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Rabbi Yisroel Reisman Discusses  

The Need to Focus on Improving  

The Quality of Our Avodas Hashem 
By Daniel Keren 

 

 

Rabbi Yisroel Reisman 
 

 Once again hundreds of men and women in Flatbush and surrounding 

neighborhoods took advantage of a day off from work because of the January 1st 

legal holiday to participate in a Hakhel Yarchei Kallah at the Agudath Israel of 

Madison that offered insightful and practical halachos and hashkofos shiurim. 

 The Event began with a lecture by Rabbi Yisroel Reisman, the Mora D’asra 

of the host shul who spoke on the topic of “The Surprise Visitor” that was based on 

the first pasuk (verse) of the third perek (chapter) of Sefer Malachi in which the 

Navi prophesizes in the Name of Hashem: 
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 “Behold, I am sending My messenger, and he will clear a path before Me; 

suddenly…the messenger of the bris (covenant) for whom you yearn, behold, he 

comes…” 

 Who is this surprise visitor? Rabbi Reisman said that most commentators 

say that this refers to Moshiach, the long-awaited Redeemer of the Jewish people. 

We know that Eliyahu Hanavi, Elijah the Prophet is known as the Malach Habris, 

the angel who appears spiritually at every bris milah, circumcision. 

 It was Eliyahu who complained to Hashem that the Jewish people had 

abandoned their bris, covenant with Hashem. Defending Klal Yisroel, Hashem 

responded that Eliyahu’s criticism wasn’t true and that he would be witness to this 

fact by attending all future circumcisions of Jewish baby boys. That is why it is 

customary to have a symbolic Kisai (chair of) HaEliyahu at every bris. 

 Rabbi Reisman said that many of us have a concept ingrained in our minds 

that Moshiach’s sudden arrival will be announced by the awesome blowing of a 

shofar. How, where and when Moshiach will arrive is not exactly known. One 

thing we can be sure of however, is that Moshiach’s arrival will be unexpected and 

catch all of us by surprise. 

 The Rishonim write that you can’t figure out the keitz, the period in time 

when the Jewish Redeemer will arrive. Daniel in his sefer sadly declared that we 

are unable to comprehend this knowledge.  

 Similarly, other aspects that relate to our nation’s eternity has been hidden 

from us. When our forefathers entered Eretz Yisroel after 40 years of wandering in 

the Midbar they did not know where the Beis Hamikdosh, the Holy Temple would 

be located. It was after a passage of 400 more years that Dovid Hamelech and 

Shmuel HaNavi spent a night in a Bais Hamedrash in order to determine the 

location of the holiest location in the world. Life is full of unexpected events and in 

particular what happens to Klal Yisroel or to Jews as individuals is completely 

unpredictable.  

 When the Brisker Rav (Rabbi Yitzchok Zev Halevi Soloveitchik, zt”l, 1886-

1959) was running away from the murderous Nazis (yemach shemom), he was told 

by another rav that despite the fact that he was a highly logical person, in times of 

such serious dangers, he couldn’t calculate his escape on the basis of intelligent 

reflections, but rather should ask another wise rav what he should do.  

 And the Brisker Rav followed this advice and that is why he decided to try 

and escape to Eretz Yisroel. And as is well know this turned out to be very 

successful [and he established the Brisker Yeshivah in Yerushalayim that 

continues to educate thousands of young men from all around the world today.] 

 Rabbi Reisman said that it is interesting that in a world which is 

unpredictable, Rav Elchanon Wasserman, hy”d, interpreted the prophecy that in 
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the generation before the coming of Moshiach there would be an increase in 

chutzpah (shameful impudence) as referring to the behavior of our (secular) 

leaders.  

 It is so tragic and sad to see many members of our community wasting much 

of their precious time reflecting and discussing with others what certain political 

leaders should do or should not do. 

 The Prophet Malachi asks who can handle the time of Moshiach as it will be 

a period of extreme cleansing. All too often we grow up with the concept that 

when Moshiach arrives, it will be a period of unending rejoicing and dancing in the 

streets. 

 But it will also be a time of sadness because it will close the door on our 

currently unlimited opportunities to gain spiritual greatness because of the great 

challenges that confront us in our present golus, exile because of our struggles 

against the yetzer hora (evil inclination.) 

 The Chofetz Chaim, zt”l, was asked about the coming of Moshiach and he 

answered that even though our opportunities to improve dramatically will be 

curtailed because there will no longer be a strong yetzer hora confronting us every 

day, we must still pray for Moshiach’s coming because that will usher in an 

increase in the glory and kavod hashomayim for Hakodesh Baruch Hu. 

 Rav Shimon Schwab, zt”l, taught there there are two types of free will. One 

type of bechira is that of choosing between good and bad (i.e. going to the Bais 

Hamedrash to study Torah or instead waste one’s limited time at home reading 

newspapers or engaging in idle chatter with other family members.) 

 The second type of bechira relates to the quality of one’s Avodas Hashem 

(i.e. does one daven ( pray) with proper kavanah ( concentration) or chas v’shalom 

(heaven forbid) perform this mitzvah in manner of a mindless robot.) 

 Rabbi Reisman said that a malach, angel has no opportunity to do rah (bad), 

but only tov (good.) Yet an angel does have free-will with regards to the quality of 

just how well it performs its divine mission. The Navi Malachi warns us that 

Moshiach will come suddenly. 

 Therefore we have to make ourselves ready by sharpening that quality of our 

avodas Hashem, divine service to the Borei HaOlam by increasing our enthusiasm 

and joy in performing the mitzvahs we do today. The lesson for all of us to take 

heed and get ready for the coming of Moshiach today while we still enjoy 

bechirah. 

Rav Avigdor Miller on Not Letting 

The Gentiles in on the Secret 
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 QUESTION: The Rav spoke tonight about the pride we should feel in the 

fact that we are Hashem's chosen people. But doesn't that sometimes lead to a dis-

respect for non-Jews?  

 ANSWER: The public disrespect that is evident among some of our fellow 

Jews is not prudent. Not at all! It's silly. However, there is no question that when 

you think that you're superior to the other fellow, when you know that you're 

superior, then definitely you consider him inferior. It's unavoidable! 

 But that doesn't mean that you're going to go around shouting from the 

rooftops, that someone else is inferior. It doesn't mean that you're going to have to 

upset the gentile nations. We're not looking to start up with nations of the world 

today; they have their own religions and they'll become angry at us.  

 But amongst ourselves, when we speak to each other of course we say the 

truth. Among ourselves we speak about the truth all the time. We must spread the 

news in our families, of course, of course. No doubt about it! Only that one has to 

be wise enough and respectful enough to not let our gentile neighbors know what 

we are thinking. TAPE # 12 (June 1973) 

 

Reprinted from the January 9, 2018 email of Toras Avigdor 

(info@torasavigdor.org) 

Rabbi Berel Wein on 

Parashat Bo 5778 
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 As the narrative of the Torah regarding the exodus of the Jewish people from 

Egyptian slavery reaches its climax in this week’s reading, I feel that it is important 

for us to concentrate on the verb that the L-rd uses so to speak in telling Moshe to 

once again appear before the Egyptian Pharaoh. 

 The word “bo” in Hebrew means not only to come but it’s more nuanced 

understanding is to enter, to penetrate deeply into a place or person. It is the verb 

that is used for physical intimacy throughout biblical and rabbinic writings. The   

L-rd here tells Moshe to enter into the state of mind and the state of heart of the 

Egyptian Pharaoh. Not merely to appear before him in a superficial manner but 

rather to attempt to understand why he is so stubborn and what the true issue 

involved here is in the freeing of the Jewish slaves from Egypt. 

 The L-rd is in effect informing Moshe that it is not only the stubborn 

will of Pharaoh that is involved in refusing to free the Jews, it is also the fact that 

the L-rd has hardened his heart and given him the courage of his convictions. So, 

no matter how painful the blows being rained on Egypt, he will not give in. 

 It is a further example to Moshe that the exodus from Egypt is an eternal 

lesson for the Jewish people and the world as well, and that only by the miracles 

that the L-rd will perform will Pharaoh agree to free the Jewish slaves. It is the 

irrationality of Pharaoh in continuing to resist that indicates to Moshe and through 

him to the Jewish people, that this is a supernatural and illogical event and that it is 

the prime example of G-d’s right of the Jewish people throughout all of human 

history. 

 There is much to be said for understanding the point of the view of one’s 

enemy. Only then can one take the correct defensive measures to protect oneself 

from irrational onslaught and cruelty. By entering into the mindset of those who 
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oppose and hate us, we gain an understanding as to how to counteract these 

diseased and cursed thoughts. 

 As long as we ascribe to our enemies rational and logical reasons, as long as 

we keep on looking within ourselves for faults that may have been the reason for 

their enmity, then eventually we are defenseless against their agression. If we 

realize that the L-rd has hardened their hearts and removes rationality from their 

thinking, we would be much better prepared to counter their pressures and assaults. 

 We have to enter into their mindset and not merely appear before them to 

debate issues in a diplomatic and logical manner. The greatness of G-d is 

illustrated through the hard heart and stubborn will of the Egyptian Pharaoh. 

 Moshe should not be disappointed that he was unable to convince the 

Pharaoh to release the Jewish people to freedom through persuasion and logic. By 

entering into the Pharaoh’s mind he will recognize the irrationality of hate and the 

greatness of the G-d of Israel. 
 

Reprinted from the Parashat Bo 5778 website of RabbiWein.com 
 

Thoughts that Count for Parashat Bo 
And in order that you may tell in the ears of your son...and you shall know that I 

am G-d (Ex. 10:2) 

 How can a parent imbue his children with a sincere faith in G-d? "You shall 

know that I am G-d"--you yourselves must believe in G-d first, before you teach 

your offspring. (Rabbi Yehoshua Rokeach) 

 

They did not see one another, nor did anyone rise from his place (10:23) 

 The worst kind of darkness that can exist is when a person does not see his 

brother or extend his hand to help the needy. When one ignores his responsibilities 

and makes believe that the problems of others don't exist, the end result is that he 

himself will suffer and not be able to rise. (Chidushei HaRim) 

 

Reprinted from Issue 197 (Parshat Bo 5752/1992) of L’Chaim Weekly, a 

publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY. 
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The Innate Ability of Every Jew to Do 

Teshuvah and Reconnect with Hashem 
Adapted from the works of 

Rabbi Menachem M. Schneerson, zt”l 

The Lubavitcher Rebbe. 

 
 This week's Torah portion, Bo, speaks of the last three plagues visited on 

Egypt, and of the Jewish People's long-awaited departure from there. It begins with 

G-d's command to Moses that he go to Pharaoh, king of Egypt, to warn him of the 

impending plague of locusts. G-d, however, states that Pharaoh will not heed the 

warning: "For I have hardened his heart...in order that you tell in the ears of your 

son and your son's son that which I have wrought in Egypt." 

 We learn from this that the locusts did not come as a punishment for 

Pharaoh's refusal to heed the warning; G-d had hardened his heart so that he would 

be unable to agree to free the Jews. But if such is the case, isn't it unjust for G-d to 

punish Pharaoh with a plague, when G-d Himself prevented him from acceding to 

Moses' demand? 

 Our commentators explain that during the first five plagues Pharaoh had free 

will to decide his actions, and he could have permitted the Jews to leave. It was 

only after Pharaoh demonstrated his wickedness and rebelled against G-d--"Who is 

G-d that I should listen to His voice?"--that his free will was taken away.  

 This punishment clearly fit the crime: Pharaoh questioned G-d's authority 

and boasted of his own might, so he was shown that he did not even have the 

power to make his own decisions. Pharaoh was thus fully subjugated to the will of 

G-d. 
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 Furthermore, Pharaoh's behavior during the plague of locusts underscored 

his impotence. When even his servants begged him to free the Jews--"Let the 

people go so that they can serve their G-d. Do you not yet know that Egypt is 

lost?"--Pharaoh immediately agreed and declared to Moses and Aaron, "Go 

worship your G-d." But at that very instant G-d hardened his heart and Pharaoh 

was forced to renege on his promise. 

 Even with this explanation we are still left with a philosophical problem. 

Why did Moses and Aaron have to go through the motions of issuing a formal 

warning if they knew that there was no chance that Pharaoh would agree to their 

request? 

 It is explained in the book of Tanya, the central work of Chasidic 

philosophy, that even a person who is so sunken into evil ways and so deplorable 

that "he is not provided with a means to do teshuva (repent)," even he can 

overcome and find his way back to righteousness. Even the most corrupt and 

abominable sinner can return to G-d. 

 If Pharaoh, totally self-centered, wicked and deprived of his free will could 

have prevented the final plagues from befalling his nation by exerting supreme 

effort to overcome the hardening of his heart, how much more so is it possible for 

every Jew to overcome his negative character traits and do teshuva. 

 A Jew's G-dly soul is termed "an actual piece of G-d," and is in his 

possession always, for the Jewish soul remains faithful to G-d even if the body 

commits a sin. A Jew always has the power to do teshuva, to return to G-d and live 

in harmony with his true essence. G-d awaits the return of every single Jew, for he 

can only sin externally, as his internal nature is untouched and holy. 

 

Reprinted from Issue 197 (Parshat Bo 5752/1992) of L’Chaim Weekly, a 

publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY. 
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Lesson #932 

 In last week's Parasha, Va'era, we see 

Hashem's awesome control over the world when He overturned all of the laws of 

nature and brought the plagues upon the Egyptians. The Pasuk says: - Hashem told 

us that through these plagues we will know for a fact that He is our G-d. 

 One of the main reasons that Hashem took the Jewish people out of Egypt in 

such a miraculous way was to teach us once and for all that He controls the world. 

The Ramban writes at the end of Parashat Bo that the open miracles are supposed 

to teach us a lesson- we must realize that Hashem is behind the hidden miracles as 

well. What appears to be natural and coincidental in this world is in reality the 

hand of Hashem.  

 The Sefer Emunah Shelema told a story of a religious man, who we will call 

Moshe, who traveled to Russia on business a number of years ago. While in a taxi 

there, he was listening to Hebrew music and started singing the words in a low 

voice. The taxi driver, who looked like a complete Goy said, "I know that 

language! It's Hebrew, right?" 

 Moshe was shocked. He asked him how he knew Hebrew. The driver said, 

"My elderly mother speaks Hebrew." Moshe was intrigued and asked if she lived 

close by- he would love to meet her. The driver took him to his mother's house. 

She was very, very old, and she looked Jewish. 

 Moshe, who knew how to speak Russian, introduced himself, and asked her 

how she ended up here. She said that she was saved from the Holocaust. She 

managed to escape with her one son, and they ended up in Russia, while her 

husband and daughter died, in sanctification of Hashem's name, in the war.   

 Moshe then asked her why she never remarried. She said, "What?! 

Remarry?! There were no Jews here for me to remarry." Moshe was amazed at her 

self-sacrifice. She raised a son alone for decades in a foreign country, not willing 

to compromise on her Judaism and marry out of the faith. 
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 Then he thought, "How could it be that she sacrificed so much not to marry a 

Goy, and now her son is living his life completely like a Goy?" Moshe took it upon 

himself to try to rekindle the spark inside this taxi-driver's soul. He found a Shul in 

Russia, and brought the driver to meet the Rabbi there. The Rabbi slowly brought 

him back to religion. Eventually, he became fully Torah observant. By the time his 

mother passed away, he was learning on a daily basis, and he was able to say 

the Kaddish for her like a son should. 

 This story, on the surface level, seems to be a nice coincidence: A religious 

man finds out that his taxi driver is Jewish, and helps him to become religious. Yet 

in fact, there were no coincidences. It was true- how could it be that a Jewish 

mother sacrificed so much to maintain her Judaism, and then she had a son like 

that?   

 Hashem sent Moshe there in order to bring back this Jew to Judaism. Moshe 

did not happen to be in that taxi- Hashem ensured that he would be in that taxi. 

Hashem made it that he would say those Hebrew words so that the driver would 

hear. It was all Hashgacha Peratit. 

 We also see from here that there is always a way for salvation to come, even 

when it appears impossible. I am sure that mother had a lot of heartache that her 

child was off the Derech. I'm sure that at some point she felt that there was no way 

that he would ever change. "There is nothing else I can do. There is no one here to 

help him." 

 Yet, Hashem sent a messenger from miles away to come at the right time, 

and save the day. - We are to know that hidden underneath every event in life is 

Hashem our G-d. 

  

Reprinted from the January 12, 2018 email of Daily Emunah. 

Parashat Bo 

Our Top Priority 
By Rabbi Eli J. Mansour 

 



Brooklyn Torah Gazette for Parshas Bo 5778 Page 11 

 

 
 After being warned of the impending plague of Arbeh (locusts), Pharaoh 

enters into a dialogue with Moshe, expressing a willingness to allow Beneh Yisrael 

to leave Egypt.  He asks Moshe, “Mi Va’mi Ha’holechim”–“Who are the ones 

going?”– and Moshe responds that he intends to bring with him the entire nation: 

“With our youth and our elders we will go...for we have a festival to G-d.” 

 Pharaoh flatly denies this demand. He tells Moshe that he is prepared to 

allow the older members of the nation to leave, but not the youth. At that point, the 

negotiations break down, and G-d unleashes the deadly plague of locusts against 

Egypt. 

 Pharaoh understood one of the basic truisms of Jewish survival –it’s all 

about the youth, the younger generation. He was ready to allow the adults to leave 

and worship their G-d. He was not worried about them. What he insisted upon was 

that the youngsters remain in Egypt, exposed to the lures of Egyptian culture and 

society. 

 The youth are impressionable, and Pharaoh did not want them to come under 

the influence of the religious observance that Beneh Yisrael had planned to 

conduct upon leaving Egypt.  He wanted the Israelite youth to remain in Egypt, 

under the strong influence of Egyptian culture, so they would harbor no feelings of 

loyalty to their religious traditions. 

 Moshe therefore firmly declared, “With our youth and our elders we will 

go.” Significantly, he first mentioned the youth before the elderly, because the 

young generation was his priority. For the precise same reason that Pharaoh 

refused to allow the youth to go worship G-d, Moshe demanded that the youth go – 

and even made them the priority. 

 From Moshe’s perspective, if there would be room on the bus out of Egypt 

for either the youngsters or the older folks, the youngsters would be given the seats 
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– because they, more than the others, needed to be removed outside the influence 

of Egyptian society, and brought into the service of the Almighty. 

 This is a critical lesson for us, especially in contemporary society, where the 

influence and lure of anti-Torah culture, beliefs and behaviors is so strong and so 

pervasive.  Now, perhaps more than ever before, we must prioritize our children’s 

education. 

 Certainly, we must take care of the adults and elderly, too. But Moshe’s 

proclamation –“With our youth and our elders we will go”– must serve as our 

motto, as well. The youth’s education comes before all else. Impressionable minds 

in today’s society, when people walk around with the very worst that culture has to 

offer in their pockets, need protection. And we must make this protection our 

highest priority, just as it was for Moshe. 

 Tuition affordability is certainly a major challenge facing American Jewry.  

But let us ask ourselves: if, Heaven forbid, an observant couple had a child who 

was considering marrying a non-Jew, how much money would they be willing to 

spend to convince him or her to end the courtship? I imagine they would be 

prepared to pay whatever sum was needed, even if this meant mortgaging the 

house and pawning their valuables.  

 When we look at it from this perspective, the price of tuition does not seem 

quite so daunting. This is the price we need to pay in today’s society to protect our 

children and guide them to a life of Torah observance. 

 Baruch Hashem, our community is successful because it makes and has 

always made Torah education its highest priority. This is the model and example 

we must continue to follow, so that our children can successfully withstand the 

pressures of contemporary society and grow to be loyal and worthy heirs of our 

sacred tradition. 

 

The Power of Shabbat 

In a Russian Prison 
By Rabbi David Sutton 
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Rabbi Yosef Mendelovitch 

 

 Recognizing the special kedushah of Shabbat is often difficult for us. Even if 

we observe it properly, we are prone to overlooking its unique spiritual power and 

the effect it has upon us. 

 As part of our effort to sensitize ourselves to this kedushah, it is worthwhile 

to read a number of excerpts from the book Unbroken Spirit, the autobiography of 

former Soviet dissident and Prisoner of Conscience Rabbi Yosef Mendelovitch. 

 Rabbi Mendelovitch was born in 1947, and when he was ten years old, his 

father was arrested on trumped-up charges and sent to jail. It was then that young 

Yosef, who had never received any sort of religious education, prayed for the first 

time. He writes, "I discovered these simple truths, not through books or lectures, 

but from within my own being, and I know too it must have been implanted there 

by a divine hand."  

 Although he was never taught anything about prayer or any other religious 

observance, he arrived at Jewish practices on his own, from within his own soul. 

Just as the Midrash says that Avraham Avinu, who was raised by idol worshippers, 

studied Torah on his own, from his own soul, likewise, Yosef Mendelovitch 

intuitively arrived at several Jewish observances. 

 In his autobiography, Rabbi Mendelovitch recalls how he was arrested for 

trying to leave Russia to move to Eretz Yisrael. After his arrest, his interrogator 

tried intimidating him, asking him, "Why are you trying to be a Jew? You were 

raised as a Russian, you were educated as a Russian, and you know more about 

Russian culture than I do. Your face doesn't even look Jewish!" 

 These questions lingered in Yosef's mind for a while. He started asking 

himself what made him Jewish, and what he would need to do to act like a Jew. He 

knew next to nothing about Judaism, but he did what he could. He took a 
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handkerchief, tied knots on the corners, and made it into a kippah which he put on 

his head. Seeing how this irritated the Russian officials, he felt encouraged to 

proceed further. He started praying. 

 His next step was to observe Shabbat. How, he wondered, could he observe 

Shabbat in a Russian prison? He decided he would prepare for Shabbat. He asked 

the prison guard for a bucket of water and a rag, and he mopped the prison cell in 

honor of Shabbat - something the prison officials were very happy to see him to 

do.  

 Yosef also washed the walls, and in the process, he found a nail which was 

left there by a previous inmate. He used this nail to scratch the images of candles. 

He remembered once seeing a postcard with a picture of a Jewish woman lighting 

candles, with the text of the berachah written on the bottom.  

 Although he could not actually light candles, he figured he would at least 

have a picture of candles on the wall and pretend to light. He closed his eyes and 

imagined lighting the candles. When his eyes opened, he writes, he saw two 

flames. 

 This man, in the darkest situation imaginable, sensed the kedushah of 

Shabbat. He did so by recognizing the unique quality of Shabbat and by doing 

everything he could to give honor to the day. Yosef Mendelovitch did not even 

learn about Shabbat, yet he intuitively understood that it is a sacred day, and he 

thus was able to experience that kedushah even in a Russian jail cell. 

 The prison guards forced the inmates to work on Saturday, but Yosef 

devised a plan. He put in extra time working the rest of the week, and would hide 

the product of this extra work. Then, on Shabbat, he would pretend to work. 

 In one passage in the book, Rabbi Mendelovitch beautifully describes the 

atmosphere he and his fellow Jewish inmates created through their observance of 

Shabbat: "Serenity descended upon us and made us feel as though we were 

elsewhere."  

 He writes that they would save scraps of bread during the week so they 

would have something extra for Shabbat, and even the prison guards could not help 

but be impressed by their Shabbat observance:  

 "Their eyes betrayed not just wrath, but also envy of their existence, of Jews 

faithful to themselves and their tradition. Our home was bright and our faith was 

solid. Their corner was dark and devoid of both hope and faith. For all their 

plentiful food and butter and vodka, they sensed that our modest Shabbat was 

infinitely richer. They wondered at these strange people, so faithful to their 

tradition." 

 The sanctity of Shabbat can be felt anywhere - even in a Russian prison. The 

Kotzker Rebbe was once asked where Hashem could be found, and he answered, 
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"Wherever you let Him in." The same can be said of Shabbat. Its holiness can be 

found anywhere, under any circumstances, as long as one makes an effort to 

experience it. 

 Elsewhere in the book, Rabbi Mendelovitch writes that he was once being 

transferred to a different prison. It was Sunday, and as his train pulled into the 

station, he looked out the window and saw young men and women sitting around 

playing cards and drinking vodka. He also saw a wife dragging her drunk husband 

as he kicked and cursed.  

 As Yosef watched all this, he thought of the Soviet officials' efforts to 

indoctrinate him by forcing him to take courses in prison about Russian culture. He 

then said to himself, "Is this all you could offer me as an alternative to the precious 

sanctity of Shabbat? Are not these drunks in more dire need of reeducation than I 

am?" 

 When he was caught refusing to work on Shabbat, he proudly and fearlessly 

told the guard outright that as a Jew, he could not work on Saturday. The guard 

angrily bellowed, "How dare you! What do you think, you're on vacation over 

here? You're going to work immediately, or you're going to rot forever and never 

see your Israel." 

 Yosef responded, "I'm not afraid of your threats. I fear only the Holy One, 

Blessed be He." 

 He describes the pride and joy he felt defying the Russian authorities by 

refusing to work on Shabbat. He told himself that he was likely the only Jew in the 

world who did not desecrate Shabbat despite being ordered to do so. There were 

countless Jews around the world who violated Shabbat without being threatened - 

yet he observed Shabbat despite being threatened. 

 As he was being led to his cell, he imagined that the two guards who carried 

him, one on either side, were the two angels who accompany a person on Shabbat, 

bringing him to the Almighty's Heavenly Throne. 

 He writes, "I celebrated Shabbat in my silent, cold, bleak cache," and he felt 

"detached from time and place." Even under those conditions, Yosef Mendelovitch 

succeeded in experiencing the special serenity and holiness of Shabbat. 

 Indeed, Shabbat stands out as a prominent and recurring theme throughout 

Rabbi Mendelovitch's story. As a result of his refusal to work on Shabbat, the 

authorities eventually transferred him to solitary confinement, and he observed a 

50-day hunger strike. His courageous defiance triggered a worldwide campaign to 

have him released, and Jews across the globe marched and rallied on his behalf. 

His rallying cry was "Let my people go" - the words used by Moshe Rabbenu 

when he confronted Pharaoh and demanded that he release 

Beneh Yisrael from Egypt (שלח את עמי). 
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 Later, he writes, when he was eventually freed and arrived in Eretz Yisrael, 

he realized that he was mistaken to use the words "Let my people go" as his 

rallying cry. Moshe's demand to Pharaoh was, ויעבדוני שלח את עמי  - "Let my people 

go so that they would serve Me."  

 Rabbi Mendelovitch acknowledged that when he began his struggle, he 

fought to be a Jew without recognizing what being a Jew meant. He eventually 

realized that the struggle to be free was for the purpose of ויעבדוני, so that he and 

his fellow Soviet Jews could serve Hashem. 

 When the Soviet regime finally agreed to let him leave Russia, they 

summoned him and announced that he was "deprived" of his Soviet citizenship and 

was to be "deported immediately." He jubilantly responded, "Thank G-d," taunting 

them. 

 As he was being driven to his plane, he turned to the colonel and said, "You 

arrested me for trying to fly to Israel - and now you yourself are buying me a 

ticket. I know you allowed some 300,000 Jews to leave the Soviet Union, but many 

more are left, and I'm telling you, if you don't let them all go, the regime will 

collapse." Rabbi Mendelovitch writes that he was surprised by his courage to 

threaten the colonel even while he was still in his hands. 

 The colonel responded, "That might be true. We hadn't imagined the 

strength of your willpower and determination." In essence, the colonel was saying, 

"You amazed us." He conceded defeat, acknowledging that a powerful empire had 

been defeated by this man's resolve and courage. 

 Yosef Mendelovitch's passionate devotion to Shabbat played a huge role in 

cultivating this strength and courage. Despite having no religious background, and 

never having been taught about Shabbat, he sensed the special kedushah of the day 

and made unimaginable sacrifices to observe it to the best of his very limited 

ability. And this dedication helped inspire him and strengthen him to continue his 

campaign of defiance, making him a hero and symbol of greatness to this very day. 

 He now lives in Eretz Yisrael, has completed his 

semicha studies, teaches in a yeshiva, and has children and grandchildren. He is a 

living, vivid and inspirational testament to the extraordinary power of Shabbat 

observance and of sacrifice for Shabbat. 

 Towards the end of his book, Rabbi Mendelovitch observes that in a way it's 

more difficult to live a free life than to live in prison. Indeed, for many of us it is 

far more difficult to envision the angels escorting us on Shabbat as it was for Rabbi 

Mendelovitch. Let us all try to have this appreciation, to recognize the special 

quality of Shabbat, and this will have a profound impact on the quality of our 

Shabbat experience which will, in turn, have a profound impact upon our entire 

week. 
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Reprinted from the Parshat Va’eira 5778 email of Embrace Shabbos 

 

More Thoughts 

On Parashat Bo 
 

And you shall eat it in haste (Exodus 12:11) 

 Why the big rush when the Children of Israel finally left Egypt? Didn't their 

extreme haste give the mistaken impression that they had to escape quickly? 

Pharaoh actually wanted them to leave at that point. They could have taken more 

time to pack and depart at a more leisurely pace.  

 However, leaving Egypt was not a mere geographical move for the Jews; it 

was a moral step in the right direction. It was a step away from the world of 

spiritual degradation they had become accustomed to in Egypt.  

 When a person desires to sever his connection to evil, it must be done all at 

once and not gradually. A person must grab the first opportunity that presents itself 

to escape from a negative influence.  

 However, when Moshiach comes and reveals himself we will not be so hard 

pressed to leave the Exile immediately. G-d has promised to remove all impurity 

from the world, so there will be no reason to run away from evil. (Tanya) 

Reprinted from Issue 197 (Parshat Bo 5752/1992) of L’Chaim Weekly, a 

publication of the Lubavitch Youth Organization in Brooklyn, NY. 


