Shabbos Stories for

Parshas vayeishev 5780
Volume 11, Issue 14     23 Kislev/ December 21, 2019
Printed L’illuy nishmas Nechama bas R’ Noach, a”h

For a free subscription, please forward your request to keren18@juno.com
The Ben Ish Chai

Baghdad, Iraq 1835 – Kafil, Iran 1909

By Dr. Benji Schreiber
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“
 Rav Yosef Chaim, מבגדאד חיים יוסף ,was a leading Iraqi chacham (Sephardi Rabbi) an authority on halakha, and master Kabbalist. He is best known as author of the Ben Ish Chai, a collection of the laws of everyday life interspersed with mystical insights and customs, addressed to the masses and arranged by the weekly sedra. 

Biography


He was born in Baghdad to Chacham Eliyahu, the Chief Rabbi of Baghdad. It is related in the introduction to Ben Ish Chai that when he was seven he fell into a well and vowed that if he gets out alive he will dedicate his life to learning Torah. When aged 14 he was accepted to a rabbinical college under Chacham Abdullah Sumech. Aged 17 he married Rachel and they had a son and daughter. 


He was sustained by his share of a family business run with his four brothers. He never took a salary from his rabbinic position. When his father died in 1859 he assumed the position of Chief Rabbi of Baghdad, giving a very well attended drasha lasting three hours every Shabbat afternoon after mincha gedolah (they would always daven mincha soon after midday). 


There were some from outside Baghdad who opposed his Kabbalistic leanings. These views were aired in the first Hebrew newspaper in Israel, ‘הלבנון) ’which ran from 1863-1886). The Baghdad community supported Rav Yosef Chaim and excommunicated his opponents. Every day he gave two shiurim. After davening with sunrise (ותיקין (he gave a shiur for an hour and a half on Shulchan Aruch, the daily portion of לישראל חוק -a compilation recommended by the Arizal of Chumash, Neviim, Kesuvim, Mishna, Gemara and Kabbalah, and יעקב עין ,a compilation of Aggada in the Talmud, printed in 1516. He completed study of Shulchan Aruch in this shiur every 4 years. A second shiur after mincha lasted an hour. He was active in this way in Baghdad for fifty years.

Eretz Yisrael


 He strongly supported the settlement of Eretz Yisrael. He sent his seforim to be printed there. He encouraged a philanthropist, Yosef Avraham Shalom of Calcutta, to establish Yeshivat Porat Yosef in the Old City of Jerusalem (opened in 1923) rather than building a hospital. He himself bought a house and field in Eretz Yisrael in order to perform the Mitzvos of the land. He visited Eretz Yisrael in 1869 with his brother, Chacham Yechezkel. They met the Rabbanim of Damascus who accompanied them to visit the Zaddikim buried in the Galil. 


While at the grave of Benayahu ben Yehoyada – Shlomo HaMelech’s Chief of Staff – great secrets were revealed to him, including that his soul was a reincarnation of Benayahu ben Yehoyada, after whom he named his chiddushim on Torah and Gemara. At the grave of Shimon Bar Yochai he composed .ואמרתם כה לחי piyut. He died while on the way to visit the kever of Yechezkel HaNavih. He was buried in Baghdad and later reinterred in Har HaZeitim, Jerusalem.

Works


He authored over 100 seforim, including his responsa פעלים רב .He also composed over 200 Ben Ish Hai piyutim, a collection of halachot from his drashot. He tended to pasken like the Arizal when he conflicted with the Shulchan Aruch. He also largely followed the views of the Rashash (Sar Shalom Sharabi 1720-1777) and the Chidah (Rav Chaim Yosef David Azulai, 1724-1806, Jerusalem) who were contemporaries in Yeshivat Hamekubalim Beit El, a Yeshiva of Kabbalah established in 1737. In recent times, Rav Mordechai Eliyahu followed his path in psak while Rav Ovadia Yosef followed Shulchan Aruch over the Arizal.

Reprinted from the Parashat Toldot 5780 email of Oneg Shabbos (United Kingdom).

Celebrating My 

First True Shabbat

By Rachel Leah Fry
[image: image2.jpg]



Illustrtion by Rivka Korf

My husband and I were invited to share in the observance of Shabbat at the home of our local Chabad emissaries in Mobile, Ala., Rabbi Yosef and Rebbetzin Bina Goldwasser.


As I have written previously, I was not brought up in a household that observed any Jewish traditions. But the rabbi and his wife have become friends and mentors in my Jewish education and I was excited to share my first true Shabbat with them. 


My husband, who is not Jewish, is also supportive of my endeavor to live a Jewish life, and participates in that endeavor. I always light candles and pray at the appropriate hour before Shabbat, but that was about as far as I had gotten in learning to truly embrace and value the Sabbath, given by a G‑d who knows His creations needs a time of rest, and physical as well as spiritual refreshment.


The rabbi had come to my house earlier in the day to check out my kitchen so I could bake a kosher challah to share with his family. Now, challah baked and packaged, I prepared for the evening. I dressed very conservatively, covering my hair with a scarf in order to honor the tradition of their household. As I am no longer young, when I looked in the mirror, I saw my own bubbie reflected there and knew she would approve of this leap in my Jewish education.
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Rabbi Yosef and Rebbetzin Bina Goldwasser


We arrived a bit early and the joy in the household was palpable. The rabbi, Bina, and their beautiful boys, Mendel and Berel, were all helping in a flurry of effort to finish the preparations before Shabbat began. I helped make some of the salads, and the rabbi spent some time talking with my husband.


Mendel was delirious with the delightful smell of cinnamon and brown sugar emanating from my still-warm challah, and could hardly wait for dinner to commence.


Soon, it was time to light the Shabbat candles. It brought tears to my eyes to have the honor of lighting two of the six candles, beautifully displayed in silver holders. Bina and I circled the light with our hands, covered our faces to say the blessing together aloud in Hebrew, and silently prayed for our personal needs.


At the table, we stood and sang. The first song, “Shalom Aleichem,” was so familiar, it must have been implanted in my memory from a long-ago time in my childhood spent with my grandparents. As I am just learning to read Hebrew, I followed the transliteration and sang with all the fullness in my heart. 


Taking part in the prayers and singing was like being transported to a new and better place, as I am sure Shabbat is meant to be. It is not only the mitzvah of observance; it is the resulting spiritual place of well-being and joy.


Soon, the Hamotzi blessing was recited and the fragrance and sweetness of the challah started a delicious meal and wonderful conversation. Berel, who is only 3, with the help of his father, talked with great enthusiasm about two mitzvahs from that week’s Torah portion. Mendel, who is 7, quite eloquently described two more. I was amazed and humbled by these little ones schooling me, and making me a better Jew and a better person in the process.
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Rachel Leah Fry

The grownups ate and talked about Jewish law, family life and whatever questions I wanted answers to. I had lots of them concerning the Rebbe—Rabbi Menachem M. Schneerson, of righteous memory—about whom I had been reading and about whom I yearned to know more. The rabbi and Bina had pictures of times they met him personally and even their stories of him imbued in me a renewed understanding of how Jews need to reach out to each other with love and empathy and compassion as the Rebbe did.


From where I sat at, I was able to watch the candles burning—symbols of G‑d’s light in an increasingly dark world, symbols of hope and peace that Shabbat is meant to impart to each of us.


The intimacy and grace of this shared Shabbat—my very first true celebration of Shabbat—cannot be adequately expressed. My husband and I were welcomed into this observant household with no preconceived expectations. We were simply welcomed.


From that experience, I will never look at Shabbat in the same way again. In the simplicity of rest and renewal, in the practice of mitzvahs to hasten the coming of Moshiach, I am moved, yet again, further into a Jewish life. The blessing of this first experience with Shabbat can never be duplicated, but it can become a cornerstone of my Jewish education and life.

Reprinted from the JewishWomen.org website.

Cookies for Life

By Tova Younger
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World War Two had been going on already for four long years. Four years during which I entered adolescence. Four years during which I tried to understand all that was going on in my small town of Riskava, located on the border of Romania and Hungary. Four years of rumors, restrictions, fears, and prayers.


Then came the day we had been dreading; we were all forced to leave our homes, and live in the ghetto. Our stay there was one month filled with anxiety, apprehension, and many more prayers.


All too soon, it was our turn to be transferred. My family, along with others, was given 24 hour notice to evacuate the ghetto and go to a destination unknown. 


My mother, may she rest in peace, epitomized the role of a dedicated, devoted Jewish mother. As she packed, she worried about all of us, and about me in particular. I was the youngest, and had been ill frequently. I was thin, caught colds easily. What would be with me? 


She decided to make a quantity of cookies – rich cookies, with a good amount of oil and eggs, something to give energy, that wouldn’t spoil, and that I, her fussy daughter, would eat. She packed warm clothing and whatever food she could, preparing until the last minute. The next morning, it was time to leave the ghetto.


We were loaded onto cattle cars, forced to travel in horrible conditions, but at least we were together. I asked my mother for some cookies, but was only given one or two. “We have to dole them out frugally,” my mother explained. “We need them for wherever they are taking us to.”


At last we arrived, and were rushed outside. The Germans told us to leave our belongings, assuring us we could retrieve them later. We stood there for a few moments in confusion, awaiting instructions. Suddenly, my mother turned to me. “The cookies! Let me go and at least get the cookies that I baked for you. Who knows when we will actually get our belongings? Wait here, I am going to get them. I’ll be right back.” 


She hurried off. We did not embrace or say good-bye, for she was coming right back. 


 “Forwards!” screamed the German soldier. “Why are you all waiting? March!”


Perhaps she returned, but I was no longer there, having been moved along with the group of young people. That night, separated from her, I cried for her … and for my cookies. All too soon, I realized that my dear mother was gone. I would never see her again. My grief for my mother was too deep to cry out for, but as days turned into weeks, and the daily fare was disgusting and sparse, I continued to lament the loss of my cookies.


After many nights of bemoaning my lost treasure, another girl kindly said to me, “Don’t cry about your cookies. Even if you had gotten them, how long could they have lasted you? A few days? A week? A month? All that time has passed already! Had you gotten your cookies, they would have been long gone. Forget about them.” 


I realized she was right, but continued to think about them.  It was only after the war was over, as I relived my memories that it dawned on me. Those cookies had saved my life! Had my mother not gone to retrieve them, I would have clung to her and joined her in death in the crematorium. G-d had other plans for me, and took her away at the crucial point, preventing me from rushing to my death. My mother wished to sustain me with those cookies…and she did.

Originally published in The Jewish Press.
Story #1147 

The Broken Engagement
From the desk of Yerachmiel Tilles

editor@ascentofsafed.com
 


There was once a chasid who travelled to his rebbe, R. Yisrael of Koznitz, every month to take in the atmosphere of holiness which filled the very air of the Rebbe's court. Although in general he was happy with his lot in life, he knew he would only be completely content if he had a child.


Several times his wife had encouraged him to ask the Rebbe for a blessing to cure their childlessness, but to no avail. Yet, his wife wouldn't desist from her pleas. "This time," she insisted, "you must not leave the holy Rebbe until he answers our request."


The next time when the chasid came to Koznitz and was admitted into the Rebbe's chambers, he told the Rebbe of their longing for a child. The Rebbe listened and offered him the solution his spiritual vision afforded him: "If you are willing to become a pauper you will be granted the blessing you seek." The man agreed to discuss the condition with his wife and return with her answer.


The woman didn't think for a moment. "Of course. It's worth everything to me." The man returned to Koznitz and accepted the harsh prescription. But poverty was not the end of the Koznitzer's advice; the man was sent on a long arduous journey to visit the famous tzadik, the Chozeh (Seer) of Lublin.

The Chozeh was known for his power to discern the state and provenance of a person's soul, and when he met the chasid he studied his visitor long and hard before he spoke.


"I will tell you the source of your childlessness and what you must do to correct the problem. Once, when you were very young, you promised to wed a certain woman, also quite young. When you matured, she didn't interest you any longer and you broke your promise. Because you hurt her feelings, you have not been able to have children since. You must find her and beg her forgiveness. Go to the city of Balta (which was very distant); there you'll find the woman."

* * *


The chasid wasted no time in embarking on the journey. But when he arrived in Balta no one knew anything about the woman. He rented a room and waited to see how the words of the tzadik would materialize.


One day, he was walking down the street when he was caught in a sudden downpour. He ran to a nearby shop to escape from the rain and found himself standing near two women who were also seeking shelter. Suddenly, he was shocked to hear one say to the other, "Do you see that man? He was once betrothed to me in my youth and deserted me!"


He turned to see a woman dressed in the richest fabrics and wearing beautiful jewels. He approached her, whereupon she said, "Don't you remember me? I am the one you were engaged to so many years ago. Did you marry? Have you any children?"


He immediately poured out the entire story, telling her that he had come only to find her and beseech her to forgive him. He begged her to ask of him anything to atone for the terrible pain he had caused her.


"I lack nothing, for G-d has provided me with everything, but I have a brother who is in desperate need. Go to him and give him 200 gold coins with which he can marry off his daughter, and I will forgive you. In the merit of marrying off a poor bride you will be blessed with children, as the tzadik told you."


"Amen!" responded the chasid heartily. "But please, won't you give your brother this money yourself?". I have travelled many months and I'm very anxious to return home."


"No," the woman adamantly refused. "I am not able to travel now, and it is not feasible to send by post such a sum of money. No, you must go yourself." With that, she turned, left the store and proceeded down the street.

* * *


The chasid ventured on yet another journey to a distant city where he was able to locate the woman's brother. He introduced himself, but before he could explain why he had come, the brother, who was in a terrible state of agitation, spoke first: "My daughter is betrothed to a wealthy young man, but I have suddenly become penniless and unless I can find the dowry money, the marriage is off."


The chasid listened to the heart-rending tale and then said: "I will give you two hundred gold coins which will be more than enough for all your expenses."


The man couldn't believe his ears. "What, you don't even know me -- why would you do such a thing for a total stranger?"


"I have been sent by your sister whom I met a few weeks ago in Balta. Many years ago I was once betrothed to her but I broke off the engagement. I recently sought her out; the help I'm offering to you is my promise to her and my tikun (soul-rectification)."


"What are you saying?" the man turned pale. "What kind of crazy tale are you spinning, and why? My sister has been dead for fifteen years. I should know -- I buried her myself!"


Now it was time for the chasid to be shocked. He pondered the miracles G-d had wrought on his behalf so that he would be able to make amends to his former fiancee and merit to have a child of his own. He handed the man the golden coins and the man blessed him to be granted many sons and daughters and a long and happy life of joy from each and every one of his children and grandchildren to-be.

Source: Adapted by Yerachmiel Tilles from the version on //Lchaimweekly.org (#990), with permission.

Connection: Weekly Reading of Vayeitze - a broken betrothal (Yaakov tricked to marry Leah instead of Rachel)

Biographical notes: Rabbi Yisroel Haupstein [5497 - 14 Tishrei 5575 (1737 - Sept. 1814 C.E.)], the "Maggid" (preacher) of Koznitz was a major disciple of the Rebbe Reb Elimelech of Lyzhensk and the author of the chassidic-kabbalistic work, 'Avodas Yisrael' and other books. His miraculous birth to an elderly couple is the subject of a famous Baal Shem Tov story.

Rabbi Yaakov Yitzchok Horowitz [of blessed memory: 5505 - 9 Av 5575 (1745 - Aug. 1815 C.E.)], known as 'the Chozeh (Seer) of Lublin', was the main successor to the Rebbe Elimelech of Lizhensk and leader of the spread of chassidism in Poland. Many of his insights were published posthumously in Divrei Emmes, Zichron Zos, and Zos Zichron.

Reprinted from the Parashat Vayeitzei 5780 email of KabbalaOnline.org, a project of Ascent of Safed. www.ascentofsafed.com
Texas Hospitality...


A Jewish man passing through Texas for a few days on business checked into a rooming house in the Texas heartland. Not wanting to look too conspicuous, he dressed himself in western attire and went to the only saloon in town. 


He was surrounded by men in cowboy clothes, wearing six-shooters and looking very gruff. He ordered a beer. While sipping his beer and trying to be as inconspicuous as possible, the biggest, burliest, toughest looking hulk of a man walks in and proclaims, "Ah hears there is a Jew in here!" 


The Jewish man cringes and says nothing. 


"Ah knows you're in here and you'd better speak up," says the Texan. 


The Jewish man knows that sooner or later he would have to face up to him and accept the consequences of being Jewish, especially in a remote place as this. He stands up proudly and says," I AM A JEW!" 


The Texan stares at him angrily, "Now what the heck are you hiding for? Come with me, ah need you for a minyan."

Reprinted from the Parshas Vayeitzei 5780 email of LeKavod Shabbos Magazine.

Knowing How to 

Get a Train Ticket
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When one knows that everything is in Hashem’s hands, he will know that he can have bitachon and Hashem will help him. This brings us to a true story, told by the Alter of Nevardok zt'l: 


A yeshiva bachur had to go home to do the mitzvah of kibud av ve’em, but he didn’t have any money to pay for the trip. He decided he would do hishtadlus, and do whatever he can, and Hashem will help him. He walked three days to the closest train station. (That doesn’t cost money, only energy.) 


He arrived at the train station several hours before the train would be leaving to his home town. He sat on a bench, took out his Gemara and began to learn as though he was in yeshiva. He had done his hishtadlus, now all he had to do was to trust in Hashem and pray that he gets home.


 Eventually, people started coming to the train station. A Yid approached him and said, “I'm so happy there will be another Yid on the train. Perhaps we can travel together. We can find a corner, so we don’t have to be among all the goyim, and we can learn Torah together.” 


The bachur replied, “I would like that very much, but I don’t have a ticket.” 
“So go buy one. What are you waiting for?” 


“The problem is I don’t have money to buy a ticket.” 


“So why are you here? You act very foolishly. You shouldn’t have walked for three long days for nothing.” 


The bachur replied, “I trust that my Father in heaven will help me get on the train. Hashem has His ways. I did my hishtadlus, and the rest Hashem will do.” 
The man laughed at him, and said insulting words. Then he bought a ticket and boarded the train. The bachur continued learning Torah. He trusted and prayed that Hashem help him get home, to perform the mitzvah of kibud av ve’em. 


The conductor blew the first whistle. This meant the train will be leaving in five minutes. People on the platform began boarding the train, but this bachur remained sitting on the bench. He was calm, because he trusted Hashem will yet help him get onto the train. 


Then the conductor blew the second whistle. Only two minutes left until departure. Suddenly, a Yid came to the station in a hurry, rushing to catch the train. 
He asked the bachur, “Why aren’t you boarding the train?” 


“I don’t have money to buy a ticket.” 


“I'll buy two tickets. One for you and one for me.” 


They boarded the train a moment before the doors closed. The bachur thanked his benefactor immensely, and he thanked Hashem for helping him get onto the train. The bachur looked around for a place to sit on the packed train, and that’s when he saw the Yid whom he spoke with earlier. 


The Yid was shocked to see the bachur on the train. The bachur said, “You see, it is good to trust in Hashem. As the Midrash (Shochar Tov, Tehillim 31) states, ‘Whoever trusts in My name, I will save him.’” 


The man replied, “How can you say you acted wisely? If the man wouldn’t have come at the last minute, you would be left alone in the train station, without a way to get home.” 


This story was told by the Alter of Novardok zt’l, and it is known that he was the bachur in this story.

Reprinted from the Parshas Vayeitzei 5780 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts of Rabbi Elimelech Biderman .

The Spiritual Heroism of the Jewish Inmates of Buchenwald
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Rabbi Yisrael Meir Lau shortly             Rabbi Yisrael Meir Lau as
After surviving Buchenwald                 former Chief Rabbi of Israel

R’ Yisrael Meir Lau shlita writes, “As Pesach approach, Naphtali (R’ Lau’s older brother) and his friends were determined to do anything to avoid eating chametz during the holiday. Although the only food available to them was the daily ration of 3.5 ounces of bread, still it was important to them to observe the laws of Pesach. 


Months in advance, at the beginning of January, they began to prepare by collecting potatoes. They told me about their arrangements and tried to explain their significance. 


The prisoners had organized a trade in potatoes: three potatoes were worth the daily bread ration… “One day, a feeble Naphtali dragged his feet toward Block 8 and stood next to the barbed-wire fence. Hearing his weak voice calling my name, I rushed out to him. 


He pulled a few potatoes from his pockets, and explained that he could not carry them because they hindered him while working in the crematorium, so he was bringing to me the goods he had set aside for Pesach. He asked me to guard them carefully. He explained to me why potatoes were so important, adding a few words about the prohibition against eating leavened foods. I guarded those potatoes with my life… 


(And then,) Purim arrived. The Jews in Buchenwald decided to celebrate Purim as best they could… No one had a Megillah, yet they did not concede defeat. 


Several days before the date, some of the older Jews in the camp held a meeting. They resolved to shake off their despair and try to reconstruct the Megillah from memory. Each man would write whatever verses he remembered, and a committee of elders would try to reconstruct the proper order of the text… 
They wrote out the verses with charcoal on yellow paper torn from discarded sacks of millet. On Purim Eve, the Jews of Buchenwald read the improvised scroll…” (Out of the Depths, p.57-58). 

Reprinted from the Parshas Vayishlach 5780 email of A Short Vort by Mrs. Michal Horowitz.

Reb Zusia’s Confusion


The Rebbe, Reb Dov Ber of Mezritch, O”BM, was once approached by a chasid (follower) who had a very common problem. 


“Rebbe,” he pleaded. “I never seem to have enough. The more I get, the more I want. I know it is improper to think this way and I need help.” 


The Rebbe told the man to visit Rebbe Zusia of Anipoli, O”BM, telling him that “he can guide you with your difficulty.” 


As he approached Reb Zusia’s residence, the man was shocked to the core when he saw a ramshackle wooden hut with boarded windows. Upon entering, the poverty was overwhelming. 


The man figured, “surely this is a man who is in constant need. He hardly has what he needed, and must grapple with new desires on a constant basis. He surely will be able to counsel me on my longing for the articles that I lack.” 


The man discussed his problem with Reb Zusia, but Reb Zusia looked at him in amazement. “What are you coming to me for?” he asked the man. “How can I advise you? I have absolutely everything I need!”

Reprinted from the Parshas Vayishlach 5780 email of Torah Sweets Weekly edited by Mendel Berlin.
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