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Hats In Kovno,

Matches in Kiev

By Asharon Baltazar
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While traveling to spend the Days of Awe with their Rebbe, Rabbi Shalom Dovber of Lubavitch, Reb Shmuel Beliner and a small group of fellow Chassidim met a young man with a story they wouldn’t soon forget. After praying together in their rattling train compartment, the men formed a small circle. Someone fished out a bottle of spirits and the Chassidim began to hum a stirring melody. A young man from an adjacent compartment poked his head in and watched.


“Are you traveling to the Rebbe?” he finally asked.“


“Yes,” came the collective answer.


“I know your Rebbe. And I owe him my life,” said the young man.


The Chassidim waited for him to continue.


“Although I myself am from Dvinsk, Latvia, I found good work at a match factory in Novo-Borisov.” he began. “There, I met and married a young lady and we soon settled into a simple but comfortable life. We both worked and had few expenses.


“But then the factory burned down and I was left with no income. My poor wife lay ill in bed, too weak to go out. When there was not a coin left in the house, we decided to return to my father in Dvinsk.


“Shortly thereafter I had the good fortune to meet some Lubavitcher Chassidim. They suggested I accompany them to visit their Rebbe, and although I do not come from Chassidic stock, I agreed.


“The Rebbe listened intently to my account and suggested something that seemed decidedly peculiar. We were to travel to Kovno, Lithuania, he said, and rent a store where I would sell hats fashioned by my wife.


“I reasoned that I could do the exact same thing in Dvinsk, where people also wore hats, and I could fathom no reason for us to travel 200 kilometers to Kovno. Besides that, I had acquaintances in Dvinsk who could help me get a new business up and running. But the Rebbe was adamant. We needed to go to Kovno and sell the hats there.


“And so we did. We packed everything and set out for Lithuania.


“The undertaking seemed doomed from the start. I couldn’t rent a storefront in the city’s center as the cost was prohibitive, so I settled for something on the outskirts. It was small but at least we could afford it. We quickly displayed the few hats my wife had already sewn and waited for customers. It took a few days for the painful realization to sink in: Our location was too remote; the hats would sit untouched, gathering dust on their hooks.


“This was certainly not what we had hoped for. Looking back at our days in Novo-Borisov and the comfortable life we had once enjoyed, I began to sob desperately, hot tears flowing unabated.


“When I had somewhat calmed down, I noticed an ornate carriage rattling down the street. Heart in my throat, my face still wet with tears, I watched the nobleman order his driver to stop so he could have a look at our display. The wealthy nobleman indicated which hat he wanted to purchase and inquired about the cost. I cited a humble price, hoping to see a hat finally leave the store.


“Taking a silver case from his pocket, the nobleman sat down and rolled a cigarette for himself. Noticing my red and puffy eyes, he asked what was wrong. Before long, the entire story tumbled out.


“Imagine my surprise when he said, ‘Your rabbi didn’t send you here for nothing. I have a brother who owns a match factory in Kiev. For several weeks already he has been trying to fix a large machine, without success. All the mechanics he has brought to look at it have failed to identify the issue and restore the vital piece of equipment, effectively bringing the factory to a standstill. If you’re willing to take a look and perhaps fix the thing, I’m sure there’s a handsome reward with your name written on it.'”


“Of course, I made it clear that I’m not a mechanic, but he would hear none of it, and I soon found myself holding a letter of introduction to his brother and money for train fare to Kiev.


“The factory owner promised me a lot. If I were to repair the machine to working order, I would receive 500 rubles, along with a promise of continued employment that carried an annual salary double the amount I had made previously. It took me three days, and with G‑d’s help, I managed to pinpoint the source of the trouble and restore the machine to its original condition. The owner kept his word and I still work there today.

“So you see,” finished the young man, “I am deeply indebted to your Rebbe, to whom you’re traveling.”

Reprinted from the Parashat Lech Lecha 5779 email of Chabad.Org Magazine. Adapted from Shemuot Vesippurim, page 151
Rabbi Hayim HaCohen 

(1585-1655) and the 

Pirates that Stole His Books

By Rabbi Yosef Bitton


From his childhood it was clear that he had remarkable talents. Not only for his tremendous love for the study of Tora but also for his elevated human qualities. It is said that as a child, while his classmates spent their free time playing, Hayim went to the synagogue to study Tora  and learn how to serve G-d.


In his adolescence when people gathered in the synagogue during Shabbat he would go up to the pulpit and give sermons about the weekly section of the Tora; the laws pertaining to the approaching festivals and lessons of musar (Jewish ethics) that attracted the heart of his listeners.


Later, Rabbi Hayim HaCohen moved to the city of Tsefat (Safed) in Israel. There he studied with Rabbi Hayim Vital (see THIS) for about three years.


From Safed the Rabbi Hayim HaCohen moved to the city of Aram Tsoba (Aleppo, Syria) where he settled permanently. There he was elected as rabbi of the community to replace the late Rabbi Mordekhai haCohen, son-in-law of the famous Rabbi Shemuel Laniado, ba’al hakelim.


When Rabbi Hayim haCohen began to serve as Rabbi of the community, the study of the Tora flourished even more in Aleppo. New schools (ketab) and rabbinic academies (bate midrashot) were opened and more benches were added in the synagogue.


Rabbi Hayim haCohen served the community of Aleppo as rabbi and head of the rabbinic court for decades.


His knowledge was so great that he received inquiries on very difficult rabbinical subjects from the distant communities of the world.


Finally, he decided to organize all his writings and publish his books, especially his commentaries on the Shulhan Arukh, the code of law that had been written by his teacher’s teacher, Rabbi Yosef Caro.

 

HIS BOOKS


In addition to his commentary on the Shulhan Arukh, Rabbi HaCohen had composed many other books. Among them, a commentary on the Song of Songs (Shir haShirim); a commentary on the book of Ekha(Lamentations) a book on Rut; a commentary on Daniel and many more books, all in manuscripts. Up until the sixteenth century, books were copied by hand, but with the invention of the printer that had changed.  However, publishing books in Aleppo or the Middle East was impossible, because the printing press had not yet arrived there. The only possibility was to print the books in Europe. And the best printers were in Venice, Italy, the city where half of Europe’s books were published in the sixteenth century. It was in Venice where the first edition of the Talmud and the first edition of the Shulhan Arukh were printed.


Rabbi HaCohen sent his commentary on the book of Esther to Venice. But time passed and the book did not come to light. Rabbi Cohen then decided to travel to Venice and personally take care of printing his book. Together with his son they traveled by sea carrying with them all the manuscripts of the Rabbi (probably, no less than 20 manuscripts). But their ship was attacked by pirates from the island of Malta. The pirates boarded the ship to steal the cargo and kill the passengers, or kidnap them and sell them as slaves. Rabbi HaCohen and his son jumped into the sea and miraculously managed to save their lives. But the books were left on the ship.


The Rabbi prayed to HaShem and asked for His help to recover his invaluable books, or to help him to rewrite them from memory. God granted him the second request, and Rabbi HaCohen spent several years in Italy rewriting his precious lost books.


The first book that Rabbi HaCohen was able to print, which was edited by Rabbi Moshe Zacuto, is called “Tora Hakham” (The Teaching of the Sage). This book is a collection of the Rabbi’s sermons on the weekly sections of the Tora. The book came to light in Venice, 1654.


The next book that Rabbi HaCohen printed with the assistance of Rabbi Shemuel Abohab was “Meqor Hayim” (The Source of Life). This book is a commentary on the Shulhan Arukh, consisting on various volumes. The first part was published in Venice, also in 1654.


To print the second volume of this book “Pitda” the Rabbi traveled to Livorno, Italy. It was in this city, Livorno, that Rabbi Cohen passed away in Perashat Qedoshim of 1655.


After the death of Rabbi HaCohen, some of the books that had left on the ship hijacked by the pirates were found. The famous Hida, Rabbi Yosef Hayim David Azulay, in his book of chronicles Shem haGuedolim affirms that he held in his hands the manuscript of Ateret Zahab, a commentary on the book of Esther, written by the hand of Rabbi Hayim haCohen.


Another of his books, Migdal David, a commentary on Megillat Rut, was also found. This book was printed in Amsterdam in 1680 by an impostor who falsely claimed authorship for Rabbi Hayim haCohen’s book.


Recently other manuscripts written by Rabbi HaCohen were found. Talmudic commentaries (agadot) of the treatise Berakhot were recently published in the monthly Israeli publication Qobets bet Aharon VeIsrael, 1983.


Some books of Rabbi HaCohen still remain in manuscripts, hoping, some day, to be published.

Reprinted from the October 16, 2018 email of Halakha of the Day of the Shehebar Sephardic Center.

Davening Like a Baby


Rabbi Levi Yitzchak of Berdichev, O”BM, approached a person after davening (prayers) once. He said to the man, “Bzzzzz, Bzzzz.” 


The man looked at Rabbi Levi Yitzchak uncomprehendingly. Rabbi Levi Yitzchak repeated himself. The Rav (who was known for his love of other Jews) then gently and privately admonished the man, “That is how your prayers sounded! How do you expect Hashem to understand your words if you cannot even understand them yourself?” The man hung his head in shame. 


When Rabbi Levi Yitzchak returned home, he heard his baby babbling. His wife turned to the baby and said, “Oh, you must be hungry. I will bring you food in a moment.” 


The Rav asked his wife, “How do you know that the baby is hungry?” 


“A mother understands her baby’s sounds,” she replied confidently. 


“Oy,” Rabbi Levi Yitzchak cried. “I was mistaken! Even if a person garbles his prayers, our Father in Heaven understands his intentions.” (from More Power Points) 


Comment: When Rabbi Shalom Schwardron, O”BM, would repeat this story, he would remark: “Although it is true that Hashem may understand such prayers, it is still embarrassing when an adult garbles their words like an infant.” 
How often do we do a Mitzvah in a lackluster way with the justification that Hashem will understand that we are tired, hungry, busy, or distracted and accept it anyway? Even though Hashem understands where we are coming from, that doesn’t excuse us from putting in more intense effort into our Divine Service. 


In a similar vein, we erroneously compare our spiritual state with those around us, which also gives us a chance to let ourselves off the proverbial hook. Comparing is a dangerous exercise, but if we do, let’s compare ourselves with those greater. 


The Talmud (Sanhedrin 108a) states that Noach was a righteous man (the greatest in his generation), but in comparison to Avraham’s generation, he wouldn’t have been considered of any importance. We are not the same people we were yesterday. Let’s aim higher!

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

The Musician and

The Old Rabbi

Rebetzin Esther Jungreis tells of an amazing story in her book “The Committed Life” about a speaking tour that she was on in Israel. She needed some musicians to accompany her and out of nowhere she was approached by a few boys studying in yeshivah who offered their services. 

She asked them how they knew that she needed a band. The leader of the band answered, “Actually, we didn’t know, we just wanted to help”. 

With that, he began to tell his story. 

“A few years ago, when I was living in New York, I was totally assimilated. I had no understanding of Judaism. My life was music, and I was on my way to Paris to continue my musical studies. I was walking on Kings Highway in Brooklyn when suddenly I heard a crash and the screech of brakes. 

“I looked up, and there in the street, covered with blood, was a rabbi who had been run over by a car. I rushed to his side and tried to talk to him, but he didn’t respond, so I stayed with him and held his hand until the police and an ambulance came”.


 “As he was lifted onto a stretcher, I noticed that his lips were moving. It seemed like he wanted to tell me something. I leaned down and bent my ear close to his lips so that I might hear him. Rebbetzin, you’ll never believe what the rabbi said to me.” For a moment, the young man paused. Then he swallowed hard and continued with his story.


“’Son, are you Jewish?’ the rabbi asked me in broken English.


“’Yes, Pop,’ I answered. ‘I am Jewish.’


“’Son’” the rabbi whispered again - although it was obvious that it was very painful and difficult for him to talk. He mustered all his strength and said, ‘You must go to Jerusalem and study Torah.’


“Can you imagine? There was this rabbi, suffering from multiple fractures, his body bloody and bruised, and in his pain what does he do? He tells me to go to Jerusalem and study Torah! That experience changed my life. I realized that I had met a saint, a man who was so committed to his faith that he was able to overcome his suffering to reach out to me. So now you know why I’m here. The rabbi saved my life, and I want to give back.”


Rebetzin Jungreis listened to his story but had difficulty answering him. She recognized that story --She knew it well because that rabbi was her father. When he recovered from that accident, he told us of the incident and asked that we try to find the young man to thank him for his kindness in staying with him until the ambulance came. 

We never did find him, but now, years later, here in Jerusalem, the holy city, he came to thank me and offer his services in gratitude, and I was able to thank him in the name of my father. We see from this story how the rabbi had the wherewithal to reach out to another Jew and bring him back to Judaism. This is the trait of Avraham Avinu that Noach didn't practice in his generation.

Reprinted from the Parashat Noach 5779 email of Jack E. Rahmey based on the teachings of Rabbi Amram Sananes.

The Rabbi’s Memory


Rabbi Boruch Brull writes a great story: 


“As R’ Avrahom Dovid Sauer stood at the entrance of Baltimore’s Kosher Bite Restaurant, he was overcome with a feeling of relief and joy. Before him stood Rabbi Ervin Preis. Rabbi of Suburban Orthodox Congregation, appearing healthy and in good spirits. 


Rabbi Preis had been in failing health with a terminal illness, so R’ Avrahom Dovid couldn’t believe Rabbi Preis was actually out and about as if everything were perfectly fine. 


Although R’ Avrahom Dovid was neither a congregant in Rabbi Preis’ Shul nor a personal acquaintance, he, along with the entire Baltimore community, was davening for Rabbi Preis’ recovery. 


Hesitantly, R’ Avrahom Dovid approached Rabbi Preis to wish him Shalom Aleichem. Rabbi Preis shook his hand warmly, and R’ Avrahom Dovid asked Rabbi Preis how he was feeling. With his characteristically congenial style, Rabbi Preis answered, “Baruch Hashem, I am doing much better.” 


He added apologetically, “Please forgive me. You look familiar, but I can’t remember your name.” 


R’ Avrahom Dovid told Rabbi Preis his name and, without missing a beat, Rabbi Preis continued, “Of course, I should have recognized you! You are Avrahom Dovid, ben Chanah Machlah. How is the rest of your family: your father, Moshe ben Adele, your mother, Chanah Machlah bas Sorah Miriam, and your five siblings?” With incredible accuracy, Rabbi Preis mentioned each of R’ Avrahom Dovid’s siblings by name. 


“How do you know the Hebrew names of all the members of my family? You even know all of my grandparents’ names!” exclaimed R’ Avrahom Dovid in amazement. 


“Yes, I actually do know your entire family by name, but probably not by face. There’s an easy explanation for this. About thirteen years ago, I called your father, the owner of Security Unlimited, to install an alarm system in our home. Your father spent many hours installing the system. When he was ready to leave late at night, he handed me the bill, which was clearly far lower than I knew it should have been. 


“When I questioned him, your father’s response was that he was giving me a discount because I am a Rabbi. I told him I felt uncomfortable receiving the discount, and your father replied, “Well, then, I’ll make a deal with you. In return for this discount, I ask that you have my family in mind in your Tefilos. Please ask Hashem to watch over us.”


“I accepted your father’s condition,” continued Rabbi Preis. “Every day for the past thirteen years, I have remembered each member of your family in my Tefilos. I am just keeping my end of the bargain.” 


Unfortunately, only a few months later, Rabbi Preis was Niftar. This conversation remained etched clearly in R’ Avrahom Dovid’s mind. When doing business himself, R’ Avrahom Dovid remembers the lesson Rabbi Preis taught him about keeping one’s end of a deal. Without a doubt, Rabbi Preis is still appealing to the Kisei HaKavod for the welfare of the Sauer family, and for the entire Jewish nation. After all, a deal is a deal!”

Reprinted from the Parshas Lech Lecha 5779 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Isights as compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.
Rabbi Aryeh Levin

And the Kitten
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Rav Aryeh Levin, zt”l, the Tzadik of Yerushalayim, was once walking on the sidewalk, when he suddenly stopped where he was. There were two people a little ahead of him talking with each other, and they thought that they were blocking his way, so they quickly moved off the sidewalk to make room for the Rav. 

Rav Aryeh told them that he was not waiting for them and they were not blocking his way. He explained that as he was walking, he saw that he was about to pass by a kitten who was drinking some milk, and he didn’t want to walk by and startle it. 

He said that he was going to wait for the kitten to finish and then he would continue on his way. The two people said that they hadn’t even noticed the kitten, but Rav Aryeh Levin was always attuned to these things, because he was able to see with his heart!

Reprinted from the Parshas Lech Lecha 5779 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Isights as compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

Rav Shneur Kotler’s Response to an Insult
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When R’ Shneur Kotler, ZTL, was once in Eretz Yisroel, he became involved in a project which aroused the anger of a certain Rosh Yeshiva in Bnei Brak who proceeded to criticize R’ Shneur vociferously. 


A half year later, R’ Shneur was walking in New York when he saw this Rosh Yeshiva across the street. R’ Shneur immediately crossed the street and greeted the man warmly, inquiring as to his purpose in New York. 


The Rosh Yeshiva replied that he was here to raise funds for his Yeshiva. R’ Shneur insisted that the man be his guest in Lakewood for Shabbos and the man agreed. 


Over Shabbos, R’ Shneur could not do enough for this man, seating him at the Mizrach Vant, arranging for him to receive R’ Shneur’s Aliyah, treating him royally in his home, schmoozing with him constantly in friendship, all to make his stay as comfortable as possible. 


After Shabbos, R’ Shneur sent out two bochurim to raise money throughout Lakewood for the man’s yeshiva. When the guest was ready to leave he turned to R’ Shneur, thanked him profusely and asked for Mechilah over how he had treated him in Eretz Yisroel. 

As if he had not done enough, R’ Shneur replied “Vos Heist ? Ir Zent Givenn Girecht !” (What do you mean ? You had been right !)

Reprinted from the Parshas Noach 5779 email of the Pleasant Ridge Newsletter of Spring Valley, NY.

The Chazon Ish

And the Taxi Ride
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The Chazon Ish (Rabbi Avrohom Yeshaya Karelitz, 1878-1953) was very conscious of maintaining one’s health, as he viewed the human body as a wondrous gift from Hashem. He would often take walks in the fields around Bnei Brak in order to breathe the fresh air and allow his limbs and joints to stretch and move. 


Many students found this a fortuitous time to talk to the Tzaddik in learning or ask questions of halacha. The Chazon Ish enjoyed these walks for the health component, as well as the company who came with him. 

Early one morning, after davening Vasikin, as was his custom, the Chazon Ish set out on a stroll down the main boulevard of Bnei Brak, a street that used to be called Rechov Ezra. Today, that street has been renamed, Rechov Chazon Ish. 
He took with him a young student named Shmuel Tzvi Kovalsky and they walked the full length of the street where it ended in a series of orchards and fields. The two continued walking and speaking of Torah topics, seemingly lost in the conversation. 

Suddenly, and without warning, the clouds opened up and a torrent of rain poured down from the heavens. The Chazon Ish and Shmuel Tzvi were caught in the heavy rainstorm and were far from any building or shelter to wait out the storm. 

Instead, they quickly became drenched and hurried back to the end of the main road from where they had come. They stood there, their hats and clothing soaked through and through. At that early hour of the morning, there was almost no one on the street. 

Within seconds, though, good fortune smiled upon them. A taxi cab was spotted coming down the main road, driving right towards them. The cab slowed down and the driver instantly recognized the celebrated Tzaddik standing in the rain. He quickly opened the passenger side door and called for the Chazon Ish and the young bochur to get in. 

“I am anyway going to Bnei Brak,” he declared, “so I can take both of you along - of course for no charge.” The scene was surreal. The darkness of the early hour, together with the multitude of overhanging black clouds cast an eerie glow on the sky. A deluge of rain cascading down on the quaint Israeli street, a taxi cab with its passenger door opened wide - and the Chazon Ish just stood there, waiting, hesitant. 

“Rabbi, please get in. You and the boy are getting soaked.” 

But the Chazon Ish was a man of halacha, a man of principle. His integrity and the wholesome truthfulness of his very fiber, would not allow him to get in - until he ascertained whether it was permitted by halacha. 

“Do you own this cab or do you work for a chevra (taxi company)?” he asked the driver. The question hinged upon whether the free ride that was being offered was a gift and gesture of the vehicle’s owner, or if the driver leased the vehicle from a taxi company and therefore, was offering a free lift that was unsanctioned, and possibly misappropriating time and money that belonged to the owners. 

Shmuel Tzvi’s sighed with relief, and even the face of the Chazon Ish brightened considerably, when the driver quickly responded, “No, I own this vehicle.” 

Immediately, the Chazon Ish took a step toward the cab and with a slight, almost imperceptible nudge, pushed Shmuel Tzvi toward the open front door. The boy paused in mid-step: he was not going to sit in the front seat, a more honorable place in the cab, than the Chazon Ish! 

But the Tzaddik kept nudging him to move; Shmuel Tzvi stood his ground. A few seconds passed in this manner. Meanwhile, the rain was pouring down on both of them.... The Chazon Ish looked at boy and explained, “I must show my gratitude to the one who accompanied me on my walk ....”

Reprinted from the Parshas Noach 5779 email of Torah Tavlin.

A Shabbos Expense
And the Onion Field


A good friend who returned with Teshuva and slowly came back to the Torah and mitzvos through the yeshiva where I work. The Rav of the yeshiva was going to attend a Shabbaton in a fancy hotel. Families come by the carload and they make Shabbos which gives the whole family encouragement with programs for men, women, and children age appropriate. 


This time, the baal teshuvah told the Rav that he would not able to join in for Shabbos since he had just bought a house and he did not have the money to pay for the Shabbaton. 

The Rav replied that it was very important that the young man and his family join him for this Shabbos. When he asked what he should do if he did have the money to pay for it, the Rav replied: “This is an expense for Shabbos and for a spiritual purpose. You worry about getting there and HaKadosh Baruch Hu will worry about your payment…” 

Since he was close to the Rav and he trusted him he agreed that he would do it. He made the reservation for the Shabbos and he hoped for help. 

Two weeks before the Shabbos he received a call from a lawyer. The lawyer introduced himself as the executor of the estate of his grandfather who had recently passed away. He said that the grandfather left him and his two brothers a large piece of property in Los Angeles and he was trying to arrange the inheritance. 

The lawyer continued to tell him on the phone that on the way to the office he passed by a plot of land where people were working the land. He got out of his car and found that the large plot of land was filled with onions that had grown there. He immediately told them that they are trespassing on the land and he wanted to know what was going on here. 

The foreman immediately approached and said that they had a government permit to grow onions there… When they checked the map, they realized that they made a mistake and they were supposed to plant the onions in the field opposite the field of the grandfather that they inherited. 

The foreman told the lawyer not to be concerned because of their error. He was willing to pay the lawyer for all damages caused to the field. Without saying another word, he took out a checkbook and wrote a check to cover all expenses with enough left over. 

The amount of the extra payment was to the dollar the amount that he had to pay for the Shabbos!!! There was much encouragement for the yeshiva that emerged from this story especially since it involved the Shabbos getaway and the expenses were not taken into account. 

Reprinted from the Parshas Lech Lecha 5779 email of Tiv Hakehila.
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