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Life under Communist rule was a nightmare. Stalin, tyrant of communist Russia, who murdered almost 20,000,000 of his own people, was particularly hateful toward the Jews. 


After World War II, his anti-Semitic campaign took a more aggressive, public stance. In 1947, he targeted thousands of Jewish scientists, politicians, and intellectuals who were dismissed from their positions, humiliated, arrested, and tortured. 


In the 1950s, a search through the home of R’ Yitzchok Zilber zt”l revealed some illegal papers left by another Jew. R’ Yitzchok would not denounce a fellow Jew so he was arrested and imprisoned. 


The owner of the papers, shocked that the rabbi was imprisoned on his account, went to the police to admit his responsibility and the KGB imprisoned them both, calling it a conspiracy with a much harsher sentence for each one. 


Even in Stalin’s gulag the heavy menial labor and cruel conditions of the prison camps would not deter R’ Yitzchok from keeping Shabbos, the mitzvos of Pesach, Chanukah, Yom Kippur and other sacred days, or from teaching Torah to other prisoners. 

Reb Yitzchok Found Himself in a Quandary


One year, a few days before Chanukah, R’ Yitzchok found himself in a quandary. Not only did he not have the material to create a menorah to light, he also had no place to light even if he had a menorah. Lighting candles in the labor camp was strictly forbidden for a number of Russian bizarre and paranoid reasons. 
Guards would continuously roam the grounds of the gulag and almost no room in the complex was not checked at least four times an hour. R’ Yitzchok knew of one man, a Jew who was not to be trifled with, by the name of Dubrovitzky. This man was an artist who worked in the Soviet Culture & Education Dept. and had access to many things. He was also quite connected and many of the KGB officers used his services. 


He was known to be a “malshin” - an informant who relished the idea of divulging prisoners’ secrets to the guards, for a few extra privileges. R’ Yitzchok befriended the man and created a decent relationship with him, to the point where he decided to trust him. 

He Confided His Need to the Informant


In passing, he mentioned to Dubrovitzky that the Jewish holiday of Chanukah was coming up and although the man had never heard of it before, he was intrigued by the story behind it. When R’ Yitzchok told him about the menorah and lighting candles for eight days, Dubrovitzky winked at him conspiratorially and told him he had an idea. 


The next day, hidden inside a box, Dubrovitzky handed R’ Yitzchok a candle. It was large enough to divide into 8 individual pieces - R’ Yitzchok estimated that each one could remain lit for at least a half hour, the minimum amount of time needed to fulfill the mitzvah. 


As for where to light, R’ Yitzchok had an idea for that as well. There were two washrooms on the grounds and inmates frequently made use of the facilities. It would not be suspicious to go there, or even remain there for an extended period of time, but the guards coming and going was still a hurdle he needed to overcome. 
R’ Yitzchok knew of fifteen Jewish prisoners and he told each one in private that the next night was Chanukah and he would be lighting a makeshift menorah in the bath house. The men were excited and all arrived at the appointed time. 


When they were all there, R’ Yitzchok locked the door. He had brought with him two full buckets of water. The first thing he did, was remove the old buckets of waste and dirty water that were there and then he poured the clean water from the new buckets onto the floor. He asked each of the men to clean and wash an area of the bath house, as it was generally a contaminated area, certainly not a place worthy of making a beracha and performing a mitzvah. 

Made the Special Beracha for Lighting the Chanukah Candle


The men did as they were told. When the room was clean enough, R’ Yitzchok pulled out the candles and set them down on a hard surface. He lit the first one and made the special beracha, “Lehadlik ner shel Chanukah.” 


The men crowded around him and many had tears in their eyes, as R’ Yitzchok told them the story of the Maccabim and the heroic mesiras nefesh they had so many years ago. 


Suddenly, there was a heavy pounding on the door. “Hey, open up! We need to inspect the room,” came the voice of the guard. R’ Yitzchok grabbed the mop and pushed some of the dirty water under the heavy door. “We are mopping now and no one can come in,” he said. 


The guards nodded, this wasn’t uncommon, and moved on. By the time they came by fifteen minutes later for their next inspection, a full half hour had passed, the mitzvah was accomplished, and the men had all left

Reprinted from the Chanukah 5781 email of Torah Tavlin by Dovid Hoffman.

Hanukkah on the Beach

By Nomi Kaltmann

In the Southern Hemisphere—from Australia to South Africa to Latin America—Jews celebrate the Festival of Lights in the middle of summer, so it can look a little different than it does up north. Fewer icicles, more sand between your toes.
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Chabad of North Queensland's Hanukkah party, 2019 COURTESY RABBI ARI RUBIN


When 99-year-old Holocaust survivor Ella Blumenthal celebrates Hanukkah, it’s very different than it was when she was growing up in Poland. These days, when she lights the candles—on a menorah salvaged from the Warsaw Ghetto—at a public lighting at the local synagogue, Beit Midrash Morasha, in Cape Town, South Africa, it is close to 9 p.m.; the sun sets late during what is the peak of summer. And it is hot, boiling hot outside.


Her granddaughter, Lior, who lives in Johannesburg, usually comes to spend time with Blumenthal over Hanukkah: “During the summer months, when Hanukkah usually falls, Johannesburg is deserted, everyone is on vacation,” she said, “so I come to the beach to spend time with my grandmother, and we usually celebrate Hanukkah together in the heat.”

A Different Experience for Jews 

Living in the Southern Hemisphere


While most Americans think of a white Hanukkah, which involves the usual wintry trappings of frost, coldness, early sunset, and snow, for Jews living in the Southern Hemisphere the summer temperatures offer different opportunities to celebrate this festival—such as fireworks, concerts, and celebrations in parks.


In Australia’s biggest cities, large “Hanukkah in the Park” events occur across the eight days of the festival, with locals enjoying barbecues, fireworks, and festivities. However, smaller festivities are also held in Australia’s regional cities.

In the tropical town of Cairns in the north of the Australian state of Queensland, for instance, Rabbi Ari Rubin makes the most of his unique location by infusing the festival with local culture.


This northernmost part of Australia is home to the Great Barrier Reef. During the Hanukkah period, which corresponds with the wet season in Queensland, the temperature is hot and the humidity is high. Using this inspiration, in 2019 Rubin had a huge menorah made of mangoes, the local fruit produced en masse in Far North Queensland.

Permission Sought from the 

Local Australian Aboriginals


This year, after seeking permission from the local aboriginal Australian custodians of the land, the Yidiny people, Rubin is using a menorah constructed from aboriginal Australian didgeridoos. 


A didgeridoo is an aboriginal Australian wind instrument, in the shape of a long wooden tube, blown to produce a deep sound and usually painted with traditional aboriginal art. “Didgeridoos symbolize Australia’s Indigenous people and we, the local Jewish community, wanted to showcase our connection to the local aboriginal people,” said Rubin. 


“The aboriginal elders we sought permission from to use didgeridoos for our menorah were very supportive and thought it was a great way to commemorate our freedom of religion in Australia, as well as emphasize the sense of kinship that many Jewish people feel with the Indigenous community.”


The Cairns Esplanade, one of the main beachside streets in town, will be packed with Jews and non-Jews alike for the public menorah lighting and most people, due to the heat, will be clad in flip-flops, shorts, and lightweight clothing.
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Rabbi Ari Rubin, who leads Chabad of North Queensland, and his mango menorah, Cairns, Australia, 2019COURTESY RABBI ARI RUBIN


Rubin also takes his Hanukkah show on the road to other, smaller Jewish communities. Sami Hall lives more than 200 miles from Cairns in the coastal town of Townsville, where the Jewish community has only 70 full-time residents, and no formal synagogue or full-time rabbi. But Hall looks forward to Rubin arriving every Hanukkah to light the public menorah on one of the nights of Hanukkah in the main street.


“It’s not quite dark when the candles are lit, it’s just peaceful,” she said. “I don’t know how to describe it, I love the lighting of the candles and the reminder that G-d trumps all, no matter what adversity you face—you will survive it.”

Lighting Candles in a Tropical Paradise


Hall says that Hanukkah “makes me feel part of something greater as a Jewish person; while I am in my tropical paradise lighting candles, someone across the world is lighting candles in the frost and cold, and we are connected through this tradition.”


Across the Southern Hemisphere, Hanukkah regularly falls around the summer solstice, so menorah lightings typically start around 9 p.m., when the sun is finally setting. Neighbors get together and the gatherings often go well past midnight.


Elianne Ny, a 20-something from Uruguay, remembers attending Hanukkah celebrations each year on the capital city’s main boardwalk, the Rambla of Montevideo, an avenue that runs up the coastline. “For me, growing up in Uruguay, Hanukkah was always a time for family and is a very relaxed kind of festival,” she said. “The good side of having Hanukkah in the summertime means that Hanukkah is always chilled and relaxed.”

By Hanukkah School is 

Over for the Summer Vacation


Most years, by the time Hanukkah begins, school is over for summer vacation in the Southern Hemisphere, so kids are free to stay up late all eight nights, partaking in the festivities.


“People are much more relaxed at this time of the year—people organize social activities and get together with friends,” said Ny. “It is a festival that lends itself to flexibility. You are already hanging out with friends so you light candles together.”


Around the Southern Hemisphere, Hanukkah traditions have been adapted. Rabbi Mendy Shemtov facilitates public menorah lightings across Uruguay—including in the beachside town of Punta del Este, which is a favored destination for many South American holiday-makers. He also puts a menorah in Uruguay’s airports to welcome global travelers on their vacations.


“When this tradition was first established, about 35 years ago, it was a novelty at the time as Uruguay was coming out of a dictatorship, so the fact that Judaism was celebrated publicly was a big deal,” said Shemtov. “This year, we will have a new menorah in Uruguay. We are getting a famous artist who works with steel [to create it] and that will become the public, central menorah in Uruguay. As well, there will be activities and events for families and children to participate in.”


But Hanukkah during peak summer is not all fun and games. Precautions must be taken depending on the location.


Rubin, a dual American and Australian citizen, laughs as he recalls the Hanukkah celebrations he experienced in the Northern Hemisphere over the years: “One year I remember going to hand out doughnuts on a street corner in Pittsburgh, when it was absolutely icy. My fingers were completely frozen while handing out doughnuts and the jam hardened in the doughnuts because it was so cold. However, in Far North Queensland, where I now live and serve as the full-time rabbi, you have fire bans and you can’t always have fire displays and fireworks because there are concerns they could spark bushfires due to the extreme heat.”

Used to Celebrating Hanukkah in the Heat


While Blumenthal has lived in South Africa for many decades and is now used to celebrating Hanukkah in the heat, she laughs affectionately at the different kind of festival she used to celebrate in the cold and frost of Eastern Europe. “The family menorah was placed indoors on a small stool next to the door because the windows were already frozen,” she said. “I recall my father lighting the menorah next to the entrance.”


This year, due to COVID-19 restrictions in South Africa, the celebrations may be a little more muted and smaller than in previous years. Blumenthal’s granddaughter Lior is not sure she will be able to travel from Johannesburg to see her grandmother and celebrate Hanukkah as they usually do. “I don’t know what I will be doing this year for Hanukkah,” Lior said, “but if I do end up in Cape Town, I will only see my grandmother from a distance to keep her safe.”


No matter what Lior decides to do, she knows one thing about her Hanukkah plans. “I will be somewhere warm, and I will keep my celebrations simple,” she said. “I’ve always loved Hanukkah for its enjoyable relaxed nature in the Southern Hemisphere. The simpler things are most enjoyable for me, so my festivities will be kept simple to allow me to engage with the miracles on a deeper, spiritual level.”

Reprinted from the December 8, 2020 email of Tablet Magazine.

The Bach’s Menorah – Part 1
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R’ Yitzchak possessed only one item of value. A poor man living in Frankfurt, able to provide his family with only the bare minimum, he had inherited from his father the Chanukah Menorah that had once belonged to the Bach (R’ Yoel Sirkis).


 It was a silver Menorah set with two diamonds. People had offered R’ Yitzchak generous sums for this Menorah, but he steadfastly refused to sell it, remembering his father’s words, “There is no greater way to enhance the mitzvah of Chanukah than by lighting the Bach’s holy Menorah.” 


R’ Yitzchak was once presented with a business opportunity to buy and then resell a piece of property from a wealthy man who suddenly found himself forced to leave the country. R’ Yitzchak borrowed money from an acquaintance, using the Menorah as collateral, and bought the property. 


A few days later, R’ Yitzchak was informed that the sale was invalid because the land had been mortgaged by the seller, who had by then fled across the ocean. All of R’ Yitzchak’s invested money was lost. 


And then another problem cropped up. R’ Yitzchak’s son, Shlomo, had begun to keep company with non-religious friends who were exerting a negative influence on him. They convinced Shlomo that religious people like his father were selfish, caring only about themselves and their possessions. They cited the Menorah as an example, claiming that it meant more to R’ Yitzchak than did his own family, for why else would he let his family live in poverty while he refused to sell the valuable heirloom. 


On the other hand, they portrayed themselves to Shlomo as selfless and devoted to the welfare of all members of their group. Shlomo fell into the trap of their reasoning and left his father’s home. 


R’ Yitzchak went to pour out his sorrows to the holy R’ Abish of Frankfurt. R’ Abish fervently wished him, “May your son do teshuvah and return to his family, and may you prosper and be able to repay your debts soon.” 


Time passed. Soon it was Shabbos Shuva. R’ Abish’s drashah included the concept of not postponing doing a mitzvah which could be done immediately just because it might interfere with the enhancement of a mitzvah which one plans to do later. One must pay attention to the mitzvah at hand and perform it to the best of one’s ability, without worrying about the next mitzvah. 


He cited the opinion of the Radvaz that even if performing the immediate mitzvah would lead to the inability to observe the second one, one must deal with the mitzvah at hand. 


Shortly after Succos, a relative of R’ Yitzchak proposed that they import a certain product from abroad which could be bought cheaply and sold at a considerable profit. Cautious from his previous transaction, R’ Yitzchak investigated the matter. The deal turned out to be profitable. 


Finally, R’ Yitzchak was able to redeem his Menorah! He traveled to the home of the man who had originally lent him the money, and learned that the man had died three weeks earlier. His heirs, not knowing the value of the Menorah, had sold it cheaply to a silver dealer. 


R’ Yitzchak hurried to the dealer, but he had already sold it to another dealer in Oppenheim. R’ Yitzchak traveled to Oppenheim where he located the merchant. He explained that the Menorah was his, an inheritance from his father, and that apart from its intrinsic worth, it possessed great sentimental and spiritual value. 
The dealer was not impressed, but seeing an opportunity for a profit, he quoted an exorbitant price, much higher than what R’ Yitzchak had originally borrowed against it. Feeling he had no choice, R’ Yitzchak paid the asking price. 
On his way home, as he neared Frankfurt, R’ Yitzchak noticed a young man walking on the road. Looking more closely, he recognized his estranged son, Shlomo! Feeling expansive because of the success of his trip, and longing to share his good news with someone, R’ Yitzchak invited his son to share his carriage. 
Shlomo accepted, provided that his father would not discuss matters of religion with him. As R’ Yitzchak recounted the story of the Bach’s Menorah, his son did not share his elation. He jeered, “As usual, your Menorah comes first! Instead of using your money to improve the living conditions of the family, you went running off in your usual selfish manner to chase after your previous silver heirloom!” 

The Bach’s Menorah – Part 2


R’ Yitzchak and his son, Shlomo, continued their journey in tense silence. They soon passed a man standing beneath a tree, sobbing uncontrollably. R’ Yitzchak stopped to ask the man what the matter was. 

The man explained: “My daughter is engaged to be married. Another shidduch has just been proposed to the father of the groom. He wants to break the engagement with my daughter and his son unless I can come up with a large sum of money by tomorrow. Where am I to get such an amount? My daughter is so happy about her prospective wedding, and if the shidduch is broken she will pine away from shame and pain! Oy vey!” 

R’ Yitzchak deeply sympathized with this unfortunate man. Suddenly he remembered the words spoken by R’ Abish during his Shabbos Shuvah drasha: “It is more important to fulfill the mitzvah that is before you than to prepare to enhance a mitzvah that will come in the future.” 

Before him were the mitzvos of tzedakah and hachnasas kallah, and these must take priority over beautifying the mitzvah of kindling the Chanukah lights with the Bach’s Menorah. 

R’ Yitzchak asked the man to join him on his cart. He turned around and traveled back to the merchant in Oppenheim, telling him that he had changed his mind and did not want the menorah back after all. The merchant saw an opportunity to make another easy profit, and refused to return the sum R’ Yitzchak had just paid for the menorah. They haggled for a while and finally reached an agreement. The menorah changed hands again and R’ Yitzchak received less than half the sum he had just given the merchant. 

He then returned to his cart and gave the stranger more than three quarters of the money he had just received. He blessed the man with mazel on his daughter’s wedding, and they parted ways. 

Shlomo had witnessed this entire incident; he could not believe his eyes! His father had worked so hard to earn the money to redeem his treasure, then he was sent from place to place until he finally found the menorah again. And now, without thinking twice, he sold it for a fraction of its worth and gave the money away to a needy stranger! He finally realized that his friends had misled him. His father was far from selfish; in fact, he loved others – even strangers – more than himself. His father was indeed truly pious and righteous. 

Tormented by feelings of guilt, he threw himself into his father’s arms and begged forgiveness and for the chance to repent. R’ Yitzchak nearly fainted from surprise and joy. The next day, Shlomo pointed out to his friends the error of their ways. Using gentle persuasion and strong arguments, he managed to convince twelve youths to repent and return to Torah and mitzvah observance. 

Half a year later, R’ Yitzchak was instrumental in arranging a shidduch between the daughter of a wealthy man in Oppenheim and a brilliant Torah scholar in Frankfurt. The girl’s father had offered a substantial gift to whoever would find a shidduch for his daughter, as she was lame. 

One day, the bride’s father visited R’ Yitzchak and presented him with a gift. R’ Yitzchak was astounded – the gift was a Chanukah menorah that looked so much like the Bach’s menorah! R’ Yitzchak asked him where he had purchased it, and was given the name of the very same merchant he himself had dealt with in Oppenheim. This indeed was the Bach’s menorah! 

That Chanukah, R’ Yitzchak once again lit the Bach’s menorah. He stood near the lit menorah for a long time, with tears streaming down his face. Suddenly, a knock was heard. R’ Abish had come to visit. He said to R’ Yitzchak, “I have come to see how a Jew kindles Chanukah lights bi’mehadrin she’be’mehadrin. Your menorah radiates not only the light of Chanukah and the holiness of the Bach, but also the light of tzedakah, of hachnasas kallah, and of thirteen baalei teshuvah…” (Glimpses of Greatness)
Reprinted from the Parshas Mikeitz 5781 and Parshas Vayigash 5781 emails The Weekly Vort.
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