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King Saul: King of

Poland for a Day

By Rabbi Shlomo Landau
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The incredible story of Saul Wahl Katzenellenbogen, who briefly occupied the throne of Poland in 1587.




When I was a teenager, my grandfather, the late Mr. Herman Landau of Toronto, mailed me a copy of our family tree. Remarkably, he had been able to fill in all of the generations between him and King David. Initially, I was struck by the realization that I was descended from the Davidic dynasty.
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Torah scroll dedicated to Saul Wahl, Photo by Hanan Cohen, the National Library of Israel


One line from the document jumped out at me. It said (in the original German), “Saul Wahl, King of Poland for a day.” Who was this Saul Wahl? And why did his monarchy last for just a day? Further research yielded a fascinating story that has been passed down through the generations, perhaps more folklore than documented history.


In the late 1500s there lived a Polish-Lithuanian nobleman by the name of Nicholas Radziwill, who had lived a less-than-moral lifestyle and in his later years he was filled with remorse. To assuage his conscience, he travelled to Rome to consult with the Pope as to how to do penance. The Pope advised him to separate himself from his royal entourage, disguise himself as a beggar, and wander from place to place for a period of time.


At the conclusion of his wandering, Radziwill found himself in Padua, Italy, destitute and penniless. Desperate to get back to Poland and his royal post, he appealed to local authorities, persons of power and prestige, but he was rebuffed – nobody believed his story. Only one kind individual, a man by the name of Samuel Judah Katzenellenbogen, the Rabbi of Padua, had mercy on him and provided the resources for him to return to home.


When the time came to bid farewell, Radziwill asked the rabbi how he could ever repay him. The rabbi asked him to try to locate his son Saul, who had travelled to Lithuania a number of years earlier to study Torah. The rabbi had not heard from his son and wanted to make sure that he was well. 


Upon his return, Nicholas Radziwill finally located Saul in the town of Brisk. He met the young scholar and was extremely impressed by his brilliance, refined character and integrity. Eventually, he offered Saul the opportunity to board at his own royal castle while he pursued his studies. Thus began Saul Wahl’s rise to widespread fame among the Polish-Lithuanian nobility.

Stephen Báthory, the king to whom Saul Katzenellenbogen advised


When King Stephen Bathory of Poland died in August of 1586, a schism immediately arose concerning which branch of the Polish royal family was the true successor to the throne. Polish law mandated that the throne could not remain vacant for even a short period of time and required that, in the event of a feud, a rex pro tempore – temporary king – be elected. Nicholas Radziwill was by that time a very powerful force in the government and recommended that the impartial and very reputable Saul Wahl be crowned king. Saul was quickly approved and became “King of Poland for a day”!


Tradition has it that in his very short reign, he successfully overturned many anti-Semitic laws and ordinances and initiated a period of respite from persecution for Poland’s Jews. Fascinatingly, Israel’s National Library possesses a small and rare Torah scroll, shorter than 10 centimeters, dedicated to one Saul Wahl, the crowned Jewish King of Poland for just one day.

It’s exciting to be descended from royalty. But as a student in yeshiva, my rabbis used to chide us that one’s lineage is likened to a bunch of zeros, and unless one places a one in front of those zeroes, by personally living an exemplary life, the value of one's lineage remains at zero.


The Talmud teaches that “all of Israel are the sons of royalty.” So in truth, we all have a bunch of zeros in our genes, and by proudly and devotedly carrying on our heritage, we can add value to our ancestry by placing our own personal number one in front of all of those zeros.

Reprinted from the January 25, 2020 website of Aish.com

The Buckwheat Seller's Secret

By Asharon Baltazar

Most of Lublin’s residents lay fast asleep, yet its venerable rabbi hardly noticed the time. Rabbi Shlomo Luria sat in one of the synagogues, immersed in Torah study, his gaze rarely moving from the book in front of him. The absolute silence of the past few hours was suddenly interrupted by a faint noise. Rabbi Shlomo paused his learning and listened, trying to place it. Although soft and mellow, he quickly recognized it as the sound of Torah learning emanating from the floor below, a thought which caused Rabbi Shlomo to sit up a little straighter.


Under the synagogue was the small store where Reb Avraham Kashi sold the townspeople vegetables and buckwheat (kasha), earning him the Kashi moniker. Reb Avraham was known to be a kind but a simple and almost illiterate Jew, barely able to follow the prayers or read Tehillim.


Rabbi Shlomo walked over to the open window, where he was able to discern that it was indeed Reb Avraham’s voice, explaining the text with such startling clarity that the Talmudic complexities unraveled almost effortlessly. For several minutes, Rabbi Shlomo remained transfixed by the window, savoring the fact that unbeknownst to anyone in Lublin, a rare genius was holed up beneath the synagogue.


Soon after morning prayers, Rabbi Shlomo requested that Reb Avraham appear before him. “I called you here because of a difficulty that arose during my studies. I myself failed to find an answer, so I’m hoping you can help me.”


“Is this a joke?” frowned Reb Avraham. “It’s useless to seek such answers from a simpleton like me.”
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Rabbi Shlomo tried to convince him to drop the veil of ignorance, but Reb Avraham squirmed, dismissing the suggestion as laughable. But Rabbi Shlomo would not be deterred. He continued to urge until Reb Avraham hung his head and agreed to take a look. Rabbi Shlomo slid the Gemara over. After reluctantly skimming through the text, Reb Avraham looked up and offered a novel explanation. Rabbi Shlomo immediately countered it, and the two debated for a while, elaborating, clarifying, and distilling until they reached a mutually satisfactory conclusion.


Though the exchange left Rabbi Shlomo beaming, it very much worried Reb Avraham. His secret was no longer his alone. He pleaded with Rabbi Shlomo not to reveal it, and Rabbi Shlomo agreed, although his heart ached to see such a rare scholar groveling away his days as a buckwheat vendor.


But true to his word, their secret endured throughout the ensuing years. Every so often, the pair would convene late at night to study together, their relationship never extending beyond that. Shortly before his death, Rabbi Shlomo drafted a will, and when the time came, the elders of Lublin opened it and discovered his recommended successor: Reb Avraham Kashi, the buckwheat vendor.


Feeling completely lost, the elders approached Reb Avraham. Hoping for clarity, they informed him or their rabbi’s designation, but he merely shrugged, reaffirming he was just a simple Jew. Despite their confusion, they believed Rabbi Shlomo’s consideration for Lublin’s future held significant import, and they continued to press Reb Avraham until, to their immense relief, he agreed.


“My agreement is predicated upon three conditions,” he explained. “One—my salary will not come from the community’s funds as I intend to support myself. Two—rather than sitting together with all the notables at the front of the synagogue, I will continue using my seat among the common folk in the back. Three—You may call me moreinu (‘our master’) but I will not be addressed with the honorific, moreh moreinu (‘master of our masters’).”


Seeing no other choice, the elders accepted Reb Avraham’s conditions. With time, his wisdom and erudition became readily apparent, and the community invented creative ways to show respect to their leader, while still complying with his three conditions.


When Reb Avraham opened the store each morning, community members immediately purchased all of his stock to free up the rest of his day for the important matters of the community. Instead of moving his seat to the front of the synagogue, the rest of Lublin’s rabbis and lay leaders moved theirs back into the congregation, alongside his. Even the common honorific he had agreed to became unique, as all other rabbis were addressed as simply chaver (‘peer’).


Reb Avraham Kashi never grew accustomed to the honor shown him and carried himself as modestly as before. Before his death, he asked to be buried near the cemetery’s outskirts, beside his father, a simple and unlearned man. He also asked not to have a large structure built over his grave.


During death, as in life, his instructions were duly followed.

Reprinted from the Parashat Yisro 5780 email of Chabad.Org Magazine. Adapted from Shem Hagedolim 1:76, as well as Sichat Hashavua #1444.

R’ Avraham ben Chiya Ha’nassi, z”l, 12th Century


R’ Avraham lived in Barcelona, Spain. His work Hegyon Ha’nefesh, deals with morals and penitence, and contains original interpretations of Biblical verses. His work, Megillat Ha’megaleh, is devoted to calculating when mashiach will arrive.


 R’ Avraham also wrote a number of works on astronomy, including Tzurat Ha’aretz and Sefer Ha’ibbur. In the latter work, R’ Avraham takes the position that the day begins where the easternmost settlement is, and that is the location of the international date line. (This view was quoted in this century by the Sephardic Chief Rabbi of Israel, R’ Ben Zion Meir Chai Uziel, in his analysis of the same topic – see page 2.) 


[The location of the international date line has important halachic consequences. It should be noted that the International Date Line recognized by the world at large is an arbitrary international convention, and is not necessarily the location of the halachic line.] 
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Sefer Ha’ibbur also was quoted by later works regarding what the correct year is. R’ Avraham was unusual among his contemporaries in using Hebrew, not Arabic, in his scientific works. However, he was fluent in several languages and he translated several basic Greek texts from Arabic to Latin, thus making them accessible to Christian scientists. 


R’ Avraham was known as “Ha’nassi”/”The Prince” because of his influence in the royal court. (Sources: The Artscroll Rishonim, p. 76; She’eilot U’teshuvot Piskei Uziel No. 21; She’eilot U’teshuvot Maharalbach)

Reprinted from the Parashat Yitro 5780 email of whY I Matter, the parshasheet of the Young Israel of Midwood edited by Yedidye Hirtenfeld.
Story #1157 

"Don't ask Twice;

Just Listen"

From the desk of Yerachmiel Tilles

editor@ascentofsafed.com

The following story was related by Rebbetzin Chaya-Mushka of blessed memory, wife of the Lubavitcher Rebbe:
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Rebbetzin Chaya Mushka and the Lubavitcher Rebbe of blessed memories


There was a family, relatives of the Lubavitcher Rebbe, who lived in the Boro Park section of Brooklyn. Whenever they had a question for the Rebbe, they asked his wife, Rebbetzin Chaya-Mushka Shneerson, and she passed the question on to the Rebbe. Afterwards, she related the Rebbe's answer to the family.


One day, the Rebbetzin received a phone call from that family that the mother was very sick and, after many tests in the hospital, the doctors concluded that she needed surgery. They were calling to ask for the Rebbe's consent and blessing for the operation.


When the Rebbetzin conveyed the message to the Rebbe, the Rebbe responded that they should not do the operation. The Rebbetzin told the family the Rebbe's answer, but a few days later, they called again. They said that the doctors said that because they refused the operation, her condition deteriorated and her life could be endangered. They asked whether she could ask the Rebbe again.


The Rebbetzin said that in Lubavitch you don't ask twice. "I consider myself a chasid of the Rebbe and I do as the chasidim do, so I cannot ask again," she said.


The family was distraught, so the Rebbetzin said that if the Rebbe came home and asked whether she had heard anything from the family, she was willing to repeat what they had told her, but she would not ask again.


When the Rebbe came home for supper, he asked the Rebbetzin whether she had heard from the family. She told the Rebbe what they had said and then added, "I'm not asking; I'm just telling you."


The Rebbe looked serious and after a pause he said, "I repeat, they should not operate!"


The Rebbetzin conveyed this clear answer to the family and a few days later they called again. They said that the doctors said her condition had deteriorated further and her life was in immediate danger. They were asked to sign that they took full responsibility for the woman and absolved the doctors and the hospital of any responsibility.

The Rebbetzin said, "The Rebbe said two times already not to operate."


When the Rebbe came home, the Rebbetzin told him the latest events and the Rebbe said, "Why don't they try medication?"


The Rebbetzin immediately called the family to tell them. They in turn mentioned it to the doctors, who laughed at them in response. "The rabbi knows better than we do about medicine? We say that only surgery can save her. It is definitely not a matter of medication."


The family believed the Rebbe and went from department to department, looking for a doctor who would understand them. Finally, they found a doctor who thought for a moment and then said, "I think I know which medication the Rebbe has in mind, and since I wear a white jacket and can go wherever I want, I will visit your mother and give her an injection and let's see what happens."


A few days later, the doctors said her condition had suddenly stabilized. They did not know what had happened, but she was no longer deteriorating. The doctor was optimistic and told the family that apparently he had used the medicine the Rebbe was thinking of. He gave the woman another injection and two days later the doctors who had been treating her admitted she had improved somewhat. Every so often, the doctor would come by and give her medication until she was out of danger and was released from the hospital.


The family kept in constant touch with the Rebbetzin. When the Rebbetzin told the Rebbe that the mother had returned home, the Rebbe said, "When they asked me about an operation, I saw that if they did it, she wouldn't make it off the operating table, which is why I adamantly opposed an operation. When they asked again, I thought the doctors would see that the family was adamantly opposed to an operation and would try medication. When I saw that they weren't thinking along those lines at all, I explicitly suggested medication."


The Rebbetzin related this and said that the Rebbe had added, "Now you see how important it is to listen to whatever we say, even when the experts say the opposite."


Do the Rebbes know everything? Here is another, similar story:
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The Rebbe Rayatz of blessed memory

Once, someone asked the Rebbe Rayatz (Rabbi Yosef-Yitzchak Schneersohn), the Rebbe's predecessor, whether his son should travel or not and the Rebbe said "No." The son did not listen and boarded the ship. A few days into the voyage the ship sank.


After the week of mourning, the brokenhearted father came to the Rebbe and said, "If the Rebbe would have explained why he negated the trip, I am sure my son would have listened."


The Rebbe Rayatz replied, "Believe me that not every time I say something, do I know why I am saying it. I just convey what I am told from Above. But this I know: when I say it, you have to follow it - or else..."

Source: Adapted by Yerachmiel Tilles from the version told in the name of the Rebbetzin by Rabbi Leibel Groner, one of the Rebbe's personal secretaries, and subsequently reprinted in Beis Moshiach Magazine and posted on LchaimWeekly.org (#1005).


Biographical notes (in order of appearance):

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, the Lubavitcher: [11 Nissan 5662 - 3 Tammuz 5754 (April 1902 - June 1994 C.E.)], became the seventh Rebbe of the Chabad dynasty after his father-in-law's passing on 10 Shvat 5710 (1950 C.E.). He is widely acknowledged as the greatest Jewish leader of the second half of the 20th century. Although a dominant scholar in both the revealed and hidden aspects of Torah and fluent in many languages and scientific subjects, the Rebbe is best known for his extraordinary love and concern for every Jew on the planet. His emissaries around the globe dedicated to strengthening Judaism number in the thousands. Hundreds of volumes of his teachings have been printed, as well as dozens of English renditions.


Rebbetzin Chaya Moussia Schneerson (of blessed memory: 25 Adar 5661- 22 Shvat 5748 / March 1901 - Feb. 1988 C.E.) was the daughter of the sixth Lubavitcher Rebbe, Rabbi Yosef-Yitzchak Schneersohn. On 14 Kislev 5689 (Dec. 1928 C.E.), she married the future Rebbe, her distant cousin, Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, in Warsaw, in a wedding attended by many Chasidic rebbes and leading Torah scholars of the generation. She devoted herself totally to supporting her husband in his role as a leader of world Jewry, and was known in her own right for her modesty, erudition, piety and good deeds.


Rabbi Yosef-Yitzchak Schneersohn [of blessed memory: 12 Tammuz 5640 - 10 Shvat 5710 (Jan. 1880-June 1950)], known as the Rebbe Rayatz, was the sixth Lubavitcher Rebbe, from 1920 to 1950. He established a network of Jewish educational institutions and Chassidim that was the single most significant factor for the preservation of Judaism during the dread reign of the communist Soviets. In 1940 he moved to the USA, established Chabad world-wide headquarters in Brooklyn and launched the global campaign to renew and spread Judaism in all languages and in every corner of the world, the campaign continued and expanded so remarkably successfully by his son-in-law and successor, Rabbi Menachem-Mendel Schneerson.


Connection: Seasonal -- Sunday night (Shvat 22/Feb 17) is the yahrzeit of the Lubavitcher Rebbetzin.

Reprinted from the Parshat Yitro 5780 email of KabbalaOnline.com, a project of Ascent of Safed.

The Rav of Bnei Brak:

Rav Yakov Landau, zt”l
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"Look carefully at the illuminating countenance of Rav Landau. Know that this Rav is of the last remnant of the greatest Rabbonim from the previous generation." This was how R' Yakov Landau, Rav of Bnei Brak, was described by the Gaon R' Yechezkel Abramsky. 


R' Landau was a tremendous Gaon in Torah, and an expert in halacha. He was exemplary in his character traits, impeccably honest, and active in helping his fellow Jews. ( R' Landau was born in 1893 to his father, R' Moshe Yehuda Leib, Rav of Kornitz, Russia. 


He was outstanding in his youth for his diligence and efforts in learning Torah, and for his righteousness and good middos. He received his primary education in the Lubavitcher Yeshiva in Rostov. The Lubavitcher Rebbe, R' Sholom Ber (the "Rashab"), discerned in his prize student the great qualities needed to become a Rav, and predicted a great future for R' Landau. 


The Rebbe brought R' Landau into his intimate circle of students, and paid special attention to helping him realize his potential. R' Landau inherited the strength of confidence from his Rebbe, which proved vital to his future as a Poseik. When the Rebbe Rashab would travel away from Rostov, he would leave R' Landau to assume his role in answering halachic questions. 


R' Landau received semicha from the renowned Rogatchover Gaon. This was quite an achievement, for even the most brilliant Torah minds found it difficult to "hold their own" with the Rogatchover Gaon. The Gaon, who was generally very sparing in his praise of others, would lovingly call R' Landau, "My young talmid chochom."


As a young man he was already called a Gaon and a chassid – a Gaon in learning Torah and in deciding halacha, and a chassid in his acts of kindness and mannerisms. It was no wonder that after the passing of his father, he was asked, despite his young age, to fill his place as Rav of Kornitz.  


Those were difficult times for the Jews of Russia. Communism was beginning to rear its ugly head and take an iron grip on all of Russia, trying to obliterate religion. R' Landau secretly taught Torah to young children in cellars and attics. R' Landau suffered greatly until he managed to escape to Latvia.


There he served as Rav in Libavi, until 1935 when he ascended to Eretz Yisroel.  With the endorsement of and appointment by the Chazon Ish, R' Landau became the Rav of Bnei Brak. The city was then in its infancy, with its buildings and institutions first being established. R' Landau worked closely with the Chazon Ish, who in turn relied on R' Landau, and instructed all the Bnei Torah to abide by R' Landau's rulings and decisions.


 R' Landau merited to enjoy the cooperation and unified support of all the different circles and groups of Bnei Brak. With the pleasantness of his ways and speech, he captured the hearts of all with whom he dealt. He was greatly admired and beloved by all residents of Bnei Brak. Until his final day, R' Landau fiercely guarded the honor of the Torah in Bnei Brak.


He was strong in his opinions and decisions, and feared no man. Due to his strong stance and strict standards on kashrus supervision, the kashrus seal of R' Landau became widely accepted and relied upon by all segments of Jews. In the fruit stores for which he gave his kashrus certification, it was impossible to find fresh fruits on Sunday mornings. R' Landau suspected, and correctly so, that some of these fruits were picked on Shabbos. And woe betide any food merchant who violated his standards of kashrus! The removal by R' Landau of his kashrus certification usually meant that the store would be liquidated.


R' Landau was the head of all the Batei Din (Jewish courts of law) in Bnei Brak. His word was law in Bnei Brak. No one dared defy or refuse his orders or requests. When he called for others to help a needy or ill person, huge sums were collected or the cause within the same day. 


R' Landau lived for 93 years. He remained alert and active until very shortly before his passing. Only two weeks before he passed away he attended the affixing of a mezuzah on a new simcha hall. It was the last public event in which he participated. 


On the last Monday of his life, R' Landau summoned R' Moshe Orenstein, the head of the city, to his bedside. R' Landau was in critical condition, yet he was alert and his mental abilities remained intact until his last moment. R' Landau said to R' Orenstein, "I ask and instruct you, that my son, R' Moshe, become the Rav of Bnei Brak." A short while later, R' Landau again called over R' Orenstein. He laid both hands on his head and blessed him that he succeed in all matters pertaining to Bnei Brak, and that together with this son, R' Moshe, the new Rav, he would merit to greet Moshiach. 


Thousands attended R' Landau's funeral, during which time all stores, businesses and schools in Bnei Brak were closed. Those who participated included Roshei Yeshiva, Rabbonim, Chassidic Rebbes, Bnei Yeshiva, laymen, merchants, and many others. On the sidewalk stood the young students of the Talmud Torahs and schools, together with their teachers.


Tens of buses and cars escorted R' Landau's coffin all the way to Yerushalayim, where over 100,000 people walked behind the coffin on foot, until they reached the burial place on Har HaZeisim. A cessation of work was also declared in Yerushalayim, to pay due respect to the great Rav of Bnei Brak. 


According to his last will, no eulogies were said at his funeral. R' Sheinfeld, the Rav of Kiryas Herzog, read aloud R' Landau's last will. In it he asked forgiveness from all the residents of Bnei Brak. He asked that no praises be said of him, save that he sacrificed himself to uphold the sanctity of Shabbos in Bnei Brak, and that he firmly upheld and assured the separation of trumos and maasros. The yahrzeit of R’ Yakov ben R’ Moshe Yehuda Leib Landau z"tl is on 25 Shvat (1986). May his merit protect us. (Olomeinu - Mador Ivri)

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

Judging Favorably #74
Why Isn’t She Friendly to Me?


While attending an all-day conference out of town, I saw a woman whom I had met six months earlier when we were both guests at the home of mutual friends, the Shulmans. Then, I had spent considerable time referring her to some resource people for a project in which she was involved. In the following weeks we were in touch by phone and I gave her as much help as I could. 

Now, after the session, I spotted her and was very happy to have a chance to renew the friendship. I walked over to her with a warm smile and greeting. She returned a barely discernible nod and turned to talk to someone else. I was puzzled by her lukewarm response. She had been very nice and friendly and we had really hit it off at the Shulmans. And I was hurt at the lack of gratitude for all the time I had spent helping her. Could it be that she was annoyed at me because she wasn’t satisfied with the people I sent her to? 

A few months later, I saw her again at a dinner, but got the same cool response as the last time. I guess she was only friendly when she needed me, I thought, and left it at that. At the end of the evening, it turned out that we got a ride home in the same car. I found myself sitting next to her in the back seat. 

For an opener, I brought up the subject of our old connection, the Shulmans. She didn’t seem to recognize the name. “Don’t you remember?” I asked, a bit surprised at her poor recall. “I met you there about half a year ago. Remember – they had just moved into their new home?” 

She claimed she didn’t know the family and had never been there. It only took another blink to get it. A striking resemblance, a close second, but… she was not that same person. (The Other Side of the Story by Mrs. Yehudis Samet) 

Reprinted from the Parshas Yisro 5780 email of The Weekly Vort.
Shabbos Stories for Parshas Tetzaveh 5780
Page 15

