Brooklyn torah gazette
For Parshas vayeitzei 5779
Volume 3, Issue 11 (Whole Number 107) 9 Kislev 5779/ Nov. 17, 2018
Printed L’illuy nishmas Nechama bas R’ Noach, a”h

For a free subscription, please forward your request to keren18@juno.com
Pittsburgh: An Inside View

By Rabbi Hershel Becker

[image: image1.jpg]




People throughout the world have been moved by the shocking murder of eleven Jews in Pittsburgh. Good people have approached strangers, recognizing that they were Jewish, to express condolences and offer gestures of concern and caring. On Friday afternoon, I went to purchase flowers for Shabbos. As I was about to pay, the florist chose a bouquet and handed it to me and said, “Please take this for your synagogue. I am so sorry for what happened.”


What will be the lasting impact of the massacre in Pittsburgh? Will it be that every Jewish institution will have armed guards? Is that the take home message?

It was astounding to consider that this past Shabbos, as Jewish communities throughout the world dedicated words of Torah and Tefillah in the merit of those murdered in coldblood in Pittsburgh just for being Jews, it was the yahrzeit of the kedoshim who were brutally attacked in Har Nof, four years ago. It cannot be coincidence that we confront two massacres on the same Shabbos – one a yahrzeit and the other in Shiva.


Rav Yaakov Kamenetzky reacted to a sefer that had been published wherein the author referred to some who had perished in the Holocaust as chotim. Rav Kaminetzky protested and declared: “In the Gemara it states that even a rasha, an evil person who is killed by an akum, is considered a Kadosh.”


In dealing with the issue, the Chasam Sofer cites Gemara Sanhedrin 47a, which refers to death by the hand of an akum as kaparah and the deceased is referred to as an eved of Hashem. The Maharil refers to those who were killed in a pogrom in Prague as: “Kedoshei Elyon, u’bemadrega haelyona, v’ein biryah yechola la’amod bimchitzasam.”


The Piaseczna Rebbe explained that at the time of Akeidas Yitzchak there was ratzon u’machshava, desire and thought, to dedicate the life of Yitzchak al Kiddush Hashem. However, due to the intervention of the malach, the action was curtailed. When Jewish lives are taken by ovdei cochavim, this is fused with Avraham’s and Yitzchak’s desire and thought, bringing together ratzon, machshava, and peulah in completion of the Akeidah.


The Rambam (Hilchos Ta’aniyos) writes:


“It is a positive Mitzvah from the Torah to cry out and to sound trumpets in the event of any tzarah that arises which affects the community, as it states: “When you go out to war… against] an enemy who attacks you and you sound the trumpets….” (Bamidbar 10:9) [This commandment is not restricted to such a limited scope; rather] the intent is: Whenever you are distressed by difficulties – e.g., famine, plague, locusts, or the like – cry out [to Hashem] because of them, and sound the trumpets.”


These are the introductory words of the Rambam regarding how someone should respond to tzaros that affect the community: sound the alarm, rally the people, and call out to Hashem. The Rambam continues that a person should then look inward to see what has to be remedied. “Conversely, should the people fail to cry out [to Hashem] and sound the trumpets, and instead say, ‘What has happened to us is merely a natural phenomenon and this difficulty is merely a chance occurrence,’ this is a cruel conception of things, which causes them to remain attached to their wicked deeds. Thus, this time of tzarah will [r”l] lead to further tzaros.”


Just a few days after the Har Nof massacre, while during the Shiva, the widows issued the following letter:


“Rejoice you peoples, for G-d will avenge the blood of His servants and atone for His land and people” (Devarim 32)


With tears and hearts broken over the blood that has been spilled, the blood of our martyred and sanctified husbands, the heads of our homes (Hy”d):


We turn to our brothers and sisters, everyone from the House of Israel, wherever they may be, to stay united so as to merit compassion and mercy from on High.


We should take upon ourselves to increase love and brotherliness between man and his fellow man, between our various communities and among different sectors of society.


Our request is that each and every person take upon himself or herself at the time of welcoming the Shabbos, that this Shabbos, Shabbos Parashas Toldos, will be one in which we express our love for one another, a day on which we refrain from speaking divisively or criticizing others.


Doing so will be a great merit (zechus) for the souls of our husbands, slaughtered in sanctification of G-d’s blessed Name.


May G-d look down from Above, see our pain, and wipe away our tears. May He proclaim: “Enough suffering, enough grief”, and may we merit the coming of the Redemption speedily and in our days, amen, amen.


Signed with broken hearts: Chaya Levine, Breine Goldberg, Yakova Kupinsky, Bashi Twersky and families.


Four years ago the widows and families requested that we address our relationships and work to improve them. They requested that “we refrain from speaking divisively or criticizing others.” The question we must confront is: how have we dealt with each other since?


The sociopolitical climate in America is fractured and contentious. Consider the fact that an ice cream manufacturer recently came out with a new flavor – Resist. Who should resist whom? American citizens and citizens of the world should resist the policies of the American government. 


Not only does that polarize; it militarizes people. Ice cream is a comfort food! Even that is channeled to create an image that people are being oppressed and they must resist the oppressors! People don’t and can’t discuss issues; not when they buy into the fact that those who differ with them are enemies who must be vanquished.


As Jews, we are not immune to the surrounding climate. These attitudes creep into our lives by osmosis. We all know of individuals and groups who have different viewpoints. In some cases, things have reached a point where people do not speak to each other. Some people have adapted the view that the way to get their point across is with aggression or even violence. There are open manifestations of sinah, when ahavah should be the objective. Can we say that we have seen marked improvement in Ahavas Yisrael?


Disasters call for a response. Certainly, anti-semitism must be addressed, confronted, and controlled. Nowadays, this is even more of a concern as we face a new dimension to this age-old threat. Loners have now found community. Social media provides a means for these perpetrators of evil to find supporters, gain a following, and bolster each other. In light of this, is the most appropriate course to hire or augment security?


The Rambam states that to merely focus outward without then turning to introspection is cruelty. A proper response demands alarm, prayer, and introspection. If we place a guard at the shul door, can we say we have done enough after Pittsburgh? As Klal Yisrael, is it sufficient to fortify the physical institutions without fortifying the bein adam l’chaveiro of our people within them?


There are ways we can address the pirud in Klal Yisrael. There are ways to improve the Ahavah in our homes and in Klal Yisrael. It must be emphasized as a clear objective, otherwise it is not going to happen. People may have different opinions and not everyone has to agree on every issue. However, there is one theme that should be met with unanimity – Shalom, not merely in theory, but in practice.


After the fall of the twin towers there were obvious changes in security. No longer could someone dash to the airport and run through the terminal, suitcase in hand, to catch a plane. We wave goodbye to loved ones at the security line rather than sit with them at the gate until departure. In response to the tragedy of 9/11, there is a clear demarcation of before and after regarding security. Can we say that we heeded the Rambam’s warning?


Many institutions are holding meetings regarding security. It won’t be so simple to enter Jewish institutions without  noticing the changes that will certainly be manifest on the outside. We must adjust our response to include refashioning our environments with increased ahava, achdus, and reyus?  In matters of security, there will certainly be a recognizable before and after Pittsburgh in our mosdos. Will the changes be recognizable on the inside as well?

Rabbi Hershel Becker is a Rov in Miami for over 30 years, dealing with people from all backgrounds and levels of Yiddishkeit. He has devoted a lot of effort to the subject of relationships/ahavah. His latest sefer, In Pursuit of Peace: A Torah Guide to Relationships, is distributed by Feldheim with haskamos from HaRav Shmuel Kamenetsky, HaRav Yerucham Olshin, HaRav Noach Isaac Oelbaum and HaRav Shmuel Fuerst.

Reprinted from the November 8, 2018 website of Matzav.com
The Lesson of 

Yaakob’s Prayer
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The Torah in Parashat Vayeseh tells of Yaakob Abinu’s escape from his brother, Esav, who was plotting to kill him. The verse states, “Va’yifga Ba’makom,” which literally means that Yaakob “came upon a  place. “Our Sages, however, explain this phrase differently. Yaakob’s travels took him passed the future site of the Bet Ha’mikdash, and he later realized that he had passed by the sacred site without stopping to pray. He immediately turned around and started making his way back toward Jerusalem, but G-d made a miracle and brought him immediately to the holy site, where he prayed. He thus instituted the nighttime Arbit prayer.

The Future Site of the

Bet Ha’mikdash

The Sifteh Hachamim commentary explains that according to this reading of the Pasuk, the phrase “Va’yifga Ba’makom” should be read as, “He prayed to Ha’Makom”– meaning, to G-d. We know that G-d has several names, including “Ha’Makom,” which we use most famously at the Seder on Pesah (“Baruch Ha’Makom Baruch Hu”).The Torah here tells that Yaakob prayed to “Ha’Makom” at the future site of the Bet Ha’mikdash.

The word “Ha’Makom” literally means, “the place.” Why would G-d be called by this name? What is meant by this reference to G-d as “Ha’Makom”–“the place”?

One explanation that has been given is that “Ha’Makom” refers to G-d’s putting everyone and everything in the precise place where they need to be. The Name “Ha’Makom” conveys the critical message of faith, that whatever situation we find ourselves in, G-d has put us there for a reason. If a person is not where he wants to be in life, if he finds himself in a difficult position, he must know that G-d put him there, and there must be a good reason why.

G-d Made the Sun Set Earlier

Than it was Supposed to


This is why the reference to Hashem as “Ha’Makom” is used specifically in this context, in the description of Yaakob’s prayer at the holy site of the Mikdash. The Torah tells that Yaakob slept there “Ki Ba Ha’shemesh”–“because the sun set”– and the Sages explain that G-d made the sun set earlier than it was supposed to. This early sunset is symbolic of Yaakob’s situation at that moment. 


Until that time, for 63 years, he lived a peaceful, tranquil life, spending his time studying Torah and growing in his connection to Hashem. And now, suddenly, literally overnight, his entire life was plunged into darkness and uncertainty. He had to escape from his homeland and go live with his wily, corrupt uncle, Laban. Indeed, the sun set suddenly and unexpectedly. The joy and serenity that characterized Yaakob’s life came to an abrupt end.

Serving Hashem on

His Terms, Not Ours


And thus, he prayed to “Ha’Makom,” recognizing that his situation was brought about by G-d. Yaakob understood that we must serve Hashem on His terms, not ours. Religious observance must not be limited to when the weather is fair, conditions are favorable, and we have plenty of time on our hands. 


Our commitment to G-d remains even when the sun suddenly sets, when life takes sharp, unexpected and unwanted turns, and when hardships abound. Even then, we must devotedly pray to and serve Hashem, recognizing that He, “Ha’Makom,” places us in whatever position we are in for a reason.
Reprinted from this week’s website of the Edmund J. Safra Synagogue in Brooklyn, NY.
Marital Harmony
By Rabbi Moshe Meir Weiss
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Chumash Bereishis has another name:  It is called Sefer HaYoshor, the Book of the Upright.  This is because it discusses the lives of our righteous patriarchs Avraham, Yitzchak, and Yaakov, and matriarchs, Sorah, Rivka, Rochel, and Leah.  The purpose of these discussions is not historical.  Rather they are to teach us how to live by example.  Since marriage is one of the most important challenges of life, it stands to reason that the Torah will give us lessons for this all-important endeavor.  I’d like to give you an example from each of our patriarchs’ lives in regard to marital harmony.


When Avraham was getting ready to settle down at one of his stops, the Torah says, “Vayeit oholo – And he pitched his tent.”  Curiously, the Torah spells the word ‘ololah’ with the letter hei at the end, making it a feminine term, and making the translation: ‘her tent.’  In other words, it has the pronunciation of ‘his tent’ but has the spelling of ‘her tent.’  


Rashi explains that this is to teach us that Avraham Avinu pitched his wife’s tent before he pitched his own to teach us that one is required to honor his wife more than himself.  This then begs the question, Why didn’t the Torah simply say that he pitched her tent?  I believe that the Torah is teaching us one of the great tasks of marriage: That husband and wife should become like one.  In halachic terms, this is referred to as ishto k’gufo, one’s wife is like one’s own body.  It is for this reason that, even if daughters light their own menorah on Chanukah, the wife does not for she is one with her husband.  Thus, when Avraham pitched his wife’s tent, it was as if he was pitching his own – as they were one.


If this sounds tricky, let me give you a practical example.  When Reb Aryeh Levin’s Rebbetzin had a problem with her knee, he took her to the doctor.  When the doctor asked what’s wrong, he replied, “Our foot hurts us,” and not, “My wife’s foot hurts her.”  Now, this manifests itself in another area.  Just like your right hand is not jealous of the successes of your left hand, so too when a husband and wife achieve this sense of oneness, neither spouse is jealous of the other’s successes for they are one.  They are also deeply sensitive to each other’s needs and desires.


Now, let’s turn our attention to Yitzchak.  The Torah tells us that one day Avimelech was looking and saw through a window that Yitzchak was m’tzacheik es Rivka ishto.  Literally, this means he was causing his wife to laugh.  We cannot overestimate the importance of couples generating happiness for one another.  A house with laughter generates well-rounded children and has a much better chance for good health and well-being.


In the Sephardic kesubah, there is a clause that I wish we Ashkenazim could adopt.  It is just two words but these words make all the difference.  “Anah asaber – I will smile.”  The groom commits himself that, with all the vicissitudes of life, and all the pressures and distractions, he will still remember to smile at his wife.


Let’s consider when was the last time we initiated a smile to our wife or husband?  Generally we smile in reaction to something funny but the kesubah is telling us that we should make a concerted effort to make a smile and create an aura of happiness.  The importance of ‘simchas hachaim,’ joie d’vivre, love of life in a home is vital for a Torah lifestyle for we want Shechina in our homes and the Shechina does not devolve m’toch atzvus, in the midst of sadness.


Let’s now take a look at the life of Yaakov Avinu, Jacob, our Forefather.  We know that Yaakov had a legendary dream where he saw a vision of a ladder with angels going up and down upon it.  The word ladder in Hebrew is sulom, which has the numerical gematria of 136.  The Baal HaTurim teaches us that the wordmamon, money, is also equal in gematria to 136.  This teaches us that in finances Hashem causes people to rise and become rich and other people to descend and become poor.


The Chida adds a vital caveat to this lesson.  He asks, Why did Yaakov have this dream at this particular juncture of his life?  He answers that since Yaakov was setting out to get married, Hashem showed him this financial lesson since the success with one’s wealth is determined by one’s wife.  This is based on a Gemora in Bava Mitzia: Ein bracha shruya b’soch beiso shel adam ela bishvil isto, she’ne’emar, ‘v’Avraham heitiv bavurah’ – Blessing is only found in a person’s home because of his wife, like it states, ‘And Hashem was good to Avraham because of her (Sarah, his wife.).’  Imagine that: with all of Avraham’s hospitality, with his passing the ten trials, he only received financial prosperity because of his wife.


The great Talmudist Rava was also a pulpit rabbi, the chief Rabbi of the wealthy port city of Mechuza.  He announced from the pulpit the following request to his congregants.  “B’matusa mi’neichu hokiru n’shaichu ki heichi d’tisasru – I beg of you: honor your wives in order that you should become wealthy.”  Now, as a pulpit Rabbi myself, I have found this recommendation of Rava to be very peculiar.  If I were giving a lecture on honoring one’s wife, I would say that it should be done in order to ensure the Shechina in the home, as it says, “Ish v’isha shalom beineihem, Shechina shruya beineihem – A husband and wife, if there is peace between them then the Shechina abides with them.”  


Or, I would say that they should strive to honor one another so that their children will do the same when they get married.  For, in a world riddled with divorce, there is no better insurance than to model proper marital behavior to the children.  I would also say that the key to happiness is peace at home, for Rashi teaches us in Parshas Bechukosai, “Im ein shalom, ein klum – If there’s no peace, there is nothing.” 


Finally, I would say that the husband should live up to the obligation which he pledged in the Kesuva-the Jewish marriage contract. There it states, “Ana eflach v’okir- I will work and honor her etc.” I wouldn’t have thought to headline that one should honor his wife in order to get rich!?


But, the great Rava was a realist.  He knew that everyone wants to become wealthy.  Shechina, children, happiness, pledges; they all sound good; Dollars and cents; that makes baalei batim listen.  So Rava says, You want the greenbacks?  You want the 100K?  It’s all about honoring your wife.  That is the incentive that we should hold before us when things get tough and tense in the home.  In the merit of our strengthening the honor that we give to one another, may Hashem shower us with long life, good health, and all kinds of happiness.

Reprinted from the December2, 2015 website of Matzav.com

Learning from the Trials

And Tribulations of Jacob
From the Talks of the Lubavitcher Rebbe

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
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As we begin this week's Torah portion, Vayeitzei, we notice that the Torah focuses on Jacob's spiritual service which is done while in an undesirable environment. Jacob is forced to leave the land of Israel and go to Charan, a city whose very name is associated with the arousal of G-d's wrath. He is forced to work for the deceitful Laban, and marries and establishes his family, laying the foundation for the Jewish people of all future generations. Even after leaving Charan, Jacob's path is fraught with difficulty when he must confront his brother Esau.

At first glance, it seems unusual that the Torah would concentrate on these aspects of his life instead of centering on Jacob's activities in the sphere of holiness. But the narrative of Jacob's difficulties is included in the Torah precisely because "the deeds of the Patriarchs are a sign for their descendants." There is much for us to learn and emulate from Jacob's trials and tribulations.


The Torah states: "He (Jacob) encountered the place. He slept there because the sun set, and he took from the stones of the place and put them around his head. And he lay down in that place."


Analogously, the concealment of G-d in this material world causes the Jew to "lie down." When a person lies down, his head and his feet are on the same level. In contrast, when a person stands, and even when he sits, his head--his intellectual faculties, are raised above the rest of the body. When a person lies down, all the parts of the body are on the same level.


As applied to us, the concealment of G-dliness in the physical world, particularly in our generation, which immediately precedes the coming of Moshiach and the Messianic Era, causes the revelation of a person's conscious powers to be hindered to the extent that one's head and feet are on the same level.


Yet there is a positive aspect to lying down as well. When Jacob chose that site to lie down and sleep, it was the first time he had slept in many years. We are taught that during the 14 years he spent learning in the House of Study of Shem and Eber, and likewise, during the 20 years he worked for Laban, Jacob did not sleep at night but instead read from the book of Psalms. Also, that very place where he chose to sleep was none other than the future site where the Holy Temple would be built in generations to come.


Although lying down would usually imply a descent, a lowering of the level of one's higher, spiritual powers, it can also be interpreted in a positive manner, for the revelation of G-d's essence is above all particular qualities and is simultaneously reflected in them. In relation to the greatness of G-d, head and feet are on the same plane.


This level of connection to the infinite can continue even after a person arises and stands on his feet. Although his conscious powers assume control, he will still recognize the fundamental equality which stems from a connection to G-d's essence. Thus, the Jew confirms that not only can the material never obscure the spiritual, and in fact, is a vehicle for its expression, but he can reach a level above all limitations, establishing a unity between the material and the spiritual.

Reprinted from the Parashat Vayetzei 5773/1992 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.
Rabbi Berel Wein

On Parashat Vayeitzei
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Our father Jacob was a very strong and physically powerful person. We read of his physical prowess in his previous encounter with the shepherds of Haran and later of his wrestling match with the angel of Esav, at the river of Yaabok. His sons, though young in years, are also very powerful and strong physically and filled with self-confidence, without fear of confronting dangerous enemies. 


We will see that his two sons, Shimon and Levi, destroy the city of Shechem in their rage and sense of justified revenge for the behavior against their sister Dena. And according to Jewish legend, as quoted by Ramban in his commentary, Jacob engaged in many battles against hostile tribes after entering the Land of Israel.


And yet the overall picture of our father Jacob that emerges from the narrative recorded in the Torah is one of appeasement and an avoidance of confrontation at almost all costs. He allows both Lavan and Esav to threaten him and, in effect, he chooses to buy them off with words and gifts. There is little evidence of the true strength and power of Jacob in the Torah narrative itself. It is obvious that that there is a dual nature present in the portrait that the Torah describes regarding our father Jacob. And there is a profound lesson present in that purposeful presentation that the Torah has made for us to learn and follow.


We are all aware that the narrative regarding the lives and experiences of our patriarchs and matriarchs is meant to be instructive, as are all the events in Jewish history. During first and second Temple times, when the Jewish people had national sovereignty, they engaged in many wars and battles and were well known throughout the area as a fierce foe. As a matter of fact, Josephus records that the wars of the Jews were the most fearsome in the history of the Roman Legions. 


However, after the destruction of the second Temple and the rise of Christianity and later Islam, the Jews became a persecuted minority and almost powerless in terms of physical strength. The entire history of the exile is how the Jewish people lived by their wits, with low profiles and with appeasement of their enemies. Since the exile has lasted for such a long time, this attitude and self-assessment became ingrained in the Jewish psyche. It is only when the nadir of the Jewish exile was reached through the Holocaust that the situation of Jewish self- assessment and self-assertion began to change. 


The creation of the State of Israel is undoubtedly the catalyst for this change. The success of the Jewish State, far beyond even the wildest hopes of previous generations, has emboldened Jewish life throughout the world. It has enabled Jews to become publically Jewish and observant even while holding high office in non-Jewish societies and countries. It is the time of the children of Jacob reasserting themselves in pride and strength. May it continue to embed itself in the brains and hearts of Jews.

Reprinted from this week’s website of Rabbiwein.com

Parshas Vayeitzei
The Influence of Society
By Rabbi Bentzion Shafier

Founder of TheShmuz.com
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“And I will return in peace to my father’s house, and Hashem will be to me G-d.” – Bereishis 28:21


When Yaakov Avinu was told that his brother Aysav was plotting to kill him, he ran from his father’s home and prepared for an extended stay in exile. Along the way, he davened, prayed and asked Hashem for a number of things, including: “I should return to my father’s house in peace.” 


Rashi assumes that this can’t be referring to Hashem protecting him physical harm because Yaakov already asked for that. Rather, says Rashi, it means that, “I should arrive safe from sin,” – that Hashem should protect him learning from devious ways of his future father-in-law, Lavan. 


This is very difficult to understand. Why would Yaakov have a fear of learning deceit from Lavan? Each of the Avos “specialized” in a particular trait. Yaakov was the Ish Tam – honest and straightforward, integrity was his hallmark, and the mainstay of his avodas Hashem, service of Hashem. While this was a trait that he worked on extensively, it was also something that he was predisposed towards. On some level, it was part of his nature. Of all people, why would he be afraid of learning to cheat?    


What makes this question even more difficult to understand is that at this time, Yaakov was seventy-seven years old. He had just completed a long period of uninterrupted Torah study. For the previous fourteen years, he had been learning in the yeshiva that Shem had established. During that time, he never lay down to sleep at nights because he was constantly toiling in Torah. Surely, such a holy person in that state of kedusha, holiness, wouldn’t be affected by being in the presence of a thief.  So what was Yaakov’s great fear? 


The answer to this question can best be understood with a moshol, a parable. 

An Eye in the Sky


A nanosecond is a very small segment of time. One second split into a thousand parts is measured in milliseconds. One millisecond split it into a thousand parts is measured in microseconds. And one microsecond, (a millionth of a second) split it into thousandths is measured in nanoseconds. A nanosecond is a billionth of a second – not a very long splice of time. 


You may wonder: What need is there to measure such infinitely small intervals of time? One application is in one of the wonders of the modern world, the GPS. The Global Positioning Satellite system operates by measuring a signal that travels from a satellite in the sky to the ground-based monitor. 


A GPS unit can determine your exact location, and then guide you along to your destination by measuring the time it takes for that signal to travel. But the precision is excruciatingly demanding. One nanosecond off, and the GPS will be off by one foot. A mere millionth of a second off, and the readings will be off by a thousand feet, making it almost useless. 


And if it is miscalibrated by as much as a hundredth of a second off, you might as well toss the thing in the garbage. When you are measuring against objects at a vast distance, precision is vital. Even miniscule errors will show themselves in very real results.

The Greatness of the Avos


This seems to be a very apt moshol to our situation. It is very difficult for us mere mortals to even perceive the greatness and level of perfection that the Avos attained. Every action, every nuance, and every thought was weighed and measured with extraordinary precision. The result of living a life with such attention to detail was greatness of unparalleled proportions. And the Avos were very aware of human tendencies.


Yaakov Avinu wasn’t afraid that he would learn to steal because of Lavan; he was afraid that his image of what is considered normal behavior might be affected. He was afraid that by living in the house of a thief, his standard of what is considered acceptable conduct might be affected. While this wouldn’t directly change his actions, he would now be measuring from a very different standard, and that distinction might show itself many years down the line in an ever so small deviation from honesty. 


This concept is very applicable to us. The Rambam (Hilchos Dayos, Perek 6) says: “It is the nature of man to be pulled after his friends and acquaintances, and act in the manner of his neighbors.” The reality is that we are shaped by our experiences and the times that we live in. 


We live in wondrous times, and we have opportunities that Jews of previous generations couldn’t imagine. However, it has been a very long and bitter exile, and unfortunately we have adopted much from the people amongst whom we live. When we recognize how much the society shapes our understanding of what is normal, we can protect ourselves from the dangers of those changes.  

Reprinted from this week’s website on TheShmuz.com This is an excerpt from the Shmuz on the Parsha book.

Recollections by Those Privileged to

Know Rav Yitzchak Zilber, Zt”l,

A Not-so Hidden Russian Tzaddik

By Daniel Keren
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 (“One of the Thirty-Six Hidden Tzaddikim: HaGaon Rav Yitzchak Zilber, zt”l – His Life and Legacy as told by His Students and Those Close to Him” as compiled by Avraham Cohen, 340 Pages, 2018, Feldheim Publishers.)


In each and every generation there arise, the Pesach Hagaddah teaches us those who would try and destroy the Jewish people. These threats appear in different formats. In recent history the two most dangerous physical assaults on Klal Yisroel, the Jewish nation were those launched by the Germans (yemach shemam) and the Communist Soviet Union (yemach shemam.)


The newly released book “One of the Thirty-Six Hidden Tzaddikim: HaGaon Rav Yitzchak Zilber, zt”l.” focuses on the incredible mesiras nefesh of Rav Zilber (1917-2004) who was born the year the Bolshevik Communists seized control of the Russian Empire approximately a half year after the collapse of the Czarist monarchy.


While Czarist rule was at time extremely brutal in a physical manner against the millions of Jews who lived in that large cold anti-Semitic nation, a different type of persecution against the Yidden evolved when the Communists gained control of Russia or as it was known in the Communist era – the Soviet Union. Jews and other ethnic groups were promised political equality, but at the price of giving up their religious loyalty or in the case of the Yidden their allegiance to the Torah. 


Going to the shul for religious services, enrolling one’s children in yeshivos, performing mitzvahs such as bris milah (circumcisions) were enough to cost one his job (if he was lucky) or at worse long prison sentences in Siberia or just outright execution for being a traitor to the new Worker’s Paradise. Is it any wonder that within a short period of a decade or two very few Jews in the Soviet Union were demonstrating mesiras nefesh (self-sacrifice) to keep the mitzvahs of the Torah?


Reb Yitzchak Zilber was one of the few Jews who chose to try and live underground lives in order to be Torah-loyal Yidden and not knowing from day-to-day if they in the words of Johnny Rivers popular song “Secret Agent Man:” whether “With every move he makes another chance he takes. Odds are he won't live to see tomorrow.”


And like many of those heroic Jews who chose the path of mesiras nefesh, Reb Yitzchak who was living with his wife and children in Kazan was eventually caught and convicted on false charges and transferred to an isolation camp in 1951 until following the death of Josef Stalin (yemach shemo) two years later, he along with millions of other political prisoners was released.


Again in 1960, back to his underground ways of not only practicing Torah Judaism but helping other like-minded Yidden, Reb Yitzchak was challenged by the District Communist Party to publicly renounce his belief in G-d or face the threat of his children being seized and placed in State orphanages where they would be brainwashed into adopting atheistic beliefs.


He refused to denounce his belief in the G-d of Israel and fortunately was able to flee to Tashkent where the tentacles of the Bolshevik’s regime against Torah Judaism wasn’t as strong. His family joined him in Tashkent and nevertheless they had to practice their Judaism underground, where Reb Yitzchak continued to be mesiras nefesh in risking his life to take care of other Jews and deliver shiurim (Torah lectures) to other like-minded Yidden.


In 1972, after many years of their refusnik status Reb Yitzchak and family finally received permission to make Aliya to Eretz Yisroel. It would have been most understandable if he would have taken this opportunity to live in a country that allowed him to freely practice Yiddishkeit and take it easy. But from the many stories compiled by Avraham Cohen, Reb Yitzchak only intensified his efforts to help the many Russian Jews who had like him immigrated from Mother Russia.


The concept of the 36 Hidden Tzadikim in every generation that by their virtues sustain the world is a popular concept in Judaism. Reading the many stories in this new book will certainly convince you that Reb Yitzchak was a worthy candidate for this title.


To get a taste of his unique holiness, I quote part of one story:


“Rav Yitzchak had to find someone urgently, probably for a get [a Jewish divorce document] but he did not know the address. He called a taxi, came out of the house, sat in the car, and said, “Let’s go!”


“The taxi driver asked, “Where to?”


“I don’t know: I need to find a certain person. Please go…”


“They left Sanhedria and reached a traffic light. ‘Now, where?’


“Rav Yitzchak answered, ‘If one does not know where to go, it is written that one should make a right turn.’


“They turned right and drove past the Ramot neighborhoods, left Yerushalayim, and headed in the direction of Tel Aviv.


“The driver could not bear it any longer. He turned into the first town along the way, Givat Ze’ev, and said “’You don’t evenhave an address! Don’t waste your money. Get out here – look, here’s a bus stop and go home. I feel bad wasting your money.’


“Rav Yitzchak got out of the taxi and asked the first passerby, “Excuse me, do you know such-and-such a person?”


“The man answered, ‘He lives in that house over there.’”


“One of the Thirty-Six Hidden Tzaddiki: HaGaon Rav Yitzchak Zilber, zt”l,” can be found in Jewish bookstores or by contacting the publisher by clicking

Feldheim.com or calling (800) 237-7149.
Reprinted from this week’s edition of the Jewish Connection.
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