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Seeing the Ribbono Shel Olam

In the Fabric of Our Lives

By Rabbi Pinchos Lipschutz


Sometimes, we fail to see the larger picture. We get locked into the moment, seeing only that which is immediately in front of us. Now, at year’s end, we have to take a step back and look beyond our immediate field of vision.


A chossid endured the painful loss of a child and was unable to cope with the anguish. He traveled to the Kotzker Rebbe for comfort and solace.


As the man was a talmid chochom, the rebbe began the conversation by speaking to the grieving man in learning. The rebbe cited a Rambam and discussed difficulties he had with it. The visitor was able to explain the seeming contradictions and show the rebbe how the words of the Rambam were laden with meaning.


Seeing that the man was able to answer his questions on the Rambam, the rebbe brought up difficulties he encountered with a Tosafos. Again, the fellow had a nice p’shat.


“Yes, but what about the Rashba,” asked the rebbe.


“It’s not shver,” the man answered. “I’ll show you why.”


The rebbe looked at him and said, “So the Rambam has an answer, Tosafos has a p’shat, and there is no difficulty in understanding the Rashba…


“Don’t you think that there is an explanation, as well, for the decisions of the Ribbono Shel Olam?”


The chossid was comforted.


It often takes time, but we are given glimpses to bolster our emunah. There is always an answer.


In Chevron Yeshiva, I noticed the name “Zev Wolfson” over the main entrance. Mr. Wolfson was emphatic about not having his name on buildings, so I knew that there was a story here. I asked Rav Chevroni about it.


“Let me tell you a story,” he said. “When my father built this campus, there was a crisis. Overnight, the price of cement and other building materials rose sharply, putting the task of constructing the buildings beyond reach. There was so much money already sunk into the buildings, and he was unable to raise more. He was unable to go on. All his contacts had been tapped and nobody was interested in contributing more.


“Everything was in jeopardy. The yeshiva could have closed.


“He reached out to Mr. Wolfson, who responded that he would pay to put up the buildings. He saved the yeshiva. He literally saved the yeshiva.


“As the chanukas habayis approached, my father invited Mr. Wolfson to participate in the celebration. After all, without him, there would be no buildings. My father really wanted him there to publicly express his appreciation. Besides, Mr. Wolfson deserved to see the fruits of his dedication. But he refused to come. My father asked him a few times, and each time the answer was the same: ‘No. No. No.’


“Finally, it was the day before the chanukas habayis. My father was very emotional about meriting to complete the buildings and move into them. He felt that Mr. Wolfson should be there to share the same feelings of satisfaction. He called Mr. Wolfson’s office to speak to him. ‘He’s not here,’ the secretary said.


“‘Where is he?’ my father asked.


“‘I don’t know,’ said the secretary. ‘He left and said he’d be back in two days. He said that he can take no calls.’


“That was that. My father gave up. He called after the two days to report to Zev on how the chanukas habayis went. He said, ‘Zev, you really should have been there. You would have had such nachas.’


“The philanthropist responded, ‘Who says I wasn’t there? I was there. You convinced me that I had to be there. I came. I stood in the back. I watched. I enjoyed every minute. And then I flew home.’”


Zev Wolfson appreciated what he had and why Hashem gave it to him. He sought neither power nor glory, but rather worked to take inventory and build. He lived his life to its fullest by always challenging people to do more and to do better to increase Torah and G-dliness in the world. He always challenged himself to do better and seek out people and institutions to help.

Reprinted from the September 21, 2016 email of the Yated Ne’eman.

Emunas Chachomim #15

Reb Nochum’ke’s Prayer 

To Protect a Wealthy 

Man from Fire Loss


A wealthy merchant once approached the tzaddik Rav Nochum Kaplan of Horodna, known as Reb Nochum’ke, with an interesting proposition.  Though modest and unassuming, Reb Nochum’ke was renowned for working wonders through the power of his prayers and blessings.


The merchant was planning to purchase an insurance policy with fifty silver coins to protect his estate from damage by fire.  He offered to give the entire sum to Reb Nochum’ke for his tzedakah distributions, if the tzaddik would assure him that fire would never cause him financial loss.


R’ Nochum’ke told him, “Only Hashem can give a guarantee.  I can only offer my blessing that the merit of your giving tzedakah should protect your property from damage by fire.” The merchant was satisfied.  


One hot summer morning, ten years later, the merchant awoke to the smell of smoke.  In the corner of a field, the roof of a huge warehouse filled with thousands of rubles worth of whiskey, was aflame. Before long, the warehouse and his entire estate would go up in flames.  


Then suddenly the merchant exclaimed, “But the tzaddik, Râ€™ Nochumâ€™ke, blessed me!  His blessing must come true!” Just as these words left his mouth, an unusually strong wind blew across the field.


Instead of fanning the flames, it swept them away from the building!  In a matter of minutes, the fire on the roof was extinguished and the man’s merchandise was saved.  His faith in the tzaddik’s blessing had been complete. When R’ Nochum’ke passed away, this merchant tearfully cried out, “The Aron HaKodesh has been taken from us!”�(The Story of Reb Nochum’ke)

Reprinted from the Parshas Nitzavim 5776 email of The Weekly Vort.

The Legacy of Reb Meir Simcha of Dvinsk


R’ Meir Simcha was scrupulous with his personal finances.  When the community leaders decided to raise his salary, R’ Meir Simcha flatly refused, arguing that his wages sufficed for his daily needs. Throughout his years as Rav of Dvinsk, he never accepted money for selling the community’s chametz.  

Once, a respected member of the community gave him 45 rubles in gold coins.  R’ Meir Simcha accepted them so as not to offend the donor, but never used them. After his death, his will contained a clause requesting that this money be returned to either the benefactor or his heirs.


Whenever money was mailed to him, he would send it back or give it away to tzedakah.  One wealthy person once offered to refurnish R’ Meir Simcha’s home but he refused, saying that there were many needy people more deserving than he. 


R’ Meir Simcha’s gentle finesse earned him the love and respect of his congregation.  He was able to gently, yet effectively, rebuke people when necessary.  Walking to shul one Shabbos, R’ Meir Simcha met a young man smoking a cigar. R’ Meir Simcha greeted him with cheer, and added, “No doubt you’ve forgotten that today is Shabbos.” With no more than that, R’ Meir Simcha left an embarrassed and penitent young man.


On the holidays, many non-observant Jews would come to pray in R’ Meir Simcha’s shul.  Annoyed by their presence, some members of the congregation told the shammas not to let them in.  When R’ Meir Simcha heard about this discrimination, he declared, “One must not prohibit Jews from coming to shul.  On the contrary, one must try to attract them.  First they will only come to listen, then they will come to answer amein, and then perhaps they will start praying and appearing regularly!”�


Guests in R’ Meir Simcha’s home always received a warm welcome.  Great Torah scholars were accorded an even greater degree of hospitality.  When R’ Yosef Alexander, the Rav of Derbiyan, Lithuania, and author of Poras Yosef, came to Dvinsk to sell his sefer, R’ Meir Simcha invited him for Shabbos.  R’ Yosef thanked R’ Meir Simcha for the invitation, but commented that he had not eaten chadash all his life and he did not want to change his custom.


R’ Meir Simcha immediately instructed his shammas to search the city for flour that was yashan.  When such flour was found, R’ Meir Simcha was elated at being able to fulfill the mitzvah of hachnasas orchim to such a degree.


When R’ Isser Zalman Meltzer, Rosh Yeshiva of Slutzk and Eitz Chaim, Jerusalem, visited R’ Meir Simcha, the latter was overjoyed and received him with great honor. “It is a great holiday for us today,” he told his rebbbetzin. “We have an important guest in our home, the Rav of Slutzk, the famous Gaon and outstanding Rosh Yeshiva. Let us fulfill the mitzvah of hachnasas orchim in the best way possible!”�  The yahrzeit of R’ Meir Simcha ben R’ Shimshon Kloynimus Kalman HaKohein zt”l, is on 4 Elul (1926).   May his merit protect us. (The Light from Dvinsk, Ha’Ohr Somayach)

Reprinted from the Parshas Nitzavim 5776 email of The Weekly Vort.

Shabbos Treasures 

A Son’s Confidence that Hashem will Reimburse

His Shabbos Expenses


A father writes a story that occurred with his son who had recently went off to Yeshivah in Eretz Yisroel.


“In honor of the Shabbos before Rosh Hashanah, my son’s friend suggested that they go and buy something nice to enjoy on that Shabbos. My son gladly agreed, and together they went to the supermarket. Before shopping, my son checked his wallet and saw that he only had 28 Shekel on him. He made careful choices for what he wanted to purchase, making sure he did not go over his budget, and when he reached this amount he stopped shopping. 


His friend, however, suggested that he save some money so that he could also buy something in honor of Rosh Hashanah, which would begin the next Sunday night. 


My son immediately said that our expenses for Shabbos are not lost and Hashem returns them, therefore, he does not have to worry about having money for Rosh Hashanah because by then he will already have the money back from what he spends on Shabbos. 


His friend, amazed at this, wanted to know where he learned this from, if it was written in a Sefer or if it was just a rumor, but my son replied with certainty, 
‘This is how I was brought up and what my father has taught me my entire life. Since it comes from my father, I do not have to question it or look to see it in a Sefer.’ 


The friend argued even stronger and said, ‘Even if this is true and there is a reliable source for this and Hashem will return the Shabbos expenses, you still don’t know when Hashem will return it to you. It could be in a month or a year! How do you know that by Sunday you will have the money that you are spending now without even thinking about tomorrow?’ 


While they were discussing, they found themselves standing in line to pay when a woman holding her son by the hand asked if she could please go ahead of them as she was in a terrible hurry. 


My son gladly let her go ahead and he pushed all his and his friend’s items back to make room for her basket. The boys then continued their conversation. When the woman finished paying, my son panicked when he saw that the cashier had mistakenly charged his items to the woman, and he pointed this out to her. 


But the woman replied, ‘There is no mistake here, I have already paid for you!’ 


My son asked, ‘But why did you do this?’ 


She answered, ‘Simply because I wanted to’, not hiding her enjoyment. She then approached the security guard and showed him the receipt that she had paid for him so that he would not be bothered when leaving the supermarket to show proof of payment, and she hurried on her way. 


My son stood in amazement, as he had still not yet taken the money out of his wallet, and his friend stood open-mouthed in that he had received clear rebuke on the topic of spending for Shabbos in such an immediate fashion! 


Another amazing aspect to this was that the items of my son and his friend were placed side by side on the counter, and inexplicably, the woman only paid for the items of my son, and not his friend. It was a clear message from Hashem that He covers all Shabbos expenses, and that He can be trusted to pay it back immediately!” (Tiv HaHashgachah)

Reprinted from the Parshas Nitzavim 5776 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

L’Maaseh

The Challenge and Reward Of Controlling One’s Anger


Rav Elimelech Biderman relates a story. A distinguished guest once arrived in Golders Green, London. On Erev Shabbos he went to Rav Chuna Halperin, zt”l, and said, “I am a professional Baal Tefilah. Can I be the Chazzan for Mussaf in your Shul this week?” 


Rav Chuna replied, “You will have to ask permission from one of the wealthy members of our Shul, because he has Yartzeit next week, and he was planning to daven Mussaf. If he is ok with it, then it is fine with me as well.” 


The man went straight to this wealthy individual, and explained that since he has a very sweet voice, he wants to Daven Mussaf by the Amud. The wealthy man decided to let the guest have his way, and allowed him to be the Chazzan. 


The guest then said, “Since I am such a special Baal Tefilah, it would be proper that you pay me for this service.” The wealthy man was tempted to tell this guest that he changed his mind, and he wouldn’t give him the honor. He was outraged. First this stranger begs for the Amud, and now he is asking to be paid for it as well?! What Chutzpah! 


However, the wealthy man controlled his emotions and his anger, and as politely as he could, he asked, “How much do you charge for this service?” The man asked for a large sum of two hundred pounds. The wealthy man contained his anger once again, and agreed. This conversation occurred on Friday morning. 


Later that day, the wealthy man checked his stocks and discovered that his stocks had somehow tripled their value! He attributed this gain to his ability to control his anger, and for holding back from saying anything mean. He reflected on a teaching he once heard that just as embarrassing a fellow man is a very severe Aveirah [sin], refraining from doing so reaps great reward!

Reprinted from the Parshas Nitzavim 5776 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.

The Shtefenesht Rebbe’s Reflections on the Lessons

Of the Game of Checkers

By Mrs. Michal Horowitz


A story is told about the Rebbe, R’ Nachum of Shtefenesht, the son of R’ Yisrael of Rizhin (1796-1850). He once entered the Beis Medrash and found some of his chassidim playing checkers. 


The chassidim were aghast when they saw their rebbe in the doorway, and were certain that he was going to berate them for wasting their time. To their surprise, however, a little smile played on the rebbe’s lips. 


“Do you know the rules of the game of checkers?” he asked them. The chassidim did not understand what the rebbe was alluding to, but he continued, “The rules of checkers are basically the same rules as avodas Hashem. Let me teach you how to play.

“Number one: In the game, you always move upward. Similarly, a servant of Hashem always has to look upward and strive to reach higher levels in his avodas Hashem. 

“Number two: You can’t jump two spaces at a time. Similarly, in avodas Hashem, a person can’t jump more than one level at a time. 

“Number three: At times it is worth giving up the opportunity to move ahead one space in order to move ahead two spaces later. Similarly, a Jew has to know that sometimes he has to withdraw in order to attain a higher level later on. 
“Number four: When you reach the top of the board, your piece becomes a ‘queen,’ and is able to move in any direction. Similarly, when a person conquers his evil inclination and elevates himself spiritually, he is better fortified to cope with any situation.” 

Reprinted from the Parshas Nitzavim 5776 email of A Short Vort.

Devotion Sprouts Salvation

By B.H.


This story happened to my brother-in-law who is a Talmid Chacham and devoutly fears Heaven and because of my close bond to him, I am going to skip all the particulars and tell the exciting story of hashgacha and devotion in this noble way. 


My brother-in-law is blessed with a house where some of the children are married and some are of all ages, when his oldest son was in yeshiva, he needed help with his learning. His father hired a nice boy who came to learn with him in the evening to help him with his learning. However, his son still had difficulty learning and wanted more help than what he was getting. 


Every evening when he came home he begged his parents for more help, of course, to a father who is marrying off children and maintaining a household, this was no small matter. He turned to the mashgiach of the yeshiva and asked for a suggestion. 


The mashgiach was determined to help because the boy needed more help in the early afternoon, however, the cost for this was higher as someone would have to miss work or come from another kollel. 


That night my brother-in-law did not sleep because of his concern for his son that he be able to grow in Torah with no obstacles, yet on the other hand he could not afford the additional expense. In the morning he was too distracted to work because of his worry, he decided to go up north to the kever of Rebbe Shimon bar Yochai to pour out his heart and ask for salvation for his son. At the kever he sat for many hours with a sefer Tehillim and he cried profusely for his son. 


When he finished davening and he made his way home, the mashgiach called and suggested a young man for his son who has an amazing reputation and he would help the boy. He immediately agreed and they made up for him to learn with his son. When he got home he told his wife about the recommendation and she said ‘How can you spend so much when you have a house to run and children to marry off?’ 


He calmly responded, ‘If we have to, we will sell the house and pay for a young man to learn with the ben Torah! We cannot forget why we came into the world if not to prepare soldiers to serve Hashem, if Hashem arranged a young man, then He will take care of the money as well… the expenses of a person are set for a person from Rosh Hashanah except for the expenses for Shabbos, Yom Tov and children’s learning. I also did a simple calculation of what my parents did for me and each of my brothers and their situation was worse than ours, shouldn’t I do what they did? I also considered it as if two children needed help.’ 


His wife (my sister) accepted his argument and a short time later the Rosh Yeshiva where my brother-in-law learned called and said that he had someone interested in a Yissachar-Zevulun arrangement, where the man would work and pay someone to learn for him and he only had one hour to respond. He immediately called his Rav for advice and was told to do it. 


In less than an hour the man came and paid in advance for the whole year of the arrangement. My brother-in-law and my sister were overjoyed and amazed. Salvation sprouted in an unexpected way, they now, not only had money for two young men but enough for all their extra expenses. The entire family celebrated the miracle that can happen to a person who is devoted, Hashem shows compassion and helps him.
Reprinted from the Parshas Nitzavim 5776 email of Tiv Hakehila.
Thoughts that Count

Jacob is the lot of His inheritance (Deut.32:9)

The Hebrew word for "lot" - chevel, also means "rope." Jacob was the third of the Patriarchs. Like a rope that is strong because it is made of a number of threads or cords wound together, Jacob had three merits: the merit of his father's father, his own father and himself. Through these combined strengths Jacob and his sons were able to become G-d's inheritance. (Rash)



He, and Hosheia the son of Nun (Deut. 32:44)

Why was Joshua referred to here by his original name, Hosheia? To inform us that although he was being given a position of greatness as the successor of Moses, he did not become egotistical or overbearing. He remained the same as always. (Rashi)


Between Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur


Between Rosh Hashana and Yom Kippur we are given a period of seven days, containing every day of the week - one Sunday, one Monday, and so forth. This complete week, neither more nor less, is given to us to enable us to atone and repent for any wrong deeds accounted for during the previous year, and to better our way of life in the new year. That we have been given a complete week in which to accomplish this is significant: Spending the Sunday of this week as we should, and making the most of the time, serves a a repentance and atonement especially for all the wrong done on all the Sundays of the previous year; the same for all the Mondays of the past year on the Monday of this week, and so on.

(The Lubavitcher Rebbe) Reprinted from the Parshas Ha’Azinu 5775 edition of L’chaim Weekly.
Listen to Me, Get

Married Young

Op-Ed by Rabbi Shea Hecht

If you want the odds to be stacks in your favor, try to get married at a younger age.
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In a recent Ami magazine, an ad was placed and signed by eighty-nine Rabbanim of the greater Jewish community promoting the idea of bochurim getting married at a younger age.


Seeing this ad excited me, since this is a point of view with which I have always wholeheartedly agreed. I am hoping that it will help bring about change in our community.


After all, the Torah itself tells us that one should start looking for a shidduch "ben shmoneh esreh l’chupah," which most commentaries explain as referring to the ages between 18 and 20.


I have spent many years counseling people of all ages - including couples and young people during the dating process. My point of view on this issue is that when it comes to marriage, we all want to have the odds stacked in our favor for experiencing the most fulfilling, wonderful and enduring relationship possible.


I believe that a simple way to get a head start toward achieving this goal is to try to get married at a younger age. Younger people are by nature more flexible. It is easier when you are younger to adapt to living with someone else, to compromise and to make someone else your priority. When I coach people who are dating, I often notice that once girls and boys are older and more settled, the process only becomes more complex.


Another issue I have encountered is that once girls in our community earn degrees and have established jobs, they often are no longer open to the typical 23-year-old bochur who only has smicha to offer. If, on the other hand, the couple sets out on their life together, one spouse's education or job can be celebrated and enjoyed as a joint accomplishment. This offers a new couple the opportunity to discover life together, strengthening their bond and relationship early on.


Often, when I am counseling a boy or girl who says that they are not ready for marriage, I challenge them and ask, "What are you going to be doing for the next year or two that will qualify you as 'ready for marriage'?"


The answer is not that before marriage, they plan on taking courses on marriage or relationships so that they are more capable of being a better partner.


More often than not, the answer is that before they get married, they’d like to travel and have interesting experiences with friends. I counter that with, "How much more meaningful would those travels and experiences be if you shared them with your life partner rather than with your friends?"


In 1990, a Newsweek article estimated the US divorce rate at the time at 50% of marriages and predicted that the percentage would rise to 67%. Interestingly, the soaring divorce rate has also been directly paralleled with the higher average age of marriage. In other words, according to those studies, the older the average age for marriage, the higher the divorce rate.


So, if you are a girl of 19 or a boy of 21, why miss out on sharing the best time of your life with your better half? Why not get a wonderful head start on the rest of your life?

Reprinted from the February 22, 2016 website of COLLIVE.com

My Journey to Judaism
By Shira Yehudit Djalilmand
Sometimes You Have to Hit Rock 

Bottom in Order to Move Up.
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They say travel broadens the mind. Perhaps it does, but that wasn’t the reason why I left England, my country, my home, my family, my entire life behind me and set out to travel the world. By most standards you would probably say my mind was already pretty broad.


At 15 I had already left home. I had been a regular child, in a regular, secular, Protestant home. Middle-class management, two-point-two kids, two cars, two weeks annual vacation. My path was laid out before me – college, career, marriage, children, retirement, death.


And then, as a teenager, I started asking uncomfortable questions: Why am I here? What’s the point? My parents were bewildered by my questions. They had no answers and I concluded that there were no answers, there was no point, and I wanted out.


I fled from my home, a confused, angry 15-year-old, to search for those answers, to find the truth, if there was such a thing. Living in a dirty apartment in a seedy seaside town, hanging out in the twilight world of amusement arcades with a gang of anarchical punks was my first experience to broaden my mind. Like me, they had no answers, but unlike me, they didn’t care. They wanted only to drink or drug themselves into oblivion, and so I threw away my questions and joined them.


Tired of drunken oblivion, I thought perhaps I could find the answers I sought in learning. Four years at university studying philosophy certainly broadened my mind. But I found only questions, no answers, so I moved on.


I tried to fit into the dreaded rat race – career, apartment, fiancé – and threw it away in disgust. I was tired of careers and conventions and the crime-ridden West Indian neighborhood into which I moved attracted me. I drifted into the underworld life of drug-dealing, little caring what would happen to me. But at some point I stopped short. There was still a speck of hope within me that there were answers to my questions. But I knew that I would not find it in England. The time had come to seek farther afield. And I was desperate. If I didn’t find the answer, then there was no reason for me being here. And in that case, I might as well be dead.


I became a wild woman, wandering the world hunting for that elusive truth. I took a one-way ticket to Muslim Morocco. I experienced the exotic scents, sights, and tastes of this most sensual country, and fell in love with its beauty. But I could not accept the life dictated by Islam for the Moroccan women, slaves in their own homes spending their lives serving the men. I was desolate. I had certainly broadened my mind, but I was still empty inside.


Turkey was my next destination. A job as an au pair to one of Turkey’s wealthiest families, vacationing in one of their luxurious beachside hotels, sounded like an experience to broaden my mind. It certainly was. The family turned out to be heads of the Turkish mafia. I rebelled against their tyranny. But Mafia families do not tolerate insults to their honor and I was in danger of my life. Warned by an insider, I fled before they could carry out their “punishment.”


A period of tranquil serenity in a rural Turkish village followed. Surrounded by the turquoise waters of the Mediterranean, I wanted to laze my life away in this timeless wonderland. But it was a dream, a fantasy that couldn’t last – and I still had no answers.


I spent months traveling Spain with a group of street-performers, the days busking in the streets during the Spanish city “fiestas,” and the nights getting high. It was fun experiencing the stunning Alhambra Palace in Granada and the ancient grandeur of Toledo. But the excitement soon waned. Getting high in Spain was little different than getting high anywhere else, and I still had not found what I was looking for.


I returned to England, empty, desperate. I had travelled halfway across the world to find answers, but it seemed there were none. There was no other logical conclusion: there was no reason to live, and so I decided to die. At first, I did it indirectly. Back in the crime-ridden West Indian neighborhood where I had earlier tasted the forbidden pleasures of illegal substances, I began my downward slide. I wasn’t yet ready to kill myself, but if I happened to take an overdose of drugs by mistake, well, so much the better.


I went down, down, down, the mix of illicit substances depressing me even more, until finally, I did take that overdose – deliberately. I was found and taken to the city psychiatric hospital. There I stayed, by court order, for six months. I was under restraint and guarded around the clock from my frenzied attempts to escape this life. This too was travel of a kind – travel into the deepest abyss of mental and emotional hell, a place where you never want to go, even in your worst dreams.


Somehow, I survived. I was released into the world, strangely renewed. I hadn’t succeeded in dying, so I decided to give life a chance. Still seeking that ultimate truth, I decided to travel some more, but in a different dimension – the spiritual dimension. Like Jethro, I tried every type of idol worship under the sun – Hinduism, Buddhism, Hare Krishna, and more. But my soul found no comfort.


What was left for me in this world? For some reason I had never once thought of Israel or Judaism in all my travels, whether physical or spiritual. It suddenly came into my head to travel to Israel as a kibbutz volunteer. And that was where, after years of tortured travels, I found my home – both physically and spiritually. For the first time in my life, I felt that I belonged – to this land and to its people.


I couldn’t explain why. At this point, it was nothing to do with religion – I had barely even met a religious Jew since I came to Israel, and the kibbutz where I was working was rabidly secular and fiercely anti-religion. It was something deep within me, a feeling that I had never had even in England, a feeling that these were my people and this was my land and I was an intrinsic part of them. I felt that I had to be Jewish, and I was ready to do whatever it took, ready to perform all the mitzvot - even if I didn’t yet understand them. I felt that this is where I belonged and somehow yearned to return to my people.


I tried, unsuccessfully, to explain my feelings to a doubting rabbi at the local beis din, a Jewish court that oversees conversion. Suspicious of my motives, he nevertheless agreed to open up a conversion file for me. And so I began to study the Torah, to the utter bewilderment of my virulently secular kibbutzniks who proudly served chametz during Passover, sold cheeseburgers on Shabbat and could not fathom why anyone would actually choose to become Jewish. In the midst of the atheistic desert of the kibbutz there was a religious settlement, where I began my journey into Judaism – the greatest broadening of the mind ever.


I was totally blown away that there was such deep wisdom in this world. I discovered a pure fire, holy knowledge, uncorrupted, and finally found within the Torah many of the answers I had been seeking for most of my life.


I didn’t yet understand the reasons for the mitzvot but I began to observe them with great care. I ignored the mocking laughter of the kibbutzniks as they lit up their cigarettes on Shabbat while I, the non-Jew, refrained out of respect for the holy day. At Passover I ate matzah while they feasted on bread, and I fasted on Yom Kippur while they ignored the fast day and munched sunflower seeds in front of the television. It was hard but I didn’t care. I was filled with fire and enthusiasm. I realized that my finite mind would not be able to grasp the infinite depth of the Torah commandments, but I knew they held vital importance and believed greater understanding would come through observing them. After so many years of hunting, I felt I was finally on the right path.


Intellectually, the truth of the Torah was blindingly clear to me. But that same intellect, tarnished by so many years of atheism and anarchism, was reluctant to give up its independent will and struggled to accept the existence and the mastery of the Creator of the Universe. I had to wrestle with making room for G-d in my heart.


But I was trapped. The beis din would not convert me if I remained in such a secular environment. And yet until I was Jewish, I could not live anywhere else in Israel without the work visa that the kibbutz had issued me. And so, to my horror, I had to return to England. There, lonely and alone in the country of my birth, longing and yearning for Israel, I had no choice. 


Desperately, I turned to G-d, this Infinite Being that until then felt so distant and abstract, and threw myself on His mercy. And incredibly, miraculously, I discovered that He had been there all along. My years of built-up anger against this seemingly cruel, meaningless world had blinded me. Once I realized that I did believe, it came as a wonderful release, as though I had been holding back something vital from myself and now it was all suddenly let out. I realized that deep inside, my soul had instinctively known that the truth was to be found in Israel with the Jewish people.


Visa or no visa, I made up my mind I was going back to Israel. I would trust in G-d to make things work out. Within the week I was on the plane. I arrived in Israel right before the holiday of Shavuot, the festival of the giving of the Torah – and the timing could not have been more appropriate. I was referred to the Chief Rabbi of the Tzfat where I completed my conversion in a whirl of inspiration and exploration of the holy texts – this was truly mind-broadening. And one Monday morning, in a state of euphoria, my soul was purified in the waters of the mikveh and I emerged newborn as a Jew.


Finally, I joined the Jewish people, to whom spiritually I already felt I belonged. I no longer needed to travel – I had reached my destination.
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