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The Fruits of a Butcher’s Donation to Support Torah

By Rabbi Efrayim Eliyahu Shapiro
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Rabbi Aharon Kotler and Rabbi Yaakov Kamenetsky


There was a young boy in pre-War Poland called Arik Sisslovitzker. Sadly, he was orphaned from his mother at an early age - and after having been cared for by his father for a few years, his father also passed away. Arik was sent away to Minsk, which was sixty six miles away from Sisslovitzk, where he was looked after by his uncle, a Rov whose name was R’ Shlomo Zalman. 


Arik made his uncle’s life difficult, because life in Minsk was a struggle and an extra mouth to feed wasn’t easy. So R Shlomo Zalman breathed a sigh of relief when Arik reached the age of twelve years old because he was a bright boy, so he was sent to learn in the Katzovisher Shul. In those times, the boys who were learning would go every night knocking on doors, asking families to have them for supper. 


Fast forward 58 years - Rav Efrayim Eliyohu Shapiro’s father Rav Mordechai Shapiro was Rov of a Shul called Beth Israel in Miami Beach. He once was in Tel Aviv on a Friday afternoon looking to change money and came across a kiosk on Rechov Allenby. He changed his money but something about the man in the kiosk piqued his interest: he was an old European yid with a grey beard and he was learning a pocket mishnayos maaser sheni. 


So Rav Shapiro stood back and watched people come and go to the kiosk, do their business and move on. A few minutes later, a gentleman came along and asked to purchase a pack of cigarettes. The kiosk owner asked what the time was and the customer told him it was half past two. The kiosk owner said ‘I’m sorry - I don’t sell cigarettes after chatzos on a Friday’. 


This really got Rav Shapiro fired up so he decided to go over to talk to this chap. He engaged him in conversation; they discussed where they were from and that Rav Shapiro was from America. 


The kiosk owner, whose name was Reb Yakov Oxenkrug said to Rav Shapiro, ‘Whatever became of that young prodigy Arik Sisslovitzker?’ 


Rav Shapiro said he didn’t know of him – but he asked him some questions about this boy who the kiosk owner thought might have made his way to America during the war and he realized the kiosk owner was talking about Rav Aharon Kotler, the Rosh Yeshiva of Beis Medrash Govoha in Lakewood, the biggest and most highly regarded Yeshiva in America. 


Rav Shapiro got a little excited and said “Who do you think you are calling ‘Arik Sisslovitzker’? He’s the Gadol Hador, the leader of the American Jewry, the Sar Hatorah Rav Aharon Kotler!” 


Throughout Rav Shapiro’s rant about who Rav Aharon Kotler had become, the kiosk owner’s eyes start to fill with tears until he was sobbing uncontrollably. Rav Shapiro apologized and said “I hope I didn’t upset you! Why are you getting all emotional?” 


The kiosk owner explained that when he was a young man growing up in Minsk; he wanted to learn Torah but in those days only the best and brightest were given the opportunity to learn full time in Yeshiva – the rest had to work. Many people lived in abject poverty, where the opportunity simply wasn’t there for them to learn. 


The kiosk owner had not been destined for the top – so he went to work. He became a butcher – but he never lost his yearning and longing to be involved in yeshiva life. Business was good and every kilo of meat that he sold, he made one Ruble of profit. He resolved that for every Ruble he would make, he would put one little Kopek in a jar and give it to help the boys who were lucky enough to be allowed to learn full-time. Day after day, one Kopek after another made its way into the jar – and the day arrived when the jar was full. 


So he made his way to the Katsovisher Shul where he davened. He gave the jar full of money to the head of the chabura and said to him “Do with this money as you see fit, in order to further the Torah learning of the boys in your chabura.” 
The Rosh Chabura said to him “You know we have two boys who are really exceptional and we wanted to send them to Slabodka for some time; but we haven’t had the money. With your donation we can send them to Slabodka. ” 

The kiosk owner remembered that one of the boys was Arik Sisslovitzker - and that’s why he asked Rav Shapiro what happened to him. He cried tears of joy when he heard how he had turned out, all because of the kiosk owner’s financial assistance. 

In the 1970’s, Rav Shapiro had a special visitor to Miami Beach: Rav Yakov Kamentsky was visiting town and came to the Shapiro household for lunch. Rav Shapiro was very taken with the story that had taken place in Tel Aviv, so he started telling Rav Yakov Kamentsky the story. 

Rav Yaakov listened to the story throughout with a big smile on his face. When Rav Shapiro finished the story, he asked him “Do you know who the second bochur was, who was sent to Slabodka?” 

Rav Shapiro shook his head, so he answered “It was Yakov Kamenetsky.” 
This young butcher, who just wanted to do his little bit, saved a few Kopeks which sent the two giants of American Jewry to Slabodka, where they became the Gedolei Hador. –Lo Olecha Hamelocha Ligmor – but just do what you can and Hashem takes care of the rest. As heard from Binyomin Feiner and Chayim Schwab.
Reprinted from the Parashat Terumah 5780 email of Oneg Shabbos (London,UK)

A Fateful Business Decision

By Tzvi Yaakovson
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In conclusion, I would like to share the following story with you: Last month, a yungerman in Yerushalayim was offered a fantastic business opportunity involving the import of clothing from Hungary. It was presented to him as a tantalizing opportunity for abundant profit, and while this yungerman had inherited a large sum of money, he lacked any meaningful knowledge about the business world. 


He was enchanted by the idea, but his friends in his kollel tried to dissuade him. “Are you crazy?” they demanded. “You are considering importing clothes from Hungary? Do you think you can compete with Amazon?”


As is his habit, he consulted with his rebbi, who advised him to invest half of his inheritance in the deal. “Perhaps Hashem will reward you,” he suggested. 
Nevertheless, some experts in the field were certain that he had been duped.


And then the corona pandemic struck the country. Suddenly, imports from China dried up, and packages that had arrived in the post office remained undelivered. The clothes he had purchased and imported from Hungary were suddenly in great demand. It was a clear stroke of hashgochah protis.

Reprinted from the March 19, 2020 email of the Yated Ne’eman.

Like Father, Like Son
By Rabbi Moshe Tuvia Lieff
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For one father whose work had been going well and a decent income was coming his way, the tables turned when he was informed that he would no longer have a job. Without any other option, he returned home downcast with only a sliver of hope that he would sooner than later rebound and find a position to support his ever-growing family.


But as time passed, the father remained jobless. Matters became increasingly difficult as the family struggled to subsist. Until one day when the father received a phone call. It was a headhunter asking if the father would like to receive an interview with a certain corporation. Of course, the answer was yes.


The interview went very well. It was only towards the last few minutes that the interviewer turned to the father and very bluntly said, “Let me ask you something. Nineteen other people are vying for this position. Why should you be given the job?” The father, unsure exactly what to answer, kept quiet. No answer was given as the interview came to a close.


11pm later that night the phone rings. The father picks up. It is the interviewer who clears his throat and optimistically says, “The job is yours.” Elated, the father relays the news to his wife, asking if she would be able to head to the local supermarket tomorrow and buy some of the family’s favorite foods so they can celebrate and enjoy a nice meal. For the past while, the family had just barely gotten through the week with enough. “And please,” added the father, “make sure to also buy a seven-layer cake.”


The following day was a busy one. Trips were made to various supermarkets as a sumptuous meal was prepared and thoroughly enjoyed by the family. Now it was time for dessert: the seven-layer cake. “Everyone should know,” exclaimed the father, “that the cake is for Shlomi.” With the children unsure what their father meant by this remark, he went on to relate the real story.


“Last night I received a phone call at 11pm. It was my job interviewer informing me that I had received the job. Why did he choose me out of all the other applicants? The interviewer proceeded to tell me the following:


After I finished a long day of interviewing applicant after applicant, I closed the office’s doors and went to daven Maariv. As I neared the shul, I noticed that the parking lot as well as the entire side street was parked with cars bumper to bumper. There simply was no place available. It was only after much circling around and around that I found one. I was by then exhausted and without any energy.


As I opened the shul’s doors, I was greeting by a packed room. Scanning the area, there was literally no seat available. With no other option and without the strength to start searching high and low for somewhere in the corner to sit, I leaned against the back wall. But just then a little boy came up to me. “Here,” he said, “you look like you could use a break. You must be tired; take my seat.” I was pleasingly taken aback. Here was a little boy who acted with such consideration and kindness. I then asked for his name, which he told me.


Thinking that this boy must be the rabbi’s son as I had just donated a fair sum of money to the shul, I took a seat. But then I began to think to myself, “This boy’s last name sounds very familiar…”


And then it hit me. This boy must be the son of one of my interviewees. Touched by the boy’s thoughtfulness, I rushed back to my office after davening. Looking though the list of everyone I had interviewed that day, I discovered that I was right. The boy who had offered me his seat was the son of one of the applicants.


“And so,” concluded the father, “the interviewer called me right then and told me I have the job. He said, ‘If your son acts that way, it must be because he got it from you. And if you act like that, I want you to work for me.’”


Sometimes we think that a small little act only goes so far. But in truth, it goes farther than we ever could have imagined. Putting a smile on another’s face, acting with thoughtfulness, and yes, offering them our seat even when we are already comfortable goes a long way. When we do so, we not only infuse our own lives with happiness, but the lives of so many others as well. And you never know, maybe that little gesture will land you a wonderful job.

Reprinted from the Parashat Vayechi 5780 email of TorahAnyTimes as compiled and edited by Elan Perchik.

Meet the Los Angeles Teen Who Gave Away Toilet Paper From His Car Trunk

By Reuvain Borchardt


Joey Brecher offers free toilet paper and paper towels to passing motorists in the Hancock Park neighborhood of Los Angeles, Wednesday. (Chris Delmas/AFP via Getty Images)


NEW YORK -Amidst the news, photos and videos Americans are being  bombarded with online and on social media – the long lines at coronavirus testing centers, the desolate streets, the overflowing morgues, the jammed supermarkets and empty shelves, the high prices of basic necessities – there stood one image Wednesday in stark contrast with the others: a teenager on a Los Angeles street, handing out free rolls of toilet paper and paper towels.


Who is the mysterious boy whose face was splashed across media from Los Angeles to New York to England, in white shirt and dark pants, Nike sneakers, yarmulke and facemask, standing near his car on a Hancock Park street, holding rolls of the precious goods in gloved hands and giving them to to complete strangers?


Meet Joey Brecher, a 19-year-old graduate of Mesivta of Greater Los Angeles in Calabasas, who plans on learning in Eretz Yisrael next year, an enterprising boy who at the age of 11 founded a party concession company called Concessioneer, and also works in real-estate and in merchandise closeouts, but during the coronavirus pandemic decided to direct his talents and resources toward helping the needy. And these days, just about everyone, rich and poor, young and old, is in some ways needy.


Joey had started a social-media group Tuesday to coordinate a volunteer effort, for people to shop for groceries and other necessities for elderly people and others who couldn’t leave their homes at all. That first day alone, the group made 25 complete shopping trips, he told Hamodia in a phone interview Thursday night.


Earlier in the week Joey had gone to a Ralphs’s store – a West Coast supermarket chain  – and had found out that when they took delivery of toilet paper and paper towels each day, it was gone from the shelves within an hour or two.

“Hearing that so many people were short on these items just broke my heart,”Joey says. “I thought that now would be an amazing opportunity to help people, and I started doing research to try to find suppliers of these items.”


But when he tried calling suppliers, “they were so busy that nobody had the time to talk to me.”


Then a woman on his social-media group mentioned that she had toilet paper and paper towels for sale at a reasonable price, and Joey asked her to sell him the entire inventory: 1,200 rolls of toilet paper and over 400 rolls of paper towels, at a cost of nearly $1,500, paid out of his own pocket.


Joey picked up the items on Tuesday night, stuffing them all into his sedan, and the next morning headed to Labrea Avenue at 3rd street, site of a Ralph’s.


There was a large line outside the store – which was already out of toilet paper and paper towels.


Joey parked and put a sign on his trunk, “ Free toilet paper – one per family,” and began offering the items to passersby … and nobody took, at first.


“Everybody was shocked – they were hesitant to take,” Joey says. “People thought either that I was selling, or that it was some sort of scam. Only after the first person finally took it, other people realized it was okay to take.”


After giving out in front of Ralph’s, Joey turned his car across the street and started distributing to people on line at a Trader Joe’s, and then began handing out to drivers passing by in their cars.


In both places, the scene repeated itself: At first people were hesitant to take, but once the first person accepted, people realized this was no scam, just a kindhearted boy looking to help people in times of crisis.


A few people, he says, made hostile gestures, perhaps not truly realizing what Joey was doing.


Joey Brecher’s car stuffed with the precious goods. (Joey Brecher)


“One woman who made this gesture to me then got stuck at a red light. Well, I went over to her and said, ‘I just want you to know that I am giving this out for free to people in need, and she said, ‘I’m sorry, I take that back, that is really nice of you; I thought you were trying to sell it.’”


The overwhelming response was positive, from people appreciative of Joey’s kindness. Several recipients tried offering him money – three people offered $100 each – but Joey refused all, saying, “I’m here to give, not to take.”


“I realized this was becoming a kiddush Hashem,” he says, “ and I felt that if I accepted money it would diminish that.”


Joey generally stuck to his “one per family” rule, but did not refuse the requests of some people who said they desperately needed more.


Many recipients snapped photos or videos of Joey after taking his products; professional photographers and local news stations also started walking up to him. Photos and videos went across social media.


As Joey stood with mask and gloves, three rolls of toilet paper in each hand and two rolls of paper towels under his left arm, handing out the items to passing motorists, a photographer for the wire service AFP/Getty Images snapped photos of him, and his image shot to outlets across the world.


“I wasn’t interested in getting my face anywhere, but I quickly realized this was going to get online and on local stations,” he says. “But I did not realize how big it would get.”


The woman from the social media-group who had sold him the items saw Joey on the news and told him his actions had touched her heart, and that she wanted to help out however she could.


Joey’s vehicle ready for Round 2 Wednesday afternoon. (Joey Brecher)


“She called a factory that was producing these items and doing large contracts with stores, and told them what I had done,” says Joey, “and when I went to the factory Wednesday afternoon to purchase more toilet paper to distribute, they donated a few cases to the cause.”


Since Wednesday, he has received over 100 phone calls, from friends who said they saw him on various media or from media outlets wishing to speak with him. He has not returned any calls, he says, until this reporter’s interview request Thursday.


“I have to get off the phone soon,” he warns. “I still have a few items left and I’m trying to reach out to people who need.”


Joey says, “I just want to keep doing,” but realizes he can’t continue much longer. His funds are limited, especially as he, like many other Americans, is not earning much these days. His site concessioner.com hasn’t received any orders lately, as in a locked-down California there are no parties for him to offer his popcorn, cotton candy, and snow cone machines. There are no clients looking at real estate properties now. The merchandise-closeouts are his one business that is still going, but day by day more businesses close, and he knows it may be just a matter of time before that, too, shuts down.


“But even when the time comes that I can’t do this anymore,” Joey says, “I hope to inspire other people, during these difficult times, to do what they can to help others.”


Five minutes after he hangs up, Joey texts this reporter.


“Just gave away my last roll,” he says. “But I’m going to drive out and get another shipment. I think I can afford another round.”
Reprinted from the March 26, 2020 website of Hamodia.com

The Day My Best Friend Called Me a ‘Dirty Jew’

By Sofya Tamarkin
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I was born in another world, in a country that is no longer on the map. In a way, I am still a Soviet child transitioning into the world of mysterious Hebrew texts, holy Torah scrolls, the chanting of prayers and the cycles of the Jewish year.


This week, when I walked into the synagogue on Shabbat, I felt proud. Two of my Soviet-born Many of my friends gifted themselves with Jewish names friends were there to receive Jewish names during the Torah reading. Since very few of our parents had the opportunity to perform brit milahs or baby-naming ceremonies for us, later in life many of my friends decided to gift themselves with proper Jewish names.


When I first became observant, I took on the name Sara Ester: Sara for my great-grandmother, and Ester for the queen whose strength saved the Jewish people in the Purim story.


I was particularly overjoyed that Shabbat because my friends’ Jewish name ceremony took place during the bar mitzvah of another family also from the former Soviet Union. The Communist government invested so much effort into eradicating religion, yet we, the eternal nation, are still here, reciting holy words of Torah.


Being Jewish in the Soviet Union was more of a diagnosis than an identity. We were singled out for discrimination, anti-Semitism, and hostility, even though most Jewish families contributed greatly to Soviet society. The Jewish people, often called “the People of the Book,” held educational values in the highest esteem. Many earned prominent degrees, despite the roadblocks placed before them. Both of my grandmothers were doctors, devoted to the ethics of their profession.


I grew up in the same apartment building as one of my grandmothers, Zinaida Davidovna Shur, a nine-story building that housed hundreds of families. The apartments were tiny with either one, two, or three bedrooms, and often more than one generation lived together. The families shared communal rooms, and the children would sleep on folding cots. There was little space, no privacy, and no room for self-expression.


Most of our neighbors knew each other, even though hundreds of people occupied one building. They also all knew that my family was Jewish.


Soviet passports had a required section for nationality. Parents often tried to protect their young children from the terrible “decree” of being born Jewish by withholding this knowledge for them for as long as possible. But there was nowhere to hide. Passports were required in our everyday lives, which meant that our Jewishness was evident at every turn. We were clearly singled out as a weak link, as “others” by Communist society.


I was born in a rather prominent family; both of my parents worked in universities, and my father held a Ph.D. My grandmother was a prominent doctor in our hometown of Saratov, with many people seeking and respecting her professional advice. The neighbors knew her as a kind and sensitive person, and a very knowledgeable physician.
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I am with my grandparents Chaya and Abraham, and my grandmother Zelda (Zinaida Davidovna).


One night in the winter of 1976, my grandmother was woken by pounding on her apartment door. Since it was 3 a.m., she suspected that it was a medical emergency. At her door, stood a neighbor whose 3-week-old daughter had been drinking from her bottle when her mother fell asleep. Her baby kept This girl became my best friendsucking at the empty bottle, filling her lungs with air. My grandmother used her medical skills to resuscitate the child, literally saving her life with her swift reaction.


I was born that same year, and this girl became my best friend. She came to my apartment every morning so we could walk to school together, and we returned home together every afternoon. Her parents often mentioned their gratitude towards my grandmother.


“Zinaida Davidovna saved our daughter,” they would tell me frequently.

Yet this illusion of appreciation was not to last, and the friendship itself was doomed from the start.


I was an innocent child, striving to fit into the mold. I identified as a Soviet girl, marching to Communist songs and loving its propaganda, just like everyone else.


One day, when I was 10, my friend came to pick me up for school and informed me that this would be her last time walking with me. I was confused and pressed her for an explanation.


She looked right into my eyes and simply said, “I will no longer spend my time with you because you are a filthy kike. My parents made me pay my dues for what your grandmother did. But now I am done, and I will no longer be your friend.”
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With my great-grandfather David.


Even though I did not understand what she was saying, I understood instinctively that the friendship was truly over. It was clear that I was somehow different and no one wanted to associate with me. Her terrible and deeply offensive words rang in my ears.


We walked the rest of the way in silence. After school, I ran into our apartment barely holding back my tears. What was I guilty of? What did her words mean? Was I dirty? Did I need a bath? After all, she had called me filthy. I was heartbroken.


Thankfully, my parents were home. They sat me down in the kitchen and attempted to explain, “‘Filthy Jew’ meant that we are not like the rest of the Soviet citizens.” My father’s words were cryptic and confusing. “To others, we are like visitors from another place. Chosen. Disliked. Persecuted. Never fully trusted.”

I didn’t understand. How are we different? Chosen by whom? Tears poured down my face. Why was my friend angry with me? What did I do? I was inconsolable.

My father continued, “You did nothing wrong. It is just who we are, who your ancestors were. You are special.”


Special? It surprised me that he used this word. What did I do? I was inconsolable


I should have been crushed by my friend’s betrayal. After all, if the family whose child was saved by my grandmother was unwilling to accept me, what possible future did I have? Yet I wasn’t. I felt sad, lonely and heartbroken, but also intrigued by my father’s explanation.


I wanted to know about those mysterious ancestors of mine who made me so unfit for Soviet society. I was different and perhaps that could never be changed. Still, I felt that there must be a place for people like me. I felt a deep yearning to find out about my secret roots and learn about my identity.


For many years, this quest hid deep within my consciousness.


In 1989, my family immigrated to the United States. We were one of the first to leave Saratov as the Communist regime crumbled. The walls of the invisible jail came crashing down, and I was now free to allow my inner voice.


As I searched for my place among Jewish people, I discovered that we were entrusted with a torch of G‑dly light. My father was right; I am, in fact, special. I am here on a mission to illuminate the world with compassion, authenticity, kindness, meaning, justice, respect, and dignity.


As I stood in the synagogue, as my friends received their chosen Jewish names, listening to the words of congratulations in familiar Russian, I struggled to hold back tears of pride and gratitude.

Sofya Tamarkin

Born in the Soviet Union, Sofya lives in Philadelphia, runs an orthopedic company, and holds an MBA degree. She teaches Torah, travels the world, and is involved with RAJE (Russian American Jewish Experience) and other outreach organizations. 

Art by Rivka Korf Studio, a Miami-based art design studio run by Rivka Korf, a coffee lover and mother. 

Reprinted from the Parshat Vayakhel-Pekudei 5780 email of Chabad.Org Magazine.

Shabbos Stories for Parshas Tazria-Metzorah 5780
Page 15

