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The Tzemach Tzedek, zt”l


Reb Asher leaned back on the cushions inside the carriage and contemplated the countryside rolling past the window. G-d willing, it would be another pleasant, predictable trip.


A wealthy chassid successful in business, and adept in the art of spiritual acquisition as well, he made several visits a year to his Rebbe, the Tzemach Tzedek. When he felt the urge, he'd rent a fine carriage and driver, and travel in ease to Lubavitch.


His trip to the Tzemach Tzedek passed smoothly, and he entered the Rebbe's study to receive his parting blessing. "Tell me," asked the Rebbe unexpectedly, "what was the name of the wagon-driver who brought you here?" Asher, eyebrows slightly lifted in surprise, answered; the Rebbe reflected on his words. A moment passed; then he spoke:


"I have a request of you: on your next trip here, I'd like you to take again this Yermiyahu ('Jeremiah'), for your wagon-driver."


The wealthy man's body language, though subtle, hinted at his amazement; his mind raced to grasp the Rebbe's intention.


This request, it was clear, lay behind his decision to return to Lubavitch after only a few weeks had passed. He sent a messenger to locate Yermiyahu the wagon-driver, and made the offer: "A trip to Lubavitch, a few days' sojourn in the Rebbe's court, and the return home." Yermiyahu agreed.


The two soon reached Lubavitch and Asher rushed toward the Rebbe's room. "I've merited to fulfill the Rebbe's holy request," he said proudly, "Yermiyahu the wagon-driver brought me; he's here in town."


"If that's the case," answered the Rebbe, obviously pleased by the news, "please ask him to come here. I'd like very much to see him."


Now Yermiyahu was a simple, down-to-earth wagon-driver-and stubborn. His employer's suggestion to visit the Rebbe was met with disinterest: "Look: I don't know the Rebbe; what do I have to talk about with a Rebbe?"


The Rebbe's will - his desire, come from Heaven, Asher thought. It seems there's no option other than to force him. 

"If you're not interested," he told Yermiyahu gently, "then you're free to go back alone. What's there for you to do here? I'm staying a while longer; I can easily hire another wagon to return home."


Yermiyahu blinked; his handsome profits were going up in smoke. Balancing his admittedly strong preferences against his market instinct, he quickly agreed to see the Rebbe.


"Shalom Aleichem, Reb Yermiyahu!" The Rebbe, smiling, greeted him, and talked about various topics. The meeting lasted awhile, and at its close the Tzemach Tzedek said, "I'd like to invite you to join me for a Yom-Tov [holiday] style festive meal tomorrow evening."


Yermiyahu turned down this offer as well. His wealthy employer caught wind of the refusal, and again dangled his threat; Yermiyahu sent word that he accepted the Rebbe's offer.


The Tzemach Tzedek asked the Rebbitzin to prepare a festive meal for the whole family - plus Yermiyahu the wagon-driver - for the following evening.


It didn't take long for this unusual bit of news to spread among the chasidim, and their wonderment knew no end. First, the Rebbe makes a special request to bring the wagon-driver to Lubavitch. And then, if that weren't enough, he asks him to come for yechidus (private meeting)! Now, to top everything off, a festive meal on an ordinary weekday?!


Savoros and speculations flew in every direction; pundits of all stripes had a field day. The conclusion? Yermiyahu - now: Reb Yermiyahu - must be a lamed-vavnik, a member of the elite brotherhood of the hidden 36 righteous whose merit sustains the world! He was followed everywhere. Long dialogs were initiated with him to uncover his spiritual greatness.


Being Chabad chasidim, analytical types, they soon ascertained that despite his startling closeness to the Rebbe, at the end of the day he was exactly as he claimed: a simple wagon-driver. Presumed mystical connections were discarded in favor of the direct approach: "Nu?" someone abruptly asked, "You must know the reason why the Rebbe invited you to come and join him for a special meal, events like these just don't happen here!"


All eyes were directed now on Yermiyahu. He responded: a shrug. What do they want from me? I have no idea, myself!


But shrugs were unacceptable for this group, and the interrogation continued.


Then, a flashback.

* * *


As you know," Yermiyahu began, "I drive a wagon, and it's often the case that my work takes me to distant villages and small towns. It's hard to believe, but there are Jews living in many of these far-off places. Sometimes only two or three isolated families.


"Traveling around in these areas you can feel the misery they endure: no minyan to pray with and no shul; no Torah schools for their little ones to learn in. Worst of all, though, and the most painful, is that when a baby boy is born, there's no one to perform the mitzvah of brit milah['Covenant of Circumcision'] on the eighth day. Plenty of times weeks or even months go by before a mohel - someone who can do a proper circumcision - happens to come along. That's rougher than all their other problems together.


"Now like I said before, I'm a simple guy. Not at all a Torah scholar or a big-shot. But I've got enough brains to learn the laws of milah, circumcision, and that's what I decided to do. I wanted that the next time I'd get into a situation where there was a baby with no one to circumcise it, I'd be able to do it myself.


"And that's what I did. I learned all the laws and all their details, and became qualified. From then on whenever I went on a long trip, I took along my 'tools of the trade.' If I passed through a village where there was a newborn boy but no mohel, I'd do the circumcision myself.


"A few months ago I was hired to make a trip that took me through an enormous forest. I was driving along on a good paved road, and suddenly I heard someone crying bitterly. Where was it coming from, I wondered; who was it whose life was so miserable?


"I got down from the wagon, tied the horse to a tree, and started walking in the direction of the crying. It was coming from a rundown hut not far away, wedged between some trees.


"It's not easy to tell you what I saw next - inside was a Jewish woman sitting on a low wobbly stool next to the wall, crying; next to her, an infant wrapped in rags. A man, the baby's father, was lying across from them groaning, and dying.


"It was a sad situation. I asked her why she was crying. She didn't act surprised to see me. She'd given birth to a boy, she said in a voice of exhaustion and grief, and today was the infant's eighth day. Her husband was in critical condition; there was no one to travel to the city and arrange for a mohel to come.


"I tried to comfort her. 'I'm a mohel,' I told her, 'Everything I need to conduct a bris milah is in my wagon. I'll arrange it all; you can stop worrying.'


"She looked at me as though I was a heavenly angel (which certainly I am not!), and began to calm down. For my part, I was already hurrying to arrange everything for the circumcision. It took a few minutes to set up: the infant was healthy; my instruments were ready. Only a sandekwas missing to hold the baby during the milah. The baby's father certainly couldn't manage: to lift himself from the bed was out of the question; how would he ever hold the baby properly?


"I trotted out to where the roads intersected in the forests' depths. There had to be a Jew - any Jew - who would hold the baby. "But it was getting late; the sun was already casting long shadows through the forest's haze. The sounds of the forest surrounded me as I stood there waiting, rotating my gaze between the four directions, Not a single soul in sight.


"I was frustrated: everything I could do, I had done. But a sandek? - How do you make a sandek?


"All of a sudden, I hear something crashing through the underbrush. My heart skips a beat.


"A man bursts into the clearing. I stared--he looked different. Very tall. Lean. A long white beard. I looked at his noble face and could see he was very focused.


"'There's an eight-day-old baby boy in the hut over there,' I ran to tell him, 'and I'm prepared to do the milah. But there's no sandek to hold him.'


"As I said: this guy was a little unusual. I'm standing there, talking to him; and he doesn't even stop walking! No words; nothing - as though I wasn't there!


"What am I supposed to do? A Jew walks out of the middle of nowhere. He can be sandek yet he won't even listen to me?! - It was too much!


"I jump into action and block him. Almost absent-mindedly he gives a shove that sends me spinning. It's a miracle my bones weren't broken!


"Everything hit me then: bitterness, humiliation; my throat was choked with tears. I didn't give up. Begging, I tried a second time. 'Please... Hold the baby. Just a few seconds...'


"He stops abruptly and stares at me for some long drawn-out seconds. It feels like he's looking through me! Then, barely, he nods his head in agreement.


"I don't think I ever felt such joy. In the last moments of the day I managed to complete the milah.


"Figuring this fellow was in a big rush to go somewhere, I told him he could now leave. Then, for the first time, he opens his mouth: 'The circumcision was done properly,' he says, 'Now we have to sit down to a festive meal, as Jews everywhere do at a bris milah.'


"His words took me aback. I looked at him again. The thought crossed my mind that perhaps he is an itinerant panhandler, and this was his chance for a free meal.


"I remembered that in my satchel on the wagon I still had some bread and cheese I had taken for the trip. So, when I finished bandaging the infant I went to bring back the food. This seemed to please my sandek, who nodded.

"The woman threw a ragged cloth over the table, and we were about to wash our hands [before eating bread] when the sandek says: 'We're making a festive in honor of a new Jewish male entering the Covenant. Shouldn't the little boy's father join us?'


"This old guy must have a couple of loose screws, I thought, pointing to the almost lifeless father. 'Can't you see? - He's practically dead! What do you want from him?!'


"But he's not fazed. He gets up, walks over to the father, and pulls him out of bed. I'm still trying to believe what I just saw, when - I realize the father is standing up alone, on his two feet, looking like a healthy person!


"Everyone ate their fill, and with happy hearts we sang the traditional song in honor of Eliyahu HaNavi [Elijah the prophet-who is said to be present at every bris mila ceremony]. At the end the three of us recited the Blessings After A Meal together, and I exited the house, as did thesandek.

"The fact that the boy's father stood up, fully recovered, was mind-boggling. I wanted to ask the panhandler about that, as well as thank him for his effort; but when I turned toward him, he was gone, as though the ground swallowed him up! I never ran into him again after that; but, you know, in my mind's eye I can still see those striking features.


"It was surely the strangest event that ever happened in my life; I've never been able to make any sense out of it.

* * *


Toward evening the next day, Yermiyahu was accompanied to the Tzemach Tzedek's house. A beautiful seudah had been prepared with fish and meat, accompanied by all sorts of delicacies.


The Rebbe sat at the head of the table, the wagon-driver at his side, with the rest of the household arranged in their places, struggling to control their wonder at what lay behind a festive meal on an ordinary weekday - and with such a guest of honor.


When they had finished eating and Yermiyahu had already left, one of the Rebbe's sons could no longer restrain himself: "Excuse me, Father, but what's this all about?!


"A Jew who merits eating together with our patriarch Avraham- and from the same plate! - such a person I also want the merit to eat with," was the astonishing reply of the Tzemach Tzedek.

Source: Adapted by Yerachmiel Tilles from the translation by Tuvia Natkin from the original Hebrew of Menachem Ziegelbaum in Kfar Chabad Magazine.

Biographical note:


Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneersohn [of blessed memory: 29 Elul 5549 - 13 Nissan 5626 (Sept. 1789 - April 1866)], the third Rebbe of Chabad, was known as the Tzemach Tzedek, after his books of Jewish Law responsa and Talmudic commentary called by that name. He was renowned not only as a Rebbe, but also as a leading scholar in his generation in both the revealed and hidden aspects of Torah. (Photo from chabad.org)


Connection: Weekly Reading (end) – Circumcision

Reprinted from the Parshat Lech Lecha 5778 email of KabbalaOnline.com.
Hashgacha Pratis #11

The Decision to Learn

A Half Hour Earlier
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Rabbi Zev Leff at Moshav Mattisyahu

Rabbi Zev Leff, Rav of Moshav Mattisyahu, was genuinely touched. The residents of the Moshav, who attended his daily morning shiur, told him that they would have to start pruning the vineyards the following week, which meant their being out to work by 7:00 a.m. 


Instead of missing R’ Leff’s shiur, they asked him to hold the shiur before davening, instead of afterwards. That would entail beginning at 5:30 a.m. The rest of the shiur participants had already agreed, and R’ Leff was moved beyond words by the dedication of these men to their Torah study. 


Monday morning, the 6th of Shvat (1987), was the first day of the earlier shiur schedule. R’ Leff awoke early, glanced at his clock and saw it was only 5 a.m. Too early to wake up, he thought, as he rolled over. He thought he smelled smoke, but assured himself it was probably the electric heater they used during the winter. 


Then he reminded himself of the new time for the shiur, deliberating as to whether he really needed a half hour to get ready for shul. Thinking of his congregants’ dedication, he decided to get out of bed. As he walked out of his bedroom, he saw black smoke oozing out of the doorway where his three very young children slept.


He flung open the door and rushed into the smoke-filled room. Huge flames leapt up the walls on all sides. The fire was too advanced to be doused with water. He frantically called to his wife, and together they grabbed the still-sleeping children out of their beds, calling out to the older children in the other room to follow them out of the house. 


In about two minutes, the Leff family had evacuated their home and watched as the firefighters tried to control the blaze. The obvious hashgacha pratis, points out R’ Leff, is that the shiur was scheduled to start earlier that very morning, causing R’ Leff to arise early and rescue his family just in time. 


Yet, there was another incredible component of Divine Providence, which R’ Leff enjoys relaying: The door to the children’s bedroom in which the fire began, frequently got stuck on the carpet. It was sometimes so tightly locked in place that only the smallest children could get in and out. They usually managed to force it open all the way periodically when Mrs. Leff needed to clean up! Then, a few weeks later, it would become stuck again. It was such a hassle to open it further that they often just left it as it was and let the children squeeze in and out. 
For three whole weeks before the fire, the door was in its ‘stuck’ position. R’ Leff’’s father-in-law came to visit on Sunday, the day before the fire. He was a retired carpet business owner, so he was very familiar with such problems and also quite handy with tools. On that day, he decided, once and for all, to fix the door which was always stuck. He had been to their home on many previous occasions when the door was jammed. Yet for some reason – obviously hashgacha pratis – he decided that day that he was going to repair the door.


He took out some tools and had the door swinging freely in less than an hour. Imagine the terrifying scenario of R’ Leff struggling desperately with the door, as black smoke poured out of the burning room! (Einei Hashem)

Reprinted from the Parshas Lech Lecha 5778 email of The Weekly Vort.

Just For Us

By Rabbi David Ashear
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Rabbi David Ashear


There is never a time that we can say that we don't need Hashem. Besides for the life that He is constantly pumping into us, He is providing for our every need, every second of the day. We have so many needs. Just when one gets taken care of, we're already on to thinking about the next one.


A woman told me she was going through a very difficult time and took upon herself to learn more Emunah. Baruch Hashem, shortly afterwards, she was introduced to the boy that she recently became engaged to. She was so grateful to Hashem for this Yeshua. 


Finally, after seeing the answer to her prayers,however, she was right back to praying heartfelt Tefilot for her next need, financial assistance. But this time, after she had already strengthened her Emunah, she had a calm feeling, recognizing that the finances are out of her control and totally in the hands of Hashem.


One of her major expenses was purchasing a wig. She, like other brides, really wanted two of them, one for every day and one for Shabbat and special occasions. But she had just enough money to buy one. That didn't stop her from asking her Father in Heaven to provide two for her. She prayed for what she wanted and two weeks ago, she got a phone call from the lady she is buying the wig from who told her that someone just anonymously gave money to buy a wig for a new bride and she's offering it to her. 


She said she was taken aback. This was a clear manifestation of Hashem answering her prayers and giving her exactly what she wanted. "Why did she offer it to me?" she thought, "I know there are other brides that she is servicing now as well. How did it come exactly with enough time to be ready for my wedding?" 
It's - From Hashem - just for me. Hashem helped her, and Hashem can help everyone. The more we realize it, the quicker we'll ask for His help.


I read a story about a man from Ela'ad in Israel who's a Ba'al Teshuva and now a big Talmid Chacham. He said that in 2001 when he started becoming observant, he was doing a lot of business in China. Most of his business dealings with the people there were done over meals. He used to eat non-kosher meat in their restaurants, רחמנא ליצלן, until he slowly began improving. First he stopped eating the meat and told his clients that he became a vegetarian. This went on for a while until he decided to become completely kosher. He knew it would be very insulting to them if he didn't eat with them, and he didn't know what to do.


He had the biggest meeting of his life coming up, and it was going to be in one of their restaurants. He wasn't courageous enough yet to tell them that he couldn't come. But he was courageous enough not to eat. And he prayed and asked Hashem for help in that situation. 


The day came, and he was at the restaurant with twenty-five other executives, and they were ordering various dishes for the table. In the middle of the meal someone noticed that he wasn't eating, and they said in a loud voice, "What's wrong? Our food is not good enough for you?" 


He whispered a prayer to Hashem, asking him to put the right words in his mouth, when all of a sudden the wealthiest, most influential executive there got up and said, "Don't you know he's a religious Jew? He doesn't eat this food! We should be thanking him that he even agreed to sit here with us." 


With that, everyone was silenced and the meeting progressed and was a success. The man said afterwards, "I have no idea how he knew I was religious. I never showed it, I didn't look it. It was like Hashem put the words in his mouth to save me."


Hashem could always help us in any situation. When we recognize how much we need Him, we'll constantly have words of prayer on our lips, and B'ezrat Hashem, we'll see with our own eyes His loving hand in our lives.

Reprinted from the October 23, 2017 email of Emunah Daily.

The Lost Ring

By Dr. Jack Cohen
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It was the Shabbat immediately following Ephraim and Chani’s wedding. Gathering together at the house of Chani’s family in Netanya, Israel, for the Shabbat meals were both sides of the newlyweds’ family. It was, of course, a happy get-together of many people, which especially included Ephraim’s grandmother. It was the grandmother’s custom to present each new granddaughter-in-law with a gift, and this time was no exception.


Approaching Chani, she handed her a nicely wrapped box as she looked into her eyes with a smile.


Chani went on to open the box, only to gasp in surprise and disbelief. It was a diamond ring, and surely worth thousands of dollars. As Chani slipped it on to her finger and admired its beauty, she hugged her new grandmother-in-law and expressed her deep appreciation.


After some time, however, Chani began to realize that the ring was in fact a bit loose and bigger than her own finger size. She didn’t mention anything about it, as she wished to avoid sounding ungrateful, but its outsized fit slightly bothered her. She continued wearing it, nonetheless, until the time came when it was realized that something had happened.


As the family enjoyed each other’s company and the festivities ensued, Ephraim’s mother looked over at her new daughter-in-law. Something didn’t look quite right. Chani was wearing her wedding band, but not her diamond ring. “Chani!” she exclaimed, “where is your ring?” Chani, looking down at her finger, was startled herself. The diamond ring was not on her finger. Before long, the entire household was thrown into pandemonium.


Everyone began to look all over for the ring, but as was unhopefully suspected, it was nowhere to be seen. Chani had no idea what could have happened to it. Ephraim, of course, searched all over for it as well, but to no avail. To make matters worse, this incident led Ephraim’s family to frequently make snide remarks about Chani, forever highlighting her carelessness.


Months later, it was the summer, and Ephraim and Chani were invited to Ephraim’s parents’ home. After spending some quality time together, the parents presented the two of them with a beautiful new vase for their home. “But,” added the mother-in-law, “I think Ephraim should carry it home this time,” once again implying Chani’s incompetence and negligence. At that point, it became too much for Chani to bear. She could no longer take the constant barraging and insults. For the remaining summer, Chani felt that she needed to discontinue all communication with her in-laws.


As Rosh Hashanah rolled along and Ephraim began preparing his special Yom Tov suit, which he had only worn once before around the time of his wedding, he felt something strange in one of his pockets. Reaching down deep below, he felt some sort of jagged protrusion. And then finally, he grabbed hold of it and pulled out… a diamond ring. With Chani standing right beside him, she was shocked. All along, Ephraim was the one to have misplaced the ring, not her.


Chani felt nothing more than vindication. She could now proudly feel assured that she was in fact not careless. It had never been her fault all the while, but that of her husband. Touting this newly-found information before her in-laws, the tables seemed to have turned. From then on, it was no longer Chani who received the brunt of any insult, but Ephraim. She would as well always remind her husband about who the careless one was in the family.


Ten years later… Ephraim’s grandmother passed away. Shortly thereafter, Chani, having gotten a bit complacent with her current jewelry, decided that she wanted to purchase something new. Taking the diamond ring she had received from Ephraim’s grandmother to the same jeweler who sold it, she asked what she could get in exchange. The jeweler looked at the ring and shook his head. “It’s a beautiful diamond, but I’m sorry, I didn’t sell this piece of jewelry. I know all of the different necklaces, rings and diamonds I sell, and this is not one of them.” 
Chani was confused. “What do you mean?” she asked. “Let me see your receipt,” said the jeweler.


Chani went through her belongings and eventually came up with the receipt. But then something caught her attention. Oddly so, the receipt was dated September 9th of that year. She had gotten married in June, though, and received the diamond then.


Later that evening, as Chani sat down with Ephraim, she relayed what had gone on earlier. “I went today to the jeweler to see if I could exchange that diamond ring which Grandma gave me years ago.” “And what happened?” Ephraim asked, a bit anxiously. “Well, the jeweler didn’t recognize it, and said that he never sold it.” Silence. Ephraim seemed confused, as did Chani earlier that day.


“But,” added Chani before Ephraim could get in a word, “I know what happened. It was you! After I lost the ring, you went elsewhere and bought me a new one! Throughout all these years, I thought I was getting back at you, while the truth was just the opposite. That is why you have been working long and extra hours for many years. You didn’t want me to feel bad, and so you took out a loan, purchased the ring, and ever since have been working extra hard to pay back the loan.”


Ephraim was speechless. Chani had figured out the entire story by herself. Exactly as she had said was exactly what had been done. All Chani could now do was apologize for all those years of thinking she was vindicated, which had not been the case, and express her deepest appreciation and love to Ephraim who had shown what a real, caring husband would do for his wife.

Reprinted from the Parshas Noach 5778 Newslette of Torahanytime.com

A Modern Day Dreamer

By the Name of Moshe


Rabbi Shimshon Zelig Fortman was the Rav of Congregation Knesses Israel in Far Rockaway, New York, during the 1940s. During that period, the naysayers had all but discounted any chance of a rebirth of Orthodox Jewry. They hardly had a voice in Washington, they were disorganized and fragmented. The destruction of European Jewry was almost the last nail in the alleged coffin of traditional Torah Judaism. 


Rabbi Fortman [however] had a young son-in-law, Moshe, who had studied in Yeshivas Ner Israel in Baltimore. He would tell his father in-law how he saw a future for Orthodox Jewry that was filled with honor and power. Their representatives would have direct access to Congress, the Senate, and even the President of the United States. They would influence legislation with their values and fill stadiums and coliseums with Torah assemblies and prayer gatherings! 
Rabbi Fortman was very concerned about his young son-in-law’s ivory-towered dreams. He felt that his dreams distracted him and he would never accomplish anything. 


The Ponovezer Rav (Rav Kahanemen) had recently come to America to raise funds for his Yeshiva in Israel and was staying by Rabbi Fortman in Far Rockaway. Surely, Rabbi Fortman thought, Rabbi Kahanamen would terminate Moshe’s fantasies and teach him about the realities of accomplishment. 
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Rabbi Kahanamen met Moshe for nearly an hour. The Rav listened intently and then told young Moshe, “Dream my son. Continue to dream. In fact you can continue to dream as long as you live. Just remember one thing. Never fall asleep!” 

Young Moshe was eventually known to hundreds of thousands of Jews world-over as the man who may have been one of the most influential personalities in the emergence of Torah Jewry today - Rabbi Moshe Sherer, O”BM, President of Agudas Israel of America. (Story told by Rabbi Mordechai Kamenetzky.)
Reprinted from the Parshas Lech Lecha 5776 email of Torah Sweets Weekly.

A Most Unforgettable Brit Milah in Medieval France

By Rabbi Tuvia Bolton


It was the brit of the first born child of a simple, poor Jew by the name of Reb Yitzchak (Isaac) after twenty years of marriage!!


That's right! For twenty years G-d had not answered his and his wife's prayers - until now! There were about twenty guests and they had been waiting for several hours, but for some reason Reb Yitzchak wouldn't allow the event to begin. The small crowd was getting impatient he just kept telling everyone to wait for just a few more minutes.


Suddenly a stranger with old, patched up garments entered the door and looked around. Perhaps seventy years old he was obviously some sort of vagabond or wanderer and looked like someone who needed a meal and a handout. But as soon as he entered Reb Yitzchak smiled with joy and yelled out "Let us begin".


He escorted the newcomer to the large chair that had been placed in the center of the room, sat him down and announced that he would be given the honor of being 'Sandek' (the one who holds the child at the time of circumcision) an honor usually reserved for either the father of the child or the most honorable person present.


After the circumcision was finished and the name Shlomo (Solomon) had been given to the child, they all sat down to the meager 'festive' meal and after a few minutes the old 'Sandek' stood and asked for silence.


He said “This baby’s name is Solomon after King Solomon. It is written about King Solomon that when G-d offered to give him any one thing he wanted, he chose wisdom (Kings 3:5-9). So also I bless this child that he should be as wise as King Shlomo (Solomon) and teach wisdom to all the Jewish people.”�

After the meal the guest shook Rab Yitzchakâ€™s hand and left. And Reb Yitzchak explained to those present.

"Does anyone here know who that man was? I do. And soon so will you. The story is a long one but I will make it short.


"For years my wife and I lived at the edge of poverty. Our house was, and still is, a one-room ruin and many nights we had to go to sleep hungry. But what bothered us most was that we had not been blessed with children. We prayed, did good deeds, gave charity, saw Rabbis, doctors everything possible with no results.


"Well, one day I happened to be walking at the edge of the river praying to G-d for some sort of miracle when suddenly a glimmering in the mud caught my eye.


"I bent down, picked it up and... lo and behold. it was what looked like a large precious stone. Huge!! I ran to the jeweler and after he examined it for a minute or so he declared that not only was it a genuine diamond but it was the largest stone he had ever seen in his life and was worth millions!!


"I excitedly ran home, told my wife about the amazing miracle and we decided that because it was dangerous to keep it in the house, we should sell it as soon as possible and give most of the money to charity.


"I took the stone and left the house to try to find a buyer but moments after I left the jeweler arrived. He excitedly produced a bag of golden coins, poured them on the table, offered my wife a small fortune for the gem and told her to take the money and think about it.


She would have taken the money, after all we agreed it was necessary to sell the stone, but the jeweler blurted out in glee that the priest would be really pleased. He had been searching for months for a diamond like this to be used as one of the eyes in the massive statue in the church!


"When my wife heard that she almost fainted. The stone would be used for idolatry!!! But she hid her emotions and calmly answered that she would have to ask me.


"Of course when I came home and heard the story I refused. I was sure that if G-d wanted us to be rich He would do it in a completely permissible way.


And sure enough He did!!! (or so I thought at the time).


"Early the next morning there was a knock at my door and when I opened it there stood the local duke with an offer. He wanted me to accompany him for a one week sea journey for business and offered a very high wage. He said that he would be dealing with Jews and needed a Jew with him to help. He heard that I was honest etc. even gave me an advance fee and waited for an answer.


"Needless to say I took the offer and the next day we set sail. This would save me from the Jeweler and would give me time to think.


But after a few days at sea the Duke approached me with several of his men and pulled out an even larger bag of coins than the jeweler did. He must have figured out that I would be afraid to leave the stone at home with only my wife to guard it. He offered all the money for the diamond because he too wanted it to donate to the Church. He said that if I refused it wouldn't be good for me and my wife I might get lost at sea. And he was dead serious.


I was stuck!


There was nowhere to run. And the duke kept repeating that it was enough money to make me a rich man and that he could have just killed me and taken the stone anyway so I sort-of owed him a favor!


"I had to think fast I didnâ€™t want that he should have that stone â€¦ so I did a trick.


"I kissed the diamond as though saying good bye, held it up the sun and declared 'Ahhh, just look at this beautiful gift from heaven but I need the money and â€¦.. what won't a man do to save his life!!' and then suddenly 'slipped' on the deck and the diamond jumped from my upraised hand over the railing of the ship and into the churning sea below us.


"I even screamed in horror held my head in feigned disbelief and began weeping so convincingly that the duke actually began to comfort and console me. But inside I was rejoicing that I avoided being a partner to idol worship.


"At that moment suddenly everything became silent, I didn't hear the wind or the roaring sea or anything around me rather a voice, like an echo, that seemed to issue from heaven and said: 'Rejoice Reb Yitzchak. You lost riches but you will have a son that will illuminate the Torah like a precious gem'


"And this is what we were celebrating today! Nine months ago my wife became pregnant and eight days ago she gave birth to our son!  That very night she gave birth I fell asleep and had a dream. A holy Jew with a long white beard and joyous eyes appeared to me and said, Ask what you want the child to be blessed with and it will be given.


“Immediately I yelled out 'Wisdom!


"'The holy man smiled and said, 'Because you requested wisdom as did Melech Shlomo (King Solomon) so your son should be called Shlomo and he will enlighten the Jewish people with his wisdom in the written and oral Torah.' Then he added, 'Tomorrow wait for me. I want to hold the child at the time of circumcision.'


"That man," continued Reb Yitzchak, "was the stranger who came today, I'm certain that he must be none other than Elijah the prophet" (who attends every Jewish brit but is rarely seen or recognized)."


This story actually occurred some 900 years ago and the miraculously born child, was none other than the great Shlomo ben Yitzchak, a.k.a. Rashi, whose genius commentaries are found on every page of the Pentateuch and Talmud and have made the Torah clear and kept Judaism vibrant to this very day.


This answers our questions; How can circumcision bring wholesomeness, why did G-d have to test Abraham and what is special about being Jewish.


The message of the commandment of circumcision is that G-d created the world in order that we should change it.


Namely that what is natural is not necessary true or good. In fact, what is 'natural', like the gem in our story, can often conceal the truth and must, as the foreskin, be removed. The best example is selfishness: it comes naturally but can be our worst enemy.


That was the discovery of Abraham and what made him the first Jew.


He was the first to openly defy and transform nature and to advertise, with no concern for himself, that the One True G-d creates everyone and everything constantly from love and that all mankind owes it to Him to live according to His Torah (Seven Noahide Commandments for gentiles.)


That is why Circumcision brings wholeness: because man is only complete when he abandons selfishness and connects to the Creator.


And Abraham, by transforming his own nature paved the way for Moshiach who will to inspire all mankind (Jews first) to 'Circumcise the foreskins of their hearts (Deut. 10:16) and eventually end all ignorance and suffering when G-d 'Circumcises our Hearts' (Deut. 30:6).


Then, just as in our story, Elijah the prophet will prepare the scene; he will announce the arrival of Moshiach.  


In this final redemption by Moshiach all the promises G-d made to Abraham will come true; namely all mankind will be blessed (Gen. 22:18) and the world will be filled with wisdom, power, riches and peace; all the things G-d promised King Solomon and much more.

Reprinted from the Parshas Lech Lecha 5778 email of Yeshiva Ohr Tmimim in Kfar Chabad, Israel.
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