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from the teachings of the Rebbe
on the Torah portion

ample amount of hay. When the two horses saw the delicious-
looking hay, they began eating as if they were starved.
Reb Bunim concluded his parable: This story refers to one who 
sits and fasts even if he continues his fasting for weeks on end. 
It may be that he will even convince himself that he is an angel. 
But how does that person end his fast? If, he pounces on his food 
like a horse, then he has remained the same horse as he had been 
before.”

Imagine!

There was once a person who lived in the vicinity of the Baal Shem Tov. Because of his 
all-consuming pride, he decided to become an ascetic, and in that way, attract to himself a 
following of as many admirers as the Baal Shem Tov had. To that end he wore only white 
garments, fasted interminably, and tortured his body by rolling around in the ice and snow.
Imagine his disappointment when, in spite of all his attempts, he in fact attracted no 
following at all. He decided to visit the court of the Baal Shem Tov to see where it was 
that he had failed. What did the Baal Shem Tov have that he lacked that caused thousands 
to flock to him?
He made his presence known to all the Chasidim and tried to gain their friendship. But 
they easily saw beneath his pious exterior and rebuffed all his advances. Before he took 
his leave of the Baal Shem Tov, the man managed to gain entrance to the presence of the 
tzadik.
The Baal Shem Tov took the man by the shoulder and said to him, “Come outside with 
me for a minute. Do you see that horse over there tied to the post? His garments – white; 
his food – hay; his bed – straw; and in winter, he, too, rolls in the snow. But in spite of all 
of this, he will always remain a horse.”

***
A simple Chasid once approached the tzadik Reb Bunim of Pshischa. “It is written in our 
holy books that if one fasts a certain number of days, one will have a revelation of Elijah 
the Prophet. Now I have fasted many, many days – exactly what is prescribed in the texts 
– and still I haven’t had the revelation. What have I done wrong?”
Reb Bunim said to the Chasid, “I will explain it to you by means of a parable I heard in 
the name of the Baal Shem Tov:
It is known that when the Baal Shem Tov travelled in his coach he covered extraordinary 
amounts of territory in an impossibly short period of time. But, you see, he used the coach 
only for the sake of appearing to operate in a normal fashion. The reality was that he 
travelled by miraculous means – kefitzat haderech – wonderously contracting of distance. 
One time he was on a journey, and, as usual, he was covering enormous spaces in no time 
at all. The two horses who were flying before the coach began to think. Said one horse 
to the other, ‘Look here, we are passing by all the usual rest-stops without ever stopping. 
When do you suppose they will feed us?’
The other agreed. “You’re right. All along the road, I see carriages stopped off to the side 
where the horses are treated to some water or oats. Only we have to continue racing on, 
non-stop like lightning. I wonder when we will finally be able to stop?”
Then the first exclaimed, ‘I think I’ve figured out the answer! Maybe we’re not horses 
after all! Maybe we’re actually human beings, and that’s why we don’t stop very often, 
for people can go longer periods without eating and drinking.’
‘I have to congratulate you on your conclusion! I bet you’re right. Let’s wait and see what 
happens when we reach the next inn. If we come to a place where people stop to rest and 
eat, and we’re given some supper, then we’ll know.’
So the horses continued their unnatural pace, which they accomplished with little effort or 
exertion. They passed inns, hotels and taverns, but they did not stop. The first horse again 
spoke to his companion:
‘Well, we haven’t stopped anywhere on the way to rest or partake of a bite to eat. I suppose 
we aren’t human beings after all. Maybe we’re angels in disguise.’
‘You know, I think you must be right! We must be angels, because angels don’t need to 
rest or to eat. I’m so happy that you have figured that out!’ And the two horses dashed on 
with renewed strength.
They continued until their master, the Baal Shem Tov, ordered them to halt. They had 
stopped in front of an inn where they were immediately taken to the stable and given an 

Behold, I set before you this day a blessing and a curse 
(Deut. 11:26)
“Behold” is in the singular tense, addressed to each of us 
as individuals. Whenever a Jew is faced with a decision and 
must choose the right path to follow, it doesn’t matter 
what other people are doing. In fact, the majority is usually 
on the wrong track... (Gedolei HaMusar)

And if...you are unable to carry it, because the place is too 
far from you (Deut. 14:24)
If a Jew perceives his Jewishness as a burden, as a heavy 
yoke he is forced to bear, it is a sure sign that he has 
strayed “too far” from G-d. A believing Jew who fears G-d 
does not consider his Judaism an encumbrance. (Alshich)

The blessing, if (asher) you will hearken unto the 
commandments... and the curse, if you will not hearken 
(Deut. 11:27-28)
The Hebrew word the Torah uses in relation to the blessing, 
“asher,” is more correctly translated “when.” When you 
obey My commandments, G-d promises, this is the blessing 
that you will receive. By contrast, the “if” of “if you will not 
hearken” implies that the curse need not happen at all. 
Only the blessing is a sure thing, for we know that in the 
End of Days, all Jews will return to G-d and observe His 
mitzvot. (Panim Yafot)

When you go over the Jordan and dwell in the land...He 
will give you rest from all your enemies round about, and 
you will dwell in safety (Deut. 12:10)
If G-d gives the Jews “rest from all their enemies,” isn’t 
it obvious that they will “dwell in safety”? The seeming 
repetition, however, contains valuable advice: If you truly 
wish to “rest from all your enemies,” G-d counsels, you 
must “dwell in safety” within your own camp - in peace and 
brotherhood, without inner squabbling and political strife. 
Declared our Sages: “Were Israel united into one group, no 
nation or tongue could rule over them.” (G’lilei Zahav)
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On this Shabbat we bless the new month of Elul, a particularly 
auspicious month that possesses a unique dimension. For during 
this month, G-d is especially close to us and we are granted an 
extraordinary capacity for teshuva – “return.”
As every Torah portion has particular relevance for the time of 
year in which it is read, let us examine the connection between the 
month of Elul and the Torah portion which we read this Shabbat.
Our portion begins with the words, “See! This day I give to you a 
blessing and a curse.” Every word in this verse contains an allusion 
to the special nature of the service of the month of Elul, and the 
Divine assistance we are given to fulfill it.
“See!”: The first thing a Jew must do is to open his eyes. Our sense 
of sight affords a much more definitive verification of facts than 
does our sense of hearing; when a person sees something with 
his own eyes he cannot be dissuaded. A Jew’s G-dly service must 
be performed with this same level of absolute confidence and 
conviction.
But how are we, mere human beings living in a physical world, 
supposed to attain this level? G-d provides the answer in the next 
word of the verse:
“I” (“Anochi”): The word “Anochi” relates to the Essence of G-d, an 
aspect of G-dliness that is higher than Names. The reason we are 
able to achieve these lofty spiritual heights is because the power to 
do so is derived from this highest of Sources. The Torah continues:
“Give”: G-d gives us this Divine assistance according to the principle 
of “He who gives, gives generously”; His gifts are bestowed willingly 
and in great abundance.
“To you” (“Lifneichem”): This word is related to the Hebrew word 
“penimiyut,” meaning “inside” and “within.” The special boost we 
receive from G-d during Elul is not superficial, but involves the sum 
and substance of the Jew and enables him to connect with G-d on 
the deepest level.
“This day”: Lest anyone think that this Divine assistance is granted 
only once, the Torah tells us that G-d’s help is ongoing, enabling us 
to serve G-d with renewed strength every day of the month.
And how are we to properly utilize this added dimension in our 
service?
“A blessing and a curse”: This refers to the observance of the 
Torah’s positive commandments and the avoidance of its 
prohibitions.
Directing our added capacity for returning to our source in these 
two directions will result in a good and sweet new year and a 
favorable inscription in the Book of Life.
Adapted from Likutei Sichot of the Rebbe, Vol. 2

by Rabbi Uriel Vigler
Imagine waking up tomorrow 

morning to the news that despite the 
time it normally takes, we’ve been able 
to accelerate the research and testing for 
the COVID-19 vaccine, and it is now 
safe, effective, approved, and widely 
available. 

Close your eyes for a moment and try 
to imagine, really imagine, how happy 
we will all be! Imagine the joy of being 
able to go out without any concerns for 
safety again. Children will go to school. 
We’ll be able to visit loved-ones who 
are elderly or immune-challenged. 
Think of the celebrations we’ll be able 
to attend! We could go shopping, fly, 
vacation – all the things we used to take 
for granted! We will all be ecstatic! The 
entire world will be filled with laughter 
and happiness!

But if we’re already dreaming, 
why not dream even bigger? We’ve 
eradicated COVID-19, why stop there? 
We still have cancer, heart disease, 
alzheimers, depression, anxiety, 
terrorism, anti-Semitism and enough 
other ailments to fill several volumes. 
So close your eyes again and this time 
imagine waking up to discover that the 
world has been cured from all diseases. 

And while there are scientists working 
around the clock, exerting tremendous 
effort to find a COVID-19 vaccine, our 
sages teach that it’s up to each and every 
one of us to find the cure for all of the 
world’s diseases. 

To that end, we can learn much from 
the race: The first step towards finding 
any vaccine is research. Scientists need 
to understand as much as possible about 
the disease, how it works, and how the 
body’s immune system can be catalyzed 
to fight it. 

What is the root of all pain and 

suffering in this world? The Talmud 
(Yoma 9b) teaches that baseless hatred is to 
blame. G-d, like a father, abhors seeing 
His children in conflict. In fact, the 
Talmud goes so far as to equate baseless 
hatred with the three cardinal sins: 
idolatry, adultery, and murder. That’s 
how bad it is! It is, in fact, the thing that 
caused us to be banished from the Holy 
Temple, our home with G-d. 

So how do we combat and cure 
baseless hatred? With unconditional 
love, of course! By resolving to remove 
the judgement and dislike that are so 
familiar and intrinsic to our thinking, 
and replacing them with acts of care, 
concern, and love – regardless of the 
person’s habits, opinions, or political 
learnings. This will bring the ultimate 
redemption and will rebuild the Holy 
Temple.  

We are coming from the time in the 
Jewish calendar known as the Three 
Weeks – the annual mourning period 
for the destruction of the Holy Temple. 
We are blessing the new month of Elul, 
a month of introspection, stock-taking, 
preparation for the upcoming High 
Holidays. What better time to work on 
building a brighter and better future? 

Lest you think that your simple act 
of unconditional kindness won’t make 
a difference, think again. COVID-19 
started spreading when a guy in Wuhan 
sneezed, and look how that has rippled 
and ballooned across the world. Your 
good deed can have the same effect!

So let’s stop limiting our imaginings 
to a cure for COVID-19, and start 
imagining a cure for the entire world. It 
is within our power! 

Rabbi Vigler co-directs Chabad Israel Center of 
the Upper East Side in New York City with his wife 
Shevi. Adapted from Rabbi Vigler’s blog at www.
chabadic.com

Dedicated In Honor of 

Abi and Yonati Friedman 
For your friendship and support of the L’chaim Publication 

Wishing you much continued success in all your endeavors
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See! This day I place before you a blessing (Deut. 
11:26) The blessing in this verse does not refer to 
anything specific; rather, it is a comprehensive 

This Shabbat is Shabbat Mevarchim, when we 
bless the upcoming month of Elul. The month 
of Elul is a month of preparation, when we take 
stock of ourselves in anticipation of the upcoming 
holiday of Rosh Hashana.
In Elul, one contemplates the past year, utterly 
regretting whatever has been undesirable, 
and resolving to be vigilant in the meticulous 
observance of the commandments, to be 
conscientious in one’s Torah study and in one’s 
prayers, and to habituate oneself to positive 
character traits.
The name of the month, “Elul,” is an acronym 
for the Hebrew words which mean, “I am my 
Beloved’s and my Beloved is mine.”
“I am my Beloved’s” refers to serving G-d 
through one’s own initiative. When a Jew serves 
G-d through his own initiative, the bond between 
G-d and the Jew is internalized. “My Beloved is 
mine” refers to Divine revelation which inspires 
this bond. Elul represents a month of complete 
connection, through revelation from Above and 
service from below.
This concept is also connected to this week’s 
Torah portion, Re’ei, which begins with the 
words, “See I am giving before you today.” All 
of the aspects of our service to G-d should be 
seen and openly revealed. When someone sees 
something, it makes a greater impression than if it 
is just heard. Torah and mitzvot should be openly 
revealed, and not just something we hear about.
In a deeper sense, we should use our sight to 
see not just the physicality of the world, but also 
the essence of G-d and His handiwork in our 
surroundings. Additionally, when one recognizes 
his own G-dliness and the G-dliness.
Additionally, when one recognizes his own 
G-dliness and the G-dliness of other Jews, this 
will lead him to truly be able to fulfill the mitzva of 
loving one’s fellow Jew.

The name of our publication has special meaning. 
It stands for the name of Rebbetzin Chaya Mushka Schneerson 
(obm), wife of the Rebbe.
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statement which includes all the blessings 
G-d confers on every Jew. First and foremost, 
therefore, it refers to the ultimate blessing of all 
– the complete Redemption through Moshiach. 
By using the emphatic “See!” the Torah stresses 
that the Messianic Redemption is not something 
theoretical or academic, but rather something that 
will be evident with our eyes of flesh – and this 
very day! (The Rebbe, Shabbat Parshat Re’eh, 5751)

from correspondence 
of the Lubavitcher Rebbe

25th of Av, 5740 [1980]
I am in receipt of your letter of July 30th, in 

which you write about your youngest son.
Considering the seriousness of the situation, I 

am confident that you will not rest content with 
what has been done in this matter until now, 
and will intensify your efforts, both by your hus-
band and yourself, as well as through enlisitng 
the aid of friends, to do everything possible to 
prevent the tragedy. For, when it comes to a Jew-
ish heart, one never knows what and how will 
come the moment of truth and proper response.

If you will let me know the Jewish names of 
all the members of your family for whom you 
request a blessing, together with their mother’s 
Jewish name, as is customary, I will remember 
each and all of you in prayer.

It is my duty to call your attention to the fol-
lowing, which I trust you will accept in the spirit 
it is offered:

All the members of a Jewish family constitute 
one organism, and when one part of it needs 
special treatment, it can be done in one of two 
ways: either directly, if possible, or indirectly, 
through strengthening the other parts of the 
body, particularly those that govern the func-
tions of the entire organism.

Applying this illustration to the present case, it 
is well to bear in mind that the head of the family 
is called Baal Habayis [Master of the Home], and 
the wife is called Akeres Habayis [Foundation of 
the Home], corresponding to the heart of the 
family. Thus, strengthening the commitment to 
the Torah and mitzvot on the part of the parents 
has a beneficial effect upon all the members of 
the family in the same direction.

Of course, it may sometimes entail certain 
difficulties by having to make some changes, 
perhaps even radical changes, in regard to 
habits and lifestyles, etc., but on the other hand, 
considering the far-reaching benefits, and 
especially the fact that parents surely would not 
consider anything too difficult if it can be benefi-
cial to their children, of what significance can any 
difficulty be, especially as in most cases these are 
often exaggerated.

In any case, a Jew is always requested and 
expected to live up to G-d’s Will; how much more 

so when special Divine blessing is needed.
At the same time, there is the assurance that 

however the everyday life and conduct was in the 
past, a Jew can always start a new life through 
teshuva (which literally means “return” to one’s 
essence).

As we are about to enter the month of Elul, 
you surely know of the Jewish custom that from 
the beginning of the month of Elul, Jews wish 
one another a happy new year. I will, therefore, 
conclude with prayerful wishes to you and all your 
family for a truly Happy New Year, and may G-d 
grant that even before Rosh Hashana you should 
have good news to report to this effect.

25 Menachem Av, 5738 [1978]
This is in reply to your letter of Av 5th, in which 

you ask about the apparent contradiction in 
regard to the matter of “alien thought” between 
Tanya, chapter 28, where it is stated: “This refutes 
the error commonly held by people, who mistak-
enly deduce from the occurrence of the foreign 
thought that this proves their prayer to be worth-
less,” and the source in the Testament of the 
Rivash [Rabbi Israel Baal Shem Tov], to the effect 
that “the man who is praying – if he is unworthy, 
he is driven forth: an alien thought is thrown him, 
whereupon he leaves of his own accord.”

The explanation of this apparent contradiction 
is twofold:

Sometimes a “foreign thought” may be 
provoked by the individual himself, who, while 
praying, diverts his attention to it. This is the kind 
of alien thought to which the second of the above 
sources refers. On the other hand, the foreign 
thought that occurs to a person during prayer 
may be the work of the nefesh habahamis [animal 
soul] to distract and disrupt his concentration on 
the prayer, and this is the kind of foreign thought 
that the Tanya speaks of, and counsels to ignore 
it, as if a goy [non-Jew] was standing there to 
distract him.

There may also be a sort of an “intermedi-
ary” situation, where the individual has not yet 
mastered complete control of his thoughts. In 
such a case, when an alien thought occurs to him, 
he lacks the strength to dismiss it immediately. 
Thus, while the alien thought was planted in his 
mind by the nefesh habahamis, he becomes an 
accessory and is at least partly to be blamed if he 
allows the alien thought to linger in his mind.

Seeing that you take such an interest in your 
studies, with attention to detail, etc., I trust that 
this is expressed also in the practical aspects of 
the learning, in both quantity and quality, namely, 
the kind of learning that leads to action, the fulfill-
ment of the Mitzvos with hiddur [beauty], and the 
general conduct in actual practice. May G-d grant 
that you should go from strength to strength in 
all of this.

When I was a yeshiva student in the late 70s, Rabbi 
Simcha Zirkind obm approached Dovid Wilansky and 
me and asked us if we were willing to go on Merkos 
Shlichus* to New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, and New-
foundland. We agreed and he gave us names of people 
in various villages, towns, and cities to visit. Those 
people would help guide us to other Jews in their vi-
cinity and we would work off of that as our base.

We took out a map and strategized our trip. The 
first stop would be in Moncton, New Brunswick, then 
Halifax, Nova Scotia, a 16-hour ferry ride to Argentia, 
Newfoundland, which is close to its capital S. Johns 
where there is a Jewish community.

These were the largest cities in Jewish population, 
and on the way back we would visit smaller towns and 
villages. The final visit was in a small town in New 
Brunswick, where we were to meet the only Jewish 
family living there. They  owned a hardware or coun-
try store and were supporters of the yeshiva.

Arriving at the store on Thursday afternoon, we 
were informed that the owner and his children had 
gone on vacation. Disappointed, we asked the clerk if 
there are other Jews nearby.

The clerk said that he believes there is one other 
person who is Jewish and he gave us the address.

We were driving a decorated Mitzvah Mobile. As 
we pulled up to the driveway, I noticed a man com-
ing out the door holding his briefcase and staring at 
us in bewilderment. He waited by his open front door 
and asked us to come in. His wife was there as well. I 

thought it would be a brief conversation as it seemed 
that he was heading out when we arrived.

When we began explaining that we are from 
Lubavitch he said that he knows of Lubavitch. He 
then asked if we knew a certain person. When we re-
plied “no,” he was surprised and said, “Lubavitch is in 
Crown Heights. He lives in Crown Heights and you 
don’t know him?!”

I responded that I am from Michigan and that I 
only know my family and some friends who live in 
Crown Heights? Dovid replied that although he is 
from Crown Heights, and perhaps his parents know 
the family he is mentioning, he never heard the name.

“You really mean you didn’t speak to him lately?” 
he asked in astonishment.

“No,” we replied. “We were on the road for the last 
month visiting the outlaying Jewish communities in 
these three Canadian Provinces, and after here we are 
going back to Montreal. We haven’t spoken to anyone 
in Brooklyn during the past four weeks.”

“I don’t believe it,” he replied. “It is so uncanny.
“You see,  the person I asked you if you know is my 

brother-in-law. He was inspired by his local Chabad – 
Lubavitch representative and he became religious and 
Chassidic just like you. Over the past few years, before 
the holidays, he sends us brochures about the holidays 
and some Jewish books for our children to read.

“In the beginning it was amusing, but he began try-
ing to urge us to be more involved in Jewish obser-
vance. So we wrote to him, ‘You say wherever there 
is Coca-Cola, there is Lubavitch. We are living in this 
community for almost ten years. There is plenty of 
Coca-Cola, but there was never a Lubavitcher here. So 
please, give us a break.’

“His reply came to us yesterday and he wrote, 
‘Who knows, one day they will show up at your door.’ 
That letter arrived yesterday, and now you are here. 
That is why I waited by the door when you arrived 
and although I am going to come in late to my job at 
the border patrol, I wanted to hear about my family.”

The conversation didn’t end there. It went on for 
over an hour. He then said, “My wife and I have this 
question that we ask every rabbi that we meet, and be-
cause of this question that we have we are  not obser-
vant. Therefore since you are two young men, study-
ing to become rabbis, I will ask you the question.

“We understand that if G-d is displeased with a per-
son’s actions sometimes He lets it go and sometimes 
He punishes the person. So if I become sick, I accept 
it. G-d is telling me He is unhappy with my actions 
and decisions and is punishing me. I deserve it, and I 
can accept it.

“However, when a child is born with birth defects 
or an illness, the child is innocent and pure. He didn’t 
do anything wrong. Why would a kind and loving 
Creator do such a thing? It is because of this question 
that we don’t observe the commandments.”

I was at a loss. If all the numerous rabbis this couple 
asked couldn’t give a satisfactory answer, how could 
we? But Dovid replied, “I had the same question! Two 
years ago when I was studying in the Chabad yeshiva 
in Morristown, New Jersey, I asked the dean, Rabbi 
Shmuel Heber.

“He replied as follows, ‘A good question is half the 
answer. You say you understand when it happens to an 
adult since it is possible that the person sinned against 
the Creator. A child on the other hand, is at the begin-
ning of its life. But if this child would become sick G-d 
forbid in middle of his life, everything is understood 
from your perspective.

“ ‘According to Jewish teachings, people – even 
newborns – are in middle of their journey. They are a 
reincarnation of an individual who already lived. This 
means that their soul was sent back to this world to 
complete its mission. They didn’t fulfill something that 
needed to be accomplished or erred in some way. So 
yes, the newborn is an innocent child, however, its soul 
is not new; it is in middle of its life and therefore, G-d 
in His wisdom, does what He does.’”

The couple thanked us for the response and said 
they will discuss it and think it over.

The following year, two other young men went on 
Merkos Shlichus to the same towns. They asked us for 
tidbits of advice. I told them that if it were possible, 
they should visit this couple and they would have an 
enjoyable conversation. When they returned I asked 
them how it went and who they were able to visit.

“We met the couple that you asked us to visit in the 
yeshiva in Montreal.”

Seeing my expression of disbelief they continued, 
“They were speaking to Rabbi Yitzchok Hendel obm 
and told him that last summer two students of the ye-
shiva visited them and gave an answer to their ques-
tion. They thought about it and came to the conclusion 
that G-d is vindicated. As honest people they are now 
keeping their part and wish to become observant.”

A “chance encounter”  of a few hours, though noth-
ing is by chance as everything is Divinely ordained, 
changed the life of a family. 
*Through the Rebbe’s summer Merkos Shlichus program, pairs of ye-
shiva students visit remote cities and villages throughout the world in 
the search of Jews, hoping to rekindle their Jewish spark.
Reprinted from Rabbi Avtzon’s weekly email. Rabbi Avtzon is a vet-
eran educator and the author of books on the Chabad Rebbes and 
their Chasidim He is available to speak.  avtzonbooks@gmail.com. 

WHO’S WHO
Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi lived in the third 
century c.e. He headed the Torah Academy of 
Lydda. So gentle a soul was he, that he refused 
to fought the heretics, but rather sought 
Heaven’s mercy for them. A famous meeting 
between Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi and Elijah is 
recorded in the Talmud. Rabbi Yehoshua asked 
the prophet where he could find Moshiach. 
Elijah directed him to the gates of Rome where 
Moshiach was sitting among the sick. He asked 
Moshiach, “When will you come?” Moshiach 
replied, “Today,” referring to the Biblical verse, 
“Today, if you hearken to My voice.”

Grand Re-Opening
The Chabad Lubavitch Center for Jewish 
Life in El Paso, Texas, will have its grand 
re-opening at the end of this month. 
The new renovations - including a front 
facade that was designed to look like Lubavitch World Headquarters 
770 Eastern Parkway, adds 10,000 square feet to the 15,000 square 
feet that are already being used to bring Judaism to the Jews of El 
Paso, Texas.

Two Mikvas
Plans for two new mikvas are underway, and the disparity of location 
and climate couldn’t be more different! Chabad of Orlando, Florida, 
will soon be breaking ground for a state of the art Mikvah in South 
Orlando, servicing the local community as well as the many tourists. 
Chabad of Newfoundland, based in S. John’s, an island off the east 
coast of Canada where the weather is cold for most of the year.

Coca-Cola and Chabad
by Sholom Dovber Avtzon


