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The Mesiras Nefesh of

The Ridbaz’s Father


Rabbi Yissochar Frand related a story about someone who had immense love for Torah, that he was willing to do something that most people would find incredibly difficult.
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The Ridbaz

 


When Rabbi Yaakov Dovid ben Ze’ev Willowski (The Ridbaz) was an old man, a young boy had walked into the rabbi’s study and noticed him crying hysterically while hunched over his desk. The young boy asked him why he was crying, and the Ridbaz answered it was his father’s Yahrtzeit. The boy knew the Rav’s father had passed away over 50 years before, so he asked him to explain a little more.


The Ridbaz told him a story. “I remember how much my learning meant to my father.” He recounted that when he was six years old, his father hired a tutor to teach him Torah. But his father could not afford to pay him, and he was two months behind in the tutor’s payment. One day, the tutor sent home a note with the Ridbaz giving the father an ultimatum. If the tutor did not get paid, he would need to find other employment and stop learning with the child.


His father was beside himself with anxiety. He went to shul and overheard a wealthy man saying that he wanted to build a house for his future son-in-law who just got married, but he could not find the necessary bricks to make the chimney. Without a chimney, he could not build the house. The father of the Ridbaz went home and dismantled his own chimney brick by brick, sold the bricks to the wealthy person, paid the tutor the back wages and then had enough money to pay him for the next six months.


The Ridbaz said that he remembered the bitter cold of those winters. There was no heat in the house. The father took apart the chimney so that his son could learn Torah. This, he explained, was why he was crying on the Yahrtzeit. He was not just crying over the loss of his father 50 years later. He was mourning the loss of someone who had an unimaginable love of Torah.

Reprinted from the Parashat Terumah 5780 email of Rabbi Amram Sananes as written by Jack E. Rahmey.
Rav Chaim Yitzchak Zlatipoler – Part 1


In the Yerushalayim of old, R’ Chaim Yitzchak was a legend in his time, a great Torah scholar who was beloved by all the students of the Talmud Torah Chayei Olam. R’ Chaim Itche, as he was lovingly called, served as the devoted Mashgiach and ‘bochen’ (tester) in the Talmud Torah. 


Who today can even fathom the depths of R’ Chaim Yitzchak’s Torah knowledge, his level of devoted worship to Hashem, and the number of students he reached and touched? 


Many elders in Yerushalayim of the recent past gained all of their deep knowledge in Shulchan Aruch and many other seforim from their beloved Mashgiach, R’ Chaim Yitzchak. 
Suffered Physical Afflictions all His Life


And all his life, he suffered physical afflictions, studying with great devotion despite his severe pains and discomfort…. The holy Rebbe of Lelov, R’ Moshe Mordechai, referred to R’ Chaim Yitzchak as “Der Rebbe,” often recounting that he had learned all four sections of the Shulchan Aruch from his Rebbe, R’ Chaim Yitzchak.


In his youth, R’ Chaim Yitzchak learned diligently in Tzfas, together with the outstanding Torah scholars of the city. His father, R’ Leibele, lived in dire poverty. He often lacked wine for Kiddush. And even though R’ Chaim Yitzchak was his only child, R’ Leibele could not even provide a bed for him to sleep on. 
Instead, he created a quasi-sleeping arrangement with a box of clothing, covered with a cloth. R’ Chaim Yitzchak had to balance his head throughout the night, lest it fall to one side or the other, so narrow and precarious was his little “bed.”

Lack of Sleeping Accommodations Inspired

Him to Spend More Time in the Beis Medrash


Due to the lack of sleeping accommodations in his home, R’ Chaim Yitzchak spent most of his time in the Beis Medrash, often sleeping there. He would fall asleep, in sheer exhaustion, on top of his open Gemarah, or he would lay down on one of the benches. When he had rested sufficiently, he would arise to continue his studies.


R’ Chaim Yitzchak also studied chassidus from the elder chassidim in Tzfas, who were proficient in all segments of the Torah and in Sifrei chassidus. R’ Chaim Yitzchak first married the elder daughter of R’ Yakov Mordechai Brimt. When she passed away at a young age, R’ Yakov Mordechai was loath to let such a jewel as R’ Chaim Yitzchak out of his family. He thus gave his younger daughter to him in marriage – but his younger daughter was still too young for marriage! R’ Chaim Yitzchak agreed to wait 12 years, until his second wife was old enough to marry him. Thus his rebbitzen was much younger than him; and thus R’ Yakov Mordechai merited to keep R’ Chaim Yitzchak as his illustrious son-in-law.
Lived in a Very Small Dwelling


R’ Chaim Yitzchak and his young wife lived in a very small dwelling in Chevron, where he served as Mashgiach in Talmud Torah Magen Avos. Soon afterwards, R’ Chaim Yitzchak’s mother passed away, leaving his father, R’ Leibel, a lonely widower. R’ Leibele sent the young couple a letter, intimating how much he would like to come and live with them. 


Though they were willing to accommodate him, their dwelling was so small that they did not know how they would manage. There was not even room for one small bed – and indeed, from where would they acquire a bed anyway? But when there’s a will, there’s a way. 


They converted a small storage area, where the Sukkah boards were stored, into a “room” for R’ Leibele. They spread earth on the ground, put down one of the boards from the sukkah on two large stones, and spread a large, thick blanket on top. They immediately informed R’ Leibele that he was welcome to come and live with them. 
The Father Cried Bitterly


After they had served him his first simple meal, and showed him to his “room,” they heard R’ Leibele crying bitterly. When they asked what the problem was, he said, “I am afraid that I will not receive my reward in Gan Eden as I am receiving so much material enjoyment here at your home…”


R’ Chaim Yitzchak’s first position as a Mashgiach was in Chevron, for the Talmud Torah Magen Avos. He watched over his charges, assuring that they learned diligently, that they absorbed fear of G-d, that they prayed with the proper intentions and decorum, and that they behaved properly. 

He also tested them on their studies from time to time, each student according to his abilities. A number of years later, R’ Chaim Yitzchak became the Mashgiach of Yeshivah Chayei Olam, in the Old City of Jerusalem. The well-known Rebbi in Chayei Olam, R’ Chaikel Miletzki, would often teach his students the brilliant and insightful Torah thoughts innovated by R’ Chaim Yitzchak, as he exclaimed, “R’ Chaim Yitzchak was truly a sharp Torah genius!”


During the early years at Chayei Olam, R’ Chaim Yitzchak served as Mashgiach for over 350 students who were taught by 30 Rebbeim. The period of World War I was truly difficult for the yeshivah. The yeshivah almost ceased to exist due to the dangers, the financial difficulties, and the prevailing hunger and disease. 

The British takeover of Palestine brought some relief, however, with the outbreak of Arab violence, the yeshivah suffered greatly, until it finally closed its doors in 1936. During World War II, R’ Chaim Yitzchak prayed so intensely for his fellow European Jews that he cried rivers of tears, and felt his insides tearing apart at every new detail heard about the barbarous destruction of the Jews. In general, R’ Chaim Yitzchak would pray with depth and intensity. On Tisha B’Av, for example, he would sit for hours, bent over and weeping with flowing tears. How much more intense, then, were his prayers for the suffering of his brethren during the Holocaust.

Reprinted from the Parshas Ki Sisa 5780 email of The Weekly Vort.

The Shul’s Leaky Roof

Looking for a storage warehouse for the army's supplies, a contingent of government officials chose the local Shul in Riminov. The heads of the Kehila ran to R’ Mendele for guidance. 


One person suggested that when they told the officials that the roof leaks and all their supplies would be ruined, they would change their minds. All agreed that this seemed a good plan. 


R’ Mendele, however, heard this and said they were sorely mistaken. In fact, he said, it was because of the leaky roof that this decree befell them.


“If we don't actively take care of our own Shul, and degrade its honor by allowing the roof to leak, what do you expect of the non-Jews? Go fix the roof right away and everything will be alright.” 


And so it was.

Reprinted from the Parshas Ki Sisa 5780 email of Migdal Ohr as prepared by Jonathan Gerwitz.

The Poster War in Brisk
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In 1928, the Polish government required by law that every congregation establish a representative administrative body. In the town of Brisk, the first election of representatives for an official Vaad HaKekillah was held. 


The less observant groups saw this as an opportunity to gain control of the town and launched a campaign. The Brisker Rav (Rabbi Velvel Soloveitchik, zt”l) had a list of frum candidates drawn up, and in addition, a poster was prepared describing the failings of the other groups and the risks to the community if they should prevail. 


Unfortunately, the printing shop where the poster was prepared belonged to a sympathizer of the other groups, and he was quick to notify them of the Rav’s poster. 


The opposition rushed to prepare their own poster, wherein they viciously attacked the Rav personally. The election was scheduled for Sunday, and both posters were completed on Friday, an hour before Shabbos. 

When the Rav heard that his posters were only just ready, he refused to allow them to be posted, for fear it may result in Chilul Shabbos. Despite his followers’ assurances and their arguments that if they didn’t post them now they would likely lose the election, the Rav remained firm, and no posters were placed. 
The opposition had no problem posting their own on Friday. On Motzai Shabbos the Rav’s posters were placed, but now they appeared as a defense against the seemingly unprovoked attacks against the Rav in the opposition posters, and as such, were very successful. 

The chareidim won 8 seats while the opposition only won 3.

Reprinted from the Parshas Ki Sisa 5780 email of the Pleasant Ridge Newsletter.
The Kever (Burial Place) of Rav Yeshaya of Kerestir
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There are many stories told about R’ Yeshaya ben R’ Moshe of Kerestir. One about a shidduch for an older boy who immediately upon returning to Israel found a shidduch and became engaged within forty days of visiting the kever. 
Another one about someone who prayed because his business was in complete collapse and when he returned it was revealed that his worker who wanted to be his partner was fooling him and was stealing all the profits. He was only able to deal with it after davening by the Tzaddik which opened his eyes and he was able to save the business. 

This time I will tell a story about a man who traveled to pray by the kever of the Tzaddik. Late one night, he landed in Hungary and approached the car rental agency to get the car that he reserved. The car was waiting for him, but when he wanted to pay with his credit card, they asked him to enter his code to complete the transaction. 
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The Hungarian burial place of Rabbi Yeshaya Steiner, known to his followers as Reb Shayale Kerestir.

However, since in Israel one does not need a code, he did not know his code. He tried to remember, and he punched in a number that did not work. He tried his luck again with another number and again it was rejected. The agent warned him that he only had one more try and if it was wrong, his account would be locked. 
Now he feared that he would be stuck at the airport without being able to go to the kever so he stood in prayer that the merit of the Tzaddik who he was going to would help him find the correct number. He checked his cell phone until suddenly, he found the code he was looking for. With shaking hands, he punched in the number, but it did not take. 

Giving up, he went out to find another traveler who might give him a ride. Walking no more than 20 meters, the agent called after him that the card went through and everything was fine. 

Happy and grateful, he got the car and drove straight to the holy kever of the Tzaddik to pour out his request. On his way back, he wanted to buy a bottle of something to quench his thirst. He took it and paid with his card and when they asked for his code, he entered it, but it was rejected. He again punched in the code and again it was refused. 

He then realized that the code had been wrong by the car rental agency as well, but it was another wonder in the merit of the holy Tzaddik, R’ Yeshaya ben R’ Moshe, his merit should protect us and all of Israel, amein. .

Reprinted from the Parshas Ki Sisa 5780 email of Tiv Hakehila.

The Reluctant Chossan
By Rabbi Dovid Hoffman


Much has been made of the responsibility that a chosson has to his kallah, which includes the wedding gifts, the Kesuba and support. But a groom’s “responsibility” starts even before that. 

A story is told about a yeshivah bochur who was searching for a shidduch. This boy was no ordinary bochur - the Rosh Yeshivah described him as a “Metzuyan” - an extraordinary student, whose Talmudic prowess was already evident at a young age. As the best bochur in the yeshivah, only a top prospect was good enough for him! 

What does a “top prospect” include? Well, naturally, the girl must come from a rich family, with a fine lineage, who appreciates Torah learning and wants nothing less in a son-in-law, than a boy who will spend all his days and nights immersed in his studies. For such a boy, the family of the girl is required to offer full support together with the purchase of an apartment in a city of the boy’s choosing where he can “shteig” the best! 

Well, our “Metzuyan” found just the right girl, and family to go along with her. After a few dates, it was announced that they were getting engaged. The Tenaim was a grand affair and the shidduch was the talk of town. 

It took only a few days before the fissures began. The new chosson spoke to his kallah and they planned to go “apartment hunting.” However, the girl’s father got on the phone and told the boy that plans have changed. He was not in any monetary position to purchase an apartment and the offer of many years of support was now withdrawn. The girl’s father cheerfully explained that he was proud to have such a wonderful future son-in-law, but in all practical terms - he was broke! 
The chosson hung up the phone and the image of the wonderful life he had built up in his mind came crashing down all around him! If his father-in-law will not be supporting him, how will he be able to reach the heights of scholarship that he was destined for? How would he one day fulfill the promise that so many of his Rebbeim and Roshei Yeshivah said was inevitable for him? 

And without an apartment, where would he and his future bride live? In a city far away from his yeshivah, friends and Batei Medrashim, just to pay a cheaper rent? Imagine the hours of traveling by bus to get home after a long and weary day in the Beis Medrash? 
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Rav Zilberstein                       Rav Elyashiv

The chosson sat in a daze, trying to figure out his next move. And then, it came to him! He would break the shidduch and move on. He was still a “catch” and he would find a father-in-law who would keep his word and do what he promised to do. Yes, no doubt, this was his best course of action. The “Metzuyan” decided to ask a shaila and he went to R’ Yitzchok Zilberstein shlit’a. 

The Rav heard his complaints and of course attempted to talk him out of it. The Poskim tell us that one should not break a shidduch because of money! 

“It’s not about the money,” exclaimed the boy. “This is about my whole life’s plan going down the drain! If I go through with this shidduch, I will no doubt be saddled with debt for many years to come! Isn’t that enough of a reason?” 

R’ Zilberstein could not convince the bochur and finally told him that he will bring the shaila to his father-in-law, the Posek Hador R’ Yosef Shalom Elyashiv zt”l. They agreed that whatever Rav Elyashiv ruled, he would abide by. 

The shaila with all its details was presented and Rav Elyashiv responded instantly and with authority: “What is the connection between his valid ta’anos (arguments) against the father-in-law, and breaking the shidduch and embarrassing the kallah? If he feels he has a monetary case against this man for reneging on his promises, let him take him to a din Torah - but why should the kallah have to suffer, why does he think it’s alright to leave and embarrass her so deeply?”

Reprinted from the Parshas Ki Sisa 5780 email of Torah Tavlin.

Chitetsu Watanabe, the World’s Oldest Man, Dies at 112 Told
The Recipe for His Long Life

By Brigit Katz
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On February 12, representatives of Guinness World Records visited Chitetsu Watanabe’s nursing home in Niigata, Japan, to present him with a certificate verifying his status as the world’s oldest man. Less than two weeks later, Watanabe died at the age of 112, having lived an exceptionally long life that he attributed chiefly to his cheerful temperament.


According to Yuri Kageyama of the Associated Press, no cause was given for Watanabe’s death, but he had recently developed a fever and experienced difficulty breathing. The supercentenarian leaves behind 5 children, 2 grandchildren, 16 great-grandchildren and 1 great-great-grandchild.


Supercentenarians, or people who live to the age of 110 or older, are a rare demographic. There are only around 150 known to be living across the globe—though as Amy Harmon points out for the New York Times, amateur genealogists estimate that number may reach 1,000 when unverified individuals are taken into account.


When asked about the secret to his long life, Watanabe had an entirely different explanation. The key, he said, is “not to get angry and keep a smile on your face.”

Reprinted from the February 26, 2020 email of SmithsonianMag.com

It Depends On

Your Perspective

By Rabbi Sholom DovBer Avtzon
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Samuel Bronfman    The Frierdiker Rebbe of Lubavitch


I will begin with a story that Rabbi Nissen Mangel told me.


When the nine Lubavitcher bochurim from Japan arrived in Montreal in 1941, the first thing they did was to establish a branch of Tomchei Tmimim [Yeshiva] in Montreal.


Shortly afterward they had a visitor, Mr. Samuel Bronfman of Seagrams Company. 


He said, "When we left Europe, we left the Torah there! Why are you bringing it here? I will give you a hundred thousand dollars to leave Montreal and move to Toronto!"


A hundred thousand dollars in those years was a phenomenal amount of money  (equivalent to many millions nowadays), so the yeshiva asked the Frierdiker Rebbe (Rabbi Yosef Yitzchak Schneerson, zt”l of Lubavitch) if they should accept his offer.


The Frierdiker Rebbe replied, “Now you know why you have to be in Montreal!”

One can ask, why didn't the Rebbe accept that offer? He would have had a Yeshiva in Canada (Toronto) and a tremendous amount of money to accept students for free.


However, one who truly fears Hashem, doesn't look at a situation from the perspective of, "Is this acceptable," which it probably was, but rather from the perspective of "Is this what Hashem wants," and if I believe that is not Hashem's true desire than I don't do it.

Reprinted from the Parshas Ki Sisa 5780 email of Rabbi Avtzon’s Weekly Story email. Rabbi Avtzon is a veteran mechanech and the author of numerous books on the Rebbeim of Lubavitch and their chassidim. He is available to speak or farbreng in your community and can be contacted at avtzonbooks@gmail.com 

The Bitter Sweet Tears

Of Rav Ahron Kotler
By Rabbi Shraga Kallus
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How did R’ Ahron Kotler know to go to America? A land that was barren and desolate. Was there any way to ensure that this was the right decision? R’ Ahron performed a Goral HaGra, and the פסוק that emerged made everything clear. "המדברה משה לקראת לך אהרן אל' ה ויאמר"– Hashem said to Ahron go to greet Moshe in the Midbar“. He was Ahron, and Moshe must be referring to R’ Moshe Feinstein who already had relocated to America. The answer was understood and R’ Ahron boarded the boat for the ‘Goldener Medinah’, and this was how Torah was brought to America.


A grandson of R’ Ahron heard this story and called its validity into question. He inquired and was told in the name of R’ Shneur that it is not possible that R’ Ahron was unsure as to where to go, R’ Ahron only received a visa to America. Furthermore, at that time, R’ Ahron had no clue who R’ Moshe Feinstein was - the story did not happen. 


But, the grandson returned with a different story that was heard from R’ Shneur Kotler zt’’l: “Throughout the entire boat ride from Europe to America, R’ Ahron was in tears. He was crying uncontrollably the entire duration of the trip. ‘It is such a bitter matzav in America, the situation there is terrible! There is no Torah in America!’ R’ Ahron could not control himself …” 

R’ Shneur concluded the story: “R’ Ahron did not merely cry and plead to survive and live. But, he cried out, ‘Please Hakadosh Boruch Hu, let me be zocheh to bring Torah to America. Let there be many people sitting and learning in Yeshivos, even more than in Europe!’”

Reprinted from the Parshas Ki Sisa 5780 email of Oneg Shabbos (London, U.K.)

The Best Ending Possible

By Rabbi Shais Taub


What kind of an ending to a story is there going to have to be in order that we are able to actually say to Hashem when Moshiach comes, “Ah, it makes so much sense! It makes perfect sense! It couldn’t have been any better! Thank you, Hashem! This was the best possible story”? 


Not just that we’ll say, “Baruch Hashem, it is over. Baruch Hashem, we’re safe. Baruch Hashem, there’s relief.” 


We are going to say to Hashem, about every moment of personal pain and collective pain, of every horror that we have endured as individuals and as a nation, “Oh, it all makes sense and it’s such a good, true, just story.” 


I don’t know if a human author can write an end to such a story, because after the build-up, I don’t know how to resolve it in such a way, that we are going to tell Hashem, “Thank you for all the pain.” 


However, we declare our emunah in this concept numerous times a day when we say “bayom hahu yiheyeh Hashem echad ushemo echad”; bayom hahu, on the day when Moshiach comes, Hashem echad, Hashem will be recognised as the only Force, ushemo echad, and we will recognise that everything has come as a direct result of His will: righteous, just and absolutely perfect.

Reprinted from the Parshas Ki Sisa 5780 email of Oneg Shabbos (London, U.K.)

It’s Not Enough

By Osher Chaim Levine
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Recha Sternbuch


Too many of us settle for what is “good” rather than what is “great”. And too few of us realise how bad this outlook is. Judaism expects man to do his best. Greatness is not simply a matter of “what you do” but of “who you are”. A human being is the most astonishing creature. Greatness is invested within him – it is just up to him to take appropriate action to realize it. 

Not simply a temporary state of being, greatness is a permanent feature of his makeup. This is beautifully hinted at in the Hebrew name for man “adam” which shares the same letters as the word “meod” which translates as “very” or “much”. 

A person cannot be content with his past achievements and staying with what he has. Instead, he continuously strives to accomplish more. For he has the capacity to excel exponentially. To become greater and greater. This outlook calls to mind one of the greatest unsung Jewish heroines of the past century: 

Recha Sternbuch. Despite being briefly arrested for smuggling Jews into Switzerland, she invested great effort to rescue her brethren trapped in Nazi Europe. She obtained South American identity papers and dispatched forged visas. 
On the Shabbos of her son’s Bar Mitzvah, Recha left the shul early to rescue Jews in imminent danger. Her secret negotiations with Himmler’s friend Jean Marie Musy paved the way for a later agreement in 1945. This turned over four concentration camps intact to the Allies – sparing the lives of countless inmates in the process. 

She negotiated the release of thousands of women from the Ravensbruck camp and the release of 15,000 Jews held in Austria. Some historians estimate that this courageous woman saved up to 300,000 Jews! 

Nevertheless, when asked about her rescue work, Recha expressed regret with the chilling comment: “I did not do enough!” 

The fear of “not doing enough” should cause us to stop and think. “One good deed for the day” is insufficient where we can stretch ourselves to fill “one day with countless good deeds”! One hour of Torah studies is inadequate where one could have learned for two. What is man doing with himself if he is not continually working to deliver his best? Being “good” is not nearly “good enough” when true greatness lies within our grasp.

Reprinted from the Parshas Ki Sisa 5780 email of Oneg Shabbos (London, U.K.)

These Boots are

Made for Walking...


Friday was Shira Sterns’s day for carpool so she picked up her daughter & her other classmates to take them home. As it happened, Shira’s daughter needed new winter boots and she saw that her friend Rivky had some nice ones. 


"Rivky," Shira commented, "I see you got new boots! Where did you get them?" 


"At the store," Rivky answered. 


"Which one?" Shira asked. 


Rivky began looking at her new boots & after a pause said, "Both of them!"

Reprinted from the Parshat Ki Sisa 5780 email of Lekavod Shabbos Magazine.
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