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Published Reviews of “Saturday Night, Full Moon,” Vol. 1
“I read each story with an open mind, and learned much from them….The book is filled with richness
and depth….Yerachmiel Michael Tilles brings life to the reader through his writing.”
5-star review from an official Amazon.com reviewer - Lorri M.

“You don’t have to be chasidic to love chasidic stories. Saturday Night Full Moon by master story
teller Yerachmiel Michael Tilles is a mystically intoxicating, contemporary collection.”
Rivkah Lambert Adler - //JewishValuesCenter.org

“Saturday Night, Full Moon, is a lovely compilation….Each chapter has messages to make life better
for us….The stories are beautifully written and can be read or repeated at various sorts of occasions, or
just read quietly to give comfort or good ideas….This first volume of Rabbi Tilles’ stories is certain to
become an oft-turned-to family treasure. Highly recommended.”
Batya Medad - //me-ander.blogspot.co.il

“Even if you haven’t had the privilege of listening to the expert story telling of Yerachmiel Tilles on a
Saturday night in Tsefat at Ascent, “Saturday Night, Full Moon” will give you a taste of why the author
has a justified reputation as one of the greatest and most inspirational Jewish story writer/teller of
today.”
Daniel Keren – “The Jewish Connection” (//jewishc.com)

“The stories of Saturday Night Full Moon are tremendously creative and engaging. Rabbi Tilles
enables the reader to enter the life of the story - to experience in a very real and tangible way its
feelings, beauty, life and drama. … Tilles has an amazing gift and I am very excited that with his
second book, Festivals of the Full Moon, more people will have the opportunity to enjoy and benefit
from his stories.”
Aaron Schmidt - Editor, Jewish Living.

“With Saturday Night, Full Moon, Yerachmiel Tilles has produced a rare gem: an original English
work in the tradition of the great masters of the Chasidic story. The voice and atmosphere is that of
classic Chasid storytelling. Indeed, Tilles may well have invented a new genre--the KabbalisticChasidic Story--whose enchanting blend of spiritual aromas may well explain why a new Tilles tale in
the e-mail inbox is such a weekly delight for his thousands of subscribers. This is a work that is sure to
become a classic of modern Chasidic literature.”
Yanki Tauber – former chief content editor of //Chabad.org (more of this review is contained in the
Forward, p.??)

Praises for the Storytelling and Story-writing of Yerachmiel Tilles
The story this week brought tears to my eyes. Thanks for your great work.
Howard M. Cohn, Patent Attorney
While reading your story, I laughed so much, it took out of my heart the sadness I
been having for the past three weeks.
Ruth. Mesa, Arizona, USA

I just can’t get enough of reading these wonderful stories! Please keep them coming!
Posted by: Hippie Yid
A wonderful story. I never tire of reading them. It gives me strength to continue my
journey here in Malaysia.
Theresa
The stories you send me are the highlight of my week. I must tell you that when I
read your weekly story I feel a strong shot of faith and trust and joy.
Daniel Y. Kaye, Sydney Australia
I have retold the stories in Saturday Night, Full Moon to both adults and children and
the result has been always most gratifying! Looking forward to future volumes.
Rabbi Yisroel Hecht, Los Angeles
I was moved by the hope and meaning of the Holocaust story you posted and have
sent it on to all Unitarian Universalist churches and to the students at the Harvard
Divinity School where I lead an eco-feminist lecture program.
Sandra Schonbrun Wayne.
What awesome stories!
Lenny Solomon, Beit Shemesh (founder of “Shlock Rock”)

Foreward

by Yanki Tauber

With Saturday Night, Full Moon, Yerachmiel Tilles has produced a rare gem: a work
of authentic Chasidic storytelling.
Chasidic stories are very popular, and quite a number of volumes have been
produced in answer to that popularity. Most of these collections, however, tell these
stories either as fanciful fairy tales, or as moralizing lessons. In either case, the reader
is condescended to, and cheated of the unique experience that imbibing a Chasidic
story can be. As a rule, readers seeking an authentic Chasidic storytelling experience
would need to turn to such Hebrew classics as Shivchei haBesht and Zevin’s Sipurei
Chasidim, or to English translations of these classics.
What Tilles has done is produce an original English work in the tradition of the great
masters of the Chasidic story. Certainly, there is drama and mystique, and life
lessons aplenty, in Tilles’ renditions; but first and foremost, these are presented as
true-life stories (or at the very least--as per the famous Chassidic adage--stories that
certainly could have happened) which draw the reader into the enchanted yet very
real world of faith, passion and joy that is the universe of Chasidic life.
The three-volume Saturday Night, Full Moon series is long overdue. Tilles has been
penning these stories, which he adapts from various written and oral sources
(including a few which he heard directly from the protagonists themselves) for
decades, in his capacity as literatus-in-chief at the legendary Ascent institute of Safed.
Of the nearly 1,000 stories Tilles has produced through the years for the institute’s
periodicals and e-mail lists, forty-four have been included in this volume, Festivals
of the Full Moon, and thirty-three in volume 1, with the promise of more stories to
come in volume 3.
Not every story in this collection is, strictly speaking, a Chasidic story. The first four
stories in volume 1, which was ordered chronologically, feature Safed Kabbalists of
the 16th and 17th century, predating the Chasidic movement by more than a
century. Volume 2 also contains a number of stories from non-Chasidic leaders. But
the voice and atmosphere is that of classic Chasidic storytelling. Indeed the reverse is
also the case: The mystique of holy city of Safed, whose rarified air Tilles has been
breathing for these past 38 years, wafts through the entire work, lending a
Kabbalistic flavor to all the other stories as well. Tilles may well have invented a new
genre--the Kabbalistic-Chasidic Story--whose enchanting blend of spiritual aromas
may well explain the why a new Tilles tale in the e-mail inbox is such a weekly
delight for his thousands of subscribers.
Add to that Tilles’ attention to detail, his meticulous sourcing for each story,
background bios of the sages and rebbes who people the stories, and a plethora of
other useful tools and addendums including a cumulative index for both volumes,
and we have a body of work that is sure to become a classic of modern Chasidic
literature.

[Rabbi Yanki Tauber (born 1965) is the author of nine books and more than 800
essays of biblical commentary and Jewish and Hasidic thought. From 1999 to 2013 he
served as chief content editor of Chabad.org. He is currently chief writer and editor
of The Book, a new translation and anthologized commentary for The Five Books of
Moses. His most recently published work is Inside Tiime, a three-volume work
containing 113 essays on the Chasidic perspective on time, the Jewish calendar, and
the festivals and special days of the Jewish year.]

Author’s Introduction (1st half)
First, a bit of necessary carryover from Volume 1:
This is an introduction, so let me introduce myself to those of you who don’t know
me already.
I have been hearing, reading and telling Jewish-Chasidic stories for more than four
decades, including here in Tzefat (Safed) since 1978--and translating, adapting,
editing, compiling and e-mailing one per week for the past nineteen years to many
thousands of subscribers and readers, with many of them having been translated
into numerous languages as well.
From my archives, I culled a hundred-plus stories which I feel are book
worthy…and reasonably trustworthy: with checkable details or at least from reliable
sources. Most are not so well known that you would have read them in other
collections. They require three volumes, as I tend to longer stories. The first and
third volumes are general; the second is devoted to the cycle of Jewish holidays.
Each story is also introduced with some biographical background about the main
characters, and also, for those of you who feel the need, suggestions about how to
connect each story to specific times in the Jewish year and to certain main themes.
This information is also available in the indexes.
I make a point of crediting my source/sources for each story. I also cite where each
story was first published, even though many of them were since extensively revised
for this edition.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Now, on to this book.
In the two intervening years, I managed to complete some more stories that I am
pleased with, so this book has 44 stories, 10 more than originally planned and onethird more than volume 1. Three of them (#19, 25, 33) have never been published or
posted anywhere, not even on my own website (//ascentofsafed.com)
All 42 connect to the Jewish Sabbath and Holidays, divided into four sections:
Shabbat—also containing one story for New Moon Day (Rosh Hodesh—see Appendix
A), Spring-Summer, Autumn, Winter. The Introductory page for each section
provides capsule descriptions of the holidays of its season.

#1

18th Century (2nd half), Eastern Europe

A Guest for the Fish
Biographical notes for this story (in order of mention):
Rabbi Meir of Constantine, of blessed memory, the head of the rabbinical-court in
Konstentin, Russia, was the son of Rabbi Yaakov Emden, a leading rabbinical
authority and the compiler of the Beis Yaakov siddur (or Siddur HaReivetz), and
grandson of Rabbi Zvi Hirsch Ashkenazi, the “Chacham Zvi.”
Rabbi Yitzchak [Rabinowitz] of Drohovitch [of blessed memory: c. 5460 – 7 Nissan
5512 (c.1700 - March 1752 C.E.)] was a leading kabbalist in his generation, an elder
follower of the Baal Shem Tov, and the father of Rabbi Yechiel-Michil Zlotchov [5481
– Elul 25, 5546 (1721 – Sept. 1786 C. E.)], a major disciple of both the Baal Shem Tov
and the Maggid of Mezritch.

This story can be related to:
Weekly Readings: Vayera—Genesis 18:2-8 (hospitality); Yitro—Exodus 20:8 (“Remember the Shabbat
for it to keep it holy.”)
Jewish Holidays: Shabbat
Jewish Calendar Dates: Nissan 7 (yahrzeit of R. Yitzchak of Drohovitch)
Main Themes: Wives, Shabbat, Hospitality
Other Topics: Dreams, Prayer, Fish

A Guest For The Fish
“WOW! What an extraordinary enormous fish! I must buy it in honor of Shabbat!”
exclaimed the Jewish lady excitedly to the maid accompanying her at the
marketplace. “How fortunate that we came nice and early this Friday.”
Because the fish was so large, it was very expensive but she could well afford it. Her
husband, a noted scholar and leader of the community, was also quite wealthy.
She herself was an exceptional woman. As the daughter of Rabbi Meir of
Konstentin and granddaughter of the famed Rabbi Yaakov Emden, she well
appreciated the delight and importance of a Torah atmosphere on Shabbat. Seeing
her purchase energetically thrashing around in her basket, she joyfully thanked G-d
for enabling her to enhance the Shabbat table in such regal fashion. Then she added
an unusual prayer:
“Ribono Shel Olam – Master of the Universe - You granted me this extraordinary fish
in honor of Your holy Shabbat. Please also grant us a suitably pious and learned
guest, that he too may enjoy this fish tonight.”
That afternoon, a carriage pulled up in front of their door and a distinguishedlooking Jew alighted. No one knew who he was, but it was obvious from his
appearance and deportment that here was a true Torah personality. Her husband
welcomed him heartily, and with respect and deference invited him to stay for
Shabbat.
The guest, who chose not to reveal his identity, was none other than the holy Rabbi
Yitzchak of Drohovitch. While Rabbi Yitzchak definitely enjoyed the Shabbat with
his scholarly host in the luxurious setting, the whole time, night and day, he was
nagged by puzzlement. What was the reason for the striking chain of events that led
him to spend the Day of Rest far from home? Surely it was not just to have a
pleasurable Shabbat. What was he supposed to accomplish here?
After the Third Meal, the holy Rabbi retired to his room to rest for a bit, but his
feeling of unfulfilled purpose gave him no peace. He decided to ask a “dreamquery.” Before he lay down, he composed his mind carefully and focused on his
question: “May Heaven inform me why I have been sent to this town. Where are the
hidden sparks of holiness that I am supposed to elevate? What must I achieve?”
When he awoke, he had his answer: There is no special task for you to fulfill here, he
was informed while he slept, nor anything to rectify. On Friday morning, the lady of
the house purchased a large fish in honor of the Shabbat, and on her way home from
the marketplace she prayed for a suitably pious and learned guest to enjoy it with
her family. As she is a true tzidkanit [exceptionally righteous woman] in her own
right and also the descendent of many generations of outstanding Torah scholars,
her request was granted. Since in this part of the world there is nobody in the

generation more worthy than you, you were “summoned” by Heaven to arrive here
for Shabbat.
After the Havdalah ceremony that ended Shabbat and the Melava Malka meal to bid
farewell to the Shabbat Queen, Rabbi Yitzchak made his departure. The host and his
sons escorted him out to his carriage. Much to their surprise --and certainly at
variance with accepted custom--their distinguished holy guest requested of them
that they call the hostess out for the farewell too.
When she arrived, he said to her, “Rebbetzin, I must tell you. I was a great distance
from here, but because of your prayer yesterday, I was compelled to travel all this
way to spend Shabbat with your family. It was delightful and I am honored to have
met you all, but please don’t do it again. Your prayers are powerful!”


Source: Translated and freely adapted by Yerachmiel Tilles from Sipurei Chassidim – Torah
#173. (A less complete version of this story was first published in Kfar Chabad Magazine –
English.)

#8

20th Century (2nd half) - USA

Rebbe Matzah, Extra Matzah
Biographical notes for this story:
The Lubavitcher Rebbe, Rabbi Menachem Mendel Schneerson [ נ''ד11 Nissan 5662 3 Tammuz 5754 (April 1902 – June 1994 C.E.)], became the seventh Rebbe of the
Chabad dynasty after his father-in-law’s passing on 10 Shvat 5710 (1950 C.E.). He is
widely acknowledged as the greatest Jewish leader of the second half of the 20th
century C.E. Although a dominant scholar in both the revealed and hidden aspects
of Torah and fluent in many languages and scientific subjects, the Rebbe is best
known for his extraordinary love and concern for every Jew on the planet. His
emissaries around the globe dedicated to strengthening Judaism number in the
thousands. Hundreds of volumes of his teachings have been printed, as well as
dozens of English renditions.

This story can be related to:
Weekly Readings: Vayera – Gen. 19:3 (serving matzos to guests)
Jewish Holidays: Pesach
Jewish Calendar Dates: Nissan 14 (Erev Pesach)
Main Themes: Rebbe-chasid, hospitality
Other Topics: Innocence

Rebbe Matzah, Extra Matzah

I

n 1976, after several years of marriage, we finally mustered the courage to make
our own Passover seder, at least for the second night. As soon as we made the
decision, we began to invite guests. As the festival drew closer, the guest list grew.
And grew. And grew! All of a sudden we were expecting sixteen!
After burning chametz on Erev Pesach, a new flush of excitement overtook me. Every
year, for the few hours before the festival began, the Rebbe would stand in the
doorway of his office and distribute pieces of his matzah, which had been baked
earlier that afternoon. As we lived in walking distance of 770 Eastern Parkway, I
decided I would tell the Rebbe how many guests we were having. Then, surely, he
would give me extra matzah.
Over-enthusiastic and impractical as usual, we sorely underestimated the amount of
work left to be done that day. When I finally reached the Rebbe's office, it was too
late! He had gone back inside to prepare for the Evening Prayer. "Oh no," I thought.
"From one piece of matzah to a lot to none. How will I face my wife?"
"Don't be upset," I was told by an old-timer. "The Rebbe will give out some more
after Maariv for a short while."
"Boruch HaShem--Thank G-d!" I exhaled. Immediately after the final "Amen" (or
perhaps even a bit before, I must admit), I charged out of the shul and sprinted up
the stairs to the Rebbe's office. I wasn't first on line, or even close to it, but–praise Gd–I could tell from the pace we were moving that I would get in. No sweat.
My turn came. The Rebbe sized me up with a rapid glance and turned to break off a
piece of matzah for me. Before he could do so, I quickly mustered my courage and
blurted, "We have sixteen guests."
The Rebbe looked at me. Time froze. I froze. Finally the Rebbe spoke: "For the first
Seder or the second?" "The second," I answered, much surprised. "Then I can not give
you matzah now," he declared.
My face must have registered great perplexity, or perhaps the Rebbe sensed I was
about to faint. He hastened to explain, and in English! "It is already the first night of
the holiday. We are not allowed to do anything on a festival or Shabbat in
preparation for the following day, even if the next day is also a festival. Do you
understand?"
I nodded, choking back my disappointment. But the Rebbe hadn't finished. "So come
again tomorrow night after Maariv (the Evening Prayer), and I will give you then.
Gut Yomtov. A kosher freiliche Pesach."

Gut yomtov and what a yomtov! I excitedly ran home to tell my wife and our hosts
what the Rebbe had said. Immediately after the prayers the next night, I proudly
marched up to the Rebbe's door... whereupon one of his secretaries, may he be well
and live long, refused to admit me. "The Rebbe doesn't give out matzah tonight.
Only the first night," he said, turning away.
"But the Rebbe told me to come," I gasped in panic. He clearly didn't believe me. In
desperation, I told him the whole story. I could see he was still skeptical. He could
see I was about to either explode or collapse. Or both. Finally, he agreed to go and
ask the Rebbe. I peeked after him and saw the Rebbe nod.
How did the Rebbe know to ask me which night? I can't answer that. He certainly
didn't say that to anyone else—I asked around to find out. I know only that I'm
grateful he made an exception for me, on both nights.
Oh yes. The Rebbe did give me a large amount, After a wait of a few minutes, the
secretary came back with a large package of matzos wrapped in brown paper and
said, "The Rebbe asked that I should give you these matzos."
I returned home overjoyed. Now, I had an exciting story to tell our many guests at
the beginning of the Pesach seder as well as some very special matzah to share with
them. I don't know about the other sixteen people, but nearly four decades later, I
still remember my bag of rebbe-matzah and I’m still telling the story!


Source: This is my own personal story. I first published it in Ascent Quarterly #31, our first
issue after the Rebbe’s passing in Summer 5754 (1994). Since then different versions have
appeared in a variety of print and online publications, in English, Hebrew and other
languages, but this remains the only one that I myself wrote.

#28

19th Century (1st half) - Eastern Europe

Retroactively Kosher
Biographical notes for this story:
Rabbi Chaim Meir Yechiel Shapira of Mogelnitz [of blessed memory: ?-5 Iyar 5609
(? – May 1849 C.E.] was raised and taught by his maternal grandfather, the Koznitzer
Maggid. He married the granddaughter of the Rebbe Rabbi Elimelech of Lyzhinsk.
He was also the disciple of four leading figures of his generation: the rebbes of
Lublin, Pesichah, Apta, and Ruzhin.
This story can be related to:
Weekly Readings: Emor Lev. 23:40 + commentaries (“pri etz hadar” = etrog)
Jewish Holidays: Sukkot
Jewish Calendar Dates: 15-21 Tishrei (Sukkot)
Main Themes: Belief In Tzadikim, Birthing,
Other Topics: Vows

Retroactively Kosher

E

very year immediately after Rosh Hashana, Rabbi Chaim Meir Yechiel Shapira
of Mogelnitz would seek a trusty messenger from among his chasidim for a
special mission. First, he would turn over to him a significant sum of money,
carefully bundled. Then, after reminding him that he was being sent not just on
behalf of the Rebbe and his family but for the benefit of the entire community, he
would give him a set of specific instructions.
In those days in Europe, good-quality etrogs were very difficult to come by. In many
towns and villages such as this one, there would be just one etrog for the entire
Jewish populace. The Rebbe always instructed his agent not to spare any effort to
locate and acquire the most kosher and most beautiful etrog possible.
One year, it was extremely difficult to find a good etrog. There were only a few
etrogs to be found at all, and the agent that had been sent that year recognized right
away that they were all far from satisfying the Rebbe’s requirements. Full of stains
and blemishes, how could they possibly be considered exemplary?
Day after day the agent went from city to town, from town to village, still unable to
find anything remotely suitable. As the Sukkos festival approached and the agent
remained empty-handed and far from home, he became increasingly anxious.
Would this be the first year that his fellow townsmen and their esteemed rebbe
would not bless and perform the mitzvah with an outstanding etrog?
Shuddering, he realized that he would have to turn back towards home if he wanted
to arrive on time for Sukkos. He decided to return via a route that would take him to
a few towns that he hadn’t been to yet. He would have to buy the first etrog he came
across, even if it were plain or unattractive, as long as it was minimally kosher. It
was unthinkable that the entire community should remain without any etrog at all!
Late in the day he arrived at a certain village and immediately turned into the small
shul there to pray Mincha. While there, he heard two of the local men talking, “Hey!
Did you hear about wealthy So-and-so? This year he managed to buy the most
beautiful excellent etrog--it is really special.”
The agent hurriedly ascertained the exact whereabouts of Mr. So-and-so. He sped to
the address as fast as he could, then stood for a moment to catch his breath at the
doorstep of the magnificent house. Mouthing a silent prayer, his hand shook
slightly as he reached up to knock on the door.
A servant admitted him, and showed him into the rich man’s study. The agent
hesitated for a long moment. What should he say? How could he possibly convince
this stranger to part with the etrog? Certainly a man with a fancy mansion like this
wasn’t going to be interested in the money he was carrying around in his scrawny
pouch!

All he could do was express his sincere feelings. He explained to his host about how
the one who sent him was a genuine tzadik, an exalted person for whom fulfilling
every commandment in the most enhanced manner possible was an integral and
indispensable aspect of life. He himself had been travelling day and night scouring
the country in an unsuccessful attempt to find an appropriately outstanding etrog
for his pious rebbe. “Please,” he concluded with a plea, “have mercy on this special
Jew. I tell you, he may even get sick from the disappointment if I return emptyhanded. Besides, you will have a share in his great merit.”
Mr. So -and-so turned him down flat. He wasn’t interested in any offers or
explanations. The agent continued to plead.
Then, something changed. The wealthy householder’s face and stance seemed to
soften slightly. He sat silently for a few minutes, thinking deeply. Then he spoke.
“You say your Rabbi is a big tzadik? Head and shoulders above the rest of us and all
his life he has always performed mitzvahs in the most elevated way?”
A ray of hope sparked in the agent’s heart. “Yes! Yes,” he exclaimed; “it’s true.”
“If so, perhaps we can do business,” said the rich man.
“We’ll pay any price you ask,” the agent blurted excitedly.
“Money is not the issue here,” answered Mr. So -and-so quietly. “I paid a handsome
sum for this glorious etrog. Thank G-d, I can well afford it and I was happy to do so.
I am always prepared to spend generously in order to enhance a mitzvah, but there
is one thing I cannot buy. After all these years, I still have no child.
“Therefore,” he continued, “I am prepared to give you my expensive incomparable
etrog, but not for money. My non-negotiable price is that your holy rabbi should
bless me to have a son and that his blessing should come true within a reasonable
period of time. If it comes to be, then the etrog is my gift to him. But if not, then
retroactively your great rabbi and all his people will have blessed invalidly on an
etrog that is not theirs.”
The rich man looked the Rebbe’s representative in the eye. “Do you agree? Do we
have a deal?”
The silence grew and permeated the room as the stunned agent considered how to
respond. Finally he came to the conclusion that really he had no choice, and he
accepted the proposed conditions. Receiving the etrog from the hand of its wealthy
former owner, he set off straight for home.
The Rebbe carefully removed the covering, opened the box, and gingerly unwound
the flax tresses. Before his eyes was one of the most splendid, perfect etrogs he had

ever beheld. His joy knew no bounds. Or so it seemed, until the agent told him the
conditions of the “transaction.” Then his ardor cooled instantly. He slowly rewrapped the etrog, bent forward, and held his face in his hands.
For a long time Rabbi Chaim Meir Yechiel sat absolutely still, engulfed in his lofty
thoughts. When at last he removed his hands and stood up from his chair, his face
was pale, but a secret twinkle could be detected in his eyes.
“All right,” he stated softly but firmly. “I accept upon myself this difficult condition.
I will do that which I am able and bless the rich Mr. So -and-so that he and his wife
should have a son. Now it is up to the Al-mighty to do His part.”
A year later, on Erev Rosh Hashanah, a small package arrived addressed to the
Rebbe. Inside was an etrog of superior quality, along with a handwritten note from
Mr. So -and-so announcing that a son had been born to him and his wife a few
weeks before, in the first week of the month of Elul, and he thanked the Rabbi for
his blessing that had come to fruition.
The Rebbe was overjoyed at the news. For him it was a two-fold celebration. Not
only had the long-suffering couple been blessed with a child, but he could finally
fully rejoice over his mitzvah of the Four Species of the previous Sukkos. The
shadow of doubt that had clouded it for a year had now been removed.
From then on, each year sometime before Sukkos, the Rebbe would receive a
beautiful etrog from the grateful Mr. So -and-so. One year, the messenger who
delivered the etrog was a teenaged yeshiva student. This time, however, the usual
message that accompanied the delivery was phrased a bit differently.
“I have here the excellent etrog which my father requested of me to deliver to the
honorable Rabbi,” said the young fellow, bashfully.
The Rabbi Chaim Meir Yechiel, now well into late middle age, stared at the vision in
front of him. Tears welled up in his eyes. He extended one hand to receive the box
with the etrog and, full of emotion, placed the other on the boy’s head.
“Not only are you the bearer of an etrog,” he said warmly, “you are the son of an
etrog!”


Source: Translated-adapted by Yerachmiel Tilles from the Hebrew weekly Sichat Hashavuah
#563. (first published in Kfar Chabad Magazine #827.)
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20th Century (1st half) - Eastern Europe, USA

Chanukah in Bergen-Belsen
Rabbi Yoel Teitelbaum, the Satmar Rebbe [of blessed memory: 5648 - 26 Av 5739
(1888 - August 1979 C.E.)], was part of an extraordinary escape from Bergen-Belsen
in 1944, after which he went to the Holy Land. In 1947 he moved to the USA, where
he established himself in the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn, doing extensive
work in establishing Torah education networks. Famed as the leader of the largest
Chassidic group in the world and of Hungarian Jewry in general, and as the spiritual
leader of the opposition to a Jewish political government in Israel, he was also
universally recognized as one of the greatest Torah scholars of his generation.

This story can be related to:
Weekly Readings: Mishpatim Ex. 23:4 (“…Return it – you must return it to him.”)
Jewish Holidays: Chanukah
Jewish Calendar Dates: Kislev 24 (Erev Chanukah);
Main Themes: Holocaust, Divine Supervision, Deeds of Kindness
Other Topics: Divine Inspiration, Deeds of Kindness, Joy, Hungary

Chanukah in Bergen-Belsen

A

middle-aged Jew from somewhere in Hungary in one of the last groups to
arrive in the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp towards the tail end of World
War II became known to all the other inmates as Reb Shmelke. His full name was
Shmuel-Shmelke Shnitzler, a chasid and Torah scholar. He was of charismatic
appearance--very tall and distinguished looking, with strikingly warm and
penetrating eyes.
What astounded everyone around him the most though, was that Reb Shmelke
maintained a mood of genuine cheerfulness, a rare disposition to find in the hellish
environment of the camp. Although he underwent the same harsh terrors and
suffering, hunger and abuse that were the daily portion for the Jews in the camp, his
demeanor and behavior seemed to indicate that somehow he wasn’t affected the
same way as everyone else. It was almost as if he wasn’t really there.
How was he able to maintain a positive manner under such conditions? Nobody
knew. Nevertheless, it was clear that he was he drawing immeasurable fortitude and
inspiration from some unlimited source.
He even was able to be a fountain of encouragement for his fellow prisoners. He
would say to his companions at every opportunity, “A Jew and despair are
contradictory in essence; they cannot co-exist.” Whenever possible he would
organize a minyan for prayer, especially on Shabbat. At nights he would enliven all
those around him with stories of the great Chassidic rebbes, momentarily
transporting them to other worlds and places, enabling them to temporarily forget
their sufferings of body and soul.
To the utter amazement of all, Reb Shmelke even found favor in the eyes of a few of
the cruelest S.S. guards in the camp. and was able to aid a number of the inmates
through these connections.
He was assigned the job of removing dead bodies from the barracks of the many
who died from starvation. He would treat them with as much respect as possible.
Others might consider this a gruesome task, but Reb Shmelke considered it to be the
ultimate of holy work that he could do under the circumstances.
In addition to the prevailing conditions of horror in the camp under which the Jews
barely managed to survive, Reb Shmelke was nagged by another compelling
problem, one that increased in urgency with each passing day: how could he
possibly obtain oil with which to kindle the lights of Chanukah? The holiday was
only a few short days away.
He consulted everyone with whom he came into contact that he thought might be
able to help, but no one had any oil or even anything that could be substituted for it.

All said that to obtain anything flammable in the concentration camp was
unimaginable as well as impossible.
Still, Reb Shmelke did not give in to despair. The mitzvah of kindling the Chanukah
lights was much too important to him. He also realized how much encouragement
and hope it would offer the Jews in the camp—to shine light into the deepest of
darkness, to celebrate the victory of few over many, the pure over the impure….
On the day before Chanukah, Reb Shmelke had to hurry to one of the barracks near
the end of the camp where another poor soul had died just that day. Not far from the
fence at the edge of the camp, he stumbled when his foot sunk into a patch of red
earth that turned out to be covering a small hole. It was clear to him that someone
had dug this hole on purpose.
He gazed at the shallow depression, and after a moment perceived the sun reflecting
off something in it. He looked closer and saw there was a solid object buried there,
now slightly revealed. He knelt down and scooped out some dirt with his hands. It
was a small jar, half-filled with congealed liquid! Could it be? Could it possibly be?!
He removed its cover as quickly as he could and dipped his finger in gingerly. It was
oil! His thoughts immediately flashed to the original Chanukah miracle of the
finding of the single flask of oil. How could this be happening? Was he dreaming?
Then he noticed that other objects were concealed beneath the jar. He dug some
more with his hands and uncovered a small package wrapped in a swatch of cloth,
with eight small cups and eight thin strands of cotton within!!
Now convinced that someone had intentionally buried this Chanukah kit, Reb
Shmelke quickly replaced everything back into the hole and filled it in with the dirt
he had removed, carefully smoothing the surface. It would be too dangerous to keep
the materials in his possession until Chanukah began the next day, in the evening.
Besides, perhaps it belonged to someone.
After he completed he job he had been sent upon, Reb Shmelke circulated among as
many of the inmates he could during the rest of the day and the evening, casually
asking with an air of innocence if anyone had concealed a quantity of oil in a hiding
place. Everyone stared at him as if he were out of his mind.
The next night, all the Jews of Reb Shmelke’s barrack crowded around him as he
stood poised to light the first candle of Chanukah. He struck the match and recited
the blessings with great emotion before touching the tiny flame to the thin strand of
wick projecting out of the miniature cup containing the precious drops of oil. It was
like a scene from a storybook in stark contrast to the dour, harsh environment of the
concentration camp, a ray of hope that repeated itself each of the eight nights.

Reb Shmelke managed to survive the next few months until the conquering Allied
forces finally liberated the camp. His faith and hope had proven victorious. After the
official conclusion of the war, he returned to his town in Hungary, trying to
reassemble the pieces of his broken life. It was not to be. All his relatives had been
murdered by the Nazi beasts.
Several years later, he was able to make the journey to the United States of America.
One important stop for him there was to visit the Satmar Rebbe, Rabbi Yoel
Teitelbaum, originally also from Hungary who now lived in Brooklyn. The Rebbe, it
turned out, already knew of Reb Shmelke and his deeds, and welcomed him with
great warmth.
After they conversed for a while the Rebbe suddenly switched subjects and said to
him, “I hear that you had the great honor of lighting Chanukah candles in BergenBelsen.”
“How does the Rebbe know that?” sputtered Reb Shmelke in wonderment.
“I heard, I heard,” replied the Rebbe, smiling mysteriously.
A few moments later the Rebbe bent over to his astonished visitor and whispered in
his ear, “I am the one who hid the oil, the cups and the wicks in that hole next to the
fence. I did it when I was imprisoned in the camp the year before you, before my
miraculous escape.
“At the moment I did it,” the Rebbe added, “I believed with all my heart that at the
right time it would be found by the right person who would know exactly what to
do with it.”


Source: Translated-adapted by Yerachmiel Tilles from the Hebrew weekly Sichat HaShavua
#468. (First published on //AscentOfSafed.com.)

Appendix C (1st half)

Maintaining the Cosmic Balance
Part I: The Pregnant Year
On the secular Gregorian calendar, every four years an extra day is added to the
month of February, since the solar revolution takes nearly 365 plus one-quarter days.
The Jewish leap-year system is much more dramatic; it has to be!
On one hand, the Torah commands us to track the new moons and to keep a lunar
calendar [Ex. 12:2]. Since the lunar cycle is about 29 1/2 days, a lunar year of 12
months contains 354 days (the months alternate between 29 and 30 days in length – a
month couldn't be 29 1/2 days anymore than a calendar year could be 365 1/4 days).
One consequence of keeping a lunar calendar would be that our festivals (like the
Islamic holy days) would occur 11 or so days earlier each year in relation to the solar
cycle, and thus, every three years would fall more than a solar month earlier, and
every nine years, a whole season earlier.
However, it is also specified in the Torah [Deut. 16:1] that Passover must always be
celebrated in the spring time (and Sukkot during autumn [ibid. 16:12]).
In order for the festivals to retain their position relative to the seasons, an adjustment
must be made to enable the lunar calendar to maintain harmony with the solar cycle,
and indeed an extraordinary provision is taken. In the 3rd, 6th, 8th, 11th, 14th, 17th,
and 19th year of every 19 year cycle an entire month is added before the month in
which Passover falls – not just a day. Such a year is called shanah m'uberet – “a
pregnant year.”
(Very approximately: 19 years of an 11-day annual differential equals 209 days.
Seven extra months of 30 days each equals 210 days. In reality it is much more
precise, since a flexibility in the length of two consecutive Jewish months, Cheshvan
and Kislev – each one can be either 29 or 30 days – allows a regular year to have 353,
354, or 355 days, and a leap year 383, 384, or 385.)
The year of this writing, 5776, is the 19th and completing year of the 304th 19-year
cycle since year 1 on the Jewish Calendar. Such a year, pregnant with a thirteenth
month, is loaded with extra meaning and growth potential. Let's look at one of the
interesting lessons that may be drawn from the “reconciliation” of the sun and the
moon, and consider its practical applications for our personal lives.
The solar and lunar cycles symbolize two basic spiritual principles: consistency and
innovation. The sun symbolizes stability: the amount of light it radiates each day is
constant. The “sun pole” in our lives is our regular pattern of observance and our
basic principles and goals, areas where it is important to be consistent, and
unwavering.

The moon symbolizes change: the amount of light it reflects varies continuously. As
such, the “moon pole” in our lives is the striving for improvement, progress and
growth, and utilization of one's creativity.
Each type of service – the constant and the changing – possesses certain advantages.
When mitzvot are carried out with constancy over a period of time, the
repetitiveness itself leads to the service becoming part of our very nature [see Avot
4:2].
Our Jewish spiritual work will be whole when these opposing poles become
complementary, just as the sun and moon play an equal role in fixing the Jewish
calendar and its holidays. The new mitzvot observances (or higher levels of
observance of the ones already in our mitzvot repertoire) which we attain to should
become enduring commitments, and those which we have already become
accustomed to should still be done each time with the eagerness that is usually
reserved for first-time events.
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