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Some with the Hand
From the desk of Yerachmiel Tilles

editor@ascentofsafed.com

I moved from Binghamton to Brooklyn in 1972 in order to work with Meir Abehsera (of blessed memory) on his publications, and also to study some Torah in a more formal context. As I was employed during the day, I could only attend yeshiva classes at night.


I went one evening to visit the Chabad yeshiva for baalei tshuvah (returnees to Judaism without a strong Torah background), called "Hadar HaTorah," located in the Crown Heights district of Brooklyn. The rabbi in charge received me graciously and showed me where the two nightly beginners' classes in English were held. He advised me to sample each one.


The first was a class in Talmud, taught by a young married graduate of the yeshiva; the other was in Jewish Law, taught by an old-looking chasid with a strong Russian accent and lots of Yiddish syntax. Both classes took place during the same hours. After my second evening, the head rabbi asked me at the end of the evening which one I preferred.


I answered honestly: I wanted to learn Talmud, and would much prefer to do so with the old rabbi. To my amazement, by the next night it was already arranged.


The class never had more than five students, and sometimes only two.* I attended for several years, and considered myself blessed from Heaven to be able to do so. Now, forty years later, I am still influenced by those sessions with Rabbi Abba Pliskin, who it turned out was one of the more venerated elder chasidim in all of Lubavitch, although you would never guess so by his modest demeanor and behavior (and his diminutive 150 cm./4' 9-10" height). It is for the sake of introducing him to you that I have gone through this lengthy preamble.
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The author at his wedding with Rabbi Abba Pliskin, o.b.m.


In late summer of 1973 I became engaged, and the wedding was set for Kislev 21 on the Jewish calendar (that year: Dec. 15). Exactly three weeks before our date, on the eve of Rosh Chodesh Kislev, two good friends of ours were set to get married, in Crown Heights, Brooklyn, in front of Lubavitch World Headquarters. My in-laws to-be surprised me by saying they would like to come down from Yonkers (the first city north of NYC, adjoining the Bronx) for the ceremony, in order to expose themselves to what a Chasidic wedding would be like.


Weddings in that location had an unusual feature. The window of the Lubavitcher Rebbe's office faced the street, and a large wooden platform was temporarily erected in front of the window so that the Rebbe could view the ceremony, if he so wished.


The evening of the wedding, after the ceremony was over, I noticed that 'Rav Abba' was still standing in front of the platform. I decided it would be positive -and interesting!-to present to my in-laws to be this old-world chasid who spent nearly twenty years being pursued by the NKVD (forerunner of the KGB), a consequence of his legendary dedication to Torah-true Jewish education.


He managed to escape Russia in 1947, and went on to be one of the founding fathers of the highly successful Chabad community in Melbourne, Australia, before eventually moving to New York and becoming a gabbai (manager) of the 770 shul.


So I did it, and what I was afraid would happen, happened. My mother-in-law-to-be gracefully extended her hand for R. Abba to shake. Then she realized her faux pas - chasidim don't shake with the opposite gender. She was embarrassed. So was her husband. And so was I. And R. Abba...he saved the day. Calmly, he pronounced: "Some shake mit der hands; I shake mit mine heart." Instantly, sadness became joy as big smiles appeared on all faces.


But that's not the end of the story.


I mentioned that I had noticed Rav Abba still at the wedding platform after the ceremony was over. What caught my eye was I happened to see from a distance that the bride's elderly grandmother (great aunt?) was the last one on the platform, and the reason clearly was that she was having difficulty descending on the steep rickety metal step to the ground. I was feeling bad for her. If others saw, they probably felt so too. Not R. Abba. He didn't bother with feelings; he took action instead. He darted over and extended his hand for her to clasp and be helped down!


Now, put together the two episodes of the hands that evening and you have a true glimpse of what is a pious Jew and a chasid.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Biographical note: Rabbi Yisrael-Abba (HaKohen?) Pliskin [of blessed memory: 5665 (or 5667) - 17 Sivan 5756 (1905 - June 1996] spent nearly twenty years in hiding from the NKVD (forerunner of the KGB), a consequence of his absolute dedication to helping Torah-true Jewish education survive in Communist Russia. He managed to emigrate in 1947, and after a brief period in Paris went on to be one of the founding fathers of the highly successful Chabad community it Melbourne, Australia, before eventually moving to New York and becoming a gabbai (manager) of the "770" shul and a teacher in the English-language yeshiva for young men without strong Torah backgrounds. (For more details)

Connection: 21st yahrzeit of Rav Abba.

* Editor's note: Old-time Tsfat residents may be amazed to know that one faithful attendee was Shabtai Coben of blessed memory. He even brought Rav Abba to speak to his mother, to calm her about her son's new religiosity.

Photo: The author in 5734 (1973) on his wedding daywith Rabbi Abba Pliskin o.b.m.


Pearls of Wisdom…

The Steipler Gaon and

The Bar Mitzvah Boy
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The Steipler Gaon [Rabbi Yaakov Yisroel Kanievsky, zt”l, 1899-1985] once made a surprise appearance at a Bar Mitzvah Seudah to which he had not been invited. He wished the father a Mazel Tov, and then sat down next to the Bar Mitzvah boy, spoke with him for a very short while, and then left.


After the Steipler left, the Bar Mitzvah boy explained to his father what had happened. Several years earlier, the Steipler had seen him enter the Shul on Yom Kippur carrying a large Sefer, which the Steipler thought was a Gemara. He told the boy, “Now we are supposed to Daven. Learning is for later.”


The boy then showed the Steipler that he was carrying a large Machzor, not a Gemara. The Steipler asked for the boy’s forgiveness, which of course he gave. 
The boy said, “Today, however, the Steipler just told me that the Mechilah, forgiveness, of a Katan, a boy under the age of Bar Mitzvah, is not valid, so the Steipler made sure to keep track of when I would become a Bar Mitzvah, so that he could ask forgiveness again at the first possible opportunity!”

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

L’Maaseh 

Why Would a Little Boy

Cry When Davening?
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When Rav Baruch Ber Liebowitz, zt”l, [1864-1939] was a young boy, he would daven at home and would often cry during his tefilos. One time his mother heard him crying while he Davened and asked his father why he was crying.


She wondered, “Could it be that he needed something that we hadn’t given him, or perhaps something was bothering him that we don’t know about?” 


Rav Baruch Ber’s father answered, “I think he’s crying because he’s come across something in his learning that he doesn’t understand, and he’s davening to have help understanding it!”


Rav Baruch Ber was just a child at the time of this conversation between his parents, but he had overheard it. He later revealed that after hearing his father’s answer, he realized that as far as his father was concerned, if something was disturbing his little boy to the point that he was crying about it, can only be because something in his learning was not clear to him. 


From his father’s response Rav Baruch Ber understood how much his father loved the Torah. Having heard those words, Rav Baruch Ber davened more intensely that Hashem grant him understanding in learning Torah and help him grow steadily to succeed in learning. He grew up to become the Rosh Yeshivah of the Kamenetz Yeshiva, and the primary student of the Brisker Rav.

Reprinted from the Parshas Korach 5777 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.
Rabbi Isser Zalman Meltzer Apologizes for His “Mistake”
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Rabbi Isser Zalman Meltzer was a great sage in Jerusalem 100 years ago. Once, during one of Rabbi Meltzer's Talmudic lectures, a young man who did not usually contribute to the discussions, spoke up - arguing that Rabbi Meltzer's interpretation contradicted the great Talmudic commentator, the Sfas Emes. Rabbi Meltzer, a noted Talmud scholar himself, apologized for his mistake, but asked permission to continue.


After the class, one of Rabbi Meltzer's top students approached him and said: "Rabbi, I don't understand. First of all, your interpretation was not at odds with the Sfas Emes. And secondly, even if it was, there was nothing wrong in offering a differing interpretation."


Rabbi Meltzer explained: "I noticed that there was an older man in attendance who does not usually come to my lectures. Also, the student who asked me the question usually does not participate in the discussions. I thought these two unusual circumstances may be related. Perhaps the older man was looking at the student as a prospective son-in-law. If that were the case, I did not want to put the young man in a negative light."


One week later, Rabbi Meltzer's supposition was proved correct:
Reprinted from the Parshas Korach 5777 email of Shabbos Candle Lighting.

Because of a Cup of Coffee

Rabbi Meshulm Igra of Pressburg was one of Europe's leading scholars in the latter part of the 18th century. As a young man, he was engaged to the daughter of a prominent community leader in the city of Butzatz. A few months before the wedding the young chosson ate a meal at the home of his future father-in-law. Dessert was served together with a hot treat a delecicy that the impoverished Reb Meshulam had never heard of -- coffee.

The servant brought out a cup of brewed coffee together with sugar and milk. The prospective father-in-law directed his son in law to partake. The young scholar looked quizzically at each of the entities and began to ponder. There were two liquids and sugar. 

The Talmud teaches that eating precedes drinking. He took a spoon of sugar and ate it. Then he was unsure what to drink first the milk or the black brew. Noting that darkness in the Torah comes before day, he drank the black coffee. Noticing the grinds at the bottom of the cup, he took his spoon and began to eat them. Not wanting to embarrass his soon-to-be father-in-law who had served such a difficult-to-eat dessert, he slowly chewed and swallowed the grinds. His prospective bride stood in shock.

"Father," she cried "I cannot marry a man who does not know how do drink a cup of coffee. He is a total klutz!" The engagement was broken.

Years later this same community leader visited the home of Rav Yeshaya Pick the prominent Rav of Breslow. Upon entering the study he noticed the rav engrossed in a letter. He looked totally concerned and distraught.


When the man asked what problem was, Rabbi Pick told him that he just received a letter that is filled with the deepest insights. "I have to be totally immersed in Torah thought to begin to comprehend the level of this man's brilliance. In fact," he continued, "I do not think a man of this caliber has emerged in the last fifty years! And," he added, "besides the brilliance, one can note his amazing humility and fine character throughout every word he writes."

Then he looked up at the man. "You come from Butzatz. Have you ever heard of a man called Meshulam Igra?"

The man didn't emit a verbal response. He fainted.

When he came to, he recounted the entire story of the engagement and its dissolution, how Rabbi Igra was meant to be his son-in-law but the match was broken over coffee grounds. Rabbi Pick looked up at him and shook his head sadly. "Is that so?" he exclaimed. "You gave up the opportunity for this great man because he did not know how to drink a cup of coffee?"

Then he looked at the man and simply declared, "Faint again!"

Reprinted from the Parshas Korach 5777 email of Shabbos Candle Lighting.

Protection of Tzitzis #3

Reb Chaim Gelb and the Mugger


Every morning, R’ Chaim Gelb, the tzedakah man of Williamsburg, would rise early to start his long day of chessed and tzedakah. First of all, he would immerse himself in the mikveh to prepare for prayer. One morning it was still dark out as R’ Chaim left his home. Those were the days in the 1930’s and 40’s, when the streets were more peaceful and crime-free. 


However on this day, R’ Chaim was suddenly accosted by a huge man, who approached R’ Chaim, ready to pounce on him. The Williamsburg streets were nearly deserted at that hour, and no one was around to help. 


R’ Chaim always wore his tzitzis strings out, and at that moment he was unconsciously holding them between his fingers. Startled by this sudden advance, R’ Chaim raised his hands, with the tzitzis wrapped around them, and pointed them at his attacker.
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His attacker took one quick look and shouted, “Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot!” Apparently, in the dark, the man mistook R’ Chaim’s pointed fingers with the tzitzis as some sort of weapon, and began to run away from the perplexed R’ Chaim as fast as he could! (A Life of Chessed) 

Reprinted from the Parshas Korach 5777 email of the Weekly Vort.

Why It’s Foolish to be

Jealous of Someone

Else’s Good Fortune


Yaakov and Moshe Ahron learned in yeshiva together. When they became older bachurim, still without a shidduch, they decided to study accounting, so they would have a parnassah when they eventually get married. They finished the course and they both found their intended spouse, and married. 


Yaakov landed a job at a firm with three other bookkeepers, but Moshe Ahron, unfortunately, remained unemployed. Yaakov had Moshe Ahron in mind, and always sought to help him find a job. When Yaakov heard that his boss was looking to hire another accountant, he eagerly recommended his friend, Moshe Ahron. 


The boss said, "I was really looking for someone with experience, but since he’s your friend, I'll give him a chance. After an interview, Moshe Ahron was hired. Several years later, the manager told his employers, "I am moving out of state, but the firm will continue at this address. One of you will be appointed foreman so everything will run smoothly..." 


Yaakov assumed that he would get the position. He had seniority and was the boss’s right hand man. He was shocked when the boss gave the position to Moshe Ahron. Yaakov thought, "If it weren't for me, Moshe Ahron wouldn’t have this job.” 


It didn’t seem fair. He did a chessed, and now it backfired on him. For ten years, Yaakov was jealous. He didn’t say anything. He kept his bitter feelings to himself, and kept up a friendship with Moshe Ahron. He worked on his emunah, to believe that everything is exactly as Hashem planned it, but it was a very hard test for him. 


Moshe Ahron's and Yaakov's children got older, and reached the age of shidduchim. A shadchan came over to Yaakov, "Your son is a talmid chacham and a baal middos and I know someone who wants him for his daughter. He is willing to buy a four room apartment in Bnei Brak for the couple, that's how much he desires him." 


Yaakov was shocked. Who was willing to pay so much money for his son? "It's your manager, Moshe Ahron," the shadchan said. The shidduch went through. Yaakov said, "For ten years I was jealous of Moshe Ahron, and all this time, he was working for me! My jealousy was all a mistake. He was working for my son's sake." 


A chassan and kallah were engaged in Sivan, and the date for the chasunah was set for Sivan, a year later (which isn't uncommon among Yerushalmi families). Immediately after the engagement, the chassan's father booked his relative, a famous singer, for their chasunah.


A few weeks later, the mechutanim met. The father of the kallah said, "What are you plans for a singer?" "I already hired my relative," he told him.


The kallah's father said, "Personally, I prefer So-and-so should sing at our wedding. He is more professional than your relative. Can you back out of your agreement?" 


The chassan's father called his relative and explained the situation. The relative agreed to relinquish the contract, though it was hard for him to lose the parnassah. He figured that Sivan is a very busy time for chasunos and he would probably land another job. But he didn’t. From Shavuos until the 17th of Tamuz, that was the only night that he wasn’t booked. He contemplated telling the second singer, who was also his friend, that the job was originally his, hoping that the second singer would back off. But in the end, he decided to remain silent, though his heart burned with jealousy. 


The second singer sang at kabalas panim, at the chuppah, and then during the meal, but his voice was getting hoarse. There is a medicine that singers take to overcome hoarseness, but it didn’t help. He didn’t know if he could continue singing this evening. 


Moments before the first dance, he sees the other singer, a relative of the chassan. He excitedly came over to him and begged him to take the microphone and sing instead of him, which he did. The relative/singer received full payment for that night. 


Let’s focus on the hashgachah pratis of this story: The relative didn’t lose anything when he let the other singer take his place. He actually ended up gaining, because he sang for only half the chasunah, and earned full pay. The other singer also gained, because if he would be singing at a different hall, and lose his voice, it would be very embarrassing for him, especially if he wouldn’t find a replacement. Everything was planned perfectly by Hashem, a year in advance.

Reprinted from the Parshas Korach 5777 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collections of Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman as compiled by Rabbi Boruch Twersky.

The Baal Shem Tov on a Cold Ukrainian Winter Day

By Rabbi Tuvia Bolton


Late one freezing Ukrainian winter afternoon the Beshâ€�t (acronym for Baal Shem Tov) told his pupils to dress warmly and follow him outside; he was about to teach them a very important lesson.


They walked through the freezing wind and snow till they reached a thicket of trees on the banks of a frozen river and they hid themselves there watching and waiting, not knowing what to expect. An hour later night arrived and after a short time, although the cold was almost unbearable, the pupils waited in silence.


Suddenly the Baal Shem said “Listen! they are coming,”�


At first no one heard anything, but then in the distance the faint sound of drums could be heard through the darkness and faint flickering torches marked the approach of a large procession of some sort.


Slowly through the mist they appeared; perhaps a hundred priests dressed in black habits carrying torches, marching on the thick ice in two parallel lines, heads down, solemnly singing in low unison a slow liturgical chant.


The Besht’s pupils watched silently as the priests walked to the middle of the frozen river and formed a large circle. The bishop took his place in the middle and preceded to carve a large cross in the ice while the others stood and chanted in the eerie, torch lit, winter night. When he finished, they all began to recite something in unison and then turned and marched back into the darkness from whence they came.


The Besht’s pupils were sickened by the ceremony they had witnessed. It was pure idolatry and some almost fainted.  Only then did the Besht motion for them to leave. They followed their leader home and after they had thawed out he explained what he had taken them to see. 


“In the summer when it is warm, said the Baal Shem, “that river is alive and flowing. It is impossible even to stand on it. But when it is cold, when it freezes, not only is it possible to stand on it, it’s even possible to carve an idol into it.


“Similarly, the Jewish soul,’ he continued, ‘if it’s warm, then like a river in the summer, it flows and nothing in the world, nothing can ever stop or even make a negative impression on it.


“But when a person becomes selfish and cold, his soul can be frozen with fear and anxiety. Then, anything can happen. Even possibly to carve idolatry into it.”

Reprinted from the Parshat Korach 5777 email of Yeshiva Ohr Tmimim in Kfar Chabad, Israel.

In Defense of the Czar’s Honor at the Shabbos Morning Davening

In the mid 1800’s, Rabbi Avraham Shmuel of Aishishok served as the Rav of the town of Rassein, a village near Kownus, Lithuania. A brilliant scholar and the author of the Amudei Aish, the community revered him and afforded him the utmost respect.


Unfortunately, the Czar government of that era had different visions for a rabbi and appointed their own lackey, a puppet of the state, known as a “Rav Mitaam.” 

The Rav Mitaam served as the official liaison to the Russian Government and any official dictate or transaction having to do with Judaism, went only through the Rav Mitaam. 

Unfortunately for that Rabbi, the townsfolk knew of his very limited capabilities, and relegated him to a seat in the middle of the congregation, near the Bimah (shul altar) as opposed to the traditional place up front near the “Holy Ark.” 
One week, the young designate decided that he had enough. He wanted to be afforded the same dignity as Rabbi Avraham Shmuel. He woke up early that Shabbos and came to shul before anyone arrived. He sat himself down in the seat designated for Rabbi Avraham Shmuel, which was next to the “Aron Kodesh” (Holy Ark).


Of course, no one had the nerve to say anything to him for fear of government reprisal. During that era, immediately before the Mussaf prayers, all congregations throughout Russia said a special prayer on behalf of the Government and Czar Nikolai.


That week the Chazan (services leader) forgot (on purpose or accidentally) to say the prayer. He was about to continue with the service when suddenly an elderly Jew, a former cantonist soldier who was captured as a youngster and forced to serve in the Czar’s army for many years, jumped up from his seat and charged toward the front of the synagogue. He began raining blows on the designated rabbi, the Rav Mitaam.

“What kind of Rabbi are you?” he shouted. “How dare you allow the Chazan to omit the prayer on behalf of our benevolent leader? I served the Czar faithfully for twenty years and you “forget” to bless him?!” 

The congregants joined the fray, some trying to separate the older soldier from the bedazzled rabbi, others getting in the blows they always longed to afford the government-appointed rabbi. It was not long before the police arrived, and arrested the soldier, who was dragged out of the synagogue, yelling and hollering about the lack of honor afforded his Majesty. 

“After all the years I worked for the czar, I will not allow this poor excuse for a rabbi, to belittle the dignity of His Majesty!” The local policeman could not decide the fate of the soldier who struck a government official, to defend the honor of the Czar. 

Finally, the case was brought to the Governor General of the region who asked the “rabbi” to defend his inaction. 

“You see,” stammered the Rabbi, I was sitting very far from the Bimah and I truly did not hear the Chazan skip, the prayer. After all, I was sitting next to the Holy Ark all the way up front! 

The decision came down from the governor’s office. No more would the official Rabbi be allowed to sit up front. From now on, he must sit amongst the people to make sure that all the prayers are said correctly! (Story Heard from Rabbi Mordechai Kamenetzky) 

Comment: If you were expecting to hear that the rabbi was fired and Rav Shmuel got his job back, unfortunately stories don’t always end in a “bow-tie” conclusion for our nation in exile. However, what is important to remember the Talmud’s warning (Eruvin 13b): “he who runs after honor, honor runs from him.” Yes, it feels good to be respected. However, we can’t demand it. For if we do, the opposite will happen.

Reprinted from Reb Mendel Berlin’s Parshas Korach 5777 email of Torah Sweets Weekly.

Shabbat

“Hey Soldier! Why the Uniform? Couldn’t You

Wear Shabbat Clothing?”

By Naamah Green
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A uniformed soldier [a member of the Israeli Defense Forces] came into Rabbi Zilbershtein’s Synagogue in Ramat Elhanan in Bnei Brak on Shabbat and conversed with the Rabbi for a few moments. After their short conversation the Rabbi instructed the synagogue sextant to honor him and call this soldier up to the Torah.


Everyone was surprised at this honor bestowed on someone who didn’t even live there. And couldn’t the soldier who was off duty any way come into synagogue with Shabbat clothing and not his uniform?


Indeed Rabbi Zilbershtein asked him why he came to synagogue on Shabbat in his uniform instead of his Shabbat clothing. The soldier said: “I started becoming religious a few years ago and I keep Shabbat, but my mother doesn’t yet keep Shabbat.”


“Since she loves and reveres the army so much, whenever I come home my uniform goes straight in the machine for washing and ironing. So I decided I would wear them today so she wouldn’t do this laundry on Shabbat and desecrate it.” 
Rabbi Zilbershtein finished telling the people what the soldier said.


“I was overcome by this” said Rabbi Zilbershtein. I told him:’ “There’s no greater honor for Shabbat than this. That’s why I told the synagogue sextant to call this soldier up to the Torah and accord him honor so everyone should ask about it and would learn how to honor the Shabbat and prevent others from stumbling on it. Sacrificing to help someone else keep Shabbat is the greatest honor for the Shabbat.”

Reprinted from the Parshat Shelach 5777 email of Hidabrut.
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