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In 1948, Rabbi Moshe Mordechai Biderman, the Lelover Rebbe, was invited to participate in a pidyon haben [Redemption of a First-Born Son] ceremony and festive meal in Jerusalem. The rebbe left his home in Tel Aviv early, in order to arrive on time. But the hour to begin the celebration came, and there was still no sign of the guest of honor. 


The guests waited an hour, and another hour. The Rebbe had still not arrived. Three hours passed before the Rebbe finally arrived, his face beaming with joy as he rushed to wish mazal tov to the father of the month-old baby boy. Nobody asked him why he had arrived so late, nor did he offer an explanation. 
Goes to Visit the Doctor After the Meal


After the meal was over, the Rebbe slipped away quietly and made his way to a doctor's office. He told the doctor that several hours earlier, when he was en route to Jerusalem, the bus on which he was traveling was involved in an accident. The bus had turned over, and several passengers had fallen on the Rebbe, crushing him beneath them.


The doctor examined him and discovered that several of his ribs were cracked. The doctor stared at the Rebbe in amazement. "How could you sit calmly through a meal, acting as though nothing was wrong? Broken ribs cause excruciating pain!" he exclaimed. "How could you bear it?"


To the Rebbe, however, there was no other way to behave. Unwilling to detract from another person's joyous occasion, he had chosen to ignore the pain and suffer in silence. 


In his last years, Rabbi Moshe Mordechai Biderman suffered a tremendous amount of pain. His doctors could not understand how he could bear it silently, without crying out. 


His explanation was simple. "If one keeps in mind that everything comes from G-d and that everything that happens reflects His will, then one can learn to tolerate anything."
Expecting the Arrival of 
Mashiach at Any Moment


Another time he said, "You wonder how I can bear so much suffering? It is simple. I wholeheartedly believe that Mashiach will arrive at any moment and all pain will disappear. Since I know that my suffering will last only seconds longer, it is easy to bear."


Source: Adapted by Yerachmiel Tilles from "Glimpses of Greatness" (Moznaim) by Rabbi David Koppelman. 


Biographic Note: Rabbi Moshe Mordechai Biderman (1903 - 24 Tevet 1987), sixth-generation Rebbe of Lelov, lived in Tel Aviv for many years, later moving to Bnei Brak. He was accepted also by many Karliner chasidim as the new Rebbe after the passing of Rabbi Yochanan of Karlin-Stolin in 1956. His second son, Rabbi Shimon Nosson Notte Biderman, lived most of the year in Tsfat, due to health reasons, where he was beloved by his chasidim as well as many others who came to seek advice from him. 

Reprinted from this week’s email of KabbalaOnline.org, a project of Ascent of Safed
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Why the Owner Has to Treat 
His Hebrew Slave Courteously

By Rabbi Shmuel Choueka

"[If your Hebrew slave] says to you, 'I shall not go out from you' because he loves you and your house because he fares well with you" (Debarim 15:16)
 

The Gemara teaches that the owner of a Hebrew slave must treat him and view him as an equal in every respect, and he sometimes even has to treat him as a superior! However, the Gemara also teaches that if two Jews are in dire need of water, and only one of them has a jug of water, his own life takes precedence, and he is not obligated to give the water to the other person. Why is this case different than the case of the slave who must be treated at least as an equal, if not better?

A poor man and a rich man can live in harmony with one another, even though the poor man can't satisfy his physical needs like the rich man. Still yet, he does not feel inferior in any way to his friend as a human being. The slave, on the other hand, is always reminded of his bitter status as a mere servant of another man. Therefore the Torah goes out of its way to demand special treatment for him.
Different People Have 
Different Sensitivities

There is a very important lesson to be learned from this. We must understand that different people have different sensitivities. We must recognize each person's uniqueness, and treat him in a way that we will not hurt his feelings or make him self-conscious of his station in life.


Let's take it upon ourselves now, as we approach the selihot season, to treat our fellow man with the proper respect, and to make amends with those to whom we may have shown disservice to in the past.

Reprinted from this week’s email of the Jersey Shore Torah Bulletin.

It Once Happened

Rabbi Levi Yitzchak 
And the Young Sinner


The young man stood in the middle of the teeming thoroughfare contemplating the scene. His life in the city was exciting - how could he ever have lived in the town of Berdichev? Ha! Why now, he was a man of the world-nothing was barred to him. He turned right and continued down the tree-lined street, heading for his favorite cafe. Here, he could be with people of his own intelligence and wit. How good it was not to be living in that little village steeped as it was in ancient Jewish rituals. 


As so, his days and nights passed in political discussions and drinking. In the morning he would frequent the usual cafe and peruse the morning newspaper, looking for some articles of interest with which he could regale his companions. By afternoon he would stroll the ever-fascinating streets, and by evening, he would again head for the cafe where he and his friends would meet and compare lofty, intellectual concepts. 


The mitzvot (commandments) so carefully taught him by his parents never surfaced in his mind, so enthralled was he with the sights and sounds of the big city. Many, if not most of his new acquaintances were also Jewish, and had also managed to "escape" the narrow confines of towns and villages like Berdichev. They had also forsaken the teachings of their parents, grandparents and countless generations of ancestors who had clung against all odds to the same Torah. 
A Knock on the Door from the Landlady


One morning, as he lay in bed planning his day's activities, he was startled by his landlady's knock at the door. What could she want? he thought, as he clambered out of bed and into a dressing gown. She looked uneasy as she stood there holding a telegram in her outstretched hand. 


"From home," she said. As he took it, the young man felt queasy. His parents would never send a telegram if there was no desperate need. The words confirmed his worst fears. Through the blur of his tears he read again and again the words, "Father has passed away. Come home. Mamma." 


He sunk down in his chair. Father is gone. Oh, no. Within the hour he was on his way home to Berdichev. 
Comforted by the Familiar 
Sounds of His Old Hometown


The funeral passed and the seven days of shiva were over, yet he lingered on with his widowed mother, enveloped in his own gray bereavement. The month of Elul had arrived and the holiday feeling was almost palpable. He wasn't sure why, but for some reason, he derived comfort from the familiar sights and sounds of his old home town. 


The young man walked aimlessly through Berdichev, lost in thought, when suddenly he felt a hand on his shoulder. It was the Rebbe, Levi Yitzchak, who was known for the great love he had for his fellow Jews. 


"You know, young man, I am really very envious of you," remarked the Rebbe, smiling. 
Waiting for the Punch Line


The young man was unsure of what was coming next. He waited for the punch line. Reb Levi Yitzchak continued, "During these days of repentance, every Jew has the opportunity, by truly returning to G-d, to turn his sins into merits." 

The young man laughed. "Well, if that's the case, you'll be even more jealous next year. For then I'll have a whole new pile of sins to work on!" 


"Let me tell you a story," said the Rebbe. "Once a landlord was travelling through his property and a terrible rainstorm came up. He stopped at an inn which he rented out, hoping to find respite from the elements. But, when he brought his horses into the stables the rain cascaded in torrents through the holes in the roof. "Well," he thought, "at least in the inn I'll be able to dry out." But when he entered the inn, the situation was not much better. Puddles like small lakes dotted the floor and a raw dampness pervaded the room. 


"The angry landlord approached the innkeeper and said, 'When I rented this inn to you it was in excellent condition. How have you allowed it to deteriorate this way!?'" 
“…I Didn’t Think It Would Be So Soon.”


"'Your Excellency,' stammered the embarrassed innkeeper, 'I knew you would stop in some time, but I didn't think it would be so soon.'" 


With that, Rabbi Levi Yitzchak turned and walked away, but his little story had planted a seed in the young man's mind. 


A few days after Rosh Hashana had passed, the young man fell ill. The illness worsened and many specialists were called in, but no cure could be found. Within weeks, it seemed apparent to the young man that his end was quickly approaching. He recalled the rabbi's story and was consumed by regret at how he had wasted his precious life which was ebbing away. 


He sent a messenger to Reb Levi Yitzchak begging him to come to his bedside and guide him back to the right path, for his Jewish soul pulled at him and gave him no rest. Reb Levi Yitzchak came at once. He sat at the young man's bedside day after day instructing and encouraging him until he achieved a true and complete repentance. 

Reprinted from this week’s edition of “L’Chaim,” a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.
The Chesed of Reb Heschel And His Goat Milk
By Rabbi Tuvia Bolton


This week's section contains fifty four commandments, and one of them is to give Charity. 


In some ways Charity is the most important of all G-d's commandments. In the Jerusalem Talmud it is called simply 'The Commandment' ('HaMitzva') and in many places (especially the classic book 'Tanya') it is explained that charity is the only way to bring Moshiach (true Jewish Messiah) and save the entire world.


At first glance this is not understood. Why is charity so important? Isn't being poor the will of the Almighty? After all, G-d creates everything constantly and NOTHING happens by accident, even poverty. Even more; there are many spiritual reasons that it's GOOD to be poor, for instance poverty erases sins done in this or previous lifetimes, teaches humility and more.


So maybe instead of giving alms we should teach the poor to ACCEPT poverty as it says in the 'Ethics of the Fathers' (4:1) "Who is rich? One who is happy with his lot!" Why is it so important to try to change G-d's will and give charity?
A Baal Shem Tov Story


To help understand, here is a story.


When the fifth Lubavitcher Rebbe (Shalom Dovber) was just a child, his father (Rebbe Shmuel) woke him one morning and asked him if he had dreamed anything. The boy thought for a minute, began trembling with fear and answered yes. He explained that he had just dreamt that he saw several awesomely holy men one of whom told him a Torah idea and a story.


When he described the men his father identified the one who spoke as the Baal Shem Tov.


The boy went on to relate; "The Torah idea he said was "In Ethics of the Fathers it says 'Who is mighty? He who conquers his selfish inclination.' (4:1)


And the Baal Shem Tov explained: "The reason it says 'conquers' and not BREAKS, is because it requires more might to conquer, and transform our negative energy than to break or mortify it."


And the story the Baal Shem Tov told was to explain this was:

"
When I was a young man of twenty, recently after being accepted as a member of the hidden Tzadikim [The hidden Tzadikim were a group of unusually gifted, learned and holy Jews who, disguised as simple people, dedicated their lives to improving the plight of their Jewish brethren both spiritually and physically] several of us came to the city of Brody.


"It was there I saw the most amazing thing. I was standing in the market place speaking to a large group of locals when I noticed from the corner of my eye an older man walking in the distance, bent under the burden of a large sack he was carrying on his shoulder. His face was covered with sweat and there was nothing unusual about him except for the fact that over his head floated a brilliant pillar of spiritual fire!
Thoughtfully Bearing the 
Jeers of the Townspeople


"Obviously none of the other townspeople saw it. A few of them even yelled jeeringly 'Keep going Hershel-Goat' and 'Carry, Hershel, Carry!' And he yelled back with a smile 'Thanks! G-d bless you!'


"I could not believe my eyes. I called over two of the elder Tzakikim who were with me, Rav Yechezkel and Rav Efriam. They also saw the pillar, but also couldn't explain it; for all appearances this Hershel was just a simple old Jew trying to make a living, what connected him to such a great revelation?


"For several days I observed him whenever possible in order to understand what merit he had to bring this fire, but to no avail. I asked the townspeople about him and was told that he was a widower with no children; his wife died some ten years ago. He earned his meek living by carrying things and doing odd jobs. And as far as everyone knew he used all his money to feed a few goats that he owned because he loved goat's milk. That's why they called him Hershel Goat. But I couldn't understand how he merited to that pillar of fire.
Weakened by His Special Fast


"So I decided to fast the first three days of each week, only drinking water at night, until I had the answer.


"I had just finished the first set of three days and was leaving the Shul (Synagogue) when by Divine providence, there was Hershel walking down the street and when he saw me he smiled a big smile.


"I told him I was very weak from the fast and asked if he could give me something to eat. 'Of course! Of course!' He said joyously as though he was expecting me to ask. "Please, just follow me to my home! I'm so happy to help.'


"We walked for about an hour till we came to an old run-down hut at the edge of the woods. Nothing seemed unusual until he opened the door and entered. Suddenly four or five goats jumped from all corners of the house at him. They lovingly licked his hands and literally pranced with joy. I had never quite seen the likes of it. Hershel quieted the goats, told me to sit down, took out a large metal vessel, milked one of them and gave me to drink.


"'Nothing healthier than goat's milk!' he said with satisfaction as he handed me a second glassful.


"But when I tried to pay him he refused, 'G-d forbid! Money? No! No money, no money! It's my pleasure! I'm the one that benefits! What, I should take money too?' he said with a smile on his face.


"Then he looked at me seriously and said, 'I want to tell you a true story. You have no idea how happy I am that you came here. Please listen.' He sat down opposite me, waiting a few moments to collect his thoughts, and then began.
Departed Wife Appears to Heschel in a Dream


"'My wife, of blessed memory was a real Tzadekis (righteous woman), always helping people. Any time anyone needed anything she was there doing everything she could to help. She collected money for the poor, cared for people when they were sick; everything she did was for others. About ten years ago she passed away and seven days later, after the seven days of mourning, she appeared to me in a dream.


"'She told me that after she died, instead of going through the painful and frightening purification processes of 'the slingshot' and 'trashing' of the grave, she was received warmly by the souls of all those she had helped and taken directly to one of the highest heavens.
Beseeches Her Husband to Begin a 

Life of Charity and Good Deeds


"'She told me that nothing is valued in heaven more than brotherly love and beseeched me to also begin a life of charity and good deeds. So that is why I bought these goats; since that time I give free milk to whoever needs it and it has done wonders for people, simply wonders, and I am so happy I can help.


"This was ten years ago. Since then my wife never appeared to me again. But this morning, just before I woke up, she came. She told me that today I would meet a holy man and he would change my life, and I'm sure she was talking about you. Please stay by me for a few days and teach me Torah. I don't want anything, not in this world or the next, except to learn Torah. But....I don't even know how to read! Please stay.'


"I stayed by Hershel for several days and watched the way he lovingly cared for his goats and how he brought their milk to tens of people that needed it. Everything done with a simple, contagious joy and with no egotism whatsoever. But on the other hand he was a complete ignoramus and could barely read.


"I spoke it over with the Tzadikim and we decided to take him under our wing and teach him Torah. For three years we taught him the most basic books and then one day his mind simply opened. He suddenly understood and remembered everything we taught him, even the most difficult concepts in Talmud and in Kabala, but he never lost his simplicity.


"After five more years he became a great hidden Tzadik and mystic in his own right, moved to the city of Ostripol and for the next ten years helped and even saved hundreds of Jews with his prayers and blessings.
Story Has a Strange Ending


"But the story has a strange ending. As fate would have it, Hershel passed away on a cold, miserable, rainy day and the burial society of Ostripol barely found ten Jews to escort him to his final resting place and only with the greatest difficulty. And this was not received well in heavens.


"There a decree was passed that, because of their mistreatment of Hershel, the city of Ostripol should suffer terrible misfortunes.


"I and the other Tzadikim; tried to avert the decree, but to no avail; it seems that disgracing a Tzadik is no small matter. All our supplications, prayers and fasting had no effect. Things really looked bad until, suddenly, the soul of Hershel's wife appeared before the heavenly court.
The Biggest Disgrace to Her Husband


"All the accusing angels fell silent as she spoke. How could it be that the entire city of Ostripol would be punished because of her husband? Her husband had devoted his life to helping people. The biggest disgrace that could be done to him would be to cause anyone, no less an entire city, to suffer on his account. She demanded that the punishment be annulled.


"After short deliberation her demands were met. She accomplished what the efforts and prayers of the greatest, holiest Tzaddikim could not. "


This answers our questions.


True, G-d creates the world, nothing happens by accident and poor people are meant to be poor. But they aren't meant to stay that way; they are there for us to give them charity and improve their situation.


Similarly the entire world is poor; lacking joy, blessing and meaning, and it is in our hands to change it. In fact this is the theme and entire message of the Torah and the 'lot' that the Jewish people were given by G-d; to change world 'poverty' to wealth.


This is what the Ethics of the Fathers means about 'being happy with one's 'lot'. It is referring to this "lot' and duty of transforming the world and if it's done with happiness the result will be true richness.


This is the connection between the Baal Shem's Torah idea about the evil inclination and the story he told about charity:


The 'evil' inclination is synonymous with Selfishness".


Selfishness is the most severe form of poverty. It implies being completely void and unaware of the truth, goodness and kindness of G-d Almighty (Ain Oni Eleh b'Daas. Talmud Nedarim 41:a).


Transforming this type of poverty means; filling this void with joy and meaning and transforming 'darkness' to light.
Why the Simple Heschel Merited a Pillar of Fire


And that is why Hershel merited to a pillar of fire, because his charity brought light, warmth and transformation of the world around him.


That is also why Charity will bring the Moshiach; because, as Maimonides declares at the end of his massive fourteen volume work, "Yad HaChazaka" the Moshiach will transform the world; there will be no hunger, war or poverty - because the world will be filled with the awareness of G-d.


In other words the entire accomplishment of Moshiach will be to give charity by filling all that is lacking in this spiritually and physically impoverished world.


It all depends on us to make it happen one second sooner; even one more good deed, word or even thought on our part can be the final act of charity that brings…Moshiach NOW!
Reprinted from this week’s parsha email from Yeshiva Ohr Tmimim in Kfar Chabad, Israel.
The Spanish Inquisition and Me
Becoming a Jew was My Greatest Act of Defiance.
By Reyna Simnegar


The day of my conversion to Judaism was the ultimate cosmic link between my past, my present and my future. Although it was 12 years ago, I remember it as if it happened a few hours ago. I can still feel the acceleration in my heart, the knot of tears trapped in my throat, along with the nervous breathing from the overwhelming commitment I was undertaking. I can still hear the words "kosher, kosher, kosher" echoing in my mind and the warm waters of the mikvah embracing my body, transforming me into a new being.
Catholic School
Sometimes reality is stranger than fiction. I grew up in the city of Caracas, Venezuela, in a wonderful, close-knit family surrounded by cousins, aunts and uncles. We spent more time with my mother's side of the family, perhaps because we lived right next door to my maternal grandmother, a woman of great stamina and control over every little detail of her family. I was raised with excellent family values, tremendous respect for authority and a great fear of heaven. I was also raised as a Catholic.


My parents sent me to Catholic school for almost my entire life. But I knew there were people of other faiths because I had a neighbor that was an Evangelical Christian.

Questioning the faith was seen as an act of defiance. 


I was always a deeply religious person. At school I gladly participated in mass and prayed fervently every night with the only tools I was taught by my mentors. But many questions hovered in my mind as I was growing up. Catholic school was a great place for the complacent soul; it turned into a nightmare for my seeking soul. 

Whenever I had a question in the class, if I dared to ask, I was looked down upon because I was to accept what I was being taught with my heart, not with my mind. For the most part questioning the faith was seen as an act of defiance.
Confused by Mixed Message at Home
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Some nuns were very nice; others were incredibly unreachable and scary. There was a huge focus on dressing "modestly" in the school. We could not wear make up, nail polish, or dye our hair. We had to wear a very modest uniform. But at home we were allowed to wear whatever we wanted, as short as we wanted. In fact, the motto was "if you got it, flaunt it." Venezuela is known for its beauty pageants and beautiful women. It is the dream of every young girl to be considered pretty enough to participate in the Miss Venezuela pageant. I was no exception to the rule and gave my parents much "pride" by winning various beauty pageants, from first grade to being the homecoming queen in high school.


This mixed messaged made me more confused. Why would any of us want to ever wear the nun's example of modesty if we got so much more attention being immodest? Why did the nuns preach modesty and then organized beauty pageants to celebrate the culmination of the school year? Why would I strive to be modest when there was never an explanation given for it?
Needing to Know the Truth about G-d


Growing up in this bewildering environment made me question authority even more. Sometimes I would stare at the nuns at school and ask myself, Why are you dressed like this? What do you have that makes you spiritually closer to G-d than me? How do you know what G-d wants from you? What kind of mother would you have been? I needed answers to my questions. I needed to know there was a way to reach closeness to G-d without having to become like them. I needed freedom to talk to G-d directly. I needed truth.


So I started searching for more. Somehow I was always fascinated with Judaism. I didn't know anything about it, but I wanted desperately to know more. I only knew about the Jews from the Old Testament but I knew these people still existed. I started reading and learning about Jews on my own, convinced they would have an answer. Little did I know that this search would take me so far – all the way back home.
My Converso Family
The first time I saw a Jew was one Saturday as we were driving to see my paternal grandparents. We saw several men with black hats, black coats, and beards walking in the streets of my grandfather's neighborhood. "Who are these men?" I asked my father. "They're Jews." He then mentioned that my grandfather's house was in the Jewish community. 

I always felt apprehensive around my paternal grandparents. There were very old and strict, especially my grandfather, who jut sat in his "special" chair where no one else was allowed to sit. My sisters and I were not allowed to get up from the couch and run around like normal kids.
"What do you mean our family is Jewish?
I have never heard of this!"


One day I asked my Aunt Sarah who lived with my grandparents, if she knew their house was located in a Jewish Community. Her answer changed my life forever. She said in a whisper, making sure my grandfather would not hear, "Of course I know our home is in a Jewish community. After all, our family is of Jewish origin. Our last name had been changed from Peres to Perez."


I could not believe my ears. "What do you mean our family is Jewish? What are you talking about? I have never heard of this!"


She told me that the family had come from Spain a few hundred years after the Spanish Inquisition and settled in Venezuela. They changed their name to blend in and avoid persecution. "You mean you never wondered why all of our names are Jewish names?"
Hundreds of Images and Situations 
Flashed in Front of My Eyes


I had to sit down to recover. Hundreds of images and situations flashed in front of my eyes. All the strange things my father's family did were not idiosyncrasies; they were mere family traditions dating back to the time of the Inquisition. I had found the lost piece of the puzzle. I was closer to the truth than I had ever been. I had a reason to embrace the fascinating religion with which I had become obsessed. I was going in the direction of truth. After all my family was Jewish, or was it?


I immediately started researching and reading about the Inquisition. I learned that the Jews in Spain had been tremendously affluent and relatively accepted in the early years, under the Muslim rulers-early 10th century, but suffered during persecutions by Iberian Christians such as the pogroms in Cordoba (1011) and Granada (1066). These attacks continued as the "Reconquista" took full blow, and by the 14th century the Christians had taken most of Spain from the Muslims. Many Jews decided to escape these attacks by converting to Catholicism. These Jews were the most affluent and did not want to give up their social and commercial status. They were called "conversos."
Practiced Judaism in Hiding


Many of these conversos practiced Judaism in hiding, pretending to be Catholics on the outside. They lived side-by-side with their Jewish brethren and some even remained active in the Jewish communities. At first this solution proved beneficial and many conversos became very successful. But inevitably, this very success sprouted jealousy within Catholic Spaniards who reported unfaithful conversos to the authorities. 

At the time many conversos practiced several Jewish customs that, for the Catholics, were definite signs that these people were not true converts and were still spiritually linked to their Jewish past. These conversos were then called marranos (pig in Spanish), or crypto-Jews, and were to become the main focus of the Inquisition's agenda.
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My research about "marranos" made me realize that my family was one of them. I always wondered about the rare customs of my father's family. The earliest anecdotes I can remember were all linked to food. Unlike most Venezuelans, my grandmother was keen for making all kind of eggplant dishes, in particular fried eggplants.


Although the Arabs introduced eggplants to Spain, it was the Jews of Spain that became exceptionally fond of it and later brought this vegetable to South America after the expulsion (around 1650.) Spanish Jews were so fond of eggplants that even the satirical poetry of the day made reference of this preference.* 
Special Ethnic Deserts


She also made a dessert called "Cabello de Angel" that I later found out is of marrano descent, and a dessert called "Marzipan," a staple for converso families. Sadly, thousands of marranos were murdered because of adhering to their culinary customs. In fact, the Inquisition Trial Documents (still available after all these years) are crammed with testimonies from maids or neighbors testifying in court against conversos making these dishes. Sadly, the Inquisition used cultural information to build cases against conversos that were under examination for heresy.


Speaking to my relatives, I discovered more information. My grandfather had a house in the town of Zaraza, Guarico State, the first town in which my family settled. They came by boat in the 1700s from the River Unare that leads into the Caribbean Sea. I have in my possession today one of the family's precious pieces of fine China, which they brought with them to the New World. It is a sauce dish dating back to 1767. 
Two Paintintgs of Queen Esther


My father recalls that in the house of Zaraza there were two paintings that always puzzled him. It was a painting of Queen Esther pointing at Mordechai and another called "La Plegaria de Esther" (Queen Esther’s plea). The story of Purim has no real relevance in the Catholic religion. I didn't even know this story existed until I became Jewish! I discovered that Queen Esther was the heroine of the converso Jews because she was the quintessential hidden Jew.


Queen Esther was the heroine of the converso Jews because she was the quintessential hidden Jew. 


I also have my grandmother's precious candelabras, extremely old baccarat crystal, that sit next to my Shabbat candles. Every Friday I get goose bumps just imagining my relatives lighting these old candelabras with a hope that one day they could practice Judaism in public.


One uncle remembers seeing a Chanukah menorah and even kippot in the Zaraza home. Many people recall how my grandfather had a midnight private wedding ceremony where only a few were invited, perhaps because this ceremony was to remain a secret for the rest of eternity. Many converso Jews "sacrificed" a family member to the church to become a priest in order to not bring any doubt the family was indeed devoted to Christianity. 
And many celebrated "Mass" in their home, lead by the alleged family priest. One of my father's uncles was a priest who later in life gave up priesthood, and many times there was a private "Mass" held at my grandmother's house.
Documenting the Converso Family Background
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It wasn't until my grandfather passed away when I was 15 that many other "secrets" came to light. My grandfather kept locked in his room many pictures and documents that helped the family reconstruct the past. The names of my ancestors and even of family members today are mostly Jewish names. We not only have converso family in our genealogy but also European Jewry (my great great grandfather's first wife was Carmen Martin Rosenberg). My grandfather was General Guillermo Isaac Perez Telleria. He was given the honorary title of General for financing part of the Venezuelan independence war (Venezuela used to be a Spanish colony).
Searching for Little Rocks


I remember going to the cemetery with my father to visit our late relatives. Instead of bringing flowers we would search for little rocks to put on the top of the graves. I always wondered why we did this; I don't think my father even knew. I now know this is a Jewish custom.


These secret customs were the catalyst for the Spanish Inquisition, which began in 1480 to spy on the conversos. In the course of 12 years, thousands of conversos were tortured and burned at the stake. In the year 1492, King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella, aided by the Catholic Church, decided that as long as there were Jews remaining in Spain there would be conversos trying to keep Judaism in secret. Therefore, they determined that all Jews must leave Spain or convert. The Alhambra Decree (also known as the Edict of Expulsion) was issued on March 31, 1492 ordering the expulsion of Jews from the Kingdom of Spain and its territories by July 31, 1492. The punishment for any Jew who did not leave or convert by the deadline was death.


The only Jew permitted to stay under any circumstances was Don Isaac Abarbanel, a leading Torah sage who served as the Finance Minister of Spain. He was too valuable to the kingdom to spare. Abarbanel used his clout and money to try to convince the monarchs to revoke the edict, offering them so much money that the King actually hesitated. However, the evil Torquemada (Inquisitor general of Spain) convinced the monarchs otherwise. Abarbanel only managed to get the deadline extended for two more days. Hence, the date of expulsion fell on August 2, 1492 (the ninth of Av, 1492) the most horrific date in the history of the Jews.


Unfortunately, many conversos were lost and ultimately embraced the religion which oppressed them.

How Many Jews Left Spain?


There is disagreement regarding the exact numbers of Jews who left Spain, but the figures vary between 130,000 to 800,000. A primary source, the Me'am Lo'ez (written in Ladino, the language of the Jews of Spain) in its section on Tisha B'av mentions that a third of the Spanish Jewish population died for their faith, a third converted and a third went into exile. It is said that the Jews that left Spain that day, including Don Isaac Abarbanel, departed singing songs of joy and uttering prayers of thanksgiving to their Creator for having withstood the test and not submitting to conversion. They were allowed to take their belongings except gold, silver and money. The crown and the inquisitors confiscated all their properties.


At the date of expulsion, 50,000 to 70,000 Jews converted to Catholicism and remained in Spain. Historians estimate a cumulative 100,000 to 200,000 Jews converted during the Inquisition. But conversion was not guaranteed protection. My family tried very hard to keep living as Catholics while keeping many Jewish customs in the privacy of their home. It was never safe because many Spaniards turned in conversos to the authorities. 

My family practiced Judaism in secret for more than 100 years before leaving Spain to Venezuela. Many conversos felt they would be able to live a full Jewish life by leaving, but the Inquisition followed them to the Americas. It was not until the year 1834 that the Spanish Inquisition was finally relinquished. Unfortunately, many conversos were lost and ultimately embraced the religion which oppressed them.
Tisha B'Av and Me

After so many years, whatever was left of the "spark" of Judaism in my soul has risen from the ashes and embraced the Torah. There are times I wish my family had fled Spain, leaving everything behind. How I wish they had not "given up." How I wish I had Ladino in my lips instead of only Spanish! After all, what kind of message did they give their children when they submitted to conversion? With what authority could they have expected their children to observe Judaism when they were not strong enough to give up wealth and status for Torah? They paid a high price for trying to make the Torah "fit" their lifestyles instead of embracing their heritage and trusting that God would ultimately take care of all the details.

From my family I am the only one who "returned" to embrace Judaism. 
Focusing on the Positive 
Things My Family Did


But I choose to focus on the positive things my ancestors did accomplish. I feel the very reason I am today a Jew must be because ultimately they did something right. I have no doubt that it was because of the merit of my ancestors dying "al Kiddush Hashem," sanctifying God's name, that I have the privilege to become a full-fledged Jew.


I can never judge my ancestors decision for converting to Catholicism or even question what my ancestors had to go through to hide their Jewish identity. But the fact is that many of their descendants ended up not being Jewish. From my family I am the only one who "returned" to embrace Judaism. This leaves me with a great responsibility to make sure my descendants remain strong, proud Jews. 
Whenever I make of my grandmother's marrano dishes I feel I am performing an act of defiance and triumph. When I eat this food on Shabbat I rejoice; the Inquisition is gone, but I remain! There is nothing better than seeing my children with tzitzit and kippot, indulging in marzipan!


I feel proud that even though many of my family members died "al Kiddush Hashem," today my children are living "al Kiddush Hashem."
* For more information, read A Drizzle of Honey: The lives and recipes of the Spanish Secret Jews, by David Gilitz and Linda Davidson.
Author's Addendum
Dear readers,

I have no words to describe how overwhelmed I am with all your touching comments. I never imagined writing this article was going to result in such tremendous source of inspiration for me, my family, and so many people that have a situation similar to mine. I thank you all for all your blessings and words of encouragement and love. 

I wanted to make a few clarifications and address a few of your questions. A person that is born from a non-Jewish mother and wants to embrace Judaism must go through the process of conversion. It does not matter how Jewish this person feels; the only way this person is considered a Jew is by going through an orthodox conversion as required by Halacha (Jewish Law.) 

Someone asked about the route my family took from Spain. There is a lot of information I left out of the article for the sake of brevity which I hope to include in my book. Another person asked about my last name. My last name is surely Persian because my dear husband Sammy Simnegar was born in Shiraz, Iran. My maiden name is Perez. Many of the readers have beautifully addressed the comments about the "new marrano hype" argument. As for myself, I discovered I came from conversos when I was 12 years old and decided to convert when I turned 15. This was 20 years ago! 

Last, I would like to share with you the most amazing outcome which so far has come out of writing this article. A few days after posting the article on Aish.com, Mrs. Paulina Gamus, ex-minister of Culture, ex-parliamentary and a very respected member of the Sephardic Venezuelan Community, contacted me with an amazing piece of information about my family. 

She shared with me that my great great grandfather, General Guillermo Isaac Perez Telleria, appears in a book written by Mr. Jacobo Carciente by the name of "La Comunidad Judia De Venezuela, 1610-1990" (The Jewish Presence in Venezuela), where he is mentioned as being one of the first Jews in Venezuela. Having an unbiased, external source that is deeply rooted in the Venezuelan Jewish community is truly incredible! 

Reprinted from this week’s website – Aish.com
Good Shabbos Everyone.

Dutch Treat


Hashem tells us this week in Parshas Re'eh, "For you are a holy people to Hashem, your G-d and Hashem has chosen you for Himself to be a treasured people, from among all the peoples on the face of the earth."  (Devorim 14:2)  One of the definitions of the word "holy" is "separate, set apart."  We are truly a nation which enjoys a supernatural existence, with an extra special supervision from above.  The following amazing true story illustrates that we are a "holy people to Hashem."


In September of 1939 the German army swept into Poland, uprooting Jewish families, synagogues, schools and communities.  Whoever could escape to nearby Lithuania rushed for the border.


Lithuania served as a temporary refuge for thousands of Jews until it was taken over by Russia, and then fell to the Nazis. Among those who found temporary shelter within its borders were Rabbi Himmel and his family. He rejoiced that they had found refuge for the moment, but his insides quaked at the thought of the future. He feared that it was only a matter of time until the raging monster caught up with them.

Sends His Young Daughter to England


Somehow, Rabbi Himmel found a way to send his young daughter, Tova Esther, to England. It was a tearful parting, but Tova Esther complied with her parents' wishes. They promised her that the separation would be temporary.


Later, while in England, Tova Esther learned of the Soviet occupation of Lithuania. Then, a year later, the German war machine took over. She mistakenly concluded that her family had all perished, and that she was now alone in the world.


In actual fact, the Soviets had been the Heaven's agent to keep her family alive by exiling them deep inside Siberia. There, between the permafrost and the frozen sky, the Himmel family continued to survive, but there was no way they could contact Tova Esther.

Her Jewish Education Becomes Hidden


The name Tova means "good." Esther means "hidden." What an appropriate name for the young daughter cut off from her loving family! The youngster's whereabouts remained hidden from her family. Over time, all the good Jewish training and education she had received from them also became hidden. Most of all, from herself.


Alone in a foreign land, Tova Esther decided to show her appreciation to the country which had granted her asylum. She signed up as a volunteer for the British Army. Her work also gave her the satisfaction of taking some small measure of personal revenge against Germany. There was another advantage. She was provided with basic food rations, no small matter in war-torn England.


Other foreign nationals also joined the British forces out of gratitude. A certain gentile Johan van Duivenbode from Holland was among them. The name sounds formidable, but the translation is simple: postal pigeon. 


During the Dutch War of Independence, the Spanish had surrounded the prince of the Netherlands. A loyal subject of the prince sent his postal pigeon with orders from the prince to open the dikes. The flood waters carried off the besieging enemy; the blockade was broken.


In gratitude, the prince elevated the owner of the carrier pigeon to the aristocracy. The new member of the nobility adopted the unusual surname to commemorate the act which had won him his title.


Johan, the refugee, was busy planning revenge against the Germans who had occupied his country. With a great deal of luck and hard work, he managed to escape Holland and reach the shores of Great Britain. He quickly volunteered to join the British Army. Johan's dream was to join the ground forces that would invade the continent and free Holland.

A Common Fury at the Germans


The young Dutchman took an interest in a fellow refugee, Tova Esther. They had much in common: exile, separation from family, fear, and fury at the Germans.


To the best of Tova Esther's knowledge, none of her immediate relatives had survived. Johan, on the other hand, often spoke of his many relatives back in Holland.


Johan realized his dream. As a naval officer, he participated in the invasion of Normandy. The war was eventually won. Johan was anxious to return home, taking Tova Esther with him. Another soul was lost to the Jewish People, or at least, very well concealed. Not only did Tova Esther become Dutch in every respect; she even changed her name to Ella.
Her Son is Sent to a Catholic Parochial School


Ella van Duivenbode sent her son Gijsbert (pronounced "Chizbort") to the nearby parochial school, which educated its students to be committed Catholics. Her husband, now an officer in the Dutch navy, spent much time at sea. Often he was away for months on end.


One day, while Johan was away at sea. Gijsbert came home from school to find his mother engulfed in tears. She refused to explain, saying only, "When your father comes home, we'll talk."


Johan returned, and Gijsbert felt the tension in his home rise. His parents, however, were careful to conceal their differences from him. When he tried to uncover the reason for the domestic stress, the youngster met a wall of silence. After a prolonged period of strain in the household, the Van Duivenbodes transferred Gijsbert from his Catholic parochial school to a secular school.


Years later, Johan Van Duivenbode told Gijsbert the secret story of that period in his life. Tova Esther's brothers had survived the Holocaust. One of them, described by Mr. Van Duivenbode as "ultra-Orthodox", had settled in the United States. This brother was unable to rest until he located his sister. All he had to go on was the last known address for her: Great Britain.


The brother searched and searched, becoming something of an international detective. A missing persons bureau for one person only. Tova Esther Himmel.


Eventually, the tireless brother traced his sister to a small town in Holland. He immediately set out to meet her in person. Fortunately, Johan, who was still in the Dutch Navy at the time, was at sea when the brother arrived. Tova Esther-Ella's brother burst into her home like a hurricane. After all these years, and so much effort! His only sister, daughter of a rabbi! How wonderful! And how tragic! His only sister, had cast her lot with the gentiles. Tova Esther was alive, but lost to her people.

Brother Demands that She Leave Her Dutch Husband


The brother demanded that Tova Esther-Ella and her son leave Johan van Duivenbode's home. She refused. He spoke firmly, rebuking his sister for abandoning all that had been sacred to her family for endless generations. Then he left, slamming the door. That was the day Gijsbert came home from school to find his mother in tears.


The unexpected meeting with her brother tugged at long-buried memories. Tova Esther-Ella was no longer content.  When Johan returned, his wife presented her request. She would stay with him, but there must be a limit to their denial of her religion. At the very least. Gijsbert must not study in a school so zealously dedicated to the Catholic religion. He must grow up just like any other gentile. Johan resisted his wife's plea, but eventually gave in.

Mother Reveals Two Facts to Gijsbert


 Gijsbert knew nothing of these negotiations; he was too young to be drawn into the whirlpool of an identity crisis. When he reached the age of twelve, his mother revealed two facts to him.


First, she told her only child that she was a member of the People who had stood at Sinai, at the Revelation of the Torah.  Then she told him a fearsome secret. She had cancer. "What does that mean?" Gijsbert asked his mother. "It means," she explained sadly, "That the G-d of my ancestors is angry with me because I turned my back on my religion. But, I'll return to Him, and He will heal me.  He wants repentance."


She did not separate from her husband, however, and didn't change her lifestyle. It could be, says Gijsbert, that his mother stopped eating food cooked in the non-kosher Van Duivenbode pots and pans. Perhaps she stopped doing melachos. prohibited labor, on the Sabbath.


Tova Esther-Ella passed away when Gijsbert was about twelve and a half. In keeping with her request, she was buried in a Jewish cemetery.  Gijsbert continued to grow, under his father's tutelage, as part of a fervent; Christian extended family. This information that his mother had been Jewish remained tucked away in his mind as a hazy bit of knowledge and nothing more.


When Gijsbert finished high school, he decided to put his artistic talents to practical use. He became the apprentice of the architect responsible for maintaining the ancient churches in Amsterdam. The huge murals that decorate Amsterdam cathedrals are subject to cracking and fading with the years. Preserving the requires constant restoration work. The task demands a great sense of responsibility and offers much satisfaction.

Decides to Take a Break from 
His Art Restoration Work


Gijsbert gave himself over entirely his work. For some projects, he spent months on the scaffolding, with his he upturned, repairing crack after crack with his paintbrush. After two years of work without a vacation, he decided the time had come to take a break.


One of his friends suggested a vacation in an exotic locale. He recommended a working vacation on a kibbutz in Israel. He explained: "I volunteer to work on the kibbutz, and return, we receive free room and board.


"Why not?" answered Gijsbert.  The young Dutch painter arrived in Holy Land and soon acclimated to life kibbutz. The people were pleasant, work easy, and it was a wonderful court His friend, a Dutch gentile, met a whose family were members of kibbutz and decided to make his way there.


What would be with Gijsbert?  He knew he was Jewish and he lived in the Holy Land.  Would he return to the faith of his fathers?  to be continued... Good Shabbos Everyone.
Reprinted from this week’s email of Good Shabbos Everyone.
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