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Holidays in Yekatrinoslav
From the Memoirs of Rebbetzin Chana Schneerson
Mother of the Lubavitcher Rebbe, zt”l
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Rav Levi Yitzchak and Rebbetzin Chana Schneerson

Tishrei 5695 (1934)

By this year only two shuls remained in our city. One of these had been founded and was being attended by a group of workingmen. The gabbai [manager] was a tailor, the treasurer a shoemaker. Precisely for this reason, that it housed a congregation of manual laborers - proletariat - it had not been seized by the Communists. It was in this shul that my husband, the Rav prayed.
Once the Rav affiliated himself with this congregation, many other people joined as well. As most of these newcomers were from higher levels of society, it became somewhat difficult for the administrators of the shul to carry out their functions. Even so, they had to remain in their positions to ensure that it would be exclusively a "rule by the proletariat." (Indeed, I could relate many amusing incidents from their term of office, but it would be out of place here.)

The Rav Accorded Him Great Respect
The administrators and trustees of the shul asserted that they felt small and insignificant in the presence of the Rav, and they accorded him great respect. Although they had not been acquainted with him previously, once they came to know him they recognized that he was a person of noble character who was not at all part of the bourgeoisie, a man whom they could trust completely.
By this time there were very few professional cantors in Russia. Those men who had a strong and pleasant voice, were able to carry a tune aand knew well the mode of the prayers would hire themselves out to lead the prayer-services for Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur.
Most of these men worked at government positions and were therefore entitled to a month's vacation each year which they would strive to have coincide with the month of festivals, Tishrei. Then they would leave their homes to be employed in cities other than their own.

These Cantors Were Paid Very Well
In their prayers they would give vent to all the emotions that had built up in their hearts over the course of the year. These cantors were paid very well, but in secret; to avoid the exorbitant tax levied on religious functionaries, their salaries were officially recorded as the bare minimum.
One day, two such gentlemen came to Yekatrinoslav. The first, Mr. Lieber, was a highly-regarded opera singer. His clothes resembled those of a theater performer. However, he was a Jew of illustrious ancestry, a descendant of the Maggid of Mezritch, successor of the Baal Shem Tov. He occasionally related stories that he had heard for his grandfather and other Chassidic stories too, but he would tell them in a halting awkward manner.
The second, whose appearance was closer to that of a typical cantor, was employed as an accountant for a government company. He was knowledgeable in the study of Torah and an offspring of the well-known rabbinical family Shapiro of Slavitta.
These two candidates declared that a proper Jewish atmosphere for prayer was of the utmost importance to them. Therefore, when the reputation of Rabbi Schneerson reached them, they decided to travel to Yekatrinoslav. Upon arrival, they immediately went to see the Rav and requested his advice on how to do well in this profession, as well as how to best utilize their talents to inspire people and strengthen their Jewish consciousness, an identity that the government was determined to eradicate.
A Result of the Influence of the
Rav and Those Two Cantors
The Rav discussed with them their concerns and invited them to Yekatrinoslav for the month of Tishrei to lead the prayers in his shul during the Days of Awe and the festival of Sukkot. Words are inadequate to describe the special mood and the overwhelming spiritual out-pouring which pervaded the congregation during the Days of Awe that year, a result of the influence of the Rav and those two cantors.
On Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur a considerable number of the members had to be present at their places of employment. The Rav arranged a special service for them that began very early in the morning, in order that by eight o'clock they would have completed the morning prayers and be on their way.
On Yom Kippur all of these people returned to the shul immediately after work and arrived just in time for the closing prayer, Neilah. By then the synagogue was so packed with people that many of them were forced to pray outside in the street. Weak from the twenty-four hour fast, weary from having walked great distances, and full of distress and sorrow from having had to work on these holiest of days, these Jews stood, crushed in spirit, and prayed from the depths of their broken hearts.

“See, This is a Jew!”
All of these congregants were grateful to the Rav for having made the special efforts which enabled them to pray communally. For his part, he would cry bitterly whenever he discussed the situation with them. On the other hand, he was pleased by their tremendous spiritual arousal. With joy and amazement, he would exclaim, "See, this is a Jew!"
When Yom Kippur ended, it was always difficult for him to return to a regular week-day existence. Instead, he would break his fast with a glass of tea and would sit and talk until late at night with the many people who came to be with him and hear his words during those hours. His discussions would deal primarily with the exalted nature of the Jewish soul and the extraordinary power of self-sacrifice that is hidden in every Jew.
The same scene would be repeated on Simchat Torah. Anyone who wished to truly enjoy the festival would make sure to pass by our house as soon as darkness fell, young people-with whom the government was even stricter in religious matters-would also arrive, each person trying his best to not be seen entering the building. When they entered, the Rav would speak with each one personally; after a short time, they would forget about which country they were living in and the lives that they led there.

Reprinted from the Parashat Nitzavim-Vayelech 5762/2002 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization.

Reflections on 
Rosh Hashanah
By Rabbi Zisha Kohn

When it comes to Rosh Hashanah, many people are confused about the nature of the day. Everyone knows that it's a day of judgment - the books are open and people are written into what kind of year they will have. The scariest question is decided on Rosh Hashanah, namely who will live and who will leave this world. It's a day of trepidation and of tremendous fear. 

How Can Anyone Have an
Appetite on Such a Serious Day
Yet, many our behaviors seem to contradict the gravity of the day. Instead of getting dressed in black, we dress in our holiday attire and there is a Mitzvah to get a haircut before Rosh Hashanah. We sit down to a festive meal with family, enjoying meat and wine and even singing (both at the table and in shul). How can anyone have an appetite for a meal when serious judgment is taking place? Why did the Sages want us to show a great Simcha (joy) on that day?              
 Furthermore, all we talk about Malchiyus, Shofros, Zichronos, and how Hashem is the King of the world and how He should put His fear over creation. Nowhere do we talk about judgment (not counting later additions by the Rabbis like the famous "Unesaneh Tokef" prayer). We don't daven or beg Hashem to judge us for a year of life. The entire davening speaks about the greatness of Hashem. So, what is Rosh Hashanah really about? Is it a day of judgment or a day of making Hashem King? Is it both - and if yes, what's the connection between the two of them?
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Rabbi Chaim Friedlander, 
of blessed memory

Rabbi Chaim Friedlander, O"BM (Sifsei Chaim, Ma'amer Avodosei Rosh Hashanah) explains a concept taught by the Ramchal. When Yosef Hatzaddik was thrown into prison, he met the bread baker and the winemaker of Pharaoh who were also thrown into the dungeon. The bread-baker messed up and there was a pebble in Pharaoh's bread, while the wine-maker allowed a fly to land in the wine. 
One day, Yosef sees that they were sad and they told him their dream, which Yosef interpreted to mean that they will get out in "three days' time" and Pharaoh would judge them. These days were Pharaoh’s birthday and the bread-baker would be put to death, while the winemaker would resume his post. 
The obvious question is what does this judgment have to do with Pharaoh's birthday? Since when is a birthday party about who gets killed and who gets their job back?

Not Just an Ordinary Birthday
Rabbi Friedlander answers that we know that Pharaoh claimed to be a god, in that he was the one who “made” Mitzrayim. As such, his birthday wasn’t just a birthday. It is a day of inauguration of another year of the Land called Egypt. If that's the case, on that day, he decides who is good for the kingdom and who is not. His birthday was the first day of the new year for Egypt and then the process of evaluation began. “That guy is good for the kingdom, so we will keep him,” he rules, “while that one is no longer of any use and he has to go. Another guy is "in-between," so we will let him live, but won't give him money.”
            L'Havdil, (to separate between a flesh-and-blood king and the King of Kings), if the day of Rosh Hashanah was just a judgement about this past year and Hashem would decide if we get life based on how we acted, then the judgment would be on the last day of the year. However, Rosh Hashanah has nothing to do with this past year. It's the 5781st inauguration day of Hashem as Melech (king) of this world. Hashem is declared King and now the King is deciding how everyone fits into the kingdom (this World) this year. Who shall live and who shall die? Who will be wealthy and who will be poor? Who should be healthy and who will get sick? Who will move around and who will stay put? 

This is How Teshuvah Works
Where Hashem wants every person depends on where it’s good for the Kingdom. For that determination to be made, Hashem looks at the previous year to see how one did and how they contributed to the wellbeing of the kingdom. This is why Teshuvah works, because if one can prove that he can be effective for the coming year and they are ready to put the effort it, that’s enough. If one takes on a Kabballah (resolution) and says, “this year, I will push myself to do more to bring out Hashem’s Kingship and greatness,” then Hashem puts him into position to be a part of His Kingdom. 
Certainly, Rosh Hashanah is Judgment day and there is awe. It is the people who want to bring out the Honor, to glorify the King’s Name, and seek to be part of his cabernet are in prime position to get a year of life and success. We show up at the inauguration and eat a fine meal (at the King’s table) to show we want to be part of the Kingdom and Hashem responds with a year of life.  

The Greatest Wake-Up Call We Can Get
We see that the Machzor lists ten understandings of the Shofar. For example, the Rambam says that it’s an alarm clock for the sleepy folks to wake up and do Teshuvah, while Rav Sa’adia Gaon says that it’s the trumpet that coronates the King. A third opinion holds that it’s a warning of the Nevi’im. Well, which one is it?   The answer is that the Shofar is all of the above. The greatest wake-up call we can get, and the greatest trembling are all one thing. 
When we coronate Hashem as King, we have to ask: what is my relationship with Hashem? Am I the type of person who Hashem wants for His Kingship and I generate honor of Heaven with my actions? So, the trumpet for Hashem’s Kingship IS the alarm clock! There aren’t ten different “intentions” of the Shofar. When one realizes Hashem is King everything else will come to him automatically.                       
We may not have had the best year for the Kingdom this past year, so the question we must address is, what should we do now? Rabbi Avigdor Miller, O”BM, offers us advice. Imagine there are two workers in a company. One worker is the ideal employee in the sense that he is punctual and does his job perfectly, but he is a grouch who drives people away with his unpleasantness. Then, there is another fellow who is a decent worker who sometimes messes up and comes late to work, but he is such a pleasure to be around that he attracts business.    One day, the owner falls on hard times and he has to downsize one of the two workers. Obviously, the perfect worker will have to be fired, because although he does the job right, nobody wants to come to the store because of his attitude. The other guy, albeit not perfect, brings in business.               
The question is, are we bringing honor to Hashem’s Kingdom? If we are pleasant with other people and make a good name for a Torah-true Jew, if we can be ones who bring Kvod Shomayim, we have a good chance to be kept around. Hashem should bless us with Arichus Yamim V’Shonim, a plentiful Parnassah, and good health. On our end, we must show our commitment at this time that we’re the type of people that make others feel good to be part of His Kingdom! A Gut Yom Tov to all! 

Reprinted from the Rosh Hashana 5781 email of Torah Sweets.

A Golden Opportunity
 
Before World War I, there was a man who was working in a stone quarry in Jerusalem. He would chisel marble and rock to harvest the stones. One day, a massive boulder fell on his leg, and he was very badly hurt. At that time, the hospitals in Israel were very behind in medical advancements, and the doctor informed the man his suggestion was to amputate the leg. The man refused, and the doctor said, “Well, if you go to the hospital in Vienna, there’s a chance that they will be able to save the leg.”
The man went to his rabbi, who helped raise money for a ticket to Vienna. The man made it to Vienna and arrived at the hospital where the doctor told him it would be a very expensive operation to repair the leg, which he couldn’t afford. The man broke down, left the hospital, and limped to a park bench where he sat and cried bitter tears to Hashem. Suddenly, a beautiful coach rolled up in front of him, and a wealthy-looking man came out to ask him what was wrong. The man opened his heart and told his story to this stranger. The wealthy man wrote a note on a paper and said, “Give this to the doctor at the hospital. They will take care of your problem.”
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Emperor Franz Joseph
 
The man went back to his hotel with the folded note, feeling defeated. He thought, “What will this goy be able to do? He can’t help me.” The man recounted the events of the day to the host at the hotel. The host asked to see the note and gasped, “Do you know who this was? You met the Kaiser, the Emperor of Austria! He signed this note telling the doctors at the hospital to repair your leg! You will be healed!”
The doctors fixed the man’s leg, and he returned to Jerusalem. He went back to his rabbi to tell him about his experience. After he told the story about how the Emperor of Austria came to him and listen to his tearful pleas, the man broke down in tears again. The rabbi said, “Why are you crying? This was a miracle from Hashem!” The man cried, “If I had only known I was speaking to the very powerful Kaiser, I would have asked for the world. I would have asked him for more time. I can’t believe I had his ear, and I let him go so quickly.”
 
On Rosh Hashanah, we are standing in front of Borei Olam. We stand before the King of Kings, and we have a golden opportunity to do teshuvah and to ask for whatever our heart desires. On Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, we are incredibly close to Hashem, and it is a sin to take this time for granted. 
The Rambam says that a person must look at himself as if his scale in heaven is at 50:50. He must take advantage of this amazing opportunity to be close to Hashem, and to do teshuvah, and pray that his mitzvot will outweigh the averot. We read on Rosh Hashanah the stories of Sarah and Chana. 
Both these women were physically incapable of having children. However, because of Hashem’s infinite kindness, both women’s’ prayers were answered on Rosh Hashanah to teach us that anything is possible on this day. As Rabbi Nachman said, “Prayers have the ability to alter nature.”

Reprinted from the Rosh Hashanah 5781 email of Jack E. Rahmey based on the Torah teachings of Rabbi Amram Sananes.

Which Foods Should One Avoid Eating on Rosh Hashana?
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Just as we eat sweet apples and other foods on Rosh Hashana because of their symbolic significance, it is customary to avoid bitter and vinegary foods on Rosh Hashana (see, for example, Kitzur Shulchan Aruch 129:9).
The Rama (Orach Chaim 583:2) writes that some avoid eating egozim (walnuts) on Rosh Hashana. This is because the gematria (numerical value) of the Hebrew word “egoz” is the same as the numerical value of the word cheit (sin). Additionally, nuts cause an increase in phlegm which can disturb one’s prayers. Magen Avrohom (583:4) points out that according to the second reason, one should not eat any nut, and not only egozim (walnuts). Be’er Moshe (3:97) writes that ground nuts (other than walnuts) that are part of a recipe do not pose a concern.
It is recorded (Ma’ase Rav 210) that the Vilna Gaon did not eat grapes on Rosh Hashana. Some explain that this is because on Rosh Hashana, Adam ate from the Tree of Knowledge, and according to some opinions in the Gemara the forbidden fruit was the grape. However, Kaf Ha’chaim (583:21) writes that only black grapes need be avoided. He explains the custom of the Vilna Gaon based on the Gemara (Berachos 56b) that black grapes are considered a bad sign.

Reprinted from the September 30, 2016 email of the OU Kosher Halachis Yomis.

Looking to the Future
By Rabbi Yaakov Menken
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Rabbi Yaakov Menken

"May it be Your will, HaShem our G-d and G-d of our fathers, that we be to the head and not to the tail." [Traditional Rosh HaShanah saying]
On Rosh HaShanah evening, it is customary to eat several symbolic foods and say short requests with each. The one most people are familiar with is an apple dipped in honey, accompanied by "May it be Your will... that you begin for us a good and sweet year." Rabbi Yehudah Prero has written an explanation of this custom, as well as a list of many common examples.
One of these is said when eating the head of a fish or sheep (although some find the head of a candy fish to be a more appetizing substitute): "May it be Your will... that we be to the head and not to the tail."

There are obvious ways to explain this, of course. But I would like to look at one less obvious explanation.
Recently, I counseled a young woman who was contemplating a particular course of action. We agreed that what she was about to do would make her happier -- in the short term -- than the alternative. But when discussing where she wanted to be five years from now, she gave an answer which, if not entirely contradictory, was certainly less likely to happen if she proceeded. All of a sudden, that choice was far less appealing.
It is very easy to "live for today," and not worry about tomorrow. But if we think about where we would like to be five years from now, or 20 years from now, or how we would like to be remembered after 120 -- and, all the more so, how we would like to be viewed by G-d after 120 -- we too might choose very different courses of action. And it is those choices made for the long-term that bring us long-term happiness.

The Birthpangs of the Messiah
At the end of Tractate Sotah, the Mishnah describes certain things we will see during the time period called the "Birthpangs of the Messiah," the time before the Messiah arrives. "There will be an overabundance of Chutzpah," it says. "The young will embarrass their elders." And, it says, "the face of the generation will be like the face of a dog."
What does this mean, "the face of the generation will be like the face of a dog?" Again, there are several obvious options (Rabbi Ezriel Tauber of Monsey has some photos from a "pet look-alike contest" that boggle the mind), but I heard a truly beautiful explanation that carries a loud ring of truth.
If you watch a man out walking his dog, you might end up thinking that the dog is leading the way. The dog is out in front, pulling the leash, and the man is following behind. But what happens when they reach a corner, and the man wants to turn right? The dog may continue forward for a little bit, until he realizes that the man has turned. A moment later, the dog is leading the man again, pulling on the leash -- but headed in an entirely new direction. The dog only appears to be leading, but is in reality subject to the whims of the master.
This is "the face of the generation will be like the face of a dog." The generation appoints "leaders" who are merely following the whims of the public, rather than telling them where they ought to go. This is not only true of political leaders; it applies as well to those spiritual leaders to whom the public looks for moral guidance. The news is filled with stories of ecclesiastical groups changing the tenets of their religion to meet the wishes of their modern-day laity. What sort of religious leadership is that? They, too, are thinking about keeping their leadership in the present, rather than laying out the course that people should follow -- whether or not it is popular.
Of course, as soon as the public recognizes that the leaders are actually followers, all religious authority is vacated -- leaving a spiritual void. Doing and saying what is right may be upsetting to many people in the short term, but it is the path to happiness down the road.
Let us be like the head, and not like the tail. Let us look for leaders who provide good guidance, whether or not what they say is what we want to hear. And let us, ourselves, not follow like tails, being pulled along by events, but let us be at the head, looking to the future, asking ourselves where we want our future to be and moving in that direction.

Reprinted from the 5775 Erev Rosh Hashanah email of Shabbos Candle Lighting.

Why Do the Jewish 
People Stand Before G-d?
From the Teachings of the Lubavitcher Rebbe
Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
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This week we read two Torah portion, Nitzavim and VaYeilech. The Torah portion of Nitzavim is always read on the Shabbat before Rosh Hashana. Indeed, its very first verse reveals its appropriateness: "You are standing this day, all of you, before the L-rd your G-d." "This day" refers to the Day of Judgment, Rosh Hashana.
On Rosh Hashana every soul, great and small alike, stands before G-d, as it states, "Your heads, your tribes, your elders and your officers...your little ones, your wives...from the hewer of wood to the drawer of water."
Why do we stand before G-d? "So that you may enter the covenant of the       L-rd your G-d." When all Jews stand before Him as a complete and unified entity, we become worthy of entering into His covenant on Rosh Hashana.
A covenant is designed to preserve the feeling of love that exists between two people. They establish a covenant at a time when their love is strongest, so that it will never weaken. This bond connects them to each other and ensures that their love will last forever.

G-d’s Love is Strongest for Us on Rosh Hashana
So too is it with G-d's love for the Jewish people. His love for us is strongest on Rosh Hashana, as the previous month was devoted to removing our sins.
But how do we arouse G-d's desire to establish a covenant with us? By being united with one another. How are we to accomplish this, given the differences between individuals? This can be understood by the following analogy:
The human body is composed of many different limbs and organs. Some are more important, like the head; others are simpler, like the foot. But the head, no matter how important, needs the feet in order to move. The body achieves perfection only when all its limbs act in harmony.

The Power of Jewish Unity in Arousing 
G-d’s Desire for His People
In the same way, even the most important Jews ("your heads") require the simplest ones ("the drawer of water") in order to comprise a complete entity. And it is this unity that arouses G-d's desire to make a covenant with His people.
Our job is to achieve this unity between "head" and "foot." Every Jew must work on himself until he can recognize his fellow's unique qualities. It is beyond our capacity to judge a person's true worth. Even if one considers himself a "head" and the other fellow a "foot" (as it is human nature to inflate our own self-worth), the "head" still needs the "foot" in order to comprise a complete being.
Let us concern ourselves with correcting our own flaws and not heed the perceived flaws of others. Doing so will ensure that there is no time to look at others' imperfections!
In this manner we will achieve both self-perfection and perfection as a nation, and G-d will grant the entire Jewish people a good and sweet year.

Reprinted from the Parashat Nitzavim-Vayelech 5762/2002 edition of L’Chaim. Adapted from Vol. 2 of Likutei Sichot.
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