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The Watercarrier Who Almost Brought a Locust Storm

By Elchonon Isaacs
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In the city of Safed lived the sage Rabbi Yitzchak Luria, known as the holy Arizal. He would often take his students to the valleys and hills surrounding the holy city to learn. Sometimes they would visit the tombs of the great tzaddikim (righteous people) who were interred in the area, where they would pray and learn the esoteric parts of the Torah.


One day, the Ari took a group to the resting place of the prophet Hosea benBeeri and stood praying silently, surrounded by his students. Soon after, they sat to listen to the words of Torah and Kabbalah that he shared.

Suddenly, the students noticed a change in their master’s demeanor. His joyful and content expression was replaced by one of worry and strain. After a silent pause, the Ari said, “I have been notified from above that there is a impending decree on the city of Safed. A locust swarm is coming that will totally devour the crops in the area, and we are in danger of a famine."


The students were surprised and asked, “Master, for what misdeed is such a harsh punishment coming to the citizens of Safed? What is our sin?”


The Ari answered, “There is a Jew in the city by the name of Yaakov Alterin. He is a very poor man and has lost his source of income. He complained to G‑d about his dire state of affairs. When the heavenly court saw that not one of the citizens of Safed is doing anything to help him, the decree was made.”


“But Rebbe,” the students inquired, “is there anything we can still do to avert this terrible decree?”


The Ari instructed his students to pool together their resources. Then he collected the cash they came up with and gave it to his trusted student Rabbi Yitzchak HaKohen, instructing him to give the money to the poor man.


Yitzchak scouted the alleys of the city until he found Yaakov Alterin’s dilapidated house. It was a sorry sight to behold. He could hear crying and wailing coming from inside. When there was no answer to his knocking, he gathered his courage and opened the door. He was met with the sight of Yaakov surrounded by his family, crying and with his face lifted heavenward. He was talking to G‑d.


As the people in the house became aware of their visitor, their cries stopped. Yaakov asked the guest, "What is it that you are looking for?"


“I am a student of the Arizal, and I just heard from my teacher that you are going through a crisis and I ought to help. What happened and why are you crying?”


Yaakov began to pour out his heart to the visitor. “I am a water carrier, and every day I use my barrel to deliver water to the residents of the neighborhood. With this meager living I supported my family. Now my barrel has broken beyond repair, and with it my source of livelihood is gone. I cannot work, and my children are starving.


“In my distress, I turned to G‑d and asked: Am I worthy of such treatment? Am I worse off than the rest of the world? Does my family deserve to starve? You G‑d, sustain the entire world with kindness, and why did you take away my livelihood?”


Yitzchak realized how right his teacher was. He took the money out, and before handing it over to Yaakov, he said, “G‑d heard your prayers, and from now on you will lack nothing. We, the residents of Safed, are going to support you in all that you need."


Yaakov’s mood lifted, and he was overcome with joy. He saw how happy his family was with the blessing that had come their way, and did not stop thanking G‑d and the visitor for saving them from hunger.


Yitzchak remained very serious. “Yaakov, do you know that with your complaints to G‑d you have endangered the entire city with an impending locust storm that would result in a famine?! G‑d saw that your neighbors and family did not help you, and so a decree was made. Our holy teacher saw this.”


Yaakov regretted the words he said in his distress and resolved to rely on G‑d without complaining. The two parted, and Yitzchak returned to his colleagues and related what had happened.


The students asked the Arizal if the heavenly decree was annulled. He replied that the merit of the charity that was given to the poor man it had its desired effect and the decree was annulled.


Suddenly, the students noticed a dark cloud of locusts approaching Safed, and they began to panic. Had their actions come too late? The students turned to their teacher, who remained calm without a trace of concern on his face. “Continue learning and your worry will pass,” he told them.


A few moments later, a strong wind began blowing, and the swarm blew toward the sea. Not one locust touched the city of Safed. (Translated and adapted from Sichat Hashavuah 1177.)

Reprinted from the Parshas Va’eschanan 5777 email of Chabad.Org Magazine.

Rav Yisroel Salanter’s Opinion of the Two Boys who Wanted to be the Tallest

Once, Rav Yisroel Salanter, zt”l, was watching two young boys playing together. At one point, one boy said, “I’m taller than you!” The other boy argued back and said, “You’re wrong! I am taller than you!” The argument went back and forth for some time. 

Finally, the first boy said, “I’ll show you that I’m taller.” He found a stone and stood on top of it. Gleefully, he exclaimed, “See! Now I am really taller!” 

The second boy just laughed. With one swift motion, he reached up and knocked the first boy to the ground. Then, with a mocking voice he said, “I told you, I am taller than you!” 

Rav Yisroel watched this entire episode from a distance. He then turned to a student and said, “The Middos and characteristics of the second boy are repulsive. This boy will grow up to be a wicked individual!” 

The student was surprised at this statement, and Rav Yisroel explained, “The first boy stood on a stone to show he is taller. The second boy could have also stood on a larger stone to show that he is taller. But instead, he used force to knock his friend down. He wasn’t interested in being taller than the other. He just wanted to minimize the stature of his friend! This is a corrupt tendency and is wicked, and this will only lead to much Machlokes!”

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

L’Maaseh

Resolving a Dispute Between Parents on the Name for a Baby Boy
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Rabbi Shlomo Zalman Auerbach, zt”l and Rabbi Chaim Kanievsky, shlita

Rav Yitzchak Zilberstein once related the following story to his brother-in-law, Rav Chaim Kanievsky. A couple who had just been Bentched with their first son came before Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach, zt”l, with a question, concerning what they should name their son. 

The husband had just recently lost his father, so it was natural that he would want to name his son after his father. His wife refused to give that name, because a short time earlier, in their apartment building, a young child with that same name had unfortunately passed away, and the mother feared that it was a bad sign to give her son that name. 

The husband argued that Kibbud Av, honoring the memory of his father, was more important than her concern, but she responded that under no circumstances would she put her son’s life in “danger” by giving him that name. 
Rav Shlomo Zalman gave the matter some thought, then he gave his decision. He said, “I have to side in favor of the mother, but for a different reason than she has.” He explained, “The baby should not be named after his father’s father, but not because of a fear concerning a bad sign. 

“The reason is because in just a few years when your son will go out to play, and his mother will call out from the window for him to come home, your neighbor who lost their child with the same name will hear the name of their child being called out, and it will cause pain to them. One cannot give such a name that quite possibly will cause pain to another Jew.” 

When Rav Chaim Kanievsky heard this psak, tears welled up in his eyes. He said, “This is what it means to be sensitive when deciding a halachic ruling. To most people, the Halachic response to the husband and wife was clear, it was either one way or the other. To Rav Shlomo Zalmen, there was so much more to consider!”

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

Rabbi Meir of Rotenberg

And the Special Sefer Torah
By Rabbi Tuvia Bolton




Tombs of Rabbi Meir of Rothenburg (left) and Alexander

ben Salomon Wimpfen (right) in the Jewish cemetery of Worms

Rabbi Meir (the 'Mahara'm') of Rotenberg was born in Worms, Germany in the year 1215. In his early teens he was recognized as a Talmudic prodigy and opened a Torah academy in the city of Rotenberg, Germany which drew thousands of pupils. He became a prolific writer of responsa and commentary and was considered the Chief Rabbi of all France and Germany. His name spread throughout Europe and Russia as a beacon of light to even the greatest Rabbis of his age who turned to him for advice and enlightenment.


But when he reached the age of seventy-two tragedy struck. A wave of European Anti-Semitism caused spontaneous 'pogroms' everywhere. Jewish blood flowed like water. No Jew was safe and when he heard that an order was issued for his arrest the Mahara’m was forced to leave everything behind and flee for his life. But before he could cross the border he was recognized, captured and handed over to King Rudolf I who imprisoned him in a high tower [in Ensisheim, Alsace] and demanded an exorbitant ransom.


The Jews began collecting funds. They were willing to do anything to save him. But when the Mahara'm heard of the amount being demanded he told them to stop. As much as he wanted to be free, paying the ransom would only encourage more kidnappings and therefore was against Jewish law.


And so it was. He remained imprisoned for six more years until his death at the age of Seventy-Eight (some say he was imprisoned at the age of 66 and died at 72). But even then he was not freed. The King refused to release his body until seven years later, a wealthy Jew [Alexander ben Salomon Wimpfer] ignored the Mahara'm’s prohibition and gave all he had so he could be given a Jewish burial.


But there is one detail that is little known; the open miracle of the Torah Scroll from heaven. (Chikri Minhagim, Rav Gurari pg. 311)


During the six years of his imprisonment the Mahara'm was not allowed any books so he was forced to serve G-d by repeating and contemplating the thousands of pages of Torah that were etched in his infallible memory.


But one thing that gave him untold agony was that he did not have a Torah Scroll (Sefer Torah) to read from on the Sabbaths and holidays. The thought literally obsessed him: Tefillin had been smuggled to him by bribing the guards but there was no way to get him a Sefer Torah.


Then, one Thursday night in his second year of imprisonment, he drowsed off while in the middle of his learning and had a dream. An angel, awesome in appearance, appeared before him holding a large, radiant Torah Scroll, and said, "I am the Angel Gavriel. It is known that Moses, on the day before he departed this world, wrote thirteen Sefer Torahs. Twelve were distributed to each of the twelve Tribes and this is the thirteenth."


The Angel continued. "This Scroll is read each Shabbat in Heaven by the one of the departed Tzadikim (Holy Jews) in the Heavenly Court and all the others come to listen. But, as you know, when Torah is read in the physical world it is much higher. So it has been decided in heaven that this Torah will be given to you. Every Shabbat and holiday you will read from it aloud and all of the Tzadikim in heaven will come to listen."

Suddenly the Mahara'm awoke and saw.... the Holy Torah Scroll on his table before him!


It was truly a miracle! The imprisoned Rabbi's heart filled with indescribable happiness and he joyously kept his side of the bargain. Every Shabbat, Rosh Chodesh and Holiday he would do everything possible to sanctify himself, would read aloud from this Holy Scroll, and each time the room would with fill brilliant spiritual light as the thousands of radiant souls came to listen. On regular days he would also occasionally read from it to himself and each time wondrous new ideas and connections would fill his mind from the sentences he read.


This continued for two years until one day it occurred to him to make a copy for posterity that could be, in turn, copied from.


His pupils managed to bribe the guards and, week after week, smuggle parchment, quills and ink to him and after a year of painstaking work and constant checking and correcting he had created a perfect replica.


But the very evening he finished he dreamt that another angel came to him and took the first Torah Scroll back! Startled, he opened his eyes only to discover to his horror that it was true. "Woe to me!" he moaned "Perhaps I shouldn't have made that copy! Perhaps I am being punished."


But a voice interrupted his thoughts and announced that his copy was perfect, was a good idea and that it would serve as a basis for many future copies of the Torah.


In his sixth year, when the Mahara'm felt that his end was approaching, he was faced with another problem. Although the guards could be bribed to let things in, nothing in the world could convince them to let anything out!  There was no way to free the scroll.


Desperate, he somehow made or obtained a wooden box (perhaps there was one in his room), lined it inside and out to make it waterproof, put the Torah inside, sealed it, and lowered it from the window of his high prison cell into the swiftly flowing Rhine River ten stories below and then, passed away.


The box floated for several weeks unnoticed until it was spotted by gentile fishermen off the shore of Worms. But try as they could they could not lay their hands or even their nets upon it until they called some Jewish fishermen to help. And no sooner did the Jews approach then the box floated toward them and they hauled it into their boat.


After several other strange and miraculous events, one of which is that only the Jews were able to open or even lift the box, they finally were able to bring it to the Synagogue in Worms, and when it was opened they found a note upon which was written:


"This Scroll written by the hand of Meir is a gift to the congregation of Worms. It is holy and pure and should be read only publicly and only twice a year: on Shavuot, the holiday of the giving of the Torah and on Simchat Torah, the holiday of the finishing of the Torah."


Despite the many tragedies and catastrophes that befell the community of Worms in the centuries to come, miraculously and often with great self-sacrifice the Scroll survived and amazingly - the previous Lubavitcher Rebbe testified that he actually saw it in Prague (Chabad "HaYom Yom" pg. 179).  Some say it still is there.

Reprinted from the Parshat VaEschanan 5777 email of Yeshiva Ohr Tmimim in Kfar Chabad, Israel.
You’re All Invited to My House When You Get out of Here: Rabbi Mordechai Eliyahu Told the Juveniles in the Delinquent Ward
Rabbi Abraham Ohayon
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Once Rabbi Mordechai Eliyahu was asked to visit a prison in Israel and speak to the prisoners. When approaching the prison the Rabbi spotted a bunch of teen agers in one of the fenced in areas. He asked the head warden, “Who are these young men?” “These are juvenile delinquents in the youth ward of the prison”, the head warden answered.


Rabbi Eliyahu said: “I’d like to meet them and speak to them”. “Rabbi, it’s not a good idea. These kids are very unruly and respect no one. They’re liable to throw eggs and tomatoes at you. It would be a shame for them to treat you so rudely.”


The rabbi ignored the suggestion of the head warden and was adamant: “I’m not leaving the prison today without talking to these young men! If they throw eggs and tomatoes at me I’ll dry clean my rabbinical gown. I have something to tell them.” He then turned to his assistant and said; “Go to the prison canteen and buy candy bars for these young men, quickly!”


The warden saw he wasn’t talking the rabbi out of visiting the unruly youth and he went into their ward to tell them they would have a distinguished visitor... the Chief Rabbi of Israel!


The youth started preparing a proper reception for him. They ran to the pantry and grabbed eggs and tomatoes and prepared to pelt the Rabbi when he arrived.  The rabbi entered the ward surrounded by wardens who hoped to protect the Rabbi from getting pelted. The rabbi was received with a great ruckus and the youth held up their eggs and tomatoes menacingly and shouted and roared.


Rabbi Eliyahu was not perturbed. He looked at the young men with kind eyes. He scanned the youth and spotted who he felt was the ringleader; a 14 year old who seemed to be leading the rest of them. He turned to him and asked: “Please tell me as the group leader, when will it be quiet in here?” The young man haughtily announced: “In exactly 3 minutes!” Indeed 3 minutes later it was quiet after the boy waved his hands for silence.


The rabbi began speaking and encouraged the young men to come back on to the correct path. “Don’t consider yourselves prisoner, consider yourselves young men who will get out and in the future will establish perfectly normal and healthy families! Every one of you when he gets out of here is invited to come visit me!”


After Rabbi Eliyahu’s words the young men who were just rowdy a few minutes before, stood politely on line to speak to the Rabbi, get his blessing and kiss his hand in reverence. Each one of them got one of the candy bars the rabbi told his assistant to buy for them.


Years passed and after Rabbi Eliyahu passed away a married Torah Student came to visit his home and told his family: “I was one of those delinquent youth and the words of the rabbi helped me change my ways!”

Reprinted from the Parshat Va’eschanan email of Hidabroot.
It Once Happened

A Polish Count Remembers The Prayers of a Rebbe




Tombstone of Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Rimanov.


When word spread throughout the region around Rimanov that the famous Count Dravski would be arriving, all the local gentry assembled to pay homage to the renowned poet and freedom fighter. Although he was now, in 1883, an old man of eighty, his fame had not diminished and he was held in the highest esteem.

The Count was feted extravagantly and in the course of the reception he explained the reason for his visit. "When I was just a small child I fell ill. My mother called for the best physicians available, but none of them could cure me, and they soon despaired of my life. 


“My poor mother was frantic. I was her only and beloved son. One afternoon a friend of hers came to visit and advised her to seek the help of a wonder-working rabbi who lived in a nearby town. This holy man was well known in the surrounding villages, and Jew and gentile alike came to request his blessings.


"My mother lost no time. She called to her coachman and with the fastest horses she flew to the house of the rebbe accompanied by her two closest friends. They arrived at the crack of dawn, but despite the early hour, the household bustled with activity, as that was the time reserved for caring for the needs of the indigent. They sent their servant to request an audience, and the rebbe agreed to see them after he completed his prayers.


"When the time finally came, my mother's friend approached the rebbe and explained the terrible situation. The rebbe listened and then replied in perfect Polish: 'Have you come to me because you think I am a sorcerer and I have some magic with which I can help you?'


"'No,' replied my mother's friend, 'but I see that you live a holy life and so, you are closer to G-d than other people. For this reason G-d listens to your prayers more closely.'"


"'Since that is your thought I agree to pray for the boy.'


"The women left his room leaving the door ajar, and seated themselves outside his door. They were able to glimpse the figure of the rebbe. He was engaged in fervent prayer, beads of perspiration glimmering on his face. After three hours of this intense devotion he called them into his room and said: 'At this exact moment your child's illness has been relieved. When he has recovered completely bring him to me so that I may bless him.'


"My mother returned home and rushed into my room, asking the maids, 'How is the child?' They told her that there was no great change, except that at exactly 12 noon, I had awakened and asked for a glass of water.


"After a few weeks of recuperation I was well enough to travel to the rebbe. I received his blessing and he admonished me to always treat the Jews with kindness. Know that I have kept my word. Now that I am an old man I wished to make a pilgrimage to the grave of the rebbe in order to pray at that holy spot."


Count Dravski began to weep uncontrollably, and in keeping with Jewish custom he wrote a note to place at the grave. The note read: "Ye sons of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob--pray for the soul of the late Menachem Mendel! And you, Mendel, since you stand already in the presence of the Heavenly Throne, pray for the oppressed nations--the Jewish People and Poland--and pray too for me, for my children, and for my grandchildren!

Signed: Miechislaw Dravski, son of Victoria

Reprinted from the Parshat Va’eschanan 5752/1992 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.
Reb Zalman Brizel and

The Missing Shoelaces

Reb Zalman Brizel zt'l (one of the tzaddikim of Yerushalayim) once said to his son Reb Nota, "Don’t even ask what happened to me today. I had such a hard day." 


"What happened?" the son asked. "I awoke in the morning [at two a.m. as was his daily schedule] and when I wanted to put on my shoes, I found them without the shoelaces. Apparently, the grandchildren who visited yesterday took them out and hid them somewhere." 


"So what did you do?" Reb Nota asked. 


"Don't ask. I looked all over the house for the shoelaces, until I found one of them. I thanked Hashem for that, but I still couldn’t go anywhere with just one shoelace. I searched the house some more, which isn't an easy feat for an old man like me, until I finally found the other one. 


“I went to the mikveh. When I came out of the water, my clothes weren't there. Someone took them! I considered sending Reb Kalman [a respected Rav who would often help Reb Zalman] to bring me another set of clothes, but then I decided against it, because if your mother would hear that someone stole my clothes, she would come and make a commotion." 


"So what did you do?" Reb Nota asked. 


"What I did? I woke up in the morning and my shoelaces where in the shoes. I went to the mikveh, and my clothes weren't stolen, and everything was fine and well." 


This story is a reminder for us to stay focused on all the good things in life. There are always issues; no one is exempt from life's challenges. There’s always something to daven for; always something that lies heavily on the heart. But these issues shouldn’t prevent us from remembering Hashem's kindness. There’s lots of chessed as well.

Reprinted from the Parshas Va’eschana 5777 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman.

Shabbos Stories for Parshas Eikev 5777
Page 6

