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The Legacy of Dr. Viktor Frankl

And Man’s Search for Meaning

By Daniel Keren
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Like many readers of the Jewish Connection, I had heard of the classic book “Man’s Search for Meaning” by the late Dr. Viktor E. Frankl (1905-1997), prominent Viennese psychologist, neurologist and Jewish Holocaust survivor. But I never got around to actually reading it. Over the past Passover holidays, during the intermediate days I took the opportunity over a few days to listen an audiobook by clicking “Man’s Search for Meaning audiobook by Viktor E Frankl – YouTube. The audio version of the book is about 3 hours long  and there is another a hour and on the same video explaining Dr. Frankl’s explanation of his unique brand of therapy that I skipped.


My fascination with Dr. Frankl was ignited a few weeks ago when visiting the Hidabroot.com website, an Israeli-based kiruv project, I noticed the YouTube video – Viktor Frankl and Man’s Search for Meaning – Rabbi Dr. Reuven Bulka.


Rabbi Dr. Bulka in an hour-long lecture discussed the professional legacy of the Austrian-born psychiatrist who had studied at the University of Vienna and is today credited with developing Logotherapy, often called the third Viennese School of psychotherapy.


It was a very interesting lecture about a Jewish-born psychiatrist whose teachings seemed to not be in conflict with Torah Judaism and perhaps for this reason of not being more in line with the theories of Dr. Freud and Dr. Adler, he was often attacked by other fellow psychotherapists who are by nature less inclined to being sympathetic to traditional religious concepts.


This in turn made me want to hear what perhaps other Jewish Torah scholars had to say about Dr. Viktor Frankl and in googling in that subject matter I came across another YouTube lecture titled – “Who was Viktor Frankl? Jewish Biography as History” by Dr. Henry Abamson who is on the faculty of Touro College in Flatbush. This was another interesting hour-long lecture.


A third related one-hour program one might want to look or listen to is Rabbi Daniel Schonbuch discourse on the school of therapy developed by Dr. Frankl – “Applying Logotherapy in Your Life and Practice – YouTube.”


And of course, there are two delightful and short videos you could google that focus on the concern of the late Lubavitcher Rebbe, zt”l to the important psychiatrist and how the Rebbe’s very timely special message delivered to Dr. Frankl by a former Opera star made such a dramatic impression on the Viennese doctor. You could choose to view either or both – “The Rebbe and Dr. Viktor Frankl – Founder of Logotherapy,” an 8 minute interview with Rabbi Yaakov Biderman, the Chabad emissary in Vienna or “Viktor Frank and the Rebbe” with Rabbi Chaim Bergstein.


Now after viewing these above mentioned videos that focused on the importance of Dr. Frankl, and how his School of Logotherapy fits in so well with the Torah outlook on the world, I discovered the audiobook of his classic masterpiece “Man’s Search for Meaning.”


According to one statistic I came across in my study of the author, I found a 1992 feature in The New York Times that reported that in a joint survey conducted by the [U.S.] Library of Congress and the Book of the Month Club, Dr. Frankl’s “Man’s Search for Meaning” was deemed at that time to be one of the 10 most influential books [to be published] in the United States.


Indeed Dr. Frankl’s important book has greatly influenced many thinking people around the world and according to one recent statistic more 10 million copies have been sold and “Man’s Search for Meaning” has been translated to date in 24 languages.


“Man’s Search for Meaning” is based on Dr. Frankl’s personal horrific experiences during the Holocaust as an inmate in Auschwitz and other German Nazi concentration camps and having listened to the audiobook during Chol Hamoed (the Intermediate Days of) Pesach, I was impressed by how the Germans (yemach shemom) like the Ancient Egyptians deliberately and wickedly attempted to obliterate the self-esteem of the Jews and thereby eliminate their desire to enjoy life. 


Dr. Frankl lost his parents and his young wife in the concentration camps, but was able to overcome the dehumanizing attempts of the Germans to humiliate him by finding a meaning in life even in such difficult circumstances. After the War it would be nice to say that he became again active in Jewish life. But such was not the case and indeed his second wife was not even Jewish. But from his books he did help people of different religions and nationalities find meaning in the challenges of human life and their search for answers to such profound eternal questions such as posed by difficulties arising from life itself, death and suffering.


When he first wrote “Man’s Search for Meaning,” in 1946 it was in his native German and the original title when translated into English was “Nevertheless, Say ‘Yes’ to Life: A Psychologist Experiences the Concentration Camp.” Interestingly enough it was not until 1959 that this classic was published in English.


The author of more than 30 books, some of his other titles include “The Will to Meaning” (1969), “The Feeling of Meaningless” (1956), “The Doctor and the Soul” (1946) and perhaps his last book while alive – “Man’s Search for Ultimate Meaning:” (1997). 


For those interested in reading “Man’s Search for Meaning” in hardcopy, one can probably find Dr. Frankl’s book in any general book store or on websites selling books. Or like me you can listen to the YouTube audiobook version.

Reprinted from the Parshas Tazria-Metzora 5778 email of whY I Matter, the parshasheet of the Young Israel of Midwood (Brooklyn,) edited by Rabbi Moshe Cordovero.

Paying Workers on Time

By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour
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One of the many laws presented in Parashat Kedoshim is “Lo Ta’ashok Et Re’acha,” which forbids withholding wages. If somebody owes money to a worker for services that the worker provided, he is obligated by the Torah to pay the worker when the wages are due. 

Although this obligation might appear straightforward and intuitive, there are, unfortunately, many people who transgress this Torah law by failing to pay the money due to their employees in a timely fashion. 

A woman in the community once owed her housekeeper wages just before Pesah, but she decided she would delay payment until after the holiday. She wanted to make sure the housekeeper would continue working through Pesah, and she thus figured she would withhold payment as a guarantee that her housekeeper wouldn’t leave her.


When  the  woman  mentioned  to  her  Rabbi  that  she  had  done  this,  her  Rabbi,  insightfully,  remarked,  “You  are  so  worried  about  your  housekeeper  leaving  –  aren’t  you  worried  about  G-d  leaving  you? Withholding  wages  is  a  Torah  violation,  and  thus  results  in  driving  G-d  way. Who  would  you  rather  risk  losing  –  your  housekeeper,  or  your  Creator?”

The  story  is  told  of  a  certain  Sadik  in  Bneh  Brak  who  passed  away,  and  during  the  first  night  of  Abelut  (mourning)  he  appeared  to  his  granddaughter  in  a  dream  and  said,  “The  belts!  What  about  the  belts?” 

The  granddaughter  did  not  know  what  this  was  all  about,  and  so  she  told  the  family  about  the  dream. Nobody  knew  why  this  man  would  be  asking  about  belts,  until  they  mentioned  the  dream  to  the  Sadik’s  widow.


After  hearing  about  the  dream,  she  remembered  that  shortly  before  her  husband’s  passing,  he  was  not  well  and  lost  some  weight. She  gave  his  belts  to  a  tailor  and  asked  him  to  make  new  holes  in  the  belts  so  they  would  fit  the  ailing  man,  whose  waistline  was  now  narrower.


When  he  returned  the  belts,  the  Sadik  wanted  to  pay  him,  but  he  refused,  saying  it  was  an  honor  to  do  a  favor  for  such  a  distinguished  individual. The  Sadik,  however,  was  uneasy  about  the  situation.


He  was  not  sure  whether  this  tailor  refused  to  accept  money  because  he  would  not  generally  charge  for  this  kind  of  simple  job,  or  if  he  normally  did  charge  but  was  embarrassed  to  take  money  from  this  distinguished  person The  Sadik  passed  away  before  the  issue  was  resolved,  and  so  he  returned  to  his  granddaughter  in  a  dream  to  ensure  that  this  tailor  received  his  wages. 

Remarkably,  even  though  the  tailor  explicitly  waived  his  right  to  payment,  the  Sadik’s  soul  still  knew  no  rest  until  the  wages  were  paid  in  full,  due  to  the  severity  of  the  sin  of  withholding  wages. 

This requirement applies as well to pledges and our other financial responsibilities.Too often, people make handsome pledges to synagogues, for example, over the phone or at an auction, but fail to meet their pledges.It also happens, unfortunately, that people fail to meet their obligations to schools or their other financial responsibilities while spending money on personal luxury items.    
The Torah strictly warns us in Parashat Kedoshim, “Lo Ta’ashok Et Re’acha”–  if we made a commitment, we are bound by Torah law to fulfill it. The Torah’s code of honesty and ethics requires that we meet our financial responsibilities and not try to avoid them out of convenience or indifference. 
Reprinted from this week’s website of the Edmond J. Safra Synagogue of Brooklyn (NY) where Rabbi Mansour serves as the spiritual leader.

Rabbi Berel Wein on

Parshas Achrei Mos - Kedoshim 5778
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The book of Vayikra contains most of the mitzvoth/commandments that appear in the Torah itself. Because of this, it contains relatively little narrative. Nevertheless, the number and quality of the commandments themselves demand our study and appreciation. 

The Torah apparently could have sufficed by itself by just saying “be a good person.” In fact, this was the slogan of many Jews and even of Jewish institutions and organizations in the past who claimed that none of the ritual commandments were necessary if one just remained “a good person.”


Of course, there was no unanimous opinion as to how to define who was a good person. The definitions varied from generation to generation and culture to culture. The henchmen of Joseph Stalin and perhaps even those of Adolf Hitler somehow justified every evil behavior in the belief that they were accomplishing some ultimate good that transcended the bothersome details of murder and genocide. The capacity of human beings to continually redefine good to fit any political agenda or current fad is truly limitless.


So, if it were not for the specific commandments of the Torah that have a defined, ultimate good for the Jewish people and for civilization generally over millennia, we would be at a loss to find any moral footing for our lives and behavior.


The Torah has always been the trees and the forest at one and the same time. It is the minute detail and a general pattern of behavior that represents the traditional view as to what makes up a good person. As is often the case, many humans double down on the details and minutia of rules to the exclusion of seeing the general pattern of behavior into which they must fit. And, on the other hand, we find those that only see the general moral pattern and ignore the detailed instructions that give meaning and substance in daily life to this general moral pattern.


When we purchase a sophisticated piece of machinery we find that it always comes with detailed and sometimes very complicated instructions as to how this device is to be assembled, connected and installed. One may completely understand how the device works and what its ultimate benefit will be, but if one does not follow the instructions for installation, even as to its smallest detail, this device cannot be installed and will not work.


Without the detailed commandments, the general pattern of morality outlined in the Torah simply would never come into being. Jewish history attests to this.  It would be unthinkable that the Torah would command us to be a Holy nation dedicated to the service of G-d and human beings without telling us how this was to be achieved. It would not have shipped that necessary device to us without including instructions for its use in our everyday lives. This I believe this is the primary message of the Torah reading of this week.

Reprinted from this week’s 5778 website of Rabbiwein.com

Living with the Times

Refining the Physical World

To Better Connect with G-d

From the Talks of the Lubavitcher Rebbe

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
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This week's Torah portion, Acharei, begins with the words, "And G-d spoke to Moses after the death of the two sons of Aaron." Nadav and Avihu, both of whom were truly righteous men, were consumed by a great fire. Why did they deserve such a harsh punishment?

The Midrash offers some reasons why Nadav and Avihu died: They entered the Holy of Holies without permission; they performed their service without wearing the required priestly garments; they were not married and thus had no offspring. But what was so terrible about these infractions that it brought about their premature deaths?


Studying the cause of Nadav's and Avihu's passing, we find a common element in each infraction. Chasidic philosophy explains that Aaron's sons died precisely because of their high spiritual stature. Nadav and Avihu possessed an overwhelming love of G-d, which ultimately blinded them to their true purpose. 
Their deaths were caused by their good intentions which ran counter to G-d's intent in creating the world. Aaron's sons' desire to merge with G-dliness was incompatible with human existence. Their souls so longed to be one with G-d that they could no longer remain in their physical bodies, and the two men died.


On the one hand, this attests to Nadav and Avihu's high spiritual accomplishments. But on the other hand, their behavior was considered sinful because man was not created solely to fulfil his spiritual yearnings. G-d created man for the purpose of making the world holy through the performance of the Torah's commandments.


G-d gave us the responsibility to refine the world, purifying it and enabling physical matter to become a receptacle for holiness. G-d desires a "dwelling place below," not for us to follow only spiritual pursuits and disdain this world. Nadav and Avihu's excess in the realm of the spiritual, to the exclusion of the physical, was their downfall.


This is why the verse reads, "...when they had come near before G-d, and they died." Their death was not the result of their actions, but rather, the essence of their sin. Aaron's sons drew so close to G-d that physical existence was impossible.


Entering the Holy of Holies without permission was therefore symbolic of ascending too high; performing the service while being improperly clothed shows an unwillingness to "clothe" oneself in mitzvot, which are called the garments of the soul. Nadav and Avihu wanted to take the "short cut" to G-d, without having to trouble themselves with the obstacles posed by the physical world.


Likewise, the fact that neither Nadav nor Avihu married and had children showed their refusal to lead a natural, physical existence. Such a path to G-dliness was too cumbersome for them. However, this is not what G-d wants from us.


We learn a valuable lesson from their death: Although there are certain times when we feel a strong desire and longing for G-dliness and we experience a great spiritual uplift, we must carry those feelings into our daily lives and translate them into tangible actions. This is the purpose for which we have been created--to transform our physical surroundings into a dwelling place for the Divine Presence.

Reprinted from Issue #213 of L’Chaim Weekly (Parshat Shmini 5752/1992), a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.
The Rivash




Painting of the Burial Tomb of the Rivash – Rabbi Isaac ben Seshet by Wilhelm Gentz (1822-1890)


R’ Yitzchak ben Sheshet Perfet a”h (“Rivash”1326 –1407) studied under R’ Peretz Hakohen, Rabbenu Nissim (“Ran”) and R’ Chisdai Crescas. Although he was recognized for his scholarship at a young age and actively participated in community affairs, Rivash earned his livelihood as a merchant. 

In 1367, he was arrested and imprisoned on false charges together with his brother; his teacher, Ran; and another sage. After his release, Rivash accepted the position of rabbi of Saragossa; however, due to a rift in the community, he left Saragossa in favor of the less important city of Calatayud.


When the communal leaders of Saragossa sought his pardon and begged him to stay, he consented, only to become frustrated by further community strife. Finally, he moved to Valencia, where he directed a yeshiva. In 1391, Rivash fled massacres in Spain and settled in Algiers, where he was appointed rabbi. There, too, his peace was disturbed. 

One man, in particular, harassed Rivash; although Rivash ignored the man’s insults at first, he eventually excommunicated the man when the man asked the governor of Algiers to prevent a boatload of Marranos from docking. 

Rivash was recognized as the leading rabbinical authority of his era, and his opinion, as reflected in his responsa, weighs heavily in later halachic decision making. From these responsa, it is evident that Rivash was familiar with philosophy, but he strongly opposed Aristotle’s approach. 

Rivash also strongly discouraged the study of kabbalah. Rivash also authored a Torah commentary, and novellae on several tractates. Some of these are quoted in Shitah Mekubetzet to Masechet Ketubot. (The Artscroll Rishonim p.107; She’eilot U’teshuvot Rivash, No. 157 - Hamaayan)
Reprinted from this week’s email of whY I Matter parshasheet of the Young Israel of Midwood (Brooklyn) edited by Yedidye Hirtenfeld.

The Shabbat Walk

By Mrs. Devorah Stieglitz

And it will become a tzaraat affliction on the skin of his flesh (Vayikra 13:2)


Maya, born in Russia and raised by her Communist parents, was unfortunately never told that she was Jewish. Being taken to Church by her father and mother, she grew up knowing a life fairly distant from Judaism. However, as Maya turned thirteen and the Iron Curtain fell, her parents decided to move to America. Settling in Flatbush, a community heavily made up of Orthodox Jews, her parents looked to receive some financial support. Life was difficult and the family was in search of community assistance.


After looking into the matter, they were told that they would in fact be entitled to such financial aid with one condition: they send their daughter to a Jewish school. Greatly in need of establishing themselves and being provided such amenities, the parents agreed to send Maya to the Bais Yaakov of Flatbush.


As Maya began learning about Yiddishkeit, she instantly gravitated towards it. Tremendously inspired and driven to learn more and do more, Maya grew significantly in her knowledge of Torah and observance of mitzvot. Being given modest clothing from her friends, she soon looked like any other religious girl.
Pleased with her own spiritual growth, Maya was quite content with her life situation. But her parents were not.


Now fourteen years old and earnestly learning about Judaism, her parents could no longer handle it. Pressuring her to refrain from immersing herself in Judaism, they offered her an ultimatum: lighten up on her commitment to Judaism or leave the house. Daily fights and tantrums embittered the lives of her parents and by now Maya was not eating at home. And so, with the food not up to any kosher standard and constant pandemonium present in the house, Maya was asked to leave for good. And she did.


One Shabbat afternoon, as Maya was staying at a friend’s house, she decided she would perform an act of chesed and visit an elderly woman. As she happily began walking down the street in Flatbush, however, a nearby driver lost control of his car and hit a light pole. Colliding head on with the light pole, the impact caused the pole to come crashing down. But it didn’t land simply on the ground; it took Maya down with it and landed on her arm.


Now stuck underneath a gigantic light pole, Maya was in excruciating pain. Hatzalah immediately rushed to the scene and began tending to Maya. Doing their utmost to lift the pole off her arm and salvage her arm’s maneuverability, it was too late. The pole was heavily lying on her arm and crushing it. And so, the final decision was made to amputate her arm. Otherwise, concluded the Hatzalah members, her life was endangered.


Waking up hours later in the hospital, Maya was discernibly groggy. Feeling as if her arm was still there, she internally sensed that she was moving something. However, in reality, that was not the case.


As she awoke and remained motionless in bed, her father stood in front of her. And then he began to yell. “This is the G-d you believe in! You fight with us, leave the house, keep Shabbat, and this is what He does to you? How do you understand this? Why is G-d doing this to you?”


Hearing such roaring words nearly moments after she opened her eyes, Maya was traumatized yet poised. She replied to her father, “Papa, if I would understand everything Hashem does to me in my life, then I would be Him. The fact however is that I don’t always understand what He does, and that goes to show me just how perfect He is.” Responding with such powerful yet honest words as a mere fourteen year old, Maya understood that this event in her life was somehow for her good. It was what G-d wanted and she was going to accept it.


Years later, Maya was now looking to get married. Going out with one boy after the next, the fact that she had a plastic arm did not bode too well for her. Although she was a sweet girl with a vibrant personality, finding her bashert was an elongated process. Finally, however, she made a decision which was the beginning of a life- changing process. Contacting the Hatzalah member who had years earlier helped save her life, she began to live with the family. Becoming a sister to the other girls in the family and herself a daughter to the husband and wife, Maya slowly but surely began to feel that she had a home and support system. All that she now awaited was to build a home of her own with a family.


And then came the fateful day. As the Hatzalah member who had once saved her life was out and about one day, he was introduced to a brilliant young man. Talking for a while with him, he began to sense that here was a prospective match for Maya. And indeed, after meeting Maya and getting to know each other, they planned on getting married.


Today, Maya happily lives with her husband and family in Israel. If not for that one Shabbat afternoon when that life-altering incident occurred, perhaps today she would be in a very different place. But now, after years of spiritual growth coupled with hardships and misfortunes, Maya stands as a proud religious woman raising beautiful Jewish children.
While Maya could have given up and buckled under pressure many times throughout her upward climb in Judaism, she remained steadfast in her dedication through and through. Notwithstanding the most debilitating of setbacks, she surged forward in life trusting that Hashem would take care of her every step along the way. And indeed, He did. The same lesson is to be learned from tzaraat. Those experiences in life viewed as an “affliction” are in fact to be taken as the most opportunistic times for growth. For Maya, that very sorrowful Shabbat afternoon became the beginning of a long journey that today has paid unbelievable dividends for her and her wonderful family.
Reprinted from the Parshat Tazria-Metzorah 5778 Newsletter of Torahanytime.com

Thoughts that Count 

From Parshat Kedoshim

You shall be holy (Lev. 19:2)

The commandment to be holy includes sanctifying oneself even within the confines of Torah law. (Ramban)

And when you come into the land (Lev. 19:23)


Certain commandments only pertain to the land of Israel, and are not applicable outside of its borders. Despite the admonition of the Tzemach Tzedek--the third Lubavitcher Rebbe--to "make here the land of Israel," we should not feel that it is acceptable to languish in exile for even one minute more than necessary. Our goal remains the physical land of Israel and the ushering in of the Messianic era through the coming of Moshiach.

Counting the Omer


Why must we count the Omer, when we know beforehand exactly how many days there are until Shavuot? The number is always 49--no more and no less. What is gained by our counting them?


We count the Omer to show our love for each and every day that we are allotted. Indeed, every minute and second of a Jewish life is equally as precious, and should be treasured. (Lubavitcher Rebbe, zt”l)
Reprinted from the Parshat Kedoshim 5772/1992 issue of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.
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