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Every Hair in Its Place

By Corey Kilgannon


“If life was fair, I’d be 5 foot 5,” Atsuko Tanaka said as she fondled a thick strand of hair and worked it over with a comb and blow dryer. Even with the stylist chair set to its lowest level, and standing on tiptoes, Ms. Tanaka had trouble styling the higher regions of the client’s head. 


“I’m only four-eleven, so I have to wear heels,” she said. 


Another testament to the random nature of life is that Ms. Tanaka, 39, who grew up in Japan with no knowledge of Jewish culture, now specializes in styling expensive wigs worn by ultra-Orthodox Jewish women seeking to conform to the requirement of religious law to cover their hair after marriage. 


“They call me the Japanese sheitel macher,” she said, using a Yiddish term for wig seller. Ms. Tanaka does not speak Yiddish and she does not even sell wigs, but she has become the stylist to see for a certain set of moneyed women who follow a tradition often associated with modesty, even if the wig prices can top $5,000. 


Looking modest is not a strong suit here at the Julien Farel salon on Madison Avenue, where Ms. Tanaka works. A wash-cut-blow dry for a wig can take more than two hours, and her prices start at $450. 


“They’re paying too much for modesty,” Ms. Tanaka said. “My clients want me to cover their head with something that looks better than their own hair.” 


These weeks before Passover, which begins on March 25, are her busiest of the year. Last weekend, she was flown to Toronto to style wigs at an ultra-Orthodox wedding. Out-of-town jobs are common, as are house calls. She is constantly ferried by car service to style wigs in private homes in the Five Towns on Long Island or in Brooklyn or Monsey, N.Y. 


Then there are the clients who simply have their wigs driven in. It is not uncommon for a black car with a driver to pull up with a wig in a box in the back seat, Ms. Tanaka said, and the same driver will pull up a couple of days later to pick up the wig, styled and in a carrier box. 


One recent weekday, Ms. Tanaka was working on a wig being worn by Pesha Blum, 27, a fashion publicist who lives on the Upper West Side and who said her wig of “European virgin undyed” hair cost roughly $5,000. 


The sleek salon is a far cry from the basement beauty salons of “sheitel ladies” in ultra-Orthodox enclaves in Brooklyn, where many wig-wearing women go. On Ms. Tanaka’s counter one recent weekday were several head-shaped stands that supported wigs whose combined prices could cover a down payment on a starter home. 


Ms. Tanaka has handled some high-pressure hairdos — working on Japanese and Saudi princesses, and celebrities like Scarlett Johansson and Marisa Tomei — but nothing is scarier, she said, than cutting a wig. 


“The hardest part is that you cannot mess up — the hair will not grow back,” said Ms. Tanaka, who had just finished shaping a $7,000 wig. “You make one mistake, and it’s ruined.” 


Now she was working on a wig worn by Rivka Cohen, 25, of the Upper West Side. Ms. Tanaka, whose tiny hands seem well-suited for styling shears, shaved strands and snipped ends of wig hair, always in small takes. 


“If you spend thousands of dollars on a wig and the stylist botches the color, you’re not going to come back,” Ms. Cohen said. 


And this is where Ms. Tanaka’s Japanese background comes in. 


“These women know I’m from Japan so I have to be perfect — it’s our culture, we have to be precise,” she said. “They’re bringing their culture to me, so I want to bring my culture to them.” 


Ms. Tanaka lives in Tenafly, N.J., with her husband and their 6-year-old daughter. Starting out as a teenager, Ms. Tanaka apprenticed in salons in Tokyo. She had never cut a wig or had a Jewish client when she came to New York at 22. But she learned the ropes working for Mark Garrison, a well-known stylist whose East Side salon specializes in high-end wigs. 


Soon, her name got around, and now all her business comes by word of mouth. Ms. Blum said her hairstylist in Israel recommended Ms. Tanaka. 


“You spend $5,000 on a wig — you don’t want to mess around with it,” Ms. Blum said. “We don’t have to wear a wig out of modesty. We do it because it’s what G-d wants us to do.” 


Then she looked at Ms. Tanaka to clarify, but got only a shrug. 


“Don’t ask me,” Ms. Tanaka said with that familiar mischievous twinkle in her eye. “I’m Japanese.” 

Reprinted from the March 15, 2013 edition of The New York Times.

Erin Callan Liberated

By Emuna Braverman

Callan was a slave to Lehman Brothers and her career. What are you enslaved to?


The web is all atwitter (in the original meaning of the word) about work-life balance, especially for women. (This always puzzles me slightly; isn’t it an issue for men also? But that’s for another time…)


Many prominent women have jumped into the fray, including Sheryl Sandberg of Facebook and Princeton Professor Anne-Marie Slaughter, formerly the director of policy and planning for the US State department under President Obama. The latest voice in the debate is that of Erin Callan, former CFO of the now-defunct Lehman Brothers (NY Times, 3/10/13).


Callan seems to me the most honest voice yet. She makes no pretense of being able to “have it all.” She offers no dream of government-sponsored day care or other programs that would support working mothers and allegedly resolve this issue. She doesn’t blame society or sexism. There’s no talk of glass ceilings and paving the way for others.


Instead she presents a sort of mea culpa. Basically she acknowledges that she blew it. She was the one who had her priorities backwards. “Work always came first, before my family, friends and marriage – which ended just a few years later.”


“Work always came first, before my family, friends and marriage – which ended just a few years later.”


She was the one who was compulsive. She was the workaholic. And she paid the price – losing her first marriage, perhaps her opportunity to bear children, and who knows what other psychological and emotional costs.


But we can be grateful to Ms. Callan for holding up her own character flaws to the light, for allowing her experience to be a cautionary tale for the rest of us – if we would only pay attention!


Erin Callan makes another interesting point in her piece, “I didn’t start out with the goal of devoting myself to my job,” she writes. “It crept in over time. Each year that went by, slight modifications became the new normal. First I spent a half-hour on Sunday organizing my e-mail, to-do list and calendar to make Monday morning easier. Then I was working a few hours on Sunday, then all day. My boundaries slipped away until work was all that was left.”


What struck me so forcefully about this point is the similarity to the Passover story of the Jews in Egypt (You’ll see, I’m really not stretching the point!).


Slavery didn’t begin overnight, in one fell swoop. It never does. It started gradually – with a few extra tasks, a little less pay, some restrictive laws – until it finally became a full-fledged bondage (notice the parallel to the situation of the Jews in pre-WWII Germany). And then it was too late. No one person and no one nation sets out to be a slave – not to our jobs, not to other nations, not to our financial needs or even to our diets (or lack thereof)…


It happens gradually. The boundaries just get more and more blurred. We don’t even notice it happening.


Ms. Callan was given a little help from outside. The collapse of Lehman Brothers forced her to re-evaluate. Luckily she didn’t just jump in to more of the same. She had the presence of mind and the self-awareness to step back and take a look (I assume the demise of her first marriage also served as a catalyst for introspection).


And, in her understanding, are lessons for all of us.


Just as Erin Callan was a slave to Lehman Brothers, to her career, to job advancement, to power and honor, so too are we. And if those aren’t our challenges, we certainly have others. We’re enslaved by people’s opinions and expectations. We’re trapped by the desire for status and respect. We’re caught up in the pull of our material possessions (our homes, our vacations, our cars) and desires. We’re slaves to our personal trainers, the gym, organic food, shopping, television shows, sports teams…the potential list is endless.


We’re slaves to our personal trainers, the gym, shopping, television shows, sports teams…the potential list is endless.


And it goes deeper. We’re slaves to voices from our childhood, healthy or not. We’re slaves to habit and, sometimes, addictions. We’re slaves to the political values of our community, thought-out or not. We’ve even slaves to our children – to wit, the common expression, “You’re only as happy as your least happy child.”


Ms. Callan was lucky enough to break free from her enslavement, from her upside-down value system. She now knows that family supersedes work – and has the wisdom and experience to act on that knowledge.


But she hasn’t yet achieved the most essential freedom of all. “Tell Pharaoh,” the Almighty says to Moses and Aharon, “to let My people go – so that they may serve Me.”


When we free ourselves from all that entraps us, all that stands between us and a full relationship with our Creator, only then will we have truly burst the shackles of slavery. And only then will we be able to fully actualize the potential of our freedom.


Physical freedom is the first step – for individuals and for our nation. But we have to keep moving. This Passover, this time of renewal, is an opportunity take the next steps towards spiritual freedom as well.

Reprinted from this week’s email of Aish.com

Good Shabbos Everyone

A Kiddush Hashem


“It happened over ten years ago," recalled Rav Moshe Friedman of Rechasim, Israel. "The Rabbanim of my town chose me to accompany a sick person of our community who was traveling to the Columbia Presbyterian Hospital in Washington Heights, New York, for delicate brain surgery. For various reasons, no family member was able to accompany him, so I went instead." Rav Friedman continued. 


"For the next twenty-four hours," the doctor sternly warned me on the erev Shabbos before the surgery, "this patient may not so much as move a muscle. If he does, he may suffer internal injuries that could prove to be fatal. Watch him well!" 


I had been invited to eat the Shabbos meals with a family that lived close to the hospital. When I heard these dire words of caution, I immediately abandoned the idea and prepared to spend Shabbos in the hospital, keeping watch over this critically-ill young man. 


"Chaim," I whispered to my friend, "Did you hear the doctor's orders? Do not move a muscle! But don't worry, I'm staying right here with you. If you need something, tell me, and I'll bring it.” Moving was forbidden but talking was permitted. 


The Shabbos Queen made her regal entry even within the somber hospital walls, bringing along with her the calming peace and serenity of Shabbos. I davened Mincha (the afternoon prayers) and sang Lecha Dodi. When night fell, I davened Ma’ariv (the evening prayers) — trying to invoke a warm, and meaningful prayer there, a lonely Jew among hundreds of non-Jews. 


We sang Shalom Aleichem and Aishes Chayil, thinking about our families who were spending Shabbos without us so many thousands of miles away. Then I poured the grape juice and began reciting Kiddush. When I was only halfway through, two muscular orderlies wearing white coats entered the room. Without a word, they handed me a doctor's letter stating that the patient had to be taken downstairs for further x-rays. 


"What?" I asked incredulously, "He can't be moved! The doctor said one move could be fatal... It just can't be..." Without further ado, they lifted Chaim the helpless patient, placed him on a stretcher and wheeled him out of room. We took an elevator down to the 2nd floor basement to take x-rays. Because Chaim was very ill, I was allowed to accompany him on the elevator, which was operated by non-Jews.


Once downstairs, I noticed an older woman who lay alone, waiting for her turn to take x-rays. I was overcome with pity for this lone woman, who seemed to be suffering greatly. Catching my sympathetic glance, she lifted her wrinkled hand and beckoned to me. I came towards her and saw her lips moving in a whisper. I bent my head down to hear better. All she said was two words: "Gut Shabbos." I looked at her in surprise. 


So this woman was Jewish! "Gut Shabbos!" I replied warmly. "May you feel better soon! May the Shabbos bring along a recovery for you." I turned to my friend and said, "Chaim!" I said, "Guess what? We have a fellow Jew here. This woman is Jewish, and she even speaks Yiddish." This was our first encounter with a Jewish face and Yiddish words in Presbyterian General, and we were both excited. 


"R. Moshe," said Chaim, sharing my enthusiasm, "go to our room and bring down a cup and some grape juice. Make Kiddush for her — I'm sure she has not heard Kiddush yet." 


"Go up to our room?" I repeated. "Chaim, just think. We're on floor minus two and our room is on the seventeenth floor. There are no stairs reaching the upper floors of this building. How do you expect me to get there?" 


But Chaim would not be swayed, "R. Moshe, you could use the fire escape," he insisted, "Please get the grape juice and make Kiddush for her; she's a Jewish woman!" I had no choice. I know it wasn't advisable to upset Chaim in his condition — it could affect his already teetering blood pressure. 

It was obvious that I would have to comply with his wishes. I left the waiting room and ascended the two flights to the ground flour. I was about to leave the building when I encountered a new problem. The lobby doors were electronically operated. I stood at the side, waiting for a non-Jew to pass through and activate the doors. 


When someone finally entered the building, I zoomed past, not wanting to cause the electric doors to slay open for even an extra second. The people in the lobby probably had a good laugh, After allm they had seen a crazy fellow waiting patiently for several minutes at the doors and then suddenly scooting through them as if someone were at his heels. 


I looked upwards from the base of the fire escape, trying to make out the seventeenth floor, but all I saw was a cloudy gray sky. I took a deep breath and began my trek. It was a typical New York winter. The cold penetrated my bones and the biting wind took my breath away. Upwards I marched, up and up, on and on, until, to my immense relief, I saw the number I7 smiling at me in a friendly, bright fluorescent yellow. 


My trials were not yet over. To my dismay, I realized that there was no handle on the door. The door could only be opened from inside. There was a small bell affixed on the brick wall, helpfully designed to call someone to open the door. But on Shabbos the bell was useless to me. 
"Ribbono Shel Olam," I cried out in despair, "I'm cold and exhausted from this strenuous climb. What do I do now? Go back down again? What will I tell Chaim?" My prayers were answered. The door was suddenly pushed open — someone must have mistaken it for a different door. The unsuspecting man was frightened out of his wits when I darted past him. 


I fell into the nearest chair, took a couple of deep breaths and rubbed my hands together, trying to warm myself up a little, Then I took the grape juice and a few cups and headed back to the fire escape, back to my waiting friend and the elderly Jewish woman.


The descent was far easier than the way up. When I reached the ground floor, I had only a short wait until the automatic doors opened for a non-Jew. Since there a fence around the hospital, there was no problem to carry in the area around the hospital. 


Once in the main building, my halachic difficulties were over. I easily descended the two flights of stairs to the waiting room, and approached the woman. Speaking in Yiddish, I told her, "I've come to make Kiddush for you." The woman threw me a look of gratitude. She listened closely while I recited Kiddush and then said in as loud a voice as she could muster, "Amen." I would never have expected to hear such a hearty Amen from this sickly, emaciated woman. 


I gave her a drop of grape juice and then bent down once again to listen to what she was trying to tell me. "Fifty years have gone by since I heard Kiddush last," she said in a feeble voice. Using her last reserves of energy, she told me that she was born in Poland and that she had spent the war years hiding among gentiles. After the war she emigrated to America. She did not elaborate on what happened to her after that. She only repeated, as if in a trance, "It's been fifty years since I last answered Amen." I was overcome with emotion. 


What a zechus – merit it was for me that I could make Kiddush for this woman and give her the chance of saying Amen after fifty years. I was even further moved an hour later when I discovered that the woman had passed away... 

"Master of the Universe," I thought to myself, "I've traveled seven thousand miles in order to elicit a hearty Amen, her first in fifty years... the key she needed to open the gates of Paradise." Indeed, our Sages say "One who answers Amen with all his strength, the gates of Paradise are opened for him." (Shabbos 119b) (Heard from R. Moshe Friedman, Rechasim) 

We can be inspired by this story to make every effort to say "amen" to other people's brachas - blessings. In fact, the Sages tell us that answering amen is even more meritorious than saying the bracha itself. One should also endeavor to say blessings loudly, so that others may answer amen. One who says a blessing quietly is compared to a thief, because he denies others the mitzvah of answering amen! 
Reprinted from last week’s email of Good Shabbos Everyone.
On Rabbis and Jews

By Yossy Goldman


Without going into the whole question of sacrifices, one difficult phrase that appears in last week’s reading, and throughout the early chapters of Vayikra (Leviticus), is reiach nichoach la-Hashem—“a satisfying aroma to G‑d.” Why the repeated emphasis on satisfying G‑d?


Some have suggested that with all the pageantry associated with the Temple rites and rituals, people might come to place undue importance on the kohanim and their ceremonials. The ritual directors might become so prominent in people’s eyes that they would forget about the Almighty. It was therefore necessary to remind worshippers to Whom they ought to be directing their offerings, thoughts and prayers.


As a rabbi, I am often asked to pray for people. This one is in need of a blessing for improved health, the other wants to earn a better living, and so it goes. Of course, there are set times for such prayers in the synagogue service, and I am happy to oblige. But I also suggest to people that they themselves should be in shul for the prayer too. Furthermore, there is no more sincere prayer than that of the person in need. Surely their sincerity will be unmatched, even by the most pious of rabbis.


The story is told of a saintly rabbi of yesteryear who was approached by a woman in need of a blessing for her child. The rabbi demanded a large amount for charity in return for his prayer. The woman was apologetic, and said she didn’t have that amount of money. Could the rabbi reduce the price? But he was adamant. After all her haggling got her nowhere, the woman stormed out in a huff. “I don’t need you to talk to the Almighty for me,” she said angrily. “I’ll pray for myself.”


“Aha,” said the rabbi. “That is exactly what I was hoping to hear. Your prayer will, in fact, be better and more effective than anyone else’s on your behalf.” The saintly man understood that this woman was placing too much credence in him, and forgetting about G‑d.


There used to be an unhealthy—and, thankfully, now largely discredited—attitude among many that one could hire a rabbi to perform all religious duties on his or her behalf. Let the rabbi keep kosher, and let him observe Shabbat and the festivals. Let him study the Torah, to keep it alive (barely) to pass on to the next generation . . . of rabbis! Meanwhile, I will live the easy life, and pay for the services of a rabbinical professional when I need them. Until then, don’t bother me, I’m busy.


I once encouraged someone to try putting on tefillin in the mornings. His response: “Rabbi, you do it for me.” I asked him if I could also eat for him and sleep for him.


Rabbis are not meant to be intermediaries between Jews and G‑d. Every Jew has a personal and direct relationship with G‑d. There are not 612 commandments for ordinary Jews and 614 for rabbis. We all have the same 613 obligations, no more, no less.


Rabbis are only teachers, to advise and to guide. The rabbi will be happy to help and do whatever he can; but remember that, ultimately, we have to help ourselves, and each of us can turn to the single most important address in the universe—and that is G‑d.


Rabbis may be very reliable, but don’t rely on the rabbis. Kohanim, Levites, rabbis and teachers all have their important roles to play. But never confuse the messenger with the One who sent him. Long ago, our sages taught (and it has even become a popular Israeli bumper sticker): “We have no one to turn to but our Father in Heaven.”

Reprinted from this week’s email of Chabad.Org Magazine. Rabbi Goldman is the senior rabbi of the Sydenham Shul in Johannesburg and president of the South African Rabbinical Association.

Don’t Give Your Child a Gift that

Is Stored Away and Forgotten

By David Bibi


Gutman (Gil) Locks, who we have written about before has a very interesting job. He volunteers each day at the Tefilin stand by the Kotel in Jerusalem helping people who have not put on Tefilin, many for years, put on a pair and say a quick prayer.


A few times each week, he sends out an image of someone he helped and tells their story. This week among others including an image of locusts at the wall awaiting Passover, he posted an image of an older tourist visiting the old city with his camera and wearing Tefilin at the Kotel. 

Gil notes that the man told him, “My Grandfather gave me tefillin for my bar mitzvah, but I never put them on. I still have them in a drawer where I keep old things that I have.” He just retired. He worked his entire life for the same company. He married a non-Jewish girl and has only non-Jewish children. He had never put on tefillin before I brought him in, not even the tefillin that his grandfather gave him on his bar mitzvah. He cried when he stood at the Kotel with the tefillin on. 

How different his life would have been had his grandfather done more than just give him the tefillin?

"Rav Asi asked, 'Why do little school children begin their Chumash learning with Vayikra (Leviticus which we begin this week) and not with Bereshit (Genesis)? It is because little children are pure and unblemished, and the sacrifices are pure and unblemished. The pure ones begin their learning with the study of the pure.' Midrash Vayikra Rabbah (Parshas Tzav 7:3).

The Rebbe suggested that alternatively, Chumash Vayikra primarily discusses the different karbanot that the Jewish people were required to offer to Hashem. Teaching it to young children imparts a message to both parents and children.

Jewish parents are being told that they must make sacrifices so that their children may succeed in Torah study. They must forego lavish lifestyles to live in a way compatible with the Torah teachings their children are receiving, and they should be prepared to give up luxuries in order to pay tuition fees.

Jewish children must also know from the very beginning that sacrifice and dedication are a prerequisite for success in Torah studies. One cannot just sit back and expect to learn without effort. A Torah student must always bear in mind the words of our Sages (Megillah 6b): "If a person says, 'I have tried hard and succeeded,' believe him." Only through diligent and assiduous study will one succeed.

Moreover, the youth is being told that throughout life as a Torah observant Jew he may encounter hardship and even persecution. Nevertheless, he should be ready to make sacrifices for Yiddishkeit, and ultimately he will realize that his life will be meaningful and rewarding.

Last night I picked up my son Moses after Mishmar and we went for a bite to eat afterwards. His school had career day where different parents, grandparents and friends came in to talk to the high school students about their careers.


Moses told me that he realized from listening to these different people that he had been ignorant with the thought of what it cost to live. And we talked about average salaries and typical expenses. When he realized that sending one’s children to Yeshiva could easily add $100,000 a year to a family budget, he commented on the incredible sacrifice that a Jewish parent must make to cover that cost. 

Years back my son Jonah wrote a report which dealt with intermarriage noting that the single greatest obstacle to that path is a Yeshiva education. If we sacrifice for Torah than the Torah protects us.

I was reminded of a story that Rabbi Abittan z’sl would tell from Moreshet Avot. 

In the time of Rav Chaim, who founded the famous Volozhin Yeshiva, there was talk among the Jews of Lithuania of three Volozhin Yeshiva students who were all known for their outstanding qualities. One came from a very distinguished family which had produced seven generations of rabbanim; the second had superb manners and displayed beautiful middot - (ethical character traits); and the third had a sharp mind and had been very studious in his Torah learning.

These three students became caught up in the wave of the Berlin haskalah movement (so called "enlightenment," "education" from sekhel "intellect", "mind") which swept the Jewish world. They all left the yeshivah and pursued secular culture. Rav Chaim, their rav, was greatly pained over their actions, cried bitter tears and refused to be consoled.

Rav Chaim's rebbi, the Gr'a, appeared to him in a dream and told him: "So-and-so will the sword of the haskalah devour. The merit of their forefathers will not protect those who have become trapped in heresy, for all of Benei Yisrael have special yichus - lineage, distinguished birth, pedigree, since they are the sons of Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaakov. Neither will good middot stand in the way of punishment, for good middot are not unique to Jews. 

“Yet whoever learned Torah for its own sake once, whoever has tasted the sweetness of Torah, whoever has absorbed the smell of Torah I am certain that the Torah will stand up to protect him and save his soul from the lower pits. The Torah doesn't allow a Jew who has learned it to deny G-d and join another nation."

Many years later, when Rav Chaim inquired as to what had become of his former students, he found out that the first student, the one who had such impressive yichus, had forgotten his lineage and the glory of his family and intermarried; the second student, who was exceptional in his conduct, gave himself over to the wisdom of philosophy and became confused, to the point that he totally abandoned his faith and would expound on nonsensical matters.


The third student, the masmid, had done very well in his university studies and his name had been praised far and wide by secular scholars, who sought him out and respected and flattered him. Eventually he was offered a professorship at the royal university. Since such a high position was not ordinarily given to a Jew, he was asked to renounce his faith. He managed to avoid doing this each time he was asked. Finally, the pressure grew stronger, and he requested three days in which to make a decision.

In those three days he relinquished all his honor and fled to Eretz Yisrael. On his way he made a detour to Volozhin to visit his former Rebbe and ask for his blessing.

Rav Chaim was overjoyed to see him and hugged him affectionately. After the student recounted what had happened to him, Rav Chaim asked him, "My son, who saved you from sin?"

"I happened to have passed my old neighborhood late one night," the student answered. "As I walked past a Jewish home, I heard the sound of Torah learning accompanied by a sad melody. I stopped where I was and listened. I imagined that the sounds of sorrow which echoed in my ears were those of the Torah itself, crying over the fact that I had abandoned it and was on the threshold of becoming a traitor. At that moment thoughts of teshuvah arose within me, and that is what saved me." 

Rabbi Yisrael Pesach Feinhandler comments that the student who withstood the trial was the one who had toiled in Torah from an early age. We must learn from this to give our children strong, clear guidance when they are young, so that they will have the strength to withstand the trials that they will inevitably face in their lives. 

As we approach Passover when families will be getting together, whether at home or in their travels, let us take the opportunity to really fulfill, VeHigatedta “And you shall tell your child on that day’”. Let’s not just hand them something to hide away in the back of a drawer. Let’s instead give them a gift which they will use every day of their life. 
Reprinted from last week’s email of Shabbat Shalom for Cyberspace.

The Berditchever Rebbe’s Unusal Gift to a Dying Man

By Rabbi Tuvia Bolton


Last week's section begins the third and central book of the Five Books of Moses. While the first two books were mainly stories about righteous people here we have only commandments.


G-d is telling us that the only way to properly fulfill the commandments is by first learning stories about Tzadikim (righteous Jews).

For instance, in this week's section we have a mysterious phrase about the commandment of sacrifices that can only be understood by such a story. The phrase tells us that the animal sacrifices were: 


"A pleasing smell to G-d". (Vayikra/Leviticus 1:9)


Rashi explains that G-d gets PLEASURE when His Will is done.


What does this mean? G-d is infinite and certainly lacks nothing. How can we give Him pleasure? Pleasure occurs when one receives something that he/she was lacking, how is this relevant to us?


To understand this here is a story I heard from Rabbi M. Glukowski:


The small room was crowded but no one spoke. Only the difficult breathing of the old man lying on the bed and the prayers of the Rabbis there broke the tense silence. Old Shlomo was dying. Several Rabbis of the Holy Society were standing around him silently reading Psalms, and behind them stood his family, but it was only a matter of minutes now.


For those of you that don't know, the "Holy Society" means the funeral staff. Traditionally in Judaism this task was (and still is) reserved for only the holiest and most spiritual of Jews and here they were none other than the holy Tzadik Rabbi Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev and nine of his pupils.


Suddenly the Rabbi leaned over the sick man and spoke quietly but forcefully.


"Rav Shlomo! Rav Shlomo! Why are you sad?"


Everyone had noticed that tears were streaming down Shlomo's cheeks but no one made much of it.

"You should be happy!" continued the Rabbi, "Everyone has to die. No one lives forever until the raising of the dead. You've lived a long fruitful life. Here, just look at your beautiful family and all the good deeds you did! So why are you so sad? Why are you crying?"


"No no, not because of that!" the old man whispered. "Thank G-d, Thank G-d I'm not complaining. G-d forbid. It's just that, well...the Torah and the commandments...I never really cared. I always had other things on my mind. Who knows if I'll go to Heaven? Who knows? And even if I do, I'm pretty sure that it's not going to be very bright for me there." The tears kept running down his cheeks.


"Ahhh! That's your problem?" exclaimed Rav Levi Yitzchak. "How would you like my Heaven?"


"Ehhh!?" exclaimed the old man with all the surprise he could muster up.


"That's right, how would you like my ‘Olom Ha Ba’ (world to come)?" repeated the rabbi.


"Ehhh?" Said Shlomo as his eyes widened in disbelief and he raised his head slightly. "Ca..can you do that? Is such a thing possible? Are…. are you serious?"


"Certainly!" said the Tzadik as he turned to one of his pupils and asked him to bring a pen and a piece of paper. In just minutes he was dictating; "write, 'I Levi Yitzchak ben (son of) Sarah do hereby give my entire place in Heaven to Shlomo ben ehh…' what is your mother's name?" Ahh yes! Shlomo ben Yenta, right?" Old Shlomo shook his head in astonished agreement as the Rabbi told his pupils to sign the deed. .


A warm smile of gratitude spread over his face as he took the precious document from the rabbi. If he had any energy left in his drained-out body he would have begun dancing. He gave one last loving glance at his benefactor, another at his family as though to say everything was all right, said the final "Shma Yisroel" prayer, closed his eyes and blissfully passed on to his now significantly enhanced heavenly reward.


Later that day, after the funeral, his pupils asked their master if he could explain. What type of merit did old Shlomo have that he deserved such a gift? Perhaps he did some unique deed or special mitzvah? It must have really been something unique, after all Rabbi Levi Yitzchak's afterlife was no small gift!!


"Maybe" answered the Tzadik, "But I don't know what it was."


"You don't know?" blurted out one of his pupils in disbelief, "Then why did you give him your entire heaven?!!"


"Well" answered Rav Levi Yitzchak "It's simple. I just reasoned that to make a Jew happy, even for a few moments, was worth my entire world-to-come. That's why I gave it to him."


Of course this is a very strange idea. A great tzadik like the Rabbi of Braditchev certainly had a very clear idea of the infinite pleasures awaiting him in the afterlife. But he gladly gave it all away because he knew that nothing would make G-d happier than to make a Jew happy!


In other words all that mattered to him was to make G-d happy.


And that is the basis of Judaism. When first Jew, Abraham, and his son Isaac and later his grandson Jacob realized that G-d wanted them to make the greatest sacrifices possible; they did so with joy.


That is why the Torah cannot be fulfilled properly without first reading the stories of the forefathers and Moses. Because without these stories we can think that G-d is far far away, and that the Torah is only for US and for OUR pleasure in this world or in the next.


We can miss the real point...that everything we do should be in order to give pleasure to our creator as the Tzadikim did. And this, in turn, will give us pleasure and joy.


With this we can also understand why, according to one version, the Baal Shem Tov (a.k.a. Besh’t, the founder of the Chassidic movement some 350 years ago in Russia) was born because of such joy and selflessness.


The legend goes that once a great mystic by the name of Rab Eliezer was visited by Elisha the Prophet who made him an offer; “You did some secret thing on your ‘Bar Mitzva’ (13th birthday) that, shook the heavens but is hidden from even the highest angels. If you reveal to me what it was I will reveal to you ANY kabalistic secret you desire, including the date of the arrival of Moshiach.”


Now, to a great mystic like Rabbi Eliezer this was the greatest of all presents, a dream come true! But he refused saying “What I did was between me and G-d, I want no rewards."


Because of this it was decreed from heaven that this Rab Eliezer would have a son, the Baal Shem Tov that would teach the world to do the same as he did; to think, speak and act only in order to please the Creator.

So the stories of Tzadikim must precede the commandments because they give us the proper attitude and without this attitude, the commandments are without depth and joy; like bodies without souls.


But with it, the commandments, especially the commandment of the sacrifices that we learn about this week, become a joyous vehicle for serving the Creator. That is why we pray (in the holiday and Shabbat ‘Musaf’ prayers), for Moshiach to build the third Temple so we can “Offer the sacrifices and REALLY do G-d's will”.


Because today, due to the Chassidic teachings of the Baal Shem and his followers, especially the Chabad Rebbes (who called their teachings "Torat HaMoshiach"), we are finally able to serve G-d with joy as did the Tzadikim we read and hear about.


But it all depends on us. One more good deed, word or even thought; especially if done in joy and meaning, can tilt the scales and bring the total redemption. Wishing all our readers a Kosher and Happy Pesach with …Moshiach NOW!!!
Reprinted from last week’s email from Yeshiva Ohr Tmimim in Kfar Chabad, Israel.
Love of the Land

How the Kotel Remained

By Rabbi Mendel Weinbach, Zt”l


When the Roman Legions laid siege to the Temple Mount in Yerushalayim they divided their forces into four divisions. The officer in charge of each was instructed to destroy one of the four walls which surrounded the sacred mountain.


Three of them indeed carried out this order, but one left the wall entrusted to him intact. When the emperor reprimanded him for failing to follow his orders, the officer explained:


“Had I destroyed that wall as did the other officers, future rulers would not be able to appreciate what grandeur you succeeded in destroying. Now that I left this wall untouched, future generations will be able to

marvel at the destruction you achieved!”
Tradition has it that the wall he left alone was the Western Wall the Kotel.

Reprinted from last week’s email of OHRNET, the Ohr Somayach Torah Magazine of the Internet.
The Human Side of the Story

A “Chance” Meeting
By Rabbi Mendel Weinbach, Zt”l

It isn’t every day that a Jew who asks a question from a rabbi thousands of miles away online gets a chance to meet that rabbi face to face. But that is exactly what happened some years ago to Rabbi Mordechai Becher who hadspent considerable time answering questions presented to

Ohr Somayach’s “Ask the Rabbi” service. 

On a lecture tour in South Africa, Rabbi Becher took some time to enjoy a barbecue picnic together with the late Rabbi Gavriel Klatzko of Ohr Somayach’s Johannesburg branch. Passing by their picnic site was a group of college-age trekkers who were invited to join the feast.


“My only connection to my Jewish faith,” confided one of the young men, “was the question I occasionally asked a rabbi by email.”


When they both realized that the rabbi he had turned to was standing right in front of him, a bond was formed. The young backpacker eventually became observant, and Rabbi Becher, today a world famous lecturer for “Gateways”, attended his wedding.
Reprinted from last week’s email of OHRNET, the Ohr Somayach Torah Magazine of the Internet.

Redeemed in the

Present Tense

From the Desk of Yerachmiel Tilles

[This Shabbat, the one preceding Passover, is called Shabbat HaGadol. Two widespread customs on it are to hear the rabbi speak in the afternoon, and to read part of the haggadah after the afternoon prayer.]




A Jew in a village near Kolbisov, Poland, made his living as an innkeeper, renting the inn and the privilege to run it from the feudal lord who owned all the land of the village and the surrounding area. At first, everything went as he had hoped: the local peasants drank and paid for the large amounts of hard liquor they consumed, and so he was always able to pay the rent and the percentages to his landlord, and still make a reasonable profit.

Business at the tavern took a downturn.

Time passed. Business at the tavern took a downturn. Many of his regular customers stopped coming. The innkeeper began to be late in his seasonal payments. The first few times, the village landlord was somewhat tolerant of the delay. But when it started to become a regular pattern, he lost all patience, and finally told his tenant in a rage: “I won’t listen to any more excuses. The next time you are late to pay me, I’ll send some of my men down; they know very well how to deal with the likes of you.”


Unfortunately, it did not take long for his threat to come to fruition. The next due date fell on a Shabbat. That morning, most of the family was still in bed as the innkeeper prepared to go to shul. Suddenly, a group of drunken peasants burst through the front door. With a glint of hatred in their eyes, they began to wreck the house. They broke, they shattered, they smashed—whatever they could put their hands on, they destroyed. Not even the hot cholent stew on the Shabbat stove was spared; that was dumped all over the floor in the midst of the rest of the wreckage.


The unfortunate family looked on helplessly in shock as their home was destroyed in front of their eyes. It was clear that these thugs had been sent by their landlord. As the peasants slammed the door in satisfaction upon their departure, the innkeeper’s wife and children finally broke down in bitter tears. He himself tried to restore a little order from the mess, did his best to comfort the others, and then hurried off to shul.


It was very difficult for the innkeeper to maintain any spirit of Shabbat. The whole day, he was deeply worried about what would be. He knew this was just the beginning; he still didn’t have the money, so he could expect an even worse followup.


Immediately after Shabbat ended, he set off for nearby Kolbisov, where he knew the rebbe would be sitting at the melaveh malka meal with his chassidim. Hopefully, the tzaddik, Rabbi Avraham Yehoshua Heschel (1745–1825, subsequently to be famed as the Apter Rebbe), would be able to help him.


When he arrived, the rebbe was just finishing some words of Torah. He didn’t get to hear too much, but just when he entered, this is what he managed to hear the rebbe saying.


“Two different blessings mention the redemption of Israel. One, ga’al Yisrael, is in past tense—‘Blessed are You . . . who redeemed Israel.’ We say it when reciting the haggadah on Passover Seder night (and in the blessing following Shema Yisrael in the morning and evening). It refers to the redemption from Egypt, a past event. There is also a blessing go’al yisrael, in the present tense—‘Blessed are You . . . who redeems Israel.’ We say it three times every day in the Amidah prayer. It begins, ‘Please behold our affliction, and wage our battle.’”


At this point the tzaddik gave a small sigh, raised his eyes towards the entrance of the shul where the anguished tenant had just come in, and then returned to his talk.


“This blessing is expressed in the present tense, because it refers to the divine redemption that takes place at every moment. Therefore, even if there is a Jew in a village who is unable to pay his rent on time, and the landlord sends Cossack bullies to wreak havoc in his house, the Master of the Universe will arrange redemption and salvation for this Jew too.”


The innkeeper, an unlearned Jew, did not understand all that the rebbe said, but these final words penetrated his heart. He knew well that it was he who the rebbe was referring to. When he arrived home, he was full of joy. He tried to encourage and cheer up his still-grieving family, even though he couldn’t remember the rebbe’s exact words. “The Rebbe said, ‘Go’al Yisroel’! The Rebbe said, ‘He redeems Israel!’” he kept happily repeating to his bewildered family. They just couldn’t understand his remarkable reversal of mood.


Late that Saturday night, the duke sent his henchmen again, to keep up the pressure on the Jew and see if he had learned his lesson properly. They were astonished to see their victim singing and dancing in vigorous joy. “He is acting like someone who found a hidden treasure,” they reported back to their disbelieving master. “Bring him to me immediately,” he ordered.


The tenant bounded into the castle with a beaming face. The duke gave him a fierce look and demanded his money, but the emptyhanded Jew, confident in the rebbe’s blessing, just grinned even wider and friendlier.


The duke, startled, began to wonder. Could it be that from all the suffering and pressure, his tenant’s mind had snapped? It certainly seemed like it. How could he act so carefree and happy when his situation was so desperate? But it had never been his intention to do any permanent damage to the Jew. He just wanted his money.


As he stared at the grinning Jew and pondered the situation, he began to feel sorry for the poor bemused innkeeper. “Listen to me, Moishke,” he addressed his tenant in a more gentle voice. “Why are you such a failure at the inn? Look at you: you are impoverished, you can’t pay your debts, you can’t even afford to replenish your stock of liquor so that maybe you could turn a little profit.”


“So what should I do?” asked the innkeeper, shrugging cheerfully.


“I’ll tell you," replied the duke. “Go to the wholesaler. I’ll give you a note telling him to sell you several crates of bottles on credit. You can make good business with them at the tavern. Just be careful to put money aside to pay off the purchase, and of course to pay me what you owe me!”


What a deal! The innkeeper took his landlord’s offer with alacrity. In a relatively short period he was able to pay all his debts. After that he made large profits. The whole while, he was clear in his mind that his sudden turn of fortune and everything connected with it was in the merit of the rebbe’s blessing. After some time, when he was able to return to Kolbisov to see the rebbe, he brought with him a pouch filled with silver. He presented it to the tzaddik, saying, “Rebbe, here is ‘He redeems Israel’ money.”




Translated-adapted from Sichat HaShavua #552.


Biographical note: Rabbi Avraham Yehoshua Heschel (?–5 Nissan 1825), the Apter Rebbe, was a primary disciple of Rabbi Elimelech of Lizensk. He is also often referred to as “the Ohev Yisrael,” after the title of the famous book of his teachings, and also because its meaning (“Lover of Jews”) fits him so aptly.

Reprinted with permission of KabbalaOnline.org from this week’s email of Chabad.Org Magazine.
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