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Menashe: The

Hollywood Hasid
By Aish.com Staff
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Hasidic actor Menashe Lustig tells his unlikely story – going from grocery clerk in Borough Park to critically acclaimed actor.


Imagine: you feel it deep in your soul - it’s your dream to become an actor. Now imagine: you are a Hasidic Jew who lives in the cloistered community of New Square where no one watches television or movies and most people don’t even know what an actor is.


Meet Menashe Lustig: Hasidic actor.


Menashe is the star of the critically acclaimed film Menashe, loosely based on his life, which premiered at the Sundance Film Festival in January and was released more broadly this summer. It has received rave reviews, garnering a 93% “fresh” score on the review aggregator Rotten Tomatoes. Not bad for a film set in Borough Park about Hasidic Jews which is in Yiddish. And not bad for its star Menashe Lustig.


Ironically, Menashe Lustig’s personal story is in some ways more of a “Hollywood story” than the movie Menashe based on his life. If that makes sense.


Lustig explains in a Aish.com interview, “In the natural way, it would be very difficult to explain this, how I got into this movie. It could only be described as hashgucha pratis (Divine intervention). Everyone has to know what his abilities are. I was born with a talent to act but I didn’t know what to do with this talent. In Hasidic circles, they have badchanim (jesters), but that’s not me. So I was always praying to God, asking him to help me find my way. But I didn’t want to go out from my community. I am from New Square and I like my community.”


Lustig discussed his predicament with his brother in law, Hasidic musician and entertainer Lipa Shmeltzer who advised him to make some videos and put them online. He uploaded a few videos to YouTube, but in Lustig’s words, “I didn’t know how to manage things.”
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Menashe and Josh Weinstein


Enter Josh Weinstein. Weinstein is a filmmaker from New York, of documentaries primarily, who decided that he wanted to make a film about the little known community in his back yard: Hasidim. He contacted Lipa Shmeltzer and through that meeting met Menashe. “He saw me acting together with Lipa,” says Lustig. “He watched the clip that I put on YouTube and found that I was very natural. He called me and asked me if I act normally. I told him that I love to act, but in my circles, people aren’t into it. So he said, how about making something for me. I said, it will never happen. I told him my story and he wanted to come to my house in New Square. We talked for hours and hours and he said he will do anything to make it kosher.”


Despite his dream of becoming an actor, Menashe was still uncertain. He didn’t want to do anything that would cause discomfort to his New Square Hasidic community, or worse, portray Judaism in a negative light. That’s when he received a phone call from Danny Finkleman, a filmmaker who knew both Weinstein and Lustig, and himself a Lubavitcher Hassid. “Danny told me that this could be a big Kiddush Hashem (sanctification of G-d’s name). You have to do it. This is an opportunity that won’t come again”.


Lustig agreed. He and Weinstein began to meet for long interview sessions and Weinstein became particularly interested in a tragedy that had taken place in Menashe’s life: his wife had passed away and his Rabbi had advised that his son should not move with him to New York until Menashe remarried, as the Rabbi felt that a stable family life was critical for the young boy’s development. This was the backbone that formed the story behind Menashe, the film.


Three years after their initial conversations, Menashe Lustig was in the audience at the Sundance Film Festival in Salt Lake City watching 2000 people watching him. The reception to the film has been overwhelmingly positive, perhaps most surprisingly, amongst people who are not Jewish. “At the screening in Utah,” Lustig relates, “A lady came up to me. She wasn’t Jewish. She said, ‘I am not sure what you do when you go to the mikvah, but the message I take away is that there is hope’. That’s the message of this film. She’s right because I had times when I was deep in depression. And now…I never thought one day everyone would be watching my story.”


When asked if he has any advice for others who are also trying to find their way, Lustig offers the following advice. “I am not a painter, and I am not a cook. My talent is acting. I am not here to be a star; I am just here to use my talents. And that’s what everyone should do. Find your talent. 


Also I would tell people what my rabbi says. Whatever you do, prayer is the key. Ask the Ribbono Shel Olam (Master of the Universe). Ask him for help and daven. Tell him, ‘I am relying on you. Help me do the right thing’. You have to choose your own path. But you have to talk to G-d and he will help guide you.”

Reprinted from the Parshat Shoftim 5777 website of Aish.com

Rabbi Akiva Eiger’s Reaction To a Mechutan’s Silly Joke
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Rabbi Akiva Eiger


One should distance himself from foolishness, silliness, and frivolity, and also from anger, because it confuses a person’s spirit and mind. One should constantly serve his Maker with love. One should not fail to carry out a single detail of this directive. 


Rav Moshe Sternbuch writes that if one is constantly always making jokes and being silly, he is not a serious person, and he does not have the yoke of accepting Hashem’s Kingship over him. 


Rav Shach, zt”l, when teaching about the obligation for one to distance themselves from levity and light-heartedness, would often tell over the following amazing story that took place with Rav Akiva Eiger, zt”l.


A Shidduch once came up for Rav Akiva Eiger’s son, and Rav Akiva Eiger traveled with his son to the Kallah’s house to see if the Shidduch was appropriate. After meeting and everything seemed fine to proceed and allow the couple to get engaged, Rav Akiva Eiger asked the Kallah’s father if his son, the Chasan, was favorable to him to have as a son-inlaw. 


The father answered, “If only the father of the Chasan found as much favor in my eyes as the Chasan does!” 


The ‘father of the Chasan’, Rav Akiva Eiger, was the Gadol HaDor, and due to his great humility, he took the words seriously. He asked the Kallah’s father, “Why is it that I have not found favor in your eyes? It is just the opposite! If you have found any problems with me, please tell me what they are, because I am prepared to correct them!” 


The Kallah’s father quickly answered, “There is no problem! I was just joking!” 


Rav Akiva Eiger’s face turned white when he heard these words, and he said, “If that is so, my son is about to become the son-in-law to a clown, and I am not looking for a Shidduch like that for him!” 


Rav Akiva Eiger then left the house with his son, and the Shidduch was canceled. Rav Shach taught that this is how far being strict with joking words goes. He said, “Today, it is quite common for people poke fun at others and actually ruin their lives, and afterward say they were ‘only joking’. 


In Yiddishkeit, there is no place for this. Rav Akiva Eiger was a Kadosh, a very holy individual, and he was not able to deal with someone who was ‘just joking’!”
Reprinted from the Parshas Re’eh 5777 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights as compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

The Lesson of a Leaf Detached from a Tree
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Many years ago, a young Yeshivah Bachur took a walk with his Rebbe in a park. It was autumn, and the leaves on the trees around them had started to turn beautiful colors. Some of these colorful leaves had already fallen off the trees, and onto the path they were walking on. 


The Rebbe said to his Talmid, “You see those leaves on the ground? They think they are free. They think they can fly anywhere they want because they are no longer attached to the tree. The reality is, however, these leaves will soon wither and die exactly for the same reason. 


“They have become detached from the tree, and that was their source of life. It was what kept them alive. The leaves that are still attached to the tree, they are still alive. They can still grow and flourish because they are connected to their source of life.” 


The Rebbe continued, “This is what Shlomo Ha’melech meant when he wrote in Mishlei, Eitz Chaim “He Lamachazikim Bah, the Torah is a tree of life for those who grasp onto it.” 


The Rebbe said, “In your life you will meet people who think they are free because they have detached themselves from the Torah, Rachmana Litzlan, and they think they can do whatever they want, whenever they want to. But this is not so. It is quite the opposite.


“People who are not connected to the Torah have cut off their source of life. They are like the leaves that are strewn all over the ground and are withering spiritually. On the other hand, the Torah is our Eitz Chaim. It is a tree of life giving nourishment to our Neshamos and guides us through life, and as long as we are attached to the tree, we are alive.” 
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Rav Mattisyahu Salomon


That young boy grew up to be Rav Mattisyahu Salomon, Mashgiach of the Lakewood Yeshivah, and he says that those words that his Rebbe told him when he was younger have stayed with him his entire life, and they still inspire him! 

Reprinted from the Parshas Re’eh 5777 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights as compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

Thoughts that Count

When you go forth to war against (literally "above") your enemies (Deut. 21:10)

When you go forth into battle with complete trust in the G-d of Israel, secure in the knowledge that G-d stands by your side to assist, you are automatically "above" your enemies as soon as you embark on your mission. (Likutei Sichot)

That which comes out of your lips shall you keep and perform (23:24)

The sentiment of the modeh ani prayer thanking G-d for restoring the soul to the body and recited immediately upon awakening in the morning, should carry through the rest of the day as well. One should always conduct oneself with this fundamental fact in mind. (Likutei Sichot)
Reprinted from the Parshat 5752/1992 edition of L’Chaim Weekly.
Living with the Times

Reflections on Divorce in

The World Mission of a Jew

Adapted from the works of

Rabbi Menachem M. Schneerson, zt”l

The Lubavitcher Rebbe.
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The Rabbis of the Talmud differed in opinion as to when a couple may divorce. According to Shammai, such a drastic step may be taken only "if he finds some unseemly thing in her," as it says in this week's Torah portion, Ki Tetzei--i.e., that the marital bonds were broken and adultery had been committed. 

Hillel took a different approach. If marital life becomes so unpleasant that husband and wife are at cross purposes (Hillel uses the example of a wife deliberately burning her husband's meal), divorce is permitted. Rabbi Akiva was even more lenient in his ruling, and permitted divorce on weaker grounds.

The relationship between the Jew and his world is often likened to that of husband and wife. Just as Divine Providence determines one's spouse, it also determines one's situation and particular set of challenges. Divine Providence places each Jew into precisely those circumstances where he can carry out his      G-dly mission in life--transforming his corner of the world by allowing G-dliness to illuminate everything.


Here, divorce has another meaning. If a person is not at all satisfied with his lot in life and seeks to change his environment that too can be considered a "divorce." But if it is only through Divine Providence that each of us is given influence over a certain limited area, when are we permitted to "divorce" ourselves from the status quo and pursue another course of Divine service?


Shammai believed that an individual is obligated to put up with even the most harsh and trying circumstances in life, saying that it is precisely in those challenges that his mission lies. Only on the condition that these circumstances present an "unseemly thing," that is, become incompatible with a Torah way of life is it permissible to "divorce" oneself from the present situation and move on to another.


Hillel taught that merely seeing that one's efforts are not bearing fruit is cause to change direction and move on to new challenges. If persisting in one's course of action reaps no benefit, drags the person down spiritually and only leads to a "burnt dish," why persist?


Rabbi Akiva taught that it is permissible to change track even if only because a more attractive one beckons. As soon as a person loses interest in what he is doing and thinks that he will be better able to serve G-d in another context, it is permissible for him to make the change, for indeed we are supposed to serve G-d with love and joy.


The actual ruling was according to Hillel's opinion. If a person is truly successful in imbuing his surroundings with holiness, and his only complaint is that he finds his present environment unsatisfying, this is not enough reason to abandon his present course. Life's obstacles and hurdles are not necessarily pleasant. G-d may want that individual to succeed in just those areas he finds most difficult. Only a total lack of a sense of purpose, a "burnt dish," is sufficient cause to change.


This is the strict interpretation of the law. But it is far preferable that we try to act according to its spirit as well. No matter where we find ourselves or with whom we come into contact, and no matter how difficult the challenges placed in our path may be, we must always seek to bring holiness into the world, for that is the mission of every Jew.

Reprinted from the Parshat Ki-Tetzey 5752/1992 edition (#232) of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization.

Some Dating Tips

From the Torah

By Rabbi Moshe Meir Weiss
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We all know that the first official shaddchan in the Torah was Eliezer, the servant of Avraham. We also know that he wrote the script beforehand, praying to Hashem that a girl would come along who would demonstrate not just kindliness but a true passion and zest for chesed that would be manifest in her willingness and eagerness to even shlep drinking water to all of Eliezer’s camels. 

As is turned out, providentially, Hashem delivered exactly as Eliezer ordered. It is interesting to note Eliezer’s strange choice of words when he was praying for this anticipated scenario. He asked Hashem, Hakrei na lfanai hayom — Let it happen before me today.


The word mikre (from which the word hakrei stems) is always associated with an accident—something that just happens to happen, unplanned and unpremeditated. This is a queer phrase to use when Eliezer was supplicating that G-d should pull the strings for just such an event.


The great Rav Tzodek HaKohen, Ztl Zya, gives a profound answer. He explains that Eliezer was praying to Hashem that the girl should just happen to come by so that she would be unaware that she was being observed for matrimonial purposes. Eliezer wanted to get a glimpse of her true self and not get her on her best behavior. Indeed, this is major concern of our youth when they are dating since they are careful to be on their best behaviors. They have to become real sleuths to unearth the true person behind the mask.
Why Did Eliezer Arrange

The Rendezvous at the Well?


The Reva goes a step further. He questions why Eliezer arranged the rendezvous at the be’er, the well. He says as follows: A man should look for the following attributes in a wife. She should have good pedigree/yichus, be pretty [This is why I always tell girls to smile often. They look infinitely more pretty when they smile.], they should have neimus hanefesh/a sweetness of character, and tznius/personal modesty. 

The Reva continues that, while pedigree and beauty can be determined anywhere, Eliezer wanted to investigate the latter two traits specifically when the girl was away from her home and not under the eyes of her parents. He wanted to see how should would act without the restraints of her home. Therefore, he deliberately arranged that he should meet her away from the tutelage of her parents.


The Ran shares yet another powerful insight with us. Avraham cautioned Eliezer that, under no circumstances, should he take a wife for Yitzchak from the daughters of Canaan. The Ran wonders why Avraham was so emphatic. Was the daughter of Besuel any better? After all, she came from a family of idolaters. Wasn’t that just as bad? 
A Truly Profound Revelation


The Ran answers with a truly profound revelation. He explains that the Canaanite people were a cruel people. They had foul character traits. On the other hand, the family of Besuel had false beliefs of idolatry. The Ran elaborates that while bad character traits are passed through the genes, wrong opinions and ideals are not. Therefore, it was much safer to take a daughter of idolaters than a girl from a family of bad midos.


It is interesting to note that the specific trait Eliezer was on the lookout for for the second matriarch of Klal Yisroel was the attribute of passionate kindliness. Of all the traits to look for – such as patience, flexibility, intelligence, joviality, temperament, Eliezer reveals to us that kindliness was of paramount importance. 
This is not simply because Avraham’s family was one renowned for its kindness. Rather, this is an important revelation of the importance for a wife to be happy and comfortable with the art of giving for, in a successful home, a wife does much without any payment or even any word of thanks. 

Thus, for example, when she diapers babies hundreds of times, she cannot expect a show of appreciation. Similarly, as she spends long and hard hours with her children on their homework and school projects, they cooperate begrudgingly – and not thankfully. Even her domestic duties around the home, cleaning and scrubbing and laundering, will often go unnoticed (although this certainly should not be the case).
A Great Boon in a Marriage


Thus, it is a great boon in a marriage if a woman has an innate satisfaction out of giving and pleasing others. She then will not need the accolades and applause to motivate her to function properly in her role as wife and mother. The prospective suitor however should take caution that, even if the young lady manifests a willingness to do good, it should not be simply with an aim to win friends and favors. For, if this is her motivation, it will be absent when it pertains to her husband and family for she has them already and doesn’t need to win them. This is a profound aspect that needs to be looked into.
The Way a Prospective Husband Prays


When Rivkah saw Yitzchak for the first time, it says, Vayetzei Yitzchak lasuach basodeh — Yitzchak went out to pray in the field. This teaches us that one of the areas a young lady should carefully look into in a prospective mate is the way he prays, for prayer is a true barometer of the sincerity of an individual. For, while we might do many things because of ulterior motives, what we are thinking when we pray to G-d whether about tomorrow’s meetings or last year’s World Series — or true communication with Hashem, is a true test of our sincerity and devotion.


May Hashem help us that we learn from the Torah how to date wisely, or advise our children or grandchildren to do so wisely, and in that merit may all those who are looking for their basherte find them speedily and happily.


Please learn and daven for the refuah sheleima of Miriam Liba bas Devorah, b’soch shaar cholei Yisroel.
Reprinted from the August 2, 2017 website of The VUES.

Rabbi Berel Wein on
Parshat Ki Teitzei 5777
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The Torah deals with temptation in this week’s reading. Temptation is a constant factor in human existence. Usually we do not carry out the acts that tempt us simply because of lack of opportunity and not necessarily because of our piety. People are watching, the police are in the vicinity, the circumstances currently conspire against us being successful in this tempting but illicit venture. However there are times when these outside inhibitions are not present to deter one from succumbing to the temptation presented.


At such times the Torah seems to imply that it will be very difficult to deny the temptation completely. During war and battle, the soldiers’ inhibitions are released. The Torah therefore proposes to channel the fulfillment of this temptation rather than attempt to deny it completely. Because of this unusual set of circumstances, occasioned by war and its attendant violence and human callousness, the temptation of a defenseless attractive woman captive will be so overriding that the Torah restricted it but did not deny it completely.


There is too much opportunity present here. The Torah is well aware of the frailties and weaknesses of human behavior. It never demands the impossible from G-d’s creatures. But it does impose a set of rules and a sense of discipline regarding all area of life’s activities. The set of circumstances posed by the Torah at the onset of this week’s reading is a paradigm example of the Torah’s attitude and instructions in all other like matters.


Yet in spite of all of the above, the Torah warns the Jewish soldier that there are unpleasant results and sad consequences to one’s succumbing to temptation even in “permissible” circumstances. No stable and lasting family life can be built upon such wanton initial behavior. Even acts that cannot be initially categorized as being forbidden or illegal can engender dire results later for the person who perpetrates them.


This is true in commercial life as well as in personal affairs. One should always restrain one’s self from pushing the envelope too far. Every act of human behavior potentially carries with it unseen and far reaching consequences. The rabbis always advocated caution in all matters in life – in speech, in behavior and in decision-making. One should never stand too close to the edge of any precipice, whether moral, physical or spiritual.


Everyone’s life experiences validate this wisdom of the sages of Israel. Don’t sit too close to the fire lest one be singed by it. Don’t lean over the fence lest one may fall. Don’t always justify giving in to convenient temptation for there will always be unforeseen and in most cases very negative consequences.


In a world that somehow overvalues risk taking, prudence and caution are not especially favored. Yet this week’s Torah reading illustrates, in a graphic fashion, the wisdom of restraint. The advent of the month of Elul only serves to reinforce these ideas in our hearts and minds and most importantly, in our behavior.

Reprinted from this week’s website of RabbiWein.com

Misvot and the Potato

Chip Syndrome
By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour

One of many Misvot discussed in Parashat Ki-Teseh is the famous Misva of “Shilu’ah Ha’ken,” sending away a mother bird before taking eggs from the nest.  This Misva is followed by the Misva of “Ma’akeh,” the obligation to place a parapet around one’s roof for safety: “If you build a new house, you shall construct a parapet for your roof” (22:8).

The Midrash explains the juxtaposition between these two topics, teaching that the second is the reward for the first. Meaning, the reward for faithfully fulfilling the Misva of Shilu’ah Ha’ken is a new house, which necessitates the construction of a parapet.
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Rabbi Eli J. Mansour


The Torah then proceeds to discuss several laws relating to farming, such as the prohibition against sowing two types of seeds together. This, too, the Midrash comments, is a reward. For fulfilling the Misva of “Ma’akeh,” one is rewarded with a field which allows him to observe the Torah’s agricultural laws.


Then, the Torah introduces the Misva of Sisit, the obligation to affix strings to the corners of one’s garment.  Once again, the Midrash teaches that this is a reward.  If one observes the Torah’s farming laws, then he is given the ability to obtain new, fine garments and fulfill the Misva of Sisit.


The point the Midrash is making is that one Misva leads to another.  The reward for Shilu’ah Ha’ken is not simply a house – because a house that is not used for a higher purpose is not a reward – but rather the ability to perform Misvot with the house. And then, one is rewarded with a field, which provides opportunities for even more Misvot.  And then one purchases new garments, and is able to do additional Misvot.  Each Misva we perform ends up facilitating another one.  And that Misva then brings us to yet another. 


We might say that Misvot are like potato chips.  As we all know too well, it is impossible to eat just one potato chip.  When we eat one, we then need another.  And then another.  Misvot work the same way.  Once we perform a Misva, we will soon find ourselves involved in another one.


A person’s friend drags him to a Torah class, and he finds it gratifying, and also makes some new friends.  Soon enough, he is attending more classes and community functions, helping out friends, volunteering for community functions, and so on.


Why is this so?  How does one Misva lead to another?


Our Rabbis teach us that every time we do a Misva, we create an angel. That angel looks to “repay” us for bringing him into existence by advocating on our behalf that we should have the ability to perform additional Misvot.  This is the secret to the concept of “Misva Goreret Misva,” that one Misva leads to another. Each angel we create by performing Misvot works to ensure that we will be able to perform more Misvot.


People involved in outreach, in trying to bring Jews back to religious observance, know this concept very well.  Attempting to persuade somebody to drastically change his or her lifestyle is not likely to succeed.  But what can and does work is encouraging somebody to perform one Misva, such as to observe one Shabbat, to participate in one Hesed project, or to attend one Shiur.  The power of that Misva will naturally lead to yet another, which will then lead to another, and so on.  It is that initial step which triggers the process of developing a full-fledged Torah commitment.


We must realize, however, that the converse is also true.  Just as one Misva facilitates another, one sin facilitates another.  When we commit a sin, we create an angel that seeks to lead us toward yet another sin.  There’s no such thing as transgressing just once, as breaking the rules only temporarily and then immediately getting back on track.  This is not how it works.  If we violate the Torah once, we bring ourselves dramatically closer to another violation.  And then to another.  The “potato chip syndrome” is true regarding sins just as it is regarding Misvot.


We must never underestimate the power and significance of any action.  A positive act will lead us along the path of more Misvot, while a negative act will lead us along the opposite path.  Let us therefore always choose wisely, and put ourselves on the road of Misva performance, one Misva at a time, and we will then be rewarded with even more Misvot, and then some more, throughout our lives.

Reprinted from this week’s website of the Edmond J.Safra Synagogue in Brooklyn.
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