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The Bear that Davened

By Rabbi Sholom DovBer Avtzon
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Moshe considered himself very fortunate. The local Poritz (squire) had hired him to manage all of his estates. Not only would his personal financial stability improve, but as the manager, he would now be in a position to hire and help many other Jews in the community. They would no longer have to bribe the officials in order to lease an inn or to acquire any other license.


However, at the same time he made sure that the local peasants also had employment, so he hired skilled artisans to teach them various skills. As their income improved they began building bigger houses, bought new clothing and some luxuries, benefitting many other people in the community.


The Poritz was thrilled as he saw these improvements with new families moving in and building new buildings, which all caused more money to be coming into his treasury. Some days he would sit in Moshe’s office to review the books and discuss new projects and he saw how Moshe treated everyone fairly and respectfully.


He also noticed that many people came to Moshe for advice and he marveled at Moshe’s patience and understanding. He gave it to everyone in a friendly manner and often even gave them some food or money for their family.


As the years passed, his town was slowly developing into the center of the area. Moshe had arranged that a large fair take place there twice a year and all the merchants in the nearby towns and villages would spend a week in his town, buying from the wholesalers directly. This not only brought in income to the Poritz, but equally important, it raised his prestige among the other Poritzim (squires). 


Now that he became extremely wealthy, the Poritz rebuilt his villa into a beautiful mansion with large gardens and decided to throw a party for the local nobility. His estate was beautifully designed and he wanted to show it off. They were invited for a dinner and concert.


The other noblemen remembered how desperate he used to be just ten years ago and how his well-known and respected manager left because there was no money, and now just look at him. They couldn’t believe the transformation that took place. His estate indeed rivaled or even surpassed theirs and he had become the center of commerce.


After the festivities were officially over, some of the nobleman couldn’t restrain their curiosity and asked him, how did you do this? Our estates have more lumber and other natural resources than yours, they stated, yet you have surpassed us manifold.


It is all because of my Moshke, my new manager. He is a miracle worker, he can do anything, stated the Poritz. 


Anything, inquired the other poritzim, with envy.


Yes! replied the Poritz boasting confidently.


Seeing that their “friend” was quite drunk, one of the other poritzim quickly thought of a scheme to make a lot of money, so he said; I will make a wager with you. I will prove to you that he can’t do everything and anything. I am willing to wager ten thousand ruble that he can’t.


The Poritz who was half drunk retorted Of course he could and let us write a contract signed and witnessed by the distinguished guests. The contract was duly signed and he sent someone to call Moshe.


When Moshe entered the room, the Poritz greeted him with a smile and said, Moshe you transformed my estate into the pride of the region. Now I have a request for you; you have the opportunity to make me really wealthy. I told my friends that you are the one behind my success and you are a miracle worker and can do anything. 


So we made a bet. In thirty days, I am going to have another party and by the party my pet baby bear is going to take one of your Jewish prayer books and pray, just like you do. You will be richly rewarded for teaching it to pray. Now go and focus only on this responsibility and let your helpers run the estate.


I am going to become ten thousand rubles richer because of this! concluded the Poritz.


Moshe couldn’t believe his ears; the Poritz is so drunk; he doesn’t realize that he is going to lose everything he owns. He is asking me to do the impossible. Yet, Moshe realized that he and all the Jews would be blamed for the failure. So he meekly said, Yes your highness and went home. 


When he arrived home, his wife noticed immediately that he wasn’t looking good. Nervously she asked, what is bothering you? Is everything ok? Should I call the doctor? 


No don’t call the doctor, because there is nothing physically bothering me. It is just that the Poritz said I have to do the impossible. He gave me thirty days to teach his pet bear how to daven. How am I going to do that?  No one can teach a bear to daven!


His wife replied, I don’t know, but we will figure it out tomorrow. In the meantime you must be starving as you really couldn’t each too much at the Poritz’s party, so sit down to eat, and tomorrow night we will think of something.


The next morning Moshe got up early as he could barely sleep that night, as he was thinking about the calamity that will befall the community, since he can’t do the impossible.  He then went to shul and davened. Not knowing what he could do with the bear, he decided to say some extra Tehillim and then he would surprise his children by eating lunch with them. He bought a fresh loaf of bread and some food to help his wife prepare a hearty meal for the children. 


When they saw him enter the house with the food they were surprised to see their father, as he normally was in his office at this time. So they asked, father are you alright, is everything ok? Why aren’t you in the office?


Moshe didn’t want to scare his children, so he replied, Boruch Hashem I am healthy. Just the Poritz said I should take a few days off of work and be home with you after I worked so hard the last few weeks arranging his big party. So I decided to make this meal for my wonderful family.


The family sat down and he spoke with them as if everything was regular and there was no concern on his mind. After the meal they all bentched together. The baby who was barely two began mimicking them as if he too was bentching, by babbling whatever sounds he was able to make. 


After sending out the children to do their chores and play, his wife sat down by the table and said, Moshe, I have a solution. I know how you can teach the baby bear how to daven in the siddur.


Moshe didn’t know if he should laugh or cry, it was so absurd, he is going to attempt to teach a bear now to daven. Yet his wife says it can be done. So he said to her, “Yes, how?”


She replied, I was watching how you and the children were bentching. The older ones know the entire bentching, and said it properly and beautifully. But our Zalman doesn’t even know the aleph beis, so he obviously doesn’t know how to bentch. Yet he was sitting in his highchair and babbling the bentching, as if he was bentching with the others. So we will get the bear to do the same. 


She then explained to him her plan.


Moshe jumped up in astonishment and exclaimed, you are not just a wonderful wife, you are a genius! Not only did you save us, but you protected the entire Jewish community.


He took a large siddur and gave it to the bookbinder with the request that he covers the first twenty pages with strong plastic and then reinforces the binding. He also hired workers to build in his yard a strong enough cage for the baby bear. 


For a few days, he brought the bear its food until the bear felt comfortable with him and began licking the honey off the large spoon he would hold as a treat. Each time the bear tasted the honey, it would make a deep guttural sounds to express its happiness. Then he placed the honey between two pieces of wood and trained the bear to carefully move the top piece away in order to get to the honey on the second piece.


After the bear mastered this, came the big test. He placed the newly bound siddur on a shtender (podium) with the back cover securely attached to the shtender and placed some honey between the cover and the first page.


The bear smelled the honey, but it couldn’t move the cover aside as he had done with the pieces of wood. With the assistance of the trainer, Moshe showed and taught the bear how to flip it open with its left paw. It then eagerly licked up the honey. 


At the beginning of the third week, Moshe began placing a little amount of honey on a few more of the plastic covered sheets and sure enough with some coaxing, the bear mastered the art of licking up the honey, and then turning the pages one by one happily licking each and every page, expressing its happiness as it found more and more honey.


At the beginning of the fourth week, Moshe placed honey on each of the twenty pages and looked with bewilderment as the bear masterfully turned the pages after it happily licked up the honey on that page. He immediately sent a message to the Poritz that everything is working out and he will demonstrate how the bear prays at the upcoming party.


The only thing that  was bothering Moshe was, that besides for the noises that a bear normally makes when it has honey, the bear wasn’t saying anything, so how can he say it was praying. Won’t they realize that it was just a ruse?!


Once again his wife calmed him down and said, the poritzim (noblemen) don’t understand our language so they won’t realize this “problem”. They think all Jews mumble their words while they pray.


The big party came and all of the poritzim came to see the spectacle. They were positive that their host, the Poritz would plead that he was drunk when he agreed to this wager and ask for their mercy etc. it will be a spectacle to see him squirming in agony as they take away his fortune. 


The Poritz greeted them with a smile and invited them to enjoy the banquet. He also mentioned to everyone that they signed as witnesses and they will be the judges. He handed over a bag of ten thousand rubles to the head judge and asked the other poritz to do the same. At the end of the banquet we will have our entertainment and the winner takes both bags, as agreed upon.


After the feast, the judges asked for silence and then instructed the poritz to bring in his bear and they will decide if it is praying just like a Jew prays.


Moshe entered first and showed the judges the special siddur that would be used, swiftly flipping some of the pages, so they see that Hebrew letters were written on it. He then secured the siddur on the shtender and stood to the side.


The bear was brought in and quickly smelled the honey. It went over to the shtender, stood on its back feet and flipped open the cover with its paw and put its head to the paper.


The judges were flabbergasted. The bear indeed opened the prayer book and is slowly turning the pages. Obviously they couldn’t see that the bear was licking the honey. All they saw was that after it made some sounds and shook a little bit, going from the top of the page to the bottom,  it turned a page after page, moaning and groaning making mumble jumble sounds the entire time.


In their mind this was just like a Jew davening (since to them the language the Jews speak is also mumble jumble sounds) and they declared the Poritz the victor. The bear had indeed prayed like a Jew. He won the wager of the ten thousand rubles!


The Poritz embraced Moshe and rewarded him with five hundred ruble. Moshe went home relieved, but he resolved never again to rush through the davening and mumble some words. He is going to daven like he should, and not like a bear.


Reprinted from the Weekly Story email of Rabbi Avtzon, a veteran mechanech and the author of numerous books on the Rebbeim and their chassidim. He is available to speaking engagements in your community and can be contacted at avtzonbooks@gmail.com 

In Search of Bafoofsticks

At the Kotel

By Rabbi Refoel Sandler
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Rabbi Noach Weinberg, zt”l at the Kotel (Western Wall)

“And you shall be holy…” 

Mike, a nineteen-year-old student from LA arrives at the Kotel for the first time. As he walks down the steps he stares up at the ancient wall, connecting him with the history of his people. 


As he approaches the wall to pray, he expects to feel an immense sense of purpose, perhaps something within might awaken, and maybe he will even feel the tiniest bit of inspiration. 


Looking for holiness, Mike tries and tries but feels nothing. Mike is not the first, nor will he be the last, to have such an experience. Holiness is difficult to experience. 


When Mike meets the famous founder of Aish HaTorah Rav Noach Weinberg zt’’l, the Rosh Yeshiva asks him to describe his experience. In recounting his moments at the Kotel, Mike expresses his frustration at how it was a difficult and meaningless experience. “There is nothing holy about a pile of bricks” says Mike. 


Rav Noach stops him mid-sentence and says, “Mike, I understand your frustration but at least tell me you saw the bafoofsticks?” 


Mike slightly perplexed responds, “The bafoofsticks?” 


“Yes, the bafoofsticks....... did you see them?” 


Mike says, “I might have, but I don’t know what a bafoofstick is…...” 
Responds Rav Noach, “Exactly! In the same way that you couldn’t find a bafoofstick if you don’t know what it is, how can you know if you are experiencing holiness when you have no idea what it is?”

Reprinted from the Parshat Acharei Mot – Kedoshim 5778 email of ONEG SHABBOS: North West London’s Weekly Torah & Opinion Sheets)

Rav Moshe Feinstein

And the Air Conditioner
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One summer, it was scorching hot. Many people who lived in the city had gone out to spend the summer in the mountains, but that summer, it was sweltering even in the mountains. 


Rav Moshe Feinstein, zt”l, who suffered from respiratory issues, was affected much more by the heat. Some people went out and bought an air conditioner for Rav Moshe, but when it was brought to his room to be installed, he objected. 


He said “Do you expect that I should enjoy the air conditioner, while the Yeshivah Bochurim suffer in the heat? And what about all the other families that are here?” 


The Bochurim were amazed by his refusal to have the air conditioner installed. 


There was an elderly man there who was close to ninety years old. Seeing their amazement, he said to them, “If you would have asked me, you would never have even thought of bringing the air conditioner to Rav Moshe in the first place!” 
He explained, “You don’t know him, but I remember Rav Moshe from back in Luban. Rav Moshe began to serve as Rav in our town before he was married, and I remember his wedding in the town. It was held on a Friday afternoon, as was customary at the time, and it took place the week after Shavuos. 


There was one fiddler in the town, his name was Itzeleh, and he informed the Rav that he would play music at the wedding from beginning to end. However, since the Sefirah period had just ended and no weddings had been made recently, that same day was the wedding for the daughter of the shoemaker and the daughter of the tailor. 


Since there was only one fiddler in the town, Rav Moshe insisted that either Itzeleh attend all three weddings and play music, or he should not come to Rav Moshe’s wedding either! And in order to ensure that the fiddler would indeed play at all the weddings, Rav Moshe announced that his Chupah would be held last of the three! Of course a person who thinks like that would not accept an air conditioner when other people don’t have one!”

Reprinted from the Parshas Acharei Mos- Kedoshim5778 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

The Dangerous Sea Storm
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Rabbi Yechiel Spero writes a powerful story. In the year 1827 in Pinsk, the wife of Rav Yeshaya Bardaki had passed away after a sudden illness, leaving two orphans, a young boy and his older sister. 


After much deliberation, Rav Yeshaya decided that the best thing to do for his children was to start anew, and he arranged to move to Eretz Yisroel, where he hoped he would be able to rebuild his life.


Shortly after Pesach, the family packed up their belongings and prepared for the long journey. They traveled from town to town, staying at inns or in people‘s homes. Rav Yeshaya would put his children to sleep every night by telling them stories about the holy city of Yerushalayim.


Finally, after a few months of travelling, they were almost there. They had reached the city of Beirut, Lebanon, just north of Eretz Yisroel, where they were going to take a boat to get to Acco, and they hoped to arrive right before Succos. 
As Rav Yeshaya reached the port, he saw a group of men loading a ship with wood to take to Acco in order to build a house for a wealthy gentleman who lived there. 


Rav Yeshaya was anxious to board that boat, but the workers were not interested in taking along any extra passengers and baggage. Rav Yeshaya reached into his pocket and pulled out the last of his money, and gave it to the men in the hope that it was enough to convince them to change their minds, and it was.


They boarded the ship and started heading toward Acco, eagerly anticipating their arrival in the Holy Land. The trip was not supposed to be long, but as soon as they set sail, the sky darkened and a storm began to rock the ship. Rav Yeshaya Davened that everything should turn out well. The sailors were very concerned, but then, just as quickly as the storm had begun, it disappeared.


 Everyone in the boat was grateful and relieved, especially Rav Yeshaya, who thanked Hashem for allowing them all to continue safely. The ship was now off schedule and would reach its destination a few days later than originally planned, and it became obvious that they would still be on the boat when Succos began. 


The men on the ship graciously offered Rav Yeshaya some of the wood they were carrying so that he could build a Succah. This generosity made Rav Yeshaya realize that although they had not yet arrived in Eretz Yisroel, the Hand of Hashem was guiding and protecting him. 


The next day, the winds picked up once again and another storm tossed the ship around, hurling them from one side of the deck to the other. This storm seemed to be much more intense than the first one. The thunder cracked and bursts of lightning lit up the sky. The sails fluttered wildly in the air, as the ship struggled to stay afloat. 


Suddenly, a sailor screamed, “Land! I see land!” and pointed out in the distance, where land was visible a few thousand feet away. The enormous waves carried the boat high in the air, and then came crashing down violently, flooding the deck. 


Rav Yeshaya held onto his little children, Davening that they would be saved. Some of the sailors thought that it was too dangerous to stay on the ship and they jumped into the sea, hoping they could swim to the shore, but Rav Yeshaya was not able to do this with his two small children. 


Then, all of a sudden, a tremendous noise ripped through the air, as the ship had broken in two! Rav Yeshaya fell into the ocean, holding onto his children with all of his strength. He tried his utmost to hold onto them, but his grasp was slipping. He looked at his children, each one holding tightly onto one of his arms. He felt that as much as he tried to swim with them, he could not do it, and he felt himself being pulled down. 


He just wanted, more than anything he had ever wanted, to not to let go of his children. He cried out, “Please Hashem! Please help me!” Suddenly there was darkness and silence. 


The next thing Rav Yeshaya knew, he felt the sun beating down on him as he lay on the shore. When he finally managed to open his eyes, Rav Yeshaya looked around and realized that he had made it alive! But where were the children?! 


He looked down the shore and saw his son lying there. He ran over and picked him up, and after a moment, the little boy gave a cough and opened his eyes. He was alive! 


Rav Yeshaya then looked around and noticed his daughter lying farther down the shore. He ran to her and with a feeling of dread, he bent down to pick her up, and just as what had happened with his son, she began to cough, and she too was alive! It was a miracle! 


A short while later, she explained to her father that the two children had somehow managed to grab hold of one of the pieces of wood from the Succah on the ship, and had floated on it to the shore. Rav Yeshaya held onto both of his children and looked up to Shamayim. How could he ever thank Hashem?! 


He made his way to the center of town where he was welcomed, and the people helped him get settled. Soon after, he traveled to Yerushalayim, settled there, and became one of their most prestigious Rabbanim, where he was Zocheh to live with his children and grandchildren for the rest of his life. 

When reflecting on this incredible episode, Rav Yeshaya Bardaki saw in it a very significant lesson. He compared it to times when people feel that they are drowning in life. When life has overwhelmed them and they feel that they can’t hold on or perhaps they don’t deserve to continue because they have failed in their service to Hashem. 

That is exactly when they must cry out, “Hashem! Please don’t let go of me!”, and Hashem will never let go. Hashem is our Father and has abundant compassion for each and every one of us. When He sees our fear of drowning in the sea and that we are desperately trying to hold onto Him with all of our strength, Hashem will not ever let go of us!

Reprinted from the Parshas Acharei Mos- Kedoshim5778 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

In Defense of the Amish
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A Talmudic scholar was travelling by train from Philadelphia to Harrisburg. The man had a beard, long dark coat, and a large wide-brimmed black hat. After placing his bags above his seat, he sat down next to a well-groomed businessman who looked at him scornfully. 


For the first 20 minutes of the trip, the secular gentleman kept eyeing the student as if he wanted to tell him something. Finally, the businessman could no longer contain himself. 


With passion in his voice, the man began to shout, “You know, I’m sick and tired of Jews who think they are still in the Middles Ages! You are a disgrace! I’m Jewish, too. I even speak Yiddish. But do I wear a black coat? Do I let my beard grow? Must I wear an oversized hat? No! Why do you wear those clothes?  Why do you wear that beard? Why do you need that hat? It’s time you woke up and joined the modern world – the world of America!”

The startled student look at his accuser quizzically. In a perfect Pennsylvanian accent, he began to speak. “Jewish?” he queried.” Excuse me, sir, I’m Amish, and I’m on my way back home from a visit with relatives in Philadelphia. I am sorry if I offend you with my style of dress, but this is part of our heritage and culture. It was passed from our families in Europe to our families here in Lancaster. I’m sorry if I have disturbed you.”

The businessman’s face turned red. “I’m awfully sorry,” he said contritely, “I did not mean what I said. In fact, I think it is wonderful that you maintain your heritage, culture, and tradition with such enthusiasm. It shows courage, fortitude, and commitment. Please forgive me. I was truly insensitive.” 

Suddenly a wide smile broke across the young scholar’s face. In perfect Yiddish he asked the reeling traveler one simple question. “For the gentile it’s wonderful, but for the Jew it’s a disgrace?”

Reprinted from the Parashat Acharei Mot-Kedoshim 5778 email of Jack E. Rahmey with the Guidance and Teachings of  Rabbi Amram Sananes.
The Surprising Psak of

Rabbi Chaim Soloveitchik


Once, on a Friday afternoon, a Jew came to Rabbi Chaim Soloveitchik, O”BM, with a great dilemma: 


“My son, who was conscripted into the Russian army, is hospitalized in a neighboring city. Tomorrow morning, on Shabbos, the doctors will decide if he is physically fit for service. May I travel to the city this evening so as to try to get him released from service?” 


Rav Chaim told him that he should set out immediately and do whatever possible to get his son released. 


When Rav Chaim saw that those who overheard his ruling were surprised, he waited until the father left and told them: “If his son is forced to serve for five years, it is not unlikely that during this time war will break out. He may be sent to the front and possibly killed. Even a remote possibility like this permits one to desecrate Shabbos!” 


Comment: Rav Chaim was extremely stringent in all of his halachic decisions – except where the question was life-threatening. He was once asked why he did not follow his usual custom and always sought leniencies. He replied: “You are mistaken. I am not lenient at all in permitting that which would normally be forbidden. On the contrary, I am stringent in saving lives.” This is an important lesson in priorities, especially for those of us who frequently choose the short-term advantages over long-term gains.
Reprinted from the Parshas Acharei Most-Kedoshim 5778 email of Torah Sweets Weekly edited by Reb Mendel Berlin.

He Got the Wrong Man!

By Menachem Posner

Rabbi Yitzchak of Vorka was among the most devoted disciples of Rabbi Bunim of Pshis’cha. One of Rabbi Yitzchak’s associates was especially critical of Rabbi Bunim. Despite being an accomplished Torah scholar, this man would often disparage Rabbi Bunim, saying the most unsavory things about him. This happened all the time, even in the presence of Rabbi Yitzchak.
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Rabbi Yitzchok of Vorka. Photo by Wikimedia


Yet no matter what his friend said, Rabbi Yitzchak never seemed upset about the man’s unpleasantness. Time passed and people began to wonder about Rabbi Yitzchak’s silence. How could he bear the disrespect to his mentor time and time again and never lose his patience?


Finally, a few chassidim challenged him: “How is it that you hear this fellow say the most terrible things about our master, and you say nothing? More so,” they continued, “you go out of your way to visit him as if nothing were wrong.”

“Let me tell you a story,” replied Rabbi Yitzchak.


“It once happened that I was traveling along the road, and I came to a certain city. A short while after I arrived, I noticed someone staring at me. Soon the person mumbled to himself, ‘It’s him!’ and walked away. A few minutes later, another person approached, looked at me intently and said, ‘It’s him, all right!’ and strode away. I was beginning to wonder what was happening, when a third person came over and did the same thing.


“In no time the three men returned together with a small group of people, including a woman whom I had never seen before. ‘This is your long-lost wife, whom you so cruelly abandoned so many years ago.’ They berated me more: ‘She has been suffering alone all these years, unable to remarry because she was still “chained” to you. Come with us to the rabbi, right now, and give her a divorce so that she can finally move on with her life!’


“I, of course, had no idea what they were talking about, and tried to explain that they were mistaken. I felt terribly sorry for the poor woman, but getting a divorce from me would do her no good. But the more I tried to explain, the more insults were heaped upon my head. It did not take long until they had dragged me before the town rabbi, demanding that I divorce my ‘wife.’


“Thankfully, the rabbi was more levelheaded than his constituents, and I was able to demonstrate very clearly that I was not—and had never been—married to the woman.


“Now tell me,” continued Rabbi Yitzchak, “when those people were accusing me and cursing me, do you think I was upset at them for their abuse? Of course not; I understood very well that they were really directing their ire at someone else, and if they would only have known who I was, they would have never said anything to me at all.


“The same thing applies to my friend,” he concluded. “Sure, I hear him speaking ill of Rabbi Bunim, but I know full well that it’s because he does not really know him. If only he would get to know our master, he would say nothing at all.”

Reprinted from the Parashat Acharei Mos-Kedoshim 5778 website of Chabad.Org Translated and adapted from Siach Sarfei Kodesh, vol. 2, p. 117.
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