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8 N i g ht s
o f A s c e n d i n g L i g ht s
8 Chassidic Stories
compiled and edited by

Ra b b i Ye r a c h m i e l T i l l e s

Dear Friend,
It is with great pleasure that Ascent offers you eight specially
chosen stories about Chanukah by Ascent co-founder and master storyteller, Rabbi Yerachmiel Tilles.
Famous the world over for his decades-long work of love, of sharing Jewish stories with the world, I know that this project was a
special delight for him.
I will let you in on a little secret. The numbered stories correspond to the days of Chanukah. For those of us (like me) who
cannot hold back and wish to read them all in one sitting, I say shame on you! Use some self-control, read and share each story
on its proper day for maximum enjoyment.
You are receiving this booklet because you are a valued partner
in Ascent’s mission and activities.
Thank you for your commitment to us. Like the Maccabees, may
we march on together to victory, to bring light and holiness to the
world and, the greatest joy of all, the coming of Mashiach.
Wishing you a very bright Chanukah,
Rabbi Shaul Leiter

The Disappearing
Candle

It was the first night of Chanukah. Outside a snowstorm raged, but inside it was

tranquil and warm. The Rebbe Reb Baruch of Mezhibuz, grandson of the
Baal Shem Tov, stood in front of the menorah, surrounded by a crowd of his
chassidim. He recited the blessing with great devotion, lit the single mitzvah
candle, set the shamash (helper candle) shammash in its designated place,
and began to sing “HaNeirot Halalu.” His face radiated holiness and joy; the
awed chassidim stared intently at him.
The flame of the candle was burning strongly. Rebbe and chassidim sat
nearby and sang “Maoz Tsur” and other Chanukah songs. All of a sudden,
the candle began to flicker and leap wildly, even though there wasn’t the
slightest breeze in the house. It was as if it were dancing. Or struggling. And
then, it disappeared!
It didn’t blow out—there was no smoke — it just was not there anymore.
It was as if it flew off somewhere else. The Rebbe himself seemed lost in
thought. His attendant went over to re-light the wick, but the Rebbe waved
him off.
He motioned to the chassidim to continue singing. Several times,
between tunes, the Rebbe spoke inspiring words of Torah. The evening
passed delightfully, and the chassidim present had all but forgotten the
disappearing Chanukah candle.
It was nearly midnight when the harsh screech of carriage wheels grating on
the snow and ice exploded the tranquility. The door burst open and in came
a chassid who hailed from a distant village. His appearance was shocking.
His clothes were ripped and filthy, and his face was puffy and bleeding. And
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yet, in stark contrast to his physical state, his eyes were sparkling, and his
features shone with great joy.
He sat down at the table, and with all eyes upon him, began to speak
excitedly. “This isn’t the first time I came to Mezhibuz by the forest route,
and I know the way very well. But there was a terrible snowstorm this week,
which greatly slowed my progress. I began to worry that I wouldn’t get here
to be with the Rebbe for the first night of Chanukah. The thought disturbed
me so much, I decided not to wait out the storm, but to plod ahead and
travel day and night, in the hope that I could reach my destination on time.
“That was a foolish idea, I must admit, but I didn’t realize that until too late.
Last night, I ran into a gang of bandits, who were quite pleased to encounter
me. They figured if I was out in this weather, at night, alone, I must be a
wealthy merchant whose business could not brook delay. They demanded I
surrender to them all of my money.
“I endeavored to explain, I pleaded with them, but they absolutely refused
to believe I had no money. They seized the reins of my horses and leapt on
my wagon. They sat themselves on either side of me to keep me under close
surveillance, and then drove me and my wagon off to meet their chief to
decide my fate.
“While they waited for their leader to arrive, they questioned and crossexamined me in great detail, searched me and the wagon, and beat me,
trying to elicit the secret of where I had hidden my money. I had nothing to
tell them except the truth, and that they weren’t prepared to accept.
“After hours of this torture, they bound me and threw me, injured and
exhausted, into a dark cellar. I was bleeding from the wounds they inflicted,
and my whole body ached in pain. I lay there until the gang leader came to
speak with me.
“I tried to the best of my ability to describe to him the great joy of being
in the Rebbe’s presence, and how it was so important to me to get to the
Rebbe by the start of the holiday that it was worth it to endanger myself by
traveling at night.
“It seems that my words made an impression in him, or else he was
persuaded by my adamancy even under torture. But whichever it was, thank
G‑d he released me from the handcuffs, saying:
“ ‘I sense that your faith in G-d is strong and your longing to be with your
Rebbe is genuine and intense. Now we shall see if this is the truth. I shall
let you go, but you should know that the way is extremely dangerous. Even
the most rugged people never venture into the heart of the forest alone, only
in groups, and especially not in a storm and at night. You can leave and try
your luck. And I am telling you, if you get through the forest and the other
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terrible conditions safely, unharmed by the ferocious wild beasts or anything
else, then I will break up my gang and reform my ways.
“ ‘If you actually reach the outskirts of the city, then throw your
handkerchief into the ditch next to the road, behind the signpost there. One
of my men, who set out earlier before you were locked in the cellar, will be
waiting, and that is how I will know that you made it.’
“I then became terrified all over again. The hardships I had already endured
were seared into my soul, and now even more frightening nightmares
awaited me. But when I thought about how wonderful it is to be with the
Rebbe at the menorah lighting, I shook off all my apprehensions and resolved
not to delay another moment. My horse was returned to me and I set off on
my way.
“There was total darkness all around. I could hear the cries of the forest
animals, and they sounded close. I feared that I was surrounded by a pack
of vicious wolves.
“I crouched down over my horse’s neck and spurred him on. He refused to
move in the pitch blackness. I lashed him. He didn’t budge.
“I had no idea what to do. At that moment, a small light flickered in front of
the carriage. The horse stepped eagerly towards it. The light advanced. The
horse followed. All along the way, the wild animals fled from us, as if the tiny
dancing flame was driving them away.
“We followed that flame all the way here. I kept my end of the bargain and
threw my handkerchief at the designated place. Who knows? Perhaps those
cruel bandits will change their ways, all in the merit of that little light.”
It was only then that the chassidim noticed the Rebbe's Chanukah candle
had returned! There it was, burning in the elaborate menorah, its flame as
strong and pure as if it had just been lit.
With the conclusion of their comrade’s story, the chassidim were finally able
to understand the mysterious disappearance of the Chanukah light and the
puzzling words of the Rebbe, Reb Baruch.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Source: Translated and freely adapted from Sichos HaShavuah #53.
Biographical note: Rabbi Baruch [1753 - 18 Kislev, 1811] of Mezhibuz, the town of
the Baal Shem Tov, was the son of R. Yechiel Ashkenazi and Adel, the daughter of
the Baal Shem Tov. He was one of the pre-eminent Rebbes in the generation of the
disciples of the Maggid of Mezritch and had thousands of chassidim.
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A Deserved
Chanukah Miracle

The first time Rabbi Menachem Kutner and Rabbi Yossi Swerdlov of the
Chabad Terror Victims Project met Sgt. Ohad Benyishai of the Israel Defense
Forces, he was lying unconscious in a hospital bed. He had been critically injured in mid-July of 2014 during “Operation Protective Edge” in Gaza,
where he was deployed with his Golani Brigade's elite Egoz commando unit.
He and his unit's comrades were involved in a brutal battle in Gaza's Shuja’iyya neighborhood, which later became known as the bloodiest battle with
Hamas during the entire operation. Thirteen soldiers lost their lives during
the battle and many were injured. Ohad suffered a serious shrapnel wound
of his head and was identified as the most seriously injured soldier during
the operation.
He was quickly airlifted to the Soroka Medical Center where, on his arrival,
his condition was so serious that the hospital doctors did not think he would
make it through the night, but they refused to give up. After an unrelenting
battle to stabilize Ohad that lasted a few weeks, Ohad rewarded their efforts
when he regained consciousness.
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In the months that followed, Benyishai slowly, with great determination and
effort, and with devoted family support, began relearning how to function.
He also mastered the Hebrew alphabet, and had even managed to say two
words, ima (mom) and abba (dad), but no more.
On the second night of Chanukah, the rabbis visited the Sheba Medical Center in Ramat Gan where Benyishai was recovering and had just celebrated
his 20th birthday. There, around 70 wounded soldiers, their families and
Chabad volunteers gathered for a special celebration and menorah-lighting.
Benyishai was invited to light the menorah together with Kutner. The rabbi
said the blessings, and Benyishai held the shamash (helper candle) with his
functional left hand. With the rabbi’s assistance, he lit the two candles.
Then suddenly, the room went quiet as Benyishai slowly began to mouth the
words to “Haneirot Halalu” and “Maoz Tzur” along with Kutner. The familiar
traditional Chanukah tunes that he had learned during his childhood had
brought back his ability to speak. He was talking!
His parents ran to him, and showered him with hugs and kisses with tears
streaming down their cheeks.
They had their Chanukah miracle.
Ohad was released from Sheba Hospital after an 18-month long recovery
period on Monday, February 8, 2016, and returned home, but he will need
to continue to undergo rehabilitation procedures in order to regain his full
capacity.
Please continue to pray for the ongoing recovery of Ohad ben Erica, and the
brave men and women of the IDF who have sacrificed so much to protect our
precious homeland.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Source: Adapted and supplemented by Yerachmiel Tilles from an article on //
Chabad.org. (The 2nd paragraph is adapted from //IsraelToday.co.il; the 2nd-to-last
paragraph is from //IsraelNationalNews.com (Arutz Sheva). (The picture is from
Chabad.org.)
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Honoring
a Broken Bottle
This story took place about one hundred years ago in Baghdad at the Shabbat
table of Mr. Avraham Pinchas, a rich Jewish merchant.
Usually Mr. Pinchas had a table full of guests but this Shabbat he only had one;
a poor man that he had invited from the Beit Knesset (synagogue).
The guest was awed by the plush richness around him, the thick Persian
rugs, gold inlayed dishes and beautifully decorated walls. However, one thing
perplexed him; in the middle of the table stood an old, empty, broken bottle,
deeply stained with what appeared to have been oil.
When Mr. Pinchas noticed how his guest was staring at the bottle he said, “I
see that you are wondering about my bottle. Do you want to hear a wonderful
story?” The guest of course nodded ‘yes’ and Mr. Pinchas began to speak:
My father was a respected businessman here in Baghdad, but he was always
busy, and he left me in the care of my grandfather.
Every morning my grandfather would wake me, make sure I washed my hands,
said the morning blessings, and didn’t forget my lunch. Then each time, just
before I left the house for school, he would give me a kiss on my forehead, raise
his hands to the heavens and say:
“Va'ani, ana ani baw” (lit. "And I, where will I go?!"(Genesis 37:30).
Later I learned in school that this is what Reuven cried out when he discovered
that Yosef was not in the pit and that it was impossible to save him. But I had
no idea what it had to do with me.
Then, when I was about fourteen years old, tragedy struck; my grandfather
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passed away.
There was no one to take care of me in the morning so I started to go with my
father to work. My father tried to make sure that I prayed and learned a little,
but he was always very busy, and his business fascinated me so I didn’t pay
much attention to my studies.
Then, two years later, tragedy struck again; my father died suddenly and now,
besides the fact that I was alone, there was another problem; what to do with
the business? I was given the choice either to sell it and save the money, or
to try my luck managing it for a while and I decided, against the advice of the
lawyers, to try the latter.
Well, I took to it like a fish to water. It wasn’t long before I was making big
business deals with the best. But I began to feel out of place with a kippah and
tzizit, and not eating with everyone else, and the keeping of Shabbat prevented
me from making big contacts.
So, I began to stop being so observant and I discovered that the more
commandments I dropped, the more successful I became.
Several years passed and I rose higher and higher until, one day I was walking
home after landing a really big deal and I noticed a young Jewish boy, maybe
thirteen years old, sitting on the sidewalk crying.
You know how it is when you feel happy you can’t stand to see someone
miserable, right? So, I went over to him and asked him what was wrong. "Oh,
thank you, sir," he said, "but this is something for Jews, I don’t think you would
understand."
When he said those words, I felt like someone stabbed me in the heart. "You
should know that I am Jewish," I said to him, "I even learned Talmud in Torah
school."
"Oh, I’m sorry," he answered, "I didn’t mean to upset you. I feel so bad. You see
at home we don’t have any money." He looked up at me and wiped his eyes with
his shirtsleeve, "My father died a while ago and my mother has to work and also
feed us, me and my six brothers and sisters, so things are not good.
Well, this morning my mother said that it is Chanukah tonight and we have to
look through the house for money to buy oil so we can light the menorah and
that maybe G-d will make a Chanukah miracle for us and we’ll find something.
We looked and searched and were just about to give up when my little sister
found a coin behind one of the drawers. We were all so happy! So, my mother
told me to run to the store and buy the oil before it closes. I ran and just as he
was closing I got there and bought the oil.
I was walking home, holding the bottle and dreaming. I imagined how good it is
going to be to light the lights, how everyone will smile. I remembered how the
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warm yellow light would shine on everyone’s faces and make everyone look so
pure and happy. Maybe we’ll even sing and dance like we did last year. Maybe
G-d will really send Mashiach this time, like my mother says, and then she
will start to smile again. I was walking faster and faster; I was so excited. It’s
Chanukah! It’s Chanukah!!
And then…I tripped.
I fell in the street and the bottle flew from my hands! I watched in horror as
it arched in the air and came down on a stone and broke. It broke! All the oil
spilled out…'Va'ani, ana ani baw?!’
The boy began crying again but when I heard those words I suddenly
remembered my grandfather and understood what he must have intended
each time he said those words. Somehow, he knew or intuited that this would
happen.
"That broken bottle is me!" I thought to myself in shock. "The spilled oil is my
Jewish soul; I’ve lost my Jewish soul!"
As if in a trance, I took out a wad of money from my pocket, gave it to the
boy and told him to go back to the store, knock on the window and just tell
him Avraham Pinchas sent you. "Go! Buy what you want and have a happy
Chanukah! Go!"
When the boy was gone, I lifted the bottle from the street and carried it home,
still in shock. I sent the servants away for eight days and then, when I was
alone, I just stood there, looking at that broken bottle and weeping.
Then the thought struck me, "A Jew can’t lose his Jewish soul. Maybe I ignored
it or put it to sleep, but I’m sure it’s still there."
So, I took my grandfather’s menorah out of the cabinet, dusted it off, found
some oil and a wick and lit the first candle.
The light truly penetrated me. I felt like I was alive again! I decided right then
that I must do another thing Jewish…that I would start putting on tefillin again
starting tomorrow morning!
The next night I lit two candles and decided from now on to eat only kosher
food. The following night, that I would begin learning Torah. The night after
that I made the decision to keep Shabbat. Until, when on the last night eight
candles were burning, I felt that I had become a new man. A renewed man. The
lights of Chanukah had saved me.
"So," he concluded his memorable story, "that is the reason I keep the broken
bottle. To remind me where I was and how that miracle of the oil saved my life."
~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Source: Adapted by Yerachmiel Tilles from the rendition of Rabbi Tuvia Bolton,
the popular Torah teacher, musician, recording artist and storyteller, in his weekly
email for the yeshiva which he heads, Ohr Tmimim.
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Chanukah in the
American Revolution
It was December 1777, when the American forces under General George
Washington were awaiting the famous battle at Valley Forge. The future
president was deeply concerned about the welfare of his troops. The bitter
cold and the poor provisions with which his soldiers of the revolutionary
army had been provided did not bode well for the outcome of the critical
battle that awaited them.
Wrapped in his officer's cape and clapping his three-cornered hat down
hard on his head against the chilling wind, Washington went out to see at
firsthand how his men were faring. As he went from tent to tent, he saw the
men dressed in rags and huddling around small fires, trying to get together
a meal of something hot. As he went on, he suddenly encountered a single
soldier, bent over a small metal apparatus in which he had lit a few very
small, tallow candles.
Intrigued, Washington asked him what he was doing. Startled, the man
jumped to his feet and saluted. Just at that moment he had little expected to
find his commander so near. But again Washington repeated his request: To
understand why the soldier had lit those little candles here, in the middle of
nowhere.
The soldier, who of course was Jewish, began to unfold the age-old tale: Of
foreign Greeks who, upon conquering the holy land of Israel, had entered the
Temple and had placed their idols in the most sacred place of worship. And
he told how the valiant Maccabees, no longer able to bear the evil degrees
forbidding the performance of Jewish ritual and the learning of Torah, rose
up against their lords even though they greatly outnumbered them and were
better armed – “Just like here, only more so”, he interspersed. Nevertheless,
through the grace of Heaven, the Jews succeeded in removing the Greeks
from their land.
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And last of all the soldier explained how the Jews purified the sanctuary
and, finding only one container of oil which remained undefiled, they used
it to light the menorah. Yet miraculously that one container of oil, which
should have been enough for only one day, instead lasted for eight - until
new oil could be made. And this, he told the general, is why he was lighting
those little lights.
General Washington stood enthralled. He looked at the little flames, and at
the face of the Jew. Then, he laid a firm hand on the man's shoulder. “You
are a Jew,” he exclaimed, “from the nation of prophets! I treat what you
just said as a message from the Al-mighty Himself! With your little lights
and your inspiring story, you have struck new courage in my troubled
heart.” The General shook the young soldier’s hand, saluted, then turned to
continue on his rounds.
What happened the next day is history: Washington’s forces scored a victory
over the British, and this proved to be the beginning of their total success.
Eventually it led to the independence of the United States of America from
England.
But what is less known is the following. That Jewish soldier survived the war
and returned to his home in Boston. [Another version: New York City, on
Broome Street – ed.]
One evening, some two years later, he was sitting with his family around
the dinner table when there was a knock at the door. He was astonished
to see two very official-looking men standing there, but after a moment he
recovered his poise and invited them in.
After introductions, one of the men stepped forward and took out a small
box covered in velvet, from his inside coat pocket. With a cheerful smile, he
handed it to the Jewish host, saying, “Here, take this. It is for you.”
The veteran soldier looked from one face to the other for some sign of what
was going on. Slowly he opened the box. It was plushly lined, setting off a
brilliant gold medallion. On it was engraved picture of a menorah with the
words inscribed: “With admiration, from George Washington.”
Ono of the visitors then handed him a letter from the first president himself.
“This will explain everything,” he said.
“My dear friend,” was the salutation. “You don’t know what you
accomplished that night at Valley Forge. I couldn’t sleep that night because
I was sure that we had no chance of winning. We lacked ammunition. We
were outnumbered ten to one. We didn’t even have food or bedding for the
soldiers. When I saw those boys lying asleep in the freezing cold under those
thin blankets it took away my resolve.
“I made up my mind then and there… to surrender.
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“But your lights and your words changed all that. If it wasn’t for you and
your menorah, I don’t know if we would be standing here today as free men.
So, we decided to present this medallion to you as a testimonial to that
night, which was a turning point in our struggle for freedom.”
(For those that doubt the authenticity of this story - This medallion is part
of the permanent collection in the Jewish Museum in New York!)
~~~~~~~~~~~
Source: Compiled and adapted by Yerachmiel Tilles from several Jewish and
non-Jewish sources on the World Wide Web.
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The Warden
who Counted Candles
For being a Jew and wanting to live like one, Reb Asher Sosonkin, a devoted
Lubavitcher chassid, was sentenced to ten years imprisonment in a Siberian
labor camp. There, he and other "political" prisoners lived, cut off from the
outside world, in the harshest conditions, together with prisoners who were
fearsome criminals.
One day, Reb Asher was approached by another prisoner who asked him
about his observance of Shabbat, which had become somewhat of a legend
in the camp. This Jew, whose name was Nachman Rozman, was born into
a traditional family, but at an early age abandoned Judaism and became
a staunch Communist. Now he decided that he also wanted to observe
Shabbat.
Reb Asher encouraged him, but with fear and trepidation, for disobedience
to camp regulations was punished severely. Rozman, however, would not
be discouraged. He began to staunchly observe Shabbat using ruses which
were sometimes successful, and often not.
Once, another Jew said to him, "You can't copy Sosonkin! Why, he doesn't
even eat non-kosher food, but you eat anything!"
When he heard this unfamiliar idea, Nachman came to Reb Asher to find
out what was this "kosher" food. Reb Asher explained to him that Jews eat
only animals which are designated in the Torah as kosher, and then, only
when they are slaughtered in a prescribed manner. From then on, Nachman
resolved to eat only kosher, too. To think that this scenario was being played
out in the grim setting of a Communist labor camp, where a scrap of meat
was a coveted delicacy, is almost unbelievable, and yet it happened.
How did this totally assimilated Jew find the strength of character to
maintain his beliefs? He had served in the army and attained a high rank,
but nevertheless, he was sentenced to fifteen years hard labor. He felt
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betrayed. Perhaps he also thought anti-Semitism played a part in his arrest
and sentencing. Now, in the camp, he resolved to return to Judaism.
After a day of ceaseless labor, he would come to Reb Asher to discuss
Torah and to learn how to perform mitzvot. He longed to learn how to pray
from a real prayer book, but alas there were none in the camp. Reb Asher
transcribed the Hebrew prayers phonetically into Russian for the man
and his joy was boundless. Thereafter, he recited the prayers with great
happiness and devotion every day.
The friendship between the two men was a true blessing, giving them
someone with whom to share their pain and even find a bit of joy in
observing Torah together. When Chanukah approached, Reb Asher taught
his friend the story of the festival. Reb Asher suggested that they find some
discarded sardine cans in the kitchen and try to construct some kind of
menorah from them; there might even be some oil left over in the cans.
But Nachman wouldn't hear of it. How can we celebrate such a great festival
using old cans? I have a friend who is a tinsmith and for a few rubles, I'm
sure he'll make us a Chanukah menorah!"
Reb Asher was uneasy lest their plan become known, but seeing his friend's
enthusiasm, he didn't have the heart to discourage him.
When Chanukah arrived, the shining tin menorah was completed. They
set it up in a small room adjacent to their barracks and lit it each night,
reciting the blessings in front of Jews and gentiles alike, who formed a tight
circle around Reb Asher and the menorah so that the light wouldn’t be seen
outside. All seemed to bask in its light and take courage from the Chanukah
story which Reb Asher would tell every night.
But, unfortunately, every group has a troublemaker, and the peace of
lighting the Chanukah lights wasn't to last. On the fifth night, shortly after
they lit the menorah, a man in a warden's uniform, whom none of them
recognized, walked into the room and announced a roll call. This was a
departure from the usual schedule, for ordinarily, after ten at night, the
prisoners were free to do as they wished. For some reason, on this night,
they had to line up and be counted.
As the names were being called out, one of the prisoners whispered to Reb
Asher that he had been informed on, and the roll call was just a pretense to
arrest him. The rule against practicing religion in the camp was matched by
an equally severe prohibition against lighting a fire anywhere in the camp
buildings. All the buildings were constructed of wood, and it was feared that
they could easily go up in flames.
"While he's reading the roll, run out and throw the candles in the snow.
They’ll find the menorah but you can say you don't know anything about it,"
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suggested the man to Reb Asher.
The danger was real and life-threatening, but Reb Asher could not bear to
discard the holy lights which he had worked so hard to obtain and had lit
with such sacrifice these five nights!
The roll call seemed to go on interminably. When the warden came to Reb
Asher's name, he paused, and stared at the lights in the menorah. Then he
called out, "P'yat? (Five?)"
"P'yat!" Reb Asher replied in a loud firm voice. The warden then continued
calling out the rest of the names as if nothing unusual had happened.
The prisoners were shocked. Not only had Reb Asher lit a prohibited fire, but
to compound the crime, it was a "religious" fire. No one could conceive how
two obviously Jewish men had lit a menorah for five nights of Chanukah,
and now, when they were discovered, nothing happened! This was truly a
Chanukah miracle!
Reb Asher never understood what happened that night. Who was that
warden? Why had he mentioned the number of candles? Was he a fellow Jew
who was drawn to the sight of a menorah? Was he Elijah the Prophet? The
Chanukah miracle remained a mystery to the end of Reb Asher's life.
May his memory be blessed.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Source: Adapted by Yerachmiel Tilles from Kfar Chabad Magazine, L'Chaim Weekly
(#498), and Sichat HaShavuah.

Biographical note:
Asher Sasonkin [?- 5 Heshvan 5748 (Oct. 1987 C.E.)] spent many years in Siberia
for the “crime” of helping to keep Judaism alive in communist USSR. In 1964
he was able to emigrate to Brooklyn, where he served as a shamash in “770”
(Lubavitch International Headquarters Synagogue) for 23 years, and where his fiery
prayers inspired new generations of young chassidim.
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Bend Down

All his chassidim strove to be present when Rabbi David of Tolna kindled
his Chanukah lights. It was a powerful event. The Rebbe would be in an
exalted state, intensely focused. In addition, his menorah was something
quite impressive in itself. It was made of pure gold, and magnificently crafted
with intricate designs. The chassidim who merited to be in his presence then
would be inspired, and the nights of Chanukah would be filled with joyous
festive songs and melodies.
One year, on the first night of Chanukah, just before the time to light the
flame, the Rebbe was standing before the golden menorah, involved in his
last-moment inner preparations. The crowd of chassidim pressed around
him. Unexpectedly, the Rebbe turned to a certain chassid and said, "I know
that your wife is quite short. When you need to speak to her, what do you
do? Do you bend over towards her or does she stand on her toes to raise
herself up to your height?"
Immediately upon uttering this remarkable question, the Rebbe turned
back to the glass bowl filled with olive oil on the right-most branch of the
menorah, recited the three blessings and kindled the first light.
The astonished man to whom the Rebbe had directed his question, as well
as all the other Tolner chassidim, were totally bewildered by the Rebbe's
mysterious words. No one could even begin to suggest what the tzaddik
could possibly have meant.
Standing among the chassidim at the time was Rabbi Mordechai Dov of
Hornsteipel, a grandson of one of the Rebbe's brothers, who was already
known as a tzaddik. He had come to visit with his relatives for a while.
Seeing how perplexed the chassidim were by their Rebbe's words, he cleared
his throat and addressed them.
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"Shall I explain to you what my holy great-uncle said? It is taught in
Kabbalah that 'The Divine Presence never descends lower than ten’
(tefachim/fists from the ground). The one exception is the Chanukah light.
According to its law, ideally it should be lit at a height of less than ten
tefachim1 (but higher than three tefachim) above the ground. Then the Divine
Presence will descend to 'lower than ten.'
"The holy Ari of Tsfat stated that this secret of the descent of the Divine
Presence is the mystical root of the Talmudic statement 'If your wife is short,
bend over and whisper to her.' [Baba Metzia 59a]. It is this secret that the
Rebbe, my great-uncle, wished to hint at and invoke with his words to that
tall chassid."
The next evening, when it was time to kindle the second light, the Rebbe
of Tolna turned to a different chassid, and again said something baffling
that no one could penetrate. Then, as he turned back to the menorah, he
addressed his great-nephew, the young tzaddik, and remarked, "This time
you will not be able to decipher it for them."
And so it was.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Source: Translated and freely adapted by Yerachmiel Tilles from Sippurei Chassidim-Festivals
and subsequently published in my 2nd book, Festivals of the Full Moon.
Biographical notes: Rabbi David Twerski of Tolna [1808-10 Iyar 1882], son of the famed
tzaddik, Rabbi Mordechai of Chernobyl, had thousands of chassidim who relied on his
leadership. His works include Magen David. There is a Tolner Shul in Tsfat even today.

Rabbi Mordechai Dov Twerski of Hornisteipel [1840 – 22 Elul 1904]
was named after his two maternal great-grandfathers, Rabbi Mordechai of
Chernobyl and Rabbi DovBer of Lubavitch. He was also a direct descendant
of Rabbi Zusha of Anipoli and the son-in-law of Rabbi Chaim of Sanz. A
highly respected Talmudic scholar, he was also the author of a popular book
of chassidic guidance, Pelle Yoetz.
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1 tefach (fist) = 8 centimeters = approx. 3.2 inches

Chanukah
in Bergen-Belsen

In one of the last groups to arrive in Bergen-Belsen towards the tail end of World War II
was a middle-aged Jew from somewhere in Hungary who became known to all the other
inmates as Reb Shmelke. His full name was Shmuel-Shmelke Shnitzler, a chassid and
Torah scholar. He was of charismatic appearance - very tall and distinguished looking, with
strikingly warm and penetrating eyes.
What astounded everyone around him the most, though, was that Reb Shmelke maintained
a mood of genuine cheerfulness, a rare disposition to find in the hellish environment of the
camp. Although he underwent the same harsh terrors and the suffering, the hunger and
the abuse, that was the daily portion for the Jews in the camp, his demeanor and behavior
seemed to indicate that somehow he wasn’t affected the same way as everyone else. It was
almost as if he weren’t really there.
How was he able to maintain a positive manner under such conditions? Nobody knew. But
it was clear, nevertheless, that he was he drawing immeasurable fortitude and inspiration
from some unlimited source.
He even was able to be a fountain of encouragement for his fellow prisoners. He would say
to his companions at every opportunity, “A Jew and despair are contradictory in essence;
they cannot co-exist.” Whenever possible he would organize a minyan for prayer, especially
on Shabbat. At nights he would enliven all those around him with stories of the great
chassidic rebbes, momentarily transporting them to other worlds and places, enabling them
to temporarily forget their sufferings of body and soul.
To the utter amazement of all, Reb Shmelke even found favor in the eyes of a few of the
cruelest S.S. guards in the camp. Through these connections he was able to aid a number of
the inmates.
He was assigned the job of removing from the barracks the dead bodies of the many who
died from starvation. He would treat them with as much respect as possible. Others might
consider this a gruesome task, but Reb Shmelke considered it to be the ultimate of holy
work that he could do under the circumstances.
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In addition to the prevailing conditions of horror in the camp under which the Jews barely
managed to survive, Reb Shmelke was nagged by another compelling problem, one that was
increasing in urgency with each day that went past: How could he possibly obtain oil with
which to kindle the lights of Chanukah? The holiday was only a few short days away.
He consulted everyone with whom he came into contact that he thought might be able
to help, but no one had any oil or even anything that could be substituted for it. All said
that to obtain anything flammable in the concentration camp was unimaginable as well as
impossible.
Still, Reb Shmelke did not give in to despair. The mitzvah of kindling the Chanukah lights
was much too important to him. He also realized how much encouragement and hope it
would offer the Jews in the camp—to shine light into the deepest of darknesses, to celebrate
the victory of few over the many, the pure over the impure….
On the day before Chanukah, Reb Shmelke had to hurry to one of the barracks near the
end of the camp, where someone had died just that day. Not far from the fence at the edge
of the camp, he stumbled when his foot sunk into a patch of red earth that turned out to be
covering a small hole. It was clear to him that someone had dug this hole on purpose.
He gazed at the shallow depression, and after a moment perceived the sun reflecting off
something in it. He looked closer and saw there was a solid object buried there, now slightly
revealed. He knelt down and scooped out some dirt with his hands. It was a small jar, halffilled with congealed liquid! Could it be? Could it possibly be!
He removed its cover as quickly as he could and dipped his finger in gingerly. It was oil! His
thoughts immediately flashed to the original Chanukah miracle of the finding of the single
flask of oil. How could this be happening? Was he dreaming?
Then he noticed that the jar had been concealing other objects beneath it. He dug some
more with his hands and uncovered a small package wrapped in a swatch of cloth. In it were
eight small cups and eight thin strands of cotton!
Now convinced that someone had intentionally buried this Chanukah kit, Reb Shmelke
quickly replaced everything back into the hole and filled it in with the dirt he had removed,
carefully smoothing the surface. It would be too dangerous to keep the materials in his
possession until Chanukah began the next day in the evening. Besides, perhaps it belonged
to someone.
After he completed he job he had been sent upon, Reb Shmelke circulated among as many
of the inmates he could during the rest of the day and the evening, casually asking with an
air of innocence if anyone had concealed a quantity of oil in a hiding place. Everyone stared
at him as if he were out of his mind.
The next night, all the Jews of Reb Shmelke’s barrack crowded around him as he stood
poised to light the first candle of Chanukah. He struck the match, and then recited the
blessings with great emotion before touching the tiny flame to the thin strand of wick
projecting out of the miniature cup containing the precious drops of oil. It was a scene from
a storybook in stark contrast to the dour, harsh environment of the concentration camp, a
ray of hope that repeated itself each of the eight nights.
Reb Shmelke managed to survive the next few months until finally the conquering Allied
forces liberated the camp. His faith and hope had proven victorious. After the official
conclusion of the war, he returned to his town in Hungary, to try to reassemble the pieces of
his broken life.
Several years later, he was able to make the journey to the United States of America. One
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important stop for him there was to visit the Satmar Rebbe, Rabbi Yoel Teitelbaum,
originally from Hungary too but who now lived in Brooklyn. The Rebbe, it turned out,
already knew of Reb Shmelke and his deeds, and welcomed him with great warmth.
After they conversed for a while the Rebbe suddenly switched subjects and said to him, “I
hear that you had the great honor of lighting Chanukah candles in Bergen-Belsen.”
“How does the Rebbe know that?” sputtered Reb Shmelke in wonderment.
“I heard, I heard,” replied the Rebbe, smiling mysteriously.
A few moments later the Rebbe bent over to his astonished visitor and whispered in his ear,
“I am the one who hid the oil, the cups and the wicks in that hole next to the fence. I did it
when I was imprisoned in the camp the year before you, before my miraculous escape.
“At the moment I did it,” the Rebbe added, “I believed with all my heart that at the right time
it would be found by the right person who would know exactly what to do with it.”
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Source: Translated and adapted from Sichat HaShavua #468, and subsequently
published in my 2nd book, Festivals of the Full Moon.
Biographical note: Rabbi Yoel Teitelbaum [1888-26 Av 1979], was part of an
extraordinary escape from Bergen-Belsen in 1944, after which he went to the Holy
Land. In 1947 he moved to the USA, where he established himself as the Satmar
Rebbe in the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn, doing extensive work in establishing
Torah education networks. Famed as the leader of the largest chassidic group
in the world and of Hungarian Jewry in general, and as the spiritual leader of
the opposition to a Jewish political government in Israel, he was also universally
recognized as one of the greatest Torah scholars of his generation.
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The Highest Bid

The Jews of Razhvanitz were mostly quite poor, but being chassidim, their
poverty did not dampen their inbred happy spirits. The secret of their joy lay
on the other side of the Austrian-Galicia border, for in the town of Sadigora
lived their rebbe, the tzaddik, Rabbi Avraham-Yaakov.
To travel to the Rebbe in those days was very expensive, far beyond the
modest means of most of the chassidim. So what they arranged as a
community was that each one would make periodic small contributions to a
special fund, dedicated for spending festivals and special occasions with the
Rebbe. When the time came, the winner of a lottery would get an expensespaid trip to the Rebbe as a representative of the entire congregation.
There, in Sadigora, this representative received special attention from
the Rebbe. The tzaddik would invite him to his house and listen intently
to a detailed report on the personal situation of each of his chassidim in
Razhvanitz. Also, before the representative departed for home, the Rebbe
always gave him a coin of pure silver.
These coins were treated by the chassidim as a communal treasure. A
special place was designated for them to be kept, and over the years a large
number accumulated.
One year, a month before Chanukah, the leaders of the community called a
special meeting in the shul to discuss a matter of major importance. When
the senior trustee rose to speak, everyone in the crowded audience could see
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that he was pulsing with awe and excitement.
“As you know,” he began after the appropriate salutations, “we now have
a significant amount of the holy silver coins from the Rebbe and their total
worth has become quite considerable. It is time to use them for a holy
purpose. We propose taking them to a G-d-fearing silversmith, who will melt
them together and fashion from them a giant, glorious Chanukah menorah.”
The speaker paused. He seemed to be growing even more excited. As he drew
a deep breath before he resumed, all the chassidim were on the edge of their
seats.
“The menorah will have a prominent place in our shul. On Chanukah, the
privilege of lighting it will be auctioned each night to the highest bidder. The
money will be used for communal needs, including the various tzedakah
funds for helping the poor and the sick and endowing brides.”
The audience greeted the proposal with unanimous wild approval. When the
first night of Chanukah arrived, both the men’s and women’s sections of the
shul were packed, more even than on Yom Kippur. There was barely room to
breathe, but who was interested in breathing? Everyone stared fixated at the
southern wall of the shul, where the exquisitely crafted, magnificent silver
menorah shone and sparkled.
The auction began. The bids rose steadily upward, and soon all the poorer
people and even those of average means were forced to drop out. The
wealthy continued to call out higher and higher amounts in spirited
competition. In the end, the merit of lighting the first candle ever on the new
menorah was acquired by Reb Lipa the timber merchant. In an emotionally
charged voice he chanted the three blessings with intense concentration
and fervor. Then, even before the chorus of loud Amens had completely died
down, he stretched out his right hand with the shamash candle to kindle the
precious menorah.
The same story repeated itself for the next seven nights. The wealthy
chassidim strove with fiery enthusiasm to outbid each other, while the poor
majority resigned themselves that this merit would forever remain out of
their reach. At least they were privileged to answer Amen and to see the holy
menorah alight.
One person only could not get himself to accept this ‘decree’. That was Reb
Baruch the tinsmith. He was a totally dedicated chassid who was bound
by love and devotion to his Rebbe with all the strings of his soul. It pained
him deeply that he could not have the opportunity to personally light the
menorah made of the Rebbe’s silver coins, not even a single time.
Chanukah passed. A dreary winter settled on the town, but not for Baruch,
who energetically added hours to his already long working day. All the extra
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cash he was able to earn, he wrapped in a special bundle and dedicated
to the fulfillment of his burning desire. The months sped by. Tishrei, with
its many festivals and extra expenses came and went, and still Baruch
remained with a significant stake, carefully preserved for the Festival of Light
to come.
But then, just a month or so before Chanukah, Baruch’s wife, Shifra,
fell sick. The usual natural treatments and folk remedies were all tried,
but nothing helped the seriously ailing woman. Baruch was forced to call
a doctor from the big city, whose hefty fee took a sizable bite out of his
precious horde. Was the remainder enough? He would never know. It all
went to purchase quantities of the expensive medicines that the doctor
prescribed. Thank G-d, Shifra recovered fully, but financially the bankrupted
tinsmith was back to the bottom rung.
Chanukah arrived. The auction began. Baruch’s frustration kept building.
He had been so close to attaining his heart’s desire....
The second night. The third night. The fourth night. Baruch stared with
burning eyes at the shining pure menorah.
The fifth night. The sixth night. The seventh night. He felt as if his heart was
about to burst.
The bidding on the eighth night mounted quickly, as all those who could
afford to take part reflected how it would be a whole year until the next
opportunity. Suddenly, to everyone’s surprise, Reb Baruch could be seen
pushing his way through to the bima. He leapt up the steps of the platform
and cried out fervently:
“My brothers and friends! This is the second year that I, a mere tinsmith,
have been consumed with the desire to light our wonderful menorah. For a
whole year I exhausted myself to put aside money, coin by coin, to acquire
this unique privilege. Then, my wife got sick, and it all went for her medical
expenses. Believe me, I can’t bear it anymore—my soul longs and thirsts. So
now I have an idea. My little house is worth three hundred crowns; I pledge
my house to this holy congregation! I’ll continue to live in it, but I’ll pay
monthly rent money to the community chest. Please accept my offer and my
prayer, and restore to life the soul of a poor tinsmith.”
The sincerity and innocence of Baruch’s plea deeply touched everyone in the
room. Virtually in unison they all called out, “Mazaltov! Sold to Reb Baruch!”
There was not a dry eye or an untrembling heart in the shul when Baruch
lit the leftmost candle of the holy menorah. Many would say afterwards that
the flames that rose from the eight wicks were outshone by the fire exploding
from the depths of the tinsmith’s heart.
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~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Source: Translated and freely adapted by from Sichat HaShavua #257, and
subsequently published in my 2nd book, Festivals of the Full Moon.
Biographical note: Rabbi Avraham Yaakov Friedman (20 Cheshvan 1819-11 Elul
1883), the first of the Sadigorer dynasty, was the second son and successor of his
famous father, the ‘heiliker Rhyzhiner,’ the holy R. Yisrael of Rhyzhin (1797-1850),
who passed away in Sadigora. His elder son, R. Yitzchak (1849-1917), became the
first Boyanner Rebbe. His younger son, Yisrael (1853-1907), succeeded him in
Sadigora as the rebbe of tens of thousands.
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