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Farewell to Charles Krauthammer
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Charles Krauthammer, who died this week at age 68, was called the most influential political commentator in America, with a weekly column syndicated to 400 publications worldwide. Less than two weeks ago, Krauthammer published a poignant "farewell letter" describing aggressive, rapidly-spreading cancer. "This is the final verdict," he wrote. "My fight is over."


For 30 years, Krauthammer stood out as the consummate intellectual – calling out hypocrisy, standing up for justice, and displaying sophisticated intellectual coherence irrespective of political alignment or social acceptance. As Krauthammer described, "the pursuit of truth and right ideas through honest debate and rigorous argument is a noble undertaking."


Krauthammer was trained from a young age in the rigors of honest debate and critical thinking. He attended Orthodox day school, studying traditional Jewish texts for half the day and becoming fluent in Hebrew. His father, an observant Jew, strongly encouraged Talmud study, and while his classmates were out playing baseball, young Charles endured many extra after-school study sessions. Yet this ultimately sharpened the analytical skills that made him an intellectual powerhouse.


Krauthammer's curiosity knew no bounds, and after one year of graduate school at Oxford, he switched to Harvard Medical School and became a psychiatrist. He later combined these two dichotomous disciplines – the precise, scientific study of medicine, and the expansive, creative study of philosophy – to become a Pulitzer Prize-winning political commentator who offered trenchant analysis on every facet of modern American life.

Fateful Dive


Most remarkable of all, Krauthammer achieved this as a paraplegic consigned to a wheelchair.


While at Harvard Medical School, Krauthammer and a friend skipped class one day to play tennis. On the way back, they stopped at an on-campus swimming pool to cool off from the rigorous exercise.


It was a freak accident. Krauthammer dove off the board and hit his head on the bottom of the pool. Though his head was unscathed, he'd fallen at the precise angle where the entire force of impact transferred into his cervical vertebrae – severing the spinal cord.


As Krauthammer lay at the bottom of the pool, unable to move his limbs and swim to safety, he instantly understood the medical consequences: permanent paralysis from the neck down.


His friend, thinking it was a joke after some hesitation, dove in and saved him.


As the ambulance carted Krauthammer away, his two books left at poolside were Anatomy of the Spinal Cord, and Man's Fate by Andre Malraux.

Unemotional by nature, Krauthammer distanced himself from the incident and it never impeded his accomplishments. He spent the next 14 months in the hospital, flat on his back, staring up at a specially-designed Plexiglas table where the nurses placed his medical textbooks face-down for him to read.


Krauthammer went on to graduate near the top of his class, to marry the woman of his dreams, and to establish a stellar media career. And despite the ordeals of getting dressed, eating, bathing, driving and writing, Krauthammer had no measure of self-pity or complaints. His collection of essays, the massive bestseller Things That Matter, did not once mention his disability.


Krauthammer won the Pulitzer Prize the first year his column was syndicated. Since the prize is never given in a category to the same person twice, he quipped: "You want to win it once before you die. So if you can win it in your first year, you’re relieved of the anxiety every year. Also, you’ll know how the first line of your obituary will read. Those are the two major advantages.”


Winning the Pulitzer also gave Krauthammer the opportunity to "repay" his father for investing so loyally in his future. At their very last visit together, Krauthammer presented his father with the Pulitzer Prize he had just won.

Defending Israel


Krauthammer began his career in Washington DC as a speechwriter for Democratic vice-presidential candidate Walter Mondale. He then switched sides as a conservative, putting in lengthy stints at The New Republic, Time magazine, the Washington Post, PBS, and Fox News.


Through his writing, Krauthammer influenced government policy. In the 1980s, his essay "The Reagan Doctrine" was adopted by the U.S. President as... the Reagan Doctrine.


Krauthammer was an outspoken champion of Israel, consistently siding with the justness of the Jewish cause – exposing the truth about Gaza, pinpointing Palestinian leadership as the main obstacle to peace, and calling the 2015 Iran deal "the worst agreement in U.S. diplomatic history."


Krauthammer bemoaned the hypocritical double-standard of morality as applied to Israel:


Why is it that of Israel a standard of behavior is demanded that is not just higher than its neighbors', not just equal to that of the West, but in fact far higher than that of any Western country in similar circumstances? Why the double standard?...


When other people suffer – Vietnamese, Algerians, Palestinians, the French Maquis – they are usually allowed a grace period during which they are judged by a somewhat lower standard. The victims are, right or wrongly (in my view, wrongly), morally indulged. A kind of moral affirmative action applies. We are asked to understand the former victims' barbarities because of how they themselves suffered...


With Jews, that kind of reasoning is reversed: Jewish suffering does not entitle them to more leeway in trying to prevent a repetition of their tragedy, but to less. Their suffering requires them, uniquely among the world's sufferers, to bend over backwards in dealing with their enemies...


It is perverse to argue that because this particular nation-state is made up of people who have suffered the greatest crime in modern history, they, more than any other people on earth, have a special obligation to be delicate with those who would bring down on them yet another national catastrophe.

Jewish Life


Krauthammer called Torah study a "wonderful, intense, and rich tradition" and was influenced by the study of Maimonides. “I got a rigorous Jewish education. I know what it is to be a Jew," he said. "There’s a difference between being nominally Jewish or sentimentally Jewish, and being grounded in Jewish learning."


On issues of faith, Krauthammer liked to point out that the greatest minds in history – including Aquinas, Augustine, Newton, and the U.S. Founding Fathers – believed in God. He would quote Sir Isaac Newton comparing the human capacity to understand the awesomely mysterious universe to a snail on the ocean shore trying to work out the tides through physics.


“Einstein had this sense of this fantastic mystery lying behind ordering and creating beauty in nature," Krauthammer said. "He was so struck by the elegance of nature. His ability to put the ultimate mysteries of science into a single line, E=MC2, indicates a kind of harmony in the cosmos which cannot be accidental.”

Krauthammer railed against atheism as

Violating every principle of rational logic.


Krauthammer had a complicated relationship with G-d, claiming to have sought but not found. Yet he railed against rejectionism of G-d: “Of all the theologies or anti-theologies, I think atheism is the least plausible of them all," he said. "It’s not only the irrationality, but it’s the coldness, the soullessness of atheism that strikes me. [It] violates every principle of our own logic... You always go back to the 'origin' question."


Krauthammer called the Western Wall "the most sacred space on the planet... the center of the intersection of the Divine and the human.” Standing on Mount Scopus in Jerusalem, he said: “You look out on the Judean desert, and you can... feel the spirituality, the connection with the Transcendent that must have occurred in those places.”

Profiles in Courage


In typical fashion, Krauthammer treated his death with emotional dispassion and unflinching acceptance of reality. His gracious "farewell letter" stated unambiguously: "I leave this life with no regrets. It was a wonderful life – full and complete."


Charles Krauthammer is a profile in courage – he overcame incredible adversity and left no bitter bone in his body. Regardless of whether or not you agreed with him, we owe Krauthammer our gratitude for standing up for Truth at a time when it is in desperately short supply. "You're betraying your whole life if you don't say what you think, and you don't say it honestly and bluntly," he said.


Krauthammer was a proud Jew who gained widespread admiration for his integrity, wisdom, grace, bravery, sophistication, dignity, honesty, and unabashed articulating the truth in ways we wish we could. Charles, you will be sorely missed.

Reprinted from the Parshat Pinchas 5778 website of Aish.com

The Power of Prayer
By Rabbi Bentzion Shafier

Founder of TheShmuz.com
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And the congregation will save the killer from the redeemer, and they shall return him to the city of refuge where he will sit until the death of the Kohain Gadol who was anointed with the holy oil.” — Bamidbar 35:25

Shogeg killer sent to the city of exile

If Reuvain unintentionally killed Shimon, he is called a “shogeg killer,” and he must flee to a city of exile.


The Mishnah (Maakos 11a) tells us that since shogeg killers could only return home when the Kohain Gadol died, the mother of the Kohain Gadol would bring the killers food and clothing. By acting with great kindness, she would create in them a sense of appreciation so they would not pray for her son to die.

Why should his prayer kill the Kohain Gadol?

This Gemara is rather difficult to understand. The Kohain Gadol is considered one of the greatest men of his generation, certainly a tzaddik. The shogeg killer, on the other hand, is viewed as someone who can’t even remain amongst the nation; he must be exiled. 


Yet it appears that if the shogeg killer would daven, his prayers might be answered, and the Kohain Gadol would die. The question is why? The Kohain Gadol is an innocent man, and this killer is only praying for his death so that he can go free. Why should anyone’s prayer have that effect — especially when praying for the death of such a righteous man as the Kohain Gadol?

The depth of judgment

The answer to this question is based on understanding that HASHEM created two systems of judgment: the system of din, which is strict justice, and the system of rachamim, which is mercy. The system of din demands exact accountability: you were capable of resisting the temptation and you didn’t, so you are responsible. There is no leniency, no leeway. It’s strict cause and effect. You brought about the consequences, so you are responsible.


The system of rachamim is very different. It takes into account many other factors: the difficulty of the situation, the effect of the generation you lived in, the circumstances that led up to the event. And while it is still true that you did what you did, you are held much less accountable because of the mitigating factors.

The world created with mercy

When HASHEM first thought (if it could be) about creating the world, the middah of din was in operation. That is the system of absolute truth and should be what guides all judgments. However, the world couldn’t exist under that system. The standards are too high; the demands too great. No man would be found righteous, and the world itself could not continue. Therefore, HASHEM created the world with the attribute of rachamim as the primary system. Now many other factors weigh in, and judgment is much lighter.


However, while the rachamim system may sound nicer and kinder, in a real sense din is far more proper and appropriate. After all, a person is responsible for what he does. And that is the conundrum. Judged with 100% din, no human would stand. But judged with complete rachamim, no person is responsible for his actions, and justice would be destroyed. For that reason, a balance must be struck. The din remains in this world, but it is mitigated by rachamim, and the relative levels of din and rachamim are affected by many factors.


Because of this, both systems function. Any judgment becomes a balance – how much rachamim and how much din? Almost like a slide rule that moves across a beam, the balance will shift across the spectrum from din to rachamim depending on many factors – sometimes 30% rachamim, 70% din…sometimes 60% rachamim, 40% din…


One of the factors that affects the balance between mercy and justice is prayer. When we daven, a big part of what we request is for HASHEM to “show mercy,” meaning that HASHEM should shift the balance from justice to mercy. Without abdicating responsibility for my actions, I ask HASHEM to judge me with a greater measure of mercy, taking into account all of the extenuating factors that lessen the severity of the judgment. If, in fact, my prayers are effective in changing the balance, then the same act that might otherwise have been severely punished may now be overlooked. Judged by a different standard, it isn’t as egregious.

The power of prayer

This seems to be the answer to the question. As great as the Kohain Gadol might be, if he were judged with complete din, even he would not survive. At some point in his life he must have done something wrong. If that action would now be judged with strict din, he would die.


When the shogeg killer davens, he is asking HASHEM to have mercy on him and let him go home. The only way that this can happen is if the Kohain Gadol dies. But according to the current system of judgment, the Kohain Gadol is an innocent man and deserves to live. The prayers of the shogeg killer change the system of judgment that is used. 

With more din in force, even the Kohain Gadol becomes guilty. Under those exacting standards, he deserves to die. For that reason, the mother of the Kohain Gadol would do everything in her power to prevent the shogeg killer from davening. She was aware of the power of prayer.

Why should I daven?

This concept is very relevant to our lives. Often we may find ourselves thinking, “How much of a difference can my davening make? If I am destined to get this, then HASHEM will give it to me. If I am worthy of it, HASHEM will provide it for me. What difference do my tefillos make?”


The answer is that they make a huge difference. Not in regards to me, and not in regards to whether I merit that which I am asking for, but in regards to the system of judgment that is applied to me under the circumstances. Judged with favor, I might merit great things. Judged with strict justice, I might merit very little. We daven to HASHEM to change the system;  He should use mercy and not justice.

Reprinted from this week’s website on TheShmuz.com This is an excerpt from the Shmuz on the Parsha book.
The Saddest Day
By Rabbi Berel Wein
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There is no doubt that the saddest day on the Jewish calendar is the commemoration of the fast day of the ninth of Av. The day marks the days of destruction of the first and second temples in Jerusalem millennia ago. It also harbors within it the commemoration of many other sad and tragic events throughout Jewish history. From the original reluctance of the Jewish people to enter the land of Israel while they were still under G-dly protection in the desert of Sinai, until the signs of the outbreak of the horrendous world wars of the past century, this day has served as the focal date of Jewish sadness and mourning.


The Jewish people as a nation has suffered so much and so greatly throughout its history that to commemorate the dates of our various tragedies would probably occupy all the days of the year. In order that life should continue and that the burden of our sadness should somehow be relieved and made more bearable, the commemoration of tragedy and the emotions that such remembrances automatically engender are to be concentrated on in this one sad, fast day of the ninth of Av.


Because the ninth of Av falls on the day of the holy Sabbath this year, the actual day of sadness is postponed till the next day. However the Talmud notes that there is opinion that even the 10th day of Av should be observed as a day of sadness and it is done so partially every year and fully this year.


One of the great tests in life is the ability to adjust to and handle grief and tragedy. For most humans, days of grief and sadness are unavoidable events, especially if one is blessed with years and age. Jewish tradition and law mandates that specific behavior be reflected at such difficult times. The observances of rituals are psychologically and emotionally beneficial to the mourner and allows a certain sense of perspective to govern our lives and reactions.


The Jewish people have mourned the destruction of Jerusalem for centuries on end. They did so even when there was no opportunity to attempt to restore and rebuild the Jewish presence in the holy city. Nevertheless, Jews never abandoned their vision of returning to Jerusalem and rebuilding and refurbishing it. When such a vision seemed to be hopeless, it was the observance of tradition and ritual and the words of the prophets and great poets of Israel that sustained the Jewish people so that eventually that vision of restoration and rebuilding would be actualized, as it has been in our generation.


There is no other comparable story in all the annals of human civilization. The grief is always tempered by the acceptance of G-d's will, by the realization of eternity and by the natural optimism that is part of the Jewish personality. The Jews always proclaimed that this saddest day of the year would somehow eventually be transformed into a day of joy and rejoicing.


What that day ofmjoy and rejoicing will look like, I have no idea. I ruefully think that the Jewish people will find it difficult to give up this saddest day of the year and transform it into a day of happiness. This sad day has been around for so long and is such an integral part of our religious life and calendar year that just as it was difficult for us to imagine Jerusalem rebuilt in our dark exile, so too is it difficult for us to imagine a Jewish year without this day as one of its components.


I think that the change in our emotions and attitude will undoubtedly be a gradual one and that it will require a period of adjustment just as the recovery from personal grief and tragedy does. It will always be a day of recall and memory even if it will be celebrated as a day of joy and redemption. It will be the supreme test of our ability to rise from grief and tragedy and advance to great accomplishment and optimism.


Our future is always shaped by our past and this will necessarily occur when the ninth of Av will be treated as a holiday and not as a day of fasting and morning. Nevertheless, this day will carry with it the events of Jewish history, which in turn will make the restoration of Jerusalem even more wondrous and miraculous in our eyes and in the eyes of the whole world.

Reprinted from the current website of Rabbiwein.com
Tips for a Sweeter and

More Productive Summer

By Rabbi Moshe Meir Weiss

[image: image4.jpg]



In our Maariv prayers, we thank Hashem for being, “Machalif es hazmanim – Changing the seasons.”  Since it adds spice and variety to life, we acknowledge our appreciation for this on a daily basis.  And although every season has its unique delights, no time of the year elicits such anticipation and excitement as the happy months of summer.  I’d like to discuss some ideas to ensure that our vivid expectations for summer should become all that we’ve waited for – and that they will be spiritually productive as well!

Before all else, let’s remember safety!  A major concern is with the roadways.  Don’t tackle those long drives to or from the mountains when you’re bushed even before your start the drive!  Chas v’Shalo-m, if a car becomes a bed, it will likely also become a coffin!  

New drivers should be trained to safely negotiate curvy country roads at safe speeds and taught how to switch rapidly between the ‘brights’ and dim headlights correctly during the nighttime hours.  Impatient teens, anxious to squeeze every available drop from vacation time, should be lectured about the insanity of randomly passing cars on narrow country roads.  Fun-seeking children should be sternly told that New York is NOT a safe place to hitchhike, and bicyclists must wear helmets – as it takes only a millisecond to injure the brain!

Swimmers should be cautioned about the absolute need for proper supervision and the great danger of going ‘solo’ to the pool.  Also, remember that long exposures to the sun can be unhealthy.  Use a sun blocker!

Then, there’s the subject of ‘dreams.’  Not the nighttime ones, but our daytime dreams!  Couples should discuss with each other what they dream about for their summer pleasure.  For men, dreams might mean a Sunday ball game, or ‘conking-out’ on the hammock.  For women, it might mean lounging by the pool with the ladies, some brisk country jogging, or driving through the nooks and crannies of the mountains in order to browse in quaint shops and malls.  For some couples, the reverse of these may be the truth.  Still, whatever our spouse’s summer hopes might be, let’s try to bring them to fruition – for a happy spouse is nicer to live with.  Furthermore, we will be properly fulfilling one of our main objectives of life:  For the women, being a proper ‘helper;’ and for the men, fulfilling the directive of ‘V’simach es ishto – Making his wife happy.’

If we have some ‘free’ time in the summer, reserve a nice chunk of it for ‘reconnecting’ with our loved ones.  Because of the frantic pace of life, especially during these harsh economic times, many of us spend very little time with our spouses and children.  Therefore, although we might be personally drained and washed out, we must make sure that our marriages and parental responsibilities get some much needed attention as well.

Another avenue of attention for our free time is to ‘find’ Torah this summer!  As the posuk teaches us, “Ki chaim heim l’motzeihem – It (the Torah) brings life to those that find It.”  So, let’s rediscover the delights of learning mishnayos (Join me on Kol Haloshon for Mishna Yomis at (718) 906-6471) or for reviewing the summer Torah portions, or for sinking our teeth into a small masechta with the self-challenge of finishing it over the summer.  And we might even consider tackling a few sugyos b’iyun, in depth, something which we have absolutely no time for during the winter.  While thinking about learning, we might also try to help our children get a head start, ensuring a successful beginning of the new school year, by beginning with them the masechtos they will be learning in the fall.

Another very rewarding campaign is to make some time to learn the meaning of those sections of our davening which we don’t know as well (for example, the daily shir shel yom, brich shmei, tachanun, etc.).  We will feel a great sense of accomplishment from this since it will help us pray more sincerely the rest of our lives!  Now, that’s time well spent!!

Let’s keep in mind that since the summer is the season to recharge our batteries, a very good prescription for this is Torah.  This is so, since it states clearly, “Toras Hashem t’mimah, m’shivas nafesh – Hashem’s Torah is pure, It rejuvenates the soul.”  Indeed, there are a lot of frustrated people who find themselves eager to get back to work simply because they don’t know what to do with their time (they’re not athletic, nor are they readers or socialites – not that these types shouldn’t be concerned about their learning as well!).  Yet, if they would but take the initiative to engage in a Torah project, fulfillment and glorious pleasure is right nearby !  Let’s remember, as we try to make our summer a happy one that, “Ein simcha k’simchas HaTorah – There is no greater happiness than the joy of Torah!”

Many of us will be sending our children off to camp.  One of the things parents should insist upon (besides the brushing of teeth) is that they write us a weekly letter.  If you feel you must, arrange with them that if the letter doesn’t arrive neither will their allowance.  Explain that you must work very hard, and sacrifice much, to send them to camp which is a summer luxury.  Thus, it is only proper that they should willingly share their thrills and excitements with you on a regular basis.  

This arrangement will accomplish many things.  First, it will allow them to fulfill weekly a beautiful mitzvah of kibud av v’eim.  Second, it will force them to communicate with you and enhance your connection with them as opposed to growing apart from them while they’re away from home.  Third, this lesson in communication is great training for their marital careers.  It will begin conditioning them about sharing their happenings and feelings with others.  Finally, these letters will be a vehicle which you could use to stay current with their spiritual accomplishments in camp.  In so doing, you can spur them on to greater heights in Torah and mitzvos.

We should also counsel our campers (our children) on the importance of wisely choosing their friends, reminding them that we pray every day for Hashem to protect us from bad influences, and reiterating how the mishna in Pirkei Avos teaches us to acquire a good friend for ourselves.  Let’s also advise them to be on the lookout for the lonely and sad child, and teach them to strive, once and awhile, to cheer up someone who is downcast and melancholy.

I hope implementing these tips will prove helpful and may Hashem bless all of us with a very healthy happy and spiritually productive summer!!

Reprinted from the June 23, 2015 website of Matzav.com

Living with the Times

Making Progress in the
Journeys of a Jew’s Life

From the Talks of the Lubavitcher Rebbe

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
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This week we read two Torah portions, Matot and Masei. Masei means "journeys." The journeys enumerated in this week's Torah portion from the time of leaving Egypt until reaching the valley of Jericho, signify all the stages that the Israelites must pass through until the coming of Moshiach.

Thus it is said in the works of the Kabbala, and in a teachings of the Baal Shem Tov, that he who understands the meaning of the journeys will know the particular "journey" of his present state as well as all that still lies before him, i.e., how many and which journeys he still needs to travel until the coming of Moshiach.


Generally speaking, all these journeys are in order of ascents. "These are the journeys of the children of Israel leaving the land of Egypt--Mitzrayim" refers to journeys in the plural from, notwithstanding the fact that there was but a single journey that took them out of Egypt; but every journey signifies a going out from the "mitzrayim" (which comes from the same root as restriction and limitation) of that moment and stage to the expanse relative to that moment and stage.


There are numerous levels and stages. Something may be a "good and expansive land" relative to a lower level, but it would still be "mitzrayim" relative to higher levels. The "journeys" thus teach us that one must incessantly move on and progress, regardless of past achievements. There must be a continual movement from Mitzrayim to a "good and expansive land," at the very least in terms of one's current status. This implies a non-gradual progression. With a single journey we can instantaneously leave Mitzrayim--restrictions and limitations--and come into a "good and expansive land."


Even so, one is not to content oneself with that singular departure from Mitzrayim. One must forever progress further in awareness of the fact that whatever stage has been attained remains a form of "mitzrayim," i.e. restrictive limitation, relative to higher levels. Thus, one must continue onward until reaching the "Valley of Jericho," the coming of Moshiach, speedily in our very own days.

Reprinted from the Parshas Mattos-Masei 5752/1992 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.
Breaking the Selfish Instinct
By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour


Parashat  Maseh  introduces  the  law  of  “Ir  Miklat,”  the  cities  of  refuge  where  one  would  have  to  live  after  killing  somebody  accidentally.  A modern-day  example  might  be  a  case  where  one  lowers  a  grand  piano  out  of  his  house  through  the  window  with  a  pulley. The  pulley  system  malfunctions,  and  the  piano  flies  down  the  side  of  the  house,  killing  an  innocent  pedestrian  walking  by.


In  such  a  case,  the  Torah  requires  the  person  who  lowered  the  piano  to  relocate  to  an  Ir  Miklat. He  must  leave  everything  behind,  including  his  synagogue,  his  community  and  his  business,  and  move  to  one  of  the  designated  cities  of  refuge. He  must  remain  there  until  the  death  of  Kohen  Gadol,  regardless  of  how  many  years  it  takes.

This  Misva  teaches  a  powerful  lesson  about  selfishness. An  individual  is  held  responsible  for  his  careless  behavior,  for  not  alerting  people  to  what  he  was  doing  and  failing  to  ensure  that  nobody  would  be  walking  underneath  the  piano. And  from  the  Torah’s  perspective,  this  kind  of  carelessness  is  a  direct  outgrowth  in  selfishness.


As  we  conduct  our  daily  business,  we  need  to  be  alert  and  look  out  for  the  needs  of  others. We  cannot  do  what  we  want  without  thinking  about  how  our  actions  and  words  might  affect  other  people.If  we  are  moving  furniture  out  of  our  house,  if  we  are  driving,  no  matter  what  we  are  doing,  we  must  think  about  others  and  not  only  about  ourselves. 
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Rabbi Eli J. Mansour


This  might  sound  simple  and  self-evident,  but  unfortunately,  it  is  a  message  that  needs  to  be  repeated  and  reinforced. We  live  in  a  very  selfish  generation,  when  people  are  exclusively  focused  on  their  own  concerns  and  desires  without  showing  concern  for  others. 


This  accounts  for  the  drastic  rise  of  failed  marriages,  and  for  the  alarming  low  birth  rate  in  contemporary  society. Marriage  is  all  about  sharing  and  giving  consideration  to  somebody  else,  and  raising  children,  as  every  parent  knows,  is  all  about  giving  of  oneself  to  another  person. In  a  generation  that  is  not  interested  in  giving,  when  people  are  looking  out  only  for  themselves,  marriages  break  down  and  people  do  not  want  to  have  children. 

One  of  the  reasons  for  this  trend  is  the  high-pressured  nature  of  modern  society. Modern  life  imposes  many  perceived  obligations  upon  a  person,  and  in  the  race  against  the  clock  to  get  everything  done,  people  naturally  lose  sight  of  their  responsibilities  towards  others.


This  is  reflected  in  the  institution  of  Ir  Miklat. The  negligent  person  is  brought  away  from  the  life  he  knows  and  is  forced  to  slow  down  and  think. Far  away  from  his  home,  business  and  other  responsibilities,  he  isn’t  rushed  to  close  a  deal  or  to  refurnish  his  home. He  has  time  to  think  about  others  and  take  their  needs  into  account. 

There  are  many  things  we  can  do  to  try  to  break  the  selfish  instinct  and  become  more  sensitive  and  caring  people. One  Rabbi  tells  his  students  before  they  got  married  to  make  a  point  of  calling  their  wives  whenever  they  are  in  a  store  to  see  if  they  need  everything. Even  if  the  husband  is  confident  that  his  wife  does  not  need  anything  from  that  store,  he  should  still  call,  as  a  simple  way  of  conveying  the  message  that  she  is  important  to  him,  that  he  is  thinking  of  her,  that  he  is  interested  in  her  needs. 
 

Another  method  is  to  get  ourselves  in  the  habit  of  giving  compliments. Selfish  people  are  too  busy  caring  about  themselves  to  pay  compliments  to  other  people. Accustoming  ourselves  to  give  compliments  will  have  the  effect  of  not  only  making  the  people  around  us  feel  good,  but  also  opening  our  eyes  to  the  qualities  and  accomplishments  of  others,  rather  than  focusing  only  on  ourselves. 

Additionally,  everybody  should  try  to  take  some  time  to  do  some  kind  of  volunteer  work,  to  engage  in  some  activity  that  benefits  other  people  without  offering  remuneration. There  are  so  many  worthy  organizations  and  institutions  in  our  community  that  need  manpower  so  they  can  do  their  wonderful  work. If  everyone  in  the  community  chose  just  one  such  project  to  get  involved  in,  this  would  not  only  enhance  the  work  of  these  organizations,  but  would  turn  all  of  us  into  more  sensitive,  generous,  and  giving  people. 

Finally  –  and  I  find  it  unfortunate  that  this  needs  to  be  mentioned  –  we  must  train  ourselves  to  treat  our  workers  with  respect  and  dignity. Whether  it’s  a  housekeeper,  an  employee  in  the  store,  a  waiter  in  a  restaurant,  a  broker,  or  anybody  who  does  a  service  for  us,  it  is  our  strict  obligation  to  pay  the  person  in  a  timely  fashion  and  to  speak  with  him  or  her  with  dignity  and  respect.


There  is  no  excuse  for  not  leaving  a  waiter  a  generous  tip  after  he  serves  us  a  meal,  and  there  is  no  excuse  for  speaking  to  a  housekeeper  as  though  she  is  our  slave. We  have  to  think  about  their  feelings,  and  their  desire  to  support  themselves  and  their  families,  and  respect  those  feelings. How  would  we  feel  if  we  worked  for  somebody  who  did  not  pay  us,  or  if  somebody  spoke  to  us  disrespectfully? This  is  the  kind  of  question  we  need  to  ask  whenever  we  deal  with  people,  keeping  in  mind  their  needs  and  feelings  just  as  we  keep  in  mind  our  own  needs  and  feelings. 

If  we  live  with  an  awareness  of  other  people’s  needs,  we  will  be  happier  and  more  content  in  life. Selfish  people  often  expect  too  much  and  then  feel  disappointed  and  short-changed. But  when  we  are  genuinely  concerned  about  others,  we  are  less  preoccupied  about  ourselves,  and  thus  less  anxious  about  filling  our  every  wish. By  becoming  more  sensitive,  caring  people,  we  in  effect  bring  greater  joy  and  fulfillment  to  ourselves  and  to  others,  and  we  help  make  our  community  and  the  world  a  much  happier  and  more  pleasant  place  to  live.
Reprinted from this week’s website of the Edmond J. Safra Synagogue of Brooklyn (NY) where Rabbi Mansour serves as the spiritual leader.
Reb Yitzchak of Volozhin, z"l

R' Yitzchak was the son of, and successor to, R' Chaim of Volozhin, founder and head of the yeshiva of Volozhin. He was born in 5540 (1779/80) and died in 5609 (1848/9). In addition to his duties as rabbi and rosh yeshiva, R' Yitzchak was a leading spokesman for Jewish causes. 

It is said that he won the respect of the Russian Czar through the following discussion: The Czar asked R' Yitzchak, "I know that the Jews pray for my welfare on every Shabbat, and I even asked a Jew to translate the prayer for me. However, now I have learned that the Jews in every country recite the identical prayer for their own ruler. If the Jews in my kingdom pray for my success and the Jews in my rival's kingdom pray for his success, what will be the outcome?" 

R' Yitzchak replied with a smile, "Since your majesty had the prayer translated, you certainly noticed that it refers to G-d as 'The One Who makes a path in the sea and a lane in the fierce waters.' Why? 

"The answer is as follows: A ship that wishes to travel westward needs an east wind to blow. On the other hand, a ship which must travel eastward needs a west wind. How can both ships be satisfied? "

Hashem's greatness is that He can satisfy both! So, too, we pray for your success while our brothers in other lands pray for the success of their king, and Hashem's greatness is such that He can answer both prayers." 

On another occasion, R' Yitzchak presented himself to a Russian official wearing his Shabbat clothes. The official taunted him, "Doesn't Mishlei (25:6) say, 'Do not beautify yourself before the king'? Furthermore, doesn't the Talmud (Chagigah 9b) say, 'Poverty looks nice on Jews'?" 

R' Yitzchak responded, "One of your questions answers the other. Poverty looks nice on the Jews, but when I come before the king I may not beautify myself. Therefore, I have removed my poverty and dressed up in fine clothes." 

R' Yitzchak was known for avoiding lashon hara and never speaking ill of another person.Once, when he had no choice but to say that someone had lied, he refused to say it directly. He said, "This person has a phenomenal memory. Some people remember things that happened ten years ago. Others can remember things that happened fifty years ago. This man's memory is so phenomenal that he can remember things that never happened." 

R' Yitzchak's works include Mili D'Avot on Pirkei Avot and a Torah commentary entitled Peh Kadosh. Among his sons-in-law was R' Naftali Zvi Yehuda Berlin (the "Netziv"). (Gedolei Hadorot 585-586)
Reprinted from the Parashat Mattot-Masei 5778 email of whY I Matter, the parsha sheet of the Young Israel of Midwood (Brooklyn), edited by Yedidye Hirtenfeld.

Remembering Max Fuchs –
A Cantor of Heroism and Defiance

By Benjamin Ivry
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Mordechai (Max) Fuchs (shown left), who died on July 3 at age 96, was a survivor of a time when heard Jewish melodies were sweet, but those unheard were sweeter. An amateur cantor, he participated as a rifleman in the Normandy Invasion on D-Day, landing on Omaha Beach, where he was hit by shrapnel. 

Born in Rzeszów, southeastern Poland, at age 12 he relocated with his family to New York’s Lower East Side, where he attended a yeshiva and studied chazzanut. When he heard of the fate of his relatives in the Holocaust, he resolved to fight the Nazis. 

The Jews of Rzeszów needed all the help they could get. Numbering 14,000 before the war, only 700 would survive by fleeing and in deportation camps. Almost all of these finally abandoned Poland, where anti-Semitism only intensified after the war. With some of these grim stories in mind, Fuchs fought in the battle for Aachen, Germany.


In October 1944, a Shabbat service was planned for Jewish soldiers, and although a rabbi was present as chaplain, no cantor was available. When the soldiers were asked to volunteer, Fuchs said that he would do his best. As gunfire resounded nearby, he sang “Ein Keloheinu” and “Yigdal,” specifically chosen because of their brevity as well as their familiarity. In photographs, the few dozen soldiers look somber and somewhat numb, the way combat veterans do. The brawny Fuchs towers over the other worshipers, who sound very much like a GI chorus, touching in the rough and ready quality of their voices. They were aware of the weight of their responsibility as bearers of Jewish tradition.


The U.S. military seized the opportunity to send an international message by recording the service for broadcast and releasing a transcript to better promulgate a message of interfaith tolerance. NBC radio broadcast it twice across America and again for good measure in Germany.


No less dramatic was the presentation of the Aachen service by the broadcaster James Cassidy who introduced a “program of historic moment, the first direct broadcast of a Jewish religious service from German soil since Adolf Hitler and his Nazis began the destruction not only of the Jewish religion but of all religions, more than a decade ago.” 


`Rabbi Sidney Lefkowitz (1908-1997), a U.S. Army chaplain, quoted from the Book of Isaiah: “How sweet upon the mountain are the feet of the messenger of good tidings.” After the brief ceremony concluded, an interfaith message was added to the broadcast, much needed in a time of ongoing religious and racial bigotry in an army containing many minority groups.


A Catholic chaplain, Edward J. Waters, stated: “We find it difficult even to comprehend the diabolical persecution of the Jewish race practised by the Nazis. I know of the terrible physical and mental strain, the sobs and groans, the pain and suffering which the Germans have inflicted on the Jews… A great number of Jews are alive today in France and Belgium because Catholics at the risk of their lives hid them, fed them from their own meager rations, and protected them from Nazi villainy.” 


Lieutenant Colonel Bernard F. Henry, a Protestant, added: “Nazism was never really able to crush the heart of man and remove his longing for G-d. The tortures and death imposed upon the Jews of Germany and the enslaved of Europe have failed miserably in their real purpose.” 


While these comforting words were intended to make listeners of all religions feel good about their faiths, Fuchs and Rabbi Lefkowitz had further trials to endure. Rabbi Lefkowitz would soon participate in the liberation of Nordhausen concentration camp. Formerly of Richmond, Virginia, after the war he moved to Jacksonville, Florida to lead Ahavath Chesed, where a new variety of violent racists became a threat to life and limb.


As for Max Fuchs, after surviving the war, he continued his studies of chazzanut and served as cantor at the Bayside Jewish Center, Queens for decades. He also kept a day job as a diamond cutter in Manhattan, a skill requiring extremely steady nerves. Over the past two decades, Deborah Moore’s history, “GI Jews: How World War II Changed a Generation” and a recent PBS documentary inspired by it, shed light on a generation of American Jews who risked their lives to defend their country. 


They sometimes abandoned careers as cantors because there was no place for a cantor in the U.S. Army of the time. Only in 2012 would the Army announce the appointment of its first official cantor, First Lieutenant David Frommer, a member of the New York National Guard’s 27th Brigade Combat Team, who has sung at services in Kuwait.


A lifetime before this development, Cantor Eleazer Schulman had studied chazzanut, singing as a 17-year-old at Congregation Anshe Russia in Newark, New Jersey, as well as preparing for more theatrical performance at the Grace Moore School of Opera. Assigned to the Special Services in the Second World War, Cantor Schulman gave concerts of popular and classical songs to wounded soldiers in hospitals in Italy, while also participating in Shabbat services in Tunis. 


Cantor Schulman led the first Rosh Hashanah service in Italy shortly after the fighting ceased, and officiated at the first Shabbat service in Germany with the 7th Army and General Dwight D. Eisenhower attending. 


This event somehow escaped being recorded or photographed. Like Max Fuchs, Cantor Schulman was also wounded and decorated, and after the war, returned to Congregation Anshe Russia, later singing at the Avenue N Jewish Center and Great Neck Synagogue. Cantors Fuchs, Schulman and others showed that the Jewish voices were present amid the fighting, but only rarely were the army brass prepared to hear them raised in defiant song.

Reprinted from the July 3, 2018 website of the FORWARD.
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