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A Note About This Text:

––––––––

The Jewish people have many names for God, which come from many languages. In the stories that follow the most common of those names is used: Hashem—a Hebrew word that means “The Name.” The words “Rabbi,” “Rav” and “Rebbe” are all used to designate a Jewish spiritual leader.
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“The world is built with kindness,” King David wrote in Psalm 89. And he should know. He was the great-grandson of Ruth, the Moabite woman who left behind her family, homeland and religion to join the Jewish people, even though she was a penniless, childless young widow with seemingly no future in her new home. 

We know, of course, that Ruth did have a future—and a glorious one, since it is through her that the Kingdom of David was established, a kingdom that will reach its apex with the coming of Mashiach (the Messiah) and the building of the Third Temple in Jerusalem, may it be soon and in our days. We’ve read her story in Megillas Ruth, the biblical text that is read on the holiday Shavuos, the date that marks the giving of the Torah to the Jewish people.

But how did Ruth know? When she went to the Land of Israel as a poverty-stricken “nobody,” along with her mother-in-law Naomi, and was forced to do menial labor to survive, how did Ruth manage to keep going? How did she avoid the trap of falling into despair? How did she know that there was no reason to despair?

Ruth’s secret, which is recorded in the book that bears her name, can be summed up in one word: kindness. She kept her focus on helping those around her, instead of dwelling on the past or worrying about the future, and in this way she built her world. 

Kindness, as Ruth has taught us, isn’t dependent upon having vast quantities of money or a prestigious job. It can be something as small as a kind word or a shared meal, an offer to make a phone call to help someone find a job or a marriage partner. All it takes is a desire to help a fellow human being, and the willingness to make a step in that direction.

This is why there are fifteen stories in this collection, corresponding to the fifteen steps in the Holy Temple, which in turn corresponded to the fifteen “Songs of Ascent” in King David’s Psalms. Each story looks at a different aspect of kindness; it is a step along the path of building a better, kinder world. 

All we need to do is to begin.
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Why “Bad” Things Happen
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Sometimes a person can’t understand why Hashem is treating him so badly. Where is the kindness? As this story shows, Hashem’s kindness may be hidden temporarily, but it is always there and eventually we will see it. 

––––––––

[image: ]


This was the way that things were supposed to work: Moshe, a simple but pious Jew who rented the village tavern from the local squire, poured out glasses of vodka to the local peasants. In return, these peasants were supposed to pay him. But somehow this “business model” always broke down at the crucial moment. The glass of vodka had already been poured and drunk before the peasant remembered that he had left his money at home, or it must have fallen out of his pocket, or ... 

“All right,” said Moshe, talking a piece of chalk and adding another mark to the peasant’s tally. “Pay me next time.”

A tavern owner could extend credit to his customers for a while, but not for long. When it was time to pay his rent to the squire, he had to come up with the money. Otherwise, the tavern owner and his family would either be exiled from the squire’s land or thrown into the squire’s dungeon. Neither was a desirable outcome. 

To give Moshe’s squire his due, the nobleman didn’t say a word the first time that Moshe missed the payment date. In fact, the due date for the second year’s rent also passed by without Moshe receiving the dreaded summons to the squire’s mansion. However, Moshe knew better than to be lulled into a sense of false security by this seeming kindness on the part of the squire. The squire was just a careless business manager. When his mind was on other things, such as hunting or entertaining his friends, the squire didn’t like being disturbed by such lowly things as money. But when his estate manager reminded the squire that his stores of cash were getting low, the nobleman switched into high gear. In that state, he was relentless, even cruel, and definitely a person to fear. 

Therefore, when one of the squire’s servants turned up at the tavern thirty days before the rent was due, Moshe’s hands began to tremble. The servant announced, in an impassive voice, that he had a message from his master: “Either pay up all the money you owe, or my master will beat you until you’re deader than a dead dog.”

Moshe thanked the servant for the message. After the messenger left, Moshe’s wife, who had overheard everything, started to cry. 

“He’ll do it, Moshe,” she sobbed. “If not with his own hands, then he’ll send around some of his thugs to do the job for him.” 

“I know,” replied Moshe, who was still in a daze. “But what can we do? We don’t have the money.”

“You must go to Lyzhensk and see Rebbe Elimelech,” said his wife.

“No, I absolutely refuse,” said Moshe, who had absolutely no faith in the Chassidic Rebbes and the many miraculous stories that were attributed to them.

A few days later, a few of the squire’s thugs paid a visit to the tavern and gave Moshe a taste of the treatment that awaited him if he didn’t pay all his rent money by the end of the month.

“Now are you persuaded?” asked Moshe’s wife. “You must go to Lyzhensk, while you can still stand on your own two feet. Otherwise, I won’t speak to you again.”

Moshe didn’t have the strength to do battle with both the squire’s thugs and his wife. He therefore reluctantly set out for Lyzhensk. He had to walk, since he had no money for a carriage, and as he tramped along the road he became more and more disgruntled. It was bad enough that he had to deal with drunken peasants and a cruel squire just to eke out a miserably paltry livelihood. Now he had to add visiting a so-called wonder-working Rebbe to the list of the indignities he had to bear!  

Meanwhile, a carriage had stopped alongside the road a bit ahead of him, as though it were waiting for him. When he came up to the carriage, he further noted that two Jews were sitting inside it. Moshe recognized in an instant, by the way the two Jews were dressed, that they were chassidim, followers of the spiritual path founded by the Baal Shem Tov.

The two Jews were none other than the Chozeh (Seer) of Lublin and Rebbe Naftali of Ropshitz, two spiritual giants of that era, who had just been in Lyzhensk to visit their own Rebbe, the Rebbe Elimelech.

“Please come here for a moment,” the Chozeh called out to Moshe. “I have something to tell you.”

“I’m not interested,” replied Moshe. “The only reason I’m going to Lyzhensk is because of my wife. And I only agreed to speak to one Rebbe, not two.”

The Chozeh refused to be deterred by Moshe’s stubbornness. “When you get home on Monday night,” said the Chozeh, “close your door tight and don’t let anyone in your tavern after eleven o’clock.”

Moshe, who thought that this was the silliest advice he had ever heard, didn’t bother to thank the Chozeh for his words. As a tavern-keeper, he often had to keep his business open until midnight. “But what does a wonder-working Rebbe know about people like me, who have to earn their daily bread with hard work and in an honest manner?” he muttered to himself as he continued to tramp down the long road.

When Moshe reached Lyzhensk and was ushered into Rebbe Elimelech’s room, he didn’t waste time on formalities.

“I’m only here because my wife made me come,” said Moshe. “I need money to pay my rent to the squire.”

Rebbe Elimelech wasn’t put off by Moshe’s defiant manner. All that mattered to him was that there was a Jew standing in front of him who needed help. 

“Listen to me, Moshe, and listen well,” said Rebbe Elimelech. “When the squire comes to your home, tell him you won’t accept a ruble less than 15,000 rubles. Do you understand? Tell him he has to pay you 15,000 rubles, or you’ll leave the village and never come back.”

Moshe was escorted out of the Rebbe’s room, and soon he was back on the road. Now he was sure that he was right. Those Chassidic Rebbes were nothing but fools and frauds. Wasn’t he the one who owed the squire money? How then could he demand that the squire pay him 15,000 rubles? And what a sum that was! Why, if he had 15,000 rubles in his pocket, he could say goodbye to his tavern and build a high-class hotel. The hotel would attract a paying clientele, and his financial worries would be over. That would be nice, but ...

“I’ve never heard such crazy advice in my life,” he muttered. 

Moshe tried not to think about the fate that surely lay in store for him. When he reached his village, it was already late at night. He hoped to sneak back to his tavern without being seen by any of the squire’s men. But it was his bad luck that the squire happened to be driving by in his carriage. 

The squire, who was very drunk, jumped out of his carriage and pounced on Moshe, beating him with his fists while screaming, “This will show you to cheat me out of my money!” When the squire was satisfied that Moshe had gotten the message, he jumped back into his carriage and drove off.

It took several long minutes until Moshe was able to stand up. His whole body was aching and his clothes were covered with blood. Somehow he managed to drag himself to the tavern. Just as he reached the front door, a bell began to ring out the hour.

Although he was still dazed from the beating, Moshe understood that it was eleven o’clock at night. Next he recalled that it was a Monday night. Finally, he remembered the words of the Chozeh, and a little voice inside him told him to obey the Rebbe’s advice.

“Hashem, please give me strength to barricade the door,” muttered Moshe, as he stumbled into the tavern.

With his last ounce of strength, he affixed the heavy wooden log in its place and the tavern door was shut tight. A minute later, the squire, who was still in a drunken rage, drove up to the tavern and began to beat on the door.
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