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Rabbi Joseph Dweck of the S&P Sephardi Community of

London recently pointed out that Jews are often the repository of the

A Note About Our Weekly Dibrei Torah
Our Debar Torah this week is written by Rabbi Shalom
Morris, CSI’s former educational director and current rabbi

of the Bevis Marks Synagogue in London. Over the course of
this year, in addition to our Shearith Israel cast of writers, we
will expose you to guest Debar Torah contributors from other

Spanish and Portuguese communities around the world.

Thank you Rabbi Morris for this week’s excellent
Debar Torah!

Parnas Office Hours
Louis Solomon would be delighted to meet with you.
Please schedule a visit at parnas@shearithisrael.org.

Our next public tour is:
Wednesday, January 11 at 11:00 am

The Sephardi Origins of the Dreidel
Rabbi Shalom Morris, Rabbi of the Bevis Marks Synagogue

Whilst visiting Portugal, I was given a
gift. It appeared to be a dreidel, though I was told
that it was actually a Rapa, a Portuguese top used
by children during Christmas. The
store’s website though, claims that it is based upon
the dreidel, a traditional Jewish game. The Sephar-
dic origins of the dreidel have also been asserted by
some in the American Southwest. There are Span-
ish individuals in that region who posit Jewish
Sephardic ancestry. They claim that hundreds of
years ago they arrived in the farthest northern reaches of what was then Spanish
Mexico to escape the Inquisition. Some researchers have attempted to prove
this Jewish ancestry based upon dreidels that have been found in some of their
homes.

The word dreidel is of course yiddish (a Judeo-German language spo-
ken by Ashkenazim). The word is likely from the Yiddish word drei, to spin, as
in ‘to drei a kup’” which basically means to drive someone crazy. The letters on
the sides are nun, gimmel, hey, and shin — which may stand for nes gadol
hayah sham (a great miracle happened there). It was in 1887 that the Hebrew
word sevivon was first created by Itamar Ben-Avi, the son of the great Hebrew
revivalist Eliezer ben Yehuda. The story goes that he was five at the time, play-
ing with the dreidel. He took the Hebrew word for turning, saviv, and created
the word sevivon, for a spinning top. Later in Israel the shin (for sham — there)
was changed to a peh (for po — here).

The game of dreidel is today widespread throughout the Jewish world.
A player spins the top, and depending on how it lands, they win or lose part or
all of the pot of coins (or gelt in Yiddish), in the middle. The origins of this
game are said to date back to Hanukkah times (165 BCE), when Jews would
play dreidel as Greek soldiers entered their homes,. They did this to hide the
fact that they had actually gathered to study Torah, an act prohibited by the
Syrian-Greek king, Antiochus. Significantly though, according to the Seforim
Blog, this dreidel origin story only first appeared in print in a book published
in Pittsburgh, PA, in 1890! The author, Rabbi Eliezer Hershovitz, came from
Kovno, Lithuania.

So, is it possible that the dreidel is in fact a pan Jewish custom, dating
back to ancient times, and perhaps even Sephardic in origin? Probably not. Not
only is dreidel a yiddish word, and not only does the origin story only appear in
the late 19th century, but similar tops are found across Europe, and in some
places are even traditionally played at Christmas time. In Portugal it is called a
Rapa, in other European cities it was a called a teetotum. Depending on the
country and language, the letters appearing on the four sides are different. In
Yiddish the Hebrew nun, gimmel, hey, and shin actually stood for nisht, ganz,
halb, and shtel arayn (nothing, everything, half, and give one).

The dreidel therefore is a cautionary tale, wherein we sometimes mis-
takenly project back in time, something which we know from the present. Be-
cause Jews today so famously play with a dreidel, some mistakenly assume that
any four-sided spinning top must have come from the Jews, even the Sephardic
Jews. There is, however, a lasting message and value contained within the
dreidel.
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CONGREGATION SHEARITH ISRAEL

The Spanish & Portuguese Synagogue

Shabbat Mikkets-Hanukkah
December 30-31, 2016

Hertz Pentateuch: Mikkets: p. 155, Hanukkah: p. 599 ;
Haftarah p. 987
Kaplan Living Torah: Mikkets: p. 200, Hanukkah: p. 696 ;
Haftarah: 1360

CANDLE LIGHTING | 4:20 pm

MINHAH | 4:15 pm | Main Sanctuary

FRIDAY NIGHT LIGHTS | Following evening services | Rabbi
Soloveichik gives a talk on the topic “Light and Enlightenment: A
Painter’s Perspective” | 2016-2017 season sponsored by the Julis Family

ZEMIROT | 8:15 am | Main Sanctuary

SHAHARIT (NISHMAT) | 9:00 am | Rabbi Soloveichik delivers a

shiur on the topic “Totally Headless Holofernes: A Hanukkah Story?”
TOT SHABBAT WITH LIZ AND SHANADE | Ages 0-4 | 10:00 am |
Levy Auditorium

YOUTH GROUPS WITH RACHEL | Ages 5-12 | 10:00 am | Elias Room
JR. CONGREGATION | Ages 5-12 | 10:30 am | Little Synagogue
KIDDUSH | Levy Auditorium

SEUDAH SHELISHIT AND PIRKEI ABOT AFTERNOON SHIUR | Rabbi
Soloveichik on the topic “The Most Missed Haftarah: The Story of
Solomon” | 3:30 pm | Levy Auditorium | Fall semester sponsored by
Lewis Lipsey

MINHAH/ARBIT | 4:15 PM
HABDALAH | 5:05 pm

Weekday Service Times
Mornings: Sunday— Monday: 8:00 AM, Tuesday-Friday: 7:15 AM,
Evenings (Arbit Only): Monday - Thursday: 6:30PM

Schedule Changes

- Sunday Morning Classes will not meet on January 1st.
- Rabbi Soloveichik’s Monday class will NOT meet on January 2nd.
Follow our emails for the next class.
-The Synagogue Office will be closed on Monday January 2nd.




