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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. 
IF YOU HAVE SOMETHING GOOD TO SHARE LET ME KNOW AND I WILL PUT IT 
INTO THE NEWSLETTER… 
 
 
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. 
 

mailto:TOLMM@ETZ-CHAYIM.ORG
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Your support is needed for the Prison Ministry due to continuing rising costs. 
We now have an Affiliate in Australia. 
 

 
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 FORMAT ONLY. I 
HAVE TWO NEW BOOKS ON AMAZON: RAV SHA’UL AND REFLECTIONS ON 
TORAH. 
 
FOR RABBI HAMMOND’S BOOK GO TO AMAZON.COM AS WELL. 
 
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. 
 

http://www.deborahsmessianicministries.com/Book%20Nook.htm
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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. 
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 Erev Shahbat and Shabbat 
Service on Zoom Friday evening and Saturday morning at 11:00am. Rabbi 
Hammond is in Australia and the time difference would be 5:00pm Friday 
Mountain Time. Rabbi Hammond is looking into starting a men’s group focused 
in the United States. 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 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 6-18-22 
 

Message originally shared 6/20/97 
B’haalot’cha – In Your Going Up 

Numbers 8:1-12:16 
Deu 15:19-16:17 

mailto:Rabbindmm@comcast.net
mailto:Philip@etz-chayim.org
mailto:Philip@etz-chayim.org
https://www.etz-chayim.org/australia-affiliate/
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Zech 2:14-4:7 
Rev 11:1-14 

 
Numbers 8: 9-14, 16-19 
And you shall bring the Levites before the Tent of Meeting, and you shall 
assemble all the congregation of the children of Yisrael. And you shall bring 
the Levites before Adonai, and the children of Yisrael shall lay their hands on 
the Levites, and Aharon shall wave the Levites before Adonai, a wave offering 
from the children of Yisrael – so shall they be for doing the service of Adonai. 
And the Levites shall lay their hands on the heads of the young bulls. And one 
shall be prepared as a sin offering and the other as a burnt offering to Adonai, 
to make atonement for the Levites. And you shall have the Levites stand 
before Aharon and his sons, and then wave them, a wave offering to Adonai. 
Thus, you shall separate the Levites from among the children of Yisrael, and 
the Levites shall be Mine. 
 
For they are given ones, given to Me from among the children of Yisrael. I 
have taken them for myself instead of all who open the womb, the first-born of 
all the children of Yisrael. For all the first-born among the children of Yisrael 
are Mine, both man and beast. On the day that I smote all the first-born in the 
land of Mitsrayim I set them apart unto Myself. And I have taken the Levites 
instead of all the first-born of the children of Yisrael. 
 
Ephesians 5:1-2: So, imitate God, as His dear children; and live a life of love, 
just as also the Messiah loved us, indeed, on our behalf gave himself up as an 
offering, as a slaughtered sacrifice to God with a pleasing fragrance. 
 
2 Corinthians 5:21: God made this sinless man be a sin offering on our behalf, 
so that in union with Him we might fully share in God’s righteousness. 
 
John 1:29: The next day, Yochanan saw Y’shua coming toward him and said, 
“Look! God’s lamb! The One who is taking away the sin of the world!” 
 
Colossians 1:19-22: For it pleased God to have His full being live in His Son 
 
And through His Son to reconcile to Himself all things, whether on earth or in 
heaven, making peace through Him, through having His Son shed His blood 
by being executed on a stake. In other words, you, who at one time were 
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separated from God and had a hostile attitude towards Him because of your 
wicked deeds, He has now reconciled in the Son’s physical body through His 
death; in order to present you holy and without defect or reproach before 
Himself. 
 
And this promise extends to Jew and non-Jew. 
 
Numbers 9:14: And when a stranger sojourns among you, then he shall 
perform the Passover of Adonai. He shall do so according to the law of the 
Passover and according to its right ruling. You have one law, both for the 
stranger and the native of the land. 
 
Ezra 6:20-21: For the priests and the Levites had cleansed themselves – all of 
them were clean. And they slaughtered the Passover for all the sons of the 
exile, and for their brothers the priests, and for themselves. And the children of 
Yisrael who had returned from the exile ate together with all who had 
separated themselves from the uncleanness of the gentiles of the land in order 
to seek Adonai Elohim of Yisrael. 
 
1Co 5:7 Clean out the old yeast so that you may be a new batch, as you really 
are unleavened. For our paschal lamb, Y’shua, has been sacrificed. 
 
As we begin to come to a close, I want to share the following thoughts written 
by a non-believing rabbi. 
 
 Even though today it seems that all of the remnant of the majesty of the 
Royal House of David has been uprooted and has vanished into nothingness, 
nevertheless, the root is still living, hidden and dormant.   
 Immediately prior to the coming of the Mashiach, there will be 
tremendous confusion in the world.  Everything will seem to have gone 
haywire.  The natural order will be turned on its head: Age will bow to youth.  
Ugliness will be trumpeted as beauty, and what is beautiful will be put forward 
as unattractive.  Barbarism will be lauded as culture.  And culture will be 
dismissed as worthless.   
 The hunger of consumerism and the lust for material wealth will grow 
more and more, and it will find less and less to satisfy its hunger.  Eventually 
Materialism will grow so rampant that it will become its own angel of death.  It 
will literally consume itself and regurgitate itself back out.   



7 
 

 However, from this decay, the line of David will sprout, like a plant that 
springs forth from no more than the dirt of the ground.  There will be wars of 
confusion, and then, at the appropriate moment, the Mashiach will appear like 
a majestic tree flourishing from barren ground, laden with fruit, revealed to all.   
 
Revelation 11:17-19 We give You thanks, O Adonai El Shaddai, the One who 
is and who was and who is coming, because You have taken Your great 
power and reigned. 
 
And the nations were enraged, and Your wrath has come, and the time of the 
dead to be judged, and to give the reward to Your servants the prophets and to 
the set-apart ones, and to those who fear Your Name, small and great, and to 
destroy those who destroy the earth. 
 
Revelation 10-11 And I heard a loud voice saying in the heaven, “Now have 
come the deliverance and the power and the reign of our Elohim, and the 
authority of His Messiah, for the accuser of our brothers, who accused them 
before our Elohim day and night, has been thrown down. 
 
And they overcame him because of the Blood of the Lamb, and because of the 
Word of their witness, and they did not love their lives to the death. 
 

His sacrifice was a sweet-smelling fragrance to our God. And the 
Father accepted it, and need I say more? 
 
 
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. 
 
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 
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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… 

 
 

Parshat Beha’alotcha: Summary Num. 8:1-
12:16 

The Israelites receive instructions regarding Passover, journey forth 
from Sinai and complain to God on several occasions. 

After the sanctification of the Dwelling Place for God, God spoke to Moses saying, “Speak to 
Aaron and have him light the menorah so that the seven lights shall cast light.” And Aaron did 
so. 

Then God said to Moses, “Take the Levites and purify them with waters that clear of sin and 
make animal and flour offerings to God. Then you shall assemble the whole community and 
have the Levites come before the Tent of Appointed Meeting.” And it was done. 

God spoke to Moses in the wilderness of Sinai, in the second year after their exodus from 
Egypt. “Let the sons of Israel make Pesach on the fourteenth day of this month, between the 
two evenings. Even if a man is unclean, the Pesach offering with matzah and bitter herbs must 
still be made. For one who neglects the Pesach offering to God shall be uprooted from among 
his people.” And a Pesach offering was made. 
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On the day that the Dwelling Place was erected, a cloud covered. In the evening, above the 
Dwelling Place there was a fire-like glow. Only when the cloud rose from the Tent of Appointed 
Meeting did the sons of Israel journey forth. Only at the place where the cloud settled did the 
sons of Israel make camp. Even when the cloud remained over the Dwelling Place for many 
days, the sons of Israel did not journey forth. The cloud came and went for a day, a few days, a 
year, and each time the Israelites settled and journeyed by way of the utterances of God 
through Moses. 

God then told Moses to “make two silver trumpets for calling the community. Aaron’s sons, the 
priests, shall blow the trumpets. When the trumpets are blown, the whole community shall 
come before the Tent of Appointed Meeting. But if they blow only one trumpet, the princes, 
the heads of the families of Israel, shall come forth. Each blow will indicate a direction for the 
next journey. When at war with an oppressor, you shall blow the trumpet and you will be 
remembered before God, and you will be delivered from your enemies. On that day of rejoicing 
and in your festive season and at the beginning of your months, you shall blow the trumpets.” 

It came to pass in the second year that the cloud rose from its dwelling over the Dwelling Place 
of the Testimony and the Israelites journeyed forth out of the wilderness of Sinai. When the Ark 
would journey, Moses said, “Arise, God, and let your foes be scattered, let those who hate You 
flee from before you.” And when it rested, Moses would say, “Reside tranquilly, O God, among 
the thousands of Israel.” 

But the people took to complaining and that was evil in the ears of God. God’s anger was 
kindled such that a fire broke out against them and devoured one edge of the camp. And the 
people cried out to Moses, and Moses prayed to God, and the fire died down. He named the 
place Taberah because the fire of God had broken out against them. 

The Israelites cried again complaining that there was nothing to eat besides manna and they 
wanted meat and fish and fruits and vegetables like they ate in Egypt. Moses heard their 
weeping, and the wrath of God flared greatly. In the eyes of Moses it was bad. Moses said to 
God, “Why have You placed the burden of this entire people upon me. I alone cannot carry this 
entire nation, for it is too heavy a burden.” 

God said to Moses, “gather seventy men from among the elders of Israel and have them stand 
with you at the Tent of Appointed Meeting. They will then bear the burden of the people with 
you. As for the people complaining that life was better for them in Egypt, tell them that God will 
provide meat. Tell them it will be so much meat that they must eat it for a whole month until it 
comes out of their nostrils and makes them nauseated. Tell them it is because you have 
rejected Hashem who is in your midst and you have wept before Hashem saying, ‘Why did we 
leave Egypt?’” 

Moses gathered the elders and then God sent a wind and drove quails from the sea to the 
camp. Some people arose and gathered quail and the meat was still between their teeth and 
not yet chewed when the anger of God broke out. God called this place Graves of Lust, for 
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there they had buried the people who had been craving. The rest of the people journeyed to 
Hatzeroth. 

There Miriam and Aaron spoke against Moses regarding the “dark skinned woman” whom he 
had married, for he had indeed married a “dark-skinned” woman. They said, “Has God indeed 
spoken only with Moses? Has God not also spoken to us?” And God heard their words against 
Moses. 

Now Moses was extremely humble, more than all the persons who live on the face of the earth. 
God suddenly said to Moses, to Aaron and to Miriam, “Go all three of you, to the Tent of 
Appointed Meeting.” God descended in a pillar of cloud and stood at the entrance of Tent of 
Appointed Meeting. God called Aaron and Miriam. “Hear now My words: My servant Moses is 
trusted in all my house. Mouth to mouth do I speak with him, in a vision and not in riddles, and 
he beholds the image of God. Why, then, were you not afraid to speak against My servant 
Moses?” 

The wrath of God was kindled against them and when the cloud departed from the Tent, 
Miriam was leprous as snow. Aaron turned to Miriam and saw she was a leper. 

Aaron said to Moses, “O My Lord, do not count it as a grave sin against us what we have done 
thoughtlessly and how we have sinned. Let Miriam not remain like a corpse.” And Moses cried 
to God, “O God, please heal her.” 

And God said to Moses, “If her father had spit in her presence, would she not have been 
ashamed for seven days? Have her confined outside the camp for seven days and afterwards 
she shall be taken in again.” 

Miriam was confined outside the camp for seven days, and the people did not journey on until 
Miriam was brought back into camp. Afterwards the people journeyed from Hatzeroth and they 
camped in the wilderness of Paran. 

Parshat Beha’alotcha Discussion Questions: 

1. God sends a cloud to dwell in the Tent of the Testimony and to guide Moses in leading the 
Israelites in the wilderness. Do you ever feel guided by God when you are in a physical or 
spiritual wilderness? How? 

2. The Israelites weep because they have no meat. God gets angry because of their 
complaints. Why do you think God would be angry with the Israelites for complaining about 
their conditions? Do you ever feel that God gets angry with you and your own personal 
complaints about life? 

3. Miriam and Aaron question Moses’ judgment on his choice of a wife. For this questioning 
of God’s humble servant Moses, God punishes Miriam with leprosy but does nothing to 
Aaron. Why just Miriam and not Aaron? 
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Haftarah for Beha’alotcha  

Zechariah 2:14-4:7 
Looking toward the rebuilding of the Temple. 

The haftarah for Parashat Beha’alotcha and Shabbat Hanukkah begins with Zekhariah 
encouraging the people of Judah to rebuild the Temple that had been destroyed in 586 BCE. 
Zekhariah prophesied towards the end of the 70 years that separated the destruction of the 
First Temple from the dedication of the Second Temple. 

Many of the nations that surrounded Judah were opposed to the reconstruction of the Temple 
because they did not want to see Judah rise to power once again. Also, after decades of exile, 
many Judeans were less than enthusiastic about building another Temple. The haftarah 
addresses the people of Judah, and more directly Joshua ben Jehozadak, the High Priest, and 
Zerubbabel, the Judean Governor, appointed by the Persians. 

In God’s Courtroom 

The bulk of the haftarah is focused on a vision that Zekhariah has in which Joshua ben 
Jehozadak is in God’s courtroom, defended by an angel of God, and up against an accusing 
angel, known as Satan. 

Joshua is dressed in filthy rags, and the angel of God gives him new, clean clothes and says, 
“See, I have removed your guilt from you, and you shall be clothed in priestly robes” (3:4). The 
angel tells Joshua that as long as he follows in the ways of God and faithfully conducts God’s 
work in the Temple, then God will allow him access to angels. 

God puts a stone with seven sides before Joshua and explains that it will be engraved, and 
when it is engraved the guilt of Judah will be removed. On the day that it is engraved God 
explicates that “you will invite each other to the shade of vines and fig trees” (3:10). This refers 

to a vision of the prophet Micah ( Micah 4:4 ) of a world without war. 

The Hanukkah Connection 

In the final section of the haftarah Zekhariah receives a vision of “a lampstand all of gold, with a 
bowl above it. The lamps on it are seven in number and the lamps above it have seven pipes 
and by it are two olive trees, one on the right of the one, and one on its left” (4:2). This vision of 
a menorah, and the thematic rededication of the Temple link Hanukkah to Zekhariah. Parashat 
Bha’alotkha also contains discussion of a menorah when God gives instructions for Aaron to 
light the menorah inside the tabernacle. 

Zekhariah does not understand what the menorah represents and asks for an explanation. God 
provides an answer, but it is directed at Zerubbabel: “Not by might, nor by power, but by My 
spirit, says the God of heaven’s hosts” (4:6). 
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Though this, too, is cryptic, commentators have interpreted this as God telling Zerubbabel not 
to squash his opponents through political counteraction, even though they oppose the 
rebuilding of the Temple. Rather, the second Temple would be built and rededicated on a 
foundation of holiness and spirituality. 

  

Jewish Tidbits… 

 
 

Who Was Rabbi Akiva? 
The second-century sage was the inspiration for many legends and 

may have died as a martyr. 

Rabbi Akiva (sometimes spelled Akiba) is considered to be one of the greatest rabbinic 
sages, yet the biographical details of his life remain somewhat of a mystery. It is believed 
that he died during the Bar Kochba Revolt in 132 CE, but his date of birth is unclear, as the 
only sources for his life appear in the Talmud and are not corroborated by historical 
evidence. He was born in Lod, near what is now Tel Aviv, and while nothing is known of his 
family origins (other than his father’s name, Yosef), sources allude to the fact that he likely 
came from humble beginnings. In the Babylonian Talmud Akiva mentions having once been 
an am ha-aretz, a term that refers to a country person, but later came to denote someone 
who was illiterate. It is generally believed that he learned to read and to study Torah at the 
age of 40. 

Akiva’s wife, who one source refers to by the name Rachel (according to Reuven Hammer’s 
2015 biography Akiva: Life, Legend and Legacy ) was an instrumental force in his 
development as a scholar. While earlier sources in the Jerusalem Talmud (third to fifth 
centuries CE) have little to say about Akiva’s wife, other than that she suffered in order to 
support his Torah study (even going so far as to sell her hair in order to do so), the 
Babylonian Talmud (sixth century CE) fills in the gaps by crafting a portrait of a woman 
devoted to her husband and determined to cultivate his innate intellectual talents. Akiva 
married the daughter of his wealthy employer, Kalba Savua, for whom he worked as a 

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/the-bar-kochba-revolt/
http://amzn.to/2qiNHjR
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shepherd. In response to their marriage, Savua disowned his daughter and cut her off 
financially, presumably objecting because of Akiva’s lowly economic status. Although the 
two were impoverished, Akiva’s wife encouraged him to study Torah (one source relates 
that his studying Torah was a condition she insisted upon in order to marry him), and 
through a combination of his own gifts and volition and her support he educated himself and 
grew to become a recognized scholar. 

What we know of Rabbi Akiva is more legend than historical fact, and these legends serve to 
fill in the outlines of a character who represents the quintessential scholar and lover of 
Torah. An oft-cited source in Avot de-Rabbi Natan relates the following story: 

What was the beginning of Rabbi Akiva? They say that he was 40 years old and had not 
learned a thing. One time, he was standing at the mouth of the well and said, “Who carved 
this rock?” They said to him, “The water that consistently falls on it every day.” They said to 

him, “Akiva, did you not read water wears away stones ( Job 14:19 )?” Immediately Rabbi 

Akiva ruled… : Just as the soft sculpts the hard, words of Torah, which are as hard as iron, 
will all the more so carve my heart/mind, which is but flesh and blood! Immediately he 
returned to learn Torah. (Avot de-Rabbi Natan, commentary on Pirkei Avot 1:4, translated by 
Rabbi Kelilah Miller) 
The Mishnah relates the following story that demonstrates Akiva’s deep commitment to 
Torah: 

The Sages taught: One time, after the Bar Kochba rebellion, the evil empire of Rome decreed 
that Israel may not engage in the study and practice of Torah. Pappos ben Yehuda came and 
found Rabbi Akiva, who was convening assemblies in public and engaging in Torah study. 
Pappos said to him: “Akiva, are you not afraid of the empire?” 

Rabbi Akiva answered him: “I will relate a parable. To what can this be compared? It is like a 
fox walking along a riverbank when he sees fish gathering and fleeing from place to place. 
The fox said to them: ‘From what are you fleeing?’ They said to him: ‘We are fleeing from 
the nets that people cast upon us.’ The fox said to them: ‘Do you wish to come up onto dry 
land, and we will reside together just as my ancestors resided with your ancestors?’ The fish 
said to him: ‘You are the one of whom they say, he is the cleverest of animals? You are not 
clever; you are a fool. If we are afraid in the water, our natural habitat which gives us life, 
then in a habitat that causes our death, all the more so.’ 

The moral is: So too, we Jews, now that we sit and engage in Torah study about which it is 

written: “For that is your life, and the length of your days” ( Deuteronomy 30:20 ), we fear 

the empire to this extent; if we proceed to sit idle from its study, as its abandonment is the 

habitat that causes our death, all the more so will we fear the empire.” ( Berakhot  

61b , Translation from the William Davidson Talmud via Sefaria.org) 

http://www.sefaria.org/sheets/10254


14 
 

Rabbinic Achievements 

Akiva developed as a sage during the period after the destruction of the Second Temple (70 
CE), a time of transformation for the Jewish community as Rabbinic Judaism began to take 
shape. Since the Temple no longer served as the focal point of Jewish life, the Sages (who 
later became known as rabbis) reconstructed Judaism with Torah study at its center. The 
rabbinic academy at Yavneh, near what is now the Israeli city of Tel Aviv, became the new 
center of Jewish life, while other academies sprung up across the land of Israel. Akiva 
studied with Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrkanus and Rabbi Joshua at a rabbinic academy in Lod for 
13 years. He was ordained in 93 CE by Rabbi Joshua and then became a teacher in his own 
right, founding his own academy in B’nai Brak. Rabban Gamliel II, the nasi (“prince” or 
leader) of the Jewish people, who, according to Hammer, treated Yavneh as “a semi-
autonomous Jewish government,” appointed Akiva as an organizer and representative of the 
Jewish people and also as a judge in the rabbinic court. 

Akiva, Hammer notes, was the first rabbi to assert that the Torah in its entirety (not just the 
Ten Commandments) came directly from heaven. His methodology in interpreting the Torah 
was highly meticulous and detailed; one legend relates that the reason God placed “crowns” 
on the letters of the Torah, a calligraphic detail, was so that Akiva would later find meaning 
in these ornamental marks. He was also known to have been well versed in mystical studies 
and practice, as exemplified by the famous legend of the Pardes, in which four rabbis enter 
the so-called mystical paradise and Akiva is the only one to survive the experience 
unscathed. 

Akiva helped to systematize the Mishnah, which was still in development at the time. “The 
Mishnah as we know it is ascribed to the work of Akiva as interpreted by his students,” notes 
Hammer in Akiva: Life, Legend and Legacy. Akiva organized and categorized these 
uncollected oral teachings in order to make them easier to memorize and pass down. His 
work, and that of his disciples, would help to establish Rabbinic Judaism as the new 
normative version of Judaism that would last to this day. Considering he accomplished this 
task at the same time that Christianity was evolving from a fringe Jewish sect into a 
competing religion, Akiva’s work was a major achievement in this history of Judaism. 

Martyrdom 

Though Rabbinic Judaism would ultimately take the place of the Temple, during the period 
after the destruction of the Second Temple Jews still hoped and prayed that the Temple 
might be rebuilt. This hope eventually took the form of military resistance to the Roman 
Empire’s oppressive anti-Jewish laws. Shimon bar Kosiva, also known as Bar Kochba, led the 
rebellion. According to the Jerusalem Talmud, Akiva believed that Bar Kochba was 
the Messiah. However, there is no historical evidence of Akiva taking part in the revolt. Akiva 
was eventually imprisoned for publicly teaching Torah, a practice the Romans forbade. There 
are multiple accounts of his death. The Jerusalem Talmud relates that when Akiva stood 
before the Roman judge Tineius Rufus, the time to recite the Shema prayer (another 
forbidden practice) had arrived. Akiva recited the Shema with a smile. When Rufus asked 

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/the-temple-its-destruction/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/judaism-after-the-temple/
http://hasoferet.com/cbh/2012/04/01/tagin-the-crowns-on-the-letters-of-the-torah/
http://hasoferet.com/cbh/2012/04/01/tagin-the-crowns-on-the-letters-of-the-torah/
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him why he smiled, Akiva replied that all his life he had read the verse, “And you shall love 
your God with all your heart, all your soul, and all your possessions,” but was never able to 
fulfill the obligation to love God with all his soul — that is, his life — until now. Other 
accounts relate a similar dialogue taking place while Akiva was being tortured to death, 
thereby establishing the legend that Akiva was a martyr who died while standing up for his 
right to practice Judaism in the face of oppression. Whichever account is accurate, Akiva 
became a legendary figure who represents the love of Torah and devotion to Jewish identity 
and practice against all odds. 

Books About Rabbi Akiva 

Holtz, Barry W. Rabbi Akiva: Sage of the Talmud (2017) 

Hammer, Reuven. Akiva: Life, Legend, Legacy (2015) 

Nadich, Judah. Rabbi Akiba and his Contemporaries (1998) 

  

Prayer 

 

Biblical Prayer 
Spontaneity and creativity were hallmarks of prayer  

in the time of the Bible. 
 

In addition to the sacrificial rites there was a collateral form of worship, unofficial but fully 
recognized–private prayer. The Bible records private prayers by almost every important 
personality with whose life and activity it deals. The religious men and women turned to God in 
prayer, and their prayers, as recorded in the Bible, touch the heart and stir deep religious 
sentiments. 

http://amzn.to/2oPB5Aj
http://amzn.to/2qiNHjR
http://amzn.to/2oPM2Ss
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Solomon’s Prayer 

In general, the personal prayers in the Bible–exclusive of the Psalms–are very much like the prayers that 
we would utter today. Solomon’s prayer at the dedication of the Jerusalem Temple may serve as an 
example. It contains all the elements of prayer-praise and thanksgiving, confession and intercession: 

“0 Lord, the God of Israel, there is no God like Thee, in heaven above, or on earth beneath; who keepest 
covenant and mercy with Thy servants, that walk before Thee with all their heart; … Behold, heaven and 
the heaven of heavens cannot contain Thee; how much less this house that I have builded! Yet have 
Thou respect unto the prayer of Thy servant, and to his supplication, 0 Lord my God, to hearken unto 
the cry and to the prayer which Thy servant prayeth before Thee this day; that Thine eyes may be open 
toward this house night and day…. And hearken Thou to the supplication of Thy servant, and of Thy 
people Israel, when they shall pray toward this place; yea, hear Thou in heaven Thy dwelling-place; and 

when Thou hearest, forgive” [ I Kings 8:23 , 27-30]. 

Like all the prayers uttered by biblical personalities or ascribed to them, Solomon’s prayer is addressed 
directly to God. There are no priests or other intermediaries, nor does Solomon offer any sacrifices to 
win God’s favor. Solomon supplicates God with words that come from the heart, and his prayer is 
uttered in the utmost faith that if he is deserving his prayer will be heard and answered. 

Primitive Elements 

To be sure, some biblical prayers contain primitive elements, such as prayers that are 
conditional in content. The suppliant formulates his prayer in the framework of a vow to do 
something which he assumes is pleasing to God if his prayer is answered. The classic example of 
this type of prayer is Jephthah’s vow before going to war against the Ammonites: 

“If thou wilt indeed deliver the children of Ammon into my hand, then it shall be, that 
whatsoever cometh forth of the doors of my house to meet me, when I return in peace … shall 

be the Lord’s, and I will offer it up for a burnt-offering” [ Judges 11:30-31 ]. 

The Bible also contains a number of prayers in which the suppliants argue with God and 
persuade Him by their logical arguments to alter His intent. God graciously yields to the logic of 
the prayer and changes His original decree. Abraham’s plea for Sodom and Gomorrah is the 
classic example. Abraham argues with the Almighty: 

“Will You sweep away the innocent along with the guilty? What if there should be fifty innocent 
within the city; will You then wipe out the place and not forgive it for the sake of the innocent 
fifty who are in it? Far be it from You to do such a thing, to bring death upon the innocent as 
well as the guilty, so that innocent and guilty fare alike. Far be it from You! Shall not the Judge 

of all the earth deal justly?” [ Gen. 18:23-25 ]. 

Unfortunately, Abraham’s logic was not backed by the facts of the situation, and his plea did 
not save the doomed cities. 

These primitive elements in some of the biblical prayers, however, are the exceptions. Most 
biblical prayers are so sophisticated in their formulation that they have been adopted as 
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patterns of prayer for all time. These prayers usually consist of two basic elements-introductory 
words praising God for His might and mercy, and a concluding petition, often universal in scope. 
King Solomon’s prayer, only part of which was quoted above, follows this pattern. 

Prayers of Praise 

Not all biblical prayers are petitionary. Many of them concentrate solely on praising God or 
thanking Him for His mercies and blessings. One such prayer is the Song of Moses which he and 
the Israelites sang after safely crossing the Sea of Reeds and escaping from the pursuing 
Egyptians: 

“I will sing to the Lord, for He has triumphed gloriously; Horse and driver He has hurled into the 
sea. The Lord is my strength and might; He is become my salvation. This is my God and I will 
enshrine Him; The God of my father, and I will exalt Him” 

[ Exodus 15:1-2 ]. 

The ancient Hebrews found no contradiction between the two forms of worship: the sacrificial 
rites of the Temple and the informal words of prayer uttered by individuals. They coexisted 
without infringing upon each other. In those early times prayer was essentially a spontaneous 
“cry” to God for help. It was based on the intuitive feeling or the deep conviction that God gives 
ear to the supplications of the devout and answers the prayer that comes from the heart. 

Temple Prayer 

In connection with the Temple functions only one brief prayer is prescribed in the Bible. 

When the farmer brought his first fruits to the Temple, he was to recite a formula in which he 
briefly summarized the story of the bondage in Egypt, the redemption, and the “land flowing 
with milk and honey” which God had given to the children of Israel. 

To these formulated prayers one may add a number of blessings which achieved official usage 
and later found their way into the siddur [prayer book]. One of these is part of the blessing 
which Jacob bestowed on Joseph’s sons: “God make you like Ephraim and 

Manasseh” ( Genesis 48:20 ), which is to this day the paternal blessing that the Jew bestows on 

his sons on Friday evenings. Another biblical blessing that has been repeated innumerable 
times is the blessing which the Kohanim pronounced in the Temple. It, too, has been 
incorporated into the synagogue worship: 

“The Lord bless you, and keep you! The Lord deal kindly and graciously with you! The Lord 

bestow His favor upon you and grant you peace!” [ Num. 6:24-26 ]. 

During the period of the First Jewish Commonwealth prayer was generally spontaneous, free, 
and independent. Except for the brief formula recited by the farmers, the priestly blessing, and 
some of the Psalms, prayers occupied no place in the official worship of the Temple. The 
introduction of public prayer as a form of worship was, as we shall see, one of the great 



18 
 

contributions of the Jewish people to world culture. But this took place during the Second 
Commonwealth. 

 

Food for Thought-Food to Eat 

 
 

Sephardic Cuisine 
An overview of the wide variety of food eaten by the descendants of the Spanish exile. 

Sephardic cuisine refers to the foods eaten by a large and diverse group of Jews that 
bear the unique stamp of their regions of origin, which include Spain, North Africa, 
the Middle East, Egypt, and Turkey. Italian, Indian, and other non-European Jewish foods 
are also sometimes included in this mix. 

There is logic to this broad grouping: Almost all of these lands were part of the Islamic 
world. The Arab conquest of the 7th and 8th centuries united land from the Iberian 
peninsula and the Atlantic Ocean to China and India. Active trading went on between 
these lands, spreading new food all over the region. Eggplant from India, spinach from 
Nepal, and spices from the Near East are examples of foods that spread throughout the 
Islamic empire. 

Jews participated actively in Islamic society. They were successful in cultural, political, 
and financial arenas. Thus, Sephardic cuisine often represents refined, even aristocratic, 
food. Besides the quality of the food, the Jews of the Islamic world stressed quantity as 
well. Asceticism was not valued, and lifecycle celebrations such 
as circumcisions and weddings were lengthy and luxurious. 

Cookbooks that cataloged medical advice alongside recipes were a common genre 
of literature in the Muslim world. The 13th-century Cookbook of the Maghreb and 
Andalusia, one of the most important of these books, lists five Jewish recipes. All of 



19 
 

these are full of spices and aromas and are detailed in their ingredients and preparation. 
One such dish, a chicken with giblets, was made with, among other things, fennel stalks, 
coriander, oil, citron leaves, eggs, flour, and chicken liver. The dish is first roasted and 
then left to sit in murri — a fermented condiment used in medieval cooking — vinegar, 
rose water, onion juice, and spices. All the dishes in the book, including the Jewish ones, 
exhibit delicate attention to flavor, texture, and presentation. Jews also authored recipe 
and dietetics books. Isaac Israelicus’ 10th-century Book of Foods was translated into 
Latin in the 15th century and used in medical schools until the 17th century. 

 

When the Jews were expelled from Spain in 1492, most made their way to North Africa 
and Ottoman lands such as Turkey and the Balkans. Half of the North African Jews lived 
in Morocco, and the Jewish style of food that was common there is still considered one 
of Morocco’s four national food styles. The Jews who settled in the Ottoman lands were 
typically upper class, and their foods resembled the foods of the urban nobility. 
The kebabs, pilafs and dolmades (stuffed vegetables) of Turkish Jewry are still some of 
the most recognizable Sephardic dishes. 

Fruits, vegetables, spices, and grains were plentiful in the Mediterranean climate, and 
thus plant foods figured heavily into Sephardic cuisine. Indeed, Jews were responsible 
for spreading the use of certain plant foods. Italian Jews prepared artichoke in an 
innovative way. Leeks and fennel, first used in Jewish cooking, were also later used in 
non-Jewish cooking in the area. Meats were eaten by Mediterranean Jews, but–except 
for Shabbat (the Sabbath)–fish was more often on the menu. 

 

The Sephardic Jewish communities began to decline in the 18th century. Colonialism and 
natural disaster hit these communities hard, and, on the whole, the Sephardic 

https://www.myjewishlearning.com/the-nosher/sumac-chicken-and-rice-recipe/
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/recipe/stuffed-grape-leaves/
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communities became impoverished. Nonetheless, Sephardic cuisine still retains the 
character of its unique heritage, a panoply of foods from many different lands that 
reflect an intense intermingling of cultures that were often well-to-do and sophisticated. 

It is difficult to identify particular Sephardic foods as Spanish or Greek or Arab. The 
movement of the Sephardic community and the unique blending of cultures gave rise to 
an assimilated and variegated cuisine. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 


