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Rabbi Berel Wein Connecting

Themes in Trei Asar to

Contemporary Jewish Life

By Daniel Keren

(“Who Knows Twelve?: Themes and Values in Trei Asar” by Rabbi Berel Wein, 152 pages, Maggid Books, 2015).


Prior to the advent of ArtScroll and Moznaim, tackling the Tanach (the Jewish Bible also known by goyim as the Old Testament) was a challenge bordering on Mission Impossible for most English-speaking Jews. But today even with such outstanding translations replete with excellent commentaries only previously accessible to true Torah scholars, it is a shame to say that most Jews still have only a cursory knowledge of Tanach.


One Sefer of Tanach that should be at the top of everyone’s “to read and study” list is the “Trei Asar/The Twelve Prophets” that preserves the navuah or prophecies of 12 important Jewish Biblical prophets whose recorded prophecies are too small to be printed separately. These 12 Navis in order of their inclusion in “Trei Asar” are Hoshea, Yoel, Amos, Ovadiah, Yonah, Micah, Nachum, Chavakkuk, Tzefaniah, Chaggai, Zechariah and Malachi.


Of those listed above, it is probably a safe bet to assume that most readers have probably only read the chapter on the Navi Yonah (Jonah), because it is read each year on Yom Kippur as the Haftorah to the Mincha service.


Although published about three years ago by Maggid Books, an imprint of the Jerusalem-based Koren Publishers, I only became aware of Rabbi Berel Wein’s collection of thoughtful and more importantly easy-to-read and comprehend essays on the Twelve Prophets titled “Who Knows Twelve?: Themes and Values in Trei Asar.”
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Rather than try and offer a chapter by chapter assessment of each of the 12 deserving naviim (prophets) who have been immortalized by Chazal (our Sages of blessed memory) who preserved their prophecies in Tanach almost 2,000 years ago; Rabbi Wein’s book selects 21 themes and finds messages from Hoshea, Yoel, Amos, Ovadia and the other eight prophets that comprise the “Trei Asar.”


Rabbi Berel Wein in his preface begins by confessing that “Who Knows Twelve?” is not a work of Biblical scholarship and that he is not a Biblical scholar. Perhaps the foremost Orthodox Jewish historian of our times, Rabbi Berel Wein is also a dedicated pulpit shul (having served congregations in his native Chicago, Miami Beach, Monsey and now Yerushalayim); and Torah educator par excellance.


What he brings to “Who Knows Twelve?” is a lifetime accumulation of historical and common sense insights acquired by almost 60 years of serious study of Jewish seforim (books) and knowledge of humanity that only a pulpit rabbi and dedicated teacher of Torah can gain from daily contact with his congregants and students.


Also in his preface to “Who Knows Twelve?,” the author explains the reason for writing this book: “…I have studies the books of Trei Asar (the Twelve Prophets) and have taught them in synagogues and yeshivas may times over the years. Every time I study and teach Trei Asar, I am amazed and humbled by the new insights that somehow escaped my attention or understanding previously.


“I am taking the liberty of sharing my thoughts with you because the study of our prophets is unfortunately limited, if not totally non-existent, in much of Jewish education today.”


If you have enjoyed some of Rabbi Berel Wein’s previous classic historical and social commentary on Jewish history, Pikei Avot, the Haggadah, the Mishna and the Talmud, you will absolutely not be disappointed with “Who Knows Twelve?”


The themes the author analyzes through the eyes and words of the Twelve Prophets immortalized in “Trei Asar” are of great importance to the contemporary Jew struggling to find meaning in the confusing times we are living through. These subjects include: G-d’s Eternal Debate with Israel, Loyalty and Betrayal, False gods: Past and Present, Intermarriage, Greed, Corruption, Peace, False Prophets, G-d’s Patience, G-d’s Vengence, National Destruction, Jewish Survival, the Land of Israel, the World of Nature, Conversations with G-d and Trei Asar for Our Times.


A sample of Rabbi Wein’s study of Trei Asa  from his chapter on peace.


“Though the prophets of Israel all spoke of peace and serenity, they dealt with it in a limited and narrow viewpoint, at least as far as the national entity of Israel is concerned. They placed great emphasis on G-d’s vengeance and retribution against the nations of the world that had treated the Jewish people so brutally for so long.


“Describing messianic times, the prophets of Trei Asar speak more of righting past wrongs through Heaven’s ultimate justice system than they do of reconciliation and serenity. It seems from the words of Zephaniah, Habakkuk, Zechariah, and others, that only the destruction of evil and evildoers can achieve any lasting peace…It is only after G-d’s judgements have been executed that the remaining population of countries in the world will finally be able to search for and reach a peaceful existence.


“The prophet Zechariah promises that there will finally be peace to the descendants of the Jewish people. In fact they will be called “seeds” or “descendants of peace” (Zech. 8:12). Yet he cautions the people that they will also have to create the proper climate for peace to reign in society. They need to speak truth, judge honestly, and treat each other lovingly – with the conscious goal of achieving a peaceful society (8:16-17).


“Who Knows Twelve?: Themes and Values in Trei Asar” can be found in Jewish bookstores or by contacting the publisher/distributor by calling (203) 830-8508 or emailing orders@korenpub.com

Reprinted from the January 3, 2019 edition of the Jewish Connection.

Finding Your Potential
By Rabbi Moshe Meir Weiss
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When the Torah makes mention of the two stellar brothers, Moshe and Aharon, sometimes it says Moshe first and sometimes it says Aharon first. Rashi takes note of this and explains the inconsistency is coming to convey the lesson that Moshe and Aharon were of equal stature and therefore sometimes it mentions Moshe first and sometime Aharon first. 


Rav Moshe Feinstein, zt”l, zy”a, in his Dorash Moshe, askes the obvious question. The Torah testifies, “V’ha-ish Moshe anav meod mikol adom – And the man Moshe was the humblest of all men.” 


The Torah also declares that there never was a prophet like Moshe Rabbeinu who was able to see Hashem “Panim el panim – Face to face.” With all these superlatives, how can we possibly say that Aharon was equal to Moshe Rabbeinu?


Rav Moshe answers with the well-known rule that each person is judged by Hashem as to how they live up to their G-d given potential. Since Aharon utilized to the fullest his innate kochos, powers, his life was considered by Hashem to be just as successful as Moshe Rabbeinu’s life was. This is why we say in our Rosh HaShannah liturgy that Hashem judges each person, “Maiseh ish u’fikudoso – Every man’s deed according to his station in life.”

An Awareness of the Barometer


The awareness of this kind of barometer should influence how we think about ourselves. If while in yeshiva, one was not comfortable with yeshivishe lomdus, but felt very at home with Chassidic thought, one shouldn’t feel that his lack of expertise in Rav Chaims on the Rambam makes him a second class citizen. 
For that wasn’t his potential. And when a wife has a husband who is not learning three sedorim a day, but is making an honest living and supporting tzedakos, she didn’t get short-changed. As long as her husband is fulfilling his potential, then he is the equal to his kollel masmid counterpart, just as Aharon’s preoccupation with shalom was the equal of Moshe Rabbeinu’s 40 days and 40 nights of learning Torah in Heaven.


So too, a parent shouldn’t be discouraged if his son didn’t make the cut to enter his alma mater, for his son needs to cut the path of his own potential and not recut the path of his father. This is why we say in birchas Krias Shema, “V’sein chelkeinoo b’Sorosecha – Give us our portion in Your Torah,” and this is the deeper understanding of the Talmudic adage, “Ein adam lomeid ela ma shelibo chofeitz – A person should only learn what his heart enjoys,” for therein lies the key to where his potential can be found.


May Hashem bless us that we realize where our potentials lie and in that merit may we be zocheh to long life, good health, and everything wonderful.

Reprinted from the January 8, 20169 website of The Vues.
Thoughts that Count for Parashat Beshalach

And G-d led them not by the way of the land (Ex. 13:17)
The manner in which G-d led His people through the desert was above the limitations of the laws of nature. The natural way of the world is for rain to fall from the sky and bread to be sown from the earth, but for forty years, the opposite held true for the Jews: their bread fell from the sky, and their drinking water was provided by a well that traveled with them. (Yalkut)
Reprinted from the Parashat Bo 5773/1993 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.

The Greatness of

Jewish Women

From the Talks of the Lubavitcher Rebbe

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
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After the miraculous Splitting of the Red Sea in this week's Torah portion, Beshalach, Moses leads the Jewish men in singing their praises of G-d, and Miriam, the prophetess, leads the women in their song of thanks.

The Torah tells us that the joy experienced by the women was far greater than that of the men. "And all the women went out...with tambourines and dances."


In fact, the Midrash relates that when the heavenly angels wanted to add their voices to the "Song of the Splitting of the Red Sea," G-d told them that they must wait until the women had finished.


The exile in Egypt was much harsher for the Jewish women than for their husbands. Of all Pharaoh's decrees against the Children of Israel, the most pitiless was the one that broke every Jewish mother's heart: "Every son that is born you shall throw into the river." The pain and suffering experienced by the Jewish women was more intense than the hardships the men were forced to endure, and when salvation came, the joy they felt was therefore greater as well.


The stories in the Torah teach us lessons which apply in all generations. Pharaoh's decrees against the Jewish people have appeared again and again, throughout history, in various forms. Their aim, however, has never changed. The Egyptian Pharaoh sought to kill Jewish babies by drowning them in the Nile; later despots sought to destroy Jewish souls in ways equally dangerous, although not always as obvious.


In our days, when most Jews, thank G-d, live in relative safety and security, the decrees of Pharaoh imperil the spiritual existence of the Jewish people. "Pharaoh" rears his head in the guise of popular culture and the winds of arbitrary and capricious conventional wisdom, which threaten to sever the Jewish people from the eternal and timeless values of the Torah. "Pharaoh" seeks to immerse and drown the minds of impressionable Jewish children in the waters of whatever is, at the moment, trendy and fashionable.


The threat is not all that different from the one faced in Egypt, because Jews cannot exist for long without their faith in G-d and the study of Torah. Jewish children need a solid Jewish education to ensure the continuation of our people.


Today, just as in Egypt, the main responsibility--to safeguard our greatest national treasure, our children, from negative influences--lies with the Jewish mother. Jewish women have, throughout the generations, been granted the power to set the proper tone in the home and make it a place where their children will flourish and grow up to be good Jews.


In this way Jewish women will see true satisfaction from their children and merit to sing G-d's praises at the Final Redemption, speedily in our days.

Reprinted from the Parashat Bo 5773/1993 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.
More Thoughts that Count

And G-d led them not by the way of the land of the Philistines, although it was near (Ex. 13:17)


The path taken by the Jews throughout history, whether in the direction of the Land of Israel or toward the Final Redemption, was never smooth. Whenever our ultimate goal appeared at hand, the next second it seems to move further away. Yet when we have nearly despaired of reaching our destination, suddenly we see that it is indeed within reach. (Nidchei Yisrael)
Reprinted from the Parashat Bo 5773/1993 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.

Parshas Bo
People Believe What

They Want to Believe

By Rabbi Bentzion Shafier

Founder of TheShmuz.com
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“And Moshe stretched out his hand over the sea, and HASHEM moved the sea with a strong eastern wind all the night, and He turned the sea to damp land and the water split.” — Shemos 14:21


Mitzrayim, the nation that bragged that no slave had ever escaped its land, stood by helplessly as the Chosen Nation triumphantly left. The Jewish people, now some three million strong, marched through the desert surrounded on all sides by clouds that protected them and led by a pillar of cloud that lit up the night as if it was day. 


Yet even at this moment, Pharaoh sent spies along to follow them. After three days, his agents reported back that the Jews had veered off course. Pharaoh called out to his people, “Let us reclaim that which is ours,” and he led them in pursuit.  


When the Mitzrim arrived on the scene, the Jews were camped out against the Yam Suf. With their backs against the sea and no place to move, it seemed certain that the Mitzrim would recapture them. At that moment, the cloud of fire that led the Jews through the desert moved to the back of the camp and stopped the Mitzrim from advancing. That entire night, both camps stood in their places, separated by the Clouds of Glory. 


The Ramban tells us that during the night, an eastern wind began to blow. This was the wind that split the sea. At first, it made small indentations in the sea, but as the night wore on, the wind became stronger, and those small indentations grew in size and depth until the sea itself was split into twelve distinct pathways – ready for each Shevet to cross in its own channel.  


The Ramban explains that HASHEM split the sea specifically with an eastern wind “so that it would appear as if the wind split the sea into partitions.” Even though the wind can’t possibly split the sea, much less split it into twelve separate partitions, nevertheless, because of their great desire to harm the Jews, the Mitzrim “pegged it on a natural cause.” It was just the wind, nothing more.  


How could the Mitzrim possibly believe the wind split the sea?

This Ramban is very difficult to understand. How could the Mitzrim possibly pin the splitting of the sea on the wind? They were intelligent, thinking people. They, as everyone else, clearly understood that it couldn’t possibly be a natural occurrence. How is it possible that they accepted this sham – that the wind split the sea? 

Understanding Free Will


The answer to this question is predicated upon understanding the concept of free will. Free will doesn’t mean a theoretical ability to do good or bad. It is the practical ability where either side is possible. When a person can just as easily turn to the bad as to the good, then it is his decision to choose.


As an illustration, do you have free will to put your hand in a fire? In theory, you do. You could do it. But you never would. It is damaging. It is foolish. So, while in theory you have free will to do it, on a practical level, you don’t. 

Creating man


Chazal tell us that HASHEM created man to give him the opportunity to shape himself into what he would be for eternity. That molding of the person is accomplished by choosing that which is good and proper and avoiding that which is wrong and evil. By making these choices, man is given the ability to form himself. 


To give man an even playing field, HASHEM took the sechel – that pure, brilliant part of me – and inserted it into a body filled with drives, passions, and hungers. Now the two parts of me are integrated. I don’t want only what is good and proper and noble. I also desire and hunger for many other things. My choice of doing only good is no longer so simple. 


However, if HASHEM created man only out of these two parts – the sechel and the guf – the purpose of creation would never have been met. The wisdom of man is so great that it would be almost impossible for him to sin. Since every sin damages me and every mitzvah makes me into a bigger, better person, my natural intelligence wouldn’t allow me to sin, no matter how tempted I might be. I would clearly recognize it as damaging to me. Much like putting my hand into a fire, in theory I would have free will to do it, but on a practical level, I wouldn’t. 

Imagination – Its Role and Function


Therefore, HASHEM added one more component to the human: imagination. Imagination is the creative ability to form a mental picture and sense it so vividly, so graphically, it is as if it is real. Ask anyone who has ever cried while reading a novel whether imagination isn’t a powerful force. 


Now armed with this force, man can create fanciful worlds at his will and actually believe them. If man wishes to turn to evil, he can create rationales to make these ways sound noble and proper – at least enough to fool himself. Armed with imagination, man truly has free will. If he wishes he can do what is right, or if he wishes, he can turn to wickedness, and even his brilliant intellect won’t prevent him. With imagination, he is capable of creating entire philosophies to explain how the behavior he desires is righteous, correct, and appropriate. Now man has free will.  

People Believe What They Want to Believe


The reality is that people don’t necessarily believe that which is factual, proven and true; they believe what they want to believe. And while there are countless examples of this, one of the greatest manifestations is the Mitzrim following the Jews into the Yam. 


Despite living through the makkos, despite seeing the Yam split into sections, they didn’t believe it was a miracle. They attributed it to the wind because that is what they wanted to believe. 


Understanding this can help us comprehend how people can stare at things so obvious and true and yet deny their very existence. There are many reasons why a person might not want to accept what his mind tells him is true. He has to be able to put away all other issues and focus on this one question: what do I think is the truth? Forget the consequences. Forget my agenda. Is there a Creator of this world? Logic will bring them to see the hand of God. However, if he isn’t honest, then nothing in the world will convince him, not the greatest miracles, and not even the splitting of the Yam Suf itself. 

Reprinted from this week’s website on TheShmuz.com This is an excerpt from the Shmuz on the Parsha book.
Rabbi Berel Wein on
Parashat B’Shalach
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This week the Torah introduces us to the miraculous heavenly food – the mannah that fell from heaven and sustained the Jewish people for 40-years during their sojourn in the desert of Sinai. This food had miraculous qualities; it could acquire whatever taste the person eating it desired, it produced no waste material, but it had a very limited shelf life. It could not be stored for the next day and rotted away if not consumed daily.


This changed in preparation for the Sabbath, when the second portion collected on Friday in honor of the Sabbath remained fresh, to be eaten on the Sabbath day though the manna fell beforehand. 


This heavenly food however proved to be a source of constant controversy and tension within the camp of the Jewish people. Despite it being an obvious gift directly from heaven, or perhaps ironically, because it was such an obvious gift from heaven, the Jewish people tended to grumble about it.


We will see throughout the narrative of the Jewish people in the desert of Sinai that there were constant complaints about this heavenly gift. It became the focal point directed against Moshe and the G-d of Israel throughout the years of wandering in the Sinai desert. There is a streak within human nature that is present regarding unwanted and unasked for gifts. Such gifts always carry with them a sense of responsibility and even obligation to the donor.

 

In the words of God to original man that, ‘you will eat your bread by the sweat of your brow,’ there lies not only a curse but also an implicit blessing as well. By earning our bread by working we feel a sense of accomplishment and, more than that, of the right to eat bread that it is truly earned. When the L-rd gives us free bread, so to speak, we resented it.


It is the nature of young children to attempt to do everything by themselves even when they are physically unable to do so, and to resent adult interference. Human beings are born with self-confidence and self-reliance. We believe from our youngest years to our old age that we can do it all by ourselves. 
So, when the Jewish people were presented with a gift of bread from heaven, they resented it for they realized that in this world there truly is no free lunch. That gift always comes with obligations and responsibilities, spoken or unspoken, to the one who granted the gift


They remembered the food of Egypt, even though they were slaves, because they felt that they had earned it and it was rightfully theirs. The manna that fell from heaven carried with it not only the sense of being a gift, but also the realization that it carried with it duties and obligations. They realized that it was not free but was always controversial in their minds and hearts.

Reprinted from this week’s website of Rabbiwein.com
More Thoughts that Count

And the Children of Israel went up armed out of the land of Egypt. And Moses took the bones of Joseph with him (Ex. 13:18,19)


With what were the Jewish people armed? With the bones of Joseph, in whose merit the Jews were protected from harm. "Tzadikim (the righteous) are even greater after their deaths than during their lives." (Torat Moshe)

And Moses took the bones of Joseph with him (Ex. 13:19)


While the rest of the Children of Israel were busy collecting the spoils of Egypt in preparation for the exodus, Moses was busy doing a mitzva. Moses knew that gold and silver are only temporary acquisitions, but every mitzva a person does accompanies him to the hereafter. (Klai-Yakar)
Reprinted from the Parashat Bo 5773/1993 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.

G-d Will Pay You Back
By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour
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The Gemara in Masechet Pesahim (118) tells that after the miracle of the Yam Suf, when Beneh Yisrael crossed the sea and stood at the shore, they were still frightened.  They feared that just as they crossed the sea to the shore, the Egyptians, who were pursuing them, also crossed the sea on dry land and would soon come to shore and try to kill them.  


In order to allay the people’s fears, G-d ordered the angel assigned over the sea to spew forth the corpses of the drowned Egyptians, so Beneh Yisrael would see that their pursuers were dead.  


The angel, however, objected, asking, “Does a master give a gift and then take it away?” G-d had given the fish of the sea a “gift” – the remains of the Egyptians, which the fish could feed on.  It would not be right, the angels protested, for G-d to now take this “gift” away from the fish.  


G-d replied by promising the angel that He would repay the fish 1.5 times that which He was taking from them.  He was only “borrowing” their food, and would pay this “debt” at some point in the future.


The angel demanded a guarantor, and G-d named the Kishon River, in Northern Israel, as the guarantor for this “loan” which He took from the fish.  The angel accepted the deal, and the sea threw the bodies of the Egyptians onto the shore to show Beneh Yisrael that their former oppressors were drowned. 

Many years later, during the time of Debora, Beneh Yisrael fought a fierce battle against the army of Sisera in Eretz Yisrael.  The Gemara relates that to help Beneh Yisrael, G-d made the ground underneath the enemy’s horses very hot.  The horses rushed to the nearby Kishon River to cool off their feet, and G-d instructed the Kishon to overflow its banks and drown Sisera’s army.  


He said to the river, “Go pay My debt,” as the time had come to repay the “debt” owed to the fish.  Sisera’s army was drowned, and it was then that the fish were repaid for giving up the bodies of the Egyptians after the miracle of the Yam Suf.  


The Gemara concludes that at that point the fish sang praise to G-d, exclaiming, “Ve’emet Hashem Le’olam,” extolling G-d’s trustworthiness, seeing that He fulfilled His commitment. 

This remarkable story may help explain the custom observed by many to eat fish on Shabbat.  This custom is very common among Ashkenazim, as well as among some Sephardic communities (particular Moroccan Jews).  Indeed, there is expression, “Ha’ochel Dag Be’yom Dag Nisol Mi’dag.”  The Hebrew word for “fish” is “Dag,” which has the numerical value of 7, and has two letters – “Dalet” and “Gimmal” – which stand for “Din Gehinam” (“the punishment of Gehinam”). And it is thus said that whoever eats “Dag” on the day of “Dag” – the seventh day, Shabbat – is saved from “Dag” – the punishment of Gehinam.   

Different explanations are given to explain the significance of eating fish on Shabbat, but one possibility may relate to the story of the fish in the Yam Suf.  The Talmud teaches that a person’s livelihood for the entire year is determined on Rosh Hashanah, but the money spent for Shabbat, Yom Tob and Torah education are not included in this sum.  


Meaning, the money spent for these Misvot is taken off G-d’s account, as it were; He promises to pay us back for all the expenses incurred for Shabbat, holidays and Torah education.  And thus when we sit down for the Shabbat meal, after spending significant sums of money for the delicacies that will be served, we eat fish to remind ourselves of the fish of the Yam Suf.  


We are shown that just as G-d fulfilled His promise to the fish, and many years later repaid them for the food He “borrowed” from them after the Egyptians were drowned, similarly, He can be trusted to pay us for the money we “borrowed” from Him when shopping for Shabbat.  We have no reason to be concerned about the charges made to the credit card when purchasing our Shabbat goods, because Hashem made a promise to repay us for these expenses – and He can always be trusted to fulfill His promises.
Reprinted from this week’s website of the Edmund J. Safra Synagogue in Brooklyn, NY.

In His Hands
By Rabbi David Ashear
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We have the privilege, three times a day in Modim, to bow in front of Hashem and thank Him for everything He does for us. Our Rabbis point out, we use the word הודאה, which means to thank, twice in that paragraph. They ask, why isn't once enough? 


Rav Chaim Kanievsky, shlita, explained, when we say Modim, first we are thanking Hashem for everything he has done for us until today. And then, when we say לך נודה, we're thanking Hashem for everything He is going to do for us in the future. We can never thank Hashem enough.


We say: "We thank Hashem for our lives, which are completely in His hands." Life is fragile, there are so many dangers in the world. How fortunate are we that Hashem is watching over us. So we thank Him for the life that He is going to give us. We don't know about all the dangers out there, things that could go wrong in the world, things that could go wrong in our bodies, but we know Hashem is and always will be watching over us, determining what is best for us at every moment. It is so clear that life is determined only by Hashem.


Rabbi Duvi Bensoussan told about a car accident that he was in ten years ago. It was the night before Rosh Hashanah and he was leaving Brooklyn to drive to Lakewood. A man from our community, Rico Tousson, who distributes Torah CDs all over the world, handed the Rabbi 300 CDs of his own classes from the past few years and told him to distribute them in different shuls in Lakewood. 


The only recollection the Rabbi had of that night was when a police officer stuck his head through the window of the driver's side of his car and asked him if he was alive. 


The Rabbi replied, "Yeah, why not?" The Rabbi did not know that as he was driving at highway speed on the Garden State Parkway that his car somehow veered off the highway and dropped 104 feet onto Washington Avenue which runs underneath the Parkway in Sayreville, New Jersey. He found out from spectators later that the car landed on concrete and kept going until it wrapped around the divider. 

When the police arrived on the scene and saw his car completely totaled to the point that the back of the car and the front of the car were crunched in like an accordion, they didn't even call an ambulance. They knew it was impossible for anyone to survive that. 

They sat there filling out paperwork until one lady from Sayreville started to yell, "There's someone moving in the car!" That's when the police officer ran to the car, stuck his head in the window and asked the Rabbi if he was alive. Right after the Rabbi answered yes, he blacked out and that was the only memory he had of that night.


The next morning, he awoke in a hospital bed with his friends and family around him. His brother came in holding his Tefillin. He said he went to the junkyard, where the car was, to obtain them. When he climbed into the car to get the Tefillin, he saw what appeared to be little sparkling diamonds all over the place. He asked the Rabbi what he had with him in that car. The Rabbi thought about it and then he said, "Must have been the 300 CDs that I was bringing to Lakewood. They were crushed to smithereens."


Then his brother said, "Yeah, that must have been it, but there was one CD left on the chair there, without a scratch on it." He reached into his bag and handed his brother the CD. It was a class he gave entitled, "Where is your bullet-proof vest? Where is your Tzitzit?" 

The Rabbi had given a class about how Hashem protects us through the Mitzvot that we do, especially the Mitzvah of Tzitzit. And now, Hashem was telling him, "I just protected your life." He fell 104 feet at highway speed onto concrete and Hashem caught him. The doctors did a few MRI's on him and couldn't believe, he came out of that accident with just a sprained thumb.


The Rabbi continued, while he was in the hospital, he overheard the doctors talking to the Indian woman on the other side of the curtain in the room he was in. They told her, "We're sorry, the first surgery didn't work, but we're hoping after a second surgery you'll be able to walk again." They were going to insert a metal plate, two bolts and two screws into her leg and, hopefully, she would be able to walk.


The Rabbi felt so bad, he turned to her husband and asked, "What happened? Was she in a terrible accident like me?"


The husband said, "Not really. A few days ago, she got out of her bed the wrong way and she fell on her knee and shattered it."


The Rabbi then began to think, "Look at the chesed Hashem! This is what could have happened from a two foot drop and I fell 104 feet without a scratch."

Our lives are in the hands of Hashem. We should feel such a debt of gratitude every time we say בידיך המסורים חיינ על לך נודה in Modim.

 

Reprinted from the January 3, 2019 email of Emunah Daily.
Rabbi Yonah Avtzon, 61, Prolific Publisher and Legendary Matchmaker

By Menachem Posner
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Rabbi Yonah Avtzon presents the Rebbe with two sets of audiotapes produced by Sichos in English, and receives a dollar and a blessing on Feb. 23, 1992 (19 Adar, 5752). (Photo: JEM)


It started as a side project with yeshivah friends some 40 years ago, but one person turned the goal of publishing diverse and advanced Torah books in English into a lifelong pursuit. More than 150 volumes later, with hundreds of thousands of books in circulation—ranging from talks from the Rebbe, Rabbi Menachem M. Schneerson, of righteous memory, delivered weekly in Yiddish, to the Code of Jewish Law authored by Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi, the founder of Chabad—Rabbi Yonah Avtzon, who passed away at 61, leaves a legacy as one of the most prolific English-language Torah publishers, giving generations of Jews the opportunity to connect with their heritage.


On any given day, he could be seen standing outside of Chabad-Lubavitch World Headquarters at 770 Eastern Parkway in discussion with colleagues or friends, or on his phone at all times of night or day. The subject of his animated conversation would range from the nuances of translating a difficult portion of an obscure Chassidic tract to helping a young couple, for whom he was the matchmaker, work through an issue together.


Known informally as “Yaineh,” Rabbi Yonah Avtzon, who passed away early on Wednesday morning, 3 Shevat (corresponding to Jan. 9), was an army of one. As the longtime director of Sichos in English (SIE), he oversaw the collection, translation, production, and distribution of hundreds of titles, most notably the talks of the Rebbe.


He was born in Detroit in 1957, the eighth of 15 children, to Rabbi Meir and Cheyena Avtzon, survivors of Stalin’s oppressive regime. Despite the many challenges of living in the former Soviet Union, Avtzon’s parents managed to remain fully devoted to Judaism, risking their lives to enable others to appreciate and observe their Jewish heritage as well.


In Detroit, the Avtzon home served as a bastion of authentic Chassidic warmth and inspiration. After studying at Telshe Yeshivah in Chicago, young Yonah went on to study at the central Chabad-Lubavitch yeshivah in Brooklyn, where he would begin to develop the primary focus of his life: disseminating the Rebbe’s teachings to the English-speaking world.


Sichos in English began as a small-time operation in 1977, a side project for teenaged Avtzon and fellow yeshivah students—translating and printing the Yiddish talks of the Rebbe into English and distributing them in pamphlets to many thousands of eager readers around the world.


In time, with the blessing of the Rebbe, the operation expanded to include the writings of other Chabad Rebbes and Chassidim. Even as SIE burgeoned into a major publishing operation, Avtzon remained focused on his goal, getting high-quality Jewish content into the hands of as many people as possible.


To that end, the prices were always kept low and almost all content has been made available for free online.


In 1983, he married Rivka Hazan of Bnei Brak, Israel. She was born in Moscow, where her parents were stalwart Chassidim who bravely kept the flame of Judaism burning in Soviet Russia. She immigrated to Israel with her family at the age of 6.


The Avtzons made their home in Brooklyn, and Rabbi Yonah Avtzon continued to pursue his publishing work. In time, he was honored with assisting in the English translation of the Rebbe’s Michtavim Klaliim, public letters, which were published several times a year.


In response to guidance from the Rebbe, he took it upon himself to personally edit every single book that he published, and this became his guiding principle.

When Rabbi YY Kazen began sharing Jewish content on the nascent internet in the mid-1990s, Avtzon was one of his early partners, eager to dispatch the texts he was producing to ever-widening audiences in an entirely new medium.
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Rabbi Yonah Avtzon


In recent years, SIE embarked on a monumental translation of and commentary on the Code of Jewish Law known as Shulchan Aruch HaRav, authored by the Alter Rebbe, Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi, the founder of the Chabad movement. It was a painstaking labor of love to which Avtzon dedicated several hours every day, personally reviewing every page.


To date, seven of the planned 12 volumes have been published, and the eighth is expected shortly. The project, which consumed much of Avtzon’s time in recent years, and is expected to exceed $2 million in cost, is the collaborative effort of a team of translators and rabbinic experts led by Rabbis Eli Touger, Sholom Ber Wineberg and Uri Kaploun, all of whom had been working with Rabbi Avtzon at SIE for decades.


“He always had the latest manuscript on hand and was always very proud to share which part they were up to,” says Rabbi Meir Simcha Kogan, chief operating officer of Chabad.org, where the work is hosted online. “His was a labor of love. He used his last energies to meticulously review the latest texts that were coming up for publication. Even in the last few weeks when he was clearly suffering, he continued to carry his signature smile and completely threw himself into this work. SIE was among the first partners we, at Chabad.org, had in disseminating Jewish content online. The Chabad.org readership is eternally grateful to Rabbi Avtzon for his generosity. He clearly understood and was genuinely dedicated to his mission, putting that ahead of everything else.”


With his dancing hazel eyes and affable manner, Avtzon was eminently approachable and uniquely candid. These attributes, along with his keen insight into human nature, made him a sought-after and highly successful shadchan (matchmaker).


He had been ill in recent months and was found unresponsive on Wednesday morning, 3 Shevat. Poetically, it was on that same Hebrew date in 1992 that the Rebbe spoke publicly about how each and every individual could serve as the “mouth” of the Rebbe, an extension of his efforts to spread Judaism and inspire others.


In addition to his wife, he is survived by their children: Rabbi Levi (Chaya) Avtzon, Chanie (Rabbi Yitzchok) Wolf, Rabbi Shmuly (Mushkie) Avtzon, Mushky (Rabbi Eliyahu) Edelman, Brooklyn; Sheina (Rabbi Elimelech) Oster, Brooklyn; Stery (Rabbi Dovid) Goldberg, Brooklyn; Chenny Avtzon, Zalmy, Sruly, Sholom Ber, Meir and Leah.


His siblings: Adela Bernstein, Rabbi Leibel Avtzon, Esther Blau, Rabbi Yossi Avtzon, Riva Kaplinsky, Dina Borenstein, Rabbi Gershon Avtzon, Rabbi Sholom Avtzon, Rabbi Mordechai Avtzon, Devi Baumgarten, Sternie Chesney, Shainy Tiefenbrun, Rabbi Lazer Avtzon and Chanie Zirkind.


He also leaves behind siblings-in-law, more than 200 nieces and nephews, and many grandchildren.

Reprinted from theJanuary 9, 2019 website of Chabad.Org
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