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Rabbi Yosef Viener Discusses the Importance of Staying on Target

By Daniel Keren



Rabbi Yosef Viener, Mora D’asra of K’hal Sha’ar HaShomayim in Monsey who addressed the recent Flatbush Memorial Day Hakhel Yarchei Kallah Event on the topic of “Exploring the Land of the Brave and the Home of the Free” or who is strong and free? Based on thoughts from Megillah Ruth, the Book of Ruth that Jews traditionally read on the second day of Shavuos that we recently celebrated.


The Sefer written by the Navi Shmuel begins and ends with a sharp contrast. Elimelech understood that he was a talented and important leader in the land of Israel. In his decision to abandon his homeland during a terrible famine, his act shocked his fellow countrymen. Where did he go wrong?


On paper, he figured out that the problem of the famine was more than he as the leader, [even a very wealthy man] could solve and handle and this inspired him to move to nearby Moav where there was no famine.

Why Didn’t Elimelech Realize what was Happening?


The question arises why didn’t Elimelech realize that something unusual was occurring. The famine was only occurring in Eretz Yisroel. What was Elimelech’s mistake? He should have realized that just as Hashem had caused the famine to occur only in Eretz Yisroel, Hashem could just as easily ended the famine [had the Jews perhaps under the guidance of Elimelech turned to G-d and achieved a proper teshuvah, repentance.]


The story of Ploni Almoni in the Book of Ruth symbolized the Jew who doesn’t step up to the plate and fulfill his unique spiritual mission in life as was unfortunately the case earlier with Elimelech and later his two sons – Machlon and Chilyon. 


When Boaz offers his relative Ploni Almoni, a closer relative to Elimelech the opportunity to fulfill the mitzvah of yibum, the levirate marriage and the chance to be the forefather of the royal line of David and progenitor of Moshiach, the redeemer of the Jewish people; Ploni Almoni had a number of personal and perhaps legitimate excuses or fears. But his subsequent refusal was another case of a Jew failing to live up to his great spiritual potential.


The two heroes in Megillah Ruth are Boaz and Naomi. And they are consequently remembered to this day for putting themselves at risk in order to fulfill the great spiritual mission that was presented to them [by Hashem.]

Should One Bench Gomel after Parachuting from a Plane?


Rabbi Viener recalled once being asked by a young man if one has to bench gomel, recite a Jewish blessing of gratitude to Hashem for delivering him from a major life-threatening danger as a result of his having taken the opportunity to seemingly enjoy the recreational sport of parachute jumping from an airplane.


After answering that the answer to the question is a big definite yes, Rabbi Viener asked the questionnaire just why he wanted so much to jump out of a plane which is highly dangerous. The answer of the young man is that it gave him a rush of adrenalin when he found enjoyable. He also explained that he read that parachute diving wasn’t so dangerous according to statistics published by the American Parachute Association, to which the rabbi responded that if the only supporting facts to the sport being safe came from the APA, which wasn’t completely un-objective in the matter, such “facts” were not proof in itself that one should participate in this unusual sport.


Rabbi Viener told those in the Hakhel audience that if one wants to enjoy that incredible rush of adrenalin, why not throw oneself into the study of a challenging Gemora or a shver, difficult Akiva Eiger commentary.


Rabbi Aharon Yehuda Leib Shteinman, zt”l asked an interesting question about Dasan and Aviram. We learn from Chazal that depending on how righteous a Jew in the Midbar was during the years Klal Yisroel was guided by Moshe Rabbeinu, Moses, that fact determined how far from their tent they had to travel in order to find their daily portion of Mon, special food that descended from shomayim, heaven. The less righteous had more of a hike to take than those who were tzadikkim.

Rabbi Shteinman’s Answer to the Question


So every day both Dasan and Aviram who constantly thought of ways to make Moshe Rabbeinu’s life miserable had quite a long distance to traverse in order to retrieve the daily Mon. Why, Rabbi Shteinman asks didn’t they realize that they were being punished? His answer was that of course Dasan and Aviram understood that they were being punished. But they thought their sin was that they were not acting up enough against Moshe Rabbeinu.


The yetzer hora or evil inclination, Rabbi Viener said, works overtime to derail us from our avodas Hashem by making us feel too lazy or to convince us that it is too dangerous [because there might be a man-eating lion on the loose on the street outside our house] and therefore let someone else who is braver or stronger go to the shiur to study Torah or do that mitzvah.


Each and every one of us is challenged by the yetzer hora – sometimes once a week or even once a day. One who stumbles is especially vulnerable as the yetzer hora tries to convince him that it is all over and not even worth trying to continue in dedicating oneself towards the goal of avodas Hashem. That was the tragedy of Orpah, the sister of Ruth and the widow of Chilyon. At first she sincerely wanted to accompany Naomi back to Eretz Yisroel even though she knew it would be difficult and that poverty would most likely be her and Naomi’s fate.


Rabbi Chaim Shmulevitz asked that when Orpah opted to heed Naomi’s repeated suggestions to turn back because of the difficulties that accompanying her mother-in-law would entail, why didn’t she just return to her Palace and lead a comfortable life while at the same time simply observe the Sheva Mitzas shel Ben Noach, the Seven Noahide laws obligatory to all non-Jews?

The Power of the Yetzer Hora


The reason according to Rabbi Shmulevitz is that the yetzer hora convinced Orpah that she had blown it big time when she turned back from Naomi and that it was all lost. And because of her great despair, Orpah fell into countless more serious aveiros, sins that crippled her and made a spiritual comeback impossible; thereby setting up the stage for her to become the mother of the wicked arch enemy of the Jewish people – Golias or Goliath.


Rabbi Viener concluded by pointing out the zerirus, enthusiasm is a tricky midos, (character trait.) If you lack it, you can’t accomplish as much as you possibly could achieve. On the other hand, if you are too enthusiastic, one should wonder if it is the yetzer hora that is making one excited. In such cases, one should consult one’s rav or rebbe or mentor and get daas Torah to clarify the matter at hand.

How Is That

Cheeseburger Kosher?

By Liel Leibovitz
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Last week, the Impossible Burger, a plant-based patty that looks, smells, and tastes suspiciously like the real thing, received an official certification from the Orthodox Union, clearing the way, ostensibly, for the world’s first kosher cheeseburger.


A recent adherent to kashrut laws, I rushed to sample the burger, which is made of water, wheat, and potato proteins, and coconut oil. When the patty arrived, I took a bite and then recoiled. Not only did it taste like juicy and delicious meat, but it was also pinkish and bleeding, just as a perfectly cooked hamburger ought to be.


And how, I wondered, might something bleed if it contained precisely zero animal ingredients? The answer, I soon learned, was heme, which the literature put out by Impossible Foods describes as the magical molecule that gives meat its bloody flavor and which, as it turns out, can now be produced entirely from plants. Still, even as I chewed happily, a part of me felt a bit uneasy about consuming something that looked and tasted so much like the paragon of treyfness.


As it turns out, I’m not the only one to be moved by grill-based guilt. No sooner had the OU certified the Impossible Burger than rabbis the world over began receiving questions about the deeper halachic meaning of this new culinary wonder.


Addressing these questions in a responsa on an Israeli Orthodox website, Rabbi Shlomo Aviner explained the conundrum. The problem, he said, was the concept of Marit Haayin, loosely translated as “for appearance’s sake”: 


Even though the Impossible Burger may be technically kosher, one religious Jew spotting another happily biting into something that looks exactly like a cheeseburger may give the wrong impression. 


But that, the rabbi ruled, was not enough to reject the new invention, for two main reasons. First of all, the rabbi argued, a long-standing tradition commands us not to rush and add new edicts and restrictions not mentioned in the Talmud. But even more importantly is the distinction between what’s common and what’s rare: Marit Haayin applies only if something—a kosher cheeseburger, say—is rare enough to cause confusion. 


But now that genetically engineered food isn’t that rare, and with Impossible Burgers sold anywhere from White Castle to a slew of fast-food joints in many large American cities, they aren’t that rare anymore, and therefore not forbidden. Amen to that, and bon appetit.

Reprinted from the May 29, 2018 email of Tablet Magazine.

Rabbi Berel Wein on

Parshas Shlach 5778
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In our current democratically oriented mindset we subscribe to the tenant that majority rules. Because of this mentality, many times the opinion of the minority is never taken seriously or properly assessed. Yet, throughout world and Jewish history apparently the majority opinion was not always the correct one, and harmful consequences followed from its adoption


The Talmud therefore is always careful to preserve the minority opinion even when the normative practice of Judaism does not. It explains that there perhaps will come a time when circumstances will dictate that the minority opinion will be correct and should be implemented. The flaw in always following the majority opinion is patently illustrated for us in the Torah reading of this week.


The majority opinion, by a vote of 10 to 2, rejected the entry of the Jewish people into the land of Israel, despite G-d’s promises and the entreaties of Moshe. Yet, all Jewish history is based on the minority opinion being the correct one and that following the majority only doomed a generation to a seemingly useless death in the desert of Sinai. Apparently, G-d’s will, so to speak, and the trajectory of history is not subject to a majority vote.


A Jewish Congressman famously stated a century ago that G-d and one constitute a majority. Truth, wisdom, measured action and a vision for the future are not subject to be overturned by a temporary majority opinion. The fact that there it is a Jewish people and a Jewish state in the world today testifies to the eternity of a holy and wise minority opinion.


As human beings who do not have the gift of prophecy and often find it impossible to foretell the future, following the majority opinion is comforting and reassuring. We were brought up on the slogan that 50 million Frenchmen cannot be wrong. Well, they have been very wrong many times over this past century. While we do not want to ignore the wishes of the majority, as there is power and a modicum of truth in numbers, when it comes to matters of faith and historic vision, the rules of majority and minority must be cast aside.


Common sense and historical experience coupled with strong beliefs and traditional faith should move the day when making decisions and policies. Many a leader has been faced with making unpopular decisions for the preservation and welfare of his people. We are told that King Saul lost his crown because he told the prophet Samuel that he had to bow to popular demand instead of heeding G-d’s commandment. In Saul’s case, following the majority opinion regarding the spies in this week’s Torah reading, proved disastrous. We who live in a society where majority rules should bear this caveat in mind.

Reprinted from the Parshas Shlach 5778 website of Rabbiwein.com

Stronger than G-d
By Rabbi Bentzion Shafier

Founder of TheShmuz.com
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“But the men who had ascended with him said, “We cannot ascend to that people for it is stronger than us!” — Bemidbar 13:31


The miraglim (spies) came back with the report that Eretz Yisrael was occupied by giants that couldn’t be vanquished. The expression that they used, though, was “stronger than him.” Rashi explains that the “him” they were referring to was HASHEM. The spies were saying that the giants were so powerful that even HASHEM couldn’t win against them.


This Rashi is very difficult to understand. HASHEM created the heavens and the earth and all that they contain. The people of that generation saw this more clearly than any other. They had all lived through the ten plagues. A few months earlier, they had witnessed HASHEM split the sea into twelve parts. How is it possible that they could believe something so foolish — that these mere mortals, large as they might be, were actually stronger than HASHEM?


This might be easier to answer with a different perspective.

The vastness of space

In Selichos we say, “Amongst all of the gentile nations, there is no king as powerful as You, HASHEM.” But comparing HASHEM to mere mortal seems insulting. How can Chazal use such a poor comparison, one that so belittles (if it could be) the honor of HASHEM?


The answer to this lies in the difference between knowing something and feeling it. As an example, let’s look at the phenomenon called distance. If you are sitting in a large room, the distance from you to the wall isn’t great, perhaps one hundred or two hundred feet. The distance between New York City and Tel Aviv, however, is of a different magnitude. Even flying at five hundred miles an hour, it takes twelve hours to arrive — because six thousand miles is a great expanse.


Yet in terms of measuring distance, continents aren’t considered remote. The distance between the earth and the moon is approximately 250,000 miles. And the distance between the earth and sun is approximately ninety-two million miles, a gap so large that it is difficult to relate to. To get a sense of how far that is, let’s look at an interesting fact.


The sun is the main source of light, heat, and energy on earth. Scientists estimate that the core temperature of the sun is sixteen million degrees. If you were to take a single grain of sand, heat it to that level, and bring it back to earth, it would cause everything within a sixty-mile radius to erupt into flame. Even a speck of matter that hot contains so much energy that it would consume everything around it.


Yet the sun is so far off in space that the rays of light emanating from it spread out, and only a fraction of them enter into our atmosphere and are converted into energy. And so, the temperature on earth can sustain life.


What would happen if the distance were less? Say forty-five million miles? The heat on the planet would rise radically, and life would cease to exist. However, because we are so distant from the sun, the energy dissipates. Only two billionth of one percent of it reaches us, so it gets to be a nice balmy seventy-five degrees in the spring.

A yardstick for measuring space

When it comes to the known universe, though, distances like these aren’t even noticeable. In fact, objects in space are so far apart that measuring them with miles is like measuring the distance between New York City and Los Angeles in inches. A different frame of reference is needed, and so the speed of light is used.


Light travels at approximately 186,000 miles per second. If you mark the time that it takes for light to travel from an object in the sky to earth, you can calculate its distance. Convert the time span into seconds and multiply that by 186,000 miles, and you’ll know how many miles away the object is from earth. Using this system, the distance from the earth to the moon is a mere one and a quarter light seconds. From the earth to the sun is just eight minutes. And now we can put the universe into perspective.


The star closest to the sun is Alpha Centauri. Light traveling from it takes fifteen hundred days to arrive here. It is so far away that light hurtling at 186,000 miles a second takes more than four years to bridge the expanse.


But Alpha Centauri and our sun are not the only stars in the universe. The night sky sports a vast array of stars, stretching out as far as the eye can see. Astronomers estimate that in the Milky Way galaxy alone, there are over a hundred billion stars. Each one is as powerful as our own sun. And most of them are as distant from their neighbors as the sun is from Alpha Centauri. The entire Milky Way unfolds across a span of empty space that baffles the mind.


But of course, the Milky Way is not the only galaxy in the cosmos. There are others. Many others. And here is where things start to get interesting. To help us understand the size of the cosmos, scientists use a parable. If you were to compare the Milky Way galaxy to the rest of the known universe, it would be similar to comparing a coffee cup to the United States of America! There are over a hundred billion galaxies, each containing over a hundred billion stars, spreading across thirteen billion light years of space that is ever expanding.


The Chovos HaLevavos asks: why did HASHEM need to create so vast and complex a universe? He answers that part of the reason is that we should have a glimpse into the greatness of our Creator. If this is the Creation, what does that tell me about the Creator?


So if we know this, how is it possible that we aren’t filled with a powerful sense of awe and reverence for our Creator? Why don’t we tremble when we stand in front of HASHEM? But therein lies the problem. When we deal with things so beyond ourselves, we tend to lose perspective, and they stop having an impact on us. We know it — but we don’t feel it.


This seems to be the answer to the expression in Selichos. Of course, it’s a huge understatement to compare HASHEM to a mortal king. But a powerful king evokes real fear in people’s hearts. The fact that HASHEM fills the cosmos is too removed; the fact that He is stronger than even the mightiest tyrant is far more tangible.


And this seems to be the answer to how the spies could think the giants were more powerful that HASHEM. Yes, HASHEM is strong and He can split the sea, but that is far removed from daily life. These were giants taller than trees. Even though on an intellectual level, the spies recognized that HASHEM was far more powerful, on an emotional level, it didn’t register, so they feared the giants even more than HASHEM.

Even HASHEM can’t get me out of this

This concept has great relevance to us when we find ourselves in situations that seem insurmountable. Much of the problem is that we view things from our small world, and so we find ourselves thinking things like, “I owe so much money that even HASHEM can’t bail me out of this.” While intellectually, we recognize the foolishness of these thoughts, on an emotional level, they still overwhelm us.


As big as our problems are, to HASHEM they are tiny. By focusing on the fact that HASHEM created the heavens and the earth and all that they contain, we can feel on an emotional level that He is all-powerful and can easily redeem us from even our worst fears.

Reprinted from this week’s website of TheShmuz.com This is an excerpt from the Shmuz on the Parsha book.

Living with the Times

The Superiority of 

Young Jewish Children

From the Talks of the Lubavitcher Rebbe

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
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In this week's Torah portion, Shelach, we read about the report of the spies whom Moses sent to explore the Land of Israel. The reaction of the Jewish people to the spies' negative report was immediate: "Our wives and children will surely be taken captive by the strong people living there. Let us appoint a new leader and go back to Egypt." 


G-d, therefore, decreed that they would not be allowed to enter the Land. "But your children, of whom you said 'they will become prey,' them I will bring in, and they will know the land you have despised." The children, the younger generation, will be the ones to enter Israel, G-d promises.

Why is there such an emphasis on children, in both the complaint of the Jewish people and in G-d's response? Because children played a role of great significance, both in the inheritance of the Land and the mission with which the Jewish people are entrusted.


Concerning young children our Sages comment: "A baby breaks into crumbs more than he manages to eat." This means that a young child utilizes only a small portion of the food he is given, while most of it ends up on the floor.


This saying can also be understood in the spiritual sense. A baby symbolizes a person who possesses little wisdom and understanding. The food stands for the Torah and its commandments which sustain the G-dly soul. A person who is an "adult," who utilizes his time on earth wisely, devotes the major portion of his life to doing mitzvot and fulfilling his mission in life. A child, in the spiritual sense, wastes most of his time by becoming involved with foolish and extraneous matters, losing sight of the Divine purpose for his soul. Most of his spiritual sustenance, the Torah, ends up unassimilated and undigested, "crumbs on the floor."


This, in fact, was the claim made by the spies: "Why must we enter the Land of Israel and waste our precious time involving ourselves with physical matters? Here in the desert where all our physical needs are miraculously met, we can devote ourselves totally to learning Torah. For even if we will have time to learn once we enter the Land, most of our day will be wasted! It is far better to stay in the desert than to lower ourselves to that level!" they claimed.


To which G-d responded: "Your children...will be the ones to inherit." Even though the generation of Jews which left Egypt was on a very high spiritual level, devoting their lives to studying the Torah, it was precisely the children, those possessing little Torah knowledge, who would be allowed to enter the Land of Israel. 


The new generation would be required to pursue a different path, working hard to provide the physical necessities of life, while at the same time imbuing their surroundings with G-dliness and holiness. For this is what G-d really wants Jews to do. Our mission in life is to lead a normal, physical existence, while at the same time following the precepts of the Torah.


The Torah learning of young children is also especially dear to G-d. "The learning of little children may not be disturbed, even to build the Holy Temple!" we are told. Their pure faith and belief in G-d has the power to arouse G-d's mercy and foil the evil plans of the enemies of the Jewish people.

Reprinted from the Parshas Shelach 5752/1992 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.
Yehoshua and Kaleb
By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour
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Parashat  Shelah  tells  the  tragic  story  of  the  Meragelim,  the  scouts  sent  to  Eretz  Yisrael  who  came  back  with  a  discouraging  report  and  urged  the  nation  not  to  proceed  into  the  land.  Two  the  twelve  scouts  –  Yehoshua  and  Kaleb  –  dissented  and  presented  a  favorable  report  about  the  land  and  the  prospects  of  its  conquest. Unfortunately,  the  majority  prevailed,  and  the  people  were  persuaded  not  to  proceed. 

When  the  Torah  lists  the  names  of  the  twelve  scouts,  it  refers  to  Yehoshua  –  who  was  the  closest  disciple  of  Moshe  Rabbenu  –  by  the  name  “Hoshea.”

 Rashi  explains  that  this  was  Yehoshua’s  original  name,  but  Moshe  added  the  letters  “Yod”  and  “Heh”  to  form  the  name  “Yehoshua.” These  letters,  which  spell  a  Name  of  Hashem  (“Y-ah”),  were  added  as  a  prayer  to  G-d  that  “Y-ah  Yoshi’acha  Me’asat  Ha’meragelim” – “G-d  shall  save  you  from  the  plot  of  the  scouts.” 

Moshe  knew  through  prophetic  insight  that  the  scouts  would  plot  to  dissuade  the  people  from  entering  the  land,  and  he  thus  prayed  that  his  dear  student  would  be  protected  from  their  influence  and  have  the  fortitude  to  oppose  them. 

The  second  dissenter,  Kaleb,  also  received  the  strength  to  oppose  the  majority  through  the  power  of  prayer.    As  Rashi  tells  later  in  the  Parasha,  when  Kaleb  arrived  in  Eretz  Yisrael  he  temporarily  separated  from  the  other  spies  and  went  to  Hebron,  to  the  site  of  Me’arat  Ha’machpela,  where  the  patriarchs  are  buried. He  went  there  in  order  to  pray  for  assistance  in  resisting  the  influence  of  the  scouts. 

Yehoshua  and  Kaleb  were  outstanding  Sadikim,  and  yet  the  needed  special  prayers  for  protection  from  the  influence  of  their  peers. Moshe  was  concerned  about  his  closest  and  most  outstanding  disciple,  and  Kaleb  did  not  feel  confident  in  his  ability  to  withstand  the  pressure  without  reciting  a  special  prayer  at  a  holy  site.


The  power  of  peer  influence  is  so  strong  that  even  the  greatest  Sadikim  are  vulnerable  to  its  force,  and  can  get  thrown  off  course  by  their  surroundings. As  great  as  Yehoshua  and  Kaleb  were,  they  needed  special  divine  protection  to  be  able  to  withstand  the  pressure  exerted  by  the  other  ten  scouts. 

This  message  assumes  special  importance  in  contemporary  times,  when  we  live  in  a  society  that  has,  unfortunately,  plummeted  to  such  depths  of  immorality. We  are  bombarded  on  a  daily  basis  by  messages  that  run  in  direct  contrast  to  the  Torah  values  which  we  hold  dear. We  are  far  from  the  level  of  Yehoshua  and  Kaleb,  and  yet  we  are  exposed  to  unrelenting  - sinful  influences  constantly. 

If  Yehoshua  and  Kaleb  needed  special  prayers  to  protect  them,  then  we  can  only  imagine  what  kind  of  lengths  we  must  go  to  in  order  to  protect  ourselves  and  our  children  from  the  negative  influences  exerted  upon  us. In  every  generation,  but  especially  in  ours,  we  must  work  vigorously  to  shield  ourselves  from  the  influences  around  us,  through  prayers,  Torah  learning  and  education,  and  by  surrounding  ourselves  with  like-minded  devoted  Jews  so  we  come  under  their  positive  Torah  influence  instead  of  being  exposed  to  the  negative  influences  of  contemporary  society.

Reprinted from this week’s website of the Edmond J. Safra Synagogue of Brooklyn, where Rabbi Eli J. Mansour is the spiritual leader.

Maccabees Winning New Battles on the Court

By Steve Lipman

YU, Stern Athletes Enjoyed Unprecedented Success This Year; it was All Part of Joe Bednarsh’s ‘Plan.’



Yeshiva University’s league champion basketball team was shaped by athletic director Joe Bednarsh, inset, who has begun recruiting outstanding athletes to the Modern Orthodox institution. Photos courtesy of YU


It’s not exactly “The Process,” the much-vaunted, patience-pays-off blueprint the NBA’s Philadelphia 76ers employed to lift the once-lowly team into the league’s top echelon.


But Joe Bednarsh, Yeshiva University’s bearded athletic director, had “a plan.”


Five years ago, in a first for the Maccabees, he hired a recruiting director to aggressively seek out the best day school athletes. Then he hired an assistant athletic director specifically for women’s sports. All on a shoestring budget.


Bednarsh’s plan seems to be paying off.


Last month, the men’s basketball team, for the first time in school history, won the Skyline Conference championship and earned a spot in the NCAA Division III tournament. The Stern College women’s tennis team qualified for the NCAAs for the first time — the first Stern team in any sport ever to reach an NCAA tournament. And the YU men’s tennis team, which earlier this month captured its fifth consecutive conference championship, earning an automatic bid to the NCAA Division III tournament, won its first-ever NCAA playoff game, beating Ramapo College.
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YU men’s tennis team, won its fifth consecutive conference championship this season. Photos courtesy of YU


“It’s been part of my plan” — to play a role in making the school’s student-athletes “the pride of the Jewish people,” Bednarsh, 43 who became athletic director in 2006, told The Jewish Week. The plan also included adding baseball as a varsity sport at YU, hiring full-time athletic trainers at both campuses, and increasing the number of Stern College teams from three to seven.


David Kufeld, a star of the YU basketball teams in the late 1970s and the only Maccabee ever drafted by a NBA team, said of YU’s unprecedented success this year, “It’s hard to know if it’s a fluke.”
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Stern’s tennis team, which for the first time qualified for an NCAA championship tournament, was led by Shani Hava, above left. Photos courtesy of YU


After all, the men’s basketball team lost in the first round of the Division II tournament, as did the Stern tennis team. And YU’s men’s tennis team lost in the second round to Bowdoin College.


Despite the tournament loses, it’s been a big sports year in Washington Heights for the yarmulke-clad men’s teams and in Midtown for the modestly attired women’s ones; they are unique in college sports, teams that re-jigger their schedules to avoid playing on Shabbat or major Jewish holidays, and lug kosher meals on road trips.


Bednarsh and other observers of the school’s athletic fortunes cite several reasons for the Maccabees’ recent success: a growing interest in sports, especially tennis and basketball, among members of the Modern Orthodox community, whose high schools supply many of YU’s student-athletes; the popularity of the annual day school basketball tournament that the school hosts (and formerly hosted in wrestling); and the impact that a few talented athletes can have in a Division III league like the Skyline Conference.


Recruiter Josh Pransky, who also serves as YU’s soccer coach, keeps an eye on outstanding Jewish high school athletes around the country and in Israel (YU alumni and sports-minded members of the Jewish community alert him to possible recruits), said Bednarsh.


YU, like other schools in NCAA Division III — mostly small institutions, including, like YU, many under religious auspices — does not give out athletic scholarships. But such schools can approach athletically talented, prospective matriculators to interest them in attending the school.

YU’s pitch?


To Orthodox students, the chance to play on a team where observance of Shabbat and kashrut will not be a challenge, Bednarsh said. To non-Orthodox students, the chance “to represent your people.” To all, the chance to be on “the ground floor” of history, building YU sports teams into, if not dynasties, then successful competitors on the national scene.


Bednarsh said about 35 percent of the players on the YU and Stern teams this year were recruited; the rest were so-called walk-ons, who tried out and earned a roster spot on the various teams.


Bednarsh’s goal is 75-80 percent recruits on the school’s teams.


The fortunes of the school’s teams – particularly basketball – began improving when the Max Stern Athletic Center on YU’s Washington Heights campus was built in 1982. Home to the men’s basketball team, the building offers both upgraded training facilities and the image of an institution that takes physical fitness seriously.


Since then, the basketball team, which previously practiced and played its home games at nearby high school gyms, in front of small crowds, usually losing more games than it won, has finished with winning records and attracted bigger crowds.


“There’s a sea change of difference,” said Kufeld, who remains a YU booster.

The administration has grown more supportive of its athletic department, recognizing that athletic success “can be translated into other benefits for the university” — like fundraising, public relations and attracting qualified students, Kufeld said.


“Athletics plays an integral role in the Yeshiva University experience. Our student-athletes don’t have to choose between unmatched Torah studies, first-rate academics and a top-tier athletics department, while still retaining steadfast religious observance,” said Dr. Josh Joseph, the school’s senior vice president. “The program serves as a source of pride to the Jewish community worldwide and prepares our student-athletes with the skills to succeed in the future.”


While the records of several YU and Stern teams have steadily improved over the last several years, 2017-18 was a high-water mark: 9 of 15 teams reached their sports’ championship events or playoffs; the men’s volleyball team competed in the Skyline Conference championship for the first time since 2010; seven fencers (four men, three women) qualified for the NCAA Northeast Regional; Stern College senior Shani Hava, the Skyline Conference’s women tennis player of the year for the second consecutive year, was featured in Sports Illustrated’s “Faces in the Crowd” column, which profiles up-and-coming young athletes.


All this, on limited resources.


According to the Equity in Athletics website, the total YU and Stern College athletic budget in 2016, the last year for which figures are available, was $1.7 million, and the recruiting budget a mere $20,398. By way of comparison, the figures at a major school like the University of Michigan, which runs a high-powered athletic program, are, respectively, about $174 million and $2.5 million.


YU’s growing athletic success is a reflection of a parallel interest in sports at many Modern Orthodox high schools, said Jeffrey Gurock, professor of American Jewish history at YU and a former assistant coach on its basketball team. The students “come to YU with good [athletic] backgrounds,” he said.


Paul Oberman, head of school at the Beren Academy in Houston (its basketball team garnered national publicity six years ago when it declined to play in the state championships on Shabbat), pointed to YU’s annual Red Sarachek Invitational Basketball Tournament as an attraction for some Beren students. “For a lot of kids, it’s the first time they get to tour YU,” he told The Jewish Week


Hava, a native of Israel who was ranked among the top 10 female tennis players in Israel, was recruited to Stern by Pransky. She said she noticed an increase in her team’s popularity on campus during her four years there. During her freshman year, she said, “no one knew” Stern had a tennis team. By her senior year (she finished with a 31-3 career singles record), classmates would regularly approach her in the halls to congratulate her or send her Facebook messages. “People want to be part” of a winning team.


Eli Mamann, captain of the YU men’s basketball team this season, said the players helped spur the improvement that resulted in the NCAA berth. The players, he said, instituted early morning training sessions five days a week, at 6:30 a.m., instead of in the early evening, after the players finished their regimen of secular and religious studies, and usually were tired.


“That’s what the pros do,” said Mamann, a native of Boca Raton, Fla. “We were tired of being average.”


Mamann mentioned one uniquely Jewish practice that helped bond the team this year: brief Torah study sessions before every game.


For about five minutes, a half-hour before the game’s start, the players would gather in the locker room, in their uniforms, to review Pirkei Avot, Ethics of the Fathers, or the week’s Torah portion or something related to an upcoming Yom Tov. Various players would take their turn leading the study sessions.


Loyola University Chicago, the small Catholic school that made an improbable run in this year’s NCAA Tournament, introduced America to a hoops-savvy nun named Jean Dolores Schmidt; Sister Jean, the basketball team’s longtime chaplain, who offers coach Porter Moser sharp-eyed scouting reports on his players, accompanied the Ramblers through their March Madness run to the Final Four and became a national senstation.

At YU, there are no octogenarian rabbis courtside, said Mamann. But the Maccabees are armed — spiritually, that is — with Rashi and other commentators the players would review before taking the court.


“It’s something that changed our mindset,” Mamann said.

Reprinted from the May 23, 2018 website of The Jewish Week (New York.)
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