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The $99,000 Kiddush Hashem

By Rabbi Paysach Krohn
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Over the past years, I have written stories, speeches, articles, poems and books, but never had I been asked to write a letter as this. When the man first called me to talk about the situation, I could not imagine that he was serious, but I came to realize that he was one of the most extraordinary people I have ever met.


I first met Yosef Herter*, a chassidishe Yid from Brooklyn, at a weekend resort in the summer of 2018. Over Shabbos, we became quite friendly and exchanged many divrei Torah and stories.


I had not heard from him in months, but in November of 2018, he surprised me with an unforgettable phone call. Reb Yosef told me that he was involved in something epic, and although he knew that most people would probably disagree with his actions, he was firmly convinced that he had to do what he was about to do.


“This is especially so,” he said, “since my father’s first yahrtzeit is coming up and I want to do what’s right as a zechus for his neshomah.”


Most readers will find the following hard to believe.


Reb Yosef is an insurance broker who has been working for Montana Life* for more than twenty years. In 2015, he sold two life insurance policies that were surrendered at the end of the first policy year. Yet, in August 2016, Montana Life sent him a commission of $49,668.31. Reb Yosef felt it was an error and so he called the company.


They assured him that he deserved the commission and should keep the money. He was not convinced; the next morning, he had his bookkeeper call Montana Life telling them that Mr. Herter had reservations about taking this money, since he felt it was a gross error. The company replied that it was he making the mistake, and that the money was his.


Remarkably, a year later in August 2017, Montana Life sent him another commission on the same lapsed policies. It was for the same amount: $49,668.31. The astronomical total that he had been given was $99,336.62. Again, he contacted company personnel, who assured him the money was his.


In August 2018, he received a letter from Montana Life that rattled him. In essence, they wrote, “We now realize that the two commission payments of $49,668.31 we paid you were mistakes. We ask you now to return the entire $99,336.62.”


On August 30, Reb Yosef called Mr. Thomas Hanley*, Director of Operations at Montana Life, and told him that they could check their recorded conversations of the two calls both he and his bookkeeper had with Montana Life in 2016, which would show that he was hesitant in keeping the money as he believed they erred in dispensing it. Yet Montana Life, at the time of the calls, insisted that he could keep it.


For the next two months, Reb Yosef waited for a reply. On Friday, November 9, 2018, he heard from Montana Life, who wrote that in deference to their error, he could keep $49,668.31 and return the other half. Reb Yosef called his friend, Mr. Ira Lipsius, a renowned attorney and expert in insurance matters, who told him that legally, Montana Life was on weak grounds to insist upon any refund and therefore, if he would like, a better deal could be negotiated.


However, to Reb Yosef, the timing was incredible. Two days later, November 11, would be the day that he was to finish saying Kaddish for his late father. It was then that Reb Yosef called me and said, “For 11 months I have been saying Yisgadal v’yiskadash shemei rabbah, (May His great Name grow exalted and sanctified) – now, I have to fulfill it. I am going to return the entire amount and I need you to write me the letter that will accompany the check.”


“I want to make a kiddush Hashem,” he added emphatically. “I want them to know that a Jew is honest and would not keep a penny that is not rightfully his, and I need you to stress that in the letter.”


Though I was astounded by his integrity, I protested, “But they are allowing you to keep half of it! Why not give it to various mosdos and needy people, and it’ll be a zechus for your father? In this manner, you are not keeping the money for yourself and simultaneously many will benefit. I am not asking you to do anything against the law and halacha. They are giving it to you on their own volition.”


However, Reb Yosef, with the full support and encouragement of his wife Rivka*, would not hear of it. He sought the counsel of his rov, Rav Avrohom Hersh Wosner of the Satmar kehillah in Monsey, who told him that because the company was only asking for half the money, he was not obligated to return any more than what they requested. However, there was a great opportunity for kiddush Hashem by paying the full $99,336.62, because Montana Life really knew that the whole amount had been paid in error.


Rav Wosner cited the well-known Be’er HaGolah in Choshen Mishpat, 348:2, which he often heard from his late grandfather, the renowned posek Rav Shmuel Wosner, when he counseled people about honesty in business: “I write this for future generations…many have sanctified Hashem’s name and have returned [funds] where gentiles erred in significant amounts, they prospered, became wealthy and were successful and left substantial amounts to their descendants.”


The rov stressed the importance of an accompanying letter that would clarify the honesty and integrity involved in making this decision.


And that is exactly what he did…well, almost. I took Reb Yosef to a prominent talmid chochom, who advised him to go in person to return the money to the Director of Operations. The rov said, “Let them see a chassidishe Yid who is scrupulous to the penny. That indeed will make a great kiddush Hashem.”


Reb Yosef set up an appointment, travelled more than three hours to the Montana Life office from where he was getting his correspondence, and personally handed the check and letter to Mr. Thomas Hanley*, Director of Operations. He explained the nature of the visit and Mr. Hanley was flabbergasted. Never had anything like this ever happened to Montana Life. The two men, the chossid from Brooklyn and the corporate man from Montana Life, chatted amicably for half an hour.


Two weeks later, Reb Yosef received a glowing letter from the Head of Advisor Operations, Donald Vinten*, which included these sentences:


“For me, this is a once in a career type of letter, realizing the type of professionalism and integrity we so desperately need in our profession, culture, neighborhoods and families….I wanted to take this opportunity to recognize the outstanding characteristics you possess and convey how moved and proud I was reading your letter…Thank you again for the inspiration you have delivered through your decision and letter…You certainly have set a very high bar for others to follow and shown the power of honesty and integrity in our society.”


For these words to be written by the head of operations of one of the Fortune 500 companies – with more than 10,000 agents and brokers throughout the United States – is simply remarkable.


Reb Yosef was correct. He made a kiddush Hashem in a magnitude that few had ever witnessed before. He did it in honor of his late father, who was his role model ever since he was a child. Remarkably, the letter from Montana Life was written just two days after his father’s first yahrtzeit. He feels it’s a message to continue his father’s legacy of honesty, integrity and kiddush shem shomayim.


Few of us will ever get opportunities to be mekadesh shem shomayim on that scale, but we must learn from the incident to always weigh our actions in our daily lives, so that we sanctify the Name of Hashem in all that we do.

Reprinted from the February 22, 2019 email of Yated Ne’eman.

The Make-up Shailah

In the neighborhood of the MaHaral in Prague lived a young boy of eight years, who was a deaf-mute. As he was born this way, he was unable to learn and could not understand very much. 

Once, when a difficult Halachic question came before the MaHaral concerning the Kashrus of a chicken, the MaHaral asked that the young boy be summoned, and when he arrived, the MaHaral presented the question to him. 

To the surprise of all assembled, the boy opened his mouth and with amazing clarity, ruled on the Halachic question, and dropped dead. 

The MaHaral explained that this boy was a Gilgul of a great Posek from an earlier generation whose custom was never to pasken on a question without researching it thoroughly. However, late one Erev Shabbos, he was unable to research a question, and he paskened without having diligently researched the question. 

When he was Niftar, this was his only “blemish”, so he asked the Beis Din Shel Maalah to allow him to return to Olam Hazeh until he could pasken that question again. In addition, he asked to be returned in a way that he would not sin. 
Both requests were granted. Rav Zilberstein adds that all children who are born disabled are Gilgulim of Tzadikim who have been given a similar opportunity to come back for a Tikun.

Reprinted from the Parshas Ki Sisa 5779 email of the Pleasant Ridge Newsletter (Spring Valley, NY).
‘Righteousness will

Walk Before Him’
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Every day during davening several Tzedakah collectors pass before me each collecting for his own worthy [charitable] cause. So that I can share the burden and respect each one, I made up with myself to give a shekel to anyone who asks and this is what I always do. 

That Friday, I left my house without my wallet and I did not have even one coin on me. I checked the many pockets that I had, especially in the winter when even my coat had many pockets, but I did not find even one perutah. 

I promised that if I find coins, I would publicize the story in Tiv HaHashgacha and I felt that this would cause it to happen. Yet, further searching did not come up with anything. 

Having no choice, I began to put on my Tefillin, and surprise! In my Tefillin bag a 10-shekel coin was sticking out. I was very happy. I was even happier that when I finished davening exactly ten collectors passed by me and I did not turn even one of them away emptyhanded.

Reprinted from the Parshas Ki Sisa 5779 email of Tiv Hakehila.
The Strange Beggar

By Nissan Mindel
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Getzel Shlomo was his name. He was a pauper who went around begging from door to door.


If anyone had pity on him and gave him something, he would say, by way of thanks, "Shema Yisrael." On the other hand, if he received nothing, but an apologetic "some other time," or the like, he also said, "Shema Yisrael." These were the only two Hebrew words he was ever heard to utter. 


Naturally enough, people regarded him as a half-wit. They were too busy with their own affairs and troubles to worry about Getzel Shlomo, or his young son, Chaim Shmuel.


Chaim Shmuel grew up with little parental attention. When he was due to become bar mitzvah, a teacher in town took pity on him and taught him to read in the siddur, and to put on tefillin and say basic prayers.


When the poor, neglected boy became fourteen years old, he left town to seek his fortune elsewhere. He wandered through towns and villages, but he was no schnorrer: he would not beg for alms.


Instead, he was ready to do whatever work came his way.


Sometimes he hired himself out as a shepherd boy; at other times he worked in the fields or gardens. Mostly his work was temporary, but somehow he managed to make his living. Thus ten years passed, and this lonely lad developed into a fine young man.


Many were the temptations that beset Chaim Shmuel's path, but whilst he felt responsible to no person, an inner fineness kept him honest and upright. Eventually, he married when he was close to thirty years of age. His wife was the daughter of a humble Jewish villager.


Meanwhile, his father Getzel Shlomo, remained in his native town, Harki (Russia), where he continued as of old, begging from door to door, and still speaking only the two words, "Shema Yisrael." 


When Getzel Shlomo felt that he was nearing his end, he called the sexton of the local burial society (chevra kadisha) and said to him: "I would like to inform the warden of the chevreh kaddishah that my last request is that I be buried in the poorest part of the cemetery. I only ask that I should be buried in the beginning of a new row." He then gave the sexton a basket which he asked should be buried with him.


"I am sorry to say," he explained, "I have no money to pay for my burial, and so I have tried at least to be as little trouble as possible to the society. There, in the corner of the room, you will find a barrel of water, so that you should not have to bother bringing any for my `bath of purification.' "


The sexton looked, and sure enough, the barrel stood where the dying man had indicated. Plain shrouds were also there in readiness.


The sexton hurried off to his friends, the other grave-diggers, full of mirth at what he considered a huge joke. "What do you think, my friends? Getzel Shlomo has actually requested that he be given the worst part of the cemetery as his burial place! As if he had any choice in the matter. But, mark you, he wants to be the first of a new row! Well, all I can say is that it will have to be a row of crazies!"


As they joined in the laughter, the first gravedigger showed his friends the basket which Getzel Shlomo had asked should be buried with him in his grave. They all looked at it curiously, wondering what it contained. One of them shook it and said: "It's not empty, let us look inside and see what it contains!" 


They opened it and saw some manuscripts there. "Maybe it is a literary work that Getzel Shlomo has written," one of them said laughingly. "We really ought to go back and see if he doesn't forget to say Shema Yisrael after all!" He roared at his own witticism.


When they returned to Getzel Sholomo's room, they found the dying man reciting "Vidui"with eyes closed. This man whom no one had considered capable of saying more than "Shema Yisrael!" how could it be possible? A few moments later, Getzel Shlomo drew his last breath.


The Rav of Harki, Rabbi Nachman Yitzchak, always made it a practice to attend all funerals.


And so when he heard of the death of poor Getzel Shlomo, he asked that he be given notice of the time of the funeral.


When he arrived at the funeral, the sexton, who was given the basket with the manuscripts or documents, or whatever they were, came up to Rabbi Nachman Yitzchak and told him that Getzel Shlomo had asked that it be buried along with him. The sexton wanted the Rav's confirmation that it would be in order to do as the dying man had requested.


Rabbi Nachman Yitzchak took the basket with the papers and examined them. To his great astonishment, he found that they were accounts which Getzel Shlomo had kept for years!


The Rabbi scrutinized them all and discovered that they represented the sums of money which the "beggar" Getzel Shlomo had collected every day. All the money had been accounted for by Getzel Shlomo, showing that he had distributed the money among poor and needy people, who felt too proud to stretch out their hands to ask for help.


And so, Getzel Shlomo had saved them from this "shame" by doing the begging for them in order to be able to provide them with their needs!


Now that it came to light that the deceased had been one of the hidden tzaddikim(righteous men) all his life, the Rav saw to it that he should be laid to rest with the honor and reverence due to him. The Rav himself undertook to recite the kaddish until the tzaddik's son could be found and informed of his father's death.


It was not until two years later that Chaim Shmuel learned of his father's death and what a great tzaddik he had been. That was when he returned with his family to settle in Harki. He rented lodgings on the outskirts of the town, where rent was cheapest. For although he worked hard to make a living by traveling in the surrounding villages, he barely managed to make ends meet. He was, in fact, very poor. To add to his misfortune, he had ailing children. Yet never a word of complaint passed the lips of this saintly man. He never questioned the ways of G‑d.


Chaim Shmuel could have greatly improved his situation by taking advantage of the fact that he was the son of the tzaddik Getzel Shlomo, whose memory the Jews of Harki now revered so much; they used to go to his grave on special occasions to pray to Hashem at his holy resting place. But Chaim Shmuel would not dream of using his saintly father's memory for his or his family's benefit. He lived unobtrusively and was absent so much in search of a living, that no one gave him a thought.


One person, however, took a special interest in Chaim Shmuel. That was none other than the saintly Baal Shem Tov. He had several secret followers in Harki, and soon after Chaim Shmuel's return, the Baal Shem Tov instructed them to take him under their wing.


The Besht told them, "Chaim Shmuel is a man with a lofty soul, and many good things have been decreed for him in Heaven, including considerable wealth. He is to become a rich man, in the material as well as spiritual sense."


Under the loving care of the Besht's secret followers in Harki, Chaim Shmuel threw himself heart and soul into his Torah studies and made remarkable progress. Materially, also he was so successful that before very long he became a rich man. He was most generous in support of the poor and needy and played an important role in the Jewish life of his town.


Chaim Shmuel was an active member of the secret group of Chassidim in Harki doing their good works secretly, for the time was not yet ripe for the Baal Shem Tov and his followers to reveal themselves.
Reprinted from the Parshas Ki Sisa 5779 email of Chabad.Org Magazine. Excerpted from “The Storyteller” published by Kehot Publication Society, Brooklyn, NY.
Story #1107

The Baal Shem Tov

Loses a Shabbat
From the desk of Yerachmiel Tilles

editor@ascentofsafed.com
 


Aside from Alexei, the gentile driver, only three people accompanied the Baal Shem Tov upon this particular trip: Reb Dovid of Mikalaev, Reb Dovid Firkiss and Reb Dovid Leikiss. There was nothing unusual to begin with. The horses were given free rein, as they were accustomed, and sped miraculously along the road which verily rolled under their flying hooves.


The strangeness began on the second day when the carriage got lost among the trees of a very thick forest. The overhead foliage was so thick that it hid the rays of the sun to the extent it became impossible to tell the difference between day and night. The horses struggled through the forest path for days at a plodding rate.


The Baal Shem Tov himself felt as if he had lost all his spiritual powers. Shabbos was approaching but he had no idea where they were or what they should do. Meanwhile, the only course of action was to continue onward, which they did. Tired by all the traveling, disturbed by the loss of his usual divine inspiration, the Baal Shem Tov finally fell into a troubled sleep.


"Maybe something important will be revealed to the rebbe in a dream," the chasidim offered hopefully. But this was not to be. The Baal Shem Tov awoke somewhat refreshed but not in the least enlightened.


It was midday when their situation took a turn for the better. Suddenly they discerned a bright light coming from a point a short distance further. As they approached, the light grew brighter until they finally came upon a clearing in the forest. The sudden emergence into daylight blinded them momentarily, but they soon saw a small cottage in the middle of the clearing. 


They approached it, saw the doorway adorned by a mezuzah, and knocked on the door. It was answered by a coarse looking man, unkempt, barefoot, and ragged, very much the crude peasant.

"We have lost our way and need a place to spend Shabbos. Would you mind if we stayed here with you?" they asked hesitantly.


"No. I don't want you staying here. By the looks of you, you are all chasidim and maggidim (synagogue speakers). I despise chasidim. So did my parents and grandparents before me. Get out of here quick. I can't stand the very sight of you!"


"Well, then, is there any other place nearby where we can stay for Shabbos?"


"No," he snickered. "The closest village is many hours journey away."


The chasidim did not know what to do. The only place they could stay was right there, as much as they disliked the idea. They begged and pleaded with the peasant to let them stay, promising him an exorbitant sum for the food and board.

After much entreaty he finally said he would agree, but only under three conditions. They listened dumbly while he enumerated them:


"First of all, you are to pray silently; I don't want you scaring away my non-Jewish clients who come here for their whiskey. Secondly, you are to pray speedily and then come immediately to the table; I don't like waiting for my food. And thirdly, I don't want you asking all kinds of silly fussy questions about the kashrus of the food. Either you eat what I serve or you leave it, but don't talk about it."


The chasidim saw that they really had no choice in the matter, so they agreed. They unloaded their belongings and took them into the cottage, and began to prepare themselves for the coming Shabbos.


"Is there a stream or river in the vicinity?" the Ball Shem Tov asked. "I would like to immerse myself in the honor of the Shabbos."


"What?!" the man shrieked. "This just shows what hypocrites you chasidim are! Get out! I want nothing to do with the likes of you." He grabbed the closest parcel and threw it out the door, raving and cursing the entire time.


It took a good half hour for the chasidim to cool him down and get him to agree to let them stay, even though it was questionable if they really wanted to remain in the home of someone so uncouth and violent.


The house itself reflected its uncivilized master, being devoid of the barest minimum of furniture. Four wooden posts supported the few planks which served as the table. The other rooms were equally bare.


Nor were there any signs of life in the surrounding forest - no rustles of animals, no chirping birds, nor any gentile customers such as their 'host' had referred to.


The four men sat and huddled together unhappily. It was growing late but they could see no sign of preparation for the coming Shabbos on the part of their ungracious host. They shivered involuntarily.


It grew later. Still no sign of Shabbos preparation from the owner. All he did was eat watermelon in loud, smacking bites, spitting out the pits all over the floor and whistling loudly in the manner of gentile ruffians. They were too terrified to open their mouths to ask anything, for fear of being thrown out bodily.


About five minutes before Shabbos their host spread a piece of dirty burlap on the table. He laid a glob of muddy clay upon it, hollowing out a hole in the center into which he thrust one little candle which he lit. Whether he had also muttered the blessing or not, they could not tell.


They also could not tell if he had already said the Friday Afternoon Prayer. Immediately after lighting the solitary candle, he launched into a hurried Kabbalat Shabbat ('Welcoming the Shabbos' series of prayers), swallowing half the words, skipping over much of the other half. Before they knew it, he had finished all of it and the Shabbat Evening Prayer as well. In spiritual and emotional pain, they hastened to finish quickly their precious Shabbos prayers according to the terms of the bargain.


"Good Shabbos," they wished him. A fresh string of curses was the response. When they tried to sing the Sholom Aleichem song which customarily precedes Kiddush, he shouted at them to stop.


He took a mug and filled it with vodka, and told them they could say Amen if they wished. In vain did the chasidim beg to say their ownKiddush. He refused to hear of it. "The candle will go out by the time you finish your ridiculous chasidic-style Kiddush," he said angrily.


Quickly he recited the Kiddush, swallowing half the words and skipping over some of the others, and drank the entire contents of the glass, leaving only a few drops at the bottom for his guests. "You won't get drunk on this," he snarled viciously.


He then washed his hands and recited the blessing for bread over a loaf of black pumpernickel, and distributed a slice to each of them. In vain did the chasidim beg for their own pair of loaves. In addition, he refused to let them touch the bread, shouting that their hands would contaminate his food. The chasidim were helpless to complain. They had agreed to remain silent.


The peasant pushed a tureen of lentil soup towards them but no bowls, instead simply giving each of the men a spoon. "Eat!" he ordered, and following his own words, bent over his plate and shoveled the food in so rapidly it poured out of the sides of his mouth. When the chasidim tried to sing the traditional Shabbat Evening songs, he cursed them violently. Nor would he allow them to recite in unison the brief introduction to the Blessings After a Meal, which is traditional when three or more men have eaten together.


The men were relieved when the meal finally ended. They prepared for bed. The peasant gave the Baal Shem Tov a woman's garment for a pillow. To the other men he offered rags of linen and wool [a forbidden mixture, known as shatnez], which they quickly refused, to his great derision. They finally escaped into fitful sleep.


The torments of the night were nothing compared with those of the day. When they awoke it was barely dawn but already their host was indifferently rushing through the morning service. He stood in shirt and trousers, barefoot, singing one of the hymns to a peasant vulgar drinking tune. They hurriedly arose so that they could finish their prayers together with him, ruefully foregoing the leisurely meditations that usually accompanied their prayers. During the Shabbat Day meal and throughout the rest of the holy day of rest and peace, the host continued to heap abuse upon them, and to refuse their slightest demands.


When evening drew near, the chasidim begged for something to eat for the Third Meal. "What?" he raged anew. "You want to eat again? You just finished your meal a short while ago. Gluttons!" They had to content themselves with Torah thoughts whispered among themselves instead of the usual food.


Their torture was not over with the conclusion of Shabbos. Their tyrannical host spread a light, unappetizing evening meal on the table and forced them to join him. The loud smacking of his food was spiced by yet another round of curses and insults, but he would not let them leave the table until most of the night had passed. Finally, wearily, they fell into their uncomfortable, makeshift beds and slept.


Morning dawned and they awoke with renewed hope. Today they could escape this terrible place and its master who ruled over them so cruelly. But they were in for a surprise. After they had finished their morning prayers, the host barred the door before them and made them sit down with him to a small breakfast. In vain they pleaded that they would pay for the meal he had prepared without eating it if only he let them leave. "What? Am I a thief to take your money without giving you anything in return?" he shouted.


They had no choice but to obey. The man kept them thus imprisoned by the sheer force of his iron will. They were helpless to resist. When evening fell they knew that they could not travel in the dangerous forest alone and were forced to remain another day.


Sunday's events were repeated on Monday, and then again on Tuesday. Finally, on the fourth day, after breakfast, he made an accounting of all they owed him. It cleaned the chasidim of their last money and most of their meager possessions, but they were glad to leave this nightmare of a place.


Their violent host insisted upon accompanying them part of the way, much to their consternation. "Did he intend to kill them?" they feared.


Just as they were about to leave, the door opened suddenly and a well-dressed, sophisticated-looking married woman entered. The chasidim were dumfounded.


She approached the Baal Shem tov and asked deferentially, "Rebbe! Please do us the honor of staying one more Shabbos?"


"Rebbe? How do you know that I am a rebbe?" the Baal Shem Tov asked. "And if you knew that, why did you allow my Shabbos to be so disturbed? Couldn't you have saved us?"


"Oh, Rebbe! Don't you remember me?" the woman demurred.


"No, I don't know you. I don't think that I ever saw you before."


"Please try to remember. I used to work in your home as a maid many years ago. Your wife took me in, seeing that I was an orphan with no one to care for me. I was full of sores and lice. Your wife used to wash my hair every Friday, and comb it and scrape my head while I cried with pain. One week the pain was too much to bear and I tried to stop her. She got upset and slapped me. You, Rebbe, were sitting nearby but remained silent in the face of my pain and shame.


"It was then that G-d's ire was aroused for violated the commandment, 'Do not afflict any widow or orphan' (Ex. 22:21). This led to the Heavenly Court sentencing you to forfeit your portion in the World to Come.


"When many years later I married this man," she pointed to their host, "who is, by the way, a secret tzadik (pious and pure), the sentence was revealed to us. It disturbed us both very much and we resolved to try to do something about it.


"Through our many prayers it was granted that instead of losing your portion in the World to Come, you would lose the tranquility and pleasure of one Shabbos, the day which is a veritable taste of the World to Come.


"The question remained: who could carry out such a sentence? Where in the world was there a person willing to disturb the Baal Shem Tov and spoil his Shabbos? So we accepted this task upon us. Now, thank G-d, your portion in the World to Come is complete and unimpaired as before."


As she finished her explanation, the Baal Shem Tov felt a surge of his former powers. He could now clearly see that all that she said was true.


The Baal Shem Tov and his three followers gladly accepted the woman's invitation. They remained for a second Shabbos, a day replete with the exchange of mystical Jewish insights with the secret tzadik-a day totally opposite of the one spent so wretchedly just seven days before.


Source: Compiled and edited by Yerachmiel Tilles (partially with the aid of A Treasury of Chasidic Tales (Zevin -- translation by Uri Kaploun), from the rendition of Meir-Tzvi Cohn on //baalshemtov.com based on Tales of the Baal Shem Tov (Klapholz -- translation by Sheindel Weinbach), which cites the original source as being Peulos Hatzadikim in the name of Rebbe Dovid of Tolna.

Biographical note:

Rabbi Yisrael ben Eliezer [of blessed memory: 18 Elul 5458 - 6 Sivan 5520 (Aug. 1698 - May 1760 C.E.)], the Baal Shem Tov ["Master of the Good Name"-often referred to as "the Besht" for short], a unique and seminal figure in Jewish history, revealed his identity as an exceptionally holy person, on his 36th birthday, 18 Elul 5494 (1734 C.E.), and made the until-then underground Chasidic movement public. He wrote no books, although many works claim to contain his teachings. One available in English is the excellent annotated translation of Tzava'at Harivash, published by Kehos.

Connection: Last week's Torah (Parshas Vayakhel) reading begam with several verses about the importance of Shabbat observance.

Reprinted from the Parshas Vayakhel 5779 email of KabbalaOnline.org, a project of Ascent of Safed. www.ascentsofsafed.com  ascent@ascentsofsafed.com

The Torah Gadol and the Cat
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Rav Reuven Reich once related that decades ago, a young boy who liked to take pictures of the holy Tzadikim, came to the house of Rav Chaim Kanievsky, Shlit”a. He went into the Rav’s home and took a rare picture of Rav Chaim feeding a cat who came looking for food. 


After the photo was taken by the young man, Rav Chaim asked him to stop taking pictures, but the young man continued to take more pictures. In response, Rav Chaim got upset and said, “That’s rude. I’m asking you to stop.” Hearing Rav Chaim get upset at him, the boy panicked, and he opened his camera and exposed all the film, which ruined all the pictures. 


Twenty-five years passed since then, and this young man was Bentched (blessed) to raise a family. Before one of his sons was about to become a Bar Mitzvah, he came to visit Rav Chaim Kanievsky with the Bar Mitzvah boy to get a Brachah. 


When he entered to see Rav Chaim, the Rav took one look at him and immediately said, “I’ve been searching for you for 25 years. You are the boy who took a picture of me feeding the cat, and I wanted to ask forgiveness for getting angry with you.” 


The young man was so surprised that Rav Chaim had recognized him after so much time had passed and how much different he looked from so long ago, and he of course forgave Rav Chaim with a full heart. 


Rav Reuven Reich commented about how special the fear of Aveirah (sin) is of such a great Tzadik, that it had been on his mind for so long to clear the record and get forgiveness for something that had happened 25 Years earlier.
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The Power of Reciting “Amein” with Kavanah


Rav Yechiel Spero once related a powerful story. Ruchi Friedman was married for seventeen years and was not yet blessed with children. She spent many nights crying to Hashem for a child, but over all those long years the Brachah did not come. 

`One Shabbos night, her husband Boruch had come home earlier than usual and had found her crying on the couch. She had always tried her best to hide her tears, but now she had been ‘caught’. 


Boruch felt terrible for her, and suggested that they go again for a Brachah, so he set off to visit the Stoliner Rebbe. The Rebbe greeted Boruch warmly and listened to his story, then he thought for a moment. 


He looked up and told Boruch about the Zechus of answering ‘Amein’, and ‘Amein Yehei Sh’mei Rabbah’, and then he suggested something very unusual. He said, “If one Yehei Sh’mei Rabbah can destroy an evil decree, then just imagine what many of them can do.” 


Boruch did not understand. The Rebbe explained that there is nothing more precious to Hashem than the sounds of Amein from little children. He then told Boruch to prepare little packages of candy, and any child who would answer Amein loudly, would be given a package after Davening, and in that Zechus, maybe they would merit being blessed with a child. 


Boruch and Ruchi took the advice of the Rebbe, and with tears in her eyes, Ruchi put together thirty little paper bags filled with candy. That Erev Shabbos, Boruch walked into Shul with the large container of bags of candy. Little notes had been given to the children in the neighborhood telling them how they could earn a bag of candy for answering Amein as best as they could, with as much Kavanah as they were able to. 

At Davening, the Chazan began to say the first Kaddish and the congregation erupted with Amein Yehei Sh’mei Rabbah! The adults seemed to have been inspired by the children’s excitement, and joined in responding slowly, loudly, and with concentration. 

The singing of Lecha Dodi that night was even more meaningful and beautiful than usual, and at the end of Maariv all the children lined up to get their candy. Boruch left the Shul that night smiling, and he went home and described the Davening to his wife. 

Could a few children’s Ameins really make a difference? One year later, amazingly, Ruchi and Boruch were blessed with a baby boy, and the Stoliner Rebbe was invited to be the Sandek at the Bris. This is the power of Amein!
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The Israeli Bus Driver

Rav Dovid Kaplan writes a story. A bus pulled out of the stop on Malchei Yisroel Street in the Geulah section of Yerushalayim. Only a short while later, the driver suddenly stopped the bus, opened the front door, and got out of his seat. He then left the bus and walked over to a poor man who was on the sidewalk, and gave him some money. He then returned to the bus and continued his route. Rav Kaplan notes that this is not something one would see in anyplace but Eretz Yisroel!
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