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5

TALES OF  
OUR GEDOLIM

B’Simchah
It is said that Rav Eliyahu of Vilna, the Vilna Gaon, displayed great 

simchah at the time of tekias shofar. The Gaon expressed that on Rosh 
Hashanah, we should feel the great sensation of a nation that is coronating 
its king.

The Vilna Gaon’s talmid, Rav Chaim Volozhiner, also displayed great 
simchah, and said one should have great simchah and chedvah like on the 
coronation day of a king. So too are we declaring the Ribbono shel Olam 
as King of the world.1

It’s Evident, No Evidence
The Maor VaShemesh2 relates the following about the Chozeh of Lublin: 

The rebbe Rav Yaakov Yitzchak HaLevi Horowitz, known as the Chozeh 
of Lublin, was a talmid of the Mezritcher Maggid, the Berditchever, Reb 
Shmelke of Nikolsburg, and the rebbe Reb Zusha. His main teacher was 
Rebbe Elimelech of Lizhensk.

The impact of the Chozeh on Chassidus is indescribable. The vast 
majority of chassidim today are from streams that were talmidim of the 

1	 Mivchar Elyonim, Rosh Hashanah 5782.
2	 Rav Klonimus Kalman Epstein, Hamaor VaShemesh (Mossad Zecher Naftoli), end of chap. 5.
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Chozeh. Most Chassidic thoughts today are reflective of the Chozeh’s 
teachings, even more than of the Baal Shem Tov’s teachings. Considering 
this, it is no wonder that the Chiddushei HaRim said, “We refer to him 
as ‘the Rebbe of Lublin,’ because he is ‘the Rebbe’ until Mashiach’s days.”

In Belz too, the Chozeh was referred to as “the Rebbe of Lublin.” The 
Sar Shalom said, “The Lubliner was the rebbe of all Yidden, even of Yidden 
who know only of Torah She’bichsav [probably referring to the Maskilim], 
and even of those who are horse thieves.”3

This widely circulated story occurred on Rosh Hashanah 1815 (תקע״ה) 
in Lublin, which was not long before his holy neshamah left this world.

The chassidim of the Chozeh were shifting in their seats uneasily. 
Shacharis of that first day of Rosh Hashanah had ended some time 
before, and they were now waiting for the blowing of the shofar to begin. 
However, it was impossible to start because the Chozeh had not yet come 
out of his room.

As was his custom every Rosh Hashanah, he had gone into his study 
after Shacharis. In the quiet seclusion of his room, he was able to sense 
what the new year would bring for all of Klal Yisrael. If it had been decreed 
that the year would be one of peace and prosperity, he would only tarry 
a few minutes in his study. If, chas v’shalom, it was to be a year of harsh 
judgments against the Jewish People, the Chozeh would not budge from 
his room until he had found some way to soften the decree.

Everyone in the packed shul knew what the long wait meant. They 
could almost sense the tension in the air as the Chozeh, behind closed 
doors, engaged in a mighty struggle to defend Klal Yisrael before the 
Heavenly court. But how and when the struggle would end, no one knew.

Rav Dovid of Lelov was one of the chassidim sitting in the shul. Each 
year, he would make his way from Lelov to Lublin to be with the Chozeh 
for Rosh Hashanah. With him was a young orphan whom Rav Dovid was 
raising in his home.

Rav Dovid tried to remain calm and focused on his own lofty thoughts, 
but even he was not immune to the mounting tension. Finally, Rav Dovid, 

3	 Rabbi P. Lerner, Belz Institutions.



Tales of Our Gedolim  7

one of the Chozeh’s closest talmidim, got up and approached the Chozeh’s 
study. Rav Dovid entered the study with his young ward close in tow. 
Rav Dovid explained to the Chozeh the tension gripping those waiting 
to hear tekias shofar. The Chozeh, unperturbed by his talmid’s entry into 
his study, said to Rav Dovid that the fear of those in the minyan was not 
unfounded. A terrible decree was hanging over Klal Yisrael. Rav Dovid 
did not know what to say. The silence was gripping!

After a few minutes, the Chozeh noticed the young boy who had  
accompanied Rav Dovid. “Who is this boy?” asked the Chozeh. Rav Dovid 
explained the boy’s story and why he was with him. The Chozeh then 
asked the child what inyan he was learning in cheder.

The boy quickly responded that he was learning the halachos of eidus. 
The Chozeh then asked the boy if he had any chiddushim on the topic. Rav 
Dovid was taken aback at the interest the Chozeh had taken in the child, 
especially at a time like this. It did not seem appropriate to ask the boy 
about what he was learning when the entire tzibbur was waiting and 
the fate of Klal Yisrael seemed to be hanging over them. The child was 
very confident in his limud and was eager to share what he had learned. 
He didn’t hold back from telling the Chozeh that he was learning the 
halachos regarding saying testimony about a relative. The boy, who was 
himself an iluy, a child prodigy, and eventually became a rebbe,4 said he 
had a problem understanding why it is that a relative is not permitted 
to testify for or against his family member.

“I can understand why he can’t testify on behalf of his relative,” the 
boy said, “as he may just want to have the charges against his relative 
dropped, and therefore might not say something that could be trusted. 
But why can he not testify against his relative?”

The Chozeh listened intensely as young Yitzchak was speaking. It 
seemed to Rav Dovid that the Chozeh himself had this question that had 
to be resolved right away. The Chozeh asked the child if he had thought 
about a possible answer to the question.

4	 Rav Yitzchak of Vorki.
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“Yes,” came the response from the boy. “I have an answer I was satisfied 
with.”

“Please tell me your thought,” said the Chozeh.
The child answered, “We see the Torah refers to witnesses as anashim, 

people. From this we see that a witness must be someone whom we 
would be able to place in the category of ‘people.’ A person who would 
willingly offer testimony against a relative does not fall into the category 
of humanity. Therefore, he is invalid as a witness.”

Upon hearing this, the Chozeh clapped his hands and began to smile. 
“Thank you, my child,” the Chozeh said warmly. “Your words have nullified 
all the accusations that threatened us in the Heavenly court.”

The Chozeh quickly stood up and prepared to return to the shul so that 
tekias shofar could begin. Rav Dovid, however, could not let his rebbi leave 
the room without an understanding of what had just occurred.

“Rav Dovid, this is a matter that even a child can understand. Are we not 
the sons of Hakadosh Baruch Hu? Is He not our Father? Since we are His 
relatives, how can any evidence be brought against us in the Heavenly 
court?”5

Blow the Shofar, Not Your Top
One year, Rav Yissachar Dov of Radoshitz took quite a while on Yom 

Hadin, the Day of Judgment, Rosh Hashanah, to join his congregants 
for the blowing of the shofar. When he finally came out of his room, he 
told his chassidim the following:

“My rebbi was Rav Yaakov Yitzchak Horowitz, the famous Chozeh of 
Lublin. I would like to tell a story about him, which will help explain why 
I have been delayed.

“One Rosh Hashanah, the Chozeh remained for a very long time in his 
room. He felt unable to leave and join his chassidim for the blowing of 
the shofar; he was heartbroken at the thought that he had to his credit 
no single merit that would give him the strength to go ahead with this 

5	 This story is repeated in many sources with numerous levels of detail. It also appears in 
Sippurei Chassidim, by Rav Shlomo Yosef Zevin, story # 23.
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special mitzvah. Finally, he remembered that he had, in fact, one merit 
in his favor: for the entire year, he had not spoken any words of anger 
to anyone — an incredible accomplishment!

“One time, he almost did lose his temper, though. His shamash, attendant, 
forgot to prepare water next to his bed so that he would be able to wash 
his hands as soon as he got up in the morning. Rav Horowitz decided to 
deal sternly with the attendant for not doing his job properly. However, 
prior to letting loose on his shamash, he recalled the warning of the Sages 
that anger can be destructive and can lead to idolatry. It is important to 
control our anger and not let it control us. The Chozeh thought to himself, 
‘For the sake of the mitzvah of washing my hands in the morning, am 
I going to allow myself, God forbid, to become an idol worshipper?’ He 
therefore said nothing.

“When the Chozeh reminded himself that he had this one merit to his 
credit, he went ahead with the blowing of the shofar.”

It appeared from the story he related that Rav Yissachar Dov of 
Radoshitz himself had experienced a similar situation in which he had 
not been ready for tekias shofar but found a zechus for himself and thus 
proceeded.

After relating the story, Reb Yissachar Dov proceeded to lead his own 
congregation in reading Tehillim 47, which speaks of the majesty of the 
Creator and is said as the introduction to the blasts of the shofar.

Does It Have a Taste?
Both the Mikdash Yisrael and the Leket Yosher6 discuss what happens 

if someone dozes off during tekias shofar. They both conclude that the 
dozer would not be yotzei for those kolos he missed. The Mikdash Yisrael 
adds that if a person becomes deeply “fartracht” (טיפ פארטראכט), meaning 
oblivious to his surroundings, spaced out, and thinking of other things, 
thus not paying attention to the kolos, there is a fear that he also would 
not be yotzei.

6	 Leket Yosher, Orach Chaim, p. 125; Mikdash Yisrael, Rosh Hashanah 183–86.
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At a minimum, doing a mitzvah thoughtlessly has no taam, no taste. 
This reminds us of a story often told by Rav Shimon Schwab.

In the early 1930s, when Rav Schwab was a talmid in Mir, he returned 
home to Frankfurt but did so taking a detour via Radin to spend a most 
memorable Shabbos there and see the Chafetz Chaim. Rav Schwab was 
there for forty-eight hours … forty-eight hours that lasted a lifetime! 
The visit provided him with a lifetime of experiences and learning that 
inspired him, his talmidim, and the attendees of major Agudath Israel 
gatherings with whom he shared these experiences.

On Friday night, the Chafetz Chaim spoke and discussed the mahn. The 
Chafetz Chaim mentioned that whatever one had in mind for a taste is 
what the mahn tasted like. This was so even if a person just had it in mind 
as a thought but didn’t express it. He just thought of it — “hat gebeben 
a tracht” — and the mahn would assume the taste that person thought of.

The Chafetz Chaim then asked, “What occurred if a person did not have 
a thought at all? What kind of taste did the mahn have then?” Rav Schwab 
said he remembers vividly how the Chafetz Chaim asked the question 
and waited for someone to give the answer. He looked around, right and 
left across the room to see if someone had an answer. Inquisitively, he 
panned the room and asked, “Haaah?” He then repeated, “What kind 
of taam did the mahn have if someone didn’t think of anything?” Since 
nobody gave an answer, the Chafetz Chaim said, “I will tell you. If one 
doesn’t think, it has no taste! In ruchniyus, if you don’t think, you have 
no taste!”

The Chafetz Chaim then threw in a word that was only caught by those 
who knew what he was talking about. He said that with regard to terumah, 
the Torah says “v’nechshav.” He said just that word. He did not elaborate, 
but he was referring to the fact that for a davar she’b’kedushah, one has to 
have a machshavah. Then he continued, “If a person learns a blatt Gemara 
and doesn’t think, it has no taste.” The Chafetz Chaim then kissed his 
fingertips and exclaimed, “It’s so sweet. But one has to think. Without 
thinking, it has no taste.”7

7	 Heard from Rav Shimon Schwab.
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What to Think
The Chasam Sofer said that all of our Torah ha’kedoshah and all the 

mitzvos are built upon a very deep foundation (meaning spheres of 
mystical and esoteric thought that are far beyond normal comprehension).

Anyone who does not believe this, said the Chasam Sofer, is like a person 
who touches a Sefer Torah with his bare hands. Regarding such a person it 
is said that he will be buried bare — an egregious result of an egregious act.

The homiletical interpretation of this halachah is that it refers to 
a person who does not believe that there is a deep-rooted foundation 
to the holy Torah. He gives the example from Masechta Sanhedrin in 
which King Menasheh poked fun at passages in the Torah.8 Menasheh 
asked in a mocking fashion for what purpose they were written. “Did 
Moshe have nothing better to write about than the ancestry of Se’ir, the 
offspring of Eisav?”

Despite the deep-rooted nature of Torah and mitzvos and the serious-
ness of it, the Chasam Sofer said that one should not rely on a mekubal 
and believe that the mitzvos are just a remez to the higher spheres of 
thought. The following anecdote emphasizes this point.

Reb Shmuel Deutsch, a baal tokeia in Pressburg, once approached the 
Chasam Sofer and asked him to learn with him the kavanos for the tekios 
of Rosh Hashanah, like those that the Magen Avraham writes about in 
the name of the Shelah.9

The Chasam Sofer simply walked over to one of the bookshelves and 
pulled out a Chumash. He flipped the pages and pointed to the pasuk of 

“yom teruah yihiyeh lachem.” That was the lesson on the kavanos of tekias 
shofar!10

You Have to Try!
Rav Chaim Berlin was born in 1832 in the Lithuanian city of Volozhin, 

and was niftar in 1912 in Yerushalayim. He was the son of Rav Naftali 

8	 Sanhedrin 99b.
9	 Magen Avraham, Orach Chaim 585:11.
10	 Zichronos U’Mesoros al HaChasam Sofer.
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Tzvi Yehudah Berlin, known as the Netziv. His memory stands tall, as 
the great bastion of Torah, Yeshivas Chaim Berlin in Brooklyn, NY, is 
named after him.

Rav Berlin became the chief rabbi of Moscow in 1865. In 1889, he 
moved to Volozhin, where he was the head of the rabbinical court. In 
1892, he became the chief rabbi of Kobrin (1892–1897), and then of 
Elizavetgrad (1897–1906).

As the son of the Netziv of Volozhin, Rav Chaim Berlin was a cherished 
friend of Rav Shmuel Salant (1816–1909), the chief rabbi of Yerushalayim, 
from early on in their lives, and they corresponded very frequently. 
Eventually, Rav Chaim Berlin left Russia, joined Rav Salant in 1906, and 
settled in Yerushalayim.

Rav Yitzchak Zilberstein relates the following story: While in Moscow, 
the Russian czar issued terrible edicts banning Jews from Moscow and 
forcing them to settle in what was called the Pale of Settlement. He threw 
out all the Jews who were living there at the time. As the chief rabbi, 
Rav Berlin felt the imperative, as the captain of a sinking ship, to stay 
until everyone left. The czar allowed a few Jews who were needed by the 
government to remain for a time. Rav Berlin was also permitted to remain. 
Needless to say, any davar she’b’kedushah was difficult to perform and had 
to be done with tremendous mesirus nefesh. When Elul came around, the 
remaining Jews in the city sought to be able to be mekayem the mitzvah 
of tekias shofar for Rosh Hashanah. They searched and searched and were 
able to come up with just a single shofar. As Rav Zilberstein relates, the 
Satan was able to “mish” his hands in, and they found the shofar was 
cracked lengthwise from end to end, which unquestionably makes the 
shofar pasul. It appears that repairing it was not an option. This was 
the only shofar they were able to find in the entire city.

What was this gaon and tzaddik to do? A person whose heart and soul 
pines to do the will of Hakadosh Baruch Hu does not sit by idly. Rav 
Chaim Berlin reviewed and reviewed the halachos until Rosh Hashanah 
night. Even that wasn’t enough, so he stayed up all night learning the 
halachos, trying to figure out what to do. But it was to no avail. Morning 
came, and he made his way from the beis midrash to the shul, quite in 
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despair because they would not be able to be mekayem the mitzvah of 
tekias shofar in a l’chatchilah way. (With no other choice, they probably 
could have blown that shofar, but without a berachah.)

As Rav Berlin made his way to shul in the early morning, down the 
street he noticed a non-Jewish junk hauler pulling his wagon. As he got 
closer, he noticed in the wagon the shape of something familiar. He 
approached the wagon and, lo and behold, in a load full of all kinds of 
junk, there was a shofar in that wagon! He approached the non-Jewish 
wagon driver and asked him, “To whom does that shofar belong?”

In a split second, the wagon driver respectfully said, “Oh, I’m so sorry. 
Forgive me, I didn’t know the shofar belonged to the rav.”

Rav Berlin then tried to establish if the shofar was made by a Jew or by 
a non-Jew. (Rav Zilberstein correctly wonders about this part of the story, 
because it doesn’t matter if the shofar was made by a Jew or a non-Jew. 
That is not me’akev, and certainly not if there’s no other choice. We can 
perhaps assume he was concerned that it was a shofar of avodah zarah, 
which would make it assur to use.)

After pressing the junk man, Rav Berlin was able to establish that the 
junk collector had gone into an abandoned shul and collected it from 
there. (My question here is whether the non-Jew had ne’emanus. One 
would have to say that the junk man’s explanation was what we call 
l’fi tumo.)

The junk collector thought that Rav Berlin was the rav of the shul from 
where he had gotten the shofar, and hence was quick to give it to Rav 
Berlin without him even having to ask — and without him having to buy 
it, as it was Rosh Hashanah!

This shofar stayed with Rav Berlin when he emigrated to Eretz Yisrael 
and eventually ended up in the hands of the tzaddik of Yerushalayim, Rav 
Aryeh Levin, father-in-law of Rav Yosef Shalom Elyashiv.

Rav Zilberstein explains that the lesson from this story is that no 
matter what the situation, a person has to work on trying to be mekayem 
a mitzvah. And even if there is no eitzah, still try to be mekayem. And 
when Hakadosh Baruch Hu sees his matzav, He will help to bring about 
the ability to be mekayem the mitzvah.
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He Went Home
The sefer Ish al Ha’eidah relates the following story:11

One year, during the hafsakah, break, prior to tekias shofar, Rav Yosef 
Shalom Elyashiv was sitting in his place in his beis midrash when he was 
approached by someone who asked him for a p’sak halachah on a particular 
matter. Rav Elyashiv told him to come back in a half hour, and he would 
give him an answer. Rav Elyashiv got up from his seat and walked to 
his home, which was very close by. After a half hour, he returned and 
rendered a p’sak to the questioner.

The incident raised a lot of questions amongst the mispallelim. What 
did Rav Elyashiv do in his home? Did he forget the halachah and have 
to look it up? Something like that almost never happened. And, if in fact 
that was the case, what took half an hour? Later, the rebbetzin was asked 
what had occurred when the rav had come back home. She said that he 
had gone to sleep! Astounded, his talmidim later asked Rav Elyashiv for 
an explanation. He answered that shortly before the questioner came 
over to ask his question, he made Kiddush. (This was later in his life, when 
because of his weaker condition he made Kiddush prior to tekias shofar. 
Until that time, he allowed for a hafsakah so that the mispallelim could 
make Kiddush, though he himself did not.) Hence, it was forbidden for 
him to render a p’sak unless he slept first.

I Didn’t Mean You
Rav Bunim Yoel Tausig, known as the Mattersdorfer Rebbe, relates in 

his sefer, Tiferes Banim,12 that he attended a shiur given by Rav Elyakim 
Getzel Finkelstein of B’nei Brak, who was zocheh in his youth to be with 
Rav Yeshayah Steiner of Kerestir (known as Rav Shayaleh Kerestirer) for 
the tefillos of Rosh Hashanah.

Rav Shayaleh was one of the most famous Chassidic rebbes in the early 
twentieth century, a talmid of both the Divrei Chaim of Sanz, Rav Chaim 
Halberstam, and Rav Mordechai of Nadvorna.

11	 P. 204.
12	 Tiferes Banim, p. 400.




