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Jewish Tales from the Past

A Match Made In Mockery

By Asharon Baltazar
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The following was related by the rabbi of Skoli to Rabbi Baruch of Mezhibuzh, grandson of the Baal Shem Tov, on a Sunday morning prior to the holiday of Passover.


Once, as I was standing near my master, the Baal Shem Tov, two men entered the room.


“What do you seek?” the Baal Shem Tov asked his visitors.


One of the men declared, “I am the rabbi of such and such a town and I have a son. A brilliant young man with an outstanding fear of Heaven, he is of the highest caliber. And this man standing to my side is our town’s magnate. He has an only daughter whom he wishes to match with my son. We have come to seek your holy advice. Should we make this match?”


“If the bride is amiable and modest,” said the Baal Shem Tov simply, “I do not see why not.”


“But the magnate is a simple man, not a Torah scholar!” interjected the rabbi. “How can I allow this match to happen?”


“Nevertheless,” said the Baal Shem Tov and proceeded to call for small cups along with a bottle of spirits and various pastries. The trio toasted the newly made match, raised the customary handkerchief of sale, and the two men left. The Baal Shem Tov then remarked to me that “the world of mockery can be a good matchmaker.”


The curious observation compelled me to seek out the rabbi in his place of lodging and ask what sort of mockery may have preceded the match. The rabbi’s eyes widened in amazement as he exclaimed excitedly, “Now I know where I was that night!”


The rabbi then explained.


“The bride’s father was once a very lowly man who eked out a living by drawing water from wells and delivering it to homes in our town. He used to bring water to my house every day.


“Eventually, the wheel of fortune turned in his favor and his finances flourished, allowing him to become the wealthy man he is today. Soon thereafter, he sent a matchmaker to my front door to try and convince me to accept his offer of his daughter as a potential bride for my son, promising to give a 3,000 ruble dowry for the couple and an additional 2,000 rubles just for me.


“The offer angered me very much, and as soon as the matchmaker finished his spiel, I sent him from my home. I felt it was a blatant disregard to my status as a rabbi. I did not want to be associated with a simpleton.


“But my outburst did nothing to discourage the matchmaker, who was being paid well by the magnate, and he made a routine appearance every day for an entire year. I responded by continually repelling him. But he would always return the next day, undeterred.


“A few days ago, I had a dream that changed everything. I found myself sitting with a hired wagon driver as we made the rounds from town to town, collecting charity for the yeshivah that I oversee. Although I am familiar with the various cities that I visit annually, this time we had arrived at a large city that I had never seen before.


“The sun had started to set, and so I started looking for a study hall. I thought that perhaps if I told the congregants that I was a visiting rabbi, someone would be kind enough to host me for one night. Leaving the driver to wait with the wagon, I stepped inside and observed young men immersed in heated Torah study in a crowded room. They were deeply engaged in an analytical debate regarding a book called Beit Shmuel. The book’s author had raised a question on a ruling of the Tur (Rabbi Jacob ben Asher), and the group was split into two, one side attempting to disprove the question while the other maintained its veracity.


“I turned to the group of young men and offered my opinion on the matter. They sat facing me, agreeing quietly, as I explained that the question of the Beit Shmuel held up, and the error was in fact found in the words of the Tur. As my words caught the interest of some of the elder scholars, a loud shout from the front of the hall interrupted the learning.


“‘Ignore the fool attempting to defend the Beit Shmuel!’ protested the voice with authority. ‘After all, he is a simpleton, and his rightful place is in the company of the ignoramuses!’


“A collective roar of laughter followed. Insults and jeers were thrown in my direction, as though I were indeed an ignoramus. Realizing that it would be impossible to find a place to sleep, I ashamedly left the study hall with my head down.


“My face was still burning when I asked the wagon driver to continue looking for a place to spend the night. Although we had just traveled past the city limits, we soon found ourselves rolling into an entirely different city. There too we made our way to the central study hall, which we found packed with students. The topic of their excited discussion centered around the words of the Beit Yosef (Rabbi Yosef Caro) on the Tur.


“I approached the young men and shared my answer, which I regarded as correct because I’ve learned this particular topic quite well. The elders sitting at the front of room noticed me, a visitor sharing what I thought was a fine insight, and a hysterical roar of laughter escaped them. They loudly expressed their amusement at the fact that someone would even listen to a delusional ignoramus like myself who disrespectfully made his way to a hall filled with wise and learned men.


“Their words caused me much embarrassment and I stepped outside. ‘Perhaps G‑d will pity me,’ I thought as the carriage carried me and my hapless driver onward to a third city, ‘and help me find a place to stay for the night.’


“Once again, we stopped outside a brightly lit and crowded study hall, and this time the discussion centered on some questions posed by Tosafot on the teachings of Rashi. This was a topic I knew by heart. Why should I stand in silence and withhold the answer when I could approach the group and present the solution? 


“I opened my mouth to begin, but a deafening bout of laughter stopped me. Everyone in the room guffawed so uncontrollably that the previous two instances paled in comparison. Insults were heaped on me from all sides, describing my insolence and foolish coarseness.


“A sudden banging from the center of the room followed by a loud call for quiet cut through commotion. A man stood by the lectern, and the noise around him quickly died down.


“‘Have you seen this fool?’ the man announced to the now silent congregation. ‘In his town there lives a generous and kind magnate, whose daughter is an amiable young woman. He wishes that she marry this man’s son, and is even willing to give a generous dowry. And yet, even after incessant pleading, he continues to show indifference and prevents the match from actualizing. What do you think of this ignoramus?’


“At that moment, I woke up. The notion that this was Divine Providence occurred to me, and I immediately sent for the magnate, suggesting that we consult the Baal Shem Tov and follow his advice.”


And this is what the Baal Shem Tov meant when he said that “the world of mockery can be a good matchmaker.”

Reprinted from the website of Chabad.Org

The Baal Shem Tov Advices the Poor Man on How to Invest


Someone once complained to the Baal Shem Tov zt'l, "For years I've been poor and ate only bread and water, but I didn’t complain. That was sufficient for me, and I accepted my fate with joy. But now, my daughter is ready for marriage, and I need money…" 


The Baal Shem Tov blessed him, "Invest in the first opportunity that comes your way and you will succeed." 


The man set out for the market with the intention of investing in the first proposition that came his way. He was still on the road when it turned dark, so he stopped at a hotel. 


A room in the hotel cost a hundred rubles, and that was all he owned. He wouldn’t have any money left over for the investment the Baal Shem Tov advised him to make, so he chose to sleep on a bench in the hotel's lobby. 


Soon, a group of wealthy merchants came in. After a few cups of wine they were inebriated and well into their favorite pastime: scoffing/leitzanus. 


"If someone offers me a hundred rubles for my Olam HaBa [a Jew’s share in the World to Come], I would gladly sell it to him, because it isn't worth much more than that,” one of them announced, and his cronies laughed heartily. 


The pauper realized that this was his first opportunity to make an investment, so he went over to that wealthy merchant, and said that he overheard his conversation and he wanted to buy his Olam HaBa for a hundred rubles. (Although there was no logic how this investment would make him wealthy, he trusted in the Baal Shem Tov's counsel.) 


“By all means," the wealthy merchant replied. The pauper paid the hundred ruble, the wealthy merchant wrote up a document, and the wealthy merchant's friends signed it, laughing throughout the ordeal. 


When the merchant returned home, he told his wife about his day, and the amount of money he earned. Then he added, "And at the end of the day, I earned another hundred rubles," and he told her about the poor Yid who bought his Olam HaBa for one hundred rubles. 


He was certain that his wife would find this story humorous. But she was outraged. “I don’t want to be married to someone who doesn’t have Olam HaBa. Get out of the house and don’t return until you have the shtar back in your hands.” 
He explained to her that it was just a joke, and the document wasn’t valid. But she was adamant; without the shtar, she wants a divorce. He searched until he found the poor Yid, and explained to him that he wanted to buy his Olam HaBa back, even for a higher price, but the pauper refused. He offered to pay a thousand rubles, ten times more than the original sale, but the Yid kept saying, "Sorry, I buy Olam HaBa. I don’t sell it." 


The merchant said, “How much do you reckon my Olam HaBa is worth?” “In my opinion, your Olam HaBa is worth 250,000 rubles." That would be enough money to marry off his oldest daughter and the rest of his children, honorably. 


The wealthy merchant had to liquidate some of his assets to get all that cash together, but he paid the pauper and got his document back. The Yid returned to the Baal Shem Tov, told him what happened, and explained that he feared he dealt dishonestly. 


Since, if the man’s Olam HaBa is worth 250,000 ruble, why did he originally buy it for only one hundred rubles? And if his Olam HaBa is worth one hundred rubles, why did he charge him 250,000 rubles to buy it back? 


The Baal Shem Tov explained, “At first, his Olam HaBa was worth only one hundred rubles, but later it rose to the value of 250,000 rubles. Because the value of one's Olam Haba is according to how much one values it. In the beginning, he didn’t value his Olam Haba, and therefore it wasn’t worth more than a hundred rubles. Later, when he attached importance to it, it was worth much more.”

Reprinted from the Parshas Toldos 5778 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman.

Eternally Spiritual

By Rebbetzin Fayge Loewi


The Gemara (Yoma 38a) tells us that Nikanor, who lived during the Second Temple era, decided that he wanted to send something beautiful to adorn the Beis Hamikdash and honor Hashem. And so, he designed and built two magnificent copper doors. Placing them on a boat leaving Egypt and heading to Israel, he got on board and prepared for the long journey up ahead. 


Yet, to Nikanor’s displeasure, a major storm broke out, causing the ship to precariously rock back and forth. With the passengers endangered and worried about the prospect of the ship capsizing, the sailors approached Nikanor. “We need to get rid of any unnecessary weight on the ship if we ever wish to get out of this alive,” they told Nikanor. “We need to toss your doors overboard.”


Nikanor was beside himself. His handiwork, which he had devoted countless hours of craftsmanship and artistry to, would now need to be discarded in moments. He had pored his heart and soul into those doors and imbued them with love and dedication to Hashem, and now they would be cast to the sea. How could he get rid of them? But, without any other recourse, one of the doors was thrown into the raging waters. 


The storm, however, continued raving ferociously. The sailors looked to Nikanor once again, indicating that the second door would also have to go. But, this time, Nikanor could not be swayed. “If you throw that door overboard, tie me to it as well.” As these words escaped Nikanor’s mouth, the storm abated and the waters subsided.


The ship continued on to the Land of Israel, with Nikanor weeping over the first door that he had lost. Yet, such mournful tears soon turned into joyful tears. Upon pulling into the dock in Israel, Nikanor looked behind the boat, and what did he see? The very door which had been thrown into the water. It had been floating behind the boat all along and followed its way to Israel. Upon witnessing no less than a miracle, the Sages declared that these doors would be installed into the Beis Hamikdash exactly as they were. No gold would be overlaid; they would remain as copper doors and stand in remembrance of the great dedication and love Nikanor displayed for Hashem.


Such is but one example of how a person’s devotion to something can leave an eternal impact and imprint upon it. These doors of Nikanor, which had absorbed his love for Hashem, earned their respected place in the holiest of sites.

Reprinted from the Parashat Vayeira 5778 Newsletter of TorahAnytime.com

It Once Happened

Avlet, the Gentile Stargazer

Long ago in Babylonia there were two wise men - Shmuel, a famous Jewish scholar who knew the entire Torah, and Avlet, a wise gentile who could predict the future by looking at the stars. He knew what would happen the next day, the next week, or even the next year.


One day, Shmuel and Avlet sat by a roadside near a lake. As they were talking, a group of laborers walked towards the lake. They came to cut the reeds that grew in the shallow waters and along the shore. They sold them to the townspeople for carving flutes, weaving mats and making vessels.


As the workers were passing, Avlet pointed to one of them and said to Shmuel, "Do you see that man? He is going to the lake but I know that he will not return alive. I saw in the stars that he will be in a serious accident."


"If he is Jewish," answered Shmuel, "He will return in peace. He will pray to G-d, or do some other mitzva (commandment), and the G-d of Israel will protect him from misfortune."


Meanwhile, the laborers reached the lake and began to cut and tie the reeds. They worked for several hours. When they were hungry and tired, they stopped to eat their lunch in the shade of a tree. Now these workers had a wonderful custom. 
They put all their food into one basket and divided it evenly among themselves so that everyone had an equal portion, and no one would go hungry or be jealous of another.


That day, the worker whom Avlet had pointed to noticed that one of his friends was sad and depressed. He saw that the man's lunch bag was empty. Obviously, he had no money to buy bread and he would be embarrassed to ask the others for some of their food. The worker wanted to help his friend.


So he took the bread basket and said, "Today is my turn to collect the bread and divide it."


His friends agreed, and he went around to each of them, collecting their food as he passed. When he came to the poor man with no bread, the worker put his own food in the basket, pretending to take it from the poor fellow. Then he divided the portions equally among the workers, but he took a very small portion for himself so that there was enough for everyone. Thus no one realized the poor man had nothing to give.


When they finished their meal, the men continued their work. In the evening, they bundled the reeds and carried them to town on their backs.


Meanwhile, Shmuel and Avlet came back to the roadside to watch the workmen on their way home. They wanted to see if the worker Avlet had pointed to was missing. They saw that all the men who had left town in the morning were coming back. They all seemed well and happy; Avlet's prophecy had not come true.


Avlet was surprised. Had he made a mistake? He went to the workman and said, "Please let me see the reeds you cut today."


The worker was surprised, but set down his bundle and opened it. Avlet examined the reeds and found a poisonous snake which the workman had apparently killed by mistake and unknowingly placed in the bag! Avlet turned triumphantly to Shmuel and said, "You see, my prophecy was correct. If the snake had bitten the workman, he would not have returned alive, just as I predicted. But I do not understand how his life was spared."


Shmuel turned to the worker and asked, "Did you do something special today? Try to remember."

The worker told Shmuel how he had divided the bread without embarrassing his poor friend.


"You have fulfilled the mitzva from the Torah of 'You shall love your neighbor as yourself,' " said Shmuel. "Because of this mitzva you were saved from death."

Reprinted from the Parashat Toldot 5778 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY

Finding Help from an Unexpected Source During 

A Very Cold Russian Winter
[image: image2.jpg]




The following story is told by the daughter of Bernard (Baruch) Zeldman, who was born in the town of Simferopol, Russia. Baruch was nine years old when Russia entered World War Two. His childhood mostly consisted of him, his 15-year-old sister, their mother and grandmother fleeing eastward as the Nazis pushed further into Russia. 


They lived in bombed out buildings, basement shelters, overflowing refugee centers and sometimes open fields where, after days of traveling by foot, they dropped from exhaustion. Nourishment often consisted of furtively digging potatoes out of the frozen ground of local farmers in the middle of the night.


The Russian government decided to send hundreds, including my father and his family, on a large barge that traveled east down the river. They would stop at neighboring villages and ask locals to take in families. The response in most places was, “We’ll take anybody but Jews.” 


As the days wore on and rations were running low, my father, at this point seven or eight years old, was getting quite sick and weak. At every stop, they were desperately hoping for a salvation. Finally, a young, non-Jewish Russian woman came to the port and said, “I want to take in a Jewish family.” 


Her name was Mavra and my father and his family lived with her for many months. She saved their lives. Throughout the long, cold Russian winter she fed them, gave them shelter and taught them how to milk the cows, harvest the crops and fix machinery.


But as the Nazis grew ever closer, my father and his family had to pick up and leave. He vividly remembers the conversation that took place as they were saying goodbye to Mavra. “You saved our lives and there’s no way we can repay you. You’re not Jewish. Why did you specifically ask to take in a Jewish family?”


Mavra replied, “Years ago when I was young, my parents were imprisoned by the Russians for anti-communist activity. I was alone, and the government sent me to Siberia for two years. After a train ride that lasted days, I arrived late one night at the station in Siberia. I didn’t know a soul, I had no money, and it was absolutely freezing outside. I had no idea how I was going to survive the night, never mind two years! “


And then, out of nowhere, a man appeared and offered to take me into his home. They didn’t have much but they made me a part of their family. They clothed me, fed me and saved my life. But there were a few things that were strange about them. They were always immersed in big books written in a funny language that reads right to left. The wife had her hair covered. They had a special ceremonial meal every Friday night and strange holidays and customs. 


When my exile to Siberia was over and I was getting ready to depart, the father took me aside and said, ‘Mavra, you don’t owe us a thing. We did this purely from our hearts. There’s only one thing I ask of you. If one day you ever come across Jews who are in trouble or need help, pass on this favor to them.’”

May we all go through life with the goal to help our friend in need but also to be aware and do it in the most discreet way to avoid any embarrassment to them. May we also be sensitive to reach another Jew in need even though we don't know them because we all come from the same family as we are all brothers and sisters of the Jewish nation.


Reprinted from the Perashat Vayetze 5778 email of Jack E. Rahmey with the Guidance and Teachings of Rabbi Amram Sananes.

The Courage of the Struggling Drapery Contractor

By David Bibi


I heard a wonderful story about a Holocaust survivor who comes to America after the war and settles in Philadelphia. He hopes to support his family and opens a drapery and window treatment workroom and shop. He struggles daily to pay the bills and keep the doors open and the lights on. 


Then one Friday afternoon a group enters his shop. They are from Wildwood, New Jersey. They own some hotels and want to work with him to install treatments in eighty rooms. The order could keep him busy for a month or more and help clean up his open debts.


The problem is Shabbat is approaching. What should he do? Stay with them? Walk home afterwards? There must be some heter the rabbis would allow. Didn’t Hashem send them? Wasn’t his family hungry? And what would happen he was forced to close the store?


Instead of excuses he did what he felt he had to do and explained to these potential clients that the Sabbath was approaching and he needed to close.


“But don’t you want our business”, they asked. “Isn’t there some way for us to work with you”, they asked.  They even suggested, “You can talk and we’ll write everything for you”. 


He replied that he truly did want their business and he would be more than willing to return the next evening, or Sunday or Monday to work with them. He promised that he would give them quality and value and that he needed the business, but he wouldn’t be true to himself or his faith after surviving the Nazis if he broke the Sabbath for a sale no matter how big. 


Shocked, a bit confused and somewhat upset, the group of potential clients walked out. 


I wonder what the shop owner thought over Shabbat. 


Monday morning when he returned to open the shop, the Group was there. They explained that as they sat down together at dinner Friday night trying to understand what had happened, their feelings went from anger to appreciation and they wanted to do business with a man who realized that there were things more important than money. 
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They gave him the entire hotel to do and his quality, value and actions were all exemplary. After that project they gave him another and a week later another hotel contacted him and then another the next day and another the following week. 
His business was growing, expanding and becoming profitable. He wondered where the business was coming from. It was somewhat miraculous. 


His Rabbi might have told him that when one passes the test of poverty the Hashem tests him with wealth. 


Nine months later on Labor Day weekend, the drapery shop owner was walking along the Wildwood boardwalk with his family and happened upon the hotel owner he had met in his store the winter before. 


The hotelier asked the shop keeper how he was handling all his new business. The shopkeeper asked the hotelier how he knew that business was booming. 


The hotelier explained, “I sent them all to you”!


He elaborated. “After you completed our project, I was asked to speak at a hotel owner’s convention. I spoke of the need for values, honor and integrity in our business. I explained that money could not be our only factor. I suggested that when people acted correctly and righteously then they would be rewarded with so much more than money could buy. 


“And the example I used to explain it all was you and the first time we met. I told them how angry I was when you refused to work with me that night but realized that working with someone who sets values over money convinced me to return and your work ethic was true to those values. I suggested that when anyone needed window treatments they contact you.”


It could not have been easy for a Holocaust survivor new to this country with a failing store in the early 50s to let that potential client walk away. It took people like him, our grandparents and great grandparents in the early days of the twentieth century tremendous strength to pass that test. Perhaps they were able to overcome the challenge because [our forefather] Jacob overcame his challenges [with Lavan and Eisav]. And I believe it is because that they passed the challenge then, that it is less difficult for us to do the same today.

Reprinted from the Parshat Vayesei 5778 email of Shabbat Shalom from Cyberspace.
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