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Rabbi Samson Wertheimer (1658–1724)
1.

Some three hundred years ago, in the city of Vienna, capital of Austria, there lived a famous rabbi, Rabbi Samson Wertheimer. (Rabbi Samson Wertheimer was born in Worms in 1658 and died in Vienna at the age of 66. Through his great friend, Samuel Oppenheimer, the great financier, Rabbi Samson was presented to the royal court and, together, they were of great assistance to King Leopold the First. Later, after the death of Oppenheimer, Rabbi Samson took over his post, which he kept also during the reign of King Joseph.)
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This rabbi was renowned not only on account of his riches and high government position, but also on account of his wisdom and fine character. He was King Leopold’s Finance-Minister, and was entrusted with all the financial secrets of the country. He also supplied much of the war material for the army in the great war with Spain at that time.


Rabbi Samson used his great influence at court to benefit his oppressed Jewish brethren, and with his great wealth he supported the poor and needy. He took great pride in his Judaism, and he fought against those who told malicious lies about the Jewish people and their traditions. His piety and kindliness made him beloved by all Jews.


At that time a certain bishop (who was surely a direct descendant of the wicked Haman) won the king’s favor. The bishop could not bear to see the king giving so much honor to, and having so much faith in, a Jew. He tried all methods to place Rabbi Samson in the king’s disfavor. Try as he would, the bishop could not find any excuse to cause the king to mistrust him.


The bishop once came to the king and said: “Your majesty, there is a Jew whom you have trusted with all the wealth of the kingdom. Do you know if he is faithful and honest? Maybe he enriches himself at the king’s expense? Do you know if he has earned his wealth honestly?” The king replied: “I certainly do have faith in him. Have you any proof that he has cheated me?”


“I have no doubt whatsoever that he cheats you”; continued the bishop, “but I also have a way to prove to your majesty that my accusations are not groundless. I bribed a bookkeeper of your Jewish finance minister, and he gave me a copy of his books. I didn’t believe my eyes when I saw what a huge amount of money he has amassed! Let the king ask him how much he is worth and see what he answers you. If his answer will conform to the amount written in his books, then I will also admit that he is an honest man. But if he states a sum less than that mentioned in the books, then you know that he is a swindler. The king may then give him over into my hands, and you can rest assured that he will receive his just punishment.”


“Very well! I am willing to try out your test,” the king answered. “You will then see that all your suspicions are groundless.”


“One condition, I would ask of your majesty,” the bishop went on. “If it will be proven that Wertheimer has lied, he must be burnt alive, and, meanwhile, your majesty can have the furnace heated, so that the death sentence can be carried out immediately.”


The king allowed himself to be influenced, and the furnace was prepared. Meanwhile the king gave orders to his hangmen that, if a person, no matter who it may be, should come to them and ask in the king’s name: “Have you carried out the king’s order?” they should straight away grab him and throw him into the furnace without any questions!

2.

The bishop left the palace in high spirits, rubbing his hands gleefully at the thought of ridding himself of his Jewish enemy, Wertheimer.


The king then had his Finance Minister Rabbi Samson Wertheimer brought before him. He did not tell him that this was a matter of life and-death, but just started a friendly discussion with him. The king led the conversation up to the point where the king asked him about his personal welfare and inquired if he was satisfied.


“Praised be the Almighty, I cannot complain,” the rabbi answered humbly.


“Do you receive suitable pay for your devoted service? About how much is your personal wealth, my good friend?” the king asked matter-of-factly.


“The king has to be told an exact amount, and that is difficult to estimate on the spot.”


“I don’t mean to the exact gulden,” the king interrupted. “How much are you certain of, that you have no doubts about?”
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Rabbi Samson Wertheimer thought for a moment and then mentioned a certain amount.


The king could hardly restrain his astonishment and anger. Rabbi Samson had mentioned an amount roughly one-tenth of the amount he was supposed to own, according to the books. It looked as if the bishop was right. His trustworthy and reliable finance minister had apparently fooled him!


The king then told him to go to the furnace and ask the hangmen if they had carried out the king’s orders.


Rabbi Samson went to carry out the king’s order, not dreaming that he was going to a certain death.


On the way he met a Jew who was very pleased to meet him. “Worthy rabbi, today my newborn son is eight days old. I have to carry out the holy mitzvahof circumcision, and I cannot find another mohel. I beg of you, Rabbi, please come with me and perform the ceremony.”


In addition to his many qualifications, Rabbi Samson Wertheimer was a mohel. He was always happy to carry out this great mitzvah, and never charged any money for it. Now Rabbi Samson was at a loss what to do. “The king sent me on an errand; how can I delay? I am obliged to carry out his order.”


“And I have been sent by the King of Kings!” the Jew persisted. ‘The sacred mitzvah of circumcision can certainly not be delayed! I will not leave you, dear rabbi, until you grant my wish.”


The rabbi, seeing that such a great Mitzvah came his way, did not hesitate too long, and went with the Jew.


The house was already filled with guests. Rabbi Samson was greeted with great honor and joy. After the ceremony, a meal in honor of the mitzvah was served, and wine was drunk, with everyone expressing good wishes for a healthy life.


As soon as Rabbi Samson drank a glass of wine he felt slightly dizzy; he lay down for a while and soon fell asleep. No one wanted to awaken the honored guest

3.

That night, the bishop could not sleep. He had heard that the king had sent his Jewish finance minister to his certain death. He also had heard that the king had confiscated Rabbi Samson’s possessions; the bishop was in the seventh heaven. “I must go personally and make sure,” the bishop thought. “I will still manage to see the Jew’s bones burning in the furnace.” and with a devilish smirk on his face he went to the furnace.


“I have come to see with my own eyes if you have carried out the king’s orders!” the bishop remarked gaily.


“Aha! We are waiting for you.” the hangmen answered. They grabbed hold of him and started dragging him towards the furnace.


They took little notice of the bishop’s protests and cries. They stopped up his mouth and threw him into the furnace.

4.

Meanwhile, Rabbi Samson woke up and hurried home. It was already after midnight, and he felt disturbed at having to leave the king’s order until the next day.


He found the house in an uproar. his family were worrying about him because all his possessions had been sealed by the king’s servants and they felt that they were all in great danger.


In the morning, straight after morning prayers, Rabbi Samson hastened to carry out his king’s command.


“Yes! We carried out our orders to the letter,” the hangmen replied. “You should have seen the bishop tremble but it served him right . I always knew he was a false person” one of the hangmen remarked with a smile.


Rabbi Samson remained standing, unable to understand what had happened. He ran to the king and became even more bewildered when he saw the king looking at him, as if he, Rabbi Samson, were a ghost.


Rabbi Samson excused himself for having been unable to carry out the royal command the same day, due to a most urgent matter, and he was forced to postpone it till the following day. He hastened to reassure the king, however, that his command had been carried out, and the bishop had been burned according to the king’s order. On the other hand, he could not understand why the king had confiscated all his property that he, Rabbi Samson, had so honestly earned.


The king suddenly broke out into uncontrollable laughter. He laughed and laughed until he could hardly remain standing. He then embraced Rabbi Samson and pressed him to his heart, and continued to laugh joyfully, tears coming to his eyes.


Rabbi Samson regarded the king in amazement and waited patiently until the king would come to himself.


Finally the king told him the whole story about the bishop’s accusation, and what a remarkable escape the rabbi had enjoyed from the certain death that the bishop had prepared for him, but had himself suffered.


“I am now assured that you are a religious, G‑dly man, whom your great G‑d has saved from a certain and unearned death,” the king said earnestly. “But tell me, why did you deny the truth and not admit the full amount of your riches?”


“G‑d forbid!” Rabbi Samson replied. “I would not tell the king a lie. When the king asked me how much I was sure I possessed, I could not state the amount in the books. That was not definitely mine. Only yesterday I had this amount, and today the king confiscated everything. The only certain possessions that I have are those that I have donated to charity. They cannot be taken away from me. I am used to giving a tenth of my earnings to charity, and therefore that is the amount that I stated.”


The king was extremely pleased with Rabbi Samson’s explanation.


“There can be no question any more of confiscating your properties,” the king remarked, beaming. “I grant you them once more, with pleasure. Please tell me how I can repay you for the unpleasantness I caused you so unnecessarily?” the king asked.


“The king has already sufficiently rewarded me, with his trust and friendship,” Rabbi Samson replied. “Even so, I would like to ask a favor of his majesty: I would like to build a large synagogue in Vienna, where my devoted brethren would be able to come to serve G‑d.”


Rabbi Samson’s wish was granted and a great synagogue was erected in the capital, known as “Rabbi Samson’s Synagogue.”


Rabbi Samson lived out his years in Torah study, charity and good deeds, and he accomplished a lot of good both for the Jews and for the country. Before his death he willed a large part of his possessions to charity: this “Wertheimer Fund” existed till the First World War, and gave much help to charitable causes.

Reprinted from the website of Chabad.Org
The Man Who Forgot G-d

By Rabbi Sholom Klass

And so, as he grew wealthy in material goods, he grew poorer and poorer in spiritual qualities. The piety and the humbleness that had characterized him before were no longer to be seen.


Once there lived a truly pious man. He would rise early, wash his hands in the prescribed manner, wrap himself in tallis and tefillin, and turn with joy and fervor to pray to His Maker. He would scrupulously watch that all food that entered his home was strictly kosher; he would never eat a morsel without the proper bracha and he would de​vote a portion of each day to the study of Torah.


Above all, despite the fact that he was desperately poor, he would never fail to give a portion of his meager income to those less fortunate than he.


Despite all his good deeds, he grew more and more destitute, more and more desperate –he was forced to find clothes for his family in other people’s garbage. Still his faith in G-d never wavered and he con​tinued to lead a Torah life.

Help Comes From Heaven

The Almighty, seeing the piety of this man and his hard life, decided that the time had come to reward him for his faithfulness. He called to Eliyahu HaNavi and said, “Eliyahu, My servant, I have a mission for you. There is a man who is pious and good. He observes each and every one of My commandments, and never fails to give charity to the poor, even though he himself is in desperate straits. Now go and give this man four golden zuzim that he may be blessed with good fortune and grow in wealth and honor.”

Eliyahu Comes To Earth
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Eliyahu hurried to G-d’s bidding. He found the man in the midst of prayer. Watching him, Eliyahu was impressed by his kavana and approached him:


“Peace be unto you.”


“Unto you let there be peace.”


“I have been sent by someone with a gift for you,” said Eliyahu. “He wishes to remain anonymous.”


The man protested: “I cannot take this money. All of my life I have refrained from taking charity. There are surely those who need it more than I do.”


Eliyahu persisted until the man agreed to take the coins.

The Man Grows Wealthy

The man hurried to the market place and bought a suit, for he had been wearing little more than rags for many months.


As he left the market place a stranger approached him. “Pardon me, my friend, but I have a very important favor to ask of you. I cannot get over the beauty of your suit. I must have it, and money is no object.”


“How much will you pay me?” asked the pious man.


“I will pay you twenty four gold pieces,” answered the stranger.


“Agreed,” was the answer.


And so began a marvelous period of good fortune. He invested the twenty-four gold pieces in many types of businesses and everything his hand touched turned to gold.


He acquired great and lush fields of wheat, many valuable vineyards and ol​ive groves, great ships that plied the oc​ean trade routes, many servants to do his bidding. His wife was now in possession of luxurious furs and priceless jewels. His children possessed all that their hearts could desire.

The Man Forgets G-d

And now a curious and terrible thing happened. In the midst of his great for​tune, the man forgot G-d. No longer did he seem to have time to daven, no longer did he remember to make brachos. Above all, no longer did he seem to have enough money to spare for charity.


“Business was not too good last week,” he would exclaim, “and I cannot spare it. These poor people have gotten quite enough money from me over the years,” he would begin to say.


And so, as he grew wealthy in material goods, he grew poorer and poorer in spiritual qualities. The piety and the humbleness that had characterized him before were no longer to be seen.

G-d Takes Away His Wealth

The Almighty was very disappointed.


“How this pious man has changed,” He said.


He called Eliyahu again and said, “Behold what wealth and riches have done to this man. Before, when he was poor in monetary resources, he was pious and good. Now, wealth and luxury have turned his heart away and made him forget the Torah. Go now and take back from him the gift I gave him.”


Eliyahu descended swiftly, and set out in search of the man. He found him seat​ed in shul in a luxurious gold​en pew, reserved for the very rich.


“Peace be unto you,” said Eliyahu.


The man returned the greeting.


“I am afraid,” Eliyahu began, “that I must ask you to return the property I gave you for safekeeping.”


“What have you given me for safekeeping?” the man asked.


“Do you not remember? I left four gold zuzim with you for safekeeping.”


“I have no recollection of this,” the man said.


“Think hard,” said Eliyahu. “Do you remember a day many years ago, when you were poor, and stood in this same shul but in the back row, and pray​ed with fervor and feeling to G-d?”


The memory slowly returned to him.


“Yes, you are right. Here are four gold zuzim.”


“No,” replied Eliyahu. “I want the same four zuzim I gave you.”


“But that is impossible,” the man protested. “I have no idea where they are now.”


“Bring me your tzedakkah box,” ordered Eliyahu.


When it was brought, a miracle occurred and Eliyahu found the very same coins that he had given the man. He took them and left.

He Becomes Poor Again

From that day, bad fortune hounded the man. Business turned bad, loss fol​lowed loss until his entire fortune was gone and he was as poor as he had been on that day, many years ago, when he had first encountered Eliyahu.


The man finally understood what had happened. He realized that he was being punished for forgetting to live a life of Torah. He was truly sorry for his mistakes, and deeply repented his sins. Once again, he returned to the life of Torah he had once led, once again he prayed with fervor and meaning.

 

G-d Takes Pity Again

The Almighty saw the man’s teshuva and had pity on him. He asked Eliyahu to give the man some coins, but to warn him to never again forget that riches begin with leading a life of Torah and mitzvos.

Reprinted from the September 19, 2014 edition of The Jewish Press.

The Lonely Farmer Observing The Shmittah (Sabbatical) Year
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There's an amazing documented story that exemplifies this concept. This story occurred recently with a farmer in Israel in the recent Shemittah year of 5775 (Sept 25, 2014 to Sept 13, 2015). 


During the summer of 2015, a brush fire broke out in Eretz Yisrael near Tel Aviv. Within minutes ALL of the fields turned to ashes. All the crops and produce were totally destroyed. 


However smack in the middle and center of all those fields there was one field, which had signs proclaiming that its owner proudly observed the laws of Shemittah.


Amazingly this lone field was untouched by the fire and remained perfectly intact and unharmed. Despite the fact that it contained large amounts of dry weeds and brush, this field remained totally unscathed! 


Imagine for a minute that a fire broke out on the block where you had your store and your store was the only one that was closed on Shabbat and it was also the only store that didn't burn down amidst all the other stores on the block that did. That's exactly the miracle that occurred in Israel!

Reprinted from the Parshat Behar – Bechukotai 5777 email of Jack E. Rahmey with the Guidance and Teachings of Rabbi Amram Sananes
There Are No Atheists

In 18 Holes

By Chabad.org Staff
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Seeing a golfer’s car with the Illinois license plate “ATHEIST” on it, Rabbi Yosef Shmuel Moscowitz couldn’t help but reach out.

“Don’t leave home without it!” is a credo of American Express that’s been adopted by Chabad rabbis, who make sure to have tefillin on hand wherever they go.


So when Rabbi Yosef Shmuel Moscowitz of Chabad of Bucktown and Wicker Park in Chicago, also executive director of Lubavitch Chabad of Illinois, hosted a community golf outing on Wednesday, his tefillin were beside him.


Noticing a fellow golfer’s car with the Illinois license plate “ATHEIST” on it, the rabbi couldn’t help but reach out. Sure enough, the driver was Jewish, and after a bit of encouragement, he said he would be happy to put on tefillin—something he had not done since his bar mitzvah.


“A Jew is a Jew is a Jew,” the rabbi concluded. “Hashem is in the driver’s seat, and He always has you covered.”
Reprinted from the June 23, 2016 email of Chabad.Org Magazine.

He Who Sustains the Bear
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A bear and a goat


The story is told of a Yid who made a living chopping wood in the forest and using his horse and wagon to sell the firewood. Near his worksite, a shepherd would watch over a flock of goats. 


One day as the Yid was working, he noticed a goat slip away from the flock and go into the dense shrubbery of the forest. The next day, he noticed a different goat slipping away from the shepherd and making his way into the forest. When the scene repeated itself yet a third day, the Yid’s curiosity was aroused and he decided to follow the runaway goat.


He carefully made his way through the tangled vines and saw the goat climbing a hill and then entering a cave. The Yid followed the goat into the cave, only to come face to face with a huge, growling bear. At first frightened out of his wits, he soon realized that the bear was severely crippled and could move neither his front nor his back paws.


The Yid was overwhelmed with what he witnessed. The Ribbono shel Olam, Who sustains every living thing, was sending this crippled bear a goat each day so that he should not starve!


The Yid returned to his horse and wagon, and instead of working, returned home.


His wife, concerned that he returned so quickly and with an empty wagon to boot, was concerned to see him.


“What happened?” she asked in alarm.


“He Who sustains the bear will sustain us as well!” he replied.


She became even more worried, and was convinced that he was unwell and this was why he was acting so strangely. As she stood there wondering what to do next, two men arrived at the door and asked whether they could rent the horse and wagon for the day.


“You see how wondrous are the ways of Hashem!” the husband told his wife, “no one asked to rent our horse and wagon until the moment I decided to stop chopping wood.”


He agreed to rent it to the men, and gave his wife the money for the day’s expenses.


“But what will we eat tomorrow?” his wife fretted.


“He Who created the morrow will sustain us,” her husband assured her.


The two men were actually two violent criminals who wanted the wagon so they could bury their latest victim. During the burial they came across a chest of gold coins, which they happily loaded onto the wagon.


Each of them was determined that he alone would keep the entire treasure; and in their attempts to settle the matter they both shared the fate of their victim.


The horse waited all afternoon, and when darkness fell it decided to trot back home, pulling a vast treasure in the wagon.


The Yid inspected his wagon and joyfully informed his wife, “Hashem has brought us our needs for tomorrow — today!”

Reprinted from the May 18, 2017 edition of Hamodia.
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