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The 12-Year-Old Editor

By Dr. Jacob Ackerman
[image: image1.jpg]



Jacob at his Bar Mitzvah


From the age of ten until I was fifteen, I attended the Chabad yeshivah in Newark, New Jersey. This was a very small, unaccredited school – housed in a one-family, colonial-style home on Grumman Avenue – run by Rabbi Sholom Ber Gordon. Although small, the school offered a warm educational environment and I learned a great deal there.


While at the school, I became the editor of the student newspaper, though to call it a “newspaper” is being very generous. This was basically a one-page sheet that reported on school happenings like, “Mr. Posner, the Latin teacher, was out for three days because of a cold,” and other events and activities of equal importance. I would then run off copies on a mimeograph machine, an early version of the modern photocopier. 


I would turn a handle and churn one page at a time through a large inked roll that would produce copies of the original. I do not recall how many copies I made, but it was never more than twenty. I guess the students and teachers read it, and perhaps the school also sent copies home to the parents.


Now the reason I am describing this extracurricular activity that kept me busy as a kid is because of what happened subsequently with the [Lubavitcher] Rebbe.
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Rabbi Sholom Ber Gordon, zt”l


Rabbi Gordon would frequently take a small group of us into New York to participate in the Rebbe’s farbrengens and hear him deliver his Torah talks. I recall these as very impressive events. There would be a couple thousand people crammed into a large room, which looked to me like Yankee Stadium with bleachers reaching up to the ceiling. I vividly remember the Rebbe distributing schnapps and everyone saying l’chaim, but us kids got grape juice, of course. We always looked forward to these occasions.


Then came the time when my Bar Mitzvah was approaching and Rabbi Gordon said, “It’s customary for you to have an audience with the Rebbe in advance of this occasion.” This was in 1959, when the Rebbe had been leading Chabad for just about eight years, so he was still a relatively young man, not yet as famous as he became later on, and quite accessible.


I recall coming into the Rebbe’s office and seeing him seated behind his desk, as he spoke to me. “You’re Yankel Ackerman,” he said, “you’re the editor of the newspaper in Newark.”
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Photo of the Lubavitcher Rebbe circa 1950s


I was astonished. Here I was a twelve-year-old boy standing before the Rebbe, who was quite an important person. And yet he knew that I was the editor of a one-page mimeo sheet! I was just bowled over.


I do not recall much that happened after that, but I do recall that the audience lasted about half an hour and that I enjoyed every minute of it. We spoke in Yiddish, and the Rebbe asked me about my Talmudic learning, posing some very simple questions, which I had no trouble answering. 

Also, I recited several passages of the Mishnah which I had committed to memory. (In our school, learning mishnayot by heart was required and we received prizes – such as Parker pens, an impressive gift back then – for every batch we memorized. I had a good memory so I memorized sixty or more mishnayot, and I had a whole collection of Parker pens.) I was proud to be able to recite what I knew for the Rebbe.


When it was over, the Rebbe wished me success in my Torah learning, and I left a happy kid.


I would just like to say that for somebody in the Rebbe’s position to devote that much time to a twelve-year-old was just remarkable. And the example he set stayed with me.


After I became an eye surgeon, guiding young people grew to be my passion. I invited them to observe me during examinations and to shadow me on my rounds. I tried to help them achieve their goals and, if they chose to become doctors, to be good at their chosen profession.


This has been my way of giving back.
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Dr. Jacob Ackerman


The Rebbe gave me a great deal of encouragement in that audience – as I am sure he did to the thousands of others, whether young, middle-aged or old, who flocked to see him. And I have always wanted to do the same for other people in whatever way that I could.


Dr. Jacob Ackerman is an eye surgeon living in Queens, New York. He was interviewed in September of 2019.

Reprinted from Issue 371 of the JEM’s Here’s my Story series published for Erev Parshat Mishpatim/February 21, 2020.

The Terrified Innkeeper

And a Mysterious Letter

By Asharon Baltazar
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Every day was arduous for the simple Jewish innkeeper. Beginning with the sun’s ascent and ending only late at night, he bustled about the small lodgings each day, serving the occasional guests, hoping to earn enough kopeks to feed his family.


For almost 20 years the innkeeper had avoided paying his annual dues to the baron from whom he leased the property. The faraway landowner never bothered to enforce the rent himself, and the foreman he hired to collect the money—a friendly man, liked by all, with a soft spot for the poor—overlooked the innkeeper’s missing payments and made sure word never reached the baron’s ears.


Alas, the day came when the baron fired the kind foreman and replaced him with a steel-hearted anti-Semite, eager to please his boss. The glee the new hire felt upon discovering the long backlog of unpaid debts cannot be described.


“Have a look at your worker’s neglect!” he cackled as the baron held the ledger with shaking hands.


He wasted no time notifying the innkeeper: If the entire sum isn’t paid soon, you and your family can forget about ever seeing sunlight again.


Seized with fright, the innkeeper hastily packed a bag and left to seek the wisdom and blessing of the famed Rabbi Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev.


After listening to his guest describe his distress, Rabbi Levi Yitzchak asked softly, “And why indeed haven’t you paid the baron’s dues? Did you never manage to get the money together?”


“I couldn’t,” explained the innkeeper. “My wife and I were blessed with sons, and who was to teach my small boys Torah? I hired a melamed, not just for them, but for all the boys of the village. We have him sit and teach, and we invite everyone to join his lessons. I pay him out of my own pocket!”


“That seems fair,” said Rabbi Levi Yitzchak simply.


“That’s not all,” continued the innkeeper. “It used to be that the few Jews living in our small town never had the opportunity to pray with a minyan, save for the High Holidays when we would travel to a neighboring city. Without much help, I finally organized a synagogue, and now we pray together every day—with a minyan, no less.”


“That seems fair too.”


“That’s still not all,” persisted the innkeeper. “The province had no mikvah. In the summer, while the weather is warm, it’s possible to take a coach to the city. The winter, however, makes traveling that kind of distance almost impossible, and for several months, no one would go to the mikvah. I constructed a mikvah for the benefit of everyone, all on my account. Hence,” he finished, “I haven’t paid the baron’s dues.”


Rabbi Levi Yitzchak nodded and said, “That too seems fair.”


Pushing his chair backward, he rose to his feet, walked into an adjacent room, and reappeared just moments later holding a sealed envelope. After instructing the innkeeper to deliver it only to the baron, Rabbi Levi Yitzchak blessed him with success and handed over the envelope.


The innkeeper set out on the long journey to the baron’s estate. He occupied himself by replaying his brief exchange with Rabbi Levi Yitzchak, and the more he thought about it, the more questions he had. What sort of familiarity (to the point of correspondence!) existed between Rabbi Levi Yitzchak and the baron? Especially odd was that Rabbi Levi Yitzchak barely lingered inside the other room and immediately returned with a sealed envelope.


The innkeeper pulled out the envelope and inspected it closely. Apart from Rabbi Levi Yitzchak’s signature, it was plain, betraying nothing of its contents. Neither flipping it around nor holding it to the sun helped. What could it possibly hold? A sudden urge to open it seized the innkeeper. He gripped the envelope, but could not bring himself to tear it open; Rabbi Levi Yitzchak himself had sealed it. 
Hoping to quiet his curiosity, the innkeeper stuffed the envelope back into his pocket and forced himself not to think about it. But a short hour later, he had the envelope out again, hoping to see something.


This scene repeated itself several times—each finding the innkeeper more desperate—until his curiosity intensified so strongly that he could no longer resist. Heart beating wildly, he ripped open the flap with one swift motion, slid out the letter, and unfolded it. He struggled to catch his breath, unable to register what he was seeing.

Nothing.


He was staring at a blank piece of paper. For a few minutes, the innkeeper held the letter, swaying, his excitement ebbing away, replaced by sheer panic. Filled with dread, he tried to imagine how violently the baron might react if presented with a blank letter.


But he swallowed hard and shook the thought from his mind—the rebbe would never ask him to deliver something potentially harmful. Gathering whatever courage remained, the innkeeper resumed his journey.


When he arrived at the estate, he asked the gatekeeper to inform the baron of his arrival. He was led inside, to an impressive study, where the baron sat behind an ornate desk.


He raised his head and barked at the quivering innkeer. “So, I assume you have my money?”


“I met with the tzaddik of Berditchev,” the innkeeper managed to croak. “He asked me to deliver this.”


He forced himself to hold out the rumpled envelope, hand shaking slightly.


The baron plucked the envelope out of the innkeeper’s fingers and walked into an adjacent room. The lull that followed felt like an eternity for the terrified innkeeper, but the baron walked out shortly, looking placated.


“Whatever happened, happened,” said the baron, waving his hand dismissively. “But from now on, I want to see your dues on time.”


The innkeeper expressed his deepest gratitude and, with a bounce in his step, left the room.


Several days passed before the innkeeper felt he owed Rabbi Levi Yitzchak an update. He returned to Berditchev and told the rabbi everything that had transpired since they last met, carefully omitting the part about discovering the blank letter.


“Of course,” sighed Rabbi Levi Yitzchak, “you must’ve read that letter then. I planned to have the baron give you the inn as a gift, but when you opened that envelope, you lost it!”

Reprinted from the Parashat Terumah 5780 email of Chabad.Org Magazine.
The Reward for Defying One’s Nature
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IT WAS 12 O’CLOCK AT NIGHT, when Moshe suddenly remembered that he had not yet davened Maariv .This was a great test for Moshe since he was really tired, already in pajamas and he was not in the mood of anything but to sleep. He thought for a moment, and after much temptation, decided to push himself, get in his car, and drive to Shomer Shabbos where he would be able to find a minyan at that hour. 


For years, Moshe had struggled in his learning, he tried his best but he felt as if he was always failing. It was at that point in time that he was planning to leave his learning and find something else that he would succeed in. After Maariv someone approached Moshe and asked him for a ride home which was a bit out of his way. 


At this point, Moshe was really tired and the last thing he wanted to do was drive someone through Brooklyn in the opposite direction that he was going. However, Moshe agreed and drove this man to where he needed to go. 


As a result of this trip, this man ended up becoming Moshe’s study partner for the next two and a half years and he was able to bring out Moshe’s potential in the best way.

Reprinted from the Parshas Terumah 5780 email of Eitz Chaim.

The Forgotten Cellphone

[image: image7.png]




Ten minutes after my wife and I left the simcha hall, I realized that I had forgotten my cellphone in the hall. Having no choice, I asked the driver to turn back to the hall so I could look for the cellphone since I would be lost without it. We turned around and went back to the hall. 

Not a moment later, my married son who was also at the simcha brought me the cellphone as I was walking back into the hall. The hall was almost empty, and I did not understand why my son had not gone home?! 

My son explained to me that he missed his ride and the buses were no longer running at that late hour. I immediately offered my son and his wife a ride, they squeezed in the car with their family and we brought them to the door of their house. 

Then I understood why I lost my cellphone; it was only to give my son and his family a ride home.

Reprinted from the Parshas Terumah 5780 email of Tiv Hakehila.
Stranded in London, Ontario

By Slovie Jungreis-Wolff
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You never know the impact of one act of kindness.




Last week I landed in an airport in Texas. It was pouring outside and Rabbi Menachem Block, who had invited me to speak, met me at the airport. My talk was scheduled for that evening in his synagogue, the Chabad of Plano, Collin County.


As we drove, I looked around and asked, "Rabbi Block, how did you end up here? Were you born here?”


“No,” he replied with a smile. “I actually grew up in a place I doubt that you've heard of. London, Ontario.”


“London, Ontario?” I couldn't believe it. “Rabbi, have I got a story to tell you! It happened 35 years ago in London, Ontario and I'll never forget it."


When my eldest son was just a toddler, my husband and I traveled to Toronto, Canada on a Friday morning. We wouldn't normally fly on a Friday but since this was the summer, Shabbos was late and the trip was short, so we figured all would be good. Midair, the pilot made an announcement. There was a terrible windstorm and the Toronto airport was closed. We had no choice but to fly to London. There was so much upheaval amongst the passengers, some thought we were flying to London, England. Who had even heard of this place in Ontario?


A few minutes later the pilot told us that no one would be able to get off the plane until bus arrangements to Toronto were secured and customs officials completed their plans to process everyone and their luggage. Everyone would need to sit tight and wait.


My husband and I looked at each other, wide eyed. Shabbos was coming. There was absolutely no way this would work for us. By the time we would land it would be close to Shabbos. We needed to get off the plane as soon as possible. We called over the flight attendant and were told that the only way we could disembark right away would be if we declared a medical emergency. And we would be forfeiting not only the ride to Toronto but we would have to get off the plane minus our luggage. That means no clothing, no more diapers for my toddler, no food besides the few snacks we had. Nothing.


But the sun was setting soon and there was no stopping Shabbos. We knew what we needed to do. I was expecting so I declared a medical necessity to leave. The moment the plane touched the runway, we carried our son, our hand luggage, left the plane and all its passengers behind. We looked around. We were standing in the middle of a cornfield. The heat was sweltering. Where in the world were we? What would we do?


We walked into the tiny terminal. There was not a soul to be seen. Now what?


I sat down on one of the empty chairs, holding my little boy and started to cry. My husband tried to calm me but what would we eat? How would I care for my son? What kind of Shabbos would this be?


A woman appeared behind one of the ticket counters. After asking us about our situation she said that she thinks she knows of one Jewish couple in town. Would we want her to call them? She added that he was a professor at University of Western Ontario.


We were doubtful. A professor? Does he know about Shabbos observance? Does he keep kosher? Who knows who these people are? And we would be strangers to them, too.


The women found the professor’s number and dialed. We explained our situation, wary of the voice on the other end. Hesitantly, we asked, "Do you keep Shabbos? Are you kosher?"


We heard a wonderful laugh filled with joy. "Shalom aleichem! Come join us for Shabbos! We will be so happy to have Shabbos guests!"


A few moments later we found ourselves in the home of a most welcoming couple. They somehow secured diapers for our son, gave us fresh clothing to change into, iced drinks and warm smiles. Incredibly, we felt at home. The professor had much Torah wisdom to share throughout the meal. There were all types of interesting people joining; Jews who were tasting Shabbos for the very first time.


The professor’s wife had more than enough delicious food even though we were unplanned guests. It was only after Shabbos that we discovered the great kindness of this couple. They had given us their very own bedroom to sleep in because it was the only one with air conditioning. They slept in an airless room so that we would be comfortable.


After Shabbos they arranged our transportation to Toronto. We were touched to our core. We had never experienced such hospitality, in the spirit of Abraham and Sarah in the barren desert.


“So Rabbi Block,” I said, “I do know London, Ontario."


Rabbi Block was silent for a moment. His eyes glistened.


“That professor? That was my father. You actually stayed in my home and spent Shabbos with my parents!”
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Professor Yitzchok Block – Rabbi Menachem Block

I was speechless. I called my husband and said, “London, Ontario, tell me what comes to mind?” Without a pause, my husband recalled the professor, his wife and their mitzvah that remains in our hearts till today.


I had not known that Dr. Yitzchok Block had received his PhD from Harvard, was a brilliant scholar, and when offered a professorship in London, Ontario he had truly wanted to become a rabbi, instead. “What will we do there?” Dr. Block and his wife Laya asked the Lubavitcher Rebbe.


“You will find what there is to be done,” the Rebbe said.


We are placed on this earth to create a legacy, to make a difference, to shine our light. We can't realize the impact we have with just one deed, one good word, one Shabbos. But here we are, 35 years later and the kindness has never been forgotten.


Who knows what we can do today that will sprinkle our magic for years to come?
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Slovie Jungreis Wolff is a noted teacher, author, relationships and parenting lecturer. She is the leader of Hineni Couples and daughter of Rebbetzen Esther Jungreis, a”h.
Reprinted from the Parshat Terumah 5780 email of Aish.com website.
The Jamaican Delivery Man’s Questions about Jews

By Daniel Keren

Rabbi Zev Smith recently spoke at a Hakhel Yarchei Kallah Event in Flatbush on Presidents Day in the Agudath Israel of Madison in Flatbush.


A Jamaican who worked in Brooklyn delivering orders for a Jewish supermarket once asked a customer if he could ask him a question that was puzzling him. The customer agreed. The delivery man said that once recently he left his key in the van and was stuck. A Jew seeing his problem called Chaverim (a local Jewish organization that helps members of our community whose cars breakdown or who lose their keys and can’t enter their homes.


Within minutes some Chaverim members came to the van and helped open the locked door which allowed the Jamaican delivery man to continue his round of deliveries. When he asked the Chaverim volunteers how much he owed them, they said nothing, that is was a mitzvah they were doing to help others in difficulty.


The Jamaican asked the man if that was true and was told that indeed it was the mission of the Chaverim volunteers to help others just for the sake of assisting another person and without the purpose of charging them money. The Jamaican than asked if all the Hatzolah (Emergency Medical Technicians) members he saw running around to help save the lives of others were also volunteers not taking any remuneration for their services. When the man said that was also true, the non-Jewish delivery man asked his final question, “If that is true, why does G-d bother to create the rest of us [goyim]?”


Rabbi Smith also told the story of a man who worked in a restaurant where at the end of the day, the owner would throw into a dumpster all of the leftover food as it wouldn’t be fresh enough to serve the next day. The man thought that this was a terrible waste as there was not far from the restaurant an area where homeless people congregated who certainly didn’t have enough healthy food to eat.


He asked the owner if instead of throwing the leftover food into the garbage, he the worker could bring it over to the homeless on his own time after work. The owner agreed and that same night the worker took the food and everyone in the homeless encampment was happy to enjoy the leftovers with the exception of a bitter woman who said that she didn’t want it.


The next evening after the restaurant closed the man again brought the leftovers to the homeless and everyone enjoyed the food except for that same bitter woman. The man asked why she didn’t want the food which was delicious and she said she wouldn’t take food offered by a dirty Jew. He told her that he wasn’t Jewish and she snidely remarked that he had to be Jewish because only Jews would do something as noble as giving food to homeless people.


Shortly thereafter he called his mother and told her about that foolish woman who wouldn’t take of the good leftover food because she thought that he was a dirty Jew. “Isn’t that crazy Mom, I’m not Jewish.” There was a long pause on the phone and finally his mother said that in truth she was hiding the fact that she was Jewish and that also made him Jewish. The worker with the good heart was so stunned by that relevation that he decided that he wanted to learn more about the Jewish people and he eventually became a baal teshuvah, a religiously observant Jew.
Reprinted from the March 6, 2020 edition of the Flatbush Jewish Journal.
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