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Rabbi Reuven-Yisrael Kott was a Torah prodigy whose cleverness and chutzpah saved thousands of Jews from annihilation by the Nazis.


Born in a Polish shtetl in 1897, Reuven was one of fifteen children. His family was chasidic followers of the Rebbe of Gur. Reuven's exceptional intellect was apparent at a young age. He was a gifted scholar of Talmud and Jewish scripture, so precocious that he was given rabbinic ordination when only 17 years old.


The Rebbe took a special liking to Reuven, and every Friday night Reuven sat next to the great man at his festive Sabbath gathering. Small in size -- he stood only 5'1" [155 cm.] -- Reuven was known for his big brain, and big heart.


Reuven was selected by his community to represent them as the Jewish voice on the local provincial council. When the Polish president died in the 1920's, young Reuven stood at the graveside with other clergy and delivered a eulogy on behalf of the Jews of Poland.


Although life still seemed fairly good for Polish Jews, the Gurer Rebbe in that generation, Rabbi Avraham-Mordechai Alter, often referred to as the Imrei Emmes, sensed that big trouble was coming. Starting in 1922, he urged his followers to get out of Poland and move to Eretz Yisrael (the Land of Israel), at that time known as "Palestine" and under British rulership.


As the Rebbe's right-hand man, Kott threw himself into the mission of helping Jews leave Poland and return to their ancestral homeland.


The British had a strict quota system restricting the number of Jews they allowed in, but Rabbi Reuven Kott managed to find a bureaucratic loophole. That is, the quota was not for a total amount of individual Jews, but rather was expressed as a maximum number of families, with "family" defined as two parents and their offspring with "offspring" being an undetermined number!


Kott collected money and used it to bribe Polish authorities to get blank birth certificates. He would then "create" new families, matching people up, changing names and identities as needed. Every "family" had at least a dozen children.


He told those he helped that they must stick with their fake identity. Most people complied, but a few didn't and were caught. Under threat of being sent back to Poland, somebody gave Reuven Kott's name to the authorities.


Reuven and his brother were on a train in Warsaw when three plain-clothes officers approached. After verifying his identity, they arrested Reuven for bribery and forgery and threw him in jail.


As a pious Jew, Reuven couldn't eat the non-kosher jail food, so every day his daughter brought him a kosher meal -- a two hour journey each way.


After several long months, his brother finally got word that there was going to be a hearing in the case. He went to visit Reuven in jail, told him the news and asked which lawyer he wanted to hire.


Reuven didn't answer. Instead he scribbled something on a scrap of paper, folded it up and slipped it through the bars of his cell.


Outside the jail, Reuven's brother unfolded the note. He was shocked to read the contents: "Hire me the most anti-Semitic lawyer in Warsaw!"


Reuven's family was baffled. With so many top-notch Jewish lawyers, why would he want an anti-Semite? Had his incarceration led to a mental breakdown?


The brother assured them that Reuven was of sound mind. Of course, there were many anti-Semitic attorneys in the Polish metropolis, but when the brother discovered that one of them was especially notorious for his fierce hatred of Jews, he promptly hired him.


The day of the hearing arrived, and the courthouse was packed with family members and hundreds of chasids from Reuven's community. According to prison regulations, Reuven was allowed only three minutes with his lawyer whom he had not been allowed to meet previously. Those present noticed that Reuven did all the talking in the entire three-minute 'conference.' Then the hearing began.


To everybody's shock, Reuven's lawyer presented a brilliant and eloquent argument, and got the case dismissed.


As soon as Reuven arrived safely home everybody wanted to know what he had said to his lawyer in those brief three minutes.


Reuven said his Talmud study had taught him that in a business deal, if you get three "Yes" answers, the deal will close. So he asked his lawyer three questions:


"Do you hate all Jews?


"Would you like to see me rot in jail until I die?


"Do you want all the Jews in Poland to leave?"


The lawyer answered a firm 'Yes!' to all three questions.


Immediately, Reuven shot back, "What good would it do if one measly Jew rots in jail? If you can get me set free, I will continue to get thousands of Jews out of Poland!"


Reuven gained his freedom by blinding the lawyer with his own hate. He continued his work "creating" large families and helping them move to Palestine. The Jew-hating attorney even helped him procure more blank birth certificates!


People often asked Reuven when he would go to Yisrael. He said, "I'm like the captain of a sinking ship. It is my responsibility to get all the passengers out before I get in the lifeboat."


Over the course of 20 years, Reuven helped tens of thousands of Jews escape Poland. Unfortunately, Reuven himself never made it to the Holy Land. He was murdered at Auschwitz in 1942.


Today, almost half a million descendants of those Polish Jews owe their lives to Rabbi Reuven Yisrael Kott.*

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
* Editor's note: It would be traditional to insert here, "May the Al-mighty avenge his blood," but I think this concluding sentence of the story demonstrates how that goal is already accomplished!

Source: Adapted by Yerachmiel Tilles from a report on a WhatsApp story group. (As best as I can tell, the first English posting was on //girlactionfigure.tumblr.com in May 2019.) The story was first revealed publicly by Reuven Kott’s granddaughter, Ziporah Bank. She heard it from her mother - the daughter who brought kosher meals to her father in prison. The ½ million calculation in the last paragraph was made by her family.


Biographical note: Rabbi Avraham Mordechai Alter (1866 - 6 Sivan 1948), the son of the Sfas Emmes, was the third Rebbe in the Gur dynasty. Known as the Imrei Emmes after the title of his major book, he was the spiritual leader of over 250,000 Chassidim in pre-WW II Poland. In 1940, he managed to escape with three of his sons to Israel (then Palestine), although the vast majority of his followers did not survive. He began to rebuild the Gerrer community in Jerusalem, but he died there during the siege of Jerusalem on Shavuot, 1948.
Reprinted from the Purim 5780 email of KabbalaOnline.org, a project of Ascent of Safed. www.ascentofsafed.com ascent@ascentofsafed.com

A Very Important Person

By Rabbi Yitzchok Fingerer


It was a known fact in the school. One particular boy was notorious for being a difficult student who wouldn’t follow school rules and classroom directions. Teachers were not too thrilled to have him as their student each year, considering that they could just imagine the challenges they were bound to confront.


But one day during his sixth-grade year, it all changed. The surprising thing was that it literally changed overnight. One day he was misbehaving, non-compliant and disruptive, and the next he was respectful, attentive and studious. His friends and even more so his teachers were at a loss to explain the cause for such a turnaround in his behavior and attitude. A few years later, after developing even more as an excellent student, he went on to become the 8th grade valedictorian and serve as the recognized pride of the entire school. It was quite phenomenal.


While he and his friends and teachers placed his past history of elementary school years behind him, one teacher was particularly interested in something. No one had ever asked the boy what was it that brought him to where he was that day of graduation? It was a puzzling mystery that no one had ever understood. What was the impetus for him completely changing and becoming such a great a student? That was the million-dollar question.


“No one has ever asked me about this,” the boy told the teacher, “but I’m glad you have.” The boy then went on to explain.


“There was a day in my life when things were pretty rough. I had gotten into trouble in class and I knew the principal wanted to have a talk with me. I was called into the office and the principal sat me down. We began talking until, all of a sudden, he received a phone call, to which he answered. But the conversation did not last that long.


“Excuse me,” the principal told the other person on the line, “would you be able to call me back later; right now I have someone very important in my office.” And with that, the principal hung up the phone and turned back to me to resume our discussion. I ended up not getting expelled from the school, although I was not in the greatest position at that time.


That night I went home a bit confused. Who was the very important person in the principal’s office that he was referring to? As far as I knew, it was only the principal and I in the room. I tossed and turned at the thought of who he could have meant, but it simply baffled me. Until, to my surprise, I figured it out. He must have been referring to me. I was the very important person. I had never before been called important, let alone by the principal or any other esteemed authority figure. 
But there must be something to it.


I began thinking of why I was in the principal’s office altogether, and if the very important person I was understood to be in fact belonged there. I rightfully concluded that I could expect much more from myself, and ought to in fact try to do so. I decided to do my best to improve my behavior and work harder to become a better student. 

Sure enough, I began to see improvements, which my teachers also noticed. By the end of the year, I was looked upon as a completely different student than I had been before. And things only progressively got better from there. I scaled up and up the academic ladder of achievement and proved to myself and everyone else that I did have the capability to be an exceptional student.


It all began at that moment in the principal’s office - “Excuse me, would you be able to call me back later; right now, I have someone very important in my office.” Those words were seared into my heart and mind and provided me with the motivation to achieve extraordinary results, the likes of which neither my teachers nor I ever anticipated.


We are all important. Our children are important, because they come from parents who are important and are surrounded by friends, family and teachers who are also important. It is precisely this attitude which creates standards which we strive to attain and sets goals which will propel us to heights that we never imagined we were even capable of. But indeed, we are.

Reprinted from the Parshat Vayeira Newslette of The TorahAnyTimes as compiled and edited by Elan Perchik.
The Rabbi and the

Former Prisoner
[image: image2.jpg]The Life of Rabbi Ayyeh Levin





Rav Aryeh Levin, zt”l, the Tzadik of Yerushalayim, was known to look out for the prisoners who were in jail, and try to take care of them however he could. It happened that one of the thieves imprisoned served out his sentence, and was set free towards the evening. 


Since he lived far from Yerushalayim and had no money whatsoever in his pocket, he went off to find Rav Aryeh, who he knew from the Rav’s visits to the prison, to see if he could get some pocket money from him. 


Rav Aryeh and his good wife welcomed the man into their home like a distinguished guest. They gave him some money, and then added that they would not let him ride home before he sat down to a good meal. The ‘guest’ accepted, and soon felt relaxed and happy. 


When the was meal over, Rav Aryeh remarked, “I am grateful to you for visiting us. Thanks to you, I had the unexpected opportunity to fulfill two Mitzvos, Hachnasas Orchim, offering hospitality, and doing Chesed, helping someone in need. But please do one more favor for me. It is late. Why trouble yourself to go traveling in the dark? Please be our guest a bit longer and stay the night with us.” 
The man accepted. They prepared a bed for him, and eventually bid him good night. Before dawn, Rav Aryeh woke up, as usual, to prepare to go to Shul for Shacharis at Neitz, sunrise. As he moved about his home, it soon became painfully clear to him that his ‘dear guest’ had stolen his Kiddush cup that he used every Shabbos, as well as the silver Shabbos candlesticks, and then vanished into the night. 

Rav Aryeh woke his wife and told her what had happened. Then he added, “I forgive that poor thief completely. Let Hashem not punish him on my account!” Then, as an afterthought, he added, “But let us promise each other and really resolve in our hearts that this little incident will not prevent us from inviting other thieves into our home!”

Reprinted from the Parshas Vayigash 5780 email of Torah U’Tefilah as compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

The Da’as Torah Way

Of Giving Tzedakah
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Rav Aharon Kotler, zt”l, once went to Shul to Daven Shacharis, accompanied by R’ Dovid Spiegel. When they got to the Shul, a poor lady was sitting outside collecting Tzedakah, and Rav Aharon took out some of the Tzedakah money his Rebbetzin had prepared for him, and gave it to R’ Dovid to give to her. 

After Shacharis when they were leaving Shul, the lady was still sitting there and a new collector, this time it was a man, had also come to collect. By now, Rav Aharon was out of money, and he motioned to R’ Dovid to give some money for him. When he returned from giving the man some money, Rav Aharon asked him if he also gave to the lady, and R’ Dovid said that he didn’t. 

Rav Aharon told him, “You must give her also,” and R’ Dovid returned to give her some more money. 

A little while later when they were away from the Shul, R’ Dovid why Rav Aharon insisted on giving the woman again, since she already got some Tzedakah on their way in. Rav Aharon replied, “We had to give her again so that the man not say that I only gave Tzedakah to him, and not her.” 

R’ Dovid reflected from this comment that Rav Aharon was trying to avoid any issues that may arise. The man might have thought that perhaps men shouldn’t give Tzedakah to women, or he might try to insult that woman. But one thing was for certain, everything Rav Aharon did was thought all the way through with Da’as Torah!

Reprinted from the Parshas Vayigash 5780 email of Torah U’Tefilah as compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

The Camp Simcha Shidduch

There was once a man who told the following story to a large crowd of people: There was an Australian madrich (counsler) in Camp Simcha, [a camp for Jewish children suffering from cancer]who was actually in remission. There was also madricha in the girls section of who was in remission too. 

At the end of camp, someone suggested that they go on a shidduch as they would understand each other. Things proceeded smoothly and they got engaged. A few weeks before the wedding, the chosson needed to go back to Australia to sort out a couple of things before the wedding. 

They went together to the airport, and then they parted ways, full of excitement and anticipation about their future together. The chosson had a 7 hour flight from New York to Las Vegas and then a 13 hour flight to Melbourne. He got on the plane and it took off safely. 

Back in New York, the kallah suddenly became very ill and was rushed to hospital. The family managed to get the airline to contact the pilot, to tell him that if he wants to see his kallah before it’s too late, he must to turn back as soon as he lands and take the first plane back. 

He returned to New York, exhausted, and went straight to the hospital. When he arrived, he saw his bride, very pale and frail, and started talking to her, but she did not respond. He then called his rabbi and asked him if he would come to the hospital and get them married, as he wants to marry her before she dies. 

The rabbi said that he will come to the hospital, but cannot guarantee that he will be able to marry them for numerous Halachik reasons. The rabbi came to the hospital, and started talking to the kallah. He said to the chosson, ‘I am really sorry but I cannot marry you two’. 

The chosson was distraught and went to daven shacharis outside. During the shemoneh esrei he cried bitter tears during refaeinu and shema kolenu. During sim shalom, he davened and asked Hashem to take some of the light from His face and put it in his bride’s face. 

When he returned to the hospital room his kallah’s face was pink. As he retold the words, ‘face was pink’, two impatient little children ran onto the stage and said, ‘Daddy, daddy, let’s go already!’ 

He then said: ‘Baruch Hashem, I am still married to her and these are our kids.’ 
Reprinted from the Parshat Yisro 5780 email of Oneg Shabbos (United Kingdom) from Stories to Inspire.
Sages through the Ages

Rav Ovadia Yosef

Baghdad, Iraq 1920 – Jerusalem 2013

By Dr. Benji Schreiber


Rav Ovadia Yosef was a most remarkable Talmid Chacham. He was the best known Sefardi Chief Rabbi of Israel, The Rishon Letzion. His knowledge of Torah was truly encyclopaedic, and he gave bold halachic rulings on many modern issues, generally favouring leniency. 

He was a spiritual and political leader of Sephardi Jewry and he worked hard – and was very successful – in restoring pride in the Sefardi heritage and in the psak of Shulchan Aruch. He built a political and social system, Shas, which not only held seats in Knesset and in the Cabinet, but ran social welfare programmes and schools. 
Biography

He was born in Iraq to Yaakov and Georga Yosef and they came to Palestine when he was four. He learned in the Talmud Torah and wrote his first commentary aged only 9. He learnt in Yeshivat Porat Yosef and received Semicha aged 20 and became Rav and Head of the Beit Din in Cairo aged 27 where he spent two years. 
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He returned to Israel and learned with Rav Zvi Pesach Frank. He became a Dayan in Petach Tikva and aged 31 published his first halachic sefer, Hazon Ovadia, on Pesach. The next year he started publishing Yabia Omer, his major work of Teshuvot. He became Chief Rabbi of Tel Aviv and then, aged 53, of Israel. Aged 64 he set up Shas, of which he was the spiritual head until his death. 
He married Rabbanit Margalit Fattal and they had 11 children, including Rav Yitzchak Yosef, the current Sefardi Chief Rabbi. He had thousands of sefarim in his home and knew them all. 

Stories abound about his incredible dedication to learning in every possible moment (He said he learnt Tanach – which he knew by heart – in the 5 minutes between seder and mincha); the depth of his concentration (the bus driver would honk for him because he wouldn’t realise his bus had arrived) and his phenomenal recall. In his youth he couldn’t afford to buy seforim so he borrowed them for 2 days from the bookseller and memorised them. 
Opinions

He explicitly prefers the lenient opinion, quoting Rav Chida who says “הספרדים .“אחוזים במידת החסד ולכן הם מקילים בהלכה He tried to encourage maximal keeping of mitzvot by as many Jews as possible. He tended not to quote mystical sources such as Zohar and Arizal. He ruled that Ethiopian Jewry were authentic Jews; that the agunot widowers of the Yom Kippur war could remarry; he allowed women to show two fingerbreadths of hair but was vehemently opposed to sheitels; he ruled that in principle land in Israel can be exchanged for real peace and he ruled that brain death is death. 

He said Hallel without a Bracha on Yom HaAtzmaut. He said a Mi SheBerach for soldiers but was opposed to forced conscription of Yeshiva students. He often made bold controversial statements and journalists would come to his shiurim just to catch these headline-making snippets, which were sometimes taken out of context. These included negative comments about gentiles, Arabs, women and some politicians.

 He offered religious explanations for events such as the Yom Kippur war and Hurricane Katrina, which he blamed on Bush’s support of the evacuation of Gush Katif “...We had 15,000 people expelled here, and there (in America) 150,000 (were expelled). It was G-d’s retribution.” 

When, in a Shabbat morning drasha he called for “all the nasty people who hate Israel, like Abu Mazen (Abbas), should vanish from our world... May G-d strike them down with the plague along with all the nasty Palestinians who persecute Israel” the American government criticised him and the Israeli government had to distance itself from his comments. 
Writings

The major work was Yabia Omer - halachic responsa in ten volumes. Yechaveh Daat were halachic responses given to questions over the radio. Other, less well known, works include Anaf Etz Avot on Pirkei Avot and Hazon Ovadia on the festivals. He was an outstanding talmid chacham and leader of our generation. 
Reprinted from the Parshat Yisro 5780 email of Oneg Shabbos (United Kingdom) from Stories to Inspire.
Purim in Nazi Hell

By Pinchas Menachem Feivlovitz
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Biesinitzer Grund (Goerlitz) concentration camp, a subcamp of Gross-Rosen, after liberation. Poland, May 1945. (Photo: US Holocaust Memorial Museum, courtesy of Teddy Znamirowski.)


Tired, starved, and downtrodden, we Jewish prisoners plodded into the barracks where we spent a few miserable hours on hard bunks before another day of backbreaking labor. We were too exhausted to think, but when our minds wandered back to times long gone, we could not help but wonder if it had all been a dream. Would we ever live again as we once had, before our parents and children had been murdered, and we were dropped into an unending hellish existence where death seemed to be a welcome (and inevitable) reprieve?


It was Purim eve, but what was there for us to celebrate in the German concentration camp of Gross-Rosen?

Suddenly, one of us leaped down from his small space on the bunk and began an impassioned speech that will forever remain in my memory:


“My fellow Jews,” he called out, “dear brothers in suffering! Today is our Purim, when we remember the miracles G‑d did for our ancestors. He who dwells in Heaven saved our nation from being decimated. The enemy fell into the pit that he himself had dug. Today we once again have a double-edged sword pressed against our necks. Our enemies are trying to destroy us, but do not allow terror into your hearts! 

“The Haman of our day, Hitler and his lackeys, will not be able to overcome G‑d’s chosen nation. The eternity of Israel will not lie. The bells of freedom are already ringing in the distance. We will yet live to see justice meted out against our enemies, just like our ancestors in Shushan of old. Be strong, brothers, the Jewish nation lives on!”


Beads of sweat appeared on his face. His lips trembled, his eyes glinted, but he said no more.


Then another prisoner jumped down from his bunk and took his place next to the orator. Sweetly, with a voice laden with nostalgia and hope, he sang the words of the blessing said after the Megillah reading, in which we thank G‑d “Who fights our battles and pays comeuppance to our mortal enemies.”


As the rest of us absorbed the last echoes of the tune, the two men lithely climbed back into their spots on the tiered bunking and silence reigned once again.


In our minds, we were blissfully transported back to the happy Purims of years past, but we knew the joy would not last.


The following morning, the block commander stormed into the barrack: “Cursed Jews!” he shouted. “Last night someone here spoke disparagingly of our Führer. Tell me who it was! If I do not know who it was, you will all be punished before the day is done!”


His words were met with defiant silence.


His face appeared angrier, and his voice became louder. “Dirty Jews!” he called our shrilly. “I am giving you 10 minutes to identify last night’s speakers. Make no mistake about it, your lives are on the line.”


Ten minutes passed, and no one uttered a word.


“Run, swine, run!” the commander barked, and we Jews began to run as fast as we could, while the guards rained down a shower of rifle butts and whips upon our heads and backs.


“Quick, quick,” they shouted as rivers of blood spurted from our heads and our arms. Our backs sagged and our feet ached.


But we had only one fear: that last night’s brave performers, who had gifted us with hope and courage, would give themselves up in order to save us from further suffering. One even tried to run out of line to identify himself, but his neighbors didn’t allow it. “No, no,” they hissed with clenched teeth, “Stay strong. We are all responsible for one another.”


I have no way of recalling how long this went on, because every moment felt like eternity. We ran with our last strength, panting, with no air to breathe. Our tongues hung out, and tears mingled with sweat on our cheeks. But no one even considered ratting on the heroes of the previous night.


Yes, even the prisoners of Gross-Rosen merited their own Purim miracle—two miracles, actually: That no one dropped dead from the diabolic run we were forced to endure, and that we all had the courage to keep the identity of those two men secret.


The late Pinchas Menachem Feivlovitz was a Holocaust survivor who fought (and was wounded) in Israel’s war of independence. An adherent of the Gur Chassidic group, he devoted much of his energy to chronicling and telling the atrocities of the Holocaust, through his personal experiences of five years under Nazi rule. Together with his wife and fellow survivor Cipora (whom he met and married after liberation), he raised a family in Israel. At the time of his passing in 2007, he left behind dozens of descendants, devoted to Torah and Jewish life. This vignette was recorded by Feivlovitz in his (Hebrew) book, Odeni Zocher (I Still Recall).
Reprinted from the Purim 5780 email of Chabad.Org Magazine.

The Long Trip


Rabbi Feldman waited in line to have his car filled with gas just before a long holiday weekend. The attendant worked quickly, but there were many cars ahead of him in front of the service station. 

Finally, the attendant motioned him toward a vacant pump. 

"Rabbi," said the young man, "sorry about the delay. It seems as if everyone waits until the last minute to get ready for a long trip." 

Rabbi Feldman chuckled, "I know what you mean. It's the same in my business.", Aish.org

Reprinted from the Parshat Yisro 5780 email of Lekavod Shabbos Magazine.
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