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Is Hillel Evil?

By Asharon Baltazar
[image: image1.jpg]




One doesn’t have to look hard to find a story about the famed brothers, Rabbi Elimelech of Lizhensk and Rabbi Zusha of Anipoli. During their self-imposed exiles, the brothers crossed many borders, raising downtrodden souls and coaxing people to return to G‑d. Poland, Hungary, Lithuania, Galicia, Ukraine, and Romania were just some of the lands they traversed. And wherever the holy brothers stepped foot, the nascent Chassidic movement would soon spread its wings.


Years later, Jews continued to revere the places the brothers had visited. In Oshpetzin (notorious as the site of the Auschwitz concentration camp), for example, the townsfolk would make their way to a specific mikvah before Yom Kippur—despite the freezing spring water—because Rabbi Zusha had dipped there.




Rabbi Zusha stopped at a small town one Friday afternoon, in search of a place to stay for Shabbat. At the synagogue, he came across the caretaker who was busy with pre-Shabbat chores. “Why don’t you ask Reb Yaakov?” suggested the caretaker kindly. “He’s very wealthy and usually hosts guests. I’m sure he’ll be happy to take you in.”


Following the caretaker’s directions, Rabbi Zusha easily found the ornate house. Reb Yaakov himself opened the door and received Rabbi Zusha with a broad smile.


“Rest up and get yourself ready for the Shabbat Queen,” he said, showing his guest to a comfortable room. “You’re invited to dine with me but I have one simple request: for each meal, please prepare a small devar Torah to share at the table. That is all.”


Reb Yaakov turned and quickly disappeared from view, swallowed by the massive house.


It was well known that this was the custom in Reb Yaakov’s household. Even the simplest of folk who struggled with the daily prayers made the effort to learn something so they could satisfy the generous host’s request. No one came unprepared.


Shabbat night, under a sky of twinkling stars, a long stream of people spilled out of the synagogue, splintering into small clusters as they headed for their respective homes. Reb Yaakov’s entourage was easily the largest; a small crowd following him to his house. Kiddush was followed by the washing of hands and finally, the moment Reb Yaakov waited for the entire week. One by one, each guest shared a devar Torah — a question or an opinion, a story or a snippet — and was met with a nod of approval from Reb Yaakov. The host radiated pride and contentment, as he sat at the head of the table, hands folded, basking in the glow of the custom he had introduced.


“You, please begin,” sang Reb Yaakov.


All eyes locked on Rabbi Zusha, who sat silently. Reb Yaakov tried again but Rabbi Zusha remained tightlipped.


“Didn’t I ask you to learn something for the meal?” whispered Reb Yaakov, with no small measure of annoyance in his voice. “That is the custom in this house!”


Still, Rabbi Zusha’s penetrating stare didn’t waver.


“Please prepare something for tomorrow morning,” Reb Yaakov mumbled, regaining his equilibrium and moving on to the next guest.


The following morning when Reb Yaakov again invited his guests to speak, the same thing happened. He went from guest to guest, enjoying each devar Torah, no matter how simple, until his gaze landed on Rabbi Zusha.


“Well,” declared Reb Yaakov, “You’ve had plenty of time to prepare something to say. Now’s your moment!”


Everyone leaned forward to catch a glimpse of the quiet guest.


“I’m not a scholar,” began Rabbi Zusha, “But this morning, after prayers, I recited a few chapters of Tehillim (Psalms) and one verse caught my eye: 'For Hillel is wicked about his unbridled lusts.' It surprised me as I thought Hillel the Elder was a great tzaddik; how could he be considered wicked?”


Laughter rippled through the room. It seemed the guest was unaware that the word hillelmeans “boast,” and the verse had nothing to do with Hillel the Elder who lived hundreds of years after the Psalms were written. The verse actually reads, “For the wicked man boasts about his unbridled lusts.”


Reb Yaakov suppressed a laugh and asked politely, “That is a serious question. What’s the answer?”


“I thought of explaining it like this,” continued Rabbi Zusha, addressing his host with the same piercing stare he had given him the night before. “If the evil inclination attempts to trick someone into committing a particularly vile sin, of course the person ignores it. ‘I’m a Torah scholar and G‑d-fearing person. It is beneath me to do that!’ he says. 


So what does the evil inclination do? It changes tactics and sends a false sense of humility and self-deprecation into the unsuspecting Jew’s heart. Eventually, the Jew falls victim to this deception and sins. If he is so lowly, he reasons with himself, then his sin has no real ramifications.


“This is what King David meant,” Rabbi Zushe concluded. “Sometimes a wicked person wraps himself in a coat of Hillel —who was truly humble— to carry out his unbridled lusts.”


An uneasy silence settled on the guests as they looked at each other, unable to make sense of the stranger’s odd interpretation. Reb Yaakov, however, turned pale. Unbeknownst to anyone else at the table, he had just heard the story of his own secret descent into immorality and depravity. 


Shaken, he realized that his guest was no ordinary stranger passing through town. When Shabbat concluded, Reb Yaakov closeted himself in a room with Rabbi Zusha and begged the holy man for a way to rectify his “humble” sins. Rabbi Zushe, of course, helped him, before continuing on to the next town where, no doubt, more souls awaited his gentle touch. Adapted from Sichat HaShavua #868
Reprinted from the Parshas Ki Savo 5778 email of Chabad.Org Magazine.

A Most Powerful Mincha


A kollel yungerman honored one of his relatives as the mohel for his son, and the unexperienced mohel accidentally cut into the flesh. The doctors who checked the child said that they couldn’t heal him. The child would live, but his future was at stake. 


Reb Meilach Firer (a renowned medical referral expert) told the family about a doctor in America who could help them, “But it will be expensive. You’ll need $250,000.” 
The Sum was Beyond the Kollel Yungerman’s Abilities


This sum was way beyond the kollel yungerman's abilities. They didn’t know how they would raise the money. The father went to his kollel worried, not knowing how to proceed. 


He updated his concerned chavrusah on what was going on, and that he needs $250,000. His friend replied “Let's go and shray oys a Minchah. (In other words, they would pray Minchah with all their might.) 


They went into a beis medresh where people didn’t know them and they both prayed a forty-five minute Shemonah Esrei. When they finished, the father received a phone call from Reb Meilach Firer who asked “Did you do anything yet?” 


“I didn’t begin,” the father replied. “I just finished davening Minchah.” 
“Good” Reb Firer said. “I just heard that the doctor I told you about is coming to Eretz Yisrael to teach his techniques to doctors here.” 
The Operation in Eretz Yisroel was Covered by National Insurance


They were covered by the national health insurance available in Eretz Yisrael, so the procedure would be for free. Furthermore, instead of paying $250,000, the father received money, as the hospital paid him for allowing the procedure be documented on a closed circuit camera so other doctors could learn the innovative methods. 


This story illustrates the potential of an intense and meaningful tefillah. This story didn’t happen during the days of Selichos, it occurred on a regular day of the year. Certainly, when we pray in such a manner on these days when there is so much rachamim, our tefillos will surely be answered.
Reprinted from the Parshas Ki Savo 5778 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman.

The Elul Service of Rebbe Elimelech of Lizensk, Zy’a
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The Kever, gravesite of Rebbe Elimelech of Lizensk, Zy”a


Rebbe Elimelech of Lizensk zy’a wouldn’t take visitors during the month of Elul. He wanted time for himself; for Torah, tefillah, and teshuvah. 

One wealthy person, however, was desperate. His son became insane and he needed a salvation, so he decided that he would bring his son to the Rebbe even in Elul. 

While traveling, they met up with a pauper. The boy said, “Give this man a generous donation.” 

The father was startled. This was the first sound sentence the boy spoke in a long time. Since he was so pleased with his son’s improvement, he gave a half-gold coin to the pauper. 

The pauper asked them, “Where are you headed”? 

The father told him that his son became insane, so they were going to the Rebbe Elimelech of Lizensk to get a brachah. 

The pauper replied, “But don’t you see that your son is healed? Why should you bother the tzaddik? You've certainly heard that the Rebbe doesn’t want visitors in Elul.” 

But the father decided that since he already traveled so far, he would continue. When he came to Lizensk, he gave the Rebbe twelve gold coins. 

The Rebbe said, “Am I greater than Eliyahu Hanavi? You only gave Eliyahu a half-gold coin, and me you give twelve gold coins?” That's when the father understood that the pauper he met was Eliyahu Hanavi.


Reb Yisrael Avraham Tchernostrau (the son of Rebbe Zusha of Honipoli and nephew of Rebbe Elimelech of Lizensk) told this story, and added, “Notice how precious Rebbe Elimelech’s Elul was to Hashem. From heaven they sent Eliyahu Hanavi to heal the wealthy man’s son, to prevent them from disturbing Rebbe Elimelech's service in Elul.”
Reprinted from the Parshas Ki Savo 5778 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman.

Pray and Play

By Mina Gordon
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Simon* was always an avid sportsman. Growing up, he spent much of his free time practicing his pitch and keeping up to date with the latest scores of hisHe found solace in being a valuable player for the sports club favorite teams.


He had been involved with the local Jewish sports club since before his bar mitzvah, and after his father died a short while later, he found some solace in being a valuable player for the club. For reasons too complex and too personal to discuss here, his tefillin did not get the same attention as his bat and ball, and one by one many other mitzvot were sent to the bench as well.
Still Involved with Jewish Sports Club


Simon finished high school and went to college. He still was involved with the Jewish sports club, now as a coach for a newly formed team that did not meet on Saturday or Jewish holidays. The team had members from a mixture of Jewish religious backgrounds—not only those who kept Shabbat, but everyone got along. 
It was not surprising, then, that they all deeply felt for 18-year-old Avi, one of their mitzvah-observant teammates, when Avi’s father passed away suddenly that year. Their coach, Simon, having gone through similar, was perhaps the one who could relate the most.


The team made it all the way to the finals, which was scheduled for an autumn Sunday. Avi told his teammates that he wouldn’t be able to play. His usual Sunday minyan clashed with warm-up time. He couldn’t make both, and his first commitment was to say Kaddish for his father.
“We’ll Be Your Minyan!”


Simon put a comforting hand on Avi’s shoulder and announced: “Avi, we need you. We’ll all meet in my house an hour-and-a-half before the game, and we’ll be your minyan!”


Simon got up early on Sunday, moved furniture aside in the living room until he was satisfied that there was enough room for his team to daven, and then he took out his long-neglected tefillin.

More the boys went off to the game, determined to play their best than the required quorum of young men showed up, put their gear down in a corner of the room and led by Avi, prayed Shacharit, the morning prayers, together, answering Amen and Yehai Shmai Rabah (“May G‑d’s name be blessed”) to every Kaddish.


Upon finishing, the boys collected their bats and went off to the game, determined to play their best. Whether it was because of their combined teamwork or their combined prayer, or both, they actually did win that game.


After all, like a minyan, when a team is made of individuals who care about one another, it is more powerful than the sum of each one's individual performance. *A true story; all names have been changed.

Reprinted from the Parashat Ki Seitzei 5778 email of Chabad.Org Magazine.

Rav Scheinberg and the Ant
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L’Maaseh Rav Chaim Pinchas Scheinberg, zt”l, had a love for even the smallest of Hashem’s creatures. One time, Rav Yitzchak Kessock walked into Rav Scheinberg’s apartment and he noticed that Rav Scheinberg was holding his Tzitzis close to his face. 


Rav Scheinberg asked Rav Yitzchak to see if there was an ant crawling on one of the Tzitzis he was wearing, since it was hard for him to tell. 


Rav Yitzchak looked and indeed found a tiny ant climbing up one of Rav Scheinberg’s Tzitzis. Rav Yitzchak offered to get a tissue to get rid of the ant, but Rav Scheinberg asked for a paper cup instead. 


After Rav Yitzchak brought the cup to Rav Scheinberg, Rav Scheinberg asked him to knock the ant into the cup and bring it outside, where he told Rav Yitzchak that he should gently set the ant free in the garden, just outside the apartment building. 


This small, almost insignificant act of Chesed to a tiny bug, displayed Rav Scheinberg’s sensitivity to all of Hashem’s creations. As the Psuk says, “V’Rachamav al Kol Ma’asav”, Hashem shows mercy to all His creations. Rav Scheinberg had compassion in a way that many others would never think of, but it left an everlasting impression on the heart of Rav Yitzchak his Talmid!
Reprinted from the Ki Seitzei 5778 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights as compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

Story #1081

Three Brothers
From the desk of Yerachmiel Tilles

editor@ascentofsafed.com
 


In a small village deep in the Carpathian Mountains, there lived three learned, G-d-fearing brothers: Reb Chaim, Reb Yaakov and Reb Dovid. Reb Chaim and Reb Yaakov were devoted followers of the Baal Shem Tov but Reb Dovid was a "mitnagid" - one strongly opposed to the customs and teachings of the fledgling Chassidic movement.


Whenever the Baal Shem Tov visited the village, he always asked Reb Chaim and Reb Yaakov as to the physical and spiritual welfare of their brother. The two brothers found it quite curious that the Baal Shem Tov always inquired about the wellbeing of Reb Dovid. After all, it was well known that Reb Dovid had spoken demeaningly about their Rebbe.


Once, the Baal Shem Tov arrived at the village on a Thursday. Before he even encountered Reb Chaim and Reb Yaakov, he inquired about Reb Dovid from the other town folk. "So how is my adversary Reb Dovid?" he asked.


The villagers thought that the Baal Shem Tov would be pleased with the news: "Reb Dovid is on his deathbed and has lost the power of speech."


The Baal Shem Tov was visibly distraught at the news and went immediately to the home of the two brothers Reb Chaim and Reb Yaakov. He told them that it was urgent that he pay a visit to their dying brother. The two brothers were a little upset and confused at their Rebbe's request. "Rebbe, it might be better if you don't visit him right now," they said.


The Baal Shem Tov accepted their advice, but the next morning, Friday, the eve of the holy Shabbat, he told the two brothers that it was imperative that he pray at the home of their critically ill brother on the Shabbat.


"Rebbe," they implored him, "even if he was healthy, he would certainly not let you pray at his house."


Notwithstanding, the Baal Shem Tov insisted. The two brothers, not about to get involved in trying to fathom the hidden intentions of their holy master, a known miracle maker, devoted their efforts to arranging for the Baal Shem Tov to use a small room in their sick brother's house for prayers and study over the Shabbat, and to have a Holy Ark and a Torah scroll brought there for the morning minyan.


The Baal Shem Tov prayed the Sabbath Evening prayers in this small room. The following morning, he prolonged Shacharit, the Shabbat morning prayers until nearly two o'clock in the afternoon. When they reached the time to read from the Torah scroll, the Baal Shem Tov delayed. It seemed as if he was waiting for something to occur. Just then, they heard a terrible, deep groan from the dying Reb Dovid.


The Baal Shem called out to Reb Dovid's two brothers, "Let us go in to visit your sick brother together." When they entered the room, the Baal Shem Tov pulled over a chair to sit next to the suffering invalid.


Reb Dovid's crying mother sat nearby reciting Tehilim (Psalms). She leaned over to her son and whispered "Dovid'll, a holy rabbi is here to visit you." But Reb Dovid didn't move. She took her son's hand and placed it in the Baal Shem Tov's hand.


The Baal Shem Tov gazed at him with a furrowed brow. "Reb Dovid, I understand that you know how to study Talmud?"


But Reb Dovid lay motionless. The Baal Shem Tov repeated the same question several times, but Reb Dovid remained silent. Finally, the Baal Shem Tov raised his voice: "Where are your manners? I am asking you a question!?"


The pale Reb Dovid slowly opened his sunken eyes and looked at the Baal Shem Tov. "Yes," he whispered, "I have studiedGemara."


The Baal Shem Tov then asked, "In which tractate does one of the sages ask another, 'Are your sufferings welcome to you?'"


Reb Dovid replied: "In the tractate Berachot ('Blessings'). "


"And what is answered there?" continued the Baal Shem Tov.


"Neither they nor their reward," he slowly answered.


The Baal Shem Tov then asked, "Reb Dovid, are your sufferings welcome to you?"


Reb Dovid answered: "Neither they nor their reward."


"Give me your other hand," commanded the Baal Shem Tov.


Reb Dovid slowly raised his other hand, and the Baal Shem helped him sit up. "Now place your feet on the floor, stand up, dress yourself slowly and wash your hands."


Amazingly, Reb Dovid was able to follow all four of the Baal Shem Tov's instructions. Hour by hour he slowly regained his strength. Later, he prayed the Musaf ('additional' Shabbat) prayer and, with the help of G-d, he made a full recovery.


As to whether Reb Dovid became a follower of the Baal Shem Tov, we don't know. *


* Editor's note: I suspect that he didn't, despite the miracle; otherwise, it almost for sure would have been passed down in the story.


Source: Adapted by Yerachmiel Tilles from the rendition of Tzvi-Meir HaCohane (Howard M. Cohn. Patent Attorney) on //baalshemtov.com. for Neviot


Biographical notes: Rabbi Yisrael ben Eliezer [of blessed memory: 18 Elul 5458 - 6 Sivan 5520 (Aug. 1698 - May 1760 C.E.)], the Baal Shem Tov ["Master of the Good Name"-often referred to as "the Besht" for short], a unique and seminal figure in Jewish history, revealed his identity as an exceptionally holy person, on his 36th birthday, 18 Elul 5494 (1734 C.E.), and made the until-then underground Chasidic movement public. He wrote no books, although many works claim to contain his teachings. One available in English is the excellent annotated translation of Tzava'at Harivash, published by Kehos.


Connection: Seasonal -- Elul 18 (this year: Tues. night - Wed., Aug. 28-29) is the 320th anniversary of the birth of the Besht.

Reprinted from the Parashat Ki Tavo 5778 email of KabbalaOnline.com, www.ascentof safed.com

The Rebbe’s Blessing

For “Besser” Yet!

By Rabbi Tuvia Bolton


Rabbi Naftali Besser's connection to the Lubavitcher Rebbe began with miracles. He had not been always been a Chassid but after being married for four years with no children his brother convinced him to write a letter the Lubavitcher Rebbe and explain his problem.


A week later he received a reply! "I will pray for you".


"Too short" he thought to himself and he decided to see the Rebbe in person.


He arrived at the Rebbe's headquarters in Brooklyn and was surprised to see thousands of others waiting in line to receive a dollar (to encourage giving charity) and a blessing. He got in place and when his turn came and he said he wanted children the Rebbe smiled as though he was waiting only for him and said in Yiddish,


"Zul Zain Besser un Noch Besser" (Yiddish for It should be better and better).


As soon as he could, he excitedly ran to a pay phone, called his brother, and asked for an explanation.


His brother laughed and said. "The Rebbe was giving you a blessing for at least two more sons. (The word 'besser' means 'better' but also implies he will have at least two 'Bessers' in the 'Besser' family).


Sure enough, shortly thereafter Rabbi Besser's wife became pregnant and gave birth to a boy, then a girl and finally, years later, another boy: Besser and Besser yet!


Rabbi Besser became attached to the Rebbe, visited him often, and brought many friends and business associates to meet him as well.


Now the story begins:


Once he convinced a friend, an Israeli businessman who we will call Yaron, to attend a Yud Tes Kislev gathering (Farbrengen) of the Rebbe.


Yud Tes Kislev (the 19th day of the Jewish month Kislev) was the date that the first Rebbe and founder of Chabad was released from sure death in Czarist prison in 1799) and is a particularly joyous occasion. The Rebbe spoke in Yiddish but because this particular holiday fell on a weekday, earphones were distributed to the crowd to hear translations in the language of their choice. (On the Sabbath it would have been forbidden).


The plan was that they would travel separately and meet there but that night there were terrible snowstorms, Rabbi Besser got snowed in and Yaron found himself alone with thousands of Chassidim.


But he wasn't alone for long. The Chassidim befriended him; found him a good place to stand, got him earphones so he could listen to the Hebrew translation and the Farbrengen began.


The Rebbe spoke for hours and Yaron loved every minute of it. But then something unusual happened; the Rebbe announced that he wanted donations from the crowd for the improvement of Kfar Chabad in Israel.


Yaron was more than happy to give to the Rebbe's town in the Holy Land!  So he raised his hand, waited for the Rebbe to look at him and yelled out "Five hundred dollars!" which in those days, over forty years ago, was quite a good sum - especially in Israeli terms.


But the Rebbe looked at him and shook his head 'no'!


Poor Yaron was bewildered. What could be wrong with 500 dollars? He tried to convince himself that the Rebbe was signaling to someone standing behind him, but it didn't work. The Rebbe meant him. He began sweating, loosened his collar thought a few seconds and decided to meet the challenge.


"One Thousand!" he yelled out proudly after raising his hand.
But again the Rebbe shook his head no.


Now he was really sweating, where would he come up with the money? But something made him smile and yell out again


"Two thousand! Two thousand dollars!"


But the Rebbe shook his head no.


He thought of just leaving. After all, he didn't know any of these people including the Rebbe. But something told him it would be a mistake. "Three Thousand?" he whined silently. The Rebbe looked at him and didn't reply. Reassured by the Rebbe's silence he held up three fingers and said assertively, "THREE THOUSAND!!"


But the Rebbe just stared at him, shook his head 'no' and waited.


Yaron realized that it wasn't just money the Rebbe was after - something bigger was happening.


He almost whispered, "Four thousand" and the Rebbe agreed.


Our hero was confused; where would he come up with the money? Why did he say four thousand? It was a fortune! Perhaps he could give it in small checks over the course of a year or two. That's it! He'd spread it out. But the Rebbe read his thoughts and announced:


"I bless you all. Everyone who donated will be repaid by G-d double and redouble. But it is important that all donations be handed in before Shabbat, or at the latest, the day after Shabbat."


Now Yaron was really in a stew! Where would he come up all the money in such a short amount of timeâ€¦ it was already Thursday night! That left one day.


He had no choice. After the 'Farbringin' he went to one of the Rebbe's secretaries, took out his checkbook, wrote a check for the full amount, got permission to post-date it for a week, and began to pray for a miracle. He didn’t have that much in the bank but after all, the Rebbe did say it would be 'doubled and redoubled'. The problem is he didn't say when.


Very late that night, when Yaron arrived home, he called Rabbi Besser, told him what happened and added that he was scheduled to fly to Antwerp Belgium early the next morning to spend the Shabbat by friends and then return to Israel but he didn't know how he would cover the check.


Rabbi Besser apologized for missing the Farbrengen, wished him good luck in finding the money and added that if he needed help or a loan he should not hesitate to call him.


Rabbi Besser expected him to call but he didn't and the entire incident was almost forgotten. Until a half-year later. They happened to meet and Yaron told the Rabbi about the amazing miracle.


That Friday a half-year earlier he left New York a few hours before sunrise, arrived in Antwerp early in the morning, left his suitcases in the place where he was going to spend Shabbat and went to the diamond center there to see what was going on.


Moments after he arrived, an old acquaintance approached him, shook his hand and asked for advice. He showed him a bag of unpolished diamonds that he was considering purchasing and asked him for his opinion; if he thought it was a good deal.


Yaron looked at the merchandise and was impressed. "In my opinion they are excellent and I advise you to buy!"


But the other fellow replied. "No, you don't understand. The reason I asked you is because I want you to be my partner in this."


Yaron tried to explain that he had no cash on hand and after the check he just wrote was seriously overdrawn as well but the fellow cut him short. "I don't care if you can pay now or not. Just say you're in and you can pay later - if it's necessary you can pay when you want."


So they shook hands and the deal was closed.


The day after Shabbat Yaron returned to Israel and early the next morning called the fellow in Antwerp to find out exactly how much he owed him for his part in the diamonds.


"Ahh! The diamonds? Hey! You were right! It was really an excellent deal. I bought them right after you told me to, that was Friday right. Well just yesterday, Sunday, I found someone to buy them at a nice profit.  A real miracle!


"That's right! You know how much we made? We made thirty-two thousand dollars! What do you say to that? Thirty-Two Thousand! So, not only you don't owe me anything but I owe you half the profit. Sixteen thousand! Tell me your bank account and I'll deposit it later today! Is that alright?"


The Rebbe's blessing of doubled and redoubled came more quickly than Yaron imagined. He was happy the Rebbe forced him to give so much! . (Adapted from Rabim Hayshiv M'Avon volume 2 by Rabbi Dov Halperin pages. 237-243)
Reprinted from the Parashat Ki Teitzei 5778 email of Yeshiva Ohr Tmimim in Kfar Chabad, Israel.
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