
Thanks for the Mitzva
from the teachings of the Rebbe
on the Torah portion

Seventy-four of the Torah’s 613 commandments are in this 
week’s Torah portion Ki Teitzei. These include the inheritance 
rights of the firstborn, burial and dignity of the dead, returning 
a lost object, sending away the mother bird before taking 
her young, the duty to erect a safety fence around the roof of 
one’s home, and the various forms of kilayim (forbidden plant 
and animal hybrids). The portion also includes the prohibition 
against turning in an escaped slave; the duty to pay a worker 
on time, and to allow anyone working for you – person or 
animal – to “eat on the job”; the proper treatment of a debtor, 
and the prohibition against charging interest on a loan.

Another commandment is: “You should not see your brother’s 
donkey or his ox falling on the way and pretend as if you don’t 
see them, you should pick up (the load) with him.”

The simple meaning here is to help someone in need. On a 
deeper level, it is about seeing someone who has fallen 
spiritually.

What lessons can we take from here for helping pick up 
someone who has fallen spiritually?

Many view those less observant than them negatively, ignore 
them or even worse, tell them off and denigrate them. This is a 
terrible mistake and not the Torah way.

The first thing is to realize that he is your “brother,” not an 
enemy. Treat him with love and brotherhood.

The next thing is to realize that it is his animal that has fallen 
not him. His soul is pristine, he is essentially holy and wants to 
be G-d’s. It is only his “animal,” his “physical” situation, nature 
and upbringing that put him where he is today.

Then the Torah tells us not to pretend that you don’t see him. 
Ignoring him is a form of hate towards a fellow Jew, which not 
only is an essential violation of the Torah but you will cause him 
to fall even further.

Finally help pick up his load with him. Showing him love, you 
will lift his spirit and strengthen him. Then he will start to pick 
himself up, you will only need to help.

Now in the month of Elul we must increase our love towards 
each other. Overcome and destroy the walls that divide us. 
Embrace your brother, sister or friend who you are at odds 
with. Let us enter the new year united. G-d loves most when we 
are together. “Together” our prayers are powerful. “Together” 
G-d will grant us a good year. “Together” He will grant our 
greatest wish, He will send Moshiach and put an end to this 
painful, bitter exile.
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.

by Yehudis Cohen
“Thank you for getting me involved,” 

the person said before hanging up.
“You’re welcome,” I replied.
A momentary flush of pride. I was 

trying to help someone out of a sticky 
situation and I had found a person with 
expertise who was willing to take on the 
challenge.

And then reality hit. “Huh? He’s 
thanking me for involving him in 
something that will take away many 
hours of his already limited “free 
time”? A job that, even if accomplished 
successfully, will undoubtedly be 
thankless. An activity that will not 
include remuneration for his efforts.

Thoughts ran through my head 
as I tried to understand this person’s 
selfless behavior. “He’ll be rewarded,” I 
reminded myself, thinking of the Jewish 
teaching, “G-d never remains in debt.”

“Know before whom you toil, who 
your Employer is, and who will pay you 
the reward for your labor,” Rabbi Elazar 
teaches in chapter two of the Mishna 
Pirkei Avot (Ethics of the Fathers). 
Although there are many intermediaries 
by which G-d dispenses the reward for 
performing a mitzva, a person should 
realize that the source for the reward is 
G-d. Ahh, now I felt a little better. Surely 
G-d would reward this person.

In that same chapter of Pirkei Avot, 
Rabbi Tarfon teaches, “The day is short, 
the work is much, the workmen are 
lazy, the reward is great, the Master is 
pressing.” It’s true, most of us don’t have 
enough or even much leisure time.

It’s hard to squeeze into our limited 
free moments a kind act for another 
person. The day is so short. There is so 
much work to do. Often the people with 
whom we work aren’t as industrious as 
we would hope, some seem downright 

lazy! But the reward for a small act 
of kindness, a good deed, a smile or 
courteous word, is great. And the Master 
considers these interpersonal mitzvot 
vital.

Rabbi Tarfon clarifies the above 
teaching by continuing, “It is not 
incumbent upon you to complete the 
work, yet you are not free to desist from 
it... But know that the giving of the 
reward to the righteous will be in the 
World to Come.” The realization of the 
immensity of our responsibility toward 
our fellow and toward G-d should not 
lead us to despair. Because a person is 
never required to do more than he can. 
G-d only gives a person what he can 
handle.

Now I was certain that the person 
would be justly rewarded. But I still 
wondered how he did it so naturally, 
so pleasantly, as if I had done him the 
biggest favor in the world, to the point 
where he was thanking me!

Perhaps he had in mind a teaching of 
Rabbi Gamliel, also chapter two: “All 
who occupy themselves with the affairs 
of the community should be engaged 
with them for the sake of heaven.” 

I was thinking of the reward he 
would get. It made me feel less guilty! 
But perhaps he saw this act of kindness, 
and the previous one, and the next 
one, as part of his responsibility to the 
community where he lived. And he was 
doing it solely for the sake of heaven.

Ah, so I was helping him! I was 
enabling him to fulfill his obligation to 
the community. That’s why he thanked 
me. Now I understood. Once again, I 
patted myself on the back for a job well 
done. Why, I had just helped two people!

But just between us, all rewards and 
obligations and sake of heavens aside, 
don’t you think that person is special?

1637
8 Elul, 5780

Aug 28, 2020

The Weekly Publication
for Every Jewish Person

Dedicated to the memory of Rebbetzin Chaya Mushka Schneerson
“Unveil my eyes, that I may perceive the wonders of Your Torah.” (Psalm 119:18)



1637

Rabbi Shalom Greenberg of Chabad of Shanghai 
checked his phone messages. A Jew in Suzhou, 
about 60 miles from Shanghai, was found dead, 
alone in his apartment. Could the rabbi help with 
burial arrangements?

Michael-Lasar Bischoffberger, 60, was born 
Michael Rabinowitz, in Donetsk, Ukraine and later 
moved to Germany. Some years ago, he moved to 
Suzhou where he taught private music lessons. He 
suffered a massive cardiac arrest. His sister – his only 
next-of-kin – was thousands of miles away.

Although historically China was home to large 
Jewish communities, there are no longer any Jewish 
cemeteries in China, so the rabbi, who has served 
the Jewish community of Shanghai and its environs 
since 1998, has been through this route before. He 
called Vicky Fischblitz, Michael’s niece back, and 
took her through the steps required for the remains to 
be brought to Israel for burial.

It wasn’t long before Vicky was on the phone 
again. She and her mother, Anna Rabinowitz, had 
encountered the first hurdle. Michael had changed his 
name three times, and Suzhou authorities wouldn’t 
release his body without a birth certificate. The only 
copies of Michael’s birth certificate were in Donetsk, 
where he was born, and in Michael’s apartment.

Rabbi Greenberg searched his memory.  Though 
most had left the country when the pandemic began, 
there was still a Jew in Suzhou. The rabbi called 

A Final Passage, From China to Israel
by Ashira Weiss

Ed Frumkes, and without a moment’s hesitation, 
Ed agreed to accompany the police to Michael’s 
apartment to retrieve the birth certificate of a fellow 
Jew he’d never met.

But matters soon became complicated. Michael 
was a German citizen and only the German consulate 
could handle his repatriation. Consulate officials 
informed the family that their request to transport 
Michael’s body had been met with a firm negative by 
Chinese authorities due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

At the same time, Anna learned that the cost of 
repatriating Michael’s remains to Israel would be 
$20,000, a sum she couldn’t afford. Anna and Vicky 
were ready to give up.

Rabbi Greenberg advised Anna to make 
arrangements for Michael’s burial in Israel and send 
him the documentation. He also told her to engage an 
international human remains repatriation company. A 
China-based firm agreed to represent the family, and 
asked them to sign a contract. Again, Anna turned to 
Rabbi Greenberg. “Send me the contract and I’ll find 
the money,” was the rabbi’s response.

Rabbi Greenberg shared, “I figured if we didn’t 
get anywhere with the authorities, there would be 
nothing to pay for. And if it came to the point where 
G-d had found a way for us to transport him to Israel, 
G-d would also find a way for us to pay for it.”

It was now June 8, fifteen days after Michael’s 
passing. Rabbi Greenberg turned to the Israeli 
consulate in Shanghai with the contract proving that 
Michael would be buried in Israel and requested 
their help. Consul Limor Gadi moved quickly. She 
had the burial documents translated from Hebrew to 
Chinese, notarized, and forwarded to every Chinese 
official she knew. But no one would budge.

“I decided to do what we’re trained to do as 
emissaries of the Rebbe – we don’t take no for 
an answer,” Rabbi Greenberg said. So he called 
another colleague, Rabbi Yehuda Tiechtel, Chabad 
representative and Chief Rabbi of Berlin, Germany. 
Rabbi Tiechtel made a few calls and was soon put 
through to Frank Hartmann, Commissioner for 
Crisis Management at the Federal Foreign Office, 
who reports directly to the Foreign Minister. 

Tiechtel’s efforts were effective. Hartmann’s office 
contacted the consulate in Shanghai, suggesting they 
work it out with local authorities before this becomes 
an international crisis. “I think the local officials were 
quite surprised to receive a call from the Foreign 
Ministry,” Rabbi Greenberg said. “They didn’t 
realize how seriously Jews take their burial rites.” 

Suzhou officials promised to find a province from 

which Michael’s body could be flown to Beijing and 
on to Israel.

Now that they were beginning to see movement, 
Greenberg realized he would have to make good on 
his promise about the money. Once again, he turned 
to his colleagues. Posting on a WhatsApp group for 
Chabad representatives to Asia, he asked if anyone 
knew of an organization or individual that might help 
cover the costs. A colleague, requesting anonymity, 
called Greenberg with the number of a Jew in 
Australia who he said might be willing to help. 

Greenberg contacted the individual and was 
astounded at the response: “Send an invoice and 
the money will be transferred within 24-hours.” The 
total was close to $22,000.

On June 19, Michael’s remains began a 2,000 
km journey to Chengdu, from where they would be 
flown to Beijing.  But Michael’s journey was still not 
over.

The coffin was heavier than the cargo limit 
permitted on Chengdu-to-Beijing flights. More 
negotiations followed, and an allowance was made. 
On June 22, Michael’s body arrived in Beijing, 
where EL AL would not accept his death certificate 
as proof that he was COVID-free.

Rabbi Greenberg contacted Yehuda Meshi-Zahav, 
founder and chairman of Zaka Search and Rescue –  
an organization dedicated to giving victims of terror, 
accidents, or natural disasters a Jewish burial. “The 
only option he will have in China is cremation. We 
must get him to Israel,” Greenberg implored. Meshi-
Zahav made all necessary arrangements for Michael 
to be carried on the July 2 flight to Israel.

But on July 2, EL AL pilots announced that they 
were on strike – all flights were grounded. 

Working together, the repatriation company, 
Rabbi Greenberg, and Consul Gadi managed to get 
the necessary paperwork transferred, and the coffin 
was loaded onto a Tel Aviv-bound Turkish Airways 
flight, departing Beijing on July 5. 

Four rabbis, 45 days, the German foreign ministry, 
an Israeli consul, an Australian philanthropist, two 
airlines, and a slew of helpers selflessly dedicating 
hundreds of cumulative hours in six countries on three 
continents, brought Michael-Lasar Bischoffberger to 
his final resting place at a cemetery in Israel.

“This is a testament to the Jewish people,” Rabbi 
Greenberg said. “None of those who got involved 
gained any personal benefit. Yet every one of them  
came forth and said hineni – I’m here, and I will do 
whatever I can to help a Jew have a kosher burial.”
Reprinted with permission from Lubavitch.com

WHO’S WHONew Emissaries
Rabbi Eliyahu and Chasya Naymark are moving to Hanover, 
Germany, to co-direct the Chabad activities in Hanover together 
with Mrs. Shterna Wolff. Rabbi Benny Wolff, co-founder of Chabad 
of Hanover, passed away in May at the young age of 43. Within 
hours of his passing, Mrs. Wolff made the decision to have Rabbi 
Wolff buried in Hanover and to stay there to continue the shlichut 
work to which their lives had been dedicated as emissaries of the 
Rebbe. The Naymarks, who are long-time friends of Rabbi Wolff’s 
parents and of Mrs. Wolff’s parents, have “come out of retirement” 
to begin this shlichut. 

Rabbi Fole and Shoshi Levanoni are moving to Tiberias (Teveria), 
Israel, one of the four “holy cities” in the Land of Israel. The 
Levanonis will focus on Jewish educational programming and 
outreach efforts in the city’s northern section

Serach was the daughter of Asher – one of 
the twelve sons of Jacob. She gently disclosed 
to Jacob the news that Joseph was still alive 
by playing a song with the words “Joseph is 
alive” on her harp, so that he would not suffer 
a shock. Jacob blessed her with immortality. 
She was still alive when Moshe redeemed the 
Jews from Egypt. It was Serach who showed 
Moshe where the casket with Joseph’s bones 
lay sunken in the Nile and told him how to 
raise it. She was one of the few to ascend to 
the Garden of Eden alive.

Dini and Rabbi Shalom Greenberg



When you go forth to war against your enemies, 
and the L-rd your G-d has delivered them into 
your hand, and you have taken them captive 
(Deut. 21:10) These words refer to the descent 

Sometimes – simply because Elul and the High 
Holidays occur with yearly dependability – we 
don’t pay enough attention to a very radical 
concept in Judaism.
During the month of Elul a Jew is supposed to 
stop what he’s doing, honestly and objectively 
assess his spiritual condition, and take whatever 
steps are necessary to improve it. But how much 
can an older, set-in-his-ways person really 
change?
Realistically speaking, each of us has his own 
strengths and weaknesses, things we are willing 
to do and things that are just not for us. Aside 
from minor adjustments, aren’t we destined to 
remain basically the same till 120?
To this, Judaism responds with a resounding 
“No!” You too can change and do teshuva, the 
Torah tells us, regardless of your experience 
or maturity. Whatever happened before is past 
history. No door is closed, no bad habits so 
ingrained that they cannot be overcome. A Jew 
always has the potential to draw nearer to G-d, 
and during the month of Elul, is granted special 
powers from Above to assist him.
This principle, that a Jew is a perpetual “work in 
progress” and that it’s never too late to improve, 
is the result of the unique nature of the Jewish 
soul. The Jewish soul is eternal, unlimited by any 
boundaries. Nothing can stand in the way of a 
Jew’s sincere desire to be close to G-d - neither 
logic, emotion, environment or inclination. The 
moment he resolves to change course ever slightly 
(in the right direction) he becomes invincible.
Each day of his life, a Jew has the capacity to 
revolutionize his existence and imbue it with 
ever-increasing holiness. It’s just easier during 
Elul, when our hearts are naturally aroused to 
doing teshuva and spurred on by G-d’s greater 
proximity among us.

The name of our publication has special meaning. 
It stands for the name of Rebbetzin Chaya Mushka Schneerson 
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from correspondence 
of the Lubavitcher Rebbe

20 Kislev, 5736 (1976)
I was pleased to note your determination to 

advance in matters of Judaism, in actual commit-
ment as well as in gaining more knowledge.

There is the assurance of our Sages that “He 
who is determined to purify himself, receives help 
from On High,” and “a person sanctifies himself 
a little here on earth, and he is sanctified a great 
deal from Above.”

If even a “little” sanctification brings forth a 
great deal from Above, how much more so does 
more than a little.

I would like to add a few words in connection 
with greater “awareness” which you mention in 
your letter – a point which my saintly father-in-law 
often emphasized by the following illustration:

When a person is hungry and thirsty and 
desires to know how food and beverage satisfy 
hunger and thirst, the way to go about it is to 
actually begin eating and drinking to still his 
hunger and thirst, which will also enable him to 
better and more quickly understand the process 
of digestion.

If he should attempt to reverse the order, and 
try to understand the process of digestion first, he 
will not have the mind or heart to understand it 
and may never understand it.

At first glance, it may seem puzzling how physi-
cal things such as food and drink can nourish and 
cultivate the mind.

But the fact is indisputable.
If this is so in the physical aspect of life, it is 

certainly so in the spiritual aspect of life. In order 
to develop a greater awareness and sensitivity 
and appreciation for Torah and mitzvot, the first 
thing is to satisfy the hunger and thirst of the 
neshama [soul] through the actual performance of 
the mitzvoth [commandments] in the daily life.

If a Jew is in such a state that he does not even 
feel the pangs of hunger and thirst for Yiddishkeit 
[Judaism], this makes it even more vital for him 
to begin with the actual observance of the daily 
mitzvoth.

As usual, our Sages of blessed memory express 
the above in a few concise words when they em-
phasized that the Torah was accepted by the Jew-
ish people on the principle of “na’aseh v’nishma,” 
putting “na’aseh” (we will do) before “v’nishma” (we 

will understand).

Freely translated
11 Menachem Av, 5710 [1950]

...With regard to what you wrote – that you 
wanted to write a longer letter but refrained from 
doing so because I am very busy: I want to assure 
you that I am always happy to receive detailed 
letters and I read them with the appropriate 
concentration. It may, however, happen that my 
reply will be delayed because of the large amount 
of work. I would like that, in such an instance, you 
not be offended and indeed, you probably will not 
become offended.

In continuation of my previous letter, whose 
content emphasized working with others, I would 
like to add several lines about the nature of the 
work which every person must and can achieve 
with himself. As my revered father-in-law, the 
Rebbe hk”m once said in his talks: “We must 
work with others, but we may not forget about 
ourselves.”

Nevertheless, the yetzer hara [inclination to do 
evil] is aptly called “the clever one,” and therefore 
approaches every individual according to his 
particular character. If it sees that a person has 
abilities in communal activities (the field of social 
work), it tells him: “Why should you work on 
yourself? Saving lives supersedes everything. And 
besides, if you can make others more observant, 
there is no need to take care of one’s own Divine 
service.”

This is what the Rebbe sought to clarify, that 
one can’t let himself be convinced by the words 
of “the clever one”: one must always examine 
oneself to see if all the aspects of his conduct are 
as they should be, as mandated by the Torah and 
its mitzvos, as clarified by Chassidic philosophy.

In general, one’s Divine service with one’s own 
self involves three dimensions: Torah study, ser-
vice (prayer), and deeds of kindness. All of these 
must be performed as avodah, labor, working on 
oneself with strenuous exertion. As long as one 
does not exert himself, his Divine service is not 
being conducted as it should. As stated in Tanya, 
ch. 15, the battle with the yetzer hara requires 
that one struggle to advance in his Divine service 
far more than his nature motivates him. Only then 
is he referred to as “a servant of G d.”

Every person must carefully judge the extent to 
which he carries out the awesome battle with the 
yetzer hara, as clarified at length in Tanya, ch. 30.

I hope you will not take offense at my writing 
openly. I await hearing good news from you, 
both in your work on yourself and your work with 
others.

Wishing you all forms of good and with blessing 
to you and your household,

of the soul, “a veritable part of G-d Above,” 
into the physical world. Its mission, enclothed 
within a physical body, is to wage war and 
conquer the material world by infusing it 
with holiness, learning Torah and observing 
its commandments. This conflict will reach 
its successful conclusion with the coming 
of Moshiach, when G-dliness will reign 
triumphant. (Peninei HaGeula)
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One Friday afternoon a stranger appeared on the doorstep of the famous tzadik, Reb 
Yitzchak Isaac of Vitebsk, asking him to arrange a “din Torah” (a session of the 
Jewish court). It was already after midday and Reb Yitzchak Isaac was about to go 
to the bathhouse in preparation for the holy Sabbath. “Must the matter be attended to 
right now?” he asked the visitor. “Can’t it wait until Sunday morning?”
“I am a melamed,” answered the man. “I teach little children from early in the 
morning until late at night, with a short break in the middle of the day for lunch. 
On Friday I teach only until noon. Today is the only opportunity I have to come to 
you!” he pleaded.
“But where is the other party in the lawsuit?” the Reb Yitzchak Isaac.
“He is already here,” the man answered. “I wish to bring a din Torah against the 
Master of the Universe.”
Reb Yitzchak Isaac went back inside and put on the fur hat he wore only on Shabbat, 
Yom Tov and other solemn occasions. He sat on his judicial chair and prepared 
himself to hear the case. “You, obviously, are the plaintiff. Please state your 
complaints,” he said.
The melamed got straight to the point. “Our Sages teach in the Gemara and Midrash 
that there are three partners in the creation of man,” he began. “My wife and I have a 
daughter who has, thank G-d, reached marriageable age, but we do not have enough 
money to find her a proper match. The third partner, however, has unlimited funds, 
but He refuses to part with His wealth. That is the essence of my grievance,” the 
man concluded.
Reb Yitzchak Isaac shut his eyes and thought the matter over. After a few minutes of 
reflection he pronounced his judgment. “You are right,” he told the man. “You have 
won the case.” The thankful melamed went home to prepare for Shabbat.
The following Sunday, when the melamed returned home during his lunch break, 
he found an elaborate carriage with several footmen waiting in front of his house. 
His concerns were somewhat allayed when he learned why they had come: On the 
same block where the melamed and his family dwelled lived a gentile boy who 
had recently been employed in the landowner’s household. For almost a month the 
landowner’s wife had suffered from a terrible toothache. None of the dentists they 
brought to her had been successful in alleviating her pain. When the servant boy saw 
the woman’s suffering, he mentioned to the landowner that there was Jewish woman 
on his block who was able to “whisper” a toothache away (a popular folk remedy 
at the time). He suggested that the melamed’s wife be brought to the great estate to 
attempt a cure.
At first the landowner just laughed at the boy’s absurd suggestion, but after exhausting 
every other alternative he agreed to send for the Jewish woman. The melamed’s wife 
was summoned to the great mansion.
The landowner’s wife was beside herself in agony. Her cries and moans were pitiful 
to hear. After a short rest from the long journey the melamed’s wife was brought 
to the suffering woman and asked to perform her cure. She “whispered” over the 
affected teeth and the painful toothache was miraculously gone.
The landowner and his wife were extremely grateful to the Jewish woman who had 
brought relief to their entire household. They asked her what she would accept as 
payment. “My husband is a teacher of small children,” the woman answered. “His 
salary does not even begin to pay our many expenses. Our oldest daughter is of 
marriageable age, but we haven’t the money with which to make a wedding.”

You shall not wear a garment of different sorts (shaatnez), 
wool and linen together (Deut. 22:11)
According to Chasidut, wool and linen are symbolic of 
chesed and gevura, the attributes of loving-kindness and 
severity. When a Jew observes a positive commandment, 
a “do,” he draws nearer to him the object or thing with 
which he performs the mitzva (commandment). When he 
observes one of the Torah’s prohibitions, a “don’t,” he 
avoids something that is forbidden and pushes it away. 
The mitzva of shaatnez reminds us that the two opposing 
thrusts mustn’t be confused or combined: that which is 
forbidden should be shunned, and that which is holy and 
positive should be encouraged. (Sichot Kodesh, Elul 5744)

You shall not give interest to your brother...anything that 
is lent upon interest (literally, “anything that bites”) 
(Deut. 23:20)
Usury is likened to the bite of a serpent. Just as it takes 
the body a few minutes to react to a snake’s poison, so too 
does it take time for the full effect of the compounding of 
interest to be felt by the borrower. (Baal Haturim)

Remember what Amalek did to you (Deut. 25:17)
Why does the Torah use the singular form of the word 
“you” instead of the plural? The early Chasidim explained: 
Amalek, or the Evil Inclination, gains a stronghold only in 
an individual who is stand-offish and reclusive from the 
rest of the Jewish People. He who considers himself part 
of the larger whole and stands in unity with his brethren 
cannot be harmed by Amalek. (Maayanei Hachasidut)
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“How much money would you need to marry her off?” asked 
the landowner.
“Five hundred rubles for the dowry, 300 for food, and another 
200 for the wedding celebration,” the woman said.
Without another word, the landowner gratefully paid 
the astonished woman the entire sum. And when, as an 
afterthought, the melamed’s wife mentioned that she was also 
in need of pillows and linens, the landowner instructed his 
servants to fill his entire carriage with household furnishings 
and other gifts as tokens of his deep appreciation.
In such a manner was Reb Yitzchak Isaac’s verdict carried out.


