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Asking All the 
Right Questions
By Rabbi Tuvia Bolton

Chaim Salominski was a dunce. That was the general consensus of his Bar Mitzva Class. In secular learning; math, history and biology, he was quite bright, but in Torah learning he just didn’t get it. 
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Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, the Lubavitcher Rebbe, zt”l

What could he do? He wanted so badly to please his father and learn Torah but it just didn’t 'go'. As soon as the teacher told everyone to open their Gemoras (Talmuds) he began daydreaming so vividly that at the end of every class he had no idea what had been said.


His father was a Holocaust survivor from Poland that had been taken away by the Germans with his entire family when he was just a young man in his early twenties They were separated, scattered in various death camps and he finally ended up in Auschwitz where, despite the hunger, torture, disease and exterminations, miraculously survived.


He returned home to discover that his family had been murdered, his house had been occupied by Poles and he had nowhere to live.


So he moved to a relocation camp in Austria where after a year or so he met young Jewish lady who had also lost her family and they married. A year later their first child, Chaim, was born and a year after that they moved to America to the East Side in New York to begin a new life.


Chaim's father, despite all he had been through, remained an observant Jew and even considered himself to be a Chassid; in Poland he was attached to the Rebbe of Sossov and he had hopes that his son would also walk in the way of the Torah. He enrolled the boy in Torah academies and dreamed he would be a Torah scholar - but he wasn't.


In fact, by the time Chaim reached the eighth grade he was at the bottom of the class. He managed to hide it from his father, but that was the bitter truth. There were children in that class who had memorized entire tractates of Talmud; hundreds of pages, while the only thing poor little Chiam knew was one small Mishna of several lines that he had been forced to learn as a punishment for bad behavior. The rest was an opaque blur of words and ideas he couldn't really relate to. He was a Torah dunce.


The winter of 1960 was a monumental date for his parents; they had accomplished the impossible! They, charred embers saved from an inferno of destruction, were going to celebrate the thirteenth birthday of their son! Chaim was going to be Bar-Mitzva! 


Chaim worked day and night on the few blessings he was to read from the podium in Shul on Shabbat until he had them memorized. Then his father came home with more joyous news. He had arranged a private audience with the holy Lubavitcher Rebbe for both of them!! The Rebbe would bless Chaim before the big day!!


At first Chaim was also overjoyed. He even told all of his friends in school about it. But one of them put a needle into his balloon.


"Hey, don't you know that the Lubavitcher Rebbe always asks the Bar-Mitzva boys something about what they are learning in class? Chaim, what are you going to do? Do you even know what book we are learning? If I were you, I wouldn't go."


Suddenly everyone fell silent.


Chaim was confused and broken. It meant so much to his father...he had to go. But on the other hand, his friend was right. What would he do if the Rebbe asked? And he was sure to ask! He asked EVERYONE! The thought of how embarrassed his father was going to be began to break his heart.


The day arrived. Chaim's father was dressed in his best suit and so was Chaim. The taxi-ride to the Crown Heights section of Brooklyn, although it was less than a half-hour, seemed to take forever. Finally they entered the Rebbe's headquarters at 770 Eastern Parkway, asked one of the young men there what to do and took their place in line before the Rebbe's door.


Just after midnight their turn came.


They entered together. Earlier, one of the Chassidim told his father that it wasn't proper to shake the Rebbe's hand or to sit down even if the Rebbe asked, and sure enough when they entered the first thing the Rebbe did was extend his hand and tell his father to sit.


They remained standing. Chaim still remembers the sound of his knees knocking against the Rebbe's table as he stared transfixed at the Rebbe's kind face.


The Rebbe spoke seriously for several minutes to his father in Yiddish. His father offered an envelope containing a donation but the Rebbe told him to please speak to the secretaries about that and then turned to Chaim whose poor knees were knocking so hard he almost couldn't stand. But as soon as the Rebbe began speaking they stopped.


He asked if he understood Yiddish and Chaim replied yes. Then the Rebbe, without asking him what tractate he was learning asked him a Torah question. Chaim winced; he was short of breath. But the Rebbe repeated the question and suddenly Chaim realized that he knew the answer! Then the Rebbe asked another question and another, it was a miracle! The Rebbe asked questions only on the few lines of Mishna that Chaim knew!


Chaim felt like the Torah genius of New York! He answered with such joy and certainty that for the first time in his life he felt that the Torah was his!!


When they went outside and the door closed behind them, Chaim's father turned to him, tears of joy running down his cheeks, lifted him and hugged him with all his might for several minutes. He was so overcome with emotion that he could not speak. The scene was so unique that the Chassidim crowded around, thinking that perhaps the Rebbe had given them some special message to pass on to mankind.


And really, he had.  The message is that if you see the good in everything, especially every Jew, the results are miraculous.


Chaim was so encouraged that he eventually improved his Torah learning and became a principal in of the Chabad elementary schools.
Reprinted from the Parashat Shemini 5780 email of Yeshiva Ohr Tmimim in Kfar Chabad, Israel. Adapted from the book “Rabot Moftai,” page 122.

A Walking Miracle

In Great Neck


In Rabbi Ashear’s first “Living Emunah” book, there’s a story of a woman from Great Neck who related that in the summer of 2012, her 2-year-old daughter fell into a pool. When she was pulled out, she did not have a pulse, her eyes were open, her face was blue, and her nails were purple. It appeared as though she had already passed away. While her husband performed CPR on their daughter, the mother cried out to Hashem.


She made a decision at that moment to accept the Will of Hashem with joy, and that she would dress modestly and cover her hair. Miraculously, within a few minutes the child’s pulse was restored, at which point she was rushed to the hospital in a Hatzala ambulance. 


During the time the girl spent in the hospital, Tehillim was being recited by Jews across the world. Six top neurologists were brought in to examine her, and she underwent hours upon hours of testing. When the testing was finally completed, the chief doctor, Dr. Keith Meyer, said to the parents, “Your daughter is a walking miracle.”


The doctors obtained a video of the accident taken by a surveillance camera and it showed to their sheer astonishment, that the girl had been underwater for three minutes and ten seconds. She should have been clinically dead. Yet, there was not even a trace of any brain damage. Baruch Hashem she was alive and well.


The doctor, who is Jewish, said to the parents, “I don’t know what I have believed until now, but now I clearly see that there is a G-d in this world.” He noted that he had, unfortunately, seen many children who had been underwater for less that a minute and suffered permanent brain damage. It made no medical sense that this girl suffered no damage after being underwater for that long.


We see from this story that this is something each and every one of us can take upon ourselves in our own way in order to grow and to show Hashem how much we care for our fellow Jews! We know that HaShem can do anything if we show Him by doing and not just idle talk. We all know nothing is impossible for Hashem no matter what the situation is as long as there is hope and tefillah, salvation will come!

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

The Wicked Power of Misusing One’s Hand

The Ponovezher Rav comments that raising a hand against another person in a humiliating act which causes shame. Additionally, if one would actually strike another Jew, it is as if he would strike Hashem, because Chazal have taught that man is made in the likeness of Hashem. This is because the Neshamah of a person is a part of Hashem and comes from Shamayim. Furthermore, Chazal teach in Sanhedrin (58b) that if one raises his hand against another Jew, even if he does not hit him, he is called wicked. 
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Rabbi Yisroel Alter,
The Bais Yisroel o Gur, zt”l


The Bais Yisroel of Gur, zt”l, recounted a moving episode from his childhood: “I remember when one of my father’s assistants got ill. This particular aide was at times very rough with the people, even hitting them, at times, to establish a little order among the large crowd that would pack into the small Bais Midrash of that time in Gur. 

“When I walked into the Shul with my father, he said to me, ‘Do you know why my assistant is sick? It is only because he hits people. If he accepts upon himself from now on to refrain from this very negative trait, he will recover.’ 

On another occasion the Bais Yisroel said, ‘I simply cannot grasp how a Jew can raise his hand to strike his fellow Jew. From the day when I was a child and my father, of blessed memory, showed me the famous statement in Masechta Sanhedrin (58), such an action has been revolting to me. 

“The Gemara states that one who raises his hand to hit his friend is considered wicked, even if he does not strike him. Who could believe that a Jew could disregard this and threaten his fellow in this manner?!’” 

But his father, the Imrei Emes, zt”l, questioned the reasoning behind this statement of the Gemara. He said, “On the surface, this seems strange. Why should one who raises his hand to hit his friend be considered a wicked person? Chazal have taught us in Masechta Kiddushin that Hashem does not consider one’s intention to do bad as if he actually acted on his intentions. Why then should a person who only raised his hand to strike his friend be called wicked?” 

He answered his own question. “Raising one’s hand is not merely a thought. It is the beginning of the act itself! Although Hashem does not count a thought as an action, he does count the beginning of an action as if one perpetrated the entire act!”

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

The Beauty of a Quick Shabbos Meal


Rav Yisroel Salanter, zt”l, was once invited by one of his students to join him in a Shabbos Seudah. The Rav said that before he accepts, he must know how the meal is conducted. 

The student told his Rebbe, “We have a Seudah that is beautiful from beginning to end! Only the best Kosher food is used and we have a fine cook who prepares everything. In between the many courses we say over Divrei Torah, learn Shulchan Aruch, and sing Zemiros late into the night!” 

After hearing all the details, Rav Yisroel said, “I will accept your invitation, but on one condition. The meal must be carried out very quickly.” 

The student realized that he had no choice and agreed to his Rebbe’s condition. That Shabbos evening, each course was served immediately after the next, and they were up to Bentching within an hour. At this point the student turned to Rav Yisroel and asked why he had requested that the Seudah be so quick? 

Instead of answering, Rav Yisroel asked for the cook to come into the dining room. He said to her, “Please forgive me for making you tired by serving things so quickly and without giving you a break.” 
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The cook answered, “All blessing should come to you, Rebbe, and I wish you would come here every week! I’m usually so tired from working the whole day cleaning and cooking, and then serving food until late at night, that I can hardly stand! Thanks to you, I am free to go home early and rest!” 

Rav Yisroel turned to his student and said, “That’s your answer to why I requested that the Seudah should go quickly

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

Avoiding Avodah
Zara (Idolatry)


In Parsha Ki Sisa, the sin of the egel, the golden calf, was discussed. Chazal (Yoma 69:) state that in the days of Ezra and Nechemya, the chachamim prayed, "Woe Woe! This is the yetzer hara that destroyed the Beis haMikdash, and burned the heichal, killed all the tzaddikim, sent the Yidden into galus, and the yetzer hara is still dancing around us. You gave us the yetzer hara so we can earn reward [when we don’t listen to him]. We don’t want him, and we don’t want the reward." 
A note fell from heaven. It had Hashem's seal and signature on it, אמת .This meant Hashem agreed that the yetzer hara isn't good for us. They fasted for three days and three nights, and the yetzer hara came out of the Kodesh Kadoshim appearing like a fiery lion. 


The Navi said to Bnei Yisrael, "This is the yetzer hara for avodah zarah..." They captured the yetzer hara, and from then on, we don’t have a yetzer hara for avodah zarah. The yetzer hara entices us with other temptations, but no longer for the sin of avodah zarah. 


The Mishnah (Sanhedrin 90.) states, "There are three kings who lost their portion in Olam HaBa: Yeravam, Achav, and Menasheh." Rav Ashi's yeshiva was studying the Gemara Sanhedrin. When they were about to study this Mishnah, Rav Ashi told his students, "Tomorrow we will speak about our friends (referring to Yeravam, Achav, and Menasheh), and what happened to them” (see Sanhedrin 102:). 


Menasheh came to Rav Ashi in a dream and said, "You say that I'm your friend, so let's see how wise you are in Torah. When a person has a loaf of bread, on what part of the bread does he say Hamotzi?" 


Rav Ashi admitted that he doesn’t know. 


Menasheh said, "If you don’t even know this, why do you call me your friend? [I'm far greater in Torah than you.]" 


Rav Ashi replied, "Please tell me, on what part of the loaf does one make the brachah, and I will teach it to the students tomorrow in your name." 


Menashah replied that the brachah is said on the part of the bread that is baked best. 


Rav Ashi asked, "If you are so wise in Torah, why did you worship avodah zarah?" Menasheh replied, "If you were there, you would pick up the edges of your coat and run after me [to worship avodah zarah together with me]." 


The next day, Rav Ashi started his class, "Let us begin discussing our teachers." 


This Gemara proves to us that we can't understand the yetzer hara of the past generations. They had an intense craving for avodah zarah, which baruch Hashem, we don’t have anymore, and we can't understand anymore. 


Nevertheless, although we don’t have the yetzer hara for avodah zarah, some aveiros are "like avodah zarah," and we must be cautious to stay away from them. When we read about the egel, it’s the right time to think about those aveiros and to try and cleanse ourselves from them. 

For example, Anger. The Zohar cautions, הכועס כל ה becomes angry, it is like he worshiped avodah zarah." Logically, we can understand this, because when one believes everything is from Heaven, there is no reason to become angry. 

The Zohar also compares atzvus, being sad, to avodah zarah. The Maor VeShemesh (Behaloscha) writes, "A great foundation in avodas Hashem is to distance ,עצבות ומרה שחורה from oneself (from being sad,) as far as possible because atzvus is .(שמץ עבודה זרה) like avodah zarah. 

The reason is that when one is gloomy, he has thoughts of avodah zarah in mind. Therefore, one must be very distant from atzvus. It leads to all kinds of aveiros." 

The Tanya (Igeres HaKodesh ch.11) writes, "A person should be happy and rejoice every moment. His emunah in Hashem, Who gives him life and kindnesses at every moment, should invigorate him. When one is in a bad mood, this shows that his life isn't perfect, that he lacks some goodness. Thinking so is kefirah, heresy, chas veshalom. Therefore, the chachamim of kabbalah warn against atzvus immensely…"

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

The Baal Shem Tov’s Student’s Difficult Night

It's Bashert! 

Another aspect of committing the sin of avodah zarah, chas veshalom, is when one doesn’t believe that everything that happens is with Hashem's hashgachah pratis. 

One of the Baal Shem Tov's students was disturbed by a mosquito in the middle of the night. He reminded himself that this was bashert from Heaven, so as not to upset himself. 

He sat up to wash his hands, but the negel vasser spilled.

 Once again, he said, "This was planned from Above." He washed his hands with the leftover water that was still in the cup, and he got out of bed to see whether the spilled water caused any damage. 

He discovered that the mosquito that kept him awake, and the spilled negel vasser were both miracles, saving him from immense financial loss, and possibly saving his life. 

A hot coal was burning on the floor near his clothes. If it weren't for the spilled water, the clothing and the entire house could have caught fire. He praised Hashem for the miracle. 

He wanted to return to his bed, but before he got there, a heavy rafter fell from the roof onto his bed. Had he been in bed, it would have fallen on him. He praised Hashem for that miracle, too. 

In the morning, he told the Baal Shem Tov zt'l about the miracles that happened to him. The Baal Shem Tov said he merited these miracles because he remembered that everything is from Hashem. 

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

Take it in Permitted Ways


Reb Avraham Yitzchak Rothstein, z'l, bought a large plot of land together with a business partner and hired a construction company to build an industrial park on it. They planned to rent out several sections of the complex to other industries and to utilize one part of the complex for their own business, which was manufacturing curtains. They would earn money from the rent, plus an income from their curtain factory. 

When they first invested in this venture, they didn’t realize how much everything would cost. As construction continued, they had to take more loans to cover the expenses. Their debt was growing, and they regretted getting involved in this enterprise. But at this point, they couldn’t back out. 

When the construction was finally completed, they couldn’t find any businesses interested in leasing their space. Months passed and the property remained empty. Their creditors were pressuring them for payment, and they feared they might have to declare bankruptcy. 



The Chazon Ish, zt”l


Finally, a large firm contacted them. They expressed interest in renting the entire complex, but they were mechalelei Shabbos (not Shabbos observant). Reb Avraham Yitzchak Rothstein, who always took counsel from the Chazon Ish, zt'l, asked the Chazon Ish whether they should make the deal. The Chazon Ish ruled they should not lease to them. 

An additional three months passed, with the property remaining vacant. Reb Avraham Yitzchak's partner suggested,” maybe we should go back to the previous offer?” 

Reb Avraham Yitzchak did not feel the need to ask the Chazon Ish again, as he had already received an answer. But for his partner's sake, he went to ask again. He explained their predicament to the Chazon Ish and asked whether, under these circumstances, he could make an exception and allow them to rent the space to the firm that showed interest, even though they weren't shomer Shabbos. 

The Chazon Ish repeated his psak: They shouldn’t lease it to them, and he told them the following mashal: A man had to travel through a desert. He took along with him enough supplies to get him to his destination. However, he lost his way, and his water supply ran out. He feared that he might die from thirst. 

At last, he heard a trickle of water from the distance. He followed the sound and reached the water, only to discover that the water was contaminated. He knew that if he drinks the water, he will become sick. But having no other choice, and he drank until his thirst was quenched. He continued on his way, knowing that he has to get to a hospital as soon as possible. 

As he was thinking these thoughts, he came across a freshwater fountain. He didn’t drink from its water, because he had already quenched his thirst with the contaminated water. He was upset with himself: "Had I had waited a little longer, I would have this good water to drink without contaminating my body with that dirty water." 

The Chazon Ish told Reb Avraham Yitzchak, "These people’s money is like contaminated water because they earn their money by desecrating the Shabbos. Why should you rent your property to them? If you wait just a little longer, you will find shomer Shabbos renters..." 

Shortly afterward, they successfully leased a large section of the building to one company, and another section was leased to another factory — both of them shomrei Shabbos. 

Reb Avraham Yitzchak and his partner turned the third section into a curtain factory, according to their original plans. They were able to pay back their loans. and earn a respectable living. The Chazon Ish's blessing that they would soon find tenant wasn't necessarily ruach hakadosh. Because when it’s bashert for someone to earn money, he will earn it. If the money doesn’t come from one venue, it will come from another. There is no reason to rush and drink from the impure waters. 

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

The Failed Prognosis 
And the Excellent Advice

By Yechiel Ziskinnd

From the Desk of Yerachmiel Tilles
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While I  was studying in the Chabad yeshiva in 770 Eastern Parkway [in the Crown Heights section of Brooklyn, NY], I came down with polio at age 23. This was in 1955, the same year that the Jewish doctor, Jonas Salk, introduced the polio vaccine, but it came out too late for me. I caught a bad case of the disease, which started as a cold, but it progressed from there.

Polio, for those who are too young to remember, was a contagious disease that has since been totally eradicated in the Western World, but it used to kill a lot of people. It disabled the muscles, so the afflicted person could not walk or even breathe, and the standard form of treatment then was to put the sick into an iron lung and hope for the best.

I was taken to the Kingston Avenue Hospital, which no longer exists, but back then was the chief hospital for contagious diseases. I was put into an iron lung, which looked something like a large water boiler, with only my head sticking out. This iron lung did the compression work of my paralyzed chest muscles and thus got oxygen into my body. But I was very, very sick.

The doctor who was taking care of me had an arrogant way of speaking and he told my father and brother, “G-d knows if he’ll live out the next twelve hours.”�

Hearing that, they went to the [Lubavitcher] Rebbe and told him what my prognosis was. But the Rebbe just made a dismissive gesture with his hand. “He’ll outlive the doctor”, he declared. And he gave me many blessings for recovery.

I lasted longer than the doctor’s prognosis of twelve hours, but I continued my confinement in the iron lung. My yeshiva colleagues - Kehos Wiess, Mottel Zajac and Berel Baumgarten had been instructed by the Rebbe to visit me every day to make sure I had kosher food and to put tefillin on me. When the doctor saw them, he said, “Don’t bother with him!¦ Just let him die in peace.�They reported this to the Rebbe who told them the same thing he told my father and brother, “He will outlive the doctor.”�

And, tragically, that’s exactly what happened. Two days later, the doctor caught polio himself and shortly thereafter died.

I stayed in the iron lung through the summer - June, July, August and September  and then was transferred to a hospital on Welfare Island (what is today Roosevelt Island) for recovery. During this period, whenever the Rebbe distributed wine from his Havdala cup for a blessing at the end of a holiday, he always gave some to my father to bring to me.

Through G-d’s kindness, I recovered, even though it took over two years and, afterwards, I had to use a wheelchair for a while and then I couldn’t walk without crutches. I was still in the wheelchair when my family accompanied me back to yeshiva. While we were still in the hallway, the Rebbe was heading to the synagogue for the Maariv (evening) prayer. When he spotted us, he immediately turned around and invited us into his office.

During that audience, he told me, “In my opinion, you will become completely healthy,”  and then he asked me, “Reb Yechiel, what are you doing to find a match for marriage?”

“The Rebbe means now?” I asked, surprised. Here I was, just out of rehab, getting around in a wheelchair, and the Rebbe was telling me to look for a wife?!

“Absolutely,”  he said, with a smile. “Not right now. Now is the middle of the night, so it’s a little late. But tomorrow you should get on it.”

“But I have debts,”  I countered, explaining that I had just bought a car, and certainly I didn’t have the income to support a wife and family.

To this the Rebbe responded, “Don’t worry. G-d sustains two and a half billion people in the world; he’ll sustain a few more.”

At this juncture, my father asked, “The Rebbe means in his current condition?”

I’ll never forget the Rebbe’s amazing answer: “His condition is obvious. The girl can decide whether it’s for her or not. But I know of cases where the issues are not obvious, and people aren’t open with each other. In his situation, there’s nothing to reveal, it is what it is.â€�

Then the Rebbe said to me (in Yiddish), “Es vet zain noch a trit in yam/It will just be another step in your journey. Just as G-d helped you to survive, He will help you to get married, as well.”�

Believe it or not, the very next day, a woman called my aunt saying she saw me and she thought she had a match for me, a girl who had also recovered from polio. Her name was Leah Lipkind, and she became my wife and the mother of our children.
 

Sources : Compiled and supplemented by Yerachmiel Tilles from a mailing of "JEM - Here's My Story (JEmedia.org), as part of their extraordinary “My Encounter with the Rebbe” project, documenting the life of the Lubavitcher Rebbe, Rabbi M. M. Schneerson of righteous memory. 
Rabbi Yechiel Ziskind was active in the field of kosher supervision, working with the Orthodox Union and Vaad Harabonim of Queens until his passing on Kislev 21, 2012 (at the age of 80). He was interviewed by JEM’s “My Encounter” project in February of 2011.
Connections (2): * An epidemic story for the scourge of the Covid-19 pandemic, which will fade away very soon, G-d willing

Biographical note: Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, the Lubavitcher Rebbe: [11 Nissan 5662 - 3 Tammuz 5754 (April 1902 - June 1994 C.E.)], became the seventh Rebbe of the Chabad dynasty after his father-in-law’s passing on 10 Shvat 5710 (1950 C.E.). He is widely acknowledged as one of the greatest Jewish leaders of the second half of the 20th century. Although a dominant scholar in both the revealed and hidden aspects of Torah and fluent in many languages and scientific subjects, the Rebbe is best known for his extraordinary love and concern for every Jew on the planet. His emissaries around the globe dedicated to strengthening Judaism number in the thousands. Hundreds of volumes of his teachings have been printed, as well as dozens of English renditions.

Reprinted from the Parashat Shemini 5780 email of KabbalahOnline, a project of Ascent of Safed in Israel.
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