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On the Seventh Year, Zev Rests: The Story of the Farmer from Kfar Gideon

By Tzippy Koltenyuk
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	This coming year will be Israeli farmer Zev Steiglitz’s eighth "shemittah," the sabbatical year for the fields of Israel. (Photo: Yaakov Nahumi/Behadrey Haredim)



Every seven years, the Torah tells us, the farmers in the Land of Israel are to lay down their farming implements and allow the land to lay fallow. This seventh year is known as a “shemittah (sabbatical) year.”

This coming year will be Zev Steiglitz’s eighth shemittah year.

As in the past, he will take a hiatus from farming, with perfect faith that the blessings he’s seen in his work came to him because he is uncompromisingly careful about keeping the mitzvah of shemittah.
A Youthful 60-Something-Year-Old Farmer


Zev Steiglitz is a youthful 60-something-year-old farmer. His parents, Baila and Yakov, were also farmers. Zev started working in the barn while he was still very young, feeding the cows and chickens, and helping his father with the crops.


“My parents came to Israel from Romania in 1951. My father was a Vizhnitzer Chassid, a disciple of Rabbi Yisroel of Vizhnitz. When he was drafted into the Romanian army, before the Holocaust, he had to leave behind his wife and four children. When he returned to his hometown after the war, he was horrified to find that his entire family had been murdered by the Nazis,” Zev says. “It was very hard, but my father was a man of faith, with an enormously powerful soul. He married my mother, Baila, and began a new family. They had five children together. Three were born in Romania, and two more were born after they moved to Israel. I’m the youngest.”


When they came to Israel, they spent a few months in a transit camp in Kiryat Shmona. Zev’s father, who had been a farmer in Romania, asked to be resettled in a farming community. The Chassidic family was moved to Beit Hillel, a completely irreligious settlement. They lived there for five years, with no synagogue and no prayer quorum, in a two-bedroom caravan.
Parents Knew the Value of Giving

Their Children a Jewish Education


“Our father would not deprive his children of an authentic Jewish education. We shared our little caravan with a ritual slaughterer who worked in the area, and who taught us Torah in the mornings. He lived with us all week, only returning to his home and his family for Shabbat. It was very crowded, but it was worth it. My parents knew the value of giving their children a Jewish education,” Zev recounts emotionally.


In 1957, his parents decided that they needed to relocate to an area that could provide a synagogue, mikvah, and other essentials of Jewish family life. They bought a farm in Kfar Gideon, a religious settlement in the Jezreel Valley, often called “the mezuzah of the valley.”

‘You Need to Connect With G‑d’


The Steiglitz home lies on the outskirts of Kfar Gideon. It took five years for them to be connected to the power lines. Those were hard years, in which they lived without a fridge and without an oven, in a house lit by lamplight. “I still remember how happy I was the day we turned on an electric light for the first time. I thought the Messiah had come,” Zev recalls.


Their farm had a barn, a chicken coop and large fields. Even when he was very young, Zev would come home from school with his brothers and go straight to work. Everyone had a job. Zev milked the cows and fed them when he was 10. There was no doubt that he would grow up to be a farmer.


New barn technology became common around the time Zev completed his army service. To make room for the new machines, the barn had to be considerably enlarged. Zev’s father, Yakov, was already old and sick, and he decided they should sell the barn and use the money to buy more fields. For four years, Zev and his brothers worked together on their father’s farm, and then they separated. Zev began to grow onions for export, leafy vegetables, fruit and more, in accordance with the seasons and the profitability.
Still Working on the Land 
He Inherited from His Father


Forty years later, he’s still working the farm he inherited from his father for 40 years. He also works as a kosher supervisor in the Yachin canning plant in Afula. Zev jokes that what he earns there is just enough to buy gifts for his grandchildren.


“Farming isn’t easy. A farmer has to have a great deal of faith; unexpected problems are always cropping up. He’s completely dependent on the weather and other variables of nature, and there are tremendous risks involved. For example, last winter we had a drought. Unlike a worker who gets a regular salary, or a salesman or a service provider, the farmer has to pray at every stage. He plants and invests in his land, but he doesn’t know if the crops will grow well. If they don’t, there’s nothing he can do about it.


“To succeed in this field, you have to connect with G‑d every day,” states Zev. “We pray for the crops to grow well, for the yields to be good, and for the profits to be greater than our expenses.”


This coming year will be Zev Steiglitz’s eighth shemittah. He keeps shemittah uncompromisingly, without playing any games.


He notes that during shemittah years in the 1980s, Rabbi Yakov Landau, of blessed memory, the rabbi of B’nei Brak, would buy fruits and vegetables only from farmers who kept shemittah. Zev would plow and plant before shemittah, and be reimbursed for his expenses by people who used the produce that grew by itself during the shemittah year. “There were a lot of laws and restrictions to be aware of,” he recalls. “I remember that when I would harvest the crops, I’d bring an animal with me to feed as I went because it’s permitted to harvest for the sake of feeding the animals.”
Does Absolutely No Work In His Fields or 
Greenhouses Once the Shemittah Year Begins


Today’s rabbis prefer not to buy produce that grew during shemittah, even if the crops were planted beforehand, because the fruits and vegetables that grow on the shemittah year have an intrinsic holiness, and the laws about how they can be used and how to dispose of the seeds and peels are complex.


Before Rosh Hashanah, Zev plants wheat and hay just to prevent weeds from taking over his fields. Once the shemittah year starts, on Rosh Hashanah, Zev does absolutely nothing in his fields or his greenhouses.


“What do you do all year?” he was asked.


Zev is a doer not suited for relaxing. Besides his work as a kosher supervisor, he runs a vegetable store for the duration of shemittah where he sells the produce of non-Jewish farmers. People who want to be sure that everything he sells is permitted according to Torah law come from Afula, Migdal HaEmek and the surrounding areas to buy from him.
A Goat Named ‘Gemachit’


Zev has a special mitzvah that he performs, both in regular years and during shemittah; he provides goat milk, popular as a cure for mouth sores.


Since an organization that freely loans or gives an item on a regular basis is called a gemach in Hebrew, Zev’s goat is named “Gemachit,” because her milk is used for the gemach. Parents come with their children from all over, even from as far away as Haifa, so that Zev can squirt milk straight from Gemachit’s udder into the afflicted child’s mouth. He refuses payment; this is a service that he provides because he loves children.


“The mitzvah of shemittah is an infrequent and special one. Because it causes such clearly observable financial loss, it’s a hard mitzvah to keep,” Zev says. “As one who is keeping shemittah for the eighth time, I’m convinced that it bears a blessing, as it says in the Torah, ‘I will direct My blessing to you.’ ” (Leviticus 25:21)

Reprinted from this week’s email of Chabad.Org Magazine.

It Once Happened

Three Chassidic Vignettes

For Rosh Hashanah


Reb Yissachar Dov of Radoshitz took longer than usual on Rosh Hashana to join the congregants for the blowing of the shofar. When he finally came out of his room, he told his Chasidim the following: 


"Let me tell you a story about my Rebbe, the Chozeh (Seer) of Lublin. 


"One Rosh Hashana the Chozeh remained an extra long time in his study. He felt unable to leave and join his Chasidim for the blowing of the shofar; he was heartbroken at the thought that he had to his credit no single merit which would give him the strength to go ahead this special mitzva. Finally he remembered that he had, in fact, one merit in his favor: in the course of the previous year he had not spoken one angry word. 


"On one occasion, it almost happened that he lost his temper. His attendant had forgotten to prepare water next to his bed so that he would be able to wash his hands in the prescribed manner in the morning. He had decided to reprimand the attendant for his negligence -- until the Chozeh recalled the warning of the Sages, 
"He who is angry, it is as if he worshipped idols." 


The Chozeh thought to himself, "For the sake of the mitzva of washing my hands in the morning I am going to allow myself, G-d forbid, to become an idolator?" He had therefore said nothing. 


"When the Chozeh reminded himself that he had this one merit to his credit, he went ahead with the blowing of the shofar." 


Upon completing the telling of this story, Reb Yissachar Dov proceeded to lead his own congregation in reading Psalm 47 which speaks of the majesty of the Creator and which serves as the introduction to the blasts of the shofar. 



Reb Zvi of Portziva used to lead the Musaf prayer on Rosh Hashana in the synagogue of Reb Yosele of Torchin, the Chozeh of Lublin's son. 


He was once asked by Reb Yitzchak Meir of Ger: "Perhaps you could repeat for me a teaching which you heard from Reb Yosele?" 


"I do not recall any words of Torah," said Reb Zvi, "but I do remember a story. One Rosh Hashana, just before the blowing of the shofar, Reb Yosele entered the shul and told his Chasidim, some of whom were undoubtedly thinking at that moment of their own requests to the Almighty for the coming year, "I am not going to rebuke you, nor am I going to teach you Torah. I am only going tell you a story. 


"In a certain city a learned and wealthy wine-merchant lived who was honored one day by a visit from the local rabbi. The host went out of his way to show the rabbi great respect. The merchant quickly sent his servant down to the cellar, where he was to fill a bottle of wine from the middle barrel of the third row -- for this was the best wine he owned. All the while, he engaged in a scholarly conversation with his distinguished guest. 


"When the merchant had waited quite a while for his servant to return, he excused himself and quickly descended to the cellar to find out what had happened. He was shocked at what he saw there. Some of the barrels were uncovered; others were being drained as their taps had been left open; broken bottle were lying in the puddles of wine on the floor; and the servant was nowhere to be seen. 


The merchant returned upstairs, very upset at the serious damage which his servant had caused him. He began to look for the servant, calling him by name. The servant finally answered, from a comfortable place over the fireplace, where he was sprawled at his leisure. From up there, the servant called out to his master, 'Listen here! I want you to increase my salary by so and so much. It isn't nearly high enough...'" 


Reb Yitzchak Meir of Ger thanked Reb Zvi warmly. 


"Now that is what I call a fine parable!" he exclaimed. 



It was the custom of Reb Menachem Mendel of Lubavitch on the first night of Rosh Hashana to deliver a discourse on the philosophy of Chasidism, followed by fiery words of inspiration to his Chasidim. 


One year, when he had completed his discourse on the eve of Rosh Hashana, he turned to his Chasidim and said, "Today we have to make ourselves ready to greet Him Whom we address in our prayers as "our Father, our King." A father likes to see a pure heart; a king likes a clean garment." 


The Reb Menachem Mendel went on to explain that the Divine mission appropriate to the New Year season was for every person to purify his heart, and cleanse his "garments," for this word in Chasidic usage signifies the soul's three means of self-expression -- thought, word and deed. 


"Every man is accompanied by two angels," he continued. "When, after the evening prayers of Rosh Hashana, the angels hear each person sincerely wishing his neighbor, 'May you be inscribed and sealed for a good year,' they soar aloft and appear as defense attorneys in the heavenly Court. There, they plead that the well-wishers be granted a good and a sweet year." 


Reb Menachem Mendel concluded his own words with the blessing, "May you all be inscribed and sealed for a good year."

Reprinted from the archives of “L’Chaim,” (Issue 488 – Rosh Hashana 5757/1997), a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.

The Call of the Shofar

Published and copyrighted 

By Kehot Publication Society
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	Painting by Alex Levin (ArtLevin.com)



Once upon a time there lived a poor orphan, who had neither father nor mother. His name was Moshe, but because he was a small boy and an orphan everybody called him "Moshele." 


As long as he was still a little boy he went to cheder where he learned chumash and gemara together with the other children, but when he grew a little older he had to go out and earn his livelihood. 


So a collection was made to provide him with a basketful of merchandise, such as needles, buttons and other trinkets, and Moshele set out to sell them to the peasants and farmers in the villages and hamlets that surrounded his native town.


It was a very hard job, of course. In the summer the heat was unbearable, and in the winter the snow and icy winds often made his teeth chatter. But Moshele did not mind. His only regret was that he could not go to the yeshivah, for he wanted to become a scholar.


One wintry day Moshele was trudging along on the snow-covered road, with his basketful of merchandise under his arm. He knew some Psalms by heart and he recited them cheerily as he walked. Snow kept on falling from the grey skies, and soon he found himself plodding ankle deep in snow. It was getting difficult to walk, and it was even more difficult to follow the road, which was now completely covered with snow, as far as the eye could see.


Unwittingly he strayed off the road and presently found himself in a little wood. Moshele felt very tired and decided to have a little rest. He noticed a big stump and sat down on it, placing his basket down on the snow. "No, you must not fall asleep​" he kept on telling himself ,"it is very dangerous; you might freeze to death!" So he sat there huddled up and shivering, trying in vain to keep himself warm, and his eyes open.


Suddenly he felt a breath of warmth through his body. He found himself sitting by a nice, cozy fire, and stretched out his hands and feet towards it. He felt as if sharp needles were pricking his fingertips, but that stopped soon as the flames blazed bigger and bigger....


A peasant passing on the road in his sledge noticed the huddled figure of a lad almost fully covered with snow. He stopped his horse and ran to the body. Brushing the snow off, he found that the body was almost frozen stiff, with no sign of life.


Without losing time, the peasant set to work. He pulled out his knife and cut up the clothing around the still body. Then he started to rub it briskly with snow. After half an hour's work the blood began to flow in the young body again, and the boy stirred. The peasant then carried the lad to his sledge, covered him up, and drove his horse as fast as he could to his home in the nearby village. There he again rubbed the body of the lad with snow, until his skin began to glow, and finally poured some hot brandy down the lad's throat. Moshele opened his eyes and closed them again. Thereupon the peasant carried him onto the oven and covered him up snugly. Moshele fell asleep.


The crowing of the cock woke him up very early next morning. Moshele opened his eyes and looked around. He could not understand where he was, and why so many pins and needles were pricking him all over his body.


The farmer's wife was up and came up to see him. "'How do you feel?" she asked him in Russian, for she was a Russian peasant-woman. "Alright," Moshele said, still wondering what had happened to him. The woman boiled up some tea for him, and he drank it gratefully.


"What is your name?" she asked him.

Moshele tried to think hard, but could not remember. "I don't know," he said, thinking how strange it was that he could not remember his own name.


"Never mind," said the peasant woman, "we'll call you Peter."


Thus Moshele, or Peter as he was now called by all, remained in the peasant's home, little knowing that he was a Jewish boy and did not belong there at all.


When summer came, Peter helped the farmer in all the work in the field: plowing, sowing and reaping. Peter was an industrious, capable lad, and the farmer was very pleased with him.


The summer passed by and autumn came. One day the farmer said to Peter: "To-morrow we shall drive to town and take some of our products to the market."


Peter was very glad, and looked forward to seeing the town. When they finally got there the next day, the market place and all the streets were deserted. When they passed by the synagogue, they saw it was crowded with worshippers, and the peasant realized that it was a Jewish holiday.


There was nothing to do but to drive back home. But Peter was fascinated by the quaint synagogue and begged the peasant to stay in town a while. "Very good then," said the peasant, "you will meet me in the public house," and he went to have a drink, while Peter felt an irresistible desire to look into the synagogue.


Peter came in quietly and stood by the door. The worshippers wrapped in praying-shawls seemed very intent on their prayers; many of them were weeping. No one paid any attention to him. Peter looked closely around him. His heart began to beat faster. Somehow the scene was familiar to him. Had he ever been here before? 


Slowly his memory returned to him, as everything in the synagogue brought new memories into his conscience. The tune and melodies of the cantor were familiar to him. The scrolls of the Torah that had just been brought out of the Ark were familiar too. As if glued to his place, Peter stood motionless and stared...


Peter did not know how long he stood there, but presently he noticed a little excitement among the worshippers. The very air appeared to become tense with sacred animation, as if angels were fluttering in the air. Peter was transfixed with awe.


The silence was broken by the shaking voice of the aged cantor, and immediately the entire community joined in fervent prayer. For some time the roar of the whole community praying seemed to shake the very walls of the synagogue, and then it began to subside gradually, until a solemn silence fell again. In the stillness of the air the sobbing of the cantor became clearly audible, and Peter found himself weeping too.


Suddenly he heard --tekiah-ah-ah-- and the blast of the ram's horn pierced the air. Shevarim… teruah --and again the broken sound of the shofar seemed to stab Peter's heart. Tekiah-ah-ah --the shofar called again....


"Moshele, you are a Jew," the shofar called. "Moshele, you are a Jew! Hurry now ... Now is the time to return to G-d ... Tekiah-ah ... Teruah-ah-ah. . . .


Everything now became very clear to Moshele....


“Dear G-d, forgive me," Moshele cried, and fainted.



Excerpted from The Complete Story of Tishrei, published and copyright by Kehot Publication Society, Brooklyn NY


Artwork by Alex Levin. Ukrainian-born Alex Levin lives in Rishon Lezion, Israel. His works, many of which depict Jewish life in Israel, have been admired by Israeli presidents and international celebrities. Alex has received the Award for the Contribution to the Judaic Art from the Knesset. Paintings can be viewed and purchased at ArtLevin.com.

Reprinted from the Parshas Tzeitzei 5774 email of Chabad.Org Magazine.

Omens and Attitudes.

By Rabbi David Bibi


My daughter Mikhayla, my own master chef who turned 20 this week           (Happy Birtday Mikhayla), asked me to go to Amazing Savings for some things she needed. She was preparing for Rosh Hashana with Chantelle. While in the store I noticed two yeshiva boys in their suits and white shirts with their mom.


The mother pulled a set of small bowls and one boy asked why they would need such small bowls. The mother responded that they would be good for the simanim - the special foods we serve on the night of Rosh Hashana. 

Why a Big Deal Over Some Foods

We Don’t Want to Eat Anuyway?


The other boy laughed and asked, "Ma, what do you think? That this is Pesach? Ma, its not the Seder! Why such a big deal over some foods that we don't want to eat anyway? Do you really think it matters?" 


I couldn't mind my own business. The mother was a bit aggravated. She went one way and the boys went the other way. So I went over to speak with them. 


The truth is that their question is very valid. Just imagine for a second getting a speeding ticket in some small town in upstate New York or New Jersey. You arrive at this small town court. The cop who wrote you the ticket is there and the judge asks you how you plead. You try some guilty with explanation excuse and then the judge cuts you short, asks the cop a few questions and tells you if you're done he will decide the verdict.

Try Telling it to the Judge


You tell him to wait one more minute. You pull out from your bag a jar of honey and some sliced apple and as you dip the apple into the honey you state aloud, may it be the will of your honor the judge to sweeten my verdict just like this honey sweetens the apple and you eat the apple, relishing each bite in front of the court. 


Odds are that the judge will either throw you into a cell for a few hours charging you with contempt or ask that you be taken to the local hospital for observation. 


Rosh Hashana is supposed to be the day of judgment. And as we learned in school as children, G-d takes out the scale. On one side go our sins and on the other go our merits. If we are worthy, we are judged positively and if not then we're in for some trouble. 


How can eating a pomegranate or some blacked eyed peas increase our merits? How can eating a gourd or some dates help destroy our enemies? How can an apple in honey sweeten out judgments? How is it possible through these foods to change sins into merits? What's going on here? 

Is There Such a

Thing as a Good Omen?


Is there such a thing as a good omen? And on Rosh Hashana is it the food or the prayer? And if it's the prayer then why do we need the food? 


The Talmud tells us about omens. If someone wants to know if they will be judged for life then on the days between Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur he should light a candle in a draft free room. If the candles burns then fine, if the candle goes out, he better get some more life insurance quickly. 


If he wants to know if he will merit a good parnasa or livelihood, he should take a chicken. He should feed it and if after a while it gains weight than all is good. But if it loses weight, he should get on the phone and call the bankruptcy attorney because tough times are ahead. And there are more. 


The Talmud then warns not to try any of these at home. “Perhaps he will not see it and worry and as a result he will experience misfortune”. 

A Reason to Be More Confused


Then Abaye goes on to say that what does work is eating pumpkin, fenugreek, leeks, beets and dates. These are good omens. He doesn't mention any yehi ratzons, nor prayers. Eat those foods he suggests. And if you were confused when we started, you should be even more puzzled now. How can we begin to understand what is going on here? 


The Arizal suggests that the person who lit the candle and sees the candle go out goes into depression. Perhaps the “satan” blew it out just to mess with your mind. Sadness is a tool of the other side as it disconnects us from Hashem. Recall our forefather Jacob who in mourning for the loss of Jacob for 22 years lost his Ruach HaKodesh – his connection with G-d. Abaye in his brilliance suggests that if depression can disconnect us and damage our Mazal then joy can do the opposite. And these special foods should bring us joy. 


Last week we read of 98 chilling curses. Why are we subject to curses? The Torah tells us it's because we didn't serve Hashem with joy and a good heart. We are commanded again and again to be happy and to serve Hashem with joy. 


These foods which make up the simanim of Rosh Hashana can be sweet but sometimes sour. If we taste them and appreciate them; If we taste the sweetness and forget the tart; If we are thankful of the world G-d gave us and happy with Hashem then Hashem is happy with us. If we are satisfied and happy then there is no place for sadness, anger or jealousy. Satisfaction and joy have the power to change us and change our lives. 

The Benefits of Regarding

Hashem as Our Father


If we are happy with Hashem and look at him as a father then Hashem will look at us as his children. A child who does something wrong and comes to his parent admitting his sin, feeling bad not only for doing something wrong but for embarrassing his parent and truly tries to never do the same wrong again in essence converts the sin into a merit. The father cherishes the child and the entire act becomes part of a victory tale. 


On Rosh Hashana, Hashem's behavior towards us mirrors our own behavior. If we are happy with the world and satisfied; If we share and care; If we look towards G-d as a parent, then he looks at us as a child.

The Power to Change Our Mazal


Eating those foods, appreciating them, being satisfied with them and enjoying them really has the power to change our Mazal. We really can turn a sin into a merit. They have the power to change the scale by literally converting the sins on the left side of the scale into merits on the right side. 


The key lies in our own hands. The key lies in our own attitudes. On this Rosh Hashana as you sit with your family and taste these foods stop and smell the proverbial roses. Go around the table and ask everyone to focus on what they have to be thankful for. Focus on the glass half full. Commit to being satisfied and fighting jealousy and anger. 


Don't forget that what we project finds its way back to us. May we project love and unity, satisfaction and appreciation, and may we be blessed with a year of health, happiness, peace and prosperity. Amen! 

Tizku LeShanim Rabot, 

Reprinted from the Rosh Hashana 5774 email of Shabbat Shalom from Cyberspace.

The Golden Column

The Man Who
Could Not Blow Teru’ah


Once, an emotionally unstable individual who used to blow shofar on the Yamim Noraim joined a group of bandits and left his religion, Heaven forbid. Once, he stood with some government officials and was boasting about his ability to produce interesting sounds from the horn of a ram. "Let's hear," they said.


He brought the shofar and blew for them a teki'ah and a shevarim. He attempted to blow a teru'ah but could not produce the sound, evoking the scornful laughter of his audience. He tried again and again, but for naught. He wondered, why suddenly was his strength diminished? He picked himself up and went to the house of the local rabbi, Rabbi Avraham Yechini zs"l, and asked his question.


The rabbi answered, "Of course, it is an explicit pasuk - 'Fortunate is the nation who knows teru'ah, Hashem, in the light of Your face they will walk.' If you do not walk in the light of the face of the Almighty, and you turn your back to His nation, you be unable to blow a teru'ah!"


The man continued, "So why was I able to blow a teki'ah and shevarim with no trouble at all?"


The rabbi responded, "The teki'ah corresponds to Avraham, from whom emerged Yishmael. The shevarim corresponds to Yisshak, from whom emerged Esav. But the teru'ah corresponds to Yaakov, all of whose children were tzadikim. Therefore, the teru'ah was given only to his offspring. Once you joined the other nations, your ability to produce the teru'ah was lost."


The man trembled and exclaimed, "What have I done? I have exchanged the true religion for temporary pleasure and enjoyment!" Since the law of his country prohibited apostates to return to their faith, he left all his money and possessions behind and moved to a far-away place where he could legally rejoin his people. He took with him only his shofar. Once he returned to his faith he tried blowing once again, and was able to produce the sound of the teru'ah.

Reprinted from the archives of the Aram Soba Newsletter (Nissavin-Vayelech 5773.)
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