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  Abba. Familiar form of the Hebrew word for “father,” equivalent to “daddy.”


  Abbreviations (rashei teivot). Shorthand forms for common words and phrases that are extensively used in the Talmud and later rabbinic literature. A double quote is usually inserted in place of the eliminated letters or words. A common abbreviation after the name of a deceased person is z”l (zichrono livracha; of blessed memory).


  Ablution (ritual washing). During rabbinic times, ritual washing was prescribed for a number of conditions of “impurity” to enable a person to engage in cultic observances, such as bringing sacrifices to the Temple. Today, women after menstruation or childbirth, and converts at the end of the conversion process, immerse themselves in a ritual bath (mikveh). Individuals wash their hands before eating or praying, as well as after rising from sleep, urinating or defecating, and touching a corpse. Some Orthodox men immerse themselves in the mikveh on Fridays and before Jewish holidays, and a scribe (sofer) immerses himself before embarking on the sacred task of writing a Torah scroll. There is also the ancient custom (based on Num. 31:22-23) of immersing in a mikveh all new cooking pots and dishes purchased from non-Jews.


  Abomination. Although the English term means “exceptionally loathsome, wicked, vile, or hateful,” the Hebrew equivalent (to’evah) in the Bible denotes something that is forbidden or ritually unclean (“taboo”) according to the Israelite religion. Among the activities labeled as to’evah are idolatry, sacrificing blemished animals, dedicating children to Molech, resorting to mediums and magic, and a broad range of sexual activities such as incest, bestiality, adultery, homosexuality, and having sex with a woman during her menstrual period (see individual entries). The term to’evah is also applied to cursing parents, using false weights and measures, and the shedding of blood.


  Acacia (shittah). The only wood used in the building of the Tabernacle and its accessories (Ark, Altar, Table, staves) (Exod. 25-27). A hard but light and water-resistant wood, acacia was used extensively for construction and shipbuilding during biblical times.


  Academies - see Talmudic academies.

  Accidents. The Bible describes four basic types of unintentional damage to people and property (Exod. 21:18-36; 22:4-6) – injury occurring (a) during the course of normal activity (a goring ox not previously known to be savage); (b) due to a stationary source of potential danger (open pit in a public street); (c) on private property rather than a public place (livestock let loose to graze in a neighbor’s field or vineyard); and (d) as the result of consequential damage (sparks from a fire kindled by a person in his own field that are carried by the wind, setting set fire to a neighboring field). The general principle in Jewish law is that each person is responsible for all damage caused by his property or his actions if he fails to take appropriate care to prevent it. This is equivalent to the modern concept of negligence as a failure to meet the duty of “reasonable care.”


  Accommodationism. The conviction that Jews and Judaism can adopt ideas from the general culture and still remain loyal to their essential tenets and beliefs. As Solomon Schechter argued, Jews and Judaism have always incorporated outside ideas. However, these have the potential either to be integrated and strengthen the community, or to be alienating, dangerous, and rejected. The father of medieval Jewish philosophy and the founder of accommodationist thinking was Saadia Gaon (9th-10th century), who maintained that it was possible to reach the same truths through philosophy as from faith (Revelation) by the proper application of rational deduction and analysis. In the 19th century, the early German Reform adopted an extreme accommodationist view, defining Judaism as “ethical monotheism” and arguing that it was essentially the same as Christianity, so that Jews should be granted the same rights as their gentile neighbors. Until the Holocaust, accommodationists championed the idea of continuous revelation, which posits that everything becomes “progressively” better. This led to Mordecai Kaplan’s conception of Judaism as an “evolving Jewish civilization.” (See also particularism.)


  Acharei Mot.1 The 6th parashah in the Book of Leviticus (16:1-18:30), it describes the rituals for Yom Kippur and lists the prohibited sexual relationships (see marriages, prohibited), a passage that is read in synagogue during the afternoon service on the Day of Atonement.


  Acharit ha-yamim (end of days) - see Eschatology.

  Acharonim. Later rabbinic authorities, as distinguished from the early authorities (see rishonim). The dividing line between these two groups of scholars is generally placed between the 14th and 15th centuries, although a precise date has not been clearly established.


  Acronym. Use of the initial letter(s) of words in a sequence, or parts of a proper name, as an abbreviation that can be more easily pronounced and remembered. “Rambam” is an acronym for Rabbi Moses ben Maimon (Maimonides), and “Rashi” is an acronym for Rabbi Shlomo ben Yitzchak.


  Acrostic. Poetic tec hnique in which each verse be gins with the next letter of the Hebrew alphabet (e.g., Ashrei), or their initial letters spell out the name of the author (e.g., Lecha Dodi). On Yom Kippur, the two confessionals are acrostics. Al Chet is a double Hebrew alphabetical acrostic of 44 transgressions with two sins allotted to each letter; Ashamnu consists of 24 transgression in alphabetical order in Hebrew, with the last letter used three times. Acrostics used in Jewish liturgy facilitate memorization of the prayers.


  Ad lo yada (until he does not know). Parade of costumed revelers, which is a prominent feature of Purim observance in Tel Aviv. The term derives from the statement of Rav (Meg. 7b), the renowned Babylonian talmudic scholar, mandating that a person become so “mellowed with wine” on Purim that “he cannot tell the difference (ad lo yada) between ‘Cursed is Haman’ (arur Haman) and ‘Blessed is Mordecai’ (baruch Mordecai)” – the Hebrew letters in both phrases having an identical numerical value (502).


  Ad me’ah v’esrim shanah. Literally “until 120 years,” a popular expression of good wishes on a birthday, because this was the life span of Moses (see 120).


  Adam. First human being and a collective term for humankind.


  Adam Kadmon. The kabbalistic concept of “Primordial Man,” which links God, Man, and the World. In Lurianic Kabbalah, Adam Kadmon is the first being to emerge from Ein Sof, the infinite Godhead. In this way, the same cosmic elements of the sefirot are found in the “body” of Adam Kadmon, so that Man can truly be described as having been created in the Divine image. The s efirot and the four worlds are described as having emanated from the ear, nose, eyes, and mouth of Adam Kadmon.


  Adar. The 12th and final month of the Jewish calendar (February/March). To ensure that the festivals fall during their appointed seasons in the solar year (in the Northern Hemisphere), an extra month is added to the Jewish lunar calendar 7 times in 19 years. This is called Adar Sheni (Second Adar), which immediately precedes the month of Nisan, the first month in the Jewish religious year. Because the festival of Purim is celebrated during this month, the Rabbis exclaimed, “with the start of the month of Adar our joy greatly increases” (Taan. 29a).


  Adir Hu (Mighty is He). One of the songs following the formal recitation of the Haggadah at the Passover seder. An alphabetical acrostic, Adir Hu contains a refrain pleading for the rebuilding of the Temple, symbol of Israel’s restoration, and the inauguration of the Messianic Age, “speedily, in our days.”


  Admor. Title of Hasidic rabbis. It is an abbreviation of the Hebrew words Adonenu, Morenu, ve-Rabenu (our lord, teacher, and master). (See also tzadik.)


  Adon Olam (Lord of the World/Eternal Lord). An inspiring song of praise attributed to Solomon ibn Gabirol, an 11th-century Spanish philosopher who was one of the most renowned of the liturgical poets (see paytanim). One of the most popular hymns, Adon Olam is generally sung at the conclusion of the Sabbath and festival Musaf (additional) services, in a variety of musical settings. Adon Olam concludes the bedtime prayers, based on its final verses: “Into God’s hand I entrust my spirit when I sleep – and I shall awaken! With my spirit shall my body remain, God is with me. I shall not fear.” It also is traditionally recited on one’s deathbed.


  Adonai (lit., “my Lords”). Current pronunciation of the holiest and most distinctly Jewish name of God, written in the Hebrew Bible with the four consonants YHVH. Referred to as the “Tetragrammaton,” it was regularly pronounced with the proper vowels by all Israelites until the destruction of the First Temple in 586 B.C.E. However, its use was eventually restricted to the Kohen Gadol (High Priest) in the Holy of Holies on Yom Kippur, and to other kohanim when reciting the Priestly Blessing during the daily services in the Temple. When the Second Temple was destroyed, the word lost its vocalization. By the time of the Talmud, the term “Adonai” was generally used as a substitute for YHVH, as in the standard prayer formula, “Baruch Ata Adonai.”


  Adonai imachem (may the Lord be with you). Among Sephardim, the words spoken by a person called for an aliyah before reciting the preliminary Barchu. The congregational response is Yevarechecha Adonai (may the Lord bless you).


  Adoption. Although not a precisely defined institution in Jewish law, the rabbinical court has the authority to appoint a guardian who has essentially the same responsibilities as a biological parent – to provide for the upbringing, education, and shelter of a child and to administer his/her property. It is considered a mitzvah to raise an orphan in one’s home. According to Jewish law, the religious status of adopted children is based on that of their parents. Although adopted children may assume the name of their new family, the privileges and obligations of being a kohen or a levi depend solely upon birth. Conversely, children b orn to a kohen or levi retain this classification regardless of the status of their adopted family. Once adopted, children are treated as if they were natural members of the family. Therefore, they should love, respect, and honor their adoptive parents and observe all the laws of mourning, including the saying of Kaddish. An adopted child who is not definitely known to be Jewish must undergo formal conversion to be considered a Jew.


  Adoshem. Derived from a combination of two names of God – Adonai and ha-Shem (the Name) – it is a substitute for speaking either of these names or, in writing, to avoid risking the erasure or defacement of God’s name.


  Adultery. The Seventh Commandment (Exod. 20:13; Deut. 5:18) that prohibits a married woman from having sexual intercourse with a man other than her husband. In biblical times, both parties were subject to the death penalty. Along with idolatry and murder, adultery (and incest) is one of the three cardinal sins that are forbidden even if it means sacrificing one’s life. The prohibition against adultery was extended to include most contact with the opposite sex, which the Rabbis feared could lead to a level of lust that was virtually equivalent to adultery itself. When polygamy was permissible, as during biblical times, a married man was not forbidden from having sexual relations with an unmarried woman as long as he could theoretically marry her. A woman suspected by her jealous husband of adultery (see sotah) could prove her innocence by successfully surviving the complicated ordeal of drinking the “water of bitterness.” Adultery by a husband became grounds for a wife to obtain a divorce.


  Aelia Capitolina. Latin name for the Roman city built on the site of Jerusalem by Emperor Aelius Hadrian. It was dedicated to the Roman god, Jupiter Capitolinus, to whom a temple was built on the site where the Second Temple once stood. Some scholars believe that this pagan construction resulted in the disastrous Bar Kochba revolt of 132-135 C.E., though archeological finds suggest that the major building activities occurred only after the rebels were defeated. Jews were forbidden to live in the city, a ban that continued through the 4th century.


  Afikoman. From a Greek word meaning “dessert,” it is the larger portion of the middle matzah, divided early during the Passover seder, which is ceremonially eaten after dinner. Indeed, the seder cannot conclude until all guests share a piece of this “dessert.” It is customary for the seder leader to hide the afikoman and, after the children have “stolen” it, to “ransom” the afikoman after the meal for presents or money. According to the Talmud, this practice encourages the children to remain awake during the seder (Pes. 109a).


  Afterlife. Judaism has always maintained a belief in an afterlife, though there has been a broad spectrum of views in different historical eras concerning such core issues as the immortality of the soul, the resurrection of the dead, and the nature of the World to Come (see olam ha-ba) after the messianic redemption. Though firmly convinced of the reality of a World to Come, Maimonides wisely stated that we mortals can have no real knowledge about its nature. Even if we did have some information concerning the afterlife, we would be incapable of comprehending it, since the World to Come would have a different dimension of existence beyond time or space and thus it would be beyond our ability to describe it or even conceive of it. Nevertheless, the Jewish tradition assures us that, even in this life, one can experience a sample of the World to Come. As the Talmud states, “three things give us a foretaste of the World to Come – the Sabbath, a sunny day, and sexual intercourse” (Ber. 57b). Some modern thinkers have interpreted the concept of immortality metaphorically, as living on in the memory of loved ones.


  Afterlife, who merits an. The Talmud states that “all members of the people of Israel have a portion in the World to Come” (Sanh. 90a), while Maimonides asserted that this also applied to “the pious of the nations.” The Talmud describes a scenario in which a person goes before the heavenly tribunal for a final day of judgment and is asked five questions (Shab. 31a). Rather than the questions one might expect – Did you keep the Sabbath? Did you maintain a kosher home? Did you give to charity? – they are (a) Were you honest in your business dealings? (b) Did you set aside time to study Torah? (c) Did you have children? (d) Did you hope for redemption? and (e) Did you search for wisdom?


  Afternoon service - see Mincha.

  Aggada. Non-legal rabbinic writings in the Talmud and Midrash that include statements of major moral and ethical principles (often elucidated by the use of parables and anecdotes), stories about biblical heroes and the great Rabbis, and Jewish folklore. Unlike halacha, aggada is not legally binding. It serves to explain and clarify Jewish laws and customs and accentuate the ethical ideas of the Torah.


  Agudat Yisrael. Worldwide organization of Orthodox Jews, which was founded in 1912 in Poland to defend the traditional Jewish way of life and counter the influence of secular ideas. It is led by a rabbinic council of prominent talmudic scholars, which hands down decisions on Jewish law.


  Agunah (chained woman). One whose marriage has in fact ended, but who legally remains a married woman (bound to a husband who no longer lives with her) and thus is unable to remarry. The halacha prescribes that a marriage can only be dissolved by divorce or by the death of either spouse. According to Jewish law, divorce requires that the husband deliver a divorce document (see get) to his wife. (This is not required by the Reform and Reconstructionist movements.) If the husband either willfully refuses to deliver a get (despite the threats and punitive measures of a Jewish court) or is legally incompetent to grant it (usually because of insanity), divorce is not possible and the wife becomes an agunah. Similarly, if the husband deserts his wife and disappears, or if he dies but there is no valid testimony to that fact, the woman remains legally married and cannot wed another. One recent approach to the agunah problem is a prenuptial agreement whereby the husband commits himself to appear before a rabbinical court to deliver a bill of divorce to his wife.


  Ahavah Rabbah ([With] great love). Second of the two blessings preceding the recitation of the Shema that is recited in the morning in the Ashkenazic tradition. It extols the Divine love that underlies the relationship between God and the Jewish people, which is solidified by the Revelation of the Torah. Committing the worshiper to study the Torah and obey its laws, Ahavah Rabbah is an appropriate introduction to the Shema, which contains biblical selections. It also is an appeal that God will redeem the Jewish people from exile, returning them from dispersion in the Diaspora to the Land of Israel. When saying the phrase “Bring us in peace from the four corners of the world,” the worshiper draws the four corners of the tallit together and continues to hold them throughout the recitation of the Shema, kissing the fringes each time the word tzitzit is mentioned.2


  Ahavat Olam ([With] everlasting love). Second of the two blessings preceding the recitation of the Shema that is recited in the evening in the Ashkenazic tradition and in both the morning and evening by Sephardic and Italian Jews. Like the longer and more complex Ahavah Rabbah, it is a paean to the Divine love that forms the basis for the relationship between God and the Jewish people and commits the worshiper to study the Torah and obey its laws.

  Ahavat Yisrael. Literally meaning “love of [the people of] Israel,” this Hebrew phrase is generally used in reference to the special relationship existing among Jews. Nevertheless, Jews are also commanded to love the stranger.


  Akdamut. Medieval Aramaic piyyut, literally meaning “prelude,” that is chanted responsively in Ashkenazic synagogues just before the Torah reading on Shavuot. Composed in the 11th century by Meir ben Isaac Nehorai of Worms (Germany), it describes the angelic praise of God in the heavens and the earthly partnership between God and the Jewish people, who remain faithful despite their suffering.


  Akedah (binding of Isaac). The Hebrew term for the biblical account of the Divine command to Abraham to offer his son Isaac as a sacrifice to test the Patriarch’s loyalty and faith (Gen. 22). It was stopped at the last moment by an angel of God, who promised that Abraham’s descendants would be “as numerous as the stars of heaven and the sands on the seashore.” This biblical section is the Torah reading for the second day of Rosh Hashanah.


  Al Chet (For the sin [which we have committed before You]). First words and name of the major confession of sins recited on Yom Kippur during the Amidah. A litany of 44 transgressions arranged as a double Hebrew alphabetical acrostic with two sins allotted to each letter (only one letter per sin among Sephardim), it is divided into three parts that are each followed by the formula: “And for all these, O God of forgiveness, forgive us, pardon us, grant us atonement.” Al Chet is recited in the first person plural as a congregational confessional.


  Akkad. City-state of Semitic people who settled among the Sumerians in northern Mesopotamia. The Akkadian Empire, sometimes viewed as the first in human history, was established by Sargon and reached its height between the 24th-22nd centuries B.C.E., before the rise of Babylonia.


  Al ha-Nissim (For the miracles). Opening words and name of a prayer of thanksgiving to God that is recited in the Amidah and the Grace after Meals during Chanukah and Purim. It is followed by a summary of the event that is celebrated on the festival.


  Al Naharot Bavel (by the rivers of Babylon; Psalm 137). On weekdays, it is customary to recite this psalm before the Grace after Meals, in memory of the destruction of the First Temple in 586 B.C.E. On Sabbaths and festivals, and at the meals celebrating a wedding, circumcision, or pidyon ha-ben (see se’udat mitzvah), when joy should not be constrained by remembering catastrophic events, the Grace after Meals is preceded by the singing of Shir ha-Ma’alot (Psalm 126).


  Alav (fem. Aleha) ha-shalom. Literally meaning “peace be upon him/her,” this Hebrew expression is equivalent to “May he/she rest in peace” and is customarily said after mentioning the name of a person who has died.

  Aleinu (It is our duty). Literally meaning “it is upon us,” the opening word and name for a prayer proclaiming the sovereignty and unity of God. Originally used as the introduction to the Malchuyot (Kingship) section of the Musaf Amidah on Rosh Hashanah, since the 13th century it has been recited at the conclusion of every prayer service. The Aleinu combines the idea of Israel as a Chosen People with the challenge that Jews exert every effort to perfect humanity under the kingdom of God. It concludes with the fervent hope for a time when idolatry will vanish and the entire world will recognize the one true God.


  Aleph (1). The 1st letter of the Hebrew alphabet, with a numerical value of 1.


  ALEPH (2). Umbrella organization of the Alliance for Jewish Renewal.


  Aleph-Bet. The names of the first two letters, this term is used to denote the entire Hebrew alphabet, which consists of 22 letters. Five of these (kaf, mem, nun, pei, tzadi) have special final forms. The letters of the Hebrew alphabet play an important symbolic role in Jewish mysticism.


  Aleppo Codex. The oldest and most famous manuscript of the Bible. Written in Tiberias in 920 and annotated by Aaron ben Asher, it became the most authoritative Jewish biblical text. It was used by Maimonides in his exposition of the laws governing the writing of Torah scrolls in his codification of Jewish law (see Mishneh Torah). Initially brought to Jerusalem, the Codex was stolen and taken to Egypt, where it was redeemed by the Jewish community of Cairo. At the end of the 14th century, the Codex was brought to Aleppo (Syria), for which it is now named. For the next five centuries it was kept closely guarded in the basement of the main synagogue in Aleppo and considered the community’s greatest treasure. During the anti-Jewish riots of December 1947, the ancient synagogue where it was kept was broken into and burned, and the Codex itself disappeared. A decade later, it was smuggled into Israel and presented to the President of the State, though most of the section containing the Five Books of Moses had been lost.


  Aliyah (1). Literally meaning “ascent,” this Hebrew word is used to describe the honor of being called up to the bimah to read a portion from the Torah. Originally, each person called up actually read a portion from the scroll. Later, a special reader (see baal korei) was appointed for this purpose, and those who are called up for an aliyah only recite the blessings before and after the Torah reading.Traditionally, the privilege of the first aliyah is given to a kohen, and the second aliyah is allocated to a levi. The remaining aliyot are distributed among the rest of the congregation, who are classified as “Israelites.” Reform and some liberal Conservative synagogues have abolished the distinction between kohen, levi, and Israelite, both because it is difficult to verify the lineage of any Jew and because of a belief in equality for all their members. The number of aliyot varies widely. Three people are called to the Torah on Monday and Thursday mornings, on Sabbath afternoons and the Mincha service on Yom Kippur, on the festivals of Chanukah and Purim, and on all fast days. There are four aliyot on Rosh Hodesh and on the intermediate days (see chol ha-mo’ed) of Passover and Sukkot; five on Rosh Hashanah and on the festival days of Passover, Shavuot, and Sukkot; six on the morning of Yom Kippur; and seven on Sabbath morning.


  Aliyah (2). Although generally tr anslated as “immigration, ” in this context aliyah represents the fundamental ideal of Zionism – moving from the Diaspora to settle in the Land of Israel and personally participate in the rebuilding of the Jewish homeland, thus raising the Jew to a higher plane of self-fulfillment as a member of the renascent nation.


  Aliyah Bet. Hebrew term for the “illegal” immigration into the Land of Israel during the Mandatory period to circumvent the British restrictions severely limiting the number of Jews permitted to legally come from Europe to Palestine. In the 1930’ s, Aliyah Bet played a significant role in bringing to Palestine Jews seeking to escape Nazi persecution. The activities of Aliyah Bet continued during and after World War II. At the time of the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948, some one quarter of its Jewish inhabitants had arrived through the activities of Aliyah Bet.


  Aliyah, Fifth. Immigration in the decade before World War II (1929-1939) of more than 250,000 Jews, many of whom were fleeing Germany and Austria following Hitler’s rise to power, which transformed the character of the yishuv. Constituting the first large-scale influx from Western and Central Europe, they transferred large amounts of capital and contributed valuable skills and business experience. A relatively high proportion of them practiced medicine or one of the other professions, and they provided a majority of the musicians who formed the new Philharmonic Orchestra (see Israel Philharmonic Orchestra) as well as a considerable part of its audiences. The flood tide of immigration was halted in 1936 with the onset of the Arab revolt and almost eliminated by the infamous White Paper of 1939, which prevented tens of thousands of Jews from escaping the impending catastrophe in Europe.


  Aliyah, First. Spanning the years 1882-1903, it consisted of individuals and small groups, about 25,000 in all and mostly from Eastern Europe, who fled pogroms, czarist repression, and grinding poverty to establish settlements in the Land of Israel. The first permanent Jewish settlements in Palestine (Rishon le-Zion, Petah Tikvah, Rosh Pinna, Zichron Ya’akov) faced severe financial crises that threatened their very existence. They probably would have been abandoned if financial resources had not been provided by Baron Edmond de Rothschild (1845-1934). In addition to supporting agricultural settlements, Rothschild played a major role in the development of the wine industry in the Land of Israel and was a co-sponsor of the Palestine Electric Corporation. (See also BILU.)


  Aliyah, Fourth. From 1924–1928, about 67,000 immigrants came to the Land of Israel, more than half escaping the economic crisis and anti-Jewish policies in Poland. Some 80% of these newcomers were middle class and had some capital of their own, which they invested in small workshops and factories as well as the construction of housing in the towns and main cities, considerably increasing the urban population.

  Aliyah, Second. Immigration from 1904-1914 of about 40,000 pioneers, primarily from Eastern Europe, who generally worked as hired laborers in settlements or the cities and laid the foundation for the labor movement. Imbued with socialist ideals and severely disappointed by the failure of the 1905 revolution (as well as shocked by the 1903 Kishinev pogroms), they decided to create their own revolutionary movement on the basis of national revival and socialist ideals. More self-reliant than their predecessors, the members of the Second Aliyah were determined to develop a workers’ commonwealth in the Land of Israel. They established the first Jewish labor parties (see Po’alei Zion) and self-help institutions, associations for self-defense (see Hashomer), and the first collective settlements (see kevuzot), and laid the foundations for a new Hebrew press and literature. The Second Aliyah, which included such prominent future leaders of the State of Israel as David Ben Gurion and Itzhak Ben Zvi, was interrupted by the outbreak of World War I.


  Aliyah, Third. Beginning immediately after World War I and lasting until 1923, it brought more than 35,000 young pioneers (see chalutzim) belonging to the He-Chalutz, Hashomer ha-Tza’ir, Betar, and Mizrachi movements. These groups set up a network of training centers in the Diaspora, in which members studied the ideals of their Zionist movement, learned Hebrew and its literature, and gained experience in manual labor and farming. This ensured that the young men and women arrived in Palestine not as complete novices, but equipped with a consistent social philosophy, experience living in communes, and at least some rudimentary skills. Together with the veterans of the Second Aliyah, they paved the way for a f uture state by establishing the Histadrut; playing a leading role in the creation of the Haganah; providing workers for the construction of housing and roads and the beginnings of industry; strengthening the foundations of Jewish agriculture; and expanding the map of Jewish settlement by founding many kibbutzim and moshavim.


  Aliyot, priority in distributing. In traditional synagogues, the privilege of the first aliyah is given to a kohen and the second aliyah is allocated to a levi. The remaining aliyot are distributed among the rest of the congregation, who are classified as “Israelites.”3 From the third onward, the general custom for prioritizing aliyot is: (1) a bridegroom on the Sabbath before his wedding; (2) a boy who has turned 13 years of age (bar mitzvah); (3) the father of a newborn infant, male or female, on the first Sabbath that the mother appears in the synagogue; (4) a bridegroom on the Sabbath after his wedding; (5) the father of a baby girl who is to be named; (6) one observing yahrzeit for a parent on that day; (7) the father of a baby to be circumcised on that day or during the coming week; (8) one observing yahrzeit for a parent during the coming week; (9) one required to recite the thanksgiving blessing of gomel; (10) one who is about to leave on a long journey or has just r eturned from one; and (11) a distinguished guest in the community. When two or more people at services are observing the same occasion, priority is generally given to a regular worshiper over one who comes infrequently and to a member of the congregation over a non-member.4


  Allegory – see Remez.

  Alliance Israélite Universelle. International Jewish organization, founded in Paris in 1860 to protect Jewish civil and religious rights and to promote education and professional development among Jews around the world so that they would become productive citizens and bring honor to their religion.


  Alma d’shikra. Literally meaning “world of falsehood” and an Aramaic term from the mystical Zohar, it is the concept that truth is elusive and dwelling behind a whirl of veils, so that what we see is an unreal illusion. In our material world, the realm of total spirituality and absolute truth is unknowable and unattainable. Consequently, the mystic tries to pierce through the veils of illusion to the reality that exists beyond it. As Franz Rosenzweig stated, “truth is a noun only for God; for human beings it is an adjective.” According to this view, a person can never know “the truth,” but only reflections or shadows of that truth.


  Almond. With its Hebrew name (shaked) coming from a root meaning “wakeful” or “to hasten,” the almond is the first tree to flower in Israel – blooming as early as January or early February, while other fruit trees are still bare. Accordingly, the Rabbis selected the period when almond trees flower as the time for the festival of Tu b’Shevat, the New Year of the Trees.5 At the time of the Korach rebellion in the wilderness, it was Aaron’s rod that miraculously sprouted almond blossoms, unequivocally indicating that God had chosen him to lead the people as the High Priest (Num. 17).


  Alphabet – see Aleph-Bet.


  Al-pi heter iskah. Hebrew words added to a legal document to make an interest-bearing business transaction comply with Jewish law, thus avoiding the biblical prohibition against lending at interest. (See also heter iskah.)


  Altalena. Cargo ship carrying munitions and fighters for the paramilitary Irgun, which anchored off the coast of Israel in June 1948, just after the beginning of the War of Independence. The Haganah, by then the official army of the State of Israel, refused to allow the Altalena to land and unload because of the fear that the Irgun would start a revolt to topple the provisional government. After fruitless negotiations, David Ben Gurion ordered the Haganah to sink the ship. For decades, the Altalena affair remained a major source of bitter controversy in Israeli political discourse. Proponents of Ben Gurion’s actions praised them as essential in establishing the government’s authority and discouraging factionalism and the formation of a rival army. Opponents, led by Menachem Begin, condemned the unnecessary violence and claimed that opportunities for a peaceful resolution were intentionally frustrated by Ben Gurion and top Haganah officers.


  Altar (Mizbeach). Raised surface or platform on which sacrifices were performed in the Sanctuary. There was a Bronze Altar for burnt offerings and a Golden Altar for incense. Originally, an altar could be anywhere and sacrifices performed by anyone. Eventually, a sacrificial cult became more institutionalized and limited to special practitioners and specific places. Altars were permanent fixtures in the Jerusalem Temple, which became the only permitted site of sacrificial worship. Over time, the term “altar” came to designate the central location for liturgical functions in the synagogue, such as reading the Torah (see bimah). The Rabbis considered the dinner table to be symbolic of the Altar in the Temple (Ber. 55a). Because salt was brought with all offerings, the custom developed of sprinkling salt on the Sabbath challah to commemorate the sacrificial system


  Alter-kocker. Yiddish termused disparagingly to describe a crotchety, fussy, ineffectual old man. The term is often abbreviated as “a.k.”


  Am ha’aretz. Literally “people of the land,” a Hebrew phrase used in the Bible to refer to the Jewish masses. In talmudic times, this term was applied to the common people who did not observe rabbinic ordinances. Eventually, it became a derogatory term to denote an ignoramus, one lacking knowledge of Jewish tradition and laws; a vulgar, boorish, ill-mannered person; or a country bumpkin.


  Am Yisrael (people of Israel). This general Hebrew term denotes the worldwide Jewish community, as in the popular song, “Am Yisrael Chai” (the People of Israel live). It is estimated that there are now 13-14 million Jews, most of whom live in the United States or Israel.


  Amalek. Nomadic tribe living in the Sinai desert and southern Negev that perpetrated a cowardly and unprovoked attack upon weary stragglers at the rear of the Israelite column as they wandered in the wilderness soon after the Exodus from Egypt (Exod. 17:8-16). They were only repelled after a difficult struggle. Amalek became regarded as the epitome of evil, leading to the Divine command to “blot out the remembrance of Amalek from under heaven; do not forget!” (Deut. 25:19). This passage is read as the maftir portion in synagogue on the Sabbath immediately preceding Purim. It is most appropriate at this time since, according to the Book of Esther, the arch-villain Haman was a direct descendant of Agag, the king of the Amalekites.


  Amen. Ancient response of affirmation that what another has stated is the truth. When said after a petitionary prayer, it is the equivalent of “so may it be.” Originating in the Torah, “amen” has now become a word in almost every language and is used by Christians and, to some degree, by Muslims. According to the Talmud (Shab. 119b), “amen” is an acronym for El melech ne’eman (God, the faithful King).


  American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC). Washington-based advocacy organization for Israel, established in 1954, which works aggressively on legislation affecting the State of Israel and encourages political activism on its behalf.


  American Jewish Committee. National Jewish organization, founded in 1906, that seeks to prevent the violation of civil and r eligious rights of Jews worldwide and to relieve the plight of Jews suf fering from persecution and disasters. The American Jewish Committee also promotes constructive relations among the various religious, ethnic, and racial communities in the United States. It has issued the American Jewish Yearbook each year since 1909.


  American Jewish Congress. Devoted to the Zionist support of a Jewish homeland since its founding in 1918, the American Jewish Congress has also championed the First Amendment issue of separation of church and state as well as civil rights and civil liberties for both Jews and non-Jews throughout the world.


  American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee. Known popularly as the “Joint,” it was founded in 1914 to serve as the overall distribution agency for funds collected by various American Jewish groups for overseas relief. During World War II, it provided significant aid to European Jewry. After the establishment of Israel, the “Joint” has been active in sponsoring programs of relief, rescue, and renewal. It has helped the State address its most urgent social challenges, based on the traditional principles that all Jews are responsible for one another and that “to save one person is to save the world.”


  Amidah (standing [prayer]). Known popularly as the Shemoneh Esrei (18 [blessings], though there actually are 19) and referred to in the Talmud as simply Ha-Tefillah (The Prayer), the Amidah has been the core of the prayer service since the destruction of the Second Temple. It contains the primary elements of prayer – praise, petition, and thanksgiving. The Amidah consists of three introductory and three concluding blessings that are unchanging. On weekdays there are 13 intermediary blessings; the number and content vary among the different services on Sabbaths and festivals. Traditionally, the Amidah is said silently and then repeated (with some additions) by the prayer leader if there is a minyan. The Amidah uses the first person plural, and private petitions are inserted at its conclusion. The blessings were composed during the first centuries B.C.E. and C.E. and edited into a final form by Rabban Gamaliel II.


  Amidah, concluding benedictions. These three unchanging blessings are avodah (service), modim of the Rabbis (thanksgiving), and the prayer for peace.


  Amidah, intermediary benedictions. The weekday Amidah contains 13 intermediate blessings, which are essentially requests related to the needs of both the individual and the Jewish nation. The six petitions for personal needs are further subdivided into those of a spiritual nature – wisdom and understanding (see binah), repentance (see teshuvah), and forgiveness of sins (see selichah); and those of a physical, material or emotional character – redemption and security (see ge’ulah), health (see refu’ah), and economic prosperity (see birkat hashanim). The six petitions for specific Jewish national aspirations that are related to various aspects of messianic redemption include: ingathering of the dispersed exiles (see kibbutz galuyot); restoration of justice (see mishpat); destruction of Israel’ s enemies (see minim); prayer for the righteous (see tzadikim); restoration of Jerusalem (see Yerushalayim); and the coming of the Messiah (see birkat David). The final intermediate blessing requests that God hear the prayers of all Israel (see tefillah).

  Amidah, introductory blessings. These three unchanging blessings are avot (fathers), gevurot (powers), and kedushat ha-Shem (holiness of the Name [of God]).


  Amora (explainer). Name for a teacher of Jewish law in the Land of Israel and Babylonia after the redaction of Mishnah by Judah the Prince (c. 200 C.E.). The discussions of the amora’im (200-500 C.E.), who interpreted the Mishnah and applied it to case law, form the Gemara, which together with the Mishnah constitute the Babylonian Talmud and the Palestinian Talmud. The sources mention several thousand amora’im.


  Amos. Earliest of the literary prophets and 3rd of the minor prophets (mid-8th century B.C.E.). A shepherd from Tekoa in the hills of Judah, Amos went to sell his animals in nearby Beit El, the principal religious center of the Northern Kingdom of Israel. There he cried out against the injustice and poverty of the masses under King Jeroboam II, attacking the wealthy minority who feasted while disregarding the poor, hungry, and landless. Advocating for the primacy of ethical behavior over the sacrificial cult, Amos called for justice for all humanity and was the first to see God as the universal Lord of all the nations. Although he sorrowfully predicted that the punishment of Israel would be its destruction by Assyria, Amos dreamed of a future golden age of peace, when the exiles of Israel would return home, rebuild their wasted cities, replant vineyards, and “nevermore be uprooted from the soil I have given them” (9:14-15).


  Amulets. Charms or talismans that Jews have worn to magically protect themselves from the “Evil Eye.” Generally either attached to clothing or hung as a necklace or bracelet, amulets may contain parchment inscribed with biblical or other quotations, the names of angels, or permutations and combinations of the letters of the different names of God. Some believe that the efficacy of an amulet depends not only on the inscription, but also on the piety of the person who wrote it. The Talmud states that it is forbidden to recite verses of the Torah for the purpose of curing an existing illness, but it is permitted “to guard” against possib le future sickness (Shev. 15b) – and this distinction was equally applied to amulets. Although belief in the protective power of amulets greatly decreased in the West after the Emancipation of European Jewry, they remained in common use in Eastern Europe until the Holocaust. Amulets are still popular among Jews of Middle Eastern and North African descent, especially in Israel, where they have aroused controversy during political campaigns when distributed by certain ultra-Orthodox parties under the auspices of prominent rabbis.


  Angel (malach). Spiritual being who ministers to God and appears to human beings when on a special mission. From a Greek word meaning “messenger,” angels are distinguished by their obedience to the Divine will.


  Angel of Death (Malach ha-Mavet). Allegorical figure who takes the soul from the body. Because in Jewish tradition the Angel of Death is merely a messenger carrying out Divine decrees, its powers are severely limited. Legends relate how it can be overcome, such as by the study of Torah or some exceptional act of piety or goodness. According to legend, the three Patriarchs, as well as Moses, Aaron, and Miriam, were said to have died by a kiss from God, rather than from the sword of the Angel of Death. Many Jewish customs associated with death and burial developed from the belief that the soul of the deceased needs protection from the Angel of Death or his agents.


  Ani le-dodi ve-dodi li (I am my beloved’s and my beloved is mine). This verse from Song of Songs (6:3) is often used in connection with the wedding ceremony. Elul, the month preceding Rosh Hashanah (with its themes of renewal and return) is a Hebrew acronym of this phrase. With the “beloved” traditionally referring to God, the Rabbis took this verse to describe the particularly loving and close relationship between God and Israel. Separated from each other during the Three Weeks, Israel and God meet again on Tu b’Av and their love slowly intensifies. The climax of their relationship occurs on Yom Kippur, when Israel is forgiven for the shameful incident of the Golden Calf, which had initially precipitated the process of mourning, repentance, and renewal.6

  Ani Ma’amin (I believe [with complete faith]). First words of each of Maimonides’ Thirteen Principles of Faith. The 12th of these – “I believe with complete faith in the coming of the Messiah. Even though he may tarry, nevertheless I anticipate every day that he will come” – has been set to music in a powerful hymn of faith that was sung by victims of the Holocaust as they went to their deaths.


  An’im Zemirot (Let me chant sweet hymns). Also known as Shir ha-Kavod (Song of Glory), it exalts the power and magnificence of God using a series of striking anthropomorphic metaphors that draw on biblical and midrashic sources. It was written by Judah the Pious, a 12th-century German mystic who was the central figure of the Hasidei Ashkenaz. In traditional Ashkenazic synagogues, An’im Zemirot is recited in front of the open ark at the conclusion of the Musaf (additional) service on the Sabbath and festivals, with a child often leading the congregational singing.


  Animals, cruelty to – see Tza’ar ba’alei chaim.


  Aninut (mourning). Status of a bereaved person (onen) during the period between the death and burial of a close relative, when the official mourning period begins. The onen may not eat in the presence of the body; consume meat or wine; recite the Grace after Meals; partake in a festive meal or celebration; bathe for pleasure; get a haircut; engage in conjugal relations; conduct business; or study Torah (which is considered a source of enjoyment). If death occurred on the Sabbath, or if the Sabbath is part of the aninut period, the onen is obligated to discharge all religious obligations and is permitted to eat meat and drink wine on that day (MK 23b). However, the onen may not study Torah or accept an aliyah.


  Anointing. In ancient Israel, aromatic oil was used to consecrate priests, prophets, and kings, as well as holy places and sacred vessels. Eventually, the Hebrew word “mashiach” (anointed one) became synonymous with the descendant of the royal house of David who would usher in the Messianic Age. After the destruction of the Second Temple, anointing ceased to have a role in Jewish ritual.

  Anthropomorphism. Greek term referring to the attribution of human behavior or characteristics to inanimate objects, animals, natural phenomena, or div ine beings. According to traditional Jewish belief, God is non-corporeal. All statements in the Bible ascribing physical attributes to God are mere metaphors attempting to describe an otherwise incomprehensible Deity, thus enabling human beings to address and pray to a transcendent Being.


  Anti-Defamation League (ADL). Founded in 1913 by the B’nai B’rith to combat anti-Semitism, the ADL has fought bigotry and discrimination, counteracted anti-Israel propaganda, and worked generally on behalf of Jewish interests and concerns.


  Anti-Semitism. Hatred of, or opposition to, Jews. The term “anti-Semitism” was coined in Germany in 1879 in a pamphlet by William Marr, who preached a “racial scientific” rather than religious anti-Semitism. In its most virulent form in Nazi Germany, anti-Semitism began with degrading the Jews by removing their civil, political, social, economic, and religious rights, before eventually murdering them. However, the concept of hatred of the Jews has existed for more than 2,000 years, as exemplified by Haman in the Book of Esther and then by the Catholic Church ever since it rose to power in the Roman Empire during the reign of Constantine (early 4th century). Church doctrine taught that the Jews had committed deicide and consequently were rejected by God. In the Middle Ages, anti-Semitism led to discrimination, persecution, forced conversion, and expulsion.


  Anusim. Literally meaning “compelled ones,” this Hebrew word has been applied to Jews who were forced to convert to another religion on pain of death, most notably in late 15th-century Spain. Many continued to secretly preserve their Jewish customs and teach them to their children. The most famous anusim were the Jews of Spain and Portugal who were compelled to convert to Christianity but remained secret Jews (see Conversos).


  Apikoros. Literally meaning “an adherent of Epicurean philosophy,” this term is used disparagingly to refer to a Jewish unbeliever and skeptic who disobeys the commandments, ridicules the Torah, and rejects the rulings of the rabbis.


  Apocalypse. From a Greek word meaning “revelation,” the term “apocalyptic” is generally applied to a literary genre in which vivid symbolic images and visions are used to describe future events at the “end of time,” prophesying an ultimate Day of Judgment and the coming of the Messianic Age. Typically written during times of danger and stress, in Jewish tradition these works were primarily composed during the final centuries of the Second Temple era and shortly after its destruction (200 B.C.E.–100 C.E.). Parts of the Bible, especially Ezekiel and Daniel, contain apocalyptic references, as do numerous pseudoepigraphical books of the Apocrypha.


  Apocrypha. Literally meaning “hidden books,” the collective name for Jewish books written in the Hellenistic and Roman periods that were included in the Septuagint but not accepted into the normative Hebrew canon. Largely comprised of historical and ethical works, they include 1-2 Esdras (Ezra), Wisdom of Solomon, Wisdom of Ben Sira, Judith, Tobit, Baruch, the Letter of Jeremiah, 1-4 Maccabees, and the Psalms of Solomon.


  Apodictic. Unlike most Near Eastern law, which was expressed in a conditional form (see casuistic), much of biblical legislation consists of terse statements of prohibition or command. The best-known examples of such apodictic laws are the second, third, and last five of the Ten Commandments,7 prohibiting sculptur ed images, swearing falsely, murder, adultery, stealing, bearing false witness, and coveting, all of which begin with “You shall not” and represent unconditional commands. However, not all apodictic laws are negative. The fourth (“Remember the Sabbath day”) and fifth (“Honor your father and your mother”) are unequivocal positive commandments, as is the famed “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Lev. 19:18). Apodictic laws represent general principles and were not designed to be applied in court.


  Apostate. A Jew who has rejected Judaism and converted to another religion. The most famous apostate mentioned by name in the Talmud was Elisha ben Abuya. Judaism differentiates between a person who voluntarily abandoned the faith and one who was forced to convert. Whether the former still remains a Jew has been the subject of intense controversy. The standard precedent for almost a millennium has been the ruling of Rashi, who concluded that, even if a “bad Jew,” the person remained a Jew according to halacha. Nevertheless, many authorities totally rejected this view, convinced that a person who has left Judaism and joined another religious faith can no longer be considered a Jew. (See also mumar.)


  Apple (tapuach). In the Bible, the apple is known for its sweet aroma and taste. The fruit figures prominently in several Jewish customs. On Rosh Hashanah, the eating of apples dipped in honey symbolizes the wish for a prosperous and sweet new year. Ashkenazic Jews also eat apples at the Passover seder as part of the charoset.


  Arachin (Ar.). The 5th tractate of Kodashim (holy things) in the Mishnah, it deals with the laws of valuations of people, houses, fields, and objects vowed to the Sanctuary (Lev. 27:2-29).


  Aramaic. Ancient Semitic tongue that was the official language of the Persian Empire and became the vernacular of the Israelites who were exiled to Babylonia after the destruction of Jerusalem in 586 B.C.E. During the Second Temple period, Aramaic replaced Hebrew as the medium of everyday speech. Aramaic is the primary language of both the Palestinian and Babylonian Talmuds (except for the Mishnah, which is in Hebrew), the Midrash, and an authorized translation of the Bible known as Targum Onkelos. Aramaic became the key language of Jewish mysticism. It also is the language of such prayers as Kol Nidrei and the Kaddish, as well as parts of the Passover Haggadah (the section beginning with the words “Ha lachma anya” [This is the bread of affliction] and the concluding Chad Gadya).

  Arami oveid avi. Opening Hebrew words of the declaration made by a farmer bringing the first fruits (see bikurim) to the Temple in Jerusalem (Deut. 26:5-8). Translated either as “a wandering Aramean [Jacob] was my father” or “an Aramean [the deceitful Laban] tried to destroy my forefather [Jacob],” these verses became an important part of the Passover Haggadah.


  Ararat. Mountain range where Noah’s ark came to rest after the Flood (Gen. 8:4). It is located in eastern Turkey near the point where the borders of Turkey, Iran, and Armenia meet.


  Aravah – see Willow.

  Arba kanfot (four corners) – see Tallit kattan.

  Arba kosot – see Four cups.

  Arba minim – see Four species.

  Arba Turim (Four Rows). Code of Jewish law written by Jacob ben Asher in the 13th century and a precursor of the Shulchan Aruch.


  Arbitration. Method of settling disputes, in which both parties voluntarily agree to submit the issue to the judgment of one or more independent parties. Under Jewish law, the arbitration panel is generally composed of three people. In most cases, each party to the dispute selects one arbitrator, and the two arbitrators then choose a third. As in a regular court, the decision of the majority prevails and is final.


  Arbor Day – see Tu b’Shevat.

  Archeology. Derived from two Greek words, archaios (ancient) and logos (knowledge), archeology is the scientific study of the material remains of the past, such as human artifacts and monuments. In the Land of Israel, archeology has supplemented the written record of the Bible to provide insight into the lifestyles of the Jewish people in antiquity. The principal method of archeology is excavation, the systematic removal of accumulated earth and debris covering ancient remains. Whole cities and settlements have been discovered arranged one atop the other, forming artificial mounds (see tel). The dating of various strata is sometimes based on absolute criteria, by demonstrating levels of destruction associated with known events, inscriptions, and coins. Relative dating can be accomplished by the discovery of artifacts such as pottery shards, which are practically indestructible and contain valuable information. As pottery styles changed and developed through the ages, these shards are the best indication of the chronology of a settlement. Famous archeological sites in Israel include Masada, Hatzor, Lachish, Gezer, Megiddo, Herodian, and Caesarea (see individual entries). After the Six Day War of 1967, extensive excavations were begun in the vicinity of the Western Wall and the Old City of Jerusalem.

  Architecture. In Israel, from the beginning of the modern Zionist movement to the present, building design in Jewish towns and settlements has been primarily conditioned by the urgent housing requirements of the various waves of immigration. During the Ottoman period, there were two broad categories of structures – Arab village buildings, constructed on the traditional pattern without architects, using building materials found nearby and in distinctive harmony with the terrain; and town architecture, which was typically Mediterranean, based on southern Italian mixed with traditional Arab styles. In addition, there were buildings erected by the Turkish government, which employed German architects and were of a high standard and restrained style. Large-scale Jewish immigration after World War I brought in its wake an acute housing shortage, leading to a rush of building unprecedented in Middle Eastern countries. However, many of the buildings of the period were badly designed by self-taught technicians in the field. Exceptions were the Bauhaus style buildings in Tel Aviv, now recognized as historical landmarks. During the same period, there also was an attempt by creative architects to achieve a mod ern Middle Eastern style. Ho wever, some Europea n architects who immigrated to Palestine made no attempt to adapt the styles of their former homes to local topography or climate or to translate them into local terms. In the early 1950’s, thousands of new immigrants were living in tin huts, wooden prefabricated structures, and tents. Permanent accommodations had to be built quickly and cheaply (see shikun). Quantity was the sole criterion and the qualitative side was neglected; the materials as well as the architectural and aesthetic aspects were downplayed in favor of efficiency and execution. However, Israel now boasts a host of striking and noteworthy buildings, many of them situated on the campuses of major educational institutions throughout the country.


  Aristeas, Letter of. Pseudoepigraphical work, ascribed to the historian Aristeas, which describes the origin of the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Bible.


  Ark (1). Aron Kodesh in Hebrew (lit., “holy chest”), the repository in the synagogue in which the Torah scrolls are kept. Hearkening back to the biblical Ark of the Covenant, the ark in a modern synagogue is usually set into or against a wall that faces toward Jerusalem (east, in the United States). In Jerusalem, the ark is placed on the wall of the synagogue that faces the Temple Mount. In most synagogues, the ark is the most significant architectural feature.


  Ark (2). Floating structure in which Noah and his family survived the great Flood that God sent to destroy the entire human race because of their sinfulness. The ark was also the home of a male and female of every “unclean” species of living creature (to allow for their regeneration; Gen. 6:20), and seven pairs of each type of “clean” animal (needed for sacrifices after the Deluge; Gen. 7:2)


  Ark of the Covenant. Oblong portable cabinet of acacia word, inlaid with pure gold both inside and outside, which contained both the shattered First Tablets and the intact Second Tablets of the Ten Commandments, as well as an omer of manna and the rod of Aaron. It was also said to contain the Book of Deuteronomy written by Moses. The Ark of the Covenant was carried by the Levites during the Israelites’ trek through the wilderness as a visible reminder of the covenant between God and the people, providing assurance that the Divine Presence was always with them on their journey. Originally housed in the Tabernacle (see Mishkan), in the First Temple the Ark of the Covenant was kept in the Holy of Holies. Sometime before the destruction of the First Temple, the Ark of the Covenant disappeared and no trace of it has ever been found.


  Armageddon. Apocalyptic battle prior to the Messianic Age at the end of days, when the forces of evil will be utterly destroyed by the forces of good. The term is also used in popular parlance to refer to any great loss of life in battle or even to the use of weapons of mass destruction. The word “Armageddon” may derive from the Hebrew phrase Har Megiddo (Mountain of Megiddo), which is situated in the southern Jezreel Valley and overlooks the site of many decisive battles in ancient times.


  Aron Kodesh – see Ark.


  Artificial insemination. In discussing the biblical law requiring a High Priest to marry a virgin (Lev. 21:13), the Talmud stated that he would be permitted to wed a virgin who became pregnant accidentally after bathing in water containing human semen (Chag. 15a). Consequently, virtually all rabbinic rulings on artificial insemination by a donor have refused to brand the act as adultery or regard the resulting child as illegitimate (see mamzer). Nevertheless, most Orthodox Jewish authorities condemn the practice on various legal grounds (e.g., placing into doubt the paternity of the child; the possible risk of an incestuous marriage between blood-relations conceived by a common donor; and mutual rights and duties [maintenance, honor, inheritance] of child and parents). In contrast, artificial insemination using sperm from the husband is generally accepted as a way to fulfill the duty of procreation, if for some reason normal conception is impossible.


  Arusah. Affianced bride who, for all practical purposes, is regarded as a married woman (eshet ish). She is thus prohibited to any other man, since any such relationship would be considered adultery. (See kiddushin.)


  Asceticism. A regimen of denying physical or psychological desires to avoid the temptations and distractions that hinder sp iritual development. This might include frequent fasting, not drinking wine, wearing rough clothing, and distancing oneself from contact with other people. Although not a strong force in normative Judaism, which respects the human body and emphasizes moderation, Jewish groups utilizing ascetic practices included the Nazirites and Rechabites of the Bible; the Essenes during late Second Temple times; the Avelei Zion and the Hasidei Ashkenaz in the Middle Ages; and the devotees of some forms of kabbalistic thought.


  Aseret ha-Dibrot. Hebrew term for the Ten Commandments.

  Asham – see Guilt offering.

  Ashamnu (We have transgressed). Initial word and name of the shorter confession of sins recited on Yom Kippur during the Amidah. It consists of 24 moral transgressions in alphabetical order in the Hebrew, with the last letter used three times. As each sin is recited, it is customary to lightly touch one’s heart as a sign of contrition and spiritual awakening.


  Asherah. Hebrew term that is translated as “idolatrous tree” or “sacred post.” It was the symbol of Astarte, the Canaanite goddess of fertility and consort of El. Upon entering the Land of Canaan, the Israelites were commanded to “tear down their altars, smash their pillars, and cut down their sacred posts” (Exod. 34:13; Deut. 7:5, 12:3).


  Ashkenazim. Designation first used in the Middle Ages for the Jews living in northwest Europe (northern France and western Germany) and the religious and cultural traditions they followed. Today, it refers to Jews of Northern and Eastern European (including Russian) background, with distinctive liturgical practices and religious and social customs that are contrasted with the Sephardim, Jews whose roots trace back to Spain and the Mediterranean region. Today, some 80% of world Jewry is of Ashkenazic origin.


  Ashrei (Happy are they). Consisting of Psalm 145 plus two introductory verses (Ps. 84:5, 144:15) and one concluding verse (Ps. 115:18), it is read twice in the morning service (in the Pesukei de-Zimra and toward the end), and at the beginning of the afternoon service. The Ashrei might have been recited as early as the Second Temple period. Predominantly a Hebrew alphabetical acrostic, with the exception of the letter nun,8 it contains the verse, “You open Your hand and satisfy the desire of every living thing,” providing the comfo rting assurance that God’s mercy is the ult imate source sustaining life.


  Asiyah (action). In kabbalistic lore, the lowest of the four worlds or levels of creation. Because it is the realm of physical reality that requires full protection, at a Tu b’Shevat seder this world is represented by fruits and nuts that have tough outer shells, which must be discarded, and an inside that can be eaten – pomegranates, walnuts, almonds, pine nuts, chestnuts, hazelnuts, coconuts, Brazil nuts, pistachios, pecans, bananas, and melons.


  Asmachta. From an Aramaic root meaning “support” or “reliance,” a talmudic term denoting that a biblical text is used to support a halacha. It also is applied in civil law to a contract in which one of the parties binds himself to an unreasonable penalty, which presumes that there was a lack of deliberate intention on the part of the person entering into it. The general rule is that “an asmachta does not give title” (BB 168a), meaning that there must be other proof that the parties regarded the contract as binding.


  Assimilation. The process of becoming i ncorporated into mainstream society by adopting the language, manners, and customs of the place in which one lives. For centuries, strict observance of Jewish laws and customs pertaining to dress, food, and religious holidays kept Jews separate and distinct from the culture of the country within which they were living. However, with the dawn of the Enlightenment (Haskalah), the opportunity arose for Jews to adapt to European culture while remaining Jewish. A key proponent of this concept in Germany was Moses Mendelssohn. However, Jews soon learned that merely adapting their culture and way of life to those of the majority was not sufficient to become fully accepted by their neighbors. Full citizenship and social and economic advancement required conversion to Christianity, so that baptism became the “ticket of admission to European civilization.” The majority of Jews, however, refused to abandon Judaism.


  Assyria. Ancient region on the upper Tigris River in western Asia Minor, named for its original capital, Assur. After being conquered first by the Akkadians and then by the Amorites and Babylonians, in the 12th century B.C.E. Assyria became an empire under Tiglath-Pileser, controlling the northern half of Mesopotamia from its capital, Nineveh. After almost two centuries of decline, Assyria was revitalized in the 9th century B.C.E. and established a powerful empire. In 722, it conquered the Northern Kingdom of Israel, dispersing its inhabitants (see Ten Lost Tribes) throughout the realm. The Assyrian advance was halted in 701, just before it reached the gates of Jerusalem. Less than a century later (612), the Babylonians destroyed Nineveh and the Assyrian Empire collapsed.

  Astrology. The ancient study of the connection between the cycles of heavenly bodies and human behavior and the development of a systematic attempt to track this knowledge. Although indirectly condemned in the Bible and rejected by Maimonides, several medieval scholars (Saadia Gaon, Abraham ibn Ezra) and the kabbalists were great students of astrology. Some vestiges of astrology remain in Jewish folklore. Mazel tov (good luck; lit., “good constellation”) has become the most common expression of congratulations among Jews. A person who succeeds in all his endeavors is know as a bar mazel (son of luck), while one who fails at everything is scorned by the Yiddish term “shlimazel.”


  Asur (prohibited). One of the three basic categories of Jewish law, it refers to a strictly forbidden activity.


  Asylum – see Cities of refuge.


  Ata hareitah (You have been shown). Opening Hebrew words introducing the series of biblical verses praising the wonders and glory of God that are recited by the prayer leader and repeated by the congregation before removing the Torah scrolls from the ark to begin the seven hakafot on Simchat Torah.


  Atarah (crown). Reinforced band of cloth sewn to the top of the tallit. It is usually decoratively embroidered or inscribed with the Hebrew blessing f or putting on the garment. When a man is buried in his tallit, the atarah is removed.

  Atonement, Day of. English term for Yom Kippur, a time devoted to individual and communal repentance in which each Jew and the entire Jewish people strive to literally become “at one” with God through acts of atonement that will result in a change of conduct.


  Atzei chaim. Literally “trees of life,” the Hebrew term for the wooden rollers to which the Torah scroll is attached. The ends of the rollers, which protrude beyond the parchment, serve as handles for lifting and carrying the Torah and rolling it to the appropriate section to be read. The term is based on the verse, “It [the Torah] is a Tree of Life (etz chaim) to those grasp it” (Prov. 3:18). Some raise the base of the atzei chaim when they pronounce any form of the word “Torah” in the blessings recited before and after reading it, indicating that it is the identical Torah that Moses received on Mount Sinai.


  Atzilut (emanation). In kabbalistic lore, the highest of the four worlds or levels of creation. As purely spiritual, the world of atzilut cannot be symbolized in any material way. Thus, it is the only one of the four worlds that is not represented by any fruit at the Tu b’Shevat seder.


  Aufruf. Literally “calling up,” this Yiddish term refers to the Ashkenazic custom of honoring a bridegroom by calling him up to the Torah on the Sabbath before his wedding. On this day, the bridegroom has precedence over all others, including a bar mitzvah, in being called for an aliyah. (Both the bridegroom and the bride-to-be are called to the Torah in liberal synagogues.) In the synagogues of medieval Europe, the aufruf was an opportunity to publicly announce the forthcoming wedding and to make certain that no congregant was aware of anything that would invalidate the marriage.


  Auschwitz. Polish town (Oswiecim) near Cracow, which was the site of the largest concentration/death camp built by the Nazis. The original concentration camp was Auschwitz I, which remained the main camp that housed, among other elements, Gestapo torture cells and the barracks where gruesome pseudo-scientific medical experiments were performed. Auschwitz II, also known as Auschwitz-Birkenau, contained gas chambers and crematoria that could incinerate almost 5,000 human beings each day. Auschwitz III, also known as Monowitz, and its some 40 sub-camps used an endless supply of cruelly exploited slave labor for industrial production. Its chief facility was the I.G. Farben Buna plant for synthetic fuel production. Dagesch, a Farben subsidiary, produced the Zyklon B gas used in the gas chambers of Auschwitz-Birkenau. Over the entrance gate of the concentration camp was emblazoned the slogan, “Freedom through work.” The gas chambers with crematoria ovens were disguised as public showers for the purpose of disinfection. More than 1.1 million human beings, 90% of them Jews, were murdered at Auschwitz, which has become a symbol of the Holocaust.


  Auto-da(de)-fé. Literally “act of faith,” a public ceremony in which judicial sentences of the Inquisition were pronounced and carried out in Spain and Portugal. The condemned heretic was brought to a principal church or the central square of a town in the presence of the chief dignitaries and great crowds, and an eminent cleric preached a fiery denunciatory sermon. The most severe penalty was public burning of the guilty party, though this did not strictly form part of the auto-da-fé since the Church did not want to be formally associated with the shedding of blood.


  Autopsy. Whether autopsies are permitted is an extremely controversial issue among traditional Jews, bringing into direct opposition two fundamental principles – kavod ha-met (reverence for the human body after death) and pikuach nefesh (the preservation of life). Many rabbis have argued that the biblical requirement for burial as soon as possible (Deut. 21:22-23), combined with the prohibition against desecrating the corpse (see nivul ha-met), forbids mutilation of the body for post-mortem examination. However, the trend among modern halachists is that reverence for the corpse
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