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The Brisker Rav and

The Gentile Judge
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The Rav of Brisk, Rabbi Yosef Dov Soloveitchik, O”BM, once met with a gentile judge who worked for the Russian civil court. 


“Our laws are far superior to yours,” said the judge to Rabbi Soloveitchik. “For example, we have a law that prohibits bribery. If a judge is found to have accepted a bribe, not only is he penalized, but so is the one who gave him the bribe. Yet, according to Jewish law, there is only a prohibition against accepting bribes, but the one giving the bribe is not violation of any prohibition.” 


“On the contrary,” responded Rabbi Soloveitchik. “It is specifically this law that points to the Torah’s superiority and its dedication to upholding justice. According to your laws, why should a judge ever fear accepting a bribe? Neither he nor the one who gave the bribe will ever admit to their guilt, as they are both afraid of being punished.” 


“This is not the case when it comes to Torah law,” concluded Rabbi Soloveitchik. “Since the Torah only forbids accepting a bribe, but does not punish the one who offered it, the judge would certainly be wary of ever taking a bribe. After all, the one who gave him the bribe may decide to expose the judge for what he has done.” (Story from Rabbi Yisrael Bronstein) 


Comment: How many scandals are kept under the covers because of collusion? It’s interesting that all the nations of the world have tried to show how Torah law is archaic and obsolete, whereas it’s their laws that are full of logical holes. 


That’s because the laws of the nations are man-made, formulated as a product of limited human minds, whereas Torah law is from Hashem. Hashem knows human nature – He’s the One who formed it - and all the laws that were created to address it and work with it. How lucky are we to have the Divine Law!
Reprinted from the Parshas Shoftim 5777 email of Torah Sweets Weekly as edited by Reb Mendel Berlin.

The Missing Wagons

By Asharon Baltazar
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The eighteenth century was a difficult time to be a Jew in Eastern Europe. Once, in an attempt to avoid corrupt border officials, a Jewish man hired agents to smuggle nearly 200 wagonloads of wine across the Russian countryside. He had invested much money in this risky endeavor, and anticipated the day when he would hear of the wagons’ safe arrival. 


One day, the man, who counted himself among the adherents of Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi (the Alter Rebbe), was notified, like a bolt of lightning on a sunny day, that his 200 wagons had been caught and seized by the Russian authorities. Overcome by grief, the poor man barely managed to process the news before he passed out. Even worse, he could not be shaken awake. Whenever one of the people with him succeeded in reviving him, the man simply slumped back into a faint. This scenario repeated itself numerous times. 


His plight was eventually brought before the Alter Rebbe, whose answer was puzzling but final: the wagons had not been seized. 


The remark spurred a hunt for the missing wagons, and they were discovered, safe and sound. According to the drivers, during their flight across the Russian countryside, the sound of a carriage fitted with a bell led them to believe that they were being chased by the authorities. 


Concerned for their lives, the wagon drivers abandoned the caravan and fled on foot. As a result, the long entourage of horses tied to wagons clogged the road. Various passersby could not help but notice this and guided the horses to the side of the road, where they were tied up. The horses and their precious merchandise stood by the side of the road until, eventually, the drivers returned and brought the merchandise to the relieved owner.


After this was all cleared up, the chassidim approached the Alter Rebbe again with a different question: How is it possible that someone who claims not to perform miracles is caught blatantly doing just that? How did the Rebbe know that the goods had not been requisitioned?


The Alter Rebbe waved the question off, explaining, “It was never a miracle. My answer was based on the teaching of our sages that G‑d only sends a person suffering that he is capable of withstanding. When I heard that the man was unable to rouse due to constant fainting, it was obvious to me that 200 seized wagonloads of wine is not a challenge that G‑d would send him. Such hardship was too much for him to confront.” 


Note: This story (adapted from Rabbi Rephael Nachman Kahan’s Shemuot Vesippurim, vol. I, page 32-a) is not meant to justify another's suffering, just to provide us with perspective as we go through our own challenges.

Reprinted from the Rosh Hashanah 5778 website of Chabad.Org 

A Very Unlikely Messenger, In a Very Unlikely Place

By Rabbi Michoel Gros


The Torah predicts that there will be a mass return of Jews to Judaism, and many of them will find their way back through other religions. That's precisely what happened with Jason


On an island in northern Japan, at the foot of a low mountain chain, sits the tiny village of Yobito, Hokkaido. It’s home to several hundred people who eke out a living as fishermen and farmers, and is centered around a small Buddhist temple. It’s not the most common place for a Jew to find Hashem, but for Jason Katz*, the words of the local Buddhist priest sent him on a mission to return to his roots 
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A Very Unlikely Messenger, in a Very Unlikely Place


Jason went to Japan as an exchange student during high school and lived with a family in Yobito. His host father Mitsuo Kiyosu is a 49th generation Buddhist priest and the spiritual leader of the village. Jason developed a deep rapport with him and over the years has had many deep conversations with him. He has always been impressed by the priest's wisdom, his understanding of the purpose of life and his respect for all people.


Years earlier during his training to become a priest, Mitsuo Kiyosu had studied with a Christian minister and a Rabbi. He therefore had some understanding of each religion, but never pushed Jason towards any particular observance.
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A Very Unlikely Messenger, in a Very Unlikely Place


After college Jason lived in Japan for seven years and frequently visited the Kiyosu family. It was finally time to return to the United States but before leaving he paid one more visit to see them. 


For Jason it was a time of great soul searching as he was trying to figure out what to do with the rest of his life. 


While sitting together with his host father in the kitchen sipping green tea, Jason unburdened the challenges he was facing. The conversation turned from his job search to his larger search for direction in his life.


"My host father realized that I was searching not only for a job, but for spirituality," Jason said. "He told me that when he dies 'there will be such and such spirit in the next world who will save me. I live this life with confidence because I know I will be saved when I die. On the other hand, a Christian person has Jesus. A Christian person has Jesus, who is a bridge to the Jewish G-d. That's how he will be saved when he dies.'" 


"'But you, you are a Jew. You have a direct connection to the Jewish G-d. What more are you searching for?'"


That comment opened Jason's eyes. He grew up hearing about G-d as the Judeo-Christian G-d, but he had only ever heard Christians speak about G-d. His host father said No! It is not Christianity that has a direct connection to G-d, and not even Buddhism. It is the Jewish people who have a direct conduit to G-d.


"He woke me up to the fact that I have a unique place in this world as a Jew and an intrinsic relationship to G-d," Jason said. "G-d had been just a philosophical concept to me and the last thing I was searching for."


While Jason didn't initially recognize it, something had changed inside him.


"At that time I still knew virtually nothing about G-d, nothing about Torah, but my heart was different, like a seed was planted inside," Jason said.


Jason returned to Florida and a few months later a family friend recommended a class given by a local Rabbi. He soon began going each week. The class focused on the weekly Torah portion in particular and the Jewish perspective on life in general. Jason was stunned by what he heard.


"It was so profound, so deep," Jason said. "I had been searching my whole life around the world. I had been to missionary camps, spoke to Buddhist priests and Hare Krishnas. I had no idea that there were such depths in Judaism."


Over the next two years the Rabbi spoke often about G-d and G-d's relationship to the Jewish people, and it gave new life to that seed inside Jason. The class helped Jason acknowledge his personal connection to G-d, which gave him the reason to begin keeping mitzvot and delving into Jewish learning. 
Throughout Jason's journey the seed planted by the Buddhist priest was forever in him, pushing him forward to find the truth.


How does one take such a path? How does one find traditional Judaism through the direction of a Buddhist priest? Hashem put in every Jew an innate desire to look for spirituality and connect with larger truths. He hopes we'll use this desire to find our place in Judaism, but sadly, scores of unaffiliated Jews find spiritual fulfillment in other religions. Out of the masses that try other religions, a small number find their way back to Judaism through the experience.


This trend is actually predicted in the Torah. Before his death Moses reminded the Jews of the blessings and curses that would befall them based on their future behavior:


"And it will be that when all these things come to pass – the blessing and the curse, which I have placed before you, then you will return to your heart in the midst of all the nations where G-d your G-d dispersed you." (Devarim 30:1)


The Sforno Biblical commentary, written 500 years ago, has an amazing explanation of these words. As explained by Rabbi Ezriel Tauber in the book Days Are Coming, the Sforno writes that Jews will join other nations and religions, and will eventually find their way from there to Judaism:


"You are going to probe and research the destructive nature [of the lifestyle of those nations amongst whom you live], and you will reflect and be struck by the sharp contrast between truth and falsehood. And with this you will perceive how far you are from G-d and you will be lifted up [out] of the knowledge and practices that are not according to His Torah."


The Torah predicts that there will be a mass return of Jews to Judaism, and many of them will find their way back through other religions. That's precisely what happened with Jason. G-d knows what catalyst each of us needs to start us on our journey home, and He sends the right person in exactly the right time. The irony with Jason's story is the perfect person was a Buddist priest halfway around the world.

Reprinted from the Hidabroot website.

It Once Happened

The Heroism of Reish Lakish


The great Sage Reish Lakish had once lived among the wild people called Loddites.

Known for his bravery and prowess, the Loddites wanted him to be the leader of one of their fierce robber bands. Reish Lakish, however, was destined for greater things.


He fled from those wicked people and changed his life completely, becoming a great baal teshuva and dedicating his tremendous intellect and power to the study of Torah.


He married the sister of Rabbi Yochanan, the greatest Sage of the time, and excelled so much at his learning that he was appointed to a high position in the yeshiva at Tiberias.


Although Reish Lakish now spent all his days and nights in the study hall, he had lost none of his fire and strength. He feared no one but G-d, and would stand up to deceit or corruption whenever he encountered it, no matter what danger he had to face.


One morning, as Rabbi Yochanan walked to the Study Hall, he was attacked by a band of robbers who stole all his money. When he finally arrived at the Study Hall he was very shaken by the incident, and, although he tried to lead the class as usual, he was unable to concentrate on the questions his students posed. It became obvious that the great Sage was troubled by something.


Noticing that his teacher was deeply troubled, Reish Lakish pressed Rabbi Yochanan for an explanation. "What is wrong? Has something happened to you?" Rabbi Yochanan answered by way of a hint, saying, "The whole body depends on the heart, but the heart depends on the pocket." Reish Lakish didn't understand his teacher's allusion, and he repeated his question.


This time Rabbi Yochanan explained clearly, "I can't gather my thoughts because as I was coming to study today, I was set upon by a band of robbers. I was carrying a great deal of money, and they stole it all. Now I will have to spend my energy trying to support myself and my family, and I'm afraid I won't be able to learn Torah as I did before."


Reish Lakish was outraged. "Where did they attack you and which way did they go?" he demanded to know. They went out to the road and Rabbi Yochanan pointed to the location of the attack. Not bothering to bring any weapons, Reish Lakish set out to find the robbers.


He found them in a nearby forest and he shouted in a booming voice, "Stop where you are!" The robbers were so surprised by his temerity they meekly waited for him to approach. When he reached them, he faced the band and bellowed, "How dare you steal from the greatest Sage of the Jewish people! The entire world is sustained by the holy words he utters, and you, low creatures that you are, have dared to rob him!" The hardened criminals were moved by his words. "We had no idea who he was. We'll return half the money to him."


But Resh Lakish had no intention of making a deal.


"Absolutely not!" he cried. "You won't keep even one penny of his money!" And Reish Lakish grabbed his teacher's purse from their clutches.


In a similar display of bravery, Reish Lakish once rescued another great Jewish Sage.


Once, as a group of rabbis was walking down a deserted road, Rabbi Ammi was captured by a roving band of robbers. So ruthless and cruel were these outlaws, that once captured, no one ever escaped from them.


Everyone fled; only Reish Lakish refused to abandon Rabbi Ammi.


Risking his life, Reish Lakish pursued the robbers, and, using his experience with brigands, he cleverly managed to obtain Rabbi Ammi's release.


The robber chief, however, demanded to know what kind of reward he would receive for having freed the well-known rabbi.


Reish Lakish thought quickly. Certainly such a cut-throat deserved nothing better than the end of a rope, but he replied, "Come with me to our greatest Sage, Rabbi Yochanan, and he will bless you and pray for you."


This answer pleased the chief, and he and Reish Lakish proceeded to the study hall of Rabbi Yochanan. "We have been promised that the Rabbi will bless us, since we returned your comrade to you. We never meant him any harm, and now we want you to pray for us," announced the robber chief.


Rabbi Yochanan understood Reish Lakish's object in bringing the brigand to him. He looked the robber chief in the eye and said, "Since your intentions were so noble, I bless you that whatever were your plans for this man, G-d should repay you in the same way." True to Rabbi Yochanan's words, the robber band was attacked in the forest and killed to the last man.

Reprinted from the Parshas Bereishis 5755/1994 edition of L’Chaim Weekly, a publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY.

The Ben Ish Chai and the Jewish Egg & Poultry King
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The Ben Ish Chai, zt”l


The Ben Ish Chai tells the following story: 

There was once a Jewish merchant who would go early every morning to the Arab marketplace to buy huge quantities of eggs and live poultry. Then he would carry them to the Jewish quarter, and sell them for a marginal profit. 

As the work was hard and the turnover was very low, he contemplated closing the business, but he was afraid to do so, as this was his only income. One morning, as he was walking barefoot with more than a thousand eggs balanced on his head and carrying two bags of live poultry on his shoulders, he decided that he wouldn't sell the produce. 

He told himself, "I will bring the eggs and chickens to my house and I'll put the chickens on the eggs. It won't take long before the eggs hatch, and I'll have a thousand chicks… I will raise those chicks until they have eggs of their own. Those eggs will also hatch… In a few months, I should have two hundred thousand chickens. I'll sell them for at least a dinar each, and I will earn a profit of about two hundred thousand dinars. 
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“At that point, since I have all that money, I'll change to a more lucrative business, and begin dealing with wool. I'll buy wool and sell it in London with a hundred percent mark-up…" 

He continued to fantasize what he would eventually do, and the fields and houses he would buy, and he envisioned himself being from the wealthiest people in the world, within just three years. 

Then he thought, "I will certainly be appointed Rosh Hakahal, the head of the Jewish community, since I will be the wealthiest person in the area. And when the king comes to our city, I will be invited to welcome the king…" 


He imagined how he would bow his head when he greets the king. As he tilted his head, all the eggs fell off his head into a pit; the chickens also fell into the pit. Everything was lost. All of his grand plans ended at that moment. 


The Ben Ish Chai concludes, "We see from this story just how much a person loses because of his imaginations. A person must know that these fantasies are from the Satan, to prevent the person from actually receiving all this goodness…"
Reprinted from the Parshas Ki Seitzei 5777 email of Torah Wellsprings: Collected Thoughts from Rabbi Elimelech Biderman.
Hashgacha Pratis #7

The Heart of the Matter


Part of R’ Uri’s job entailed raising funds for the benefit of patients in various Israeli hospitals. In 1986, R’ Uri organized a medical fundraising mission comprised of a group of Israeli doctors, including two well-known specialists. Their destination was Antwerp, Belgium, where they hoped to raise enough funds to purchase new, state-of-the-art medical equipment for the Ichilov Medical Center in Tel Aviv. 


Their mission was very successful as many donors were touched by the heartfelt sincerity of the doctors’ speeches. The doctors returned to Israel as soon as their speaking tour concluded, while R’ Uri remained in Antwerp to collect the pledges and purchase the new equipment. 


Precisely at the height of this significant mission, R’ Uri suffered a massive heart attack. He had lived with a heart condition for years, since his first attack in 1977, and was able to keep his condition under control with medication, exercise and a strict diet. 


His cardiologist had advised him not to undergo open heart surgery, which limited R’ Uri in many ways – but he managed to live with it. Now, when R’ Uri was raising funds to help ill patients in Israel, he found himself seriously ill in a strange country with no one familiar at his side. He did not even have the comfort of his doctors who were familiar with his medical history. 


When the doctor treating R’ Uri realized that his condition was complicated, he transferred him to a medical center which boasted one of the best cardiology departments in the world. The chief cardiologist was called in and, after checking R’ Uri, recommended that he immediately undergo a particularly complicated heart operation. 


R’ Uri informed the doctor that his cardiologist in Israel had specifically proscribed open-heart surgery. The cardiologist, however, felt that surgery would be possible as they would be using a new technique that they themselves had developed. He even spoke to R’ Uri’s cardiologist in Israel and, describing the new technique in detail, assured the Israeli doctor that he would take precautionary measures during the surgery. 


R’ Uri sent word home, and obtained his Rebbe’s blessing to proceed with the surgery. During the time he was awaiting surgery, R’ Uri reflected on the hashgacha pratis that had brought him to that particular medical center. Had he suffered the attack in Israel, it was doubtful that he would have undergone surgery at all, and his health would most likely have deteriorated. He would not have thought of searching for a doctor abroad who might have a different opinion, and who might have developed a new technique and would be willing and capable of performing such a delicate surgery. 


But Divine Providence had brought R’ Uri straight to Hashem’s emissary. The operation was a complete success. R’ Uri felt better than he had felt in a long time. 


The doctor had performed a sextuple bypass operation, using an extraordinarily difficult and previously untried technique. Not only was R’ Uri the recipient of Hashem’s wondrous miracles, but as a result of the success of his operation, this technique was soon instituted in hospitals in Israel, and many other Jews were able to benefit from it. (There is No Such Thing as Coincidence) 

Reprinted from the Yom Kippur 5778 email of The Weekly Vort.

Elvis 40 Years Later: 
“I Too Want to be Part

Of the Chosen Nation”

By Shira Cohen
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“He was always looking for a life of meaning”


40 years after the passing of Elvis Presley, less well known parts of his life are becoming known. One of these was his ties to Jews and Judaism. 10 years ago Elvis’s Jewish hair stylist, Larry Geller wrote a book about his special relationship he had with Elvis from the moment they met until the time Elvis asked him to quit his job and become his personal hair stylist.


The moment Elvis asked him to quit his job elsewhere was when Larry told him he was looking for true meaning in his life and a pure connection to G-d in his life. Elvis heard that and immediately took a liking to Geller and wanted to hear more about this quest. Elvis wanted to meet Larry on a daily basis.


Geller told Maariv newspaper writer Dudi Patimer in an interview about the chapter in his book about Elvis’s relationship with Judaism: “One day I was doing Elvis’s hair and I found him holding a Bible in his hands. When I asked him why he was crying he answered, “I want to be a Jew like you of the highest caliber. Jews are the chosen nation and I too want to be part of the Chosen nation.”

Geller also adds that though Elvis’s mother was Jewish and Elvis’s father was Catholic they hid their Jewishness from their surroundings for fear of racism. When Elvis was a young man his family lived in a Jewish neighborhood in Memphis, Tennessee in a building with an Orthodox [Jewish] family named Fruchter. Rabbi Alfred Fruchter was the first person to teach Hebrew in Memphis. He was married to Janette and they had 4 children; Judy, Harold, David and Debby.


Geller says that Elvis’s mother and Mrs. Fruchter were realty good friends that would have a daily cup of coffee together. They lived in a small building and were great neighbors. Harold says; “Once my mother told me the Presley’s couldn’t pay their electric bill and we helped them and paid it.” Harold is a professional musician in a Jewish wedding orchestra.


“As an Orthodox family we kept Shabbat and every Friday night the Presley’s would eat by us. My father told me that Elvis really loved our ‘kneidalach’ (matzoh balls). Elvis loved Jewish music and my father would give him cantorial records from cantor Moshe Oysher.


“When we needed to light the gas or light, Elvis was our “Shabbat Goy” (to do what we couldn’t do on Shabbat) but if we’d have known he was really Jewish my father would have brought him back to Judaism,” says Harold.

Geller writes of Elvis’s relentless search for spirituality. “Elvis was thirsty to learn more about Judaism and delve deeper into it. I brought many books to read on Judaism and even taught him Kabbalah, Jewish tradition and its symbols, and even the Hebrew alphabet.”
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In 1970 Elvis was the best man at the wedding of radio personality George Klein who was his best friend. Klein says: “Elvis was my best friend. We met in 8th grade in 1948. When I got married in 1970 Elvis signed as a witness on my ‘Ketuba’ (Jewish marriage contract) with the Rabbi’s permission who knew of Elvis’s Jewish roots.”


Klein says that when the first representatives of the Jewish day school in Memphis came to Elvis for a donation, they asked him for $1,000. He asked them to wait a few moments and came back with a check for $150,000! Klein says: “Elvis wasn’t just kindhearted, he really loved Judaism, there’s no other way to explain it. When he died I said Kaddish for him in Hebrew.”

Reprinted from the Parshat Shoftim 5777 email of Hidabroot.
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