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Burial, Cremation

And Baseball

By Shlomo Horwitz
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A rabbi’s unusual argument for convincing a mourner to give his mother a proper Jewish burial.


Karen Marsh* had attended Rabbi Epstein’s programs for many years, and her children had grown up learning about the depth and joy of Judaism from Rabbi Epstein and his talented staff. Karen’s 96-year-old mother had just passed away and she immediately called Rabbi Epstein with the news.


“Karen, I am so sorry about your mom. I’d be happy to help with the funeral and burial arrangements.”


“Thanks, Rabbi. It’s already been handled. Mom was very specific in her will.”


“Great. Where will she be buried?”


Karen cleared her throat. “Mom will be cremated, Rabbi. It’s what she wanted.”
Rabbi Epstein was Speechless


Rabbi Epstein was speechless.


“Karen, are you aware that cremation is against Jewish Law?”


“I know, Rabbi, but there’s nothing to discuss. My brother Bob went over the will with me and it’s crystal clear - Mom wants to be cremated and have her ashes scattered over the Pacific Ocean, not far from Bob’s home in San Diego.”


“Karen, it may be that your mom had originally intended to be cremated. But now that she’s passed away, she is with G-d and has full clarity. She would definitely want to be buried in accordance with Jewish tradition.”


“Rabbi, I agree with you, but my brother Bob would never allow us to violate the terms of the will.”


Rabbi Epstein thought that if the children appreciated the great value of a Jewish burial, perhaps they’d take this into account when paying last respects to their beloved mother who, through no fault of her own, had next to no Jewish education. Bob also had no understanding of Jewish tradition.
“Please Give Me Bob’s Cellphone Number”


“Karen, can you please give me Bob’s cellphone number?”


“You’re going to call him?”


“Why not?”


“Look, Rabbi, it’s a total waste of time. Bob made his position very clear. In fact, I mentioned the idea of burial and he told me it’s a non-starter.”


“I’d still like to reach out to him. It can’t hurt, can it?”

Karen gave him her brother’s phone number and later that day Rabbi Epstein gave him a call.


“Hello, this is Bob.”


“Hi, Bob, this is Rabbi Epstein calling from the east coast. I’m your sister Karen’s rabbi and I’ve been close to her family for a number of years. I heard the tragic news about your mom and wanted you to know how sorry I am at your loss.”


There was a moment of silence on the other end.


“Thank you Rabbi for your condolences.”


I know what Mom wanted. She made it clear. Cremation, followed by the scattering of her ashes over the Pacific, near San Diego. Period


Rabbi Epstein cleared his throat. “Bob, I wanted to understand your objection to a traditional Jewish burial. I think it’s what your mother would have – 


“Let me stop you right there, Rabbi. I know what Mom wanted. She made it clear. Cremation, followed by the scattering of her ashes over the Pacific, near San Diego. Period.”
Gave the Rabbi a Piece of His Mind


Bob went on to give the Rabbi a piece of his mind for the next 10 minutes. He was agitated about his mother’s passing and not happy that his sister wanted her to be buried instead of cremated. Rabbi Epstein listened, letting him pour out his heart.


Once Bob was done, the Rabbi said, “Bob, I hear where you’re coming from. Can I take a few moments and explain to you some concepts about Jewish tradition?”


“You can, but I’m not really interested.”


“Fair enough. I won’t take up much of your time. Do you have a soul?”


“Ummm...I guess so.”


“Not exactly,” the Rabbi said. “You are a soul. Your soul has a body! Your soul lives forever. It gets assigned to your body at birth. The body/soul combination is what life is all about. The two work together to create free will, with the goal to bring holiness into the world by elevating everything physical. This explains why we are commanded to take care of our bodies and never do anything to harm or disfigure them. They’re a gift from the Almighty.”


“I follow you, I think,” said Bob.
“Cremation is Actually a Disfigurement of a Holy Body”


Rabbi Epstein continued, “Cremation is actually considered a disfigurement of a holy body. It also bypasses the burial process which our mystical sources teach is tremendously important as part of the spiritual purification process the soul undergoes once separated from its body.”


Bob said, “Look, rabbi - I’m not religious, so this means little to me.”


The rabbi considered this for a moment. “Ok, I get that, Bob. I’m curious: will you be saying Kaddish for your mom?”


“I suppose so.”


“That’s great. It’s considered a great merit for the deceased when a child says Kaddish. Jews throughout history have said the initial Kaddish at the gravesite of a loved one. By burying your mom in a Jewish cemetery, you’ll have the chance to visit your mom and say Kaddish at her grave. Not only that, you have a chance for a meaningful family gathering which will evoke special memories of your mom and her impact on the family. Cremation takes away that chance for the family to congregate and pay its respects way into the future.”


Bob didn’t say anything for a while. Rabbi Epstein waited patiently.


“Rabbi,” he sighed, “I appreciate what you’ve been saying. But I’m going through with the cremation. Thanks for your time.”


Rabbi Epstein was crestfallen. He had given it his best shot.


I guess I wasn’t able to convey our traditions properly.
The Rabbi Gets an Idea


Just then, he had an idea.


“Bob, I understand exactly how you feel. And it makes total sense to me. But I need to tell you...that I’m a little upset with you.”


“Huh?” said Bob. “You’re upset with me?”


“Yup,” said the Rabbi.


Bob was getting irritated. “And why is that?”


“You stole Manny Machado from me.”


There was stunned silence on the other line.


“What?!” said Bob, finally.


“You heard me,” continued Rabbi Epstein, expecting Bob to hang up on him at any moment. “He was the Orioles’ only hope, our favorite third baseman, and now, you guys in San Diego stole him for $300 million for the Padres! So yes, I’m pretty upset with you, Bob!”
Bob was Thunderstruck


Bob was thunderstruck.


“Rabbi,” he said slowly. “You...you’re into baseball?” he asked incredulously.


“I sure am!” The conversation suddenly shifted into an in-depth study of different major league teams and their prospects for a winning season. Twenty minutes went by, in which Bob and the rabbi traded good-natured barbs against each other’s teams. The rabbi easily matched Bob’s deep knowledge of baseball.


“Rabbi,” said Bob, “Now I get why Karen and her family like you so much. If I had a rabbi like you I might be closer to my Judaism today.”


“Thanks Bob, that’s so kind of you. I wish I had the opportunity to get to know you better as well.” Rabbi Epstein realized he had one final chance and decided to go for it.


“Bob, like I said, I’m mad at you about Machado. So I’m offering you a choice: Either give me back Machado, or let me handle the details of your mom’s burial in accordance with Jewish tradition and the ultimate in dignity for her last remains. What’ll it be?”


There was silence on the other line. Rabbi Epstein held his breath.


“Rabbi, I’ve made a decision. We’re keeping Machado. You can bury my mom.”


Hardly believing what he had just heard, Rabbi Epstein said, “Bob, I can live with this choice. I’ll go you one better: I plan to be in San Diego later in the year. Let’s get together over a couple of beers, and toast your mom while we walk along the beach.”


“Sounds good, Rabbi. I appreciate your concern for my family, and look forward to meeting you.”


Karen’s mother was buried two days later, with full adherence to Jewish tradition and the highest standards of respect for the dead.


*This story is true. Names have been changed to protect people’s privacy.

Reprinted from the May 25, 2019 email of Aish.com
The Mystery Man

In the Carriage

By Menachem Posner
This vignette comes to us from Rabbi Yaakov Kaidaner (author of Sippurim Nora’im) who heard it from a respected householder in Vitebsk, who heard it from the grandson of Rabbi Yaakov Yehoshua Falk, author of the Pnei Yehoshua and one of the main protagonists of the story.



At the time our story takes place, Rabbi Yaakov Yehoshua—a renowned Talmudist who served as rabbi of Frankfurt—had never seen the Baal Shem Tov, but had heard rumors of his piety, scholarship, and kindness.


Every year, Rabbi Yaakov Yehoshua had the privilege of hosting Rabbi Dov Ber of Mezrich, a fellow Talmudist of the highest order. By nature sickly, Rabbi Dov Ber would travel to the hot springs in Karlsbad, making it a point to journey via Frankfurt where he could delight in discussing Torah thoughts with the rabbi.


At times, their conversations turned to the Baal Shem Tov, who was fast gaining acclaim. Rabbi Dov Ber was wary of the Baal Shem Tov’s new perspective and approach, and voiced his concerns.


It once happened that while Rabbi Yaakov Yehoshua was teaching his students a carriage pulled up outside the study hall. The passenger sent his assistant into the building to request that the rabbi come out and speak to him about a confidential matter.
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“I am sorry,” said Rabbi Yaakov Yehoshua, “but I cannot interrupt the Torah learning of the group for the sake of an individual. He may come inside, and I will be happy to speak to him when I am done.”


The aide soon returned with the message that the issue his master wished to discuss was so important it took precedence over the Torah lecture.


Hearing that, Rabbi Yaakov Yehoshua went outside and extended his greeting to the stranger in the wagon.

Warning about the Town’s Butcher


“Listen,” said the man from his seat, “the butcher in your town, the one everyone trusts to supply them with kosher meat, is actually selling non-kosher meats. This has been going on for more than 10 years. After your lecture, summon him and speak to him, and you’ll see that he’ll admit his wrongdoing.”


With that, he signaled his driver and the carriage sped off before the rabbi had a chance to ask any questions.

The rabbi summoned the butcher and was dismayed to discover that the stranger was right. The Jewish denizens of Frankfurt had been eating non-kosher meat for a decade!


Although he couldn’t be certain, the rabbi suspected that the mysterious stranger who seemed to know the most closely-kept secret was none other than the Baal Shem Tov.


Time passed, and the same carriage pulled up once again outside the Frankfurt yeshivah. This time, the rabbi went out as soon as the assistant asked. Sure enough, the same man was sitting inside. “The next time Rabbi Dov Ber comes to visit,” he instructed, “please tell him that it is impossible for his feet to heal unless he comes to me.”

Had No Doubt that it Had

Been the Baal Shem Tov


Again, the carriage clattered away before the rabbi could ascertain the identity of its passenger, but he had no doubt. It had to be the Baal Shem Tov.


And so it was. The next time Rabbi Dov Ber came to Frankfurt, his host recounted the strange chain of events and encouraged him to visit the Baal Shem Tov. Rabbi Dov Ber traveled to Mezhibuzh, where he became the Baal Shem Tov’s devoted disciple (and also was healed from his painful foot ailments).


In time, the Baal Shem Tov counseled his newfound student to make the trip to Frankfurt. There, he told his host all about his newly-acquired reverence for the Baal Shem Tov, whom he considered to be on par with the sages of the Mishnaic period.

“How Were Your Questions Answered?”


“But what happened to all your questions?” asked Rabbi Yaakov Yehoshua. “How were they answered?”


“I will explain,” replied Rabbi Dov Ber. “Until now, I thought him to be mere man like us, and I therefore questioned him and his path. Now I know him, and I have observed that he is more of an angel than a man. Recognizing that we cannot even begin to fathom who he really is, it is only natural that we cannot understand him or his ways, nor can we expect to.”

Reprinted from the Parashat Bechukotai 5779 email of Chabad.Org Magazine. Adapted and translated from Sippurim Noraim.
Keeping Shabbat Is The Source of Our Blessings...
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Listen to a story about Alan who was working on a major business deal for a long time. He wanted it very badly, but it looked like it was falling through. He had recently become close with a Rabbi, who told him, “Maybe it’s Hashem getting you to improve. How’s your Shabbat observance?” 


The man admitted that he doesn’t keep Shabbat at all. 


“Why don’t you take the first step and stop using your phone on Shabbat?” the Rabbi suggested, and Alan agreed.

The following week, the people with whom he was negotiating called back and said they were still interested. However, he would be competing with four major companies for the deal.

Alan told the Rabbi, “I am nowhere near the size of my competitors. I can’t offer what they can. What should I do?” 


“Don’t worry,” the Rabbi replied. “You have Hashem. Accept upon yourself to improve even more. Keep Shabbos entirely and go to shul for prayers, as well.” 
Alan followed the Rabbi’s advice. It was so difficult for him not to touch any of his electronic devices! But he combated his urges, and succeeded.

Not too long after he began his Shabbat observance, he was awarded the business deal against all odds, and for much less money than then others offered. Alan’s main prize is that he is keeping Shabbat now. The deal was the means to his gain! 

May we all have emuna and bitachon in Hashem that He will provide for us, as the Torah says that He will when we follow His laws, even if they defy human logic. We must know that these laws of Shabbat and Shemitta which Hashem gave to us will benefit us in many ways! Amen!
Reprinted from the Parashat Behar 5779 email of Rabbi Amram Sananes as written by Jack E. Rahmey.

When Fathers Daven 

For their Children

Rabbi Ahron Bialistustzky zt”l heard the following story from the Chofetz Chaim. In Galicia, there was a custom that the Yidden would gather together and recite Tehillim before davening Maariv on Motzoi Shabbos.


One Motzei Shabbos one of the people of the city walked into shul, and he noticed a friend of his saying Tehillim with great dveikus (emotion) in the corner of the room. When he saw that, it inspired him to do the same, and he began to recite Tehillim with emotion and feeling. 


The two of them cried and davened without knowing what the other was davening for. After they finished davening Maariv (the evening service), the second friend turned to the first friend and asked him why he was davening with such feeling. 


He answered, "I have a daughter who is of marriageable age, and I don't have enough money to marry her off, so she sits at home and I can't help her. During the week, I am not home, so her pain doesn't stare me in the eye. Yet on Shabbos, I am home, and I see her pain all day. Therefore, I came to beg the Creator that He should save me from my troubles." 


When his friend heard what he said, he replied, "Listen, I have a son who is a Yirei Shomayim (G-d fearing Jew) and a master of good character traits. I also don't have money. Come, let's make a shidduch!" 


And so it was, their children married, and they had – sons who became Gedolei Yisroel (Torah leaders of their generation).

 
A HIGH SCHOOL GIRL WAS TOLD she was never going to have children. From that day on she decided to daven every single day that she should merit having children. Now, years later, she is married with a four children - all because she believed in .koach (power) of tefillah (prayer.) 
Reprinted from the Parshas Bamidbar 5778 of the Aitz Hachayim parsha sheet (A Vort, a Story and Halacha) email.
Rav Meir Shapiro and 
The Chortkov Rebbe
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Rav Meir Shapiro, zt”l and Rav Yisroel Friedman, the Chortkov Rebbe, zt”l

In his younger years, Rav Meir Shapiro, zt’l was rav in Sanik. One Shabbos, Reb Meir Shapiro visited his rebbe, Rebbe Yisrael of Chortkov, zt’l, and the Rebbe honored him with leading Shabbos Mevorchim and mussaf. After the tefillah, the Rebbe invited Reb Meir Shapiro to eat the Shabbos seudah together with him. 
When he left the Rebbe’s room, the chasidim saw that Reb Meir Shapiro’s face was shining, so they asked him what happened in the Rebbe’s room. This is what he replied: 

"As soon as I came in, the Rebbe said to me, 'Ah! Reb Meir! Your tefillah! Your Rosh Chodesh benching! It was so beautiful.' Several times during the meal, the Rebbe stopped to tell me how much he enjoyed the tefillos. I asked the Rebbe, ‘If the Rebbe enjoys my tefillah so much, perhaps I should leave Sanik, and become the chazan here?' “The Rebbe became serious, and told me a story of Rebbe Zusha of Honipoli zt'l:


As known, Rebbe Zusha would praver galus. This means, for the sake of purifying himself, and for the benefit of Klal Yisrael, etc., he would take on himself the affliction of [leaving his home and] traveling around, from one place to another, pretending he was a regular pauper collecting funds for himself. 

Once, he came to the city where the gaon Reb Yusfa zt'l lived. Reb Yusfa was a great talmid chacham [Torah scholar], knowledgeable in all parts of the Torah. Reb Zusha went to hear his shiur. Reb Zusha went over to Rav Yusfa after the shiur, to tell him how much he enjoyed the shiur. “It was worth traveling the long distance from my home, just to listen to this sweet shiur…’ 

Rav Yusfa said to Reb Zusha, “I understand why you were happy with my shiur, but I can't figure out why I’m so impressed by you? At first impression, you look like a standard pauper, who goes from city to city collecting money. But I perceive that the spirit of Hashem rests on you. You are surely a great talmid chacham.” 

Reb Zusha answered [in his humility], “Not at all. I'm an am haa’retz. But perhaps it's because I know how to daven...” 

Rav Yusfa was surprised, “Who doesn’t know how to daven? The people who live here don’t know how to daven?” 

Reb Zusha replied, “They know how to daven, but I know how to daven before the Ribon HaOlamim [Master of the World].” 

Rav Yusfa asked, “Maybe you can teach me how one davens ‘before the Ribon HaOlamim’?


 “I can teach you, but not in front of everyone. Let’s go into a private room and I’ll teach you.” Reb Zusha taught the Rav the secrets of tefillah, how to pray properly before Hashem. Rav Yusfa was very inspired, and he said, “Perhaps I should leave my rabbanus and my yeshiva, so I can always daven properly?” 

Reb Zusha told Rav Yusfa, “Hakadosh Baruch Hu created thousands of people in the world, and although everyone was created with the same two eyes, two ears, a nose and a mouth, everyone still appears differently. Chazal tell us, ‘just as their faces differ, so are their minds different.’ Why did Hashem do this? 
“It's because Hashem wants each person to serve Him in his own way, according to who he is, in accordance with his strengths and talents. Therefore, you continue in your path of avodas Hashem, to teach Torah to Yidden, and I will continue along my path, the path of tefillah." 

The Chortkover Rebbe finished this story and said to Reb Meir Shapiro, “Hashem wants you to teach Torah to Yidden. That's what Hashem chose for you. For that He gave you the talents, willpower, intelligence and all other traits necessary to succeed. You do your service and teach Torah to Yidden, and I will do my service, to daven to Hashem.” 

It was after this Shabbos that Reb Meir Shapiro decided to open Yeshivas Chachmei Lublin. He understood that he must channel all his talents and abilities to teach Torah to Yidden. This was his mission, and he invested all of his energies to succeed on his own individual path.

Reprinted from the Parshas Bamidbar 5779 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman.

A Grandfather’s Wisdom

My father was once in Los Angeles, in the home of Reb Eliezer Adler z'l. Rebbetzin Adler asked my father, "If your daughter would ask you for money to go to the theatre, what would you do?" 

My father didn’t know what to answer. He never encountered anything similar to such a request before. 

She said, "When I was growing up in Yerushalayim, my friends planned to go to the theatre, and they convinced me to join them. So I asked my grandfather, Rebbe Shlomke of Zvhil zt',l for money to pay the entrance fee. 

“My grandfather gave me the money, and I was thrilled. Just as I was about to leave the room he called me back and said, 'You asked me for money for the theatre, and I gave it to you. But you should know that my heart will break if you go there.' 

“I immediately told my grandfather that I won't go to the theatre; not then, and not ever." Rebbe Shlomke found the key and the words that opened his grandaughter's heart. There’s a key for every child, may we merit finding it.

Reprinted from the Parshas Bamidbar 5779 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman.

The Benefits of Poverty
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The Chofetz Chaim, zt”l


The Chofetz Chaim zt'l asked the chevrah kadisha to bury his deceased wife next to a poverty-stricken woman, who passed away shortly before her. The Chofetz Chaim explained, “It states (Tehillim 109:31), 'Hashem stands at the right-side of a pauper.' It doesn’t state that Hashem stands at the right side of a tzaddik or of a gaon, only at the right side of a pauper. Since Hashem is near the pauper, I want my wife to be buried there.” 

By the same token in his ethical will, Reb Shlomo Kluger zt’l requested to be buried near a poor person, provided that he was a yarei shamayim.


There was a poor man who was perpetually jealous of the wealthy. One day he said, "If only whatever I touch would turn to gold." His prayers were answered. He picked up an object, and it became gold. He touched the table and it turned into a piece of gold. He went around his home touching things, becoming wealthier each moment, and calculating his potential wealth, and what he would do with all his money.


He was hungry, so he took a piece of bread. It turned to gold. He tried to drink a cup of water. It turned to gold. Fearing he would die from hunger, he shouted, "Hashem! Take this curse away from me!" That is when he finally realized that there’s more to life than gold and money, and he should be thankful for the blessings Hashem gives him.

Reprinted from the Parshas Bamidbar 5779 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman.

The 18,000 Shekel Auto 

Gear Replacement
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There is a great story on Tiv HaKehilah. A man writes, “My car is only used for doing Mitzvos, and it could be called a Mitzvah car. It is not used for any household purposes or for anything else, only to help the sick and people that need it. This why I travel from city to city to hospitals and look for other acts of Chesed. 
My family knows that the only time I use the car for the family is during Chol HaMoeid, when the car is used exclusively for them, and I take them wherever they want to go. 

However, on the first day of Chol HaMoeid Pesach, the car broke down. My children were disappointed, and even I was upset by this. After I consulted with a Rav, he ruled for me that under the existing circumstances, it was permissible to fix the car during Chol HaMoeid. 

I told my children to Daven that the car would be repaired quickly and there will still be time for some Chol HaMoeid trips. I inspected the problem and determined that a gear had broken. I checked the cost at the local mechanic, and I was told that the cost for a new gear would be 18,000 Shekel. I was shocked by the price and I consulted with a friend who was familiar with cars, and he offered to transport the car to an authorized mechanic in Yerushalayim. 

I trusted this friend, and I sent the car with him to be repaired in Yerushalayim. Two days later the mechanic called to tell me that the car was ready. I went to Yerushalayim to get the car, with fear and Tefilah that the amount would go through on my credit card smoothly. I went to the cashier to ask for the bill and the cashier told me that there was no charge for the repairs. 

I thought that there must be some mistake, and again I asked for the amount that I owed for the replacement of a broken gear. Then they explained the most amazing thing to me: Recently, the manufacturer received many complaints about the gear that had broken in my car, and they issued an international recall. The gear would be replaced at an authorized garage at no charge for cars with less than 150,000 kilometers on them. 

I was filled with great joy as I had just received a gift of 18,000 Shekel, as that is what the cost would be if I had used my local mechanic! I excitedly took the keys and got into the car, and I was shocked at what I saw—the odometer read: 149,670 kilometers. I was 330 kilometers away from 150,000. 

A one-day trip with the children would have put more than 330 kilometers on the car. When I was originally disappointed that the car had broken down, I had asked myself why Hashem could not have waited until after Chol HaMoeid for the car to break down? However, if this would have occurred after Chol HaMoeid, I would have a tremendous bill for 18,000 Shekel. My heart was filled with thanks to the Creator of the world, for all His open kindnesses, and also for those that are hidden from our eyes!”
Reprinted from the Parshas Metzora 5779 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights as compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.
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