he pleaded.  "What's the matter?"  
Reb Isser Zalman just shrugged and said, "just wait a few more moments.  Please." 
 
"But, uncle, it's getting cold.  Please answer me.  What are you waiting for?" 
 
Rabbi Melzer realized that he could no longer keep his motivations to himself. "I'll explain.  
As I walked up the steps, I heard the young woman who comes once a week to help with 
the housework in the kitchen.  She was mopping the floor and singing while she mopped.  I 
knew that if I were to walk in she would have become embarrassed and stopped her 
singing.  The singing helps her through her work, and I did not want to make her work any 
bit harder, let alone deny her the joy of her singing. Despite the cold, I decided to wait 
outside until she finishes her work and her song.  Then I'll go in." 
 
The Torah uses a very significant expression this week that synopsizes the true meaning of 
ownership and servitude.  "Proclaim liberty throughout the land and to all its inhabitants 
thereof."  When one employs he is also indebted to his employee.  In addition to the 
paycheck, he is responsible for the workers feelings, working conditions and welfare.  He is 
responsible to provide a safe environment and suitable provisions. And when Yovel - 
Jubilee arrives and the workers and servants return home, they are not the only ones going 
free.  A great burden is lifted from the shoulders of the master.  Freedom is declared for all 
the inhabitants of the land. The servants are not the only ones who are "home free."  As we 
used to say in the heat of the game of ring-o-lee-vio, we are, "home free -- all."   
 
But in the Apostolic Scriptures we find the ultimate fulfillment of these verses in Leviticus. 
 
Luke 4:16-21 now when He went to Natzeret, where He had been brought up, on Shabbat 
He went to the synagogue as usual. He stood up to read, and He was given the scroll of the 
prophet Yeshayahu-Isaiah. Unrolling the scroll, He found the place where it was written, the 
Spirit of Adonai is upon me; therefore, he has anointed me to announce Good News to the 
poor; He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the imprisoned and renewed sight for the 
blind, to release those who have been crushed, to proclaim a year of the favor of Adonai. 
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After closing the scroll and returning it to the shammash-deacon, He sat down; and the eyes 
of everyone in the synagogue were fixed on Him. He started to speak to them: “Today, as 
you heard it read, this passage of the Tanakh-Old Testament was fulfilled!” 
 
It says in Yeshayahu-Isaiah 58:6 is this not the fast that I have chosen: to loosen the tight 
cords of wrongness, to undo the bands of the yoke, to exempt the oppressed, and to break 
off every yoke? 
 
And finally, in Mattiyahu-Matthew 11:28-30 Come to me, all of you who are struggling and 
burdened, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, because I 
am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, 
and my burden is light. The old and the new together as one. Messiah Y’shua is our Jubilee. 
The fulfillment of the whole of Scripture. 

 
 
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 
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… 
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Parashat Behar: Summary Lev. 25:1-26:2 
God tells Moses to instruct the people in the laws of the Sabbatical and Jubilee 
years, as well as how to relate to those in the community who become 
impoverished. 

God spoke to Moses on Mount Sinai and told him to tell the Israelites the following: 

When you enter the land that I give you, the land shall observe a Sabbath of the Lord. Six years 
you may sow your field and prune your vineyard and gather the crops. But in the seventh 
year the land shall have a Sabbath of complete rest, a Sabbath of the Lord. You shall not sow 
your field, nor prune your vineyard; it shall be a year of complete rest for the land. You may eat 
the Sabbath produce of the land. 

In the seventh month, on the 10th day of the month, it shall be the Day of Atonement.  You 
shall sound the shofar horn loud throughout the land. 

You shall make the 50th year sacred and it shall be a jubilee for you. In the fiftieth year, the 
Jubilee Year, you shall not sow, nor reap. You may only eat the growth direct from the field. In 
this year of jubilee, you shall not wrong another in buying or selling property. 

You shall observe My laws and faithfully keep My norms so you may live upon the land in 
security, and the land shall yield its fruit and you shall eat your fill. If you ask, “What are we to 
eat in the Sabbath year if we are not to sow or gather our crops?” I respond that I will ordain 
My blessing for you in the sixth year in order to yield a crop sufficient for three years. 

The land must not be sold in perpetuity; for the land is Mine; for you are strangers and settlers 
with Me. You must provide for the redemption of the land. 

If your brother is in trouble and has to sell part of his property holdings, the nearest closest 
relative able to redeem the land shall come to redeem it. If a man has no one to redeem for 
him or if he lacks sufficient means to recover it, what he sold shall remain with the purchaser 
until the Jubilee Year. In the Jubilee Year it shall be released, and he shall return to his holding. 
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The redemption laws regarding dwelling houses in a walled city are different, as are the 
redemption rights of the Levites. 

Treat your brother who is in trouble fairly and do not exact from him advanced or accrued 
interest. If your brother becomes impoverished and must give himself over to you, you shall not 
work him with slave labor. He shall remain under you as a hired laborer or resident and shall 
only serve until the Jubilee Year. Then he and his children with him shall be free of your 
authority. He shall go back to his family and return to his ancestral holding. You shall not rule 
over him ruthlessly, nor sell him in the manner of a slave. 

Male and female of the nations about you may become your slaves and be your property. You 
may treat them as slaves. But as for your Israelite brothers, no one shall be subjugated through 
hard labor. 

If a stranger who is a settler becomes rich, and if your brother, being in trouble, gives himself 
over to this stranger, he shall still have the right of redemption. One of his brothers or family 
members shall redeem him or, if he prospers, may redeem himself. The payment for 
redemption will be as if he was a hired laborer until the Jubilee Year. In the Jubilee Year, even if 
he has not been redeemed, he and his children with him shall go free. For it is to Me that the 
Israelites are servants: they are My servants, whom I freed from the land of Egypt; I am the 
Lord your God. 

You shall not make idols for yourselves or set up for yourselves carved images or pillars or place 
stones in your land to worship upon. You shall keep My Sabbaths and honor My sanctuary. 

Parashat Behar Discussion Questions 

1) Why do you think God insists that even the land have a Sabbath, a year of complete rest? 

2) God commands that a brother in trouble must be treated fairly and with a respect that 
preserves his dignity. Think about your own dealings with your siblings. What are some ways 
you have helped (or could help) a family member in trouble and still preserve his or her dignity? 

3) This portion describes the Jubilee Year, the 50th year, as a time of release and freedom. Is 
this concept of a Jubilee Year still meaningful? In what ways? 

Haftarah for Behar: Jeremiah 32:6-27 
Jeremiah purchases a field in Anathoth. 

Parashat Behar deals with many laws related to land possession and inheritance. In the 
haftarah for Behar, we read about how one of these laws affects the prophet Jeremiah and his 
family. 

At the opening of the haftarah, Jeremiah is sitting in prison. King Zedekiah of Judah had 
incarcerated him for prophesying that the Babylonians would prevail over the Judeans and send 
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Zedekiah into exile. Zedekiah became king of Judea in 597 BCE. His reign ended in 586 BCE, with 
the destruction and exile of his kingdom, by the Babylonians. The story told in this haftarah 
takes place between those years. 

Being behind bars does not prevent Jeremiah from receiving the word of God. He learns, by 
way of prophesy, that his cousin Hanamel will come and ask Jeremiah to buy his land in 
Anathoth, explaining that Jeremiah is “next in succession to redeem it by purchase” (32:7). Sure 
enough, Hanamel appears at the prison compound and makes exactly this request of Jeremiah. 

The logic behind Hanamel’s request comes from Parashat Behar: “If your kinsmen becomes 
poor and has to sell part of his land, his closest relative shall come and redeem what his 

kinsman has sold” ( Leviticus 25:25 ). Based on this law, if Hanamel were to sell his land to 

anyone outside the family, it would be Jeremiah’s responsibility to “redeem” it by buying it back 
to keep it in the family. Hanamel therefore offers Jeremiah the opportunity to buy the land in 
the first place. 

A Purchase and a Symbol 

Even though Judah is under siege, and exile seems imminent, Jeremiah agrees to purchase the 
land. He measures out silver for Hanamel, writes up a deed of ownership, seals it, and has it 
witnessed (presumably by other prisoners). Jeremiah gives the deed to Baruch son of Neriah, 
who often functions as Jeremiah’s assistant. He tells Baruch to take the deed, together with 
written laws of land purchase and inheritance, and place them in an earthen jar for long-term 
storage. 

Jeremiah explains to his fellow prisoners that this act is a symbol of a promise from God. Even 
though Judea is suffering under siege: “Houses, fields, and vineyards shall again be purchased in 
this land” (32:15). 

Jeremiah’s Prayer 

Jeremiah turns to God in prayer, asking God to make good on this promise–and soon. In his 
prayer, Jeremiah recounts God’s greatness–creating heaven and earth, rewarding and 
punishing appropriately, and understanding all the complicated ways of humanity. Jeremiah 
also recalls God’s role in history–making miracles in Egypt, freeing the Israelites, and taking 
them to the Promised Land. 

But Jeremiah concedes that the people sinned, and God caused them misfortune: “the city, 
because of sword and famine and pestilence, is at the mercy of the Chaldeans who are 
attacking it” (32:24). 

So distressed by the apparently hopeless situation in Judea, Jeremiah appears to express some 
disbelief in the message of hope he had previously conveyed with his deed of purchase: “Yet 
You, Lord God, said to me: Buy the land for money and call-in witnesses–when the city is at the 
mercy of the Chaldeans!” (32:25) 
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The haftarah closes with God reminding Jeremiah that if anyone can do the impossible, it’s Him: 
“Behold I am the Lord, the God of all flesh, Is anything too wondrous for me?” (32:27) 

  

Jewish Tidbits… 

 
 

Polygamy in Judaism 
Once a tolerated and regulated practice, polygamy is virtually unheard of in 
Jewish life today. 

Polygamy was a common practice in Judaism since ancient times, though it has become 
exceedingly rare in the modern era. While women have never been permitted to have more 
than one husband in Jewish law, the Hebrew Bible describes several men as having more 
than one sexual partner, either wives or concubines. The patriarchs Abraham and Jacob had 
multiple wives, as did Kings David and Solomon.  

Both biblical and rabbinic law regulated polygamy and thus implicitly sanctioned it. But 
there’s ample evidence that Jewish tradition is deeply uncomfortable with the practice, 
which was banned outright for Ashkenazi Jews more than a millennium ago. Sephardic Jews 
continued to practice polygamy in countries where it was common for centuries thereafter. 
But today, the practice is virtually extinct among Jews of all traditions. 

Polygamy in the Bible 

The first account of a couple in the Bible seems to establish monogamy as the ideal. In 
Genesis, God creates Eve out of Adam’s rib and gives her to him as a wife. God then 
commands: “Therefore a man leaves his father and mother and clings to his wife, and they 
shall become one flesh.” Many biblical scholars read this story as upholding monogamous 
marriage as the divine ideal. They note the verse states man should cling to “his wife” 
(singular), indicating only one. They note the use of the Hebrew phrase al ken (therefore) as 
indicating this model is one intended for all of humanity to follow. And the Jewish mystical 
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tradition teaches that the union of male and female is a return to a primordial state of 
oneness enacted by the spiritual act of marriage.  

Yet the Bible also relates multiple instances in which this ideal is not upheld, beginning in 
Chapter 4 of Genesis, which relates that Lamech, a descendant of Cain, took two wives. Later 
we learn that Abraham took a second wife, Hagar, after his first wife Sarah failed to 
conceive. (Sarah later bore him a son, Isaac, the only one of the biblical patriarchs that did 
not take multiple wives.) Jacob had two wives, Leah, and Rachel, and had children with two 
other women as well, Bilha and Zilpa, though their status is somewhat ambiguous. The Bible 
states they were given to Jacob l’isha, commonly translated as “for a wife,” though there are 
indications they enjoyed a lesser status than Leah and Rachel and they are not included 
among the Jewish matriarchs.  

Later in the Bible we find that King David had children with multiple wives while his 
son, Solomon, had 700 wives. In the Book of I Samuel we learn about Elkanah, who had two 
wives, Peninah and Hannah, the latter of whom had difficulty conceiving, prayed for a child 
and was answered, a story read in synagogue on Rosh Hashanah. 

The Bible also requires the taking of a second wife in one particular instance: If a married 
man dies childless, his surviving brother is obligated to take his widow as a wife to continue 
the brother’s lineage even if he is already married, an institution known as levirate marriage. 

Yet already in the Bible, there is evidence that taking multiple wives is not an ideal practice.  

The polygamous marriages described in the Bible were undertaken for particular purposes 
and were clearly not pleasant ones. Sarah urges Abraham to marry Hagar only because she is 
unable to have a son herself. Later, after witnessing Hagar’s child acting inappropriately, 
Sarah instructs Abraham to cast both mother and child out of the house, which he does. 
Jacob marries Rachel and Leah only because he is deceived by their father Laban. Leah 
always feels the lack of Jacob’s love and Rachel later becomes jealous of Leah when she is 
unable to conceive. Given the importance the Bible ascribes to procreation — the first 

commandment God gives to humanity is to be fruitful and multiply ( Genesis 1:28 ) — the 

fact that both these polygamous marriages were connected to infertility can be read to 
imply that polygamy was an allowance due to need.   

Later books of the Bible continue to describe polygamy in less than admiring terms. David’s 
lust for Bathsheba led him to sin by sending away her husband to die in war so he could take 
her for a wife. Solomon’s many wives, the biblical text makes clear, led to his embrace of 
idolatry: “He had seven hundred royal wives and three hundred concubines; and his wives 

turned his heart away.” ( I Kings 11:3 ) 

Yet, the Bible also includes numerous rules meant to regulate polygamy, which suggests that 

it was, at a minimum, tolerant of it. Deuteronomy 17:17  states that a king is not to have 

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/hagar-in-the-bible/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/who-are-the-patriarchs-and-matriarchs/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/fourteen-things-you-need-to-know-about-king-david/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/king-solomon-his-kingdom/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/hannah/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/levirate-marriage-and-halitzah/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/bathsheba/
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“many wives, lest his heart go astray.” Exodus 21:10  requires a man who takes a second 

wife not to deprive the first of food, clothing, and sex — and if he does, the first wife is 
released from the marriage. The Bible also prohibits a man from taking his wife’s sister as a 
second wife. These laws indicate the Bible’s acceptance of polygamy to an extent while also 
seeking to circumscribe it. 

Polygamy in the Talmud 

The mixed approach to polygamy continues to be reflected in the Talmud, which elaborated 
on the Bible’s regulation (and thus sanctioning) of the practice while also conveying a certain 
discomfort with it. The Talmud (Yevamot 65a) records a teaching that a man may take 
several additional wives provided he has the means to support them all, though elsewhere 
in the same tractate (44a) the Talmud suggests four wives should be the limit. And the 
Talmud states that a woman could demand a divorce — something she’s normally not 
allowed to do — if her husband decided to take a second wife. The Talmud’s word for a co-
wife, tzarah, is related to the Hebrew root meaning “trouble.” 

The rabbis of the Talmud themselves did not take multiple wives. The one partial exception 
to this is Rabbi Tarfon, who we are told (Tosefta Ketubot 5:1) betrothed (not married) 300 
wives during years of famine. Rabbi Tarfon happened to be extremely wealthy, and as a 
priest was entitled to the gift of tithes, meaning he had plenty of food. So, it’s likely his 
betrothal to so many was more an act of charity than lust.  

The Decree of Rabbeinu Gershom 

The first explicit statement outlawing polygamy for Jews came from Rabbeinu Gershom, a 
renowned French talmudist who, around the year 1,000 CE, declared a ban on polygamy. 
Violators were to be subjected to a punishment of herem, or excommunication. The reasons 
for this ruling remain in dispute and the edict was apparently intended to expire after 
several hundred years, but it became the norm in Ashkenazi communities. In some 
Sephardic communities, however, men continued to take more than one wife. There is 
evidence that polygamy continued to be practiced by the Jews of Iberia before 
their expulsion in the late 15th century and even later in Yemen and North Africa, where the 
practice remained broadly common.  

The Shulchan Aruch, the principal medieval code of Jewish law, published more than 550 
years after Rabbeinu Gershom’s decree, rules that a man is permitted to marry several 
women provided he can support them. However, it also approvingly cites the Talmud’s 
“worthy suggestion” that four is an appropriate limit, bans the practice outright in places 
where monogamy is the norm, and suggests that it would be a good idea to issue 
a takanah (corrective decree) banning it entirely.  

The Rema, a commentator on the Shulchan Aruch whose rulings are considered 
authoritative by Ashkenazi Jews, notes that despite the fact that Rabbeinu Gershom’s 
decree had technically expired, the custom in “these lands” — most likely the areas of 

https://www.sefaria.org/Yevamot.65a.7?ven=William_Davidson_Edition_-_English&vhe=William_Davidson_Edition_-_Vocalized_Aramaic&lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Yevamot.44a.2?ven=William_Davidson_Edition_-_English&vhe=William_Davidson_Edition_-_Vocalized_Aramaic&lang=bi
https://www.sefaria.org/Tosefta_Ketubot.5.1?ven=Sefaria_Community_Translation&vhe=Tosefta_Ketuvot_--_Machon_Mamre&lang=bi
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/herem/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/expulsion-and-readmission/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/the-shulhan-arukh/
https://www.sefaria.org/Shulchan_Arukh%2C_Even_HaEzer.1.9?vhe=Apei_Ravrevei:_Shulchan_Aruch_Even_HaEzer,_Lemberg,_1886&lang=bi
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/moses-isserles-rema/
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Europe where Rabbeinu Gershom’s authority was recognized — was to marry only one wife 
and to punish those who did otherwise.  

The only exceptions to Rabbeinu Gershom’s decree are levirate marriage and an obscure 
provision known as heter me’ah rabbanim — literally “the permission of 100 rabbis.” In 
certain circumstances, 100 rabbis from three countries may authorize a man to marry a 
second wife even though he’s already married. The provision is rarely applied, and typically 
only in cases where a man cannot divorce his wife according to religious law for some 
particular reason (perhaps the wife has disappeared and cannot be given a get, or religious 
writ of divorce). There have been reports that this allowance has been subject to abuse, 
such as a 2014 case featured in The New York Times where a man declined to divorce his 
wife, effectively preventing her from marrying someone else, while he secured a heter 
me’ah rabbanim to marry someone else.  

Polygamy in Modern Times 

In the modern era, polygamous Jewish marriage has grown increasingly rare, though it has 
never disappeared entirely. Given the rulings noted above, it is virtually unknown among 
Ashkenazi Jews (who consider Rabbeinu Gershom and the Rema authoritative) but has 
continued among Sephardic Jews (who consider the Shulchan Aruch authoritative) in 
countries where the practice was accepted. Even into the 20th century, some Sephardic 
religious authorities maintained that polygamy should be permitted under certain 
circumstances.  

In 1931, a man was fined by a Jerusalem court for marrying a second wife without divorcing 
the first, who apparently had no problem with it. A lawyer argued that the practice should 
be allowed, since Rabbeinu Gershom’s edict had expired, but the court disagreed. 

A few years after the founding of the State of Israel, the Ashkenazi and Sephardic chief 
rabbis jointly agreed to ban polygamy, with the latter apparently going along with it because 
by then most Sephardic communities had already left the practice behind. But not all 
Sephardic authorities agreed — most famously Ovadia Yosef, then a judge on the rabbinical 
court of Petach Tikvah and later the Sephardic chief rabbi of Israel, said the ruling of the 
chief rabbis was invalid and that communities where polygamy was practiced should be 
allowed to continue to do so even in modern Israel. The state only formally outlawed 
polygamy in 1977, though the law carves out exceptions if approved by the chief rabbinate.  
 

 
 
 

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/the-get-or-bill-of-divorce/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/the-get-or-bill-of-divorce/
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/03/22/us/a-wedding-amid-cries-of-unfinished-business-from-a-marriage.html
https://www.jta.org/archive/ban-on-polygamy-pronounced-by-rabbi-gershom-no-longer-valid-and-jews-may-now-have-more-than-one-wife
https://law.tau.ac.il/sites/law.tau.ac.il/files/media_server/law_heb/dine_israel/published/published_LB/P%D6%B9_EN/10Radzyner.pdf
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Prayer 

 

Creativity as Spiritual Practice 
Judaism teaches that each of us is endowed with creative capacity simply by 
being human. 

The way many of us in the Western world were schooled, creativity was conflated with artistic 
aptitude. If we weren’t skilled at drawing still lifes, we were left to conclude — or more 
detrimentally, told explicitly by some well-intentioned adult — that we are not creative.  

Yet, the Torah teaches that creativity is our very birthright and foundational to Judaism. The 
first three words of the Torah are Beresheit bara Elohim — “In the beginning, God created.” 
God’s first act is one of creativity. Only a few verses later we read that humans are 
created b’tzelem Elohim (“in the image of God”). If God is, first and foremost, a creator, and we 
are created in God’s image, then we too are created to be creators. Each of us is endowed with 
creative capacity simply by being human.  

The ancient rabbis knew that activating creativity could be a powerful way to tap into our 
deepest selves and to access the Divine. After the destruction of the Second Temple, two 
pathways to divine connection were established — the beit knesset, or house of prayer, and 
the beit midrash, the house of study. Both came to rely on fixed texts yet, paradoxically, the 
spiritual and intellectual foundation of the work in both of these centers was fueled by radical 
creativity.  

The Jewish prayer book calls upon us again and again to sing a shir chadash, a new song, to 
God. What constitutes a new song? Something unique, born of the moment, what is made 
possible when we open ourselves to the Divine and allow that which is bigger and beyond 
ourselves to come to us and through us.  

The same word — chadash (new) — is also the basis for the sacred work of the beit midrash. As 
the great sage Rabbi Yehoshua taught: ee efshar l’beit midrash b’lo chiddush (“There is no 

house of inquiry without creative interpretation.”) Chagigah 3a  To be a student of Torah is to 

bring one’s own creativity into conversation with our ancient texts as a way of eliciting new 
understandings. 
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The foundational practices of Judaism — prayer and text study — require an engagement with 
what is in order to bring about what will be. This is, essentially, what the creative process is: 
turning what is — an empty page, stage, or canvas — into what becomes our creation. This 
process is encapsulated in one of the most central names for God in the Torah. In a moment of 
intimate exchange between God and Moses, in which Moses asks God how he should identify 

God to the people ( Exodus 3:14 ), God answers: Ehyeh Asher Ehyeh. (“I shall be that which I 

shall be.”) God self-identifies not as a person or a place, but as a process. God is the force that 
moves that which is into that which will be. 

Creativity as a spiritual practice is a way for us to partner with God and to develop the character 
traits that allow us to stay in ongoing co-creative partnership. What this relationship requires of 
us is an openness to the creative process: a willingness to venture into the unknown, the ability 
to be present in the moment, an openness to our intuition and allowing ourselves to follow 
where it leads us, and a deep humility in knowing that nothing we bring into the world is ours 
alone. 

At Jewish Studio Project, we work with thousands of adults across the country, helping them to 
rekindle their creative spark and reconnect to an authentic and meaningful relationship to 
Judaism and the Divine through creative process as spiritual practice. Below are some tips, from 
our studio to yours, for embarking on your own spiritual journey into creativity. Whether you 
are painting, drawing, dancing, singing, playing music, taking photos, or scrapbooking, we hope 
these will be helpful in getting started: 

• Start with where you are: Wherever you are is the perfect place to begin. Regardless of 
your perceived talent or ability, creativity resides naturally within you, as it does within 
us all. You do not need any special skills or training to engage in creativity as a spiritual 
practice, just a willingness to begin and an openness to explore. 

• Start with who you are: Get quiet. Go inward. Are you happy? Angry? Agitated? 
Yearning? What’s live for you? Creativity is a way of being with what is — the good, the 
hard, and everything in between. It allows us to more deeply know it and, ultimately, to 
transform it. 

• Start with what you have: Creativity as a spiritual practice can happen just as easily — 
and sometimes more so — with simple materials you already have on hand: ballpoint 
pen and paper, bare feet on the earth, a pile of sticks and leaves in your front yard, your 
own voice. No need to go out and buy fancy supplies. Part of the spiritual practice is 
coming to see the ordinary as extraordinary. 

• Get Started: Pick up a material that intrigues you, a color that sparks your interest, and 
begin. When creating, we often tend to overthink what we’re doing. We want to map 
out the process and know exactly what the end result will be. Instead, try the reverse. 
Allow each brushstroke, each note, each move, to lead to the next rather than 
predetermining a plan. Be with what is and let that be the inspiration for what will be 
next. 

• Free your Mind: Follow what has energy for you in each moment: bringing a particular 
image into focus, adding blue, the sound of a particular word in the flow of a sentence. 
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Let the intellect relax as you engage your other ways of knowing: intuition and 
imagination.  

• Keep Going: There are many stages to the creative process. Often after an initial round 
of painting or composing we become attached to what we’ve created and don’t want to 
wreck it, but we know the piece is not yet done. Find a way to record what you have and 
then keep going. Often the resistance we feel to letting a piece shift and change is a 
precursor to creative breakthrough. 

Creativity is a way of moving beyond all we think we know and tapping into the place of all 
possibilities. Each day in the morning liturgy we describe God as mechadesh b’chol yom tamid 
ma’aseh b’resheit – the one who “renews daily the work of creation.” We human beings are 
God’s partners in the ongoing work of creation. We need to be creative, and God needs our 
creativity. 

 

 

Food for Thought-Food to Eat 

 
How to Make Perfect Chicken Soup and 
Matzah Balls 
Chicken soup is universal, comforting and enjoyed year-round. 

More than any other question that I get from friends and readers is how to make a great 
chicken soup with matzah balls. Chicken soup is universal, comforting and enjoyed year-round, 
as opposed to some traditional Jewish foods that are enjoyed only at a particular holiday. 

It’s not complicated if you follow a few easy steps, and this year we decided to help out even 
further by making a short video to help take away the mystery of making perfect chicken soup 
every time. 
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How to Make the Perfect Chicken Soup 

We love debating sinkers versus floaters when it comes to matzah balls, right?  Well I am firmly 
in camp fluffy. (If you’re in camp sinker, try this recipe.) How to make fluffy matzah balls for 
your soup? Roll them very gently in the palms of your hands, make sure to wet your hands with 
ice water in between rolls and don’t forget the schmaltz. Or you can watch this video to help 
make the perfect fluffy matzah balls to go with your chicken soup. 

The Secret to Fluffy Matzah Balls 

Ingredients 

6 quarts of water 
1 whole chicken + extra package of wings (optional) 
2-3 large carrots, chopped 
3 ribs of celery, chopped 
1 onion, cut in half 
1 medium turnip or 2 small turnips, chopped 
2 parsnips, chopped 
1 bunch of dill 
1 bunch of flat leaf parsley 
1/2 Tbsp whole peppercorns 
few sprigs of thyme 
salt and pepper to taste 
1/2 tsp turmeric for color (optional) 
 

Directions 

Place chicken and vegetables in a 16- or 20-quart pot and cover with 6 quarts of water. 
Make a bouquet garni with the fresh dill, parsley, peppercorns, and thyme. Add bouquet garni 
to pot. 
Bring pot to boil and let simmer for 1 hour. Skim the foamy stuff off the top several times while 
soup is cooking. 
Remove chicken and veggies from pot. Allow soup to simmer additional hour with the cover on. 
Shred chicken while still warm. Save about half to put into the soup, use the rest for chicken 
salad or sandwiches. 
Allow soup to cool, and place in fridge. Skim any remaining fat off the top. 
Reheat to serve. Add chicken, matzah balls and desired vegetables. 

 

 
 

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/holidays/Jewish_Holidays/Passover/At_Home/Food_and_the_Kitchen/fluffy-matzah-balls.shtml
https://toriavey.com/toris-kitchen/2012/03/sinker-matzo-balls/
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