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PLANE TALK

By Avi Shafran
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These days, when lechery seems so ubiquitous, one might even try to appreciate a moral stance that aims for a somewhat ascetic opposite.
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The Israel Airports Authority recently rejected a billboard urging female airline passengers at Ben-Gurion Airport not to give up their seats to Orthodox men who don’t want to sit next to women.


The billboard, commissioned by the Israeli counterpart of the American Reform Judaism movement, depicts two adjacent airplane seats, with a pair of women’s shoes on the floor below one seat and the black hat traditionally worn by Orthodox men on the seat of the other. “Ladies, please take your seat... and keep it!” urges the ad.


Several months ago, the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey rejected a similar “public service message” for Newark Liberty International Airport, submitted by the same Israel Religious Action Center (IRAC), which wanted to have it posted in the Newark airport’s passenger waiting area for Israeli flights.


The group had hoped to display the Tel Aviv airport ads during the Passover travel season. But it was fated to go the way of observant Jewish homes’ leavened bread.


As an American (if Orthodox Jew), nursed on our First Amendment mother’s milk, I’m discomfited by the notion that a point of view – even one I may disagree with – should be prevented from being expressed. The antidote to offensive ads, in my book, are ads countering them.


And yet here, I think, a meta-concern trumps the First Amendment one.


My black hat, suit and tzitzit notwithstanding, I don’t personally care if I am seated next to a woman on a bus or plane. The only time I have asked for someone to switch seats with me was when my wife and I were seated in different rows on an overseas flight. Had I not easily found a willing switcher, my wife and I would have resigned ourselves to our fate and reunited on landing. But the first passenger I asked was more than happy to oblige us.


I do, however, know other Orthodox Jews who, hewing to their own particular traditions, do not want to sit in close proximity to members of the opposite sex (yes, it works both ways: some Orthodox women prefer not to sit next to men) unless they are close relatives.


I even know of people who actually buy two seats on a flight to ensure that no one is sitting next to them. (More room to spread out that way, too. Quite a perk, if an expensive one, these sardine flight days.) But try as I might, I can’t seem to inhabit the mindset of any man or woman who, asked to accommodate the religious concerns of another human being, would take it as an insult, much less campaign to tell people to refuse such a request.


That’s when “menschlichkeit” – quite literally, “acting like a mensch” – kicks in (or should). That rightly hallowed ideal entails, among much else, trying to make others comfortable even when their definition of comfort may differ from our own.


IRAC is, in essence, waging an anti-menschlichkeit crusade. It and its supporters are asking people to refuse polite requests for no reason other than the request itself.


These days, when lechery seems so ubiquitous, from middle-aged Hollywood adolescents to vulgar political leaders, one might even try to appreciate a moral stance that aims for a somewhat ascetic opposite. But whether or not one can relate to not wishing to sit next to a member of the other sex, one can certainly endeavor, when asked to help such a decorous soul, to be a mensch.


I know that if I am ever faced with, say, an IRAC activist who does not wish to sit next to me on a flight because I discomfort him by reminding him of his forebears, I will smile politely and, if a willing other passenger can be found, happily switch seats with him or her.

The writer is an author, Hamodia columnist and blogs at rabbiavishafran.com. He also serves as public affairs director for Agudath Israel of America.
Reprinted from the April 21, 2018 edition of The Jerusalem Post.
Give Your Children

Tools for Life

By Rabbi David Ashear
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A woman asked me what is the proper way to instill Emunah in her children? I told her that besides for the basic concepts that she needs to talk to them directly about, namely that Hashem loves them and is always watching over them, she needs to speak about Emunah in the home as a matter of regular conversation, whether at the Shabbat table or at the dinner table, to repeat stories of Hashem's Hashgacha or different ideas that show His involvement in our lives. The children don't necessarily have to be at the age where they grasp everything that's being said, it's enough that they're hearing that these concepts are the topics of conversation and their parents strongly believe in them.


A woman emailed me that she has her children listen to a daily message on Emunah by the dinner table every night. And over the past couple of years, she has seen such a difference in their Emunah and it brings her so much satisfaction. 
Recently, one of her daughters in elementary school, who we'll call Sarah, came home and told her that the girls in her class were saying earlier that day that they really needed a free period for their next class. They felt overwhelmed from all of the work and they were having a test in that class. Sarah told her friends, "Let's say some Tehillim and ask Hashem to get the next period free."


The other girls began to laugh saying, "You can't ask Hashem for something so small, don't bother Him with this."


Sarah smiled, equipped with all of her Emunah lessons and said, "Nothing is too small for Hashem." And she began to say Tehillim.


A few minutes later, the teacher came into the room and all the girls looked at Sarah saying, "We told you so. Look, your Tefila didn't help."


But then, the teacher started speaking. She said, "Girls, I'm sorry, I have to apologize. I need to talk to the principal this period, so I'll be giving you a free." Sarah felt so good about what had just transpired.


I told this story to the woman who asked about teaching her children Emunah. Then she asked me, "But what if that teacher came in and did give the class? Then what do we tell Sarah?" 


I told her we would tell Sarah that Hashem heard your Tefila. It was so precious to Him that you asked Him to help you even with this, and you will be rewarded for that prayer. But Hashem knew that the best thing for you would be to have that class that day. Maybe because you were prepared for the test, you'll do better than had it been postponed for another day. We think of a reason and explain what just happened was good. We always have to find reasons to explain to the children that Hashem only looks out for their best, even when it doesn't seem that way.


The children might not necessarily incorporate all the lessons that they hear in the home. Maybe it'll take a year, or two years, it doesn't matter. If we're speaking about it in the home, they're definitely absorbing it. And therefore, it is incumbent upon us, as best as we can, to talk about Hashem's Hashgacha in the home and instill Emunah in our children. And if we do this, we will be giving them the greatest gift and tool for life.

 

Reprinted from the April 8, 2018 email of Emunah Daily.

Rav Avigdor Miller on
Slavery in America
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QUESTION: Is it okay to drink coffee all the time? 

ANSWER: You have touched here on a very important subject, and that is the slavery to habit. Many people have habits. So let's say you're a slave to smoking. Now, if you're a slave to smoking you have to know that you have lost your free will. 


I was once in Boro Park and across the street I saw a man who I knew, who was standing with a Yerushalmi Yid. So I went across the street and this Yerushalmi tells me that he's very ill. He came to America for treatment because his lungs are diseased. He's telling me this and he's puffing on a cigarette. 


So I said to him, "Why don't you stop smoking?" So he tells me in Yiddish, "Don't tell me that. No, don't tell me that." He's an eved [slave]. An eved Ca'nani. He sold himself out to this habit. He's not a free man anymore. He's a slave.


Some people are slaves to drinking alcohol. I know a man who drinks and becomes inebriated. A shikur. Many people are like that. They drink too much. They're slaves to a good bottle of schnapps. They're slaves to nothing.


And eating as well. People can even be slaves to eating. People overeat. Overeating is not good for your health. And it's a shi'bud. Every type of shi'bud - of being mortgaged, enslaved - to wrong habits is a person giving up his freedom. The freedom to make something out of yourself. 


I never drank coffee. As long as I can remember I never drank any coffee. Why should I drink coffee?! It's unnecessary. To become mi'shubad, enslaved, to a habit?! Some people are coffee addicts. They must have coffee all the time. They're slaves. And any habit that enslaves you means that you can't serve Hashem bi'shleimus. TAPE # E-182

Reprinted from the May 14, 2018 email of Toras Avigdor.
Living with the Times

The Equality of Every 

Jew in the Eyes of G-d

From the Talks of the Lubavitcher Rebbe

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
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This week's Torah portion of Bamidbar has a particular relevance to the festival of Shavuot. We can find this connection in the opening words of the portion, where G-d commands, "Count the number of all the congregation of the Children of Israel."

Rashi comments on the command: "Because they [the Children of Israel] are dear to Him, He counts them all the time: when they went forth from Egypt He counted them; when they fell because of [the sin of] the Golden Calf, He counted them; when He was about to make His Presence dwell among them (i.e., in the Tabernacle) He counted them."


When things are counted, they stand in a relation of equality; the greatest man and the least are each counted once; no more, no less. And since, as Rashi tells us, the census was a token of G-d's love, it must have been a gesture towards that which is equal in every Jew. Not his intellect, not his moral standing, but his essence: his Jewish soul. So the point of the census was to bring the soul of each Jew into prominence, to the surface of awareness.


Rashi writes that G-d counts His people all the time; and yet, as Rashi himself points out, they were counted only three times in the first year and once the month after leaving Egypt. Then they were counted only once more during their wanderings in the wilderness, and subsequently only at very infrequent intervals (according to a Midrash, only a total of nine times until today, and the tenth time will be when Moshiach comes). But, if the point of the counting was to reveal the essence of each Jewish soul, then this revelation has a depth which places it beyond the erosions of time--it is operative, literally, all the time.


The differences between the three countings which Rashi mentions were evolutionary stages in a process of revelation. In the first, the Jewish soul was awakened by the love of G-d; in the second, it began to work its influence on the external life of the Israelites; and in the third, it finally suffused all their actions.


The first census was on the Israelites' departure from Egypt, and it aroused their spirit of self-sacrifice to the extent that they followed G-d into a barren wilderness. But it left their emotions untouched.


The second was prior to building the Tabernacle. It reached their intel-lect and emotions, because they were preparing for the work that was to bring G-d's Presence into their midst. But still the impetus came from outside: G-d's command set them to their work, not inner compunction.


But with the third census came the actual service of the Tabernacle, when the Israelites--by their own actions--brought G-d into their midst. Then all their actions were a testimony to the union of the Jewish soul with G-d.


In this way, the connection between Bamidbar and Shavuot becomes clear. When the Torah was given, Israel and G-d were united in such a way that G-d sent down His revelation from above; and the Children of Israel were themselves elevated. And we read, in preparation for our annual re-creation of the event, the portion which tells us of the third census when the two modes of revelation are brought together.

From Torah Studies by Chief Rabbi of the British Commonwealth Jonathan Sacks. Adapted from the works of the Lubavitcher Rebbe.
Reprinted from the Parshas Bamidbar 5752/1992 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.

Rabbi Berel Wein on

Parshas Bamidbar 5778
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I realize that I am making a very bad pun, but I must state that numbers really do count. The Torah takes us through the counting of the Jewish people many times and in detail. Though it may be difficult for us to understand why this should be so, the basic lesson that it teaches us is an important one for national survival. Simply put, we are being instructed that for Judaism and Jewishness to survive there must be a significant Jewish population.


The Jewish people have always been a small people, numerically speaking, and since they suffered great persecution and attempts at extermination, maintaining significant numbers has always been a challenge and a necessity for Jewish survival.


The interesting thing is that Jewish demographics are hard to measure in our time. Much of it depends on our defining who is Jewish and, perhaps even as important, who is likely to remain Jewish and have Jewish children and grandchildren.


Estimates on the size of the Jewish community in the United States for instance ranges from 5 million souls to as many years 15 million people. Seventy years ago, the estimates for the American Jewish community stood at 5 million people. Under a normal rate of population growth and in the blessed absence of pogroms and plagues, there should be about 20 million Jews now living in the United States. Sadly, that is certainly not so and stands as mute testimony to the ravages of intermarriage and assimilation that so undermines the future of the Jewish community in the United States.


Here in Israel the Bureau of Statistics records that as of 2017 there were 6.58 million Jews living in the country. This is perhaps the greatest number of Jews living in the land of Israel in our history. It is an astounding amount when we recall that 70 years ago, when the state was founded, only 600,000 Jews were present in the country. Much has happened in these 70 years that accounts for this dramatic increase.


The process of the ingathering of the exiles from the Arab countries and the Soviet Union as well as the immigration of the survivors in Europe after World War II, plus the continuing small but steady immigration of Jews from the West has provided for this astonishing growth in the Jewish population in the land of Israel. Population matters.


One of the most hopeful statistics here in Israel is the continuing strength of the fertility rate amongst all segments of the Jewish population here in the country. Having children is the ultimate vote of confidence in the permanence and success of the Jewish people in creating a state in our ancient homeland. 


The pessimists amongst us have long threatened that the demographics of the area are against us. It seems that they were unduly pessimistic about our future. The necessity to rebuild the Jewish people physically and spiritually remains the ultimate task that lies before us in our generation.

Reprinted from the Parshas Bamidbar website of Rabbiwein.com

Where Are You Coming From

By Rabbi Bentzion Shafier

Founder of TheShmuz.com

[image: image7.jpg]



 “Count the heads of the congregation of Israel according to their families, according to their fathers’ houses, by the number of the names, every male according to the head count.” — Bamidbar 1:2


Less than a year after the giving of the Torah, HASHEM told Moshe to again count the Jewish People. The Siforno points out that this counting was unique as it counted each person by name, whereas thirty-eight years later, when the Jews were about to enter the land of Israel and were counted again, there is no mention of counting by name. 


The Siforno explains that this is because the generation that left Egypt was made up of unique individuals, each worthy of being singled out. The next generation, however, wasn’t on that level, so everyone was counted only by number and not by name.


It is clear from the Siforno that the generation that left Mitzrayim was greater than the generation who entered the Land of Israel. This concept is very difficult to understand. The people who left Egypt were slaves their entire lives. They had almost no education or opportunity to learn. From the time they were children, they had little time to focus on anything other than survival. 


The generation who entered the Land of Israel had a very different upbringing. They were all born in the desert. Daily they observed the Glory of HASHEM encamped on the Mishkan. On a regular basis, they watched the clouds of glory ushering them from place to place. Each morning, they saw mon being delivered to their doorstep. They experienced the miracle of a rock providing them millions of gallons of water daily. But even more, they weren’t engaged in earning a living; their entire focus was on learning Torah. 


Taught by the greatest rebbeim, unencumbered by physical needs or distractions, they spend their days and nights in yeshiva. Clearly, they knew more Torah than the people who had just left Mitzrayim. How could the earlier generation have been greater than this one?


The answer to this lies in recognizing the ultimate measure of greatness.

It’s Not Where You’re at – It’s

Where You’re Coming From

It is said in the name of the Gra that when a person leaves this earth, he will stand in front of the heavenly tribunal and be shown a picture. It is a picture of a great person. An individual who changed himself and changed the very world he lived in. And they say to this man, “Why isn’t that you?”

“Me? Little me?” he responds. “You want me to be that great man? A talmid chacham. A tzaddik?” 

And they will answer, “That is you. That is you, had you lived up to your potential, had you become what you were destined to be.”

The point is that they hold up a picture of that man. Not a picture of the Chasam Sofer. Not a picture of RebbeAkiva Eiger. A picture of him. Based on his talents and abilities. Based on the times he was born into. The only question they ask is, “How much of his potential did he reach? How much of him did he become?’


This seems to be the answer to the Siforno. Surely, the generation that entered Israel had learned more Torah than did the generation that came before it. They were far greater Torah scholars. But they were born into it. From their youth, that’s all they knew. That was all that was important in their world — so of course they amassed great fortunes of Torah knowledge. 

The generation that left Egypt, however, didn’t have those advantages. They didn’t come to study Torah until late in their lives. Their growth required them to give up everything they had been exposed to. They had to leave behind the very world that they had known. So while objectively they may not have been on the same level, actually they were far greater — because based on where they had come from and the level they reached, they had grown far more.


This concept has a very practical application.
I Can’t Respect My Father;
He’s a Baal Teshuvah


We live in amazing times, and one of its outgrowths is the baal teshuvah movement. Thousands of Jews brought up with nothing have returned to a Torah true life. Their sacrifices are huge, and their personal growth is extraordinary, as they leave behind everything to reclaim the heritage of their fathers. They then marry and bring up the next generation, and their children, who enjoy a yeshiva education, often the rank amongst the finest Bnei Torah.


And wondrous though this is, it sometimes creates a disparity. You see, as intelligent as the parents may be, they began their Torah education late in life. And while their sincerity may be impressive, their skills and actual knowledge is often lacking. 

Their children, on the other hand, attend the finest yeshivas, and from a tender young age are steeped in Torah learning and mitzvos. It can happen that by 6th grade, the child knows more than the parent. As the child matures, the gap widens and this may lead him to look down at his parents with an attitude of, “My father, he’s a good guy and all that, but what does he know? He’s an am ha’aretz. (ignoramus).”


This Siforno may be a guiding light on this issue. What we see is that a person’s stature is defined less by who he is now than by how much he has grown, and that growth is credited to him. The scale of measure is where he is coming from. How far has he gone? How much of that change is because of his fortitude and will, and how much the environment that he was in, simply going with the flow? 

So, it may well be that your father doesn’t know as much as you, yet in the World to Come, he will tower over you. It could be that his Chumash and Rashi is more valuable than your learning all of Shas.

This is an excerpt from the Shmuz on the Parsha book.

Reprinted from this week’s website of TheShmuz.com

Rabbi Meshulam Yissachar Horowitz

R' Meshulam Yissachar Horowitz z"l was born in 1805 or 1808 in Stanislau, Galicia (now Ivano-Frankovsk, Ukraine), where his father was rabbi. It is recorded that he was a mischievous child who was not interested in learning. As a teenager, however, he began to learn avidly, often studying for 16 hours without an interruption. 


After his marriage, he continued to study while his wife attempted to support their family. Although he received semichah at age 18 from R' Yaakov Lorberbaum of Lissa and other leading sages, R' Meshulam claimed that he was unqualified to seek a rabbinic post. Eventually, though, his poverty became so great that R' Meshulam's father secretly arranged his son's appointed to the rabbinate. 
Pressured by His Father to

Accept Rabbinical Post


Presented with a signed contract backed up by his father's command that he accept it, R' Meshulam became rabbi of Zelozitz in 1827. In approximately 1840, R' Meshulam was called to Stanislau to serve as Assistant Rabbi under his aging father. Soon after, he was elected rabbi of Tismanitz. During his time there, his fame spread until even R' Shlomo Kluger, one of the leading halachic authorities of mid-19th century Galicia sought his opinion. 


In 1844, R' Meshulam returned to Stanislau to succeed his father, who had passed away. R' Meshulam was succeeded in Tismanitz by his young son, R' Shaul, who would hold the rabbinate in that town for 43 years. 


R' Meshulam was beloved by his congregants, who told stories of miracles that he brought about. He was opposed to chassidus and he prevented the movement's spread into Stanislau. Nevertheless, he had cordial relations with a number of chassidic rebbes. 
Known for the Beauty of His Prayers


Although his primary occupation was Torah study, he was also known for the beauty of his prayers. At times, people would eavesdrop under his windows just to hear him daven. When the Machzikei Ha'das organization (considered by some to be a forerunner of Agudath Israel) was founded, R' Meshulam participated in its deliberations, but he later withdrew over political differences.


At the convention of 1880, he proposed that the organization's charter be written in Hebrew (rather than Yiddish), but his proposal was defeated. He died in 1888, leaving distinguished children and several written works. (Encyclopedia Le'Chachmei Galicia; Melizei Aish- Hamaayan). 

Reprinted from the Parshas Bamidbar 5778 email of whY I Matter, the parsha sheet of the Young Israel of Midwood (Brooklyn) edited by Yedidye Hirtenfeld.

The Frieda Bassman Story: An

Extraordinary Holocaust Survivor

By Daniel Keren

(“Miracles: The Extraordinary Life of Frieda Bassman – One Woman’s Inspiring Account of Courage, Faith and Hope” by Michael Lesher and Malky Feig, and prepared for publication by Miriam Greenwald, Feldheim Publishers, 368 pages, 2017)
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 Holocaust memoirs are often not easy reading. Oftentimes it is very painful for the author and the reader simultaneously. This past week in synagogues around the world, we read the predicted punishments in Parshas Bechukosai that would befall the Jewish people if they turn away from fulfilling the Torah mitzvahs that symbolize our unique covenant with Hashem at Mount Sinai with the giving of the Torah that we will be celebrating on Shavuos this coming Motzei Shabbos/Sunday.


These promised curses or punishments were fulfilled with both the destruction of the First and Second Holy Temples in Jerusalem and in lesser degrees throughout our more than 3,000 year history with episodes such as the Crusades, the Spanish Inquisitions and assorted pogroms in Europe. More recently, the mind-numbing and heartbreaking six years of the Shoah or Holocaust has shaken the Jewish people with the realization of the fulfillment of the dreaded Torah predictions that resulted in the murder by the Germans and their eager Eastern European cohorts of six million Jews.


One of the survivors of that tragic chapter in our national history was Mrs. Frieda Bassman, a”h and her thoughtful memoirs was just published by Feldheim Publishers under the title of “Miracles: The Extraordinary Life of Frieda Bassman – One Woman’s Inspiring Account of Courage, Faith and Hope” by Michael Lesher and Malky Feig and prepared for publication by Miriam Greenwald.


The story of Mrs. Frieda Bassman is broken into three sections, her life in Yasina, Hungary before the Shoa; the horrors of the Nazi concentration camps at Auschwitz and Bergen-Belson and her recovery in Sweden; and the last chapter of her rebuilding a new and noble life in America, first in Brooklyn and ultimately in Chicago.


Perhaps the most enduring character in Mrs. Bassman’s book is her mother who without a question of a doubt greatly molded her daughter seemingly limitless doses of generosity and love for others in need to rival the hospitality of Avraham and Sarah. The story of how her mother survived a horse driven-cart crashing down a steep mountain in Yasina while transporting huge sacks of potatoes destined to be cooked and distributed to poor Jews was a lesson in how doing and being committed to performing chesed, kindness for others can be a lifesaver.


The author’s portrayal of life in Yasina is honest and details that gradual but sharp decline in Torah observance of most of the Jews in that community. In the preface to her memoirs, Mrs. Bassman declares:


“Everything, everything was destroyed in the war. Vibrant communities, blossoming families, schools, yeshivos, study halls, millions – millions – of precious, wise, gentle, sanctified human beings.”


In the background section, she writes: 


“Today there is another kind of blindness, a lack of understanding of the deep spirituality that carried countless neshamos through the most evil traumas of that time. While some say that this Churban never even occurred, others try to deny the Presence of Hashem in the tragedy.


“I know that Hashem did not abandon us during the war. When the young Jews of the future read about or discuss those black days, they should know something about the very deep emunah of their people during the Churban. It is the reason that we are still here; it is why we are still studying Torah and performing His mitzvos…


“During the war, my faith became strong every day. It may seem hard to believe, but I cannot remember a day when I did not feel keenly aware of Hashem’s Presence. I have davened every day of my life, and always felt, even in the camps, that I was heard on High.”


There are many inspiring stories in this book, some even humorous of life before the tragedy of the Holocaust; and of heroism during that dark chapter in human history as well as amazing accounts of Mrs. Bassman’s commitment to helping her fellow Jews in the concentration camps and later on in her capacity of operating numerous nursing homes in Chicago [where her chesed reached out to non-Jews also in need]; achieving a level of proficiency that brought her on occasions into contact with Presidents of the United States of America (President Ronald Reagan and President George W.H. Bush).


Her Shabbos hospitality was legendary and her ability to deal with people who shall we say were blessed with many psychological challenges in life was nothing less than mind boggling and as the book reveals a legacy of her memories of her mother and her own suffering in the Nazi concentration camps.


“Miracles: The Extraordinary Life of Frieda Bassman” takes an almost hopeless subject and finds the many silver linings that many of us might not otherwise notice and shows how a seemingly simple Jew like the subject of this book can convert even darkness into light and a Kiddush Hashem, a Sanctification of G-d’s holy Name” that can inspire and motivate even the most callous and materialistic reader into wanting to become better and do better for others.


Mrs. Bassman’s recollections of a most extraordinary life can be found in Jewish bookstores or by contacting the publisher by calling (800) 237-7149 or clicking www.feldheim.com
Reprinted from this week’s edition of The Jewish Connection.
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