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Changing Your Life 

For the Better in 5772

By Daniel Keren


Let’s be honest. If we examine ourselves in these last few days before the start of Rosh Hashanah 5772, can’t we find a few things to be ashamed of and that truly need changing? Perhaps in past years we made those resolutions to become better, and yet all too often even before the candles were lit for the first night of Yom Tov Sukkos, we seemed to have shall we say regressed.


Rabbi Yaacov Haber, author of the sefer “Sefiros” has published via www.TorahLab.org an impressive small book titled “The First Ten Days: A Down to Earth Guide to the Days of Awe based on the Sefirot.”


This is a book to read for the first 10 days of the coming new Jewish Year, perhaps beginning Erev the first day of Rosh Hashanah. In the preface to “The First Ten Days,” Rabbi Haber writes:

Changing Your Life 

For the Better


“Close your eyes and imagine what the world must have looked like at the beginning of creation. Pristine, fresh, untainted, healthy and unpolluted. Man is created. He is naïve, pure and innocent. His face shines from the goodness of his unadulterated soul. His tongue is holy because he has never told a lie. His heart can only love because he has not learned how to hate. Don’t we all wish we were there? Don’t we all wish we could catch a whiff of the freshest air in history?


“Welcome to Rosh Hashanah. Today the world is being created. It is a new world. Today we can start afresh…Imagine for a moment that you are moving to a place where nobody knows you. They have not seen any pictures of you nor will they ever meet any of your friends. You now have the opportunity to start anew. You can look in the mirror of your soul and ask yourself if there is anything that you would like to change.

Start Doing Positive 

Things for Yourself


“You now have the chance to shed some parts of yourself that you may have felt stuck with forever. You can start doing things for yourself that you have always really wanted to do.”


Rabbi Haber contends that every one of us can utilize the 10 days from the beginning of Rosh Hashanah (Wednesday night, September 28) through Yom Kippur (Shabbos, October 8) to experiment with new positive behaviors.


The author brings a Zohar (Zohar Terumah 165A) to teach that there are 10 Sefirot or Divine emanations that contribute to the infrastructure of the world. Rabbi Moshe Cordovero, zt”l, in his classic sefer “Pardes Rimonim” explains that each of these 10 sefirot connects to one of the 10 days from Rosh Hashanah until Yom Kippur, with the first day of Rosh Hashana being the sefirah of Keter and Yom Kippur concluding with the sefirah of Malchut.

Easy-to-Read Book


In this small easy-to-read book “The First Ten Days,” Rabbi Haber teaches how one can utilize the unique spiritual qualities of each day’s sefirah in order to change over one’s life for the better. Each chapter can be read in just five minutes, which allows for reading it at least twice each day. This book is for those who would like to change their lives for the better, even for those individuals who have perhaps given up hope that they could ever do so.


“The First Ten Days: A Down to Earth Guide to the Days of Awe Based on the Sefirot” by Rabbi Yaacov Haber is available in Jewish bookstores or by contacting the publisher by emailing info@torahlab.org or clicking www.torahlab.org Published in paperback with beautiful color illustrations, Rabbi Haber’s book is a great and affordable gift to help someone you care about gain a new perspective of the Yomim Noraim and the new and better person they can become.

Special Biography of the 

Chafetz Chaim for Youth


In line with the motif of trying to become a better person, Feldheim Publishers has just issued a special youth edition of “The Chafetz Chaim: A Giant in Torah and Middos” by Rebbetzin Shulamit Ezrachi whose mother (Rebbetzin Tzivia Chodesh) told the author as a child of stories she recalled as a child when the Chafetz Chaim (Rabbi Yisrael Meir HaKohen Kagen) came on a special visit to her house to wish her father mazel tov on the birth of a baby boy.


The new Feldheim book is a translation by Mrs. Libby Lazewnik of Rebbetzin Ezrachi’s sefer newly revised in Hebrew, 25 years after originally being published under the title of “Zeh HaIsh.” As the English title declares the Chafetz Chaim was a giant in both the learning of Torah and perhaps just as importantly the demonstration of middos, good character traits.


As Pirkei Avos teaches us, Torah learning without derech eretz (good character traits) will not long endure. Most religious Jews are familiar with many of the legendary stories told about the Chafetz Chaim and they certainly do emphasize his positive middos as exemplified by his incredible dedication to not speaking lashon hora and thereby not hurting another Jew. His honesty, even with goyim continues to be an inspiration to one and all.

An Appropriate Time to Read


Indeed as we come to Rosh Hashana and hopefully prepare to do teshuvah (repentance) on Yom Kippur, it certainly can’t hurt to learn more about the Chafetz Chaim whose incredible contributions towards Torah learning (i.e. publishing his classic books on shmiras halashon (guarding one’s speech and the Mishna Berurah and also for founding the famed Yeshiva in Radin, Poland) continues to influence all segments of Klal Yisroel (the Jewish nation) today.


The new Feldheim edition of “The Chafetz Chaim: A Giant in Torah and Middos” is a perfect book for one’s children or even grandchildren to read not only in these days of cheshbon hanefesh (making a spiritual accounting one one’s past year) but also throughout the year. And if an adult was to read the book to a young child or even to oneself, it probably would be a beneficial thing to do. The book is available in bookstores or by calling the publisher at (845) 356-2282 or clicking www.feldheim.com
Reprinted from the September 23, 2011 edition of The Jewish Connection.

Story #722

Almost Too Clever

From the desk of Yerachmiel Tilles

editor@ascentofsafed.com

The Seer of Lublin once invited all those who were going to blow the shofar in his region to call on him before Rosh HaShanah in order to receive his blessing. Also, he had not yet chosen the shofar-blower for his own shul. When they all entered his room, Rabbi Simchah Bunem of Pshischah** joined them, even though he had never blown a shofar in his life and did not even know how to. 


When the Seer noticed the presence of his outstanding follower, he said: “The Talmud teaches us that shofar-blowing is a skill (chachmah) and since Simchah Bunem is a clever man (chacham), it is he who will blow the shofar here.�
Taught the Kabbalistic 

Significance of the Mitzvah


When Reb Bunim later entered the rebbe’s study for a private audience, the Seer first taught him all the kabbalistic significances of the mitzvah. He then pointed to a shofar for him to take and told him to meditate as instructed in preparation for blowing the required sounds. 


“But never in my life have I been able to blow a shofar!”� confessed the chasid. 


The rebbe expressed annoyance at this reply, and the disciple realized he could be in trouble, possibly even in danger. Quickly, he defended his actions. “I have grounds for my behavior in the Torah itself.’

The Seer Raised an Eyebrow


The Seer raised an eyebrow. “From Moshe, who delivered us the Torah. Explain yourself,”� demanded the rebbe. 


“When G-d first commanded Moshe to go and liberate the Children of Israel from Egypt, he asked: ‘What shall I say to them when they ask who sent me?’ Then, after the Almighty revealed to him a special sacred Name and instructed him what to say, he still protested: ‘I am not a man of words. Send someone else.’


The rebbe smiled. “Well said. Indeed you are a clever one. Go in peace.”�

[Source: Adapted by Yerachmiel Tilles from the rendition in A Treasury of Chassidic Tales (Artscroll), as translated by the esteemed Uri Kaploun from Sipurei Chasidim by Rabbi S. Y. Zevin, plus oral traditions.]


Biographical Notes: R. Yaakov Yitzchok Horowitz (1745 - 9 Av 1815), known as â€˜ the Chozeh [Seer] of Lublin, was the successor to R. Elimelech of Lizensk (1717-1787), and leader of the spread of chassidism in Poland. Many of his insights were published posthumously in Divrei Emmes, Zichron Zos, and Zos Zichron. 


Rabbi Simcha Bunim of Peshischa (1765 - 12 Elul 1827) spent many years as a business man and a pharmacist. He was a beloved disciple of the Seer and of the Holy Yid,� whom he succeeded. Known as a rebbe of rebbes,� his major disciples included the Kotsker and the first Rebbes of Ger and Alexander. 

** Editor’ Note: Other versions of this story circulate. The storyline is almost exactly the same; however, the identities of the Rebbe and chasid/Rebbe vary. 

Reprinted from this week’s email of KabbalaOnline.org, a project of Ascent of Safed

www.ascentofsafed.com   ascent@ascentofsafed.com
G-d Understands all Languages, Including English

By Dovid Zaklikowski,


Some of my worst childhood memories are sitting in the synagogue, bored out of my mind, mumbling the words of the High Holiday prayers. It was simple: I did not understand the words I was saying. They had no meaning to me. Even though we were observant, and I attended a Jewish day school, the Hebrew prayers just did not speak to a kid who spoke English at home. 


Then, at age fourteen, I was inspired by the following story:


Abe Saks was a basketball coach for the Harlem Globetrotters. He was growing in his Jewish observance, and felt bad that he could not say the prayers in Hebrew. 

Impulse Visit to 770 Eastern Parkway


On impulse, he decided to visit 770 Eastern Parkway, from where the Rebbe, Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, of righteous memory, led the Chabad-Lubavitch movement. The Rebbe met Abe in the hallway. Before Abe had a chance to utter a word, the Rebbe said with a broad smile, “G-d Almighty understands all languages - English as well.”�

I purchased a Hebrew-English prayer book and have used it to help me understand the meaning of the prayers. With time, I learned much Hebrew from my trusted prayerbook. It was a relief to know that I could always turn to the English when I did not understand the Hebrew. Each year, several weeks in advance of the High Holidays, I continue to learn more of the High Holiday prayers and my prayer book serves as my trusted guide. 


The prayers are not just words that need to be said. They are words to be internalized. 


With blessings for sweet and meaningful prayers and a happy and sweet new year!

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

A Moment with Rabbi Avigdor Miller, Zt”l

Kabolos or Resolutions 

For Rosh Hashanah

QUESTION: One person writes: Every year we make a Kabolo to change, but I am still the same schlepper as I always was!

ANSWER: Let me tell you something. You're not the same, you're getting worse. As time goes on, “Ovar Avaira V'shono Bo Na'aseis Lo K'heter.” When you make a Kabolo, Bli Neder, you have to have something specific, at least one thing, Tofasta Meruba Lo Tofasta. To say in general, “I am going to be good this year,” is better than nothing, but not much better. You have to specify something clear cut.
Say, “This year, no matter how mean my wife is to me, and she'll bother me and criticize me and nag me, I won’t say anything impolite to her. I'll keep my mouth closed.”

A Great Zechus Not to Talk Back


"Toleh Eretz Al Blima," the world will hang on the person who keeps his mouth closed. The Zechus of keeping his mouth closed when people are insulting you is a very big Zechus, you should start with your wife. You can start with somebody else. Let's say you have an employer who insults you! Keep quiet. You want to keep your job, don't you? So keep quiet. Make it a Kabolo, "I'm going to keep quiet, I won't answer back."


A tremendous thing to do that, but you have to pinpoint it, something clear cut. Then you can carry it out. Don't talk in general [terms], in general means nothing at all.

Take a Little Bit at a Time


Or, you want to daven with kavana, make up your mind that you're going to fight to get that first bracha, every word, Magen Avrohom, that first Bracha down clearly and don't let go of it. Tofasta Muat Tofasta, take a little bit at a time and hold on to it; Tofasta, you're holding on to it. Hold on to that little bit.


Let's say you made a Kabolo to learn, learn every night fifteen minutes. [It’s] better than nothing. At home, take out a sefer [for] fifteen minutes. You want to learn an hour? Very good. A little bit, but every night learn fifteen minutes. Or go to a Shiur every night, even better. That's a Kabolo that is Dovor Sheyaish Bo Mamesh.


Now even though sometimes there are so many things that you should have done and you didn't do, at least one thing you're doing. Hashem sees you're headed in the right direction. Haboh L'tahier M'sayin Lo, He'll help you go further and further. But at least you have to do one thing. Then you'll get Seyata Dishmaya to do more and more. 

Reprinted from this week’s email of “A Moment with Rabbi Avigdor Miller, Zt”l,” based on a transcription of an answer given by Rav Miller to a question from a member of the audience to one of his classic Thursday night hashkafa lectures.

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1True Stories that Teach

The Importance of Simcha

Compiled by Rabbi Dovid Flagler


Rav Moshe Feinstein, zt”l, was always careful to make others b’simcha (happy and feel good.) One Erev Yom Kippur, a few years before his passing, Reb Moshe was wheeled into an elevator in his apartment building. He was accompanied by his daughter-in-law, Rebbetzin Feinstein.


In the elevator was a Yid who was not wearing a yarmulke. The man bent his head towards Reb Moshe, and with a touch of hesitation said, “A happy New Year.” Reb Moshe looked up and with genuine warmth wished the man the same.


Reb Moshe’s sincerity moved the man to bend down again and say, “And a healthy year too, Rabbi.” With his sparkling eyes, Reb Moshe looked back at the man and said, “May you also be benched with a healthy year, one filled with success and nachas from your children. And may you live to witness Moshiach’s arrival.

A True Kiddish Hashem

The man was moved by Reb Moshe’s words. As Reb Moshe was wheeled into the car, the man turned to Reb Moshe’s daughter-in-law and said, “It is obvious that I am not religious. My head is not even covered. Yet, to the Rabbi I am somebody!”


Lesson learned: We can learn from Rav Moshe that it is a big Mitzvah to try and make all Yidden happy, even if they do not observe mitzvos. (Recalled by Simcha S. Zukierman, a former talmid of Yeshiva and Mesivta of Brooklyn.)

To See the Bright Side


The Baal Shem Tov once called over a water carrier and asked him how things were coming along. “Well,” he answered, “I am really having a hard time supporting my wife and children. Besides, I must also support my sons-in-law so they can learn. My wife is very sick and I am getting older. I think I am going to fall apart.” 


Another time the Baal Shem Tov met the same water carrier and asked him again how things were going. But, this time he answered with a big smile, “Baruch Hashem! Even though I am older, I am able to support my sons and sons-in-laws so they can learn Torah! My wife is so special to me and she does her job as a housewife even though she is very sick.” (“Growth Through Torah.”)


Lesson learned: Everyone has control of his simcha. If someone wants to be sad, he will have something about which to be sad. If someone wants to be happy, he will likewise find something about which to be happy. (Related by Refoel R. Ungarischer, a former talmid of the Yeshiva).

The Flicker of the Flame


Harav Shimon Schwab, zt”l, explains that Ivdu es Hashem b’simcha means that we must serve Hashem with happiness even in times of sorrow.


Harav Schwab compares Simcha to a flame on a stove, which we must raise and lower in order to cook, but which must never be allowed to go out.


Chazal declare, “Mishenichnas Adar Marbin b’simcha” and “Mishenichnas Av Memaatin b’simcha.” In the month of Adar we should increase our simcha. In the month of Av we should minimize our simcha, but we should never let it disappear.


How can we ever have any simcha on Tisha B’Av? Rav Schwab answers that the fact we are misabel because Hashem wants us to be, is a good enough reason for us to feel simcha. Fulfilling Hashem’s mitzvah of mourning for the destruction of the Beis Hamikdash is itself a cause of simcha. (“In the Footsteps of the Maggid” by Rabbi Paysach J. Krohn).

A Time Not to Answer


A young man, a talmid chacham, who recently had a lot of problems in gaining a parnassa (livlihood) asked a very hard question in Gemora to which a number of other Torah sages were  unable to answer.


When Harav Yisroel Salanter, zt”l, entered the beis hamedrash, the young talmid chacham approached with his question. Reb Yisroel agreed that it was a difficult question and replied that he did not have an answer for it.


After the talmid chacham left the beis hamedrash, Reb Yisroel’s talmidim knowing how smart their teacher was, asked him why he didn’t answer the question. Surely, he must have known the answer.


Reb Yisroel explained: “This man has suffered a great deal and I wanted to cheer him up.” (Related by Dovid Yitzchok Waldman, a former talmid of the Yeshiva and Mesivta of Brooklyn from the sefer Chayai Hamussar.)


Lesson learned: Do whatever you can to make a person happy.

Reprinted from the July 2005 edition of The Flatbush Jewish News. Rabbi Dovid Flagler was a rebbe at the time in the boys division of the Yeshiva of Brooklyn.

Seeing Too Much

By Yerachmiel Tilles


Rabbi Aharon Moshe was a follower of R. Yaakov Yitzchak Horowitz, the Seer of Lublin. He always made an effort to spend as little time as possible in the company of Jewish sinners. This was not because he looked down upon them, or even that he did not have feelings of love for them as his fellow-Jews. Neither was the case.


Rather, his level of purity was such that with one glance, his penetrating spiritual vision could detect their most intimate secrets, including every physical sin they had done. This awareness made him so uncomfortable that he avoided such encounters whenever he possibly could.

Meeting the Ohev Yisrael


One time he happened to be in the same place as Rabbi Avraham Yehoshua Heschel, the Rebbe of Apt, known to one and all as the Ohev Yisrael—“Lover of Jews.” The chassid seized the opportunity to consult with him, and asked plaintively, “What shall I do, that I am able to see into the hearts of others, and what I see distresses me so?”


The rebbe (who often referred to himself in the plural) replied, “My dear Aharon Moshe, in our youth we also saw things. When a Jew would come before us, we would immediately know what he was and what were his deeds. How many incarnations he had been through, and what were his mistakes and blemishes in each lifetime.


“Later on, we came to the realization that it is not appropriate to see into another Jew’s heart and the mysteries that are concealed there, in order to perceive things that are not positive. So we prayed to the Merciful One that He remove from us this ability. Since then, whenever a Jew comes before us, we see only the good deeds and the soul-rectifications that he accomplished in each incarnation.

Request of the Almighty


“So you too, Aharon Moshe, should request this of the Almighty, and thereby cease to perceive what is not necessary to see.”


[Translated and adapted from Sichat HaShavua 1073.]


Connection: Weekly Reading—“The secret things are for G‑d, our G‑d, while the revealed belongs to us and our children.” (Deut. 29:28)

Biographical note: Rabbi Avraham Yehoshua Heschel (1755—5 Nissan 1825), the Apter Rebbe, was an important disciple of Rabbi Elimelech of Lizhensk. He is also often referred to as “the Ohev Yisrael,” both after the title of the famous book of his teachings, and also because its meaning (“Lover of Jews”) fits him so aptly.

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

The Awe Inspiring Atmosphere

Of the Rosh Hashanah Yom Tov

By Savta Kops

Tishrei marks the beginning of the Jewish New Year

The young and old are assembled to join in Divine Prayers.

Everyone in the synagogue waits for Rosh Hashanah to start

A two-day holiday characterized by the solemnity of the heart.

It is referred to as Yom Teruah, the day of blowing the shofar

Which can be heard in all synagogues, from near and afar.

It is known as Yom Hazikaron (the Day of Remembrance)

When all frum Jews pray enthusiastically, deeply intense.

Rosh Hashanah is known as Yom Hadin (the Day of Judgment)

All mankind passes the throne of the A-mighty, pensively bent.

The Creator decides the destiny of every human being

For the New Year to come, as we pray with hope and singing.

The awe-inspiring moments of the blowing of the shofar
Remind us when, on Sinai, the people of Israel stood afar.

From the mountain, we were constituted as a “Kingdom of Priests.”

Where nothing moved – neither winds, nor birds, nor beasts.

The customary greeting on Rosh Hashanah night is especially dear

“Leshana Tova Tikateivu” – to be inscribed for Life, with a good year.

May we all be “zoche” to pray with our hearts, with “kavanah”

And enjoy our sacred awe-inspiring Yom Tov of Rosh Hashanah.

Sowing the Seeds

Of Teshuva
By Rabbi E. Hoffmann


These ten days, beginning with the first day of Rosh Hashana and continuing through Yom Kippur, are called the Aseres Yemei Teshuva - The Ten Days of Repentance. Our Sages teach us that on Rosh Hashana the verdict for the New Year is written. It is not sealed, however, until the end of Yom Kippur. Thus, even a harsh decree, G-d forbid, may still be changed between Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur. 


In the Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur prayers we read that, "Teshuva (repentance), tefilah (prayer), and tzedakah (charity) annul (even the most) severe decree." In other words, during these days it is especially important that we perform as many mitzvos as possible.

Eat Only Jewish Baked 

Bread in These 10 Days


The Shulchan Aruch (ch. 603) writes that even one who eats (kosher) bread baked by non-Jews all year (known as pas palter - which is permissible under certain circumstances), should during these days only eat bread baked by a Jew. 
One might question such practices: Certainly we agree that it is important to always be scrupulous in mitzvah performance, but what do we accomplish by being especially careful for these ten days, to the point where we adapt stringencies that we know we are not capable of sustaining throughout the year? Are we, G-d forbid, trying to 'fool' the Almighty by presenting ourselves as being uncharacteristically good?

A City Resident Who 

Decided to Become a Farmer


A person who lived all his life in the big city decided one day to become a farmer. He bought a parcel of land and went to live on a farm. Knowing that whether his land will grow crops or not depends on the mercy of G-d, he prayed fervently to Hashem for rain. His prayers were answered - rain descended on his fields in abundance. 


Now he was sure that his fields would yield luscious fruits and vegetables. Yet as he checked his fields from day to day, to his dismay he found only weeds. His disappointment became even greater when he saw that all his neighbours' fields were indeed filled with beautiful produce. 


In despair, he approached one of his neighbours: "My field had the same amount of rain as yours. My field had the same sunshine as yours. My field is even the same size as yours - yet mine didn't yield any fruit - and yours did! Where did I go wrong?" 

The Answer is Simple


"The answer is simple," explained the neighbour. "Hashem blessed us this year with an abundance of rain. But Hashem's blessings are only effective when you do what you have to do. I planted seeds, fertilized the ground, and removed the weeds - so now Hashem's blessing of rain has brought forth wonderful fruits. You didn't do anything for your field. You prayed, but you didn't do anything to cultivate Hashem's blessings. So how can you expect His blessings to bear fruit?" 


On Rosh Hashana we ask Hashem to grant us everything we need for the coming year. Hashem accepts our prayers, and "gets busy" preparing a year of beracha (blessing) and hatzlacha (success) and health and prosperity. These blessings are like the rain - Hashem sends them down to the earth to nourish us, both spiritually and materially.

Our Good Deeds During Aseres 

Yemei Teshuva Are Seeds


The good deeds we perform during the Aseres Yemei Teshuva are the seeds we sow in order for Hashem's blessings to take effect. Once the farmer has sown his seeds and prepared his fields for the coming season, he can, so to speak, "sit back" and allow nature to take its course.


The rigorous preparations he made during the critical period of plowing and sowing ensure that all will go well throughout the rest of the year, G-d willing. These days, between Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur, are when we do our planting, so we are extra-careful to do everything we can to ensure the coming year will "bear fruit" that is healthy and abundant!

Reprinted from this week’s email of Shabbos Candle Lighting

Israel Forever

Looking Back and 

Looking Up

By Rabbi Mendel Weinbach


The last Shabbat of the year 5771 is followed in many [Ashkenazi] communities by the recital of the Selichot prayers leading up to Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur.


More than prayers the Selichot service is an appeal to Heaven for forgiveness of the sins committed in the year gone by. It is also a time for Jews to reflect on the spiritual heights they are capable of reaching if they truly repent their

errors and resolve not to repeat them.

Which Arab State Could 

Build a Taller Building


Perhaps a mashal for aspiring to such heights can be seen in the competition between two oil-rich Arab states as to who can build a taller building. Envious of the construction in Dubai of the world’s tallest building (838 meters), the Saudi Arabians decided to build an even taller one (one kilometer) at an estimated cost of 1.23 billion dollars. (How ironic that the company handling this project is headed by the brother of Osama Bin Laden who was responsible for the Twin Towers tragedy!)

Reaching Greater Heights 

In Service to G-d and Man


As others look upward in terms of towers, we must look upwards to Heaven and aspire to reach greater heights of service to G-d and man in the year to come.

Reprinted from this week’s email of OHRNET: The Ohr Somayach Torah Magazine on the Internet (www.orh.edu)

The Human Side of the Story

Charity Saves from Death

By Rabbi Mendel Weinbach


“Could you please spare a chicken for me? I have hardly anything to eat!” 
This was the heartrending appeal a Jerusalem Torah scholar heard from the poor woman who had just knocked on his door. The trouble was that his financial situation was not much better than hers. 


With great difficulty he had somehow managed to secure two chickens for the sparse holiday meals for his very large family. After a momentary effort to explain his helpless situation, he quickly switched his mental gears and told the lady to wait while he went to fetch one of those chickens from his refrigerator.

A Most Horrifying Sight


The sight that greeted him when he opened the door of the fridge almost caused him to faint. There lay his three-year- old son, unconscious and blue from the cold. He had playfully locked himself inside, and his cries were muffled by the locked door. 


Emergency medical help was immediately summoned and they were able to revive the boy. The attending doctor told the father that had the child been discovered a minute later he would have been beyond saving.


This was a timely reminder that “Charity saves from death” and that someone may give away a chicken and in return receive a child.

Reprinted from this week’s email of OHRNET: The Ohr Somayach Torah Magazine on the Internet (www.orh.edu)

It Once Happened

The Baal Shem Tov’s Suggestion to a Troubled Jew


The time for morning prayers had passed, and all the other congregants had filtered out of the shul, ready to begin their daily tasks. Only one Jew lingered, wrapped in talit and tefilin, buried deep in his own thoughts. In truth, he hadn't even begun the prayers, so entangled was he in the doubts that had haunted him for months.

A Terrible Black Depression


Now, the black depression - created by his own evil inclination - had so overtaken him, that he couldn't extricate himself. His mind wandered from one question to another; no foreign idea was barred entrance. And so, the morning passed imperceptibly, and the Jew slid further and further into the dark pit he had created for himself. 


Suddenly he was roused from his trance by the touch of someone's hand on his shoulder. He looked up, and to his utter surprise, the Baal Shem Tov (known also as the "Besht") stood gazing down at him. "Do you think that by thinking and questioning G-d's ways you will find the answers? Don't you recall the words of King David who said, 'For I am ignorant and know not; in simplicity I followed You and I am with You always.'

Serve G-d for No Other Reason


"A Jew must totally submit himself to G-d, serve Him and follow His commandments, and for no other reason than because the orders come from his Creator, not because of his own philosophical conclusions. When you begin by accepting the 'yoke of Heaven,' then, and only then, will you achieve true spiritual enlightenment. And you, too, will conclude as did King David, 'I am with You always.' First perform the mitzvot, the Divine instructions for life. Then you may think about them and delve into them to the best of your limited human ability." 


 Jew sat spellbound by the Baal Shem Tov's words, which entered and cleansed his heart. 


"This is my advice to you," the Besht continued. "Put aside your intellect; forget it and just begin doing. Accept the fact that G-d is our King and then put all of your strength into doing mitzvot - do them without thinking too much. If you follow my instructions, I promise that you will surely attain true wisdom and understanding." 


As suddenly as he had appeared, the Baal Shem Tov disappeared and returned home to Medzibozh. The startled Jew was trembling from head to toe, but he lost no time in praying the morning service with a fervor that he had never before experienced. The depressing thoughts and doubts which had been his steady companions for months had vanished.

Puzzled by the Hows and Whys


The Jew was left to puzzle the hows and whys of the Baal Shem Tov's sudden appearance and equally abrupt disappearance. "How did the Besht know exactly what I was thinking, exactly what was troubling me?" he wondered. "It must be just as he told me, not everything is according to human logic; there are many things which lie outside our ken. And certainly the ways of G-d are among those things." 


That same day the Jew packed his belongings and made the trek to Medzibozh. There he became one of the Baal Shem Tov's devoted students. 

Reprinted from last week’s issue of “L’Chaim,” a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.

In a TriBeCa Park, a Question of 

Law and a Religious Symbol

By Joseph Berger


Ralph Musolino unreeled his Stanley tape measure across the walkway of a small park in TriBeCa, marking off space for the construction of a Jewish ritual hut known as a sukkah, while Rabbi Zalman Paris, in auburn beard and tzitzit fringes, crouched nearby holding the tape’s other end. 


“If the sukkah goes out onto the sidewalk, that’s a whole other issue,” Mr. Musolino cautioned the rabbi, as he chalked off where on the walkway he could squeeze the hut’s roughly 12-by-14-foot footprint. “But I want to make sure you don’t have a telephone-booth-sized sukkah.” 


Though not Jewish, Mr. Musolino, the Lower Manhattan district manager for the New York City Department of Parks and Recreation, has learned quite a bit about the often obscure structure known as a sukkah because the agency has allowed the huts to be erected in several parks, including two in Mr. Musolino’s jurisdiction, Battery Park and Bowling Green. 


But the one being contemplated for TriBeCa’s Duane Park, which is more of a triangular traffic island, has presented a different challenge. Some members of the local community board, as well as advocates for the park, oppose the erection of a sukkah, saying it violates the First Amendment’s prohibition against establishment of religion or, at the very least, is an intrusion in a tiny park. 

Permit for Sukkah Was put in Limbo


When Rabbi Paris’s organization, Chabad of TriBeCa, asked for a permit to put up the sukkah, three members of the board’s 11-member TriBeCa committee either voted against it or abstained, leaving the permit in limbo. 


“I don’t want to encourage having all sorts of religious things in our public parks,” one committee member, Paul Cantor, told a community newspaper after voting against the application. Mr. Cantor did not respond to messages left on his voice mail. 


The entire board, Community Board 1, is scheduled to vote on the permit on Tuesday. Scott M. Stringer, the Manhattan borough president, has urged the board to support the sukkah. Julie Menin, the board’s chairwoman, would not say how she would vote but said, “our community has been known as a very tolerant community.”

Board Involved In Islamic 

Center Controversy


The board played a role in the controversy over the creation of an Islamic center near ground zero when it approved a request to drop the landmark status of the building envisioned for the center. 


“It’s very important that no religion get preference, but every single religion needs to get fair and equal treatment,” Ms. Menin said. 


Controversies about religious displays in public spaces are as common before Christmas as holly wreaths. The public sukkah, though, is an autumnal phenomenon — this year the eight-day Sukkot harvest holiday begins at sundown Oct. 12 — and has its own constitutional complications. 

Fragile Shacks with

Branches or Reeds


Sukkahs are fragile shacks with branches or reeds as roofing, which Jews put up because of the biblical injunction to remember the transitory shelters the ancient Israelites used while wandering in the desert. They are usually erected on synagogue grounds or rooftops or private balconies or backyards. 


But a request for a display in a public space raises difficult questions. 

Is the sukkah merely a cultural symbol, or is it unmistakably religious in character? Does the government endorse its religious significance by allowing it to occupy a big chunk of a park when symbols of other faiths are not represented? 


Despite several Supreme Court rulings, religious displays — whether of crèches, crosses, menorahs or the Ten Commandments — remain a subject of great ambiguity, civil liberties lawyers say. Individual municipalities must often decide the matter for themselves, relying on guidelines that the courts have clarified. 

Accepted Principle is Equality


Arthur Eisenberg, legal director of the New York Civil Liberties Union, said one widely accepted principle is equality: The government cannot discriminate against groups that seek access to the park, cannot “favor some religions over others” and “cannot privilege nonreligious expression over religious expression.” 


Nathan Lewin, a lawyer who has successfully represented Chabad in menorah cases, said government can accommodate religious displays but cannot appear to endorse them, an impression that might be created by a nativity scene stationed inside a government building with no other religious symbols nearby. 


The parks department said it allowed sukkahs as long as “the applicant ensures that they are structurally safe.”

Content Neutral When 

Evaluating Applications


“We’re content-neutral when evaluating applications for events in parks, whether they be of a religious, political or cultural nature,” Vickie Karp, a spokeswoman for the department, said. 


Nevertheless, the city has at times indicated that more blatant religious images might stir questions. The Department of Transportation removed a crèche last Christmas from the St. George Ferry Terminal in Staten Island, drawing protests from some priests and ministers.

Simple Desire to Help TriBeCa 

Jews Observe a Custom


A department spokesman said the crèche had been removed because a staff member had put it up without authorization, but he also said that menorahs and Christmas trees were “consistent both with traditions at the ferry terminal and also with legal precedent.” Supporters of a crèche said the suggestion was that trees and menorahs were seasonal images and not as blatantly religious as a figure of the baby Jesus. 


Rabbi Paris, 36, director of Chabad of TriBeCa, and his wife, Chana, seem not to have had these issues in mind. He said the impetus for putting up the sukkah came from Jews in TriBeCa who wanted a convenient way to observe the custom of sitting and eating in a sukkah. TriBeCa, he said, offered few options because outdoor parking lots and large backyards were scarce. 


Rabbi Paris took pains to say he was mindful of the neighborhood’s sensitivities. 


We respect anyone in our community who might object to a sukkah in a public space,” he said, “and are actively searching everywhere for appropriate and accessible space.” 

Reprinted from the September 26, 2011 edition of The New York Times.
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Good Shabbos Everyone. 

Layover in Bangkok:

Part Two


On Rosh Hashana, there is a custom to eat an apple dipped in honey. Before eating the apple dipped in honey we say a declaration: "May it be Your will, Hashem, our G-d and the G-d of our forefathers, that You renew for us a good and sweet year." (Shulchan Oruch, Hagah 583:1) Many also have the custom of dipping bread into honey through Simchas Torah.


Rosh Hashana is a time of teshuva - introspection and examination of our deeds and resolution to change for the better. Teshuva is a mitzvah of the highest order, as the Torah tells us in this week's portion Nitzovim "You shall return to Hashem your G-d and listen to His voice..." (Devarim 30:2)  If we want to have a good year, we must do Teshuvah.  The following inspirational story told in the first person by Reb M. M. Gorelik (of blessed memory), will inspire us to do real teshuva before Rosh Hashana.

Why Do We Dip the

Apple into the Honey?


We can now come to answer our question from above, namely, why we dip apples and bread into honey during this time of the year. Honey is unique in that it is one of the few, if not the only foods which comes from a non-Kosher animal, the bee. We dip into honey to show that it is possible for good to come out of the bad. 
When we do teshuva, we turn our misdeeds into 100% Kosher sweetness. As the Sages tell us, after teshuva, what was once a misdeed now becomes a source of spiritual reward. (see Yuma 76b) Bee honey therefore symbolizes teshuva - returning to Hashem. Teshuva makes life sweet. The following continuation of our amazing story from last week, illustrates an incredible story of Teshuvah.


When he came to the synagogue the next morning, Rabbi Shechter had another surprise waiting for him. Not only was there no mechitzah separating the men from the women, but the congregants were all sitting together. As an Orthodox Jew, Rabbi Schechter prayed alone in an anteroom to the side of the main sanctuary. After Shacharis (morning prayer), he asked the rabbi if he could address the people, to explain why he had not joined them for the prayers. He was granted permission. 

Expresses an Appreciation

Of Their Hospitality


"My dear brothers and sisters," he began, "I am grateful to G-d that He granted me the privilege to be with you wonderful people this Rosh Hashanah. Surely many of you know that it was my original intention to be in Eretz Yisrael with my family, but G-d in His wisdom decreed that I be here with you in Bangkok. Perhaps some day I will know the reason. I appreciate your hospitality and friendliness. Because of your overwhelming kindness to me, I feel that I must explain why I did not pray with you this morning, but rather prayed alone in the anteroom. 


"Every synagogue is meant to be a model of the Holy Temple that once stood in Jerusalem. The sanctity of the synagogue is similar to the sanctity of that holy place. And because of the temple's holiness, men and women were separated during all services, to insure that there be no frivolity or diversion of attention from the prayers and the holiness of the place. A synagogue in which men and women sit together loses some of its holiness. Therefore, as you can see, I must pray in the anteroom." 

The Importance of Understanding and

Appreciating One’s Jewish Heritage


Rabbi Schechter spoke about the importance of a child becoming bar mitzvah and studying Torah to understand and appreciate his Jewish heritage. 
Rabbi Schechter's words were eloquent moving, and respectful. He did not talk down to the congregants nor criticize them. Rather, he pleaded with them to start Torah-study groups so that they could become more familiar with the traditions, customs, and laws of their forefathers. 

He raised their spirits and when he finished his talk and unbelievable thing happened. A Dr. Frankel, one of the members of the synagogue, walked up to the podium and began speaking spontaneously. "I'm sure that many of you feel as I do that it is an honor to have such a distinguished guest in our presence. In his honor, may I suggest that we separate the men from the women before we continue with the Torah reading and shofar blowing so that he can pray with us." 


The local rabbi was offended that something so drastic was done in "his" synagogue without consulting him. He got, up to protest, but it was too late. Two hundred people were already on the move, the men stationing themselves on the right side of the synagogue, the women to the left. And they remained so for the entire holiday service.


The next morning Rabbi Schechter spoke again, and once again the Atlas boys, sons of his host, were present. The older of the boys, Morris, possessed an inquisitive, analytical mind and was much taken with Rabbi Schechter. The conversations which had flowed between the young thinker and the older scholar had established a strong bond between the two.

A Decision to Study in Ohr Somayach


Morris had never been to a yeshivah and he had no idea what Orthodoxy was all about, but here was an Orthodox man who touched his heart. By the time Rosh Hashanah was over, Morris had made a decision. He was going to interrupt his studies at Oxford and transfer to Ohr Somayach (a yeshivah with a program for boys with little Torah background) in Jerusalem. 

After much discussion, Mr. Atlas agreed that his son could try it for one semester. The young scholar went off to Israel and the one semester lasted three fruitful years. During those years he became a true ben Torah and eventually influenced his younger brother to come to Ohr Somayach as well. 

Brothers Make A Strong

Commitment to Torah and Mitzvos


Today, years later, the Atlas brothers are Orthodox Jews living in London, strongly committed to Torah and mitzvos and deeply indebted to the rabbi who slept through his stopover in Athens. Back in Bangkok, the classes which Rabbi Schechter organized have also borne fruit; some women now observe taharas hamishpachah (family purity) for the first time in their lives.


When retelling this story Rabbi Schechter observes reflectively, "It is true," he says, "that I was punished. I could not be with my family in Eretz Yisrael for the holidays. Yet, because of my unscheduled trip, a chain of events was put into motion that accomplished much for Yiddishkeit. Hashem let me be involved in returning two Jews to authentic Judaism." (The Maggid Speaks, Rabbi Paysach Krohn p.233)


Hashem is waiting for all of us to return. 
Reprinted from this week’s Good Shabbos Everyone email.
Caught in the Act
By Yerachmiel Tilles


It happened in Berditchev. On the first day of Rosh Hashanah, during the repetition of the Shacharit prayer. In the shul of the great tzaddik, Rabbi Levi Yitzchak.


The rebbe himself was leading the service. His sweet yet powerful voice permeated the shul, stirring the soul-strings of all present and churning their emotions. Each person felt as if he was standing at that moment before the Throne of Glory Tears streamed down many faces. Everyone was inspired to pray with much more greatly focused intensity than usual, from the depths of their hearts.

Every Person Felt as if He Was Standing Before

The Throne of Glory


Just before Kedushah, when he started to intone the prayer that begins with the words “L’E-l orech din”—“To G‑d who conducts judgment,” the tzaddik’s voice quivered. A current pulsed through the room. Every heart pounded as the holiness and seriousness of the occasion seemed to be climaxing. Each person felt as if he was standing at that moment before the Throne of Glory, and the Judge of the World was measuring and weighing his deeds of the past year as His gaze penetrated every heart and secret thought. The Rosh Hashanah judgment was about to emerge!


When he came to the words of one of the final couplets, “l’koneh avadav badin”—“Who acquires his servants through judgment,” R. Levi Yitzchak’s voice cut off. He stood as if frozen in his place. His face turned white as a sheet. His eyes bulged. As his tallit began to slip off his head, it seemed as if his soul had flown off to higher realms.

All Eyes Were Riveted

Upon the Rebbe


All eyes riveted upon the rebbe. Everyone shook in fear. What will be, what will be?


The veteran chassidim, however, realized that something special must be happening, even if they couldn’t perceive it. With great joy he called out confidently, “Who acquires his servants through judgment!” They concentrated on thoughts of teshuvah, of regret for the past and good resolve for the future.


A few more seconds went by. Then, the color returned to the tzaddik’s face. It was as if he had been restored to life. His face shone. With great joy he called out confidently, “L’koneh avadav badin”—“Who acquires his servants through judgment.”


After the prayers, at the holiday meal, one of the elder chassidim mustered his courage and directly queried the rebbe, “What happened during Shacharit? Did you see something in the upper worlds?”


Not one present ever forgot the rebbe’s extraordinary reply.


“I saw the Accuser carrying a huge sack on his back. Right away I felt uneasy. I realized that it was full of the sins of the Jews that he had managed to accumulate over the course of the year.

Peeked Into the Accuser’s Lark Sack


“I went over and peeked in to see what he had. Let me tell you, there was a full assortment: some nasty lashon hara talk, stinginess, baseless hatred, wasted time that could have been used for Torah study, and so forth and so on ad nauseam. Big ones, little ones—the sack was bulging, and the Accuser was gleefully galloping toward the Throne. As I took each particular sin and considered it in the light of these thoughts, it melted in my hand and disappeared as if it had never been!

“‘Oy!’ I thought to myself. ‘What can I possibly do?’ I couldn’t come up with any plan. My spirits sank.

Detecting a Jew Committing a

Sin on Rosh Hashanah


“Suddenly the Accuser stopped short. His sharp eyes had detected a Jew committing a sin on Rosh Hashanah itself. He dropped the sack and jumped off to pick up this juicy new item to top off his collection.


“As he disappeared from sight, I decided to look in his sack again to get a closer look at what he had. I went over and started examining the different transgressions. I quickly saw that the Jews who had done these things weren’t really so guilty. 


The bitter harshness of the exile, their bleak poverty, the oppressive negative influence of the dominant cultures in which they lived, and other extenuating circumstances, all combined to coarsen the Children of Israel and seriously weaken their Jewish identity and commitment, until finally they were mired in the filth and unable to resist temptation. Those poor Jews! What could be expected of them? And anyway, what could these puny errors weigh against the callous murder, immorality and theft in which the host nations were sunk?


“As I took each particular sin and considered it in the light of these thoughts, it melted in my hand and disappeared as if it had never been! The pile shriveled and shrank, and soon was all gone.


`“Just then, the Accuser returned. When his glance took in the empty sack, he shrieked grievously, ‘Thieves! Ganavim! They stole all my Jewish sins that I worked so hard to amass.’

Grabbed by the Beard


“Then he spotted me. He recognized right away that it must be me that would do something like this to him. He flew over and grabbed me by my beard!


“Now, you should realize that when it comes to knowing Torah, the Accuser is no slouch! He demanded that I pay him back for what I stole, and not only that, but that I was obligated to pay him double. When I answered him that I didn't have anything to pay him with, he quoted the verse, ‘If the thief can’t pay back, he is sold into slavery.’


“With that, the Accuser seized me firmly and dragged me off to sell me. The first angel we encountered, though, adamantly refused to buy me. A Jewish slave? No way! It is too much responsibility. He’d be obligated to feed me and provide for my other needs, and at the same time have to worry about getting caught in false accusations and other problems. ‘He who acquires a Jewish slave acquires a master for himself,’ he quoted. ‘Even if he were free, I wouldn’t take him,’ he finished.

No Angel Wanted to Buy the Rebbe


“So the Accuser offered me to the next angel we came upon, and to a third and to a fourth. No one wanted to buy me. No one was interested at all.


“Deciding it was hopeless, the Accuser took hold of me again and pulled me right up to the Throne of Glory, and set forth his case before the Almighty Himself! When he finished, a voice was heard. ‘“I have made you and I shall carry; I shall sustain and I shall deliver.” I will buy him from you, O Accuser.’


“The Accuser stood slack-jawed. All his complaints were silenced.


“At this point I revived, as you saw for yourselves. And now you know the explanation of ‘Who acquires His servants through judgment’: we are all servants of the Almighty, and only by serving Him can we escape the clutches of the Accuser. So let’s do it!” concluded the tzaddik dramatically. “And in the merit of doing so, surely we will be inscribed and sealed for good.”

[Translated and adapted from Elul-Tishrei, p. 45.]

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

A Message from the Kalever Rebbe 
For Rosh Hashana 5772

 

Hear the Shofar:

Heed the Call

 


Our fast-paced, busy lives leave us precious little time to reflect upon the direction and meaning of our journey in this world.  Even as we rush from place to place, eyes wide open, we are often asleep with regards to our true purpose, ignoring the eternal in favor of the temporal. Hashem, in His infinite wisdom and mercy, grants us a special opportunity once a year to awaken from our sleep-walk and reorient ourselves in accordance with His will and our highest purpose. That opportunity is Rosh Hashana.  

The Highlight of the Holiday


The highlight of the holiday is the Mitzvah—commandment—of hearing the manifold blasts of the Shofar which, traditionally, is fashioned from the curved horn of a ram. Each set of Shofar blasts consist of three distinct sounds.  We begin with the Tekiah, a strong, uninterrupted blast much like the sound of a trumpet. This is followed by a Shevarim and Teruah, or combination of the two; these are short, doleful, mourning sounds akin to a brokenhearted cry.  Then a final Tekiah is sounded, concluding the triplet.


What is the significance of these elements?  What message of inspiration should we draw from the Shofar as we hearken to its sounds on the holy day of Rosh Hashana?

Primarily the Anniversary

Of the Creation of Man


First and foremost, Rosh Hashana marks the anniversary of the creation of man. So we ask, why did Hashem create man?  Our Rabbis explain that Hashem is the beneficent King of the universe whose innermost desire, so to speak, is to bestow goodness and kindness unto his creations.  Hashem created man with a spark of divine intelligence that allows him to recognize and acknowledge his Creator and express gratitude for the goodness he receives from Him.


This expression of gratitude is what brings Hashem into this world and raises His glory in creation itself.  For if we receive without gratitude, then He is removed from the picture entirely (perceptually) and life degrades into a hedonistic hunt for pleasure instead of the noble quest for purpose which comes from the Divine. In essence, Hashem gave us Torah and Mitzvos so that we can follow His plan for creation and thereby merit the sweetest reward of all—reward that is earned through the performance of His will.


The initial blast of the Tekiah is our way of trumpeting Hashem’s kingship and sovereignty over all of creation on this, the anniversary of creation. Unfortunately, we often fall short of the mark and lose sight of our Creator. We naively believe that we alone are the arbiters of our destinies, that we can control our own fates. 

The Arrogance of so Many

World Leaders Today


Witness the arrogance of so many world leaders today who cruelly oppress their own people and, more often, direct their hatred toward Hashem’s special children, the Jewish people, who serve as a constant reminder of Hashem’s presence in this physical world.  But, as we see world events unfolding, in the end, inhuman tyranny is overthrown by the hidden hand of the Divine, literally in the blink of an eye!


The challenge of life is to come back to Hashem with a broken heart and a cry of repentance and reconciliation with, “Avinu Malkenu,” our Father and King in heaven.  This is symbolized by the sound of the Shevarim–Teruah, the broken blasts emanating from the depths of our souls lamenting the rift we have allowed between ourselves and our King. And Hashem responds by embracing us and helping us to repair and straighten any crookedness we have allowed in our path toward Him. This is represented by the concluding Tekiah, sounding a strong and confident note of rapprochement between Hashem and us, His precious children. 

A Metaphor for Life Itself


The Shofar then is a metaphor for life itself.  On Rosh Hashana let us heed its clarion call to the possibilities of new beginnings with the help of the Almighty.  And may we thus be inscribed in the book of life for a sweet, healthy and spiritually uplifting new year.

Reprinted from an email sent by the gabbai (Reb Zalmen Rosenberg) of the Kalever Rebbe in Williamsburg. The Rebbe’s message was translated from Yiddish into English by Rabbi Avraham Shalom Farber and Reb Yehuda Leib Meth.
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Israelis Consume 2,000

Tons of Honey in Tishrei

By Chana Ya'ar


Israelis this year will consume 2,000 tons of honey during the Hebrew month of Tishrei, in which fall the Jewish High Holy Days, and the holidays of Sukkot Shemini Atzeret and Simchat Torah. 


Rosh Hashana, the two-day Jewish New Year, begins Wednesday night. 


The traditional round-shaped challah bread is dipped in honey at each holiday and Sabbath meal throughout the month of Tishrei, in order to ensure a “good and sweet year.” 


Honey use in Tishrei accounts for more than half of the Jewish State's annual purchases, industry experts told IDF Army Radio.


Cell phone companies are also expected to benefit on Wednesday just before the start of the holiday, with at least 150 million SMS text messages expected to be sent as the New Year approaches.
Reprinted from the the September 28, 2011 email of Artuz Sheva.

A Slice of Life

The Call of the Shofar

By Goldie Goldblum


Boruch Yosef, barely thirteen, faced the hospital reception desk on one of the holiest days of the year. "My name," he announced, in the high-pitched voice of a Bar Mitzva boy, "is Mr. Klein. I called yesterday and asked if you could have a list of Jewish patients ready for me." 


The receptionist shuffled some papers. "Oh, that's impossible, uh, Mr. Klein. When you called, I thought you were a little older." Not to be put off so lightly, Boruch Yosef said, "I have been visiting patients in this hospital for almost a year. If you are unfamiliar with my activities, please speak to the chaplain." 


Without another word, the list was handed over, and Boruch Yosef proceeded to divide up "his" patients. On this Rosh Hashana there were five elderly men on the fourth floor, and one on the ninth. Boruch Yosef made a mental note that maybe he'd skip the man on the ninth. 

Reaches the Fourth Floor Panting


He bypassed the elevators and began walking up the steep stairs. By the time he reached the fourth floor (Geriatrics) he was panting. Forget the ninth floor! He consulted his list. His first patient, Sidney Jacobs, was just two doors away. As it turned out, Sidney was sleeping, but Boruch Yosef was able to blow the shofar for Mrs. Jacobs in the lounge. 


The next patient was Erwin Goldfinger, who regaled Boruch Yosef with army tales , possibly embroidering a little to further widen Boruch Yosef's eyes. When the shofar was blown, Erwin fell silent, and sniffed quietly. "Fine boy, fine boy," he muttered. 

Steep Steps Painted a Hideous Hospital Green


The next three visits were uneventful, and Boruch Yosef headed for the stairs. He looked up at the flights rising above him, steep steps painted a hideous hospital green, and inwardly apologized to Mr. Fried, on the ninth floor. 


His list stated that Mr. Fried was over 70, and was in critical condition. Boruch Yosef's conscience didn't let him rest. Maybe this Rosh Hashana would be Mr. Fried's last. And because he didn't like the look of the nasty, rattling steps, perhaps Mr. Fried would not hear the shofar. 


It was enough. He slowly climbed up to the ninth floor. From previous visits, he knew that it housed the I.C.U. and that to visit it he would have to get permission at the nurses' station.

The Patient is in a Coma


The woman in charge said that Mr. Fried had been in a coma (What's a coma? he wondered) for several weeks, but that visitors were certainly welcome. She escorted him to the room. 


Mr. Fried was connected to all kinds of wires and gadgets. Sitting in one corner was an elderly man, half asleep over a "machzor" (holiday prayer book). Boruch Yosef softly asked if he would like to hear the shofar. The man's eyelids dragged open and he nodded his head. He explained to Boruch Yosef that his friend, Mr. Fried, had been "asleep" for three weeks, and was unable to hear the shofar. 


Boruch Yosef's father had given him this shofar for his Bar Mitzva, knowing how his son visited the hospital on Shabbat and Yom Tov. Now, Boruch Yosef touched its unusual surface and marvelled at how a mere ram's horn could make such a powerful, moving sound. 


He carefully recited the blessing and was not at all fazed when Mr. Fried cried out, "amen!" He raised the shofar and blew the required sounds, oblivious to the doctors and nurses rushing in, oblivious to Mr. Fried's friend's crying, oblivious to Mr. Fried sitting up, listening to the shofar blasts. When he finished, he quietly slipped out of the room, and went home. 

Quietly Slipping Out of the Room


The following year, Boruch Yosef was besieged by callers requesting him to blow the shofar in the small shuls near his home. Each one offered him a nice monetary incentive, and each time, Boruch Yosef flatly refused. One tiny shul, quite far from his neighborhood, however, admitted that they had no funds, but could offer him some homemade cake and a glass of tea. To this shul, Boruch Yosef said yes. 


It was not surprising that Boruch Yosef, still a short lad, caused a mild ripple of laughter in the shul. Boruch Yosef ignored the laughter, and concentrated on the task at hand. With closed eyes, he put his lips to the shofar and blew. Afterward, there was no laughter. They hadn't expected his seriousness, his attachment to the mitzva, this crowd of elderly Jews. He had surprised them. 

The Dignity of an Eagle


One man came forward. His creamy talis gave him the dignity of an eagle. His yellowed fingers tapped on the rail of the bima. "Young man," he rasped, 

"Do you remember me?" 


Boruch Yosef shook his head and smiled, looking like one of hundreds of yeshiva boys. Obviously, this was a case of mistaken identity. 


"Well, young man, I have not forgotten you. Last year I also had the pleasure of answering "amen" to your blessing." 


Boruch Yosef looked puzzled. "Sir, last year I did not blow the shofar in a shul." 


The man smiled. "But you blew it for me. I am Mr. Fried." 

Reprinted from the 5752 Rosh Hashanah issue of L’Chaim, a weekly publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization. The article originally appeared in The Yiddishe Heim.
In Brooklyn, a Rabbi’s

Music Lessons Ring Out

By Joseph Berger
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Chester Higgins Jr./The New York Times

Rabbi Levi Yitzchok Meisner of Borough Park, Brooklyn, is an expert on the shofar, the ram’s horn heard on Rosh Hashana. 


In his corner of Brooklyn, he has the status of a Louis Armstrong, though he is a young man with a different kind of horn. 


Rabbi Levi Yitzchok Meisner is an expert on the shofar, the ram’s horn whose wailing, shivering sounds Jews will hear in synagogues across the world on Rosh Hashana, the two-day holiday that begins at sundown Wednesday. Though he no longer blows the shofar at formal services, he has taught scores of shofar blowers who do, especially in the heavily Hasidic neighborhood of Borough Park, where he lives. 


Many people think the shofar is a relatively simple wind instrument to master; after all, it does not have anything like the range of do-re-mi notes that Mr. Armstrong could evoke from a trumpet. But Rabbi Meisner, 28, a lush-bearded father of two whose main livelihood is as a kosher supervisor for a rabbinical court, will tell you its simplicity is deceptive. 


It does not take many lessons to learn the shofar, he said, but it takes a good deal of practice, practice, practice to sound an elegant tekiyah, shvorim, teruah — the three varieties of sounds that in various combinations are blown on Rosh Hashana and in abbreviated form at the close of Yom Kippur. 

It’s More Important to

Take Away the Bad Habits


“You can’t teach how to blow,” he said, with the seeming incongruity of a Mel Brooks “2,000-Year-Old Man” routine. “It’s more to take away the bad habits that detract from blowing. Most people blow with a lot of effort, a lot of power. It’s exactly the opposite.” 


“There’s a fancy word with trumpets: embouchure,” he continued. “That tells you how to hold the trumpet in the lips, not to push too tight. The sounds happens by tiny vibrations. As the Talmud says, ‘Intelligence, not work.’ ” 


The other day, Rabbi Meisner, wearing his daily garb of a navy frock coat over a vest and white shirt buttoned at the neck, was instructing Yeedle Melber, 33, while a recent graduate, Rabbi Yechiel Lichtenstein, looked on. Mr. Melber said he wanted to be able to blow the shofar this holiday for his mother, who cannot leave the house because of recent surgery. Eventually, he said, he would also like to blow the shofar for his shtibl — a room-size house of worship. He can do an adequate long tekiyah and the trio of shvorim notes, but the nine short blasts of the teruah elude him. 

Falling into the Trap of Getting Tense


“I fell into a trap that a lot of people do,” Mr. Melber said. “I get tense.” 


“That’s the No. 1 killer,” Rabbi Meisner agreed. 


“You have to become one with the shofar,” Mr. Melber said, echoing a mystical phrase of Rabbi Meisner’s. “You have to make peace with the shofar.” 


Rabbi Meisner also imparts some practical tips for better blowing. Try not to eat before shofar time — it is easier to blow on an empty stomach. The first sound — tekiyah — can be performed with either a clean single keening sound or with a moanlike dip midway. Either way, it becomes a piercing call to repentance, which is after all the holiday’s raison d’être. 


“They say the tekiyah is meant to straighten out the crookedness of the heart,” Mr. Melber said. 


In recent weeks, Rabbi Meisner coached more than 50 students with two or three lessons apiece; he estimates that he has taught several hundred students in recent years. The need is great because Borough Park has 200 synagogues. But his influence will also be felt farther away — in a town outside Kiev in Ukraine, for example, where Rabbi Lichtenstein will be jetting in to lead a congregation that does not have a rabbi. 


Until now, Rabbi Meisner has not usually charged for lessons, but students typically will buy a shofar from him; he sells them out of his living room for $50 to $250 apiece. 

Learned to Blow at the Age of 8


Rabbi Meisner, who is allied with the Skver sect based in New Square, in Rockland County, N.Y., learned to blow at roughly 8 years old from his maternal grandfather, who blew the shofar at a synagogue in Washington Heights. 


He blew his first shofar in a synagogue the year after his bar mitzvah, and he still blows daily at his Brooklyn synagogue during Elul, the Hebrew month preceding Rosh Hashana. But he spends Rosh Hashana itself in New Square, and there the shofar is sounded by the grand rabbi’s son-in law. 


In mastering the shofar, Rabbi Meisner has absorbed its arcana. Shofars are reminiscent of the ram that Abraham sacrificed in place of Isaac, a Torah tale read on Rosh Hashana’s second day. Shofars were blasted at Mount Sinai and in Joshua’s capture of Jericho. Thereafter, they were blown as a call to battle or as a summons to the ancient Temple in Jerusalem. Believers expect the Messiah’s arrival to be announced with a shofar’s sound. 

Need a Permit from the Dept. of Agriculture


Shofars are mostly produced in Israel, Morocco and China, and American importers need a permit from the Department of Agriculture. The horn can come from a ram or any other kosher animal — some Jews prefer the spiraling horn of a kudu antelope — but the animal need not be slaughtered in kosher fashion. If a ram is used, it should be at least 2 years old. 


After the raw horn is cut off the carcass, its core is removed and the horn is heated by blowtorch or in oil so it can be straightened out for the drilling of a hole that joins the slender tip with the naturally hollowed-out fatter end. The horn is sanitized with an antiseptic solution, sanded, polished and sometimes carved with teethlike decorations. Any puncture, even if it is repaired with glue, renders the shofar ritually unfit. Rabbi Meisner’s shofars carry a rabbinical seal of approval. 

Hearing the Shofar is a Mitzvah


For Jews, hearing the shofar is a mitzvah — a required, virtuous deed. In the ultra-Orthodox world, women are encouraged, though not obligated, to hear the shofar; they are also permitted to do the actual trumpeting, but only at a service for other women. Rabbi Meisner sometimes blows the shofar at a wedding hall for women who cannot make it to synagogue, usually because they are busy taking care of children. 


Hearing the sound of the shofar is so essential that some synagogues are architecturally designed to assure that the acoustics do not resonate with strong echoes that overwhelm the shofar’s pure sound. On this point, Judaism makes an important distinction. 


“If you hear the echo alone,” Rabbi Meisner said, “you don’t fulfill the mitzvah.” 

Reprinted from the September 28, 2011 edition of The New York Times.
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