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The Kidnapped Groom

By Asharon Baltazar
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All the Jews of Berditchev, along with many visitors, streamed toward the home of Rabbi Levi Yitzchak, which had been a hub of activity for days. Baila, an orphan adopted by Rabbi Levi Yitzchak and his wife, was marrying an exceptional young man who was also parentless. 


Well-wishers kept the door swinging on its hinges and the wooden table strained under the weight of the gifts. Rabbi Levi Yitzchak and his wife struggled to properly thank the crowds. Even the renowned Rabbi Mendel of Vitebsk, a dear friend of Rabbi Levi Yitzchak, came to convey his blessings of mazal tov. It was a joyous occasion for all.


Amid the din of the celebration, no one heard the faint clopping, which slowly grew louder and more aggressive, until the shelves and tables rattled and shook. A hysterical scream confirmed the worst. “Run! Hide! Bandits are coming!”


The townspeople scattered. With an air of familiar resignation, doors slammed, locks slid shut, and the streets emptied. No one wanted to be the next Jewish martyr.


Hired by the local duke, the bandits had come to collect a new Jewish bargaining chip. They weren’t picky; the first person they found would suffice.


Amidst the panic and confusion, nobody bothered to check on the groom, who was swaying in deep prayer. It was his wedding day, his personal Yom Kippur, and the young man wanted to appropriately prepare for the moment. Engrossed in meditation, he didn’t hear the screams, the resultant clamor to escape, nor the bang of the door as the duke’s men burst into the synagogue.


The men grabbed the groom-to-be, threw him onto a horse, and thundered triumphantly past the shuttered homes. Their reward was waiting at the estate.


When the gallops faded and the dust had settled, people slowly emerged. Who was it this time? A nervous count was conducted, and the groom’s absence discovered. The bride sank into throes of despair. The townspeople watched the wailing young woman helplessly. Rabbi Levi Yitzchak, however, held up a reassuring hand, looking unruffled by the panic around him.


“Please calm down,” he requested. “I promise we will get him back and you will still celebrate your wedding today.”


His words managed to instill some quiet, and the bride sat to catch her breath.


True to his word, Rabbi Levi Yitzchak immediately set out for the duke’s estate, accompanied by his friend Rabbi Mendel. Wearing their silk Shabbat finery, the rabbis strolled unperturbed, as though merely out for a pleasant walk. When they arrived at the handsome, gated estate, they strode past the guards without a second glance. 


No one attempted to stop them. Even the guard dogs didn’t bark. Through the corridors and past countless rooms the rabbis walked, until they found the duke himself, rolling on the floor of his office, drunk. Unlike his staff, the duke greeted his unexpected company with the appropriate outrage.


“What are you vile Jews doing here?” he roared. “How did you even get into my house?”


Rabbi Levi Yitzchak didn’t flinch. “We’ve come to ask you to kindly return the young man you’ve kidnapped. Today is his wedding.”

“A bribe?” the duke cackled. “Is this what it is? You’ve come to bribe me, but I won’t have it! Even if you offered five thousand rubles, I wouldn’t take the money!”


Rabbi Levi Yitzchak leaned close to the duke. “What if we give you ten thousand?” he whispered.


“Bring this sum,” said the duke, “and I’ll release him. But remember! Nothing less than ten thousand or you’ll be seeing the door instead of the young man.”


The rabbis left the estate clinging to a sliver hope, but they had no idea how to procure such an immense amount sum.


A coach suddenly appeared, seemingly out of nowhere, and came to an abrupt stop near the rabbis. The door swung opened and a richly clad man held out his hand, inviting the rabbis to join him. Reb Gedaliah, who was just returning from the merchants’ fairs of Jaroslav, Poland, certainly wasn’t expecting to see two of the country’s most prominent rabbis standing at the edge of the road. Of course, it was his pleasure to offer them a ride in his well-appointed coach.


Settling into the upholstered leather seat, Rabbi Levi Yitzchak asked, “How were your affairs in Jaroslav?”


“Thank G‑d,” said Reb Gedaliah, grinning. “I’ve earned ten thousand rubles. Oh wait, here’s something for the poor…” He rummaged through his pockets and produced a heavy pouch. “Here’s ten percent of what I made. There should be a thousand inside.”


“Bless you for your kindness,” said Rabbi Levi Yitzchak. “However, we need ten thousand rubles to redeem a prisoner. If you’re willing to provide that sum, I promise you’ll have a share of my World to Come.”


Reb Gedaliah didn’t hesitate and immediately handed over the full sum.


“Now,” said Rabbi Levi Yitzchak, “not only will you be rewarded in the World to Come, but you will be rewarded in this world as well. Please tell your driver to direct the coach to the duke’s estate.”


The rabbis found the duke exactly where they’d left him, except this time he was sleeping. Rabbi Levi Yitzchak shook him awake. The duke greeted them with curses.


“I have your money. Ten thousand rubles, as promised.”


The duke cocked a bloodshot eye at the pouch. Scarcely believing his good fortune, he reached for the money and barked at his servants to free the young man.

Escorted by a guard, the groom appeared shaken but otherwise unhurt. Tearfully, he thanked G‑d with a small prayer.


“We still have enough time for the chuppah,” said Rabbi Levi Yitzchak. And true to his word, the wedding proceeded without any further hitches, celebrated with utmost joy.


As the festivities began to wind down, he called for Reb Gedaliah...."" “I promised you a reward in this world, so follow my instructions: Tomorrow, stop near the bridge spanning the river and wait by the bank.”


And indeed, the next day Reb Gedaliah found some trees near the riverbank below the bridge and settled in to wait. Through the bridge’s wooden slats, his eyes followed some overloaded wagons rumbling overheard. Then something caught his eye. It was the duke pressed down on his horse, racing for the bridge. In a flurry of hooves—and it all happened so fast—the horse and its rider barely reached the bridge’s center when one of the wooden slats splintered into pieces. Horse and rider plunged into turbulent river and disappeared. Reb Gedaliah stood as close as he dared, waiting for the duke to reappear. But all he saw was a small wooden box, floating on the river’s currents.


Reb Gedaliah opened it. Inside were his ten thousand rubles, along with jewelry—which he gifted to the newly married couple.

Reprinted from the Parashat Vayishlach email of Chabad.Org Magazine. Adapted from Sichat Hashavua #1094
It's So Clear!

By David Ashear


The Hashgacha of Hashem in our lives is so clear and evident. Even people who don't believe are forced to admit there is some type of supernatural power orchestrating events. Someone told me he was speaking the other day to his relative who is very distant from religion. He didn't know the first thing about Hashem or even what a Mitzvah was. He was relating a story that was filled with Hashgacha Pratit and said, "There must have been some force controlling this." Of course, we know it was Hashem.


We are so fortunate that we have Hashem and we are so fortunate that we know Hashem. Even the gentiles recognize the Yad Hashem in our lives. A woman told me she had a Bar Mitzvah for her son this past summer, and on Shabbat, August 25, he was going to read the entire Parasha Ki Tetzeh. 


He prepared for months in advance and they were going to celebrate afterward with a big kiddush in Shul. Relatives came in from out of town, and they were expecting over a hundred guests at the kiddush. 


At 3:00 pm on Friday, they went to the hall to make some final preparations. Their son was putting the vases on the table, and when he put one down, he felt something sharp shoot out and hit him in the eye. He saw that a piece of glass came off the vase and he felt that it was in his eye. 


He went to his parents and told them what happened. They immediately started calling all the eye doctors in the area. The problem was, it was already 3:30 on Friday afternoon and no one was answering their phone. A few minutes later, somebody there who was making a Simcha in the hall next door introduced himself and said he was on Hatzalah if they ever needed help. They brought their son straight to him and said, "We need help right now; he has glass in his eye."


The Hatzalah man told them he can't help with this. The boy needed to see a doctor and the only option then was to go to the emergency room at the hospital which was about 45 minutes away from them. The mother panicked. That meant they would not get there until 4:15 at best and, with Friday traffic, probably much later. They would then have a long wait in the emergency room. Who knows if there would be enough time to get back before Shabbat? 


The boy had practiced for months; the food for the Kiddush was all made; the relatives already came into town; all the guests were invited and now it was in jeopardy of being called off. But they had no choice; health comes first. So the father got into his car with his son and they started driving towards the hospital. 
The mother then said to herself, "We really need the local doctor." She tried one more time to call an office that she already called repeatedly and didn't answer their phone, but this time, a man picked up the phone. She immediately began telling him her situation. "We have a Bar Mitzvah. Please, could you take us?" she begged him.


The man said, "I am the doctor and it would be my pleasure; send him over right now." His office was just ten minutes away. She called her husband, told him to turn the car around and they met with the doctor.


He examined the boy and said, "If something hit his eye, it didn't stay in. He is fine, there's nothing to worry about." And then he told him, "I want you to know, I never answer the phone in this office ever. Today, however, our phone lines went down, the secretaries left, and the phone number that you called on worked, and because I happened to be right next to it at the time you called, I picked it up. Your G-d was looking out for you today," he said.


The woman told me, "We felt like that was such a Kiddush Hashem. The gentile doctor recognized that our G-d was helping us." And, indeed, that was the truth. Hashem did help them and it was so clear to all, even the doctor involved realized it.


Hashem is with us all the time. If we look for His Hashgacha, we'll see it so clearly.

Reprinted from the November 19, 2018 email of Emunah Daily.

The California

Mezuzah Story


Dr. Yaakov Orlean directs the blood bank in Bnei Brak’s Ma’ayanei HaYeshua Hospital. He is originally from the United States, and he used to live and work in California.
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One day he went to a well-known Sofer in Bnei Brak and ordered three exquisite Mezuzos, and this Sofer later told this story to Rav Yitzchak Zilberstein. Dr. Orlean mentioned to the Sofer that he would be going to the United States for business reasons, and that he would be giving the Mezuzos as gifts to three former doctor colleagues of his from California. 


A few days later Dr. Orlean came to pick up the three Mezuzos. He carefully inserted each one into a nice Mezuzah case and packed them in his suitcase. The first thing he did when he arrived in California, was drive over to his former colleagues’ homes to catch up on old times. They all lived on the same street, so it was very convenient for him to visit each of them. All three were very happy to see him again, but their reactions when they received his gift were completely different. 


The first doctor, Jack, was disturbed when he finished unwrapping the gift paper and realized what it was he was holding in his hands. He plainly said, “Thank you very much for the Mezuzah. How unique! I will keep it right here in my desk drawer and it may come in handy as a paperweight.” 


Dr. Orlean was not pleased. He said in astonishment, “A paperweight? This is a Mezuzah! You’re supposed to attach it to the doorpost of your front door!” 
Jack, with equal astonishment, asked, “On my front door? You have got to be kidding. Everyone will know I’m Jewish! No. I’m sorry, but that’s out of the question. Thank you so much anyway, it’s a really nice gift.” 


Dr. Orlean said goodbye and then walked down the block to the second colleague’s house, Steven. His reaction to the special gift from Israel was less severe. He said, “How nice! A Mezuzah! Just what I always wanted!” And he proceeded to put it into his desk drawer. 


Tactfully, Dr. Orlean said, “You know, the purpose of a Mezuzah is to hang it on a doorframe. And now that I think about it, the casing goes very well with the color scheme of your front entrance.” 


Steven didn’t look thrilled. He agreed to hang the Mezuzah on a room in his house, but he said he couldn’t imagine posting it on the front door. 


Dr. Orlean, after failing twice, made a third attempt and visited his friend a few houses down the street. The third doctor, Michael, unwrapped his gift and was very excited to find the Mezuzah and its beautiful case. He kissed the Mezuzah, caressed the case and delighted in the fact that his gift came from Eretz Yisroel. Then, without being told what to do, Michael stood up, asked for the correct Brachah to say, and affixed the Mezuzah at his front door. 


Dr. Orlean was very proud and happy. When he returned home to Israel, Dr. Orlean heard about a terrible earthquake that had hit California just days after he left. Numerous homes had sustained considerable damage, and some had been demolished. 


Dr. Orlean was concerned about what had happened to his three friends. When he found out about them, he was amazed by the news. Jack’s house had been completely destroyed. Nothing remained standing except the foundation. Steven’s house suffered tremendous damage, except for one room — the one where the Mezuzah had been hung. And Michael’s house, which was on the same street as the other two, was completely intact without any trace of damage!
Reprinted from the Parshas Chaye Sarah 5779 email of Torah U’Tefilah compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

The Prayers of Rav Leib of Telz


A few hundred years ago in the town of Telz, in Lithuania, the Russian army was traveling through the city. Naturally, all of the Jews did their best to make sure they were not seen, because whenever an army traveled through a city, they took it over and subjecting the inhabitants to do whatever they desired. 

This time, the army was in need of directions. When the saw that the town appeared desolate, they stopped by the Bais Medrash and found one Jew engrossed in learning Torah. It was the Tzadik Rav Leib of Telz, about whom the Vilna Gaon remarked about him, “He is a Neshamah without a body, since he is so full of Ruchniyus”. 

Rav Leib was wearing his Tallis and Tefilin, and was learning Gemara, and he didn’t even notice the soldiers who had entered the Bais Medrash. They approached him and asked him to lead them through the forest to the next town. Rav Leib stood up and walked out of the Bais Medrash with the Gemara in his hands. He did not remove his Tallis and Tefilin, and he did not stop learning words of Torah, he just continued learning by heart, and he led them through the forest. 
When the time for Davening Minchah approached, Rav Leib went off the path in the forest, stopped by a spring of water and washed his hands. He then stood next to a tree and began to Daven Minchah. This enraged the soldiers, who were on a schedule. They said, “How dare this disrespectful Jew stop to pray!” 
However, the captain in charge prevented them from disturbing Rav Leib. There was something about the way he Davened that was special and awe-inspiring. He stood there and stared in amazement and respect, watching the pure joy that Rav Leib had as he Davened to the Master of the World. His Davening was a scene of devotion, passion, enthusiasm and happiness.


When Rav Leib finished Minchah, they continued on to the next town, where they were greeted by the local people. When the members of the Jewish community noticed who was leading the group of soldiers, they showed great admiration and respect for Rav Leib. 

The captain commented to those assembled, “I envy this holy man. I can’t ever expect to be worthy of his portion in the Next World, he is simply too holy for me, and I am not envious of the reward he will get. What I envy is his portion in This World. When I see his joy and happiness, his enthusiasm and delight when he speaks with G-d through prayer, I am very jealous. If even once in my lifetime, if I could experience such success in my work that could make me so happy, I would be quite pleased. This man, however, experiences such happiness three times a day! Is that not something to be jealous of?!”
Reprinted from the Parshas Chaye Sarah 5779 email of Torah U’Tefilah compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

How Chabad Managed to Host 150 El Al Travelers for Shabbos on Short Notice
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Some of the 150 El Al passengers who unexpectedly spent a Shabbat together in Athens.


Passengers on what started out as direct El Al flight LYO2 to Israel from New Yorkarrived safely back in Israel early Sunday after a Shabbos-long diversion in Athens that gave 150 at-first extremely disgruntled travelers the bonding experience of a lifetime and the Chabad-Lubavitch emissaries of the city the chance to strut their stuff.


After much pandemonium due to reportedly mixed messages from El Al about the cause of what turned out to be a more than a three-hour delay on the tarmac at JFK Airport on Thursday evening, the plane took off, despite the requests of many passengers to disembark for fear the flight would not make it to Tel Aviv before Shabbat.


The watchful passengers eventually did disembark prior to their scheduled destination, but not until hours later, when El Al announced that the flight would not, in fact, make Tel Aviv in time for Shabbat, and so diverted the plane to Athens.


While the decision caused some further confusion and consternation about how Shabbat would be kept in Athens on about an hour’s notice, the story for the most part at that point began to turn from worry and concern to relief and calm —and even elation for at least one of the passengers featured in a social-media post.

“This is going to be one of the most exciting, beautiful Shabbats ever,” said the jubilant man in a video posting standing among smiling fellow passengers in the baggage-claim area in Athens. 


“I am spending it with Yidden from everywhere. Everyone’s chipping in together. It’s going to be beautiful. We have … well, whatever we have, it’s not about the food. It’s going to be about the ruchnius [‘spirituality’] and achdus [‘unity’]. It’s about 120 people who got off the plane to be shomer Shabbat, and that is what counts.”


The mood change, largely generated by the certainty of being able to keep the weekly Jewish holiday even under extenuating circumstances, was further evident on one of the transport buses shuttling some of the passengers from the airport to their Shabbat destination.


There, mostly Chassidic passengers could be seen in a video dancing while chanting one of the well-known sections of the Friday-evening prayers: “Those who observe the Shabbat and call it a delight shall rejoice in Your Kingship,” as the English translations goes.


What the passengers didn’t know at that moment was what was waiting for them at the hotel that the airline had booked: a full-course Shabbat meal, prayer-hall accommodations and arrangements for customary Shabbat learning sessions, compliments of local Chabad emissaries Rabbi Mendel and Nechama Hendel. The couple, who have co-directed the Athens Chabad center since 2001, were alerted about the incoming flight and situation around 11 a.m. (Athens time) on Friday. By 4 p.m., they had put together a lavish Shabbat spread for what was actually more like 150 people, according to the account of another passenger.


The travelers from all Jewish backgrounds—held together by the mutual desire to keep the Shabbat—had been told only on the plane that Chabad would be helping out once they arrived in Athens. To their further relief upon entering the hotel lobby while frantically rushing the reception desk to check in—clock ticking—they learned from hotel personnel that Chabad had a full Shabbat meal and program planned.

\
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One of those passengers was Shalom Lipner, former foreign-policy adviser to the Prime Minister’s Office in Jerusalem and currently a non-resident senior fellow at the center for Middle East Policy at the Brookings Institute in Washington. He was on the flight with his wife, returning home to Israel after a trip involving a joyous occasion and business engagements.


Reflecting on the overall experience, he told Chabad.org: “Everyone was determined to make the best of things, which couldn’t have happened without Rabbi Mendel and Rebbetzin Nechama. People who would not normally have spent Shabbat together were suddenly thrust into an impossible situation that broke down barriers.”


Another passenger, Ben Chafetz, provided much detail about the whole flight and Shabbat stay that also focused on the theme of how Jews from far-flung factions came together under trying circumstances to create a positive experience.


“Chassidim had gotten off that plane—men with black hats, colored shirts, in T-shirts, in suits, women with sheitels and snoods [head coverings], no sheitels, in skirts, in pants,” related Chafetz. “Everyone coming off the plane was united in one thing: We believe in G‑d and Torah. Shabbat is our gift and our inheritance, and we would keep it.”


The travelers were from all Jewish backgrounds, brought together by the mutual desire to keep Shabbat.


He described the atmosphere once everyone was settled in at the hotel and Shabbat prayers beginning with one word: “beautiful.”


“We were all so happy to be able to keep Shabbat, and the davening [‘praying’]and level of simcha [‘joy’] was very high.”


He added: “After Kabbalat Shabbat, we walked through the hotel to the dining area, and I can tell you with 100 percent conviction that what I saw was beyond anything I could have imagined.”


He reported that the vast majority of the dining area was reserved for the Shabbat meal—tables set with bottles of wine, grape juice and challah rolls. “Where the hotel usually displayed its salad bars and assortment of cold meats was now filled with platters of gefilte fish, and six or seven large bowls with a variety of salads and dips. It was as if it had been planned for weeks in advance.”


It was the work of the Hendels, honed and talented from years of welcoming large groups of expected and unexpected guests, with the grace of Shabbat hospitality.


After being alerted about the incoming flight by an assistant of passenger Rabbi Shalom Ber Sorotzkin, who heads Yeshivas Ateret Shlomo of Beit Shemesh, and shortly after by the local El Al office, the Hendel’s kicked into action.


“We started getting organized bringing in our kitchen staff from the kosher restaurant we have, plus additional help, and assessed the situation,” Hendel said. “What we had, what can be prepared in that short amount of time, what’s in our freezer. We already had 130 guests planned at the Chabad House anyway, and we always make extra food for unexpected guests. We also took some of that.”


They also arranged for a Torah scroll, prayer books and Chumashim (copies of “the Five Books of Moses”), Shabbat candles, materials for the concluding of Shabbat prayer, called Havdalah, “and whatever else was necessary for a proper Shabbat,” said Hendel. With the help of El Al, the couple was also lodged in the airport hotel, the Sofitel, a 45-minute drive from their Chabad center in downtown Athens—for the Shabbat experience.


“People were so appreciative of how beautiful the Shabbat turned out that when they learned we are in the middle of a mivkah [ritual bath] building project, they really wanted to help,” added Hendel.


He said that Rabbi Akiva Katz, head of the United Kashrut Authority in Jerusalem, who was on the flight, made an impromptu fundraising effort to help complete the project, with Rabbi David Derli, who heads Tiferet Tiberias institutions in Tiberias, pledging a significant amount personally and encouraging others to help.


“If by Divine Providence you find yourselves in Athens, it’s to help accomplish something positive,” Derli said in his pitch about the project, being built with help from Keren Mikvaot and the Rabbinical Center of Europe.


It was not easy to say farewell to their impromptu guests after all that developed over Shabbat, though happenstance brings new situations of similar nature on a regular basis and there’s always more to look forward to, said Hendel. The couple, with the help of their staff, packed up and went home.


As for their guests, upon return from the trip on a flight that departed late Saturday night and landed only a bit delayed this time— 1:45 a.m. Sunday in Israel—the group belted out louder than usual the standard end-of-flight cheers, then broke into song again on the theme of Shabbat delight, shared Lipner.

(Source: Chabad.org)

Reprinted from the November 20, 2018 website of Yeshiva World News. The article was written by Chabad.Org
An Adoption Miracle Story


There’s an amazing story from the book “Small Miracles for the Jewish Heart” that took place in the early 1900’s. It became common for Eastern European Jews, tired of pogroms, poverty and despair, to send their children to the United States, where there were opportunities for a better life. As it was very expensive, the parents usually sent their children one at a time as the money for passage became available. The children would stay with relatives in America until the rest of the family arrived.


In 1930, Anya Gold, the oldest of eight children, was sent by her parents to the United States. Having saved only enough money for one ticket, her parents told her they would all soon follow, but they never did. It took them years to accumulate enough money, but by that time, the Holocaust had already begun.


Anya was raised by her aunt in Baltimore. Eventually, around the year 1946, a few stray survivors from her hometown in Poland arrived in Baltimore and brought with them the news that she dreaded to hear: Her entire family had been wiped out.


It was hard for her to go on. She knew, however, that the best way to commemorate her family’s legacy was to build a family of her own. She wanted to get married, have a lot of children, and name them after her family members.


Shortly afterward, she married her wonderful husband, Saul, and they began to build their lives together. A couple of years went by and they were still childless. The doctor informed them that there was a problem that would make it impossible for them to ever have children. They began to contemplate adoption, but Anya was hesitant. She had so hoped to raise her own children to continue her family’s legacy.


Finally, they decided to adopt. The Jewish agency they contacted in New York told them that an infant had just been put up for adoption. They became very excited and traveled to New York. When they arrived, their hopes were shot down; the family had reconsidered and taken their baby back.


“We traveled all this way,” they pleaded with the agency official. “Isn’t there something else you can do for us?” The agent said, “Yes, we do have a wonderful little girl named Miriam, who is in desperate need of a home.” Miriam was adorable, but she was already eight years old. Anya and Saul really wanted a newborn. Dejectedly, they returned home.


Another year passed with no prospects. They contacted many agencies across the United States, but an infant was very hard to find. Anya’s intense longing for a child consumed her. “Let’s see if we can still adopt that little girl, Miriam,” she told her husband.


They called the agency, and the official said the girl was not yet adopted. “Not too many people want a nine-year-old,” she admitted. “But now there is a bit of a complication. Her little brother has been found in Europe and has joined her in our home for war orphans. The siblings are inseparable, and we promised them that they will be adopted together.”


The couple went to New York and saw the children. Miriam had a sweet demeanor, and her six-year-old brother, Moshe, was adorable as well. Anya and Saul brought them home to Baltimore, happy to finally fill their home with children.


Miriam looked around her new home. Suddenly, she pointed to a picture on the piano and asked Anya, “why do you have a picture of my grandma here?” Anya stared at the picture of her deceased mother. What was the child talking about? 


Miriam ran to her valise, took out a faded picture and showed it to Anya. “See?” she cried. “I have that picture, too. That’s my grandma” Then she took out a picture of her mother. Anya was shocked to see that it was Sarah, her own sister! Unknowingly, she had adopted her sister’s two children! She did have the merit to bring continuity to her own family’s legacy.


Anya and Saul had a difficult life, but they clearly saw the Yad Hashem guiding them which brought them much comfort.

Reprinted from the Parashat Vayishlach of Rabbi Amram Sananes as written by Jack E. Rahmey.
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