




Jewish Personality Of The Week





Approximately 140 miles northwest of Fez, Morocco, is Asilla, a small coastal city of whitewashed stucco homes. The city wall, dotted with canons overlooking the promontory, hints at Asilla’s status as the Diaspora’s Jerusalem, a city captured and recaptured time and again by warring tribes and nations during the Middle Ages.


Not far away lives a scion of one of Jewry’s most prestigious families, already considered, by his late twenties, a prominent community leader. Having by now achieved fame and fortune, he decides to settle down in order to complete several works on Jewish philosophy, his mastery of which brings him fame throughout the world. During this period, Asilla is attacked by the Moors who seize its 250 Jews and sell them as slaves. In response, he leads a campaign to free his brethren, raising money for their ransom from various neighboring communities and contributing generously from his own funds. His responsibility for the welfare of others in distress is deeply ingrained. His father, a government minister, repeatedly utilized his lofty position to ensure security for Jews throughout the region, and transmitted to his son a profound sensitivity to the needs of others.


His efforts to redeem the captives interrupt his concentration on his writings, which he divides principally into three categories: exegesis, most prominent among this genre his commentary on Tanach, philosophy, principally that of Judaism, and apologetics, in defense of the Jewish messianic dogma. His position within the community and as de facto representative of his Jewish brethren to the government affords him a unique perspective on the secular historical standpoint of the Jewish People, a viewpoint lost on most of his predecessors, given their relative seclusion from political life. In contrast to the Rambam, who occupied a position within the Sultan’s court several hundred years earlier, Jewish exegetes have been too far removed from the turbulence of political life to allow for an accurate estimate of historical epochs described in Tanach. He, however, involves himself in daily politics, and believes that mere consideration of only the literary elements of Torah is insufficient for true understanding, furtherance of which can be assured only through consideration of the people’s current political and social existence. This belief will soon bolster his inner strength and afford the same to his followers during the impending upheaval. 


A wanderer for most of his life, he serves successively in the governments of several monarchs, repeatedly demonstrating his devotion to their welfare and persistently repaid with recrimination and exile, making his way through Corfu and Italy later in life, and entering and engaging in Venetian politics until his death in 1508. It is during this period that he compiles his commentary on the Haggadah, the story of redemption, an effort appropriate for the times, propelled largely by his quest to offer his nation a glimmer of hope in their struggle during this particularly harsh period of Jewish history. 


The quiet procession makes its way through the hills toward the border, and musicians begin to play their instruments, surprising those around them. The descending darkness heralds the end of an era, and as the bewildered multitude slowly advances, the king and queen believe they have broken the Jewish spirit. Rav Don Yitzchak Abarbanel, who refuses their offer of refuge and security in exchange for exile along with his people, permits the musicians to play in order to raise their spirits, and thanks to his efforts, Ferdinand and Isabella win the battle but lose the war. For the thousands of destitute Jews headed to the Portuguese border understand the lesson of the Jewish calendar. It is Tishah B’Av, the eternal day of Jewish mourning, and through their tears and despair, they recognize that as in every Jewish tragedy through the ages, the embers of redemption lie hidden in the ashes of destruction, and that G-d will never forsake his people. The Abarbanel’s firm conviction of Hashem’s recurring revelation in Jewish history serves as their Anan Hakavod, offering them direction and comfort, and as their rudder with which they will navigate the stormy seas of post-Inquisition Europe. Although Hashem may periodically conceal his presence from us, we continue to believe that “Hinei Lo Yanum V’lo Yishun Shomer Yisrael.”  It is precisely when he is most quiet that his voice can be best heard, by those of us who truly understand…							    The REST of the Story.


[ Editors’ Note:      We hope you have enjoyed this publication. It has been our sincere pleasure to illuminate your Shabbos mornings each week for the last year. Those of you who have faithfully kept up with “The REST of the Story” each week know that tragedies in Jewish history often pave the way for miraculous events. In this vein, we hope that SOMEBODY will decide to unselfishly fill the void left by our departure and finally publish SOMETHING of value…..Since Mordy Book never offends anyone and doesn’t have to worry about it, I take this opportunity to ask mechilah from any of you I (probably have) offended and wish you and yours a K’Sivah V’Chasimah Tovah, and A Gut Yur…..Signing off for the foreseeable future,	Noam & Mordy]					





Dvar Torah


The pasuk from which we learn the mitzvah to write a Sefer Torah says "And now write for yourselves this song..." [Devorim 31:19]. The Torah refers to itself as a "Song" (Shirah). Why is Torah called Shirah? 


Rav Herzog once gave the following explanation: In virtually all fields of study, a person who is uninitiated in that discipline does not derive any pleasure from hearing a theory or an insight concerning that field of study. Take physics, for example: A physicist will derive great pleasure from hearing a "chiddush" [novel interpretation or insight] in his field of expertise. However someone who has never studied and never been interested in physics will be totally unmoved by the very same insight. The same applies to many, many other disciplines. 


However, this is not the case with music. When Beethoven's Fifth Symphony is played -- regardless of whether one is a concertmaster or a plain simple person -- there is something one can get out of it. Everyone can relate to music, there’s something that everyone on his or her own level can enjoy. 


Rav Herzog says that this is why the Torah is called "Shirah". On one hand, someone can be a great Talmid Chochom [Torah Scholar] and learn "Bereishis Barah Elokim..." [the first three words of the Torah] and see great wisdom therein. On the other hand, one can be a five-year-old child, just beginning to read, and learn "Bereishis Barah Elokim..." and also gain something from it. Every person, on his own level can have an appreciation for Torah. Therefore, the pasuk aptly refers to Torah when it says "And now, write for yourselves this 'song'..." 	          [R’ Yissocher Frand, Torah.org]
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Rosh Hashana


In Maseches Brochos (29a), the Talmud says that on Rosh Hashana we daven a Shmoneh Esrei of nine brachos (the standard opening three brachos, the standard closing three brachos, and the middle three are special brachos of Malchiyos, Zichronos, & Shofros). The source for the number of these brachos comes from the nine Azkoros that Hashem's Name is mentioned in the prayer of Chana [Shmuel 2:1-10]. 


The story of Chana is the Haftorah for the first day of Rosh Hashana. Chana was barren, and came to the Mishkan every year to pour her heart out. Chana had to suffer the humiliation of her husband having a second wife who was blessed with children, and who taunted Chana over her inability to have children, though for a noble reason (because she wanted to inspire Chana to pray more). Chana's prayers were finally answered on Rosh Hashana, and she eventually gave birth to a son who grew up to become Shmuel HaNavi. The story of Chana contains a lesson that is so vital and central to the message of Rosh Hashana that not only do we read this Haftorah on the first day of Rosh Hashana, but the whole Tefillas Mussaf  was structured around the nine mentions of Hashem's name in Chana's tefillah. 


What is so important about this episode that causes us to base the central prayer of Rosh Hashana on the prayer of Chana? An analysis of Chana's prayer reveals that it emphasizes that life is full of changing fortunes. Chana tells us "...while the barren woman has born seven, she that had many children has been bereaved (2:5)." She describes the fact that in the past she was barren and her co-wife, Penina had many children. But now Chana has 7 children and when each baby was born to Chana, Penina lost a child. 


G-d makes some people poor and he makes some people rich. He makes the haughty low and the humble high. Fortunes keep changing.  [I found a "mussar sefer" (book on ethics) which has done a wealth of good for me: the Business Section of the newspaper. One reads of people and institutions that were riding high and suddenly find that their fortunes have turned. Other people who had nothing are suddenly overnight millionaires.] 


Chana cautions and says (2:3) "Al Tarbu t'dabru gevoha gevoha..." [You mighty ones: don't speak with haughtiness] "...Keshes Giborim chatim, v'nichsalim ozru chayil" [because you may fall and the weak will be girded with strength] (2:4). 


This is Chana's message to the Jewish People on Rosh Hashana: Life is so fickle. Fortunes are so fragile. 


Emotionally, Rosh Hashana is one of the most difficult days of the year. We can deal with Yom Kippur. We do not eat. It is a day of Mercy. We separate ourselves from the rest of the world and we pour our hearts out. But what are we supposed to do on Rosh Hashana? Rosh Hashana is the Yom HaDin.  Everything is riding on this day. And yet there is an obligation to observe this day as a Festival, looking and acting and eating like a Yom Tov. How does one cope with this dichotomy? 


Rav Tzadok HaCohen (1823-1900; Chassidic Sage and thinker; one of leading Torah scholars in the 19th century; author of Pri Tzadik) points out that the Shevarim and Teruahs, which are the broken sounds of the shofar (representing the crying out of a broken spirit), must always be sandwiched between two Tekiahs. The firm, unbroken, Tekiah sound represents Simcha [joy]. This, Rav Tzadok says, captures the theme of the day. 


On the exterior, we must act and feel like it is a Yom Tov. But on the interior -- between the Tekios -- we must have a terrible, terrible, fear: a fear that anything can happen. 


This is what Chana is trying to tell us. For some people, this year will bring the greatest sorrow... and for some people this year will be one of "the barren woman turning into a mother of seven". 


Chaza"l say that the 100 Shofar blasts which we blow on Rosh Hashana correspond to the 100 cries that Sisro's mother cried on the day of battle [Shoftim 5:28-30, based on Medrash]. Rav Schwab asked, what is the significance of associating our Shofar blasts to the wailings of Rav Sisro's mother? Rav Schwab explained that the wailings of Sisro's mother represented the uncertainty of the future. If Sisro would come back victorious, this would represent the greatest triumph of his military career. On the other hand, he might come back in a coffin. Sisro's mother did not know which scenario would occur, so she wailed out of uncertainty and fear. 


Life and Death. Success and Failure. On Rosh Hashana, everything lies in the balance of Judgment -- nothing less than totally changing or fates. And yet, we as Jews, have to surround these emotions with the Tekiah, the firm blast of confidence. 


We cannot wear our emotions on our sleeves. But we must realize that what will be determined on this day is nothing less than the fate of our lives, of our family's lives, of our community's lives, and indeed the life of the entire world. Anything can happen. This is what Chana is telling us. There are no givens, there are no "Chazakahs," nothing can be taken for granted.  May it be Hashem's will that we as a community, together with the entire Bais Yisrael, be written for a good, lengthy, and peaceful life. 				 [R’ Yissocher Frand, Torah.org]











This Week In Jewish History


[Shabbos, 3 Tishrei]


Gedaliya, autonomous governor of Judea, assassinated; remnant of Jewish population in Eretz Yisrael exiled.


1825: American diplomat Mordechai Manuel Noah laid the foundation stone for “Ararat,” first modern-day attempt to establish a national Jewish homeland (in New York). The came Boro Park. 


[Sunday, 4 Tishrei] Tzom Gedaliah (nidcheh)


First Jewish congregation established in Stockholm, Sweden, 1775.


Blood-libel in Galatz, Rumania, 1867.


Yahrzeit of the Chayei Adam, R’ Avraham Danzig (1748-1820).


[Monday, 5 Tishrei]


Birthday of Naftali ben Yaakov Avinu.


Rabbi Akiva captured by the Romans, and executed five days later in Caesarea, Israel, 134 C.E..


[Tuesday, 6 Tishrei]


Jewish community of Berlin was organized, 1671.


Germany occupied Lukow, Poland, killing many Jews. 


1948: Egypt launched a large-scale offensive against the Negev, as part of the War of Independence.


[Wednesday, 7 Tishrei]


1802: R’ Chaim of Volozhin (Lithuania) issued a proclamation to establish a new yeshiva, which eventually became the center of Torah scholarship in Europe.  Today, most yeshivas follow the Volozhin model. 


[Thursday, 8 Tishrei]


Bais HaMikdash dedicated (celebration of 14 days), 825 BCE.


[Friday, 9 Tishrei]


1941: Nazis executed thousands at Babi Yar, buried in a ravine near the Ukrainian city of Kiev. The Nazis had instructed all 175,000 Jews of Kiev to report to the cemetery. Most thought they would be deported. Yet the Nazis killed the Jews in retaliation for a series of bombings against German installations (though a secret Russian agency was actually responsible). With the aid of Ukrainian citizens, 35,000 Jews were ordered to undress, beaten if they resisted, and then shot at the edge of the Babi Yar gorge. Many people were buried alive, suffocated by the mass of bodies atop them. All told, an estimated 100,000 people -- including Soviet POWs -- were shot at the site.












