
Carnegie Shul Chatter
November 11, 2020

Our Great Rabbis
Last Saturday, on November 7, one of the great rabbis 
of our times, Rabbi Jonathon Sacks, passed away.

If you attend our Sabbath services at the Carnegie 
Shul, you have surely heard Dr. Block cite Rabbi Sacks 
as a source in many of his d’var Torahs. Rabbi Sacks 
has also been cited in several Carnegie Shul Chatters.

In recognition of Rabbi Sacks’s passing, here is some 
background on this great scholar and leader.

There are also articles about two other noted Jewish 
scholars whose works we use every Shabbos at our 
Shul. Dr. Philip Birnbaum was not a rabbi, but his Ha-
Siddur Ha-Shalem is the siddur we use for our Sabbath 
services. Rabbi Dr. J. H. Hertz was indeed a rabbi and 
his chumash, The Pentateuch and Haftorahs, widely 
known as the Hertz chumash, is also used in our Shul.

Honoring our Rabbis
When we think of great Rabbis we 
often think of the ten martyrs that we 
read about on Yom Kippur. Or perhaps 
we think about the Talmudic rabbis 
of the Sanhedrin. But how many of us 
think about the great rabbis of today?

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneer-
son, the Lubavitch Rebbe, was cer-
tainly one of the great rabbis of our 
time, making the Lubavitch move-
ment into one of the most influential 
movements in modern Judaism with 
an international network of over 
3,000 educational and social centers.

Rabbi Jonathon Sacks and Rabbi Joseph 
Hertz were both former Chief Rabbis 
of the United Kingdom as well as being 
superb scholars and educators.

Dr. Philip Birnbaum, though not a 
rabbi, affected millions of Jews with 
his siddur that was used in countless 
synagogues.

My Rabbi while growing up was Pin-
chas N. Gross, rabbi at Parkway Jewish 
Center, who had a profound influence 
on my love of our Shabbos liturgy.

What rabbis have influenced you in 
your Jewish experience?

Perhaps you might want to remember 
those rabbis who have most influenced 
your life when the Kaddish DeRabba-
nan  is said at Shul, for this Kaddish  is 
not only a prayer for life, but is espe-
cially a prayer for the wellbeing of our 
Rabbis and teachers.
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UK’s former chief rabbi Jonathan 
Sacks passes away at 72
The prolific Jewish thinker, writer, teacher and spiritual leader had announced 
a cancer diagnosis last month; Israeli, Jewish leaders mourn his death

By TOI staff and JTA ~ 7 November 2020, 8:53 pm 
Updated: 8 November 2020, 8:38 am 

Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, the former chief rabbi of the United Kingdom whose extensive writings 
and frequent media appearances commanded a global following among Jews and non-Jews 
alike, died Saturday morning. 

Sacks, 72, was in the midst of a third bout of cancer, 
which he had announced in October. 

Sacks was among the world’s leading exponents of 
Orthodox Judaism for a global audience. In his 22 years 
as chief rabbi, he emerged as the most visible Jewish 
leader in the United Kingdom and one of the European 
continent’s leading Jewish voices, offering Jewish 
wisdom to the masses through a regular segment he 
produced for the BBC. He had a close relationship with 
former British Prime Minister Tony Blair, who called 
Sacks “an intellectual giant” and presented him with a 
lifetime achievement award in 2018. 

Sacks was also an immensely prolific author, addressing pressing social and political issues in a 
succession of well received books. His popular commentary on the prayer book, published by 
Koren, helped to dethrone the more traditionalist Artscroll Siddur as the preeminent prayer 
book in American Modern Orthodox synagogues. 

His most recent book, “Morality: Restoring the 
Common Good in Divided Times,” was published in 
September. 

Sacks’ office had not specified what type of cancer he 
had, saying in October that “he remains positive and 
upbeat and will now spend a period of time focused 
on the treatment he is receiving from his excellent 
medical team,” the statement said. 

Sacks had been treated for cancer twice before, 
in his 30s and again in his 50s, a fact that wasn’t 
widely known until it was disclosed in a 2012 book. 

Sacks taught at Yeshiva University and New York 

Baruch Dayan Ha’Emet. It 

with the deepest sadness that 

we regret to inform you that 

Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks 

(HaRav Ya’akov Zvi ben 

David Arieh z’’l) passed away 

early this morning, Saturday 

7th November 2020 (Shabbat 

Kodesh 20th MarCheshvan 

5781). 

— Rabbi Sacks (@rabbisacks)  

November 7, 2020



University as well as at King’s College London and several other top schools. He was a Senior 
Fellow at Canada’s Raoul Wallenberg Centre for Human Rights.

Sacks, who was knighted by Queen Elizabeth II in 2005 and awarded a Life Peerage in the 
British House of Lords in 2009, was an outspoken advocate of religious and social tolerance 
throughout his career.

He was also an advocate for the 
compatibility of science and religion, which 
some people see as mutually exclusive.

Sacks was normally averse to mixing religion 
and politics. But he did take public 
stances on two topics that were often 
ensnared with European politics: Israel 
and anti-Semitism.

He spoke out publicly as Britain’s Labour 
Party was engulfed in an anti-Semitism 
scandal under its previous leader Jeremy 
Corbyn, calling Corbyn an anti-Semite.

“We have an anti-Semite as the leader of 
the Labour Party and her majesty’s opposition. That is why Jews feel so threatened by Mr. 
Corbyn and those who support him,” Sacks said in 2018 during an interview with the New 
Statesman.

That judgment paved the way for the current British Chief Rabbi Ephraim Mirvis to harshly 
condemn the Labour Party, a precedent-setting event in British Jewish life.

Corbyn was replaced in April by centrist Keir Starmer, who has apologized for how anti-
Semitism was allowed to flourish in Labour’s ranks under Corbyn. Starmer, who is married to a 
Jewish woman, expressed his condolences to “the entire Jewish world” in a tweet on Saturday.

“He was a towering intellect whose eloquence, insights and kindness reached well beyond the 
Jewish community. I have no doubt that his legacy will live on for many generations,” Starmer 
wrote.

Israeli President Reuven Rivlin mourned Sacks’s passing, who he called “a man of words… and 
of creativity, a man of truth, whose generosity and compassion built bridges between people.”

He said Sacks “bravely faced difficult questions and always found the right words to illuminate 
the Torah and explain its paths. We will always remember his warnings against violence in the 
name of God, and his belief that we have the power to heal a fractured world.”

Marie van der Zyl, president of the Board of Deputies of British Jews, said Sacks was “a giant of 
both the Jewish community and wider society. His astounding intellect and courageous moral 
voice were a blessing to all who encountered him in person, in writing or in broadcast.”

Rabbi Pinchas Goldschmidt, president of the Conference of European Rabbis, also called Sacks 
“a giant of world Jewry” who “will be truly missed.”

Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks speaks at a press conference 
announcing his winning of the 2016 Templeton Prize, in 
London, March 2, 2016. (AP Photo/Kirsty Wigglesworth)



Israel’s chief rabbis also eulogized Sacks.

Ashkenazi Chief Rabbi David Lau 
said Sacks was “a man of spirit who 
championed the word of Torah-keeping 
Judaism and was a staunch guardian of 
tradition from generation to generation.”

Sephardi Chief Rabbi Yitzhak Yosef said: 
“The people of Israel have lost a unique 
voice that will be sorely missed.”

World Jewish Congress President 
Ronald S. Lauder said the WJC “and 
the entire Jewish world are profoundly 
saddened by the passing of former 
British Chief Rabbi Lord Jonathan 
Sacks,” who he called “a theologian of extraordinary intellectual depth and moral conviction.

“He was also a pillar of integrity who inspired Jews and non-Jews alike… We extend our 
deepest condolences to Lord Sacks’s wife Elaine and their family.”

In 2017, in a widely circulated YouTube video, Sacks called anti-Zionism a new form of anti-
Semitism, arguing that it denies Jews the “right to exist collectively with the same rights as 
everyone else.”

The video was based on a 2016 speech Sacks delivered in Brussels, which is widely seen as 
having paved the way to Britain’s adoption later that year of the International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance’s definition of anti-Semitism.

But the video went far beyond political and academic circles, and became symbolic of Sacks’ 
ability to reach mainstream audiences. Rachel Riley, a famous British Jewish game show 
television host, last year shared the video, telling her over 600,000 Twitter followers that it is 
“the best explanation of antisemitism I’ve seen.”

Sacks branched out beyond religious and Jewish cultural thought as well. In 2017 he delivered 
a Ted Talk about “facing the future without fear” and what he called a “fateful moment” in 
Western history after the election of Donald Trump as U.S. president, citing Thomas Paine and 
anthropologists to make an argument about returning a culture of togetherness.

Born in London in 1948, Sacks studied at Cambridge University. While a student there in the 
60s, he visited Rabbi Menachem Schneerson — the spiritual leader who is credited with 
turning the Hasidic Chabad-Lubatvitch movement into a powerful organizing force of Jewry 
around the world — in New York City. Sacks credits that meeting with inspiring him to get 
involved with Jewish studies, as he detailed in a series of videos for Chabad.org in 2011.

He became the rabbi of the Golders Green synagogue in London’s most Orthodox 
neighborhood in the late 70s and then rabbi of the Marble Arch synagogue in central London, 
before becoming the UK’s chief rabbi in 1991, a position he held until 2013.

Sacks is survived by his wife Elaine, three children and several grandchildren.

Chief Ashkenazi Rabbi David Lau (L) and Sephardi Chief Rabbi 
Yitzhak Yosef attend a meeting of the Rabbinate Council in 
Jerusalem on November 4, 2013. (Flash90)



A Most Obscure Best-Selling  
Author: Dr. Philip Birnbaum
David Olivestone — Jewish Action/ Winter 2018 

The New York Times once aptly described him as one of the world’s 
“most obscure best-selling authors.” Yet for many decades, in 

synagogues and Jewish homes throughout North America and 
even around the world, his was a household name.

He was Dr. Philip Birnbaum, translator, editor and author of 
over twenty books of Judaica, chief among them Ha-Siddur 
Ha-Shalem, known everywhere as “The Birnbaum Siddur,” 
which was by far the most popular siddur used in Modern 
Orthodox congregations in the second half of the twentieth 
century. This year marked his thirtieth yahrtzeit since he 
passed away at age eighty-four.

Despite his one-time renown in the Jewish world, virtually 
nothing has ever been written about him, outside of a 1967 

Jewish Press profile and a New York Times obituary.

I came to know Dr. Birnbaum in the 1970s, when for several years 
I was the editor at the venerable Hebrew Publishing Company (HPC) in 

New York, in its day one of the leading publishers of Judaica in America. The company was 
owned by the Werbelowsky family (later shortened to Werbel) and occupied an impressive 
former bank building on Delancey Street in Manhattan’s Lower East Side.

In addition to the many hundreds of books it published, HPC produced an extensive line of 
greeting cards, as well as cantorial and Yiddish theater sheet music, all of which it sold in its 
retail store on the ground floor and distributed throughout the world.

Publishing Jewish books is not usually a very lucrative pursuit, but Philip Birnbaum was almost 
unique in that his books sold so well that he was one of the very few Jewish authors able to 
sustain himself solely on his royalties. True, his needs were few, as he never married and he 
lived very simply, but once his books began to meet with success, he gave up his teaching 
positions and moved to Manhattan’s Upper West Side.

What is perhaps even more remarkable is that a nineteen-year-old Polish immigrant attained 
such a high level of fluency in a language that was not his mother tongue, and produced 
felicitous, articulate, eloquent and sometimes even poetic translations of complex texts. Not 
only was he a master of the nuances of English vocabulary, syntax and phraseology, he was 
also a superb Hebraist, which added yet another invaluable dimension to his work.

When he was not occupied with his scholarly pursuits in one of Manhattan’s several 
outstanding Jewish libraries, Birnbaum would write articles and book reviews for the Hebrew 
weekly Hadoar, published by the Histadrut Ivrit of America, of which he was a board member. 



Often, he would come into the HPC office to chat or to discuss possibilities for new editions of 
his works.

Birnbaum had high expectations of other people’s scholarship, which were not always met. 
Ira Kellman, a fellow congregant at The Jewish Center in Manhattan, remembers him as “very 
precise and scholarly. Rabbis were at peril if they made a mistake in their Hebrew or any other 
area of Birnbaum’s expertise.”

Attorney Lawrence Kobrin, who served as president of The 
Jewish Center, recalls that Birnbaum “was a very private 
person, immersed in his scholarship and publishing efforts. 
We invited him on several occasions to join us for a Shabbat 
meal, but I cannot recall his ever having accepted.”

Born in 1904 in Kielce, Poland, Philip (Paltiel) Birnbaum came 
to the United States in 1923. He attended Howard College 
(now Samford University) in Birmingham, Alabama, and 
in 1939 he received his PhD from Dropsie College (today 
the Herbert D. Katz Center for Advanced Judaic Studies at 
University of Pennsylvania). For several years he served as 
the principal of a Jewish day school in Wilmington, Delaware, 
and had also directed Jewish schools in Birmingham and in 
Camden, New Jersey, before moving to New York. His only 
known relative was a sister who lived in Tel Aviv.

As part of his educational endeavors, he set about selecting 
passages from Maimonides’ Mishneh Torahand carefully 
vocalizing and punctuating the Hebrew text. With his 
explanatory notes in English on each page, it offered students 
an introductory glimpse into Maimonides’ vast compendium 
of Jewish law. Birnbaum submitted his manuscript to the 
Hebrew Publishing Company, which published it in 1944.

When the abridged Mishneh Torah met with success, HPC 
President Isidor Werbel suggested to Birnbaum that he 
translate the daily prayer book. Werbel’s motive was purely 
commercial. The prayer book business was very competitive, 
and Werbel saw an opportunity to get ahead of the pack. 
Many of the existing translations, such as those by Philips, Singer and others, were replete 
with archaic language such as “Blessed be He who speaketh and doeth: blessed be He who 
decreeth and performeth.” Most shul goers in those days had a minimal Jewish education, but 
this “Bible English” was probably almost as incomprehensible to them as the Hebrew itself.

For Birnbaum, it was also an opportunity to combat those elements in the Conservative and 
Reform movements which he saw as distorting traditional Judaism. In his introduction to the 
new Siddur, he railed against those who “. . . take liberties with the original, eliminating a 
phrase here and adding one there, each according to his own beliefs.”

Werbel queried Birnbaum as to why the dozens of editions of the siddur that HPC published 

The Hebrew Publishing Company 
occupied this former bank building 
on Delancey Street on Manhattan’s 
Lower East Side. As one observer 
wryly noted, “Since everything is 
more or less backward in a compa-
ny that specializes in Hebrew and 
Yiddish, the building supports the 
columns instead of the columns 
supporting the building.” It was later 
converted into apartments, offices 
and stores. Photo: Robert K. Chin/
Alamy Stock Photo



were awash with so many different fonts and type sizes, even on the same page. “Why can’t 
the text of the siddur all be in one size,” he asked, “like any other book?” Birnbaum embraced 
the idea, and wrote about it in his introduction. “For no sound reason the pages of the siddur 
are broken up by several type sizes which have a confusing effect on the eyes of the 
reader. Those who learn the contents of the prayers soon discover that 
the emphasis suggested by the larger type is in most cases no emphasis 
at all.” And in a pedagogical insight which certainly rings true, he added, 
“Children, trained in reading the larger type in the siddur, gradually 
develop a prejudice against whatever appears in the smaller print.”

What is perhaps even more remarkable is that a 19-year-old Polish 
immigrant attained such a high level of fluency in a language which 
was not his mother tongue, and produced felicitous, articulate, 
eloquent and sometimes even poetic translations of complex texts.

Other innovations included his use of modern punctuation marks 
to indicate the breakup of sentences and clauses in the Hebrew 
text. He also made a point of including all the necessary component 
prayers within the pages of each service, “so that the worshipper 
is not called upon to search from page to page and to commute 
from reference to reference.” At the foot of each page, Birnbaum 
added source references, halachic information, historical insights 
and a brief commentary. Heaping criticism on other editions of the 
siddur, he gave many examples of poorly worded instructions that 
misled instead of leading. “What do [they] all mean?” he asked, and 
answered, “In one word: confusion.”

Dr. Avi Shmidman, liturgy scholar and member of the Academy of the Hebrew Language who 
lectures in the Hebrew Literature Department at Bar-Ilan University, grew up in Teaneck, New 
Jersey using the Birnbaum Siddur. “Birnbaum set the standard,” he says. “His impact was huge 
because of his insistence on precision in nikud [punctuation] and nusach [accuracy of the text]. 
The care that he gave to linguistic precision really affected the way entire generations davened.”

Based on careful research, Birnbaum corrected obvious, and not-so-obvious, errors in the 
Hebrew text of earlier siddurim, whether grammatical mistakes or misplaced words. When 
challenged, he was always able to back up his emendations with authoritative rabbinic sources.

All this made the new siddur very usable. But its crowning achievement was the translation. 
In order to preserve the sense of reverence that he felt the prayer book demanded, Birnbaum 
retained the use of “Thee” and “Thou” when referring to God. “The diction has not been 
allowed to reach the level of everyday English,” he wrote, “in view of the exalted literary tone 
of the siddur.” But in stark contrast to the archaic style of previous translations, his version 
was intelligible and readable. According to Birnbaum, “The fault of some translations is their 
literalness. . . . Words should be translated according to their context.” Birnbaum’s genius was 
in choosing the most germane word, the most apposite turn of phrase.

Chazzanim welcomed the Birnbaum Siddur. “Whenever I was leading the davening in a 
congregation that was using the Birnbaum Siddur,” says Cantor Bernard Beer, director 

The Birnbaum 
Siddur, with nearly 800 
pages, went through dozens 
of reprints. Birnbaum firmly 
kept the type all one size, 
because of his pedagog-
ical belief that “children, 
trained in reading the larg-
er type in the siddur, grad-
ually develop a prejudice 
against whatever appears 
in the smaller print. 



emeritus of Yeshiva University’s Belz School of Jewish Music. “I felt it helped those around me 
focus on what they were saying. The text was clear and easy to read, the translation was lucid 
and intelligent, and there was no need to turn pages back and forth.”

After the Siddur was published in 1949, it was followed by equally popular Birnbaum editions 
of the machzor for the High Holidays and the other festivals. His talent for translation and 
popularization soon led him to explore texts beyond the liturgy. In A Treasury of Judaism he 
set out “to acquaint the average reader with the ethical teachings of some seventy Jewish 
classics covering a period of thirty centuries.” Demonstrating an encyclopedic knowledge of 
rabbinic literature, he abridged and translated selections from the Tanach (later published in 
a separate volume as The Concise Jewish Bible), the Talmud, Midrash, Zohar and the medieval 
Jewish philosophers. He even translated the writings of some contemporary rabbinic figures.

A Book of Jewish Concepts was another acclaimed and popular work which differed from his 
previous books in that it was not a translation but Birnbaum’s own exposition of hundreds of 
essential Jewish ideas and practices, in dictionary form. He also published a Hebrew language 
textbook, Fluent Hebrew; a popular Haggadah; a Chumash; and the all-Hebrew Siddur Am Yisrael.

HPC continued to publish these and similar liturgical and reference works by Birnbaum in 
multiple editions for several decades. But tastes and styles change, and just as the Birnbaum 
Siddur replaced the editions that came before it, so, inevitably, did the siddurim of a new 
generation edge the Birnbaum off the synagogue shelves.

“The siddur,” wrote Birnbaum, “has never been sufficiently appreciated as a vehicle of Jewish 
knowledge.” The same might perhaps be said of Dr. Birnbaum himself.

* My thanks to Menachem Butler, Zev Eleff, Dr. Jeffrey Gurock, Robert Hersowitz, Philip E. Miller, 
Sara Olson, Rabbi Dr. J. J. Schacter, and Rabbi Gil Student for their suggestions and insights.

David Olivestone edited and translatedThe NCSY Bencherand is the translator of the 
forthcoming Passover Haggadah Graphic Novel. A member of the Jewish Action Editorial 
Committee, he lives in Jerusalem.

Tradition Today: Remembering 
Chief Rabbi Hertz
By Reuven Hammer 
Jerusalem Post | March 22, 2012 | 18:17

The position of chief rabbi in England is certainly one of the most prestigious rabbinical 
positions in the Jewish world. Both the current chief rabbi and the former were made Lords, 
not an insignificant achievement. It should be noted, however, that the post – known in 
England simply the “the chief” – is not really chief rabbi of Great Britain, but chief rabbi of the 
United Hebrew Congregations of the Commonwealth, the largest organization of Orthodox 
synagogues. The ultra-Orthodox have their own organization, as do the Liberal, Reform and 
Masorti movements, none of which recognize the authority of the chief rabbi.



As the United Synagogue begins its search for a new chief 
rabbi, it is interesting to look back at one of the most 
celebrated chief rabbis, Rabbi Joseph Herman Hertz. Hertz 
was a graduate of the first class of the Jewish Theological 
Seminary of America in New York in 1894, before the 
Conservative Movement as such had been created, but 
when the Seminary represented the approach of the 
Historical Positive movement in Judaism that had been 
founded by Zecharia Frankel. He served as a rabbi in a 
synagogue in Syracuse, New York, that was identified with 
that approach as well.

He was chosen as chief rabbi in 1913 and served in that 
post until his death in 1946. During that time, although he 
was opposed to liberal Judaism in England, he never denied 
his Seminary background and surely the open, inclusive 
attitude that is shown in his writings reflected that.

The Humash that bears his name was the most widely used Torah commentary in English-
speaking synagogues for generations and was, for its day, an excellent combination of 
traditional Biblical commentary and modern understanding. In recent times it has fallen out 
of favor due to a number of factors. To its misfortune, it is both too liberal and not modern 
enough.

The Reform and the Conservative/Masorti movements have each produced a Torah 
commentary reflecting modern Biblical studies and the specific ideologies of each movement. 
At the same time much of Orthodoxy has moved to the Right and finds Hertz too liberal, 
preferring the more fundamentalist ArtScroll version.

Less well known is Hertz’s commentary on the prayer book which was issued following his 
death in 1946, although major portions had been published during his lifetime. Unlike the 
recent Daily Prayer Book of the current chief rabbi, Jonathan Sacks, Hertz’s was evidently not 
intended for synagogue use, but for study purposes and thus never replaced the standard 
“authorized” Singer’s prayer book.

A glance at Hertz’s work, however, reveals how startlingly open was his approach. It certainly 
reflects quite a different time in the history of British Jewry, one in which the chief rabbi felt 
quite free to utilize non-Orthodox authorities in his commentary and to voice unusual views.

Hertz quotes liberally from non-Jews including William James, Joseph Addison, Matthew 
Arnold, George Foote Moore and many Christian biblical scholars. Even more startling is the 
fact that he quotes from non-Orthodox rabbis, including Solomon Schechter and Leo Baeck. 
He even includes twice a long excerpt from Cyrus Adler, a non-rabbi who was president of the 
(Conservative) Jewish Theological Seminary of America, calling him “a noble Jew,” and also 
quotes Moses Mendelssohn and Kaufman Kohler, the president of the Reform Hebrew Union 
College! 

No less daring for his day was his statement that an intensive Jewish education must be 
extended to “every Jewish boy or girl” (page 120) and his statement that some think the 



Messiah may be Israel itself (page 254). In his comments to the 
blessings in the early morning service thanking God who “has not 
made me a heathen,” “not made me a slave,” and “not made me 
a woman,” Hertz quotes a Prof. Abraham Berliner, who urged that 
these three be eliminated and replaced with the words “who has 
made me an Israelite.”

Hertz concludes, “He has rightly maintained that ‘to be filled 
with gratitude to God for having allotted to me the distinction 
of participating in Israel’s mission and destiny, is surely far more 
expressive than the present negative formula’” (page 21). I 
agree, but I also wonder if Hertz were alive today, would he be 
considered as a suitable candidate for the position? 

The writer, former president of the International Rabbinical Assembly, is a twotime winner of 
the National Book Award. His latest book is The Torah Revolution (Jewish Lights). 


