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than seek its repeal? And why did his 
daughter, too, insist that he fulfill the 
vow? (Shoftim 11:34-36) 
 

Finally, after the end of our haftorah’s 
passage, the tribe of Ephraim 
challenges Yiftach for failing to rally 
them to battle Amon. They threaten to 
burn his house down – and in response, 

Yiftach goes to war against Ephraim, 
massacring 42,000 Jews. (ibid. 12) Why 
would Ephraim threaten Yiftach, and 
why would Yiftach respond this way?  
 

We may suggest that all of these 
questions point to a single lesson, which 
may also be drawn from Yiftach’s 
nemesis: the nation of Amon. One of the 
themes of Amon’s biblical history is that 
of good intentions gone awry: 
• The patriarch of Amon was Lot, who 

attempted to save his guests from 

S’dom by offering his daughters for 
molestation in their place (Bereishit 
19); 

• The matriarch of Amon, Lot’s younger 
daughter, followed her older sister’s 
plan to produce children – by mating 
with her father Lot (ibid.); 

• When the Jews arrived in Amon’s 

region, en route to entering Israel, the 
people of Amon did not threaten war 
like Edom; did not hire Bilam, like 
Moav; and did not attempt to seduce 
the Jews as did Midian and Moav. 
They keep their distance – and then 
they are harshly criticized for failing 
to offer food for the travelers (cf. 

Ramban to Devarim 23:5). 
 

The same theme of good intentions gone 
awry answers all of our questions about 
Yiftach’s story: 

• Yiftach’s brothers attempt to take a 
stand against promiscuity, but in so 
doing they create an outcast; 

• Yiftach attempts to demonstrate piety 

by dedicating an offering to G-d, but 
his vow is inappropriate (Taanit 4a); 

• Yiftach and his daughter attempt to 
honour G-d by following through with 
the vow, but are condemned 
rabbinically (cf. Metzudat David to 
Shoftim 11:35-36, for example); 

• The tribe of Ephraim demonstrated a 

desire to fight on behalf of their 
brethren, and Yiftach responded by 
upholding the rule of law – and the 
result was a massacre. 

 

This story points to a major lesson: 
Religion requires Divine Revelation. We 
are rightly proud of our G-d-given 
acumen, and we naturally wish to put 
our laws to the test of human reason - 
but as the Kuzari explained at length, 

and Yiftach’s life demonstrates, human 
logic is flawed, and even the best of 
intentions can lead to inappropriate 
results. Worse, when logic’s legislation 
is backed by unyielding fealty to G-d, 
poorly conceived notions can be driven 
forward by the engine of religious zeal. 
As seen in Yiftach’s career, the result 

can be a brother’s ostracism, a 
daughter’s victimization, and the 
massacre of a tribe. 
 

While loyalty to Revelation is also 
hazardous – which prophets can we 
trust? – the opposite pole, Reason, is 
also uncertain. May we value human 
ideas, but recognize that the best of 
intentions should still be measured 
against the yardstick of Revelation. 
 

torczyner@torontotorah.com 

The haftorah of Parshat Chukat 
presents the tragic figure of Yiftach, 
one of several troubling Jewish leaders 
from the biblical period of the Shoftim 

(“judges”). Yiftach’s story is both 
mysterious and horrifying, as both he 
and others act in ways that seem to 
defy logic, resulting in death and 
destruction. 
 

Yiftach is introduced (Shoftim 11:1) as 
a child of a mother identified as a 
zonah – a term taken by classic 
commentators in its literal, pejorative 
sense. As a result, his half-brothers 
evict him, and he lives off to the east, 

with a band of similar outcasts. But 
why was he cast out? Even if one were 
to assume he had mamzer status – an 
idea for which there is no textual basis 
– would that warrant ostracism? 
 

Then, after Yiftach is hired to lead the 
Jews in battle against Amon, he vows 
that when G-d grants him victory, he 
will offer the first one to emerge from 
his home to greet him as a burnt 
offering to G-d. (ibid. 11:30-31) Why 
take such an absurd vow – did he 

expect a sheep or bull to be in his 
home, and to emerge to greet him? And 
was Yiftach unaware of biblical verses 
which oppose vows (cf. Devarim 23:23, 
Kohelet 5:4), as well as the disaster 
that resulted from Yehoshua’s earlier 
vow consecrating the spoils of Yericho 
(cf. Rashi Yehoshua 7:10)? 
 

Third: Yiftach returns home victorious, 
and his daughter emerges to greet him 
– beating drums and dancing, a la 
Miriam after the splitting of the Sea. 

Why did Yiftach insist on fulfilling his 
vow, sacrificing his daughter, rather 
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movement. In this context, Rabbi Tzadok wrote about the 
story of the ma’apilim (Tzidkat haTzaddik 47): 

Regarding this, our Sages taught (Pesachim 86b): 

Whatever the host tells you, do, other than ‘Leave.’ It is 
not for nothing that the Torah recorded the story of the 
ma’apilim in Parshat Sh’lach. They believed in Moshe’s 
words; why didn’t they listen when he said, ‘Don’t 
ascend’? But they thought this instruction was included 
in [the talmudic] ‘Leave’ [as an instruction to be 
ignored].  

 
And see the Zohar (III 160a) which interprets the entire 
matter of the Spies as about the Torah, with the 
punishment that they would not achieve it. This is why 
the ma’apilim acted, even against the Divine Will. 
 
It is as Sanhedrin 105a teaches, ‘Chutzpah is an empire, 

lacking only a crown.’ Meaning: As is known, the 
‘empire’ is the Jewish people, and the ‘crown’ is the root 
of the Divine Will… They did not succeed because they 
ate the fruit when it was immature… And so Moshe told 
them, ‘It will not succeed,’ meaning that this is a plan, 
but it will not succeed. And Moshe specified ‘It’ [will not 
succeed]; as our Sages often teach, ‘It’ means this one, 
but not another. Meaning, there will be another time 

when it will succeed. This is in our day, the footsteps of 
the Mashiach. 
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In modern Hebrew, the terms ma’apilim and ha’apalah are 
linked with the organized underground movement which 
smuggled Jews into Israel in the last 15 years of the British 

Mandate. It seems that these words entered the Zionist 
consciousness because of a poem composed by Levi Kipnis in 
1929, “The Song of the Ma’apilim”. The poem summons Jews 
to be ma’apil – to ascend – to the top of a mountain, with 
Israel located on the other side. 
 

The term ha’apalah originated in Bamidbar 14:44. After the 
sin of the Spies, a group of Jews wished to demonstrate their 
sincere yearning for the Land of Israel, and they determined 
to ascend to Israel. Moshe sought to discourage them, as this 
was against the Divine Will – but they decided to go. As the 
Torah describes it, they were ma’apil to the top of the 
mountain, and then they died in battle. This is the 
foundation for the poem by Levi Kipnis. 

 
The majority of early biblical commentators emphasized the 
sin of the original ma’apilim, as they opposed the word of G-d 
and Moshe. However, beginning in the 19th century we 
encounter new approaches to the story, perhaps somewhat 
influenced by current events. These approaches emphasized 
the pure motive of the ma’apilim, granted that the result was 

a sin. 
 
For example: Rabbi Tzadok haKohen of Lublin wrote his 
Tzidkat haTzaddik in the 1840’s. He lived in the era when the 
awakening to aliyah was beginning, with thousands 
travelling to Israel prior to the birth of the modern Zionist 

Between the years of 132 and 135 CE, 
the enigmatic Jewish leader Bar Kochba 
waged a war of rebellion against the 
Roman Empire. The strength of the 

Roman armies precluded direct 
confrontation. Therefore, Bar Kochba 
and his forces adopted a guerilla tactic 
which had been used by fighters in the 
much larger Great Revolt against the 
Romans about 60 years earlier. Those 
soldiers dug a series of underground 
tunnels and hideouts along the Judean 

plains (i.e. the Sh’fela region) to stage 
sneak attacks against the Roman 
forces.  
 
The surface of the Sh’fela region in 
Israel is composed of roughly two 
meters of chalk covered by a layer of 
harder rock. The Jews living in this 

area had become proficient at making 
small openings in the hard upper-layer 
and then quarrying the chalk 
u n d e r n e a t h ,  c r e a t i n g  l a r g e 
underground structures known today 
as bell caves. The original cave system 
used in the Great Revolt was a series of 
interconnected bell caves whose 

openings had been sealed shut. Bar 
Kochba and his forces expanded this 

system and equipped it with all the 
necessities for life. They rerouted 
access to water cisterns and 
underground springs to fill reservoirs 

within the cave system. They also 
carved out sleeping quarters and 
storage areas. Finally, they added 
defenses making it difficult for 
intruders to enter en masse. To 
accomplish this, many of the 
entryways were made of two sections. 
First there was a very small opening 

which could fit only person at a time. 
This opening required those passing 
through to lay flat with their arms 
extended and pull themselves through. 
This meant that no one could enter the 
caves while bearing weapons. After 
this narrow passage, there was a long, 
sheer drop which one could only 

descend with the aid of a ladder or 
rope. In case of intrusion, these could 
be removed quickly. 
 
During the revolt, Bar Kochba’s 
soldiers and their families lived inside 
of the cave system, hiding from the 
Romans. Many of the doorways have 

been found to have a notch in their 
upper left-hand or right-hand side. 

This is one of the earliest archaeological 
examples of mezuzah use. But when so 
many people were brought into the cave 
systems, a critical engineering flaw was 

revealed; there wasn’t enough 
ventilation to sustain everyone. As a 
result, air holes were quickly carved 
from the inside of the caves toward the 
surface. This feature of the caves 
became their downfall. The Romans 
discovered several of these openings, lit 
fires nearby, and fanned the smoke 

down into the caves, ultimately 
resulting in the Jews’ defeat. 
Today the caves are a popular tourist 
attraction. One segment which can be 
explored is accessible in the Elah Valley 
near Beit Shemesh.  
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The Zionist Idea: The Zionist Ma’apilim  Yaron Perez 

Israeli Landmark: The Bar Kochba Caves Adam Friedmann 
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[The following is excerpted from a longer 
biography by Rabbi Netanel Javasky.] 
  

Rav Avraham Yitzchak haKohen Kook 
was born in Latvia in 1865. Recognized 
as a prodigy at a young age, he joined 
the famed Volozhin Yeshiva, and 
developed a fond relationship with the 
Rosh haYeshiva, Rabbi Naftali Zvi 
Yehuda Berlin (Netziv). His stay in 
Volozhin was under two years, but the 

Netziv is quoted as saying that had the 
entire Volozhin Yeshiva been founded 
just to teach Rav Kook, it would have 
been a worthwhile endeavour. His 
brilliance and inquisitive nature 
combined to lead him to the study of 
subjects not commonly explored in the 
traditional Yeshiva settings of the time, 
including Tanach, philosophy, Hebrew 

language and mysticism. Becoming a 
Rabbi at the age of 23, Rav Kook, in his 
early years, served the communities of 
Zaumel and then Bausk. 
  

In the early years of the 20th century, 
immediately before emigrating to Israel, 

Rav Kook published three articles on the 
topic of Israel; the ideas in these articles 
would form a basis for his philosophy on 
this subject. In 1904 Rav Kook became 
Rabbi of Jaffa, and his broad impact was 
instantly felt. He had great respect and 
love for all Jews, and considered them all 
as pioneers in the spiritual redemption. 
Rav Kook explained that the Jew was 

made up of two components: the inner 
pintele yid and the route which he has 
set out upon with his actions. Even if 
one was weak in the latter, there was 
still the heart and soul of a Jew that 
could be loved and encouraged. Rav 
Kook’s love and affection towards the 

secularists was often seen by his 
opponents as compromising Halachah, 
supporting those who were anti-religion. 
  

Rav Kook was in Europe during the 
outbreak of World War I, and he used 
the opportunity to spread his desire that 
religious Jews settle the Land and 
influence its development. Soon after his 
return home, he was appointed as the 

first Chief Rabbi. 
  

Rav Kook wrote prolifically on Jewish 
thought and the development of the 
Jewish land; new works of his writings 
continue to be published today. In 1924 
he founded Yeshivat Merkaz haRav - 
named posthumously in his honour - 
known today as the bastion of Religious 

Zionism and as a place which has 
become synonymous with the teachings 
of Rav Kook. Rav Kook passed away in 
1935, but his influence continues to be 
felt to this very day.  

 Regarding changes in the accents that 
exist among the various communities, 
whether it is permissible to change from 
the custom that the ancients for, prayer, 

reading Torah, and other blessings. 
 
Post facto, it seems that the change in 
accent does not prevent one from ful-
filling his obligation…  
 
And even though it has become custom-
ary here in Israel to prefer the Sephardi 

accent, this is only because it has some 
grace and special beauty, but the main 
advantage of an accent is the accuracy in 
the division of letters and vowels, and in 
this the Sephardi accent does not match 
the Ashkenazi accent, and for certain the 
Yemenite, which is the best of all, as it is 
meticulous in dividing each letter and 

movement very precisely. G-d forbid, no 
one with that accent should trade it for a 
less precise accent, for all sacred things.  
 
This is besides the fact that no tradition 
of accent is worse than other traditions in 
terms of halachic rulings, and each com-
munity must keep “do not forsake the 

teachings of your mother” as is the cus-
tom regarding ritual and family law, 
whether to be strict or lenient. And G-d 
forbid should we breach this, for the re-
ceived tradition of fathers is what allows 
the Torah to exist…  
 
And G-d will make a clear language for all 

nations to call in the name of G-d, and 
Hashem is one and His name One, and 
Israel is one nation in the land, and this 
will be confirmed by the light of our right-
eous Messiah, when He brings back His 
nation, and return our judges as they 
were originally, and our advisors as they 
once were, and all Jews will become one 

group with no division based on the rul-
ings of the Supreme Court in the Cham-
ber of Hewn Stone in the Temple of our 
Glory which shall be rebuilt speedily in 
our days. However, until that fortunate 
time, we must fulfill “Be careful with the 
customs of your fathers…”  

בענין שינויים במבטאים שישנם בין העדות 
השונות, אם מותר לשנות מהנוהג שנהגו 
ה  מבטא, בתפל ל בטא  ים ממ נ הקדמו

 ג.“ובקריאת התורה בברכות וכל כה
 
 

י  י ו נ ן שי נראים הדברים דבדיעבד אי
 המבטאים מעכבים...

 
י ליתן יתרון “ ואף על פי שהורגל פה בא 

להמבטא הספרדי, זהו רק שיש לו איזה חן 
ויופי מיוחד, אבל עיקר יתרון מבטא הוא 
דיוקו בחילוק האותיות והנקודות, ובזה 
המבטא הספרדי אינו מגיע גם להמבטא 

ו שהמבטא התימני הוא “ האשכנזי, וק 
משובח מכולם, שמדקדק לחלק הרבה בין 
כל אות ותנועה בדיוק נמרץ, חלילה למי 
שהוחזק בו לעזוב אותו ולהחליפו במבטא 
ם  ברי ד כל  ב ו  יק ממנ ו ת מד פחו אחר 

 שבקדושה. 
 
 

חוץ ממה שאין הקבלה של המבטאים 
גרועה מכל הקבלות של עניני הוראה, שכל 

אל תטוש ”אחת מהעדות מחויב הוא לקיים 
כמו שהדבר נהוג ועומד בעניני “, תורת אמך

איסור והתר ועניני חיי משפחה, בין לקולא 
בין לחומרא, וחלילה לפרוץ בזה פרצות, כי 

 ק... “קבלת אבות היא קיומה של תוה
 
 
 
 

ת יהפך שפה ברורה במהרה לכל “ והשי 
אחד ‘  ד ‘  והי ‘,  העמים לקרוא כולם בשם ד 

ושמו אחד, וישראל גוי אחד בארץ יאושר 
שבות ‘  י אורו של משיח צדקנו בשוב ד “ ע 

עמו וישיבו שופטינו כבראשונה ויועצינו 
כבתחילה, וכל ישראל יעשו אגודה אחת 

פ הוראת “ בלא שום פירוד ושינוי כלל, ע 
ד הגדול אשר ישב בלשכת הגזית בבית “ ב 

א, ועד העת “ קדשנו ותפארתנו שיבנה בב 
ו לקיים  חייבים אנ המאושרה הזאת 

 “...הזהרו במנהג אבותיכם”



Weekly Highlights: June 23 — June 29 / 10 Tammuz — 16 Tammuz 
Most of our classes are going on summer hiatus, but opportunities remain! 

Time Speaker Topic Location Special Notes 

     June 23 שבת

8:40 AM R’ Jonathan Ziring Parshah BAYT Before 9:05 Minyan 

After Hashkamah Adam Friedmann Parshah Analysis Clanton Park  

Before Avot R’ Jonathan Ziring Daf Yomi BAYT  

After minchah R’ Mordechai Torczyner Avodah Zarah BAYT Simcha Suite 

Sun. June 24     

8:45 AM R’ Jonathan Ziring Responsa BAYT Hebrew 

Mon. June 25     

9:30 AM R’ Mordechai Torczyner Yeshayah, Chapter 50 Shaarei Shomayim  

Tues. June 26     

1:30 PM R’ Mordechai Torczyner Nechemiah: Final Chapter Shaarei Shomayim  

Wed. June 27     

10:00 AM R’ Mordechai Torczyner 
Israel’s Chief Rabbis:  
Clergy or Politicians? 

Yeshivat Or Chaim Week 2 of 4 

OUR ANNUAL DINNER 
 

Honouring Rabbi Jonathan and Ora Ziring, Adam and Sara Friedmann, and Yaron and Elliezra Perez 
Dedicating the Ted and George Manson z”l University Student Program 
Keynote Speaker: Rabbi Dr. Ari Berman, President, Yeshiva University 

 

6:00 PM Cocktails, 7:00 PM Dinner 
Sephardic Kehila Centre, 7026 Bathurst St., Thornhill 

www.torontotorah.com/18 or 416-783-6960 

8:00 PM Adam Friedmann Contemporary Issues Shaarei Tefillah Not this week 

8:00 PM Yaron Perez הפרשה ואני Shaarei Shomayim Not this week 

Thu. June 28     

1:30 PM R’ Mordechai Torczyner Book of Shemuel 49 Michael Ct. Women 

Fri. June 29     

10:30 AM R’ Mordechai Torczyner Muktzeh Yeshivat Or Chaim Advanced 

For University Men, at Yeshivat Or Chaim 
11:00 AM Sunday, Contemporary Halachah: Adam Friedmann: Scientific Testing in Halachah 

8:30 AM Friday, Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner, The Book of Yeshayah 
 

For University Women, at Ulpanat Orot—On Summer Hiatus 

not for their haste, and this haste is what we have 
commemorated every year since. 
 

Aside from not becoming leaven, the matzah we use for our 
mitzvah has other requirements, including: 

• The matzah must be made of material which could have 
become chametz, had it been allowed to rise. Therefore, 
we require that the matzah be made from a grain, and 
mixed with a liquid which could cause fermentation. 
(Pesachim 35a-36a) 

• The matzah we eat at the Seder must also be shemurah, 
guarded from becoming chametz, with the intent to use it 
for the mitzvah. (Pesachim 38b) Some contend that this is 

a biblical obligation (Pri Chadash to Orach Chaim 460:1), 
while others contend it is rabbinic (Bach Orach Chaim 
460; Shulchan Aruch haRav Orach Chaim 453:19). 

 

To be continued... 

Shemot 12:8 instructs us to eat matzah on Pesach night; 
Sefer haChinuch counts this as the Torah’s 10th mitzvah.  
 

The Talmud (Pesachim 116b) explains that we eat matzah 
because we left Egypt in a rush, and our dough did not have 

time to rise, as recorded in Shemot 12:39. This explanation 
is difficult, though; G-d had already instructed us not to 
have chametz for seven days (Shemot 12:19)! The dough 
didn’t rise because we could not permit it to rise, and not 
because of our haste! Among many who have approached 
this problem, the 13th century sage Rabbi Yeshayah d’Trani 
(Tosafot Rid to Pesachim 116b) suggested a simple answer. 
He noted that when the Jews left Egypt, the prohibition 

against possessing chametz applied only for the first day of 
Pesach; the instruction regarding a seven-day holiday was 
for future generations (as indicated in Shemot 12:14). If so, 
then the Jews could have permitted their dough to rise if 

The 613 Mitzvot: #10 - Matzah, Part 1 Rabbi Mordechai Torczyner 


