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Midrash and Talmud

The Bashert

By Rabbi Sholom Klass

“Forty days before the child is born, a heavenly voice rings out ‘This child is destined to be wed to this child and this child to be wed to this child’” (Sotah 2a).

The Sefer Masok Ha’or relates the following story:

Shlomo HaMelech had a beautiful and wise daughter. As she got older, he sought a husband for her. Astrologers advised the king that she was destined to marry the poorest man in the kingdom.

Shlomo HaMelech understood that if this was Hashem’s choice, it would be, but decided to create an opportunity for people to clearly see Yad Hashem. So, on a small island in the Mediterranean Sea, he built a castle and surrounded it with high walls. Placing his daughter in this castle under the watch of seventy of his most trusted elders, the king sealed the door – he had the only key.

“Now I’ll see how G-d fulfills his mission,” said the wise king.

Many months passed. One day a young man was wandering alone in a forest on his travels to a certain city. He was tired and hungry and, as night approached, began looking for shelter. He spied an empty carcass of a cow and crept inside it to keep warm and quickly fell asleep.

Soon a large eagle approached and, seeing the carcass, lifted it up with the man in it and soared away looking for a place where he could eat in solitude. After a while, he landed on the roof of the princess’s castle on the island.

When the young man awoke, he did not know where he was. As he looked around, the princess looked out and saw him.

“Who are you and what are you doing here?” she asked.

“I am a young Jew from the city of Acco and it seems a large bird carried me here,” he said.

Noticing his tattered clothes, the princess brought him into the castle and found him suitable clothing and food to eat. There was such a transformation in the young man after he bathed and dressed in the aristocratic clothes. In conversation it became clear that the young man was a talmid chacham who spent his days steeped in learning.

After a short time, the princess asked him if he would marry her.

“With all my heart,” was the reply. “But how can we?”

It is said that the Malach Gavriel acted as an witness and the young man pricked his finger and used his own blood to write the kesuva.

After a few days, the guards discovered what happened and quickly sent word to Shlomo HaMelech that despite their vigilance the young princess had married.

Some days later Shlomo HaMelech arrived at the island and questioned his daughter, “This is my husband whom G-d sent me down from the heavens,” she said. “He is a talmid chacham and we have been halachically married.” She then produced their marriage contract which was written in their blood.

Shlomo HaMelech was overjoyed that she had met her destined mate and that Hashem’s clear hashgacha would be seen by all.

“Rabos machshavos b’lev ish – many are the thoughts of man; v’atzat Hashem he takum – but it is the will of Hashem that stands.”

Reprinted from the July 11, 2014 edition of The Jewish Press.

Good Shabbos Everyone

When a Car Breaks Down in A Dangerous Neighborhood

By Rabbi Shimon Finkelman

Rabbi Leibish Langer is a rebbe at the Mirrer Yeshiva in Brooklyn and teaches one night a week at Yeshiva Darchei Torah in Far Rockaway, near Queens. One night, Rabbi Langer was on his way back to Brooklyn with a carload of talmidim-students when his car hit a pothole and stalled in one of the crummier areas of Queens. He could not restart the car. 

The neighborhood where the mishap occurred was known to be dangerous and the boys were tense. Rabbi Langer told the boys that they should collectively pledge money to a R' Meir Baal HaNeis tzedakah and then recite a chapter of Tehillim together. 

Rabbi Langer assured the boys that Hashem would surely watch over them. Almost immediately, two policemen cruising by noticed the stranded car and stopped. Just then a yeshiva student driving by also stopped. The police radioed a road service company, which responded that its crew could be there in an hour and a half. The police could not wait there all that time, but they cautioned Rabbi Langer that if he abandoned the car he would probably not find it intact when he returned. 

Rabbi Langer asked the yeshiva student to take the boys to the nearest yeshiva while he waited alone for the road service. The police cautioned him to remain in the car with the doors locked. The other two cars drove off and Rabbi Langer returned to his car, locked the doors from the inside and turned on a tape of a Torah lecture. 

Almost immediately, a car passing by came to a halt and out stepped an African American fellow of imposing appearance. "Got a problem?" the man asked. "No, I'm fine," Rabbi Langer replied. 

"Well, I'm a mechanic and I see you've got a problem. Open the hood and I'll see

what I can do." Rabbi Langer remained in the locked car and opened the hood. It was obvious that the man was making a real effort to get the car started. Finally, the man came around to the driver's window and said, "The fuel is not going into the engine but I can't figure out why. Listen, you can't stay here alone — this is a very dangerous neighborhood! What are you going to do?" 

Before Rabbi Langer could respond, the man went on. "I'll tell you what to do. Come out of the car and stand next to me. You'll see, any Jew that passes by and sees you will stop to help you out. I know — you Jews are humanitarians. And besides that, if you are standing next me, nobody will lay a hand on you!" Somehow, Rabbi Langer believed the man, and he stepped out of the car.

As they stood there, neighborhood teenagers walking by eyed them suspiciously. The man yelled at them in a language they understood to stop staring and get on their way. Within a few minutes, a former yeshiva student who had studied under Rabbi Langer pulled up. "Rebbi, what's the problem?" 
"See!" the man shouted. "I told you someone would stop. Just wait, we'll be here long enough, they'll be twenty Jewish cars lined up to help you. I know you people. I worked for Elite Caterers, a fellow named Shlomo Katz runs it — now, that's a good man!" 

While they were talking, the driver who had taken the boys to a local yeshiva returned to see if he could be of further help. Rabbi Langer assured the African American man that he now had enough help and that the man could leave. 
Rabbi Langer thanked the man and insisted that he accept some money for his services. 

The man refused, and he told Rabbi Langer that in truth, he was not a really mechanic, he merely claimed that he was, in order to be able to protect Rabbi Langer from neighborhood thugs. The man left and moments later, Rabbi Langer and the other two students got the car started. One of the other two drivers followed Rabbi Langer in his car until they were safely out of the neighborhood. (Rabbi Shimon Finkelman, p. 206 Shabbos Stories)
Reprinted from last week’s email of Good Shabbos Everyone.
The “Unfair” Rebuke of

The Sfat Emet’s Grandfather

By Rabbi Asher Yaakov Sinclair

When the Sfat Emet (1847–1905) was a young boy he once stayed up all night learning Torah with a friend. As the dawn started to break he lay down to sleep, exhausted from his efforts. It was nearing midday when the Sfat Emet’s grandfather — the Chidushei HaRim (1798–1866) — entered his room and gave him “mussar” for an entire hour about how his love of sleep had led to his failure to learn Torah with sufficient diligence.

The Sfat Emet listened to his grandfather’s words of rebuke with great attention and without any attempt to vindicate himself. His friend who was standing there was amazed, and afterwards he said, “Why didn’t you say something to defend yourself? After all, you spent the whole night learning!”

The Sfat Emet replied to him, “I didn’t want to interrupt

my grandfather in the middle because I wanted to hear more

mussar from him.”

With that he picked up a Chumash and showed his friend a section in Parshos Masos, “They approached him and said, ‘We will build sheep-pens here for our livestock, and cities for our small children. We shall arm ourselves swiftly in the vanguard of the Children of Yisrael until we have brought them to their place’.”
The Bnei Gad and the Bnei Reuven only defended themselves after Moshe Rabbeinu had severely criticized them (32:6-9). However, from the beginning, the intention of the Bnei Gad and the Bnei Reuven had been to cross the River Yarden and be in the vanguard of the fight. Why then did they wait so long to vindicate themselves? Why did they stand silently while Moshe excoriated them: 
“Shall your brothers go out to battle while you settle here?” and “Behold, you have risen in the place of your fathers, a society of sinful people, to add more to the burning wrath of G-d against Yisrael, and you will destroy this entire people.”(32:14)

Pretty strong stuff (and this is only an excerpt).

Continued the Sfat Emet: “So why didn’t they stop Moshe at the beginning?”

He explained: “Because they wanted to hear more of the sound of mussar from Moshe.”(32:14)

• Source: based on Mayana Shel Torah
Reprinted from the recent Parshas Matos edition of OHRNET, the Ohr Somayach Torah Magazine of the Internet.

The Baal Shem Tov and

The Rabbi of Polnoy

By Rabbi Tuvia Bolton

When the Baal Shem Tov began to teach his new way of serving G-d called Chassidut he met with great opposition; his ideas were simply too different. Today, hundreds of years later, we know that the opposition was baseless but in the beginning it was very rough going.

One of the greatest opponents of the Baal Shem Tov was a genius and a Tzadik (righteous Jew) called Rabbi Yaakov Yosef of Polnoy.

His knowledge of all aspects of Judaism, including Kabala (Jewish Mysticism) was nothing short of phenomenal but his disdain for the Baal Shem Tov was even more so.

It so happened that the Baal Shem Tov was to speak in one of the Synagogues of Polnoy and although Rabbi Yaakov considered having him ousted from the city, from lack of clear evidence he decided not to do so. The people of Polnoy were no fools, he reasoned, and they would certainly pay no attention to this faker.

The Rabbi sat at home, opened a book and began to learn Torah as he did every evening but for some reason he couldn't concentrate. He tried making himself a cup of tea, lying down for a few minutes, praying to G-d for a clear mind and several other tested tricks but nothing seemed to work.

So he decided to take a breath of fresh air. Maybe that would do it. He put on his overcoat, stepped out into the street and in minutes found himself standing outside of the synagogue where the Besh't was speaking.

At first it was impossible to understand a word but suddenly he heard the Besh't say, "You should know that the Rabbi of this town is a very righteous Jew and a unique scholar. In fact he almost has enough merit to bring the Moshiach, he is only lacking one thing."

It was cold outside but the Rabbi didn't feel it. The Besh't was talking about him and he was shaking with rage. He had the urge to just burst in to the synagogue and put a stop to all this nonsense but for some reason he just got nearer to the window and listened.

"Last Tisha B'Av (The fast-day mourning the destruction of both Temples) your great Rabbi was sitting on the floor of the synagogue mourning the destruction with a broken heart. His pain was so genuine that in heaven he made quite an impression. In fact he made such a celestial stir that, somewhat similar to the story of Job, the Satan actually requested from the heavenly court permission to tempt him and permission was granted.

The Satan appeared before your Rabbi as an old Jew with a long white beard holding an apple.

"Rabbi" he said "you look very pale. I know it is a fast day today but it is clear that your life is at stake. You are in serious danger and must eat. After all it is forbidden to endanger your life for the fast. Here," he said offering him the apple, "Just take a bite and save your life"

The Rabbi did suddenly feel very faint but he refused.

The old man didn't give up. "What a shame! All right, if that's what you want. But I just hope you don't die. You look very very bad! Are you sure you won't take just one bite?"

He began to feel even worse, his eyes began to hurt and he felt terribly weak and empty, could it be he was really dying?

But nevertheless he refused a second time.

Everything was going dark around him and it was becoming hard to breathe. "Just one bite!!" crooned the old Jew. The Rabbi was fading fast. He feebly grabbed the apple and made the blessing;

"Blessed are you G-d who created the fruit of trees!"

But before he put the apple to his mouth he suddenly realized it was a trick. He threw the apple at the stranger yelling "Be gone! Get away from me!" and suddenly both the old Jew and his fruit disappeared!

The night after Tisha B'Av your Rabbi went to sleep and had a strange dream. He dreamt that he was walking from the grounds of a massive castle. Just outside the wall he saw a beautiful fenced-in apple orchard with large fragrant trees full of luscious fruits. At the gate of the orchard stood a guard and the Rabbi asked him who the orchard belonged to.

The guard looked him in the eyes and said "It's yours"!

"Mine?" replied the Rabbi. "I have no orchard. My whole life I only sat and learned Torah, I know nothing about planting and harvesting, where would I get an orchard?"

"Oh, it's yours alright" answered the guard "these are all evil fruits created by the false blessing you made. You took G-d's name in vain when you said the blessing on the apple and you didn't eat it"

The Rabbi was paralyzed with fear. "What can I do? How can I repent?"
"I've been ordered to tell you that you should fast and pray to G-d for forgiveness" answered the guard. "When you see a vision of the trees upside down with their roots in the air know you have been forgiven."

"That next morning" the Besh't continued "your Rabbi accepted upon himself a severe program of repentance. He would fast and pray every day of every week drinking only small amounts of water each evening, until he saw the uprooted trees in a vision.

At the end of the first week he had a vision that the fruits had fallen. At the end of the second week he saw that the leaves had withered. At the end of the third he saw the branches had dried up.

But, concluded the Besh't to his audience, he won't see the trees uprooted until he becomes my follower."

The Rabbi standing outside, heard every word and was astounded. The Baal Shem was exactly right! He knew everything; even every detail of his dreams and how to fix his sins.

Rabbi Yaakov Yosef eventually became one of the most devoted of the Besht's pupils and wrote a book called Toldot Yaakov Yosef which was the first to put the Besht's ideas to print.

Reprinted from last week’s email of Yeshiva Ohr Tmimim in Kfar Chabad, Isarel.

Walking To Shul

With My Dad
By Jeffrey Dunetz
I was a three-day a year Jew who stopped by McDonalds on the way to the golf course every Saturday morning. Now I'm being called an observant Jew. What happened?

My face felt flushed and I tried to retain my composure. 
"This is volunteer work. I don't need the fights, the name calling." 
The rabbi sat across from me quietly. I was telling him why I felt it necessary to resign from the board of trustees. When I ran out of reasons (and breath), there was a moment of silence as he studied me. 
He leaned backwards into the chair and began to speak very softly. The rabbi had his own checklist of reasons why I should remain in my position. The last item stopped me dead in my tracks. He said I was an observant Jew who encouraged other people to embrace Judaism.

Observant Jew? Whoa! That was the first time in my life anyone had called me that. I never thought of myself as "observant." Until recently, I was a three-day a year Jew who practically had a booth named after him at the local McDonalds. I stopped there weekly on the way to my 7:25 tee off at the golf course every Saturday morning. My rabbi's very generous use of those words made me suddenly realize how much has changed over such a short period of time.I was told if I ever brought home a "shiksa", my mom would put her head in the oven.
I didn't grow up very observant. Sure, we would go to services two or three times a year on a Friday night, we always went on the High Holidays, had a big meal on Passover, and lit an electric Chanukah menorah every year. My parents worked very hard to instill in me strong feelings for being Jewish; they encouraged me to hang out with Jewish kids, allowed me to continue my religious studies after my Bar Mitzvah; and drove me to countless meetings of Jewish organizations. And of course, I was told if I ever brought home a "shiksa," a non-Jewish girl, my mom would put her head in the oven (it was an idle threat, our oven was electric not gas).

The most vivid thing I remember about growing up is walking with my dad, all 26 blocks between my house and the shul on the High Holidays, both ways. It was such a special time, just my father and me. I would see most everyone else drive their cars, park two blocks away from the locked synagogue parking lot, and walk the rest of the way. 
It was strange that my dad felt the need to walk. Maybe he knew that those walks would light an ember inside me, because as I got as I got older and drifted away from Judaism, the remembrances of those walks kept me from moving completely away.

I always felt comfortable hanging around people who were more religious than me. I worked at the Hebrew Academy Day Camp. I admired my observant friends for their willpower and wished that I could join them in their observance, but I couldn't do it. I believed very strongly in G-d, but I felt that becoming more observant was too high a mountain to scale, especially all at once. And if you couldn't do it all, you were a hypocrite to do just some of it.
I wrapped myself in the blanket of Jewish causes and organizations, protecting myself from the guilt of not being observant. So I went the other direction and became a kind of a "social" Jew. I wrapped myself in the blanket of Jewish causes and organizations, using them to protect myself from the guilt I felt as I drifted further and further away from the few mitzvot that I did keep. I still took off for the High Holidays and I wouldn't drive on Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, but I stopped going to shul.
Once I married Lois (she is Jewish, so my mom was spared that slow suicide via electric oven), I started driving on the High Holidays so we could attend services at my in-law's shul, an hour's drive away. After they retired to Florida, I would sneak into my sister's Temple for an hour on the Holidays. I told myself that it was really for my daughter; I wanted her to have some Judaism in her life. But somewhere inside I knew it was for me.

We moved to a bigger house after our second child was born. The house met all my requirements: big backyard, cable TV in each bedroom, and a reasonable walking distance to the nearest shul....which we promptly joined. I had no intention of doing anything more than sending my kids to religious school and walking to synagogue three days a year.

In the spring, eight months after the first High Holiday walk to my new shul, Lois's mom, of blessed memory, succumbed to a long illness. Even though we were not active in the shul or observant, the rabbi and the congregation immediately embraced us with warmth. During the shiva, the rabbi visited or called every day and the daily minyan came to our home. This was a new experience for me; when I was growing up, the minyan only came to the home of big donators or to the regular shul attendees. My new shul they didn't care about my level of observance, or how much I gave; they just cared to provide comfort to the mourners.

After shiva, my wife went to shul every day to say Kaddish. I joined her when I could, which usually didn't include Shabbat – my golf day. The more I went, the more those old feelings began to seep out that locked box stored in the back of my mind, that desire to do more.
Those old feeling of wanting to become more observant became strong again, but this time it was different. My rabbi encouraged the congregation to become more observant but it was okay to do it gradually. Judaism isn't all or nothing; any step toward Torah is positive. This felt like a new religion to me – "Non-Guilt Judaism." The more I studied, the more I learned that the approach is not unique.

I began to do little things (for the kids of course) like lighting candles Friday night. We went as a family to services every Friday night too. Since golf season was over, I would go Saturday mornings. I even built my first Succah, fooling myself into thinking that it was not for religious reasons – it was a good project for the children and they love eating outside anyway. Of course the kids were asleep every morning when I went into the Sukkah before going to work to say the blessings over the lulav and the etrog.

Almost a year into my journey I took the most difficult step of all. I gave up my prime real estate, my 7:25 Saturday morning tee off. Even though my only Saturday observance was going to shul, I didn't want to give up the few hours of Shabbat that I did keep, and the more I went, the more I felt that I was connecting with G-d and with myself. So I gave it up and eventually found a time on Sundays. (Of course my golf game got a lot worse, which just goes to prove the L-rd works in mysterious ways).

Over the next two years, slowly, more mitzvot began to sneak into my routine, never by design. Every once in a while I would wake up wanting to do more: first I decided to stop eating meat from non-kosher animals, and mixing dairy with meat, and began to go to shul for all the Jewish holidays. I started to eat only dairy or fish when Lois and I went out to restaurants. Eventually my freezer at home was stocked with kosher meat even though my house is not at all kosher, and a few months ago I started wearing a kippah all the time.

My family spends part of every holiday at the home of the Hazzan of my synagogue. They have become our close friends. I have learned much about the spirit of practicing Judaism in your home from them. Jewish rituals are not the solemn rites as I had always thought they were. They are a chance to have joy, to relish your time with family, community and G-d.

Have you ever sat in front of a dish of peanuts at a party? You try one peanut, wait a while and soon you have another. The more you have, the faster you want them. Eventually you're jealously guarding your spot on the couch by the dish. That's what adding mitzvot to your life is like. The key is you don't have to eat the whole bowl in one sitting.

A great scholar once defined a good Jew as someone who was trying to become a better Jew. That is the key – you don't have to do it all at once, but if you do one mitzvah regularly, something as easy as lighting candles every Friday night, eventually you will want to do another and another

I once read that when G-d created the world, sparks of His holiness were spread across the earth. Every time that a Jew performs one of the 613 mitzvot in the Torah one of those sparks are purified and sent back to heaven. I don't know if sparks have anything to do with it, but each time I add an observance, I feel a little closer to G-d, and it is that bit of closeness makes me want more. The guilt that I used to feel for not being observant has been replaced with joy that I am on the right road.

My Dad called me today; he asked me if I changed my mind about quitting the board. I told him that I had. "Good, because that's where you belong." What he doesn't realize is that I would have never gotten there if he drove to shul on Rosh Hashanah. It was clinging to that one mitzvah that put me on the road to observance.

And I still walk to shul on the High Holidays. Its not 26 blocks; just two hills and a valley. Now my parents sleep at our house because my father still doesn't like to drive on the holidays. So I get to walk to shul with my Dad again, and my daughter comes with us. Some day when she looks back at these walks, I hope that they will be as important for her as they have been for my Dad and me.
Excerpted from this week’s website of Aish.com
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