            "From the Depths I Call To You Hashem"

                                                                    Rabbi Dovid Cohen

I wasn't sure if I should make my annual Rosh Hashanah/Yom Kippur trip to Israel.  I usually took off from my job to spend these holidays at my former yeshiva.  But that year was different.  It was the tenth anniversary of my dating career.  At the age of twenty, after Yom Kippur 5754-I had gone on my first date.  I can recall how excited I had been and how confident that she would be "the one."  Unfortunately, what had followed was ten challenging years of dashed expectations, disappointments and sometimes heartbreak.  I was skeptical if I had the inner fortitude to spend another holiday season in Israel with my married friend and his children.
Somehow, I found the courage to get on the plane.  Davening was difficult that year.  I was beaten-down by my dating experiences and didn't have the will to beseech Hashem.  I wondered to myself: would the coming year be different then previous years?  
The long davening of Rosh Hashanah and the jet-lag teamed up to "wipe me out."  I left the yeshiva the next morning and checked into a Jerusalem hotel.  It was the fast of Gedalia and as soon as I checked in I went to bed.  I awoke at 2 pm and decided to daven mincha at the Kotel.  

I davened mincha, and spent time reciting Tehillim, asking Hashem to help me find my wife.  I left the Kotel area and waited for a taxi.  I noticed a taxi approaching; the driver's lips were moving.  As I entered the taxi, I asked the driver what he was saying.  He answered that he was reciting Tehillim.
  As we headed toward my hotel he asked me why I looked so sad.  I explained that I had been in shidduchim for a long time and had just been davening by the Kotel.  My driver Yaakov understood my pain.  He shared that he married at thirty-four and experienced the intense longing to be "normal", to have a home, a wife and children.  He said: "come with me to Amuka now."  I immediately responded with excuses.  It was around 5:30 pm on the fast of Gedaila and I was tired and hungry.  I told him that I was a Kohen and could not go to Amuka, which is a burial place.  Amuka was also a three hour ride from Jerusalem.

Yaakov wouldn't be deterred.  He offered me a discounted rate and wouldn't take no for an answer.  He told me to be spontaneous and not to think.  Ironically, in all my years of dating, I had never journeyed to Amuka.  Amuka is the burial site of the holy Tanna, R' Yonatan ben Uziel, who never married.  There is a tradition that R' Yonatan ben Uziel will intercede on behalf of anyone who travels to his burial site seeking a spouse. I had heard stories of people returning from Amuka and meeting their spouse soon after.  In fact, some seminaries take their students to Amuka at the end of the school year, before the girls return home to begin shidduchim.

I decided to make the trip with Yaakov.  Yaakov shared that he had been a Ba'al Teshuva earlier in his life, but had now lost some of his fervor.  He could have fooled me.  I have never met anyone with stronger faith.  During our entire ride he was preparing me for our arrival at the holy site.  He told me to yell out to Hashem, to be stubborn, and demand that He help me find a wife.  Yaakov also suggested giving charity in the merit of the Tanna and committing to additional acts of service to Hashem.  He implored me not to tell anyone of our trip, and not to share with anyone the nature of the things that I accepted upon myself.  "Bracha only resides upon things that are hidden," he said.  I was uplifted by Yaakov's spirit and faith.

As we approached Amuka, I was nervous and scared.  It had been a long trip and my fifteen minutes with Hashem were approaching.  I hoped that I would be up to the task.  Amuka was pitch black upon arrival at 11 pm, and the only people there were five yeshiva students.  Yaakov entered the area of the grave to give charity on my behalf and to daven for me.  I stood off to the side and began to daven softly.

I began davening for my single friends.  I sincerely wanted each of them to find their wives.  It was the first time that I davened for others and genuinely felt that I wouldn't begrudge them if Hashem answered them before me.  Then I began to ask Hashem to help me.  From the depths of my heart, I openly and honestly began to explain my pain and my inner most desire to have a wife and a family.  I also asked Hashem to help me to find a way to leave my job as a lawyer in America and find my way back to learning in Israel.  I then accepted upon myself two things.  I would give a $1000 to help a couple marry, and I would begin to give a shiur when I returned to America.  I had no idea how I would fulfill either of these commitments, but they resonated within me as appropriate.  I began to cry to Hashem with an intensity that I had never before experienced.  


As I disengaged from my prayer something amazing transpired.  The yeshiva boys had begun to dance and were singing "Od Yishama", a song commonly heard at weddings.  I was drawn into the circle and began to dance and sing along with them.  I knew something special was happening, and I dreamed that maybe I would merit to dance at my own wedding with my own friends and family in the upcoming year.

On the ride back, Yaakov and I began to unwind and sing together.  He told me that he sensed something miraculous as he watched the "American boys" dancing together and that he "knew" that everything would be different now.  He felt that something had "opened up within me" and that nothing would ever be the same.  We arrived at my hotel at 2 am.  Yaakov and I exchanged phone numbers and he promised to call me later in the week.

The next evening I went to visit a married friend.  I knew that his wife dabbled in shidduchim and would probably attempt to set me up.  I decided that since I would only be in Israel for six more days, I would turn her down.  I wanted to spend my remaining time in Israel re-charging my spiritual batteries.

When I arrived, his wife immediately suggested a young lady for me.  She described a woman from Vienna, Austria and shared with me how impressed she had been when she met her.  I was a little intrigued in that I didn't even know where Vienna was.  The potential match had spent time in America as well and she assured me that it was a worthwhile idea.  She prevailed upon me to give it a try.

The next afternoon, Ruchi and I went on our first date and we conversed for three hours quite comfortably.  I then went off to the Kotel to daven.  After I finished mincha my cell phone rang.  It was Yaakov - the taxi driver.  He wanted to know how I was feeling.  I was tempted to mention my date, but as he had instructed me a night earlier, I kept things to myself.  That evening, I got the go ahead from my friend's wife to give Ruchi another call.  We set up a date the following day and another date after shabbos.

I now had a quandary on my hands.  The first three dates went nicely, but Ruchi lived in Jerusalem and I in New York.  I had never been a fan of long-distance relationships.  I had just turned thirty-one and wasn't sure if it would be prudent for me to put off dating other girls until I would have an opportunity to see Ruchi again.  We left things "open" and I traveled back to my old yeshiva for Yom Kippur.  Ruchi called on Erev Yom Kippur and explained that she had some time before her semester began and inquired if I'd be interested in her coming to New York after Sukkos.  I was a bit nervous about her flying to New York, but something within compelled me to respond enthusiastically. I was distracted on Yom Kippur and wasn't sure if I had made the right decision.  What if we went out one more time and the entire relationship ended?

I returned to New York and Ruchi and I corresponded via phone and e-mail.  We talked for hours each day and sent e-mails back and forth.  I was beginning to become more excited about her impending trip.

Ruchi arrived in New York after Sukkos and we dated intensively that week. As she was getting ready to leave I again was faced with a quandary.  Should we continue dating long-distance for another five weeks until I could return to Israel for Thanksgiving weekend?  Did I want to commit myself now to a trip five weeks later?  We left things "open" again.  We continued to correspond and we began to grow closer.  I was becoming excited about another trip to Israel.


Keeping to Yaakov's advice, I told my friends and family that I was going on a "business" trip.  The relationship had potential and I wanted to keep it as quiet as possible.  On the plane to Israel, I read Dr. Lisa Aiken's – Guide to the Romantically Perplexed – a dating guide for singles.  I discovered that the organization Yad Eliezer made weddings for poor couples in Israel for $1000.  I decided that I would go visit Yad Eliezer and donate the money that I had committed myself to at Amuka.  


The week in Israel was intense and I had the opportunity to meet some of Ruchi's siblings.  We flew to Vienna together to spend shabbos with her family.  I was so exhausted from the trip and the stress of trying to decide if this was to be my wife, that I accidentally slept through davening shabbos morning.  Ruchi's father had reserved the maftir for me and was quite surprised when I didn't appear in shul.  I contemplated telling them that I had davened elsewhere, but I figured honesty was the best policy.  Ruchi's father is a Rabbi and I'm not sure I made the best first impression, but I compensated with charm and wit through the rest of the weekend.

That Sunday, the day before I was to leave back to New York, Ruchi and I drove to Budapest.  It was a beautiful drive and the trip solidified our relationship and concretized our desire to get married.  The next step was to work out the technical details and tell our friends and families of our decision.
I returned to New York and went to my daily 7 am minyan in Queens.  As I walked down the street after minyan, I met a woman that I hadn't seen in 10 months.  I had eaten by her home on a Friday evening and we had discussed the possibility of my giving a women's shiur in the neighborhood.  She was wondering if I would still be interested.   I jumped at the opportunity amazed at my good fortune.  I was so thankful to Hashem for enabling me to fulfill both commitments that I had made at Amuka.

Ruchi returned to New York for Chanuka and we got engaged.  After much thought and deliberation the wedding was set for March 22, 2004, in Jerusalem.  I decided that I would leave my law firm after the wedding, and move to Israel to learn in Kollel.  I could never have imagined that just a few months after my trip to Amuka, I would merit to get married and study in Israel.
I returned to Israel after Chaunka to work on the wedding arrangements and for an engagement party that my in-laws were making for us.  I wanted to invite Yaakov to the party and inform him of the wonderful news.  I left a message for him with all the details.  Soon after my cell phone rang.  It was Yaakov speaking at a frantic pace.  He said he was driving in his taxi and had picked up two passengers.  He related that he heard them discussing an engagement party and inquired who the young man was.  Yaakov shared that they said "Dovid Cohen from New York."   He jubilantly related that he had just picked up Ruchi and her mother in his taxi.
King David says in Tehillim: "From the depths I call to you Hashem."  Amuka owes its name to the fact that it is located in the depths –near the holy city of Tzfas.  That night, after the fast of Gedalia, I cried out to Hashem from the depths of my being, in a place of incredible physical depth, and Hashem sent me my long-awaited salvation.  Our rabbis teach that Hashem's salvation comes in the "blink of an eye."  In those few moments, Hashem removed years of frustration and loneliness, removed me from an unfulfilling job, and carried me to a new world of growth, learning and inspiration.  I searched and davened for ten years.  But in the end, it was crying out from the depths, and the help of a special Israeli taxi driver, that carried the day.
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