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How Did You Survive?

By Rabbi Yechiel Spero
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This is the question Dr. Moshe Kerstein, a cardiopulmonary specialist, always asked a patient when he saw they had a number on their arm. On one occasion, an elderly man replied with two words, “Atah nigleisa.” 


Seeing the perplexed look on the doctor’s face, he began to elaborate with a story. “I was in a concentration camp and there was only one month left till Rosh Hashana. All of us in the barracks desperately wanted to hold onto our Yiddeshkeit. But what could we possibly do? 


“I then asked my friends if anyone remembered anything from Rosh Hashanah davening. “I seemed to be the only one to remember the tefillos and since I had neat handwriting, I was nominated to write them down. We somehow smuggled in a pen and paper and after a backbreaking day of labour, I managed to muster the energy to write everything down that I remembered.


“ This went on night after night when everyone was already long asleep. I managed to finish the whole Shachris and most of Mussaf. “Finally on Erev Rosh Hashana, I was putting down the finishing touches of Mussaf Shmoneh Esrei, ‘Atah nigleisa ba’anan kevodecha – You were revealed in your cloud of glory’ when suddenly, I felt a ‑ashlight shining in my face. 


"‘So what do we have here?’ the German officer barked. “His sinister tone in his voice indicated where this was heading so I felt I had nothing to lose by telling him the truth. I told him I was writing a prayer book for the high holidays. 


"‘What are you writing in this prayer book of yours’ 


"‘ I’m writing the words Atah niglesia which means G-d was revealed in a cloud of His glory.’ I answered figuring I had nothing to lose. “I should kill you for your audacity!" the German officer screamed. ‘The only clouds I see here are the clouds of your brothers and sisters.’ 


“I assumed that within the next few moments he would announce my fate and I prepared for the worst. I was not prepared for what was coming next. 


“I should really kill you for audacity. But I can’t help but notice your extraordinary beautiful handwriting. As I continue to climb the ladder of rank, my job requires me to write many letters to Berlin. Therefore, I am going to hire you as my personal scribe. They’ll be very impressed with me in Nazi headquarters.” 
The old man concluded his story. He then repeated to Dr. Kirstein, “Atah Nigleisa ba’anan kevodecha…" “That is how I survived.” 


This Pasuk mentions Hashem being revealed in a cloud. Of all things! Not in a fire and not in a chariot. But in a murky cloud. Yes, clouds signify the concealment of light. But what do clouds produce? The earth’s biggest blessing. Sometimes Hashem’s glory is concealed in something which seems to block all good, all glory, all light, but like the cloud, it turns out to be our biggest blessing. Let us all look out for these times. Adapted from Touched by their Spirit by Rabbi Yechiel Spero.

Reprinted from the Parshs Nasso 5779 email of ONEG SHABBOS of London, England.

Story #1123

Paying Full Attention
Learning the Language 
Of Birds and Animals
From the desk of Yerachmiel Tilles

editor@ascentofsafed.com

The Maggid, Rabbi Aryeh-Leib of Polnoye desperately wanted to learn the language of birds and animals. He thought this knowledge would be useful in soothing the souls of his followers and the congregations to whom he preached.


The language of the animals, birds and even the plants and rocks is always known by at least one person in every generation. He knew that in his generation, this knowledge had been acquired by the holy Baal Shem Tov.


R. Aryeh Leib decided to beg the holy Baal Shem Tov to teach him this language. Although possibly presumptuous, he reasoned that it was okay to ask because, "after all, I only plan to use the power for the sake of Heaven. With this knowledge, I will be more able to help my followers overcome their worldly concerns."


Having made up his mind, R. Aryeh Leib traveled to Medzibuz. The trip seemed to take almost no time because his mind was engrossed with thoughts of listening to the speech of birds and animals.


It was already night when he arrived. The Study Hall of the Baal Shem Tov was lit up and filled with his followers. R. Aryeh Leib entered and saw the Baal Shem Tov sitting at a table speaking with a group of his close followers. While he was sure that the Baal Shem Tov had noticed him, the Rebbe's eyes didn't meet his to acknowledge his arrival. 


Later, after most of the followers had already left the study house, R. Aryeh Leib still waited and hoped to be recognized by the Baal Shem Tov. Finally, when the Baal Shem Tov walked out of the study hall, he glanced over to R. Aryeh Leib and greeted him in a formal tone, "Shalom Aleichem."

R. Aryeh Leib was upset. "Why didn't he greet me warmly as he always has before?" he thought. "Maybe I should just leave. But then again, there is nothing more important to me than learning the language of the birds and animals. So no, I won't leave. I'll just wait for a better time to approach him."


For the next few days, the Baal Shem Tov didn't say anything special to R. Aryeh Leib. Then, after Shabbos, the Baal Shem Tov instructed Alexei, his wagon driver, to prepare his wagon for a journey. He invited R. Aryeh Leib and several others of his close followers to join him. They all readily agreed. R. Aryeh Leib especially was filled with excitement; he was thinking that his wish might finally be fulfilled.
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The next day, after many long hours of travel, the wagon with the Baal Shem Tov and his followers stopped at an inn. The Baal Shem Tov went right up stairs to a private room that the innkeeper prepared just for him. The rest of the travelers stayed together in the main common room of the inn. Being tired after the long trip, they all immediately fell asleep.


Only R. Aryeh Leib couldn't fall asleep. He kept wondering if the Baal Shem Tov would teach him the knowledge he desperately wanted to learn. Later in the night, he heard the Baal Shem Tov pacing back and forth in his room. 


So he gathered his courage and went upstairs to speak with him. When he reached the top of the stairs, he saw a bright light shining from the Baal Shem Tov's room. He started to go into the room but then realized that the bright light was shining from the face of the Baal Shem Tov. He stood glued to the floor, unable to look away from the Rebbe's face that was ablaze like a fire.


When the Baal Shem Tov walked over to him, R. Aryeh Leib nearly fell to the floor with fear and begged forgiveness for disturbing him.


The Baal Shem Tov gently put his hand on his shoulder and said "R. Aryeh Leib, don't be afraid. What is it that you want?"


But R. Aryeh Leib was too embarrassed to say anything. So he turned around and went back downstairs.


The next day, as they continued their journey in the wagon, the Baal Shem Tov asked R. Aryeh Leib to sit next to him.


After some time passed, the Baal Shem Tov said, "I know that the reason for your coming to see me is to learn the language of the birds and animals. I've decided to teach it to you. There is, however, one condition that is of utmost importance. You must listen with your full attention to what I'm about to say."


"Oh yes Rebbe, I promise to give my undivided attention to all that you say," R. Aryeh Leib answered.


The Baal Shem Tov continued, "To begin: it is known that the Heavenly Chariot is supported by 'four Heavenly beings, each with the face of a lion and the face of a man on the right side, the face of an ox on the left, and the face of an eagle.'[1] It is also known in Kabbalah that from the eagle face flows the life power to the birds, from the ox face flows the life power to the domestic animals, from the lion face flows the life power to the wild animals and from the man's face flows the life power down to the lower man. Also the language of the birds, the animals and people comes from the Heavenly Chariot. A wise person who can see things at their source in the Heavenly Chariot can understand the speech of the birds and animals."


As the Baal Shem Tov continued explaining the deepest teachings from several Holy Books, including the Zohar and the Tikunei Zohar, the wagon entered a forest.


R. Aryeh Leib listened with all his attention to the Baal Shem Tov. Suddenly a branch brushed against his cheek and he began to hear the animals and birds speaking to each other.


Meanwhile the Baal Shem Tov continued talking. Reb Aryeh was so enthralled with hearing the speech of the animals and birds that he divided his attention. With one ear he listened to the Baal Shem Tov and with the other ear he listened to the birds and animals.


Later, when the wagon came out of the forest, the Baal Shem Tov said, "So you understand all that I said."


"Oh yes!" answered R. Aryeh Leib.


Then the Baal Shem Tov passed his hand over the face of R. Aryeh Leib and while R. Aryeh Leib still heard the sounds of the animals and birds, he could no longer understand their speech.


R. Aryeh Leib started to ask what happened when Baal Shem Tov looked directly into his eyes and said, "Because you couldn't hold your full attention on what I was saying [the many deep secrets related to this subject], you're not ready to be entrusted with the knowledge of the language of birds and animals."


And so it was.


Footnote: [1]See Ezek. 1: (4-9 and specifically) verse 10. This passage is also part of the Haftorah of the First Day of Shavuot.

Source: Adapted by Yerachmiel Tilles from the rendition of Meir-Tzvi Cohn on his dedicated website, //baalshemtov.com.
Biographic note: Rabbi Yisrael ben Eliezer [of blessed memory: 18 Elul 5458- 6 Sivan 5520 (Aug. 1698 - May 1760 C.E.)], the Baal Shem Tov ["Master of the Good Name"-often referred to as "the Besht" for short], a unique and seminal figure in Jewish history, revealed his identity as an exceptionally holy person, on his 36th birthday, 18 Elul 5494 (1734 C.E.), and made the until-then underground Chasidic movement public. He wrote no books, although many works claim to contain his teachings. One available in English is the excellent annotated translation of Tzava'at Harivash, published by Kehos.


Connections: (1) Seasonal: last week started with the festival of Shavuot, which is also the birthday of the Baal Shem Tov; (2) The haftorah of (the first day of) Shavuot is quoted in the story; (3) Weekly Torah of Beha'alotecha (last week in Israel, this week in Diaspora) -- see Num. 11:17.

Reprinted from the Parashat Be’halosecha 5779 email of KabbalaOnline.org, a project of Ascent of Safed.
The Young Child’s Bus Ticket

When one focuses on the good that he has in his life, he will be happy with his fate. The problem is that people tend to focus on what they lack, and to lose sight of what they do have. 


To demonstrate this, we tell the following story: A generous man found a young child crying in the bus station. "Why are you crying," the man asked. 


"I don’t have money to buy a bus ticket." 


"Here is some money. Go buy yourself a ticket." 


The child went to the clerk, paid money, and returned with the bus ticket, but he was still crying. 


"Why are you crying now?" the man asked. 


"When other people come to the clerk, he gives them a ticket, and he gives them some money as well. [The money was the change.] But he only gave me a ticket." 


People are jealous of the good others have, and they lose sight of all the good that Hashem gives them. Instead, one should focus on the good that he has, and he will see that he has many reasons to be joyous in life.1 Furthermore, when one believes that everything comes from Hashem, everything will become good.

Reprinted from the Parshas Be’helosecha 5779 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman.

A Ben Ish Chai Story

The Judge and the Peasant
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The Ben Ish Chai


The Ben Ish Chai (Niflaim Maaseicha 124) told the following story: 

Tuvyah the Judge was revered and honored by the vast majority of the populace. All judicial matters were settled according to his judgment. But due to jealousy, he also had his share of enemies, who incessantly tried to bring about his downfall. 

Eventually they succeeded. The king believed their slander — though all accusations were false — and gave an order to fire Tuvyah and to punish him for his alleged crimes. 

Tuvyah caught on to what was about to happen, so he put on civilian clothing and escaped. People saw him passing through the dark streets that night, but didn’t realize that he was the celebrated Tuvyah, who just a few hours ago, was the most powerful person in the government, next to the king. 


Tuvyah exited the city, traversed a desert, and reached a river. He knew he had to cross the river to freedom. But how can he cross it without a boat or raft? He didn’t know how to swim. Time was a matter of essence, for soon the king will discover that Tuvyah escaped, and will pursue him. 

Tuvyah stood on the riverside, perplexed and worried. Hashem had compassion on him. A peasant recognized Tuvyah the Judge. Tuvyah told him that he needs to cross the river. 

The villager was short and scrawny, and under normal circumstances wouldn’t consider swimming across the river while carrying a tall, heavy man. But the villager realized that this was his golden opportunity to find favor by this great judge. 

“Who knows, maybe one day I’ll stand in court and Tuvyah will be beholden to me, because I did him this favor?" 

He said, "Honored judge, hang on to my back. I will swim us across the river." Thinking about the reward and wealth he might get for doing this, he almost didn’t feel Tuvyah's weight. When they were three quarters across the river, Tuvyah said, "If Hashem will be kind to me, and I become a judge again, I will reward you immensely…" 

"You mean you're not the grand judge anymore?" 

"That's right” Tuvyah replied. “Corrupt people slandered me to the king. I'm escaping…" 

The peasant dropped Tuvyah in the water and said, "When you become judge again, I will take you out of the water," and swam back to shore alone. People rebuked the peasant. "If you were able to bring Tuvyah the Judge three quarters across the river, you should have brought him all the way."


The peasant replied, “I’m weak and feeble. I can't carry a heavy person like Tuvyah. As long as I was imagining the great honor and wealth, I would earn for helping Tuvyah, I had strength. I almost didn’t feel his weight. But when Tuvyah told me that he was escaping, and that he couldn’t award me, suddenly, I felt his full weight and didn’t have strength to bring him to shore…" 

The Ben Ish Chai told this story to express that we must be cautious with our speech. If only Tuvyah had remained silent, his life would be saved. His problems came from speaking. Similarly, all forbidden speech, and even unnecessary talk, can result in heartache — to oneself and to others. 

This story also teaches us that when one desires something immensely, he doesn’t feel the hardships involved. One can carry great weight on his shoulders, and not feel it.

Reprinted from the Parshas Be’helosecha 5779 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman.

The Jealous Pair of Shoes
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There was a lively child who didn’t have patience to study Torah. The melamed brought the child to the rav of the city, hoping that the rav could influence the boy to study Torah. 

The rav told the child, "I had an interesting din Torah, and I want to hear your opinion. The din Torah was between a sefer Torah and a pair of shoes. The shoes said, ‘We both used to be part of a cow, because we are both made from cow hide. We grew up on the same barn, ate the same fodder, and drank from the same trough. 

“Why did it happen that a sofer bought you, turned your skins into parchment, and made you into a sefer Torah, while a shoemaker bought me, and turned me into a pair of shoes? Why do we have such divergent fates? When the sofer finished writing you, they placed a silver crown on your head and carried you to the beis medresh dancing with joy. 

“When you are taken out of the aron kodesh people stand up for you, and they hug and kiss you. When you will be worn out, you will have a levayah and be buried in honor. But I’m just a pair of shoes. People bring me into the mud. They don’t respect me. When I’ll be worn out, I will be unceremoniously tossed into the trash. Is it fair that we should share such opposing fates?'" 

The rav asked the boy for his opinion. The boy sided with the shoes. It didn’t seem fair. 

Then the rav explained that creating a sefer Torah requires many hours of hard labor. The sofer has to write letter after letter until the entire sefer Torah is finished. Making shoes, lehavdil, doesn’t take long. No great toil is involved. Upon hearing that side of the story, the boy agreed that the sefer Torah deserves more respect, because so much toil was put into making it. 

The rav concluded, “My son, if you desire to attain the crown of Torah, and if you want people to honor you and admire your Torah knowledge, then you must toil diligently. You must invest a lot of effort. If you don’t want to work hard, you will be like the shoes that have minimum value." 

The boy in this story is one of the gedolim today. He told this story at a family simchah, and said that it happened to him. He was the child who didn’t want to learn Torah. The rav told him about the "din Torah" to teach him that the crown of Torah is acquired with effort. The gadol says that after this discussion, he began putting his efforts into Torah study.

Reprinted from the Parshas Be’helosecha 5779 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman.

Seventy Kopeks

Told by Rabbi Yosef Yitzchak of Lubavitch
And Adapted by Yanki Tauber

Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Lubavitch (1789-1866), known as the "Tzemach Tzedek," was orphaned from his mother, Rebbetzin Devorah Leah, at the age of three, and raised by his maternal grandfather, Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi (founder of Chabad, 1745-1812), who devoted much time and attention to the education and upbringing of his beloved grandson. 

Following Rabbi Schneur Zalman's passing, the young Rabbi Menachem Mendel continued to enjoy the guidance of his grandfather and mentor, who would appear to him in his dreams and in visions during the day to answer the questions that arose in the course of his studies, both in the "revealed" part of Torah — the Talmudand Jewish law — and in the esoteric teachings of Kabbalah and Chassidism.


But then the visits suddenly ceased. Rabbi Menachem Mendel had accumulated a number of questions which he was unable to resolve to his satisfaction, and was growing quite eager to see his grandfather. But the Rebbe did not appear to him. This caused Rabbi Menachem Mendel great pain.
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Early one morning, Rabbi Menachem Mendel was making his way to the synagogue of his uncle and father-in-law, Rabbi DovBer of Lubavitch (who had succeeded Rabbi Schneur Zalman as the leader of Chabad Chassidism). Rabbi Menachem Mendel's path took him through the marketplace of Lubavitch, which was just coming to life at this early hour. There he was approached by Reb Mordechai Eliyahu, a simple but G‑d-fearing man who earned a meager livelihood by buying and selling in the marketplace.


"Please, Rabbi Menachem Mendel," Reb Mordechai Eliyahu was saying, "can you loan me five rubles until this evening or tomorrow morning? Today is a market day; if I had a few rubles in hand, I could hope to earn something, with G‑d's help."


"Of course, Reb Mordechai Eliyahu," replied Rabbi Menachem Mendel. "Come to my home after the morning prayers, and I'll give you the money."


Rabbi Menachem Mendel arrived at the synagogue and began to prepare for his prayers. His tallit was already folded over his shoulder and he was examining its tzitzit prior to putting it on when the thought occurred to him: "Why did I tell Reb Mordechai Eliyahu that I'd give him the money after I've finished my prayers? Today is market day; surely every moment is precious to him. I should have given him the money immediately."

Removing the tallit from his shoulder, he rushed home, got the money, and went to look for Reb Mordechai Eliyahu. By this time, the marketplace was already teeming with people, animals and merchandise; wagons were parked everywhere and stalls were being set up. After a lengthy search, Rabbi Menachem Mendel located Reb Mordechai Eliyahu, gave him the loan, and returned to the synagogue.


And when Rabbi Menachem Mendel had put on his tallit and wrapped his tefillin around his arm and head, he saw his grandfather standing before him, his face radiant with joy.


Thirty years later, Rabbi Menachem Mendel related the events of that morning to his youngest child, Rabbi Shmuel of Lubavitch. "When one helps a fellow earn 70 kopeks on the sale of a calf," concluded Rabbi Menachem Mendel, "the gates of the heavenly chambers are opened before him."


Rabbi Shmuel subsequently told this story to his son, Rabbi Sholom DovBer of Lubavitch. "Do we even know," he mused, "where to find the 'gates to the heavenly chambers' that are opened to us every time we do an act of charity? But no matter. The main thing is that we extend ourselves with a complete heart and true feeling. What greater joy can there be than the joy of being privileged to help a fellow man?"

Reprinted from the Parashat Be’halosecha 5779 email of Chabad.Org Magazine.

Loaning His Late

Father’s Tefillin

A person once went to the Gerrer Rebbe and asked if the Rebbe had an extra pair of Tefilin that he could borrow for a few days. The Rebbe was happy to help him, and gave him a pair of Tefilin. 


A few days later when the man returned the Tefilin, the Gerrer Rebbe told him that those Tefilin were very special to him, because they had belonged to his father. 


The man was shocked to hear this and asked why the Rebbe had given him such precious Tefilin? 


The Rebbe told him, “When you help another person, you should do it in the best way possible. When you asked me for Tefilin, I wanted to give you the best Tefilin that I had!” 


This wasn’t just Chesed that the Rebbe was doing, it was Hiddur Mitzvah. Rav Yidel Horowitz was very careful that when he would give Tzedakah, he would try to only give fresh new coins or dollars. He explained that even though worn out bills and scratched up and dirty coins have the same value as new ones, a shinier coin or a crisper bill brings a greater Simchah to the one who gets it. 


If we are giving a dollar to Tzedakah, we can beautify that Mitzvah by giving the nicer bill, even though it is worth the same amount as a worn-out dollar. This is Hiddur Mitzvah, and this is what glorifies Hashem!

Reprinted from the Parshas Be’Ha’alos’cha 5779 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

Rav Chaim Soloveitchik and the Destructive Brisk Fire of 1895
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Rav Chaim Soloveitchik, the Brisker Rav, zt”l, had tremendous dedication to the people of his city, and he displayed this the day a great fire swept through Brisk in 1895. As was the norm in those days, most buildings in the city were made of wood, and when a fire began in one house, the flames spread quickly to the others. There was little hope to put out the flames, and the main concern was to make sure no one remained trapped in their homes. 

Rav Chaim ran from house to house frantically searching for anyone still inside. He found many little children, and, charging through the smoke and flames, he rescued them and took them to safety. He made many trips in and out of those danger zones, carrying infants in his arms, and did not stop until he was sure that everyone was accounted for. 

When the fire finally came under control, it was sadly discovered that half the homes in the city had been destroyed, and many families were left without a roof over their heads. Those whose homes had been destroyed moved into the Shuls and other public buildings, and a committee was established to build new houses for the many that were now homeless. 

In the meantime, while the construction of the new homes was still going on, Rav Chaim refused to sleep in a bed, but rather, he slept on a hard wooden bench. He said that he was unable to sleep on a bed while others in the city didn’t even have a home to go to. 

After a while, when he sensed that the people in the city who did have homes were becoming lax in their efforts to rebuild the city, he went to sleep in a small room under the stairwell in the Shul. All the pleading of his congregants that this was beneath his dignity and that he should return home, was unsuccessful. 

He said he will not return to his home until everyone had a house to live in, and as long as it took, he would be living in the Shul, under the stairs. Ultimately, his action had the desired effect, and the pace of rebuilding quickened, and soon after, the houses that had burned down were rebuilt. When the Brisker Rav saw that everyone was able to go back home, he said that he too could then return to his house!

Reprinted from the Parshas Be’Ha’alos’cha 5779 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

Thoughts that Count

Know...before whom you are destined to give an accounting (literally, "judgement" and "reckoning") (Ethics of the Fathers, 3:1)

Why does the word "judgement" come before the word "reckoning"? Doesn't "reckoning" always precede judgement or punishment for misdeeds?


The Baal Shem Tov taught that in reality, "judgement" always comes first. A person may think he is pronouncing judgement on others, but whatever sentence he decides on will be later applied to him as well. When a person is judgmental, condemning his fellow man for transgressing, G-d uses the same standards to judge him. (Lubavitcher Rebbe, shlita)

If two sit together, and there are no words of Torah between them (Ethics 3:2)


When two Jews sit together, in true unity and brotherhood, and there is "nothing" between them, no enmity or ill-will, they themselves are considered to be "words of Torah." (Rabbi Yitzchak Vorker)
Reprinted from the Parashat Shelach 5753/1993 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization of Brooklyn, NY.
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