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 A Lifelong Blessing

By Rabbi Yisroel Jungreis


During World War II, twenty-four Torah scholars [trying to escape from Germany] attempted to make their way to Italy, though unfortunately, they were caught by the Italians who planned on handing them over to the Gestapo. With their lives in danger, news traveled to New York City to the great Rav Aharon Kotler zt”l. 
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Rav Aharon Kotler and Irving Bunim


Rav Aharon’s right hand man, Irving Bunim, a great activist who went to great lengths to assist Jewish communities, after conducing some research, concluded that there was only one solution. They would need to contact the mafia, because it was the mafia which had connections in Italy. 


As it worked out, they connected to the head or “godfather” of the mafia at the time, a man by the name of Joe Bonanno, or Joe Bananas as he was called. Joe Bonanno was staying at the Mainstay Hotel in New York city during those days. Matters were arranged and Rav Aharon Kotler and Irving Bunim eventually found themselves sitting in front of Joe Bonanno and his henchmen. 



Mafia leader Joe Bonanno


As Irving Bunim relayed the information concerning the twenty-four rabbis in Italy, Joe Bonanno interrupted and asked, “Who is this man you brought along with you? He hasn’t said one word.” 

“This is Rabbi Aharon Kotler,” introduced Irving Bunim. “This is the godfather of the Jews.” 

Joe Bonanno, clearly sensing that he was a man of G-d, turned to Irving Bunim and remarked, “Tell the godfather of the Jews that I will get these twenty-four rabbis out of Italy if he will give me a blessing.” 

Irving Bunim turned to Rav Aharon and passed along the information, to which Rav Aharon replied in Yiddish, “Tell the godfather, if he gets these rabbis out of Italy, I give him a blessing that he will die of old age in his bed.” 

Such was usually not the way matters ended up for the individual in charge of the mafia, and it was thus a particularly meaningful blessing to Joe Bonanno. 
Fast forward to 2015, and I came across a bookstand which was selling books for just a couple of dollars. 

Scanning around, I noticed a book which discussed all the famous mobsters in America. I purchased the book and took a look and saw the name Joe Banannos. And what did it say? Joe Bonnano died on May 11, 2002, of heart failure at the age of 97. He is buried at Holy Hope Cemetery & Mausoleum in Tucson… Just like the blessing of Rav Aharon Kotler zt”l.
Reprinted from the Parshas Emor5780 email of Torahanytime.com
The Blessing and the Bottle

By Asharon Baltazar
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With terrifying ferocity, the plague began to strike the country and felled many without remorse. Townspeople turned to prayer, yet despite their tear-choked voices, there was no cure. A delegation was sent to Rabbi Baruch of Mezhibuz to seek his intercession in Heaven.


“You will travel to such-and-such town,” instructed Rabbi Baruch. “There, you will find a certain man. Beg him to declare, ‘G‑d will remove this calamity from you.’ Do not leave before the man does.”


As they set out on their journey, the delegation couldn’t deny their impatience to meet with this man, whom they believed was undoubtedly righteous and famous. When they arrived, however, the townspeople answered their inquiries about the man’s whereabouts with empty looks and shrugs. Confronted with this unexpected development, doubt began to dim the men’s spirits. Yet, they persisted in their search, combing the town as though with a fine-toothed comb, until, finally, the delegation received its first lead.


“Him?” replied a villager, affording the delegation an incredulous look. “That man’s a drunkard. Perhaps when he can tell the difference between his right and left hand, he then may be useful.”


It would’ve made more sense to abandon their search right then and there rather than seek out this drunkard, but the delegation, fueled by faith, found his hovel and crowded around the door, as one of them gave it an apprehensive rap. The door was promptly opened by a puzzled-looking woman.


“We are here at the behest of Rabbi Baruch of Mezhibuz,” said one of them slowly to the woman, whose confused look only deepened. “He has told us to speak with your husband, as he may be able to reverse the horrible decree threatening us.”
Reacted as though She Had Been Slapped


The woman reacted as though slapped. “Is this your idea of mocking me? Come in, for perhaps you’d like to see him for yourself, lying there on the floor in a drunken stupor.” The woman paused to take a shaky breath before continuing. “It wasn’t always like this. My husband was a wealthy man, happy and full of vigor. 
But he found solace in the bottle and tore our life apart, together with all his financial ventures, chaining him to an injurious cycle—one he is unable to break out of till today. His daily routine goes as such: he wakes up, staggers around just to find more alcohol, and drinks himself asleep again. If you still wish to speak with my husband, wait for him to wake up and do so quickly—before he drinks again.”


It was the delegation’s turn to act as though slapped; the man upon whom they had pinned their hopes was a bona fide drunkard. As they requested the woman to disclose more details of the man’s life (perhaps she had missed something), it became very apparent that he didn’t possess any sort of resemblance to a righteous life. In the end, they decided to wait for the drunkard to wake up.
The Drunkard Began to Stir 
And Grope Around for a Bottle


Indeed, the drunkard began to stir and groped around for a bottle. He seemed 
unaware that a group of men surrounded him and were watching him carefully.


“Rabbi Baruch of Mezhibuz has sent us,” said one of the men loudly. “He claims you are the only one who can bring an end to the plague that is currently decimating our numbers.”


He regarded them with bloodshot eyes. “Can I have just one swig before I do so?”


“No. We will not move from here and you will not receive your drink,” said the man firmly, shaking his head. “You will bless us, and we will be on our way.”


Adopting a look of defeat, the drunkard said, “May G‑d in His infinite mercy nullify this decree.”


The delegation thanked the drunkard and immediately departed for Mezhibuz. A wonderful sight met their eyes upon their arrival home: unbelievably, the plague had died out. After asking some of the townspeople, it appeared that the decree had lifted exactly in those strange moments of the drunkard’s blessing.


“He was an absolute drunkard,” reported the delegation when they later met with Rabbi Baruch, “who probably doesn’t know even a single letter of Scripture. He slurs when he talks. He is a disgrace to himself, his wife is completely clueless about his behavior, and the town considers him a stain on society. How did this man halt the plague?”
“Allow Me to Tell You a Story”


Rabbi Baruch gave them a knowing smile. “Allow me to tell you a story. Oh, the things a single mitzvah can accomplish.

“The drunkard you met was once, as you probably already know, a wealthy man, good-looking and quite well-regarded. He used it to his advantage, propelling himself up the social ladder and augmenting his business. Once, he paid a call to a non-Jewish widow, who had been the wife of a well-known noble. She was immediately impressed by her visitor.


“‘Imagine us as a couple," she said. "It could do you and your business wonders. Why live with that woman back home? Alongside me, consider yourself as a noble among nobles, and with your wisdom and my wealth, there’s nothing we cannot achieve. Think about it.’


“‘I hear you,’ said the man, nodding. ‘But before I commit, could you please arrange a grand banquet and introduce me to the upper crust? Many nobles and princes will undoubtedly show up, and before that day is over, my name will be quite known. Our stature will grow.’
The Noblewoman was Only Too Happy to Comply


“The noblewoman was only too happy to comply.


“A date was set, and the invitations were sent. The man steeled himself for perhaps the most important day of his life; he, too, fancied the woman and all the glory she represented.


“The banquet took place at the noblewoman’s estate. Many important guests had indeed arrived, with whom the man was delighted to mingle and chat. Around the early morning, as the festivities were finally winding down, the two set out for a walk around the expansive lawns surrounding her estate. Their stroll, however, was interrupted when a series of groans and sobs drifting in the fading darkness reached the man’s ear, and he immediately followed them, dragging the noblewoman after him, until he stood before a miserable pit. Inside, clawing at the walls, were his fellow Jews. The man could only stare, horror-struck at the scene.


“‘Save us, sir, please!’


“‘Have mercy on your fellow human beings!’


“‘What is this?’ he managed to yell over their wails. ‘What is your crime? What have you done?!’


“They described their crime of failing to pay the taxes imposed on them. The man begged the noblewoman to free the poor souls imprisoned on her estate, which she did. The man then hired a coach and paid the driver to bring the prisoners home.
Any Mitzvah is Closely Tailed by Another One


“Of course, any mitzvah is closely tailed by another one. As relief washed over the man in waves, a new uneasiness crept into his heart. Is this how he persisted in his good deeds? By leaving his faithful wife and marrying a gentile? The man then ordered himself a coach and fled the noblewoman and her promises without a glance over his shoulder.
A Tumultuous Storm Erupted in Heaven


“A tumultuous storm erupted in Heaven at the man’s act of self-restraint. What reward should this man deserve? The Heavenly Court decided that man would be capable of annulling any decree from Above. This, however, prompted another outburst in Heaven, one which now concerned Heaven itself, as its decrees were no longer relevant while this man roamed the earth—naturally, he would always revoke everything. Thus, a caveat followed: the man was to be subjected to a life of alcoholism, so drunk he would be unable to follow the events surrounding him and reversing them.


“Indeed,” finished Rabbi Baruch, “it’s quite risky having the man force Heaven’s Hand. Seeing as this plague wouldn't have stopped until countless more have died, I had no choice but to employ his blessing.”

Reprinted from the Parshas Behar-Bechukosai 5780 email of Chabad.Org Magazine. Adapted and translated by Asharon Baltazar from Rabbi Rephael Nachman Kahan’s Shemuot VeSippurim. 

Reb Shlom’ke Zehviler –
Part Two


In 1926, R’ Shlom’ke decided that the time had come to emigrate to Eretz Yisroel. Many years later, when R’ Shlom’ke was asked by the Belzer Rebbe what had prompted him to leave Zevhil, he answered simply, “My father told me to leave.” 

The Belzer Rebbe was surprised, “But your father was no longer alive at the time.” 

R’ Shlom’ke replied, “My father came to me in a dream.” 
An Interesting Story is Told about R’ Shlom’ke’s House


An interesting story is told about R’ Shlom’ke’s house in Russia. After R’ Shlom’ke left Zehvil, the Communists took his house for themselves. But the house that had absorbed so much holiness did not take kindly to its new occupants. After a short time, the new owner suddenly died. 

The house was sold to another gentile, but he did not fare any better than the first owner, and after only a few nights in the house, he also died. When a third gentile died in the house, the Communists realized that anyone who dared touch the place would be doomed. 

The house was boarded up and left unoccupied until it was destroyed during the Second World War. 

R’ Shlom’ke arrived in Yerushalayim just before Sukkos. No one recognized him, and he refused to disclose his identity. As the ship docked in Tel Aviv, R’ Shlom’ke told his grandson, who had accompanied him on the journey, “I am taking my rabbonus and throwing it into the sea.” He forbade his grandson to reveal his identity to anybody. 
Preferring to Live as a “Nobody” of Importance


In Zehvil, R’ Shlom’ke had been a personality respected by all. In Yerushalayim, he was a “nobody”; he mixed with the poor and the homeless at the back benches of the shuls. For three years,  R’ Shlom’ke lived in Yerushalayim in total anonymity, hidden from sight. From time to time, people suspected that there was more to this stranger than met the eye, but by and large, people ignored him, thinking that he was just a simple fellow. 


On one occasion, after R’ Shlom’ke had prayed Maariv in the Nissan Beck Shul in the Old City, he went over to the window that overlooked the Har HaBayis and stood there, transfixed, for a long time. 


The gabbai of the shul, who was waiting to lock up the shul for the night, left the keys with R’ Shlom’ke and told him to lock up when he left. The next morning, when the gabbai arrived for Shacharis, he found R’ Shlom’ke still standing in the same position. 


Realizing that this was not an average person, the gabbai reported his find to the rabbonim of the city. This story was one of several that lead to the revelation of R’ Shlom’ke’s greatness. But though people began to realize that he was a holy person, no one could identify who he was. 
His True Identity is Finally Revealed


After three years, R’ Shlom’ke’s identity was finally revealed. The Rav of Yerushalayim, R’ Yosef Chaim Sonnenfeld, received money from Europe for the Zehviler Rebbe in Yerushalayim. R’ Yosef Chaim did not know any such person, but just at that time, a tourist from Russia bumped into R’ Shlom’ke during prayers. This man, who knew R’ Shlom’ke very well from Zehvil, revealed the secret. 


Though R’ Shlom’ke did not attempt to hide any longer, he still refused any trappings of the rabbonus. In Russia, he had four gabbaim who always accompanied him; in Yerushalayim, he refused to have even one. 


R’ Shlom’ke acquired a small plot of land in the Beis Yisroel section of Yerushalayim, next to where the Mirrer Yeshiva now stands. On that land, he built a small, three-room apartment that he had designed himself. He refused to use the services of an architect or builder. He wanted to build the apartment himself, according to his own specifications. R’ Shlom’ke oversaw the entire project, even helping to pour the concrete and erect the walls. 
The Front Door of His Home Had No Lock or Handle


The front door of his new home had no lock or handle; it swung freely on its hinges, allowing entrance to all, twenty-four hours a day. His house became a refuge for every downtrodden Jew in Jerusalem. 


Given the free access to his home, it is hardly surprising that R’ Shlom’ke was the victim of a robbery. One day, as R’ Shlom’ke approached his house, he heard someone rummaging around inside. When he opened the door, he saw that someone was looking through his belongings. R’ Shlom’ke immediately ran outside so as not to embarrass the thief, who was a Jew. 


R’ Shlom’ke stood with his back to the front door until the thief left, allowing the Jew to leave without revealing his identity.  

R’ Shlom’ke was careful about the honor of every Jew, regardless of whether he kept the Torah or not. If he heard people speaking against those who were not observant, he would ask them to stop. 

On one occasion, when someone spoke out against the secular kibbutzim, saying that they desecrated the Shabbos, R’ Shlom’ke stopped him and said, “When a person sees another committing a sin, then there is a reason to speak out and give rebuke. But if one does not see them, one should not speak against them, nor may one believe that it is true. Speaking against them without any reason, just for the sake of making conversation, is not a mitzvah.” 

The Jew was not convinced by R’ Shlom’ke’s words and told him, “The Rebbe wants to judge them favorably, but the truth is that they are wicked people.” 
R’ Shlom’ke told the Jew, “If you really want to know the truth, I am worse than them. I grew up in a house of tzaddikim, a house filled with Torah and purity. But they? They don’t know anything; they have never been taught. We have no right to speak against them.”
He Had No Fixed Hours to See People


R’ Shlom’ke had no fixed hours to see people. Whenever anyone came, regardless of the time, R’ Shlom’ke dropped whatever he was doing and gave the person his undivided attention. Even in his later years, when he was very weak, he refused to change his practice and insisted that his family not send away anyone who came. 

On one occasion, when the R’ Shlom’ke was bedridden, one of the family turned away a woman who had come, telling her that the Rebbe was ill and needed to rest.

R’ Shlom’ke overheard and called out from his bed, “How can I possibly rest when a Jewish woman needs help?” 

Once, a woman came to R’ Shlom’ke and told him she was looking for a room to sleep in for the night. R’ Shlom’ke told her she was welcome to be his guest. Although his house had only three small rooms to accommodate his family, he could clear out one of the rooms for the night. 
The Woman Showed No Sign of Moving Out


The woman accepted the invitation and her bed was prepared. The next day, the woman showed no sign of moving out. It seemed she intended to stay for a while. R’ Shlom’ke did not say a word. A few days later, the woman announced that she was bringing her children as well. R’ Shlom’ke only inquired about her welfare and asked if she needed anything. 

The days stretched into weeks, the weeks into months. The chassidim were infuriated by the woman’s impudence, but R’ Shlom’ke refused all their pleas to evict her. 

After a few months, it was discovered that the woman did not really need the accommodation. She had a place of her own, but she had decided to move into the Rebbe’s home so that she could rent out her own apartment and make some income. 

The chassidim were sure that the Rebbe, having learned the truth, would finally ask the woman to leave. But they were mistaken. She stayed on until she decided the time had come to return to her home. 
Extending Great Self-Sacrifice to Fulfill Every Mitzvah


R’ Shlom’ke extended himself, with great self-sacrifice, to fulfill every mitzvah. He would not use electricity on Shabbos, in keeping with the opinion of the Chazon Ish, who forbade the use of electricity on Shabbos in Eretz Yisroel since the power stations are manned by Jews. 

R’ Shlom’ke, however, felt that sitting in a brightly lit room during the week while on Shabbos the house was plunged into darkness, did not constitute proper honor of the Shabbos. Therefore, R’ Shlom’ke decided not to use electricity during the week either, and made do with oil lamps. 

The yahrzeit of R’ Shlomo ben R’ Mordechai Goldman of Zehvil zt”l, is on 26 Iyar (1945). May his merit protect us. 
Reprinted from the Parshas Behar-Bechukosai 5780 email of The Weekly Vort, excerpted from “Portraits of Greatness.”

A Slice of Life

The Rebbe’s Unlikely

Agent in Malaysia

By Raquel E. HaSofer


My story starts many years before my own birth. My father grew up in Alexandria, Egypt, an avowed Communist and atheist.


In 1949, when he was expelled from Egypt for illegal political activities, he moved to Israel, became an officer in the army and met my mother. Together they became members of a non-religious kibbutz.


In 1954 they moved to Tasmania, Australia.


The small Jewish community in Tasmania was totally assimilated. The president of the community approached my father and requested of him that since he was the only Jew in the community who knew Hebrew, would he please lead the services in the synagogue?


Needless to say, my father was taken totally by surprise.


"Are you absolutely crazy?" he asked. "I am an atheist. I know nothing about religion or G-d, nor do I believe in any of it!" 

Nevertheless, to his own amazement, the community won him over, and my father took on the job of leading the services.


My father's belief in Communism had already been severely shaken years before when it became clear to him that the Communist "show" trials in Czechoslovakia were a sham.
Started to Look into Judaism and for G-d


As a result, he and my mother started looking into Judaism and their feelings towards G-dliness gradually grew. They began to be attracted to the Torah and mitzvot and wished to abide by at least some of them.


My mother remembered some of the laws of Shabbat and kashrut from her parents' home, so they kept whatever they could and thirsted for more. Yet this was not enough. Each day they prayed their own private prayers to G-d, that He should somehow send them some kind of information about Judaism.


My mother, in particular, became convinced that since every generation in Jewish history always had a leader, anointed by G-d, to lead the Jewish people, there must be a leader assigned to lead and help the Jews of this generation, too.


At that point she felt an urgency, and from the depth of her being cried out: "G-d! If there is a leader of this generation who has the absolute responsibility to help every Jew, then I demand of him, from this remote corner of the world, to reach out to us and help us, too!"
A Chasid Gets an Unexpected Letter from His Rebbe


Soon after this, Rabbi Chaim Gutnick, a Lubavitcher rabbi from Melbourne, Australia, unexpectedly received a letter from the Lubavitcher Rebbe, telling him to go to Tasmania. Although he had no idea why he was going, Rabbi Gutnick organized a visit to Tasmania.


The moment he arrived in Tasmania, he was accosted by my parents who triumphantly announced to him: "Rabbi! You are the answer to our prayers! We have begged G-d to send us some information about how to be Jewish, and finally you are here. You must come to our house immediately and show us the ways of a Jew."


So Rabbi Gutnick helped them and came back the following year as well. The Rebbe had literally stretched out his hand to a small island in distant Australia to answer the call of two lone Jews. This was the beginning of my parents' way up the eternal ladder of Judaism and their eternal attachment to the Rebbe.


Later, it was my parents' turn to be the envoys of the Rebbe to save a Jewish soul.


One day, out of the blue, my father received an invitation to go for nine months to Malaysia, a Muslim country with no Jewish community.


He wrote to the Rebbe, who advised him to accept.


During a private audience with the Rebbe, the Rebbe told my parents that they were going to Malaysia on a mission to save Jewish souls.
Never Met a Single Jew During their Entire Time in Malaysia


For the entire time that they were in Malaysia, however, they did not meet any Jews! They did befriend a Buddhist monk called Mahinda, to whom my father taught some elements of Chasidut. Mahinda greatly admired these teachings.


One day, after they returned home to Sydney, Australia, they were contacted by a young Jewish woman from England. She told them that she had gone to Malaysia to search for spiritual truth and had wanted to study Buddhism with Mahinda.


Mahinda asked her, "Why are you seeking truth in Buddhism? You can find all the truth you need in your own faith," and he sent her to my parents.


The Rebbe's mission was successful: a Jewish soul was saved through their trip to Malaysia. The young woman is now married, and an active member of the Lubavitch community in Sydney.


Some time later, my mother had a stillborn child. When the doctors told her that she could not have any more children, she became depressed and frustrated.
A Special Blessing for Another Child


In a private audience she asked the Rebbe for a blessing for another child. She also explained that she was very upset because she felt an overwhelming connection to the Rebbe and all the preceding Rebbes, but she did not feel a connection to the Previous Rebbe. For a moment the Rebbe looked very concerned, but then a wide smile swept across his holy face and he said, "You will, you will!"


Soon, contrary to all the doctors' opinions, my mother became pregnant, and I was born from the Rebbe's blessing on the 10th of Shevat, the yahrtzeit of the Previous Rebbe.

Reprinted from the Parshas Behar 5755 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY Reprinted from the Machon Chana Reunion Journal
As NY Hebrew Free Burial Association Runs Out of Burial Shawls, Hundreds Donate

By Shira Hanau (JTA)

Group that provides traditional Jewish burial for those who can’t afford expenses performs 134 funerals in last month; call for prayer shawls answered from as far away as Florida



Hundreds of prayer shawls have been donated to the Hebrew Free Burial Association since Sunday. (Courtesy of Andrew Parver via JTA)


JTA– Andrew Parver’s phone hasn’t stopped ringing since Sunday.

That’s when Parver, the director of operations at the Hebrew Free Burial Association in New York City, put out a call for donations of prayer shawls for traditional Jewish burials. Less than 48 hours later, he had collected 150 himself and pledges of hundreds more to come from as far away as South Florida and Pittsburgh.


“My phone yesterday was nonstop – phone calls, emails, WhatsApps,” Parver told the Jewish Telegraphic Agency on Tuesday. “I know rabbis have been sending this out to their congregations and I don’t even know the rabbis.”


The Hebrew Free Burial Association performs free Jewish burials for any Jew who dies without the funds for funeral expenses. Usually it has enough prayer shawls on hand to last for months.


But the coronavirus pandemic in New York City has caused an unprecedented spike in demand for its services. Since April 1, the association has performed 134 burials – more than four times the number it did in the same period last year. The group quickly ran out of shawls.


“We basically exhausted our supplies and our reserves,” Parver said. “We’ve never had anything like this.”
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These prayer shawls were left on Andrew Parver’s doorstep in answer to his request for donations. (Courtesy of Parver via JTA)


So on Sunday, Parver send out the word on an email list for the Jewish community in Teaneck, New Jersey. The next morning he posted an appeal on Facebook.


“Do you have any old Talleisim, regardless of condition, that you can donate to Hebrew Free Burial Association?” he wrote on the association’s Facebook page, using the Hebrew word for prayer shawls.


The donations started pouring in immediately.


By Sunday night, Parver had picked up about 100 shawls from homes in his area and found another 50 left on the doorstep of his home. Another 10 people volunteered their homes in New York, New Jersey and Baltimore as drop-off points for donations, thus far collecting at least 200 prayer shawls.


With over 350 shawls collected already, Parver isn’t quite sure how many more to expect. But with calls from across the country continuing to come in, he’s sure there are more on the way. He’s also sure the need will continue to grow.


Traditional Jewish burial customs dictate that men are dressed in white shrouds and wrapped in a shawl before they are interred in a Jewish cemetery. The association does not dress women in prayer shawls, in line with Orthodox custom.


“For thousands of years, Jews have been buried the same way – plain shrouds, plain pine box,” Parver said, adding that it’s a way of “connecting to our ancestors.”
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Illustrative: A small group of family and friends mourn at the funeral of Rabbi Ben-Zion Cooperstock, who died of complications of a coronavirus infection, at the Shamgar Funeral Home in Jerusalem on April 5, 2020. (Yonatan Sindel/Flash90)


The association typically receives donations of shawls at a steady pace year round. They come from synagogues that close down or people who buy new ones after an older shawl wears out. Sometimes they come from people who find old shawls that belonged to parents or grandparents.
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Andrew Parver

“Each tallis tells a story,” Parver said. “Somebody wore that tallis in shul, somebody shed tears while wearing that tallis, praying for something that was important at that stage of life.”


Some of the calls he’s received have hinted at the emotional connection people feel to their shawls. One rabbi told Parver that he had held on to an old shawl for years because of its sentimental value, but was prepared to let it go after hearing about the need.


Parver sees the outpouring of donations as another way people are helping where they can at a time when leaving the house is a dangerous proposition.


“This is just a very tangible method for people to connect and give back more good into the world when we need it,” he said.

Reprinted from the April 29, 2020 dispatch of the JTA (Jewish Telegraphic Agency)
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