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The Afterlife of the Man

Who Always Washed

By Asharon Baltazar
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Rabbi Elazar of Kozhnitz (a Chassidic master who passed away in 1861) would tell the following tale, which illustrates the immense value and spiritual power of even a single mitzvah.

There once lived a Jewish doctor, a brazen sinner who scorned the Torah and its laws. While he encouraged his son to follow his ways, his wife gently nudged the boy to commit to one mitzvah—the washing of hands before any meal that includes bread. And though he grew up to be as irreligious as his father, the son took his mother’s words to heart and indeed only ate bread if he first washed, sometimes to the extent that he spent an entire day starving before his first meal;
On the Day He Became a Doctor


Our story begins on the day the son (who became a doctor like his father) became embroiled in a dispute and was summoned to a rabbinical court. When the judge issued his decision in favor of the other litigant, the young doctor felt this was unjust and proceeded to ridicule and ignore the judge’s ruling. Left with no recourse, the judge reluctantly wrote a notice of excommunication, forbidding anyone to come in contact with the doctor. The young doctor dismissed this too with another sneer, for he didn’t care much about the Jewish law.


Around the same time, the young doctor prepared to set out on a journey. Part of the way was treacherous and blood-soaked, a long stretch of road through a forest terrorized by roaming packs of bandits who would materialize from behind trees and promptly fall upon easy victims. In hopes of deterring attacks, travelers would band together before traversing these woods. The young doctor, however, had trouble finding fellow travelers.


He asked many merchants if he could join their caravans, but they all ignored him; the young doctor was, after all, under excommunication. Desperate to finally leave, he decided to purchase a fast horse and set out on his own. As the young doctor hung onto the reins, hurtling through the trees, he grimly realized he had forgotten to bring water. Finding a river was too dangerous now, but it also meant the young doctor wouldn’t be able to eat the bread lying in his bag.
His Days on the Road Descended into a Desperate Flight

Very quickly, his days on the road descended into a desperate flight. Ignoring his stomach’s increasingly painful objections, the young doctor urged his horse forward whenever possible and lapsed into sleep only when exhaustion finally crushed him. 

He forgot the number of times he thought of reaching into his bag and devouring the bread, though he never brought himself to do so. And even when his hunger tormented him most, the young doctor was too frightened to gamble with his life to attempt to locate some water.


On the fourth day of his journey, a gurgling sound reached the young doctor’s ears, and he found himself staring at a swiftly moving river. The young doctor began to swing off his horse, and then felt his heart stop: just a stone’s throw away, bandits on horseback were assembling on the other side of the riverbank. Two thoughts streaked through the young doctor’s mind—he could either wash his hands now and risk being killed, or swing his foot back onto the horse and escape.


But the young doctor’s hunger made him delirious, and so it won.


With the bandits’ jeers of glee whooping in the background and the clopping of their horses shaking the ground, the young doctor scurried down to the river to wash his hands in the freezing waters. The bandits were growing louder, and the young doctor began racing back to the horse. 
Opened His Bag with Trebling Hands


He had just opened his bag with trembling hands when the first bandit struck. The young doctor fell, blood gushing from a wound in his head. The other bandits closely followed suit, beating and robbing him. After the bandits were finally done with stripping everything he carried, they left him to die.


His soul ascended on high and appeared before the Heavenly Court. Before anything was said, the mitzvahthat the young doctor held so dear—the washing of hands—appeared before the judges and related the young doctor’s dedication to it, insisting that he should be admitted immediately into paradise. The demand was accepted, and the young doctor’s soul was taken to the gates. The supernal gatekeeper, however, was blocking his way.


“You were excommunicated during your time on earth,” he explained, “and I cannot let you in. Go back to the rabbi who effected the ban so he can reverse it.”


That night, the young doctor’s soul presented itself in the rabbi’s dream and informed him of his predicament. Not wanting to delay a soul’s passage into paradise, the rabbi renounced his edict at once. But upon the young doctor’s soul return, the gatekeeper still denied him entry. “Just as the excommunication was in writing, so must be its exemption. And,” added the gatekeeper, “request that the rabbi arrange a Jewish burial for your body.”

The Rabbi Again Dreamed

Of the Young Doctor’s Soul


The rabbi dreamed of the young doctor’s soul again and agreed to publicly annul the excommunication at morning’s first light. He also reassured the soul that its body was to be collected and buried by the next group of merchants leaving the city.


But a curious thing caught the rabbi’s attention: The more the two continued to converse, the more the soul imparted a marked command of the Torah and its teachings. The rabbi asked how the young doctor’s soul gained such knowledge, since during his corporeal life, he was a man furthest from anything Jewish.


“Before I visited paradise,” replied the soul, “an angel, created from my sacrifice to fulfill the mitzvah of washing before eating, taught me the entire Torah.”

Reprinted from the Parashat Acharei Mos-Kedoshim 5780 email of Chabad.Org Magazine
.
The Pasul Sefer Torah


A community near Monsey was renovating their beis medresh. They decided, "If we're spending thousands of dollars to make our beis medresh more beautiful, it would be proper that we should also invest in checking and beautifying the sefer Torah." 

A sofer reviewed the sefer Torah, and discovered that it was pasul. He said it would cost five thousand dollars to fix it. 

The rosh hakahal (financial president of the community) refused to give so much money. "I'll pay you five hundred dollars, but not a penny more." 

It didn’t really make sense. He was paying tens of thousands of dollars to beautify the beis medresh, but for the most important part of the beis medresh – the sefer Torah – he wasn't ready to spend money. 

The sofer explained to the rosh hakahal the immense work involved in fixing the sefer Torah, but he didn’t care. He refused to pay more than five hundred dollars. 

The sofer called up a colleague and requested help towards correcting the sefer Torah. He said, "This community is using a pasul sefer Torah, and if we don’t fix it, they will continue using it. Let's work together to make the sefer Torah kosher. We will only be paid five hundred dollars — but we'll do it for Hashem's sake… For a mitzvah." 

His friend agreed. On the day they completed fixing the sefer Torah, satisfied that they were able to do this mitzvah, they began their trek home to Monsey. Walking back to Monsey, they needed the restroom. The only restroom in the area was in a Christian cemetery, so they went there.


The guard stationed at the entrance asked for their name, address, and telephone numbers. The men gave the information and went inside. A few weeks later, they received a phone call from a lawyer. At first, they were afraid that they were being accused of some crime, but the lawyer was telling them that they would receive $62,000. 

On that day they were in the cemetery, a funeral of a wealthy person was taking place. This wealthy man didn’t leave any heirs, so he stipulated in his will that his money should be distributed among those who attended his funeral. Being that they had registered with the guard at the entrance, they were endowed with this large sum of money. 

This story is an example of  “No one ever listened to Me and lost out.” They were moser nefesh to help a congregation have a kosher sefer Torah, and Hashem paid them for their dedication

Reprinted from the Pareshas Yisro 5780 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Insights of Rabbi Elimelech Biderman.

The Carpet Salesman

By Rabbi Moshe M Bamberger

Mashgiach Ruchani, Beis Medrash L’Talmud
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One Shavuos, the Dubno Maggid was in Vilna, and learned throughout Shavuos night in the Beis Medrash of the Vilna Gaon. Following his custom, the Vilna Gaon was reciting Tikkun Leil Shavuo s, which excerpts sections from all of Torah, Nevi’im and Kesuvim, as well as from all of Torah Shebe’al Peh. 


The Dubno Maggid, however, did not follow this tradition, and instead studied from a single Gemara throughout the night. The Gaon noticed this, and asked the Maggid why he veered from the accepted custom of reciting Tikkun Leil Shavuos. 


The Dubno Maggid answered, of course, with a mashal. Once upon a time, a simple Jew named Reb Yankel desperately needed parnasah. As he was strolling through his local marketplace, he noticed a salesman who attracted a large crowd clamoring to buy whatever it was that he was selling. 


With great interest, Reb Yankel approached the scene and discovered that the man was showing a book of carpet samples to the people surrounding him. The crowd was in a frenzy, handing him sizeable amounts of money as they pointed out the samples they liked. 
Reb Yankel Had a Flash of Inspiration


Reb Yankel had a flash of inspiration. If only he could procure one of these books, he could finally earn a respectable livelihood! He asked the salesman if he had an extra book of samples. The generous salesman graciously gave him a book. 
The next morning, Reb Yankel excitedly entered the marketplace, opened his book, and announced that he was in the carpet business. It did not take long before customers surrounded him to purchase his wares. When someone chose a blue swatch of carpet and handed him money for the order, Reb Yankel took the money and began to peel the swatch out from the book to give the buyer! 


“What is this, some sort of joke?” asked the stunned buyer. 


Reb Yankel naively responded, “But only yesterday a salesman sold the same carpets as these!” 


The buyer laughed and explained, “That salesman did not sell samples of carpets! Each swatch in his book was backed up by hundreds of yards of carpet in his warehouse! His samples represented real merchandise that he owns! You can’t merely sell carpet swatches - you need actual carpet!” 
The Dubno Maggid’s Explanation


The Dubno Maggid told the Vilna Gaon, “This is the difference between you and me.” When you read the ‘samples’ of the entirety of the Torah on Shavuos Night from the Tikkun, it has actual significance, as you have the complete “merchandise” to back it up! You are proficient in the entirety of the Torah, and your swatches are merely examples of the vastness of Torah you possess! I, unfortunately, lack such encyclopedic Torah knowledge. For me to read the Tikkun Leil Shavuos tonight would be like Reb Yankel selling his swatches. I simply don’t have the goods in my “warehouse” to back it up!”


Rabbi Shimshon Pincus zt”l notes that the Dubno Maggid’s reasoning is so sound, it actually puts into question the time honoured custom observed by many Jews who recite Tikkun Leil Shavuos, despite not being the Vilna Gaon! 


Rav Pincus beautifully suggests that Tikkun Leil Shavuos serves another purpose on Shavuos: It is a heartfelt declaration to Hashem that this is what I so deeply want - Kol HaTorah Kulah! On the Festival of Matan Torah, when we pray for success in Torah, by reciting samples from a panorama of Torah we express that our desire is broad and ambitious - to finish the length and breadth of Torah Shebichsav as well as Shas! 

Reprinted from the Parashat Bamidbar-Shavuos 5779 email of Oneg Shabbos (London)

Your People Will

Be My People

As told to Rayle Rubenstein by Gavriel Glenny
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Gavriel Glenny


I was born in Key West, Florida. My father was in the Navy, and we moved around a lot for his job. As a child, I never had the stability of being able to call one place home. When I was 15, we finally settled down in Bradenton, near Tampa.


I was raised in a strict Christian home. My parents were pastors; they had master’s degrees in theology. Our home was very religious. We went to church every Sunday and Wednesday.  My brother and I sometimes joined my parents when they attended their religious college, and we were always on our best behavior. 


My dad was a real disciplinarian – he didn’t believe in sparing the rod – so we knew that if we horsed around like the other kids there, we’d be held accountable at home.  My parents encouraged us to read, which sparked my thirst for knowledge; to this day I can be reading five or six books at once.


We were Evangelicals. I sure hope I didn’t convert a Jew during my youth; I know we sure did try.  That’s the Evangelical ideology, to try to bring others into the faith. But I was aware of Jews my entire life because of that.

Searching for the Truth


I saw a lot of hypocrisy as a child. There were so many people in leadership positions who would say one thing and do the opposite. They would ask forgiveness, talk about how holy they were, but behind closed doors they were immoral.


When I was 18, I left all that behind and joined the army. Well, they do say that the preacher’s kids turn out the worst!  When I got out, I met a woman and we married. We had a sweet little boy, and I thought my life was complete.


When our son was two years old, he passed away.


I was shattered.


You know, when you are in the military, you imbibe this “never gonna die” attitude. You feel like nothing can hurt you. That’s how I felt when I got out of the army. When my son died, I was suddenly faced with mortality. I realized that one day I would stand before G-d. What would I say? I knew I was not acting like a good person. I felt like I wasn’t doing anything right.


But who was this G-d I would face? My solid Christian upbringing had left me with questions I’d never addressed. Now it was time to face them.
Setting Out on a Journey for the Truth


So, I set out on a journey for the truth.


I studied Islam and soon moved onto Buddhism. I wasn’t interested in exploring Judaism. I’d seen Jews when we had lived in Miami for a stint during my youth and based on the way they were dressed; I knew I could never fit in there. Which is funny considering that I now live in Beitar Illit!


After some introspection, I went back to Christianity. Like my parents had done, I enrolled in college and started on the road towards becoming a pastor. It wasn’t the smooth road I’d imagined. The more I learned, the more questions I had.


For example, the entire religion was based on what I realized was a mistranslation. The word “alma” was translated by the Church as an unmarried girl but based on the word’s connotation in other parts of the Bible (specifically referring to Dina) I realized that translation made no sense. Another thing that bothered me was that it said straight out in Numbers (23-19) that G-d can’t be a man. So how could an entire religion base itself on exactly that?


I was hated for my endless questions. I was constantly engaging in debates with other Christians, saying whatever was on my mind, no matter how controversial or infuriating.

Found Myself Drawn to the Jewish Sites


I visited Israel with a Christian group and found myself drawn to the Jewish sites. I had gotten a hold of an Artscroll Stone Edition Chumash and read it on that trip; it furthered my curiosity about the people and places we saw. When we visited Yad Vashem, we spent just 90 minutes there. I was so upset to think that we spent hours at churches that didn’t speak to me and yet such a brief time at such an important place. 


I returned from that trip with my mind made up about two things: one day I would return to live in that land, and I would explore Judaism more deeply. 

Finding Judaism


A couple of years after my trip to Israel, I joined what I thought was a Jewish group. But as I later found out, it wasn’t real Judaism; it just looked like it. It was actually a messianic group. The men wore tallisos and kippahs and celebrated all the chagim – but they believed in oso ha’ish. I met a lot of others like me at the messianic – also called Hebrew Roots – so-called “synagogue,” people who were searching for the truth and were lured by this pseudo-religion.  Before I left, I asked the “rabbi” of the congregation, “What’s the difference between this and Christianity?” But I already knew the answer by then: nothing.
Tried All three Segments of Judaism


I tried three synagogues in Bradenton, representing the three segments of Judaism: Reform, Conservative, and Orthodox. I didn’t fit well into the first two, But the third – a Chabad shul – felt right.


After all that searching, I knew I had found my place.


Once I began learning, I was fascinated by Orthodox Judaism. I listened for hours to Rabbi Michael Skobac of Jews for Judaism and studied the writing of Rabbi Tovia Singer of Outreach Judaism. A lot of my questions were being answered. By I still wanted more.


During the entire period, my parents kept questioning me: Why was I doing this? What was I thinking? How could I not believe in what they believed was right?


One night, I felt that I’d had enough. I spent two- or three-hours disproving Christianity to my parents. I used all the arguments and proofs from Rabbi Skobac and Rabbi Singer. I told my parents that I was officially done with Christianity; there was no way I would ever go back.


Christians believe that anyone who doesn’t share their faith will go to h-ll. For a child to leave the faith is devastating.

My parents disowned me.


I knew it was time to leave and go join a bigger Jewish community. I quit my job with the Manatee County water department and moved to Houston.


The Jewish community in Houston was wonderful. Rabbi Yehoshua Wender, the rabbi of Young Israel of Houston, served on the bais din with two other rabbis. I loved his synagogue; being there firmly cemented my plan to become a Jew.


Of course, when I said I wanted to convert, I was dissuaded. They tried convincing me to become a Noahide, which I considered for about two seconds before I realized it was all or nothing for me. Seven mitzvos were just not going to cut it; I wanted to observe them all.


The rabbis tried their best to deter me. “We’re the most hated people on the planet!” they said. “In every generation they try to kill us!”  


I am fiercely patriotic. When I joined the army, I knew there was a chance I could die. I shared this with the rabbis, and then I said, “If I was willing to sacrifice my life for my country, how much more willing would I be to sacrifice my life for G-d?”
They Stopped Pushing Me Away


They stopped pushing me away.


I studied in the Young Israel with Rabbi Wender and others. I learned a lot of Mishnah Berurah to get a grasp of halachah in preparation  for my conversion, and I also studied from a thick booklet. The learning process is not for the faint of heart; there’s so much ground to cover. With my love of learning, I didn’t find it overly difficult, but it did take time and diligence. 


My questions didn’t go away, but here they were welcomed. During a shiur, I learned that one must be properly dressed to recite Krias Shema. I raised my hand and asked, “How were the Jews of the Holocaust allowed to recite the Shema if they were not dressed?” Rabbi Wender told me that he had never heard that question before and said he would think about it.


He concluded that kiddush Hashem preceded the laws of Shema. For me it was about more than just receiving a satisfactory answer. It was about the way my questions were responded to. The rabbis didn’t hesitate to tell me that they weren’t sure about something and were very open about consulting with others for answers.

Son of Avraham


On the third of Sivan, three days before Shavuos, and just about three years ago, I underwent conversion.


Nine months later, I moved to Israel.


My name, Gavriel, was chosen by Chabad members in Bradenton.  On the Chanukah following my conversion, Chabad held an event on a ranch. There was a giant plastic menorah – maybe 20 feet wide  – that was going to be filled with money to send to widows and orphans in Israel, and it had to be moved. I asked around to see if anyone would help me do it, but no one was willing to lift something so massive. I finally did it on my own and carried it to a new spot about 20 or 30 feet away. 


“You’re living up to your name!” the rabbi said when he witnessed that. 

That’s when I found out the root of my name, gibor, means strong. 


People tell me all the time that I live up to my name. I’m tall and muscular, but I hope I live up to it spiritually and not just physically.
A Different Culture in Israel


The culture is definitely different in Israel. I’m still working on reading the siddur and Chumash – and then there’s conversational Hebrew, which is entirely different. I’m getting better at it, though. I like to think about the fact that I began learning when I was about the same age as Rabbi Akiva was when he began to learn the alef -beis. Then again, I have big shoes to emulate!


The community here is extremely welcoming and accepting. There are lots of English speakers in our synagogue, which has been dubbed “the American shul.” 


I learn with a chavrusa every day. We are studying the Shulchan Aruch and the Tur, including the Bais Yosef. I love learning all the commentaries and comparing what they say. I enjoy learning from the writings of Rav Steinman, zt”l, whom I never had the opportunity to meet and who passed away three or four months after I moved to Israel. 


I connected to some of the writings of Rabbi Meir Kahane. I think if the government here would have followed some of his advice, Israel would be in a much better place.  Rabbi Aryeh Kaplan’s The Living Torah is another book I turn to often; it is written in the plainest English and presents what Rashi says and all the dissenting arguments. The Aryeh Kaplan Anthology is an excellent series that I enjoy as well. And of course, anything ArtScroll! 


There are times when it’s challenging for me. For one thing, my mind works differently because I come from a different world. I was a Christian. I served in the military. These experiences give me a different outlook from someone who was raised as an Orthodox Jew.  


Not having a Jewish background means I don’t have beautiful customs and traditions that were passed along to me by my father. That’s kind of hard, but it’s also freeing because I can choose the customs that speak to me. 
My First Aliyah Took Place on Shavuos


Because I wasn’t born into it, I have to work hard to remember some things like reciting Shehecheyanu on every new piece of clothing. My very first Aliyah took place on Shavuos. I had no idea what was going on, because until you are called up you can’t see exactly what happens, when to stand, when to put on a tallis, what to say. I had what I like to call on the job training. 


Now I’m just like anyone else; I know exactly what to do at any given time. Shabbos was a little hard at first, but not for the reasons you might think.  Before my geirus was complete, I had to make sure to break Shabbos by turning on a light or carrying outside the eruv to show I was not yet a Jew. Once I converted, I had to remember not to do that!


The most difficult thing for me now is finding a shidduch. My wife and I divorced not long ago. We had been together as Christians, then throughout the conversion process, and we moved to Israel together. It was an amicable divorce, but as we grew in our Judaism, we realized we were heading on different paths. Now that I am single again, I am discovering that a lot of people don’t want me to marry their daughters because I am a ger. I tell them that Avraham didn’t have yichus either. The truth is, I may have some yichus I don’t even know about. My maternal grandmother spoke Yiddish. Unfortunately, we were never able to find out enough about her past, so we have no idea if she had real Jewish roots.
“It’s Not Always Easy”


Like I said, it’s not always easy, but I don’t give up. I’m a military man. When I was in the army, I once did 12 miles in full combat gear – with 150 pounds on my back , 102-degree fever, and double pneumonia. I was sent straight to the hospital in an ambulance when I was done, but I completed that training. That tenacity allowed me to become the person I am today. 


Years ago, when my family lived in Miami, we lived upstairs from a Jewish woman who had survived the Holocaust. I was mesmerized by the experiences she shared with me. I still can’t fathom how anyone survived. I am so grateful to be part of a people who are so strong.


Before Pesach, I asked if I could say the part of the Hagaddah that reads, “my fathers came out of Egypt.” The answer is a resounding yes. Even though I am a convert, my soul was at Har Sinai along with the rest of our nation. I am part of the Jewish nation, and these are my forefathers, too. In fact, I love the part of the Torah where it says not to remind a ger of his past, because he will remind you of yours. 


What I appreciate most about my life as a Jew is the fact that I have a relationship with Hashem. I’m literally Avraham’s son. When I gave my ex-wife her get, it said Gavriel ben Avraham. I’m sure some people did a double take when they saw that! 

Living the Dream


Shavuos is probably my favorite holiday. I love them all, but this one is my birthday! It’s celebrates the giving of the Torah to our entire nation, but it also marks my own personal acceptance of the Torah. I converted on the third of Iyar, June 9. And this year, June 9 is Shavuos! 


But there’s more to my story.


Not long ago, my parents called me and dropped a bombshell. All the arguments and proofs I’d given them before I left Florida had resonated with them.

My parents, ministers and regional superintendents of the entire Southeast United States, had left Christianity. 


Today they are Conservative Jews. I’m still working on them, and I hope that one day they will become Orthodox like me. For now, they are living their dream. They are retired and travel often in their RV, usually with a Jewish group that has minyan. Their road might be a little different than mine, but like mine, it’s not one we ever would have imagined. 


Life is like that. It can take you places you never dreamed of, to heights you never thought you’d reach. I’m growing every day, in my connection to the Torah and the Jewish nation, and in my personal and spiritual development as a Jew. 


I hope that in sharing my story, I’ve helped other Jews appreciate what they have. What we have.


Being Jewish is a gift.  We are a truly blessed people. 


On Shavuos, as I reaccept the Torah, I am proud. I am grateful. I feel blessed. 


I hope that you feel all these things, too. And I hope that you never forget it.

Reprinted from the email of the June 2019 edition of The Jewish Echo.
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