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The Angels Who Did Not

Know They Were Angels
By Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks

When heaven intends something to happen, and it seems to be impossible, sometimes it sends an angel down to earth – an angel who didn’t know he or she was an angel – to move the story from here to there. Let me tell the story of two such angels, without whom there might not be a State of Israel today.
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Mrs. Dorothy and James Armand de Rothschild


One was a remarkable young woman from a Sephardi family who, at the age of seventeen, married into the most famous Ashkenazi family in the world. Her name was Dorothy Pinto; her husband was James de Rothschild, son of the great Baron Edmond de Rothschild who did so much to support the settlement of the land in the days before the proclamation of the State.


A critical juncture occurred during the First World War that would eventually lead to the defeat of the Ottoman Empire and the placing of Palestine under a British mandate. Suddenly, Britain became absolutely central to the Zionist dream. A key figure in the Zionist movement, Chaim Weizmann, was in Britain, experimenting and lecturing in chemistry at Manchester University. 

But Weizmann was a Russian immigrant, not a prominent member of British society. Manchester was not London. Chemistry was not politics. The most influential and well-connected Jewish family was the Rothschilds. But Edmond was in France. James was a soldier on the battlefield. And not every member of the British Rothschilds was a Zionist.


At that moment, Dorothy suddenly assumed a leading role. She was only nineteen when she first met Weizmann in December 1914, and understood very little of the political complexities involved in realising the Zionist dream. But she learned quickly. She was perceptive, resourceful, energetic, delightful and determined. 

She connected Weizmann with everyone he needed to know and persuade. Simon Schama, in his definitive account of Two Rothschilds and the Land of Israel, says that “young as she was… she combined charm, intelligence and more than a hint of steely resolution in just the right mixture to coax commitment from the equivocal, enthusiasm from the lukewarm and sympathy from the indifferent.”


His judgement on the effect of her interventions is that “through tireless but prudent social diplomacy she had managed to open avenues of influence and persuasion at a time when they were badly needed.”[1] The result, in 1917, was the Balfour Declaration, a milestone in the history of Zionism – and we should not forget that the Declaration itself took the form of a letter to Lord (Walter) Rothschild.


Dorothy’s husband James, in his will, left the money to build the Knesset, Israel’s parliament building. In her own will, Dorothy left the money to build a new Supreme Court Building, a project undertaken by her nephew Jacob, the current Lord Rothschild. But of all the things she did, it was those connections she made for Chaim Weizmann in the years 1914 to 1917 that were surely the most important. Without them, there might have been no Balfour Declaration and no State of Israel.


The other figure, who could not have been less like Dorothy de Rothschild, was Eddie Jacobson. The son of poor Jewish immigrants, born in New York’s Lower East Side, he moved with his family to Kansas City where he met a young man called Harry Truman. They knew one another in their youth, and became close in 1917 when they underwent military training together. After the end of World War I, they opened a haberdashery business together. It failed in 1922 because of the recession.


From then on, they went their separate ways, Jacobson as a travelling salesman, and Truman successively a county administrator, Senator, Vice-President, and then when F.D. Roosevelt died in office in 1945, President of the United States. Despite their very different life-trajectories, the two stayed friends, and Jacobson would often visit Truman, talking to him about, among other things, about the fate of European Jewry during the Holocaust.
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Eddie Jacobson and Harry Truman in

their haberdashery shop in Kansas City, MO.


After the war, the position of America vis-à-vis the State of Israel was deeply ambivalent. The State Department was opposed. Truman himself refused to meet Chaim Weizmann. On 13 March 1948, Jacobson went to the White House and persuaded Truman to change his mind and meet Weizmann. Largely as a result of this, the United States became the first nation to grant diplomatic recognition to Israel on 14 May 1948.


Many years later, Truman wrote: One of the proudest moments of my life occurred at 6:12 p.m. on Friday, May 14, 1948, when I was able to announce recognition of the new State of Israel by the government of the United States. I remain particularly gratified by the role I was fortunate to play in the birth of Israel as, in the immortal words of the Balfour Declaration, “a national home for the Jewish people.”


Two people, Dorothy de Rothschild and Eddie Jacobson, appeared on the scene of history and connected Chaim Weizmann with individuals he might otherwise not have met, among them Arthur Balfour[2] and Harry Truman. They were like the stranger who connected Joseph and his brothers, but with infinitely
 more positive consequences. I think of them both as angels who did not know they were angels.
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Chaim Weizmann, prominent Zionist leader and

first President of the Jewish State of Israel.


Perhaps this is true not only about the destiny of nations but also about each of us at critical junctures in our lives. I believe that there are times when we feel lost, and then someone says or does something that lifts us or points the way to a new direction and destination. 

Years later, looking back, we see how important that intervention was, even though it seemed slight at the time. That is when we know that we too encountered an angel who didn’t know he or she was an angel. 
Reprinted from the Vayesheb/Hanukah 5780 email of Shabbat Shalom from Cyberspace edited by David Bibi. Rabbi Lord Jonathan Sacks is the former Chief Rabbi of the United Hebrew Congregations of the [British] Commonwealth
So What If It Is Permissible

By Rabbi Sholom DovBer Avtzon


Recently Rabbi Tzvi Telsner of Melbourne, Australia mentioned the mesiras nefesh of the Cantonist soldiers and related the following story. I decided to post it as its message is one of the lessons of Chanukah, as will be noted after the story. Your feedback is most appreciated.


There was a Jew who emigrated from Russia to America around the year of 1900. His family noticed something extremely peculiar. He would never sleep on a bed, whether he was in his own house or somewhere else. Instead he slept on the floor. His children would ask him to explain why he is doing this, but he didn’t offer any explanation.


This went one for many years, until he was in his mid-eighties, when his granddaughter asked him to please divulge or explain the secret to her. For some reason he decided that now is the appropriate time to disclose his story. So he said; “You know I was forcefully conscripted to become a soldier in the Czar’s army. I was just eleven years old, when they scooped me up and separated me from my family.


“At that time I was learning in the local Cheder and yes I was quite knowledgeable and learned in Jewish thought and halacha (law). Even though I was in the army, I made sure to go to the closest Jewish community and obtain whatever was necessary for each and every holiday. 


“I was extremely meticulous in observance of the mitzvos. A few days before my bar mitzvah, I went to the Rabbi of the community and asked him if he can obtain for me a pair of Tefillin, as my bar mitzvah is in a few days. The Rabbi did so and I made sure to put on The tefillin every week day.


“Some years later, one day I awake and saw many beds in the room and people wearing white outfits. I asked one lady where am I and she replied bluntly “Be happy you are among the living. Over eighty percent of the people who come here don’t survive.” 


“After some while I realized that I had been affected with the dreaded typhus and was found in the barracks delirious and was brought to the hospital, and boruch Hashem I was recovering and gaining my strength. A few weeks later, I was able to walk around and was going to be discharged, when I asked the nurse, what is she serving me?


“She curtly replied, the same food that we serve all the patients. Why should we serve you anything different?


“So, I rephrased the question and said, Yes, that is what I was asking, what are you serving all of us? 


“You want to know everything? The soup is fattened up with the feet of pigs!


“Hearing this, the color drained from my face, that means that over the course of all these many weeks that I was here, I ate a sizeable amount of pig meat. At that moment I made a resolve and vowed, that in order to atone for this grievous sin, I will take away a certain enjoyment in life forever. After a moment’s thought, I vowed never again to sleep on a bed. So for all the years since then, I slept on the floor and not on a bed.


Rabbi Telsner concluded that is mesiras nefesh of a Jew, and he concluded by saying, he heard this story from someone who heard it from the granddaughter herself, the former Prime Minister, Golda Meir.


I chose to relate this story as it brings out the story of Chanukah.


The Jews needed oil to light the menorah in the Beis Hamikdash. But the question is; Why did they search for an untouched jug, when there was plenty of oil available in plain sight? The Greeks did not destroy the oil, they merely made it impure. Yet the halacha is if the entire community is impure then the service can be done with what is impure. And therefore according to halacha since they didn’t see any pure oil, they were permitted to use that impure oil and kindle the menorah!


Yet, the Jews were not satisfied with this solution. True we are permitted to use that oil for the menorah, but then we would be given in to the Greeks argument, that the oil shouldn’t have to be pure. This was their argument, you want to do mitzvos, do them. But do them because of your understanding, not because this is the will of the Creator! We don’t mind if you light the menorah, but why with pure oil? Oil is oil and use the oil you prepared, but that we have touched and broken the seal. So although it is now permissible to use that oil, until we obtain pure oil, we will not give in to their schemes. In fact it is something we must have mesiras nefesh for, and find oil that is pure. 


The same thing happened in our story. A person who is hospitalized and has no possibility of obtaining kosher food, yes he can and should eat what he is being served in order to nurse himself back to health. But just because it is permissible, doesn’t mean that it is good! This Jew was resolute that he must atone for it, just as the Jews were resolute to find pure olive oil.


This concept clarifies another interesting custom of Chanukah.


The halacha is that one has to light just one candle every night. Yet all Jews have the custom to add an additional light each night, which is going beyond the obligation of the law. Here everyone is being mehader in the mitzvah.  One may ask why specifically by Chanukah is this, the prevalent custom?


And the answer is, because, the whole mindset of Chanukah was not to suffice with the leniency of the halacha, but to have mesiras nefesh to do the mitzvah in its purest form.


Our sages state that the lights of Chanukah will never be nullified. Perhaps this is one of the messages of the lights that are to be a shining force in our lives.

Reprinted from the Parashat Vayeishev 5780 email of Rabbi Avtzon’s Weekly Story. Rabbi Avtzon is a veteran mechanech and the author of numerous books on the [Lubavitcher] Rebbe and their chassidim. He is available to speak or farbreng in your community and can be contacted at avtzonbooks@gmail.com

Rav Chaim Halevi Soloveitchik 

Russian Empire 1853 – Otwock, Kingdom of Poland 1918

By Dr. Benji Schreiber
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Rav Chaim HaLevi Soloveitchik – known as Reb Chaim of Brisk - was one of the outstanding Gedolim of Eastern Europe in the decades before the First World War, with lasting impact on the the method of learning and analysing gemoro in Litvish Yeshivos. 

He was born in Volozhin (today in Belarus, then part of the Russian Empire) and the famous Yeshiva played a central part in his life. His father Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik (1820-1892) - known as the Beis HaLevi after his responsa – was Rosh Yeshiva there alongside the famous Netziv (1816-1893). 

The Yeshiva had been founded by his great great grandfather Rav Chaim of Volozhin (1749-1821). The two Roshei Yeshiva had different learning styles. The Netziv followed the style of the Vilna Gaon, learning the Gemoro through the Rishonim to Halacha Beis 

The. אסוקי שמעתתא אליבא דהלכתא - HaLevi, on the other hand, followed a more abstracted and intellectual approach which was later further developed by Reb Chaim. The Beis HaLevi left the yeshiva to become Rov in Slutzk. Reb Chaim was 12 at the time and he learned principally under his father’s tutelage. 

In 1873, when he was aged 20, his mother died. At the Shiva, the Netziv suggested a shidduch for Reb Chaim with his own granddaughter, Lipsha. In 1879 the Beis HaLevi became Rav in Brisk and Reb Chaim and Lipsha moved with him. 
Volozhin Rosh Yeshiva


In 1881, the Netziv’s son-in-law, who had been Rosh Yeshiva in Volozhin alongside him, left to take up a Rabbinical post, and the 28 year old Rav Chaim Soloveitchik was appointed Rosh Yeshiva alongside the much older Netziv. Reb Chaim continued in this post until the Yeshiva closed in 1892 rather than accede to the Russian government’s demand for a dramatic increase in secular studies. 

Reb Chaim was a genius, with great powers of concentration, analysis and exposition. His ‘Brisker’ method of learning was a revolution in the yeshiva world. He did not publish in his lifetime but his shiurim were transcribed by talmidim and copies – known as ‘stencil’ - were distributed in the Yeshiva world and are pored over to this day. 18 years after his death his sons published רבנו חידושי .חיים הלוי על הרמב‘ם 
Rov of Brisk


Only months after the Yeshiva closed, the Beis HaLevi passed away in Brisk and the town appointed Reb Chaim in his place. He was passionate and charismatic, supportive of the poor and destitute and taking a firm stance against opposition, even from the wealthy gevirim. With his rebbetzin they raised forsaken babies and mamzeirim, and he supported single mothers regardless of their background. 

Further afield, he became a Torah leader in Eastern Europe and a founding member of Agudas Yisroel. During the First World War, they stayed in Brisk despite extremely difficult circumstances. Eventually they were forced to move to Minsk, where despite being impoverished, he continued helping others. His own health deteriorated terribly during the war and in 1918 he died and was buried in Warsaw next to the Netziv. 
Legacy


Reb Chaim and Rebbetzin Lipsha had three sons and a daughter. The eldest, Rav Yisroel Gershon, was murdered in the Holocaust but survived by his son Rav Moshe Soloveitchik (1915-1995) who founded a yeshiva in Lucerne, Switzerland. 
The second son, Rav Moshe Soloveitchik (1879-1941) became Rosh Yeshiva at Rabbeinu Yitzchak Elchanan in New York, where he was succeeded by his own son, Rav Yosef Dov Soloveitchik (1903-1993), while his son Rav Aharon Soloveitchik founded Yeshivas Brisk of Chicago. 

The third son was Rav Yitzchok Zev (1886- 1959), the Brisker Rov. His wife and three of his children were murdered in the Holocaust and he arrived in Yerushalayim in 1941 and rebuilt the Brisker Yeshiva in Yerushalayim. His grandson is Rosh Yeshiva of the Brisk yeshiva in Jerusalem. 
Reprinted from the Parashat Vayeishev 5780 email of Oneg Shabbos (London, U.K.)
The Powerful Spiritual Flame Within Every Jew

By Reuven Semah


Rabbi Shapiro tells an amazing story to illustrate this. A student in Israel had a difficult question in the Gemara he was learning.  His teacher told him to look in the Yeshiva library for a book that might deal with his question. Sure enough, he found a sefer [really a notebook with thoughts or chiddushim by a former student at the Yeshiva] that answered his question, but he didn’t [completely] agree with the author’s approach. 


His Rebbe recommended that he contact the author and discuss it with him.  The book had the address [of the former student] so he went there. An elderly woman opened the door and said that’s her son but he moved out, and she gave him the new address.


He went to the new address. The person who opened the door had long hair, tie-dyed clothing, and many tattoos. In total shock, the student asked, “Are you Yosef? The author of this sefer?” When the man responded that he was, the yeshiva student was frozen in place.


When Yosef asked the student why he had come, the student explained he had a question on the Gemara and he found an answer in Yosef’s sefer, and disagreed with the approach.


Hesitantly, and then with growing surety, Yosef began to defend his explanation.  With mounting momentum, he was transformed into a lion fighting in learning.


At that point, Yosef asked the student if he could have the sefer, as he didn’t have a copy. Yosef began to cry and confided to the student the [tragic] trajectory of events that brought him to his present state.


The next day the student celled the elderly woman. The woman said, “Stop! Yosef is my son. I don’t know what occurred yesterday between the two of you. All I know is that I have not seen or spoken to my son in over ten years, but he just called and said, ‘Ma, I’m coming home!’”


Yes, extraordinary things happen when we uncover the magnificent inner spirit deep within every Jew.  Let us continue to defeat the intent of Yavan until the inner spirit in every Jew bursts into a brilliant and eternal flame.

Reprinted from the Vayesheb/Hanukah 5780 email of Shabbat Shalom from Cyberspac3e edited by David Bibi. Originally printed in the Jersey Shore Torah Bulletin.

Overcoming the

Holocaust in Shanghai

The years spent by the Mirrer Yeshiva in Shanghai were difficult. Many of the 400 bochurim were young, far away from home. Every day brought reports from Europe of entire villages being destroyed, of a bochur’s family being murdered, of parents and grandparents whose fate was unknown. 


The summers were sweltering, the winters freezing, and always the nerve-wracking uncertainty of what was happening “back home”. 


Yet, after seven years, all the Bnei Yeshiva emerged, healthy, strong and true Talmidei Chachomim. This was due in no small part to the efforts of one unusual bochur who took it upon himself to speak with the younger bochurim constantly, both in learning and in personal matters, maintaining a relationship of encouragement with them, and raising their spirits with his unique ability to cheer people up using his own joy of life. 


This bochur would later become Rav Shmuel Charkover. Before the war, Shmuel would clown and joke at a chaver’s Chasunah to such an extent, that Rav Elchonon Wasserman HYD once asked him to stop because he was making Rav Elchonon laugh too much, something that Rav Elchonon always sought to avoid. 

Reprinted from the Parshas Vayeitzei 5780 email of the Pleasant Ridge Newsletter.

The Power of a Photo

Of a Righteous Jew
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Once, a Bochur went off the Derech, R”L, but he was still living at home, and his parents gave him the privacy of his room, which they did not enter at all.


It so happened that a Jewish contractor, who was working in the home, had to enter this boy’s room, and to his amazement, among the various inappropriate pictures and posters on the wall, was a picture of the Lakewood Rosh HaYeshivah, Rav Aharon Kotler, zt”l! 


Not sure what to make of this, he discussed it with the boy’s mother and with a Rav as well, and he said that he didn’t feel it was fitting or respectful for the picture of Rav Aharon to be hanging on a wall shared with those other pictures. 
The Rav he spoke with told him to not make anything of it and the mother should not even speak to her son about it. He explained, “At least let him have some connection to Yiddishkeit.” 


Eventually, Baruch Hashem, this boy started realizing his mistakes. He started to do Teshuvah and return to the proper way, and he began to once again join the family at the Shabbos Seudos. 


When he was asked what had helped him make his turn around, he explained that he once gave a donation to the Lakewood Yeshivah, and they sent him a poster of Rav Aaron Kotler. He said, “I don’t know why, but I hung it up on my wall. Something about the picture talked to me, and I could feel Rav Aharon looking at me. It was this feeling that finally shook me up and got me to leave my bad ways.” 
Word of this story reached Rav Malkiel Kotler, Shlit”a, the current Rosh Yeshivah of Lakewood, and he remarked, “The Kedushah of the Zaide was so powerful, that even a picture of him can bring someone back to Yiddeshkeit!”

Reprinted from the Parshas Vayeitzei 5780 email of Torah U’Tefilah as compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

Achieving Spiritual Greatness

By Ephraim Wachsman
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Rav Yaakov Galinsky, zt”l


The young yeshiva bachurim were not the only ones who were deported to Siberia. The Russians had also imprisoned a large part of the Lithuanian government including the parliament and many of the military leaders. The Russians took great pleasure in demoralizing the prisoners. 

The higher of a position a person had held in Lithuania, the more humiliating of a job he received in Siberia. The Minister of Education of Lithuania was a brilliant man who spoke fifteen languages. He was awarded with latrine duty. 

All the prisoners had a tremendous amount of respect for the yeshiva bachurim. When the prisoners would get into arguments amongst each other, they would go to the yeshiva bachurim to pasken their din Torahs, as they knew the bachurim could be trusted. 

One night, one of the yeshiva bachurim, Yankele, later the well-known maggid in Eretz Yisrael, Rav Yaakov Galinsky, awoke to soft rustling. From the corner of his eye, he watched how a fellow prisoner awoke and was rummaging through a bag. The man took out a uniform, got dressed and stood in front of window. 

The night was black and he was able to see through the window’s reflection how this prisoner, dressed in a Lithuanian high ranking uniform, started saluting, marching, and strutting back and forth for fifteen minutes. Yankele watched in fascination. Eventually, the prisoner took off the uniform, returned it to the bag under the bunk and went back to sleep. 

The next morning, Yankele approached his fellow prisoner. “What was going on? I saw you get dressed in middle of the night – what was that all about? What are you up to?” 

The prisoner confided, “I’ll tell you the truth. I was a general in the Lithuanian army. Now in Siberia, the Russians use every opportunity to humiliate me. I must keep reminding myself who I really am. Therefore, every night I stand in front of the mirror, put on my uniform, and I remind myself that I am an honorable general, as I march back and forth, saluting myself. That is the way that I will not forget who I am.” 

This is our avodah in this world. We are the precious children of the Ribono Shel Olam and we must remind ourselves of this at every opportunity. I was privileged to be involved in raising money for a young chosson who is a ger tzedek. Among the donations, I received a three page letter from a woman, who wrote the following: 

I see that you’re raising money to marry off a chosson who is a ger tzaddik. I want to share with you the story of our son-in-law. Our son-in-law was a non-Jewish young man who lived in Mexico. He was a soccer star. When he came onto the fields, the crowd on the stands would erupt into cheering and screaming. His future ahead of him held anything he could ever dream of. He was the star. Inside, however, he felt hollow. The cheering was great, but once it was over, there was nothing there. 

Once while he was walking back home, he heard strains of beautiful singing. When looking where the inspiring tunes were coming from, he saw that the house he was passing by had the front window wide open. He watched in amazement at the regal looking grandfather dressed in honorable clothing who sat around the elegantly set table with his son and grandchildren. 

They were all sitting at a Shabbos table, singing zemiros. He stood there transfixed. He began to tremble. He was watching and watching. He couldn’t get over what he saw. He stood there seeing for the first time in his life the Shabbos table of a Yiddishe family. 

After that, he never turned back. He never went back to his fans. He never went back to soccer. He found a Rav. He began to learn. He was megayer. Today, he sits and learns day and night. He says he feels the same rush of adrenaline when he comes into beis hamedrash as he felt when going onto pitch. When he’s learning a Tosfos, he hears the storm. 
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He says that is the same feeling that he felt when he had thousands of fans cheering for him. The difference is stark, however. When the cheering was over, the feeling would disappear. When learning Tosfos, the feeling lasts eternally. 

Can you imagine what it means to turn your back on all that fame? Where does that come from? It comes from greatness. There is a spiritual greatness that we all have. We must energize it and never forget that we have it. Let us always understand the greatness of our neshama, which will affect our relationship with Hakadosh Baruch Hu so positively. Story from StoriesToInspire.org

Reprinted from the Parashat Vayishlach 5780 email of Oneg Shabbos (London, England)
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