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Don Isaac Abravanel
By Nissan Mindel
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Don Isaac Abravanel (1437-1508) was one of the greatest Jewish statesmen who played an important part in European history. At the same time, he was not merely a loyal and strictly religious Jew, but a great scholar, Bible commentator and philosopher. He was the last of the long line of great Jewish leaders and heroes of the Spanish Golden Age.
Isaac was born into a wealthy and learned family in Portugal. His father Judah was state treasurer of Portugal, and a great favorite of Alfonso V, king of Portugal. Isaac received a thorough Jewish education, and took a keen interest in languages and philosophy. Later he succeeded his father in the service of the king. In his greatness, Isaac never forgot his humble brethren. He used his vast wealth to support the needy. 

Redeemed 250 Jewish Prisoners in Morocco
Thus, when Alfonso captured the town of Arzilla in Morocco, and there were two hundred and fifty Jews among the prisoners, Isaac Abravanel appointed twelve representatives to gather funds to redeem them, and he himself was the greatest donor. When they were redeemed, he supported them from his own means for about two years, until they learnt the language and could earn their own livelihood. 
Abravanel also used his great influence to better the position of his brethren in other lands. When Alfonso V died and Don Joao II succeeded to the throne of Portugal, Abravanel's fortune changed. In the year 5243, Don Joao II began a policy that aimed at getting rid of the nobility, and particularly the ministers of state that served his father. 
Abravanel learned just in time that the king beheaded several of the highest- ranking officers, and that he was slated to share a similar fate. He was on the way to answer the king's call, but on learning what awaited him, Abravanel fled to Toledo in Spain, where his family had once lived. 

Arrived in Toledo Penniless
Accompanied by his wife and two children, Abravanel arrived in Toledo almost penniless, as the ungrateful John had confiscated all his wealth. Abravanel quietly obtained a position with a Jewish banking firm, and was glad to have time to pursue his studies and literary work. He continued his commentaries on the Bible which he had been forced to interrupt because of the pressure of state affairs. 
He wrote his commentaries on Joshua, Judges and Samuel, but when he began his commentaries on the book of Kings, the king of Spain summoned him to take over the state treasury. Ferdinand and Isabella of Spain knew that they could find no greater financial genius, and in the very same year when the notorious Torquemada became head of the Inquisition in Spain, Abarvanel officially became treasurer to the king and queen (two years before the expulsion of the Jews from Spain). 

Unable to Avert the Spanish Expulsion
When that terrible decree of the expulsion of all Jews from Spain except those who would give up their faith, became known, Abravanel tried hard to avert the catastrophe. He begged of the king and queen to reconsider their cruel decree, and he offered a huge sum to the king's treasury. The king and queen turned a deaf ear to all his personal pleas and declined his gifts of money. 
On the 9th of Av, 5252 (July 30, 1492), Abravanel and his family were on the march with the rest of their co-religionists. He gave up his exalted position and joined his beloved brethren in exile and suffering. The unfortunate refugees finally reached Naples in Italy. When Ferdinand learned that the Jews found a haven in Naples, he requested the king of Naples (also called Ferdinand) that he should not permit the refugees to. remain in his land. 

Served as an Advisor to the Royal House of Naples
The young king of Naples, however, ignored the protest and demands of the cruel rulers of Spain. Moreover, he invited Abravanel to the royal house and appointed him as his adviser. Abravanel served both him and his son Alfonso II who succeeded to the throne in 1494. 
Unfortunately, Naples was captured by King Charles of France in the following year, and King Alfonso II fled to Sicily. Abravanel accompanied his Majesty in exile, and continued to serve him with a fatherly devotion, until the exiled king died. Then Abravanel left for the island of Corfu in the Mediterranean. Having lost all his wealth to the French conquerors, Abravanel suffered poverty and hardship. 

Dies as a Leading Stateman of Venice
He moved to Monopoli, a town in the Kingdom of Naples, and 8 years later finally settled in Venice. Here it was not long before the rulers of Venice invited him to the council of state, and Abravanel became one of the leading statesmen of that Venetian Republic. Here in Venice Abravanel died in the year 5269, at the age of 71, deeply mourned by the Jewish and non-Jewish citizens of Venice. The leading rulers of Venice attended his funeral, and he was laid to rest in Padua. (excerpted from Kehot Publication Society)

Reprinted from the Parashat Hukot 5784 email of R’ Yedidye Hirtenfeld’s whY I Matter, parsha sheet for the Young Israel of Midwood in Brooklyn, NY. 



Rav Avigdor Miller on
Can a Jew Ever
Be a Rasha? 
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QUESTION: Can a Jew ever be a rasha (wicked man)?

ANSWER: Well, we have to look in the Chumash and ask Moshe Rabbeinu. And Moshe Rabbeinu said about Korach, ֶ– “Move yourselves away from the tents of these reshaim” (Bamidbar 16:26). So, he called them resha’im. So, we see that sometimes a Jew could be a rasha.
There’s no such thing as saying “There’s no reshaim”. This liberal attitude that everything is excusable cannot be accepted by us. We have our principles and sometimes you have to call a thing by its name. And a person who is disloyal to the Torah certainly deserves a certain rebuke. And if he deserves the name of rasha – it doesn’t mean you have to say it – but you could certainly categorize him in the category of rasha.

Reprinted from the Parshas Korach 5784 email of Toras Avigdor, based on the teachings of Rav Avigdor Miller, zt”l. Adapted from (Tape #625 – January 1987)
Rabbi Berel Wein on
Parshat Chukat 5784
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The Torah interrupts, so to speak, its narrative of the events that befell the Jewish people in the desert with the description of a commandment that admittedly has no rational human understanding in logical terms. Even the great King Solomon, the wisest and most analytical of all humans, was forced to admit that understanding this parsha of the Torah was beyond his most gifted intellect and talents.
 
If the Torah is meant to instruct us in life and its values, to improve and influence our behavior and lifestyle and to help us achieve our goal of being a holy people then why insert this parsha in the Torah when it can seemingly have no practical impact on our daily life or broaden our understanding of G-d’s omnipresence in our lives?
 
Though there is a section of Mishna devoted to the laws and halachic technicalities of the sacrifice of the “red cow” it does not deal with the underlying motives for the existence of this commandment, and it also does not address why this parsha is inserted in the midst of the description of the events that occurred in the desert to the generation of Jews who left Egypt and stood at Mount Sinai.
 
We have historical record and description in the Mishna and from non-rabbinic sources as to the actual performance of the commandment in Temple times. This comes as a reminder of our necessary obeisance to G-d’s commandments even if they are not always subject to actual human understanding. Yet, some glimmer of comprehension is demanded by us to make this parsha meaningful to us.
 
I think that perhaps the Torah comes to point out the very fact that human life is in fact always irrational and that human behavior many times defies any logic or good sense. How could the generation that left Egypt and witnessed the revelation at Sinai complain about food when there was adequate Heavenly food? How could they prefer Egypt or the desert itself over living in the Land of Israel? And how could Moshe’s and Aharon’s own tribe and relatives rise against them in defiant and open rebellion?
 
Are these not basically incoherent and irrational decisions with a terrible downside to them? And yet they occurred and continue to recur constantly in Jewish and general life throughout history. In spite of our best efforts and our constant delusion that we exist in a rational world, the Torah here comes to inform us that that is a false premise.
 
If everyday life defies logic and accurate prediction then it is most unfair and in fact illogical to demand of Torah and G-d to provide us with perfect understanding of commandments and laws. The Torah inserts this parsha into the middle of its narrative about the adventures of the Jewish people in the desert to point out that the mysteries of life abound in the spiritual world just as they do in the mundane and seemingly practical world.
 
One of the great lessons of Judaism is that we are to attempt to behave rationally even if at the very same time, we realize that much in our personal and national lives is simply beyond our understating.
 
Shabbat shalom

Reprinted from the current website of rabbiwein.com


The Obligation to Rise Above the
“Normal” Level of G-dliness
From the Teachings of the Lubavitcher Rebbe
Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
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In this week's Torah portion, Chukat, we learn that when the Jewish people sinned by repeatedly complaining about Moses and Aaron, G-d punished them by sending "fiery serpents." Moses, who was the epitome of selflessness, prayed on the Jews' behalf, whereupon G-d instructed him to "Make a fiery serpent and set it upon a pole. And everyone who is bitten, when he sees it shall live." Moses followed        G-d's instructions, and fashioned a serpent of copper. "It came to pass, that if a serpent had bitten any man, when he looked upon the serpent of copper, he lived."

Our Sages explain that it was not the copper serpent that had the power to revive or kill; rather, "When the Israelites looked upward, and subjected their hearts to their Father in heaven, they were healed; if not, they perished." The purpose of the copper serpent was to arouse the Jews to repentance; once they repented, they were healed.

Chasidic teachings provide an even deeper dimension: A person who had been bitten by a "fiery serpent" was already "dead," by virtue of having already been injected with a poisonous substance. In other words, the "serpent of copper" had to affect what was essentially a "resurrection."
However, the power to resurrect the dead could not come from the same level of G-dliness that sustains "regular" life, as the person who was bitten had already lost that particular source of vitality. His "resurrection" had to be derived from an infinitely higher level, described in Chasidic philosophy as "the aspect of abundant mercies of the Divine Essence of Infinite Light, which is higher than the Source of life."

Thus, in order for the bitten person to be healed, he had to rise above the "regular" level of G-dliness that sustains life and access G-d Himself, to Whom "life and death are equal." The bitten person's repentance had to be so profound that it could transform death into life.

In fact, the "serpent of copper" expressed this concept of resurrection. The snake itself is symbolic of death, as it was through the serpent that death was introduced into the world in the Garden of Eden. In this instance, however, the "serpent of copper" had the opposite effect, saving people from death rather than killing them.

On the level of the soul, this "resurrection" is the service of turning darkness into light, transforming the Evil Inclination itself into goodness and holiness. By subjugating his heart to G-d, a Jew can turn even deliberate sins into merits, thereby rendering himself a proper vessel for G-d's infinite blessings.

Reprinted from the Parashat Chukat 5761/2001 edition of L’Chaim, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn. Adapted from Volume 13 of Likutei Sichot.
******************************************************************
        And the entire nation saw that Aharon died and they cried for Aharon for thirty days the entire Benai Yisroel. Why does the pasuk repeat itself that the entire Benai Yisroel cried for Aharon? 
When a person kills someone by accident he is banished to the Orei Miklot. He is obligated to stay there until the death of the Kohain Gadol. When the Kohain Gadol dies, he is free to move back to his own city. It is therefore obvious that at any given time there should be people wishing for the death of the Kohain Gadol and happy when he dies. The pasuk is telling us that during the entire forty years in the desert there was no one who killed by accident. When Aharon died everyone was saddened (Meshech Chochma)
Reprinted from the Parashat Chukas 5784 email of R’ Yedidye Hirtenfeld’s whY I Matter, parsha sheet for the Young Israel of Midwood in Brooklyn, NY. 

[bookmark: caption8]Thoughts that Count

This is the law when a man dies in a tent (ohel) (Num. 19:14)
Symbolically, the tent is the "tent of Torah study"; the "dying" symbolic of the devotion of the Torah scholar, who "kills" himself with the effort. Unfortunately, it often happens that the Torah is only valued when it is still in the ark, and the Torah scholar isn't appreciated until after he is lying in his grave (another meaning of the word "ohel"), as no one paid much attention to him during his lifetime... (Nachalei Devash)

When a Jew comes home from work at the end of the day utterly exhausted, burnt from the sun or frozen from the cold, yet he still maintains his regular time for Torah study, the holy Torah itself arouses G-d's mercies on his behalf and on behalf of his family members. (Likutei Diburim)

And he shall take hyssop (Num. 19:18)
The lowly hyssop plant is symbolic of humility. In the Torah, the musical cantillation above these two words, indicating how they are to be chanted, is called a "kadma ve'azla." How can a person achieve true humility? By remembering where he came from ("kadma" means "former" or "before") - "a putrid drop" - and where he is going (the literal meaning of "azla") - "to a place of dust, maggots and worms."
(Peninim Yekarim)

Take the staff...and speak to the rock (Num. 20:8)
As brought down in the Midrash, G-d wanted Moses to stand by the rock and "repeat a chapter of Torah aloud." In the merit of his Torah study the rock would give forth water, and the Jews would see that all G-dly abundance and blessing come into the world in the Torah's merit. What happened? Because Moses was still mourning the death of his sister Miriam, and a mourner is not permitted to learn Torah, he deliberately held back and was silent. Said G-d, "My children are dying of thirst while you're sitting and mourning?" (In other words, the needs of the community come first, and you are allowed to learn Torah despite being a mourner.)
(Melo HaOmer)

Reprinted from the Parashat Chukat 5761/2001 edition of L’Chaim


From Presidential Rabbi to Argentina’s Ambassador to Israel
By Yaacov Lipszyc
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From left to right: Argentinian President Javier Milei and Rabbi Axel Wahnish

The unlikely story of the first-ever rabbi to be appointed ambassador to Israel.
Argentinian President Javier Milei has revolutionized the political landscape by becoming the world's first libertarian head of state, leveraging social media with selfies alongside tech titans like Elon Musk and Mark Zuckerberg. Yet, there’s an even more astonishing connection: Milei’s deep ties with the Jewish community, which have led to his personal rabbi, Shimon Axel Wahnish, recently being officially appointed as Argentina’s ambassador to Israel.

A Bond that Predates the President’s Entry into Politics
The bond between Rabbi Wahnish and the current Argentine president predates Milei’s entry into politics. Just a few years ago, Milei was a relatively unknown economist who shot to fame with his explosive TV commentary. But, as is often the case in Latin American politics, right-wing politicians face many preconceived notions.
Milei’s controversial image included accusations of antisemitism, which he vehemently denied. Determined to clear his name, he reached out to the Jewish community. This led to his first meeting with Rabbi Wahnish, organized through the ACILBA (Asociación Comunidad Israelita Latina de Buenos Aires). Initially meant to be a brief encounter, the meeting extended to two hours, forging a strong bond between the rabbi and the politician. Rabbi Wahnish became Milei’s spiritual guide, and Milei frequently acknowledged the rabbi’s influence in public.
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Shimon Axel Wahnish’s unique position within the Argentine Jewish community also played a role in his connection with Milei. Unlike many rabbis who often take a more structured approach, Rabbi Wahnish stands out for his intellectual profile. His roots lie in a more traditional rather than strictly Orthodox Judaism. Although he chose a more religious life, he never abandoned his broader intellectual pursuits, earning a degree in educational psychology and dedicating himself to introducing young people without a religious background to the Jewish world.
Rabbi Wahnish’s scholarly pursuits, including the translation and dissemination of the works of the famed Kabbalist Rabbi Moshe Chaim Luzzatto, known as the Ramchal, reflect his commitment to intellectual depth. This aspect undoubtedly captivated Milei, who has publicly expressed his fascination with the depth of Jewish wisdom and even stated his intention to convert to Judaism after his presidency.
A pivotal moment occurred in 2012 when Rabbi Wahnish took on a new role as the dean and chief rabbi of the Superior Moroccan Sephardic Rabbinate of Argentina. This position allowed him to engage in high-level diplomacy, meeting with international dignitaries and enhancing his taste for diplomacy. His leadership revitalized the Moroccan Jewish community, attracting a younger audience and ensuring its continued vibrancy.

Against All Odds, Both Came True
Sources close to the rabbi reveal that his exposure to the diplomatic world sparked his interest. Almost jokingly, when then-Congressman Milei mentioned his presidential ambitions, Rabbi Wahnish responded, “If you win, I’ll be your ambassador to Israel.” Against all odds, both came true.
Milei has frequently stated his intention to move Argentina’s embassy in Israel from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. In his words, “Jerusalem is the capital of the Jewish people, and that’s where the embassy should be.” This sparked political debates within Argentina, and the Senate nearly rejected Rabbi Wahnish’s ambassadorial nomination. Negotiations to secure his acceptance included a temporary postponement of this contentious idea. Nonetheless, those who know Milei assert that once an idea takes hold in his mind, he will do everything to make it a reality.

A Genuine Revolution for the Jewish Community
Regardless of whether the embassy move materializes, Rabbi Wahnish’s entry into the diplomatic world is a genuine revolution for the Jewish community. Never before has someone so openly Jewish reached such a significant level in diplomacy. Those who know him say this has two aspects for him: a great pride on one hand and a tremendous responsibility on the other—to exemplify, through his role, how a Jew should conduct himself, always upholding the values and ethics of our ancient people.

Reprinted from the current website of aish.com



Why Didn't the Lubavitcher Rebbe Ever Visit Israel?
By Yehuda Shurpin
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Question: I have always wondered why the Rebbe—whom I personally consider the most righteous Jew in our times—didn’t move to Israel, or even visit once?
Reply: Before addressing the question, it is important to note that there was perhaps no stronger advocate and defender of Israel than the Rebbe. Over the years, countless Israeli government officials—including generals, presidents and prime ministers—sought his blessing and advice on subjects ranging from societal issues to military strategy.
Additionally, there is no question that the Rebbe was personally responsible, directly and indirectly, for tens of thousands of Jews finding their heritage and moving to Israel. Moreover, the Rebbe personally sent dozens of shluchim, emissaries, to settle in the Holy Land.
It is also important to note that since the Rebbe assumed leadership in 1951, he never took a day off or even left New York.
Now, you are not the first to ask this question. In fact, many asked the Rebbe himself, both in writing or personally. As you can imagine, the Rebbe’s answers were not all identical. Here is a sampling of the Rebbe’s responses, both in his own words and as recollected by others.

Nothing is Superfluous
[bookmark: footnoteRef1a4046155]Here is a letter written by the Rebbe in 1983:1

Mr. ______
Scottsdale, Arizona
Greeting and Blessing:
I am in receipt of your letter, in which you write that you are concerned and puzzled, and urgently request a reply—as to why I do not go to Eretz Yisroel.
With all due respect, I do not understand at all what you will gain by having an answer to this paramount question.
Moreover, in as much as Hashem created everything according to His design, and knowing that nothing is superfluous, it would be a waste of one's time and effort if it were not used productively to the fullest extent.
[bookmark: footnoteRef2a4046155][bookmark: footnoteRef3a4046155]On the other hand, a Jew’s primary mission in life as the Rabbis express it, “I was created to serve my Master,”2 and this service is carried out by strengthening and spreading Yiddishkeit, first of all in one's own life, and then in one's surroundings, bearing in mind that the mitzvah of v’ahavta l’re’acha kamocha is the Great Principle of the Torah.3 Thus, if one should squander one’s time and energy on extraneous matters, instead of using them in fulfillment of one's life’s task, it would be an obvious waste and a disruption of the whole Divine order.

The Rebbe’s Responsibility to Also Help Gentiles
According to my information, the city in which you live is one where there is a great deal of room to work for the strengthening of Yiddishkeit, insofar as Jews are concerned, as well as for the promotion of the so-called Seven Moral Laws with all their ramifications, insofar as gentiles are concerned, for they were given by G‑d to the children of Noah, i.e. all humanity. This is why I am all the more surprised at your question.
Inasmuch as you write that you are very puzzled, and do request an answer, I will not evade giving you one—all the more so since the answer is quite simple. Indeed, it is already implicit in what was said above about the first duty of a Jew, and of any human being, to fulfill his mission in the place where he lives, and only after he has done everything expected of him locally, to consider whether he should go to another place to carry on his mission there. Obviously, one should not abandon “the front” before making sure that everything is in order.

The Duty of Every Jew to Do His or Her
Utmost to Combat the Threats to Our People
I am using the expression “the front” advisedly. You surely know what is happening around you—the very same thing that is happening wherever Jews live, especially where they are a small minority—in terms of alienation from Yiddishkeit, loss of Jewish identity, intermarriage and outright assimilation. It is the duty of every Jew to do his or her very utmost to combat the forces that are threatening the very foundations of our people—first and foremost where he find them in his immediate surroundings.
With blessing,
[signature]
A Captain of a Ship
After the Yom Kippur War, (future Prime Minister) Ariel Sharon asked the Rebbe why he didn’t act like a commanding officer who marches ahead of his troops. If the Rebbe moved to Israel, he reasoned, many Jews would follow him.
[bookmark: footnoteRef4a4046155]The Rebbe replied that in many instances, it is actually forbidden for the commanding officer to go first, as in the case of a captain of an endangered ship. The captain is the last to leave the ship. Only after everyone has been evacuated safely is the captain permitted to leave the ship.4
This was consistent with the advice the Rebbe often gave to others as well.
In 1973, Moshe Ishon met the Rebbe. Here is a translation of his recollection of their conversation:

When Will We Merit Seeing the Rebbe in Israel?
Moshe Ishon: But still, when will we merit seeing the Rebbe in Israel?
The Rebbe: The day will come. I hope it is not too far off.
Moshe Ishon: What about the chassidim, do they have to wait until the Rebbe leaves to live in Israel?
The Rebbe: Any chassid who comes to ask about going to live in Israel, who isn't involved in education or in the rabbinate, is advised to go, and we give him our blessing for his move. The problem is for those who have vital roles in the community, and if they leave, everything will crumble. They are compared to ships' captains in stormy seas; the captain is always the last to abandon ship. First, he must save the passengers . . .

Reprinted from the current website of Chabad.Org
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