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The Sin of the 

‘Besserer’ Mentchen

By Rabbi Moshe Meir Weiss
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During the days of sefira, we abstain from the joys of listening to music and celebrating weddings. This is done to remember one of the greatest tragedies in our very bloody history. One of the greatest rabbis and teachers of all time was the saintly Rebbe Akiva. His brilliance and all-encompassing knowledge is legendary. 
When Moshe Rabbienu questioned Hashem about the purpose of the crowns on top of certain letters in the sefer Torah, Hashem informed him that there would be a man in the future, Rebbe Akiva, who would expound mounds and mounds of lessons from these crowns. 


The Gemora then relates that when Moshe Rabbeinu asked Hashem to see Rebbe Akiva, Hashem acquiesced and Moshe Rabbeinu found himself in the back of Rebbe Akiva’s lecture hall. To Moshe’s dismay, he was not able to understand the depth of Rebbe Akiva’s dissertations.


This Gemora thus gives us an insight into the intellectual prowess of Rebbe Akiva’s disciples (for they did understand the lecture!). And Rabbi Akiva had many talmidim, 24,000 to be precise! From all over the Torah world, the crème de la crème of Jewish intelligentsia traveled to drink from Rebbe Akiva’s awesome knowledge. 


And then, tragedy struck. The plague of askara, a type of diphtheria, broke out among Rabbi Akiva’s disciples and wiped them out to the very last man. The fact that only these talmidim died, and no one else, made it clear that this was a Divine execution targeted against Rebbe Akiva’s disciples. 


Unlike the tragedies of recent times, this happened at the time of the Gemora when we still had people vested with Divine inspiration who were able to tell us why such a tragedy occurred. The Gemora, in Masechtas Shabbos, teaches us that for the sin of Lashon Hara, evil speech and slander, one can die the death of diphtheria. This is, after all, a perfect example of midah kneged midah, measure for measure, since, for opening one’s mouth sinfully, a skin grows over the windpipe and chokes the person slowly to death. 


The Maharsha in Masechtas Yevomos says that it was for this sin that disciples of Rebbe Akiva’s had to die.


This begs an obvious question. Was it only the lofty discipeles of Rebbe Akiva’s who were guilty of the grievous sin of Lashon Hara? Doctors and shoemakers, plumbers and painters, cooks and the tailors –didn’t they engage in Lashon Hara? Why did the most horrific death of askara target only the upper echelon of the Torah world?


I’d like to propose that there is a very fundamental lesson that we can learn from this. The sin of Lashon Hara is the challenge confronted by the spiritual elite. Let’s look for a moment on history. Yosef HaTzadik was one of the few people who earned the title of HaTzadik. At the age of seventeen, he had already amassed all of the knowledge that his father learned in the academy of Shem v’Eiver. Yet, Yosef HaTzadik succumbed to the grave sin of Lashon Hara when he spoke the dibah ra, the evil tidings, about his brothers to his father. It was because of this sin that we would eventually have to descend into Egypt.


Another example is one of the greatest women in the history of mankind: the venerable Miriam, of whom the Torah Itself testifies that she was a yorei Elokim, a G-d fearing person (during the episode of the midwives). Yet, Miriam was publically shamed in front of 3 million Jews, stricken with leprosy, and put into isolation in the desert for speaking Lashon Hara. Yet another example is Korach and his cohorts. They weren’t a merely band of ordinary hooligans. Rather, about them the Torah testifies that they were, “Kru’ei mo’eid anshei shem,” quality people carrying a good name and those who were called to any meeting when critical decisions had to be made. Yet, they were swallowed alive for the sin of Lashon Hara and machlokes.


I believe the reason for this sad phenomenon is due to the fact that smart and successful people engage in the pursuit of self-improvement and character perfection. As such, they are constantly inspecting themselves whether they are lazy or greedy, selfish or arrogant, pompous or insensitive. As they work on themselves, they notice others who are oblivious or disinterested about their imperfections and, if they are not careful, they talk about them. 


So, a person might say to a friend, “Can you believe all so-and-so does is come to shul and talk?” Or, he might say, “I can’t believe the way he talks to his wife. Or one might comment, “I rarely see that guy give any tzedaka.” (Although this was not the motivation for Yosef’s or Miriam’s Lashon Hara.) Yet, we must realize this habit is the greatest sin of them all for in the same Yerushalmi that advises us that Torah equals all of the mitzvos, it also says warns us that the aveira, the sin of Lashon Hara, equals all of the aveiras. 


So, when we don’t listen to music, shave, or go to weddings, we should absorb the message that the crime of Lashon Hara is so heinous that the Torah of the 24,000 disciples of Rebbe Akiva was not able to protect them from the terrible death of askara.


May it be the will of Hashem that in the zchus of our Torah study we be protected from the terrible crime of talking bad about others and in that zchus be blessed with long life, good health, and everything wonderful.


Pease learn l’refua shlaima for Miriam Liba Bas Devora bsc”y

Reprinted from the May 3, 2017 website of Matzav.com

Will the Congo's Next

President Be Jewish?

By Yoel Domb
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Pinchas Sadai, a Convert to Judaism, Weighing Presidential Bid. 


Pinchas Eliyahu Sadai was born in Kinshasa, the capital of Democratic Republic of Congo, immigrated to Paris and then fell in love with Judaism. After studying and completing his conversion, he immigrated once again (to Israel), married and set up his home in the Old City. As if this is not unusual enough, Sadai, also known as Kituku Sadai Mare Pinchas, intends to compete for president of his native country Congo - that is, if elections take place at all there.


Ostensibly named the Democratic Republic of Congo, the country has been ruled for the past 17 years by Joseph Kabila, the DRC’s current leader, who took power when his father was assassinated. Kabila is barred by the constitution from seeking reelection but has intentionally delayed elections in the war-torn country for some time.


Sadai has been endeavoring for a number of years to promote his candidacy by gaining international support as well as using Israeli influence which he says could have a powerful effect on his native country, as Israel has the resources to help the poverty-stricken and backward nation.


At present Sadai does not dare work in Congo for fear of being thrown into jail like other opposition leaders there. However he still wishes to help his brethren in Congo while maintaining his Jewish identity. Sadai even believes that his Jewishness could help him gain election, as Congolese people view the Jewish nation as blessed by G-d.


If elected, he plans to spend the week in the Congo and return home to spend Shabbos with his family.


“Even if I am elected and appear in Israel on a presidential jet with a red-carpet welcome, I will always remember that I the simple Eliyohu Pinchas who remembers where he came from,” he said.


However the initial questions still remain- when will president Kabila allow elections to take place? Will he himself run for presidency despite the constitution preventing a third term? And how will the Congolese take to a Jewish president?

Reprinted from the May 4, 2017 email of Arutz Sheva and from the May 3, 2017 website of Matzav.com

Vice President Pence Hosts White House Celebration for Israel Independence Day

Vice President Mike Pence said Tuesday: “We celebrate the 69th anniversary of the independence of America’s most cherished ally, the Jewish state of Israel….On this day, the fifth day in the month of Iyar in the Hebrew calendar in 1948, nothing short of a miracle occurred. On that day, in the ancient and eternal homeland of the Jewish people, the State of Israel was reborn.”


“How unlikely was Israel’s birth? How much more unlikely has been her survival? And how confounding against all odds, both past and present, has been her thriving? Since the moment of their independence, the Israeli people have awed the world with their strength of will, and their strength of character. They’ve turned the desert into a garden, scarcity into plenty….And at all times, in war and in peace, the people of Israel and the Jewish people have held their heads high. Every day, Israel takes the curses and slanders of too much of the world and turns them into blessings.”
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Vice President Mike Pence


“America stands with Israel. President Trump stands with Israel for the same reason that every freedom-loving American stands with Israel – because her cause is our cause. Her values are our values. And her fight is our fight.”


(Editor’s Note: Shlomo Hamelech, King Solomon declares in Mishle (Proverbs) 21:1 – “A king’s heart is like rivulets of water in the L-rd’s hand, wherever He wishes, He turns it.”

Reprinted from the May 3, 2017 website of Matzav.com

How the Torah Reading Can Be a Segulah to Heal the Sick

Rabbi Eli Mansour once said that talking in Shul is not only against the Halachah, but it is also detrimental to one’s health. He relates a story that Rabbi Shlomo Bussu, a grandson of the Baba Sali, was once the Baal Korei in Shul, and while he was reading the Torah, he heard some murmuring of people talking during the Laining. 


Before the next Aliyah, he turned around to face the congregation and said, “I have to tell you something right now, and we cannot continue reading from the Torah until you know this. We have a tradition that when we read from the Torah, it is a duplication of Matan Torah, when we received the Torah on Har Sinai.


The Bimah that the Torah is on represents the actual mountain of Har Sinai. The Torah is like the Luchos and the one reading it is, so to speak, like Hashem saying the Aseres HaDibros, and he went on to list other similarities between Laining and Har Sinai.


The Torah says and we learn in the Medrash that by Har Sinai, all the sick and injured people were cured. Those who were deaf or blind got their hearing and vision back! All diseases were healed!” 

Rabbi Bussu continued, “We further have a tradition that every time we read from the Torah, and there is decorum in the Shul, it is a Segulah to cure all the people that are present in the congregation! Therefore, I ask you, who is going to be so selfish that you are going to talk during Laining? Maybe someone came to Shul specifically today to hear the Laining, just so he can merit a Refuah!”


He continued and said, “I have stories where this has been tried and tested by congregations, where they all accepted on themselves to not speak during Laining from beginning to end, in order to help certain sick individuals merit to recover from their illnesses, and I can attest that miracles have occurred from this, where doctors have given up hope and the patients have still recovered! We don’t know what is doing by other people, and we can’t be so selfish to take this opportunity of being cured away from them.” Rabbi Mansour said, “Not talking during Laining is a tremendous Segulah for Refuah, and keeping the proper decorum is not only a Refuas HaNefesh, a healing of the soul, but a Refuas HaGuf, a healing of the body as well!”

Reprinted from the Parshas Acharei Mos-Kedoshim 5777 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

BOOK REVIEW

Grandson Recalls Inspiring Stories 

Of Rabbi Yaakov Spiegel and

The Historic Lower East Side

By Daniel Keren
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(“The Rabbi from the Lower East Side: Rabbi Yaakov Yitzchak Spiegel’s Story – an Inspiring Narrative of a Historic Neighborhood; Including a History of Jewish Life on Manhattan’s Lower East Side” by his grandson Menachem J. Spiegel, 280 pages hardback, distributed by Feldheim, 2017)


It has been 15 years since Rabbi Yaakov Yitzchak Spiegel, the Rabbi from the Lower East Side was nifter at the young age of 65. His grandson Menachem J. Spiegel has just published an easy-to-read book about this selfless tzadik, righteous man who quietly performed countless acts of chesed to those Jews who for various reasons chose or were forced to remain in a declining neighborhood that was once the dominant Jewish community in America.

Besides rescuing the spiritual and humanitarian legacy of Rabbi Spiegel from being forgotten with the passage of time as is all too often the case, (even though the intersection of Rivington and Ludlow Streets had been designated in 2003 as the “Rabbi Yaakov Spiegel Way,”) the author of “The Rabbi from the Lower East Side” has created a book for the Jewish ages and in the humble opinion of this reviewer ought to be translated into Hebrew, Yiddish and Russian for the benefit all Jews regardless of their level of religious affiliation.


I found myself in the morning after waking up and reciting the Birchas HaShachar, morning blessings picking up “The Rabbi from the Lower East Side” and quickly reading a short story or two before going to shul to daven Shachris, the morning service. And after a long day, catching another couple of stories from this book before retiring for the evening by reciting Krias Shemah.


Since I started reading “The Rabbi from the Lower East Side,” I must confess that my outlook on life has definitely changed for the better. To realize that there are selfless Jews like the late Rabbi Yaakov Spiegel who would take time from their busy schedules to help lonely elder Jews or those in need of material or spiritual encouragement had a strong effect on my psyche. True, I couldn’t see doing all of his seemingly “simple” but truly immense acts of chesed. But no doubt it will rub off on me in making me go whatever extra mile I am capable of doing to help someone whom Hashgacha Pratis, Divine Providence sends my way.


And that is why I strongly recommend “The Rabbi from the Lower East Side” as these stories about Rabbi Spiegel are so powerful because they relate the legacy of a man who was so amazing in that while he was an incredible spiritual leader and role model, yet thought that his own achievements were no big deals, but something than “anybody” could do or should do.


That is the power of this delightful book chock full of goodness that Rabbi Spiegel did, even from the days when he learned as young man from Rabbi Aharon Kotler in Bais Medrash Govoha in Lakewood and before he moved to the Lower East Side and later became the Rav of the historic Romanisher Shul.


Story after story of Rabbi Spiegel’s endless wellsprings of chessed and concern for another Yid should inspire every reader if not to imitate in the same manner, to perhaps make a commitment to try and be a little more considerate for the welfare of others.


In a foreword to “The Rabbi from the Lower East Side,” his son Rabbi Ari Spiegel confessed that he “once asked my father how he had so much time and patience for others: he answered me simply. ‘We are put on this world for a purpose,’ he told me. He believed that his purpose was to help others.”


In a similar strain, his grandson writes that “Rabbi Spiegel never considered anything out of reach. His motto was: if you try you might succeed, but if you don’t try, you definitely will not be successful.” Indeed a powerful lesson for all of us to reflect upon.


In addition to dozens of stories recalling probably the bottom of the iceberg of Rabbi Spiegel’s legacy of chesed to Jews in the Lower East Side, the author saved the last two chapters of “The Rabbi from the Lower East Side” to inform readers (who are probably grandchildren or great grandchildren of Jews who upon immigrating to America first settled in Manhattan’s famed neighborhood about a hundred years ago) about the history and tales of the Jewish Lower East Side.


“The Rabbi from the Lower East Side: Rabbi Yaakov Yitzchak Spiegel’s Story” by his grandson Menachem J. Spiegel is available in Jewish bookstores or by calling the distributor at (845) 356-2282 or clicking www.feldheim.com This is a great book to give as a gift to any Jew you know regardless of religious affiliation or even to yourself or your own family.
Reprinted from the April 28, 2017 edition of the Jewish Connection.

Ivanka Trump: Father Asked Me to Daven for Him
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In a new book, President Donald Trump’s Jewish daughter Ivanka credits her religious observance for having enabled her to unwind during last year’s election campaign.


“In the max peak craziness of October, I was so grateful for the Jewish holidays, which forced me to take a break and allowed me to spend several days focused entirely on my family,” Trump, a 35-year-old mother of three, wrote in her memoir Women Who Work: Rewriting the Rules for Success — excerpts of which were published on Monday by Fortune magazine.


Shortly before the November election, Trump — who converted to Judaism in 2009 before marrying her husband Jared Kushner — told a synagogue gathering in Florida that her father had asked for her prayers during the High Holidays several weeks earlier.


Noting that the holidays fell “in the midst of, let’s just say an important time in my life and my family’s life,” Trump — according to a recording obtained by The Algemeiner — told the crowd at The Shul, located between the Miami suburbs of Bal Harbour and Surfside. “My father didn’t even give me a hard time about it once. You know what he would say right before Yom Tov — he would call and say, ‘You better pray hard for me.’ I’d say, ‘Yes dad, we will pray hard.’ Then he’d call Jared and say, ‘Jared, you gotta pray hard for me.’ So he covered all of the bases.” 

Reprinted from the May 5, 2017 website of Matzav.com from Barney Breen-Portnoy’s article in The Algemeiner.

Rav Avigdor Miller on Suspecting Hakodosh Boruch Hu
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QUESTION: I just found out that a former classmate of mine just passed away. He was only 21 years old. What should my thoughts be when I begin to question why Hashem would do such a thing

ANSWER: And the answer is, that you must know that צדיק ה׳ בכל דרכיו. Hashem is right in whatever He does. In this case, I couldn't tell you anything without knowing him. But I could tell you many stories, where I did understand something. A little something, I was able to understand. 


Here's a man - a beautiful man. A strong, tall man. A good learner. A "tchachkah" he was. Something special. A real תכשיט. And then he became ill - a cripple. And he died young too. Nobody know why. 

I also don't know why. But I have one "hava-mina." I have a savora (logic) for why he died young. I have a good savora. Because I dealt with him once. He had a bride. He had a כלה. And right after the חופה he said he doesn't want her anymore. 

I visited him. I said, "How can it be? You're ruining the girl! You chose her. You chose this girl. And her parents spent a small fortune on the חתונה. And right after the חופה, you don't want her anymore?!" 

"No," he says. He doesn't like her. Well, I didn't win. And there was a divorce. It was a tragedy. And I think that it was a very big crime that he committed. Nobody knows why, but I think that's the reason. He ruined her. Now, I wouldn't go publicize it, but I believe that's the reason.

If I would know the cases, who knows what I could discover! I know a case of a young man who was in YU. It was a Yeshiva from the olden days. It was the only Yeshiva in those days. He died young. Nobody knows why he died young.


I think I know. Because I know the story. I knew him well. He was once talking to a divorced woman. To a young divorcee. And he became too familiar with her. And I know, that he had business with that young divorced woman. And she didn't have a "get." She didn't have a Jewish divorce. She was still an aishes ish. And nobody else knows about it, but I do know. And he died young. He was a son of a very fine family. 

So if I knew, maybe I could tell you. Maybe. And sometimes, it's a Tzadik who dies young. That also could be. Hakodesh Baruch Hu knows why He did it. He has plenty of good reasons. Whatever it is, don't suspect Hakodesh Baruch Hu of doing anything that's not proper. צדיק ה׳ בכל דרכיו וחסיד בכל מעשיו. And when you come to the Next World, then you'll discover all the secrets. (TAPE # E-169)
Reprinted from the May 7, 2013 email of Toras Avigdor.

On the Ladder to Better Emunah, Trust in Hashem

You're Improving!

By Rabbi David Ashear


A person can easily feel that he is not growing in his study of Emunah, and may want to give up. He learnt the principles, he knows Hashem controls everything and everything is for the best. Nevertheless, when it comes to applying this knowledge, it's as if it's not there. 


He continues to get upset at the smallest inconveniences and constantly blames others for his problems. He still has an urge to take revenge; he's still scared of the competition; he worries about the future and second guesses the past. When he's late because of traffic, he's angry. When he loses something, he's upset. So he thinks, "Why should I even bother to try and improve? I'm not making progress anyway."


When it comes to working on things like Chesed, a person can easily see his progress and feel good about it. He could see all the people he helped and count the money he donated. If a person is working on his Torah study, he can see his progress by the number of pages learnt or hours invested. But when it comes to something like Emunah, it's not easy to see the improvement that would give a person the Chizuk he needs to continue.


Rabbi Lugassi explains that we have more control over areas that are physical. For example, if a person want to start coming to Minyan, he can just get up and go. However, practicing Emunah is a service of the heart; to get the heart to feel the thoughts in our mind is extremely difficult. But, because it is so hard, every bit of improvement is huge! A person may not recognize his improvements in Emunah, but if he is working on it, there is definitely improvement.


The distance from a person's brain to his heart is about fifty centimeters. But the amount of time necessary to subjugate someone's heart to his brain could be fifty years! Therefore, each millimeter of improvement is so significant. 


If a person used to explode when he didn't get his way, and now he merely gets very angry and doesn't yell as much, that's a very significant improvement. If someone who used to worry all the time, now worries a little less, that's a big step forward. Even if a person still gets angry the same way he used to, but now he feels bad about it, that is also an improvement. The fact that he is making a Cheshbon Hanefesh means that his Emunah has penetrated a little bit.


Sometimes a person talks with such lofty Emunah, and then the very next day he cries over some minor problem in his life. He feels like a hypocrite. He is not a hypocrite! He advanced, and then he fell. That does not take away from what he already gained.


Rabbi Lugassi gave a Mashal of a car that broke down while driving on the road. The driver fixed it, and then after another fifty miles it broke again. The fact that it broke again does not take away from the fact that it progressed fifty miles since the last time. 
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So too with Emunah, even if we have "bad days" and we fall, it doesn't mean that we haven't already grown tremendously. It's a long journey to master Emunah, to take the thoughts of our brain and apply them to our heart. But we should rejoice with the knowledge how wonderful each little improvement is.

Reprinted from the May 8, 2017 email of Daily Emunah.
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