
Bon Mots of Life
from the teachings of the Rebbe
on the Torah portion

In this week’s Torah portion, Nasso, we read of the offering 
brought by the princes of each tribe of Israel upon the 
completion of the Tabernacle: “And it came to pass on the 
day that Moses had finished setting up the Tabernacle...
that the nesi’im (princes) of Israel brought their offering...
six covered wagons and 12 oxen, a wagon for two of the 
princes, and for each one an ox.”
The contribution of the nesi’im, the leaders of each tribe, 
consisted of the wagons that were to carry the Tabernacle 
and the oxen that pulled them. The 12 nesi’im contributed 
six wagons; that is to say, each nasi contributed half a 
wagon.
At first glance this seems like a small contribution. Why 
weren’t the nesi’im more generous with their offerings? 
The Tabernacle was an extremely heavy structure 
consisting of numerous large and varied components. Why 
then were they content to offer just half a wagon each?
To explain:
The Tabernacle was built according to strict specifications. 
No element of the entire Sanctuary – not even the smallest 
detail – was superfluous. Every item served a distinct 
function, including the wagons that transported it from 
place to place. Thus, because the number of wagons 
required to carry the Tabernacle was specifically six, 
no more than that number could be contributed by the 
nesi’im. Furthermore, the wagons had to conform to an 
exact set of dimensions, no more and no less.
Our Sages declared: “Nothing created by the Holy One, 
Blessed Be He, in His world was created in vain” – a 
principle that applies in every time and in every place. 
Every detail in the vast universe has a specific function, 
and not one element has been created without a purpose.
Just as every part of the Tabernacle was necessary and 
played an integral role, so too must every aspect of our 
inner “Sanctuaries” – our own individual talents and 
abilities – be fully utilized and taken advantage of. All of a 
Jew’s inner strengths and capacities must be used to fulfill 
his Divine mission in life. After all, G-d does not endow us 
with these talents for nothing.
Time, too, is something we must utilize properly.
Each and every moment we are granted is precious. Even if 
23 hours and 59 minutes of the day have passed and only 
one minute remains, it too must not be wasted. For time 
itself falls into the category of things we are obligated to 
use the fullest.
Adapted for Maayan Chai from Likutei Sichot, Volume 28

Life is full of truisms. The ones we 
heard as  children and play back as 
adults are recorded in books like Life’s 
Little Instruction Book, sprinkled 
throughout The Reader’s Digest, 
gathering dust in The Farmer’s 
Almanac. Even if we find them on the 
tag of Good Earth Tea, or tweeted on 
twitter accounts dedicated to quotes, a 
pithy saying or bon mot can do more 
than just make us smile or running to 
share it on social media. 
If someone were to ask you, “What’s 
your motto in life?” or “What are your 
golden rules for living?”, how would 
you respond?
Perhaps by familiarizing ourselves 
with one of the treasure-stores 
of Jewish wisdom, Pirkei Avot – 
Chapters of the Sages, we can each 
find our own special saying that “fits 
like a glove.”
(On the long Shabbat afternoons 
throughout the summer months, it is 
customary to continue our study of 
Pirkei Avot that began in the spring.)
Many of the teachings of our Sages 
in this guide to Jewish living are 
preceded by the words “He used to 
say...” One commentator points out 
that most of the Sages quoted therein 
said many, many things, some much 
more famous that the teaching quoted 
in Pirkei Avot. However, “he used to 
say” tips us off to the fact that what 
is recorded in Pirkei Avot for that 
particular Sage was his motto in life, 
the slogan he lived by and with on a 
daily basis.
For instance, Joshua ben Perachaya 
used to say, “Judge every person 
favorably.” The great Sage Hillel said, 
“Be of the disciples of Aaron, loving 

peace and pursuing peace, loving 
your fellow creatures, and bringing 
them near to the Torah.” Hillel also 
made the famous statement: “If I am 
not for myself, who is for me? And if 
I am only for myself, what am I? And 
if not now, when?”
Shammai, Hillel’s colleague, said, 
“Receive every person with a cheerful 
countenance.”
Shimon ben Gamliel said, “There is 
nothing better for one’s person than 
silence” and “not study but practice is 
the essential thing.”

Rabban Gamliel said, “Do not say, 
‘When I will have free time I will 
study [Torah],’ for perhaps you 
will never have free time.” He also 
used to say, “In a place where there 
are no men, strive to be a man [i.e., 
mentsch].” This is just a sprinkling of 
the many insightful saying one will 
find when perusing Pirkei Avot.

To acquire a motto for life, one needn’t 
create an original or innovative 
saying. Your “saying” already exists 
for, as the wise King Solomon said, 
“There is nothing new under the sun.” 
It is waiting to be personalized and 
stamped by you with your individual 
and distinctive character. But first, 
you must find it.

“Learn it and learn it, for everything is 
within it,” is Ben Bag Bag’s bon mot 
as recorded in Pirkei Avot. He was 
referring to the Torah, in all its glory.

Studying Pirkei Avot at this time of 
year is one of the ways we can “learn 
it” and find “within it” a motto for life 
that will truly bring life. For, as it says 
in Proverbs, “It is a tree of life for all 
who hold onto it.”
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Rabbi Shneur Zalman responded to an 
individual at a private audience: “...The 
Jewish people are called neirot, lamps. A 
lamp comprises a vessel, wick, oil and flame. 
But one must kindle the flame – and then it 
sheds light. You have a good lamp, but you 
lack the igniter. By sharply striking the stone 
of the animal soul, a spark of fire flies out 
and kindles the G-dly fire.”

Abe Sacks, a high school basketball coach and 
former trainer with the Harlem Globetrotters 
basketball team, was glued to his television 
screen. It was 1973 and running on television 
there was a series called “Religious America,” 
which focused on the spiritual lives of different 
Americans. That week the television displayed 
scenes of Lubavitch life in Crown Heights, 
Brooklyn: prayers with the Lubavitcher 
Rebbe… a Chassidic wedding… the 
circumcision of an eight-day-old boy. Abe was 
transfixed. Most of all he was captivated by the 
images of the Rebbe himself.
On an impulse, as soon as the show was over 
Abe caught a train and headed to the address 
he’d seen on the screen, “770 Eastern Parkway,” 
the central synagogue of Lubavitch.
He was immediately greeted by Chassidim 
on the street with the now-familiar question: 
“Would you like to don tefillin?” Already 
inspired, on a high, he agreed to don tefillin, 
something he had not done for over thirty years. 
In response to his question when and where 
he could meet the Rebbe face to face, he was 
told the date of the next farbrengen (public 
Chassidic gathering).
From that day on, Abe made sure to put on 

A Basketball Coach’s Change of Career
by Dovid Zaklikowski

tefillin daily.
The day of the farbrengen arrived, and Abe 
made sure to arrive a few hours early to secure 
a good seat. He found the singing and clapping 
absorbing, but once again the most precious part 
of the experience was simply the opportunity to 
catch a glimpse of the Rebbe’s face. The sight 
gave Abe an indescribable, jubilant feeling.
Abe became a frequent visitor to the red brick 
building on Eastern Parkway. Whenever he felt 
down he would travel to 770. He didn’t mind 
the long trip; seeing that smile and those eyes 
made it all worth it. And of course, at every 
farbrengen with the Rebbe, Abe was there, 
clapping and singing along with the crowd.
One day, the Rebbe informed his secretaries 
of his intention to conduct a sudden surprise 
farbrengen. Word spread quickly amongst the 
Chassidim who quickly ran to 770.
Abe arrived at 770 next morning, found out 
about the farbrengen the night beforehand, and 
was deeply disappointed to have missed it. He 
consoled himself with the thought that he would 
soon see the Rebbe as he entered the prayer hall 
for morning prayers.
When the Rebbe entered the room, instead of 
heading directly to his place, he stopped and 
spoke to Abe, “I did not see you yesterday, 
where were you?” Abe replied that he had not 
been told about the surprise gathering.
“Nobody informed you?!” the Rebbe asked.
From then on, somebody made sure to inform 
Abe every time a farbrengen was to take place.
Abe slowly learned and acquired knowledge 
about his Jewish heritage. Various individuals 
“coached” him, and he constantly received 
encouragement from the Rebbe.
At first, Abe did not know how to read Hebrew. 
One night while reciting the Shema in English. 
He burst into tears, distraught. “Why can’t I 
read the Hebrew? Why am I not able to recite 
the Shema and the other prayers in the original 
Hebrew – the holy language?” he whispered in 
anguish.
The next day Abe traveled to 770 to cheer 
himself up. He stationed himself in the foyer 
at the entrance of 770, outside the room where 
the Rebbe was listening to the reading of the 

Torah. On his way back to his office the Rebbe 
met Abe. Before Abe had a chance to utter a 
word, the Rebbe said with a wide smile: “G-d 
Almighty understands all languages, English as 
well.”
Another time, unable to sleep, Abe arrived 
in 770 in the early hours of the morning. The 
Rebbe was then on his way out, heading home 
after many hours of receiving people in private 
audiences. Seeing Abe, the Rebbe told him, “A 
Jew has to sleep in order to have strength for 
the next day.”
Abe replied, “You also do not sleep much at 
night.”
Said the Rebbe, “I do not sleep because I am 
worried and preoccupied with the many requests 
I receive. However, why don’t you sleep?”
When retelling the story years later, Abe said, 
“From then on I tried to sleep at night, so the 
Rebbe wouldn’t worry about me!”
Over the years, Abe learned Hebrew and 
began attending classes at Hadar HaTorah, 
an academy for beginners in Jewish practice, 
located in Crown Heights.
Abe particularly enjoyed a program known 
as “Encounter with Chabad,” wherein people 
from all walks of life would come to spend a 
weekend with the Crown Heights community 
and learn more about their heritage. He would 
participate in the entire program of speakers and 
lectures.
Once, when a group of college students came 
to Crown Heights for an “Encounter” weekend, 
the Rebbe saw Abe with them and instructed 
him, “‘Coach’ the students in Judaism.”
Having been coached himself, he was now able 
to coach others. And a basketball coach also 
became a Judaism coach.
Following Abe’s passing on Shabbat, November 
3, 1985 (3 Kislev, 5746), the Rebbe paid for the 
arrangement of his burial and the reciting of the 
mourners’ Kaddish.
Based on a rabbinical student’s personal diary from the 
year 1984, with additions from a handwritten note of 
the Rebbe. 
Dovid Zaklikowski is a biographer and story teller. 
His latest book is Story Bites: Short Stories to Savor. 
His books are available on HasidicArchives.com or 
Amazon. He can be reached at dovidzak@gmail.com.

Not Left Out
Like Chabad Centers around the world, Chabad of Greensboro, 
North Carolina, has hosted an annual “Challah Bake” for the 
women in the community. The event brings together over 200 
local women. This year, as the women’s event was being planned, 
some of the men in the community asked: Why shouldn’t the men 
get a chance to learn about and perform this mitzva? This year 
– on the eve of “Pesach Sheni,” when the Jews in the time of the 
exodus asked why they were left out – the men of Greensboro had 
a Men’s Challah Bake! Thank you Rabbi Yossi and Hindy Plotkin!

New Chabad Center
A new Chabad Center was dedicated in the 14th arrondissement 
of northern Paris, France. Emissaries of the Rebbe, Rabbi Chalom 
Mergui and Haya will be directing the activities of the new Chabad 
Center. 
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Rabbenu [Moses our teacher] to the latest 
prophets Zecharia, Haggi and Malachi.
You mention, in passing, certain theories 
by certain Bible critics. But, as you know, it 
is not a case where these people have a dif-
ferent tradition from ours, going back to all 
those ancient generations. It is rather a case 
where this one or that one has come out 
with theories or hypotheses which are not 
only speculative, but have been shown to be 
unscientific as well as illogical. For, according 
to them, it would be a case where thousands 
upon thousands of Jews have at one point or 
another suddenly changed their views and 
attitudes toward the T’nach in radical ways. 
With all the arguments about superstition or 
mass hypnosis, etc., such radical changes by 
hundreds of thousands of people of different 
backgrounds in different parts of the world, 
etc., are simply very farfetched and most 
illogical.
Furthermore, there is a basic difference 
between our Jewish tradition and those of 
other faiths, such as Christianity or Islam. 
For, whereas in the latter cases the tradi-
tions go back to one individual or a limited 
number of individuals, our traditions go back 
to a revelation which was experienced by a 
whole people at once, so that at no time did 
we have to place our trust in the veracity of 
one, or a few, individuals.
2) You mention the existence of other ancient 
codes among other ancient peoples, which 
are in many respects similar to the laws of 
our Torah.
I do not see what difference or contradic-
tion this can have to the authenticity of the 
Torah. The point is that when a similarity 
of ideas is found between two peoples, it is 
necessary to ascertain which one derives 
from the other. More important still is not so 
much the similarity as the difference. Thus, 
you mention Mesopotamia, and presumably 
you have in mind the code of Hammurabi. 
A careful comparison will show at once 
that the similarities are only superficial, but 
the differences are basic. For the Code of 
Hammurabi is permeated with a spirit of ex-
traordinary cruelty, as for example in regard 
to the penalties for theft, etc., and the same 
is true of other similar codes, whereas the 
underlying principles of the laws of the Torah 
are uniquely merciful. However, the essential 
thing is, as mentioned earlier, that there is 
no proof whatever that the laws of the Torah 
have been derived from other ancient codes.

continued in next issue

“The L-rd bless you and guard you. The L-rd make 
His countenance shine upon you and be gracious 
to you. The L-rd turn His countenance toward you 
and grant you peace” (Num. 6:24-26).This blessing 
was uttered by the kohanim (priests) in the Holy 
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Temple and continues to be invoked by kohanim in 
synagogues today, but with one significant difference: 
In the Temple, the kohanim would pronounce G-d’s 
ineffable Name, indicating the sublime level of 
holiness brought down by their blessing, whereas 
today we are forbidden to do so. When Moshiach 
comes, kohanim will return to their former practice, 
at which time the power of the blessing itself will be 
even greater than during the time of the Holy Temple.
(The Rebbe, Parshat Mishpatim, 5752-1992)

from correspondence 
of the Lubavitcher Rebbe

27th of Shevat, 5723 [1963]
Greeting and Blessing:
Your letter of January 14th reached me with 
considerable delay. You posed a number of 
questions regarding our Torah and Mitzvoth 
[commandments], faith and traditions, etc.
Needless to say, it is difficult to discuss 
adequately in a letter such questions as you 
raise. Since you write that you had occasion 
to spend time with Lubavitcher students, 
I trust you discussed with them some of 
these questions, and perhaps may have 
another opportunity to discuss them further. 
However, inasmuch as you have raised these 
questions, I will attempt to answer them 
briefly.
1) How can one be certain of the authority 
of the T’nach [24 books of the Bible] in all its 
particulars? The answer to this is based on 
common sense, and if one approaches the 
question open-mindedly and without preju-
dice, one must come to this conclusion. To 
put it very briefly, and going back from our 
present generation to preceding generations, 
we have before us the text of the T’nach as it 
was transmitted from one generation to the 
other by hundreds and thousands of parents 
of different backgrounds to their children. 
Even during the times of the greatest perse-
cutions, and even after the destruction of the 
Beth Hamikdash, there always survived hun-
dreds and thousands of Jews who preserved 
the text of the T’nach and the traditions, so 
that the chain has never been broken.
Now, assume that someone would come 
today and wish to add a new chapter or a 
new section to the T’nach, declaring this 
new addition to be of the same antiquity and 
validity as the other parts of the T’nach, it is 
clear that no one will accept it on the ground 
of the simple question: If this is truly a part of 
the T’nach, how is it that we have not had it 
before? The same would apply to any ques-
tion as to the dating of any particular section 
of the T’nach, which itself contains a record 
of the prophecies beginning from Moshe 

Shabbat adds an element of completion to the 
days of the previous week. Therefore, this Shabbat 
is the completion of the holiday of Shavuot, the 
holiday which celebrates the giving of our holy 
Torah.
We also see a connection between this week’s 
Torah portion, Naso, and the holiday of Shavuot. 
The word “Naso” means “to lift up,” and the 
Torah portion begins with the commandment to 
“lift up the heads.” The Rebbe explains that this 
alludes to the ability of Torah study to elevate 
our intellectual faculties, and also that the act 
of fulfilling the mitzvot can be further elevated 
through Torah study.
How should we approach our Torah study?
The Torah, itself, states, “On this day, the children 
of Israel came to Mount Sinai.” It should have 
said “on that day.” But using the phrase “on 
this day” teaches us that we regard the Torah as 
if it were just given to us “on this day,” that we 
should learn Torah with joy and enthusiasm, as if 
we have just received it.
The giving of the Torah is also connected to this 
week’s chapter of Pirkei Avot, which begins, 
“Moshe received the Torah from Sinai and 
conveyed it...” This verse teaches us how the 
Torah was first brought down to this world and 
continues to be passed from one generation to 
the next.
The chapter then goes on to state how the Torah 
continually influences the world at large, with 
the verse, “The world stands on three things, 
on Torah, on Divine Service, and on deeds of 
kindness.” The ultimate purpose of the world is 
to make it a dwelling place for G-d. It is through 
these three things – Torah study, serving G-d, and 
acts of kindness – that this will occur.
We hope and pray that we will soon be blessed 
with the coming of Moshiach, who will lead us 
into a world that is truly a dwelling place for G-d.
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Rabbi Nachum of Chernobyl felt the suffering of his fellow Jews deeply. Whenever he was not 
engaged in Torah study or prayer, he would devote himself to helping his fellow Jews in any 
way he could. Although he was a poor man himself, he would collect large amounts of charity 
to distribute to the needy. He spent much time traveling through towns and villages to discover 
what spiritual or physical needs he might be able to fill for his beloved brethren.
Rabbi Nachum was concerned not only with the financial difficulties, but also the spiritual 
poverty which endangered his Jewish brethren’s holy souls. In every place he visited, Rabbi 
Nachum would ask, “Do you have a shul? Do your children have a teacher? Is there a mikva 
here?” After he identified the needs of the community Rabbi Nachum set about raising funds.
On one of his travels, Rabbi Nachum visited a small village which had no mikva. The villagers 
had to travel a distance to a larger neighboring town. In the winter, when the roads were often 
muddy, these trips were nearly impossible. Of course, Rabbi Nachum resolved to have a mikva 
built for the village.
When he returned home, Rabbi Nachum approached a wealthy member of his congregation 
with a startling proposition: “If you will pay for a mikva in the village I have just visited, I will 
sell you my portion in the World to Come.” The rich man was stunned by Rabbi Nachum’s offer 
but accepted it immediately.
When his Chasidim heard about the unusual arrangement, they were shocked. How could the 
Rebbe have done such a thing? Seeing the questions in their eyes, Rabbi Nachum explained to 
them: “According to the Torah’s teachings, every Jew must love G-d with ‘all you heart, with all 
your soul and with all your might.’ The phrase ‘with all your might’ means with all your money. 
Like every other Jew, I recite this verse every evening and every morning, and I wonder, ‘How 
can I, a Jew who owns nothing and has no money fulfill this command? When I profess to love 
G-d with all my material means, what can I possibly be saying? Am I lying to myself?’
“This is what I have concluded regarding my situation. Although I may not have money, I do 
have one very valuable possession, and that is my portion in the World to Come. I have found 
that people are willing to put a price on anything. There are even such people who will put a 
price on the after-life. Since that is the case, and I cannot fulfill my duty to love G-d with ‘all my 
might’ in any other way, then I am obligated to sell this property to meet my obligation.”

***
Menachem Mendel of Kosov was a figure of great stature, who founded a number of Chasidic 
dynasties. As is the case of many outstanding personalities, he had many followers and he also 
had opponents.
There was one Jew in Kosov who was bitterly antagonistic to the Rebbe. This man took great 
pleasure in interfering with any of the Rebbe’s projects.
Thus, it was a great shock when one day the Rebbe’s “enemy” showed up at his door. “I must 
speak with Reb Menachem Mendel,” the man demanded. The attendant showed him to the 
Rebbe’s room and closed the door behind him.
No sooner were they alone than the man opened up his heart and poured out his problem: “I 
have a daughter of marriageable age, and I have no money for a dowry. Rebbe, please advise me 
how I can solve this problem.”
“How much money do you need for a proper dowry,” asked the Rebbe.
The man mentioned a very large sum. At once, the Rebbe opened his drawer and withdrew all 
the money he had. He put on his desk what amounted to several hundred gold coins, a huge 
amount of money, which he had amassed over some time. The man accepted the money and 
left, freed from his terrible burden.
It wasn’t long before people found out about the amazing act of kindness on the Rebbe’s part. 
The Rebbe’s own brother. Reb Yitzchak, was infuriated when he heard about the incident, and 
he decided to go and reproach his brother face to face.
“I can’t believe what you have done!” he railed at his brother. “You, who watch every penny 
when it comes to the needs of your own family have just given away a fortune to a man who has 

So shall you bless (Num. 6:23)
The Torah’s commandment to the kohanim (priests) was 
not meant as a command to bless the Jewish people but 
as an instruction how, i.e., in such and such a manner shall 
you bless them. For kohanim are by nature loving and 
giving; there was no need to order them to bless, merely 
to tell them what form it should take. (Rabbi Avraham 
Mordechai of Gur)

May the L-rd bless you and keep you (Num. 6:24)
The priestly blessing is in the singular tense, directed to 
each and every individual Jew. For the most important 
blessing they can receive is unity, that they join together 
as one person with one heart. (Olelot Efraim)

He who offered his offering the first day was Nachshon, 
the son of Amminadab, of the tribe of Judah (Num. 7:12)
The order in which the leaders of the Twelve Tribes brought 
their sacrifices teaches the proper order of our Divine 
service: First came the tribe of Judah, from the Hebrew 
word meaning “to thank.” This is symbolic of the first step 
in worshipping G-d, humility and acceptance of the yoke of 
Heaven. Next came the tribe of Issachar, whom the Torah 
describes as “men of understanding.” This alludes to the 
second step, the study of Torah. The third tribe to make 
its offering was Zevulun, about whom it states, “Rejoice 
Zevulun, in your going out.” This is symbolic of the third 
step, the practical performance of mitzvot. (Addendum to 
Ohr HaTorah)
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been your greatest opponent for years! I just cannot understand you!”
Rabbi Menachem Mendel was not surprised at his brother’s reaction. 
“My brother, you should know that you are not the first one to 
condemn my action. But just as I ignored my first critic, I will ignore 
you, too! You must believe me when I tell you that I had good reasons 
for what I did.”
His brother was a bit taken aback that someone else had the temerity 
to question the Rebbe, and asked, “You mean to say that someone else 
was here before I came, someone with the same criticism? Tell me, 
who was it?”
“There was someone else,” the Rebbe assured him. “It was my evil 
inclination. He came and tried all of his cunning arguments to convince 
me not to give this money. It seems he was very displeased about this 
unbelievable opportunity which came to me out of the blue, and he 
used all of his wiles to dissuade me from this mitzva. However, just 
as I have told you, I told him that his arguments were of no use. I did 
what I had to do.”


