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First Synagogue in 500 Years To Open in Palermo, Sicily
By: JNi.Media


Palermo Archbishop Corrado Lorefice (left) with Shavei Israel’s emissary to Sicily, Rabbi Pinhas Punturello (right). Photo Credit: Courtesy Shavei Israel


More than 500 years after the Jews were expelled from Sicily, the nascent Jewish community of Palermo will celebrate its rebirth this week with the formal transfer of ownership of a facility owned by the church and monastery of St. Nicolo Tolentino, which sits atop the ruins of the Great Synagogue of Palermo. The transfer comes in response to a request by the Jerusalem-based nonprofit Shavei Israel and the Istituto Siciliano di Studi Ebraici (ISSE, or Sicilian Institute for Jewish Studies).


The handover will be carried out in an official ceremony this Thursday, marking the anniversary of the Jan. 12, 1493 expulsion of the island’s Jews. It will usher in the opening of the first local synagogue in Palermo, Sicily’s capital, since the 15th century. The move comes as a growing number of people throughout Sicily are rediscovering their Jewish roots.


The ceremony is expected to draw hundreds of dignitaries and local residents, eager to see the archbishop of Palermo, Corrado Lorefice, officially delivering part of the complex to the local Jewish community, which numbers around 70.


“It is with great joy that we have responded to this request to have a place of study and worship for the Palermo Jewish community,” Lorefice said. “The new synagogue’s location atop the ancient ruins of Palermo’s Great Synagogue makes this historic moment all the more exciting. This transfer is the product of a genuine friendship and ongoing dialogue between the church and Palermo’s Jewish community.”


The church’s historic decision to help revive the Palermo Jewish community comes after more than five years of tireless lobbying by Shavei Israel’s founder and chairman, Michael Freund. Freund’s ultimate vision – to revitalize Palermo’s once-vibrant Jewish community for the first time since 1493 – is now finally being realized.


“Ever since I learned about Sicily’s history, my goal has been to lay the groundwork for the establishment of the first Jewish community in Palermo in more than five centuries,” said Freund. “I am very moved that it will be located adjacent to where the Great Synagogue of Palermo once stood and I am grateful to the Archbishop of Palermo for having the vision and courage to make such a grand gesture of reconciliation towards the Jewish people.”


Freund added: “It is a miracle that after more than 500 years there are still people in Sicily who proudly cling to their Jewish roots, and it is a testimony to the fact that neither the expulsion nor the Inquisition was able to extinguish the eternal Jewish spark in their hearts. With G-d’s help, the sounds of Shabbat hymns and Jewish prayers will once again be heard in the streets of Palermo.”


The synagogue, which will include a beit midrash (study center), and a Jewish heritage center, will be overseen by Shavei’s emissary to Sicily, Rabbi Pinhas Punturello, who serves as the rabbi of the local Jewish community. Punturello also serves as a board member of the ISSE.


Shavei Israel has been working closely with a growing number of Sicilians whose forefathers were forced to convert to Catholicism in the 14th and 15th centuries, yet secretly preserved Jewish traditions and are now rediscovering their Jewish roots. There are believed to be thousands of such crypto-Jews, called “Bnei Anousim” (children of the forced ones) across Sicily.

Reprinted from the January 11, 2017 email of The Jewish Press.

Siddur

The Chofetz Chaim and

His Unwanted Acclaim

Of Being a Tzaddik
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We say in Ashrei, ‘Ritzon Yirei’av Ya’aseh, V’es Shav’asam Yishma V’yoshi’eim’, which means that Hashem will carry out the willof those who fear Him, and He will hear their cries and save them.


One of the Chofetz Chaim’s grandsons asked the Brisker Rav, zt”l, why his
grandfather the Chofetz Chaim is remembered by everyone as a greatTzadik, but he is not also greatly acknowledged for his brilliance and his encyclopedic knowledge of Halachah? 

The Brisker Rav replied, “Ritzon Yirei’av Ya’aseh, Hashem will do the will of those who fear Him.” The grandson remained quiet, but the answer did not sit well him, and he thought, “If Hashem does the will of those who fear Him, why do people then remember the Chofetz Chaim as the Tzadik that he was? Certainly, it was not his desire that it be revealed and publicized.”


A short while later that grandson met Rav Yehudah Horowitz, zt”l, Admor of Dzikov. Rav Horowitz was learning a section of the Biur Halachah in a Sefer of Mishnah Brurah, and he could not stop praisingthe brilliance of the Chofetz Chaim, saying his citations wereincredible! Then he pondered out loud, “I wonder why the world does not better recognize the Chofetz Chaim’s genius in Torah knowledge?”


The grandson immediately approached him and said that he had asked that very question to the Brisker Rav and told him what answer he was given. When he heard this, Rav Horowitz commented, “Brilliant response! Only the Brisker Rav with his penetrating insight could have given such a reply!” 

The grandson then asked his question about what was bothering him, “I am sure that my grandfather did not want his righteousness acknowledged either. Why is he then remembered as a Tzadik?" 

The Rebbe responded, “Do you think for one moment that your grandfather viewed himself as a Tzadik? He never thought that! He thought he was a simple, ordinary Jew, doing what he was supposed to do, serving Hashem in the way every Jew should serve Hashem. He felt he was only doing the minimum! He is remembered as a Tzadik, because he did not consider himself to be a Tzadik!”
Reprinted from the Parshas Vayechi 5777 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

Important End of Life Questions and the Sanctity

Of Traditional Jewish Burial

By Rabbi A.L. Scheinbaum


I have chosen to focus on life, its purpose, meaning and future, as a segue to writing about the value of life, concerns about illness and death, as part of “Team Shabbos,” a national movement dedicated to generating awareness, education and guidance for the Jewish community concerning end of life matters. 

Parashas Vayechi has been earmarked as the Shabbos when rabbis across the United States dedicate their sermon to discuss relevant topics endemic to end of life issues. 

Sad as it may sound, some Jews are not aware of:- the many issues involved; the decisions that must be made, both ethical and spiritual; and the options available for traditional burial choices. Since the readership of Peninim is eclectic, covering all areas of the Jewish spectrum, Peninim is an excellent vehicle to serve as a wake-up call to the many who have never given a second thought to the matter, and to those who have decided that they cope with enough difficulties in the present so they simply do not care about the future. 

Obviously, the constraints of space do not permit a complete treatment of the manifold issues that may arise. Awareness, however, is the primary goal of this Shabbos. Many observant Jews are uneducated concerning the questions surrounding end of life issues. Our non-practicing brethren are, for the most part, unaware of the Torah’s requirement for in-ground burial, which follows after the ritual preparation of the body by competent and knowledgeable members of the Chevra Kaddisha, Jewish Sacred/Burial Society. 

From time immemorial, the greatest fear of the European Jews was not death, but the fear of the grave – of not reaching kever Yisrael, a Jewish burial. Dayan Moshe Swift, zl, relates how his saintly, pious, aged grandmother, who summoned her children to her bedside as she neared her last moments, removed from beneath her blanket a well-worn pouch in which were wrapped some bills. She said, “This is to pay for my funeral!’ 

This is what the people feared: Will I lay among Jews? Will I have a burial? During World War II in England, Dayan Swift was called to attend the execution of a Jew on the gallows. One of the last words uttered by the victim prior to his execution was, “Dayan, who is going to bury me, and where will I be buried?” 

The grave has been hallowed in Jewish life; the greatest mitzvah is chesed shel emes, kindness of truth, whereby one does not expect any recompense, since the beneficiary is deceased; and the most sacred institution of its Jewish community is its Chevra Kaddisha. Yet, despite this, many of our co-religionists have chosen to disregard this hallowed practice wantonly. 

Cremation is a method of destroying the Jewish body, so that there is no physical remembrance left of the Jew. This method was employed by our enemies, whose insane hatred of the Jew drove them to act as barbarians. Why must we follow their lead, unless our self-loathing is comparable to the animus they had manifested towards us. 

Our parsha relates the last hours of the life of Yaakov Avinu. The story is one that every living Jew should read over and over again. We may derive the significance of life from viewing our Patriarch’s perspective on death and burial. Yaakov Avinu had a difficult life, in the sense that he went from anguish to anguish, misery to misery. He lay there on his deathbed, surrounded by his family. The life that had known so much anguish and suffering was now drawing to a close. He entrusted to no one his dying request, but to his beloved and trusted son, Yosef. He did not even trust Yosef until he exacted a promise from him to honour his dying wish to be buried in Eretz Yisrael. 

He even gave special instructions about who should carry his coffin, with three sons carrying the bier at each side of the coffin. No Egyptian could touch Yaakov Avinu’s coffin; no one would defile its kedushah, holiness. We should learn how to live from the way he showed us how to die. 

When confronted with end of life issues, even observant Jews are apt to lose perspective. Observing a close relative in terrible pain, suffering “needlessly” (as the medical profession will have us believe), can be overwhelming. We believe that life is precious. We do not eschew life just because it is accompanied by chronic pain and illness. 

Hashem wants us to do the best that we can with what we have been given. Perhaps this is the underlying motif of the pasuk in Devarim 30:19, “I have set before you life and death, the blessing and the curse; you shall choose life so that you and your descendants will live.” 

Hashem gives us a choice; why would anyone in his right mind not choose life over death? Furthermore, the pasuk seems to equate life with blessing and death with curse. Why would anyone choose curse over blessing? Obviously, no sane person would choose death over life, or curse over blessing. What happens, however, if one’s perspective on life becomes distorted; or if one perceives a blessing to be a curse? When a person is in terrible pain, he/she might feel that this is not a life worth living; it is not a life of blessing, but one of curse. Pain, misery, anguish, anxiety can drive a person to the brink, to the point that he/she, or those who attend to him/her believe that this is no life; it is a curse – not a blessing. 
Thus, Hashem says, I determine what is life and what is death; likewise, I designate what is blessing and what is curse. We have no idea of the infinite value of each and every moment of life. Our neshamah, soul, which is our life source, is a chelek Elokai miMaal, pact of the Divine Above. Who are we to measure or determine its significance? When we attempt to put labels on life, it is an indication that we fail to recognise life’s most basic verity: it is an expression of Divine Will. 
He created us and He will summon our souls when He sees fit. We live at the “pleasure” of the Creator. The ratzon Hashem, will of G-d, should be the only determining factor in our life’s decisions. “What is it that Hashem wants?” will find its answer in the Torah as interpreted by our spiritual leadership. For information concerning Team Shabbos, Traditional End Of Life Awareness Movement, please contact NASCK, National Association of Chevra Kaddisha, Richmond Hill, New York
Reprinted from the Parshas Vayechi 5777 edition of Peniim on the Torah, published by Peninim Publications in conjunction with the Hebrew Academy of Cleveland.
Rabbi Yosef Mizrachi is a

Controversial Rabbi. So What!

By Daniel Keren


Perhaps one of the most dynamic and charismatic rabbis today is the Israeli-born kiruv master – Rabbi Yosef Mizrachi. He is also without a doubt probably the most controversial rabbi today with many opponents who try and create online petitions to persuade other Orthodox synagogues and institutions to not allow Rabbi Mizrachi to speak in their venues.


Today that is actually self-defeating as most people when told to not listen to a certain individual and his message because it is too dangerous, of course want to learn more about that certain individual and his “dangerous” message. Obviously if you can prove that a rabbi or some other individual is teaching kefirah, (heresy) that is a completely different matter. But none of Rabbi Mizrachi’s opponents have the nerve or ability to make such a charge and prove it.

Rather they claim that he is not a nice guy! He supposedly said that people born today with Down’s syndrome or autism are being punished for sins they committed in past lives (gilgulim) and have been brought down in this new incarnation. As one who enjoys reading Baal Shem Tov stories, this is actually not a new concept. A famous Baal Shem Tov story tells of a couple that for many many years prayed for children without success. The Baal Shem Tov was unable to give them a brocha until one time and the tzadik asked to be the sandek at the bris of the baby boy. 
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You can’t imagine how much joy that couple and their neighbors had over the unexpected simcha as the couple was no longer young at the time. And then a few months later, the baby died in its sleep. The parents after burying their beloved child went to the Baal Shem Tov and he told them that their baby was a gilgul. There had once been a child born to non-Jewish parents and when he grew up he became a convert and led a completely righteous life. When the time came for him to go into the higher realms of Gan Eden (the World to Come) it was found out that he had not been nursed in a kosher manner and therefore it was decided that he come back into this world as a gilgul in order to fulfill that lacking of being nursed by a G-d-fearing Jewish mother. Are we going to criticize the Baal Shem Tov like some people are today trying to criticize Rabbi Mizrachi.


In response to an English journalist’s question, Rabbi Mizrachi clarified that he has “said in my lectures many times that, according to Judaism and Kabbalah, all of us are reincarnations, which means our soul was in this world before in a different body, and came back to correct what we sinned in our previous life.” In that same interview he insisted that he “would never dare to disrespect” people with disabilities.” Indeed he has said that such people are guaranteed the rewards of Gan Eden because they have completed their tikun (rectification) by being reincarnated with such difficult disabilities.


Rabbi Mizrachi has also been criticized for stating that the Holocaust was brought by G-d to European Jews because they abandoned the Torah, whereas in most Arab countries, where Jews were largely religious or still traditional, there was no Holocaust. If you think this is kefirah, you should read “A Divine Madness: Rabbi Avigdor Miller’s Defense of Hashem in the Matter of the Holocaust.” And then of course you might want to study the Tochacha, Chapter 26 of Vayikra (Leviticus) that highlights the consequences of what might befall the Jewish people if they don’t follow the commandments of Hashem’s Torah.


Rabbi Mizrachi has been harshly criticized by mainstream Orthodox Jewish leaders for having stated that only one million of the Six Million martyrs killed in the Holocaust were halachicly Jewish and that the other 5,000,000 had lost their Jewish status through intermarriage. He has since retracted and apologized for making that statement.


But that brings us to the question at point. Today he is probably the most effective kiruv rabbi, bringing many tens of thousands of assimilated and off the derech Jews back to a Torah way-of-life. As a baal teshuvah, Rabbi Mizrachi knows where these, the majority of Jews in the world today are coming from. Born to a secular family in 1968 that immigrated to Israel from Morocco, he was drafted at the age of 18 into the IDF in 1988 and was assigned to the Israel Air Force.


After completing his military obligation the future Rabbi Mizrachi immigrated to New York and after first getting a job in a bagel shop he was involved in an auto accident that resulted in his being hospitalized for a couple of weeks. When he got out, his job was given to another person and he wound up with a job selling financial investment options. He became very successful and married his American-born wife in Israel. Fortunately for him and for Klal Yisroel, he had a frum cousin in Yerushalayim who persuaded him to take a kiruv seminar that changed his outlook on life.


Since 1995, Rabbi Mizrachi has been active in kiruv and established what is today one of the most popular websites in the world – DivineInformation.com From the start as a result of his by now thousands of lectures throughout the Jewish world, his distribution of free CDs and DVDs and more importantly lectures that can be accessed online (either Torahanytime.com or DivineInformation.com) his message on the importance of living a Jewish life according the wishes of Hashem, the Creator of the World is now available to millions of Jews and even non-Jews around the world who want to learn the truth of how G-d wants us to live and serve Him. If you have 58:30 minutes, you might want to google on Youtube the video – Rabbi Mizrachi’s My Personal Story.
Reprinted from the January 12, 2017 edition of the Jewish Connection.

Life After Death

By Rabbi Eli Mansour


Parashat Vayehi begins with Yaakob Abinu summoning Yosef and asking, “Please do not bury me in Egypt.” Yaakob had Yosef promise on oath that he would bring his remains back to the Land of Israel, rather than bury him in Egypt.


Yaakob introduces his request by asking Yosef, “Do for me kindness and truth.” (47:29). Rashi explains that when we perform an act of kindness for a deceased person, by fulfilling his wishes expressed before his passing or by showing him honor, it is considered true kindness, wholehearted and sincere, because it is done without any anticipation of reward. 


When we do a favor for a living person, even if we act sincerely, in the back of our minds we think that the favor will one day be reciprocated. Even the noblest act of kindness is accompanied by a tinge of self-interest, as we expect the beneficiary to someday repay his debt of gratitude. But when we act kindly to a deceased person, who cannot repay the kindness, we perform Hesed Ve’emet - true and genuine kindness, which is purely altruistic without ulterior motives.

Several questions have been asked regarding Rashi’s comment. First, the phrase Hesed Ve’emet - appears earlier in the Torah (24:49), in reference to kindness performed for a living person. 

Eliezer, Abraham’s servant, tells Ribka’s family that they would be performing Hesed Ve’emet� to Abraham by allowing their daughter to marry his son. How can Rashi claim that the term Hesed Ve’emet� refers exclusively to kindness performed for a deceased person, if Eliezer used it in reference to kindness performed for Abraham while he was alive?

Secondly, is it really true that all kindness performed for a living person is partially insincere? When a wealthy person gives money to a destitute pauper, does he really expect any sort of payback?

To answer this question, we might explain Rashi’s comment differently. When Rashi writes that kindness for the dead is true kindness because he does not anticipate reward, he means not that the one doing the favor does not anticipate reward, but rather that the deceased does not anticipate reward. 

Before a person leaves his world, he recognizes that his time for performing Misvot and earning eternal reward is coming to an end. It is told that the Vilna Gaon wept bitterly as he lay on his deathbed, and he explained that he wept because soon he would be no longer capable of earning reward in the next world. Misvot can be performed and merits can be earned only in this world, during a person’s lifetime. However, there is one way a person’s soul can experience elevation and have his share of the next world increased even after death through the Misvot performed by his progeny. 

When a deceased person’s children or grandchildren perform Misvot as a result of the education and inspiration they received from the deceased, his soul is elevated. Although he can no longer earn merits by performing Misvot, he can earn merits through the Misvot performed by his offspring.

This concept is expressed by the Sages of the Talmud when they taught, Bera Kara Deabu -A son is the father’s leg. After a person passes on, he has no legs, he is no longer capable of advancing, of achieving, of moving forward and elevating himself spiritually. A son, however, has the ability to advance his deceased father by performing Misvot. And thus the child is the deceased father’s leg. He is the one who moves the father forward and elevates him in the next world, when the father is no longer capable of advancing himself.

This is Rashi’s intent in explaining the phrase Hesed Ve’emet. When a person prepares to leave this world, he expects that his time for earning reward is now ending. And therefore the greatest kindness we can do for a person is to enable him to earn reward even after his death by performing Misvot as he taught us to do. Yaakov requested of his son, “Do not bury me in Egypt” as if to say, “Do not allow my progress and advancement to end when I die in Egypt.” He wanted Yosef to continue living the way Yaakob taught him, and this would ensure Yaakob's continued elevation long after his death. Yaakob did not want to be buried in Egypt. He wanted to continue living even after his physical death through the power of the Misvot performed by his offspring. This is Hesed Ve’emet - the greatest kindness one can perform, facilitating a deceased person’s elevation in the next world.

Indeed, the Talmud teaches that Yaakob Abinu Lo Met - Yaakob never died. Since he left behind twelve children committed to Misvot, he continues to live even after death, through the good deeds performed by his descendants, all Am Yisrael.

This insight conveys a very important lesson to parents regarding the decisions they make for their children’s education and upbringing. Investing in our children’s Torah education is an investment that will continue paying dividends for eternity, even long after we have departed from this world. By inspiring, teaching and directing our children to live a life of Torah and Misvot, we ensure our everlasting growth and elevation, in both this world and the next. The key to immortality is properly educating and training our children to live in a way that will continue bringing us reward for all eternity.
Reprinted from this week’s email of the Weekly Parasha Insights.

From Arab Stone

Thrower to IDF

'I studied in an Israeli-funded school where the teachers taught us how to become terrorists.'
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Arab stone throwers Flash 90


Like most of the friends he grew up with, Mohammad used to throw stones at Border Policemen who patrolled his East Jerusalem village. He dreamed of attacking Jews and one day becoming a martyr. Now, after discovering that he is Jewish and meeting his Israeli grandmother, he has undergone an incredible metamorphosis and is fighting to join the same Border Police and protect Israel.


Mohammad's father, an east Jerusalem Arab, met his mother while working in Haifa as a construction worker in the early 90s. Later his father moved back to Jerusalem and took another wife. When he was five, his mother left the house and later died. "I searched for her all the time and asked where my mother was, and they said she had died and gone to G-d," said Mohammad.


He knew that his mother was Jewish but didn't realize he himself was considered a Jew. "I grew up in a Muslim house speaking Arabic, I didn't know Hebrew. I prayed five times a day, fasted in Ramadan, did everything that Muslims should do. I studied in an Israeli-funded school where the teachers taught us how to become terrorists. If there was an attack, teachers would tell us the next day how the terrorist was a martyr. It gave children the perception that this was what should be done. After school the Arab media transmitted the same message."


Mohammad was also influenced by this. His cousin committed a terror act and was considered by his peers to be a shahid, a martyr. Mohammad felt that he too wanted to be a martyr. At the age of 16 he took part in demonstrations against Israel, throwing stones at Border Policemen.


At 14 Mohammad left his house and went to live with his paternal grandfather, eventually working in construction. Then he met a Jewish person who put on Tefillin every day. One day the Jew came up to him and said he was happy to see that Mohammad respected him and did not disturb his prayers. Mohammad replied that because his mother was Jewish, he respects Jews. The man then told him that if his mother is Jewish, he himself is Jewish.


Mohammad dismissed this as a fabrication but after doing internet research, he discovered that he was registered as a Jew in the Interior Ministry. The Yad Le'Achim organization which helps Jews who wish to escape from Arab villages helped him to contact his Jewish grandmother. Two months ago he met her after a 15-year hiatus. "I hugged her and she began crying. She told me how my father had cut her off from seeing me and how he changed telephones so that she couldn't maintain contact."


Meanwhile Mohammad has changed his name to an Israeli name and is trying to join the IDF. "I wish to join the Border Police. After I fought them and threw stones at them as a kid, I want to be on the other side and protect my people. This job is made for me. I'm not scared. I know Arabic and am familiar with all the alleyways in the Old City."


Mohammad's Muslim family views him as a renegade and have even physically assaulted him. Yet this does not deter him. "They say I'm a dog and a collaborator with Jews, but I escaped from there to enlist and live as a Jew."

Reprinted from the January 10, 2017 email of Arutz Sheva.

Brooklyn Torah Gazette for Parshas Vayechi 5777
Page 3

