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Rabbi Yisroel Reisman Emphasizes the Greatness of

A Jew’s Mesiras Nefesh

By Daniel Keren
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Hundreds of men and women took advantage of last week’s the recent Labor Day legal holiday to spend the morning listening to a series of inspiring hashkafah lectures organized by the Agudas Yisroel Nationwide Selichos Yom Iyun, a project of the Agudath Israel of America’s Commission on Torah Projects in connection with Hakhel, a Flatbush-based organization devoted to bringing a greater awareness of Torah true values to our community. 


The event which was broadcast live to dozens of Agudath Israel affiliates across North America was held at the Agudath Israel of Madison shul in Flatbush on the corner of Avenue S and East 22nd Street.


Rabbi Yisroel Reisman Rosh Yeshiva of Mesivta Torah Vodaath and Mora D’asra of the host shul was the first of the Yarchei Kallah speakers and he addressed the topic of “Some People are More Alive than Others,” as part of his continuing series of Hakhel legal day lectures on Sefer Yechezkel, the Book of Ezekiel.


He noted that in the Talmudical tractate Baba Basra, our Sages of blessed memory teach that half of the Book of Yechezkel deals with peronious or punishments that will befall the Jewish people for not keeping Hashem’s Torah and the other half of the sefer is concerned with nechamta or consolation.


Rabbi Reisman who is a strong advocate of studying Tanach, the Jewish Bible, which he believes too few Jews properly do explained that one reason many Jews are ignorant of Sefer Yechezkel is because when they begin reading the book, they give up because the first chapters are rather difficult to learn. Yet the second half of Sefer Yechezkel contains some of the most beautiful perakim, verses that one can read in Tanach.

The Two Haftorahs in the Perek


For example in Perek Lamed Zion (Chapter 37) we find the verses that make up two different haftorahs, the first of which is the famous and awesome dry bones narrative of techias hameisim, the resurrection of the dead. In the same perek we find the prophecy in which Hakodesh Baruch Hu promises the Prophet Ezekiel to gather the Jews from galus, exile and bring them back to the promised homeland.


Yehezkel is brought to a valley by the ruach or spirit of Hashem where he is shown not just a few, but the dry bones of many people which according to Chazal were the remnants of those members of the tribe of Ephraim who unsuccessfully tried to escape from the rigors of Egyptian bondage some 30 years before Moshe led the Jews to freedom in Yetzias Mitzraim, the Exodus from Egypt.


Hakodesh Baruch Hu asks the Navi if these bones can come back to life and the prophet answers that You (Hashem) know the answer. Rabbi Reisman referred to the Gemara in Sanhedrin (92b) were differing opinions about whether the dry bones were actually revived or perhaps the verses were simply a prophetic vision of the future. But one of the sages quoted in that Gemora – Rabbi Yehudah ben Beseira declared that not only was he a descendant of one of those dry bones brought back to life, but that he actually had in his possession the tefillin of his ancestor who had been revived by Ezekiel.


Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch, (1808-1888) of Germany writes that too many Jews in his time performed the mitzvahs of the holy Torah sadly in a lifeless manner and that he longed for the ultimate reviving of the Jewish people.

The Connection to Chanania, Azaria and Michoel


This miraculous reviving of the dry bones occurred at the same time that Chanania, Azariah and Michoel [who had been exiled to Bavel with Daniel] were mesiras nefesh, risking their lives for the honor of Hakodesh Baruch Hu by refusing to bow down to a statue honoring the Babylonian ruler Nebuchadnezzar. For this refusal they were thrown into a fiery furnace that was so hot that the ruler’s servants who pushed them in were killed by the intense heat of the flames. Yet Hashem miraculously saved these three young heroic Jews as recorded in Sefer Daniel.


This was not just an interesting coincidence. Rather Rabbi Reisman pointed that it was only because of the mesiras nefesh of Chanaia, Azariah and Michoel that there was a zechus, merit that allowed the dry bones in the valley far away from them to be revived successfully.


It was the similar mesiras nefesh of those Jews who survived the Holocaust more than 70 years ago and who dedicated their almost deleted strengths and hopes to rebuilding new Jewish communities in America and Eretz Yisroel [and other places] that Torah has been so dramatically revived and is today flourishing in a manner not experienced since perhaps the destruction of the Bayis Sheni (Second Temple in Yerushalayim) by the Romans almost 2,000 years ago.


Mesiras nefesh is an essential ingredient in meriting that Hashem help us and it was also that the Jews at Krias Yam Suf, the Splitting of the Sea of Reeds were saved because of the determination of Nachshon ben Aminadav to go against his logic and fulfill the ratzon, desire of Hashem by fearelessly jumping into the surging waters even when they came up to his neck and seemed about to drown him. Because of his mesira nefesh, Hakodesh Baruch Hu responded by miraculously splitting the waters that allowed all the Jews to escape from their pursuing Egyptian menace and set the stage for the drowning of their former Egyptian masters.

The Benefits of Mesiras Nefesh to the Jewish People


Today, Rabbi Reisman said, we are also benefitting from the mesiras nefesh of the thousands of Jews in our generation who by becoming baalei teshuvah [those who have abandoned assimilated secular lifestyles to adopt a life based on Torah precepts]. Often by making this lofty spiritual decision to become Torah loyal Jews, they have had to endure major sacrifices such as giving up successful careers and close ties to family members and good friends who as a result of their becoming religiously observant have responded by becoming antagonistic.


This idea of giving up something that one cherishes is a way of achieving teshuvah. And that is the purpose for many of us who were born frum (religious) to get up earlier than usual during the month of Elul in order to participate in reciting the Selichos services in the early morning hours, even though [by sacrificing our customary sleep] this may be difficult and uncomfortable.


In reference to the second haftorah found in Chapter 37 of the Book of Ezekiel, Rabbi Reisman pointed out that the concept of the word kibbutz is “to gather.” If you spill a bag of pistachio nuts, you then try to gather them back together.


Today someone would have to be extremely blind not to notice the major ingathering of the Jewish people to Eretz Yisroel. Today there are Jews in the Land of Israel from all the different types of cultures that dominate the world and this naturally causes major differences in outlook and opinions among our Jewish brethren in the Holy Land. And for this we desperately need Hakodesh Baruch Hu to bestow among the Jewish people the important aspect of loving our fellow Jews once they come to Eretz Yisroel.

We All Have a Job to Do


A person who is comfortable with what he has and his avodas Hashem (service to G-d) doesn’t need to look down on others who may not [yet] be on his level. We all have a job to do. And that job can bring the long-promised reward of techias hameisim, the resurrection of the dead. And where does that come from? It comes from our mission of fulfilling the task of being mesiras nefesh to honor Hakodesh Baruch Hu.

As Other Disloyal Democrats Suffer, Simcha Felder Perseveres
By Zoe Greenberg
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Simcha Felder is a Democrat who has aligned himself with the Republicans, giving them a one-vote majority in the New York State Senate. Photo Credit - Nathaniel Brooks for The New York Times

On the evening of the Democratic primary in Borough Park, Brooklyn, Orthodox Jews clad in black hats and long coats lined up at Public School 192 to cast their votes. Most of them supported Andrew M. Cuomo for governor, but above all else, they had come to the polls for one purpose: to enthusiastically re-elect their local senator, Simcha Felder.


Across the state, Mr. Felder has been painted by his critics as a traitor and a turncoat, a rogue Democrat who sits with the Republicans, giving them a one-vote majority in the State Senate. He essentially held the state budget hostage in the spring until he won concessions for religious schools known as yeshivas, and he fought a tax on plastic bags that Democrats saw as a boon for the environment.


Because he stands in the way of Democratic control of the Senate, Mr. Felder has been a potent target for progressive ire.


But Mr. Felder, who was elected in 2012, has shown an even greater capacity to navigate political headwinds, and escape unscathed. The primary on Thursday was no exception: Mr. Felder dispatched his challenger, Blake Morris, a progressive candidate, winning 63 percent of the vote.


 “We love Simcha Felder. We’ve known him for many, many, many years,” Susan Kleinbart, 65, said as she left the polls. “He was the reason we came out.”


Most people exiting the polling place in Borough Park said they were unconcerned with Mr. Felder’s collaboration with Republicans, even seeing it as a benefit. (The district heavily favored Donald J. Trump in the 2016 election.)

 “It’s a great idea to build bridges and not just make divisions,” said Zivia Schwartz.


On the corner next to the polling place, a volunteer in a prayer shawl handed out sample ballots written in Hebrew that directed people to vote for Mr. Felder. “I know Simcha,” said Pinchas, the volunteer, who like many of the people interviewed gave only his first name because he wanted to maintain his privacy. Mr. Felder, he said, had been “fighting for our schools — everything that the rabbis want.”


The scene was starkly different across town, where supporters of Mr. Morris gathered at the Hinterlands bar in Kensington to watch the election results and drink a cocktail called the “Blue Wave.” Mr. Morris had tried to exploit Mr. Felder’s cozy relationship with Republicans, positioning himself as a “real Democrat” who would push for universal health care and affordable housing. “We were trying to find the younger people, the first-time voters,” said Lynn Stabile, 43, who had canvassed for Mr. Morris in Sunset Park.


But as the votes were tallied, it became clear that the campaign had failed to garner enough support.


Mr. Morris remained in good spirits even after learning that he had lost, though he was disappointed he had not managed to change the balance of power in Albany. “I was really hoping to make a difference, to flip the State Senate,” he said.


Near the end of the night, Mr. Morris climbed atop a chair at the back of the bar to thank his supporters. “Get ’em next time!” someone shouted from the crowd.


As he spoke, the screen to his right displayed the concession speech of Cynthia Nixon, another erstwhile progressive candidate who lost her primary battle to Mr. Cuomo.


“We started with nothing and we earned every single vote,” she said to a raucous, cheering crowd. Mr. Morris turned toward the screen, momentarily distracted from his own small band of supporters.

Mr. Felder did not have a watch party. He declined to be interviewed, only releasing a statement that asserted that the district’s voters acted “on the issues that matter to them: safety and security, quality of life and education.”
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Many voters in Borough Park, Brooklyn, said they came to the polls on Thursday for one reason: to vote for State Senator Simcha Felder. Photo Credit Credit - Elizabeth D. Herman for The New York Times

Mr. Felder’s continued power in the State Senate may not last, if the Democrats manage to flip a Republican-held seat in the midterm elections. “Let me say that the Democratic conference will not need you in November the way they need you now,” Mr. Cuomo wrote in a letter to Mr. Felder in April.


But in Brooklyn, his constituents did not seem to care what the governor, or anyone else for that matter, had to say about their local leader. As Josh Mehlman, chairman of the Flatbush Jewish Community Coalition said, “The community is solidly behind Simcha Felder.”

Reprinted from the September 16, 2018 website of The New York Times. A version of this article appears in print on Sept. 17, 2018, on Page A22 of the New York edition with the headline: As Other Disloyal Democrats Suffer, One Brooklyn Turncoat Is Just Fine. 

Rabbi Berel Wein

On Parashat Haazinu
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All Jewish history, past, present and future, is on parade before our eyes and ears in this final section of the great oration of Moshe to the Jewish people before his passing. The greatness and pettiness, the holiness and decadence of the people are in the immortal words of this week’s Torah reading. But it is the first word of that reading that conveys the entire idea of Moshe’s message.


The word ‘haazinu’ means not only to listen and to hear what is being said but it also conveys a deeper meaning of the message being conveyed. If one is deaf to the internal messages of Torah and of Jewish history, if one is unaware that one is being addressed and called to attention, then no message, no matter how important and brilliant, will ever accomplish its goal. The listener, so to speak, must want to hear and understand the message that is being addressed to him or her.


Anyone who has had the experience of teaching, especially in a classroom setting, knows the frustration of students unwilling or unable to concentrate and pay attention. There are great teachers who by the force of their personality and their talents are able to command others to listen to what they have to say. However, even the greatest of teachers, even Moshe the ultimate teacher, can find one’s message ignored or left unheard. It is within the nature of the young, especially the student, to oftentimes purposely ignore the teacher and not be bothered to hear what in fact is being said and thought.


Moshe speaks to us from the heights of prophecy, from millennia ago. Every generation hears his words and every generation must apply those words to the circumstances of their time and place. This is the secret of the eternity of Moshe and his Torah.


I would think that by now the Jewish people would be aware that it is impossible, and even dangerous, to ignore the message of Moshe and of Jewish tradition. We are witness to a large swath of Jewish society that is either completely deaf to the message of Moshe, who are at best certainly tone deaf to its nuances and meanings. Our attention span is a very short and today, when we only have the patience for 30 second sound bites, it has become ever more difficult to concentrate and listen intently to messages of cosmic importance and eternal greatness.


The key to this Shabbat, coming as it does after the Shabbat of spiritual repentance and concentration, begins with the ability to listen and to hear and to internalize the message of Moshe. Simply listen to the rhythm of Jewish history and tradition and automatically one will become a better Jew and a better person. It is no accident that generations of Jews had their children commit to memory the total reading of this week, this great song of Moshe.

Reprinted from this week’s website of Rabbiwein.com

Thoughts that Count

O people, vile and unwise (Deut. 32:6)

A transgressor who is also "unwise" is worse than a clever sinner. No matter what he may have done, if the sinner is of sufficient intelligence there is always a chance that he will realize his mistake and do teshuva. A foolish sinner, however, is less likely to do so. (Divrei Shaul)

Return, O Israel, to the L-rd your G-d (from the Haftora)


Rabbi Eliezer said: Such is the way of the world, that a person who is publicly humiliated by another is not satisfied with a private apology, and demands that it be made in front of the very same people who witnessed his shame.G-d, however, does not ask the same of us. Even for one who publicly defames the name of G-d in the marketplace, a private apology is accepted.(P'sikta)
Reprinted from the Parashat Haazinu/Sukot 5773/1992 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.

JEWISH WORLD
The Forgotten Jewish Community of Ecuador


Quito, the beautiful capital of Ecuador nestled near the equator at an elevation of 9,350 feet. The city is a UNESCO cultural heritage site, containing the least-altered historic center in the Americas. Over 4,000 Jews lived in Quito in the 1950s, as many Eastern European Jews had fled there to escape the Nazis. Pictured here is Garcia Moreno Street in the city’s historical Pichincha Province. Photo: Daniel Romero/VWPics via AP Images.


Jews have been living in Ecuador since the Spanish conquest in the 1500s, but those early Sephardic families almost completely assimilated. Centuries later, as the Nazis rose to power, Eastern European Jews began arriving in Ecuador, leading to the Jewish population’s peak of 4,000 in the 1950s. Due to rampant assimilation and emigration, today Ecuador has only about 800 Jews. The majority live in Quito, the beautiful capital nestled near the equator at an elevation of 9,350 feet.


Jewish Action spoke with Rabbi Nir Koren, rabbi of the main Jewish community in Ecuador, and Rabbi Shoshan Ghoori, OU director of international relations, Latin America, to find out why a little-known Jewish community is experiencing a religious renaissance.



Rabbi Nir Koren and his wife Andrea - Courtesy of Nir Koren


For the past year, Rabbi Nir Koren has served as the rabbi of Communidad de Judia del Ecuador, a congregation and community organization in Quito, known simply as “the Community.” The lawyer-turned rabbi speaks Spanish, English and Hebrew fluently. In his mid-thirties, Rabbi Koren, originally from Israel and married to Andrea, an Argentinian, has spent his rabbinic career strengthening small Spanish-speaking Jewish communities around the world. Before arriving in Ecuador, the rabbi and his wife led Orthodox communities in Colombia and Mexico.

Rabbi Shoshan Ghoori was born in New York to a distinguished rabbinic family. He studied in Israeli yeshivot, including Beit Meir and Yeshiva Toras Moshe, and received rabbinical ordination from Beth Medrash Govoha in Lakewood, New Jersey. In addition, he was instrumental in creating the Spanish translation of the ArtScroll Siddur, and established the Kosher Chile organization, as well as latinkosher.com. Having had a hand in Chile’s religious renaissance, Rabbi Ghoori hopes that Ecuador can experience the same.

 


JA: Is it true that the Jewish community in Ecuador is experiencing a religious renaissance? 

Rabbi Nir Koren: In Quito, the capital city where the bulk of the Jewish community resides, many, many Jews are interested in learning more about living a Torah lifestyle. There is a tremendous desire among Jewish Ecuadorians to grow as Torah Jews and I am thrilled to play a part in bringing the people of this community closer to their roots.



Rabbi Shoshan Ghoori


Rabbi Shoshan Ghoori: Outreach should not be limited to North America. Assimilation is an international catastrophe for the Jewish people.


True, Ecuador has a small Jewish community, but we need to care about all Jews. When Avraham Avinu prayed to Hashem to spare Sodom, he said, “Ulai yimtza’un sham asarah?—What if ten [righteous people] were there [in Sodom]?” He cared about every last person, and Hashem said He would save the city even if only ten good people were found in it.


In order to understand the community in Ecuador, you need a little background. For many decades, the Jewish community was predominantly Conservative or Reform and was under such leadership. Over the past few years, however, the community has undergone a religious reawakening and actually sought out Orthodox rabbis—Rabbi Koren and his predecessor—because the community specifically wanted to move in that direction.


JA: What inspired this growth? 

Rabbi Ghoori: Despite the fact that the Jewish community of Quito is small, it’s very dynamic—there’s a lot of energy there. People want to grow; there’s a real desire to learn and to move toward becoming more religious.


The community now has kashrut standards in place—the Jewish Community Center, the main hub of Jewish communal life in Quito, is kosher; the community catering hall is kosher. Rabbi Koren, working together with the OU, made this possible.



The Jewish Community Center, a multi-million-dollar facility built in 2000, serves as the hub of Jewish life in Quito. This imposing building offers a wide range of religious, educational, cultural and social services. The complex includes a mikvah, a shul, a kosher kitchen, tennis and squash courts, a swimming pool and a youth center.


This is a highly educated, intellectual, business-oriented and business-savvy community. In business you are constantly evaluating what works and what doesn’t. The community saw what was working and what wasn’t when it comes to preserving Jewish identity. They saw that the South American Jewish communities that embraced Orthodoxy are growing. The others are not.


Jewish Ecuadorians understand the lesson of history: small non-Orthodox Jewish communities tend to vanish over time. After one or two or three generations, everyone intermarries, and there is no Jewish community to speak of.

They also saw what happened in places like Chile.


JA: Tell us about the religious revolution that took place in Chile. 

Rabbi Ghoori: There was almost no Orthodox presence in Chile in the 1980s. Some 15,000 Jews lived there, but it was mostly a secular Jewish city, lacking the Torah infrastructure and rich religious life found in Brazil and Argentina.


With the support of Canadian businessman and philanthropist Dov Friedberg in the 1990s, I established an Aish HaTorah branch in Chile and the first Sephardic congregation in Chile for Jews of Mediterranean and North African descent. With the help of many individuals and organizations, the teshuvah movement really took off in Chile. 


Many of my students are now running Torah institutions there and Chile is one of the strongest Jewish communities in South America. Currently, there’s a kollel, an Orthodox-run school (Maimonides) that serves children from kindergarten until twelfth grade, shuls, several kosher restaurants, and one amazingly successful NCSY branch that has helped the community grow in countless ways.


What’s happening in Ecuador now is similar to what took place in Chile. Before Chile experienced a religious renaissance, there was no such model in South America. Now, however, small struggling Jewish communities in South America are seeing the yeshivot, the learning, the day school, the vibrant Jewish life in Chile, and are saying, “We see continuity there; we see a vibrant, all-inclusive Jewish community in South America.”


The Jews in Ecuador saw this and they hired Rabbi Koren because they made a decision; they want to revitalize Jewish life in their city.


Rabbi Koren: It’s important to understand that South America is not one country; there are twelve distinct countries on the continent. Each country has its own personality, its own distinct characteristics. On the Atlantic coast, Brazil, Argentina even even Uruguay have solid Orthodox communities. Unfortunately, on the West Coast—Chile, Peru, Ecuador and Colombia—the Jewish communities tend to be weaker and struggle with assimilation. 


My wife is from Cordoba, Argentina. (For her it wasn’t difficult to understand why I wanted to go to Ecuador when the opportunity arose.) Argentina has a relatively huge Jewish community, with 250,000 members, it’s the strongest in South America. But it’s not a ba’al teshuvah community; the Jews there had remained Orthodox throughout. So while the Jewish communities of Chile and Argentina are both are strong and growing, they are very different culturally.

 


JA: How did you come to be a rabbi in Ecuador?

Rabbi Koren: I studied at Ohr Torah Stone’s Straus-Amiel Program in Israel. The program is committed to training rabbis to effectively strengthen Jewish identity and existence in communities throughout the Diaspora. Subsequently, my wife and I were sent to Mexico—first the Jewish community in Monterrey and later, Cancun. After that we served in Colombia for some time. The Straus-Amiel Program connected us to the position in Ecuador.

 


JA: What are you doing to bring people closer to their roots? 

Rabbi Koren: Quito has an amazing Jewish community. Its members are eager to learn and to grow spiritually. We recently launched a mezuzah project. It gives me an opportunity to enter people’s homes and get to know them. I spend much of my time visiting with people, sitting with them and listening to their stories. Not everyone feels comfortable inviting the rabbi to their home, but if I come to put up a mezuzah or to check a mezuzah, we can get to know each other in a comfortable way.



Housed within the Quito Jewish Community Center’s thick stone walls is one of the most beautiful synagogues in the Americas.


We also started a talmud Torah project. One day a week, children come to the Community Center after school and study Torah. We also started offering a Talmud shiur for men.


During the week, we do not pray in the Jewish Community Center; we pray in people’s homes. We circulate among the community members—every day at a different location. We pray, eat a delicious breakfast together, and then study halachah for five minutes—right now we are finishing, for example, the halachot of reading the Torah and the aliyot l’Torah. Afterward, everyone leaves for work. We also started a youth movement.

 


JA: Why do you circulate in people’s homes rather than use the shul as a base? 

Rabbi Koren: Firstly, commitment. When someone offers his house as a place to pray, he has to show up and make sure there’s a minyan. He calls his friends and neighbors. He is personally invested in the success of the minyan. Secondly, often people won’t show up to a shul, but they will show up to an individual’s home.


JA: What does the Ecuadorian Jewish community need right now?


Rabbi Ghoori: It’s a small isolated community and it needs to be connected to the larger Jewish world. When I started doing outreach work in Chile, the kollel we started was supported by the Friedbergs. This in and of itself gave Chilean Jewry a bond with North American Jewry, because many who would come to Chile from Canada or the US had heard of the Friedbergs.


Similarly, Ecuadorian Jews need to feel part of something bigger. I’d like to connect them to other South American Jewish communities first—maybe bring thirty students from Chile to spend Shabbat with thirty students from Ecuador. We need to bring NCSY here as we brought it to Chile. Putting Jewish Ecuador on the map will give this small community a spiritual boost.


I would also like to bring North American Orthodox Jews to tour the Galapagos Islands and mainland Ecuador. This would not just be an opportunity to see a beautiful country on South America’s west coast—it would be a way to establish a stronger relationship between world Jewry and the Ecuadorian Jewish community.

 

How Do You Say Kosher in Spanish?  South America’s Booming Kosher Food Industry 

Supervising nearly 600 plants in Central and South America, OU Kosher has a significant presence in South America, certifying products including olive oil, dried fruit, quinoa and fish—especially tuna and salmon. “The South American kosher market is growing since the kosher market the world over is growing,” says Rabbi Yitzchok Gutterman, OU Kosher regional director of South American operations. 


Companies in South America are attracted to kosher because they know that US companies demand kosher certification. “And since the kosher market in the US is huge, these companies seek out the OU,” says Rabbi Gutterman. How strong in the OU’s presence in South America? “We are in nearly every country in South America,” says Rabbi Gutterman.




OU Kosher works hand in hand with governmental agencies in South America, in countries rich with opportunity. In November of 2017, the Ecuadorian government invited OU Kosher representatives to speak at an agriculture event in an effort to help advance the country’s economy. The government even offered to subsidize a percentage of the cost towards obtaining OU Kosher certification.


In South America the OU works hard to forge close relationships with the local rabbis and communities, assisting them to enhance their own kosher certification and make more kosher food accessible on the local level. “OU Kosher is not just about certifying companies,” says Rabbi Gutterman. “It’s about building and strengthening Jewish life the world over.”

Reprinted from the Fall 2018 edition of Jewish Action, the magazine of the Orthodox Union.
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