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There can be no doubt that, as the debate over Brexit has illustrated, immigration and asylum 

policy in the UK is one of the great issues of our time. Indeed, some would argue that the 

vote to leave the European Union hinged upon a xenophobic reaction to the relatively large 

numbers of Europeans and others who have come to live in the UK in the past few decades. 

As figures from the Office of National Statistics reveal, the percentage of foreign born people 

living in the UK increased at a slow rate from 4.3 to 7.3% between 1951 and 2001, from 

1,875,000 to 3,625,000; yet between 2001 and 2011 this almost doubled to 13.4%, that’s 

7,500,000 people. Indeed, this week the ONS  released figures that indicate that the number 

of children born to foreign born women also continues to increase. In 1990 just 11.6% of 

children born in the UK were born to foreign born women; in 2016, however, as the ONS has 

just revealed, this has risen to 28.2%. To some these figures are deeply worrying. They 

demonstrate that not only are foreign born people coming to the UK in unprecedented 

numbers but that they are outbreeding the ‘indigenous population’ by some margin. They 

therefore feel that the ‘indigenous population’, whoever that might be, will be overwhelmed 

and that these foreign born people might eventually become a collapse the UK economy, 

and social services, not to mention imperil the traditional Christian culture. But it’s not that 

this is the first time we’ve heard such fears is it? In fact I hear echoes of the Romano-British 

bemoaning the presence of Angles and Saxons who came to these lands in large numbers 

after the Romans pulled out in the 5th century. The new settlers were a mixture of people 

from north Germany, Denmark and northern Holland. Most were Saxons, Angles and Jutes. 

There were some Franks and Frisians too. If we use the modern names for the countries they 

came from, the Saxons, Franks and Frisians were German-Dutch, the Angles were southern 

Danish, and Jutes were northern Danish. Can’t you just hear those Romano-British 

complaining about ‘the bleedin’ Anglo-Saxons, coming over ‘ere’ with their smelly edam, 

sauerkraut, Lurpak butter and Danepak bacon!  And yet, of course, over time the Angles and 

Saxons settled down, blended in with the existing Romano-British population, and everything 

was just tickety-boo until, well, the Vikings next arrived between the 9th and 11th centuries. 

So, ok, they didn’t so much arrive they invaded, enslaving the natives and forcing them to 

build IKEA flat pack furniture to the tune of ABBA’s Waterloo. But after a while, they too 

settled down and Dancing Queen actually became a song of choice among the natives.  All 

was good again until 1066. Now the combined Romano-British/Anglo-Saxon/Viking 

population were collectively bemoaning ‘the bleedin’ Normans, coming over ‘ere,’ with their 

castles and taxes, their smelly cheese and garlic bread. And of course no one could 

understand a word that they said! Pardon Monsieur, I can’t understand you! Speak English s’il 

vous plait! Actually, to be specific, that should be Old English, because there was a significant 

difference between their language and ours. It’s strange how time changes perceptions 

though. Within a few centuries the Normans faced the progressive loss of their continental 

possessions to the French king such that, now identifying themselves as proud Anglophiles, 

they went to war against the French under the Cross of St. George. Times had changed back 

in good old Blighty so that the Normans were no longer seen as foreign invaders who 

oppressed the native English. On the contrary they had become symbolic of English identity 

itself. As is in fact evidenced by Shakespeare’s Henry V. It is an irony of history that many 
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centuries later the British Government, facing the mortal threat of Nazi invasion from across 

the Channel, commissioned Laurence Olivier to produce a filmed version of Henry V, with it’s 

impassioned plea from a Norman king that his troops surge “once more unto the breach… or 

close the wall up with our English dead.” See how perceptions of identity change given 

sufficient time? Of course other waves of foreigners settled in Britain and added their own 

unique contribution to the growing British mix. We know for example that there were tens of 

thousands of Africans who came to the UK between the seventeenth and nineteenth 

centuries as a consequence of the slave trade. There were also tens of thousands of French 

Huguenots who settled here in the late 17th century. And then, of course, there were very 

many tens of thousands of Jews, primarily from Eastern Europe, who also came to this 

country. Between the time that Oliver Cromwell signalled that the Jews, who had been 

expelled in 1290 by Edward I, could return and the 1940s when we faced off against Hitler, the 

Jewish population grew from a big fat zero to 400,000. They came in four major waves. The 

first of these broadly consisted of merchants from Portugal, Amsterdam and other Western 

European Commercial Cities in the sixteenth century, which was followed by the arrival of 

poor Jews from other parts of Europe in the 18th Century. At the end of the 19th century a 

larger wave came from Tsarist Russia and Eastern Europe. Another wave from Nazi Germany 

came in the 1930s - with perhaps as many as 100,000 coming. ‘Those bleedin’ Jews coming 

over ‘ere’ with their challah and gefilte fish! Actually, talking about fish it is said that that great 

quintessentially British foodstuff, fish and chips, was introduced to this country by, guess 

who? Yes, the Jews! Indeed, I can imagine the so-called indigenous population of this country 

turning their noses up at the uniquely Jewish food that was fish and chips - complaining 

about ‘that foreign muck’ much as, at least until recent decades, many turned their noses up 

against curry! And yet now fish and chips are the very essence of Britishness, so much so that 

during the last world war fish and chips were never rationed. It was fish and chips, and of 

course tea - which happens to hail from India - that fuelled the British in the fight against 

Hitler! As the Independent newspaper recently reported, fish and chips “seems to occupy a 

position of almost universal affection, somewhere between Sunday football and Her Majesty 

the Queen. This is all the more odd because there is nothing particularly traditional about the 

dish, unlike, say, roast beef or boiled ham. Battered fish first came to this country with the 

16th-century Portuguese Marranos, who, though posing as Christian, were Jewish, and so 

fried their fish in egg and breadcrumbs on Friday to eat cold on the Sabbath, when the 

Mosaic laws forbade cooking. The batter preserving the fish and stopping the oil ruining the 

flavour. It was called fish in "the Jewish manner”. At this point, the chip was a stranger to the 

fish. In fact, some claim that fried potato was, in the first instance, a usurper of the fish when 

the rivers froze (though the evidence for this is as murky as two-week-old chip oil). The credit 

for bringing the two together, for turning them into "the good companions" as Winston 

Churchill had it, goes either to a Lancashire-based entrepreneur who dispensed them 

wrapped in newspaper from a wooden hut in Mossley in about 1863 or Joseph Malin, an 

Ashkenazi Jewish immigrant, who opened up a shop in Bow in 1860. Whoever was first, it is 

interesting to note that the English have often been open to the foods of other people from 

different places. And that one of the most emblematic foods of the nation owes its genesis to 
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Moses, Portugal and likely an upwardly mobile Ashkenazi Jewish man in late Victorian 

England.”  

  

Such is the irony of British identity and culture. That which is initially resisted as ‘foreign muck’ 

and as a danger to British national identity is eventually, after a brief kultur kampf, embraced 

and absorbed into the greater British consciousness. Thus the latest wave of immigrants from 

the EU countries, which so many people move seem to be afraid of, will in time simply 

become part of the fabric of British life and identity. Indeed, who knows whether in twenty 

years time we’ll all look back on this present time of hysteria over migration and laugh that 

people were so afraid. Why, perhaps in twenty years the tradition of going out for an Indian 

on a Saturday night will have been replaced by going out for a Polish. Move over chicken 

tikka masala - pierogi is the new king in town!  And yet, as history teaches us, we do seem to 

have go through a whole load of unnecessary conflict and demonisation of the foreigner in 

order to get to this point of acceptance. As we Jews know full well. Indeed, many of the 

diatribes that are being thrown at migrants today were thrown before at our ancestors in the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Indeed, such was the general public alarm about 

the large numbers of Eastern European Jewish immigrants that were then surging into the 

country that a commission of inquiry was held in 1903 to examine whether the Jews were 

really a threat, as some we saying we were, to the national well-being.  As the Royal 

Commission 1903 stated, it was called into being so as to examine the claims that: “1. On their 

arrival they are (a) in an impoverished and destitute condition, (b) deficient in cleanliness, and 

practice insanitary habits, (c) and being subject to no medical examination on embarkation or 

arrival, are liable to introduce infectious diseases. 2. That amongst them are criminals, 

anarchists, prostitutes and persons of bad character, in number beyond the ordinary 

percentage of the native population. 3. That many of these being and becoming paupers and 

receiving poor law relief, a burden is thereby thrown upon the local rates. 4. That on their 

arrival in this country they congregate as dwellers in certain districts, principally in the East 

End of London, and especially in the Borough of Stepney, and that when they so settle they 

become a compact, non-assimilating community. 5. That this influx into limited localities has 

caused the native dweller to be dispossessed of his house accommodation, has occasioned 

overcrowding, has raised the charge for rents, and introduced the abuse known as ‘key 

money’; and that in consequence in certain localities much ill-feeling exists against the Alien 

Immigrants. 6. That in consequence of these Aliens dealing exclusively with those of their own 

race and religion the native tradesmen in the localities affected by the immigration have 

suffered loss of trade, and, in many instances, have been superseded by Aliens. 7. That, on 

arrival, many being unskilled in any industrial trade, and in a state of poverty, work for a rate 

of wages below a standard upon which a native workman can fairly live. 8. That the unskilled 

Aliens on their arrival in this country, set themselves to learn the easier portions of different 

trades, that during such probationary periods they produce work for a very low 

remuneration, and when by degrees they become skilled workers they are willing to accept a 

lower rate of wage than that demanded by the native workmen, who have by this cause been 

driven to some extent out of certain trades. 9. In additions to these allegations it was 
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complained in respect to immigrants of the Jewish faith (a) that they do not assimilate and 

intermarry with the native race, and so remain a solid and distinct colony; and (b) that their 

existence in large numbers in certain areas gravely interferes with the observance of the 

Christian Sunday.” 

 

Do these accusations sound familiar? Well they should do because they are almost exactly 

the same accusations that are being made today against European migrants to the UK! Yet, in 

time, as history has shown, this same Jewish community, once feared as an alien, poverty 

stricken, diseased, criminalised, ghetto community of adherents to a misunderstood foreign 

religion, became part of the established fabric of the UK. That is not to deny  that many of 

these Jewish immigrants were indeed poor (after all they were fleeing from the Pale of 

Settlement where they were subject of horrendous persecution); many were in ill-health 

especially after being at sea for days on end; some indeed fell into criminal activity upon 

arrival (though not more in proportion to the general British population); and indeed they 

tended to congregate around the cheapest supply of housing in the East End of London. And 

yet hard word led to their increasing prosperity over generations and saw them move up and 

out into the leafy suburbs and eventually into and amongst the British establishment. Now 

the East End market stall that Jack Cohen established in 1919, and the Leeds market stall 

begun by Michael Marks, a Polish-Jewish refugee, are synonymous with Britishness! The fact 

that this is so illustrated just how Britain is like a fabric of many and varied woven strands. The 

cloth is in a constant state of evolution and no one knows yet what it will eventually look like. 

Though many fear the introduction of new strands nevertheless they have each been proven 

to enrich the material. Given that this is so isn’t it sad that immigrants have often had to 

suffer so much before finally being accepted? As the Torah tells us, while this shouldn’t 

necessarily be so in giving us special instructions to welcome the foreigner and the immigrant 

it acknowledges the reality that as human beings we instinctively fear that which we do not 

know or understand.  That is why throughout the Torah Hashem identifies Himself with the 

foreigner and the immigrant. As we read in Devarim 10:18-19, “[Hashem] secures justice for 

the orphan and the widow; he loves the foreigner, giving him food and clothing. Therefore 

you are to love the foreigner, since you were foreigners in the land of Egypt.” Ergo, the native 

Israelites were to overcome their instinctive fear and suspicion of the foreigner and actively 

choose to love him because Adonai the God of Israel especially loves the foreigner. 

Moreover, the Israelites were instructed to remember their own history and empathise with 

the condition of the foreigner and immigrant, who like they in the past, was likely to be both 

afraid and marginalised, living as he now did among a people that were foreign to him. The 

point of this mitzvah is that by remembering that they were once foreigners the Israelites 

were to discover that the foreigner among them was in fact just like them - a vulnerable 

human being. Thus Shemot 22:20 says, “You must neither wrong nor oppress a foreigner 

living among you, for you yourselves were foreigners in the land of Egypt.” In recognising the 

vulnerability of foreigners the Israelites were commanded to make special social provision for 

them too. Therefore  Vayikra 25:35 says, “If a member of your people has become poor, so 

that he can’t support himself among you, you are to assist him as you would a foreigner or a 
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temporary resident, so that he can continue living with you.” Poor foreigners were not 

therefore to be abused or resented for falling on the common purse, but were to be 

extended compassion and assistance to be able to continue living among the Israelites rather 

than sent home from whence they came. Indeed, Vayikra 19:10 instructs, “don’t gather the 

grapes left on the vine or fallen on the ground after harvest; leave them for the poor and the 

foreigner; I am Adonai your God.” Israelites were also instructed to guard against the 

tendency to hold foreigners to a different standard of behaviour than the native born 

population. The law of the land was to be applied equally to both native born Israelites and 

foreigners. As Bmidbar 15:29 says, “no matter whether he is a citizen of Isra’el or a foreigner 

living with them. You are to have one law for whoever it is that does something wrong by 

mistake.” Of course this also meant that the foreigner could not expect to be able to live any 

longer under the protection and jurisdiction of the law of the nation from which they had 

originally hailed -  a note perhaps to Monsieur Barnier as he insists, on behalf of the 27 

member states, that EU citizens living in post Brexit UK must also be governed by the 

European Court of Justice? Nevertheless, the Israelites were to actively work against their 

natural inclination to blame every foreigner for the failure of any given individual - they were 

not to damn a whole community because of the actions of just a few. Just as the majority 

white British population doesn’t hold itself to account for the crimes of white criminals 

Israelite society wasn’t to hold all foreigners to account or blame them for the actions of a 

few foreigners. As Bmidbar 15:26 states, “The whole community of the people of Isra’el will be 

forgiven, likewise the foreigner staying with them; because for all the people it was a 

mistake.” All of which, in other words adds up to a golden rule - treat the foreigner just like a 

native born. As Varikra 19:34 emphasises, “Rather, treat the foreigner staying with you like the 

native-born among you — you are to love him as yourself, for you were foreigners in the 

land of Egypt; I am Adonai your God.” That is how the Israelites were instructed to look after 

the migrant among them. They were to actively do battle with the natural human tendency to 

fear, suspicion and hatred and instead respond, even against the acknowledged clamour of 

their inclinations, with love, mercy, empathy and compassion. Migrants were to be loved and 

welcomed not pursued or lambasted! Furthermore, as we hear in this week’s parashah, it was 

an especially sacred duty to provide refuge for those fleeing for their lives. Six cities were 

therefore to be separated and maintained as cities of refuge and signs were to set 

throughout the land that would direct those fleeing for their lives to their nearest city. 

Refugees especially were therefore not to be delayed or frustrated in their search for safety 

and a new life.  

 

And of course all of this has relevance to us today as we contemporary Britons react to the 

present waves of migrants coming into this country, and of the existential needs of refugees 

throughout the world. The Torah acknowledges the fears of native populations  in the face of 

the migrant and the refugee, but to understand is not to condone and we are certainly not 

permitted to acquiesce with our fleshly nature in its inclination to hate, reject and be mean-

spirited to those who look to make a home among us. On the contrary we are to actively 

clothe ourselves with love, mercy and compassion and, by remembering the times that we 



Parashat Mattot-Masa’ei 
 

 

22/07/2017 Rabbi Yehoshua Scott 6 

                                                                                 

ourselves have been marginalised and rejected, we are to realise our common humanity with 

the foreigner who is now vulnerable among us. So enough with the prophets of doom who 

promise ‘rivers of blood’! Instead, let us as a community and as country be inspired by our 

Torah; let us rise to the occasion; let us see the opportunity for a mitzvah, and let us extend 

Hashem’s hand of friendship to the foreigner among us, thus further embroidering, 

strengthening and beautifying the fabric of our nation.   

 


