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The Life Story of Leon Rosenberg: Introduction
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In the pages following this introduction, we gladly accede to the requests repeatedly made by our friends and co-workers in the Lord’s vineyard, namely, that we should write and publish the life story of the Founder of the American European Bethel Mission.

The life story of this man is most unusual, if not actually unique. It represents personal experiences of a rabbinical student, who eventually became a veteran missionary of the Cross of Christ. It documents experiences which took place in two different "worlds" — the rabbinical "world" into which Leon Rosenberg was born and in which he spent his early years, being very strictly reared until he reached a mature age of twenty, and the Christian "world" in which he lived after his spiritual regeneration.

The latter part of the early years, until Leon reached his twentieth birthday and graduated from a rabbinical seminary, were spent mostly in the gloom of uncertainty, deep longings and inner conflicts due to his burning thirst for knowledge and his quest for THE TRUTH.

The depth of such a spiritual conflict is known only to those who have experienced it. The gap between Rabbinical Judaism on the one hand, and Biblical Christianity (which we might call "Messianism") on the other, seemed to be insurmountable. The power of THE LAW, the rigid demands of the sages and their precepts, had already deeply influenced his life, while the Light of the "sure word of prophecy,” as given in the prophetic books, was hidden and the study thereof forbidden.

It is indeed a miracle when one manages to find his way out of the confusing labyrinth of rabbinical "interpretations" and "explanations" of the Holy Writ as contained in the books of the Talmud.

On the other hand, the sometimes shallow and dogmatic way of presenting the claims of Jesus Christ, as the promised and expected Messiah of Israel on the part of those who represented Christianity, served only to deepen the inner conflict of the one whose life story we are venturing to publish.

It behooves the biographer to acquaint the reader with some of the early struggles of the hero of this biographical sketch in his search for proofs, substantiating the Messiahship of Jesus of Nazareth, and especially His deity as the Son of the Living God. The frequently heated arguments with those who presented those claims, will serve as an eye-opener to many, and introduce them to a type or kind of Jews who are Jews not only because they were born such, but are Jews by deliberate choice. (Rom. 12:28,29)

Rabbinical Talmudic Judaism is an entirely different world from that of Christendom. So are some of the customs and rites, as well as the significance, which this cast of Jews attaches even to their observance of the Sabbath and other festivals in their mystical aspects. All these facts will be displayed before the eyes of the reader in this unusual life story, and he or she will find it very enlightening and profitable. The arguments, used by young Rosenberg to defend his faith, and how he eventually overcame the obstacles and stumbling-blocks in his path to becoming a Christian, will be of assistance to many who are interested in the salvation of Israel as a nation, and of individual Jews.

The acceptance of Christ as his personal Savior was really a triumph of the grace of God in Leon Rosenberg’s life, and a real proof that "the Gospel is the power of God unto salvation to every one that believeth, to the Jew first and also to the Greek." (Rom. 1:16)

Although Leon Rosenberg’s struggle between "darkness" and "light" lasted for quite some time, praise God the final victory was the Lord's, because Leon’s rabbinical zeal was reborn with him and was sanctified and yielded fully to "show forth the praises of Him Who had called him out of darkness into His marvelous light." (1 Peter 2:9)

The two different "worlds,” mentioned earlier, had been packed with thrilling experiences which must be related in this biography as they are radically different from one another. The first "world" was the world of Leon’s early childhood and youth, which were spent in rabbinical training, in preparation to follow in the footsteps of his father.

The experiences of the second "world,” after Leon’s conversion, fall into several time spans, the first of which began in Czarist Russia, with its rigid laws prohibiting the spreading of the Gospel under Pobedonoszev, the Procurator of the Holy Synod of the official Russian Church, known as the Russian Orthodox Church.

The marvelous leading of the Lord of this missionary took him not only to glorious heights and outstanding blessings, but also into the depths of a Jewish "pogrom,” including banishment to Siberia.

The second time span of Leon’s Christian "world" was spent under the bloody Communist regime of Lenin with all of its horrors: starvation, imprisonment and even a death sentence.

The third time span was the time of Nazi cruelties, which cost the lives of Leon’s own daughter and her husband, along with many other relatives, of six assistants in his Mission, and of a great number of dear children of the "Bethel" Orphanage in Poland, who had to drink the bitter cup of affliction and death, together with millions of men, women and children of their kindred.

The fourth time span, and the most wonderful of all, was the one spent in the USA after the rebirth of the Bethel Mission there, and the establishment of the Jewish State in the land of Palestine. It was the best part of Leon’s Christian "world" with all the glorious experiences in the ministry of soul winning among many Jews in the USA and Israel. He repeatedly stated that the greatest lesson which God allowed him to learn through it all was that nothing in the world can separate us from the love of Christ. (Rom. 8:35)

Leon Rosenberg's life was lived largely under the shadow of the Cross, and in many ways it can be likened unto that of the Apostle Paul, concerning whom the Lord said, "I will show him how much he must endure for My name’s sake." Like Paul, Leon, too, learned to say, "We rejoice inasmuch as we are partakers of Christ's suffering,” and that all sufferings for the sake of Christ "are not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be revealed in us" (Rom. 8:18). He "banked" upon the promises "Who shall separate us from the life of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? Nay, in all these things we are more than conquerors through Him that loved us. For I am persuaded that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor powers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature, shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord." (Rom. 8:35f.)

We are writing these pages with deep gratitude to God for His matchless Grace which has so gloriously enriched the life of this outstanding servant of His, and our prayer is that this story may be a blessing and a source of encouragement to all who read it.
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Chapter 1: Early Training Steeped in Ancient Traditions 

Ancestry

A word or two should be said about Leon's ancestors, or the nearest of them at least. His grandfather, Akiva, was highly respected by his kindred for his integrity and generosity. In token of a special merit (Jews were generally not allowed to own land in Czarist Russia) he was granted by Nicholas I, Emperor of Russia, the unusual privilege of owning a tract of land of considerable size for farming purposes. He lived a very secluded life, spending his time in studying the Scriptures and the teachings of the Sages. The farming business was in the hands of an able administrator.

Leon's maternal grandparents enjoyed in a special way the respect of their entire community. The grandfather, Rabbi Jossele, was a noted "Landon" (a highly learned man). Because of his erudition and piety, he belonged to the "elite" of the famous "Tzaddikim" who had a following of many thousands of the, so-called, "Chasidim.”

Leon Rosenberg was born on the 15th day of February, 1875, as the first child of Eleazar Rosenberg and his wife Gali.

His father was known as "Rebb Eleazar ha-Cohan,” meaning "the Priest." It is important at this time to explain the Jewish priesthood as it is observed in Israel today. We must state here that it is strictly observed even to this day, and cannot be usurped by others — either a rabbi or any other religious functionary. It is an office borne only by those recognized by the Synagogue as being descendants of the tribe of Levi and of lineage of the high priest Aaron. (Num. 3:9,10) The question is frequently asked, "Can the priesthood be really established? Are there any genealogical documents to prove the priestly succession?" To that we must answer "no." There are perhaps no genealogical documents, but this heritage is one of the most carefully observed traditions which go down from father to son, from generation to generation. The Apostle Paul speaks of some traditions which he himself observed and recommended to the Church. (Gal. 1:14; II Thess. 2:15 and 3:5)

While according to Hosea 5:4, the Jewish priest could not officiate by bringing sacrifices or performing other ceremonies linked strictly to the Sanctuary of Temple which was in Jerusalem, he had quite a number of obligations to fulfill, besides the redemption of the firstborn. To him was given preference in the Synagogue on the Sabbath day and at Festival Services. He had to open and read the Scroll. He alone was allowed to pronounce the Aaronic benediction at high Festivals, and in conformity with Num. 6:24-26, no one was allowed to do this except the priest, not even the rabbi or the official prayer-leader. This was also in conformity with the 22nd verse of that same chapter, where it is explicitly stated that only Aaron and his descendants might pronounce that blessing. A special ceremony accompanies the benediction. The priest takes off his shoes, and after ritual washing of hands, takes his place before the Ark which is substituted for the Ark of the Covenant in the Sanctuary of old. In the Ark today there are only one or two (or more) scrolls of the Holy Torah. He covers his head with the "Tallit" (prayer-shawl) and lifts his arms to symbolize the Wings of the Cherubim which were upon the Mercy Seat in the Holy of Holies. By joining the two thumbs pointing down, and with his index and second fingers of each hand joined closely and pointing upward, and with the third and fourth fingers of each hand held together and pointing outward, the priest gives a picture of the Wings of the Cherubim.

As the benediction is pronounced, according to Num. 6:24-26, the priest pauses after each verse to give the congregation time to respond by chanting the appropriate prayers. The main object in so zealously preserving the office of the priesthood today, is to be ready for the service in the Sanctuary, which the Jew hopes some day to rebuild in Jerusalem as soon as the expected Messiah shall have come.

One of the rabbis under whom Leon Rosenberg studied in the Seminary, had exclusively sons of priests in his care whom he carefully prepared for that service in the future Temple. This rabbi, Chofez Chaim, (a kind of "nickname" given to him because of his extreme piety and his belief that the Messiah would come in his time) was especially interested in preparing the sons of priests for that purpose.

Leon had three "birthdays.” His actual birthday was, as we mentioned earlier, the 15th of February 1875. However, because he was a child of a priest his real birthday could not be registered. His father, being strictly rabbinical, had some scruples in regard to registering his firstborn son with the Gentile authorities. His conscientious objection to this was based on the Holy Scriptures, Numbers 23:9, where the record reads: "Israel shall not be numbered among the nations." Another particular objection to registering his firstborn son was based especially on the words in the Book of Numbers 1:49 regarding the tribe of Levi, "Thou shall not number the tribe of Levi, neither take the sum of them among the children of Israel." However, in compliance with the civil law regarding registration of new-born children, the father was obliged to register his child. This he did, and it was done on the 22nd day of April of the same year. Only in doing so the father changed the name of his son somewhat, registering him not as Isaac Levi, the name which had been given to him on the eighth day after his birth, when the ritual of circumcision was observed on him, but under the name of "Leon, the son of Lazar Rosenberg." This date became Leon’s official "birthday" and appeared in all of his personal documents ever after.

The third "birthday" came later at Leon’s twentieth birthday and after his graduation from the Rabbinical Seminary. It came at the time of his conversion as the most essential factor for every one who accepts Jesus as his Savior and Lord, and was THE NEW BIRTH of which the Lord Jesus spoke to rabbi Nicodemus, saying, "Ye must be born again" (John 3:7).

The new registration did not make any difference in the Jewish Synagogue, nor was his name changed there. The name "Isaac Levi" which was given to him at the time of sacred ritual by which he was admitted into the Covenant of Abraham, remained the same. There he was known as "Isaac Levi, the son of Eleazar the Priest." No surname (last name) was ever mentioned in the Orthodox Synagogue of those days. The surnames, imposed upon Jews by a hostile government, involved much embarrassment and humiliation but were completely ignored by the Jewish Synagogue.

The reason why Jews in those days objected to surnames was not only because they were a novelty in Jewish history, but also because in their opinion these names constituted a violation of their religious rights, as unequal to non-Jews.

It is well known that family ties in Israel were rigidly regulated by the Law of Moses — that Israel might be a "separated" nation — and the names given to children born into the family were usually of Biblical significance and were inseparably linked with the name of the father. This was carried on through many generations, until a cunning Emperor of Austria — who desired to replenish his empty treasury — decreed that every Jew under his dominion should purchase a surname and pay a price for the same, according to the name which he chose from a list of surnames presented to him by the tax collectors.

These names were classified according to their derivations from various plants, minerals, animals, etc. Hence we find a great variety of surnames among Jews, such as cat, dog, calf, cow, ox, bear, wolf, lion, silver, gold, diamond, stone, smith, taylor (tailor), carpenter — all, of course, in the Jewish version and not as they appear in English. The same was the case with names taken from various plants — a leaf, a blade of grass, a tree, a branch ("blatt" — leaf; "zweig" — a branch; "baum" — a tree, or combined as in "Birnbaum" — pear tree; "Greenzweig" — a green branch; "Rosenblatt" rose leaf; "Rosenblum" — rose blossom; "Rosenberg" — a rose mountain or a hill of roses; "Rosenthal" — rose valley; "Rosenfeld" rose field, or a field of roses, etc. These were German words).

In the synagogue, however, Jewish identification remained in the old manner, "Moses, the son of Amram,” "David, the son of Jesse,” etc.

Following this rule, young Leon never appeared under the name "Rosenberg" in the synagogue. When he was invited to read the Holy Torah, the Scroll, in the synagogue on the Sabbath day or during the Festivals, he was called by the name given him at the time of his circumcision, namely, "Yitzchak Ben Eleazar ha-Cohan" ("Isaac, the son of Eleazar the Priest").

Circumcision

THE RITE OF CIRCUMCISION is still very strictly observed among Orthodox Jews. On the eighth day after a male child is born, he has to undergo the rite or ritual of circumcision, according to Genesis 17:9-13. This was the Covenant God made with Abraham, and no Jew can ever become a child of Abraham and a member of this Covenant without being circumcised. At that procedure the officiating rabbi or his assistant, the "Mohel," the man who performs the actual circumcision — pronounces the name of the child, saying, "The name of this child shall be called in Israel (the name given by the parents)." And so it was in the case of little Isaac Levi. The entire ceremony was strictly observed in the presence of a praying congregation, in accordance with the rabbinical traditions.

Believing in the prophet Elijah as the guardian of the Holy Law, it is generally assumed in strict rabbinical circles that he is present at this sacred ceremony, and a special seat is reserved for him which is called "The bench of Elijah" ("Kysseh Shel Elijahu").

This seat is usually temporarily occupied by the rabbi, whose honor it is to hold the child during the procedure. In the absence of such a rabbi another person may be honored to take his place.

During the performance of the sacred ritual, a prayer is chanted as follows, "Blessed art Thou, O Lord our God, Who has sanctified us by giving us the command regarding circumcision.” After the ceremony, the father of the child praises God for affording him the privilege of bringing his infant into the Covenant of Father Abraham. The congregation responds with a prayer for the child that "he might grow up and enter into the Law and the nuptial canopy (which means marriage) and good deeds." At this unction, another prayer is offered, namely, regarding the coming of the King-Messiah, that God might send the Anointed walking in His integrity to give good tidings and consolation to the people that are scattered and dispersed among the nations. "All-Merciful, send us the righteous High Priest, WHO REMAINS WITHDRAWN in concealment in Heaven, hidden until His throne, bright as the sun, and radiant as a diamond, shall be prepared for Him.” At this solemn ceremony, father Eleazar and mother Gali dedicated their first-born son to God, with the prayer that he might become "Godel B’Israel" ("a great man among his people").

Having been born into a priestly family, little Isaac Levi was by divine order exempt from the "Pidyon ha-ben" or the "Redemption of the firstborn.” The children of priests are in a special way separated or sanctified unto God, while all other firstborn children of Israel had to be redeemed by the payment of a price of five silver shekels, according to Numbers 5:11-15 and 45-50. There we read that God ordered that the firstborn children belong to Him because the firstborn children had been spared in Egypt under the protection of the blood of the Passover lambs.

The redemption of the children had to be carried out by an acknowledged priest in the Congregation of Israel. This procedure was (and still is today), likewise, a solemn service. At the age of one month, the child had to be presented by his father to the priest. The father and the mother would testify that the child is their first-born. God's ordinance of redemption was then recited from the Scriptures, and the father would be asked if he is willing to pay the redemption price for the child as commanded by the Lord. The father would say solemnly "Yes, I am willing to fulfill the behest of the Holy One; blessed be His name. I desire to pay the redemption price after the money of the Sanctuary" (the equivalent). Then the priest would answer "I take this money instead of thy son. This is the commutation for him. This is the price of his release. May this child enter into life, into the Law of the fear of God."

Hebrew schooling

LITTLE LEON STARTED his schooling by learning the Hebrew language. The reason for this was that according to rabbinical tradition, the firstborn son who was dedicated from childhood to follow his father’s rabbinical footsteps, should start by learning the holy language called "Lashon ha-Kodesh." (The Biblical Hebrew was not used then in everyday conversation). At the age of three, Leon had to say his first prayers in Hebrew. According to Talmudic tradition, Abraham first came to the knowledge of God at that age, therefore it was considered expedient to begin religious instruction of a child as early as possible.

The first grade in a Jewish elementary school is considered as a "foundation laying" institution. What the pupil acquires there determines whether or not he is to proceed with rabbinical studies. Generally, the "Melamed Tinoketh" (the instructor), aware of the privilege and responsibility of laying the foundation of future rabbis, takes his position very seriously and watches over the infants entrusted to him, to see that they make every possible progress in the short time under his care. Each pupil is cared for individually. The Hebrew alphabet is taught in the first few days, the teacher points to each letter with a little stylus to keep the pupil's attention to the form and shape of each letter, until he grasps it. To acquire the desired progress and fluency of reading, the child has to repeat every letter and every word aloud. The later studies in the rabbinical schools, such as "Bet ha-Midrash,” or Rabbinical Seminary, require real scholarship and much intelligence.

Believing in the methods mentioned in the Bible, Leon's teacher followed the instruction of the wise King Solomon — not to withhold the "rod" from the child, because use of it is proof of love and will not kill the child. (Prov. 15:24) He used a lash, by use of which he made the little ones obey and learn — his maxim being "Ye must know.” Progress had to be made at a fast tempo.

Leon’s mother watched her son with delight when he learned to read in Hebrew his morning and evening prayers. The first thing he did in the morning was to chant, "I praise Thee, Living and Everlasting King, that Thou hast returned to me my soul, and this because of Thy great mercy and the abundance of Thy faithfulness. May it be pleasing to Thee for a minute, not to become a cause of Thy disfavor."

Again before going to bed he prayed, "Blessed art Thou, O Lord our God, King of the Universe, Who makest the bands of sleep to fall upon mine eyes, and slumber upon mine eyelids. May it be Thy will, O Lord my God, and the God of my fathers, to suffer me to lie down in peace and to let me rise up again in peace. Let not my thoughts trouble me, nor evil dreams, nor evil fancies, but let my rest be perfect before Thee. O lighten mine eyes, lest I sleep the sleep of death, for it is Thou O Lord, Who givest light to the whole world in Thy glory, God, faithful King. Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is One. Blessed be His Name, Whose glorious kingdom is forever and ever. In the Name of the Lord, the God of Israel, may Michael, the Angel be at my right hand; Gabriel, Angel, at my left; before me, Uriel; behind me, Raphael, and above my head the Divine Presence (The Shekinah glory) of God."

Leon’s parents truly did their best to assist him at home in his religious education, ceremonies and rituals of the feasts. But before all this came the learning of the Hebrew language.

Hebrew was the only acknowledged language to be used in approaching God and in studying the Holy Scriptures. That was the reason why the Jewish scribes in Judea did not acknowledge the translation of the Bible into Greek, the "Septuagint." To them Greek was a pagan language. They likewise rejected the Jewish religious writings which were written in Greek, and which they called "apocryphal" or "unauthenticated."

There are only three translations which were tolerated and are still used by religious Jews: the so-called "Targumim,” written in Semitic language, namely, the Aramaic or Palestinian dialect, or the one mixed with the Syrian dialect. These "Targumim" are the ones of Jonathan Ben Usyel and of Uncaleth, who was himself a proselyte, and then, the "Jerusalem Targumim."

Those Jews who lived in Alexandria, Egypt, who had fled from Judea at the time of the siege of the Holy Land by King Nebuchadnezzar, of whom many became followers of the teachings of the philosopher Philo, using the Greek language, forgot the Hebrew, and needed to have a translation of the Scriptures in that language (Greek). Because of this, they were despised by the Palestinian Jews and were branded with the name "Grecians" ("Helenos"). Many of these, when they returned to Judea and became again acquainted with Hebrew, were allowed to join the Hebrew Synagogues along with the other Jews. These were the Grecians mentioned in the New Testament, whom the Apostle Paul found in various places in the Jewish synagogues on Sabbath days where they gathered with the other Jews for worship. Having been quite broadminded and tolerant, they listened eagerly to the proclaiming of the Gospel by Paul. It is obvious that they were not heathen Greeks who as such would never have attended Jewish places of worship.

Tzitzit and Huetel

IN THE WARDROBE OF a rabbinical Jew there are two articles which old and young should always wear. One is the "Arbah-Kanfot" (four corners) — a garment worn next to his body, covering his breast and shoulders with "Tzitzit" (fringes) — one on each corner. This is in compliance with Num. 15:37-41. The significance of this little garment is to remind the wearer that he is bound always to be loyal to the God of his fathers, and to observe His statutes and commandments. The rabbis have made of this also a means of protection against evil spirits.

The other article is a typical Jewish skull-cap, "huetel" or "yarmulkah." Two reasons were given as to the kind and the necessity of constant head covering. The one is — the Jew in his apparel should be different from all other nations, according to the command that "he should not walk in the way of the Gentiles." For the same reason the Jew keeps his head covered during prayer, because the Gentiles pray with their heads uncovered. The head covering is also considered a sign of mourning in compliance with 2nd Samuel 15:41-43. Here David is shown in his bereavement when dethroned and persecuted by his son Absalom, and the text states that David's faithful followers covered their heads. Now the Jew, who has lost his kingdom and his sanctuary, is being persecuted by the nations and mourns until God will restore him to his former position. For convenience during the night, the Jew uses another kind of cap — a soft one.

Mezuzah (Hebrew: Doorpost) 

FROM CHILDHOOD ON, Leon's attention was drawn to the Mezuzah in his home, placed on the door post in fulfillment of God's commandment in Deut. 6:9: "Thou shalt write them (God's Commandments) upon the posts of thy house.” Complying with the rabbinical interpretation of this command, each Jewish home has a kind of "phylactery" on each door post. This phylactery, called "Mezuzah,” is a little container with a scroll of parchment inside, on which a passage from Deut. 6:4-7, beginning with "Shema Israel,” is carefully written in Hebrew letters by an accredited "sofer" (scribe). It is to preserve the sacred writing on this scroll that it is placed in a metal case which has a small opening for the Hebrew letter "Shin" (first letter in one of the mystical names of God — "Shaddai" — Almighty). The Mezuzah is attached to the door post in the vertical position so as to be visible.

On entering and leaving the house, young and old touch the Mezuzah, and the finger which touches the letter "Shin" is kissed, while the words in Deut. 28:6: "Blessed shalt thou be when thou comest in and...when thou goest out," and the words of Ps. 121:8: "The Lord shall preserve thy going out and thy coming in..." are especially applied.

The Mezuzah is connected with Divine protection, as cited in the "Machilta,” one of the earliest rabbinical writings, where it is said to be placed as a memorial of the blood of the Passover lamb, sprinkled on the doorposts of the houses of the Israelites on the night of the deliverance from death of their firstborn sons when the death angel passed over the land of Egypt. The Mezuzah, which embodied the name of the Lord no less than ten times, became a mystical amulet.

Channukah, dedication feast

NATIONAL FESTIVALS and holy days were so precisely described and interpreted that they made an indelible impression upon little Leon. Once a year there was a special candlestick with eight arms set before the window for eight days. The arms of these peculiar candlesticks were filled with pure oil and were lighted — one on the first night, and one on each succeeding night — until all were lit by the eighth night. Hymns of praise were sung, especially the so-called "Mouz Zur Iesimeti." The story told on this occasion was about Antiochus Epiphanes IV, the Seleucidan tyrant, desecrating the Holy Temple, and victory given by the Almighty to the zealous priests, the Maccabees, who defeated the enemy and rededicated the Temple. The candles are in memory of the miracle when the golden candlestick could be lit again. These lights were considered sacred. They were not to be desecrated by using them for doing any kind of work while they were burning. They were for the worship of God as a memorial of the great miracle which He wrought for His people. A sealed jar, filled with sanctified, was found in a hidden place in the sanctuary. This enabled the priests to light the golden candlestick for eight days during the dedication. This memorial of dedication is referred to also in the New Testament (John 10:22).

Purim — the feast described in the book of Esther

THE EVENT RECORDED in the book of Esther concerning the miraculous deliverance of the children of Israel from the hand of the wicked Haman, was another glorious event for Leon, and was, indeed, an event of many thrills for young and old — the festival "Purim" bringing joy and merriment with songs of praises to God and hymns of victory. In memory of this glorious event, gifts were exchanged as a token of friendship, and help was administered to the poor, as in the days of old (Esther 9:22-23).

Lag B’Omer

THIS WAS A DAY SET apart for enjoyment — to celebrate Spring outside the town in the fields, and was much appreciated by the youth, This celebration in those days was also in remembrance of the homeland and the Holy city of Jerusalem, when the Israelites, an agricultural people, had their harvests. According to Scripture, the next morning after Passover, the early fruits, the first gleanings, had to be brought as the wave offering to the Temple. From this day on Israel was ordered strictly to count each day during seven weeks until the day of the harvest of the first fruits, which was celebrated in the Temple as the Feast of the Seven Weeks — "Shabuot" (Lev. 25:9-22). Now that the Jews once again enjoy harvesting crops in the State of Israel this feast has acquired a renewed meaning after centuries of serving merely as a great encouragement to them.

On the day of "Lag B'omer,” or the 33rd day, long excursions were undertaken. Teachers and students from the grade schools and Rabbinical Seminaries marched into the fields to play all kinds of games with self-made bows and arrows, wooden saws etc., which symbolized the armies of Israel's kings in the days gone by — an exercise which appealed to and encouraged the oppressed, despised Jewish youth, to at least remember the glorious days of the past.

Sabbath

THE WEEKLY RETURN OF the Old Covenant Sabbath was strictly observed. It was not only a day of rest and a holy season of worship, but a pleasant family fellowship time as well. All the preparations for this holy day had to be finished before sunset. The food for the Sabbath meals was put in the hermetically sealed and specially heated oven to be cooked and kept warm until the next afternoon — no fire being allowed during the entire Sabbath — this is in accordance with Ex. 16:23 and Num. 15:32. The best foods had to be used for the three obligatory Sabbath meals, from which not even the poorest family was exempt.

As an exception, the Jewish married woman had her share in honoring the Sabbath. She had to light the candles for the festivity. This is one of the three commands she had to observe while the men married or unmarried alike — were strictly under the obligation of the entire Law, which contained not less than 613 precepts, regarding things that he should or should not do.

Leon’s mother usually dedicated her candles early before sunset, using large ones to be sure they would last for the whole evening. Leon liked to see her encircling the candles with her hands as if she wanted to have the full blessing of them as she prayed to God for enlightenment. Then she prayed for her family, relatives and the nation.

The rabbis attached quite a few mystical applications to the observance of the Sabbath. It was then, and still is today, celebrated as a "queen,” or a "bride,” with a special order of worship and prayers. One hymn which is still sung in the synagogue on the eve of the Sabbath, became very popular. It is the "Lechah-Dodi,” composed by Rabbi Shelomoh Halevi Alkabez in the year 1540, and sung to some two thousand different musical settings in the synagogues and Jewish homes of the world. In it the Heavenly Father is invited to meet and greet Sabbath as the "bride,” the "queen." (Shabbat ha-Malkah in Hebrew)

Returning from the synagogue with his father, upon entering the door, Leon was aware of the presence of the invisible holy angels, the messengers of God, sent to attend the festival. That is why they were welcomed by Leon and his father with a hymn, "Shalom aleichem" — "Peace be with you, you angels of peace, you serving messengers from the Most High King of Kings. O, Holy One, bless us with peace,” etc.

At the head of the royally-decorated table were placed two emblems of great significance, namely, bread and wine. The special bread was home-baked of the finest flour. On the table were two loaves covered with a white napkin. They represented the two rows of the "Lechem ha-panim" — the shewbread in the sanctuary of old — which were set every Sabbath before God (Ex. 25:30 and Lev. 24:5-3.) With the bread there was wine prepared of grapes or raisins unfermented. There is a mystical significance attached to these emblems... one of these loaves being made of three strips, plaited together and baked into one loaf.

It was customary to invite strangers from other places who could not return to their cities to enjoy the observance of the Sabbath with their own families, to share in the celebration.

The first ceremony at the table on Friday evening was the blessing of the cup (Kiddush — sanctification) in which the final act of creation and the institution of the Sabbath was related by reciting Gen. 2:1-3. This was repeated by all male members of the family at the table, each holding in his hand the goblet filled with wine.

After the traditional washing of the hands, the father lifted the loaves, saying grace. Then the plain loaf, designated for the evening meal, was shared by all. During the meal songs of praise were sung, and hymns of remembrance of Jerusalem and of the King Messiah were chanted. The invited guests related their experiences which added to the merriment of the event.

Each meal of the Sabbath was dedicated by chanting the "Athkeinu Saidatha" from different aspects of the Deity — the first to the "Atkins Kadisha,” which suggests the Ancient One (meaning God, as we find the word used by Daniel in 7:15). Another is dedicated to the honor of "Zair-Anpin,” the Shechinah Glory, or the visible manifestation of God; and one, to the name of "Kakal Tapuchin,” or "Malkah ha-Mashiach" (the King Messiah).

The third meal of the Sabbath, the "Shloa Seuda,” ended with a ceremony of "Habdalah,” meaning separation. This separated the holy Sabbath from the approaching weekday, etc. To this, too, the rabbis attached a mystical significance, which was observed in Leon's home very strictly. It was linked with the fellowship meal at which a group of the caste to which Leon’s father belonged, was present, bringing with them of the good things from their home meals to share together. The main object of their gathering was to listen to rabbinical discourses which Leon’s father gave on such occasions.

After this fellowship meal, when the tablecloth was removed, a cup was filled to overflowing with wine to demonstrate gratitude to God for His bountiful blessings with the words of Psalm 23:5 — "My cup runneth over,” — then, standing with the cup in his hand, Father recited the word from Isa. 12:2 — "Behold God is my salvation; I will trust and not be afraid: for the Lord Jehovah is my strength and my song; He also is my salvation.” This benediction was uttered at the lighted candle, which in itself had mystical significance.

This candle was plaited of three thin paraffin tapers, each of different color — blue, red, and white. When lighted, the three flames merged into one. Little Leon was proud when given the privilege of holding the "Habdalah" candle, and he enjoyed seeing the three lights merging into one flame.

The singing at this third Sabbath meal — dedicated to the King Messiah — "David Malkah Mashiach" — was also mystical in nature. Father sang it in a minor tune very solemnly, the hymn "Bene Hachlo": "Those of the inner court who desire with longing to see the radiance of the "Zair Anpin" (Shechinah Glory) behold these emblems as manifesting symbolically the countenance of the King." After this, another hymn was sung by all. This hymn was to honor Elijah, the prophet, asking him: "Will the Messiah, the Son of David, soon come to us?"

Melava Malka

THE GATHERING OF FRIENDS remained until after midnight to bid farewell to the "Queen" Sabbath — as well as to the "Neshamah Yeterah" — additional soul. Those mystics believe that God gives to His faithful ones for the duration of the Sabbath an additional soul to be able to observe this day in a worthy and holy manner.

Succot

ANOTHER PLEASANT HOLIDAY in the festive cycle of the seven Jewish feasts is the observance of the Tabernacles. In compliance with the command in Lev. 25:42-45, every Jew has to build a booth for his abode during the whole week. This is in remembrance of the nation’s wandering in the desert after deliverance from Egypt.

Leon gladly joined his father, and enjoyed the meals even more than in the house. The booth was nicely decorated and offered an altogether pleasant change. The last day of this festival was celebrated to the honor of the Law, "Simchat Torah,” a really joyous event for old and young. The old folks rejoiced that they were enabled during the whole year on each Sabbath to read a portion in the Law, and that, as the last portion was read, they could roll the Scroll back to Genesis to start anew the reading of the Holy Law.

This was celebrated as a pageantry with a procession in all the synagogues, where all the Scrolls were taken out from the Ark and carried around. Those present, both young and old, were honored to carry one of the Scrolls, while the little boys were holding banners with burning candles attached to the top of the staffs. Prayers were chanted, hymns were sung, literally reenacting the scene when King David brought the Ark home (Chron. 16:28,29) and danced for joy. How different was this feast from the two preceding ones — the solemn New Year and the Day of Atonement — which were accompanied by crying and fasting without any assurance of the required results.

Passover Feast

MOST OF ALL LEON LIKED the Passover Week, as this gave much pleasant excitement when everything in the house was turned upside down, receiving a thorough cleansing and ritual purifying. This included the careful gathering of crumbs of leavened bread on the eve of the 14th day of the month of Nissan before the morning of that day, with the dawn of which only unleavened bread was allowed in the house for the next seven days. (Ex. 12:19-20)

It was for this festival that every member of the family had to put on new clothing and new footwear, and the whole setup, even the food, was different — not only the Matzoth, which were exceptionally unleavened — but most of the dishes were different also.

The Matzoth were prepared of carefully selected wheat meal and water — without salt or any other substance. The wheat, from the very day of harvesting and during the process of milling, was strictly guarded from every mixture and any by-products. Even the water which was used for preparing the dough, had to be drawn from a spring, and was carefully protected. Any other element, even microscopic, would defile its purity. Those Matzoth were baked in specially prepared ovens or, if in a bakery oven which was normally used for preparing leavened bread, it was purified by red-hot heat before being used for the baking of the Matzoth.

Father was dressed in a white linen garment with an embroidered or velvet skull-cap upon his head, and before him was set a large plate with three Matzoth, unleavened cakes, baked by the men of the "Chasidim" sect themselves, to be sure of the strictest observance in their ritual preparation, hence the name "Matzoth Shmura.” These Matzoth were wrapped under one cover and put on the Seder plates.

On a separate special plate there were five other symbols: a roast shank-bone of a lamb, a hard-boiled egg, bitter herbs (horse radish), parsley and charoseth, the latter made of crushed almonds and other nuts mixed with wine to look like miry clay. A dish with salt water was set in front of the Seder plate. All of these symbols were reminders of the experiences of Israel in Egypt, including the night of their hasty, miraculous deliverance and the crossing of the salty Red Sea.

The reason why the Jew today has not the Passover lamb, only a shank-bone, is according to God’s commandment in Deut. 16:2, 5 and 6: "Thou shalt therefore sacrifice the Passover unto the Lord thy God of the flock and the herd, in the place which the Lord shall choose to place His name there... Thou mayest not sacrifice the Passover within any of thy gates, which the Lord thy God giveth thee, but at the place which the Lord thy God shall choose to place His name in, there thou shall sacrifice the Passover at even..."

Therefore, the shank-bone is only a memorial, a symbol, of the Passover Lamb. Likewise, the egg is a symbol of the "Korban Chagiga" — the usual festive offering — which is also forbidden to be sacrificed outside of the sanctuary. These two memorial symbols are only a reminder, and not to be eaten like the others.

At this Seder evening Leon had to ask his father four questions. While usually Jewish children are not allowed to question things regarding religion, at the Passover festival the Rabbis allowed their questions to be asked in accordance with Ex. 2:26. Those four questions concerning the procedure and the whole setup for the Passover celebration, are answered by the father and by all those present at the table by reading the history of Israel’s experiences in the land of oppression and the miraculous deliverance out of Egypt.

Leon would have really appreciated hearing the whole story out of the Word of God in two or three verses, but the rabbis prescribed telling it in great detail, which was very tiresome for little Leon, who was hungry and sleepy, but was obliged to wait until the end, when mother would finally be allowed to serve the good meal.

One procedure of the Passover night scared Leon, when father ordered the door to be opened, and everyone turned in anticipation of the appearance of the prophet Elijah, for whom a silver cup of wine was placed in the center of the table...

This was a very meaningful and festive part of the Passover Meal. Being just a little boy, Leon did not yet grasp the whole significance of this part in the evening, but later these things became much clearer to him and he could see that all symbols of the Passover meal, and especially this last one at the close of the meal, were pointing to the ultimate Deliverer of Israel — their Messiah.

For many years to come, as this little boy grew and matured, he remembered the words his father read from the Holy Scriptures, that this was a special night, "A NIGHT OF THE LORD TO BE OBSERVED OF ALL THE CHILDREN OF ISRAEL IN THEIR GENERATIONS." (Exodus 12:42). Sensing the importance of this solemn occasion, Leon cherished the Jewish tradition which, accordingly, to this day includes at this stage of the Passover meal preparations to welcome Elijah, the ever-living Prophet, who is to be the harbinger of the Messiah. To this day it is customary to fill a SPECIAL GOBLET of wine in his honor — THE CUP OF ELIJAH, especially adorned with scenes from the Prophet's career, as for example, the occasion when he fearlessly reproved King Ahab (1 Kings 18:17-22), as well as several others. Tradition also prescribes that while the cup is filled, the door is opened without fear (for is this not a night of watching for the Lord?) so that the PROPHET OF REDEMPTION may enter.”

Fear of the Cross

ALL OF THIS AND MUCH more was being stored deep in the heart of Leon and became clear only years later, but meanwhile, the little Jewish boy was growing up in the constant fear of the Cross. He avoided all contacts with Christians. The so-called "Christians" around Leon had neither influence nor attraction for him. As a rule, the Gentiles in the place where he lived were hostile to the Jews. Gentile boys poked and kicked Jewish children they approached. From the window of his parental home facing the street, Leon saw a big crucifix, which to him was a symbol of fear and trembling. On Sundays and holidays, when the peasants from the surrounding countryside came into town, they first assembled around this crucifix on the crossway, kneeling before it and chanting, and woe to the Jew who happened to pass by at such a time.

It happened more than once to Leon, that on his way to school he was attacked by one or another of those worshipers of the crucifix. After being repeatedly mistreated, Leon went with his sorrow to his parents but always received one answer: "Little boy, we cannot help you. We are Jews in exile and are in the hands of the uncircumcised. The Gentiles are always persecuting us Jews, because we are different and believe in the living God.” On these occasions they would also tell Leon of crusades of persecution, of martyrdom and of wild legends and falsehoods spread against the Jew, such as — "The Jews use Christian blood in their Passover bread, the Matzoth.” As a result many Jews were massacred during the celebration of the Christian Easter.

Such stories naturally filled Leon's heart with sorrow and indignation, for he knew that the Passover bread was prepared with painstaking care as to its purity. He also knew the strictness of the Divine Law with regard to the use of blood, that the Jew is obliged to abstain from any kind of blood in his food (Lev. 7:26-37 and 17:10-14). When he asked the question "Why should the Jew be so hated and persecuted by the Gentiles?” he never received a satisfactory answer, but was warned to keep himself away from the crucifix and the Christians.

A youthful prank

THE STUDIES TO WHICH the ambitious and persevering Leon was deeply devoted, were very strenuous. Being a lively boy and full of energy, he felt a desire from time to time to enjoy a little freedom. The monotony of confinement to the stuffy school room was sometimes too much. Too little liberty was given for "free breathing" as the boys liked to say. Festive days were no vacations at all. Services in the synagogue, with chanting of long prayers, required much time. The only pleasure to be had was the enjoyment of the good festival meals, prepared by the loving hands of Leon's mother and eaten in the company of the whole family. Between
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