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Irreversible Damage

By Rabbi Nechemia Coopersmith

A miraculous true story demonstrates the power of prayer and reminds us never to give up hope.


The results of the CT scans and MRIs were conclusive and irrefutable: Raquel, a 31-year-old wife and mother of two lying in a coma had irreversible brain damage due to prolonged oxygen deprivation. According to scientific studies, in a case like this it would be next to impossible for a person to awake from their coma.


Weeks earlier, Raquel and her husband were vacationing in Florida when she woke up in the middle of the night saying that she didn’t feel well. She collapsed and was rushed to the hospital. But it was too late; Raquel’s body completely shut down. Every organ in her body was failing and she was put on life support.


Raquel’s husband called her parents in New York, telling them to come right away. Just before takeoff the doctor called them. “You need to get here as fast as possible. The situation is dire.”


Hours later, the entire family and close friends came together on a conference call to recite Psalms while doctors desperately worked to save Raquel’s life. During the intense prayer session Raquel coded, but doctors managed to get her heartbeat back, and her situation slowly stabilized.


During the first few weeks in the hospital, her organs began to regain their function and she was able to breathe on her own, but Raquel remained in a deep coma.


During this entire time Jews around the world sprang into action, storming the Heavens with their prayers and taking on additional mitzvot and acts of kindness for the merit of Raquel, Chaya Raizel bas Dina. The family was particularly supported by the Ohel Sara Amen group, a group of women in the Five Towns who come together every day to pray and learn Torah with an emphasis on truly integrating one’s belief in God in their day-to-day life.


Although there was much sadness and despair, Raquel’s mother focused on her deep faith and trust in the Almighty. She wrote to a small group of women, “In the end it is all good. If it’s not good, it’s not the end yet! Please keep davening and learning for my daughter, and remember that G-d loves our children even more than we do. G-d’s mercy is even greater than ours. We don’t have to understand everything. We just have to give it over to G-d and let Him carry us through. May we hear good news soon.”


By the fourth week the family was able to transfer Raquel back to New York. The family, holding onto any threads of hope, received the results of the CT scan and MRI that was confirmed by a seasoned expert that Raquel had suffered massive, irreversible brain damage. The vibrant girl they all loved was no more.


The news plunged the family into grief. They gathered around their beloved daughter, wife and sister, and cried together. It is basically unheard of for someone in this condition to recover.


Raquel’s mother was steadfast in her abiding faith, grateful that her daughter was at least breathing on her own, and mindful of the incredible power of prayer to heal. Seven weeks after Raquel’s collapse, as she laid in a coma, the mother wrote, “I have spent much time contemplating this new reality. I do not know G-d’s will for us at this time but I trust that whatever it is it will be for our ultimate good and that it comes from a place of pure love. 


“No, it does not feel like love and it does not feel good, but I overcome both of these feelings knowing that I do not have to understand G-d’s ways to totally trust that G-d wants what is good for me and my family. Trust in G-d is also acquired by learning gratitude. Focusing on the myriad blessings in my life and seeing each blessing as a personal expression of G-d’s love for me has helped me to trust Him. He has shown me so much kindness in so many ways that I have to trust that this challenge will prove ultimately to be an act of great kindness for us as well.”


Raquel’s husband and mother sat at her side day in and day out. The women of the Ohel Sara Amen group arranged for Rabbi Paysach Krohn to take them to the gravesites of great rabbis who are laid to rest in the New York area, where they would pour their hearts out in prayer, beseeching G-d to grant Chaya Raizel bas Dina a complete healing. Raquel’s mother joined the group of 48 women as they went to the grave of Rabbi Yaakov Kamenetsky, Rabbi Avraham Pam and Rabbi Henoch Leibowitz as well as other Torah luminaries.


After finishing their prayers at one of the gravesites, Raquel’s mother’s phone rang and she saw it was her husband calling. She quickly picked up the phone.


“I want you to talk to someone," her husband said.


“Hello Ma….”


She froze in her tracks. “Is this Raquel?”


"Yes."


"Raquel, how are you!"


"Good, boruch Hashem."


Raquel’s mother started shrieking. "Raquel is up! Raquel is up! She is talking!!"


Her husband got back on the phone and she asked him, "Is this for real?"


"Thirty doctors and nurses are in the room right now to witness this miracle. They can't believe it. This is for real."


"Put her back on," she said as she put the phone on speaker. "Raquel say hello to all the ladies who are davening for you."


"Hi…"


The women, in total astonishment, immediately recited mizmor l'todahand the Nishmas prayer thanking God for His unfathomable kindness. Everyone was stunned by the incredible display of the potency of prayer they had just witnessed.

We [have just observed] Tisha B’Av, the ninth of Av that commemorates the destruction of the Temple and the horrific exile and persecutions the Jewish people have experienced throughout history. Today we are living in times of darkness and confusion, witnessing the alarming rise of anti-Semitism around the globe, the onslaught of assimilation, and brutal terrorism by enemies who want to wipe out the Jewish people. It is easy to despair.


But our Sages teach, Yeshuat Hashem k’heref ayin – G-d’s salvation and deliverance is like a blink of an eye (Pesikta Zutreta, Esther 4:17). Despite the bleakness of the situation and the darkness that feels completely irreversible, it can all change instantly. The Almighty can do anything; it is up to us to fervently ask and to remember that He loves us.


Please continue to pray for the full recovery of Chaya Raizel bas Dina.

Reprinted from the Parshas Devorim 5776 email of Aish.com

Rav Shmuel Salant’s Advice to the Old Man Neglected by His Children & Grandchildren

By Rabbi Moshe Meir Weiss


I want to share with my dear readers a sobering true story that warns us about one of the more base sides of the human psyche.  There was a man who had a very hard time making a living.  He decided to move to Jerusalem and opened a small grocery in the Old City of Yerushalyim.  Business took off and by the sweat of his brow he eked out a living and raised, together with his wife, a beautiful family of seven children.  All his life he worked very hard and saw his children and grandchildren flourish.  To help support his growing family, he continued to work full-time until he was seventy years old.


After the passing of his wife, his strength began to ebb and he could no longer work.  He spent his days going to shul, saying Tehillim, and listening to shiurim.  But, his golden years were marred by a powerful bitterness.  His children and grandchildren, for whom he slaved all his life, barely spent any time with him.  They were all wrapped-up in their own lives and hardly came to visit.  They would pop in, give a sniff to see whether he was still alive, and disappear.


Finally, when he got so fed up with their disappointing behavior, he went to the great sage, Rav Shmuel Salant, Zt”l, Zy”a, to pour out his heart.  Rav Salant listened carefully and told him the following instruction.  “Go to a blacksmith and buy an expensive, heavy safe.  Bring it home and put it in a very noticeable place.” When the man asked Rav Salant how this would help, the Rav said, “Just leave it to me.” Mystified, he followed the Rav’s instructions and waited to see what would happen.


The next time his first-born popped in for a quick visit, he noticed the safe right away.  Curious, he asked “Totty, what’s in the safe?”  His father answered noncommittedly, “Oh, just some things I’ve saved over the years.”  His son told his siblings, “You know, our father has an expensive safe!  I tried to move it and it was quite heavy.  He must have saved up all of those years he was working.”


Like wildfire, news traveled through the whole mishpacha and practically overnight, things started to change.  He would get regular Sunday visits with the grandchildren in tow, his daughters in-law suddenly started offering to cook meals, his granddaughters came over to clean the house while his grandsons came to show him their report cards.  For the next ten years, he enjoyed his nachas immensely.


One night, he peacefully passed away in his sleep.  After the funeral, his children came to divide the estate.  They immediately went to the safe and started looking for the key – which was nowhere to be found.  Finally, after looking through his papers, they found a letter that said, “My Dear Children, The key to the safe is with Rav Shmuel Salant.”  Quickly, they went to the Rav who gave them the key with a smile upon his lips.  Hurriedly, they returned back to the home and excitedly opened the safe.  To their shock and dismay, they found it full of odds and ends with no value at all.


They got very angry.  Their father duped them all of these years.  They ran back to Rav Salant to complain about their father’s behavior.  Rav Salant smiled at them.  “Don’t be angry at your father.  It was my idea.  He bitterly complained to me that none of you were visiting him.  I told him that you needed some incentive so I created an imaginary pot of gold and you took the bait, hook, line, and sinker.  Don’t be disappointed.  Although it wasn’t sincere, you still benefitted greatly from doing ten years of kivud av v’eim.”


What a chilling story about what drives humanity.  There is a grim saying: “Hakesef yaneh es hakol – Money is the answer to everything.”  As our parents grow older, let’s make sure that we honor them and spend time with them, not because of what they have to offer but out of a sense of hakoros hatov, lifelong gratitude to them, and in fulfillment of the Fifth Commandment to honor our father and our mother.  But, this is not only true in regards to kivud av v’eim.  It pertains to friendships as well.  They should not hinge on whether there is money or not.  Nor, should the quality of a shidduch be based on one’s latest IRS 1040 tax return form.


In the merit of being sincere in our responsibilities, may Hashem bless us with long life, good health, and everything wonderful.
Reprinted from the August 3, 2016 website of Matzav.com

Why Being an Orthodox Jewish Mom Makes 

Me a Better CEO

By Sarah Hofstetter


When 360i, the ad agency I run, won Oscar Mayer’s business in 2010, I politely declined their invitation to sample products from their new portfolio. It’s not that I wasn’t interested—I had spent countless hours trying to win the hot dog maker’s business—but my faith simply prohibited it.


I’ve been keeping kosher and observing the Jewish Sabbath my entire life, along with striving to stick to the other 611 commandments of the Torah. This has meant resisting the temptations of McDonald’s as a child, fending off rebellious friends trying to get me to sneak out with them on Friday nights, and attempting to find the only kosher establishment in Tokyo (yes, it does exist, and yes, they have sushi, not bagels and lox).


At face value, perhaps someone like me shouldn’t be in the advertising business at all, let alone run one. And I’ve been told that many times. From friends. From my family. From others in the business. Yet “vulnerabilities” like mine—whether it’s religion, motherhood, or experience—can actually be major assets.

My faith


Let’s start with faith and the Sabbath. Strict observance means, among other things, that I don’t conduct business or use anything electronic from sundown Friday until sundown Saturday. Outsiders see it as painfully restrictive; I see it as a lifesaver. Being unplugged for 25 hours every week is one of the ways I’ve managed to not burn out.


Sure, as a kid it kind of sucked. I was always jealous of the kids who got to spend Saturday morning watching cartoons, playing in Little League, or shopping. But as an adult, it’s the best part of my week: I get to play with my kids with no phones ringing and no urgent e-mails to answer. I hang out with my friends without distraction. And I take the time to pray and to give thanks for having a healthy family and a career I’m proud of.


Keeping kosher, too, has proven to be an asset rather than a liability, and lets me be as picky about who I share meals with as with what I eat. While many folks in the advertising business rely on fancy dinners and trips as mechanisms to build relationships, I can assure you that nothing builds a bond like spending two hours trekking around St. Louis with the CMO of Enterprise trying to track down the only kosher joint in the city (which, of course, ends up being a greasy spoon in the middle of nowhere).


People tend to respect those who are committed to their values regardless of the stakes. There have been plenty of awkward moments, but I am proud that I have never lost a client—to my knowledge—due to my religious practices.

My family


Motherhood has been another perceived vulnerability of mine. As my children grow up, I beat myself up regularly about whether I am raising them right. But parenting has also has taught me some very valuable lessons—lessons that have become assets as I’ve grown into the leader I am today.


My biggest learning has been to eschew the false notion of work-life balance. There is no such thing. Instead, I’ve learned to make choices, to play whack-a-mole with my time. I only wish I could get frequent flier points for the number of times I’ve visited Urgent Care for one of my kids’ needs, whether it’s a trampoline injury or getting checked in basketball (yes, that’s a reference to the merging of two sports that should never be merged).

My experience


In addition to my religious observance and parenting demands, I’d add to this gumbo of vulnerability the fact I’d never been a CEO before now, nor have I ever worked at an ad agency before. Most agency chiefs have spent decades in the business, often at multiple shops. But I view being a novice in the agency world as yet another asset.


Being one of the only people under the age of 40 to have a job like mine might be seen as another vulnerability, especially in a world of Mad Men. People with lots of experience know how things are “supposed” to be done, but at a time of such rapid change in media, that institutional knowledge can actually be an inhibitor. My lack of industry experience doesn’t make me naïve; it helps make me more fearless about challenging the status quo.


It’s easy to think of your vulnerabilities as something to cover up or hide completely. But considering how these perceived liabilities might actually be assets will give you a whole new perspective on yourself and your abilities. So take another look at what you think makes you vulnerable. You may find that those are the very things that make you powerful. I’m a novice, outsider observant Jewish CEO with two high maintenance teenagers, yet I hope the advertising industry enjoys having me around—if nothing else than for a change of pace and perspective.

Sarah Hofstetter is the CEO of digital marketing agency 360i.

Reprinted from the Parshas Mattos Massei 5776 email of AJOP (the Association of Jewish Outreach Professionals.) The article was originally published July 25, 2016 on the website of FORTUNE.

The Sadavner Rav’s Last Performance of Shlaging Kaparos

By Rabbi Shimon Finkelman


Rabbi Yisrael Sekula, the late Sadavner Rav, was a man of great Torah scholarship, warmth, kindness, and personal integrity. He went to great lengths to avoid any hint of wrong-doing, both between man and Hashem, and man and his fellow. For many years, he was the mashgiach (kashrus supervisor) of a very successful Pesach hand-matzah bakery. 

It was well known that the Sadavner Rav employed the strictest standards in making sure that the matzos were kosher for Pesach beyond any doubt. After many years, the bakery was put up for sale, and the Sadavner Rav decided to purchase it. It was assumed that he would remain as mashgiach (kosher supervisor;) he was universally respected as a talmid chacham - a Torah Scholar who could be relied upon. It seemed unnecessary to place the bakery under someone else's supervision.


The Sadavner Rav disagreed. "I am now running a business," he reasoned. "A businessman should not be deciding matters of Halachah in his own place of business." He, therefore, arranged for the renowned posek, Rabbi Moshe Bick, to serve as the bakery's mashgiach.


Toward the end of his long life, the Sadavner Rav suffered a stroke and was severely incapacitated. It was his custom to "shlag kaparos" before Yom Kippur at a place only a block away from his home. In his last year, this short trip was a very strenuous journey. It took one -half hour for his sons to bring him down one flight of stairs. But the Rav was insistent; he would go to do the mitzvah as in years past, only this time in a wheelchair.


By the time the Rav arrived at his destination, accompanied by his distinguished sons, there stood a long line of people waiting to purchase birds for the kaparos ritual. The Rav's sons knew that their father was in no condition to sit and wait on line for the hour or so it would take until his turn came. They suggested to their father that he allow them to wheel him to the front of the line. Surely, they reasoned, everyone would gladly allow an obviously ill person to go ahead of him.


The Sadavner Rav told his sons, "These people came ahead of me. I have no right to go ahead of them and make them wait that much longer. It is not worth it to do the mitzvah if this will cause a single Jew — even a child — any aggravation. I will wait my turn." 


The Rav's son, concerned that the strain was already taking its toll on him, responded that they were positive that no one would be upset. The ailing Rav then replied, "If I am to go ahead of them, you must wheel me down the line slowly and allow me to ask permission of each person and apologize for inconveniencing him."


So, with a tube in his throat which made mere speaking a strain, the Sadavner Rav apologetically asked each person, including children, permission to go ahead.


When the Rav had completed the ritual, he said to his sons, "These people granted permission only for me to go ahead of them. You, however, were not given any such permission.


The world-renowned posek Rabbi Yosef Sholom Elyashev (who passed away in 2012 at the age of 102), of Jerusalem, was granted a fitting partner in life. Rebbetzin Chaya Sheina Elyashev, daughter of the renowned tzaddik Rabbi Aryeh Levin, dedicated herself to the Torah study of her husband and children and to acts of kindness. 


R' Elyashev sets aside one hour a day to allow anyone to visit him in his small Meah Shearim apartment and ask questions in Halachah. People are admitted into his study on a first-come, first-served basis. 


On a visit to Eretz Yisrael, Rabbi Nosson Scherman sought to ask R' Elyashev a halachic question. As R' Scherman waited his turn, along with a number of others, Rebbetzin Elyashev appeared. She went over to each person in the room and said, "I must ask the Rav something. Excuse me for going in ahead of you." Only after saying this to each person individually did Rebbetzin Elyashev enter her husband's study.  (from “Shabbos Stories,” page 195, by R. Shimon Finkelman)  Good Shabbos Everyone
Reprinted from the Parshas Mattos Massei 5776 email of Good Shabbos Everyone.

How Even a Poor Man Can Fulfill the Halacha of Giving Tzedakah Before Davening


A poor man once learned the Halachah (Orach Chaim 92:10) that it is a good recommendation for one to give Tzedakah prior to Davening. This man felt bad that he couldn’t keep this Halachah because he had no money to give to Tzedakah, so he did some careful thinking about it. 


He realized that although he could not give money, perhaps he could do Chesed for others instead. Wouldn’t that be considered Tzedakah? He posed this question to Rav Shlomo Zalman Auerbach, zt”l, who ruled that acts of Chesed certainly fulfill this Mitzvah just as giving actual money does. 


“The Halachah to give Tzedakah before Davening need not be fulfilled only by giving money. If one lends money to a friend or does a kindness for another, he has fulfilled this Mitzvah as well” (Halichos Shlomo 2, Orchos Halachah 27).


The poor man was very happy with the P’sak, and he began to think of how he could turn this ruling into action. In his neighborhood Shul there was a late night shiur and the Shul was always left somewhat messy. 


This poor man decided that he would clean up the Shul as his act of Chessed. Each morning before Davening he would arrive to Shul early. He put away the Seforim that were left out from the day before and he would arrange the benches and chairs. It gave his a great feeling that in this manner he could fulfill the Mitzvah of giving Tzedakah and doing Chesed before Davening!

Reprinted from the Parshas Mattos-Massei 5776 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

A Debt Repaid

By Rabbi Dovid Hoffman


In the Land of Israel there lives a Jewish woman by the name of Sarah Pecanac.  She came to Israel in 1994 together with her mother, and lives in Jerusalem with her beautiful family, while working in the museum at Yad Vashem.  Her daughter, Esther, is an officer in the Israeli Air Force.  What is remarkable about Sarah is that she is a convert to Judaism and that she was once an observant Muslim.  The story of how this all came about is truly startling.


In April 1941, the German Wehrmacht invaded the defenseless country of Yugoslavia.  Sarajevo, the capital, was bombed into submission from the air.  The home of a Jewish family by the name of Kavilio was destroyed and they were forced to flee to the hills. 


As they were walking to seek refuge at the family factory, they met Mustafa Hardaga, a Muslim friend who was the owner of the factory building.  He immediately offered them to stay at his house.


The Hardagas were religious Muslims.  Yet, they were friendly and kind and when they heard the plight of the Kavilio family they reached out.  “You are our brothers.  Our home is your home,” they said, and to demonstrate this point, the women were not obliged to cover their faces in the presence of Yosef Kavilio, since he was now a member of the family.


The Kavilio family stayed with the Hardagas for a short while until Yosef Kavilio was able to move his wife and children to an area under Italian control, where Jews were relatively safe. Yosef himself stayed behind to liquidate his business and eventually he was arrested and imprisoned by the Ustasa, the puppet government that carried out the bidding of the Nazi S.S. 


Undisturbed by the danger, Zejneba Hardaga, Mustafa’s wife, began visiting him every day, bringing food and clothing for him and other prisoners.  After a few weeks, though, she felt she needed to do more.  Taking a huge risk, she went directly to the Gestapo chief in Sarajevo and pleaded for Yosef Kavilio’s release. 


He was obviously very surprised that a Muslim woman would risk so much to save the life of a Jew.  It took a generous bribe, but, in the end, she obtained Yosef’s freedom and he escaped safely to Italy in 1943.


The Kavilios eventually made it back safely to Sarajevo after the war and Zejneba gave them back the jewels they had left with her.  They embarked on a ship going to Israel, where they started a new life, but never forgot their Muslim friends during those terrible years of the Holocaust. 


In 1984, the Kavilios petitioned for Yad Vashem to recognize the Hardaga family as “Righteous Among the Nations.” A year later, Zejneba Hardaga came to Israel to accept the honor, plant a tree in her family’s name, and be recognized as the first Muslim ever to hold that title.


Obviously, she had no idea that a few years later, the irony of history would indeed come full circle to save her own family’s life.  In 1992, while Yugoslavia was in the midst of a bloody civil war between Croats and Serb nationalists, Zejneba’s family was in mortal danger due to the numerous bombings and attacks in their Sarajevo neighborhood. 


Yosef Kavilio’s children worked tirelessly to save their saviors.  They obtained special authorization directly from Israeli Prime Minister Yitzchak Rabin to bring the entire Hardaga family to Israel, along with members of the Jewish community of Sarajevo. 


In February 1994, Zejneba, her daughter, along with her husband and child arrived in Israel and were welcomed by government officials, representatives of Yad Vashem, and the Kavilios.  The Hardagas had sheltered a Jewish family during the darkest period in Jewish history.  It was now the Kavilios and the Land of Israel that paid back the debt and helped the Hardagas in their time of distress.


Zejneba’s daughter Aida received a revelation upon entering Jerusalem. “It is only natural that I should want to become Jewish.  It is an honor for me to belong to these people,” she explained.  She then converted to Judaism and was renamed Sarah.  She added that, until her death in October 1994, her mother Zejneba was very supportive of her decision to become Jewish.

Reprinted from the July 26, 2016 email of the Queens Jewish Link.

The “Real” Answer to Reb Nechemia’s Question about The Meaning of Life

By Rabbi Tuvia Bolton


I heard the following story from an old Russian Chassid called Reb Nechemia Liss in Kfar Chabad over thirty five years ago.

Usually a very quiet man, he was so grateful one year when I helped him to build his Succa that he told me the following story about how he became a Chabad Chassid in Russia:

"I was born into a religious family, but like many young people in those days in Russia I was hot-blooded, restless and wanted excitement. I joined the Czar's army before WWI, served valiantly as a tank commander, and even earned several medals for bravery. When I finished the army I was considered a loyal citizen to the highest degree, but then the Communist Revolution turned everything upside down.

“It wasn't long before I received a summons to the "Peoples" Court, and innocently believing that my combat record and medals would prove my loyalty, I confidently strode into the courtroom only to be rudely introduced to the "New Order."


“After a ten-minute trial, I was sentenced to fifteen years of Correctional Hard Labor in Siberia for the crime of Maintaining Loyalty to the Old regime!

“I was led completely bewildered from the courtroom, directly to jail, from there to a prison and after a several weeks I was sent, in chains, to a Hard Labor camp.

“But then came unexpected "better" news. The Government needed volunteers to work on an icebreaker ship that was going to forge its way through the icy sea to build an army camp in some obscure sub-zero place in Siberia.

They promised better food (a full loaf of bread every day), shorter work hours, and as an additional incentive, each year there would count as three years of my sentence.


“So I thought about it, figured I had nothing to lose and signed up.

“Their plans were bold, well thought out, and optimistic. We really worked hard. But despite all this, the whole thing failed miserably. After five years, most of the crew died from disease or cold, the project had to be abandoned, and the few that were left, returned home.

“I don’t know how, but miraculously I was one of the lucky survivors, and to add to the good news, upon return from Siberia I was released.

“I should have been grateful...but something was bothering me; I couldn’t accept the fact that absolutely NOTHING resulted from all my work.

“I really should have just forgotten the whole thing, but I couldn’t take my mind off it. I kept thinking to myself that there must be some reason, some mystery why I was arrested, sentenced, sent to Siberia and worked for five years. I had this feeling that it couldn't have been all for nothing. I was sure of it! But I couldn’t figure what it was and little by little it became an obsession.

“It got to the point where I couldn't have a conversation without telling my story and asking for an answer. But no one had an answer. In fact, most people didn't even understand what I was talking about.

"Then late one Thursday night I was walking down some empty street, when I heard singing coming from a Shul (Synagogue) and I entered. A group of ten or so Chassidim of various ages were sitting together, a bottle of vodka on the table, singing a slow beautiful melody, rapturously with eyes closed. When they finished the song, they raised their small vodka glasses, said L'chaim and one of them began speaking, It was a story:

“Once there was an old, wealthy Polish Baron that had an eccentric idea; he wanted a statue of himself made from a certain rare type of semi-precious marble that he heard could be found in India to be brought from India, placed on his front lawn until he died and then to serve as the gravestone on his grave after he died.

He looked around till he found someone he felt he could trust; a Jewish gem dealer and offered him the job. But this Jew, being a Chassid of the Holy Rebbe Yisroel of Ruzin refused to accept until he asked HIS Rebbe for advice.


"When he asked the Rebbe agreed, warmly blessed him and encouraged the journey. So the next day he boarded ship certain of success, a large sum of money in his pocket off to India.

“Weeks later he arrived in India, bought the stone, had it loaded on another ship and began his return voyage to Poland.

“Then one night a week into the journey a loud noise awakened him. He tried to get out of bed, but his cabin was tilting so that his bunk was pointing upward. He managed to pull himself out of bed, force the cabin door open and climb up the slanting stairs to the deck. There was no doubt, the ship was sinking!

“He didn’t see anyone on board, nor did he see any lifeboats. He reasoned that everyone must have abandoned ship. So he grabbed a lifesaver and jumped overboard into the black, warm, ominous sea. After a few minutes he saw a rowboat adrift with no one in it and he pulled himself up over its side. He yelled out a few times, and when he didn't hear anyone he curled up on its floor exhausted and fell sleep.

“After a day or two he spotted an island in the distance. He rowed there and got out of the boat. He was saved! What happened to the other passengers he would never know.

“He spent three years on that island. Luckily for him he grabbed his tefillin and a small book of Psalms before leaving his cabin so he had something to do. Then one day he saw a ship in the distance. He signaled it, and in a few hours they sent a dinghy to take him from the island.

“A month later he was back in Poland, but he was in for a strange surprise. He went to the Baron’s castle to tell him what had happened, but the Baron was nowhere to be found! His Castle had been sold, and then resold, and no one had any idea where he was.

“There was no money, no marble, no statue, no Baron, no trace of anything. As though it was all a figment of his imagination!

“So he went again to his Rebbe to ask for an explanation;

“There were sparks of holiness on that island that you had to raise up" Said the Rebbe. No Jew had ever made a blessing or done a commandment on that island, and your three years there making blessings and doing commandments raised and purified all the sparks


"It was uncanny!" said Rab Nechemia "It was like I was hearing my own story!  But I didn't understand the end about the sparks.  I never heard such an idea before so I asked the Chassidim what it meant.

“They invited me to first sit down and join them, then they poured me a small glass of vodka and we all made a L’Chaim.

"Then they pulled a thick book called "Lekuti Torah" from the bookcase they said had been  written by the first Chabad Rebbe; Rabbi Shneur Zalman of Liadi, opened it (to this week’s section, Maasai) and began to read:

“The Jews were chosen by G-d to bring blessing, meaning and truth to the world; that this physical world should radiate G-dliness. But this can only be done if they refine creation by separating the good (also called "sparks") from the bad.

“This process is called "Bee/rur" (clarifying) and was begun by the first Jew, Avraham 4,000 years ago. Something like a jigsaw puzzle; before it is assembled each piece is meaningless and confusing. Similarly, everything in the world; the money we earn, the clothes we wear, the food we eat and the very air we breathe, seem to be meaningless and disconnected entities: like the mixed pieces of the puzzle.

“But when they are used according to Torah suddenly each detail of life becomes part of a meaningful and 'clear' Bigger Picture; the Oneness of The CREATOR, is revealed in His Creation. That is why the Jews had to suffer 210 years in Egyptian bondage and make 42 journeys for 40 years in the desert was to 'elevate the sparks' ("ni/tzu/tzim") hidden there. 


"I had the explanation I was looking for", concluded Rav Nehemiah, "I was in Siberia raising "sparks"! I didn’t really understand it, but I decided to remain with the Chassidim and learn more."

And that is how Rav Nechemia became a Chabad Chassid.

Reprinted from the Parshas Mattos-Masei 5776 email of Yeshiva Ohr Tmimim in Kfar Chabad, Israel.

 Britain’s ‘Most Famous Child Prodigy’ Now Living Low-Key Life as an
Orthodox Jewish Mom in Jerusalem

By Lea Speyer


Britain’s “most famous child prodigy” is now living a low-key life as an orthodox Jew in Jerusalem, the UK’s Daily Mail revealed on Friday.



Ruth Lawrence as the youngest student ever admitted to Oxford University


According to the report, mathematician Ruth Lawrence — who made history when, at the age of 10, she won a place at Oxford University, becoming the youngest person ever to be accepted — works as a professor at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem and is the mother of four children. The Daily Mail‘s report comes amidst a national television contest seeking to crown the “brainiest child” in all of Britain. 


Lawrence’s father, Harry, told the newspaper that his daughter is “bringing up four children side-by-side with being a profoundly loved teacher at the university. She has a happy family and a happy marriage.”


Responding to push-back by the newspaper, which referred to the development as a “troubling tale,” Harry said of his daughter, “She’s influencing the lives of hundreds of people who will become mathematicians and physicists who will make a huge contribution to the world.”


“Who’s to say that isn’t more worthwhile than a firework that produces something astounding?” he asked. “Why is this being put forward as somehow a failure?”


Ruth grew up under acute public scrutiny in Britain, with many questioning the intense relationship between father and daughter. Harry had pulled her from school at the age of five and home schooled her in the family kitchen. According to the Daily Mail, Ruth and Harry “would speak as a ‘we’ rather than ‘I’” and shared an “instinctive disdain for anything outside of their own narrow existence.”

In 1997, while father and daughter were living together in Michigan, Ruth “cut ties” with her father, the report said, and “moved to Jerusalem after falling in love with an Israeli mathematician, Ariyeh Neimark.”


Child mathematics prodigy Ruth Lawrence is living the life 

of an Orthodox Jew in Israel. Photo: Hebrew University.


The couple married in 1998 and “moved into a flat [apartment] in a drab suburb and Ruth became an observant Jew,” the Daily Mail said. “She started covering her head, speaking Hebrew and reportedly didn’t allow men into her home unless her husband was present.”


Harry said he speaks regularly with his daughter on the phone and she comes to visit him once or twice a year in Michigan while conducting mathematical research in the US.


Ruth, for her part, has publicly said that she does not want her children experiencing the same childhood she did, adding that she wanted them to be “normal” and grow up “naturally.”

Reprinted from the July 29, 2016 email of the Algemeiner Journal.
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