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That Sinking Feeling:

The Tragedy of the Costa Concordia

By Rabbi Benjamin Blech

I was a passenger on the Costa Concordia that just made headlines around the world as it sunk off the coast of Tuscany.


No, thank God I wasn’t on this last harrowing voyage which resulted in horrible injuries and loss of lives. It was in the summer of 2008 that I had the opportunity of serving as rabbinic scholar-in-residence for a kosher program on this magnificent ocean liner. And I won't ever forget the luxury, the beauty, and the latest state-of-the-art technology that was evident throughout.
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A high ranking member of the crew gave me a private tour, pointing out some of the remarkable advanced equipment and GPS which insured our total safety. What stayed with me was his jocular reference to a famous ship of a century ago, as he assured me that "no one will ever have a Titanic experience here."


And yet that's exactly what happened.


How could that possibly be? With all of our scientific progress, how can a ship still go aground?


The answer has profound implications for our understanding of the real root cause of such tragedies.


There was actually no reason for the Titanic to be in that dangerous area. It was only because people in 1912 were awed by the prowess of the Titanic to the degree of hubris that permitted the order to be given to sail "full speed ahead" through icy waters. 
Trying to Capture the Trophy for 
Fastest Crossing of the Atlantic


This order was given by the Titanic's owners to recapture the trophy for fastest crossing of the Atlantic from the Germans in order to secure increased revenue for their venture, and was executed by the captain of the Titanic, who selected a northern crossing which was much shorter than the traditional southerly route used by the mariners for that time of year.


This disaster was completely avoidable. North Atlantic crossings held perils well known to mariners, and firsthand reports of ice conditions had reached the officers of the Titanic earlier in the day. The Titanic had a radio, and both sent and received a steady stream of messages throughout the voyage.
Transmitting Messages for the Rich


Wireless operators had two functions – track weather reports and transmit messages for the rich. They made their money from the latter. On April 14, 1912, another ship, the California, continually sent wireless messages to the Titanic that a large iceberg (one million tons) was in Titanic’s path.


No matter how good the technology of the Titanic, it could not compensate for moral error.


Receiving these messages annoyed the operator trying to get messages out for their rich patrons. The Titanic operator demanded the California stop bothering him. They did and turned off their wireless. The messages never made it to the Captain.
Over One Thousand People 
Were Killed Because of Greed


The 1,517 people who died were killed by greed. No matter how good the technology of the Titanic, it could not compensate for moral error.


The Costa Concordia was the proud symbol of contemporary scientific marvels. It, too, was unsinkable. Its GPS unerringly kept it on a safe course. Yet the ego of the captain who wanted to go closer to shore so that he could show off his "toy” to friends on the island overrode every precaution.


A GPS, just like G-d's Perfect System for guiding us through life, otherwise known as the Torah, can only give us direction. It can't force us to carry out its will. We still have the freedom to obey or to disregard its warnings. But what we can never avoid is the consequences of our actions.


That's why our moral choices, dictated by a commitment to higher ethical principles, will always be more important than our scientific achievements.
The Lesson Goes Back 
Many Thousands of Years


That lesson goes back many thousands of years to a major biblical story. It was the tower builders of Babel who are portrayed as the first age of technology. Until then, people were farmers or shepherds. They responded to nature but did not know how to control it or shape it. But the time came when they learned how to build bricks and fashion homes impervious to the weather. Overwhelmed with a sense of their importance, they decided to build a tower with its top in the heavens so that they could topple G-d from his throne.


What they desired above all, the Torah tells us, was "to make for themselves a name." With scientific advancement came the ego of the technocrat who was convinced that his intellect made G-d unnecessary.
Yuri Gagarin Couldn’t Find G-d


It was not too long ago that the first astronaut, the Russian Yuri Gagarin, in the same spirit as the builders of the tower of Babel said on his return from outer space, "I looked and looked, but I didn't see G-d."


But the end of the biblical story makes clear the price that must always be paid when we choose self worship over the authority of a divine GPS. With all of its brilliance, the society of the tower of Babel doomed itself to extinction.

Bricks Became More 
Important than People


Bricks became more important than people. When a brick fell and shattered, they cried but when a person toppled to his death they ignored him. Feelings were replaced by formulas. Human speech and communication no longer mattered. Talk became babble. Technology created a seemingly more perfect world - peopled by those who were far more imperfect.


What I think needs to be stressed as the ultimate lesson is how much we need to reorder our priorities.


Reports of what went on as the Costa Concordia sank are chilling as they reflect upon so much of contemporary behavior. When the Titanic went down, women and children were given precedence. A great majority of them survived because of the chivalry of those, like Benjamin Guggenheim, who chose to stay behind, changed into his evening clothes, and said to those to whom he gave his seat in the lifeboats, "We dressed in our best and are prepared to go down like gentlemen."
The Disgraceful Behavior 
Of the Ship’s Captain


Today’s passengers fought with the crew for the few seats that offered the chance for survival. The captain was amongst the first to flee, giving the lie to the noble ideal that the captain goes down with the ship. The strong pushed aside the weak. And the moral order that defines us as civilized, as the best of creation, as those formed in the image of G-d seeking to emulate his divine attributes, also perished with the victims.


We live in an age that worships every new scientific breakthrough. We are obsessed with gadgets meant to make our lives easier and more fun-filled. Yet we spend so little time stressing the importance of a value system without which all of these advances are meaningless.
A Tragedy That Combined Human 
Error and Moral Failures


This tragedy happened because of human error. It was compounded by striking moral failures. What it requires from us now is the reminder that our emphasis on technological achievements must be joined to greater concern for ethical growth. Only with a commitment to both can we prevent disasters of Titanic proportion.

Reprinted from this week’s website of Aish.com

Chassidic Story #739

Very Fair Wages

From the desk of Yerachmiel Tilles

editor@ascentofsafed.com

From a spiritual perspective, Rebbe Zusya of Anipoli and his pious wife were "rich" people, but from an economic perspective, they were quite destitute. He devoted all his energies to Torah and Divine service and helping others, and had no source of livelihood. His wife was accustomed to making do with very little, wearing the same old clothes year after year. 


At long last, however, she felt she should have a new dress, and asked her husband for the money to buy fabric. "I am ashamed to go among people in rags," she said. And when this holy woman referred to her clothes as rags, she was not referring to good garments which had merely gone out of fashion. She meant that her one dress was threadbare with multiple patches.
Borrows Money So His 
Wife Can Buy a New Dress


Impoverished as he was, Reb Zusya responded positively to his wife's request. With great effort, he managed to secure a loan for the required amount. His wife went happily to the tailor's shop, bringing along the newly purchased material. 

But just a few days later, she looked sad once more. Reb Zusya asked why she wasn't happy. 


"The tailor is very poor," she explained. "His daughter has been engaged for some time, but he still has no wedding clothes or other dowry for her. As he sewed my dress, I could see that he looked miserable. When I asked him what was wrong, he informed me that he was marrying off his daughter in a few weeks.
Unable to Afford a Wedding 
Dress for His Daughter


“He was very poor, and he was therefore unable to save any money for the event. All of his meager earnings were used up feeding his large family. He could not afford a wedding dress for his own daughter, and the young bride was very sad because of this. One day his daughter walked into the shop, and saw her father finishing the work on my new dress. She jumped to the conclusion that this was actually her wedding dress with which her father was going to surprise her. She asked to try on the dress, and it fit her perfectly.


“She was overjoyed until her father reluctantly told her that in truth the dress was not for her, but it was made for a customer. The tailor told me that the poor girl became depressed and was talking about not wanting to get married, even wishing to break the engagement.
Gives the Tailor a Dress as a Gift


"I stood up and told the tailor that the dress was his daughter's -- a complete gift. And now, I am left without a new dress."


Reb Zusya was overjoyed with his wife's act of kindness. "Thank G-d you were strong enough to overcome your personal desires," he said. "You have done one of the most selfless mitzvot possible. But tell me, did you pay the tailor for his work?"


"Pay him?" she exclaimed. "I should pay him? Isn't it enough that I gave away the dress I have been in dire need of for so long? You want me to pay him for the dress I never took?"
Business is Business and 
Tzedaka is Tzedaka


Trembling, Reb Zusya asked, "How could you cheat a man of his just wages? That poor man was waiting eagerly for his wages, in order to buy food for his hungry children. Is he to blame if you decided to leave the dress in his hands? He needs money! Business is business, and tzedaka is tzedaka."


The good-hearted woman, hearing this, recognized the justice in her husband’s position. She ran over to a neighbor, borrowed the necessary sum, and went to pay the tailor his wages at once. 


Source: Adapted by Yerachmiel Tilles from "Stories My Grandfather Told Me" by Zev Greenwald, and from "The Tzedakah Treasury" by Rabbi Avrohom Chaim Feuer, both published by Mesorah. The latter was submitted by Yosef Ben-Shlomo HaKohen of blessed memory. 


Connection: Seasonal - yahrzeit of the Rebbe Reb Zusya


Biographic Note: Rabbi Zusya of Anapoli (?- 2 Shvat 1800), was a major disciple of the Maggid of Mezritch, successor to the Baal Shem Tov. The seemingly unsophisticated but clearly inspired "Reb Zusya" is one of the best known and most beloved Chassidic personalities. He and his famous brother, Rebbe Elimelech of Lizensk, spent many years wandering in exile, for esoteric reasons. 

Reprinted from this week’s email of KabbalaOnline.org, a project of Ascent of Safed

It’s Not Enough 

To Be Righteous
By Rabbi Reuven Semah

“Also a great mixed multitude went up with them.” (Shemot 12:38)
 

As we study the events of the Exodus, we learn that what is most required of us is the desire to grow and to do good. A person can be great in Torah wisdom and performance of misvot but if he doesn’t have a desire to acquire good things and grow, he will not merit greatness. On the other hand, a person can have no knowledge and no misvot but if he has a yearning desire to cling to Hashem he can merit true greatness.

A Lesson of the Erev Rav

Rabbi Yechezkel Levenstein zt”l derives this lesson from the Jews and the Erev Rav (the Egyptian converts that joined the Israelites that left Egypt). The Midrash states that many Jews perished during the plague of darkness. The reason stated was because they didn’t have the desire to leave. 


The Midrash implies that this was the only reason. So they were righteous people, plus they believed Moshe when he said it was time for the redemption. The only problem was their lack of desire to leave even though they were children of Abraham, Yitzhak and Ya’akob. All of this didn’t help them and they missed the giving of the Torah on Har Sinai and they died in the darkness because they didn’t desire to obtain the ultimate good.

A Burning Desire to See 

What Hashem Would Do

On the other hand, the Erev Rav, who were Egyptians who came from Ham, merited to join the Jews at the splitting of the Red Sea and were at Har Sinai and more. Why? Because they had a burning desire to see what Hashem would do for the Jews. So strong was that desire that they left their homes right after the plague of the firstborn. 


At that time every gentile home was in mourning. One can only imagine the anguish and sadness of those homes that suddenly every home lost its oldest son. They left anyway at that terrible time to see the fulfillment of the will of Hashem. They merited to join Israel forever.

We see the need to strengthen our desire to grow in the service of Hashem, and with this we can merit greatness forever. 
Reprinted from this week’s email of the Jersey Shore Torah Bulletin
Learning from Moshe 
The Lesson of Self Control
By Rabbi Shmuel Choueka
 
“All of your servants will come down to me…and he left Pharaoh’s presence in anger” (Shemot 11:8)
 

When Moshe was telling Pharaoh about the last plague, which was the death of every first born, he said to Pharaoh, “Your servants will come to me to ask me to leave, and that’s when I will leave Egypt.” Moshe didn’t say to Pharaoh, “You will come to me to ask me to leave,” even though that’s what really happened, because he didn’t want to show dishonor to the king of Egypt.

A Seeming Contradiction


This is truly amazing, because right at the end of this verse it says that Moshe stormed out of the palace in anger for the way Pharaoh had spoken to him. If someone is angry, does he still have the presence of mind to show honor and to speak in a certain way?


This should reinforce to us the greatness of our leaders, such as Moshe Rabenu. Although he got angry at Pharaoh, he was in complete control of himself, down to the exact words with which he should speak to the king. Everything Moshe did was exactly measured in order to be able to do the will of Hashem.
Waiting Two Weeks Before Rebuking His Son

Indeed, many of our great Sages followed in Moshe’s footsteps in this respect. There was a great Rabbi of the previous generation who once got angry at what his son had done, but waited two weeks, until he was totally in control of his emotions, before rebuking him! 


On the one hand, we can’t help but be in awe of such self-discipline, but on the other hand, we have to learn from them how to behave in such situations. How often do we fly off the handle just because we’re upset? Even in anger or frustration we must learn to stay in control and use the right words and the right tone of voice. We will be the real beneficiaries of such self-control. 
Reprinted from this week’s email of the Jersey Shore Torah Bulletin
Good Shabbos Everyone.  

Good Snopes Everyone

In last week's Parsha Vaera, we read about the beginning of the redemption from Mitzraim - Egypt. The Sages tell us that our enslavement in Mitzraim was a preparation for our receiving the Torah and becoming a nation at Mt. Sinai with our receiving of the Torah. 


We went from becoming servants to Pharaoh to servants of Hashem.  We can see from here that Hashem has a plan for the world and specifically for us Jews.  The following narrative as told by a Chabad Rebbetzin, Esther Kosofsky, illustrates this concept.

The Chabad Rebbetzin, the Muslim 
Cleric and the Buddhist Monk


"Did you hear the one about the Chabad Rebbetzin, the Muslim cleric and the Buddhist monk? No, this is not a new joke; it is a true story that happened to me. I was contacted by the Southwick, Massachusetts, middle school and asked to participate in a religious diversity day when the students would be exposed to a variety of religions. 


Realizing that I had been handed an irresistible opportunity, I agreed to attend, rather relieved to find out that the students would be split up and rotate from room to room to hear each representative individually.

Apprehension Over What

Impact She Could Make


As the day approached though, my apprehension grew and I wondered what could I say that would impact the students, not just give them the answers they needed to fill out the charts the teachers had prepared. These charts asked the typical questions about special foods, places of worship, holidays, significant books, and of course politically correct questions.


Southwick is a blue-collar town with very few Jews, so how could I reach out to them? The more I thought about it, the more concerned I became.  How could I leave the students with any meaningful information beyond terms such as synagogue, rabbi, gefilte fish and matza? How could I move them and inspire them to live more meaningful lives? I finally hit upon one of the great equalizers, sports and for this time of year, football.


The first group of students shuffled into the room clutching their important papers and pencils, [and I was eager to see if they would]  fill in the blanks under the "Jewish" column. While I certainly did not look like the religious leader they expected, they were not sure how to relate to a Jewish woman. They looked relieved that I did not have an accent, but they truly were not prepared for what I was about to describe.

Imagine You Are a Football Coach


"Imagine that you are a football coach" I began. Southwick is New England Patriots football country and the Patriots won two Super Bowls in the past three years, so when I saw some eyes light up and kids seemed to be paying attention, I knew it was a good beginning.


"Imagine," I continued, "you are the Patriots coach, coming off two world championships in two years. You are looking for a new challenge and are being offered two new options for coaching. Option A is to coach a team of hand picked all stars, players with instant name recognition. I am sure this team would include some famous players from the past - like Terry Bradshaw, Lynn Swann, Johnny Unitas and Earl Campbell - and several current ones.

Not Too Much Effort Involved on Your Part


"With this team you could sit back and watch the players work together in harmony. All you would have to do is plan the Super Bowl victory party; the rest would be done for you. Just agree and you will go down in history as the coach of the best team of football players ever assembled. You will not only be the coach of the year, you might well be the considered the best coach ever.


"Option B would be to coach a team of, shall we say, misfits. This group of athletes is not quite in their prime, not quite as skilled and certainly not as talented as the first team. These players want to play but can't seem to get it together. These players have name recognition only with their mothers. They know the rules, but somehow come up short in execution.

Catching the Ball and Running 
Towards the Wrong Goal Post


These are the players who might catch the ball and run towards the wrong goal and think they are actually scoring for their team. "But do you know what qualities these players have? They have heart and they have the drive to win. With hard work and constant practice, with coaxing, convincing, and consistent leadership, there is a chance that these players might be able to be groomed into a winning team. If you can teach them the fundamentals, if you are committed to working with them and will give them a clear and attainable goal, it would be the greatest challenge but you might just surprise the world.


"So you have a choice, Option A, the dream team or Option B, the not ready for prime time players. And now," I asked the students, "which team would you rather coach?"

Option B is the Preferred Choice


The overwhelming response was Option B and the reasons given were obvious: this team presented a challenge for the coach. If you are going to invest time and effort into a project, you want to know that you helped make a difference. If you believe in your squad and are willing to put up with them as they follow their learning curve, there is a slim possibility that you will see amazing results.


As I scanned the room and saw that the students were with me to this point, I was ready to help them make the leap into the next part of our discussion.

The Dream Team of Angels


"Imagine you are G-d, and you want to coach a team, or in G-d's terms, you want to create a world. You already have a dream team; they are called angels. Angels don't fight, they don't get sick and they don't die. Angels listen to the word of G-d and carry out His request without question; in other words, they are perfect. But G-d wanted more.


"There is no challenge in 'coaching' angels. So what did G-d do? G-d created humankind, He created you and me and gave us a game plan, a guidebook that teaches us how to live a champion life. We might not get all the plays right, sometimes we think we are doing the right thing but then realize that we were confused and end up in the wrong place at the wrong time.


We often stumble. Yet when we manage to overcome all of the setbacks and touch the Divine within us, when we commit ourselves to a life of love and light, this causes the greatest satisfaction to G-d, the Creator of the universe."


While I may not have covered all the facts in my 30 minutes with each class, hopefully I gave them something to think about the next Sunday during kickoff: that we can all do something not only for ourselves and the world, but also for Hashem."

Reprinted from last week’s email of Good Shabbos Everyone.

What’s the Right Thing to Do?
Joining in on a Siyum


Question: A friend of mine who is a serious student of Talmud invited me to a mesiba (party) that he is making in honor of his having completed an entire mesechta (Tractate) of the Babylonian Talmud. Is there any point in my being a part of this siyum given that I did not study and complete that mesechta?


Answer: The Talmud (Mesechta Sabbat 118b) relates that the Sage Abaye made a mesiba for all the students in his yeshiva when even only one of them completed a mesechta. This is the source for the halachic ruling that such a mesibat siyum is considered a seudat mitzvah for all the participants.


Two reasons are given by the commentators for this Sage’s policy of celebrating a siyum. One is the Midrash relating to the feast that King Solomon made for all his servants when he was granted the wish for superior wisdom that he made in a prophetic dream. This, notes the Midrash, is the source for making a celebration upon completing the Torah.

A Cause for Celebration


Just as the increase of wisdom of one man was a cause for celebration for his entire entourage, so too is the increase of Torah knowledge a reason to celebrate. This is why we celebrate on Simchat Torah upon completion of an entire year’s public reading of the Torah. This, too, is the reason for celebrating a siyum on even one mesechta.


A second reason is based on one of the Talmudic explanations of why the fifteenth day of the Month of Av is considered a special day in our calendar. This was the day when the kohanim climaxed their work of preparing wood for use on the altar in the Beit Hamikdash, a climax that they celebrated with a feast.


The great joy with which they performed this mitzvah throughout the year reached its peak with this climax and demanded expression. The joy with which one studies the Talmud, page-by-page, reaches its peak with the completion and a mesibat siyum is in order.


As far as you are concerned, aren’t you happy to participate in the other simchot of your friend?

Reprinted from this week’s email of OHR NET, the Ohr Somayach Torah Magazine of the Internet.

The Human Side of the Story

Bread or Stockings?

By Rabbi Mendel Weinbach

One of the great chassidic leaders of the past generation was Rabbi Yekutiel Yehuda Halberstam, the Klausenberger Rebbe. Scores of legends have been related and written about this extraordinary sage, especially about his experiences in a concentration camp and the encouragement he provided for his fellow sufferers during the war and after their liberation.


Assuming the role of surrogate father to surviving orphans, he consented to offer each of them, boys and girls, the parental blessing customarily given before Yom Kippur.


After blessing one such girl he gently urged her to wear stockings for the sake of feminine modesty. When she asked in return whether her severely limited funds should be used for buying bread or stockings, this warmhearted Torah giant quickly removed his own stockings and gave them to her.
Reprinted from this week’s email of OHR NET, the Ohr Somayach Torah Magazine of the Internet.
Observant Survivors Keep the Faith after Holocaust

By the Associated Press


JERUSALEM (AP) – It's a huge question for observant Jews: How can one still believe in a merciful G-d after suffering through the worst genocide in history?


As the world marks Holocaust Remembrance Day on Friday, members of Israel's most devout group will remember the victims with prayer, study of scripture and a deep conviction in a grand plan that is beyond their earthly comprehension.


Many notable survivors, including Nobel laureate Elie Wiesel, have famously questioned where G-d was during the Holocaust. But survivors from the insular ultra-Orthodox community say they felt a Divine presence even in the worst places imaginable.


After years of silence, a small group of pious elderly survivors have begun meeting in a weekly support group at a senior center in the ultra-Orthodox neighborhood of Mea Shearim in Jerusalem, sharing their thoughts on how they reconcile with a L-rd that allowed the destruction of their homes, their families and 6 million of their people.
How Could this Have Happened 
Without the A-mighty


"We stayed alive. We survived. How could this have happened without the A-mighty?" said Alex Seidenfeld, an 82-year-old survivor from Hungary, who said he saw "miracles" unfold daily in Nazi concentration camps. "The A-mighty knows what He is doing. He has a plan that we sometimes don't understand."


The ultra-Orthodox support group is the first of its kind, and members say their community's public silence on the Holocaust has been misunderstood. In the eyes of most secular Israelis, the ultra-Orthodox have, at best, a cavalier approach to the Holocaust.
The Ultra-Orthodox Don’t Participate 
In Secular Holocaust Ceremonies


When Israel holds its own Holocaust commemorations each spring, the ultra-Orthodox do not participate. They ignore the two-minute air raid siren that brings the country to a standstill, calling it a foreign ritual unfit for Jews. They shun the somber songs and speeches of official ceremonies and reject the Israeli ethos of a Zionist state rising out the ashes of the Holocaust.


This has fueled anger toward the ultra-Orthodox from mainstream Israelis, who resent the closed community for avoiding military service, imposing religious restrictions on others and for collecting government subsidies to study in seminaries rather than entering the work force.


There have been street clashes, during which extremists in the ultra-Orthodox community have further antagonized other Israelis by calling policemen and journalists Nazis.


At a recent protest by a fringe group against secular resistance to ultra-Orthodox gender segregation, demonstrators wore yellow Nazi-like Star of David patches with the word "Jude," German for Jew. They dressed their children in striped black-and-white uniforms associated with Nazi camps, transporting them in the back of a truck. The image of a child mimicking an iconic photo of a terrified Jewish boy in the Warsaw Ghetto appeared on the front of every newspaper.


Most ultra-Orthodox denounced such protests, but that made little difference to mainstream Israelis.

The Ultra-Orthodox Were the Hardest

Hit of All Jewish Communities


Yet these provocations belie the fact that the ultra-Orthodox community was perhaps the hardest hit of any in World War II. Easily identified by their long beards, sidelocks and distinctive black garb, they were targeted first. Nearly all their seminaries were destroyed, their rabbinical leaders murdered and the community almost entirely obliterated.


Unlike the Zionists, who found comfort in establishing Israel, or communists who sought immersion in the Soviet Union, the ultra-Orthodox largely had no solace in the war's aftermath, said Amos Goldberg, a Holocaust scholar at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem.

Focused Only on Rehabilitating their Community


"Their spiritual center was destroyed. They were inferior compared to other ideologies like liberal America, which was attractive after the war," he said. "They were focused on one thing only — rehabilitating their community."


Today, the ultra-Orthodox have rebounded in Israel, where they number about 800,000 people, about 10 percent of the country's population. Although no firm figures are available, they are believed to account for a small percentage of Israel's 200,000 aging Holocaust survivors.

United Nation’s International

Holocaust Remembrance Day


The United Nations designated Jan. 27 as International Holocaust Remembrance Day, marking the date of the liberation of the Auschwitz death camp. But Israel marks its annual day — officially titled "Holocaust and Heroism Remembrance Day" — in the spring to coincide with the Hebrew date of the war's greatest symbol of resistance, the ultimately doomed Warsaw ghetto uprising.


The ultra-Orthodox pay little attention to this day because they have "a different notion of heroism," Goldberg said. "They think heroism is not just resistance, but rather keeping their faith despite all the obstacles."


In the Jerusalem support group, the men recite psalms, study scripture and hear sermons. Female survivors meet separately once a week at the Misgav Lakashish seniors club.


"We don't come to a standstill once a year, we mark the Holocaust each day in our prayers," said Rabbi Benjamin Kovalsky, who organizes the meetings. "The approach is different. This meeting is our air raid siren. Every week we deliver a slap to Hitler with the very fact that we are here."


Like many other survivors, these men kept silent for decades, hiding their stories even from their own families.

Hard to Talk About What They Endured


"It's hard to talk about it, because each time you do you relive it," said Gabriel Klein, 74. "It's as if I am seeing again what I saw there."


In the three years since they began meeting, though, they've begun to open up, finding a kinship with others.


Yehoshua Herbst, 76, recalled how his wife's grandfather was torn to shreds after a Nazi guard unleashed his attack dog.


"Why did he deserve this death? I don't understand. The explanation is that there are things we just cannot understand. But the L-rd has his reasons," he said, before paraphrasing a famous rabbi who lost 11 of his children in the Holocaust. "I am proud that I belong to the people who were murdered and happy that I do not belong to the people who murdered."

A Rare Opportunity to Observe a Session


The group gave The Associated Press a rare opportunity to observe a session, but neither Klein nor Herbst were available for interviews afterward.


Seidenfeld, who lived in the United States for 50 years before emigrating to Israel a decade ago, said he prays not only for the souls of his martyred family but also for those whose entire families were murdered and left no descendants behind to recite Kadish — the Jewish prayer for the dead.

Saying Kaddish for the Forgotten Martyrs


"There are so many people who died without anyone remembering that they lived, so I say Kadish for them. I keep those people in mind every day of my life," he said.


Seidenfeld added that he resents the term survivor, since he doesn't think he ever truly "survived" the experience.


"We believe that those who gave their souls in the L-rd's name are enjoying heaven, and basking in G-d's splendor," he said. "They did not suffer. We, the remnants, are those who have suffered from illness, fear and nightmares for 70 years and are suffering still."


Kovalsky, the group's leader, said his community viewed the Holocaust as the latest in a series of blows delivered against the Jewish people over thousands of years. Thus trying to explain G-d's motives is futile.


"It's like asking questions in the last 10 minutes of a movie," he said. "We are actors at the end of this movie and we don't question the plans of the A-mighty. That is our true faith."

Reprinted from an Associated Press dispatch distributed to subscribing media outlets on January 26, 2012.

Tennessee Bar Mitzvah Boy 
Preserves Holocaust-Era Records

By Libby Herz
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	Jeremy Benjamin, 13, volunteered for the World Memory Project before his bar mitzvah in Nashville, Tenn. (Photo: Rick Malkin)



In the months before bar mitzvah boy Jeremy Benjamin ascended to the Torah at his Nashville, Tenn., synagogue, he learned to don the prayer boxes known as tefillin and to read from Judaism’s holiest scroll—all in all, standard pre–13th birthday fare for a Jewish young man. But Benjamin spent quite some time on an activity just as necessary: he helped preserve the memories of hundreds of Holocaust survivors.

In addition to the typical bar mitzvah training, Chabad-Lubavitch Rabbi Yitzchok Tiechtel requests that his students volunteer in a humanitarian effort of their choice.
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Rabbi Yitzchok Tiechtel requests of all of his students to volunteer in a humanitarian effort of their choice. (Photo: Rick Malkin)

“We train our bar mitzvah kids not just to read the Torah, but to actually live it,” he emphasizes.


Jeremy couldn’t decide on a project. First, he considered volunteering at a shelter.
Looking for a Special Chesed Project


“But tons of people were doing it,” recalls his mother, Jordie Benjamin.


After the shelter idea was nixed, Jeremy and his mom began throwing around other ideas. Finally, Jeremy decided to volunteer for the World Memory Project.


A collaboration between the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum and Ancestry.com, the memory project seeks to preserve and upload thousands of documents containing details about Holocaust victims and survivors. With only 2,200 volunteers worldwide, the project is constantly looking for help, and Jeremy grabbed the chance.


“It’s pretty cool, because you get to read the documents and then write them out so they’re searchable online,” he says.


Jeremy works together with his parents, who help him decipher the sometimes unintelligible handwriting on the original documents.
A Great Help to People 
Researching their Ancestors


“I was surprised that all these records weren’t already public,” says Jeremy’s father, David Benjamin. “It’s so important for people to know where they come from. I feel like there are probably a lot of people who are going to want to find out about their ancestors this way. If the records are searchable online, relatives could find them.”


A few hours every week, Jeremy and his parents read through scanned copies of handwritten documents. These documents contain the names, birthdays, marriage status, and other information of somebody’s grandfather, great-aunt or sister. After deciphering the handwriting, Jeremy types the information into an online database that’s part of a free online resource.
Just by Typing a Name


“Now, just by typing a [Holocaust survivor’s] name in Google, you can find out what happened to them,” explains Jordie Benjamin.


Elaine Culbertson never knew much about her grandfather, who died in the Holocaust. She discovered his information while searching through archives similar to those that Jeremy inputs weekly. Discovering documentation about her grandfather’s life gave Culbertson a clearer picture of who her grandfather was.


“It made him into a real person for me, not a ghost of the past,” she says. “The fact that there were documents to prove that he had once lived and that he had died—that was an amazing find for me.”


Jeremy wanted to mark his entry into adulthood with a project that would enhance the lives of others.


“A bar mitzvah is a big milestone, because it comes once in a lifetime,” he says. “It’s when you become a man.”


By restoring the identities of those who were once lost to the world, he says he is filling in the gap of a lost generation, and helping a countless number of people create family connections, one name at a time.

Reprinted from this week’s email of Chabad.Org Magazine.
A Bronx Tale

By Ted Regencia and Lindsay Minerva


After the congregants of an Orthodox synagogue could no longer afford their rent, they found help in the local mosque.
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Members of the Chabad of East Bronx worship in the Islamic Cultural Center of North America. (Photo by Ted Regencia

Near the corner of Westchester Avenue and Pugsley Street in Parkchester, just off the elevated tracks of the No. 6 train, Yaakov Wayne Baumann stood outside a graffiti-covered storefront on a chilly Saturday morning. Suited up in a black overcoat with a matching wide-brimmed black fedora, the thickly bearded 42-year-old chatted with elderly congregants as they entered the building for Shabbat service.


The only unusual detail: This synagogue is a mosque.


Or rather, it’s housed inside a mosque. That’s right: Members of the Chabad of East Bronx, an ultra-Orthodox synagogue, worship in the Islamic Cultural Center of North America, which is home to the Al-Iman mosque.


“People have a misconception that Muslims hate Jews,” said Baumann. “But here is an example of them working with us.”


Indeed, though conventionally viewed as adversaries both here and abroad, the Jews and Muslims of the Bronx have been propelled into an unlikely bond by a demographic shift. The borough was once home to an estimated 630,000 Jews, but by 2002 that number had dropped to 45,100, according to a study by the Jewish Community Relations Council. At the same time, the Muslim population has been increasing. In Parkchester alone, there are currently five mosques, including Masjid Al-Iman.

A Unique Meeting Under the Same Roof


“Nowhere in the world would Jews and Muslims be meeting under the same roof,” said Patricia Tomasulo, the Catholic Democratic precinct captain and Parkchester community organizer, who first introduced the leaders of the synagogue and mosque to each other. “It’s so unique.”


The relationship started years ago, when the Young Israel Congregation, then located on Virginia Avenue in Parkchester, was running clothing drives for needy families, according to Leon Bleckman, now 78, who was at the time the treasurer of the congregation.
Shiek and Founder of Muslim Center


One of the recipients was Sheikh Moussa Drammeh, the founder of the Al-Iman Mosque, who was collecting donations for his congregants—many of whom are immigrants from Africa. The 49-year-old imam is an immigrant from Gambia in West Africa who came to the United States in 1986. After a year in Harlem, he moved to Parkchester, where he eventually founded the Muslim center and later established an Islamic grade school. 
Through that initial meeting, a rapport developed between the two houses of worship, and the synagogue continued to donate to the Islamic center, among other organizations.

Years of Declining Membership


But in 2003, after years of declining membership, Young Israel was forced to sell its building at 1375 Virginia Ave., according to a database maintained by Yeshiva University, which keeps historical records of synagogues. Before the closing, non-religious items were given away; in fact, among the beneficiaries was none other than Drammeh, who took some chairs and tables for his center.


Meanwhile, Bleckman and the remaining members moved to a nearby storefront location, renting it for $2,000 a month including utilities. With mostly elderly congregants, Young Israel struggled to survive financially and, at the end of 2007, was forced to close for good. The remaining congregants were left without a place to pray. During the synagogue’s farewell service, four young men from the Chabad Lubavitch world headquarters in Crown Heights showed up. Three months earlier, Bleckman, then chairman of the synagogue’s emergency fund, had appealed for help from the Chabad.

Boys from Chabad Saved Us


“The boys from the Chabad said they came to save us,” said Bleckman. “We were crying.”


At this point, Chabad took over the congregational reins from Young Israel, with members officially adopting the new name Chabad of East Bronx. Still, for the next six to seven weeks, Bleckman said they could not even hold a service because they had nowhere to hold it.


When Drammeh learned of their plight, he immediately volunteered to accommodate them at the Muslim center at 2006 Westchester Ave.—for free.

A Chance to Repay Those 

Who Helped His Community


“They don’t pay anything, because these are old folks whose income are very limited now,” said Drammeh, adding that he felt it was his turn to help the people who had once helped him and his community. “Not every Muslim likes us, because not every Muslim believes that Muslims and Jews should be like this,” Drammeh said, referring to the shared space. But “there’s no reason why we should hate each other, why we cannot be families.” Drammeh in particular admires the dedication of the Chabad rabbis, who walked 15 miles from Brooklyn every Saturday to run prayer services for the small Parkchester community.


For the first six months, congregants held Friday night Sabbath services inside Drammeh’s cramped office. As more people began joining the congregation, Drammeh offered them a bigger room where they could set up a makeshift shul. (When it’s not in use, students from the Islamic school use it as their classroom.) Inside the synagogue, a worn, beige cotton curtain separates the men and women who attend the service.


A solitary chandelier hangs just above the black wooden arc that holds the borrowed Torah, which is brought weekly from the Chabad headquarters. A large table covered with prayer books stands in the center, and a picture of the Lubavitcher Rebbe is displayed prominently on a nearby wall. During Shabbat, when Jewish congregants are strictly prohibited from working, they have to rely on the Muslim workers at the center or on Drammeh to do simple chores such as turning on the light and switching on the heater.

Coming from Crown Heights

For the Past Two Years


At first, it did not make sense, said Hana Kabakow, wife of Rabbi Meir Kabakow. “I was surprised,” said the 26-year-old congregant who was born and raised in Israel. “But when I came here I understood.” The Kabakows have been coming to the service from Brooklyn for the last two years.


Harriet Miller, another congregant, said she appreciated the center’s accommodating the synagogue. “They are very sweet people,” said the 79-year-old Bronx native and long-time resident of Parkchester, who added that she welcomes the new Muslim immigrants in her neighborhood: “We were not brought up to hate.”

Creating a Model of Religious Tolerance


Drammeh also understands the importance of teaching tolerance more broadly, and for turning the school—which was itself founded at the nearby St. Helena Catholic Church on, of all days, Sept. 11, 2001—into a model of sorts for religious tolerance in New York.


“We’re not as divided as the media portrays us to be,” Drammeh said. “Almost 90 percent of Jewish, Muslim, and Christian teachings are the same.”


While the Jewish congregants are thankful for their new home, they hope that one day they can rebuild their own synagogue. That day may be far off: Even now that they have space to worship, they still struggle to operate.

Lacking Proper Heating Inside


They don’t have proper heating inside, and the portable working heater could not reach the separate area where the elderly women are seated, forcing them to wear their jackets during the entire service. Congregants are appealing for financial support from the Jewish community and other congregations.


But Leon Bleckman and others say they now also have loftier goals, including reviving the Jewish presence in the neighborhood and reaffirming the positive relationship with their Muslim friends. “We are able to co-exist together side by side in the same building,” said Assistant Rabbi Avi Friedman, 42. “That’s sort of like a taste of the future world to come—the messianic future where all people live in peace.”

Reprinted from the website of Tablet Magazine.

Forward Forum 

Jack Lew and the 
Power of Shabbat

Obama's Chief of Staff Will Find 

Ways to Serve and Observe

By Ethan Tucker


I hold two truths to be self-evident: First, the Jewish people and the world need Shabbat like never before. Second, the Torah intends for Jews — especially observant ones — to be visible, engaged in society and capable of taking on responsibility for others as opposed to just looking out for their parochial interests.
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Jack and Barack: Jack Lew is the new White House chief of staff. (Photo by Getty Images)


In most cases, these two truths coexist in harmony: Six days a week, a Shabbat-observant Jew can and should engage fully with the world and use the passion and wisdom of the Jewish tradition to make a mark on the broader society. And on the seventh day, like God before her, she should rest, turning within to rejuvenate, to recharge and to model the promise of a weekly respite from non-stop labor.
These Question Are All the More Relevant


But how do we think about Shabbat-observant Jews performing those functions that require seven days of work, or at least occasional work on Saturdays? As Jack Lew, a Shabbat-observant Jew takes over as White House chief of staff, these questions are all the more relevant. What is the role of Shabbat in an increasingly 24/7 world? Can we revel in the appointment of an observant Jew to the highest and busiest of executive jobs without compromising our covenantal obligations in the name of Shabbat?


We live at a moment when interest in Shabbat is being rekindled, as broad swaths of people feel enslaved by the incessant nature of the information age. We are witness to a world crying out for a Sabbath.
Something Precious to Teach the World


Shabbat-observant Jews would seem to have a heightened obligation then to turn off, power down and stay at home. We have something precious to teach the world and our most influential members must lead the charge. Shabbat stands for humility in a world of such total human domination that we risk forgetting that we did not bring this world into being. And it stands for a vision of human society that rejects the constant work that characterizes slavery.


Still, working for the government on Shabbat presents observant Jews with an interesting and unique dilemma. Jewish sources have grappled with Jewish power in the past, but mostly in the context of lobbyists and attachés to power, rather than those who wield power themselves.

A Rich Legal Literature on Kerovei Malkhut

While there is a rich legal literature regarding those who are kerovei malkhut — Jews involved in governmental circles who are in a position to appeal to gentile authorities on behalf of Jews — there is comparatively little on those actually involved in malkhut, the administration of society. Sometimes the categories of pikuah nefesh — the authorization to violate Shabbat in order to save a life — are applied creatively and broadly. But this skirts the issue: 
Are Jews authorized and empowered to do the 24/7 things that are required for a modern society to function? Should we really say that Jews, at least in a gentile, diasporic government, may have to be among the represented, but not among those who represent?


In the Babylonian Talmud, we get hints of what another approach might look like. Rav Sheshet, a Babylonian sage of the third and fourth centuries CE, issues the following bold ruling: One who is purchasing territory (from a gentile) in the Land of Israel may write the bill of sale even on Shabbat. The Talmud is so shocked by this ruling — writing is a core violation of Shabbat and no lives are at stake! — that it assumes that it must have been misunderstood. Rav Sheshet is amended to make the more moderate statement that one can instruct a gentile to write the bill of sale, such that the violation of Shabbat is indirect and done by a non-Jew.
Not a Mere Error in Transmission


But as any good student of Talmud will tell you, the original version of Rav Sheshet would not have been preserved were it a mere error in transmission. While its conclusions were unacceptable to the Talmud’s editors — completely understandably — it is highly likely that Rav Sheshet himself in fact said what he is quoted as saying. How could he issue such a radical ruling, seemingly at odds with the universally accepted principle that only danger to life trumps Shabbat?


It seems Rav Sheshet is sensitive to the need to take statecraft seriously as a value in and of itself. Without control of the Land of Israel, argues Rav Sheshet, there can be no sovereign, independent Jewish society that will truly stand for the values of Shabbat and Judaism more broadly. Just as the preservation of life supersedes Shabbat because Shabbat is meant to be a lived mitzvah, one that cannot be fulfilled in death, so too, for Rav Sheshet, acquiring control of Jewish space is a prerequisite for creating a Jewish world that can model Shabbat in all of its fullness.
A Thrilling Moment for Shabbat Observance


We live in a thrilling moment for Shabbat observance. It is a moment in which the general culture is truly ready to hear much of its message. And it is also a moment in which being observant is not a barrier to serving one’s country and society at the highest echelons of power.


I am sure Jack Lew will find ways to avoid all unnecessary meetings on Shabbat and will be in a position to avoid certain concrete physical tasks like writing that have been core elements of Shabbat observance for millennia. But when he does find himself in the office on a Saturday — beckoned by the president to deal with issues of national concern — I hope he and we will remember Rav Sheshet’s insight: The Jew’s commitment to infusing our world with Jewish values and leadership is ultimately a 24/7 endeavor.
Reprinted from this week’s email of the AJOP (Association for Jewish Outreach Programs) Update. The article originally appeared on the January 19th website of the Jewish Daily Forward. Rabbi Ethan Tucker is Rosh Yeshiva and Chair of Jewish Law at Mechon Hadar, in New York City. 
A Moment with Rabbi Avigdor Miller, Zt”l

How Are We to 

Understand Suffering?

	QUESTION:


 

Is it a kindliness of Hashem that people are suffering in this world?
	ANSWER:
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Now, let's take a visit to all the dentist’s offices. The dentists are devils. They're standing with instruments of torture, and they're inflicting suffering on people. And when they get through with them, they say, “Pay me!”

Should We Close all Dentist Offices?


We should close down all the dentist offices! Of course we understand the dentists are angels of mercy. For that little bit of suffering we're going to be spared a great deal of trouble later in life.

Therefore we understand that people in the hospitals are being given a treatment. Some are being treated so that when they come out they will be happier for the rest of their lives. Some are being treated, they should be happy in the next world, because the next world is the real life.


Now if you're trying to solve the problems of this world by ignoring Olam Habah, then I explained once: it’s like a child going into a wedding hall and he sees people giving all their coats away through a little hole in the wall to a man, and they get back a little piece of paper. And the child asks, “What kind of business is that?”


He doesn't know that they are putting their coats away for awhile; they're going into a wedding hall where they are going to enjoy a lot of things. And therefore if you don't know that there's a lobby and there's a wedding hall, you won’t understand this world. This world is only a lobby. Olam Hazeh Domeh L'prozdor, it's a lobby for Olam Habah. Haskain Atzmicha B'prozdor, prepare yourself in this P'rozdor.

Some People Are Too Lazy to Prepare 

Themselves for Olam Habah


Now some people are lazy, they didn't prepare themselves. So here is a man walking with his overcoat in a posh fancy wedding hall. So the usher at the entrance says, “Nothing doing, sir.” And the man says, “I want to go with my coat.” So the usher pulls off his coat from him. And so some people didn't prepare themselves for Olam Habah and they're still covered with all kind of woolly things. 


So Hakadosh Baruch Hu says, “My friend, come into the hospital, let’s remove a little bit from you. This bad Midah, arrogance, and other wrong things, so you should be ready for the next world.” And therefore people suffer in the hospitals, and then when they die they're purified, because suffering humbles a man.

One Can’t Be Arrogant When in a Hospital Bed


You can't be an arrogant person when you're in a hospital bed. When you need a bed pan and you're embarrassed, you ring the bell, and the nurse brings the bed pan. You have to move your bowels on a bed pan, you can't be “stuck up” in that situation. It's very humiliating, and it's the very best experience for a lot of people.


They have to be humiliated to get to the next world, because Ga’avah Rosh Kol Chatos, arrogance is one of the worst qualities. Also, suffering teaches the person to sympathize with others. And a man who goes through it himself, he is in a hospital bed, even though he dies in the hospital he dies a better man, he has sympathy for mankind.


And therefore the hospital is nothing but a dentist’s office where the people are getting fillings that will last them forever and ever.

Reprinted from this week’s email of “A Moment with Rabbi Avigdor Miller, Zt”l” based on a transcription from questions that were posed to Harav Miller by the audience at the Thursday night lectures. To listen to the audio of this Q & A please dial: 201-676-3210
It Once Happened

The Tzadeket Rivka


The Baal Shem Tov sat under warm, fur blankets in his carriage as it sped down the dirt road toward the town of Satnov. As the carriage neared the town the strange light emanating from there became brighter and brighter. It was not the light of a fire, nor any natural phenomenon, but a spiritual light discernable to the tzadik alone. 


When the Besht entered the suburbs of Satnov he was greeted by a great many people who crowded around to see the famous tzadik. After a short while he addressed himself to the crowd: "Do you know that a great tzadeket lives among you--a truly righteous woman, whose light I was able to perceive even from afar." 

“You Are Talking About the Tzadeket Rivka”


"Of course, we know her. You are talking about the tzadeket, Rivka. She is known all around these parts for her piety and good deeds." 

The Besht was very interested in hearing more about this unusual woman and even expressed his wish to meet her. 


"Oh, you don't have to worry about that," replied one townsman with a smile. "She'll be here soon enough to see you. You see, Rivka will be here to ask you for a donation for the upkeep of needy families. She won't miss this opportunity."
Asking the Baal Shem Tov for a Donation


He was right, for not an hour had passed before Rivka appeared before the Baal Shem Tov, asking for a donation. "Would the esteemed rabbi be good enough to contribute something for poor families?" she asked. 


"Of course," replied the Besht as he handed her a small coin. 


"Oh, I'm so sorry, but I can't accept such a small amount," she said, peering down at the copper coin. "You must have misunderstood me. You see, I am collecting for people who are poverty stricken and ill. They need expensive medicines and nourishing food. I need much more than that." 


The Baal Shem Tov responded by giving her a few more small coins. She looked at him sternly and said in a strong voice, "No, this is still not enough. I can't accept anything less than forty rubles." 


The Baal Shem Tov was very impressed with Rivka, but he pretended to be angry. "What a chutzpa! Who are you to demand such a huge sum? Do you imagine that you are the treasurer of the whole town? Why, I wouldn't be surprised if you pocketed three-quarters of the money!" 


Rivka was not intimidated and stood as before with her hand out in expectation of receiving the money. The Besht didn't disappoint her. With forty rubles in her hand, the woman finally went on her way. 

Comes Again to the Besht with a Request


That night Rivka again appeared before the Besht with a request. But this time it was not money that she wanted. Instead, she asked for the tzadik's prayers. "Please, Rebbe, pray for the town doctor who is very ill." 

"For that no-good sinner! Why the world would be a better place without the likes of him," replied the Besht. 


"Oh, no," countered Rivka. "First of all, no one has seen him in the act of sinning, and secondly, he is completely ignorant of the severity of his sins. I'm sure that if he understood what he was doing, he would stop immediately."
The Town Doctor Had Been 

Convicted by a Celestial Court


The Besht was satisfied with that answer, for he knew that the man's death had been demanded by the Celestial Court, and the good defense Rivka had just given was necessary to stay the decree. Not long after, the doctor recovered. 


The townspeople told many stories about Rivka. Once, her two grown sons decided they should interrupt their Torah studies to come to visit their mother for a Shabbat. But Rivka's greatest pleasure was in the knowledge that her sons were devoting themselves to the study of Torah, and she didn't wish them to be interrupted from their holy pursuit.
Speaks to Her Sons on

The Day Before Shabbat


On the day before Shabbat she called her beloved sons to her. "I'm going to ask you to do something for me, and I want you to promise to do as I say." 


They looked at her in surprise and answered, "Mother, why do you imagine we wouldn't? We will certainly do whatever you wish." 


"In that case, I want you to go back to your yeshiva now, before Shabbat. I know it may sound strange, but you will do me more honor by spending your precious time in Torah study." 


"But, mother, we haven't seen you for so long, and we came especially to visit." 


"My sons, try to understand: Seeing you gives me great nachas, but I'm willing to wait for my reward in the World of Truth. Go back and continue your learning, so as not to waste a single precious moment. I have already prepared a carriage for you, packed with the special foods you love for the holy Shabbat. Go safely and prepare for me the eternal nachas which awaits me in the World of Truth." With that, Rivka blessed her beloved sons and sent them on their way.

Reprinted from the Parshas Bo edition of “L’Chaim,” published by the Lubavitch Youth Organization almost 20 years ago on 7 Shevat 5753 – January 29, 1992.
After 70 Years, a Cabinet Minister's Kaddish for a Father He Never Knew
By David Lev


For the first time in his life, 72 year old Yossi Peled, a cabinet minister in Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu's government, stood last week to say Kaddish for the father he never knew – after being spared from being murdered in the Holocaust as a child when his parents deposited him with a Christian family for the duration of the war.
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Mr. Yossi Peled (Mendelevich)


The little-known circumstances of Peled's early life emerged last Friday, during a ceremony outside Berlin commemorating the 70th anniversary of the Wannsee, where the Nazis made the final decision to exterminate European Jewry. The ceremony, in which Israeli and German officials participated, took place at Wannsee House, the villa where the fateful decision was made.


Speaking to reporters on his return to Israel Wednesday, Peled, whose family name in Europe was Mendelevich, said that “the moment I was asked by the government to participate in the ceremony, where the decision to destroy Jews was made by the inhuman Nazis, I felt the opportunity had come to say Kaddish and the mourner's prayers for my father, since I had never had the opportunity to pray at his grave.”

The Rest of the Peled Family 

Was Deported from Belgium


Peled's father, along with the rest of his family, was deported from Belgium, where the family had escaped to after the Nazi onslaught on their native Poland in 1939. Before they were taken, Peled's mother handed him and his two sisters with a Christian family, who protected them during the war, while the rest of the family was taken to Auschwitz. There, all his relatives and siblings – except for his mother, who survived the war, were murdered.


Peled's mother returned after the war, nearly six years after he was left with the Christian family – and he was shocked to learn that he was Jewish, he said. His mother took him and his sisters to Israel, making aliyah as the state was established. Peled went on to a 30 year career in the IDF and a long stint in the Knesset – and last week, as an official in the government of Israel, Peled felt that the time had come to say Kaddish in honor of the father he never knew, in the epicenter of where the decision to murder him, and six million other Jews, was made.

Today I am Jepke Mendelevich


“My name is Yossi Peled, a minister in the government of Israel and a former IDF general, but it is not Yossi Peled standing before you today,” he told the crowd at Friday's ceremony. “This building, which was witness to one of the most difficult moments in the history of humanity, is host today to Jepke Mendelevich,” Peled said, using the nickname he acquired as a youngster.


“Seventy years may have passed, but neither 70 nor 700 years will be enough to make us forget the savagery we experienced. In my mind's eye I see the millions marching to their deaths,” Peled said, “one of them the father I was not privileged to know, and next to whose grave I never had the opportunity to pray, nor to say the Mourner's Kaddish, as is customary for a son to say for his deceased father.”


And, at the end of the ceremony, Peled indeed intoned the ancient words of the Kaddish, in memory of his father, and the millions of other victims of the Holocaust.


“I cannot say I have closed a circle,” Peled said upon his return to Israel. “This is a circle that can never be closed. But there is no question that this was one of the most emotional moments in my life.”
Reprinted from the January 26, 2012 email of Arutz Sheva (IsraelNationalNews.com).
Kavanot for Tefillin

By Rabbi Shmuel Ani
 


Ramban teaches that the four passages in the Tefillin -- i.e., two passages from this week's Parasha respecting the Exodus and the first two passages from the Shema -- are central to Judaism.

The former, which speak of the Exodus, are basic to our awareness of G-d, for it is when we saw that:

(a) He liberated us and made us His nation,


(b) He showed us that He controls nature,


(c) nothing and no one can thwart His will,


(d) He communicates through prophets, and


(e) He carries out His words at will.

The two passages from the Shema express


1. G-d's Oneness and Kingship,


2. the concept of reward and punishment and the responsibility to observe the Mitzvot.


These principles must always be with us -- on our arms (i.e., in our actions and opposite our heart which is the seat of emotion) and on our head (i.e., in our intellect and memory).

Reprinted from this week’s email from Rabbi Shmuel Ani, director of the Sarah Dabah Elementary School and rav of the Madison Torah Center in Flatbush.
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