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Dear Chevra, 
 
The Heilige Rizhiner, Reb Yisroel of Rizhin zy”a, said that during the times of the Baal Shem Tov, the Besht, when 
hardship would befall the Jewish people, the Besht would go to a special place in the forest, light a special fire, and 
say a special prayer and the hardship would be averted. After the passing of the Baal Shem Tov, when the Rizhiner’s 
great grandfather, the Maggid of Mezeritch, took over the mantle of Chassidic leadership, when catastrophe hung 
over the Jewish people, the Maggid would go to that special place and light that special fire, and although the Maggid 
didn’t know the special prayer, nonetheless, the catastrophe was still averted. After the passing of the Maggid, the 
responsibility fell upon Reb Moshe Leib of Sassov zy”a. When trouble was going to befall the Jewish people the 
Sassover would go to the special place in the forest. And although he didn’t know how to light the special fire or say 
the special prayer, the hardship would be averted. The Rizhiner concluded by saying, “I don’t know the special place 
where the early tzaddikim davened. I don’t know how to light the special fire they lit. I don’t know the special tefillah, 
the special prayer, they said. But I can tell the story and by telling the story the tzuris, the hardships continue to be 
averted.” 
 
A number of years ago, my Rebbe, the Milwaukee Rebbe shlita, visited Kever Rochel, the grave of our Mother 
Rochel. While there he told the following: 
 
The day was Yom Kippur. Trouble stirred over the village of Berditchev. The usually joyous and radiant countenance 
of the town’s beloved Rabbi, Rav Levi Yitzchok ben Sorah Sosha zy”a, gave way to an overcast gloom. Throughout 
the day of prayer, the Rebbe’s countenance remained unchanged. Then, right before Neilah, the final prayer of the 
day, the Berditchever’s face took on an otherworldly joy. After the service the Rebbe summoned the army captain 
stationed in an encampment outside of a nearby town. When the captain arrived, Reb Levi Yitzchok asked him about 
his Yom Kippur. The captain explained that as a child of five or six the Russian army had stolen him away from the 
loving arms of his mother. As he was being pulled away from her, she placed a siddur’l, a Jewish prayer book, in his 
hands while crying out to him through bitter tears, “always remember who you are.” He rose through the ranks until 
becoming a commander. No matter where he went he always carried his mother’s siddur’l in the bottom of his bag. 
The other day, he explained, he saw the town’s Jews busy toing and froing. He asked a Yid what was happening and 
was told that the next day was Yom Kippur and they were busy preparing themselves for the holy day. That next 
morning, he felt the pulling of his heartstrings. He went to the local shul and stood outside, taken with the beauty of 
the Yidden dressed in their white kittlach and talleisim, he stood the entire day peering through a window. Then, right 
before Neilah, as if on impulse, he ran back to the camp, grabbed his mother’s siddur’l, and ran back to the shul. He 
stood in the back and for the first time opened his mother’s siddur’l. Wanting to participate, seeing everyone crying, 
but no longer remembering how to read the Hebrew, he called out, “Ribbono Shel Olom, Master of the Universe, I 
don’t know how to read the prayers. But You see, the pages are yellow, stained from my mother’s tears. I may no 
longer know how to pray, but let the pages of my mother’s siddur’l pray for me.” When the soldier finished his story 
the Berditchever said that the kitrug, the accusation, that hung over the Jewish people was so severe that the gates 
of heaven were locked. Nobody’s prayers could get through. But it was the soldier's siddur’l, “let my mother’s siddur’l 
pray for me” that broke through the gate of heaven and saved the Jewish people.  
 
The Milwaukee Rebbe concluded the story with tear filled eyes and voice choked with emotion, “We’ve already 
forgotten how to daven. The siddur’l still knows how to daven.”  
 
We may not know how to daven, but we can still pick up the Yom Kippur Machzor, the Yom Kippur prayer book, and 
say the same words that our fathers and grandfathers said. We stand in prayer and fasting. We live Jewish lives at a 
time in history fraught with a confusion our fathers and grandfathers never knew. A confusion that weakens us. If 
nothing else, we can hold the machzor and with a deep Yiddishe krechtz, a sigh emanating from the depths of our 
Jewish souls, call out, “Totty, Father, I’m broken and weak. But the Yom Kippur machzor still knows how to daven. 
Take the prayers out of the machzor. Let the machzor daven for me.” 
 

Sincerely,  
 
Binyamin Klempner 

 
This week’s Letter of Courage is dedicated in honor of Rav Benzion Twerski shlita. 
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Wishing you a prayerful year ahead. 

Sincerely,  
 
Binyamin Klempner 

 
This week’s Letter of Courage is dedicated in honor of Rav Benzion Twerski shlita. 


