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Rabbi Binyamin Kamenetzky, Zt”l

By Rabbi Berel Wein
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Rabbi Binyamin Kamenetzky, zt”l

Rabbi Binyamin Kamenetzky passed away last week. He was the eldest son of the great Rabbi Yaakov Kamenetzky and was a distant relative of our family in previous generations. Presently, a niece of mine is married to one of his sons. But this familial relationship was not the basis of my connection with him and my admiration of his great accomplishments of a long lifetime.


He was a member of a generation of pioneers in Jewish education that operated after World War II and reshaped and revitalized Orthodox Jewry in the United States. Driven by faith in the past and a vision for the future, reviled and ridiculed by the then Jewish establishment and Federations, these Torah scholars established Jewish day schools with scant financial backing.


Going against the tuition free schooling offered from a then excellent public school educational system, this cadre of dedicated young men founded schools in then unlikely places, schools that changed the face of American Jewry until today.


A leading figure in that revolution in American Jewish life was Rabbi Binyamin Kamenetzky. He headed a school in Nassau County, the Yeshiva of the South Shore. Today this area has a very strong and large Orthodox community. But many decades ago Nassau County was alien territory – perhaps even enemy territory – as far as meaningful Jewish education was concerned.


Many Jewish leaders of the time called the Day School movement un-American! And in that area and environment, Rabbi Binyamin Kamenetzky, over many decades of toil and talent, built an empire of Jewish education and Torah observance.


But perhaps just as importantly, Rabbi Kamenetzky was a force for good in all areas of Jewish life in the Five Towns area of Nassau County. Every individual and every Jewish institution could rely on his counsel, influence, and personal and political connections for help in times of need and crisis.


His vision was wider than just his school and its needs. In a world that sometimes defined itself by turf and exclusivity, he saw beyond narrow parochial borders and envisaged the Jewish community as a whole. The Five Towns and Far Rockaway areas of greater New York today contain many and varied institutions of Jewish learning. But that is only because of the pioneering labor of that generation after the war that undertook the daunting task of rebuilding the Jewish world after its near destruction seventy years ago.


It was a generation of unsung and unknown heroes and Rabbi Binyamin Kamenetzky was representative of those brave visionaries and dedicated educators. Because the L-rd gifted him with a long life span in practical terms, he outlived his generation and never really received his due. He was a symbol of past greatness but his very presence amongst us still had influence and lessons to learn.


This scion of a great rabbinic family, born in the heartland of Jewish life in prewar Lithuania, succeeded in America, undaunted by its strangeness and completely different culture. This ability was a hallmark of his public and private persona. They don’t make them this way any longer.


He was a very creative person. He founded a Lunch and Learn Program in Manhattan long before that type of program became regular and normal in American Jewish life. I spoke for his group a number of times many decades ago and I always marveled as to his ability to bring together so many disparate Jews of various backgrounds for an hour of Torah study in the midst of a busy business day.


Lunch and Learn Programs now exist everywhere in the Jewish world today and are important in the never-ending battle to keep Jews Jewish. My first experience with this type of program was when Rabbi Binyamin Kamenetzky invited me to speak. It was an experience I have never forgotten and I still cherish.


Aside from the thousands of young people who received their Jewish education through his school there are many others, young and old, that have benefited from his initiatives, programs and personal guidance and interest. Rabbi Binyamin Kamenetzky was a throwback to a world that once was and will never be again, he saw a world that would rebuild Jewish life and reward all of those that kept faith with Torah and observance.


A unique personality whose lifespan covered a radically and rapidly changing society, his perspective and counsel will be sorely missed. May his memory be a blessing to his family and all who were privileged to know him.

Rav Avigdor Miller on Thanking Hashem

For Seatbelt Laws
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QUESTION: Is one required to wear a seatbelt?

ANSWER:The answer is that if there is a statement by the authorities that it's necessary to wear a seatbelt, then we apply the statement made by the [author of] Chovos Halevavos at the end of [the chapter] Shaar HaBechina. He says, "We have to thank Hakodosh Boruch Hu for the נימוסים, the principles of safety and convenience invented by the gentiles." 


Among all the things in the world that we have to thank Hashem for, besides for all the natural things, we must also thank Hashem for those things of civilization that were instituted even by non-Jews. And that's because Hashem was the one who inspired them to make these laws. If Hashem inspired the gentiles to make a law that requires wearing a seatbelt, then you should know that it's gift min hashomayim, from heaven.


And therefore, if goyim (non-Jews) have enough sense to know that it's safer with a seatbelt, then a Jew who is obligated in [them mitzvah] of guarding one’s soul (body or physical health), is surely obligated to do so. And therefore, don't neglect this. Any kind of a ride could be dangerous, and it's always advisable to listen to the law of Hashem - it's not only the law of the goyim - who is telling you to wear a seatbelt. It's min hashomayim, to wear seatbelts. (TAPE # E-274)

Reprinted from the May 6, 2017 email of Toras Avigdor.

Preparing Ourselves for

The Kedushah of Shabbat

By Rabbi David Sutton


Somebody recently asked me the question of what Shabbat is all about. Pesach is the time commemorating our freedom, so we have mitzvot to perform relevant to the celebration of our freedom. Shavuot is the time when we celebrate Matan Torah, and Sukkot is the time of joy, and the laws and customs of these holidays are intended to highlight these themes. But what about Shabbat? What is the theme of Shabbat, and what are we to do to achieve that objective?


I answered, very simply, that Shabbat is about kedushah, sanctity. And unlike the Yamim Tovim, when we have mitzvot that we need to perform related to the holiday's theme, there is nothing we need to do on Shabbat to receive its kedushah. 


The Peleh Yoetz writes that the extra soul we receive on Shabbat comes automatically, without us having to perform any action. This is in contrast to the other special occasions, when we are given specific mitzvot to perform.


Indeed, Rav Yerucham Lebovitz commented that Shabbat is, in a sense, more difficult than the Yamim Tovim in that we do not have specific mitzvot - besides the recitation of kiddush - that we must observe. How, then, do we ensure to receive the full impact of the special kedushah of Shabbat?


The answer is that the impact of the kedushah of Shabbat depends upon our preparing ourselves to receive this kedushah. The more worthy we are of kedushah when Shabbat begins, the more kedushah we will absorb over the course of Shabbat.


How do we make ourselves worthy of kedushah?


Rav Ades of Yeshivat Kol Yaakov observed that the Jewish Nation today is not producing Torah giants of the same stature as Torah luminaries of previous generations. For example, the Arizal passed away at the age of 33, and he achieved extraordinary greatness in such a short lifespan. The Rama similarly passed away in his thirties, and yet managed to become one of the major arbiters of halachah, with his rulings included in the Shulhan Aruch. The Ba'al Ha'ma'or began writing his halachic works at the age of 19. The Malbim began writing his work at the age of 15. Why do we not have such power today?


Rav Ades explained that our souls today are equally capable of receiving kedushah, and thus we could, in principle, achieve the same level of greatness as was achieved by the sages of earlier generations. However, our physical beings serve as an impediment to kedushah. In order to receive kedushah, we need to become receptacles of kedushah by preserving the purity of our bodies and our physical beings.


The Torah commands in Sefer Vayikra (11:44 ("You shall make yourselves holy, and you shall be holy"). Rashi explains this to mean, - "A person sanctifies himself down below, then he is sanctified from above, and in the world to come." The Sefat Emet writes that when Rashi speaks here of "the next world," he refers to Shabbat.


 If we work to prepare ourselves for kedushah "in this world," during the workweek, then we will receive the special kedushah on Shabbat, and it will make us holy people. The impact of the Shabbat experience depends upon our maintaining proper standards of holiness during the preceding week.


The Midrash (Vayikra Rabbah) notes that Parashat Kedoshim, which begins with the command of  ("You shall be holy"), appears immediately after the section of the Torah that deals with(forbidden intimate relationships). The reason, the Midrash explains, is to teach us, sanctity is achieved through, by implementing safeguards against promiscuity. 


Significantly, the Midrash speaks not of simply refraining from forbidden relationships, but rather of - erecting safeguards, extra measures to protect against such misdeeds. Indeed, the Midrash proceeds to draw proof from the story of the Shunamite woman, who hosted the prophet Elisha in her home and observed that he was a "holy" person. The Midrash explains that the woman realized that Elisha was "holy" because he did not look at her. The way to achieve holiness is through protective measures that guard against promiscuous conduct.


One example that is commonly given to explain the concept of is the line painted on the edge of the subway platform beyond which one is not permitted to stand. The line is painted not right at the edge of the platform, but rather a few feet away from the edge. The authorities do not want people to stand on the very edge of the platform, or even within a few feet of the edge, in order to avoid tragic mishaps. Similarly, we must keep a safe distance from forbidden relationships, and this will allow us to reach great heights of kedushah.


One of the important safeguards that we must implement, as we see in the Midrash's comments about Elisha, is - guarding our eyes to avoid improper sights. Indeed, the Tiferet Shelomo (Parashat Hayeh-Sarah) writes that the most important of all the safeguards is - guarding against improper sights. He cites as a source the pasuk in Sefer Bereishit, which could be read to mean, "Where is holiness? In the eyes." 


Kedushah is achieved, primarily, through guarding our eyes. Thus, the more we guard our eyes during the week, the more we will be able to absorb the kedushah that descends on Shabbat. The kedushah of Shabbat comes to us as a gift, but we cannot accept this gift unless we are properly prepared, and the way we prepare for receiving this gift is by guarding our eyes throughout the week.


With the advent of technology, שמירת עיניים has become an especially difficult challenge in our generation. We must therefore make a special effort to guard our eyes, to avoid sights that should not be seen, and we will thereby turn ourselves into worthy recipients of the special kedushah of Shabbat, so we can reach greater heights of holiness each and every week.

Reprinted from the May 5, 2017 email of Embrace Shabbos.

Dona Gracia Mendes in Turkey,

A Most Benevolent Lady

By Rabbi Yosef Bitton
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1992 Israeli postage stamp honoring Dona Graci Mendes


In 1553 Dona Gracia Mendes Nasi arrived in Constantinople, the capital of the Ottoman Empire (Turkey). She was accompanied by an entourage of about 200 people and 40 guards and was received with the honors due to a Queen.


In Turkey the Jews lived very well under Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent (1520-1566). Prior to Suleiman, the former Sultan Bayazid II (1447-1512) had ordered the governors of the Turkish Empire to generously receive the Sepharadic refugees and to facilitate their permanent residence. This same policy was continued by Suleiman, who is credited with the phrase referred to Ferdinand, the king of Spain: "Are you calling him an intelligent king, who impoverished his states to enrich mine?"


In Turkey, while her increasingly successful business was run by her nephew Yosef Nasi, Dona Gracia dedicated herself to charity work and especially to helping the re-establishment of the anusim, the Jewish refugees from Spain and Portugal, returning to their faith. 


Cecil Roth writes something that surprised even the fans of Dona Gracia. Dona Gracia lived in a very luxurious mansion ... eighty paupers were fed each day at her table (P.103). Thus, the rich ate with the poor, raising thus the prestige of the poor. And apart from that, other wealthy people, always eager to imitate Dona Gracia, also began to receive poor people and having them daily at their table.


And there were many people in need because more and more refugees were coming to Turkey from Spain, Portugal and other European countries, for the possibility of living there openly as Jews.
Most Refugees Settled in Salonica (Thessaloniki)


The Sephardic refugees settled mainly in the city of Salonica (Thessaloniki) a very important port that in those years became the only city in the world with a majority of Jewish population. Dona Gracia took care that they will not lack food or a place of residence. And also work. In addition to absorbing them in the port activity (the expertise of the Mendes House), Dona Gracia founded a textile company in Thessaloniki to provide work for them.


Many of the inhabitants of Thessaloniki, where the predominant language was the Ladino, were Jews who were freed from the hands of pirates. At that time, it was very common for pirates to attack other ships and capture the passengers to sell them as slaves. Pirates always found buyers for Jewish slaves, since their Jewish brothers did their utmost to free them. Ships with Jewish human cargo arrived at the port of Salonica constantly. 
Behind the Efforts to Fulfill the Mitsva of Pidyon Shebuim


Dona Gracia was behind the efforts and negotiations to free the captives Yehudim, fulfilling the Mitsva, which is considered one of the most important of all the Tora: Pidyon Shebuim (rescuing Jewish prisoners). There are documents, for example, of a ship that was kidnapped by pirates from Malta, which was taken to Salonica with 70 Jews offered for sale. It is said that sometimes the ransom price was exorbitant: up to 500 ducats (= 3.5 grams of gold) per person. Thanks to the efforts of Dona Gracia thousands of Yehudim were rescued and released from their captivity.


In Salonica Dona Gracia also founded a Talmud Tora, a Jewish school, which eventually had 10,000 students and 200 teachers. She also founded and maintained a prestigious Yeshiba (rabbinic academy) headed by the famous Ribbi Shemuel de Medina. This was a very special rabbinical academy. In addition to regular students, every year Dona Gracia invited and sponsored three rabbis from other Jewish communities to study for a year with Ribbi  Shemuel de Medina, the most brilliant Halakhic mind of the diaspora in those times.


Dona Gracia also founded a very special Synagogue in Thessaloniki, Leviyat Hen. This Synagogue was conceived exclusively for the anusim, those Yehudim who had been forcibly converted in Spain and Portugal to Christianity. In that Synagogue they were slowly being taught Tora (Judaism) and Tefila (prayers) before they were integrated into the community

Reprinted from the May 8, 2017 Halacha of the Day email of the Shehebar Sephardic  Center.

Living with The Times

The Importance of Hard Work And the Prohibition of Usury

Adapted from the works of

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson,

The Lubavitcher Rebbe, Zt”l
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The Torah portion of Behar contains the Biblical prohibition against usury: "Do not take from him any usury or increase, and you shall fear your G-d, that your brother may live with you." Immediately following this verse we are told: "I am the L-rd your G-d who brought you out of the land of Egypt...to be your G-d." 
Our Sages learned from the juxtaposition of these two verses that when a person accepts the prohibition against lending money with interest, it is as if he accepts the yoke of Heaven. Conversely one who throws off the restriction against usury, simultaneously throws off the yoke of Heaven as well.


What is so significant about usury that the Rabbis used it to illustrate the concept of subservience to G-d? How does charging interest, or refraining from doing so, express the relationship between man and G-d?


Collecting interest on money means making a profit without exerting oneself, at the expense of another person's labor. Once a person lends money to another, that money becomes the property of the borrower, even though he owes the amount to the one who lent it. A person who charges interest is therefore profiting from money which is not his, and is taking advantage of the fact that it once belonged to him.


By understanding this concept, we understand why avoiding usury is so crucial: G-d's goodness and blessings are only bestowed as a direct result of our labor. Both physical and spiritual rewards are only attainable after much toil and effort. The 613 commandments of the Torah are practical expressions of this principle, each one a specific deed to be performed in order to help us reach a higher spiritual level.


But why is all this work necessary? Couldn't G-d, the source of all good, have bestowed that goodness upon us without the labor? The answer is that it is precisely because of G-d's goodness that He chose this system, for we can only truly appreciate that for which we have worked.


An undeserved gift is called "bread of shame," and provides neither joy nor satisfaction. But when a person works toward a goal and then receives his reward, the value of that gift is appreciated and his happiness is that much greater. That is why we are obligated to expend so much effort in our worship of G-d. Spirituality must be attained through hard work and not conferred as a gift.


The mitzva which best illustrates this principle is the prohibition against usury. When a person refrains from it, according to G-d's will, he confirms G-d's plan for the world, that profit may only be accrued as the result of man's work. A person who charges interest defies, with his behavior, this basic principle which is a foundation of the entire Torah.

Reprinted from the archives of L’Chaim Weekly (Parshat Behar 5752/1992)

The Fascinating Life Story of
An American-born Talmid 

Chacham in Yerushalayim

By Daniel Keren

(“The Amazing Life of HaRav Dov Cohen, zt”l: To Rise Above – A Journey to Greatness Against all Odds” by the family of Rabbi Cohen, Feldheim Publishers, 685 pages, 2017)
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The greatness of Klal Yisroel, the Jewish nation is epitomized by the life story of Rabbi Dov Cohen, a remarkable but mostly anonymous talmid chacham (Torah scholar) who in the course of his own long life did not seek public renown. 
In a note to the reader at the beginning of the book, an unnamed family member writes:


“Our father, Moreinu HaRav HaGaon Rav Dov Cohen, zt”l, author of Seder HaShulchan (three volumes) was a living repository of Torah, wisdom, mussar, and yiras Shamayim. He was like a brimming pitcher of wine that overflowed, filling up its environs. He constantly showed us how to live a Torah life with integrity, based on his own life experiences and what he had learned from his great rabbanim.”


“To Rise Above” not only tells the fascinating story of a dedicated Torah scholar who successfully raised his sons to follow in his derech haTorah, faithful Torah lifestyle, but also deeply explores in great detail the Litvak background and heritage of Rabbi Cohen’s parents and ancestors. The children and grandchildren of the biography’s subject did detailed research on life in Lithuania at the turn of the 20th Century, a small community when compared to Poland or Russia’s Jewish communities, but nevertheless rich in great Torah luminaries, including the Vilna Gaon, Rav Chaim of Volozhin and Rav Yisroel Salanter.


Like most of the 2,000,000 Jews who immigrated to America between the deadly Russian pogroms of 1881 and till 1924, when new U.S. immigration laws closed our shores as a safe refuge for our co-religionists; Rabbi Cohen’s parents came to America, first stopping off in South Bend, Indiana before arriving at Seattle, Washington.


And it was there in Seattle, that Dov or Benny as he was called by his family and friends grew up and was raised until shortly after his bar mitzvah. Dov’s mother wanted so much for her children to remain true to the Torah heritage she remembered and respected from Lithuania. And it just wasn’t happening because of the great allure of the American melting pot.


A rabbi in Seattle recommended to his mother that Benny be sent to study in a top yeshiva in Yerushalayim. Mind you, this was back in 1925 before the advent on jet plane travel and the average ocean voyage on a ship was measured not in days but weeks. Dov’s mother with her husband’s consent embarked on what probably everyone in Seattle considered to be an insane journey.


An insane it was. When the mother and son arrived in the Holy City after a long and exhausting sea journey, the truth of how ridiculous the suggestion was became a bitter pill for the mother. Her son was in no up-to-par and able to fit into that yeshiva. However, Hashem made miracles possible and Benny or Dov wound up being enrolled in Yeshivas Chevron, an offshoot of the famed Slabodka yeshiva in Lithuania.


From his memoirs, the children and grandchildren record the amazing and life changing episodes of how Dov despite great difficulty adapted to life in the Chevron yeshiva and overcame the challenges of being the youngest student and the pains of loneliness to make the changeover from pampered American teenager to an incredibly dedicated Torah scholar who probably was much more like a Torah scholar of his period who had been born in either Europe or Eretz Yisroel.


Perhaps the most fascinating and indeed the most painful section of the book are his memoirs of life in the Chevron Yeshiva and how he survived the deadly Arab massacre of Jews in the holy city where our Avos (Patriarchs) and Imos (Matriarchs) are buried.


Afterwards, he records how despite the great hardships of the War of Independence when Jews in Jerusalem were under deadly siege and afterwards the challenge of supporting a family, he and his wife persevered and in the golden years were able to enjoy nachus, pleasure from the children, grandchildren and even greatchildren. The biography also records his four years as first Chief Chaplain of the Israel Air Force when he went head-to-head against the secular generals to demand that the kitchens on the Air Force bases be truly kosher.


“To Rise Above” is full of documentation, which the average reader might just choose to skip over. If you are a buff of Jewish history, this easy-to-read book will give you many valuable insights into Pre-War Jewish life in Lithuania, the United States and in Eretz Yisroel. One comes away today with a greater appreciation for just how much easier it is to live a frum Torah life in a style that our grandparents and great-grandparents could never have imagined possible when they were growing up.


“To Rise Above” is available in Jewish bookstores or by contacting the publisher by clicking www.feldheim.com or by calling (800) 237-7149.

Reprinted from the May 12, 2017 edition of the Jewish Connection.

Ban on kosher Slaughter

In Belgium is "Assault

On Jewish rights"

Anger as Walloon outlaws killing of unstunned animals.


Kosher meat has been banned in the Belgian region of Walloon, after the region’s politicians outlawed the slaughter of unstunned animals.


Community leaders have condemned the move as “scandalous” and the “greatest assault on Jewish religious rights in Belgium since the Nazi occupation”.


If approved by the parliament’s plenary later this month, the law will take effect in September 2019, according to the Belgian newspaper De Morgen. The motion, which will also put an end to the supply of halal meat, gained unanimous support from the environment committee of southern Belgium's Walloon Parliament


Moshe Kantor, president of the European Jewish Congress (EJC), told the Independent: “This decision, in the heart of Western Europe and the centre of the European Union, sends a terrible message to Jewish communities throughout our continent that Jews are unwanted.
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"It attacks the very core of our culture and religious practice and our status as equal citizens with equal rights in a democratic society. It gives succour to antisemites and to those intolerant of other communities and faiths."


He added: “We call on legislators to step back from the brink of the greatest assault on Jewish religious rights in Belgium since the Nazi occupation of the country in the Second World War."


Under kashrut and halal rituals, butchers are required to swiftly slaughter the animal without stunning it. Animal rights campaigners have condemned the processes as inhumane.


Similar moves have already been taken by other countries, including Denmark, Switzerland and New Zealand.

Reprinted from the May 10, 2017 website of Matzav.co
Six Day War Paratroopers Return to the Western Wall

By Garry Willig
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The three paratroopers who were documented in the famous picture by David Rubinger in 1967.


Deputy Foreign Minister Tzipi Hotovely toured the Old City of Jerusalem Thursday along with the three paratroopers featured in the late world-famous photographer David Rubinger’s iconic photograph taken at the Western Wall immediately after its liberation during the Six Day War in June 1967.


Paratroopers Dr. Yitzhak Yifat, Tzion Karasenti and Chaim Oshri retraced the steps they walked 50 years ago from the Lion's Gate until their fateful encounter with the 2,000 year old stones of the Western Wall.


The tour took place as part of the Jubilee celebrations in honor of the 50th anniversary of the Six Day War and the reunification of Jerusalem, led by Deputy Foreign Minister Hotovely.


The paratroopers gave Hotovely a copy of the famous photograph signed by all three of them.


Foreign students from around the world studying in Israel at the Interdisciplinary Center in Herziliya and at Hebrew University were invited to participate in the tour. Tzion Karasenti told the students that that the moment they reached the Western Wall in 1967 was the moment when the beating heart of the State of Israel was restored.


Deputy Foreign Minister Hotovely said that "the longing to reach the Western Wall, and the tears of the paratroopers who returned to the Western Wall after 2,000 years of prayer, are the best answer to those who are trying to sever the deep connection between the Jewish people and their capital."


"We are celebrating a great period," she added. "The unification of the city under Israeli sovereignty was the moment when every person of every religion could walk in Jerusalem. Our duty to liberate the city is to preserve a united Jerusalem and to strengthen its status so that the world recognizes Jerusalem as the capital of Israel."


Photos of Photographer David Rubinger (1924-2017) with Israeli soldiers in Beirut, Lebanon (left) in 1982 and lower right at the opening of a photo exhibit in Prague, Czech Republic in 2014.
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Reprinted from the May 12, 2017 email of Arutz Sheva.
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