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Our Deeds and Our Pain

By Rabbi David Ashear



T


Our deeds affect the way Hashem deals with us. We have an enormous power to bring about salvations through our Mitzvot and good deeds. While there are people who have improved and taken upon themselves extra Mitzvot, and yet they have still not yet seen salvation, that does not break our Emunah.


Hashem, in His infinite wisdom, knows what is best for each person. If at the moment, salvation is not the best for an individual, then Hashem will use those good deeds later, or they may have brought the salvation closer or brought about other benefits.


We should always feel happy with our improvements. Through them, we are doing the will of Hashem, becoming closer to Him, and filling our spiritual bank accounts, which will give us eternal reward. The truth will always remain: Our deeds are very powerful, and they are necessary to bring about salvations.

Very often, by improving ourselves, we know longer need certain suffering, and it automatically disappears. It should be comforting to know that situations in life can change so quickly. We don't know what deed causes what, so all we can do is try to improve to the best of our ability and beg Hashem for help.

I told a story a few years ago about a man who paid for the wedding of a poor orphan, and after that, each of his three daughters got married, two of which were in their upper twenties. 


A woman told me recently that she was so inspired by that story that she and her husband also decided to sponsor the wedding of a poor couple. Over the next fourteen months, Baruch Hashem, they also watched their three daughters get married. Hashem can make one wedding; Hashem can make three weddings. It's all the same to Him.

Rav Elimelech Biderman told a story that took place on Rosh Hashana almost four years ago, in a Bet Midrash called Zichron Moshe. In that Shul, there are two brothers whose last name is Koletzkin. They share the job of blowing the Shofar. One brother blows the Tekiot before Musaf and the other blows during Musaf.  They have been sharing this job for years, and the congregation loves both of them. 

On Rosh Hashana 5774 (2013), when it came time to blow the Shofar, the first brother made the Beracha and attempted to blow. But this time, for some inexplicable reason, the sound wasn't coming out. He tried and tried, but couldn't even get one blast done properly. He was so embarrassed. 


The entire congregation was just sitting and waiting, watching one failed attempt after another. The other brother was called. He took the same Shofar and blew clear and strong blasts. Every sound came out perfectly. He continued to blow during Musaf and blew all 101 blasts. 

After the prayers, the first brother got up to speak in front of the congregation. He said, "Hashem, only You know what kind of embarrassment I suffered today. Please, I have a request- to use this humiliation for a very worthy cause. My brother here, who blew the Shofar so beautifully today, has three older children still not married. Please Hashem, remember the three שברים-broken sounds that I was supposed to blow. Instead, let my brother's children break three glasses under their Chupah this year." 

The congregation was in tears from those emotional words. Shortly afterwards, that brother's first child became engaged. In July, his second child became engaged. And at the end of August of that same year, his third child became engaged. 

Our deeds and our pain are very powerful. Everything we do and everything that happens to us counts. Hashem has so much blessing to give us. When we do our part, He can do His.
Reprinted from the Parshas Mattos-Massei 5777 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman.
Protection of Tzitzis #8

The Maftir Blessing

Of Parshas Shlach
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R’ Yehoshua Meir Frishman of Sassov was drafted into the Austrian army during Word War I. His mother would regularly send him packages of kosher food. Once, his tzitzis got torn and he wrote to his mother requesting that instead of sending him a parcel of food, she should send a new pair of tzitzis (she could not send both as the size and weight of packages were limited).


A few weeks after he had received his new tzitzis, R’ Yehoshua Meir was on a scheduled leave. He went to a nearby village to spend Shabbos. It was the week of Parshas Shlach, which concludes with the mitzvah to wear tzitzis.


R’ Yehoshua Meir was surprised when the Rav of the shul honored him with being called to the Torah for the (final) maftir blessing when the passage of tzitzis is read. 

When he later asked the Rav why he had been thus honored, the Rav explained that it had been due to what he heard about R’ Yehoshua Meir’s dedication to the mtizvah of tzitzis. The Rav assured him that in this merit, he would live long, for in the daily recital of Shema, the portion about tzitzis is preceded by, “...in order to prolong your days...” 

R’ Yehoshua Meir felt very encouraged from the Rav’s blessing, for he feared being sent to the battlefront. He now felt confident that he would survive the war and return home safely.


Indeed, he did. R’ Yehoshua Meir emigrated to England in 1939 and became a prominent member of the London Jewish community. For the rest of his life, he was always called up to the Torah for maftir when Parshas Shlach was read. (Gut Voch by Avrohom Barash) 

Reprinted from the Parshas Devorim 5777 email of the Weekly Vort.

A Slice of Life

Reverse Assimilation

By Marcia Schwartz


About five years ago my youngest son, then 24, traded in his motorcycle, ponytail and ripped-up jeans for a dark suit, a yarmulke and "learning." Thus, he began his new life--a life of "this I can't eat," "that I can't do," and "there I can't go." I had a black hat where my son used to be.


The tradition I handed down to my children was gefilte fish, kosher franks and borscht; staying home from school on the holidays; Chanuka lights and family Seders. Now I look back and I wonder: How did this happen, how did my son get here from there? I don't know. 

Sure, there were signs along the way. There was the eve of Yom Kippur when out of the blue--so it seemed--he ate alone so he'd be finished before sundown, while we held up dinner for one of his brothers who was late. He began to nod in the direction of keeping kosher by no longer mixing dairy with meat, by passing up shrimp and pork at the Chinese restaurant.


Nevertheless, he became engaged to a young Catholic woman, and they began planning their wedding. They'd keep everybody happy, have a rabbi and a priest. Part of that package was the Church's requirement of premarital counseling after which he said, "I think I'd like to find out a little more about where I came from."


He started out tentatively--really just wanted to get a taste. At first, he drove to his sessions with his new rabbi, until the day came when he decided he would no longer drive on Shabbat. And then he cut his hair. On went a yarmulke.


Gradually, the changes caused insoluble problems with his bride-to-be and they called the wedding off. He spent the next year in Israel.
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Oh yes, things were changing, but not only for my son. I wanted him to be able to eat in my home, so I kashered my kitchen, and my other children became resentful. Relatives were patronizing and scornful of his scrupulous adherence to kashrut, his stark, distinctive dress, his strict Sabbath observance. "What can I talk to him about?" "Just be patient, it'll blow over." "These kids--it never seems to end, does it?" "But at least, thank G-d, it wasn't the Moonies!"

We were invited to a Saturday night wedding in Baltimore and drove down early Friday to get settled before sundown. We were staying at a hotel with the rest of the out-of-town guests that wasn't within walking distance of a minyan, so my son would spend Shabbat with an Orthodox family in the area. He wouldn't be at the prenuptial dinner.


What outrage! "Where's the other son?" "We're not kosher enough for him?" "Was he always a troublemaker?" But they were understanding about a couple who arrived on Saturday --they couldn't be there Friday night because of business obligations, and that was a reason.


My son stopped eating grapes. Did this have to do with a Jewish law we should know about, or was it just a whim? "What's in this?" he asked before every other bite. Were we supposed to guess it had to do with the blessing said before eating the food? I was nervous and my kids were angry and short-tempered with each other.


Well, you're so busy banging your head--what did I do to deserve this?--you forget about all the potent forces that went before, the strong bonds, the love right there beneath the surface. So one day I got a call from another son. 

"Mr. Talmud," as he called his brother, had come to his office on business they had together. "He walked in all yarmulked up," he said, "and I was really embarrassed. But then I thought, this is my brother. I love him. He's the one who's important, so why should I be embarrassed?"


Just as he was able to open himself to what he'd thought was his brother's meshegas, this son struggled with Yom Kippur and finally decided to observe it. It's something he wouldn't have done a short time before. Meanwhile, my eldest son transferred his children from a preschool where there were hardly any other Jewish kids to a school where they have a "Fridays are special" class. 

My seven-year-old grandson (who taught me to read the letters on the dreidel) was just named "Mensch of the Month" in his Hebrew school; his three-year-old sister waves her little hands over the candles and recites the blessing. So our family has something new--and old--going for it these days.


I'll never be as observant as he is--there's still too much I can't come to grips with. Yet I'm deeply affected by the beautiful spiritual and ethical life, the almost holiness of hospitality, the morality you can count on every time. Jewishness has become more wonderful to me, (I was thrilled when I was finally able to recite the blessing over the candles!), and has brought deep, rich textures into my life.


I've become involved with a wonderful group of other mothers of ba'alei teshuva ["returnees" to Judaism]. We talk over coffee about our ups and downs and a rabbi discusses Torah with us. (There's inestimable support in these groups. Seek one out, get one going, talk to your rabbi.)


We know our children haven't rejected us because they chose a lifestyle so different from our own. Our generation sought different routes to happiness and fulfillment. Just as generation after generation has done down throughout the ages, our children were searching for a better life for themselves and their children. And they found their answer in Yiddishkeit.

Reprinted from the Parshat Vaeschanan 5752/1992 Issue #228 of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of Lubavitch Youth Organization of Brooklyn, NY. Reprinted with permission from Hadassah Magazine.
The Chasam Sofer’s Question To a Very Old Man
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The Chasam Sofer, O”BM, once met a very old man and asked him the secret to his longevity. The great sage said, “Tell me, what exemplary act did you do that merited you these long years?” 


The old man looked up and smiled. “Actually, I did nothing special. You see, I have a different theory about long life. I stuck to my theory, and it worked!” 
“And what is that theory?” the great sage inquired. 


The old man wrinkled his deeply lined face. “My friends, like myself, went through their share of misfortunes. However, they’re not here any longer, but I am still alive.” 


“Why?” prodded the Chasam Sofer. “That was exactly my question. What is the secret of your longevity? Yes! We all have our challenges. But they didn’t break you! What is the difference between you and your friends?” 


“You see,” answered the old man, “my friends asked ‘Why?’ I, however, did not.” 


The Chasam Sofer seemed puzzled, but the man continued his monologue. “Every time tragedy struck, my friends would ask the Almighty, why did this happen? How did I come to deserve this? They would plead and prod the Creator for answers that no mortal mind could understand. And you know what happened?” 


The Chasam Sofer shook his head, careful not to interrupt the man’s train of thought. 


“Hashem said, ‘Do you really want to understand? Come, I will show you.’ And so, He took them to a place where all the mysteries of life are revealed, a place where the past and the future collide and today’s actions are the answers to history’s expostulations.” 


The man continued, “I, on the other, hand, was not so curious. And if I was, I did not turn to Hashem and ask, ‘Why?’ Rather, I accepted what happened.” Then, the man’s face began to glow. “And you know what? He never invited me upstairs to explain anything!” (Story by Rav Mordechai Kamenetzky) 


Comment: Sometimes, “injustices” occur and we demand some sort of explanation from Hashem. Let’s be careful what we wish for - we just might get what we ask for. Hashem has a plan and purpose for every moment of our lives, including the moments of pain and struggle. Let’s not rush the explanation. Rest assured that after 120 years – or with the coming of Mashiach – we will know.

Reprinted from the Parshat Devorim 5777 email of Torah Sweets Weekly edited by Reb Mendel Berlin.

The Power of the Abducted Young Jewish Cantonists
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Two Jewish boys conscripted into the Czar’s Army in Lithuania circa late 19th Century.


During the late 1700’s, the Russian authorities, under the direction of the Czar, would enter towns and abduct children. These children, some as young as five or six years old would be ripped screaming from their mothers arms, and enlisted to be cantonists in the Russian army. 

Some of these children were never to be seen again. They were brought to the frozen tundra of Siberia, where within a few short months they had forgotten everything from their previous lives.


During the first few weeks after his abduction, little Naftali, a five-year-old boy, was very quiet and withdrawn. The memory of being forcibly taken from his anguished mother’s arms left an indelible impression on his soul which left him as emotionally cold as the weather outside. 

All the boys would regularly gather together in their quarters every night before going to sleep. A seven-year-old boy named Binyamin became the leader of the younger boys. He tried to remember everything his rebbi taught him, and repeated what he could to the younger boys. The last thing he remembered being taught was about the Yomim Tovim, the Jewish holidays. 

They were learning about the importance of the Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur davening, and he told them how Hashem accepts everyone's tefilos, as long as they came from the heart.

 One night Binyamin sat down with the boys and told them that that night was Rosh HaShanah. He spoke to them about the importance of the day and how it was a time when everything was decided for the coming year. Some of the boys became homesick and started crying softly, remembering what it was like at home. 
Binyamin asked the boys if anyone could remember any of the holiday's special tefilos, as he could not. When there was no response. He asked if anyone could remember the words of Tehilim. Suddenly, little Naftali began to speak. “I don’t remember any of the words of Tehilim, but I do remember the tune we sang.” Slowly, softly, he began to sing the tune they used for the chanting of Tehilim, and the rest of the boys, who also knew this tune, sang along with him. 

These little angels did not need words to daven. Only their melody took them higher and higher. Tears flowed as the boys continued to sing, with little Naftali as the chazan and the rest of the boys as the tzibbur. Somehow, a short time later, this story was told over to Rav Levi Yitzchak of Berditchev. 

When he heard the story, he, too began to cry. He then revealed that he had been granted a vision of a terrible tragedy that had been decreed upon the Jewish people. A great fire came and as hard as he tried, he could not extinguish the flames. Suddenly a powerful stream appeared. The fire raged until it reached the stream and then it was extinguished.

 “That stream”, the Rav said, “was formed by the tears of those boys. They accomplished what no one else could.” As desperate and discouraged as they were and with no hope in sight, the boys found a glimmering spark in their singing. That spark unleashed a river of tears, which Rav Levi Yitzchak saw, and that caused the terrible decree to be annulled.

Reprinted from the Tisha B’Av 5777 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

Never Underestimate

A Fellow Jew

By Tzvi Yaakovson


Tzvika is a computer technician who works in the Knesset, providing technical support for members of the Knesset and other employees in their respective offices. He is a polite, soft-spoken fellow and a highly skilled professional, and he has always seemed to be the epitome of a typical Israeli tinok shenishbah. He has never been one to despise his religion, but he has never had more than a tiny amount of familiarity with it.


This week, I was present when Tzvika was called into an office in the Knesset building to perform emergency resuscitation on a computer that seemed on the verge of breathing its last. After he succeeded in bringing the machine back to life, someone offered him a piece of an expensive chocolate bar. Tzvika took the chocolate, examined the list of ingredients on the wrapper, and then politely declined it.


“What happened? You don’t like it?” asked the person who had offered him the chocolate.


“On the contrary,” the technician replied. “I would have enjoyed it very much.”


“Then why didn’t you take it? Is it the calories?”


“No,” Tzvika said. “The problem is that it is dairy, and I just ate meat.”


Exclamations of surprise echoed throughout the room. “Are you serious?” someone demanded.


Indeed, no one would ever have expected Tzvika to be observing halacha. He is a graduate of the ORT Air and Space college in Maale Adumim, which is hardly a religious school. He grew up in a completely irreligious home, and his parents (his mother is Kurdish and his father is Hungarian) did not equip him with any knowledge of Yiddishkeit. 


Noticing our surprise, Tzvika shrugged his shoulders and said, “I also go to shul on Shabbos.” That practice began, he related, when a friend from the neighborhood invited him to come along to shul. He found the experience highly enjoyable, and he continued going to shul even after his friend moved to America.


Before we could digest this revelation, Tzvika surprised us again. “I also put on tefillin every day,” he said. “I had religious friends in the army, and they offered to help me put on tefillin. But after I left the army, I stopped.”


“When did you start again?” someone asked.


“When I came here,” Tzvika said, referring to the Knesset. “It was because of Tomer; he pushed me to do it.”


Tomer Nechemiah is one of Tzvika’s coworkers, and he has clearly had a positive influence on his colleague. Tzvika informed us that his own tefillin, which were purchased for his bar mitzvah, are in his home, and there is another pair of tefillin, brought by Tomer, in his office in the Knesset.

Reprinted from the July 19, 2017 email of the Yated Ne’eman.

The Baal Shem Tov and the Incredible Life Saving Powers of a Joyous Vodka L’Chaim

By Rabbi Tuvia Bolton

Fival was a simple Jew. He had a little farm in the Polish countryside where he eked out a living for his wife and four children.


But he had a dream.


From the minute he heard about the Baal Shem Tov (Besh’t) he longed to see him. He heard that this man was like Abraham, Moses, David and Solomon in one. For years he saved and scrimped until he finally he had enough for the journey and to hold his family till he returned.


The weather smelled of winter. It was the Jewish month of Elul the month of "Teshuva" (spiritual return). Then there would be the month of Tishrei; Rosh Hashanah! Yom Kippur! Succot!! Hundreds, even thousands of Chassidim would be there together; learning, praying, hearing the words of the Holy Besh’t, and seeing his holy face. He couldn’t wait!!


After a five-day journey cramped in a wagon with ten other Chassidim he finally arrived in the town of Mezibuz.


What he heard was right! Even the sky and the air were different here; every molecule seemed to be shouting, 'Rosh HaShanna is coming!! The King of the Universe is near!!'


He was so excited! Everyone was heading into the Shul (Synagogue) and he followed, suitcase in hand. In another minute he would actually see the Rebbe!! He would see the Baal Shem Tov in person!!


But he was in for a big surprise.



The 1961 Israeli stamp honoring the holy Baal Shem Tov by depicting his Beis Hamidrash in the city of Medzibozh.

The room was packed with hundreds of Chassidim when suddenly everyone became silent; the Rebbe was entering!


The Besh’t appeared from a side door, gave a quick penetrating look around the room and suddenly his eyes fixed on Fival.


Fival was in awe. This was the moment he had been waiting for! But why was the Besh’t staring at him? Everything was dreamlike; he vaguely felt that he was the center of attention, but all he saw was the master’s eyes gazing deeply at him. 

Suddenly the Besh’t lowered his head in deep thought, or perhaps prayer,

then looked up angrily and called out "Fival!! Fival!! Fool!! Idiot!! What are you doing here?"


The silence was deafening; the Chassidim were afraid to breathe. Something very strange was going on, something was very wrong.


"Aren't you ashamed of yourself!?" exclaimed the Besh’t, pointing at him. "How dare you come into a holy place like this!!!"


Fival was confused, embarrassed to the bone. His head was spinning, he tried to move but he was frozen.


"Leave!!" Shouted the Besh’t after another moment of silence. "Leave here immediately!!!"

Fival started backing up, afraid to turn his back on the Holy man but afraid to stay even another second, his heart was thumping and a cold sweat clung to his forehead.


He felt the door at his back, turned the knob and stumbled outside, back first, on the street. He was whimpering, disorientated, he stood up, sort of brushed himself off, walked over to the carriage stand, paid for the five-day journey home, climbed in and was on his way back.


After a few hours the wagon stopped. "What happened?" he asked, "Why are we stopping?"


"What! Never rode in a wagon before, Jew?" answered the driver, "It's almost night, we can't travel at night! Here, look outside. See? It's dark and here's the inn. See? We've stopped at an inn."


Poor Fival was so bewildered by his encounter with the Besh’t he didn't know if it was day or night. He didn’t notice anything. He got out of the carriage clutching his old suitcase and dragged himself into the inn.


To sleep was out of the question, he was trying to digest what had happened. He sat at table in a corner and tried to remember, maybe he did something wrong, some sort of sin. Maybe it was a punishment. It's true he didn't learn much Torah. But that couldn't be what the Besh’t expelled him for; the Besh’t loved every creation of G-d, especially every Jew! He was lost in dark thoughts.


He vaguely heard the sound of another carriage stopping before the inn, and then singing. It got louder and louder until the inn door burst open and a group of ten Chassidim entered in good spirits. These were Chassidim on their way TO the place he just left! They were just hours away from the Besh’t, and they were very happy.


"Give us Vodka!" Sang one of the group, "Tomorrow we'll be with the Rebbe!!" "Ooy!" Groaned poor Fival quietly to himself, "Ooy! "The Rebbe"!" And he began to weep.


He watched from the shadows as the Chassidim pushed a few tables together, sat down, and began pouring small cups of Vodka for one another, making l'chayims, saying words of Torah and singing but all this only made poor Fival more depressed. He was glad that they didn't notice him. Head drooping, he was looking down at the table when suddenly he felt two Chassidim grab him under the arms, lift him to his feet and pull him over to their table.  They noticed him.


He tried to resist, to protest, to beg them to leave him alone, but to no avail. They had decided that he must be one of the opposers of the Rebbe (a.k.a. Misnagdim) and that they had an obligation to make him happy.


It wasn't long before they forced him to take a drink and say l'chayim with them, then another until he too was singing and dancing. He was totally drunk and the happy surrounding made the hours pass like minutes.


"Aha!! What was that? The Rooster crowed! It was dawn!"


The Chassidim paid for the drinks, piled back into the wagon, (accompanied by a very drunk Fival still clutching his old suitcase) shouted, "We're going to the Rebbe!!" and began another song.


Five hours later they were in Mezibuz, out of the wagon and on their way to the Baal Shem Tov’s Shul. Two of them had their arms under Fival's and were "carrying" him with them.


"Ahh yes!!" mumbled Fival, not realizing that he was back in the exact same room where the Besh’t evicted him the previous day.


The room was filled with Chassidim. Suddenly the room fell silent, the side door opened, the Baal Shem entered, looked around and his eye again caught Fival. Fival looked up and when his eyes met the Baal Shem's it was as though someone threw a bucket of freezing water on him.


He snapped to rigid attention, and then began changing colors; red from shame, white from fear, green from dizziness, he wanted to run, to back out the door but he was too drunk and confused.


"Welcome Fival!!" Shouted the Tzadik (Holy Jew) as he opened his arms to welcome him. "My beloved Fival! Where have you been?! How I worried about you!!"


Now Fival was really mixed up. His mind was spinning like a merry-go-round "What's going on here?" He thought to himself "Could it be that maybe yesterday never happened; I never was evicted and it was all a dream. Or maybe NOW I'm dreaming!!"


The Besh’t beckoned him to come and the Chassidim moved aside making a path for him. He took Fival’s hand in his and explained,


"My dear Fival, you’re probably wondering why yesterday I shamed you and put you out and today Iâ€™m treating you like my best friend.
Well, Iâ€™m sure you didn't know it but yesterday when you entered, the Angel of Death entered with you; dancing over your head. I knew that you wouldn't live another week to see Rosh Hashanah.


“So I put my head down and tried praying for mercy. But to no avail. So I tried something else; it is known that embarrassing someone in public is like killing him, So I tried shaming you. But that didn't work either; death was still dancing over your head.


“So I thought to myself, maybe with the angel of death you have to be clever: So I decided to evict you. I figured that if I tell you to leave you'll probably catch the first carriage back home. And because your home is a five-day journey so you will have to stop at an inn at night. When you get to that inn I reasoned that you probably wouldn't want to sleep so you'd probably sit awake at one of the tables. And that would meet you up with Chassidim.


“The Chassidim on their way here also would also have to stop at that inn.  And they also wouldn't be able to sleep because they’d be too happy. Now everyone knows that when someone is really happy they can’t bear seeing someone sad. So probably when they saw you they would try to cheer you up by making you sit with them and have a little vodka. Now when the Chassidim drink vodka they don't just make a blessing and drink, they also say "L’Chayim" which means “To Life!” 


“Well, maybe you don't know it, Fival, but according to the Torah when even three observant Jews sit together they are considered a Judicial Court. In other words, when more than three Jews raised their cups to you and declared: "To Life!" this was a legal decision for life that overrode the power of the previous Heavenly decree (because the Torah was given to humans to change the entire creation).


“And I see that it worked: the angel of death has departed. Welcome to Mezibuz!!" The L’chiam of the Chassidim saved your life!!”�

Reprinted from the Parshas Devorim 5777 email of Yeshiva Ohr Tmimim in Kfar Chabad, Israel.

Shabbos Stories for Parshas Va’eschanan 5777
Page 6

