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July 4th and the Jewish Faith
By Rabbi Dr. Stu Halpern
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Five surprising ways Jewish ideas and people helped shape the founding of the United States.

 Americans festively celebrate July 4th with fireworks and apple pie, often overlooked is how influential Jewish ideas were in shaping the country they know and love.
In honor of America’s birthday, here are 5 surprising examples of how Jewish figures, stories and concepts shaped the USA.
1. Queen Esther Inspired the American Revolution
On May 17, 1776, the Continental Congress declared a public fast day “to supplicate [G-d’s] interposition for averting the threatened danger, and prospering our strenuous efforts in the cause of freedom, virtue, and posterity.” The President of the College of New Jersey (later renamed Princeton University) John Witherspoon noted that thousands of years earlier the Children of Israel had achieved victory after fasting, led by the ancient Persian Queen and her cousin:
The scripture abounds with instances, in which the designs of oppressors were either wholly disappointed, or in execution fell far short of the malice of their intention, and in some they turned out to the honor and happiness of the persons or the people, whom they were intended to destroy… We have also an instance in Esther in which the most mischievous designs of Haman, the son of Hammedatha the Agagite, against Mordecai the Jew, and the nation from which he sprung, turned out at last to his own destruction, the honor of Mordecai, and the salvation and peace of his people.”

2. David’s Victory over Goliath
Three years later, on May 26, 1779, amidst the ongoing battles against British forces, the Congress issued a proclamation seeking to inspire the weary Continental Army. It turned to the story of the young shepherd David’s miraculous victory over the Philistine giant Goliath, which it viewed as a model for its own inexperienced troops.
“America, without arms, ammunition, discipline, revenue, government, or ally, almost totally striped of commerce, and in the weakness of youth, as it were with a ‘staff and sling’ only, dared in the name of the L-rd of Hosts to engage a gigantic adversary, prepared at all points, boasting of his strength, and of whom even mighty warriors ‘were greatly afraid.’”
Thankfully, as David had done, General Washington and his men eventually defeated a vastly more fearful opponent.

3. Jews Supported the Fight - in Yiddish
Prior to the outbreak of the war against George III, Jews supported the stirring of what would become the Revolution. In 1770, a Jewish Pennsylvanian named Barnard Gratz wrote a letter to his friend commenting on the British monarch’s latest address. “I was going to inclose you the king’s speech to parlement,” Gratz wrote, but it “was such narishkeit”—foolishness—“that [it] is not worth the postage.”
In 1776, British troops seized a letter sent by another Jewish Pennsylvanian, Jonas Phillips, which included his enthusiastic endorsement of the Declaration of Independence, the text of which he enclosed. Alas, the British couldn’t make heads or tails of Phillips’s letter and believed it to have been written in code. It was, in fact, written in Yiddish.
In 1787’s Constitutional Convention, Phillips petitioned - in a letter marked with the Jewish date - against the Pennsylvanian oath requiring expressing belief in the Christian Bible for those seeking public office on the claim that his and his coreligionists’ wartime service earned them equal rights.
Phillips put it: “It is well known among the citizens of the thirteen United States that the Jews have been true and faithful whigs and during the late contest with England they have been foremost in aiding and assisting the states with their lives and fortunes, they supported the Cause, have bravely fought and bled for liberty which they cannot enjoy.”
He was “solicit[ing]” the “Favor” of not having to proclaim fealty to Christian beliefs “for myself, my Children and posterity and for the benefit of all the Israelites through the 13 United States of America.” Eventually, the oath would be repealed, increasing the ability of all Americans to hold public office without compromising their personal beliefs.

4. America’s National Symbol Was Almost a Scene from Exodus
During debates by the Founders over what America’s Great Seal should look like, Benjamin Franklin suggested "Moses standing on the Shore, and extending his Hand over the Sea, thereby causing the same to overwhelm Pharaoh who is sitting in an open Chariot, a Crown on his Head and a Sword in his hand. Rays from a Pillar of Fire in the Clouds reaching to Moses, to express that he acts by Command of the Deity.”
Though not particularly religious himself, Franklin understood that if the nascent nation was to be successful, it should model itself on biblical Israel, whose strong sense of covenant with G-d merited its people divine protection against their enemies. Franklin’s suggestion never made it past a committee vote.

5. Can I Get Freedom Fries with That?
Long before there were kosher hot dogs stands at baseball games, there was a kosher table at a parade supporting the Constitution’s ratification in Philadelphia. The gesture by the event’s organizers was an expression of recognition of the gifts the Jews had already bestowed upon America in the country’s earliest moments - both with their fighting fists, and their faith.

Reprinted from the current website of aish.com



Striving to Turn G-d’s Hidden
Mercies into Open Kindness
From the Teachings of the Lubavitcher Rebbe
Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
[image: Image result for photo of mordechai siev of ascent]
This week, we read two portions from the Torah, Matot and Masei. In the opening verses of Matot, we encounter the laws of making and annulling a vow. Whereas a person cannot release himself from his pledges, in certain cases, others can do it for him.
Masei begins with an account of the 42 journeys by which the Israelites left Egypt and came to the borders of the Chosen Land. The opening verse, however, suggests that all 42 of the journeys were an exodus from Egypt; whereas in fact only the first journey was, when the Jews literally left the land. To understand this seeming contradiction, we must recognize that Egypt is not only a place but also a state of mind. Mitzrayim, the Hebrew word for "Egypt," also means "confinement"; which is an obvious contrast with the land of Israel, which is called the "good and spacious land."
In fact, the entire time that the Israelites were not in their Land, they were in confinement; each journey was, in reality, leaving the "confinement" of Egypt. Yesterday's freedom can be confining today. A servant who is allowed to start work at 5:00 a.m. rather than 4:00 a.m. feels a sense of freedom. Tomorrow, however, or the next day, when he becomes used to the later hour, he will consider 5:00 a.m. to be early.
The Torah portions of Matot and Masei are always read during the period of the three weeks between the 17th of Tamuz and the 9th of Av. They are set in this time of bitter confinement, between the first breach in the walls of Jerusalem (the 17th of Tamuz) and the Temple's destruction (the 9th of Av, 70 CE).
The significance of this timing, especially that of Masei, is that these portions convey to us, at a time when we most need reminding of it, the concept of "destroying in order to rebuild." Destruction may be for the sake of replacing a building with a better and stronger one. The Baal Shem Tov taught that salvation is not something which simply follows trouble: it is an implicit component of it. Just as the portion of Masei combines two conflicting concepts; here, too, we find the fusion of two opposites - destroying and rebuilding, affliction and salvation - which comes only when we leave the confinements of human reasoning and journey towards the all-encompassing expanses of faith. At this level, everything is drawn into our faith.
Seen from the eyes of a son, punishment is an evil. In the eyes of his father, it is for his son's own good. Our goal is to see history through the eyes of G-d. And by so doing we are able to turn G-d's hidden mercy into open kindness, and change the darkness of exile into the light of the Time to Come.

Reprinted from the Parshat Matot-Masei 5763/2003 (Issue #778) email of L’Chaim, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY. Adapted from Torah Studies byJonathan Sacks, adapted from the works of the Lubavitcher Rebbe.



Rav Avigdor Miller on
Opening the Mechitzah
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QUESTION: When this lecture goes on, so the curtain on the top half of the ezras noshim is opened up. Is that al pi hahalacha?
ANSWER: And the answer is that according to my pshat it is.  It could be somebody will say no but according to my pshat it is.  Because we have a mechitzah ten tefachim high, so that’s a purpose of the mechitzah, there shouldn’t be any mixing.  Fine.  They’re seated separately we are seated separately. We have a mechitza between us, even when the curtain is open.
 that when it comes to davenen, so some people turn around during davening, sometimes they face the other direction at davenen, so the curtain is closed up.
So, the mechitzah, as a technicality of ten tefachim high that we always have. It’s ten tefachim high; more than ten tefachim high. It’s a separation. But the other technicality, not to be able to look, we don’t look because we are all facing me. During the lecture you are all facing me. If you do turn around and look, it’s none of your business.  Who told you to turn around and look?
(July 23, 1998)

Reprinted from a recent email of Torah Avigdor based on a question-and-answer session at the end of a July 23, 1998 classic Thursday night hashkafah lecture of Rav Avigdor Miller, zt”l.


For Whom Was the 
Musician Playing?
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Rav Yechezkel Landau, zt”l, the Rav of Prague, was known by the name of his Sefer Noda B’Yehudah. Two rich men once came to see him for an unusual Din Torah.
What happened was that these two men lived in the same building and were good neighbors. One day, a poor musician came and stood at the door of the building and began to play some music, in order to earn a little income from donations. 
The two rich men, impressed and moved by the music, began to argue, each one saying, “He’s playing for me!” “No! He’s playing for me!” They decided to go see the Noda B’Yehudah, and ask him to decide who the musician was playing for. 
When they approached the Rav, they each gave him 20 gold coins for spending his time to help them, and he began to hear their strange arguments. After hearing the complaints, the Noda B’Yehudah smiled at them and said, “It was not for either of you that the musician played, but for me— so that I could merit earning 40 gold coins!”

Reprinted from the Parshas Chukas-Balak 5786 email of Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg’s Torah U’Tefilah.

Thoughts that Count
for Our Parsha

Moses spoke to the heads of the tribes... 'when a man utters an oath' (Num. 30:2-3)
The word used here for tribes is "matot," which is a derivative of the word for "staff," denoting strength and firmness. In order to fulfill an oath, which means separating oneself and refraining from things which the Torah otherwise permits, we need the strength of a staff. (Tzemach Tzedek)

He shall not profane his words; everything that leaves his mouth he shall do (Num. 30:3).
Whoever is careful never to profane his words, and is particular to fulfill his commitments, to him is the verse applied, "Everything which leaves his mouth he shall do." That is, "He"- G-d will fulfill his every blessing and utterance. "The righteous decree and the Alm-ghty fulfills." (Avodat Yisrael)

Avenge the vengeance of the children of Israel against the Midianites, after which you will be gathered to your people. (Num. 31:2)
Moses was told by G-d to lead the children of Israel in their war of vengeance against the Midianites. Yet, when Moses told the Israelites about the war, he told them it was because of G-d's vengeance that they were fighting. Why? If the Israelites would have thought they were fighting for their own vengeance, after which Moses would be gathered to his people, i.e. die, they would have told Moses they could forgive the Midianites, thus lengthening Moses' life. But, when Moses told them they were fighting for G-d's vengeance, they had no choice but to go to war. (Siftei Tzadikim)

These are the travels of the Israelites (Num. 33:1)
All of the 42 travels of the Jewish people can be found, in each and every detail, in a person's life starting with the day he is born until the day he dies. (The Baal Shem Tov)

To execute the vengeance of G-d on Midian (Num. 31:3)
The name Midian comes from the root "madon," meaning quarrel and strife. Midian symbolizes contention and unwarranted hatred. Therefore, the war against Midian is truly "the vengeance of G-d." For, there is nothing as opposed to G-d as dissention and needless hatred. (Sefer HaMaamarim)

Reprinted from the Parshat Matot-Masei 5763/2003 (Issue #778) email of L’Chaim
The Artist Who Grew Up With 16 Siblings in One Tiny Apartment
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(Inset: Chumi Gruman)

Raised with 16 siblings in a tiny Mea Shearim apartment, artist Chumi Gruman turned her unique childhood into a lifelong source of inspiration.
From the time she was a little girl, Chumi Gruman knew she would be an artist.
Her classmates knew it. Her teachers knew it. And so did her 16 brothers and sisters, who shared a one-and-a-half-room apartment with her in Jerusalem's Mea Shearim neighborhood.
Chumi grew up in a Jerusalem chassidic family affiliated with Neturei Karta and Toldos Aharon. She was the ninth of 17 children, giving her a unique perspective within the family. Unlike some of her older and younger siblings, she experienced a period when all of her brothers and sisters still lived under one roof.
Today, decades later, that world continues to shape her life and her art.
"The atmosphere I grew up in is still part of me," she says. "It gives my paintings a traditional, deeply rooted quality that accompanies me wherever I go."
"My parents still live in the same one-and-a-half-room apartment where they raised all 17 of us," Chumi says.
The obvious question follows immediately: How can 19 people live in such a small space?
"First of all, we were never all home at the same time," she laughs. "But yes, it was certainly crowded."
Despite the limited space, she remembers a home that was clean, organized, and full of life.
"Today people talk about decluttering methods and organizing systems. My mother was doing that decades ago. We simply didn't keep unnecessary things. We didn't collect souvenirs or store old belongings. If something wasn't useful, it went out."
Looking back, Chumi believes this may have influenced her artistic path.
"I wanted to create something that would remain. Painting gave me a way to preserve moments and memories."
Art also fit naturally into the household.
We didn't own much, but there were always paints and paper. The main room was constantly active. My father sat learning Torah at the table. My mother fed whichever child happened to be eating at that moment. One sister might be sewing. 
Everyone was busy doing something."
At night, the children slept crowded together in a tiny room filled with bunk beds, mattresses, refrigerators, and even a clothes dryer.
"We fell asleep to the sound of the dryer and the refrigerator humming. It was simply normal life for us."
A Home Full of Joy
Like many children in large families, Chumi carried responsibilities from a young age.
Of course we helped. The girls helped around the house, the boys had their own responsibilities, and there was always something that needed to be done."
Yet she remembers the atmosphere as overwhelmingly positive.
"Our home was always lively and happy. There was constantly a wedding, a bar mitzvah, a brit, a holiday, or some family celebration. Life revolved around events and people."
Did she ever feel deprived by the crowding or lack of privacy?
"Not at all," she answers immediately. "My mother ran the home beautifully. She always had time for us. And I never felt different because every family around us lived in a similar way."
Years later, after Chumi chose a somewhat different path from the one she grew up with, her mother asked a question that remained with her.
"She asked whether I had lacked anything as a child, whether perhaps she had done something wrong."
Chumi's answer was clear.
"I lacked nothing. I had a wonderful childhood. I received everything a child could need."
The Family Artist
Even as a child, Chumi's artistic talent was impossible to miss.
In our family, every child had their own specialty," she recalls. "One sister was known for sewing, another for baking. I was the artist."
Whenever a neighbor gave birth, Chumi designed the congratulatory sign.
She created decorations for the synagogue where her father served as gabbai, embroidered verses and decorative pieces, and became the family's official sukkah decorator.
"Sukkot was my holiday," she says with a smile.
The challenge was finding a place to develop her talent.
"There really weren't art schools available for girls like me at the time. Som I drew constantly and collected every marker and pen I could find."
Everything changed when she discovered an advertisement for an art class.
"I cut out the phone number and kept begging my parents to let me enroll."
Eventually, an older married sister investigated the program and convinced their parents it was appropriate.
"Once she gave her approval, I was allowed to go."
To help cover the cost, Chumi worked doing household jobs.
"Tuesday became the highlight of my week. I waited for that class all week long and never missed a lesson."
Looking back, she appreciates the quality of the instruction she received.
"Today I teach painting myself, and I'm amazed by how professional that teacher was."
Choosing a Different Path
After her marriage, Chumi and her husband gradually adopted a somewhat different lifestyle.
"We remained committed to Torah and mitzvot, but we were no longer part of Neturei Karta."
For years they continued living in Mea Shearim before eventually relocating.
Although some people assume such changes create family rifts, Chumi describes a very different experience.
My parents disagreed with some of our decisions, especially regarding our children's schools. But they always spoke with love and respect."
Her mother, in particular, made a lasting impression.
"She attended every school performance and family event. She never treated our children differently from any of the other grandchildren."
Chumi believes this approach reflects what she saw throughout the community.
"People often talk about dramatic breaks. My experience was different. Even when people choose another path, relationships can remain respectful and loving."
Paintings That Tell a Story
Today Chumi lives with her husband and children in Mazkeret Batya, where she also operates her studio.
"My work is primarily classical painting," she explains. "Oil paints, carefully built layers, and a great deal of attention to detail."
She believes her artistic style is closely connected to the traditional world in which she was raised.
"For years I experimented with different directions. Eventually I realized that traditional painting is simply part of who I am."
Her goal is to capture moments that resonate with everyone.
"I look for something universal. A simple moment. A human moment. Something that speaks to people regardless of their background."
Many of her paintings feature everyday Israeli scenes rendered with warmth and realism.
She is particularly fascinated by glass.
"I love painting reflections. No matter how many times I do it, I never get tired of it."
Letting Go
For most artists, selling a favorite painting can be difficult. Chumi sees things differently.
"From the beginning, I paint for the world. Once the idea is on the canvas, I've done my part."
She usually hangs a finished work in her home for a few days before offering it for sale.
There have been exceptions.
I once painted two hands holding a stem and decided I would never sell it. Then someone came and wanted to buy it."
She sold it.
"And then I painted another one."
That one sold too.
Alongside her artistic work, Chumi teaches painting in schools and private settings.
She is currently preparing a new exhibition titled Meanwhile, which will open at the Ashkila Museum.
It feels like the right place for these paintings," she says. "They come from the world I grew up in. Even though I no longer live there, I still love and appreciate the people who do."
That world remains an inseparable part of who she is, and it continues to find expression on every canvas she creates.
Reprinted from the current website of Hidabroot.com
Am I a Failed 
Jewish Mother?
By Aron Moss
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Art by Sefira Lightstone

I feel like I’m failing as a parent. I want my child to be inspired and spiritually connected, but the more I push it, the more I’m pushing him away. My friends say, “Lay off! Let him be!” But that seems irresponsible. Isn’t my role as a parent to guide my kids? But how do I do that if they don’t want to listen?

Answer: Sounds like you love your child to death. That may be the problem.
Parenting is compared to lighting a candle; when one candle lights another, the flame has to come close enough to transfer its fire, but not too close. If you press one wick hard against the other, it doesn’t work. Not only will you not light the new flame, you might extinguish the old one.
The lit candle must come close, but allow space. It gives its warmth without taking over. Only then does the second candle catch fire and begin to burn on its own.
That’s parenting. Our role is not to become our children's flame. It is to help ignite theirs by providing a positive example for them to emulate.
Children need warmth, guidance, values, support, and inspiration. They need parents who care deeply and invest themselves wholeheartedly. But as they grow, they need room to discover their own strengths, make their own choices, and develop their own connection to what is good and true.
Sometimes, parental expectations are so intense that they stop motivating and instead become suffocating. The child no longer feels inspired by our light. They feel pressured by it. No one is switched on by someone breathing down their neck. It all comes from love, but loving someone to death may not be such a good thing.
And there’s another cost. When we become obsessed with controlling our kids, we often extinguish some of our own joy as well. Parenting becomes exhausting. Every setback feels personal every disappointment feels like failure.
A flame cannot force another flame to burn. It can only offer its fire. The Torah describes the soul as a candle. Every child carries a spark placed there by G‑d. Our task is not to manufacture that spark. It is already there. Our task is to reveal it.
Giving space does not mean abandoning standards. Children still need guidance, boundaries and expectations. But they need them delivered with enough room to make those values their own.
That means less lecturing, more listening. Share your values rather than imposing them. Ask questions instead of giving answers. When they stumble, don't rush to fix everything. Create a warm and loving environment so they feel invited into the light, rather than dragged towards it.

Reprinted from the current website of Chabad.Org

*************************************************************************************
We always lain Parshas Matos and Masei during the three weeks. Even when the two parshas are separate, we lain them during this time. It is because in these two parshos we find the greatest details regarding the division of Eretz Yisroel among the tribes and families. And therefore, it serves to remind us of the promise of the final redemption and the coming of Moshiach (Bnai Yisoschor)
Reprinted from the Parshas Mattos-Masei 5786 email of R’ Yedidye Hirtenfeld’s whY I Matter parsha sheet for the Young Israel of Midwood in Brooklyn.
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