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This Shabbat I am looking forward to once again davening in Shul. It has been
so special to return this week, and hopefully, with a vaccine on the horizon, there will be no need to
leave again.
Thankfully, we all know that the reason we were not allowed to have minyanim over the last month
was to protect ourselves and others. This is in contrast to many times in our history, very recently in
Soviet Russia, when we were forbidden from davening in shuls, and clandestine minyanim had to be
formed, sometimes at great risk to people.
That is not, thank God, the reality today, when the government is and hopefully always will be, so
supportive of the observance of Judaism in this country.
However, as we know, the dangers to our Judaism are not exclusively anti-Semitism.
The Beit Ha Levi brings this idea home with a powerful analysis of a statement of Yaacov as he prays
to Hashem to protect him from Esav.
‘Hatzileni na miyad Achi, Miyad esav’ Save me from the hand of my brother, from the hand of Esav.
The Beit ha Levi asks, why repetition? He only has one brother why not just say the hand of Esav?
Why add in the hand of my brother?
His answer is this. Yaacov is afraid of Esav, the man who had sworn to kill him, he is afraid of
anti-Semitism.
However, he also afraid of ‘Achi’, my brother, a friendship with Esav that could allow the value
systems of Esav to seep into the family of Yaacov – that too terrified him.
There are two minor chagim that highlight these dual challenges, miyad achi and miyad eisav. Purim
and Chanukah.
Purim which happened first chronologically, was about Mordechai and Esther praying to Hashem to
save us from genocide. No one in the story of Purim, once Haman took charge, was in any doubt
where the danger lay. We were under attack from ‘miyad Eisav’.

Similarly, throughout history when our enemies attacked as ‘miyad Eisav’ there was no grey, it was
clear what the danger was and we had to act appropriately.
A few hundred years later, we come to Chanukah, which begins this Thursday night.
Here, it was very different. Many Jews at the time embraced the Hellenistic ideas, were taken in by
the allure of Greek Culture. However, it is not so simple to condemn, there was plenty to admire
about the Greeks.
As Winston Churchill once said:
‘No other two races have set such a mark upon the world. Each of them from angles so different have
left us with the inheritance on its genius and wisdom. No two cities have counted more with mankind
than Athens and Jerusalem. Their messages in religion, philosophy and art have been the main
guiding light in modern faith and culture. Personally I have always been on the side of both.’
Chazal don’t disagree! In fact, there is a remarkable ruling in Halacha that a Sefer Torah may be
written in Hebrew or Greek! (Megilah 8b)
The source of this Halacha is the bracha that Noach gave to Yefet. ‘May Hashem expand Yefet and
may he dwell in the tents of Shem’ Bereishit 9:27.
Miyad Achi is not so simple, there is much to be gained from the various societies we have engaged
with over the millennia, the challenge has always been to realise that unless we have a strong,
confident Judaism, the society at large will overcome our frailties and assimilation will be the likely
outcome.
However, that does not mean that we should not engage.
Rabbi Sacks zt”l, as always put it beautifully.
“Neither the biblical nor rabbinic tradition allows a prolonged retreat from the tense, unpredictable,
ongoing dialogue with contemporary culture, with society in its Israeli or diaspora dimensions, and
with the Jewish people as a whole. Renewing that holy argument is the future task of Jewish thought.
For at stake is the fate of Torah whose living commentary is the Jewish people in dialogue with its
covenantal calling. ”
I don’t think there was anyone in the modern era who understood both Athens and Jerusalem and
was able to transmit that to the world around him. He said specifically about the Greeks and the
Jews,
“The Greeks worshipped human reason, the Jews, Divine revelation. The Greeks gave the West its
philosophy and science. The Jews, obliquely, gave it its prophets and religious faith.”
As society grows ever more fragmented in terms of politics, culture and media – we have to fortify
ourselves in Torah, to see the world through the prism of Torah, to make sure that we are protected
from ‘Miyad Achi’ while at the same time learning and growing from the areas that can inspire and
motivate us.
We have lost the leader that guided us on that difficult, challenging yet crucial path – let us make sure
to strengthen ourselves for the challenge ahead.
Shabbat Shalom
P.S We are delighted that next week the Jewish Weekly will be distributing the Chanukah Editon of
Ha Mizrachi with their newspaper. The magazine is dedicated to Rabbi Sacks ztl. Please pick up a
copy.
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