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"Daddy, I'm Cold;

Where's My Blanket?"
From the desk of Yerachmiel Tilles

editor@ascentofsafed.com
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The pure righteousness of Rabbi Eliezer-Zusya Portugal, the Skulener Rebbe, zt”l, is well known, and even more for his extraordinary and constant deeds of kindness and caring for others. 

What he was most famous for, though, was his loving devotion to the [literally] hundreds of orphaned Jewish children before, during and after WWII, personally rescuing them from Nazi violence and Communist oppression, and raising them in his own home with tender care, until his was also able to help them get married and start faithful Jewish homes of their own.


One freezing winter night, when the cold penetrated into one’s very bones, the Rebbe noticed that one of the orphans he was caring for was shivering in his sleep. He tiptoed into the room, removed the blanket from his son, and added it to the blanket covering the shivering orphan.


Almost immediately, his son woke up and began crying. “Tatteh (Father), I’m so cold!”�


The Rebbe comforted him as best as he could, and gently explained to him about the great merit he accrued for the extra special good deed he did of relinquishing his blanket for the sake of a freezing orphan.
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Photo of the current Skulener Rebbe, Rabbi Yisrael-Avraham Portugal, shlita

The words of comfort helped his son to calm himself, and he fell back asleep. But only for a brief respite; the bitter cold could not be denied, and soon the cry was heard once more: “Tatteh, I’m so cold!”�


The Rebbe again tiptoed into the room and over to his son’s bed, and whispered in his ear. “I know you are suffering from the cold, my son. I know, I know. Believe me, I am also. But consider, please, between the two of you, who is better off? Surely it is you. You may not have a blanket at the moment, but you do have a father to cry out to. The poor orphan boy does not have even that.”
******************************************************************

[That son, RabbiYisrael-Avraham Portugal - the only biological child of Rabbi Eliezer-Zusya Portugal, is the Skulener Rebbe of today. Currently in his nineties, he is still highly active in good deeds and as a Chasidic leader of thousands. Certainly not impaired as a result of that freezing blanket-less night.

Source: Adapted and supplemented by Yerachmiel Tilles from “Bein Adam L’Haveiro”
Biographical notes:Rabbi Eliezer-Zusya Portugal [1 Cheshvan, 1898 - 29 Av 1982], the Skulener Rebbe, immigrated to the USA in 1960, after imprisonment in Rumania and international efforts to secure his release. He was a prominent follower of the Shtefaneshter Rebbe and the author of Noam Eliezer and Kedushas Eliezer, but is best known for his superhuman efforts to rescue Jewish orphans and refugees in Eastern Europe before, during and after WWII and his continuing support of them, and his Chessed L’Avraham network of schools for children that continue until today. Those who merited to be in his presence were astonished by the length of his prayers and the beauty and intensity of the tunes that he composed, many of which have become internationally famous today. He has been succeeded by his son and only biological child, Rabbi Yisrael-Avraham Portugal (born 5783 (1923)].

Editor’s note:In the mid-seventies I had the merit and great pleasure to be a sole Shabbat Evening Meal guest of the Skulener Rebbe and his wife. Forty years later, I still tremble when I recall the intensity, focus and slow pace with which he recited Kiddush.

Connection: Seasonal - the 35th yahrzeit of the Skulener Rebbe.

Reprinted from the Parshat Shoftim 5777 email of KabbalaOnline.org, a project of Ascent of Safed. www.ascentofsafed.com  ascent@ascentofsafed.com
The Gerrer Rebbe’s Advice

In Times of Trouble


Following the Yom Kippur War, the Gerrer Rebbe had visitors from all over the world, all of them seeking his advice and Brachos. However, he refused to discuss any topics that related to politics and the military situation, and whenever anyone asked him about these issues he simply gave the same answer to everyone: “We must Daven”. 


Once, a distinguished American Rabbi asked him, “What do you say about the current situation?” The Rebbe replied, “I say Tehilim.”

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

Marrying a Convert
By Rabbi Benjamin Blech
He was getting pressure to break off the relationship. Here’s what I told him…

The young man was troubled and came to ask me for rabbinic guidance.


He was deeply in love with a woman who was blessed with all the gifts he had always prayed for. She was beautiful, intelligent, sensitive and modest, a woman with whom he could build a Jewish home based on the values of Torah they powerfully shared. 


The problem? She was a giyoret – a convert to Judaism who came to her faith not by birth but by choice, and the sad truth is that some people in the Jewish world today view her status not as a badge of distinction to potential suitors but as a something to be very wary of, a reason to refuse to consider her as a soul mate.


“Should I break up the relationship?” the man asked me. “Many of my friends and family are advising me to do because she didn’t grow up the same way I did and she really doesn’t have any prominent rabbinic figures or notable Jewish role models in her family. What should I do?”


The question was heartbreaking. A woman drawn to the beauty of Judaism, a religion which only once in the entire Torah teaches “and you shall love your neighbor as yourself” yet repeats 36 times the commandment to love the convert, finds herself ostracized by her co-religionists!


Do we not remember the story of Ruth, the Moabite convert who chose to join our faith and our people and thereby merited to become the ancestress of King David – and ultimately of Messiah himself? Far more important than her past was her future; far more significant in judging her was not where she came from but to where her values and her commitment would lead her.


Are those who treat converts as pariahs unaware of the background of the brilliant Rabbi Akiva, the rabbinic figure whom the Talmud dares to compare to Moses himself, who was a descendent of converts?


Our tradition is blessed with countless Torah scholars who were Jews by choice – converts, or children of converts, including Rabbi Meir of Talmudic fame as well as Onkelos, the translator of the Torah to Aramaic whose commentary invariably appears in every printed text.


Throughout the ages, there always were sages who espoused embracing these Jews by choice. They echoed the concern of the Amidah prayer in which we pray three times daily for the well-being of all converts. In the Talmud, Rabbi Eleazar ben Pedat states that the raison d’etre of our people’s exile is to enrich our people with more converts (Tractate Pesachim 87B). And the Kabbalah asserts that the souls of converts who embrace Judaism are akin to divine sparks which return back to their divine core.


Maimonides perhaps expressed it most pointedly in his famous letter of response to the convert Ovadiah. Ovadiah was troubled by a whole slew of liturgical expressions, like “our G-d and G-d of our forefathers” and “who has chosen us,” that seemed to refer to an historical past that was not his. Should he say them?


Maimonides began his response by succinctly setting down the rule: “You should say all this in the prescribed manner and do not change anything. The principle is, that Abraham our forefather was the one who taught and enlightened all the people, and let them know of the true path and of the oneness of the Holy One blessed be He, and he rebuffed idol worship and he rejected its service, and he brought many under the protective wings of the Holy Presence and taught them and instructed them, and he commanded his children and those of his household to guard the path of G-d. 


“Therefore, anyone who converts and proclaims the unity of the Name of the Holy One blessed be He, as is prescribed in the Torah, is counted amongst the disciples of Abraham our forefather and they are members of his household… Thus, Abraham our forefather is the father of all worthy people that follow in his ways, and he is a father to his students, and they include anyone who converts… There is no difference at all between us and you in any matter.”


In a follow-up letter, Maimonides points out the astounding observation that we are commanded to respect our parents and to obey our prophets but it is with regard to the converts in our midst that there is an even greater obligation placed upon us – that we love them.


I told the young man who was contemplating breaking up with the woman of his dreams in light of the negative feelings of his friends that he should certainly continue the relationship and gave him my heartfelt blessings.


The story goes back many years. Thankfully today I have the good fortune in knowing not only how right I was in encouraging him but also performing the marriage between the Jew by birth and the Jew by choice. They are a couple who bring credit to our people and joy to the community of which they are part. Their children give proof to the adage that greater than glorying in our past is the ability to take pride in our future.


And, in a remarkable way, perhaps G-d rewarded me more directly as well. I am a tenth generation rabbi and there are many notable rabbinic figures in my past as well as in the genealogy of my wife. My wife and I have three daughters and one son. All of them give us great joy and Jewish naches. 


Our son brought into our lives as his chosen life’s partner the gift of a Jew by choice – an incredible woman of great spirituality and personal courage like the biblical Ruth. Her love of Judaism, Jewish life and Jewish values is an inspiration to everyone who meets her.


We love her. We respect her. We are in awe of all that she has added to our family. And it is because of her that I was moved to write these words – words which will hopefully remind all of us to treasure those who by virtue of their own wisdom voluntarily choose to join our people, so that we might hasten the day when the entire world acknowledges our Creator.

Reprinted from the Parshat Shoftim 5777 website of Aish.com

On The Spot

By Rabbi David Ashear


The Midrash says that some Tefilot are answered after forty days; some after twenty days; some after three days, and some are answered immediately. When we come to pray, we should strengthen our Emunah that the Tefila can be answered right away. We don't have to wait. We can have what we want instantly. If we'd have that belief, our Tefilot would be so powerful. We would pray with all our strength and focus, knowing, "This is the one that could bring my salvation!"


Rabbi Lugassi told a story that happened to someone who he is currently learning with; we'll call him Yosef. Yosef is a Ba'al Teshuva who has spent many years learning and growing in Avodat Hashem. He has been taking the rabbinical tests in Israel, necessary to receive Semicha. The last test was on Hilchot Avelut-the laws of mourning. He studied for months preparing for it. Because of the difficulty, he reviewed the material repeatedly.


 One day, he received a severe blow to his head, which caused amnesia. He didn't only forget his Torah learning, he forgot some of the basic details about his life identity.


Baruch Hashem, through miracles, his memory returned one month later. But, his big test was being given only two weeks after the blow. Nevertheless, he showed up for the test, hoping to recall some of the material.


When the exams were distributed, and he saw the questions, he didn't remember anything. He was seated in a somewhat private corner of the room, and he put his hands over his face and cried like a baby to Hashem. He prayed in his own words, a most heartfelt Tefila, begging Hashem to give him back his memory, so that he could complete his Semicha. 


Afterwards, he wiped away his tears and looked at the questions again. This time, he remembered everything. He filled out all the answers and turned in his test. He received a very high mark. His memory did not come back for another two weeks, but for that test, he remembered all his learning. His Tefila was answered on the spot. Hashem gave him exactly what he asked for immediately.


Rabbi Ephraim Shapiro told a story, which took place a number of years ago. Rabbi Yitzchak Zilberstein was about to give a Shiur on medical Halacha to a group of doctors, when one of the doctors approached him and showed him a children's Siddur. 


The rabbi asked him what the significance of it was. 


The doctor explained that he was married for eighteen years and not yet blessed with children. He and his wife went from doctor to doctor, until they were eventually told that it was medically impossible for them to ever have children. Finally, after twelve years of marriage, they adopted a newborn baby boy.


The doctor continued, "Last year, when my son turned five, he had a Siddur party in school, and he came home holding his first Siddur. When he showed it to me, I saw that he was beaming with excitement. He said, 'Daddy! Now I can pray for something I want so badly-a baby brother.' I didn't know what to tell him. I didn't want to say it was impossible, so I told him, 'Yes, go pray. Hashem loves the prayers of little children.'"


The man then looked at Rabbi Zilberstein and said, "Nine months later, to the day, my wife gave birth to a healthy baby boy. His Tefila was answered immediately."


Prayer is wondrous. Sometimes it takes a while for us to see the results that we desire, but we should never lose the Emunah that any prayer can always be answered on the spot.

Reprinted from the August 21, 2017 email of Emunah Daily

The Desperate Chasid and the Anti-Semitic Judge’s Wife
By Rabbi Tuvia Bolton


Some 150 years ago in Hungary there lived a Chassid who was a successful businessman. He was rich, influential and had many gentile friends in high places. But early one morning he discovered that anti-Semitism is higher. He received a subpoena to appear for a pre-trial hearing on charges of withholding taxes, cheating the government and more.


The charges were transparently false. He had never transgressed the law and everyone knew it. But he obviously had many enemies. The witnesses had been bribed. But it really didn't make any difference. After all he also had friends. Or so he thought. In the course of a few days it was revealed to him that absolutely no one was willing to help him. He ran from office to office and got the same empty sympathetic statements and excuses but no one really cared what happened to a Jew.


Finally, he got himself a lawyer, prayed to G-d for a miracle, and went to the police station. The pre-trial hearing took a less than an hour. He was ordered to stand trial, to be incarcerated until the trial with a million-dollar bail and if found guilty he could face life imprisonment and lose all his belongings.


The Chassid was desperate. He posted bail for himself and began searching for a better lawyer, but now no lawyer wanted to take his case. If he lost all his money, how could he pay? Escape was out of the question; they would imprison his family till he returned.


He made desperate inquiries and learned that the Judge who was to preside over his trial lived in Budapest. He therefore decided to travel there and try to see him. Maybe, against all odds, he could convince him of his innocence even if it meant bribery. Hastily he packed a bag, took a large sum of money and caught the next train out.


But in Budapest he was in for a bitter surprise. When he asked the Jews there for directions he discovered that this particular judge was a rabid, outspoken Jew hater. There was no chance that he would even look at, no less talk to, and certainly not have mercy on any Jew in the world.


But our Chassid did not lose heart; 'Everything G-d does is for the best' he said to himself, 'and nothing good will come from getting depressed'.


So he went around the city talking to people trying to find something about this judge until he struck gold. He found out that the Judge's wife, also no small anti-Semite, had a weakness for embroidered things, especially tablecloths.


He decided to buy the most expensive tablecloth he could find and appear at her doorstep as a salesman. Then, if he could get her interested, he would offer it to her as a gift and beg her to try to influence her husband for him.


It was a dangerous plan, even a bit foolish. She could easily just take the tablecloth to herself and then report him to the police for attempted bribery. She would then have the tablecloth and he probably would not live out the night in the jail. But he had no other solution.


He spent the entire next morning looking for the most expensive embroidery in Budapest and finally ended up spending a small fortune on a truly elegant masterpiece with matching napkins. He walked quickly to the Judge's home trying to keep as calm as possible. A cold sweat covered his body as he finally reached his destination, walked up the stairs to the door, closed his eyes, said a prayer and knocked.


It opened. It was the Judge’s wife, she looked at him strangely. He tried his best to smile as he, held out the tablecloth and tried to begin his sales pitch but the words simply didn't come out. He was trembling, frozen with fear.


Suddenly her eyes widened, her face turned white as she pointed at him, let out a piercing scream, fainted and fell unconscious on the floor!


His first impulse was to run! If he just stood there they would certainly accuse him of something. But then if he ran and they caught him it would certainly be worse. They would kill him on the spot! On the other hand, if he tried to help her up it might be interpreted that was attacking her!


Meanwhile her husband, the Judge, heard the commotion, came running and when he saw his wife on the floor and the Chassid standing there it was hard to tell who was more astounded.


Miraculously he sensed that the Jew was no threat and asked “What happened?”  as he bent down to his wife and began talking to her, "Are you all right Greta, what happened?"


She opened one eye, looked around and finally pointed at the Jew. 'Yorik, Yorik!' She said kept repeating her husband's name as she rose to her feet" Look!


"Do you remember that I told you fifteen years ago that I lost my tickets and money at the train station in Niridihous and an angel came and saved me?


"Well, this is the angel!! It's him!!


Suddenly our hero remembered.


Fifteen years ago he was traveling with the great Chassidic Leader Rabbi Mordechi of Nadvorna, on a long train trip together with many other pupils.


The train had a stopover in the city of Niridihous where they had to disembark, wait an hour and then change trains for their intended destination.


They had been waiting for almost the hour when suddenly, a young gentile woman who was also waiting for the train, began screaming and moaning uncontrollably.


A large crowd gathered around and Police rushed to see what was wrong. It seems that someone had stolen her wallet from her purse and now she was left stranded without money or tickets. When everyone heard her tragic story they turned back to their places, left her to her woes and got ready for the train which was now approaching in the distance.


It was usually always best for Jews to keep out of gentile affairs, especially here when the police were looking for a suspect. So it was a bit strange when Rabbi Mordechi turned to one of his younger Chassidim and ordered him to run to the ticket office, buy a ticket for the woman with his own funds and give her some traveling money as well.


The Chassid did as he was told and although he only had a few minutes and was afraid that he would miss the train. He ran, bought the ticket and gave it and some money to the bewildered woman who was literally speechless with gratitude. And he miraculously made the train.


Fifteen years passed. The Chassid had since married and had children. The holy Rebbe had passed away and the incident was completely forgotten.  But now he remembered.


That Chassid had been him!  And this was the woman he saved.  Now she was saving him! The Rebbe had seen into the future.


The Judge offered him a reward. But the Chassid rather told him the reason for his visit. The Judge promised him not only a fair trial but, if he really was innocent, that his attitude toward the Jews would be completely different from now on. And so it was; the Chassid was acquitted and the Judge was transformed and was no longer an anti-Semite.
Repeated from the Parshat Shoftim 5777 email of Yeshiva Ohr Tmimim in Kfar Chabad, Israel.

The Impoverished Tutor

Who Didn’t Want to be Paid
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Rav Elazar Mann Shach


A Talmid of the Yeshivah of Slutzk once recounted a story. “In 1917, I was twelve years old and I was allowed to enter the Yeshivah. Due to my young age, my father asked Rav Isser Zalman Meltzer to hire one of the best students of the Yeshivah to learn with me, so that I could keep up with the rest of the Yeshivah. 
The Rosh Yeshivah suggested one of the best young scholars, R’ Elazar Mann Shach. My father agreed and I started learning with him. After a period of time my father came to pay him, but to his surprise, the young man refused to accept the money. 


He said, ‘It is true that I agreed to learn with your son to help him achieve a higher level of learning, but there was a mistake in the arrangement. Your son does not need me or any other person to learn with him. He is advancing to higher levels on his own, and therefore, there is no reason to pay me.’ 


My father didn’t know what to do. He consulted with Rav Isser Zalman, who was also at a loss as to how to persuade his student to accept the money. He went to Rav Aharon Kotler, who was then teaching in the Yeshivah, and asked for his advice. 
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Rav Isser Zalman Meltzer  Rav Aharon Kotler

Rav Aharon had a brilliant idea. He told R’ Elazar Mann, ‘If the boy is really gifted and does not need you to help him advance in his learning, then let us test him. We will ask him to prepare a Tosafos on a particularly difficult piece, and if he is able to learn it properly, then you are right. But if he has difficulty with it, that means that he needs your assistance and you deserve payment.’ 


R’ Elazar Mann agreed, and I was asked to study the tough Tosafos on my own. At the time, I didn’t fully grasp Rav Aharon’s intentions, and I took the challenge very seriously. I put tremendous effort into learning it well, and when the Rosh Yeshivah tested me, I was very prepared and knew the material. 


R’ Elazar Mann’s face beamed when he heard me at my test. He was delighted to be proven right, and he refused to take money from my father, despite his poverty and how desperately he could have used it!”

Reprinted from the Parshas Shoftim 5777 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.
The Mother Who Refused to Defend Herself in Bergen-Belson


Rabbi Yonah Emanuel of Yerushalayim once related: “On Tisha B’Av 1944, in the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp, there was a decree issued that no one would receive any food that day— not even the very young children, the sick, or the elderly. 


Despite this cruel decree, my mother managed to cook some cereal for my young sister Batya, who was three and a half years old. My mother was eventually caught and was brought to trial. 


The court was convened on Friday night of Shabbos Nachamu, the first Shabbos after Tisha B’Av. In Bergen-Belsen, special trials were held where the defendant was entitled to an advocate, or they could speak in their own defense. 
My mother decided to waive her right to have an advocate and refused to say anything on her own behalf. Despite being offered a chance to defend herself, she insisted on keeping quiet and wouldn’t say anything, and she wouldn’t search for someone else who would either. 


The trial was extremely short and my mother was sentenced to have a loss of food rations for two days. I asked her why she did not argue for herself and say that she was concerned that her young daughter would starve, and that was why she had fed her child. I told her that this might have gotten her a lighter sentence. 
My mother answered, ‘It was already Shabbos when my trial started, and I saw that every word was being written down by the court reporter, who was a Jew. I therefore decided to remain silent. It is better to go hungry than to cause another Jew to be Mechalel Shabbos!’”

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

Rav Levi Yitzchok’s Advice On How to Appreciate the

Spiritual Success of Others


Rav Levi Yitzchok of Berditchev teaches that a righteous person’s main goal is to give pleasure to Hashem. To a person who has this perspective in life, there is no difference if he or someone else causes Hashem this pleasure. 

By keeping this focus, Rav Levi Yitzchok says, we can actually be happy and appreciate when someone else has a certain position or an accomplishment, and avoid being envious. 

As long as the goal of pleasing Hashem is met, it doesn’t matter who the person is that accomplishes it!
Reprinted from the Parshas Shoftim 5777 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.
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