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The burial place of The Ramak in Safed, Israel


Rabbi Moshe Cordovero (1522-1570) "The Ramak" One of the greatest of all Kabbalists was Rabbi Moshe Cordovero. He was born in 1522 in Safed, the city that was soon to become famed as a center of Kabbalah. 


At a young age, he already gained a reputation as an extraordinary genius. Besides his knowledge in Kabbalah, he was a Talmudic scholar and philosopher of the highest rank, and was widely respected in these fields. 


He was even one of the four to receive the special semichah ordination from Rabbi Yaakov Beirav in 1538, along with Rabbis Yosef Caro (Cordovero's teacher in Jewish Law), Moshe of Trani and Yosef Sagis, all of whom were much older and better known than the young prodigy. 


But Rabbi Moshe's main interest was the systematization of the Kabbalah, setting it into a philosophical structure. So respected was he in this endeavor that he was the first Kabbalist honored by having the word "the" added before his initials, and even today is known as "The RaMaK."


In 1542, at the age of twenty, the Ramak heard a heavenly voice urge him to study Kabbalah with his brother-in-law, Rabbi Shlomo Alkabetz (author of the L'cha Dodi prayer sung to welcome the Shabbat on Friday evening). He was thus initiated into the mysteries of the Zohar, the teachings of the seminal kabbalist and Mishnaic sage, Rabbi Shimon bar Yochai. 


The young "Ramak" mastered the text completely. This failed to satisfy him, however, since its teachings are often vague, without discernible structure. In order to clarify them in his own mind, he began writing two books. The first was Ohr Yakar ("The Precious Light"), a voluminous commentary on the Zohar. 
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Title page of Pardes Rimonim


The second, Pardes Rimonim ("Orchard of Pomegranates"), completed in 1548, secured his immortal reputation. The Pardes, as it is known, was a systemization of all Kabbalistic thought up to that time. Especially important was that in it the author reconciled many early schools with the Zohar's teachings, demonstrating the essential unity and self-consistent philosophical basis of Kabbalah.


Two other books for which the Ramak is known are Tomer Devorah ("The Palm Tree of Deborah"), in which he utilizes the Kabbalistic concepts of the Sephirot ("Divine attributes") to illuminate a system of morals and ethics, and Ohr Ne'erav, a justification of and insistence upon the importance of Kabbalah study, and an introduction to its methods.


Around 1550, the Ramak founded a Kabbalah academy in Safed, which he led for 20 or so years, until his passing. It is reported that the prophet Elijah revealed himself to him. Among his disciples were many of the luminaries of Safed, including Rabbi Eliyahu di Vidas, author of Reshit Chokhmah ("Beginning of Wisdom"), and Rabbi Chaim Vital, who later became the official recorder and disseminator of the teachings of the "holy Ari," Rabbi Isaac Luria. 


This group of mystics adhered to the methods of the author of the Zohar, and engaged in various acts of penance order to bring about the Redemption. They would spend long hours in the fields meditating and praying, and they would visit the nearby ancient graves of different scholars of the Mishna. He Passed away on the 23 of Tammuz 1570 (Chabad.Org)

Reprinted from the Parshas Tazria-Metzora 5778 email of whY I Matter, the parshasheet of the Young Israel of Midwood (Brooklyn,) edited by Rabbi Moshe Cordovero.

Rabbi Berel Wein on

Parshas Tazria-Metzora 5778


The human body is subject to all sorts of pressures that affect its health and well- being. Modern medicine has shown how mental moods, stress and psychic disturbances can adversely affect physical health and appearance. As modern technology has exploded in our time, in spite of all of its advantages, and there are many, our lives have become more stressful….and unfortunately psychological disorders abound.


This is especially true here in Israel where the stress level is always high and the pressure of being part of the actual rebuilding process of the Jewish people is felt daily and in myriad ways. To this empiric lesson of societal life, the Torah adds another dimension of activity, which can and did have physical effects at the beginning of our history as a nation.


The plagues that are described in this week's Torah reading and their physical manifestations defy any easy and rational explanation. The rabbis of the Talmud ascribed these ills as being caused by slanderous speech and evil social behavior. Just as driving in traffic – especially Jerusalem traffic these days – will raise one's blood pressure significantly, so to, speaking ill of other people also has a physical manifestation and not only a spiritual sin attached to it.
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Rabbi Berel Wein

The Torah spends a great deal of space and detail to outline this physical manifestation and the necessity for purification of the body and the mind, in order to arrest and cure the disease. I do not know how this physical and spiritual connection does occur, but I do not know why mental stress and traffic jams should raise one's blood pressure either. Apparently, our Creator has wired us so that this is the case. And, so it is with the disease and plagues described in this week's Torah reading.


The priest who was involved in the diagnosis and healing process for this plague is not seen or described as a medical expert. He is rather what we would call today a mental therapist, a spiritual and psychological guide who becomes    G-d's agent to lift the diseased person out of his misery. There is a period of isolation and quarantine that becomes part of the process of healing. This is to allow for the introspection and self-analysis that is a necessary component of all psychological and mental healing.


A disease that is caused by spiritual failure as much as by physical malfunction must be cured by repairing the spiritual breach that originally caused it. And that can be accomplished only by a realistic and honest appraisal of one's self... of one's spiritual strengths and weaknesses. Because of this truth, it is the spiritual priest, the defendant of Aaron, who becomes the key catalyst in the process of recovery and rehabilitation.


The Torah is the true practitioner of holistic medicine. It aims to cure not only the mind or the body but rather the soul and the spirit of the human being as well. And this is an important lesson for all of us even in our time. The plague described in this week's Torah reading may not actually be identifiable to us, but its moral lesson and spiritual value remains eternal and constructive in our time as well.

Reprinted from the Parashat Tazria-Metsorah 5778 website of Rabbiwein.com

Looking Out for

Today’s Mesora
By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour
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Parashat Tazria deals mainly with the subject of Sara’at, a type of skin disease that in ancient times would affect people who were guilty of certain sins. Sara’at was manifested in the form of discolorations on the skin, and when a suspicious discoloration appeared, the individual would be brought by his family or friends to a Kohen, who would examine the skin and determine whether the discoloration indeed constituted Sara’at.  If the individual was determined to have been stricken with Sara’at, he would have to reside outside his city until the skin returned to its normal color.

One of the concepts underlying this law of Sara’at is the reality that most people are reluctant to acknowledge their problems.  When a person would notice a mysterious discoloration, he would likely dismiss it as a temporary medical condition, perhaps eczema, some kind of virus or allergic reaction.


The last thing he would think of is that he is being punished by G-d for sins he committed, such as Lashon Ha’ra and arrogance. For this reason, the people around him are instructed to bring him to a Kohen for a “diagnosis.” Given our innate reluctance to recognize our own flaws and behavior problems, the people around the Mesora (the person stricken with Sara’at) bore the responsibility of bringing him to the Kohen to initiate the process of atonement.

The laws of Sara’at do not apply nowadays, as this supernatural punishment no longer occurs.  Still, the basic concept underlying this process applies as much today as it did in ancient times. The Mesora’im of today are those suffering from addictions or other types of self-destructive behaviors and tendencies.  
Unfortunately – and let us not delude ourselves into thinking otherwise – there are many people in our community who are ruining their lives and their families through harmful habits and behavior patterns. As in the case of the Mesora, these people generally respond to their problems with insistent denial.  
More often than not, people with addictions deny that they have a problem and thus refuse to seek the help they so desperately need. This is the normal and natural reaction to such situations, and this is what makes these situations so dangerous and so difficult to handle  

The responsibility therefore falls upon the people around the suffering victims – family members, friends, the Rabbi, and the community at large – to get involved.  Just as the Mesora’s family members and peers would bring him to the Kohen for guidance, we, too, must take the initiative to help those who need help but refuse to initiate the process.  

We must look out for the “Mesora’im” in our midst to ensure they receive the assistance, support and guidance they need to overcome their problem and resume normal, healthy, productive lives.

Even if the law of Sara’at does not apply nowadays, the fundamental message of communal responsibility most certainly does.
Reprinted from this week’s website of the Edmond J. Safra Synagogue of Brooklyn (NY) where Rabbi Mansour serves as the spiritual leader.

Living with the Times

The Connection Between Brit
Milah and a Jew’s G-dly Soul

From the Talks of the Lubavitcher Rebbe

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
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In the beginning of the Torah portion of Tazria we find the commandment "and on the eighth day shall the flesh of his foreskin be circumcised." Hundreds of years before this commandment was given to the Jewish nation, Abraham was instructed to circumcise himself "and your seed after you, for generations." Yet, Jewish boys are circumcised from the command in this week's Torah portion, and not because of our forefather Abraham.

The command given to Abraham to circumcise himself was a commandment given to an individual and revealed by G-d through prophecy. The mitzva of brit mila in this week's portion is one of the 613 commandments of the Torah which were given to the entire Jewish People at Mount Sinai, to which every single Jew was witness.


Chasidic philosophy explains that a Jew's G-dly soul enters the physical body upon performance of the brit. Before the brit mila, the joining of the spiritual, G-dly soul and the corporeal body was incomplete; brit mila effects a linking and union between the two. This is why, according to many of our Sages, only after brit mila does a Jew have a share in the World to Come.


The word "brit" means "covenant," for indeed it is a sign of the Covenant between G-d and the Jewish People. So great is this bond that it finds expression in the very physical flesh of a Jew, testimony to the depth of his relationship and commitment.


Brit mila is unique in the sense that it is a perpetual mitzva. The Talmud relates that once while King David was visiting a bathhouse, he suddenly grew despondent, concerned that he was also "unclothed without mitzvot" before his Creator. But after he reminded himself of the sign of brit mila engraved in his flesh he was reassured that he was not without merit for even one moment.


An additional advantage brit mila has over other commandments is the fact that it involves the physical body. Other mitzvot, even if they necessitate the use of various limbs of the body to carry them out, are primarily concerned with matters pertaining to the soul. 

The mitzva of mila is so great that it effects a change even in the physical realm, which the human eye can witness as testimony to the sacred bond between G-d and the Jewish people.


This explanation also sheds light on why a baby is circumcised before he can even comprehend the significance of the act. Performed on the physical body, the mitzva of mila effects a bond even greater than intellectual comprehension can grasp; in this respect, infant and adult are equal. The circumcision is therefore performed on the earliest possible date, the eighth day of life.

Reprinted from Issue #210 of L’Chaim Weekly (Parshat Shmini 5752/1992), a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.
ASIA 
In Bukhara, 10,000 Jewish Graves but Just 150 Jews

By Andrew Higgins
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Bukhara, Uzbekistan, has two synagogues but few Jews. Photo Credit - Dmitry Kostyukov for The New York Times

BUKHARA, Uzbekistan — The ancient Silk Road city of Bukhara has two synagogues, a primary school that teaches Hebrew, a Jewish cultural association and a sprawling Jewish cemetery with more than 10,000 graves. What it lacks are Jews.


Home to one of the world’s oldest and, in centuries past, biggest Jewish communities, Bukhara — a fabled city of ancient ruins and Islamic architectural treasures in central Uzbekistan — has a Muslim population of more than 270,000 people but, according to most estimates, only 100 to 150 Jews.


Even that, said Lyuba Kimatova, an observant Jew whose son and older daughter emigrated to Israel, is a big exaggeration. Ms. Kimatova said there were only four or five families left who kept kosher and followed Jewish traditions. The rest, she said, “do not really live like Jews anymore.”
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Abram Iskhakov, left, the president of the Bukhara Jewish Community, said: “Without history you have no future. Just being here to preserve our history, our language and our traditions is a big victory.” Photo Credit - Dmitry Kostyukov for The New York Times

That is not entirely their fault, she quickly added, but mostly the result of the fact that there is nobody left who can slaughter animals for food according to Jewish law. Until last month, the city had two dueling rabbis who knew the rituals of slaughter, but each was old and very sick, and too feeble to wield a butcher’s knife.

The older rabbi has now died, delivering yet another blow to a community with a storied history stretching back millenniums but steadily running out of living members.


Ms. Kimatova herself would like to leave, joining an ever-expanding diaspora of Bukharian Jews living far from the city, about 50,000 of them in the New York City borough of Queens alone.
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A Jewish school in Bukhara. Photo Credit - Dmitry Kostyukov for The New York Times. Home to one of the world’s oldest and, in centuries past, biggest Jewish communities, Bukhara now has a Muslim population of more than 270,000 people but, according to most estimates, only 100 to 150 Jews


“We are all ready to leave. Only the old folk are hanging on,” Ms. Kimatova said, complaining that her ailing father-in-law, 83, the surviving — and, detractors say, phony — rabbi, refuses to budge, despite pleas from his teenage granddaughter and other family members. “He won’t leave so we have to stay.”


The steady exodus from Bukhara began in the early 1970s, when the Soviet Union relaxed a ban on Jewish emigration. It accelerated in the 1990s after Uzbekistan became an independent state, a development that Jews, Russians and other minorities feared might lead to an upsurge in nationalism and Muslim extremism.


The feared nationalist backlash against minorities, particularly non-Muslim ones, never happened, and even remaining Jews who are eager to leave praise Uzbekistan as a place, unlike Israel and many parts of Europe, where Jews and Muslims live side by side without friction.
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A Jewish family wedding in Bukhara in 2000. Photo Credit - Shavkat Boltaev


“I never felt any anti-Semitism here. Never,” Ms. Kimatova said, noting that her husband, a watchmaker, walks in the street wearing a skullcap without any fear, and their daughter, 13, has always walked to school on her own through the narrow, winding streets of Bukhara’s old town district.


The central government in Tashkent, the Uzbek capital, would like Bukhara’s Jews to stay and those who left to start returning. As part of a general opening-up after the death of the country’s longtime dictator, Islam Karimov, in 2016, it recently gave visa-free entry to Israelis and is encouraging émigrés to come back, at least to take look.
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Rabbi Aron Sianov celebrated Sukkot in Bukhara in 2002. Photo Credit - Shavkat Boltaev


“They have always been an organic part of Uzbek society, and people here need them,” said Sodiq Safoev, Uzbekistan’s former ambassador to Washington and a close confidant of the liberalizing new Uzbek president, Shavkat Mirziyoyev. “It will be very sad if they are all melted down in the big melting pot of New York.”


A few Jews are determined to stay put in Bukhara so as to preserve a Jewish presence that, according to local lore, dates to the Lost Tribes of Israel, exiled from their homeland in the eighth century B.C.


Another theory is that the Bukharian Jews trace their ancestry to the conquest of Babylonia, the ancient empire based in what is today Iraq, by Cyrus, the king of Persia in the sixth century B.C.
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A family sold some of their possessions before emigrating from Bukhara in 2006. The steady exodus of Jews from Bukhara began in the early 1970s, when the Soviet Union relaxed a ban on Jewish emigration, and it accelerated in the 1990s after Uzbekistan became an independent state. Photo Credit - Shavkat Boltaev


“Without history, you have no future,” said Abram Iskhakov, the president of the Bukhara Jewish Community. “Just being here to preserve our history, our language and our traditions is a big victory.”


He said that his daughter, who now lives in Australia, his brother in Israel, and other relatives in the United States, regularly pleaded with him to leave Bukhara but that his answer was always the same.


“I am needed more here than over there,” Mr. Iskhakov said. “There are millions of ‘Abrams’ like me in Israel and America, but this is my place, my home. I feel comfortable here. I live here like a fish in water.” Moreover, he added, Israel, which he visits at least once a year, is too humid and much more dangerous than Bukhara.
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A sprawling Jewish cemetery in Bukhara has more than 10,000 graves. Photo Credit - Dmitry Kostyukov for The New York Times


“We have no problems here like the Israelis and Palestinians,” he said. “We live on the same streets with Muslims. We went to school together and work together.”


“If I had two lives, I would spend one in Israel,” he added. “But I only have one and it is here.”


While keeping kosher, Mr. Iskhakov takes a relaxed view of whether fellow Jews strictly follow all religious customs and has had quarrels with more pious members of his community, who have increasingly fallen under the influence of Chabad-Lubavitch, an Orthodox, Hasidic movement headquartered in Brooklyn, N.Y.
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Uzbekistan’s chief rabbi in Tashkent, Baruch Abramchayev, center, visits Bukhara regularly to prepare kosher food for the Jewish community. Photo Credit - Dmitry Kostyukov for The New York Times


Rooted in the shtetls of Eastern Europe, the Chabad movement is led by Ashkenazi Jews, whose clothing, language and general outlook are traditionally very different from those of the Sephardi Jews of Bukhara, who generally see Muslims as friends, not foes, and, instead of Yiddish, have their own language called Bukhori, a mix of Persian and Hebrew with a smattering of Russian and Uzbek.


The Chabad movement, whose members often wear wide-brimmed black hats and black topcoats, has been in the vanguard of a push to preserve Jewish traditions and resist assimilation in former Soviet territory. The chief rabbi in Moscow is a follower of the movement, as is Uzbekistan’s chief rabbi in Tashkent, Baruch Abramchayev.


“We have our own traditions here,” Mr. Iskhakov said. “Nobody wore black hats here before.”


All the same, he praised Chabad for supporting the few remaining Jews in Bukhara, who rely on Rabbi Abramchayev in Tashkent for their kosher food.


On a recent visit to Bukhara, the rabbi slaughtered six chickens in Ms. Kimatova’s courtyard and then wielded his knife on three cows at a farm outside the city. To the dismay of the Uzbek farmer who had raised the cows, the rabbi declared one of them not-kosher after having it skinned and putting his hand into the carcass to check its organs. His decision meant that the Uzbek could not make a sale — and was stuck with the bloody carcass.
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Lyuba Kimatova, right, an observant Jew, said there were only four or five families left in Bukhara who kept kosher and followed Jewish traditions. The rest, she said, “do not really live like Jews anymore.” CreditDmitry Kostyukov for The New York Times


Relations between Jews and Muslims have not always been harmonious. In the 18th century, Muslim preachers began forcing Jews to convert, creating a community of residents known as chalas, whose descendants still form a distinct community.


Under the emir of Bukhara, a notoriously cruel leader of what — until Russia invaded in the 19th century — was an independent khanate or state, Jews lived “in utmost oppression,” said a Hungarian-Jewish traveler who visited shortly before Russia’s conquest. The emir blamed Jews for his defeat by the Russians.
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Simyon Ismailov, who extracts venom from vipers for sale to pharmaceutical companies at a farm outside Bukhara, said his work was not easily transferred abroad. Photo Credit -  Dmitry Kostyukov for The New York Times


Over the centuries, Bukhara’s Jews spread out to other towns in Uzbekistan and other parts of Central Asia, and from there to countries around the world. Today, many Jews now living in Queens, Israel and elsewhere, no matter whether they have any direct connection with Bukhara, often consider themselves “Bukharian Jews.”


Among them is Lev Leviev, an Israeli billionaire and supporter of the Chabad movement who was born in Samarkand, an Uzbek city east of Bukhara. He is president of the World Congress of Bukharian Jews, an organization with chapters around the world that seeks to preserve ties between the community’s now widely scattered members.
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Jura Khoshayev, a Jewish shoemaker and the last of 10 siblings left in Bukhara, said he had thought about moving to New York. But he said he worried about adjusting to life overseas. “Many of our people get depressed in America,” he said. “They take too many anti-depressants.” CreditDmitry Kostyukov for The New York Times


Each year before Passover, Mr. Leviev sends supplies of matzo, an unleavened flatbread, to Bukhara so that the few remaining Jews there can celebrate the holiday.


Local Jews are grateful for the supply but older ones, remembering the days when they had their own bakers, grumble that matzo should be round, instead of square like the factory-made European variety sent by Mr. Leviev.


For Rafael Elnatanov, the head of the city’s Jewish cultural association, however, the only real hope of keeping the community alive is support from the government. If the authorities encourage investment and make it easier to do business, he said, Jews who left for Israel or America will return to become at least as part-time residents.


As the community has grown smaller, the question of whether to stay or go has grown ever more insistent, intensified by the splintering of families and increasing difficulties of following Jewish dietary and other customs.

Some stay because they are in lines of work not easily transferred abroad, like Simyon Ismailov, who extracts venom from vipers for sale to pharmaceutical companies. His snake farm, located down a muddy track outside Bukhara, sells tiny vials of viper venom for $2,000 each.


Jura Khoshayev, a Jewish shoemaker and the last of 10 siblings left in Bukhara, said he had thought about moving to New York, where he has eight close relatives, but he worried about adjusting to life outside Bukhara’s old Jewish quarter. “Many of our people get depressed in America,” he said. “They take too many anti-depressants.”


Whatever the stresses of living abroad, however, the scope for living a Jewish life in Bukhara is fast shrinking. Because there are so few Jews left, it is often difficult to find a minyan, the required quorum of 10 worshipers needed to hold a service in the synagogue.

It is also difficult to find a spouse within the faith. Ms. Kimatova said she was determined, no matter what her father-in-law said, to get the family abroad before her daughter, Sarah, reached marrying age.

“There is nobody here for her,” she said, complaining that even a local school set up in the 1990s for Jewish pupils has hardly any Jews left. Of 440 students, only 39 are Jewish, none of them in Sarah’s class. “We all have to leave sooner or later,” she said.

Reprinted from the April 7, 2018 website of The New York Times. A version of this article appears in print on April 8, 2018, on Page A11 of the New York edition with the headline:
Brooklyn Torah Gazette for Parshas Tazria-Metzora 5778
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