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A Miracle in Baghdad

By Rabbi Nuta Yisrael Shurack


It was midday when an elderly traveler entered the Jewish quarter of Baghdad. The marketplace, where merchants from many lands sold their fabrics, spices and other wares, seemed strangely empty for such a day. He sighted the grandest building in the section, and determined that must be the great synagogue. 

He continued his trek towards it until he entered its courtyard and sat down to rest, opening his small sack to take out a few dried figs to refresh his strength. Yet no sooner had he started his lunch that he became aware of a commotion from within the sanctuary. He peeked inside, and beheld a moving spectacle—hundreds of Jews fervently chanting Psalms amidst tears and sobs.


“What has happened?” he asked of the first Jew whose attention he could grasp. 


Hurriedly, and in a voice or desperation, the man told him the story as best he could. The Sultan had decreed that the Jewish people of Baghdad must produce a leader who could perform miracles as Moses had done. Since Moses was the leader of the Jewish people in Egypt and he was able to do miracles, the Sultan expected the same from the leader of the Jews of Baghdad. If they would not produce such a miracle maker, the Jews would be expelled from Baghdad. Therefore, all of the Jews were fasting and praying to G‑d for salvation. 


In his calm and patient disposition, the wise traveler approached yet more Jews, until he had finally pieced together the entire story:


The Sultan’s chief advisor, Mustafa was a vicious Jew-hater whose mission it was to destroy the Jews, or at least have them banished from Baghdad. He had convinced the Sultan that the Jews were not only infidels for denying the prophet Mohammed, but that they were thieves and liars as well, deserving immediate expulsion.


At first the Sultan was hesitant to believe Mustafa, however, the Sultan was told about what had happened when the Jews left Egypt and what Moses did to Pharaoh. He began to worry that perhaps one of the Jewish leaders of Baghdad would attack him with plagues, and decided he did not want to take any chances. Therefore, he issued a decree that the Jewish had to produce a leader like Moses, or leave Baghdad immediately.


The wise, elderly traveler sat in contemplation for several moments and then approached one of the rabbis at the front of the synagogue and whispered in his ear. Soon all the leaders of the community were talking quietly and then suddenly there was a loud clap on the lectern and one of them spoke. 

“This man who is visiting our town says that he has a plan. He will travel to the Sultan immediately to try and save us. If he is successful we will rejoice, however if he fails, he will tell the Sultan that he acted alone. Meanwhile we will continue to pray for his success!”


The man headed for the palace, pounded on the entrance gate, and said,“I am a Jew who can do miracles, and I demand to see the Sultan immediately.”Before long he found himself face to face with the ruler of Baghdad. “So,” said the Sultan, “You claim you can do miracles like Moses. What can you do?”


Dozens of people, from the baker and court jester to the royal guards and advisors stared at the old man with the white beard and piercing eyes. “If you would be so kind,” said he, “I will perform a miracle akin to those which Moses himself did. Before your very eyes, I will cut off a man’s head with a sword, and then put him back together and make him live!”


The Sultan smiled nervously and glanced around not knowing what to think or make of the situation. Perhaps the fellow was completely crazy. Or perhaps he was telling the truth. After all, the he seemed extremely confident and spoke with such conviction. What if he was telling the truth? If he doubted him, then who knows what kind of wrath would be unleashed on the Sultan and his kingdom.


He continued, “There is but one condition. The man whose head I cut off must be truly wise. In fact, he must be the wisest man in the realm. If not, his head will not properly re-attach. Intrigued, the Sultan decided he must see for himself if the Jew was telling the truth. He looked around the room until his eyes fell on Mustafa, his chief advisor and the wisest man in the kingdom. 

Before the Sultan said a word, Mustafa cried out, “No, he is lying! The Jew is an imposter! He can’t really cut someone’s head off and re-attach it.” “That might be true,” said the Sultan, “but what if he is telling the truth and we don’t accommodate him? Surely you don’t want to put the whole kingdom at risk! After all, were you not the one who had advised me to expel the Jews lest we be put in danger?”


“Bring the sword immediately,” cried the Sultan, “Mustafa has volunteered!” With that, Mustafa began to tremble and yelled out, “No I admit it. I was both wrong and very foolish. The Jewish people do not have extraordinary powers!” Mustafa ran out of the palace never to be seen again. The Sultan annulled the decree, thanked the Jew for coming and said that the Jews were welcome to live in Baghdad as long as they desired.


The man returned to the synagogue to share the good news. Immediately, there was unbelievable rejoicing, and a banquet was held in honor of the miracle that G‑d had done for His people. Then quietly and quickly, the old man slipped out and left the town before anyone could even get his name. Some people say that he was Elijah the Prophet. Some say he was a great mystic. Yet others believe that he was just a Jew who simply cared about his fellow Jews as much as he did about himself.


This story helps elucidate a very interesting aspect of the Passover observance. Every holiday is marked by mitzvahs. Yet many of these mitzvahs are not equally fulfilled by all. For example, most of us hear the shofar from someone else who blows it, and on Chanukah many have the custom that the head of the household kindles the menorah as a representative of the entire family. Yet, on Passover, everyone must eat his or her own matzah. On Passover, we are all equally significant.


Exodus was the time when our people came together as one. Leaving Egypt united as one people set the stage for the mitzvah that Hillel considered to be the core of the entire Torah: Love for a fellow Jew. The hero of this story actualized that which we all know to be true, that each of us is only complete when we do all that we can to ensure that every single Jew is being taken care of as well.


This is why the Passover Haggadah begins with an invitation, “All who are hungry, let them come and eat.” Our table is only complete when it is open to others!

Reprinted from the Passover website of Chabad.Org

Jews and Food: The

Passover Connection
By Dina Coopersmith

Most of the Passover mitzvot revolve around food. In fact, besides the telling of the story of leaving Egypt, all other commandments are eating-oriented: matzah, maror, the four cups of wine, vegetable dipped in salt water, leaning while eating, etc.


As much as we Jews tend to focus on food on the holidays, there are always other characteristics of the holiday that are more important: shofar on Rosh Hashana, building a sukkah and the four species on Sukkot, lighting the menorah on Chanukah, hearing the megillah and giving charity on Purim, etc. And yet, on Passover, the first holiday in the Jewish calendar, food takes center stage on Seder night.

FOOD – THE LIFE-GIVING FORCE


Before eating you may feel weak, indicating a diminishing of life force and energy. Then, as you eat, your strength is restored and the life force is immediately infused into you.


Eating most powerfully gives us the opportunity to feel a direct connection with G-d.


G-d is the only Giver of life; He holds the key to life and we essentially have no power over His constant giving. Therefore we can deduce that eating most powerfully gives us the opportunity to feel a direct connection with G-d.


Although we have some control attaining other necessities of life, like oxygen and water, the actual force of life itself is completely in the hands of the Almighty. Each moment we receive that gift of sustenance, it is from G-d Himself.


"If one attaches himself to the Almighty with a complete attachment, one might possibly even access from Him the power of reviving someone back to life, as this is the most specifically G-dly power, more than anything else." (End of Path of the Just, Chapter 26, describing the highest level achievable in mankind, in the steps toward G-dliness.) 


The feeling most associated with soaking up life directly from G-d can be attained through eating.

EGYPT – THE EPITOME OF 
INDEPENDENCE FROM GOD


Passover is the holiday which represents the birth of the Jewish nation. Prior to the exodus, the Jewish people were considered in utero, not yet born. When a fetus is in its mother's womb, it is completely part of its mother, dependent on everything she does, eating what she eats, drinking what she drinks. It doesn't yet have a life of its own.


Egypt was known at that time as the only country not dependent on rain for its livelihood. The Nile would overflow and water all the fields. Therefore Egyptians felt completely independent of G-d, with no need to look heavenward and hope for rain. Pharaoh expressed this feeling when he said, "Mine is the Nile and I created me" (Ezekiel 29:3).


Therefore, while the Jewish people were in Egypt as a fetus, eating what their "mother" ate as an intrinsic part of that nation, that was their essence as well, completely disconnected from the spiritual and from G-d. They didn't yet have their own inherent existence and identity.
SEDER NIGHT – BIRTH & EATING


When a baby is born, a hubbub of activity surrounds him. Until you hear that first cry, there is a tremendous tension, as the baby precariously hovers in a zone situated between life and death. At this very point of coming into existence, life is most fragile. 

Certain critical things have to change quickly to allow for the child to become an independent entity, separate from its mother. Its umbilical cord is no longer connected to its source of sustenance and instead its mouth and throat, which were closed all these months, have to open and start functioning as a medium through which the baby receives its nourishment. Its breathing system undergoes a radical change as well. This transformation and delicate beginning bring with it vulnerability and danger. Only after those first few moments do things calm down a bit and the status quo of life takes over.


On the Seder night, the most important activity is to enable the existence of the new baby-to-be, the Jewish nation. 


When the Jewish people left Egypt, that moment they came into being as a nation. That precarious night was fraught with danger. They had been submerged in such impurity that they really didn't deserve to come into being at all.


"They were hanging in the balance during that time, whether to be saved or destroyed with the Egyptians" (Midrash, Yalkut Shimoni 233). 


On the Seder night, the most important activity is to enable the existence of the new baby-to-be, the Jewish nation. No other activities can happen when we are still in limbo, fragile, endangered. All that can occur is the strengthening of the life force, creating the essence of this child, namely: eating!


And the kind of food we eat is crucial as well. Just like you can't let a newborn baby ingest anything in the first few days that might tax her newly activated digestive system, nor expose her to any bacteria which her immune system can't fight off, so too, we on Passover we have a strict diet to which we must adhere: "chametz asur b'mashehu" -- not even a drop of leaven is permitted on this holiday when our spiritual immunity is so low.


We must build our resistance up in a "sterile" environment, with specially equipped nourishment, "mother's milk" – matzah, which the mystical sources call "the bread of belief." Later on as we develop and reach the giving of the Torah on Shavuot, we can allow a certain amount of "bacteria" -- leavened foods -- into our diet. In fact, these foods can even be part of the commandments of the holiday.


But on Passover, as we create the foundation for our identity as a Jewish people, extreme care must be taken to enhance our spiritual nature, to eat only G-d-prescribed food which is tailor-made for our needs at this crucial juncture.


On the Seder night, as we eat the matzah with its exacting requirements, keep in mind we are emerging into a new world, becoming a new entity, separate from the other nations, creating our own Jewish identity. We are ingesting G-d's "milk" of spiritual nourishment, the "bread of belief," and building within ourselves a direct connection with G-d which creates a rock-solid foundation of Jewish belief, fueling us for the rest of the year.
Reprinted from a recent email of Aish.com This article was adapted mostly from a number of Hebrew essays on Passover by Rabbi Shimshon Pincus, zt"l.
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Kosel Undergoes Cleaning for Pesach, Kvitlach Removed

Armed with wooden poles, Kosel employees yesterday removed millions of kvitlach - handwritten notes, faxes and email printouts - from between the ancient stones of the Kosel. The Western Wall Heritage Foundation gives the Kosel such a face-lift twice a year - before the Pesach and ahead of Rosh Hashanah.
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Armed with wooden poles, Kosel employees yesterday removed millions of kvitlach - handwritten notes, faxes and email printouts - from between the ancient stones of the Kosel. The Western Wall Heritage Foundation gives the Kosel such a face-lift twice a year - before the Pesach and ahead of Rosh Hashanah.


The kvitlach will be placed in a repository in accordance with halacha, with the laborers - working under the supervision of Kosel rov Rav Shmuel Rabinovich - taking care to not read their content.


Engineers also regularly conduct a test to determine the stability of the stones so that none are in the risk of falling on the mispalelim below.

Reprinted from the March 19, 2013 website of Matzav.com

L’Chaim to Passover: 
Savoring Life, Savoring Wine

By Gail Appleson,


Can you remember exactly when you graduated from grape juice to super sweet Manischewitz or Mogen David Concord wine? I have to admit that I don't recall the precise holiday or Shabbat, but I do certainly remember a childhood Passover when my older brother took that leap. There were a lot of people at our seder table and I doubt my parents noticed how seriously Bob was following the four cup rule. But soon none of us could miss the fact that he had toppled right off his chair.


Although it wasn't the most sophisticated introduction to wine, it was a revelation of sorts. Because years later, when my brother was in college, he developed an affinity for complex dry red wine, particularly Cabernet Sauvignon. I can remember visiting Bob at Vanderbilt University and having him teach me how to sip and savor the flavors as they unrolled in my mouth.


Maybe that's why today I so strongly associate Passover with the respect that my brother and I have for wine. Bob and I don't see each other that often, but when he does visit St. Louis, there is always a long evening discussion over a bottle of complex, dry kosher red wine. He is an Orthodox Jew living in Skokie, Ill. and I am Conservative - so we have our differences in observances - but when we share wine, we share our spirituality. And we do it seated at the same family table where his first Passover wine encounter occurred.


I used to think this was a rather unique experience, until I learned a Talmudic expression from Rabbi Avi Rubenfeld of the Chabad of Chesterfield: Nichnas yayin yatza sod "when wine goes in, secrets come out." In fact the word yayin and the word sod, which means secret, both have the numerical value of 70.



Rabbi Avi Rubenfeld

If you Google the expression, you'll find examples - particularly from Purim celebrations when alcohol consumption is encouraged- in which the drinking of wine has led to a drop in inhibitions and resulting spiritual insights and ability to focus ones thoughts. Rabbi Rubenfeld suggested a fascinating story that can be found on the Chabad website called "A Purim Secret." It's about a man named Baruch Mordechai, who lived in the 1800s and was believed to be a simpleton. However, on the 70th anniversary of his bris, which occurred on Purim, he was able to offer an extremely scholarly discourse after consuming a large tumbler of strong wine.

There are even some opinions that the forbidden fruit in the Garden of Eden was actually the grape. According to this view, the grape opened the eyes of Adam and Eve to the things they would not have seen otherwise.

While I certainly can't claim that drinking wine has ever provided me with profound intelligence or made me a scholar, there have been times when just the right amount has opened my mind to something deeper, as in my discussions with my brother. Rabbi Rubenfeld certainly has a point when he says that "wine is not just a drink."


"Wine has taste, depth, character," he said. "Just as there are many levels of studying Torah. There is a whole palate that a person can accomplish. There's room for differences. As with wine, there is a palate of tastes."


Indeed, wine can be dry, semidry, semisweet and sweet. It can be oaked or unoaked. It can be young or aged. It can be sparkling or still. It can be light, medium or full-bodied. It can be simple or complex. It can taste like black cherries or grapefruit and it can be red, white or rose.


Regardless of its taste or style, on a very fundamental level, "Wine is essential to Judaism...it's essential to who we are," Rabbi Rubenfeld said.

to savor."

Excerpted from the April 13, 2011 edition of the St. Louis Jewish Light.

The Orthodox Union (OU’s) Ten Most Asked Pesach Questions
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OU Kosher shared with Matzav.com the ten most common questions asked to-date on the OU Kosher Hotline by consumers in advance of Pesach. Note: These teshuvos are valid for Pesach 2013 only. 


The OU Kosher hotline - 212-613-8241 - will be open for extended hours pre-Pesach: from 10 a.m to noon on Sunday, March 24, and from 10 a.m to 1 p.m on Monday, March 25, Erev Pesach.


1. Q: Does water require special certification for Passover?

A: All unflavored bottled water, seltzer and sparkling water is kosher for Passover, even without any kosher supervision.


2. Q: Can I drink Coke on Pesach?

A: Coca-Cola will again be available with an OU-P for Passover in regular and diet flavors. Aside from the New York metropolitan area, Coke will be available in Boston, Baltimore, Washington, Miami, Atlanta, Houston, Philadelphia, and Los Angeles.


This year, in New York, Coca-Cola items will be made with an OU-P in 2-liter bottles. All these items, of course, require the P symbol. Most of the bottling plants servicing these markets will designate the Passover Coke items with a distinctive yellow cap in addition to the P symbol on the cap or shoulder of the bottle.


3. Q: Can I use my facial cosmetics on Passover?

A: All facial cosmetics are acceptable for use except for lipsticks. This is a dispute among the rabbis, and we encourage you discuss the matter with your personal Orthodox rabbi.


4. Q: Does Extra Virgin Olive Oil need to be certified kosher for Passover?

A: All OU certified extra virgin olive oils are kosher for Passover, as long as they bear the OU symbol. All other oils (including other varieties olive oil) require a reliable kosher for Passover certification to be consumed on Passover.


5. Q: Which baby formula can I use for my infant on Passover?

A: Most infant formulas are made from soy products. Use of kitniyot does not apply to infants. However, you must take care to keep bottles, nipples and formula away from the general kitchen area. Any mixing or washing should be done elsewhere, such as in the bathroom sink. For a list of acceptable formulas visit: http://oukosher.org/passover/articles/baby-formula/

6. Q: Costco is having a sale on salmon. May I use the frozen Kirkland Salmon?

A: Due to the frequent application of glazes to raw fish, it should be purchased only with reliable kosher certification. However, Kirkland Frozen Wild Salmon is acceptable after washing it off, while theKirkland Atlantic (Farm Raised) Salmon is acceptable as is for Passover when it bears the OU symbol.


7. Q: Are there any coconut oils that can be used on Pesach?

A: Only the Spectrum Organic Virgin/Crude Coconut Oil is acceptable for Passover when bearing the OU symbol.


8. Q: Are any nutritional supplements or food thickeners acceptable for Passover?

A: Despite the OU’s best efforts, OU certified manufacturers of nutritional supplements have not agreed to special Passover productions. In an effort to help rabbis to make decisions about nutritional supplements for Passover, the OU has identified those products that are halachically acceptable for cholim (the sick). For an extensive listing visit: http://oukosher.org/passover/guidelines/medicine-guidlines/nutritionals-and-dietary-supplements/

9. Q: Are raw nuts acceptable for Passover?

A: Raw nuts in their shell do not require Passover certification. Shelled nuts that list BHA or BHT (preservatives) in the ingredients require special Passover certification. They are sprayed on the nuts using corn derivatives (kitniyot). Please note that regarding peanuts different communities have different customs. Some hold them to be kitniyot; while others eat peanuts on Passover.


10. Q: What coffees are acceptable for Passover?

A: All regular ground coffees are acceptable for Passover use when bearing an OU. Decaffeinated coffee: Coffee is often decaffeinated by means of ethyl acetate, which is derived from either kitniyot or chametz. Therefore, decaffeinated coffees are not acceptable for Passover unless specifically marked for Passover or found in the OU Passover Guideunder the heading of products certified for year round use and Passover. Instant coffees often contain maltodextrin, which is derived from either from corn (kitniyot) or wheat (chametz). Therefore, all instant coffees require special Passover certification unless explicitly mentioned in the OU Passover Guide under the heading of products certified for year round use and Passover.

Reprinted from the March 14, 2013 email of Matzav.com

What's New?
Public Seders


Nearly 700 Chabad-Lubavitch yeshiva students have travelled to destinations around the world where they will be conducting public Passover Seders under the auspices of "Merkos Shlichus." They have been sent to towns and cities with small Jewish communities or tourist spots that do not have permanent emissaries. Chabad-Lubavitch Centers world-wide will be hosting public Seders. To find out about the Seder location closest to you call your local Chabad-Lubavitch Center or visit chabad.org.

Passover Items Used in WWII Found at Death Camp
Worn out Haggadah belonging to Jewish prisoners was discovered at Chelmno concentration camp in Poland.
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An old Haggadah preserved by 
Bar Ilan University. Photo: Courtesy

The Israel-based Shem Olam Holocaust and Faith Institute on Thursday (March 24, 2013) showcased items that may have been used for Passover rituals at the Chelmno death camp in western Poland. The items were discovered during excavations of the site in pits containing prisoners’ belongings.


One item is a worn out and partially torn Haggadah that was burned by the Nazis. Several portions dealing with the search for chametz (leavened bread) and other sentences managed to survive. 


Shem Olam was founded in 1996 by Avraham Krieger. It is located in Kfar Haroeh, just north of Netanya. One of the institute’s projects deals with how Jews coped with the day-to-day struggles during the Holocaust.


“The Nazis told Jews who had been deported to Chelmno that they were being relocated to a village faraway in the east; they told them each person could bring only lightweight items with a combined weight of 3 to 4 kilograms (7 to 9 pounds),” Krieger said.


“Because of the limited number of items they were allowed to carry, the Jews brought their most important items, but many brought with them things that belonged to their spiritual life and identity… The mere fact that they added these things shows that they were loyal to their faith, to the holiday and to tradition; they demonstrated that they did not let the Germans break their spirit,” he said.


According to Krieger, “Most of the death camps had no such items left behind, but since Chelmno was the first death camp on Polish soil, the Nazis had yet to have at their disposal a sophisticated apparatus and consequently, some of the property was buried, and survived.”

Reprinted from the March 19, 2013 edition of the Jerusalem Post.

Binding Words Fading Quickly As a Sephardic Clan Gathers for Seder, 

By Dianna Marder

At Passover seders throughout the region last weekend, Jewish families gathered to retell the story of the Exodus from Egypt. Each generation keeps the story alive for the next.


But for the family of Delcy Weinberg, 82, of Northeast Philadelphia, the seder has an additional significance. She is descended from a community of Turkish Jews whose native tongue, Ladino, is near extinction.


Nearly 100 of Weinberg's kin - some from as far as South Carolina and Florida - attended the family's 26th annual seder Sunday night at the Westin Hotel in Mount Laurel. All were members of the Hakim, Sady, Saul (Weinberg's maiden name) and Avayou families, who joined together to celebrate and preserve their distinct history with snatches of the Ladino language and melodies.


A blend of Hebrew and Spanish, Ladino is the language of Sephardic Jews - those who were expelled from Spain in 1492.


Only the 80-somethings in Weinberg's clan remember the old language, almost unknown today. Maurice Sady, Weinberg's cousin, who led the annual seder, recalls owning a Hagaddah printed in Hebrew with Ladino transliterations, but now the Passover seder is conducted mostly in English and Hebrew, with as many references and melodies as the older generation can remember in Ladino.


Sady remembers that his grandfather, as an elder in the community, was addressed as se�or and older cousins were called tio, Spanish for uncle, as a sign of respect.

Sephardim, who made their way to countries such as Turkey and China, as well as to those in South America and the Caribbean, are in the minority in the United States, where most Jewish families are Ashkenazim - of German and Eastern European heritage.


Ashkenazic Jews blended Hebrew with the languages of those countries to develop Yiddish, while Sephardim blended Hebrew with Spanish to develop Ladino.


Unlike Yiddish, which gave us the linguistic gems chutzpah and schlep, no Ladino words found their way into modern English.


And while Jewish children can attend after-school classes to learn to pray in Hebrew or speak in Yiddish, children's classes in Ladino are almost unheard of.


"It's a dying language, unfortunately," says Weinberg, whose grandparents spoke Ladino at home. "I don't think there's anywhere you can send your children today to learn it."


As a substitute, Weinberg says, her children studied Spanish in high school and college. If you can understand Spanish, you can understand Ladino.


"I talk to Mexicans, I talk to Puerto Ricans," Weinberg says, "and they all understand me."


Weinberg's extended family traces its American roots from David Avayou, who left the coastal city of Izmir in Turkey and resettled in another coastal resort, Atlantic City, in 1904.


Norman Avayou, at 82 years the youngest of David Avayou's children, helps organize the annual seder. He says his father returned to Izmir briefly in 1906 to find a bride and later brought most of her family from Turkey to Atlantic City, too.


"The sea air and the promenade along the shore may have been the reason David Avayou picked Atlantic City," says nephew Maurice Sady, 84, of Mount Laurel, who leads the seder service, making certain to introduce as many Ladino references as possible.


The Sady and Avayou families founded Congregation Shaareh Zion in Atlantic City in 1920 and a Jewish cemetery in nearby Pleasantville a few years later. The synagogue closed in 1980, but the Avayou/Saul/Sady clan still schedules an annual bus trip to the cemetery every fall, just before the Jewish High Holy Days.


In the small, tight Sephardic community of Atlantic City, Sady says, men and women had to marry Ashkenazic Jews in order to avoid marrying cousins. So roughly half of those who attend the annual seder are Ashkenazic, and most do not know any Ladino.


"We may be the last generation to speak Ladino," Norman Avayou says.


Philadelphia's only Sephardic synagogue, Mikveh Israel, founded in 1740, owns a Torah donated by the Sady family.


One more thing, Weinberg notes with pride: Sephardic cooking is distinct (better, she hints) from Ashkenazic.


"We never made gefilte fish," she says, turning up her nose at the hard-to-fathom chopped-carp dish so routinely served as an appetizer at Ashkenazic Passover seders that some people think it's as mandatory as matzo.


"In our family," she says, "we made flounder Francaise."

Reprinted from the April 22, 2008 edition of the Philadelphia Inquirer.

It Once Happened

Looking for a Jew

In a European Town

By Rabbi Laibl Groner,

Of the Lubavitcher Rebbe's Secretariat


One year, just a few days before Pesach (Passover), I called one of the Rebbe's emissaries in Europe with a message from the Rebbe. The emissary was being instructed to visit a certain city and give assistance to a Jewish resident there. The Rebbe did not specify who this Jew was or what type of help he was supposed to provide. 


"Reb Laibl," the emissary said. "It's a few days before Pesach. I'm expecting 400 people for the Seder. How can I drop everything and travel four hours there and four hours back?" 


"Listen," I told him, "are you a shliach (emissary) of the Rebbe or not? The Rebbe knows that it's right before Pesach. Drop everything and go immediately to that city. Don't waste any time." 


The shliach called me after Pesach: "Let me tell you what happened. I came to that city, but there was not a single Jew - no synagogue, no nothing. I went around asking the local residents if there were any Jews in the city. No one knew of any Jews living there. I went to the city hall and asked to check the lists of people who live in the city, but there were no records of any Jews in town. I thought that maybe I had made a mistake (there were no cell phones in those days), and so I prepared to head back home. I would call you to say what happened. 


"Before leaving the city, I stopped at a gas station. The attendant came out and asked me, 'What's a Jew with a beard doing in a city where there are no Jewish people?' 


"'Are you sure that there's not even one Jew in this town?' I asked the man. The attendant thought for a moment and then said, 'Now that you mention it, there's a butcher shop about half an hour away from here, and I'm almost sure that the owner of that butcher shop is a Jew.' He gave me the directions, and I arrived there at around a quarter to six in the evening. 


"I opened the door of the butcher shop, and when the owner saw me, he literally fainted! What had I done to him? I picked him up, revived him, brought him to a chair, and gave him a cup of cold water. When I asked him what had caused such a strong reaction, he told me the following: 


"'My wife, my two children, and I are the only Jewish people in this town. The local minister comes from time to time and tries to convince us to convert. "Why does your family have to be alone?" he asks. I would always tell him that rather than renounce our religion, Jews preferred martyrdom, to be burnt in auto de fés... 


"Recently, the minister came again,. But this time he told him he wasn't going to leave the store unless I would agree to do what he asked. I told him I needed a week to decide. When he left my shop, I turned to G-d and said, 'I need a sign from You that I should not agree to his request.'


“A whole week passed without any sign from Above. At 5:30 this afternoon, a half hour before the minister was supposed to return for my final decision, I said to G-d, 'He is coming at 6. If You don't send me a sign I will agree.' Fifteen minutes later, out of nowhere, you entered my shop. I realized this was the sign I was waiting for and that was why I fainted." 


The shliach told the butcher, "Passover is in another few days. I'm inviting you, your wife, and your two children to spend the holiday with us." The man happily agreed. 


Two years later, the shliach called me again. "There is a postscript to the story. While the family was staying with us for Pesach, we invited them to stay a little while longer. Their stay lasted for about six weeks during which time we shared with them the basics of how to lead a Jewish life. 


"Last week, I was visiting Jerusalem and I went to pray at the Western Wall. Suddenly, I felt someone tapping my shoulder. I turned around and saw a bearded young man standing with his children. 


"'Do you recognize me?' he asked. When I said 'no,' he replied, 'Look into my eyes.' I took a closer look at him. 'You're the butcher from that town!' I cried. 'What happened? What are you doing here?' 


"'When we returned home after spending those six weeks in your house,' he replied, 'my wife told me, "Listen, if we're Jewish then we have to live amongst other Jews. What are we doing here? We have to close the shop, pack our things, and make aliya to go live in Israel." That's exactly what we did. Since arriving here in Israel, we have become closer and closer to our Jewish roots and you can see for yourself how we've progressed...'" 

Reprinted from this week’s issue of “L’Chaim,” a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization. Reprinted from Beis Moshiach Magazine
Coke for Pesach
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Kosher Today reports: A major Chasidic rabbi in Williamsburg routinely offers his followers Coca Cola products but not the Coke products manufactured in the US. The Chasidim rely on the certification of Rabbi Yehuda Leib Landau of Bnei Brak, who does not certify Diet Coke on Passover, because of his issues with the sweeteners. The [diet] products are instead certified by the Chief Rabbinate of Tel Aviv, which is why the Williamsburg rabbi bars the Israeli Diet Coke on Passover. Rabbi Landau does, however, certify the regular Coca Cola for Passover.


It is widely believed in Israel that Rabbi Landau is one of the few people on earth that knows the exact ingredients of Coca Cola. Rabbi Landau’s certification on Diet Coke bottles clearly states that he does not certify the Diet Coke for Passover.


Although Coke generally does not condone import of its products from country to country, it has apparently made an exception for its Israeli products under Rabbi Landau.


A leading rabbi told KosherToday that the switch of certifications on Diet Coke is widely known amongst most Israeli consumers who covet Rabbi Landau’s hechsher, but it has incensed some Diet Coke customers who claim they were unaware of the change despite the disclaimer on the product.


In the US, Coca-Cola is certified by the Orthodox Union (OU) and most bottlers in the US produce a number of Coke products including Diet Coke for Passover. Last year, there was a major shortage of the Passover Coke in California when Coke directed its suppliers to change the way they manufacture caramel to reduce levels of the chemical 4-methylimidazole, or 4-MEI, which California has listed as a carcinogen.


Coca-Cola products in Illinois are certified as Kosher for Passover by the CRC (Chicago Rabbinical Council). This year some of the caps designated for the CRC supervised production were mistakenly delivered to the East Coast. But the OU confirmed that products available in the East Coast either with OU-P or CRC-P13 on Yellow Caps has been produced under the strict Passover supervision of the Orthodox Union and the products are Kosher for Passover.
Reprinted from the March 7, 2013 website of Matzav.com

Working to Get the Passover Message Out, One Matzah at a Time

By Menachem Posner |


As Passover draws near, Chabad-Lubavitch emissaries the world over distribute millions of handmade shmurah matzahs.

And with such a tall order comes the distribution of stories as well.


For example, in 2004, Shmuel Glick was in a New York hospital, battling an aggressive form of cancer. Just before Passover, Glick asked his son Yehuda to go home and get some handmade shmurah matzah and give it to a Jewish E.R. doctor they’d come to know.


After the holiday, the doctor visited the Glick family and told them how he treasured the gift, and that his entire family had enjoyed it. Shmuel Glick passed away three months later, but his passion for sharing matzah remains.

	

	



Rabbi Yehuda Glick, who now lives in Baltimore, will soon load his car with shmurah matzah and drive an hour to suburban Germantown, Md., where he plans on passing out the hand-rolled, cracker-like wafers to just about every Jewish person he can find. Glick, who together with his wife is opening a new Chabad center in Germantown, sees the shmurah matzah as central to his mission.
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	Mendel Wineberg, left, and Yehoshua Shneur, student coordinator for Montreal, prepare to deliver shmurah matzahs.



“For some people,” he explains, “this will be a reminder that Passover is coming. For others, it will serve to enhance their family Passover celebration, as they see, touch, and then taste matzah rolled by hand and baked in a stone oven just like our ancestors have been doing for generations.


“And for everyone, it will be my way of saying I am here for them.”


Shmurah means “guarded”; the matzah with that name is made from flour that’s been carefully guarded from moisture from the moment the grain was harvested. Most shmurah matzah is baked the old-fashioned way in a handful of places in the United States, Israel, Europe, and more recently, Ukraine. It represents the desire of a people to fulfill G‑d’s will without the intrusion, complication and impersonality of a machine.

Drive initiated in 1954


Just days before Passover 1954, the Lubavitcher Rebbe—Rabbi Menachem M. Schneerson, of righteous memory—lamented the fact that shmurah matzah had become virtually nonexistent, and exhorted Jewish leaders, “rabbis, shochtim (ritual slaughterers), reverends, synagogue caretakers,” and indeed every individual, to do their utmost to distribute hand-baked shmurah matzahs in their communities.


The Rebbe said that it had once been customary for rabbis to hand out shmurah matzah to their congregants, and he wished to reinstate the practice. At the very least, he encouraged them to give every individual six matzahs—three for each Seder night—or even two, so that they would have one per night.


Rabbi Berel Mochkin, head of the Chabad Lubavitch Youth Organization of Montreal, remembers that he and a number of other youthful activists began giving out matzahs the very next year. “At that time, most people did not know what it was. We even convinced the local supermarket chain to sell the matzahs. Now they do not need to be convinced, as everyone knows what it is, and people buy it on their own.”


Fifty years later, Mochkin is still giving out matzahs all over the city. Yanky Greene, a student at the Rabbinical College of Canada, says he and a friend brought some to Jewish businesspeople in Old Montreal. “Sure, they were happy to get them. Some of them looked and said, ‘Oh, shmurah matzah!’ But others didn’t know what it was, so we filled them in.”


Dr. Gerald Avertick, an optometrist who’s been receiving the matzah for many years from various Chabad organizations in Montreal, says they have changed his family’s Passover experience. “It used to be that we would get machine matzahs, and use the extra matzahs from Chabad just at the Seder. But now the kids like the hand matzah better than the other stuff. I go out and buy it every year, so that we will have enough.”


Rabbi Yisroel Shmotkin, executive director of Chabad-Lubavitch of Wisconsin, who distributes 1,000 pounds of shmurah matzah yearly, says that things have indeed changed since he began giving out matzahs in 1969. “The success of the Rebbe’s campaign can perhaps be seen in how the bakeries have begun to cater to individual distribution. When I first started, I would order large boxes, only to discover that a third of the matzahs would invariably be broken by the time they got off the truck, and we had to repackage them into boxes of six. There was no way that we were going to give out broken matzah. After all, for most people, this is their matzah for the Seder.”


Today, the bakeries have recognized the importance of packing for distance, and even sell smaller boxes. He adds: “We still carefully check every box to make sure that the matzahs are whole.”


Shmotkin still proffers a portion of his matzah packages personally, but sheer volume and distance dictate that he share the burden with delivery services and UPS. In fact, many people come to pick up their own—an indication of how deeply rooted shmurah matzah has once again become in the Jewish experience. H


e recalls receiving letters from people telling him how they had not been planning on having a Seder, but when the shmurah matzah arrived, they quickly arranged one. Others wrote that these matzahs had given them the encouragement to celebrate Passover properly, eating no leavened foods for the duration of the eight-day holiday.


In his words, “Sharing these authentic matzahs lifted them up to get in touch with their inner selves.”


In Cherry Hill, N.J., where Rabbi Mendy Kaminker runs the Israeli Chabad Center, he says that he sees shmurah matzah distribution as a special opportunity. “In addition to the spiritual benefits these matzahs bring, going out each evening and delivering them to people’s homes gives me the chance to offer them a special gift. It has become a tradition. They invite me in, we talk, and I hand them the matzahs.”


Kaminker says he begins his visits well before the holiday, because “the better we get to know each other, the longer I end up staying in each house, and the fewer homes I get to reach each night.”


To obtain hand-baked shmurah matzah for your Seder, contact a Chabad center near you.

Reprinted from last week’s email of Chabad.Org Magazine

Matzoh May be a
Lost “Loss Leader”
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The age of using matzoh as a “loss leader” may be rapidly coming to an end as many chains seemed to have changed their policy of offering Matzoh as a loss leader for specific amount purchases. This year, for example, Shoprite is offering the free 5 lb. box of Matzoh but only with $50 of Kosher for Passover products or two boxes for $100 of Passover foods purchased.


In the past, the Matzoh was offered for the purchase of any food, even if not kosher for Passover. Some stores are no longer offering the promotion altogether but selling the 5 lb. boxes for at least $7.


The change is good news for Matzoh manufacturers who were often at the mercy of retailers pushing the manufacturers for bargains. Early indications are that Matzoh sales are well ahead of last year despite these changes.


Prices of Matzoh seemed to have increased across the board, including Israeli Matzoh and the hand-made shmurah which in most cases has risen by at least $1.00 a lb.


At least one source wondered out loud why Matzoh prices have risen when the price of flour has in general declined. But the Matzoh bakers say that in the case of the shmurah (closely guarded flour from inception) costs have actually risen.

Reprinted from the March 7, 2013 website of Matzav.com

The Fifth Son

(Not) at the Seder

Correspondence by Rabbi Menachem M. Schneerson,

The Lubavitcher Rebbe, Zt”l
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	Original art by Miriam Teleshevsky.


By the Grace of G‑d
11th of Nissan, 5717

[April 12, 1957]

Brooklyn, N.Y.

Greeting and Blessing:

The Festival of Pesach is inaugurated by the central theme: “When thy son will ask thee,” and the Haggadah is based on the commandment of the Torah: “Then shalt thou tell thy son.”


There are various ways of asking questions and formulating the answers, depending upon whether the son belongs to the category of the “Wise,” the “Wicked,” the “Simple,” or “The One Who Knows Not How to Ask.”


While the “Four Sons” differ from one another in their reaction to the Seder service, they have one thing in common: they are all present at the Seder service. Even the so-called “Wicked” son is there, taking an active, though rebellious, interest in what is going on in Jewish life around him. This, at least, justifies the hope that someday also the “Wicked” one will become wise, and all Jewish children attending the Seder will become conscientious, Torah-and-Mitzvoth-observing Jews.


Unfortunately, there is, in our time of confusion and obscurity, another kind of a Jewish child: the child who is conspicuous by his absence from the Seder service; the one who has no interest whatsoever in Torah and Mitzvoth, laws and customs; who is not even aware of the Seder-Shel-Pesach, of the Exodus from Egypt and the subsequent Revelation at Sinai.


This presents a grave challenge, which should command our attention long before Passover and the Seder night. For no Jewish child should be forgotten and given up. We must make every effort to save also that “lost” child, and bring the absentee to the Seder table. Determined to do so, and driven by a deep sense of compassion and responsibility, we need have no fear of failure.


In order to remedy an undesirable situation of any kind, it is necessary to attack the roots of the evil. The same is true in this case.


The regrettable truth is that the blame for the above-mentioned “lost generation” lies squarely on the shoulders of the parents.


It is the result of an erroneous psychology and misguided policy on the part of some immigrants arriving in a new and strange environment. Finding themselves a small minority and encountering certain difficulties, which are largely unavoidable in all cases of resettlement, some parents had the mistaken notion, which they injected also into their children, that the way to overcome these difficulties is to become quickly assimilated with the new environment, by discarding the heritage of their forefathers and abandoning the Jewish way of life.


Finding the ensuing process somewhat distasteful, as such a course is bound to be full of spiritual conflict, some parents were resolved that their children would be spared the conflict altogether. In order to justify their desertion and appease their injured conscience, it was necessary for them to devise some rationale, and they deluded themselves, and deluded their children, by the claim that in their new surroundings the Jewish way of life, with the observance of the Torah and Mitzvoth, did not fit. They looked for, and therefore also “found,” faults with the true Jewish way of life, while in their non-Jewish environment everything seemed to them only good and attractive.


By this attitude the said parents hoped to assure their children’s existence and survival in the new environment. But what kind of existence is it, if everything spiritual and holy is traded for the material? What kind of survival is it, if it means the sacrifice of the Soul for the amenities of the body?


Moreover, in their retreat from Yiddishkeit, they turned what they thought was an “escape to freedom” into an escape to servitude, pathetically trying to imitate the non-Jewish environment, failing to see that such imitation, by its caricature and inferiority complex, can only call forth mockery and derision, and can only offend the sensibilities of those whose respect and acceptance they are so desperately trying to win.


The same false approach to the minority problem, whereby the misguided minority seeks to ensure its existence by self-dissolution, which essentially means suicide, or, at any rate, self-crippling, has dominated not only individuals, but unfortunately has been made the creed of certain groups thrown together by a set of circumstances.


This gave rise to certain dissident movements on the Jewish scene, which either openly or by subterfuge seek to undermine the Torah which Moses commanded us, as he received it from the One G‑d, and transmitted it to our people; the Divine Torah which gives our people its unique and distinctive character among the nations of the world. Verily, these movements, while differing from each other, have one underlying ideology in common, that of “We will be as the nations, as the families of the countries, to serve wood and stone.” (Ezekiel 20:32)


The dire consequences of this utterly false approach were that thousands upon thousands of Jews have been removed from their fountain of life, from their fellow Jews and from their true faith. Deprived of spiritual life and content, there grew up children who no longer belong to the “Four Sons” of the Haggadah, not even in the category of the “Wicked” one. They are almost a total loss to themselves and to their fellow Jews and true Yiddishkeit, which are inseparable.


The event of the Exodus from Egypt and the Festival of Passover are timely reminders, among other things, that not in an attempt to imitate the environment lies the hope for survival, deliverance and freedom, but rather in the unswerving loyalty to our traditions and true Jewish way of life.


Our ancestors in Egypt were a small minority, and lived in the most difficult circumstances. Yet, as our Sages relate, they preserved their identity and, with pride and dignity, tenaciously clung to their way of life, traditions and distinct uniqueness; precisely in this way was their existence assured, as also their true deliverance from slavery, physical and spiritual.


It is one of the vital tasks of our time to exert all possible effort to awaken in the young generation, as also in those who are advanced in years but still immature in deeper understanding, a fuller appreciation of the true Jewish values, of Torah-true Yiddishkeit, a full and genuine Yiddishkeit; not of that which goes under a false label of misrepresented, compromised, or watered-down “Judaism,” whatever the trademark.


Together with this appreciation will come the realization that only true Yiddishkeit can guarantee the existence of the individual, of each and every Jew, at any time, in any place, and under any circumstances.


There is no room for hopelessness in Jewish life, and no Jew should ever be given up as a lost cause. Through the proper compassionate approach of Ahavas Yisroel, even those of the “lost” generation can be brought back to the love of G‑d (Ahavas HaShem) and love of the Torah (Ahavas HaTorah), and not only be included in the community of the “Four Sons,” but in due course be elevated to the rank of the “Wise” son.


May G‑d grant that all sons and daughters of Israel be gathered together at the same table of the Seder service, to celebrate the Festival of Passover in its true spirit and manner, in accordance with “the testimonies, statutes, and laws which G‑d our G‑d commanded us.”


May the gathering also of those “lost tribes of Israel,” and their assembly at the Seder table, hasten the beginning of the true and complete Redemption of our people, through our righteous Moshiach, speedily in our time.


With the blessing of a Kosher and Happy Pesach,

Reprinted from last week’s email of Chabad.Org Magazine.

What if a Non-Jew Comes to One’s House on Pesah with Hametz

By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour


If a gentile comes into a Jew’s home on Pesah with Hametz, the Jew is not required to send him out of the home. A common example of such a case is a non-Jewish workman or electrician who comes to do repairs. If he brings Hametz food with him, the Jew may allow him to remain in the home, and is not required to ask him to leave.


Even though the Torah formulates the prohibition of Hametz with the term “Lo Yera’eh” (“it shall not be seen”), the complete phrase is “Lo Yera’eh Lecha” (“it shall not be seen to you”), which our Sages interpreted as referring specifically to Hametz which one personally owns. It is not forbidden to have in one’s home Hametz owned by a non-Jew, and thus if a non-Jewish repairman shows up in one’s home on Pesah with Hametz, he may be permitted to remain. 


Nevertheless, it is preferable, when possible, to avoid this situation, as there is the risk that the non-Jew may leave crumbs on the table that may reach one’s food. Furthermore, the Ben Ish Hai (Rav Yosef Haim of Baghdad, 1833-1909), in his work Rab Pe’alim (2:55), cites authorities who held that the aforementioned Halacha applies only to raw Hametz dough. 
According to these Poskim, although one may allow a gentile to bring dough into his home on Pesah, one may not allow baked Hametz products in his home. It is thus preferable to avoid this situation, and to respectfully ask the gentile not to bring Hametz products into the home. If, however, a non-Jewish worker did bring Hametz into the home on Pesah, no violation has been committed, and the Jew should simply clean and ensure that no crumbs were left. 


Summary: If a non-Jew will be coming to one’s home during Pesah, such as a workman who comes to do repairs, it is preferable to respectfully ask that he does not bring Hametz into the home, but strictly speaking, the non-Jew may be allowed to enter the home with Hametz, as long as one ensures to remove any crumbs that are left.
Reprinted from the March 3, 2013 Daily Halacha email of Rabbi Eli J. Mansour, part of the Rabbi Jacob S. Kassin Memorial Halacha Series.
Haggadah Tidbits

"This is the bread of affliction which our fathers ate in the land of Egypt"- Wasn't the matzah actually what they ate upon leaving Egypt? When Ibn Ezra was imprisoned in India, he was only fed matzah and no hamess. The reason for this is that matzah takes very long to digest, and one could remain satiated with a smaller amount. Likewise, the Egyptians gave the Jews matzah to eat.


"And I gave to Esav Mount Se'ir"- Why do we mention Esav in the Haggadah? Hashem promised to Abraham "Your descendants will be strangers in a strange land." Hashem also promised, "To your descendants I will give this land [of Israel]." Therefore we mention that Esav was given Mount Se'ir and never became a stranger in a strange land. Thus he has no claim to the land of Israel.


"Rabbi Akiba said, 'We can show that each plague... was made up of five different plagues'" - What is the purpose of trying to maximize the number of plagues that Hashem brought upon Egypt? When we were taken out of Egypt, Hashem promised, "I will not strike you with any of the sicknesses that I brought on Egypt." The more sicknesses we can attribute to the plagues in Egypt, the fewer sicknesses that Hashem may bring upon us if we sin. 


"We therefore are obligated to thank, praise, adore...Hashem" - There is a principle learned in the Gemara that one is only obligated to thank Hashem for miracles going back two generations. Why, then, are we obligated to thank Hashem for the miracles involved in the Exodus? It seems that it would just be an optional "nice thing to do." In the preceding paragraph in the Haggadah, we read that each person must view himself as if he personally was taken out of Egypt. Since the miracles were actually done for us and not only for our ancestors, "We therefore are obligated..."

Reprinted from this week’s email of the Jersey Shore Torah Bulletin.
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