
Myname is Norbert Weinberg and my Hebrew name is
Natan — Natan Ben Yitzchak Dov. 

I was born in Germany before the Holocaust. My family
almost didn’t make it out; in fact, my father, who was a
doctor in a little town called Bad-Nauheim, was arrested
and sent to Buchenwald for six weeks. But somehow my
mother moved mountains and got him out, and we left for
England and then we came to America. I went to Yeshiva
University and was ordained as a rabbi there. 

In the mid-1950s, I became a principal of a Hebrew School
in Yonkers. After a short time, however, I became quite
discouraged about my work. The children were wonderful;
they wanted to learn, and they loved learning. The parents,
however, were a problem. Although they sent their children
to our Hebrew School, the parents were not religious, in the
sense that they didn’t keep the Torah. I think they did it
because their neighbors did it — it was the thing to do —
but the children were taught one thing in the school and
every night they’d go home and be taught something else. 

I began to feel that I was not making a dent. I was getting
pretty disheartened about the whole thing.

At this time — it was the late 1950s — I was hearing a great
deal about the Rebbe. He was becoming very well known
then; he was becoming a force in Jewish life. So I decided
to see him and ask his advice on the matter. Maybe he

agrees with me that I should switch professions and
become a lawyer or a doctor.

Somehow I arranged an audience with the Rebbe. I don’t
remember the exact details of how it came about, though I
do remember that my late cousin, Zvi Bjorn Bamberger,
came with me. 

We arrived and were told to wait a while. And it was quite
an experience to see the Rebbe up close. I had seen him
before at a number of farbrengens but this was face to face. 

I remember that my cousin and I entered the room, and
there was the Rebbe seated at a desk with a library of books
behind him. He stood up when we walked in. We were
nobody of importance but, nevertheless, he stood up for us,
and shook our hands. This was a great surprise to me, and
it made me feel that he wanted to speak to me.

His first question was, “What language do you want to
speak?” And, although I knew English and German, I said
Yiddish. I felt this was more in keeping with Yiddishkeit. He
said, “Fine.” Obviously, the Rebbe could speak many
languages — I don’t even know how many — certainly
French, since he studied in France, and Russian, since he
was born there, and obviously Yiddish, Hebrew, German
and English. So it was no problem for him what language
we spoke. 

“What is it you’d like to talk about?” he asked. I told him my
entire problem. I explained that I was very discouraged that
I couldn’t make any progress because the families of the
children negated what I taught them and, even if the
children wanted to learn, I didn’t see the point of teaching
them. What was I to do?

“Listen to me,” he said, “I want to tell you something.” 

He said that, according to Jewish law, it is almost
impossible for a court to put anyone to death. We know
that a court that puts someone to death once in seventy
years is called a bloodthirsty court. Rabbi Akiva even said
that if it was up to him nobody would ever be put to death.
So then people ask: If that’s the case why do we have a
death penalty at all? And the reason is, said the Rebbe,
because the Torah wants us to know how serious it is to
kill somebody. 
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The Rebbe continued, “Say a person is, in fact, sentenced to
death. Can you imagine what kind of person this had to be for
the court to hand down that sentence? He had to refuse to
listen to the warning of two witnesses and murder someone
in front of other people; he has no fear and no shame.

“Now think about this: This murderer was sentenced to
death by the court. If he now asks for a glass of water before
the verdict is carried out, he has to make a blessing on that
glass of water just like the greatest tzaddik in the world…” 

I listened quietly, following the Rebbe’s train of thought, but
not quite getting the point just yet. 

“You are asking me,” he continued, “what importance it is
to teach these children. These young kids are guiltless,

they’re just starting out
in life. Each of them could
become the greatest
people, the greatest of
Jews. You’re asking me if
it’s worthwhile to teach
them?! Even a murderer
on the way to execution
would have to make a
bracha the same way a
tzaddik has to make a
bracha. How, then can
you deny this child the

opportunity to recite a bracha? To teach a child to make a
bracha— what can be greater?” 

I was absolutely stunned. During all my time in education,
such a perspective never, ever occurred to me. 

His words sank in, and we spoke a bit about the practical
implications of his approach.

As we were leaving, his final words of advice to me were:
“Don’t worry about it — don’t worry about what they will
or won’t do. You just try your best with them and their
mitzvos will have strength of their own.”

We got up to leave, and he shook our hands. When we
walked out, one of the secretaries asked me, “What did you
speak about for so long?” 

“What do you mean ‘so long’? We only spoke for a minute
or two.”

“You were inside for almost forty-five minutes,” he told me.

When I was with the Rebbe, I hadn’t noticed the passage
of time. I was totally taken aback when I heard that. 

That audience with the Rebbe made a huge difference in my
life, it gave me the strength to go on. When I realized that
any mitzvah that I could plant in the children would have a
force of its own, as the Rebbe had said, I knew that my effort

would not be wasted. 

A rabbi doesn’t have an easy life. As Moses put it, “A little
longer and they will stone me!” It’s not an easy thing. And
yet, it doesn’t matter anymore to me because I know that
any mitzvah I can plant in them is going to have a force of
its own and it’ll do what it has to do.

That’s the story of my encounter with the Rebbe. Thinking
back about it now, it seems that it happened just yesterday.
That was sixty years ago, but the passing of time doesn’t
matter at all — that’s the kind of  impression it made on me. 
______________

Rabbi Norbert Weinberg has worked as an educator and rabbi
in various institutions in New York, Massachusetts and
Connecticut. Presently he serves as rabbi of the Adams Street
Shul in Newton, Massachusetts. He was interviewed in Israel in
January, 2013. 
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> 5741 — 1981 the Rebbe renewed the age-old custom
of rabbis and people of influence to distribute
Shmurah Matza to their congregants and
acquaintances, thus enabling them to celebrate the
mitzvah in its best possible form.1 29 Adar

> 5741 — 1981, marking the rare event of Birkas
Hachama – The Blessing of the Sun, a ritual performed
once every 28 years, a large crowd of men women
and children joined the Rebbe outdoors to recite the
prayers together. The Rebbe instructed to sing
specific chasidic melodies and addressed the crowd
following the prayers. In the days following, the
Rebbe spoke of the need to exploit the energy of the
sun to power today’s technology and industry.2
4 Nissan

> 5742 — 1982, in response to the multitudes that
wished to travel to the Rebbe in honor of his 80th
birthday on 11 Nissan, the Rebbe publicly requested
that those from out of town remain at home and
spend the days leading to the holiday to assist the
Passover  preparations , suggesting that half the cost
of the proposed trip should be donated to charity.
Those wishing to mark the day should instead
assemble a farbrengen in their home towns.3 1 Nissan

1. Toras Menachem Vol. 11, p. 179   2. Sichos Kodesh 5741 Vol. 3, p. 55
3. Toras Menachem Hisvaduyos 5742 vol. 2, p. 1082
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