The train from Otvoczk, carrying hundreds of Modzitzer
chassidim on their final journey to Treblinka, was
surprisingly filled with song!
It all started when an elderly Jew in torn, ragged
clothing inched his way over to his neighbor on the train
and asked him to sing the Modzitzer Rebbe’s Maareh
Kohen (from the Yom Kippur Mussaf service). The neighbor
looked at this elderly chasid as if he had lost his mind, “Is
there nothing else to think about on this death train? Have
you lost your mind?”
The elderly man, Reb Azriel David Fastag, was no
longer paying attention. In his mind, he was at the lectern
next to the Rebbe, chanting the Yom Kippur service. As he
stood there transfixed, suddenly there appeared before
him the twelfth principle of the Thirteen Principles of Faith
– Ani Maamin be’emunah shleimah b’vias haMoshiach… “I
believe with perfect faith in the coming of the Moshiach…”
He closed his eyes and meditated on these words and
thought to himself, “It is specifically now, when everything
appears lost, that a Jew’s faith is put to the test.”
A few minutes passed, and he began to hum a
quiet tune to these words. From his old blood-filled lungs
emanated a song so powerful that, within a few moments,
it encapsulated the hearts of those still alive on that train.
The song spread from car to car until every mouth began
to sing, Ani Maamin to Reb Azriel David’s haunting tune.
Reb Azriel David finally opened his eyes and
looked around at the hundreds of tear-filled eyes who
were all joined together looking at him as they sang his
tune. His eyes beet-red from crying, his cheeks wet from
tears, Reb Azriel David declared, “I will give half of my
Olam Habba, portion of the World to Come, to whomever
can take my song to the Modzitzer Rebbe.”
A hushed silence permeated the train. Two
young men came forward and promised to “deliver” the
song to the Rebbe at any cost. One climbed upon the other
and found a crack in the train’s roof. They broke out a hole
as an avenue of escape. One poked his head through the
hole and said, “I see the blue heavens, and I hear the
angels on high singing Ani Maamin, and the song is
ascending to the seven firmaments of Heaven!”
They bid farewell to their friends, climbed up to
the roof and jumped off the train. One was killed instantly.
The other one survived and eventually made his way to
Eretz Yisrael, where he sang the song to the Modzitzer
Rebbe’s son. The notes were then sent to Rav Shaul
Yedidyah Elazar in New York.
Upon receiving the notes and listening to the Ani
Maamin sung before him, the Rebbe commented, “When
they sang the Ani Maamin on the death train, the very
pillars of the world were trembling. The Almighty
declared, ‘Wherever the Jews will sing Ani Maamin I will
remember the six million victims and have mercy on the
rest of My People.’” On the first Yom Kippur that the
Modzitzer Rebbe sang the Ani Maamin, thousands of Jews
were in the shul. The entire congregation burst into tears,

which fell like water into the pool of tears and blood of our
People. The tune quickly spread throughout world Jewry.
“With this niggun,” said the Rebbe, “the Jewish
People went to the gas chambers, and, with this niggun,
we will be mekabel, welcome, and greet Moshiach
Tziddkeinu.”

Va’ani Tefillah
 – והזדים מהרה תעקרV’ha’zeidim meheirah s’akeir.
And may the evil doers be quickly uprooted.
Horav Yehonasan Eibshutz, zl, explains that
praying for the destruction of the heretics is a blanket
statement which includes the request that the barriers
which impede Hashem’s spiritual energies from reaching
us be eliminated. We do things, act in a manner, which, at
times knowingly, and, otherwise, unknowingly, destroy
our own spiritual potential. The various negative character
traits with which we live until they are expunged from our
system through our efforts have a deleterious effect on
our spiritual growth. They are not different than the
human heretics whose goal it is to destroy our spiritual
potential. Therefore, when we petition Hashem to uproot
the evil doers, we refer also to the harm we cause
ourselves via our own negative actions, speech and
thought.
As Horav Yitzchak Kirzner, zl, explains: Hashem is
a loving and giving G-d. We, through our various states of
negativity, impede ourselves from absorbing His good. In
this prayer we ask Hashem to help us get rid of this
negativity, so that we might be able to experience the
fullness of His spiritual gifts. One word of caution: We
should be careful not to devote all of our time to uprooting
negativity; rather, we should channel our energies toward
positive action, thereby allowing Hashem’s goodness to
reach us. This, in and of itself, will help rid us of negativity.
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Parashas Ha’azinu

תשע"ט

הלה' תגמלו זאת עם נבל ולא חכם
Is it to Hashem that you do this, o vile and unwise
people? (32:6)
How could Klal Yisrael have been so vile and
unwise as to sin against Hashem? Rashi explains that they
were vile in their lack of gratitude and unwise in not taking
into consideration the dire consequences of their
misbehavior and rebellion against Hashem. One would
think that being considered vile is much worse than being
called unwise. Why then does vile precede unwise? The
Chafetz Chaim, zl, explains this with a mashal, parable, to
a man who worked one month a year, during which he
earned enough to sustain himself for the other eleven
months. This arrangement worked out well until he
suddenly became ill during that month. He was quite ill,
and he had to take every penny that he had hidden away
for a rainy day. Well, it was now raining. He used up all of
his savings, but, Baruch Hashem, he emerged from the
treatment a healthy, cured person. The problem was that
he was now broke.
His friends saw that he was depressed. His usual
smile and friendly demeanor were gone. He was
essentially miserable. His friends asked him about his
unbecoming attitude. He explained that he was not upset
about the medical expenses which had depleted his
savings. What concerned him was the fact that he had no
money to support himself during the coming year, since
he had spent his “working” month in bed. “When I sit out
that month, I do not eat the following year,” he
complained.
This, explains the Chafetz Chaim, is the
distinction between vile and unwise with regard to
mitzvah observance. Prior to its descent to this world and
following its return to the Olam Ha’Neshamos, Heavenly
Abode of Souls, regardless of the duration in time (even if
it is thousands of years), the neshamah, soul, of a Jew, can
do nothing to accumulate reward. It has no opportunity
for mitzvah performance in Olam Habba; hence, there is
no chance of reward. It is only in this world that mitzvah
performance, good deeds, are available. What one fails to
do here lives with him forever.
A naval, vile person, is one who has transgressed,
who has rebelled against Hashem. Lo chacham, an unwise
person, is a reference to one who wastes his time and
allows the opportunity for spiritual advancement via
mitzvah performance to slip through his hands. Once it is
lost, it is lost for eternity. The naval has sinned, but, if he

פרשת האזינו

repents, his slate is cleansed and his “vileness” expunged.
The unwise person who does not perform mitzvos, who does
not learn when he can, whose davening is, at best, deficient,
loses out forever. Therefore, the Torah first wrote vile,
because that appellation is salvageable. The unwise person
is sadly relegated to “live” with his impudence.

כי דור תהפכת המה בנים לא אמן בם
For they are a generation of reversals, children
whose upbringing is not in them. (32:20)
When we note that a generation has reversed
Hashem’s “mood” from benevolence to anger, we observe
that Hashem has raised them to be good, but they have
spurned His upbringing – something which is quite apparent
in the manner in which they act. Moshe Rabbeinu rebukes
the nation for rejecting the Torah, whose purpose it is to
teach/educate them. From their actions, it is obvious that
they are far from achieving this goal. This is difficult to
understand, considering that the Torah is chinuch,
educative, from beginning to end. How is it that the Torah
did not achieve its mission?
In analyzing this question, Horav Shlomo Wolbe, zl,
focuses on which type – or aspect – of chinuch Moshe is
addressing. Chinuch is an abstract means to an end. Thus, it
is not the chinuch itself that must be addressed, but rather,
the focus of the chinuch. For example, one can be educated
in communism, socialism, democracy or dictatorship. The
educational process remains the same. Therefore, if Torah
education has failed to change the Jews, we must wonder
about the focus of the education.
The Mashgiach suggests that the answer lies in the
word imun, as in va’yehi omein es Hadassah, “And he had
reared Hadassah (Esther)” (Megillas Esther 2:7, a reference
to Mordechai’s raising Esther). The Torah is not a process in
which one studies and, upon completion, from which one
graduates. The Torah is not a course that one takes. The
Torah is to be studied and studied, again and again. Its goal
is to educate a person. Our problem is that we do not
understand the term, “education.”
A master educator defines the term “education.”
“Education” is often confused with “knowledge.” One who
is knowledgeable is not necessarily educated. One can go to
school and receive an education in school, which means that
he has amassed knowledge. Does this knowledge qualify him
as an educated person? Not necessarily. Education is the
willingness and ability to learn for the sake of learning. The
truly educated person learns constantly, without

supervision or external reward. In other words, as Rav
was considered the mechanech par excellence. Education
Wolbe puts it: Chinuch l’shem chinuch; Torah is
(especially educating oneself) is a lifelong experience.
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being educated. It is not necessarily true. One who learns
Horav Naftali Amsterdam, zl, the tzaddik, righteous one;
for a goal – whether it is a degree, an external reward or a
Horav Simchah Zissel Braude, the chacham, wise one. His
position – does not necessarily become an educated
chochmah, exceptional wisdom, was his genius as an
person. Learning should be done for its own sake, not for
educator.
remuneration. An educated person is one who develops a
Practically speaking, in order to attain perfection,
habit of constant learning - without structure or reward.
one must first know what it is that he is missing, in what
Someone who simply possesses broad knowledge in
areas he is deficient. This idea is buttressed by a comment
varied or specific areas is a knowledgeable person, but not
made by the grandson of the Chafetz Chaim, who had
an educated one. How one applies the knowledge that he
come to Kelm to learn. When queried concerning why he
has amassed validates his being considered an educated
would come to Kelm when he had such an illustrious
person. This is the meaning of a mechunach. A mechanech
grandfather from whom to learn, he said, “From my
teaches; a mechunach is educated – a yodea sefer is one
grandfather, I learn what I have to become. In Kelm, I learn
who is knowledgeable. Having encyclopedic knowledge
what I am now.” The perfection sought in Kelm was not
will not create an educated person – unless that person
specific to time or location. Perfection was demanded all
integrates that knowledge for the sake of gaining more
of the time, under all circumstances, regardless of where
knowledge. To paraphrase a master educator, “It takes
one found himself. Where the secular Maskilim, products
both creativity and knowledge to make a truly educated
of the reviled Enlightenment, taught, “Be a Jew at home
person.” Any person can become educated, as long as he
and a man abroad,” the Alter taught, “Be a Jew and a man
has the will to learn for the sake of learning and living.
at home and a Jew and a man abroad.” Judaism and
The Mashgiach would lament that the concept of
menchlichkeit have no boundaries. The Alter taught the
hislamdus and hischanchus – learning for the sake of
importance of awareness of both Torah and the world
learning, education for the sake of education – was a lost
outside of it. “The whole world is a house of mussar, and
“art.” While it is true that a ben Torah should focus on
every human being is a book of mussar,” he taught. In his
bettering himself in certain areas, he tends to work on a
parlance, other-worldly was not a compliment, but rather,
specific area in which he excels by placing greater
a shortcoming, limiting the stage upon which the Jew
demands on himself – all the while ignoring the total
could fulfill the duties of the heart incumbent upon him.
education of self. Therefore, he might be a masmid, quite
To achieve such perfection demands constant lifelong
diligent in applying himself to his studying, while his
learning. Otherwise, one is considered uneducated.
davening will continue to be complacent and even
In Kelm, on the day of a bachur’s, young man’s,
perfunctory. He is knowledgeable, but not mechunach,
wedding, he (the chassan, groom) would spend the entire
educated, but lacking the spiritual refinement that is the
day learning in the bais ha’medrash until two hours before
byproduct of an educated ben Torah.
his wedding. He would then ask permission to leave and
The small town of Kelm, Lithuania, was known as
prepare himself for the wedding! Imagine that happening
the cradle of the mussar, ethical character refinement,
today!
movement, because of the yeshivah (called Talmud Torah)
The Alter explained Shlomo Ha’Melech’s dictum,
that was located there. Under the direction of its saintly
Chanoch ha’naar al pi darko, gam ki yazkin lo yasur
Rosh Yeshivah, Horav Simchah Zissel Ziv/Braude, zl, the
mimenah, “Educate a youth according to his way; when he
Alter m’Kelm, it produced the preeminent mashgichim,
matures, he shall not deviate from it” (Mishlei 22:6).
ethical supervisors, of just about every pre-World War II
Simply, this means that chinuch, (in this case) early
European yeshivah. The yeshivah, its curriculum and
education, is considered training for life. A child’s early
approach to learning/education, was a reflection of the
induction into the Jewish living experience, understanding
Torah personality of its founder, the Alter. Rav Simchah
what it is about, its values and ideals, the spiritual
Zissel was aristocratic in bearing – deliberate, welldemands on a Jew, coupled with the requirements for
thought-out and precise. He never acted without a clear
ethical behavior, are imprinted on the child’s psyche at a
vision of his goal and, once that goal was in place, he did
young age, so that they will accompany him throughout
not deviate from its course. His self-control was nearly
life. The Alter understood this pasuk as an exhortation
absolute, to the point that nothing could cause him to lose
towards the lifelong endeavor of chinuch. One who begins
his composure. Regardless of the circumstances in which
life in which chinuch, or rather, hischanchus, educating
he found himself, his external demeanor, i.e. his facial
oneself, is a part of his lifelong development, will truly
expression, remained unchanged. His mental process was
devote his life to constant learning, to seeking to better
orderly and disciplined. He was able to cogitate with
himself always. It is only through constant chinuch – even
unparalleled clarity. He lived in abject poverty, but his
in one’s later years – that one can be hopeful to attain
clothing and manner of dress were the epitome of
spiritual success.
neatness (despite their age). He taught and demanded
Horav Eliyahu Lopian, zl, would relate that when
perfection. In order to achieve perfection, one must
he studied in the kollel, postgraduate program (reserved
constantly work on himself to attain and maintain this
for married fellows) in Kelm, some members of the kollel
extremely elevated level. This is why Rav Simchah Zissel
had already, at their (young) age, achieved acclaim in the

Torah world. Among them were individuals who would
become the Torah world’s premier Roshei Yeshivah and
Mashgichim, such as: Horav Naftali Trop, zl, Rosh Yeshivas
Radin; and Horav Yeruchem Levovitz, zl, Mashgiach
Yeshivas Mir. A rule in the kollel stated that (regardless of
age or distinction) anyone who had to leave/walk out of
the bais hamedrash where everyone was studying must go
over to the memuneh, appointed person in charge, a
member of the kollel who kept track of everyone’s
comings and goings, and only after “asking for permission
to leave” and detailing the purpose of one’s leaving, could
the “student” leave. At the time, Rav Elya was the
youngest member of the kollel, and Rav Naftali Tropp was
among its elite. Yet, Rav Naftali came over and respectfully
signed in during the week that Rav Elya served as
memuneh. Rav Elya was ill at ease at having such an
eminent member of the group come to ask him for
permission. This, however, was Kelm, where a person was
taught that one did nothing without permission. This was
part of the life-long discipline that personified Kelm.

כי יראה כי אזלת יד ואפס עצור ועזוב
When He sees that enemy power progresses, and none
is saved or assisted. (32:36)
Hashem’s judgment determines the punishment
which Klal Yisrael deserves. When the situation reaches
the point decreed by His punishment, the punishment
comes to an end. He shall relent his treatment of them, for
He will recognize their utter helplessness and their
complete dependency on Him. Concerning the last words
of the pasuk, “and none is saved or assisted” [Which
basically means that Hashem sees that we have thrown in
the towel; we realize that ein lanu l’hishaein ela al Avinu
she’ba’Shamayim, “we have no one upon Whom to rely
other than our Father in Heaven.”], Chazal (Sanhedrin 97a)
teach that Moshiach Tziddkeinu will not come until
yisyaashu min ha’geulah, Klal Yisrael will despair of the
Redemption. Thus, efes atzur v’azuv means that we have
given up, despaired of the Redemption.
Chazal’s
statement begs elucidation. Belief in the advent of
Moshiach Tziddkeinu is one of the basic tenets of our faith.
It is a principle upon which our ability to withstand the
travail of our long and bitter exile has been predicated.
Without emunah, belief in Moshiach, we are without
hope. What should we do?
Horav Shimon Schwab, zl, cites the Alter Telzer
Rav, Horav Yosef Leib Bloch, zl, who explains Chazal’s
statement concerning yisyaashu min ha’geulah to mean
that Moshiach will not come until Klal Yisrael gives up on
the notion that, through their machinations, they have the
power to bring Moshiach. We have had this occur a
number of times throughout history, during which
individuals or groups felt that they could hasten his arrival.
This resulted in attempts at expediting his appearance via
kabbalistic incantations and through the formation of
groups which spawned the various isms that did
everything but what is important. Only when we will
realize that, “No one is saved or assisted,” that we are
powerless, and that the Redemption will only come when
we perform teshuvah, repentance, and maintain our belief

in Hashem that He will send Moshiach – that it will happen.
We must despair of our own ability to effect a change in
Hashem’s timeline. He is in control -- not we.
We will be asked by the Heavenly Tribunal,
Tzipisa l’yeshuah, “Did you wait/yearn for salvation?” This
means: “Did you sincerely yearn with all your heart and
soul for that moment of Redemption for which every Jew
waits?” We have been bequeathed an emunah sheleimah,
perfect faith, in Moshiach, that he will come and that he
could come at any time. True, there have been many
bumps in the road, and even some roadblocks and serious
setbacks, but our faith remains intact. I think this is the
meaning of emunah sheleimah, “perfect” faith. A faith that
is perfect is a factor that relies on faith alone and not on
machinations, incantations or anything else of our own
volition, just perfect faith.
The following story is well known. The niggun,
tune that accompanies it, has become a classic, having
been sung by hundreds of thousands of Jews for the last
seventy-five years. Many variations exist to the story, but
its underlying motif – the Jew’s undying faith in the coming
of Moshiach – is the same. Reb Azriel David Fastag was one
of the thousands of chassidim of the Modzitzer Rebbe,
Horav Shaul Yedidyah Elazar Taub, zl. He was especially
noted for his extraordinary voice and ability to imbue the
most simple tune with a passion that would bring the
coldest heart to tears. The shul where Reb Azriel David and
his brothers davened for the Yomim Noraim, High Holy
Days, was the scene of a huge influx of worshippers; many
co-religionists attended just to hear him lead the service,
and his brothers accompany him as his choir. Their tefillos,
prayers, had a profound effect on their listeners.
Reb Azriel David lived a simple, austere lifestyle,
supporting his family from the proceeds of a small clothing
store that he owned. His joy and fulfillment came from his
relationship with the world of chassidic music. His moving
tunes made their way to Otvoczk, a small suburb of
Warsaw, the seat of his Rebbe’s (Modzitz) chassidus,
where his music was held in high esteem. The day that Reb
Azriel David introduced a new melody was a festival day
for the Rebbe.
The “idyllic” life enjoyed by Polish Jewry was
coming to a swift and tragic close, as the dark clouds of
Nazism and World War II began to loom. The yellow patch,
degradation and ghettos became stark realities, although
most Jews had no idea what was yet to come. Only a few
managed to escape the tentacles of the Nazis. The
Modzitzer Rebbe was one of them, being spirited out
through the assistance of his chassidim. After a perilous
journey that took him from Poland to Lithuania, on to
Russia and to Shanghai, China, he eventually arrived in
America in 1940.
Polish Jewry did not fare as well. Roused from
their beds in the middle of the night, husbands were
separated from wives, children wrested from the arms of
their parents, the elderly often shot on the spot, with the
strong and young sent to concentration/labor/death
camps as part of Hitler’s Final Solution. They were shoved
into cattle cars by the hundreds, choking, gasping for
breath, weeping and dying, with only a few ever reaching
the death camp. Treblinka was infamous as the Nazi’s
extermination camp. Very few Jews survived Treblinka.

