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Reflections on a Recent Hospital Stay

By Rabbi Kalman Packouz
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GOOD MORNING! Recently, I spent 5 days in the hospital. I don’t think that it is ever a pleasant experience — except perhaps for having a baby (and then again, it is not so pleasant for the mother).


One thing you need to get through the hospital experience — and life — is to have a sense of humor — which means seeing the humor wherever you can find it.


For instance, I found the Food Service absolutely hilarious. They’d ask me what I’d like to order and I would ask, “What’s on the Kosher menu?” “Meatloaf and Mashed potatoes, Salisbury steak and Mashed Potatoes, Roast Turkey and vegetables.” I ordered the meatloaf — “Sorry, we don’t have that.” OK, I replied, the Salisbury steak — “Sorry, we don’t have that.” No problem, I’ll have the roast turkey. And sometime after an hour they deliver the chicken dinner.


Here’s my favorite. I get a call from food services about my order. “Sir, you ordered the chicken soup with a matzoh ball.” “No,” I responded, “I ordered the vegetable soup.” The food service person was adamant! “No. you ordered the chicken soup with a matzoh ball.” To which I said, “I really did order the vegetable soup.” For the third time and with a very firm and strong insistence, “NO! You ordered the chicken soup with a matzoh ball.”


At this point, I asked myself, “What are you doing arguing over a bowl of soup?” So, I said, “Yes, what about the chicken soup with the matzoh ball?” The lady replied, “We don’t have the chicken soup. Would you like the vegetable soup??


Besides a sense of humor to get through a hospital experience – and life — there is one more requirement. Always express thanks and appreciation. We are all human beings doing our best (some people are just more limited than others). Encourage others and find things to compliment them that they do well. People respond to appreciation.


Anger does not motivate anyone to do their best. It creates resentment and likely a lower level of service. Also, in the end it is you who suffers from getting angry! Just default to finding humor in what’s happening … and I know that can be hard.


I have stage 4 prostate cancer. I have very little energy or desire. About the only thing I desire is to make sure my Shabbat Shalom gets out each week. I only tell you this because I have some thoughts to share with you about dealing with people who are faced with serious medical dilemmas (or other life challenges).


I am totally good with my health opportunity. I believe in G-d and that He has an individual plan for me that is for my best — to come close to Him, to grow, to fulfill my purpose in life. What that plan entails, I await as it unfolds. Whichever direction it goes, I am just thankful.


When someone finds out about my cancer they respond “I’m sorry. Please, let me know if there is anything, anything I can do.” Heartfelt compassion is deeply appreciated. However, keep it short. Obsessing on the issue and asking for a complete medical history really is oppressive (though well-meant), depressing and depleting of energy. You may ask, “Is there anything that you think I should know or that you want to tell me?” This is a great kindness — not forcing the sick person to answer questions he’d rather not answer.


One man immediately started asking me about his symptoms — “Do you have this?” “Do you have that?” Really inappropriate. I interrupted him and said, “Please, you can’t diagnose yourself by my situation. Go see a doctor.”


One more thing. Almost every person I run into says, “You’re looking good!” That is supposed to be uplifting and encouraging. I think we cancer patients interpret it as “Wow! You should be looking sallow and on the edge of death.” It doesn’t really feel good. Also, I once heard that there are three stages in life: youth, middle age and you’re looking good.”


Notes are appreciated. Little acts of kindness. A rabbi at the Talmudic University in Miami messaged me that they are having a special learning session in my merit. Very touching!


And if you want to know what you can really do — pray for the person. A simple, heartfelt request, “Almighty, Master of the Universe, who has given me all good things, please grant a complete and speedy healing to Kalman Moshe ben Devorah” (my name). Your prayers are precious and make a difference. Thank you!

Reprinted from the Parshas Lech L’cha 5780 email of Rabbi Packouz’s Shabbat Shalom Weekly email.

The "Forced" Blessing

By Asharon Baltazar

Rabbi Yitzchak Meir Rothenberg-Alter will forever be remembered as the brilliant founder of the Ger Chassidic dynasty.


Married to Feigele, daughter of Reb Moshe Lipshitz, a wealthy magnate from Warsaw, Yitzchak Meir was then known as the “Genius of Warsaw.” After several years of intense study, he founded a yeshivah, admitting only students who were exceptionally learned and sharp. Masterfully taught, his classes required a keen mental grasp coupled with a profound knowledge of Torah. Not everyone was able to understand.


Offers for rabbinic positions poured in but he rejected them all. Even when his father-in-law suffered severe setbacks in business and thus lost all of his wealth, Rabbi Yitzchak Meir refused to accept the yoke of rabbinic leadership. He never paused his learning or teaching and relied on the meager income from his occasional role as a bookbinder.


With time, the room housing his yeshivah became too small. Students continued to show up at the doorstep, wanting to learn from the famed rabbi, and Rabbi Yitzchak Meir began to consider expanding. Ultimately, he decided not to. Transplanting the entire yeshivah for renovations, even temporarily, constituted an unwarranted interruption of Torah learning.


Yet the growing crowds of students found it more and more difficult to wedge themselves into the tight confines of the study hall. One day, the rabbi was heard to say, “If only someone was capable of completing construction on a larger space in a single day, I would be immensely pleased.”
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To everyone, it was an impossible dream. But not for Reb Yekel.

Reb Yekel began to brainstorm and an idea quickly evolved.


In Warsaw, there lived a certain wealthy contractor. He was not a Chassidic man, nor was he particularly G‑d-fearing. Reb Yekel met with him and described, in dramatic terms, the cramped yeshiva conditions. Though he’d heard of the “Genius of Warsaw,” the contractor remained unmoved by the yeshivah’s circumstances. He calculated a lengthy timeframe and a high cost on a sheet of paper, handed it to Reb Yekel, and waited for a response.


Reb Yekel gave it a fleeting glance, and handed it back with a nod, and said, “Remember, the timeframe isn’t to be taken into account.”


The contractor’s eyebrows rose uncertainly. “Meaning?”


“Meaning,” said Reb Yekel without batting an eye, “the work has to be finished in one day.”


The contractor nearly fell off his chair. Fixing Reb Yekel with a frosty stare, he said, “No one can finish this work quicker than me. It is impossible.”


The harsh tone didn’t sway Reb Yekel, and he returned the stare. “Tell me, how many years are you married?”


Caught off-guard by the personal question, the contractor stammered a number.


“And children?”


At those words, the contractor deflated. “Sadly, none.” His voice trembled.


“Well then,” said Reb Yekel enthusiastically. “We have a deal. You renovate the yeshivah within 24 hours and the great rabbi, Rabbi Yitzchak Meir, will bless you with offspring!”


(Perhaps it’s too obvious to note, but Reb Yekel never spoke with Rabbi Yitzchak Meir about such an arrangement. This was a spontaneous promise on Reb Yekel’s part.)


A spark of hope ignited in the contractor’s eyes. Hands were extended and shaken, and a date was set.


Within days, the final stages of the plans were drawn up and palettes of building materials sprung up around the yeshiva. The contractor marshalled an army of workers. When everything was ready, Reb Yekel told Rabbi Yitzchak Meir that construction was to start the following day, exactly in the manner he prescribed—to be completed in a single day.


Rabbi Yitzchak Meir’s class took place somewhere else the following morning. In turn, the workers swarmed the tiny yeshivah and began renovations at a rapid clip. Orchestrated by the contractor, walls were torn down, cement was mixed and spread, and new floors were planted. Despite the brisk pace, the work stretched throughout the entire day and continued into the night, not winding up until the early hours of the morning. When only an hour remained to the 24-hour deadline, the windows were finally installed. Even as the last few minutes ticked closer, workers were still seen fussing over details.


Where a pitiful room once stood, a magnificent hall, amply furnished, now supplanted its place. One would be hard-pressed to say it was built in just one day.


Rabbi Yitzchak Meir arrived and immediately toured the unrecognizable structure, admiring it from every angle. “Amazing,” he kept muttering. “Absolutely amazing.”


Reb Yekel seized the chance to reveal his impulsive promise to Rabbi Yitzchak Meir.


“Rabbi, I agree it’s indeed beautiful, but the price is quite expensive! We pledged—in your name—a son for the contractor.”


Rabbi Yitzchak Meir’s delightful expression curled into a thoughtful frown. For a minute, Rabbi Yitzchak Meir was silent, seemingly lost in thought.


“Hashem will help him,” he finally declared, and stepped inside his new yeshivah building.


And indeed, within the year, the contractor invited Rabbi Yitzchak Meir to act as sandak at his son’s circumcision.

Reprinted from the Parashat Vayeira 5779 email of Chabad.Org Magazine Adapted from Sichat Hashavua #997
Judging Favorably #61

The Seminary Dorm

Phone Call
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Dassy was enjoying her Shabbos at the Leifers. They were such a warm family, and their lively home offered a welcome change from dorm life. Her year at seminary was just beginning and she could see it was going to be an exciting one. 

Just that week they had begun in-depth discussions on judging favorably, and as she shared her new-found enthusiasm with the Leifers, they too were fascinated. 

After Shabbos, she called her dorm and asked the girl who picked up the phone if she could please speak with Toby. 

“No problem,” was the cheery reply. Minutes passed as Dassy hung on to the phone waiting for Toby – or the girl – or anyone! – to get back on the line. After ten minutes of waiting, she hung up, furious. 

“I can’t believe how inconsiderate some people are. She just walked off and left me hanging!” 

“But Dassy,” the Leifers protested, “you spent the whole Shabbos telling us about the mitzvah of judging favorably and now you’re calling her inconsiderate. Why don’t you just her favorably?”

“Listen,” Dassy said defensively, “usually you should, but I live in that dorm and I know what goes on. People answer the phone and then drop it and don’t come back. In this case, there’s no excuse. It’s plain inconsiderate.” 

What could they say? She had made up her mind and that was it.


A few weeks later, Dassy was on her way to the dorm dining room when the hall phone she was passing started to ring. She picked it up and heard the voice on the other end ask: 

“Could you please call Adina to the phone?” 

“Sure,” answered Dassy agreeably, and went down the hall to call Adina to the phone. As she passed a window, she noticed a heavy rain just beginning. The wash! She raced to take in the laundry – a whole week’s worth – and managed to rescue it before it got soaked. After putting away what she could and hanging the rest to dry in her room, she finally made it to the dining room. 

Two days later, it hit her. “Oh, no!! That call… I had somebody on the line and I never got back. 

When Dassy was the victim, her mind was closed. The only reason she could imagine was lack of consideration. She had to be in that situation herself to realize there could be other reasons. 

As for the girl who left Dassy hanging, this is what happened: “I was passing by the hall phone when it rang. A girl on the line asked me to get Toby, and I happened to know that Toby was with a bunch of girls in one of the classrooms studying. I went to get her, but when I walked into the room, the girls were listening to a speaker. 

“Then I remembered we were having a guest lecturer. Some of our teachers were there, and I felt too embarrassed to walk out. I was stuck. I had no choice but to take a seat and stay.” (The Other Side of the Story) 

Reprinted from the Parshas Vayeira 5780 email of The Weekly Vort.

Story #1143
The Respectable-Looking Thief
From the desk of Yerachmiel Tilles

editor@ascentofsafed.com

Once a merchant from the town of Whitfield returned from a buying trip with a wagon piled high with merchandise. He arrived late at night and was too tired to open up his store and unload the wagon. Instead, he un-harnessed the horses and left the wagon outside his store, planning to unload it the next morning. After all, he thought, "Who would steal such a large wagon?"


The next morning, the merchant rose early and rushed to his store to unload. To his shock, the wagon with its precious load was no longer there. He was beside himself with fear and pain at the loss of almost all his wealth. 

A number of his friends joined him in his frantic search through the town. But there was no sign of the wagon. He realized that a thief must have seen the unattended treasure the night before, harnessed other horses to the wagon, and stole it together with all the merchandise.


The merchant sent a letter with a friend to the Baal Shem Tov, advising him of his loss and requesting a blessing that the wagon and his merchandise be returned. When the messenger arrived in Medzibush, he found the Baal Shem Tov kissing the mezuzah of his house, as he was leaving to attend a Brit Mila (circumcision ceremony) in the Jewish community of Derzane.


The Baal Shem Tov took the letter from the messenger and quickly read through it. He then instructed the messenger, "Please wait here until I return." The messenger agreed and took lodging at the local inn.


The Baal Shem Tov left in his wagon for the long trip to the city of Derzane accompanied by Reb Zev his scribe and Alexei his gentile wagon driver. As they were entering the city, the Baal Shem Tov saw a wagon loaded with merchandise in the distance. He turned to his scribe and asked, "Reb Zev, do you see that loaded wagon over there pulled by two horses?"


"Yes," answered Reb Zev.


"And do you remember the man that spoke to me just before we left?" inquired the Baal Shem Tov.


Reb Zev nodded yes.


"That man," continued the Baal Shem Tov, "was sent by a merchant from Whitfield whose wagon full of merchandise was stolen. He requested my blessing that the wagon and the merchandise would be found and returned; it represented nearly all of the merchant's wealth. Well, that very wagon full of merchandise is the one that was stolen.


"When we get to town, I want you to immediately ask around and find out at which inn the supposed owner of the wagon is staying. Then, go to that inn, find the wagon owner and tell him that you know the wagon was stolen from Whitfield. Tell him to give it to you to return to the merchant. Meanwhile, I'll go to the Bris."


Immediately upon arriving in town, Reb Zev inquired and found that the man driving the wagon was staying at a certain inn. He went to that inn and found the man praying in his tallit (prayer shawl) and tefilin ('Phylacteries'). Reb Zev was reluctant to call the man a thief since he appeared innocent, as he prayed like any honest Jewish man.


Reb Zev rushed to the Baal Shem Tov and told him what he had seen.


The Baal Shem Tov responded forcefully. "Return immediately and tell that thief as I instructed you. Otherwise he will soon leave town and the wagon and merchandise will be lost."


Reb Zev ran back to the inn where the thief was staying. This time he found the man eating breakfast. He questioned the man about the wagon and the merchandise. The man responded with a credible story. When the man stepped out for a minute, Reb Zev questioned the innkeeper. "Did that man drink a lot of whiskey like some kind of thief?"


"Oh no," answered the inn keeper, "He just had one drink like many do after the morning prayers."


Reb Zev left again without directly confronting the man. He returned to the Baal Shem Tov and reported all that had happened. He concluded with frustration in his voice, "Rebbe, you must be mistaken. He is an upstanding Jewish merchant and can't be a thief."


This time the Baal Shem Tov stood up and pushed Reb Zev to the door saying, "He is not an upstanding Jewish merchant, he is a Jewish thief. Now go and confront him and call him a thief. Then prove your accusation with the following signs." After Reb Zev heard the signs, he rushed back to the inn.


As soon as he entered the inn, he walked up to the man and said that the Baal Shem Tov had sent him. He then told him that the Baal Shem Tov knew he was a thief and had stolen the wagon and the merchandise. Further, he offered to prove it with the signs the Baal Shem Tov told him.


"After the wagon was stolen, you hid for three nights in the forest until the owner gave up looking. During that time, you slept in an abandoned cabin near the river. Then you stayed at two inns until you arrived here in the city of Derzene." After Reb Zev related the signs, he warned the thief, "You had better return the wagon and merchandise to the Baal Shem Tov. He'll take it back to the merchant. Otherwise, I don't even want to think about what might happen to you."


The thief was overwhelmed by the Baal Shem Tov's knowledge. "You're right," he said, "I confess; I stole it. Take the wagon with the merchandise."


Reb Zev asked the innkeeper to guard the wagon and merchandise because he was going to the Bris with the Baal Shem Tov.


When the thief heard Reb Zev speak with the inn keeper, he thought, "Now that I'm a poor man again, I might as well go to the Bris and eat with the other beggars." During the meal after the Bris, the thief approached the Baal Shem Tov and asked, "Rabbi, I have a question to ask you. Since you know how thieves steal and where they sleep, you must be able to see better things than this. Why do you bother to pay attention to bad things? Why don't you look at good things instead?"


The Baal Shem Tov answered: "That is a very profound question." He began to expound words of Torah on this topic until the time of Mincha (the afternoon prayers) arrived, and still he had not finished.


As soon as the Mincha prayer was completed, the Baal Shem Tov turned to Reb Zev and said, "We should be going. That messenger is still waiting for us to return with the merchant's wagon and merchandise."

Freely adapted by Tzvi Meir HaCohane (Howard M. Cohn, Patent Attorney) from a story in Shivchei HaBesht and translated in In Praise of the Baal Shem Tov by Ben-Amos and Mintz. Cohn also is the founder and director of //baalshemtov.com .


Biographic 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: Weekly reading of Lech Lecha - the first mention of the mitzvah of circumcision.

Reprinted from the Parashat Lech Lecha 5780 email of KabbalaOnline.org, a project of Ascent of Safed.  Wwwascentofsafed.com  ascent@ascentofsafed.com

No Time for Putting

On Tefillin
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There’s a story Rabbi Yoel Gold told of a young soldier who was training for Shayetet 13, the most elite combat unit in the Israeli Defense Forces, and the world. In order to get into this unit, grueling training is required. One of the final tests was an exhausting task of proving survival skills. Soldiers would hike 40 miles with 40 pounds on their backs, without drinking water for a full day. This boy  life's dream was to get into Shayetet 13. He was religious, and the test started before dawn.


As he noticed the sun making its way up, he said to his officer, “Can we stop just for a minute, I have to put on my tefillin.” 

The officer said to him, “Not now, maybe soon, just a little while longer,” and they kept going. 

After another hour he asked again, “Please Sir, I want to stop for one moment just to put on my tefillin.” 

The officer said to him, “Kid, not now, you're leading the pack, and we have to keep going.” 

Again, a few hours later the young soldier said, “Please, Sir. I never missed a day of tefillin in my life, please let me stop for one minute. I can only put them on until nightfall.” The commander did not allow him to stop. Nightfall was rapidly approaching. With only had a few minutes left, the soldier declared, “Mefaked (officer), I need to stop.”


The officer turned around and said, “You want to stop? You want to give up all your years of training? For tefillin? My friend, right now you have a good chance of making it into this elite unit. It not going to look good if you fall behind now.” 

Without thinking much the boy said, “OK that’s fine. I have to stop.” 

The unit kept walking without him. The young soldier sat down, took out his tefillin, slowly wrapped it on his arm, and watched as soldier by soldier walked by him, watched his opportunity to become next elite combat soldier pass him by. The boy prayed, “Shema Yisrael Hashem Elokenu Hashem Echad.”


He put his tefillin away and saw his Mefaked standing in front of him, waiting. 

He said, “Welcome to Shayetet 13. Congratulations.” 

The soldier was at a loss, not understanding why he passed if he did not complete the test. 

The Mefaked responded, “Who would you want standing behind you up in the field, someone who is willing to give up everything he believes in, or someone who stays strong even under great pressure?”

Reprinted from the Parashat Lech Lecha 5780 email of Rabbi Amram Sananes as written by Jack E. Rahmey.

Eliyahu Will Clarify It

By Rabbi Sholom DovBer Avtzon


Reb Sholom Ber Gordon grew up in the chassidishe town of Dokshitz, in Russia. When he was a young boy in the cheder they learned the mishna in bava metzia, perek hamafkid (37a), when two people came to a person at the same time and each one gave him a bag to watch.


One of them gave a bag of one hundred coins and the other gave a bag with two hundred coins. But when they both came to retrieve their bag, each one claimed; “I gave you the bag of two hundred.”


The first opinion in the Mishna is that each one definitely gave one hundred, so each one receives his one hundred, and the one hundred which they are arguing over, is held until Eliyahu hanavi comes and ushers in the days of moshiach. He will clarify who is the rightful owner.
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The second opinion is; this is only a penalty to the true owner. The other person received his entire amount, and lost nothing, so what persuasive pressure is being placed on him to being more forthcoming? Therefore, this opinion states, we don't release any of the money, and seeing that he also is going to be penalized; he will hopefully be forthcoming and admit. 


If he does not admit and straighten out the situation, then we hold everything until the coming of Moshiach.


As a young boy, Sholom Ber asked his melamed (teacher); we learned that money is extracted from a person only if you have two witnesses who state that the money or item belongs to this person. If you have only one witness, even if it is Moshe Raibeinu himself who testifies on behalf of one of them, we don't judge in his favor. (The only thing we can do is make the other person swear). But here, the Mishna informs us that Eliyahu is going to clarify the truth and say it belongs to one of them. Yes it is Eliyahu hanavi himself, but he is only one witness?


The melamed replied, Dovid hamelech wrote in Tehillim (43:3), shelach oircha v'amitcha..(Send Your light and truthfulness…). Rashi explains oircha is a reference to Moshiach, while amitcha is a reference to Eliyahu hanavi.


So when Eliyahu will come, may it be now, he won't be called to testify in every case where there was an argument. Rather a spirit of honesty and truthfulness will permeate the world, and the one who wrongly claimed that the two hundred was his, will readily admit that it was a mistake. So when one of the contestants admits, we are basing our decision on his words.

Reprinted from the Weekly Story of Rabbi Avtzon, a veteran mechanech and the author of numerous books on the Lubavitcher Rebbeim and their chassidim. He is available to speak or farbreng in your community and can be contacted at avtzonbooks@gmail.com

The Chofetz Chaim

Or the Doctors?

Reb Yoseph Chaim had studied under the Chofetz Chaim before he settled in America. He had a long and tranquil life until his son, Hirschel, was in a terrible car accident and the doctors feared the worst. 


The family did not know just how to tell the news to the aged, yet very coherent, 87-year-old father. The hospital chaplain, Rabbi Schapiro, was asked to drive the old man to the hospital and slowly break the news on the way. 


When he broke the terrible news, however, the Rabbi was shocked at the old man’s indifference. “Perhaps I didn’t explain the severity of the situation,” he thought. He figured that the scene at the bedside would speak for itself. It didn’t. 
Reb Yoseph Chaim walked up to the bedside, saw his son connected to a maze of tubes protruding from all over his body, and said to the surrounding physicians, “I guess he’s not up to talking right now. We probably should come back a little later.” 


The entire family was stupefied. They knew their father had an astute grasp of almost every situation, yet in this instance he could not face reality. The doctors predicted that Hirschel would not survive, yet his father wasn’t even fazed.


Reb Yoseph Chaim looked at all the shocked faces in the crowded ICU. “You doctors think you know the future? I know that Hirschel will be just fine. Let me explain. 

“Many years ago, the Chofetz Chaim wanted to make sure that his writings were understandable for the layman. He asked me to read the galleys and point out any difficult nuances. He was very appreciative of my efforts, and before I left for America, he promised me: 

“Yoseph Chaim, if you remain a faithful Jew and Shomer Shabbos, I promise that you will have a long life filled with nachas. You will not lose any of your children or grandchildren in your lifetime.’ 

“Now gentlemen, who should I believe?” 

Needless to say, within weeks Hirschel was out of the hospital. (Reb Yoseph lived to the ripe age of 96; all his kids/grandkids outlive him!) (Story from R’Mordechai Kamenetzky)
Reprinted from the Parshas Lech Lecha 5780 email of Torah Sweets Weekly edited by Mendel Berlin.
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