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Rabbi Levi Yitzchak, the Jewish Maiden and the Baron

By Rabbi Tuvia Bolton


Some two hundred years ago Jews were much closer to G-d than today - they had no choice.


G-d was their only shield and weapon against enemies, disease and hardships.


At the whim of the gentiles that surrounded them Jews were murdered, robbed, tortured and driven from their homes - and no one but G-d could stop it.


And G-d was seemingly more accessible than today. Today we tend to rely on doctors, the army, the police, the diplomats and, of course, modern-day technology.


Back then there were only 'Tzadikim'.


Tzadkim are Jews that, like Abraham, Issac and Jacob live only to do the will of the Creator according to the Torah.


But, even more, they are G-d's helpers.


Just as G-d sent Moses, Elijah the prophet and others to help Jews so in every generation there are Tzadikim. But the Baal Shem Tov, who came to prepare the world for Moshiach some three hundred years ago, produced hundreds, even thousands of them.


A prime example was Rabbi Levi Yitzchak of Braditchev who lived some two hundred years ago.


His fame spread throughout Poland and the neighboring areas as a wonder worker whose love of G-d, the Torah and the Jewish people was unlimited.


But Rabbi Levi Yitzchak really shined on Rosh HaShanna when he blew the Shofar.


Blowing the Shofar is the first commandment of the year and it is the highest and most powerful of all the commandments.


Every commandment is preceded by a blessing declaring G-d as King of the Universe - but with the blowing of the Shofar we really do it; we actually coronate G-d and make Him a King!!


Especially when Tzadikim, like Rabbi Levi Yitzchak do it. When they blow the Shofar they can actually 'cause' G-d to re-arrange the world, 'change' the heavens and draw blessings into even the lowest places.


It is the holiest and most pristine moment of the year.


So the congregation was aghast when one year Rabbi Levi Yitzchak went up on the podium to blow the shofar and, weeping profusely, pulled a long braid of blond hair from his pocket, held it high in the air for several moments, and mumbled something. Only then, after he put the braid on the table before him, did he begin to blow the shofar.


When he finished he was beaming with joy and later at the holiday meal, when one of his pupils got up the courage to ask him what had happened, he explained.


"Weeks before Rosh HaShanna I and other Tzadikim sensed that this coming year would be filled with pogroms and unspeakable tragedies for the Jews. All the Tzadikim, especially Rebbe Boruch of Mezibuz and myself, were very worried and finally we agreed to devote all our energies, day and night, to fasting and prayer - but after all this nothing helped.


It was obvious that it was out of our hands. We needed a big miracle.


"So, yesterday, the day before Rosh HaShanna I suddenly felt an urge to search for something, some sort of merit that might change things.


"I left my house and my feet took me to the poorest part of town, I walked aimlessly until I noticed a house in the Jewish section that seemed to be calling to me.


"I knocked on the door and a woman answered, but when she saw me she almost fainted. She began moaning and weeping uncontrollably as though she had been fearing this moment.


"It took her several minutes to allow me to enter, and several more till she sat down, stopped crying and was able to speak, and finally she began talking.


"She told me a tragic story. She and her parents had lived on land rented from the local Baron. They managed to pay the rent and eke out a meager living by milking cows and selling the milk and cheese to nearby farmers but things were not easy.


"Then, when she was sixteen years old, tragedy struck. Her parents fell ill and several months later they both passed away. Suddenly she was alone with no money. All this time there had been no income so there were many debts and if she didn't do something fast she would be without a home as well.


"She had no choice other than to go to the Baron and plead her case. Perhaps he would have mercy and allow her some time to get back on her feet.


"But when she finally got into the Baron's Castle and was ushered into his room he took one look at her and transformed into an animal before her very eyes. He began snorting and became flush with passion as he stood up and approached her.


"But when he saw that she became startled and turned to the door to run he got hold of himself and changed his tune.


"He stood at ease, sat back down and explained to her in as soothing a voice he could muster, how he was offering her luxury and comfort with servants and excitement instead of being a lowly Jew with no future. He pointed out to her that all of the young ladies in the town would jump at such an offer, how fortunate she was to have found favor in his eyes etc.


"But when it was obvious to him that this also did not impress her he stood up and said, 'Well, then, let me just kiss the locks of your beautiful hair. Just one caress and I will waive your debts and give you the next three years rent at half price.' And saying this he suddenly stepped forward and, as she turned her head from him, grabbed her hair in his two hands and kissed it lustfully.


"She bolted out the door and ran for as long as she could until she could run no more. When she finally reached her home she felt so humiliated that she wasn't able to sleep all night. The next morning instead of cashing in on the Baron's promise, she took a scissors, cut off her hair, packed a bag and ran off never to return again.


"She found a job in the city as a housemaid where she worked for several years until she got married.


"This was several years ago. Last year her husband passed away and she felt that perhaps the foul kiss of the Baron had something to do with it.


Rabbi Levi Yitzchak continued, "I assured her that this was certainly not true and asked her anxiously if perhaps she still had some of that hair and this is what she gave me."


"This is what I did this morning before I blew the Shofar. I held it up and wept to G-d, 'Ruler of the Universe, if you have any doubt who Your people, the Jews, are then just look at this lock of hair. A poor, orphan girl gave up a life of fortune and comfort, just in order to be your servant! Now, G-d, you have mercy on us and be our King.'


"And it worked! The heavenly decree has been annulled!" (Sipuri Chassidim of Rav Zevin, Moadim, pg 30)


On Rosh HaShanna G-d judges us as Jews. And if even one Jew, shows even one good character trait or does even one good deed it shows that there is something worthwhile hidden in all of us, even the biggest sinners. And this will bring blessing and joy to the entire creation for the coming year.


Because the name 'Rosh HaShanna' doesn't mean just the first day of the year but rather the HEAD (Rosh) of the year.


And just as the head is the most important and sensitive organ in the body distributing life to the organs and containing the seat of personality, understanding and the senses, as well as UNIFYING all the various functions.


So also Rosh HaShanna is the 'head'; The most sensitive and important day of the year unifying the Jewish people and, in fact, the entire world. It is the day that we 'coronate' G-d. Which is why many Jews spend every free moment reading the psalms of King David..


But there is something even deeper here. King David was the forerunner (and great great etc. grandfather) of Moshiach and by saying the psalms of King David we hasten his arrival.


Moshiach, like David, will also be a King and will finally and totally reveal to ALL MANKIND that G-d is the true Creator and King of the universe.


That is why almost all the prayers of Rosh Hashanna don't contain a word about judgment but rather talk about the time when all mankind will be unified and G-d will be the King over the entire universe in a revealed way.


It is telling us that we must do ALL we can, especially on Rosh HaShanna (while remembering that even one more good deed, word or even thought can tilt the scales) to bring ....Moshiach NOW!!!

Reprinted from Rosh Hashana 5777 email of Yeshiva Ohr Tmimim in Kfar Chabad, Israel.

Story #983 

Still Asleep at Midnight
From the desk of Yerachmiel Tilles
editor@ascentofsafed.com
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Rabbi Shmuel Munkes once was traveling to spend Rosh Hashanah with his Rebbe, Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi, when something happened that caused him to be stranded in a small village over Shabbat.


Soon after Shabbat was over, the villagers retired to nap before the start of Selichot at midnight, the solemn prayer for forgiveness that opens the High Holiday season.


Several minutes before the time arrived, the shamash (shul manager) began making his rounds with a lantern in one hand and a wooden mallet in the other, pounding on the shutters of each home and calling, "Wake up! Wake up! Wake up to the service of the Creator!" The entire village climbed out of bed, dressed swiftly, and hurried to the brightly lit synagogue.


In the home of Rabbi Shmuel's host there was much confusion. The entire family had dressed and gathered at the door, prayer-books in hand, ready to depart for the synagogue; but their prestigious guest had yet to emerge from his room. Finally, the villager knocked softly on Rabbi Shmuel's door. No response. Slowly he entered the room. To his amazement, he found the pious chasid sound asleep.


"Reb Shmuel, Reb Shmuel," he urged, shaking his guest awake. "Come quickly. Selichot!"


Rabbi Shmuel's only response was to burrow even more deeply under the covers.


"Hurry, Reb Shmuel," his host persisted. "They're about to begin in the synagogue any moment now."


"Begin what?" asked Rabbi Shmuel, quite obviously annoyed. "It's the middle of the night. Why are you waking me in the middle of the night?"


"What's the matter with you?" cried the villager. "Tonight is Selichot! A fine Jew you are! Why, if I hadn't woken you, you would have slept through the entire Selichot!"


"Selichot?" asked Rabbi Shmuel. "What is Selichot?"


Rabbi Shmuel's host was beside himself with incredulity. "Are you mocking me? Didn't you know that today was the Shabbat before Rosh Hashanah? Every man, woman and child of the village is now in the synagogue, trembling with trepidation. Soon the Prayer Leader will begin chanting the Selichot prayers and the entire community will burst into tears, praying and begging G-d to bless them with a good year..."


"So that's what this commotion is all about?" asked Rabbi Shmuel. "You're going to the synagogue to pray? What's so urgent that can't keep until morning? What are you praying for?"


"There's so much to pray for, Reb Shmuel," sighed the villager. "I pray that the cow should give enough milk to keep my children healthy. I pray that the oats should fetch a good price on the market this year, for soon I shall have a daughter to marry off. I pray that my horse should not break a leg, G-d forbid, as happened the year before last...."

"I don't understand," interrupted Rabbi Shmuel. "Since when do grown men wake up in the middle of the night to ask for a bit of milk?"
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Source: Adapted by Yerachmiel Tilles from //chabadtalk.com/forum/showthread.php3?t=1953.
Biographical note:  Rabbi Shmuel Munkes (1834-1882)], an elder disciple of Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Chabad, was known for his fervent and creative Chasidic service. Stories abound of his sharp wit and "chasidic pranks". He lived in Beshenkovitz and then in Kalisk (or the reverse?) in (or near?) the district of Polotz.

Reprinted from the September 27, 2016 email of Kabbalah Online, a project of Ascent of Safed.

Saved from Death’s Door

By Mina Gordon
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© James Stock

"This is one I painted while still mentally fragile," says James. "It represents Bereishit, creation."


The week leading up to Rosh Hashanah is a busy time for any rabbi, and Rabbi Schapiro of Chabad of North Shore is no exception. His congregation, in a suburb of Sydney, Australia, is a thriving one and keeps him well occupied at the best of times, but that particular year, the week before the High Holidays found him especially busy. In the midst of his preparations, he received a phone call.


“Rabbi Schapiro, we are not affiliated with any synagogue, but we need a rabbi. Maybe you can help us.”


Rabbi Schapiro detected a sense of urgency in the woman’s voice. “Who am I speaking to? What can I help you with?”


We want Dad to have a Jewish funeral; I have no idea whom to contact


The woman introduced herself and explained: “It’s my father-in-law, James. He is in the hospital, and the doctors say that he has only a short time left; they have requested permission to invoke a DNR order. We want Dad to have a Jewish funeral; I have no idea whom to contact.”


“Which hospital is Dad in?” answered the rabbi, mentally re-juggling his busy schedule. “Is he able to have visitors?”


The woman gave him the name of the hospital, but added: “He is not really responding to anyone. His condition is a result of severe depression. He’s refused to eat for the past four weeks. The doctors say that his organs are starting to shut down.”
Not Sure What He Would 
Encounter in the Patient’s Room


When Rabbi Schapiro arrived at the hospital, he wasn’t sure what he would encounter in James’s room. He didn’t know the man; his family had a minimal connection to the Chabad House. Rabbi Schapiro found the hospital room. He approached the semi-conscious figure in the hospital bed. “James? It’s Rabbi Schapiro. How are you? Would you like to put on tefillin?”


James murmured his consent.


Rabbi Schapiro gently wrapped the tefillin and helped James say the blessings and the Shema. As he put the tefillin away, James fell back on the pillow, exhausted; but the aura of death seemed to have lifted, ever so slightly.
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Art by James Stock

“Now tell me, what is this business of not eating? James, listen to me: you are in this world for a purpose. You are here to draw G‑dliness into the world by doing mitzvahs, and to do that, you need to be healthy. And for that, you must eat. G‑d says that you must eat! You cannot just choose to leave. G‑d put you here to live! James, can I give you something to eat?”


The Angel of Death receded to a corner of the room, befuddled, as James agreed to eat.
Patient is Reminded of His Late Father


“The rabbi’s strong personality reminded me of my late father,” James later recalled.


Rabbi Schapiro looked around and found a bowl of cornflakes and soy milk. He rang for a nurse.


“Can you give this man some food to eat?”


The Angel of Death receded to a corner of the room, befuddled


“Eat?” she asked, unconvinced. “The patient hasn’t eaten since he was admitted!”


“Don’t ask questions; just give him something, anything. He told me that he will eat.”


“And I tell you that he’s been delirious the past four weeks. I’ll come back in half an hour, and try then.”
Rabbi Pressures Nurse to Feed James


“No! You must at least try now!” insisted the rabbi.


The nurse saw she had little choice but to sit down and try spooning a bit of cornflakes into the patient’s mouth. She was surprised when he actually swallowed a few spoonfuls. After he wouldn’t eat from her any more, she left. Rabbi Schapiro took the bowl, and began spoon-feeding James bit by bit, all the while speaking to him words of faith and words of encouragement.


By the time the little box was emptied, the Angel of Death had left the room; apparently its services were no longer wanted there. Rabbi Schapiro too, left, promising to return soon.


And so he did. Each day that he came in to feed James food, he nurtured his spirit as well. By the time Simchat Torah, the Festival of Rejoicing with the Torah, came around, James was well enough to come to shul. “Tell me, James,” Rabbi Schapiro asked, “what do you enjoy doing? You must have something that you can offer the world.”


“What do I enjoy? Well, I do like to paint. I used to paint 10 years ago.”


“Then you should paint. That is your mission now. G‑d has given you a gift called life. You should stay healthy; you should paint, and give joy to others.”


James took the rabbi’s words to heart, and set about painting. He painted and painted dozens of vibrant works, all of Jewish content, paintings full of joy and color, depth and warmth, many of them on display in the Chabad House. James decided to designate part of the proceeds of any sale of his work to charity, so each painting can benefit G‑d’s world in more ways than one.


Life is G‑d’s gift to each of us. What we do with it is our gift to Him.
Reprinted from the Chabad.Org website. View more of James’ artwork, or purchase prints at Hassidicpaintings.com.au. Mina Gordon grew up in Chicago and lives in Australia with her husband and children. She has been teaching Torah classes to young adults and women for over thirty years.

L’Maaseh… A Tale to Remember

The Unrealistic Desire to Hear the Shofar in an

Isolated Russian Prison


Rabbi Yechiel Spero writes a great story. One of the well-known Russian refuseniks in the era after World War II was Rav Yitzchak Zilber. He was taught Torah by his father at a very young age, and soon after he began to teach his fellow Russian Jews, right under the eyes of the KGB, the brutal Russian police force. 
Numerous times, they tried to catch him and throw him in prison, but he managed to escape the authorities and always seemed to have an explanation for his activities.


He was a mathematics professor, and the KGB authorities were convinced that he would not teach his class on Shabbos. However, he would walk to his classes, teach them, and walk back home. This is just one example of how, for many years, Rav Yitzchak managed to keep the Mitzvos without compromise, and how he drove the KGB crazy by not falling into their trap.


In fact, they only managed to imprison him when someone planted evidence that Rav Yitzchak was an enemy of the state. Rav Yitzchak had a son named Bentzion Chaim. Following in his father’s footsteps, he too, wanted nothing more than to learn Torah and to lead the life of an observant Jew.


But he was not as savvy as his father, and the authorities caught him and threw him into prison. Yet, he still possessed his father’s trait of defiance, and he continued to observe Torah and Mitzvos despite the difficult conditions. Life in prison was very challenging. 

As Rosh Hashanah approached, Benzion Chaim began to wonder if he was going to be able to fulfill the Mitzvah of Shofar. He did everything in his power to obtain a ram’s horn. Though it seemed that this Mitzvah would be impossible to fulfill, Benzion Chaim would not give up. His fellow inmates mocked him and told him that he was delusional, that it was never going to happen, but he was not that easily convinced. 
[image: image4.jpg]



A boy blows a shofar, an instrument typically made from a ram’s horn that sounds like a trumpet or bugle. (Steve Jessmore/Associated Press)

He knew that if you believe, anything could happen. Finally, the first night of Rosh Hashanah arrived, and the other inmates laughed. Yes, they had been right. Although he had hoped for a miracle, there was none. And so, for the first time since he could remember, Benzion Chaim realized that he would not be hearing the sounds of the Shofar on Rosh Hashanah. 

That night, Benzion Chaim Davened for the salvation to come. He cried bitterly, not only for his own personal redemption, but for Heavenly assistance in obtaining a Shofar. As he prepared to go to sleep, his roommate would not let him forget the fact that he would not have a Shofar the next morning. 

And though he knew that the salvation can come at any minute, he was embarrassed that he had assured his fellow inmates that he would have a Shofar, which in the end had not materialized. But he also understood that he wasn’t running the show. He was only a player in Hashem’s world. If this is the way Hashem wanted it to happen, then so be it. 

Little did Benzion Chaim know that at that time, his father, Rav Yitzchak, who was a free man at that point, was doing everything in his power to make Shofar blowing happen in the jail. The prison compound where his son was being held was heavily guarded on three of its four sides. However, on the fourth side, there were miles and miles of thick forest. The only way one could get to the prison would be by traveling for many hours through the thick forest.


With the below-freezing temperatures and piles of snow on the ground, it was highly unlikely that someone could survive the intolerable conditions if they chose to visit by way of that route. But that didn’t prevent Rav Yitzchak Zilber from setting out to accomplish the impossible. From the moment he heard that his son was being held captive, he began to devise a plan to arrange for a Shofar to be blown in the compound. 

He knew his son would also try to gain access to a Shofar, and yet he knew how difficult that would be. So he decided to take matters into his own hands. It was Rosh Hashanah morning and Benzion Chaim lay in his cot. He had barely slept the night before. How could he, knowing that he would not hear the Shofar? 
Suddenly, at the crack of dawn, he heard a sound, and then another. They were the unmistakable blasts of the Shofar piercing the morning dawn. As he listened, he noticed that his roommate had also heard the blasts. There were 30 of them. Then, just as suddenly as the sounds had come, the blowing stopped and it was quiet. 

Benzion Chaim tried to peek out the window, but he was unable to see anything. It must have been a miracle! Somehow, someway, a Malach had appeared out of nowhere and blown the Shofar for him! The other Jewish inmates had heard it as well. 

Later that morning, he watched as the guards huddled together, trying to figure out what had happened. But there was no trace of anyone. A number of months later, Benzion Chaim was released. He ran into his father’s arms and hugged him tightly. As he let go, he asked his father an interesting Shailah. Does one fulfill the Mitzvah of hearing the Shofar if the one blowing it is a Malach? Then he proceeded to tell his father the entire story. 

His father could not help but smile in return. Benzion Chaim asked his father why he was smiling. Rav Yitzchak replied, “Suffice it to say that it was not a Malach whose Shofar you heard, and don’t worry, you fulfilled your Mitzvah!” 
Realizing the tremendous Mesirus Nefesh, the self-sacrifice of his father, Benzion Chaim hugged his father again and thanked him for his dedication, love, and commitment, and Rav Benzion Chaim continued to carry on his father’s magnificent legacy!

Reprinted from the Rosh Hashanah 5777 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights as compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

The Morse Code of the Rosh Hashanah Shofar Blasts


The Baal HaTanya zy'a teaches: Every year, on Rosh Hashanah, when Yidden blow the shofar, they become like a new person. By Creation, it says, "Hashem blew a breath of life into Adam's nose" (Bereishis 2). This happens annually when we blow the shofar. The entire world becomes new on Rosh

Hashanah. 


In the tefillah we say today the world is created. (It doesn’t say, today the

world was created, rather it is created anew each year, on Rosh Hashanah.) Every Rosh Hashanah, we are created anew and the world is new. Therefore, Rosh Hashanah is an ideal time to change one's behaviors and ways, and to act like an entirely new person.


Someone told me the following: "One Rosh Hashanah I was hospitalized and someone was blowing the shofar for us. There was a non-religious Yid in the

room who was intrigued by the shofar, and asked us a lot of questions, because

he wanted to understand what it was all about. 


Then he told us his story: "I served in the Israeli Navy," he said, "in a submarine. Under the water, the means of communication is with the Morse code. (Morse code is a signal system comprised of sounds. Two sharp beeps represents one letter, two long beeps is another letter. One long beep and one short one is a third letter, and so on.) I was an expert in the Morse code. I could send and decipher messages very quickly.
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Photo of an Israeli submarine


"A couple of years after serving in the navy (and after spending a long time in India) I saw an advertisement: The army was looking for a Morse code expert to

be in charge of several submarines. To apply for the job, we had to be at a certain office between 10:00 and 12:00 in the morning. I arrived at 11:50. 


“I saw a packed room with applicants, but no one was being called inside. There was music was playing in the background and I sat down for a few moments, and listened. Then I got up, brazenly opened the door to the office and said, 'I came for the interview."


"There are many people waiting in line ahead of you," the secretary said. "And you just came. Wait your turn."


"But I didn’t listen to her. I walked into the room and talked with the person who was in charge. After speaking for a few moments, I was hired for the job."


The interviewer went out to the waiting room and told everyone that they can go home. "Thank you all for coming and I'm sorry about the delay. We've already chosen someone. You can all go home."


"It isn't fair. This man came in last. Why did you interview him before us?"


"Did you pay attention to the music that's playing? Listen carefully. Don’t

you get it? It is in Morse code and it's saying, 'If you've come for the interview, just open the door and come inside.' This man heard the message. You didn’t hear, so you're obviously not fluent enough in the language."


That's how the irreligious man in the hospital understood the meaning of shofar (and we're sharing it here because his interpretation is beautiful and true).


The shofar is speaking a language. It's telling us, "Just open the door and come inside. Change your ways and improve your connection with Hashem." We only need to understand the language of the shofar and understand what it's telling us.
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The spiritual Morse Code message of a shofar atop a Sefer Tehillim.


One person waiting in the waiting room said, "I actually heard the Morse code in the music, but I decided not to open the door because I saw that no one else

was."


"That's not a valid excuse," the interviewer told him. "If you heard the message, you should have come in. Why do you care what other people are doing?"


Similarly, concerning the shofar, it will be inexcusable to say, "I heard the

shofar's message, I understood that it was calling me to do teshuvah, but I decided

not to since I don’t see other people doing teshuvah." 


That's not a valid excuse. If you understand the shofar's message, you should open the door and come close to Hashem, regardless of what others are doing.

Reprinted from the Rosh Hashanah 5777 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman as compiled by Rabbi Boruch Twersky.

The Baal Shem Tov and His Student’s Broken Heart


The Baal Shem Tov taught his student, the Toldos Yaakov Yosef zy'a, the kavanos (kabalistic thoughts) that he should have by tekiyas shofar (when he called out the tekiyos). 


But on Rosh Hashanah, the Toldos forgot everything. He came to the tekiyos with a broken heart, and was crying the entire time, because he had forgotten everything.


Later, the Baal Shem Tov told him, "The kavanos (kabalistic thoughts) are keys that open doors. Each kavanah opens a different door. But a broken heart opens up all doors."
******************************************************************


The baal makri (the one who calls out tekiyah, shevarim, etc.) asked my grandfather, Rebbe Dovid Biderman zy'a, what kabalistic kavanos he should have when he calls out the tekiyos. 

Rebbe Dovid Biderman replied, "I don’t know kavanos and you also don’t know. But one kavanah I will tell you. The shevarim is a small broken heart, and truah is a big broken heart…"
Reprinted from the Rosh Hashanah 5777 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman as compiled by Rabbi Boruch Twersky.
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