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Tonight we will celebrate Rosh Chodesh Adar.  The rabbis teach us, “mishenichnas adar marbin besimcha, when Adar enters we increase our joy.”

Since Adar is here, we also know that the holiday of Purim is coming soon.   Purim represents the day in which the Jewish people as a whole were saved from the wicked Haman.  Thus, the day of Purim is now always celebrated as a day of feasting and rejoicing, joy and gladness and light for the Jews.

Right now I would like to tell you about another Purim known as Purim Sheni or Purim Kattan, a small Purim.  This is the personal story of Purim that is the tale of how one family was saved from destruction.  

The Talmud Brachot 54a teaches that when you come to a place where a miracle was done on behalf of Israel, we must recite a blessing: “Baruch…sheasah nisim lavoteinu bamakom hazeh.   Blessed are you Hashem for performing a miracle for our forefathers in this very spot.”

The Talmud further explains that this does not only apply to a miracle that affects the entire nation of Israel, but even when coming upon a place where a miracle happened just for you or your family alone.  In such a circumstance one is also obligated to recite a blessing upon seeing the spot where a miracle happened to you or to your family.

This practice developed through Jewish history and another custom arose called a Purim Sheni, or a minor or family Purim.

The custom came to be that when a person or his family was saved from danger they and their family would then accept upon themselves to celebrate a personal Purim on that day.  They would often undertake a pre-holiday fast, give extra charity and then celebrate with a festive meal.  Often the story of their salvation was read from a special megillah during a synagogue service.  
There are literally hundreds of these special, personal Purims recorded throughout Jewish history.  And in many cases the only reason why we have a record of the ones that we know about is because the Purim Sheni affected a very famous family.  Like for example the family of Solomon Maimon, or Rav Yom Tov Lippman Heller.  Or, another example can be seen in the classic work Hayyei Adam, where Rav Avraham Danziger, ends his work of Jewish law with this mitzvah of making a personal, family Purim.  He then says that he himself celebrates a personal Purim on the 15th of Kislev each year, since that was the date that he and his family members were saved from a tragic fire.
Let me begin in the manner of megillat esther and tell you the story and then tell you how I will celebrate a Purim Sheni.  

A few months ago I told you a story about my Oma.  Thanks to her chutzpah my father, my uncle and my grandparents were able to survive the Holocaust as she helped them run away from the Nazis.  My grandfather was a diamond dealer in Antwerp.  One time when the Nazis came to my Grandfather’s home looking for their diamonds, my grandmother had the chutzpah to make sandwiches and hide the diamonds in the sandwiches.  The Nazis looked everywhere but could not find the diamonds which were sitting right there on the kitchen table.  She even offered the Nazis some sandwiches to eat, but the Nazis came in and they couldn’t see the diamonds right in front of their eyes.  All they saw were the sandwiches.

Fast forward sixty years.

Well, wouldn’t you know but one of the members of our congregation, a man by the name of Howard (Chaim) Gutman is now the US Ambassador to Belgium.  He is a great man and a great Ambassador for the U.S.  Every day he works tirelessly on behalf of the US to bring good will and peace to the world.  We should all be very proud of the great work he is doing.

Well, when Ambassador Gutman heard this story, he immediately invited me to Belgium to visit the house my father was in when the Nazis came.

I decided to take Chaim up on his invitation.  So when I was on my way to Israel for our synagogue mission I stopped in Belgium with my six year old son, Elai.  (We were also accompanied by a congregant, 13 year old Benjamin Lieberman, who was coming along on the synagogue trip to Israel.)
Here is the abbreviated story of our journey.  We landed in Brussels at 7 am and were met in the airport by Ambassador Gutman.  Our first stop was to daven shacharit in a synagogue known as The European Synagogue.  I told the rabbi that we were cousin synagogues since we were actually from The National Synagogue.

After that we were brought to personal residence of the Ambassador where we freshened up in the room that President Bush slept in for three nights.  Following that we met with the leadership of the Jewish community of Belgium.  

Then we traveled to Antwerp to see the house my father had lived in.  But first we stopped at the diamond district for lunch.

When we arrived at the diamond district, I was surprised to see that the leadership of the diamond district was waiting for us to greet us and welcome us.  They were prepared for our arrival.

The President of the diamond district said to me, “You look like your great-grandfather.”  I said, “You mean my grandfather.”  He said, “No, your great-grandfather.”

He then took out a book and package of photographs.  In preparation for my visit, the diamond district—under the direction of Jackie Schwartz, an impassioned genealogist who does research on behalf of the Diamond District--had looked through their archives and had found documentation about my family going back three generations.

They had the entry visas of my great-grandfather and great grandmother.  They had the marriage certificate of my grandparents as well as their entry visas.  They had my father’s birth certificate.  And they had pictures.  
They had pictures of every place my family had lived in Antwerp.  And they had pictures of my great grandparents and my grandparents.  And then they showed me pictures of people I had never seen.  They showed me a picture of Mendel and another one of Chaya.  They were my father’s aunt and uncle.  I had never heard of them before.  Now I learned why.  They had been sent to Auschwitz with their four children.  I believe that I now have the only picture that exists of them and their memory.  

They then showed me a picture of my father’s uncle, Simcha, who I had also never heard of.  He went to fight for the Free French army.  I had never heard about Simcha and I still have no idea what happened to him.
When they showed me these pictures I began to weep.  It was so emotional and overwhelming.

The President of the Diamond District asked me: “How was Leo (my grandfather) able to escape, while Mendel could not make it out?”  

So I told him the following story.  

Leo came from Warsaw to Antwerp in 1925.  He was very poor and was having a hard time breaking into the community.  Then one day he found a brown bag in one of the buildings near the diamond district.  It was a bag of diamonds.  

Leo went to the diamond district and announced: “I found a bag.  If someone can accurately describe the contents then I will return the bag to them.”  It turned out that the bag belonged to one of the most successful and wealthiest people in the entire community.  He not only gave my grandfather a reward, but he spread the word to everyone: “Leo Herzfeld is a man that can be trusted.”
Years later, after the Nazis came to my father’s house looking for diamonds, his parents, at my Oma’s urging, decided that it was time to leave.  But by that time it was 1942 and the Nazis were already running the country.  So my Opa returned to the man whose diamonds he had found years earlier.  That man arranged for false papers for my father and his older brother and their parents. 

I looked at the book they gave me and I started to shake.  They had a record of the exit visa of my father and his family.  It listed the date they left the country as February 19, 1942.  This translates into Bet Adar.  

To put this in perspective: the deportations from Belgium began in August of 1942.  Approximately half of Belgium’s Jews from the start of the war were deported to Auschwitz to a near certain death.  Of the estimated 25,000 Jews that were sent to Auschwitz from Belgium only 1,200 are believed to have survived the war.

Later on I learned from Jackie that the Nazis were so frustrated that they did not find my grandfather’s diamonds that the records indicate they sentenced him to prison in abstentia.
As I was standing there in the diamond district, an older man came over to introduce himself.  He knew my grandfather and my father from when they lived in Antwerp. We embraced and I cried again.
The Ambassador and I walked with my son outside.  We stopped for a quick visit at the synagogue next to the Diamond District.  It was built in 1913 but it is most famous for being shot up by the PLO on Shemini Atzeret in1981.  Today that synagogue has an overflowing crowd for the daily Mincha prayer.

We then went to the house my father lived in when the Nazis came.  It was just two blocks away, and was located at 8 Terlistraat.  

I held my son’s hand as we rang the bell.  After a few minutes a woman answered.  I asked to see the kitchen and she kindly let us in.  Bit first she said, “Oh let me clean up!”  It was a very small kitchen and I very much doubt that the kitchen has been remodeled since 1942.  
I squeezed my son’s hand and together we recited the following words.  Baruch attah Hashem…sheasah nissim lavoteinu bamakom hazeh, thank you Hashem for performing miracles to our fathers in this very place.

I then turned to my son and said:

“I often wonder what must have been going through my grandparents’ minds as they made the difficult decision to leave their siblings behind and leave the country.  It must have been incredibly difficult.

But as they left Belgium like fugitives with false papers, I don’t think that they could have ever imagined that their own grandson and great grandson would one day be escorted back into the country by the US Ambassador, Ambassador Howard Gutman—to whom I will be eternally grateful--, and no less a US Ambassador who proudly embraces his own Judaism.

For this too we must make another blessing, Baruch attah Hashem… shehechiyanu vekiyyimanu vehigianu lazman hazeh, Thank you Hashem for bringing us to this very special moment in our lives.”

And so you see, from now on I will celebrate Bet Adar as a Purim Sheni.  That is the day my father left Belgium; that is also the day that his fate was somehow separated from that of his Uncle Mendel; the day that his life was saved while his cousins fate was sealed.  

And so now I am adding another Jewish holiday to my calendar.  On this holiday I will undertake a pre-holiday repentance (I will not fast since it is Rosh Chodesh), recite extra prayers, have a festive meal with my family, give extra charity, and tell the story of my ancestors.

The holiday will take place this Monday night and Tuesday or the 2nd of Adar.  

We are not privy to the plans of the Master of the Universe, but we believe there is a plan. And now I believe more than ever.
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