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A Continual Commitment

To Improve Oneself
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Henny Machlis’ (d.2015 at the age 57, J'lem) daughter relates, “My mother always worked on herself. For example, she would say, ‘I’m working on not getting upset.’ 


I would say, ‘But, Ima, you were screaming before. You were screaming, ‘Why isn’t anyone helping me!?’ Why did you scream?’ And she’d answer, ‘You’re right. I’m working on not screaming.’ 


“When I was growing up, our house was not organized. A few weeks before she died, she said, ‘I’m working on getting the house organized.’ Two weeks before she died, she told me, ‘We have to get a new closet for the boys’ room and that room has to be more organized.’ It was a goal of hers. 


“In terms of giving presents for birthdays or weddings, she wasn’t so good at it. She would say, ‘My sisters are good at giving presents. I’m not good at that. I’m going to get better at giving presents.’ On her last trip to America, she bought every kid and every grandkid a present’” (Emunah with Love and Chicken Soup, p.383). 


Let us strive to be inspired, humbled, enlightened, as well as honest and truthful with our very own selves, so that we can mend and improve our ways in this world, and merit eternal rest in the next world.

Reprinted from the Parshat Vayigash 5779 email of A Short Vort by Mrs. Michal Horowitz.

The Sins of a Child

By A.B.


I pardon and forgive everyone… – ...לכל וסולח מוחל הריני I am happy to share an exciting story that happened to me, and with this to encourage Am Yisrael to be careful not to hurt another… As a child, others harassed me, but I harassed others.


In my neighborhood there was a man whose mind was a little weak and we enjoyed harassing him and hearing his reaction. Mother always warned us that this was a severe matter and forbidden, but as a child I did not understand the depths of the words and at every opportunity, I would bother him to get a funny reaction for me and my friends. 


Some years went by and I got married and Baruch Hashem, started a family but the third child suffered from breathing problems and the doctors could not even find the source of the problem and no treatment helped. 


With a broken heart, I sent a kvittel [note] to the grave of the Baal HaYeshuos, Moshe Moznitch, and that night I had a dream and, in the dream, the Tzaddik told me to go to the grave of a certain man in the Holy Land and ask for forgiveness. 


When I woke up, I remembered that this was the man who I harassed as a child. I immediately called my father who lives in Eretz Yisrael and asked his help in arranging a minyan to ask for forgiveness. 


Father called me and emotionally told me that just on the day when he went with a minyan to the grave, it was his yahrzeit and they said Kaddish and Mishnayos for the elevation of the neshama. 


The next day upon awakening, my son was completely healthy without any breathing issues at all!!! If I may, I will give you a bit of advice, of course, do not harass or harm anybody, but also, everyone should forgive another as mentioned in Kriyas Shema al hamittah, and if this is too hard now, then at least after some years when the anger subsides, since this will remove pain and distress from Klal Yisrael. א.ב.

Reprinted from the Parshas Vayigash 5779 email of Tiv Hakehila

The Donkey in the Pit

By Jonathan Gewirtz


A man came to his Rebbe crying that his donkey fell into a deep pit and he didn't know what to do. 


“Take a bucket and fill the hole with earth.” 


The Chosid was despondent that his Rebbe had given up on his donkey and was telling him to bury it alive, but did as he was told. From down below he heard the donkey let out a shrill bray and jump up and down wildly. The sound made him distraught, but with no other choice than to listen to the Rebbe, he again filled up a bucket and the scene repeated itself. 


After a while all was quiet and he didn't hear any noise. "My poor donkey must be buried already," sighed the Chosid, but he carried on. 


Towards evening, as he poured a bucket, he again heard the shrill bray of his beloved donkey, a wild jump, and poof, in a cloud of dust the donkey suddenly appeared on the edge of the pit! It was a miracle. 


He asked the donkey how it had happened. 


The donkey explained: At first, when the dirt was thrown on me it was uncomfortable and insulting, and I was furious. But then I realized that if I shake it off and pat it down, I can lift myself higher, getting closer to the entrance of the pit. After each time I prayed that you'd throw more dirt on me so that I could get out of my dark grave.” 


Our initial instinct when someone heaves dirt upon us, or if life seems to go wrong, is to scream and yell; but the smart donkeys among us will realize that the source of the dirt is our loving Master, and if we use it wisely we can lift ourselves up from the deep hole we dug for ourselves. If we don't get it, and instead sulk in insult, it will very quickly turn into our burial grounds.

Reprinted from the Parshat Vayigash 5779 email of Migdal Ohr.

It Once Happened

The Perfume Seller

And the Oil Merchant


The evening had finally come, an end to another busy day in the market, and the merchants all prepared to close their stalls. The perfume seller, an unpleasant fellow in the best of times, was especially disgruntled tonight.

He had had another bad day. Few people had set foot in his shop, and when they did, they almost all left without having made even the smallest purchase. He poured all the perfume he had on display back into the large casks, put his meager profit of one coin into his pocket, and closed up his shutters for the day. As he was about to leave, he saw his neighbor, an oil merchant, also setting off for home. My neighbor, he thought bitterly, has all the luck. So many customers flock to his shop that he has even had to hire another worker to serve them. Then, an evil thought entered his mind.


Tonight, he thought, I will come back to my shop when no one is in the market, and I will drill a hole in the wall that separates our shops. Then I will be able to spy on my neighbor whenever I wish. He wasn't even sure at that moment what use he would make of this peephole, but an idea was germinating in his jealous mind.


Late that night the perfume merchant returned to his shop in the darkened market. He took out a small hand drill and chiseled an almost imperceptible hole in the wall which separated him from the oil merchant. By now his devious plan had fully developed in his mind; he knew exactly what he would do. It only remained to find an opportune moment to strike, and that occurred the very next day.


Dusk fell in the shouk and the shutters of the shops were closed one by one. The perfume seller approached his clandestine hole in the dividing wall between the two shops, and sure enough, he saw what he had anticipated. There was his neighbor, the oil merchant, tallying up his daily profit. He took the pile of shining coins of all denominations put them into a red handkerchief and into his pocket. 
He blew out his lamp, closed his door and went out into the dusk. No sooner had he emerged than the perfume merchant ran past him screaming, "Help! Help! Thief! This man has stolen all my money which I was wrapped in my red handkerchief". People came running from all directions, and soon the gerdarmes surrounded the shocked oil seller and had him bound in chains. He loudly protested his innocence, but shortly he found himself locked in a dark cell.


The arrest and trial of the Jewish oil seller was all the talk of the town. Emotions ran high as the people divided into factions, pro and con the merchant, and they had even laid bets as to the outcome of the trial. Who was telling the truth? It seemed impossible to tell. In just a few days, the high court, with the Sultan sitting at its head would meet to hear the arguments of the accused and the accuser, but although the Sultan had reviewed the matter in his mind many times over, he still was full of indecision. Who would guess that a small Jewish boy would be the one to solve the mystery and bring the light of truth to bear on the final outcome of the trial.


It came to pass that the day before the trial, the Sultan was out strolling through the streets trying to clear his mind in preparation for the difficult deliberations ahead. He overheard childish voices saying: "Yes, let's play the perfume seller and the oil seller." "I'll be the judge," said one small boy.


The Sultan stood out of sight waiting to hear this play being enacted by the group of Jewish children. The little judge questioned both merchants, and each vigorously insisted on the truth of his claims. Finally, the child called for silence and made the following pronouncement: "Have the court clerk bring in a bowl of boiling hot water and place the coins in the bowl. If oil rises to the top, it will be apparent that the money belongs to the oil seller; if the water becomes perfumed, we will know that the perfume seller is telling the truth."


The Sultan, amazed by the insight and intelligence of the Jewish child, hurried back to his residence, confident that he now had a fool-proof approach for the forthcoming trial.


The court room was packed with eager spectators, anxious to see the fascinating spectacle. The presentations of both sides were complete, and the crowd awaited the decision of the court. The Sultan suddenly made a strange request--he called for a bowl of boiling hot water. 


When it appeared, he took the money in question, and one by one dropped the coins into the bowl. Then he called the members of the court to come and see the result. Hundreds of tiny beads of oil were swimming on the surface of the water, and the outcome of the proceedings was no longer in question. The oil seller was released, and his erstwhile accuser was put into chains.

Reprinted from the Parshat Vayeshev 1991/5752 edition (Issue #191) of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.
The Old Chassid and the

Off the Derech Young Man
By Rabbi Tuvia Bolton
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A certain well-known Talmudic scholar in Bnei Brak had a wayward son. At first the boy was an ideal student and apparently a totally devoted religious Jew. But something cooled him off.


At first he came late to classes then he stopped coming altogether. It wasn't long before he dropped all connection to the Torah and its commandments and began wandering the streets. He found himself a bunch of similarly unconnected friends and began life anew, free from all obligations.


Needless to say, his father was broken hearted. He tried to talk to his son, sent the boy's friends to talk to him, took advice from his teachers, Rabbis, family advisers, experts but it all failed miserably. The only thing he could do was to pray, say psalms every day and then try to go about his life. But every time he thought about it, it hurt.


So it continued for the next few years until, unbeknownst to him, G-d answered his prayers.


His son had just arrived in the central bus station in Tel Aviv after a fun weekend in Eilat, a typical 'normal' Israeli complete with Ponytail, a few piercings and a tattoo or two but he caught the eye of an elderly Chabad Chassid who was there asking Jews to put on Tefillin. As the young man exited the restroom the old Chassid approached him, held out the Tefillin and asked him if he wanted to do the 'mitzva'.


He refused and even made a few disparaging remarks, but the old fellow didn't let up.


For some reason he decided to put all his efforts into this young hippy and not let him go till he put on Tefillin. He got him into a conversation and then tried every angle to get him to just put the Tefillin on for JUST ONE MINUTE and then take them off. No luck. Do it for Israel, for the soldiers, for the Jews that died in the holocaust, for no reason. No luck.


Until he hit on the right one: "Please, do it for me."


The young fellow melted like butter. He was opposed to Judaism, to rituals, to religion, to G-d, to anything that smelled these things. but, after all he was a Jew. He couldn't turn the old fellow down.


"Nu" he said, "For you? Well I guess so. But just one minute and that's it!"


But when he rolled up his sleeve, took the Tefillin from the old Chassid, put them on with ease and expertise and said the appropriate blessings and prayers by heart the old Chassid was surprised.


The young man removed the Tefillin and explained how he had learned in yeshiva but dropped outâ€¦.. and now he's got to run. Suddenly an idea popped into the old man's head.


"Listen," He said "I just got an idea. My wife and I live alone. Not far from here. Listen. Our children are already married and live far from us and my wife is really lonely. She is really getting depressed. Maybe you can do me a big favor. I'll even pay you for it. All you have to do is come to my house for the evening Shabbat meal and praise my wife's cooking. That will make her feel good.


"I've tried everything but it's not working. She's already used to my praises. If you, a stranger, praise her food it will give her a LOT of pleasure and lift her spirits. I'll pay you fifty dollars plus travel expenses in advance. Really, she is quite a good cook. What do you say?"


"Fifty dollars? Where do you live? A good meal?" When he heard that it was within walking distance, he decided to give it a try. In any case it would easy way to earn money.


He faithfully showed up the first Shabbat night and it was better than he thought. They were really nice people, the food was good, his wife really appreciated his praises and the old Chassid's words of Torah were interesting.


It wasn't long before he began spending the entire Shabbat with them and the Jewish atmosphere had an effect.


Several months later he decided to return to the religion of the forefathers and a few months after that returned home a religious young man.


It didn't take long for his father to find out what happened; the Rebbe of Lubavitch's emissary saved his son! A week later he bought a ticket to New York to visit the Rebbe and thank him personally.


He arrived in New York, took a taxi to the Rebbe's headquarters in Brooklyn, stood in line for 'dollars' (the Rebbe handed out thousands of dollar bills and blessings each Sunday) and when he finally stood face to face with the Rebbe he said a deep and tearful 'thanks'.


But he couldn't hold back his natural instincts; he had to ask a question. "Tell me Rebbe, I'm very thankful for what you did, but that Chassid of yours in the Bus station puts Tefillin on Jews after they leave the toilet. It's forbidden to put Tefillin on someone who didn't wash his hands after coming from the restroom - forbidden! How could your old man do such a thing?"


The Rebbe just looked at him and answered.


"You should know that there is a Jew in Connecticut who wakes up on Yom Kippur morning, takes a shower, shaves, drinks a cup of coffee and eats a meal (all of which are explicitly forbidden) and then drives to the Synagogue to pray for a few minutes.


"No one can fathom how much pleasure G-d gets from those few minutes that that Jews spends in the Synagogue. You can have NO IDEA how much pleasure G-d gets."


And the Rebbe continued, "You can ask how is it possible that I allow my followers to put on Tefillin with someone that came out of the bathroom? Why you yourself see how this commandment saved your son! And you should know that EVERY Jew is dear to G-d like your son is to you!" (adapted from Bais Moshiach magazine #612 page 22.)
Reprinted from the Parashat Vayeishev 5779 email of Yeshiva Ohr Tmimum in Kfar Chabad, Israel.

An Ill Child’s Wish Request To President Trump
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Rav Yitzchok Zilberstein in his recently released Mitzvos Besimcha volume 

2 brings the following story.


Last year in the winter of 5778 (Dec 20/2017) the entire Jewish world celebrated the unexpected release of Shalom Mordechai Rubashkin from prison.


Most people are inclined to believe that the reason President Trump pardoned Rubashkin was because of Mr. Trump’s Jewish son-in-law.


“I myself heard,” says Rav Zilbershtein, From one of the well- known lawyers in America, as to the true reason for Rubashkin’s release.�


“The lawyer told me that aside from the enormous amount of effort that was expended in trying to procure R Shalom Mordechai’s release, the straw that broke the camel’s back was through an organization in the States called Make a Wish. Volunteers from this organization go around hospitals identifying children that have life threatening diseases. They then try to ascertain the child’s wish and do everything in their power to make this request come true.


“One day these volunteers came across a Jewish child who was grappling with the cancer. When they asked him what he would like for them to do he surprised them with his answer. ‘I would like for you to arrange a meeting for me with President Trump,’ he said.


“The volunteers understood that this was an impossible request and they tried directing the child towards other ideas. Perhaps you would like a nice trip, a special game, or even a meeting with some other famous personality.


“At the same time they attempted to find out, through contact with government officials, if the possibility to meet with the president actually existed. The spokesmen for the president replied that an actual meeting was not possible, still they would be prepared for the boy to write a letter to the president. They would personally see to it that the president would read the letter.


“The boy agreed and sat up as he began writing his letter to President Trump. In the beginning of the letter he described his deteriorating physical condition, the difficult challenges he is facing moving forward, and the efforts of the Make a Wish organization to cheer him up by making his wish come true.


“Then, the boy explained the reason he had wanted to meet the president in person. 


It was because he wanted to ask the president a specific request. ‘Mr. President’, wrote the boy, ‘There is a Jewish prisoner that is a father of a large family. He is sitting in jail close to 9 years and he still has 27 years remaining on his sentence. I know that many big lawyers have said that there was no reason for him to receive such a harsh sentence. I pray daily for his release.


“You, the president, have the ability to free him. Who knows? Perhaps it was specifically for this purpose that you were chosen to become the president of the United States. 


“If you wish to make me, a very sick child, happy, please free Shalom Rubashkin from prison.’


The letter was given over to the president and he read it from beginning to end. Those close to him attested that he became very emotional upon reading the letter and said that he cannot disappoint this sick child. The next morning President Trump signed on the letter of pardon that brought about Shalom Mordechai Rubashkin’s release from prison.




Rav Zilbershtein adds something that was heard from a very reliable source. According to the America Judicial System a prisoner has the right to submit a request for pardon 9 times. Rubashkin already submitted his 9th request and it was denied.


When he went to sleep on the night after his 9th request was declined he thought of a vort from Rebbi Sar-Shalom of Belz. The verse in tehillim says, Hashlech al Hashem yehavcha vehu yechalkeleka. The simple meaning of this verse is “Throw your burden on Hashem and he will sustain you.” The Belze rebbe gave a novel interpretation of this verse. He explained it to mean that even when all the doors are closed and the situation seems impossible, according to the natural way of the world, Hashem will sustain you. Hashem will open up new doors and new possibilities for you to bring you your needs.


It was on the very next day that he was freed.

Reprinted from Rabbi Dov Brezak’s Shehakol Niheye Bidvaro email.

Story #1097 
What Price Tefillin?
From the desk of Yerachmiel Tilles
editor@ascentofsafed.com>

 

It's a quiet winter's evening in Jerusalem. The Fast of the Tenth of Tevet has just ended. I (Yaakov Cass) broke the fast and rested from a day of work that had been a little harder than usual, due to the fast. I began to think for the thousandth time about a story that I just heard from my friend Shlomo concerning his father who had lived through the Nazi terror.

Yitzchak Thaler was born in Dej, Transylvania (once part of Hungary, now Romania) and was orphaned from his mother at the age of four and from his father at the age of 11. His father remarried and after he died Yitzchak was looked after by his stepmother, Chana, who had her own children to care for, as well.

She did her best under the circumstances and Yitzchak remained grateful to her for the rest of his life. Every year, two days after the Jewish holiday of Shavuot, the day he thought she perished in Auschwitz, he faithfully said kaddish for her.

All of Yitzchak's brothers and sisters emigrated to America long before the war broke out, while he went to study in Dej, under the great Rav Yaakov Elimelech Panet, the Chief Rabbi of Transylvania, who subsequently perished in Auschwitz with his wife and all his children. Although Rav Panet was offered the opportunity to be smuggled out of Dej to safety he refused, saying a shepherd does not leave his flock.�

After completing his studies in Dej, Yitzchak went on to Towhead to study at the Yeshiva of Rav Mordechai Brisk, referred to as the “Mahakam" Brisk. HaRav Brisk too perished in Auschwitz after refusing to be parted from his precious students.

When Yitzchak reached the tender age of 17 the hell of the Nazi fury bent on the destruction of world Jewry descended in full force on East European Jewry. Yitzchak was deported to a labour camp somewhere in Poland. Before he left he made himself a belt with pockets, in which he hid three things: a Yaakov Emden Siddur, his treasured tefillin, and the Noam Elimelech (a religious Chasidic book written by the Rebbe, Reb Elimelech of Lizhinsk).

Despite the horrible and almost unbearable hardships, during the never ending days and nights that followed his eventual placement in a Nazi labour camp, Yitzchak managed to don tefillin each and every day as long as it was possible. Eventually however the tefillin were lost, and the Noam Elimelech was borrowed and never returned.

Thereafter, he didn't even see a pair of tefillin.  Somehow surviving the tortures of the camp, he hoped that liberation would enable him to return to a normal life.

It was not to be. 

He was freed by the Russians, and taken captive along with the very same Nazi sub-human soldiers who had so cruelly tortured him.  They were sent to a labour camp in the deepest northern recesses of the Soviet Union, near the North Pole in a place called Achangeltz. In the winter it was dark nearly all of the time and in the summer, even though the sun shone nearly all of the time it was still permanently dark and bitter!

Yitzchak was sent to work at hard labour once again together with the other Jewish prisoners. Only the Jews were forced to work, the Nazis were considered prisoners of war and so ironically the torturers rested while the tortured were enslaved.

After years of trying his best to hang on to life, literally living from one day to the next, Yitzchak was approached by a fellow Jewish inmate who  had observed how Yitzchak was trying his best to cling onto the Jewish way of life and its Jewish traditions.

"A prisoner in another bunk has died and I have "inherited" his tefillin. They are for sale!"

The news electrified Yitzchak. He could not recall when he had last seen a pair of tefillin and now the opportunity to purchase a pair presented itself.

His heart pounded as he asked. "How much"?

'The price?  TEN DAYS BREAD RATIONS!'

[Before you read further just pause for a second and realise that the day's bread ration was the only food these Jewish prisoners received. Forgoing the bread ration meant starving. I once heard from a survivor of Auschwitz that the monetary value of a slice of bread in Auschwitz in 1944 would translate into the cost of a skyscraper in Manhattan today and probably more! But put aside the monetary value and consider it from another perspective.]

Remember how you felt last Yom Kippur as the Fast was terminating? Now imagine that you had spent the day chopping down trees in temperatures of below minus 30 C for 12 hours or more, not having eaten anything before the fast, nor eating when it ended. Then multiply that exponentially by 10!

In reality giving one’s bread ration for ten whole days in a Russian labour camp was none other than a one-way suicide ticket.

Well, somehow or other, almost unbelievably, Yitzchak made it through ten days of starvation, living on peels and water. Heaven helped him and he survived the camp and eventually made it to America where he continued to use those very same tefillin for the next FORTY YEARS, checking them every few years to see if they were still kosher.  His son used them, as well, when the pair ordered for his bar mitzvah failed to appear on time.
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Eventually Reb Yitzchak decided, for personal reasons, that it was time to get new tefillin and the camp tefillin were carefully put away.

Two years ago when his son Shlomo was visiting from Israel, Yitzchak asked him to take the tefillin back to Israel with him.   

'Why'? he was asked in return. 

'Because when my time comes, I want them buried with me.  I want to have something in my hand.  I want them with me in the burial plot in Jerusalem I purchased 16 years ago.'

A long discussion followed: maybe they are still kosher, let's get them checked, think of all the good things that could be done with them etc.  Finally, Yitzchak smiled and said, "Do as you wish."

So the tefillin came to Jerusalem and were taken to a sofer [scribe] to be checked.  The next day Shlomo went back to the sofer who had the tefillin open on his table.

"Which tzadik [saintly Jew] wrote these?" the sofer asked.  "I have never seen such tefillin in my life.  They are at least 100 to 150 years old and they look as if they were written yesterday as the ink is incredibly clear and fresh.  Sadly, they have questions regarding their kashrus [kosher status].  Time has damaged them and their boxes and they are too fragile to repair." 

Shlomo went from sofer to sofer and heard the same thing each time: 'The most beautiful parchments I ever saw, as if they were written yesterday but there are questions to their kashrus.

Now he understood his father's insistence, and also his smile as he said, "Do as you wish."

Less than three months before this fast day on the 18th of Tishrei 5770, (on the fourth day of Sukkot 1999), Yitzchak passed away and was buried in Jerusalem.  On the day of the funeral, Shlomo had his children photograph these precious tefillin before he took them with him to the funeral.

Reb Yitzchak’s wish to be buried together with his tefillin was conveyed to the burial society who politely refused.

"It's just not done" they said.

At the funeral parlour, Shlomo told the story of the tefillin to the assembled mourners. The members of the Chevra Kadisha turned to each other and said, "If that's the price he paid for these tefillin, we will just have to make an exception."
And so they did.

Source : Written and submitted by Yaakov Cass, who heard it from Rabbi Shlomo Thaler, son of Yitzchak Thaler.
[Rabbi Yaakov Cass, BSc. MSc. FRPharmS, is a Lubavitcher chasid and a District Pharmacist of The Israel Ministry of Health.]

Connection : Seasonal -- This week, on Tuesday, is the sunrise-to-nightfall Fast of the Tenth of Tevet. It commemorates the onset of the siege outside the walls of Jerusalem that led to the destruction of the Holy Temple on the Ninth of Av. In addition, in our times it has become the date to say Kaddish for those martyrs of the Holocaust (and all the others through the centuries) whose date of death is unknown.
Reprinted from KabbalaOnline.org, a project of Ascent of Safed.
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