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The Girl Who Had

To Be Jewish

By Eli & Malka Touger
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Rabbi Zalman Serebryanski, a senior chassid from Russia and dean of the Lubavitch Rabbinical College in Melbourne, Australia, once brought a girl to Rabbi Chaim Gutnick. "Please, help this girl convert," he asked.


Rabbi Gutnick listened to the girl's story. She lived in Balaclava, and from her youth had felt a strong attraction to Judaism. Whenever she heard stories of the Holocaust, she was deeply touched. She had been reading and studying about Judaism for a long time, and now wanted to convert.


Rabbi Gutnick was moved by her sincerity. Nevertheless, he did not want to perform the conversion. The girl was still living at home with her non-Jewish parents. Would she be able to practice Judaism in her parents' home? Would her interest continue as she matured into adulthood? Since he could not answer these questions, he decided to let time take its course. If the girl was still interested when she was older, she could convert then.


Rabbi Gutnick's refusal plunged the girl into deep depression, to the extent that she had to be confined to a hospital. The elder Reb Zalman, stirred by the depth of her feelings, continued to visit her from time to time.


After several weeks, he called Rabbi Gutnick, telling him of the girl's condition and asking him whether perhaps he would change his mind because of the strength of her feelings.


Rabbi Gutnick answered that the reasons which had dissuaded him from performing the conversion were still valid. Nevertheless, he promised to write to the Lubavitcher Rebbe describing the situation. If the Rebbe advised him to facilitate her conversion, he would happily comply.


Reb Zalman told the girl that the Rebbe was being consulted, and her condition improved immediately.


Rabbi Gutnick did not receive an immediate reply to his letter. But at a later date, at the end of a reply to another issue, the Rebbe added: "What's happening with the Jewish girl from Balaclava?"


Rabbi Gutnick was surprised. The girl and Reb Zalman had both made it clear that her family was Anglican!


He and Reb Zalman went to confront the girl's mother. At first, she continued to insist that she was Anglican, but as the sincerity of the two rabbis impressed her, she broke down and told her story. She had been raised in an Orthodox Jewish home in England. As a young girl, she had rebelled against her parents and abandoned Jewish life entirely, marrying a gentile and moving to Australia. She had not given Judaism a thought since. She loved her daughter, however, and would not oppose her if she wished to live a Jewish life.


Once the girl's Jewishness was established, Rabbis Serebryanski and Gutnick helped her feel at home in Melbourne's Lubavitch community. She continued to make progress in her Jewish commitment, and today is a teacher in a Lubavitch school.


But Rabbi Gutnick still had a question: How did the Rebbe know she was Jewish? At his next yechidut (audience with the Rebbe) he mustered the chutzpah to ask.


The Rebbe replied that, at Reb Zalman's urging, the girl had also written him a letter. "Such a letter," the Rebbe declared, "could only have been written by a Jewish girl."

Reprinted from the Parshas Chukat website of Chabad.Org

L’Maaseh

The Chofetz Chaim and

The Shabbos Desecrator


A certain storekeeper in Radin used to close his shop late on Friday and reopen before Shabbos had ended. The Chofetz Chaim approached him to try and get him to keep Shabbos better, and said to him, “Let me tell you a story.
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                           The Chofetz Chaim

There once was a potato farmer who carted his crop of potatoes to a wholesaler, and they agreed on a price per sack. However, there was one problem—the farmer did not know how to count and he was concerned as to how he would know how many sacks of potatoes there were. 


The wholesaler had an idea. For every sack that got unloaded from the cart, he would put one penny on the table, and when the cart is fully unloaded, he will exchange each penny for a gold coin. The farmer agreed. As the sacks of potatoes got unloaded, the wholesaler kept putting down more pennies. 


However, the farmer was not used to seeing so much money and he couldn’t resist himself, so secretly took some of the pennies and put them in his pocket. The wholesaler happened to notice this, but he didn’t say anything since every penny the farmer took off the table and put in his pocket saved him the full price of a sack.” 


The Chofetz Chaim said to the man, “You know that the farmer was a fool, but you should also know that you act in the same way as him. Hashem made Shabbos the source of all Brachah. According to the Zohar, all six days of the week receive their sustenance from Shabbos. 


“Therefore, if we calculate, every hour of keeping Shabbos provides Brachah, sustenance, and financial success for six weekday hours. How foolish it is to ‘steal’ an hour from Shabbos! The reality is that you are only stealing from yourself!”
Reprinted from the Parshas Chukas 5777 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Stories as Compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

Working on our Middos

Rav Yosef Chaim Sonnenfeld Drawing Water at the Well
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Rav Yosef Chaim Sonnenfeld, zt”l, was a great Talmid Chacham and was always looking to help another Jew, regardless of who it was. One day, Rav Yosef Chaim was late in returning home from Shacharis. This was unusual, since he was a very punctual person.


His wife was concerned, and she sent their daughter to search for Rav Yosef Chaim. She went out looking and found her father drawing water from a well and pouring it into pitchers, which two little boys would then carry to their home. The
boys emptied the water into a large barrel and then quickly returned to the well for more water. 


The daughter asked her father what he was doing, and Rav Yosef Chaim explained, “As I was returning home from shul, I noticed these two little boys bending over the well trying to draw water. What they were doing was dangerous, and I told them so.


“They replied that they had no choice because there was no more water at home, and they couldn’t afford to hire a water carrier. Their mother had recently given birth, and their father was sick in bed with a bad case of the flu.” 


Rav Yosef Chaim said to his daughter, “What could I have done? I had to help them. I immediately took off my Tallis and Tefilin and began to draw water for them. I will stop when their water barrel is full.”


His daughter asked, “But what will people think when they see a great Talmid Chacham like you doing such lowly work?”


Rav Yosef Chaim replied, “I care much more about what they would say in Shamayim if I were to leave these small children who are putting their lives in danger trying to help their parents, while I go sit and eat breakfast!”

Reprinted from the Parshas Chukas 5777 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Stories as Compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

It Once Happened

Bava ben Buta

And King Herod


Our Sages said that whoever has not seen the Second Holy Temple has never seen a beautiful building. The fabulous restoration and enlargement of the Holy Temple was undertaken by King Herod as an act of atonement for his murderous savagery.


Herod was an Edomite slave owned by the Hasmonian royal family. With the complicity of the Roman rulers he seized the throne and proceeded to completely wipe out all the remaining descendants of the Hasmonian dynasty, eventually even his own queen, Mariamne. He ruled, unchallenged for thirty-three years, from 3723 to 3756, and was a cruel and savage despot who bitterly oppressed his Jewish subjects.


The Torah Sages were the particular victims of his hatred, and he had most of the Sages murdered. Only Bava ben Buta was allowed to live, albeit blinded, in order that the king might avail himself of the rabbi's wisdom. How then can we understand why this cruel butcher took it upon himself to engage in the holy work of beautifying the Holy Temple?


According to the Sages, Bava ben Buta was responsible for giving the king this advice. One day Herod went to visit Bava ben Buta. The king disguised his voice and his identity went undetected by the rabbi, who took him to be an ordinary visitor. The king initiated the conversation with Ben Buta saying, "It seems to me that Herod is nothing more than a wicked slave! Just look at all the evil he has done!"


Ben Buta replied only, "What can I do about it?"


The king answered, "Why don't you curse him, then?"


"Does it not say in the Torah, 'Thou shalt not curse a king?'" Ben Buta replied. He then continued explaining, "Even if he were not the king, but merely a prince, it would be forbidden to curse him, for it also says, 'A prince in your nation, you must not curse.' And even if he were merely a wealthy man, it would not be permissible, since it is written, 'Do not curse the rich man, even in the privacy of your bedroom.' "


But Herod replied, "This refers to a prince who acts like one of you, like a Jew. But Herod does not even stem from the Jewish nation and certainly does not act like a Jew!"


To this Ben Buta replied, "But I am very much afraid of him."


Herod answered, "There are only the two of us here. There is no one to report to him what we are saying." But Ben Buta replied by quoting a verse from Koheleth, "Even the birds of the sky will carry the voice."


When he heard this reply, the king became angry, and blurted out "I am Herod! Had I known how careful the Torah Sages were in their speech and actions, as I have now seen, I would not have had them killed. But now that the deed has been done, what can I do to atone for it?"


Bava ben Buta answered him, "When you killed the Torah Sages, you extinguished the light of the world, as it says, 'For a mitzva is like a candle and the Torah is light.' Go now, and occupy yourself with the light of the world. Go, rebuild the Holy Temple anew in greater majesty and splendor, for it, too, illuminates the world, as it says, 'And all the gentiles shall stream to it.'"


In return for this act of piety, Herod would be able to attain some degree of atonement for his sins. When Herod heard this advice, he wanted to follow it, but was afraid of the reaction of the Roman Empire.
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An illustration of the Holy Temple in Jerusalem


To this, Ben Buta answered, "Send a special messenger to Rome asking for permission. This messenger will travel for a year's time, will stay in Rome for another year, and will return only after a third year. In this time you can demolish the old building and rebuild it."


Herod accepted this suggestion, and proceeded with the project. Addressing his subjects, Herod promised to rebuild the Temple according to its original splendor which had been prevented before because of the domination of foreign kings.


The people, however, were not happy with Herod's proposal. On the contrary, they were frightened, fearing that Herod would demolish the existing structure and then never rebuild. Herod reassured them, promising that he would gather all the necessary building supplies before pulling down the existing Temple. 
True to his words, he collected a thousand wagons for transporting materials and recruited ten thousand skilled carpenters and craftsmen. Ninety thousand woodcutters and 30,000 stonecutters were employed. Fifteen hundred priests and Levites took part in the construction. In all, 181,500 men were employed in the rebuilding of the Holy Temple. [Josephus] All expenses were covered from the king's personal fortune. As Herod had promised, all preparations were firmly in place before he began the demolition.


It happened as Ben Buta had said. After three years the messenger returned with this reply, "If you have not demolished the old building yet, do not do so. If you have already demolished it, do not rebuild it. If, however, you have already done it, you are no better than any other willful slave who first does what he wants and then asks permission. You may flaunt your power, but we know what you are! You are neither a king nor the son of a king, but a lowly slave who freed himself!" 
But, by the time the reply was received, the work was under way and could not be reversed.


Construction continued for eight years. The newly rebuilt Holy Temple was completed in the year 3738 and stood for ninety years, until the ninth of Av, 3828.

Reprinted from the Parshat Balak 5752/9192 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.
The Unreligious Grandson

Of Reb Shimon Bar Yochai

The Gemara (Bava Metzia 85.) tells how Rebbe (Reb Yehudah HaNasi) cast the bait of honor and pride before an irreligious Yid, to bring him back to Yiddishkeit: 


Rebbe came to the city where Reb Eliezer b'Reb Shimon used to live and asked the townspeople whether Reb Eliezer left any children. 


They told him that Yosi, Reb Elazar's son, lives there, but that he was a great sinner. Rebbe gave Yosi semichah. Rashi explains, "[Rebbi arranged that] people call Yosi 'Reb Yosi' so he would desire to live up to this title and devote himself to studying Torah." 


Rebbe also arranged for Yosi's uncle, Reb Shimon ben Isi ben Lekunya, to teach him Torah. Due to the honor he was receiving, Yosi was learning Torah, but it wasn't easy for him. Every day, Yosi would say, "I'm going back home." He wanted to return to his previous lifestyle. 


His teacher, Reb Shimon ben Isi ben Lekunya, would reply, "You are considered a chacham [wise Torah scholar], they dress you in gold robes, and they call you rebbe, and you want to return home?" 


Yosi would reply, "I swear, I changed my mind…" The bait [of honor] worked, and Reb Yosi became a talmid chacham. He came to Rebbe’s yeshiva to learn Torah. 


When Rebbe heard his voice, he said, "The voice is similar to Reb Eliezer b'Reb Shimon's." He didn't know who it was, but he recognized the voice. The students told him that it's Reb Eliezer's son, Yosi. He had come full circle, and now he was a true student of Torah, learning Torah leshmah. 


When Reb Yosi b'Reb Eliezer b'Reb Shimon (as he was called) was niftar, they wanted to bury him next to his father in Meron, but a snake sat over the gravesite. The people called out, "Snake! Snake! Clear the way, and let the son be near his father." 


The snake didn’t move. People assumed that Heaven wasn't permitting Reb Yosi be buried next to his father because his father was a greater tzaddik and scholar. A bas kol came forth and said, "Not that Reb Eliezer is greater; it's because Reb Eliezer suffered in the cave." 
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The Meron burial site of Rabbi Shimon Bar Yochai and his son Reb Eliezer


Reb Eliezer was in a cave for thirteen years together with his father, Reb Shimon, when they fled from the Romans. That suffering gave Reb Eliezer extra merits, and therefore it wasn't fitting for his son, Reb Yosi, to be buried next to him. Aside from that though, they were equal. That’s how great Reb Yosi became. And he reached those levels, starting from the honor that was bestowed on him. This is an example of how gaavah [arrogance] can be used to grow [in a positive way b’ruchnius, spiritually].

Reprinted from the Parshas Chukas 5777 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman.

The Czar’s Bodyguard

The Satan also comes to the individual, and tries to have [a person] remember all his sins. The counsel is to ignore those thoughts, and to make the future better. Don’t let the Satan pull you down. Don’t let him convince you that you are a sinner, distant from kedushah. 

There are times for doing teshuvah, but the standard attitude is to avoid dwelling on your past sins, and to believe in your connection with Hashem. A student of the Baal HaTanya served as the czar’s body guard. The czar had a phobia; he thought people wanted to assassinate him. When he would travel, the body guard's task was to go ahead, make certain that nobody was in the vicinity, and when the czar arrived to tell the czar that the coast is clear. 
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Group Photo of Officers of the Russian Czar’s Body Guard Unit

One day, the czar had to travel through a forest. The body guard went ahead to ascertain that no one was around. He stood at his post under the baking sun, and waited for the czar. There was a river nearby. He decided to refresh himself in the river, and then return to his post. As he was bathing in the fresh water, the king with his entourage arrived. 

The soldier debated what to do. The king needs to hear the report that no one was around, but on the other hand, he wasn't dressed. He decided that the king's needs were more important. He jumped out of the water, and came to the king. "The coast is clear," he affirmed. "I'm here for a long time. No one is in the vicinity." 

The king said, "How dare you come to me undressed?" 

The soldier replied, "I realize that it’s disrespectful for me to come to you this way, however, your needs are my first priority." 

The king praised him for his loyalty. 

Rebbe Yisrael of Ruzhin zt’l repeated this story, because it reminds us to serve Hashem even when we are figuratively undressed and it’s improper for us to stand this manner before the King. Yet, we have a mission to do, and Hashem’s will is our first priority. Therefore we continue our avodas Hashem, under all circumstances. 

Rebbe Yisrael of Ruzhin noted that this lesson is also found in the Torah: After Adam ate from the Tree of Knowledge, Adam hid. Hashem called out, "Where are you?" (Bereishis 3:9). Adam replied, "I heard Your voice in the Garden and I was afraid because I'm uncovered, so I hid." 

Hashem said, "Who told you that you are uncovered...?" 

Adam was saying, "I am imperfect, because of my sins, and it isn't proper that I should come forward and serve the King in this manner." 

Hashem replied, "Being uncovered isn’t an excuse. You have a mission to fulfill regardless of whether you are fitting or not.” "Who told you that you’re uncovered?" can also be translated, "Why are you thinking about your sins? Don’t focus on them. Forget about your past, so you can serve Hashem.”

Reprinted from the Parshas Chukas 5777 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman.

The Special Pair of Tzitzis for Rebbe Mordechai of Neshchiz

By Mrs. Michal Horowitz


R’ Mordechai of Neshchiz (1740-1800), Poland, deeply desired a pair of tzitzis from Eretz Yisrael. He wanted tzitzis from the wool of a sheep that ate from the grass of Eretz Yisroel. 


Though in the 1700’s in Europe, this was more likely to remain a dream than a reality, with much determination and hard work, R’ Mordechai procured a woolen garment from Eretz”Yisroel. 
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Photo of an Israeli made pair of Tzit-Tzit (Tallit Katan) now easily available on Ebay for purchase anywhere in the world.


He gave the garment to a talmid (student) to make a pair of tzitzis for him. The talmid diligently worked at the task, when, to his horror, he realized he had cut two openings for the head of the tzitzis, instead of just one! The garment was ruined and could not be used for tzitzis. 


When he shamefully brought the garment to R’ Mordechai he expected a harsh rebuke. When R’ Mordechai first saw his garment, which should have been his precious tzitzis, his face turned red, reflecting his anger and anguish. 


After a few tense moments, he smiled and said, “This pair of tzitzis was indeed supposed to have two openings. One opening for putting my head through and one opening to test me whether I could control myself, or if I would fly into a rage! I will keep this pair of tzitzis to remind me every morning not to get angry at anybody throughout the day.”
Reprinted from the Parshas Chukas 5777 email of A Short Vort by Mrs. Michal Horowitz.

Rabbi Zeira and the Special Air of the Land of Israel
By Rabbi Moshe Newman


After Rabbi Zeira “went up” from Bavel to the Land of Israel he did a 180-degree reversal in his halachic ruling that he had made regarding a case of inheritance. In Bavel he had ruled one way, and then he changed his ruling when he went to Israel. 

Because of his changed ruling he concluded that it was due to the “air of the Land of Israel making a person wise”. The Rashbam explains that Rabbi Zeira reached this conclusion about the special “power” of the air of Israel as follows: 
Rabbi Zeira said to himself, “Ever since I came up to the Land of Israel I have put my heart (i.e. made great effort and toil in my Torah study) to find fault with my earlier ruling, and to be certain that my conclusion is the pure truth of the matter.”

It appears that Rabbi Zeira had a small measure of doubt about his ruling from Bavel, possibly because another Sage, Rabbi Ila, ruled differently than him in Bavel. So when he left Bavel for Israel, he felt a renewal of will and wisdom in his search for truth, and, in fact, he reversed his earlier ruling and came to agree with the ruling of Rabbi Ila as being the true halacha. 

The Maharsha cites a reason for the unique “wisdom power” of the air of the Land of Israel. Moshe was informed by G-d that he would not enter the Land of Israel, and he was told: “Go up this Mount Avarim to Mount Nevo, which is in the land of Moav that is facing Jericho, and see the Land of Canaan that I am giving to the Children of Israel as a possession (Dev. 32:49)”. When Moshe looked at the Land, his gaze infused the Land of Israel with a special capacity for extra wisdom for those who breathed its air…
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Photo of bottled air that is currently popular in many smog congested cities in China. Couldn’t find a photo of bottled air from Israel. The above is probably from Canada.


On a lighter note, i recall a certain commercial product that was being sold in Israel a few decades ago (and perhaps today as well). Small, sealed cans of “Air from Israel” were being sold in stores throughout Israel for about a dollar or so each. 

At first I thought it was a joke, but then I saw a can that mentioned it being “Holy Air from the Holy Land”, and the quotation of our Gemara which states that the “air of the Land of Israel makes one wise”. If I recall correctly, it also had a seal of Rabbinical supervision that it was “kosher” and authentic air from the Land of Israel. 

However, this all seemed somewhat “unusual” and “touristy” at the time, since – after all – air is air! The air in Eretz Yisrael is presumably identical to the rest of the world’s air, and, if tested, it would show the identical molecular and chemical components as any other air. Nevertheless, I considered buying a can to send to a friend in the States to “inhale”, since he said he was struggling with his studies at the time. I didn’t, but perhaps I should have. (Bava Batra 158b)

Reprinted from the Parshat Chukat 5777 email of OHRNET, the Ohr Somayach Torah Magazine of the Internet.
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