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Naughty Boys

By Rabbi Mashiach Kelaty

Stanmore United Synagogue Sephardi Kehilla


Imagine a school classroom. The school day is nearly finished. The kids are fidgeting and restless. The teacher is still finishing off his lesson. While he is writing on the board, the bell goes. The teacher finishes writing. 


Seconds later, he swings around to address the class, ready to explain what he has painstakingly drawn on the board, and – all the kids have gone. He is alone. Sound familiar? Maybe you (like me) were one of those schoolchildren. 


But were the kids wrong? They were perfectly entitled to leave, as the bell had gone. They were not obliged to do any ‘overtime’. And yet... When Klal Yisrael received the Torah, they were commanded to leave Har Sinai and head towards the Land of Israel. And that is exactly what they did. 


The pasuk in last week’s parsha proves this: “And they journeyed from the Mountain of Hashem” (10:33). Their actions were perfect. However, they were punished by Hashem. 


Whatever for? Didn’t they follow their instructions by the book? 


The Ramban gives us the answer. He quotes a Midrash which says that when Bnei Yisrael left Har Sinai, they fled ‘like a child running away from school’. They had had it with mitzvos. They had just received 613 of them. They wanted to scarper before they got number 614. 


So the problem was not with their action. It was with their attitude. So how does this affect us? Well, this problem of attitude over and above action, is in fact quite endemic. 


Let’s give a couple of practical examples: Have you ever been in shul, on a Monday or Thursday morning, and someone tells you that there is a chasan there? What would your first reaction be? Mine would be “so who did the the photography?” 


Your reaction might very well be “A chasan? Yay! No tachanun!!” You would be amongst good company, as this is a very common reaction. 


Inevitably, the davening would end several minutes earlier. But what is your attitude? Is it “Now I have 10 minutes more for breakfast” or just simply, “I got out 10 minutes early! Never mind the chasan - that’s a cause for my own celebration!” 
Or do you think “I’ve just missed 10 minutes of prayer. That’s 10 minutes lost, when I could connect with Hashem. I’m sad about that. But wait – I can make up the ten minutes by learning a mishna, or saying tehillim for all the cholim. I just can’t let those extra minutes be wasted!” 


Or how about us married couples. How often do our parents invite us round for dinner. We eat – and then go. How does that make them feel? Are they our parents? Or our personal caterers? 


It would be appropriate to spend ten minutes after the meal, just with them. Talk about (almost) anything. And don’t rush it. I guarantee you that will make them feel special. Go on – Heaven knows they deserve it. 


So next time we find ourselves in one of these situations – and they happen more often than we think – let’s try and develop a positive attitude that we can adopt. It shows Hashem that we mean more to Him than just children running away from school. We are His children. Let’s act appropriately.

Reprinted from the Parshat Behalosecha email of Oneg Shabbos, the North West London’s Weekly Torah & Opinion Sheets.

The Saga of Rabbi Yosef Mizrachi

By Beth Sarafraz
 -


He came from a secular Persian-Israeli home, attended a secular Zionist public school in Bat Yam and, at 18, became a member of the Israeli Air Force.  At the conclusion of his three years in the military, his father sent him to America where his first job was working as cashier in a bagel shop.


He’d never seen or used American money, nor did he know how to use a cash register. When customers set their purchases down on the counter, he did what came naturally – he added up everything in his head and then hit the key that opened the cash drawer and put the money inside. 


His boss was totally bewildered and came over to see if his math – done faster than any cash register or computer – was correct. It was, down to the last penny. This 21-year-old kid from Israel, who barely spoke English, was able to hold long strings of numbers in his mind and, within seconds, add, subtract, multiply and/or divide to arrive at the correct answer.


Rabbi Yosef Mizrachi


Yosef Mizrachi clearly did not belong in a bagel shop. He answered an ad about a job in Manhattan’s financial district where he was the youngest applicant and the only one in informal Israeli-style jeans and shirt.  He didn’t even own a suit and had barely enough money in his pocket to cover carfare.  What he did have was a high-spirited youthful smile and respectful enthusiasm that caused the boss to give him a chance as a low-level salesperson.  Within a short time, young Yosef Mizrachi became one of the top sellers in the firm. When it became clear that he was actually outperforming the person who’d hired him, he was promoted to that person’s job.  Now, Mizrachi was the boss of people much older than him, and who had MBAs from schools like Wharton.


This rise to the top was absolutely meteoric. Although his family, his commanding officers in the IAF, and even the bagel shop owner knew how smart this “kid” was, his success and the speed that propelled him to the top was stunning.


So there he was, the same Yosef Mizrachi he’d always been, riding first class on the money train, living the American Dream – or so he thought.


He never dreamed of what was to come next. In fact, if someone would have whispered in his ear that he would turn his back on it all in order to serve Hashem with all his heart and soul as a kiruv rabbi, convincing other secular Jews in record numbers to follow his lead, he probably would have said, “Ma kara? Ma pittom?” and laughed his head off.


During a recent interview, he described how a nice secular Jewish boy with traditional ethical values decided to make a 180-degree turn in his life.  What he really did at the height of financial success was incomprehensible to his colleagues watching from the side: 


Mizrachi, whose stamina allowed him to run far ahead of the pack without a break, hardly sleeping, appeared to come to a dead stop and look back to something so important that no amount of money could replace it. He didn’t know it at the time, but as with everything in his life, the answer would come speedily. Yosef Mizrachi was looking for G-d and, at the same time, G-d was looking for him.


“I got married in Israel to an American Ashkenazi woman from Manhattan. After our wedding, we went to my cousin in Yerushalayim. He was a rabbi learning in yeshiva for years.  He spoke to me for about an hour and a half about the truth written in the Torah and that was it,” Mizrachi explained.


But he wasn’t making a major lifestyle change alone. He had a wife to consider. How did she feel about her new husband’s decision to transform himself completely – changing from a successful businessman into an Orthodox rabbi?


“My wife made the switch together with me. She had been sitting on the side listening to the whole conversation and she agreed. “I was lucky. She had been educated at Ramaz, a Modern Orthodox Jewish day school in Manhattan.  She actually didn’t care about the money. She was not materialistic. She married me because she loved me. That didn’t change. I worked a few more years and we lived in Manhattan, then moved to Monsey.”


Then there was another revelation: Yosef Mizrachi was blessed with “the gift of gab,” or maybe more precisely, the words spoken from his heart went straight to the heart of whomever was listening.


“I started to see that the people I talked to about being an observant Jew – my friends – started to change.  One became shomer Shabbat, another left the non-Jewish woman he was living with, another began keeping kosher and so on, with more and more people starting to do what I’d done. I saw I had this talent to convince people to change.  So I started to learn more, recorded a lot of lectures, read books and passed them on to others. This was only the beginning – I was just a new baal teshuva.”


He was still standing in two worlds, but that would also change. “I left my job. I went to yeshiva in Monsey and learned for a few good years. I even started teaching Gemara at Yeshivat Ohr Yisrael.”


Once he was “all in,” he started using modern technology in a new and innovative way: to bring Jews back to Hashem.


“In 2002, together with former HBO director Yuval Ovadia, we produced a 72-minute film which was a tremendous success. Remember, at that time, no one had ever made a real film to make people become religious. There were only recorded lectures, but no films with editing and pictures. Then, in 2004, a couple who had become baalei teshuva after learning with me gave me a surprise. ‘We created a website,’ they said.”
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That website, www.DivineInformation.com, contains over 700 lectures in both video and audio form and has viewers from more than 50 countries – mostly from the United States, Israel, England, and Canada.  According to Rabbi Mizrachi, the website was rated by Alexa.com as ranking among the top 0.1 percent websites in the world.  In addition, he has a strong following on Facebook, with over 250,000 registered fans.  


He was also the first rabbi to give lectures on TorahAnytime.com.  A wealthy Jewish businessman began to produce and distribute thousands of cds and dvds (at no charge) with the rabbi’s most famous lectures: Torah and Science, Life After Death, The Debate: Christianity vs. Judaism, and more.


Rabbi Mizrachi is painfully honest – giving some shiurim that are considered “politically incorrect” or too harsh to be tolerated in certain circles. He constantly reminds his audience he is just the messenger, that whatever he says comes straight from the Torah, Gemara, Zohar, Kabbalah, or Tanach. He connects the words of the Prophets to modern day events that prove the Torah is not only a book of Divine laws, history and customs, but actually a blueprint for predicting the future.
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Shabbat is described by rabbis as an “island in time” when we stop working, eat delicious food, pray and speak of spiritual subjects, but few of them will tell newly observant Jews that the Torah also says the penalty for working on Shabbat is death – because they think saying the whole truth is too scary for secular Jews to accept.  These rabbis are certainly not fans of Rabbi Mizrachi, to put it mildly.  Some of them use the most shocking language to describe the rabbi’s blunt, honest approach; others are busily involved in letter-writing campaigns that tell other rabbis not to let Rabbi Mizrachi speak in their shuls.


If you’ve lived long enough, you’ll know this is a rerun of what was done to the late (murdered) Rabbi Meir Kahane whose “controversial” statements have sadly all come true.  One of the only reasons we even know what Kahane said was because the late Rabbi Sholom Klass, publisher of The Jewish Press, allowed Kahane to write a weekly column warning Jews, especially liberal ones, to beware – because the day would come when Arab terror would spread throughout the entire world.  That day is here.  Oddly enough, few rabbis want to address the rise of radical Islamic terrorism even now, but Rabbi Mizrachi, who served proudly and honorably in the Israeli Air Force, isn’t one of them. He is not only honest, but fearless – because the reality today is that being honest can get a person killed, chas v’sholom.


Mussar, say some rabbis, can scare people away, and therefore, they teach Judaism like a fairytale by leaving out the “midda kneged midda” (measure for measure) punishments for various sins. However, Rabbi Mizrachi believes that mussar, which at one time meant just the teaching of ethical behavior, is essential and that people need to know the whole truth. Conducting life in accordance with “partial” truths may lead to the commission of more sins than a religiously uneducated person can atone for in one lifetime. And it also seems that people in general are better behaved when they have at least some fear of G-d.


After interviewing Rabbi Mizrachi on Arutz Sheva’s “Messiah Hour,” radio host Ari Louis wrote for The Times of Israel: “We live in a very fake world and I don’t mean just the superficial culture which is shown to us in movie theaters and on television.  We see fakeness in shuls, at work and in social circles.  Even those who dislike Rabbi Mizrachi would not call him fake. Just like there is fakeness in politics, there is fakeness in the kiruv world.  Don’t get me wrong, my friends as well as myself have greatly benefited from the kiruv movement.  But at the same time, I always had this feeling like I was being lied to.  I prefer things to be honest and blunt rather than fake and nice. If a person says something which I don’t agree with, but he is honest, we can actually have a conversation.”

\\
Rabbi Mizrachi has made some mistakes. Years ago, he made a video saying that the six million Jews who died in the Holocaust were not all halachically Jewish – meaning that according to Jewish law, a Jew is someone converted by an Orthodox Bet Din or someone born from a Jewish mother.


When interviewed, he explained the basis for that statement: “For 150 years, from the time of Moses Mendelssohn’s death in 1786 to the rise of Hitler in 1936, many Jews in Europe were assimilating, marrying non-Jews.”  Some celebrate Mendelssohn as the father of Jewish Enlightenment (the Haskalah), the first Jew to bring secular ideas, values, and culture to Orthodox Jews.  Others revile him for contaminating observant Jewish communities throughout Europe with toxic non-Jewish philosophies, which ultimately encouraged and accepted intermarriage. The resultant rise in assimilation included Mendelssohn’s own descendants, such as the famous composer Felix Mendelssohn, who left Judaism for Christianity.


When speculating how many of the six million murdered by Hitler were Jewish according to halacha, Mizrachi said, “I realized I exaggerated and my numbers were off.  I apologized immediately.”  His original statement, proven wrong and particularly hurtful to Holocaust survivors, caused him great remorse.


In a story published by Yeshiva World News, Rabbi Yair Hoffman spoke about being present at a meeting between Rabbi Mizrachi and Dr. Moshe Katz, a frum businessman and author of his own Holocaust memoir, entitled Nine Out of Ten.


“Last night, in Rabbi Yosef Mizrachi, I also saw genuine regret.  A regret born of a pain – a pain inadvertently caused by this remarkable kiruv Rabbi to his own people.  This was a man who genuinely wanted to learn, to correct errors past – and to change – for the future.


“First and foremost, we must realize something very important. Rabbi Mizrachi could have done what others do. And he could have refused to apologize. Now, he could also have doubled down on an erroneous position, and have taken pot shots at those who have called him out for an error. Klal Yisroel, however, has benefited here. Fortunately for us, Rabbi Mizrachi didn’t take this path. 


Ultimately, he owned up to an error and took full responsibility for it. Responsibility, taking acharayus for our actions, is something we could all start doing a bit more. To do so, however, is truly rare. Every one of us could learn an invaluable lesson from here. Remarkable individuals make up for mistakes by apologizing for them, and thus become all the greater for it.”


There were other “controversial” things that Rabbi Mizrachi said, but they weren’t mistakes; they were direct quotes from Torah, Gemara, Zohar, Kabbalah, and other holy books passed down through the millennia, preserved and studied by our Torah scholars.


Rabbi Mizrachi, a straightforward, powerful speaker, approaches his fellow Jews with respect, never demanding they “believe” anything on faith alone, but giving sourced definitions in the Torah – proving it could only have been written by G-d.


Rabbi Mizrachi’s role models are Torah giants – Rav Ovadia Yosef, Rav Avigdor Miller, and Rav Shach – who believed that mussar, telling people the whole truth no matter how harsh it might be, was the greatest kindness a rabbi could do for fellow Jews.  He finds it ironic that he gets compliments from Christians and Muslims who watch his lectures on YouTube, but complaints from liberal Jews who accuse him of being “politically incorrect,” even though he is only quoting the Torah and other holy scriptures.


When asked to state his greatest life goal, Rabbi Mizrachi said: “To make as many Jews as I can become religious and observant – loving and fearing G-d. After 23 years of hard work around the clock, I can say my kiruv efforts have brought thousands of Jews back to living according to Torah.”

 

Reprinted from the May 26, 2017 email of The Jewish Press.

The Unsung Heroes

By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour
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The Midrash comments, “There is nothing more beloved before the Almighty than Sheluheh Misva, and there were no Sheluheh Misva like those two men sent by Yehoshua Bin Nun.”


The Sages here extol the virtues of “Sheluheh Misva”– people who are sent on a mission involving a Misva – and in searching for models of “Sheluheh Misva,” they point specifically to the two spies sent by Yehoshua before Beneh Yisrael entered the land, about whom we read in the Haftara for Parashat Shelah.  What specific quality of Sheluheh Misva is so admirable and worthy of praise, and why are Yehoshua’s two spies – whom Hazal identify as Kaleb and Pinhas – seen as the quintessential “Sheluheh Misva”?


The Shaareh Ora (by Rav Meir Bergman, contemporary) explains that “Sheluheh Misva” are generally the people who do the hard work without receiving credit or notoriety.  For example, when we honor a person who “built” an institution, we generally refer to the primary donor, or the person who spearheaded or raised funds for the project.  


The laborers on the ground who laid the cement and placed the bricks are not the ones who receive the credit, even though they exerted far greater effort and toil to bring the project to fruition.  The ultimate “Sheluheh Misva” are the people who devote themselves arduously to a Misva without seeking recognition or fame, who work purely “Le’Shem Shamayim,” sincerely for the sake of G-d, without anticipating fame or notoriety.


The models of this kind of “Sheluheh Misva” are Kaleb and Pinhas, two accomplished, distinguished men who were sent by Yehoshua, who was considerably younger than them, on a risky, clandestine mission that involved no honor or prestige.  In fact, the text in Sefer Yehoshua does not even mention their names; we have to open up the Gemara to find out who they were.  Kaleb and Pinhas thus exemplify the “Shaliah Misva,” the unsung hero, the one who embarks on a difficult Misva with complete sincerity, without seeking fame and recognition.


Any American who lived during the Persian Gulf War of 1991 and would be asked to name the general who ran the war would, in an instant, mention the name of Norman Schwarzkopf, the U.S. Army commander at the time.  However, an article published many years later noted that Schwarzkopf was not the only hero of the Gulf War. 


Schwarzkopf devised the military strategy of the war, which was certainly no easy feat and is deserving of praise, but this was not the most difficult challenge of the campaign.  There was somebody else, whose name is not even known, who worked as the army’s logistician during the war.  He was the one who had to figure out how to get the many thousands of troops to where they needed to go, how to make sure they all had proper food and other provisions, and that the day-to-day needs of all personnel were met.


This was an enormous undertaking, and one which did not come with any fame or distinction.  Schwarzkopf received wide acclaim for his effective work, but the nameless logistician did not – even though his work was certainly no less important or difficult.


There are numerous groups of “unsung heroes” among Am Yisrael, those who toil laboriously and quietly to continue our Torah tradition but without receiving much honor or fame.  The most notable of these groups, perhaps, is the women.


The role of Orthodox Jewish women, by and large, revolves mainly around the home, as they are the ones who tend to the household and raise the children, imbuing within them a love for Torah and our traditions.  Most women do not receive any public accolades for their work, despite the fact that they devote themselves tirelessly to the needs of the home and their job is at least as vital – and likely far more vital – than that of their husbands.


The Jewish women are the unsung heroes, the Pinhas and Kaleb of Am Yisrael, the ones who undertake great challenges for the sake of the nation without seeking recognition, working purely “Le’Shem Shamayim,” for the sake of G-d, Torah and the Jewish people.

Reprinted from this week’s website of The Edmond J. Safra Synagogue of Brooklyn website.
Living with The Times

The Importance of Children in the Eyes of G-d

Adapted from the Talks of the Lubavitcher Rebbe

Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson, Zt”l
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In this week's Torah portion, Shelach, we read about the report of the spies whom Moses sent to explore the Land of Israel. The reaction of the Jewish people to the spies' negative report was immediate: 

"Our wives and children will surely be taken captive by the strong people living there. Let us appoint a new leader and go back to Egypt." 

G-d, therefore, decreed that they would not be allowed to enter the Land. "But your children, of whom you said 'they will become prey,' them I will bring in, and they will know the land you have despised." The children, the younger generation, will be the ones to enter Israel, G-d promises.

Why is there such an emphasis on children, in both the complaint of the Jewish people and in G-d's response? Because children played a role of great significance, both in the inheritance of the Land and the mission with which the Jewish people are entrusted.


Concerning young children our Sages comment: "A baby breaks into crumbs more than he manages to eat." This means that a young child utilizes only a small portion of the food he is given, while most of it ends up on the floor.


This saying can also be understood in the spiritual sense. A baby symbolizes a person who possesses little wisdom and understanding. The food stands for the Torah and its commandments which sustain the G-dly soul. A person who is an "adult," who utilizes his time on earth wisely, devotes the major portion of his life to doing mitzvot and fulfilling his mission in life. A child, in the spiritual sense, wastes most of his time by becoming involved with foolish and extraneous matters, losing sight of the Divine purpose for his soul. Most of his spiritual sustenance, the Torah, ends up unassimilated and undigested, "crumbs on the floor."


This, in fact, was the claim made by the spies: "Why must we enter the Land of Israel and waste our precious time involving ourselves with physical matters? Here in the desert where all our physical needs are miraculously met, we can devote ourselves totally to learning Torah. For even if we will have time to learn once we enter the Land, most of our day will be wasted! It is far better to stay in the desert than to lower ourselves to that level!" they claimed.


To which G-d responded: "Your children...will be the ones to inherit." Even though the generation of Jews which left Egypt was on a very high spiritual level, devoting their lives to studying the Torah, it was precisely the children, those possessing little Torah knowledge, who would be allowed to enter the Land of Israel. 

The new generation would be required to pursue a different path, working hard to provide the physical necessities of life, while at the same time imbuing their surroundings with G-dliness and holiness. For this is what G-d really wants Jews to do. Our mission in life is to lead a normal, physical existence, while at the same time following the precepts of the Torah.


The Torah learning of young children is also especially dear to G-d. "The learning of little children may not be disturbed, even to build the Holy Temple!" we are told. Their pure faith and belief in G-d has the power to arouse G-d's mercy and foil the evil plans of the enemies of the Jewish people.

Reprinted from the Parshat Shelach 5752/1992 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.
The Mysterious Challenge

Of the Land of Israel
By Rabbi Berel Wein
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Revisiting a story on the spies that Moshe sent to the Land of Israel is always a very discouraging moment. How could everything have gone so wrong and so fast? All of the reasons advanced over the ages by the great commentators to the Torah – personal ambition, fear of the unknown, disregard for tradition, lack of faith in G-d, etc. – are undoubtedly true and correct. But to a certain extent they all only beg the question.


They perhaps answer the why part of the issue but the how to part of the story still remains pretty much a mystery. It is obvious that a climate of fear must have pervaded the entire Jewish nation as they stood at the cusp of entry into the Holy Land. The leaders of Israel who were the spies were, in the main, representative of the people and the tribes that they headed. Jewish tradition teaches us that there is no king without a people.


So the general prevailing climate and belief of the people have enormous influence on the views and behavior of those leaders that Moshe sent on this fateful journey. The ready acceptance by the people of the negative report of the ten spies indicates clearly their preconceived notion of the land and its inhabitants. The Jewish people of that generation simply were not willing to embark on the great adventure that is always associated with living and populating the Land of Israel. Moshe had chosen the best people he could find for this mission. But he misread the mood of the people that they represented. Hence this tragedy became an almost unavoidable one.


From the beginning of the Jewish story with our father Avraham, the Land of Israel has always posed a great challenge. To Avraham it would be a land of wars, famine and wandering. And yet, it is also to be the ultimate land of promise. The Lord had entered into a binding covenant between him and his descendants, that this land would be their eventual homeland and would represent spiritual and physical redemption for the Jewish people.


Our forefather Yitzchak encountered strife, discrimination and famine while living in the land. Nevertheless, he never left Israel and saw in it the eternal home for his later generations. Some of the names that he gave to the locations of the wells of water still speak to us today, thousands of years later.


Our father Yaakov tasted the bitterness of exile when he fled to find refuge in the house of Lavan. He therefore treasured his return to the Land of Israel even though he found it fraught with danger and violence. His dying wish was that he should be transported back to the Land of Israel to be buried in its holy earth.


In this respect, the Jewish people did not quite follow the example of their forefathers but rather adopted a preconceived negative view of the land and its possibilities. This was transmitted directly or indirectly to the leadership of their tribes, resulting in a lost generation.

Reprinted from this week’s RabbiWein.com website.

A Moment with Rabbi Avigdor Miller, Zt”l
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	QUESTION:


 What should one tell his wife or his daughters when they are influenced by styles to wear garments that are not according to tznius?

	ANSWER:
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Now that's a painful question to ask. Why do I say painful? Because the question should have never been asked. As soon as a man marries there's no doubt that he should lay down the law, this is how it's going to be. If the question is asked however by a person who married somebody when they were not frum and later became frum, so the question is, what to do then.


Now let's talk what happens however when someone decides to adjust themselves, so he has to explain to his wife and daughters. Look, I see you're very careful with milchig and fleishig; two sets of dishes. That's a kedusha, that's a holiness in the Jewish house, like it says in the Chumash, (Devorim 14.21) ki am kadosh ato la'shem elokecho lo sevashiel gedi bachaleiv imo, to keep milchig and fleishig separate you're an am kadosh. Where do you find such things? A nation that has two sets of dishes, and it's such a job to keep it apart, and they don't eat them together, they have to wait after fleishig to eat milchig. Wonderful, wonderful, wonderful. This your wife and your daughters appreciate, they understand that, and they are sometimes more kanoi (fanatic) then you are. "Don't do it, don't touch it they say, you're making it fleishig".


You have to explain to them however, that a dress that's not tzniusdik is a hundred times worse than milchig and fleishig mixed together. Milchig and fleishig is a matter of kedusha, it's not called tumah however, it's assur. Arayos is called tumah, immorality is called tumah in the Torah. Vnitma'uh, anything that smells of immorality is called tumah. When women or girls try to make themselves seductive to people who are not supposed to see them in that light, then they turn mi'us, they become smelling bad with the wickedness of tumah.


A woman should always dress well for her husband, always dress well. You have to make a hit with your husband always. But for other people? Especially by using garments that are not tzniusdik, it's like wearing in the street a chamberpot full of something. It's tumah! (Yevamos 12.a) Tumah kesiv bo k'arayos. And you explain to them, you're careful with milchig and fleishig, then al achas kama v'kama, how much more careful you have to be with the garment that you wear.

Reprinted from the June 25, 2015 email of A Moment with Rabbi Avigdor Miller, zt”l.
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