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NEJM Scholar Inspired by “Wisdom of Disparate Disciplines” at Maimonides

Maimonides School is “a place that 
encourages its students to think about 
problems from different angles,” 
observed Dr. Yonina Murciano-
Goroff ’01. It’s a place where “our 
rabbis, great talmidei chachamim, 
would sit down with students to 
discuss policy questions raised in the 
latest edition of The New Yorker or The 
Economist. And our science teachers 
would encourage us to think about the 
ethics behind the facts that they taught 
us and ways that we could apply find-
ings to helping others.”  

Today, as a student at Harvard Medical 
School, she said, “I strongly believe that 
medicine is a field with great potential 
to benefit from the wisdom of dispa-
rate disciplines and of experts who, 
in the model of Maimonides School 
and the Rambam himself, are willing 
to examine problems from disparate 
angles.”  

That explains why she was especially 
grateful to be selected recently as 
a New England Journal of Medicine 
scholar. The prestigious publica-
tion honored Yonina based on her 
writing on the topic of new ideas for 
getting medical care to overlooked 
populations.  

“In this capacity, I attended the jour-
nal’s 200th anniversary celebration and 
was surrounded by scientists, authors, 
mathematicians, and ethicists who 
have driven the last decades of medi-
cine,” she said. “Their vision will help 
to inspire the next 200 years.  It was an 

event that gave me a lot of optimism 
about the future of discovery.”

As a high school student, Yonina 
pursued her interests in mathematics 
and writing, editing the newspaper 
and literary magazine and carrying out 
summer mathematics research.  

“During my senior year, I began 
working on a biostatistics project, 
examining correlations between 
racial bias in early life education and 
the development of late life cogni-
tive decline, including in patients with 
Alzheimer’s,” she recounted. “The 
project sparked my interest in medi-
cine, which led to my spending a year 
doing pediatric oncology research 
at Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer 
Center.” 

“Math and writing both have roles 
to play in fueling medical discovery,” 
Yonina said.  “Not only have some of 
my mentors in mathematics made 
important contributions to medicine, 
but also many of the individuals who 
are fueling today’s innovations in 
medicine are using their writing to 
draw attention to new directions for 
discovery.”

“Medicine is a field that is increas-
ingly busy, and writers have a critical 
role in forcing physicians to reflect, to 
think about the ethical implications 
of powerful breakthroughs, as well as 
future improvements.”

As an undergraduate at Harvard 
College, Yonina conducted research on 
how scientific findings, health policy 

changes, 
economic 
incentives, 
and other 
factors play 
into decisions 
about future 
directions 
in cancer 
research.  
After gradu-
ation she 
pursued 
both 
master’s and 

doctoral degrees at Oxford University, 
on fellowships from Oxford and the 
Wellcome Trust. She wrote about how 
cooperation between different coun-
tries contributed to the fight against 
cancer.    

Nowadays she is going through her 
third-year clinical rotations on the 
wards.  “In this capacity, I have the 
amazing opportunity to start helping 
to take care of patients,” she said.  And 
she continues “to value opportuni-
ties to be around experts who bring 
the wisdom of different fields—from 
science to religion—to the pursuit of 
medicine.”  

“Deciding to go into medicine means 
dedicating oneself to taking care of 
everyone,” Yonina observed. “Many of 
the faculty members at Maimonides 
continue to serve as role models for 
me in this regard.  It is a school with a 
strong sense of duty to care for individ-
uals both within and beyond its walls.”  

Dr. Yonina Murciano-
Goroff ‘01
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Dvar Torah: Moving Forward on the Internal Battlefield

by Rabbi Scott Kahn ‘88

One choice, one decision in one 
moment in time, can change 
everything.

After Avram suggested that he and 
Lot separate, Lot moved to the fertile 
plain of Sodom.  Although Lot’s 
options were limited, the decision to 
live in this particular area was his sole 
responsibility. The fateful choice to 
prioritize a financially lucrative setting 
over an ethical environment in which 
to raise his children led to his family’s 
ruin and disgrace.

The fact that we are limited in the 
choices available to us is illustrated 
by a well-known comment of the 
Ramban’s toward the beginning of 
Parashat Lech Lecha:

“I will tell you a rule to comprehend 
in all the coming episodes regarding 
Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov…
‘All that occurred to the Fathers is a 
sign for the Children.’ Therefore, the 
Scriptures spend time on…events 
which one investigating them would 
consider superfluous, without any 
benefit. All of them come to teach 
about the future.” (Ramban on Bereshit 
12:6)

According to this view, our future 
is determined in advance, and we 
seemingly have no free will to deviate 
from the symbolic framework already 
delineated in Sefer Bereshit.  Rav 
Soloveitchik, zt”l, however, explains 
that while the framework is unalter-
able, we retain free choice within 
this framework.  Although the events 
that occurred to our forefathers are 
destined to repeat themselves, these 
events are merely signs and symbols 
of that which will occur—and a sign 
or symbol may be interpreted in 
numerous ways.  

“In every generation, how to interpret 
the event is up to the individual or 
to the people as a whole. The Jew is 
free to choose from the many alter-
native interpretations of the event. 
The idea that G-d wills to be realized 
through the event is the same; yet 
nonetheless it may be like a beam 
of white light which, when refracted 
and dispersed, displays a multitude 
of colors. The selection of the color is 
never interfered with by predestina-
tion.” (Abraham’s Journey, pp. 9-10)  
Thus, our freedom of choice is not 
compromised, though the number 
of opportunities to which it applies is 
inevitably restricted.

Rav Eliyahu Dessler, zt”l, famously 
describes the limited arena of our 
choice as the “nekudat habechira” 
-—that is, the point of choice. He 
explains that just as warring nations 
fight over the area around the front, 
while the rest of each nation’s land is 
not contested during any given battle, 
so, too, does the internal war between 
a person’s good and evil inclinations 
take place only over a specific moral 
or religious point. The acts to which 
an individual is accustomed—be 
they good or evil—are not part of 
the battle; one only chooses among a 
limited number of options. 

A person, for example, who has been 
raised keeping Shabbat and continues 
to do so today would find breaking 
Shabbat unthinkable, and thus has no 
real choice in the matter.  That same 
person may speak lashon hara with 
regularity; because he is so accus-
tomed to it, he isn’t fighting on that 
front, either. His point of choice might 
well be whether he should attend 
minyan in the morning, or instead 
sleep later and daven privately. By 
successfully waging that battle, he 
advances towards the next battle. 

Eventually, the moral lapses about 
which he now lacks free choice 
become the battlefront, and he gains 
the opportunity to choose there, 
as well. Conversely, should he lose 
a given battle with his evil inclina-
tion, the front changes for the worse, 
and certain religious practices which 
are currently guaranteed turn into 
matters of choice instead. (see Michtav 
Me’Eliyahu volume I, pp.113-114)

Rashi teaches that Avram parted with 
Lot because Lot’s shepherds allowed 
their animals to graze on private prop-
erty.  Lot’s initial ethical lapse led to 
his separation from Avram, and thus 
to his dwelling in the area of Sodom. 
Each poor choice moved the battle-
field a bit further back, and each small 
decision within his limited options 
moved him closer to his downfall. 
Avram’s good choices, in contrast, led 
to his becoming Avraham Avinu, the 
progenitor of the People of Israel.

One choice, one decision in one 
moment in time, has infinite ramifica-
tions. May we always choose wisely! 

Rabbi Kahn is rosh yeshiva and 
co-founder of Yeshivat Yesodei HaTorah 
in Beit Shemesh.

Rabbi Scott Kahn ‘88 and family
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As An Investment Expert, Graduate Grasps Israel’s Start-Up Proclivities

an investment consultant in Israeli real 
estate and high-technology industries.

“Israel is a fascinating country, 
because the high concentration of 
very professionally-equipped constit-
uents adds that much more value 
to society at a relatively low cost to 
the government,” he said.  “In other 
words, it is any country’s dream to 
have self-sufficient professionals work 
at low cost.”

Trendlines, he explained, “offers 
angel investors companies that have 
a government investment of a half a 
million dollars awarded by the chief 
scientist of Israel…Israel is widely 
considered a hotbed for new, innova-
tive technologies, due in part to the 
government’s encouragement of 
early-stage, entrepreneurial ventures 
and continuing R&D support.“

“Trendlines capitalizes on Israel’s 
pro-start-up climate by leveraging its 
investments in its newly-established 
portfolio companies with additional 
funding from the government,” he 
continued. “This seed money is in the 
form of a conditional grant provided 

Gershon Weinberg ’85 has an inter-
esting explanation for why Israel is the 
incubator for so many original prod-
ucts—as popularized in the recent 
book Start-Up Nation.

Israelis, he 
said, “are 
extremely 
ambitious 
individuals 
who seek 
to break 
barriers of 
the laws 
of nature 
and over-
come any 
human 
limitations 

to produce innovative devices, mainly 
medical and agricultural, through 
developing new technologies.” 

Gershon is connected to this dynamic 
scene as an investment consultant for 
the Trendlines Group, which manages 
a portfolio of “58 start-ups who carry 
over from seed stage to tech devel-
opment, business development, and 
revenue development companies.” 

A second-generation Maimonides 
student (his father, Rabbi Yehuda 
Weinberg, graduated in 1963), 
Gershon received an economics 
degree from Yeshiva University. He 
returned to the Boston area, working 
in portfolio administration for State 
Street Bank and earning an MBA from 
Suffolk University in 1993. A year later 
he made aliyah. Today his father and 
brothers Eli ’88 and Dvir ’96 also 
reside in Israel.

Gershon worked as a department 
manager of statistics for the Ministry 
of Tourism from 1995 through 1999.  
For the past 12 years, he has worked as 

to each company formed in one of 
Trendlines’ government licensed 
accelerators.” 

The company reviews hundreds of 
technologies and business opportuni-
ties, he said, and typically invests in 
eight to ten new firms annually, with 
an average investment of $625,000, 
including government and private 
funding. 

Gershon has been director of the Jeru-
salem Business Network Forum since 
2009. The forum “taps into the vast 
network of professionals who have 
precipitated many business deals and 
created jobs in the local Israel market,” 
he said.   

He, his wife and their five children live 
in Efrat. Gershon mentioned that he 
dedicates this article to the memory 
of his mother Elisheva, who was a 
victim of lung cancer. She “helped 
inspire me to seek funding for medical 
related start-ups to help cure patients 
of painful, lethal diseases.” Gershon 
can be reached at (972) 50-892-5377 or 
gwein2002@gmail.com.

Gershon Weinberg ‘85

Prof. Eliot Cohen ’73 poses with members of the Maimonides School Class of 2013 at the recent 
AIPAC Fall Summit in Boston, where he was one of the speakers. The students attended the 
two-day program with their teacher, Rabbi Roy Rosenbaum (third from left), a former AIPAC 
director of development. Prof. Cohen is director of the strategic studies program at the Paul H. 
Nitze School of Advanced International Studies of the Johns Hopkins University.
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Two Young Alumni Accepted into Elite IDF Medical Training Program
Two Maimonides School graduates 
have been accepted into a special 
program designed to train Israel’s 
future medical elite.

Natan (Kawesch) Stein ’09 and Meir 
Schechter ’11 have joined a four-
year-old academic reserve medical 
program called Tzameret. They will 
enroll in medical school at the Hebrew 
University in Jerusalem in an elite track 
designed to train military doctors who 
excel in field medicine. 

Meir’s father, Rabbi Dr. Asher 
Schechter, a Maimonides limudei 
kodesh teacher, said he was told that 
only six candidates who describe 
themselves as observant are part of 
the 60-person cadre. Two of those six 
are Maimonides graduates.

The two alumni did not know each 
other in high school. The Schechter 
family arrived in Boston before school 
began in the fall of 2009, about 10 
weeks after Natan graduated. Meir’s 
mother, Dr. Miriam Schechter, is also a 
teacher at the school.

Tzameret means “treetop,” and is used 
to refer to the upper echelons of an 
organization. Natan said Tzameret is 
actually an acronym for “tzava, metzuy-
anut, refu’a, tehila, which means army, 
excellence, medicine, praise/honor.”

The commitment can be as long as 14 
years. For the first several years, the 
academic reservists study conven-
tional medicine and receive training 
in dealing with trauma; the effects of  
nuclear, biological  chemical attack; 
preventive medicine; health habits, 
and medical leadership. At the same 
time, the students undergo military 
basic training, the paramedics’ course 
and officers’ school.

Then comes medical internship in 
one of Israel’s hospitals, followed by 
deployment to various IDF combat 

units, serving as medical 
officers of battalions. 

Natan credits much 
of his success in quali-
fying for this exclusive 
program to his day 
school experience: 
“A large part of the 
acceptance process is 
the interviews, and a 
substantial portion is 
about discussing impor-
tant events in your life 
and how you learned 
and grew from them. I 
found that most of my 
experiences came from 
my time at Maimonides.”

“The experiences that 
influenced me the most 
and shaped the path that led me to 
where I am today involved my peers 
and teachers at Maimonides,” he 
continued. “Many of my friends from 
Tzameret are flabbergasted when they 
hear some of my stories from high 
school (especially the 8:00 a.m.-5:00 
p.m. part), and all my post-high school 
experiences have simply confirmed  
my belief that Maimonides is a unique 
and wonderful place that I was lucky to 
have experienced.” He added, “I really 
credit Rabbi (Baruch) Goldman with 
enabling my development of a love for 
learning.”

Natan said he decided to go into 
medicine the summer after 11th grade, 
“when working with (classmate) Pnina 
Grossman in a hospital lab and shad-
owing doctors. Seeing patients and 
helping others on a daily basis was 
something that I wanted to be part of 
my life.”

“I think it is not an accident that 
there are two Maimonides gradu-
ates participating in the Tzameret 
program,” added Meir. “The educa-
tion it gives, academically and, 

more important, ideologically, fits 
the model of rofe-katzin-lochem 
(doctor-commander-soldier).”

Natan learned at Yeshivat Eretz Hatzvi 
for two years after graduation. He then 
spent a year in the mechinah program 
for olim at Hebrew University. “I knew 
I wanted to study medicine, and felt it 
would be a good use of army service 
both for Tzahal and for me, so I looked 
into Tzameret.” 

“I didn’t go to Israel thinking at 
all about making aliyah,” Natan 
continued, “but I decided to stay for 
shana bet both to continue my learning 
and to give myself more time to 
decide.” Ultimately, “I decided that if I 
wanted to both live in Israel and study 
medicine, I had to make aliyah then, so 
I did.”

Meir acknowledged the seriousness of 
his commitment. “From the moment 
I walk through the gates of the Ein 
Karem hospital campus, I will start to 
become responsible for the lives and 
health of many people, civilians and 
soldiers alike, in Israel and anywhere 
else. I hope I’m capable of that.”

Meir Schechter ‘11, left, and Natan (Kawesch) Stein ’09 at the 
entrance to Hadassah Hospital in Ein Karem, Jerusalem.
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Graduate’s New Book Explores the Context of Chazal’s Unique Vision

A new book by a Maimonides School 
graduate explores the social and 
political setting in which the rabbis 
composed the Mishnah, and the 
impact of this context on the way they 
described the rituals at the Temple in 
Jerusalem.

Naftali Cohn ’91 announced the 
release of The Memory of the Temple 
and the Making of the Rabbis (Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania Press) on Oct. 30.  
Naftali is an associate professor and 
director of the graduate program in 
Judaic Studies in the Department 
of Religion at Concordia University 
in Montreal. The new book culmi-
nates what began as his doctoral 
dissertation. 

Naftali’s father, Rabbi Reuven Cohn 
’65, teaches Jewish history in the 
Upper School, and his grandfather, 
Rabbi M.J. Cohn, z”l, is principal emer-
itus.  His grandmother, Mrs. Devorah 
Cohn, was an Elementary School 
teacher for many years.

“The Mishnah is a sacred text, and 
we often understand it in light of the 
way it is interpreted by the Gemara, by 
halachah and by contemporary prac-
tice,” Naftali said. “It is important to 
realize that you can interpret the pshat 
of the Mishna, just as you can interpret 
the pshat of the Torah.”

“Chazal were part of their own 
culture, living under Roman domi-
nation roughly a century after the 
destruction of the Beit HaMikdash,” he 
continued. “The narratives they put 
together that describe what was once 
done in the Temple are very engaging, 
and are sometimes the basis of our 
tefilla. But they also point to the 
rabbis’ unique vision of the past, 
and to their understanding of who 
they were and what their place was 
in the larger society.  Placing chazal 
in their historical context opens up 
new and interesting interpretations 

of the Mishnah—of the pshat of the 
Mishnah.”

The book, Naftali said, addresses how 
the context of their times shaped the 
Mishnah’s accounts of Temple ritual. 
“The rabbis weren’t a very powerful 
group. They weren’t in charge of what 
other Jews were doing at the time, 
though some passages in the Mishnah 
might suggest that,” he said. “There 
were a variety of Jews, and some Jews 
might not have even known about 

these rabbis. The way that the rabbis 
describe what happened in the past 
speaks to their desire to become more 
influential, more authoritative in their 
own time.” 

One shouldn’t presume that there was 
“some kind of ideal Jewish past where 
everybody did the same thing and 
listened to chazal,” Naftali continued. 
“The image I am suggesting for the 
mishnaic rabbis and their position 
in society is actually rather similar to 
today. Of course rabbis want everyone 
to listen to their opinions on halachic 
observance, but the vast majority of 
Jews don’t.”

The book also addresses how other 
constituencies were talking about 
the Beit HaMikdash at the time of the 
Mishnah, including authors of early 

Christian texts. “The Mishnah,” he said, 
“preserves the memory of the Beit 
HaMikdash. How do the ways in which 
they shaped this memory of the past 
relate to who chazal  were and what 
they were trying to accomplish?”

Naftali earned his undergraduate 
degree at Harvard—in chemistry. 
After a year in MIT’s graduate chem-
istry program, he transferred to 
Yeshiva University, where he earned 
semicha and an MA in Talmud. He 
continued his studies at the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania, receiving a PhD 
in rabbinic literature. Naftali began 
teaching at Concordia in 2007 (he can 
be reached at naftali.cohn@concordia.
ca).

“My dad loves Mishnah, and he really 
transmitted that love to me. When I 
was at Yeshivat HaKotel, overlooking 
the site of the Beit HaMikdash, my 
dad said to look at the first perek 
of Mishnah Bikkurim, about the 
pilgrimage to the Beit HaMikdash 
with the first fruits. That’s the first 
time I really started looking at these 
narratives in the Mishnah about how 
Temple rituals used to be performed.  
And that got me started on the path 
that led to this book.”

“My involvement in academic Jewish 
studies is certainly influenced by my 
experience at Maimonides,” Naftali 
said. “We were trained by our many 
excellent teachers in critical thinking, 
in many of the sacred Jewish texts, 
and in the history of the Jewish 
people. I single out those who influ-
enced me the most in these regards: 
Rabbi (Zalmen) Stein, Rabbi (Jon) 
Bloomberg, Dr. (Kalman) Stein, and Mr. 
(David) Meisse.  I am also particularly 
grateful to the teachers who invested 
significant energy training me to write 
well, Mrs. (Sally David) Cohen and 
Mr. (Michael) Youmans; I hope their 
impact can be felt in the book itself.”

Naftali Cohn ‘91 
photo by David Ward


