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The Reply That

Was Never Sent
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Among the most important duties of the community rabbis of old was to help women whose husbands were presumed dead to establish their widowhood and remarry. This required a great deal of wisdom, for should the deadbeat husband be alive, the woman’s remarriage would be a sin and her children mamzerim (bastards). On the other hand, to help a “bound” woman remarry whenever possible was surely a great mitzvah, and even shaky evidence of death was carefully considered.

The following account was related to Rabbi Yosef Kadanir by Rabbi Yehuda Leib Zolkind, rabbi of Daugavpils (Dvinsk), Latvia.

In his youth, Rabbi Menachem Mendel of Lubavitch (later known as the Tzemach Tzedek) was a student under my tutelage for about three months.


Years later, after he assumed the leadership, it was my turn to ask for his guidance. Any difficult questions that I was approached with, complex monetary cases or other cases which I was unsure of, were immediately sent to him via mail. Usually, he would respond in a timely fashion.


Once, a woman came to me, seeking permission to remarry several years after her husband had disappeared without a trace. I looked into her case and found much reason to assume her husband was long dead. However, something held me back. I didn’t want to proceed based on my reasoning alone, so I found myself writing a letter to Rabbi Menachem Mendel.


To my surprise, no answer arrived within the expected timeframe. Surely he must have been busy with serious communal matters and had no time to respond, I thought.


Once again, I put my opinion in writing and begged him to respond as soon as possible, as the woman was sitting by my doorstep all day, her wails tugging incessantly at my heartstrings. But I still received no answer.


I wished to leave the matter alone, but the woman’s cries continued from day to day. I wrote a third letter, imploring the rabbi to study the issue for even a short while, or at least explain why he had not responded to my previous letters.


But no letter arrived. Never had this happened before.


A few days later, fire ravaged our town. Curious to see the aftermath, the woman walked over to the site and found her husband standing close to the wreckage as well! After recovering from the shock of their unhappy reunion, the two came to me, and the husband gave his wife the divorce she so desperately sought.


“What are you doing here?” I asked the husband.


“In reality, I have nothing to do here,” said the man. “I was some miles away from here when I began walking in the direction of Dvinsk for no particular reason.”


After that incident, Rabbi Menachem Mendel once again resumed his prompt correspondence through mail as always.

Reprinted from the Parashat Balak 5778 email of Chabad.Org Magazine. Excerpted from Sippurim Noraim, p. 173.
L’Maaseh 

Eyeing the Land
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Rav Shlomo Mordechai of Boyan visited Eretz Yisroel in 1949. When he arrived, he arranged for a driver to take him from Tel Aviv to Haifa. When the taxi came, four Chasidim escorted him along the way, hoping that they would be able to spend some time talking to their Rebbe. They hoped to hear some of his insights and Divrei Torah. Perhaps he would share with them some stories about great Tzadikim. 


Instead, the Rebbe stared out the taxi window the entire time. Not a word was spoken. In addition, when he arrived in Haifa, he did not get out of the taxi to visit anybody. He just asked the driver to take him back to his apartment in Tel Aviv. And just like the way there, he did not stop looking at the scenery the entire way back. 


The Chasidim were completely confused by the trip. They could not understand why the Rebbe would have taken such a pointless ride. Finally, they arrived back home, and when they did, they asked their Rebbe why he had wasted over two hours of his day going on a leisure ride. What was he hoping to see? The Rebbe smiled as he answered them. “The Pasuk says in Devarim (11:12), 


‘Tamid Einei Hashem Elokecha Bah, the eyes of Hashem are always on Eretz Yisroel’. If the Ribbono Shel Olam is looking at the Land, then there must be something beautiful to see. That is why I was looking at it. I wanted to see what Hashem sees!”

Reprinted from the Parshas Chukas 5778 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

“Like a Yom Tov”


Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach, zt”l, once remarked that a day on which he was able to concentrate properly (by his standards) and have the correct Kavanah on the words of Shemoneh Esrei that we say three times a day, was like a Yom Tov to him! 

Why is this Chandelier

On the Floor?


Once, during the Russian civil war in the 1920’s, the Alter of Slabodka was Davening with a group of people in a room. Outside, in the midst of the war, the Russian Army began to launch a series of bombs. While they were in the middle of Shemoneh Esrei, due the rumbling and shaking of all the bombs going off, a large chandelier came crashing down from the ceiling, and loudly crashed on the floor. 
When the Alter finishing his Tefilah, he noticed the chandelier lying on the floor and turned to one of his students to ask how it had gotten there. It became apparent that the Alter was so engrossed in his Shemoneh Esrei that he didn’t notice the loud noise of the bombs and the chandelier falling from the ceiling! 

Entering through the Window

Visitors to the house of the Brisker Rav would see a very strange custom— the Brisker Rav always entered the house through the window! The explanation for this peculiar behavior was that when The Brisker Rav would come into the room where his illustrious father was sitting, his father would rise from his seat, as is proper to do when a Talmid Chacham enters the room. 

However, the Brisker Rav was not capable of accepting such honor from his father, and he came up with a solution. Since the Brisker Rav’s father usually sat in the front room near the door, the Brisker Rav decided that he would sneak into the house through the back window, while his father was unaware that he had ever entered the house!

Take My Gartel!
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Once, a Chasid in the Imrei Emes’s Shul was very upset before Davening because he didn’t have a Gartel. The Imrei Emes went over to him and said, “Here, use mine,” and he began to take off his own Gartel. 


The Chasid protested and said, “But Rebbe, what are you going to wear for Davening if I take your Gartel?” 


The Imrei Emes answered, “Wearing a Gartel for Davening is only a Minhmg. However, doing Chesed is a Mitzvah D’Oraysa, a Mitzvah from the Torah. You do the Minhag and I’ll do the D’Oraysa!”

Learning from a Horse
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Rabbi Yissochar Frand related that a business man once came to Rav Meir Premishlaner and said, “Rebbe, please help me. Someone is opening a business like mine right down the street from me! I’m going to lose all my business!” 

Rav Meir told the man to calm down, and said, “Have you ever noticed that before a horse drinks from a pond or a river he always stamps on the ground first? Do you know why it does that? Because when the horse sees his reflection in the pond, he thinks there is another horse there and he tries to chase him away so he wouldn’t take his water. Don’t worry about this other business. There is no threat to you from it at all!” 

Rabbi Frand taught that faith in Hashem has to be one of the constant themes of our homes, and it has to be discussed constantly. Members of the family should always hear that there is a Father in Shamayim Who takes care of us, and whenever there are setbacks, we should learn to say, “Hashem has helped us until now, and He will continue to help us in the future!” 

Hashem must be a reality in our lives. We say every morning, Baruch Atah Hashem… She’asah Li Kol Tzorki, that Hashem has prepared for me all my needs. Rabbi Frand said, “Let us think deeply about these words. Let us realize that if Hashem has indeed given us everything we need, there is no reason to be jealous of anything or anyone!

Reprinted from the Parshas Chukas 5778 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

The Power of Lishma

By Rabbi Ozer Alport

Rav Shimon Schwab explains that when a person does something completely lishmah – for its own sake, without any ulterior motives – his efforts are extremely powerful. On the other hand, if he does the same action not because he believes in it, but because he will profit from doing so, the project loses its strength and effectiveness.
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Viewing world history and current events through the unique lenses of a gadol (great Rabbi), Rav Schwab uses insight to explain the rise and fall of communism. Although communism began as an extremely popular movement, and for most of the 20th century more than one billion people worldwide lived under communist regimes, in recent years it has begun to rapidly disintegrate. 

Rav Schwab suggests that communism’s initial success was due to “lishmahniks” such as Marx, Lenin, and Trotsky, who sincerely believed in the noble ideal of uprooting capitalism to ensure economic equality for all. The dedication and commitment of the campaign’s early adherents, even at the risk of their own lives, rendered it extremely potent. 
However, over the decades, communism lost the element of “lishmah.” As the masses discovered that many of their leaders corruptly abused their positions to embezzle from the common people and diverted communal funds for their own private use, they no longer respected the movement, and it crumbled over time.
Reprinted from the Parshas Potpourri – Balak 5778 email of Rabbi Ozer Alport. (Editor’s Note: One can understand that if we as Jews will try to lead our Torah lives based on fulfilling the mitzvah lishmah (for the sake of honoring and pleasing Hashem) will the long-awaited geulah be far off?)

May One Pet an Animal On Shabbos?

By Rabbi Mordechai Frankel
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ANSWER: Chazal enacted a takanah designating certain types of objects as muktzah, thereby limiting a person’s freedom to move those items on Shabbos. There are various which is generally used for an activity prohibited on Shabbos is muktzah. A naturally occurring object such a stone is also muktzah unless it has been designated before Shabbos for a specific purpose. Similarly, the Talmud states that an animal is muktzah.


In former times, it was common for children to play with young birds and listen to them sing. Tosefossuggests that a bird should not be considered to be muktzah as it can be used as a distraction for a crying child. However, Tosefos rejects this and concludes that birds are muktzah. Similarly, the Shulchan Aruch paskens that animals are muktzah and does not differentiate between birds and other creatures. Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach, zt”l, suggests the possibility that this stringent ruling should be limited to a bird which is sometimes used as a distraction but has not been designated for that purpose. However, an animal which the owner has specifically designated as a pet with which to play may not be muktzah.


One of the Rishonim, the Maharach Ohr Zaruah, also suggested that birds which produce pleasant sounding songs are not muktzah. However, the Roshresponded that these birds are muktzah and concludes that Chazal did not differentiate between different types of animals. Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach quotes this ruling and points out that it implies that all animals without exception are muktzah, including pets. However, he concludes that fish tanks, which are often moved from place to place, are not muktzah even though they contain fish.


It is unclear as to how Rav Moshe Feinstein, zt”l, ruled on this issue. There is a teshuva published in the Igros Moshe stating that all animals are muktzah, including those which children play with. Rav Mordechai Tendler, shlit”a, and Rav Shabtai Avrohom Rappaport, shlit”a, who edited this volume of the Igros Moshe, added that this is true unless the animals have been designated as pets. 
Their understanding is that Rav Moshe held that pets are not muktzah. However, Rav Pinchos Bodner, shlit”a, writes that Rav Moshe told him that pets are muktzah. Rav Moshe Feinstein elsewhere states that fish tanks are muktzah because of the fish that they contain and does not suggest that the fish are pets and are not muktzah. 


Clearly, Rav Moshe held that pets with which one does not interact, such as fish, are muktzah. Rav Elyashiv, zt”l, paskens that fish and other pets are muktzah. Rav Ovadia Yosef, zt”l, also paskens that fish tanks may not be moved on Shabbos. However, he allows moving a fish tank in order to alleviate the fish from suffering. For example, he allows moving fish if they are suffering due to excessive sunlight.


If an animal is muktzah, then it would be forbidden to lift up the animal or directly move any limb of the animal. This would be analogous to the prohibition against moving any limb of a dead body which is muktzah. However, the Shulchan Aruch states that a person who has muddy hands may wipe them on the tail of a horse on Shabbos. The Tosefos Shabbos explains that the Shulchan Aruch is referring to a tail which is no longer attached to the horse, and has been designated for this purpose. 


However, a tail which is attached to a horse is muktzah and may not be moved. The Biur Halacha takes issue with this and suggests that the tail of a horse is never muktzah, as only the limbs of an animal are muktzah and not its hair or tail. The Biur Halacha concludes “tzarich iyun” – the matter needs further investigation. 


It would seem that petting an animal, thereby moving its fur, would be subject to this dispute. RavMoshe Heinemann, shlit”a, says that one should be stringent and avoid petting a furry animal on Shabbos. One may pet an animal which does not have fur, even though the animal will naturally move in response to the touch.

Reprinted from the Spring 5778-2018 edition of Karush Kurrents, a publication of Star-K Kosher Certification.

Mark Twain – An Essay “Concerning the Jews”
[image: image7.jpg]




“If the statistics are right, the Jews constitute but one quarter of one percent of the human race.  It suggests a nebulous puff of star dust lost in the blaze of the Milky Way.  Properly, the Jew ought hardly to be heard of, but he is heard of, has always been heard of.  He is as prominent on the planet as any other people, and his importance is extravagantly out of proportion to the smallness of his bulk.


‘His contributions to the world’s list of great names in literature, science, art, music, finance, medicine and abstruse learning are also very out of proportion to the weakness of his numbers.  He has made a marvelous fight in this world in all ages; and has done it with his hands tied behind him. He could be vain of himself and be excused for it.  The Egyptians, the Babylonians and the Persians rose, filled the planet with sound and splendor, then faded to dream-stuff and passed away; the Greeks and Romans followed and made a vast noise, and they were gone; other people have sprung up and held their torch high for a time but it burned out, and they sit in twilight now, and have vanished.


“The Jew saw them all, survived them all, and is now what he always was, exhibiting no decadence, no infirmities, of age, no weakening of his parts, no slowing of his energies, no dulling of his alert but aggressive mind.  All things are mortal but the Jews; all other forces pass, but he remains.  What is the secret of his immortality?”

Reprinted from the Balak 5778 email of Jack E. Rahmey. Originally printed in Harper’s Magazine, 1899..
Rabbi Jay, the Prison Chaplin
By Rabbi Tuvia Bolton
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In 1976 the Lubavitcher Rebbe, zt”l, told his Chassidim to visit prisons and encourage Jewish prisoners to do commandments'.


Rabbi Yosi Tevel in New York took the message seriously. He bought a car and began driving from jail to jail. It wasn't easy and it took a lot of time and effort but it paid off; tens of Jewish inmates began putting on Tefillin and even learning Torah. He managed to gain entrance to all the prisons in New York.

Except for one.


The prison Rabbi there was a sixty-five-year-old frail and rather scholarly looking 'Reform Rabbi called 'Rabbi Jay'; with a burning hatred for Orthodox Judaism, Orthodox Jews and especially Chabad Chassidim. From the moment he saw Rabbi Yosi he hated him and gave strict orders to the guards to never allow him to set foot on prison ground.


Of course, Rabbi Yosi didn't give up; the Rebbe's words were echoing in his soul! But it didn't help him much. Every Thursday for months it was the same  story. He drove to the prison, asked to get in, the guard at the gate phoned Rabbi Jay who gave orders to oust him physically if necessary and he was told to leave.


Rabbi Yosi needed a breakthrough; some sort of miracle. And he wasn't going to give up till he got it.


It happened two weeks before Passover.


A few weeks earlier on Purim Rabbi Jay had soundly demoralized Rab Yosi by denying him and his bags of 'Mishloach Monot' (Purim Gifts) entry. But this time, when he showed up with boxes of Matza and Grape Juice (wine was forbidden) Rabbi Jay found it difficult to totally refuse him.


Maybe it was because he felt a bit guilty for causing the Jewish prisoners not to celebrate Purim, or maybe he was just in a good mood but this time when the guard rang. Rabbi Jay went down to the gate, shook Rabbi Yosi's hand and, in a very business-like manner told him that he was willing to make a deal; He would take the Passover things that Rabbi Yosi brought and distribute them himself to the prisoners alone.


Rabbi Yosi hesitated for a second, smiled, shook Rabbi Jay's hand and agreed!


He was surprised. He didn't think that Rabbi Yosi would give in without a fight. His eyes met Rabbi Yosi's for a second and he saw something genuine. He had a few guards take the boxes to his office and then turned and invited the young rabbi into his office for a talk.


Rabbi Yosi didn't understand what was happening but he sensed that this was the miracle he was waiting for.


Once in the office the Rabbi became very informal and friendly. One thing led to another and finally after much hemming and hawing, he told Rabbi Yosi that he was considering allowing him to perhaps see a few of the prisoners on the holiday of Lag B'omer (about a month after Passover). "But" he warned, "Don't get too enthusiastic and DON"T go overboard or else!!"


Lag B'omer arrived and Rabbi Yosi was there with three other Chassidim, one had a guitar, another with a drum and he and the third were laden with food. They were escorted through high, winding concrete corridors to a large empty room with seats for a hundred people but with only two Jewish prisoners; it seems that Rabbi Jay had regrets about being so open and 'forgot' to advertise the party.


But the Chassidim played and sang to an empty room and in fifteen minutes all the Jews in the jailhouse including Rabbi Jay, were there. Rabbi Yosi sensed that the moment was right. He pulled out a pair of Tefillin and announced 'Happy Lag B'omer Jews!! Now is the time to put on Tefillin! Who's first?!!"


The other two Chassidim also brandished their Tefillin and the prisoners stood in line to do the Mitzvah. Meanwhile Rabbi Jay was getting annoyed. He wanted to put a stop to it! He realized he had made a mistake and he was about to shout.


Suddenly Rabbi Yosi turned to him, held out the Tefillin and said "Nu, what about you Rabbi Jay?"


"You are a Chutzpan!!" (Shameless knave) Rabbi Jay exclaimed angrily. 

But Rabbi Yosi pretended that he didn't hear, took the Rabbi's arm with one hand and with the other began to push up the Rabbi's shirtsleeve and slide on the Tefillin. Rabbi Jay jerked his arm away, hesitated a moment and suddenly his composure changed; he surprisingly declared, "I'll do it myself"!!


He took the Tefillin from Rabbi Yosi and put them on albeit a bit uncertainly at first but after a moment as though it was something he did every day.


He adjusted the box on his head to be exactly in the middle, put his hand over his eyes to say Shma Yisroel, stood in silence for a second or two, his body began to tremble and he burst into uncontrollable weeping!!


All the Chassidim and the prisoners were speechless and almost began weeping themselves it isn't every day that you see a grown man crying aloud like a baby. Rabbi Jay was oblivious to everyone around him. He took a prayer book, finished saying the Shma, removed the Tefillin, dried his eyes and, after the prisoners left, explained what had happened.


"I was born in Berlin in the early 1900s into a religious family and was a young man in my late twenties on Crystal Night; the vicious beginning of the Holocaust. I ran to the attic to hide and watched from a small window. I saw how the Nazis dragged my grandfather, who had been a known Rabbi in Berlin, from his house and beat him to death in the streets along with hundreds of other Jews. I prayed and prayed to G-d to make it stop. But He didn't. It just kept going on and on and I was helpless.


"Finally, I found refuge in the forest for most of the war. I had no food, shelter or friends, I had lost everything. The world was upside down. Everything good was being destroyed and I prayed to G-d to take me away; I didn't want to live anymore, but G-d didn't answer that prayer either.


"Somehow I survived  but I was burning with anger G-d had seriously let me and all the Jews in Europe down and I wanted revenge.

"As fate had it I moved to America, studied to become a Reform Rabbi and vowed to do all I could to make G-d mad; I encouraged the transgression of Shabbat, eating of un-kosher food, I made mixed marriages on Tisha B'av and much more.


"But when you came to me just now with those Tefillin something happened. I wanted to refuse, in fact I wanted to throw them to the ground, step on them and have you kicked out but suddenly. I heard the voice of my father and grandfather pleading with me to be a Jew. I had to put them on. "It suddenly became clear to me that I have been mistaken all my life."


From that day on Rabbi Jay became a different man. He decided to act, speak and think Jewish in every way possible and developed a close relationship with Rabbi Yosi till the end of his life several years later.
Reprinted from the Parashat Balak 5778 email of Yeshiva Ohr Tmimim in Kfar Chabad, Israel.

Early Morning

Produce Purchases


In Poland, there were certain Jews who had their livelihood from going to the wholesale fruit and vegetable market in the early hours of the morning and purchasing their stock. Later, people would come to their stores and buy the fresh produce. 

Once, someone commented to the Chiddushei HaRim (R’ Yitzchak Meir of Gur) about the ways of these men. Of course, it was not entirely their fault, he conceded, that they had to engage in business before davening (preferably one should refrain from engaging in personal affairs until after praying). It was very unfortunate that these men had to disgrace their Tefilah (prayer) by taking care of their business first.

 “On the contrary,” retorted the Chiddushei HaRim, “these men are all G-d fearing individuals. Even though they do what they must before davening, they do the minimum possible. They even limit their speech, not wanting to speak about mundane matters before speaking to Hashem. When they come to daven, they do so with a broken heart, wishing they had some other way of earning a living. You haven’t the faintest idea how much pleasure Hashem derives from their behavior!” (Story from Rabbi Eliyahu Hoffmann)

Reprinted from the Parshas Balak 5778 email of Torah Sweets Weekly.
The Face of His Rebbe
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Rabbi Baruch Ber Levovitz, zt”l, 1863-1939

Mr. Harry Wolpert, a long-time supporter of Torah causes in Baltimore, had been a student of Rabbi Baruch Ber Lebovitz, O”BM, the Kaminetzer Rosh Yeshiva. When Mr. Wolpert came to Baltimore in the early 1900s, he repeatedly faced the test of Chillul Shabbos [Shabbos Desecration]. 

Today, we do not need to face the common challenge of those years — “If you don’t come in on Saturday, don’t bother coming on Monday.” Mr. Wolpert related that he faced this temptation many times when he needed to support his wife and children. 

What stopped him from succumbing to the temptation? It was the image of his Rebbe, Reb Baruch Ber. Reb Baruch Ber was known as a Rebbe who loved his students. Reb Baruch Ber cherished each student. This love, shown to a student, was what stopped Mr. Wolpert from becoming a Mechalel Shabbos [violator of the Shabbos]. (Story from Rabbi Yissocher Frand)

Reprinted from the Parshas Chukas 5778 email of Torah Sweets Weekly edited by Reb Mendel Berlin.
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