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The Ben Ish Chai’s Story About A Poor But Generous Woman
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Ben Ish Chai


The Ben Ish Chai zt’l told the following story: There was once a poor, albeit generous, woman. She would bake four breads each day. She gave three breads to the poor, and kept one for her family. 


One morning, after distributing the three breads, a fourth pauper came to her door begging for food. He said he hadn't eaten for a few days. She had mercy on him, and gave him the fourth bread. 


"I'll bake another one for my family," she thought. She took her bag of wheat kernels, and went to the shore, where the communal mill stood. After grinding her wheat into flour, she filled her bag with flour, flung it over her shoulder, and headed home to bake bread for her family. 


Just then, a powerful gust of wind snatched the bag out of her hands, and tossed it into the sea. She began to cry. "Why do I deserve this punishment? Is this my reward for giving tzedakah?" 


There was a yeshiva near the shore, and she went inside and asked the rosh yeshiva for an explanation. "I gave extra tzedakah today. I even gave my family's bread away. Is this my reward for the tzedakah I give?" 


The rosh yeshiva told her that her questions are valid, and what happened to her was truly astonishing. However he told her that we must trust that the ways of Hashem are just and there’s surely an explanation for what occurred. 


Just then, two merchants came in carrying two jugs filled with gold coins. "These are for the yeshiva," they said. The shocked rosh yeshiva asked them why they were donating this large sum. 


"We just returned from our business travels overseas" they said. "The way back was very stormy, and the ship crashed into a large boulder. Water came pouring into the ship. Our lives were in danger. We vowed that if we survive, we will give tzedakah to the first yeshiva we find. 


“As soon as we made this pledge, something miraculously closed the hole in the ship. That's why we’re bringing you these jars filled with gold." 


"Do you know what sealed the hole of the ship?" the rosh yeshiva asked. 
"Yes, we know. When we got off the boat, we wanted to see what saved our lives. We were surprised to see that it was a sack of flour! The flour turned to dough, and glued the bag onto the ship, exactly in the right place to save our lives. It was clearly a miracle!" 


The rosh yeshiva said to the poor woman, "Now you have the answer to your question. Heaven repaid your charity, by granting you the privilege to save an entire ship with people, because the bag that saved the ship was your bag. This is your reward for giving tzedakah with mesirus nefesh…" 


This story reminds us that even when we don’t understand, and matters seem to be wrong, everything is just, correct, and good. If one believes that, he can often merit seeing how everything is for the good. 


The Gemara says, "Reb Akiva taught, 'a person should always say 'everything Hashem does is for the good.' Once, Reb Akiva was traveling and he arrived at a town. He sought a place to sleep overnight, but no one took him in. Reb Akiva said, 'everything Hashem does is for the good.' "He slept in the fields. 
He had a rooster [to awaken him in the morning], a donkey, and a candle. A wind blew out the candle, a cat ate the rooster, and a lion devoured the donkey. Reb Akiva said, ' Everything Hashem does is for the good.' 


"That night, an army invaded the city and took all the residents captive." Now it became clear how everything was for the good. As Rashi clarifies, "Had the candle been lit, the army would notice [and capture him]. If the donkey would bray or if the rooster would cockle, the army would have come and captured [Reb Akiva]." 


And if the people of the town would have taken Reb Akiva in to be their guest, he would have also been taken captive. Reb Akiva believed that everything was for the good, and he was proven correct.


 Reb Akiva said to his students, "Didn’t I tell you, everything Hakadosh Baruch Hu does is for the good?" (Brachos 60:) The Ben Ish Chai explains that Reb Akiva wasn't bragging, chalilah, when he said these words to his students. He was explaining to his students how he merited seeing that everything is for the good. Because although we believe that everything is for the good, we don’t always merit seeing it. 


Reb Akiva told his students that he always says "Everything Hashem does is for the good," and when one says those words, one is granted the ability to witness that it is exactly so. 


An insect bit a student of the Baal Shem Tov zt'l, and this woke him up. He sat up to wash negel vasser, and accidentally spilled half of the water on the floor. The student washed his hands with the remaining water, stood up and that's when he saw the burning coal on the ground. The water had put it out. 


If it weren't for the water, the house could have burned down. He realized that a miracle just happened to him. He praised Hashem, and then a beam from the ceiling fell onto his bed. Had he been still sleeping there, he would have been killed. He thanked Hashem for this second miracle.


He told the Baal Shem Tov about the miracles that happened with him. The Baal Shem Tov replied, "When one believes that everything is from Hashem, for the good, one merits seeing that it is so."

Reprinted from the Parshas Vayakhel-Pekudei 5778 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman.
The Mesiras Nefesh
Of Alex Clare
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Rabbi Fischel Schachter tells an amazing true story about current day sacrifices that Jews make on a daily basis, this particular story is about a musician named Alex Clare. Alex was born in 1985 and grew up in London with a totally secular background, without any Jewish education. He had a passion for music and was extremely talented. He played many instruments, sang and composed songs and he was determined to make music his career. 


In 2007, at the age of 22, he began learning about Judaism and before long he felt very spiritually connected to the jewish religion. He began keeping Kosher and then he committed to keeping Shabbat. He eventually signed a contract with a major record label, Island Records. But he told them in advance that he would not perform on Shabbat. 

They were not happy about it, but they agreed because he was so talented. He recorded his debut album with them, but he needed opportunities to promote it. As it happened, every event or appearance was scheduled for Friday night, and Alex turned them all down. 

Then, an excellent opportunity arose. He was offered the chance to do a world tour with an English singer named Adele. His producers told him, "This is it, the chance you've been waiting for." 

But Alex told them, "I'm sorry, it comes out on my holiday of Passover. I'm going to have to turn it down." That summer his album was released, but did not receive much attention, due to his limited promotion. 

A few months later, right after Yom Kippur, Alex found a message on his phone from Island Records. "You' re not going to believe this, but BBC Radio told us that they had a cancellation for one of their segments and they want you to play live. This will be in front of a national audience and broadcast throughout Europe. You will receive national coverage and gain thousands of listeners. This is what we need to promote your album. The best part of it is that it's on a Thursday night, so you can do it." 

Alex couldn't believe the opportunity he was hearing about. Thursday night, however, was the first night of Succot. With a lot of courage, Alex called them and said he couldn't do it. This was the last straw. They told him, "If you turn this down, we are cutting your contract. This will result in you being blacklisted and basically end your very short career." 


At that time, Alex was penniless. He couldn't even make his next rent payment. But he began to think of the Piyut he had read that day, on Yom Kippur, about Rabbi Amnon who gave up his life for Judaism. With tremendous strength, he said to himself, "If he could give up is life, I can give up my music." 

He told his promoters that he would not play on his holiday under any circumstances, and indeed they cut his contract. All of his dreams were shattered in an instant. 

In need of Chizuk, Alex went to his Rabbi, Dovid Tugendhaft. He told him, "Rabbi, I don't understand. All I have ever done since I came to religion is sacrifice for Judaism, and now I lose everything?" 

His Rabbi told him, "This reminds me of the story of Avraham Avinu. He invested his whole life to change the world and spread the belief in One G-d, a loving and compassionate G-d who doesn't want people sacrificing their children to Idolatry. And then he was asked to sacrifice his very own son, which would have made all of his teachings a mockery in the eyes of the world. He would have to give up on his lifelong mission, but he showed readiness to obey and became great as a result. That was one of the greatest moments in Jewish history." 


The rabbi continued, “Alex you are being asked to give up your dream for Hashem. It will make you great." 


A few hard months passed, until one day, he received a phone call from Microsoft. They wanted to use one of his tracks to launch their new version of Internet Explorer. Of course, he agreed, and the song was used in an ad in March 2012. The song was soon playing all over the world. It became the number one hit in Germany, number four in the UK singles chart and number seven in the U.S. His debut album now sold over six million copies. Alex Clare became a multi-millionaire instantly.

 He did not lose from keeping Shabbat. But it is important to note that he did not see any success arise from his sacrifice for a very long time. Week after week, he turned down jobs, and it kept getting worse.  A person never loses from following Hashem, but he doesn't always see immediate results. We also see from this that Hashem knows how to find a person and bring him success when He wants. Alex didn't have to go play in a hundred different places to gain recognition. It was one advertisement that did it. If a person follows Hashem, he is automatically a success. 


May we all realize that the sacrifices we make for Hashem and our Torah can be very difficult to go through, but we have to know that these hurdles or sacrifices that we face are all hand-picked by Hashem for us to triumph over and grow stronger in our devotion to our father in Heaven, and ultimately for our benefit! Amen! 

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

The Lesson of the Candy
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R’ Moshe Aharon Auerbach, zt”l, was a tremendous Baal Chesed and a great person. After working for a Jewish company for quite some time, he was summoned to a meeting with the bosses of the company. Since R’ Auerbach was already getting on in his years, he knew that this meeting was likely a discussion about a cut in his salary. 


The day of the meeting arrived and R’ Auerbach approached the office where his bosses were waiting. He walked into the room and sat down. 


One of the bosses spoke up and said to him, “R’ Auerbach, do you have anything to say before we tell you what we have to say?” 


R’ Auerbach answered, “Yes.” He pulled out a candy from his pocket, took off the wrapper, and firmly and clearly, proclaimed the words of the Brachah of Shehakol, and then put the candy in his mouth. 


R’ Auerbach was relating a vital message to them. He was telling them that only Hashem is in charge, and they are just puppets! The only One who really makes the decisions in this world, and certainly in the company, is not them, but Hashem Himself!

Reprinted from the Parshas Tzav 5778 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights as compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

The Two Turkish Merchants Who Settled in Yerushalayim

Two merchants from Turkey came to Eretz Yisrael and settled in Yerushalayim. Every morning they studied together for several hours before they went off to work. They never missed a day. 

They made a pact that whoever dies first would come back to tell the other what he saw in heaven. One died, and after quite some time, came to his friend in a dream. 

He said, “A human being made of flesh and blood and living in the world of falsehood can't understand what’s happening in heaven. But there is one thing that I can tell you: After I died I was brought to the heavenly court, and at my side were my parents and grandparents. Good malachim placed my mitzvos on the scale. Demons (malachei chavalah) were amassing my sins on the other side of the scale and Hakadosh Baruch Hu was the judge.

“My fright was immeasurable because the scale was tipping towards the side of sin. Suddenly, an iron wall separated me from the demons, and an announcement came forth, ordering me to go to Gan Eden. 

"I didn’t understand how this happened. I asked the malachim, ‘Why am I permitted to go to Gan Eden? What about all my sins? This is the world of truth. How were my sins overlooked? And why did an iron wall separate me from the demons?' 

“The malachim answered, ‘The wall was created by your kviyas itim l’Torah. You had a set time to learn Torah, and you never missed those times. This became the wall that protected you. If you would have missed occasionally, or if you would interrupt in the middle of your studies, there would be breaches in the wall, and the malachei chavalah would be able to pass through. But since you never missed, you had a strong protection, and now you can go to Gan Eden.' 

“The reason I didn’t come earlier,” the friend said, “is because it’s difficult to get permission to leave Gan Eden to come to Olam HaZeh. But I kept asking for permission so I could keep my promise, and they finally let me. Heaven decided that it is good that I should come back to the world to tell you what happened, so people will know how special it is when people have set times to study Torah every day." 

After relaying this message the man left.
Reprinted from the Parshas Vayikra 5778 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts of Rabbi Eli Biderman.
Two Old Horses

By Yossi Winner
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During Napoleon’s invasion of Russia, a group of his highly trained soldiers got stuck in a snowstorm and had to spend the night in the home of a pious Jew. Although Napoleon’s cavalry was the best of their kind, the heavy winter snow would not allow them to journey on any further.


As they were getting accustomed to their new surroundings, one of the soldiers gazed out the window and saw an extraordinary sight. An old man was sitting in a carriage being led by two very old horses. They were trekking through the evening snowstorm with ease. 

Puzzled, a soldier turned to his new host and asked: “How is it possible that our highly trained horses could not make it through the snowstorm, while these two very old horses seem to be moving along without a problem?”


The host took a look outside and smiled as he recognized his neighbor enjoying his evening ride.


“You see,” said the man, “I know this man for many years. He has owned these horses since they were born. They both grew up on the same farm and have always been inseparable. What is unique about them is that they feel each other’s pain. When the man whips one horse, the other horse feels the pain of his friend and therefore pushes harder as well. It’s the effort of both horses working in tandem that allows them to weather any storm.”

The Torah tells us that it was during the difficult exile in Egypt that G‑d saw the unity that the Jewish people displayed. When one slave finished his daily backbreaking quota, he would help his neighbor complete his workload. The unity inspired G‑d to deliver them from the mighty Egyptian empire.
Reprinted from the Parshas Tzav 5778 website of Chabad.Org Magazine.

His Touch Changed Me

By Rabbi Sholom Avtzon


In honor of Yud Aleph Nissan (March 27, 2018), I am posting the following thought and story about the [Lubavitcher] Rebbe (Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson) that I heard from Rabbi Nissin Mangel this past Shabbos in Ksav Sofer, who heard it directly from the person himself.
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As we know, sometimes we explain that Shabbos is the culmination of the week that past, while other times, we explain that Shabbos blesses the incoming week. Both of these points are true, but today we will be focusing on the latter. 


As everyone knows the Rebbe’s birthday is in this coming week. So one may ask where in the parsha is Yud Aleph Nissan – the Rebbe – alluded to?


It is stated, (Vayikra 6:20) “whatever touches the korbon shall become holy”. This is explained, that if a piece of bread or anything touches the korbon, it also becomes holy and has the same guidelines as the korbon, where and for how long it can be eaten.


With this thought, one can see how the Rebbe is referred to in the possuk.


On Kingston Avenue, between Eastern Parkway and Union Street was a store called Mr. Mikes. Mr. Mike was a very friendly and pleasant individual who served the community. Although in the 1950’s (when this happened), Lubavitch was not quite large, he developed a relationship with them.
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Photo of the Lubavitcher Rebbe, circa 1950s


Every day on his way to visit his mother, the Rebbe would pass by Mr. Mike’s store and raise his hand in a gesture and greeting to him. Mr. Mike was astute and realized that to the other Jewish storekeepers and individuals who the Rebbe passed by on his way to his mothers’ apartment, the Rebbe nodded in greeting, but to him, the big Rabbi raises his hand. Is the Rabbi perhaps trying to politely pass on a message?


After contemplating it for a while, he thought that perhaps the Rabbi is not merely greeting him, but is also pointing towards the heaven and reminding him that there is One above us, and we should conduct ourselves accordingly. 


As this thought passed through his mind, he appreciated the Rebbe’s sensitivity. The Rabbi is telling me something, while everyone thinks he is merely greeting me in a most friendly manner. He is saying a rebuke, without embarrassing me in the least. In fact he is allowing me to decide if it is a greeting as everyone thinks, or is it something more. He is showing me a tremendous amount of respect. So he decided that he, who owns a hat store and sells various hats and caps, would also begin to wear a cap to cover his head and will no longer go bare head in the store.


The next day, he awaited the time that the Rebbe would pass by (I believe it was often around 6 P.M.), and looked carefully through the window to see the Rebbe’s gesture. Sure enough the Rebbe passed by, but instead of raising his hand in greeting; the Rebbe greeted him as he greeted all of the other storekeepers with a nod. Mr. Mike was pleased that his intuition was correct and his respect and admiration for the Rebbe intensified daily.


After a period of time (I don’t know if it was weeks, months or even years), Mr. Mike went into 770 and requested to be admitted into the Rebbe’s room for a meeting. He had no concept of what Yechidus with the Rebbe was; to him it was to meet a person whom he admires greatly.


Entering the Rebbe’s room he said, “Rabbi, I didn’t come to ask you a question or request from you a blessing; I just want to express my friendship and give you a hug.”


The Rebbe stood up from his chair and walked in front of his desk and he stood a few inches away from me, showing that he is allowing me to do as I requested. I did as I expressed myself and placed my hands around him and gave him a hug.


To my astonishment, at the same time, the Rebbe embraced me in a heartfelt hug of his own and I realized that our feelings of friendship and admiration are mutual.’


Leaving his room, I decided I can no longer remain unobservant as I was until then. The great Rabbi genuinely loves me because I am a Jew, and therefore there must be much more to Judaism than I thought. It has meaning and purpose. I began observing various mitzvos and that Friday afternoon, I closed my store for Shabbos for the first time and never looked back.


So yes, whoever comes into contact with holiness becomes elevated them self!

Reprinted from the Yud Aleph Nissan email from Rabbi Avtzon, a veteran mechanech and the author of numerous books about the [Lubavitcher] Rebbeim and their chassidim. He is available to farbreng in your community and can be contacted at avtzonbooks@gnail.com

His Whole Life Turned

On a Sandwich

By Michoel Gros
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You never know what event will spark a person’s desire to return to Judaism. Art Sherman was an assimilated Jew married to a Polish Catholic woman. He owned a non-kosher Italian “hero sandwich shop” and an unbelievable comment, one day by his Rastafarian employee, sent him on a life-changing journey.


After their wedding in 1973, Art and Karen moved from place to place, first to Philadelphia and then to Brooklyn. There, he decided to open a small sandwich store. He made all types of sandwiches, from five different kinds of cheese steaks to Italian hoagies stacked high with ham, pork-salami and provolone cheese. 
Customers loved the sandwiches and business was great.


Over time, he started noticed specific groups of people who would not eat particular sandwiches. He had lots of Jamaican, Seventh Day Adventist and Muslim customers who said they didn’t eat pork because it was prohibited in the Old Testament.


Art continued to devour his non-kosher sandwiches, but over time he began to sense the irony of his non-Jewish customers attempting to follow religious dietary laws, which he ignored completely.


“The Muslims would make me wipe off the slicing machine before I cut roast beef or corned beef for their sandwiches. For myself, I couldn’t care less,” Art said. “I could eat so much pork it would make the Pope sick. I had all these non-Jewish people coming in who had more respect for where I came from than I did.”


One of his employees, who was a Rastafarian, refused to eat meat altogether. He was a vegetarian, because as he told Art, “the Bible forbids the consumption of blood.” Rastafarians take this Biblical statement to further prohibit the consumption of any animal flesh.


Art continued to consume away. One day in his store, he had a craving for a huge hoagie, with everything on it.


“I wanted a ‘Marciano’ Italian Hot Ham and Provolone cheese. The sandwich had to have perfect balance. It was my place. I could put on as much meat or cheese as I deemed appropriate. But too much meat, not enough cheese, and the balance would be thrown off. I had to have room for the lettuce, tomatoes, thinly sliced onions, hot peppers, oil and oregano,” Art said. “I was in Alpha concentration. Totally focused on the task at hand when the Rastafarian guy walks up behind me and says in a deep voice, ‘you know Art, you really shouldn’t eat ham.'”


Something about the Rastafarian’s statement caused Art to stop and think about what he was doing.


“I felt like I had been slapped in the face! Shot in the heart! It woke me up,” Art said.


“I knew I really shouldn’t eat ham. I went to Hebrew school. But the last person I expected to call me on it was this guy. What could I say? He was right.”


Art made a commitment at that moment to keep what he called “Arab Kosher.” He decided to stop eating all pork and shellfish products. “It was a big step for me and I was proud to take it.”


Art came home that night and told his wife about his epiphany. She immediately agreed to join him. Although it created tension with her family, Karen remained steadfast in her determination. In the past, every other little Jewish activity, such as having a Passover Seder, had seemed to bring them closer together, and this action was no different.


The commitment to cut out pork and shellfish from their lives launched the Shermans on a journey of growth and exploration. Soon, Art closed his store and he and his family moved to his hometown, a small Jewish neighborhood in Margate, outside Atlantic City. Art and Karen, along with their two daughters, began going to a synagogue around the corner from their house, and he and his wife began taking Jewish classes. Over time they began keeping kosher and took on more mitzvot.


“I felt like there was something really familiar about it,” Karen said. “When the teacher talked about Sinai, I knew clearly that that’s where my soul had been. I finally began to understand the identity of my soul.”


With this newfound realization and excitement, Karen continued learning. She and her daughters eventually converted. Years later Karen learned that several of her ancestors had actually been Jewish.


Art and Karen say they still look back in astonishment at the extraordinary source that launched them on their growth. That one comment from the Rastafarian employee, of all people, sent them on an incredible life journey. But the fact that it came from such an unexpected source was a major reason it had the impact that it did.


“Sometimes you’re all ready to defend yourself from a religious Jew, but you’re not ready to defend yourself against a Gentile telling you things that the rabbis taught,” Art said. “I was like a tank. I was fortified, heavily reinforced from the front for a frontal attack, but my armor was not as thick on the side. When you get hit on the side, sometimes – boom – the rounds go through. The Rastafarian caught me in the ribs.”


Hashem has lots of quills of all different types in His quiver, depending on who He is trying to reach. And you just never know what quill He will use next.


Today Art Sherman makes Kosher Hoagies while speaking to Jewish groups about his journey. In early 2009 he will be opening a new kosher meat restaurant in Manalapan, NJ called “Just Good Food!” that will offer hoagies as well as Middle Eastern and Italian dishes. He can be reached at 347-581-4411 or Asher26593@aol.com.


Michael Gros is the Chief Operating Officer of the outreach organization The Atlanta Scholars’ Kollel. The Teshuva Journey is a monthly column chronicling amazing teshuva journeys and inspiring kiruv tales. Send comments to michaelgros@gmail.com; to receive the column via e-mail or see back issues, visit http://www.michaelgros.com
Reprinted from the January 28, 2009 edition of The Jewish Press.
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