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A Russian Tea Scandal
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Traditional Russian Samovar used for making tea


In the late 1700’s, there lived a father and son, Reb Hirsch and his son Sender, who were successful merchants in the tea business in Russia. They were sincere and honest businessmen and their reputation for good prices and an even better product, preceded them. 


Typically, Sender would meet his supplier in Leipzig, Germany, at the fair and take delivery of the tea at the Russian border. An unscrupulous competitor, motivated by jealousy and a lack of business ethics, knew of Sender’s schedule and decided to get even with him. He envied Sender’s success, although outwardly he pretended to honor him. 


His whole entry into the tea industry had only been a means of hurting Sender. He decided to involve the authorities to try to harm him. Of course, even if one’s business affairs are absolutely above board, a government investigation can still cause trouble. 


The informer learned that the deal Sender had with his supplier in Leipzig was that the supplier remained responsible for the goods until after delivery. In order to cause trouble for Sender, he would have to make sure that Sender already owned the goods, in order to bear any of the losses. 


He schemed to denounce Sender’s supplier, the seller in Leipzig, to the authorities as soon as the shipment crossed the border into Russia, which is where Sender would take delivery. Thus, hoping the tea would be confiscated, Sender would have to bear the loss and the seller would have to deal with the criminal prosecution. 


Sender traveled to Leipzig and made his deal. Knowing nothing about the impending scheme, he paid a large sum up front as was his custom. Meanwhile, a rumor spread that the authorities were investigating shipments of tea for evasion of custom duties. Fearful that he might be targeted, both seller and buyer agreed to keep the details of their transaction secret so as not to draw any unnecessary attention. 


The delivery was made. A few days later, the rumors were confirmed. A complaint was issued against a large shipment of tea. Sender and his father kept their goods in a secret location in order to avoid suspicion. Eventually, when the goods were sold, they were sold at a great loss because the tea simply went stale. 
Rather than capitalizing on Sender’s loss, the informer ended up losing his fortune. It turned out that after the dust settled, the authorities seized his tea thinking it was the contraband! His scheme backfired on himself! He became sick and bedridden. People took great pity on him and donated money for him and his family. Only a few people were aware of his evil designs for Sender and his father, including Sender himself. 


In truth, he had succeeded because Sender and his father abandoned the tea business after this harrowing experience. Nevertheless, because of their good nature they kept everything a secret. During the period when the informer was sick in bed, time came to consider a match for his daughter. Due to his great poverty, as he had recently lost all his money, the scheming informer had nothing to offer for a dowry. 


Sender was a compassionate man and truly felt bad. One day, Sender decided to visit him. When the informer was told that Sender was visiting him, he could find no comfort out of sheer embarrassment of what he had done. When Sender entered the room, it was evident that the sick man wanted to say something, but he simply could not. 


Sender comforted him by encouraging him to trust in Hashem’s salvation. His gentle way penetrated the man’s heart. After Sender left, a packet of cash was found under the pillow where the patient lay. This was enough money to fund a handsome dowry for the sick man’s daughter. 


When Sender passed away, he left over a beautiful family. The Baal HaTanya, R’ Schneur Zalman of Liadi zt”l, told the family that their father had been accorded an especially delightful place in Heaven in honor of his goodness. His great-granddaughter, Rebbetzin Rivka, later became the wife of R’ Shmuel Schneerson zt”l, known as the Rebbe Maharash.

Reprinted from the Parshas Tazria-Metzora 5780 email of Torah Tavlin.
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Photographing Rav Moshe
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One day a photographer entered Mesivta Tiferes Yerushalayim (MTJ) and set up a small ladder in the Bais Midrash from where he’d be able to take some pictures of the eminent Rosh Yeshiva, R’ Moshe Feinstein z”l. 


As they began the shiur, this fellow moved to different spots to get a better shot of the holy sage. Some of the students were upset and began to berate the fellow for disturbing them. 


But R’ Moshe quickly put an end to that. “Leave him alone,” he said to his students. “He doesn’t mean to disturb us. He is merely trying to do his job which is to get photos of me for whoever hired him.” 


With that, R’ Moshe looked at the man and gave him a big smile for the camera, before returning to the shiur he was giving. He understood that letting the man take e his picture was an act of kindness to a fellow Jew.

Reprinted from the Parshas Tazria-Metora 5780 email of Migdal Ohr.

Dancing for Joy?


IT WAS THE BEGINNING when things started getting difficult in Germany. Rebbetzin Mirel Leah Hess ה"ע started working on getting papers, visas and tickets so they could move to a different location in Europe that was safer. They bought tickets for a boat leaving on a Motzei Shabbos. 


On the Friday before, their bags were packed, the papers were in order, and all they needed was to get the last stamp on their visas. Rebbetzin Hess went to the Embassy to get the stamp. She had everything organized and together, and she waited on line for a long time. 


When her turn came, a Nazi officer ש"ימ was there. He looked at her papers and then proceeded to rip up every document, including their tickets, right in front of her face. Rebbitzin Hess came home devastated and crying. She had just worked for six months and paid money to try to leave, and now it looked like their fate was hopeless. 


When her husband Harav Yosef Dov Hess ל"זצוק heard what happened, he started dancing!!! And he explained to his bewildered wife, "We see so clearly that this was 'ה רצון that this is what is best for us!" And he continued dancing in emunah strong his with his  understanding that everything Hashem does is only good, even when it looked so dark.1


(Side Note: The boat left on Motzei Shabbos without them. The day that specific boat docked, sadly, the Nazi's invaded that area and they killed everyone who was on that boat

Reprinted from the Parshas Tazria-Metora 5780 email of Eitz HaChaim.

Appointing a Retarded Child as His Rabbinical Representative




The parents of a retarded child entered the study of Rabbi Shlomo Zalman Auerbach. They decided to place their child in a special school in which he would live. The question was which one he should live in? 


"Have you asked the boy where he would like to go?" asked the sage. 


The parents were dumbfounded.

"Our child cannot be involved in the process! He hasn't the capacity to understand," explained the father.

Reb Shlomo Zalman was not moved. "You are sinning against your child. You are removing him from his home, placing him in a foreign environment, and you don't even consult with the child? He will feel helpless and betrayed  - I'd like to talk to him."  


The couple quickly went home and brought the boy to the Torah sage. .

“My name is Shlomo Zalman," smiled the venerable scholar. "What's yours?" 


"Akiva."" 


"Akiva," exclaimed Rabbi Auerbach, "I am one of the leading Torah sages in the world and many people discuss their problems with me. Now, I need your help.


 "You are about to enter a special school, and I need a representative to look after all the religious matters in the school. I would like to give you semicha, making you my official Rabbinical representative. You can freely discuss any issue with me whenever you want."  

Reb Shlomo Zalman gave the boy a warm handshake and hug. 


The boy entered the school and flourished. In fact, with the great feeling of responsibility, he rarely wanted to leave the school, even for a weekend; after all, who would take care of any questions that might arise? 

Reprinted from the Parshas Tazria-Metzora 5780 email of Facebuker Shabbos Table Talk continuing the legacy of Rabbi Dovid Winiarz of blessed memor.

Rav Yakov Meir Shechter


There are some tzaddikim who, although may be renowned, are more hidden than revealed. R’ Yakov Meir Shechter was one such tzaddik, whose holy presence graced the city of Yerushalayim for many decades. 


Deeply concerned about the deterioration of Torah and purity as the generations progressed, R’ Shechter put much effort into bringing Jews closer to the Torah through his writings and lectures. 


He wrote many seforim and booklets to strengthen fear of Heaven. He was a Torah genius and a modest tzaddik who concealed his holy ways.

Stemmed from a Long Line of Rabbonim


R’ Shechter was born in 1886 in Romania to his father R’ Yisroel. His grandfather, R’ Yehuda Leib, had been a prominent Rav in Kiev, but fled to Romania due to the frequent pogroms. He stemmed from a long line of Rabbonim. His namesake, R’ Yakov Meir of Brisk, was the author of a renowned sefer, “Mekor Chaim” on Shulchan Aruch. 


During R’ Shechter’s youth, Romania changed hands frequently between governments, and therefore no yeshivos were firmly established. He was taught by his relatives. And he was self-taught, through his extraordinary efforts and with his remarkable capabilities. 


In his youth he mastered the commentary of HaGaon HaMalbim, so much so that he considered himself a student of the Gaon HaMalbim. He would frequent the court of the Bohusher Rebbe, who gave him his warm blessing prior to R’ Shechter’s ascent to Eretz Yisroel. ( 


At age 17 he filled a notebook, charting his daily behaviors to strengthen his worship of Hashem. He would copy over portions from rare mussar seforim into his notebook so that he could review them again and again, integrating the lessons into his very being. ( 


R’ Shechter arrived in Eretz Yisroel at age 19. He learned in the Yeshivah Ohel Moshe, founded by the great R’ Yehoshua Leib Diskin ztk”l. There he learned under R’ Yakov Orenstein, a prime disciple of the Maharil Diskin, and under the great R’ Zerach Braverman. 
Sought to Attach Himself to the

Greatest Tzaddikim of Yerushalayim


R’ Shechter constantly sought to attach himself to the greatest Ge’onim and tzaddikim in Yerushalayim. Following his marriage, R’ Shechter taught both limudei kodesh and mathematics in Yeshiva Doresh Tzion. This was the beginning of his fruitful association with the Sephardic community. 
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Jews praying at the Western Wall. (Kahvedjian collection)

The financial situation in Eretz Yisroel was terribly strained, especially following the wars. There was no money for food, and there were no jobs to be had. Left with little choice, R’ Shechter applied for a job as a bookkeeper in Yaffo, which offered an excellent salary. 


The directors of the company were quite surprised to see a job candidate that looked more like a Yerushalmi tzaddik than a bookkeeper. With his long beard and payos and rabbinical looking attire, R’ Shechter was hardly the prototype for a professional bookkeeper. 
Astounded by His Mathematical Brilliancee


Hesitantly they began interviewing him and were astounded with his mathematical brilliance and impressed with his holy demeanor. They were ready to offer R’ Shechter the position, yet he was first required to undergo a physical examination. 


The examining doctor saw before him a thin man, and declared that he was of weak constitution and unfit for the position, as he would not live for many more years. R’ Shechter did not get the job, but lived to the ripe old age of 94 – outliving, by far, the doctor who gave the prognosis. (

He had to travel by caravan to Syria in order to avoid the draft during WWI. On Friday, R’ Shechter asked the leader if the group could stop for Shabbos. The leader would not agree. R’ Shechter’s great love of Shabbos prompted him to offer all of his money and possessions to the leader in exchange for stopping the caravan until after Shabbos. 


At first the leader agreed, but then he regretted it. Nevertheless, R’ Shechter stated he would not travel and prepared to camp out alone in the dangerous, barren desert. The caravan began traveling, when suddenly a wheel on the wagon broke. The leader sent his son to the nearest village to fetch a replacement wheel. He went and returned empty-handed as there was no wheel to be had in the village. 


The leader sent his son again, telling him to make the rounds among the villages and not to return without a wheel. He did not return until Shabbos afternoon, during which time the group was forced to camp out. “For some reason” by the time the wheel was fixed it was already after Shabbos. Indeed, they had rested during the entire Shabbos. This wondrous incident, wrought in the merit of R’ Shechter’s self-sacrifice and love for Shabbos, was spoken of with awe for many years thereafter.
The Torah Giants of Syria Recognized

His Greatness in Torah and Piety


The Torah giants of Syria recognized R’ Shechter’s greatness in Torah and piety, and accorded him deep respect. They rejoiced that they merited having such an elevated soul dwelling amongst them. R’ Shechter taught and spread much Torah during his stay in Syria. Everyone stood in awe of his vast and deep knowledge of all segments of the Torah. 


On his return to Eretz Yisroel from Syria, R’ Shechter did not want to derive his income from learning Torah. Instead, he chose to take a position as a teacher in Yeshiva Porat Yosef. In every lesson, R’ Shechter would instill in his students deep-seated principles of faith in Hashem and trust in Divine Providence. 
Whenever he taught his students, he influenced them to, in turn, impart Torah to others and influence others to come closer to a Torah way of life. A genius in mathematics and other sciences, R’ Shechter taught mathematics in Porat Yosef. The Rosh Yeshivah, R’ Ezra Attiah, once said that the fear of Heaven that the students learn from R’ Shechter during a mathematics lesson is greater than the fear of Heaven they absorb during a Gemara lesson.
Accustomed to Arise at Midnight

To Recite Tikkun Chatzos


It was his daily custom to arise at midnight to recite Tikkun Chatzos. He would then sleep for a brief time, rising with the dawn and then immersing in the mikveh. He never slept during the day, as he was constantly occupied with learning, writing his Torah insights, and teaching his students. His daily schedule was full and remained constant throughout his long life. He zealously guarded every minute, lest even a moment go to waste. 

The passing of his wife in 1958 at a relatively young age did not affect his strict adherence to learning Torah and davening. (Utterly modest, R’ Shechter never spoke about himself. He lived and breathed with the maxim, “I have set Hashem before me at all times.” His trust in Hashem was as firm as a rock. 


He struggled financially throughout his life, yet he detested money, distributing sums beyond his means to tzedakah. During the 1948 War, the residents of the Battei Nattan neighborhood left their homes as it was dangerously bordering the front line of fighting. Additionally, the homes were constructed of highly flammable wood, posing a great danger in the face of fiery explosions. 
Would Not Leave His Home Where

He Had a Set Place to Learn and Daven


R’ Shechter, however, would not leave his place, where he had a set schedule for learning Torah and davening. One night, a bomb exploded in Battei Nattan, directly hitting a gas tank. Within moments, a large fire was raging right outside R’ Shechter’s house. He began praying from deep within his pure heart to save him from the dangerous fire. Before he finished his prayers, another bomb fell, causing a water tank on the roof to explode. The sudden gush of water extinguished the flames, saving R’ Shechter’s life, as well as the homes of Battei Nattan from destruction.


He would travel to settlements all over Eretz Yisroel to give lectures in an effort to bring Jews closer to the Torah. He once arrived at a place, where it had been announced that a speaker would lecture in the main shul. Only one man showed up! The communal figures wanted to cancel the lecture.


R’ Shechter disagreed saying, “One Jew is also very important.” He spoke to the man, convincing him that he should establish regular Torah shiurim in the community. The man instituted daily shiurim, which, until today, are strengthening that community’s commitment to Torah.
All His Life He Minnimized

The Pleasures of this World

All his life he was accustomed to eat sparingly, minimizing the pleasures of this world. R’ Shechter would go out on Friday to buy four challos. Actually, one challah sufficed for the entire Shabbos. The rest he saved to eat during the week. ( 
During the 1967 Six Day War, R’ Shechter taught in Yeshiva Porat Yosef. The whizzing sound of bombs and shooting could be clearly heard in the yeshivah. R’ Yehuda Tzadkah, Rosh Yeshivah of Porat Yosef, was afraid to walk to his home. When he saw R’ Shechter preparing to leave the premises, R’ Yehudah asked whether or not he was afraid. R’ Shechter replied, “I am only afraid of Hashem, not of bombs.” R’ Yehuda then said, “In that case, I can rely on you. Let us go together.” 


R’ Shechter was bound heart and soul to the great Sephardic sage, R’ Yakov Mutzafi. On every Yom Tov, R’ Shechter would visit R’ Mutzafi, after which the visit was returned. R’ Mutzafi’s love for R’ Shechter was mutual. He spoke of him with awe and respect, and cried bitterly when he eulogized R’ Shechter. 


He always conducted himself with extreme modesty, forever cognizant of Hashem’s watchful Eye. He constantly encouraged and inspired Sephardim to remain loyal to the traditions of their holy ancestors and not to be swayed by the secular winds that threatened to alienate them from the Torah. 


In his later years, when he suffered terrible pains during his final illness, his demeanor remained calm as always. Even then he refused help from others, wanting only to rely on Hashem’s help. Even when in his 90’s, he would rather walk very slowly than accept a ride from anyone.


An aura of fear of Heaven was plainly evident on his features. He was easily recognizable as a lofty soul. His every act was done for the sake of Heaven. He always insisted on the absolute truth, preferring to learn the simple meaning of the halachos. 


R’ Shechter was accustomed to saying a lot of Tehillim. He composed a special prayer for his students, beseeching Hashem to be saved from negative influences and from the torments of the era preceding Moshiach. Whenever someone asked of his welfare, R’ Shechter invariably replied that he was awaiting the final redemption. The yarhzeit of R’ Yakov Meir ben R’ Yisroel Shechter zt”l is on 13 Iyar (1980). May his merit protect us. (Ari Alah Mi’Bavel) 

Reprinted from the Acharei Mos-Kedoshim 5780 email of The Weekly Vort.

Story #1168

The Souvenir
By Eliezer Shore

From the desk of Yerachmiel Tilles

Editor@ascentofsafed.com

The sun rose harshly over the Sinai Desert, casting its crimson rays over the shattered remains of an Egyptian bunker, and waves of heat over the bodies of the young Israeli soldiers who lay sleeping in the sand. An unearthly silence gripped the scene. It was hard to believe that only hours before, this had been the scene of a fierce battle. Now the Egyptian outpost was taken, its soldiers were all dead, and what was left of an Israeli troop lay sprawled out on ground, their eyes shut tight against the light of the rising sun. The Yom Kippur War raged on every border of the land. This battle, the Israelis had won.



Israeli troops during the Yom Kippur War, 1973.


Exhausted and grimy, the soldiers tried to block out the blinding light. Only Ronen Mizrachi was fully awake. He squinted at the blue expanse above and ran his fïngers through the sand beneath him. He knew that he was alive, though for the life of him, he didn’t know why. This was the toughest battle he’d ever fought, and he had almost given up hope of surviving. But here he was, along with the remains of his platoon.


As he lay there staring up at the fïrmament, a strange sensation stirred within him and something like a desert breeze began to blow across an empty place in his heart - a growing sense of exultation and the feeling that something, Someone far above had spread forth His hand to protect him during the previous night’s battle. 
This powerful feeling lingered for a moment, as if searching for a suitable place to land, but Ronen, the child of a secular kibbutz and a stranger to even the most basic tenets of the Jewish faith, lacked the words to capture it. He was a foreigner to religious texts and rituals, and so now he just observed the sensation as if from without. Had he only known the words, he would have uttered a prayer.


The soldiers began to stir and, one by one, rose and shuffled toward the charred Egyptian bunker. They were looking for souvenirs. After such a battle, a soldier can’t return home empty-handed. He must have something to show his parents and friends: an Egyptian army knife, an officer’s signet ring, or maybe a decorative medal.


But Ronen continued to lie quietly on the sand, watching the feeling of exaltation slowly fade away. Suddenly he rose and strode rapidly toward the bunker, anxious now to find something to fill his surprising inner emptiness, something to show his friends back home, as he told them about the battle they had won.


In the bunker, everything was burnt and bloody. Ronen’s eyes scanned the bodies of the Egyptians for a souvenir, but the soldiers before him had already taken everything of value.


Suddenly, he noticed a bulge in the breast pocket of one of the dead soldiers. A pack of cigarettes will have to do, he thought. Unbuttoning the pocket, though, he pulled out a small book written in Arabic. What a great souvenir! he said to himself, and rushed back outside to join his friends.


Back at camp, he showed the strange book to his friend, Amir, who read Arabic. Amir laughed, “Don’t you know what this is?”�


“No,”Ro nen replied. “Is it something special?”�


“Ronen, it’s a Koran!” Amir laughed again as he tossed it back to him. “Use it in good health!”�


Ronen returned the book to his breast pocket. So what if it was a Koran? he thought. Even better! Now he could tell his friends how he had taken a holy book from the pocket of a dead Egyptian.


Days went by, the war dragged on, and the strange feeling of emptiness remained in Ronen’s heart. Night after night, he would lie awake thinking about life, pondering subjects that had never before entered his mind – G-d, fate, the purpose of existence. Ideas for which he didn’t even have the words. Sometimes, he would take out the small Koran and fïip through it at random. The foreign script meant nothing to him, yet the book had many stories to tell. 

He would rub the cracked leather cover, examine the various pages. Here was one more thumb-worn than the rest; there the owner had underlined a word and written something in the margin; there a wet spot marked the page. “That Egyptian believed in something,” Ronen would think to himself. “But what do I believe in? Nothing.”�


The war continued, more battles, more victories. One morning as the convoy crossed a desert plain, they suddenly came under a barrage of enemy gun fïre. The soldiers threw themselves to the ground and responded with their rifles in the direction of the shots. There was a moment of silence, and then an Israeli soldier called out, “Cease! We have him.”� 

A lone Egyptian gunman rose from behind a sand-dune. Tall, thin, dusty and exhausted, he raised his hands high above him and walked slowly toward the soldiers in surrender. Amir ran over to him with his pistol drawn. “He’s okay, he shouted. “We’ve got him! Take him to the personnel carrier.”�


There were about thirty men in the carrier. Ronen was sitting in the far corner when they placed the Egyptian on the floor beside him. The man seemed dazed and confused. Ronen eyed him suspiciously. He opened his canteen and offered the Egyptian a drink. “Take water!” he said. The Egyptian took the canteen with trembling hands and drank its contents in one gulp. 


“He’s so thirsty,” Ronen thought, as he gave him another drink. The man blessed Ronen in Arabic, he blessed his father, his mother, for ten generations back. Ronen gazed at him with a mixture of hatred and pity; the Arab kept his eyes to the floor.


There was something bulging in the Egyptian’s breast pocket, a suspicious object. “Take that out,” said Ronen with a gesture and a nudge of his rifle-butt. The Arab reached into his pocket and slowly pulled out a small leather-bound book embossed with Hebrew letters - a Jewish siddur (prayerbook).


Ronen stared in disbelief. His mind raced wildly. A thousand thoughts flew through his head. Then slowly, instinctively, he reached into his own breast pocket and removed the Koran.


The Arab stared in disbelief as he read the words on the cover. He looked at Ronen, their eyes met - two worlds, two cultures, two enemies - yet at that moment, speaking the same silent language.


Ronen looked at the siddur and understood. He understood how the prayer-book had fallen into Arab hands; just as the Koran had fallen into his. And he understood that Heaven moves in mysterious ways and that G-d has many messengers. And he knew what to do next.


He stretched forth his hand and gave the Arab the Koran, and the Arab gave him the siddur. The Arab put the Koran in his pocket, and Ronen looked down at the prayer-book in his hand. He opened it to the first page and read the words, “I give thanks to You, living and eternal King, for You have returned my soul to me with compassion; Your faithfulness is great.”�


And at that moment, something opened up inside of him. The heart that had been empty for twenty-one years, that had waited impatiently to leave Israel after the war in search of adventure, that had scorned the religious life but found nothing better in its place - the heart opened up with a cry of longing that sounded across the desert like cannon fïre.


That prayer was only the beginning. The siddur gave Ronen the vocabulary he had never had. As the days went by, he turned to it more and more. It spoke to his soul and brought tears to his eyes. He underlined its words and wrote notes in its margins.


Prayer led to understanding, understanding to Torah, and slowly, to a return to the religion of his forefathers. It was a souvenir that held more memories than he could imagine memories of the distant past and hope for the future.


Ronen never did leave Israel. After the war he entered yeshiva. Eventually, he married and settled down to build a Jewish home. Today, the siddur sits on the bookshelf in his study, a souvenir of the most important battle he has ever won.


Source: Translated and retold by the author from the Hebrew weekly, Sichat Hashavua (#192). Rabbi Dr. Eliezer Shore currently lives in Jerusalem, where he is a published writer and author, storyteller, and Torah teacher. The above story appears in one of his books, The Face of the Waters, available from Amazon.

Connection: Seasonal -- The week, on Wednesday, Hei (5th) Iyar, is Israel Independence Day. The Yom Kippur War is one of the many modern Israel has had to fight in order to remain in existence and independent.

Reprinted from the Parshatt Acharei Mot-Kedushim 5780 email of KabbalaOnline, org, a project of Ascent of Safed.
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