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“Don’t Forget to Keep

Your Head Up!”

By Rabbi Avrohom Birnbaum -
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The Imre Chaim of Vizhnitz, zt”l                 The Pnei Menachem of Ger, zt”l

I recalled a story that transpired many decades ago with the Gerer Rebbe, the Pnei Menachem. This story was told by someone we will call Reb Avrohom (not his real name). 


During the 1960’s, when Reb Avrohom was a bochur, he learned at the Vizhnitzer Yeshiva in Bnei Brak. Reb Avrohom had been orphaned at a young age, and the fact that he did not have a father weighed heavily on him. As a result, he was a sensitive boy and often felt very homesick. Because of his situation, he found the yeshiva lacking in cleanliness, he didn’t like the food, and he became depressed as a result. 


The Vizhnitzer Rebbe at the time, Rav Chaim Meir Hager, author of the sefer Imrei Chaim, noticed that the bochur was not himself and was unhappy. He took the boy under his wing and suggested that perhaps a little vacation from yeshiva would be a good idea. The Imrei Chaim arranged for Reb Avrohom to travel to Netanya, where he would spend a few days in the seaside town and visit the separate beach there.


Avrohom went to the beach, walked around on the sand, but didn’t enter the water. Others at the beach were swimming, but Avrohom hung back and just watched wistfully. 


It so happened that the Gerer Rebbe, the Pnei Menachem, was also at the beach. At that time, he was not rebbe, but rather rosh yeshiva of Yeshiva Sefas Emes, a position that he held for 35 years before assuming the mantle of leadership of Ger in 1992. 


He noticed the somewhat forlorn-looking bochur and went over to greet him. During the conversation, he asked Avrohom why he wasn’t going into the water like everyone else. Avrohom answered truthfully, “I am an orphan. My father passed away when I was young before he was able to teach me how to swim. I am afraid to go into the water because I cannot swim.” 


The Pnei Menachem smiled and said, “Don’t worry! I will teach you how to swim.” The Pnei Menachem then waded into the Mediterranean together with the orphaned bochur and taught him how to swim. Once Avrohom got the hang of it and the rosh yeshiva felt that he could be left on his own, as he had sufficiently mastered the art of swimming, the Pnei Menachem gave Avrohom once last piece of advice – a piece of advice that Reb Avrohom says made such an impact on him that it has remained vividly etched in his mind for the fifty years since it was given. 
The Pnei Menachem said, “Just remember one thing: Zolstu shtendig halten der kop aroif. Always hold your head up…”

Reprinted from the April 28, 2017 email of the Yated Ne’eman.

G-d’s Immunity Card

By Lisa Goodman-Helfand
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“Growing up with chronic pain and deformities, I thought I paid my dues. How wrong I was.”


When I was a child, I believed that God existed because that’s what I was told. Being raised in a Conservative Jewish family, keeping kosher, and attending Jewish Day School meant that believing in G-d was just something you did, like brushing your teeth.


As I grew into adulthood, I foolishly subscribed to the preposterous notion that G-d intended for us all to endure a certain amount of pain in our lifetime. Once we reached that quota of hardship, we were entitled to uninterrupted happiness (an immunity card). This was my own personal take on how G-d operated. Yes, after thousands of years of scholars studying theology, Lisa Goodman had cracked the code!


I figured I’d paid my dues. After all, I was diagnosed with a rare disfiguring autoimmune disease – scleroderma – at the age of ten. My entire body was sprinkled with telangiectasia (red spots caused by broken capillaries), my arms and fingers were permanently contracted, and my legs were thin as twigs. Throw in the painful ulcers on my elbows and fingertips that leaked calcium and you can imagine how cool I looked in Junior High. In case growing up with chronic pain and deformities wasn’t enough to qualify me for G-d’s immunity card, I had a few other issues too. Like, a Bipolar father living in a halfway house whom I hadn’t seen since I was eleven and a difficult stepfather who was prone to harsh criticism.
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My husband Dave and me.


Yep, I had paid my dues alright. I felt I earned my young adulthood that brought me tremendous happiness. I met my husband, David, who looked past my exterior and fell in love with me for the person I am. We married, established fulfilling careers, and welcomed our son into our lives. Our life was far from perfect, but we were genuinely happy most of the time.


So, on April 26, 2006, I had no reason to believe that my scheduled C-section would result in anything other than a beautiful daughter and a small scar.


Due to scleroderma, both my pregnancies were high-risk. Since the birth of my son had gone so well, doctors assured me there was no reason to believe my daughter’s delivery would be any different. I told my three-year-old son that mommy would be back from the hospital in four days with his brand new baby sister.


I came home from the hospital – 218 days later.


I was bald, in a wheelchair, weighed under 80 pounds, and wore a hissing bandage on my neck that concealed the hole left by my tracheotomy wound. Needless to say, I suffered grave complications after my daughter’s birth. What began as a postpartum infection spiraled wildly out of control. I survived an emergency colectomy, eight major surgeries, the loss of my spleen, two tracheotomies, temporary paralysis, ICU Psychosis, and a myriad of other medical traumas that brought me to the brink of death at age 31. For many months I didn’t eat, drink, speak, move a muscle, or see my children.


Those seven months away from my husband, newborn daughter, and toddler son nearly destroyed my marriage, ability to parent, will to live, and faith in G-d. I thought G-d and I had had a deal. If I could beat the odds of my scleroderma diagnosis (many scleroderma patients don’t survive more than seven years), grow up without a father, and just generally try to be a good person, G-d was supposed to reward me with my immunity card. I wasn’t expecting exemption from all things unpleasant. An occasional parking ticket, plumbing problem, root canal, or marital spat was certainly acceptable. I was simply expecting immunity from any major life catastrophe.


During those 218 days, I would often weep to my mom and sister, wondering why G-d was punishing me so harshly. What had I done to deserve this from G-d? The hospital rabbi came to visit me weekly on Fridays, always bringing challah and grape juice. Most of the time, I had a tracheotomy and was unable to talk, but even if I could have spoken, I didn’t have anything to say to him. The last thing I wanted to hear was some rabbi’s “pearls of wisdom,” so I usually pretended I was asleep when I heard him enter my room.


Yet, as angry as I was with G-d, I kept praying anyway. I had very little else to do with all my spare time. My family, friends, and total strangers all prayed for me as well. We had nearly every religion covered. In July, when my surgeon hit my splenic artery during surgery and I hemorrhaged on the operating room table, my mom even had our rabbi change my Hebrew name in an attempt to change my mazel and fool the angel of death.


By September, I was making slow and steady gains toward recovery. So when the hospital rabbi walked in on Rosh Hashanah, with great trepidation, holding his shofar almost as a peace offering, I smiled at him. Exhaling with relief, the rabbi asked if I would like to hear the shofar. I nodded that I did. 


My mom, little brother, older sister, and David all stood on either side of my bed holding my hands. The rabbi began to blow the shofar. As the familiar notes pierced the room, we all closed our eyes and let the tears flow freely. I knew we were all praying for the same thing. Please, G-d, make this a better year than the last, please let me be inscribed in the book of life.
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It was moments like that which allowed a glimmer of hope to seep back into my heart, but it was years until I fully reconciled with G-d.


Eleven years later, I’ve made a remarkable recovery. After seven months in the hospital and another six months receiving intensive physical, occupational, respiratory, and speech therapy, I am able to eat, speak, and walk again. I’ve come to understand that G-d does not owe me anything, and that little ole me cannot fathom G-d. I no longer profess to have G-d all figured out.


Some people have told me that my survival is a miraculous gift bestowed upon me from G-d and that it has renewed their faith in G-d. Others have asked me how I could still possibly believe in G-d after what I went through. I have done a lot of soul searching, read a few books, and had several deep conversations with my rabbi. The truth is I still don’t know exactly what I believe. But I am wrestling with the questions.


I do know that if someone asks me if I believe in G-d, I don’t hesitate in my response. Yes, I do believe in G-d and miracles. In a world without miracles, I would be dead. Somehow, I’m here to raise my children. Somehow, my husband and I cobbled back the shattered pieces of our marriage. Somehow, my friends and family demonstrated superhuman strength and devotion to carry me through those 218 days. I think that “somehow” just might be G-d.

Reprinted from the Parshat Acharei Mos-Kedoshim 5777 website of Aish.com

Chicago Jewish Couple Married 69 Years Die Moments 

Apart Holding Hands
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Wedding Photo of Isaac and Teresa Vatkin in 1947.


 (JTA) — A Chicago Jewish couple who were married for 69 years died moments apart in the same hospital room while holding hands.


Teresa Vatkin, 89, died at 12:10 a.m. Saturday at Highland Park Hospital, and her husband, Isaac, died at approximately 12:50 a.m. as they wheeled his wife from the room and their hands separated, according to local reports.


Teresa Vatkin had been suffering from dementia for the past decade. Isaac was her caregiver, staying by her side even when she entered a memory care facility.
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“The moment he felt we removed her hand from his, he was able to say ‘OK, I’m done protecting her. I can go and rest as well,’” their son, Daniel, told the Chicago Sun-Times. “The ultimate in chivalry — so he could go to heaven and open the door for her.”


“I saw it with my own eyes,” their daughter, Clara Gesklin, told the newspaper. “All of a sudden, when their fingers separated, he just stopped breathing.”


Isaac Vatkin had been admitted to the hospital with influenza and his wife with pneumonia. They were moved to the same room on Friday afternoon, when both were breathing shallowly and were unresponsive.


The couple grew up in Argentina, on opposite ends of the country, and wrote love letters to each other three times a week until they married in 1947. Isaac, known as Alberto in Argentina to avoid anti-Semitism, was a leathermaker.


The Vatkins moved to Chicago in 1968, where Isaac worked as a kosher butcher and invested in apartments.


On Monday, they were memorialized in a joint funeral.

Reprinted from the May 4, 2017 email of the AJOP (Association of Jewish Outreach Professionals) Update.

The Secret Swiss

Bank Account
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Rav Chaim Kreiswirth, zt”l


HaGaon Rav Chaim Kreiswirth, zt”l, related that when he was in the Holocaust, he was with a man who became very close to him, and one day that man turned to him and said, “I sense that my time is slipping away and I want to pass along to you a secret, and that is, I have a secret Swiss bank account with a

large sum of money in it. I ask of you, that if you are worthy to survive this inferno and remain alive, please give this bank account number to my family”.


That Jew was sacrificed Al Kiddush Hashem, and Rav Chaim merited to be saved. Over the course of many years Rav Chaim went around searching for the

man’s family, however, he was not able to find them.


Thirty years went by, and one day a man who lives in Yerushalayim knocked on his door, and asked for financial help. He explained that he was marrying off his children and his situation was very dire. When the man told Rav Chaim his family name, thousands of bells began ringing in Rav Chaim’s ears. 
This was the very same name as the man from the concentration camp! Rav Chaim began to investigate the lineage of this man, and to his great surprise, it became clear that he was the son of that very man.


Rav Chaim immediately told him about his father, and that there was a large inheritance waiting for him all these many years. He gave over the Swiss bank account number, and when the man went to the Swiss bank, it turned out that the balance in the account was several million dollars! 


When Rav Chaim told this story over, he said, “That man was a millionaire for years, but he never knew it. Hashem guarded the salvation for him until just the right moment when he needed it the most!”
Reprinted from the Acharei Mos – Kedoshim 5777 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights as collected by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

Story #1012
Only Six Words
From the desk of Yerachmiel Tilles
editor@ascentofsafed.com

A Jewish family lived in a village in a home that belonged to an important Count. The father of the family owed the count lots of money but had no way of repaying the debt. The count's patience wore thin and he sentenced the entire family to rot the rest of their lives in prison. 


A while passed and the family suffered terribly, but then they had a new problem. Although, they hoped, perhaps this new development could be the turn of fortune they so desperately needed. The wife had just given birth to a baby boy and they very much wanted to the brit mila (circumcision) at the age of eight days. 


Sure enough, a number of influential personalities convinced the cruel count to allow this to happen. Under the watchful eyes of many armed guards, they were released to fulfill this important mitzvah. They quickly gathered ten men from the surrounding area and performed the circumcision, which was then followed by a celebratory meal. 


Present at the affair was the local chief of police. As the meal wore on, the alcohol flowed freely and loosened some tongues. Highly intoxicated, the police chief offered a few wealthy Jews at the party a daring proposal: "I have three extremely fast horses that run like deer, if you all pay me well, I will take the Jew and his family away to a distant place and no one will ever know what happened to them."


They agreed, and paid the policeman a hefty sum. It was a long winter night and the roads were icy, so a chase would be very difficult and the escapees would be able to cover a large distance without pursuit. 


After making sure that the guards were completely intoxicated, the police chief led them into the night.


A short while into their dangerous journey the parents came to a horrifying realization; the baby had been left behind! Weeping bitter tears, they begged their gentile benefactor to turn around and pick up the infant. However, the man refused to do this; he felt it would endanger his life if the guards awoke and discovered them to be missing. 


The horses galloped on as planned and they arrived at the city before daybreak. He bid them farewell and rode off into the distance towards home. 


At midnight the guards had shaken off the effects of the strong drinks and were wide awake when they realized that the prisoners had made a run for it. They quickly told the count what had happened and he ordered his men to take the fastest horses and conduct a manhunt far and wide to locate the escapees. However, as thoroughly as they searched they were not able to locate the vanished Jews. Meanwhile, they informed the count about their shocking discovery of a bundle that was left behind in the courtyard, which was in fact the little baby boy.


Despairing of recapturing the baby's parents, the count decided that he would keep the infant and raise him to be his servant. 


When the chief of police returned home and got wind of the whole incident, he passionately pleaded with the count to allow him to adapt the baby as his son, because he and his wife were childless. The count was very fond of the chief of police and agreed to relinquish the boy.


As the years passed on, this little boy grew up believing that this policeman and his wife were his real parents. When he reached the age of eight they taught him how to herd cattle, which he did diligently.


One day, while grazing the cattle, the young boy got into a quarrel with some of the other shepherds. Names and taunting were slung freely through the air, until eventually they teased him that he was actually a Jew boy and not a child of the honorable officer of the law. 


Of course at first the boy didn't believe them and dismissed it as childish teasing, but they continued tormenting him about this and told him that the proof was that he was circumcised. 


In private he decided to check. Realizing that indeed he was a Jew and these were not his real parents, he decided that he wanted to devote himself to discovering his true roots and find his father and mother. He began hatching a plan of how to escape. 


The perfect opportunity arose when his adoptive parents left on a trip for a few days. Running with every ounce of strength, the boy arrived in a city that had a Jewish community. 


After hearing his incredible story, the compassionate Jews stripped him of his gentile attire and dressed him like a good Jewish boy, complete with a talit katan (four-cornered garment) and tzitzit (strands) dangling from them. 


For one year he remained in this city and learnt the Alef-Beit and to read, but then for fear of discovery he left to another town where he furthered his education and learned Chumash (Scripture), Gemara (Talmud) and had a proper bar mitzvah when he turned thirteen. At that point he felt it was time for him to leave once again, in order to find a larger town that had a proper yeshiva, and so he did. 


After a few years of devoted study, he became an accomplished Talmudic scholar. The owner of the local tavern, a Jew who was a chasid of Rabbi Michil of Zlotchov, hired the brilliant young man to tutor his children. 


On one occasion, when the tavern owner was planning to travel to his rebbe, R. Michil, he invited the young man to join him on the trip, if he so desired. The young man replied, "Why wouldn't I want to come along? In fact this would be an excellent opportunity for this great man to help me find my parents."


When the young man was allowed to speak privately with R. Michil, he poured out his heart to the tzadik (holy man) and told him all that had happened, begging him for help in finding his true roots.


Reb Michel listened carefully to the whole story but didn't say a word, instead he took out a piece of parchment and wrote a few words on it. Turning to the young man and handing him the tightly rolled little scroll which he had sewn into a pouch, he said, "Take this and always keep it on you. But don't open it! On the day of your wedding, arrange for a qualified rabbi to tear open the stitching and read it. You will then be able to marry according to Jewish Law."


Following the tzadik's instruction explicitly, although without any comprehension of its meaning, the young man returned home and continued his lifestyle of teaching and learning.


At the age of nineteen he agreed to begin looking into different proposals for marriage. It so happened that his employer had a wealthy acquaintance who lived some distance away but from time to time would come to town, and they would do business together. This man noticed the teacher and was very impressed by what he saw; he felt this young man would be perfect for his daughter.


Everything went as the girl's parents planned and within a short time the engagement was celebrated. The rich man was very pleased with his son-in-law to be and brought him to his city amidst great honor and fanfare. 


The day of the wedding arrived and hundreds of people gathered together to join in the festive occasion. Standing under the chupah/canopy, the groom suddenly remembered the scroll from Rebbe Michil. He turned to his future in-laws and told them, "The wedding mustn't take place today; it will have to be rescheduled for tomorrow. We need a knowledgeable rabbi here first." 


He then went on to relate all the details of the meeting with Rebbe Michil. A messenger was quickly dispatched to a nearby town to bring the head of the rabbinical court, so that the festivities could go on. 


The next day the young man handed over the mysterious scroll to the rabbi and waited with impatient curiosity. As soon as the rabbi opened it, he noticed that it had only six words written on it. It was inscribed: "How can a brother marry his sister?"

The rabbi was completely dumbfounded by what he read and had no idea what it could possibly mean. He showed it to the young groom who, much to the astonishment of the rabbi, became very joyous and began clapping his hands. He then set out running towards the house of his bride's family.


Meanwhile, all the guests and family had become concerned by the odd behavior of the intended groom. They worried that he had gone crazy. When the rabbi arrived and saw the worry on the face of the bride's father, he turned towards the young man and asked for the meaning behind the mysterious words. 


The young man agreed happily. He related his entire life story from beginning to end, concluding that he was certain that the words of the tzadik were there to help him find his family, and that the bride was none other than his sister, and her father, who was standing in front of him, was also his father.


After doing some research and asking some questions, all the dates and locations matched up. Everyone realized simultaneously that a miracle had just occurred.


Parents and son embraced emotionally after so many years of being separated from one another. The joy that day was much greater than any wedding would have been. Soon thereafter, the siblings both found excellent marriage mates.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Source: Adapted by Yerachmiel Tilles from the translation printed in "A Chassidisher Derher" by Shimon Helinger from "Sippurim Nora'im" by Rabbi Yaakov Caidanner, a leading chasid of whom the first three Lubavitcher Rebbes were very fond.

Biographical note: Rabbi Yechiel-Michil of Zolotchov (1731-25 Elul 1786), son of Rabbi Yitzchak of Drohovitch, was introduced by his father to the Baal Shem Tov at a young age. He also became a disciple of the Maggid of Mezritch. It is said that his sermons consistently aroused his listeners to repentance. Many of his teachings are collected in Mayim Rabim.

Connection: Weekly Reading of Acharei Mot - Kedoshim. Both record many forbidden incestuous relationships.

Reprinted from the Parshas Acharei Mos-Kedoshim 5777 email of KabbalaOnline.org, a project of Ascent of Safed. www.ascentofsafed.com

Not Wanting to Waste Time

Rav Gamliel Rabinovich has spoken about the importance of not wasting time, and using any spare time for learning Torah, saying Tehilim, or doing Chesed. He related that he knows many special people who have acted this way, doing whatever they could so they did not waste their time. 

Rav Gamliel said, “In Yerushalayim, there was a man, a great Talmid Chacham, Rav Aharon Slotkin, zt”l, who was fluent in the writings of the Arizal and knew them by heart. This man had a very rare quality, and tried to account  for every minute. 

Although he was very learned, when he became older, it was very difficult for him to delve into the Torah, and he left the Yeshivah and he joined a group that recited Tehilim. 

This group was formed by Rav Mendel Gefner, zt”l, and it was designed for those who were elderly and weak, and who did not have the strength to study anything else. Rav Aharon, even though he was a distinguished Talmid Chacham, was not too proud to join this group, and he explained, ‘This is what I am able to do now. True, learning Torah is difficult for me, but this does not allow me to waste any of my time!’”

Reprinted from the Pashas Acharei Mos-Kedoshim 5777 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights as compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.
Rav Yisroel Salanter and the Cholera Epidemic in Vilna


In the year 1849, a cholera epidemic broke out in Vilna. As the plague spread through the city, Rav Yisroel Salanter, Of Blessed Memory, formed an emergency committee to extend aid to those stricken. Many of his students organized into teams to nurse the sick. 


Rav Yisroel told the students not to employ non-Jews to tend to the victims on Shabbos, but rather do whatever was necessary by themselves. One Friday night, one of the town’s dignitary’s children fell victim to the plague.


Following the instructions of their Rebbi, Rav Yisroel’s students went to fetch wood, light a fire, and boil water for the sick child. After the child had recovered, the father went to the offices of the committee to express his thanks to Rav Yisroel and his students.


His words of gratitude, however, were tinged with criticism that the students could have been more careful not the desecrate Shabbos in treating the child.


Rav Yisroel become agitated – not because of the criticism – but because the issue concerned saving lives, and he harshly rebuked the man: “How dare you speak about the wonderful young men who risk their lives to tend to the needs of the people! Will you teach us that which is permitted and that which is forbidden? I organized these young men, promised their parents that they would not fall victim to the epidemic and return home in perfect health. Are you capable of issuing such a decree?” (Story from the Talelei Oros)


Comment: Interestingly, that same year on Yom Kippur, despite the opposition of the Vilna Rabbis, Rabbi Salanter ascended the Bimah (podium) of the synagogue and publicly made Kiddush, drinking wine and eating cake. His purpose was to convince the assembled that those who felt weak were to stop their fast, since the doctors with whom he consulted, felt that fasting would be mortally dangerous. 

It’s important to point out that Rabbi Salanter was famously reluctant to “Pasken” (rule Halachic questions) for others and was extremely stringent in his own personal life, but he also knew the teaching in last week’s portion, Acharei Mos, (Vayikrah 18:5) that one is to observe “Mitzvos and live by them.”
Reprinted from the Parshas Acharei Mos-Kedoshim 5777 email of Torah Sweets Weekly.

Thoughts that Count
For Parshas Emor
These are the feasts of G-d. the holy convocations, which you shall proclaim in their seasons (Lev. 23:2)


In the days of the Holy Temple, the calendar was fixed and the determination of when the festivals would fall was done by the Sanhedrin, according to the testimony of witnesses who said they had seen the new moon. Even if after the fact, it was discovered that a mistake had been made, the court's decision was final and the holiday celebrated according to their calculations. G-d gave man the absolute power to determine when a festival fell and to imbue the day with holiness.

And you shall take...willows of the brook (Lev. 23:40)


The willow, one of the four kinds we take on the holiday of Sukkot, has neither fragrance nor taste. It symbolizes those Jews who have in their possession neither Torah learning nor good deeds. Their only merit is the fact that they are descendants of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.


Maimonides teaches that even a willow that did not grow on the banks of a brook, say, one that was found growing in a desert or on a mountain-top, is kosher and may be used to perform the mitzva. Likewise, a Jew who did not grow up close to his roots in Judaism and was raised in a foreign culture, through no fault of his own, is also kosher, just by virtue of his being a Jew. (Lubavitcher Rebbe, shlita)

Reprinted from the Parshas Acharei Mos-Kedoshim 5752/1992 edition of L’Chaim Weekly.
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