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A Time to Ignore Humility

By Rabbi Mordechai Kamenetzky


A few years after Rabbi Shneur Kotler succeeded his late father Reb Ahron as the Rosh Yeshiva of the Lakewood Yeshiva, the Yeshiva's enrollment began to expand. No longer was Reb Shneur able to sit and study in the large Yeshiva all day. He was suddenly forced to raise funds day in and day out often leaving early in the morning and returning home way past midnight.


A brief respite was the annual convention of Agudath Israel at which nearly 1000 laymen and rabbinical leaders would gather for a long weekend to discuss the state of Torah affairs.
Avoided Having the Entire

Crowd Arise for Him


My grandfather, Rabbi Yaakov Kamenetzky, the oldest member of the Council of Torah Sages would often highlight the keynote session on Saturday night. As the eldest of the world's Torah sages, Reb Yaakov would find a way to sneak up to the dais, usually through a back door, to avoid having the entire crowd arise upon seeing his presence as is required by Jewish Law.


Yet this year things were different. Reb Yaakov engaged the much younger, Reb Shneur in conversation outside the large ballroom and waited until everyone took his or her seats. Then he took Reb Shneur by the hand and said, "I think it is time we took our seats." He proudly held Reb Shneur by the arm and escorted him to the dais as the throng of people rose in awe.


Reb Shneur, stunned by Reb Yaakov's departure from his trademark humility asked him why he did not go through the back as was his usual custom. 


"Reb Shneur," he explained, "your Rebbitzen (rabbi's wife) is sitting in the auditorium . The entire year she sees you in a much-dishonored light. You run from donor to donor in order to keep the Yeshiva open, you have hardly any time to prepare your lectures, and all she sees are people knocking on your door with their problems. Yet she stands beside you faithful and unwavering. It is time that she sees that you get a little kavod (honor).

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

The Obligation of

Profound Appreciation

By Rabbi Label Lam

So even if we were all sages, all wise, all learned in Torah, it would still be a Mitzvah for us to tell about the exodus from Egypt and the more one increases in telling the story of the exodus from Egypt the more he is praiseworthy. (Haggadah)

In each and every generation a person is obligated to see himself as if he went out of Egypt. (Haggadah)

Perhaps an Exception for Those 
Familiar with the Haggadah?


Why shouldn’t there be an exemption for those who are familiar with the Haggadah? They already saw the movie and read the book. What more is there for them to learn? It may sound too cynical for the wise one to ask but, “What’s different about this night from all the other past nights of Pesach?”


It was a huge and elaborate celebration. The groom was marrying the only daughter of a wealthy holocaust survivor. At the meal the father-in law stood up to say a few words. In his broken English he tried to grab the people’s attention but many were lost in conversation until he declared;


“Everyone has a story that they like to tell about themselves. I would like to tell a story about myself! When the day of liberation came to the camps I was 60 or 70 pounds at most. I had lost my will to live. I had only one wish and that was to crawl beyond the barbed-wire fence of the camp if only to defy my oppressors, and so I did. 


“After that I made peace with my creator and with my last ounce of strength rolled into a pit resolved that this would be my final resting place. I was there for I don’t know how long. I didn’t know which world I was in. Suddenly I feel that I am being jostled and lifted up. I am being carried by a “Bais Yaakov”- girl. She carries me some 5 or 6 mile and brings me to her family in a nearby city. They had managed to hide themselves.
Gradually Regained His Strength


“They didn’t know what to do with me. I was too weak and sick. They were people of means and influence so they got me a bed in a crowded local hospital. They fed me there and gradually my strength grew.


“After a month I could stand on my own and the bed was badly needed by others so they released me. I didn’t know where to go so I made my way back to the apartment of that family. They were gone. Everyone was going to someplace different. I scraped some monies together and got on a boat for North America. I ended up in Toronto. 


“I started to work to make a living but my main obsession was to find the broken pieces of my youth. They had these meetings that were advertised in the papers. People from a certain town or region would gather to see if they could find anyone who knew anything about their family or any other fragment of their lost lives.
One Time I Spotted a Familiar Face


“I went to many of these gatherings and never recognized a soul until one time I spotted a familiar face. Could it be? Yes it was that Bais Yaakov girl. I went over and introduced myself. It was her. I began to thank her. I thanked her and thanked her and thanked her as no one has ever thanked another human being before. Three weeks later we were married. 


“Today we are marrying off our only child and I have never let this story escape from my lips. I have been waiting all these years to have this many people together to have a chance to say thank you to someone who has been the best friend and partner a person could ever ask for and someone who literally saved my life. I would like to say thank you to my wife!”


If that is the thanks due to one who carried us a few miles, what is owed to One Who has carried and fed us an entire a lifetime. When we consider the many miles of kindliness that have followed us and our people through the rough terrain of our history, our hearts should be overflowing with endless gratitude.


The Pesach Seder is not just a place to download cold bytes of information through the ages. The more we tell the story year after year and feel it real for ourselves the more praiseworthy we become, and no one is too sophisticated to have outgrown the obligation of profound appreciation.

Reprinted from last week’s email of Shabbos Candle Lighting
Can Orthodox Jews

Save Winnipeg?

By Uriel Heilman

It’s a common conundrum in North America: How do you save a small Jewish community in decline?


Winnipeg, Canada, has tried to cope with this challenge by recruiting Jews from overseas. I wrote a story this week on their experience: Seeking newcomers overseas, Winnipeg Jews don’t get what they expected.


One of the main architects of Winnipeg’s growth strategy, longtime Jewish federation CEO Bob Freedman, acknowledged to me that the program didn’t quite turn out as planned when most of the Jews that GrowWinnipeg helped bring turned out to be secular Russian Israelis.

Now Freedman is saying Winnipeg needs to focus on a different population segment if it is to survive: observant Jews (by which Freedman says he means modern Orthodox).


“As we live in a very tolerant North American society, and as we become more assimilated, we can’t lose a critical mass in terms of an observant community,” Freedman said.


Here’s why, according to Freedman: A Jewish community cannot survive in the long term without a committed core of people for whom Jewish living is a daily concern and who can serve as role models for others for what being Jewish is all about. Otherwise, a community eventually will assimilate into oblivion, he postulated.


“Maybe we should get more people actually living what we teach in day school, instead of something that’s theoretical in the classroom,” Freedman said.


“Even before the Pew study, you’d have to be living in a cave not to have understood what was happening,” he went on. “Time isn’t necessarily on our side.”


Winnipeg’s observant community isn’t seeing much growth. Synagogue membership is on the wane, and young people from the community who are most interested in serious Jewish life often are encouraged by their parents to move to places with more vibrant observant Jewish communities, such as Toronto.


But having a committed core is essential if Winnipeg Jews who are less Jewishly involved are to become more so, Freedman says.


“At the end of the day we have to have a component that lives a Jewish life and are seen as role models for others,” he said. “If I’m socializing with people who are a little more observant, I learn off them.” I might say to myself: “Hey – they ain’t much different than you or me. They just happen to observe Shabbat and Yom-tov and dietary laws, but otherwise they’re just like you or me.”


Without a committed core, Jews interested in Judaism won’t have opportunities to deepen their engagement with Judaism, he warned.

While Freedman says he has shared his thinking with federation staff, it’s unclear whether or not his musings will morph into a real plan. There’s not much time for Freedman: He is retiring later this year.


It’s also far from clear that Winnipeg has sufficient infrastructure or critical mass to draw Orthodox Jews. It’s not, after all, Houston.

Reprinted from last week’s email of the AJOP (Association of Jewish Outreach Professionals) Update. The article was originally published by the JTA (Jewish Telegraph Agency) on March 26, 2014.

A First for America's Oldest Man:

By Mindy Rubenstein - Chabad.org

Photos: Beth Sarafraz

America's oldest man put on Tefillin for the first time in nearly 100 years with the help of Shliach Pinny Marozov of Chabad of Brooklyn's Coney Island.
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At 111, Alexander Imich has been officially verified as the oldest man in America and the second oldest in the world. A resident of Manhattan who lives on the Upper West Side, he had the honor of being congratulated by the New York State Senate last year, on his 110th birthday.

But recently, he received some more attention, as well as some unexpected help—putting on tefillin for the first time in almost 100 years, getting a mezuzah for his apartment door, receiving replacements for the much-needed hearing aids he had lost, and having round-the-clock home attendants to help care for him and new people to keep him company.


All of this was the result of a recent hospital visit by Rabbi Pinny Marozov, co-director of Chabad of Coney Island in Brooklyn, N.Y., with his wife, Chaya. The 30-year-old rabbi found out about Imich while in Seattle seeing family. A Shabbat guest suggested that he pay the elderly man a visit, though neither of them realized at the time quite how old he was, recalled Marozov.


On his return to New York, Marozov dropped in on Imich, who was in Roosevelt Hospital being treated for a fall in his apartment. Imich celebrated his 111th birthday there, on Feb. 4. He had lost both of his hearing aids at the hospital, which made communicating difficult; nevertheless, the two men connected.


He also helped Imich wrap tefillin. Marozov said he didn’t think Imich had put on tefillin since his Bar Mitzvah—nearly 100 years ago—in Czestochowa, Poland.


The rabbi returned for another visit once Imich was back home. While there, Marozov helped Imich put on tefillin once again and also affixed a mezuzah to the door leading into Imich’s apartment, where he has lived—these days, alone—since 1965.


“He was very happy to see me,” said Marozov, adding that Imich was alert, and able to see and walk on his own. “It didn’t seem like a rabbi had ever visited him in his home or made any contact before. I know it meant a lot to him,” said the rabbi.


The rabbi said the older man simply lit up when the tefillin was wrapped and the mezuzah hung.


“It was beautiful when he recited the Shema prayer, which he knew by heart,” said Marozov. “It brought up a spark from deep inside him.”


Other sparks ignited from there. On that visit, Marozov invited Beth Sarafraz—a reporter from The Jewish Press, based in Brooklyn—to come along with him, and a full story on Imich was printed in the Feb. 28 edition. It got tremendous feedback. Readers learned of his situation and hastened to help: two days later, Imich had replacement hearing aids, home attendants to support his recovery and many new visitors.

New Friends, Worlds Apart

Born in Poland in 1903, Imich underwent his schooling there, including earning a Ph.D. in 1927. He survived two World Wars, the Holocaust and two years in a Russian labor camp near the White Sea, before leaving for the United States and starting a new life there with his wife, Wela. She passed away in 1986.


Imich spent his career as a chemist, ultimately trying to prove to other scientists that the neshama (soul) survives physical death. In 1995, at the age of 92, he edited and published a book called Incredible Tales of the Paranormal.





At this point, he said, he has outlived all of his peers. He and his wife had no children, and most of his family members perished in Nazi concentration camps. Imich and his wife survived because they were deported to a Russian labor camp instead of Auschwitz.


In a speech he gave at age 99, Imich said: “In my life, I have witnessed the development of flight, the automobile, electrification of nations, the telephone, the radio and television, atomic energy, the wonders of bio-scientific medicine, computer technology, great advances in our knowledge of the cosmos, men walking on the moon—the list could go on and on.”


Marozov and his wife are both from Montreal. They have been on shlichus in Coney Island for about a year-and-a-half, and just welcomed their first baby, a girl. His sister and brother-in-law, Rivkah and Rabbi Chaim Brikman, serve as co-directors of Chabad of Sea Gate—a private gated community at the far western end of Coney Island, at the southwestern tip of Brooklyn—and helped bring the couple there.


Marozov said he plans to visit Imich again before Passover and bring him some shmura matzah—handmade matzah made from grain that is guarded from the moment of harvesting, so that no fermentation occurs.


Regarding the meetings with his new elderly friend and the opportunity to bring some Judaism into Imich’s life, the rabbi said: “It’s very special for me to have this opportunity.”

Reprinted from last week’s email of the AJOP (Association of Jewish Outreach Professionals) Update. The article was originally published by Chabad.Org

His Hasidic Toy Story

Brooklyn Merchant Wants To Be Ultra-Orthodox Brand Name

By Kristen Clark
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Fun and Games: Samuel Lipschitz finds inspiration in Sam Walton’s story. (Photo by Kristen Clark).


Samuel Lipschitz, 27, grinned as a pint-sized red smart car pulled up next to the curb outside his toy store on Lee Avenue in Brooklyn. Lacquered onto the side of the car was a children’s cartoon character: a freckled, round-faced boy with curly brown peyes, or sidelocks, and a yarmulke.


“What Walt Disney did to Mickey Mouse — that’s what I’m trying to do here,” said Lipschitz, who designed the character.


Wise Buys, his South Williamsburg toyshop, caters to children in Hasidic Brooklyn. The Wise Buys Boy is the store’s mascot, and — if Lipschitz has anything to say about it — he’ll one day be America’s first ultra-Orthodox household name. Lipschitz has plans for Wise Buys Boy puzzles and dolls, and is talking with suppliers in China.


Hasidic children don’t watch television, Lipschitz explained, so the store’s mascot fills a big gap — as does his uniquely Jewish toy selection. “Sponge Bob,” he said, “is not an item here.”


The shop’s jam-packed walls boast a rainbow assortment of dreidel-shaped crayons, strings of silly felt hats for Purim and even a Monopoloy-like game called Deal Spiel. Mitzvah Kinder Totty Mentchees action figures — dressed for synagogue — are hot sellers here, along with the Hatzalah toy ambulance.


“I never dreamed of working with toys. But basically it became a passion,” Lipschitz said.
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Action Figures: Totty Mentchees is one of many kosher toys at Wise Buys. (Photo by Kristen Clark)

Small businesses like Wise Buys have traditionally been one of the few avenues for financial success in a community that carefully restricts its contact with the secular world. Observance of the Sabbath and religious holidays, for example, can put Orthodox Jews at a disadvantage in looking for work in the larger community, says Rabbi David Niederman, executive director and president of the United Jewish Organizations of Williamsburg.


He added that rigorous study of the Talmud could come at the expense of secular education.


“College and doctors and lawyers — that’s a profession that we have not been involved in,” Niederman said.


As entrepreneurs, Hasidim have the opportunity to create work environments that operate on their terms. Niederman pointed to B&H, the Hasidic-owned photo and electronics superstore that closes on Friday and Saturday for the Sabbath and employs hundreds of Orthodox associates.


That’s the path Lipschitz hopes to follow.


“The only education I got was from yeshiva,” he said. “So basically this is what’s called street smart, not book smart.”


Lipschitz inherited the entrepreneurial bug from his father, who made a small fortune collecting the de-icing fluid that drained off airport runways, distilling it in vats in Newark, N.J., and selling it back to America’s military for use in Iraq. The operation went bust in the economic upheaval of 2008, when the price of the diesel needed for it suddenly skyrocketed. But Lipschitz says his father’s venture inspired him to go out and take his own risks. “If you don’t go big, you’ll never get big,” he remembered him saying.


Out of a job, and itching to find a way to support his family, he bought a store from his brother-in-law about two years ago. The shop sold rubber bands, Crocs shoes and other odds and ends. But on Lipschitz’s first day behind the counter, a customer wandered in, asking for a sharpener. Lipschitz didn’t have one, but he wrote down the item — beginning a precise running tally of neighborhood demand.


On stroller-jammed Lee Avenue, it seemed that what everyone was demanding was supplies for kids. Lipschitz sprang into action, calling wholesalers and snapping up any item on his list that he could find at a discount: overstocked pencils, Silly Bandz bracelets, boxes of misprinted Arizona Cardinals notebooks and — to the delight of his two small children — toys.


On a recent Wednesday afternoon, Lipschitz showed off one of his newest items, a giant Lego-style Binyan Blocks synagogue set selling for $59.99. Pictured on the back of the box, tiny Lego men with plastic-fur shtreimel hats and women with coiffed hair sit in separate sections, attending to a miniature Lego rabbi with a purple plastic Torah. A sticker calendar on an interior wall announces the time of sunset.


“When I walk into a showroom where they sell toys, 80% of the items I can’t even bring in,” Lipschitz said, explaining the conspicuous absence of Barbie and Betty Boop from his shop. “Modesty is a very big thing for us; we try to bring in toys that match our values.” The same goes for Bratz dolls; Lipschitz said that he’d just been offered a closeout-price shipment of these and “didn’t even look at them.”


But aside from modesty, Lipschitz says it’s another value that really drives his toy selection. Some of his most popular items are toys you can build and make with, like 3-D foam art stickers, or weavable Loom Bands friendship bracelets.


“I don’t have, let’s say, plush toys,” he said. “Because what are you going to do, collect them? People over here like things that make your brain think, things that make you work.”


The business — centered in a community where it’s estimated that more than half the population is younger than 18 — is now thriving. The Hebrew Free Loan Society recently loaned Lipschitz $25,000 interest-free to help expand his shop into the vacant pharmacy next door. The local micro-lending not-for-profit organization began a targeted program five years ago to provide capital and entrepreneurship training to Brooklyn’s ultra-Orthodox communities, and is about to surpass $2 million in loans to Hasidic small businesses.


Lipschitz is focusing first on expanding to other Jewish neighborhoods, but he eventually wants to bring his toy stores — and his Wise Buys Boy — to children everywhere. He’s already on his way; a trickle of Hispanic customers from the neighborhood snapped up some of his more mainstream Fisher-Price items over Christmas.


His ultimate goal: to smoke Wal-Mart CEO Sam Walton in sales.


“He opened up his first store at 27 years old,” Lipschitz said of the Wal-Mart mogul. “I’m 27 now, and I’ve had a store two years already. So basically, I’m ahead of Sam Walton.” He sleeps with a copy of “Made in America” — Walton’s autobiography — in the top drawer near his bed.
Reprinted from the March 28, 2014 edition of The Forward.

Rav Zev Wolf of Zhitmor


“Rav Menachem Mendel of Kotzk said that people make a mistake if they believe that Eliyahu HaNavi comes in through the door. In truth, he must enter through our hearts and souls.


A story is told of a man who came to the Maggid of Mezeritch and complained that evil thoughts entered his mind and he had no control over them. The Maggid advised him to go on a journey to visit the Tzaddik, Rav Zev Wolf of Zhitmor.


The man followed his advice and embarked on his journey. He arrived in Zhitmor late one winter’s night and knocked on Rav Wolf’s door. Nobody answered, and even though he continued knocking and shouted and begged to be let in, nobody answered.


Suffering from the bitter cold, he had no choice but to seek out the local Shul and sleep on a bench there until morning. Early the next morning, he made his way once more to Rav Wolf’s door. This time the great Rav himself answered his knock and welcomed him, saying nothing about the previous night. After some hesitation, the man told Rav Wolf that the Maggid of Mezeritch had sent him. “It is well that you have come,” answered the Rav; “For you have now learned the lesson that one is master of his home, and whomever he does not want to let in, cannot enter.:.”

Reprinted from the April 7, 2014 email of the Hakhel Community Awareness Bulletin. Excerpted from the Commentator’s Haggadah by Rabbi Yitzchok Sender, (Sh’or Yoshuv Institute).
Will Moshiach 
Be a Chassid?

By Rabbi Sholom Klass


The stories concerning Rav Naftali of Ropshitz are quite numerous and reveal his sharp biting wit. Rav Naftali was often persecuted and sneered at by misnagdim but the sharp mind with which he was blessed always served him in good stead in finding proper answers.


It happened once that a misnaged, seeking to annoy and tease Rav Naftali, asked him:


“What do you think? Will Moshiach be a misnaged or a chassid?”


To the surprise of everyone who was listening, including the mocking misnaged, Rav Naftali answered:


“I would imagine that Moshiach will probably prove to be a misnaged.”


The crowd looked at the rav in astonishment and asked: “How can the Rebbe say such a thing?”


Rav Naftali smiled and answered: “It is simple. If Moshiach would turn out to be a chassid, the misnagdim would not believe in him even if he turned out to be as great as Moshe Rabbeinu. Chassidim, however, are prepared to believe in anyone who is sincerely a G-d fearing person…”
Why Always Whiskey?

Yet another time, a misnaged asked Rav Naftali: “Rav, something has always puzzled me about the customs of the chassidim and perhaps you can enlighten me.


“It is the custom of the chassidim to drink whiskey at all joyous occasions – a wedding, a bris or a pidyon haben.


“On the other hand, should there be, G-d forbid, a tragic time, for example, a yahrzeit, they drink whiskey as well. How is it possible that the two contradictory events, happiness and tragedy, evoke the same reaction?”
It Is the Blessing Which Counts


Rav Naftali replied: “Let me explain it to you. It is not the drinking of the whiskey that is important, but rather the opportunity to say the bracha before drinking the whiskey, which, as you know, is Shehakol – Blessed be Thou … at Whose word everything was created.


“You know that chazal have taught us that a man is obligated to make a bracha in times of tragedy just as in times of happiness, and this concept is embodied in the bracha of Shehakol, and this is why we drink whiskey on all occasions.”


“But Rebbe,” the man asked, “if the whole purpose is to be able to say the blessing of Shehakol, why drink whiskey? The same blessing is said before drinking water, too.”


“That is true,” replied Rav Naftali with a smile, “but let me ask you this. When a chassid is so holy and good in that he disregards tragedy and praises his maker even in his sadness – is he not entitled to a glass of whiskey…?”
But Not A Fool…

Rav Naftali was constantly trying to uplift his chassidim and teach them not to be foolish. Once he was asked:


“In the Haggadah we find that there are four kinds of sons mentioned and they are described: One is a wise one and one is a wicked one…


“Is this not a strange and incorrect form? After all, the opposite of a ‘wise’ person is not a ‘wicked’ person but a ‘foolish’ person?”


To which Rav Naftali answered: “The reason is this. The wise son prayed to the Almighty and said: ‘Sovereign of the universe, I would prefer that You put me next to a wicked person just so long as you keep me away from a fool.’ ”


In a similar vein, another chassid asked Rav Naftali: “Why is the order of the four sons in the Haggadah as follows: Wise, wicked, simple, and unable to ask? Why is the wicked son placed before the simple one?”


“Because,” replied Rav Naftali, “the wicked son has a possibility of changing and becoming even greater than the wise son. He need only repent from his evil ways and he will be truly great, as chazal said: ‘In the place where the repentant stands, not even the totally righteous can stand.’ But the simple son, who has no brains, has no possibility of ever becoming better…”
Rav Naftali’s Psychology


One of the great gifts of Chassidic rebbes and especially of Rav Naftali was the ability to use psychology and thus help the people who came seeking assistance.

One day, as Rav Naftali was sitting at home, a young woman entered his study and asked to speak to him. As she sat before him she began to cry terribly.


“Rebbe, I am a sad and bitter woman. I am married and my greatest dream is to give birth to a child but I am cursed by constantly miscarrying. Now I am pregnant again and I am in my eighth month. I have come to you to ask you for your bracha that I go through my months and give birth to a healthy child.”


Rav Naftali said to her: “I want you to know that you are presently in your ninth month and you will give birth in the tenth month.”


“But Rebbe,” the woman protested, “how can you say that? I know exactly the number of months and I know that I am in my eighth month.”


“In that case, I order you to push your count ahead by one month.”


The chassidim who heard the Rebbe’s words were astonished but they held their peace until the woman had left. Then they turned to Rav Naftali and asked that he please explain why he told her that.


“The woman who was here is still young and she has obviously been suffering miscarriages in the last month of her pregnancies. She has become filled with fear and trepidation as she enters her ninth month and this might cause her to miscarry again. If she thought that she were wrong in her count and that this was not the dreaded month it would calm her soul and ease her mind so that the chances of her miscarrying would be greatly lessened.”
Reprinted from the January 24, 2014 edition of The Jewish Press.
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