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MIDDLE EAST
In Bahrain, Arabs and Jews Gather (and Dance) at a Hanukkah Celebration

By Russell Goldman
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Jews and Muslims celebrate Hanukkah together in Bahrain . (photo credit:YOUTUBE


Orthodox Jews in black coats and skullcaps danced with Arabs in flowing robes and checkered kaffiyehs at a Hanukkah celebration over the weekend in Bahrain, a Muslim-majority monarchy whose king has sanctioned celebrations of the Jewish holiday.


Video of the celebration, which included a Jewish delegation giving a large silver menorah to Arab dignitaries and members of both groups dancing together, appeared on Monday on YouTube, where many commenters lauded the multicultural celebration.


The event drew the ire of Hamas, the Palestinian militant group that controls the Gaza Strip, which called the celebration a “humiliating and disgraceful display” in a statement.


“The positive energy that there was tonight needs to be spread around,” an unidentified Jewish man tells the group in American-accented English before handing over the menorah, which he called symbolic. “The symbol is that hopefully through this night we can bring infinite light to the world.”


The Jewish Telegraphic Agency reported that Bahraini officials hosted the Hanukkah candle-lighting ceremony on Saturday [December 24, 2016], the first night of the eight-day holiday, and that it was attended by members of the country’s small Jewish population, foreign businessmen and “other local Bahrainis.”


The identities of the members of either delegation could not immediately be determined, but American Orthodox Jews suggested online that the Jewish group might have been backed by Eliezer Scheiner, a businessman and philanthropist from Brooklyn. Calls to Mr. Scheiner were not answered.


In 2015, King Hamad bin Isa al-Khalifa of Bahrain invited European Jewish leaders to conduct a Hanukkah candle-lighting ceremony in the capital, Manama, the first such ritual performed in the country since 1948, according to the Conference of European Rabbis.


“Here in Bahrain members of all the religions live with no fear, and we will continue to allow Jews to live peacefully and quietly, maintaining their lifestyle, their customs and the commandments of their religion without any fear,” the king said at the time.


There are fewer than 50 Jews living in Bahrain, but the king has embraced them, adding Jews to his Shura Council, which advises him, and appointing a Jewish woman, Houda Ezra Ebrahim Nonoo, as ambassador to the United States in 2008. She is the first Jewish ambassador posted abroad by any Arab country.


In a statement, Hamas criticized the celebration in light of a recently passed United Nations Security Council resolution condemning Israel’s construction of settlements in disputed territory.


“In light of the increasing pace of international sympathy for the Palestinian cause and support for the rights of the Palestinian people, and the growing international boycott of the Zionist entity movements in all forms, that a group of dignitaries and traders in the State of Bahrain hosted a Jewish, Zionist, racist, extremist delegation and danced with them is a humiliating and disgraceful display,” the group said in a statement posted on Twitter.

Reprinted from the December 27, 2016 website of The New York Times.

What Rebbe Meir Yechiel Learned from His

Father the Baker


The parents of Rebbe Meir Yechiel from Ostrovtze zy'a were simple people. Once, the Ostrovtze Rebbe was at a gathering together with several other rabbanim and each one said something they learned from their father. 
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Rebbe Meir Yechiel of Ostorovtze (1852-1928)

When it was Rebbe Meir Yechiel Ostrovtze's turn, he said, "My father was a baker, and I learned from my father that fresh bread is better than dry, old bread." He meant to say that it isn't so important who one's parents are. More important is who he is. 


The Ostrovtze Rebbe added, "My father also taught me that to bake bread you must fill the oven with wood and seal it hermetically, because even the slightest draft can affect the heat of the oven. When it is very hot you can put bread inside." 


He was implying that a person needs to be very warm with the mitzvos. It should be his sole interest and ambition. He shouldn’t let foreign winds (and interests) permeate his being. 

Reprinted from the Parshas Mikeitz 5777 email of TorahWellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman as compiled by Rabbi Boruch Twersky

The Alshich HaKadosh and The Lesson on Bitachon


The Alshich HaKadosh zy'a was once teaching his students about bitachon. He said, “When one has bitachon, his parnassah will descend from heaven, just like the mon in the desert.” 


One simpleton, listening to this shiur, took the Alshich's words very literally. He sold his horse and buggy (which he used as a delivery man) and he spent his days in the beis medresh, studying Torah. 


His wife tried to persuade him to continue working for parnassah. "How will we manage?" she asked. But he told her that Hashem would certainly support them. Initially, they lived off the money that they earned from selling the horse and buggy. When this money ran out, his wife once again urged him to do something "Don’t worry," he told her. "Hashem will certainly support us." 


Later that day, the gentile who bought the horse and buggy was working at the foot of a mountain. He was hewing large stones to sell for construction purposes. His newly purchased horse and buggy was standing nearby ready to carry all the stones into the city. 

After removing one very large stone, the gentile saw a large, hidden treasure inside the mountain. He quickly gathered the precious stones, and placed them onto the wagon. He went into the cave for one last look around, to make sure that he took everything, and just then the cave collapsed, the stones cascading over him. 
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The horse stood patiently for a while, and then decided that it's time to eat. It headed back on the route he knew best, and came to the home of his previous owner. The Yid received the large treasure. He and his family were wealthy. 


When the Alshich's students saw what happened, they were amazed. They asked the Alshich, "We are striving to attain bitachon for a long time now, but never has a miracle happened to us as it happened to this simple person. What's the difference?" 


The Alshich explained to them that this simple man believed without doubt that Hashem would support him. "He didn’t have any doubts. He didn’t think, perhaps there are conditions, perhaps this situation is different? He was certain that Hashem would help, and therefore his bitachon was perfect. 


“But when I speak to you about bitochon, you have many questions. You wonder if your level of bitochon is sufficient and whether you are deserving of Hashem’s kindness… and you have other doubts. Therefore, you don’t fully place your trust in Hashem. That's the difference."
Reprinted from the Parshas Mikeitz 5777 email of TorahWellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman as compiled by Rabbi Boruch Twersky

The one who started the mitzvah, we tell to finish it 

The shidduch for my daughter was almost complete when a moment before finalizing, it fell apart. This repeated itself several times on different proposals until I realized that something out of the ordinary was happening and Heaven was hinting to me that something needed correction. 

Moreinu HaRav shlit”a more than once quoted his teacher and HaRav Binyamin Rabinovich, zt”l, that despite the concealment in regard to the punishment there is no concealment. Everyone can scrutinize his actions and see the reason for the punishment. 

In this manner, I began to examine my actions and I requested of Hashem to open my eyes and see what needed correcting that was causing this, beginning a shidduch but not completing it… I searched but could not find Until suddenly a young man came to me in the kollel and commented to me about the drink that I drink over the course of the day and this is what he said: 

“You should know that many people stumble, they recite the bracha of shehakol with great concentration before drinking, yet they forget to recite the bracha of borei nefashos afterwards. We find that they start the mitzvah but they do not finish it with the bracha afterwards.”


I immediately became aware of this as I drink throughout the day yet I do not recite a bracha afterwards and this is exactly what was happening to me, I would begin a shidduch but it would not complete. I immediately accepted upon myself to be careful regarding the bracha achrona and I was surprised to see how many times I neglected to recite the bracha because of distraction. 

Not two weeks passed from when I accepted it on myself when Baruch Hashem we made a wonderful shidduch for my daughter without hindrances.

Reprinted from the Parshas Mikeitz 5777 email of Tiv Hakehila published by the Rav Gamliel Rabinowitz’s shul in Yerushalayim.)

A Female Opera

Recital in Jerusalem

By Mrs. Michal Horowitz


Once a woman who was a professional opera singer came for Shabbos to the Machlis home in Jerusalem. She got up in the middle of the meal and wanted to sing. To silence her would have been insulting, to allow her to sing would have been a violation of halacha. 
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Henny Machlis, of blessed memory


Henny a’h (of blessed memory) went over to her and calmly explained the prohibition of kol isha, women singing in front of men. Then Henny added, “Even though you cannot sing right now, we women are very interested in hearing you. So after the meal we will have an opera recital downstairs. No men are allowed. We’ll close the door. And the women will get to enjoy you. We would really be honored to hear you sing.” 
Relating the story, one of the Machlis daughters concluded, “That opera singer was a very weird lady.” R’ Machlis’ response to his daughter encapsulates the Machlis attitude toward every Jew: “What do you mean she was weird? She was Jewish.”
Reprinted from the Parshas Mikeitz 5777 email of A Short Vort

When the Sun Sets Early, It’s A Race to Prepare for Shabbat

By Karen Barrow
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It’s 4 p.m. on a cold December Friday. I type an email for work with one hand, stir a pot of zucchini lentil soup with the other and usher my two daughters out of the kitchen and into the playroom with my third, invisible hand.


My eyes are always on the clock, ticking down to my weekly deadline: sunset. Before the sun disappears below the horizon, I will stop whatever I am doing to light two white candles and recite a simple blessing in Hebrew to mark the beginning of the Jewish Sabbath.


My family lives according to traditional Jewish law, which includes observing the Sabbath, a weekly day of rest. Our Sabbath starts as the sun begins to set on Friday and continues until after nightfall Saturday.


Right now, at the winter solstice, sunset in New York comes around 4:30 and there are only nine hours and 15 minutes of daylight — nearly six hours fewer than at the summer solstice in June. The early darkness is a mere inconvenience to many people, but to observant Jewish families the shorter days significantly change the rhythm of life.


According to the Old Testament, G-d made the world in six days, and stopped on the seventh to rest and admire His work, so we, too, stop our normal routine to enjoy the home we are working so hard to create. This day of rest doesn’t mean simply refraining from “work,” it includes prohibitions against writing, cooking and electricity. We prepare food in advance, put away our phones, pack up the crayons, turn off our screens and leave our cars parked in the garage.

Basically, we set aside one day every week as a day to turn off the outside world’s noise. And that means we have only six days to fit in a week’s worth of all of the normal errands and chores required of a modern home.
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Soon after I light the candles, we set the table with our fancy dishes, put out the wine glasses and walk our dog. (These are chores still allowed on Shabbat.) Then, finally, we gather around the dining room table. My husband, Leron, and I look at each other and we take a collective breath and exhale.


Out with that breath goes the stress of a long week of work and the commotion of a busy family: the unrelenting weekly routine, the scheduling and preparing and endless to-dos. We have made it to another Friday night. For the next day the world around us will slow. We will stay in pajamas until after breakfast, linger over meals with neighbors, take naps, read books on our cozy couch, play games as a family or maybe take a walk outside if it’s not too cold. But everything else will have to wait; if it wasn’t already done, it won’t be done today.


In the summer, when sunset occurs after my children’s normal dinnertime, Fridays can feel like most other days of the week. Leron and I work full days, and we still have a generous window between work and sunset to set up our home for the Sabbath. This means setting timers on our lights, grabbing the stroller from our car, turning off the lights in our fridge, plugging in a warming tray to heat the food I’ve cooked in advance and anything else we need to do before sunset. If we forget to get the stroller out of the car, for example, we’ll just do without it — we won’t open the car door during Shabbat because the lights inside the car would go on.


But sometime in November, right after the end of daylight saving time, as we turn the clocks back an hour, the shorter days become a challenge. Fridays inevitably become a complex operations problem, figuring out how to cram in a full day of work, errands, Sabbath preparation and child care in half as much time.


On those days, I sometimes wonder whether keeping the Sabbath is making my life better or just harder. It means one less day to do laundry, to run to the supermarket, to browse the internet. As my children get older, that will be one less day to do homework, drive to the craft store for project supplies or take part in extracurricular activities. Shabbat certainly complicates life in a secular world.


But it also simplifies life — for one day a week, anyway. Saturday is the only day when you can find my family of four lying on the carpet in the playroom, building cities of Legos together. We read books as a family and finally have some time to talk about the week that just passed.


While many parents worry about screen time and the impact electronic toys are having on their children’s development, I have a one-day reprieve from such concerns. When my 2-year-old asks to watch her favorite television show on Saturday afternoon, my response, “Sorry, we don’t watch TV on Shabbat,” is enough to quiet her.


Saturday afternoon is the time I am most likely to pause to appreciate my family. I notice how mature my 4-year-old is becoming. She is so generous to the friends who come over for playdates, and she is always excited to take them on tours of her room. Our 2-year-old, too, is growing. I can see how hard she works to speak like her sister; her brain now holds more words then her mouth can handle.


In the winter, the Sabbath starts early enough for us to eat dinner together as a family, and still put the children to bed by 8 p.m. Then, Leron and I get to spend a few precious moments together in the quiet of our house. We discuss replacing the worn couch in the living room, and then muster the energy to play a board game or read a book next to each other (trying our hardest not to fall asleep).


Observing the Sabbath requires a certain amount of discipline to take a break from our digital media and entertainment, but it also forces us to be disciplined about taking time for ourselves and our family.


So, here I sit, with a dog who’s begging to be petted, to admire G-d’s work and mine. Although my home may not be as grand as the entirety of the universe, a moment listening to the click of Legos or the turning of a story book page is about as close to heaven as I can get.

Reprinted from the December 23, 2016 website of The New York Times.

 (A Blast from the Past – Dec. 19, 2014)

In Brooklyn, Racing Against

The Shabbat Clock at 

Kings Highway Glatt

By Andrew Cotto 
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Shabbat is the weekly Jewish day of rest. It begins a few minutes before sundown every Friday and ends with the appearance of the first three stars on Saturday evening. During this interlude, Jews are encouraged to reflect and to remember, to appreciate family and to seek a sense of peace. And to eat.


For the large population of Syrian Jews living in Gravesend, Brooklyn, the eating part is often sorted out, in the last moments of daylight before Shabbat begins, at a cherished local shop owned and operated by Simon Leviov and his sons.


On a recent Friday the greeting “Shabbat Shalom” was heard constantly at Kings Highway Glatt, a corner butcher on East Second Street at Kings Highway, the thoroughfare that splits the bucolic side streets of Gravesend. Among the buzzing patrons and employees, there was a current of urgency nearly as frenetic as the oil sizzling in the army of fryers in back, under the eyes of the elder Mr. Leviov.


Scores of foil trays — stuffed with cereal-crusted fried chicken or deep-fried eggplant or a variety of appetizers crisped or baked to various shades of brown — were ferried out of the kitchen, past the rotisserie chickens and through the savory fog of roasted meat, to be sealed and stacked on the crowded orange counter. Stationed there was Rony Leviov, 22, the younger of the brothers, facing a line of customers waiting for their takeout orders.


Adding to the intensity was the constantly ringing phone, manned by Rony’s big brother, Shemaya Leviov, who answers to the nickname “Shy” and takes orders with great economy and care: “Hello, butcher. Yes. Hi. Of course. Tell me.”


Shy scribbled down an order that would be rung up by Rony, processed and packed into the ubiquitous orange bags, then loaded into custom-painted vans and Smart cars that would deliver them nonstop, as long as light and custom would allow.


Kings Highway Glatt was opened in 1988 by Mr. Leviov, who grew up in Israel and immigrated to Brooklyn as an adolescent. A butcher by trade, Mr. Leviov saw the need for a “glatt” (technically, a butcher shop that prepares meat in a strict religious fashion) that also offered prepared foods for the well-heeled local residents responsible for feeding their traditionally large families not only daily meals, but special-occasion repasts during Hanukkah, Passover and, of course, Shabbat.


“It’s like Thanksgiving once a week for us,” said Rachel Mamiye, who was picking up a few items with the eldest of her four children in tow. “You know how hard it is to make these things?” she asked, pointing toward the freezers stacked with Middle Eastern delicacies, all manner of stuffed and rolled meats and dough and vegetables. “I do it all myself, of course,” she added, “but not everybody can make homemade food anymore.”


The fresh meats, displayed along the store’s other wall, run the gamut from racks of lamb to aged prime beef. An assortment of general grocery and specialty items that would make any Syrian expatriate feel at home are crammed wherever there is space, a problem on Fridays, when so much product is moved.


“I need tables!” Shy yelled as the takeout orders began to pile up and more trays of fried delicacies arrived from the back.


Despite the fervor, the atmosphere was informed by the cordiality of community and respect for the ritual nearly at hand, for it would not be long before the sun faded and the families of Gravesend would close their doors, shut down all electronics and enjoy a day of peace, family and food.

A version of this article was published on The New York Times website of December 19. 2014. A print version appeared in the December 21, 2014 edition of the New York edition of the New York Times with the headline “As Long as Light and Custom Allow.”

The Chofetz Chaim Learns from

Reb Nachum’ke When to

Light the Chanukah Menorah

The Chofetz Chaim, R’ Yisrael Meir HaKohain Kagan, had a rebbi you may not have heard of. His teacher’s name was R’ Nachum Kaplan of Horodna (Grodno) but he was known simply as, “R’ Nachum’ke.”


 He taught young Yisrael Meir more than just the text of Torah. As a young man, the Chofetz Chaim watched R’ Nachum’ke’s every action to learn how a Torah Jew behaves. 


One Chanuka, Yisrael Meir noticed that the optimal time for lighting the Menorah had arrived, yet R’ Nachum’ke didn’t kindle the lights. As the time passed, he wondered why his master would not fulfill the mitzvah in the best way possible. In fact, he seemed in no hurry to light! 


Much later, the door opened and R’ Nachum’ke’s wife entered. Almost immediately, R’ Nachum’ke began his preparations then proceeded to say the blessings and light the menorah. Later, the boy asked his rebbi why he had delayed so long in lighting. R’ Nachum’ke explained. “The Gemara (Shabbos 23b) asks if a person has only money for Chanuka lights or Shabbos lights, the Shabbos lights take precedence. This is because they are for “Shalom Bayis,” peace in the home.
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“Were my wife to come home and realize I’d lit without her, surely she would have felt bad. She might even have become angry, and our marital harmony disturbed. Shall I take these very Chanuka lights which the Gemara uses to teach us the importance of Shalom Bayis and used them to cause discord? There was no way I could have lit the candles any earlier.” 

R’ Sholom Schwadron, when retelling this story, would point out, “In this case, Shalom Bayis also meant that R’ Nachum’ke didn’t complain to his wife that she’d made him delay the performance of the mitzvah. He understood that such a complaint would have caused strife, so he remained silent.”
Reprinted from the Parshas Mikeitz 5777 email of the Facebuker Shabbos Table Talk, printed in memory of Rabbi Dovid Winiarz, zt”l.
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