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Hurricane Knocks Down Flatbush Fruit

Tree That Was Uncut Due to Halacha

The Brooklyn Heights Courier reports: The fear of G-d kept an observant Jewish family from chopping down a despised fruit tree, so it took an act of G-d - Hurricane Irene’s winds of fury - to answer the prayers of neighbors on a small Midwood block.


On Saturday, Irene huffed and puffed and blew down a giant mulberry tree on E. 27th Street between Avenue I and Campus Road that for years had dropped sticky fruit on neighbors’ cars and littered the sidewalk with a tacky, dark-purple paste that made residents walk in the street to avoid stepping in the mess.


“Everybody hated that tree,” said Ralph Davidson, 73.
A Refusal to Take the Ax


Including the people whose property it stood on, who for years refused to take the ax to the behemoth due to halacha.

“If you cut down a fruit tree, you can – G-d forbid - lose a family member,” said homeowner Daniel Roth. “It’s a Jewish thing. People don’t do it.”


To some Jews, custom dictates they not chop down living trees that bear fruit.
Neighbors Without Electricity for 20 Hours


With the hurricane knocked the tree over, it downed the block’s power lines, leaving the neighbors without electricity for 20 hours as the wires sizzled in the street. On top of that (literally) the tree’s remains blocked off their dead end street, pinning neighbors in - and when it tumbled, it took a piece of Roth’s foundation with it, and landed on a parked car in a final act of aggression against its embattled human foes.


“Yes, we wanted it gone - but not this way,” said neighbor George Weill.


On Monday, workers with heavy equipment labored to part the dead tree to free the people, who’ll be happy to see it gone.


“This is the one last annoyance this is causing me - it’s [the tree's] the last hurrah,” said Roth.
Reprinted from the August 30, 2011 website – Matzav.com. The article originally appeared in the August 30, 2011 edition of the Brooklyn Heights Courier Life.

Chassidic Story #718
It Happened in Tsfat

From the desk of Yerachmiel Tilles

editor@ascentofsafed.com
From the Ascent-in-Tsfat Archives in honor of Ascent’s 28th Birthday on Rosh Chodesh Elul 5770 / Sept. 1, 2011


David came to Ascent for a few Shabbats and got excited about being more Jewish. He continued studying near his home in Tel Aviv. Two months ago, he brought his girl friend to Ascent and proposed to her on the premises! The wedding was on Purim Katan (17/2/71). 


Esther came to Ascent twice and started dragging her husband Chaim along too. They are both in their 50s. Now he drags her here. They are quickly growing in their Judaism. They come for all of the holidays and never come without some of their friends. 

WhyHad Her Children Become Observant?


Malka came to Ascent to understand why her children had become observant while traveling in India. The result was that she herself became observant! Now she has a kosher kitchen and welcomes her children and other people into the Jewish environment of her home. She does not have much time to visit Ascent anymore. 


A youngish Russian immigrant couple, Polina and Chaim, whose parents study at Ascent, made a bris mila [circumcision] for their first child, a new born son. When Rabbi Dovid Notik, director of Ascent’s New Immigrant Study Center arrived, the mother rushed over to him. This is all in your merit, she said. We unsuccessfully tried to have children for years not knowing anything about Judaism. When you starting teaching our parents about mikveh, we started to practice it also; and this is the result. Thank you Ascent. 


While all of the soldiers are happy to make Kiddush at the Shabbat meals, many of them refrain from participating in the hand-washing that follows. This is partly because they do not understand why we do it, and partly to show that they are not observant or interested in being observant. Nevertheless, the warm family environment is often successful at drawing in even the most distant. For one lieutenant, the meal brought back memories of his observant grandparents and the atmosphere they created. His last statement was that when he married, he hoped to create the same atmosphere in his home. 

A Few Sincere Gestures


MC was far from Judaism. He spent his first month in Israel at Ascent and then moved to Jerusalem. Shortly after that he telephoned, proud to tell us that he had purchased a kosher electric razor, washes negel vasser next to his bed every morning, and has started wearing tzitzit. He decided to wear his tzitzit inside his trousers in case he ever has to go to a not-kosher restaurant, in order not to mislead people. 


Ascent generally does not accept already observant singles for Shabbos. We can fill up with not-yet observant participants and we also do not want to risk exposing young people from religious families to our more relaxed environment. Three seminary girls who arrived at our door after candle lighting did not leave us a choice. When they came to the home of Rabbi Leiter, they somehow also had a young man in tow, the ˜boyfriend of one of the girls. When the three girls did not stop asking questions the entire evening, we saw G-d’s hand at work. Shabbat day, the young lady with the boyfriend told him to get up off the couch and go pray Mincha with everyone else. 

The Payoff Comes 12 Years Later


Rabbi Big Mo Siev was praying at a shul in Jerusalem when a man approached him and said, Twelve years ago you taught me my first words about Torah and you also gave me my first pair of tzitzit. Today I am a religious Jew, married with children and I live here in Jerusalem. Thank you for everything. 


Colonel JZ, a man in his 40s, came to the home of one of Ascent’s host families. He had never made Kiddush before, but since all of his junior officers were making Kiddush, he agreed to make it too, so long as we would provide him an explanation. Just that short experience helped JZ decide that he would make Kiddush every Shabbat for his family. So far he has been doing it for a year!


Ascent just received an invitation from a young couple who met at Ascent, decided to become observant through Ascent, and now want to invite all of the staff to their wedding. 


Joy started coming to Ascent a few years ago, slowly becoming more involved in Judaism. She was very excited about her new life, but was disturbed because certain personal problems would not go away. As one of her steps forward she accepted a spiritual advisor to help with some of these problems. One piece of advice she received was to check the whole process of her divorce many years before. When she did she discovered that there was a mistake in her get and she was never actually divorced. She fixed it and right away things began to improve. 

An Ice-Breaker for the Presenter


Each Birthright group is escorted by a group of young soldiers, often officers. One particular Birthright group came for the famous Ascent multi-purpose shtender (prayer stand) presentation. These were kids who knew nothing at all about Judaism. The presenter had trouble even beginning to explain what a shtender was. All of a sudden, their four escorts arrived and started shouting how they had been to Ascent a few months before and had a great time. That was all the ice-breaking the presenter needed. 


And for the grand finale: Residing in Tsfat are over 30 families of Ascent alumni observing Judaism, most of them with growing families.
Reprinted from this week’s email of KabbalaOnline.org, a project of Ascent of Safed

www.ascentofsafed.com  ascent@ascentofsafed.com
Good Shabbos Everyone
Coming Home


Last week we began the riveting story of how a Jewish girl Tovah Esther Himmel was saved from the German war machine only to get swallowed up in non-Jewish culture in Holland. Tova Esther married a non-Jew and for all intents and purposes, lived like a non-Jew as well.


 After Tova Esther died, her son Gijsbert, who had only an inkling of his Jewish status, somehow made his way to Eretz Yisroel. Would Gijsbert redeem his Jewish heritage which was teetering on the brink of disappearance? This week we will read the exciting conclusion of this amazing story:


While in Israel, Gijsbert registered at an ulpan in order to learn Hebrew and applied for work at the Israel Museum. "If any body needs ancient paintings restored, just send him to me," he said. The personnel department at the Israel Museum wasn't looking for anyone with such talents, but they took down his name for future reference.

A Yeshiva Needs a Mural Restorer


Soon after, someone for the Lomzhe Yeshiva in Petach Tikvah called Gijsbert telling him that several old murals in the Yeshiva needed restoration. The walls of the yeshiva were decorated after the fashion of Jerusalem synagogues a century earlier. The pictures were fading and beginning to peel. For two years now, the yeshivah had been searching for a restoration expert. Recently, someone suggested that they turn to the Israel Museum. Perhaps they had the name of someone in the field. The museum, in turn, gave the yeshivah the name of the young expert from Holland.


Gijsbert worked on the yeshivah's murals for a year. For twelve months, he saw a minyan gather for shacharis, mincha and maariv (the three daily prayers.)  He saw Jews laboring over their volumes of Talmud, gathering for Torah lectures. He understood that he had been mistaken. Israel did indeed have a faith, and Israel had a heritage, and commandments.

Persuaded to Have a Bris Milah


During the course of his work, Gijsbert introduced himself to an artisan who was working to restore the windows. When the worker - a Jew - discovered that Gijsbert had been born to a Jewish mother, he was determined to convince him to have a bris milah.  Boruch Hashem, Gijsbert agreed.


When Gijsbert entered the Covenant of Avraham Avinu, he changed his name from "Chizbort" to "Chai," life. From there, the path to an Arachim Seminar was short. He adopted a new sumame "Keshet," and joined a Torah study circle. Soon afterward, he met Avital. Avital's grandfather had been the chief rabbi of Luxembourg, where she was born. Her parents made aliyah to Israel. The secular milieu suited them. After completing army service, Avital studied acting, eventually starring in an original screenplay. She then turned to teaching the art of acting.


Avital had a brother, also secular, like herself. While serving in the army, he had been assigned to guard the Tomb of Rachel Imeinu, outside Bethlehem. The prayers resounding at the tomb tugged at his heart, the Torah studies there interested him, and most importantly, those who learned there treated him with respect and friendship. He became a ba'al tshuvah.


Conversing with her brother, Avital became interested in the topics he discussed.  Then she attended an Arachim Seminar, and the rest is history... she also became religious.
An Emotional Link with His Departed Mother


With a full heart and trembling hands, Chai displays an old siddur with yellowed pages. When his mother, Tova Esther, passed away, the siddur was found under her pillow, soaked with tears. It had been the only possession that connected her to her  former life, her last link to the past and her people. She had been certain, that with her passing, the siddur would be discarded. How she must rejoice now that her son and grandchildren pray from a siddur three times a day!"


As we enter the month of Elul, we begin to increase our spiritual growth and improvement. It is especially important at this time to look back at the year gone past and to ask ourselves: What have my spiritual accomplishments been? What are my spiritual failures? As we approach judgment day on Rosh HaShana, we must make sure to correct all of our spiritual missteps and to resolve to be better in the coming year. 

Understanding the Word “Tamim”


The Torah tells us this week, “You shall be tamim with Hashem your G-d.” (Devorim 18:13) Tamim can be translated as whole, flawless, perfect, honest, upright. In order to learn a relevant spiritual lesson, we will read the above verse to say, “You shall be perfect with Hashem your G-d.”

The mystical Torah teaches us that every mitzvah gives life to a different part of the body. When one violates the Torah, he therefore damages the spiritual power in the part of the body which did the offending deed. For example, when one violates the mitzvah of Lashon HaRah, (speaking ill of others) he damages the spiritual force in the mouth.

Teshuva Helps Us Perfect 
Our Relationship with Hashem


Therefore, when the verse tells us “You shall be perfect with Hashem your G-d” it is possible to say that the verse is telling us to do teshuva, to correct our spiritual wrongdoings. Because, when one does teshuva, he repairs the spiritual damage he has done to himself. So, only after teshuva, correcting one’s ways, can one’s soul be complete or “perfect” in its relationship with Hashem.


Amazing stories of Divine Providence have a tremendous power to awaken our hearts to do teshuva. Because, if we can internalize the idea that Hashem supervises the entire world, then it will be easier for us to want to do teshuva. Because, through amazing stories such as the above, we will know with a certainty that nothing goes unnoticed in heaven.  

Reprinted from this week’s email of Good Shabbos Everyone.
The Vilna Gaon and 
The Shabbos Chicken

By Rabbi Reuven Semah

“And to the judge who will be in those days.” (Debarim 17:9)
 

The Torah teaches us that if a question arises one should go to the judge who will be in those days. These words are superfluous, for one cannot go to a judge that lived before his days. Rashi explains the intent of the Torah: “Even if he is not like the other judges who were before him, you must listen to him; you have none but the judge who is in your days.” 


The Gemara (Rosh Hashanah 24b) relates a story that illustrates this concept. Rabban Gamliel, the Chief Rabbi, declared which day is to be Yom Kippur. (The exact day was under dispute.) The great Rabbi Yehoshua disagreed. Rabban Gamliel decreed on Rabbi Yehoshua that he must visit him with his money pouch on the day that he, Rabbi Yehoshua, held was Yom Kippur, and so he did.
Bringing the Chicken Over to the Vilna Gaon

A true story told by Rabbi Shimshon Pincus z”l, occurred in the city of Vilna in the days of the Vilna Gaon. The tailor, who lived next door to the Gaon, had a question on Friday about a chicken, whether it was taref or kosher. Unlike today, in those times a chicken was purchased live and the housewife looked over the chicken for possible blemishes which render the chicken unkosher. 


The father saw the problem and sent the chicken with his son to show it to the Gaon. The Gaon ruled it was taref. The wife, not knowing it was sent to the Gaon, sent another son with the chicken to the Rabbi of the city of Vilna. The Rabbi ruled it was kosher. The tumult began.


The family went back to the Rabbi and told him the Gaon said it was unkosher. The Rabbi went to the Gaon and told him that obviously the Gaon was ten times greater than him, but his ruling must be upheld or else it would jeopardize his authority. Therefore, they must go together to their Friday night meal and eat from the chicken. The Torah is not dependent on the genius of the Gaon, but on the rule of the Rabbi of the city. “I am the Rav and nobody else!”  The Gaon accepted.
The Traif Candles Render 
The Chicken Unkosher

However, when they went to the tailor’s house and they sat to eat, the most unbelievable thing happened. At the precise moment they were to eat, the rope that held the light broke and it fell from the ceiling. The light was made of candles containing unkosher fat which fell into the food, rendering the chicken unkosher.

The job of the Rabbi is not easy; he is required to be completely impartial and with a pure heart. If the Rav is a straight individual and only seeks the truth and he learned the subject to the best of his ability, his Torah is the Torah of truth. The Gaon of Vilna understood this and was ready to enjoy a Friday night dinner at his neighbor’s house. 
Reprinted from this week’s email of the Jersey Shore Torah Bulletin.

Hurricane Irene Takes a Toll on Jewish Community with Three Deaths

By Dan Klein


NEW YORK (JTA) -- For some in the Jewish community, Hurricane Irene was a soggy inconvenience.


But for others it became a moment to extend a helping hand -- in at least three cases, tragically.


David Reichenberg, a 50-year-old father of four from Spring Valley, N.Y., died while saving a father and his 6-year-old son from a downed power line. He contacted the live wire and was electrocuted.

Reichenberg, an Orthodox Jew, was one of three Jews reportedly killed Sunday in the storm.


Michael Kenwood, 39, also died while attempting to help others.


A volunteer first aid worker from Princeton, N.J., Kenwood was checking a submerged car that rescuers thought was occupied when he became untethered and slipped. Kenwood was swept away by the current and later was pulled unconscious from the waters. He died the same night, reported the Trenton Times. The car was found to be abandoned.
Victim Was a Holocaust Survivor


Rozalia Gluck, 82, of Brooklyn, N.Y., was trapped in a Catskills motel that had become unmoored during the storm and floated away. Authorities recovered her body late Sunday. Isaac Abraham, a leader in the Brooklyn Chasidic community, told the New York Daily News that Gluck was a Holocaust survivor originally from Russia.


"She survived Hitler," Abraham said, "but she couldn't survive Irene."


By Tuesday afternoon, 40 deaths in 10 states were attributed to Hurricane Irene, The Associated Press reported.


In the Reichenberg tragedy, he had stopped to help the father and son, who were outside viewing the damage to their home in Rockland County when the boy touched a metal fence electrified by a fallen wire. Reichenberg pulled the two from the fence but could not escape himself, witness Moishe Lichtenstein told the New York Daily News.
Praying to G-d for Help


"When I got there the victim was on the ground and he was touching the wire, which was in the water," Lichtenstein said. "When emergency officials got there, they couldn't touch him. We were standing there for like five or 10 minutes. We were just praying, 'G-d help this man.' "


Reichenberg was pronounced dead at the scene and was buried Sunday night. The injured boy, Reuven Herbst, was reported to be in critical but stable condition as of Monday night. His father, whose name was not released, suffered only minor injuries.
An Upbeat Person with Unshakable Faith


In an interview with JTA, a longtime friend of Reichenberg, Rabbi Avrohom Braun, described him as an “upbeat person with unshakable faith." Braun is director of admissions and education at Ohr Somayach yeshiva, which Reichenberg attended 25 years ago.

Reichenberg, who ran a sign-making shop, would attend 6 a.m. classes each day before opening his store, Braun said. He also said Reichenberg regularly volunteered to help coordinate Shabbat meals for impoverished families in Rockland County, which has a large population of Orthodox Jews.


Some New York neighborhoods that are home to large Jewish communities were evacuated by order of Mayor Michael Bloomberg, including Brighton Beach and portions of Sheepshead Bay in Brooklyn and Far Rockaway in Queens.


The Orthodox website Vos Iz Neias posted halachic guidelines issued years ago by the Orthodox Union, Agudath Israel of America and others for what to do on the Sabbath in the event of a hurricane. Among other things, the guidelines specified that one may leave a radio on in a room of the house that is not generally used if there is concern for safety.


"The rabbis are getting a lot of calls today," Dov Hikind, an Orthodox New York State assemblyman from Brooklyn, told Reuters last Friday.

Reprinted from this week’s email of the AJOP (Association of Jewish Outreach Professionals) Update Newsletter. The article originally appeared in the Jewish Telegraph Agency (JTA) on August 29, 2011, a wire service serving English-language Jewish newspapers around the world.

A Moment with Rabbi Avigdor Miller, Zt”l
Career Woman?

	QUESTION:


 

Should a woman give up her life for her children or for her own career?

	ANSWER:
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Well, children are the career of a woman. The truth is, a woman has a career of her own. It's a big mistake to think, a woman is only a person who works in the house. A woman, when she does the things in her house and learns how to do it with the right Kavana, can become a tremendous Oived Hashem.


When she puts the food on the fire and she thinks, Ribono Shel Olam, I am doing Your will in order to feed a frum family. So Hakadosh Baruch Hu considers that Avodas Hashem, no less than bringing a Korban on a Mizbeiach. The Jewish table, the Shulchan, is a Mizbeiach, the Gemora says. Put kosher food on the table for your husband and your children. When you hand the bread, Nosain Lechem L'chol Bosor,you give the piece of bread to a child, your hand is the hand of Hashem; you think that.


If a woman learns to think noble thoughts, that she serves Hashem in all the things she's doing, she becomes Mamesh a Sheliach of Rachmono. No question about it. She can become as great as the biggest Tzadikim, the biggest, famous Rabbeim and Rosh Hayeshivos. In her way, if she utilizes the opportunities. With one condition, she has to think L'shem Shomayim.

She Gets a Tremendous Reward


When she's washing clothing, washing diapers for children, she is doing it for the service of Hakadosh Baruch Hu, and she gets a tremendous reward – no less than anybody else. If she sends her child to learn in the Cheder, she is the one who is learning. She sends her husband to learn in Yeshiva, she is a 100 percent partner. Noshim B'mai Kozachyin, she encourages her husband and children to learn, it's 100 percent her share.


So they have many opportunities to be Oived Hashem and Hakadosh Baruch Hu in Gan Eden will put them on a golden throne, not less than the throne of the biggest Tzadikim. Good Shabbos To All.
Reprinted from this week’s email of “A Moment with Rabbi Avigdor Miller, Zt’l.
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Himalayan Rescue

By Miriam Metzinger

From the desk of Yerachmiel Tilles


Going to India is almost a rite of passage for many secular Israelis after completion of their mandatory army service. The Chabad emissaries in the Asian country are accustomed to rescuing young neshamot (souls) from cults and Eastern religions which often attract young Israelis with promises of enlightenment. 


Rabbi Dror- Moshe Shaul [a former Jewish-meditation instructor at Ascent, in Tsfat ed.], director of Chabad house in Dharamsala India, had the privilege recently of also saving a Jewish body. On a daring rescue mission in the Himalayas in the dead of night, he succeeded in utilizing skills he gained as an Israel Army paramedic. 


Rabbi Shaul's Chabad house is located at the foothills of the breathtaking Himalayan Mountains, which attract many Israeli hikers. Even veteran hikers do not approach these peaks with absolute confidence and warn novice hikers to proceed with caution. 


Recently, an Israeli climber fell into a ditch at a high altitude, and his condition was potentially fatal. A fellow hiker ran to the Chabad house to alert Rabbi Shaul. As the young man was fighting for his life in the cold and the darkness, the young rabbi and his assistants prepared bandages and IV infusions, and phoned the Indian army and police to request an emergency helicopter. The family in Israel and the Israeli ambassador in Delhi were also informed. 


Ten strong men braved their way up the mountain. While a jeep would have been the fastest mode of transport, all the Indian drivers were drunk. The path was dark and treacherous, but a trip that would usually take 4 to 6 hours was completed in only two hours. Three of the men couldn't reach the destination, and had to be left behind. 


The remaining seven and Rabbi Shaul, finally found Ronny, who had fallen 35 meters and had lost a dangerous amount of blood. Rabbi Shaul gave Ronny an IV infusion and bandages and warned the Indian army that a helicopter was the only way Ronny could be saved. They promised to provide one at dawn. 


The men spent the cold night in the mountains with no blankets or sleeping bags, and gave their only blanket to Ronny, who was thankful to have been rescued. The helicopter arrived at 7 am, but searched for an hour before it was able to spot Ronny. He spent another two hours on the helicopter before landing at the hospital and surviving a life-saving operation. Indeed, the Dharamsala Chabad house is the address for saving not only spiritual lives but physical lives too! said Rabbi Shaul. 


[Adapted by Yerachmiel Tilles with permission from an article by the author in Living Jewish.]


Connection: (haven't found it yet!  any ideas?)

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

www.ascentofsafed.com ascent@ascentofsafed.com
It Once Happened

The Chasana or

Social Event of the Decade


Reb Nachum and Reb Gedalya were the two wealthiest citizens in their respective counties. Thus, when a match was arranged between the two families it was the talk of the town. 


Several weeks passed as preparations were made for the celebration, an event that was already being referred to as "the" social event of the year if not the decade. Then, all of a sudden, a rumor began to circulate that Reb Nachum, the father of the bride, had lost his fortune. 


Eventually the bitter truth came out: Reb Nachum had been forced to declare bankruptcy. Not only had he lost his personal wealth but he had even had to sell his house to appease his creditors. With nowhere else to go the family moved into a tiny apartment paid for by the community. 


When Reb Gedalya heard the news he immediately sent a messenger to Reb Nachum with a letter expressing his sympathy. Reb Nachum's reversal of fortune sincerely touched his heart. At the same time, it was obvious to him that the match between their children could no longer take place; it was simply a mistake to be remedied as soon as possible. 


However, what was obvious to Reb Gedalya was not all that obvious to Reb Nachum. "A match is a match," he insisted, refusing to back out of the agreement. "It should have nothing at all to do with financial considerations." 


When the messenger returned to Reb Gedalya with Reb Nachum's reply his compassion quickly turned to anger. Without a moment's delay he set out for Reb Nachum's house, taking with him all of his son's engagement gifts so he could return them. 


Reb Nachum, however, was equally adamant in person about refusing to annul the match. "It's not my fault I lost all my money!" he exclaimed. " 'A person who sinned under compulsion, G-d exempts from punishment.' " 


Reb Gedalya thought long and hard about his frustrating dilemma; then an idea occurred to him. "How about a third party making the decision?" he asked. "The famous tzadik, Rebbe Chaim of Sanz, lives not far from here. Let us go to him together, tell him what happened and follow his advice." 


Reb Nachum was unmoved. "I am not calling off the match under any circumstances. It would never have been agreed to if it were not decreed from on high. If you want to go to the tzadik, fine. But I'm not going anywhere." Annoyed, Reb Gedalya had no choice but to make the trip alone. 


It was late Friday afternoon when he arrived in Sanz. Although the Rebbe did not usually receive visitors so close to Shabbat, an exception was made for Reb Gedalya, whose acts of charity were legendary. 


It is most likely that the tzadik was already aware of Reb Gedalya's story, as there was almost no one in the region who hadn't heard it. Nonetheless, he listened attentively as Reb Gedalya poured out his tale of woe. 


The Rebbe was silent for a few minutes before responding. "You are very lucky to have come here," he finally said. "However, as it is almost Shabbat, it is too late now to discuss it any further. Why don't you stay here as my guest, and after Shabbat we will continue this conversation." 


Reb Gedalya left the Rebbe's presence greatly encouraged and in a hopeful mood. The tzadik had listened to his every word and seemed to agree with him. Surely he would rule in his favor; hadn't he told him that he was "very lucky"? Reb Gedalya spent a delightful Shabbat in the Sanzer Rebbe's courtyard. 


Right after Havdala, Reb Gedalya was again admitted into the tzadik's chamber. With awe and trepidation he awaited the Rebbe's pronouncement. 


"Reb Gedalya," the Sanzer Rebbe told him, "I want you to leave immediately for Reb Nachum's house and deliver the following message: 


Tell him that although he agreed to pay for half of the wedding, as he does not have even a penny left to his name, you, Reb Gedalya, will be happy to pay for the entire celebration, which will take place on the date already agreed upon." 


After Reb Gedalya had recovered from his shock he surprised himself by daring to ask for an explanation. "But Rebbe!" he stammered. "I don't understand. Didn't you tell me that I was 'very lucky'?" 


The Rebbe looked directly into Reb Gedalya's eyes and smiled. "I guess you didn't understand my intention," he said. "I meant that you are very lucky that it is you who has come to me and not your future mechuta (in-law), Reb Nachum. Can you imagine how you would feel if it were the other way around, if the wheel of fortune had turned against you instead of him?" 


Indeed, Reb Gedalya's son and Reb Nachum's daughter were wed. And the Sanzer Rebbe himself conducted the ceremony.

Reprinted from this week’s edition of “L’Chaim,” a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization.

The Golden Column

Rabbi Hayim Vital, zs"l


Our Rabbi Hayim Vital zs"l was the greatest of the students of our Rabbi, the holy Ari zs"l, and he inherited his legacy. From above, it was revealed to our Rabbi, the Ari, that he had only come to this world, in order, to give over his wisdom to Rabbi Hayim Vital, who would pass it on for all generations.


In our parashah, we are commanded not to turn to magicians and soothsayers. Rabbi Hayim Vital experienced the reason for this when he once fell ill and began to heal. Suddenly, he saw two pillars of fire that blinded him and singed his vision. He found out that there was one Arab who would heal with herbs, and who was also proud of his sorcery and hidden knowledge.  He went to him, to know if he had some

medicine for his eyes.


When he arrived, the waiting room was overflowing with people waiting for their turns. Suddenly, the sheikh rushed out hurriedly, turned to him and said: "Come, enter, wise man of the Jews! It is not proper for a great man like you to bother himself by coming to me. You could have sent for me and I would have come to you!"


The rabbi was surprised, as were the others present. He had never met him, and how did he know that he had come? The rabbi entered his room and the sheikh said to the others waiting: "Return to your homes, for as long as the rabbi is here, I do not know how to respond to you!"


The all left and the rabbi told him about the pain in his eyes and his blindness. He asked if the sheikh had any medicine. Not through sorcery, halilah, but through medicinal herbs and the like.


The sheikh said: "I know nothing!"


The Rabbi was surprised: "How can you say that you do not know? Did you not come out to greet me!"


He said to him: "That is the point!  All my power is derived from the forces of impurity. Suddenly, I was told: "The wise man of the Jews, righteous and pure, has arrived - and it is not in our power to remain in his presence!" They left and all my power has been taken from me…"


Therefore we have been warned not to use sorcery, so that we do not cleave to the other side!

Reprinted from this week’s email of the Aram Soba Newsletter from Congregation Bnai Yosef in Brooklyn.

How to talk to a Neo-Nazi

The "Jewish Merchant" Who Made the Sale of His Life

By Rabbi Hillel Goldberg


Daniel Kravitz owns Denver's Home Again Furniture and, like he says, you never know who will walk in the door. 


Saying only that he toned down the language a bit, Kravitz tells the story of his encounter with a unique customer: 


"I receive a phone call answering a classified advertisement I placed to sell a black bedroom set for $250. 


"During the conversation the young man on the other end of the line says he has only $700 — and do I have enough furniture in my store to furnish his whole apartment? 


"I ask how big his apartment is. Well, it's a buffet apartment and I ask what he needs. Besides the bedroom set, he needs a dinette, a sofa, tables and a lamp. 


"I say, if you're not picky, I can furnish the apartment for $700. 


"He didn't show up until the next day. 
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"A man walks in, shocking in appearance. He's a skinhead. Tall. 6'2". Trim. In his early 20s. Sleeveless t-shirt. Dark pants. Doc/Martin boots (made in England, very popular with the subculture, punk rockers, skinheads, etc.). 


"On his arm are tattoos. I cannot help but notice what they say: Kill Niggers and Jews. 


"I realize right away who this individual is." 


Are you Dan? We spoke on the phone yesterday. Do you still have the black bedroom set? 


"I say: You're the young man who says you have $700 to furnish your apartment. 


"I show him the bedroom set. My store is about 10,000 square feet. We walk around the store. I can give you this sofa, and these tables . . . in 20 to 30 minutes we figure out what he wants. 


"I throw in some dishes — glad to get rid of them. 


"We get back to my counter and desk. I write up a receipt, including the inventory and the regular prices. The total comes to about $1,000, which I discount down to $700. I hand him the receipt for him to sign on the bottom. He looks over the receipt and says, Boy, you really gave me a big discount. 


"I say: That's the deal." 


You won't get in trouble for discounting this much? 


"No, it's my own business." 


I really appreciate it. 


"I say: I'm a man of my word. 


"He pays in cash. 


"I help him load the furniture onto a pickup truck. It was July or August, about six years ago. Before Craig's List. 


"We work up a sweat. When we we're done, I ask him whether he would like to have a Coke, or something else cold to drink. 


"I have no other customers and have time to sit with him. 


"So I give him a can of soda, take one myself. 


"Now, this whole time, I kept observing him to see whether he was carrying a gun or a knife. You see that kind of tattoo — he's not a choir boy. 


"When we loaded his furniture his shirt lifted up, and I saw there was no weapon in his pocket. I felt comfortable he didn't have a weapon. 


"So I say: I couldn't help but notice your tattoos. Do you really believe that? 

Hell, yes --- I do! 


"Have you ever hurt anybody? 


Yes. 


"How many blacks and Jews do you know?" 


I don't need to know any. I know they're bad. Blacks are trying to take over the white women. Jews are controlling the banks and the government. 


"I say: I hate to tell you — I disagree with your propaganda. I grew up in Park Hill around a lot of black people. Unless you know somebody you can't make judgments about a whole culture. 


"I saw that he was not connected to what I said. So I say: I bet you don't talk to your mother and father — if my son had the tattoos on his arms that you have, I wouldn't talk to my son. I don't think you talk to your parents. 


No, I don't. 


"I realized I hit a nerve. 


"The next thing I say: It wasn't that many years ago that your mother held you in her arms, and she loves you. I'm a parent. I know that your parents are hurt and miss you, and don't approve of your ways. 


"Then I say: I want to share with you . . . I'm Jewish. 


No, you're not. 


"Why would I lie to you about that?" 


You don't look like a Jew. 


"What does a Jew look like?" 


Not like you. 


"I point to my front door and show him my mezuzah, and tell him that Jews put it on their doorposts. 


"And I have a siddur, so I open it up and say: See, this is my Hebrew prayer book 


"I show him my store hours and say: Notice, I'm closed on the Sabbath. I live as a Jew. 


"What you think of Jews is not right. I pray with people who have numbers on their arms. You're part of a group of people who believe that the Holocaust didn't happen. Not only did I lose family members, I pray with people who have numbers on their arms. 


No, it's a Holohaux. 


"Absolutely not true. You know what? I think you're a nice guy. I know by some of the things you've said to me how appreciative you are that I gave you a good deal. I know that your mother and father raised you with good values. Why you are a part of the neo-Nazis, I have no understanding. 


"One of two things is going to happen to you. You'll end up dead, or you'll end up in prison and some huge bubba is going to take you for his wife. You need to think about what you're doing. These are the only two possible paths if you keep on doing what you're doing. 


"You told me you've hurt people. Do you want to hurt me?" 


No. You've been nice to me. 


"I've only been nice to you because you gave me an opportunity to be nice to you. 


"You hurt people you don't even know because of the color of their skin or their religion. 


"You need to think about that. 


"The people you hang around with don't care if you're in jail or dead. But your mother and father do care." 


Then another customer walks in. 


"Listen, I can't talk more now, but if you want to talk to me more I'll be glad to talk to you. I want you to think about what I've said to you because everything I've said is true. 


"I didn't know what he thought. But he came in with the prejudice that Jews are greedy and money-grabbing. He had to realize, here's a Jew who just gave him a really good deal, helped him load his truck and sweated with him. I think what hit him was when I said: It's not long ago that your parents held you in their arms." 


He left. 
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MONTHS later, maybe a year later, he came back to Kravitz's store. 


"He says to me: Do you remember me? 


"I say: Of course." 


"He was dressed completely different. His hair was grown out — no more shaved head — normal hair. He didn't look like a Skinhead. He was wearing a long-sleeve shirt, jeans and sneakers. He looked like a whole different person. 


"I ask: Did you reconnect with your parents?" 

Yes I have. 

"He says: I need to give you an apology. I realize now how offensive my tattoos were to you and how hurtful they are. I can't afford it now — but I'm going to have those tattoos removed. 

"He gave me a hug." 

I've never seen him again. 

Reprinted from the August 11th email of Jewish World Review.

The Importance of Being Prepared to do Tzedaka Properly & Promptly


HaRav Moshe Feinstein, z’tl, makes a remarkable point about Tzedaka (the giving of charity) by simply translating a pasuk (verse) for us.  The pasuk in last week’s parsha of Tzedaka states “Lo Se’Ametz Es Levovevca V’Lo Sikpotz Es Yodecha Mai’Achicha HaEvyon (Devorim 15:7)...Do not harden your heart and do not close your hand to your destitute brother.”


HaRav Moshe notes that there are “two” [important] mitzvos here -- the first is to be sensitive, to train your heart to feel for your poor brethren -- not only when they stand before you, but also to be ready for them in the right frame of mind and with the right attitude when they do come. Then, there is a second mitzvah when you physically encounter a destitute person to not close your hand -- to open it and give, as you not only visualize yourself as a giver-but actually give.


With this in mind, we can appreciate a serious question and answer of the Alter of Kelm, Z’tl. The Alter was very bothered by the ma’aseh (incident) of Nachum Ish GamZu -- who told the poor person to wait a moment while he disembarked from the donkey so that he could unload and provide food for him.


In the interim, before Nachum Ish GamZu was able to feed him, the poor person died, and Nachum was so troubled and distressed that he took an incomparable kapara (atonement) upon himself. Based on these facts and circumstances, what, in actuality, did Nachum do wrong at all?


Undoubtedly, as a great Tzadik, righteous man that he was, (he was a teacher of Rebbe Akiva), he proceeded with great alacrity off the donkey, and surely intended to give the destitute person the best of what he had to offer. What more could he have done?!


The Alter answers that Nachum realized that he should have been prepared -- and had something ready -- in the eventuality of noticing a famished poor person on the road. This, perhaps, is the aspect of Lo Se’Ametz Es Levavecha -- the preparedness and readiness -- to which HaRav Moshe Feinstein refers.


If we have a checkbook ready, dollars or quarters available at a chasuna (wedding) or in shul, a cold drink on a hot day for someone who knocks at the door, if we give to a poor person before he approaches us, rather than waiting to be approached, if we think about how we can help the poor or those who need help in our neighborhood, if we can join or start gemachs which turn leftovers from large or small simchas (celebrations) into food for those who would appreciate it in our neighborhood -- then we will not only be giving -- but thinking about giving and how to give -- which is what  the Torah truly (and, indeed, expressly) seeks of us!

Reprinted from the Monday, 29 Elul 5770/August 9, 2010 Hakhel Community Awareness Email Bulletin.

Questions for Rabbi

Yehuda Krinsky

The Rabbi

Interviewed by Deborah Solomon

Published: August 6, 2010 in the New York Times Magazine
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Christian Oth for The New York Times


Newsweek just published a list, “The 50 Most Influential Rabbis in America,” and placed you at No. 1. As a Hasidic rabbi and a leader of the Chabad-Lubavitch movement, do you think you can rank rabbis or any other religious leaders as if they were athletes? 

I am of the opinion that you can’t rank human beings. Every person has something to contribute to the welfare of the next human being. No two people think alike or look alike, and everyone has something that another person does not have. Who’s to say who is higher and who’s lower? In terms of the essence of human beings, I don’t feel it’s proper to rank them because we don’t really know what their mission in life is. 


What’s bothersome about the best-rabbi list is that it seems to exemplify a culture in which religious leaders of all stripes are fixated on power and politics, rather than philosophical questions. 

Politics and religion are not soluble. They don’t mix. I learned from the rebbe, my teacher, my mentor. The rebbe in his tenure received Bobby Kennedy and many other politicians. He gave them all the time they needed and discussed whatever they needed to discuss. But he never chose, never gave any indication of who he favored. 


You’re referring to Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, the former leader of the Lubavitcher movement, which is based in the Crown Heights section of Brooklyn. Weren’t you his chauffeur in your youth? Where did you take him? 

I will tell you. He never left the city. The only traveling he did was to visit the gravesite of his father-in-law, which was about a 25- or 30-minute drive to Queens from Brooklyn. 


He died in 1994 and named you as the executor of his will, but the Chabad movement has since split over the issue of whether he was the Messiah. 

I was always opposed to that. I felt it was wrong. But there was a group of people that felt that the rebbe implied during his lifetime that he was a Messiah. They became very vocal about it and sometimes more than vocal. They made a lot of noise, like a penny in a can; shake it, and it makes a lot of noise.


How large is your endowment? 

We don’t have an endowment. If we had any money in the bank we would be remiss if we didn’t invest it in Jewish life. If I had $50 million now, I could get rid of it within a few weeks. We run at a deficit. 


What do you think of Mayor Bloomberg? 

He’s a Bostonian, as am I. He betrayed me. He deserted the Red Sox. 


What else besides baseball do you admire in American pop culture? 

Bob Dylan comes to the Lubavitch outpost from time to time. Did you know that? He was at my house for dinner a couple of times. 


Do you like his music? 

I’m blowing in the wind. 

qWhat do you make of the popularity of various kabbalah centers that have created a fashion for Jewish mysticism? 

What do you want me to say as a rabbi? That I’m elated Madonna studies kabbalah? 


She is learning Hebrew; she lights candles; she seems sincere about it. 

So what? In order to understand kabbalah, the Jewish tradition going back to the Zohar, you have to spend years in Torah study. In fact, many communities banned the study of kabbalah until the student finished 40 years of Torah studies. 


Why are ultra-Orthodox men so regressive in their treatment of women? You wouldn’t ever shake my hand, would you? 

No. 


Why not? 

That’s the custom. It’s a matter of modesty, the sexes not mingling. 


I don’t understand why you’re unwilling to embrace social change, when you can embrace technological change. Why is e-mailing allowed? 

Why should it be disallowed? If there’s anyone transforming the modern world with all this equipment and technology, it’s Chabad. We’re using all of it. We are trying to make the world a more God-friendly place.

The above interview has been condensed and edited.

A Moment with Rabbi Avigdor Miller, zt”l

The Importance of the Shofar

	QUESTION:


 How does the Shofar aid us in gaining the concept of Hashem Melech?

	ANSWER:
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And the idea is like this. The Shofar is sound, and sound arouses people. If you just think of an ideal it's very good, but a sound is even more effective. That's why we don't pray by thinking, we pray by saying, the sound of the words enters our ears , that's more effective than merely thinking the words. 

           When the the Shofar is sounded it reminds us of many things. It reminds us of the Har Sinai, Kol Shofar Chazak Meod, a very great sound of a Shofar. Hashem is a King who proclaimed His Kingdom on Har Sinai. Anochi Hashem Elokecha, and the Kol Shofar Chazak Meod, a very great trumpet sound is blowing all the time. Hashem Elokov Emo U'sruas Melech Bo, at that time He was proclaimed a King, and everybody accepted his Kingship. 

              The sound was more effective when a king is inaugurated. A Bosor V'dom, a human king, so they blow trumpets to announce, long live the king, from now on he's our king. And so we start on Rosh Hashana, we blow the Shofar and we renew our idea of loyalty to our King by blowing the Shofar, that's important. The Shofar you should keep in mind, we're blowing the Shofar at the coronation of the King. Of course He is Hashem Melech L'olam Voed, He is the King from all the way back, but every year we renew it, like writing a new Sefer all over again. In the beginning of the year we rededicate ourselves to the idea, that Hashem is Melech.

                Also the Shofar talks about the great peril. When an enemy is approching they blow Shofar to warn the people, that an enemy is approaching. The Shofar is supposed to warn us, we're in great danger on Rosh Hashana, you can't sleep away the day. You have to utilize the opportunity, you have to cry out to Hashem with all your heart, don't be lazy, if you don't do that today, it's too late, tomorrow is too late. So the Shofar is an alarm, and therefore it tells us that Hashem is the Melech, The Melech is waiting and you don't come to the Melech to ask, then the visiting hours will soon be over and you won't be able to ask Him for anything. So it's a corollary of Hashem Melech, you have to be alarmed and hurry up to go to the King and ask Him in time.

                Shofar is also a portent of the great future. Bayom Hahu Yitoka B'Shofar Gadol, when Moshiach will come at the end of days, a great Shofar will sound and then, Bayom Hahu Yihyeh Hashem Echod Ushmo Echod, the whole world will recognize Him as The King in that day. That's all included in the idea of Hashem Melech. 

Good Shabbos To All.

Reprinted from this week’s email of “A Moment with Rabbi Avigdor Miller, zt”l” which was transcribed from a question posed to Rav Miller by members of the audience attending his classic Thursday night hashkafah lecture.

A Slice of Life

From Soup to Nuts

By Adela Renna


In early October, my husband and I attended a Shabbat meal in Washington, D.C., hosted by a lovely couple. We were joined by a few old friends from the community, a couple who just moved in a few months ago and some visitors participating in the shul's hospitality program. As everyone was introduced, our turn came. 


"We are in the Foreign Service and are moving to the Congo." The Foreign Service is the Corps of U.S. Diplomats appointed by the President, with the advice and consent of the Senate, to implement the President's foreign policy in embassies and consulates overseas. 


"So, you're from Slovakia? How did you and Daniel meet?" 


Daniel received a master's degree in international affairs from George Washington University. After passing the Foreign Service exam, he began working for the United States Department of State in 2000. Daniel was chosen to serve in the position of vice consul in Bratislava, Slovakia, my hometown. 


Bratislava is a city with a rich Jewish past. In German it is called Pressburg and currently has a modest Jewish community with active Chabad Shluchim (emissaries), Rabbi Baruch and Chanie Myers, at the helm of its religious life. Daniel, a 28-year-old religious American diplomat, began working at the U.S. Embassy, adjudicating visas for Slovaks who wanted to travel to the U.S. and assisting American citizens in trouble. A week after he started work, we met after services in the Bratislava synagogue. I was a 23-year-old Slovak about to graduate from university. By September 2002 we were engaged. I was thrilled to embark on an adventurous life, while Daniel was amazed to have found his bashert, who was willing to share the jet-setting lifestyle his career required.


Daniel Renna, who works for the US State Department, with some of the elderly men who spend their days learning in the Hara Kabira shul in Jerba, Tunisia.


Before our wedding, we received the news that Daniel's next diplomatic position was to be in Banjul, The Gambia. The Gambia is a small sliver of a country, the smallest on the African continent along the Atlantic coast. Daniel and I, being the atypical couple that we are, began brainstorming. We gathered as much information about The Gambia as was available online and from the State Department's resources. We planned how we would tackle the most challenging aspects of observing Shabbat, eating kosher, and keeping the laws of Family Purity in the middle of nowhere. With the guidance and wisdom of Rabbi Dr. Barry Freundel, the Rav of our "home" shul of Kesher Israel in Washington, D.C. we were able to face the tests that our lifestyle often throws at us. 


While we were serving in The Gambia, where I was able to work in one of the Embassy jobs reserved for diplomatic spouses, the use of the diplomatic pouch was a lifesaver. We can order items - with certain restrictions - and have them mailed to an American address, and the packages reach us between two to six weeks later. 


While in Armenia, our third posting, we took advantage of another State Department privilege granted to those stationed at posts where it is prohibitively expensive or simply impossible to obtain certain grocery and toiletry items. The U.S. government will pay shipping costs of a certain amount of non-perishable items that will be consumed during the tour of duty. Before leaving the U.S., we rented a ten-foot truck and loaded up huge quantities of products. We unpacked it three months later in Yerevan, Armenia. 


Perhaps the most challenging aspect of keeping kosher overseas is obtaining meat, cheese and grape products. In Slovakia, we were only a 45-minute drive to one of Vienna's kosher shops. In The Gambia, the situation was more dire. Googling "kosher meat in Africa," we were directed to the website of Rabbi Shlomo Bentolila, the pioneering Chabad emissary in the Congo, which informed us of a company in South Africa that ships kosher meat, cheese and wine to anywhere within Africa. The minimum the company would ship to us was 660 pounds, and the supply lasted us for about a year. 


Back at the Shabbat dinner, one of the interested guests turns to me intently and inquires, "Have you had any problems observing Shabbat where you've lived?" 

My answer is both explanatory and deeply introspective. Often we don't realize the uniqueness of our own experiences until faced with people who have never experienced what we have. Each Shabbat as we celebrate the creation, Daniel and I are compelled to reaffirm our commitment to Torah and mitzvot (commandments). We are often alone, the singular Jews observing Shabbat in the neighborhood, the country or even the entire region. While it may be more difficult to do so than within a thriving, populous Jewish community, being observant is possible anywhere. The key is to be knowledgeable, committed and consistent. 


By the time we finish dessert, I explain that in each of the places Daniel and I have lived, we have attempted to be a "light unto the nations" for our non-Jewish friends, colleagues and strangers. For this reason, we often invited people to our home in The Gambia, where we proudly recite the blessings on our food to show them how we thank G-d for our food. They gained a new respect for, and understanding of, the ways of the Torah. We see our professional opportunities not merely as a chance to represent the United States and its people, but to sanctify G-d's name and benefit the Jewish people as a whole. 


By the time we have finished the meal, other guests have had a glimpse of our lives. We tell them that just after Passover, we will begin a three-year tour in Kinshasa, the capital of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. It's a tough assignment for anyone, not least a couple of Orthodox Jews. We eagerly await new and interesting episodes, which will doubtless be the subject of conversation at future Shabbat meals. 


Reprinted from this week’s edition of L’Chaim, a publication of the Lubavitch Yourth Organization that in turn reprinted Mrs. Renna’s article with permission from the N'Shei Chabad Newsletter.

As Heard from Rabbi Avigdor Miller, Zt”l.

Knowing Whom to Trust

 

“You shall be wholehearted with Hashem your G-d” (Debarim 18:13)


‘Tamim’ means “complete” or “perfect”.  


Rabbenu Yonah (Shaare Teshuva 3:17) explains that perfection in trust in Hashem (Bitachon) is here commanded. This comes to exclude the practices enumerated in the preceding verses (18:9-12). These practices demonstrate an appeal for the favor of non-existent spiritual forces, and like idolatry, they constitute some measure of disloyalty to Hashem. 


But just as is it wrong to transfer any trust to any strange imaginary gods, so also it is forbidden to transfer our trust to our own abilities and resources. Or to trust in men (no matter how righteous and powerful they may be). Or to trust in the forces of nature. 


 “Complete” trust in Hashem is required, even when one is energetic and capable of earning his livelihood. And even when he is diligent in maintaining his good health, and even if he lives in a community or a nation that maintains law and order and is secure against all foreign enemies. Even the young man must look to Hashem every day for his life to continue on the morrow.


Certainly, every man must seek to earn his livelihood and to preserve his health and safety. But all of his trust must be solely in Hashem. 


Bitachon (Trust in Hashem) is one of the great forms of peace of mind. To know that Hashem is in charge of the Universe. And in charge of the affairs of mankind. And in charge of our private individual history.


Hashem is constantly thinking about it and is planning the very best for us. Therefore, whatever has happened in the past to us has been for our maximum benefit.

 

Quoted from “Fortunate Nation” by Rabbi Avidor Miller, zt”l. Reprinted from this week’s email of “As Heard from Rabbi Avigdor Miller, Zt’l.”

Good Shabbos Everyone

Got Milk?


Rosh Hashana is quickly approaching. On Rosh Hashana Hashem judges every individual, based upon their deeds and misdeeds of the previous year. It is therefore important, now more than ever, to do the right thing in life. What is the right thing in life? Thankfully, Hashem has given us the Holy Torah as a spiritual road map to guide us through life.


One of the fundamental principals in Judaism is that we have free choice. As we travel through life, we must make choices of what paths to take. Every traveler, especially a spiritual traveler, must have a navigator. The Torah tells us that our navigators in life are our Rabeim, our Torah leaders. Torah leaders are those who excel in their knowledge and understanding of the Torah as well as possessing a sterling character. Torah leaders are those who have climbed and who continue to climb the spiritual mountain through years of study and personal growth.


Because they have managed to climb to a higher point on the spiritual mountain, our Torah leaders have a unique perspective; a perspective which can help us navigate through life. Just as someone high up on a mountain can guide a person below to go in the correct direction, so too do our Torah leaders have the power to guide the Jews of the generation. Our Torah leaders are therefore a crucial part of our lives because they guide us in the right direction.


Regarding listening to Torah leaders, the Torah instructs us this week in our portion Shoftim: "According to the teaching that they will teach you and according to the judgment that they will say to you, shall you do; you shall not deviate from the word that they will tell you, right or left." (Devarim 17:11)


The Holy Ramban interprets this verse to teach us that if one listens to his Rav, he will have divine assistance to do the right thing in life. Thus, when we ask our Rabbis, it is as if we are getting a direct line to the will of Hashem.


The following amazing story illustrates the tremendous insight, which Hashem grants our Torah leaders.


Yosef G. remembered what it was like to be new in a yeshivah. So the experienced Yosef made a point of befriending many of the younger students, becoming like a big brother to them and helping to ease their way into the yeshivah schedule. Mendel was one of these boys. Yosef became his chavrusah - study partner, and the two spent many hours deep in study. In their conversations outside of learning, Yosef would motivate his friend to become more exact in his performance of the mitzvos and his fear of Heaven.


One issue that bothered Yosef was Mendel's lenient attitude toward cholov Yisrael, the requirement that the production of milk products be strictly supervised by a Jew. Yosef often reminded Mendel of the halachic importance of cholov Yisrael, and of how it helps avoid and eradicate timtum halev, impurities of the heart. But Mendel remained unconvinced. While he generally appreciated all that Yosef had to offer him, he continued to ignore him on this specific issue, instead continuing his lenient attitude toward cholov yisrael.


The years passed. Yosef and Mendel both left yeshivah, were married and embarked on their separate lives. Yosef later became a teacher of Torah. Over time, the two friends lost track of each other. Sometime later, Yosef traveled to a city in the Midwest to attend the wedding of one of his students. It was then that, after many years, he finally met Mendel again. It was an emotional meeting.


Yosef, in particular, found it hard to control his feelings, especially when he noticed that Mendel was being supported in his chair by several medical pillows. Clearly, something was wrong.


"What brings you to this wedding?" Yosef asked, ignoring, at first, the obvious question about Mendel's health. Mendel smiled. "I was the one who helped bring this family close to Torah. They eventually became shomer Shabbos." "That's wonderful!" Yosef exclaimed. There was a short pause. Mendel shifted slightly in his chair.


"Listen, Yosef. Do you remember how you always encouraged me to be careful about cholov Yisrael?" "Of course I do. Why do you mention it?" Said Yosef.


"Let me tell you a story. It will explain how I came to be in this condition and why the mitzvah of cholov Yisrael is so important to me now," said Mendel.


Mendel had become seriously ill, and was hospitalized in preparation for major surgery. His condition deteriorated very rapidly. The doctors were pessimistic about his chances, giving him only a 5% chance of survival. His surgeon. Dr. Tony Menzalla (not his real name) was very curt when he instructed Mendel to say goodbye to his wife, children and parents. Mendel was delirious with fever when his family gathered anxiously about his bedside, yet he mustered his strength for the difficult task of bidding them farewell.


They had just left the room, and the doctor was about to inject Mendel with anesthetic in preparation for surgery when the phone suddenly rang. Somehow, Mendel reached out his hand and picked up the phone. "Hello?" "The Rebbe would like to speak with you," a strange voice said. "The Rebbe? Which Rebbe?" Mendel asked, confused. "The Rebbe of Tosh from Montreal (Rabbi Meshulem Feish Segal)."


"Who's that? I never heard of him." By now the Rebbe himself was on the phone. "Vein nisht, vein nisht, altz vet zein git, don't cry, don't cry, everything will be good." And then the Rebbe hung up. Mendel put down the phone as the doctor completed his preparations. "Who was that?" Dr. Menzalla asked curiously. "A rabbi from Montreal," Mendel answered shortly. "Who, the Tosh'er?" Mendel looked at the Roman Catholic doctor in amazement.


"That's right. Do you know him?" said Mendel. "Yes, I do. I go there once a year to get his blessing. So what did he say to you?"  Said Dr. Menzalla.


"He told me not to cry, that everything will be good." Dr. Menzalla gave a dismissive wave. "So, what are you worried about? The rabbi said it will be good." And with those words Mendel fell asleep. The next thing he knew, the surgery was finished. He had woken up and he felt great! No fever. No nausea. None of the terrible side effects that are usually expected after surgery. It was unbelievable.


The doctor was pleased, but he cautioned Mendel, "You aren't out of the woods yet!" Dr. Menzalla planned on spacing out the surgery over time to minimize the danger. He wanted Mendel confined to bed-rest for an entire year. Only then would he conclude the surgery. Mendel was dismissed from the hospital with Dr. Menzalla's warning ringing in his ears. "Absolute strict bed rest! No long trips or plane flights. No standing or putting any strain on your back."


Mendel had every intention of following these orders and with Hashem's help, regaining his full health. It wasn't long after Mendel returned home that the phone rang with another call from the Rebbe. "I want you to come to me to Tosh." Mendel was in a quandary. He didn't want to turn down the Rebbe but he was terrified of disobeying the doctor's orders. He decided to call his father and ask his advice. His father encouraged him to go to the Rebbe, despite the admonition from the doctor, who had himself expressed faith in the Rebbe.


He and his wife flew to Montreal, and despite his fear he arrived feeling perfectly fine. A limousine had been arranged by the Rebbe to pick them up from the airport. On Friday night a huge crowd gathered for davening in the massive Tosh shul. Mendel too had come though he remained sitting down as his doctor had ordered. He watched with interest as the Rebbe entered a special roped-off area for prayer. 


Suddenly, the Rebbe turned around. He began pointing and motioning to Mendel. Mendel understood that the Rebbe wanted him to stand up and join him in the roped-off area. With the whole crowd watching, Mendel stood up and walked over to stand right next to the Rebbe. The davening resumed, with the Rebbe insisting that Mendel stand for the entire time. Mendel decided to do his best, though he hadn't stood up for this long in many months. Despite his fears, he managed to remain standing with no ill effects. After davening, the Rebbe asked someone to bring a chair with cushions. He had Mendel sit down, and then he gave Mendel a blessing.


The same scene repeated itself the next morning. The Rebbe had Mendel come stand next to him for davening, and insisted that he remain standing the entire time. Mendel knew his doctor would never believe that he had been able to remain standing for so long. The Rebbe asked Mendel and his wife to visit him after Shabbos.


When they were seated in his room, the Rebbe opened a sefer - Torah book and began learning with them. First he discussed the importance of not bearing a grudge against others who harm you. And then he brought up the subject of cholov Yisrael - Jewish supervised milk. The Rebbe turned to Mendel. "I want you to accept upon yourself that you will be stringent with cholov Yisrael. It will be good for your neshamah - soul."


Immediately Mendel's mind flashed back to Yosef, his chavrusah - study partner, who for many months had stressed the same point. He had not taken it seriously then. But now, as he sat before the Rebbe, he finally pledged to be careful with cholov Yisrael.


"Yes, it's taking time, Reb Yosef," Mendel said to his friend as he concluded the amazing story, "but now, Baruch Hashem, I am slowly on my way back to health." In the years that followed, Mendel continued to maintain a close relationship with the Rebbe. 


On another occasion, the Rebbe blessed him, "You should be able to handle great things that come your way." This blessing, too, came to fruition, as Mendel has opened up many yeshivos around the world, and has encouraged young adults to learn and come closer to Torah. (From Visions of Greatness p.160 Yosef Weiss).


Let us be inspired by this story to look to our Torah leaders, who have an extra special assistance from above to guide Jews through their spiritual travels in life. Good Shabbos Everyone.

Reprinted from this week’s email of Good Shabbos Everyone.
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