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Rabbi Dovid Goldwasser Discusses the Ways of Hashem to Wake Us Up

By Daniel Keren



Rabbi Dovid Goldwasser, internationally renowned Maggid Shiur and Rav of Congregation Bais Yitzchok who spoke recently at the Flatbush Independence Day Hakhel Yarchei Kallah Event on the topic of “Where is Hashem?”


Based on the pasuk, verse in Yirmiyahu that the Navi prophesized during the last days when the Bayis Rishon (First Holy Temple in Jerusalem) stood, we have to take note when strange and disturbing things start occurring to us and asking ourselves what is the message that G-d is trying to tell us? Why isn’t Hashem helping us when difficult and painful acts of anti-Semitism are increasingly rearing its ugly head?


Forty years before the destruction of the Bais Hamikdosh (the Holy Temple) some strange and frightening changes were noticed. Every Yom Kippur when the Kohen Gadol (Chief Priest) would perform the lottery on the goats, the lottery which usually came up in his right hand (symbolizing rachamim or mercy) began appearing in the left hand (symbolizing strict judgement).

Changes in the Yom Kippur Service in the Bais Hamikdosh


Also during the Yom Kippur service in the Bais Hamikdosh, the red wool (symbolizing our sins of the past year) stopped turning white (symbolizing that our prayers for teshuva, repentance had been accepted by G-d.) These changes were recorded years later by Chazal, our Sages of blessed memory in the Gemora after the tragic events that culminated in the  loss of our Holy Temple in Yerushalayim.


But why at that time weren’t the Kohen Gadol and the Jewish people inspired by these frightening changes in the awesome Yom Kippur service to strongly ask why these changes were occurring?


Rabbi Goldwasser said that had they taken these unusual changes more to heart, this should have inspired that generation just before the destruction of the Bais Hamikdosh to seriously change their ways for the better and to do a more proper teshuvah, which could have resulted in Hashem accepting that repentance and having changed His decision to destroy the Holy Temple.


Today, we are witnessing terrible and demoralizing incidents of anti-Semitism both in Eretz Yisroel and here in America and around the world. This is, Rabbi Goldwasser said, Hashem’s way of trying to wake us up and look deeply into our hearts and actions in order to change ourselves for the better [and eliminate the need for Hashem to allow such distressing incidents to continue to occur.]

Sometimes a Person Gets a Sign from Above


It would be a terrible mistake to look at unpleasant actions as just happenstance. This is a denial of Hashem’s hashgacha, providence in our day-to-day lives in this world. Sometimes a person has a siman, a sign from above as a result of something that occurs in his daily life.


Rabbi Goldwasser recalled being approached at a Shabbaton by a man who asked to speak to him. He mentioned that he had a problem giving maiser (10% of his net income to tzedokah, charity.) Rabbi Goldwasser tried to assist by encouraging him to try donating a small amount, thinking that once he became accustomed to giving even a small amount of his income to tzedokah, he would gain confidence to give the proper levels. The man however explained that he wasn’t asking a question. He just wanted to get the issue off his chest because it was bothering him.


The next day at the same Shabbaton, Rabbi Goldwasser was approached by a woman who also asked to talk to him and he of course agreed to listen to her in the hallway. She said that inexplicable her family’s income was decreasing precipitously and she didn’t know what do about it. She also mentioned that her husband had spoken to the rabbi the day before although she didn’t know what he had told her husband.


Rabbi Goldwasser immediately thought that perhaps the woman’s problem was related to her husband’s difficulty with giving the proper maiser to tzedakah. Why is that some people see a siman, sign from heaven and yet others don’t?


If we want to be redeemed [especially in these Three Weeks] from galus, this long and painful exile since the destruction of the second Beis Hamikdosh [by the Romans] we have to focus on giving more tzedokah, doing more chesed (acts of kindness) and being happy in our avodas Hashem, performance of mitzvas commanded to us by G-d.

Baseless Hatred vs. Baseless Ahavas Yisroel


Chazal teach us that the Holy Temple in Jerusalem was destroyed by baseless hatred of one Jew against another Yid. The way we can rebuild the Beis Hamikdosh is by demonstrating baseless ahavas Yisroel, love for another Jew that is not dependent on any particular qualities of that individual.


As mentioned before, an individual can be so stubborn in his or her ways that one can be completely oblivious to the simanim that Hashem is showering upon him. During these Three Weeks, a Jew has the unique ability to perceive those simanim that otherwise we tend to be blinded from recognizing during the rest of the year.


Whenever and wherever a major act of G-d occurs, whether it be a volcanic eruption or a devastating tsunami striking without warning, it should be as Rav Avigdor Miller said, a wake-up call for all of us to do teshuvah, repentance.


Before one davens, one should request that Hashem allow his prayers to be proper with pure kavanos, intentions and concentrations. And in this merit may we all be worthy of witnessing soon the geulah sheleimah, the complete redemption of the Jewish people from this painful exile and may we all return as in days of old to Eretz Yisroel to rejoice in the restoration of the Beis Hamikdosh and our closer and revealed connections to Hashem.
Reprinted from the July 12, 2018 edition of the Flatbush Jewish Journal.
What Are We Mourning?
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The Gemara in Taanis states, “When the month of Av begins one should decrease his level of joy. When the month of Adar begins one should increase his level of joy.” 

What is the basis to increase one’s level of joy in the month of Adar? There was a decree that was initiated by Haman, the evil one, to annihilate every Jewish man, woman, and child. Miraculously at the last moment, there was a complete change of events that allowed the decree to be rescinded by the Persian Emperor Achashverosh. He allowed the Jewish people to annihilate their enemies which culminated with the celebration of Purim. 

As a result of the miracle of Purim, the Gemara tells us the Jewish people reaffirmed their commitment to Torah out of love. At Sinai, the time of the giving of the Torah, G’d had held a mountain over the heads of the Jewish people with an ultimatum. They could either accept the Torah or be buried under the mountain. 

At Sinai, the Jewish people were compelled to accept the Torah. The verse in the Scroll of Esther, states, “Keemu v’kiblu (they fulfilled and accepted [the Torah].” The Gemara explains that after the miracle of Purim they reaffirmed what they had previously received. 

As a result of experiencing the miracle of Purim, the Jewish people understood that the only reason that G’d had saved them from physical extinction was because of His unlimited love for them. Thus, one increases his level of joy in the month of Adar because it was a time during which G’d revealed the special value of the Jewish people to Him. This was the culmination of the seventy years of exile of the Jewish people after the destruction of the First Temple. Thus, embarking on the era to build the Second Temple to be reinstated by G’d. 

The Gemara in contrast states, “When the month of Av begins one should decrease his level of joy.” While the month of Adar represents a time that G’d revealed His closeness and intimate relationship to the Jewish people, the month of Av, through its tragic events reveals the distancing of the Jewish people from Him. 
The Mishna in Tractate Taanis states, “Five tragedies occurred on the Ninth of Av (Tisha b’Av)- the sin of the spies, the destruction of the First and Second Temples, the massacre and destruction of Betar, and the city of Jerusalem was plowed under (by the Romans).” Every tragedy that had occurred to the Jewish people on the ninth of Av is the basis for every tragedy that will ever take place in the future. 
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Rav Yosef Kalatsky


Since the Jewish people accepted the slanderous reports of the spies regarding the Land that G’d had promised them, they had demonstrated an unprecedented lack of faith. Because they bemoaned their fate without reason at that time, G’d decreed that this day would be a day of tragedy throughout Jewish history that will give them reason to cry. 

The initial tragic event of the spies set into motion a dynamic that would allow the intimate relationship with the Jewish people to be weakened. This was blatantly demonstrated through the destruction of the First and Second Temples, which were G’d’s dwelling place in existence. 

Although the various destructions themselves are painful and tragic, what we actually mourn is the underlying cause of all of those tragedies, which is G’d’s leaving our presence. The Gemara in Tractate Berachos tells us that there is “an iron curtain” between ourselves and Our Father in Heaven. Our supplications to G’d are obstructed and do not ascend to be received by Him because there is a spiritual barrier that has been created as a result of the sins of the Jewish people. 
When we mourn the destruction of the Temple and the dispersion of the Jewish people in exile, we are not mourning our own physical predicament (such as exile and the lack of the Temple), but rather we are mourning the intimate relationship with G’d that we have lost. 

By lessening the level of Joy during the month of Av, one can focus on the true cause of the tragedies without distraction. When we supplicate G’d to rebuild the Temple and bring Moshiach it is not to free us from our personal travails and suffering, but rather so that we should merit to be reinstated with Him and restore G’d’s Glory to the world. (Rabbi Yosef Kalatsky) 
Reprinted from the whY I Matter parsha sheet of the Young Israel of Midwood (Brooklyn) email for Parashat Devorim 5778 edited by Yedidye Hirtenfeld.

Parshas Devarim 

Being Part of the Team
By Rabbi Bentzion Shafier

Founder of TheShmuz.com

 “HASHEM our G-d has spoken to us in Chorev, saying, “You have had much dwelling by this mountain.” — Devarim 1:6

On the first day of Sivan, the Jewish people encamped at Har Sinai. Five days later, they received the Torah. They then remained at Har Sinai. Much time was to pass and many events were to transpire before they would begin their travels through the Midbar. 


Thirty-eight years later, when the Torah recounts the time spent at Har Sinai, it uses the expression, “You have had much dwelling by this mountain.” Rashi explains this to mean, “There is much reward for your having dwelt at this mountain. While you were there, you acquired much importance and reward. You built the Mishkan, the Menorah and the holy vessels. You received the Torah, and you appointed the Sanhedrin.”


This Rashi is difficult to understand. Moshe Rabbeinu is addressing the entire nation and saying that the years in the Midbar were great for all of them. Every one of the Jewish people received greatness and reward for being there. Yet only a small number of the people actually constructed the Mishkan, and none of them were appointed to the Sanhedrin. How are they rewarded for what they didn’t do? 
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Rabbi Bentzion Shafier

The answer to this can best be understood with a parable. 

The Super Bowl Ring


In America today, entertainment is taken very, very seriously. And probably no event looms larger than the Super Bowl. Receiving more coverage and more notice than any religious event or national holiday, this is the event of the year. The build-up begins months ahead of time, and it’s pervasive. In supermarkets, on billboards, on t-shirts, and in magazines, the big game is touted with pictures of players and offers of memorabilia. Everyone wants to be a part of the hype. 


On Super Bowl Sunday itself, life seems to stop. Over one hundred million people watch the game. About half of the households in the country show it in their living rooms and dens.  


Needless to say, being on a Super Bowl team is the highlight of an athlete’s life, and being on the winning team means being a part of history. One of the trophies the winners receive is the Super Bowl ring. Typically, the ring is diamond-encrusted and large enough to bear the Super Bowl inscription, the winning team’s name and logo, and the year of the game. 


In 2014, the Seattle Seahawks won the Super Bowl. This was their first victory ever, and to celebrate, they hired Tiffany’s to hand-craft each Super Bowl ring. The famed jewelry company produced a masterpiece. 


In the past, Super Bowl rings sold for close to $250,000.00, but this was in a class by itself. Set in white gold with over 107 round diamonds and 40 sapphires lining the top, it is enough to make a jewelry enthusiast drool. Tiffany’s refused to give a value on the ring, saying, “It’s truly priceless.” 


The question, though, was: who gets a ring? Certainly, the eleven starting players would each receive one. The other fifty or so players who suit up for the game are also part of the team, so each of them should receive a ring as well. But there are also coaches, trainers, executives, and general staff. They too are part of the success, and so they should receive one. In the end, the Seahawks gave a ring to every full-time employee of the organization. All told, four hundred Super Bowl rings were distributed — because all those people were part of the team.

All members of the Team


This seems to be the answer to the question on Rashi. The Torah is telling us that we are all members of one nation. Whether you’re the Gadol HaDor or a simple tailor, you’re a Jew, and every Jew is part of one unit. For good or for bad, we are together. Only too often, we have been punished as a group, but we are also rewarded as a group. What Moshe was saying to the people of that generation was, “During your lifetime these things were accomplished, and you are all a part of it. The nation as a whole is credited with the building of the Mishkan and the establishment of the Sanhedrin. You are all part of the nation, so you receive reward.” 


This concept is very applicable to us. In our day, we have seen a resurgence of Torah study that might well be unprecedented in history. Since the great yeshivahs of Sura and Pumpedisa, there haven’t been these many men learning Torah full-time. And we are all a part of that. 

Whether I learn in the Mir in Yerushalyim, Bais Medrash Govoah in Lakewood, or in Ponevezh or Chofetz Chaim, or even if I have never set foot into a yeshivah in my life, I am part of this nation. This nation is ascending. This nation has rebuilt Torah institutions. This nation has recreated its own culture and its own ways. 

We have our own magazines and radio programs, our own authors and songwriters — we have experienced the rebirth of a Torah Nation. And all of this in the turbulent waters of a conflicted society that constantly pulls at us to join in its march of emptiness and frivolity. That society pulls at our youth, and it pulls at our men and women, but despite all its efforts, we have remained loyal to the Torah way. The nation of Yisrael is on the rise, and we are all a part of it. In that sense, we are to be rewarded. May HASHEM speedily bring forth our final Redemption.  

Reprinted from this week’s website on TheShmuz.com This is an excerpt from the Shmuz on the Parsha book.
When Tisha B’Av Falls on Shabbos

From the Talks of the Lubavitcher Rebbe

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
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Our Sages explain that on Tisha B'Av Moshiach is born. According to the Arizal, it is on the afternoon of Tisha B'Av that Moshiach is "born." This does not refer to his actual birth, because Moshiach will not be an infant when he redeems our people, but rather to a strengthening of his influence. For our Sages refer to a birthday as a day when mazalo govair, "the spiritual source of one's soul shines powerfully." On the day when Moshiach's spiritual source is powerfully revealed, there is a unique potential for the Redemption to come.

This year Tisha B'Av is on Shabbat, and thus we do not mourn. Thus, Shabbat postpones the negative factors associated with Tisha B'Av and enhances and amplifies the date's positive influences. Similarly, the fact that Tisha B'Av falls on Shabbat and that instead of fasting we are obligated to take pleasure in the foods and beverages served, alludes to the Redemption. For every Shabbat is a microcosm of "the era that is all Shabbat and rest for eternity" and the Shabbat meals are a reflection of the feast to be served on that day.


For that reason, when a fast day falls on Shabbat there must be an additional stress on happiness. This is reflected in the third Shabbat meal. Although it is the seuda hamafseket, the meal directly before the Tisha B'Av fast which is usually associated with certain mourning rites, this year, one may serve "a meal comparable to the feasts of King Shlomo."


Indeed, in regard to a Tisha B'Av which falls on Shabbat, our Sages use the expression, "Since it was postponed, let it be nullified." On a simple level, it means that since the fast was not observed on its appropriate date, there is reason to suppose that in that year, one need not fast at all. On a deeper level, however, it reflects the potential for the fast to be nullified completely and totally with the coming of the redemption.


Among the unique aspects of the observance of Tisha B'Av this year is that it has a resemblance to Yom Kippur. In regard to Yom Kippur, it is said, "whoever eats and drinks on the ninth is considered as if he fasted on the ninth and tenth." Eating "succulent meat and aged wine" on the ninth of the month causes G-d to have this considered as a special merit. This concept can also be borrowed in regard to the ninth and tenth of Av this year, for we eat on the ninth of the month in preparation for the fast on the tenth.


The imminence of the Redemption mentioned previously allows for the possibility for a further connection to be drawn between Tisha B'Av and Yom Kippur. At the dedication of the First Holy Temple, on the tenth of Tishrei, on Yom Kippur, the Jews ate and drank in celebration. And this was considered a unique merit for them. 


Since we are awaiting Moshiach's arrival every day, it is possible that the tenth of Av will be the dedication of the third Holy Temple. For the Holy Temple is already completely built in the spiritual realms and must only descend to the earth. Were this to happen, the parallel between Tisha B'Av and Yom Kippur would be revealed in the most complete and positive sense. May it happen this year!

Reprinted from the Parshas Devorim 5752/1992 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.
Rabbi Berel Wein on
Parashat Devorim
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In summing up the story of the Jewish people, from Egyptian slavery to the eve of their entry into their promised homeland, our great teacher and leader Moshe minces no words. He reminds the people of Israel of their shortcomings and of their transgressions during the 40 years that he has led them. There is very little bitterness in his narrative but rather just the damning truth of hard facts and known circumstances.


Though this fifth book of the Bible will contain many commandments and legal matters in it, the overall message of the book is one of historical perspective – of the past and of the future, of the weaknesses and foibles of the people and of their greatness and search for spirituality and holiness. The rabbis taught us that it is better to hear criticisms and chastisement from Moshe who loves us, then compliments and blandishments from Bilaam, who essentially hates us.


The truth is that all of us find it difficult to accept criticism easily and coolly. Our ego flares up and we immediately build up a wall of resentment and excuses in order to deflect the criticism leveled against us. But that is certainly a self-defeating mechanism that only reinforces our shortcomings and prevents us from taking the necessary steps to bring about self-improvement. The Talmud itself bemoans the fact that the diminution of the generations has left us with a society that finds it difficult to accept criticism, and a lack of people who can administer criticism correctly. That certainly seems to be the case in our world today as well


The reading of the first chapter of the prophet Isaiah, from which this Shabbat derives its name –Chazon - is a strongly worded indictment of the Jewish society in first Temple times and provides the background as to why destruction and exile followed. The prophet will complain later that the people were not attentive to his words and in fact inflicted physical harm upon him for having the temerity to address them in such a fashion.


The great men of Mussar over the past two centuries have placed a greater emphasis on being able to hear the opinions and criticisms of others. Needless to say, this attitude did not prove to be overly popular even amongst religious Jews. Yet, it is abundantly clear that having a closed mind and deaf ears leads to great societal problems, both personal and national.


I would say that, in my opinion, it is one of the more serious failings that exists in our attitudes and behavior patterns. Smugness and self-righteous contentment are truly enemies of progress and spiritual advancement. The L-rd Himself, so to speak, asks of us to come, debate and discuss behavior and problems directly with the A-mighty. But the fear of criticism and the lack of the ability to truly digest such criticism prevents many such a discussion or debate from somehow taking place. A little less ego and a lot more humility and attentiveness to others would certainly stand us in good stead.

Reprinted from the current website of Rabbiwein.com
The Book of Debarim –

Completing the Divine Name
By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour

 

The  Hachamim  were  very  particular  in  the  way  they  scheduled  the  weekly  Torah  readings,  ensuring  that  each  week’s  reading  would  be  relevant  to  that  season. There  is  always  some  connection  –  either  obvious  or  subtle  –  between  the  weekly  Parasha  and  the  time  of  year  when  it  is  read. 

Each  and  every  year,  we  begin  the  Book  of  Devarim  on  the  Shabbat  before  Tisha  B’Ab,  during  the  period  of  mourning  for  the  destruction  of  the  Bet  Ha’mikdash.    Undoubtedly,  some  connection  exists  between  this  transition  from  Bamdibar  to  Debarim,  and  the  period  of  mourning  for  the  Temple. 
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Rabbi Eli J. Mansour


Our  Sages  teach  us  that  while  we  are  in  exile,  the  Name  of  G-d  is  not  complete.  The  final  verse  of  Tehillim  states,  “Kol  Ha’neshama  Tehalel  Y-H”  (literally,  “Every  soul  shall  praise  G-d”).  The  word  “Neshama”  is  related  to  the  word  “Shama,”  which  means  “desolate,”  and  it  thus  alludes  to  our  period  of  exile,  when  the  Mikdash  lay  in  ruins.


The  verse  tells  us  that  during  this  period  of  “Neshama,”  of  destruction  and  desolation,  “Tehalel  Y-H”–  we  can  only  praise  “Y-H,”  the  first  two  letters  of  the  divine  Name  of  “Y-H-V-H.” In  the  times  of  Mashiah,  the  final  two  letters  –“Vav”  and  “Heh”–  will  be  added  to  the  “Yod”  and  “Heh”  to  complete  the  divine  Name.


This  is  what  we  pray  for  in  the  Kaddish  prayer,  when  we  say,  “Yeheh  Shemeh  Rabba.” The  word  “Shemeh”  means  “Shem  Y-H,”  and  we  pray  that  this  Name  shall  be  made  “Rabba”–  great,  or  complete,  with  the  arrival  of  our  final  redemption. 

In  truth,  the  divine  Name  has  five  letters,  not  four.  The  Sages  teach  us  that  the  letter  “Yod,”  with  which  this  Name  begins,  is  written  in  the  Torah  scroll  with  a  decorative  “crown,” which  may  be  perceived  as  an  independent  letter.    And  thus  the  divine  Name  of  “Y-H-V-H” may  be  viewed  as  a  five-letter  Name.


These  five  letters  correspond  to  the  five  books  of  the  Torah.    Bereshit  corresponds  to  the  “crown”  of  the  “Yod”;  Shemot  parallels  the  letter  “Yod” itself;  Vayikra  represents  the  first  “Heh”;  Bamidbar  symbolizes  the  “Vav”;  and  the  final  book,  Debarim,  is  associated  with  the  fifth  and  final  letter,  the  second  “Heh.”

The  reading  of  Sefer  Debarim,  then,  expresses  our  hopes  for  the  completion  of  the  divine  Name. This  book  represents  the  final  letter  of  Y-H-V-H,  and  thus  symbolizes  our  longing  for  the  Messianic  Era,  when  G-d’s  Name  will  be  complete,  when  Y-H  will  be  transformed  into  Y-H-V-H.

Moshe  Rabbenu  himself  alludes  to  this  concept  in  the  beginning  of  Parashat  Debarim,  when  he  recalls  how  close  Beneh  Yisrael  were  to  the  Land  of  Israel,  noting,  “Ahad  Assar  Yom  Me’Horeb...Ad  Kadesh”  (“It  is  a  mere  eleven-day  journey  from  Horeb  [Sinai]...until  Kadesh”).


The  deeper  meaning  of  this  verse  is  that  the  path  from  “Horeb”–  referring  to  the  state  of  “Hurban”  (“destruction”)  –  to  “Kadesh”–  referring  to  Kedusha,  the  period  of  Mashiah  –  is  through  the  number  11,  the  combined  numerical  value  of  the  “Vav”  (6)  and  “Heh”  (5). We  achieve  redemption  by  bringing  these  two  letters  back  to  “Y-H”  to  form  the  complete  Name  of  Hashem. 

This  is  why  we  always  begin  the  Book  of  Debarim  at  this  time,  when  we  mourn  the  destruction  of  the  Mikdash,  as  it  expresses  our  fervent  hope  for  the  end  of  the  exile  and  the  arrival  of  Mashiah,  which  will  occur  with  the  completion  of  the  divine  Name,  symbolized  by  the  reading  of  the  Book  of  Debarim.  How  do  we  bring  back  these  two  letters  in  order  to  achieve  our  final  redemption? 

The  “Vav”  is  represented  by  the  six  books  of  the  Mishna,  and  the  “Heh”  symbolizes  the  five  books  of  the  Humash.    And  thus  the  way  we  restore  the  missing  letters  is  through  our  Torah  study,  by  devoting  time  to  learning  the  holy  words  of  the  Humash  and  the  Talmud.  This  is  the  way  we  “rescue”  the  missing  letters  of  “Vav”  and  “Heh”  and  bring  them  back  to  combine  with  the  half-Name  of  Y-H,  thereby  bringing  Mashiah  and  our  final  redemption,  speedily  and  in  our  days,  Amen.
Reprinted from this week’s website of the Edmond J. Safra Synagogue of Brooklyn (NY) where Rabbi Mansour serves as the spiritual leader.

The Power of One Man
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King (Tsar) Boris III


On March 9, 1942, an order arrived from Berlin to deport the 50,000 Bulgarian Jews. Adolf Eichmann's office was ready to "operate." Bulgaria had officially joined the coalition (comprised of Nazi Germany, Italy, Japan, and Franco's Spain, as well as several other mostly Eastern European, countries) in March 1941, hoping to reclaim the territories it had lost to Rumania, Greece, and Serbia (later Yugoslavia) as a result of its military defeats in the Second Balkan War (1913) and again in World War I.


Indeed, Germany, with the help of Bulgaria, occupied these territories and the Bulgarian King Boris III was given full administrative control over these provinces and was hailed by his people as the "Unifier King." In 1942 the Nazi's forced the issue of the Jews and Bulgaria established an "office for Jewish relations."

Theodor Dannecker,  Eichmann’s former representative for the Jewish Question in Paris, arrived in Sofia in January 1943 to fulfil the same role by working with this department, headed by Alexander Belev, a rabid Anti-Semite who advocated all Jews be forcibly deported to the death camps in Poland. Belev was aware that the deportation of Jews from its territories was best carried out in secret, to avoid public outcry.

Belev and Dannecker decided that 8,000 Macedonian Jews, 6,000 Thracian Jews, and 6,000 Jews from pre-war Bulgaria, about 20,000 altogether would be shipped to Germany in the first wave of deportations. Later, they would "cleanse" Bulgaria properly from its 50,000 Jews.


On March 20-22, 1943, around 12,000 Jews from these territories were arrested and placed on four boats destined for Vienna. The trip took about a week; one boat sank. From Vienna, the Jews were sent by train to Treblinka on March 26th and 28th, and they were murdered in the gas chambers of Treblinka. Only 12 survived the war.

These Jews of the Balkans were, for the most part, tall, strong, and affluent. One survivor wrote: "When we looked at a man like that, we didn’t want to believe that only 20 minutes later [after arriving in Treblinka] he would end his life in the gas chamber. These fine looking Jews would hardly let the hangmen kill them so easily.

"[Because these Jews were so well- built, dressed, and good looking, the Germans decided to treat them 'differently.'] A small quantity of gas was introduced into the chambers, and the asphyxiation process went on all night. They suffered for a long time until they breathed their last. They also suffered terribly before entering the chambers. The hangmen were jealous of the victims’ fine appearance and maltreated them that much more."

Part of Belev's deal with the Nazi's was the deportation of 8,000 more Jews of Bulgarian citizenship to fill the quota he had agreed to. Belev stepped up to the task and ordered a secret transport.
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Dimitar Peshev


Enter Dimitar Peshev, a prominent politician in Bulgaria before and during World War II. In 1936, he served as Minister of Justice. At this time, he was Vice Chairman of the Bulgarian Parliament.

When Peshev learned that the government intended to hand over 8,000 Jews from Bulgaria, (he was unaware of the first 12,000 taken from the newly occupied countries near Bulgaria,) he decided to oppose this vigorously. 

Rushing into Parliament, he gathered a few members and burst into the office of Gabrovski, the Bulgarian Minister of Interior, with a demand that the order is rescinded.


After a dramatic confrontation, Gabrovski ordered that the deportation be postponed. Peshev personally called the local prefect's office to make sure that the counter-order was being obeyed. Not satisfied with this, Peshev decided to publicly denounce this and further deportations from the podium of the Parliament, where he was vice-chairman.


He collected the signatures of over 40 parliament members for a petition addressed to the government and the king, in which he pleaded not to disgrace the name of Bulgaria by consenting to the deportation of its own Jewish citizens to Nazi camps. He called it "mass murder."
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Bulgarian stamp honoring Archbishop Stephan and Dimitar Peshev


Two others ought to be mentioned: When Bulgarian Archbishop Stefan learned that at least 800 Jews from Sofia were about to be "evacuated," he rushed to the royal palace and refused to leave until the king finally agreed to hear him out. Bishop Kyril of Plovdiv (a future head of the Orthodox Church) sent several telegrams to the monarch, and in a defiant act of civil disobedience, allowed local Jews to take refuge in his church and his own home. He prevented the deportation of 1,500-1,600 Jews from his diocese, who were ordered to assemble at Plovdiv's train station on March 9, by vowing to lie across the rails in the path of the train transport taking them out of the country.

The public protest spurred by Peshev caused the government to back down its plans to deport the country's 50,000 Jews. Due to Peshev's actions, thousands of Jews who were herded into warehouses and schools, awaiting the cattle trains to the death camps, were sent home.

Peshev, however, was penalized with his dismissal as vice-chairman of the parliament. Belev and his Nazi overseers were furious by this action and plotted new schemes to get rid of Bulgaria's Jews. In August 1943, Czar Boris flew to Berchtesgaden to ask Adolf Hitler why he needed the Jews. Reluctant to admit to the gas chambers, Hitler answered that the Jews must build roads. "Roads are also needed in Bulgaria," answered the king.


Hitler didn't "buy" this, yet conceded providing all Jewish men and boys were sent to Labor camps. Boris agreed.


According to rumor, the Germans poisoned Boris; the royal plane returned to Sofia with a dead king and his brother became regent. Jews were removed from the cities and relocated to various locations throughout the countryside, but not a single Jew was forced to leave Bulgaria. At the end of the war, the Jews returned to their homes, which remained intact and waiting for them.

In 1945, the Jewish population of Bulgaria was still 50,000, its pre-war level. Its neighbor, Rumania, had 270,000 Jews, all sent to the gas chambers. Next to the rescue of Danish Jews, Bulgarian Jewry's escape from deportation and extermination represents the most significant exception of any Jewish population in Nazi-occupied Europe. Beginning in 1948, more than 35,000 Bulgarian Jews chose to emigrate to the new state of Israel. The Bulgarian people were the only ones in Europe (besides the Danes) who went out of their way to save the Jews, largely because of one man: Peshev.


After the Communist takeover, at the end of the war, Peshev was placed on trial for his participation in the previous pro-German government. His role in saving the country's Jews swayed the court in reducing his sentence, and he was freed after a year's imprisonment.  In January 1973, Yad Vashem gave him a title of "Righteous Among the Nations" for his role in halting the deportation of Bulgaria's Jews at great risk to himself. Peshev died later that year. His memory is a blessing and an inspiration!


The lesson of 76 years ago teaches us what a single person, committed to the cause of justice and love, can accomplish. May Hashem avenge their blood and may we all do our part in fighting the fight in today’s crucial times.

Reprinted from the Parshat Mattot-Masei 5778 email of the Chabad of Great Neck (NY) of Rabbi Yoseph Geisinsky.

Our Love of Hashem

By Rabbi Moshe Meir Weiss
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In our daily Krias Shema, we say, “V’ahvata es Hashem Elokecha – And you should love Hashem Your Go-d.”  Both the Rokei’ach and the Baal HaTurim reveal that the word v’ahavta is an anagram of ha’Avos, our Patriarchs, referring to Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov.  Then, we follow up this statement of our love of Hashem with, “B’chol levovecha – With all our heart,” like Avraham of whom it is written, “Umatzotza es levovo ne’emon l’fonecha – And You found his heart trustworthy before You.”  Then we say, “B’chol nafshecha – With all of our life,” like Yitzchak, who offered his life at the akeidah.  Finally, we say B’chol meodecha – With all of your money,” like Yaakov, who declared, “Kol asher titen li aser a’ashrenu loch – All that You give me I will surely tithe to You.”

With this explanation, we can understand why b’chol meodecha follows after b’chol nafshecha for at first glance it would seem to be anticlimactic that we pledge our money after we pledge our very life.  According to the Baal HaTurim and the Rokei’ach, the order is chronological in nature.

Rashi answers this difficulty in another way.  He explains that there are people who love their money more than their life.  For example, if someone holds them up threatening, “Your money or your life,” they’ll attempt to make a run for it!  It is because of such people, explains Rashi, that it says b’chol meodecha after b’chol nafshecha.

I always found this explanation very puzzling.  For, I would assume that a person of the mindset which Rashi describes must certainly be within a great minority.  Most sensible people love their lives more than their money.  So, shouldn’t the order of Krias Shema follow the majority of humanity?  Wouldn’t it be more proper to say “With all your money and even with your life?”  
I think the true understanding of Rashi is as follows.  The word meodecha in reality does not mean money.  Rather, the word meod means ‘very much,’ like in the phrase tov meod, it is very good. Thus, when we say that we are loving Hashem b’chol meodecha, we mean with all that is the very most dear to us.  
Rashi gives but one example: that for some people money is the most dear to them.  But that is only one example.  Many a mother will shield her child from danger with he own body because her child is dearer to her than her own life.  A loving spouse will shield their mate from danger.  And finally, here’s another possible meaning of b’chol meodecha:  with one’s mind: for most people would rather die than to live like a vegetable.

So the definition of this climactic declaration of love for Hashem varies from person to person.

I discovered another example of what b’chol meodecha can entail from the following Chassidic gem.  Rav Nochum of Chernobyl, Zt”l, Zy”a, used to travel from small town to another to spread the holy words of the Baal Shem Tov and the Maggid of Mezeritch.  He came to one town and found that they did not have a mikvah.  When he asked the townspeople how such a thing was possible, they explained that they couldn’t afford to build one. 

Rav Nochum did some homework and learned that there was one wealthy man living in the town.  He approached him with the proposition to perform the great mitzvah of building the mikvah.  The man responded with a counter-proposal.  He was ready, he said, to both fund the building of a state-of-the-art mikvah and take on its long-term expenses with the following condition.  When the Rebbe inquired as to the condition, astonishingly the man asked in exchange for the Rebbe’s Olam Haba, his portion in the Afterlife.  Rav Nochum acquiesced and the contract was drawn up.

When the students of Rav Nochum asked him in consternation how he could agree to such a thing, he answered that it says that one should serve Hashem b’chol meodecha.  What, he concluded, could be more precious to me than my portion in the Afterlife and now I get a chance to show my love for Hashem even with that!

In the zchus of dedicating ourselves wholeheartedly to Hashem may He shower us with good health, happiness, and everything wonderful!
Reprinted from the June 2, 2015 website of Matzav.com
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