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Introduction

All manner of people wish they knew a few Hebrew words and
phrases—or a few more:

Those who feel a sentimental attachment to Jewish life and who
wish they could just put a name and meaning to some of those cus-
toms—and millions more with Jewish friends and colleagues or
simply with a taste for Woody Allen or Barbra Streisand.

The Jewish-educated graduate who knows full well that Hebrew is
a treasure-house of wisdom.

People planning a trip to Israel, who wish they knew just a little bit
more “Israeli”-style Hebrew than just “shalom” and “falafel.”

Speakers planning an after-dinner speech to a Jewish audience,
who would love to slip in a spicy Hebrew witticism.

Bible-conscious folk who sometimes wonder how the language of
the Psalms must have sounded in the original.

The Joys of Hebrew is a celebration of Hebrew. It brings together the
best-known and most lovable Hebrew words and sayings, as used
today in the Diaspora, in a manageable English transcription—with
little tidbits of Bible, Talmud, folklore, and literature to illustrate them,
and a measure of humor from the Old World and from the crazy, zany
side of life in Modern Israel.

Within living memory, Hebrew has been reborn as the spoken lan-
guage of Israel; and around the world, when Jews of different back-
grounds come together, Israeli Hebrew is increasingly what they use
as a lingua franca—where once they might have used Yiddish or
Spanyol.

But this is not to say that Israeli Hebrew is the only Hebrew. The
grand old Ashkenazi Hebrew heritage is still alive and thriving in
New York, Toronto, London, and throughout the Diaspora—with its
distinctive pronunciations and charming semantics. The Joys of Hebrew
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gives full acknowledgment to this tradition; and to the fact that in
Ultraorthodox circles outside Israel the Ashkenazi tradition reigns
supreme.

Some may fancy that words like mazl tov and meshuge are not
Hebrew at all but Yiddish. No-—they’re both the one and the other.
They're some of the hundreds of common Hebrew words that were
kept alive for a millenium in a fruitful symbiosis with Yiddish, pro-
nounced in a Yiddish way but all this while written in a distinctive
Hebrew way, and now relaunched on a new life as a kind of Yid-
dishized Israeli Hebrew. To all of them, be-sha’a tova

Of course, giving an Ashkenazi pronunciation has been an almighty
headache. There still survive in fact as many Hebrew pronunciations
as there were dialects of Yiddish—ranging, for example, from Reysh ha-
Shono (Lithuanian) through Roysh ha-Shunu (Central Polish) to Rowsh
ha-Shono (German). But out of the mishmash of mass migrations has
emerged something like a typical Anglo-Ashkenazi pronunciation,
with an underlying American sound pattern all its own. This seems to
be what one generally hears in conversation, and this is the form that I
have sought to represent in this book. (For writing the word or phrase,
however, the predominant convention is to use the Israeli pronuncia-
tion.)

Six hundred or so words and phrases have surely not exhausted the
treasury of Hebrew as used in Diaspora daily life today. There were
probably a few more common phrases and sayings that I could have
added—and many more that I would like to see more widely used.
But, as Rabbi Tarfon put it a long, long time ago, lo alecha hamlacha lig-
mor (“Yours is not the duty to finish the work”).

Guide to Transliteration

“a” - asin Bach “ey” asin hey!

“ay” asin Cairo “i” as in pit

“ch” asin Bach “0" as in Gorbachev
“e” as in Jerusalem* “a” as in bush

“e” as in pet

u n

* Please note that subsized “e”s (representing schwas) and
acute accents (indicating stressed syllables) are used only in
the boldfaced entry terms as pronunciation aids.
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Prologue

The story of Hebrew is much like the story of the Jews: Misty origins,
ancient splendor, sudden eclipse followed by centuries of alien domi-
nation, staunched somehow by an infinite ability to adapt and sur-
vive—and culminating, in our century, in a dramatic paradox of ruin
and rebirth.

The beginnings of Hebrew are bound up with the Jewish Bible. In
fact, for most people ancient Hebrew is the Hebrew of the Bible, an
august and infinitely subtle language, meticulously cultivated by the
biblical schools of prophets over hundreds of years. One can study it,
after a fashion. Indeed, the number of biblical grammar books and
dictionaries must surely run into thousands. Yet the complexities of
the biblical tenses or word order have never been fully fathomed, nor
the precise shades of meaning in all those words for “righteous” or
“loving-kindness” or “sin.”

However, the Bible is not the whole story of Hebrew, not even of
ancient Hebrew. There are the hosts of inscriptions and messages
unearthed by excited archaeologists. Schoolchildren’s calendars, engi-
neers’ plaques, army mayday calls, and the leftovers of Israelite bureau-
crats . . . all in a kind of biblical Hebrew. They, and the biblical scrolls
discovered after two millennia in the Judean Desert (the Dead Sea
Scrolls), are witness to a remarkable tradition: The Bible as copied and
recopied by 2,000 years of Jewish scribes is the same Bible. Even the
Jewish traditions of pronunciation—the so-called pointing—are now
rated by scholars as a superb freeze-frame of ancient pronunciation.

What of the Hebrew of the Israelite-in-the-street? History, of course,
rarely records the language of people-in-the-street. Intriguingly, how-
ever, a kind of after-echo of that Hebrew has indeed come down to us,
and actually forms the basis of the Hebrew of our own day: The vast
writings of early postbiblical times—the Talmud, the Midrash, the
Dead Sea Scrolls—were in many respects a new, semipopular Hebrew,
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drawn from the dialects and colloquial styles of an earlier time. This
Hebrew, generally called Mishnaic Hebrew, was as rich in vocabulary
as the Bible is sparse. It was as simple in style as the Bible is subtle.
The whole of Jewish life is there, an encyclopedic vocabulary of every-
day housekeeping, medicine, farming, warfare, business, law. In one
letter by Shimon Bar-Kochva, the commander of a Jewish revolt
against Rome, researchers have even discovered a grammatical “mis-
take” hitherto only known in Israeli Hebrew, and condemned as a
modern horror by every grammar teacher in the land.

At the same time, however, in this postbiblical age, Hebrew was
under threat. Masses of Jews had been exiled to Babylon, where they
now spoke Aramaic. Some remained in the Holy Land, and others even-
tually returned; but many of them spoke a mix of Hebrew and other lan-
guages. Aramaic, the official language of the occupiers, was a serious
competitor; Greek, too, began to weave its spell. For some 600 years, dur-
ing the Second Temple period, Hebrew battled for survival as a spoken
and written tongue. Many Jews had to read the Bible in translation or in
a vulgarized Hebrew.

And then came the War against Rome, the destruction of Jerusalem
in the year 70, and another devastating revolt in 132—famine, depor-
tation, and the sword. Spoken Hebrew died. No one knows precisely
when, and no one wrote its obituary. But the Talmud records how
leading rabbis had to ask their servant girls the meaning of certain
basic Hebrew words whose meaning they no longer knew. Hebrew
might be the Holy Tongue, and the key to the Torah and the Prophets,
but they could not keep spoken Hebrew alive.

However, those rabbis’ efforts succeeded in keeping the sounds of
Hebrew in Jewish homes for 2,000 years. They had the foresight to
standardize the wording of Jewish prayer and Jewish law in a popular
Hebrew, and thereby sent a message to Jews in all places and all times:
Study Hebrew, teach your children Hebrew, and use Hebrew in your
synagogues and your houses of study.

The message got through. Right up to modern times, whenever
Jews wrote a letter or a document—abe it in Arabic, Spanish, German,
or Persian—it was in the Hebrew alphabet. The hours of daily study
that young Jewish men devoted to the Bible, the Talmud, the Kab-
balah, and their commentaries involved the original language. The
poetry written in Jewish Spain, Byzantium, Italy, and France was
invariably in Hebrew. A Hebrew linguistic science flourished. In the
late medieval Rhineland, the ancient mystical practices of chanting
Hebrew letter combinations were set down, and scholars pondered
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the cosmic meaning of the holy tongue as a language above language,
a code and blueprint of creation.

Amid all this, however, there was also, for a time, a deep sense of
failure: The worldly and sophisticated Jews of the Islamic Empire did
all their writing on science and medicine and much of their writing on
Judaism in Arabic. How, they asked, could poor old Hebrew possibly
express the new thoughts of the day? But fortunately for the future of
Hebrew, there were other great Jewish communities in southern
France, in Italy, and in northern Europe who had faith in the holy lan-
guage. They had little knowledge of Arabic (or of Latin, for that mat-
ter) and hundreds of great works of science, by Jew and non-Jew, were
translated into a new scientific Hebrew. Thus was the basis for today’s
thoroughly modern Hebrew laid down in medieval Europe. The
Hebrew language ranks alongside Arabic and Latin as one of the three
great media of the medieval intellect.

But again we must return to the Jewish man and woman in the
street. Most were probably Hebrew-literate, in that they could read
and partly understand their daily prayers. But beyond that?

Beyond that, Hebrew continued to bubble and ferment in every
Jew’s speech. Throughout the Diaspora, down until the end of tradi-
tional Jewish society in the nineteenth century, every Gentile language
spoken by Jews was in some way a Jewish language, by virtue of the
hundreds, and sometimes the thousands, of Hebrew and Aramaic
words and expressions by which Jews expressed their Judaism and
their very Jewishness. To hear the snippets of Psalms, the Talmudic
witticisms, the names of the laws and the customs and the objets, or
just plain Hebraic miscellanea, in the aging verbal memories of one-
time inhabitants of Salonika or Oran or Minsk is still a delight—things
like Judeo-Espariol gannab, “thief,” enka’'asarse, “get angry,” yimmah
semo vezixro, “may his name and memory be wiped out,” and Yiddish
balabos, “householder,” yam, “sea,” gedile, “joy.” To listen to a Yiddish
conversation, to this day, is to be amazed at how much Hebrew has
been kept alive in the language. It was a kind of open-ended symbio-
sis, in fact; the more learned or the more creative you were, the more
Hebraisms were likely to decorate your Yiddish. If you were a man,
the Bible and the Talmud seemed veritably to be under your breath.
Women and children, too, exuded the popular Torah anthologies and
translations that they learned week in and week out.

The sound of Hebrew was itself a token of just how alive and lively
the language was. Every corner of the Jewish world had its own
Hebrew accent, constrained naturally by the sounds of the local Yid-
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dish or Arabic or whatever, but more distinctive than just that. The
word for “peace” known today the world over as shalom was typically
salom when Spanish Jews recited the Torah, sholowm for Germans, shu-
loym for Poles, sholeym for Yemenites, and so on. And the way it was
pronounced when you were ceremoniously reciting the Torah gener-
ally bore little resemblance to the multitude of ways in which it was
pronounced when you were reading prayers or chanting Talmud or
just slipping it into your conversation. Each community guarded its
Hebrew traditions jealously—Ilike all the other local customs that
made Jewish life so colorful and chaotic.

With the nineteenth century, this all began to change. Jews were
slowly gaining admittance to European society. They were gaining the
right to live where they chose, work at what they chose, pray as they
chose. But at a price: They had to abandon their self-contained lifestyle—
for example, the ancient practice of recording communal affairs in
Hebrew. They were pressured to abandon the old full-time all-Hebrew
religious schools and devote many hours to secular studies designed to
make them economically more useful to the state. Many Jews exulted:
German and Russian were the languages of the future. And French, too,
for the emerging Jewish bourgeoisie of North Africa and the Middle
East. Hebrew, it was felt, could safely be left to the synagogue, to the nar-
row confines of “religion.” One could admire it as a classical language, to
be sure, but the classics mattered less and less than progress and moder-
nity. As for Yiddish and Judeo-Spanish, the less said about them, the bet-
ter. Were they not illegitimate, mongrel languages, a bit of this and a bit
of that?

And so began, across the Diaspora, the steady, inexorable collapse
of Hebrew literacy, and of Jewish languages in general. Progress and
modernity were not entirely to blame. The mass migrations to Amer-
ica, the havoc wrought by World War I, and finally the Bolsheviks and
Hitler: Yiddish all but vanished (so too Judeo-Espaiiol). Knowledge of
Hebrew in the Diaspora was reduced to little more than the Bar Mitz-
vah ritual.

But at the eleventh hour—and by a double twist of irony remark-
able even by Jewish standards—Hebrew and Yiddish have been
saved, indeed reincarnated. A spark plucked from the flame, by the
forces of Zionism and traditional religion.

Russian Zionism, in its desperate attempt to save the Jews from
persecution or assimilation, had the almost inconceivable idea of
restoring Hebrew as a spoken language in the Holy Land—and suc-
ceeded. When the British marched into Palestine in 1917, they found a
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younger generation of 20,000 to 30,000 Jews already speaking Hebrew
as their main language. How did it happen? A few hundred idealists,
led by Eliezer Ben-Yehuda, determined to set up a revolutionary
school system in which Yiddish would be obliterated in favor of
Hebrew; a general population of Jews speaking a babble of tongues, in
desperate need of a lingua franca to bridge the gulf; a few intellectuals
who had already been experimenting for decades with modernizing
Hebrew for science and the humanities; and most important of all, a
generation of Jews—both Ashkenazi and Sephardi—who had been
given the old-style, full-time Hebrew schooling and thus had the lin-
guistic capabilities to make the whole thing work. As the historian
Cecil Roth put it, they had always been able to speak Hebrew; now,
they were willing.

Thus, at the last moment possible, Hebrew was reborn. In its new
role, it is called Ivrit. It is now the main language of a whole country,
and of maybe half a miilion Israelis living abroad. In many ways,
modern Hebrew and modern Israel are one and the same logic-defy-
ing phenomenon of history.

To hear a toddler produce the same verb forms as Isaiah is a thrill,
but no more so than to hear the Hebrew for things like tomato, dictio-
nary, rhinoceros, lighthouse, orchestra, software, all new coinages
built on biblical words. It wasn’t long before colloquialisms, slang,
and shortcuts with the old grammar were the order of the day (the
Israeli equivalent of “I ain’t” and “I don’t know nothing”). And there
are those ubiquitous Americanisms . . .

For the Jewish Diaspora, unfortunately, the new Ivrit is to all intents
and purposes a foreign language. Any hopes the Israeli founding
fathers had for Modern Hebrew to become a new universal Jewish
language, a substitute for Yiddish, have been disappointed. The fact is
that when two American Jews communicate, it’s in English.*

And yet, a taste of the old Hebrew lives on in the Diaspora—thanks
to Yiddish, to Jvrit, and to the resurgence of traditional Judaism and
Jewish learning. The Yiddish of the Ellis Island generation has left a
resonant chord in the English of its children and grandchildren, and
within it many, many Hebrew words—words like pesach and mazel tov,
chutzpah and meshuge. The Modern Hebrew of Israel has made its
mark, too, through identification with Israel: chag sameach and shabbat

*See Alan Mintz, ed., Hebrew in America (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, in
press).
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shalom, for example. And—who could have predicted it forty years
ago?—there are the rapidly burgeoning Orthodox and Ultraorthodox
communities in New York, Los Angeles, London, and many other cen-
ters. They are bringing back a new wave of mother-tongue Yiddish,
and above all a new Jewish learning and an English enriched with the
juice of Hebrew. Young people are again devoting eight hours a day to
the ancient sources and again proud to be heard “talking Jewish.” The
story of Hebrew goes on.



The Entries

Acharén, pl. Acharonim (Ashkenazi: Achren, pl. Achr6hnim) Latter-
day religious authorities

“Before you check it in the Acharonim, look up the Rishonim.”
See Rishon.

Jews did not traditionally talk of “medieval” or “modern.” They
talked of Rishonim versus Acharonim.

Rishonim (literally “First Ones”) denotes the Torah scholars of
medieval times; Acharonim (literally “Latter Ones”) are the scholars of
the Renaissance and later times. Bridging the two, in the early six-
teenth century, was Rabbi Yosef Caro. His great code of practice, the
Shulchan Aruch, has become “final” and more or less binding on all
generations since.

To be cited as an Acharon is no mean thing. The Gaon of Vilna and
Rav Kook were both Acharonim. But the flowchart of Jewish history is
generally seen as flowing downhill—and that gives the Rishonim a dis-

tinct advantage.
-

Achar6n acharén chaviv (Ashkenazi: Achren 4chren chéviv) Last
but not least

“I'm sending invites to Joseph, John, Danny, Lenny, and acharon acharon
chaviv to Norman.”

I've translated acharon acharon chaviv as “last but not least,” and that's
essentially how you use it, but actually it's more than that: It's “the
very last is lovable”—or “last is best.”

The classic acharon acharon chaviv was, I suppose, the creation of
mankind, on the last day of creation. Another was Jacob’s youngest
son Benjamin. Many parents have probably felt like him about their
youngest offspring, and perhaps that’s what gives the whole expres-
sion its force.

—92% ~
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Adar (Ashkenazi: Ader/Oder) The month of Adar

The last month of the Jewish year is also the most lively—with the
feast of Purim.

When Adar comes in, it’s time to make merry.

a8~

Adoén Olam (Ashkenazi: Ad6hn Ohlém) The hymn Adon Olam

“Before we conclude with Adon Olam, I have a few announcements to
make.”

The Talmud, Megila

Alhough it seems to have been written as a bedtime hymn, Adon Olam
has come to be the standard song to end the Sabbath or festival ser-
vice. The words are simply superb. And given a fitting tune (and I can
think of several very unfitting tunes), Adon Olam can stir the soul.
Nothing comes as a greater shock to Americans in an Israeli syna-
gogue than to discover that Israelis (and Sephardim) don't sing it at
all.

Master of the World {Adon Olam)}, who reigned
Before any creature was created—

Only when all had been made at His wish

Was His name proclaimed King.

And after all has ended
He will reign alone and fearsome,
He was, He is, He will be
In splendor . . .
Translation of the opening stanzas of Adon Olam

—928

Afikoman (Ashkenazi: Afik6hmen) Last piece of matzo at the
Passover Seder

“Uncle Marty always hides the afikoman in the same place every year.”

The last thing eaten on the Passover Seder night is a piece of matzo,
called by the curious name afikoman (probably Greek, but don’t ask me
why). After having consumed vast quantities of matzo, plus a filling
meal, you eat the afikoman matzo and endeavor to enjoy every morsel of
it. It is, after all, the last thing you'll eat tonight (or ever, some people
are probably thinking). Some Sephardim ask their children to hold the
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afikoman on their shoulder throughout the proceedings. Most Ashke-
nazim hide it for their kids to find. And they always do.

After the meal is over one eats the afikoman in memory of the Passover sacri-
fice, which was eaten at the end of the meal after eating one’s fill. . . . and one
eats it reclining and after the afikoman one eats nothing more. . . .

Kitsur Shulchan Aruch

a2 -

Aggada (Ashkenazi: Agéde) Talmudic stories or philosophical
material

“We studied an interesting aggada about the shofar.”

The Talmud is a massive canvas of halacha (law) and aggada (philo-
sophical and folkloric material). The aggada sometimes appears to be
easier; yeshiva students tend to skip it. In fact, it's often far more eso-
teric and harder to understand than the halacha, but the images con-
tained in the aggada, and the way it tries to explain the laws and cus-
toms, are the daily stuff of every Jewish school and kindergarten.

Halacha and Aggada are two sides of Judaism, not just two literary genres, con-
stantly intertwining and mutually challenging. Halacha gives the Aggada its
social and public expression; Aggada gives the Halacha its spontaneity and
extralegal spirit.

Michael Fishbane

9tk
Ahavit Yisraél (Ashkenazi: Ahavas Yisréel) Love of one’s fellow Jew

“Those guys who volunteered for the Entebbe Raid showed such aha-
vat yisrael.”

Running like a thread through the Torah and tying the whole package
together is the precept of ahavat yisrael, the essence of which is the
verse ve-ahavta le-reacha kamocha: “You shall love your fellow as your-
self.” Where the Jewish people are disunited, the unity of the Torah
and of Creation itself comes under threat.

1 am grateful to God that He filled my heart with ahavat yisrael. I was granted
this love not on account of any wisdom or righteousness I might possess but
on account of His infinite mercy and love.

Rav Kook

-
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(The) Akeda (Ashkenazi: Akéyde) The binding of Isaac

The Akeda, literally “binding,” as described in the Book of Genesis is
the climax of Abraham’s journey of faith. On Mount Moriah he makes
ready to go through with God’s command to sacrifice Isaac, his and
Sarah’s only son, but learns at the last moment that the whole thing
was a test. God does not seek human sacrifice.

The memory of the Akeda is woven into Jewish life, into the prayers,
and most famously into the ceremony of blowing the shofar (ram's
horn) on the New Year. And in modern secular Israeli writing, a kind
of Akeda trauma, repressed, surfaces again and again.

The synagogue management decided to fire the shamash. But they were afraid
to tell him. So they asked the rabbi to tell him. But the rabbi refused.

“Why, rabbi?” they asked. “You're the rav and he’s just a shamash.”

The rabbi replied, “Don’t you recite daily the chapter about the Akeda?
How does God command Abraham to sacrifice his son? He tells him Himself.
But how does He command him to stop? Through an angel! But then why
didn’t God send an angel at the outset? Because the angel would have said,
“If You want to kill a Jew, O Lord, do it Yourself...”

—928 -

Al Chet (Ashkenazi: Al Cheyt) The Al Chet confession

A leitmotif running through the prayers on Yom Kippur (the Day of
Atonement) is the Al Chet—a mass confession of collective sins, recited
again and again, evening, morning, and afternoon. Jewish thought
regards spoken confession as a vital prelude to the process of teshuva
(repentance). A custom associated with Al Chet is to beat the heart
while saying the words al chet.

For the sin [al chet] we have sinned to You by compulsion and free will.
And for the sin we have sinned to You by closing our heart.

For the sin we have sinned to You unwittingly.

And for the sin we have sinned to You by utterance of the lips . . .

Translation of the opening of Al Chet

—92R

Al ha-Nisim (Ashkenazi: Al ha-Nisim) The prayer Al ha-Nisim
“...and remember to add Al ha-Nisim for Purim.”

On the festivals of Chanukah and Purim, the Al ha-Nisim prayer is
inserted into the daily Amida prayer in thanksgiving for the miracu-
lous deliverance from Greek-Syrian and Persian persecution.
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For the miracles [al ha-nisim], the redemption, the mighty acts, the triumphs
and the wars that You performed for our fathers in those days at this time. In
the days of Mordechai and Esther in the great city of Shushan, when the evil
Haman rose up against them, and sought to liquidate all Jews, young and old,
women and children, on a single day . ..

Translation of the beginning of Al ha-Nisim for Purim

.. . nowhere in Jewish sources is there any of the reverence for the heroism of
the fighter that is so prevalent in many non-Jewish cultures, even the most
enlightened. Nor on Chanukah would we recite the added prayer Al ha-Nisim
for the Maccabees if they had not fought the Lord’s war and saved the holy
law. Their heroism in battle is not mentioned at all; it is taken for granted.
Yeshayahu Leibowitz

Y -

Al régel achit (Ashkenazi: Al régel 4chas) Standing on one leg

“Look, you can’t expect me to answer a question like that al regel
achat!”

To answer a question or deal with a query very briefly and cursorily
has been described as answering al regel achat, “standing on one leg.”
It all goes back to one of the most amusing stories in the Talmud, in
which a Gentile wagered that he could get the sage Hillel to lose his
proverbial patience, and proceeded to ask Hillel to teach him the
whole Torah while standing on one leg.

He lost.

~92R —

Al tiftich peh la-satdn (Ashkenazi: . . . la-s6ton) Don’t tempt Provi-
dence (literally “Don’t open your mouth to Satan”)

“But what if I fail?”
“Nonsense, al tiftach peh la-satan.”

For more on Satan (if you'll pardon me for mentioning him), see under S.

Whatever the ultimate “real” meaning of this ancient expression
(superstition? or a fear of self-fulfilling prophecies?), it's always had
an effect. When mentioning something bad that might happen, Jews
have always been quick to add a prophylactic chas ve-shalom or a rach-
mana litslan.

~9%8%
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Aldv/aléha ha-shalém (Ashkenazi: Olev/olého ha-shélem) May he
or she rest in peace (literally “peace upon him or her”)

“The other television used to belong to Mrs. Cohen, aleha ha-shalom.”

See also Zichrono livracha, “May his memory be a blessing.”

This phrase is commonly added when mentioning the name of a
deceased friend or relative.

— a2k
Alef-Bet (Ashkenazi: Alef-Beys) The Hebrew alphabet
“All my brothers and sisters knew the Alef-Bet by the age of four.”

All Jewish communities today use roughly the same shape of letters:
one set for the printed or scribal word and another (often called script
or cursive) for handwriting. Some people, perhaps most, never look
beyond the purely functional use of the letters. A few may see the
sheer beauty of them—scribes, graphic artists, inveterate doodlers.
And a select few are aware of some hidden metaphysical meaning in
the very shape of each letter.

It is fascinating to compare the shapes of our English alphabet, and
its order, with the Alef-Bet—they are very distant relatives.

On the hearth a fire is burning,

In the room it's hot,

And the Rebbe’s teaching little children
The Alef-Beys.

Remember, children,
Remember, precious ones,
What you're learning here.
Say again, and once again,
kumets alef “u.”
From the traditional Yiddish song “ Oifn Pripetchik”

Why does the Torah begin with the letter bet? To teach you that we still have
not reached alef in understanding it.
Rabbi Israel Baal Shem Tov

-2~
Aléynu (Ashkenazi: Oléynu) The prayer Aleynu

“Make room for yourself to kneel during Aleynu.”

Even prayers have good or bad luck. Take Aleynu. It was probably
specially composed as a climax to the Musaf prayer on the High Holy
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Days. And to this day worshippers on these days feel a frisson of awe
as they kneel and fall on their faces during the Aleynu prayer. How-
ever, it was subsequently chosen to round off the three weekday ser-
vices every day of the year—and try as I may, I can’t get that frisson.

It is our duty [aleynu] to praise the Master of All,
To proclaim the greatness of Him who shaped the Beginning . ..
And we bend the knee and throw ourselves down and avow it
Before the Supreme King of Kings, the Holy One blessed be He . . .
Translation of part of the Aleynu prayer

-9k -
Aliydh Immigration to Israel
“We're planning to make Aliyah next month.”

See also Oleh, “Immigrant” and (lehavdil) Yerida, “Emigration from Israel.”

There was a time shortly after 1948 when Ben-Gurion, Israel’s first
premier, expected all Western Jews to “make aliyah” (as the Americans
say) or to “go on aliyah” (as the British say) in a short space of time.
Indeed, mass aliyah has been a major goal of Zionism, and there have
been many mass waves, starting with the so-called First Aliyah in the
1880s. The latest is the mass “Gorbachev” aliyah from Russia.

Aliyah is more than a word, it’s a dream slogan—it means “ascent.”
And it wasn’t some Zionist politician that dreamed it up but the
Author of the Bible, who talks of the Israelites ascending from Egypt
to Israel, since (as the ancient Midrash puts it) the Land of Israel is
higher than all other lands.

—92% -

Aliydh (Ashkenazi: Aliye) Calling to the reading of the Torah
“Weren't you proud when Daddy had an aliyah?”

Not by chance does aliyah mean both “immigration to Israel” and “calling to
the Torah reading”—the basic meaning; of aliyah is “going up.”

Once long ago, to be given an aliyah meant to be called up to the plat-
form to recite a part of the Torah reading. No longer. Most people can’t
read it off the cuff, so it's given to a professional reader, the baal koré.
But members of the congregation are still given the honor of being
called up by name to stand next to the baal koré (and the honor of mak-
ing a donation to the synagogue).

—92% -
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Aly4 ve-kéts ba (Ashkenazi: Alyo ve-kéhts bo) “There’s just one lit-
tle problem”

This piquant Talmudic expression means literally “a sheep’s tail with
a thorn in it.” Sheep shearers working on the sheep’s tail found one
little problem: a small protrusion ending in a kind of spike.

Alya ve-kots ba is good for any kind of “you’ve heard the good
news, now here’s the bad news” situation. Or render it “a fly in the
ointment.”

-99% -
Am ha-Arets (Ashkenazi: Am ho-Orets, pl. Amritsim) Ignoramus

“Some of these colleges almost seem to breed amratsim.”

It's a strange word, am ha-arets. It literally means “people of the land,”
but it has always meant “peasants” in the most derogatory sense of
the word. And, like so many Hebrew words, Yiddish adopted it and
gave it a peculiarly Ashkenazi plural, amratsim.

It was in the beys medresh [study hall]. Three yeshiva bocherim [rabbinic stu-
dents] were stuck over a line of Talmud. In walked one of the locals, no am ho-
orets but not exactly a lamden [scholar] either—and they called him over to
explain it to them. Now no one wants to appear an am ho-orets, but what
could he do? So he shouted:

“Ask a total stranger, would you?! I happen to be a lamden, but I might
have been an am ho-orets and then look how you’'d have embarrassed me. So 1
won't explain it!”

~ 9tk -
Amén! (Ashkenazi: Oméyn!) “Amen!”

“He’s a marvellous kid. He should grow up to be a credit to you.”
“Amen!”

Another word from the same root is emuna, “faith”; the basic idea of the root
may be “strength.”

Apart from its use in prayer, Amen! is often said piously in response to
an informal prayer voiced on one’s behalf.

If I knew that I had said one Amen properly in my entire life, I would never
worry again.

Rabbi Moshe of Kobryn

—ai—
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Amida (Ashkenazi: Amide) Silent standing prayer
“During the Amida you could hear a pin drop.”

Every day Jewish men, and many women, have traditionally recited the
Amida, a prayer said standing, under one’s breath, and with intense
concentration. It is essentially a cry for help—for wisdom, health, peace,
prosperity, return to Zion. It is also called Shmoneh-esre (“eighteen”),
having originally consisted of eighteen blessings. (Eighteen is the
numerical value of the word chay, “life.”)

A pious man was saying the Amida by the roadside, when up rode a Roman
officer and called out a greeting. No reply. The officer allowed the man to
finish his Amida, but then challenged him: “Idiot! Doesn’t your Torah teil
you ‘Look after your life’? For not greeting me I could have sliced off your
head...”

Replied the Jew: “If you were having an audience with an emperor and
turned to answer someone’s greeting, what would happen to you? Meanwhile,
Tjust happened to be having an audience with the emperor of emperors.”

The officer smiled and rode off.

The Talmud, Berachot

—qeR—

Anim Zemir6t (Ashkenazi: Anim Zmires) The hymn Anim Zemirot
“Goldstein Junior, would you like to sing Anim Zemirot?”

Most synagogue regulars know and love Anim Zemirot as a tuneful
hymn sung by one of the young lads, with the congregation joining in
responsively—bringing the Shabbat morning service toward a cheerful
close.

What few realize is that this hymn, known also as Shir ha-Kavod, “the
Hymn of Glory,” was deliberately omitted in many circles because its
praise of God was felt to be excessive (the Talmud cautions against
excessive paeans of praise). And so other circles responded by having a
child, an innocent, sing it. A case of “out of the mouths of babes and
sucklings.”

I shall sing sweet hymns [anim zemirot] and weave songs,
For my heart thirsteth for Thee.

My soul desireth the shade of Thy hands,

To know all the mystery of Thy secrets . . .

Translation of the opening of Anim Zemirot

-928
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Apikéres, pl. apikérsim Nonbeliever

“The writer Bialik had a good yeshiva education, but he soon became
quite an apikores.”

“Nonbeliever” is perforce a vague translation. How can you translate
apikares? The apikores—both as classically defined by Maimonides and
in popular usage—is essentially someone who denies the authority of
the Rabbis.

There are lots of apikores jokes. Maybe it’s a healthy thing, although
Jews have certainly suffered enough persecution at their hands. In any
event, there’s a sly regard for the apikores: He has at least studied the
things he rejects, by comparison with the am ha-arets, the ignoramus
who can barely distinguish one mitzvah from another.

The apikores denies, among other things, the very possibility of prophecy in
general and the veracity of Moses’ prophecy in particular. . . . The term apiko-
res is taken to refer also to someone who “denigrates the Sages.”

Gershon Weiler

Know how to answer the apikores.
The Talmud, Avot

~9gf —
(The) Aravd The Arava valley

The Arava is the arid valley stretching southward, along the Israeli-
Jordanian border, from the Dead Sea to the Red Sea at Eilat. It has just
a handful of villages and just one town, Eilat. In the 1950s, the Arava
became something of a Wild West frontier for Israelis chafing to break
out of their total siege by undertaking cross-border dares to reach the
famed deserted city of Petra.

Arava, Arava without end.
The herdsman’s eye prowls,
Not a juniper, not a thorn-bush, not a tree.
Wind comes to the desert . . .
From a 1950s Hebrew ballad

-928 —

Aravét (Ashkenazi: Aréves) Willow twigs

1

“Come on, beat those aravot till there isn’t a single leaf left

The penchant of willows for water is well known. And on Sukkot, the
harvest festival when the world is judged for rain, tradition requires
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that one take aravot (willow twigs) together with three other plants
(the arba minim, the “Four Species”) and wave them in the synagogue
prayers. Finally, we come to Hoshana Raba, the last day of Sukkot, and
the aravot are beaten, as if to beat away one’s sins. This day is the final,
final deadline in the annual process of repentance.

Why the aravot? The leaf is similar in shape to the lips, and atones for the
utterance of the lips.
The Midrash

-
Arba kinfes Four-cornered garment

“Before you put your arba kanfes on, Benjy, check that you have eight
strings on each corner.”

Arba kanfes, literally “four corners,” is a popular Ashkenazi name for
the tallit katan (see entry).

a2’ —

Arbi kos6t (Ashkenazi: Arba kéhses) The four glasses of wine
drunk on Passover

“...and get three crates of Concord wine for the arba kosot.”

The arba kosot are a major feature of the Seder night ceremonies of
Passover. Everyone is meant to drink four glasses of wine (or the best
part thereof) in celebration of freedom, each glass representing a stage
in the Divine liberation. But this is no occasion for wine connois-
seurs—you’re meant to down it and enjoy it, not savor it.

-9 —

Arbi minim (Ashkenazi: Arba minim) The four plant species used
on Sukkot.

“Did you buy your set of arba minim in Israel or in Brooklyn?”

Since Bible times, Jews have celebrated the harvest festival of Sukkot
by acquiring arba minim, literally “four species,” and waving them cer-
emonially during their prayers. The arba minim are the lulav (palm
branch), etrog (citron), hadasim (myrtle twigs), and aravot (willow
twigs), each one full of symbolism.

Every year, Israeli markets are piled high with them—and with
Orthodox Jews seeking the perfect arba minim. And every Sukkot morn-
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ing, the cops in Brooklyn and L.A. have to be reminded that these guys
walking around with long narrow boxes are carrying palm branches
and nothing more deadly.

—92% -
Arén kédesh (Ashkenazi: Oren kéhdesh) Holy ark
“Mr. Katz, could you open the Aron kodesh please?”

In some ways the synagogue is modeled on the ancient Temple. In the
Temple Holy of Holies stood the Aron kodesh, a golden chest contain-
ing the ten commandments. Today, in its place, on the Jerusalem-fac-
ing wall of every synagogue is a modern-day Aron kodesh, containing
the Torah scrolls, the holiest spot in the synagogue.

—92g

Asard be-Tevét (Ashkenazi: Aséro be-Téyveys) Fast of the tenth day
of Tevet

“They're learning about the Warsaw ghetto uprising in school, because
‘next week is Asara be-Tevet.”

Asara be-Tevet is the first of three annual fast days commemorating the
downfall of biblical Judea and the destruction of the Temple. Asara be-
Tevet, which falls in the early winter, marks the beginning of the end—
the arrival of armies from Babylon to commence the final siege. In
some circles, Asara be-Tevet also serves to memorialize the Nazi Holo-
caust. An edition of the Selichot (prayers for forgiveness) published in
Britain includes a memorial prayer for the Six Million, but it is doubt-
ful if such a modern theme is much heard in traditional synagogues.

—92f -

Aséret yeméy teshuva (Ashkenazi: Aséres yeméy teshiive) Ten Days
of Penitence

“Daniel, don’t forget to add the extra bits to the prayers for the Aseret
yemey teshuva.”

The ten days from Rosh Hashanah to Yom Kippur are known as the
Aseret yemey teshuva, the “Ten Days of Penitence”—with extra-early
morning prayers for forgiveness and extra lines about “the book of
life” to add to the regular prayers.

—a2R -
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Ashkenazi, pl. Ashkenazim (Ashkenazi: Ashkendzi, pl. Ashkendzim)
a. Jew of Northern European background; b. Pertaining to Jews of
Northern European background

“Most Ashkenazim have a deep affinity for Ashkenazi food.”

The word Ashkenazi betokens all the expulsions (and population expan-
sions) of European Jewry. Originally the Hebrew name for German
Jews, it followed them eastward to Poland and Russia, west to Britain
and France, and across the seas to the New World. Even in Israel, a siz-
able population regards itself as Ashkenazi in certain ways—food,
looks, religious customs.

Ashkenazim don’t feel that to be an Ashkenazi in and of itself is a cul-
tural cachet—you can leave that to the Sephardim. But by a twist of his-
tory, the grand old Sephardi community in Israel have found that their
Ashkenazi brethren have the power, the numbers, and the sense of
superiority.

928 -

Astir (Ashkenazi: Oser) Forbidden

“Keeping quiet when you have important evidence is plain asur!”

Some people imagine that in traditional Judaism there’s very little that
isn’t asur, but they should go and read the local traffic regulations
some time. There are quite a few things that are mutar (permitted) too.

What's asur is asur. And as for what's mutar [permitted}—don’t be in a rush to
do it either.
Rabbi Yisroel of Rozhyn

928 -

Av (Ashkenazi: Av/Ov) The month of Av

The fifth month of the Jewish year, Av falls in July-August. It starts on
a sour note, with the “Nine Days” of semi-mourning leading up to the
dark fast day of Tisha be-Av, but it soon brightens up and everyone can
then enjoy their vacation.

When Av comes round, one cuts down on merriment.
The Talmud, Ta’anit

a2 —
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Avatiach Watermelon
“There’s an avatiach stand at the junction coming up. Let’s pull over”

Oh for avatiach now that summer’s here! In a miserable age where you
can buy anything from anywhere at any time, the appearance of the
avatiach men in the Machane Yehuda market in Jerusalem, in the
Carmel Shuk in Tel Aviv, and on every street corner in the country is a
bracing reminder that there are still some things that don’t come easy.

The Israeli avatiach may not be bigger than watermelons in other
climes (I've never taken their vital statistics), but it's sold with a
panache and bravura that lend it Rabelaisian proportions. The cries of
the shirtless men on their barrows echo up and down the land: A-va-
ti-ach! In a language where nearly all words have two syllables, the
word avatiach seems to be a pure miracle—for yes, it is there in the
Bible, and people even then were pining for it.

Unfortunately, they were pining for the Egyptian avatiach, and ask-
ing themselves why they had ever left Egypt for the Promised Land.

Sign seen on an auatiach barrow near Beersheba:
Kol avatiach doktor [Every avatiach is a Ph.D.]

_%ﬂ_

Avél, pl. avelim (Ashkenazi: Ovel, pl. avéylim) Someone whoisin
mourning
Avelit (Ashkenazi: Avéylus) Mourning

“He can’t use the tickets to the show because he’s an avel.”

See Nichum avel, " Consoling the mourner.”

Avelim—those who have recently lost a next of kin—traditionally find
expression for their avelut by observing seven days’ confinement at
home (“sitting shiva”), forgoing new clothes and musical entertain-
ment, and reciting the kaddish prayer.

But the words avel and avelut are also used to refer to national acts
of mourning, the fasts commemorating the destruction of the Temple
and so on. In a way, the bereaved avel feels that “we are all avelim.”

May the Almighty comfort you among the avelim for Zion and Jerusalem.

The traditional words of comfort
said to a mourner after the burial

An avel has no mouth to speak.
The Talmud, Bava Batra

..oo%%_.
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Averd, pl. aver6t (Ashkenazi: Avéyre, pl. avéyres) A sin

“When they don'’t see their parents from one year to the next, they just
don't realize what an avera it is.”

“Don’t you dare do that again, you little monkey! It's a terrible avera!”
An gvera is an infringement of the Torah, the opposite of a mitzvah.

The reward for a mitzvah is one more mitzoah, and the penalty for an avera is a
further avera.
The Talmud, Avot

Within an avera itself are holy sparks. When one does teshuva [repentance],
one raises the sparks.
Rabbi Israel Baal Shem Tov

— 9l -

Avinu Malkénu (Ashkenazi: Ovinu Malkéynu) The Avinu Malkenu
prayer

Avinu Malkenu is a high point in the Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur
prayers. It reads like a plea from the heart, for all the things that a Jew

might wish for in the coming year-—and ends on a famous haunting
melody that lifts and bonds.

... Our father, our king [avinu malkenu)}, act for the sake of those who went
through fire and water to sanctify Your name.
Our father, our king, avenge the spilt blood of Your servants.
Our father, our king, do it for Your sake, if not for ours.
Our father, our king, do it for Your sake, and save us . . .
From Avinu Malkenu

-
Avrahim Avinu (Ashkenazi: Avr6hom Ovinu) Our father Abraham

“The whole Jewish concept of hospitality comes from Avraham Avinu.”

Avraham Avinu, “Abraham our father,” is the age-old name for Abra-
ham, father of the Jewish people and in every sense the first Jew.
Abraham, his son Isaac, and his son Jacob are collectively known as
the Avot, “the fathers.”

When King Nimrod sallied forth to the field,
He looked aloft and scanned the stars,

He saw a holy light in the Jewish people,
For Avraham Avinu had just been born.
Avraham Avinu,
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Dearest father,
Blessed father,
Light of Israel.

Translation of a Spanyol (Ladino) ballad
- %g ~—

Ayin ha-ré (Ashkenazi: Ayin hére) The evil eye
Bli dyin ha-rd “Let there be no evil eye”

“Hey, your husband'’s looking really well, bli ayin ha-ra.”

Some have seen it as a paranatural evil eye, and some merely as an
embodiment of envy, but in any event Jewish custom has always
sought to allay the ayin ha-ra, for example by not counting heads or by
not calling a father and son in straight succession to the Torah reading.
The phrase bli ayin ha-ra is frequently heard among Israelis when chil-
dren are the topic of conversation. Yiddish took over ayin ha-ra and
pronounced it eynore.

The sage Rav went up to the graveyard, performed certain actions, and
declared: “Ninety-nine percent were by ayin ha-ra and one percent by a nat-
ural death.”

The Talmud, Bava Metzia

A young woman had given birth. The neighbors began visiting. Her mother,
fearing an ayin ha-ra, crept over to the crib and switched the baby with a little
dog. An old woman shortly came to visit. Peering shortsightedly into the crib,
she exclaimed, “Bli ayin ha-ra, he looks just like his father!”

Ayin ha-ra and yetser ha-ra [the evil impulse] and hatred of others dispatch a
person from the world.
The Talmud, Avot

-4
Bdal ga’avé (Ashkenazi: Bdal gdave) Arrogant person

“He didn’t ‘forget’ to mention you in the credits, he’s just a plain baal
gaave.”

It's no accident that the everyday talk of traditional Jews has always
been peppered with Hebrew words having to do with moral psychol-
ogy, like baal ga‘ava. The study of human behavior and how to improve
it is a central plank in Jewish study.

When I see a baal gaave, I feel a physical urge to vomit.
Rabbi Yisroel Salant

—92%
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Béal ha-bdyit (Ashkenazi: Bial ha-bdyis, Balab6s pl. Balebdtim)
Homeowner, head of household; boss

“A lot of balebatim in this neighborhood are against the new mall.”

N.B.: In baal ha-bayit and the words that follow, baal means literally “owner,
possessor.”

The word baal ha-bayit has a secure ring about it, the ring of being able
to build a house and raise a family without threat of poverty or expul-
sion. Yiddish created a delightful feminine form of the word: baleboste,
meaning “Jewish housewife” (shades of piety, pickles, and chicken
soup). And some say that the Jewish immigrants to New York short-
ened balabos to plain bos, thus giving the world the word boss.

_.o‘g,s{:_.

Baal koré (Ashkenazi: Bial kéhre) Reader of the Torah in the
synagogue

“The baal kore skipped a word, so the rabbi corrected him.”
See Kriat ha-Torah, “The reading of the Torah.”

The baal kore is the unsung virtuoso of Jewish life. Every Sabbath, on
the synagogue rostrum, he has to open a Torah scroll, consisting of
words with no vowel signs, comumas, or periods, and read it fluently,
clearly, and musically, with a highly complex traditional chant that
has to be learned in advance and is virtually impossible to predict
from the words themselves—and all this in front of an audience of
perhaps hundreds, some of whom will not hesitate to interrupt him if
he makes the slightest mistake on a letter.

0.9
-9
Baal tekia (Ashkenazi: Bdal tekie) Shofar blower

“You'll excuse me if I practice the shofar every evening, but I'm going
to be the baal tekie in the synagogue this year.”

See Tekia, “Blast of the shofar.”

The baal tekie has to produce 100 blasts of the shofar (ram’s horn) on
both days of Rosh Hashanah. In his white robe, he stands on the syna-
gogue platform, trying before each blast to choose exactly the right
aperture for his lips. Baal tekie is not a job for brass players. I knew a
professional trumpeter who couldn’t get a sound out of the shofar. The
baal tekie will be mindful not only that hundreds of people are won-
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dering if he’ll produce the expected sounds but also that the blowing
of the shofar is a mighty responsibility before God, the great occasion.

—a2R —

Bdal teshuvd, pl. Baaléy teshuva (Ashkenazi: Bdal teshtive, pl. Bialey
teshiive) Newly religious Jew; penitent

“What can I tell you about Fran? Well, she’s married to a baal teshuva
and she lives in Jerusalem and she has four kids . . .”

See Teshuva..

The 1970s and 1980s saw a big wave of baaley teshuva, typically stu-
dents from well-to-do homes in the United States and Israel who felt
that they had grown up with an empty lifestyle and wanted to find
their Jewish roots. This meant going to men’s or women'’s yeshiva
(seminary) to study the classic Jewish sources and the observances.
The wave is still building.

Where baaley teshuva stand, even the most saintly cannot stand.
The Talmud, Berachot

—ag8
Bal tashchit (Ashkenazi: Bal tishchis) “Waste not, want not”
“Will you stop scribbling in that book? It's bal tashchit!”

I doubt if any of the world’s languages can produce so powerful an
ecological rallying cry as bal tashchit! Deriving from the biblical ban on
destroying fruit trees in pursuit of military scorched earth, bal tashchit
means literally “do not destroy,” and at the same time evokes images
of the generation of Noah corrupting (hishchit) its way upon the earth
and condemning an entire world.

In Jewish law, smashing things in anger comes under bal tashchit!
So, too, any destruction that serves no useful purpose, even absent-
mindedly plucking leaves from a bush.

—924 -
Balagan Mess
“Don’t even look into his room. It’s a total balagan.”

“First you say Friday, then Wednesday! You've made a real balagan . . .”

The noun balagan is an import, from Russian. But like all well-adjusted
imports, it has already produced a verb hitbalgen “make a mess,” an
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adjective mebulgan, “messy,” and another noun balaganist, “mess-
maker.” (What about the biblical word for “mess”? Well, there seem to
have been no messes in the Bible, except for Jacob’s “mess of pottage.”)

However, a Slavicist I know informs me that the Russian comes
from the Persian, where it meant “balcony” (in fact, so does the Eng-
lish: balcony, balagan). And it is of course on the balcony that the Israelis
put all their mess, all of which shows that Israeli language imports are
exceedingly well planned.

-9%4 —
Ba-Midbar (Ashkenazi: Ba-Midbor) The Book of Numbers

Ba-Midbar is the fourth book of the Torah. Like the other books, its pre-
sent-day name is based on the first phrase, and means “in the wilder-
ness,” Ba-Midbar charts the moral experiences of the Israelites during
thirty-nine years of desert wandering from Mt. Sinai to the borders of
the Promised Land—taking in Korach’s rebellion, the striking of the
rock, Bilam’s talking ass, and much else.

Cecil B. de Mille managed to cram it into three minutes. Jews nowa-
days read it on Shabbat in synagogue from late spring through the
summer.

The Torah was given in esh [fire], in mayim [water], and in midbar [wilderness].
The Midrash on Ba-Midbar

Thanks to these experiences of the fiery furnace into which Abraham was
thrown, the waters of the Red Sea, and the midbar which the Israelites crossed
in answer to the word of God, the Torah was given to them for all time.
Rabbi Meir Shapiro of Lublin
- 924

Bar Mitzvih (Ashkenazi: Bar Mitzve) Ceremony of a Jewish boy’s
coming of age; boy who has reached that age

“So you've decided to hold his Bar Mitzvah at the Western Wall?”

“We’ll have the Bar Mitzvah stand just there, with his hand round his
mother’s shoulder. Hold it .. . . perfect!”

“We need someone to read from the Torah—are you Bar Mitzvah yet?”
See Mitzuah, “Religious responsibility” and Bat Mitzvah, “Girl's coming of age.”

In some parts they fear 13 so badly that they number houses 12, 14, 15.
For Jewish boys, however, 13 is a magic age, the age of becoming Bar
Mitzvah: the age at which they will read from the Torah in the syna-
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gogue, give their parents heaps of nachat (fulfillment) and receive
heaps of presents in return, be the center of a huge party, start putting
on tefilin, fasting the whole day on Yom Kippur, and doing all sorts of
other duties incumbent on Jewish men. For now, technically, they are
“men.”

Unfortunately, most Jewish boys in the United States also look for-
ward to 13 as a magic age at which their parents will allow them to
quit Jewish schooling and say goodbye to the synagogue.

I nearly forgot. Bar Mitzvah—essential meaning: subject to religious
responsibilities.

Uncle Abe flew in from Cincinnati,
Aunt Becky drove up from Miami Beach.

The Rabbi was watching with a tear in his eye
As David Cohen read his Bar Mitzvah speech.

“I want to thank the Rabbi, my mother and my father.
Today I am a man by Jewish law.
ILaccept all of my obligations.
I acknowledge that there is only one God.”
From Moshe Yess, “David Cohen’s Bar Mitzvah”

Bar Mitzvahs would be much better if they had a little bit less of the “bar” and
a little bit more of the “mitzvah.”
Anon.

—92%

Bartich dayin ha-emét! (Ashkenazi: Bérech ddyan ho-émes!)
“Blessed be the True Judge!” (said on news of a bereavement)

“Listen, Izzie's sister passed away last night.”
“What, really? Baruch dayan ha-emet!”

The traditional response on being informed of the death of a friend or
acquaintance is baruch dayan ha-emet! embodying the Talmudic philos-
ophy that one must bless God for the bad as well as for the good. One
may also hear Israelis saying baruch dayan ha-emet! when (if only it
were just “if”) they hear on the radio about some tragic loss of life or
terrorist atrocity. English is poorer for not having something similar.

-9 -
Bartich haba! (Ashkenazi: Béruch habé!) “Welcome!”

“Hi, Vivian, I wasn’t expecting you—abaruch haba!”

The first time a Jew (well, a Jewish boy, in fact) hears the words baruch
haba is when he’s borne into the room for his brit mila (circumcision).
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It's also a general way of saying welcome, on any occasion, and the
words often adorn the hallway in a Jewish home. It literally means
“blessed is the person that comes in.” To two or more people, you say
bruchim haba’im! (Ashkenazi: bruchim habo'im!).

—92% -

Bariich ha-Shém! (Ashkenazi: Béruch ha-Shém!) “Thank God!”

"

“Shimon’s cough'’s a bit better this morning, baruch ha-Shem

Orthodox Jews say baruch ha-Shem a lot. It's often more than just an
expression of relief, uttered with a verbal exclamation mark. It can be an
expression of faith, uttered quietly, almost solemnly. I know people who
answer every “How are you?” with a simple baruch ha-Shem, whether
they're very well or they re not. But there again, how often does anyone
answer “How are you?” with “Not very well, thank you”?

—92R -

Bartich she-petarini (Ashkenazi: Béruch she-potrini) “Good rid-
dance!”

“Has she gone? Boruch she-potrani!”

Literally “blessed be He who has released me.” Baruch she-petarani is
taken—with a wink and a sparkle—from the blessing traditionally
uttered by a father in the synagogue as soon as his son has recited his
Bar Mitzvah reading. Up until that moment, the son’s sins and merits
were deemed to rest on the shoulders of his father. From that moment
on, they are deemed his own (fathers’ lib). Hence, its general use as
“good riddance.”
Y-

Batél be-shishim (Ashkenazi: B6tl be-shishim) Of no significance
“Don’t worry if you made a few mistakes—it’s all batel be-shishim.”

Batel be-shishim is Hebrew at its cutest. At heart a legal term for when a
small amount of a forbidden food falls into a kosher food (if it comes
to no more than a sixtieth, it's usually deemed null and void), batel be-
shishim was—as you might imagine—an everyday concern for the
Jewish housewife. And it came to be a metaphor for anything undesir-
able that pales into unimportance.

—-92% —
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Batlin, pl. batlanim (Ashkenazi: bitlen, pl. batlonim) Layabout

“If you ask me, the whole board should resign—they‘re a bunch of
batlanim.”

Where would Hebrew be without Yiddish? For a thousand years, Yid-
dish gave houseroom to hundreds, even thousands of Hebrew words,
an expression of the bond felt by Jewish men, women, and children to
their religion and its writings. Often, whole new sets of Hebrew
words were hatched within Yiddish. And words got new meanings,
with a folksy or slangy touch.

One was batlan. In ancient times it meant “man of leisure (always
on call to attend the synagogue).” Nowadays: “layabout.”

a2 -

Bat Mitzvih (Ashkenazi: Bas Mitzve) Ceremony of a Jewish girl’s
coming of age; girl who has reached that age

“They’ve decided to have Charlotte’s Bat Mitzvah on the cruise ship?”
“If you're Bat Mitzvah, Melissa, you have to fast like everyone.”

Bat Mitzvah means subject to (literally “daughter to”) commandments.

Everyone, from Chasidim in Williamsburg to (lehavdil) Reconstruc-
tionists out in Utah, holds a Bar Mitzvah. Not so with a Bat Mitzvah.
That a girl comes of age at twelve is a hallowed idea, of course, and
twelve is the age at which girls start keeping the Torah for real. But the
idea of celebrating it like a Bar Mitzvah is a modern one, a tampering
with the past in some people’s eyes, even a sellout to feminism.

And so the Ultraorthodox ignore it, the Modern Orthodox go for a
special girl’s ceremony quite different from the Bar Mitzvah (and called
Bat Chayil or Bat Mitzvah), and the non-Orthodox go for the full works.

—92%

Bdu mdyim ad néfesh (Ashkenazi: Béu mdyim ad néfesh) Things
are critical; it's make or break

When King David began the sixty-ninth psalm with the cry bau mayim
ad nafesh, he was saying literally, “The waters are up to my neck,” and
he went on, “I drown in the muddy deep . ..” He presumably meant it
metaphorically—as we do today.

-9 —
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Bechira (Ashkenazi: Bechire) Free will

“Some of these Nazi war criminals even claim they were forced to do
it, as if they were animals with no bechira.”

To what extent does a person have bechira? This issue was high on the
agenda of Jewish thought in the Middle Ages, and again, in modern
times, with the rise of the creed of determinism and behaviorism and
popular notions of the chemical mind. That every human being has a
fundamental bechira between good and evil is never in doubt.

—92f -

Bechiy4d le-dordt (Ashkenazi: Bechiye le-déres) A cause for eternal
regret

“If they allow that reactor to be built there, it'll be a bechiya le-dorot.”

Bechiya le-dorot literally means “a moaning for generations.” The wail-
ing was the moaning of the Israelites, in the wastes of the wilderness,
after rumors were spread that the Promised Land was a land of giants
and freaks. The rumors were swiftly discredited. But the moaners went
on and on. And that date became Tisha be-Av, the date on which the
Temple was destroyed.

Meanwhile, bechiya le-dorot came to denote anything that’s likely to be
regretted by generations to come (such as our environmental policies?).

-9 —
Bedikat chamétz (Ashkenazi: Bedikes chémetz) Checking for leaven

“While we were doing bedikat chametz, we found a whole Entenmann’s
doughnut behind the couch.”

See also Chametz, “Leaven” and Bi'ur Chametz, “Destroying leaven.”

Bedikat chametz usually takes place on the evening before the Pesach
(Passover) festival. It's the final check to ensure that there’ll be no
chametz (leaven, such as bread and cake) left in one’s house during the
festival, traditionally done with a candle, a feather, and kids getting
under foot and making a pain in the neck of themselves. Actually, the
checking for chametz will have been going on for several days already—
in offices, schools, farms, El Al planes, Israeli army bases, in short any-
where where food may have been.
Personally, I find doing bedikat chametz in my car the hardest.
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One must check every place, every nook, every cranny, as far as is feasible,
and the pockets in one’s clothes and in the children’s clothes require bedika
too and should be shaken out the following day during the bi'ur.

Kitsur Shulchan Aruch
- %R
Be-ezrit ha-Shém (Ashkenazi: Be-ézras ha-Shém) With God'’s help

“We'll buy some land in Israel and grow our own food, be-ezrat ha-
Shem.”

Used mainly by the Orthodox, this phrase is also abbreviated in writ-
ing as the letters bet-heh and placed at the top of any letter or other
piece of writing. Bar-Ilan, the religious university near Tel Aviv, incor-
porates bet-heh into its letterhead.

—a2f-
Bereshit (Ashkenazi: Beréyshis) The Book of Genesis

Bereshit is the first book of the Torah, named after its first word, mean-
ing “in the beginning.” It describes the Creation and humankind’s
moral history from Adam to the emergence of the Jewish people.

Why was the world created with the letter bet? Just as the bet is closed on all
sides except forward, so too we are not at liberty to interpret what is above
and beneath, before and after, except from the day of Creation forward.

The Midrash on Genesis

Said Rabbi Yitschak: “The Torah should surely have begun with the first com-
mandment to the Jewish people. Why then does it begin with Bereshit? Because
if the world’s nations should say to the Israel: 'You are robbers, because you
have seized the lands of the Canaanites,” they can retort: ‘All the Earth belongs
to the Almighty. He created it and gave it to those whom He deemed worthy;
and when He willed, He took it from them and gave it to us.””

The first comment on the Torah
by the revered medieval commentator, Rashi

—-99&% -
Besamim (Ashkenazi: Bsémim) Spices (for the Havdala ceremony)

“Shari, bring me the wine and the besamim box. Bobbie, bring me the
candle.”

Besamim “spices” are the traditional antidote to the passing of the Sab-
bath and the return of the workaday week on Saturday evening. As
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part of the Havdala ceremony marking the end of the Sabbath, besamim
are passed round and whiffed—commonly cloves but they can be
anything. The mystical idea is that the neshama yetera (the “extra soul”)
granted during Shabbat has been withdrawn and some kind of sym-
bolic compensation is in order.

_ o,%g -
Be-séder OK

“From your hotel to the beach: fifteen shekels, OK?”
“Be-seder.”

“You can’t start changing the arrangements now, John. It's not be-seder.”

Literally “in order.” Israelis’ every other word is be-seder. Try to use it
too. If you can’t remember it, think of the Passover Seder night, so
called because it follows a particular order of ceremonies.

When you're in Israel, however, you'll find that Israelis also seem to
say OK all the time. So say OK too, but with a nice Israeli accent.

—-92% ~

Be-sha’d tova! “Good luck!”
“Has Sue gone into labor? Well, be-sha‘a tova . . .”
Ashkenazi Jews traditionally used a Yiddish version of this phrase: in a guter sho!

Be-sha'a tova is the standard Israeli (and Sephardi) good luck greeting. As
its literal meaning “in a good hour” suggests, be-sha‘a tova contains
echoes of a traditional astrological mindset—the same echoes as the uni-
versally loved mazel tov! “congratulations!” which literally means “good
constellation!” But don’t mix them up: Mazel tov! is said upon a joyous
event, for example after Sue has come out of labor with a bouncing baby.

—agf

Be-shem omré (Ashkenazi: Be-shem 6mroh) Giving credit for an
idea

“Jeff, I don’t mind if you use my idea on your client, but say it be-shem
omro.”

If you're going to use someone else’s idea, it might be a good idea to
say it be-shem omro, literally “in the name of the person who said it.”
Be-shem omro makes the world a nicer place. If not every joke in this
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book is given be-shem omro, it's because Jews have been telling the
same morbid jokes for hundreds of years.

Said Rabbi Chanina: “Anyone who says an idea be-shem omro brings redemp-
tion to the world, for it is written: ‘And Esther said to the King, in the name of
Mordechai...."”

The Talmud, Megila

-2 —

Be-siyata di-shmdya (Ashkenazi: Be-siydsa di-shmdya) With the
help of Heaven

“Stop worrying! Be-siyata di-shmaya you’ll be able to sell the house.”

Be-siyata di-shmaya (strictly speaking, it's Aramaic rather than Hebrew)
is a common expression among Sephardim. Among Ashkenazim, it's
the Ultraorthodox who like to use it, but mainly in abbreviated form
at the beginning of letters and other writing.

-924 -
Bet Din (Ashkenazi: Beys Din, Bézdin) Religious court

“If you both go to Bezdin, Jim, it'll probably save you a fortune in
lawyers’ fees.”

There was a time when two Jews with a dispute automatically took it
to a Bet Din, a rabbinical court, which could rule on anything from a
quarrel over a fence to murder most foul, and fine or imprison the cul-
prits. But nowadays that’s a thing of the past; Western governments
have long ago done away with Jewish legal autonomy, except in the
sphere of religious ritual.

Nowadays, to most Jews, a Bet Din is something to do with getting a
Jewish divorce. The only time it exercises its traditional broad powers
is when two religious Jews agree among themselves to use it for a civil
dispute (which may work out to be a bit cheaper and much quicker).

~92% -
Be-teyavén “Enjoy your meal!”
“Wow, this looks delicious—be-teyavon, everyone!”

Literally “bon appétit!” This is an automatic way of beginning a meal
in Israel. Be-teyavon creates a sense of togetherness—as well as serving
the useful function of an “on your mark, get set, go!” Israelis may not
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say bevakasha as often as English speakers say please, but their be-
teyavon makes up for it.

—9%h

Bet ha-Mikddsh (Ashkenazi: Beys ha-Mikdesh) The Jerusalem Temple

“Can you imagine how many people will want to live in Jerusalem
when the Third Bet ha-Mikdash is built?”

The Orthodox Jewish world lives in a state of perpetual expectation
that the Third Bet ha-Mikdash will be built by the Mashiach (Messiah) in
its own lifetime, and mentions this in virtually all its prayers. The First
and Second Bet ha-Mikdash were constructed in Jerusalem around the
years 1000 and 500 B.C.E., respectively. Both were destroyed, and the
churban (destruction) and subsequent dispersion are still lamented
amid much self-searching; until the Ingathering and the Rebuilding (in
whichever order), much of Jewish observance remains suspended.

Today, certain circles in Israel are actively preparing for the Bet ha-
Mikdash and the resumption of sacrificial ceremonies on Har ha-Bayit
(The Temple Mount).

Whoever never saw Jerusalem in its splendor never saw a beautiful city; and
whoever never saw the Bet ha-Mikdash while it yet stood never saw a magnifi-
cent building.

The Talmud, Suka

Erets Yisrael is the navel of the world, and Jerusalem is its center, and the Bet
ha-Mikdash is at the center of Jerusalem, and the Holy of Holies is at-its center,
and the Holy Ark is at the center of the Holy of Holies, and in front of it is the
Foundation Stone on which the world was founded.

‘The Midrash

__g%ﬂ‘_

Bet midrash (Ashkenazi: Beys médresh) Study hall
“The Talmud class will meet on Tuesday in the bet midrash.”

The traditional epicenter of Jewish life is not the synagogue but the bet
midrash, a building, or hall, or even just a cozy little room, lined with
learned tomes and devoted to shiurim (seminars), chavruses (twosome
study), and every other kind of intellectual activity.

In many American communities, miserable to relate, the bet midrash
has degenerated into little more than the library or the place where
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the rabbi writes his sermons. But in all kinds of unexpected places, the
bet midrash is still alive—an entree into the Jewish fifth dimension.

That implacable opponent of early Reform Judaism, Rabbi Moshe Sofer, pro-
posed ostracizing the whole movement. But Rabbi Yisrael Salanter strongly
disagreed:

“First, let’s use force of reason,” he said. “If that fails and they go on build-
ing modern temples with pulpits and organs, I say we agree to it. But what
we do then is this: We put ten learned men in every one of their new temples
and sit and study Talmud. By them, it’s a ‘temple’ —by us, it's a bet midrash!”

-9~
Bevakashd Please; go ahead; you're welcome

“If you're determined to do it, then bevakasha.”

Contrary to some reports, everyone in Israel says bevakasha, but not
necessarily in the same places that an English speaker might expect to
hear please. You can easily purchase five bus tickets, thirteen cans of
Coke, and ten kilos of sunflower seeds without once saying bevakasha,
but just let someone say toda (thank you) to you, and you'll feel an
overwhelming need to respond bevakasha. If you think it all sounds
oddly reminiscent of German bitteschdn, you may be right; if you want
to blame it on Russian pazhalsta, you're probably right too.

— 9%k~

(The) Bikd The Jordan Valley

The Bika—or Bikat ha-Yarden, to use the full name—is the narrow val-
ley through which the tiny Jordan River (marking the border between
the Israelis and the Jordanians) winds its way down from the Sea of
Galilee to the Dead Sea. Hundreds of feet below sea level, rainless,
and searingly hot, the Bika nevertheless supports a growing number of
Israeli villages, with their miles of vineyards and tomato fields—and
the town of Jericho.
-92% —

Bikir cholim (Ashkenazi: Bikur chélim) Visiting the sick
“The kids will be along later—they’re doing bikur cholim.”

Bikur cholim is one of the classic elements of gemilut chasadim (good
works). Halacha (Jewish Law) pays great attention to how to visit the
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sick, when to visit, and what to say. There is even a hospital in Jerusalem
today called Bikur Cholim.

Said Rav Huna: “Visiting the sick takes away a sixtieth of their sickness.”
The Midrash on Leviticus

The main point of Bikur Cholim is to find out what the patient needs and to
pray for their recovery.
Kitsur Shulchan Aruch
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Bimd (Ashkenazi: Bime) Platform for the Torah reading
“Don’t let the children run around up on the bima during the reading!”

In the center of every synagogue is a bima. Ancient custom has the
prayer leader or cantor standing at ground level—praying “from the
depths”—while the bima is used primarily for reciting the Torah, blow-
ing the shofar, making announcements, and so on. But a newer prac-
tice is for the cantor to stand on the bima at all times.

The name Ha-Bima was also selected for the world-famous Hebrew
theater founded in Moscow and spirited to Tel Aviv under Stalin. Bima
in fact means “stage,” which isn’t a bad description of the synagogue
bima when certain cantors are on it.

—agR -

Birkdt ha-Maz6n (Ashkenazi: Birkas ha-Mézen) Grace after meals

“Let’s first say Birkat ha-Mazon and then have coffee and ice cream in
the den.”

The popular Ashkenazi Yiddish word for Birkat ha-Mazon, “bentshing,” is not
Hebrew and goes back to a Jewish Latin dialect of sorts.

Birkat ha-Mazon is traditionally said after any meal taken with bread.
Although its name means “blessing for food,” it is actually far more: a
lengthy series of blessings and prayers about Erets Yisrael (the Holy
Land), the ruined Temple, the Messiah—in fact, the whole Jewish spir-
itual shopping list.

And hardly surprising—having a meal is itself meant to be a spiri-
tual experience. Anyone who has listened to Birkat ha-Mazon being
sung at a summer camp will never forget it.

—92R —
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Birkit Kohanim (Ashkenazi: Birkas Kohanim) Priestly blessing

“There were about ten priests to say Birkat Kohanim in the synagogue
today.”

Great mystique surrounds the biblical tradition of Birkat Kohanim,
blessing the people. The kohanim (priests) take up position in front of
the Holy Ark, the worshippers lower their gaze, men sometimes
wrapping their face in their tallit and nestling their children beneath it;
and then the kohanim form their fingers into the customary shape, and
in a slow and haunting chant they pronounce the three short blessings
as prescribed in the Book of Numbers. In the Diaspora, the priests
generally duchen (to use the popular Ashkenazi-Hebrew term for say-
ing Birkat Kohanim) on festivals; in Israel, they duchen every day.

How ancient these words are was underlined by the recent find in
Israel of the only known biblical verses dating back to preexilic times:
a tiny charm bearing the Birkat Kohanim.

May the Lord bless you and protect you.
May the Lord make His countenance shine upon you and be gracious to you.
May the Lord show you favor and grant you peace.
Translation of the Birkat Kohanim

- 9%4 -

Bitachdn (Ashkenazi: Bitéchen) Trust (in God)
“Sure there are big risks, but you have to have bitachon.”

Bitachon was the first special quality instilled in the fathers of the Jew-
ish people: Abraham’s bitachon that God would grant him an heir,
Isaac’s bitachon that he would not truly be a human sacrifice, Moses’
bitachon that millions could cross the wilderness.

— 9
Bitdl zman (Ashkenazi: Bitl zman) Time wasting

“Don’t watch TV so much. It's such a bitul zman.”

In traditional Jewish eyes, time was created for the performance of
mitzvot (religious deeds). And so bitul zman is not just wasting time, it
amounts to the heinous offense of killing time.

They say that the Chafetz Chayim, a revered prewar sage, used to
keep an account at the end of every day of how he had spent every
minute—the ultimate response to bitul zman.

928 —
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Bitr chamétz (Ashkenazi: Biur chémetz) Ceremonial disposal of
chametz

“Dump all the cornflakes and bread and things on the ground, and
we'll do biur chametz.”

See Chametz, “Leaven” and Pesach, “Passover.”

On the morning before Pesach (Passover), the last of the chametz (leav-
ened food) has to be disposed of; there must be no chametz in Jewish
possession for the next eight days. What gets sold to a Gentile has been
sold. The remainder is disposed of via biur chametz. The favorite method
is to burn it. All over Jerusalem, biur chameiz takes place in the street,
much to the delight of crowds of small boys and all frustrated arsonists.

[N}
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Bli néder (Ashkenazi: Bli néyder) “I'll do my best”
“OK, I'll drive you to the airport on Monday, bli neder.”

Literally “without vowing,” this is added to any casual promise to
avoid it being taken as an absolute undertaking.

Judaism was traditionally very much opposed to people making
vows at the drop of a hat but without being able to do much about it. So
the Halacha (Jewish Law) recommended adding the phrase bli neder
whenever one made a resolution to oneself or a casual promise to some-
one else. (A solemn promise is, of course, a promise and must be kept.)

Orthodox Jews still habitually add bli neder to casual promises.

a2 —

Brachi, pl. brachét (Ashkenazi: Briche, pl. bréches) Blessing

“His granddaughter already knows how to say the bracha for eating
fruit.”

“You know, that new hard disk is a real bracha.”

Saying brachot in recognition of Divine brachot is one of the most
ingrained of traditional Jewish habits. The bracha over wine, the bra-
chot for eating bread, cereals, vegetables, fruits, the bracha on seeing
the first fruit blossom of spring . . . and the hardest one to say, the
bracha on hearing tragic tidings (see Baruch dayan ha-emet).

“Rabbi, give me a bracha to have a child,” said the attractive young woman.
The rabbi half closed his eyes, spread his hands over her head, and gave
her a bracha, but he made every effort to avoid the slightest touch.
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The woman was upset. “Can’t you actually lay your hands on my head?”
she asked. “The closer the bracha, the stronger it will be . . .”

The rabbi shook his head. “Show me how you kindled the Shabbat candles
yesterday,” he said. “When you said the bracha, did you touch the flames?”

“Of course not,” she said. “I'd burn my fingers!”

“Me too,” said the rabbi.

Blessed art Thou, O Lord our God, King of the Universe, who made the great
sea.

The traditional Hebrew blessing on seeing the ocean
-924 -
Brit mild (Ashkenazi: Bris mile or simply Bris) Jewish circumcision
“I'll be in late today, Chris, I have to go to a bris.”

Compare the expression B'nai B'rith, literally “children of the covenant.”

The brit mila ceremony is usually held on the eighth day of a baby
boy’s life—in the presence of family and friends. Literally “circumci-
sion covenant,” it is the most ancient and arguably the most powerful
of Jewish rites.

A young man left the Old Country for America. When, years later, he
returned to see his mother, she could hardly recognize him.

“Where's your beard, Dovid?”

“ Ach, nobody wears a beard in America.”

“But you do keep Shabbes still, don’t you?”

“Look, Momma, in America the whole country works on Shabbes!” The old
lady grasped his hand. “Then tell me, what do you eat?”

“ Ach, Momma, I know what you're getting at—but it’s just so complicated
to keep kosher in a modern country . . . life is too hectic.”

For a few seconds, his mother reflected on this. Then she took a deep
breath: “Tell me the truth, my son—do you still have your bris?”

-994 ~
Brégez (Ashkenazi: Broyges) Cross (with someone); bad blood

“Just smile, Norm, and try to forget that you're brogez with her.”

“Don’t even think of inviting them both. There’s a brogez that’s been
going on for years.”

I'm no psychologist, but I'll vouch that to be brogez is not a mood or an
emotion but something verging on a personality trait. It must be, or
else how can I (and most other people I know) have aunts and cousins
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that have been brogez with one another for years? So ethnic and
indigenously Old Worldly is the sound of brogez/broyges that few real-
ize that it's originally Hebrew. Nor, I'll wager, do Israelis, who do their
best to keep up the glorious tradition of the brogez.

For the fact that brogez occurs nowhere in the Bible there can be
only one explanation: the ancient rabbis, who delicately edited explicit
obscenities out of Scripture, clearly felt that a brogez was one too. Jew-
ish history has proved them right.

As Mr. Rabin once observed, there’s no predicting Middle East affairs. No
one foresaw Sadat’s trip to Jerusalem, the Iran-Iraq war, the split in the PLO
and the brogez between Arafat and Assad. .. . Not only did no one foresee any
of it, they foresaw a whole lot of other things that never happened.

Miriam Arad
-4 -
Buréke, pl. burékes Savory pastry

“Two burekes with spinach, please, and four with cheese.”

The bureke may be Turkish, but that, as they say, is history. If you are
attacked in a Tel Aviv street by hunger, and you can't face another pitta
and falafel, try the bureke, a pastry that’s savory and quite a surprise to
the Ashkenazi palate. But make sure you ask for some mapiyot (nap-
kins) too.

— 924~

Busha (Ashkenazi: Bishe) Disgrace

“What, he ran away with a graduate student? And in the middle of a
semester? What a busha!”

Busha means shame or disgrace. It's funny how different cultures have
different views of shame. When something happens to prompt an
English speaker to declare “What a shame!” it's hardly the sort of
thing to bring anyone into disrepute. But when a Jew cries, “What a
busha!” . ..

a2 -

Chad Gadyé (Ashkenazi: Chad Gddye) Name of the last song in the
Passover Haggadah

“Little Esti fell asleep in the middle of Chad Gadya.”
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Chad Gadya is literally “one little goat,” the opening words of a song
universally sung to round off the Passover Seder night. The song is a
ballad about a little goat who is eaten by a cat who is eaten by a dog
who is eaten by, and so on, until the Almighty Himself comes and
saves the day. Entirely appropriate to the Passover story and loved by
children, who are invariably asleep all over the place by the time you
get to Chad Gadya.

The words chad gadya and indeed the entire song are in Aramaic, a
Jewish popular language in ancient and medieval times. But to all
intents and purposes Aramaic has always been included with Hebrew
as part of Leshon ha-Kodesh, “the Holy Tongue.”

Chad Gadya, Chad Gadya,
Which Father bought for two pennies,
Chad Gadya.

And along came a cat
And ate the little goat,
Which father bought for two pennies,
Chad Gadya. ..
Translation of the opening of Chad Gadya

The next step, the lawyer said, would be for the rich man to sue Birnbaum,
Birnbaum me, I my brother, my brother the monk. Like the Passover song
Chad Gadya . . .

Sholom Aleichem

—agf -

Chag, pl. chagim Festival

“The buses in Jerusalem stop running much earlier today, because it’s
a chag this evening.”

“We're renting a place in Netanya for the month of the chagim.”

Chagim in the plural often denotes the holy day season from Rosh Hashanah
through Sukkot.

Chag refers to any of the festivals, the big ones and the little ones, the
ancient ones and the modern ones. Chag is the biblical word for festi-
val, yet it has a decidedly modern ring to it, because from postbiblical
times Jews tended to use the word yomtov (or its Yiddish form, yontef)
instead, until the Zionist rebirth of spoken Hebrew put chag back on
the map and unceremoniously dumped yontef.

—a2f—
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Chag saméach! “Happy festival!”

Chag sameach! is the Israeli greeting on a festival. It has also been
picked up and adopted by modern circles, if only to be different from
Ashkenazi traditionalists and old-timers, who prefer good yontef or its
Yiddish equivalent. Sephardim traditionally say moadim le-simcha!

(“festivals for joy!”). 00
-924 —

Chaldv yisraél (Ashkenazi: Chélev yisrel) Jewish-supervised milk

“They won't eat this milk chocolate because it doesn’t contain chalav
yisrael.”

There is a long-standing practice, strictly adhered to in Ultraorthodox
circles though less so elsewhere, of only drinking chalav yisrael milk,
that is, milk which has been milked under Jewish supervision. The
practice stems from a fear of non-kosher milk being added, as does
indeed happen in some countries.

_%ﬂ -

Chalitsd (Ashkenazi: Chalitse) Ceremony releasing a man from levi-
rate marriage

“Harvey had to do chalitsa last week for Rachel.”

One doesn’t hear a lot about chalitsa but it still takes place. A married
man dies childless. If there is a brother, he would in former times have
been expected to marry his widowed sister-in-law (levirate marriage).
Nowadays, instead, the widow is asked by the Jewish court to per-
form an ancient symbolic act: she draws a sandal off her brother-in-
law’s foot. This is called chalitsa. Now she is free to marry anyone.

-~ R
Chaltiira, pl. chaltiirot A job on the side, moonlighting

“Dear Mom and Dad,
We’re doing all right in Ramat Gan. With my main job, Diane’s
teaching, and two chalturot, we're just about breaking even . . .”

For years, economists have wondered how, on an Israeli salary, Israelis
are able to feed a family and a Fiat. The secret is in a Hebrew word
that is not to be found in any Hebrew-English dictionary: chaltura.

—agg -
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Chalitz, pl. chalutzim Zionist pioneer

“With his khaki shorts, grimy sandals, tousled hair, and splendid
moustache, he looked every inch a chalutz.”

Some would argue that the chalutz has passed into Zionist history.
There are no more malarial swamps, marauding bedouin, or hostile
authorities. But some, seeing two adults and five children in a tiny
caravan on a barren windswept mountain with no central heating, car,
or clothes dryer, would say, “These are today’s chafutzim.”

Chalutzism is not sacrifice but fulfillment. It is the marriage of innermost,
subjective strivings and objective values.

The chalutz is an “Individualist.” His act satisfies his very own, basic drives
for a new life.

The chalutz is the socialist (commune man) par excellence. He wants the
commune, because without it he could not be an individual; for only within
the commune can the “new life” flower, among humans and not merely within
them.

A manifesto of 1923

- 924 -
Chamétz (Ashkenazi: Chémetz) Leavened food

“You can’t use whiskey on Pesach-—it’s pure chametz!”

The word chametz has the same letters as matzo, except that the letter heh
has been closed into a letter chet. For matzo signifies humility whereas
chametz signifies a closed, arrogant mind.

Chametz is what Jews traditionally don’t eat on Passover: any leavened
food, which means anything deriving from grain, unless it’s been
specifically prevented from rising (such as matzo). So bread and cook-
ies are out, as are hosts of manufactured foods. But up pop a whole
range of specially kosher-for-Passover foods guaranteed chametz-free,
and even nicer—or at least the packaging is.

Matzo shall be eaten for these seven days, and no chametz shall be seen in your
possession; no leaven may be seen within your borders.

-9 -

Chanukih (Ashkenazi: Chadnuke) The festival of Chanukah

“I've got a few Chanukah candles left over from last year, but not
enough for eight days.”

Exodus 13

Chanukah means “inauguration,” referring to the Temple. The same root gives
you chinuch, “education.”
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Millions of people on the American East Coast probably know what
Chanukah is, but for the benefit of the other 99 percent of the world’s
population, Chanukah is a festival in December commemorating the
successful Jewish spiritual-military revolt, over 2,000 years ago, against
a Greek-Syrian attempt to stifle Judaism and ram Greek paganism
down their throats. And in memory of the Temple menorah (cande-
labra) defiled by the pagans but miraculously relit, Jews light a special
Chanukah candelabra on eight successive evenings by a window or
front door—for all the world to see. The song for the occasion is Maoz
Tsur, and parents give their children money or presents.

The days of Chanuka, the inauguration of our Temple,
Fill our hearts with glee and joy.
Night and day we spin our tops,
And also eat lots of doughnuts . . .
From an Israeli children’s Chanukah song

—92% —
Chanukiy4, pl. chanukiyét Chanukah candelabra

“Did you see the giant chanukiya in the terminal building at Newark
International?”

Chanukiya is a modern Israeli word (borrowed actually from the Sephardim).
European Jews traditionally called it a Chanukah menorah.

A chanukiya is a candelabra used for lighting the Chanukah lights: on the
first evening of Chanukah, one light; on the second, two; and so on,
until you light eight lights on the eighth and last evening. The lights
are usually wax candles, but some keep up the delightful tradition of
using olive oil with a cotton wick. There is, in fact, practically no limit
on the design of a chanukiya. Here and there you're also bound to see
large electric chanukiyot, set up in public places (particularly by Cha-
sidim of the Lubavitch organization) to proclaim the miracle of
Chanukah as a festival of religious liberty to the world at large. They've
even managed to set one up in the Kremlin, but not yet (as I write) in
the Beijing Hall of the People.

—928 —

Charata (Ashkenazi: Charéte) Remorse

“Rivka called me to say she has real charata over what she said at the
Sheva Brachot last night—it just kind of came out.”

Charata is identified by moralists as the first stage in the process of
teshuva (repentance). Next comes the apology. Kids, of course, often
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act as if saying “sorry” can absolve them from having to have charata
at all.

At the end of every quarrel comes charata.
Solomon ibn Gabirol

—q2 -

Charedi, pl. Charedim (Ashkenazi: Charéydi, pl. Charéydim) Ultra-
orthodox Jew

“I think some Charedim have moved out of Brooklyn to Jersey now.”

Literally “God-fearing.” This is a cover term (used particularly among
themselves) for the Ultraorthodox, that is, those who keep up a strin-
gent religious lifestyle and keep the modern world—and modern edu-
cation—at arm’s length, even though they often have to make a liveli-
hood out of it. Many, though by no means all, Charedim are Chasidim.

_%_

Charéset (Ashkenazi: Charéhses) A sweet spread eaten at the
Passover Seder

“Can I have a bit more charoset and a bit less maror on my madizo,
please?”

I have never met a person who didn’t love charoset, a mix of apples,
walnuts, cinnamon, and wine (Ashkenazi recipe) eaten with matso and
maror on the Seder night. I know that it's meant to embody the mortar
that the Israelites in Egypt spread between the hated bricks, but it
tastes downright delicious. Might it subliminally also embody the
way Jews have learned to sweeten their suffering?

- %ﬂg —
Chas ve-shalém! (Ashkenazi: Chas ve-shélem!) “Heaven forbid, per-
ish the thought!”
“If there’s ever a fire, chas ve-shalom, keep all the doors closed.”

“Are they thinking of getting a divorce?”
“Chas ve-shalom!”

Hebrew, even in its skeletal Diaspora form, is well stocked with pro-
phylactics, words that seek to head off misfortunes, disasters, and cat-
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astrophes. There’s chas ve-shalom (literally “mercy and peace”), chas ve-
chalila—both in common use—and the more erudite rachmana litslan.
And also lo alenu.

- 9%% -
Chashdsh A fear, a danger

“Of course, if you take a Friday flight there’s always a chashash that
you'll be stranded somewhere on Shabbat.”

It's hard to be a Jew, the saying goes, and one of the harder parts is the
chashash, the danger that you may overstep the rules. Many of the well-
known laws were actually introduced by the rabbis of old as precau-
tions to obviate any chashash. Thus you remove all bread and chametz
before Passover, even if you've sold it, because of a chashash that you
may eat it inadvertently. Of course, chashash can get out of control. The
Talmud was thinking of this when it said not to worry too much about
mice bringing back indoors the bread you’ve just cleaned out. On the
other hand, think how much happier Oedipus would have been if only
he’d had a bit more chashash.

—92% -

Chasid, pl. Chasidim (Ashkenazi: Chésid, pl. Chasidim) Chasid

“We sell a lot of this style of wig to wives of Chasidim—in fact, that
woman over there is married to a Lubavitcher Chosid.”

See Chasidut.

Literally “pious one.” All kinds of people may be pious, of course,
but the word Chasid generally refers nowadays to Ultraorthodox
groups perpetuating the heritage of the Chasidic movement. Arising
in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century eastern Europe, Chasidism (in
Hebrew, Chasidut) sought to emphasize the value of piety and spon-
taneity rather than dry intellectualism—with charismatic rabbis hold-
ing court to adoring followers. Today’s Chasidim live mainly in New
York and Israel, maintaining a pre-Holocaust eastern European ambi-
ence and bucking the birth rate.

The word Chasid generally refers to men. Hebrew does have a word
chasida, but it means “a stork.”

My father, an enlightened spirit, believed in man.
My grandfather, a fervent Hasid, believed in God.
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The one taught me to speak, the other to sing.
Both loved stories.
But when I tell mine, 1 hear their voices.
Whispering from beyond the silenced storm,
They are what links the survivor to their memory.
Elie Wiesel, Souls on Fire

—92R —

Chasid shotéh (Ashkenazi: Chdésid shéhte) Pious fool; blind follower

“Some of these political TV ads are so bad that only a chasid shoteh
would believe them.”

Chasid originally meant anyone who was pious, not just Chasidim; and
the phrase chasid shoteh (literally “mad pious”) is a fitting description
for anyone who takes piety, or faith, to absurd lengths.

What is a chasid shoteh? Someone who sees a child floundering in the river
and says, “When I've taken off my tefilin I'll rescue him.”
The Jerusalem Talmud, Sota

A chasid shoteh is someone to whom Heaven decided to grant stupidity,
except that he went beyond the strict letter of the law and decided to be even
more stupid.

Rabbi Menachem Mendl of Kotsk

S

Chasidéy umét ha-olam (Ashkenazi: Chasidey imes ho-6hlom)
The pious of the world

“Raoul Wallenberg will go down in history as one of the outstanding
chasidey umot ha-olam.”

To a people condemned to such isolation, the thought that out there
somewhere are hosts of chasidey umot ha-olam is a precious consola-
tion. Jewish folklore treasures the memory of Jethro, Moses’ father-
in-law, of the many pious Romans in the Talmud, and others down
the centuries. Maimonides ranked all Gentiles abiding by the seven
basic Noahide Laws (see sheva mitzvot livney noach) as chasidey umot
ha-olam.

The term has recently been applied in Israel and the United States
to all those countless Christians who rescued Jews from the Nazis.

—92%—
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Chasidut (Ashkenazi: Chasides) Chasidism

“Jerry goes with some of the guys from the office to a shiur [seminar]
in chasidut every lunchtime.”

For Chasidim, the very essence of Torah is Chasidut, the philosophy of
God and the human soul derived from Kabbalah, which seeks to read
every Jewish observance and every biblical verse from a particular
spiritual angle.
The study of Kabbalah lifts the Jew to Heaven.
The study of Chasidut brings down Heaven to the Jew.

Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Ladi

—924 —

Chatdin (Ashkenazi: Chésn) Bridegroom
“Would the chatan please come this way to lift the veil?”
See also Chatuna, “Wedding” and Mechutanim, “In-laws.”

Being a chatan involves certain minor challenges, like fasting before
the wedding ceremony, lifting the veil of the kala (bride) to make sure
she is who she is, stamping a glass underfoot, and, in Orthodox cir-
cles, surviving sheva brachot (a week of banquets).

A chatan is like a monarch.
The Midrash

-9~
Chatdn Bereshit (Ashkenazi: Chésn Bréyshis) Bridegroom of Genesis

“Why are they making Mr. Greenspan Chatan Bereshit—what has he
done for the synagogue?”

Every year the honor of being called up to the reading of the opening
lines of the Torah on the festival of Simchat Torah is given to an impor-
tant member of the community. He is proclaimed Chatan Bereshit , the
“bridegroom of Genesis.” The relationship between the Jewish people
and the Torah is traditionally described as that of two lovers. In the
synagogue I attended as a child in London’s East End, the Chatan
Bereshit and his fellow Chatan Torah would be led in with all the pomp
and circumstance of a real wedding.

The whole thing is consummated the following Shabbat with a big
party.

~99 —
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Chatdn Tordh (Ashkenazi: Chésn Téhre) Bridegroom of the Torah

“I hope you can come along to the synagogue this Simchat Torah—my
father’s going to be the Chatan Torah.”

As with the Chatan Bereshit (see entry), to be proclaimed Chatan Torah
is a great honor. He is called up to the reading of the closing lines of
the Torah. He, too, throws a party.

—-— 3%% —_

Chatund (Ashkenazi: Chdsne) Wedding

“I checked with the band but they’'re already booked for two chasnes
on that date.”

Although for a chatuna you really only need one chatan (bridegroom),
one kala (bride), and two edim (witnesses), in practice you'll want to
have one rav (rabbi), one chazan (cantor), one shomer (kashrut supervi-
sor), one caterer, one florist, one keyboard player, and about five hun-
dred guests.

And of course one chupa (wedding canopy).

—9g -

Chavriita (Ashkenazi: Chavrtise) Twosome for religious study; a
partner in such a twosome

“Every afternoon, Ira and I had a chavruta in Tenach [Bible], but he’s
started college now.”

“Cheryl, I'm looking for a chavruta to study with during the week.
Know anyone?”

The chavruta is the secret of the old Jewish study skill, but a secret that
Jews would willingly share with the world’s Secretaries of Education,
if only they would ask.

Two people, at roughly the same level, get together to study a text
(they may have prepared it, they may have not), taking turns to read
and explain it as they see it, discussing, debating, even questioning
it—for half an hour, an hour . . . The net result is that they know it
inside out, generally far better than if they’d studied it singly. Of
course, they may permit themselves a few digressions, but sleep they
won’t; nor will they doodle.

The chavruta still thrives in yeshivot and wherever traditional study
survives. The chavruta is probably also why Israeli school students like
to study in pairs.
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A chavruta is like a stone: A stone in itself has no value. But when you start
rubbing one stone on another, sparks fly.
Rabbi Mordechai of Lechovitz

.

Chay [rhymes with “sky”] Alive; name for a kind of pendant.
“We're buying her a beautiful chay to wear around her neck.”

It is ancient Jewish practice to wear charms with Hebrew lettering or
Scriptural verses. Today the custom is widespread to wear a pendant
with the word chay, meaning “alive,” around the neck—and as the
numerical value of its letters is eighteen, gifts on Bar Mitzuahs and
other such occasions frequently feature the value eighteen.

The people of Israel is chay!
Our Father is still chay!

Translation of the most enduring of the Jewish Refusenik songs of
the Brezhnev years

—agf —

Chazdk u-bartich! Words of congratulation to someone honored in
the synagogue

See Yishar koach!

Chazak u-baruch! (literally “strong and blessed!”) are the traditional
Sephardi words of congratulation to anyone who has been granted an
honor in the synagogue, such as being called to the reading of the
Torah. A typical reply is gam tihye! (“so may you be!”) or chazak ve-
emats! (“be strong and courageous!”). To Ashkenazi ears it all sounds
exotic and vaguely macho, but perhaps that’s how Sephardim feel
about an Ashkenazi yishar koach!

T -
Chazaka (Ashkenazi: Chazdéke) Automatic presumption

“What, she said Mazel tov when you told her I had a baby? Then
there’s a chazaka that she’s Jewish.”

Chazaka is actually a legal term. (Hebrew’s full of them, because Jewish life
was always full of Talmud study.)

When there are strong grounds for making a certain assumption, one
talks about there being a chazaka. If you walk into a board room and
someone is sitting in the chairperson’s seat and everyone is listening
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intently, there’s a chazaka that it’s the chairperson. There’s a chazaka
that an incumbent president will be reelected. Abba Eban once said
there was a chazaka that if a nonaligned country at the United Nations
proposed that the world was square, they would get a two-thirds

majority for it.
— R~

Chazil The Rabbis of the Talmud
“Much of the Passover Haggadah dates back to Chazal.”

Based on the initial letters of Chachameynu Zichronam Livracha (“Our
Sages of Blessed Memory”), this is the word usually used in Orthodox
circles for the Rabbis of the Talmud.

-92R -

Chazén, pl. chazanim (Ashkenazi: Chdzn, pl. chazénim) Cantor

“He’s an old-style chazn—you know, the sort that made them cry
rather than talk.”

Time was when every Jewish mother dreamed of her daughter marrying
a successful chazn—to fill the synagogue with that breathtaking blend of
operatics and folk known as chazanut (or chazones) was one of the most
wondrous things any Jewish vocal artist could aspire to. But everybody
knows what happened to Al Jolson’s chazn’s career, and everybody
knows what has happened to popular tastes in music. Now we have
guitar-strumming chazanim with the latest selection of Israeli hits.

Reb Melekh, the Chazn, a handsome long-bearded, thick-necked man, had
been standing on his feet since early that morning. He stood before the Cre-
ator with outstretched arms, praying devotedly, crying and pleading for
mercy for the people who had chosen him to beg forgiveness for their great
sins and ask that they be inscribed for a year of health and peace.

Sholom Aleichem

Motke the baker couldn’t sing the prayers, he couldn’t even get his tongue
around some of the words, but he insisted that he was the chazn of the syna-
gogue.

One day, at the end of the service, an unassuming stranger came up to him
and patted him on the back.

“It's a difficult job we have to do—not so, chazn?”

Motke beamed. “ Are you a professional chazn too, then?”

“Oh me? No, perish the thought .. . I'm a clerk.”

-92% -
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Chazanit (Ashkenazi: Chazénes) Cantorial singing
“I always go to the synagogue in the next town—you get better chazanut.”
See Chazan, “Cantor.”

Chazanut was one of those things you either loved or hated. The expe-
rienced chazan could take the most insignificant-looking word in the
Hebrew prayers and transform it into a rhapsody of mode and war-
ble—and emotion. Once upon a time, in the age of vaudeville and
music hall, congregations were quite capable of joining in and
singing, and crying, with all their hearts. And if they identified with
their prayers, there was no such thing as an insignificant word. Chaz-
anut records sold in the hundreds of thousands. Will it ever come

back?
.

Chazir, pl. chazirim (Ashkenazi: Chézer, pl. chazéyrim) Pig
“He eats non-kosher meat in college, but he won't eat chazir.”
“Not even a thank-you for the gift! He’s a real chazer.”

Chazir is probably the final barrier that the assimilating Jew will hesi-
tate to cross. True, pig is just one of many non-kosher animals. (And
using pigskin leather is perfectly OK.) But chazir is a potent symbol:
Jews have for so long been persecuted for not eating pig while every-
one around them does.

-9 —

Chéder, pl. chadarim (Ashkenazi: Chéyder, pl. chadérim) Tradi-
tional small-time Jewish school

“Their school’s so run-down, it’s almost like a cheyder.”

It's almost impossible to be objective about a cheyder. Literally “a
room,” that’s what it basically was in the collective memory of Ameri-
can Jews: a privately run small-time religious school, after regular
school hours, where chafing children got a smattering of Hebrew
reading and Jewish knowledge.

But there is more to cheyder than that. In the Old Country, when
Jews devoted the full school day to Jewish education, chadorim regu-
larly turned out a class of educated Jew who would have found a
book like this quite pointless. In Britain, cheyder is still a perfectly
respectable word for Jewish afternoon school.



54 Chérem

Restless after a day in public school, where discipline has to be taken seri-
ously, and bored by the rasping drone of the melamed, the pupils resent the
cheyder as a theft of time that might better be used in playing stickball; soon
they come to see it as a theatre of war in which their aim is to torment the
melamed as ingeniously as possible.

~9%R -

Irving Howe

Chérem Excommunication
“If he really is guilty of fraud, he should be put into cherem.”

Once, when Jews used to run their own internal affairs in eastern
Eurcpe or in the Middle East, it was in no way abnormal for rabbis,
with the consent of their community, to put someone in cherem for
some heinous offense. It involved uttering various curses and a ban of
varying degrees.

Nowadays, in Israeli Ultraorthodox circles, the cherem weapon is
still used.

. . . may Divine wrath end his life, may he choke like Ahitophel in his
schemes, may his leprosy be like Gehazi's, may he fall and never arise, and
may his grave not be among his people’s graves and may his wife be given to
others. May be placed under this cherem, and may this be his lot, but
may I and all Israel be granted peace and blessing . . .

From a traditional Hebrew cherem formula

~928

Cheshboén ha-néfesh (Ashkenazi: Chéshben ha-néfesh) Soul-
searching, self-accounting

“If you're going to sort yourself out, Gary, you'll need to do a thor-
ough cheshbon ha-nefesh.”

Cheshbon ha-nefesh is literally “accounting of the self.” This is the clas-
sic Jewish method of self-improvement and character building, and
the traditional preliminary to the teshuva season between Rosh
Hashanah and Yom Kippur.

All manner of books were, and still are, written as aids to cheshbon
ha-nefesh. What sales are like, I don’t know, but I'm sure they aren’t
bestsellers.

So much needs doing on that day, quite apart from the kapara custom and the
special midnight prayers for forgiveness. . . . There is the eating and drink-
ing—to indulge yourself on that day is deemed a mitzvah because of the long
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fast that is to come. You have to do all this by midday; the afternoon is
devoted to a cheshbon ha-nefesh, a reckoning that is meant to embrace the
entire year that has gone by. And it’s no easy matter. Look how many days
there are in every year and how many imprints of sin one leaves behind as
one struggles through each day.

Yehuda Steinberg

-
Chévra Kadisha (Ashkenazi: Chévre Kadishe) Burial society
“The Chevra Kadisha will be coming at eight to prepare the body.”

1t's difficult to name a nobler body of men and women than the Chevra
Kadisha (literally, “holy society”). In every major Jewish community,
since ancient times, volunteers have prepared the dead for burial. It is,
naturally, harrowing work. Volunteers are carefully screened; people
who have had no experience of death are hard put to deal with death
at close quarters. And, as befits so sensitive a function, they will seek
to keep their identity a secret.

Jerusalem’s Chevra Kadisha is deserving of its name, “the holy society.” Those
beautiful Jews showed me more of what it means to be a Jew, of what Torah
stands for, than all the books I ever read. They tended the corpse gently and
reverently, yet did not pretend it was other than a corpse.

Jacob Neusner
— o
Chévre (sing.) Crowd; (pl.) Guys
“I'm so glad that your kids have found themselves a nice chevre.”

“Do you know those chevre over there?”

Chevre is one of those casual, folksy Yiddishized Hebrew words that
the Israelis—though they might profess loathing for Yiddish—have
never been able to give up. It goes against all the rules of Hebrew
grammar. But it marches on.

-9 —
Chévreman One of the guys

“Being a counselor will be good for you, it'll make you a real chevreman.”

Chevreman sounds even more Yiddish than chevre (previous entry). But
it's as Hebrew as pizza is American. And to call you a Chevreman is
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one of the greatest tributes an Israeli can pay you. (Whether you can
call a woman a chevreman I can’t be sure, but I'd be reluctant to try.)

— 92 -

Chidiish, pl. chidushim (Ashkenazi: Chidesh, pl. chididshim) Inno-
vative idea, new information

“You must see the feature I've written. There are some real chidushim
there.”

“Herbie called. They're meeting at 5 eM.”
“Well? So what's the chidush?”

Chidush is drawn from “Gemara language,” that is, the language of Tal-
mudic analysis and argumentation. In looking at any rabbi’s state-
ments, one is trained to assume that their every word was weighed
and calculated—nothing was redundant, everything was new infor-
mation, a chidush.

Another meaning of chidush: In the so-called yeshiva world, young
men vie with one another to write their own chidushim (articles, books)
on the texts they’ve been studying.

And another, more prosaic: any kind of new information.

—a2R

Chilil ha-Shém (Ashkenazi: Chilul ha-Shém) Bringing God’s name
into disgrace

“If just one single Jew had been involved in that sting, can you imag-
ine the chilul ha-Shem it would have created?”

See also Kiddush ha-Shem, “Sanctification of God’s name” and Ha-Shem, “God.”

Nothing ever aroused more anxiety in a Jew than the possibility of
chilul ha-Shem, of Judaism being brought into disrepute as a result of
some individual's foolish actions. If the individual is a rabbi or leader,
how much worse-—noblesse oblige. Worst of all: A chilul ha-Shem
reaches the outside world and fuels anti-Semitism.

And so any success by a Jew in politics or big business creates
mixed Jewish feelings: pride, and fear of some future chilul ha-Shem.

Anyone who causes chilul ha-Shem, though he may repent and though the
Day of Atonement come and he remain repentant and though he undergo
sufferings, cannot gain complete forgiveness until death.
Maimonides, Laws of Repentance
-~ 9%~
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Childl shabbit (Ashkenazi: chilel shibes). See Mechalél shabbit.

~ 928 —

Chintich (Ashkenazi: Chinuch) Jewish education
“If you move to Chicago, you'll have no problem with the chinuch.”

Chinuch is a high-prestige, high-profile word in the Jewish world
today. A pity, then, that the mechanchim (educators) are not always
paid accordingly.

Chinuch traditionally started at age 3 or 4 with the Alef-Bet, continu-
ing at least up to Bar Mitzvah (age 13) with Chumash (Five Books of
Moses) and practical observances. Girls often made do with less chin-
uch; nowadays it’s equal (though perhaps equal is a sensitive word).

-924

Chizik (Ashkenazi: Chizuk) Encouragement

“Pay him a compliment occasionally when he’s at the piano—you
have to give the kid a chizuk.”

Chizuk is one of a family of Hebrew words that have to do with
strength. To wish someone strength is an age-old practice, going back
as least as far as Moses who bid his successor Joshua “be strong and
courageous”—though not everyone has a task quite so hard as con-
quering a country and settling a people.

-9 ~
Chéchem Wise guy (literally “wise man”; only has an Ashkenazi
pronunciation, even in Israeli Hebrew)
“So you thought you could fix it then, did you, chochem?”
See also Chochma, “Wisdom.”

This is one of those beautiful cases where a Hebrew word used within
Yiddish has acquired an irony. See talmid chacham for the word used in
its more literal sense.

-9%4% —

Chochmi (Ashkenazi: Chéchme, pl. chochmes) Brains; wisdom; a
brilliant idea

“What, he solved it? You know, that guy has real chochma.”
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“Merv comes to me with all these chochmes, but they aren’t practical.”

See also Talmid chacham, “Man of Jewish learning.”

Chochma is what Solomon asked for and got. It's the highest rung of
wisdom. When the Passover Haggadah depicts the four archetypal
“sons” and their attitude to their heritage, the chacham (wise one) is
contrasted with the rasha (wicked one).

If one’s chochma exceeds one’s good deeds, what is this like?
Like a tree whose branches are many but whose roots are few.
The Talmud, Avot

. .. for the more chochma, the more upset . . .
The Bible, Kohelet (Ecclesiastes)

Rabbi Dov-Ber of Mezeritch used to say:

“For any object to undergo a changg, it must first go through a stage of
being a nothing. This nothingness is none other than the primal state—the
state that came before Creation, a state of chaos that no man can imagine.
Take a sprouting seed: before it can sprout in the soil, it must rot away to
nothing and lose its very seed-hood. Now the name for this rung is chochma,
for chochma is the stage in thought where nothing is as yet tangible.”

.

Chol ha-Moéd (Ashkenazi: Chol ha-Mded) Intermediate days of a
festival

“Let’s go to the zoo this Chol ha-Moed!”

The festivals of Pesach and Sukkot begin with one day (outside Israel,
two) of the “festival proper” and then come five (or four) days of
semifestival, called Chol ha-Moed, and finally another one day (or two)
of festival proper to round things off. Chol ha-Moed is a time to relax.

After all the efforts that go into preparing for Pesach and Sukkot-—
cleaning the house of crumbs or of anything whose resemblance to
crumbs is entirely coincidental, cooking for the Seder night, building
the sukkah—it’s hard not to feel that Chol ha-Moed is the Almighty’s
way of saying, “These days are on Me.” Orthodox Jews don’t work
unless they must, and instead they paint the town, or just hang out. In
Israel, schools, colleges, government, and many businesses stay
closed, but museums and zoos close at their peril—hundreds of thou-
sands of hyperactive kids and their mothers are roaming the country
looking for things to do.

928 -
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Chumaésh, pl. chumashim (Ashkenazi: Chiéimesh, pl. chuméshim)
Printed version of the Five Books of Moses

“The synagogue is presenting him with a Hebrew-English Chumash
for his Bar Mitzvah.”

See Bereshit, Shemot, Vayikra, Ba-Midbar, Devarim.

The Chumash is a printed book containing the Five Books of Moses
that make up the Torah. (The word chumash is from chamesh, “five.”)

Whereas a “Torah scroll,” a Sefer Torah (see entry) written by a
scribe on parchment, is treated with extreme sanctity and rarely leaves
the synagogue, a Chumash can be found on almost every educated
Jew’s bookshelf. And when you walk into the synagogue lobby on a
Shabbat morning, you pick up a Chumash from which to follow the
recitation of the Torah.

From an early age, traditional Jewish education revolves around
studying Chumash day in and day out. And inseparable from the Chu-
mash is the running commentary by the medieval sage Rashi, written
at the foot of the page in a spidery type of script without any vowel
marks—bane and joy of generations of schoolchildren. One doesn’t
just study Chumash, one studies Chumash-Rashi.

a2~

Chumri, pl. chumrét (Ashkenazi: Chéimre, pl. chlimres) Stringent
rulings

“Do they expect all girls to wear thick tights or is it just their personal
chumra?”

See Machmir, “Stringent.”

There are particular Jewish communities or regions of the Jewish
world that have their own time-hallowed chumrot, stringent customs
or interpretations of the law. For example, Ashkenazim will not eat
rice and peas on Passover, Chasidim will not marry off their children
without a binding engagement, and so on. As times change, chumrot
may change. On the whole, though, it is easier to add a chumra than to
take it away.

-8 ~
Chimus Hummus (a dip made from chick-peas and sesame paste)

“Can T have a bit more chumus to dip my pitta in?”
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It’s funny how a standard Middle Eastern dish—and the name for it—
can, for Diaspora Jews, become so associated with Israel. The same
goes for several other food words that I have included here—techina,

falafel, pitta, borekes.
-

Chup4 (Ashkenazi: Chiipe) Wedding canopy; wedding ceremony

“...and here’s a beautiful shot of the two of them standing under the
chupa.”

“Come on, the chupa’s at 3 o’clock and you're not even ready!”

The chupa has become synonymous with the Jewish wedding. It usu-
ally takes the form of an embroidered cloth held up on four poles,
under which the couple stand for the wedding ceremony—a symbol
of the marital home.

... and they position the chupa under the open skies, for a good sign that their
offspring should be as numerous as the stars of the sky.
Rabbi Moshe Isserlis, sixteenth century, Poland

May this little child named become great; just as he has entered into the brit
[covenant], so may he enter into the Torah, the chupa, and a life of good deeds.
From the prayers at a Brit Mila (circumcision)

~92k-
Churbin (Ashkenazi: Chirben) Destruction of the Temple

“Some of the walls inside the Old City show burn marks dating back
to the Churban.”

Literally “destruction.” Although many Yiddish speakers have used
the Hebrew word churben to refer to the Nazi Holocaust, in Hebrew
itself Churban denotes above all the destruction of the Holy Temple in
Jerusalem, first by the Babylonians (586 B.C.E.) and then by the
Romans (70 C.E.). The Jewish people have never ceased to mourn the
Churban—in a series of regular fast days culminating in the bleak day
of Tisha be-Av, and in all manner of customs, such as breaking a glass
underfoot at weddings.

In the postwar era, to the extent that Jews have regrouped in large numbers,
they have reshaped contemporary events into new archetypal patterns: chur-
ban has given way to Shoah (Holocaust) . . .

-92%

David Roskies
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Chuts La-drets (Ashkenazi: Chuts Lo-drets) Outside Israel (literally
“outside the Land”)

“She did her master’s in Israel and her Ph.D. in Chuts La-arets.”

Chuts La-arets as a term for the Diaspora conveys the centrality of the
Land of Israel, which Jews have traditionally called by the affectionate
name Erets, literally “land.”

Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai had a disciple who left for Chuts La-arets and came
back a wealthy man. His other disciples were envious and also sought to
leave for Chuts La-arets. Hearing this, Rabbi Shimon led them all to a valley
facing Meron and prayed, “Valley, valley, fill with gold coins!” and the valley
began to fill.

Then Rabbi Shimon said to them, “If gold you seek, here is gold. But know
this: He who takes now is taking his share of the Next World—for it is there
that the reward for Torah study will come.”

—928 -

Chutzpih (Ashkenazi: Chétzpe) Breathtaking cheek

“They bring cold soup and get angry with you for complaining? What
a chutzpah!”

The Midrash on Proverbs

I translated it as breathtaking cheek, but can you really translate chutz-
pah? Even the Yiddish for chutzpah is chutzpe.

The only way to visualize it is to have a taste of it—or, if you're not
so0 lucky, then to digest the following example.

One definition of chutzpah: The man who shoots his parents and then begs for
tsedaka [charity] because he’s an orphan.
In the run up to the Mashiach [Messiah], chutzpah will mount, prices will

rocket . . .
The Talmud, Sotah

9% -

Daf Yomi (Ashkenazi: Daf Y6hmi) Daily set page (of Talmud)
“What's that about the rabbi introducing a Daf Yomi class every evening?”

In the global shtetl, it’s cheering to see Jews of all sorts and in all kinds
of places studying the very same page—or daf—of the Talmud on any
particular day. This concept of the Daf Yomi, the daily page, was
launched in 1923, the goal being that everyone should complete the
entire Talmud once in seven years.
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At the very least, Daf Yomi gives an opportunity for total strangers
sitting side by side in cramped airplanes or chafing in line at the bank
to discover that they have some baffling legal or philosophical prob-
lem in common.

—-9%R -

Déled amoét shel halachi (Ashkenazi: Dédled dmes shel haléche) The
four walls of the law

“After his year of globe-trotting, Jerry’s decided to go to yeshiva and
sit a while within the daled amot shel halacha.”

An ama is literally a “cubit,” a measurement of 18 inches or so. Daled
amot, “four cubits,” traditionally expresses a person’s own personal
space—and any small intimate space in general.

Daled amot shel halacha, literally “the four cubits of Jewish law,”
expresses the inward world of Halacha, going on so intently behind the
walls of the yeshiva.

Said Ulla: Since the day the Temple was destroyed, God has no dwelling in
His world save the daled amot shel halacha alone.

—924 -

The Talmud, Berachot

Dati Orthodox
“Some of these towns are half dati and half chiloni (secular).”

Dati is the Israeli word (often used by Modern Orthodox Jews in the
Diaspora too) for people who keep to traditional Orthodoxy.

— %%
David ha-Mélech (Ashkenazi: Dévid ha-Mélech) King David

“The universal expectation is that the Messiah will be a descendant of
David ha-Melech.”

He was a shepherd boy. He grappled with lions. He was “the sweet
singer of Israel.” He challenged Goliath and organized an army. He com-
posed scores of psalms giving timeless expression to the religious striv-
ings and stresses of a Jew. But his people have always preferred to know
him as David ha-Melech —and a direct descendant of this man will, it is
fervently believed, be the next king of Israel and the anointed Messiah.

- ¥R
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Dévka (Ashkenazi: Difke) a. Out of sheer spite (with a verb); b. Of
all people, of all things (with a noun)

“That kid—I tell him to stop singing, so he davka sings at the top of his
voice.”

“Would you believe it? She went all the way to Israel to look for a guy
and she’s marrying her next-door neighbor davka.”

Most Jews find it well-nigh impossible to translate this word, and I've
managed it davka.

~9%8 —

Daya le-tsard be-sha’atd! (Ashkenazi: Dédyo le-tséro be-shiato!)
“Don’t try to find crises!”

“But while they’re fixing the patio, what if they find something wrong
with the foundation?”

“Oh for Heaven's sake, don’t start worrying about that! Daya le-
tsara be-sha’ata!”

Literally “one crisis is enough at a time.” This piece of wisdom, per-
fectly suited to worriers, panickers, and neurotics the world over,
actually goes back to Moses—who said it, would you believe it, to
God himself, so the Talmud relates. Not because the Almighty was
worrying, but in fact because He was intent on reassuring Moses:
“Don’t you worry. I shall stand by the Israelites in Egypt; and I shall
stand by them in all future persecutions.”

To which Moses replied (and was this not, perhaps, the birth of Jew-
ish humor?): “Future persecutions?! Lord of the Universe, Daya le-tsara
be-sha’ata!”

-9~
Dayin, pl. dayanim (Ashkenazi: Ddyen, pl. dayénim) Rabbinical
judge
“They’ve asked Dayan Katz for a ruling on surrogate mothers.”
See also Bet Din, “Jewish court” and Din, “Regulation.”

To be a dayan is to reach the highest rung in practical legal expertise.
The traditional rav (rabbi) represents an expertise in everyday ritual
matters, such as festivals, food, prayer. A very few rabbis go on to
become dayanim and gain expertise in the intricacies of Jewish family
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law, business law, medical law, and so on—and to sit on a Bet Din (reli-
gious court).

When a dayan passes true judgment, he brings the Divine Presence upon
Israel.
The Talmud, Sanhedrin

.
Dérech Way

“May her grandchildren grow up to continue in her derech as good
Jews.”

“Him, on the other hand . .. I don’t like his derech one little bit.”

Derech is a person’s manner, and often by implication the “correct Jew-
ish way.” The word derech, literally “way, path,” forms part of a whole
semantic family of words denoting the correct “path” in which to
“go.” Noah walked “with God,” Abraham walked “before Him.”

— %R~
Dérech érets Good manners, consideration for others

“Come on, show a bit of derech erets when an old person gets on the bus.”

Literally “way of the world,” derech erets can mean “worldly occupa-
tion”—and Torah im Derech Erets (Torah with Worldly Work) has
become the slogan and rallying cry of Modern Orthodox Judaism
opposed to an exclusively religious education, and associated in the
United States with graduates of Yeshiva University in New York. But
most commonly derech erets simply means good manners, extending to
include all those things that spell consideration for other people.
If the Messiah wants to come nicely, gently, with derech erets—we’ll wait for him.
If, however, he prefers to come gruffly, with trials and travails—let him be
so kind as to wait where he is.
Rabbi Meir of Primishlan

~ 9%
Devir tordh, pl. divréy tordh (Ashkenazi: Dvar tére, pl. divrey tére)
Brief speech on a religious topic

“Chayim, did you bring a dvar tore from school? OK, then say it now
before dessert.”
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Traditional Judaism is a devar torah culture, an oral way of life as well
as a written one. Torah is learned with a view to “telling it over” to
acquaintances, to parents, to children. At the center of this are all the
se’udot, the special meals on Sabbaths, festivals, or other kinds of reli-
gious celebration—at which the participants stand up after the meal,
between courses, or even during courses, and say a devar torah.

924 —

Devarim (Ashkenazi: Dev6rim) The Book of Deuteronomy

Devarim is the fifth and final book of the Torah, and takes its name
from the first phrase Ele ha-devarim, “These are the words. . . .” It
records the passing of Moses, and his sermons, songs, and blessings to
the Israelites before he died, and is read in synagogues in the summer
and early autumn.

The final scene, with Moses allowed one distant glimpse of the
Promised Land and then dying in an unknown grave, is moving in the
extreme, but custom dictates that the reading of Bereshit begin the
moment that Devarim has ended. Life must go on.

—92%

Devarim beg6 (Ashkenazi: Dvérim begéh) “There’s some logic to it”

Literally “there are things in it,” devarim bego is an ancient rabbinic
way of saying that something or other has a logic to it or that it's not
as crazy as it sounds.

~ 9%k -
Devekaiit (Ashkenazi: Dvéykes) Attachment to God

“He’s no run-of-the-mill Chasidic singer; he says the words with real
devekut.”

Devekut is a mystical concept, made familiar by the Chasidic move-
ment, of coming close to God by prayer and contemplation.

There are giants of faith, great souls, whose actual devekut is continuous.
These men are the pillars of the world.

-98% -

Rav Kook
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Din, pl. dinim (Ashkenazi: Dinim) Religious regulation
“You don’t learn the dinim of mourning until you have to.”

To the outsider, the sheer number of dinim that a traditional Jew
observes is mind-boggling. (And many traditional Jews will tell you
that they don’t really know half the dinim that they ought to.) But it’s
all to do with upbringing—and with the fact that the dinim are basi-
cally a gigantic system with its own philosophical logic. Rabbis may
spend their lives pondering the system. Meanwhile, before every festi-
val comes round, they give refresher courses on the dinim of Passover,
the dinim of Chanukah, and so on. And the bookstores in New York are
crammed with dinim books, dinim tapes, dinim software.

o

Dina de-malchiita dina (Ashkenazi: Dine de-malchiise dine) “The
law of the state is the law”

This famous Talmudic maxim (it’s actually in Aramaic, rather than
Hebrew) established for all times that Jews would accept the civil and
criminal laws of their host country as paramount.

—92%
Drash The applied meaning of a Scriptural text

“Come on now, what’s the drash of "You shall not boil a goat in its
mother’s milk’?”
See also Peshat, “The literal meaning.”

Drash is central to the ancient rabbis’ interpretations of the Bible. Over
and above the literal meaning of words (peshat), they saw other mean-
ings, often taking their cue from redundant words or letters, from the
use of a less common word or phrase, sometimes seeming to voice an
alternative unwritten tradition. These meanings are the drash.

Drash sometimes states a law, sometimes fills out a story. It's often
very beautiful. Generations of children have learned countless chunks
of it in Rashi (the classic Bible commentator) and adored it.

- %"‘ -
Drashd (Ashkenazi: Dréshe) Sermon, learned address

“Their son gave a great drasha at his Bar Mitzvah dinner. I wonder how
long it took them to write it for him.”
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The rabbi usually gives a drasha in synagogue midway through the ser-
vice, following the reading of the Torah. I knew a rabbi who gave his
drasha just before the end of the service, but that was soon the end of
him. The drasha is usually about the weekly Torah portion, except when
there’s a Bar Mitzvah boy, in which case the drasha 1s about him, his par-
ents, his extended family, and of course the weekly Torah portion.

In Orthodox circles, the Bar Mitzvah boy will probably give a drasha
of his own at the Bar Mitzvah dinner, a time-hallowed rite of passage
demonstrating his religious learning.

As the rabbi’s drasha dragged on, a rhythmic snoring suddenly floated through
the synagogue—ever so gentle, but enough to divert all minds and all eyes.
The rabbi turned red and glared at the shamash.

“Shamash!” he hissed. “Wake this man up and send him home!”

“Why should I have to wake him up?” the shamash retorted. “It was you
that put him to sleep, so you wake him up!”

Y

Dichen Recite the priestly blessing

“Jonathan’s a kohen so once he’s Bar Mitzvah he’ll be able to duchen in
synagogue.”
See Birkat Kohanim, “Priestly blessing.”

To duchen is to utter the Birkat Kohanim (priestly blessing) on the plat-
form in front of the Holy Ark. Duchan is “platform” in Hebrew, and
the Yiddishized or Anglicized forms “to duchen” and “duchening” have
become the customary words for the ceremony among Ashkenazi
Jews.

928~

Eché (Ashkenazi: Eycho) The Book of Lamentations
“All the campers sat on the ground and read Echa by flashlight.”

The word echa literally only means “how,” but it is nonetheless a word
that evokes stress, suffering, and gloom. It is the first word of the bib-
lical Book of Lamentations, depicting the Babylonian destruction of
the great city of Jerusalem and the exile of its population.

The Book of Echa is chanted to a doleful melody, sitting on the
ground in dimmed synagogues, on the gloomiest night of the year—
the night of the fast of Tisha be-Av that memorializes the calamity.
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How [echa] solitary sitteth the city, once so full of people!
Once great among peoples, now become a widow—
Once princess among nations, now put to forced labor!
The opening words of the Book of Echa (Lamentations)

As the night of Tisha-be-Av set in, dim figures sat on the bare floor of the dark-
ened synagogue, candles in their hands, lamenting the ruined Temple. The
reader unrolled the scrolt of Echa and began: “ Eycho yoshvo bodod . . . [how soli-
tary sitteth . . .]” And the fitures in turn intoned: Eycho yoshvo bodod . . .
But alone among them, Rabbi Avrohom the “Angel” exclaimed, “Eycho . . .”
and fell silent, his head between his knees. Hours later, long after the elegies
had faded away and the worshippers had trailed off home, Rabbi Abraham still
sat where he sat, his head between his knees. And that was how they found
him when they came the following morning, and it is said that he did not rise
that whole day until he had drained the cup of destruction to the bitter end.

—aff—

Echéd ba-peh ve-echdd ba-lev (Ashkenazi: Echod ba-peh ve-échod
ba-leyv) “He or she speaks with forked tongue”

This Talmudic expression is a nice blunt description of a hypocrite or
anyone else who speaks with forked tongue. Literally “One thing in
the mouth, another thing in the heart.”

—a2%

Egged Egged (Israeli bus cooperative)

It might appear somewhat capricious to include an Israeli bus cooper-
ative in such company as Echa and Eliyahu ha-Navi. But like kibbutzim
and falafel, the bus company that enjoys a near monopoly of Israel’s
public transportation leaves a deep mark on anyone who has set foot
in the country and can’t afford limos.

The dashing Egged driver, fingering his debonair mustache with
one hand while he takes money and punches out change with the
other, is reported to laugh all the way to Bank Leumi. But the public
love him, recalling how Egged responded to the military call-up for the
Six Day War by mobilizing every bus to ferry troops to the fighting.
And how many bus cooperatives can say that their name was
designed for them by the national poet (Chaim Nachman Bialik)? If 1
go on so long, it is because, as Ephraim Kishon has observed, Israel is
the only country in the world that is run by a bus cooperative.

. . . And some children have daddies who are Egged drivers.
They have a bus parked outside their house.

From an Israeli children’s song by Yonatan Gefen

— 9%k
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El Malé Rachamim (Ashkenazi: El Méley Richamim) EI Male
Rachamim memorial prayer

“Could you please say an EI Male Rachamim for my brother?”

El Male Rachamim is the short poignant memorial prayer recited by the
cantor on behalf of congregants who have lost a close relative. It is said
in the synagogue on the anniversary of a death, in the Yizkor service,
and at the burial or stone setting itself. The world has sadly grown
accustomed to images of military chaplains intoning EI Male Rachamim
at the funeral of soldiers or random victims of terror in the Holy Land.

Merciful God [E! Male Rachamim] in heaven, grant perfect repose beneath the
wings of the Divine Presence, in the ranks of the holy and pure, radiant as the
firmament, to the soul of ____ who has passed to the World eternal. May her
soul rest in Paradise. May the Merciful One protect her forever, and bind her
soul in the bond of life. The Lord is her heritage. May her resting place be
peace; and let us say Amen.

Translation of the El Male Rachamim prayer for a woman

—agt—

Eliydhu ha-Navi (Ashkenazi: Eliy6hu ha-Névi) The prophet Elijah

“Come on, we just can’t leave the problem till Eliyahu ha-Navi comes
and solves it!”

Eliyahu ha-Navi is the Jewish people’s troubleshooter. The fierce,
uncompromising biblical prophet, taken up to Heaven in a fiery char-
iot, is due to return to announce the Messiah—but meanwhile pays
lightning visits to scaolars and saints; and the front door is opened for
him on Passover night, just in case. One day he will even solve out-
standing problems in Jewish law. Jewish folklore adores him.

Eliyahu ha-Navi,

Eliyahu ha-Tishbi [the man from Tishbe]
Eliyahu ha-Giladi [the man from Gilead]
Soon may he come to us

With the Messiah, son of David.

Opening words of a popular Hebrew hymn marking the end of the Sabbath
-— %{, -

Elu va-élu divréy elokim chayim (Ashkenazi: Eylu vo-éylu divrey
eléhkim chdyim) “Both are the words of the Living God”

This Talmudic maxim is the bedrock of Torah study: In all the debate
and disagreement in the Talmud—about how to keep the laws, about
what the Torah is saying—there is in practice no right and wrong. The
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sages each had their reasons, and by virtue of the power of interpreta-
tion vested in them, one can say elu va-elu divrey elokim chayim.

And often, in listening to workaday rows and debates, Jews find
themselves saying elu va-elu . . . “I think you're both right.”

Rabbi Yisroel of Rizhyn was holding court. It was the eve of Shavuot, the festi-
val commemorating the Revelation of the Torah. Suddenly the rabbi spoke:

“My ancestor Dov Ber, the holy Maggid of Mezeritch, would often teach his
disciples Torah over the meal—but then, somehow, on their way back home,
they always discovered that they each remembered his words differently, and
each of them was adamant that Rabbi Dov Ber had meant it this way and this
way alone, even though what they said was often totally contradictory. You
might have thought that they would simply go back to the Maggid and ask
him, but when they did he only repeated: Eylu vo-eylu divrey elokim chayim.

“And yet again they thought it through, and this time it all made sense.
Yes, the Torah is at root one Torah. And yes, in the physical world, shivim
ponim la-torah (the Torah shows us seventy faces). But if you are able to con-
template one of these faces, you no longer need words of explanation—it is
the eternal face that is talking to you, directly and visually.”

—~92

Eldl (Ashkenazi: Elul) The month of Elul

Elul is the sixth month of the Jewish year, and coincides roughly with
August-September. There are no festivals, but instead Elul is the tradi-
tional time of preparation—physical and spiritual—for the High Holy
Days and the season of repentance.

—924 —
(The) Emek The Jezreel Valley

The FEmek—or, to use its full name, the Emek Yizre'el—is the agricul-
tural heartland of Israel, and an emotional heartland too. Once a vast
malarial swamp stretching across the country from Mt. Carmel in the
West to the edge of the Jordan Valley in the East, the Emek was pur-
chased and turned into a sea of villages, whose names (Ein Charod,
Bet Alpha, Nahalal) have become the stuff of song and legend.

The arm ploughs,

The blood gushes,

The rainbow’s colors have gone up in flames.
Light, light, light, light,

The whole Emek is drunk,

Gilboa and Tabor are locked in embrace! . . .

From a 1930s rhapsody to the Emek

—92% —
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Emét me-érets titsmach (Ashkenazi: Emes me-érets titsmach) “The
truth will out”

The Eighty-fifth Psalm provides the vivid proverb Emet me-erets tits-
mach, literally “truth sprouts from the ground”—and there’s no
known agent that can kill it.

—92% —

Emund (Ashkenazi: Emine) Belief (in God and the Torah)

“What his family had to go through was enough to try anyone’s
emuna.”

Emuna is the foundation stone of Judaism. It is often said that Judaism
is a religion of deed rather than belief. But emuna is crucial—as a
premise upon which the Torah is built: the first two of the Ten Com-
mandments (“I am the Lord your God . . . “ and “You shall have no
other gods . . . “) are a preamble to “Remember the Sabbath Day,”
“Thou shalt not steal,” and the rest.

From the same root, Hebrew forms the most universal Hebrew
word of all, amen.

The word emuna was on the lips of the masses as they went to their death in
the gas chambers. They sang a Hebrew lament to these words:

“I believe with perfect emuna in the coming of the Mashiach [Messiah], and
though he tarry I shall await him.” [The thirteenth and last of Maimonides'’s
Principles of Faith].

Y -

Enbrerd “There’s no alternative”

En brera verges on being the national slogan of Israel—a nation forced
into armed struggle, but constantly in need of convincing that there is
indeed no brera.

-924 -

En chadésh tichat ha-shimesh (Ashkenazi: Eyn chédosh tichas ha-
shémesh) “There is nothing new under the sun”

It's a mark of the influence that the Bible once had that this verse from
Kohelet (Ecclesiastes) is widely familiar in English. Jewish tradition
depicts King Solomon, the author of Kohelet, as an aging man who has
seen everything and studied everything—and developed a cynicism
to match. Whatever the philosophers may claim to be new, whatever
the followers of fashion may think is new, he’s seen it all before.
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All things are wearisome; no man can speak of them all.

Has the eye not seen enough, has the ear not heard enough?

What was is what will be,

And what has been done will be done again,

And there is nothing new under the sun [en chadash tachat ha-shamesh].

Book of Kohelet (Ecclesiastes)

En me’arvin simché be-simchi (Ashkenazi: Eyn me’drvin simcho be-
simcho) “One should not mix one celebration with another”

“What, honey, you got a raise too? That calls for double celebrations!
But let’s go out again tomorrow to celebrate it—En me‘arvin simcha be-
simcha.”

Life has few enough occasions for simcha (joy, celebration) as it is, so
the Talmud advises us to eke them out, and not to celebrate them all
at once. Thus Jews do not wed on Skabbat or on festivals.

928~

Erets Yisraél, also spelled Eretz Yisraél (Ashkenazi: Erets Yisroel)
The Land of Israel

“Yitzhak isn’t here, he’s in Erels Yisroel for his sister’s wedding.”

For over 2,000 years, since the close of Bible times, Erets Yisrael was the
name by which Jews the world over knew their tiny land, or plain
Erets. Names like Palestina were alien. In 1948, after hurried consulta-
tions (funny how people leave things to the last minute), it was
decided to name the newborn Jewish State Medinat Yisrael, “the State
of Israel”—but to this day, many Ultraorthodox Jews in the United
States and elsewhere, whether out of custom or out of objection to
Israeli secularism, still call it Erets Yisroel.

And why Yisrael? Because Yisrael, meaning “overcoming a mighty
force,” was the name given to Jacob following his struggle with an
angel—and his descendants, from the outset, were called Bnei Yisrael
“children of Israel” or simply Yisrael, “Israel.”

When Yisrael [the Jewish People] are worthy, the land is called Erets Yisrael;
when they are unworthy, it is called Erets Kenaan [The Land of Canaan].
The Zohar

Erets Yisrael is not something apart from the soul of the Jewish people; it is no
mere national possession, serving as a means of unifying our people and but-
tressing its material, or even its spiritual, survival. Erets Yisrael is part of the
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very essence of our nationhood; it is bound organically to its very time and
inner being. Human reason, even at its most sublime, cannot begin to under-
stand the unique holiness of Erets Yisrael.

92k -

Rav Kook

Erev Eve of
“Don’t forget that the buses will stop running early on Erev Pesach.”

Eve of any festival or Sabbath is called erev. As the Sabbath or festival
always starts just before sundown, erev anything is a bit hectic, espe-
cially in Israel. Buses and trains stop early, and before they stop they’ll
have filled up with crowds of people trying at the last moment to get
to their Uncle Moshe and Aunt Sonia at the other end of the country.

- 9%k~
Erev Shabbit (Ashkenazi: Erev Shibes) Friday up until sundown

“Look, today’s Erev Shabbat so how can I possibly take the car in to be
fixed?”

In a traditional household, Erev Shabbat is something like D day minus
one: At some point on Friday—it may be 4:36, it may be 7:55—Shabbat
will commence. It never seems to matter how long Erev Shabbat is or
how short. All the food will have to have been cooked, all the rooms
cleaned, all the necessary clothes ironed, all time switches set. Then,
ignition: The Shabbat candles will be lit, the men and children will
leave for synagogue, and the homemaker will sink into her armchair.
She has got through another Erev Shabbat.

Those Erev Shabbat afternoons were nicer than all other days of the week. On
all other days a child is bound to his books, and his heart and eyes are not his
own; if he as much as raises his head from the book, he gets the big stick. On
Erev Shabbat after midday, he is free from studies. He can do whatever he fan-
cies, and no one will stop him. Were there not such a thing as lunch, the
world would be one big Paradise.

—928% -

Erv (Ashkenazi: Eruv) Area in which a token enclosure enables one
to carry on the Sabbath

S.Y. Agnon

“I don’t know if you can walk over to them with the baby carriage.
The eruv may not extend that far.”
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Had someone—it is traditionally said to have been King Solomon, and
I can well believe it—not invented the eruv, Orthodox Jews would find
themselves sitting indoors on the Sabbath, never able to take their
babies out for a walk or to take anything to a friend. For nothing may
be carried in the public domain on the Sabbath. The ingenious answer
was to turn public space into shared private space, enabling everyone
to carry. How? By creating a token enclosure, using overhead wires
and the like. The whole Jewish neighborhood in places like Antwerp,
Manbhattan, and Jerusalem has been made into an eruv.

Seen on bumper stickers in an Orthodox London neighborhood:
We want an Eruv now!
—-924 —

Eshet chdyil (Ashkenazi: Eyshes chdyil) Superwoman
“You know, Morry, you really have an eshet chayil there.”

Literally “woman of value (or valor).” It's a compliment. There may be
an equivalent compliment that women can apply to men, but I can't
think of it at the moment. (A hunk is normally referred to in Israel as a
gever, but it’s not quite the same thing.)

In some Orthodox communities, a pale equivalent of the Bar
Mitzvah celebration has evolved, called Bat Chayil.

An eshet chayil who can find, for her value is far beyond rubies!
The Bible, Proverbs
-99% -

Et chata’dy ani mazkir hay6m (Ashkenazi: Es chatéay 4ni mazkir
hayéhm) “At the risk of reminding you of my past blunders”; “1
have a confession to make . ..”

If you want to own up to something, or confess it once again—partic-
ularly in lighthearted vein—there’s nothing so endearing as to use the
very words of Pharoah’s chief butler in the Book of Genesis (remem-
ber? Pharoah threw him in the dungeon): “I make mention of my sins

this day ..."
—9%% -

Et sef6d ve-et rek6d (Ashkenazi: Eys sef6hd ve-eys rekéhd) “There’s
a time to mourn and a time to dance”

Familiar lines from the biblical Book of Kohelet (Ecclesiastes)—do not
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mix moods. Where there’s rejoicing, rejoice; where there’s mourning,

mourn.
92k —

Etr6g (Ashkenazi: Esreg) The citren fruit

“Larry, hold the etrog in your left hand, and all the others in your
right, and shake them.”

It's rather daft, I'll admit, to translate etrog as citron fruit, as no one
who hasn't seen an etrog will know what a citron fruit is either. It looks
like something between a lemon and a lime, but it comes from special
localities like Israel or Morocco, smells out of this world, and can eas-
ily cost $40. The etrog is one of the four special species (arba minim)
that are waved in the synagogue on the festival of Sukkot. Among
other things, Sukkot is a water festival, and the etrog tree is nothing if
not thirsty.

Not to mention the respect we Jews have there. No people are as honored and
exalted there as the Jew. A Jew's a big shot there. It's a mark of distinction to
be a Jew. On Sukot you can meet Jews carrying etrogim and lulavim even on
Fifth Avenue. And they’re not even afraid of being arrested . . .

Sholom Aleichem

-9 -

Ets4 (Ashkenazi: Eytse) A piece of advice, a suggestion
“My car won't start first thing. Can you give me an etsa?”

To give an etsa is as much a good deed as to give tsedaka (charity).
That's probably why, for so many centuries, the Hebrew word etsa fig-
ured in Yiddish, and now in English—it’s a Jewish value word.

The more etsa, the more tevuna [sense].
The Talmud, Avot

It is easier to give an etsa to others than to oneself.

—92R —

Ezehu chachim? Ha-loméd mi-kol adém (Ashkenazi: Eyzehu ché-
chom? Ha-l6hmed mi-kol 6dom) “The wise learn from everyone”

Rabbi Nachman of Bratzlav

Literally “Who is wise? Someone who learns from everyone.” This
Talmudic maxim is a reminder that the wise and learned, though in
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many ways the Jewish elite, cannot live apart from the community.
Wisdom is with the people.

—92%

Ezrit nashim (Ashkenazi: Ezras n6shim) Women's section in a syna-
gogue

“I take it that the lady waving down to you from the ezrat nashim is
your wife.”

The main difference between Orthodox synagogues and all others is
the ezrat nashim. The former have it; the latter don't.

The basic idea is that women at prayer should be physically sepa-
rated from men. This can take the form of a simple low partition (see
mechitsa), although in many older synagogues there is a women'’s
gallery. Some communities believe in making women not only inac-
cessible but also invisible, by means of netting, lattices, and so on. In
Chasidic prayer houses (shtiebls), they sit in a separate room, making
them inaudible too.

-924 —
Faldfel Falafel (chick-pea croquettes)
“So we'll meet by the falafel bar at 2:30.”

Until the pizza invasion, falafel was the sizzling king of the Israeli
street. I won’t go into whether it’'s made from beans or peas or
peanuts and of what color precisely—although one falafel boss swore
to me that making it from beans will turn your blood to water—but
it’s there to be stuffed into your pitta bread and to make you think
you're eating something vaguely healthy between meals. (That's the

techina.)
—-92R -

Frayer [rhymes with “higher”], pl. fradyerim Sucker

“When I first arrived here, I must admit I was a bit of a frayer. Now I
wouldn’t let myself be taken in by the realtors.”

The only Hebrew word in this book to begin with f (apart from falafel).
But is it Hebrew? Yes. The Israelis inherited frayer from Yiddish and
there isn’t a schoolchild in Israel—Sephardi, Ashkenazi, Yemenite, or
Ethiopian—who doesn’t know the word.
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Frayerim range from anyone who believes that the price tag in the
Israeli store window is the storekeeper’s final word to anyone who
has faith in the United Nations.

Question: Why did the chicken refuse to cross the road?
Answer: Because he wasn’t a fr[a]yer.

924~

Gabdy (Ashkenazi: Gdbe) Synagogue official

Yaacov Kirschen

“Son, a rabbi’s no job for a Jewish boy—-be a gabay.”

The gabay is a kind of master of ceremonies in the synagogue: making
announcements, deciding who to call to the reading of the Torah, and
perhaps who to invite to be reader, shaking hands with them all, per-
haps frowning or tut-tutting here or there.

In British synagogues, the gabay is commonly styled “warden” and
frequently wears (“sports” might be the mot juste) a black top hat,
taller than the rabbi’s and probably deliberately so.

Y

Galéch, pl. galachim (Ashkenazi: Galech, pl. galéchim) Christian
priest

“Did you hear the one about the rabbi, the galach, and the commissar?”

The Torah forbids Jews to shave their sideburns off, leaving a circular
hairline. The hairline of medieval priests and their tonsure (remember
Friar Tuck?) just cried out for the name gulach, “shaven one.” Hairlines
change, but the word is still with us today.

Y .

(The) Galil The Galilee

The northern hill country of Israel is called the Galil. Rain-drenched,
green, and mercifully rural, it manages to conjure up images of Kab-
balists of Tsefat and quaint Druze villages—but also brutal gun battles
in which many early settlers perished, among them the legendary
Yosef Trumpeldor.

Upon a hill,

There in the Galil,

Sits a watchman,
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In his mouth a flute.
He plays a shepherd’s song
To the lamb, to the kid,
To the wandering foal . ..
From a Hebrew ballad extolling the death of Yosef Trumpeldor

— 9%k —

Galiat (Ashkenazi: Géles) Exile (from the Land of Israel)

“There are so many kosher stores here that it’s hard to remember
you're in Galut.”

Galut is a rare case of something that is absolutely meaningless unless
you don’t want it. It is the sense that for Jews to be living all around
the world is abnormal, and that they should be back in their land and
living by their laws. Many Zionists use the word Galut in a secular
sense; but this, to religious Jews, is precisely the worst form of Galut.

Galut is nowhere near as bad as the spirit of Galut.
Yehuda Ha-Levi

Whether or not it is aware of it, this people is always living on ground that
may at any moment give way beneath its feet. Every symbiosis it enters upon
is treacherous. Every alliance in its history contains an invisible terminating
clause; every union with other civilizations is informed with a secret divisive
force. It is this inescapable sense of insecurity which we have in mind when
we designate the Jewish Diaspora as Galut.

~a2R -

Gam zu le-tovd (Ashkenazi: Gam zu le-t6hve) “It’s all for the best”

Martin Buber

“So someone else got the job then? Well, don’t worry yourself over it,
gam zu le-tova.”

Rabbi Akiva was once on a journey. Reaching a certain town, he asked
around for a place to lodge, but no one would take him in. “Oh well,” he said
to himself, “Everything the Lord does is for the best.” And he made to bed
down in the fields. With him, he had a donkey, a rooster to wake him at
dawn, and a lamp to study by. But a gust of wind blew out the lamp. Then a
cat gobbled up the rooster. And the poor ass fell victim to a lion.

“Oh well,” said Rabbi Akiva to himself, “Everything the Lord does is for
the best.”

That night, troops came and took the townsfolk captive.

“Well, well,” said Rabbi Akiva. “Everything the Lord does is indeed for
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the best. Had the lamp been burning, or had the rooster crowed, or had the
donkey brayed, would not I have been discovered and captured too?”
The Talmud, Berachot

Gan Eden (Ashkenazi: Gan Eydn) Heaven; the Garden of Eden
“Great-grandma’s not here anymore. She’s in Gan Eden.”

Gan Eden seems to be in two places: It's spoken of as the physical place
where humankind started its career. It's also the spiritual place in which
the saintly and hopefully the less-than-saintly find eternal peace—Olam
ha-Ba, “the World to Come,” in other words.

When I am called to the World of Truth, I shall prefer Gehinom [Hell] to Gan
Eden. Gehinom is where the sufferers are.

-92%

Gandv, pl. ganavim (Ashkenazi: Génev, pl. ganévim) Thief
Genevi (Ashkenazi: Genéyve) Theft

Rabbi Moshe Leib of Sasov

“Take your hands out of the cookie jar, you little ganav.”

“I don’t feel right about using the firm’'s phone like this—it's kind of
geneva.”

From the sound of things, the Ten Commandments have placed theft
and murder on an equal footing: lo tirtsach, “you shall not murder” and
Io tignov, “you shall not steal.” But in fact, the Talmud teaches, the con-
text makes it plain that theft here means a capital offense, namely kid-
napping. Ordinary geneva was a bad thing, but no one got the chop for it.

It isn’t the rodent that’s the gunav, it’s the hole that’s the ganav.
The Talmud, Gittin

Even as he breaks in, the ganav prays for help from on high.
The Talmud, Berachot

If a ganav kisses you, count your teeth.
The Talmud, Chullin

There are seven things we can learn from a ganav:
A ganav works late into the night.
What a ganav can’t do one night, he will attempt again the next.
Ganavim love one another.
A ganav will risk his life for the merest bagatelle.
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A ganav will sell even costly things for next to nothing,
A ganav will suffer untold beatings for his thieving while denying all
knowledge.
A ganav wouldn’t exchange his profession for any other.
Rabbi Dov Ber of Mezeritch
-9 -

Gaoén (Ashkenazi: Géen) Genius
“I remember his father at yeshiva. Now he was a real gaon .. .”

To be called a gaon once meant not just that you had a brilliant mind but
that you had used it to acquire a phenomenal command of the Torah.
The gaon who towered above all gaonim was the late eighteenth century
uncrowned king of Ashkenazi Jewry, Rabbi Elijah, the “Vilna Gaon.”
Nowadays, in Israel, the word has been secularized. You only have
to be a “genius.” With tens of thousands of Russian academics and
unemployed chess masters flooding into the country, one might say “a

mere gaon.”
T -

Garinim Seeds (especially sunflower seeds)
“Hey, someone’s been cracking garinim everywhere!”
Some Israelis sleep better because of their tilim gariniim (nuclear mis-
siles). But what keeps most of them calm is their garinim. You buy
them by the thousands and crack them into millions, in Egged buses,
in cinemas, in the street, and in the privacy of your own home.
Garinim are really, really healthy too—a symbol of the new Levan-
tine Jew.

Bilingual sign in all Egged buses:

The English: No dropping litter
The Hebrew:  lo lefatseach garinim [no seed cracking]

—a2%—

Gashmiiit (Ashkenazi: Gdshmies) Material pleasure; plushness,
materialism

“They’ve built it up into a beautiful kibbutz, I know, but there’s a little
bit too much gashmiut for my liking.”

For gashmiut, see what I say about ruchniut (spirituality). The impor-
tant thing is that Judaism and Jews have generally liked a bit of
both——and why not?
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If you know a little bit of Hebrew and you also know what the cli-
mate in Israel is like, you might think gasimiut has something to do
with geshem (rain). In fact, it doesn’t.

There is no gashmiut that does not contain sparks of ruchniut [spirituality].
Rabbi Elimelech of Lizhensk

From an invitation for Shabbat dinner that I once received:
You bring the ruchniut, well provide the gashmiut.

-9tk -
Gazlén, pl. gazlanim (Ashkenazi: Gazlen, pl. gazlénim) Robber

“Don’t use that travel agency anymore. They’re real gazlanim.”

Who's worse, asks the ancient Midrash, the gazlan (robber), who takes
by force, or the ganav (thief), who takes by stealth? The answer is the
ganav. In taking by stealth, he clearly fears the €yes of man more than
he fears the eyes of God. Whereas the gazlun, bless him, at least fears
the two of them equally little.

A luckless Jew once heard that one could make a living as a gazlan. He decided,
“I'll be a gazlan too.” He donned coarse sacking, took a hatchet and his tallit and
tefilin, and made for the woods. The day wore on, and nobody came. Before the
sun set, he decided to say Mincha (afternoon prayers)—and suddenly along
came another Jew. Not wishing to halt his prayers, he motioned to the other to
wait. The other, seeing a Jew in sacking at prayer, naturally obliged. Finishing
his prayers, the gazlan shouted, “I'm a gazlan! Your money or your life!”

“Are you crazy?” said the other. I'm a poor man, with a wife and kids.
Take one rouble.” The would-be gazlan reflected upon this.

“OK, gimme one rouble then.”

“ A whole rouble?” said the other. “Do you take me for a Rothschild?”

“OK, a cigarette.”

“Firstly, I don’t smoke. Second, where shall I find a cigarette in a forest?”

“Some snuff, then?” pleaded the gazlan.

“OK, snuff I'll give you.” And off he ambled, leaving the gazlan to recon-
sider his decision.

-9~

Gehiném (Ashkenazi: Gehinem) Hell

“These people who smoke in front of their kids, they should all go to
Gehinem!”

See Gan Eden.

Although it would be nice to report that Hell is a very different place
than Gehinom, I must confess that they seem to be on the same street.
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The Talmud talks of the fires of Gehinom where the souls of the wicked
are smelted, some of them forever, while the souls of the righteous or
semirighteous go to Gan Eden.

Said Chizkiya: “The wicked are condemned to twelve months in Gehinom: six
months of heat and six months of cold.”
The Midrash on Genesis

To speak obscenities is to dig Gehinom deeper.
The Talmud, Shabbat

The Rizhyner Rebbe said, “They can’t punish me with anything. Because if
God says to me to go to Gehinem, I will do it. So they just can’t punish me
with anything.”

—924 —
Gelild (Ashkenazi: Glile) Binding and bedecking of the Torah scroll

“Excuse me, Mr. Stein, could you do gelila, please?”

Ashkenazi Jews have the parchment of the Sefer Torah (Torah scroll)
mounted on two stout wooden rollers. After reading from it, they tie it
tightly with a sash, and cover the whole thing with an artfully embroi-
dered cloth.

The honor of tying and dressing the Sefer Torah after the reading is
called gelila. It calls for deft hands and nimble footwork—and yet, for
some reason I've never been able to fathom, gelila is typically given to
kids.

Sephardim, by contrast, keep the Sefer Torah permanently housed in
a solid box, even when reading from it.

—-9%R —
Gemir chatimd tova! (Ashkenazi: Gmar chasime téhve!) “A good
final sealing!” (greeting between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur)
“Have an easy fast, Michael, and gemar chatima tova!”

Literally “a good final sealing,” this is a traditional greeting still used
by Orthodox Jews from Rosh Hashanah (the New Year and Day of
Judgment) up until Yom Kippur (the day on which the Divine verdict
for the coming year is sealed).

-8

Gemara (Ashkenazi: Gmére) Another name for the Talmud

“If your son’s twelve, he should be starting Gemara soon.”
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See also Talmud and Shas.

The Gemara is the usual traditional name for that vast anthology of
Jewish law and lore otherwise known as the Talmud (see entry).

Studying Gemara is a lifetime’s task. It has no end—and any outsider
faced with a page of Gemara with no vowel marks, no paragraphs, and
no commas or periods would say that it couldn’t possibly have a
beginning either. And yet they study it (or as the expression goes,
“learn” it), the swaying, chanting ten-year-olds in Jerusalem or Bor-
ough Park—arguing over such timeless issues as whether an ox that
gores has to be put to death (for ox, read pit-bull terrier) and whether
rival claimants to lost property need to make a sworn affidavit.

And what seemed impossible fifty years ago is happening. In the
most unlikely places, like Israeli army bases and Manhattan board
rooms, teenagers and adults are rediscovering their roots in it. And
prestigious international publishers are bringing it out in deluxe
Hebrew-English versions.

Gemara is the ultimate mind-expander.

o

Gematria System for calculating the numerical value of Hebrew
words

“Quiet! I'm working out the gematriz of the bride and bridegroom'’s
names.”

As with ghosts, you can’t remain indifferent to Gematria—either it
takes you or it irritates you. Gematria is an ancient mystical system of
assigning numerical values to Hebrew words in various ways—for
example, the first letter of the alphabet, alef, counts as 1, the second let-
ter bet counts as 2, and so on—and then taking the sum iotal, finding
another word that has the same total, and deriving some significance
from this.

A famous example from the Talmud is the word for pregnancy, her-
ayon. Its gematrig value is 271, and that, remarkably, is the average
duration (in days) of a pregnancy!

Some people, by no means mystics, seem to spend all their time
playing around with gematria. And during the Gulf War, it was duly
noted that the gematria of Saddam Hussein (spelled in Hebrew, of
course) is equivalent to “Amalekite.”

928~
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Gemiliit Chasadim (Ashkenazi: Gemilus Chasédim) Good deeds

“Every Sunday they go to do gemilut chasadim for senior citizens in the
Bronx.”

The word chasadim, “kindnesses,” comes from the same root as Chasidim.

“What's more important?” asked the ancient rabbis, “Doing gemilut
chasadim (good deeds) or giving tsedaka (monetary charity)?” Surely
gemilut chasadim, which everyone, rich or poor, can do by giving of
their time. And the modern world surely makes us more stingy with
our time than with our money.

Many know the duty of tsedeka and its rewards but do not know the greatness
of gemilut chasadim. There are four kinds of gemilut chasadim: (a) To speak
warmly to the poor and cheer them up, (b) to lend them money, (c) to give
them advice, (d) to encourage the public to do likewise.

Rabbi Yonah of Gerondi

Upon three things the World stands: Torah study, worship, and gemilut
chasadim.
The Talmud, Avot

- q,%g -
Genevad. See Ganiv.
- q,e,og -

Ger, pl. gerim; fem. Giy6ret (Ashkenazi: Giyores) A convert to
Judaism

“Is it Rachel’s friend from college who's studying with the rabbi to
become a giyoret?”

You can go a long time without hearing the words ger or giyoret. There
are very few, despite the fact that there were once hundreds of thou-
sands, and some of the most famous figures were descended from
gerim—Rabbi Akiva, for instance. For many centuries, Jews have been
exceedingly wary about seeming to encourage gerim. It has so often
spelled death at the stake. And old fears die hard.

Nowadays, unfortunately, giyur (“conversion”) is controversial for a
quite different reason: There is traditional Orthodox giyur and there is
now non-Orthodox giyur. While the State of Israel vacillates about
whether officially to accept both, protestors in the streets of Jerusalem
brandish banners insisting “Giyur ka-Halacha! ” (Orthodox conversion).

Gerim are beloved to God.
The Midrash
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Abraham and Sarah were the first gerim. For this reason, all male gerim are
called Abraham and all female gerim are called Sarah.

— 9%k~

Rabbi Chaim ben Attar

Get Deed of Divorce
“Did he give her a get, or is he making problems?”

For a couple to divorce, Jewish Law requires that he give her a docu-
ment called a get, written to a traditional formula. No evidence of
wrongdoing or marital breakdown is required, but the regulations
surrounding the get itself are very stringent. Remarkably, the two let-
ters, gimel and tet, of the word get never appear together in the Torah.

A septuagenarian came to a rabbi: “Rabbi, I want to give my wife a get.”

The rabbi couldn’t believe it. “ After so many years, all of a sudden?”

“Rabbi, it’s like this. A week after the wedding I wanted to give her a get,
but my in-laws said: ‘It'll shame us all—give it a few weeks.”

“I did, but she gets pregnant. My in-laws say: ‘Don’t give her a get now,
wait till the birth.’

“I1 did, and waited till she weaned. But then she was pregnant again! And
again and again. When that was over, they said: ‘Don't give her a get now,
you have daughters to marry off.” Well, I had quite a few daughters, so that
took a while—but yesterday I married the last one off.

“So now wish me Mazel tov! . . . and write me out a get.”

9%

Ge'uld (Ashkenazi: Ge'dile) Redemption

“... and may we all be spared to see the Geula speedily in our own
days.”

The Ge’ula is the final, Messianic redemption of the Jewish People
from dispersion and aversion, and their wholehearted return to the
ways of the Torah.

We trust that in this zechus [merit] we will soon all merit the Geula Shelema.
Conclusion of a letter asking for charitable donations

Lord of the Universe!
I beg of You, send Ge’ula to the Jewish People.
And if You do not so wish, then at least send Ge’ula to the Nations.
Rabbi Yisroel of Koznitz

~928—
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Girsa de-yankiita (Ashkenazi: Girse de-ydnkuse) Knowledge
acquired in one’s youth

Trying to recall the girsa de-yankuta that you got from math and his-
tory lessons in school, you may wonder what it’s all worth. But girsa
de-yankuta is highly prized when it is the knowledge of Torah acquired
in one’s youth through an intensive traditional education. Girsa de-
yankuta stays with you. It is deemed by the Talmud to be more solid
than the knowledge gained in adulthood, let alone old age—like ink
on clean paper as against ink on erased paper.

-9~
Gold Diaspora
“There are estimated to be half a million Israelis living in the Gola.

The word Gola is at the core of the Zionist worldview. The biblical
word for exile, it has come to denote the Jewish Diaspora seen as
something abnormal waiting to be restored to its homeland. Israeli
emissaries use it a lot. When planning a trip to London or L.A., how-
ever, ordinary Israelis prefer to say chuts la-arets, “overseas.”

There is another word for exile, galut. But this is typically charged
with religious overtones, connoting exile from the Divine Presence.

~92R -

Gélem (literally “raw, embryonic”) Artificial human created by mys-
tics; imbecile

“I give up on him—he’s a complete and utter golem.”

The poor golem has led a schizoid existence. On the one hand, he’s the
real-life human (without spirit or speech) materialized or envisioned
by medieval mystics, and by legend summoned up from clay to
defend the Jews of Prague (as so beautifully retold by Elie Wiesel and
Bashevis Singer) but liable to turn on his creator.

On the other, he's a dufus, an imbecile, a shlemiel.

At the Weizmann Institute in Israel, there’s another golem—a main-
frame computer.

They told the Chasidic leader, Rabbi Menachem Mendl of Kotzk, about a
wonder worker who knew how to make a golem.
“Ah,” he said, “but does he know how to make a Chasid?”

I am not exaggerating when I say that the Golem story appears less obsolete
today than it seemed 100 years ago. What are the computers and robots of our
time if not golems?

Isaac Bashevis Singer
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There are seven qualities in a golem [idiot] and seven qualities in a chacham
[wise man}:

The chacham doesn’t speak where there is someone wiser than he, doesn’t
interrupt others nor answer hastily, asks and answers correctly and to the
point, speaks to each point in order, and where he has not learned he says, “1
have not learned.” The golem does precisely the opposite.

-9k -
Goy, pl. Goyim (Ashkenazi: pl. Géyim) Gentile

The Talmud, Avot

“His father was a Goy and his mother’s Jewish? Then he’s Jewish.”

Goy is not a word that a Jew will readily use in Gentile company. It
isn’t exactly complimentary—but nor is it a term of abuse hurled at
other people (or else I wouldn’t have it here). It just represents the
coolness that has accumulated over the centuries.

A warmer word is non-Jew. Interestingly, the word Gentile is little
used by Jews.

It is not important what the Goyim are saying but what Jews are doing.
David Ben-Gurion, first prime minister of Israel

-9~

Hachnasit kald (Ashkenazi: Hachndses kile) Support for poor girls
to get married

“Good evening. I've come for hachnasat kala for girls in Israel.”

A traditional part of giving tsedaka (charity) is giving toward hachnasat
kala, literally “marrying off a bride.” To get Jewish girls married off has
always been at the top of the agenda—and for girls without means,
that involves raising money for the trousseau, and perhaps for a bit
more besides. In Orthodox circles today, appeals are always coming in
and meshulachim (fund-raisers) always going out for hachnasat kala.

- °a%‘¥; -
Hachnasit orchim (Ashkenazi: Hachndses 6rchim) Hospitality

“We were in this synagogue in Athens, and at least five people came
up to offer us hachnasat orchim.”

Every first grader in Jewish school probably knows the story of Abra-
ham sitting out in the noonday sun to find passersby to accept his
hachnasat orchim. On a Shabbat evening in the old days, when you
looked around the synagogue, you would always see some stranger,
some traveller miles from home—and you'd rejoice that you and your
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wife and children could now perform hachnasat orchim (literally “bring-
ing in guests”). Even today, the mark of a real Jewish home is surely
the readiness to do hachnasat orchim for all comers.

Hachnasat orchim is greater than receiving the Shechina [Divine Presence].
The Talmud, Shevuot

—agg -

Hadasim (Ashkenazi: Haddsim) Myrtle twigs

“Be careful not to handle the hadasim—I don’t want the leaves to fall
off.”

See arba minim, “Four Species.”

The hadasim are the third of the Four Species (arba minim) traditionally
waved during the prayers on the harvest festival of Sukkot. Why myr-
tle? Well, there are many possible reasons (as so often with Jewish
laws and customs, there is no one official reason), but what counts is
that the hadasim should be physically kosher, with the leaves twining in
triplets along the twig.

—a%f

Haftara (Ashkenazi: Haftére) Weekly recitation from the Prophets
“Oh Bettie, your Norman read his Haftore so beautifully!”
See Maftir.

To the regular synagogue goer, Haftara has entirely different associa-
tions than to those who go only for Bar Mitzvahs or other special days.

The regulars will be aware that readings from the Torah are rounded
off with a relevant chapter or two from the Prophets—the Haftara. You
don’t have to be a professional to read the Haftara, as it’s normal to read
from a regular Bible, with the vowels and singing notes provided. Any-
one may be invited to do it.

To others, however, the Haftara connotes a Bar Mitzvah, and the Bar
Mitzvah boy’s performance of a lifetime. He will probably (if he’s up
to it) have spent a full six months on the wording and chanting, and
his father and mother will by this time probably know the whole Haf-
tara by heart too. Very nice.

—at -
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Hagadd, commonly spelled Haggadah (Ashkenazi: Hagéde) (Book
of the) Passover story

“Every year, I seem to get more stains on my Haggadah—if it's not
wine, it’s charoset.”

Haggadah essentially meant “narration.” Today it refers to the Passover
story, par excellence, as set down in the time-hallowed blend of narra-
tive, commentary, song, and prayer that is called the Haggadah. No
other Hebrew book has been published in so many forms and with
such rich illustration. You can read it in Hebrew or in any language
you wish, but the old Hebrew words of songs like Adir Hu and Chad
Gadya continue to exert a fascination. And of course there’s Ma Nish-
tana, the Four Questions.

Who but fools would not think of Hitler and Stalin as they read the verse in
the Hagada, “Pour out Thy wrath upon the nations that knew Thee not!”
Emanuel Rackman

—o2f -

Hagbahd (Ashkenazi: Higbe) Raising aloft of the Torah scroll
“He’s a massive man—the sort that always gets asked to do hagbe.”

After the kriat ha-Torah (reading of the Torah), the scroll is opened
again and lifted briefly aloft for all to see. This is called hagbaha, and
it’s an honor for whomever is invited to do it, a struggle if his biceps
and deltoids aren’t in good shape (a Torah scroll can be extremely
heavy), and a fleeting excitement for the congregation who are hoping
against hope that he won't drop it. Custom requires the entire congre-
gation to fast if ever a Torah scroll is dropped, chas ve-shalom.
N.B.: Sephardim do hagbaha before kriat ha-Torah.

—agf -

Ha-Kadésh Bariich Hu (Ashkenazi: Ha-Kédesh Bérchu) The
Almighty

“Ha-Kodesh Borchu must have been watching over me . ..”

There are many sacred names of God that religious Jews only use in
prayer or study. But there are also many “nonsacred” alternatives.
One of the most popular is Ha-Kadosh Baruch Hu, literally “The Holy
One, Blessed Be He,” in use for at least 2,000 years. (See also ha-Shem
and Ribono shel Olam.)
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“Where does Ha-Kadosh Baruch Hu dwell?” the Rebbe of Kotzk once asked
some visitors.

“The whole universe is full of His glory!” they replied.

“No, no,” he explained. “Ha-Kadosh Baruch Hu dwells just where you let

Him in.”
— -

Hakaf6t (Ashkenazi: Hakéfes) Circle dancing on Simchat Torah

“We went to Hakafot in three different synagogues—and look how
many candies I got!”

On the evening of the Simchat Torah festival, synagogues fill with young
people, old people, toddlers under foot, for the Hakafot—the dancing
with the Torah scrolls. Seven times they circle the synagogue, officiaily,
singing ancient words of praise. But they’ll make at least a hundred
extra circuits, singing or yelling every Hebrew song they know. Chil-
dren may wave little flags with apples or the remains of apples stuck on
top. The whole affair is repeated the following morning.

In the old Soviet Union of Khrushchev and Brezhnev, the Simchat
Torah Hakafot at Moscow’s Arkhipova Street synagogue was for years
the one occasion when young Jews dared to demonstrate their Jew-

ishness.
9%k~

Halacha (Ashkenazi: Haléche) Jewish law

“Look, Liz, the Halacha doesn’t say that we have to make a big Bar
Mitzvah!”

The Halacha, literally “the way,” is the vast body of Jewish law—cov-
ering everything from prayer to child custody—laid down in the
Torah and by subsequent generations of rabbis. Together with the
Agada, the philosophical teachings, it makes up what we know as
Judaism.

Alongside Halacha there are also many minhagim, local variations
and later customs.

The word Halacha sometimes makes the headlines—see the entry
ger, “convert.”

The Halacha is not at all concerned with a transcendent world. The world to
come is a tranquil, quiet world that is wholly good, wholly everlasting, and
wholly eternal, wherein a man will receive the reward for the command-
ments which he performed in this world. However, the receiving of a reward
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is not a religious act; therefore, halachic man prefers the real world to a tran-
scendent existence because here, in this world, a man is given the opportunity
to create, act, accomplish. . ..

Joseph B. Soloveitchik

Halacha is the string, Agada is the bow. When the string is tight, the bow will
evoke a melody.
Abraham Joshua Heschel

— 928 —

Halél (Ashkenazi: Hilel) Psalms of praise
“The cantor sang such a beautiful tune during Halel.”

Some parts of the service are introspective, some are cerebral. Halel is
joy. These exuberant chapters from the Book of Psalms are sung in the
synagogue on almost every festival, and around the family table dur-
ing the Seder service. They are also widely sung on two modern-day
festivals, Yom ha-Atsma’ut (Israeli Independence Day) and Yom Yerusha-
layim (Jerusalem Liberation Day).

928~

Halevdy! [rhymes with “sigh”] “I just wish!”

“I'll be happy if he just finds a nice girl and settles down.”
“Halevay!”

Halevay! has been doing the rounds for two millenia, and it still distills
the force of any wish or prayer. Might it be some special quality in that
combination of vowels and consonants? Ay ... Vay ... Levay . .. Of the
combinatory powers of the Hebrew letters, here is not the place to
talk.

—a8—

Ha-motsi me-chaveré alav ha-raayé (Ashkenazi: Ha-méhtsi me-
chavéyro élov ha-rdayo) “He who would extract something from his
fellow must furnish the proof”

This classic principle in Jewish Law is reminiscent of the English
maxim “Possession is nine-tenths of the law.” In a case of dispute, it is
the person holding something who can be assumed to be the owner,
unless there are witnesses or documents to prove otherwise.

—92i—~
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Har ha-Bdyit (Ashkenazi: Har ha-Bdyis) The Temple Mount

“From their apartment in the Old City they have a wonderful view of
Har ha-Bayit.”

It is the most sacred site of Orthodox Judaism, yet no Orthodox Jews
tread upon it, only Gentiles; on it once stood one of the most spectacu-
lar edifices of antiquity, the Bet ha-Mikdash (the Temple), yet it has
always been called simply Har ha-Bayit, “the Mount of the House,”
meaning the House of God.

Today, Orthodox Jews still await the messianic age when the rites of
purification will be reintroduced that will allow them to tread upon the
sacred site of Solomon’s Temple. How the Bet ha-Mikdash will be rebuilt
on Har ha-Bayit if two mosques occupy the site, only a prophet can say.

~ 9%k -
Har Sindy (Ashkenazi: Har Sinay) Mt. Sinai

On Har Sinay the Torah was revealed to Moses during forty days and
forty nights. From Har Sinay he brought down the Ten Command-
ments in stone and the scroll of the Torah. But very soon, Har Sinay
slipped back into anonymity, just like the grave of Moses.

There are a lot of people out there who think they know where Har
Sinay is, but that's simply because it suits the pilgrimage industry to
locate it in the huge peaks of central Sinai. Jewish tradition holds that
Har Sinay was puny and utterly unmemorable. Possible meaning of
the name: “low bush,” “hated.”

When the Almighty came to give the Torah on Sinai, the mountains struggled
and quarreled with one another. Each said, “The Torah should be given upon
me.” Mt. Tabor came from Bet-Elim and Mt. Carmel from Aspamya. Each
said, “I have been summoned.” Said God, “All of you have had idolatry per-
formed upon you; Sinai, upon which no idolatry has been performed, is the
one that God desires to dwell upon.”

—-92%

Hararim hatluyim be-saard (Ashkenazi: Har6rim hatliyim be-sdaro)
Castles in the air

The Midrash on Genesis

Literally “mountains hanging by a haix,” hararim hatluyim be-saara is a
Mishnaic metaphor for any elaborate ideas that have little grounding
in concrete reality.

-92%
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Hashavit aved4 (Ashkenazi: Hashdves avéyde) Returning lost property

“I haven’t given up hope of finding that ring—someone might do
hashavat aveda”

Hashavat aveda is one of those things that modern Western law never
dreams of imposing on the individual—enough if you don’t steal. Bib-
lical and Talmudic law take a quite different view of responsibility for
others: You have to make elementary atterpts to return or announce
lost property. And the Talmud is full of zany tales of people who took
hashavat aveda extraseriously—like Rabbi Chanina who found a few
lost chickens, cared for them till his backyard was bursting with them,
sold them, and invested the owner’s money in goats and . . . years
later, discovered the owner of the original chickens.

Two Jews shared a room at an inn. While they were taking an evening stroll, one
of them accidentally let slip his wallet—and the other, noticing, leaped to per-
form hashoves aveyde. But the next morning, the wallet was gone—stolen. The
victim called in the local constable, who did a bit of rummaging, and up popped
the wallet in the other one’s backpack! The victim was almost speechless.

“But yesterday you did hashoves aveyde with my wallet! How could you go
and steal it .. ."

“Why are you surprised?” answered the other. “Hashoves aveyde is a mitzve
[good deed], but stealing is my livelihood!”

-9
Ha-Shém God

“Can it be a coincidence that Ha-Shem allowed the Gulf War to finish
on a Jewish festival?”

Among the Orthodox today, English-speaking or Hebrew-speaking,
Ha-Shem is the regular word for God in everyday conversation. Liter-
ally it means “the name,” and is an ancient substitute for more sacred
names for God. In writing there is particular reluctance in pious cir-
cles to write Divine names, even foreign words such as “God” and
“Dieu,” for fear that they may ultimately end up in some incinerator
or shredder. So hyphenated forms like “G-d” are regularly used.

—a2% —
Hashgachd (Ashkenazi: Hashgb6che) a. Divine Providence; b. Super-
vision, that is, rabbinic supervision of kosher food.

“That was real hashgacha—a second later and he would have hit us
headon...”
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“Is that new Vietnamese kosher restaurant in Brookline under hash-
gacha?”

See also Hechsher, “Rabbinic seal of approval.”

Hashgacha is a word that leads a double life: It is charged with the
philosophical meaning of “Divine Providence,” which already makes
it complicated enough. But to most Jews who aren’t philosophers,
hashgacha denotes first and foremost “supervision of kosher food,” and
in Jewish life today, there are few things that are more complicated.
There is hashgacha by this body and that body, by this town’s rabbi and
that town’s rabbi—some cheaper and some more expensive, some less
stringent and some more stringent, some acceptable to some groups
and some to others. And, thank Heavens, a few appear to be accept-
able to more or less everyone.

A Chasid had just passed on. While he lined up to have his good deeds
weighed, the angels motioned him to a cold buffet. The Chasid hesitated.

“Who ... who set out all the food?” he asked.

“Oh, Miriam the prophetess,” said an angel.

The Chasid still hesitated. “But who’s the kosher supervisor here?”

“Oh, Moses,” said another angel.

The Chasid reflected. “But whose is the hashgacha for all the cold cuts?”

“Oh,” said an angel, looking upward in awe, “the Almighty Himself.”

The Chasid wrung his hands and thought again. “You know what? I'll stick
to dairy.”

—9%f—

Hashkafi, pl. hashkafét (Ashkenazi: Hashkéfe, pl. hashkéfes)
Qutlook, philosophy of life

“We get along well, even though we don't share the same hashkafa.”

It used to be said that it doesn’t matter what a Jew’s hashkafa is, as long
as he keeps the same set of mitzvot (commandments): There were Cha-
sidic or mystically inclined hashkafot and more rationalistic hashkafot,
modernistic hashkafot and traditionalistic hashkafot.

The Jewish world has become mighty complicated in the mean-
time—hashkafot without mitzvot, hashkafot with mitzvot that look the
same but are different, and hashkafot with mitzvot that look different
but are essentially the same.

—~928
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Ha-shomér achi an6chi? (Ashkenazi: Ha-sh6hmer ichi on6hchi?)
“Am I my brother’s keeper?”

“Why are you blaming me for her speeding? Ha-shomer achi anochi?”

This universally known saying goes back to the Book of Genesis 4:9.
Having murdered his brother Abel, Cain is confronted by the Almighty,
but responds with the earliest recorded instance of chutzpah: “Ha-shomer
achi anochi?”

It's a bit like the thief who stole some articles in the night without being
caught. The next day, the watchman nabbed him.

“Why did you steal these things?” he asked him.

“I'm a thief,” he retorted, “and I was at least doing my job. But you? Your
job is to keep watch at the gate, so why weren’t you doing just that?”

So too with Cain:

“OK, I killed him,” said Cain to God, “but You created the evil impulse in
me. You watch over everything, so why did You let me kill him!? In fact it
was really You that killed him!”

The Midrash on Genesis

—ag% -

Haskala (Ashkenazi: Haskélo) Jewish enlightenment movement

“I have an aunt who insists that Yiddish is a bastard language. She
talks like she’s right out of the Haskala . . ."

Few Jews today have probably even heard of the Haskala, certainly far
fewer than have heard of Yetsiat Mitsrayim. But three or four generations
ago, the Haskala movement commanded widespread respect among
Jews in Europe, holding out the prospect that they might “modernize”
themselves, become good Germans or Poles or Englishmen of “Mosaic
persuasion,” and drop overboard such disgusting habits as speaking
Yiddish, growing sidelocks, and frequenting the mikveh.

A lot of things have meanwhile happened, Zionism among them.
Apart from students of culture, the only people who do care much about
the Haskala are probably the Ultraorthodox, who still revile it heartily.

The word haskala is from the same root as sechel, “sense.”

A central paradox of the Haskala was that its critical, sometimes aggressive
stance to the tradition blinded it to certain assumptions on which Haskala

itself rested. The Haskala drew on an Enlightenment that brooked no claim on
behalf of particular heritages (least of all Judaism). ..

~a2R

Robert Seltzer
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Ha-Tikvah Israeli national anthem

“The fundraising meeting concluded with everyone present singing
Ha-Tikvah.”

So many national anthems seem outdated these days. By its sentiments,
its Central European folk melody, and the very un-Israeli rhythm of its
words, Ha-Tikvah is a living relic of the old-time Zionism. In fact, the
words were composed about 100 years ago by a wandering Hebrew
poet, Naftali Herz Imber, who eventually died in the United States. But
every time I hear the strains of Ha-Tikvah, when Israel Radio closes
down for the night, it makes me want to cry; and I'm not sure why.

As long as a Jewish soul stirs

Deep within the heart,

And eastward, to the Orient,

Eyes look to Zion,

Our hope is not yet lost,

The hope [ha-tikvah] of two thousand years,
To be a free people in our land,

In the land of Zion and Jerusalem.

Translation of Ha-Tikvah
- %{, -
Hatslécho Ribo! Good luck!

“Hatslocho Rabo with your exams!”

This is a traditional Ashkenazi formula for wishing success. Israelis
usually say Be-hatslacha! You even find it printed at the bottom of uni-
versity examination papers.

~ 92—
Héva Nagila Popular Israeli folk song

“The guests danced the Hava Nagila long into the night.”

The tune of Hava Nagila started life as a simple tune of Chasidim, the
words are simple words of brotherhood (with a hint of the mystical),
the dance is a simple Balkan hora—but no song of Israel is so well-
known around the globe. It's a must at Jewish weddings.

Come let us rejoice and be happy,
Come let us exult,
Auwake, brothers, with a joyous heart.

_%" -

Translation of Hava Nagila
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Havdald (Ashkenazi: Havdéle) Ceremony at the end of Sabbaths
and festivals

“Bring me the wine and spices, so we can make Havdala.”

To make Havdala is to mark the end of Shabbat or a festival in the
home. Havdala means “separation.” With the goblet of wine that must
be overflowing, the smell of besamim (spices)—I always burn some
juniper wood—and the plaited candle burning in the dark, the cere-
mony has all the stuff of fantasy. A pity it’s not widely practiced out-
side the Orthodox fold.

He who maketh a distinction between holy and profane—
May He forgive our sins,

Make our offspring and assets as countless as the sand
And as the stars in the night . . .

From a traditional Hebrew Havdala song

My soul yearns for the candle and the besamim.
If only you would hand me a havdala cup of wine.
Build me roads, clear the way for the bewildered one,
Open me the gates, all you angels on high.

I shall lift up my eyes to God with a pining heart,
Setting out my needs day and night.

Give me all I lack from your bountiful treasures,
For your kindness knows no end or bound.

Renew my joy, my food and happiness,

Banish my woes, aching and dark.

Behold, the working week always starts anew—
May peace and goodness start anew, selah.

Se’adya (Yemen, late Middle Ages)

— 92k~

Hechshér (Ashkenazi: Héchsher) Rabbinic seal of approval on food;
any seal of approval

“Does that pumpernickel bread have an Orthodox hechsher or just a K?”

“They’ve knocked a couple of feet off the plans for the extension, but
they still can’t get a hechsher to build.”

For processed food to be deemed kosher, it ordinarily needs to display a
hechsher, indicating that it has received hashgacha (supervision) by a
rabbi. But that’s not necessarily the end of it. Non-Orthodox rabbis and
their hechsherim are not recognized by the Orthodox, and Orthodox
hechsherim are not always recognized by the Ultraorthodox. And even
if you've decided your level, you'll have to be able to identify the let-
ters and symbols used as a hechsher in the various parts of the United
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States—the Chicago Board of Rabbis has one symbol, in Boston they
have another, and then there’s that K symbol . . .

But things are getting better all the time. The day that Entenmann’s
cakes appeared with a hechsher, there were gastric celebrations across
the States. Now they’re waiting for Nabisco.

—~a2%

Hefkér (Ashkenazi: Héfker) Disorganized; ownerless

“I don't like their courses. There’s no reading list or curriculum—it’s
so hefker.”

“You can take any of these used cassettes here. They re hefker.”

Originally a legal term for ownerless property, and still used in that
sense, hefker is a glorious word conjuring up a scenario of total aban-
don. It's so much more than just a balagan (“a mess”). You can have a
bit of a balagan but there’s no such thing as a bit of hefker.

~924 -
Hespéd (Ashkenazi: Hésped) Funeral oration

“Don’t make a whole hesped over him—he’s not dead yet.”

Since biblical times, orations have been said in praise of the dead,
either in the house of mourning or at the cemetery. The hesped is con-
sidered one of the most important elements in paying respect to the
dead, a supreme Jewish value.

Chaim Zofnik, editor of a party newspaper and something of a Hebrew
author, received an urgent delegation. A party member had died, and could
he say a hesped at the graveside in the name of the party.

Zofnik exploded; “Do you think I can just draw hespedim out of a hat? In
future you'll have to give me at least one week’s notice . . .”

~a2%—

Hetsfts ve-nifgd (Ashkenazi: Héytsits ve-nifga) “He courted danger
and got harmed”

Hetsits ve-nifga literally means “he peeped and was hurt.” It is used to
describe any kind of risk taking, but it has its origins in one of the
most intriguing stories in the Talmud: Four scholars entered Pardes,
the inner recesses of Jewish mysticism. Ben Azai peered at the Divine
Presence and perished. Ben Zoma peered and was struck with mad-
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ness. Of the two others, one lost his faith, and just one, Rabbi Akiva,
emerged unscathed.

—92%—

Hidir mitzvih (Ashkenazi: Hider mitsve) Putting extra effort and
style into a mitzvah (observance), or into anything

“This year I want us to make the sukkah with real hidur mitzvah.”

“1 wish your son could put a bit more hidur mitzvah into the way he
cleans his teeth.”

Whoever imagines there is no aesthetics in Judaism is not aware of
hidur mitzvah, the tradition of putting as much time (and resources) as
you can into a mitzvah or mitzvot of your choice—if you like, giving
mitzvot some individual style.

Some people put tremendous hidur mitzvah into the arba minim (four
species of plant) that they purchase for sukkot and into the tefilin that
they give their sons for their Bar Mitzvah. And perhaps some commu-
nities put a wee bit too much of it into their synagogues.

—928
Hillel Jewish student center

“Are you coming to that talk at Hillel after the anatomy class?”

On many, if not most, American college campuses there is a Hillel, a
center for Jewish students to meet, eat, pray, take courses, and so
forth, generally under the supervision of a Hiliel rabbi-counsellor.

The Talmudic sage, Hillel, would probably have been proud that
these centers bear his name. He was a byword for outreach, humor,
and patience (see the entry al regel achat).

~a28 -

Hirhuréy avera kashim me-avera (Ashkenazi: Hirhtirey avéyre koshim
me-avéyre) “Thoughts of sin are more grievous than sin itself”

This saying from the Talmud means that the urges and passions are
fiercer in the hirhurim, the contemplations of sin, than in the act itself.

Hirhurey avera kashim me-avera: If someone comes to hirhurey avera (contempla-
tions of sin), it is a sure sign that they have done that sin, for without sin there
is no thought of sin.

Rabbi Dov Ber of Mezeritch

-
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Hoshdana Raba (Ashkenazi: Hoshdano Rdbo) The day of Hoshaana
Raba

“Come round for a final drink in the sukkah on Hoshaana Raba.”

Hoshaana Raba is the name of the seventh and last day of Sukkot, and
the occasion for a remarkable sight in the synagogue. The name means
“the great ‘Save, We Beg’ ” because on this day seven Torah scrolls are
brought out of the ark and seven prayers of hoshaanot (see entry) are
uttered as worshippers circle the synagogue seven times, lulav in hand,
begging for rain. Finally, the aravot (willow twigs) are beaten till the
leaves fall off. On this day, the world is handed down its judgment for

rain.
— 9%~

Hoshaanét (Ashkenazi: Hoshdnes) Prayers said while circling with
the lulav on Sukkot; willow twigs used on Sukkot

“There were so many people doing hoshaanot that the circle hardly
moved.”

“Take some hoshaanot home for Mommy and Grandma to beat.”

The word hoshaana was taken up by the Church as hosanna but treated as a
word of adulation (“Glory be!”) rather than prayer.

Every day of the festival of Sukkot, the prayers reach a climax with all
the worshippers walking in a circle, holding their lulav and etrog and
chanting hoshaanot, prayers for the Land of Israel and Jerusalem—for
fertility and for rain. The prayer for each day begins with the word
Hoshaana, which means “save, we beg.” On the last day of Sukkot not
one but seven such circles and hoshaanot are made—for this last day is
the great day of Hoshaana Raba (see entry).

The word hoshaanot has also been transferred to the aravot (see
entry), the willow twigs that are beaten on Hoshaana Raba.

Hoshaana [save, we beg] the soil from curse, the cattle from sterility, the thresh-

ing floor from locust, the corn from fire, the resources from mishap, the food

from destruction, the olives from windfall, the wheat from the grasshopper. ..
From the Hebrew Hoshaana for the sixth circuit

Hoshaanot must surely be mysterious, strange, exciting to those little ones who
peek out from under their father’s tallit. And for those who watch them.
Blu Greenberg

928 -
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Ikir (Ashkenazi: fker) Main thing
“Forget all the details, just tell us the iker.”

The whole world is a very narrow bridge. And the ikar is to have no fear
whatsoever.
Rabbi Nachman of Bratzlav

-9l -

Ikvé6t meshicha (Ashkenazi: fkves meshiche) The prelude to the
Messiah

“You shouldn’t let yourself get so depressed; we may be seeing the
ikvot meshicha!”

Some say the ikvot meshicha (literally “the footsteps of the Messiah”)
are happening right now and that the Mashiach is round the corner.
Some say they’ve been happening for hundreds of years, some for the
last two thousand. And some refuse even to think about the subject.

But if our times aren’t in fact the ikvot meshicha, I for one wonder
how long we can avoid some madman blowing up the world, or more
likely just poisoning it ourselves.

In the ikvot meshicha, arrogance will increase, costs will skyrocket, the vines
will yield wine but the price will soar, government will fall prey to nonbeliev-
ers, and none will remonstrate . ..

The Mishna, Sota

The Sadigora Rebbe once sat glumly over his meal. The afternoon shadows
lengthened. No one present dared speak. Several times, his sister approached
to search out what was troubling him. At length, he sighed:

“...our people in Russia . . “

She replied: “Maybe what they are going through are the birth pangs of
the ikvot meshicha.”

The Rebbe shook his head. “Maybe,” he said, “but each time the suffering
comes to a head, our people cry out to the Almighty and He, in His mercy,
hears them, and relieves their suffering—and so the Mashiach is put off once
again...”

—q8% -

Itdy, pl. iluyim (Ashkenazi: fluy, pl. ildyim) Child prodigy
“Their second son’s an iluy. I heard he knows half of Shas already.”

An iluy is like a gaon (Torah genius), except that he’s a child. Jewish
folklore is densely populated with iluyim. In fact, you sometimes can’t
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help thinking that if a person did not know half the Talmud by the time
he was eleven there was something wrong with him. To be an iluy
brought with it more than just spiritual benefits; the iluy got his gal.

They say there aren’t too many iluyim around nowadays (in Chaim
Potok there are a few), but that’s surely because they’re mostly play-
ing baseball or locked onto a computer screen.

— %4~

Im ba laharogchd, hashkém lehorgé (Ashkenazi: Im bo laharégcho,
hishkem lehérgo) “If he comes to kill you, kill him first.”

This Talmudic maxim expresses a whole philosophy of self-defense. It
may be harrowing to kill another human being, but the Torah makes
the use of reasonable force not merely a right but a duty.

—a28

Im eshkachéch yerushaldyim, tishkich yemini (Ashkenazi: Im
eshkéchech yerusholdyim, tishkach yemini) “If I forget thee, O
Jerusalem, may my right hand lose its cunning.”

These words from Psalm 137, the psalm that describes the Israelite
exiles hanging up their harps by the rivers of Babylon, are among the
most compelling words ever written to express the bond with Zion.
Look at the yellowing photographs of Zionist conferences and con-
gresses of yesteryear and you’'ll see these words emblazoned some-
where in the background. Read the speeches, and they're everywhere.

— 924~
Im yirtséh hashém (Ashkenazi: Im yirts-ashém) “God willing”

“So I'll see you next week, then, Liz, im yirtseh hashem .. .”

Literally “if God wills.” Im yirtseh hashem is very common among
Orthodox Jews when they’re talking about doing something, whether
in the near or the distant future. I was once at a synagogue service
when they announced that Mincha (the afternoon prayers) would be at
5 pM. that day im yirtseh hashem,” but to most Orthodox Jews that
would sound paranoid.

Dayan Chanoch Ehrentreu, shlita [long may he live], will IYH [guess what
that stands for] give a shiur [class] on Wednesday December 11. . .
From a small ad in a London Jewish newspaper

-8~
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Inyin, pl. inyanim (Ashkenazi: inyen, pl. iny6nim) Topic
“That was an interesting inyan that the rabbi brought up, wasn’t it?”

Inyan comes from the vocabulary of Talmud study, and it generally
has something scholarly or at least intellectual about it. You write or
discuss or argue about an inyan.

-4 —
fpcha mistibra (Ashkenazi: ipche mistibre) “Quite the contrary!”

They say “two Jews, three opinions,” and traditional Hebrew brims
with debating expressions, derived of course from the Talmud. This one
(it's Aramaic in fact but it’s part of Hebrew in the same way as Latin
“i.e.” and “e.g.” are part of English) is used when you're having a dis-
cussion and want to argue precisely to the contrary.

—928
fsru Chag The day after a festival

“Does school start on Isru Chag or the next day?”

Orice they get into a happy headspace, Jews are reluctant to let go. Shab-
bat is allowed to go on a bit longer. Saturday night is a time for a melave
malka party. And the day after the festivals of Pesach, Shavuot, and
Sukkot—called Isru Chag—everyday life returns to normal, but in tradi-
tional circles there is a touch of festivity: more eating and drinking,
fewer sad prayers, and, most important to certain people, no school.

-
Istr, pl. isurim (Ashkenazi: fser, pl. istirim) Forbidden act

“Most rabbis say that taking up smoking is a serious isur.”
Related to isur is the word asur, “forbidden.”

Any kind of forbidden act is an isur. Some isurim go right back to the
Bible; others are precautionary isurim laid down over the ages.

There is an additional aspect in the matter of forbidden foods. The reason they
are called isur [chained] is that even in the case of one who has unwittingly
eaten a forbidden food intending it to give him strength to serve God .. ., the
vitality contained therein does not ascend and become clothed in the words of
the Torah or prayer, as is the case with permitted foods, by reason of its being
held captive in the power of the sitra achra [the side of nonholiness].

Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, “Tanya”

—92% -
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Ivrit The (modern) Hebrew language
“Daddy, how do you say bagel in Ivrit?”

What exactly is Ivrit? A time-hallowed name for Hebrew (it’s there in
the Talmud), it nevertheless seems to mean modern Hebrew to most
Diaspora Jews. They call traditional Hebrew simply Hebrew or, partic-
ularly if they're Ultraorthodox, loshn kodesh, “the Holy tongue.”

For this we must thank the secular Zionists, early this century, who
began calling themselves Iori (a biblical word for a Hebrew) because
the word Yehudi, “Jew” sounded too religious. And it all rubbed off on
the word Ivrit, which now became modernistic and radical.

As far as I'm concerned, Ivrit is Ivrit is Ivrit—and it’s all loshn kodesh,
whether it was written by Amos the Prophet or, lehavdil, by Amos Oz.

—92R -

Iyar (Ashkenazi: fyer) The month of Iyar

The second month of the Jewish year, Iyar falls in April-May. This is
the time of semi-mourning known as the Sefira, but also the time of
Yom ha-Atsma‘ut (Israel Independence Day), and the feasts of Lag ba-
Omer and Yom Yerushalayim.

9%
Iy6v (Ashkenazi: fyov) The Book of Job

Iyov is probably the hardest book of the Bible. The language is obscure,
the theme—why do good people suffer—is mind-boggling. So it is
hardly surprising that Iyov as a whole is not recited at any particular time,
nor is it (nowadays) widely studied. But subtle allusions to it and straight
quotations from it abound in the prayers. In a way, Iyov is everywhere.

God’s response to Iyov related to the desire to understand the why of evil. His
answer to the Prophets related to the issue of how to abolish evil. There is no
human solution to God's problem, and God’s only answer is the promise of
messianic redemption.

Abraham Joshua Heschel

928 -

Juk [rhymes with “nook”], pl. jikim Israeli cockroach
“You’d better not leave crumbs or we'll have huge jukim.”

One of the Israeli sights that tourists don’t usually get a chance to see
are jukim. Red, plump, visually crunchy, and reportedly fond of uncov-
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ered feet, they make no distinction between one-star and two-star
hotels, but hesitate at three stars.

Y .
Kabald, also spelled Kabbaldh (Ashkenazi: Kabéle) Kabbalah

“Why do they walk seven times round the bride?”
“It’s all to do with Kabala”

See Mekubal, “kabbalist” and Zohar.

Kabala is Jewish mysticism—the search for an “inner spiritual mean-
ing” to the Torah and its commandments.

Time was when Kabala was studied and practiced in secret, amid eso-
teric chanting and visualizations. In the late Middle Ages, it spread
across the Jewish intelligentsia via books like the Zohar. Finally, through
the teachings of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Chasidim, it has
now become the intellectual property of the masses, although many
Jews are still highly suspicious of it and there is dark talk of what hap-
pens to you if you study Kabala before the age of forty.

Others, however, are convinced that the slow steady revelation of
the esoteric is all a preparation for the coming of the Messiah.

Kabbalah means literally “tradition,” in itself an excellent example of the para-
doxical nature of mysticism. . . . The very doctrine which centres about the
immediate personal contact with the Divine, that is to say, a highly personal and
intimate form of knowledge, is conceived as traditional wisdom. The fact is,
however, that the idea of Jewish mysticism from the start combined the concep-
tion of a knowledge which by its very nature is difficult to impart and therefore
secret, with that of a knowledge which is the secret tradition of chosen spirits or
adepts. Jewish mysticism, therefore, is a secret doctrine in a double sense. . ..
Gershom Scholem

O

Kabalat Shabbit (Ashkenazi: Kabéles Shibes) Prayers welcoming
the Sabbath

“Kabalat Shabbat in our synagogue always begins fifteen minutes after
Shabbat comes in.”

The mystics of the Kabbalah, with their ability to personify and to create
metaphor, always visualized the Sabbath as a queen or as a ravishing
bride. Welcoming her meant finding the right words—and this is
Kabalat Shabbat, literally “welcoming Shabbat,” a sequence of psalms and
poems leading in to the Friday evening prayers. Synagogues every-
where are a-sway with the melodies.

—92R
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Kabdéhu ve-chashdéhu “Respect him and suspect him”

“I know he can be a helpful neighbor, but take my advice: Kabdehu ve-
chashdehu”

A useful Talmudic expression for anyone—or anything—that requires
a certain distant respect, such as certain computer programs, certain
lawyers, certain employers. ..

—92%

Kaddish (Ashkenazi: Kdddish) Literally “sanctification.” A prayer
customarily recited by mourners.

“He gets up at six every morning for synagogue, to say Kaddish for his
mother.”

Kaddish is an old and revered prayer of hope that God's kingdom
comes in one’s lifetime. Mourners are given the honor of reciting the
final Kaddish in every service, hence its association with mourning,. It
is also recited at the graveside—and for eleven months after the loss of
a parent.

Magnified and sanctified be His great name
Throughout the World that He created as He wished,
May He establish His kingdom
In your lifetime, in your days,
And in the lifetime of the whole House of Israel,
Speedily, imminently,
And say Amen . . .
Translation of the first words of the Kaddish

While the parents still live, unobservant children obscurely feel that the reli-
gion is still being carried on by the old folks, and they go about their secular-
ized lives with relative peace of mind. Then death strikes. The children stare
at the broken end of the chain of the generations, swinging free. It is a hard
sight. The punctilious reciting of the Kaddish, linked so directly with the van-
ished parents, is a symbolic retrieving of the ancient chain.

Herman Wouk

For three years the rabbi had been giving the boy private Hebrew lessons at
the temple, but he still couldn’t read a line from the prayer book. In despera-
tion, he began teaching the boy the Kaddish.

When the boy’s parents heard, they first of all had a fit. Then they called
the temple.

“With all respect, Rabbi,” said the boy’s father, “we have no plans to die in
the near future. Why should the boy know the Kaddish?”
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“Don’t panic,” said the rabbi. “You should both live till 120 and you can
rest assured that your dear son will still not know how to say Kaddish . . .

— 9%~

Kali (Ashkenazi: Kdle) Bride
“The kala says you should all make a circle around her and dance.”

A beautiful word. And much used by poets and mystics for express-
ing the love of God for Israel, of Israel for the Shabbat and so on.
Go, my beloved, to meet the kala.

Let us welcome the Sabbath . . .
Opening of the Hebrew song “Lecha Dodi” for the Sabbath eve

How do we dance in front of the kala?
“Lovely kala, lovely, charming kala!”
A Hebrew song sung today at traditional weddings

-4 -
Kishe, pl. kishes Challenging question

“I have a kashe to ask you on what you just said.”

Kashe is classically a Talmudic term: yeshiva students vie with each
other to test their teachers, by asking kashes on whatever they are
studying. If anything was responsible for the development of Jewish
brains, it was the kashe.

-

Kashér (Ashkenazi: Késher, Kéhsher) Conforming to Jewish
dietary law

“Do you see an OU anywhere on this can? I'm not sure if it’s kosher.”

“Their children go to Jewish school so they’re trying to keep kosher.”
See also Kashrut.

There are kosher and non-kosher animals, birds, and fish. There are
kosher and non-kosher parts of a kosher animal or bird. There are foods
that are always kosher, such as water, fruit, vegetables. And there is
food that becomes non-kosher: dairy products mixed with meat. There
are people who “are kosher,” meaning not that observant Jews will eat
them but that they only eat kosher food. And, thank Heavens in this
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age of a hundred ingredients per item and a thousand new products
per month, there are agreed symbols on cans and wrappers indicating
that a particular food has been certified kosher.

A Russian count was entertaining a Jewish merchant. Came evening, and a
dazzling array of sizzling roasts and vintage wines was brought in. The count’
offered his guest some meat, but he declined.

“So kind of you, but the meat isn’t kosher,” he explained. His host pressed him
to take wine, but again: “Thank you, your excellency, but the wine isn’t kosher.”

The count shook his head in disbelief. “But what if you were starving, and
this were the only food and drink to be had?”

“QOh, that would be different,” said the Jew. “If it's life or death, we can eat
anything.”

Suddenly, the count seized a pistol, leveled it at the Jew, and screamed:
“Drink the wine!”

Trembling, his guest drank—whereupon the count tossed the gun away,
roaring with laughter.

“It was just a joke, my friend!” he said. “I hope you're not angry.”

“Angry? I'm livid!” said the Jew. “Why didn’t you play the same joke on
me with those roasts?!”

- 9% -

Kashrat (Ashkenazi: Kdshres) Kosher-hood
“Most of the immigrants know nothing about kashrut.”

Kashrut denotes being kosher or ihe whole system of keeping kosher.
They say that when life was simpler, kashrut was simpler. Kashrut is
now a big business, in more ways than one.

a2~

Kavand (Ashkenazi: Kavéne) Intense concentration

“When we say these holy words, let us try to have kavana for what we
are saying.”

When one reads that the ancient Chasidim used to spend an hour in
kavana before prayer and an hour in kavana after it, one is reluctant to
talk about kavana nowadays at all. The high points of kavana are the
beginning of the Shema and Amida. Not only is one meant to block out
all other thoughts, one is also meant to project oneself to the Temple
Mount in Jerusalem. Modern-day Chasidim recite special meditations,
called kavanot, before performing all kinds of mitzvot.

Kavana comes into being with the deed. Actions teach.
Abraham Joshua Heschel
-9 -
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Kavéd (Ashkenazi: Kéved) Honor, respect, dignity
“Koved, Koved, that's all she ever seems to care about.”

“Even college kids should show a bit of kavod to the faculty.”
See Kibud av va-em, “Respect for parents.”

Apart from basic kavod to others, Judaism demands special kavod to
parents, to grandparents, to elder siblings, to teachers and rabbis . . .
and to the dead.

Let your fellow man’s kavod be as dear to you as your own.
The Talmud, Avot

In Hebrew, the noun kavod, dignity, and the noun koved, weight, gravitas, stem
from the same root. The man of dignity is a weighty person. The people who
surround him feel his impact. Hence, dignity is measured not by the inner
worth of the in-depth-personality, but by the accomplishments of the surface-
personality. No matter how fine, noble, and gifted one may be, he cannot
command respect or be appreciated by others if he has not succeeded in real-
izing his talents and communicating his message to society through the
medium of the creative majestic gesture.

Joseph B. Soloveitchik

Whenever people run after kavod, kavod runs away from them.

-2 -
Kedushd (Ashkenazi: Kedtishe) Sanctity

“When you meet one of these great rabbis, you feel an aura of kedusha
about them.”

The Midrash

“Don'’t leave the tallit [prayer shawl] on the floor—it has kedusha!”

The Jewish world is a finely textured world. All kinds of things have
kedusha, with different degrees of intrinsic kedusha and kedusha-by-
association: Religious writings have kedusha, above all a Sefer Torah
(Torah scroll). They are not destroyed but given religious burial. Other
objects such as a tallit or an etrog fruit, when discarded, are meant to
be wrapped with care and not just tossed into the garbage. Places:
Synagogues have kedusha; so, too, the Land of Israel. The Kotel (West-
ern Wall in Jerusalem) has a high kedusha, and the Temple Mount the
highest of all. Times, too, have kedusha—the Sabbath, for example.
And language: Hebrew was traditionally called leshon ha-kodesh, “the
Holy Tongue,” each letter and each word having a real or potential
kedusha—perhaps even some words in this book.

Y
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Kehild (Ashkenazi: Kehile) Jewish community
“They re in South Bend, Indiana? Is that a large kehila?”

Kehila once signified a community with all its own institutions-—giv-
ing many Jews in the Old Country a real sense of autonomy: their
own school system, their own welfare, their own laws and enforce-
ment officers, and (this is the bad news) their own taxation.

Nowadays, of course, the kehila (this word is generally used by the
Orthodox) revolves around the synagogue, which sometimes has its
own school or Y. And where there is more than one synagogue—and
there usually is—there is in a sense more than one kehila.

— 9% —

Ken yirba! (Ashkenazi: Ken yirbu!) “May there be many more!”
“Shoshana’s had another baby? Her third? Mazel tov! Ken yirbu!”

Literally “may they multiply even more.” Said particularly on news of
a birth, this phrase is rich in echoes of a time when Jewish parenting
was a crime: The biblical Book of Exodus, recounting the Egyptian
assault on the Israelite birth rate, records that the more they were
oppressed “the more they multiplied” (ken yirbu)—an ambiguous
phrase, for it also means “may they multiply even more.” And the
ancient Midrash comments that these words were God’s own blessing
to the people.

—928 —
Keréach mi-kan u-mi-kan To lose both ways

“Don’t be overambitious or you'll end up kereach mi-kan u-mi-kan.”

Literally “bald on both sides,” kereach mi-kan u-mi-kan is the Talmud'’s
vivid way of describing what happens when someone goes for two
things and loses both ways. It comes from the story of a man who
took two wives, one a young girl and the other a mature matriarch.
The young girl proceeded to pluck out all his white hairs to make him
look young, while the older woman plucked out all the fellow’s black
hairs to make him look old. The result was a bald man.

-9~

Kerid (Ashkenazi: Krie) Rending of a garment

“Before the burial, the close mourners stood and did keria.”
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No mourning custom creates such a bond with the Jewish past as
keria, the mourners’ rending of their garment from the collar down-
ward. Jacob rent his clothes on being told that his son Joseph was
dead, so did David on the death of King Saul, and Mordechai at the
news of Haman's impending genocide.

After a few simple prayers the immediate family performed the act of keria,
the tearing of one’s clothes. . . . Though this was only a symbolic act, it served
as a potent physical and emotional release of sorrow and anger at precisely
the needed moment. Whatever we wore during the following week was torn
slightly, serving as a blatant reminder of our grief.

— 9%k~

Ketiva ve-chatim tova! (Ashkenazi: Ksive ve-chasime téhve!)
“Happy New Year!”

Deborah Lipstadt

“If I don’t see you in shul, Debbie, ksive ve-chasime tohve, and we
should only all be well.
“Omeyn! [Amen].”

This New Year’s greeting (for Rosh Hashanah, of course, not for Janu-
ary 1) is quite a mouthful, which may explain why only the Orthodox
generally use it, but it's a beautiful greeting. Literally “a good writing
and sealing,” that is, may God inscribe you and seal you in the Book
of Life. Rosh Hashanah is the Day of Divine Judgment for behavior in
the outgoing year, but with a stay of verdict until Yo Kippur ten days
later, and so ketiva ve-chatima tova is said until Rosh Hashanah. From
Rosh Hashanah to Yom Kippur a different greeting is used, gmar chatima
tova (see entry).

.
Ketubd (Ashkenazi: Ksiibe) Marriage contract

“Did you see that gorgeous ketuba hanging on their living room wall?”

I wonder how many cultures take a long-winded and long-worded
legal contract written in a language they don’t understand, add all
kinds of fantastic illustrations, and hang it up in their living rooms?
That is what many Jews, particularly Spanish and Italian, did with
their ketuba. And recent years have seen a return to the old traditions
of ketuba ornamentation. The text of the ketuba itself is a pledge by the
groom to maintain the bride and to set aside a sum of money for her if
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he dies or divorces her. The ketubu is read out by the rabbi at the wed-
ding, and presented, signed and witnessed, to the bride—to be kept in

a very safe place.
—92% -

Kéver avét (Ashkenazi: Kéver 6ves) Visiting a parent’s grave
“My father takes my uncle every year to do kever avot.”

It is customary to do kever avot, that is, to visit the graves of parents,
shortly before the Yamim Noraim (High Holy Days). One says Tehilim
(Psalms) and tends the grave. Pebbles are commonly placed on the
tomb to commemorate a visit.

-924
Kibad av va-em (Ashkenazi: kibud av vo-eym) Respect for parents

“He asked his mother if he could get divorced? Now that’s real kibud
av va-em.”

Respect for parents is the fifth of the Ten Commandments. What is
“fear of parents,” asks the Talmud: Not to sit in their place, to talk in
their turn, to contradict what they say. And what is “respect for par-
ents”: To feed them and clothe them, to walk them in and walk them
out (if they are infirm).

In Ashkelon lived a Gentile named Dama, who possessed a gem that was
needed for the High Priest’s breastplate. The Sages offered him 100 dinars. He
went for the keys to the chest—and found his father asleep with them clasped
in his fingers. No sale, he told them. Thinking he was bargaining, the Sages
offered 200, and finally 1000. When eventually his father awoke, Dama would
only accept 100. “I do not wish to make money out of kibud av,” he said.

The Jerusalem Talmud, Pe’ah

A father once wanted a drink of water. His children, all seven of them,
promptly began squabbling for the honor of doing the mitzvah of kibud av.
Finally, the eldest son announced he would pay them two roubles for the
honor. But the next son bid five roubles, and the next seven. “Then I'll give
ten roubles,” said the eldest, “and that’s that.”

Then he thought for a moment and announced: “You know what? If it's
such a great mitzvah, let’s give our father the honor of fetching the water him-
self . ..” )

—~9%f—
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Kibbiitz, pl. kibbutzim Kibbutz
“Tanya’s on kibbutz this year, working in the laundry.”

Despite the demise of international communism, the commune dream
is alive and well (or kind of) in the Israeli kibbutz.

The very word means “collective”—the first kibbutz was set up in
1909 by Russian-Jewish revolutionaries near Lake Kinneret. Nowa-
days, true, not everything is shared; and as state subsidies to kibbutzim
become a memory, outside employees, incentive bonuses, and other
trappings of capitalism are becoming the usual thing. But a kibbufz is
still unlike anywhere else on earth.

-928

Kidddsh (Ashkenazi: Kiddesh) Blessings marking the Sabbath in the
home; buffet after Sabbath morning prayers

“Come on, Jack, make kiddush already. I'm hungry.”

“Someone was leavihg for Israel, so the synagogue laid on a kiddush
for him.”

Kiddush is the ceremonial way of marking the Sabbath in the home,
involving a benediction over wine and two ckalot (Sabbath loaves) on
Shabbat evening, and again over wine or liquor and chalot or cakes the
following day. In the children’s eyes, Kiddush is the father’s big
moment, just as lighting the candles is the mother’s. The literal mean-
ing of kiddush is “sanctification.”

As the Shabbat morning service lasts two to three hours, kiddush is
often held at the synagogue—with a scrumptious buffet. Human
nature being what it is, the buffet itself is also called kiddush.

Rabbi Yisochor Ber of Radoshitz had a disciple who could imitate his way of
saying kiddush so perfectly that anyone might have thought it was the rabbi
himself. One day the disciple received a summons to Rabbi Yisochor Ber:

“I hear you can say kiddush exactly like me. Do it, please.”

“But I don’t want to offend you . . .,” said the disciple.

“Have no fear,” said the rabbi.

And the disciple proceeded to make kiddush with precisely the same into-
nations and inflexions and gestures. But upon reaching a certain phrase, he
paused, froze—and then mumbled his way to the end as best he could.

“What happened?” asked the rabbi,

The disciple took a deep breath: “When you come to that phrase, you dedi-
cate your whole being to the Almighty. It's not for me to do that.”

- %bg..
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Kidddsh ha-Shém (Ashkenazi: Kiddesh ha-Shém) Bringing honor
to God; martyrdom

“I always treat my staff generously. it's a kiddush ha-Shem.”

“Here is a mass grave of some of the Jews who did kiddush ha-Shem in
Belsen.”

Kiddush ha-Shem, literally “sanctification of the Name,” is an ultimate
value. To obey God’s injunctions for their own sake, unquestioningly,
neither out of fear nor for gain, is to do kiddush ha-Shem. The word also
applies to anything that serves to give Judaism greater repute in the
world at large.

To sacrifice one’s life rather than be forced into idolatry, immorality,
or unjustified homicide is the ultimate kiddush ha-Shem.

Our Father, our King, act for the sake of those who went through fire and
water for kiddush ha-Shem.
From the High Holy Day Avinu Malkenu prayer

In the Warsaw ghetto Rabbi Isaac Nissenbaum, a famous and respected
Orthodox rabbi, made the statement—much quoted by Jews of all persua-
sions in their desperate efforts to defend, preserve, and hallow Jewish life
against an enemy sworn to destroy it all—that this was a time not for kiddush
ha-Shem [martyrdom] but rather for kiddush ha-chayim [the sanctification of
life]. It is a time for kiddush ha-chayim still. The Jewish people have passed
through the Nazi antiworld of death; thereafter, by any standard, religious or
secular, Jewish life ranks higher than Jewish death, even if it is for the sake of
the divine name.

Emil Fackenheim

. . . The sum-total of all that I have written is that I want you to perform the

mitzvah of kiddush ha-Shem—sanctifying God’s name in everything that you

do. The essence of that mitzvah is not martyrdom, although it sometimes calls

for that. However, our sages define it differently. “So act,” they enjoin us,

“that all who behold you will say: ‘Blessed is that man’s God.””

It is thus that I pray you will act. And you and we shall rejoice.
Love, Dad.

Rabbi Emanuel Rackman, letter to

his son on going away to college

~92R -
Kiddish levana (Ashkenazi: Kiddesh levéne) Sanctification of the
moon
“It’s cloudy again tonight—no way can we do kiddush levana.”

Once a month, in synagogue yards, in the moonlight, people gather
after evening prayers to do the custom of kiddush levana. Peering up at
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the thin sliver of the new moon, they bless God for “renewing the
month,” and for renewing the Jewish people time after time—for the
moon is a symbol of Jewish destiny.

—928

Kilachdr yad (Ashkenazi: Kilicher yad) Nonchalantly, perfunctorily

“The teacher just checks my work kilachar yad—without really looking
atit.”

Kilachar yad means literally “with the back of the hand.” That was how
donkey drivers used to hold the reins if they really got bored on the
job. It's still the perfect description for the way some people I know
drive their Toyotas. But kilachar yad has long ago been extended to the
performance of any task uncaringly or even carelessly.

—928
King, pl. kiné6t (Ashkenazi: Kine, pl. kines) Poem of lament

“They‘re sitting on the floor saying kinot.”

On the fast of Tisha be-Av, people sit on the synagogue floor or on low
chairs, evening and morning, and recite a long series of kinot, poems
of lament. The kinot are medieval, some of them intricate and erudite
and others, particularly those by the prince of Spanish Hebrew poetry,
Yehuda Halevi, simple, direct, and extremely moving. They are a mix
of the historical and the existential, lamenting the desolation of Zion
and the demise of a people and yearning for its rebirth.

Zion, lament your house burned down,
Scream bitterly at the ruins of your vines.
Zion, be roused like a widow
Enslaved to every passerby for a plethora of sins.
Upon the hills raise a kina and dirge and
Loud wailing for your masses that were killed . . .
Translation of a sixteenth-century kina

If we really believed with perfect faith in the coming of the Messiah, not one
of us would be putting away the Kinot book to use on next Tisha be-Av.
Rabbi Mordechai of Lechovitz

-92% -
Kipa Yarmulke (skullcap)

“If you're going to wear the crocheted kipa, put another clip in it so it
doesn’t fly away.”
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Orthodox Jewish men (and boys) are required to cover their heads. In
Israel you can more or less tell a person’s politics from the kipa he
wears: crocheted means Nationalist-Zionist Orthodox; the bigger the
kipa, the “more” Orthodox, or at least that's what the wearer thinks.
Black means non-Zionist Orthodox (and you’ll only wear it indoors;
outside you'll wear a black hat). A velvet kipa probably means you've
just arrived from an American Bar Mitzvah. A black paper kipa means
you've just arrived from a funeral.

In the United States, the very word kipa is “modernistic” or Zionist
(it's Israeli). The Yiddish word yarmulke is still widely used.

928 ~

Kisé shel eliydhu Elijah’s chair

At a brit mila, the mohel (circumcisor) proclaims in Hebrew, “This is the
kise shel eliyahu of blessed memory,” and the baby is placed briefly on a
chair designated as kise shel eliyahu, Elijah’s chair, before being placed
on the lap of the sandek for the circumcision to take place. The kise shel
eliyahu embodies the tradition that the prophet Elijah is present at
every brit mila. Elijah, the Jews’ own most fiery critic, is there to
acknowledge, however grudgingly, that his wayward people still keep
the brit mila religiously.
-9%% -

Kislév (Ashkenazi: Kislev) The month of Kislev

Kislev (around November-December) is the ninth month of the Jewish
year—a month with short days and long nights, but with the special
lights of Chanukah.

-924—

Kitstr Shulchin Artich (Ashkenazi: Kitser Shitlchen Orech) Name
of a code of Jewish laws

For 100 years, the standard digest of Ashkenazi Jewish laws and cus-
toms has been the Kifsur Shulchan Aruch—based ultimately on the
great sixteenth-century code, the Shulchan Aruch (see entry), but
shorter and a lot livelier. The Kitsur, as it is popularly dubbed, has
been translated into umpteen languages. Two English versions were
renamed “Laws and Customs of Israel” and “The Jew and his Duties.”

It's one of those books that all Jewish households used to have,
even if they may only have opened it to study the customs of mourn-
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ing. I remember giving someone one for a Bar Mitzvah gift, and dis-
covering that it was the fourteenth copy he had received.

-
Klal Yisraél (Ashkenazi: Klal Yisr6el) The Jewish people

“These have been years of major significance for Klal Yisrael.”

So accustomed have we become to Yisrael as the name of the Jewish
state that it can come as a surprise to hear that Yisrael was traditionally
the name of the Jewish people—going right back to biblical times.
They derived this profound and poetic name, meaning “overcoming a
mighty force,” from their ancestor Jacob, whom God renamed Yisrael,
“Israel.”

Nowadays this use of Yisrael lives on in the expression Klal Yisrael.

-9k~
Knésset Israel’s parliament

“There were protests by Knesset members of all parties at the orches-
tra’s decision to play Wagner.”

The name Knesset recalls the last independent Jewish constituent
assembly over 2,000 years ago, the Knesset ha-Gdola. It is celebrated for
its multitude of parties.

—92% -

Kéach Strength

“You won’t be able to make a skirt out of this material—it has no koach
toit.”

“Guys, take five. I just have no koach.”

Not by might and not by koach, but by my spirit, saith the Lord.
The Bible, Zechariah
~ 9% -

Kohélet (Ashkenazi: Kohéles) The Book of Ecclesiastes

Tucked away in the Bible is the short Book of Kohelet, a sobering,
worldly wise philosophy of life ascribed to King Solomon in his old
age—the name Kohelet has been explained as “the preacher” or “the
encyclopedic mind.”
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It is traditionally recited during the harvest festival of Sukkot, often
from a special parchment scroll. Kohelet is the source of all manner of
wonderful sayings that everyone knows, such as “there is nothing
new under the sun.”

The words of Kohelet son of David, king in Jerusalem.
Vanity of vanities, says Kohelet, vanity of vanities, all is vanity.
What advantage does a person derive from all his labor which he performs under the
sun?
Opening words of the Book of Kohelet

R
Kohén, pl. kohanim (Ashkenazi: Kéen, pl. kohdnim) Priest

“He can’t go into a cemetery, can he, if he’s a kohen.”

A kohen these days is not what most people think of when you say
“priest.” He is not a minister, nor need he be a scholar or rabbi. Rather,
he is entrusted with a very few, but major, religious responsibilities: to
bless the congregation with the biblical Birkat Kohanim (priestly bless-
ing), to be called first to the Recital of the Torah, to conduct the Pidyon
ha-Ben (firstborn redemption) ceremony-—and to avoid contact with
the dead. These are all that survives of the Kohen's ancient role of tem-
ple priest.

Although Cohen is a well-known Jewish name, there are actually
very few kohanim. And of these, even fewer actually care to perform
these responsibilities.

~9fh—
Kol isha (Ashkenazi: Kol ishc) A woman’s (singing) voice

“We can’t have any fathers at the girls’ concert because of kol isha.”

Jewish men are traditionally not supposed to listen to kol isha, the
singing of a woman (literally “a woman’s voice”), or at least not solo
singing. In Ultraorthodox circles, this stops men (perhaps “excuses
men” would be more correct) from going to hear the local ladies’ char-
ity performance of Fiddler on the Roof or a mixed klezmer band.

-9 -
Kol ha-kavéd! “Well done!”

“Meet Vivienne. She just finished her Ph.D.”
“Oh wow, kol ha-kavod!”



Kol Nidréy 119

This is a modern Israeli form of congratulation and verbal back slap-
ping. It literally means “all honor!” A popular song after the Six Day
War was Kol ha-Kavod le-Tsahal (“Well done, Israel Defense Forces!”).
Don't use it for wedding, birth, and Bar Mitzvah congratulations—
there you say Mazel tov!
—-924 —

Kol ha-mosif goréa (Ashkenazi: Kol ha-méhsif gohréa) “To add is
to detract”

“Don’t start adding anything to the drawing, It's fine. Kol ha-mosif gorea.”

Originally a legal maxim, designed to stop any tampering or adding
to the Mosaic law, kol ha-mosif gorea is now appropriate to any sphere.

924~

Kol kevuda bat mélech penima (Ashkenazi: Kol kviido bas mélech
pnimo) “All the glory of a princess is within”

These words from Psalm 45 may actually have been talking about some-
thing entirely different (kevuda means “paraphernalia, trousseau”)—but
they have come to be widely used as a proof text for the idea that the
Jewish woman's place is in the home. If I wished to propound the idea,
I'd feel much happier with the Psalmist’s way of saying it.

—-924 —
Kol Nidréy (Ashkenazi: Kol Nidre) The Kol Nidrey service

“Every time I hear Kol Nidrey I have to cry.”

Kol Nidrey unleashes the emotional power of Yom Kippur. It is the first
service of this holiest of days, or more exactly the first prayer. In the
gathering dusk, the synagogue fills; then silence, and the cantor
intones, three times over, a plaintive melody that has become almost
synonymous with Kol Nidrey. Is it the melody that does it, or is it the
words, which seem to say that all human resolutions are but breath?

All vows [kol nidrey], oaths, and resolutions of any kind [between us and God]
that we will have made between this Yom Kippur and the next we hereby
renounce and declare null and void. Qur vows shall be nonvows, our oaths
nonoaths, and our resolutions nonresolutions.

Loose translation of the Kol Nidrey declaration

-394 —~
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Kol tuv! “All the best!”
“T have a call on the other line, so call me back in an hour. Kol tuv!”

Literally “all good,” kol tuv is a charming oldtime way of closing a
friendly letter, conversation, or phone call. The other person can also
respond kol tuv. Israelis and traditional Diaspora Jews both use it. Yet I
have never seen the slightest mention of it in a Hebrew textbook.

—9%% -

Kol yisraél arevim ze ba-ze (Ashkenazi: Kol yisr6el oréyvim ze bo-ze)
“All Jews are responsible for one another”

This Talmudic saying expresses a collective responsibility to prevent
wrongdoing and to spread the word. No one dare say, “It is not my
affair.”

928~

Kol yisraél chaverim (Ashkenazi: Kol yisréel chavéyrim) “All Jews
are friends”

Another Talmudic saying—or would wish be a better word? Familiar
to synagogue attenders from the Blessing for the New Month.

I met a girl. | used to see her every evening. Sweet moonlit nights, sweet
dreams! How happy she made me! How happy I was when the chazan said
the Blessing for the New Moon, kol yisroel chaveyrim. Do you realize what it
means to have seven or eight million brothers and sisters-—and dear Miriam
was one of them! That made me feel strong and proud.

Yitzchak Leib Peretz
—928 —
Kolél (Ashkenazi: Kéhlel, kéylel) Talmudic seminary for married men
“Her husband'’s in kolel, so they really need the second income.”

Wherever Ultraorthodox Jews reside in large numbers, the kolel is on
the rise—and controversially. Traditionally, a highly gifted minority of
yeshiva graduates went on, after marriage, to a kolel to train as rabbis
and jurists. Nowadays, increasing numbers of married men are kolel-
niks, studying full time at kolel, supported by donations and by their
wives’ incomes. There has been a desperate desire to thus repair the
devastation done to traditional Jewish scholarship by the Nazis and
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the Bolsheviks. In Israel, however, many voices are being raised,
Orthodox ones included, against the refusal of many koleiniks to do
any military service or to enter the labor force.

~932_ -
Kosher. See Kasher.
— o,%q, -

(The) Kétel (Ashkenazi: [The] Kohsl) The Western Wall

“Joan said they’re having the Bar Mitzvah at the Kotel—isn’t that
great?”

The one surviving wall of the ancient Temple compound in Jerusalem
has always been called the Kotel Maaravi, “the Western Wall.” (The
name Wailing Wall is an insensitive appellation by outsiders.) Nowa-
days, Israelis generally call it simply ha-Kotel, “the Wall.” Even the
nonreligious treat it with some kind of transmuted reverence, a sym-
bol of the Jewish state.

The Shechina [Divine Presence] never departs from the Kotel Maaravi.

The Midrash
-924 -
Kotsé shel yud (Ashkenazi: Kitso shel yud) The tiniest thing, a
minutia
“I can’t work with him. He won't allow you to change a kotso shel yud.”

The tiniest letter of the Hebrew alef-bet is the yud. And atop the yud is a
tiny scribal stroke, called a kots. Hardly surprising, then, that kotso shel
yud has come to signify the tiniest thing (just like the Greek letter iota,
in fact).

—9%% ~

Kéva témbel Floppy Israeli hat

If one were to design an Israeli national costume, to rival the Japanese
kimono, Mexican sombrero, or British bowler hat, pin-striped suit,
and umbrella, it would have to start with the kova tembel, literally
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“imbecile hat.” The high floppy khaki cotton hat was something that
many kibbutznikim and laborers used to wear, and would probably still
be wearing if it weren’t impossible to find a kova tembel that didn’t say
“Ilove Tel Aviv” or “1986 Hadassah Fact-finding Mission.”

Fortunately, the kova tembel has been immortalized by the Israeli
cartoonist Dosh in the wonderful image of Israel as a wide-eyed kid in
shorts with a kova tembel on his head. And factories in Taiwan will
continue to turn them out for years to come.

-9~

Kridt ha-Tordh (Ashkenazi: Kries ha-Téhre) Reading of the Law in
the synagogue

“As there’s a Bar Mitzvah today, there’ll be quite a few uncles and
cousins to call up for Kriat ha-Torah.”

See Baal Kore, “Torah reader” and Aliyah, “Calling up to the Torah.”

Every Sabbath and feast or fast day, and on Mondays and Thursdays
too, the Torah scroll is brought forth and read in the synagogue. This
is Kriat ha-Torah (popularly known in America by the Yiddish word
leyning).

The reading is traditionally in Hebrew, with a complicated chant
that takes endless hours to learn. Meanwhile, the congregation follow
the reading from a book, though if you know Hebrew and the baal kore
(reader) doesn’t mumble, it’s a joy to sit back, close your eyes, and just

listen.
— 9% -

Kriit Shemd (Ashkenazi: Kries Shma or Krishme) The reading of
the Shema

“Before I call them, I must say Kriat Shema.”
See Shema for details.

Kriat Shema, reading the Shema declaration early in the morning and in
the evening, is one of the basic duties for Jewish men—and one of the
first things that all children, boys as well as girls, are taught. The
Shema itself is popularly called Kries Shma or Krishme by Ashkenazim,
hence “to-say Kries Shma.”

—~92—
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Kriit Yam-Sif (Ashkenazi: Kries Yim-Suf) The parting of the Red
Sea

“It was an absolutely stupendous miracle, just like Kriat Yam-Suf.”

This word krigt has nothing to do with kriat in kriat shema. They're spelled dif-
ferently in Hebrew.

Kriat Yam-Suf—when the Red Sea parted for the Israelites to march
through on dry soil, only for the Egyptian armies to drown—has
become synonymous with the sort of thing that seems natural but in
reality wrenches Nature asunder.

Getting enough to eat is as hard as Kriat Yam-Suf.
The Talmud, Pesachim

Finding Jewish people their right partners in life is as hard as Kriat Yam-Suf.

The Midrash
- %g -

Labrivit! “Bless you!” (literally, “to health!”, said when someone
sneezes)

Labriut is a modern Israeli expression. It isn’t only for when someone
sneezes. It's also what you say when, ever so gently, you want to get
someone out of your hair.

-9 -
Lag ba-Omer (Ashkenazi: Lag bo-Ohmer) Lag Ba-Omer festival

“I just have to buy a new dress—we have three weddings to go to on
Lag ba-Omer.”

In the month of May, thirty-three days through the period of semi-
mourning called the Omer (see entry) comes a mini-festival: Lag ba-
Omer (literally 33rd of the Omer). Lag ba-Omer is not about what you
have to do but what you can do: you can get married—and couples get
married in the thousands. You can have a haircut—and on Mount
Meron in the Galilee throngs of people bring their three-year-old sons
for their first haircut. And you can generally have a good time; Lag ba-
Omer is a day for school outings, campfires, and baked potatoes.

Our bows are on our shoulders,
Our flags are held up high,
To our friendly forest
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We're heading young and old.
Today's Lag ba-Omer! Today’s Lag ba-Omer!
From a popular Israeli children’s Lag ba-Omer song

— 9%k —

Limed-vav tsadikim (Ashkenazi: Limed-vov tsadikim) The thirty-
six hidden saints

“Never refuse a beggar—he may be one of the Lamed-vav tsadikim.”

Tradition teaches that the survival of the world revolves around thirty-
six tsadikim (saints) alive in each generation—and that their identity is a
mystery. It might be that beggar over there sleeping and it might be
your unassuming next-door neighbor.

Said Abaye: The world contains at least lamed-vav tsadikim that receive the
Divine Presence every day.
The Talmud, Sukkah

~ 9k
Lébn Sort of very low-fat sour yogurt

Lebn seems to be going the same way as kibbutzim and moshavim. This
relative of yogurt was once a pioneer’s breakfast, lunch, and probably
dinner—cool, thirst-quenching, and excitingly Middle Eastern. I still
see it in the store on the corner, but one has increasingly to search for
it among the twelve-packs of fruit yogurts and pseudo yogurts that all
my Israeli neighbors seem to live on.

~ 9% —

Le-chdyim “To life!” (said when making a toast); a strong drink
“Do you want a le-chayim? Or are you driving?”

Le-chayim is the universal and age-old Jewish toast—said on wine or
liquor. One “makes a le-chayim.” People often respond le-chayim u-le-
shalom “to life and to peace.”

By extension, le-chayim is the drink itself. You “drink a le-chayim.”

After morning prayers, the rabbi of Pitev always used to join his flock in
drinking a le-chayim. One day, however, he took off his tefilin before prayers
were over, made his way to the vodka, and began drinking all by himself.
People stared in amazement.

Later that day, someone plucked up courage to ask the rabbi why he had
drunk a le-chayim before prayers were over.
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The rabbi grinned. “For the simple reason that yesterday I waited till the
end of the service and there wasn't a single drop of the stuff left!”

— 9% —

Lech la-azazél “Get lost!” (literally “Go to Azazel”)

“Lois, here’s that guy again who was pestering us. Hey you, lech la-
azazell”

Lech la-azazel does the job in modern Hebrew of “go to hell!”, but it’s
so much more aesthetic. In fact, lech la-azazel is just bursting with Jew-
ish heritage. And the phrase was used in pious literature long before
bus drivers began losing their tempers in the heat of Tel Aviv.

Azazel was a vague place of cliffs and crags, somewhere in the Judean
Desert, to which a sacrificial goat was led, every Yom Kippur in ancient
times, to atone for the sins of the people. The word seems to mean
might, power; even the sound of it is vaguely forbidding. The nearest I
could get to it in English is “get lost!” Or perhaps, “You get my goat”?

- 9% -
Lechd Dod{ (Ashkenazi: Leché D6hdi) The Sabbath song Lecha Dodi

“I love that new Israeli tune for Lecha Dodi.”

Lecha Dodi is the song that welcomes the Sabbath in synagogues
everywhere at Friday dusk. A romance with a hint of lament, Lecha
Dodi embodies the profound imprint of Kabbalah mysticism on Jewish
prayer. It would take forty years of Sabbaths for all known Lecha Dodi
melodies to be sung.

Come in peace, crown to your husband,
Joyfully, exultantly,
Among the faithful of the precious people,
Come, bride—come, bride!
Come, my beloved [lecha dodi], to meet the bride.
Let us welcome the Sabbath.
The final stanza of Lecha Dodi

The worshippers unconsciously respond to the broad themes, the real essence
of the prayer which, like the moon obscured behind the clouds, exerts a hid-
den but inexorable influence upon the ebb and tide of their religious experi-
ence. . . . So does the secret of the success of Lecha Dodi lie in the magnificent
sweep of its esoteric Unity theme.

—92%

Norman Lamm
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Léchem mishnéh (Ashkenazi: Léchem mishne) Twin Sabbath loaves
“Are there enough rolls for all the guests to have lechem mishneh?”

Literally “double bread.” Tradition requires the Shabbat meals to begin
with a blessing over two loaves (or rolls, matzo, or the like). This com-
memorates the double portion of manna that the Israelites were
granted for Shabbat in the wilderness—and also symbolizes the height-
ened spirituality-within-materiality of the Sabbath Day.

— 924~
Lehavdil (Ashkenazi: Lehdvdil) “If you'll pardon the comparison”

“As for this idea of the unborn child knowing the Torah, I recall some-
thing similar in Plato, lehavdil.”

Lehavdil, literally “to make a distinction,” is one of the joys of Hebrew—
a delightful device that allows you to get away with mentioning the
sacred and the profane in the same breath, and then promptly to apolo-
gize for it.

In principle, the distance between Jewishness and the culture of the environ-
ment was signified by the expression lehavdil.

—agg -

Max Weinreich

Lehitra6t “Au revoir”

“. .. and Lehitraot and Mazel tov to Miss Rabinowitz on her forthcom-
ing marriage. The whole school looks forward to having her back with
us soon.”

Lehitraot is modern Hebrew’s version of au revoir, dasvedanya, auf
Wiedersehen. It means, quite simply, “to see each other soon.” I know
no one ever said it in the Bible and I know there is something to be
said for keeping up the old biblical ways of greeting, but I love the
sound of lehitraot, and even the slangy lehit! (see ya!) With a bit of an
effort, I can just imagine Adam saying it to Eve.

What I'm sure Adam didn’t say is this ghastly lehitraot bye! or lehi-

traot bye bye!
T
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Le-shan4 ha-bas birushaldyim! (Ashkenazi: Le-sh6no ha-b6
birusholdyim!) “Next year in Jerusalem!”

This wish and prayer for messianic redemption is the way Jews the
world over round off their Seder night prayers—and the fast of Yom
Kippur.

Passover was around the corner, and a group of Chasidim were in the court-
yard drawing water to make the dough to bake the matzo; and as they
heaved, they exclaimed back and forth: “Le-shono ha-bo birusholayim!”

Rabbi Shalom of Belz heard them and frowned. “Why next year in
Jerusalem?” he asked. “With this water we are drawing, may we bake matzo
tomorrow in Jerusalem redeemed and eat it in the company of the Messiah.”

The ram’s horn was blown, everyone trembled, and then came a mighty roar:
“ Le-shono ha-bo birusholayim!”

The riffraff were already picking the wax candle drippings off the table,
and the week-day reader was already standing at the desk and reading the
weekday Evening Prayer in a weekday chant.

—9%% —

Leshém shamdyim (Ashkenazi: Le-shém shomdyim) For pure
motives (literally “for the sake of Heaven”)

Yitzchak Leib Peretz

“... She was a really good teacher. And she didn’t ask for any money.
It was leshem shamayim . . "

All who labor for the tsibur [the public] should labor leshem shamayim.

The Talmud, Avot

Leshén ha-Kédesh (Ashkenazi: Léshn Kéhdesh) The Holy Tongue
(i.e., Hebrew)

“When my grandfather wrote home to his father, it was always in
Loshn Kohdesh.”

Don’t think for a moment that Leshon ha-Kodesh only means biblical
Hebrew or prayer book Hebrew. Leshon ha-Kodesh 1s Hebrew, period.
It's one of the most ancient names known for the language, and was
the standard name until the rise of secular Zionism made Ivrit (liter-
ally “language of the Hebrews”) a more fashionable label. In response,
some Ultraorthodox circles today would like to draw a clear divide
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between “sacred” Hebrew (Loshn Kohdesh) and “profane” Hebrew
(Ivrity—but such a divide never existed in history.

History, however, moves on; and today Hebrew is almost univer-
sally called Ivrit.

When the child begins to speak, his father talks Leshon ha-Kodesh with him
and teaches him Torah.

The Midrash on Deuteronomy

—agf -

Leshén ha-rd (Ashkenazi: Léshn hére) Disparaging talk, gossip (lit-
erally “evil language”)

“What I'm saying about her isn’t loshn hore—it's true.”
“Well, that makes it even worse loshn hore!”

Jewish Law (Halacha) defines leshon ha-ra as any talk about other peo-
ple that serves no positive purpose—whether or not it is intended
maliciously.

The famed Polish sage, Rabbi Israel Meir Ha-Cohen, popularly known as the
Chafetz Chayim, wrote whole books against the practice of leshon ha-ra. Once,
the story goes, a woman came to him to buy his latest book about leshon ha-ra.

“Oh thank heavens you have it in stock,” she said. “My neighbor could
really do with it. She talks such loshn hore . . .”

Said Rabbi Shemuel bar Nachman: Why is leshon ha-ra called “the triple tongue”?
Because it kills in triplicate: It kills the person who says it, and the person
who receives it, and the person who is the subject of it.
The Talmud, Arachin

—atf—

Levayéd (Ashkenazi: Levdye/Levéye) Funeral

“So many people came to the levaya that they jammed all the roads
around the house.”

The dead are not just buried. They are “accompanied” (the basic mean-
ing of levaya) on their last journey. As the hearse moves off slowly, peo-
ple may walk behind it for a few yards. At the cemetery, they again
accompany the body to its resting place, and take turns shoveling earth
into the grave. Then the kaddish is said, followed by nichum avel.

Out of respect, the levaya is traditionally held as soon as possible, in
Israel usually on the same day—and there black-bordered posters
hastily appear on walls and trees, announcing the time of the levaya.

—a2%—
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Levi, pl. leviyim (Ashkenazi: Léyvi, pl. leviyim) Levite
“Are you a Levi, a Kohen, or a Yisra'el?”

The Jewish last name Levy (or Levine, Lewin, and so on) has a long
pedigree.

In biblical times there were twelve tribes of Israel. The only tribal
group to survive to this day is that of the Levi and the Kohen—both of
them male-line descendants of the tribe of Levi. All other Jews may
conceivably be descended from any other tribe, and are known collec-
tively as Yisra'el. The tribe of Levi itself is subdivided into Kohanim
(see entry) and Leviyim, the former descended from the priestly line of
Aaron while the latter are all other Levites.

Once a Levi might have sung or played in the Jerusalem Temple.
Today, he is called second to the recital of the Torah, washes the
kohen's hands before the priestly blessing, and that’s it.

— 928~

Lo alécha ha-melacha ligmér (Ashkenazi: Lo olécho hamlécho lig-
mor) “Itis not up to you to complete the work”

“Look, reorganizing the department is a vast undertaking, so just do
what you can. Lo alecha ha-melacha ligmor.

This proverb forms part of a philosophy of life by Rabbi Tarphon, a
sage of the second century. It is a metaphor in which life is a business
and the Almighty the boss.

The day is short, the task is great, the workers are lax, the pay is good, and
the Employer is insistent.

It is not up to you to complete the work [Lo alecha ha-melacha ligmor), yet
you are not free to desist from it. If you have studied much Torah, much
reward will be yours, and your Employer is certain to pay you for your
work—but be aware that the reward of the righteous is in the World to Come.

The Talmud, Avot
—928
Lo alénu (Ashkenazi: Lo oléynu) “May it not happen to us”

“If someone’s business burns down, lo alenu, they ought to call in
insurance adjusters.”

See also Rachmana litslan, “Heaven protect us.”

Literally “not upon us.” Many Jews adhere to the philosophy (or
should one say, mentality?) of al tiftach peh la-satan, “Don’t open your
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mouth to the Devil.” When you mention something bad, you slip in a
hasty lo alenu, particularly if it happened to an acquaintance. Perhaps
to douse any tiny trace of schadenfreude. ..

—a%f—

Lo dubim ve-lo ydar! (Ashkenazi: Lo dbim ve-lo ydar!) “Nothing
of the kind!”

“I hear your company’s moving.”
“Lo dubim ve-lo yaar! We only just moved here.”

Lo dubim ve-lo yaar is the way to dismiss any story as groundless. It lit-
erally means “no bears and no forest,” but it has absolutely nothing to
do with Goldilocks. It all goes back to the biblical story of the prophet
Elisha who was taunted by a group of youths and cursed them,
whereupon two she bears emerged from the forest and mauled them.
What was the exact nature of the miracle, the Talmud ponders. Were
the bears supernatural? Was the forest supernatural? Or were there no
bears, and no forest either?
—928%

Lo hay4 ve-lo nivri! (Ashkenazi: Lo héyo ve-lo nivro!) “There never
was such a thing (or person)!”

“The kind of Gone-with-the-Wind romantic lifestyle you're talking
about lo haya ve-lo nivra.”

“What, a video lending library in this town? Lo haya ve-lo nivra!”

Literally “it (or he or she) never was and was never created,” this Tal-
mudic exclamation was used when the ancient academies were dis-
cussing who exactly the biblical hero Job was, and when he lived: dur-
ing the Exodus from Egypt was one opinion; during the Return from
Babylon was another. And a third opinion: The Book of Job was one
long allegory. As for Job himself, lo haya ve-lo nivra.

—9gR

Lo mi-duvshich ve-lo mi-uktsich! (Ashkenazi: Lo mi-divshoch ve-lo
mi-iktsoch!) “Keep your honey and keep your sting!”

There are people whose favors you'll do anything to avoid, because
you just don’t trust them, or because they’ve done you such harm that
you just can’t stand their sight. Like the heathen prophet Balaam who
came to give a curse but also offered a blessing, like the corporate
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raiders who offer the old board a golden handshake, and like the per-
son who has been stung by a bee, you will want to tell them all to
keep their honey and keep their sting: In the words of the Midrash, lo
mi-duvshach ve-lo mi-uktsach!

92—
Liéach A Jewish calendar

“Do you have a luach handy, Elliot, so I can check when Yom Kippur is?”

The luach used to be part of the paraphernalia of every Jewish home, a
little booklet with the civil dates of Jewish festivals, times for the start
and close of the Sabbath around the year, and all manner of other
intriguing information. (The Jewish calendar is lunar-based, that is,
months begin at each new moon, roughly every twenty-nine days,
putting them out of sync with the conventional solar calendar Thus
the civil date for every festival turns out differently every year. The
whole thing is so complicated that even a Talmudist would have trou-
ble memorizing it.)

~924 -

Luidv, pl. lulavim (Ashkenazi: Lilev, pl. lulévim) Palm branch

“Benji, will you stop waving that lulav around in people’s faces—it’s
sharp.”

See Sukkot and Arba Minim, “The Four Species.”

The lulav is one of the arba minim, the four species that are waved cere-
monially during prayers on the Sukkot harvest festival. The lulav is
actually a palm branch cut in infancy before it can splay out. Waving
it is quite an art: You wave it in a particular order in all four directions
and heavenward and earthward, contemplating God’s hegemony
over nature—while never forgetting that you can jab someone else
with the end of it. Interestingly, the lulav with the etrog fruit are remi-
niscent of the scepter and orb of kings.

This was the custom of the people of Jerusalem:

A person emerges from his house with his lulav in his hand; goes to syna-
gogue with his lulav in his hand; recites the Shema and Amida with his lulav in
his hand; puts it down to read the Torah and say the priestly blessing; goes to
visit the sick and console the mourners with his lulav in his hand . . . which
shows you how enthusiastically they performed the mitzvot.

The Talmud, Sukkah

92—
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Ma Nishtani (Ashkenazi: Ma Nishtdne) The Four Questions on
Passover

“I'm the youngest, so I want to say Ma Nishtana!”

Ma Nishtana is a popular name for the Four Questions, the prelude to the
story of the Exodus as told from the Haggadah on the Passover Seder
night. (The opening words, ma nishtana, literally mean “how different.”)
The Ma Nishtana expresses surprise at all the strange things going on at
the Seder table: the matzo, the maror, the vegetable dips, the reclining. Ma
Nishtana is customarily chanted by the youngest person present, and is
one of the first things children learn in first grade, over and over again.

How, then, can it all be a surprise? Ah, because on the actual night,
what child isn’t surprised?

How different [ma nishtana] this night is from all other nights!
For on all other nights we may eat chametz and matzo,
But this night is all matzo!
Translation of the opening of Ma Nishtana

9%
Ma pitém! “What are you talking about!”

“To Jerusalem? 95 shekalim, please.”
“Ma pitom! Last time we paid 70 shekalim!”

Literally “why suddenly!” Ma pitom! is as Israeli as pitta and falafel
(which means that it's probably doing very nicely in New York City
and L.A.). As your plane descends toward Ben-Gurion Airport, do
mouth exercises and get ready to use ma pitom! the moment you're told
anything remotely outrageous—like the price of a cab to Jerusalem or
the commission for changing dollars into shekalim.

Ma pitom! is even more effective with a hand gesture, which we will
supply the moment this book goes into video.

-92R

Ma’alin ba-kédesh ve-en moridin (Ashkenazi: Mdalin ba-kéhdesh
ve-eyn moridin) “You can make more holiness but not less”

This Talmudic maxim finds its most familiar expression on the festival of
Chanukah, with the custom of lighting one light on the first night, two on
the second, and so on, until the eighth night. More generally, it means
that once something is considered holy it should not be profaned.

—agR -
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Ma’ariv (Ashkenazi: Mdariv) Evening prayers
“Do they wait till after dark before saying Ma’ariv?”

Ma’ariv, the third of the group prayers traditionally said every day, is
generally recited at the synagogue at dusk.

The prayer Ma‘ariv should not be confused with the Israeli afternoon
mass-circulation newspaper of the same name. Many an unsuspecting
Jewish tourist surrounded by vendors yelling Ma‘ariv! Ma'ariv! and
Idiyot! Idiyot! (the name of another tabloid) has fancied that, in the Jew-
ish state, you get called idiot to your face if you look like you haven’t
said Maariv prayers.

— 9%k -

Ma’asér (Ashkenazi: Mdyser) Tithe
“Have they taken ma‘aser from the grapefruit?”

Ma’aser is a tithe, literally “a tenth.” Believe it or not, it is still the prac-
tice among the Orthodox to take a tithe from produce grown in Israel.
In ancient times, various tithes would have been set aside for priests,
Levites, the poor, and others. Nowadays, just the smallest of tithes—
technically called teruma—is actually taken from produce and dis-
posed of. (Some of it ends up in Israeli zoos.) The Israeli Rabbinate
sends teams all over the country to ensure that the population won't
be eating teruma in its cornflakes or salad bowls.

The whole procedure of taking a tithe is called “taking ma’aser,”
though in fact ma‘aser (the 10 percent tithe) does not get disposed of
but redeemed, and then eaten like normal produce.

928 -

Ma’aséy avé6t simin le-vanim “The forefathers’ lives are a sign to
their sons”

“What happened with Saddam reminds me of Saul and the Amalekites—
ma’asey avot siman le-vanim.”

This proverb reflects the age-old belief that every experience of the
biblical “greats” was larger than life, and in some way a harbinger of
all future Jewish experiences—especially the experiences of Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob, the avot (fathers) par excellence. In Jewish historic
consciousness, the past is the present is the future.

-9 -
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Ma'aydn ha-mitgabér (Ashkenazi: Mdayan ha-misgiber) A never-
ending source of ideas

Literally “an overflowing spring,” this was the Talmudic description
for the wisdom of Rabbi Elazar ben Arach. It has come to describe the
individual with the ideas that just never stop coming, particularly the
sort who never stops verbalizing them.

a2 —

Machléket (Ashkenazi: Machléhkes) Disagreement

“Look, I don’t want to go into the whole machioket between Freud and
Jung...”

Machloket is the spice and ice of Jewish life. Machloket is the legal and
spiritual disagreement between the sages on virtually every page of
the Talmud. In monetary arbitration, who selects the judges? By what
hour must one say Shema? What kind of lost property must the finder
publicize?

There is no greater intellectual enjoyment than to get your teeth
into an ancient machloket—nay, to discover a hitherto unsuspected
machloket between two religious authorities. It makes no difference
that they may have lived hundreds of miles and hundreds of years
apart, it still counts as a machloket.

Some people derive equal enjoyment from another sort of machloket:
the senseless disagreements between next-door neighbors or Uncle
Sid and Aunt Rosa. Hence, the following saying.

Better a false peace than a true machloket.
The Seer of Lublin

There are famous people whose whole fame rests on machloket.
Rabbi Nachman of Bratzlav

-3 —
Machmir (Ashkenazi: Machmir) Stringent

“Some of the rabbis aren’t prepared to recognize the Ethiopian Jews,
but perhaps they’re being machmir about it.”

See Chumra, “Stringent ruling” and Mekel, “Lenient.”

Jewish laws and customs allow quite some leeway in interpretation.
On a certain issue, one rabbi may be more machmir and another more



Madregd 135

mekel (lenient), depending on all sorts of factors, including an individ-
ual rabbi’s whole philosophy of life.

Some sophisticated observers of the Orthodox Jewish scene would
say that since World War II the attitudes of rabbis and their flocks
have become perceptibly more machmir. Such chumrot (stringent rul-
ings) build barriers against the outside world and no doubt compen-
sate for the tragic loss of the heart and soul of European Orthodox

Judaism.
—92R/—

Machzér, pl. machzorim (Ashkenazi: Machzer, pl. machzéyrim)
Festival prayer book

“Didn’t you bring your Pesach machzor? You won’t find all these things
in the regular prayer book.”

As much a part of the distinctive flavor of a festival as the ceremonies
or the food is the special festival prayer book, the machzor. To many a
child, the special machzorim for Shavuot, Yom Kippur, and the other fes-
tivals are a treasure house of mysterious hymns, unheard-of Bible
readings, and curious customs. He and she yearn to be proud posses-
sors of their own set of machzorim.

“Ribono shel Olam! [Almighty God!],” exclaimed Rabbi Hirsh Dinuber with a
deep sigh, placing his heavy machzor on his desk in the synagogue. “Look, I'm
opening my machzor at the contents page—I really don’t know which prayer
to offer You. Please just select whichever prayers please You best . . .”

- %9,6{, -

Madregé, pl. madregét (Ashkenazi: Madréyge, pl. madréyges) Spiri-
tual level

“People in those days were altogether on a different madrega.”
See Yeridat ha-dorot, “The decline of the generations.”

The notion of levels of purity (Moses is said to have reached the forty-
ninth—only the fiftieth was beyond him) is popularly expressed in
terms of madregot, literally “rungs.”

It doesn’t matter which madrega you're on. What matters is whether you're on
the way up or on the way down.

Chasidic saying

—92R -
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Madrich, pl. madrichim (fem. madrichd, pl. madrichét) Youth
leader

“When she’s eighteen, Melissa wants to be a madricha at summer camp.”

The madrich and madricha are at the center of Jewish teenage life in
Israel and in the Diaspora, wherever youth groups and camps exist.

.
Maftir (Ashkenazi: Méftir) Concluding section of the Torah reading

“Is your son reading maftir or is he doing the whole sidra?”

It's the mazel (fortune) of some little things to be treated like they’re
very big. That has been the mazel of the maftir, meaning the last three
or four verses of the weekly Torah reading (sidra). They get repeated
as a prologue to what comes next, the haftara (the reading from the
Prophets)—and precisely because they’re short and sweet, they’ve
become the standard Bar Mitzvah boy’s Torah portion. He may in fact
“do maftir and haftara.”

It's the vogue in certain circles nowadays, particularly in Israel, for
the Bar Mitzvah boy to read the whole sidra—but maftir is certainly
quite respectable too.

Scholars have suggested that maftir (and haftara) mean “dispensa-
tion to talk.” In the name of all fathers and mothers of Bar Mitzvah

boys, [ hope not.
—92R -

Magén David (Ashkenazi: Mégn Dévid) Star of David
“Who bought you that beautiful Magen David you're wearing?”

Literally “shield of David,” the Magen David is by no means the oldest
Jewish symbol, and indeed has no intrinsic sanctity. It “only” dates
from medieval times, but like so many ‘other customs this is sufficient
to give it deep roots in Jewish life. You find it on synagogue windows
and gates, on New Year cards, on necklaces, on all kinds of things, but
perhaps most familiar of all: on the flag of Israel.

~ 9% -
Magén David Adém (Ashkenazi: Mégn Dévid Adém) Israeli Emer-
gency Medical Service

“We're aiming to sponsor two ambulances for Magen David Adom.”
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The Magen David Adom organization runs the Israeli nationwide emer-
gency medical services: ambulances, emergency clinics, and so on.

If you break a leg (lo alenu), you dial 101 and soon you are being sped
to a hospital by a white ambulance with a red Magen David painted on
the side, perhaps with some further information such as “Donated by
the Sisterhood of Temple B’nai Jeshurun of Sunny Valley, NJ.”

The actual choice of the Magen David Adom symbol is clearly in ref-
erence to the Red Cross and Red Crescent, although the Red Cross has
consistently denied Magen David Adom recognition.

-9k~
Makdlet Israeli grocery store

“Run over to the makolet and get me two chalot, 100 grams of olives,
and candles.. . . and either the Jerusalem Post or Idiyot.”

The makolet, the small Israeli grocery store, is said to be doomed and
the supermarket will inherit the land—people want variety, discount
food, credit cards, easy parking, long hours.

False. Israelis are pledged to conserve their makolet: You can send
little Racheli along by herself and without any money and expect her
back in five minutes with three liters of milk (the makolet lady has a fat
book full of all the credit she’s always giving people); you can saunter
in and have a deep conversation with the makolet man while he totally
ignores everyone else who's lining up to pay for something; and if
you search along the top shelf among the stock that came in long
before anyone ever dreamed about “sell-by dates,” you can come to
an entirely new understanding of the word metsia (find, bargain).

—9%A-
Malich, pl. malachim (Ashkenazi: Mélech, pl. maléchim) Angel

“That was a narrow escape—you must have a malach locking after you.”

The basic biblical meaning of malach was “messenger,” sent by man or
by God. Jewish thought has always been full of malachim, and they are
all essentially messengers of God. They can be forces of nature; or
supernatural (it’s hard for a Jew not to think of malachim with wings
and things, as in Christian art, but in fact these derive from bona fide
Jewish biblical visions of malachim).

Hebrew names for malachim include Michael, Gavriel, and Raphael.

Shalom upon you, ministering malachim, malachim of the Most High
From the King of Kings, the Holy One Blessed be He.
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Come in peace, ministering malachim, malachim of the Most High,
From the King of Kings, the Holy One Blessed be He.

From a Hebrew song sung to the malachim that accompany
a Jew home from the synagogue on Friday night

The Almighty is not short of malachim. What He needs is whole and healthy
Jews able to perform His will and His mitzvot.

—928 —

Malach ha-mavet (Ashkenazi: Mdlach ha-méves) The Angel of Death

“She looked so white, you’d think she’d just seen the malach ha-mavet.”

Rabbi Moshe of Kobryn

The malach ha-mavet has probably retained more hold on the imagina-
tion than most other folk beliefs. Tis he that comes to take a person to
the Other Side—and many Jews must have in the back of their minds
those artists’ images of the malach ha-mavet as described in the song
Chad Gadya which rounds off the Passover Haggadah.

. .. and the malach ha-mavet came,
and slaughtered the slaughterer

That slaughtered the bull

That drank the water

That doused the fire

That burned the stick

That beat the dog

That bit the cat

That ate the little goat

That father bought for two pennies . . .

From the Aramaic-Hebrew Passover song Chad Gadya

It's hard on the malach ha-mavet to do the killing himself, so God gave him
doctors to help him.
Rabbi Nachman of Bratzlav

~92f -
Mamadsh (Ashkenazi: Mamesh) Really

“. .. and you know, Estelle, it was mamash a miracle that no one got
killed .. .

Mamash probably gets the prize for the most used Hebrew word in
American Orthodox Jewish circles. But why American Jews whose
mother tongue is English and rarely put a Yiddish or Hebrew sentence
together should so like the word mamash is mamash a mystery to me.

—agl —
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Mamzér, pl. mamzerim (Ashkenazi: Mimzer, pl. mamzérim) Off-
spring of gravely illicit relationship; son of a

“If that mamzer doesn’t come clean, I'll sue him for every cent he has.”

To be called mamzer used to be a pretty serious thing, though not half
as serious as being one: The offspring of adultery, incest, and the like
were (and still are) forbidden to marry anyone except another mamzer.
But if an Israeli calls you mamzer, don’t get too alarmed (provided
you know him and he’s smiling, not snarling). It'll be no more than a
joking “you son of a 1” It can also just mean “shrewd character.”

Most mamzerim are shrewd.
The Jerusalem Talmud, Kiddushin

9%k -

Maéz Tsur (Ashkenazi: M6ez Tsur) The Chanukah song Maoz Tsur
“Alison already knows all five verses of Maoz Tsur by heart.”

There can be very few Jewish communities in the world that don’t
sing Maoz Tsur at the lighting of the Chanukah lights—and few that
don’t use the same tune (in a major key, oddly enough, and curiously
reminiscent of a German drinking song).

What many who sing Maoz Tsur do not realize is that only the fifth
stanza has anything explicitly to do with Chanukah. Stanzas two and
four are actually about the festivals of Pesach and Purim.

Fortress, rock [maoz tsur] of my salvation,

To You it is fitting to give praise.

Restore my House of Prayer

And there we shall bring a thanksgiving offering.
When You bring calamity on the baying foe,

1 shall complete with song and psalm

The dedication of the altar.

Translation of the first stanza of Maoz Tsur

-92% —

Marcheshvéin (Ashkenazi: Marchéshven) The month of Marcheshvan

Also known simply as Cheshvan, this is the eighth month of the Jewish
year, coming in October-November. Following nearly four weeks of
High Holy Days and jollifications, Marcheshvan is a remarkable month,
for it has absolutely no festivals or fasts, major or minor, which is
probably no accident. It's back-to-work time.

—928% -
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Marér (Ashkenazi: Mérer) Bitter herbs
“Don’t grate the maror—I want it to taste real bitter. . .”

The Bible bids the Israelites and their descendants to eat maror at the
Passover ceremony, and so they do during the Seder night storytelling.
But what is maror, apart from the fact that the word means “bitter
thing”? Some eat long lettuce, some eat horseradish, but the main
thing is that it’s a bitter root. Every year, people everywhere go red in
the face from maror in an attempt to enact the bitterness in Egypt.

This maror that we eat—why do we do it? Because the Egyptians embittered
the lives of our forefathers in Egypt. As it is said, “And the Egyptians embit-
tered the lives of our fathers with hard work in clay and bricks . . .”

From the Haggadah

... they're Jews down to the last drop. They observe all the Jewish customs,
love all Jewish foods, celebrate all the Jewish holidays, Passover is Passover.
Matzos are baked all year round. And there’s even a separate factory for the
maror we use during the holiday. Thousands upon thousands of workers sit
in that factory and make maror. And they even make a living from it. Amer-
ica’s nothing to sneeze at!

Sholom Aleichem

LYY

Mashil, pl. meshalim (Ashkenazi: Méshl, pl. meshélim) Parable

“You want to know why it's so hard to be a Jew? Let me tell you a
moshl .. .”

“It’s like the king who had an only child . . . It's like the man who lost
his knapsack . . .” The mashal is a part of Jewish folk culture that still
lives on—in traditional circles, especially in schools. The “meaning”
behind the mashal is called the nimshal.

The Dubno Maggid (Preacher of Dubno, one of the greatest mashal tellers)
was once asked how he was able to find a mashal to fit every situation.

“Let me tell you a moshl,” he said. “ A young nobleman once went to a mili-
tary academy to study musketry. After five years of learning all about mark-
manship that there is to know, he graduated with a gold medal.

“On his way home, he stopped for a beer at a tavern. And there on a wall
he noticed several chalk circles—and bang in the center of each, a bullet hole.
Who might the marksman be with such a perfect aim?

“You'll find him in Eisenberg’s cheyder (Jewish school),” they told him.
And sure enough, he did: a small Jewish boy, with long side curls and no
shoes on his feet.

“"How did you learn to shoot like that?’ asked the nobleman.
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“It's easy,” chuckled the boy. ‘Just give me your gun for a moment.” And
he fired a shot at the wall, took some chalk out of his pocket, and proceeded
to draw circles around the holes.

“And I do just the same,” said the Dubno Maggid. “When I hear a good
story, I file it away, and sooner or later, I find the right use for it!”

- %bg_

Mashiach (Ashkenazi: Meshiach) Messiah
“The Mashiach will be here before you get any money out of that guy.”

“When will the Mashiach come? Who will he be? How on earth will he
cope?” These are some of the questions that most Jews in history must
have asked themselves. The confidence in a golden age to come is fun-
damental to Judaism (the prophets and the Talmud are full of it), and
perhaps fundamental to the Jewish involvement in modern revolu-
tionary movements.

Many Jews believe that the State of Israel is a sign that the Mashiach
is imminent. Some believe that the Holocaust and the 1991 Gulf War
were also a sign. Some believe they know who he is.

All the prophets have confirmed that the Mashiach will redeem Israel, save
them, gather their dispersed, and confirm the commandments.
Maimonides
Two Jews meet. They've both had a bit to drink, and they’re in a good mood.
Says one, “When the Meshiach comes, everything will be wonderful. The
Red Sea will be brandy.”

Says the other, “Why the Red Sea? Why not the Atlantic? If you're already
going to believe in something, why believe in so little?”

Don'’t say “I'm waiting for Mashiach.” Say “Mashiach is waiting for me.”
Shelomo Riskin
- 9% -

Mashkéh (Ashkenazi: Mdshkeh) Alcoholic drink

“Let’s first get out a little mashkeh and drink a Le-chayim—and then get
down to business.”

Traditional Judaism and teetotaling don’t mix. Wherever there’s a sim-
cha (celebration) you'll find a little mashkeh. The Shabbat and the festi-
vals are ushered in with mashkeh. As the Psalmist put it, “Wine glad-
dens the human heart.” Even the newborn baby gets a little mashkeh at
his brit. The operative word is “a little.”

—a2
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Matin Tordh (Ashkenazi: Méten Tére) The Revelation of the Torah
“The concept of a Sabbath goes right back to before Matan Torah.”
See Har Sinai, “Mt. Sinai.”

Matan Torah on Mt. Sinai towers over all other events in Jewish his-
tory. There were no cameras at the Revelation, nor have there been
any archeologists—for the simple reason that no one knows where Mt
Sinai was. Nevertheless, Matan Torah seems like yesterday.

— 928 —

Matanét la-evyonim (Ashkenazi: Maténes lo-evyéhnim) Gifts to
the needy (on Purim)

“I'm putting aside $50 to do matanot la-evyonim on Purim.”

Among the traditional duties on the festival of Purim is the giving of
gifts or money to the needy, matanot la-evyonim. They are surely as
important as the friends and neighbors to whom one is sending gifts
with such care and attention. In some neighborhoods in the United
Statcs and England, schemes have been set up by which matanot la-
evyonim donated on Purim are instantly passed on to be distributed
that same day to the needy in Israel.

-9 -

Matz4, pl. matz6t, commonly spelled matzo, pl. matzos (Ashkenazi:
Matze pl. mitzes) Unleavened bread

“What else is there to spread on my matzo apart from jam and honey
and butter and margarine, Mommy?”

See also Shmure matze, “Protected matzo.”

The matzo that some Jews eat comes precision packed, looks like
punched computer cards, and tastes as light as air. Other matzo is
handbaked, individually packaged, and pockmarked as the moon. All
of it, however, is in fulfillment of the ancient law of eating unleavened
bread on the festival of Pesach.

And you shall sacrifice a Pesach offering to the Lord your God from the flock
and herd, in the place which the Lord will choose for His name to reside. You
shall not eat chametz with it; seven days you shall eat with it matzot, the bread
of affliction, for you left the Land of Egypt in haste . ..

—agf -

Deuteronomy 16
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Matzev4 (Ashkenazi: Matzéyve) Tombstone; tombstone ceremony
“She always keeps talking about how she wants a very simple matzeva.”
“I can’t make it next Sunday. I have to go to a matzeva.”

It is customary to return to the cemetery twelve months after a
death—in Israel, one month—to dedicate a matzeva perpetuating the
name of the dead. It will bear the Hebrew name and Hebrew date of
passing, with a prayer that the soul be bound up in the bond of life.
An Ashkenazi graveyard looks very different from a Sephardi one:
Ashkenazi matzevot are vertical; Sephardi matzevot lie flat.

With the opening up of eastern Europe, groups of Jews are begin-
ning to journey back to Krak6w, Mezeritch, and scores of other fabled
places to perform the duty of kever avot: to seek out and repair the
matzevot of great rabbis.

And Rachel died and was buried on the way to Ephrat, which is Bethlehem. And
Jacob set up a matzeva on her grave, the matzeva of Rachel’s grave until this day.

Genesis 35

Mdyim acharonim (Ashkenazi: Mdyim achréhnim) Washing the
hands before Grace After Meals

“We'll talk about that later. Let’s do mayim acharonim and say Birkat ha-
Mazon.”

Many Orthodox families have the custom of doing mayim acharonim
(literally “latter water”) before saying Grace After Meals on festivals
and festivities. A tiny pitcher of water is passed around and a little
water poured onto the fingers.

~92R ~

Maiyim genuvim yimtiku (Ashkenazi: Mdyim gnivim yimtéku)
“Stolen waters are sweet”

These words from the biblical Book of Proverbs make the wry obser-
vation that things seem to be much more fun when they’re illicit. (Of
course, not everything that’s illicit is as harmless as mayim . . )

I for one have always held that the rabbis shouldn’t allow syna-
gogues to be used for praying.

A waiter at a wedding whipped a half-finished bottle of sauvignon from the
rabbi’s seat at the head table. But the rabbi spotted him, and asked him what
he was carrying.

“Oh, just a bottle of water,” replied the waiter.
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“Let me try a little,” asked the rabbi. Then, turning to the waiter, he whis-
pered: “Now I know what King Solomon had in mind when he wrote Mayim

genuvim yimtaku . ..”
-2

Mazil, commonly spelled mazel (Ashkenazi: Mdzl) Luck
“We've never had any mazel with that Volkswagen . ..”

Some people may tell you that in Judaism there’s no such thing as
luck. Don’t believe them. True, the Almighty watches over the world,
rewarding the righteous and smiting the wicked (sometimes, of
course, you may have to wait until the Next World). But folk insist
that it still leaves room for mazel. Hence, at weddings, Bar Mitzvahs,
and at the drop of a yarmulke, the exclamation mazel tov! (q.v.)

Interestingly, mazel also denotes “a sign of the zodiac,” and many of
the greatest Jewish philosophers have taken astrology very seriously
{while others have damned it).

Said Rabbi Yochanan: There is no mazal among Jews.
The Talmud, Shabbat

What use is beauty, if one has no mazal.
Moroccan Jewish proverb

To change one’s village is to change one’s mazal.
-99% -

Mazil tov!, commonly spelled Mazel tov! (Ashkenazi: Mdzl tov!)
“Congratulations!”

Ladino proverb

“Fran’s had a baby girl!”
“ Mazel tov!”

“Guess what, Debbie’s engaged!”
“Wow, at last! Mazel tov!”

Literally “good luck,” this is the universal Jewish congratulations, but
its uses go much further: You say it not only to the congratulatee but
also to the bearer of the good tidings—and in fact to anyone and
everyone you see at the brit mila, bar mitzvah, wedding, and so on.
Dear Ms. ,
Your pregnancy test result is positive. Mazal tov!
Rough translation of a standard reply sent out
by an Israeli pregnancy testing clinic

—-92% -
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Mazik, pl. mazikin (Ashkenazi: Mizik, pl. mazikin) Demon or (of a
person or animal) mischief maker

“Has that little mazik of ours been at the candy again?”

From ancient times down to the very present, Jewish views on demons—
authoritative as well as popular—have ranged from apprehension to
studied disbelief. And in between, a kind of nervous jokiness.. . .

Said Abba Binyamin: “If we could view the mazikin with our own eyes, there
is none among us that could face them . . .”
Said Rava: “The crush in the lecture halls is their doing . .."
The Talmud, Berachot

Our rabbis taught: “There are three reasons not to venture into ruins: To
avoid suspicion of hanky-panky, to avoid them collapsing on top of you, and
to avoid mazikin.”

The Talmud, Berachot

Rabbi Yaakov Meshulem Orenstein, the Chief Rabbi of Lvov, was frequently
seen pacing the streets of Lvov at night. His students were nonplussed.
“Rabbi,” they asked, “Didn’t our Sages teach that a scholar should not
walk alone at night because of mazikin?”
“Yes,” he said, “but this city’s full of mazikin who can’t even see that I'm a

scholar...”
_ qﬁ,& -

Mechalél shabbit (Ashkenazi: Mechilel shidbes) Sabbath-desecrating
Childl shabbit (Ashkenazi: Chilel shibes) Desecration of the Sabbath

“Shari writes that she had to move out of the dorms because kids
were mechalel shabbat all the time.”

“They put sticky tape over the light switches to prevent any inadver-
tent chilul shabbat by the children.”

To do any of the multitude of acts forbidden on the Sabbath, such as
writing, cooking, and sewing, is called chilul shabbat. Deliberate and fla-
grant chilul shabbat was always deemed an extremely serious offense,
particularly if committed in public. In Israel, chilul shabbat by running a
business or a state institution on Shabbat is largely prohibited by law.
Thus El Al does not fly on Shabbat, nor do theaters open. But by a pecu-
liar logic, the media broadcast and buses run in Haifa.

-4 -
Mechdye A delight

“Thank goodness you have air conditioning in your car What a mechaye!”
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Literally “a resurrection” (from the ancient phrase mechaye ha-metim),
this lovely Hebrew expression has had all the juices of Yiddish pumped
into it.

The logic’s impeccable: As the longed-for, prayed-for Resurrection
of the Dead will be a great delight—not to say a relief—to everyone,
every delight that’s a relief is therefore justly called a mechaye. Getting
out of a girdle is a mechaye, a hot bath is always a mechaye, and that
first cup of coffee after Yom Kippur is the mechaye of mechayes.

— %R
Me-chayil el chayil “From strength to strength”

“Today sees the opening of your new synagogue. May you all go me-
chayil el chayil and see it grow into a great kehila [community] . . .”

See Eshet chayil, “Superwoman.”

Based on a verse in Psalms, me-chayil el chayil is a wish that embodies
the importance of material blessings alongside spiritual blessings in
Jewish tradition. Chayil denotes “might” and “wealth.” “May you be a
ben-chayil” is a common biblical wish. And the greatest compliment to
a woman is to call her an eshet chayil, “a woman of strength.”

—92 -

Mechirit chamétz (Ashkenazi: Mechires chémetz) Selling of leav-
ened food

“I have to go along to the rabbi tonight to do mechirat chametz.”

Shortly before the festival of Pesach, many people visit their rabbi to do
mechirat chametz, the selling of their chametz. Jewish law does not per-
mit chametz (leavened food, such as bread, cookies, whiskey) to be in
Jewish possession during the festival of Pesach. Fortunately for those
with big stocks of whiskey—or with medicines or other things that
might contain chametz—the law allows them to be locked away and
sold to a Gentile for the duration of the festival, a fairly technical
transaction conducted through a rabbi.

-9%4 -
Mechitsd (Ashkenazi: Mechitse) Partition separating men and women

“If we don’t set up a mechitsa in the hall, we can’t have any dancing
after the meal.”



Megild 147

In more than one way, the mechitsa divides. It divides men from
women, in Orthodox synagogues and at weddings and other occa-
sions on which people let their hair down. It divides Orthodox from
non-Orthodox: The latter refuse to have it, period. It can even divide
communities: Some feel it should be high enough and opaque enough
to deny men the mere sight of a woman; while others feel that a 3-
foot-high barrier is ample. Meanwhile, in daily life, in the store, in the
subway, Ultraorthodox man still finds himself at close quarters with
Ultraorthodox woman. So the mechitsa is fundamentally a symbol,
challenging the invasion of Eros. The last frontier.

—agR—

Mechutin, pl. mechutanim (Ashkenazi: Mechiten, pl. mechut6nim)
Son-in-law’s or daughter-in-law’s father (in plural: their parents)

“My mechutanim are coming all the way from Zurich for the bris.”
Mechutan is from the same root as chatan, “bridegroom” and chatung, “wedding.”

You may feel aggrieved that your husband or wife didn’t consult you
about their choice of parents, but that’s nothing to what you may feel
about your children’s choice of mechutanim. Not to worry: The
mechutanim are the linchpin of the extended Jewish family known as
the mishpacha—through them you can acquire a set of relatives that
you never dreamed of, including doctors, lawyers, and CPAs far better
than any on your own side of the mishpacha.

And the best part of the arrangement is that they are probably
thinking the same about you.

—92%

(The) Megila (Ashkenazi: [The] Megile) The scroll of Esther

“We have that beautiful Megila that belonged to your grandfather. You
can read from that one on Purim.”

The Megila (or, more fully, Megilat Ester) is the name given to one of
the best loved Jewish stories: the biblical Book of Esther, telling of the
attempted genocide of the Jews of the Persian Empire by the megalo-
maniac Haman. It is recited annually in synagogues around the globe
on the festival of Purim, from a handwritten parchment scroll. Hence
the popular name Megila, “scroll.”

—ai—



148  Megile

Megile Long-winded tale

“OK, OK, I just asked why you're late. I didn’t want to hear a whole
megile!”

I for one have never found the Book of Esther (see the preceding
entry) long-winded—perhaps because when I'm not busy getting
ready to drown the sound of the wicked Haman's name with my
mega-rattle, I'm busy wrestling with my Megila scroll, which defies all
my efforts to rewind it as we go along.

Be it as it may, the word megile is popularly used of any long-
winded explanation, account, or tale.

a2 -

Mekarév (Ashkenazi: Mekérev) Bring back to Judaism
“He wants to be a Hillel rabbi so he can mekarev people.”

Mekarev literally means “bring closer.” It expresses the idea that non-
committed Jews are never outside the fold, just at a temporary dis-
tance. Perhaps best known for their work in kiruv (bringing closer) are
the emissaries of the Lubavitcher Rebbe. A legend in his own lifetime
was Jerusalem’s Rabbi Aryeh Levine, who frequented the prisons in
British Palestine to mekarev the most downcast and outcast inmates.

—9%f —

Mekél (Ashkenazi: Méykl) Lenient

“If you want to ask a rabbi what you should do, ask Danny’s uncle.
He's very meykl.”

One of the first questions an Orthodox Jew asks on coming to town is
“Which rabbis are meykl?” The observant are forever asking a rabbi for
rulings. There are so many things in Jewish law and custom laypeople
don’t know, and so many things that aren’t clear-cut. A lot also
depends on who the questioner is and how well he or she can be
counted on to follow what the rabbi suggests to the letter without cut-
ting religious corners.

There are rabbis who are reported to be meykl and rabbis who are
reported to be machmir (strict). This is often based on sheer rumor, but
not surprisingly it’s the meykl rabbis who tend to get the most queries
and she’elot (questions). I doubt whether the machmir rabbis mind. At
least they don’t get called at 11:30 every night.
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My grandfather was known as a maikil, a liberal jurist. Wherever it was possi-
ble, he took the way of permission, of acquittal. He reconciled many couples
who came to him for a divorce; he brought about some divorces in embittered
and stalemated cases. With his reputation for liberality in decision, and human-
ity in judgment, went an extreme personal strictness. His way was to allow oth-
ers the easy side of a doubt and to construe the law on the hard side for himself.

Herman Wouk
-9k~

Mekubil, pl. Mekubalim (Ashkenazi: Mekiibl, pl. Mekub6lim)
Kabbalist

“They say his great uncle’s a Mekubal . . .”
See Kabala.

Somewhere out there, in the cobbled alleyways of Tsefat or Jerusalem,
in the quiet avenues of Bnei Brak or Brooklyn, or where you’d least
expect to find them, are Mekubalim—~men elevated in the intricacies of
Kabala mysticism.

-9 —

Melachd, pl. melachét (Ashkenazi: Mel6che, pl. meléches) Anact
forbidden on the Sabbath

“I couldn'’t start fixing the chair, because that would be a melacha.”

Melacha essentially means “craft, creativity.” The traditional observance
of Sabbaths and festivals has two parameters: enhanced spiritual activ-
ity, and concomitant reduction of work—not physical work per se
(avoda) but work that sets a human stamp on the environment, melacha.

The Talmud defines thirty-nine “archetypes” of melacha and many,
many subtypes—and ever since, philosophers have pondered them,
while observant Jews train their families to simply avoid them: plant-
ing, writing, cooking, washing, burning, mending, and so forth. Some-
times, the rabbi needs to be consulted. And with every new gadget, a
rabbi somewhere will ask: “Will this involve a melacha?”

The breakdown of the melacha prohibition to thirty-nine separate major cate-
gories, into an untold number of toladot or minor categories subsumed under
them, signifies the fragmented nature of the profane days. The unsanctified
days are the real World of Disunity. Man's involvement with nature requires
of him to atomize his experience in the various arts and crafts by which he
sustains himself physically and economically.

—a2f

Norman Lamm
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Meldmed Teacher of religion to children

“It’s not surprising Moses was the humblest of men—he worked till
he was 120 as a melamed.”

For two words from the same root as melamed, see also talmid chacham and
Talmud.

If words had feelings, melamed would be the saddest. He may be high
on the official rankings of Jewish professions, but if pay and condi-
tions mean anything, he’s low. So it's no surprise that when spoken
Hebrew was brought back to life in the Land of Israel, melamed was
one of the Ashkenazi Hebrew words that was buried. The word to use
now is moreh. Unfortunately, that doesn’t mean you get paid more .. .

Usually an elderly man who feared and despised everything he had found in
the new world, the melamed turned to teaching of children, whom he often
also feared and despised, because he had a bit more learning than other
immigrants and because he shared with them a need to eat regularly.

Irving Howe

A melamed, desperate to improve his lot, decided to sell cooked fish. “Add
some horseradish,” his wife suggested, “and stand opposite the bank.” He
did a roaring trade. An old friend, still a melamed, came by to ask if he could
spare 5 roubles. He really didn’t want to, but how could he say no? Then he
had a brainwave:

“Listen, Yankl, I'd love to have lent you . . . but it's just your bad mazl
[luck] that I have an agreement with the bank over there: They won't sell
cooked fish and I won't lend money . . .”

~ 9%
Melaméd zechiit (Ashkenazi: Meldmed zechiis) Speak in someone’s

defense, give the benefit of the doubt (literally “demonstrate innocence”)

“I know he’s screwed up, but you have to be melamed zechut—it’s his
first job.”

Melamed zechut doesn’t really have anything to do with melamed, “teacher.”
But see zechut.

~92R -
Melavéh malka (Ashkenazi: Meldve malke) Festive meal on the

evening following the Sabbath

“You are cordially invited to a musical melaveh malka on Saturday,
March 11 at 8 EM.
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Literally “accompanying the queen,” the melaveh malka is a splendid
way of starting the week: Instead of waving a cursory goodbye to the
“Sabbath Queen” (as Shabbat is traditionally known), one accompanies
her a little of the way, which translates into the widespread custom of
having a further meal, perhaps even a festivity or supper party, on the
Saturday evening.

The Melaveh Malka was always a happy occasion. White tablecloths on the
tables, gleaming cutlery and lovely glasses, as if it was the seder, lighted candles
and silver candlesticks. The family sat with the visitors, rich and poor together,
but men separately and women separately. They all ate and drank, and kept
calling out: “Dovid ha-Melech zochur lo-tov chay ve-kayom! [David the King, of
blessed memory, lives and endures for ever].” And then they danced.

%% Yitzchak Leib Peretz

Melits yésher (Ashkenazi: Méylits yohsher) Advocate on high
“May the niftar [deceased) be a melits yosher for us all.”

Literally “pleader of righteousness,” melits yosher has come to denote
above all the spiritual beings that “put in a good word” for the living
in the Heavenly Court—the angels created by one’s good deeds, and
the deceased. The tombs of the righteous, such as Rachel’s Tomb and
the tomb of Shimon Bar Yochai, are crowded with worshippers pray-
ing for God to accept the righteous as a melits yosher.

—924 -
Menorih (Ashkenazi: Menére) Chanukah candelabra
“Put another candle in the menorah. Tonight we light four lights.”
The basic meaning of menorah is “lamp.”

Chanukah menorah or simply menorah is the traditional Ashkenazi
name for the candelabra lit on the festival of Chanukah. The modern
Israeli name for it is chanukiya (see entry).

-9~
Meshugd (Ashkenazi: Meshtige) Crazy
pl. meshugaim (Ashkenazi: meshugéim) Crazies
“A Passover cruise to Egypt? Are you meshuga?”

Why Jews, down the centuries, have kept up the Hebrew word for
“nuts” in their everyday speech, I have no idea. There’s nothing dis-
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tinctively Jewish about being nuts—and the type of nuts you are if
you're meshuga is not distinctively Jewish either.

The distinction of being the first person to be called meshuga in the
Bible is David’s. And it was no insult: With a warrant out for his arrest,
he was on the run in the land of the Philistines, and pretending to be
certified meshuga. He did such a good job that the Philistine king uttered
the famous one-liner: Ha-chasar meshugaim ani? “Am I so short of
meshugaim here that I need this one?”

—9%f—

Meshumad (Ashkenazi: Meshtimed) Apostate, that is, a Jew who
has espoused another faith

“They have this priest on the radio. . . . From the way he talks, I'm
sure he’s a meshumad.”

Meshumad is a word that raises Jewish hackles. Related to the word
mashmid, “destroyer,” it evokes not just lost Jews but also informers,
blackmailers, missionary campaigns, and, most frightening of all, the
collective memory of Jewish meshumadim who turned on their people
and unleashed reigns of terror—men like Torquemada, Spain’s first
inquisitor general, and Lazar Kaganovich, Stalin’s right-hand man.

928 -

Mesirit néfesh (Ashkenazi: Mesires néfesh) Self-sacrifice
(metaphorically)

“She’s been caring for her parents with such mesirut nefesh.”

Literally “giving up one’s life.” Mesirut nefesh is a superlative on the
Jewish scale of values—there is nothing higher, save actually giving up
one’s life, which is generally termed kiddush ha-Shem. Straining oneself
to the physical or mental limit is mesirut nefesh. The inmates of Bergen
Belsen who contrived to retain their humanity represent mesirut nefesh.

A Jew with no mesirut nefesh is no Jew.
Rabbi Mordechai of Lachovitch

-2
Met (Ashkenazi: Mes) Corpse

“You know, they say that the met can still hear the hesped [funeral
eulogy].”

See Techiyat ha-Metim.
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Jewish Law goes to great lengths to ensure respect for a met. It must be
buried as soon as possible—and not cremated. In Israel the custom is
to bury the met in a tallit or shroud rather than in a coffin.

Anyone seeing a met and failing to accompany it is guilty of mocking the
helpless.

Kitsur Shulchan Aruch

_%ﬁ_

Metapélet, pl. metaplét Caregiver

“The metapelet wants to know if you mind if she tunes in to a Mozart
concert.”

All hail the metapelet, who since the dawn of Israeli society (the 1920s
in fact!) has gallantly come in for three, four, five hours a day to free
the New Israeli Woman to go to her job, while she, the metapelet, gets
on with her physics studies (she has her own ambitions) and with
minding the New Israeli Woman's babies.

In their dogged efforts to bring the Israeli economy into line with the
United States, Israeli politicians have not so far managed to adjust one
key economic phenomenon: Thousands upon thousands of metaplot are
available to look after the nation’s small children without charging
either an arm or a leg. How, one wonders, can this possibly go on?

— %{ —
Metsid, pl. metsi6t (Ashkenazi: Metsie, pl. metsies) A bargain, a
good deal
“Yes, I looked in at the book sale, but I didn’t find any metsiot.”
“Don'’t start finding fault with me—you’re no metsia yourself!”

This Hebrew word (originally “a find”) has had a long career—includ-
ing many centuries in daily use in Yiddish as “bargain.” And although
Israelis generally eschew Yiddishized Hebrew, they’ve made an
exception for metsia. It's just too much of a metsia . . .

a_¢o
-9 —
Méyven Expert, connoisseur

“If you want to know the best buy in amplifiers, ask my brother-in-
law—he’s a real meyven.”

There’s a mumche and there’s a meyven. They re both experts. They
both go to a Rostropovich master class. The mumche promptly identi-
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fies which piece the master is playing, closely observes the master’s
every crick of a finger and sleight of the bow, and goes back home
even more of a mumche. The meyven sits with the complete score on his
lap, very visibly. Every now and again, he will close his eyes and sigh
with delight.

The mumche and the meyven also like to come with you when you're
looking to change cars. If there’s anything mechanical to be faulted,
rely on the mumche to fault it. Meanwhile, the meyven will probably
also be telling you that when you turn a corner the car just doesn’t
“feel” good, and that he saw a much nicer interior color combination

on the ‘91 model anyway.
~ 9%k -

Mezon6ét (Ashkenazi: Mezéhnes) Cakes, cookies, cereals, and all
other grain-based foods (except bread)

“Do you want to eat some mezonot before we leave for shul [syna-
gogue]?”
See Birkat ha-Mazon, “Grace After Meals.”

When a chemist is faced with a tableful of food, he probably classifies
it mentally into fats, proteins, and carbohydrates. A traditional Jew,
faced with the same table, is likely to classify it according to which
bracha (blessing) is to be said over what: over vegetables, one blessing;
over fruit, a different one; over grains, a blessing that concludes with
the words borey miney mezonot, “who createth varieties of foods”—
hence the term mezonot for grains in general.

Children will ofien ask which blessing to say on something: “Daddy,
is this cereal mezonot?”

Printed message inside a kosher airline meal:
The roll with this meal is mezonot.

(This means that the roll is made with sweetened dough
and thus does not require Ritual Washing of the Hands,
a difficult thing to do in the confined facilities of an airliner)

-
Meziimen Prelude to Grace After Meals in a group

“If your son’s thirteen, he can be the third person we need for making
a Mezumen.”

A Mezumen is a ceremonial “invitation to participate” in saying Birkat
ha-Mazon (Grace After Meals). The word literally means “invited.”
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The idea is that a group of three or more adults who have eaten
together should not simply say Grace After Meals separately but as a
group—group worship is more inspiring, and bonds Jews together.
And so they preface the Grace After Meals with a ceremonial
exchange. A Mezumen begins like this (translating from the Hebrew):
Opening: “Let us bless.”
Response: “May God’s name be blessed from now to eternity,” and

SO on.
—a2g -

Mezuzih, pl. mezuzét (Ashkenazi: Meziize, pl. meziizes)
Untranslatable

“We'll need twelve mezuzot—one for each doorway except the bath-
room.”

You can always recognize a Jewish home (or at any rate, a traditional
one) by the mezuzah on the doorpost. It’s a.slim container of metal or
wood housing a slim roll of parchment (strictly speaking, this is the
mezuzah). On the parchment are the first few lines of the Shema decla-
ration, meticulously written by a traditional scribe. A mezuzah is
affixed to every inside doorpost too. The ideal housewarming gift.

And you shall bind them as a sign on your arm and they shall be an emblem
midway between your eyes. And you shall write them on the doorposts
[mezuzot] of your house and on your gates.

The last words of the Shema in the mezuzah
(the word mezuzah originally denoted the doorpost itself)

-9 —

Mi she-béyrech Blessing after being called to the Torah reading;
telling-off

“You should have heard the Mi she-beyrech she gave me, and 1 hardly
made a mark on her car!”

Mi she-beyrech is a phrase with a smile. The synagogue cantor makes a
Mi she-beyrech blessing over the people who have just been called to
the reading of the Torah, thanking them for donating money in the
name of their parents, their siblings, their brother-in-law, their cousins,
the rabbi’s wife—in short, anyone living who they can think of just at
that moment. (The words Mi she-beyrech are the first words of the
blessing, and literally mean “He who blessed.”)

Then along comes Yiddish and lovingly subverts the phrase into “a
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good telling-off.” What's it got to do with the blessing? Simple: They
bothgoonandonandon...

-
Mid4, pl. midé6t (Ashkenazi: Mide, pl. mides) Personality trait

“I'm so glad she’s going out with him, he has such good midot.”
See Musar.

Traditional Jewish education (especially for girls) has tended to set
aside time for learning “good midot,” such as kibbud av va-em (respect
for parents), tseniut (modesty), truthfulness, cleanliness, and so on.

Irascibility too is an exceedingly bad mida, and one should work toward the
opposite extreme and train oneself not to lose one’s temper even for some-
thing that merits it.

Maimonides, Laws of Personality
People have to learn to control their midot:
To learn pride, but not to be proud;
To learn anger, but not to be angry;
To learn speech, but not to speak;
To learn silence, but not to be silent.
Rabbi Dov Ber of Mezeritch

- 928 —

Midé4 kenéged midd (Ashkenazi: Mide kenéged mide) The punish-
ment fits the crime

Literally “measure for measure,” mida keneged mida is one of the
Almighty’s ways of responding to human ways: to tailor the punish-
ment to the crime—and the reward to the good deed. The Torah and
Jewish folklore are full of mida keneged mida—the Egyptian armies
drowning in the Red Sea for the drowning of the babies of the
Israelites is just one example.

—92% ~

Midrish (Ashkenazi: Médresh) Ancient commentaries on the Bible

“The trouble with Cecil B. de Mille’s The Ten Commandments is that he
didn’t check the Medresh first.”

Midrash is now the rage. This vast, sprawling maze of verse-by-verse
explanations and elaborations to the Bible, dating back 1000 to 2000
years, was for so long the “outsider” of modern Judaic studies. It
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defied the modern taste for the literal, the logical, the historical mean-
ing of the Bible. Much of it has still not been translated into English.
But times change. The way the Midrash unfolds every conceivable
layer of the text as the rabbis understood it, using every ounce of their
linguistic and literary sensitivity, is increasingly appealing to a “post-
modern” generation of teachers and students.

Midrash is the profoundest and most indigenously Jewish and hence most
authoritative theology ever to emerge within Judaism. What makes it both
profound and indigenously Jewish is that it takes the form not of propositions
and systems . . . but rather of stories and parables. These never pretend to
have all the answers.

Emil Fackenheim

Iam, as you know, a trusting person, and I never question God’s ways. What-
ever He ordains is good. Besides, if you do complain, will it do you any
good? That's what I always tell my wife. “Golde,” I say, “you’re sinning. We
have a medresh—"

“What do 1 care about a medresh?” she says. “We have a daughter to marry
off. And after her, two more are almost ready. And after these two, three
more—may the evil eye spare them!”

“Tut,” I say. “What's that? Don’t you know, Golde, that our sages have
thought of that also? There is a medresh for that too—"

But she doesn’t let me finish. “Daughters to be married off,” she says, “are
a stiff medresh in themselves.”

Try to explain something to a woman!

- 9% -

Mi-kol melamdéy hisk4lti (Ashkenazi: Mi-kol melimday hisk4lti)
“I have learned something from everyone”

Sholom Aleichem

If you want to assure someone that their advice or suggestion was
valuable, even though they don’t think so themselves, this is a nice
phrase to use.

Actually, it’s a play on words. In Psalm 119, from whence it comes,
it really means “I have become wiser than anyone”!

-9k —

Miktsit shivché shel addm omrim befandv (Ashkenazi: Miktsas
shivchoh shel 6dom 6mrim befénov) “You don’t recite all a per-
son’s virtues in his or her presence”

To say only miktsat shivcho shel adam, “part of a person’s virtues” in his
or her presence is an old-established Jewish custom. When you intro-
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duce someone by the standard “Meet Ms. ___, whoisa___,” don't
go on to say her whole résumé for her—it's crass flattery as well as
embarrassing.

Rabbi Yirmiya, making this point in the Talmud, takes his cue from
God’s own words to Noah: “I consider you a righteous man” whereas
when talking about Noah and not to his face, the Bible says, “Noah
was the perfect righteous man .. .”

—agl—

Mikvéh or Mikvih (Ashkenazi: Mikve) Pool for religious immer-
sion

“On my way to synagogue in the morning, I often run into Reb Dovid
coming back from the mikveh.”

The first building priority of every traditional Jewish community is a
mikveh, not that you'd notice it on the skyline. In fact, by its very
nature it has to be an exceedingly modest, nondescript building. It
houses the pool in which brides and married women do religious
immersion, in order to be religiously permitted to their husbands.

Not too long ago, the mikveh was associated in the modern Jewish
mind with the primitive Old Country; now it’s likely to be an upscale
sort of place—and the whole idea of taharat ha-mishpacha (see entry)
has begun to appeal to women outside the Orthodox fold.

Many Orthodox men use a mikveh too before Yom Kippur. And there
is a special kelim (kitchenware) mikveh for the purpose of tevilat kelim
(purifying new kitchenware).

-9 -

Miluim Israeli Army reserve service
“I'm sorry, Mr. Katz is in miluim. He’ll be back on Monday.”

Every few months, the Israeli lawyer or electrician you so desperately
needed to talk to vanishes. He is no longer a lawyer or electrician but
a major or captain, in miluim. Had he been in chuts la-arets (abroad), a
place a bit like heaven where lawyers, carpenters, plumbers, and other
high wage earners go, you could at least have cursed. But he is in
miluim—and doing his sacred duty.

Contrary to what you might think, Israelis are said to thoroughly
enjoy spending their annual few weeks in miluim, not necessarily
because they like yomping down a wadi through the night with half a
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ton on their back, but because no one else can get through to them, not
even their wives.

Min ha-katséh el ha-katséh (Ashkenazi: Min ha-kétseh el ha-kétseh)
Radically, from one extreme to the other

“Life in Israel has changed min ha-katseh el ha-katseh.”

There’s nothing particularly poetic or graphic about this biblical
phrase. Literally, it means “from extremity to extremity.”

-9 -
Min ha-shamdyim (Ashkenazi: Min ha-shomdyim) Heaven-sent

“That tax refund was really min ha-shamayim!”

Shamayim means both “heaven” (and metaphorically, God) and “sky.”
But when you say something’s min ha-shamayim, you usually mean
that it's come from heaven. Even the rain always comes from heaven
in Israel, though the advent of acid rain may be changing people’s
conceptions of that.

~99% —

Minchd (Ashkenazi: Minche) Afternoon prayers
“Do you think there’ll be enough time between meetings to say Mincha?”

Mincha is the shortest of the three group prayers traditionally said
every day. It’s as if Jews were specifically intended to find some time
for God in the thick of the workday. (The word means “tribute, gift.”)
Ten minutes will do, even five. If there’s a minyan (quorum of ten),
how much the better; but one can just find a quiet spot for one’s own
private Mincha.

Being out and about, how do you find a place to say Mincha? Ortho-
dox Jews have become streetwise at it. My grandfather used to favor a
public telephone booth—the British ones are completely enclosed,
unlike the American pay phones, so only a Hebrew-speaking lip reader
could have imagined what he was saying. And I've participated in
countless Minchas at the back of El Al jumbos in mid-flight.

-8R
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Minhig , pl. minhagim (Ashkenazi: Minhag, pl. minhégim) Custom

“In our family we have a minhag of using olive oil for the Chanukah
lights.”

Besides the basic practices, Jews from different regions may keep up a
variety of minhagim, local customs that add both color and confusion
to the Jewish way of life.

There is a broad difference in minhag between Sephardim, Jews of
Mediterranean and Oriental origin, and Ashkenazim. For example,
Sephardim keep their Torah scrolls in a solid casing; Ashkenazim use
an embroidered cloth. Sephardim will eat rice and beans on Passover;
Ashkenazim will not. Ashkenazi minhag is to name children after
departed relatives; Sephardi, after the living.

Stick to local minhag.
The Talmud, Bava Metzia

—92%

Minydn, pl. minyanim (Ashkenazi: Minyen, pl. miny6nim) Prayer
quorum

“Can you get to the synagogue? We need just one more for a minyan.”

Ever since Abraham begged the Almighty to spare Sodom and Gom-
morah if they contained ten good people, there has been a notion of a
community of ten. Praying as a group is the Jewish way, and the
minyan of ten adults is at the heart of this. Without a minyan, no kad-
dish, no birkat kohanim, no kriat ha-torah. So next time you’re walking
down a Tel Aviv street in the twilight and someone rushes out of a
doorway and tells you “we just need one,” look upon it as part of a
cosmic quest for Jewish achdut (togetherness).

They wanted to say Mincha prayers but there were only nine of them, one
short of a minyan. Once more, the rabbi peered out of the synagogue win-
dow—and there he saw a well-known atheist emerging from a pork store.
“Quick, call him to make the minyan!” the rabbi shouted to the shamash.
“What, him?!” said the shamash. “ An atheist?”
“Why not?” said the rabbi. “We're nine, so we’re only short of one zero.”

Y -

Mi-she-nichnis Addr, marbim be-simchai (Ashkenazi: Mi-she-nich-
nas Oder, mirbim be-simcho) “When Adar comes in, there’s lots
more merrymaking”

See Purim and Mishloach manot.
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The month of Adar, in February or March, is a time for high spirits: On
Adar 14 comes the festival of Purim, and as the Talmud puts it, mi-she-
nichnas Adar, marbim be-simcha. Frantic parents start making their kids’
Purim costumes, kids start planning who their parents should send
mishloach manot to—and as the month of Adar was a time when the
luck of the enemy ran out, it's deemed a lucky time to start a lawsuit.

Lucky lawyers.
—9l —

Mishebeyrach. See Mi she-beyrech.
-

Mishléy (Ashkenazi: Mishley) The Book of Proverbs

The biblical book of Mishley is a difficult book but highly influential,
and particularly in Israel one can still find people who know it by
heart and backward—and bits of it are scattered all around the prayer
book.

Mishley, literally “parables,” is one of the three “wisdom books”:
Iyov, Mishley, Tehilim (Job, Proverbs, Psalms). They are called sifrey
emet, “books of truth,” emet being the initials of Iyov, Mishley, Tehilim.
Sephardi Jews in particular have a long tradition of studying them
intensively.

—92R -

Mishléach manét (Ashkenazi: Mishléach ménes/ Shlach ménes)
Food gifts for Purim

“Be a good girl and take this shlach mones round to Mrs. Margulies.”

Mishloach manot is one of the duties on the festival of Purim, and one of
the great pleasures. Literally, it means “sending food.” The tradition is
to send little, or not so little, packs of ready-to-eat food to friends and
neighbors. In Jewish neighborhoods, and Israeli towns and villages,
the streets are filled with children, dressed up as Esther, Mordecai,
John Wayne, Saddam Hussein, or whichever goodie or baddie is in
vogue, delivering their mishloach manot. Before the day is out, many of
the pretzels and cookies will have been recycled a few times and per-
haps handled a few times, but if mishloach manot promotes recycling,
who can complain?

—92%
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Mishna (Ashkenazi: Mishne) The Mishna
“The whole school is learning Mishna Sukka in memory of Rabbi Rosen.”

To get a bird's-eye, if somewhat skeletal, picture of Jewish law, open
the Mishna—as do pupils in traditional boys’ schools by the age of
eight or nine.

The Torah is not just the biblical Five Books of Moses. It is also the
so-called Oral Torah, ancient interpretations and elaborations of the
former—once handed down orally but later written down in the form
of Mishna and Midrash: Mishna in the form of a terse body of legal rul-
ings, one chapter on Shabbat, one on Brachot (blessings), and so on, and
Midrash in the form of running commentary on the Bible.

Later came Gemara, itself an interpretation of both of these. Later
still came interpretations of Gemara, and then interpretations of the
interpretations . . .

The more genuinely and characteristically Jewish an idea or doctrine is, the
more deliberately unsystematic is it. Its principle of construction is not that of
a logical system. Even the Mishnah, which comes nearest to presenting an
orderly array of thought, reflects this lack of systematization.

Gershom Scholem

-9 —

(The) Mishna Bruri (Ashkenazi: Mishne Briire) The book Mishna
Brura

“You don’t know where to stand the Chanukah lights? Then look it up
in the Mishna Brura.”

You won't find it in the Jewish bestseller lists, but like the Bible, the
Talmud, and the prayer book, it sells to virtually every Orthodox Jew-
ish household.

The Mishna Brura is the closest one can get to an authoritative
Orthodox code of twentieth-century Ashkenazi Jewish law and cus-
tom. It was compiled by the spiritual leader of prewar Polish Jewry,
Rabbi Yisroel Meir of Radin, known as “the Chofets Chayim.” It is not
as widely accessible as it once was—fewer Jews, outside Israel, are at
home with Hebrew, and the ramifications of things like televisions
and plastics were never dreamed of, but user-friendly English-lan-
guage translations and updates are keeping the Mishna Brura in all-
round use.

-9 —
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Mishpaché (Ashkenazi: Mishpoche) Extended family; relatives
“Do you really plan on inviting the whole mishpacha?”
“We have a lot of mishpacha in Jerusalem.”

In the Bible, it's a “clan” or “extended family.” And that’s how mish-
poche went on being used in the bosom of Yiddish, and still among
Jews everywhere today. Even Israelis, who use it for the standard col-
orless Dad + Mom + 2.2 kids, are wont from time to time to lump
uncles, cousins, aunts, and of course the untranslatable mechutanim
(see entry) into their mishpacha.

Funny how ancient words can hang on to their original sense . . .

—98 -

Mit6ch she-16 lishm4, ba lishm4 (Ashkenazi: Mitéch she-16h lishmo,
bo lishmé) “What starts with the wrong motives ends up with the
right motives”

“Fine, so they get to see a video for every good book they read—Mitoch
shelo lishma, ba lishma.”

This saying from the Talmud reflects the pragmatic attitude generally
characteristic of Judaism down to this day. Best to get people involved
in mitzvoth and not to query beliefs and opinions too much; best to fling
open the doors of the academies to whoever wishes to come and learn.

— 92k~

Mitzvih, pl. mitzvét (Ashkenazi: Mitzve, pl. mitzves) Command-
ment; good deed; special honor at synagogue service

“On our kibbutz, we keep all the agricultural mitzvot laid down in the
Torah.”

“...and don’t forget to call your aunt—it’s a big mitzvah.”

“Mark was called up to the Torah reading on Rosh Hashanah? That’s a
big mitzvah.”

See Bar Mitzvah, Taryag mitzvot.

A Talmudic tradition states that 613 mitzvot were laid down for the
Israelites in the Torah (the Five Books of Moses). In addition, at least
seven mifzvot (the Noahide laws) were laid down for humankind as a
whole—among them, bans on robbery, murder, adultery, and blas-
phemy. Many mitzvot are ritual in nature; many are social. Most
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involve action, and a few involve belief. Taken together, the mitzvot
are the core of Judaism.

Blessed art Thou, LORD, our God, King of the Universe, who has sanctified
us with His mitzvot and commanded us to. ..

Opening words of the various blessings
that Jews say before doing a mitzvah

To do a mitzvah is to outdo oneself, to go beyond one’s own needs and to illu-
mine the world.
Abraham Joshua Heschel

God who is worshipped through the mitzvot anchors the Jew within the his-
torical and makes him or her understand that God’s home lies within the
temporal. The revealed commandments constitute a total way of life that
must be implemented within the framework of human history.

David Hartman

One mitzvah leads to another; and one avera [sin] leads to another.
The Talmud, Avot
- %{, -

Mitzvit anashim melumadé (Ashkenazi: Mitzvas anéshim
melumédo) A rote action

“His apologies are always just a kind of mitzvat anashim melumada.”

Literaily “a studiously acquired commandment of men,” this phrase
from Isaiah is used to describe any rote religiosity—or any action
learned by rote.

And the Lord said: Since this people draw near,
Honoring Me with their mouth and their lips
But distancing their heart from Me,
And their fear of Me
Is a mitzvat anashim melumada,
T will therefore again do a marvellous thing with this people,
A marvel and a wonder,
And the wisdom of their wise men shall perish . . .
Isaiah 29

To the Orthodoxy of his time [Samson Raphael Hirsch] referred as mitzvat
anashim melumada, Judaism inherited but not understood, “without the
spirit,” “afraid of awakening the spirit,” Judaism “carried about on the hands
like a holy mummy.”

Eliezer Berkovits

—a2% -
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Mizrich (Ashkenazi: Mizrach) East
“If we stand over there by the window, we’ll be facing mizrach.”

Jews at prayer have always faced Jerusalem, site of Solomon’s Temple.
For those in the western Diaspora, this has meant facing east. In syna-
gogues, the Holy Ark has been set in the eastern wall; in homes, the
custom arose of fixing a sign on an east-facing wall, with the word
mizrach.

My heart is in the East [mizrach], and I in the uttermost West—

How can I find savor in food? How shall it be sweet to me?

How shall I render my vows and my bonds, while yet

Zion lieth beneath the fetter of Edom, and 1in Arab chains?

A light thing would it seem to me to leave all the good things of Spain—

Seeing how precious it is in mine eyes to behold the dust of the desolate Sanctuary.

Yehudah Ha-Levi
~ 92k

Modéh Ani (Ashkenazi: M6hdeh Ani) Modeh Ani prayer upon
waking
“Up you get! But first say Modeh Ani.”

After the Shema, the first prayer that most Jewish children learn is
Modeh Ani, said immediately upon waking.
In translation, it says:

I thank You [modeh ani), living, eternal King,
For restoring my soul to me in mercy.
Great is Your trustiness.

In the service of the Almighty the point of departure is Modeh Ani.
Rabbi Sholom Dov Ber of Lubavitch

— 92—
Mohél, pl. mohalim (Ashkenazi: Méel, pl. m6elim) Circumcisor

“Sergei’s uncle was an underground mohel in the Ukraine until Stalin
put an end to it.”

See Brit mila.
The mohel, like Clark Kent, is prepared to fly anywhere, anytime, to

bring Jewish infants into the covenant of Abraham. He is highly trained
medically and religiously to perform brit mila (circumcision) the Jewish
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way, in many places without charging a fee. Aside from being the old-
est Jewish profession, it can be the most dangerous, as the mohalim of
the Reich and the former USSR discovered. It can also be prestigious:
The British Royal Family brought in a mohel on the birth of Prince
Charles. Rule Brit-annia!

That's my boy, that's my little boy,
With the rabbis all around him,
That's my boy.
Eight days old, only eight days old,
With the Rabbis and the Mohel,
That’s my boy.
We make a kiddush on the wine
And we say a little prayer
And we pray to God to keep him safe from harm . . .
From a song by Moshe Yess

a9tk

Mosad The Israeli Secret Service
“Mommy, Ruthie says her Daddy works for Mosad. What's that?”

Feared by the bad, loved by the good, the Mosad has the distinction of
being the most universally known Hebrew word after amen.

I had a cleaning lady in Haifa who, when she’d finished sponging
my floors, scuttled off to do the cleaning for the “mosad” up the street.
As mosad literally means “institution” (commonly housing the dis-
abled or the orphaned), the opportunities for ambiguity, counterambi-
guity, and double identities would appear to be endless.

—92f

Moshav, pl. moshavim Israeli cooperative village
“They have a farm with horses and chickens on a moshav near Natanya.”

Unlike the kibbutzniks, the moshavniks own their own homes and farm
their own land, while sharing the burden of investment, marketing,
and planning with the other members of the moshav. The moshav is as
much part of the Zionist success story as the kibbutz. It is, however, a
threatened species: The declining economics of small-time farming,
coupled with the steady withdrawal of state support, have driven
many moshavim to the wall.

a2 -
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Moshé Rabbénu (Ashkenazi: M6hshe Rabbéynu) “Moses our
Teacher”

“You can’t help losing your temper with them—it even happened
once in a while to Moshe Rabbenu . . .”

Moses is traditionally known by the affectionate title Moshe Rabbenu,
“Moses our Teacher”; he is remembered above all as the man who
patiently taught the entire Torah to the Israelites during forty frustrat-
ing years of wandering in the wilderness. Never will there be anyone
like him.

I believe with perfect faith that the prophecy of Moshe Rabbenu, peace be upon

him, was true; and that he was the supreme among prophets, whether before
him or after him.

I believe with perfect faith that all the Torah now in our hands is that given to
Moshe Rabbenu, peace be upon him.

Translation of the seventh and eighth of
Maimonides’s Thirteen Principles of Faith

— a2k~

Motsaéy Shabbit (Ashkenazi: Motséey Shibes) Saturday evening
after Shabbat

“If Motsaey Shabbat doesn’t begin too late, we can go to a movie.”

With the end of Shabbat on Saturday night (you can look for three stars
of medium magnitude, but you'd do better to check the time in a Jewish
newspaper), Motsaey Shabbat begins. It's like the mirror image of Erev
Shabbat (Friday before Shabbat): You have this exhilarating feeling of not
having to prepare for anything. The new week has technically begun,
but who cares—Motsaey Shabbat is a time for parties, movies, dates.
True, there are piles of dishes to wash, but maybe Mashiach will come.

—928 -
Motsi (Ashkenazi: Méhtsi) Blessing over bread
“The rabbi is now going to recite the Motsi over the bread.”

The blessing for bread concludes with ha-motsi lechem min ha-arets,
“who brings forth bread from the ground,” hence its popular name
motsi. This blessing is said by traditional Jews whenever they are
about to eat bread. But many Jews never hear it except on such occa-
sions as the Passover meal and wedding feasts.

—agg -
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Moétek Sweetheart
“Careful, come away from the edge, motek.”

Wherever you find Israelis—and you’ll find them everywhere, as
Israeli Defense Minister Moshe Arens discovered to his irritation
when an Israeli tourist recognized him on a secret visit to China—
you'll hear the word motek. The wife is a motek, hubby is a motek, the
kids are all motek. Literally “sweetness.”

Y -

Muit ha-machzik et hamrubéh (Ashkenazi: Miet ha-méichzik es
hamribe) “There’s not much of it, but what there is, is good”

Literally “a little that holds a lot,” muat ha-machzik et hamrubeh might be
used of anything that’s small but enormously important or influential: a
document like the United States Constitution or a formula like E = m¢?
or a building or even a person. Or a country like Israel.

—ak—

Muktséh (Ashkenazi: Miktse) Things not to be handled on the Sabbath
“Leave the radio where it is. It's mukiseh.”

If some object is not meant to be used on the Sabbath—say, a ballpoint
or a spade or a coin—then, in Jewish Law, it is to all intents and pur-
poses out of bounds, and is not to be handled. It is muktseh.

.
Mumchéh, pl. mumchim (Ashkenazi: Miimche, pl. mimchim)
Expert

“If you want to know about Russian music, don’t go asking Mrs.
Ashkenazi. She’s no mumcheh!”

What a mumcheh is, an “expert” is. If it's more than a mumcheh you
want, you may need a meyven—turn back.

~ 928 —
Muséf (Ashkenazi: Misef) The Additional Prayer on Sabbaths and
festivals

“The rabbi’s going to speak before Musaf, so if you want you can go
out now.”
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The Musaf prayer is said on Sabbaths and festivals. It forms the third
part of the morning service, following the Shacharit prayer and the read-
ing of the Torah. The whole service commonly begins around 9 A.M. and
lasts two to three hours, depending on whether there is a Bar Mitzvah, a
sermon, and a chazan (cantor) in good voice.

Musaf is chazan territory. By this time, the synagogue has filled up,
and the chazan knows it. Generations of melody writers have made
Musaf rich in tunes and dramatic possibilities, and in the good old
days the entire congregation would sing along, cry along, and wish
that Musaf would go on forever.

—98R -

Musér (Ashkenazi: Miser) Ethical training; a talking-to

“If he goes on driving your car like that, you'll have to give him some
musar.”

One of the most influential intellectual movements in late nineteenth-
and early twentieth-century Jewish history was the Musar movement,
an attempt to make ethical training a central part of a young man’s
yeshiva education—a reaction to the overintellectualization that dogged
the yeshiva world. The most famous musarnik was Rabbi Yisrael
Salanter; commonly studied musar authors are Moshe Chaim Luzatto
and Eliahu Dessler; and perhaps the best known description of the
world of these musar-niks is Chaim Grade’s novel The Yeshivah.

There are few among our people who would eat a meal without washing
their hands, even though they may be utterly famished or distressed. How-
ever, with the far more serious offense of leshon ha-ra [evil talk], they will so
easily do wrong even without having a particular passion for it. And now it
becomes plain that the prime means of protecting ourselves from an avera
(sin) is to make it our second nature to avoid it, in other words our energies
must be channeled into musar, into avoiding leshon ha-ra with our senses and
our thoughts . ..

Rabbi Yisrael Salanter
- %@ -
Néchat (Ashkenazi: Naches) Fulfillment

“Edit that video, will you, and give your grandma some naches.”

I translated nachat as fulfillment. I shouldn’t have. There is by defini-
tion no foreign word for the nachat that Jewish parents can get from
their children, Jewish grandparents from their grandchildren, Israel
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from new olim, and God from baaley teshuva. Fulfillment you can get
from writing poetry, but it’s not nachat.

A beggar at the Tel Aviv Tachana Merkazit [Central Bus Station] had the per-
fect system.

To those who gave, he wished “parnasa [livelihood], and nachat from your
children.”

To those who didn’t, he wished “nachat, and parnasa from your children.”

-9 —

Naé dorésh ve-naé mekayém (Ashkenazi: Née déhresh ve-née
mekdyem) Someone who practices what he or she preaches

Literally “expounds properly and practices properly,” nae doresh ve-nae
mekayem is what most voters fondly imagine their candidate to be.
Like the wise men of the Talmud expounding each letter of the Torah,
politicians spend endless time expounding their programs or explain-
ing away what they were quoted as saying—but the similarity ends

there.
9%k~

Néna Mint
“Can I offer you another cup of tea with nana?”

The leaves of the nana, the common or garden mint, make a delicious
tea, as is known to every Arab and Turk—and to every Israeli. There is
no sense in tourists complaining about the taste of the instant coffee or
the size of the tea bags. Israel is nana country.

9%k -
Navi, pl. nevi’im (Ashkenazi: N6vi, pl. nevi'im) Prophet
“Don’t ask me where it will all end. I'm no navi.”

See Nevua, “Prophecy” and Eliyahu ha-Navi, “Elijah the Prophet.”

The nevi'im have been central figures in Jewish history—but to call
them prophets in the normal English sense of the word would be
highly misleading. Jewish thinkers have been at pains to point out that
the navi communicated what God wanted humanity to do, and partic-
ularly what not to do.

Navi (and its feminine form nevi‘a) refers to people like Abraham,
Leah, Moses, Aaron, Miriam, Samuel—and a whole line of people whose
prophecies are collected as separate books of the Bible, under the cover
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name of Nevi'im Acharonim (“latter prophets”): Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel,
and the authors of twelve short books from Amos to Malachi (termed
Trei Asar, “the twelve”). Nevi'im Rishonim, “first prophets,” is a cover
name for the books Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings.

a8 -

Nechba el ha-kelim (Ashkenazi: Néchbo el ha-kéylim) Self-effacing

Literally “hiding among the equipment,” this expression for anyone
who shuns the limelight actually harks back to one of the great lime-
light shunners of all time, the humble Saul, first King of Israel. When
they wished to proclaim him king, he was nowhere to be found—he
was literally nechba el ha-kelim, hiding among the equipment.

—9%R—

Nedavi, pl. nedavét (Ashkenazi: Nedéve, pl. nedéves) Donation (to a
synagogue)

“What kind of nedava should I give for being called to the Torah?
Twenty dollars? Fifty dollars?”

In many, if not most, synagogues, it is customary to give a nedava on
being called to the Torah reading, or to mark a birth, wedding
anniversary or the like. A nedava is often $18 or multiples of $18—the
number eighteen having the same gematria (numerical value) as the
Hebrew word for life, chay (see entry).

—92% ~

(The) Négev The Negev Desert

The Negev, literally “the dryland,” is the desert stretching south from
Beersheba to the Red Sea at Eilat. Once hailed by Israel’s first premier
David Ben-Gurion as the land of tomorrow, the Negev's tomorrow
seems to have been indefinitely postponed. With the exception of
Beersheba, a couple of other towns, and some rather sensitive military
installations, it is still virtually uninhabited and untouched. Perhaps it
always should be.

In the Negev flatlands glistens the dew.

In the Negev flatlands a defender has fallen.
The boy is not breathing and the heart is still,
And a forelock of hair is caressed by the wind.

—92R -

From a Hebrew ballad of the 1950s
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Ne'ild (Ashkenazi: Ne'ile)  Final Prayer on Yom Kippur

“During Ne'ila you just don’t want to think about anything except life
and death...”

Literally “closing” (of the prayers), Ne'ila probably evokes in most peo-
ple’s minds the closing of the gates of Heaven at the end of Yom Kippur,
holiest day in the year. Ne'ila is the fifth and final service of the day.
The future of all humankind has come before God for judgment—and
now, as the Ne'ila prayers begin and the dusk thickens, just a last few
minutes remain for a last desperate plea for a sweet New Year.

Then the aron kodesh (holy ark) is closed, the Kaddish is sung, and
Ne'ila is over—till next year.

-9~
Ner tamid (Ashkenazi: Ner témid) Permanent synagogue light

In front of the aron kodesh (holy ark), at the focal end of the synagogue,
is the ner tamid, literally “constant lamp.” Like so many other objects
in the synagogue, it keeps alive the memory of the way things were in
the ancient Temple, in which the menorah (candelabra) was unceas-
ingly kept burning. Nowadays, synagogues generally have a perma-
nent electric ner tamid. Once, the ner tamid was simply a lamp or can-
dle that was lit during prayers.

~ 924 —

Nes, pl. nisim (Ashkenazi: Nes, pl. nisim) Miracle

“1 don’t know what’s the bigger nes—the Scuds not exploding or the
Patriots not exploding.”

There are two sorts of nes: the “big ones” that everyone’s heard of
(from Sarah giving birth at ninety, through the Ten Plagues and the
Parting of the Red Sea, down to the Story of Chanukah) and the “little
ones.” After the Six Day War, Israeli bookshops were full of catalogs of
the “little” nisim of the war. After the Gulf War, there seems to be no
need to catalog them.

The baal ha-nes [beneficiary of the miracle] doesn’t notice the nes.
The Talmud, Nida

A Chasid once journeyed to the big city to see a certain rabbi, of whose saintli-
ness he’d heard so much. There, he met a disciple of the rabbi.

“Tell me, what nisim has your rabbi done?” the Chasid asked him.

“Oh, there are all different sorts of nisim,” the disciple answered. “For
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instance, to the people of your town it would be a nes if the Almighty were to
do what your rabbi desires. To us, on the other hand, it would be an equal nes
if our rabbi were to do what the Almighty desires . .. You can’t rely on a nes.”
The Talmud, Pesachim

-0~

Nesham4 (Ashkenazi: Nesh6me) $oul
“OK, he’s a real jerk, but he has a good neshama.”

Related to the verb nasham, “to breathe,” the neshama is deemed to be
the divine spark “breathed” into Adam. The philosophy of Kabbala
and Chasidut (Chasidism) is much concerned with the neshama, and
with such questions as what the neshama is, what it might imply about
the purpose of life, and whether it migrates after death from one per-
son to another.

I thank Thee, everlasting King, for mercifully returning my neshama tome . ..
The first Hebrew words that a Jew says on waking

God, the neshama that Thou gavest to me is pure . . . Blessed art Thou, O Lord,
who restorest neshamot to dead bodies.
From the prelude to the Morning Prayers

The neshama descends to the body and cries “woe, woe, woe!”
Chasidic saying
-9
Neshamd yeterd (Ashkenazi: Nesh6me yeséyre) Heightened Sabbath

soul

“Perk up, Joel, have you lost your neshama yetera already?”

The Almighty gives one a neshama yetera [heightened soul] on Friday evening,
and at the end of the Sabbath it is taken back.
The Talmud, Betsa

During the week everyone has a neshama. But on Shabbat we receive a neshama
yetera. This suggests that there is some kind of undeveloped facet of personality, a
spiritual dimension, of which we remain unaware in the normal course of events.

Norman Lamm
-3k~

Nesid tovd! “Have a safe journey! Bon voyage!”

Nesia tova! is the way Israelis usually send you on your way. It is a
modern expression, and like many modern expressions it lacks—to
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my mind—the beauty of the oldtime lech le-shalom, “go in peace” or
(my favorite) lech le-shalom va-chazor le-shalom, “go in peace and return

in peace.”

Netildt yaddyim (Ashkenazi: Netiles yeddyim) Ritual Washing of the
Hands

“Waiter! Do you have a place here for Netilat yadayim?”

Netilat yadayim is one of those archetypal ancient customs: Before
breaking bread, Orthodox Jews take a cup and pour water over each
hand, then making a benediction and drying each hand carefuily, a
practice that goes back to ancient purity laws. It is particularly notice-
able at weddings, when a long line forms at the faucets before the
meal—while the uninitiated wonder what on earth is going on.
Another traditional netilat yadayim involves washing the hands six

times on waking.
-99% —

Nevud (Ashkenazi: Neviie) Prophecy
“What a dream . . . It was almost like a nevua.”

Since the end of biblical times, nevua is said to have ceased. Instead of
being in direct communication with God, humankind has had to make
do with sages with the lesser gift of ruach ha-kodesh (the Holy Spirit;
see entry).

The one exception is said to be Eliyahu ha-Navi (Elijah the Prophet),
who occasionally returns to earth on special business. Otherwise, it’s
a matter of who is not a navi—with pride of place going to Israeli
economists.

From the day the Temple was destroyed, nevua was taken away from the
nevi’im and given to simpletons and children.

—92%

Nibil peh (Ashkenazi: Nibul peh) Bad language (literally “fouling
the mouth”)

The Talmud, Bava Batra

“Did T hear you call him a mamzer! Come on, no nibul peh on Yom Kippur!”

Why, people often ask, do Israelis seem to curse in Yiddish, Arabic,
Russian, English-—but not in Hebrew?
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Actually they do curse in Hebrew a bit. But the fact is that nibul peh
doesn’t come that effortlessly in Hebrew. It doesn’t flow. The great
philosopher Maimonides would have been pleased: He opined that
Hebrew was called Leshon ha-Kodesh (the Holy Tongue) because it was
devoid of all the nibul peh of other languages.

We trust that he would have no objections to this book.

— 90k -
Nichdm avél (Ashkenazi: Nichum ével) Consoling the mourner

“The whole community came to the house to do nichum avel.”

See Avel, “Mourner.”

Nichum avel is a duty of great import and is still widely practiced in
traditional form: lining up to offer the ancient words of consolation to
the mourners after the funeral, and visiting their home during the
week of shiva that follows in order to keep them company and speak
in praise of the deceased.

—928 —

Niftir, fem. niftéret (Ashkenazi: Nifter, fem. niftéres) To die; the
deceased

“The family was around him when he was niftar.”
“Four generations are present here today to pay respect to the nifteret.”

Niftar is used by the Orthodox in the phrase “to be niftar,” “was niftar”
as a way of referring to dying, and also as a noun denoting the deceased
themselves. Niftar originally meant “to be released.”

- 9%k -
Nigftin, pl. nigunim (Ashkenazi: Nign, pl. niginim) Tune
“Let’s have a schnapps and I'll teach you a nigun I heard from my uncle.”

A nigun is a way of serving the Almighty. It's a tune, any tune, that
Chasidim sing to make simcha (joy).

There are nigunim that come from heaven only knows where. There
are nigunim that were lifted right out of the mouths of the Gentiles—
like Napoleon’s March, which Lubavitcher Chasidim sing at the end
of Yom Kippur, and the waltzes that the Chasidim up the street sing
every Friday night. What counts is not where they come from, but
where they‘re going.
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When I hear a Jew singing a nigun, I can tell how far he’s got in yiras shomayim
[fear of Heaven].

Rabbi Yisroel Toyb of Modzitz

There is nothing in the world that does not have its own nigun. Even apikorsus
[freethinking] has its own nigun.

Rabbi Nachman of Bratzlav

e
Nisén (Ashkenazi: Nisen) The month of Nisan

Nisan is the first month of the Jewish year, the month of new begin-
nings: of Passover and the Exodus, of spring cleaning all the chametz
out of the house, of spring.

~9tR -

Nu? “Well?” (in expectation or impatience)

“So your daughter’s still doing her Ph.D.? So nu? When does she go
into practice?”

“Nu? The light’s turned green!”

Here’s a word that seems to have no right to be in a book about
Hebrew. Russians will say it’s Russian. To Poles nu? (or, to be more
exact, n0?) is pure Polish. To Litvaks it's Yiddish.

They’re right. But to four million Israelis (five million if you include
the inhabitants of Gaza, Nablus, and so on), nu? is Hebrew. Babes at
the breast say nu?, boyfriends say nu?, and the entire membership of
the Moroccan Immigrants Association say nu?

ot

Od chazén la-moéd (Ashkenazi: Ohd chézon la-méed) “Be patient
and it will happen” (literally a “vision of that time is still to come”)

“1t’s frightening how long it’s taking to stop nuclear proliferation.”
“Don’t worry. Od chazon la-moed . . .”

This famous phrase comes from the biblical prophecies of Habakkuk.
The event that he was referring to was the longed-for demise of Baby-
lon (located in modern-day Iraq). A definite prediction of this might
be delayed, but it would surely come. But which Babylon was he talk-
ing about?

—a2f—
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Ol4m ha-b4 (Ashkenazi: Ohlom hé-bo) The Next World
Ol4im ha-zé (Ashkenazi: Ohlom hi-ze) This World

“Let the mamzer {swine] have his fun in Olam ha-ze; he won't have any
in Olam ha-ba.”

The Jewish goal of existence is to make the most of Olam ha-ze, so as to
be able to make the most of the spiritual Olam ha-ba.

The very word olam is intriguing; it seems to come from the same
root as alum, “concealed,” as if the world as we know it is concealing
reality from us. And le-olam means “forever.”

Olam ha-ze is like a corridor to Olam ha-ba.
The Talmud, Avot

Everyone says there’s an olam ha-ze and an olam ha-ba.

And we do believe that there is an olam ha-ba, and it's also quite possible
that there is an olam ha-ze, somewhere—because down here it seems we're in
Gehinom (Hell).

Rabbi Nachman of Bratzlav

Motke, a notorious scoundrel and lecher, came to visit the rabbi of his town,
Now the rabbi was very ill; no one was allowed in to see him. But when he
heard it was Motke outside, the rabbi ordered him to be let in forthwith,
“Why this honor?” asked Motke. “All your followers are kept away and I
am allowed in?”
The rabbi shook his head. “All my followers I'll be able to meet, please
God, in Olam ha-ba. But as for you—I think I may well be seeing you now for

the last time.”
— %g —

Oléh, pl. olim Immigrant to Israel

“American olim are advised that it is difficult to obtain cranberry sauce
in Israel.”

Literally “someone who ascends,” the oleh is the lifeblood of Israel, a
“visionary society” (as political scientists put it) founded on the hope
that all or most Jews will make aliyah (see entry). Some types of olim
arouse little attention. Others create excitement and romance—the
black olim from Ethiopia, the tiny Jewish community of Albania. ..

-9k -
Omer. See Sefirat ha-Omer.

—-92R —~
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Oneg shabbit (Ashkenazi: Ohneg shibes) Sabbath party

“We're having an oneg shabbat this evening at eight, at our place. Can
you come?”

Oneg, “pleasure” is one of the chief ingredients of the Sabbath. It’s at
one and the same time a spiritual and a physical ingredient, and so
people often arrange an oneg shabbat at their home—with refreshments
and perhaps one or two divrey torah (short Torah thoughts) and some
songs. It’s particularly customary in Israel.

If you cease to tread Shabbat underfoot
and keep my holy day free from your own affairs,
If you call Shabbat an oneg
and the Lord's holy day a day to be honored . . .
Isaiah 58

— 9%t~
Oy! “Oh!”

“Oy, I'm almost out of detergent

1

Let no person discredit oy!—prince of interjections.

To those whose thoughts immediately return to the oy vey! and oy
gevalt! of their grandmothers’ homes, I say: Open Isaiah, nay, open
Numbers, and you shall find it. At the crescendo of his prophecy, the
heathen prophet Balaam declared (and I hesitate to translate his cryp-
tic Hebrew words): “Oy, who shall survive God’s devastation?”

The same, but a trifle stronger-—and also a pedigree biblical word:
Oy va-avoy!

For the precise tone of voice: Listen to any Israeli for less than five
minutes.

-92% —

Oy le-rashi oy lishchené (Ashkenazi: Oy le-résho oy lishchéynoh)
“Woe to a villain, woe to his neighbor”

This celebrated maxim from the Talmud restates the opening motif of
the biblical Book of Psalms: If individuals hang around with a bad
crowd, they will be held responsible for the bad effect it is bound to
have on them.

Jewish folklore abounds in tales of people who got caught up in the
schemes of their neighbors—such as the tribe of Reuven whose men
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joined the rebellion of their neighbor Korach and were all swallowed
up by the ground.
~ %R~

Oy li mi-yotsri, ve-oy 1i mi-yitsii (Ashkenazi: Oy li mi-y6htsti, ve-oy
li mi-yitsri) “I'm damned if I do and damned if I don’t”

See Yetser ha-ra, “Evil impulse.”

Literally, “woe to me from my Creator, and woe to me from my evil
impulse,” this Talmudic exclamation means that if you act foolishly
God will make you regret it, but if you act with restraint your yetser ha-
ra will plague you too. A very Jewish version of Scylla and Charybdis.

Y

Ozéret pl. ozrot Cleaning woman

“...and on Tuesdays the ozeret hangs all the rugs over the balcony to
beat them out. Then on Thursdays she mops all the floors . . .”

If they ever get round to doing an Israeli version of Upstairs Down-
stairs, it will surely be called Ozeret. Happy to take the bus at 5:30 A.M.
from one of the inner neighborhoods of Jerusalem or Tel Aviv so as to
be at your door at 6 A.M. sharp, she knows her rightful station. She will
work her fingers to the bone, keeping dust off rugs, mold off clothes,
jukim (roaches) off food; she holds the sponja (mop) with statuesque
finesse. She is perhaps the last monument to the Dignity of Labor.

She is a great topic of conversation, the ozeret: her honesty or lack of it, the
quality of her work, the frequency of her absences, her moods, her caprices,
and “What do you pay yours?”

Having been in on such discussions, I've often been struck by the number
of women who are daunted by their ozrot, and not just for fear of losing them
to the competition. They go all out to stay in the ozeret's good graces, flatter
her, pander to her whims, bribe her with food and presents.

Miriam Arad

—-924 —
Parashd, pl. parshiy6t (Ashkenazi: Parshe, pl. parshes) Weekly sec-
tion read from the Torah

“Which parasha will Daniel be reading for his Bar Mitzvah?”
See Sidra.
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The Torah is divided into fifty-four sections called parshiyot (or sidrot),
traditionally read in the synagogue on successive Sabbaths, starting in
the autumn. (As you can imagine, certain parshiyot have to be com-
bined to fit in to the year.)

The names of the parshiyot are engraved in many schoolchildren’s
minds—and in mine. So is the name of every boy’s Bar Mitzvah parasha.

—a2f -

Pérev, commonly spelled pirve Neither meat nor dairy
“Barbara, are you sure this is a parve cake?”

Tradition forbids the mixing of meat and dairy food, so Jews have
always found it useful to have foods that are neither meat nor dairy,
and to have a word for them, parve—fish, cakes using margarine
rather than butter, veggie burgers, and always, always parve bread.
Where precisely the word parve comes from no one seems to know,
but today it's part and parcel of Israeli Hebrew, which is why it’s here.

-8R~

Parnasd (Ashkenazi: Parnése) Livelihood

“If he can build an extension for his mother-in-law, parnasa can’t be
thatbad...”

How can I say anything about parnasa? It's the same problem the
world over.

One Friday afternoon, just before the Sabbath, a beggar arrived in town.
Quickly, he made his way to the rabbi, so that he could leave his pack and his
earnings in his care over the Sabbath—and then hurried to prayers. But as the
rabbi made to pick up the pack, out poured hundreds of coins!

That Sunday morning, the rabbi and the town council summoned the beggar.

“You’'re no beggar,” they announced. “But we're offering you the choice:
Either you move to the next town and open a business, so you have no fur-
ther need to beg—or you return all the money forthwith.”

The beggar gave it some thought.

“You know what?” he decided. “Keep all the money. After all, a parnose is
a parnose.”

—924 ~
Pardchet (Ashkenazi: Per6hches) Curtain drawn across the Holy Ark

Synagogue architecture is full of memories. Just like the Aron Kodesh,
the Holy Ark containing the Torah scrolls, is a memory of Solomon'’s
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Temple, so, too, the curtain drawn across it, the parochet, is a memory of
the curtain that veiled the Holy of Holies from the eyes of the world.
The parochet is sometimes also a stunning demonstration of Jewish
weaving, embroidery, and design.

—9%% -
Péirsha. See Parashd.

-9 -
Pasik, pl. psukim (Ashkenazi: Pések, pl. pstiikim) Biblical verse

“Rivka, can you please read out the next pasuk for us?”

The small Jewish child was brought to school for the first time, and
probably the first word that he or she heard was pasuk. Reading
psukim, translating psukim, explaining psukim . . . for the next few years
their life would revolve around psukim.

People traditionally have their “own” pasuk, that is, one that starts
with the first letter of their name, and they recite it if they ever fall ill.

The emperor signed the genocide documents and gave them to Haman, who
left the palace in an exuberant mood, with all his cronies and hangers-on.
Suddenly, Mordechai the Jew crossed their path. But seeing three children
coming out of school, Mordechai chased after them—and Haman and his
cronies, seeing Mordechai chase after them, also chased after them, to see
what he wanted to ask them.

“What pasuk did you just learn?” Mordechai asked one of the children.

“I learned the pasuk ‘Fear not sudden terror or the destruction of the
wicked when it comes,”” he replied.

Mordechai's face broke into a smile of joy.

Haman said to him, “What did those children say to make you smile?”

He replied, “Good tidings—that I should have no fear of your wicked
schemes.”

Haman was livid. “These children will be the first to suffer,” he muttered.

The Midrash on the Book of Esther

— 9% —

Pasiil (Ashkenazi: Pésl) Unfit (for religious use)
“Hey, you can’t wear those tefilin—they’re pasul!”
“Surely a teacher who can’t control his temper is pasul for the job.”

Apart from sin and anti-Semitism, I can’t think of anything that can
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cause so much anxiety to observant Jews as the thought that some-
thing may be pasul.

1f a sefer torah (scroll of the Law) is found to be pasul, because, say, a
letter has faded away, it will have to be sent for correction; if an etrog
(citron fruit for Sukkot) is pasul, because, say, the tip has fallen off,
you’ll need a new one.

Recent reports in the Jewish press warned that most mezuzot (door-
post scrolls) were pasul—many were not even scribally written but
photocopied! How many came from Taiwan, who knows . ..

~9%R—

Peot (Ashkenazi: Péyes) Sidecurls
“Some of the boys have peot but some don't.”

Long peot are found among many traditional Jewish communities. But
they are best known among Chasidim, who in fact have a custom of
waiting until a boy is three before cutting his hair, and then cutting it
very short while leaving the long peot.

The Torah actually proscribes the shaving of the “corners” (peot) of
the head, commonly taken to include the sideburns.

—9%h—

Pérek, pl. prakim (Ashkenazi: Pérek, pl. pr6kim) Chapter
“Last week we stopped near the end of the first perek of Samuel.”

Each book of the Bible is divided into prakim. In the Chumash (Five
Books of Moses), there are usually several prakim to each sidra. In fact,
a sidra can end in mid-perek. The Mishna and Gemara are also divided
into prakim.

-9 -
Pérek. See Pirkéy Avét.
-9 -
Pertish, pl. perushim (Ashkenazi: Péyresh, pl. peyrishim) Com-
mentary
“Today we're studying the Book of Isaiah with the perush of Radak.”

It has been said that the page of the average sefer (religious book) is
like a dialogue of the dead. Clustered around or beneath the central
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text, be it Bible or Talmud, are one or even many perushim elucidating
the text, adding to it, even using it as a springboard. And the eyes of
any learned person will automatically be wandering up and down,
back and forth across the page, from text to perush, from perush to
perush—Rashi in dialogue with Ibn Ezra, Ibn Ezra with Onkelos. . .

The highest form of literary achievement is the peyresh [on the Talmud]. The
authority of the book commented upon is taken for granted, but so is the right
of the commenter to elaborate, to point to deficiencies, and to propose emen-
dations. There are quite a number of commentaries on commentaries as well.
Every latter-day scholar navigates freely in the “sea of the Talmud.”

Max Weinreich
- %Q —

Pésach Passover
“So Blanche, when are you starting to clean the house for Pesach?”

Pesach literally means “passing over” or “sparing.” And as the Bible
makes clear, the festival commemorating the Exodus from Egypt was
named Pesach precisely because God “passed over (pasach) the houses
of the Israelites in Egypt.”

Pesach is celebrated in the spring, for seven or eight days—although
the preparations for it in Orthodox circles can take weeks: Every parti-
cle of chametz (leaven) is removed, “kosher-for-Pesach” food brought in,
and everything readied for the Seder night.

“Mama, school’s out,” I said, as I came running home from school a few days
before Pesach.

“Big deal! May you live to bring home better news,” Mama said, com-
pletely in a dither prior to the holiday. She tied kerchiefs around both maids’
heads, gave them brushes, brooms, and feather dusters. She herself had a ker-
chief on her head, and all three women cleaned and rubbed, washed and
scrubbed, making everything kosher-for-Pesach. I didn’t know what to do with
myself. No matter where I sat or stood or went—it was the wrong place.

Sholom Aleichem

924 -

Peshard (Ashkenazi: Peshére) Compromise
“Look, you'll have to face him in the street again. Settle for a peshara.”

Peshara is an important value not only in everyday life but also in law.
A Bet Din (Jewish court of law) will often recommend a peshara. The
classic Talmudic scenario is of two ships heading along a river: If one
tries to pass the other, they’ll both founder—so let each take its turn.
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The power of peshara is greater than the power of din (strict justice).
The Talmud, Sanhedrin

- p -
Peshat (Ashkenazi: Pshat) Literal sense of a biblical (or any) text

“Before we start arguing about the report, let's make sure we agree
what the peshat is.”

See Drash, “ Applied meaning.”

Peshat is the obvious, literal meaning of a biblical text—and by exten-
sion, of any piece of Mishna, Gemara, or anything else. To get at the
peshat of something has been given high priority in traditional Jewish
learning. “What's peshat?” is a question constantly heard in yeshivas.

At the same time, there is a whole alternative tradition of nonobvi-
ous biblical interpretation called drash or midrash.

The modern state of mind demands a greater faithfulness to the simple, literal
meaning (to the peshat), and a greater obligation to preserve it. Only in the
face of virtually insurmountable problems is this approach abandoned. The
presence of an extra word, letter, or even an entire phrase can be easily seen
as a stylistic peculiarity. Peshat, from this point of view, is synonymous with
exegetical truth, and one does not abandon truth lightly. But to the rabbis of
the Talmud, deviation from peshat was not repugnant.

David Weiss Halivni
~9%R~

Petichd (Ashkenazi: Psiche) Opening the Holy Ark in the synagogue
“When I was asked to do peticha, I couldn’t get the curtain open...”

Whenever the Torah scrolis are brought out of the Holy Ark to be
read, a worshipper is given the honor of peticha—drawing open the
parochet (curtain) and then opening the ark and bringing out the Torah.

— 928 —
Pidy6n ha-bén (Ashkenazi: Pidyen ha-bén) Redemption of the first-
born

“Oh, the baby will look so sweet in that blue suit for his pidyon ha-ben!”

Redemption of the firstborn has a grand biblical ring to it, and that’s
exactly what the pidyon ha-ben ceremony is like. Since biblical times,
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firstborn baby boys have to be “bought out” of priestly service—for
which the Torah had originally intended them. This is done by invit-
ing a kohen (a real “priest”) on the baby’s thirty-first day of life, and
paying him five silver shekels (or five silver dollars) as a “redemp-
tion” fee. The baby is traditionally brought in on a silver tray dressed
up in finery, there’s lots of food and drink, and everyone rejoices.

Doubtless, the parents of some bawling infants must have thought
about leaving them with the kohen and keeping the money. That, for-
tunately, is against regulations.

~92R —
PiktGach néfesh Saving of life

“Get this man to the hospital right away—it’s pikuach nefesh!”

Pikuach nefesh is a supreme value. For the sake of pikuach nefesh, the
halacha (Jewish Law) warrants and demands the suspension of all other
laws (except, of course, things like killing one person to use the organs
in another person)}—most notably, the laws of the Sabbath and of Yom
Kippur. During the 1991 Gulf War, for example, religious Israelis kept
their radios tuned in on the Sabbath because of pikuach nefesh. One
early problem for the State of Israel in upholding official Sabbath
observance was whether the running of major 24-hour industries
counted as pikuach nefesh.

Pikuach nefesh overrides the Sabbath.
The Talmud, Shabbat

—92%

Pilpil (Ashkenazi: Pilpul) Academic Torah discourse; hairsplitting

“Come on, Shimon, I want a simple answer—don't give me all that
pilpul .. ."

Pilpul can be a good thing or a bad thing. It can denote the kind of
intricate, academic analysis of a Talmudic problem—delivered aloud
to a critical audience—which created the Jewish penchant for law and
academe.

But uttered with a suitably scathing tone of voice, pilpul is also a put-
down for farfetched, overintricate, overacademic analysis (“purely aca-
demic,” as nonacademics say). For centuries, rabbinic leaders have
been trying to stamp it out, but they probably never will, because
young men at yeshiva who don’t gamble, don't drink, and don’t wom-
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anize must have some way of blowing their aggression—and there’s
no finer way than attacking a Talmudic problem. Pilpul forever.

In truth, pilpul has been unfairly maligned, for this is the way the intellect
“plays,” the way the mind indulges in its delightful games and exercises.
Norman Lamm

The Yahrzeit [anniversary of death] of Rabbi Zalman Spitzer was marked by a
well-attended gathering on the second night of Chanukah. Rabbi Zev Feldman
gave a pilpul and two talmidim of the Talmud Torah presented divrey torah.

From an Ultraorthodox newspaper report

~ 9%k -

Pirkéy Avét (Ashkenazi: Pirkey Oves) Ethics of the Fathers (a collec-
tion of maxims)

“Every Shabbat afternoon, Grandpa taught us something from Pirkey
Avot.”

Pirkey Avot, or Perek as it is popularly known, is probably the most
popular book of Jewish sayings—the sayings of the sages of the
Mishna, such as Hillel and Rabbi Akiva. For centuries it has been syn-
onymous with long summer Shabbat afternoons, and a favorite with
itinerant preachers and girls’ schools.

9tk -
Pitta Pitta bread

“How many falafels do you want in your pitta?”

Pitta is flat, round, chewy, just slightly leavened, with a pocket that
just begs for falafel, salad, and (I've tried it) hot dogs. The bad news is
that you can’t really spread anything on it. The good news is that to
dip it is a delight.

The word pitta isn’t as Arabic as it sounds. It’s also Aramaic (a lan-
guage many Jews once spoke)—and if you think the Hebrew for bread
has always been lechem, you'll be surprised to know that Judah the
Maccabee or Rabbi Akiva would have said pat.

928~

Piytt, pl. piyutim (Ashkenazi: Piyut, pl. piytitim) Liturgical poem

“I can’t understand half of these piyutim . . .”
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Once upon a time, in the Byzantine and Moslem world, when the
greatest celebrities (after the warlords) were the poets, Jews, too,
hoped that their sons might grow up to write poetry. One result was
the piyutim—hundreds upon hundreds of long, delicately crafted,
wondrously allusive, and to us nowadays well-nigh incomprehensible
poems for the synagogue. Some of them are still recited on festivals.

The piyutim and the refrains were created by masters of language and elo-
quence. Since then, however, they have been soaked in Jewish tears—to
become selichot [prayers of forgiveness).

— a2k~

Protéktsiya Influential connections

Rabbi Levi Yitschok of Berditchev

“I'm not saying you won’t be able to get a phone for the apartment
within the year, but you'll need protektsiya.”

Protektsiya (don’t slur it; pronounce every consonant reverently) is one
of the great legacies of the former Soviet Union. It is Russian for hav-
ing the right connections—family, friends, neighbors—to get things
done. Millions of olim (immigrants) will attest to the fact that it is now
Hebrew too. Don’t ever confuse the Hebrew word protektsiya with the
Hebrew word protekshn. The latter denotes “protection money” and,
unlike our dear protektsiya, it is a bad, bad thing.

— 924~

Purim (Ashkenazi: Parim) The festival of Purim
“This Purim, I'm getting dressed up as Queen Esther.”
See Megila, Matanot la-evyonim, and Mishloach manot.

The biblical festival of Purim is usually some time in March, and it’s
wild. It marks the defeat by Jewish prayer and force of arms of the
first recorded attempt at a Final Solution 2,500 years ago, by Haman
the Persian premier. In synagogues, the Megila (the Scroll of Esther) is
read, with the noise level reaching 127 decibels at each mention of
Haman's name. Children dress up. The streets of Tel Aviv swarm with
cowboys and princesses. At the best yeshivot, earnest students sud-
denly stand up and do spoofs of their venerable rabbis. During the
day, gifts of food (mishloach manot) and charity (matanot la-evyonim) are
traditionally distributed. The climax is the Purim feast in the late after-
noon. The pious drink themselves drunk. Someone once suggested
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that Purim is a complement to the fast of Yom Kippur(im)—and that
ultimately both serve some similar spiritual goal. They had a point.

People must get intoxicated on Purim until they cannot distinguish between
“cursed be Haman” and “blessed be Mordechai.”

The Talmud, Megila

Give a shoulder, close your eyes,
We have Purim, forget everything.
You got a pain? Crunch it underfoot.
Open your mouth and sing:
Let’s all joke, let's drink, let’s live, despite all our troubles.
Let’s all joke, let’s live and see wonders and miracles.
Translation of an Israeli children’s Purim song

A galach (Christian priest) asked a rabbi:

“Why is Purim different from all other feasts? All your other feast days
seem to begin on the evening before—but your Purim banquet only begins on
the evening after.”

“Let me answer with a question,” said the rabbi. “You Gentiles always say
your days begin at midnight. Then why do your Christmas celebrations begin
the evening before? . . . I'll tell you why: We Jews have a Gentile named
Haman to thank for the festival of Purim—so we celebrate it Gentile-style.
And you Christians have a Jew to thank for your Christmas—so you start the

day the Jewish way!”
- 998 -

Rébbi [rhymes with “hubby”] (Historical title of) rabbi
“Toledo is the reputed birthplace of Rabbi Avraham ibn Ezra.”
See also Rebbe and Rav.

Where contemporary rabbis are referred to by a Hebrew title, it is rav.
But rabbis of earlier times were given the title rabbi, and they still are
referred to in this way: Rabbi Akiva and Rabbi Tarfon of the Mishna,
Rabbi Yosef Karo of sixteenth-century Tsefat, and so on. Rabbi is literally
“my master” (the -i suffix denoting “my”).

— 9tk -
Rabotiy! (Ashkenazi: Rab6hsay!) “Gentlemen!”

“ Rabotay, time is getting on and we have to come to a decision.”

This ancient form of address is still in common use throughout the
Jewish world. The word rabot here is the plural of rav, but meaning
gentleman, not rabbi.

-
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Rachmana litslin (Ashkenazi: Rachméne litslén) “God forbid”

“These urns can tip over and you can be seriously scalded, rachmana
litslan.”

Like lo alenu, this expression is commonly used—mostly by the Ultra-
orthodox—as a pious rapid response (by the hearer or speaker) to any
mention of a tragedy that happened or might happen.

Rachmana litslan is actually not Hebrew but Aramaic in form (Ara-
maic, the old international language of the Middle East, was once the
Jewish vernacular), but it has long formed part of the Hebrew reper-
toire, like bon appétit in English.

-9~
Rachmaniit (Ashkenazi: Rachménes) Compassion

“Come on, Harvey, have some rachinanut for the kid—Ilet him watch.”

Rachmanut was the quality that Jews in antiquity felt set them apart
from the Greeks and Romans and their Rambo culture. Jews saw them-
selves as rachmanim bney rachmanim, “compassion running in the fam-
ily,” which is precisely what the modern philosopher Nietzsche said
dismissively about them in proposing his master society.

Rachmanut has a warm motherly feel to it, helped by the fact that
rechem is the Hebrew for womb.

e
Ragldyim la-davér (Ashkenazi: Ragldyim la-d6vor) “There is some
factual basis for it”

Literally “the matter has legs,” this Talmudic expression is an elegant
way of saying that something may indeed be the truth.

—92R ~

Rashd, pl. reshaim (Ashkenazi: Réshe, pl. resh6im) Wicked man
“I can just sense deep down that he’s a rasha . . .”

Rasha isn’t exactly an expletive (when one talks about Hebrew four-
letter words, one is referring to Divine names . . .), but it’s fairly strong
stuff. Commonly used of biblical Haman (Haman ha-Rasha) and the
Roman general Titus, responsible for torching the Temple (Titus ha-
Rasha).

For referring to more recent nasties, see yimach shemo.
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Four types of person are called rasha: he who raises his hand against his fel-
low, he who borrows and will not pay, the arrogant, and the quarrelsome.
The Midrash

From reshaim comes forth resha [wickedness).
First Book of Samuel 24:13

Not only is he who hates others a rasha—so too is he who hates himself.
Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Kotzk

—agi—

Rav, pl. rabanim (Ashkenazi: Rav or Rov, pl. rabénim) Rabbi (of a
synagogue)

“I hear his brother’s been appointed rav of that new synagogue in
Newton.”

Every Jew in America or Israel can probably open an old family photo
album and point to at least one “rabbi.” This is largely because every-
one whose great-grandfather had a yarmulka and a beard assumes that
he was one.

However, the traditional significance of rabbi is that you have received
ordination (see smicha). In the Old Country, this generally meant that you
then became the rabbi of a community, that is, you became a rav. And the
Orthodox still call their communal rabbis rav (or rov).

When non-Orthodox Judaism evolved its own ordination, it too
began creating “rabbis”—and much conflict with the Orthodox.

Incidentally, “rabbi” is based on the old Hebrew title rabbi or rebbi,
meaning “my rabbi”; see rabbi and rebbe.

A big rav in Vilna was approached by a servant girl with a shayle (question):
“Please, sir, what shall I make for supper?”

The rav thought for a moment. “My dear, go and make lokshn [noodles].”

Everyone present was flummoxed at the shayle and at the rav’s answer—
but not the rav’s wife:

“It was obvious,” she said. “The servant girl must have asked her mistress
what to cook for supper, and her mistress must have'lost her temper, and
shouted, “Why are you asking me! Go ask the rav’'—and she of course didn’t
know any better and did just that.”

—92R -

Reaya (Ashkenazi: Raaye) Proof

“They say the crossing’s safe because no one’s been killed there yet?
That’s no raaye!”
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Reaya is a word out of the world of Talmud study, where everything’s
a matter of proof and counterproof.

—9%R—

Rébbe, pl. rebbéyim (Chasidic) rabbi-leader

“I say we go to the rebbe for advice. Perhaps he’ll give us a bracha
(blessing).”

The rebbe is no ordinary rabbi. Nowhere is there a seminary that trains
or ordains rebbeyim. You have to receive a call based on your pedigree
and/or your saintly qualities. A rebbe is a charismatic rabbi-leader of
one of the many Chasidic groups found formerly in eastern Europe,
virtually wiped out by Hitler and Stalin, but now reviving in Israel
and the United States. (See Chasid.) A rebbe is credited with extraordi-
nary powers of counsel. His blessings are sought after. One of the
most revered rebbeyim is Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, the
Lubavitcher Rebbe based in Brooklyn, New York.

The navi [prophet] sees the future.
The rebbe sees the present.
Sometimes it is harder to see the present than the future.
Rabbi Naftoli of Roptchitz

. . . my husband asked him: “How may a man come to this experience of the
Divine?” The tutor whispered to him, “Let your honor make a journey to my
rebbe, and he will know this and much more.”

S. Y. Agnon

I would listen to them as night fell-~between the prayers of Minha and
Maariv—in the House of Study filled with the flickering shadows of yellow
candles. The Elders spoke of the Great Masters as though they had known
them personally. Each had his favorite Rebbe and a legend he liked above all
others. I came to feel that I was forever listening to the same story about the
same Rebbe. Only the names of people and places changed.

—~92% -

Rechiliit (Ashkenazi: Rechilus) Tattling

Elie Wiesel

“Tell me again what she said about me—no, don't, it’s just rechilut.”

Like leshon ha-ra (see entry), rechilut is deemed a very serious offense in
Judaism. Technically, rechilut means reporting back to someone what
others have said about him or her, “mixing it” in common parlance.

~9%R -
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Refud shlema! (Ashkenazi: Refiie shléyme!) A speedy recovery; “Get
well soon!”

“Don’t forget to wish your sister a refua shlema from all of us.”
“Look after yourself, Alec, and refua shlema!”

Jews have been saying refua shlema since as far back as Second Temple
times. Literally “a complete recovery,” it is used for both major and
minor illnesses. In synagogue, the reader may also “make a refua shlema
for someone,” that is, say a prayer for a sick person, mentioning their
Hebrew name and the Hebrew name of their mother.

May it be Your will, Lord our God and God of our fathers, to send speedily a

refua shlema from heaven, a healing of the spirit and a healing of the body, to the

sick person son/daughter of among the sick of Your people, Israel.
Translation of a traditional prayer for the sick

—a%h—

Réga! “One moment!”
“Oh no, the bus is going! Driver, rega rega!”

If Mexico is a mafiana society, Israel is a rega society. The bureaucrat
simply flicks slowly through your file and soothingly says rega . ..

But there is another rega, the rega that puts you in control: It stops
taxis, halts trains in their tracks, and keeps the doors of buses open
that extra moment for you to effect a miraculous exit. It is generally
said recursively: rega rega rega . . .

9%k -
Ribit (Ashkenazi: Ribis) Interest payments

“Don’t worry, the community won’t charge you any ribit on a loan
they make you.”

Ribit is the dirtiest word in Hebrew. Charging ribit on personal loans is
deemed one of the basest of practices—even demanding or accepting
favors after making a personal loan is considered ribit. (Jewish Law
does, however, make special provisions for commercial interest.)

Why are the laws of ribit set down in the Yoreh Deah code, which deals among
other things with kosher and non-kosher food? Surely to make the point that
non-kosher money is just as prohibited as non-kosher food.

Attributed to Rabbi Sholom Shwadron, the Maggid of Jerusalem

—92R -
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Riboné shel olim (Ashkenazi: Ribéhno shel 6hlom) Lord of the
Universe

“Don't let it depress you. The Ribono shel olam has His own ways . ..”

“Ribono shel olam! How can they have Chanukah lights and a tree!”
Compare olam in Olam ha-ba, “The World to Come.”

This is one of many intimate names for the Almighty that have been
passed down the ages. It is common also among old-timers as an
invocation or exclamation.

- 924 -

Rikudim (Jewish/Israeli) dancing
“I hope there'll be rikudim at your Bar Mitzvah after the dinner.”

Rikudim is just the regular Hebrew word for dancing, but to most jews
outside Israel rikudim is synonymous with horas, debkas, Ushavtem
Mayim, Od Nashuva, and all the other folk dances that have become so-
called Israeli dancing. Rikudim is a favorite at Y’s, summer camps, and
fitness centers. They say it’s also coming back into fashion in Israel.

—9%8 -

Rishén, pl. Rishonim (Ashkenazi: Rishen, pl. Rish6hnim) Medieval
Torah authorities

“What was the attitude of other Rishonim to Maimonides and his phi-
losophy?”

See also Acharonim, “Latter-day scholars.”

What the Mishna took for granted, the Talmud had to spell out. And
what the Talmud transcribes in a kind of live debate, the Rishonim,
the medieval scholars, tried to codify and justify. The Rishonim were
the giants of medieval Judaism: Rashi, Yehuda Halevi, Maimonides,
Ramban, the Tosaphists . . . Then came the Acharonim, the “latter-day
scholars.”

In some ways, Jews have liked to see their history as downhill all
the way—until the Messiah comes to fish them out of the stew they’ve
gotten themselves into. The same goes for their intellectual history:
downhill or uphill, depending on how you look at it.

o8-
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Rosh Chédesh (Ashkenazi: Rosh Chéhdesh) New Moon

“Wow, it's Rosh Chodesh Adar on Tuesday—only two weeks now till
Purim!”

Literally “beginning of the month,” that is, the new moon, Rosh
Chodesh certainly feels like it should be a special day-—there are much
longer morning prayers, with a festive feel about them. Yet people go
about their normal business, and that’s that. No one seems to dress
up, there are no special ceremonies, and there seem to be no special
foods, although if men were to do all the housework, as was the cus-
tom in some places, there might certainly be something different
about the food.

But Rosh Chodesh certainly helps you keep your bearings in the Jew-
ish year. Come Rosh Chodesh Nisan (the beginning of the month of
Nisan) and you know that Passover is just two weeks away; come Rosh
Chodesh Kislev and it'll soon be Chanukah.

—9%i—

Rosh ha-Shand, commonly spelied Rosh Hashanah (Ashkenazi: Rosh
ha-Shéne) The New Year

“Frank always takes off for Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur.”

The autumn festival of Rosh Hashanah is a New Year festival, but a seri-
ous one, with none of the revelry of December 31, and with a high
moral tone instead. It is above all the Day of Judgment, spent largely
{and still by a large proportion of Jews) at the synagogue in prayers of
reverence and awe punctuated by the wail of the shofar (ram’s horn).
At home, there is a buoyant mood, scores of New Year cards from peo-
ple you only hear from at Rosh Hashanah, and apple dipped in honey
for a sweet new year. On Wall Street, trading is quieter than usual.

Rosh Hashanah among our Chasidic Jews is always a joyful festival. We are not
frightened of the Day of Judgment. We know that we stand not in the pres-
ence of an alien overlord, but of our Father. Our Father in Heaven judges us!
So we take a drink! And we dance at our prayers.

—a2f —

Riach Spiritual atmosphere

Yitzchak Leib Peretz

“Didn’t that singing group make a great ruach at the simcha [celebration]!”
See Ruchniut, “Spirituality.”
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Ruach is one of those words which, if you know their meaning already,
seem to say it in their very sound.

In the Bible, ruach is “wind” and also the “spirit” that God breathed
into the first human. Nowadays, by a nice extension, ruach is that
spiritedness people love to create at parties and celebrations by
singing Israeli songs or Chasidic nigunim, dancing the hora, and play-
ing a guitar or a keyboard.

—-924

Riach ha-kédesh (Ashkenazi: Riach ha-kéhdesh) The Holy Spirit
“They say that their rebbe had ruach ha-kodesh . . .”

Ruach ha-kodesh is the highest degree of godliness thought to be possi-
ble in this day and age—or since the end of prophecy in ancient times.
Those rare individuals credited with ruach ha-kodesh could foresee,
forewarn, inspire, and have generally left behind remarkable works of
Torah. Folk talk in hushed tones about who has or who had ruach ha-
kodesh. I name no names.

Rabbi Shneur Zalman used to say:

“Never mind nisim [miracles]! Never mind nevues [prophecies]! If you had vis-
ited my teacher, the holy maggid of Mezeritch, you could have imbibed ruach ha-
kodesh by the bucketful, and nisim were lying around there under your bench, but
we were just so engrossed in Torah that we never had the time to pick them up!”

a2 -

Ruchnidt (Ashkenazi: Rachnies) Spirituality
“We have to put some ruchniut back into our lives in suburbia.”

In ruchniut and gashmiut—"spirituality” and “materiality”—Judaism
might appear to have two opposites: the one good and the other
rather bad. But Judaism has always stressed the need in this world for
the two of them, in a consecrated and healthy tension. One expression
of ruchniut is Yom Kippur, on which there is no eating, drinking, or
marital relationships; but another is Shabbat, with its bread, wine,
meat, and general good cheer—a perfect backdrop to prayer, study,
and all manner of “spiritual” activities.

In gashmiut (materiality), where there is fear there is no joy and where there is
joy there is no fear.
In ruchniut, fear, love, and joy dwell together.
Rabbi Israel Baal Shem Tov

—agf -
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Rut [rhymes with “foot”] (Ashkenazi: Rus) The Book of Ruth

Rut, or Megilat Rut (“the Scroll of Ruth”), as it is often known, is one of
five short biblical books that are traditionally recited once a year in the
synagogue, each on a different festival or fast: Shir ha-Shirim on Pesach,
Rut on Shavuot, Echa on Tisha be-Av, Kohelet on Sukkot, and Esther on
Purim.

A charming tale of simple country life, tragedy, and romance, Megi-
lat Rut is read on the festival of Shavuot, which commemorates the
Revelation of the Torah—and fittingly: The heroine, Ruth, becomes an
Israelite and ultimately an ancestress of King David himself.

—-92R ~

Sabra. See Tsabar.
-9~

Sandik (Ashkenazi: Sdndek) Person who holds the baby during the
circumcision

“I thought for a moment that the sandek was going to pass out, but he
was just closing his eyes and saying something.”

The greatest honor at a brit mila (circumcision) is to be given the baby
to hold on one’s lap while the brit mila is performed. The person who
has the honor is called the sandek and will normally be a learned or
otherwise important person.

—92% —

Satdn (Ashkenazi: S6ten) Satan

“We had such difficulties raising money for that clinic—-as if the Satan
were trying to screw things up.”

The Hebrew satan and the English Satan may share the samne spelling,
but that's where all similarity ends. Satan is no Devil, no figure of
dread and evil. He's just one of God's faithful angels with a job to do:
to test a person’s sincerity, to sow obstacles in one’s path, and to play
the prosecutor on high. A projection, if you like, of our yetser ha-ra.

The word satan in the Bible is a common noun meaning simply
“adversary.”
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The Satan only accuses in times of danger.
The Jerusalem Talmud, Shabbat

God's reproach upon you, Satan!
Oriental Jewish reproach to those who lose their temper

a2~

Savlaniat Patience

“Savlanut, ladies and gentlemen! We are assured that our speaker will
be here very shortly.”

The welfare of the State of Israel is predicated on two ideals. One has
absorbed the energies of its greatest politicians, thinkers, and educators.
The other hasn’t. One is called Zionism; the other is called savlanut.

— %t —

Sechdch Greenery for covering the sukkah

“Don’t try using sycamore for sechach for the sukkah—it'll shrivel
within a couple of days.”

See Sukkah, “Booth.”

Sechach is one of the hardest Hebrew words to pronounce, so it’s fortu-
nate people only talk about it once a year, at the festival of Sukkot.
Sechach is the vegetation, or even ex-vegetation, that you use for roofing
your sukkah (see entry)—in fact, it's what makes a sukkah a sukkah. The
best sechach is evergreen foliage, such as pine and especially laurel. I
myself use reusable bamboo, but anything will do as long as it gives
you proper cover and it’s not at the expense of a tropical rain forest.

- 39,‘% -

Séchel Common sense
“The car won't start? Well, don’t keep on pumping it. Use a bit of sechel.”

There’s no need to say anything lofty or spiritual about sechel. It denotes
plain old common sense.

For sechel a person should be praised.
Book of Proverbs

A person’s sechel does not depend on their wisdom but on their actions.
Rabbi Moshe of Kobryn

—ag -
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Séder, pl. sedarim (Ashkenazi: Séyder, pl. sdérim) Commemorative
ceremonies on Passover evening

“We have twelve people coming to our Seder! Who are you having for
Seder night?”

See also Be-seder, “OK” and Haggadah, “Passover Story.”

Every year, on the first evening of the Passover festival, Jews gather at
home for the Seder night: to retell the story of slavery and exodus that
was the birth of the Jewish people—and to drink four glasses of wine,
to eat matzo, bitter herbs, charoset, and to join in all manner of other
customs that go to make a remarkable evening. Although Seder means
“order (of ceremonies)” and there is a customary text, the whole thing
is also gloriously informal. Much of it is aimed at the kids, who
respond either by keeping it going till two in the morning or by sleep-
ing through the whole thing.

Why is the Seder the most widely observed event in the traditional
Jewish year (together with Yom Kippur)? Perhaps because it's about the
birth of a nation, perhaps also because it has always brought together
the whole mishpacha (extended family).

-9 —

Sefardi, pl. Sefardim, commonly spelled Sephardi (Ashkenazi: Sfardi,
pl. Sfirdim) a.Jew of Mediterranean or Mideastern background; b.
Pertaining to Jews of Mediterranean or Mideastern background

“If she’s marrying a Sefardi, then she’ll have to take on all the Sefardi
customs.”

In its narrowest sense, Sefardi refers to Spanish and Portuguese Jews,
claiming descent from the medieval Jews of Iberia banished and scat-
tered some 500 years ago—still maintaining their ancient Spanish lan-
guage in Turkey and the Balkans up until modern times and exceed-
ingly proud of being Sefardim tehorim, “pure Sefardim.” But in a broader
sense, all Mediterranean and Eastern Jews—be they Moroccan, Bagh-
dadi, Yemenite, or whatever—like to call themselves Sefardim, by virtue
of sharing the same basic heritage of religious customs as laid down by
Maimonides nearly 800 years ago.

—92% —

Séfer, pl. sfarim (Ashkenazi: Séyfer, pl. sférim) Religious book

“So what should we give him for his Bar Mitzvah, money or a sefer?”
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A sefer is not just like any other book in Jewish Law and folklore: If it
falls, you rush to pick it up and kiss it. You don’t sit on it or lean on it.
There are even customs about keeping it in the marital bedroom. And
when a sefer reaches the end of its life, you don’t just rip it up or toss it
in the garbage—you take it to a synagogue to be buried.

This use of the word sefer is a Diaspora use. (To Israelis, sefer simply
means book.) And it speaks for the spiritual charge with which Yid-
dish endowed the Hebrew language—using the Germanic word bukh
for secular books, and keeping the Hebrew word for religious books,
as indeed it did for most things Jewish.

928 ~

Séfer tordh, pl. sifréy torih (Ashkenazi: Séyfer tére, pl. sifrey tére)
Torah scroll

“Two of the oldest sifrey torah in the ark were brought over from Slova-
kia.”

A sefer torah is the most sacred object in modern-day Jewish life. It con-
tains the Torah (Five Books of Moses), written by a scribe on a scroll of
parchment, mounted on wooden rollers, or housed in a casing, and
robed and adorned in splendor. When it is brought out of the Holy Ark,
people stand, bow, and kiss it. It is read aloud every few days, and to
read it with the correct chant and pronunciation is a great art.

A new sefer torah was being dedicated in the synagogue. Reb Dovid Moshe of
Tchortkov held it joyously in his arms and exulted. But it was a very large
sefer torah and extremely heavy. His Chasidir clamored to offer to take it
from him.

“No, no,” said Reb Dovid, “once you have it in your arms, it just doesn’t

weigh you down.”

Sefir4t ha-Omer (Ashkenazi: Sfires ho-Ohmer) The Counting of the
Omer; the Omer period

“Have you done Sefirat ha-Omer today, Alan? It's the twenty-third
day.”
“You can’t have the wedding then, because it's during the Sefirat ha-Omer.”

For forty-nine days in the spring, Jews traditionally count down the
days leading from Passover to the festival of Shavuot—that being the
long-awaited date on which the Torah was revealed to the Israelites.



200 Seguld

The countdown, and the period itself, is called the Sefira, literally
“counting,” or more fully the Sefirat ha-Omer, “the counting of the mea-
sure” (the measure being the measure of barley offered on Passover in
the Temple). Every evening, one declares in Hebrew: “Today is the —th
day of the Omer.”

At the same time, the Omer period has sad historical associations;
and so festivities are prohibited, at least until the day of Lag ba-Omer
(see entry).

Today is twenty-four days, which make three weeks and three days of the Omer.
An example of the daily Hebrew Sefirat ha-Omer count

—92f

Seguli, pl. segulét (Ashkenazi: Sgile, pl. sgiiles) Charm
“Did she really ask you for a segula for an easy labor?”

The old books are full of segulot for all manner of crises, troubles, and
misfortunes. They can involve saying pesukim (biblical verses) or spe-
cial actions or both. Don't think they’re history: In Ultraorthodox and
other traditional circles, segulot are alive and well. In fact, a friend of
mine claimed to have recovered from hepatitis with a segula that
involved placing doves on his navel.

A segula for women to have easy childbirth:

They should eat something on every Saturday night for the mitzvah of the
Melaveh Malka meal, and also say aloud “toward the mitzvah of the Melaveh
Malka meal,” and thus they will give birth easily with God’s help.

Rabbi Avrohom Yitzchok Sperling

—a2R -

Seliché6t (Ashkenazi: Sliches) Prayers for forgiveness

“The first Selichot service will be on Saturday night at 12 EM. in the
synagogue.”
A few days before Rosh Hashanah (the Jewish New Year), synagogues
all around the world are opened at the crack of dawn for the faithful
to say Selichot, prayers for forgiveness. For this is the season of repen-
tance, continuing through to Yom Kippur.

The opening Selichot service is actually on Saturday night at mid-
night, and in some places it has become something of a choral spectac-
ular, attracting both the faithful and the less-than-faithful.

928 -
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Sephardi. See Sefardi.

90k -
Se’ud4 (Ashkenazi: Stide) Festive meal
“Who are you inviting for the Purim se'uda?”
See Se‘uda shlishit, “ Third Sabbath Meal.”

The idea of a se’uda is as ancient as the Israelites. It was with a se’uda
that they marked their liberation from Egypt. And there isn’t a Sab-
bath or festival or any kind of religious celebration—Brit Mila, Bar
Mitzvah, Weddings, and so on—that isn’t celebrated with a se‘uda. (See
the entry ruchniut, “spirituality.”) Even the fast of Yom Kippur has a
se'uda, two in fact: one before the fast and one after the fast.

—9%f—

Se’ud4 Shlishit (Ashkenazi: Shileshiides) The Third Sabbath Meal

“It's beginning to get dark, so we’d better begin Se’uda Shlishit.
Where's the herring?”

The Se’uda Shlishit has powerful associations for anyone who has
experienced this traditional Sabbath custom. It’s not just “a third
meal,” which is what the words literally mean—it’s the intimate meal
or snack taken in the twilight, at home or in the synagogue, as the Sab-
bath begins to slip away. Wistful Hebrew spirituals, the Twenty-third
Psalm, challah and herring, bits of this and bits of that, Chasidic tales
and a devar Torah. Jewish blues.

I come to do the mitzvah of the Se‘uda Shlishit of Shabbat in commemoration of
Jacob, father of a throng of seventy souls. By his virtue may we be spared the
wars of Gog and Magog and merit the fulfillment of the verse “And I shall
feed you the heritage of Jacob your father, a heritage that has no bounds . . .”
Introductory Hebrew words to the Se’uda Shlishit meal

- 9%
Sha’atnéz (Ashkenazi: Shitnes) Forbidden mix of wool and linen

“You'll need to have this coat tested for sha‘atnez.”

The Bible prohibits the wearing of garments containing sha’atnez, any
admixture of wool and linen, and Orthodox Jews still keep it up.

Like observing kosher, observing sha’atnez has gone high tech, and
unavoidably so. Not so long ago, you simply went to your local tailor
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and said, “Make me a kosher wool suit, Morrie,” and he would ensure
that there was no linen in the collars or the buttonholes or whatever.
Nowadays, the Orthodox will probably buy their jackets or coats off
the rack—and that means either going to a special sha’atnez-free store
or else spending a few dollars on sending your new garment to a
sha’atnez-testing laboratory for seams to be opened and fibers tested
under the microscope.

You shall not wear sha‘atnez, wool and linen together.
Deuteronomy

Non-Shatnes.
Shatnes-Laboratory.
203 Lee Ave, Brooklyn, NY.
Legend on a shatnes-tested jacket

—a%i -

Shabbit (Ashkenazi: Shibes) Sabbath
“What time does Shabbat come in this Friday?”

Shabbat is one Hebrew word for which no English translation exists.
The word Sabbath itself is no more than a pale transliteration.

Shabbat calls a halt to a Jew’s melacha (creative work) and makes
twenty-five hours’ time for study, prayer, and sanctified eating, drink-
ing, and relaxing.

The word itself is intriguing,. It seems to be based on a verb meaning
“to rest,” but at the same time it echoes the word for seven, sheva . . .

What is Shabbat? A reminder of every man’s royalty; an abolition of the dis-
tinction of master and slave, rich and poor, success and failure.
Abraham Joshua Heschel

If the Jewish people were properly to keep Shabbat twice in succession,
Redemption would swiftly follow.
The Talmud, Shabbat

Seen on a car bumper sticker:
This car runs on gas, not on Shabes

-8R~

Shabbit Shalém! Literally “Sabbath of Peace.” A greeting used
instead of “hi” or “bye” when Jews meet on the Sabbath

There is something soothing and restful in the words Shabbat Shalom.
In the alliterative sh . . . and in the meaning of these two words and
their associations: Shabbat, “Sabbath” echoes the Hebrew verb mean-
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ing “to stop work,” and shalom means “peace.” For traditional Jews,
the Shabbat means banishing any workaday worries and concentrating
the mind on prayer, study, and the enjoyments of food and love. The
Sabbath is, in fact, perceived as a mystical foretaste of the messianic
days to come, of a time when the whole world will be at peace.

Shabbat, Shabbat, whence comest thou?
Shalom to you, maiden, how fair thy face!
Thy face is comely, thou art a rich garden,
All who are sick shall gaze on thee and live.
Shabbat shalom, Shabbat shalom!

From a Hebrew poem by Moshe Hayyim Luzzato
-9k -
Shacharit (Ashkenazi: Shichris) Morning prayers

“You'll have to get up at 6:45 if you want to say Shacharit before you
go to work.”

Traditionally, group prayer is held three times a day: mornings (Shacharit),
afternoons (Mincha), and evenings (Ma’ariv). Early each morning, in
every Israeli neighborhood-—and more than a few American ones—
you can see men heading for synagogue, clutching bags containing
their tallit and tefilin. Forty minutes later, they’ll be on their way to
work. But Shacharit comes first.

Rabbi Yisroel of Rizhyn was visiting the Rabbi of Apt. As was his custom, he
let a large part of the morning go by before reciting Shacharit. “Nu? Well?” his
disciples asked him impatiently—but all he could do was to shrug his shoul-
ders and tell this story:

A king had arranged a fixed time for his subjects to come for a free hear-
ing. Once a beggar turned up at a different time and asked to see the king.
The guards growled. Did he not know the ruling? The beggar nodded dismis-
sively: “That’s only for those asking for their own needs; but [ want to speak
to the king about the country’s needs.” They promptly let him in.

“And so,” Rabbi Yisroel concluded, “how can I tell when I should say

Shacharit?”
-9%_ —

Shadchdn (Ashkenazi: Shidchen) Matchmaker. See Shiduch.
-2~

Shéleshiides The Third Sabbath Meal. See Se’uda Shlishit.

—9%R
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Shaliach, pl. shlichim Israeli emissary

“That new shaliach from Israel came to give a talk on Bible history to
our youth group.”

See Sheliach tsibur, “Prayer leader.”

Literally “messengers,” shlichim are sent in scores from Israel to every
land of the Diaspora. In the best of all possible worlds, they would
simply be spending a couple of years teaching about life and culture
in Israel in order to encourage Diaspora support and immigration. In
practice, however, the shaliach and his wife will be the workhorses of
local Jewish education—sometimes, sadly, they are the only Jewish
educators in town.
- 924~

Shalém! “Hello!,” “Good-bye” (literally “Peace!”)
See also Shalom alechem, “ Greetings!”, Shelom bayit, “Peace in the home.”

Words get eroded through constant use. May shalom be spared.

Shalom is an ancient Talmudic greeting. In the Bible, it meant “all is
well.” The rabbis taught that it is also a name of God. Throughout the
centuries, Jews have greeted each other with shalom alechem, “ peace be
upon you.” With the revival of spoken Hebrew at the beginning of
this century, the standard “How are you?” became—and still is—ma
shlomcha and ma shlomech (to men and women, respectively).

It is a cheering thought that Jew and Arab use almost identical
greetings, testifying to a linguistic kinship. The Arabic is salemmoo
aleekum.

When meeting someone, be the first to say shalom.
The Talmud, Avot

The Hebrew word for peace, shalom, is derived from a root denoting whole-
ness or completeness, and its frame of reference throughout Jewish literature
is bound up with the notion of shelemut, perfection. Its significance is thus not
limited to the political domain—to the absence of war and enmity—or to the
social—to the absence of quarrel and strife. It ranges over several spheres and
can refer in different contexts to bounteous physical conditions, to a moral
value, and, ultimately, to a cosmic principle and divine attribute.

Aviezer Ravitzky

May the Lord raise His face unto you and give you shalom.
The finale of the biblical priestly blessing

— a8 —
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Shal6m alechém! (Ashkenazi: Shélem aléychem!) “Greetings!”

“Rabbi Lefkowitz, sholem aleychem!
Aleychem sholem, Rachel!”

Shalom alechem has been in use for at least 2,000 years, and is still in
active service in traditionalist-minded circles. Literally “peace upon
you,” it is said when meeting someone—generally for the first time in
a while. You respond by repeating alechem shalom! (“upon you peace”).

Shalom alechem is less common than it used to be, though. As for
Israel, the usual greeting there is simply shalom!

Sholem (or Sholom) Aleichem is familiar also as the name of the great
Yiddish-Hebrew author of the original story of Fiddler on the Roof In
fact, it was his nom de plume—a kind of Mr. How Ya Doin'?

—agfR

Shalém zachir (Ashkenazi: Shélem zécher) Friday night drinks on
the birth of a boy

“Mr. and Mrs. Dan Levy invite the congregation to a sholem zocher at
8:30 pm.”

It is a custom among the Orthodox to mark the first Friday night after
the birth of a boy by throwing a small party, called a sholem zocher. This
curious name seems to translate literally “peace of the male” (nothing,
nothing at all to do with the brit mila), and seems to express the hope
that one more Jewish male child in the world means more peace and
not more war.

What makes a sholem zocher curiously different from any other party
are the bowls of boiled chick-peas on the tables—a food of mourning,
symbol (it is said) of the fact that the soul has been born willy-nilly into
this hard world and has had to forget all the Torah it once knew.

—928 —
Shamésh (Ashkenazi: Shimes) a. Synagogue usher; b. Extra light
from which the Chanukah lights are lit
“You don’t have a prayer book, Nancy? So ask the shames for one.”

“Light the shames first, Judah.”

Rejoice! The American Heritage Dictionary actually lists the word
shammes, and defines it as a “beadle” or a “sexton.” I must confess that
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I'm not quite sure what a beadle or a sexton does, but I'm pretty sure
they don’t hand out prayer bogoks, prayer shawls or yarmulkes, let
alone ask people their Hebrew name when they are about to be called
up, or shush people when the rabbi’s going to make a speech.

But king of the shameses was the shames who served the Chasidic
rabbis of the Old Country. A combination of receptionist and bouncer,
his self-selected role in life was to protect the rebbe from the contact
with the great masses that he craved.

The menorah (candelabra) lit on the festival of Chanukah has eight
branches or holders, for the eight lights, plus an extra one for the
shames—the “servant” light, lit as an extra light lest one make profane
use of the “real” lights.

When you come to a town and wish to size up the townsfolk, size up the
shamashim. If they are good and wise, so too are the townsfolk. If they are not,
neither are the townsfolk.

Rabbi Pinchas of Koretz

—92R -

Shan4 tovai! (Ashkenazi: Shéne téhve!) “A Happy New Year!”
“Shana tova, Cheryl, and wish all your family Shana tova too.”

As Rosh Hashanah (the Jewish New Year) approaches in the early
autumn, people begin to wish each other Shana tova! (literally “a good
year”), and go on doing so through the festival. Some may also send
Shana tova cards.

Among the Orthodox, a series of other greetings is preferred. See
ketiva ve-chatima tova! and gmar chatima tova!

—92k—

Shas The Mishna and Talmud

“What? His father-in-law didn’t buy him a Shas for his wedding pre-
sent?”

“The first-year students learn Shas and Chumash-Rashi.”

Shas denotes the two ancient anthologies of Jewish Law and ideas, the
Mishna and the Gemara (see entries). When you’ve reached the age of
Bar Mitzvah, you're a man—but when you start studying Shas, you're
a MAN.

A set of Shas can typically take up some twenty bulky volumes,
stretching right across many a living room. A wonderful wedding
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present for a son-in-law. You can also buy a mini-Shas to take with you
on vacation, but then half of the things on the page—which are
already printed in small enough type in the big edition—become posi-
tively microscopic. They say that the Shas will soon be available on
CD-Rom, but I myself am waiting for the interactive video version
that allows you to talk back to it.

-9k -
Shitnes. See Sha'atnez.

9% ~

Shavia tov! “Have a good week!”
“Is Shabbat out? Shavua tov, everyone!”

On Saturday evening, once Shabbat (the Sabbath) is over, Israelis say to
one another Shavua tov! “a good week!”—the new Jewish week has
now begun, buses are a-running, cars a-honking, and millions of
dishes are sitting in the sink about to be washed up.

Shavua tov! is also becoming widespread around the Jewish world.
When Sephardim say it, a traditional response is Eliyahu ha-Navi
zachur la-tov! “Elijah the Prophet, may his memory be a boon” (see the
entry Eliyahu ha-Navi).

~92% ~
Shavuét (Ashkenazi: Shviies) The festival of Shavuot
“I can still remember the cheesecake last Shavuot . . ."
See Tikun Leyl Shavuot.

Shavuot is a biblical festival in the late spring, marking the giving of
the Torah and—more so in Israel—the first fruits of summer. Shavuot is
cheesecake and other milky foods (Torah is like mother’s milk), scent-
laden flowers decorating the synagogue, marathon through-the-night
study sessions (called Tikun Ley! Shavuot), and loads and loads of sleep
to cope with it all. It all lasts just a day or two, and most nonreligious
Jews don't see it and don’t know it.

-9 -

Shayle Ritual question to a rabbi. See She’ela.
-994 —
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Shechiné (Ashkenazi: Shechine) The Divine Presence

“When you visited his grandmother on Shabbat and saw the candles
burning, you felt like the Shechina was there in the room.”

The Shechina is an ancient name for God’s presence, felt at certain
times, or by certain people, or in certain places, and above all in His
“dwelling place,” the Bet ha-Mikdash that stood in Jerusalem. For as
long as the Jews have been in exile, the Shechina has generally been
thought of as exiled too, only dimly operative to keep the Jewish peo-
ple and the world in existence.

The Shechina does not move from the Kotel Ma'aravi {the Western Wall}.
The Midrash on Exodus

The Shechina does not dwell amid sadness but only amid simcha shel mitsva
[joy at performing commandments).
The Talmud, Shabbat

... suddenly, in the midst of the day, as I was studying tractate Yevamot [of
the Talmud] in the name of the eternal God, in order to adorn the Shechina
with all my might, a great light fell upon me. The whole house became filled
with light, a marvelous light, the Shechina resting there. This was the first time
in my life that I had some little taste of His light, may He be blessed . ..

The Secret Diary of Rabbi Isaac Eizik of Komarno

—928 -

Shechitd (Ashkenazi: Shechite) Kosher slaughter. See Shochet.

—92R —

She’eld, pl. she’el6t (Ashkenazi: Shdyle, pl. shdyles) A ritual ques-
tion to a rabbi

“What, you're calling the rabbi at 11 pM. with a she’ela about a turkey!”

Once upon a time, she'elot were every rabbi's bread and butter. At any
time of day or night, men, women or children might knock at his door
with a she’ela: she’elot about kosher food, about Passover cleaning,
about Bar Mitzvahs, about marriage, about anything.

“I found a reddish spot in this egg. Is it kosher?” “We found an old
Hebrew book. Shall we bury it?” “So-and-so died and his in-laws
have to come from Minsk. Can we delay the funeral?” “Mrs. X is in
labor. Can we say charms for her?”

When he didn’t know, he would ask a “bigger” rabbi than he. And
there were known to be rabbis who were strict in their interpretation
of the law, and others who were more lenient . . .
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An English rabbi in Middlesborough was asked by the synagogue manage-
ment to explain why he could always be seen at his desk studying all through
the night.

“I have to study the Torah,” he pointed out. “I might be asked a shayle.”
The management were astonished. “But when we appointed you, we thought
you’d studied the Torah already!”

~ 9% —

She-hecheyénu (Ashkenazi: Shechey6nu) Blessing for a happy event

“What a beautiful coat! It's really something to say she-hecheyanu
over.”

On happy events—when becoming a parent, when tasting a new fruit
in season, when putting on an expensive new garment for the first
time or buying a new car, when first performing some mitzoah in sea-
son, such as lighting the festival candles or hearing the shofar—a Jew
traditionally says the beautiful blessing known as She-hecheyanu (liter-
ally “who has kept us alive”).

Blessed are You, Lord, our God, Ruler of the Universe, Who has kept us alive,

preserved us, and brought us to this season.
Translation of the She-hecheyanu blessing

~9e% —

Shéket! “Quiet!”

“OK, guys, sheket! I want you all back at the bus in forty-five minutes,
got it?”

Its bright new Israeli sound came as a welcome substitute for the old
Yiddish silencer sha! Three generations of American Jewish children
have been schooled on the word sheket!—for many, the one word of
spoken Hebrew that they remember from their Jewish school or their

summer camp.
Y

Sheliach tsibtir (Ashkenazi: Shlfech tsibur) Prayer leader

“We're lucky that quite a few of our members can act as sheliach tsi-
bur.”

Wherever Jews pray as a congregation, they choose a sheliach tsibur,
literally “a representative of the community,” to stand in front and
lead the prayers, or part of the prayers.
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It's no easy job being the sheliach tsibur: Not only must you keep the

worshippers in sync (no mean feat among Ashkenazim, who have an
ancient tendency toward religious individualism), you must also be
prepared for half of them to say you were too quick and the others
that you were too slow. But you can console yourself with the thought
that if you were a professional cantor they’d be asking why they’re
paying you to pray like this.
. . . the model, and possibly the actual source, for the “representative of the
community” in prayer is the prophet who prayed for his people. The exem-
plary individual prays for his community because of his superior gifts, but his
prayer is also uniquely potent because the claims of the community as a
whole, as a tsibur, crystallize in him as its representative.

Y -

Shelom bayit (Ashkenazi: Shélem bdyis) Peace in the home

“Come on, let's make up. Shelom bayit!”

Gerald Blidstein

In the list of mitzvot commanded in the Torah, you won't find shelom
bayit, but it is a value that underwrites the whole of Jewish life:
whether it's making the home bright on Shabbat or keeping the peace
between husband and wife. Even God told a white lie to Abraham
about Sarah to prevent a row between the childless couple and main-
tain shelom bayit.

A woman used to attend Rabbi Meir’s Friday evening drasha [sermon}. Once
he spoke longer than usual. She returned to find the house in darkness and an
irate husband. “You won’t enter this house until you go and spit at that
preacher,” he yelled. Three weeks later, her neighbors persuaded her to
return to Rabbi Meir—who knew all . . . “I have a sore eye,” he said. “I need
someone who knows charms to spit on it.”

The woman’s neighbors propelled her to Rabbi Meir. “Go on, now’s your
chance! Spit on him!” they said. “Spit seven times,” he said to her, “and now
go tell your husband.” And she did.

“Rabbi!” his students asked. “How could you demean yourself?”

“For the sake of shelom bayit,” he said.

Abridged from the Midrash on Leviticus

—a2’—

Sheloshim (Ashkenazi: Shléhshim) Period of thirty days of mourning

“He can’t come to the wedding, because he’s still in the sheloshim.”



Shemd 211

Sheloshim literally means “thirty.” For thirty days following the
funeral, custom forbids a close relative to go out to entertainment, to
wear new clothes, and to have a haircut. (Mourning for a parent
extends for one whole year.) The concept of thirty days of mourning
goes right back to the month of mourning for the death of Moses.

—9%R ~

Sheluchéy mitzvih endm nizokim (Ashkenazi: Shlichey mitzvo
éynom nizéhkim) “Someone sent on a mitzvah (good deed) comes to
no harm”

There is a widespread Jewish folk custom to give a coin to someone set-
ting out on a long journey, for it to be given on arrival to tsedaka (char-
ity). By making that person a token sheluach mitzvah (agent for a mitz-
vah), folk hope to merit the maxim sheluchey mitzvah enam nizokim—God
looks after those engaged on a righteous mission. This Talmudic
proverb is still said when someone sets out on one.

—9%R%—
Shemd The Shema declaration

“No more bedtime stories now. So hands over your eyes, say Shema,
and go to sleep...”

The Shema is the first Hebrew sentence that many Jews learn to say—
and for some, their dying words. It's not so much a prayer, in the nar-
row sense of the word, as a biblical declaration of belief: in one God,
in mitzvot, in Divine reward and punishment, and so on.

Even a Jew who doesn’t say the Shema in synagogue may well say
the first few words of it before going to sleep, as he or she was taught
to do in childhood, and join the rest of the community at the finale of
Yom Kippur in a cathartic Shema that comes from deep in the Jewish
psyche, fed perhaps by the collective memory of martyrs going to
their death with the words Shema yisrael.

A translation of the first few words of the Shema, taken from the Book of
Devarim (Deuteronomy) and other ancient sources:

Hear O Israel [Shema Yisrael), the Lord is our God, the Lord is One.
Blessed be the name of His glorious kingdom for ever and ever.
And you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and

with all your might.
-9~
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Shemini Atséret (Ashkenazi: Shmini Atséres) The festival of Shem-
ini Atseret

See also Simchat Torah.

Shemini Atseret is a festival that comes on the day after Sukkot in the
autumn. The name means “eighth day of assembly,” which isn’t
exactly a very distinctive name—but then Shemini Atseret was origi-
nally the only festival where nothing distinctive happened, which is
no bad thing after a whole month of general festivities and emotions
ranging from fear to cheer.

But perhaps the idea of a festival where you just sit down and relax
was just too much for people, for in Israel today—and among Cha-
sidim just about everywhere—Shemini Atseret is total merriment and
abandon: the day chosen for concluding the annual reading of the
Torah and for starting it all over again, and for celebrating this all with
singing and dancing and lots and lots of drink. (Most Jews outside
Israel hold these celebrations on the day after this, a day they name
Simchat Torah.)

—92% -

Shemitd (Ashkenazi: Shmite) Sabbatical year
“The rabbi won’t buy any Israeli produce during the shemita year.”

Every seventh year in Israel is a shemita year—a sabbatical year, not in
the contemporary sense of people having a year off but in the biblical
sense of the land being left fallow and no business being conducted
with its produce. Many Orthodox growers adhere strictly to the
ancient laws of shemita, and many Orthodox consumers (both in Israel
and in the Diaspora) endeavor not to buy Israeli produce grown on
Jewish-owned land at that time. Many stalls in Jerusalem and else-
where sprout signs reassuring the public that their produce is “free of
suspicion of shemita.”

—a%f-

Shemonéh-esréh (Ashkenazi: Shméne-ésreh or Shimen-ésre) Silent
standing prayer. See Amida.

- 928
Shemét (Ashkenazi: Shemohs) The Book of Exodus

Shemot is the second book of the Torah. Despite its rather prosaic-sound-
ing name (meaning “names,” and taken from the opening words Ve-ele
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shemot, “And these are the names of . . .”), Shemot is action-packed: the
slavery in Egypt, the Exodus, the Ten Commandments, and a multitude
of other laws. While the first book of the Torah, Bereshit, is largely narra-
tive, Shemot and the three remaining books amply entitle us to call the
Torah “the Law.”

Shemot is read in synagogues through the winter.

—92R -

Shemura matzo Matzo protected from time of harvest. See Shmiire

matze.
-9k~

Sherit Shared interurban taxi
“You'll find there's a sherut direct from downtown Haifa to Jerusalem.”

The unsuspecting visitor to Israel may marvel at how halif the cars on
the road seem to be large Mercedes, all packed solid with perspiring
people reading newspapers or elbowing one another in the ribs.

These are the sherut, the Middle East’s one and only contribution to
fossil fuel conservation. Instead of waiting on line for a bus between
cities, many Israelis prefer to share a seven-seater sherut Mercedes for
about the same price. The only disadvantage, apart from the cramped-
ness, is that the passenger next to the driver is forbidden to fall asleep
(a pure safeguard for the driver), though dozing off is very hard to do
while you're wondering how the driver quite manages to decelerate
from 90 to 0 in less than five seconds.

You can learn good ways from everything. From a sherut you learn humility:
There’s no way you can get in without bending down.
Rabbi Aharon Rokeach of Belz

—92% —
Shev ve-al taaséh (Ashkenazi: Shev ve-al tdaseh) Wait and see

“Look, the likelihood is that nothing serious will develop, so my
advice to you for the moment is shev ve-al taaseh.”

Literally “sit and don’t act,” shev ve-al taaseh is used whenever it’s best
to sit tight and do nothing for the moment. It's actually a Talmudic
legal concept. For physicians who are sick of prescribing antibiotics
because their patients want them to do something, shev ve-al taaseh is
the ideal thing to frame and hang on the office wall-—assuming their
patients read Hebrew.
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At times a person has to keep to shev ve-al taaseh in thoughts too. For thought
is a kind of action.
Rabbi Nachman of Bratzlav

~92% ~

Shéva brachét (Ashkenazi: Shéve broches) Party for the bride and
groom during the week following the wedding

“Miriam, we’re making Sheva brachot at our house tomorrow evening
for Eli and Shoshana. Can you come?”

For those who have not espoused the Western idea of a honeymoon
on a tropical lagoon, the old tradition of Sheva brachot is a delightful
way of celebrating the first week of marriage.

Sheva brachot literally means “seven blessings.” For seven consecu-
tive evenings following the wedding, relatives and friends of the cou-
ple throw a party for them—and recite seven marriage blessings.

... soon, O Lord our God, may the cities of Judea and the streets of Jerusalem.
hear the sound of glee and joy, the voice of groom and bride . .
From the Seventh of the Seven Blessings

—q2g -

Shéva mitzvét livnéy néach (Ashkenazi: Shéva mitzves livney
néach) The Seven Noahide Laws

Seven mitzvot (commandments) were divinely given to Noah and all
humankind, according to tradition—the Sheva mitzvot livney noach, “the
seven commandments to the descendants of Noah.” They prohibit
polytheism, sexual immorality, murder, blasphemy, anarchy, theft, and
eating a live creature’s limb.

The general view among Jews today is that these are all taken care
of in Western law—though some Jewish circles feel that a bit of cam-
paigning for the Sheva mitzvot livney noach is overdue.

~928

Shevarim (Ashkenazi: Shevérim) The ram’s horn note Shevarim

See also Tekia and Terua.

The blowing.of the shofar (ram’s horn) on the New Year involves per-
mutations of three notes. One is shevarim (literally “fragments”), three
broken blasts, something like a moaning.
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1 was sounding shevorim. I tell you it was a real broken shevorim, a shevorim with

all the fear of heaven in it. Suddenly there was a lot of loud whistling in the

street, $houting, bells ringing! The pogromists had arrived in the market place!

God in heaven, what a panic there was! The people tried to rush out, to escape.

... The old rabbi, blessings on his memory, was still alive. He jumped up on a

chair, and cried, “Stay where you are!” And they all stayed where they were.
Yitzchak Leib Peretz

-394 -

Shevat (Ashkenazi: Shvat) The month of Shevat

Shevat, the eleventh month of the Jewish year (January-February), is
the time when trees in Israel start their growth and the time for cele-
brating Tu bi-Shvat, “the New Year for Trees.”

~ 928 —

Shéymes Tattered religious books consigned to be buried
“Don’t throw those books away. They're probably sheymes.”
“Here, Esther, you'd better put this siddur into sheymes.”

Jewish tradition prohibits the burning or destruction of writings or
printed books containing the Divine names. So when they are tattered
or unwanted, they are stored and often buried respectfully in a ceme-
tery. The Hebrew word for “names” is shemot, or in its Ashkenazi form
sheymes. Hence the Ashkenazi term sheymes for writings or books con-
signed to burial (Sephardim and Israelis have no word for this), or for
the place where one keeps such things—in my synagogue it's a wooden
chest, and at a summer camp I attended it was a pit in the ground. (For
this, Sephardim and Israelis say geniza.)

In some pious circles, any and every scrap of Hebrew is regarded as
sheymes. Where they put it all, I can’t imagine. Meanwhile, modern
technology has created the problem of whether the Torah intended the
Divine name on photocopies to be kept away from the shredder And
in my local Jewish newspaper, the “Ask the Rabbi” column recently
pondered whether the digitalized Divine name on cassettes and even
diskettes might be considered sheymes.

-9~

Shidich (Ashkenazi: Shidech) A match; an arranged marriage

“Your friend’s brother’s still unattached? Maybe we can find a shiduch
for him...”
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“Estelle says they met on vacation, but I think it was a shiduch.”

Not too long ago, when Jewish girls lived sheltered lives, most mar-
riages were shiduchim—and the role of shadchan (matchmaker) was an
important one in any town or village. Even today, in Orthodox circles,
formal or informal shiduchim are the way in which young people date
(and sometimes they end up under the chupa without even having had
much of a “date” .. .).

Your workaday affairs are forbidden
And even calculating accounts;
Just thinking is permitted,
And making shiduchim for maidens . . .
From a Sabbath zemira (mealtime melody)

“Do 1 have a good-looking shidech for you!” said a shadchan to a modern
young Jewish fellow.

“Forget it.”

“You don’t care about looks? Then I have another shidech—she’s worth
5,000t”

“Forget it. Money isn’t everything by me.”

*Ah, you're after yiches [good ancestry]? Then I have a girl from a line of 15
rabbis.”

“Look—1I don’t want a shidech. I want to marry for love.”

“ Ah, you're after love? No problem either—I have just the girl for you . ..”

What Chasidim call a doubles match: A tennis shidech.
- %ﬂ“ -

Shikér (Ashkenazi: Shiker) Drunk
“Every Purim Bernie gets shiker and I end up having to drive him home.”

Drunk you musn’t get, but shiker you may. If you want to know the
difference, don’t bother looking in a dictionary—dictionaries tell you
the meanings of words, but not their feelings. And shiker simply feels
safer, homier than “drunk.”

Perhaps that’s why Jews have gone on using the Hebrew word for
it over so many centuries. There’s even a special day to get shiker: the
feast of Purim, on which the rabbis recommend getting shiker enough
for you not to be able to distinguish between “Cursed be Haman” and
“Blessed be Mordechai.” The original Jewish breathalyzer.

Trivia: Shiker went into Greek and thence into Latin and finally into
French cidre. The result: Cider!
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Before he drinks wine, a man is a lamb;
When he drinks properly, a man is a lion;
When he drinks too much, a man is a pig;
When he gets shikor, aman isanape . ..
The Midrash

— k-

Shin Bet Israeli internal secret service

“He was under suspicion for a while, but we understand that the Shin
Bet have eliminated him from their inquiries.”

Shin Bet are the Hebrew initials for Sherutey Biyun, “intelligence ser-
vices.” They have the task of keeping undercover tabs on any threat to
internal security. The Shin Bet is not as well known as the Mosad,
Israel’s equivalent of MI6 and the CIA (lehavdil), but it is, we might
say, fairly well known.

a8 f —

Shir ha-Shirim (Ashkenazi: Shir ha-Shirim) The Song of Songs

“It was my grandfather’s custom to read Shir ha-Shirim every week
before Shabbat.”

The biblical book Shir ha-Shirim is a sequence of love songs that have
inspired a whole mystical tradition exploring the love between the
Creator and Israel—and countless poets and musicians, religious and
secular. Shir ha-Shirim is particularly familiar to Sephardim and Cha-
sidim, who recite it every Friday to usher in Shabbat.

Said Rabbi Akiva: Never was the world so deserving as on the day that Shir
ha-Shirim was given to Israel. And why? Because while all the Scriptures are
holy, Shir ha-Shirim is holy of holies.

The Midrash

Shir ha-Shirim of Solomon:
Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth-—
For your love excels wine.

Translation of the opening lines of Shir ha-Shirim

From the town strange noises arise—a roaring, a boiling, a seething, It is the
day before Passover, a rare and wonderful day. In one instant the world ‘is
transformed. Our yard is a king’s court. Qur house is a palace. I am a prince
and Buzie is a princess. The logs of wood piled about our door are the cedars
and cypresses that are mentioned in Shir ha-Shirim. The cat that lies near the



218  Shiur

door warming herself in the sun is a roe or a young hart that is mentioned in
Shir ha-Shirim. The women and the girls who are working outdoors, washing
and cleaning and getting ready for Pesach, are the daughters of Jerusalem
mentioned in Shir ha-Shirim. Everything, everything is from Shir ha-Shirim.
Sholom Aleichem
-9 -

Shidir, pl. shiurim (Ashkenazi: Shfer, pl. shitirim) Religious class

“Were you at the rabbi’s shiur last Tuesday?”
“What was it on, Talmud?”

To appreciate what a shiur is, you have to know what it isn’t.

It isn’t a drasha (sermon), where an eloquent rabbi seeks to move a
captive synagogue audience. Rather, it’s typically an informal gather-
ing of adults to study classic Jewish texts with a rabbi or some other
learned person—maybe in the synagogue, maybe in someone’s home.
Someone passes round the Sanka and the cookies, maybe the rabbi
goes off on an interesting tangent; and all return home feeling they’ve
done a little bit to get Jewish life back to where it was before mass
migration, TV, and all the other disruptions: a life of learning. You
come home from work, you eat, and you go to a shiur.

~ 9tk -
Shiva (Ashkenazi: Shive) Week of mourning

“Is your aunt sitting shiva at her own home or at your cousin’s?”

The basic meaning of shiva is “seven.”

The shiva is the week of mourning for a close relative following a
funeral. During this time, the avel (mourner) traditionally remains
indoors and, rather than repressing emotions and memories, is
encouraged to mourn—by abstaining from working, bathing, shaving,
and so on. Religious services are held at the house, and friends and
family visit to console and to reminisce about the deceased. The term
“sit shiva” refers to the custom of sitting on low chairs.

Quite a few of the injunctions governing the observance of shiva, such as the
prohibitions against washing, the use of cosmetics, ointments, wearing shoes,
and sex life, are reminiscent of Yom Kippur. Somehow, we arrive at a strange
equation: the act of mourning equals the act of expiation. The halacha com-
mands the mourner to%expiate his guilt . . .”

-924 -

Joseph B. Soloveitchik
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Shiva Asér be-Tamiiz (Ashkenazi: Shive Oser be-Timuz) Fast of the
seventeenth of Tamuz

“Tomorrow the camp theme is Jerusalem, because it's Shiva Asar be-
Tamuz.”

In midsummer, and usually in the middle of the camping season, comes
the unpleasant day of Shiva Asar be-Tamuz—anniversary of the forcing
of the walls of Jerusalem and the beginning of the end of ancient Jewish
independence. The tradition is to fast. But nearly as grim are the three
weeks that follow Shiva Asar be-Tamuz, when all festivities are cur-
tailed—culminating in the somber fast of Tisha be-Av.

9%~

Shivim panim la-tord (Ashkenazi: Shivim pénim la-téhro) “The
Torah has seventy faces”

See also Elu va-elu divrey elokim chayim.

The Torah is to be taken in so many different ways. There are so many
levels—ranging from the multiple possibilities of peshat (literal mean-
ing) to the mysteries of letter recombinations and numerical equiva-
lents. Hence shivim panim la-torah, “the Torah has seventy faces.”

—928
Shlita (Ashkenazi: Shlite) “Long may he live”
“The photo on the wall is of Rabbi Ovadya Yosef, Shlita.”

Shlita is an abbreviation of the phrase she-yichye leorech yamim tovim
amen, “May he live a long and good life, Amen.” It is customarily
added by the Ultraorthodox when mentioning the name of a revered
rabbi.

On the masthead of a Chasidic newsletter:
In honor of the Lubavitcher Rebbe, shlita.

—9% —
Shmiire métze, usually spelled Shemura matzo Matzo protected
from time of harvest

“Did you buy enough shmure matze for both Seder nights, Phillip?”

Shmure matze is the real McCoy. For the ceremonial eating of matzo on
the Passover Seder night, the zealous insist on eating shmure matze, lit-
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erally “protected matzo.” Whereas most matzo is from flour set aside
and carefully kept dry (to stop it rising) from the moment it has been
ground, shmure matze is zealously kept dry from the moment the
wheat has been harvested.

—-92_ -

Shoidh Nazi Holocaust
“He came to Canada as a survivor of the Shoah.”

Shoah, literally “destruction” and used by the prophet Isaiah in refer-
ence to the fate of the evil as well as the fate of the good, has come to
refer in recent years specifically to the Nazi Holocaust.

Most people of our time have the face of Lot’s wife turned toward the Shoah
and yet they are always escaping.

-9tk -
Shochét (Ashkenazi: Shéychet) Kosher slaughterer

“They eat so much meat in their house. I guess their father’s a
shoychet.”

Yehuda Amichai

Torah law requires all meat and fowl to be slaughtered in a particular
manner, by highly qualified and pious personnel, to avoid any pain to
the animal. Thus even when an animal is in itself kosher (i.e., a reli-
giously permitted species, such as a cow), it has to be readied for con-
sumption in a special kosher way.

A Jewish communal representative was summoned to testify in a Polish
court.

“Shoychet Levy!” called the judge.

“With respect, your honor, my name isn’t Shoychet Levy. I am Mr. Levy.”

The judge was adamant. “In my records it states that you are a slaughterer
by profession. Thus it is perfectly proper to call you Shoychet Levy.”

“Your Honor,” replied Levy with dignity, “when I stand before the Court 1
am Mr. Levy; when I stand before my congregation and lead the prayers, I
am Chazan Levy—and when I stand before an ox, I'm Shoychet Levy.”

—a8% -

Shofir (Ashkenazi: Shéhfer) Ram’s horn

“Jonathan blows the shofar every year for the people at the Old Age
Home.”
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To hear the shofar is to walk right into a biblical time frame. The same
instrument that sounded the war alarm or trumpeted triumph is
sounded every Rosh Hashanah (Jewish New Year) in synagogues every-
where—to stir, to cajole, to warn. The shofar was also famously sounded
at the capture of the Western Wall in 1967, and every once in a while
you may see photographs of Yemenite-looking sages with long beards
and peot blowing long twirly shofarot at some other festivity.

A Chasid was once appointed to blow the shofar or ram’s horn on Rosh
Hashanah. He began to make elaborate inner preparations in order to experi-
ence the intimate mystical contemplations prescribed for this moment by the
Kabala. Whereupon Reb Bunam turned to him and said:

“The prayer book says ‘S.B.” This abbreviation means ‘Simpleton, blow!’
You need not indulge in contemplations. Just think ‘tekia’ [blow] to carry out
God's will.”

Abraham Joshua Heschel
The month of Elul came, and in the Chasidic synagogue in our courtyard they
blew the Shofar every day to frighten off Satan, the accuser.

Isaac Bashevis Singer

Shélom aléychem! See Shalom alechém!
Y
Shomér shabbit, pl. shomréy shabbit (Ashkenazi: Shémer shibes,
pl. shémrey shibes) Sabbath-observant; a Sabbath observer
“I didn’t know that Beth's father is shomer shabbat.”
“Do you run any safaris for shomrey shabbat?”
See also the opposite of Shomer shabbat: Mechalel shabbat.

Someone who observes the Sabbath laws in the traditional way is
called shomer shabbat. The phrase is often used to indicate whether
someone is considered religiously observant altogether: The obser-
vance of the Sabbath is more tangible, as well as more indicative of
Orthodoxy, than many other practices.

-9k —

Shomrdén Samaria

“David and Rachel live on a small yishuv [village] somewhere in the
Shomron.”
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Shomron is the geographical name for the mountainous part of Erets-
Yisrael from Jerusalem northward to the Valley of Yizreel, including
towns such as Shechem (Nablus) and Jenin.

In biblical times Shomron also denoted the Northern Jewish King-
dom—and in modern times the land from Jerusalem northward cap-
tured by Israel from Jordan in 1967, now undergoing gradual Jewish
settlement. To the great powers, the names Shomron and Yehuda are
loaded, expansionist names; they prefer the name chosen by the Jorda-
nians, “the West Bank.”

-4~

Shtachim The Israeli-administered territories acquired in 1967
“Is this new town inside the Green Line or in the Shtachim?”

The Shtachim (literally “the territories”) is the popular name often
used by Israelis for the territories captured from Jordan, Egypt, and
Syria in 1967 and currently administered by Israel: Judea, Samaria,
Gaza, and Golan. The line delineating the Shtachim is popularly called
Ha-Kav ha-Yarok, the Green Line, because that was the color of the tem-
porary borders as shown on pre-1967 Israeli maps.

a2 -

Shuk Market
“And for Joan I bought this headscarf real cheap in the shuk ...”

Any street market in Israel is a shuk—a word conjuring up sacks upon
sacks of nuts and beans, enticingespices, pirate videos, strung-up chick-
ens, and beggars.

—92% -

Shulchin Artich (Ashkenazi: Shilchen Orech) The Shulchan Aruch
code

See Kitsur Shulchan Aruch

Since its composition four centuries ago by Yosef Caro, the Shulchan
Aruch has become almost synonymous with Jewish Law.

The Shulchan Aruch is what the Torah and Mishna and Gemara are
not: a comprehensive and systematic code of practical living—taking
in not only everyday do’s and don’ts but also a vast body of criminal
and civil law.

But it’s hard going, even in watered-down English, and is essen-
tially the preserve of rabbis and yeshiva students.
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The unpretentiousness of the Shulkhan Arukh is striking. Where Maimonides
opens his code with answers to the most terrible questions of theology, Caro
reverts to the old tone of the Talmud and starts by telling what the pious Jew
does when he gets up in the morning,.

Herman Wouk

My father used to say to me that besides the “Four Parts of the Shulchan

Aruch” there is need for a fifth—laying down how to behave toward others.

To my mind, we need a sixth part—about how to behave toward scoundrels.
Rabbi Moshe of Kobryn

After we have been privileged to attain the religious level of life of the “com-
mandments of men,” inculcated by the regimen delineated in the Shuichan
Aruch that the proponents of purified religion so despise, we will strive to
advance further toward a religious existence in full consonance with the
proper intentionality and spiritual awareness.

—~9%8 —

Shushin Purim (Ashkenazi: Shishan Pirim) The festival of
Shushan Purim

“Let’s drive up to Jerusalem to see the fun on Shushan Purim.”

Yeshayahu Leibowitz

A day after Purim (see entry) comes the festival of Shushan Purim.
Because the Jews in the ancient Persian capital, Shushan, took an extra
day to rout their enemies, the Bible records that their annual celebra-
tions took place on the day after Purim. Whether the Glorious Iranian
Revolution has left any Jews in Shushan today is doubtful (if indeed
such a place still exists), but Shushan Purim is still a reality—because,
not to be outshone by Shushan, the Jews in all the ancient biblical
cities adopted the custom of celebrating Shushan Purim.

So to this day, whereas Tel Aviv celebrates Purim, Jerusalem cele-
brates Shushan Purim on the day after. In some Israeli cities they don’t
know which one they’re celebrating, because the rabbis can’t decide.
And by the time Purim is over and the rabbis have all knocked back a
few, they probably don’t know which one they were celebrating either.

~ 9%k -
Siddqir (Ashkenazi: Sidder) Prayer book

“Dear Grandma,
Thank you for the siddur that you gave me for my Bar Mitzvah. It
will always sit on my shelf.”

Of all the books that Jews have cherished, none has had greater use
than the siddur. Even where women’s literacy was at its most basic,



224  Sidrd

they might at least expect to learn to read the regular prayers from the
siddur.

An ignoramus had a siddur with a rare and beautiful commentary in the mar-
gins. Hearing of it, a scholar came and offered him 10 rubles.

“10 rubles?!” said the ignoramus. “I'm not selling such a special siddur at
any price.”

“But what use is such a siddur to someone like you?” asked the other in
amazement.

“It's tremendous!” replied the ignoramus. “With so many moths in my
room, all nibbling away at the edges of my books, I've never had a siddur 1
could pray from. But in this one, all they’ll ever manage to eat is the commen-
tary in the margins!”

Sidr4, pl. sidrét (Ashkenazi: Sédre, pl. sédres) Weekly section read
from the Torah

“Why are you back so early from shul [synagogue]? Was it a short sidra?”

Like the word parasha, the term sidra refers to the weekly portion
(there are fifty-four of them) read from the Torah. The two words are
used interchangeably.

“What's this week’s sidra?” schoolteachers ask their pupils the
world over, every Monday morning. And the study of that particular
week’s sidra will be at the center of the traditional religious curricu-
lum. In fact, if you invite yourself in to an Orthodox household on a
Friday afternoon (decidedly not the best time to invite yourself in),
you may find Father reading and then rereading the sidrg, to fulfill the
rule of “twice through the text and once in translation.”

Then comes Shabbat, and the sidra is chanted aloud in the synagogue.

- 9% -

Simén, pl. simanim (Ashkenazi: Simen, pl. siménim) Sign, portent

“Funny how they offered me an interview out of the clear blue. I think
it's a good siman . . .”

Simanim can be taken seriously or spuriously, depending on whom
you ask. Judaism seems to be in two minds about them. See mazal
(luck). But everyone, including the rabbi, sings a hearty Siman tov! as
the bride and groom enter the hall.

Siman tov u-mazal tov yihye lanu! {May we have a good sign and a good star!]
Traditional wedding song
- 924 —
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Simcha (Ashkenazi: Simche) Joy; a celebration
“Just look at her face—did you ever see such simcha?”
“Thank you for your kind gift on the occasion of our simcha . . .”

For all the sufferings, for all the fast days and commemorations of cat-
astrophe, Judaism is a religion of simcha. The Bible warns of calamity
if the Jew fails to serve the Creator with simcha. Despite repeated
efforts by Western assimilationists to impose a staid decorum on Jew-
ish life, the tradition of singing, dancing, whooping it up, and letting
your hair down is alive and well, among both Ashkenazim and
Sephardim.

There is no simcha without wine.
The Talmud, Pesachim

Greet every person with simcha.
The Talmud, Avot

Jewish experience is a testimony to simcha shel mitzvah, to the joy of doing a
mitzvah [divine commandment}.

Abraham Joshua Heschel

~ %%

Simchit Tordh (Ashkenazi: Simches Tére) Festival of Simchat Torah

“I danced so long on Simchat Torah that the heel came off my shoe.”

See Hakafot, “Circle dancing,” Chatan Torah, “Bridegroom of the Torah,” and
Chatan Bereshit, “Bridegroom of Genesis.”

The very last day of the autumn season of festivals is called Simchat
Torah, literally “the rejoicing of the Torah,” and the name says it all: On
this day the final section of the Torah is read out—and then it’s
promptly back to the beginning again with the story of Creation. And
all of this amid exceedingly great rejoicing: singing, circle dancing
(hakafot) with the Torah scrolls, horas, and congas that last hours, cook-
ies and candies galore, even the dentists managing a smile. Everyone
is given an aliyah to the Torah, with pride of place going to the two
“bridegrooms” for the day, the Chatan Torah and Chatan Bereshit, who
end and begin the reading, respectively. Everyone throws candies at
them, and they throw a party.

The angel Michael makes a crown from the shoes that fall from the feet of
Jews that dance on Simchat Torah.

Rabbi Israel Baal Shem Tov

—agt —
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Sinét chindm (Ashkenazi: Sinas chinom) Pointless hatred
“There’s no reason he shouldn’t lend it to you—it's pure sinat chinam.”

There hasn’t been a Jewish moralist who hasn’t identified sinat chinam
as the greatest enemy of the Jewish people. The First Temple fell
through idolatry—and the ensuing exile lasted some seventy years;
the Second Temple fell through sheer sinat chinam—and after nearly
2,000 years the ensuing exile is still not quite over.

Rav Kook, the popular and venerated Chief Rabbi of Mandate Palestine, felt a
tolerance, even a respect, for the irreligious pioneers on the kibbutzim.
“How can you? They're heathens,” he was asked.
“Better that I should err on the side of ahavat chinam [pointless love] than
sinat chinam,” he retorted.
-9~

Sivan (Ashkenazi: Siven) The month of Sivan

Coming in May-June, Sivan, the third month of the Jewish year, evokes
flowers and first fruits and short summer nights—it’s the time of the
festival of Shavuot.

-

Siyata dishmdya (Ashkenazi: Siyése dishmdye) Help from Heaven

“You've done all you can—now you’ll have to ask for siyata dishmaya.”
See Be-siyata di-shmaya, “With the help of Heaven.”

— 92k~

Siyam (Ashkenazi: Siyem) Party celebrating the end of a program of
study

“If Tanya’s bringing cookies for the siyum, you can take soda, can’t
you?”

Eskimos are reputed to have scores of words for different kinds of
snow. The British make fine distinctions between types of rain. Hebrew
abounds in words for religious meals and parties: the kiddush, the
se’uda, the simcha (see these entries), and—my personal favorite—the
siyum.

When you have finished studying some book or even some chapter
of a book, feel free to celebrate by making a siyum. Invite your friends,
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and the rabbi of course—but don’t let them drive home themselves.
As a child, I got a siyum on every parasha (section) of the Torah; as a
teenager, on every masechta of the Mishna; now 1 feel I should wait till
I've got through a whole masechta of Gemara (which isn’t too often).

— 9%k~

Smichdi (Ashkenazi: Smiche) Traditional rabbinic ordination

“Their new rabbi has smicha from one of the top yeshivot on the East
Coast.”

To be a rabbi in the Orthodox world you need to have smicha. You
should also be pious and generally immersed in Torah, but being a
rabbi—or rav as he is always called—has traditionally meant fulfilling
a very communal role: being able to give advice and rulings on every-
day matters of Jewish Law, especially kashrut (dietary laws) and famil-
iar rituals. And this means many long, grueling years of study, culmi-
nating in an oral examination, and the award of smicha.

Y -

(The) Sochnit The Jewish Agency

“What size are the apartments that the Sochnut provides Russian fami-
lies?”

The Sochnut facilitates immigration and other practical ties between
Israel and the Diaspora. Many are the Jewish organizations whose
name evokes stifled yawns or blank ignorance. The Sochnut is not one
of them.

Every oleh (immigrant) has his or her own Sochnut tale of Byzantine
bureaucracy and interminable delays; but the Sochnut is so much a
part of the Israeli landscape—some cite it in explanation for why the
Israelites about to enter the Holy Land had to wander for forty years
in the wilderness—that it is impossible to imagine aliyah (immigra-
tion) without it.

-9%8

Sofér, pl. sofrim (Ashkenazi: S6hfer, pl. séhfrim) Scribe

“These tefilin look like they got damp. You'll have to take them to a
sofer to be checked.”

Sofer is from the same root as sefer, “book.”
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If the Torah and the rest of the Bible have been preserved for millenia
with such incredible accuracy—as we can now prove that they have
been—it’s due to the professionalism of the sofer.

Copyist, proofreader, and calligrapher all in one, the sofer works
with a goose quill on parchment to write tefilin, mezuzot, and some-
times a sefer torah. To write a sefer torah can take a year, but the sofer has
plenty of challenge just writing a mezuzah: One mistake in the shape of
a letter, and you have to start all over again. But modern technology
has been able to help where it matters most: Computerized scanners
now pick up faults in a Torah scroll in a whoosh, and save the sofer’s
time-—and his eyes.

—9%% -

Stam Without any thought to it, for no particular reason
“I'm fed up with him, he does everything so stam .. ."

The classic guides to Jewish living are full of exhortations to do every-
thing “in the service of the Creator”—which means not to do things
stam. But people will be people, and so most things seem stam. When
Kafka's Joseph K. walked out of his room, he discovered for himself—
and for a lot of other people—precisely how stam the world appears to
be; and if Kafka had been able to go on acquiring Hebrew and plan-
ning aliyah as intently as he had been doing before his untimely death,
I fancy the word stam would have loomed large in his opus.

— ok —

Sukkdh, pl. sukkoét (Ashkenazi: Stkke, pl. sikkes) Booth for the
Sukkot festival

“I brought five soups out into the sukkah, but some leaves fell into one
of them so we’ll need one more.”

Just before the festival of Sukkot, the whole Israeli landscape seems to
sprout sukkot. On roofs, on balconies, on every spare patch of ground,
even along sidewalks, people are putting up little booths—ranging
from the flimsy to the very flimsy—and preparing to spend the next
seven days “under vegetation.” In the religious neighborhoods, the
very apartment buildings have staggered balconies to accommodate
the sukkot. Living in the sukkah is not only a mitzvah (religious duty),
it's also great fun, not least for kids who go on long candy-foraging
“sukkah crawls,” although one night I slept in such a wind that I
dreamed that the sky was caving in.
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Jews elsewhere build sukkot, but more discreetly—and with roofs
designed to be lowered the moment it rains, as it always does.

Seven days you shall dwell in sukkot, every Israelite shall dwell in sukkot. In
order that your generations may know that I had the Children of Israel dwell
in sukkot when I brought them forth from the Land of Egypt . ..

Leviticus 23

To me it is the finest time of the year. Each day is a gift from heaven. The sun
no longer bakes like an oven but caresses with a heavenly softness. The
woods are still green, the pines give out a pungent smell. In my yard stands
the sukke—the sukke I have built for the holiday, covered with branches, and
around me the forest looks like a huge sukke designed for God Himself. Here,
I think, God celebrates His holiday, here and not in town, in the noise and
tumult . ..

Sholom Aleichem-

—92%—

Sukkét (Ashkenazi: Stikkes) The festival of Sukkot
“Have you got enough greenery and decorations for Sukkot?”
See Sukkah, “Booth.”

Five days after Yom Kippur, in mid-autumn, comes the festival of
Sukkot, which has to be seen to be believed. The word literally means
“booths.” For the week-long festival, Jews traditionally eat, drink, and
sleep “under the sky”—in a little sukkah (see entry) roofed over with
temporary vegetation, commemorating the wandering in the wilder-
ness. This is also the harvest season and a time of judgment for rain,
and there are a plethora of other customs and ceremonies to match.
Provided it doesn’t pour with rain, Sukkot fully lives up to its nick-
name of zman simchatenu, “our season of joy.”

-9 —
Syag la-chochmai shtikd (Ashkenazi: Syog la-chGchme shtike)
“Silence is a safeguard to wisdom”

See Leshon ha-ra, “evil language.”

This maxim of Rabbi Akiva, one of the greatest rabbis of antiquity,
reflects a philosophy of not speaking unless one has something signifi-
cant to say. The tongue is a loaded weapon. Handle with care.

—agg -
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Td&'am Taste
“I don’t really like the way they‘ve done up the house. It has no ta'am.”

In Israel, ta’am means the taste of the food, the taste of furnishings . . .
any kind of taste. To Diaspora Jews, it means tastefulness—taste in the
abstract, if you like.

~ 9%k —

Ta’anit, pl. ta’aniy6t (Ashkenazi: Tdanis, pl. taanéysim) Sad fast
“We can’t go out next Wednesday because it’s a ta‘anit.”

Not that long ago, the ta'anit seems to have been a regular part of Jew-
ish life. There was the ta‘anit yachid, a personal fast: You had a bad
dream and you undertook to fast (a ta‘anit chalom). Someone in the
family was ill and you fasted. On the anniversary of a parent’s death,
you fasted.

And there was the ta’anit tsibur, the public fast—in drought, in war,
in poverty. Nowadays, few rabbis will readily call for a ta’anit tsibur or
recommend a ta’anit yachid. We're all too weak, it is said. (A few more
ta‘aniyot might actually be physically good for many of us—but that’s
another matter.)

And so, apart from fasting for a deceased parent, the only common
ta’aniyot are the five statutory sad fasts that come round every year
(Asara be-Tevet, Ta'anit Ester, Shiva Asar be-Tamuz, Tisha be-Av, Tsom
Gedalya), commemorating great catastrophes that are still with us.

A ta'anit acts on a dream as fire acts on sawdust.
The Talmud, Shabbat

Answer us, O Lord, answer us on the day of our ta‘anit, for we are in great
trouble. Turn not to our wickedness and do not hide Your face from us or
ignore our pleas. Be close, we beg, to our cries, and let Your kindness comfort
us. Even before we call on You, answerus. ..

Translation of the beginning of a prayer said on every ta‘anit

A Chasid came to his rebbe with a desperate look on his face. He wanted to
elevate his soul, and had been observing a personal ta‘anit once a week—but
to no avail.

The rebbe shook his head—and told him this story: the saintly Baal Shem
Tov once had his horses harnessed and set off on an urgent mission. The
horses passed all their familiar inns and drinking troughs, but time was of the
essence and on they galloped.
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“Maybe we're no longer horses but humans,” the horses thought. “So we'll
eat when we get to the next city.” But the next city came and went.

“Maybe we're angels . . .” said the horses. “ Angels never eat.”

Finally, however, they reached their destination—and there the horses
were led to the stable, where they ate and ate—like horses.

“So, my good friend,” said the rebbe, “it’s not just the ta‘anit—it’s also how
you conduct yourself after the ta'anit.”

928 -

Ta’anit Bechorim (Ashkenazi: Tdanis Bech6hrim) The Fast of the
Firstborn

“Are you going to the Ta’anit Bechorim service in the synagogue tomor-
row?”

On the morning before the Pesach festival, firstborn men and boys tradi-
tionally gather in the synagogue for Ta’anit Bechorim, the fast day com-
memorating the sparing of the lives of the Jewish firstborn (bechorim) in
ancient Egypt. Except that they don't fast: Custom obligingly arranges
for a siyum party (see entry) to be held that morning following prayers,
which cancels out the fast, and everyone has a little drink and goes
away very relieved. The Jewish people have enough fast days—with
this everyone, even the most pious, would agree.

-9k~
Ta’anit Estér (Ashkenazi: Tdanis Ester) The Fast of Esther

“Gila isn’t fasting on Ta‘anit Ester because she’s pregnant.”

Ta’anit Ester, the day before the mega-festival of Purim—when every-
one is meant to have a riot of a time—is a time for fasting. Its purpose
is to recall how close the Jews of the vast Persian Empire came to suf-
fering genocide, and how Queen Esther herself (a Jewish girl out of
her depth, if ever there was one) dared to fast and wear sackcloth in
the harem of the Persian emperor.

.
Tachantn (Ashkenazi: Tichanun) Daily prayer of pleading

The Amida prayer is said standing to attention. Following it comes a
prayer in a quite different physical mode: Tachanun is said drooping
over a table or the back of a chair, with one’s head leaning on one’s
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arm. Tachanun means “pleading.” It's about suffering. But on any fes-
tive or vaguely festive occasion—indeed, whenever a bridegroom is
present—Tachanun is omitted. A “no-Tachanun day” is almost synony-

mous with “a happy day.”
- 9%f -

Té4chles Practical considerations; let’s talk business
“Come on, George, the economy’s in a mess, you've got to talk tachles.”

“Wow, you know it’s 10 o’clock and we haven't got to the main
agenda! Now tachles, what jobs are going to go?”

There is a certain irony in the fact that the very word tfachles is an out-
and-out Ashkenazi-sounding word, still suggestive of smoke-filled
rooms of humorless Russian-Zionist revolutionaries. For over forty
years, Israel’s Ashkenazi-dominated political parties have talked
about talking tachles. Whether they have indeed succeeded, you must

judge.
YN -

Tafésta merubéh, lo tafista (Ashkenazi: Tofiste mertbe, lo tofiste)
“Don’t bite off more than you can chew” (literally “If you grab a lot,
you grab nothing”)

Like so many graphic expressions, this one grew out of a Talmudic
legal maxim (establishing certain legal minimums—I won’t go into it
here). If you think about it, the legal maxim itself sounds very much
as if it grew out of a popular saying of the ancient Israelite-in-the-

street.
- q,%g,_

Taharé (Ashkenazi: Tdare) Cleansing of the dead prior to burial
“They’ve contacted the hospital about performing tahara there.”

Tahara, literally “purification,” involves (among other things) cleans-
ing the dead with hot water, combing and trimming the hair, and
dressing the body in white linen tachrichin (a shroud)—in preparation
for the resurrection of the dead. A man is customarily wrapped in the
tallit (prayer shawl) that he wore in his life.

-9 —
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Taharit mishpachad (Ashkenazi: Tdares mishp6che) Marital purity

“Rabbi Feldman gave an impassioned plea for the promotion of
taharat mishpacha.”

See Mikveh, “Pool for religious immersion.”

Taharat mishpacha is a delicate way of referring to the practice of avoid-
ing physical contact between wife and husband for twelve (occasion-
ally more) days a month, culminating in the wife’s immersion in a
mikveh pool.

Since the mass migrations 100 years ago, taharat mishpacha became a
rarity outside strictly Orthodox circles, but it is now enjoying a come-
back—due undoubtedly to a search for spiritual and aesthetic values,
a recognition of the therapeutic qualities of separation, and perhaps to
an appreciation that teharat mishpacha gives a woman the right to say
no.

-
Tallit, pl. tallitét (Ashkenazi: Tallis, pl. talléysim) Prayer shawl

“His Uncle Itz bought him a real old-fashioned woolen tallif for his Bar
Mitzvah, instead of that silk one.”

Worn at morning prayers, the traditional fallit is a massive square
woolen garment, bearing at each corner a fsitsit with its knots and
eight strands. Enveloping as it does the whole of one’s back—and in
pious circles often the head too—it gives the worshipper a sense of
envelopment and intimacy with God. Among Chasidim, the tallit is
reserved for married men.

The tallit is larger than life. It accompanies a Jew through this world
and envelops the body in its final journey. One may see all manner of
innovative fallit patterns and hues, but those elemental thick stripes
on a white field are engraved on the collective mind'’s eye.

One morning before prayers Rabbi Chayim of Zans lay down for a nap. Just
then, a soldier came to collect taxes. Awaking and seeing him, Rabbi Chayim
gave a shudder. When the soldier had gone, he said to his servant:

“Look, that soldier was a mere peasant, but when he appears in the king's
uniform he inspires fear and dread. Let us put on the uniform of the True
King of Kings, the tallit and tefilin, and all the nations will feel fear and
dread.”

92—
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Tallit katin (Ashkenazi: TAllis kéten) Four-cornered garment

“Put your tallit katan on, sweetheart, before you start walking around
the house.”

The tallit katan is also known popularly as an arba kanfes. See also tsitsit and tallit.

The tallit, the prayer shawl, is a familar sight. Less familiar, if only
because it’s usually worn under the shirt, is the tallit katan, literally
“mini-tallit.” It doesn’t usually have those bold stripes characteristic of
the tallit, but it does have the same four corners, and at each corner a
tsitsit, “tassel” consisting of eight wool strings—in observance of the
biblical command to wear tsitsit.

Orthodox men and boys keep up the tradition of the tallit katan, and
among the Ultraorthodox you may see the tsitsit themselves hanging
out from the sides of the shirt.

~92% -
Talmid, pl. talmidim (Ashkenazi: Talmid, pl. talmidim) Disciple; pupil
“I'm going to give that guy a lift—he’s a talmid of mine.”

Talmid traditionally suggests a mentor-disciple relationship, some-
thing more spiritual than merely a teacher-pupil relationship—though
here, as with so many other Hebrew words, modern Israeli Hebrew
uses it precisely in the pupil-teacher sense.

A man is envious of all except his son and his talmid.
The Talmud, Sanhedrin

There are four types of talmid:
Quick to grasp and quick to forget—their gain is wiped out in their loss.
Slow to grasp and slow to forget—their loss is wiped out in their gain.
Quick to grasp and slow to forget—a wise person.
Slow to grasp and quick to forget—a villain.
The Talmud, Avot

Much have I learned from my teachers, and still more from my friends, and
most of all from my talmidim.
The Talmud, Ta'anit

-9~
Talmid chachdm, pl. talmidéy chachamim (Ashkenazi: Tdlmid
chéchem, pl. talmidey chachémim) Man of Jewish learning

“Now his uncle, he was a real talmid chacham—he knew Gemara back-
ward.”
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Why all the Jewish Nobel laureates? Tharks, above all, to the talmid
chacham.

Not so long ago, Torah study was the highest Jewish value, and
society operated by a simple rule: If you can, learn; if you can’t, earn.
And those who were learning rather than earning didn’t need to chase
a girl with some money—the girl's father chased them.

Who is a talmid chacham? Someone who has learned “the whole of
Shas” (Shas means the Talmud). He should be getting through it once in
seven years. Ninety-nine percent of Jews today have never got through
it once.

Talmidey chachamim increase the peace of the world.

—a%% -

Talmid (Ashkenazi: Tilmud) Talmud

“Sorry, Joel's not in, he’s either jogging or at the early morning Talmud
class.”

The Talmud, Keritot

Orthodox Jews usually refer to Talmud as Gemara. The Talmud is built on a
central core of legal rulings called Mishna. For another word from the same
root, see Melamed.

(The) Talmud is a vast anthology of Jewish law and thought—and com-
plex discussions—set down in the fifth and sixth centuries as the author-
itative source book of Judaism. Chumash (the biblical Five Books of
Moses) and Talmud are the heart and brains of the Jewish people. To
study Talmud you don’t have to be a lawyer, but it helps; if you're a bit of
a poet and philosopher, it’s also a good thing. In many “modern” Jewish
circles, Talmud study is now “in.”

The impact of the Talmud upon the Jewish people has been immeasurable.
Throughout the generations, Jewish education demanded considerable
knowledge of the Talmud, which functioned as the basic text of study for all.
Indeed, much of posttalmudic Jewish literature consists of commentaries,
reworkings, and new presentations of the Talmud . . .

Adin Steinsaltz

A Jewish peasant begged a rabbi to teach him some Talmud.

“OK,” said the rabbi reluctantly, “but listen carefully. If two burglars break
into a house down the chimney, one with a grimy face and one with a clean
face, which of them will wash?”

The peasant reflected. “The one with the grimy face, of course!”

“See?” said the rabbi, “I knew that a peasant couldn’t learn Talmud. The
one with the clean face looked at the one with the grimy face and, thinking
his own face was also grimy, he washed it of course, while the one with the
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grimy face, seeing the clean face of his colleague, was quite sure his own face
was clean and thus it never occurred to him to wash it.”

The peasant cocked his head, thought this over—and grasped the rabbi’s
hand: “Thank you, Rabbi, thank you. I've learned some Talmud!”

The rabbi shrugged his shoulders. “What did I tell you: A peasant can't
learn Talmud. Who but a peasant would imagine that if you have two bur-
glars climbing down a chimney, only one of them will have a grimy face?”

928 ~

Talmid Tordh (Ashkenazi: Tdlmud Tére) Study of Torah; traditional
communal Jewish religious school

“After Moishe finishes Talmud Tore, he'll start yeshive.”

The word Talmud basically denotes “study,” and by extension, “the Talmud.”
See also Torah.

Talmud Torah is one of the core components of Jewish life, and it’s not
just an act of study, it's an act of communion.

The phrase also came to denote a place of study—and to most Amer-
ican Jews, studying in a Talmud Tore conjures up scenes of prewar inner-
city New York or Chicago, but with a decidedly better image than the
cheder (the privately run traditional school). Although generally con-
fined to after school-hours, the Orthodox Talmud Tore was able to attract
some good teachers and good kids, and kept Jewish education alive
long enough for there to be something to rescue by the day schools in
the 1950s and 1960s.

Nowadays you'll still find Talmud Tores, lots of them in fact. The
Ultraorthodox sector in the United States and Israel is bursting out all
over, and with it the idea of all-day religious education.

These things have no set quantity: leaving the corner of a field to the poor,
first fruits, festival sacrifice, acts of kindness, and Talmud Torah.

These are things whose revenue is enjoyed in this world while they them-
selves remain for the World to Come: honoring parents, acts of kindness, and
making peace between people—but equal to them all is Talmud Torah.

The Mishna, Peah

From a pragmatic standpoint, much Talmud Torah is futile or irrelevant, or
both. Religiously regarded, however, it is eminently sensible. The bather is
refreshed, regardless of where he dips into the ocean. Does he refrain from
going to the water merely because he cannot reach the other shore?

Aharon Lichtenstein

—92& ~
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Tamiaz (Ashkenazi: Timuz) The month of Tamuz

The fourth month of the Jewish year, Tamuz falls in June-July, which
should have been a carefree time—except that right in the middle of it
comes the Fast of Tamuz, followed by the semimourning of the “Three
Weeks,” leading up to the dreaded Fast of Av.

—92f -

Tandch. See Tenach.

-9k~
Taryag mitzvét (Ashkenazi: Tiryag mitzves) The 613 commandments

“May you grow up to keep taryag mitzvot and be a credit to your people.”

The number of mitzvot (commandments) in the Torah is traditionally
put at 613. Hebrew loves to convert numbers into words and words
into numbers. It does it by the ancient code of gematria (see entry)—
and 613 comes out as taryag.

9%
Tashlich (Ashkenazi: Tdshlech) Tashlich ceremony

“So we'll all meet for Tashlich by the stream at 4:30, OK—and don’t
forget your siddur.”

On the first afternoon of Rosh Hashanah (the New Year), there is a cus-
tom to gather by a river, shore, or reservoir and say Tashlich, prayers
for forgiveness that implore God to “cast sin into the deep sea.” Tash-
lich means “cast.” Folk say there is indeed something humbling and
cleansing in contemplating the mighty sea or a river that flows and
flows.

Who is God like You—forgiving iniquity and overlooking sin for the remnant
of His inheritance; He does not maintain His anger forever, for He desires
loving-kindness. May he have renewed mercy on us, suppress our iniqui-
ties—and cast [tashlich] all their sin into the deep sea.

Verses from the Book of Micah read on Tashlich

~ 9%
Techina Sesame paste

“Don’t pour too much techina into the pitta because it’ll drip every-
where.”
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Like pitta and chumus, the word techina is now Hebrew through sheer
usage. Made from sesame seeds and sold in jars, it is the great Middle
Eastern appetizer—and now shows up regularly at United Jewish
Appeal (UJA) fund-raising buffets and at the American synagogue
kiddush, with celery sticks, carrot spears, and cauliflower clumps in

attendance.

Techind, pl. techin6t (Ashkenazi: T'chine, pl. t'chines) Personal
prayers

“The prayer book opens automatically to the t'chines that my grand-
mother used to say on Friday night.”

T'chines are the Cinderellas of the Jewish prayer book: personal prayers,
composed down the ages, often in Yiddish and for women, often by
women for women. When my grandmother passed away, I thought I
might never hear a T’chine again—my mother does not read Yiddish.
Nor does my wife.

But slowly, women are reawakening to the sensitivity of these
t'chines and asking for them to be translated into Hebrew or English.

-9~

Techiyit ha-metim (Ashkenazi: Techiyes ha-méysim) Resurrection
of the dead

“There were so many people there that we haven’t seen for ages—it
was like techiyas ha-meysim.”

Judaism teaches that at the end of days the righteous will come back
to life in this world.

Three keys are in God's hands, and were given to no other agent: the key to
rain, the key to childbearing, and the key to techiyat ha-metim.
The Talmud, Ta’'anit

Queen Cleopatra once asked Rabbi Meir:
“I understand that the dead will rise, but will they rise naked or clothed?”
“Your Majesty,” replied Rabbi Meir, “think of wheat and there is your
answer: If an ear of wheat, which is buried naked in the soil, can emerge
clothed in layer upon layer, so surely can the righteous, who are buried in
their clothes . . .”
The Talmud, Sanhedrin

Berel was a poor fellow who had never managed to find a bride. Let’s face it, he
had absolutely nothing to offer. But the shadchen (matchmaker) wouldn't give up.
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“How about Yente?” he said.

“What! Yente the Malach-hamoves [“ Angel of Death”]!? No way.”

But she was rich, and he was persuaded to marry her. She proved, how-
ever, to be a shrew and a vixen. ..

“Oh Lord,” prayed Berel, “whichever of us dies first, I will build my wife a
golden tombstone.”

And die she did. As they bore her to her grave, Berel feigned grief. But
suddenly, as they were crossing a bridge, the pallbearers gave a jolt. Yente
gave a start and awoke.

“Qy ... Techiyes ha-meysim! Techiyes ha-meysim!” they all shrieked.

And indeed, she had come back to life, and returned to live with Berel—
until, three years later, she died once again. And, to tell the truth, he did feel
some grief this time, and as they bore her to her grave, Berel wept. But as they
reached the bridge, he had second thoughts.

“Gently does it,” he called to the pallbearers, “don’t jolt her . ..”

—-98R -

Tefils, pl. tefilot (Ashkenazi: Tfile, pl. tfiles) Prayer; a prayer
“Morning tefilot are at 7 A.M. during the week and at 9 A.M on Shabbat.”

The word “prayer” is still foreign to many English-speaking Jews. The
word davning (from the Yiddish verb dawvn) feels better—or increas-
ingly the old-new Hebrew word tefila.

Theologians like to emphasize that many of the tefilot are not
prayers, in the sense of praying for something, but rather praise, grati-
tude, and self-judgment. The very word tefila seems to be part of a
family of words denoting judgment.

Tefila must spin out like a thread. The slightest interruption—and the thread
snaps.
Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Ladi

Before tefila, I pray that during my tefila I shall be praying.
Rabbi Chayim of Zans

-994 ~
Tefilit ha-Dérech (Ashkenazi: Tfilas ha-Dérech) Prayer for the journey

“Are we out of Chicago? Then it’s time to say Tefilat ha-Derech.”

On planes, trains, cars, or on foot, Jews traditionally say a short prayer
on leaving a built-up area. In Israel, cabs seem to display Tefilat ha-
Derech very prominently on the dashboard—-and verily the mention of
“daylight robbery and evil animals” in modern versions of the prayer
might not seem entirely inappropriate to the circumstances. El Al also
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include Tefilat ha-Derech in their in-flight material, but a shade more
discreetly.

Said Rav Chisda: “Anyone setting out on the road must say Tefilat ha-
Derech.”

Tefilat ha-Derech is as follows: “May it be Your will, O Lord, my God, that
You lead me in peace, make me tread in peace, support me in peace, and save
me from every enemy and ambush on the road, and give me favor, kindness,
and mercy in Your eyes and in the eyes of all who see me. Blessed are You, O
Lord, who listens to prayer.” Said Abaye: “One should always mention the
community when mentioning oneself.”

— 9%k -

Tefilin (Ashkenazi: Tfilin) Phylacteries

“Are you packed now, John? You have your passport, tickets, credit
cards, tefilin?”

The Talmud, Brachot

Tefilin are a pair of small black leather boxes containing biblical verses
on parchment, tied by leather straps around the left arm and the
head—traditionally worn by men at weekday morning prayers, in ful-
fillment of the verse “And you shall bind them as a sign on your arm
and an emblem between your eyes.”

The father of a Bar Mitzvah boy traditionally buys him tefilin to put
on in synagogue—and in the weeks before the big day, the boy will
spend many difficult hours getting used to winding them round,
stowing them away, and feeling grown up about it.

Around them is a circle of Divine commands: tefilin on their hands, tefilin on
their arms, tsitsit on their clothes, and mezuzot on their doorways.
The Midrash on Deuteronomy

My deepest revulsion is incited by the man who cheats the God he knows, the
man who discusses his business prospects while wearing his tefilin.

Martin Buber

Franz-Josef, Emperor of Austria, was friendly to his Jewish subjects. When-
ever he paid a visit to the city of Krakéw, he visited a synagogue in which his
portrait hung prominently, and was duly impressed.

The day dawned when the Emperor was due once again in Krakéw, but—
horror of horrors—the portrait was nowhere to be found. Franz-Josef swept
in, noticed the empty space on the wall, and demanded an explanation.

“Your Majesty,” said the rabbi, racking his brains, “You see us today all
wearing tefilin, a symbol of our faith. But on the Sabbath, we do not wear
them. The Sabbath is so holy a symbol that no other, lesser symbol such as
tefilin is allowed to compete. The same goes for your portrait: While you are
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not with us, we have it to remind us of you. But when we are able to gaze
upon your features in person, how can we allow a mere copy of them to hang

upon the wall?”

Tehilim (Ashkenazi: Tehilim) Psalms
“All through the missile attacks we said Tehilim.”

The Book of Psalms is called Tehilim. (There are 150 in total,) And recit-
ing any or all of them is called “saying Tehilim.”

No book in the Bible has been so intimately familiar to the Jew as
Tehilim. Its pages are full of joy and depression, love and hatred, war
and peace, piety and confusion. Every community had its chevra
Tehilim (Tehilim society) that recited it once every week. And every-
where, the response to a personal crisis or public disaster was—and
among traditional Jews still is—to say Tehilim. Nearly everyone knew
a few; in the prayer book you find them everywhere, a verse here, a
snatch there.

I was once waiting blankly at a Jerusalem bus stop for the bus that
never comes; in a doorway, an elderly woman was crouching, waiting
like me .. . but saying Tehilim.

When King David had finished composing the Book of Tehilim, he felt self-
satisfied. Said David to God: “Lord, can there be a creature in Your world that
sings Your praises more than I?”

At that moment, a frog hopped by. “David,” said the frog, “do not be so
self-satisfied—for I sing God’s praises more than you.”

Perek Shira (an ancient midrash)
~93%R~

Tekid, pl. tekiét (Ashkenazi: Tekfe, pl. tekies) Blast of the shofar
“I felt a sudden shiver down my spine during the fekiot.”
See Baal tekia, ” Shofar blower,” Shevarim, and Terua.

I wonder what goes through people’s minds during the tekiot, those
100 blasts of the shofar heard around the world on Rosh Hashanah. Awe?
Remorse? Nostalgia? A warmth of peoplehood? Custom requires a
complex permutation of three notes, Tekia, Shevarim, Terua—long notes,
moaning notes, and sobbing notes. And the message of this ancient
instrument of alarm that is known as the shofar is itself a very complex

one.
—92R —~
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Tendch The Bible (alternative pronunciation: Tandch)

“I'm sure this place is mentioned in Tenach. If you have a Tenach
handy, we’ll look.”

The word Tenach is formed from the initials of Torah + Nevi‘im + Ktuvim:
“Teaching + Prophets + Writings.”

The Tenach is a traditional Jewish name for what Christians, for Christ-
ian reasons, have preferred to call The Old Testament. The whole
Tenach is deemed the word of God, received either directly or through
the prophets over a period of maybe 1,000 years—a period which
came to an end in Second Temple times . . .

Since then the Tenach has been handed down by meticulous scribal
transmission. (The discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, some 2,000 years
old, confirmed this.) Meanwhile, the Tenach is usually read in book form,
though Jerusalem synagogues sometimes have it on parchment scrolls.

There is only one way to salvation—where we have sinned, there must the
atonement begin: forget the inherited opinions and misconceptions about
Judaism: return to the sources, Tanach, Midrash, Shas; read them, study them,
grasp them—for the sake of life .. .

—9%%—
Tenaim (Ashkenazi: Tnéim) Engagement contract; engagement
party

“Guess what! The rabbi’s daughter’s getting married. They held tnoim
last night.”

Samson Raphael Hirsch

When a young couple decide to marry, there, is a widespread Chasidic
custom of drawing up a binding engagement contract between the
two families, called tnoim. They drink a le-chayim and both mothers-in-
law-to-be break a plate, to symbolize that there’s no going back. In
fact, if either side wants out, they will rather marry and divorce than
break the tnoim.

-92R ~

Terui (Ashkenazi: Terie) The terua note on the ram’s horn
See also Tekia and Shevarim.

Terua is one of the three traditional notes sounded on the shofar (ram’s
horn) on the New Year. It consists of nine or more short sharp bursts—
a bit like sobbing.
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Teshuvé (Ashkenazi: Teshiive) Literally “return.” Denotes repentance

“He comes into synagogue for half an hour and he’s already dashing
back to the office? He must have discovered a new quick way of doing
teshuva.”

See also Baal Teshuva, “Penitent.”

Teshuva is the foundation of Jewish morality. Prophets and rabbis have
forever come back to the image of a “return” to God—a return from
what is surely just a temporary estrangement.

“...and teshuva, tefila [prayer], and tsedaka [charity] cancel the stern decree.”
From the High Holy Day prayers

Teshuva, return, is the name given to the act of decision in its ultimate intensi-
fication; it denotes the decisive turning point in a man’s life, the renewing,
total reversal in the midst of the normal course of his existence.

Martin Buber

Advertisement in a synagogue magazine: “Do Teshuva now and avoid the
Yom Kippur rush.”

Tevét (Ashkenazi: Téyves) The month of Tevet

In darkest winter, Tevef, the tenth month of the Jewish year, starts off
with the last few days of Chanukah—but then comes the fast of Asara

be-Tevet.
- %g —

Tikin Leyl Shavuét (Ashkenazi: Tiken Leyl Shviles) Shavuot night
learn-in

“The Tikun Leyl Shavuot was just great up until three-thirty. Then I fell
asleep...”

Staying up through a summer night to hear the dawn chorus and
greet the sun is always a joy—and all the more when it’s combined
with the custom of Tikun Leyl Shavuot. On the first night of the festival
of Shavuot in early summer, the hardy, the pious, and the plain roman-
tic get together to study Torah through the night, in commemoration
of the Giving of the Law on this very day. More and more synagogues
are organizing learn-ins of all sorts, accompanied (of course) by end-
less coffees and chocolate chip cookies. How things work in Australia,
I'don't quite know.
—92% —
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Tinokét shel bet rabédn (Ashkenazi: Tin6hkes shel beys rdbon)
Children at Jewish school

“Funding priority must go to securing the future of tinokot shel bet
raban.”

Warmth and nostalgia surround the term tinokot shel bet raban, literally
“the children of our rabbi’s house,” children learning in the traditional
ways of Ashkenazi and Sephardi Jewry—particularly since nowadays
the word tinokot tends to be used in the sense of “babes.”

The world survives only by the breath of tinokot shel bet raban.
The Talmud, Shabbat

Tinokot shel bet raban may not be taken away from their studies even to rebuild
the Bet ha-Mikdash [the Temple).
The Talmud, Shabbat

- 924 —
Tishd be-Av (Ashkenazi: Tishe B‘ov) Fast of the ninth day of Av
“Everyone’s putting out such low vibes, it's almost like Tisha be-Av . . .”
See Echa, “Book of Lamentations” and Kinot, “Dirges.”

The day of Tisha be-Av casts a shadow over the summer for many
Jews. It’s the anniversary of the destruction of the First and Second
Temples, of the 1492 expulsion from Spain, of the outbreak of World
War I—and marked by fasting, sleeping without a pillow, sitting on
low seats, chanting laments, and feeling thoroughly miserable. The
1990 invasion of Kuwait began the day after Tisha be-Av, but who
knows what that signifies?

One Tisha be-Av, Napoleon is said to have passed a synagogue and seen peo-
ple chanting and wailing. On being told why, he exclaimed:

“A people that mourns such an ancient national destruction is entitled to
have hope for a national reconstruction.”

~924 ~
Tishréy (Ashkenazi: Tishrey/Tishri) The month of Tishrey

The seventh and most serious month of the Jewish year, Tishrey opens
with the festival of Rosh Hashanah, continues with Yom Kippur and
Sukkot, and comes to a hectic end with Simchat Torah—days of repen-
tance and then days of relief and rejoicing and mellow fruitfulness.
September-Octoberish.

— 9% —
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Toéches Posterior See under Tdches
-9 -

Toché ke-varé (Ashkenazi: Téhchoh ke-véroh) He or she is a model
of sincerity

This Talmudic expression means literally “His inside is like his outside.”
— 9%k
Tod4 (rabd)! “Thanks (a lot)!”

“And to all those people who helped make this dinner a success, toda
raba.”

This is the Israeli way of saying thanks. The traditional Ashkenazi
way was to use another Hebrew expression, yishar koach (see entry)—
but the Israelis didn’t have to invent toda: It's one of those funny
things about the new Hebrew that the word toda has always been
obscurely familiar to virtually every Jew from the fourth line of the
Chanukah song “Maoz Tsur.” But there it means “thanksgiving offer-

ing.” Plus ¢a change .. .?
~994 —

Tordh (Ashkenazi: Tére) The Five Books of Moses; Judaism
“Chanukah isn’t mentioned in the Torah, it’s in the Gemara!”
“Instead of sitting in front of that video, why don’t you learn Torah?”

“But how easy is it to find a psychiatrist with a Torah view on life?”
See Sefer Torah, “Torah scroll,” Torah she-be‘al peh, “Oral Torah.”

Torah essentially means “teaching” (cf. mora, “teacher”). The fact that
this word, better than any other, sums up traditional Jewish life shows
the centrality of study—to men, women, and children alike.

As “The Torah,” it denotes the Five Books of Moses (also called the
Chumash), or more broadly the Five Books of Moses plus all the
ancient commentaries and elaborations thereon (which are also called
Torah she-be’al peh, “Oral Torah"). As simply Torah, it denotes the whole
of Jewish religious lore—Iaw, philosophy, history, and so on.

Torah without an occupation is bound to come to nothing.
The Talmud, Avot

Whoever studies Torah and fails to review is like someone who sows and fails
to harvest.
The Talmud, Sanhedrin
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If you have studied much Torah, do not congratulate yourself. You were cre-
ated for this purpose.
The Talmud, Avot

9%k -
Tordh she-be’al peh (Ashkenazi: Tére she-b’al peh) The Oral Law

“The third grade gets three hours Chumash (Five Books of Moses) and
one hour Torah she-be’al peh.”

“You shall not cook a young goat in its mother’s milk,” state the Five
Books of Moses. And yet Jews have traditionally interpreted this as a
ban on cooking, eating, or using any mix of meat and milk. The Torah
she-be’al peh in action.

“People of the Book,” the Koran called the Jews. A misleading
name. As important as the written Five Books of Moses always were,
they were always just one half of the Torah. The other half was the
Torah she-be’al peh, the explanations and elaborations of the written
Torah that were handed down by word of mouth—and not in book
form—for many generations.

But following the Dispersion, the Rabbis ordered Torah she-be’al peh
to be committed to writing, to become our modern-day Mishna,
Midrash, and Gemara. Yet it went on being called Torah she-be’al peh,
“Oral Torah”—and indeed it’s the kind of thing that is very difficult to
learn in any fashion except orally, from a teacher.

-9 -
Tovél ve-shérets be-yad6 (Ashkenazi: Téyvl ve-shérets be-yddoh)
Pious hypocrisy!

Literally “immersed in water with a reptile in his hand,” this is the
Talmud’s graphic metaphor for someone who has all manner of pious
intentions but makes a nonsense of them in action. The image refers to
the practice of doing immersions for self-purification from contact
with impure objects, such as dead reptiles. ..

— 9%k
Téyvl Immerse (cookware)

“There are six glasses over there that haven’t been toyvl’ed. Would you
toyvl them for me?”

Toyvl is the Ashkenazi term. Sephardim and Israelis use the noun tevilat kelim,
“immersion of vessels.”
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To toyvl is to immerse newly purchased cookware, silverware, and
dishes (of glass or metal) in “pure” water for a split second, to “purify”
it before use. Tradition requires the foyvling to be done in a stream or
lake or a spedially constructed facility at the synagogue or mikveh (see
entry). So the next time you see sorneone tramping along the seashore
in midwinter with three pans and twelve sets of silverware, you'll
know they’re not having a picnic.

-
Treyf Non-kosher, that is, not conforming to Jewish dietary law
“I think someone used that dairy knife on the meat, so assume it’s treyf.”
See Kasher.

For anything that isn’t kosher—a non-kosher animal, an admixture of
meat and dairy food, or any silverware, or dishes used for such—
Ashkenazi Jews traditionally use the word treyf.

Sephardim use frefa for meat that has not been traditionally slaugh-
tered, and sometimes also as a no-holds-barred insult.

In ourhome, the “world” itself was treyf.
-394 -

Tsdar baaléy chayim (Ashkenazi: Tsaar bdaley chdyim) Animal suf-
fering

Isaac Bashevis Singer

“Don’t kill that spider, just throw it out. It's tsaar baaley chayim!”

Avoiding tsaar baaley chayim is a big thing in the Torah: not muzzling
an ox threshing grain, not standing by when a donkey collapses under
its load, not taking eggs from the nest while the mother bird is there.
They say that for fear of tsaar baaley chayim the great kabbalist, Rabbi
Yitschak Luria, forbade his followers to kill even a louse. But if I were
a household pet, what would most attract me to moving in with an
Orthodox Jewish owner would be Passover—the thought that for one
blissful week they’d be feeding me lox and raw meat instead of my
regular chametz-ridden cat or dog food.

—92 -
Tsdaar gidtil banim (Ashkenazi: Tsdar gidul b6nim) The stress of
raising children

“Have you seen how much camp costs this year? It's real tsaar gidul
banim.”
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Although gidul banim, “raising children,” is an essential mitzvah, the
Torah never pretended that it’s easy. It's a tsaar—though not of the
same order as tsaar baaley chayim (see preceding).

— 92 -

Tsabdr, pl. tsabarim Native-born Israeli

“All three boys are tsabarim, so they’ll automatically be called for army
service.”

Anyone who knows a little about Israel knows the word Sabra, denot-
ing the native-born Israeli, named after the prickly pear that grows all
over the country, which the Arabs call sabr.

But sabra (or, more accurately, sabre) is actually a Sephardi way of
saying it. Most Israelis say tsabar.

Sabra humor hardly excels in the kind of biting, yet humane, self-irony that is
the hallmark of traditional Jewish humor. It is cooler, a bit distant, or abstract,
in the shaggy-dog style. In his humor, the sabra is critical not of himself, but of
the high-sounding pathos of the older generation.

Amos Elon

92’ —

Tsadik, pl. tsadikim (Ashkenazi: Tsddik, pl. tsadikim) Righteous man
Tsadéket, pl. tsadikét (Ashkenazi: Tsadéykes, pl. tsadkdniyes)
Righteous woman

“I remember his grandmother. A real tsadeykes she was . . .”

“You want to send a New Year’s Card to the IRS? What, are you some
kind of tsadik?”

A word from the same root as tsadik is tsedaka, “charity.” See also Zecher tsadik
livracha.

Tsadik and tsadeket are powerful words. This is the ultimate compli-
ment to someone or to someone’s memory.

Not too long ago, Chasidic leaders in eastern Europe were referred
to as tsadikim; nowadays, the usual term is rebbe.

Rabbi Israel Baal Shem Tov said: “I hope I can love a tsadik as much as God
loves a wicked man.”

Motl of Chernobyl used to call everyone tsadik. Once he was on a wagon with
the driver. So he said to the driver, “Hey, tsadik”—that’s how he called him—
“when will we come to this place?”

The driver replied, “Hey, rabbi, I'm a tsadik and you're a tsadik. I have a
daughter—you have a son. So let them get married.”
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Said Motl, “All right, you're a tsadik and I'm a tsadik. But my son is going
to get married to a tsadik like I am, and your daughter is going to get married
to a tsadik like you are.”

Tsadikim are greater in their death than in their life.
—a%-

Tsarat rabim chatsi nechama (Ashkenazi: Tséras rabim chatsi
nech6me) Literally “A public woe is half a comfort,” that is, “When
you suffer together, it makes it half bearable”

The Talmud, Chullin

This piece of folklore is full of the Jewish experience. Everyone’s per-
sonal sorrows seem to be diverted into the maelstrom of Jewish suffer-
ing. The prayers are overwhelmingly about we rather than I; even the
mourner is comforted with talk of “the mourning for Zion and
Jerusalem.” And the Israelis under siege, with their own tsarat rabim,
have found fresh truth and nechama in these words.

—9%R—

Tsarot (Ashkenazi: Tséres) Troubles, crises

“Israel’s having such tsores trying to find work for the new immi-
grants, and all he talks about are his own tsores!”

See Daya le-tsara be-sha’ata, “Don’t try to find crises.”

In the wilderness, the Israelites complained about their tsarot. Through-
out the Middle Ages, Hebrew poets lamented their people’s tsarot.
Today Jewish life has changed beyond recognition, but people still talk
about their tsarot.

—92R—

Tsava’4, pl. tsava’6t (Ashkenazi: Tsavde, pl. tsavées) Last will and
testament

“You should have heard Uncle Simon’s tsavoe!”

Tsava'‘a is from the same root as mitzvah, “commandment, good deed.”

It's hard to imagine anyone publishing an anthology of last wills and
testaments, and even harder to imagine anyone wanting to read it, but
that's precisely what people have often done with Jewish fsava’ot. The
tsava’a was traditionally an occasion for a father to leave a compelling
moral message to his offspring, and collections of tsava’ot make stir-
ring reading today, if you like that sort of thing,.

—q2R —
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Tsed4 la-dérech (Ashkenazi: Tséydo la-dérech) Food for a trip
“Here, take these grapes with you—tseda la-derech.”

This is a biblical expression, going back to the story of Joseph and his
brothers’ to-ing and fro-ing to Egypt.

—a2%

Tsedakd (Ashkenazi: Tsedéke) Charity
“Daddy, there’s someone at the door asking for tsedaka.”

Tsedaka is the cornerstone of Jewish society. Not by chance is the word
for “justice” tsedek. Some give 10 percent of their net income to tsedaka.
And Jewish Law demands that no one asking for tsedaka for them-
selves be turned away empty-handed.

Even a poor man who lives off tsedaka must give fsedaka.
The Talmud, Gittin

“Do you give a lot of tsedaka?” a rabbi asked a wealthy congregant.

“Bli ayin ha-ra [no evil eye), rabbi—I give enough. But I'm a modest man—
T don’t liké to talk about it.”

“Talk more,” said the rabbi, unimpressed—"and, while you're at it, give
more!”

Tsedaka counts as much as all the other mitzvot of the Torah.
The Talmud, Bava Batra
- %{, -

Tsedaka tatsil mi-mdvet (Ashkenazi: Tsedéko titsil mi-mdves)
“Charity saves from death”

This verse from the biblical Book of Proverbs can be taken in two ways—
and is. At funerals, the poor traditionally beg for tsedaka using this phrase.

Instead of any formal visiting of the grave, I would prefer that the family try
and observe a family day in the month of june at which reminiscence of
happy incidents be the order of the day, and some worthy cause be remem-
bered in fulfillment of the admonition ¢sedaka tatsil mi-mavet.

Closing words of Jacob Weinstein’s ethical will, 1971

—a2t

Tsenitit (Ashkenazi: Tsnies) Physical modesty

“They don’t want the guys or girls to wear shorts at prayers, because
of tseniut.”
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Tseniut has wide ramifications in Orthodox life, and even beyond. Tse-
niut demands that Orthodox womenfolk shun short skirts, and means
that they are unlikely to wear jeans, or to sing in male company. Mar-
ried women cover their hair with a headscarf or a wig. Men and
women will not dance together, nor share the same beach, nor get into
compromising situations. Separate seating at synagogues is another
manifestation of tseniut.
-92R -

Tsevét bi-tsevit asuyd (Ashkenazi: Tsvas bi-tsvas astya)
The chicken or the egg

Literally “tongs made with tongs,” tsevat bi-tsevat asuya belongs to the
curious list drawn up by the ancient rabbis of things that must have
been created separately from the rest of Creation, since they all partake
of the supernatural. Why Tsevat bi-tsevat asuya? Because you would
have needed tongs to hold the first tongs in the furnace.

Tsevat bi-tsevat asuya has come to be used of any “chicken or egg”

situation.
9%
Tsibtr (Ashkenazi: Tsfbur) The public

“Bob feels he should give of his time to the tsibur.”

Over and over again, the word tsibur recurs in the classic sources—for
social policy and politics are as important a part of Judaism as an indi-
vidual’s debt to the Creator. There are tsorchei tsibur, “public needs”—
education, defense, welfare—and tefila be-tsibur, “public prayer,” so
much more powerful than individual prayer, and there is tircha de-tsi-
bura, “public nuisance,” such as synagogue services that overrun their
time. ..

Said Hillel: “Do not withdraw from the tsibur.”
The Talmud, Avot

When the tsibur is in trouble, let no man say: “I shall go home and eat and
drink, and peace be with me.”
The Talmud, Ta’anit

—92

Tsitsit (Ashkenazi: Tsitsis) Tassels on the fallit
“Kiss the Torah with your tsitsit when they carry it past you.”
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Jewish men and boys traditionally wear a four-cornered garment (the
tallit katan), under their shirt—with tassels consisting of eight wool
strings on each corner. These tassels are the tsitsit. A larger four-cor-
nered shawl (the tailit), also adorned with tsitsit, is worn at morning
prayer. In ancient times, one of the eight strings was colored blue, but
the tradition for producing the dye lapsed long ago.

Into the tsitsit of the corner they shall work a blue string, and whenever you
see it you will remember all God’s commands and obey them . ..
Numbers 15

When a simple wagon-driver kisses his tsitsit, it means more in Heaven than
the praises of the archangel Michael.
Rabbi Israel Baal Shem Tov

One summer, on a sandlot in Gloucester, Moshe was playing baseball with a
group of boys from town, none of them Jewish. As he ran around the field,
his tsitsit strings began to fly from under his T-shirt. After the game, as the
boys were finishing up and getting ready to leave, one of the townies asked
Moshe, “What are those strings hanging out of your shirt?” Moshe, then four-
teen, thought for a moment, grinned, and said, “Those are my soul threads.”

Blu Greenberg
- 98—

Tsom Gedalyi (Ashkenazi: Tsom Gedélye) The Fast of Gedaliah
“Does Chana fast on Tsom Gedalya?”

The day after the festival of Rosh Hashanah—and quite overshadowed
by it—is the fast day of Tsom Gedalya. Few Jews have heard of Gedaliah,
Governor of Judea, and few have read his sad story in the Book of Jere-
miah. But the Orthodox continue the ancient fast on this day, because it
commemorates the worst genre of calamity of them all: when Jew kills
Jew—in this case, putting an end to the last chance of Jewish self-rule in
biblical Judea.
—-92R -

Tu bi-Shvat Literally “The 15th day of the month of Shvat.” Also
known as New Year for Trees, a kind of Arbor Day

“Which fruits did you have for your Tu bi-Shvat party? We even had
carobs from Israel!”

Tu bi-Shvat is a modest festival in early spring celebrating the trees of
Israel. Since antiquity, Tu bi-Shvat has marked the start of the tree-plant-
ing season, following the winter rains. Diaspora Jews have kept the
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day alive by eating the fruits of Israel and praying for their growth.
Israeli children mark Tu bi-Shvat by planting trees in vast numbers.

The almond-tree’s in blossom
And a golden sun is shining.

Birds on top of every roof
Are heralding the festival.

Tu bi-Shvat is here,
The festival of trees!
From a popular Israeli kindergarten song

Our God and God of our fathers, may it be Thy will that, by virtue of eating
the fruits which we will now eat and say benedictions over, we may benefit
from their heavenly roots by which they draw Divine favor and blessing, and
may the regimen that controls them continue to make them grow and flourish
from the start of the year to its finish . ..

From a kabbalistically based Prayer for Trees

An unlettered Jew from the mountains came to stay one February with his
son-in-law in the big city—and was surprised to find him preparing a festive
meal.

“What's this? A festival?”

“Sure, tonight’s Tu bi-Shvat!”

The father-in-law had never heard of Tu bi-Shvat, so his host explained to
him that this was the New Year for Trees. But this was still puzzling. He
knew all about the New Year, Rosh Hashanah, but how could trees have a New
Year? He decided to go to the woods to see.

And in the snow-covered woods, he found all the trees clothed in white,
just like at the New Year! And they were all swaying, just like people sway
when they pray! And when the wind howled, it was just like the sound of the
shofar! And in the middle stood one massive tree. That must be the cantor, he
thought.

But suddenly a peasant woman came trudging through the woods—and
got her dress entangled in one of the branches.

The old man hurried home to tell his son-in-law:

“You were right about Tu bi-Shvat—all the trees are standing and praying
just like on Rosh Hashanah! But that cantor is such a joker. Fancy, I saw him
flirting with one of the women!”

—-994 —
Ttches or Téches Posterior

“I can’t spend another minute sitting on my tuches in front of that
monitor.”

Even if an Ashkenazi Jew knows a bare twenty words of Hebrew,
tuches will probably be one of them—and perhaps the first Hebrew
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word he or she will ever have heard as children. Yes, it's Hebrew,
although it's come down through Yiddish. A Jew needed a nice way
of talking about posteriors, and tuches (or in its more classical form,
tachas or tachat), simply meaning “underneath” in the Holy Tongue,
was graciously willing to be raised to the task

~92k —
Tum4 (Ashkenazi: Tame) Impurity
“Turn that video off already! Filth and tuma . ..”

Tuma is a strong word, much used by the Ultraorthodox. It simultane-
ously evokes and exorcises immodesty or depravity of any sort.

~ R -
Ulpin Hebrew crash-course

“There’s a morning ulpan at the community center this fall.”

The word ulpan holds out promise that learning Hebrew can be fun,
can be painless, can be natural. A kind of linguistic Lamaze, except
that once you're six months pregnant there’s no going back, while a
lot of people who start an ulpan never push on to see the fruit of their
labor.

The whole ulpan idea was an Israeli response to mass immigration,
using vogue ideas of teaching a language in the language and with as
little grammar, paper, and pencil as possible. If it worked, it may be
because an immigrant had to learn Hebrew to survive. Whether it
works in London or Chicago, I don’t know. There are a lot of people
wandering around who know how to say the first half of a Hebrew
sentence. But ulpan is one of the last great Zionist experiences. And
ulpan is undeniably fun.

—92% —

Vayikrd (Ashkenazi: Vayikro) The Book of Leviticus

Vayikra is the third book of the Torah. Its present-day Hebrew name
comes from the first word vayikra, “And He called (to Moses).” Even
Jewish children well schooled in the Torah are unlikely to know most
of Vayikra well, as it is largely occupied with the sacrificial and purifi-
catory responsibilities of the ancient priesthood, hence its Latin name
“Leviticus.”

And yet medieval German Jews had the custom of starting chil-
dren’s schooldays off with the first words of Vayikra. And there are
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teams of kohanim (priests) in modern times who have been studying
these very regulations intensively, in expectation of the Third Temple.

-9 ~
Viddy (Ashkenazi: Viduy) Confession
See Al Chet.

To confess one’s sins aloud to God is a vital feature of teshuva (repen-
tance}—and a central part of the service on Yom Kippur (the Al Chet
prayer) and on one’s deathbed. It is traditionally accompanied by
pounding the heart with the hand.

They summoned a rabbi to say the viduy with a wealthy old lady, who was
seriously ill. After it was over, she leaned toward the rabbi and asked:
“Rabbi, can I still have a glass of water, or must I die now?”

As the renowned sceptic, Yisroel Ostrin, lay dying, a pious friend came and
pleaded:

“Yisroel, Yisroel! Say a viduy!”

But the sceptic was adamant. “I see you want me to make the Rabbis look
like complete frauds,” he said to his baffled friend. “Didn’t the Rabbis say
that the wicked don’t repent even on the threshold of Hell? So then why are
you trying to make me prove them wrong . ..?”

9%k -
Yam ha-Mélach The Dead Sea

Literally “the Salt Lake.” Apart from being the lowest place on the
world’s surface, the site of Sodom and Gomorrah (you can’t sink
lower than that), utterly dead, and a delight to people who seek to
smear themselves with mud or to float while reading newspapers, the
Yam ha-Melach has provided Israel with a rich chemical industry.

But Yam ha-Melach hasn’t exactly entered the country’s folklore or
mythology, and as it’s gradually drying up someone had better do
something about that before it’s too late.

-9~
Yam Kinéret Lake Kineret = the Sea of Galilee

Whatever Yam ha-Melach lacks in romance, the Yam Kineret makes up
for amply. It is truly a designer lake. Nestling between the mountains
of the Galilee and the Golan, shaped like a heart or a lyre, and with a
name to match (Kinor is “lyre”), Yam Kinerel was immortalized in the
lyrical songs of the poetess-pioneer Rachel.
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Like most designer things, however, Yam Kineret faces utter exploita-
tion—by tourism and, most tragic, by a water-wasting society that is
pumping it dry.

And perhaps it never happened,
And perhaps 1 did not rise at dawn to till the garden with the sweat of my hands
And never—in those hot, searing days of haruvest,
From atop a sheaf-laden cart—raised my voice in song,
Never was purified in the quiet blue and the perfection
Of Kineret of mine, Kineret of mine—
Did you exist? Or did 1 dream a dream?
A Hebrew poem by the poetess Rachel

~92% ~

Yamim Noraim (Ashkenazi: Yémim Nohréim) High Holy Days
“Today I want to buy the children clothes for the Yamim Noraim.”

Yamim Noraim means “days of awe.” This is the overall name for the
autumn festivals of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur and the days in
between—ten days with a theme of awe and repentance, and a coloring
to match: The normal parochet (curtain) over the Holy Ark and the cov-
erings of the Torah scrolls are changed for white ones, and even colored
kipot are changed for white ones. The Yamim Noraim mood builds grad-
ually: for days, even weeks before, homes are being cleaned, children
groomed, and clothes readied so as to look one’s best before Heavenly
King and people on the big days.

—ai—

(The) Yardén The River Jordan

As rivers go, the width or length of the Yarden is hardly impressive. But
being the only serious river in Israel, and the scene of wonders and mira-
cles, it means a lot. The name yarden means “descender,” and in 150 miles
or so it hurtles down from the foothills of Mt. Hermon, through verdure
and wilderness, to reach the lowest place on earth, the Dead Sea.

“Onward, Yarden, onward flow,” murmur your waves.
Wash onto your banks and roll away the sickness of your land.
Give out a thundering sound with your mass of waters,
Clear us a highway to Zion, and we shall follow you!
From an early twentieth-century Hebrew Zionist hymn

9k -
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Yats4 secharé be-hefsed6 (Ashkenazi: Y6tso s’chéroh be-hefséydoh)
“They lose more than they gain”

“He wants to hire a car from the airport rather than call a limousine?
But he'll lose his way . . . Yatsa secharo be-hefsedo.”

The classic case of Yaisa secharo be-hefsedo, in the Mishna, is someone
who's hard to anger but hard to mollify (think about it . . .). The same
Mishna gives better marks to someone who's easy to anger but easy to
mollify: In their case, yatsa hefsedo bi-secharo, “They gain more than
they lose.”

The expression is used of past, present, or future scenarios.

-9 -
Yehud4 ve-Shomrén Judea and Samaria

“How do they feel about living in Yehuda ve-Shomron?”
See also Shtachim and Shomron.

Yehuda ve-Shomron is a common (and the official) Israeli name for the
areas captured from Jordan in 1967 but never technically annexed.

Yehuda is the area south of Jerusalem, roughly corresponding to the
ancient province of Yehuda (Judea) in Maccabean times; the name goes
back even further to the biblical kingdom of Yehuda, covering the
whole southern half of Israel. It also gives us the word Yehudi, “Jew.”

While many Israelis refer to Yehuda ve-Shomron simply as ha-
Shtachim, “the territories,” nationalistic circles use the ancient name—
as indeed did the British, until the Jordanians came up with the name
West Bank.

-928 -
Yeridd Emigration from Israel

“No one’s to blame for the yerida—it’s just the economic reality.”

Yerida is almost a taboo word. Although few Diaspora Jews would
blame one another for not “making aliyah” or even for returning from
living in Israel, there is a deep unease toward Israelis who leave per-
manently for the West. It is called yerida, “descent” (the opposite of
aliyah, literally “ascent”), and someone who leaves is branded a yored
(see entry).

—928
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Yeridd le-tsérech aliydh (Ashkenazi: Yeride le-ts6rech aliye) Descent
for the purpose of ascent

“Just don't treat it as a crisis. It's a yerida le-tsorech aliyah.”

Yerida le-tsorech aliyah is a Chasidic concept that the soul has to be
brought down into this world in order to find the challenges that will
raise it to a higher level than before—descent for the purpose of ascent.

The phrase can be used of any situation where you had to “go down”
in order to “rise even higher.” A good means of encouragement.

—~928 —

Yeridat ha-dorét (Ashkenazi: Yerides ha-déhres) The decline of the
generations

“The kids nowadays don’t want to do anything for themselves. It's a
real yeridat ha-dorot . . ."

Deeply engrained in the Jewish psyche is the belief that, ever since the
Revelation of the Torah, each successive generation has failed to reach
the standards of the preceding one. Rabbi Akiva, in this light, didn't
come up to Daniel, nor Maimonides to Rabbi Akiva, nor the Gaon of
Vilna to Maimonides.

And yeridat ha-dorot is what makes today’s rabbinic lawmakers so
reluctant to challenge established precedent.

But equally engrained is the belief that when things are at their
lowest ebb (now perhaps? or can things get even worse?), a Golden
Age will dawn.

-4~
Yerushé (Ashkenazi: Yertashe) Inheritance

“The only thing we were left in the yerusha was a matching pair of
brass ducks.”

Happy is the man or woman in this day and age who can leave chil-
dren a yerusha worth squabbling over. The cost of college education in
the United States or the need to provide marriageable daughters with
an apartment in Israel, plus the attentions of the IRS, make a yerusha
something you want to leave behind you well before you die.

Commit yourself to the study of Torah, for it cannot be treated as your
yerusha.
The Talmud, Avot

—agf—
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Yerushaldyim Jerusalem

Does any city on earth have so evocative and rhythmic a name as
yerushalayim? The city chosen by David to be the eternal capital of the
Jewish people contains within its name the letters sh-I-m spelling
shalem, “whole” and shalom, “peace.”

If 1 forget you, Yerushalayim, may my right hand lose its cunning.
Psaim 137

Said Rabbi Yochanan:
Yerushalayim will one day be the capital of the world.
The Midrash

The mountain air is clear as wine, and the scent of pines
Is borne on the twilight breeze, with the sound of bells.
And in a slumber of tree and stone, captive to its dream,
Is the city that dwells alone—and in its heart, a wall.
Yerushalayim of gold
And of copper and light,
Let me be a lyre
To all your songs.
From Naomi Shemer’s famous Hebrew hymn to Jerusaiem

-
Yesh me-dyin Something out of nothing, ex nihilo

“You can imagine democracy in Czechoslovakia because they have a
tradition of it, but in some eastern European countries it would have
to be a case of yesh me-ayin . . .”

Yesh me-ayin, literally “existence out of nothingness,” actually goes
back to mysticism and Chasidic theology. Yesh me-ayin is how the uni-
verse was made. It has come to be used of anything apparently being
made out of thin air.

- cg.’,og -
Yeshiv4, pl. yeshivot (Ashkenazi: Yeshive, pl. yeshives) Talmudic
seminary
“After high school, Jonathan's spending a year in yeshiva in Israel.”
See Chavruta, “Study twosome” and Kolel, “Married men’s seminary.”

Yeshiva is the powerhouse of traditional Jewish culture: a seminary
where Jewish boys in their late teens or twenties receive intensive
tuition in the Talmud and other classic Jewish sources—commonly for
one year, sometimes for longer. Not so long ago, most American Jews
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considered yeshiva a thing of the past, an institution that belonged
with Fiddler on the Roof or with the Ultraorthodox. Now the yeshiva is
back. Most modern Orthodox Jews in the United States, Israel, and
other countries send their sons to yeshiva after high school. (Increas-
ingly, their daughters, too, go to women’s yeshivot, called “sems.”)

The atmosphere is one of piety; and the study system, based on a
few shiurim (lectures) and ten to fifteen hours a day of learning in
chavruta (twosomes), is arguably the best intellectual training that has
ever been designed.

Yeshiva University in Manhattan was founded to combine an
Orthodox yeshiva training with a college education.

It is the nation’s schools—the cheder, the yeshiva, the bet midrash—that have
been our safest strongholds throughout our long tough struggle to exist in the
world as a distinct people among peoples. In times of storm and fury, we
took cover behind their walls and there we sharpened the one weapon we
had left—the Jewish mind.

Chaim Nachman Bialik

~92R

Yétser ha-rd (Ashkenazi: Yéytser hére) Evil inclination

“He was going to give up smoking—but his yetser ha-ra got the better
of him.”

Everywhere in traditional Jewish pyschology are the ideas of the yetser
ha-ra and the yetser ha-tov (“the good inclination”)—two ideas that are
not necessarily what they seem: The yetser ha-ra is in fact the aggressive,
impulsive inclination, also God given, also necessary to human sur-
vival, but to be treated with extreme watchfulness. The Talmud teaches
that the word for the “creation” of Adam, vayitser, is spelled in the Bible
with an extra letter yod, to emphasize that he was intended from the
outset to have both a yetser ha-tov and a yetser ha-ra.

The yetser ha-ra only desires what is forbidden.
The Jerusalem Talmud, Yoma

Said Rav Assi: “In the beginning the yetser ha-ra is like a spider’s thread, but
in the end—like wagon ropes.”
The Talmud, Sukkah

When the Bible says, “And God saw all that He had done, and behold it was
very good,” this refers to the yetser ha-ra. But is the yetser ha-ra very good?
However, were it not for the yetser ha-ra, no person would build a house, or
marry, or have children, or conduct business.

The Midrash on Genesis

~92% —
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Yetsiit Mitsrdyim (Ashkenazi: Yetsies Mitsrdyim) The Exodus from
Egypt

“The children are going to dress up this Pesach as if they were taking
part in Yetsiat Mitsrayim.”

In virtually every prayer and in every festival, a Jew is enjoined to remem-
ber Yetsiat Mitsrayim. Even Maoz Tsur, the world's favorite Chanukah song,
devotes an entire stanza to it. It doesn’t seem to matter that no one alive
today was in the Exodus (unless you believe in reincarnation). A kind of
collective memory is involved. Only once in the year does it emerge,
become tangible, for most people: at the Passover Seder night. But I sus-
pect that deep down it's always there. Yetsiat Mitsrayim is the frame of ref-
erence for all that a Jew knows of God and of Jewish destiny.

... and You have given us in love, O Lord our God, this Day of Remem-
brance, a day for the blowing of the shofar, a holy festival in remembrance of
Yetsiat Mitsrayim . . .

Translation of part of the Kiddush for Rosh Hashanah (The New Year)

—92R -

Yichid (Ashkenazi: Yichud) Being alone with the opposite sex

“She always leaves the door ajar when he’s here. She doesn’t want to
be in yichud with him.”

Orthodox Jews try hard to avoid yichud with the opposite sex, being
together in a place to which other people don’t have easy access. Com-
promising situations, you might say. So an Orthodox young woman
may wish to leave a door ajar if alone in the house with a male acquain-
tance. A married woman may feel the same way about being alone with
another man if her husband is out of town. And there must be many
men, too, who feel more secure thanks to the laws of yichud with
women. Strongly recommended for all presidential hopefuls.

— 9%

Yichiis (Ashkenazi: Yiches) Family pedigree; status (in general)
“I've also got yichus—1I go right back to Adam.”

Yichus is still a valuable commodity, in certain circles, though whether
a girl's dowry or her yichus count for more may be a debatable point.
To be descended from rabbis is in itself no special distinction; after all,
go back three generations and it seems like everyone in Poland or
Morocco was a rabbi of some sort. What counts is which rabbis. Say
“the Alter Rebbe” or “Baba Sali,” and your yichus is real yichus.
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Typists don’t do too well; some receive a paltry three dollars a week. But typ-
ists have more yiches than shopgirls—it helps them find a husband, and they
mix with a more refined class of person.

The Forwara (New York Yiddish paper) 1905

- 9%~
Yiméch shemé “May his name be blotted out”
“That portrait in the corner is of Tsar Nicholas, yimach shemo.”

Hebrew never had the range of curses that Yiddish boasted. You can’t
wish in Hebrew for all of someone’s teeth save one to fall out and for
that one to hurt. Even Israelis don’t wish someone to go to gehinom,
“Hell.” They say lech la-azazel, “go to Azazel” (see entry).

But if you want to redouble the curse on some notorious paragon of
evil, yimach shemo is pretty effective. It expresses the hope that, far
from being known, their memory should be wiped out—Tlike the evil
Haman in the Book of Esther, whose name is drowned out with
stamping when the book is recited on the festival of Purim.

Yimach shemo is regularly appended (in writing or speech) to names
like Hitler yimach shemo, Stalin yimach shemo, and Saddam Hussein

yimach shemo.
-9k -

Yishar kéach! (Ashkenazi: Yashe kdyech) “Well done; thanks for
your help”

“And to all those who have given of their time for this project, yishar
koach!”

See Koach, “Strength.”

Literally “may your strength be firm.” A congratulations to people
receiving an honor in the synagogue (their response is baruch tihye, “be
blessed”) or, in very traditional circles, a thanks for any help rendered.

~92R

Yisraél (Ashkenazi: Yisr6el) A Jew who is neither Kohen nor Levite

“Excuse me, are you a Kohen?”
“No, I'm a Yisrael.”

A small percentage of Jews are categorized for religious purposes as
Kohanim, “priests,” claiming descent through their father and father’s
father from the first biblical high priest, Aaron. Another small percent-
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age are Leviyim, “Levites,” descended from the tribe of Levi. Anyone
who is neither—the overwhelming majority—is simply termed “a Yis-
rael,” literally “an Israelite.”

For those people who always like to be a bit different, to be a Yisrael
may sound a bit of a bore, but it makes little practical difference what
you are (unless you particularly like to be called up first every time to
the reading of the Torah). See koken for details.

A very modern-looking, clean-shaven, hatless man once called on the old
Rabbi of Slonim. The rabbi looked him up and down.

“ Are you a Kohen or a Levi, my dear fellow?” the rabbi inquired.

“What makes you think I'm a Kohen or a Levi?” asked the other with some
amusement.

“Well, you certainly don’t look like a Yisroel,” declared the rabbi.

-9k -

Yisurim (Ashkenazi: YisGrim) Trials and tribulations

“She’s had so many yisurim from her children, she deserves some
nachat [fulfillment].”

For yisurim look no further than the Book of Job. “Why do good peo-
ple suffer” is high on the biblical and Talmudic agendas. Ultimately
the rabbis of the Talmud have to admit that there is such a thing as
yisurim shel ahava, “trials of love.”

There is no one who has no yisurim.
The Midrash

. .. and cleanse what I have sinned in Your abundant mercies, but not by
yisurim and grievious illnesses.

Prayers of Yom Kippur
“Rebbe,” sobbed a young man racked by disease to Rabbi Yisroel of Rizhyn,
“with yisurim like these, how can any normal person study or say prayers?”

Rabbi Yisroel put his arm around his shoulder: “It could be,” he said, “that
the Almighty values your personal yisurim more highly than all your studies

and all your prayers. .."
-9 ~

Yiyéh tov “It'll turn out OK”
“Danny’s going into the army this week? Don't worry, yiyeh tov . . .”

Probably the most frequently used of all Israeli sayings. (If you get
tired of it, try yiyeh b'seder, “It'll be all right,” bli panika, “Don’t panic,”
al tidag, “Don’t worry,” or lo ason, “It’s not the end of the world.”)
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And hardly surprising: One hopes each war will be the last and that
the economy couldn’t possibly get any worse.. ..

The other side of worry is the constant admonition not to worry, that every-
thing will be all right. The sight of a broken-down car on the road, an
unhappy expression on someone’s face, the news of another border incident,
all evoke a quick rejoinder of al tidag or bli panika,

— 9%k -

Yizkor (Ashkenazi: Yizker) Memorial prayer for close relatives

Amos Elon

“He says he’ll be in synagogue on Passover to say Yizkor for his parents.”

The Yizkor prayer has some residual power to draw the masses back
into the synagogue, for a few brief minutes, to pray for the souls of
their dearly departed. Yizkor means “may He remember.” Four times a
year, on Yom Kippur and other festivals, the synagogue is in a brief
hubbub as those who wish to say Yizkor pour in while—in keeping
with folk custom—those who have not lost parents file out. The cantor
will probably also say memorial prayers for the Six Million and for the
Israeli war dead. And then, suddenly, everything returns to normal.

May God remember [yizkor] the souls of the pure martyrs who have been
killed, butchered, burned, drowned, strangled for kiddush ha-Shem [sanctifica-
tion of God]. We pledge charity in memory of their souls, so that their spirits
be bound up in the bond of life with the souls of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,
Sarah, Rebekah, Rachel, and Leah. ..

From a Hebrew Yizkor prayer for Jewish martyrs

— 9% -

Yom ha-Atsmaiit Israel Independence Day

“The school is having a Yom ha-Atsmaut party. Do you have an Israeli
flag to lend us?”

Jews find it easier to celebrate (or mourn) ancient happenings than
modern ones. Take Yom ha-Atsmaut. It commemorates the declaration
of Israeli independence in May 1948, and most Jewish communities
hold festive services and perhaps a show or a party.

But Yom ha-Atsmaut has yet to take on a distinctive form and dis-
tinctive prayers or customs. You sense this clearly in Israel. Once there
were big Yom ha-Atsmaut happenings and military parades, but now
it’s basically a day out in the car.

-9 —
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Yom Kippiir (Ashkenazi: Yom Kipper) The Day of Atonement
“If Yom Kippur comes in at 6:15, we'd better start the meal at 4:45.”

The holiest day of the year. The day on which, to this day, a majority
of Jews spend much of the day in the synagogue, praying for atone-
ment (kippur) for the year’s sins.

No eating. No drinking. No showering. For the traditional, no wear-
ing of leather shoes. But this is no black fast. It is preceded by a festive
meal and concluded with another festive meal to break the fast. Cathar-
sis. The whole-iest day of the year.

If 1 were able, I would abolish every single ta’anit [fast] save Yom Kippur and Tisha
be-Av—

Or Yom Kippur, who needs to eat?

And on Tisha be-Av, who’s able to eat?

Rabbi Avrohom Yehoshua Heschel of Apta
-9
Yoémtov Shéyni The extra festival day observed in the Diaspora

“Why don’t you guys come for lunch on Yomtov Sheyni?”

Orthodox Jews in the Diaspora observe an extra day for each of the
major biblical festivals (except Yom Kippur—phew!). It's called Yomtov
Sheyni, literally “second festival.” And so they have not one Seder

night but two. o2
—qg@ _

Yom Yerushaldyim Jerusalem Day
“The Yom Yerushalayim service in the synagogue will commence at 8 PM.”

Yom Yerushalayim marks the anniversary of the liberation of Old
Jerusalem and the Temple site from Jordanian rule in June 1967. As on
Yom ha-Atsmaut, there are special synagogue services and other hap-

penings—ad lib.
—92%—

Yontef, also spelled Yom Tov, pl. Yémim téhvim / Yontéyvem Festival
“Good yontef, Betty, how are you?”
“. .. as for those loose hinges, I can’t do anything till after Yontef.”

N.B.: The singular, yontef, is also used (with a capital Y, as it were) as a proper
name, in the same way as Shabbat: One prepares for Shabbat, one prepares for
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Yontef. People also use the plural, “the Yontoyvem,” specifically for the major
autumn season of High Holy Days.

The major biblical festivals—Pesach, Shavuot, Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kip-
pur, Sukkot—are traditionally called, in Ashkenazi parlance, yomim
tohvim or yontoyvem. Yontef actually comes from the Hebrew phrase
yom tov, literally “good day,” used since Talmudic times for “festival.”
The pronuriciation yontef is due to Yiddish; but Yiddish continues to
spell it and pluralize it the Hebrew way.

However, the word yontef has fallen on hard times. Israelis do not
use it at all; they prefer the biblical word chag (see entry), as do many
other people who wish to sound more modern.

Said Rabbi Eliezer: On Yom Tov a person should either eat and drink or sit
and study. Said Rabbi Yehoshua: Divide it—half for food and drink and half
for the House of Study.

The Talmud, Pesachim

-9k -
Yoréd, pl. yordfm Israeli emigré

“Is her family just here temporarily from Tel Aviv, or are they yordim?”

Yored is virtually a taboo word, just like yerida (see entry). There is felt
to be something reprehensible about leaving Israel permanently for
the West. Most Israelis would like to think that those who have are
actually only “on leave.”

American-born Jews find it hard to relate to the yored in their midst,
or in fact to Israelis in general. And Israeli yordim seem largely to live
apart from other Jews, mixing among themselves. Nevertheless, Jew-
ish education is largely dependent on them—they, for sure, have no
need for this book.

-928% ~

(To be) Yotsé (Ashkenazi: Yoytse) To have done what's required
“If I had to go out in the middle of the shofar blowing, am I still yotse?”
“OK, guys, you don’t have to clear up anymore here—you're all yotse.”

To be yotse is to perform a mitzvah (religious duty) properly, being
“quit” as it were (yotse literally means “go out, quit”)—to be yotse with
the way you read from the Torah, with the size of your tallit, with the
shape of your Chanukah menorah . . . And, by extension, to be yotse with
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the number of times you called Aunt Sylvia last month and with the
offerings you made to the synagogue.

~ 2R

Zécher la-churbédn (Ashkenazi: Zéycher la-chirben) Remembrance
of the Destruction of the Temple

See Churban, “Destruction.”

If you walk into an Orthodox Jewish home, you may sometimes see a
small section of wall undecorated. This is a zecher la-churban, literally “a
remembrance of the Destruction,” a traditional mark of grief for the loss
of the Temple and Jewish life 2,000 years ago. Another well-known
zecher la-churban is the bridegroom’s breaking of a glass underfoot at his
wedding. Less well known is the custom in Jerusalem, to this day, of
restricting the music at a wedding to one lone drum.

— 9% -

Zécher tsadik livraché (Ashkenazi: Zéycher tsddik livrécho) (Com-
monly abbreviated to zatsidl) “May the memory of the righteous be a
blessing”

“Our tour of Poland took us to the tomb of Rabbi Moshe Isserles,
zecher tsadik livracha.”

See also Zichrono livracha, “May his memory be a blessing” and Alav ha-
shalom, “Peace be upon him.”

Rather like “may he rest in peace,” this phrase is often appended (par-
ticularly by the Ultraorthodox) when one mentions the name of a
great rabbi.

It is actually a direct quotation from the biblical Book of Proverbs:
“The memory of the righteous is a blessing, and the name of the
wicked will rot.”

— 9% -

Zechiit, pl. zechiy6t (Ashkenazi: Zechts, pl. zechisim) Merit; act of
merit

“To raise a family and settle them is quite a zechut in these times.”

“May the deceased’s zechut be a source of blessing to you all in years
to come.”
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See also Melamed zechut, “ Give the benefit of the doubt.”

By performing mitzvot (religious duties), people are said to amass
zechiyot (merits), and to receive reward in this world or in the next.

Just as a person’s zechiyot and sins are weighed at death, so too all mankind’s
sins are weighed against their zechiyot on the New Year festival.

~98% —

Zemirét (Ashkenazi: Zmires) Sabbath mealtime songs

Maimonides

“Let’s sing some zemirot between courses. You start us off, Daniel.”

Around the world, Jews have the custom of singing zemirot during the
Sabbath meals. Zemirot are religious poems, medieval for the most part
but sung to a variety of melodies. German Jewish zemirot remind one
vaguely of carousing songs, many Chasidic numbers sound as if they've
waltzed right out of a Viennese ballroom, while some of my more alter-
native friends favor a theme from Appalachian Spring, though I'm posi-
tive it has nothing to do with Aaron Copland being Jewish.
But it’s the words that count.

— 9%k~

Zenut (Ashkenazi: Znus) Sexual immorality; prostitution

If zenut has been left almost till the end of this book, it's thanks to the
order of the English alphabet and not of the Hebrew. The word zenut is
not a dirty word. In the Bible (and in the Shema recited twice a day), the
idea of zenut is mentioned in the same breath as idolatry and godlessness.

-9k -
Zerizim makdimim le-mitzvét (Ashkenazi: Zrizim makdimim le-
mitzves) When duty calls, be the first

Literally “the quick get there first for religious duties,” zerizim makdimim
le-mitzvot is widely used for encouraging or congratulating anyone who

jumps to it.
- 904 —

Zichrond/zichrond livrach4 (Ashkenazi: Zichréhne livréche) “May
his or her memory be a blessing”

“1 got this book as a present from your grandmother, zichrona livracha.”
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See Zecher tsadik livracha.

When mentioning a departed relative or someone of stature, Israelis—
and many Diaspora Jews, particularly the Orthodox—add this phrase
of respect. The import of zichrono livracha is a profound one: that a per-
son’s memory can inspire the living to higher things, which in turn
redound to the credit of the departed.

—928 -

(The) Zéhar The classic book of the Kabbalah

Some swear by it; others studiously avoid it. But you can’t ignore it.

Since its emergence into public view in thirteenth-century southern
France, the Zohar has been the classic book of Kabbalah mysticism, and it
is freely available to the public, if they wish to tangle with the obscure
Aramaic. (English translations tend to be even more obscure.) The Zohar
is studied intensively by many Sephardim. Chasidim, too, make abun-
dant use of it. It has left its marks throughout Jewish laws and customs.
It has even found its way into the standard American and British prayer
books, though I'm not telling where . ..
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Acharén

Acharén acharén chaviv

Adér

Adén Olam
Afikoman
Aggada
Ahavit Yisraél
(The) Akedé
Al Chet

Al ha-Nisim

Al régel achat
Al tiftdch peh la-satdn
Alav/aléha ha-shalém
Alef-Bet
Aléynu

Aliyah

Alya ve-kéts ba
Am ha-Arets
Amén!

Amida

Anim Zemiré6t
Apikéres

{The) Arava
Aravét
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Arbé kosét
Arbéd minim
Arén kédesh
Asaré be-Tevét
Aséret yeméy teshuva
Ashkenazi
Asuar

Av

Avatiach

Avél

Avera

Avinu Malkénu
Avraham Avinu

Ayin ha-r4

Béal ga‘avé

Béal ha-bdyit

Béal koré

Béal tekid

Béal teshuva

Bal tashchit

Balagén

Ba-Midbér

Bar Mitzvah

Bartich dayédn ha-emét!
Bartich haba!

Bartich ha-Shém!
Bartich she-petarani
Batél be-shishim
Batlan

Bat Mitzvih

B4u mdyim ad néfesh
Bechird

Bechiy4 le-doré6t
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Bedikat chamétz
Be-ezrat ha-Shém
Bereshit
Besamim
Be-séder
Be-sha’a tova!
Be-shem omré

Be-siyata di-shmaya

Bet Din
Be-teyavén

Bet ha-Mikdéash
Bet midrash
Bevakasha
(The) Bika
Bikar cholim
Bima

Birkat ha-Mazdn
Birkit Kohanim
Bitach6n

Bitdl zman

Bitir chamétz
Bli néder
Brach4

Brit mil4
Brégez

Buréke

Bushé

Chad Gadya
Chag

Chag saméach!
Chal4v yisraél
Chalitsa
Chalttira
Chaldatz
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Chamétz
Chanuksh
Chanukiya
Charata
Charedi
Charéset

Chas ve-shalém!
Chashash
Chasid

Chasid shotéh

Chasidéy umét ha-oldm

Chasidut
Chatan

Chatén Bereshit
Chatén Tordh
Chatuna
Chavrita

Chay

Chaz4k u-bartch!
Chazaka
Chaz4l

Chazéin
Chazanut
Chazir

Chéder

Chérem
Cheshbén ha-néfesh
Chévra Kadisha
Chévre
Chévreman
Chiddsh

Chilal ha-Shém
Chilil shabbét
Chintich
Chiziak
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Chéchem
Chochmaé
Chol ha-Moéd
Chumadsh
Chumra
Chimus
Chupé
Churban
Chuts La-drets
Chutzpdh

Daf Yomi

Déled amét shel halacha
Dati

David ha-Mélech
Davka

Daya le-tsar4 be-sha’ata!
Dayéan

Dérech

Dérech érets

Devar tordh

Devarim

Devarim beg6

Devekiit

Din

Dina de-malchiita dina
Drash

Drashé

Dichen

Echd
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Elu va-élu divréy elokim chayim

Elal

(The) Emek

Emét me-érets titsméach
Emuna

En brera

En chadésh tachat ha-shimesh
En me’arvin simchd be-simché
Erets Yisraél

Erev

Erev Shabbaét

Erav

Eshet chéyil

Et chata’dy ani mazkir hayém
Et sef6d ve-et rek6d

Etrég

Ets4

Ezehu chachdm?
Ha-loméd mi-kol addm

Ezrat nashim

Falafel
Frayer

Gabéy
Galédch
(The) Galil
Galit
Gam zu le-tova
Gan Eden
Ganav
Gaén
Garinim
Gashmiiit
Gazlén
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Gehiném

Gelila

Gemar chatima tova!
Gemara

Gematria

Gemiliit Chasadim
Genevi

Ger

Get

Ge'ulad

Girsa de-yankita
Gola

Goélem

Goy

Hachnasat kalad

Hachnasét orchim
Hadasim

Haftara

Hagada

Hagbaha

Ha-Kadésh Bariach Hu
Hakaf6t

Halacha

Halél

Halevay!

Ha-motsi me-chaver6 aldv ha-raayé
Har ha-Béyit

Har Sindy

Hararim hatluyim be-saara
Hashavat aveda

Ha-Shém

Hashgacha

Hashkafa

Ha-shomér achi anéchi?
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Haskala
Ha-Tikvah
Hatslécho Rabo!
Hava Nagila
Havdala
Hechshér
Hefkér

Hespéd

Hetsits ve-nifgd
Hiddr mitzvéh
Hillel

Hirhuréy averd kashim me-averé

Hosh4ana Raba
Hoshaanét

Ikar

Ikvé6t meshicha
Iay

Im ba laharogché, hashkém lehorgé

Im eshkachéch yerushaldyim,
tishkach yemini

Im yirtséh hashém
Inyén
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Ivrit
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Kabal4
Kabal4t Shabbét
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Kaddish

Kala

Kashe

Kashér

Kashrat

Kavana

Kavéd

Kedusha

Kehila

Ken yirba!
Keréach mi-kan u-mi-kan
Keria

Ketiva ve-chatim4 tova!
Ketuba

Kéver avét

Kibid av va-em
Kibbitz

Kiddash

Kidddsh ha-Shém
Kiddish levana
Kilachér yad

Kina

Kipa

Kisé shel eliydhu
Kislév

Kitstr Shulchdn Artach
Klal Yisraél
Knésset

Kdach

Kohélet

Kohén

Kol isha

Kol ha-kavéd!

Kol ha-mosif goréa
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Kol kevudd bat mélech penima
Kol Nidréy

Kol tuv!

Kol yisraél arevim ze ba-ze
Kol yisraél chaverim

Kolél

Kosher

(The) Kétel

Kots6 shel yud

Kéva témbel

Kriat ha-Tordh

Kridt Shemd

Kriat Yam-Saf

Labriat!

Lag ba-Omer

Lamed-vav tsadikim

Lébn

Le-chdyim

Lech la-azazél

Leché Dodi

Léchem mishnéh

Lehavdil

Lehitra6t

Le-shané ha-bad birushaldyim!
Leshém shamayim

Leshén ha-Kédesh

Lesh6n ha-rd

Levaya

Levi

Lo alécha ha-melach4 ligmor
Lo alénu

Lo dubim ve-lo yéar!

Lo hayé ve-lo nivr4!
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Lo mi-duvshéch ve-lo mi-uktsach!

Laach
Luldv

Ma Nishtani
Ma pitém!

Ma’alin ba-kdédesh ve-en moridin

Ma’ariv
Ma’asér

Ma’aséy avét simén le-vanim
Ma’ayan ha-mitgabér

Machléket
Machmir
Machz6r

Madrega

Madrich

Maftir

Magén David
Magén David Ad6m
Makoélet

Malach

Malach ha-mévet
Mamésh

Mamzér

Maéz Tsur
Marcheshvin
Marér

Mashal

Mashiach
Mashkéh

Matén Tordh
Matanét la-evyonim
Matza

Matzeva

Mayim acharonim
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Mayim genuvim yimtdku

Mazil

Mazél tov!
Mazik

Mechalél shabbat
Mechéye

Me-chdyil el chéyil

Mechirat chamétz
Mechitsa
Mechutan
{The) Megila
Megile
Mekarév

Mekél
Mekubal
Melaché
Meldmed
Melaméd zechiit
Melavéh malka
Melits yésher
Menoréh
Meshuga
Meshumad
Mesirtt néfesh
Met

Metapélet
Metsi4

Méyven
Mezon6t
Mezamen
Mezuz4h

Mi she-béyrech
Mida

Mid4 kenéged mida

Midrésh
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282  The Words in Their Hebrew Lettering

Mi-kol melamddy hiskalti

Miktséat shivché shel addam
omrim befandv

Mikvéh

Miluim

Min ha-katséh el ha-katséh

Min ha-shaméyim

Minchéa

Minhég

Minyén

Mi-she-nichnis Adéar, marbim
be-simcha

Mishebeyrach

Mishiéy

Mishléach man6t

Mishna

(The) Mishné Brura

Mishpacha

Mitéch she-16 lishmé, ba lishma

Mitzvih

Mitzvat anashim melumada

Mizrach

Modéh Ani

Mohél

Mosad

Moshav

Moshé Rabbénu

Motsaéy Shabbat

Motsi

Métek

Muaét ha-machzik et hamrubéh

Muktséh

Mumchéh

Musaf

Musér

"n7dTT TR 00

™I03 DUTRIR OTR PP T ngpn

mpn

s} gipda

13RI PR IR0 M
o »

nnan

amn

Tan

RT3 0°a7R IR 0121w
a7 "n

“2un

nian nmiben

s

e men

nnawn

ARy X3 ARY? Koy JiAn
min

TR DTN NN
i

IR TR

Siin

gie)te

agin

1327 R

naw "xxin

Roxin

pon

TA0RT AR PRl vYn
n3pR

tele)

em

QM



The Words in Their Hebrew Lettering 283

Néachat

Naé dorésh ve-naé mekayém
Néna

Navi

Nechba el ha-kelim
Nedava

(The) Négev
Ne'ild

Ner tamid

Nes

Neshamé
Neshama yetera
Nesid tova!
Netilst yaddyim
Nevud

Nibil peh
Nichiim avél
Niftar

Nigtn

Nisén

Nu?

Od chazén la-moéd

Ol4dm ha-ba

Oléh

Omer

Oneg shabbat

Oy!

Oy le-rashé oy lishchené

Oy li mi-yotsri, ve-oy li mi-yitsri
Ozéret

Parasha
Parev
Parnasé
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284  The Words in Their Hebrew Lettering

Paréchet
Péarsha

Pastak

Pasil

Pe6t

Pérek

Periish

Pésach
Peshara
Peshat

Petich4
Pidy6n ha-bén
Piktiach néfesh
Pilpiil

Pirkéy Avét
Pitta

Piytt
Protéktsiya
Purim

Rébbi

Rabotay!
Rachmana litslan
Rachmantt

Ragldyim la-davér

Rashd

Rav

Reayd

Rébbe

Rechilat

Refu4 shiema!
Réga!

Ribit

Riboné shel oldm
Rikudim
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Rishén

Rosh Chédesh
Rosh ha-Shana
Raach

Riiach ha-kédesh
Ruchnint

Rut

Sabra

Sandédk

Satdn

Savlanit
Sechéch

Séchel

Séder

Sefardi

Séfer

Séfer tordh
Sefir4t ha-Omer
Seguld

Selich6t
Sephardi
Se'uda

Se’uda Shlishit
Sha’atnéz
Shabbat
Shabbét Shalém!
Shacharit
Shadchan
Shéleshiides
Shalfach
Shalém!
Shal6m alechém!
Shalém zachar
Shamaéash
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286 The Words in Their Hebrew Lettering

Shanj tova!
Shas

Shétnes
Shavia tov!
Shavuét
Shéyle
Shechini
Shechita
She’ela
She-hecheydnu
Shéket!
Sheliach tsibir
Shelom bayit
Sheloshim

Sheluchéy mitzvih endm nizokim

Shema

Shemini Atséret
Shemita
Shemonéh-esréh
Shemét

Shemura matzo
Sherit

Shev ve-al taaséh
Shéva brachét

Shéva mitsvét livnéy néach
Shevarim

Shevat

Shéymes

Shidich

Shiké6r

Shin Bet

Shir ha-Shirim

Shiar

Shiva

Shiva Asar be-Tamiiz
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Shivim panim la-tor4

Shlita

Shmiire métze
Shodh
Shochét
Shofér

Shélom aléychem!

Shomér shabbat
Shomrén
Shiachim

Shuk

Shulchén Arich
Shushan Purim
Siddar

Sidra

Siman

Simch4

Simchét Torah
Sinat chindm
Sivdn

Siydta dishm4ya
SiyGim

Smicha

(The) Sochniit
Sofér

Stam

Sukksh

Sukkét

Syag la-chochma4 shtika

T&'am

Ta’anit

Ta’anit Bechorim
Ta'anit Estér
Tachanin
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288  The Words in Their Hebrew Lettering

Téchles D“?;X_’l
Tafésta merubéh, lo tafésta nosh X2 727M [oDR
Taharé iy
Taharat mishpach4 mavn N
Tallit b
Tallit katan R Y
Talmid RN
Talmid chach4m non TAtn
Talmad NElapdel
Talmdad Tordh iR Tnabn
Tamiiz mnan
Tanéch Eels
Tarydg mitzvot nhgn 3N
Tashlich 7%wn
Techina 1w
Techina mnn
Techiyat ha-metim onnT nonn
Tefils 7N
Tefilat ha-Dérech 770 noon
Tefilin T80
Tehilim n*orn
Tekid nypn
Tenach IR
Tenaim o°xIn
Terud 7ynn
Teshuva N
Tevét naov
Tikin Ley! Shavuét niyiay 2L 1pn
Tinokot shel bet rabén 127 n°a B nipien
Tishd be-Av aR3a ywn
Tishréy N
Téches nnn
Tochd ke-varé 1933 101
Tod4 (rab4)! 737 TR
Toréh 1R
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Toréh she-be’al peh
Tovél ve-shérets be-yadd
Téyvl

Treyf

Tsaar baaléy chayim
Tséar gidal banim
Tsabér

Tsadéket

Tsadik

Tsar4t rabim chatsf nechama
Tsarot

Tsava’a

Tsedé la-dérech
Tsedaka

Tsedak4 tatsil mi-mavet
Tsenitit

Tsevét bi-tsevat asuya
Tsibar

Tsitsit

Tsom Gedalyd

Tu bi-Shvat

Tiaches

Tuma

Ulpén

Vayikra
Viday

Yam ha-Mélach

Yam Kinéret

Yamim Noraim

(The) Yardén

Yatsa secharé be-hefsedé
Yehudé4 ve-Shomrén
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290  TI'he Words in Their Hebrew Lettering

Yerida

Yerid4 le-tsorech aliyah
Yerid4t ha-doré6t
Yerusha
Yerushaldyim
Yesh me-dyin
Yeshiva

Yétser ha-rd
Yetsidt Mitsrdyim
Yichid

Yichas

Yiméach shemé
Yishér kdach!
Yisraél

Yisurim

Yiyéh tov

Yizkér

Yom ha-Atsmait
Yom Kipptr
Yémtov Shéyni
Yom Yerushaldyim
Yoéntef

Yoréd

{To be) Yotsé

Zécher la-churban

Zécher tsadik livracha

Zechiit

Zemir6t

Zenut

Zerizim makdimim le-mitzvo6t
Zichroné/ zichrona livracha
(The) Z6har
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The Hebrew Form of Some
Familiar Biblical Names

This is essentially a guide to pronunciation. The Jewish spellings of
these names in English have not been standardized.

Note: When used as modern given names, the stress is often put on the
syllable before last, even in the Israeli pronunciation. Thus chdva, yitschak

rather than chavd, yitschdk.

Sephardi and Israeli Ashkenazi
English form pronunciation pronunciation
Aaron Aharén Aaren
Abigail Avigayil Avigdyel
Abraham Avraham Avréhom
Adam Adéam (ha-Rishén) Odom (ho-Rishen)
Asher Ashér sher
Bathsheba Bat-Shéva Bas-Shéve
Benjamin Binyamin Biny6min
Bezalel Betsalél Betsalel
Daniel Daniél Doniel
David David Dévid
Deborah Dvora Dvére
Dinah Dina Dine
Eliezer Eliézer Eliézer
Elijah Eliydhu Eliy6hu
Ephraim Efrdyim Efrayim
Esther Estér Ester
Ethan Eytan Eyson
Ezekiel Yechezkél Yechézkel
Ezra Ezra Ezre
Eve Chava Chéve
Gabriel Gavriél Gavriel
Gideon Gid’6n Gidon
Hadasa Hadasa Hadase
Hannah Chani Chaéne
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292  The Hebrew Form of Some Familiar Biblical Names

Sephardi and Israeli Ashkenazi
English form pronunciation pronunciation
Isaac Yitschak Yitschok
Isaiah Yeshayéhu Yeshéye
Israel Yisraél Yisrel
Issachar Yisachéar Yis6cher
Jacob Ya'akév Yaakov
Jair Yair Yéir
Jeremiah Yirmiyshu Yirmiy6hu
Joel Yoél Yéel
Jonah Yoné Yéhne
Jonathan Yonatén Y6éhnoson
Joseph Yoséf Y6hsef
Joshua Yehoshiia Yehoshiie
Judah Yehud4 Yehtde
Judith Yehudit Yehidis
Leah Leé Léye
Levi Levi Léyvi
Manasseh Menashéh Mendshe
Michael Michaél Mich6el
Miriam Mirydm Miryem
Mordechai Mo6rdechay Moérdechay
Moses Moshé Méhshe
Nahum Nachdim Né&chem
Naomi Néami Néemi
Naphtali Naftali Naftéli
Nathan Natan Noésn
Noah Néach Noéach
Pinchas Pinchés Pinches
Rachel Rachél Réchel
Rebecca Rivka Rifke
Reuben Re’uvén Raven
Ruth Rut Rus
Samson Shimshén Shimshen
Samuel Shmuél Shmuel
Sarah Sara Séro
Saul Shail Shéel
Shlomith Shlomit Shlémis
Shulamith Shulamit Shuldmis
Simon Shimén Shimen
Solomon Shlomé Shlémoh
Susanna Shoshana Shoshane
Zebulun Zevulan Zvilun
Zipporah Tsiporé Tsipére



