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Leica and the Jews

By George Gilbert

The Leica is the pioneer 35mm camera. It is a German product - precise, minimalist, and utterly efficient. 

Behind its worldwide acceptance as a creative tool was a family-owned, socially oriented firm that, during the Nazi era, acted with uncommon grace, generosity and modesty. E. Leitz Inc., designer and manufacturer of Germany 's most famous photographic product, saved its Jews. 

And Ernst Leitz II, the steely-eyed Protestant patriarch who headed the closely held firm as the Holocaust loomed across Europe, acted in such a way as to earn the title, "the photography industry's Schindler."

Frantic Calls from His Jewish Associates

As soon as Adolf Hitler was named chancellor of Germany in 1933, Ernst Leitz II began receiving frantic calls from Jewish associates, asking for his help in getting them and their families out of the country. As Christians, Leitz and his family were immune to Nazi Germany's Nuremberg laws, which restricted the movement of Jews and limited their professional activities. 

To help his Jewish workers and colleagues, Leitz quietly established what has become known among historians of the Holocaust as "the Leica Freedom Train," a covert means of allowing Jews to leave Germany in the guise of Leitz employees being assigned overseas. 

Employees, retailers, family members, even friends of family members were "assigned" to Leitz sales offices in France, Britain, Hong Kong and the United States, Leitz's activities intensified after the Kristallnacht of November 1938, during which synagogues and Jewish shops were burned across Germany. 

Quickly Getting Jobs in the 

American Photographic Industry

Before long, German "employees" were disembarking from the ocean liner Bremen at a New York pier and making their way to the Manhattan office of Leitz Inc., where executives quickly found them jobs in the photographic industry. 

Each new arrival had around his or her neck the symbol of freedom - a new Leica camera.

The refugees were paid a stipend until they could find work. Out of this migration came designers, repair technicians, salespeople, marketers and writers for the photographic press. 

Keeping the story quiet The "Leica Freedom Train" was at its height in 1938 and early 1939,delivering groups of refugees to New York every few weeks. Then, with the invasion of Poland on Sept. 1, 1939, Germany closed its borders. 

By that time, hundreds of endangered Jews had escaped to America, thanks to the Leitzes' efforts. How did Ernst Leitz II and his staff get away with it? 

Helped Provide Hard Currency

To the Nazi Government

Leitz, Inc. was an internationally recognized brand that reflected credit on the newly resurgent Reich. The company produced cameras, range-finders and other optical systems for the German military. Also, the Nazi government desperately needed hard currency from abroad, and Leitz's single biggest market for optical goods was the United States. 

Even so, members of the Leitz family and firm suffered for their good works. A top executive, Alfred Turk, was jailed for working to help Jews and freed only after the payment of a large bribe. 

Leitz's daughter, Elsie Kuhn-Leitz, was imprisoned by the Gestapo after she was caught at the border, helping Jewish women cross into Switzerland . She eventually was freed but endured rough treatment in the course of questioning. She also fell under suspicion when she attempted to improve the living conditions of 700 to 800 Ukrainian slave laborers, all of them women, who had been assigned to work in the plant during the 1940s. 
After the war, Kuhn-Leitz received numerous honors for her humanitarian efforts, among them the Officer d'honneur des Palms Academic from France in 1965 and the Aristide Briand Medal from the European Academy in the 1970s.

The Family Wanted No 

Publicity for its Heroic Efforts

Why has no one told this story until now? According to the late Norman Lipton, a freelance writer and editor, the Leitz family wanted no publicity for its heroic efforts. Only after the last member of the Leitz family was dead did the "Leica Freedom Train" finally come to light. 

It is now the subject of a book, "The Greatest Invention of the Leitz Family: The Leica Freedom Train," by Frank Dabba Smith, a California-born Rabbi currently living in England . 

Thank you for reading the above, and if you feel inclined as I did to pass it along to others, please do so. It only takes a few minutes. 

Memories of the righteous should live on.

Reprinted from last week’s email of Shabbat Shalom from Cyberspace.

It Happened in Greece!

By Rabbi Tuvia Bolton


A few years ago Greece was not a good place to be. Angry, violent mobs with grievances to the government set to the streets, destroyed property, set fires, rioted and battled the police and bedlam reigned.


Vacationers shunned the place, trips, hotel reservations and plane tickets were cancelled but for Rabbi Yoel Kaplan, the Chabad Representative in Sloniki Greece it was just another major challenge.


Rabbi Kaplan thrived on the unusual. His home, like all the hundreds of Chabad Houses throughout the world, was open to the public 24/7 with the hope of helping Jews, Judaism and, thereby, the entire world. And that required expecting the unexpected.

Impossible to Leave His House


In the days of the rioting there was nothing to do, it was impossible to leave his house. And even weeks after the rioting ceased signs of vandalism were everywhere and tension filled the air but the Rabbi tried to resume his normal activities.


It wasn’t easy; there were no tourists, Jews included, and after all the violence it seemed wise for him to just stay indoors for a few more weeks but he had a job to do… maybe there was even one Jew out there and then there were some things that were pressing …. like going to the post office to get his mail which was a daily necessity.


But even such a seemingly simple task was fraught with danger. The post office was located in a part of downtown that was a youth hangout and had been hit the hardest by violence.


There were days that he took side roads to get there and used the back entrance, which meant a serious detour and time loss, just to avoid trouble.

Running Late and Forgot to 

Worry About the Trouble


But one day he was running late and forgot to worry for trouble. He headed straight for the post office but as he neared his goal he began to regret it. A group of about ten mean-looking fellows, some of them with tattooed arms, punk hairdos and other bizarre and frightening decorations were staring at him with hatred in their eyes. His full beard, black hat, long black coat and entire Jewish demeanor were like a red flag before a maddened bull and he was a sitting duck for their frustrations.


He should have turned back, taken an alternate route and avoided them but something told him to just keep walking. From afar he heard the curses they directed at him first in Greek then, because they knew he spoke English, in English; all of them anti-Semitic. 


He had experienced Greek anti-Semitism before. Usually he just ignored it but for some reason this time he glanced up, raised one hand and, as he got closer, said in as friendly a tone as possible “Hello, good morning!”.


“Someone talking to you?!” the biggest of them replied sarcastically as the others got ready for some action.

A Time for Trusting in G-d


Suddenly the Rabbi realized something. Just like Abraham, the first Jew, some 4,000 years earlier was alone in his quest to bring meaning into a hostile world, but trusted G-d to protect him (therefore we pray to ‘The Shield of Abraham’) so this same ‘G-d of Abraham’ would protect him now.


He smiled and said, “Maybe you weren’t talking to me… but you certainly are talking about my people.”


“That’s right Jew!” The young man replied with burning venom laced with terms not fit to print, “About your cursed nation of thieves, liars and cheaters we certainly were talking. And we’ll keep talking until you are exterminated etc.”


The smile did not depart from Rabbi Kaplan’s face as he calmly replied, “You look like intelligent people. You have no reason to hate me or any other Jew. In fact, if you knew the truth I’m sure you wouldn’t treat any of us badly.”


This was too much for the ‘leader’. He was livid with anger as he made a fist, held it before the Rabbi’s face and said, “I’m an experienced boxer. Unless you want to taste a few of these you’d better get away as fast and far as possible and don’t come back!”

Calmly Blessed the Anti-Semites

With a Good Day and Good News


Rabbi Kaplan realized that things were about to get out of hand, so he calmly turned to the others, blessed them warmly with a good day and good news and continued on to the post office.


But after he finished his business there and left the building something told him not to take a detour back home, rather to return the same way he came… through the crowd. After all, he was only here to do good; the same G-d of Abraham that protected him on his way here would protect him on his way back.


But this time when he passed the group something unexpected happened, they were quiet. He again blessed them with a good day and all of them answered “Same to you.”

The “Boxer” Comes to Apologize


He continued walking and the ‘boxer’ that had threatened him previously approached him and stuck out his hand. “I want to apologize for what we said before. We thought about it and decided that you are right. We really know nothing about the Jews. Must be that we were affected by the media or what people say.”


The Rabbi shook his hand, smiled and said. “Apology accepted. The fact is you should never judge anyone before knowing them and for sure you shouldn’t hate anyone just because of their opinions. Here” Said Rabbi Kaplan as he took a calling card from his wallet and handed it to the ‘boxer’, “if you ever want to talk over a cup of coffee … on me!”


If the Rabbi had doubts about talking to these people in the first place all of them melted away. Finally he would have a chance to dispel some of the hatred in the streets and maybe convince some of those fellows to live better lives.


A few days later he got a phone call. “Hey Rabbi, my name is Alexandros remember me? I’m the fellow you gave your card to the other day. You know, the boxer. Were you serious about that cup of coffee? If so, I’m right outside your house. 


Rabbi Kaplan was pleasantly surprised and in just moments he was introducing Alexandros to his wife and children. But then they sat down and the conversation began. His visitor had good questions and was a great listener but eventually, at the third or fourth cup of coffee, when the topic of ‘Who is a Jew’ came up and the Rabbi explained that only someone with a Jewish mother, or genuinely converts to Judaism, is considered a Jew, Alexandros got serious and began making interesting calculations. “Mother? What about Father? What about grandmother? What about grandfather’s mother? What about grandmother’s mother?”

A Maternal Grandmother 

Had “Once Been” Jewish


He thought about it for a few seconds and announced that his maternal grandmother once told him that she had once been …………..Jewish.


Indeed, she had even been observant but in the war, after her husband and children were taken and murdered by the invading Germans she ran and hid in the mountains for several years and figuring that all the Jews had been killed and she would be too if anyone found out, when she returned to civilization, she married a gentile and began going to church. 


Shortly thereafter she gave birth to a baby girl who grew up and married a religious Greek Orthodox man and their first child was…… Alexandros!


Alex was Jewish.


He even took the Rabbi to visit his aged grandmother where she verified the story and even agreed to put a Mezuzah on her home.


Suddenly Alex transformed from one who knew nothing about Jews ….. to being one. He even agreed to put on Tefillin for the first time in his life and every day thereafter.

Reprinted from last week’s email from Yeshiva Ohr Tmimim in Kfar Chabad, Israel.

When Real Life

Intrudes on Baseball

By Irwin Cohen


Readers of my monthly Baseball Insider column may have noticed its absence last week (the column appears in the second issue of The Jewish Press every month). The reason for that is I have something more serious and personal to share with you, something that didn’t seem appropriate for a baseball column.


Throughout our wedded years (over 43 and counting), my wife, Davida, frequently reminded me that I “don’t live in the real world.” Maybe so, as I worked in my home dugout, researching and writing while watching DVDs of those great old kosher television shows.

G-d Had Not Kept Me on 

The Disable List for Long


I also spent a lot of time in the toy department of life, working in and writing about baseball. I really had no complaints as I reached the seventh inning of my years. Hashem had sent me mostly fastballs down the middle. Oh, there were a few curves, such as hernia and cataract surgeries. But nothing that kept me on the disabled list for long.


I was a pretty happy camper, living in the greater Detroit Jewish community and having my daughter, son-in-law and seven grandchildren around the corner. But about 20 months ago we got a beanball aimed right at our heads. Our daughter, Mrs. Chana Goldfein (our only child), then 38, was diagnosed with breast cancer.

After Surgery…Things Looked Good


Surgery and chemotherapy followed and things looked good, according to the medical team. Last November, however, the disease returned and spread to the brain. Luckily, a hospital close to our community is one of the best in the country in that field.


We were planning on spending our first winter in West Palm Beach’s Century Village and meeting other residents of the growing Orthodox enclave there but we postponed the trip. Then we received wonderful news: The treatment had been successful and Chani was given a clean bill of health.


We were elated and left for Florida in January. We quickly adjusted to the warm Florida weather and the even warmer people in Century Village and the adjoining Aitz Chaim shul. But a few weeks later we learned that Chani was back in the hospital.

Our Daughter Wished 

To Spare Us the Worry


Our daughter didn’t tell us; she wished to spare us the worry. We were alerted by others. Chani assured us they were just running tests and told us to stay in Florida. But a conversation with her doctor strongly hinted that we should return.


Back home we learned that the cancer had spread in the brain and to the liver and spine. It was hard to digest the reality of the situation and even harder to see our daughter in great pain.


The Detroit Orthodox community was already providing daily meals for the family and carpools to the yeshiva and Bais Yaakov for the grandchildren. Now it pitched in even more and women volunteered to stay in the hospital room all hours of the night (including Shabbos) so we could go home to sleep.


People offered words of encouragement, insisting that Hashem can perform miracles. Yes, we knew miracles happen. But it was clear to us that Hashem wanted our daughter and was speeding up the process.

Silent Conversations with Hashem


I often had silent conversations with Hashem, “reminding” Him that my daughter was a righteous, humble, person with a beautiful smile. She was the mother of seven children, the youngest only three. I would tell Him that if He cured Chani, people would recognize it as a great miracle and it would be a major Kiddush Hashem.


Meanwhile, Chani underwent ten more brain area radiations. After it was determined that nothing more could be done for her, she spent the last three weeks of her life in a hospital bed in the family room of our home. The community arranged for two nurses to tend to her needs on a daily basis.

Eight hours after her passing, the funeral was held at the community-owned funeral home where she worked part time and where her husband, a rabbi, was also employed.


Shiva was a blur; a neighbor estimated that a thousand people came. That number seems high, but it was possible because my son-in-law, Rabbi Yisroel Goldfein, is well known locally and in Cleveland where he spent many years learning in Telshe Yeshiva. Leaders of the famed yeshiva and other rabbis and old friends from Cleveland made the three-hour drive. People also came from New York, Lakewood and Baltimore.

Many Came to Console the Family


All of my grandchildren’s teachers and many of their classmates came, as did others from the community. My wife, who for decades taught fourth-grade boys in the English department of two of the local yeshivas, had many visitors. Add in the few that came because of me, and indeed it may have amounted to a thousand.


The house is quieter now, except for Shabbos when the Goldfeins eat here and the younger grandchildren sleep over. We’re adjusting to the new normal, realizing that when you get a beanball from above you have to get back into the batter’s box and go on with life.

Hard to Find a Dry Eye at the Funeral


Chani made us proud. She was an outstanding daughter, a brilliant student, a devoted wife and mother. It was hard to find a dry eye in the large audience at the funeral. Our friend and her boss, Rabbi Boruch Levin, executive director of the funeral home, spoke emotionally and well.


Rabbi Dov Loketch, a longtime friend and neighbor and rabbi of the shul where I had served as president, also spoke. I thanked the community for its chesed and said we were comforted in knowing Chani has a very special place in a special place.

If you’re interested in seeing and hearing the 25-minute funeral, go to HebrewMemorial.org and search for Chana Goldfein.

Reprinted from the May 17, 2013 edition of The Jewish Press.

The Human Side of the Story

The Price of Peace

By Rabbi Mendel Weinbach, zt”l


Closing in a porch with metal bars is a common practice in Israel in buildings with many apartments. Such a fence keeps little children in and cats out.


When a family on the ground floor in the Torah-observant town of Modi’in Ilit decided to close off its porch, it ran into opposition from the neighbor on the second floor. He expressed fear that the fence would enable a thief to climb up to his porch and break into his home.

A Breakdown in 

Otherwise Friendly Relations


This standoff led to a breakdown in the otherwise friendly neighborly relations. To the rescue came the neighbor on the third floor who offered to share with his protesting neighbor the cost of closing in his own porch to protect his home against burglars. Thus came to a happy end the battle of the porches.


But this is not the end!


A short while after work on the porches on the first and second floors were completed, a fire broke out on the third floor in the apartment of the fellow who brought peace to his building.

A Solution for the Firemen


The firemen who arrived on the scene were unsuccessful in breaking down the security door to the apartment but found an alternate route by climbing up the bars surrounding the porches of the two apartments below.


The peace initiative of the resident of that third floor apartment thus saved his home from destruction.

Reprinted from last week’s email or OHRNET, the Ohr Somayach Torah Magazine of the Internet.

Russia’s Chief Rabbi Walked for 8 Hours, Not to Desecrate Sabbath
By Hana Julian

Last week Russia’s Chief Rabbi Berel Lazar was faced with a dilemma: he needed to be at an important ceremony with President Vladimir Putin, but it was scheduled for Friday, on the eve of Shabbat (the Jewish Sabbath), when Jews are forbidden from travelling or engaging in work.


The memorial event was to be located in the Belgorod region, in the town of Prokhorovka, commemorating the 70th anniversary of the Battle of Prokhorovka. 

The Kremlin Promised the Rabbi a 

Quick Flight After the Ceremony


The Kremlin promised the rabbi a plane would depart immediately following the ceremony, two hours prior to the start of the Sabbath. This ensured the Chabad-Lubavitch emissary would be in Moscow an hour before the traditional Shabbat candle-lighting, as the flight was only an hour long.


The president and World War II veterans did their part to honor the Soviet tanks that stopped the Nazi forces from breaking through the defense lines, as planned.


Rabbi Lazar boarded the plane on time as well. But the pilot did not depart as scheduled, because military aircraft were still in the air, participating in the ceremony.

Pilot Wouldn’t Allow 

The Rabbi Off the Plane


Although the rabbi asked to be let off the plane, the pilot did not allow it. Instead, he vowed to make sure his Jewish passenger would reach Moscow at least 10 minutes before the Sabbath began.


He kept his word – but it meant that Rabbi Lazar had barely enough time to telephone his son to let him know he would be delayed. 


Rabbi Lazar set out on foot, walking the 19 mile (30 kilometer) distance to his home – an eight-hour journey. He arrived at about 6:00 a.m., just in time to grab a quick bite to eat and a nap before leading services at the Marina Roscha Synagogue.


Sources close to the rabbi told Arutz Sheva the incident was an example of the special connection between Rabbi Lazar and Russia's president, explaining the rabbi chose to honor the wishes of the president although it was not required, and despite the great complexities involved in maintaining proper observance of the Sabbath. 

Reprinted from the July 15, 2013 email of Arutz Sheva.

It Once Happened

A Lesson from a 

Wedding in Anipoli


In the town of Anipoli, there were two rabbis. One, was the great Chasidic master Reb Zusha. The other was the town rabbi, who was no supporter of the nascent Chasidic movement. 


Reb Zusha was beloved by all for his humility and cheerful attitude. The rabbi, however, was not so popular with the townspeople. Although a man of great learning, he was always concerned that he was not being accorded enough respect. His quest for honor led him down a slippery slope to anger and resentment. 

The Rabbi Recalls the Humiliation 

Of the Recent Wedding


One winter night, the rabbi's thoughts turned to the wedding he had attended the week before. The father of the bride, Reb Moshe, was a wealthy philanthropist. The entire town had been invited to join in the family's simcha (happy occasion). As the rabbi of Anipoli, this rabbi expected to receive great respect. But in the end, he had received nothing but insults. No place at the head table had been reserved for him and he was served leftover food! To top it all off, he was not invited to lead the Grace After Meals! 


Who had been given all of these honors? Reb Zusha! The rabbi recalled Reb Zusha, in his tattered clothes, sitting at the head table. Reb Zusha sat in front of a plate piled high with delicious foods. When the meal was over, Reb Zusha was honored with leading the Grace After Meals. 


"What is his secret?" wondered the rabbi. "He has nothing, and is always happy. I seemingly have everything, and I am always angry! 


Though the hour was late and the night bitterly cold, the rabbi decided he had to have his answer. He bundled himself up and started trudging through the snow-covered streets. 


Eventually, the rabbi arrived at Reb Zushe's broken-down hovel. Reb Zusha warmly welcomed the rabbi inside.
Why Are Always so Happy and Content?


The rabbi got straight to the point. "How is it that you are always so happy and content," the rabbi asked, "while I am always resentful and angry?" 


"It's nothing very mystical," Reb Zusha replied. "Let me explain with an example. Do you remember the wedding of Reb Moshe's daughter?" Reb Zusha asked. 


"Of course I do," the rabbi replied in a huff. 


"Do you remember what happened when the special messenger arrived at your door with your personally delivered invitation?" Reb Zusha continued. 


How could Reb Zushe possibly know what had happened, the rabbi wondered. 

You Demanded to See the Guest List


"You demanded to see the guest list," Reb Zusha said. "When you saw that you were fourteenth on the list, you became so angry you almost crumpled up the paper in your hands. Is this correct?" 


"But I am the rabbi of Anipoli," the rabbi protested. "I deserve to be shown honor." 


"True," replied Reb Zusha, "but did you happen to notice that the people ahead of you were Reb Moshe's relatives? Your name actually headed the list of those people outside of the family circle. But because you were looking out for your honor, you didn't see this. You became so angry at Reb Moshe that you hatched a plan." 

The rabbi remembered. He had decided that the family did not deserve the honor of having him attend the wedding ceremony. He would teach them by arriving in the middle of the meal. 


"By the time you arrived, the hall was packed," said Reb Zusha. "The whole town had been invited and there weren't any empty seats. Reb Moshe finally spotted you. What happened next?" 


"Reb Moshe escorted me to the head table," the rabbi replied. "But..." 


"What's the 'but' for?" prodded Reb Zushe gently. 


"There wasn't any room for me at the head table," the rabbi complained. "They had to squeeze me in. It was insulting. Don't they know who I am? And what about the waiters? Explain their rude behavior," challenged the rabbi. 

Didn’t the Host Notice You?


"It was a wedding," said Reb Zusha. "There were so many people. True, the waiters didn't see you, but someone else did. Isn't that right?" 


The rabbi nodded his head in agreement. As soon as his host, Reb Moshe, had noticed that he was sitting with an empty plate, the wealthy philanthropist himself immediately went to the kitchen to get the rabbi some food. 


Reb Moshe returned and apologized profusely. All that was left was a small piece of chicken and a few vegetables. The rabbi refused the plate that his host offered and told Reb Moshe exactly what he thought. Reb Moshe apologized once more, and then went back to his seat. 


"For the rest of the evening," Reb Zusha said, "you radiated such negativity that no one dared to approach you. Is it any wonder that you were not asked to lead the Grace After Meals?" 

What Happened to Reb Zusha?


"Now what happened to Reb Zusha," continued Reb Zusha, who always referred to himself in the third person. "When Reb Zusha opened his door he couldn't believe his eyes. To think that Reb Moshe, one of the pillars of the town, should invite Reb Zusha to share in his simcha - and send a messenger to personally deliver the invitation! Such honor! Such kindness! 


"Reb Zusha was so overcome with joy for the family," Reb Zusha said, "that when the happy day finally arrived he rushed to the hall two hours before the wedding to see if he could help with the preparations. Reb Zusha thought he might be asked to set up, but what happened? Reb Moshe asked him to officiate. at the chupa! 

Suddenly Escorted to a Fine 

Seat at the Head Table


"After the ceremony, Reb Zusha entered the hall and saw that it was packed. He would be happy to stand in a corner and eat his meal there if there was no room for him at any table. Suddenly, Reb Moshe took him by the arm and personally escorted him to a fine seat at the head table. 


"Waiters came and began heaping food on Reb Zusha's plate. Reb Zusha was so overcome by all this kindness that he just had to get up and thank his host. He blessed the bride and groom with all his heart, and was about to go back to his seat when Reb Moshe stopped him. 


"Reb Moshe then said such kind words to Reb Zusha. 'Reb Zusha, you're so filled with simcha for us, will you please honor me by leading us in the Grace After Meals?' 


"Reb Zusha went home happy that night. But you, my honored rabbi, went home angry. The reason is simple. You expected everything, and got nothing. I expected nothing, was happy with nothing, and got it all."

Reprinted from this week’s edition of “L’chaim,” a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.

What the Mossad 
Didn’t Know

By Efraim Halevy


The first Lebanon War in 1982 was a unique war, during which the Israel Defense Forces reached Beirut and conquered it, causing the expulsion of the Palestinian forces from Lebanon.
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Efraim Halevy, former director of Israel’s Mossad


PLO chairman Yasser Arafat and his men went to Tunisia and established their command there. At that time, there was a small community of about five thousand Jews in Tunisia.


After analyzing the facts, we in the Mossad came to the conclusion that, as a result these events, the Jews of Tunisia were in greater danger than before, and we felt that the time had come to evacuate this community to Israel.

A Policy of the Israeli Government


Since the government of Israel was established, it has made it a policy to take responsibility for the fate of Jews living in foreign countries where they might be in danger. We feel that this is the responsibility of the State of Israel because it is the state of the Jewish nation. And since the State of Israel has the power and the ability to intervene overseas when needed, it has the right and the obligation to do so.

Thus, we began to work with the Jews in Tunisia. We sent people there to convince them to leave. But very quickly we encountered a problem. We identified an authority that was telling the Jews not to leave Tunisia. This was not a local authority, not the Tunisian government. It was the community rabbi! His name was Rabbi Nisson Pinson, and he was encouraging the Jews to stay in Tunisia.


Thus, we began to work with the Jews in Tunisia. We sent people there to convince them to leave. But very quickly we encountered a problem. We identified an authority that was telling the Jews not to leave Tunisia. This was not a local authority, not the Tunisian government. It was the community rabbi! His name was Rabbi Nisson Pinson, and he was encouraging the Jews to stay in Tunisia.

Rabbi Pinson’s Authority Flowed 

From the Lubavitcher Rebbe

We quickly understood that Rabbi Pinson’s authority flowed from the Lubavitcher Rebbe, the leader of the Chabad movement, of which Rabbi Pinson was a part, and we reached the determination that we needed to see the Rebbe to explain the situation to him, so that he’d understand and encourage the Jews to leave.

Now, my interaction with Chabad goes back many years. I served in the Israeli embassy in Washington from 1970 to 1974. In the context of my service there, I visited New York many times together with my wife and children. I visited the Rebbe’s court and was present at his farbrengens.


The consul general of Israel, Naftali Lavi, arranged a meeting with the Rebbe for me.
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I flew in from Israel and I arrived at the Chabad Headquarters for my appointment, which was scheduled for one or two o’clock in the morning. As I sat in the waiting room, I noticed the others who were awaiting their turn with the Rebbe, a mixed group of people. 

Each had their own reason for being there—one came for advice, another for direction, and another for his approval of some decision they had made. I waited. People went in and out, and I waited.

Finally Called Inside to

Meet with the Rebbe


Finally, I was called inside and I met with the Rebbe. The two of us talked, he and myself, and no one else was in that meeting. To the best of my recollection, the meeting lasted about two hours. It began with a discussion of the situation of Tunisian Jewry. And the Rebbe immediately told me that he was the one who gave the directive not to leave. He had his own intelligence-gathering network with various sources, including the U.S. government.


He had checked his information and had come to the conclusion that there was no special danger to the Jews of Tunisia, so he had directed them not to leave. He said, “I believe we must sustain, to the extent possible, every Jewish community around the world. I recognize the role of the State of Israel—I personally support aliyah, and I’ve instructed certain families to make aliyah, but we mustn’t just eliminate a Jewish community.”

Unable to Change the Rebbe’s Position


I explained to the Rebbe why we in Israel saw the situation differently. But, in the end, we remained with our different opinions—he was convinced that the Jews were in no special danger, and I that they were.


In our conversation it was apparent that he had a tremendous knowledge in the area of intelligence and intelligence-gathering. And his connections were vast. He had connections with the White House and the State Department. He had connections in other places in the world with the powers that be. It was obvious that here was a man of the larger world, not of a small chassidic court.


He was also a man with a vision—a big vision—and he did not abandon that vision even for a moment. And his vision was expressed not only in theory, but also in action—sending his emissaries all over the world to serve the Jewish nation.

A Very Important Role in the Continued

Existence of the Jewish Nation


There is no doubt that in many places in the world Chabad emissaries play a very important role in the continued existence of the Jewish people, and in the continued existed of the Jewish nation as a whole. When I served as Israel’s ambassador to the European Union in Brussels, I met the emissaries of Chabad who worked there. And I also met those in Riga and in Sydney. 

And I believe that if Chabad did not exist, the situation of the continuity of the Jewish nation would be much worse. This tremendous contribution that Chabad is making—no other movement in the world gives such a contribution to our people. And in my eyes, this is a great blessing.

Efraim Halevy served as the director of the Mossad, Israel’s national intelligence agency. He was interviewed at his home in August, 2009.
Reprinted from this week’s email of Chabad.Org Magazine.
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