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these stories, they reflect the listener’s recollection and interpretation of the Rebbe’s words.

MY MIND AND MY 
FATHER’S HEART
RABBI AVRAHAM ROTTENBERG

My father was a descendant of the Gerrer 
chasidic dynasty of Poland, in a direct 
line from the Gerrer Rebbe, Rabbi Yisroel 

Rottenberg. Unfortunately, he was not able to stay 
in Poland with his people. When he was drafted 
into the Polish army, he had to run — he escaped 
to Germany where he married my mother. I was 
born in Germany in 1930, but after the Nazis came 
to power — before the start of World War Two 
and the Holocaust — my parents managed to 
immigrate to Israel. 
That is where I grew up and was educated. Shortly 
after I got married, my wife and I were offered 
teaching positions in Brazil, and in the summer 
of 1956, we moved to Sao Paulo. But things didn’t 
turn out as we expected. Because of the problems 
we encountered, I turned to the Lubavitcher 
Rebbe for advice, and thus began my ongoing 
correspondence with him — centered mostly on 

educational issues and challenges.
After a year, we decided to return to Israel. On the 
return trip, we stopped in New York to visit my 
grandmother, and I used this opportunity to meet 
the Rebbe. 
During that audience, we spoke about Brazil and 
my work there. I also confided in him an idea I 
had been mulling over of staying and teaching in 
New York for a bit. Initially, the Rebbe objected, 
“Is there a lack of teachers here? In Brazil they 
need teachers more than in New York.” But when I 
explained that I already found someone to take my 
place in Brazil, the Rebbe didn’t press me further.  
That’s how it happened that we stayed in New 
York for two years (1957-1958), during which time 
I taught at Yeshiva Ohel Moshe in Brooklyn. At the 
end of each school year, I brought my class for an 
audience with the Rebbe, and the Rebbe delivered 
a short talk to the boys. In general, throughout 
those two years I was privileged to have a close 
connection with the Rebbe, and I would like to 
share one anecdote that stands out in my memory.
One day, I received a letter from my brother 
in Israel that my father had suffered a heart 
attack and that his condition is critical. Although 
nowadays it is hard to understand this, back 
then transcontinental telephone calls were rare 
because of the high cost, so the most common 
method of communication was by letter, which 
would take approximately a week to reach the US 
from Israel. I made the calculation that the letter, 
which arrived on Thursday, was probably sent on 
Sunday, meaning that almost a week had passed 
since the incident, and I was very worried about 
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In 1963, while serving as a member of the Kiryat 
Ono Regional Council, I came to the United States 
on a mission to raise funds for the development of 

our town.
The history of Kiryat Ono dates back to the late 1930s 
when it was just a small settlement, but in the early 
1950s a refugee absorption camp was established 
near Kiryat Ono for Jews emigrating from Iraq, 
Romania, Yemen and North Africa. Eventually the 
camp and the town merged, becoming a city largely 
through the efforts of the Regional Council which 
led a building and development effort. However, if 
our goals of establishing institutions that would 
serve our community were to be met, a great deal of 
money was needed.
Once in the United States, I traveled to Los 
Angeles where I met a few representatives of 
the Landsmanshaftn – social organizations of 
Jewish emigrants from European countries. They 
contributed to the Jewish settlers in Israel, whose 
situation in those early years was difficult and who 

subsisted largely on donations from Jews living 
abroad. Afterwards, I went to New York, and I 
asked to meet with the Lubavitcher Rebbe, as per 
instructions from Mr. Yaakov Cohen, the head of the 
Regional Council. The purpose of the meeting was 
to request the Rebbe’s assistance in establishing a 
religious school in Kiryat Ono.
My family was not Torah observant, but my younger 
son had decided to become religious; he started 
wearing a yarmulke and keeping kosher, and he even 
expressed a desire to study in a Torah day school. 
But at that time, there wasn’t even a real synagogue 
in Kiryat Ono and prayer services would be held in 
an apartment repurposed as a shul, and certainly 
there was no yeshivah. This was the situation despite 
the fact that many of the residents were religious or 
traditional, and they would surely have utilized such 
services if we had the funds to provide them.
Mr. Cohen asked me to meet the Rebbe to ask for 
his help with this matter. He had a relationship 
with Lubavitch dating back to his close friendship 
with the Rebbe’s brother, the late Reb Yisroel Aryeh 
Leib Schneerson. They met years earlier when they 
worked together in the Bloomstein book store in Tel 
Aviv, and they had kept up a connection until Reb 
Yisroel Aryeh Leib’s passing ten years prior. 
After I explained to the Rebbe’s secretariat the 
reason that I was requesting a meeting, an audience 
was scheduled for me at midnight. I came to Chabad 
Headquarters and was brought into the Rebbe’s 
study after being told that the meeting could last no 
longer than ten minutes. 
The Rebbe greeted me warmly and asked which 
language I preferred to converse in — English, 
Hebrew or Yiddish — and I chose Yiddish. The Rebbe 
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what might have happened since.
So immediately, I ran to bring a note to the Rebbe, 
stating what my brother had written, that my 
father’s situation was dire and concluding: “I don’t 
even know what to think at this point…”
The answer came back quickly. In his response, 
the Rebbe underlined my words: “I don’t even 
know what to think at this point…” and he wrote on 
the margin, “Shocking!!!” with three exclamation 
marks.
Those exclamation marks conveyed the strength 
of his emotions — “Shocking!!!”
Below that, he wrote in Yiddish: “The instruction 
of our Rebbes is well known: ‘Tracht gut vet zein 
gut — Think good and it will be good. I await good 
news.”
The moment I received this response from the 
Rebbe, I immediately calmed down — I knew 
that my father was still alive. I continued to pray 
and recite psalms, and after a couple of days, I 
mustered the courage to telephone my parents’ 
home. 
When my mother picked up the phone, I asked, 
“How is father?” 
“He’s out of danger,” she replied. “Thursday night 
his condition stabilized.”
I was very relieved to hear that and I wanted to 
inform the Rebbe of the good news. So I made 
my way to Chabad Headquarters for afternoon 
prayers, making sure to stand where the Rebbe 
would see me as he entered.
“Do you have good news for me?” he asked.
“Yes,” I responded.
“My father is out of danger … I just spoke to my 
mother in Israel.”
“When did his condition improve?” the Rebbe 
asked.
“Thursday night.”
“And when did you start to think good?” he 

prompted.
 “When the Rebbe told me to.”
“When was that?”
“Thursday evening.” 
Do you understand what the Rebbe was telling 
me? He was saying that I’m the one who saved 
him! Changing my mode of thinking had an actual 
impact on my father’s recovery! (At the same 
time, I think that in his humility he wanted to 
deflect attention from the fact that in that very 
same Thursday night encounter where he told me 
to “think good,” the Rebbe had given my father his 
blessing, as well!)
“May such things never happen again,” the Rebbe 
declared, adding, “but you must remember to 
always think good.”______________
Rabbi Avraham Rottenberg, a Gerrer chasid and veteran educator, lives 
in Bnei Brak, where he was interviewed in August of 2012. This story 
previously appeared in the film “A Glimpse through the Veil,” produced 
by JEM.
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In honor of the wedding of 
Zushye Kestenbaum of Riverdale, NY 

and Sarina Shrier of Rochester, NY

24th Menachem-Av, 5779

>  5710 — 1950, the Rebbe dispatched his first shliach, 
sending Rabbi Shlomo and Pesia Matusof to serve the 
Jewish community of Morocco. In a letter, the Rebbe 
wrote, “Although it is still difficult to establish the 
specifics of what your work there will entail, as it is a 
new idea, we can expect a broad range of activities in 
the field of strengthening Torah and Judaism… I do not 
write to you as ‘a private individual,’ (as you described 
yourself to me) for no chasid is ‘private,’ but serves 
as a candle to illuminate their surroundings.” The 
Matusofs are the first of over 4,000 (and counting) 
shluchim couples who, at the Rebbe’s behest, serve 
Jewish communities around the globe.1 26 Av

1. Igrot Kodesh vol. 3 page 396 

began by asking me a number of questions about 
my personal history. I told him in brief about my 
experiences in the concentration camps during the 
Second World War, and how I was one of the leaders 
of the illegal immigration ship, SS Exodus. Then he 
questioned me 
about my current 
occupation and 
what I was doing 
in the United 
States. As we 
spoke, I felt that 
he was sincerely 
interested in 
hearing about 
me. Although a 
secretary came 
into the room to 
hurry me out, the 
Rebbe continued to speak with me for a half hour.
Most of all, he wanted to hear about Kiryat Ono. I 
told him about the large number of immigrants who 
had been absorbed into the town — mainly Torah 
observant Jews from Muslim countries, who were in 
need of religious institutions which we were sorely 
lacking. 
The Rebbe asked me how much money we needed 
to raise. Although I didn’t know the exact amount, 
I guessed that to build a Torah school it would take 
about twenty-five thousand dollars, which was a 
considerable amount in those days. To my surprise, 
the Rebbe said that he would donate the entire sum, 
but he set a couple of conditions — one was that 
the local rabbi agreed, and another was that a proper 
contract would be drawn up by a lawyer, ensuring 
that the building would, in fact, be used for the 
intended purpose and that it wouldn’t be used for 
any activities that desecrated Shabbat.
I told the Rebbe that the conditions were acceptable 
to me, but I was just a messenger in this matter and 
not authorized to approve these things.
After I returned, I gave Mr. Cohen a full report of the 
meeting and turned the matter over to him. I know 
that later he traveled to the USA and personally met 
with the Rebbe regarding this issue. Ultimately, it 
was decided that a Torah day school would be built 
and that it would be dedicated in memory of the 

Rebbe’s brother, Reb Yisroel Aryeh Leib.
As a follow up, the Rebbe appointed Rabbi Shmuel 
Chefer as his representative to oversee the fulfillment 
of his conditions. Rabbi Chefer was the administrator 
of schools in Kfar Chabad and his family was close 
to the Rebbe’s brother, so he was the right person 
for the job. The Rebbe also asked that Rabbi Chefer 
participate in the laying of the cornerstone for the 
building. Many senior Israeli officials attended that 
ceremony, including the president of Israel at that 
time, Mr. Zalman Shazar, and the Minister of Internal 
Affairs, Mr. Chaim Moshe Schapira. 
The event took place on Lag B’Omer, 1964, a year 
after my meeting with the Rebbe, and the Rebbe sent 
a special congratulatory letter, which read in part: 
“May it be G-d’s will — and this is the main thing 
— that the laying of the cornerstone for the Talmud 
Torah building be in a good and auspicious time 
… and that in this building Jewish children will be 
educated according to the instruction of our eternal 
and holy Torah.”
Indeed, for very many years that building has served 
as a synagogue and a yeshivah where students came 
to study Torah. ______________
Mr. Milek Kremer has served as a council member and as a vice 
chairman of the Kiryat Ono Regional Council. He was interviewed in 
his home in Raanana in December of 2012.
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>  5714 — 1954, in a letter, the Rebbe encouraged Mr. 
Zalman Shazar, who later became the president of 
Israel, on his participation in a research project on the 
writings and teaching of the Alter Rebbe. The Rebbe 
pointed out that Shazar has a special connection to 
the Alter Rebbe as he bears the Alter Rebbe’s name. 1  
14 Iyar

1. Igrot Kodesh vol. 9 page 36
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In loving memory of
Leah Feiga Bas Meyer

By her children, Simcha and Shellee Pollard, Bruce and 
Jennifer Pollard, Gary and Chris Pollard


