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How the Impossible Dream 

Of a Chinese Girl Turned 

Jewish Came True

By Ellisheva Marinetti and Sofya Tamarkin
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Elisheva with her husband, Dovid, and their daughter, Chana.


“Don’t misplace humility, the universe depends on you. The universe depends on each one of us.” — Baal Shem Tov
Sofya begins:

When I shared my experience in The Impossible Dream of a Chinese Girl in Singapore, I could never have imagined that there would be a continuation of this incredible story. I tried to infuse myself and my readers with a sense of hope about her life today, but I had no idea what it would be.


I was overwhelmed by emails of people throughout the world who also met this young lady and were still impacted by their encounter. Then, thanks to modern technology and G‑d’s mysterious plan, I received an email from “Elisheva Martinetti.” Despite the Italian surname, I instantly knew that “my” girl had found me.


We spoke for a long time on the telephone, and I imagine that readers want to know what happened after our first memorable encounter. I asked Elisheva to share her story. I’ll just add: Make sure you have tissues nearby.

Elisheva writes:

At the end of Shabbat, a friend sent me a link to an article on Chabad.org. She asked me if the Chinese girl written in the article is possibly me. Curious and excited, I clicked on the link and started reading.


The author, Sofya, recounted a beautiful encounter she had with a Chinese girl in the Chabad community of Singapore. The scenes, which were so eloquently written, replayed in my mind. Without a shadow of doubt, I knew this was me, the timid yet determined me, 11 years ago.


Sensing my emotions, my husband encouraged me to contact the author to fill her in with part two of this story: “The fulfilment of that impossible dream.”


The Alter Rebbe wrote in Tanya that it is the obligation of every single Jew to re-experience the Exodus from Egypt every day. For me, this takes on an additional meaning. It meant physically leaving my homeland, a modern-day Egypt ruled by a modern day “Pharaoh.” It also meant leaving my personal, spiritual Egypt, my mindset, as well as my naturally introverted nature.


With G‑d’s help, and my mother’s incredible sacrifice and staunch support, the impossible dream came true in the most beautiful way.


My mother came across stories from the Talmud and Midrashim (ancient commentaries and interpretation on part of the Hebrew scriptures, attached to biblical text), and felt an instant pull, to the extent that she was certain that she must have possessed a Jewish soul. From then on, she would inspire me in whatever way possible to be more excited about Judaism. Chachmat nashim banta beita—“the wisdom of the woman builds her home.”1 True to these words, my mother kindled the fire within my soul.


I became increasingly thirsty for more Jewish knowledge; I wanted to live like a full-fledged Jewess. This indeed was an impossible dream if I stayed in China.


My mother and I needed to choose my first destination. It needed to be a country that would open its doors to a 15-year-old Chinese-born girl. Through Divine Providence, we discovered that Singapore was a perfect starting point. Not too far from China, it is a country heavily influenced by Chinese culture, yet it has a Western outlook and system. The best part is that it had an established Jewish community.


As soon as my mother decided that this was the right direction, she sold our house and made every effort humanly possible to acquire an exit visa for me to go to Singapore, with the intention of me getting closer to a “real” Jewish community, to learn more about G‑d and His commandments.


The only possible way to get me to Singapore was for me to become an exchange student. With my student visa, I was allowed to stay in Singapore for one year until I passed my GCSE exam. (This is similar to a British high school entrance exam; the education system in Singapore is on par with that of Great Britain since it was once a colony of the British Empire.)


We weren’t sure what would happen after this one year, but my mother told me that we needed to take the plunge and then, like the Jewish people leaving Egypt, G‑d would surely split the Red Sea for us and guide us where to go next.

This is how I landed in Changi Airport, Singapore, on March 9, 2009.


My mother came along to help me settle in, but visa limitations meant she could only stay for five days. On the last day we parted ways at the train station inside the airport.


I remember sitting on the train, looking out the window, watching my mother wave with a big smile on her face, her eyes full of love and encouragement. I held back my tears thinking that I would show her how strong and determined I was. My throat was getting drier by the minute, and I silently prayed for the train to leave quickly so I could let my guard down. As soon as it pulled away, my mother’s image became gradually blurry, my eyes flooded with tears. I knew I might never see her again.


My mother understood this as her Akeidat Yitzchak; she was willing to sacrifice her own needs for her child. I thought this was my Lech Lecha, just like our first patriarch, Abraham, I was called by G‑d, Himself, to “Go forth from your land and from your birthplace and from your father’s house, to the land that I will show you.”2

As mentioned in Sofya’s article, joining the community was not an easy feat, both because of the cautious approach of the Chabad emissary and my introverted nature. I was prepared to give up everything I had, but my biggest worry was that the community might justifiably look at me as someone who came to take advantage of them since I was a lone, young girl, with no family or relatives.


I tried to stay low-profile. All I wanted was to learn more about Judaism and be recognized as a “real” Jew. The more I learned about keeping the holy Shabbat, the more desperate I felt to be able to keep it the way Jews were commanded. Lighting Shabbat candles 18 minutes before sunset was the most precious experience I could have dreamed of, but not wanting to bother other congregants and feeling extremely shy, I always watched other women from an invisible corner, waiting to light my own after they had finished.


Initially, I was unable to join community meals on Shabbat. I spent Friday nights and Shabbat days reading and learning in the synagogue’s study hall, which also served as a small library in the community center. I would tell G‑d that though the commandment of Shabbat was to eat extra delicacies, for me it would be to fast, rather than eat any of the non-kosher food in the dormitory. I was too shy to ask for food.


Eventually, after Rabbi Abergel, a Chabad rabbi in Singapore connected me with Rabbi Gutnick from the Sydney Rabbinical Court who specialized in conversions, I was allowed to participate in the community meals. I thought, this must be how the Jews felt in the desert after receiving the manna every day from heaven. I was beyond emotional. I felt G‑d’s guiding hand leading me to His chosen nation.


I was given a syllabus to learn in order to complete my conversion study, but I was determined to learn far more than what the syllabus covered. I wanted to be the best Jew I could be!


I taught myself to read Hebrew and pray from a siddur, a prayer book. While standing in the women’s section, I would try to pray with a minyan, a public prayer quorum of 10 Jewish men, whenever possible. At the time, I thought that was the most praiseworthy way to “speak” to G‑d, and I didn’t know women were not obligated to pray with a minyan. 

I took off from school to celebrate Pesach, Shavuot and Sukkot. My education process was not easy because in addition to learning Hebrew language and grammar, I also had to master some English, the language in which many books on Judaism are written.


Every day, I picked up more practices as I learned more Jewish laws. I remember the excitement I felt when I ate my first matzah, and when I said the whole Shmoneh Esrei prayer for the first time entirely in Hebrew. It took me nearly an hour to finish, but I felt that I was doing something for G‑d.


After a while, I wanted to learn in a Jewish girls’ high school. I emailed many schools across the globe explaining my circumstance. I got replies from Beth Rivkah girls’ school in Melbourne and Kesser Torah College in Sydney. Thanks to the Lubavitcher Rebbe’s broad vision and his emissaries, both schools were happy to help me. Following Rabbi Abergel’s advice, I arrived in Sydney, completed the process of conversion, and joined Kesser Torah College with Rabbi Gutnick’s help and guidance all along the way.


After I graduated from Kesser Torah College, I was accepted into Beis Chana Seminary in Tzfat in the Holy Land of Israel, where I studied for an additional two years before coming to London to teach in the Lubavitcher Girls’ school. I was also fortunate enough to have studied for one year at Merkos Women in Melbourne Australia.


Today, thank G‑d, I am happily married to a most incredible person, and we have a beautiful daughter. At my wedding, my mother and I were reunited after 10 years of separation. She came to visit again when my daughter was born six months ago.
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Elisheva's daughter, Chana.


My journey is a journey of miracles, Divine Providence and sacrifices. I owe many thanks to the Rebbe’s shluchim around the world, and the many incredible families and communities who are so warm, welcoming and full of boundless kindness. There is no one like you, Am Yisrael!

Sofya adds:

I am not certain what I could possibly add to this powerful story.


I find it exceptionally meaningful that Elisheva and I reconnected at the time of the anniversary of the Rebbe’s leadership. Seventy years ago, as the Lubavitcher Rebbe accepted his position, he said: “Chabad always put the emphasis on individual initiative, not on relying on the Rebbe. ... I will help, indeed, help as much as I can ... but of what avail will it be to provide texts to study, sing Chassidic melodies, and to toast L’chaim if there will be no effort and initiative on your part.”


The Rebbe taught us to take accountability for our lives and to direct our efforts to the ultimate good. We are incredibly capable and powerful individuals, leaders in our own right. As Elisheva’s story clearly shows, no obstacle can stand between us and our Creator.


May Hashem bless this deeply connected soul, and may we be inspired by Elisheva’s example to live a life of clarity, commitment and meaning.


Am Israel Chai!
FOOTNOTES

1. Proverbs 14:1.

2. Genesis 12:1-13.






Elisheva Martinetti                                Sofya Tamarkin


Elisheva Martinetti was born in North-East China. She was educated in Kesser Torah College in Sydney, Australia. After high school she went on to study in Beis Chana Seminary in Tzfat before becoming a teacher at Lubavitch Senior Girls’ School in London, UK. She currently lives with her husband and daughter in Stamford Hill, London.

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. Email Sofya for questions about self-growth and achieving life purpose.

(Editor’s Note: It was just three months ago that we published Sofya Tamarkin’s original story titled “The Impossible Dream of a Chinese Girls in Singapore,” on the front page of the Shabbos Stories for Parshas Yisro 5780. You can find this story by googling ShabbosStories.com or by googling the title “The Impossible Dream of a Chinese Girl in Singapore. The follow-up story “How the Impossible Dream of a Chinese Girl Turned Jewish Came True” published in this email of Shabbos Stories for Parshas Bamidbar 5780 is reprinted from TheJewishWoman.org website.)
The Power of One Kind Act
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Rabbi Yaakov Bender


There is a story about the beauty of doing hessed like a Jew. There once was a woman who passed away who was in need of an advocate. The police determined there would need to be an autopsy on this met, because she was found alone and didn’t have family. 

Rabbi Bender from Long Island took it upon himself to advocate for this person and call the local investigator for help. The rabbi explained that according to Jewish law, the body can’t be disturbed and they have to do everything they can to avoid the autopsy. 

The police investigator was extremely kind and sensitive, listening intently to Rabbi Bender’s concerns. He did everything he could, and he pulled strings and helped give this woman a proper Jewish burial. 

Rabbi Bender asked the police investigator why he was so helpful and sensitive, when he really didn’t need to be. 
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The man answered, “Two years ago, I was stranded on a highway in New Jersey with a flat tire without a phone. Suddenly, a car pulled up, and a man got out. He had curls on his sideburns and he was wearing a black overcoat and a skullcap. I immediately recognized him as an Orthodox Jew. 

“He asked me if I needed any help, and I told him I had a flat tire and I’d be so grateful if I could borrow his phone and call a tow truck. 

“The man waved his hand and said, ‘Let me take a look.’ After my embarrassed protests, he bent down and assessed, he then went back to his trunk and brought out a jack, a spare tire, and some other tools. He immediately got to work! I couldn’t believe my eyes! 

“When he finished I reached into my pocket to give him a reward, but he waved his hands away again and said, ‘Absolutely not!’ 

“I asked him why he’s doing this and how I could repay him. He said, ‘This is who we are, we’re here to help!’ I was so awestruck and impressed, I will never forget what that Jewish man did for me. When you called me and explained that you needed help upholding Jewish law, I immediately thought back to what was done for me. Of course I wanted to help! It became so personal for me.”

This man from Chaverim on the highway did what many Jews would do. He performed an act of kindness purely for the sake of doing it, without expecting anything in return. He thought he was changing a stranger’s flat tire. Little did he know, he helped to get a Jewish woman a proper, dignified burial.
Reprinted from the Parshat Acharei Mot-Kedoshim5780 email of Rabbi Amram Sananes as written by Mr. Jack E. Rahmey.

The Beauty of a 
Messed Up Kesubah
By Rabbi Yitzchak Oelbaum
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Years ago, at one wedding which Rav Avrohom Pam was in attendance, the father-in-law of the bride had ordered a kesubah which was very expensive. Hand-made, it was a beautifully designed piece of art, which was a source of pride to the newlyweds and specifically to the father-in-law. 

Right before the proceedings of the wedding were to begin, however, a mistake was noted in the kesubah, deeming it invalid. An alternative kesubah was readily made available, yet it was not made by hand and was a far cry from the beauty of the previous kesubah. 

The father-in-law was unbelievably distraught, as his dream of having such gorgeous artwork hang in his children’s house would no longer be a reality. Rav Pam, noticing what had happened, went over to the father-in-law, and whispered something into his ear. From then on, throughout the rest of the night, the man had a big smile on his face. 

Later, when asked what Rav Pam had said which calmed him down, the father-in-law related, “He told me that for some reason, it had been decreed in Heaven that my  daughter-in-law would need to have two kesubos. 

“There are two ways this could have worked out. Either she would receive a second kesubah because she would have gotten divorced or one of the spouses would pass away. 

“Or, alternatively, as has happened now, a new kesubah would need to be written. Hashem provided you with the easier option, with one kesubah becoming unusable, so a second one would be needed. Once I heard this, I immediately settled down.” 
Reprinted from the Parshas Acharei Mos-Kedoshim 5780 email of Oneg Shabbos (London, U.K.)
The Rabbi and the

Missing Money

When anyone came to leave money for safekeeping with the Rabbi Avraham Shag, OB”M, he would write the name of the owner on the bundle and place it in a closet. 

Once, a Jew brought a large sum to deposit while the Rav was in the middle of learning. Absorbed in his studies, R’Shag wrote the name down and placed the money in his sefer, subsequently forgetting about it. 

After a while the owner returned to reclaim his money. The Rabbi went to the closet, but could find no parcel with the name of this Jew. He tried to figure out where the money could be, and the thought crossed his mind that his Jewish maid had been desperate for cash and had taken it. After all, she was the only stranger there who could come and go as she pleased.


Immediately he reconsidered and silently chastised himself for suspecting a loyal and devout Jewish woman of theft. However, all his good will would not enable him to find the money to return to the Jew who was waiting. The Rav borrowed money to give to him. Once the man had left, Rav mentioned to his wife to keep an eye on the maid and not to leave valuables unattended.

Months went by and the weeks preceding Pesach found Rav Shag cleaning out his seforim. As he cleaned out a large sefer, a bundle of money fell out onto the table. His feelings over having suspected an innocent person gave him no peace. Finally, he called for the Jewish maid and related the entire story to her. Bursting into tears of remorse, the Rabbi begged the woman to forgive him. 

Seeing this as her opportunity, she tearfully informed Rav Shag that she surely forgave him, but he should promise her that she would have a child. The Rav blessed her with an assurance that she would have a child within a year and would furthermore merit to live a lengthy life. That very year, after being childless for 15 years, the maid gave birth to a girl! 

Reprinted from the Acharei Mos-Kedoshim 5780 email of Torah Sweets Weekly.

The Reason Why Rav Moshe Feinstein was So Happy
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Rabbi Yaakov Kamenetzky and Rabbi Moshe Feinstein


Once, Reb Yaakov Kamenetzky zt'l met with Reb Moshe Feinstein zt'l and he saw that Reb Moshe was extremely happy. He asked him about this, and Reb Moshe told him the following: 

"Three months ago, I was conducting a din Torah in my home and I ruled according to the Torah. Later that day, someone called me up. He said, 'I'm the person who you obligated to pay money in your din Torah today. I want you to know that you ruled erroneously…' and he said several disrespectful words. 

"Today, this man came to me again, and he asked me to give him a haskamah, authorizing him to be a shochet. I thought to myself: Before, he spoke disrespectfully to me and now he wants me to do him this favor? But Yom Kippur had passed since then, and I had already forgiven him, so I agreed to test him. 

“He knew the laws well, and I wrote him a letter of approbation, attesting that he is fit to be a shochet. Then I rebuked him for speaking improperly to me. 
"The man didn’t know what I was talking about. He never called me… Then we figured out that it was another person (who was also involved in the din Torah) called up and pretended to be this person. 

"That is why I'm happy," Reb Moshe concluded. 

He passed a difficult test; he put aside all his reservations to help his fellow man. If he had taken revenge, it would have been against an innocent person.
Reprinted from the Parshas Tazria-Metzora 5780 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman.
The Butler and the Wallet

Klal Yisroel is in need of a lot of tefillos now. With tefillah, everything can be fixed. A wealthy Yid was invited to a meeting by a government official in Pressburg. The wealthy Yid went to the meeting together with his non-Jewish butler. The butler noticed the official's wallet left unattended on a counter, and he took it.


He was afraid to keep the wallet in his own home, because people knew he was at the meeting, and he would be a prime suspect. So he placed the wallet in the home of the wealthy Yid, his employer. 

The government official soon realized that his wallet was stolen. Police were immediately put on the case, and the wallet was found in the wealthy Yid's home. They arrested him, and a date was set for his trial. 

The Ksav Sofer zt'l (who was the rav of Pressburg) did whatever he could to save this Yid. He tried with bribery, and he went to speak with influential people in Budapest (Hungary's capital city) but it was all to no avail. All doors seemed to be closed. 

On the night before the trial, the Ksav Sofer saw his father, the Chasam Sofer zt'l, in his dream. The Chasam Sofer told him, "They are about to murder an innocent Yid tomorrow! How can you sleep?" 
	



	
	The Ksav Sofer



The Ksav Sofer cried, "What can I do? I did everything I could." 

The Chasam Sofer replied, "Did you daven?" 

The Ksav Sofer awoke and sent his students to awaken everyone in Pressburg. They gathered in the beis medresh, in the middle of the night. The Ksav Sofer told them, "All doors were closed before me, but Hakadosh Baruch Hu's doors are always open. With tefillos we can save him." They cried, and they prayed, and in the morning, at the trial, the judge, for some reason, decided to cross-examine the butler.


"Were you in the government official's home? Did you see the wallet?" He asked him many questions. The butler stumbled on his words, contradicted himself, until he finally admitted that he planted the wallet in the Yid's home. The butler was hung on a tree that very day. 

So, remember: Sometimes all hopes are dashed; people feel very lost, not knowing what to do or how to proceed with life, but the doors of heaven are always open for tefillos.
Reprinted from the Parshas Tazria-Metzora 5780 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman.

The Hopeless Man’s Tefillah (Prayer) to Hashem

Hashem hears the tefillos of every Yid. Here's a story to prove this: On a stormy night, only one person turned up for Reb Yosef Parach's zt’l class at his kiruv organization, Niflaos Yisroel, in northern Tel Aviv.
 


Reb Yosef Parach said, "I will go outside and try to get one more person to join us." Reb Yosef Parach went across the street and knocked at a door. He thought he heard some rustling from inside, but no one answered the door. 


Reb Yosef returned to the street, asked a couple of pedestrians to join the shiur, but they refused, each offering their own reason. He went back to that house again. This time, he knocked harder on the door. 

A very tall person answered the door. His arms were covered with tattoos, his long red hair hung down his back. To a gentle, religious person, this man appeared like Og Melech HaBashon. 

Meekly, Reb Parach  said, "Would you like to join us for a Torah shiur." 

The man grumbled, "Who sent you here?!" 

Reb Yosef repeated, "There’s a Torah class tonight, across the street in Niflaos Yisroel. Would you like to join?” 

The man brought Reb Yosef Parach inside his home and showed him a rope hanging from the ceiling. "I live in this house alone. I haven’t spoken with my parents for years. I never got married. I'm completely alone. No one even knocks at my door. I decided to end my life. 

"For the last two hours, I kept saying, 'Hashem, give me a sign, someone should speak with me, and make a connection with me. Otherwise, I will commit suicide.’ I repeated this prayer for two hours, and I didn’t get a response, so I put the rope around my neck. That is when you knocked on the door the first time. It was a sign from Heaven – a sign of life. I took off the noose and went to the door, but apparently you already left. 

“I figured that I imagined the knocking, so I returned to my rope. Just a moment later, it would be too late, but you came back and you knocked loudly at my door. And here you are, asking me to join a Torah shiur." 

This story was told at the shivah of Reb Yosef Parach 5769/2009 by that big man, himself, who by that time was a baal teshuvah. Hashem listened to his tefillos. At the time, he wasn’t the greatest tzaddik, but Hashem heard his prayers. 

Reprinted from the Parshas Tazria-Metzora 5780 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman.
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