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The Donkey in the Pit

By Yaakov Lieder
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When life throws challenges at us, we have a choice. We can feel sorry for ourselves and cry and complain, "Why me?" Or we could stop and say to ourselves: "What can I do, given the new circumstances that have arisen?"


I once asked an elderly wise person whom I used to approach for advice, "Where do you get such good judgement from?" He answered, "Good judgment comes from bad experience." He related to me the following story, which had a profound effect on me.


One day, a donkey fell into a pit. The animal cried and whined for hours while his owner tried to figure out what to do. Finally, the farmer decided that since the animal was old, and the pit needed to be covered up anyway, he'd just bury the old donkey right there. He got a shovel and started filling in the pit. The donkey kept up its wailing, but then fell silent. After an hour of furious shoveling, the farmer paused to rest. To his amazement, he saw his old donkey jump out of the pit and trot away!


At first, when the donkey realized what was happening, he cried even more piteously. But then the wise animal hit on a plan. As each spadeful of dirt hit his back, the donkey would shake it off and take a step up on the growing mound of earth. Eventually, the mound grew high enough for him to jump out of the pit.


Life is going to shovel dirt on you, all kinds of dirt. The trick to getting out of the pit well is to shake it off and take a step up. We can get out of the deepest pits by not stopping and never giving up. Just try it!

Excerpted and reprinted from the Chabad.Org Magazine website.

A Story for Shabbat:

Not Divine Inspiration

By Gad Shachtman

The little girl stammered that her mother had sent her to check whether the chicken was kosher. The Rav beckoned to her and after a few minutes of checking the chicken thoroughly he gave it back to her and told her: Go tell your mother that she made a mistake and brought the wrong chicken. A Shabbat story about Rabbi Shmuel Salant, Rabbi of Jerusalem (1816-1909)


The Rabbi stopped his Shiur(Torah lesson) as a young girl was standing at the entrance holding a slaughtered chicken. Her mother had instructed her to ask the Rabbi of Jerusalem, Rav Shmuel Salant, whether the chicken was kosher, but she had come in the middle of the Shiur.


The Rabbi, however, whose astuteness was matched by his kindhearted nature, stopped the Shiur and asked her gently: What do you want, my child?


The little girl stammered that her mother had sent her to check whether the chicken was kosher. The Rav beckoned to her and after a few minutes of checking the chicken thoroughly he gave it back to her and told her: Go and tell your mother that she made a mistake and brought the wrong chicken. Ask her to send the second chicken which she slaughtered…


Half an hour later the girl appeared with another chicken, which Rav Shmuel checked and ruled accordingly. After the girl left his disciples queried what Divine inspiration revealed to their master that this family has slaughtered two chickens that day?
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Rav Shmuel Salant


"It wasn't Divine inspiration or prophecy" , smiled Rav Shmuel humbly, "but the first chicken had no question at all regarding its status. I therefore assumed that the family had slaughtered two chickens that day, and only one of them was of questionable status, but due to the pressure and confusion they sent the first chicken to me, and therefore I asked them to send me the correct one…


In the courtyard of Rabbi Yehoshua Wilner, a devout Jew in Jerusalem, his family grew many chickens, from which they derived their livelihood. Often Rabbi Yehoshua would secretly distribute eggs and even chickens for free to the poor scholars of the city.


One Friday, while the community were preparing to receive the Shabbat, Rabbi Yehoshua was standing with a number of his friends in the courtyard of Rav Shmuel Salant, and told them that he had a very dirty chicken in his courtyard covered in lice and dirt. He was wondering whether the chicken might be tereifa (non-kosher) and he asked one of the prominent Rabbis of Jerusalem whether it was kosher. The Rabbi checked the halachic books and didn't see any reason to disqualify the chicken.


While Rabbi Yehoshua was telling this to his friends, Rav Shmuel Salant passed by and muttered while walking past: "If you would ask my opinion, the chicken is not kosher".


Those present were astonished. Rav Shmuel was known to always try to be lenient in his rulings and especially after hearing that one of the prominent Rabbis of Jerusalem had ruled leniently, why would he see fit to rule stringently?


Rav Shmuel understood their bemusement and explained: There isn't any specific ruling in the writings of the authorities regarding such a chicken. However a normal chicken can turn its head and clean itself of all dirt. If this chicken is so dirty, it stands to reason that its neck is broken and it cannot therefore turn its head around to clean itself. A broken neck is of course tereifa.


The bystanders listened to their Rabbi's words with wonder and immediately after Shabbat they went to Rabbi Yehoshua's house to check the chicken. They were amazed to find that indeed the chicken's neck was broken.


When the story reached the ears of the Rabbi who had permitted the chicken, and he heard how Rav Shmuel had ruled against him on the basis of logic alone, he responded with wonder, saying: "Rav Shmuel Salant is unique in our generation".

Reprinted from the Hidabroot website.
Reflections on a Grandfather’s Petirah

By Rabbi Tuvia Bolton


When the sixth (previous) Lubavitcher Rebbe (Rabbi Yosef Yitzchak Schneersohn) was just a young child of three years old, just months after the passing of his grandfather (Rebbe Shmuel who had been the fourth Rebbe) he went to his grandfather's empty study room, sat in one of the large chairs in a corner and became silently engrossed in thought.


Although he was only a child his mind was very mature, and he could contemplate the most abstract ideas for hours.


Earlier that day had read in the Talmud (Ktuvot 104a) the story about Rebbe Yehuda HaNassi, the great Tanna (Holy genius at the end of the Second Temple 2,000 years ago) who compiled the Mishna.


There it relates that after he passed away and was buried he actually, returned home each Friday night to make "Kiddush" (a prayer said over a cup of wine) to usher in the Shabbat for his family!


He was wondering if his grandfather also could do the same thing; physically visit this world and perhaps even in this same room where he was sitting.
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Rebbe Shalom Dov Ber  Rabbi Yosef Yitzchak Schneersohn


Suddenly his thoughts were disturbed by the sound of someone crying. He opened his eyes and saw that his father (Rebbe Shalom Dov Ber) who must have entered the room without noticing him, was standing before his grandfather’s desk weeping and speaking to him just as he did when he was alive.


Little Yosef Yitzchak silently left the room and realized that this was the answer to his question. Righteous Jews never really die. (Ma ShSaper Li HaRebbe vol. 4 pg 102).

Reprinted from the Parshat Yitro 5778 email of Yeshiva Ohr Tmimim in Eretz Yisroel.

The True Wealth of

Don Isaac Abarbanel

	



	Born
	Isaac ben Judah Ab



There is a well-known story about the Abarbanel (Don Isaac Abravanel) who was the finance manager of King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella in Spain in the late 1400s. Some people accused him of stealing, but King Ferdinand, who was very close to him and trusted him, asked him the value of his estate. 


The Abarbanel gave a much smaller figure than he knew his Estate to be worth, and then added, "All that we think we own, such as our home, money in the bank, and all our other possessions are just temporary and can be taken away from us at any moment, but all the charity that we give away is what is really ours and that is what we will ultimately take with us to Olam Haba (the World to Come in heaven!)"

The Abarbanel went on to organize an effort to redeem 250 Jews who had been taken prisoner, donating most of the money himself and supporting them for two years, giving them time to learn the language and find work.s

This reminds me of a close friend of mine who's a true Baal Tzedakah. I remember when his business took a little downturn and he became somewhat concerned, he yelled out..."Baruch Hashem...even if I lose my business now and all my money, I’m satisfied knowing that all the money that I gave away to tzedakah can never be taken away from me!" 


I asked him what he meant by that and he responded: ."Don't you know that all the money that we give away to Tzedakah is truly the only real money that we own and that's what will accompany us after 120 years to Olam Habah?"

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

Yosel the Apikorus

Rabbi Mashiach Kelaty

 “If you encounter an ox of your enemy or his donkey wandering, you shall return it to him repeatedly.” (23:4) 


There is a great anecdote that is said in the name of the Chofetz Chaim. Once, there was a young Jew from the shtetl (village) who had set his heart on being an apikorus (atheist). He traveled to the city of Odessa in the hope of meeting one of his icons - Yosel the apikorus – a cult of personality in the world of atheism. 


On his arrival in the big city, he asked to be directed to the house of this Mr. Yosel and he soon found himself standing before the door of the famous man himself. Wafting through the door came the familiar lilting tune of someone learning gemara. He knocked on the door, and the tune abruptly stopped. 


“Come in!” called a voice. He gingerly pushed the door open, and there, seated in front of him, was an old Jew with a long flowing white beard and peyos. “Excuse me for disturbing you. I’m looking for Yosel the apikorus.” 


The old Jew paused, looked at him, and said “I am Yosel the apikorus.” “But... but...” he sputtered, “But, but the beard, the peyos. The gemara!” 


Yosel replied to him “I’m an apikorus, not an am haaretz!” 


Nowadays it’s difficult to find an authentic card-carrying atheist. They’re an endangered species, because most of us don’t really know what it is that we don’t believe in. People’s doubts are not based on knowledge; rather we have become strangers in a strange land, unlettered in our own heritage.


We are known as “The People of the Book.” The problem is that many Jews can’t read the Book anymore, let alone understand it. They are like sheep who have strayed so far from home that they have forgotten that a home even exists. 


Let’s go back to our verse “If you encounter an ox of your enemy or his donkey wandering, you shall return it to him repeatedly.” If the Torah shows such concern for the welfare of someone’s property, commanding us to go out of our way to return his animal to him even a hundred times over, surely all the more so must we be concerned to return a person to himself, to try and reach out to our brothers and sisters who have lost their identity as Jews, to show them the beauty and depth of our holy Torah.


 In our times, when so many of us are like sheep lost in a spiritual wilderness, when we have no idea how to get back home, or even that there is a home, it is a tremendous mitzvah for those who can be shepherds to guide the lost and the bewildered on the path that leads home to the light of Jewish self-awareness.
Reprinted from the Parshat Mishpatim 5778 email of Oneg Shabbos, the North West London’s Weekly Torah & Opinion Sheets. Rabbi Kelaty is the rabbi of Stanmore United Synagogue Sephardi Kehilla in London.
Story #1052

Rewards for Refusing Rewards

From the desk of Yerachmiel Tilles

editor@ascentofsafed.com

In the course of this long and bitter exile the Jews have suffered many trials and tribulations at the hands of gentile monarchs who sought to line their treasure chests with Jewish money.


Once, in the kingdom of Bohemia, King Wenzel found himself in a predicament common to the aristocracy - he needed gold! And as always, he turned to his Jewish subjects to fill his coffers.


The Jewish community was accustomed to the cruel demands of the king, but this time the demand was more exorbitant than ever. Reb Shmuel, the leader of the community, was presented with an ultimatum: "In eight days, the Jews of Prague must hand over the sum of 20,000 pieces of silver. If you fail to do so, the king will withdraw his protection from the Jews of the realm."


Panic spread throughout the community, as word of the royal edict became known. Not long before, dozens of Jews had been massacred by wild mobs. If not for the intervention of the king's soldiers who knows how many more would have died? The city elders calculated the total worth of the community. Even if the Jews sold all of their possessions, they could never hope to meet the king's demands.

Then Reb Shmuel stood up. "I am a descendant of King David and I am sure that his merit will protect me. I will intercede before the king."

The next day, all the congregation gathered to pray for Reb Shmuel's success. As for himself, Reb Shmuel had a plan. Together with his beautiful and intelligent daughter, Reb Shmuel headed for the palace, but first, he had one stop to make.

Many years before, as he traveled through the forest, Reb Shmuel chanced upon a leather casket. Upon examination he realized it belonged to the local landowner, and he rode off to return it to its rightful owner. The grateful nobleman offered a reward, but Reb Shmuel refused, saying, "Our Torah teaches that we are obliged to return lost objects."

"I will never forget your kindness, and I am at your service if you ever need a friend," the noble swore.

Now was the time to collect this debt. Reb Shmuel explained the situation to his noble friend.

"As you are aware, the king does not receive Jews without their being summoned. However, he is always interested in beautiful women. Perhaps he will receive your daughter," replied the noble.

This is exactly what Reb Shmuel had expected when he framed his plan.

Days later, all eyes focused on the young Jewish woman as Rachel entered the king's throne room.

"Ah, so you wish to speak to me. Well, I will hear you, but first, you must kiss this bridegroom who stands before you," and the king pointed to a large Christian statue which stood behind his throne.

"Your majesty," Rachel replied, "it is customary for the groom to approach the bride, and so I will wait for him to come to me."

The king laughed out loud at her clever response. "I see she is not only beautiful, but very bright. Allow the Jewess to speak!"

"Your Majesty, my father asks permission to say four words to the King."


"Four words! What could he say in only four words?! Very well, admit him, but if this is a joke this day will be your last!"

Reb Shmuel entered and stood before the throne. "G-d said to Satan!" he pronounced in a booming voice.

The king waited to see what would follow, but Reb Shmuel said nothing. "Very clever, Jew. Well, go on now and explain yourself."


"Your Majesty, these words are from the book of Job, when the L-rd condescended to speak to the lowest of the angels, Satan. Therefore, Sire, I infer that Your Majesty will deign to speak with me, the lowest of your subjects."

"Well said. Since you compare G-d and myself, I shall speak with you."


Then Reb Shmuel threw himself at the king's feet, beseeching him to rescind his onerous demand. When Reb Shmuel had finished, the king spoke: "I will forgive the Jews this time. But, tell me, what do you wish for yourself? Every messenger wants something for himself."


"No, Your Majesty, I desire nothing for myself at all."


"No, that is not acceptable. It will not be said that King Wenzel fails to repay any good deed. From this time forth, you will be admitted to my presence at will, and you will be the official representative of the Jews in the royal court."


And then, as an afterthought, the king asked, "What is your name, Jew?" "My name is Shmuel," he replied.


"Shmuel is your given name. From this day, I decree that your family name will be that of the angel to whom G-d spoke. You and your descendants will forevermore be called 'Satan.'"


And so, to this day, descendants of this brave and righteous man who risked his life and that of his beloved daughter to save the Jews of Prague bear the strange last name of Satan [or "Sutton"] or "Stein."


Source: Supplemented by Yerachmiel Tilles from LchaimWeekly.org (#1052) with permission.


Connection: Weekly Reading of Mishpatim -- Returning lost objects (Ex.23:4...see also Deut. 22:1-3).
Reprinted from the Parshat Mishpatim 5778 email of KabbalaOnline.org, a project of Ascent of Safed. www.ascentofsafed.com   ascent@ascentofsafed.com
The Holocaust Survivor 
Who Couldn’t Get a Job 
As the Shul Shamesh
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In the Brachah of Borei Nefashos, we say that ‘Hashem creates numerous living things with their deficiencies’. The Rashba (Teshuvos, 149) explains that with these words we have gratitude to Hashem specifically for what appears to us to be deficiencies in our lives, because in this way, we acknowledge that Hashem has created us in this manner. 


For example, Hashem could have created us without having the need to eat. Therefore, we thank Hashem for this ‘deficiency’ which requires us to be human, and to subsist on what Hashem provides us with. 


This idea that we must appreciate everything that occurs in life, even if it seems to be ‘deficient’ to us, is displayed by the Rosh Yeshivah of Tshebin in Eretz Yisroel, Rav Avraham Genichuvski, zt”l, when he gave a Shiur to his Talmidim. 


He related the story of a Holocaust survivor who arrived in America shortly after being liberated. He was looking for a way to make a living, but he was unable to learn the English language very well, and because of this, his options were limited. 

A Neighborhood Shul was

Looking for a Shamesh


He heard that one of the Shuls in the neighborhood was looking for a Shamesh, someone who could care for the Shul and help it run, as well as someone to greet the members and visitors, and make them feel comfortable in Shul. The Shul administration was impressed with this man, his confidence, his sense of humor, and how well he got along with people. 


He was about to get the job and sign a contract, when one of the board members asked, “Of course, you speak English?” as until then they had only spoken in Yiddish. 


The man replied that he did not, and explained that in Poland he had had no need to speak English, nor did it matter while he was in the Nazi concentration camps, and he hasn’t picked it up that well. 


The board member said, “We are very sorry that we can’t offer you the job. In our Shul, we often have celebrations which are attended by family and friends, and to many of them, a Shul is very foreign. They need someone to guide them through the Davening and explain what is happening, and all of this requires fluency in the English language. We would love for you to have gotten the job, but you simply do not have the qualifications for it.” 

Decided to Purchase a Pushcart


The man realized that he was out of choices, so he decided to purchase a used pushcart and sell small items on the corner of one of the busy streets. Business started picking up almost right away for him, and he expanded quickly, hiring other people to manage additional pushcarts. Eventually, he had several pushcarts throughout the city, and at this point, he decided it was time open a large retail department store. 


This too saw success, and soon he was purchasing other businesses. The simple pushcart had now become a large corporation! At the closing of a major transaction involving the purchase of a number of stores, he was asked to read and sign the contract. The man gave the contract to his secretary, and asked for it to be read it to him. 


The businessmen and lawyers who had gathered around the conference table were incredulous to see that this man, the CEO of such a large business, could not read English. They asked him, “How is it possible that you were able to build and maintain such a large business empire, yet you can’t read English?” 


He said, “Let me explain something to you. If I had even spoken English a few years ago, today, I wouldn’t be here making this deal. I would be washing floors in the Shul!” 


The Rosh Yeshivah concluded his Shiur by telling his students, “We don’t realize how it is specifically the ‘deficiency’ that may bring us the opportunities to succeed in life, and can often turn our lives completely around. It is for this that we thank Hashem in Borei Nefashos!”
Reprinted from the Parshas Mishpatim 5778 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

An Unorthodox

Return to Orthodoxy

By Michoel Gros

Talk about unexpected messengers. One Shabbos morning, 40-year-old Ken (Kalman) Kolman stepped into a synagogue in the town of Petaluma in northern California. The men in the synagogue were twice his age, and like him, not observant. They had all grown up frum and thrown off their observances years earlier in favor of “Secular Judaism.” 


They had tried to give their children a loose Jewish identity based mostly on Jewish foods and Yiddish culture. But upon seeing that their children and grandchildren had rejected even these minimal traditions, the men realized the faults of their ways. Therefore, when Ken arrived with a wife and two young children in tow, the old-timers resolved to make amends by teaching them the ropes of their religion.


Ken grew up in a suburb of Philadelphia in the 1950s. He gained a strong Jewish identity on the local streets, as he was frequently beaten up by local Italian Catholic boys who accused him of having killed the founder of their religion.


This was not the only the connection Ken had to Judaism. He attended Hebrew School and classes with the rabbi in his Conservative synagogue, but was disappointed by the latent hypocrisy of the movement. In college, he stayed away from anything even loosely connected to religion or belief in a Higher Body.


In 1978, Ken married Ellen (Esther). She was also from the Philadelphia area. She had grown up completely secular, her Jewish pride having been built on an appreciation for secular Jewish history and a connection to Israel.


Ken and Ellen were content with their secular life, but decided it was important to give their two children a semblance of a Jewish identity.


“We talked about it. We wanted to give our kids some level of Jewish background. We didn’t want them to just assimilate into the world.”


The Kolmans moved frequently, as Ken rose in the ranks of the shoe manufacturing industry. He eventually became a corporate executive and oversaw the design and manufacturing of shoe brands for major corporations. In each location they moved to, the family sought out local Conservative synagogues to provide Jewish experiences for their young children.



In the early 1990s, the Kolmans moved to Rohnert Park, California. There was a choice of two local synagogues, each 10 miles from their home in opposite directions. On their first Shabbos they drove to a synagogue in Santa Rosa. They walked in and found a well-established Conservative congregation, complete with an organ standing on the bimah. Ken did an immediate about-face.


“It was too much like a church for me.”


The next week, the Kolmans tried the other Conservative synagogue in the area, Congregation B’nai Israel in Petaluma. Once again, Ken walked in, and left just as fast.


“I walked in and saw women with tallises on. I said, ‘I’m never coming back here.’ Even with my loosely affiliated upbringing, it didn’t feel right. I knew there was something wrong with it. I didn’t grow up that way and it bothered me.”


However one of the older members named Henry Libicki called Ken during the week and invited him to try out the synagogue again. He saw the Kolmans as just the young, model family needed to bring new life into the synagogue.


Henry connected Ken with other old-timers. Most of them had emigrated from Russia and became chicken farmers. They had run away from the pogroms of Europe for the religious freedoms of America. Others had grown up in New York and had proper yeshiva educations. However, once arriving in California, they all threw off the religious traditions, and tried to create a life of secular Judaism based on “Jewish values” without Torah or G-d.


“They built the community there. Some of their children hung around, but all of their grandchildren disappeared. They were lost to Judaism. You can’t hand down secular Judaism, bagels-and-lox Judaism,” Ken said.


They realized their mistakes, and they even described them in a book written about the community, entitled Comrades and Chicken Ranchers. One man, who had become a Labor Zionist and atheist as a young man before becoming more traditional as he aged, poignantly described the experience they all shared:


“Our children lost interest in the Jewish community. Our grandchildren disappeared. There wasn’t anybody to keep up Jewish life at the [Jewish Community] Center.

“The history of the Petaluma Jewish community can teach us a lesson about secular Judaism. Secular Judaism, in my opinion, has little to transmit to the second generation and nothing for the third generation. There is no tradition, no custom, no law – just some feeling, some nostalgia.”

The Kolmans joined the synagogue shortly after two other families of similar age had arrived. Ken and the other men, Marc Nathanson and Raf Zimberoff, became close friends and travel companions on their journeys back to their roots. The older men of the synagogue adopted them, teaching them how to layn from the Torah, daven and even the rudiments of learning Gemara.


Ken and his friends were eager students. They had each already recognized the need to teach their own children a more full-version of Jewish ritual, so they jumped at the chance to learn it in Petaluma.


As they became more observant, Ken and the other men tried making changes in the synagogue (as much as they knew how). Some of their changes were accepted, some were not. They desired fully separate seating, but compromised on rearranging the synagogue to create three sections: one mixed, one for men and one for women. They succeeded in uprooting the age-old policy of serving pepperoni pizza at synagogue events. Eventually the Kolmans began purchasing all of the food for the synagogue’s kiddushes to guarantee that it was to their standard.


Initially, Ken drove the 10 miles to synagogue on Shabbos, but eventually began staying with families who lived closer.


For their son’s bar mitzvah, Ken and Ellen flew in kosher food from a caterer in Chicago. Every part of the Shabbos morning service was true to Jewish tradition.


“People said this was the most beautiful service they had ever been to. It was full of such a feeling.”


In 1998, after several years on their journey, the Kolmans decided to attend a kosher Pesach retreat in a hotel in Southern California. It was their first experience in a truly frum environment.


“For the first time in my life, I was the normal one. Everyone was religious there. It gave us such a great feeling to fit in.”


However, Ken did not fit in quite as much as he expected. With his Grateful Dead T-Shirt, a large, colorful Bucharian yarmulke, tzitzis, an earring and a ponytail, he clearly stuck out. And even though he had learned the fundamentals of the prayers services in the synagogue back in Petaluma, davening with a real minyan was a different matter altogether.


“I could barely follow what they were talking about. I had never been in a real minyan before.”


The Kolmans were welcomed with warmth and love by everyone they met during the retreat. People expressed their admiration at how much the family had managed to learn in Petaluma, however, several people gave them well-needed advice to relocate to a proper Orthodox community to continue their growth, and for the sake of their children.


Shortly after the retreat, the Kolmans spent a Shabbos in Seattle, Washington, in the home of a family who they had met during the retreat. They realized that this was going to be the next stop of their journey.


“We visited there. People were walking in the street wearing tallises, saying ‘Good Shabbos.’ This was totally home.”


Upon arriving back in California, the family made plans to sell their home and pack up their life. Ken immediately called up his friend Raf to tell him that they would be leaving soon and moving to Seattle.


“Seattle? Us too. We’re moving there in three months,” Raf said. “We were afraid to tell you.”


The Kolmans and the Zimberoffs packed up their lives and moved on, once again together. By that point, most of the old-timers in the Petaluma synagogue had passed away, and the few who remained understood that they could no longer offer the families what they needed. The men had nurtured their protégés and had given them the true gift of life, an awareness of their Jewish roots and the proper way to serve their Creator. But now it was time for them to move on, to truly learn what Hashem expected of them.

Reprinted from the December 22, 2017 edition of the Jewish Press.
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