TOLMM WEEKLY Newsletter
for 7-16-22
Tree of Life Messianic Ministries is an approved Giving
Charity by PayPal. To donate go to paypal.com and donate to tolmm@etzchayim.org.

Ministry News
IF YOU HAVE A PRAYER REQUEST YOU WOULD LIKE PEOPLE ON THE LIST TO
PRAY FOR YOU CAN SEND THEM TO US 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.
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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.

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 Phillip Hammond has a Zoom Bible Study and a Erev Shabbat 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@etzchayim.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.
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General News
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.

MESSIANIC TEACHING ON THE WEEKLY TORAH,
HAFTARAH, AND APOSTOLIC SCRIPTURE
PORTIONS…

Message for 7-9-22 and 7-16-22
This week and next week my teaching will be the same as these two portions
are usually joined together. The rest of the Newsletter will be different.
Message originally shared 6/26/99
Chukat - Ordinance of / Balak - Balak (destroyer)
Numbers-Bamidbar 19:1-22:1 / Numbers 22:2-25:9
Judges 11:1-33 / Micah 5:6-6:8
Rom. 11:25-32, 2 Kefa 2:1-22
This week there are two Torah portions to be read. The Sidra or Parashah Chukat
(Numbers-Bamidbar 20) recounts an incident in the wilderness. There is no water, and
the people complain bitterly. YHVH tells Moses to order a rock to flow with water for the
people. But Moses strikes the rock with his rod, and this displeases YHVH, who says to
Moses: Because you did not trust Me enough…therefore you shall not lead this
community into the land that I have given them (20:12). Most of us are brought up with
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rewards for “being good” and punishments for the opposite. Growing older, we sooner
or later come to feel a discord between reward and punishment.
In the second part of this week’s Torah Sidra or Parashah Balak (Numbers 22), the
Moabite king Balak, fearing the Israelites who are advancing in his kingdom’s direction,
engages the prophet Balaam to curse the people of Israel. Balaam agrees and sets
forth on his donkey. YHVH is angry with Balaam and places an angel in their path. The
donkey, seeing the angel, goes off the road. Balaam, who sees nothing, beats the
donkey. After the third such beating, the donkey communicates with Balaam and
Balaam finally sees: Then the Eternal one uncovered Balaam'’ eyes, and he saw the
divine emissary...(22:31). It is one thing to look, another to see.
Numbers-Bamidbar 24:3b-9; 15b-17a
3b: “The words of Balaam son of Beor, the words of the man with the open eye;
4: “the words of the one who hears the sayings of THE MIGHTY ONE, who sees
the vision of Shaddai, while fallen and with uncovered eyes: 5: “How goodly are
your tents, O Jacob, your dwelling places, O Israel; 6: “stretching out like
brooks, like gardens by a river, like aloes planted by YHVH, like cedars by water.
7: “Water shall flow from his wells, and his seed shall be by abundant waters. His
king shall be exalted over Agag, and his kingdom shall be upraised. 8: “It is THE
MIGHTY ONE Who took him out of Egypt according to the power of His loftiness.
He will consume the nations that oppress him and crush their bones, and his
arrows shall pierce them. 9: “He couched and lay down like a lion, and, like a lion
cub – who can stand him up? Those who bless you are blessed and those who
curse you are accursed.” 15b: “The words of Balaam son of Beor, the words of
the man with the open eye. 16: The words of one who hears the sayings of THE
MIGHTY ONE, and knows the knowledge of the Supreme One, who sees the
vision of Shaddai, while fallen and with uncovered eyes. 17a: I shall see him, but
not now, I shall look at him, but it is not near. A star has issued from Jacob and a
scepter-bearer has risen from Israel…
Micah 5:6-8, 6:1-8
6: The remnant of Jacob will be in the midst of many peoples like dew from YHVH,
like raindrops upon grass, which is not hoped for from man and not awaited from
a human being. 7: And the remnant of Jacob will be among the nations, in the
midst of many peoples, like a lion among the animals of the forest and like a
lion’s whelp among flocks of sheep, who, when he passes by, tramples and tears
apart, and there is no rescuer. 8: Your hand will be raised over your enemies, and
all your adversaries will be eliminated. 6:1 Listen, now, what YHVH says [to me]:
“Arise and contend before the mountains, and let the hills hear your voice!” 2:
Listen, you mountains, to the grievance of YHVH, and you bedrock, the
foundations of the earth! For YHVH has a grievance with His people, and He will
contend with Israel: 3: My people, what [wrong] did I do to you and how did I tire
you? Testify against Me! 4: For I brought you up from the land of Egypt and
redeemed you from the house of bondage; and I sent Moses, Aaron and Miriam
before you. 5: My people, hear, now, what Balak, king of Moab, schemed, and
what Balaam son of Beor answered him, [and all the events] from Shittim to Gilgal
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– in order to recognize the righteous, the righteous acts of YHVH. 6: [You ask,]
With what shall I approach YHVH, humble myself before THE MIGHTY ONES on
high? Shall I approach Him with burnt offerings, or with calves in their first year?
7: Will YHVH be appeased by thousands of rams or with tens of thousands of
streams of oil? Shall I give over my firstborn [to atone for] my transgression, or
the fruit of my belly [for] the sin of my soul?’ 8: He has told you, O man, what is
good! What does YHVH require of you but to do justice, to love kindness and to
walk humbly with your MIGHTY ONES?
Balaam is a prophet who talks with THE MIGHTY ONE. And when it comes time to
pronounce the curse, Balaam instead pronounces a blessing. It is a long blessing, and it
contains the words: “How goodly are your tents, O Jacob, your dwelling places, O
Israel!” Why did a non-Jewish prophet recite these words of blessing over Israel? These
words show us that there is only one MIGHTY ONE for all the people in the world.
It is interesting that the Hebrew word for “your dwellings,” mishkenotecha, has the
same root as the word for the Divine Presence, Sh’khinah. Balaam saw the presence of
the MIGHTY ONE among these people. So, the Israelites, after their many mistakes,
finally show that they can do something right. But we know that the Bible is a story of
how people struggle with THE MIGHTY ONE and with themselves. It is a story about
the promises that He gave to our ancestors, not just to the Jewish people, but to ALL of
humanity. The promise that in the end a redeemer would come. He would come through
the line of Judah, but He would also be tied to Israel. And through Him all the peoples of
the earth would be made one with Him.
Romans 11:25-32
25: For, brothers, I want you to understand this truth which THE MIGHTY ONE
formerly concealed but has now revealed, so that you won’t imagine you know
more than you actually do. It is that stoniness, to a degree, has come upon Israel,
until the Gentile world enters in its fullness; 26: and that it is in this way that all
Israel will be saved. As the Tanakh says, “out of Tziyon will come the Redeemer;
He will turn away ungodliness from Ya’akov 27: and this will be My covenant with
them,when I take away their sins [Isaiah 59:20-21, 27:9]." 28: With respect to the
Good News, they are hated for your sake. But with respect to being chosen they
are loved for the Patriarch's sake, 29: for THE MIGHTY ONE’s free gifts and His
calling are irrevocable. 30: Just as you yourselves were disobedient to THE
MIGHTY ONE before but have received mercy now because of Israel’s
disobedience; 31: so also, Israel has been disobedient now, so that by your
showing them the same mercy that THE MIGHTY ONE has shown you, they too
may now receive THE MIGHTY ONE’S mercy. 32: For THE MIGHTY ONE has shut
up all mankind together in disobedience, in order that He might show mercy to
all.
2 Kefa-Peter 2:20-21
20: Indeed, if they have once escaped the pollutions of the world through
knowing our Lord and Deliverer, Y’shua the Messiah, and then have again
become entangled and defeated by them, their latter condition has become worse
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than their former. 21: It would have been better for them not to have known the
Way of righteousness than, fully knowing, to turn from the holy command
delivered to them.
Let me share this short story with you: A woman recently told a friend that she had
stopped lighting candles to welcome the Shabbat, something she had done all her
married life. When she was asked why, the reason that came out had to do with her
failing marriage and the darkness in her home that was the result of it. Yet, the Bible
tells us that, even after so many struggles and problems, it is possible to bring light, to
have hope. There was a remnant of Israelites who remained faithful to YHVH. They kept
alive the vision of the Promised Land.
This is the lesson of the beautiful tents of Jacob: Have hope. Hope means
overcoming the darkness of life long enough to gain a vision of a better way. Light the
Shabbat candles and look upon the light. Realize that this is the light of the Messiah
who comes to take away the sin of this world. Guard your salvation tightly. Hold onto
Y’shua as tightly as the tzitzith-fringes are tied. If you let, go for even one moment you
could lose it all.
The promises were given to Judah and to Israel. In this camp dwelled non-Israelites.
All of humankind has been given the promise of one-day dwelling in the presence of
YHVH. This promise is not just for the Jews, not just for the Christians but ALL of
Israel—Messianic Israel.
YHVH, when I look at glass, let it be a window and not a mirror. For there are
times when I need to see others, when I need to look beyond me and my wants, to
the needs and cares of my family and friends. And there are times when I need to
remember that there are people I pass as if they weren’t there: Open my eyes to
them.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
We 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, we must beg to differ, because we have seen it over our lives as
Jewish Believer’s in Yeshua. We have been Believer’s in Messiah Yeshua for decades. We have
seen a lot and had many discussions with our 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
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Yeshua as Messiah is not one of them. Berachot (Blessings), Rabbi Mordecai Silver, Ph.D., and
Rabbi Philip Hammond, Ph.D.

A TRADITIONAL JEWISH PARASHAH
AND HAFTARAH COMMENTARY

Parashat Balak: Summary Num. 22:2-25:9
Cursing and blessing the Israelites.
Miriam and Aaron die, and Moses and the Israelites must fight against the Edomites,
Canaanites, Emorites and Amorites to continue toward God’s Promised land. Each time God
helps the children of Israel win. Now, Balak, the King of Moab, saw how the Hebrews had won
these wars.
Balak sends messengers to Balaam, and son of Beor, to tell him about the powerful Hebrews,
“Come with us Balaam to curse these Hebrews. We know that whomever you bless Balaam is
blessed and whomever you curse is cursed.” Balaam answered. “Spend the night here. God
will speak to me and then I will give you an answer.” Later God said to Balaam, “Who are these
people?” Balaam answered “Balak has sent messengers to ask me to curse the Hebrews and
drive them out.” God says to Balaam. “No. Do not go with them! You will not curse the
Hebrew people for they are blessed.”
So, Balaam told the messengers no. When Balak heard Balaam’s answer he sent more
important messengers to ask Balaam to curse the Hebrews. But Balaam would not be saying,
“Even if Balak were to give me his house full of silver and gold, I cannot go against God’s
word. And now, stay, and I will find out what else God says.” This time God tells Balaam, “You
may go but do only what I say to do.
In the morning Balaam saddled his donkey and went with the Balak’s officers. God’s anger
flares as Balaam goes so an angel of God stands in the path to stop him. Balaam’s female
donkey sees the angel of God standing with a sword in his hand and turns the other
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way. Balaam hits the donkey to get her back on the path. Three times this angel leads the
donkey away from the path and three times Balaam hits his donkey in anger.
Then God opens the mouth of the female donkey, and she says to Balaam, “What have I done
to you that you hit me three times?” Balaam answers, “Because you act against me. If I had a
sword in my hand, I would kill you.” The donkey then says, “Am I not your faithful donkey
whom you always ride? Have I ever done this to you before?”
When Balaam answers no God suddenly opens his eyes so he could see the angel of God
standing in the path with his sword in his hand. Balaam quickly bowed. Then the angel of God
said “Why did you hit your donkey 3 times? Maybe she turned from me in fear. If she had not
turned away, I would have killed you and let her live.”
Balaam said to the angel of God. “I have sinned. I did not know that you stood in the way
against me. If you want me to go back, I will.” But the angel of God says, “Go to Balak but say
only what I tell you to say.
Balaam reaches Balak and says “Look. I am here but whatever words God puts into my mouth I
will say. Now build seven altars and stand beside the ascent offering.” And Balak did.

Balaam’s Blessing
Then Balaam goes to speak with God. When he returns, he says to Balak, “God brought these
people out of the land of Egypt. These people are to be blessed not cursed.” Balak answered,
“You shall not curse them, and you shall not bless them.” But Balaam just said, “I told you that
whatever God tells me to say I will say.” Angered Balak brings Balaam to the top of the Field of
Seers to show him the mighty Hebrews. Balaam tells Balak to build offerings to God there and
stand next to them. Balak does.
Then God tells Balaam to say to Balak, “God will not lie nor change the Almighty ruling. These people
whom God brought out of the land of Egypt must be blessed and not cursed.” Balak repeats his demand.
“If you will not curse them do not bless them.” Balaam answers, “Didn’t I already tell you? All that God
speaks, I will do.” Balak says back, “Then I will take you to another place where it may be right in the
eyes of God to curse them for me.”

They went to the peak of Peor that looks over the wasteland. After making altars and sacrifices,
Balaam could see that in the eyes of God it was right only to bless Israel. When he saw the
Israelites camping, the spirit of God came upon him inspiring him to say aloud “How goodly are
your tents, O Jacob, your dwelling places, O Israel. Like brooks are they turned, like gardens by
the river, like cedars beside the waters the waters flow from God’s buckets. Israel wins against
other nations because God brought you out of the land of Egypt to be God’s people. Those who bless
you are blessed and those who curse you are cursed.”

Balak was furious, “I have asked you to curse my enemies and three times you bless them. Get
away.” Balaam says, “I must do as God asks me to do. Now, I shall give you one piece of
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advice. What the Hebrews will do to your people will be only in the end of days.” At that
Balaam and Balak went their separate ways.
The Hebrews then settle in Shittim, and the people began to sin with the daughters of Moab
and bow to the Moabite gods. God was angry at the Israelites and said to Moses, “Take all the
leaders of the people and hang them in the presence of the sun and then My anger will go away
from Israel.” And it was done. Pinhas, a priest, killed the final Israelite man and Midianite
woman. Twenty-four thousand lost their lives.

Parashat Balak Discussion Questions
1) God sends an angel that the donkey can see immediately. Balaam only sees this angel of
God later. Have you ever been sent an angel from God that you couldn’t see until later? How
do you recognize an angel sent from God?
2) Can God speak through a donkey?
3) Has God ever spoken to you through an animal or another human being? How?

Haftarah for Balak Micah 5:6-6:8
God tells the people of Israel what He really wants.
In this week’s haftarah Micah gives a series of short prophecies directed at the Israelites in
exile, whom he refers to as the “remnant of Jacob.” Though the people may feel like droplets of
dew, hopelessly spread out upon other nations, their renewal will come from God. Ultimately,
they will rise like a lion and trample their foes. This transformation, from a tiny drop of water to
the king of all animals, symbolizes the changes that will come to the people of Israel. They will
go from being very weak to very strong.
Even while Micah is encouraging the exiled nation, he warns them that on the very same day
that they vanquish their foes, their own idols and false gods will be demolished. Soothsayers
and sorcerers will be destroyed. While God gives His nation strength, he will wreak havoc on
those who still believe in other gods.
Micah then speaks on God’s behalf and invites mountains, hills, and the firm foundation of the
world to bear witness as God recounts how poorly His own nation has treated Him. He brought
them out of Egypt, and gave them strong leaders–Moses, Aaron and Miriam. God reminds His
people about the prophecy of Balaam (an explicit reference to Parashat Balak) who was
commissioned by Balak the King of Moab to curse the Israelites. But when Balaam opened his
mouth, God changed Balaam’s evil prophecy into one of strength and dignity. This is just one
example of God’s graciousness.
God laments that the people seem to think they can please Him with a steady stream of
sacrifices, instead of by acting honorably. Finally, Micah closes with a famous summation of
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what God wants from His people: “He has told you, O man, what is good, and what the Lord
requires of you: Only to do justice, and to love goodness, and to walk modestly with God.” (6:8)

From the Desk of
Rabbi Philip Hammond
Coming Soon…

Can You Believe It?

Creationism and Evolution in Jewish Thought
Can one believe in both?
The scientific theory of evolution seems to contradict the biblical account of Creation. While
the Bible claims that God created the world in six days, culminating with the creation of
humanity, the theory of evolution asserts that humanity evolved over billions of years. How
do Jews approach this contradiction? Like any seeming contradiction between science and
Jewish tradition, there are several options.

Is It a Contradiction?
Some Jews, including many of the ultra-Orthodox, reject evolutionary theory. They see the
Bible as embodying eternal truths. Thus, some of the ultra-Orthodox are unwilling to
reinterpret it in order to reconcile it with a scientific theory that, in their view, may be
disproved in another hundred years. Some even go so far as to ban Jewish books on
evolution.
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For example, in 2005, a few prominent ultra-Orthodox rabbis banned Natan Slifkin‘s books
on science and the Torah, which seem to support evolutionary theory (Slifkin himself is also
Orthodox). Those who ban Slifkin’s books see his arguments as challenging Jewish religious
authority and undermining Jewish faith.
Other Jews reject the biblical account of creation because it contradicts evolutionary theory.
They see the Bible as an ancient human document that cannot provide a helpful description
of the world’s beginnings for a person living in the twentieth century. They look to modern
science to explain the origin of the world and reject religious explanations.
For example, Steven Pinker, a prominent evolutionary psychologist and Jewish atheist,
rejects religious explanations of the origins of the world. He argues that the theory of
natural selection best explains the origins of complex life, and no God could possibly have
created a world that has so many faults in its design.

Variety of Approaches, Even Among the Orthodox
Many Jews, however, reject the either/or approach and strive to integrate the biblical
account with the findings of modern science. Some Orthodox Jewish scientists read
evolutionary theory into the Bible, arguing that the Bible and modern scientific theory
describe the same process using different language. Most famously, Gerald Schroeder,
an Israeli physicist, uses Einstein’s theory of relativity to explain how God’s six 24-hour days
of creation are equivalent to fifteen billion years of scientific evolution.
Other Jewish thinkers, such as Mordecai Kaplan and Yeshayahu Leibowitz, reconcile the
biblical account of creation with evolutionary theory by rejecting literal understandings of
the Bible in favor of metaphorical or allegorical readings. They argue that the Bible is not
meant to provide an accurate scientific description of the origins of the world. Rather, it is a
spiritual account of why the world came into being and what our role is in it. These thinkers
follow a long tradition of Jewish commentators who view the Bible non-literally, from rabbis
of the talmudic era to Maimonides.
Some kabbalists embrace aspects of evolutionary theory as a corroboration of kabbalistic
understandings of the origins of the world and its development. Rabbi Abraham Isaac Kook,
the first Ashkenazic Chief Rabbi of Israel, saw evolutionary theory as support for the
kabbalistic ideas of the unity of life and the progressive unfolding of natural history.

A New Layout of the Universe
Recent scientific developments have provided new opportunities for reconciling the biblical
account of creation with scientific cosmogony. Most notably, the Big Bang theory, which has
gained widespread acceptance in the scientific community today, asserts that the universe
began at a particular point in time. This theory can support the biblical account of
intentional creation at a particular time by God.
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The hotly contested debate regarding teaching evolution vs. intelligent design in American
schools has increased discussion of evolution within the American Jewish community. Some
American Jews reject the term “intelligent design,” seeing it as part of an attempt to
bring Christianity into the public schools. Yet many Jews, even those who argue against the
proponents of intelligent design, still strive to see the hand of God in the origins of the
world. In the wake of these debates, Jews today continue to struggle to reconcile the
traditional Jewish belief in creation with the scientific theory of evolution.

Prayer Points

How to Acquire the Right Mental State
for Prayer
The pursuit of proper kavanah, the Hebrew term for directed
attention, has long concerned Jewish thinkers.
One of the perennial dilemmas that confronts Jewish prayer is the challenge of achieving
concentrated attention within a fixed liturgy. Jewish thinkers have long wrestled with this
challenge and devised strategies, both conceptual and practical, to reconcile this binary of
practice and spirit.
The problem has been resolved primarily in the domain of kavanah, the Hebrew term for a
desired focus or directed attention. This heightened state of mental concentration ranges from
a basic practice of mindfulness—simply attending to the words that one utters in prayer—to
elaborate schemes of connecting spiritual realms, and even ascending through them.
In perhaps the first prescriptive statement in Jewish literature regarding kavanah in prayer, the
Mishnah ( Berachot 5:1 ) states:
[One] should not stand up to pray unless he is in a reverent frame of mind. The original pious
ones used to wait a while and then pray, in order to direct their hearts towards the
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Omnipresent. [While one is reciting Shemoneh Esrei,] even if the king greets him, he should not
respond to him, and even if a snake is coiled around his heel, he should not cease.
The Jerusalem Talmud relates a series of colorful methods used by different rabbis to prepare
their minds for prayer. Rabbi Hiyya meditated on the Persian political hierarchy to help him
concentrate. Rabbi Samuel counted birds. And Rabbi Bun bar Hiyya counted rows of bricks.
These latter approaches are strikingly similar to the simple act of counting one’s breaths as a
means to calm the mind, a method used in mindfulness meditation as practiced today. In the
Babylonian Talmud, we read about diverse kinds of legal matters that one should contemplate
in order to put oneself in a reverent frame of mind for prayer.
By the medieval period, Jewish thinkers were beginning to offer more detailed prescriptions for
how to attain proper kavanah. Moses Maimonides (1135–1204), the most famous medieval
philosopher, wrote that any prayer that lacks proper concentration does not constitute prayer.
But how to achieve that concentration?
In his legal code, the Mishneh Torah, Maimonides recommends clearing one’s thoughts, and
sitting for a time before beginning prayer. But in his philosophical work, the Guide of the
Perplexed, Maimonides proposes an even more rigorous program for mystical contemplation
during the recital of the Shema and the beginning of the daily Amidah prayer:
The first thing that you should cause your soul to hold fast onto is that while reciting the Shema
you should empty your mind of everything and pray thus. You should not content yourself with
being intent while reciting the first verse of Shema and saying the first blessing [of the Amidah].
When this has been carried out correctly and has been practiced consistently for years, cause
your soul, whenever you read or listen to the Torah or listening to it, to be constantly
directed—the whole of you and your thought—toward reflection on what you are listening to
or reading… (Guide of the Perplexed 3:51).
In this remarkable passage, Maimonides reveals the depth of commitment required to develop
the ideal form of kavanah. This is not for the faint of heart. Maimonides prescribes a practice
that tilts decidedly toward non-verbal contemplation as the highest form of worship. In this
treatment, inner religious awareness, self-effacement, and a pervasive focus upon divinity
constitute the aim, rather than observance with a patina of spirituality.
In Maimonides’ wake—and partially in response to his unmatched influence — came the
flourishing of a new and distinctive form of Jewish mysticism, known as Kabbalah. Jewish
mysticism was not a new phenomenon, but the kabbalistic literature of the 12th century and
onward provided novel forms of Jewish spirituality.
The kabbalists described divinity as comprising ten aspects or rungs called sefirot. Since the
Torah is conceived as a revelation of God’s own being, every word or phrase, even its unwritten
vowels and cantillation notes, signifies one of the sefirot. This approach makes space for the
interpretation of a verse from the Torah as a complex string of sefirot.
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Kabbalistic thinking extended the esoteric significance of the words of the Torah to the liturgy.
Each word or prayer unit symbolizes a specific sefirah. Kavanah is the technique for uniting
aspects of one’s heart, mind and soul with these higher cosmic meanings of the prayer text.
In one passage, the Zohar, the central work of Jewish mysticism, explains that through the
mental act of concentration one causes one’s entire being to be constituted as a human
tabernacle, prepared to receive divine overflow. Another passage explains that the 248 words
of the Shema not only correspond to the 248 limbs of the human body (as per rabbinic
teaching), but with the proper intent, reciting them joins together the 248 limbs of the divine
body. Further, one is instructed to avoid any interruption between the blessings for the Shema
and the recital of the whispered Amidah prayer in order to conjoin the masculine and feminine
potencies of divinity.
In the hands of 16th-century kabbalists, and elaborated by many more subsequently, the
approaches to kavanah became increasingly technically complex. At the same time, the
popularization of kabbalistic attention to kavanah led to the appearance of various formulas to
be recited before the recitation of particular prayers. Many of these were variations of the
following: “For the sake of the unification of the blessed Holy One and His Shechinah, in fear
and in love, in love and in fear, through unification of the name yod he with vav he [the letters
of the tetragrammaton, YHVH] in the name of all of Israel.”
With the rise of the Hasidic movement in Eastern Europe in the 18th century, with its emphases
on joy and communion with the divine, the desire for simpler metaphors and symbols led to the
marginalizing of more technical kavanot. Yet, with the advent of cheaper printing, the simple
kabbalistic kavanah quoted above became widespread, particularly in Hasidic prayerbooks.
Indeed, this popularizing movement made kavanah—whether as rudimentary formulas or as
emotive expression—the preeminent focus of religious life.
A letter from Israel Baal Shem Tov, traditionally thought of as the founder of Hasidic Judaism,
instructed his brother-in-law to sustain a particular technique of intention during prayer and
Torah study. He explained that “in every single letter there are worlds and souls and divinity.
These ascend and bond and unite with each other. Then, the letters bond and unite with each
other, becoming a word, and they unite in true unity with divinity. Include your soul with them
in each and every aspect.”
One of the most basic Hasidic teachings is that the entire material world, and even more so the
letters of Torah and of prayer, pulsate with divine energy and godly luminosity. Through
envisioning the spirituality within each letter of one’s prayer, every Hasid could unite with
holiness and participate in bringing unity to the fractured reality they experienced. Ecstasy was
within reach!
The story of kavanah’s trajectory continues to our day. The 1960s witnessed a proliferation of
Eastern and New-Age spirituality, in tandem with a popularization of the study of kabbalah. To
the extent that these efforts are invested in sincere spiritual searching, they often involve the
use of kavanot in prayer and contemplation. Of late, there has been great creativity in
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developing new kavanot adapted for new forms of prayer and spiritual practice. At the same
time, a small but significant number of Jews who are trying to deepen their literacy have also
turned to traditional formulas, infused with a new spirit. Indeed, kavanah may today be the
subject of the greatest amount of spiritual attention in the English-speaking Jewish world.

Hebrew Word of the Week

מת
ֶ֣  ֱא- Emet - Faith
Chicken Soup or What???

Black and White Cookie Popsicles Recipe
A spin on the Jewish deli classic.
In thinking about “Jewish” desserts, certain dishes immediately come to mind:
Babka.
Rugelach.
Hamantaschen.
And – if you ask me – the black and white cookie. And I don’t think I’m alone here. But I didn’t actually
know why. So I did some research and discovered that this iconic cookie has ties to Glaser’s Bake Shop in
Manhattan’s Upper East Side, which opened in 1902.
Now I don’t date back quite that far, but I CAN unequivocally claim a lifelong love affair with the black
and white (in case you’re interested, I eat the black side first and save the preferred white side for last).
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So when asked to create a popsicle with a Jewish twist, I knew I wanted a black and white cookie pop.
But how to execute? That took some time. I played with a few ideas – from doing a half chocolate/half
vanilla ice cream pop, to an all vanilla/half dunked in chocolate shell. All with chunks of cookies
scattered throughout.

But I really wanted to get that cookie taste – icing and all – into the pops themselves.
The answer? A cookie milkshake base – half chocolate, half vanilla – with little pieces of cookie
(half chocolate, half vanilla) running through. And not only were these so super easy – requiring
a blender and just 5 ingredients – they were super delicious too.
How do YOU eat a black and white?

Black and White Cookie Popsicles
Ingredients
1 ½ cups whole milk, divided
½ cup heavy cream, divided
2 Tbsp sugar, divided
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1-2 Tbsp unsweetened cocoa powder
8 oz black and white cookies (I used an 8-ounce package of small cookies – about 2” in
diameter. If you can’t find them, just use a similar amount of any size cookie and follow the
directions accordingly)

Directions
Divide the cookies in half – place the chocolate halves aside.
Place ¾ cup of milk, ¼ cup heavy cream, 1 tablespoon sugar and half the vanilla cookie halves
into a blender. Chop the remaining vanilla halves into small pieces. Blend the mixture for 30
seconds. Pour into popsicle molds, going only halfway up. Place a few chopped cookie pieces in
each mold. Add popsicle sticks and freeze till frozen.
Clean out your blender and add the remaining ¾ cup milk, ¼ cup heavy cream, 1 tablespoon
sugar and the cocoa powder, along with half the chocolate cookie halves. Chop the remaining
chocolate halves into small pieces. Blend the mixture for 30 seconds. Keep refrigerated till
ready to use.
When the pops are frozen remove from freezer and add the chocolate mixture and a few
chocolate cookie pieces to each mold. Freeze overnight.
To release the pops, hold molds briefly under hot water. Yields 8-10 popsicles.
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