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Inspirational Stories

Of the Sdei Chemed
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The holy “Sdei Chemed” was Chief Rabbi of Crimea for 33 years, revolutionizing Judaism there, before returning to his birthplace Jerusalem and earning the deep respect of Jew and non-Jew alike.

Once, R’ Chaim Chizkiyah Medini [while living in Crimea, Tsarist Russia] contracted a severe eye disease. The best doctors were called in, but none could offer a solution or a cure. One gentile doctor sympathetically said, “I am not a Jew and do not know about Rabbis. But I do know, and I see on the patient’s face, that he is a special and unique individual with an outstanding personality. I so much want to cure him, but I do not know how.” 

The Jews of Crimea tearfully turned to the most trusted, ancient method of cure – prayer. In addition, they added the name “Chaim” to their beloved Rav’s name. 

The day after the name change, there was a marked improvement in the Rav’s condition. Soon thereafter, he recovered completely, left with only a slight weakness in his eyes. 

R’ Chaim Chizkiyah was now called the “Chacham,” an acronym of his name Chaim Chizkiyah Medini. Upon his recovery he began writing his magnum opus, the Sdei Chemed. R’ Chaim Chizkiyah invested all of his strength and efforts into writing the Sdei Chemed. 
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Author’s dedication in the Sefer Sdei Chemed


In 1891, the first volume of Sdei Chemed was published. In the following 21 years, an additional 12 volumes were published. The last five volumes were published by his students after his passing. This 18-volume masterpiece was found in the home of almost every Rav and Poseik. It is a comprehensive, clear and deep sefer of halachos. 

It was actually the Tartar postman in Crimea who directly felt the effects of the publishing of the Sdei Chemed. While he was used to delivering proportionately more mail to the holy Rabbi all the time, of late his shoulder ached from the added weight of the letters in his leather mail sack. Most of the mail was letters of blessing and praise from Gedolim and Rabbonim from all over the world. 
R’ Chaim Chizkiyah, in his great humility, did not understand why he was receiving so much praise. In future volumes, he simply stated that no praise is due him as he was just gathering the words of other previous Gedolim, and he was not innovating any new Torah thoughts of his own. 
His Seforim were a Treasure Trove

Of Halachich Questions and Answers


Though R’ Chaim Chizkiyah was physically very distant from all the Torah giants of his time while he was Rav in Crimea, his net was spread throughout the Torah world. His seforim were a treasure-trove of halachic questions and answers, which were his responses to queries he received from all corners of the world. So well received and indispensable was his sefer that he was referred to by its name, the “Sdei Chemed.”


When R’ Chaim Chizkiyah was asked in what merit his seforim were so well accepted, he relayed the following: When R’ Chaim Chizkiyah was a young married man, he was learning in a group of Bnei Torah who were all being supported by a very wealthy Jew. 

R’ Chaim Chizkiyah stood out amongst the group in his breadth and depth of Torah knowledge, his unrelenting diligence, and his pleasant manner. Those who learned with him recognized his greatness and tried to emulate his ways. 
One of the Group Decided to Try and

Harm the Reputation of R’ Chaim


However, one of the group burned with jealousy of the honor shown to R’ Chaim Chizkiyah. The jealousy completely consumed him, until he decided to take action against R’ Chaim Chizkiyah. He approached the cleaning lady who cleaned the Beis Medrash where they learned and dangled in front of her eyes some golden coins. He told her, “All these coins will be yours if you will do as I ask.” 

Tempted by such a large sum, the simple woman agreed. She was to tell the wealthy Jew who supported the group of Bnei Torah that in the early morning hours, before the group came to learn in the Beis Medrash and only R’ Chaim Chizkiyah was there, he would not be learning Torah. She was to say that R’ Chaim Chizkiyah was busy with strange and inappropriate activities, unbefitting a Torah scholar. The woman did as agreed, but the plan did not succeed. 

The wealthy Jew did not believe the woman and wanted to dismiss her from her job. Realizing her precarious situation, she went to R’ Chaim Chizkiyah and told him which member of the group had paid her to malign him. 

In summing up this incident, R’ Chaim Chizkiyah said, “There were two possibilities before me. I could have cleared my name or I could have remained silent. I chose the latter, for if I would have chosen the former, the young man who maligned me would have suffered great shame and financial loss. Because of this decision, I merited Heavenly assistance in formulating new and deep Torah chiddushim which eventually became part of my sefer, Sdei Chemed.”

Reprinted from the Parshas Vayigash 5780 email of The Weekly Vort.
A Dead Mother Appears to Her Daughter in a Dream

Rav Shlomo Bussu recounted a true story related to him by Rav Shlomo Levenstein. The Levenstein family was preparing for an upcoming wedding in the family to take place that week. Rav Levenstein was at vatikin when someone approached him bearing the sad news that his mother had passed away in her sleep during the night. 


His mother was healthy, not particularly old, and she was an extremely kindhearted and special person. She raised 10 children, six of whom were adopted. she was not a very wealthy woman, but she had an amazingly great generosity and was always ready and willing to give of herself for others.


She raised all her children with the same warmth, love, and devotion. She lived a life of benevolence and charity. The sheer sorrow and mourning that enveloped the family after the news was delivered is not hard to imagine, even in a time meant to be filled with joy. 


During the funeral, the youngest daughter approached her mother and cried out, “We accept upon ourselves the decision of Hashem, but your life was nothing but a succession of charity and kindness! So why were you taken away so young?”


At the end of the shivah, the mother appeared to her daughter in a dream and said, “You remember that 22 years ago at the birth of your brother Shlomo, how things got so complicated that my life was in danger? Everyone was saying so much Tehillim for me and offered so many prayers on my behalf, until I was no longer is danger. 


“This was the part that everyone witnessed. But what you don’t know is that I was really supposed to leave the world at that tragic time. But the attribute of mercy stood up on my behalf, citing, “Anyone who sustains one Jewish soul it is as though he has sustained the entire world (Bava Batra 11a).” 


“Because of this defense, I was granted another 22 years! And you wonder why my zechuyot did not help me live? They indeed helped me live—they gave me the last 22 years of life that I had until now!” 


Rav Shlomo Levenstein concluded that they checked into it and made a calculation, and indeed, their righteous mother died exactly 22 years – to the minute – from that very time she had given birth to him!


There is a fundamental lesson for us to learn from this. Many times, we perceive instances as negative, when in reality, that very situation concealed something positive that had great benefit or redemption.


As David Hamelech wrote in Tehillim “Odecha ki anitaniy, vetehi li layeshuah—I will give you thanks; for you [Hashem] answered me, and through You is my salvation (118:21).” 


Another way of interpreting the word “anitani” is affliction. So, we are praising Hashem for our afflictions and the difficulties in life that we go through because that affliction will pave the way for our success and give us the strength to overcome our struggles!

Reprinted from the Parashat Vayeshev 5780 email of Rabbi Amram Sananes as written by Jack E. Rahmey.

L’Maaseh 

The Burial Plot of 
Rav Aryeh Levine


During Rav Aryeh Levine’s life, zt”l, he purchased a burial plot in the cemetery on Har HaZeisim in Yerushalayim. When his life on earth ended, however, his family was in doubt whether to bury him there, in the grave he had bought, or next to the grave of his dear wife, Chanah, in the Sanhedria cemetery, which is also in Yerushalayim. 

Then, one of his devoted students, recalled that after the Six-Day War, when Har HaZeisim was again in Israel’s possession, Rav Aryeh had told him that his true desire was to be buried near his wife, since she had been so pious and virtuous, and his love for her had remained constant, and had even grown stronger after her death. 
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The burial place in Yerushalayim of Rav Aryeh Levine and his wife of blessed memories

It was therefore decided to bury him beside her, and sure enough, when the family had the chance to read his last will, it was found that in it he had written this very wish. 

Rav Aryeh passed away on a Friday, and the Levayah and burial had to be held that day, since as a rule, no body may be left overnight in Yerushalayim. On that Friday morning, the family asked the members of the Chevrah Kadishah to please hurry with the digging of the grave in the Sanhedria cemetery, so that the burial could he completed in the hours before noon, which would leave enough time for the many people who came to the Levayah and lived outside Yerushalayim, would be able to return home in time for Shabbos. 

The Chevrah Kadishah, however, wished to delay the funeral for several hours, so that they would have enough time to dig the grave, since the ground was hard and stony. As they stood at the entrance of the cemetery debating the matter, the watchman of the cemetery came over to them, and said that he had a story to tell them. 

He said that a few years earlier, Rav Aryeh came to him in privacy, and asked him to prepare a grave next to the burial plot of his wife. He asked for him to dig up the earth and turn it over, so that it would be all broken and soft. 

The watchman asked him, “Why would you want me to do a peculiar thing like that?” 
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Illustration of Israeli Postage stamp design
Commemorating the memory of Rav  Aryeh Levine

Rav Aryeh replied, “Who knows the timetable of a man’s life? Perhaps I may depart this world on a Friday, and they will find difficulty in digging the grave, since the ground is so rocky and stony, and then the people attending the Levayah will not be able to reach their homes before Shabbos. I beg you. Please do me this favor, and dig the grave as l have asked you. Please let it be ready for me.” 
The watchman continued, “So, discreetly, without letting anyone catch sight of it, I fulfilled the good Rabbi’s request, and his grave is already dug and prepared for him!” 

Those gathered reflected that Rav Aryeh was so sensitive and caring of others, that he even looked out for them when he passed away, and tried to make sure that those who came to his Levayah would be able to return home in time for Shabbos

Reprinted from the Parshas Vayishlach 5780 email of Torah U’Tefilah as compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.
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Rav Yisroel Salanter, zt”l, and Rav Mordechai Meltzer, zt”l, were once in a small Shul in Vilna, and they were washing their hands before Davening Minchah. Rav Mordechai washed with an abundance of water, but Rav Yisroel just got his hands a little wet. 

Rav Mordechai was surprised at this and said, “Don’t you usually wash your hands for Minchah?” 

Rav Yisroel replied, “Yes, I usually do, but I noticed that this Shul is very small. There are only a few regular people who come to Daven here, and they rarely have guests. The Shammos probably prepares just enough water for the people who regularly come here for Davening, as he does not expect extra people to be here. 

“If we use up a lot of water, they may run out. One of the regular Mispalelim may notice this and blame the Shammos for not bringing enough water from the well, and withhold his wages. We will then be guilty of robbing the Shammos of his Parnasah. Therefore, I am only going to use a minimal amount of water to wash my hands before Davening!”
Reprinted from the Parshas Vayishlach 5780 email of Torah U’Tefilah as compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

Rabbi Miller’s Advice to Avoid The Religious Underworld
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A Bachur once asked Rav Avigdor Miller, zt”l, “I’m in a Yeshivah where not everyone is a good influence. However, I have to stay in this Yeshivah for now. What should I do?” 

Rav Miller answered him, “I want to tell you something. In every Yeshivah, there’s an underworld. Not the underworld, of let’s say, New York City, but relatively speaking, there’s an underworld. 

“By this, I mean that every Yeshivah has a lower class. Therefore, it’s up to you to gravitate towards the better boys in the Yeshivah. You have to make sure that you associate with the best Bochrim. It’s always that way. And it’s not only in the Yeshivos. In every Kehilah, in every congregation, there’s an underworld. 
“There are always a few lower people, grumblers, dissatisfied people who like to make trouble. So, if you’re a low fellow, you’ll gravitate to them, and you’ll ruin yourself. Wherever you go, you’ll have a choice of who to gravitate towards. 
“If you have any sense, you will seek out the best wherever you are. And if you do this, it makes no difference where you are. Wherever you may be, you must always utilize your discretion to choose the very best people with whom to associate. If you want to be the best, make sure to associate with the best!”

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

Weekly Chasidic Story #1151
Last to Testify
By Yaakov Cass

From the Desk of Yerachmiel Tilles

editor of ascentofsafed.com


The Maggid of Mezritch succeeded the Baal Shem Tov as the leader of the Chasidic movement, and in turn set in motion the spreading of the wellsprings of Chasidut throughout the Ashkenazi world. The greatest of his chasidim were sent to various different countries.


The task of bringing Chasidut to Poland fell to the Rebbe Reb Elimelech of Lizhensk. Within a short amount of time the vast majority of Polish Jews were strongly affiliated.




Ohel (grave) of Rabbi Elimelech of Lizhensk


One of his great Chassidim was Rabbi Naftali of Ropshitz, and when he in turn became a Rebbe in his own right many great men were drawn to him. He was reputed to have had tens of thousands of followers, amongst them the renowned 'Divrei Chaim' of Sanz. 

Reb Chaim's eldest son, Rabbi Yechezkel-Shraga Halberstam (the 'Shinover Rav'), although born some 25 years after Reb Elimelech's passing, was brought up on his father's knees with never ending Rebbe Elimelech stories, as transmitted by Rebbe Naftali.

In his later life, the Shinover Rav began to search for anybody who had actually met Reb Elimelech. He longed to learn something new about the great tzadik, but the task was seemingly impossible, given that by now, Reb Elimelech had been off the physical plane for over 70 years.

An Old Non-Jewish Wagon Driver Who

Had Actually Met Rebbe Elimelech


One day some chasidim brought him the exciting news that there was an old man, a non-Jewish wagon driver well into his 90's living not far from Lizhensk, who had actually met Rebbe Elimelech. The Shinover decided that despite the hardships of the travel and the vast distance involved, he would go to visit this man. He was determined to hear firsthand how he came to meet Rebbe Elimelech and to gain his impressions of the tzadik.


After many days of arduous travel, they arrived at a small village about a two and a half day's coach ride from Lizhensk. Easily finding the ancient wagon driver, the Shinover asked him whether it was true that he has seen Rebbe Elimelech.


Receiving an affirmative answer, the Shinover Rav asked to hear the story behind the meeting. The old man explained that his livelihood was made by taking Jewish people from his village to Lizhensk every week. Leaving on a Wednesday, they arrived early Friday morning. The Chassidim would spend Shabbat in Lizhensk, and would then leave on Sunday, arriving home on Tuesday. The following day his route would start over again. 
Discovering that His Wagon

And Horses Had Been Stolen


One Friday morning after arriving in Lizhensk and the passengers had disembarked, he left the wagon and horses at the side of the road while he descended into a ditch to answer the call of nature. Climbing back up the bank, he saw to his horror that the horses and the wagon had disappeared, obviously stolen.


He sat on the ground tearing his hair out and sobbing hysterically when a kindly chasid passed by. After learning of the problem, he offered his assistance. The chasid suggested that they go to the famous holy man learning in the shul only a few meters away and ask for a blessing. He said he would explain the urgency of the situation to the Rebbe's chief attendant (gabbai), in the hope that the Rebbe would admit him immediately despite his very busy schedule.


The chasid took the wagon driver into the nearby shul, spoke to the gabbai, who then went into Rebbe Elimelech's inner sanctum. A few minutes later he returned with the good news that the Rebbe would see the wagon driver right away.


As the wagon driver walked in, the Rebbe looked up, smiled and said, "I can help you." He told the distraught fellow to go with him to the window. Pulling back the curtain, he pointed out a path at the beginning of the forest. 

"Go out of this building, walk down that path, count three small paths on the right hand side and you will see a well. Turn right, go down this path and count three paths on the left where you will see an oak tree. Turn left and count exactly 250 paces when you will see a pond. Walk around the pond and you will see the back of a barn. Go round to the front of the barn and inside you will see your two horses and wagon safe and sound.

Thanking the Rebbe Profusely


Thanking the Rebbe profusely, the wagon driver ran down the stairs, and followed Reb Elimelech's instructions to the letter. Sure enough inside the barn were his two horses and wagon. After retrieving them, it was business as usual.


Having listened with rapt attention to the story, the Shinover Rav said to the aged wagon driver "Nu, so what do you say about the great Rebbe Reb Elimelech?"


The wagon driver responded "To this very day I have always wondered why an old venerable rabbi should be busying himself with stealing horses."


Source: Lightly edited and supplemented by Yerachmiel Tilles from the original translation of Rabbi Yaakov Cass, who heard the story at a farbrengen (Chabad-chasidic gathering). Rabbi Cass is a Lubavitcher chossid living in Jerusalem. Before his retirement, he was a senior official in the Israel Ministry of Health.


Rabbi Cass adds: Much as we might smile at hearing the end of the story, sad to say there are still skeptics who refuse to believe in miracles. They think that the stories about the Rebbes and the tzadikim are exaggerated and bear no connection to reality. There is an old chasidic saying that that anyone who believes all the chasidic stories is foolish, and anyone who refutes even one of them is a disbeliever, because they could all have happened, even if not exactly as they are handed down to this generation. We should learn from this to treat all of the chasidic stories with respect.


Biographical notes (in order of appearance): Rabbi Elimelech of Lizhensk [of blessed memory: 5477 - 21 Adar 5547 (1717 - March 1787 C.E.)], was a major disciple of the Maggid of Mezritch, successor to the Baal Shem Tov, and the leading Rebbe of the subsequent generation in Poland-Galitzia. Most of the great Chassidic dynasties stem from his disciples. His book, Noam Elimelech, is one of the most popular of all Chassidic works.


Rabbi Naftali of Ropshitz [6 Sivan 5520 (the same day as the Baal Shem Tov's passing!) - 11 Iyar 5587 (1760-1827 C.E.)] became the rebbe of many thousands of chassidim. He was noted for his sharp wit and humor and his elusive sparkling aphorisms. Some of his teachings are collected in his works, Zera Kodesh, Ayalah Sheluchah, and Imrei Shefer. Many stories about him appear in the book, Ohel Naftoli.


Rabbi Chaim Halberstam of Sanz [of blessed memory: 25 Nissan 5553 - 25 Nissan 5636 (April 1793-April 1876 C.E.)] was the first Rebbe of the Sanz-Klausenberg dynasty. He is famous for his extraordinary dedication to the mitzvah of tzedaka and also as a renowned Torah scholar; his voluminous and wide-ranging writings were all published under the title Divrei Chaim. His eldest son founded the famous Sanzer synagogue in Tsfat in the middle 1800's.


Rabbi Yechezkel-Shraga Halberstam, (of blessed memory: 1813- 5 Tevet 1899), was the eldest son of the Divrei Chaim, Rabbi Chaim Halberstam of Sanz. As an emissary of his father, he founded the Sanzer synagogue in Tsfat (Safed). He served as the rabbi of Shinova from 1855 till1868, and then again from 1881 till his passing. Many of his Torah insights into Scripture, Law and Kabbalah are collected in Divrei Yechezkel.


Connection: Seasonal - This Thursday, the fifth day of the Jewish month of Tevet, is the 121st yahrzeit of the Shinever Rav.

Reprinted from the Parashat Vayigash 5780 email of KabbalaOnline.org, a project of Ascent of Safed.

Sages through the Ages

Rav Meir Simcha of Dvinsk

Butrimonys, Lithuania 1843 - Riga, Latvia 1926

Dr Benji Schreiber


Rav Meir Simcha HaCohen is best known for his two great works, the Ohr Sameach on the Rambam and the Meshech Chochmah on Chumash. He was born in a small Lithuanian town. 


His father, Rav Shimshon Klonimus Kalman was a lamdan, a teacher of Torah, generous and hospitable. His mother was called Asnas. He was a brilliant child, mastering fluency in Tanach by the age of 7 and, by the age of 9, having learnt Seder Nezikin and half of Seder Nashim with Rashi and Tosafos. 


At the age of 13 a talmid chochom was passing through the town collecting haskomos for his sefer. The Rov entered the shul and found the young Meir Simcha writing on the manuscript. When he discovered that this boy had incredible insights and knowledge, word spread of the ilui, the young genius. 


He started to give shiurim in the town standing in for his father. After his Bar Mitzvah his father took him to Eishyshok (Eišiškės) to learn under Rav Moshe Danishevsky. At the age of twenty he married the daughter of a gvir, Reb Zvi Paltiel Makovsky from Bialystok. His wife continued in business and supported his ongoing learning.  He sat in the ‘Gemilus Chasadim’ Beis HaMedrash in Bialystock learning night and day for 18 years. 
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Community Rov


He was recommended as a Rov for the major Jewish community of Dvinsk at the hesped for the previous Rov although he had no rabbinic experience. He gave wonderful drashos each week which were extremely popular. He set up chesed organisations for the community. He lived plainly. He refused to take money for mechiras chometz and did not allow the community to raise his salary. 
He was gentle, patient and peace loving. His home was warm and open. He was frequently called on to resolve disputes which he did with wisdom. His mastery of the Talmud Yerushalmi was such that when in 1906 Shlomo Friedlander alleged to have discovered the missing Talmud on Kodshim he was able to immediately determine that it was a forgery. 


He turned down offers of the rabbinate in other great cities. In response to the approach from Yerushalayim 20 prominent leaders of Dvinsk wrote: “We of the Russian Golah in the city of Dvinsk rise up in response to the report that the sons of Yerushalayim wish to take away our master, our teacher … not only will they destroy us but the entire Golah for whom he is the teacher..” 


He had only one daughter who tragically died of an illness shortly after her marriage. While he was the Rov of the Misnagdim in Dvinsk, the Rogachover was the Rov of the Chassidim. When people came to the Rogachover for a bracha he would frequently say “gei zum Cohen” – go to the Cohen. He was a strong supporter of the yishuv ha aretz and greeted the opportunities presented by the Balfour Declaration with enthusiasm. 


During the First World War he tirelessly supported his community. He would distribute funds and work to support the wives of soldiers. As Dvinsk was being shelled, many left the town. He said “as long as there are nine Jewish men here, I’ll be the tenth to make the minyan”. Anyone with means left the city and he remained with the poor and the isolated, helping them through shelling and through a big flood in 1922. 

Writings


Rav Meir Simcha wrote the Ohr Sameach on the Mishne Torah of the Rambam; chiddushim on the Talmud Yerushalmi; the Meshech Chochmah (Meshech is the acronym of Meir Simcha Kohen) on the Chumash and comments on the Sefer HaChinuch. The Meshech Chochma was being published while he came to Riga for medical treatment, and it was only published after his death. 


He is often quoted as having predicted the Holocaust in an important piece on the tochacha (Vayikra 26:44): “They think that Berlin is Jerusalem...from there will come the storm winds that will uproot them”. He also wrote chiddushim on Shas but these are almost completely lost. When he became ill he came to seek medical advice in Riga. Unfortunately, he died there shortly after and was eulogised across the Jewish world. 

Military Intelligence…


A group of senior IDF military officers were being given a tour at a new high tech military intelligence facility. Itzik, the intelligence officer hosting the tour said the computers in the facility were so secure that they were able to withstand nuclear and chemical attacks. 

Suddenly, Itzik saw that one of the officers had a cup of coffee and yelled, "There’s no drinking in this room! You have to get rid of that coffee." 

Startled, the senior officer said, "OK, but why?" 

"Because a coffee spill could ruin the keyboards!"

Reprinted from the Parshas Mikeitz 5780 email of Lekavod Shabbos Magazine.
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