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Adam Atem

At the recent gathering on behalf of Renewal, in Flatbush, Rabbi Moshe Tuvia Lieff, Shlita, taught a fantastic lesson. He stated that prior to the Mendel Beilis trial the Czar had for all intents and purposes announced that after Beilis was found guilty there would be a pogrom in Russia. 
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Mendel Beilis                                                        Rabbi Meir Shapiro

The Jews united worldwide in Beilis’ defense. HaRav Meir Shapiro, Zt”l, then a young Rav, sent a letter to the defense team assembled that he felt that the main argument of the prosecution, who had allegedly gone through the Talmud, would be that Jews did not consider non-Jews to be human beings based upon the Talmudic teaching of “Adam Atem--Atem Keruyim Adam”, and they were therefore given the license to kill non-Jews for religious (such as Matzah baking ) purposes. 
HaRav Shapiro told the defense team that this was absolutely the wrong ‘pshat in Atem Keruyim Adam. In fact, the word Atem means you, in the plural--and means to convey that all of Klal Yisrael together (i.e., you--in the plural) are called Adam--one human being--for you are all united. 


The nations of the world would not unite in defense of a person they did not even know--but Jews worldwide acted together as one. This is our mantra. When we know that Chesed is needed, it does not matter that we don’t otherwise know the person or that he or she may live 6,000 miles away. It only matter that we, as a collective unit, are called--Adam!

Reprinted from the December 14, 2016 email of the Hakhel Community Awareness Bulletin.

Why Christmas Trees Are Not Harmless Secular Customs

By David Bibi


I was disturbed when the Israeli-American Jewish actress Natalie Portman announced to Jimmy Fallon that she is going to have a Christmas tree for the first time this year. What is even more disturbing are the articles written by those bearing the title of rabbi defending and even supporting this idea of bringing a tree or a bush into our homes at this time of year! 

(As an aside I find it so strange that those who denigrate and disparage the ancient rabbis of the Talmud and throughout our history clamor for the title of rabbi. We should consider abolishing the title among the observant in an urgent need to differentiate ourselves and replace it with the term our teachers were given of Haham. I truly appreciate it when an invitation arrives where Rabbi is replaced with Haham. 

It connects me with my ancestors and segregates me from the outright kofrim (heretics) who shout their title from the rafters.) How does one call a tree a secular symbol? 


Rabbi Lawrence Kelemen quoting the Christian scholar Clement Miles explains the true meaning of the tree and its origins. In elaborating on why December 25th was chosen for their holiday, he explains that the early Christians were able to recruit Roman pagans into their religion by taking their pagan Holiday of Saturnalia (a week of riotous behavior) and making that the day and the week they would celebrate Christmas. 

In the same vein they appealed to the worshippers of the Asheira cult and its offshoots who were recruited by the Church sanctioning “Christmas Trees”. This is the same Asheira prohibited in the Torah and of which the prophets spoke so often. Pagans had long worshipped trees in the forest. At the time of the Winter Solstice, this cult would decorate the very trees they worshiped.


Thus in bringing these pagans into the fold of the Church, the Church incorporated the practice of bringing a tree into one’s home and decorating it. For Jews to emulate this practice is as close as we can probably get to ancient biblically listed idolatry in our modern world. 


The same goes for the beautifully wrapped gifts placed under those trees. Traditions of a "god" (some say Nimrod who called himself a god) who gave gifts under an evergreen tree abound. Among the Scandinavians it was the god Odin who left special gifts during the Yuletide season under the evergreen tree, his sacred tree! 

In ancient Rome, the emperors compelled their most despised citizens (guess who those people typically were …. You win, of course they were us) to bring offerings and gifts during the Saturnalia (in December) and Kalends (in January).  As you look at the beautiful tree with the gifts below, imagine our ancestors driven against their will and against their beliefs to bring offerings to these ancient rulers who imagined themselves gods and to their pagan gods) Later, this ritual expanded to include gift-giving among the general populace.  The Catholic Church gave this custom a Christian flavor by re-rooting it in the supposed gift-giving of Saint Nicholas. 


The rabbis of the Talmud established two post biblical holidays. They are Purim and Hanukah. And they are very different. 


On Purim we recall that Haman attempted to destroy us physically: He couldn’t care less whether the Jews were observant or not, he simply wanted us to be gone. On Hanukah, however, the Hellenists wanted to destroy us spiritually. They enforced the banning of the Sabbath, circumcision, and New Moon calculations (without which we would have no holidays). They defiled the Temple, yet they had no desire to kill us. They simply wanted us to become absorbed within their culture. 


In each of these two Rabbinic holidays, the rejoicing fits the crisis. On Purim, in place of the physical destruction planned by Haman, we have physical rejoicing with the festive Purim meal, by sending mishloah manot, gifts of food and through matanot la-evyonim, giving charity to the poor. As a child, on Purim we went to grandma and grandpa along with all the relatives and played Torah for dollars and made out like bandits. People ate and drank and laughed and danced and truly celebrated the physical. 


On Hanukah, we celebrate our escape from the spiritual destruction the Hellenists planned for us through spiritual rejoicing. We sing the Hallel and we light the candles. It is those flames we ponder: those flames which recall the spiritual light, the soul and our desire to rise up. We are forbidden from making use of them on a physical level for Hanukah is the holiday of the spirit. And while Jerry Seinfeld tells us that all Jewish Holidays can be summed up in nine words (they tried to kill us, we won, let’s eat), remarkably, latkes and jelly donuts aside, there is no inherent misvah to have a celebratory meal. 


The battle between Esav-Edom and Yaakov-Yisrael was over the birthright. The two brothers should have formed a partnership. This was Isaac’s intention in desiring to bless Esav. But Esav had to recognize that he in fact sold the birthright. I always thought that once Esav accepted this fact, the battle would be over. Esav is Edom, Edom is Rome, and Rome became the Church.


When Pope John Paul II, the leader of the Church, the head of Edom and the representative of Esav came to Jerusalem and acknowledged that the Jewish people are “our elder brothers”, I thought the battle was over and the partnership could begin. But if in fact the physical Edom is willing to join Jacob, the spiritual side, his angel, the one who battled Jacob is not. He has not ceased in biting at our heal and bringing up the dust.


We hear again and again that Mashiach is waiting at the door. We see again and again the strange coincidences in the world alluding to a change. Can it be a coincidence that in this year of upheaval, Hanukah and Christmas (Saturnalia) fall out on the same day? Last year when Hanukah and Thanksgiving coincided we were bombarded with all the Thanksgivingkah articles and Hanukah turkey recipes.


This year let’s avoid any semblance of merging Hanukah with either a pagan or Christian holiday. Let us not give in to the Greeks whose goal was to allow us to remains Jews without the Judaism. Let us recognize that Hanukah is a holiday of the spirit and not of Madison Avenue or Hollywood. 


As I write this I can see the attacks coming at me on the internet from these Reform, Reconstructionist and who knows “rabbis”. “What’s the big deal”, they’ll write. It’s only a secular symbol, they’ll insist. Do they not realize that the snake has already defeated them? Do they not realize that they started by giving in to the little things, to the dust under the heel and in the end they have given up the head too? 


Yaakov defeated the angel of Edom. The angel knew that Jacob’s children would not be as strong. And we have seen too many of his children lose the battle. But if one camp falls, the second will survive. In the time of Macabees, the majority of the Jewish people succumbed to the Hellenist ways. They became lost among the Greeks and the Romans. 

Today, too many of the Jewish people follow the Hellenists path and are victims of Edom’s angel. 2200 years ago, the second camp, the camp of the Maccabees survived and was able to rededicate the Temple and celebrate the miracle of Hanukah. Let us merit resisting the temptation of this snake. Let us recognize that the little things are important. 

May Hashem watch over and assist us in the merit of Jacob and may our second camp be zocheh to rebuild the Third Bet HaMikdash, the everlasting Temple in Jerusalem, Bimhera BeYameynu Amen.  

Reprinted from the Parashat Vayishlah 5777 email of Shabbat Shalom from Cyberspace.
Biography of Rav Yaakov

Galinsky Written by His

Daughter – Rebbetzin Lehrer

By Daniel Keren

(Rav Yaakov Galinsky: The Legendary Maggid with the Fiery Spirit of Novardok” by His Daughter Rebbetzin G. Lehrer, translated by Aviva Rappaport, Feldheim Publishers, 384 pages, 2016)


Rav Yaakov Galinsky, zt”l, was a well-known figure in Chareidi (ultra-Orthodox) circles in Eretz Yisroel who was nifter almost three years ago shortly before his 92nd birthday. Born in the small Polish shtetel of Krinik to a family rich in ruchnius (spirituality) but poor in gashmius (material comfort,) young Yaakov defied the times which saw so many Yidden compromising their Yiddishkeit in a desperate bid to just survive the difficulties of life in the heavily anti-Semitic world in-between the First and Second World Wars that ultimately destroyed so many traditional Jewish kehillas communities, 


For Jews raised and born in America with its almost Constitutional guarantees of physical safety and an unbelievable G-d blessed abundance of gashmius, this new tribute to Rav Galinsky is seemingly like a story from Mars or some other imaginary far-off distant galaxy. Written by his daughter – Rebbetzin G Lehrer, “Rav Yaakov Galinsky: The Legendary Maggid with the Fiery Spirit of Novardok” takes us back to a nostalgic world that no longer exists [although strong semblances can still be found today in Israeli ultra-Orthodox communities such as Bnei Brak and Meah Shearim.]
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Yet despite his incredible tribulations of growing up in indescribable poverty (by American standards) of Pre-World War II Poland and the trauma of surviving the War in Siberia and the pain of losing his family in Krinik, Rav Galinsky managed to keep and indeed strengthened his faith in Hashem and committed himself to spending the rest of his life spreading Torah and chizuk (inspiration) to not only his family but to hundreds, if not many thousands of otherJews whom he would influence in Eretz Yisroel.

Rebbetzin Lehrer’s easy-to-read account of the life of her father although primarily geared to juvenile readers can also be of great value to adult readers. Perhaps when one is just too physically exhausted to tackle advanced studies in Gemara or Mishna Breuer, opening the pages of “Rav Yaakov Galinsky: The Legendary Maggis with the Fiery Spirit of Novardok” will take you back to a time that was and perhaps can still inspire you to come closer to Hakodesh Baruch Hu and the potential that you have deep inside to become greater not only in Torah learning but in avodas Hashem.


The sacrifices that Rav Galinsky made to teach Torah and inspire a new generation of Torah loyal young men; and more importantly the sacrifice that his eizer kenegdo, wife made seem from a different century. For more than forty years he would be away from the home and family in Bnei Brak in order to serve as a Maggid and teacher at the Novardok yeshiva in Hadera, from Sunday morning until Thursday night. And during that time Rebbetzin Galinsky without the help of her parents and in-laws single-handedly raised 13 their children alone.


That and dozens of other amazing stories abound in Rebbetzin’s Lehrer’s tribute to her legendary father. Reading of his many difficult nisoyim, challenges, today’s reader can only shake his or her head in admiration and thank Hashem for the easier life that has been granted to us here in America. But with that comes an achrayis, responsibility to recognize that we have an obligation to help those among our brethren in are in worse straits than us b’gashmius.


To gain such a prospective, I have excerpted the opening chapter of the lives of the Galinsky family having arrived in Eretz Yisroel after having survived the difficult life-threatening tribulations of life in Kazakhstan in the Former Soviet Union during the Second World War:


“R’ Yaakov went up to Eretz Yisroel with tears in his eyes. He’d been through so much, suffered so many losses. His entire family had gone up in the smoke of the crematorium. It was Adar 1949, a week before Purim, when he first set foot on the holy soil. He was twenty-eight, with a wife and two children. Where should they go?


“…After a long search, they found a small plot of land on which he built a structure out of cinder blocks and topped it with a makeshift roof. Though their new dwelling had no kitchen or facilities, it was theirs and they took pleasure in it. The finished product didn’t look like it would hold up long, and the young couple knew they had to find a more permanent solution. Staying there was too dangerous.


“Before they could find a new place to live, at the beginning of Iyar, a second son was born to them, Moshe Baruch. In the hospital, Tzivia cradled the baby in her arms and sobbed. Where would she bring the baby? She couldn’t go back to that shed! How would she care for three small children there?


“She sat and cried her heart out, until a nurse came over to see why she was so sad. Tzivia described her circumstances. The nurse thought for a minute, and then said, ‘You know what? I know a very wealthy couple who are childless. I’m sure they would pay a fortune for your baby. You’d be able to buy a luxury apartment and live on the rest of the money. Are you interested?’


“Naturally, the new mother said no…and she felt at peace.”


“Rav Yaakov Galinsky: The Legendary Maggid with the Fiery Spirit of Novardok” by Rebbetzin G. Lehrer can be found in Jewish bookstores or by contacting the publisher at (800) 237-7140 or by clicking www.feldheim.com

Reprinted from the December 15, 2016 edition of the Brooklyn Torah Gazette
Yom Tov Vacation Punishment Case Against Frum Employee Continues

To Travel Through the Courts

By E. Black
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Attorney Nathan Lewin


Susan Abeles’ saga began in 2013 when she took time off to observe the last two days of Passover, just as she had done annually for the past 26 years. During those years, Abeles, an Orthodox Jew, worked for the Metropolitan Washington Airports Authority (MWAA), mainly as a data specialist. 


The MWAA is the government-created public body that oversees Reagan National Airport in the District of Columbia and Dulles International Airport in Virginia. In 2013, the MWAA stunned Abeles by suddenly labeling her annual Passover time off as “AWOL” absenteeism. 


The charge arose not because Abeles failed to notify her supervisors in advance, which she had done multiple times in writing, but because the authority disapproved of how she reminded her supervisor, who was also on leave and could not be reached.


To punish Abeles, the MWAA slapped her with a five-day suspension without pay. Shaken, Abeles saw the action by her employer as a clear infringement of her religious rights prompted solely because she took time for the Jewish holiday. The last two days of the eight-day holiday are considered holy to all observant Jews throughout America, who abstain from work during that time. Due to the suspension, Abeles felt compelled to take involuntary retirement rather than endure what she has termed continued “harassment on account of her religious faith.”


For years, Abeles was told to routinely schedule her religious days off via various ordinary, direct means, including use of the official Outlook calendar utilized by her department. In 2013, the MWAA required an advance verbal approval from Abeles’ immediate supervisor. 


Even though Abeles, as in prior years, provided her supervisors with a complete list of all the days she would be out for religious holidays in 2013, her immediate supervisor was on leave the last work day prior to the end of Passover and was not available to acknowledge the final submitted request.


So Abeles did the next best thing: she sent an email reminder to both her supervisor and her supervisor’s supervisor. The ranking supervisor promptly acknowledged the reminder with a reply email stating, “Thanks.” Despite these efforts, Abeles was still punished.


In May 2015, after Abeles left the MWAA, she sued the authority and her two supervisors, Valerie O’Hara and Julia Hodge, in Federal Court. Famed Jewish civil rights attorneys Nathan Lewin and daughter Alyza Lewin took up her cause. The Lewins charged violations of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Religious Freedom Restoration Act of 1993. Defending the MWAA and its supervisors is Morris Kletzkin of the Washington, DC firm Friedlander Misler, and other attorneys.


The lower court dismissed the case, asserting Abeles had been properly penalized. The Lewins appealed. On December 8, 2016, the case was argued before the Federal Appeals court in Richmond Virginia, Judge J. Harvie Wilkinson III presiding. Several dozen local yeshiva students who had heard about the controversy jammed the courtroom to hear the legal case for penalizing Abeles for what she had been doing for more than two decades — taking her annual Passover leave.


Abeles’ legal claim involves a 1973 amendment to the Civil Rights Act that requires private employers to make a “reasonable accommodation” for employees’ religious observances, as well as the 1993 Religious Freedom Restoration Act. MWAA has contended that neither the federal Religious Freedom Restoration Act provisions nor its Virginia state equivalent apply to it. 


The authority claims that although its board is appointed by the president of the United States, the governors of Virginia and Maryland, as well as the mayor of the District of Columbia, it is not subject to either the federal or Virginia laws protecting religious freedom against infringements upon religious observance.


The Authority’s defense has revolved around the minutiae of workplace process, because Abeles had not followed precise verbal procedures in this instance. For its part, the MWAA openly took the position in prior filings that Abeles, despite her 26 years of loyal service, “was a long-term, albeit mediocre, employee.” By utilizing the years-long procedure of email and official Outlook calendar postings in 2013, and not verbally reminding her direct supervisor and getting oral approval, Abeles was guilty of “insubordination,” the defendants argued. The Authority’s brief even denigrated Abeles’ legal arguments as “most bizarre.”


The oral arguments in Richmond lasted about an hour. After much debate about arcane job procedures, an exasperated Nathan Lewin finally declared:


Your Honor, I’m an Orthodox Jew. When I’ve worked for people, I’ve given them a list of what the Jewish holidays are at the beginning of the year. And they know that means I’m going to be out for those days. This is a phony response by [the company] saying, “We didn’t know why you would be out.” Of course, they knew why she was out. Everybody in the whole company knew that she was a Sabbath observer and for 26 years had been absent on Jewish holidays. She listed all the Jewish holidays at the beginning of the year. And, suddenly, to penalize her even though she has listed them and has notified her supervisors on the day before she was gone — we submit that’s outrageous.

After the hearing, Lewin addressed the assembled yeshiva students in the corridor, reminding them that in the real world, Orthodox Jews are not expected to secure signed notices before they take off for holidays.


The American Jewish Committee, the National Jewish Commission on Law and Public Affairs (COLPA) and the Becket Fund for Religious Liberty have all filed amicus briefs on behalf of Abeles. COLPA argued that if the lower court’s adverse ruling “is adopted, a significant number of Sabbath observers might find it impossible to maintain their jobs and remain faithful to the dictates of their conscience.”



Eric Rassbach, deputy general counsel of the Becket Fund, quipped, “It takes some chutzpah for the government to punish a Jewish woman for celebrating Passover. It takes even more chutzpah to say that they are the only government agency in DC exempt from our civil rights laws.”


Immediately after the oral arguments in Richmond, attorney Kletzkin was contacted by phone, refused to answer any questions and did not respond to this reporter’s email. Bruce Heppen, MWAA associate general counsel, refused to take a call on the case. Craig Marlow, a staffer in Heppen’s office referred calls to MWAA media relations, which did not reply to a voice mail message. Another media duty officer, Rob Yingling, issued a terse comment stating, “The Airports Authority does not comment on pending litigation.”


Asked how she felt after years of frustration in the case, Abeles stated:


My Jewish faith is an integral part of who I am and that includes observing Passover. I worked at the Metropolitan Washington Airports Authority for twenty-six years and provided to various supervisors the same advance notice of all Jewish holidays without incident. It is saddening that despite following the same protocol I had each year, I was put on AWOL and suspended for five days which drove me to retire early for simply practicing my faith.

Nathan Lewin said if needed he might appeal the case to the United States Supreme Court. “This is the ultimate plain denial of religious observance by an employer. Abeles gave plenty of notice and she got ambushed by her employer.” He added, “If this case is not illegal, then no such case will be illegal.”

Reprinted from the December 16, 2016 website of Matzav.com. Originally published in The Algemeiner.

American Jews Will 

All Be Orthodox Soon

By Steven M. Cohen


The overall American Jewish population size is stable and growing, but its character is shifting dramatically. The Orthodox population (Haredi, centrist, and modern) is exploding. The non-Orthodox are in sharp decline.


We can chart the rapid growth of the Orthodox by looking at their numbers in the Pew Research Center data over three generations, each encompassing 18 years of age. From old to young, we have the putative grandparents’ generation (age 56-73), the parents (28-45) and the children (0-17).


Counting up all Orthodox Jews, we find 79,000 “grandparents,” nearly 200,000 “parents,” and over 340,000 children. In other words, over two generations, the Orthodox pretty much quadrupled in size.


What about the non-Orthodox — the Conservative, Reform, Reconstructionist, Renewal and non-denominational Jews? For them, we find the reverse of the Orthodox pattern. The oldest generation comes to 1.48 million. For the middle generation, 1.1 million. And for Jewish children in non-Orthodox homes (including the partially Jewish and Jewish with no religion), we find just 920,000.


The growth of the Orthodox and the decline of the others means that the Orthodox “market share” has been soaring. Among the oldest generation, they’re 5% of all Jews. Among the middle generation, they rise to 15%. And among children, the Orthodox are home to 27% of the total. Within two generations, the Orthodox fraction of the Jewish population has more than quintupled. And it continues to grow.


These trends mean diminished numbers of non-Orthodox who participate in Jewish life. One reason is that, among the non-Orthodox, the 28-45 year olds are fewer than the 56-73 year olds. Another factor is their lower Jewish participation rates.


The combined effect is astounding.


Among non-Orthodox Jews aged 28-45, just 204,000 are congregants vs. 461,000 among those aged 56-73. For Jewish organization members: 130,000 vs. 252,000. Or take the number who say they’re very emotionally attached to Israel: 198,000 vs. 466,000 among the older Jews. So it goes for measure after measure.


Woody Allen is credited with observing, “Eighty percent of success is showing up.” Jewish institutions outside Orthodoxy are struggling with declining numbers only in part because (as some critics claim) they deliver less meaning, are culturally out-of-step, or suffer from poor leadership. 


At least as important is the fact that they draw on fewer Jews who are available to “show up.” Population contraction and fewer children explain the declines in non-Orthodox enrolments in both [day schools]http://avichai.org/knowledge_base/a-census-of-jewish-day-schools-in-the-united-states-2013-14-2014/ and congregational schools.


In fact, non-Orthodox Jewish trend lines resemble the trend lines for American Catholics and Mainline Protestants. They’re all marked by declining adherents and participation, as “no-religion” Americans have recently become the largest religious “denomination” in America.


Steven M. Cohen is Research Professor at Hebrew Union College-Jewish 
Chanukah Power

By Rabbi Moshe Meir Weiss
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As we enjoy the very sweet festival of Chanukah, it behooves us to brush-up on its spiritual messages. In this way, we can ensure that it doesn’t become a mere season of gastronomic delight such as latkas and sufgoniot (jelly doughnuts) nor will we fall into the trap of allowing Chanukah to become, chas v’shalom, an Xmas look-alike.


A common thread that runs through most of the amazing events of Chanukah is the element of mesiras nefesh, self-sacrifice, of the valorous Jews during the memorable era of the Chashmanoim. 

Whether it was the rabim b’yad m’atim, the many in the hands of the few, giborim b’yad chaloshim, the mighty in the hands of the weak, the heroic self-sacrifice of the brave Macabees to defend the Holy Temple and the lives of their brethren from the wicked Syrian-Greeks, whether it was the legendary Chanah and her seven sons who, with amazing courage, chose death rather than bow down to Antiochus haRasha’s idol.


Or the zealous search of the Kohanim to find a single jar of oil with the seal of the Kohein Gadol, a search that can be compared to looking for a needle in a haystack when they could have allowed themselves the Talmudic heter, allowance, of tumah hutra b’tzibor, that when the entire congregation is contaminated, one can use even defiled oil, but they demonstrated amazing mesiras nefesh in passionately wanting to fulfill the mitzvah in its best possible way. 

Or, the amazing valor of the daughter of the Kohein Gadol who, instead of succumbing to the wickedness of the Syrian-Greek governor, protected her Jewish modesty with an incredible act of bravery, killing the wicked official and jump-starting the Jewish conquest.


Chanukah therefore is a time to take stock in whether we have this element of mesiras nefesh in our spiritual lives. When we are tired, do we still push ourselves to get up early to make minyan - or do we succumb to temptation and say our prayers quickly at home before dashing off to work? Do we exercise self-sacrifice in pushing ourselves to attend a shiur after a hard day’s work - or do we cave in to our physical laziness and just go home and read the paper?


In this area, Chanukah should jog us to make a reality check. Is there an element of mesiras nefesh in our relationships with our children? Do we find the time - although there is never enough time - to take interest in our children’s learning, in their character development, in their personal happiness? All of these objectives are mitzvahs of the highest priority, since if we, their parents don’t attend to these needs, who will?


Do we have the spiritual bounce in our steps to use a Sunday or any day off to provide pleasure for our spouse - thereby ensuring the Shechina will permeate our homes? Mesiras nefesh doesn’t only mean putting your life on the line for your spiritual beliefs. Rather, anytime we push ourselves beyond our natural physical tendencies in order to fulfill the will of Hashem, we are following in the footsteps of the great Macabees, the heroes of Chanukah.


In the merit of our mesiras nefesh - both small and large examples, may Hashem bless us with long life good health and everything wonderful.

Here are some tips for the days ahead.


• Chazal teach us that the last day of Chanukah is the final “gmar din.” Since this is so, the month before it is like an Elul and can be used wisely for a final chance at teshuvah and making peace with people.


• Chazal teach us “Gedola mitzvah b’shaata - Great is a mitzvah in its proper time.” As this is the case, we should make every effort, when possible, to light the Chanukah candles in the proper time; forty-five minutes after sunset (according to most opinions). At the very least, we should try hard to do this on Motzei Shabbos and Sunday!


• Although family gatherings are a delicious part of Chanukah, they should be planned around the lighting of the neiros in the proper tine - and not the other way around! It is okay to blow out the candles after they have remained lit for the shiur - and then one can go to join family, parents, children, friends and neighbors.


• Great care should be exercised with the hadlaka on Erev Shabbos. The lighting should be done leaving ample time for the women to make their eighteen minutes before shkia hadlaka. It is preferable to daven Mincha after the hadlaka if that will help ensure that everyone will light on time! Remember chilul Shabbos takes priority over any aspect of lighting the candles!


• When children are around, never to leave the candles unattended - especially on Friday night! Also remember to keep the neiros away from the drapes.


• The Gemora in Shabbos informs us, “Kol haragil b’neir havyan lo banim talmidei chachomim - Whoever is careful with candles will have children who are Torah sages.” In part, this refers to the mitzvah of Chanukah candles. Thus, the stakes are high to do this lofty mitzvah in the most beautiful way possible. Having a nice menorah, keeping it clean, putting it in the right location, saying the blessing with proper kavanah (concentration), and gazing at the candles and wicks, contemplating the great miracles of the Chashmanaim era, are all part of the meaningful fulfillment of this mitzvah.


• According to many Chassidic masters, the custom of Chanukah gelt is an opportunity to teach children to give tzedaka from their own money.


• Latkes and sufgoniot are the standard scrumptious Chanukah fare. This is because they are prepared with oil and therefore help to commemorate the great miracle of oil on Chanukah. In addition, it is an excellent idea to introduce cheese platters at a Chanukah banquet. 

This commemorates the miracle that occurred with the daughter of Mattisyahu, Kohen Gadol (Medrash Maseh Chanukah). When the Syrian Greek governor abducted her, she got him thirsty using salty cheese. She then plied the thirsty rasha with strong wine, which lulled him to sleep. Subsequently, she killed him, which was one of the miracles that led to the Jewish conquest of the Yevonim.


• The fast of Asara B’Teves commemorates the terrible event of the wicked Nevuchadnetzar setting siege to Yerushalayim. In a way, in our time the Arabs are also setting siege to Eretz Yisroel - and we should use this fast as a catalyst to pray for our brethren there, and for the speedy coming of Moshiach tzidkeinu!

Reprinted from the December 22, 2014 website of Matzav.com
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