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Rabbi Shlomo Ashkenazy and Rabbi Avrohom Chaim Carmell

Admor Horav Pinchos
Menachem Alter
oMY YT Y TR I

An Appreciation of the Late Gerer Rebbe

Torrential rain poured down in
intermittent waves, as if the skies
were breaking out repeatedly in
uncontrollable sobbing. Bolts of light-
ning rent the clouds—the very heavens

were tearing krigh. Peals of ominous

Rabbi Ashkenazy, a talmid of Mesivta Torah
Vodaath, in Brooklyn, NY, Beth Medrash Govoha,
in Lakewood, NJ, and Mir-Jerusalem. He present-
Iy heads the Boston Kollel in Har Nof, Jerusalem.

Rabbi Carmell, a talmid of the Yeshivos of
Gateshead (England) and Ponevez, teaches in the
Bostoner Kollel

The authors, whose appreciation of the Lev Simcha,
Rabbi Simcha Bunim Alter 31, was featured in JO,
Oct'92, asked to express their inadequacy to the
assignment of writing an article such as this: “Like
Lilliputians at the foot of & towering peak, whose sum-
mit is beyond the range of their limited vision, we rec-
ognize our inefficacy in capturing the multifaceted
greatness of this extraordinary personality. Our
prayer is that somehow these words will convey to the
reader some indication of his greatness”

thunder rolled across the sky, bewailing
the calamity that had befallen Am Yis-
roel,

The forces of destruction had hit at
the heart of Klal Yisroel—the tzaddik. It
was so sudden, it left us reeling from the
impact of the blow.

An unfinished quote in the Rebbe’s
call to teshuva took on a new, frightful
meaning — “..once the forces of
destruction are let loose, they do not dis-
tinguish between the righteous and the
wicked...” The statement in the Gemo-
ra concludes: “Not only that, but it
begins with the tzaddikim!” Did the
Rebbe sense that he was to be the atone-
ment for Klal YisroeR

When asked about the preparations
for the Purim #isch, he replied “Like a
tisch before Tisha Be’Av.”

Who had realized the import of his

words on Purim: that Shaul Hamelech
had to depart this world for the sake of
Klal Yisroel. He often pointed out that
his own name had the same numerical
value as “Shaul” and “Purim.”

For months he had warned of
impending danger. In his tefillos and
shmuessen (talks), one could hear
urgency and trepidation in his voice, as
he called out for Heavenly mercy. His
call for teshuva apparently unheeded, he
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readied himself to go up as a sacrifice
to atone for Buei Yisroel and offset the
evil decree. A thunderbolt “to straight-
en out the crookedness of the heart”
(Berachos 59a).

As his coffin was hurried through the
streets of Geula amidst an unseasonable
thunderstorm, one verse kept coming to
mind, “And Eliyahu ascended in a
storm, to Heaven” (Melachim 11 2,111

“That which we feared and warned
about has come to pass” (see p. 11)

L. BIOGRAPHICAL NOTES

he 21st of Tammuz 5686 (July 3,
I 1926) was a day of rejoicing for
Polish Jewry. A promise had been
fulfilled. The Gerer Rebbe, Rabbi Avro-
hom Mordechai Alter (the Imrei Emes),
had a son born to him at the age of 60.
The mother, Rebbetzin Feige Mintshe?,
on agreeing to marry the aging tzaddik,
had requested that he promise that she
would bear him offspring. The child was
named Pinchos Menachem, commem-
orating the Parsha of the week and the
proximity to the month of Menachem
Av. This was also the name of his great-
uncle, the Sifsei Tzaddik of Piltz.
Although he was by far the youngest
son of the Imrei Emes, the Chassidim
sensed that a great future lay in store for
him. An inkling of his future greatness
was given by the Imrei Emes at the bris.
He discussed the prayer of Moshe
Rabbeinu that Am Yisroel be given a
leader that “would lead them out and
bring them in” (Bamidbar 27,17},
explaining this to mean “take them out
of their rut and bring them into
kedusha”

As a small child at the Pesach Seder,
Pinchos Menachem stumbled over his
recital of the Ma Nishtana. He burst
into tears, crying, “I also want to be able
to say it so that they will hear me up to
heaven!” His father comforted him say-
ing, “Don’t cry, you'll yet be able to
speak words that will be heard in
heaven.”

L. Pinchos was Elivahu ( Yalkut Shimons, Bamid-
bar #771).

2. daughter of Rabbi Yaakov Meir Biderman, a
son-in-law of the Sefas Emes.

The late Rebbe’s father, the Imrei Emes (r.) and his
father-in-law, Rabbi Yankov Meir Biderman .

A Regimen of Diligence and Breadth

lthough the Inrei Emes was bur-
Aiened by his numerous respon-
ibilities as Rebbe and leader of
Agudath Israel, which involved him in
all aspects of European Jewry, he did not
forego his role as a father. He appoint-
ed special mentors for his son with
detailed instructions about the quality
of his learning and the breadth of his
curriculum. Reb Pinchos Menachem
admitted once that he finished Shas (the
entire Talmud) “at a very young age”
The study of mussar{ethical teachings),
too, was included as specified in a letter
of instruction from the Imrei Emes list-
ing the sefarim to learn. The rest of his
life, he never missed a day without
including study of mussar. When fleeing
from Poland he only had a small Chovas
Halevovos, which he constantly learned.
He was inspired to learn Zohar every
week even before his Bar Mitzva because
his father surprisingly expected him to

The Rebbe as a child accompanying his father,

know a quotation from there, remark-
ing, “A Jew has to know everything” The
Imrei Emes personally tested him and
later had daily shiurim with him, to
ensure that Pinchos Menachem would
not rely on his prodigal mind and fault-
less memory. As a result, his diligence
reached extraordinary heights.

While in Nazi-occupied Warsaw, he
braved the curfew to keep a study ses-
sion with a cousin. On the way, he was
picked up by an §. 8. patrol and thrown
into a truck with other Jews. Miracu-
lously, someone noticed him and called
out to him to jump out and run.

His Bar Mitzva took place in the
summer of 1939, two months before the
outbreak of World War I1. War survivors
recall how the occasion lifted their spir-
its in those fearful months. Particular-
ly, when the Iinrei Emes gave the honor
of Birchas Hamazon to the grandfather,
Reb Yaakov Meir Biderman, saying, “I
shall bentch at the wedding.” Through-
out the war, when it seemed that the
world had come to an end, this state-
ment charged the Chassidim with con-
fidence that the Rebbe would survive and
normal life would be resumed.

On arriving to Eretz Yisroel after the
miraculous escape of the Irnrei Emes and
his family from occupied Poland, he
learned in Ponovez Yeshiva and later in
Yeshivos Chayei Olam and Sefas Emes
in Jerusalem. He viewed Reb Simcha
Bunim Leizersohn (brother-in-law of
Reb Shlomo Zalman Auerbach 9731} as
his “Rebbe” having had a private shiur
with him in which he amassed an enor-
mous wealth of knowledge on Rishon-
im and Acharonim,

He married Tzipora
Alter, granddaughter of
his uncle Reb Moshe
Betzalel %, and the
frail Imrei Emesled the
Birchas Hamazon, as
he had foretold. The
couple moved in with
his parents, and Reb
Pinchos Menachem
continued to study
with his father when-
ever the latter’s health
permitted.
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At the time of his marriage, the Irmrei
Emes could say of him, “He is a cement-
ed cistern that does not lose a drop”
{Avos1I: 11).

Catapulted to Leadership

n Shavuos 5708/1948, while
O]erusalem was besieged by the

Arab legionaries, the Immrei Emes
passed away and was buried in the
courtyard of the Yeshiva. Tis oldest sur-
viving son, Reb Yisroel (posthumously
to be known as the Beis Yisroel),
assumed the leadership of the decimated
Gerer Chassidus. Reb Pinchos Men-
achem became an ardent Chassid of his
brother, as he said in a hesped (eulogy),
“I saw a flaming fire and T submitted to
it for 29 years” With characteristic
humility, he succeeded to conceal his
vast knowledge from others. However,
the Beis Yisroel, fully aware of his
genius, appointed him Rosh Hayeshiva
of Yeshivas Sefas Emes in 1957, His first
shiur in the Yeshiva dazzled the listen-
ers with its scope and breadth.

A Polish Gaon who had survived the
holocaust bemoaned to the Beis Yisroel
the lack of Torah brilliance he had seen
in pre-war Europe. The Beis Yisroel
suggested he speak to his youngest
brother. Afterwards, he admitted that
the clarity and scope of the discussion
reminded him of the great Reb Men-
achem Ziemba 1"

In 1971, the Beis Yisroel sent him to
address the 50th convention of Agudath
Israel in America. Since Rabbi Moshe
Feinstein ©"N1 was to introduce him, it
was suggested that they meet first so that
Reb Moshe could make his acquain-
tance. The meeting, scheduled for less
than an hour, continued on for many
more. On emerging, Reb Moshe could
not contain his amazement: “I couldn’
believe what I was hearing. The entire-
ty of Torah! Reminiscent of the

Rogatchover Gaon!”

Addressing the Agudath Israel of America Convention,
1971. To his left, Rabbi Moshe Sherer, and Rabbi
Moshe Feinstein and Rabbi Gedalya Schorr 2731,

His wealth of knowledge extended to
other areas as well. With a swift and ana-
Iytical grasp, he accumulated informa-
tion in science, history, medicine,
finance, and political issues that would
amaze experts in these fields.

While Rosh Yeshiva, he met with the
non-religious father of a chassan in the
Yeshiva, who was perturbed by the reli-
gious appreach to marriage, particu-
larly the custom that the engaged cou-
ple not meet again until the wedding,
Reb Pinchos Menachem, in impeccable
Ivrit, presented a convincing justifica-
tion for the Chassidic approach. To
score his point, he cited the precise page
number in a recent work by a
renowned psychologist, who acknowl-
edges that excessive contact during
the engagement is detrimental to the
success of the marriage.

In 1977, the Beis Yisroel passed away,
and was succeeded by his brother, the
Lev Simcha—Reb Simcha Bunim. When
accepting this position at almost 80 years
of age, he asked Reb Pinchos Menachem
to help him lead the Chassidim. At the

time, Reb Pinchos Menachem could not
understand his intention. It was only
eight years later, in 1985, that this request
took on meaning. At the height of his
campaign to prevent the building of a
Mormon University in Jerusalem, Reb
Simcha Bunim fell ill, never to recover.
As it became increasingly difficult for
Reb Simcha Bunim to receive people, the
Chassidim began to turn to the Rosh
Yeshiva for advice and guidance. He
would cut to the heart of a problem,
touching on all aspects of the issue at
hand. With great sensitivity to the
emotional and social factors that often
compound a medical or financial prob-
lem, he would help the petitioner cope
with these, too.
A man came to him for financial aid
to cover medical expenses incurred by
an incurable disease afflicting a mem-
ber of his family. After giving a gener-
ous donation to cover the expenses, he
asked him to return after a few days. On
his return, the Rebbe told him: “Besides
the financial burden, I am sure the fam-
ily is emotionally shattered by the suf-
fering of their beloved one. Then there
is the sense of alienation by society, the
feeling that Hashem is picking on you,
the worry about the future....” He con-
tinued to enumerate every major and
minor problem that they were experi-
encing. The sensitive analysis alone was
comforting. But he continued to clar-
ify how so many of the concerns were
really unnecessary, not denying the
severity of the problem itself. The man
left with a wealth of common sense and
encouragement that eased his burden
in the many trying months that lay
ahead of him.

In Face of Adversity

killed at the age of 27, in a car acci-

dent. He had been the epitome of his
father’s genius and flawless character.
This was a crippling blow, rendering him
unable to give his regular shiurim due
to the ill health he suffered after the
bereavement of his son. He made an
effort to give short shiurim, later pub-
lished under the title Toras'cha

In 1987, his third son, Reb Arieh, was
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With the Satmar Rav w¥5w (1) and Reb Chanina
Schiff (.) the late Rebbe’s Gabbai

Shashuoi—as Dovid Hamelech had said,
“If not for the delight of your Torah, 1
would have perished in my suffering.”

In 1991, a new, unprecedented dan-
ger loomed over the Yishuvin Eretz Yis-
roel. The despotic, war-hungry Iraqi
leader, Saddam Hussein, facing an inter-
national embargo for his invasion of
Kuwait, threatened to rain chemical
warheads on Israel. The country, which
had weathered five wars, found itself
panic-stricken as the government dis-
tributed gas-masks to every man,
woman and child. In a departure from
his usual avoidance of public attention,
Reb Pinchos Menachem emerged as a
calming force, dispensing guidance and
fortitude to the Torah community dur-
ing those fearful weeks.

Speaking at a siyum shortly before the
deadline of the U. N, ultimatum to Iraq,
he stated unequivocally that there was
no need to fear. Based on Chassidic
sources, he said, “We know for sure that
there is no room for fear. No catastro-
phe will befall Eretz Yisroel. On the con-
trary, we should utilize the arousal of the
moment to place greater efforts in our
Torah study with true rejoicing, draw-
ing ourselves closer to our Father in
Heaven.”

Uncharacteristically, he requested
that this address be made public in the
Agudah daily, Hamodia. Three times
during those tense weeks, and once after
the cease-fire, he published articles in the
press setting forth clearly the way a
Torah-believing Jew should think and
act in face of the potential danger,
underscoring the obvious Hashgacha.
The message gave thousands of Jews
confidence while exhorting them to
strengthen their commitment to Torah

he shmuessen were

kaleidoscopic in
format, touching on
numerous fopics and
illuminating countless
obtruse statements from
Chazal in Shas and
Midrashim. However,
the two central themes
were developing good
middos and bringing
kedusha into every
aspect of life.

and mitzvos.

He himself displayed utter calm,
refusing a special gas-mask designed for
bearded people. (“Give it to someone
else who feels he needs it!”) Nonethe-
less, those close to him could see how
he felt the immense responsibility he had
shouldered. He was seen spending
many hours praying at his father’s
grave, wrapped in deep thought.

Assunting His Place at the Helm

n 7 Tammuz 5752, Reb Simcha
O Bunim passed away. The choice
of successor was either his son
Rabbi Yaakov Arich (the present Gerer
Rebbe & v5w) or Rabbi Pinchos Men-
achem. Each attempted to convince the
other to accept, until a decision, which
received immediate acceptance by all of
the Chassidim, was reached: Reb Pinchos
Menachem would take over the leader-
ship. He made it clear, however, that he
saw himself as only a stopgap between
Reb Simcha Bunim and his son, Reb
Yaakov Arich.
He compared his position to that of

Reb Henoch of Alexander who led the
Chassidim for almost four years between
the Chiddushei Harim and the Sefas
Emes, On the first Shabbos after the shiva,
to the surprise and delight of the Chas-
sidim, instead of leaving the Beis
Midrash after Shachariss, he turned his
shtender 1o face the congregation and
gave a talk on the Parsha. He focused on
a thought his father had said at his Bar
Mitzva, which had been on the same
Shabbos. In it he explained Moshe
Rabbeimy’s prayer: “Let Hashem appoint
a man over the congregation..... and they
should not be like a flock without a
shepherd” {Bamidbar 27,17}. Two
points were highlighted—firstly, the
leader should be able to extricate the
people from negative positions into a
posttion of kedusha (holiness). Secondly,
the leader should be able to connect the
people to their true Shepherd, as King
David said: “ Hashem 1s my Shepherd”
{Tehillim 23,1). This theme describes his
main mission—to cleanse Jewish hearts
(“Yiddishe Hertzer”), elevating them and
bring them closer to Hashem. He con-
tinued this practice of delivering
derashos until he began holding the tra-
ditional tisch.

At the #isch, he exerted himself to give
shimuessen in a loud voice, audible to all.
The shruessen were kaleidoscopic in
format, touching on numerous topics
and illuminating countless obtruse
statements from Chazal in Shas and
Midrashim. However, the two central

3. The custom in Gur is to have a one hour-break
for Torah study before Kriyas HaTorah.
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themes were developing good middos
and bringing kedusha into every aspect
of life. Invariably, he mentioned the lat-
ter topic at every weekly Friday night
tisch. He sald on more than one occa-
sion that his main task was to bring
kedusha into the lives of the bachurim
and Yungeleit.

The concept of ayin fova (generous
eye) became a password, representing his
constant demand for consideration and
generosity. In this spirit, he set forth
guidelines to ensure that everyone
would get an equal opportunity to have
a favorable spot during daveningand the
tisch. Anyone coming into Ger could
sense new dimensions of Torah breadth
and depth, combined with heightened
sensitivity in interpersonal relations.

Leading in Communal Affairs

esides serving as Rebbe and men-
B tor of Gerer Chassidim, he carried

the burden of being a major
leader of Klal Yisroel He made a point
of being in direct contact with all
Gedolim from the full spectrum of the
Torah world. Prior to becoming Rebbe,
he was the chairman of Agudath Israel
of Eretz Yisroel and was instrumental in
bringing unity to the party. As Gerer

10

Rebbe, he presided over the Moetzes
Gedolei HaTorah (Council of Torah
Sages) together with the Vizhnitzer
Rebbe N"»%w, In all areas—political,
health, financial, personal, and educa-
tional—Rabbonim, politicians and sim-
ple Jews solicited his opinion. He not
only gave answers, but like a kind
father, also elaborately explained his
position. He also took matters to heart
and immersed himself into trying to
find solutions,

When the Intifada in Israel escalat-
ed and the Leftist government started its
precarious peace negotiations, the
Rebbe’s compassionate heart grieved.
The death of every Jew caused him great
anguish, and his clear, analytical grasp
of the political scene, left him with no
illusions about the prospects of per-
manent peace with Arab terrorists
turnied “peacemakers.” A cloud of con-
cern and unrest settled up on him. He
spoke of the many sleepless nights he
spent grappling with the danger-fraught
decisions that were being taken.

A group of Rabbonim asked him to
accompany them to the late Prime Min-
ister Rabin to discuss the peace process.
In declining, he said, “T have been in
contact many times with the people
involved in the negotiations. On one

occasion, I spent over an hour in a

phone conversation with Rabin dis-

cussing the issue. He is fully aware of
my opinion.”

In his shmuessen, he spoke increas-
ingly about the urgent need to intensi-
fy our Torah and mitzvos to arouse the
mercies of Heaven. He would raise his
voice in a heart-rending pitch when
mentioning the word “Ra-cha-mim.”
The message was blatantly clear—there
is serious danger looming on the hori-
zon. The terrorist attacks gave him no
rest, He would mention the Chazal, “If
you are holy, you are mine; and if not,
you are in the hands of Nevuchadnet-
zar and his cohorts. There is nothing in
between!”

The spate of murderous bombings
before Purim tore at his heart. In a des-
perate attempt to arouse Klal Yisroel to
teshuva, he penned his last impas-
sioned letter on the eve of Taanis Esther
(see inset on following page). Later that
night, he felt the letter had concluded
on too sharp a note, and added the bless-
ing, “Hashem will not cast off His nation,
nor will He forsake his heritage” [It has
been noted that the Gemora in Berachos
suggests this verse as a blessing to be
used when taking leave.} Upon return-
ing from the prayer rally on Taanis
Esther afternoon, he was informed of the
bomb in Dizengof Square. When he
heard of the child victims, he cried out:
“I can’t bear this any longer!” On
Purim, he entered his tisch after the meal
had been served, stating that the smell
of the food disturbed him. He spoke
Divyrei Torah almost the entire time, cut-
ting short the singing, and distributing
almost no shirayim (except to an
orphan). He spoke about the self-sac-
rifice of Shaul Hamelech, who went to
battle knowing it would cost him his life.
He spoke of David Hamelech, who, in
the seventy years of his life, had com-
pleted all that was expected of him.

After the tisch, he said to his son-in-
law that he felt he had overexerted him-
self, but Purim is a time for mesiras
nefesh. When he arrived home, he said
to the Rebbetzin the verse, “And Moshe
went up to Hashem” (Shemos 19,3),
explaining that sometimes tzaddikim
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P,

have achieved all that they can for Am
Yisroel in this world, and feel that they
can do more for them in Heaven. To her
crythat there was so much more for him
to do, he replied, “You know I don’t say
things without reason.” He wished her
“Shalom’” and retired to his room. After
studying the first 8-10 dafim of
Pesachim {as a marker in the Gemora
Pesachim, he left the kvittel of a son who
had apologized for not taking person-
al leave from him for lack of time and

n
Besides being a last

message 1o the
generation, his final letter is
also a selfportrait, a true
last will and testament. All
the outstanding features of
his multifaceted personality
and Avodas Hashem are
touched upon.

unwillingness to disturb) he changed his
normal resting position. The next
morning he was found lifeless with a
smile on his face. His neshama had
escaped to Heaven; his mission on
earth completed.

e left us with the letter, written
chree days before he departed
from us. In it, he set forth all
that he had tried to convey in his life-
time. Besides being a last message to the

generation, it is also a self-portrait, a true

last will and testament. All the out-
standing features of his multi-faceted
personality and Avedas Hashem are
touched upon. It is the unique legacy of
a Gaon and Tzaddik, who saw so clear-
ly the spiritual maladies of our gener-
ation. With a heart bursting with pain
and compassion for the suffering of Am
Yisroel, he made a last atternpt to arouse
us to amend our ways, and merit a full
redemption.

“Let us abandon all our
calculations and grievances”

It would appear that with these
words the Rebbe is giving us both ide-
ological and practical directives in
response to the question that was nag-
ging at every believing Jew in the wake
of the latest spate of murderous bomb-
ing attacks: What does Hashem want
from ust Unfortunately, there is a ten-
dency, in particular when relating to the

I1. AN APPRECIATION

Tanna’im is introduced by the

words, “Hu haya omer—he used to
say.” These are the statements that per-
sonified the life aspirations of these
giants—"What he was, he said.” In this
vein, we shall base this appreciation of
the Rebbe Y31 on his last public state-
ment, in which he included all those val-
ues that were so dear to his heart.

In Pirkei Avos, the advice of many

Israeli scene, to point an accusing fin-
ger at the anti-religious behavior of our
estranged brethren—chillul Shabbos,
desecration of graves, breaches in the
wall of kashrus, etc. The Rebbe was telling
us that first of all, even if this is true, we
are still in danger: “The forces of
destruction do not discriminate
between the righteous and the wicked.”
Secondly, we have to realize that ulti-
mately it is our responsibility: “All Jews
are accountable for each other” Fur-
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thermore, Reb Yisroel Salanter said,
“When the yeshiva bachur in Aishishuk
forgets a Mincha, a student in Paris des-
ecrates the Shabbos” Who knows if our
faults do not loom much larger than
those of our ignorant fellow Jews,
deprived of their heritage by forces
beyond their control?

This sense of accountability sheds
some light on the source of the Rebbe’s
self-effacing humility.

The Rebbe ornce overheard someone
refer to a nonreligious public figure as

a “Shvache Yid” (barely Jewish). He

turned to a youngbachur present and

said, “Look at me! I am the son of the

Imrei Emes, grandson of the Sefas Emes

and the Chiddushei Harim, and yet,

despite my conduct, I am still consid-
ered a Jew. How can anyone be con-
sidered a ‘Shvache Yid'!”

Humility was a trait he worked on
from an early age. The inside covers of
many of his books were inscribed with
a list of points enumerated by the
Chovas Halevaves as conducive to
humility. In his younger years, he would
often act in a manner that brought mirth
to those around him. When asked why
he did this, he replied that when he
arrived in Eretz Yisroel during the war,
he adopted a “hobby” of causing him-
self ridicule, to offset the excessive
honor he had received in Poland as the
youngest child of the Irmrei Emes. It was
this genuine humility that qualified the
Rebbe to turn to the Chareidi camp with
a call to..”abandon all our... grievances.”

Second only to the Rebbe's anguish
for the tragedies of the bomb attacks was
his deep pain over the discord within the
Torah camp. The idea that the precious
and hard-won unity that he had mas-
terminded before he became Rebbe, in
1992, would be shattered gave him no
peace. He was prepared to make any
concession necessary in order to main-
tain unity. He cast aside time-hallowed
“prerogatives” and positions in a clear
statement that Agudath Israel stands for
unity.

TheRebbe once related how he suc-
ceeded in overcoming a personal
affront, from a unigue angle: Someone
had grievously offended him on a pub-

lic issue. “Iwas very hurt and I was sure
I'd acted on the purest of motives. On
Erev Rosh Hashana, while reviewing
my conduct in the past year, I recon-
sidered this episode. I said to myself,
Hakadosh Baruch Hu no doubt wish-
es to bestow good fortune on that per-
son in the coming year. Yet with my
complaints, however justified they may
be, P'm going to deny Hashem that plea-
sure. How dare I” All bad feelings I had
towards that person dissipated.

“Let us uproot any animosity
to fellow Jews..”

Just a week had gone by since the
passing of the Lev Simcha. Thousands
of Gerer Chassidim from all over the
country and beyond converged on
Yerushalayim to visit the kever of the
late Rebbe and enter for the first time
to receive a beracha from his successor.
One young man waiting in line was
obviously very ill at ease. His thoughts
kept turning back to an episode ten
years previously when as a student in
the Yeshiva he had led a rebellion
against the Rosh Yeshiva who was now
the Rebbe. He had resolved that he
could not present himself before his new
Rebbe without asking forgiveness for
the brazen behavior of his youth. His
turn came; the Rebbe’s warm compas-
sionate eyes met his as he made his fal-
tering confession, concerned how it
would be taken. The Rebbe’s response
becamne the catch-word of the day: “1
did not accept the leadership before 1
was convinced that I would love every
one of my Chassidim as if he were my
own child!”

Even children felt the ali-encom-
passing warmth and concern he had for
every one of them.

A child in Bnei Brak woke up to find
a note from his parents who had
rushed off to hospital with his grand-
father. Afraid to be alone and concerned
for his grandfather, the child remem-
bered that whenever his father had a
problem he would call the Rebbe in
Yerushalayim. Without further ado he
located the number and put through the
call. The Rebbe abetted the boy’s fears

With the Bostener Rebbe novow
and assured him that his grandfather
would recover. Only after telling him a
short story and being assured that he
would return to his bed, did the Rebbe
conclude the conversation.

* A

On one of his daily walks, he passed
a not very Jewish-looking individual
with long, unkempt hair, muttering to
himself incoherently. The Rebbe com-
mented that with the increase of non-
Jews entering Israel, one can’t be sure
if such a person is Jewish at all. After
a few moments of thought, he added,
“Every Jew is a gem. Since we are
instructed to view everyone favorably,
it is probable that in such a case, judg-
ing faverably would require us to
assume he is Jewish.”

Towards the end of the walk they
came across the same character. This
time, he came towards them with a
hand outstretched for alms, mumbling
verses from Tehillim. The Rebbe’s face
Iit up as he gave him a generous hand-
ful of coins.

..and augment our feelings of good will”

Shortly after Reb Pinchos Men-
achem became Rebbe, he was visited by
the Gabbai of the late Amshinover
Rebbe, Reb Meir’le 5731, of Bayit Vegan.
He came to reveal an episode that had
remained a secret with him for the past
20 years.

Reb Simcha Bunim once visited Reb
Meir’le during the lifetime of the Beis
Yisroel. When the Gabbai announced
that the Gerer Rebbe’s brother had
arrived, Reb Meir'le strangely

4, Likewise, all his life he took a daily walk, in keep-
ing with instructions he received from his mother
in his youth.

12
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remarked, “Not his brother, the Gerer

Rebbe himself.”

After Reb Simcha Bunim left, Reb
Meir'le added, “I'm sure you know that
the Imrei Emes, in his first will (writ-
ten before the war), appointed his
brother Reb Moshe Betzalel as his suc-
cessot, although he had sons that were
quite capable of filling this position, as
is the usual custom. However, he
understood that the Chassidim would
prefer to be led by another son of the
Sefas Emes. As reward for that gen-
erosity, he will yet merit that his three
surviving sons will inherit his great-
ness.” With the appointment of Reb
Pinchos Menachem as Rebbe, this pre-
diction had been realized.

The Rebbe, who always strove to emu-
late his illustrious father, excelled in his
trait of generosity and succeeded to
imprint this attitude upon his Chas-
sidim, He said that the plague of cancer
is a physical representation of the spir-
itual and psychological malady of
encroaching onto other people’s good
fortune with an envious eye. When a
confidant attempted to criticize some-
one for improper behavior, he took him
to the mezuza of his room and with him
repeated three times, “Yidden zeinen
gut-—Jews are good!”

With his spirit of good will, the Rebbe
would recall favors done to himself or
his family countless years before, and
express his indebtedness.

During atisch, he honored a certain
talmid chacham by sending him shi-
rayim. He later explained that earlier
that day, he had reminded himself of a
novel interpretation he had heard
from that person as a student in the
Yeshiva 35 years previously. This was his
way of showing his gratitude.

5

An eye specialist came to receive the

/\/\ore than his
money and his
heart, of which he
gave so generously, the
Rebbe gave of his time.
That priceless
commodity, which he
cherished so much for
Torah study, was his

greatest sacrifice to
help another Jew.

ous view towards our fellow human
beings — in particular, not to withhold
results of our research in order to reap
greater personal gain.”

On his return, the doctor reported
with awe how prophetic the Rebbe’s
words had been. The lecture immedi-
ately following his was by a European
doctor about whom it was rumored that
he had discovered a complete cure for
a particular condition, which he
refused to disclose, He began his address
by confessing that he was guilty of the
conduct referred to by the Rabbi in
Israel. However, the inspiring message
had influenced him to change his atti-
tude and he was now ready to reveal the
results of his research.

“And kindness...”

The Rebbe utilized every opportuni-

versing with a friend rather than peti-
tioning a great Rebbe, These tales of woe
that were his daily fare weighed heavi-
ly on his heart,often causing him sleep-
less nights.

A man beset by numerous sorrows
and misfortunes commented on leav-
ing the Rebbe’s rovm that he felt as
though stones had been removed from
his heart. When this comment was
repeated to the Rebbe, his rejoinder
was, “Yes, but what do you think I did
with them? I took them onto my own
heart!”

More than his money and his heart,
of which he gave so generously, the
Rebbe gave of his time. That priceless
commodity, which he cherished so
much for Torah study, was his greatest
sacrifice to help another Jew. Close to
one hundred people would wait in line
to see him every day, yet he never hur-
ried anyone. He would make conversa-
tion—analyzing the problem from var-
ious angles, or sharing a Torah thought
as a word of encouragement—before
giving his advice or blessing.

As Rosh Yeshiva, the students
noticed that one of the familiar alms-
collectors of Jerusalem came to visit Reb
Pinchos Menachem every Erev Rosh
Chodesh. He would leave after about
15-20 minutes with a very satisfied look
on his face. To the more curious ones,
he revealed that, as a self-styled author-
ity on world affairs, he had been asked
by the Rosh Yeshiva fo keep him
apprised of current events in return for
a handsome remuneration. When he
appeared the month after the Rebbe
assumed leadership, the students tried
to dissuade him from bothering the
Rebbe. To their surprise, he claimed to
have received a special message to come
as usual. After a few minutes, he came
out saying that the Rebbe had told him

Rebbe’s blessing before departing to the
USA as the sole delegate for Israel at a
conference of ophthalmologists. The
Rebbe asked him to include the fol-
lowing message in the name of a “great
Rabbi in Israel”: “As doctors involved
in improving human eyesight, it is
incumbent on us, too, to have a gener-

ty for active chessed and charity. On
countless occasions, people were caught
by surprise when, besides his words of
advice and blessing, he added a cheque
of hundreds or even thousands of
Shekel to alleviate their financial burden.
He would refer to similar experiences in
his own personal life, in a disarming
manner that made one feel one was con-

that ke now had alternative sources of
information and it was no longer nec-
essary for him to bother. He was
instructed, however, to continue com-
ing to receive his monthly remuneration.

“Let us enhance our Torah study...”

When the Chiddushei Harim found-
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ed Gerer Chassidus, he made Torah
study its central theme. This has
remained the hallmark of Ger to this
day. Rabbi Pinchos Menachem was the
first Rebbe since the Chiddushei Harim
to have served as a Rosh Yeshiva prior to
becoming Rebbe. Thus while his prede-
cessors had often concealed their great-
ness in Torah, Rabbi Pinchos Menachem
was a recognized Torah giant.

Out of his great love for Torah, he
never refused a request to speak at
Torah-gatherings whenever he felt that
he could support another Torah venture.
Above all, his love for Torah expressed
itself in intense hasmada. His greatest
delight was to be left alone with his
sefarim for hours at a time. When
returning home after many hours of
receiving people, he often barely had the
strength to climb the stairs. As soon as
he entered his house, however, he
would rush into his study with renewed
vigor and immediately immerse himself
in his learning with enthusiasm.

His shmuessen were studded with
novel interpretation of quotes from both
Talmudim, Midrashim and Zohar, inter-
spersed with references to major classics
of Rishonim and the early Chassidic
masters. The more learned of the Chas-
sidim would prepare themselves for the
tisch by reviewing major works on the
Parsha, to ensure they would fully
grasp the Rebbe’s words.

“And ways of pleasantness...”

‘Whoever met the Rebbe was inspired
by the pleasantness of the encounter.
Someone who came in to see him for the
first time would be asked, “Which lan-
guage do you prefer? Yiddish? Ivrit?” In
some instances he offered English, too.

A student in one of theyeshivos had
made an outstanding achievement in
his studies. His mentors reported this to
the Rebbe, mentioning that they
intended honoring him publicly to
encotirage others to do likewise. At first
he endorsed the idea, but on verifying
that a cousin studied in the same yeshi-
va, he vetoed the plan. “What value is
there to extra Torah gained at the
expense of another Jew’s discomfort?”

He himself would go to great lengths
to ensure that he did not hurt anyone’s
feelings.

While on a trip to the States, he was
invited by an acquaintance to pay a
visit to his home. His aides suggested
that the visit was inappropriate for a
person of his position. To avoid argu-
ing, he made his way there at night,
walking alone through a dangerous sec-
tion of New York, in the biting cold.

*xk

While visiting the newly-built Gur-
neighborhood in Beit Shemesh, the
Rebbe inquired about the availability
of telephones. Upon hearing that the
phone company had so far installed
only a few public telephones, the Rebbe
was greatly disturbed. He demanded
that private phones be immediately
installed; otherwise, he would have to
delay the settling of this neighborhood.
He explained that while the men spend
their day amongst their friends in the
Kollel, the young women are left at
home. Without the possibility of phone-
contact with friends and family, they
will feel cut off and lonely, The direc-
tors of the project prevailed on the
phone company to lay the necessary
lines, and the settling of the neighbor-
hood continued.

“And fear of Heaven"

The Rebbe would rise from his seat
for elderly people—even his own Chas-
sidim. To their objections, he would
reply: “My father used to say that ris-
ing before the elderly brings Yiras
Shamayim. De you object to me
increasing my Yiras Shamayim?”s
The tremor of fear could be discerned

in his voice when he said a beracha or
tefilla. His fervor in doing mitzvos was
electrifying. When the sefer Torah was
taken out or he was called up for an aliya
he would literally run to honor the
Torah. When he was called out to be a
sandek (at a bris) or when a beggar came

5. As the verse concludes: “Rise before the elderly...
and you shall fear your G-d” (Vayikra 19,32).

by soliciting, he rushed to do the mitz-
va. Again and again throughout the dav-
ening, he could be seen checking to make
sure his tefillin were in the right spot, or
cherishly kissing them.

When offering advice, he would see
beyond the problem itself, taking into
account the effect a particular course of
action might have on the character of
those involved.

Someone in public office had made
serious misuse of his influence for per-
sonal gain. A group of askonim
(activists) came to the Rebbe for his
consent to reprimand this person in
public as a deterrent for himself and
others in the future. The Rebbe did not
agree. Sometime later he explained that
his main objection was because every
person has within him bad middos—
destructive forces that he has learnt to
control through a lifetime of self-
refinement. To act in the way they sug-
gested would re-awaken these destruc-
tive tendencies within themselves, and
might bring them to act beyond their
original intentions. Despite the
absolute justification of their deci-
sion, he could not agree that they take
a course of action that entailed the risk
that a lifetime’s work of middos-
improvement would be undone,

“Lest there be seen in your midst any
shameful thing.”

The Lev Simcha and the Rebbe often
quoted how the Chofetz Chaim cried
out against immodesty at the Knessia
Gedolah in Vienna, saying: “How does
a Jewish heart not burst from fear of the
threat ‘Lest there be seen in your midst
any shameful thing and He will turn
away from you’?” To combat this threat,
they followed in the footsteps of the Beis
Yisroel, who raised a generation of Jew-
ish homes that ascribed to the highest
standards of kedusha and tahara—
sanctity and purity.

He could sense from afar a potential
breach in tzenius, and took action to
ensure it was rectified.

At a Sheva Berachos the Rebbe
attended, a son of the host stood direct-

Iy in front of the Rebbe, constantly
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snapping photos. After inquring

whether there were girls in this fami-

Iy, the Rebbe requested that their tze-

nius be researched. His concern was

that since the boy’s behavior evidenced

a complete lack of shame in the fami-

Iy, in the case of the girls it might express

itself in immodesty of dress.

In the Western world, obscene adver-
tising is one of those sickly signs of a
decadent culture to which we have
grown accustomed. In Yerushalayim, the
City of Kedusha, there are still those who
do not accept this situation. After many
years of fruitless attempts to stop this
scourge, an ingenious plan was devised
that brought the heads of the three
largest advertising companies running
to negotiate an agreement: All the
Kashrus councils in Eretz Yisroel were
approached to sign a unified declaration
that no hechsher would be given to any
company that contracted any advertis-
ing firm that issued offensive adver-
tisements. The Rebbe was intimately
involved in this campaign, and from
behind the scenes guided the negotia-
tions. He exhorted them to persevere in
their endeavors, saying, “In the World-
to-Come we will be shown friends, and
Jews in general, who fell prey to these
enticements. If we don’t do something
to prevent this from happening, we will
be responsible for the chillul Hashem.”

To remove evil temptations from the
path of the Torah Jew, special “kosher”

Jlights were arvanged, on which movies

are not shown. When a bachur asked

if he could take a different flight at a

savings of $100, the Rebbe wrote him

a check for that amount, saying, “Ika

darka achrina~—there is an alternative

way” (see Babba Basra 57b).

*%

The Rebbe met with some non-reli-
gious professors, one of whom com-
mented about a recent uproar by the
Chareidi community over the partici-
pation of a women'’s choir in a ceremony
at the Kosel. He maintained that it was
primitive to be so affected by such mat-
ters in our modern age. He, for exam-
ple, has been exposed to worse impres-

sions without any ill effect. The derisive
tone of the stinging question was
defused by the reply given with a
warm smile, “The honorable professor
is no doubt aware that the Bedouin
walks the desert barefoot, quite obliv-
ious to the stones and thorns under his
feer. The European, however, is dis-
turbed by the smallest piece of gravel in
his shoe. I'm sure we all agree that the
Eurcpean is more civilized than the
Bedouin.”

Impressed with the astute response,
the professor related it to his students,

“Let us cry out to the Rock of Israel”

The Rebbe would often say that, like
his namesake, the Sifsei Tzaddik of
Piltz, his only means of helping Jews was
through the power of fefilla. He would
often be seen at the graveside of his
father, beseeching on behalf of people
who had come to him for help. And the
tefillos were heard. Dangerously ill
patients recovered, to the amazement of
the doctors. Childless couples were
blessed with children.

His daily prayer was a lesson in “the
service of the heart.” Before Shemoneh
Esreihe would straighten his hat, tight-
en his gartel and position his peyos, in
fulfitiment of the verse, “Prepare your-
self before your G-d, Yisroel” (cf. Orach
Chair ch. 91). His facial expression kept
changing as he immersed himself in the
various parts of the tefilla. At particu-
lar points, he would raise both his hands
to heaven, a gesture mentioned in
sefarim as one that brings down bless-

ings for the world. When saying “Amen
Yehei Sh'mei Rabba” he would clench his
fists or hold onto something, as his
whole body shook with fervor. These
outward expressions during fefilla were
uncharacteristic of Gur, which sub-
scribes to the Kotzker approach of
“keeping the fire within.” The Rebbe
once indicated, however, that he felt that
the new generation would benefit from
seeing that there is depth to true tefilla.
He even arranged a special place for the
children to stand during the davening
“Perhaps they will learn to daven bet-
ter.”
The children noticed that if they
raised their eyes to look at the Rebbe
during Shemoneh Esrei, he would
suddenly pick up his Siddur and begin
to daven from it. They would get the
message and revert their eyes back fo
their davening.

“Do good, Hashem, to those who are good”

His demand for perfection was often
repeated in his shinuessen. “One wrong
thought, and one can lose everything.”
“Teshuva has to be absolutely sincere, no
self-deception”

He personified the Gemorain Yoma
{39b) that he repeatedly quoted: “40
years before the destruction of the
Temple, the doors of the sanctuary
began to open by themselves, until Rabbi
Yochanan ben Zakai shouted at
them”—to which He would add the
interpretation of the Sefas Fmes “He
shouted at the hearts of Klal Yisroel [to
arouse them to teshuval”

A chassid came from America to
spend Yamim Noraim in Yerushalay-
im. When he entered the Rebbe’s room,
the Rebbe mentioned that he had to do
teshuva on his past sins. Shaken and
bewildered, he turned to one of his past
mashgichim for advice. After a great
deal of soul-searching, he eventually
recalled an incident that had occurred
35 years previously.

These rigorous demands would
appear to be incongruent with his
overflowing kindness, but it was obvi-
ous to all that it was “gevura she-
bechessed”~—sternness emanating from
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Don’t
miss
out!

Enroll
now
Jor the
coming

Our course, taught by leading
mechanchim and principals is
beginning its 17th year. Classes
include classroom management,
practicum, discipline, methodology,
parent relations, child development,
and other important topics.

Join the hundreds of mechanchim
who have benefited from the Mercaz
training.

CLASSES BEGIN AFTER SUCCOS.
ALL CLASSES AT MESIVTA TORAH VODAATH.

I kindness. In his selfless compassion, he

felt obliged to make us strive for per-
fection. But he always concluded in the
same breath: “Any small effort is high-
ly valued in Heaven.”“One time refrain-
ing from sin is of immeasurable value.”
As mentioned, he amended this letter,

t00, to conclude on a more positive note.

et us endeavor to apply these
Liessons and draw inspiration from

his ways, As his Rebbetzin said at
a women’s rally held shortly after his
passing, “The Rebbe gave up his life for
our sake. Let us at least take his message
to heart and affect some change in our-
selves to ensure that his sacrifice not be
in vain” Wy g amoy n
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PrEPARING FOrR THE NEW YEAR

THE FIRST STEP IN THE PROCESS

ow wonderful were the feelings

of the Yamim Noraim (Days of

Awe) of our early years! Filled
with the idealistn of youth, biissfully
unaware of how unrealistic our goals
were, our hearts soared with the thought
of leaving behind our aveiros (sins) for-
ever. Even then, there was perhaps
somewhere deep inside of us a whis-
pering voice of doubt. But whispers can
be ignored.

With each passing year, with each
repetition of the Al Cheit confessional,
the inner voice grew louder and more
insistent.  This time we really will
change! The voice persisted in remind-
ing us that we said the same thing, with
just as much sincerity and conviction
fast year, and the year before that, and
the year before that... for as long as we

Rabbi Stfaséf:eld, a musmach of Yeshiva Chofetz
Chaim in Forest Hills, is 4 rebbein the Yeshiva Ketana
of Manhattan.
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could remember. Unless we are totally
out of touch with reality, we are no
longer capable of maintaining such self-
deception.

What then are we to do? Should we
just give up on feshuva? After all, one
of the essential ingredients of reshuva is
azivas hacheit, totally freeing ourselves
of the transgression, a goal which expe-
rience has taught us we are extremely
unlikely to achieve.

Perhaps we need to recognize that for
most of us, teshuva is not the work of a
few days or weeks, but a life-long
process. Reb Yisroel Salanter says that
one who accepts upon himself to learn
rmussar on a regular basis has joined the
ranks of “oses teshuva, those involved in
the process of doing teshuva” even
before he has actually opened a mussar
sefer. The first step, then, is to break
through our inertia and begin improv-
ing ourselves. This is the challenge; to
stop talking and start doing.

Rabbi Sender Strassfeld

TRIPPING ON A STRAND OF HAIR,
LEAPING OVER MOUNTAIN PEAKS

abbi Elivahu Dessler 31 quotes

the Gemora in Succa (52a), that

Pasid lavo—in the ultimate
future—Hashem will show the evil
inclination to the tzaddikim and the
resha’im—the righteous and the evil-
doers. To the resha’im it will appear like
a strand of hair. They will cry and won-
der, “How is it that we were unable to
overcome so slight an obstacle?”

How are we to understand this? Cer-
tainly, the evil inclination is a formida-
ble foe. Even the greatest tzaddikim
could not defeat this mighty adversary
without divine assistance; as Chazal tell
us: “lulei Hakadosh Baruch Hu ozro eino
yachol lo—Without G-d’s assistance, one
could not resist him.” Moreover, the very
same Gemora tells us that to the right-
eous, the evil inclination will appear as
a tall, almost insurmountable mountain.
Why then do the reshd’im see him as

19




weak and insignificant?

Is this “strand of hair” just an opti-
cal illusion designed to torture the
resha’in??  Surely, this would be a
grotesque violation of emes in the olam
haemes, a world of pure, uncompro-
mised truth.

Rabbi Dessler explains that the gues-
tion the resha’im must answer is, “Why
did you remain where you were? What
kept you from starting to work on your-
selff How difficult would it have been for

: The Shalom Task Force
b Abuse Hotline is endorsed by

leading Orthodox Rabbonim.

Confidential Hotline

Do it for yourself.
Do it for your children.

you to take those first steps to self-
improvement? Not hard atall. Had you
taken the first steps, encouraged by your
success, you would certainly take one
more step, then another, then another....
Who knows how far up the ladder of spir-
itual attainment you might have travelled,
had you but taken that first simple step!”

How hard would it be for us to study
Torah five more minutes, or to say one
beracha with kavana (concentration),
each and every day? Could we not

Mozeson/Malinowski Advertising (201)801-0101
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ith each passing
year, with each
repetition of the Al
Cheit confessional, the
inner voice grew louder
and more insistent.
This time we really will

changel .

restrain ourselves, once a week, from say-
ing something we shouldn’t? We can do
it without much effort. Shall we allow
a “strand of hair” to stand in our way?
Even were we never to progress
beyond that initial step, how much we
would accomplish! Think about it; 5
minutes a day, 354 days a year, for 30
years, would amount to 53,100 minutes
or 885 hours. One beracha a day over
the same time period would total
10,620 berachos. One less lashon hara
(slander) a week would add up to 1,560
less issurim (prohibitions), each which
may involve several laavin (negative
commands), not to mention an asei
{positive command) honored here and
there. Consider this in the light of the
well-known statement of the Chofetz
Chaim Yy, that it would be worth all
the effort of writing the Shmiras
Halashon, his classic sefer on the topic
of guarding one’s tongue, to stop one
person from speaking lashon hara once.
Moreover, there is every expectation
that this will only be the start. This
would certainly fit the category of
“Mitzva goreres mitzvd —one mitzva
brings another in its wake. Instead of the
discouragement of looking back on
another year that began with such good
intentions, yet concluded without mea-
surable progress, we will have something
concrete to show for our efforts. This
sense of accomplishment, this taste of
success, will likely motivate us to take
another step, to meet another challenge.

20
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A FORAY INTO PSYCHOLOGICAL WARFARE

his realistic focus on incremental

I growth so confounds our evil
inclination that he may well
resort to an unconhventional tactic to
counteract it. Donning his bekeshe or
kapotte (he has quite a wardrobe), he will
attempt to belittle our accomplish-
ments. “Five extra minates,” he will
snort. “Five hours will not suffice to ful-
fill your obligation. One beracha a day;

Exn The voice

persisted in reminding us
that we said the same
thing, with just as much
sincerity and conviction
last year, and the year
before that, and the year
before that... for as long
as we could remember.

and ninety-nine times a day you men-
tion the name of Hashem without spar-
ing it a thought?” He will spur us on
to undertake what we cannot, over the
long term, maintain.

This counterattack should not sur-
prise us. As Chazal (the rabbis of the
Talmud) tell us, the evil inclination is an
ish milchama umelumad bVarmimus:
He is a master of psychological warfare.
He will allow us the short-term gain of

profound hisorerus and inspiration to
deny us the long-term benefits of real
growth. He knows that in all likelihood,
we will not be able to maintain this level
of tzidkus. Inevitably, we start to back-
slide, and a feeling of failure overtakes
us. We are disappointed in ourselves for
not living up to our aspirations. Our
self-esteem has been diminished. We
have been cunningly manipulated to
undertake more than we are realistical-
ly capable of achieving. Our subsequent
lack of success serves to reinforce the
ilkusion that we cannot change.

This is why we say in our tefillos:
“Vehaser sattan milfaneinu ume’acha-
reinu,” remove the sattan from before us
and behind us. We can readily under-
stand why the sattanr would be in front
of us, impeding our efforts to move for-
ward, doser to Hashem. But why would
the sattan position himself in back of us?
My Rosh Yeshiva, Rabbi Henoch Lei-
bowitz N, explains that at times the
sattan is behind us, propelling us towards
Hashem. His strategy is to push us for-
ward so swiftly that we are sure to stum-
ble. Then he gloats over our downfall.
He then tells us that we cannot achieve
our goal, that we will never be able to. He
gleefully points to the latest evidence of
our weakness. You wanted so passionately
to change, you tried so hard to improve!
Yet, there you lie, defeated once more.

PRUDENCE THROUGH PATIENCE AND
PERSISTENCE

proceed slowly. Let our first goals
be modest, perhaps accomplishing
somewhat less than we are capable of.
Let us carefully avoid the pitfall of try-

It would seem prudent,then, that we

ing to do too much, too soon. Once we
break through our inertia and prove to
ourselves that we can reach and sustain
the goals we set for ourselves, we are on
our way. What is vital, is not the speed
at which we travel, but that we keep
moving in the right direction. It’salad-
der we must climb to reach the heavens,
not a super-highway. Gettingto the top
requires careful, deliberate movement.

The qualities needed to succeed are
patience and persistence. We need to
keep track of how we are doing. We must
recognize that we will have bad days and
go through an occasional slump, If we
are meeting our goals a good percentage
of the time, we should be encouraged by
our progress, while striving to improve
on it. If we are not doing as well, we
probably need to adjust our objectives to
a more attainable level. When we find
that we are meeting or surpassing our
expectations for an extended period of
time, we can then begin considering what
steps we might take next.

This does not mean to suggest that
we should in any way lower our ultimate
goal. This must remain nothing less
than sheleimus, spiritual perfection, the
pursuit of which is the very purpose of
our creation, Yet, every great journey
must begin with one small step in the
right direction.

It's wonderful that we get emotional
when saying Al Cheit. It's inspiring when
we talk about doing teshuva. Yet,as Shlo-
mo Hamelech teaches us,“ B'rov devarim
lo yechdal pesha”. We do not stop doing
aveiros by talking endlessly about what
we ought to do. No amount of talk can
equal even a little action. We cannot do
it all immediately, but we can begin right
now.... There is so much to do. n
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PREPARING FOR THE NEW YEAR

Yerachmiel Milstein

How to Cry Out to “Tatteh”

Learning From Our Disciples

t six and a half feet, he was the
Atallest person in the Beis Midrash

by at least four inches. His voice
suited his height: deep, resonant and
with just a hint of a gravelly edge. His
eyes were blue, not an ocean blue, but
like a fiery blue-white diamond. His
rugged face was framed by a trimmed
greying-at-the-edges beard. Yet, for all
his intimidating countenance, he radi-
ated kindness and sensitivity.

When I first noticed him Thursday
afternoon, | had come into the out-of-
town yeshiva directly from the airport
to catch a Mincha before making my way
to the suburban, wooded retreat which
was rented for the weekend by local
sponsors of the Discovery Seminar. He
fit in so well with the younger bachurim
that I assumed he was “nebech, an eltere
bachur?”

To the casual observer, he could pass
for a senior student, perhaps a sho’el
umayshiv (consultant to the students),
but closer examination revealed that his
suit jacket was really a sport coatand a
tad too light grey to qualify. He was a
baal habayis (layman), I finally decid-
ed, who spent more than a fair amount
of his time learning at the yeshiva.

he Discovery Seminar, fascinating

I as it 15, is designed to attract and
introduce Jews with limited or
non-existent religious education to the
compelling evidence of the existence of
Hashem and to His authorship of
Torah. It is not intended to attract baale-
battim who spend more than a fair

Yerachmiel Milstein is the executive vice president
of American Friends of Sanz Medical Center/Lani-
ado Hospital, His “Optimist’s View on Kiruv” was
featured in JO, Decl92,

/" ow can | be of
helpe” | asked
with more patience
than | really possessed
at that moment. “| just
thought, uh, that I'd call
you, uh, to, um, let you
know how terrific the
Seminar was and,”
clearing his throat, he
continuved, “what it
meant to me
personally.”

amount of their time at a yeshiva. Imag-
ine my surprise, then, when I found
myself standing next to this very same
gentleman at Erev Shabbos Mincha at the
Seminar.

“Sholom Aleichem, Gut Shabbos 1
volunteered after Maariv.

“Shabbat Shalom. 'm Gabe—
Gavriel, actually,” he responded warm-
ly while pumping my hand with gusto.

That “Shabbat Shalom” gave him
away. Okay, so he was a baal teshuva,
perhaps coming back to Discovery for
a recharge. “You've been to Discovery
before,” I asked, smug in my fore-
knowledge of the affirmative reply.

“No, I've never been to Discovery
before, but I heard such great things about
it,” he said with genuine excitement.

I didn’t notice Gavriel much the rest
of the seminar. Oh, he was there alright,
but didn’t come by to ask any questions
or anything like that.

room, exhausted from the teach-

ing, the questions and the emo-
tional discussions which invariably take
place between the sessions. I was pack-
ing my bags in preparation for the drive
to the airport and the return flight to
New York, when the telephone rang. “It’s
Gavriel,” said the voice on the other side.
“I'm so glad I caught you, rabbi”

“Too shy to ask questions during the
seminar,” I thought. “How can I be of
help?” I asked with more patience than
I really possessed at that moment. “I
just thought, uh, that I'd call you, uh,
to, um, let you know how terrific the
Seminar was and,” clearing his throat,
he continued, “what it meant to me
personally.”

Recalling stories I'd heard about the
creative techniques used by rural police
to discourage out-of-town drivers from
speeding in their jurisdictions, I found
myself thinking of my flight’s too-close-
for-comfort departure time and, simul-
taneously, for ways to politely terminate
the conversation. However, I thought I
had detected something in Gavriel’s voice
that suggested that the conversation was
about to take on a dramatic urgency, so
I allowed him to continue.

“You see, I'm a baal teshuva who,
until four years ago, was married to a
woman who wasn’t interested in
Judaism. We divorced and now I find

Sunday night found me in my hotel

The Jewish Observer, September 1996
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myself the single father of five children,
four of whom have made the leap with
me. My oldest, a daughter, is 17 and not
only was she against religion, but she
was the dark spot in my otherwise new
found spiritual enlightenment. When
I would get back to the office every day
after my mid-day seder in yeshiva, I'd
be energized and feeling absolutely for-
tunate that I had found my way to
Torah. Then, she would call and say
something nasty about my being ‘born
again. It spoiled it a lot for me. She
gradually became cold and distant,

whereas once we were pretty much
inseparable, and on more than one
occasion accused me outright of break-
ing up the family and ‘ruining her life.
She was very good at making me feel
guilty about my Avodas Hashem.”

I now had about 55 minutes left to
make the plane and it would take 20 just
to reach the airport. “Ah hah,” T said
feigning endless patience.

“It’s not like I did’t try. [ talked to
her lovingly about monotheism and
G-0d’s lovingkindness. I asked her to
study Torah with me. I bought her hun-

NN TN R AR A RN RN

dreds of dollars worth of Anglo-Judaic
books. I even took her to football games,
skiing, to rock-concerts and on picnics
just to create the opportunity for more
conversation.”

“Yes,” I said, stretching the “e” to an
unprecedented length, in the sing-song
manner of a doctor whose body is stuck
in the office with a hypochondriac, but
whose mind is already chained to the
links on his favorite green. ' hoped the
irritation didn’t show.

“Nothing worked. In fact, I was alien-
ating her. She told me sa herself. She
said she was thinking about moving to
another state”

(“Nu,” I thought, “get to the point.”)

“Then, Hashem sent me a flier in the
mail.”

“Excuse me?”

“I received a letter which had been
mass mailed here in town to all the syn-
agogue members and which described
an upcoming seminar that it claimed
would make me proud to be a Jew. 1
thought maybe my daughter could use
a little pride.”

“Gavriel, I've got to make a plane in
45 minutes...”

“Great, I'd hoped I could repay you
by giving you a besura tova just before
you got on the plane, This way when
you get back to your kids it'll still be
fresh in your mind,” he said, rushing his
words now. “Anyway, I brought my
daughter to Discovery. 1 told her we'd
have plenty of time over the course of
the weekend to talk things over in the
quiet of the retreat. Well, we didn’t talk
about a thing the entire weekend.
There was just no time. She was so
impressed after attending the first ses-
sion that she insisted when there was a
choice of workshops to go to, that we
split up so I could fill her in on what she
missed at the other session.”

I sat down and realized that since 1
was probably going to miss the plane
anyway, I might as well get comfortable.

« e drove home from the sem-
Winar in separate cars and I felt
a genuine hakoras hatov;

glad that she'd had a good experience.
1 felt that I had helped give her an
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opportunity to at least make an
informed decision when it came to Yid-
dishkeit. And, maybe with the passage
of time she would come to see me and
my choices in a new light”

I extended my legs to the point where
I could comfortably rest them on the
hotel room’s coffee table.

“Well rabbi, to make a long story
short {1 actually had thought we were
quite a long way past that), when I got
home just now the phone rang. It was
my daughter. She just kept crying, ‘OCh
Daddy, oh Daddy. Please take me back.
Please let me into your life. I didn’t
know. Please et me be Jewish. I told
her it was okay; that I loved her; that it
was our way not to bear a grudge. I told
her I was delighted that she liked the
seminar. She took a deep breath and

composed herself. In a still shaky voice
she said, ‘Daddy, I want you to erase
everything I did in the past years and to
love me again as your child’ Rabbi, I
guess you realize that I will be indebt-
ed to you for a long, long time, [ just
thought I could give you a little gift to
bring home to your own family by
telling you all this before you left”

Gavriel was crying himself as he fin-
ished and said good-bye, 1in turn was
so moved by his story that by the time
I'd collected myself sufficiently to grab
my bags and leave, it was just minutes
before take off.

you may not know that in order for

the airlines to allow you to use the
ticket for a subsequent flight, you're sup-
posed to present yourself at the airport
within a reasonable time after departure.
So, I dutifully drove out to the airport
and, no longer rushing, walked over to
the ticket counter where to my surprise
the agent said, “I can still get you on that
flight to JFK if you rush. They were held

If you've never missed a flight before,

at the gate because a child, travelling
alone, became frantic for her father, It
was the weirdest thing, you'd think she
would have cried for her mother.”
Both, the irony of her statement and
the fact that I was made living proof, yet
again, of the dictum, “An agent in the
act of performing a mitzva will suffer no
harm,” proved to be more than enough
food for thought for the duration of the
flight. As it happened, it was the only
kosher food available on that flight.

osh Hashana took place a scant
Kortnight after the seminar. I
ound myself thinking of Gavriel
and shedding tears easily at every She-
moneh Esrei. In my mind, his daugh-
ter’s words kept up a repetitive echo: “Oy
Tarteh, Oy Tatteh...please take me
back....I want you to erase everything I
did in the past years and to love me again
as your child....I didn’t know...Oy Tat-
teh in Himmel..I”
Funny, [ always thought I taught at
these seminars for the benefit of the par-
ticipants. u

—
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REFORM, SPIRITUALITY... AND KIRUV

Do Wr ReALLy Have
ALL THE ANSIERS!

letter to the editor
from Rabbi Leonard

Oppenheimer, Rav of an Orthodox con-
gregation of spiritually upward-mobile

Jews in Portland, Oregon

To the Editor:

Settings, Yearning Souls,” in the |

Iappreciated your story, “Surprising
January 1996 issue, in which you dis-

cussed the new spiritual stirrings
amongst our non-Orthodox brethren.
You accurately captured much of the

exasperation that many Orthodox Jews
feel when looking at the attempts of our

brethren to relate to Torah Judaism in
ways that seem so alien and devoid of
real substance, [t was also heartening to

share your observation that, despite the .
peculiar actions we sometimes see, |

there may be an underlying yearning of
Jewish neshamos for re-attachment with
the Divine.

Here in Portland, Oregon, I often :

come into contact with such Jews, And
while it is encouraging to see your inter-
est in this subject, I do not feel that your

article dealt adequately with two vital
issues. In the experience of my wife and |

myself, these issues are crucial for us in

the Torah world to grapple with, if we !

The Jewish Observer, September 1996

are going to fully
bridge the gap
between us and our
brothers and sisters,

How do we talk to our
fellow Jews?

' irst, I did not
Fsense in your
article, and often

do not sense in my
conversations  with
other frum Yidden, a
sufficient appreciation
for the genuine real-
ization amongst our
non-Orthodox

brethren of the bank-
ruptcy of what has
masqueraded in the
past for Judaism.
There is an enormous
disillusionment with
the old Conservative
and Reform ideas, on
the one hand, and a
yearning on the part of
many Jewish souls for

spiritual nourishment on the other :

hand. 1 am often amazed to see how lit-
tle credence is given to the substance of
what is passed as Judaism in the non-

Orthodox temples, le-mineihem, by |

their lay members. All of the various
movements, to one degree or another,
are actively trying to infuse their services,
rituals, and religious rites with “feeling,”
“spirituality,” “teachings,” and “mean-
ing” The Reform and Conservative tem-
ples are desperately attempting to rede-
fine themselves, knowing that they are
becoming increasingly irrelevant to
their own constituents.

But the pathetic attempts that we see,

. often so empty, meaningless and hyp-

ocritical, would be humorous if not for
the question, “ Why are they not bang-
ing down the doors of the Orthodox?
Why, if there is such a drive to find the
authentic, do they not come and try to
learn from us®

To be fair, there are many reasons for

which we are not responsible, such asthe |

influence of the media, canards propa-

- gated by radical feminism, and the poi-
I son that has been uttered by generations
. of non-Orthodox clergy. But one reason,
- which I am afraid to say we are very
much responsible for, is that they sense
. our haughty moral superiority, as we
i look down our noses at them with dis-
| dain, ridicule and smugness.

We need to stop saying things like “we
look with desperation for some kind of
indication that others share our con-

. cern.... To us the goals are clear and so
. are the steps.” Sure, we have a wonder-

ful mesorah and know that this alone will
assure continuity. Of course, we are cer-
tain that only a Torah lifestyle will be
successful in combatting assimilation
and intermarriage. But we are mistak-

i en if we think that it is only we who are
. concerned with the problems ravaging

the Jewish community. They are as
frightened and terrified about the future
of Jewish children as are we, perhaps

! more sol After all, it is primarily their

children who are being lost.

‘We need to think again before criti-
cizing their attempts to resolve these
problems as indicative of a lack of sin-

Do we not recognize
that those few

thousand ba’dlei
teshuva are at most one
percent of our non-
Orthodox brethren?
Should we not hesitate
before announcing that
we have all the
answers as to how fo
reach these people?
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cerity, simply because we disagree with
the methods chosen, We might wish that
the money that THEY raise, that is now
going to a Reform Kollel, Solomon
Schechter schools, seminars for working
with the intermarried et al, would go
instead to our Mosdos HaTorah. But can
we not see that virtually all of these are
in fact sincere, albeit mistaken, attempts
to strengthen Judaism? That virtually ali
of the young students at the Reform Kol-
lel and the non-Orthodox seminaries
have chosen this path because they pas-
sionately want to strengthen Judaism, as
much as we feel that their career is head-
ed for terrible tragedy? Is it not possible
that for them, a trip to Israel for inter-
married couples is an attempt to offer
some taste of authentic Judaism to the
many who are going to consider them-
selves Jewish, whether we deplore it or
not? That the offering of kosher food at
a UAHC convention is a wonderful
development, regardless of the choices
of some delegates to eat elsewhere?

Do we not understand that ridicule
of their attempts to strengthen Judaism

TAKE A MEMORABLE JOURNEY THROUGH THE MOST
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Let these books lead you to a richer and more rewarding Shabbos,

Acclaimed
as a Torah
Classic —
To he Read
and
Re-read!

by
Rabbi
Zechariah
Fendel

does no good for anyone, and in fact
potentially causes great harm? {I must
add that this article was relatively tame
in its sarcasm, as compared with many
articles that pour out of various Ortho-
dox publications.)

And are we really confident that we
have good answers, that we know pre-
cisely “the goals and the steps,” to com-
bat the enormous problems of inter-
marriage, assimilation, apathy, ignorance,
and misinformation? Sure, we are right-
fully proud of the wonderful accom-
plishments of those of us who have been
involved in Kiruv Rechokim. But do we
not recognize that those few thousand
ba’alei teshuva are at most one percent
of our non-Orthodox brethren? Should
we not hesitate before announcing that
we have all the answers as to how to reach
these people?

Spirituality—Deo we really have it?

he second point I want to make
relates to our own sense of spir-

ituality. Certainly, the author is

Pesach, and Shavu'os experience.

correct in pointing to “our dedication
to Torah, our personal exciternent in
mitzva performance” as indicia of the
beauty and pride of the Torah world
today. But in terms of what is usually
thought of as the “spiritual,” I have grave
doubts about the accuracy, in general
terms, of declaring “We possess an envi-
able, incredible spirituality, and our fel-
low Jews out there recognize it.”

I think I am not alone in having been
drawn to the field of Kiruv Rechokim
precisely because I had trouble recog-
nizing spirituality in the yeshiva world
as ] experienced it. I certainly saw abun-
dant love of Torah learning, great care
taken in mitzva observance, and con-
siderable effort to pray well. Wonderful
chessed projects abound; children are
involved in a warm and loving world of
Torah; and there is a pride and “bren”
for things Jewish that is not remotely
approached elsewhere. But yet, the
wonder and beauty of experiencing
Shabbos through the eyes of a new-
comer; the delving into those parts of
the Torah that made not just the what,

A

6.7
O
FEN
Op <0
&
4

CHARTING THE MESORAH, Vol. |
33 Original Charts and Narrative Units:
Creation through Geonim (1-4800}

Available at better Hebrew Bookstores, or from:

HASHKAFAH PUBLICATIONS

68-61 Selfridge St., Forest Hills, NY 11375 = (718) 261-6076

ELUL: Attaining Neamess ta G-d # Rosh Hashanah: Anniversary of Creation  Scriptusal
Readings and Mussaf Benedictions of Rosh Hashanah ¢ The Ten Days of Penitence « Kol Nidrei fve
and the Teshuvah Concept » The Soul-Searing Tefillos of Yom Kippur * Sukkos: Festival of Joy
Shemini Atzeres/Simchas Torah — Avodah MeAhavah » Relevant Yom Tov Narratives » Thousands
of Footnotes and Source References » Extensive Indices. by Rabbi Zachariah Fendel

CHARTING THE MESORAH, Voi. Il

Aruch (900-1575 C.£.) An excellent reference

Seminary students, at every fevel.
by Rabbi Zachariah Fendel

20 Original Charts, Maps, Narrative Units:
Early and Later Rishonim, through Shulchan

guide for laymen, teachers, Yeshiva and

28

The Jewish Observer, Sepfember 1996



when and how, but the why of mitzva
observance come alive; the examination
not just of the obligations of our souls,
but of their essence; the attempts to see
how the lessons of Torah and mirzves
can directly illuminate our day-to-day
lives—not being satisfied to leave much
of it as a purely abstract intellectual exer-
cise—these “spiritual” activities are not
emphasized by many of us.

When one hears the term “spiritual-
ity,” one generally understands it to refer
to a person who experiences a great and
deep sense of feeling for the sacred, and
for religious acts laden with great pur-
pose and meaning. A spiritual person is
usually understood to be one who
strives for inner peace resulting from a
profound understanding that the belief
system and set of actions that he or she
subscribes to are in fact greatly moving
and meaningful. It is a person who is not
satisfied with doing things by rote or rit-
ual, but constantly seeks to infuse those
actions with deeply personal meaning.

Love and appreciation—yes; but does it fit?

hile I find a great appreciation
Wand love for Torah in most of
my frum brothers and sisters,

I find little evidence of effort to delve
into the implication of mitzvos for
one’s personal growth, to look for what
this or that mifzva means to the self,
above and beyond the vital fact that it
is, first and foremost, the unquestioned
will of our Creator.

Now the path of emuna p'shuta, or
“simple faith,” much hallowed by many
of our venerable sages and Rebbeim,
might rightly be associated with a derech
of great tzidkus and kedusha (right-
eousness and holiness). One need not
necessarily be involved with philosoph-
ical or spiritual inquiry to have a great
deal of Torah, yira {awe), and kedusha
in one’s life. I am merely observing that
what is generaily referred to as “spiritu-
ality” usually means a derech in which
people seek to instill in their actions, life,
and thoughts a deep sense of the inspir-
ing, the moving, and the sacred; and
often this is not what is emphasized in
parts of our communities.

here are people

who, although they
grew up within the
Orthodox world and

generally observe the
dos and don'ts, and
follow the Torah's rituals,
find very litlle personal
connection with the

Torah and the Almighty.
|

When our brethren come to us and
ask us to show them our view of their
heritage, they really do want to “try it
on,” and see if it is meaningful and
inspiring to them. Much of what they
often hear, however, is decidedly unsat-
isfying to the spiritual seeker. While there
may (hopefully) be a warmth and
friendliness in an Orthodox home, and
there may be obvious excitement at lead-
ing a frum life, there is often little that
can be communicated in a way that an
outsider can appreciate.

Oftentimes there is enough to
encourage further interest—a well-
known saying is that “For the price of
a kugel you can be mekarev another Jew.”
It is almost always an inspiring, eye-
opening experience for the outsider to
encounter the family togetherness and
serenity of a typical Shabbos table. But
equally often, that interest will not grow
if the person does not sense that we, our-
selves, find Judaism to be a genuinely
moving and spiritual discipline, which
we understand and feel deeply.

Can we come to your house?
so few homes to which a kiruv pro-

fessional can send new people out of
the fear that the hosts might (1) not suf-

It is a sad commentary that there are

ficiently respect the persons and the
thoughts and feelings that they harbor
about Judaism, much as we might dis-
agree with them, and (2} not be
equipped to discuss the questions that
the Jew from “out there” might raise.
Questions which simply seek to probe
how we feel about mitzvos, the role of the
Jew in human society, the severe restric-
tions that halacha seems to place on us,
the “strange observances” and technical
minutiae with which we seem to be so
obsessed. Sad, indeed, if in fact most of
those questions are about the very bases
and fundamentals of our faith.

It must also be noted that this prob-
lem is not limited to those who come
from outside the Orthodox communi-
ty. One of the most painful realities of
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Orthodox life is the fact that there are
people who, although they grew up
within the Orthodox world and gener-
ally observe the dos and don’ts, and fol-
low the Torah's rituals, find very little
personal connection with the Torah and
the Almighty.

Again, many factors may cause these
phenomena, many of which are specif-
ic to the unfortunate experiences of the
individual. But for all too many, they have
simply never been exposed to the “spir-
itual” side of Judaism. They never learned
what inner beauty, grace and meaning are
hidden within the rituals that they have
experienced in a sterile manner. They
have no idea what great personal fulfill-
ment can be had in understanding the
sweetness of Torah, beyond intellectual
stimulation.

I know of many people, including
myself, who experienced a renewed
sense of awe at the grandeur of Torah
thought when discovering that not
only is such inquiry permitted, but that
with proper guxdance, it is deeply sat-

isfying. One could discuss these issues
in terms of their implications for the
curriculum of our schools and other
mosdos; 1 leave that to those far wiser
than myself, And for those who feel no
need to delve into these and other parts
of the Torah, certainly they have great
authority to rely on. The question of the
propriety of delving into the tkrei
emuna (fundamentals of faith) and
ta’amei hamitzvos (benefits of mitzva
observance} is one that has been debat-
ed by our sages for a very long time.
But I can tell you that for the most
part, the spiritual aspects of our lives that
Jews “out there” are potentially attract-
ed to, are those that will help them in
feeling that their lives and Jewishness
will be palpably more meaningful. And
for most of them, at least initially, it does
not mean just intense study and dikduk
b'mitzva, important as they are. It
means that they are attracted to a deep
sense that Judaism has the potential for
infusing their lives with meaning, with
actions that are both authentic and

N
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deeply moving, and with a sense of
acceptance, love, and tolerance for
those who have not had the good for-
tune to know as much as others.

The main threat — “Reform Hasidism”

t the recent AJOP (Association of
A]ewish Outreach Professionals)

convention, Rabbi Ephraim
Buchwald, one of today’s foremost
kiruvworkers, noted that our main chal-
lenge today comes not from Reform or
Conservative theologies. It comes from
the Jewish Renewal/Pnai Or move-
ment, who call themselves “Reform
Hasidim” (sick) (sic), and are offering
their people this sense of deep meaning,
without the obligations of halacha.

They come with many novel, and
often heretical, thoughts about Torah
subjects. But the adherents to Jewish
Renewal are genuinely trying to bring
judaism into their life in a way that is
deeply moving and inspiring to them.
To us, the things that are said in these
groups are strange at best, and a per-
version of Torah at worst. But these
groups are touching Jewish neshamos,
because they are focusing on the food
that these neshamos are starving for-—
a sense of the meaningful and spiritu-
al in Judaism,

It is this deep sense of spirituality that
is out there in the form of a “Hunger,
not for bread, nor for water, rather to
hear (understand) the word of Hashen”
Perhaps it would not be too bold for me
to suggest that these neshamos are not
yet ready for “lachma shel Torah™ (the
bread of Torah), meaning the basic
world of halachic learning and obser-
vance. They first need to deeply “hear”
the word of Hashem, to sense that
Hashem is speaking to them in a way
that they can relate to as being mean-
ingful.

Only when they cross this threshold,
will they be able to eat and drink the
Yesodos HaTorah. May we be zocheh to
enhance our own spirituality and share
it with others.

LeEONARD OPPENHEIMER
Portland, Oregon
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- LIBERALISM AND KIRUV

Yosef Ben Shlomo Hakohen

“And He Shall Turn the Hearts
of the Fathers to the Sons”

STUMBLING ALONG THE PATH

Walking along Kelm’s main road,
which had been paved by the King's
prisoners sentenced to slave labor,
Rabbi Simcha Zissel, aleading Mussar
figure of 19th century Eastern Europe,
would think of their suffering. “How
can people walk calmly through this
place.” he wondered, “where people
suffered so much and invested their
blood and sweat?”

SpaRks OF MUSSAR,

BY RaBBl CHAIM EPHRAIM ZAITCHIK

education that I received from my

father, Mr. Seymour (Shlomo)
Oboler, a progressive social activist
who grew up in America during the
depression years, and who devoted his
life to causes on behalf of the poor and
the underprivileged. My father “wew,
together with my mother %1, helped to
develop within me the ability to
empathize with the suffering of all
human beings, wherever they may be.

My father was not exposed to the
Torah world of a Reb Simcha Zissel Ziv.
Although he had a vague awareness that
his sensitivity and idealism had roots in
Jewish tradition, he had no awareness
that they could be expressed and ele-

In some ways, this story reflects the

Yosef Ben Shlomo Hakohen is a Torah educator and
writer who lives in Bayit Vegan, Jerusalem. He is the
author of The Universal Jew: Letters to a Progressive
Father From his Orthodox Son, published by Feld-
heim, His father, Seymour Oboler, lives in Far Rock-
away, NY, where he is a member of several com-
munity organizations. This article is dedicated to the
memory of Rabbi Gershon Weinreb %1, a talmid of
Rabbi Yitzchak Hutner %"¥1, and a high school Rebbe
of the author.

The author grew up in a liberal,
progressive home, and his father
was active in various causes on
behalf of the poor and the
underprivileged. In this article,
he describes his father's Jewish
journey, and he explores the
relevance of this journey to
kirav work today among Jews with
universalistic and humanistic

concemns.

vated through a life committed to
Torah and mitzvos. As my father once
told me:

I did not have a traditional upbringing,
but something drew me to my neighborhood
synagogue in Flatbush. These religious
feelings began when I was a young boy, and
continued until a few years after my bar
mitzva, I was very much into davening, and
I even put on tefillin. But at age eighteen,
I decided to give up these practices, for I
could not find a teacher who could explain
to me the purpose of these and other obser-
vances, Nor could I find a rabbi who could
relate all these traditions to the issues fac-
ing my generation—the poverty of the
depression, the struggle against religious and
racial bigotry, and, most important, our

yearning for a better and more just society.
So I looked elsewhere for answers.

Yet, something in my father’s soul
prompted him to attempt to find the
G—d of his forefathers. This yearning
exemplifies an observation by Rabbi
Elchonon Wasserman T during his
visit to America in the late 1930°s:

Everyone told me that America is
not fit for Torah. But that is not true,

On my travels, I have seen many pure

Yiddishe kinder, temimus’dike kinder

(Jewish children, pure children). In

some respects they are purer than the

children in Europe. All that is needed

is someone to teach them Torah. If
people undertake to spread Torah, they

will accept it. '

THeY CALLED Hiv MIKE,

BY YONASON ROSENBLUM, P. 126.

THE MISSING STEPS TO
TORAH JUDAISM

y father did not have someone
Mto teach him Torah. Nor did he

ever meet the leader of Zeirei
Agudath Israel, Reb Elemelech “Mike”
Tress, who could have introduced him
to Torah sages such as Reb Elchonon
Wasserman. Reb Elchonon would relate
the Torah to the issues of the day at his
Friday night talks at the Zeirei head-
quarters in Williamsburg:

“Fregt a kashe—ask a question,” he
would tell them, and they would pep-
per him with questions about every-
thing that was bothering them.... He
would quote various verses and
explain their relevance to current
events. IBiD. P. 127
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Through Mike Tress and Zeirei, my
father would have also had the privilege
of meeting Reb Shraga Feivel Mend-
lowitz and attending the weekly class on
Tehillim, which he taught at the Zeirei
headquarters. These classes were based
on the commentary of Rabbi Samson
Raphael Hirsch, and through Hirsch’s
commentary, my father would have dis-
covered the universal Jewish vision he
was searching for:

True, this dispersed nation is
devoid of power and brilliance and
therefore is overshadowed by the
other nations which are endowed
with plainly obvious might and
strength. But it is not such tangibles,
in whose possession the nations take
such pride and whose lack causes Israel
such humiljation among men, that
G—d views as the building bricks for
the fulfillment of His purposes on
earth, The treasures which the Jewish
people must cherish are the moral and
spiritual values, which it must cultivate
and demonstrate throughout its exile.
Thete is one treasure above all, and
Jerusalem and Zion will rise again for
its sake so that it may be made a liv-
ing reality, and that is the Torah. It is
the Law, whose sole trustee Israel is
and ever shall remain, the Law
through which the Word of G-d,
through voluntary recognition and
homage, should come to rule and
shape all the affairs of humanity on the
basis of truth, justice and morality.

COMMENTARY TO Psarms 147,1

In his own way, my father felt the
pain of our exile, and that is another rea-
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son why my father would have benefit-
ed from meeting Mike Tress. In his
youth, my father began to feel a strong
bond with his people, and he often told
me of his anger and pain over the
reports of the growing danger to the
Jews of Europe. Had my father been
introduced to Zeirei Agudath Israel, he
would have found—among many ben-
efits—other idealistic young Jews like
himself who were fighting for their peo-
ple under the banner of Torah. Instead,
he and thousands of other young Jews
were attracted to various American left-
ist movements that took a public stand
against anti-Semitism and were orga-
nizing anti-Fascist meetings and rallies.

THE “ZEIREI” FACTOR IN
MY ROAD TO TORAH

ike Tress eventually did influ-
Mence my father, however,
through a protégé of his—

Rabbi Gavriel Beer—an activist in Agu-
dath Israel of America, who became the
rabbi of our neighborhood synagogue
in Rockaway Beach, NY. My mother—
who grew up in a home that was some-
what traditional—had enrolled me and
my sister, Devorah 91, in the synagogue’s
Hebrew school, which is how Rabbi Beer
got to know my family. He respected my
parents’ idealism, and admired their
chessed—especially their concern for the
elderly Jews of our neighborhood. He
and his wife became close to my parents,
and persuaded my parents to allow me
to attend the Hebrew Institute of Long
Island (HILI), in Far Rockaway.

At first, my father was afraid that an
Orthodox school might cause me to be
prejudiced towards Gentiles. He
noticed, however, that Rabbi Beer had
a warm relationship with his Gentile
neighbors, and that he carefully avoid-
ed stereotyping any racial or ethnic
groups. He also told my father that a
Torah education develops a respect for
human dignity, and since Rabbi Beer
was a living example of this ideal, my
father allowed him to guide my Jewish
education. Therefore at age 10, I began
my studies at HILL

THE JEWISH ELEMENT IN
ALIBERALS CREDO

s I continued my Torah studies,
AI became aware of how, in a sub-

tle way, my father had instilled in
me the idea that Jews had a special role
among the nations. e loved to tell me
how he and other social activists went
to Peekskill for the concert of the great
Black singer, Paul Robeson; how the
white racist mob surrounded the town,
and threw stones at the buses coming
from New York City. And, with great

pride, he described how the activists
courageously formed a human ring
around the concert area to protect
Robeson.

Once, he added: “Jeffrey, the people
who came up to defend Paul Robeson—-
members of various unions, veteran
groups, and political organizations—
most of them were Jewish. We Jews have
a special responsibility to fight for jus-
tice in this world. Because we suffered,
we feel the pain of other people. There-
fore, we have to be in the forefront of
the struggle”

'
| Dear Yad Eliezer,
: So much is spent
to make a memorable affair,
The photographer, the band,
the makeup... and the hair.
' l Sheva Brachos outfits,

a bracelet and a setting,
without a diamond ring
can there be a wedding?
The list is endless...
cufflinks and a tie
The budgets overdrawn,
and there's so much still to buy.
You've given us opportunity
to really comprehend -
the value of $1000
and how much we overspend!!
There's great pleasure in knowing
ancther couple will dance too.
Your work is tremendous
How can we thank you?

Sincerely,
Mimi and Dovid
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I'was seven years old at the time. Until
then, he spoke mainly about equality
between all races and creeds. Suddenly
1 was told for the first time that a Jew
has a special responsibility to the world.

REACHING OUT TO IDEALISTIC YOUTH

oday, I am a Torah educator
involved with spiritually-search-
ing Jews of all ages, and [ have
encountered sensitive, young Jews of the
90’s generation who also feel that Jews
have some kind of responsibility for the

world. True, American society has
become increasingly materialistic and
hedonistic, and this trend has unfortu-
nately affected many Jews. But if we
would investigate all of the current social
causes and projects in the United States
that seek to develop a more just and
compassionate society, we would find
that Jews are still involved in these caus-
es in disproportionate numbers, And in
my outreach work, I discovered that not
all of these idealistic Jews have a liber-
al political orientation. A growing
minority are of conservative political
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bent. They too have a universalistic out-
look and sense of social responsibility,
even though they may differ with the lib-
erals as to the best means to achieve a
more just and compassionate society.

Although the majority of these Jews
have only a vague sense of Jewish iden-
tity, they tend to associate this identity
with an altruistic purpose. How do we
understand this remarkable sense of ide-
alism?

My Rebbe, Rabbi Aharon Feldman,
finds the answer in a well-known state-
ment of our sages:

This (Jewish} nation has three
signs: they are compassionate, they
have a sense of shame, and they do acts
of kindness.

YEvamos 79a

In his book The Juggler and the
King—an elaboration of the Vilna
Gaon's interpretations of various Agga-
dos—Rabbi Feldman describes how
these three characteristics are a spiritu-
al inheritance that we received from our
forefathers, Avraham, Yitzchak and
Yaakov. He notes that even non-obser-
vant Jews have these traits—at least to
a greater degree than do members of
other nations.

No matter how little learned a Jew
may be, no matter how estranged he
is from his heritage, something with-
in him relentlessly pushes him to strive
for ideals of the spirit. All over the
world, wherever there is a struggle for
a cause of justice and kindness, Jews—
observant or not—are at its forefront.

Of course, the ideals being fought
for are not necessarily Jewish ones, but
the very fact that Jews seek such caus-
es indicates their natural spiritual
thirst. Thirst does not insure that one
will end up drinking water; one might
be driven instead to attempt to quench
his thirst with saltwater, which will
increase it, Similarly, to satisfy hislong-
ings, a Jew might take up ideals which
are ultimately unfulfilling. But in any
case, in the final analysis, a Jew is a spir-

The Jewish Observer is pablished monthly except July and Angust, Account No. ituaﬂY thirsty person and this is so
Please allore 4 - 6 weeks for delivers, Eaniration Dae e B
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Our forefathers were known for
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their rachamim—compassion; and we,
their children, are therefore known as
rachmanim bnei rachmanim. Compas-
sion is a most beautiful trait, yet it was
my father who first taught me that it can
be dangerous when applied to the
wrong people. As a soldier in the Amer-
ican army during World War II, my
father was stationed near a liberated
concentration camp. That shocking
and traumatic experience became one
of the stories he would tell me when 1
was a young boy; he once added: “That
evil nation which murdered millions of
our people should not have been given
the opportunity to rise again as a state.
In this way, the allies would have
demonstrated to the entire wotld that
there can be no compassion for a
nation that commits genocide. Instead,
the allies decided to rebuild this nation
and its economy. As a result, a message
was conveyed that political and finan-
cial concerns take priority over concern
for human life”

THE LIMITS OF A JEW’S ACTIVISM

lthough my father was an active
Ailpporter of civil rights for Black
mericans, he would not tolerate
any expression of anti-Semitism in the
Black community. He was aware that the
Black Muslims preached hatred against
Jews, and he told our Black neighbors
that they have a moral responsibility to
speak out against those who preach
hatred. He then dropped his involvement
in the Civil Rights Movement.

The above recollections challenge the
stereotypical view that some Orthodox
Jews have of liberal Jews. They believe
that Jews with universalistic humanis-

.tic concerns are, for the most part, “self-
hating Jews who fight for every people
but their own.” This causes them to feel
disdain and resentment towards them,
Jews like my father sense that resentment,
and it reinforces their stereotyped view
that most Orthedox Jews feel disdain
towards Jews who are not QOrthodox.
Both stereotypes do not accurately
reflect reality.

Yes, some Jews are classical examples
of the “self-hating Jew who fights for

every cause, but his own.” Most of these
Jews do not identify in any way with the
Jewish people. There is a greater num-
ber of American Jews, however, who con-
sider themselves to be “hiberal,” “pro-
gressive” and/or “universalistic,” who do
not fit into that category. They do iden-
tify in some way with the Jewish people,
and they are concerned with Jewish
issues such as the survival of the State of
Israel, the rise of anti-Semitism, and even
the threat of assimilation. In fact, a grow-
ing number of these Jews are making
attempts to explore their Jewish spiritual

roots, but most of them lack direction
from Torah-committed teachers.
Without the guidance of Torah, they
often develop non-Torah priorities; for
example, their compassionate nature can
lead them to support “lifestyle” move-
ments that conflict with Torah values.
The Torah community may need to take
public stands against some of their posi-
tions, but we need to remember that they
are not the “enemy,” chas v'shalom;
ignorance of Torah is the enemy. As Reb
Elchonon Wasserman commented dur-
ing his visit to America: “T have seen
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many temimusdike kinder.... All that is
needed is someone to teach them Torah.”

LIBERALISM AS AN ENTRY
TO ATORAH LIFE

uring my senior year in high
Dschooi, my Rebbe, Rabbi Ger-

shon Weinreb %"t, became
friendly with my parents, and expressed
great respect for their altruism. He saw
in their compassion for all life an
expression of the greatness of the Yid-
dishe neshama. He gave me a copy of
Rabbi Samson Raphael Hirsch’s The
Nineteent Letters, and said: “Now that |
know your family background, I feel that
itis important for your development as
a ben Torah that you read this book, I
also feel that it will help you to com-
municate your beliefs and values to ide-
alistic Jews like your parents.”

He was right; Rav Hirsch’s teachings
eventually did have a profound effect on
me, my family and my friends. For
example, we were inspired by his mes-
sage:

Yisroel has no other task than to

acknowledge as its G-d the One Who
calls and educates allhuman beings to
His service, and to make Him known
as such, through its destiny and way
of life!

LETTER FIFTEEN

Thus, if we attempt to teach Torah to
these sensitive Jews, it must include not
only its vision for Klal Yisroel, but also
its vision for all humanity. And if we
want them to cry out “Shema Yisroel,”
then we should not only emphasize the
beginning of the Shema, which refers to
Klal Yisroels unique relationship to
Hashem, but also the conclusion of the
first pasuk—Hashem Echod, which
according to Rashi, refers to the Mes-
sianic Age when all nations will unite to
serve Hashem, as it is written: “On that
day Hashem will be One and His Name
One” (Zecharya 14,9).

These Jews are the children of Avra-
ham, our father, who proclaimed to all
that Hashem is “G-d of the world”
(Bereishis 21,33), and they sense within
their neshamos a yearning for the unity
and the perfection of all humanity. If we

Considering a move
to MONSEY?

For careful attention to your
individual needs, call us today!

(914) 354-8445

can help them realize that through the
Torah we are destined to become “a king-
dom of Kohanim and a holy nation”
{Shermos 19,6), which will sexrve as an eth-
ical and spiritual model for all peoples—
“a light to nations” ( Yeshayahu 42,6)—
then, b’ezras Hashem, they will be
inspired to devote their creative talents
and energies to Torah and to Klal Yis-
roel—the people of Torah.

It was this realization that helped my
father to once again put on tefillin each
day, to daven to the G-d of his forefathers.
And it was this realization that inspired
me to begin to reach out to Jews of all
ages who share my father’s passionate
yearning for a united and just world.

THE AGENDA FOR FURTHER GROWTH

searching Jews be given the oppor-

tunity to meet Roshei Yeshivos who
can relate the teachings of the Torah to
the issues of the day, just as the young
men of Zeirei heard Rabbi Elchonon
‘Wasserman relate the Torah to the issues
of his day.

They also need to meet Torah educa-
tors who can explore with them the
Torah’s universal vision, just as Reb Shra-
ga Feivel Mendlowitz explored with his
students that vision, as expressed in the
writings of Rabbi Samson Raphael
Hirsch.

And they need to meet idealistic Torah
Jews like Reb Elemelech Tress—TJews who
will respect them, as well as love them, and
who will help them to return to their true
spiritual roots. Through the rediscovery
of these roots, we and they will finally be
reunited.

It is vital that these sensitive and

et us therefore call out to them the
Lwords of the Navi:

Listen to Me, pursuers of justice,
seekers of G-d.

Look to the stone from which you
were hewn, to the quarry from which
you were dug.

Look to Avraham your father and
to Sarah who bore you.

YesHAvaHU B1, 1-2
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t the end of the first week of
AAugust, INASA scientists released |

the startling news that they have
detected evidence of microscopic life on
a meteorite assumed to have come from
Mars. This news was made public
before definitive electron microscopic
studies had been made. It came at a time
when Congress is cutting billions from
government spending. Therefore, many
have questioned the scientific objectiv-
ity of these studies.

I have my own reservations about
their objectivity, because, for sorne rea-
son whose logic escapes me, the exis-
tence of microscopic life on Mars is sup-
posed to prove that the world was not
created. [ happen to know that one sci-
entist had a deep need to prove that the
worid was not created, and this makes
me suspect that all of these efforts are
so motivated. The one scientist was
Joshua Lederberg.

Joshua Lederberg is—or was (I don’t
know if he is still alive)—a major sci-
entist. A Nobel Laureate, no less. I first
heard of him when I was a talmid at the
Yeshiva of Philadelphia.

around Chanukah time, at the

newly-opened Yeshiva of Philadel-
phia. The Roshei Yeshiva were Rabbi
Shmuel Kaminetsky, R"1¥, and at that
time, Rabbi Dov Schwartzman, N 5w,
The Yeshiva was located in an old Jew-
ish section known as Strawberry Man-
sion, and its arrival in town had creat-

Iwas the tenth talmid to arrive,

Rabbi Perr is Rosh Hayeshiva of Yeshiva Derech
Ayson of Far Rockaway, NY.
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ed something of a stir.

One day, a small group of bright
twelve-year-olds started coming to the
yeshiva for some extra learning with one
of the older bachurim. This went on for
a while until that bachur decided not to
continue. Somehow, I ended up teach-
ing this group for an hour or two a weele

I soon came to realize that this group
had a special problem. One of the
youngsters—Lederberg, by name (I
don’t remember his first name)—was
always asking me (I should say chal-
lenging me) with conflicts between
science and religion. I had grown up
among marginally religious Jews in my
father’s shul and was no stranger to these
issues, and I tried to answer these chal-
lenges as best 1 could. One time Leder-
berg said to me, “My dream is to some
day create life in a test tube.”

Tunderstood, of course, what he was
implying, “You'll never do it,” I respond-
ed. “I guarantee vouw'll never do it! And
neither will anyone else!”

Lederberg retreated in the face of my
vehemence. Perhaps the skirmish in front
of the others had been won. I couldn’t
know. But I knew for sure that Leder-
berg’s heart, sadly, had not been won.

ot Jong after, a visitor appeared
Nin our little Beds Medrash at 3003

Berks Street, an old, but very
erect gentleman, dressed in an ancient
Homburg, and fading black cutaway
with striped pants, an outfit that had
been the trademark of certain rabbini-
cal functionaries of a long bygone era.
This gentlemen stopped to ask a bachur
a question, and then headed in my direc-

Yechiel Yitzchok Perr

tion. “Shalom Aleichem,” he said to me
in an especially deep voice. “My name
is Rabbi Lederberg.”

Rabbi Lederberg grasped my hand
with a warmth that contrasted with the
dryness of his own elderly hand, and in
a manner no less old fashioned and
courtly than his outfit, asked my per-
mission to speak to me in Ivrit. Then,
haltingly, searching for the proper words
in his self-taught, self-practiced Hebrew,
he explained the purpose of his visit.

With what dreams he had come to
America, he did not tell me. But not
much was needed to explain his present
reality. An old rabbi, in one of the small
shuls of a dying community. No honor.
Very little income. And nothing very
exciting to look forward to in the future.

But all this was not his problem. His
problem was his wife. She was locked in
a passionate battle with him for the souls
of his children. She had pushed the older
one, Joshua -— “You have heard of
him?”; I had not—she had pushed
Joshua, who is today a “great professor,”
to excel in secular studies. In science. She
made of him what he is today, an impor-
tant scientist. He paused. “An apikorus!”
he said with deep bitterness. The tears
welled up in his eyes and then began to
course down his parchment-like cheeks.
He will never forget, he told me, with
his voice catching, that morning when
Joshua, not yet fifteen, refused forever-
more to put on his tefillin. And Joshua
was now doing everything possible to get
his younger brother to follow in his foot-
steps. Then, with an anguish too great
to be conveyed in his laboriously
acquired Hebrew, he switched to his
native Yiddish, and said, “Ich bet eich. Thr
lerent dech mit ehm. Ratavit mir dem
kint! T beg of you. You learn with him.
Save the child for me!”

I was overwhelmed. “T will try;” was
all I could say.

berg only one more time after that.
It was at a Melava Malka fund-rais-
er for the Yeshiva held next door in the
Yeshiva dining room, at 3001 Berks. The
little room was populated by our
minyan of talmidim, clustered at one

Icame in contact with Rabbi Leder-
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end, and a smailish crowd of ba’ales bat-
tim at the other. Suddenly a certain ba'al
habayis called to us from amidst the
group at the other end of the room. It
seems that someone in that group had
just made a substantial pledge to the
Yeshiva, “Sing, bachurim—sing!” the
ba’al habayis called out to us ecstatical-
ly. We talmidim were totally surprised,
and responded to his happy calls with
a total silence. In that silence Rabbi
Lederberg’s deep voice was heard
throughout the room as he comment-
ed in Yiddish, “These bachurim don’t
sing for money!”

he school year ended, the young-
Tsters stopped coming to learn,

and I regret to say, 1 fell out of
contact with the Lederberg boy. I don’t
know what became of him. But as the
Hashgacha willed it, I happened to come
across references to his older brother two
times afterwards.

The first time was when [ happened
to see¢ a headline that he had won a
Nobel Prize. The second time was some
thirty years ago when the results of the
unmanned exploration of Mars report-
ed that there were no signs of life on
Mars. The August 8, 1965, edition of The
Times carried this news, and also carried
a long article under the caption: “Nobel
Laureate Feels Mars May Support Life
Despite Mariner Photos.” In it, Dr.
Joshua Lederberg hurries to convince the
public that mankind should not give up
hope of finding some form of life on
Mars. There may be scattered oases that
can support life, he says. These explo-
rations, he assures us, focus on questions
“which continue to have the deepest sci-
entific and philosophical interest. Para-
mount among these is whether life, in
any form, has evolved independently of
the terrestrial system and man.”

That the existence of microscopic life
on Mars is of deep philosophical inter-
est to mankind is something about
which I personally have my doubts. That
it was deeply significant to the world-
renown Nobel Laureate who still had to
prove that he was right in his fights with
his old father about putting on tefillin,
of this I am convinced.

here is a madness that has seized
I hold of the intellectuals of our
time, a madness to pry open all

the doors of existence and see what is
inside. A madness to prove that only

emptiness exists behind these doors,
after all. Yes, an emptiness very much like
that which they feel deep within their
own souls. ]
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FREE WILL—REDUCED IN CASES OF
COMPULSION?

To The Editor:

Dr. Sorotzkin’s article, “How Free is
Free Will,” (April *96) would seem to
minimize a person’s responsibility for his
actions. As such, the article relates
directly to one of the thirteen principles
of Jewish faith, the principle of reward
and punishment, and thus, bears
response.

1) On page 19, Dr. Sorotzkin quotes
Rabbi Wolbe as the source for the illus-
tration regarding the gang member who

“Bechira: How Free is
Free Will”—Revisited

Two Letters and Responses

may be considered “compelled” to rob
a bank. As a point of fact, that illus-
tration belongs to Rabbi Dessler (Mich-
tav Me'Eliyahu p. 114), whom Rabbi
Wolbe is merely quoting verbatim.
Further, the word “compelled” in this
context is Dr. Sorotzkin’s own creation
and is not found either in Rabbi
Dessler’s or Rabbi Wolbe’s original
Hebrew. Quite to the contrary, Rabbi
Wolbe (see above A.S.II p. 41) is clear
in his rejection of the secular tendency
to use psychic determinism to excuse
unacceptable behavior. He stresses
that each person is responsible to

refrain from
sinful action, and is

accountable to be judged for
those actions, a point which Dr.
Sorotzkin, though using Rabbi Wolbe,
fails to follow through on.

2} Again, Dr. Sorotzkin writes:
“Rabbi Dessler makes it clear that a per-
son can only be held responsible for
behavior over which he has free will.”
Perhaps Rabbi Dessler’s writings can be
subjectively interpreted in such a man-
ner. However, many years ago [ put this
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very question in writing to Rabbi
Wolbe: “Does Rabbi Dessler’s thesis on
free will suggest in any way that one is
not responsible for his those sins that are
above his point of free will?”

Rabbi Wolbe’s answer (copy of the
original enclosed) : “Itis not logical that
man can exempt himself from Divine
retribution with the claim that his sins
were above his point of free will. And
it seems to me that this was not what
Rabbi Dessler 91 intended”

Clearly, Dr. Sorotzkin's interpretation
of Rabbi Dessler does not coincide with
Rabbi Wolbe’s. Thus, it does not follow
logically to use Rabbi Wolbe to
strengthen this interpretation. I believe
a clarification is in order.

3) Again, Dr. Sorotzkin deduces
from a Gemora in Succa that the daugh-
ter of one of the members of Bilgah
“could not have behaved” [dishonor-
ably] if not for the deficiencies in chin-
uch provided by her father. A study of
the Gemora taught me only that the
father set the example, but not, as the
author implies, that he predetermined
her free will.

4) Dr. Sorotzkin writes, “common
experience shows there is often a ‘will’
and yet no ‘way’” Here I feel absolute-
ly “compelled” to respond. “Will” and
“way” are the essential ingredients of
partnership between man and Hashern.
See Alei Shur I, p. 120-122, where
willpower is developed as perhaps the
most powerful tool in self-improvement,
whose use opens virtually unlimited
pathways of Divine assistance. Whoever
complains that there is no “way” for him,
writes R Wolbe, is actually blaming
Hashem for the person’s own lack of will.
Willpower is a cornerstone of faith, for
it works with Hashem to find ways to
succeed, to change, to improve, restor-
ing to the person his free will on the
deepest level. Dr. Sorotzkin’s statement
would seem to minimize both the
strength of willpower within man, and
the Divine commitment to forge a way
to help man succeed.

5) Dr. Sorotzkin writes: “A person’s
psychological past defines his point of
free will” A careful study of Rabbi
Dessler’s colorful description of the bat-

tlefront of free will (Michtav Me’Eliyahu
I p. 113) may show that psychological
past is only half of the point of free will.
The ingredient of inherent strength
within the person (coupled again with
Divine assistance at every step) is the
counterforce that completes a real pic-
ture of free will. And this exists very
powerfully in the present!

6} Mesillas Yesharim (ch 2) writes that
the evil inclination is very powerful and
without Hashenss help, man cannot
overcome him. I would suggest to Dr.

Sorotzkin a modified approach to ther-
apy that is perhaps not so client-cen-
tered: to have both therapist and client
humbly integrate Divine assistance into
the effort towards self-improvement and
free will. This, I am certain, would open
tremendous pathways of success and
honorable self-realization in the life of
the sincere person who really “wants”
so much to change, but cannot seem to
find the “way.”
(RaBBI) NAFTOLI BASSMAN
Lakewood, NJ
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The author responds:

Among the various reactions I have
received to the publication of my arti-
cle on Bechira.

Most gratifying was from two peo-
ple who told me that the article
prompted them to find more effective
ways of overcoming serious aveiros,
which they had found almost impossi-
ble to overcome. As much as I enjoy the
positive feedback, I am also thankful for
the critical comments that have
prompted me to further explore and

clarify this complex issue.

I am especially grateful to Rabbi
Naftoli Bassman for his critical com-
ments and for sharing a letter he
received long ago from Rabbi Wolbe,
in which he states “it is not logical that
man can exempt himself from Divine
retribution with the claim that his sins
were above his nekudas habechira, and
it seems to me that this was not what
Rabbi Dessler ©1 intended.”

I was indeed very perplexed by this
letter, since Rabbi Dessler’s comments
on this topic {Vol. 1, pp. 111-116) seem
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to clearly indicate that indeed one is not
responsible for behavior which is above
his level of bechira.

During a recent visit to Israel, I met
with Rabbi Wolbe to clarify this issue.
He had not looked over the Michtay
MeEliyahu on this topic recently, so he
could not give me a definite answer, but
he did agree to discuss the issue.

He indicated that while a person is
never exempt from a mitzva (even a
tinok shenishba), it is possible that a per-
son is exempt from punishment if an
aveira is above his level of bechira for rea-
sons beyond his control. Rabbi Wolbe
referred me to an incident described in
his Sefer, of a father who, because of mis-
guided frumkeit, never let his child play.
This child eventually rebelled and
became non-frum. Rabbi Wolbe said
that clearly it is the father who will be
punished for this rather than the son.

Of course, only Hashem knows if, in
fact, a particular act for a particular per-
son was above his level of bechira, and
if so, if he was or was not responsible
for that act.

Regarding his letter to Rabbi Bass-
man, he did not recall the specific ques-
tion he was replying to or the context
of the response, I suggested that per-
haps he meant to say that one cannot
totally exempt himself from punishment
by claiming that all his aveiros were
above his level of bechira. There is

’WMW 3
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always some positive action (even if only
on a relative scale) or inhibition of neg-
ative action (even if only a partial inhi-
bition) which is within a person’s neku-
das habechira.

Rabbi Wolbe agreed that that may be
a possible explanation but that he
would need to examine the issue further.

Rabbi Wolbe also pointed out that in
his own writing he has mostly focused
on bechira as a part of a person’s avoda,
rather than on the “philosophical”
issues involved. He felt that people
assumed they were involved in the
avoda of bechira simply because they
were behaving in one manner as
opposed to another. In fact, bechira
requires deliberate thought, focus and
action. Rabbi Wolbe also pointed out
that I did not accurately convey his
intentions in my quote from the Alei
Shur {Vol. I, p.156), where he states that
in chinuch one has to relate to every per-
son “as if has no bechira” What he
meant by this is that a person should not
put himself or others in a nisayon
because we should not rely on bechira.

Rabbi Bassman objects to my use of
the word “compelled” in describing a
person’s inability to refrain from doing
an agveira above his nekudas habechira.
Rabbi Wolbe did not find the word
objectionable.

NOT A MATTER OF SOCIETAL NORMS

Rabbi Bassman challenges my thesis
by pointing out that Rabbi Wolbe (Alei
Shur, Vol. 2, p. 41} strongly rejects the
secular tendency to excuse unacceptable
behaviors because of “psychological”
reasons.

In fact, my article was not relating to
the norms of our society, which certainly
should not be lowered to accommodate
people with emotional (or other) diffi-
culties. I was referring to helping indi-
viduals overcome specific difficulties.
Rabbi Wolbe agreed that when dealing
with practical problems of this nature
it may, in fact, be necessary to use the
approach I suggested in my article.

Rabbi Bassman feels that the Gemo-
ra regarding the Mishmar of Bilgah,
“only indicates that the father set a neg-

ative example for his daughter, but not
that he predetermined her free will” In
fact I made it abundantly clear in my
article that life circumstances do not pre-
determine behavior. It only limits the
range of choices at any particular time.
The Gemora does not indicate that we
have evidence that the father set a poor
example for his daughter; rather we
assume that he must have done so. This
indicates a modification of the daugh-
ter’s bechira. Otherwise, why can’t we
say that the father behaved in an exem-
plary fashion and nonetheless the

daughter chose to behave dishonorably?
AN ABUNDANCE OF WILL, NO WAY

Rabbi Bassman questions my state-
ment that “common experience shows
that there is often a ‘will’ and yet no
‘way”” He quotes from Rabbi Wolbe
{(Alei ShurVol.1, pg 121), regarding the
importance of will power. “What a per-
son truly desires, he achieves in his life-
time.”

However, Rabbi Wolbe is talking
about will at its deepest level. In our
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Mrs. REGINA SCHWARTZ, Dircotor of Admissions

(718)-858-6200
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conversation, Rabbi Wolbe showed me
the Vilna Gaon’s commentary on Mish-
lei 16,2, where he states that “All of a per-
son’s ways are drawn after his primary
desire” This, Rabbi Wolbe explained,
refers to the person’s “subconscious
wishes.” The “will” I was referring to is
the superficial will. As Rabbi Wolbe
himself states in the above quote in Alei
Shur: “Momentary inspiration and a
fleeting stimulation do not necessarily
express ratzon (desire).”

It seems that a person’s capacity to
truly “will” something becomes pro-
gressively reduced as we become more
distant from Sinai. For example the
Shulchan Aruch rules: “One who prays
should concentrate on the meaning of
all the berachos (of the Shemona Esrei)
... and if he does not do so in ‘Avos’ (the
first beracha), he should start over.” The
R’MA adds: “Nowadays one doesn’t

repeat [the beracha] for lack of con-
centration, for most likely one will fail
to concentrate in the repetition, as well,”

{Orach Chaim 101), The R’'MA does-
n't say that if the person really had the
ratzon, he would be able to have kavana!

Rabbi Bassman questions my state-
ment that “a person’s psychological past
defines his point of free will.” He asserts
that “the ingredient of inherent strength
within the person.... is the counterforce
that completes the real picture of free
will” I certainly agree with this, since
if there was no will to do what is right,
there would not be an issue of bechira
at any level. Tassume this “will to do
what's right” in speaking of the person’s
“psychological past.”

Rabbi Bassman suggests a “modified
approach to therapy... to have both ther-
apist and client humbly integrate Divine
assistance into the effort towards self-
improvement and free will” Clearly this
is true regarding any endeavor (e.g. a
teacher, Rebbi, doctor, therapist).
Recently, a Gadol suggested to a col-
league of mine that he say a brief tefilla

Includes:

* Dos and Windows 95 * WordPerfect

. Advanced WordPerfect

* Intro to Accounting
* Lotus 1.2.3. ¢ Excel

. Computerlzed Acceuni-lng---
* Intro to Deskiop Publishing

NO CHARGE

for income Eligible Applicants
in conjunction with JTPA

» Must be 22 years or older
» income Eligible
¢ New York City resident

212-809-5935

New York ¢ NY 10058

Call Immediately

54 William Street I(!\I:S(H)TIZE

& Dvigien 6f
#gudatnismag of Americe

for siyata diShmaya {Divine assistance)
before each session. However, he did not
suggest saying this tefilla with the
patient (just as the Rambam’s Physician’s
Prayer was not intended to be said with
the patient).

Dr. BEN SOROTZKIN

QUERY ON POINT OF BECHIRA

To the Editor:

I found Dr. Sorotzkin’s article on
bechira (free choice) most fascinating.
One key question: How is one to iden-
tify his or her nekudas habechira?

DANIEL LEWENSTEIN
Bayit Vegan, Jerusalem

The author responds:

The first step is recognizing that one’s
bechira is limited in scope. Then one
needs to develop a sensitivity to one’s
own feelings. When the person fails in
his attempt to do a mitzva, for example,
he needs to evaluate the reasons for his
failure. Was he totally off the mark? Was
he attempting something way beyond
his nekudas habechira? Or was he close,
and perhaps with a little more prepa-
ration and/or effort, he may be more
likely to succeed next time.

Likewise, with one’s children, one
needs to help them develop a sensitiv-
ity to better understand their feelings
and actions, so that they learn to focus
their efforts in that area (nekudas
habechira) where they are most likely to
succeed.

Dx. BEN SOROTZKIN
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SIS

by Babbl B Bilay

Torah Powerhouse, by Rabbi Aharon
Pollak (Feldheim Publishers, Nanuet, NY
1996, $13.95)

A story is told about Rabbi Shlomo
Carlebach 5"31, the Rav of Luebeck. He
had five sons, all of whom were famous
Rabbonim during our century, Someone
approached one of his sons and asked
him what it was that his parents did that
was so special, that their children were
zochekh to reach their level.

The son explained that Reb Shiomo
had high expectations and he would
punish them when these would not be
met. For example, he expected them all
to be on time at minyan in the morn-
ing. Were they not there, Reb Shlomo
would not permit them jelly on their
bread at breakfast... but then, the father
put none on his own, either.

The principles by which our Gedolim
have successfully raised generation after
generation of children filled with yiras
Shamayim and ghavas Yisroel have been
lost to most but a select few. Rabbi
Aharon Pollak, mechanech par excel-
lence, has made accessible to all of us
guidelines and advice based on Chazal.

Rabbi Pollak is a talmid of Rabbi
Shlomo Zalman Auerbach $"3r, Rabbi
Yechezkel Levenstein, Y"xr, and Rabbi
Shmuel Wosner, N"v5w, For 35 years,
he has been mechanech children, first as

Dr. Aberback B.Sc. D.D.S. lives in Toronto.

a melamed in London, then as Rosh
Yeshiva in Johannesburg, and then as
menahel in Manchester. Making exten-
sive use of quotes and stories from Chaz-
al, Rabbi Pollak opens our eyes regard-
ing how to train our children in middos,
how to pass on proper attitudes to them,
and—especiaily important in our
times—how to inculcate emuna in our
children (and in ourselves).

The Chofetz Chaim in the last page
of his Sefer Chochmas Hadd’as tells us
that “Just as it is a mitzva to have fixed
times for learning Torah, fixed times for
krias Shema, tefilla b'tzibbur, and all
other mitzvos... so is it a mitzva, and
indeed, an absolute chiyuv (obliga-
tion), for parents, both mother and
father, to set aside time to discuss and
formulate policies on the chinuch of
their children. This will ensure that they
are brought up in the ways of our ances-
tors and rebbeim.”

Our schedules are all full, but the
most important thing in our lives is our
children—our chain to the future. Woe

Dr. Avrohom Aberback sscpos.

unto any of us should our children give
us problems; then, unfortunately, we
have to find the time to solve the prob-
lem. How much easier it would be to
prevent them in the first place!

Torah Powerhouse is chock full of
insights into Torah parenting. Unen-
cumbered with theories of modern
psychology, Rabbi Pollak presents child-
rearing to the reader through the Torah
lens, the Torah perspective. How do the
parents treat each other and their par-
ents? What is the relationship of the par-
ents to Hakadosh Baruch Hu? How to
create a happy home? How to use meal-
time for middos-training? The Shabbos
table and story telling—how and what
kind? Jealousy, Emes, Emuna... the Torah
has a view on it all, and as parents, we
must know the Torah view.

As a parent actively involved with
chinuch since my oldest child entered
school 17 years ago, I regret that Torah
Powerhouse has only now made its
debut. As a founder of Project
D.ER.E.C.H. (an organization devoted

r-_—-_-u——__hﬂnn-_—-ﬂ
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Pessie Novick

to strengthening the observance of hil-
chos Kovod and Yiras Horim, Morim,
U'zekainim and Derech Eretz), I am
excited to suggest to parents this won-
derful new guide.

A Sun and a Shield, by Devora Glicks-
man (Feldheim Publishers, Nanuet, NY
{$21.95 h.c,, $17.95 p.b.)

full half century separates us
from the events of the Holocaust,
events so obscene in their horror
as to defy belief. Indeed, with the pass-
ing of time, deniers of history prolifer-
ate, and it is our duty to bear testimo-
ny to the depravity that was Naziism, lest
these deniers gain credibility by exer-

Your #1 Stot For:

e BORSALINO

e CLASSIC
e PINELLI
e STETSON

Tues 2:30-7 (e
EVE HOURS BY APPT.

HAT PLUS |

WE ALSO DRY CLEAN & RESHAPE HATS

(All Wark Done on Premises)

cising the same “big lie” theory that
worked so effectively for Adolf Hitler
wr, Our children will probably be the
last generation to know actual Holocaust
survivors, and in keeping with the
Toral's command “Zechor vemos olam...
Remember days of yore” (Devarim
32,7), it is vital that we record the sto-
ries of their faith, their heroism, and the
Hashgacha that enabled their survival,
so that our grandchildren will not for-
get. This obligation has been admirably
fulfilled in A Sun and a Shield, by Devo-
ra Glicksman, which chronicles the
survival of the Illeander Rav, Rabbi Yosef
Paneth, and his family who fled the Nazi
occupation of Hungary and managed,
miraculously, to live to tell the story.
And what a story it is....

The Paneth family lived in the city of
HMeand, a small town that was nestled in
the heart of Transylvania, where they led
the sort of life that from a Torah per-
spective can only be described as idyl-
lic. The author of this book, who spent
five years meticulously researching her
subject matter, has managed, with her
keen eye for detail, to recreate their
world for those of us who were not for-
tunate enough to experience it. Omne
savors the sights, sounds, and scents of
this world, admiring the courage and
erudition of the Illeander Rav, basking
in the generous hospitality of the Ille-
ander Rebbetzin, and smiling at the

463 E. Oth STREET

Daily 12:30- 7 =
Sun 1030 -6 [VBA | -

UupPs (block of Torah Vodaath)
(718) 469-7420

Out-of-State 1-800-449-HATS
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exploits of their delightful children, until
the future is cruelly wrenched from their
grasp by the advance of the German
army into Hungary.

The Paneth family was only too
familiar with the Nazis and their modus
operandi. Brandele Paneth, daughter of
the Illeander Rav, had been trapped in
Poland at the beginning of the war, man-
aging to escape after four Jong and ardu-
ous years, thanks to her fervent tefillos
and a considerable amount of money
passing hands. She returned to her par-
ents a changed and frightened young
woman. When the Jews of llleand were
banished from their homes to a ghetto
that consisted of makeshift bunkers in
the woods, Brandele warned her parents
of what would follow, calling upon her
experiences in Nazi-occupied Poland.
Her recollections had the flavor of the
imaginings of a raving child except to
those who, like Rabbi Yosef Paneth, were
gifted with great foresight, or those who,
like us, have the benefit of hindsight.

indsight, they say, is twenty-

twenty; other times, it is dis-

torted by hazy interpretation of
events. All too often self-proclaimed
experts will accuse the victims of Nazi
violence of cowardice, short-sightedness,
or other unflattering traits, Why did the
Jews not run away? Why did they not
fight back? This book gives lie to their
accusations by painting a vivid picture
not only of the perils of attempted
escape, but also of the confusion and dis-
belief that was pervasive.

Once the German army occupied a
country, as the story of the Paneths
demonstrates, escape was all but impos-
sible. Only through the intervention of
smugglers, profiteers, and other unsa-
vory characters might an individual
attempt to cross borders to relative safe-
ty. The Paneth family was fortunate
enough to obtain resources to bribe a
variety of smugglers and profiteers, but
each step was fraught with danger, not
only of capture by the German army, but

Pessie Novick Is principal of Ora Academy,
Rochester’s new high schoo! for young Jewish
women. This is her first appearance in these pages.
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also of betrayal by any of the individu-
als in whom they had placed their trust.

As to those who ignored the Illean-
der Rav’s exhortations to flee, one must
consider not only the danger posed by
attempted escape, but also the fact that
the war was not going well for Germany.
Surely, the Jews of Hungary thought, it
made more sense to export people to
work camps as the Nazis had claimed
than to death camps. Surely the reports
of mass executions were greatly exag-
gerated. Surely logic would prevail, even
in a world gone mad, and logic seemed
to dictate that if one obeyed German
orders, one would survive albeit under
great duress. Thus was lost a city, a
country, an entire way of life.

Il to often, “Holocaust books”
Amake for depressing reading,

dwelling as many of them do on
atrocities and on the sheer number of
individuals who were lost. A Sun and
a Shield, however, does otherwise. The
events narrated in this book depict every
emotion, great sadness to be sure, but
also great joy and delight. Devora
Glicksman depicts, in her portrait of the
Paneth family, lives that were filled with
beauty and meaning — individuals
whose faith in the Ribbono shel Olam
kept them strong despite adversity, and
enabled them not only to survive but to
triumph.

This book has the power to motivate
the reader to emulate the bravery of the
Paneth family. The reader is certain to
return to this book a second and third
time, not only to review the history that
is presented, but also to drink deeply
from its wells of inspiration. |

MISPLACED CARS - A MATTER OF
PIKUACH NEFESH

To the Editor:

As a resident of an area where park-
ing is at a premium, I appreciated
Eliyahu Mayer’s thoughts (“What
Counts During Sefirah,” May’96). Ours
is a community which justifiably prides
itself on its chessed and tzeddaka. How
unfortunate it is that we sometimes lose
sight of the need for consideration for
others in our everyday lives. I am writ-
ing this letter to treat an issue not dealt
with in Mr. Mayer’s essay.

I am a Hatzalah volunteer, and my car
is clearly marked as an emergency vehi-
cle. Despite this, people often illegally
block my car-—whether in my driveway,
on the street, or in a parking lot. 1 have
had several instances in the past weeks
where my ability to respond to emer-
gencies was hampered by such thought-
lessness. The Shulchan Aruch (Orach
Chaim 328:2) tells us that delaying the
treatment of a sick person in a possibly
life-threatening situation is tantamount
to murder, even if the delay was in order
to clarify Sabbath laws that pertain to
the patient’s treatment. Is the conve-
nience of close parking really thar
important?

Moreover, how often do drivers not
yield to emergency vehicles? How often

(718) 377-6408
(917) 219-3867
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do drivers at the wheel of their double-
parked cars just sit staidly as we tryto fit
a car or ambulance past them? Whatever
justification these people use to assuage
their conscience, the fact is that response
time is often critical—and while most
people do pull over as quickly and as best
they can, others try to race us to the cor-
ner or through the intersection.

It isn’t only the drivers. Whenever
pedestrians try to “beat the clock”
when they see emergency vehicles com-
ing, or women forget that their carriages
extend several feet into the street, or chil-
dren are not cautioned to keep their
heads and hands in the car despite the
approaching siren, additional lives are
at risk,

A point to ponder for those at an
emergency scene is “Ve'ahavia ... Love
your neighbor as yourself” If 1 were a
patient, I would certainly be happier if
neighbors and friends would stay away
as I were being carried into the ambu-
lance. Wouldn’t you? Don't our friends
and neighbors deserve the same basic
courtesy? If you can help the patient or
the family, do so without making an
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issue of it. In regard to the family, you
might consider waiting for the patient
to leave the hospital, or asking a Hatza- |
lah member if the family needs assis- !
tance. Otherwise just stay away. ‘
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This letter is not a laundry list of |
. some? But we are often so caught up
| in our own lives that we forget how we
. impact on others.

complaints 'R, PNy 0 Ml

What other pation has men and
womnen who have such an interest in the
health and well-being of their fellows?

. — Who compares 1o us in supporting
. and being involved in institutions of !

tzeddaka and chessed?—- Who else con-

...in an event that will mark the
culmination of seven-and-a-half years of
daily toil in the study of the Talmud.

As well as

75 years of learning in accordance with
the Daf Hayomi schedule.

AT THE 10TH SIYUM
HASHAS OF THE DAF YOMI.

to take place i7™N on
September 28, 1997 + 26 Elul 5757
the first day of Selichos

in the main arena of Madison Square Garden in New York City,
with other halls to accommodate the overflow, as well as other
gathering places across the continent.

More information to follow.

stantly tries to do their best, and then

Giving thought to how we can be sen-

| sitive to others—and how our actions

affect others—can go a very long way.
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