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Was Abraham Jewish?
By Rabbi Yehuda Shurpin
On the identity of the pre-Sinai Hebrews
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Did the Chosen Nation Start with Abraham?
[bookmark: footnoteRef1a2013020][bookmark: footnoteRef2a2013020][bookmark: footnoteRef3a2013020]Abraham is widely known as the first Jew1—including in some excellent articles on our site.2 But Abraham (and all the forefathers) lived well before the exodus from Egypt and the giving of the Torah at Sinai—the two defining events in Jewish history. Can he, then, really be considered a Jew? In other words, were there Jews before there was a “Jewish people”? When did the Jewish nation begin? And what does it mean to be Jewish?3
To answer these questions, let’s begin by reviewing the story of Abraham’s life as it is recorded in scripture, Midrash and the commentaries.

Who Was Abraham?
[bookmark: footnoteRef4a2013020][bookmark: footnoteRef5a2013020][bookmark: footnoteRef6a2013020]Abraham was born in the year 1948 from creation (1813 BCE4), during the reign of the mighty Nimrod, who ruled over almost all of civilization.5 Abraham’s father Terach was one of Nimrod’s noblemen. Abraham grew up in a society where everyone, including Abraham himself, worshiped idols.6
[bookmark: footnoteRef7a2013020][bookmark: footnoteRef8a2013020][bookmark: footnoteRef9a2013020]As a mere child of three,7 Abraham began to think incessantly about the nature of the world, its origins and what power was behind it all.8 Abraham continued this search throughout his early years, gradually distancing himself from the idolatrous practices of his generation, as he began to formulate a pure monotheism.9
[bookmark: footnoteRef10a2013020][bookmark: footnoteRef11a2013020][bookmark: footnoteRef12a2013020]At age 2510 he married his niece11 Yiskah (also known as Sarai, and later, Sarah). Around this time Nimrod began building the Tower of Babel. The construction of the tower was a tremendous undertaking, in which most of humanity participated, and lasted many years. The Midrash explains that at its greatest height, the tower was so tall that it took a year to reach the top. At that point, a brick became more precious in the eyes of the builders than a human being. If a man fell down and met his death, no one took notice of it; but if a brick dropped, they wept, because it would take a year to replace it.12
[bookmark: footnoteRef13a2013020][bookmark: footnoteRef14a2013020]Abraham—who, according to some, participated in building the tower in its initial stages13—turned vehemently against the project. He took it upon himself to repeatedly rebuke those involved.14
[bookmark: footnoteRef15a2013020]Here’s how the Midrash tells the next part of the story: When Abraham was 48 years old, in the year 1996 (1765 BCE), G‑d gazed upon the great tower that was still under construction. Turning to the seventy angels that surround His throne (obviously this is meant in metaphorical terms), He said, “They are one people, and they all have one language . . . Let us go down, and there confound their language, that they will become seventy nations with seventy languages.”15
[bookmark: footnoteRef16a2013020]The Midrash then tells how G‑d and the seventy angels cast lots to see which angel would be charged with which language and nation. When G‑d’s lot was Abraham, He proclaimed, “Portions have fallen to Me in pleasant places; even the lot pleases Me.”16
[bookmark: footnoteRef17a2013020]This is the earliest instance in Abraham’s life in which he is described as being "chosen" by G‑d. (According to some opinions, it was in this year that the covenant between G‑d and Abraham took place.)17
[bookmark: footnoteRef18a2013020]Later,18 we read of Abraham’s return to his father’s house, how he destroys his father’s idols, and is arrested for heresy. Holding steadfast to his faith even in the face of death, he is thrown into a fiery furnace, but G‑d performs a miracle and he survives.
[bookmark: footnoteRef19a2013020]Everything until this point is recorded in Talmudic and Midrashic sources. Only now do we finally meet Abraham in the text of the Bible, when G‑d commands him: “Go forth from your land and from your birthplace and from your father’s house, to the land that I will show you.”19
[bookmark: footnoteRef20a2013020]After many further trials and tribulations that are recounted in the Bible, G‑d forms a covenant with Abraham and proclaims: “To your seed I have given this land, from the river of Egypt until the great river, the Euphrates River . . .”20
When Abraham is 99, G‑d commands him to circumcise himself and his offspring, saying:
[bookmark: footnoteRef21a2013020]You shall keep My covenant, you and your seed after you throughout their generations. This is My covenant, which you shall observe between Me and you and your seed after you: that every male among you be circumcised. You shall circumcise the flesh of your foreskin, and it shall be as the sign of a covenant between Me and you . . .21
From all the above, we see clearly that:
a) Abraham was chosen by G‑d.
b) G‑d made a covenant between Himself and Abraham.
[bookmark: footnoteRef22a2013020][bookmark: footnoteRef23a2013020]Additionally, according to our sages, the forefathers not only learned the Torah, but kept its commandments even though it had not yet been “given.”22 This does seem to be implied in the verse: “Because Abraham hearkened to My voice, and kept My charge, My commandments, My statutes and My instructions.”23
To return to our original question, all of this would seem to point to the clear and unequivocal answer that, indeed, Abraham was chosen by G‑d, just as the entire Jewish nation was chosen at Mount Sinai, making him the first Jew.
But this conclusion is premature. At Sinai the Jews were chosen by G‑d, but they also assumed the obligation to observe the Torah’s 613 commandments. Non-Jews are obligated to keep only the seven Noahide laws. If Abraham was indeed Jewish, he would need to do more than fulfill all the commandments of the Torah. He would have to be bound and obligated to fulfill them. And it seems this was not the case.
On Obligation
[bookmark: footnoteRef24a2013020]Getting down to the details, there are varying opinions concerning Abraham’s status vis-à-vis mitzvah observance.24
[bookmark: footnoteRef25a2013020]Some do indeed explain, as would seem logical, that Abraham initially did have the halachic status of a non-Jewish Noahide, but that once he entered the covenant with G‑d and was given the commandment to circumcise himself, he was considered a full-fledged Jew.25
[bookmark: footnoteRef26a2013020]However, most disagree. Although it is true that our forefathers not only learned the Torah but kept its laws, even though it had not been given, they were never commanded to do so. Their fulfillment of these commandments was a personal and voluntary sign of their devotion to G‑d. They were not obligated in the way their descendants would be after Sinai.26
[bookmark: footnoteRef27a2013020][bookmark: footnoteRef28a2013020][bookmark: footnoteRef29a2013020][bookmark: footnoteRef30a2013020]Accordingly, when we refer to Abraham as the first Jew or convert,27 that is a true statement: When he was told to “go from your land,” he became distinguished by that mission from all others of his time. When we look back in time, we see here the first idea of a Jew. But it does not mean that he was Jewish in the sense that we are today, in the sense of a binding obligation. Rather, he had the technical status of a Noahide, just like any other person of the time (albeit one who was given additional unique commandments such as circumcision, in which he was indeed obligated28).29 It was not until his descendants stood at Mount Sinai and G‑d proclaimed, “You shall be to Me a treasure out of all peoples . . . and you shall be to Me a kingdom of princes and a holy nation”30 that we became the Jewish people.
There is a practical application in the distinction between voluntary and obligatory observance of the Torah commandments. As we said, a Noahide is obligated to keep the Seven Noahide Laws, but not the 613 Torah laws. If there were to be any conflict between keeping the future Torah laws and the Noahide laws, the obligation to keep the Noahide laws would supersede the Torah laws which they were not yet obligated to do. Based on this, the Rebbe, Rabbi M. M. Schneerson, resolves the question of how Jacob could marry two sisters.
But all this now leaves us with a glaring question: What is so special about the covenant at Mount Sinai that only then did we become the Jewish people, something not yet achieved in Abraham’s time? Wasn’t Abraham himself chosen by G‑d? Didn’t Abraham himself learn the Torah, keep its commandments, and make a covenant with G‑d? So, what is the difference?

On Chosenness
To get to the bottom of this, we have to ask some more fundamental questions—not about Jewishness, but about chosenness: What is choosing all about? And what does chosenness mean?
From taking out clothes to wear in the morning, to deciding what to have for dinner, we are constantly engaged in making choices. Most of these choices are made after weighing the specific factors and qualities associated of whatever’s being chosen. We choose our clothing based on the image we wish to project, our own self-identity, or perhaps job requirements. We choose our dinner based on health or taste. 
None of these choices are truly what we call free choices. In fact, it would probably be more accurate to call them compelled choice, for ultimately, the reason you chose what you did is because there is something about it which made you need or want it.
It is only when we are faced with two seemingly identical objects, and we nevertheless choose one over the other, that we can say that we have truly chosen.

Now, back to Abraham.
[bookmark: footnoteRef31a2013020]Already at age three, Abraham began his lifelong quest for the one true G‑d.31 Once he recognized the one true G‑d, he devoted the rest of his life to spreading this truth to a completely pagan world. Abraham’s lonely task often called on him to use all of his energies, often going even beyond the point of self-sacrifice. Nevertheless, he never shied away from it, and always persevered.
[bookmark: footnoteRef32a2013020]In light of this, it is no wonder that G‑d promises Abraham that “I will establish My covenant between Me and you and your seed after you throughout their generations as an everlasting covenant, to be to you for a G‑d and to your seed after you . . .”32
Thus, in a sense, G‑d did not choose Abraham. It was his inherent superiority, and the fact that he was ready to give everything up for the sake of G‑d, that compelled G‑d to choose him.
[bookmark: footnoteRef33a2013020]It was not until the giving of the Torah at Mount Sinai that G‑d truly chose the Jewish nation. He chose them not because of any superior qualities they may have had. On the contrary, the giving of the Torah at Mount Sinai celebrates G‑d choosing the Jews to be “a kingdom of princes and a holy nation,”33 in spite of their apparent similarity to the other nations of the world.
[bookmark: footnoteRef34a2013020][bookmark: footnoteRef35a2013020]In other words, before Mount Sinai, G‑d’s choosing Abraham and his descendants was based on what can be termed a “reasoned choice.” At Mount Sinai it was a supra-rational,34 “true” choice.35

Unbreakable Bond
[bookmark: footnoteRef36a2013020]The Mishnah states: “Any love that is dependent upon a specific consideration—when that consideration vanishes, the love ceases. If it is not dependent upon a specific consideration, it will never cease.”36
We were chosen to become “a light upon the nations” not due to any unique qualities. On the contrary, Jewishness is based on G‑d choosing us despite our un-uniqueness. But it is precisely this type of choseness which makes our unique mission in the world the most humbling and inspiring. We are humble because of our un-uniqueness, and inspired because of the everlasting bond it entails.

Footnotes
1. For example, in the Talmud, Chagigah 3a, he is called the first convert.
2. See, for example, Jew: Noun or Verb? and The First Jew.
3. Obviously, when we use the word “Jew,” we mean it in the broader sense that it carries today. The actual term “Jew,” however, didn’t appear until late in the biblical era. For more on this, see What is the Meaning of the Name “Jew”? and Who Are the Hebrews?
4. The secular year is calculated based on the current year of 5773 being the equivalent of 2012–2013.
[bookmark: footnote6a2013020]5. Pirkei D’Rabbi Eliezer 11.   6. Maimonides, Mishneh Torah, Laws of Idolatry 1:3.
[bookmark: footnote8a2013020]7. Talmud, Nedarim 32a.   8. Mishneh Torah, ibid.
9. See commentaries to Mishneh Torah, ibid., regarding the different stages of his philosophical development.
10. Tana D’vei Eliyahu Rabbah 18; Yalkut Shimoni 78. There are differing opinions as to the years in which certain events in Abraham’s life took place. For simplicity’s sake, and due to the fact that it has no bearing on the point of the article, we have chosen to follow the timeline as given in Seder Hadorot.
[bookmark: footnote12a2013020]11. Talmud, Sanhedrin 69b. 12. Pirkei D’Rabbi Eliezer 24.
[bookmark: footnote14a2013020][bookmark: footnote15a2013020][bookmark: footnote16a2013020][bookmark: footnote17a2013020][bookmark: footnote18a2013020][bookmark: footnote19a2013020][bookmark: footnote20a2013020][bookmark: footnote21a2013020]13. See commentary of Rabbi Avraham ibn Ezra to Genesis 11:1. 14. Pirkei D’Rabbi Eliezer ibid. 15. Genesis 11:6–7. 16. Psalms 16:6. 17. Midrash Tanchuma, cited in Seder Hadorot. 18. According to Seder Hadorot, Abraham was fifty years old at the time. 19. Genesis 12:1. 20. Genesis 15:18. 21. Genesis 17:9–11.
[bookmark: footnote23a2013020][bookmark: footnote24a2013020]22. Talmud, Yoma 28b; Genesis Rabbah 95:3. 23. Genesis 26:5.
24. For an in-depth discussion about our forefathers’ halachic status, see Prishat Derachim, Derech Hasarim 1, and Beit Haotzar, section 1.
25. Rabbi Moshe ben Nachman (Nachmanides), commentary to Leviticus 24:10.
[bookmark: footnote27a2013020]26. See Likutei Sichot vol. 5 p. 143-45 and footnote 16. 27. See footnote 1.
28. See Rabbi Elchanan Wasserman, Kovetz Shiurim to Talmud Bava Batra, sec. 54, where he explains that with regards to these unique commandments Abraham and his descendants had the halachic status of Jews.
29. See Rabbi Shlomo Yitzchaki (Rashi), commentary to Talmud, Sanhedrin 59a–b and 82a; Tosafot to Bava Batra 58a and 141a; the “French sages” quoted by Rabbi Moshe ben Nachman (Nachmanides), commentary to Leviticus 24:10; see also Likkutei Sichot, ibid.
[bookmark: footnote31a2013020][bookmark: footnote32a2013020][bookmark: footnote33a2013020]30. Exodus 19:5–6. 31. Talmud, Nedarim 32a. 32. Genesis 17:7. 33. Exodus 19:6.
34. While we refer to it as a “supra-rational” choice, this does not mean that there was ever any question of an alternative being chosen. For more on this see On the Essence of Choice.

Reprinted from the current website of Chabad.Org

Rav Avigdor Miller on
Should Jews Get 
Involved in Politics

[image: ]
QUESTION: Should Jews get involved in politics?

ANSWER: It depends what you mean ‘involved in politics.’ Jews have to be involved only in avodas Hashem. In politics per se, we have no interest. However, when we see an issue that involves morality, we should always vote and it's a mitzvah to vote. 
Our Job is to Vote for Morality
You have to know Hakadosh Baruch Hu expects Jews to participate in improving the moral environment. If your vote can help out, it's your job to vote for morality. Whom to vote for, that's something that depends on the circumstances but in general voting is not an act of secular activity. It's not chullin; voting is kodesh. 
The Gemara tells a story. A chacham of the Gemara was walking in a certain marketplace and he encountered Eliyahu Hanavi. He said to Eliyahu Hanavi, “Is there anybody in this marketplace who is a ben Olam Haba?”
Eliyahu said “Yes”. 
“Show him to me” the chacham said.

Directed to a “Holy” Clown
Eliyahu led him to a clown that was dancing in the corner of the market. He said “This clown is a ben Olam Haba.”
So, the chacham approached the clown and said, “Tell me what good things you do.”
So, the man said, “Well, I'm a clown by profession. When I hear of somebody who is discouraged, who is in a depression, I visit him and I clown before him to make him laugh and cheer him up.” That's what Eliyahu Hanavi said caused that man to be a ben Olam Haba.

Hakadosh Baruch Hu Will 
Reward Those Who Vote Properly
Now where does it say that clowning is one of the ways of serving Hashem?
The answer is when it's necessary to serve Hashem you do it in any way that's necessary. And so, if you have to be a clown and go to polls and vote, Hakadosh Baruch Hu will give you reward for that. 
Don't say “I'm only oved Hashem by putting on tefillin, by davening, by doing the mitzvos everybody else does.” Sometimes avodas Hashem requires us to do queer things too. And therefore, if you can help out in the great battle against immorality and against any form of wickedness, by putting your vote in the right place then you surely are oved Hashem by doing it. 

Reprinted from the Parshas Noach 5785 email of Toras Avigdor (Tape #760, November 1989).


The Defining Moment in the 
Life of Abraham and for 
Jews in Every Generation
From the Teachings of the Lubavitcher Rebbe
Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
[image: Image result for photo of mordechai siev of ascent]
In the Midrash, our Sages tell us that Abraham "recognized his Creator" at the age of three, after which he began to disseminate the belief in One G-d. As a result of his faith, Abraham was even thrown into the "fiery furnace." Yet the Written Torah completely ignores these incidents. Rather, we are introduced to Abraham in this week's Torah portion, Lech Lecha when Abraham receives the command from G-d at the age of 75: "Go out (Lech lecha) from your country, and from your family, and from your father's house, to a land that I will show you."
As in everything else in the Torah, the omission of Abraham's early life is deliberate. Indeed, we learn from this that it wasn't until he received this Divine command that the Jewish people embarked on its unique existence.
Until that point Abraham was like any other human being, distinguished only by the fact that his superior intellect had led him to recognize the Creator. Nonetheless, the essential nature of his connection with G-d was still finite, as it was limited to the capacity of the human mind. Even Abraham's willingness for self-sacrifice was based on intellectual (and therefore limited) calculations on its necessity.
The Jew's connection with G-d, however, is not based on a rational acceptance of His existence. Rather, it is a connection that is deeply embedded in his essential being. The bond between the Jew and G-d is analogous to that of parent and child, i.e., simply because the child is part of the parent.
A human being does not have the ability to forge a connection of such magnitude. Only G-d, Who chose the Jewish people, can create a phenomenon of this nature.
When G-d commanded Abraham to "go out" of his country and birthplace, He was telling him to abandon his prior existence and acquire a brand-new, higher essence. With this command, Abraham was transformed into a Jew - a person connected to G-d simply by virtue of his essential make-up.
This radically alters the way we should look at and interrelate with our fellow Jews, as the change that was initiated with Abraham affected every single Jew throughout the generations. Every Jewish person, regardless of external factors, is connected to G-d with a super-rational bond that transcends even personal awareness of it.
In practical terms this means that it is not necessary for a Jew to wait until he learns enough to acquire an intellectual understanding of Torah and mitzvot. Rather, because he is already connected to G-d by virtue of his Jewish soul, he can immediately begin to observe G-d's commandments, which will in turn lead him to the proper understanding.



Reprinted from the Parshat Lech Lecha 5762/2001 edition of L’Chaim. Adapted from Volume 25 of Likutei Sichot.

******************************************************************************>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>
Hashem said to Abram, "Go out of your country...to the land that I will show you-areka" (12:1) 
Surprisingly, the Torah does not explicitly tell us that G-d showed Abraham the Land of Israel, prompting another explanation based on Hebrew grammar: In this instance, the letter "kaf" in the word "areka" does not refer to the Land, but to Abraham. 
In other words, G-d was telling Abraham that He would show Himself and reveal His true nature to the world through Abraham's service.(HaDrash VeHa'iyun) 
The command to "go out" of one's natural inclinations and become spiritually elevated is directed toward every person individually. No one is required to do more than he is able; at the same time, each person is expected to achieve all that he is capable of. G-d doesn't require Reb Zushe to be a Baal Shem Tov. He does, however, expect him to be a Reb Zushe. (Rabbi Zushe of Anipoli)

Reprinted from the current email of R’ Yedidye Hirtenfeld’s whY I Matter parsha sheet for the Young Israel of Midwood in Brooklyn, NY. 
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Go out from your country, and from your family, and from your father's house, to a land that I will show you (Gen. 12:1)
According to Rashi, the command implied "for your own benefit and to your own advantage." Yet despite the fact that Abraham knew this, he obeyed G-d simply because he had been so commanded, rather than out of any personal advantage it would bring him. (Der Torah Kval)

A person must overcome his natural inclinations in order to draw closer to    G-d. This is alluded to in "Go out of your country ("eretz," related to the word "ratzon" or will; "your family" ("molad'tcha," an allusion to the intellect which "gives birth" to the emotions); and "your father's house" (the word "av," "father," related to "taava," lust and appetite). Only then can one arrive at "the land that I will show you." (Sifrei Chasidut)

I will bless those who bless you, and curse him who curses you (Gen. 12:3)
Why are those who bless Abraham referred to in the plural, and those who curse him in the singular? Because when people will see that those who bless the Jews are themselves blessed, and those who curse them are themselves cursed, there will naturally be a surfeit of well-wishers and very few cursers... (Meshech Chochma)

And Abram took Sarai his wife...and all their possessions that they had gathered, and the souls that they had made in Haran (Gen. 12:5)
If all of the nations joined together for the purpose of creating a mosquito, they could never succeed in inducing it with a soul. How, then, can the Torah refer to the souls that Abraham and Sarah "made" in Haran? Rather, the verse refers to the people they "brought under the wings of the Divine Presence. Abraham proselytized the men, and Sarah proselytized the women." Accordingly, they are credited as if they had "made" them." (The Midrash)

Reprinted from the Parshat Lech Lecha 5762/2001 edition of L’Chaim.

The October 31 
Pogroms (1905)
By Dr. Yvette Alt Miller
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On October 31st, 1905, thousands of Jews lost their lives in violence that swept across Russia.
For most people October 31 is a day of parties and dressing up in costumes. But just over a century ago, October 31, 1905 was a tragic day, ushering in hundreds of pogroms that killed thousands of Jews across Russia. Crowds surged through the streets, yelling threats, destroying property, and murdering Jewish men, women and children with impunity.
The immediate cause of this seismic wave of violence was the October Manifesto, a declaration from Czar Nicholas II guaranteeing basic freedoms and political rights. Promulgated on October 30, 1905 (sometimes referred to as October 17 on Russia’s “Old Calendar”), the declaration came amid rising political turmoil and the threat of revolution. Instead of calming tensions, the manifesto led to huge demonstrations and riots in many Russian cities. Tragically, it was Russia’s Jews who suffered the most.
In the city of Odessa, crowds rushed into the street to celebrate the manifesto. One student recorded that “a joyous crowd appeared in the streets; people greeted each other as if it were a holiday.” Among the throngs were many Jews who believed the new laws would help grant them long-sought legal rights. But violent scuffles soon broke out.
As the mood in Odessa darkened, many Russians began turning on the city’s Jews with almost unimaginable sadism. At first, angry rioters beat Jews in the streets and ransacked the homes and businesses belonging to local Jews. The extreme right-wing anti-Semitic group, the Black Hundreds, entered the fray, encouraging pro-Czar Russians to blame Jews for their country’s ills. When a city official was shot dead, the surging crowds became enraged and attacks accelerated, turning into a violent pogrom that lasted several days. The police either turned a blind eye or eagerly participated in the attacks.
Eyewitnesses described Jews being thrown out of high windows to their deaths. Jewish children were murdered in front of their parents. Rioters targeted Jewish pregnant women, assaulting them and killing some by cutting open their stomachs. Parents were tortured by watching their children die. By the time the pogrom was over, over 400 Jews were dead and about 300 injured in Odessa alone.
October 31 saw hundreds of other pogroms across Russia, mostly in the south. 690 pogroms cost 4,000 Jews their lives; the wave of hatred and murder saw another 10,000 Jews injured.
In the Belarusian town of Rechysta, local Jews, many of whom belonged to Communist and Communist-Zionist groups, organized to defend themselves from murderous mobs. The threat of violence was high: local Black Hundred members issued warnings calling Jews “enemies of the Czar” and demanding Jews’ “extermination”. Police officers distributed rifles to townspeople, and a parish priest announced “the Jews should be killed to a man, since they want to overthrow the Czar.” Violence erupted in the town when some locals beat up Jewish businesswomen and ripped up the dry goods they were selling.
About twenty Jewish men organized and fought back, but were soon hopelessly overwhelmed. One Jewish fighter, Noi Geizentsveig, later explained, “We did not see the enemy during the skirmish therefore, we did not throw the bombs (the Jewish self-defense group had acquired) and responded by aimless shooting." The Jewish fighters were overwhelmed; local thugs shot and stabbed them, yelling “Here is your freedom!” and “Here is your constitution!”, references to the October Manifesto they blamed the Jews for bringing about.
Within hours, eight Jewish fighters were murdered and twelve were wounded. They were dragged to the town’s police station and locked up with no food, water, or medical care, dead fighters together with those still living. Later on, the fighters who were still alive were consigned to house arrest, denied medical care even though some were severely injured.
The final pogrom of the hundreds that started October 31, 1905 was in the town of Bialystok (in present day Poland). Eighty-two Jews were murdered in those few convulsive days of violence, and about 700 people were injured. Czar Nicholas II dispatched officials throughout Russia’s territory to report back on the pogroms, which dissipated nearly as abruptly as they began.
For many Russian Jews, the October 31 pogroms was proof that they had no future in Russia and spurred many to leave. One Russian Jew who fled was the famous Yiddish writer Shalom Aleichem. He and his family watched three days of pogroms overwhelm the Jewish community of Kiev from their hiding spots in one of the town’s hotels. When the violence was over, they hastily made plans to flee Russia, eventually moving to America.
On November 25, 1905, three weeks after the terrifying pogrom and just before he left Russia for good, Shalom Aleichem wrote to a friend in New York, Dr. Maurice Fishberg, begging him to use his influence with American Jews to encourage the United States not to help Czar Nicholas II (who was embroiled in the Russo-Japanese War and was looking for a loan). 
After watching his fellow Jews murdered in cold blood, Shalom Aleichem, like many Russian Jews, despaired of Jews’ future there. “Six million Jews” in Russia could be “murdered” there, the author wrote, in a long, impassioned letter about Russian politics and the war.
Over a century after the horrible spasm of violence that consumed much of Russia, we owe it to the many thousands of Russian Jews massacred in the pogroms of October 31, 1905, to remember their deaths and honor their memories.

Reprinted from the current website of aish.com

The Rabbi and the Bishop

And I will make your children as the dust of the earth (13:16) 
A Rabbi who intensely fought the missionaries in his town was visited by the bishop and asked, "Rabbi, why do you oppose us so strongly?" 
The Rabbi replied, "When you convert someone to your religion, you sprinkle him with your 'ritual water.' Jews are compared to the dust of the earth. When one mixes water with earth, mud results. I cannot sit idly and see someone trying to make mud of my people." (L'Chayim)

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