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The Greatest Consolation

By Rabbi David Ashear
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If someone experiences a tragedy, Lo Alenu, and loses a loved one, the greatest consolation is knowing that Hashem was involved. When they see signs that Hashem is with them, and they understand that it was part of a bigger plan for a good reason, it brings them comfort.


A couple who lost a child some years back told me they recently had a comforting feeling seeing the hand of Hashem. The last picture they have of their son before he passed away was in their backyard being held by their son-in-law. And now, this son-in-law and their daughter just had a baby boy, and the Brit Milah fell out on the same day as their son's birthday. The child's middle name was named after their son, and this gave them Nechama. 


The couple told me, "There have been so many instances where it was so clear to them that Hashem was behind this, and that He was with them." One of those instances took place the year the boy passed away. He was hit by a car, and the couple was debating whether they should sue the driver's insurance company and collect the money they were entitled to. 


They went back and forth, and the wife said she didn't want any benefit from that money. Her husband suggested that they use the money for Tzedakah in memory of their son, and she agreed. They were put in touch with a top lawyer who was going to handle their case. 


The husband told the lawyer, "All the money we get, we'll be donating to charity and whatever that number is, we are going to match from our own pocket and donate that as well." 


The Jewish lawyer, who was not observant, was touched by their gesture, and he told the couple, "If you win the case without going to trial, I will also waive my thirty percent fee here. But I have to be honest with you, in all my years as a lawyer, that has never happened, and the odds of that happening are astronomical." 


About six months later, the husband called the lawyer and asked him if there was any progress in the case. The lawyer replied, "These things usually take years. I'll let you know when something happens." 


But before the year was even up, the lawyer called and said, "I never saw anything like this in all my years practicing law. The insurance company just sent me a letter that they are sending us the full $500,000 without going to trial. The lawyer then waived his $150,000 fee. 


The couple took the money, along with their own $500,000 and dedicated two buildings for two different Yeshivot. The man told me, "It's every parents wish to be able to buy their child a house; I bought my son two houses, two Yeshivot, in which all the Torah learned there is going to elevate his soul." The man continued, "It was so clear that Hashem was involved here." That, more than anything, gave him and his wife comfort.


There are times in life where people have to experience pain, Lo Alenu, but if during those hard times they look for Hashem and feel Him with them, it will bring them some form of consolation. May we only know of happy occasions, and may we be Zocheh to see the Moshiach speedily, and witness that awesome day when Hashem will bring back to life all of those who passed on.
Reprinted from the October 31, 2017 email of Emunah Daily.

Concepts in Judaism

G-d Gave the Torah Only To Us; Isn’t That Discrimination? Part 2

By Daniel Balas
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G-d doesn’t want to burden the nations with commandments they’re not interested

In Part 1 Tali asked:  “G-d gave the Jews a unique merit to receive the 613 commandments which have great reward, whereas non-Jews only have 7 biblical commandments with which they can earn their share in the world to come. But I always understood that G-d loves all people, they’re all his children. So why did he give us a more elevated status with 613 mitzvoth? Isn’t it discrimination?”

Rabbi Balas answered: First of all, G-d doesn’t demand non-Jews to do all 613 commandments and they can still be worthy of the next world for doing their 7. This is quite a stark contrast to the other religions that copied us and claim the whole world will be eternally punished for not believing in their leader or prophet.


Secondly, G-d’s commandments are life changing and require serious dedication which are noticeably absent in the other leading religions which only require you to ‘believe in him’. Judaism doesn’t offer such an easy way out and   G-d knows all our hearts and knows to give his Torah to those who were interested in it which was us who said “we will do and we will understand”. This still doesn’t preclude non-Jews seeking the truth from becoming Jews if they choose to.


That was a summary of part one, to read it click here

The second answer is:


G-d doesn’t to burden the nations with commandments they’re not interested in.


We can now ask: Do the nations keep the 7 mitzvoth they were commanded by G-d through Noah? Does the Ishmaelite refrain from spilling innocent blood or does he kill innocents out of hatred, revenge, conquests or ‘family honor’? Do Christians and Europeans keep themselves modest these days or do they publically encourage grave sins like adultery? 


Do the Asians avoid eating limbs of live animals? Have they desisted from idol worship? Have countries in Asia and Africa establish moral countries to treat their citizens with justice between one another. Do they worry for orphans and widows or do they look out for the interests of the wealthy and influential and trample the rights of the poor?


We all know the answer to this. If the nations don’t even keep the most base level original 7 mitzvoth handed down to Noah why should G-d burden them with more mitzvoth they have no plans of keeping? And if they fail to keep them they would get punished too, so does it make sense to give them these mitzvoth?


The Torah reports to us how 3,300 years ago the ancient nations were of very low moral caliber practicing sacrifice of their children and making temples to serve their idols in the most abominable ways in addition to being exceedingly cruel to the powerless.


The Torah states and commands: “Like the deeds of the land of Egypt where you lived, do not do and like the deeds of the land of Canaan where I am bringing you to, do not do… (Leviticus 18) This chapter describes serious sins of incest between fathers and daughters, mothers and sons, adultery, living with animals and homosexuality. 


The chapter concludes: “Do not sully yourself with all these, for with all these (deeds) the nations I’m banishing for you sullied themselves. The land became sullied and I will remember its sin upon it and the land will spew out its inhabitants. And you should keep my decrees and laws and don’t do any of these abominations, the citizen and convert that dwell among you. For all these abominations the inhabitants before you have done and they sullied the land.”


The Torah describes the nations at the time of the Jews conquering the land: “Hear o Israel; you are crossing the Jordan River today to go banish nations far larger and mightier than you… Not for your righteousness you come to banish and inherit the land rather for the evil of these nations the Lord your G-d banishes them from before you and to keep the oath G-d made to your forefathers.” (Deuteronomy 9)


Since G-d saw that they don’t want Him or His commandments He didn’t give them the Torah but left them with the minimum requirement of the 7 Noahide laws which deal with basic laws between a man and fellow man.


We must remember that only through the Torah’s spreading around the world by the religions that copied it did the nations get any smattering of recognition of the reality that G-d is one and through meeting the Jews they merited having some moral uplifting relative to where they had previously sunk to, but they are far away from G-d’s will and still have a long way to go till they fulfill the minimum G-d asked of them. The nations always conducted themselves with lewdness and corruption proving they don’t love G-d and aren’t interested in His Torah guiding them. They gave up on the Torah by choosing the deeds they did. 

Reprinted from the October 24, 2017 website of Hidabroot.
Rabbi Berel Wein on
Parshat Chaya Sarah 5778

Avraham and Sarah have a loyal and devoted trustworthy servant named Eliezer. His abilities and nobility of character enable him to be entrusted with the most personal and sensitive of assignments and missions. His name has been used by Jewish families for thousands of years as an honorable name for their sons.


In fact, our great teacher Moshe named his younger son Eliezer as a remembrance of G-d’s saving him from the vengeance of Pharaoh. Yet this original Eliezer who occupies such a significant role in this week’s Torah reading somehow disappears into the mist of history.


What was the future of this great disciple of Avraham? What of his family and progeny? Is he part of our continuing story or is he like Lot and Lavan, side characters who eventually depart the scene of Jewish eternity?

Neither Torah nor tradition informs us as to these matters. Eliezer’s end like his beginning remains a complete mystery to us. But his name is preserved in the Jewish world regularly and eternally and that is no small matter of importance.
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Rabbi Berel Wein

It is interesting to note that this is the way of the Torah regarding many great personalities in Jewish history who are mentioned in Scripture but remain basically unknown.  Their names are remembered and referenced throughout the generations but their lives and experiences remain hidden to us. To a certain extent they are like the “unknown soldier,” the one who sacrifices all for the cause but whose own story remains a mystery to later generations.


In a comment to a later narrative that appears in the Torah, Ramban points out that G-d, so speak, uses unknown or “ordinary” people to propel forward great historical and spiritual processes. Eliezer is no ordinary person but his personal story, whatever it truly was, is not essential to the message of continuity of the generations that created the Jewish people.


He, like all humans, had a purpose and mission in life. He was to further and spread the faith and ideas of Abraham in a disinterested pagan world. He did his part by loyally fulfilling the instructions of Abraham in finding the proper mate for Isaac.  He may not have realized how eternally important that mission and task really was, but the Torah devotes much space and detail to the matter, proving its importance.


He accomplished the goal set before him by history and circumstance. His name was and is preserved throughout all later Jewish generations though his personal biography itself remains shrouded in silence and secrecy. The Torah, like life itself, is often enigmatic, concentrating on the forest and not dwelling on the individual trees. Appreciating this basic fact will go a long way in allowing us to have a proper understanding of Torah and its message to us in all times and ages.


The Torah, which is very detailed at times, nevertheless presents us with the broad and timeless view of people and events. We should always remember this for we are all participants in the drama of the Jewish people and its wondrous story.
Reprinted from the Parshat Chaya Sarah 5778 website of Rabbiwein.com

The Importance of a Mitzvah Commanded by G-d

Adapted from the works of

Rabbi Menachem M. Schneerson, zt”l

The Lubavitcher Rebbe.
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This week's Torah portion, Chayei Sara, tells us about the mission upon which Abraham sent Eliezer his servant, and the oath he made Eliezer take beforehand. Enjoining him to find the proper wife for his son Isaac, Abraham tells Eliezer: "Put, I pray you, your hand under my thigh."

Customarily, when a person takes an oath, he must hold something holy upon which he swears. This is why Abraham told Eliezer to place his hand under his thigh, for Abraham had performed the mitzva of circumcision when he was ninety-nine years old.


Some perplexing questions arise from Abraham's behavior. According to our Sages, the patriarchs performed the mitzvot even before we received the Torah. Did Abraham, then, have nothing else upon which to ask Eliezer to swear, other than the mitzva of circumcision? And, if Abraham already followed the laws of the Torah, why did he wait until G-d personally commanded him to circumcise himself at such an advanced age?


Chasidic philosophy explains that there is a great difference between mitzvot performed before the Torah was given and after. Prior to the Revelation, mitzvot--even those performed by our ancestors--did not have the power to bring holiness into the world. Physical reality was unchanged by the performance of a mitzva, and the physical objects that were used remained in their former state. There was an unbridgeable gap between the spiritual and physical realms. The power to combine the spiritual and the physical was only given to the Jewish people after the Torah was revealed on Mount Sinai. Since that time, when a Jew performs a mitzva with a physical object, that object is elevated and becomes holy.


No matter how refined a person may be, he is limited in his ability to imbue the physical with G-dliness. But, since we do mitzvot with the power given to us by G-d and the strength that comes from His commandments the physical world is elevated by our actions.


The only mitzva Abraham performed as a direct command from G-d was circumcision. Thus, this mitzva carried the power of G-d's command. This explains why Abraham waited so long to circumcise himself. He wanted to perform the mitzva in such a manner that his body would acquire holiness. Because the circumcision was done in response to a direct command from G-d, Abraham was given the opportunity to make his flesh holy.


This mitzva, therefore, was the only one which Abraham could possibly ask Eliezer to swear on for any other physical article he had used in his life to perform mitzvot did not have the same holiness.

Reprinted from Issue z#187 of L’Chaim Weekly (Parshat Chayeh Sarah 5752/1991,) a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.

Rav Avigdor Miller on
The Nagging Wife
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QUESTION: Is it proper for a wife to nag her husband? 


ANSWER: Absolutely it's proper. But it depends for what, and it depends how it's done. If it's done for the mitzvah of nagging, which is usually the case, then not only is it improper, but it's a ruination of herself. 


A husband, even the nicest and quietest husband, will come to hate a woman who is a nag. It won't help how beautiful she is. And it won't matter how much of a good cook and good housekeeper she is. If she nags מצות לשם nagging, just for the sake of nagging, then she's going to become hated. So it doesn't pay, it doesn't pay to become hated. 


Now, if something has to be done by the husband, then that's a different story. If something must be done, and the husband is obstinate, that's different. All husbands are stubborn like mules, this you have to know. There isn't a husband who is not stubborn like a mule. 


And there isn't a woman who is not frantic about it like a wild cat. However, both of them are wrong. All the husbands are stubborn and all the women are wild. So it's not a simple job for a frantic cat to properly nag a stubborn mule. But with wisdom it's possible. 


When somebody uses a certain amount of perspicacity, a certain amount of judgement, they can sometimes accomplish what they want, what is needed, with judicial nagging. But I'm repeating, if nagging is done just for the pleasure of needling somebody, of hurting him, then it doesn't pay. It doesn't pay at all. And that's a very important lesson. 


Many times, the objective you were aiming for, the objective for which you started out on a career of nagging is very small, and it simply doesn't justify losing favor in the eyes of your husband. That objective, of keeping his favor, is often more important than the objective that you are trying to achieve, what you are trying to get him to do, by nagging him. 


Always remember that each one of you, each spouse, has capital that you come into the marriage with, capital that has been built up, and that capital has to be preserved. And that capital is the goodwill of your partner. You want to maintain your partner's love and respect for you. That comes first. You want to preserve that capital. Now sometimes, if it's an emergency, you might have to sacrifice that too. But otherwise, watch your step, because you're giving away something that you might never be able to regain. (TAPE # 508)

Reprinted from the October 28, 2017 email of Toras Avigdor (info@torasavigdor.org)

We Really Can Change!

By Rabbi Moshe Meir Weiss
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Recently, I gave a shiur on sholom bayis-marital harmony. A day later, I asked one of my friends who attended with his wife if he thought it was helpful.  He told me the following candid response. “Rabbi Weiss,” he said, “Everything you said is absolutely true and the practices you propose are ones that we should definitely follow.  
“However, after the lecture, I spoke with some of my buddies who also attended and we all said the same thing.  In our group of friends, each couple has been married for over thirty years and we’ve been doing things the same way for decades.  Does Rabbi Weiss really think that at our age we can start to make significant changes?”

I mulled over this reaction for a period of time and I came to the following conclusion. The answer is a resounding “YES!” Hashem expects the Torah personality to always be thinking about change.  This is why the Hebrew word for soul, neshamah, has the same letters as the word meshaneh, which means to change, for the very fulfillment of the soul in this world is to constantly change and better ourselves. Hashem will not reward us for the raw materials that he granted us.  Rather, our reward will be for the improvements that we work on from what He has granted us.

However, my friend did raise an important point. Normally as the saying goes, “You can’t teach an old dog new tricks.” So, how does one successfully go about a career of change? I believe a very secret ingredient for success in this objective is to develop the right retzonos, desires and will. The Gemora, in Masechtas Makos, teaches us the following truth which is taught to us in the Torah, again in the Nevi’im, and yet once again in the Kesuvim. 
Its teaching is, “Baderech she’adom rotzeh leileich bah molichin oso - In the way a person wants to go, he or she is led.” This is an absolutely fundamental principle for we can make our own fate by sincerely wanting something. For then, Hashem will give us Siyata d’Shmaya, the Divine assistance, to achieve our desire. As the Gemora teaches us, “Habo litaheir m’sayin oso - One who wants to purify, Hashem will assist him.” Or, as the Zohar teaches, “Ein dovor omeid bifnei harotzon - Nothing stands in the way of an honest desire.”

Unfortunately, most of us have only mundane and small dreams and desires. They might range from a good steak to a good read, a better car or a promotion. While there is nothing wrong with these things, we need to focus on spiritual hopes. Let me list a few.  
We should fervently desire that when we daven, we should be focused on Hashem and know what we are saying. Similarly, we should desire to be able to be generous with our hard earned money for it is very tough to part with our money and share it with others.

Recently, I watched someone go over to a multi-millionaire to ask him for a handout. While most of the people in the room were giving him dollar bills, this wealthy man handed him a one-dollar bill, asked him for change, and then took back three quarters. At first I was amazed. The man could have easily given him a hundred dollars if he wanted to. But to take back change from a dollar!?  
Upon reflection, I realized that if a person isn’t schooled in the art of giving, his money is an extension of himself and every bit that he gives away is like a mini-amputation. A person really has to want to invest in one’s own eternity by giving generously to charity.

We need to want to learn Torah every 12 hours of our life for, after all, “Techilas dino shel odom eino ela b’divrei Torah - The first matter a person will be judged about at the end of his days is over his Torah output.” We must want to connect deeply with each of our children, and separately with each one, so that when they marry and leave us we shouldn’t feel that we failed them. Finally, to answer my friend’s question, we must truly desire that our spouse should love us and the only way that we can truly achieve some adoring looks from him or her is if we constantly are giving and doing for them.

The Tzetel Koton teaches that to change one’s nature in any area, whether it is to learn to smile, to get up in the morning for prayers, or to hold back a sharp retort, is to practice the good trait or abstain from the bad one for forty consecutive days. That changes a nature for we are taught, “Arboim yom leyitsiras havlad - It takes forty days to create an embryo.”  When it comes to change, forty is the magic number.  That’s why there are forty saah in a mikvah which transforms one from contamination to purity, the great flood which purified the world was for forty days and forty nights, Moshe Rabbeinu was on Har Sinai for 40 days and forty nights to receive the Torah which would change the world.

In the merit of our Torah study, may Hashem give us spiritual skill and stamina to constantly change and improve, and in that merit may we be blessed with long life, good health, and everything wonderful.

Repritned from the April 16, 2015 website of Matzav.com

Who Ruled Over All that He Had (Gen. 24:2)


These words refer to Abraham and indicate just how great a person he was. Though Abraham amassed wealth, he did not become like some other wealthy people for whom money becomes the only motivating factor in their lives. Abraham ruled over his possessions, and not the other way around. (Klai Yakar)
Reprinted from Issue z#187 of L’Chaim Weekly (Parshat Chayeh Sarah 5752/1991,) a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.
Rabbi Eli J. Mansour on

Parashat Chayei Sarah 5778
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.

Parashat Chayei Sarah tells of the death of our matriarch Sarah, Avraham's wife. Sarah was originally named "Sarai," and only later (Bereishit, chapter 17) did G-d change her name to "Sarah." What does the name "Sarah" signify, and how does it differ from "Sarai"? 


The Rabbis explain that the word "Sarai" means "control over the individual," in the singular form, whereas "Sarah" means "control over everyone." G-d called Sarah by this name to indicate that she controlled the entire world, that her control and dominion had no limits.


The obvious question arises, over whom exactly did Sarah exert control?  She wasn't a queen; she had no monarchal power or authority over other people. How, then, are we to understand the name "Sarah," the reference to her unlimited control? 


The answer is that she controlled the world, rather than allowing the world to control her.  Life is full of crises, challenges and trials, and most people lack the fortitude to properly confront and deal with these situations. We often buckle under pressure and lose control over our lives. Rather than retaining our composure and seizing control, we become victims of the world, of our own lives.


Sarah most certainly had a crisis-ridden life. There is no need to describe the pain and frustration of ninety years of infertility. And yet, throughout the years of anguish and disappointment, she managed to maintain her dignity, the warm hospitality extended to her many visitors, and the aura of peace and serenity in her home.


What more, twice Sarah was kidnapped. Both in Egypt and in Gerar, she was abducted by force, brought to the king without her consent. Such an experience –even had it occurred just once – would normally break a person's spirit and send him or her into despair and perhaps even dysfunction. But Sarah was a woman of control and dominion.  She controlled her life, and refused to allow these otherwise traumatic experiences to overcome her. She triumphed over hardship and frustration, rather than fall victim to them.


How does one achieve such control? From where does a person like Sarah draw the strength to overcome the vicissitudes of life and retain his or her control and composure? 


The answer, most likely, is that this power stems from the belief that nothing in the world happens by chance; it all happens by design. G-d never makes a mistake; there is no such thing as an angel misunderstanding instructions or as something that occurs to the "wrong guy." The Almighty knows what He is doing, even when we cannot see or understand why things happen as they do – and we often don't. 


If we firmly believe that G-d's hand lies behind all that transpires, we won't break, we won't lose our control. We will instead have the confidence to confront the challenges of life and overcome them, knowing that it is G-d who presented us with these challenges for a particular purpose. 


Indeed, this can be seen in Sarah's own life. The Torah tells that G-d punished Avimelech, king of Gerar, for abducting Sarah by afflicting him and his entire household with infertility, and He demanded that Avimelech beseech Avraham to pray on his behalf for this disorder to be cured. 


And the Gemara says that because Avraham, who himself longed for a child, prayed that Avimelech and his household be cured from infertility, he was himself blessed with a child. Yitzchak was born after – and as a result of – Avraham's prayer on behalf of Avimelech. 


It turns out, then, that Sarah was blessed with a son as a result of her abduction by Avimelech. Such a painful and frightening experience ultimately yielded the fulfillment of her wishes and prayers of ninety years. 


Not always will we understand why things happen in life as they do, but by firmly believing, as Sarah did, that everything is carefully designed by G-d, and that only He knows what is best, we, too, can take control over life, rather than allowing life take control over us.

Reprinted from the Parashat Chayei Sarah 5778 website of the Edmund J. Safra Synagogue of Brooklyn.

It’s the Thought that Counts

By Rabbi Ze’ev Kraines
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The most important part of a mezuzah is invisible. The thoughts and intentions of the sofer breathe soul into the letters, transforming a piece of animal hide into a pulsating “power-pack.” 

As the sofer sits down to write a mezuzah he must focus and say: “Behold I am writing for the sake of the holiness of mezuzah.” If these words were in the sofer’s mind but not verbally expressed at the outset, the mezuzah is invalid. 
Although this one declaration is effective for the duration of the entire writing process, if the sofer takes a break for eating, sleeping, or other activities, ideally, he should repeat the declaration upon resuming. 

That’s not all. A special declaration is verbalized before the writing of every one of the many Divine names in the mezuzah: “Behold I am writing for the sake of the holiness of the Divine Name.” Before adding this enhanced level of intention, the sofer first sanctifies the ink on his quill by writing a letter in the scroll. 

Aside from these thoughts, exceptionally learned sofrim infuse their writing with kabbalistic intentions, especially when inscribing the Divine names. A sofer must also keep in mind at all times the many intricate rules and protocols of proper halachic writing. Once he begins writing the name of Hashem he is forbidden to interrupt. 

I once arrived at the home of a sofer for a meeting. I knew he was there, but for some reason he did not respond to the doorbell. Finally, he appeared and explained apologetically that even if I was David, King of Israel, he could not have come to the door earlier as he was in the middle of writing the Name of G-d.


The Mishnah records that a certain scribe had mastered a special method of writing the four letters of G-d’s name simultaneously with four quills tied to his fingers. He mastered this to ensure that the Name would never be in an incomplete state. All of this requires extraordinary focus, diligence, and devotion. It is no wonder that the Sages write that the most important quality of a sofer is his “fear of Heaven” — even more important than the beauty of his script.


Additionally, our rabbis have asserted that the piety of the sofer enhances the holiness and power of the mezuzot that he writes. Many sofrim are accustomed to purifying themselves before writing by immersing in a mikveh. Fear of Heaven is a crucial quality for a more basic reason. Many of the errors that disqualify a mezuzah are undetectable, and some cannot be corrected later. 

An unscrupulous sofer can pass on an invalid mezuzah as kosher, with only Heaven as his witness. This is another reason why a person should be careful to purchase his scrolls from a reputable source. We often are happy to spend money purchasing a beautiful mezuzah cover to grace our home. But we are in shock when we discover what a properly written kosher scroll costs. We must just remember: It’s the thought that counts!

Reprinted from the Parshat Lech Lecha 5778 email of OHRNET, the Ohr Somayach Torah Magazine of the Internet.
Thoughts that Count for Parashat Chayei Sarah

Four hundred shekels of silver, in negotiable currency (Gen. 23:16)

The Torah foresaw the future difficulties Jews would have defending their rights to their holy sites. The Torah therefore devotes much time detailing the transaction by which Abraham acquired the Cave of Machpela, and the exact sum he spent to purchase it. (Drashot El-Ami)
Reprinted from Issue z#187 of L’Chaim Weekly (Parshat Chayeh Sarah 5752/1991,) a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.

The Golden Chain

By Rabbi Sholom D. Avtzon
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I am sharing another story discussed at a simchas beis hashoieva farbrengen.


Don Manuel was a close confidant to the king; however, he was never safe, as he lived in Spain during the infamous decades of the bloodthirsty inquisition. So while he conducted his life as if he was a pious member of the Church, deep down they scorned and hated him. 


Of course he was the first to be asked to contribute to all their worthy causes and he gave generously, but there always lurked the suspicion that he is doing it as an act to cover up his deepest secret that he is still a Jew at heart, and for that he was despised.


But he had the most powerful friend possible, the king himself. So by him the dreaded inquisition, had to be extremely careful that if they pounce on him, it is with irrefutable evidence. Their agents worked in his house and were around him and his family constantly, but there was nothing they could remotely point to as an adherence to Jewish tradition. But they bid their time, hoping that they will find something.   


Sure enough one day, they found the evidence needed. His family had gone on an extended vacation, to an undisclosed location and coincidently some of those days were Jewish holidays. Obviously they went to practice their religion in secret. The fact that Don Manuel didn’t join them was proof that he was just trying to cover for them, and he was duly arrested. 


Don Manuel’s arrest was big news; it sent the message that even the mightiest cannot escape the reach of the Inquisition and their tribunal.


The king was saddened; he relied on his wise counsel, and treasured their friendship. But even his hands were tied, there was nothing he can do; the law was clear.


But then on the day he was to be burned in the auto de fe’ the king realized, if he can get him to admit his sin and publicly convert, then he has the authority to save him. So when the prisoner was brought to the public square in chains, the king left his place and walked over to his trusted advisor and asked him to kiss and bow down to the cross and he will save him and restore him to his position.


Don Manuel replied, “Your Majesty, the chains”


Thinking that he was saying he can’t walk because his feet were tied in chains, the king ordered that the chains be removed.


The tribunal wasn’t pleased with this, but they realized that they have to obey the king, and anyways the accused is surrounded by soldiers, so there is no chance he can escape, and they removed the shackles from his feet.


Then the king repeated his request and said Don Manuel, I had the iron chains removed from your feet, acknowledge the truth of our religion.


But once again Don Manuel replied, “Your majesty, the chains”.


Thinking that he was referring to the chains that secured his hands behind his back, the king once again gave the command to release him from those chains as well.


Once he was completely unshackled, the king said, I untied you as you requested, now show that the accusation against you are false, and you will be free and returned to your glorious position.


Don Manuel raised his hand and replied, Your majesty, there is a golden chain linking me to our forefathers Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Are you expecting me to break loose from that? I am linked to my Creator, even in death.”


I chose this story, as last week we read and learn about akeidas Yitzchok. The [Lubavitcher]Rebbe [Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, zt”l] instructed his secretary, Rabbi [Chaim Mordechai Aizik]Hodakov (1902-1993) to instruct mosdos chinuch, that even though the children in the younger grades do not say the entire davening; nevertheless, they should be encouraged to say parshas akeidah every day. 


The explanation given was “every Jewish child has to know, that a Jew is willing to sacrifice their life in order to sanctify Hashem’s name. [And nowadays that Boruch Hashem we don’t face those challenges, we just have to sometimes sacrifice our comfort or enjoyment, we definitely have the strength to overcome those challenges.]”

Reprinted from Rabbi Avtzon’s email of Parshas Vayeira 5778. Rabbi Avtzon is a veteran mechanech and author of numerous books on the Rebbeim and their chassidim. He is available to farbreng in your community and can be reached at avtzonbooks@gmail.com 

Judy Gruen’s Memoir Highlights Her Journey

To Orthodox Judaism

By Daniel Keren



(“The Skeptic and the Rabbi: Falling in Love with Faith” A Memoir by Judy Gruen, 219 pages, softcover, She Writes Press)


Perhaps one of the most courageous acts of a secular Jew today is to make that difficult and often unpopular decision to become religiously observant insofar as the general society around us has become increasingly more hostile to those who base their lives on principles of faith. The universities and the media and Hollywood entertainment doyans are quite confident in their atheistic or “humanistic” principles that sarcastically make fun of the traditional Christian Judaic lifestyle that once defined what life in the United States symbolized.


Judy Gruen a very talented free-lance writer has just published a thoughtful and at time humorous memoir that goes a long way towards explaining why an intelligent university-educated female Jew would make such a major life-changing decision.


It would be nice to say that Mrs. Gruen made a diligent examination of the different life choice options and came to the inevitable realization that nothing comes close to Orthodox Judaism in both truth and beauty of lifestyle. But as she reveals, having grown up in a traditional but strongly secular Jewish home in Los Angeles, her decision was more the result of having met a nice Jewish boy from Chicago named Jeff who having spent a few weeks at Aish Hatorah in Jerusalem was committed towards becoming more religiously observant in his own personal life.
[image: image11.jpg]



A recent photo of Judy and husband Jeff Gruen

While Judy and Jeff were dating back in the early 1980s, he cajoled his future wife into joining him at Torah classes from Rabbi Daniel Lapin, a native of South Africa who was at that time forging an incredible and most unique baal teshuvah community at the Pacific Jewish Center in Venice Beach, California.


If truth be told, Judy would have been much more happier if Jeff would have ditched his fascination with Orthodox Judaism as she realized that the journey towards more religious observance would make it more difficult for her to keep previous friendships and complicate relationships in the work place.


Judy in her introduction confesses about her memoir: “It is not a sugar-coated fluffy paen to the joys of religious observance. It’s a real story about a real struggle, the most wrenchingly difficult decision of my life but also the best; one that has yielded blessings beyond my imagination. It’s also about the legacy and impact of my grandparents, a love story between my husband and me, and even, yes, a love story between me and my faith.”


In her memoir, Judy reveals that she considered herself too modern to be affiliated in any way with Orthodoxy and wasn’t too happy with Jeff’s leanings towards Orthodox Judaism and his spiritual quest for a more meaningful life. As she writes, “I had to admit, I had never given the idea of setting spiritual goals a thought.”


As she explored a more Orthodox Judaism, Judy naturally got unpleasant flack from her traditional but secular family, friends and colleagues at work. Ironically she received more support from a Catholic friend and co-worker. Chapter 10 of her memoir is titled “Friendships Lost and Found.”


She writes that she finally allowed herself to enjoy Rabbi Lapin’s Thursday night Torah classes, recognizing that the rabbi “had a remarkable intellect. It was impossible not to admire his vast knowledge, wit, and charismatic teaching style. Finally I was learning substantial things about what the Torah said, and thereby more of Jewish history. I began to absorb the concept that we had a destiny that was still unfolding. My Hebrew reading and vocalbulary were improving as well.”


One of the most poignant moments in her memoir was the realization after her marriage and with young children growing up in the house, her encouraging them to be more Jewish challenged her to finally make the important commitment to cover her hair with a sheitel wig.


“The Skeptic and the Rabbi: Falling in Love with Faith” is a sincere and quite effective defense of Orthodox Judaism that is primarily aimed at Jewish women today who are even more captured by the dominant liberal attitudes of the Western World, especially feminism. Will it convince such a reader to give Torah Judaism serious consideration? I’m not sure, but if read by a secular Jew, it will certainly give them a respect for those like Judy and Jeff who have made that major life style choice. And for committed Orthodox Jews, reading Judy’s memoir will certainly give them an honest insight into the challenges that increasingly confront secular Jews, an endangered species and a great respect for those who have the courage to try and come closer to their true religious and cultural heritage.


“The Skeptic and the Rabbi” by Judy Gruen is available in bookstores.

Reprinted from the November 9, 2017 edition of The Jewish Connection.

Ukraine Objecting to

Moving Bones of Nachman

Of Breslov to Israel

By David Israel

Reb Nahman's Tomb in Uman, Ukraine


After 207 years in which Rabbi Nachman of Breslov’s Hasidim have been embarking on pilgrimages to his graveside in Uman, Ukraine, especially just before Rosh Hashanah, the holy man’s followers want to move his bones to a grave in Jerusalem – perhaps in the wake of an increasing number of anti-Semitic incidents in Uman.


According to a Monday report on Army Radio, Israeli diplomats have already inquired with the Ukrainian government regarding moving Reb Nachman’s remains to Jerusalem, but, as it turns out, Kiev is not prepared to give up what has become a magnet for religious tourism.


Reb Nachman, the great-grandson of the Baal Shem Tov — founder of Hassidism, attracted thousands of followers during his lifetime, and his influence continues today through many Hasidic movements such as Breslov.

According to the Army Radio report, the secret appeal was made by Deputy Foreign Minister Tzipi Hotovely (Likud), on behalf of Breslov Hasidism in Israel. The Ukrainian government has yet to issue an official response to the request, but Ukrainian officials have already made it clear to Israeli representatives that “the grave-site is a national historical asset.”


Rabbi Aryeh Lippo, one of the Hasidic group involved in the negotiations, told Army Radio: “It does not make sense that half of the Jewish people leave the Land of Israel once a year [to the Ukraine]. The Rebbe promised that whoever came to him he would grant an eternal favor and remove him from all the hellish circumstances in which he is mired.”


Rabbi Lippo promised that once Reb Nachman’s grave is the Land of Israel, “the entire people of Israel will be able to fix themselves.”

Reprinted from the November 6, 2017 email of Arutz Sheva.

More Thoughts that Count
And Isaac went out to meditate in the field (Gen. 24:63)


Rashi explains that the word "meditate" means "to pray--as if pouring forth the contents of one's heart." If such is the case, why didn't the Torah explicitly state that Isaac went out to pray in the field?


We are supposed to take a lesson for our general conduct from the way Isaac prayed. A person should not call attention to himself and publicly announce his fear of Heaven. Rather, we should conduct ourselves as Isaac did--quietly, and without fanfare. A passer-by would have thought that Isaac was only strolling in the field, when in reality he was composing the afternoon prayer. (Leket Amarim)

Reprinted from the Parshat Lech Lecha 5778 email of OHRNET, the Ohr Somayach Torah Magazine of the Internet.
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