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The Story of How a Gorilla Helped Max Sigel Become a Torah Loyal Jew

By Rabbi Shlomo Simon
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Max Sigel                         The Gorilla that mekareved Max


The Sefer HaChinuch (attributed by many to Rabbi Aharon HaLevi of Barcelona) shares an amazing insight into how a person’s actions, even when done unwillingly, have the power to influence and change a person’s behavior and his way of thinking for the better. 


For example, he states, if a person who is a “rasha gamor” (one who is totally devoid of mitzvah observance) is compelled until he does even one mitzvah, and this process is repeated daily until he does that mitzvah daily — he will eventually become a “tzadik gamor” (completely righteous). 


Such is the amazing power of the action of a mitzvah upon a Jew. This is not mere behavior modification a la Skinner. It not only changes the behavior — it changes the mind. Of course, in our society it is illegal and ill-advised to compel a person to do something, such a mitzvah, against his will. 


However, I have seen with my own eyes the Sefer HaChinuch’s insight work on a fellow whom I knew in law school. He was an intellectual; a philosophy major at Brown University who had read extensively about religion, and was a dyed-in-the-wool atheist. He boarded off-campus with a couple of classmates who were Shabbat observant. Since they would not allow him to bring non-kosher food into the house or to cook anything himself he began to exclusively eat kosher food. 
On Friday nights and Shabbat mornings he went with his friends to shul, and then went with them to various families for the Shabbat meals. After three years of this, and all the while maintaining his intellectual disbelief, while immensely enjoying the food and company, he suddenly became convinced of the truth of Torah. He had no idea how this happened but it did! He went on to marry a girl from a religious family, raise a Jewish family and become a pillar of the religious community in his city. 


Sometimes the teshuva process occurs in the manner described above, and sometimes it takes a gorilla to shake a Jew out of his comfort zone and realize that he needs to take a different path. That happened to Max. Max was born into a secular Jewish family in “the Valley” of LA. They were members of a Conservative synagogue and were a bit more traditional than the average secular family. 


Max went to afternoon Hebrew School until bar mitzvah, and while in High School became involved with United Synagogue Youth, a program aimed at high school teens to help them maintain their Jewish identity after their “formal” Jewish education had ended with bar or bat mitzvah. Max was very active in USY. He was elected as the President of his synagogue chapter, and eventually became a member of the Regional Board as Executive Vice President in charge of “Tikun Olam” — meaning, in the Conservative Movement terms, “social action” — a very important portfolio. 


The region included Southern California, Hawaii, New Mexico, Nevada and Arizona. Max was going places. As a member of the Executive Board of USY he was required to observe Shabbat and kashrut. Max took his obligations seriously. Of course, the Conservative Movement doesn’t require strict adherence to the laws of Shabbat and kashrut as they appear in the Shulchan Aruch, but it was still a major change in Max’s life, and meant real “mesirat nefesh” (dedication, often at a great personal sacrifice). 


He didn’t go out with friends on Friday nights, didn’t use his cell phone on Shabbat, went to the synagogue for services, ate his meals at home and spent the Shabbat day at home with his family. Perhaps, as the Sefer HaChinuch says, this had an indelible effect on his neshama (soul). 


After graduating high school, his mentors in the movement pushed him to go to Nativ, the Conservative “yeshiva” at their headquarters on Agron Street and King George Street in Jerusalem, to groom him for a leadership role in the movement. Max was fully invested. 


The courses included revising the Chumash by deleting all the offensive and nonpolitically correct passages. This was encouraged by the teacher who empathized with all those characters in the Chumash who seemed to be attacked and despised by the Book. Poor Esav, Korach, Bilaam, the idol worshipers, and so on. The students would erase their seeming iniquities from the Book, and replace them with kindness and love. 


Max had some “chardal” cousins in Yad Binyamin near Rechovot, and spent Shabbat with them. They questioned the validity of his experience at the “yeshiva” on Agron. Other Orthodox people that he met did the same. He was rattled, but continued on his path. 


Another Shabbat with a frum family in Mitzpeh Rimon exposed him to American yeshiva students from Keren B’Yavne — an Orthodox yeshiva. One of them, himself a ba’al teshuva (who is now learning in the Mir Kollel), became very friendly with Max, and the two had long discussions about hashkafa (outlook on life according to the Torah) and other Torah subjects. Their friendship continues until today. These conversations had a strong influence on Max, who now began to question the many “ideals” he had been learning. 


Max returned to LA to start college at Cal State - Northridge. He majored in Linguistics and Islamic studies. He was observing more and more mitzvot, and started attending the daily minyan at the Chabad shul on campus. He also was teaching in a Conservative synagogue’s afternoon school. 


On May 28, 2016 a four-year old boy slipped between the bars of a gorilla enclosure and into their habitat at the Cincinnati zoo. He seemed to be in imminent danger of losing his life from Harambe, a 17 year-old, 450 pound western lowland gorilla. The guards at the zoo decided to shoot Harambe. He died. 


The following day, after davening Mincha with his class at the afternoon school where Max taught, the school’s director asked if anyone wanted to say kaddish. One girl raised her hand. She wanted to know if it would be okay for her to say kaddish for the gorilla. The director, without hesitation, enthusiastically agreed. 


That was the last straw for Max. He left Conservative Judaism for good. This past summer, after an exciting Shabbaton with the Mentors in Flatbush last winter and after reading some inspiring articles by Rabbi Yitzchok Breitowitz of the Ohr Somayach staff, upon the advice of Rabbi Nachi Klein of the Young Israel of Northwood Max came to Jerusalem on a JLE Connect program. He has decided to postpone college for at least another year. Max has been accepted to Yeshiva University, and plans to start there in 2018.

Reprinted from the Parshat Tezave – Ki Tisa 5777 email of OHRNET, the Ohr Somayach Torah Magazine on the Internet.
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Only Three Coins
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Boruch was in trouble. His daughter was twenty five, getting older every day and he had no dowry to offer a prospective groom. In fact he, as all the Jews in the area, barely had enough to live on.


And it was all because of the cruel Poritz (Landowner), who not only charged ridiculously high rent but also regularly imposed bizarre fines and taxes on the Jews to cover his lavish life style and gambling debts.


To top it all off, one day a matchmaker came up with a good suggestion for his daughter!!


Indeed it was a good suggestion, but all poor Boruch had to offer were debts! And the 'suggestion' himself was in the same economic bracket.


With no alternative Boruch set out by foot to see the great tzadik (holy Jew) Rebbe Elimelich of Lizhensk [One of the foremost pupils of the Magid of Mezeritch, the successor of the Baal Shem Tov] for help.
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Rebbe Elimelech of Lizhensk

Two days later he was standing before the tzadik humbly pouring out his heart.


The Rebbe heard the story and, smiling with assuramce, told him that there was nothing to worry about. He then took three ten-kopek coins from his desk drawer and put them on the table before Boruch as if to say, 'Here's what you've been waiting for'!


Boruch looked at the coins and almost began to cry from confusion. It made no sense. Thirty kopeks was close to nothing. There was no possibility that Rebbe misunderstood what he said. But thirty kopeks? A wedding with one musician costs at least ten thousand kopeks (1000 rubles]. What could he possibly do with thirty kopeks?!


But, reminding himself that the Rebbe certainly knew what he was doing and hoping that the Rebbe didn't notice his dismay, he took the coins as though they were worth millions, forced a smile and a thank you, and tried his best to look grateful as he backed out of the room.


Trodding slowly on the road towards home, he couldn't help thinking negative thoughts. What would he tell his wife and daughter? What would he say to his friends? To the groom? The groom's family? The matchmaker? This was the end--no one can make a wedding with thirty kopeks!


As he was leaving the city boundary, disillusioned and depressed, he heard someone yelling "Stop! Stop!" in the distance from behind him.


He turned, and saw one of the Rebbe's chasidim running after him waving his arms.


'Aha!' he thought to himself. "The Rebbe had been testing me! He wanted to see how I would react. What a fool I was for doubting! For sure he has now sent the rest of the money!" The chasid arrived, still huffing and puffing as he began to speak.


"The Rebbe sent me to say that he wants you to give back one of the coins. He said he gave you too much."


Boruch was too stunned to say a word. He mechanically took one of the three coins from his pocket, and handed it over. The chasid put it in his own pocket and then with a brisk 'Thank you, have a good journey,' hurried back to the city, leaving the perplexed Boruch alone to resume his trip--ten kopeks poorer.


Now he was even more confused. And he worried that his bad thoughts would slowly drive him insane! But then a famous chasidic saying popped into his mind: "Think good and it will be good."


An hour later, trying to keep positive, he saw up the road a group of three young ruffians huddled over a bonfire off to a side. "Oy!" he thought to himself. "This means trouble."


But this time, instead of cowering as usual, he remembered his resolution, and picturing his Rebbe's face, he stood straight, smiling.


When the gentiles noticed him, they stood up and approached. One of them held up a leather bag. "Hello there, Jew! Want to buy a good purse?"


He shook their hands, took the bag and had a look. It was truly a fine piece of work, well sewn with golden inlays. He opened it to have a look at the lining, and lo, there was a bunch of notes of large denominations in German currency! He counted. There were twenty! A fortune! The peasant boys must not have had any idea what they were, but he recognized them.


"Sure, you can have the pictures too." They said. "Just give us thirty Kopeks and it's all yours."


Boruch almost fainted! Thirty kopeks? Why that is exactly what the Rebbe had given him at first! But now, "Oh, no! All I have is twenty!" he thought to himself and began to get depressed and confused again, as always. But the two coins in his pocket reminded him to be positive. He remained calm, closed his eyes and prayed for an idea. And suddenly he had it!"


"Listen fellows. You know what?" he heard himself say confidently, "I don't have enough for the bag. But I'll give you twenty kopeks for the pictures."


The boys looked at each other, trying to hide their glee. What a fool! Twenty kopeks for paper? Now they could sell the purse twice!


They took the coins, shook his hand again and let him take the paper pictures, while they gladly held on to the purse.

qAs soon as Boruch was out of their sight, he took out the bills and counted. Twenty bills, each worth the equivalent of five thousand kopeks. He was rich beyond imagining! He and his daughter's marriage were saved. What a miracle!

But when he arrived home his wife, although overjoyed, reminded him that he couldn't take the money until he was sure it was ownerless.


So a few days later he returned to Lizhensk, first to find out if anyone there who knew to whom the purse belonged, and if not, to give the Rebbe a big donation and invite him to his daughter's wedding. But before he reached the Rebbe's house he felt someone staring at him. He turned to look and it was one of those gentile boys that had sold him the 'pictures', but now he was bandaged and beaten. Reb Boruch nodded and the boy began to talk.


"Hello again, Jew. You're the one we met with the purse, right? Well you'll never guess what happened. As soon as you left we got into an argument about how to divide the coins and the purse--you know, who gets what. Well, somehow the purse fell into the fire and one corner burned off. So we just left it there to finish burning. Who would buy a singed purse?


"Then, about five minutes later this huge carriage comes storming up from the direction of the city, stops where we are, and who gets out but that devil the Poritz. He was screaming about his missing purse.


"Well, when he saw the remains there in the fire he started cursing, jumping around and screaming at us like a mad man. All for a stupid purse! He began beating us with his cane and ordered his servants to do the same. What a maniac! For a lousy purse? And he's supposed to be a rich man!


"Then he jumped into his carriage and drove back to where he came from. Lucky you that you didn't buy the purse, and that he didn't continue straight, in your direction. If he would have seen you he probably would have killed you. He hates you Jews. He almost killed us!"


Suddenly Boruch understood. If he would have had the third ten-kopek coin to buy the purse, the Poritz would have continued down the road, found him with the purse and maybe even killed him. Now, it was clear that the Poritz gave up all hope of recovering the money, thus relinquishing ownership. The money was his to keep!


The twenty kopeks the Rebbe gave Boruch was just enough money to make him rich and to keep him safe and change forever his attitude about seeming bad luck.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Source: Adapted and supplemented by Yerachmiel Tilles from the rendition of Rabbi Tuvia Bolton on //ohrtmimim.org/torah (submitted by Daniel Keren).

Biographical note: Rabbi Elimelech of Lizhensk [of blessed memory:5477 - 21 Adar 5547 (1717 - March 1787 C.E.)], was a leading disciple of the Maggid of Mezritch, successor to the Baal Shem Tov, and the leading Rebbe of the subsequent generation in Poland-Gallitzia. Most of the great Chassidic dynasties in that area stem from his disciples. His book, Noam Elimelech, is one of the most popular of all Chassidic works.

Connection: Seasonal-Adar 21 (Saturday night-Sunday) is the 230th yahrzeit of the Rebbe Elimelech.

 

Reprinted from the Parshas Ki Sisa 5777 email of KabbalaOnline.org, a project of Ascent of Safed.  www.ascentofsafed.com     ascent@ascentofsafed.com
Thoughts that Count for Parshat Vayakhel
And Moses gathered together all the Congregation of the Children of Israel and said to them: "These are the things which G-d has commanded that you should do" (Ex. 35:1)

Every Jew approaches a mitzva with his own personal thoughts and intentions, according to his intellect and level of understanding. Yet the physical performance of the mitzva is carried out in the same manner by all. Moses was able to assemble all the Jews together in true unity because the performance of mitzvot is common to all Jews, no matter what their other differences may be. (Rebbe of Tshortkov)
Reprinted from Issue #205 of L’Chaim Weekly (Parashat Vayakhel 5752/1992)

The Chofetz Chaim and the Rebellious Butcher’s Son

By Rabbi Label Lam
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Rabbi Label Lam


What’s so special about Shabbos? Why is it the central day in the Jewish week? Let’s see if we can appreciate one small sliver of an approach.


A Rabbi was speaking to an elder group of Jews in Florida some time back. He wanted to impress upon them the greatness of the sainted Chofetz Chaim. He told them that in a town near to Radin where the Chofetz Chaim resided there was a butcher whose son had become a flagrant desecrater of the Shabbos.


This presented a tremendous problem for the whole town. The son’s ill behavior reflected on the butcher and cast a shadow of over the credibility of his Kashrus.


It was the source of great controversy for the whole community and deep personal pain for the butcher. After many discussions and after having exhausted every other option it was decided that they would bring the young man to meet the Chofetz Chaim. They did. After a brief encounter in a closed room the boy came out transformed and from then on was dutifully observant of the Shabbos.


After the Rabbi concluded his lecture an older man approached him and told him that he was from a certain small town adjacent to Radin. His father was a butcher. In his youth he had gone on a streak of rebelliousness and had desecrated the Shabbos. His father had taken him to the Chofetz Chaim and from then on he ceased from violating the Shabbos. “I was that young man in the story!” he confessed.

The Rabbi pressed him, “What happened in that room?”�


He related, “I entered the room and saw this sweet elderly Rabbi. He took my hand with his two soft and gentle hands and he began to say, ‘Shabbos, oy Shabbos’ He repeated over and over again and he began to cry. 
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The saintly Chofetz Chaim, zt”l


“A tear ran off his cheek and landed on the back of my hand. When I felt that hot tear I gave a shriek and ran out of the room, vowing at that moment I would never violate Shabbos again.”�

Rabbi Yehuda Halevi, the Kuzari, relates a remarkable fact. For all the various measurements of time there is some corresponding celestial cue. During the course of a month the moon does its dance across the sky. A year can be measured by the angle of the sun’s rays. These are openly observable phenomena.


However, a week is a peculiar creature. Why is the entire world obedient to a seven-day week? What heavenly signal keeps all of humanity in concert with this schedule? The Kuzari posits that it is a remnant of the persistent memory of all humanity. That from the very beginning the world had an original and continuing cycle of Shabbos.
Reprinted from the Parshas Ki Sisa 5777 email of Shabbos Candle Lighting.

The Meshech Chochma’s “Loyal” Shamesh
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Rav Meir of Dvinsk, theMeshech Chochma, zt”l


The Meschech Chochma, Rav Meir Simcha of Dvinsk, of blessed memory, had a faithful assistant (shamesh) who devotedly executed all of the tasks and instructions given to him by Rav Meir Simcha. 

On one occasion, Rav Meir Simcha asked the assistant to take care of something, but the assistant respectfully disagreed.

 Rav Meir Simcha thought for a moment and then said to him, “You know, you never listen to what I say!” 

In disbelief, the assistant defended himself saying, “How could Rebbi say such a thing! After all, this is the first time I’ve ever begged to differ with anything Rebbi told me to do!” 

Rav Meir Simcha replied: “While that may be true, this incident proves that whenever you followed my directions, it was because you agreed with them, as evidenced by the fact that now that you disagree, you choose not to obey my orders. If you were truly my devoted servant, you’d follow my directions even when they don’t make sense to you!” (Story related by Rav Elazar Shach, OB”M)
Reprinted from the Parshas Ki Sisa 5777 email of Torah Sweet’s Weekly as edited by Reb Mendel Berlin.

Waiting and Ready

By Rabbi David Ashear


The Gemara in Masechet Avoda Zara tells the story of Rabbi Yehuda Hanassi who suffered severe intestinal pain. For a remedy, he needed a certain apple cider, which was only produced by idolaters. To ensure that it was Kosher and did not contain any wine, it would have to have been stored for seventy years. 
Obviously, that would be hard to find. His attendants searched for it, until finally they found one man who had an entire store- room filled with seventy-year-old bottles of this cider. Rabbi Yehuda drank the cider and was cured.


Afterwards, he proclaimed, "ברוך המקום שמסר עולמו לשומרים"-Blessed is Hashem who puts into the minds of men to accumulate things that will eventually be used to help others. Rabbi Yehuda needed something very rare, and the moment he found it, he said, "Hashem, You are so kind. You have been storing it for me all these years."


We are supposed to feel, "בשבילי נברא העולם"-the world was created for us individually, as opposed to it just being there, and we happen to benefit. Rabbi Yehuda felt gratitude that not only did Hashem store his remedy for him, but years earlier, there were people working the land, harvesting the apples and preparing the cider, so that it would be ready for him, just when he needed it.
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Mr. Silas Aaron Hardoon, of blessed memory

If someone ever needs anything, and he finds it all ready and prepared for him, it is because Hashem is taking care of his needs even before they arise. Sometimes Hashem prepares our needs years in advance, and He keeps them waiting for us, just for the right time.


There was a synagogue built in Shanghai, in 1927, by a wealthy Sephardic Jew, named Silas Hardoon. He was childless and began giving his money away to Chinese charities. One night, his father appeared to him in a dream and implored him to do something for his own people. Silas shrugged it off. After all, there were hardly any Jews in China at the time. However, the dream persisted, and Silas decided to act.

 He spoke to Hacham Ibraham, a Sepharadic rabbi, who led the tiny Jewish community there. The Hacham's advice sounded even stranger than the dreams. He told Silas to build a beautiful Synagogue in the center of Shanghai. It should contain hundreds of seats, a kitchen and a dining room. 


Silas followed the instructions and named the Shul "Bet Aharon," in memory of his father. A few years later, Mr. Hardoon passed away, leaving barely a Minyan to enjoy that magnificent edifice. It also left questions as to the necessity of that tremendous undertaking.
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Photo of hundreds of Mir Yeshiva bochurim who learned in the Bet Aharon Synagogue in Shanghai, China during World War II


Eight years later, in 1939, the small Polish town of Mir, home to one of the world's premier Yeshivot, suddenly came under Nazi rule. The students fled to nearby Vilna, in Lithuania. At that time, Japan, which for years had no diplomatic presence in Lithuania, inexplicably sent "Sempo" Sugihara to serve as vice-consul there. He violated explicit Japanese policy and worked non-stop to issue transit visas, whereby thousands of Jews, including hundreds of students from the Mir Yeshiva could flee across Russia on the Trans-Siberian Railway. The month-long exodus ended in Kobe, Japan.


In 1943, the students were deported to a Jewish ghetto in Shanghai, China. Homeless, stateless and penniless, they needed a place to live and relocate their Yeshiva. But what could they possibly find in the middle of Shanghai? That's when they discovered a magnificent Shul, which had been built 16 years earlier and was practically unused. It had just been sitting and waiting there for these hundreds of students to come and occupy it day and night.


"ברוך המקום שמסר עולמו לשומרים"-Hashem is working for us way before our needs even arise. Then, at exactly the right time, He has our gifts individually wrapped  for each of us to benefit from.

Reprinted from the March 16, 2017 email of Daily Emunah.

Rav Chaim Ozer Grodzinsky 
And the Dishonest Butcher


There's a famous story that occurred with Rav Chaim Ozer Grodzinsky in the early 1900s. At the time, the government in Vilna wanted all the butchers to stun animals before they do the Shehitah (slaughter).
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Rav Chaim Ozer Grodzinsky, zt”l


 Rav Grodzinsky ruled that we don't stun animals and we don't deviate from our Shehitah laws. The Rav said that if it means that we can't eat meat, then we won't eat any meat until the decree is changed. 


One butcher protested that he would not lose business because of a stringency. He decided to disobey the Rabbi and went against his warnings. 


The Rabbi wrote the butcher a letter and said: "Don't disobey me today, because you don't know where this will lead to in the future, maybe your children or grandchildren will serve the people meat that's unkosher someday!" 

Many years later here in America, that butcher’s grandson was a local community butcher who was caught selling Taref (unkosher) meat for many years to his community, until he was eventually run out of town. 

So we can learn clearly from this story, that we don't compromise the laws of our Torah. As Rabbi Diamond taught us many times from his father-in-law Rabbi Davis and from Rabbi Avigdor Miller, this is exactly how the Reform movement started in Europe. 


The Jews of those communities wanted to reduce the differences between themselves and their non-Jewish neighbors, so they started to make a few small innocent changes in order to fit into society better. Rabbi Diamond would always say: "You can never move a spider's web, even one millimetre, because if you do, the entire web will fall apart!"  

Reprinted from the Parashat Ki Tisa 5777 email of Jack E. Rahmey with the guidance and teachings of Rabbi Amram Samane.

More Thoughts that Count for Parashat Vayakhel
On the seventh day there shall be to you a holy day (Ex. 35:2)


Rabbi Bunim once said: There is no other mitzva as all-encompassing as that of sukka. A person actually enters the mitzva with his whole body, his clothes, and even his shoes.


Rabbi Shlomo Leib of Lentashna responded: The mitzva of Shabbat is even greater. One need not lift a finger to bring it on; Shabbat arrives by itself. And, the holiness of Shabbat totally encompasses everyone and everything for more than 24 hours.

All the wise-hearted among you shall come, and make all that G-d has commanded. (35:10)


When a person decides to do a mitzva, it is preferable to do it immediately, as the opportunity presents itself, and not procrastinate. Doing a mitzva with diligence and alacrity prevents all kinds of obstacles from arising to prevent the performance of the mitzva at a later time. That is why the verse says, "All the wise-hearted among you shall come"--one who is truly wise--"shall come"--without delay. (HaDrash Vehaiyun)
Reprinted from Issue #205 of L’Chaim Weekly (Parashat Vayakhel 5752/1992)
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