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The Obstinate Rabbi

By Yerachmiel Tilles
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Artwork by Sarah Kranz.


The distinguished Rabbi of Yanov was well known for his piety and high level of Torah scholarship. On the occasion of the wedding of his son to a bride in a faraway town, he invited the dignitaries of his town to travel with him to the wedding. A caravan of carriages, carrying Yanov's most prominent citizens, set out in honor of their Rabbi and to share in his joy.


The Rabbi rode in the lead coach, accompanied by the bridegroom, the lay leader of the community, and a certain gifted young scholar. When the time came to recite the afternoon prayers, they all climbed down from the carriage to find a quiet spot in the forest in which to pray, the Rabbi choosing to stand under a tall tree at a little distance from the others. 


The other three waited respectfully in the carriage for his return, but even when the sun had set there was no sign of him. They set out to look for him among the trees, expecting that he had tarried over his prayers, but they could not find him. 
The Family Becomes 
Anxious as Night Falls


As night fell they became increasingly anxious. Returning to the highway they found that the rest of the caravan had caught up with them. The others reassured them: "A short while ago one of the worthies of our town drove past us alone in his coach on his way to the wedding. The Rabbi must have joined him for some reason."


This assumption sounded plausible enough, so they set off again to the town of the bride, feeling much relieved. On their arrival at their destination, however, they were stricken with consternation: the father of the bridegroom was not there.


Guesses of all kind were proposed, but finally, the wedding ceremony had to take place without the missing father. It was solemnized in the most dismal spirit imaginable. All the way home the guests asked passersby whether they had seen the Rabbi, but in vain. Nor did they find him at home at Yanov, nor did the messengers sent out to various other places bring back any clue.
The Rabbi Lost His 
Way in the Forest


Actually, the Rabbi had lost his way in the forest. Wanting to return to the highway, he had become confused by the roundabout tracks leading in all directions, and in fact walked on in the dark for several miles deeper and deeper into the wilds. As the sun rose he paused to rest, and was obliged to recite his morning prayers with neither tallit nor tefillin. On he wandered for weeks on end, surviving on whatever fruit he could find. So distressed was he by his tribulations that he lost track of time, and honored Shabbat in whatever humble ways his predicament allowed one day early.


The virtue of his Torah study over the years stood him by. The Al-mighty protected him from harm, until at long last, after all manner of adventures, he found his way back to Yanov, and recounted his unenviable story to a family wild with joy.


Came Thursday afternoon, and the Rabbi busied himself with all the traditional preparations for the approaching Shabbat. When he expressed his puzzlement that his family did not do likewise, they explained that his calculations had become confused: Friday was only the next day. 


But the Rabbi since his youth had always been an exceptionally stubborn person who never ceded an argument, and now, in addition, all the suffering he had undergone must have left its somber mark on him. No matter how earnestly his relatives and townsmen debated and argued the subject with him, nothing could make him budge from his irrational fixation: he alone was correct in his calculations. They became secretly worried about his sanity, but what could be done? On Friday he desisted from travel, and did not put on tefillin at morning prayers, as if the holy day had already arrived.
The Bizarre Aberration 
Took on Tragic Proportions


But the next day, the bizarre aberration took on tragic proportions, as the Rabbi treated Shabbat like a weekday, doing all sorts of forbidden labors. He also reprimanded his family for their stubbornness  while their buoyant joy at his return was overlaid with dismay.


In the weeks that followed, rabbis and sages from all around tried to convince him, with the aid of entire batteries of invincible scholarly arguments, that this time he was in the wrong. To no avail. Though rational in all other respects, his harsh experiences in the forest had further toughened his innate obstinacy.


Some of the townspeople decided to convey word of the bizarre situation to the famed Chassidic Rebbe, Rabbi Shmelke of Nikolsburg, who was a close friend of the Rabbi of Yanov since their youthful yeshiva years together. Reb Shmelke, who was then the Rabbi of Shiniva, immediately set out for Yanov, arriving on Thursday. Overjoyed at seeing his boyhood friend, the Rabbi of Yanov asked his guest: "Would you do me the honor of staying with me for Shabbat?"
“…I was Hoping for
Such an Invitation”


"Why, of course," said Reb Shmelke. "In fact I was hoping for such an invitation."


"Then you do realize that tonight is Shabbat?" said the Rabbi in wonder and delight.


"What is the question?" replied Reb Shmelke simply.


"Thank G‑d!" sighed the Rabbi, exuding relief. "You don't know what a difficult time I've been having with the stubborn people here. Ever since I came back they have been laboring under the delusion that Shabbat is a day later, and I can't seem to convince them."


"Perhaps I can help," Reb Shmelke smiled. "Trust me."


On Thursday afternoon the two men set off to immerse themselves in the mikveh. The local folk were stupefied: surely their Rabbi had not won over Reb Shmelke! At first opportunity he privately reassured them, and then asked that everyone come to shul that night in their Shabbat finery. He also took aside his host's family and told them to prepare for Shabbat that same evening, and to bring to the table a few bottles of old strong wine.
As the Beaming Sun 
Dipped Behind the Trees


As the beaming sun dipped behind the trees, all the menfolk duly dressed up in their fur shtreimels and black silk kapotes, and proceeded to the synagogue for evening prayers. The Rabbi was amazed at what Reb Shmelke had managed to accomplish in such a short time. "Could it be that there is something to this Chassidic rebbe stuff after all?" he mused to himself.


The guest turned down the invitation to serve as chazzan, and insisted that the host lead the prayers of welcome to Shabbat, saying that would be one of the pleasures of his visit. The Rabbi began with a pleasant tune, while Reb Shmelke and all the other congregants quietly recited the weekday evening service.
As if it were Friday Night


As if it were Friday night, the Rabbi and his family returned joyfully home, where they were joined by a great many guests who had come in honor of Reb Shmelke. They sang Shalom Aleichem, welcoming the ministering angels whose appointed time is Friday night; they recited the Kiddush of Friday night over goblets of wine; and in between the courses of gefilte fish and other delicacies not normally reserved for Thursday nights, they exchanged favorite gems of Talmudic lore, as Jews all around the world are wont to do on Friday night.


In the course of the festive meal Reb Shmelke remarked to his host that it would be only right to turn this occasion into a Thanksgiving Meal for his miraculous survival — by serving a few extra bottles of wine, for example. He then saw to it that his host drank a considerable quantity of the kind of old wine that throws a person into the extended stupor of deep sleep. 
The Rabbi Duly Fell 
Asleep at the Table


When the Rabbi duly fell asleep at the table, Reb Shmelke asked that the curtains be drawn and a pillow placed under his head so that he should be able to slumber on, undisturbed. Finally, taking up his pipe and puffing happily away, he turned to the townsfolk who were at the table: "You can now all go off and rest. Everyone can go ahead with his usual occupations, and with the help of the Almighty, everything will work out well. And tomorrow night, on Shabbat eve, at this same hour, I would ask you all to come here again after your meal."
Personally Stood on Guard all that Night


Reb Shmelke personally stood on guard all that night and throughout Friday, enforcing silence around the house as well as within it, lest the slightest noise disturb the Rabbi in his sleep. On Friday night he did not even go to the synagogue, but prayed alone in the house of the Rabbi. After their meal, the townsfolk filtered in and found the Rabbi still sound asleep. They assumed the same positions around the Shabbat table as they had done the night before. Reb Shmelke partook of the Shabbat meal joyfully, delighting his listeners with discourse after discourse until midnight. Then woke up his host.


"Rabbi of Yanov," he said, "please join us for the Grace after Meals."


After Shabbat all the local dignitaries came to offer Reb Shmelke their whispered thanks, to which he responded by making them give their solemn promise never to make the slightest mention of the whole episode.
The Rabbi Never Discovered What Had Happened


And until the day of his death the Rabbi never discovered what had happened. On the contrary, he was proud of the fact that so many people had finally seen the light and were now observing Shabbat according to the way he had argued all along.


"Mind you," he would add, "one must give credit where credit is due. It took none less than my esteemed friend from way back, to do the trick. Funny, isn't it? Some people can be so obstinate!"


Biographical note: Rabbi Shmuel Shmelke HaLevi Horowitz of Nikolsburg (1726-1778) was a major disciple of the second leader of the Chassidic movement, Rabbi DovBer, the Maggid of Mezritch, along with his younger brother, Rabbi Pinchas, who became the Rabbi of Frankfort. Many of the leading Chassidic rebbes in Poland and Galitzia were originally his disciples. Among the books he authored are Divrei Shmuel and Nazir HaShem.


Translated-adapted by Rabbi Yerachmiel Tilles based on Sippurei Chassidim by Rabbi S. Y. Zevin and other oral sources. Rabbi Tilles is co-founder of Ascent of Safed, and editor of Ascent Quarterly and the Ascent and Kabbalah Online websites.

Reprinted from the Parashat Bereishit 5779 email of Chabad.Org Magazine.

The Jewish Butcher’s Son
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In Czarist Russia, people were drafted into the army for a 25-year tour of duty. Often this was a death sentence. Certainly, no one ever came out the same as the way he went in. People tried to do whatever they could to see to it that their own children would not be drafted into the Czar’s army. 


There was a Jewish butcher in a small village, whose son was supposed to be drafted. He bribed the authorities that instead of taking his son into the army, they should take an unfortunate orphaned Yeshivah student, who had no one to protect him from the draft. 


The unfairness of the situation caused great turmoil in the community. People questioned Hashem’s justice at allowing such a thing to happen. The reaction of the Chofetz Chaim was one word: “Wait.” 


Five years went by, ten years went by, twenty years went by, and nothing happened. The butcher prospered, his son prospered, everything seemed to be going well for them. 


Thirty years later, this son of the butcher, who was spared from the Russian army, came down with cholera, a very serious and infectious disease. The son died. The Chevra Kadishah refused to bury him because they were afraid they would be contaminated by the infectious cholera germs. 


The father was forced to bury his own son with his own hands and his own shovel, because no one else would touch him. This is what the Chofetz Chaim meant when he said “wait.”

Reprinted from the Parshas Bereishis 5779 email of Torah Sweets Weekly edited by Mendel Berlin.

The Impact of Just

One Act of Kindness

The following story is told by Rabbi Moshe Zeldman about his father Baruch Zeldman who was born in the town of Simferopol, Russia in 1934. He was nine years old when Russia entered World War Two to fight against the Nazi threat. 

His childhood mostly consisted of him, his 15-year-old sister, their mother and grandmother fleeing eastward as the Nazis pushed further into Russia. They lived in bombed out buildings, basement shelters, overflowing refugee centers and sometimes open fields where, after days of traveling by foot, they’d just dropped from exhaustion. Nourishment often consisted of furtively digging potatoes out of the frozen ground of local farmers in the middle of the night.

Hundreds of Refugees Put on a Large Barge


The Russian government, trying to protect their citizens, sent hundreds of them, including my father and his family, on a large barge that traveled east down the river. They would stop at neighboring villages and ask locals to take in families. 

The response in most places was, “We’ll take anybody but Jews.” As the days wore on and rations were running low, my father, at this point seven or eight years old, was getting quite sick and weak. At every stop, they were desperately hoping for a salvation. 

Finally, a young, non-Jewish Russian woman came to the port and said, “I want to take in a Jewish family.” Her name was Mavra and my father and his family lived with her for many months. She saved their lives. Throughout the long, cold Russian winter she fed them, gave them shelter and taught them how to milk the cows, harvest the crops and fix machinery.


But as the Nazis grew ever closer, my father and his family had to pick up and leave. He vividly remembers a conversation that took place as they were saying goodbye to Mavra. “You saved our lives and there’s no way we can repay you. You’re not Jewish. Why did you specifically ask to take in a Jewish family?” 

Mavra replied, “Years ago when I was young, my parents were imprisoned by the Russians for anti-communist activity. I was alone, and the government sent me to Siberia for two years. After a train ride that lasted days, I arrived late one night at the station in Siberia. I didn’t know a soul, I had no money, and it was absolutely freezing outside. I had no idea how I was going to survive the night, never mind two years! “
“…Out of Nowhere, a Man Appeared”


“And then, out of nowhere, a man appeared and offered to take me into his home. They didn’t have much but they made me a part of their family. They clothed me, fed me and saved my life. But there were a few things that were strange about them. They were always deeply immersed in these big books written in a funny language that reads right to left. The wife always had her hair covered. They had a special ceremonial meal every Friday night and strange holidays and customs. 
“When my exile to Siberia was over and I was getting ready to depart, the father of this family took me aside and said, ‘Mavra, you don’t owe us a thing. We did this purely from our hearts. There’s only one thing I ask. If one day you ever come across Jews that are in trouble or need help, pass on this favor to them.”

My father and his sister ultimately made it through the war and in 1945 he came to Canada by boat as a 13-year-old boy. He never had a bar mitzvah, I don’t think he even knew what it was. Although he tried, he was never able to track down Mavra after the war. He married my mother and sent his three children to Jewish day school, and witnessed over time how one after the other, we all became observant, got married, and had our own kids.

The Time Had Come to Make Himself a Bar Mitzvah


At age 68, my father announced that it was time to make himself a bar mitzvah! He contacted our local Rabbi, cracked his teeth over the Hebrew, the Torah reading and blessings. For his 69th birthday, he invited the extended family, all his old friends that helped him settle in Canada, and singlehandedly cooked the food for 80-person Shabbat lunch. 

During his bar mitzvah speech, he said in not so many words, “My wife and I have three kids that have become observant, and all of our grandchildren are observant. My parents made their home kosher, began observing Shabbat and going to shul regularly. He lived for 13 years after his Bar Mitzvah. 


Just think about the impact that one act of kindness can make. It began with the kindness from an unknown Jewish family in Siberia that led to another act of kindness by a young non-Jewish woman to a Jewish family that led to giving life to my father, his children, and grandchildren and great-grandchildren, not to mention the impact each of us is making in our own lives. One act triggered never-ending reverberations that are still being felt today.

Reprinted from the Parashat Nitzavim 5778 email of Jack E. Rahmey based on the teachings of Rabbi Amram Sananes.

The Importance of

Avoiding Machlokes
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In 1901, when Rav Moshe Feinstein was six years old, a Pogrom forced his father, Rav Dovid, his family, and many other Jews to run for their lives. Rav Dovid was the Rav of the Shul, and when he returned with his family six weeks later, they found that a Talmid Chacham who had come to the town while he was away had declared himself the new Rav of town, and he had taken Rav Dovid’s seat in Shul. 

Rav Dovid had a policy to always avoid an argument, and he absolutely refused to involve himself in anything that could become a Machlokes (Disputes). While the townspeople continued to recognize Rav Dovid as their Rav, from then on, Rav Dovid insisted that he and his sons Daven in the town’s Chasidic Shul. At a very young age, Rav Moshe learned to always avoid Machlokes and to always get along with those whose background and customs differed from his own!
Reprinted from the Succos 5779 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Insights of Rabbi Elimelech Biderman.

The Immediate Payback

In Olam Haba


In Maariv we say, “Ki Heim Chayeinu V’Orech Yameinu”, that the Torah is our life. It is told about Rav Chaim Volozhiner, zt”l, who was once delving in a difficult topic, and he struggled with it for about two weeks. It was difficult for him to settle the matter, and he could not find the correct conclusion. 

After these two weeks, a certain businessman who was a large supporter of the Volozhiner Yeshivah passed away, and Rav Chaim went to the Levaya. This was a long trip which weakened Rav Chaim, and immediately after, Rav Chaim became exhausted and fell into a deep sleep. 

While he slept, the man who had just passed away came to him in a dream and explained the deep topic Rav Chaim was working on and resolved it for him. 
When Rav Chaim awoke, he was amazed. He said, “I knew that the reward for someone who supports Torah in Olam Haba is equal to the reward of the one who is being supported and is learning Torah. However, I did not know that he merits this immediately when he enters the World Above. I thought that the Neshamah would need to be purified before he is able to understand the gems of the Torah!”

Reprinted from the Succos 5779 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Insights of Rabbi Elimelech Biderman.

The Advice of the Baba Sali
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“Rabbi Elazar said: The light that the Holy One, blessed be He, made on the first day of Creation was not that of the sun but a different kind of light, through which Adam could observe from one end of the world to the other. But when Hashem looked upon the generations of the Flood and the Dispersion and saw that their ways were corrupt and that they might misuse this light for evil, He arose and concealed it from them, as it is stated: “And from the wicked their light is withheld.” And for whom did He conceal it? For the righteous people in the future, as it is stated: “And Hashem saw the light, that it was good” - and “good” is referring to none other than the righteous people.” (Chagiga 12a) 

The uniqueness and greatness of the holy Baba Sali, R’ Yisroel Abuchatzeira zt”l, was not limited to those times that he revealed his strength by performing open miracles, for his entire demeanor was beyond the comprehension of ordinary men. 


All were amazed by the simplicity with which he spoke about the secrets of creation and the hidden ways in which Hashem guides His world. Even as we know that the pathways in heaven are as familiar to Tzaddikim as the entryways to their own homes, the matter-of-fact manner in which the Baba Sali spoke about heavenly concepts was astounding. 


Stories heard from reliable witnesses abound. One of the most remarkable stories about the holy light and vision of the Baba Sali took place over forty-six years ago. A terrible incident occurred in 1972 when a daughter of one of the most prominent Jewish families in Mexico was kidnapped by a group of Mexican gangsters who had been tracking the girl in the hopes of holding her for a large ransom. 


Unfortunately, this was not wholly uncommon. Throughout the latter half of the 20th century, the Mexican Jewish community lived in relative stability. The economic boom that followed World War II lasted for nearly thirty years and continued to allow Mexican Jews to greatly prosper. 


However, the country began to experience economic difficulties, which affected them in numerous ways. Abductions, theft and gang-related crime became all too commonplace and no one was safe, least of all the wealthy Jews of Mexico and its environs. The kidnappers demanded $60 million for the safe return of the young girl. If their demands were not met, they threatened, the girl would be executed. There were to be no further negotiations. 


The family was in a state of panic. They could not possibly come up with that much money and the Mexican police could not be relied upon to find the girl alone. 


An uncle of the kidnapped girl was dispatched to Netivot, in Southern Israel, to seek the blessing and advice of the holy Baba Sali. The man rushed to the Tzaddik’s home and explained what had occurred to his niece in Mexico. He informed the Baba Sali that the kidnappers had said they would not negotiate. They wanted their money or the consequences were dire. 


The Chacham sat in his chair motionless. He seemed to have immersed himself inward although his face was almost entirely covered by the veil he wore over his face. 


Suddenly, he called for a pen and paper. His attendant ran to bring the items and the Baba Sali began to talk as he traced the shape of a building on the paper. This is what he said: “In order to rescue the girl, this is what you must do. Go to so and so (he named a specific place) and there you will find two of the kidnappers. One is short and stout like a barrel and the other is tall and thin like a tree. Bring with you twenty policemen and overwhelm the two kidnappers who are acting as lookouts. 


“Then, take these two men and have them lead you to the spot where the girl is being kept. Be careful. There are another six kidnappers who are hiding out there. Let the first two open the doors and then the police can storm in and rescue the girl. Do this and you will be successful.” 


The uncle rushed out and relayed the information, just as the Baba Sali had drawn it up on paper. Boruch Hashem, the raid was successful and the girl was rescued, the entire plan carried out exactly how the Baba Sali had outlined it from his home in Netivot, over 6,000 miles away! 


The Chacham had never stepped foot in Mexico. He had never seen the buildings he diagrammed or how the kidnappers looked. And yet, he could see them, he could see it all! Undoubtedly, it was the special light - the “Ohr Haganuz” - which allowed him to see from one end of the world to the other 

Reprinted from the Parshas Bereishis 5779 email of Torah Tavlin.

Story #1086  

Great Tongues of 
Roaring Fire

From the desk of Yerachmiel Tilles

editor@ascentofsafed.com

There was a brilliant young man in Romania who appeared to be headed for greatness in Torah scholarship, but his curiosity drew him to read many books on the philosophy and theology of other religions. 


Before long, he became exceedingly confused. He had always accepted his Jewish heritage as a matter of course. That was how he had been brought up, that was how he lived, and therefore, that was what he believed. His exposure to other ideas and views, however, disrupted his equanimity. 


He floundered and wandered, and eventually, he decided to abandon Judaism and convert. He decided to pay a visit to the local priest to discuss his plans for conversion.


The next morning, as he walked toward the church, his heart was pounding violently. Should he go through with it? Was this the right thing to do? Was he really sure? 


Lost in his tormenting thoughts, he hardly noticed his surroundings. Suddenly, he found himself in the midst of a large crowd, being jostled from all sides. “What going on?” he asked a red-faced man pushing his way through the crowd.


The man paused in his pushing and looked at him in dismay. “Where have you been, my friend? Have you been hiding in a hole under the ground? The holy Rabbi Levi-Yitzchak of Berditchev is here, and he is going to lead the Morning Prayers in the synagogue.

“Hearing him pray is the experience of a lifetime. His holy words are like great tongues of roaring fire reaching out to the gates of Heaven. It is impossible to hear him and not be inspired. Don’t you know that?”�


“So I’ve heard,” said the young man. 


Despite his resolve to meet with the priest, he was overcome with a desire to hear the prayers of a holy tzadik one last time before he converted. 


The crowd was very dense, almost impenetrable, but he fought and clawed his way forward and reached close enough to the entrance of the shul to hear the sweet passion of the R. Levi-Yitzchak’s voice. 


The words, although faint and distant, tugged at his heart and soul, and he yearned to hear them better. With a sudden surge of strength that he did not know he possessed, he forced his way through the crowd and plunged into the shul, exhausted but exhilarated. 


The Berditchever was standing at the prayer leader’s stand, tightly wrapped in his tallit, trembling violently with fiery devotion, his hands outstretched toward the heavens. 


He was saying the second of the two blessings that precede Shema prayer, the one that beseeches the Creator to give us the wisdom to understand the Torah and properly fulfill its commandments. All of a sudden he interjected in Yiddish, saying, “Master of the Universe, You have so many angels,”  and then went on to describe the many different kinds of angels that inhabit the upper worlds. 


“They all serve You, and I, Levi-Yitzchok ben Sara-Sosha, want to serve You as well.”�


He paused for a moment, and his whole body quaked and shook with intense concentration. “Vehaâ’ir eineinu besorasecha!”� he thundered. “Enlighten our eyes with Your Torah!”�


The Rebbe’s words penetrated to the very depths of the young man’s heart, and the floodgates of his tears burst open. He wept and wept until he could weep no more, and right then and there, he abandoned his misguided notions of conversion and resolved to remain a faithful Jew.


Right after the conclusion of the prayers, as soon as R. Levi Yitzchok stepped away from the stand, he came over to the astonished young man and took him by the hand. “Come sit by my side, young man,” he said in a gentle tone. “Stay next to me the entire day, and you will be fine.”�


From that day on, the young man lived an inspired life. He learned Torah and served the Al-mighty diligently. Eventually, he became an important rabbi, and a known tzadik in his own right.


Over the years he told his story to a few individuals, but it is generally retold without mention of his name, in deference to the greatness that he achieved after his encounter with Rabbi Levi Yitzchok of Berditchev.

Source : Adapted by Yerachmiel Tilles from the version of rebisroel@aol.com (original source unclear).
Bio: Rabbi Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev [of blessed memory: 5500 - 25 Tishrei 5571 (1740 - Oct. 1810)] is one of the more popular rebbes in chasidic history. He was a close disciple of the Maggid of Mezritch, successor to the Baal Shem Tov. He is best known for his love for every Jew and his perpetual intercession before Heaven on their behalf. Many of his teachings are contained in the posthumously published Kedushat Levi.

Connection: Last Thursday, Tishrei 25, is the 218th yahrzeit of the Berditchever.

Reprinted from the Parashat Bereisheis 5779 email of KabbalaOnline.com, a project of Ascent of Safed.
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