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Sholom Rubashkin Comes to Avenue J for a Farbrengen

By Daniel Keren
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Sholom Mordechai Rubashkin, former CEO of Agriprocessors, once the largest kosher slaughter house and meat packing plant in the U.S.A. and former inmate at the Federal Corrections Institute in Otisville, NY made a special trip to Flatbush last week from his home in Monsey to lead a lively Chabad farbrengen (celebration) at the Beis Menachem Mendel Shul on Avenue J in honor of Tu B’Shvat.


Born in 1959 to Mr. & Mrs. Aaron Rubashkin, a prominent butcher in the Boro Park section of Brooklyn, Sholom Mordechai married Leah (nee Goldman) in 1981. After spending a year learning in kollel, he worked in his father’s butcher shop before moving to Atlanta, Georgia with his wife and growing family to serve as emissaries in a Chabad outreach program.


In 1987 his father opened the Agriprocessors meat plant in Postville, Iowa and appointed Sholom Mordechai to serve as the Chief Executive Officer of the business that would in 10 years not only become the largest kosher meat processing plant, but one of the 30 largest beef-packing plants in America.


The refusal of the Rubashkins to allow their employees to join a union caused Agriprocessors to become a target of not only union organizers, but also radical animal rights activists and leftist secular Jews. On May 12, 2008 the company became the target of a major FBI and Dept. of Homeland Security agents raid in search of illegal alien employees.

Severe Sentence Shocks Legal
Experts and the Jewish Community


The company and Sholom Rubashkin were also charged with more than a thousand counts of financial fraud. In a trial that many legal experts believe was unfairly stacked against the defendant with the prosecution withholding evidence and committing other legal abuses, Rubashkin was convicted on 86 counts. In a surprise move, the judge sentenced Sholom Rubashkin to a shockingly severe sentence of 27 years which even if you believe the defendant was guilty of the charges, was way in excess of the normal sentence for such a white collar crime.


Over the eight years since his imprisonment at Otisville, Rubashkin became a magnet attracting support and concern from diverse Jewish communities across America who were outraged at what many considered to have been a draconian sentence meted out merely because of the Orthodox lifestyle of the defendant.


For more than eight years, Rubashkin was imprisoned and efforts by lawyers to get his highly controversial sentence overturned or have him granted a new trial were repeatedly turned down by various appeals court and an effort to have the U.S. Supreme Court hear his case was rejected. With logically no hope remaining, the Jewish world was joyfully excited by the decision of President Donald Trump a few weeks ago on December 20, 2017 to grant a commutation that resulted in Mrs. Rubashkin driving to Otisville that same night to bring her husband home.


Since then Sholom Rubashkin has visited dozens of Jewish communities across the country and told his story of how he never allowed himself to lose hope on being reunited with his family, including his 10 children.

Flatbush Community Rejoices and
Gains Inspiration from Rubashkin


Last week on Tu B’Shvat Jews in Flatbush had the opportunity to meet and rejoice with Sholom Mordechai. The following is a report on some of the inspirational thoughts that Rubashkin shared.


He began by declaring that one must understand that obviously when you daven to the Abishter (our Father in Heaven) that He certainly hears you. What lesson can we take from Chamisha Asar B’Shevat (Tu B’Shvat – the Jewish New Year of the Trees.) “A man is like a tree of the field” (Devorim/Deut. 20:19). A tree is rooted in the ground and if it should ever be separated from the ground it will lose its metzia (essence and life source.)


Similary, Sholom Rubashkin pointed that a man is rooted to the Abishter through [the study of] Torah and [the performance of] mitzavahs. We need to have the emunah that everything that happens to us is from Hashem and this gives us the ability to withstand all the difficulties of life.


Two days before President Trump’s announcement of his decision to commute the rest of Rubashkin’s prison sentence, it was the first day of Rosh Chodesh Teves and on that day Sholom Mordechai was presented by the prison officials with an official notice from the Eight Circuit Court that his latest appeal request for a new trial or request to over his sentence had been denied.

When Logically No Hope
Remained for Sholom Rubashkin


This was the last possible opportunity to make an appeal to the court system and that meant logically that Rubashkin’s remaining harsh sentence of 19 more years would have to be carried out. So, Sholom Rubashkin asked those at the Avenue J farbrengen “what should be a Jew’s reaction even if by teiva (the natural order of life) your cause looks hopeless? It is at that moment you should throw your burden onto Hashem.


Rubashkin said that a person has to do his hishtadlus. What happens when a person’s attempts to make a keili (vessel) [for Hashem to bestow blessings] have run out? Reflecting on the fact that his last chance for an appeal was rejected, he realized that there was nothing more that by teiva he could do.


And yet two days later the door to his cell was unexpectedly opened by a prison guard who told him that “you are changing your location.” That could mean they were switching Sholom Mordechai to another cell or maybe even another federal correctional institute. The guard brought him to the chief warden’s office where the top officer in the prison said, “Congratulations! The President of the United States has signed your clemency and you are free to go home.”


Rubashkin’s wife got the call from his lawyer who told her to go home and pick up some civilian clothing for her husband and bring him home. She didn’t need to go home because not only was she driving her car at the moment the call came in, but Mrs. Rubashkin always kept in her car’s trunk a kapota (a Chassidic style coat), a pair of pants and a white shirt because she always had faith  that her husband would be released [early.]

The Difference Between a Tree and a Plant


Returning to the theme of Tu B’Shvat, Sholom Mordechai discussed the difference between a tree over a plant. The tree because its roots are deeply embedded in the ground can withstand the harsh winter unlike a plant. And that is why a Jew who is rooted to Torah and mitzvahs is compared to a tree of the field.


Recalling how before he was given bail before one of his trials, Rubashkin was placed in a South Dakota jail. He was told by the jail officials to take off his clothes and switch into prisoners garb. He asked to be allowed to keep his yalmukah and tzitzits. In response the jailer told him to face the new reality that things in his life have changed.


It was at that moment Sholom Rubashkin realized that he had to make a strong commitment to not allow himself to change any of his religious principles. He explained that without his yalmukah and tzitzits, he wasn’t allowed to walk. In response the jailor immediately locked Rubashkin in a cell and at the same handcuffed him with his hands behind his back. The jailor then went to speak to his boss who immediately came over and offered a compromise deal – choose either to wear a yalmukah or a pair of tzitzits. But Rubashkin wouldn’t budge and eventually his jailers blinked in the face of his unyielding religious commitment and gave him both of the ritual garments.


Sholom Rubashkin challenged those in the farbrengen by asking: How are you going to live? Are you going to live with a Jewish or a goyish outlook [on life.] What is the American outlook? It is the pursuit of happiness. But that is not the Jewish outlook which is [rather] to do the avodas Hashem [serving Hashem by performing His mitzvahs]. Every challenge that we encounter is for us [the opportunity] to bring light into the world by striving to fulfill the ratzon (desire of) Hashem.

Struggling to do the Will of Hashem


What does this mean? When we are struggling to do the will of Hashem, He will help you fulfill the mitzvahs no matter how difficult it may seem to be. You have to want to do it [the mitzvahs in the proper] the way you did it at [your] home and even the goy [guard and other prisoners] will come to respect your commitment. If you act like a Jew, the goy will recognize that you are different and come to help you in performance of your mitzvahs.


What is emunah (faith)? Emunah is as real as seichel (intelligence). A Jew, Rubashkin said, lives by emunah. Through the koach (power) of emunah we can connect to kedushah (spiritual holiness) and the Abishter, even more so than through seichel [alone.]


You can be in a place called a prison, but you are not there. We are in a place called golus and we can’t do anything until Moshiach comes. But that doesn’t mean that your mind can’t be thinking of geulah (the redemption from exile) and allow yourself to be above the actual physical golus around you.  A Jew must have emunah peshutah (simple faith in Hashem) that everything is good. Our function in this golus (exile) is to bring the geulah (redemption) to revelation. When you don’t know what to do, put your trust in the Abishter. We have to be connected to our Source and have a joy in being a Yid.

Reprinted from the February 8, 2018 edition of the Flatbush Jewish Journal.
Thoughts that Count

For Parshat Mishpatim

And these are the ordinances which you shall set before them (Ex. 21:1)


This section of the Torah comes immediately after the Revelation on Mount Sinai and the giving of the Ten Commandments. Yet what is enumerated here are not lofty principles pertaining to the relationship between G-d and man; they are very concrete laws governing man's relationship with his fellow man.


We learn from this the lesson that "good manners are a prerequisite to Torah." Rabbi Mendel of Kotsk used to say: The same way that a book's preface informs the reader of the book's contents, a person's courtesy and manners indicate just how much Torah learning he has acquired.

Six years shall he serve, and in the seventh he shall go free (21:2)


"Six years" symbolizes the six thousand years of the world's existence; "shall he serve" refers to our mission to learn Torah and perform mitzvot; "in the seventh" refers to the seventh millennium, when "he shall go free," when the Messianic Era shall reign on earth and G-dliness will no longer be hidden but revealed. (Lubavitcher Rebbe)
Reprinted from Issue 201 (Parshat Mishpatim 5752/1992) of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.

Finding Peace in 

The Courtroom
By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour 
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The Torah in Parashat Mishpatim presents a wide array of civil laws, covering subjects such as theft, damages, loans, and the like. The Parasha begins with the words, “Ve’eleh Ha’mishpatim” – “And these are the laws”– and the commentators note the significance of the letter “Ve” – “and” – at the beginning of this phrase.


This word appears to connect our Parasha with the final section of the last Parasha, Parashat Yitro, which discusses various laws concerning the altar. Apparently, some connection exists between the altar, upon which sacrifices are offered, and the civil laws in Parashat Mishpatim.


Hazal inferred a Halachic requirement from this connection, namely, that the Sanhedrin – the highest Jewish court – should be stationed near the altar, on the Temple Mount. Our civil laws, as opposed to those of American society, for example, are not separate from religion, but to the contrary, are an integral part of religion. This concept is expressed by having the highest legal body of the nation convene in the area of holiest site, the Bet Ha’mikdash.


Rav Tzvi Pesach Frank (Israel, 1873-1960) noted an additional connection between the altar and the Torah’s civil laws, explaining that both serve to bring peace. When a person commits a sin, this creates a strain on his relationship with G-d. The altar provides a means of atonement, thereby repairing this strained relationship between the sinner and the Almighty.


Similarly, the system of civil laws enables people to repair their strained relationships with each other by peacefully resolving their conflicts. When a Bet Din issues a ruling in accordance with the eternal laws of the Torah, the parties know that they have received a Torah answer to their problem, and they can live in peace.


It must be emphasized, however, that this works only if the two parties are seeking peace.  Sometimes a party takes the other to court purely for revenge, and not in the interest of restoring peaceful relations.  And there are also occasions when after the Bet Din issues its ruling, the losing party is bitter and resentful.


We must heed the Mishna’s famous exhortation in Abot, “The word stands on three things – judgment, truth and peace.” The Mishna lists “peace” last because the other two – judgment and truth – must be done for the sake of peace.  Judgment – the court system – is important, but only insofar as it leads us to the goal of peace among people.  The Jewish courts are a vital part of our quest for peace, but they can serve this purpose only if we are genuinely interested in peace and having our conflicts resolved.


And since peace is our ultimate goal, we must always consider the possibility of compromise. Too often, cases linger and are drawn out due to the parties’ refusal to compromise, or to recognize that persisting is not in their best interest.  Many times it is far better to settle or to just let go than to resort to legal battles. 


Tradition teaches that “Mahaloket Ahat Doha Me’a Parnasot”–“One fight can stop one hundred sources of livelihood.” This means that if G-d has assigned one hundred pipelines from the heavens through which to bring a person material blessing, a single unresolved conflict can block them all.


Proof can be drawn from the fact that when Beneh Yisrael worshipped the golden calf, the manna still fell from the heavens, but when Korah led a revolt against Moshe, the manna stopped. Fighting disrupts the channels of material blessing, and makes it very difficult for a person to earn a proper living.  And thus peace is always the best policy. We are always better off compromising for the sake of maintaining peaceful relations.


The Torah’s system of “Mishpatim,” like the Mizbe’ah (altar), can bring peace, but only if we allow it to, realizing that peace must always be the ultimate goal.

Reprinted from the Parashat Mishpatim 5778 website of the Edmond J. Safra Synagogue of Brooklyn, NY.

Rabbi Berel Wein on

Parashat Mishpatim 5778
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One of the many diverse and detailed subjects covered in this week’s Torah reading is that of the laws regarding lending money to a fellow Jew. And though the language of the verse is couched in a conditional manner –“if” or “when”  you will lend money – the rabbis of the Talmud interpreted this as an imperative – a positive commandment requiring one to be open to lend money to those who are in need of temporary aid.


There are many laws, details and technicalities attached to this commandment and this short article is not the place to address them. But the overriding principle is clear. Lending money to others and helping them to extricate themselves from otherwise burdensome circumstances is a positive commandment of the Torah.


Though we all know and sense that lending money to someone goes against our emotional and rational sense of being. It is much easier for a person to donate money to another human being or to a cause than to lend that money. We are immediately beset by the problem that perhaps the person will never wish to or be able to repay that debt. 


If I gave him the money and that is that and I have erased the matter from my mind and consciousness. However when I lend money, that alone is omnipresent with me. The borrower will avert my gaze when I meet him on the street and the lender will feel just as uncomfortable as does the borrower. Lending money to an individual always causes an awkward interpersonal relationship.


Perhaps this may be the very reason why the Torah ordains a commandment to lend money to another individual. The Torah wishes to break down our selfish instincts and self-interest. Whether we wish to or not, we become invested in the life and activities of the one who borrowed the money. We have reason to pray for his success because only then will he somehow be able to discharge his obligation.


That is why the Torah states that the poor man, the borrower, is “with you.” The relationship of borrower and lender is not merely a financial arrangement but it is a deeply personal one that has many ramifications. As King Solomon pointed out, a borrower feels one’s self in bondage to the lender.


This is a psychological truism that also has practical halachic consequences. But it is incumbent upon the lender to mitigate such feelings to the extent possible. The lender cannot pursue repayment of his loan in a manner that is too intense. And this is especially true if the lender is aware that the borrower really does not have any extra funds with which to currently repay the loan.


Yet, the Torah does provide strong legal action on the part of the lender to recover his loan. He justifies this on the basis that if it becomes too difficult to collect on a loan then people will stop lending money and that will make for a very selfish and ultimately disastrous society.

Reprinted from the Parashat Mishpatim 5778 website of RabbiWein.com

More Thoughts that Count
For Parshat Mishpatim

For all manner of transgression...of which he can say, "this is it" (22:80)


Pride is the root of all transgression. The essence of sin is when a person says of himself--"this is it"--"I am the most important thing in the whole world!" (Rabbi Yisrael of Modzitz)
Reprinted from Issue 201 (Parshat Mishpatim 5752/1992) of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.

The Challenge for Every Jew

To Subjugate One’s Physical Desires to Better Serve Hashem

Adapted from the works of

Rabbi Menachem M. Schneerson, zt”l

The Lubavitcher Rebbe.

[image: image4.jpg]




In last week's Torah portion, we learned about the Revelation on Mount Sinai. This week, in Mishpatim, the text begins by delineating some of the many practical laws which the Torah contains. The first subject dealt with is, "If you buy a Hebrew servant." This pertains to a Jew who was sold into servitude by the courts in order to make restitution for stealing, or one who sells himself due to his great poverty.


At first glance, it seems odd that the Torah would begin with this subject first. After all, in the generation of Jews who left Egypt, there were no Hebrew servants! The Children of Israel were all very wealthy, having received many gifts of gold and silver from the Egyptians before they left, and from the great riches they plucked as they passed through the Red Sea. There were no poor people who had to sell themselves into slavery. 


And even if there were those who succumbed to the prohibition "Thou shalt not covet" and actually stole something, they were all sufficiently wealthy to be able to pay back the rightful owner twice, or however many times the value of the stolen object, as prescribed by Torah law. Why then does the Torah choose precisely this subject to begin the portion dealing with practical commandments, those governing man's relationship with his fellow man--the laws of offerings, festivals and the like?


The section on the Hebrew servant, more than any other commandment, illustrates the effect the Revelation on Mount Sinai had on this world. With this mitzva, more so than with others, we see a direct cause and effect between the sin and its punishment. If a Hebrew slave does not desire to be freed after six years of servitude, his punishment is "and his master should bore his ear through with an awl."


The commentator Rashi explains that this ear, which heard the prohibition uttered on Mount Sinai against stealing and committed thievery anyway, deserves to be bored through. This ear, which heard G-d declare that the Jewish people are His servants alone--yet wants to remain a slave to a human master--deserves to be pierced.


In many instances of Torah law, we do not find such a direct cause and effect between a wrongdoing and its rectification. For example, the Torah promises that the reward for honoring one's parents is longevity, but we don't always perceive this connection. Similarly, punishments may also seem to have little connection to the sin committed. However, the penalty for a Hebrew slave who refuses to be set free is one instance in which the punishment is an obvious consequence of the actions.


When the Torah was given it enabled the spiritual and physical world to influence each other. Prior to that time, the spiritual and material were sealed off from one another--each realm remained isolated and distinct. The Hebrew slave is an example to illustrate this innovation, for his spiritual defect found a physical expression, one which could be seen by all.


Furthermore, Chasidic philosophy explains that the Hebrew bondsman also symbolizes man's obligation to subjugate his baser instincts and desires in the service of G-d. After the Revelation, the road to spirituality is paved by our properly utilizing physical reality in the service of holiness.

Reprinted from Issue 200 (Parshat Yisroy 5752/1992) of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.

Rav Avigdor Miller on
The Avos at Har Sinai



QUESTION: Why was the Torah not given to our Avos, Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaakov?

ANSWER: And the answer is the Torah is the Torah of a people, the Torah of a nation. It's not a Torah of an individual family. Only that this great family had to prepare themselves to be the progenitors of a people that would accept the Torah. That was their function. They didn't live for themselves. 


Like the Rambam says, the main purpose that the Avos had in mind in building a family was this function, to create a nation of servants of Hashem.  Day and night the fathers and the mothers of our nation were thinking one thought, one intention, and that was - to raise up a nation that would serve Hashem.


So the Torah was to be given to a nation, and the function of the Avos was to prepare for that eventuality. Now, if the Torah had been given to them and not later, the impact would have been dulled. It's impact would have been deadened by giving it to a small family. 


So Hakadosh Baruch Hu waited until we were already a numerous nation. Only then did they assemble together for that spectacular event of Matan Torah, and then, when this great nation accepted the Torah together, it made its most impressive effect. TAPE # 200 (January 1977)


Reprinted from the February 5, 2018 email of Toras Avigdor (info@torasavigdor.org)
The Emunah Response

By Rabbi David Ashear
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The great Maggid of Zlotochov was living in abject poverty. One day, he thought to himself, "I don't even have the basic necessities. How can I make the Beracha of שעשה לי כל צרכי- which is a blessing thanking Hashem for providing for all of our needs?" 

Then he thought further and said, "If Hashem gave me this life of poverty, it must be because this is exactly what I need to fulfill my purpose here. So, Hashem has taken care of all of my needs!" Immediately he said the Beracha with great joy. 


With Emunah the same situation which would normally bring a person to tears is viewed from a slightly different perspective, and suddenly it becomes the reason to joyfully thank Hashem. 


It is normal for older singles to feel cheated not living the lives that they thought they would be living. With Emunah, however, they say to themselves, "Who is the One giving me this life right now? Who knows what I need to be successful in this world? If Hashem put me in this position, it is because this is what I need to fulfill my purpose."


Of course, going forward they should always pray that being married will enable them to fulfill their purpose. As far as the past is concerned, however, they are not bitter. They are still filled with praises of Hashem. 


Situations come up all of the time that threaten to upset us. As long as our Emunah glasses are on, each of those situations will just be another cause to thank Hashem. 


A man told me that he had an idea to start selling duck to his customers. So, a few months ago he contacted someone who told him that he had small ducks that still needed to grow, and that he should call him back. Recently that salesman called him and said that the ducks are ready. If he wanted, he could come and purchase them. 


He contacted his local Shochet, and the Shochet told him where to send the ducks. When the truckload of ducks arrived by the Shochet, the Shochet immediately called the man and said, "I'm sorry to tell you that we only use ducks with certain signs, and these ducks don't have them. I am sorry for not being clearer with you before, but I cannot slaughter these."


The man then called the salesman back and asked for a refund. The salesman said, "No, all sales are final here. There are no returns." 


This man then said that if this would have happened a couple of years ago, he would have had a fit. But now that he has Emunah, the first thing he thought of was that the money here was not meant to be for him. Hashem arranged for this entire scenario to happen just because he needed to lose this money.


He closed his eyes and said, "Thank you, Hashem, for doing what is best for me," and he went on with his day happily.


A woman told me that she recently had her mother's Yahrzeit, and she was the only one of her siblings who was able to get away and travel to Israel for it. The Yahrzeit was going to be on a Motzaei Shabbat, and her flight from New York was on Thursday. Many flights were canceled that day due to the snow, but hers was just delayed.


She was very excited to go. She was all packed, and then she got the message that said that her flight had also just been cancelled, and there would be no more flights leaving that day. She would not be able to be there on the Yahrzeit. 


She said that if this would have happened to her before learning about Emunah, she would have been devastated. But now, after the principles of Emunah had been ingrained in her, she was so calm. She said, "If this is what Hashem wants, then I will be happy with it." She also went right on with her day, happily. 

Emunah gives us the ability to be happy in this world, and it gives us the merits to be happy in the next.
Reprinted from the February 5, 2018 email of Daily Emunah.
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