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Short Story of the Week

Talking About

Ruchie Wolfstein

Two girls were once riding on a bus and "shooting the breeze. Their conversation topic turned from fancy outfits to the popular topic of people. "I saw Ruchie Wolfstein on the street last week" one girl said, "and she didn't even say hello." 

"Yeah, she so stuck-up, that Ruchie, so I'm not really surprised," the other girl piped back. She may be "involved" in chesed projects in the community, but I don't think she's really a kind person -- more like a faker, it seems."

Suddenly, an older lady walked up to the two girls and introduced herself: Hi, my name is Shani Gleeberman and I just wanted to say thank you?"

The girls were thoroughly confused.

"Let me explain," Mrs. Gleeberman continued. "My son, Shmueli, is seriously involved with the girl you know, Ruchie. Until now, I only heard good things about her, but you two opened my eyes! When I come home, I will have a major talk with my son and husband about breaking off this shidduch (match,) since I just got a glimpse into what "her contemporaries" think about her. So, a big thanks for saving us from a potentially terriblesituation!"

The girls were stunned. "Pleeeease," they begged in unison, "we didn't REALLY mean she's a bad person." 

The two were desperately trying to backtrack. "She volunteers her time for the elderly and she made dinner for my family when my mother when my mother was in the hospital," another interrupted.

When Mrs. Gleeberman saw how repentant the girls were, she stated: “The truth is, I actually don’t know this girl and my Shmueli is 11 years old, but you girls should be aware that one never knows who’s listening to the loshon hara (evil speech) being spoken and how much of a negative effect one’s talk can have!”

Comment: Indeed, the walls have ears. Somehow, even words spoken confidentially have a way of getting around. How careful we should be with what comes out of our mouths!

Reprinted from last week’s Parsha email from Mendel Berlin.
A Bereaved Father's Reflection

By Leonard Burd
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It has been about 16 month since our dear son, Gershon Benyamin Burd, was taken from us. His short life enriched all who knew him. I want to share with you, dear reader a small glimpse of his special soul . . .

Greg, as he was called before he adopted his Hebrew name Gershon, was born in Odessa, Ukraine, in 1973. He was a delightful child with long, blond hair, and thankfully he never gave us any real problems. When he was three years old, we finally succeeded in getting permissionHis short life enriched all who knew him from the Soviets to leave Odessa for good and live in the free world.

Once we arrived in Chicago, my wife and I busied ourselves with settling into our new lives. We worked long hours, but fortunately, my mother-in-law, Chava, lived with us, and she took loving care of our son whenever my wife and I were unavailable. Gershon loved her dearly, and eventually named his only daughter after her.

At around the age of 25, Gershon was introduced to Orthodox Judaism, and he found new meaning in life. I remember asking him at that time, “Why are you making all these sweeping changes in your life?”

“You see, Daddy,” he said, “before, when I’d get together with my friends, we’d talk about cars, sports, music, etc. But now my life has totally changed, I have found meaning and purpose.”

For some reason, this memory resonates strongly with another fragment of Gershon’ s childhood. One Sunday afternoon, when he was in middle school, my son and I were participating in some father-and-son baseball at the school. I couldn’t help but notice that he was not that good at baseball. I asked the coach how my son was doing. The teacher replied, “Nothing really bothers him.”

I pressed him for a more detailed answer, and he explained that the kids had been teasing Gershon for not being good at baseball, but he totally ignored them, even though he was the tallest kid in the class. At that young age he already possessed the quality he would be famous for as a grown-up: the ability to accept the uncomfortable and ignore the inconsequential. Gershon was not someone who would let teasing bother him. He went on to play football, basketball and volleyball throughout high school, in addition to serving as a lifeguard during the summers.

When he discovered the Torah, its wisdom and riches, depth and width, it became his way of life, and he never deviated from that path. However, he wasn’t afraid to ask the hard questions; he was always in pursuit of the right way to live. Halachah, the Jewish Code of Law, was his guiding light.

In pursuing this commitment, he left the comfort of home and went toJerusalem to study Torah and learn about Judaism—first as a yeshivah student and then as Executive Director of Yeshivas Bircas HaTorah. He got married and, together with his wife, Batya, had five beautiful children, four boys and a girl.

From early in the morning until very late at night, Gershon devoted all his energy to studying Torah, running the yeshivah, and raising his family with passion and dedication. He slept just a few hours each night. Yes, he missed his sleep, but amazingly, he never showed it. He never looked tired, harried or overwhelmed. He was never intimidated by what others would perceive as an obstacle.

He was a like a prince, always calm, with a friendly, welcoming smile, carefully weighing every thoughtful word, never tired or dismissive of those around him. Being around him, you always felt as if in the presence of royalty, and you wanted to stay near him, in his magnetic field of goodness, as long as possible. In conversation, Gershon would always meet his companion exactly where he was at. He was always attentive, not merely listening, but reallyhearing peopleHe was a like a prince, always calm and paying close attention to what they were saying. As a true hero, Gershon put himself out there for the benefit of others, without expecting anything back.

I remember his dry and wonderful sense of humor . . . His love, warmth and devotion to his wife . . . His ease and fun demeanor with his children . . . How he was a loving and devoted son, brother, cousin, grandson and friend, always keeping in close touch and figuring out ways to spend time together despite us living in the U.S. and him in Israel . . . How he never forgot to mark a birthday, anniversary or graduation with a thoughtful gift and phone call … His love for nature, the sun, ocean, cactuses, tropical fish . . . His genuine caring and hospitality …His desire to share with others the things he loved…His righteousness, dedication, passion . . . His ability to give pointed, effective advice (only when asked) …His charisma, reliability, modesty, intelligence…His incredible amount of patience…His strength and conviction—they were without compare…

On October 4, 2013, Gershon and Batya went to Tel Aviv to celebrate his 40thbirthday. Gershon, a strong swimmer, went out for a swim at a remote beach. But the waves were huge, and something dreadful happened in the stormy water—our Gershon drowned, just before Shabbat.

Although it’s very hard to make sense of life after this terrible tragedy, we have heard from many people about the profound impact Gershon had upon their lives. People have told me that they have changed how they interact with others: they’ve learned not to overreact to annoying challenges of everyday life, like a snooty remark, rude e-mail, etc. They told me that thanks to my son, they now react to these challenges by thinking, How would Gershon handle this?

Gershon’ s soul dwelled with us for 40 years, and it enriched us and made us better people. After his passing, many acts of chesed came to light that Gershon did secretly, via a third party, including giving money to the poor, paying tuition for a needy student, buying food for the needy on holidays, and many other completely undisclosed, incognito acts of kindness. Our sages tell us that the world is sustained through the merits of 36 hidden tzaddikim, righteous individuals. Some have suggested that perhaps Gershon is one of them.

It is written that a moment of basking in the glory of G‑d in the World to Come is better than a lifetime on this earth. May the righteous soul of our son have analiyah, an elevation, and may he experience the joy of connecting with his Creator.

Our prince, our dearest, sweetest Gershon, you are more special than one in a million. We miss you so very much.

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

Marrying Young

By Judy Gruen

While marriage rates continue to plummet, my son, 22, is bucking the trend and marrying his 21-year-old bride.
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In a few weeks our youngest son will be married. Ben is not yet 23; his bride-to-be is 21. In previous generations this fact would be completely unremarkable. But because Ben and Rivka are so young, they are bucking trends in nearly all Western cultures.
Marriage rates continue to fall in every demographic in the U.S. In 1960, the year I was born, about 72 percent of all people in the U.S. were married. By 2012, the rate of married households fell to 50.5 percent, according to a recent Pew Research survey based on U.S. Census data. Also in 1960, only one-tenth of adults aged 25 or older had never been married. Now the number of never-marrieds in the same age group has doubled to one in five, or about 42 million people.

These trends are concerning but not surprising. In my lifetime I have watched society try to beat much of the respect, stature and allure out of traditional marriage. TV shows, movies and books emphasize the single life as a fun and sexy, if sometimes lonely adventure. 

Marriage is often portrayed as a stifling and enervating prison, unless it is between a same-sex couple, in which case it is usually seen as a beautiful and happy union. In our ego-driven culture, where the most popular and must-have electronic companions begin with the letter "I," people have been conditioned to think of their 20s and sometimes even their 30s as decades meant for personal exploration, incompatible with building a life with another person.

Of course, marriage isn't easy. As Groucho Marx quipped, "I think marriage is a wonderful institution. But who wants to live in an institution?" Apparently, plenty of people do. In fact, divorced people usually remarry, often quickly. Marriages are living things and need consistent nurturing. Sometimes, despite the best efforts of both people, the marriage dies. But often, the best efforts of both people yield something beautiful, something transcendent, which enriches not only them but also their children, friends and community. The hard-won emotional intimacy and shared personal achievements are the fruits of happy and enduring marriages.

Marriage Benefits

Young people who view marriage with skepticism and fear ought to think again, because there is plenty of hard evidence pointing to its many benefits. For one, married people usually have stronger financial profiles than the unmarried. And with the current focus on income inequality, it is alarming that people with only a high school education are dropping off the marriage radar screen faster than other groups. 

A New York Times article from February 6, 2015 quoted researcher Ron Haskins of the Brookings Institution in Washington, who observed, "There are relatively few relationships that are more fully documented than those between economic well-being and marriage… It's a plain fact that people who are married have more income, wealth and savings that last into their retirement."

Money aside, there is the happiness issue. Most studies find that married people are happier and more fulfilled over the long-term than the unmarried. Some ask which came first: a happy and well-adjusted person who was more likely to marry in the first place, or a marriage that made someone happy?

Individual happiness involves many factors of course, but according to W. Bradford Wilcox, director of the National Marriage Project at the University of Virginia and the co-author of "Knot Yet: The Benefits and Costs of Twentysomething Marriage," young marriage and happiness do go together given the right circumstances. In a recent column he wrote for the Washington Post, Wilcox cited a University of Texas study affirming that the highest-quality unions were forged by couples who married in their mid- to late 20s.

“Marrying in your twenties makes it more likely you’ll marry someone without a complicated romantic or family history,” Wilcox wrote. “It also makes it more likely you’ll marry someone with a similar educational level and religious faith. There is more of a sense of ‘we-ness’ and partnership than ‘me-ness.’ Marrying earlier than the mid-20s is associated with markedly higher divorce rates unless the couple attends religious services together. In that case, they can navigate the challenges of marriage and family with a lot of community support.”

Other benefits of a 20-something marriage include a more active and satisfying intimate life, which is strongly linked to marital happiness; the ability of women to become pregnant more easily; and for men, more stability overall, measured by drinking less, working harder and out-earning their single peers, Wilcox observed.

I suspect that more young women are beginning to realize that it’s a mistake to wait too long to marry, despite what their sociology professors say. A TED talk aimed at 20-somethings given by Meg Jay, the author of “The Defining Decade: Why Your Twenties Matter and How to Make the Most of Them Now,” has garnered 6.9 million views. In it she relates the tale of a young woman who said, “The best boyfriend I ever had was in my mid-twenties. I just didn't think I was supposed to be [married] with someone then." Wait too long, in other words, and your best potential mate may have married someone else.

For all these reasons, my husband and I will walk our son to the chuppah with hearts filled with joy, love and pride. Ben and Rivka are embracing the Jewish ideal of unwavering commitment to one life partner. They understand that their greatest possible happiness, self-actualization, and potential for spiritual achievements are most likely through the conscious, quiet daily acts of loveand giving they will do for one another as husband and wife.

Reprinted from last week’s email of Aish.com

Wrong Address

By Yanki Tauber
If she has not the means for a lamb, then she should bring two turtledoves or two young pigeons (12:8)

When I come to stand before the heavenly court, I do not fear the question: “Why weren’t you Moses?” I was not equipped to be Moses. But I tremble for the day that it will be demanded of me: “Why weren’t you Zushe?” (Rabbi Zushe of Anipoli)

Rebbetzin Devorah Leah, daughter of Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Lubavitch, told:

“In the city of Vitebsk lived two tea merchants, both named Hosheia, known as ‘Big Hoisha’ and ‘Little Hoisha.’ ‘Big Hoisha’ was a wealthy man, with a large, respectable establishment and a well-developed distribution network. ‘Little Hoisha’ was a small-time operator, running his business from hand to mouth, forever scrambling for loans to keep it afloat.

“One day a message arrived that one of Little Hoisha’s tea shipments had been confiscated at the border by customs officials. For the poor man this spelled utter ruin. Not only would he lose everything, he would be left with crushing debts which he would never be able to repay.

“I was there,” Devorah Leah related, “when they broke the news to Reb Hoisha, who was in Lubavitch at the time. The unfortunate man collapsed in a dead faint; time and again they revived him, but as soon as he remembered what had occurred, he would collapse once more.

“We ran to my father and told him of Reb Hoisha’s state. Father instructed that when Reb Hoisha is again revived, we should tell him that the messenger is mistaken. Shortly thereafter, the matter was indeed clarified. It turned out that the confiscated shipment belonged to the other Hoisha the tea merchant, “Big Hoisha,” who would hardly feel the loss.

“Father always maintained that he never performed supernatural wonders. Now, the chassidim who had witnessed the incident claimed that they had caught him red-handed with a supernatural feat. ‘You are mistaken,’ replied Father to this ‘accusation.’ ‘There is nothing miraculous about my prediction. You see, our sages tell us that whenever the Almighty causes a person to undergo a challenge or trial in his life, He always provides him with the capacity and fortitude to bear it and to learn from the experience. So when I saw a calamity which Reb Hoisha was not equipped to deal with, I understood that it was not meant for him. Obviously, there must have been some misunderstanding.”

Reprinted with permission of Kehot Publication Society, the Publisher and copyright holder.

The WWII Rebellion
You Never Heard Of
By Adi Schwartz
It all seemed like a Hollywood fairy tale: around midnight, a few hundred young men spread across the city, aiming towards governmental buildings and the army barracks. They were untrained, and most of them never held a gun before. Some of their rifles didn’t even have bullets. Their target, no less, was to take over the city and neutralize the entire French army.

The date is November 1942 and the location is Algiers, where the American army is about to disembark in order to fight the German armies in North Africa. In the city itself, a coup d’état takes place by a Gaullist underground, comprised mostly of Jews, who tries to facilitate the American takeover of the city. In one of the more surreal chapters of World War II, a tiny and unorganized army of volunteers managed to fool 20,000 French and Axis soldiers.

The plan was simple: allied forces would land on the coast of northwestern Africa, controlled by Vichy France, and the underground would take care of paralyzing the regime’s troops in order to hand over the city to the Allies. The underground presented fabricated orders from the Vichy General Staff, stating that soldiers in central institutions must be replaced by civil guards.

This allowed hundreds of underground members to take over the post office, the commissariat, the communications room and the commissioner’s house, and the bewildered Vichy soldiers simply made way for them. Their commanders, including Vichy leader Philippe Petain’s deputy, were taken into captivity without a single shot being fired. The chain of stunning events included a Jewish man impersonating a French general and ordering through the radio the entire army to surrender. Eventually, as day broke out, the Americans arrived and took over the city.

This untold drama is recounted in the film “Night of Fools,” to be aired on Thursday in Israel during Holocaust Remembrance Day. The story remained practically unknown since nobody was interested in including it in the historical narrative: the Americans had no desire to share their victory, and the Vichy French were reluctant to be embarrassed by this episode. Historians, on the other hand, devoted most of their time and energy to studying the Holocaust in Europe.

On the eve of World War II, there were about 120,000 Jews in Algeria. After the French occupation of the country in 1830, Jews gradually adopted French culture and were eventually granted French citizenship. Algerian Jews were very proud of the French republic, says historian Claude Sitbon in the film: “They wanted to be more French than the French.”

When France surrendered in 1940, the Germans divided the country into two: northern and western “occupied France” under the control of the Nazis, and the south “Free France”, which was under a puppet government seated in the city of Vichy. Vichy leader Philippe Petain controlled the French colonies in North Africa, including Tunisia, Morocco and Algeria, in whose capital two million Frenchmen lived.

Starting in 1940, Algerian Jews were persecuted socially and economically. The Vichy regime implemented the Nuremberg laws for the Jews in Algeria: their citizenship was annulled and they were expelled from schools and universities. A Jewish member of the underground says in the film that “the new situation posed a dilemma for the Jews, but we decided to raise our heads and not to surrender.” Indeed, there was an overwhelming number of Jews - about 85 percent - in the Algerian underground, partly because they were least suspected of becoming informants.

Historian Leon Poliakov stressed the importance of the Algiers underground to the success of the Allied landing. According to him, the landing would have ended in catastrophe if it were not for the underground. While more than 500 American soldiers died in the landing at Casablanca that same month, none died landing at Algiers thanks to the underground movement.

In fact, it was a symbolic turn of events, says Sitbon, that it was a mostly Jewish underground that facilitated one of the first Allied victories in World War II. Until then, Germany and its allies were winning all their battles, but after the landing in North Africa their fortune turned for the worse.

Director Rami Kimchi, who is also a senior lecturer at the school of communications in the University of Ariel, says that “the story has all the elements of the Jewish master-narrative: a great danger and a threat of annihilation, leading to despair on the one hand but on the other hand, also to a strong urge to take one’s fate in his own hands. When I started working on the film, I thought that the underground members acted extraordinarily. Only when I met them and heard their full testimonies, I understood that their success was hanging by a thread. They had old guns, but a lot of nerves. You could say that they had more luck than brains. They believed they were right and that G-d would help them. Luckily, they were correct.”
Reprinted from the April 23, 2015 website of Matzav.com Adi Schwartz is an independent Israeli journalist and researcher.

Chabad Safeguards Himalaya Hikers with Satellite Phones
By Hana Levi Julian



Satellite phones allow the Kathmandu Chabad House volunteers to pinpoint the location of backpackers while out trekking around the Himalayans.
Photo Credit: courtesy Lubavitch.com

A new project to keep backpackers safe as they search for serenity while trekking around Nepal has been launched by Chabad-Lubavitch emissaries Rabbi Chezki Lifshitz and his co-emissary and wife Chani Lifshitz, after help from the Shoham family in Israel.
The new initiative provides hikers in the Himalayan mountains with satellite phones, which allow volunteers at the Chabad House to keep track of their movements and also stay in touch with them in case anything goes amiss.

Nadav Shoham was one of four Israelis killed last year in a blizzard while climbing the Himalayan mountain range. His family decided to team up with Chabad to prevent such a tragedy from happening again in the future.

Thousands of IDF soldiers typically head for Nepal as soon as their tour of duty has ended. Most of them pass through the Kathmandu Chabad House, also famous for having the biggest annual Passover Seder in the world, at the highest point on earth.

It is that unique perspective – and the breathtaking views from the surrounding mountain range – that draws hikers to the site, which is remote and dangerous, with little or no cell phone reception in many places on the mountainside.

Chabad is often called in on rescue missions when hikers go missiing.

Following last year’s tragedy and because the problem is so terribly common, the two came up with a solution: satellite phones for hikers to take with them on their treks up the mountains.

“The phones let us know exactly where trekkers are when a tragedy hits,” Chani Lifshitz told Lubavitch.com. In this way, rescue units can pinpoint the location of those in trouble and avoid losing time “guessing where they may be in this huge region.”

Satellite phones transmit the movements of the hikers to the computer in Kathmandu where Lifshitz and volunteers can track them to see whether they are still on their designated paths, or they have gotten lost. The devices also allow them to reach anyone they believe might need their help.

“We want the families of those who were so tragically killed last year (during the unusual October storm) to know that we will never forget their loved ones,” Lifshitz said. “This project will prevent more casualties.”

No one would have even known that trekkers were in trouble, had it not been for one hiker who wrote a note about the crisis on the mountainside and sent it via a local Nepali who knew the terrain back down the mountain. That person managed to find another Israeli who had access to a phone, who called the Israeli embassy. The embassy reached out to the Kathmandu Chabad House, which quickly swung into action recruiting its cadre of volunteers.

“We also want to assure parents of trekkers that if they are ever worried about their children, we will now have a better way of accessing them,” Lifshitz added.

Reprinted from the April 22, 2015 email of The Jewish Press.

The Philanthropist:

An Important Life Lesson

By Rabbi A. Lieberman

G-d instructs the Jewish people on the specific sacrifices a woman needs to bring in order to purify herself after childbirth. After a certain number of days:

"Upon the completion ... of her purity ... she shall bring a sheep.... But if she cannot afford a sheep, then she shall take two turtledoves or two young doves ... and she shall become purified."

(Lev. 12:6-8)

An identical spiritual purification takes place whether a woman brings a sheep or can only afford to bring two doves. The Torah is teaching a powerful lesson. A person needs to give - or offer - commensurate with his abilities. When he does, the identical process takes place.

Since G-d is the only One who could ever provide spiritual atonement for someone's sins, He also set up a system whereby He determines what can "cleanse" a person of their contamination. When a woman offers an animal based upon her own financial abilities, then a cleansing process occurs. If she offers less than she is able to give, it doesn't occur. The exact same thing can be said when a person does an act of kindness.

For example, if someone is very wealthy and donates millions of dollars to charity, this is certainly a wonderful act. Let's compare this person to someone who isn't as wealthy and can only afford to donate a hundred dollars. Just as the identical spiritual cleansing takes place regardless of whether someone brings a sheep or a dove, so too does each person who gives based upon his own abilities receive the identical spiritual reward. Each person is striving to give according to his means.

We live in a society where "more" seems so much better. But when it comes to acts of kindness, it's never about the amount; it's all about our ability.

Your circumstances will sometimes prevent you from giving in the way you really would like and then you'll get "hung up" on this fact. If you do this, you missed the point. We must give not based upon our desire - but rather based upon our ability. And when you honestly give based upon your ability, then your "spiritual reward" is equal to all those who also gave based upon their ability.

So instead of being disappointed the next time you can't give in the way you would like, take much comfort in knowing that G-d only wants you to give based upon your ability. And when you recognize and live this truism, you'll always give with a billion dollar attitude.

Reprinted from last week’s email of Shabbos Candle Lighting.

An Israeli Soldier

Wearing Tefillin
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Iyar 4


Despite intense training in the Jordan Valley, an amazing young Israeli soldier from the Givati Brigade takes time to wear tefillin (Phylacteries) during his morning prayers.  Photo was taken last week on Iyar 4 (Thursday, April 23, 2015.)

Reprinted from the website of Aish.com

Aharon Hershler: First Victim of Arab Terror, Murdered in 1873

By Ari Yashar

Aharon Hershler, son of prominent Hungarian rabbi, was shot by Arabs 12 times in Jerusalem, becoming Israel's first terror victim.

As Israel honors its fallen on Memorial Day, a look into the Defense Ministry's official list of terror victims reveals that the very first Jewish victim of Arab terrorism in Israel was Aharon Hershler, who was shot to death by terrorists in 1873.

Hershler was murdered on January 1, 1873, at the tender age of 23, and is buried at the Mount of Olives cemetery, which is said to be the oldest cemetery in the world to still be in use.

According to an account of his life provided by the official governmental site for terror victims, Hershler was a haredi yeshiva student who studied devotedly.

He was born in Hungary in 1850 to a prominent rabbi, Rabbi Yosef Shmuel Hershler, who served in the rabbinate of the city of Szabad. After immigrating to Israel, the rabbi was among the heads of the Ungarin Kolel, a Hungarian yeshiva in Jerusalem.

The Hershler family lived in Mishkenot Shananim, the first Jewish neighborhood built outside of the Old City walls.

The records note that in 1872 there were ample rains, meaning the Jews were not forced to buy water from the Arab residents of Shiloach (Silwan in Arabic). In response, the Arab residents evidently decided to target the Jews, breaking into their homes and robbing them.

Several Arabs broke into the Hershler home on January 1, at which point Aharon got up from his Torah studies to confront them, managing to scare them out of the house and proceeding to chase them.

The Arab terrorists, evidently fearing they would be identified, callously opened fire on Hershler, shooting 12 bullets into his body. He was brought to the hospital, where he died of his wounds four days later after great suffering.

Hershler left behind a bereaved wife and daughter, along with his grieving parents and siblings.

The murder was reported in the first Hebrew newspaper, The Lebanon, on February 5, 1873.

"A few days ago, thieves broke into the house of a Jewish man living outside the city walls in Mishkenot Shananim. He then fled his house in pursuit of these thieves, chasing them with his son-in-law, and the thieves fired at them with a rifle, and twelve bullets brought death unto the son-in-law and after four days he died in pain from his wounds at the Rothschild's Hospital," reported the paper, as cited by Yedioth Aharonot.

"Until today, the identity of the murders is unknown," it concluded. "However, on their way to Jordan, around Jericho, the thieves formed an ambush, killing a farmer and his black servant."

Reprinted from the April 22, 2015 email of Arutz Sheva.

What Ezekiel saw
By Rabbi Yosef Bitton

Last week was a very symbolic week. To me, this week represents the transition between two completely opposite historical milestones, which affected the Jewish people more than any other historical event. On one hand, lastThursday we commemorated Yom HaShoah, Holocaust Day. On the other hand, this coming Thursday, we will celebrate Yom ha'Atsmaut, the day of Independence of the State of Israel.

We Jews have suffered countless persecutions, massacres and pogroms. Everywhere and at all times. But we never suffered as in the Shoah. Both in absolute and relative terms, there was never such a devastating massacre as the Shoah. Never had the Jewish people ever been so close to being exterminated.

At one point in 1944 or 1945, when the Nazis murdered half a million Hungarian Jews in just six months, when no one dared to oppose the Third Reich, or when Rommel was preparing the gas chambers in Tunisia to transport and gas there the Jews of North Africa, Palestine, Syria, Iran and Iraq. At such times we lost all our hopes. We felt we were doomed to die or we were already dead. We were buried. It was the end.

But then the greatest miracle, promised so long ago by our prophets, happened. And in a span of just three years, which in the context of the history of our people is less than the blink of an eye, the Kibbuts Galuyot, the return to our land, began. Hashem took us out of our graves, lifted us and brought us back to Israel. And from the ashes, we the Jewish people began to revive.

More than 2500 years ago, Ezekiel (Yehezqel) had a very special prophetic vision (nebua). In this vision (Chapter 37) Hashem transported him to a valley. In that valley there were bones. Many bones! Human bones. Probably millions of bones. Dry bones. 

There is nothing more dead than a dry bone. Ezekiel saw it and said nothing. And then Hashem told Ezekiel: "Son of man: Do you believe that these bones will ever come alive?. And Ezekiel, in a combination of humility and surprise, replied: "Hashem, G-d, You would know that"

And then there was a deafening noise. And the bones began to move. The bones came together and skeletons were formed. And the skeletons were covered by veins and nerves and finally flesh and skin. Now, there were no longer bones but bodies. Dead human bodies. Corpses. 

Then Hashem said to Ezekiel, "Prophesize to these bodies to insufflate into them a breath of life ....and let the spirit of life enter into these bodies and let them live again."

And so it was. And a breath of life entered the bodies, and the bodies stood up. It was a great army, very large.

And then Hashem told the prophet Ezekiel: "Son of man, these bones are the house of Israel. They say: our bones dried up, we lost our hope, we have been sentenced [to disappear]. So, I prophesize and I say to them [Israel]: Thus saith HaShem, G-d: behold, I will open your graves, and I will raise up from your graves, and I will bring you to the land of Israel. And it will be known that I am Hashem, when I open your graves, and brought you from them, My people. And I will grant you a spirit of life and you will live again. And I will lead you into your land. And you will know that I am Hashem. I have promised and I delivered.”

It is impossible not to connect this prophecy with 1945 and 1948. In 1945 we were doomed to disappear. We were dry bones, or perhaps worse, we were ashes. And then, when so many goyim thought that we had disappeared, that we will never again would become a people, that all those promising prophecies will never be fulfilled, then, the greatest miracle occurred, like Ezekiel saw in the Valley of the Dry Bones, Hashem opened our graves. He lifted us and He brought us back to Israel. He promised and he delivered.

Reprinted from the April 21, 2015 email from the Shehebar Sephardic Center.
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