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She weeps, yea, she weeps in the night, and her tears are on her cheek; she has no comforter among all
her lovers; all her friends have betrayed her; they have become her enemies.
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Rabbi Yisrael Zev Gustman (1908-1991) was a Talmudic genius. As a young man, he married the
daughter of a top rabbi in Vilna, the center of Jewish life in the early 20th century. Rabbi Gustman's
father-in-law died shortly before the wedding, thus the young 20-year-old inherited a seat on the
illustrious rabbinical court of Rabbi Chaim Ozer Grodzinski, the head of European Jewry prior to WW2.

World War Two broke out in September 1939, with the Third Reich attacking Poland. Soon the Nazi
murder machine followed the Wehrmacht, and the mass extermination of Jews at the front began.
Meanwhile, pursuant to the secret treaty known as the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, the Soviet Union
invaded and took over the eastern areas of Poland and all of Lithuania.

Rabbi Gustman related that during the entire period of the War, he recited Vidduy (the confession
before death) hundreds of times, because death approached so close and so frequently. At such times
he used the short form of the Viduy because he was unsure if he would be alive long enough to recite
the long form.

On one occasion, the Nazis decided to "liquidate" all the Jews in a Vilna labor camp. Rabbi Gustman and
other Jews were marched to the Ponary Forest outside of Vilna and lined up at the edge of a long pit. An
SS man walked down the line of Jews and shot them in the head one by one, after which each one fell
backwards into the pit. When the SS man came to Rabbi Gustman, he shot him in the head as well.
Rabbi Gustman felt the bullet and fell into the pit as the others had, assuming he was dying.
But once in the pit, he found that he could move his hands and feet. He was alive! He lay still until the
Nazis had finished their work, then untangled himself from all the corpses and pulled himself out of the
pit. Rabbi Gustman attributes his survival in that instance to an open miracle: The bullet was actually
embedded in his skull, though was invisible and no apparent wound had been inflicted.
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On another occasion in the Ponary Forest, Rabbi Gustman was present when Jewish families were
brought. A pit had been dug and the men were separated to stand on one side of the pit while the
women and children stood on the other side. The Nazis then took the children out of their mothers'
arms, flung them up in the air, then shot them while they were still in the air – after which they would
fall into or be hurled into the pit. Mothers would run up to the Nazis and beg to be killed first as not to
witness the death of their children.

Seeing this horrific scene, Rabbi Gustman could not hold himself back and determined to speak to the
hearts of the executioners. He approached the Nazi officer in charge of the massacre and requested
permission to speak to him. In response, the Nazi bashed him in the head with the butt of his rifle, and
Rabbi Gustman fell to the ground bleeding from a gash in his head.

When he later lived in Jerusalem, Rabbi Gustman used to stand and watch the children march through
the streets each year during the Jerusalem Day parade. He explained: "My eyes that have seen children
murdered can appreciate the sight of Jewish children marching in joy through the streets of Jerusalem."

Murder of Only Son
Rabbi Gustman had an only son, Meir HY"D, whom he called Meirke. He was the apple of Rabbi
Gustman's eye, a boy as sweet and beautiful as any little boy one can imagine. During an Aktion against
the Jewish children of the Vilna Ghetto, the SS found the improvised hiding place that Rabbi Gustman
had found for 4-year-old Meirke. Rabbi Gustman lifted the boy and held him in his arms to protect him.
But the Nazis beat and beat the boy as Rabbi Gustman held him, until blood flowed all over his father's
body. When they were convinced the boy was dead, they pushed Rabbi Gustman and his son into a pile
of manure.

Rabbi Gustman washed and buried his precious son's body himself and took off the boy's shoes, which
he exchanged for bread for his starving wife and daughter. His usual procedure was to divide all the food
he managed to obtain, giving the largest portion to his daughter, the next largest portion to his wife,
and the smallest portion for himself. But this time, as he tried to consume his portion of bread, he found
himself unable to do so; he felt he was consuming his own son's flesh, as it is written in Deuteronomy
28:53, "And you shall eat the flesh of your children."

Saved from the Ghetto
One night Rabbi Gustman's young daughter told her father that they were starving in the Ghetto and
that they should leave. Rabbi Gustman knew it was mortal danger to try to escape from the Ghetto, as
many had attempted to do so and had been shot (including Rabbi Gustman's own brother). But the little
girl insisted that they needed to escape. After hearing the heartfelt plea of his little daughter, Rabbi
Gustman decided on the spot that they would flee.

The Gustmans managed to escape through a small gap in the fence without being seen by the Nazis.
They walked along the side of the road, reaching the forest near Vilna. Shortly afterwards the Nazis
"liquidated" the Ghetto of Vilna, slaughtering the Jews still clinging to life there. They had escaped
before the ultimate catastrophe.

Once while hiding in the forest, Rabbi Gustman found a single pea without the peapod and had a
question about how to divide it between himself, his wife, and his daughter, all of whom were suffering
from hunger pangs. He ultimately decided to divide the single pea into two halves and gave one half to
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his wife and the other half to his daughter, foregoing his own share. From this episode and others like it,
Rabbi Gustman would say that he learned the value of food.

Forest Partisan
When Rabbi Gustman reached the forest, his plan was to become a partisan to fight against the Nazis
and defend himself and his family. However, to be accepted as a partisan, there was a single condition:
A person had to come with a weapon.

Rabbi Gustman's opportunity came when he saw a lone Nazi soldier passing through a quiet place in the
forest. Rabbi Gustman jumped the soldier, threw his rifle as far as away as he could, and killed the
soldier with his bare hands. Years later Rabbi Gustman would look down at his hands and say, "I fulfilled
the mitzvah of killing Amalek with my bare hands."

At times when the partisans were hiding deep in the forest from the Wehrmacht, with food and water
extremely scarce, the partisans lips were so parched and their tongues so heavy that they lost the ability
to speak. In order to be able to communicate when necessary, the partisans were forced to rub bird
droppings on their mouth, in that way regaining the minimum ability to speak.

Saved by the Garden
Prior to the war, Rabbi Gustman was once traveling outside Vilna with his teacher, the sagely Rabbi
Chaim Ozer. Rabbi Chaim Ozer pointed out a cave and said, "Remember this cave." Rabbi Gustman had
no idea why.

Further en route, Rabbi Chaim Ozer spent a great deal of time pointing out to Rabbi Gustman various
plants, explaining which types were good to eat and which were poisonous. At the time, Rabbi Gustman
was puzzled: What made Rabbi Chaim Ozer – whose sole pursuit was Torah study – spend his time on a
lesson in botany?

During the war years, as Rabbi Gustman and his family hid from the Nazis in the forest, they were
dependent on whatever wild plants he could gather for nourishment. He then understood the
importance of that lesson – and credited Rabbi Chaim Ozer with prophetic foresight in instructing him
on techniques of wilderness survival.

After the war, Rabbi Gustman lived in America, and eventually made his way to Jerusalem where he
headed a prominent yeshiva. Till the end of his days, as a mark of gratitude toward the plants to which
he owed his life, Rabbi Gustman personally served as gardener of the yeshiva building in Jerusalem.

6.  The Rabbi and the Professor 
by Rabbi Ari Kahn 
Many years ago when I was a relatively young yeshiva student I had the opportunity to study with one
of the great rabbis of the previous generation. His name was Rabbi Yisroel Zeev Gustman and he may
have been one of the greatest rabbis of the 20th century. He was certainly the greatest "unknown"
rabbi: While he fastidiously avoided the limelight and was therefore unfamiliar to the general public, he
was well known to connoisseurs of Torah learning.

His meteoric rise from child prodigy to the exalted position of religious judge in the Rabbinical Court of
Rabbi Chaim Ozer Grodzinski at around the age of 20 was the stuff of legend -- but nonetheless fact.
Many years later, I heard Rav Gustman's own modest version of the events leading to this appointment:
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A singular (brilliant) insight which he shared with his fellow students was later repeated to the visiting
Rav Chaim Ozer, who invited the young student to repeat this same insight the following day in his office
in Vilna. Unbeknownst to Rav Gustman, the insight clinched an argument in a complex case that had
been debated among the judges in Rav Chaim Ozer's court -- and allowed a woman to remarry.

One of the judges adjudicating the case in question, Rabbi Meir Bassin, made inquiries about this young
man, and soon a marriage was arranged with his daughter Sarah. When Rabbi Bassin passed away
before the wedding, Rabbi Gustman was tapped to take his place as rabbi of Shnipishok and to take his
seat on the court. Although Rav Gustman claimed that he was simply "in the right place at the right
time," it was clear that Rav Bassin and Rav Chaim Ozer had seen greatness in this young man.

While a long, productive career on the outskirts of Vilna could have been anticipated, Jewish life in and
around Vilna was obliterated by World War II. Rav Gustman escaped, though not unscathed. He hid
among corpses. He hid in caves. He hid in a pig pen. Somehow, he survived.

For me, Rav Gustman was the living link to the Jewish world destroyed by the Nazis. I never had to
wonder what a Rav in Vilna before the war looked like, for I had seen Rav Gustman, 35 years after the
war. At the head of a small yeshiva in the Rechavia section of Jerusalem, Rav Gustman taught a small
group of loyal students six days a week. But on Thursdays at noon, the study hall would fill to capacity:
Rabbis, intellectuals, religious court judges, a Supreme Court justice and various professors would join
along with any and all who sought a high-level Talmud shiur (class) that offered a taste of what had been
nearly destroyed. When Rav Gustman gave shiur, Vilna was once again alive and vibrant.

One of the regular participants was a professor at the Hebrew University, Robert J. (Yisrael) Aumann.
Once a promising yeshiva student, he had eventually decided to pursue a career in academia, but made
his weekly participation in Rav Gustman's shiur part of his schedule, along with many other more or less
illustrious residents of Rechavia and Jerusalem.

The year was 1982. Once again, Israel was at war. Soldiers were mobilized, reserve units activated.
Among those called to duty was a Reserves soldier, a university student who made his living as a high
school teacher: Shlomo Aumann, Professor Yisrael Aumann's son. On the eve of the 19th of Sivan, in
particularly fierce combat, Shlomo fell in battle.

Rav Gustman mobilized his yeshiva: All of his students joined him in performing the mitzvah of burying
the dead. At the cemetery, Rav Gustman was agitated: He surveyed the rows of graves of the young
men, soldiers who died defending the Land. On the way back from the cemetery, Rav Gustman turned
to another passenger in the car and said, "They are all holy." Another passenger questioned the rabbi:
"Even the non-religious soldiers?" Rav Gustman replied: "Every single one of them." He then turned to
the driver and said, "Take me to Professor Aumann's home."

The family had just returned from the cemetery and would now begin the week of shiva -- mourning for
their son, brother, husband and father. (Shlomo was married and had one child. His widow, Shlomit,
gave birth to their second daughter shortly after he was killed.)

Rav Gustman entered and asked to sit next to Professor Aumann, who said: "Rabbi, I so appreciate your
coming to the cemetery, but now is time for you to return to your Yeshiva." Rav Gustman spoke, first in
Yiddish and then in Hebrew, so that all those assembled would understand:
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"I am sure that you don't know this, but I had a son named Meir. He was a beautiful child. He was taken
from my arms and executed. I escaped. I later bartered my child's shoes so that we would have food,
but I was never able to eat the food -- I gave it away to others. My Meir is a kadosh -- he is holy -- he and
all the six million who perished are holy."

Rav Gustman then added: "I will tell you what is transpiring now in the World of Truth in Gan Eden -- in
Heaven. My Meir is welcoming your Shlomo into the minyan and is saying to him ‘I died because I am a
Jew -- but I wasn't able to save anyone else. But you -- Shlomo, you died defending the Jewish People
and the Land of Israel.' My Meir is a kadosh, he is holy -- but your Shlomo is a Shaliach Zibbur – a Cantor
in that holy, heavenly minyan."

Rav Gustman continued: "I never had the opportunity to sit shiva for my Meir; let me sit here with you
just a little longer."

Professor Aumann replied, "I thought I could never be comforted, but Rebbi, you have comforted me."

Rav Gustman did not allow his painful memories to control his life. He found solace in his students, his
daughter his grandchildren, and in every Jewish child. He and his wife would attend an annual parade
(on Yom Yerushalayim) where children would march on Jerusalem in song and dance. A rabbi who
happened upon them one year asked the Rabbi why he spent his valuable time in such a frivolous
activity. Rav Gustman explained, "We who saw a generation of children die, will take pleasure in a
generation of children who sing and dance in these streets."

A student once implored Rav Gustman to share his memories of the ghetto and the war more publicly
and more frequently. He asked him to tell people about his son, about his son's shoes, to which the Rav
replied, "I can't, but I think about those shoes every day of my life. I see them every night before I go to
sleep."

On the 28th of Sivan 5751 (1991), Rav Gustman passed away. Thousands marched through the streets
of Jerusalem accompanying Rav Gustman on his final journey. As night fell on the 29th of Sivan, 9 years
after Shlomo Aumann fell in battle, Rav Gustman was buried on the Mount of Olives. I am sure that
upon entering Heaven he was reunited with his wife, his teachers and his son Meir. I am also sure that
Shlomo Aumann and all the other holy soldiers who died defending the People and the Land of Israel
were there to greet this extraordinary Rabbi.

On December 10th 2005, Professor Robert J. Aumann was awarded the Nobel Prize in economics. I am
sure he took with him to Stockholm memories of his late wife Esther, and his son Shlomo. I suspect he
also took memories of his Rabbi, Rav Gustman.

May it be the will of God that the People of Israel sanctify His Name by living lives of holiness which will
serve as a light to the nations – and may no more children, soldiers or yeshiva students ever need to join
that holy minyan in Heaven.

Postscript:

The last time I saw Rav Gustman, I was walking in the Meah Shearim/Geulah section of Jerusalem with
my wife and oldest son who was being pushed in a stroller. It was Friday morning and we saw the Rosh
Yeshiva, we said hello, wished him "Good Shabbes." Then I did something I rarely do: I asked him to
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bless my son. Rav Gustman looked at the toddler, smiled and said "May he be a boy like all the other
boys."

At first, my wife and I were stunned; what kind of blessing was this? We expected a blessing that the
boy grow to be a zaddik -- a righteous man -- or that he be a Talmid Chacham -- a Torah scholar. But no,
he blessed him that he should be "like all the boys."

It took many years for this beautiful blessing to make sense to us. The blessing was that he should have
a normal childhood, that he have a normal life, that he have his health... Looking back, I realize what a
tremendous blessing Rav Gustman gave, and why.
******************************************************************************
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Moshe Ze'ev Flinker was a Jewish youth born in The Hague on October 9, 1926 and killed in Auschwitz
by the Nazi Regime in 1944
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Hodaya Nechama Asulin, 21, succumbed to her wounds on Nov. 22, 2017 from a terrorist attack in 2011 that
left her with severe brain damage. She leaves behind her parents and six brothers and sisters.

The attack took place when Hodaya was 14 years old. She was waiting for a bus home to Mevo Choron near
the Jerusalem Convention Center. Suddenly, there was a massive explosion right near where she was sitting.
Terrorists had planted a powerful bomb in a bag behind the bus stop.

The explosion damaged her brain stem. She remained in a vegetative state for the past six years.

For two years, Odaya lived at Alyn, a world renowned childrens’ rehabilitative hospital. However, her
condition did not improve and doctors came to the decision to move her home. The family prepared a room
in their home for the move. She lived there for four years.

Two weeks before her death, her condition had suddenly deteriorated. At her funeral, her mother Michal
spoke about how fortunate the family was to be with her for her brief life.

“We received you as a gift twice, once 21 years ago and a second time six and a half years ago. An innocent
and pure child, you were exceptionally sensitive, and you had a keen sense of what was happening with
others.

“G-d chose you as an emissary to bear suffering for the people, G-d chose you to be a soldier for the people
of Israel. Pray, Hodaya, for the people of Israel, pray for your family and your many friends. You have
dedicated your soul to sanctify G-d’s name.”

Her father, Eliyahu, noted that “there were a lot of prayers, Torah lessons, and mitzvot, a lot of youth
became stronger thanks to Hodaya. Generation of the future, your prayers were not in vain.”

www.suburbanorthodox.org
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22. Out of the Depths: Rabbi Israel Meir Lau
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