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After recounting all the inner failings and rebellions of the Jewish people in the desert of Sinai, as recorded for us on the Torah readings of the past few weeks, we are now forced to turn our attention to a great external threat to Jewish survival. Balak and Bilaam represent an unfortunately eternal opposition to Jewish existence and to the rights of the Jewish people as a nation.


Their attack is a two-pronged plan. Balak intends to use force and violence, military means and the strength of arms to eliminate what he perceives to be a Jewish threat to his hegemony in his part of the world. Bilaam, on the other hand, seeks to destroy the Jewish people diplomatically, philosophically and with a public relations scheme. He has cursed the Jewish people, to hold it to be guilty before the bar of world opinion, of all sorts of crimes that are imaginary and illusory, to help bring about its downfall and destruction.


When the world will see the Jewish people through the eyes of Bilaam he is confident that they will no longer be able to exist and function as a people. The    L-rd thwarts the plans of both Balak and Bilaam. The Jewish people are too strong to be overcome militarily and the L-rd will not allow Bilaam to curse them in any meaningful way. In fact, the L-rd turns the words of negativity and hatred that Bilaam wishes and intends to utter into words of praise. These enemies of Israel are apparently checkmated on both of their fronts of attack.

Bilaam Managed to Weaken

The Jewish People Morally


Yet it would be wrong for us to think that the intentions and actions of these evil people did not have an effect. The blandishments and compliments given by Bilaam to the Jewish people somehow weakened the people morally. They are led to believe that the world recognizes and appreciates their greatness and that it is possible and even desirable to become part of that world physically, emotionally and domestically.


One of the weaknesses of the Jewish people throughout the ages has been that it is very susceptible to favorable comments and soothing behavior than it is to harshness and criticism. Everyone wants to be loved, especially those who, deep down in their souls, realize that they are unloved by so many.

Withstanding the Unfair and Unjust

Resolutions of the United Nations


Israel can withstand all the unfair and unjust resolutions of the United Nations without it really affecting its sense of self-worth and inner strength. If Israel would constantly be lauded, as it should be by any rational observer of the world scene, it seems that somehow it would be likely to have greater self-doubt and less steadfastness in the face of the problems that confront it.


The Talmud tells us that the Jewish people do better in times of stress and criticism than in times of compliments and fawning blandishments. The strength of the Jewish people has always been its ability to maintain its belief in its own uniqueness and self-worth. This remains the key to Jewish survival in our time as well.

Reprinted from the Parshas Chukat 5778 website of Rabbiwein.com
A Blast from the Past
A Jew Is Really Different

By Rabbi Moshe Meir Weiss
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In Havdalah, we declare that Hashem differentiates between the Holy and the mundane, between day and night, between the Jew and the gentile, and between Shabbos and the weekday.  There is a fundamental truth expressed here. There is as much a difference between the Jew and the goy as there is between day and night.  This statement is by no means derogatory to the non-Jew.  After all, we believe that all humans were created with the tzelem Elokim, the likeness of Hashem, Jew and gentile alike.

However, the rigorous expectations of a Jew are much more than that of a gentile.  The dictates of mind control that are expected from a Torah personality are entirely absent for the seventy nations.  Thus, the gentile can think about ‘me’ in his mind - whatever he wants.  But, a Jew is commanded “Lo sisnah es achicha bilvavecha - Do not hate your fellow man in your heart.”  When a non-Jew sees his colleague in a late-model Cadillac or sporting a brand new Rolex, he may enviously covet his friend’s new acquisition while a Jew who would behave so would be trespassing on the Tenth Commandment of Lo sachmod, not to covet that which belongs to your neighbor.

Here’s another example. Let’s say that Ike, the goy, asks his friend Luke to borrow his lawnmower.  Luke says no.  Three weeks later, Luke asks Ike if he could use his barbeque grill, and Ike says sure, stating, “I’m not like you who was stingy with your lawnmower.”  In this scenario, we might give Ike good marks for being the better man.  

But, a Jew would not be able to behave this way for he would be transgressing the negative prohibition of Lo sitor, not to bear a grudge.  And, if the Jew would say, “Ask someone else - you can’t expect me to give me my grill when you didn’t share your lawnmower,” he would be trespassing the prohibition of Lo sikom, not to take revenge.

If a Jew hears that his friend won a raffle for two to Eretz Yisoroel or a new kitchen in a Chinese auction and isn’t happy for him because he wishes that he would have such luck, then he’s trampling upon the positive commandment of V’ahavta l’rei-echa k’mocha, to love your fellow man like yourself.  For, just like you would be happy if you won the trip of the kitchen, you’re supposed to be happy for others as well.

These are just some of the examples of how the Torah doesn’t only govern what we do and what we say, but also legislates how we should think as well.  Thus, when a non-Jew sees someone rudely talking on his cellphone during an important business presentation, he can very well think to himself “What a rude fellow.  How disrespectful!”  But when a Jew sees someone talking on his cellphone while wearing his tallis and tefillin, he has a mitzvah of B’tzedek tishpot es amisecha, to judge his friend favorably and to think, “Maybe he’s talking to his wife who is in her ninth month and having contractions, or maybe he’s calling his elderly father to remind him to take his medications during breakfast.”

There is even a difference in our discipline of speech.  While at many corporate offices the water cooler and the coffee station are regular spots to hear the latest office gossip, a Jew is seriously warned Lo seileich rachil b’amecha, do not be a talebearer and Oroor makeh rei-eihu basoser, cursed is he who talks behind his fellows back.

The great Hillel paraphrases the commandment Love thy fellow like thyself as follows:  “Mah d’soni loch l’chavreich lo savid - What you do not like, do not do to your friend.”  We are commanded not to scream at people because we certainly don’t like to be screamed at.  We should not speak to others sarcastically for we hate when others are sarcastic with us.  We certainly should not talk to people in a childish voice for it angers us when we are treated in this manner.

These disciplines are Torah values and only when embracing them can a person be considered a Ben Torah or a Bas Torah.  It is vital that our yeshivas and 
Beis Yakovs make it a priority to instill in our children these fundamental values while they are young.  That is when it is much easier to mold their personalities.  It is obvious that a spouse who has been trained from his or her youth to judge people favorably will find this a great talent in their marriage.  When we, from a young age, understand that in the filing cabinets of our mind we are not supposed to harbor grudges and file away hatred, we will be a lot closer to the Torah goal of Kedoshim ti’hiu, to be Holy, for when a person doesn’t only watch what they do and what they say but is also circumspect about what they think, then they are really Holy through and through.

May it be the will of Hashem that we embrace these Torah values and inculcate them into our descendants and in this merit may Hashem bless us with long life, good health, and everything wonderful.

Reprinted from the May 5, 2014 website of Matzav.com
The Extent of

Hashem’s Mercy

By Rabbi Bentzion Shafier

Founder of TheShmuz.com
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HASHEM opened the mouth of the she-donkey and she said to Bila’am, “What have I done to you that you have struck me these three times?” — Bemidbar 22:28

The storyline

The story of Bila’am, the gentile prophet, is most peculiar. It begins when Balak, the king of Moav, recognizes that he is in danger. The Jewish nation had just destroyed Sichon, and Moav was next. Out of desperation, Balak sent messengers to Bila’am,saying, “Please, curse this nation so that we can remain in our land.”


Bila’am was more than willing to curse the Jews — he hated them more than Balak did, explains Rashi. Balak only asked for help defending himself against the Jews; Bila’am wanted them dead. Therefore, Bila’am asked HASHEM for permission to curse the Chosen Nation.

HASHEM said to Bila’am, “You may go, but do not say anything I don’t tell you to say.” Bila’am then set off with his donkey on a journey to curse the Jews. Along the way, the donkey was stopped by a malach, and Bila’am beat it. The donkey continued. Again a malach stopped it, and again Bila’am beat it. Finally, the donkey opened its mouth and spoke. An overt miracle.


The Seforno explains that Hashem brought about this miracle so that Bila’am should realize his mistake and do teshuvah. Even though Hashem doesn’t normally create obvious miracles, He nevertheless did so here because He didn’t want a man as important as Bila’am to be lost.

Putting this into perspective

This Seforno is difficult to understand. Can we imagine anyone more evil than Bila’am? He was gifted with the status of a navi, thereby granted a fantastic power: the ability to bless or curse. His words were potent. He was now going to use his power to annihilate a people. His intentions were to wipe out the Jews — every man, woman, and child. And he would have succeeded had HASHEM not stopped him. This is a man on the level of an Adolph Hitler.


Why would Hashem allow such a man to do teshuvah? And even more, why would HASHEM change nature to save such a lowlife?


To answer this question, we need a different perspective.

What did you do to be worthy of being created?

The Chovos HaLevavos says that a person should ask himself the following question: before I was created, what did I do that made me worthy of being created? I recognize that I didn’t exist and that HASHEM made me. It must be that HASHEM felt that it was worthy to bring me into being. What is it that I did that made me worthy of being created?


The answer is nothing. Because before you were created, you weren’t. And that is the point. There is nothing you did to make it fit for HASHEM to create you. He created you only out of His loving kindness.


HASHEM is the Benefactor. HASHEM wishes to give. Generous and magnanimous, HASHEM wishes to shower His good upon others. Not because they deserve it, and not because they merit it, but because that is the nature of HASHEM: to bestow as much blessing as He can. HASHEM created everything — the stars, the sun, the moon, the oceans, and the rivers — to give to man.


Man, however, has to earn that good. To do so, he must perfect himself. HASHEM is the source of all perfection. HASHEM put man into this world charged with the mission of making himself as much like HASHEM as humanly possible. When man is finished his job here, he enjoys closeness to HASHEM in accordance to the amount that he perfected himself here.


That, however, is the inherent obstacle. HASHEM is beyond time, beyond space, and beyond any limitation. By definition, HASHEM is beyond human understanding. HASHEM wants man to emulate Him — but that is impossible.

To allow for this, HASHEM manifests Himself cloaked in character traits. Those traits guide HASHEM’s interaction with the world. Now, based on how HASHEM acts, man can see Him.

Justice versus mercy

HASHEM originally thought to create the word with din (justice) as the guiding attribute. However, din demands total accountability. Din demands absolute responsibility. And din demands immediate consequences. You are liable for what you did. No excuses. No mitigating circumstances. You brought this about, this is the result.


If din were the operating attribute, no human could exist. Man will err; man will slip. Therefore, HASHEM created the world with rachamim (mercy) as the predominant force. Now, our actions are viewed through the lens of understanding. Mitigating circumstances are taken into consideration, and time is granted. Time to recognize our errors. Time to correct our ways.


Therefore, HASHEM manifests Himself in the almost human character trait of mercy — the key word being almost. HASHEM is not human. And HASHEM is not restricted. When HASHEM wears an attribute, it is endless and boundless. When Hashem wears the attribute of mercy, it has no limit.

The extent of HASHEM’S mercy

This seems to be the answer to Bila’am. Granted he was wicked, and granted he set out to use his gifts for evil, but HASHEM still wished for his good. HASHEM still loved him. Despite everything he was planning to do, HASHEM didn’t want him destroyed. And so, HASHEM tried guiding him to teshuvah even if that meant changing nature and making a donkey speak.


There is a vital lesson for us in these words. Bila’am was a gentile — a gentile who turned to wicked ways. Yet HASHEM still waited for his teshuvah. How much more so for us, the children of Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaakov? We are HASHEM’s nation. We are His beloved. HASHEM waits with open arms, saying, “Return, My children. Return.”

Reprinted from this week’s website on TheShmuz.com This is an excerpt from the Shmuz on the Parsha book.
Living with the Times

The Essential Link of King

David and Moshiach

From the Talks of the Lubavitcher Rebbe

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
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The prophecy of the gentile, Bilaam, which appears in this week's Torah portion, Balak, is one of the rare instances where the Torah alludes to the Final Redemption that will take place with the coming of Moshiach. The prophecy begins with Bilaam's words: "Come--I will advise you against what this people will do to your people in the end of days," and describes what will take place then.

About Moshiach, Rabbi Moses Maimonides wrote: "The chapter on Bilaam prophesied about the two Moshiachs, or anointed ones. The first was King David, who saved the Jews from the hands of their enemies. The second is Moshiach who will usher in the Messianic Age by rescuing the Jewish people from the hands of Esau."


Why does Maimonides compare these two, aside from the obvious reason that Moshiach will be a direct descendant of his great-great-grandfather, King David? The Torah tells us that Moses "was the first and will be the last redeemer." Would it not, then, have been more logical to liken Moses to Moshiach when speaking of the great deliverers of Israel? There must, therefore, be another underlying, fundamental connection between King David and Moshiach which must be explored.


Maimonides emphasizes in his writings that Moshiach does not have to perform miracles in order for us to recognize who he is. He will, however, restore the sovereignty of the House of David, rebuild the Holy Temple and gather in all the Jewish exiles. The significance of the rule of the House of David is that it symbolizes a perfection in Torah and mitzvot which is impossible today. Moshiach, through his actions, will enable the Jewish people to return to the full Jewish existence they enjoyed in former years, during the reign of King David.


The role of Moshiach, then, is the restoration of Jewish integrity, and this is reflected in the laws which govern how we will recognize him. Maimonides wrote: "If a king shall arise from the House of David, speak words of Torah, both Oral and Written, be occupied in mitzvot like his forefather David, bring Israel to the ways of the Torah and adherence to its laws, fight G-d's battles, etc." Such a person, we are told, is to be considered Moshiach. Once he has succeeded in vanquishing all the enemies of the Jews, has rebuilt the Temple and gathered in all the exiles--then we shall know that he is indeed Moshiach.


This, then, is the essential link between King David and Moshiach--the restoration of a completeness which we cannot experience while in exile. The coming of Moshiach, like King David's rule before him, will remove our spiritual limitations and enable us to live a fully Jewish life.

Reprinted from the Parshas Balak 5752/1992 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.
The Miracles We Don’t See

By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour

[image: image4.jpg]




The  story  told  in  Parashat  Balak  is  truly  extraordinary. Balak,  the  king  of  Moab,  teamed  up  with  the  gentile  prophet  Bilam  to  try  to  annihilate  the  Jewish  people  by  way  of  a  curse. Bilam  knew  the  precise  moment  when  G-d  is  angry,  and  he  sought  to  capitalize  on  this  knowledge  by  cursing  Beneh  Yisrael  just  at  that  moment,  which  would  have  the  effect  of  utter  annihilation.  G-d,  however,  in  His  infinite  mercy,  altered  the  usual  mechanisms  of  the  spiritual  world  during  that  time  in  order  to  foil  Bilam’s  efforts. 

What  makes  this  story  extraordinary  is  not  the  fact  that  the  existence  of  the  Jewish  people  was  in  danger. This  has  happened  on  numerous  occasions  throughout  our  history,  and  in  every  case,  as  in  the  times  of  Balak  and  Bilam,  G-d  has  stepped  in  to  rescue  us.


But  what  is  unique  about  the  story  of  Balak  is  the  fact  that  not  one  member  of  Beneh  Yisrael  knew  about  the  danger  that  loomed. The  entire  story  takes  place  in  Moab,  where  Balak  and  Bilam  went  to  different  locations  overlooking  the  Israelite  camp  in  an  attempt  to  place  the  curse. Throughout  this  period,  Beneh  Yisrael  went  about  their  usual  business,  eating  the  manna,  praying,  studying  Torah  from  Moshe,  and  so  on. Nobody  had  any  idea  that  the  nation’s  very  survival  was  in  question.


When  Amalek  attacked  Beneh  Yisrael,  the  people  were  there  on  the  battlefield  fighting. When  different  nations  threatened  the  Jewish  people  in  Eretz  Yisrael,  they  were  keenly  aware  of  the  situation. But  here,  the  threat  was  initiated  and  ended  far  from  the  people’s  view,  and  they  knew  nothing  about  it  until  G-d  had  Moshe  record  the  story  in  the  Torah. 

Why,  then,  is  this  episode  told  in  the  Torah? Why  does  it  matter  to  do  us  that  far  away  there  were  two  evil  men  who  plotted  against  us  and  were  unsuccessful? 

The  answer  is  provided  by  the  prophet  Micha,  in  the  section  chosen  as  the  Haftara  for  Shabbat  Parashat  Balak. The  prophet  admonishes  the  people  to  remember  Balak’s  scheme  and  how  Hashem  stepped  in  to  foil  it,  “Lema’an  Da’at  Sidkot  Hashem”–“In  order  that  you  know  the  kindnesses  of  Hashem.” 

We  need  to  know  this  story  so  that  we  can  at  least  begin  to  understand  the  extent  of  G-d’s  love  and  care  for  us. We  need  to  know  that  Hashem  protects  us  from  dangers  of  which  we  never  become  aware. There  are  many  times  in  our  lives  when  we  can  see  how  Hashem  stepped  in  to  help  us  and  take  care  of  us,  but  we  must  also  recognize  that  for  every  such  instance,  there  are  countless  other  times  when  Hashem  protects  or  helps  us  without  our  ever  knowing  it.

We  cannot  even  begin  to  imagine  the  number  of  bacteria  and  viruses  present  in  the  air  from  which  G-d  protects  us. We  have  no  idea  of  the  criminals  and  anti-Semites  who  unsuccessfully  conspire  against  us,  without  even  getting  far  enough  to  have  the  incident  reported  in  the  news. And  we  have  no  idea  of  how  many  terrorists  in  Israel  and  throughout  the  world  have  their  efforts  thwarted  without  anybody  knowing. 

The  Pasuk  in  Tehillim  describes  Hashem  as  “Oseh  Nifla’ot  Gedolot  Le’bado”–“He  performs  great  wonders  by  Himself.” Clearly,  we  do  not  need  a  verse  in  the  Tanach  to  tell  us  that  G-d  makes  miracles  “by  Himself,”  without  anybody’s  help. This  is  self-evident. What  this  verse  is  saying,  as  the  Hatam  Sofer  (Rabbi  Moshe  Sofer  of  Pressburg,  1762-1839)  explains,  is  that  G-d  often  performs  miracles  alone,  without  anyone  else  ever  knowing  about  it.


The  story  of  Balak  and  Bilam  was  revealed  in  order  for  us  to  recognize  that  so  often  miracles  occur  on  our  behalf  far  away,  unbeknownst  to  us,  “Le’bado”–  when  He  is  “all  alone,”  as  it  were. 

This  Parasha  thus  serves  to  remind  us  of  “Sidkot  Hashem,”  that  Hashem’s  kindness  towards  us  extends  far  beyond  what  we  can  ever  see  or  know. We  do  not  even  know  all  the  kindnesses  He  performs  for  us,  or  the  extent  of  the  protection  He  provides  for  us. And  recognizing  the  limits  of  this  knowledge  should  lead  us  to  greater  appreciation  of  Hashem’s  kindness  and  a  renewed  sense  of  commitment  to  obey  His  will.
Reprinted from this week’s website of the Edmond J. Safra Synagogue of Brooklyn (NY) where Rabbi Mansour serves as the spiritual leader.

Rav Avigdor Miller on Visiting

Kivrei (Burial Places) of Tzadikkim 
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QUESTION: What is the function of going to a kever (burial place) of a Tzadik (righteous Jew) ? 

ANSWER: And the function is what we spoke about today. And that is, in order to advertise to the world that the greatest thing in the world is to be a tzadik. And in the zechus of you going there and demonstrating that you appreciate the greatness of a tzadik, Hashem will reward you and listen to your tefilla. But you're not praying to the tzadik, chas v'shalom.

Hakodosh Boruch Hu says, 'If you understand how much I love this man, and not only him, but I even love his body because his body was kadosh. And now you come there, where his body was placed, for that purpose of showing that you appreciate the greatness, the holiness, of his body, then I'm going to reward you by listening to your tefilla. Thats the purpose of kivrei tzaddikim.
TAPE # E-8 (May 1995)

Reprinted from the Parashat Korach 5778 email of whY I Matter, the parsha sheet of the Young Israel of Midwood edited by Yedidye Hirtenfeld.
Rabbi Gershon Henach Leiner of Radzyn


R' GERSHON HENACH LEINER OF RADZYN born 5599 (1839) - died 4 Tevet 5651 (1891) R' Gershon Henach Leiner was both a chassidic rebbe and an innovative posek and halachic researcher. He was the son of R' Yaakov of Izbica and the grandson of R' Mordechai Yosef Leiner of Izbica, who had been a disciple of R' Mendel Kotzker.(The best known chassid of the Izbica dynasty was probably R' Tzadok haKohen of Lublin) 

When R' Gershon Henach was eighteen, he published the first volume of Sidrei Tahara, a sort of "Gemara" on certain tractates of Mishnah on which there is no Gemara. In that first volume, R' Gershon Henach gathered from the existing Talmudic tractates all discussions pertaining to the Mishnaic tractate "Kelim," and arranged them as if they were a Gemara on that tractate. 

He even composed commentaries in the styles of Rashi and Tosfot, and printed them in the margins. This work was widely acclaimed, except in the bet din of Vilna, which banned the work because of its misleading appearance. (The danger of such a work was demonstrated a half-century later, when a previously unknown rabbi claimed to have discovered some missing tractates of the Yerushalmi Talmud, and succeeded in fooling many leading sages before he was exposed.

Ironically, if that rabbi had presented his work as the original compilation that it really was, he might have received the acclaim which he sought.) R' Gershon Henach's second great legacy was his effort to renew the mitzvah of "techelet." (The Torah sates that some of the strings of the tzitzit should be dyed techelet - a certain shade of blue; however, the correct ingredients of the blue dye were lost, and Jews took to wearing tzitzit that were all white.) 

R' Gershon Henach found kabbalistic sources which suggested that the mitzvah of techelet would be renewed before Mashiach's arrival. He thus undertook extensive biological and zoological studies in the hopes of finding a "chilazon" (the creature out of which techelet was made). 

He also traveled to the large aquarium in Naples, Italy and, some say, he visited the Vatican where he was allowed to examine garments which the kohanim had worn in the Bet haMikdash nearly 2,000 years earlier. Eventually, R' Gershon Henach concluded that he had found the chilazon, and he published his findings in Sefunei Temunei Chol and other works. 

Soon, 12,000 chassidim were wearing tzitzit with techelet. However, his "discovery" was not generally accepted. R' Gershon Henach also published his grandfather's Torah commentary Mei haShiloach ((Hamaayan) 

Reprinted from the Parashat Balak 5778 email of whY I Matter parsha sheet of the Young Israel of Midwood (Brooklyn).

A Photographic Inside Journey

Into the Hassidic Community

Of the Holy City of Jerusalem

By Daniel Keren

(“Do Not Photograph” by Joshua Haruni, Jerusalem Fine Art Print, 303 pages, 2018)
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Reciting Alef-Beis on the first day at Cheder


“Do Not Photograph” is a beautiful coffee table book that offers Jews [and of course gentiles] a fascinating glimpse into the lives of a very insular Orthodox Jewish community – the Hassidim of the Holy City of Yerushalayim. 


Since graduating from the London College of Printing in 1995 with a distinction in Professional Photography Practice, the London-born Joshua Haruni has travelled around the globe with his camera on behalf of organizations such as the Mines Advisory Group and the American Joint Distribution Committee. His photos have also been published in major British newspapers such as The Daily Telegraph and The Observer.


The origins of “Do Not Photograph” go back to the first photographs that Mr. Haruni took of the Hassidic and related Kabbalists of Yerushalayim [and other Israeli communities]. As an obvious outsider, his efforts to photograph members of this very insular and suspicious kehillah were met with met with many pleas in Yiddish of “DO NOT PHOTOGRAPH,” hence the title of Mr. Haruni’s eye-catching photographic essay into a most holy community.


Some of the photos in “Do Not Photograph” were displayed for the first time in a solo exhibition at the Yeshiva University Museum in Manhattan titled “The Healing Power of Kabbalah” in 1999. That exhibit was later shown in different North American communities by the Council of American Jewish Museums.


Thirteen years later, some of Mr. Haruni’s photos were included in a special exhibit at the Israel Museum in Jerusalem titled – “A World Apart Next Door – Glimpse into the Life of Hassidic Jews.”


This new massive book of photographs [you wouldn’t want to accidentally drop it on your toes] is obviously not meant for the Hassidim, but for those to whom these photos would provide a fascinating look at perhaps an “exotic” society. Even many Orthodox Jews who have grown up in Western societies have very little contact or understanding of the Hassidic lifestyle. It will probably also appeal to both secular Jews and gentiles.


Mr. Haruni writes that his “book of photographs is the edited total of my time photographing from within Hassidic dynasties and Kabbalistic courts of Jerusalem and its environs. My photographic interest in these subjects began with my curiosity in relation to the resurgence of belief in ‘Practical Kabbalah’. 


“As a journalist, I wanted to explore the renewed faith in this esoteric belief system amongst mainstream Israeli (Jewish) society. Ultimately, the dynamic of that project generated numerous leads into photographing the Hassidic way of life, which in turn evolved into a separate project altogether…


“I never expected to do anything with these images and I filed them away until a chance encounter some years later with my printer, Danny Chau. After visiting his new studio in Hong Kong, I thought that it might be time to review my archive and digitally scan the negatives. 


“Once we completed that process, Danny and I noticed that the body of work as a whole possessed an ageless quality. In order to enhance this effect, I asked Danny to add colour digitally to the images (which I originally shot in black and white) as a tribute to the hand painting of early 19th century photographs. At around this time, I was approached by the Israel museum to participate in their exhibition; ‘A World Apart Next Door’. 

 
“Following that exhibition and the very positive response to my images I began the process of publishing this book.”


Next to each photograph, often on the opposite page are captions in both English and Hebrew with more detailed explanation at the back of the book’s glossary beginning on page 251. Some of the photos focus on prominent Sephardic Kabbalists. On page 235, for example, one can find a distinguished elderly kabbalist amongst the many pilgrims attending the Hillulah (yahrtzeit or memorial anniversary) of the Baba Shalom in Netivot. Superimposed on the top of the page is a photo of the Baba Shalom’s son – Rabbi Yaakov Israel Irfargan, who continues in the kabbalistic practices of his famed father, of blessed memory.


A host of prominent and holy Hassidic rebbes are also photographed participating in various rituals such as the Admor of Pinsk-Karlin giving greetings to his followers. Other Chassidim are captured in the camera of Mr. Haruni reading Tehillim (Psalms,) attending the Brit Milah of the grandson of the Belz Admor, performing Kapparot with a chicken before Yom Kippur, gathering sechach or choosing haddasim and lulavim for Sukkos, along with a haunting photo of a middle aged Hassid praying with the Arba Minim.


Other photos show the awe of Hassidim gazing at the crown that once adorned the personal Sefer Torah of the legendary Ruzhiner Rebbe. There are of course photos of the Hassidic weddings including an intriguing two-page spread on pages 122-123 of Gur Hassidim watch their Rebbe’s son getting married. The Hassid on the left is using a pair of field glasses to get a better view while the Hassid standing next to him on page 123 is simultaneously reading a siddur or perhaps using it to shield his left eye from being photographed and employing his fingers to cover his right eye from Mr. Haruni’s camera; once again bringing awareness of the book’s title “Do Not Photograph.”


“Do Not Photograph” by Joshua Haruni can be found in Jewish bookstores or by clicking the book’s website – www.donotphotograph.com

Reprinted from this week’s edition of The Jewish Connection.
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