
Giving Thanks
from the teachings of the Rebbe
on the Torah portion

In this week’s Torah portion, Vayeitzei, we read about our 
ancestor Jacob’s life in Haran. Jacob’s life was fraught with 
difficulty. Laban, a corrupt, lying, immoral person, tried 
to swindle Jacob in every way possible. (And what’s more, 
Laban was Jacob’s father-in-law!) Yet through it all, Jacob 
succeeded in building a beautiful family, and amassing 
great wealth.

Why is it important to tell us all these details, a whole 
portion of Jacob’s difficulties, and victories?

What are we meant to take from this portion for our 
personal lives and as a people?

The portion starts with Jacob’s dream, where he saw a 
ladder whose base was on earth and its top was in heaven.

We are Jacob. Jacob’s leaving to Haran is us going into 
exile. Many lessons are to be taken to deal with our nation’s 
struggles, and our personal suffering.

To accomplish great things is fraught with difficulties. Jacob 
starting the Jewish nation is challenged with suffering, but 
he knows that these difficulties are the motions necessary 
to accomplish the purpose at hand.

Ultimately, Jacob succeeds and returns to the Land of Israel 
with a beautiful family and great wealth. His suffering is 
not for naught, rather it is the foundation of his greatest 
accomplishments.

All this is related in Jacob’s dream. The ladder is standing 
on the ground, symbolizing the physical world with all the 
difficulties and suffering. Its top reaches heaven, teaching 
that our interaction with the physical world can be holy 
and reach the heaven.

The suffering and difficulties we endure are accomplishing 
amazing things, and in the end, when Moshiach comes we 
will see the fruits of our labor. Even more, we create the 
ladder that connects heaven and earth, fusing the two. 
This fusion is the essential purpose of creation, it is the 
Jewish mission, making this world a dwelling for G-d.

I’m not sure why, but this fusion is accomplished through 
our suffering. I think we have suffered enough. Let Moshiach 
come.
Adapted by Rabbi Yitzi Hurwitz from the teachings of the Rebbe, yitzihurwitz.blogspot.com. Rabbi 
Hurwitz, who is battling ALS, and his wife Dina, are emissaries of the Rebbe in Temecula, Ca.

“I say thank you every morning.” 
says Gal Gadot, in a Vanity Fair 
interview. “In the Jewish culture 
there’s a prayer that you’re 
supposed to say every time you 
wake up in the morning to thank 
G-d for, you know, keeping you 
alive and dadadada.
“You say ‘modeh ani,’ which means 
‘I give thanks,’ ” she says. “So 
every morning I wake up and step 
out of bed and I say, ‘Thank you for 
everything, thank you, thank you, 
thank you, thank you.’ ” She closes 
her eyes a moment, as if saying the 
prayer all over again. “Nothing is to 
be taken for granted.”

***
The concept of expressing thanks 
to G-d is one of the fundamental 
principles of Jewish life.
Thus we begin each day with an 
expression of thanks – Modeh Ani –
in which we gratefully acknowledge 
G-d’s return of our souls.
This, our first act of the day, serves 
as the foundation for all of our 
subsequent conduct.
It teaches us to be grateful, to take 
nothing for granted, to appreciate 
everything we have.
It sets the tone for the whole day 
and for our whole life.
It teaches us to be grateful from our 
earliest moment in our lives at the 
earliest moment in the day.

***
Rabbi Hillel Zaltzman recalls an 
important lesson about Modeh 
Ani during his formative years in 
Samarkand, Uzbekistan: 
Once, during a Hebrew writing 

lesson, my friend Mordechai 
Goldschmidt forgot his inkwell. I 
didn’t want to let him dip his pen 
into my inkwell, and told him that 
he should have brought his own. 
Our teacher, Reb Bentcha noticed 
this, but said nothing.
After a while he asked me, “Hilke, 
did you say ‘Modeh Ani’ today?” 
Modeh Ani is the first prayer of the 
day, an acknowledgement of G-d 
recited immediately upon waking 
up each morning. I said that I had.
Reb Bentcha asked me to explain 
the Modeh Ani, which I did to the 
best of my ability. Reb Bentcha 
stopped me and in the manner he 
reserved for chastising someone, 
said disapprovingly, “That’s not 
what it means,” and he went on to 
explain it:
“Modeh means bittul – selflessness. 
This means that when a friend 
asks for ink, you give it to him. 
Ani means that when your friend 
asks you for a pen, you must give 
him a pen,” and so he went on to 
explain the rest of the words in a 
similar fashion. “Now do you know 
the meaning of Modeh Ani?” he 
concluded.

***
Chasidim asked Rabbi Shneur 
Zalman, founder of Chabad-
Lubavitch: “Which is superior, 
love of G-d or love of the Jewish 
people?” He replied: “Both love of 
G-d and love of the Jewish people 
are equally engraved in every Jew’s 
soul.  It follows that love of the 
Jewish people is superior – for you 
love whom your beloved loves.”
So, when you’re thanking G-d, think 
of how you can benefit another Jew.
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WHO’S WHO?New Synagogues in Russia
Two new synagogues opened recently in Russia. One synagogue was 
in the city of Pushkina near the capital Moscow. Pushkina has seen a 
resurgence of Jewish life since the arrival of Chabad emissaries  Rabbi 
Reuven and Aidy Kuravsky. The Kuravskys are second generation 
emissaries in the former Soviet Union. A second synagogue opened in 
Ovninsk, a few hours drive from Moscow – the first synagogue in the 
city’s history. The new synagogue includes a library and classrooms. The 
synagogue was built on the initiative 
of the city’s rabbi and Chabad 
emissary, Rabbi Aron Golovchiner, 
who together with his family have 
been there for all Jews in the area. 
Both of the synagogues have plans to 
build mivkas in the near future. 

Naama, the wife of Noah, was the daughter 
of Lemach and Tzila. The Midrash (Bereishit 
Rabba) explains that she was named Naama 
because “her deeds were pleasing (ne’imim).” 
Naama and Noah had three sons who were 
born before the flood - Shem, Cham and Yefet. 
A fourth son, Yoniku, was born after the flood. 
Another Naama was the wife of King Solomon, 
whose son Rechavam succeeded Solomon 
as king. The Talmud states that Moses was 
specifically commanded not to obliterate 
the Ammonite nation because the righteous 
Naama would descend from them.

Someone asked 
me: How can I 
feel G-d?
I responded, “You 
are asking the 
wrong question. 
You should be 
asking; ‘How 
can I become 
aware of G-d’s 
Presence?’ 
And the 
answer is: by 
remembering that 

He is Infinite, everywhere at all times, and by 
speaking to Him softly and lovingly as you go 
through your day. 

***
I was on my way to the Kotel (Western Wall) 
to daven when a tour guide asked me, “They 
want to know why you wear a gartel.”
Gartel is “belt” in Yiddish. Not all religious 
Jews wear gartels when they pray. Mostly it is 
a Chassidic custom to be strict about it.
I didn’t give them my usual answer… 
“Because I’m a blackbelt in Judaism.”  
I told them that we wear them to make a 
distinction, or a fence, between the lower and 
the higher when we pray, so our focus will 
be only on the higher… “so the heart does 
not see the nakedness.” I do not think they 
understood… Maybe I should have given them 
my “usual” answer instead.
It’s interesting that it never became the custom 
of all religious men to wear them when praying 
since the priests in the Temple used to wear a 

belt when they did their service. 
***

I was walking by the tefillin stand at the Kotel 
after Mincha (the afternoon prayer) and saw 
Shmuli call over someone to put on tefillin. 
He refused… wanted nothing to do with it. 
Shmuli motioned me over saying. “He’s from 
Hungary. He’s been in Israel since February.”
I said to him, “You came all that way to be at 
a holy place to do a holy thing. Come put on 
tefillin. Come, Shmuli will help you. It’s what 
you came here for,” and I motioned with my 
hand for him to come over.
For whatever reason, he took a step toward 
us… and Shmuli put tefillin on him.
He is 57 years old and had never put on tefillin 
before. It was such an important thing for 
him. He may have opened the door for more 
mitzvas (commandments) and could very well 
have changed his life forever. It certainly made 
it easier for him to get into Heaven when the 
time comes.
I have been very reluctantly holding myself 
back from helping with tefillin at the Kotel 
since I was so sick over Pesach. 
Helping him not only helped him, it really 
helped me. At least for those few minutes, it 
unlocked a little of the lockdown.
Whew! It was like having been in a stuffy 
room for a long time and then stepping outside 
and taking a deep breath of fresh air.

***
A couple of days ago, two young Jewish guys, 
one from Vilna and the other from Russia, 
were by the tefillin stand getting paper and 
pens to write notes to put between the stones 
of the Kotel. When Shmuli asked them, they 
refused to put on tefillin.
Later, I was sitting inside and saw them 
standing there talking. I walked over and said 
to one of them, “Look, you’re a smart guy. You 
just put a note in the Wall asking Hashem (G-d) 
to do something for you. Now, how’s it going 
to work…you are asking G-d to do something 
for you, but you are refusing to do what He 
says for you to do! Does that make any sense 
at all? Come, I’ll help you to put on tefillin and 

show you how to talk to G-d in your heart. You 
want something from Him, so be smart and do 
what He wants from you.”
He motioned to his friend that I was making 
some kind of sense… and they walked with me 
over to the tefillin stand and put on tefillin. And, 
of course, I told them how to stand by the Kotel 
and speak lovingly to Hashem in their hearts 
so they would not only have a better chance of 
having their prayers answered, but they would 
have a good time doing it, too.

***
Someone asked for a source for kissing a 
Mezuza or a Torah scroll?
In many prayer books, we are instructed to 
kiss our tzitzit (fringes) when we mention them 
while saying the Shema in the morning, and 
when we stop holding them after saying it. So 
here is a source for kissing a mitzvah.
There are a number of holy objects some of us 
kiss; sometimes with our lips directly as with 
our tzitzit, and sometimes, as with a Torah 
scroll, we kiss its cover or touch the scroll with 
its band and then we kiss the band, but we do 
not put our lips on the actual scroll. Those who 
kiss mezuzas, usually touch them with their 
fingers, and then kiss their fingers. Some are 
very particular to kiss the Kotel whenever they 
come.
Which holy objects we kiss pretty much depends 
on the individual’s feelings. For instance, many 
of us kiss our etrog, our holy books, sometimes 
when we pick them up and when we put them 
down. Certainly, we kiss one if it falls to the 
floor!
But what is the reason for kissing an object at 
all? We kiss a holy object for the same reason 
we kiss our family. A kiss is a statement of love. 
When we kiss something, we put our lips on it 
and we pull our breath back into ourselves. It 
is as if we are trying to breathe in what we are 
kissing. We are saying, I love you. I want you.
Mitzvas are like family. The more we kiss them 
the nicer they are.
Gutman Locks is well-known at the Western Wall’s Chabad 
Tefillin Booth for over two decades. With humor, warmth and 
love, he helps thousands of Jews try this mitzva. He is the 
author of several books,musical tapes and many educational 
videos. See more of his writings at www.thereisone.com

Kotel Vignettes
by Gutman Locks



In this week’s portion we read: “It is not yet 
time that the cattle should be gathered together; 
water the sheep, and go and feed them” 

This Monday, the 14th of Kislev, will mark 
92 years since the Rebbe married Rebbetzin 
Chaya Mushka, the daughter of the Previous 
Rebbe. Thousands of people from all over 
Europe attended the wedding in Warsaw, 
Poland.

The entire world is now anticipating a 
“wedding” of another sort – the “marriage” 
between the Jewish people and G-d, which 
will take place with the coming of Moshiach. 
Metaphorically speaking, the “engagement” 
took place when the Jews were redeemed 
from Egypt and received the Torah at Mount 
Sinai. When the Jews were exiled and G-d’s 
manifest presence in the world departed, the 
“bride” was abandoned, as it were; ever 
since, she has pined away for her beloved. In 
the Messianic era, the “wedding” between 
the Holy One, Blessed Be He and His bride 
will be held, and the Jewish people will no 
longer be alone.

There is a verse in this week’s Torah 
portion, Vayeitzei, which reads “And Leah 
conceived, and bore a son, and she called his 
name Reuben; for she said, Surely the L-rd 
has looked upon my affliction; now therefore 
my husband will love me.” During the exile, 
the Jewish people are in a reduced spiritual 
state. Without the Holy Temple, G-d’s love for 
His bride is not openly manifest.

Yet when G-d sees that the Jewish people 
remain strong in their faith, and continue 
to observe Torah and mitzvot even in their 
“affliction,” it arouses His overwhelming 
and tremendous love for us. In the Messianic 
era, this love between husband and wife will 
reach its ultimate expression, and G-d’s union 
with the Jewish people will be permanent and 
everlasting.

May we very soon merit to wish each other 
“Mazel Tov,” at the most definitive wedding 
celebration in history.

The name of our publication has special meaning. 
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(Gen. 29:7) Rabbi Meir of Premishlan used to 
pray: “Father in Heaven! If it is not yet time 
to gather the lost flock of Israel in the Final 
Redemption, at least bless them abundantly 
from Your full and Holy Hand, that they may 
be able to anticipate and look forward to Your 
salvation, may it come speedily in our day.

from correspondence 
of the Lubavitcher Rebbe

Rosh Chodesh Kislev, 5735 [1984]
Blessing and Greeting:
This is to acknowledge receipt of your letter 
of the 20th of Cheshvan, and enclosures, as 
well as your previous correspondence.
May G-d grant that all the activities about 
which you report should continue with great 
Hatzlocho [success], and in an ever-growing 
measure. And may this Hatzlocho be re-
flected also in the other Mitzvah campaigns, 
particularly the Candle Lighting Campaign 
where Jewish women and girls have a spe-
cial opportunity, and therefore also a special 
Zechus [privilege], to accomplish a great 
deal. May you and all your coworkers carry 
on these activities with joy and gladness of 
heart.
Especially as we are now approaching 
the auspicious days of the 10th and 19th 
of Kislev, the significance of which you 
surely know. The Zechus of the Alter Rebbe 
[Rabbi Shneur Zalman, founder of Chabad 
Chasidism, who was liberated from Czarist 
imprisonment on the 19th of Kislev], and 
of his son the Mitteler Rebbe [Rabbi Dov 
Ber, who was released from imprisonment 
on the 10th of Kislev], for whom the above 
days brought deliverance, will surely bring 
deliverance also to all those who follow in 
their footsteps to spread the Torah and 
Mitzvos [commandments] with Chasidic 
dedication and inspiration. May this be so 
also in your case, and in a growing measure, 
as symbolized by the Chanukah lights which 
are kindled in growing numbers from day 
to day.
With blessing,

***
Greeting and Blessing:
You write that you find yourself in great 
emotional difficulties, and that you find no 
gratification in your work and do not know 
how to overcome this, etc.
Such emotional upsets are fully discussed 

in Chassidus, and even secular science has 
lately given much attention to what is called 
the subconscious. A person may not con-
sciously be aware of his true spiritual state 
and what he lacks, having suppressed cer-
tain inner drives, so that all he is aware of is 
a feeling of frustration and unfulfillment.
I refer, of course, to the fact that the Jew 
always has an inner drive to express his 
Divine Soul. Those who are in a position of 
influence, have an inner urge to exercise this 
influence to the utmost possible degree, to 
bring their fellow-Jews closer to our Torah, 
closer to the tradition of their fathers and 
to the Jewish way of life. The fact that one 
becomes superficially absorbed in some 
activity which only resemble that of true 
Jewish education, or a religious activity 
which stresses the Jewish heart and rightly 
so, but neglects to vigorously stress the real 
essence of Judaism - the daily performance 
of the Mitzvah, and then religion becomes 
a three day affair, or a matter of Yahrzeit 
and Memorial Services, etc., such activities 
do not provide real justification for the soul, 
and, hence the inner urge is not fulfilled.
No doubt you have heard the explanation of 
the Old Rebbe [Rabbi Shneur Zalman] when 
he was asked by a Gentile scholar, what is 
the meaning of “where art thou?” which G-d 
asked Adam; surely nothing is hidden from 
G-d. The Old Rebbe then replied that when 
Adam committed the sin, he experienced a 
Divine call demanding “where art thou?” Do 
you realize what you have done and what 
you have been supposed to do?
The question “where art thou?” is always 
asked of every individual, especially the Jew 
who has been endowed with Divine soul. It 
calls for introspection and self-searching, in 
order to find one’s self again.
It is clear from the above that it is quite un-
justified to think that you have permanently 
lost contact, etc. G-d does not demand the 
impossible, and having set forth a program 
and a goal, He has simultaneously given 
the full ability and capacity to fulfill them. It 
is only that He wants everyone to fulfill his 
purpose in life out of his own free choice, in 
spite of temptations and difficulties. If you 
will, therefore, realize that you have it in 
you to overcome then you will find yourself 
again and the contact that you are missing 
at present.
May G-d grant that you succeed.
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In Europe it was the custom to fatten up geese in the months preceding Passover, 
since many families refrained from using any oil other than goose fat. For six to eight 
weeks the geese would be fed a full bucket of corn twice a day, so that by the time 
the holiday arrived they would be so huge they could barely waddle.
Two religious giants of the day, the Chasam Sofer (Rabbi Moshe Sofer) and the 
Yismach Moshe (Rabbi Moshe Teitelbaum) differed in their rulings as to whether 
the practice of force-feeding rendered the geese treife (not kosher). The question 
revolved around whether or not the sharp corn grains which were fed to the birds 
in such quantities would damage the esophagus, thus making the birds treife (i.e., 
unable to live another year). The Chasam Sofer held that the esophagus would not 
necessarily be damaged, and so he ruled the practice permissible. (Of course, the 
geese had to be carefully checked before being consumed to prove that they were 
kosher by the process described later.) His contemporary, the Yismach Moshe felt 
that since the corn kernels were sharp, the likelihood was that the birds would be 
rendered treife by the force feedings. He ruled that geese fed in this manner would 
not be permissible.
The two corresponded back and forth, each presenting learned arguments to prove 
his point, their dispute purely “for the sake of heaven.” Finally, the Chasam Sofer 
suggested that instead of theorizing, they should put their rulings to a practical test. 
Each was to take ten geese and fatten them up. Then, they would slaughter them, 
fill the esophagi with air and float them in a full tub of water. If the esophagus was 
damaged, air bubbles would escape into the water, thus proving that the bird was 
treife. If no bubbles were seen, the bird would be kosher.
When the birds were duly fattened and slaughtered, an amazing thing took place. All 
the birds from the household of the Chasam Sofer proved to be kosher, whereas all 
the birds of the Yismach Moshe tested treife.
So it was seen that the legal rulings of these two great giants dominated the physical 
reality, proving the axiom that the rulings of true halachic authorities determine the 
actual reality of a physical situation.
Another story is told which illustrates the same point. There lived in Europe in the 
last century a well-known Chasidic rabbi who was rebbe to tens of thousands of 
Chasidim. He was known as the Zidochover Maggid.
One Friday as he sat and learned Torah with a group of his disciples, a woman 
entered his study carrying a chicken that she wished to prepare for the Shabbat meal. 
However, there was a question on the kashrut of the bird, so she had brought it to 
the Rabbi to ask if it was permissible. Now, on the face of it, the chicken had lesions 
on its lung that would normally indicate that it was treife, but to the astonishment 
of his students, the Rebbe spent hours studying many texts in an attempt to find an 
opinion that would permit the chicken. It was incomprehensible to them just why the 
Rebbe would go to such lengths when he could just as easily give the woman a ruble 
to buy another chicken. After hours of study the Rebbe stood up and pronounced the 
chicken kosher! The Rebbe’s disciples couldn’t believe their ears, but he had labored 
and succeeded in finding a way to rule the chicken permissible. The happy woman 
went home to prepare her Shabbat meal, and the scholars resumed their study.
Soon after she left another woman entered the hall in a state of hysteria. “Rebbe, 
Rebbe!” she screamed, as she fainted to the floor. When she was revived she resumed 
her wailing, crying, “Rebbe, you must help my husband, the doctors have given up 
hope!” Again the poor woman fainted and had to be revived. The Rebbe stood by her 
side and said, “Tell me please, what is the exact nature of your husband’s ailment?”

And Jacob lifted up his feet (“raglav”) (Gen. 29:1)
The Hebrew word for foot, “regel” is related to the word 
meaning habit, “hergel.” Jacob “lifted up” and elevated 
his daily, mundane and habitual actions and transformed 
them into holiness. “If you turn away your foot because of 
the Sabbath,” said the Prophet Isaiah, “I will feed you with 
the heritage of Jacob your father.” If you make an effort to 
rise above and transform your baser instincts in order to 
bring holiness into the world, you will be rewarded by G-d 
for your actions. (Baal Shem Tov)

Your seed shall be as the dust of the earth (Gen. 28:14)
The Jewish people is likened here to the dust of the earth, 
although sometimes the Torah compares the Jews to sand, 
and sometimes to the stars above. We learn a lesson from 
each of these different expressions. Stars are extremely far 
apart from one another in the heavens and never come 
into contact with each other. Grains of sand, on the other 
hand, are in close proximity to the other grains, but do not 
stick and adhere to each other. Dust, however, attaches 
to other particles and forms a cohesive mass. The Jewish 
people will receive G-d’s blessings when they are as unified 
and undivided as dust. (The Rebbe)

And Jacob went on his way (Gen. 32:2)
Every Jew, no matter who he is, is entrusted with the 
special mission of going from “strength to strength” in 
the path of the Divine King. We learn this from the above 
passage. The name “Jacob” comes from the word meaning 
“ankle,” symbolizing that this mission applies equally to 
all Jews, as one ankle is indistinguishable from another. 
The word “went” teaches us that a Jew must always be 
on the move, growing and ascending higher and higher in 
his service of G-d. “On his way” indicates the way of G-d’s 
Torah and its laws, for which purpose an individual’s soul 
is brought down into this world. (The Rebbe)
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She replied that he had serious lesions on his lungs. When he 
heard that, the Rebbe comforted her saying, “I just ruled that 
this type of malady is kosher. Go home and don’t worry; your 
husband will live for many years.” And this, in fact, is what 
happened. Only then did the students understand that through 
his ruach hakodesh (Divine inspiration) the Rebbe had known 
that he would need that halachic ruling to help a fellow Jew. 
Through his pronouncement which allowed the chicken to be 
used he also, so to speak, negated the fatal effects of the same 
illness on a fellow Jew.

Dedicated in honor of 
Harold (Chaim) Pollak CPA

his wife Sheila and family


