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THE SONGBIRD’S 
SECRET 
By Rabbi Eliyahu Bergstein

While everyone imagined the 
king’s greatest treasury to 
be his large estate and vast 

wealth, in truth, his most beloved and 
precious commodity was a beautiful 
songbird. It was capable of singing the 
most melodious of tunes and enthralling 
anyone who heard its pitch. Any observ-
er would have reasonably concluded that 
the songbird enjoyed the greatest life 
possible. All except the songbird itself. 
Although enclosed in a golden cage, it 
wished to roam unfettered in the wild 
and fly and sing without restraint. And 
so, it one day came up with a plan.

Reaching out to the other birds living 
outside the palace, the songbird called 
for help. “If you could please do me a fa-
vor,” the songbird said, “my sister lives 
in the nearby forest. She is very smart 
and I know she would be able to devise 
a way for me to escape the palace. Please 
go consult with her and report back 
to me.” Without delay, the birds got to 
work, scouting out the location of the 
songbird’s sister. 

After finally reaching her, they relayed 
the news of the songbird and awaited a 

response. But before they knew it, the 
sister bird froze still in position, closed 
her eyes and fell to the ground. The oth-
er birds were shocked. Rushing back to 
the songbird, they conveyed what they 
had just witnessed. “She must have had 
a heart attack and died,” the birds sadly 
confirmed. “As soon as she heard about 

your situation, she just keeled over and 
fell down head first.”

For the next few days, the songbird 
did not sing or sleep or eat. It simply laid 
in its cage motionless for hours. The pal-
ace’s workers tried changing the water 
and rearranging the cage, but it didn’t 
help. They even brought in an expert 
veterinarian, but he couldn’t detect any-
thing wrong either. And so, after days of 
seeing the songbird lifeless with its eyes 
closed, it was confirmed that it had sadly 
passed away. 

What need did the king now have for 
a dead bird? The servants proceeded to 
pick up the cage, haul it to the window 
and shake it out. The songbird began 
freefalling straight down, until right 
before it hit the ground… it opened its 
eyes, flapped its wings and began soar-
ing away, singing the most jovial and 
spectacular song it had ever sung.

The other birds who had gone to the 
songbird’s sister just a few days ago 
were surprised to see the songbird out 
and about, flying freely around. And 
then they realized. The songbird’s sister 
had not died; it had simply been send-

ing its brother a message. She had been 
nonverbally communicating the precise 
method which would free the songbird 
from its caged life. What was it to do? 
Play dead. If it would give the impres-
sion that it was no longer alive, within 
a short period, it would be tossed out of 
the king’s palace and be on its way to-
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wards a new, unrestrained life. 
The same is true, writes the Ben Ish 

Chai, of Shabbos. Throughout an entire 
week, we live within a confined frame-
work. We engage in our many respon-
sibilities which come along with being 
human. Our lives become subsumed 
with daily and demanding tasks and 
chores. Yet then comes Shabbos, a day 
when we can experience freedom and 
unfetter ourselves from such confines 

which we experience throughout the 
week. Yet how exactly do we achieve 
such freedom?

We, so to speak, play dead. We discon-
nect from the fast-paced, physical world 
we know and enter an entirely different, 
spiritual world. We make no trips to 
the supermarket or bank or answer any 
phone calls. We detach ourselves from 
our weekday load and open ourselves to 
the sublime experience of… Shabbos. 

Every week, we are gifted one day 
which contains unsurpassed potential 
for spiritual growth and connection to 
our Creator. And how do we achieve 
it? Simple. Tune out everything else in 
your life and allow yourself to connect 
to a day so pristine and holy. Disconnect 
to connect. Tune out to tune in and play 
dead to truly be alive. And that indeed is 
the secret of the songbird.

WHAT IS 
YIDDISHKEIT?
By Rabbi Zecharia Wallerstein

Why are so many people willing to 
drive if  there are so many rules?“

Some time ago, a girl from a reli-
gious, Orthodox family, who had 
received a strong Jewish education 

throughout elementary, middle and high 
school came to me. She had just returned 
from seminary, yet was clearly upset and 
disturbed. Something was clearly both-
ering her.

“I don’t want this anymore,” she said. 
“I am done. I don’t want to be religious!” 
I was startled and shaken up to hear such 
a confident and bold statement. Here 
was a girl who had gone through many 
years of a sound Jewish education and 
been immersed in a world of Torah and 
mitzvos, yet now wished to discard it all. 
What happened? But before she contin-
ued, I had one question to ask.

“Before you tell me why you don’t 
want this anymore, tell me what exactly 
you don’t want. You say that you don’t 
want to be religious, but what does ‘re-
ligious’ mean to you?”

“I can’t take all these rules,” she said. 
“There are just too many of them. I can-
not live with all these rules!” I paused. 
“But Judaism is not rules,” I replied. She 
didn’t understand. “What do you mean? 
Judaism has 613 rules. And then there are 
Rabbinic rules too, and even more rules 
added on in addition to those. There are 
a lot of rules!” 

“Let me answer you with a story,” I 
said. She leaned back in her seat, eager 
to hear what I had to say.

“When my daughter turned sixteen, 
she wanted to get her permit. Of course, 
before you can go to the DMV and wait 
in line for hours upon hours to take 
your actual driving test, you must study 
a book which details all the rules of driv-
ing. After my daughter got a hold of the 
book and began studying, I curiously 
took a look at it one day. And there I saw 
dozens of pages enumerating rule after 
rule relating to driving: 

If your blinker doesn’t work, stick 
your hand out the window to signal; be-
gin signaling one hundred feet before 
making a turn; be cognizant of incom-
ing traffic; be familiar with signs for 
railroad crossing, flooding, yielding etc. 

etc.’ As I perused through the countless 
rules, I could not help but wonder why 
everyone is willing to drive if there are 
so many rules?

At this point, I turned to the girl and 
posed the question to her. “What do you 
think? What is driving about? What 
does it mean to drive?” She was a smart 
girl and knew what to respond. “Driving 
is about getting from point A to point 
B.” I paused, allowing her to hear her 
own words. “Exactly!” I exclaimed. “So 
tell me, if I would fill up an entire room 
of teenagers and ask them to translate 
the word ‘driving,’ why would no one re-
spond, ‘Driving means yield, stop sign, 
red light, green light etc.’? No one would 
say that because that is not what driving 
is about. Driving is about traveling from 
one destination to another. And that is 
why, even though there are hundreds of 
driving rules, no one ever says, “I don’t 
want to drive because there are so many 
rules! I can’t handle needing to always 
keep to a speed limit, put my seat belt 
on, look at my side mirror and rear view 
mirror…” No one ever says that because 
that does not define driving.

Furthermore, even when kids fail 
their driving test at one site, they go 
elsewhere to take it again and find an 
easier instructor. They’ll go from place 
to place to place, until they find that one 

instructor who can barely see and will 
say when they back up and actually hit 
the car behind them, ‘Good parking! 
Good parking!’ What happened? Why 
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all of sudden, despite the difficulty and 
numerous rules involved, no one gives 
up driving? Why doesn’t anyone associ-
ate driving with all these rules?”

Good question.
“Let’s take a similar example,” I con-

tinued. You get on a plane and land on 
the other side of the country. After you 
deplane, your friend approaches you 
and asks, ‘How was your flight?’ ‘It was 
great!’ you say. ‘If I may ask,’ your friend 
continues, ‘what is flying about?” Well, 
it is about getting from point A to point 
B by means of traveling in the air.’ 

Now imagine the conversation pro-
gressing a slightly different way. ‘How 
was your flight?’ ‘Well, let me tell you. 
Flying is about rules – seatbelt, oxygen 
mask, luggage etc.” 

This is not the way people view driv-
ing or flying. While both modes of travel 
require rules and guidelines, ultimately, 
the rules are only there for one’s safety. 
They do not define the essence of driv-
ing or flying.

“Judaism is the same way,” I explained. 
“It is about getting from one point to 
another. From the minute a person’s 
soul enters this world until it returns to 
Heaven, it is on a trip. Yet in order for 
the soul’s journey to be safe, it needs 613 
safety regulations. But Yiddishkeit is not 
the rules. It is life itself. It is about our 
travel in this world. 

“So,” I finished telling the girl, “when 
you say that you want to give up reli-
gion, you don’t mean Yiddishkeit. You 
mean the rules. But Yiddishkeit is not 
rules. It is life.”

She liked the answer. But she had a 
question. 

“Rabbi, I get that. But, I still don’t un-
derstand one thing. The rules for driving 
and flying make sense. It is understand-
able to require a driver to slow down 
when approaching an intersection and 
for a passenger to wear a seatbelt on a 
plane. But how does the Jewish law of 
putting on your right shoe before your 
left shoe make any sense? And what is so 
important about not wearing wool and 
linen together? There are many ‘rules’ in 
Judaism which make no sense!”

“That’s a good question,” I said. “But 
now, let me tell you another story. 

Nechama always dreamed of going to 
seminary. As a little girl growing up, she 
had heard of the fabulous and uplifting 
time so many girls had while spending a 
year learning in Israel. And then final-
ly, the time arrived. Nechama was soon 
to graduate high school and she would 
have the opportunity of going to semi-
nary herself.

But, as the only daughter in the family, 
her father was of course very attached 
to her. He loved her dearly and the idea 
of not seeing his daughter for an entire 
year was something he knew would be 
difficult. Aside from this, it was finan-
cially challenging to send her away. But 
Nechama only begged and begged her 
father to provide her with the opportu-
nity of a lifetime. 

Finally, he gave in. “I will let you go,” 
the father told Nechama, “but only on 
one condition.  Every night before you 
go to sleep, I want you to light a tealight 
and say my name.” Nechama stood still, 
her eyebrows furrowing in confusion. 
“Dad, is everything okay?” “Don’t ask,” 
replied her father. “If you will agree to 
do this, I will gladly allow you to go.” 
Nechama agreed, not knowing how ex-
actly such a nightly regimen would work 
out.

By the time Nechama landed, her 
mind had drifted to other, more imme-
diate matters. But it wasn’t long before 
she opened her suitcase, and saw over 
two hundred tealights nicely arranged. 
The other girls in the room couldn’t help 
but wonder why she needed so many 
lights, though they didn’t inquire any 
further. 

For the next few days, Nechama went 
about lighting a tealight every night 
and reciting her father’s name. Mon-
day night, Tuesday night, Wednesday 
night… Finally, her roommates could no 
longer bear the curiosity. “Nechama,” 
they all asked, gathering around togeth-
er, “could we ask why you light a candle 
every night?” “To be honest,” Nechama 
replied, “I don’t know. My father said 
that if I wanted to attend seminary, I 
needed to do so, and I am just following 
his instructions.”

The year continued with Nechama 
carrying out her special practice every 

night without fail. Whether she spent 
the time in her room in seminary, or at-
tended a guest’s home for Shabbos, her 
tealights accompanied her everywhere. 
It of course aroused the curiosity of 
those who observed her, but she man-
aged her special routine with as much 
stride as she could.

As the year came to a close and Necha-
ma returned home, she approached her 
father. “Dad,” she said, “I really appreci-
ate you allowing me to attend seminary 
this year. It was wonderful. If I may ask, 
though, what was the story behind the 
tealights? Why did you want me to light 
them every night? People often thought 
something was wrong with both you 
and me!”

“I will tell you,” her father said. “I 
know you very well, and I know how 
busy you would get while in seminary. 
I realized that if I would ask you to call 
me every day, you would say, ‘Of course!’ 
and then arrive there and forget to do 
so. You would become absorbed in your 
learning and involved in your trips. And 
I respect that, and I wanted you to enjoy 
yourself and learn and grow. But, I told 
myself, I am not willing to go for an en-
tire year and not have you think about 
me. So I came up with an idea. You 
would light a tealight every night and 
say my name, and in that way you would 
remember me every single day. Cleaning 
out last night’s candle and preparing a 
new one would force you to think about 
me. And that is all I wanted. I just want-
ed you to remember me.”

“This is all Hashem desires from us, 
His children,” I explained to the girl. 
“He knows full well that we have busy 
lives. We have our families to take care 
of and health and jobs to worry about. 
If Hashem would tell us, ‘My children, I 
want you to think of me every day,’ we 
would certainly give our word that we 
would do so. But then two days would 
go by and we would unexpectedly real-
ize that we hadn’t thought of Him. So 
Hashem came up with a plan.

“I am not going to take you away from 
your day and ask you to think of Me. 
Rather, in your day and a part of your 
work, I am going to provide you with 
ways of remembering Me. When you 
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get dressed, before and after you eat, 
and as you work in the field and office, I 
am going to incorporate mitzvos which 
will remind you of Me. Whenever you 
get dressed, and place your right shoe on 
first or ensure your jacket is checked for 
shaatnez and does not contain wool and 
linen, you will remember Me.”

Hashem came up with 613 tealights 
encompassing every facet of our lives. 
Built into our daily schedule, we are con-
stantly able to connect to Him. And as it 
relates to some of these tealights, there 
are those we don’t fully understand. 

As I finished with my story, I clarified 
what the answer was to the girl. “Putting 
on your right shoe or not wearing shaat-
nez is not something we understand; so 
why are there such commandments? Be-

cause when you think about this while 
getting dressed, you are connected to 
Hashem and your tealight is on. You will 
need to spend a moment remembering 
Him, and that is all He wants. G-d did 
not tell us to remember Him by fasting 
for forty days. He tells us to connect to 
Him during our very busy day of gath-
ering in our crop from the field, prepar-
ing our food and before and after eating 
our meal. And although some things 
we know the reason behind and some 
things we don’t, at the very root of it all, 
all Hashem asks of us is to think about 
Him and stay connected to Him.”

The girl walked away from the con-
versation a changed person. She had 
learned the lesson she had missed out 
on for so many years. Yiddishkeit is not 

simply rules; it is life. And even more 
so, the many mitzvos we have, some of 
which don’t make sense, are there be-
cause they are our tealights. And when 
we light our tealight and remember our 
Father in Heaven, we connect to Him 
in the most intimate of ways. He sends 
us down to earth with 613 features and 
guidelines which are there to benefit 
our travel on earth and keep us safe, and 
all He wishes is that we remember Him 
during our travel. And when we in fact 
adhere to these beneficial guidelines and 
keep our beloved Father in mind, we will 
one day arrive home, happily and fully 
accomplished and truly appreciative of 
our beautiful and wonderful trip we so 
immensely enjoyed.

A SHORT MESSAGE
By Rabbi Yitzchak Feldheim

Interestingly, Shabbos shares many 
similarities to marriage. The Jewish 
people welcome and embrace the 

Shabbos Kallah, the Shabbos Queen, mir-
roring the loving embrace of a husband 
and wife. We are as well commanded to 

honor Shabbos, just as a husband is re-
quired to honor his wife more than him-
self (Yevamos 62b). I thus often remind 
young adults entering the shidduch phase 
of something often overlooked or never 
even considered. When looking into a 

prospective shidduch, inquire as to how 
the other party relates to Shabbos. How 
does the person spend his or her time 
when all is quiet? The way a person re-
spects and treats the Shabbos Kallah is 
often indicative of how they will relate 
to their spouse. If they are able to sit still 
and bask in the moment of silence, sim-
plicity and spirituality, such behavior will 
likely transfer over and form the loving 
and attentive relationship a future hus-
band and wife will enjoy.
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