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The Impossible Dream of a Chinese Girl in Singapore

By Sofya Tamarkin
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Ten years ago, my husband and I traveled to Singapore. Before the trip, as is my habit, I reached out to the local Chabad Center.


Traveling the world is one of my biggest joys. I strongly believe that we are sent exactly where we are needed to bring light to others. Transcending the physical distance is allegorical to the emotional, spiritual and cultural differences between people.


I often joke that my hobby is to visit every Chabad center in the world. With thousands of centers in more than 100 countries and with a presence in every state in America, this might take a while. Yet any time there is an opportunity to travel the continents and meet these Chabad families who dedicate their lives to unconditionally embrace their fellow Jews is a highlight of my life.


Our Singapore trip ended with a beautiful Shabbat experience in the community shul.


I was instructed by the Chabad Rabbi, Rabbi Mordechai Abergel, to go up a flight of stairs to light the Friday-night candles. Standing next to the small table with prepared candles, I saw a young girl hiding in the shadows. She was about 16 with Asian features.

A Little Surprised by Her Behavior


I smiled, but was a little surprised by her behavior. Then, just as I was about to light Shabbat candles, she came towards me and asked in a broken English if I was a “real Jew.” I wasn’t sure if this was a joke or a prank, but I replied, with all seriousness, that I was. I told her it was time to light Shabbat candles, and I proceeded to do that.


She stood next to me, observing and crying. I shifted between being uncomfortable, inspired and a little nervous by this behavior. She asked if she could hug me, considering that, after all, I was the “real thing.” And, of course, I agreed.


I invited her to come downstairs with me to participate in the Shabbat activities, but she was too shy.

I Couldn’t Stop Thinking 

About this Strange Experience


I couldn’t stop thinking about this strange experience. After the meal, I returned to the room with the candles, but she wasn’t there. I walked around the building, hoping to find her. I was so excited when I finally spotted her seated on the couch near the children’s playroom.


I sat down next to her. She shifted, clearly feeling timid. I said to her that I was visiting from Philadelphia, and that I was born in the former Soviet Union. I explained to her that I didn’t know much about “real” Jews until I was about her age.


I asked her to share her story, for in a way I felt like I was once that girl who watched women light Shabbat candles with awe, curiosity and envy. After a few minutes of chatting about my life, she opened up enough to tell me about her journey.


She was born in a small town in China. Her father was abusive, and so her mother left him. They lived in poverty and despair. Her mother had terrible depression and moments of darkness.


Once, a co-worker in school took notice of her mother and told her that he will help her heal by giving her a page from a sacred book, called Tehillim, the Psalms of David that someone sneaked into China. The story didn’t explain why the book was brought to this gentleman. Yet it was clear that he thought very highly of the author and its people. This woman knew a little English because she was a teacher, but nothing about the existence of Jews. Still, she was desperate for any remedy to overcome her inner darkness. She read the words on the page to herself over and over again, connecting to the light through these mystical poems.

An Idea that Would Infuse Her Life with Hope for Her Daughter


After some time, the woman came up with an idea that would infuse her life with hope. She told her young daughter that somewhere there lives a nation of people who bring the purest light and peace into the world. She made it clear that her daughter was going to find these people and live among them, regardless of the effort it took.


At this point of the story, I realized that I was barely breathing. I was frozen, listening intensely to her quiet voice. It was unimaginable that in China, a woman found her salvation through a page of Psalms. I felt overwhelmed with pride about my Jewish heritage. After all, we are the light unto the nations. Up until this moment, it was more of an allegorical concept for me, but now it has become as real and practical as can be.


The story took a new turn as this girl’s mother came up with a plan. She managed to discover that Jews pray in a synagogue, and the closest country that had one was Singapore.


This young girl’s mother sold everything she could in order to buy a one-way ticket to Singapore for her as a high school senior exchange student.


When the girl arrived, she went directly to the address of the synagogue that her mother had given her. This was the beginning of her magnificent journey.

The Rabbi and His Wife Embraced Her with Respectful Caution


The rabbi and his wife embraced her with respectful caution. Apparently, there are many people who are trying to find the “way in” to become Jewish for many unauthentic reasons. Despite their cautious approach, she was given a couch to sleep on, food and an opportunity to talk with Jewish visitors.


Time was passing quickly, and I had to return to my husband, who was probably very worried about my whereabouts.


I embraced her with the biggest hug I could offer, and she smiled. I was surprised because up until this moment, she was timid and serious. “Do you know what’s my biggest dream?” she asked. Without waiting for my answer, she continued, “To walk the streets of Jerusalem, wearing a long skirt, just as all real Jewish women.”


Now I became serious. This was one of the purest souls I have ever encountered. A teenager who wanted so little, yet such an almost impossible transformation, considering her life circumstances.


Years have gone by, but this incredible girl remains an inspiration in my life. These were the moments that we shared together, which changed me forever.


Being a rather proactive person, I ran to the apartment where Rabbi Abergel lived and asked to speak to him. He reassured me that he was aware of the girl’s desire to embrace Judaism. As customary, he was waiting to see if she was serious about her decision to embrace Judaism. It had been about four months since she had arrived from China, and the rabbi was getting more confident about her determination to embark on the journey to conversion.

A Meeting that Brought Clarity to My Own Life


The next day, I walked through the building again and again, but couldn’t find the young woman. I felt that meeting her brought clarity to my own life. According to our sages, we are reassured that G‑d helps us to achieve the impossible: “Open for Me an opening the size of the eye of a needle, and I will open for you an opening the size of a hall.”

I knew with absolute certainty that this spiritual, lofty teenager will find her way. I left behind a check, asking the rebbetzin to purchase skirts for my future Jewish sister. This was my little contribution to the dream of a Chinese-born girl in another part of the world, who I felt would share my heritage one day.


We are sent exactly where we are meant to be. I knew that I needed this encounter just as much as she did. Soon after meeting her, I resolved to commit myself to dressing modestly, wearing skirts. I now wear them proudly.

Some Stories Do Have Happy Endings


I am not going to leave you wondering what happened at the end of this incredible journey. After all, some stories do have happy endings.


A few months later, I sent an email to Rabbi Abergel asking about her progress. He replied that he had arranged for her to see the head of the rabbinical court from Sydney, Australia, who was brought down to Singapore for the express purpose of facilitating her and other’s conversion process. This would eventually mean that she will be sent to Israel to study. Reading these words, I burst into tears. There is something so transcendent about impossible dreams becoming a reality.


Sometimes, before I fall asleep, I imagine this timid Chinese-born Jewish woman walking the streets of Jerusalem. In my dream, she is holding hands with her skirt-wearing daughters, while her kippah-wearing husband is talking to her in a soft, kind voice. Her warrior of a mother is walking right next to them. She is holding a complete book of Psalms.


This visionary mother was right, after all, that somewhere in this world lives a nation that knows G‑d, is connected to the truth, and sings the Psalms of the greatest poet, King David.


Every Jew is part of this legacy. Connect your voice to the melody of eternal music and sing along.

Reprinted from the Parashat Bo 5780 email of Chabad.Org Magazine.

Eliyahu and the Poor

Jew of Ashkelon
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There was once a very poor Jew who lived in Ashkelon. He was an individual who was full of Yiras Shamayim, and he was always the first to arrive in the Bais Medrash for learning and Davening, and he was the last to leave. 

When Eliyahu HaNavi saw this Jew’s poverty and how much he was suffering, he couldn’t bear it. He asked Hashem’s permission to intercede and make him rich. 

Hashem agreed, but only on the condition that the man’s new wealth wouldn’t interfere with his learning and Davening. Disguising himself as a stranger, Eliyahu descended into the world and handed the man a Shekel. 

With his Shekel, the man headed out to the market, but Eliyahu approached him on the way, and this time, Eliyahu was posed as a man holding a used coat. He said, “I will sell you this garment for the price of one Shekel.” The man agreed and the transaction was made. 

A short time later, Eliyahu approached him in the form of a merchant, and offered to buy the coat for ten Shekels. The poor man gladly agreed. This scenario repeated itself several times in various different ways, until the original Shekel had turned into an impressive sum. By the end of the day, the man was quite wealthy. 
This Jew became a successful businessman. He continued to go to the Bais Medrash each day, but he was too busy attending to business matters to arrive first and leave last. Sadly, on some days, if he was particularly occupied, he didn’t show up until it was too late to find a Minyan, let alone to say some Tehilim. 
Hashem accused Eliyahu HaNavi, “Look what you did! See how wealth has changed this man for the worse? This was a Jew who was dearly beloved, and now you’ve distanced him from Me!” 

Eliyahu returned to this world and approached the now-wealthy businessman, He asked him to return the original Shekel he had given him, which the man had somehow tracked down and had in his possession, but the man refused. He said, “I’ll gladly give you a hundred Shekels, but not this particular one.” 

But Eliyahu HaNavi stood firm, and insisted that this was the only Shekel he was interested in. Eventually the man gave in and relinquished it, and in a short while, all his wealth had disappeared. The Jew was ultimately left just as poor as he had started out. With nothing to do all day, he was once again the first man to arrive at the Bais Medrash and the last to leave. He said Tehilim with a broken heart, Davened with Kavanah, and begged for mercy from Hashem, the One Above. 

Finding the situation intolerable, Eliyahu HaNavi went back to Hashem and asked for permission to intervene. He said, “This time, I promise it won’t have negative repercussions.” 

Hashem agreed. Disguised as the person who had given him the original Shekel, he approached the man and said, “I want you to know that I am Eliyahu HaNavi. It was I who gave you the Shekel that made you rich. But because your wealth only served to distance you from Hashem, it was taken away. However,” he continued, “if you promise that you will never be late for Davening, I will gladly return your Shekel, and your wealth will be restored.” 

The man promised that he would never repeat his mistakes, and the Shekel was returned to him. For the second time in his life, he became a successful businessman, more prosperous than ever before!”
Reprinted from the Parshas Shemos 5780 email of Torah U’Tefilah as compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

The Tears of the 

Chofetz Chaim
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The Chofetz Chaim heard that a bochur was caught smoking on Shabbos and asked to speak to him. The boy was afraid of what the Chofetz Chaim would say to him, and he was prepared for a lengthy rebuke with a lot of angry yelling. 


Nobody heard what the Chofetz Chaim said to him, but that boy was never mechallel Shabbos again. Years later, he revealed what took place. 


“I was prepared to be yelled at, but that didn’t happen. Instead, the Chofetz Chaim sat me next to him at his table. He grasped my hands in his and held them firmly and said one word, “Shabbos.” He repeated that word again and again as tears began streaming down his face. ‘Shabbos!’ he sighed, ‘Shabbos.’” 


“Had I tried to remove my hands I would not have been able to for I felt paralyzed. One of his holy tears fell onto my hand and I could feel the searing heat of the tzaddik’s concern for me and the Holy Shabbos.” 


Absent-mindedly rubbing his hand, the man continued, “I can still feel the burning of that tear on my hand. It was at that moment I vowed never again to hurt this tzaddik by desecrating the Shabbos. It is too holy, and apparently, the sage of Radin felt that I was too holy as well.”

Reprinted from the Parshas Bo 5780 email of Migdal Ohr as composed by J. Gewirtz.

Rabbi Dovid Zvi Hoffman
By Rabbi Adam Friedmann
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Rabbi Dovid Zvi Hoffman was born in the Slovakian town of Verbo in 1843. His father was a rabbinical judge in the town. The young Dovid Zvi studied in various yeshivot, including that of Rabbi Moshe Schick, one of the leading Hungarian rabbis at the time. 

In 1851, he joined the yeshiva of Rabbi Azriel Hildesheimer in Eisenstadt, Austria. Rabbi Hildesheimer sought to combine classic Torah study with the academic approach of the Western university. This experiment prompted strong opposition from both the traditionalist rabbinate in Hungary, and the progressive Neologue movement, both of which felt it was misguided. 

When Rabbi Hildesheimer fled these communal disputes for Germany, Dovid Zvi joined the yeshiva at Pressburg until 1865. After completing his time in yeshiva, he studied in the universities of Vienna and Berlin and received a doctorate in 1871. 

The following year, Rabbi Hoffman was invited to serve as a teacher in Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch’s school in Frankfurt. He remained in this position for two years. Leaving Frankfurt, Rabbi Hoffman joined the teaching staff of Rabbi Hildesheimer’s nascent Rabbinical Seminary in Berlin, which embodied the latter’s goal of creating a school that combined classical yeshiva learning with university studies. 

Upon Rabbi Hildesheimer’s death, Rabbi Hoffman was appointed the head of the institution. He also served as an important community rabbi in Berlin. Rabbi Hoffman earned great esteem in the larger community, and received the title of “Professor” from the German government and University of Berlin upon celebrating his 75th birthday. 

Utilizing his knowledge of classic Torah sources and bible scholarship from the university, he wrote a Torah commentary which responded to contemporary academic claims about authorship and dating, including the Documentary Hypothesis. He was also recognized as one of the country’s greatest halachic experts of the time. His three-volume set of responsa, Melamed leHoil, was published posthumously. 
Reprinted from the Parshat Bo 5780 email of Toronto Torah, a parshasheet of Beit Midrash Zichron Dov.

Why the Wedding Preparations Stalled

By Asharon Baltazar

Excitement was palpable on every street and corner as the residents of Opatow, Poland, readied themselves for the wedding of the son of their cherished leader, Rabbi Avraham Yehoshua Heshel. Hoping to return their beloved rabbi’s year-round devotion, the townspeople all sought to help in one way or another.


With the wedding set to take place in the bride’s hometown, local wagon drivers believed they held a pivotal role. The rabbi would surely hire a driver for the journey, and with the many Chassidim and extended family expected to join, the drivers reckoned dozens of wagons would be required, which they were more than happy to provide. Of course, none could overlook the tidy sum bound to end up in their pockets.


So, in the weeks leading up to the wedding, the drivers began their preparations. They greased their axles and reupholstered their seats. They thought about the best places to stop, planned where to stay overnight, and carefully considered how best to tend to their horses.


But two weeks before the big event, impatience soured their anticipation. The drivers waited, almost breathlessly, for the rabbi’s invitation to discuss the journey and payment, but nothing emerged. Nor was any reason given for the 
delay. This sentiment was reflected in the rabbi’s own home too, as members of his family also wondered why he hadn’t made arrangements for the journey.


Puzzled as they were, no one approached the rabbi to question him directly, preferring to occasionally hint instead. And arrangements for the journey weren’t the only thing that had stalled. None of the family—not even the groom—had clothes for the wedding. Yet, the rabbi merely dismissed any hint of concern with a cheerful, “All in good time.”


But he wasn’t oblivious. He simply lacked the necessary funds to pay for the wedding expenses. Well known for giving all he had to others, the rabbi had not a kopek to his name, much less the requisite gifts for the bride, the journey, or clothing for his family. Still, he held tightly to his belief that trust in the Almighty, together with prayer, would engender a positive resolution.
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Meanwhile, time for a punctual arrival to the distant town was running out. One day passed, followed by another, as the wedding drew nearer and still the rabbi made no plans with the wagon drivers, prompting them to act. They selected three representatives, hoping to finally cement a plan with the venerable rabbi.

“Why are you worrying?” chuckled the rabbi. “Heaven directs everything, and there isn’t a person alive who knows what needs to happen or when.”


“Rabbi,” insisted one of the drivers, “although we are simple people, we are the experts in this particular field. We have experience. And we’re telling you, unequivocally so, that even if we left tomorrow, it would be a miracle were we to arrive even a day before the wedding. Unless, of course, you intend to employ some miraculous shortcuts...”


Moments after the driver finished speaking, hurried footsteps sounded from the front door. Two men had arrived, one much younger than the other.


With a heavy clunk, the older man tossed a heavy pouch onto the rabbi’s desk. “One thousand gold coins,” he announced.


“One thousand gold coins?” replied the rabbi, turning to the visitor. “What? Why? How?”


Now it was the visitor’s turn to look confused. “Have you forgotten? Around 20 years ago, I came to you for a blessing for offspring. I was miserable. Hoping to perhaps bolster my favor in G‑d’s eyes, I pledged then and there that on my child’s wedding day, whenever it would be, I would bring you 1,000 gold coins.


“As you can see,” he gestured excitedly at the young man, “your blessing bore fruit. This week my son will marry, and I came here to fulfill my long-standing pledge.”


“Bless the Almighty Who has not forsaken me,” breathed the rabbi with relief.


After the pair parted with more blessings, the rabbi turned to the drivers, smiling widely. “Perhaps you are right. The journey is a long one, and we’re losing time. In two days, with G‑d’s help, we will leave.”


The minutiae of the journey, such as the number of required wagons, the stops along the route, and payment, were discussed and determined. Hands were shaken all around, and the drivers quickly left for the market to share the word with the others.


The rabbi then presented his wife with the money for the rest of the expenses. A flurry of preparations followed, and two days later the long caravan of wagons rolled out of Opatow.


Only once he was seated in the jostling carriage did the rabbi confess the reason for his unusual silence to his companions.


“If the Rebbe perhaps hinted that something was wrong, we would’ve been able to raise the entire sum ourselves,” protested his loyal students.


“I’m aware of that as well,” said the rabbi. “However, as always, my trust in G‑d has never failed me in a wonderful outcome.”

Reprinted from the Parashat Bo 5780 email of Chabad.Org Magazine. Adapted and translated from Sichat Hashavua #1022
The Great Cry and

Scream of the Tzadik
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Rabbi Yosef Shlomo Kahaneman, the Ponovezher Rav

In his youth, the Ponovezher Rav, O”BM, was one of the brilliant young students of the famous Yeshiva of Telz. At some point, he decided to transfer from Telz to the fabled yeshiva of Novardok. On his way, he passed through the town of Radin, where the renowned tzaddik the Chafeitz Chaim, O”BM, lived, and decided to visit the elderly sage.


He entered the Chafeitz Chaim’s home during the early evening, and the Rebbitzen told him to take a seat, saying the Rav would be with him shortly. Suddenly, there was a great cry and screaming.


R’ Yosef Shlomo bolted from his seat to see what had happened. “Don’t be alarmed,” the Rebbitzen said. “Someone just came to tell my husband that his wife is going through a difficult childbirth. He is praying for her.” On the spot, the Ponovezher Rav made up his mind to stay in Radin and study under the Chafeitz Chaim!

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

Rav Moshe Feinstein

And the Needy Man
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One day, as Rav Moshe Feinstein was in a rush to give a shiur, a man stopped him to ask him for some tzedakah. Not only did Rav Moshe give the needy man some money, he took the time to speak to the man. He stayed and listened to his problems for the next ten minutes or so. 


When his students questioned the Rabbi about the extra time he spent with the man after he gave him the tzedakah, even though it meant being late for the shiur, he replied, “The time that I spent listening to the man’s plight was of more value to him than the money I gave him.”


We must learn from our gedolim that as Jews, we are obligated to have an extra sense of compassion for our Jewish brethren. We must help them by shouldering their burdens, in addition to merely helping them with money. As Rabbi Shlomo Diamond always says, we all have the same DNA as Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaakov: the DNA of hesed and compassion.

Reprinted from the Parashat Shemot 5780 email of Rabbi Amram Sananes as written by Jack Rahmey
Sages through the Ages
The Lubavitcher Rebbe

By Dr. Benji Schreiber

Nikolaev, Russian Empire 1902 – Manhattan, New York 1994
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Rav Menachem Mendel Schneerson was the seventh and last Lubavitcher Rebbe, often known simply as The Rebbe. He had a profound impact on world Jewry which continues to this day. 
Biography

He was born in Nikolaev on the Black Sea, today in the Ukraine. He was the oldest son of Rav Levi Yitzchok Schneerson and was named after his paternal ancestor, the Zemach Zedek, the third Lubavitcher Rebbe (1831-1866). When he was six, the family moved to Yekatrinislav where his father was Chief Rabbi until 1939. 


From age seven-eleven he learnt with a private melamed. When he was 17 his father hired a tutor to teach him secular studies. He received Semicha from the Rogatchover Gaon and the Sridei Eish, Rav Yechiel Yaakov Weinberg (1884-1966). 

In 1923 he met the sixth Rebbe, Rav Yosef Yitzchak Schneerson, known as Rayatz, and he married the Rebbe’s daughter, Chaya Mushka, in 1928. The marriage was long and happy (60 years), but childless. After marrying they moved to Berlin where he studied mathematics, physics and philosophy, while writing hundreds of pages of chiddushim and doing communal tasks on behalf of the Rebbe. 

While there he formed a close friendship with Rav Yosef Ber Soloveitchik. After the Nazis came to power in 1933 he moved to Paris and continued studying mathematics and mechanical engineering until war broke out in 1939. They fled the Nazis through Vichy, Nice via Lisbon arriving in New York in 1941. 

He had two younger brothers, Dov Ber, hy’’d was murdered in 1944 by Nazi collaborators, while Yisroel Aryeh Leib died in 1952 while completing doctoral studies in theoretical physics at Liverpool University. 

His father-in-law passed away in 1950, but it took a full year to convince him to accept the role of Rebbe which he did with a Maamar, an inaugural Chassidic drosho in which he declared: “one must go to a place where.. nothing is known of Judaism.. and while there to put yourself aside and ensure that the other calls out to G-d”. 

He received visitors for personal meetings, yechidus twice a week, from 8pm until five or six in the morning. Later, from 1986, he would stand for hours on a Sunday and meet people briefly, giving each one a dollar and encourage them to then donate it to the charity of their choice. 

He gave weekly drashos lasting several hours without notes. He worked over 18 hours a day, never took a day of vacation and opposed the concept of retirement. He tirelessly set up Chabad programmes around the whole world. Mitzvah campaigns encouraged tefillin, lighting Shabbos candles and loving fellow Jews. In 1983 he launched a campaign to teach the seven Noachide mitzvos to gentiles. 

He set up a daily learning program of Rambam’s Mishna Torah. Today there are Shluchim in all of the 50 U.S. States, in over 100 countries [and territories] and 1,000 cities around the world. His published works fill more than 200 volumes and he wrote tens of thousands of letters. 

He was awarded the Congressional Gold Medal by President Clinton, who said “The late Rebbe’s eminence as a moral leader for our country was recognized by every president since Richard Nixon”. He took an insular chassidus that almost came to an end with the Holocaust and transformed it into one of the most influential movements in world Jewry.
Reprinted from the Parashat Bo 5780 email of Oneg Shabbos (London, United Kingdom).
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