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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.
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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.
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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@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.

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

Message for 7-2-22
Message originally shared 7/4/97
Korach - Korah
Numbers 16:1-18:32
1 Samuel 11:14-12:22
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Acts 5:1-11
Numbers 16:3-4 And they assembled against Mosheh and against Aharon,
and said to them, “Enough of you! For all the congregation is set-apart, all of
them, and Adonai is in their midst. Why then do you lift up yourselves above
the assembly of Adonai?” And when Mosheh heard, he fell on his face.
(Thoughts on Moses’s humility)
Love is blind. So is hate and any principle that begins to cover your
mind with emotion. This week, in what appears to be the worst division of the
Jewish people after the Exodus, a test of human nature proved that the great
divide bordered more on ego than on principle.
Korach, a cousin of Moshe and a brilliant man in his own right, began a
rebellion that challenged the leadership and divine appointment of both Moshe
and Aharon. In addition to his own family, Korach's self-centered actions
inspired 250 Jewish leaders to denounce publicly the leadership of Moshe and
Aharon. Foremost among them were two men with a history of vindictive
activities toward Moshe - Dassan and Aviram. Back in Egypt, when Moshe
killed an Egyptian taskmaster who was beating an innocent Jew, these men
threatened to inform the Egyptian authorities.
Numbers 12-14 And Mosheh sent to call Dathan and Aviram the sons of
Eliyav, but they said, “We are not coming up!” “Is it little that you have
brought us up out of a land flowing with milk and honey, to kill us in the
wilderness, that you would also seize total rule over us?” “Also, you have not
brought us into a land flowing with milk and honey, nor given us inheritance of
fields and vineyards. Would you bore out the eyes of these men? We are not
coming up!”
(Thoughts on the constant complaining and challenging of Moshe’s authority
and calling by God)
But Moshe wanted to deal with them. As leader of two million people, he
could have laughed at the complaints of a minute fraction of the population,
but he didn't. He reached out to Dassan and Aviram and asked them to come
and discuss their problems with him. His request was met with a barrage of
insults.
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"Even if you gouge out our eyes - we shall not meet!" they responded
(Numbers 16:14).
An amazing response: why did these men, who obviously were stubborn,
arrogant, and self-serving, respond in this manner? Why did they suggest
inflicting eye-gouging upon themselves? Would it not be enough to respond,
even to the worst of enemies, "we will not come?" What connection does the
loss of vision have with their refusal?
I have a story that I would like to share with you.
Reb Gimpel, a travelling salesman, developed an illness in a small village
far from his home and was prescribed a cure that needed him to eat nonkosher food. A foreigner in that town, he decided to ask the local rabbi if he
was permitted to take the medicine.
The gentile doctor did not know where the rabbi lived and suggested
that Reb Gimpel ask the local butcher. Reb Gimpel went into the butcher shop.
"Excuse me," he asked the burly meat vendor, "do you know where I can find
your rabbi?" "The rabbi!" sneered the butcher, "why would a respectablelooking man like yourself need our rabbi?" The man was puzzled but
continued to explain. "I'd like to ask him something. "Ask him something!"
mocked the butcher. "Our rabbi doesn't know the difference between a horse
and a cow! You're wasting your time! Ask the
Chazzan-the cantor where he lives, I have no reason to tell you."
The shocked man went to the chazzan's home. "Excuse me," he asked.
Do you know where the rabbi lives?"
"The rabbi?" asked the cantor in horror. "Why in the world would you
want to meet that ignoramus? Surely you don't want to ask him a question! I
wouldn't want to be party to your misfortune. Better ask the mohel – the man
who does the circumcissions."
Frustrated the poor man went to the home of the mohel where once
again he was accosted with a barrage of insults and put-downs. Finally,
however, the mohel gave in to his request and directed the man to the rabbi's
home. The man entered the threshold and before he even shook the rabbi's
hand he exclaimed, "Listen, I don't know you, and you don't me. I came here
to ask one question, but I will ask you something totally different. Why are
you the rabbi here? The butcher thinks you're a thief, the chazzan thinks
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you're an ignoramus, and the mohel loathes you. Why in the world do you
remain the rabbi of this town?"
The rabbi looked up from his bifocals and smiled. "Ah! The insults, the
abuse and the criticism. But you know what: for a little honor it's all worth it!"
As rabble-rousers, Dassan and Aviram were preaching profound insight
into the laws of arrogance. When one is set on a self-fulfilling mission of
squabbling, as corrupt and perverted as his judgement is, so is his vision. He is
blind to the critics, blind to the world, and worst of all, blind to his own self.
Once a man is blind, you can gouge out his eyes and he will not notice. Only
those with a pure sense of mission, cherish the vision that lets them see a
situation from every angle. Even if it is not their own. While Moshe, the
leader of the entire nation asks to meet his worst enemies and discuss their
gripes, they refuse and would rather be blind to any criticism.
But it was not just their refusing to come to Moshe and discuss their
differences. In refusing to come before Moshe, they were refusing to come
before God. They coveted what Moshe had. The authority to act in God’s
Name, and to be their own gods.
The sin that got Satan in trouble was now rearing its evil head in the camp of
the Israelites. But this sin is in our midst today. It infests not only the world
around us, but it lives among us.
Numbers 16:9-10 says it so well:
“Is it little to you that the Elohim of Yisrael has separated you from the
congregation of Yisrael, to bring you near to Himself, to perform the service of
the Dwelling Place of Adonai, and to stand before the congregation to serve
them,
and that He has brought you near to Himself, you and all your brothers, the
sons of Levi, with you? Yet you seek the priesthood as well?”
They wanted more. They were not satisfied with what the L-rd had already
given to them. And this was not just with the Levites, but also with the people.
Let’s take a look at Acts 5:1-11 and see what happened to followers of God,
supposed believers in Messiah Y’shua.
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But there was a man named Chananyah – Ananias who, with his wife
Shappirah – Sapphira, sold some property and, with his wife’s knowledge,
withheld some of the proceeds for himself; although he did bring the rest to the
emissaries. Then Kefa said, “Why has the Adversary so filled your heart that
you lie to the Ruach HaKodesh and keep back some of the money you
received for the land?
Before you sold it, the property was yours; and after you sold it, the money
was yours to use as you pleased. So, what made you decide to do such a
thing? You have lied not to human beings but to God!”
You should all know the rest of the story. The problem was not in the selling or
the keeping. It was in the doing for God.
In the Israelites case it was not in the challenging of Moshe, but in the
challenging of God. It was the heart attitude. Were they truly serving God or
serving themselves, in effect serving Satan?
I want to close with these Scriptures from Numbers 16:44-46:
And Adonai spoke to Moshe, saying, “Arise from amidst this congregation and
let Me consume them in a moment.” And they (Moshe and Aharon) fell on
their faces. So, Moshe said to Aharon, “…hurry to the congregation and make
atonement for them, for wrath has gone out from Adonai…”
Make atonement for them. Moshe had the servant’s heart. No matter what the
people did to him, he would intercede time and time again on their behalf
before God.
Can you see Messiah Y’shua?

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
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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
Messiah Yeshua since 1976. I have seen a lot and had many discussions with my
fellow Jews and non-Jews who ultimately turned away from Yeshua because they
steeped themselves in Jewish teachings. One does not come out of either
traditional Judaism or Christianity and come into the Messianic walk, and then
going back, or into, traditional Judaism. There are many good things in Judaism but
denying Yeshua as Messiah is not one of them. Berachot (Blessings), Rabbi
Mordecai Silver, Ph.D.

A TRADITIONAL TORAH AND HAFTARAH
COMMENTARY…

Parashat Korach: Summary Num. 16:1-18:32
Korach and his follower’s rebel against Moses' and Aaron's leadership and are
killed; God instructs Aaron regarding laws of the priesthood.
Now, Korach, a Levite, along with two sons of Eliab, decided to rise up against Moses with the
support of 250 community leaders. They combined against Moses and Aaron, saying “You’ve
gone too far. Why do you raise yourself up above us?”
When Moses heard this, he fell on his face, saying to Korach and his followers, “Come morning,
God will make known who God is and who is holy.” Then Moses added, “You have gone too far,
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sons of Levi. Is it not enough that God has set you apart from the community of Israel by having
you perform the duties of the Lord’s Dwelling Place? Will you seek priesthood too? Truly, you
rebel against God.”
Moses sent for the two sons of Eliab, but they would not come, saying it was unfair that Moses
lord over them and force them to die wandering in the wilderness. Moses then told Korach and
his followers to make a priestly fire and give incense offerings to God.
At the entrance to the Tent of Appointed Meeting, Moses and Aaron gathered in front of those
rebelling and the rest of the community. Then the Presence of the Lord appeared to the entire
assembly. The Lord said to Moses and Aaron, “Stand back from these rebels that I may destroy
them in an instant!” And they fell upon their faces and said, “O God, if one-man sins, will you be
angry with the whole community?”
God then had Moses say to the community, “Get away from Korach and the sons of Eliab. Move
away from these wicked men and touch nothing that belongs to them, lest you be wiped out
for all their sins.” So, the people moved away from them.
Then Moses said, “By the coming actions, you shall know it is the Lord who sent me and not my
own doing. If these men die like all men normally do, then it was not the Lord who sent me. But
if the Lord creates a phenomenon so that the ground opens its mouth wide and swallows them
and their property and they go to the grave alive, then you will know that these people have
provoked God.”
When Moses finished speaking the ground under Korach, the sons of Eliab and their followers
split, and the earth opened its mouth and swallowed them and their houses and all of their
property. They and their belongings went down into the grave alive and the earth closed over
them, and they vanished.
Then a fire went out from God, and it consumed the two hundred and fifty men of Korach’s
followers who were offering incense.
The next day, the whole Israelite community railed against Moses and Aaron, saying, “You two
have brought death upon the Lord’s people.”
Then the Presence of the Lord appeared. God said to Moses and Aaron, “Remove yourselves
from these people so that I may annihilate them in an instant.”
The people fell on their faces with a plague sent by God, and Moses immediately sent Aaron to
perform an incense ritual of atonement for the people. Aaron stood between the dead and the
living and the plague was checked, even though over fourteen thousand died because of the
Korach rebellion.
Then God had Moses get each of the chieftains of the twelve tribes to inscribe a staff. The
finished rods were then placed before God at the Tent of Appointed Meeting in front of the Ten
Commandments.
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God said, “The staff of the man whom I choose shall sprout.” And Aaron’s rod did sprout with
blossoms and almonds. Then God told Moses to leave Aaron’s rod in front of the Pact as a sign
for the rebellious. “Those who complain of Me must stop complaining lest they die.”
Suddenly, the Israelites were scared that everyone was doomed to perish.
The Lord said to Aaron, “You and your sons shall be the priesthood. You shall take charge of the
altar and partake of all the sacred offerings. All that the people bring to God shall be yours,
including the best oils and the first fruits, but the first-born male and all the unclean animals
must be redeemed according to value. You shall have all these sacred gifts set aside for the
Lord, but you shall have no share of the land among the people. I am your portion and your
share among the Israelites.”
God continued to Aaron, “The sons of Levi shall have the tithe, the uplifted donation, as their
inheritance for the work that they do in the Sanctuary. Thus the Children of Israel shall not
approach the Tent of Appointed Meeting and die. You shall take one-tenth of all the tithes as a
gift to the Lord. This shall be your contribution. You shall take the choicest portions for the
Lord. Do not profane the sacred donations of the Israelites lest you die.”

Parashat Korach Discussion Questions
1. Korah and his followers accuse Moses and Aaron of taking power and prestige for themselves
at the expense of the community. Do you think Moses ever sought power? Why or why not?
2. Moses defends himself against these rebels by saying that the Lord will make God’s presence
known by how God kills these rebels. Then God opens the ground and swallows’ people and
their possessions? Do you believe God did kill them exactly like this? Can God do anything at
any time?
3. Aaron and his sons are again given the command to be the priests in charge of all the sacred
offerings. Why was priesthood so important back in Moses’ day? Is the function of a modernday rabbi to also take sacred offerings? How is a rabbi today different than a priest in those
days?

Haftarah for Korach 1 Samuel 11:14-12:22
Having a king won't necessarily make life easier for the 12 tribes of Israel.
In the Book of Samuel, when the Israelites demand a king, God grants their request, and directs
the prophet Samuel to find a young man named Saul and anoint him as king (Samuel I, chapter
9 ). The haftarah for Parashat Korah, which tells the continuation of this story, begins with
Samuel preparing to travel to the town of Gilgal to perform Saul’s official crowning.
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At this ceremony, after the Israelites offer sacrifices and celebrate, Samuel reminds the tribes
that this coronation was their idea, not his–“I have listened to your pleas and done everything
you asked of me, and set a king over you” (12:1).
Samuel proceeds to reflect on his own leadership, asking the assembled for their judgment.
“Testify against me in the presence of the Eternal and in the presence of God’s anointed,” he
challenges them. “Have I taken anyone’s ox or anyone’s donkey? Have I maltreated or
oppressed anyone? Have I taken a bribe to turn a blind eye to anyone? Tell me, and I will return
it!” (12:2-3)
The people assure Samuel that he has committed no wrong.
Then Samuel relates the history of God and the Children of Israel, beginning with Jacob and his
family entering Egypt and continuing to his present moment. Samuel praises God’s “victorious
acts” (12:7) and bemoans how, when the Israelites forgot God, Sisera and the Philistines
defeated Israel (which we read about in the Haftarah for Beshalach).
Samuel explains that God redeemed the Israelites from their enemies after they expressed
regret for their idolatrous ways and cried out to Him for help. And yet the Israelites still
requested a king to keep them safe–even though God had repeatedly saved them from their
enemies.
Samuel cautions the Israelites’ that their newly appointed king is neither a substitute nor a
replacement for God. He emphasizes that the people must continue to follow God and obey His
commandments if they want themselves and their king to be successful.
Samuel then creates a supernatural event to strengthen his message and credibility. Though it
was a time when thunderstorms do not normally occur in the land of Israel, he beseeches God
to send thunder and rain, and immediately rain begins to fall. The people are stunned and
fearful that they committed a great sin by requesting a king. They cry to Samuel to pray for
them and keep them well. Samuel tells them that all will be fine, so long as they obey God.

Connection to Parashat Korach
In the portion that bears his name, Korach and his associates make a bid to abdicate Moses’
power. They are subsequently swallowed up by the earth. The Haftarah for Korach compares
this inappropriate bid for power to the request for an Israelite king. In many societies of the
time, kings saw themselves as gods or as replacements for deities, and their power was
unrestricted. If the Israelite king were to behave in such a fashion, he would be just as bad as
Korach.
Throughout the Bible, when Israelite leaders reach out to God for help, God comes to their aid.
We see this when Moses is threatened by Korah, and God vanquishes Moses’ enemies. In a
similarly supernatural fashion, when Samuel needs God to affirm a decision, God sends a
thunderstorm.
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Jewish Tidbits…

Harry Houdini
The world's most famous magician, whose real name was Erich Weisz,
was the son of a rabbi.
By the year 1919, Harry Houdini was the most famous magician in the world. He was a movie
star with a vast public following. He delivered stage shows for thousands, and
choreographed feats and performances that captured the public’s imagination.
Houdini resisted labeling himself a “magician,” preferring instead the label “escape artist.”
His most renowned talents included his ability to free himself from underwater tanks, prison
cells, and handcuffs, and to withstand being buried alive. The consummate American
showman, he was able to amaze and please crowds of any size despite his height (he stood
only 5’5″), his high-pitched voice and his status as an Eastern European immigrant.

An Old Country Childhood
Houdini’s real name was Erich Weisz. Though he often said that Appleton, Wisconsin was his
hometown, he was actually born in Budapest, Hungary in 1874. The Weisz family moved to
America when Erich was 4 years old, as his father, a rabbi, sought a better job and a better
life for the family. Erich’s father served at the Appleton Zion Reform Jewish Congregation for
a few years, and then Rabbi and Mrs. Weisz, along with their six children, moved to New
York City.
At the age of 17, in order to avoid the heavy-labor factory work that was expected of young
men his age and social class, Erich started performing magic tricks. He got a job on Coney
Island and adopted the stage name “Harry Houdini.” The name’s inspiration came from Jean
Eugène Robert-Houdin, a French magician known as the father of modern conjuring, whom
Erich greatly admired.
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Before long, Houdini met Wilhelmina Beatrice “Bess” Rahner, a singer and dancer in another
Coney Island show. She became his partner, first in his act, and then in life. Houdini was the
first person in his family to marry a non-Jew, a fact that, at the time, caused more
commotion than when his sister-in-law left one of his brothers for another. The family
eventually welcomed Rahner, though the rift was never completely healed.

His Key to Success
Houdini performed common stage tricks and cards tricks before becoming an escape artist.
His first big break came with the introduction of the “Challenge Act,” in which Houdini
challenged his audience to present a set of handcuffs from which he could not escape.
Anyone who succeeded, he said, would receive $100 cash. Nobody ever did.
With the realization of his skills as an escape artist, Houdini became resoundingly successful.
He famously freed himself from a straitjacket — in midair, shackled at the ankles and
suspended upside down.
In 1926, a fan who happened to be backstage at one of Houdini’s shows asked if it was
possible to withstand a punch to the stomach. Houdini answered affirmatively. The student
promptly punched him, before Houdini could explain that he first needed to clench his
muscles. This may or may not have been the cause of his punctured appendix, which killed
him a few days later, on Halloween 1926.
The Legacy of Harry Houdini
Despite his label as the world’s most famous magician, Houdini spent much of his later life
disproving magic and supernatural phenomena. In the summer of 1926, Houdini testified
before the U.S. Congress against spiritualists and mediums who professed to talk to the
dead.
Each year on the anniversary of his death (he is buried in Machpelah Cemetery in Queens,
New York), a group of magicians hold a secular memorial service for Houdini and mark
his yahrzeit. Rabbi Noach Dally, member of the Magic Fraternity, said,”In 1976 We added el
maleh rahahim to the service as well as a broken wand service, a ritual performed to
symbolize the passing of a fellow magician.”

Prayer
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How to Experience Shabbat as Redemption
The sea of Sabbath rules and restrictions can be overwhelming. Here's how to
experience them as joy and freedom.
Some meditators sit on the same cushion in the same place every day. When that happens, not
just the practice but the place becomes holy to them.
Jews who observe Shabbat enter not only a place of meditation, but a world of meditation that
lasts 25 hours from Friday sunset to Saturday starlight. Sabbath observers live in this special
world on the same day each week, whether they are sitting or walking, eating or singing,
making love or praying. Doing this week after week, the day and the cycle of time itself become
holy.
In this way, Shabbat creates a circle, returning us again and again to a particular state of
consciousness that awakens when we light candles or bless the wine or sing Lecha Dodi on
Friday evening, and continues until we perform the Havdalah ritual on Saturday night.
Abraham Joshua Heschel famously described Shabbat as a “cathedral in time,” and it is hard to
imagine a more splendid cathedral. But you don’t have to be religious, or even believe in God,
to taste this. Theodor Adorno, the 20th century German Jewish philosopher, gave us a perfectly
secular explanation of how Shabbat works:
To children returning from vacation, the home is new, fresh, festive. But nothing has changed in
it since they left. Only because the duties were forgotten, of which every piece of furniture,
every window, every lamp is otherwise a reminder, does the Sabbath peace once more repose.
For Adorno, Shabbat not only transforms the world, but gives us a taste of redemption: “Not
otherwise will the world appear, nearly unchanged, in the steady light of its day of celebration,
when it no longer stands under the law of labor, and the duties of those returning home are as
light as vacation play.” By lifting the shadow of labor, Shabbat becomes me’ein olam haba, “a
taste of the essence of the coming world.” Or as we say in the Grace After Meals, “May the
merciful one let us inherit a world that is entirely Shabbat.”
But if Shabbat momentarily lifts the world from under the law of labor, it does so by putting the
world under a blanket of laws about how not to labor. The Talmud describes 39 categories of
15

work prohibited on Shabbat, and adds layers of additional prohibitions — metaphorically called
fences — that are meant to keep us from accidentally doing any of them.
These kinds of work all change the physical state of something — cooking, weaving, slaughter,
fire, and writing. The rabbis defined these categories by the kinds of work that were done to
build and maintain the desert sanctuary — the mishkan, literally the place of divine dwelling.
The suggestion here is that our work during the week should build a sacred space for divinity.
If you’re familiar with the innumerable hyper-detailed laws about Shabbat observance, this way
of looking at Shabbat may seem fantastical. Observant Jews, for example, may refrain from
even touching an object on Shabbat that might be used for work, lest they come to use it for
some prohibited activity. The details of these and other laws can easily make a person feel
separate from others and judgmental of them, while inducing a sense of anxiety in those who
try to fulfill all of them. And yet I can attest that when I most deeply observe these rules, I
experience an enormous feeling of letting go, of moving through the world as a kind of
immaterial spirit.
How can a person shift their spiritual framework so that the potentially obsessive-compulsive
way of observing the rules dissolves into a liberating experience of redemption? For me, the
transformation of Shabbat comes when I stop thinking about how God or Jewish law or other
people might judge me, and focus instead on how the experience of Shabbat releases me —
from judging the world, from manipulating it, from measuring everything in terms of what I
need or want. (Practicing in a supportive community also makes a huge difference.)
In any case, taking on all of the Shabbat restrictions is an advanced practice. Beginners can still
experience the transformative potential of Shabbat by picking one thing they won’t do on
Shabbat, even if they want to. For example, refrain from just one specific activity, like writing or
driving or cooking or using a smartphone. The key here is, in some small way, letting go of the
human ability to control the world.
One amazing aspect of observing such rules is that we simultaneously become more aligned
with other animals (by refraining from human creativity) and more aligned with God (who
refrained from creating on the seventh day). On Shabbat, we stretch in both directions to
connect more deeply to the fullness of the more-than-human world.
As we say in the kiddush blessing on Friday night, Shabbat is a zikaron l’ma’aseh v’reishit, a
remembrance of the act of creating, a unifying of our consciousness with both Creation and
Creator. To receive that consciousness, it’s not enough to stop doing things we call work. We
are also called to celebrate. We begin the celebration of Shabbat with the lighting of candles
and the recitation of the kiddush prayer over wine. (Jewish rituals use wine or grape juice to
shift from regular time to holy time and back because wine itself is something that shifts our
consciousness.)
That consciousness also doesn’t just disappear when Shabbat ends. One interpretation of the
custom of lighting two candles Friday night but a braided one with two or more wicks on
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Saturday night is this: the two candles standing separately at attention invite us to pay
attention as we enter the world of Shabbat, while the woven candle of Saturday night reflects
the unifying consciousness we have cultivated over the course of the day.
This is what the Jewish mystics meant when they taught that the Sabbath is a fountain that
waters the gardens of the six other days of the week. Shabbat doesn’t transform only the hours
that we observe it, but all the time that is not Shabbat as well. Shabbat makes the cycle of time
itself holy.
Shabbat is a weekly opportunity to practice living in redemption. It initiates us into a
redemption that is not just utopian, but a blueprint for the here and now. It is gives us practice
for the grand Shabbat of the Shmitah or sabbatical year, when the land gets to enjoy its own
Sabbath, free from agricultural manipulation or control. In this way, Shabbat orients us toward
a redemption that could transform the face of the planet.
Here’s a custom we do every Friday night in my home, which you can do to keep the vision of
redemption front and center. Begin kiddush by reciting this verse from Genesis, which comes
right before the verses quoted in the prayer book: “And God saw everything that God had
made, and here: it is very good.” (Everyone at my table shouts together the last words in
Hebrew: “Tov me’od!“)
To see the good in everything — not how it is good for you, but how each person, each place,
each living being, is good in itself. To see the world as goodness itself already opens us to
relinquishing control. That can be a very sweet taste of the coming world, the world that we
describe as being “entirely Shabbat.”

Food for Thought-Food to Eat

The Jewish History of Cheesecake
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Jews have been pioneers of cheesecake from the very beginning.
While cheesecake may seem as American as, well, apple pie — and as Jewish as the New
York deli — the truth is that cheesecake has been around for nearly 3,000 years and has
traveled the world in many different forms, from savory to sweet, pie and pancake to
pastry, tart to mousse.
Cheesecake’s roots are in the ancient world, where it was fed to athletes at the first
Olympic games in 776 BCE to boost their energy for the competition. That might also
explain why it became a wedding cake for the wealthy Greeks, who may have thought it
would boost their energy in other arenas as well… Fast forward a couple thousand years
and halfway around the world, and there’s Bill Clinton. To celebrate his 1993
inauguration, the public was served pieces from a 2,000-pound, red, white, and blue
cheesecake.
How did that happen? Thanks to the Roman Empire, cheesecake spread from upper class
citizens and athletes to the masses so that by the time of Julius Caesar, his subjects were
offering their gods a baked version called libum. The recipe as recorded by Cato in a 2nd
century BCE farming book included cheese, cornmeal, flour, and an egg beaten together
and baked “slowly on a hot hearth stone under a dish.” The result was savory and
probably lumpier than more modern versions.
There is some debate as to when Jews were introduced to cheesecake, either in Greekoccupied ancient Palestine, where cream was left hanging in skins to thicken by draining
the water out (similar to turning yogurt into labneh), or by the Romans a century or two
later. The important thing is, Jews took to cheesecake, and both made it to what is now
modern Europe and beyond, where everyone adapted cheesecake to local tastes and
ingredients.
We know a lot about various forms of cakes, tarts, pies, and pastries using cheese curd in
the 13th to the 17th centuries from recipes in cookbooks. In Central and Northern
Europe, it was often a sweet tart made with a larger-curd, tangier cheese called quark. A
fresh, mild soft cheese, quark could be described as mascarpone mixed with sour cream.
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Italian recipes combined ricotta (usually sheep’s milk) with polenta and almonds, and
sometimes lemon or rum as well, to create a more pudding-like, sweet budino di ricotta,
directly descended from the ancient Romans. This creation has been served for centuries
at Easter and is now part of Shavuot celebrations for Italian Jews.
By the 18th century, recipes became more thick custards of cream and eggs, flavored
with lemon or citron peel, rosewater, and spices like cinnamon. From colonial
manuscripts, we know that the English and other European colonists brought their
versions to North America.
But it was the Jewish immigrants from southern and eastern Europe who came to the
U.S. in the late 19th and early 20th centuries who really created today’s popular
cheesecake culture. New York delis Reuben’s and Lindy’s feuded about which was the
originator of the classic New York style cheesecake. Sometimes called Jewish style, this is
the cheesecake most popular today: cream cheese, sour cream, eggs, vanilla, and sugar,
baked in a crumb dough. In the past, a sponge-cake crust was also popular. Cream
cheese and toppings of fresh fruit or fruit in a sweetened syrup are American creations
as well.
Today, the U.S. has more cheesecake recipes and varieties than anyplace else in the
world. For me, though, after all the many, many recipes for cheesecake, my go-to is an
easy, less sweet cheesecake pie, close in taste and consistency to the kind German
Jewish immigrants brought to America.
My recipe is a hybrid of American and German versions using farmer’s cheese for some
curd mixed with cream cheese. Hold the sour cream and use a little yogurt instead for
that little extra bit of tang. A graham cracker or cookie crust adds a modern twist. To be
more authentic, use a dough pie crust, especially one with yeast. Many of the
cheesecakes throughout the centuries used dried fruit, so I like that in this version. But I
admit that in summer, I sometimes substitute with fresh blueberries.
Considering how far cheesecake has wandered before finding stardom in this country, it
seems yet another reason to enjoy, especially at Shavuot.

Traditional Cheesecake Pie
Ingredients
•

1 graham cracker or other cookie crust, or a regular pie crust

•

1/3 cup superfine sugar

•

1/3 cup (3/4 stick) unsalted butter, softened
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•

1 8-ounce package cream cheese or Neufchâtel cheese, softened to room
temperature

•

6 oz Farmer’s cheese, softened to room temperature

•

1/3 cup yogurt

•

2 large eggs, beaten well

•

Grated zest of 1 large lemon or a small orange

•

Optional: 1/2 cup chopped up dried fruit such as apricots, prunes or golden
raisins, or ½ cup fresh blueberries

Directions
Preheat oven to 450 degrees. Follow directions for your favorite graham cracker or cookie
crust. If using regular pie crust dough, roll it out and line a greased 8-inch tart or an 8-inch
pie pan.
Prick the bottom several times with a fork and bake for 10 minutes to crisp the crust.
Remove from the oven and set aside to cool a bit before filling.

1. Let the cheeses and butter soften to room temperature. If you don’t have
superfine sugar, put it in a blender or food processor and pulse until fine.
2. In a food processor, add the butter to the sugar and pulse to cream until light.
Add the softened cheeses and yogurt, and pulse until smooth, scraping down the
sides as needed. Add the eggs and process until smooth and creamy. Pulse in the
zest just until evenly mixed.
3. If not using a food processor, in a mixing bowl, cream the butter and sugar until
light. Add the softened cheeses and yogurt and beat together until well blended.
Beat in the eggs and mix very well. Stir in the zest and, if using, the dried fruit.
4. Once the filling is ready, fill the cooled pie shell with the mixture. Put the
cheesecake into the very hot preheated oven, then immediately turn the heat
down to 350 degrees. Bake until the filling is set, about 25 to 28 minutes. Let
cool.
5. Serve with fresh fruit or berries and whipped cream. Good also with a favorite
fruit preserve spread gently on top.
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