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  Advocacy


  



  Then And Now


  



  A woman came to the Maggid of Kozhnitz and cried before him that her husband hates her. According to him, she is very unattractive.


  Perhaps you are truly unattractive? asked the Maggid.


  Hearing this the woman wept even more, and said: When my husband stood under the huppah with me at our wedding, he found me very attractive. He gave me many compliments, and told me how beautiful I was. And now, all of a sudden, I’ve become so unattractive in his eyes?


  The Maggid lifted his hands toward heaven and said: Master of the Universe, this woman is right!


  Furthermore we also have the same complaint against You. Long ago, when we stood at Mount Sinai and declared, “We will do and we shall obey,” You lavished praise on us, and chose us from all other nations. But now – suddenly – we are scorned by You, and You no longer want to look upon us?


  


  Expert In Diamonds


  



  It happened once that Reb Munya Mosinzon, who was known as an important merchant in precious stones and diamonds, and was considered extremely wealthy, was a guest in the home of Rabbi Shmuel Schneerson of Lubavitch.


  One day Reb Munya sat with a group of Hasidim, listening to the rabbi. Their discussion dealt with the difficult situation of the Jews in Russia. In the course of conversation the rabbi spoke in praise of the simple folk there. They work hard from morning to evening, in order to eke out a living for themselves and their families – in order not to require, heaven forbid, any help from the kindness of strangers.


  Reb Munya interrupted the conversation and spoke with arrogance: I am surprised at the words of the rabbi, that he makes a whole big deal about the simple folk.


  Rabbi Shmuel replied in a gentle fashion: These people have many wonderful qualities inside them.


  I don’t see any fine qualities in them, reacted Reb Munya, waving his hand dismissively.


  The rabbi did not reply to him, but the next day he asked him if he brought with him any diamonds.


  I have magnificent diamonds, answered Reb Munya with excitement, and immediately began to set up on the rabbi’s table an array of beautiful, sparkling diamonds. As he pointed out one shiny stone that was exceptionally prominent among the display of diamonds, he called out with vigor: This stone is truly a wonder of wonders!


  I don’t see anything special in this stone, noted the rabbi with a smile. In my view it is a small, broken chip of glass.


  My master, one must be an expert in order to appreciate properly the quality of a diamond, answered Reb Munya.


  Alluding to the conversation that took place between them the day before, the rabbi replied: A simple Jew – he too is a wonder of wonders. But one must be an expert in order to recognize such!


  



  Rabbi Shmuel Schneerson of Lubavitch



  1834 – 1882


  Rabbi Shmuel Schneerson of Lubavitch was the youngest son of Rabbi Menahem Mendel Schneerson, author of Tzemach Tzedek, and the fourth rebbe of Chabad Hasidim.


  Beginning in his younger years he labored intensely to spread Torah observance to the far reaches of Russia, and because of this was sent to jail by the government.


  His writings and sermons were published in a series called “Likutay Torah – Torat Shmuel.”


  



  Between Man And His Neighbor


  And The Wolf Will Dwell With The Lamb


  In Noah’s Ark, humans and all the animals in the world were gathered. They all lived together in peace, and no one harmed or disturbed another. Therefore, what is so special in the prophecy of the end of days – “And the wolf will dwell with the lamb”? (Isaiah 11:6)


  The answer is that they all lived together at the time of the flood, in a time of trouble. It is natural, therefore, that when there is general danger they must all join together peacefully. Even among humans there are different squabbling factions who join together peacefully in a time of danger, and form a united front for the sake of safety and security.


  But the prophet is describing the “end of days” – an era of peace and harmony. In other words, the universal cooperation among humans and animals will come about not when there is danger to frighten them – but because of broad-mindedness, elevated consciousness and purity of heart.


  



  Compassion for All


  Rabbi Yisrael Salanter was extremely careful to act with compassion in every way.


  It happened once that he came into the bet midrash to pray and say kaddish on the occasion of his father’s yahrzeit. Among the worshippers was one gentleman who also came to say kaddish. It was the yahrzeit of his daughter.


  According to Jewish law, Rabbi Salanter had priority over all others in leading the prayers. He saw that the other man who came to say kaddish was very disappointed that he could not lead the kaddish in memory of his beloved daughter. Therefore Rabbi Salanter deferred the honor in favor of the man who came in memory of his daughter.


  The other worshippers began to whisper one to the other: Rabbi Yisrael is belittling the recitation of kaddish in memory of his father on his yahrzeit.


  When Rabbi Yisrael heard this he replied: Heaven forbid! The recitation of kaddish is extremely important to me. But the privilege of honoring in this way my beloved father, may his memory be for a blessing, is not as great as caring for a man who came to vent his sorrow. His leading the prayers is worth more than 100 recitations of the kaddish.


  



  Another story about Rabbi Yisrael Salanter describes him as a man who labored constantly over Torah study and proper behavior. He never engaged in idle chatter.


  



  On one occasion his friends saw Rabbi Yisrael standing in the market, chatting about mundane matters with a certain man, and he was laughing and trying to bring humor to him.


  The people in the street were amazed, and asked him: Rabbi, you are a righteous and upright man, your labor is in the Torah, why do we see you standing in the street chatting about small matters with someone you met in the marketplace?


  He replied: This gentleman recently underwent a tragedy, and he is shouldering a heavy burden of sorrow. For this reason I found it necessary to fulfill the mitzvah of “gemilut hasadim” (kindness and compassion) to divert his mind from his sorrow and his pain, and help him laugh a bit.


  



  The Sigh of the Poor Worker


  A certain scholar and a poor worker lived in the same neighborhood. The scholar was accustomed to arise early and go to the bet midrash to study Torah. He would then pray with deep feeling, return home and have something to eat, and immediately return to his studies in the bet midrash until the afternoon meal. Then he would return to his work for a short while, and return to the bet midrash to study Torah until the afternoon prayers. After the evening prayers he would continue his studies. This was his daily custom.


  The poor worker would also arise early and go to the bet midrash. But he did not have much time for study and prayer, since he was rather poor and had to work hard to feed his family.


  Once in a while the two neighbors met as they left their homes, or when returning home. At such a time the scholar would look at the poor worker with an angry eye, who was burdened constantly with worries about making a living, and did not have a great deal of time to study Torah or pray properly. The worker sighed and thought to himself: He hurries and I hurry. He hurries to study Torah and to pray – but I run to vain matters.


  When they passed away, the two of them appeared before the Heavenly Court – one with Torah and prayer; the other with empty hands.


  The defense attorney took all the accumulation of Torah and mitzvot of the scholar and placed them before the judge.


  The prosecutor stood up and took his turn: This man does not deserve to be given Heaven, since he was condescending to the poor worker, and even turned an angry eye toward him.


  The judge asked the poor worker: What do you have to show for your life?


  He sighed and said: I have no Torah or prayer. I was busy making a living, and I had no time for proper prayer.


  The Heavenly Court immediately ordered that a scale be brought. They placed the accumulation of Torah and mitzvot on one side, and the angry eye on the other side, and the second side prevailed.


  Then they placed all the days and years of the poor worker on one side, which were empty of Torah and prayer, and on the other side they placed the heartfelt sighs that he uttered when he saw his scholarly neighbor occupied with Torah and mitzvot, and the side with the heartfelt sighs prevailed.


  



  Punishment in This World


  It happened once that Rabbi Yisrael Meir HaKohen, (known by the title of his most famous book, Hafetz Hayyim), was traveling with a wagon driver. The wagon driver complained to the rabbi: My earnings are meager. Why do I deserve this?


  One does not go before God, said the Hafetz Hayyim, trying to calm the man, as a tzaddik would do. Surely you do not follow God in all your ways. You probably do not obey the mitzvot between one person and another. So God punished you, and you are receiving your penalty in this world.


  If so, answered the wagon driver, Why did it happen last night that your fur coat was stolen at the Vilna train station?


  Because I too am a sinner in financial matters, answered the Hafetz Hayyim in sincerity. I am also a merchant. It happens sometimes that there is a page in a book that I’m selling that is torn, or has some other disfigurement, but the purchasers are embarrassed to tell me. Therefore I received this punishment.


  



  Do Not Separate Yourself from the Community


  Rabbi Pinhas of Koretz was admired and beloved by many. Thus they came to him with their questions and requests, and forced him to lose time studying Torah.


  The day after Yom Kippur he prayed to the Master of the Universe this prayer: It is well known before You that I do not chase after the community. My only desire is to merit having proper prayer and to study Your Torah in purity and clarity. But the masses line up at my door and mumble to me. Therefore, my Father in Heaven, grant me kindness and remove from me the spirit of graciousness that you bestow upon me, so that I can cling to You alone. It would be better if the throngs would go away from me and hate me rather than bother me with their problems all the time.


  A divine voice came down from Heaven and said: Rabbi Pinhas, I have granted your wish.


  The next day Rabbi Pinhas stood at his window and looked out, but not one of the passersby even said “Shalom” to him.


  Rabbi Pinhas rejoiced and thank the blessed Creator for this gift. They no longer love him and do not stream to mutter their thoughts.


  That same day Rabbi Pinhas took a long time in his preparation for prayer, and then went to the small bet midrash to pray. He saw that no one was in the bet midrash, and was very surprised. He waited and waited – and not one person from the regulars in the community came to the bet midrash. Having no choice, he prayed alone.


  Rabbi Pinhas was accustomed every day to sit at the desk in the midst of many guests. But today not even one guest showed up. He sat, ate his meal alone, feeling rejected, finished his meal and recited grace after meals.


  His wife began to share her sadness with him. She saw that not one person came to share a meal, and the whole day not one foot stepped on their threshold. So she thought there must be a reason. Her heart was heavy, feeling snubbed. She said: Why do people not like me? She felt ostracized by the community. What was her crime, her sin?


  Rabbi Pinhas answered her: It seems that it is God’s will to remove from me the kindness of the community in order to punish me, since I prayed to God to terminate my gracefulness from their eyes.


  The righteous woman heard about her husband’s prayer, and said to him: Pinhas, if we are suffering, then do not cancel your will in favor of the will of the community. Be strong and have courage in worshipping God. But Rabbi Pinhas could not conduct himself that way for a long time.


  A Jew can study Torah alone, pray by himself, bind his thoughts to the Creator by himself – but he cannot build a sukkah without help from others.


  Rabbi Pinhas needed three Jews to help build his sukkah, since he always builds a very large sukkah, where there is room for a minyan of ten guests. But not one person would agree to help him. Rabbi Pinhas struggled, and planned somehow to build the sukkah by himself.


  That evening, when he came into the sukkah and sat at the table, and, as is the Jewish custom, invited our father Abraham, the first of the “Ushpizin” (guests), to visit him, Abraham was not willing to enter. He said: I will never enter a sukkah in which not one Jew is willing to be a guest there.


  Rabbi Pinhas realized how much wickedness his request brought – to banish his graciousness in the eyes of the community.


  He turned before the Blessed Holy One with this prayer: Have mercy on me, my Father in Heaven! Return to me the graciousness that You took away from me, so that many Jews will want to visit my sukkah and will want to come visit me.


  Better that I am occupied less with Torah study and prayer – so that I will not be rejected by my brothers and sisters, the family of Israel, the seed of the holy people. Better is idle time spent with the community than arrogance in isolation.


  



  Rabbi Pinhas of Koretz



  1728 – 1790


  Rabbi Pinhas of Koretz was one of the leading students of the Baal Shem Tov, the founder of Hasidism. Rabbi Pinhas spread Hasidism throughout the Ukraine. Among his followers were many rabbis and community leaders.


  Selections of his teachings were published in these books: “Likutay Shoshanim,” and “Midrash Pinhas.”


  



  Open The Door Immediately!


  Rabbi Issar Zalman Meltzer, Rosh Yeshivah of “Etz Hayyim” in Jerusalem, would open his door by himself for everyone who came to visit him. It happened once, as he was lying in bed, that a knock was heard at the door. It was very late on a rainy night. One of his students went to open the door and asked: Who is there?


  Rabbi Issar Zalman called out loudly, On a stormy night after midnight, one asks Who is there? Open the door immediately!


  



  Rabbi Issar Zalman Meltzer



  1870 – 1953


  Rabbi Issar Zalman Meltzer was one of the leading Jewish scholars in recent generations. He was born in Mir, in White Russia, and from a tender age he was recognized as a budding genius. At age 13, he came to the famous Yeshivah of Volozhin, where outstanding scholars studied, and stood out among them. In 1894, he was appointed Rosh Yeshivah in Slobodka, and after three years he established a very large Yeshivah in Slutzk, which became renowned in the Jewish world.


  In 1925, he made aliyah to Eretz Yisrael, and served as Rosh Yeshivah of “Etz Hayyim” – the largest yeshivah in Jerusalem. In addition to his excellence as a Torah scholar, he was known for his deep humility, and for his warm relationship to everyone he met. He served as president of the Council of Leading Torah Sages in the Holy Land, and in this role he made great strides for the Haredi community in the State of Israel.


  In 1935, his first book, “Even Ha-Ezel” (a commentary on Maimonides), was published, and to this day nine volumes have appeared in the series.


  



  Do We Have A Choice?


  A Russian officer asked the rabbi of Kovno, Rabbi Yitzhak Elhanan Spector: Why do Jews in Russia compete so much with each other – more than others? With with Poles, Ukrainians, Moldavians, etc., each group is occupied in their own work and their own profession, and do not compete with their fellow citizens. But the Jews in Russia are so competitive with each other.


  Rabbi Yitzhak Elhanan replied: Look at the animals. The lion does not prey upon another lion, but it does prey upon other animals. So it is with other animals of prey. Furthermore, fish in the sea – the bigger ones swallow up the smaller ones. Why? Because land animals have the whole world in which to run. They can go wherever they wish – and then they can find their prey among all the other creatures without having to bother their own kind. But fish are locked in the sea, and must confine themselves to the water. So the bigger ones swallow the little ones.


  So it is with my people in Russia, concluded Rabbi Yitzhak Elhanan.


  All the different nationalities in the country can live anywhere they wish, and they can find their livelihood without bothering their neighbors, people of their own background. But we Jews are forced to live in a closed, tight area, in the Pale of Settlement, as a result of Russian law. Because of this, Jews are forced to compete with their neighbors. The real guilty party is the Russian government!


  



  Rabbi Yitzhak Elhanan Spector



  1817 – 1896


  Rabbi Yitzhak Elhanan Spector was one of the leading European rabbis of the 19th century, and one of the most important halakhic decisors in his generation. From age 20, he served as rabbi in several congregations in Eastern Europe, and for more than 30 years he served as rabbi of Kovno, the capital of Lithuania.


  Beside his greatness as a Torah scholar, he was a community leader and the moving spirit of the Hovevay Zion movement.


  The Rabbi Yitzhak Elhanan Seminary in New York is named for him, as is the district of Nahalat Yitzhak in Tel Aviv.


  His books on Jewish law are known for their comprehensiveness as well as their depth – such as “Be-er Yitzhak,” “Nahal Yitzhak,” and “Ayn Yitzhak.”


  



  Seeing, But Not Seen


  The Hafetz Hayyim once traveled in his wagon in order to give out free copies of his book to whoever wanted one. When the wagon driver passed near a beautiful garden, filled with fruit trees, he stopped, got off and picked some fruit.


  The Hafetz Hayyim saw what he was doing and yelled out: They see us, they see us!


  The wagon driver was frightened and returned to his seat. But after he calmed down, he looked in all directions, and saw that there was no one around. So he asked the Hafetz Hayyim: Why did you cry out? There’s not a soul anywhere near us.


  You are wrong, answered the Hafetz Hayyim. Someone sees us, but He sees and is not seen.


  



  Why Did the Rabbi Dance?


  A friend of Rabbi Meir Simhah HaKohen of Divinsk told this story: It happened once that he came to visit Rabbi Meir Simhah and saw a very strange sight. The rabbi was dancing in a circle with a husband, his wife, and their child.


  The man did not understand, and in his total amazement, he watched this peculiar sight.


  Rabbi Meir Simhah explained to him what happened: The day before, the husband and his wife came to see him in order to receive a “get” (Jewish bill of divorce). The husband presented his complaints, and the wife explained her side. Then Rabbi Meir Simhah asked them: Do you have children?


  Yes, we have one son, they answered.


  And with whom will the son live after delivery of the “get?” With the mother or with the father? asked Rabbi Meir Simhah, as if talking to himself. He then added immediately, saying to them: Come back tomorrow with the child.


  When they returned the next day, with the child, Rabbi Meir Simhah took the child, sat him on his knees and began to cry: My son, said the rabbi, from now on you will be an orphan – with no father and no mother.


  The child began to cry too. Then the mother broke out in bitter tears. The father also began to weep.


  At that very moment the couple decided not to get divorced, concluded the rabbi, and we all started to dance together from great joy.


  


  Blessing and Curse



  Beautiful Before the Sin, and After the Sin


  It happened once that Rabbi Aryeh Levin sat with his teacher, the gaon Rabbi Hayyim Berlin, the rabbi of Jerusalem, and read together the biblical book, Song of Songs. When they came to the verse, “You are fair, my darling, you are fair, with your dove-like eyes” (1:15), his teacher’s eyes began to weep.


  Rabbi Aryeh asked him: Why are you crying? These verses describe how beautiful is the love between the Blessed Holy One and the Jewish people!


  Rabbi Hayyim replied with a story: When I served as a rabbi in Moscow, a distinguished man approached me and asked to speak with me alone.


  I was recently blessed with a son, he said to me, and I request that you perform “brit milah” (circumcision) for him.


  Wonderful! But why such secrecy?


  I am a wealthy man, and I sell Christian crosses. But no one knows that I am a Jew. So I want to have the “brit milah” secretly.


  At the advice of Rabbi Hayyim, he dismissed all the non-Jewish servants in his house. While Rabbi Hayyim performed the circumcision the father served as Sandek, and the “brit milah” took place in secret, without even the required minyan.


  Three days later the father of the baby came to Rabbi Hayyim and placed on his table a sum of money for his effort. But Rabbi Hayyim refused to accept it, and asked: In your house there is no sign of Judaism, and you yourself struggle with all your might to hide the fact that you are a Jew. So why did you want so much to have your son circumcised?


  Rabbi, answered the man, I know that I have traveled far from my Jewish faith. I am not even certain that I will ever be able to return and come close to my Maker. It is certain that my baby son will never know what Judaism is. He will not grow up among Jews who have studied the mitzvot, or at least observe the tradition. However, if one day he desires to be a complete Jew, I do not want there to be any obstacle in his path.


  Rabbi Hayyim continued: When I read the biblical verse, “You are fair, my darling, you are fair, with your dove-like eyes,” I remembered that experience in Moscow, and now I understand why the Bible repeats the words “You are fair.” The ancient rabbis taught: “You are fair before you sin, you are fair even after you sin. Why? Since your eyes are like doves. And further, it is taught in the Talmudic tractate Bava Batra (chapter two): “The dove, even when she is far from her home, tries not to be so far that she cannot see the dovecote.”


  This is what is meant when we read that the Jewish people are beautiful before they sin, and also beautiful after they sin.


  

  A Blessing Before Death


  Major General Dany Matt told this story: I was the officer in charge in the Crimea. Several soldiers died, among whom were some who were only children to their parents. I received one letter from the parents of one of these fallen soldiers. It was a very unusual letter, full of complaints about the Israeli Army and the State of Israel. At the end of the letter, the father wrote: I wish for you and your family that fate will take revenge on you, and that you will suffer the rest of your life as I am suffering at this moment.


  One evening, as I was standing at the Western Wall, Simhah Holtzberg, well known as “the father of the wounded,” approached me, and suggested that I visit the tzaddik Rabbi Aryeh Levin. We went together. This was a few months before Rabbi Aryeh’s death, and he was already confined to his sickbed.


  Simhah Holtzberg presented me to him, and told Rabbi Aryeh about the awful letter that I had received from the bereaved father, which contained the terrible curse. He then asked Rabbi Aryeh, Please give him a blessing! After receiving such a letter it is most fitting that you bless him. Rabbi Aryeh took my hand, placed it between his two palms, and blessed me. I don’t remember exactly what he said – but I felt like a small child.


  A short time later Simhah Holtzberg told me that Rabbi Aryeh was mortally ill, and was taken to the hospital. When we arrived at Hadassah Hospital, the corridor was filled with Jews praying for his welfare. When we entered his room, we saw an unusual sight: Rabbi Aryeh was not in his bed, but resting in a lounge chair, folded over into himself.


  Simhah touched Rabbi Aryeh several times with a light nudge, and said to him: Rabbi Aryeh, do you know who is here? The captain from Gush Etzion who was with you.


  Suddenly Rabbi Aryeh stirred and mumbled: Is that the captain with the missing finger? Simhah answered, “Yes,” and Rabbi Aryeh grabbed my hand and squeezed it. Before I could pull it back, he kissed my hand, and said to Simhah: My tallit katan is over there in the corner. Would you please wrap it around my shoulder. Then he blessed my wife, my children, and me. The hour was almost seven in the evening.


  That night Rabbi Aryeh breathed his last breath in purity.


  

  Why Pronounce a Curse When a Blessing is Better?


  A Jewish tourist from America wanted to put an end to Israel’s troubles. What did he do? He went to visit the tzaddik Rabbi Aryeh Levin, and suggested that he curse Nasser, the president of Egypt, that he drop dead.


  I, answered Rabbi Aryeh, never cursed anyone in my entire life. This is the vocation of Balaam the evil one. I would rather bless Nasser that he merit to see the coming of the Messiah. And if he merits this, we will no longer need curses.


  

  Too Late Now


  A certain student was diagnosed with a sickness that threatened his life, Heaven forbid. He visited his teacher, the Hafetz Hayyim, in
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