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people on Mount Sinai! How should 
Moshe’s assertion here be explained; 
what changed on that day? 
 

One school of thought suggests that the 
Torah itself changed on that day: 

• Ramban contends that on that very 

day Moshe finished explaining and 
expanding upon the mitzvot given 
at Sinai; 

• Rabbi Moshe Alshich suggests that 
this day was exactly forty years 
after the revelation on Mount Sinai, 
and so the people were able to 
begin appreciating the Torah and 

its mitzvot. This is consistent with 
the statement of our Sages, “A 
student cannot understand his 
Rabbi’s mind until after forty years 
have passed.” [It is not clear how 
Rabbi Alshich calculates the 
passage of forty years.]; 

• Rabbi Naftali Tzvi Yehudah Berlin 

claims that even if the Torah and 
its interpretation remained the 
same, the people were now 
instructed to approach it differently 
– not as a merely practical book, 
but as one deserving a thorough 
and deep theoretical study. 

 

Other commentators underscored not a 
change in Torah, but rather in reality: 

• Rabbi Ovadia Seforno tries to prove 
that “today” is in fact the day on 

which the covenant between G-d 
and His people came into effect; 

• Rabbi Chaim ibn Attar (Ohr 
Hachaim) explains that as the entry 
to the land of Israel approached, 
the laws in our parshah which are 
related to the land came into force 
practically.  

Be it a change in the Torah or in reality, 
it seems that all these explanations are 
summarized in our Sages’ saying, 
quoted by Rashi (26:16), “Every day, 

you shall regard the commandments as 
if they are brand new, as though you 
are just today being commanded 
regarding them.” Indeed, our parshah’s 
repeated use of the word “today” seems 
to be the Torah’s way of pointing out the 
dual nature of our sacred Torah: on the 
one hand, a continuing effort to 

transmit age-old texts, traditions and 
values, and on the other hand an ever-
renewing source for relevant and 
practical guidance.  
 
The core of the Torah – its teachings, 
values and commandments – is 
metaphysical, belonging to past, present 

and future alike. We learn laws of 
korbanot even when the Beit 
HaMikdash is, as we grieve, destroyed; 
and yet we remain committed to the 
Torah’s instructions even when the 
modern world sees them as old and 
outdated. At the same time, the specific 
application of these teachings, values 

and commandments depends on the 
reality of a given generation, and no less 
importantly, on the very personal 
understanding of the Torah by its 
leading scholars, for we should always 
follow the “judge who will be in those 
days.” (Devarim 17:9) 
 

Keeping this dynamic balance between 
the eternal and the momentary is in no 
way simple, but it is what has kept our 
transmitted tradition both authentic 
and alive, to our own very day. 
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At first glance, Parshat Ki Tavo seems 
stuck in some strange time warp. On 
the one hand, the parshah emphasizes 
past and future, beginning with the 

Bikkurim recitation which relates the 
history of the Jewish people, and 
ending with the description of a 
covenant that will be ratified only later, 
in the book of Yehoshua. On the other 
hand, the prominent recurring motif in 
the parshah is the term “today”, 

signaling the importance of the 
present: 

• I have declared today to Hashem 
your G-d (Devarim 26:3) 

• Today Hashem your G-d 
commands you… Today you have 
selected Hashem… and today 
Hashem has selected you (ibid. 

26:16-18) 
• Observe the entire commandment 

that I command you today (ibid. 
27:1) 

• You shall set up the stones, 
regarding which I command you 
about today (ibid. 27:4) 

•  Today, you have become a people 

to Hashem, your G-d. (ibid. 27:9) 
These are only selected examples; 
there are more. What is the meaning of 
this emphasis on the present? 
 

The commentators offered diverse 
ways to explain it. Many of the 
commentaries address this question in 
the context of Devarim 26:16, “Today 
Hashem your G-d commands you to 
perform these statutes and laws,” 

which seems to imply that G-d 
commanded the people only on that 
particular day in the Moav desert. This 
seems to contradict the Torah’s explicit 
testimony that the law was given to the 
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A benefit of this second approach is that it allows for 
combating the deleterious effects of outside influences, 
which may have crept into daily Jewish life without 
detection. “We must admit,” says Rabbi Amiel, “even Torah 

Judaism has been influenced by the galut (exile).” As a 
result, we must consider carefully the fundamentals of our 
religion and reconstruct those elements which have been 
worn away by a grueling exile. 
 
To this end, Rabbi Amiel offers that we can divide the 
mitzvot into three categories. There are those between man 

and G-d, and those between man and man. These are 
readily recognized. But there are also “mitzvot which are 
incumbent upon us to fulfill for the sake of maintaining the 
Jewish nation.” These include “milchemet mitzvah (biblically 
mandated war), appointing a king and a Sanhedrin, [and] 
settling the Land of Israel.” Over the course of time in exile, 
outside influences have diminished our sensitivity to the 

need to actively engage in this third category of mitzvot 
where possible. The Mizrachi worldview, argues Rabbi 
Amiel, seeks to reintegrate these three categories. The result 
is not a disregard for our mesorah, but an attempt to live 
that mesorah in the fullest possible way. “It does not 
innovate anything, but rather restores the crown.”  
 

afriedmann@torontotorah.com 

In 1933, Rabbi Moshe Avigdor Amiel, a prominent student of 
Rabbis Chaim Ozer Grodzinski and Shimon Shkop, and 
eventually the Chief Rabbi of Tel Aviv, delivered an address to 
the World Mizrachi convention in Cracow. In his remarks, he 

outlined what he viewed as the defining characteristic of the 
Mizrachi worldview which distinguished it from other 
Orthodox groups.  
 
From its inception, Mizrachi was involved with elements of 
Jewish life which had not traditionally been part of Orthodox 
activities. Chief among these was broad political involvement 
with the rebuilding of Jewish settlement in Israel, and mass 

education towards this end. These activities had drawn 
criticism from other groups who claimed that involvement in 
these areas ran contrary to the traditions received from 
earlier generations, who had not engaged in such activities.  
 
In response to these claims, Rabbi Amiel distinguished 
between two forms of perpetuating traditions: “hachzakah 
benoshnot”, maintaining ancient customs, and “hachzarat 
ha’atarah leyoshnah”, the restoration of the crown. The 
former approach entails an exact replication of the practices 
of previous generations without consideration for contextual 
concerns. The latter approach “means to seek out the 
primary source, the reason of all reasons and cause of all 
causes of a chain of words and actions.” In other words, to 

uncover the core values and directives of Judaism which are 
encoded in the tradition we receive, and to base our practice 
on that framework. This second approach, argues Rabbi 
Amiel, is central to the Mizrachi worldview. 
 

This week we mark the birthday of 
Rabbi Avraham Yitzchak Kook, and so 
we will visit his home, which is now a 
museum. 

 
Biography 
Born in Russia on the 16th of Elul, 5625 
(1865), Rabbi Kook made aliyah in 
1904 and became Chief Rabbi of Jaffa. 
In 1919, he became Chief Rabbi of 
Jerusalem. Rabbi Kook was among the 

founders of the modern Israeli Chief 
Rabbinate, and he was the first 
Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi under the 
British Mandate.  
 
Viewed as the greatest modern 
expression of Religious Zionist ideology, 
Rabbi Kook’s writings are used as core 

texts in every Israeli Zionist yeshiva. 
Rabbi Kook also established Yeshivat 
Mercaz HaRav in Jerusalem; the 
yeshiva, where studies were in Hebrew 
and traditional learning blended with 
study of Tanach and Jewish thought, 
remains one of the leading forces in 
Israel’s Religious Zionist movement. 

 

The House and its Neighbourhood 
In 1873, Beit David became one of the 
first Jewish neighbourhoods built 

outside of the walls of the Old City in 
Jerusalem. Polish philanthropist David 
Reiss wished to leave a memorial after 
his passing, and he funded the first 
construction in the area.  
 
Beit David joins the Nachlat Shivah 
neighbourhood, and the Meah 
She’arim neighbourhood which was 

built two years later, to create a chain 
of Jewish residence. In the 1870’s this 
was a relatively isolated area, along the 
road to Jaffa; today this is Rechov Yafo 
in Jerusalem’s City Centre. The 
neighbourhood is constructed in a 
square, closed in for protection on all 

sides; the gates were closed each night 
from sunset until sunrise, for defense. 
The centre of the neighbourhood hosts 
a water cistern which supplies the 
drinking water for the residents.  
 
In 1923, thanks to a donation from 
philanthropist Harry Fischel, Rabbi 

Kook’s home and beit midrash were 

completed; Rabbi Kook lived there until 
his passing on the 3rd of Elul, 1935. In 
that beit midrash he gathered students 

with the goal of forming a yeshiva 
which would be a spiritual centre for 
the Torah of Israel within the 
rejuvenated nation of Israel in the land 
of Israel – this would become Yeshivat 
Mercaz haRav.  
 
Today 

The structure of the neighbourhood has 
been preserved almost entirely, and 
several families continue to live in the 
area. The house of Rav Kook has 
become a museum dedicated to his life 
and activities, and the street has been 
renamed for him. The house hosts 
regular Shabbat services, and Torah 

classes are taught there during the 
week. Every year, on the night after 
Simchat Torah, Yeshivat Mercaz haRav 
holds an extraordinary celebration, 
dancing a second night of hakafot in its 
original beit midrash. 
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The Zionist Idea: Restoring the Crown Adam Friedmann 

Israeli Landmarks: Rav Kook’s Home, Jerusalem Yaron Perez 

 והורשתם את הארץ וישבתם בה )במדבר לג(
Marking the State of Israel’s 70th Year! 



Torah and Translation 

Return to G-d, Return to Zion 

Rabbi Yehudah Alkalai, An Entrance Like a Needle’s Eye 

Translated by Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner 

Biography 
 

Rabbi Yehudah Alkalai 
 

Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner 
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Rabbi Yehudah Hai Alkalai was born in 
Sarajevo in 1798, to a family which had 
arrived from Spain after the Expulsion in 
1492. His father, Shlomo, was a leading 

halachic authority; the greater family 
was involved in manufacturing matches 
and operating flour mills. Rabbi Yehudah 
Alkalai first studied in Sarajevo; as a 
promising student he then continued to 
learn in Jerusalem. In 1825 he returned 
home to become Rabbi of Semlin, in 
today’s Serbia. 

 
Rabbi Alkalai became a major voice for 
Zionism, publishing Ladino and Hebrew 
pamphlets promoting aliyah and Jewish 
political independence. He attempted to 
form a worldwide joint stock corporation 
to purchase parts of Israel from the 

Ottoman government and to lead 
international Zionist efforts. He also 
promoted the use of Hebrew in daily 
conversation. Many of his ideas were 
adopted by Theodor Herzl and the fifth 
World Zionist Congress, in 1901. 
[Interestingly, it is said that Herzl’s 
grandfather was a member of Rabbi 

Alkalai’s synagogue.] 
 
The Zionism of Rabbi Alkalai was a 
product of many forces. A major 
influence was his Sephardic heritage, 
with its poets who sung of the return to 
Zion. He also lived in a hotbed of 
nationalism, which gave him a sense of 

revolutionary possibilities. Also, his 
mentors included the Sarajevan Rabbi 
Eliezer Pappo, who wrote of love for 
Israel in his Pele Yoetz, and Rabbi 
Yehudah Bibas of Corfu, who promoted 
self-sufficient Jewish communities to 
“wrest Palestine from the Turks under 

the leadership of the Messiah, just as the 
Greeks rescued their fatherland.” Rabbi 
Alkalai was also influenced by his 
studies in the Zohar, which led him to 
calculate that Mashiach was coming 
soon. Finally, the coalescence of Jewish 
nationalist groups like the Alliance 
Israelite Universelle (Kol Yisrael 

Chaverim) in the aftermath of the 1840 
Damascus Blood Libel and the 1858 
kidnapping of Edgardo Levi led him to 
believe that Jews could also unite to 
return home. 
 
In 1871, Rabbi Alkalai moved to Israel, 
still seeking to create an organization to 
buy back our land. He spent his last 

years battling opposition to his initiative, 
before passing away in 1878. His 
teachings were carried on by Rabbi 
Yissachar Techtel and Rabbi Avraham 
Yitzchak Kook.  
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Rambam wrote (Laws of Repentance 1:1), 
“Regarding every biblical mitzvah, 
commandment as well as prohibition: 
When one violates any of them, whether 

intentionally or in error, and he performs 
teshuvah and returns from his sin, he is 
obligated to admit it before G-d. It is 
written, ‘When a man or woman 
performs, etc. And they shall admit the 
sin they performed.’ This is verbal 
admission, and this verbal admission 
fulfills a commandment.”… Why did the 

Rambam list the mitzvah of repentance 
backhandedly, “When one repents then 
one is required to admit”… He should 
have said, “There is a commandment for 
a person to return to Hashem his G-d, as 
it is stated [Devarim 30:2], ‘And you shall 
return to Hashem your G-d’”!...  
 

[I]t appears correct to me to explain that 
there are two acts of teshuvah: Personal 
teshuvah and Collective teshuvah. 
Personal teshuvah [which is what 
Rambam was describing] means for the 
sinner to repent of his sin, with the 

principles of repentance established by 
early authorities, as recorded in Sefer 
haRokeiach, Sefer Reishit Chochmah, 
Sefer Chovot haLevavot and the like. This 
type of repentance preceded the world, as 
is found in Nedarim 39b… This is called 

“personal teshuvah” because this type of 
repentance must be personalized for each 
individual according to his sin. According 
to the weight of his guilt so is the 
measure of his repentance, and not all 
fingers are alike. 
 

But collective teshuvah [which is the type 
described in Devarim 30:2] means that all 
Israel returns to Hashem our G-d, to the 
land that is the portion of our ancestors, 
for one who lives outside of Israel is like 
one who has no G-d (Ketuvot 110b), and 
Israelites who live outside of the land are 
‘worshippers of idolatry in purity’…  

 
You know this [that our return to Israel is 
also called teshuvah], for the original 
meaning of the word teshuvah is to 
return to the place from which one has 
left, as in Shemuel I 7:17, “And his 
teshuvah was to Ramah, for his home 

was there.” Our sages borrowed this term 
for one who returns from his sin, for he 
had been ‘visible’, then he was absent, 
and now he is ‘visible’ again. 

כל מצות ” א,  “ תשובה פ ‘  ם הל “ כתב הרמב 
שבתורה בין עשה בין לא תעשה אם עבר 
אדם על אחת מהן בין בזדון בין בשגגה 
יב  חי ישוב מחטאו  ו כשיעשה תשובה 

איש ” להתודות לפני הקל ברוך הוא שנאמר  
והתודו את חטאתם ‘  או אשה כי יעשו וגו 

זה וידוי דברים, וידוי זה מצות “  אשר עשו 
ם את מצות “ פני מה מנה הרמב מ “...  עשה. 

כשיעשה תשובה חייב ” התשובה כלאחר יד,  
מצות עשה שישוב ” ל  “ היל “...  להתוודות 

‘ ושבת עד ד ‘ ’ אלקיו, שנא ‘  האדם אל ד 
 ‘”!... אלקיך

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

נראה לי לתרץ כי שתי תשובות הן: תשובה 
פרטית ותשובה כללית. תשובה פרטית, 
רוצה לומר שישוב החוטא מחטאו על פי 
גדרי התשובה אשר גבלו ראשונים, הלא הם 

ראשית חכמה ‘  הרוקח ובס ‘  כתובים בס 
חובות הלבבות ודומיהן. והתשובה ‘  ובס 

הזאת קדמה לעולם, כדאיתא בנדרים 
מפני “  תשובה פרטית ” לט:... ולזאת תקרא  

שנצרכת בפרטות לכל איש ואיש התשובה 
לפי חטאו, לפי כובד עונו כך משקל תשובתו, 

 ולא כל האצבעות שוות.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

אבל התשובה הכללית רוצה לומר שישובו 
ישראל אל ד  נחלת ‘  כל  אלקינו לארץ 

אבותינו, כי הדר בחוצה לארץ דומה כמי 
ז “ ל עובדי ע “ שאין לו אלוק, וישראל בחו 

 בטהרה הם....
 
 
 

הוראתו “  תשובה ” תדע לך שהרי תיבת  
הראשונה היא שישוב האדם אל המקום 

ותשובתו הרמתה כי ” אשר יצא משם, כמו  
ד השאלה הניחו את “ ל ע “ ורז “  שם ביתו. 

השם הזה לשב מחטאו, שהיה נראה ונדחה 
 וחוזר ונראה.



Perhaps the gift aspect of the bikkurim is actually the farmer’s 
grateful declaration. Our recognition of Divine benevolence 
and expression of gratitude is itself the greatest korban that 

the farmer can bring before G-d; at the height of his pride and 
personal accomplishment, the farmer acknowledges that his 
ingredients and success were provided by Heaven. Thus the 
Torah prohibits the kohen from consuming the bikkurim 
before the farmer places the bikkurim in the Beit haMikdash 
and recites the formal declaration; this law is codified by Sefer 
haChinuch as the Torah’s 449th mitzvah, based on Devarim 
12:17. Just as one may not benefit from a traditional korban 
before its service is performed, so one may not benefit from 
the bikkurim before its korban rituals are complete.  
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(continued from last week) 
Our bikkurim (first produce, brought to the Temple) seem to 
have a hybrid identity. On one hand, Vayikra 2:12 calls 

them a “korban”, and they are brought to the Beit 
haMikdash like other korbanot. On the other hand, they 
resemble a gift for the kohanim; no part of them ascends the 
altar, and designating bikkurim is part of the protocol of 
tithing (Mechilta Shemot 22:28, Mishnah Terumot 3:6-7). In 
truth, the farmer does bring a korban shelamim (celebration 

offering) alongside the bikkurim, for the Torah instructs us 
to “rejoice before G-d” when bringing the bikkurim. (Sifri 
Reeh 64; Mishnah Bikkurim 2:4) Still, Vayikra 12:2 
identifies the produce itself as a korban; where is the gift to 
G-d? (See, too, Rikanti to Devarim 26:2.) 
 

The 613 Mitzvot: #91, 449, 606 - Bikkurim, Part 2 Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner 

Weekly Highlights: Sept. 9 — Sept. 15 / 18 Elul — 24 Elul 
 

Some classes are still on summer hiatus, watch this space for their return! 

Time Speaker Topic Location Special Notes 

  Sept. 8-9 Shabbaton at Aish Thornhill: Return to G-d, Return to Zion שבת

Derashah R’ Mordechai Torczyner Teshuvah Times Two Aish Thornhill 

SHABBATON! 
After musaf R’ Mordechai Torczyner Nechemiah’s Rosh HaShanah Aish Thornhill 

After musaf R’ Jonathan Ziring G-d Watches… the Weather Aish Thornhill 

Seudah Shlishit R’ Jonathan Ziring Created from a Stone Aish Thornhill 

After Hashkamah Adam Friedmann Parshah Analysis Clanton Park  

Before minchah R’ Jonathan Ziring Daf Yomi BAYT Rabbi’s Classroom 

After minchah R’ Mordechai Torczyner Gemara Avodah Zarah BAYT Simcha Suite 

Sun. Sept. 10     

8:45 AM R’ Jonathan Ziring Responsa BAYT Hebrew 

8:45 AM R’ Josh Gutenberg Contemporary Halachah BAYT Third Floor 

7:00 PM 
A New Challenge: Recreational Marijuana and the Jewish Community 

At Yeshivat Or Chaim, 159 Almore Ave. 
Free for families who have donated $36 in 2017, or $36 at the door 

Mon. Sept. 11    

7:00 PM Adam Friedmann Great Jewish Thinkers Terraces of Baycrest Open to the public 

Tue. Sept. 12     

1:30 PM R’ Mordechai Torczyner Tears of Sisera’s Mother Shaarei Shomayim  

Wed. Sept. 13     

10:00 AM R’ Mordechai Torczyner Bobbing for Inspiration II Beth Emeth www.torontotorah.com/rosh 

8:00 PM Adam Friedmann Why do we do that? Shaarei Tefillah  

Thu. Sept. 14     

1:30 PM R’ Mordechai Torczyner Rosh HaShanah: Tears of Joy  49 Michael Ct. For women 

Fri. Sept. 15     

10:30 AM R’ Jonathan Ziring Ribbit Yeshivat Or Chaim Advanced 

For University Men, at Yeshivat Or Chaim 
11:00 AM Sundays, Contemporary Halachah, Rotation of Rabbis—This Week: Rabbi Jonathan Ziring 

8:30 AM Mondays, Nefesh haChaim with Rabbi Jonathan Ziring 
8:30 AM Fridays, Yeshayah with Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner 

 

For University Women, at Ulpanat Orot 
9:30-11:30 AM Monday, Rabbi Aaron Greenberg, Topic: Elul 

9:30-11:30 AM Tuesday, Mrs. Ora Ziring, Topic TBD 

9:30-11:30 AM Wednesday, Mrs. Ora Ziring, Topic TBD 


