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The Time Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach Didn’t Know the Answer
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When Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach, zt”l, was asked to become the Rosh Yeshivah in Yeshivas Kol Torah, he had to take some type of exam, and he had to “speak in learning” with the great Talmidei Chachamim of Yerushalayim, including someone named Rav Yenna Martzbach. 

During one of the discussions, Rav Yenna Martzbach asked Rav Shlomo Zalman a question, and after thinking it over, Rav Shlomo Zalman responded, “I don’t know the answer to that question”. 

Later when he came home, he told his wife, “I don’t think I got the job because I didn’t come across very well in the interview. When a candidate for Rosh Yeshivah says he doesn’t know the answer to a question, it does not look very good for him.” 

A short while later, there was a knock at Rav Shlomo Zalman’s door, and he was surprised to see Rav Yenna Martzbach standing at his doorway. He told Rav Shlomo Zalman, “I came to inform you that we have decided to appoint you as Rosh Yeshivah of Kol Torah.” 

He explained, “I would also like you to know why we are choosing you, and it is because we are interested in a person who admits the truth. We are looking for someone who has the capability to say ‘I don’t know’ when he needs to, because we want to teach the students to be honest and ethical. If the Rosh Yeshivah on his interview can get say ‘I don’t know’ to one of the questions, it shows he is an honest person, and that is why we want you for the job!”

Reprinted from the Parshas Shemini 5777 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights collected by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

The Vilna Gaon and the Questionable Chicken


An hour before candle-lighting one Shabbos eve, a question regarding the Kashrus of a chicken had arisen in the home of Reb Chaim the tailor. As Reb Chaim’s neighbor was none other than the Vilna Gaon, OB’’M, he quickly sent one of his children to the sage to ask him whether the chicken was permissible to use. 


It was not the Gaon’s custom to respond to halachic inquires, but since the matter was urgent, he decided to reply. The Gaon examined the chicken and ruled that it was, in fact, forbidden for consumption. 


Reb Chaim’s wife, who was unaware that her husband had already received a ruling from the Vilna Gaon, sent another one of her sons to Rav Shmuel, the Rav of Vilna, to determine the chicken’s status. Her son hurried to the home of Rav Shmuel, who ruled that the chicken was kosher! 

When his wife relayed the ruling she had received from Rav Shmuel, Rav Chaim was thrown into a state of confusion and did not know what to do. In a panic, he ran to Rav Shmuel and told the Rav what had occurred. Rav Shmuel stood by his ruling. “The chicken is perfectly kosher! He maintained. “And to prove it to you, both I and the Vilna Gaon will come to your home Shabbos night and taste the chicken!” 
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Israeli postage stamp issued to honor the Vilna Gaon


That night, Rav Shmuel visited the Gaon and said, “my master and teacher, I am like dust beneath your feet. However, this community has chosen me as their Rav, and since I have ruled that the chicken is kosher, I humbly request that you come with me to Reb Chaim’s house, where we will both taste from the chicken.” 
The Gaon, in his great humility, agreed with R’Shmuel, and they went together to the home of Reb Chaim. Reb Chaim was very moved by the visit of these two great guests, and his wife proceeded to serve the food, including the plate of chicken. 

Just as she put the plate of chicken on the table, however, the chandelier that had been suspended over the table, suddenly came crashing down directly atop the bowl of food. The candles melted into the food, making the chicken totally inedible, and the Vilna Gaon was spared from eating something he felt was not Kosher. 

Comment: This story - brought in connection to [last week’s Torah] portion dealing with Kashrus - is replete with timeless messages, such as: 1) help a fellow Jew in his hour of distress (as the Rabbis did minutes before Shabbos); 2) make sure to communicate with your spouse so that there are less sticky situations to deal with; and, 3) develop a level of modesty like the Vilna Gaon (even when one may be the smartest person in the room, let the leader lead). 

All are valid takeaways. However, Rav Yisroel Bronstein makes a point (in a “Shabbos Vort,” Artscroll Publishers) that is perhaps the most important lesson: Hashem guards a righteous person who always seeks to do the right thing (“He guards the steps of His devout ones,” states the verse in Shmuel [2:9]). 

We are often put into situations when we compromise our honor and some of our values for the sake of harmony (marital or communal), and however noble it is, it still may leave a sour taste in our mouths. This story teaches that, in the end, one never loses out by trying to make peace with those around him.

Reprinted from the Parshas Shemini 5777 email of Torah Sweets Weekly edited by Reb Mendel Berlin.
A Slice of Life

The Unconventional Family

By Rabbi Chaim Bruk


Sitting in the car outside the hospital, immediately after the medical procedure that determined our infertility and still somewhat anesthetized, a well-meaning and truly loving relative, sitting at our side, said to my wife Chavie and me: "What do the doctors know anyhow? You must have faith and G-d will help."


He was right that G-d would help, though not in the miraculous biological sense that he wished for. A few minutes later, we received a phone call from Chavie's dad, a respected Texas rabbi and a thoughtful soul, in which he said "I have no doubt that there are children in the world that G-d intends for you and Chavie to care for."


His words were a blur, but it undoubtedly planted a fruitful seed.


"G-dsent" is a commonly used term in the American vernacular, and it seems to me, that it's normally expressed when something goes the way we envisioned. It seems unanimously accepted that if G-d, in His infinite wisdom, agrees with our, finite, assessment of life and its layers of depth, then it's a         "G-dsent." 

It's not often that people scream it's a "G-dsent" when experiencing intolerable challenges. In my last blog post, "G-d's infertility," I wrote about the hardship and pain of infertility, of being unable to experience the gift of biological children. Today, I'd like to focus on the gift of adoption:
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Rabbi Chaim Bruk


At first, the idea of adoption seemed crazy. Growing up, Chavie and I knew of a handful of fellow Orthodox Jews who'd adopted, but the concept as a whole was unfamiliar. Many who suffered with biological childlessness, did so in silence and without alternative options. 

We asked ourselves a thousand questions: Do we even want to raise someone else's biological child? Would it really be a family or just a make-believe mechanism for us to play house and look like the rest of society? How does one even start to go about the process of adopting? How could we afford the small fortune it costs to adopt? The questions and doubts buzzed in our heads, while still trying to come to terms with the infertility diagnoses itself.


For 15 agonizing months, our minds churned and our hearts ached, giving us the much needed time to solidify our yearning to create a family. If it's a "G-dsent" indeed and He chooses to bless us through a different manner, who are we to challenge Him? If we believe, as Judaism teaches, that G-d is Omnipresent, Omniscient and Omnipotent, then it became obvious to us that He knows how painful it is for us and that He's guiding us to the proper result for us. 

We are students of the Torah, the Jewish testament, in which we read of Moses, the biological child of Amram and Yocheved, being raised by The Pharaohs' daughter, princess Bitya, who, in the Book of Chronicles, is recorded as Moses' mother. In the Scroll of Esther, we read about Esther's adoption by her cousin Mordechai and in Genesis, we read about Asher's daughter Serach. Serach was not Asher's biological daughter, but rather Asher adopted her as his daughter after marrying her mom.

 The Midrash teaches that Joseph, while exiled in Egypt, married Osnat who although is mentioned as daughter of Potifar and his wife, was actually the daughter of Dina and granddaughter of our patriarch Jacob, who was adopted by the royal Egyptian couple.


Biblical stories were coming alive in Montana.


One bright Tuesday morning, sitting in a New Jersey gas station, the long awaited call finally came: "Rabbi, you and your lovely wife can now come to the agency and pick up your beautiful baby." 

Our emotions at that moment are hard to articulate and the positive change that our baby, Chaya, had on our life is one we live with every moment. The pain, the brokenness, the hopelessness, the loneliness, all ended the moment G-d showed us, in the words of Paul Harvey, "Now you know the rest of the story." Now you know, Chaim and Chavie, that I always intended for you to be a "Mommy" and "Aba," but on My terms, not yours. 

We think we know it all, but G-d decides our life experiences and we'd live healthier lives if we surrendered ourselves to Him and allowed Him to guide us to our destiny.


So what's Chaya's story?


On August 28, 2009, 3.5 years after our marriage, in a Third World country thousands of miles from Montana, a Yiddishe Mame (Jewish mother) gave birth to a baby 9 weeks prematurely. The baby weighed three pounds and her tiny life was hanging in the balance. 

Hospitalized with substandard medical care for over a month, hooked to a respirator and undergoing several preemie surgeries, she managed to survive and make it to the United States where she underwent further medical evaluation. Throughout the entire ordeal, the mom was scared and shocked, as this pregnancy was unexpected and was looking to give her baby a life she couldn't offer at the time. 

She called her Rabbi who called on us and a match decided in heaven was made on earth: the woman's deep desire for her child to have a physically and spiritually good life, and our longing for a family, met at the corner of faith and happiness.


The adoption process is full of mysteries. Minds change, emotions run high, confusion reigns, States and Countries differ in their laws and after overcoming so many challenges, you're bringing a child into your life that has a different genetic makeup and history than his/her parents. It's truly unconventional, but, as Chavie and I see it, "unconventional" and "exceptional" are interchangeable.


In Bozeman, where we reside, there are many adoptive families, and I think it reflects the healthy attitude to life that Bozemanites share. Living life while expecting G-d to follow our plans, instead of us following His, is foolish and, quite frankly, arrogant. G-d directs us to where He wants us and when He calls, it's our duty to answer. 

We still hope to one day experience the gift of a biological child, because it does seem kinda cool, but in the meantime, we celebrate every day with the gift of our family, one that G-d Himself created for us.


It's my family!

Rabbi Chaim and Chavie Bruk direct Chabad-Lubavitch of Montana in Bozeman. This article originally appeared in the Huffington Post.

Reprinted from the Parshat Vayikra 5777 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization.
The Rambam’s Medical Advice on Kashrut
By Jack E. Rahmey


A famous story is told, that the great Rambam received a letter from someone in another town who was complaining that he was having trouble pursuing his Torah learning. 

The Rambam, who was a physician as well as a great Torah scholar and philosopher, asked him to describe his symptoms and the man replied that he suffered from an inability to focus and similar symptoms that affected his wellbeing and concentration. 

The Rambam told him to go and check on the kashrut of the local butcher in his town. Sure enough, it was discovered that the butcher was cutting corners and feeding the towns people non-kosher meat.
Reprinted from the Parashat Shemini 5777 email from Jack E. Rahmey with the Guidance and Teachings of Rabbi Amram Sananes.

The Tale of Two Pregnant Women on Yom Kippur
By Rabbi Ozer Alport
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Rabbi Ozer Alport


When he was six years old, the Vilna Gaon was asked if he could explain the juxtaposition of the end of Parshas Shemini to the beginning of Parshas Tazria, two parshios with no immediately apparent connection. He immediately walked to the bookshelf, brought a Gemora Yoma to the table, and proceeded to open to folio 82a. 


The Gemora there discusses an episode in which two women were pregnant on Yom Kippur. Both smelled a pungent aroma which caused them to be seized with an overwhelming need to eat immediately. The Sages suggested that somebody whisper in the ear of each woman a reminder that it was Yom Kippur. 
One woman was able to regain her senses and successfully completed the fast, while the other continued to demand food. Because it was a question of saving her life, she was permitted to eat. The Gemora concludes that the first woman gave birth to the righteous Rebbi Yochanan, while the second woman gave birth to the wicked Shabsai Otzar Peiri, who used to hoard fruits to drive up the prices, thereby causing untold suffering to the poor.


The Vilna Gaon suggested that the juxtaposition may be read as hinting to this episode. Our parsha ends by teaching that a separation between the pure and the impure will be caused by the difference between the pregnant woman (often referred to in the Gemora as חיה) who eats (on Yom Kippur) and the one who doesn’t, and Parshas Tazria begins by clarifying that the difference in purity will be manifested in the sons they will bear.

Reprinted from the Parsha Potpouri – Shemini 5777 email of Rabbi Ozer Alport.

Coordinating a Bikur

Cholim Visit by a Kohan
By M.H.S.

On Erev Shabbos [Friday] I drove my father, my teacher, from Yerushalayim to Beit Shemesh for Shabbos. On my way to get him he let me know that he wanted to fulfill the mitzvah of visiting the sick before we left for Beit Shemesh. 

We arrived at Sha’are Tzedek Hospital and from a distance we saw a sign posted ‘Warning for Kohanim’ (a notice warning that because of tumaah Kohanim [the prohibition of Kohanim, Jewish priests being in the same building where a dead body might be] were not permitted to enter). 

And since we are a family of Kohanim it was prohibited for us to visit then. We wanted to tell the driver to turn around, however, my father, my teacher, wanted to continue until the posted sign and to see if he could send someone who was not a Kohen to tell the patient that he came to visit.

 I saw in this hashgacha pratis since I still had several things to take care of before Shabbos. Despite there being much time left in the day I like to accept Shabbos early and to stop doing anything about an hour before candle lighting.


We approached the sign and sitting next to it was someone we knew. Father excitedly got out of the car and went to the man who was none other than the patient that he wanted to visit, who decided to go down 10 stories [from his hospital bed in order] to get some air at the exact moment that we arrived to visit him. The visit was short and sweet. More amazing was that the driver parked mistakenly at the upper level instead of the lower level that I had shown him.
Reprinted from the Parshas Shemini 5777 email 

The Handsome Carriage

And Strong Horses

By Mrs. Michal Horowitz


R’ Yisrael Meir Lau [the former Chief Ashkenazi Rabbi of Israel] relates the following powerful story: R’ Elimelech of Lyzhensk (1717-1786, Poland) and his brother, R’ Zusha of Anipoli (1718-1800), who were students of the famed Maggid of Mezeritch (1704-1772), and great chassidic rebbes in their own right. 

In their youth, they wandered together as merchants in self-imposed exile, spreading the teachings of chassidism as they did so. On occasion, they came to the city of Ludmir. A leading citizen of the city, who might have been expected to host them, would refuse to do so, saying that it was beneath his dignity to invite beggars into his home. 

And so they would stay at the home of a poor Jew who was more than glad to have them. Years later, when the brothers gained fame, their chassidim purchased a handsome carriage with strong horses for them, and the continued traveling from town to town. 

One day they again arrived in Ludmir. When that same leading citizen heard that two tzaddikim had come, he hurried out to greet them and he invited them warmly to his home. 

The brothers replied, “No, thank you. But you are welcome to look after our horses and carriage.” The leading citizen was perplexed, and so, the brothers explained, “We have not changed. We are the same Elimelech and Zusha that we were the last time we came here. There is only one difference: the fact that now we have horses and a carriage. Since these are apparently what impress you, you may take care of them.”

Reprinted from the Parshat Shemini 5777 email of A Short Vort.

The Ponevezher Rav’s Morning Appointment

At the Train Station
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Rabbi Yosef Shlomo Kahaneman, zt”l


The Ponevezher Rav [Rabbi Yosef Shlomo Kahaneman] zt’l (1886-1969) was in the Diaspora, collecting money for the Ponevezh Yeshiva [in Bnei Brak, Israel]. One philanthropist told him to meet him in the morning, at the train station. He explained that he had to catch the 8:00 A.M. train, and he could speak with the rosh yeshiva before boarding. 

The Ponovezher Rav was glad that he obtained this appointment, but he soon realized that the only way he could get to the train station before eight o’clock, would be by missing tefillah b'tzibbur. He debated whether he should forgo tefillah with a minyan just this one time, because it was for a mitzvah — to raise money for the yeshivah. 

But then he decided that he wouldn’t rush. He would daven Shacharis serenely with a minyan as usual, and go to the train station afterwards. Maybe he would still meet with the baal tzedakah. 

He arrived at the train station close to 9:00, the wealthy man wasn't there. As the Ponovezher Rav turned to leave, he saw that the philanthropist had just arrived. "I'm sorry you waited for me all this time," the philanthropist said, assuming that the Ponovezher Rav was waiting for him since before eight. "I was delayed this morning, and I will catch the next train. I thought that you wouldn’t be here anymore. I’m glad you waited for me…" and he gave the Ponovezher Rav a very large check; enough to support the yeshiva for about a half-year. 

When the Ponovezher Rav returned to his yeshiva, he showed the yeshiva bachurim the big check, and said, "I’m not telling you this story so you should know that one doesn’t lose out by being careful to daven with a minyan, because that’s obvious. I’m telling this story so you shall know what one gains by davening with a minyan. 

“If I would have rushed and davened beyichidus (alone) and then rushed to the train station to be there before eight o’clock, I would wait some time, perhaps a half hour, see that the philanthropist wasn't showing up and I'd leave. I wouldn’t wait around until close to nine. By being devoted to davening with a minyan, I merited receiving this large check."
Reprinted from the Parshas Shemini 5777 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman as compiled by Rabbi Boruch Twersky.
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