
An Israeli Meating 

 Rabbi Sruly Koval | Parshat Bamidbar | June 3, 2022 

"What was the highlight of your recent trip to Israel?" 

  

Unless something truly extraordinary happened, it's usually hard to isolate one 

particular highlight. But since I often dish out this very same question to others, it was 

thrown back at me in return. Interestingly, one of my trip highlights took place before I even 

arrived at my Jerusalem destination. 

  

Buckle up for my story: 

  

I have a niece who got married a few months ago. She and her husband live in Jerusalem. 

Before I flew to Israel I arranged with her mother, my New York-based sister-in-law, to 

meet me in the JFK airport and give me a duffel bag for me to take to my niece. It was filled 

with packaged frozen meats, and meant to be a pre-Shavout holiday surprise gift for her 

newly married daughter. 

 

But, as we know in life, the script doesn't always read the way we expect it to... 

  

First I missed the Newark-Tel Aviv flight because my rapid Covid test results did not arrive 

on time. So, I had to clumsily lug all 3 pieces of luggage to a different terminal and for a 

mere $250 get retested at the JFK rapid Covid test station. I was nervous about the duffel 

bag full of frozen meat that was now beginning to slowly defrost, but I figured that as long 

as I catch the next flight, it'll still be fine. 

 

So, instead of arriving in Tel Aviv early the next morning, I landed in the early evening. I 

retrieved my luggage from the baggage carousel, but the extra piece, the one with the 

meat, never arrived. I then spent the next hour combing the airport, just in case the lost 

suitcase wound up in one of the random piles of lost luggage that I noticed tucked away 

arbitrarily throughout the airport terminal. 

 

In one such corner a large duffel bag caught my eye. It looked similar to my lost bag, and I 

kept looking at it again and again, irrationally thinking that perhaps this was my lost bag. 

Finally admitting defeat, I resigned myself to filing a lost baggage claim and making my way 

to Jerusalem. 

 

As I did one final sweep through the terminal and said my farewell to that similar-looking 

forlorn duffel bag collecting dust in Ben Gurion airport, a thought crossed my mind. Staring 



at the large pile of lost bags, I started thinking about how each bag has an owner that is 

probably stressed out over losing their luggage.    

 

There was a tag sticking out of that particular duffle bag. On the tag, written largely in 

permanent marker, was an American name and phone number. I figured, Why not? Give it a 

whirl. So, I called the number, and a woman picked up right away. "Hello, is this Mrs. so-

and-so? Did you happen to lose a duffel bag at Ben Gurion airport?" 

 

She was so excited! "Yes. A month ago I went to Israel for my grandson's bris, and one 

duffel bag never arrived. We've called the airlines, made additional trips to the airport, filed 

lost bag claims, but no one has been able to locate it, and we're still fighting with Swiss Air 

for reimbursement." 

 

Well, I was thrilled to be able to share the good news with this poor woman. I offered to 

bring her newly-found luggage to Jerusalem, and her son (the father of the bris baby) would 

meet me with his car at my Jerusalem destination to pick up his long-lost luggage. 

 

I pondered on the irony of the fact that I started my journey in New York with one mitzvah 

duffel bag, the one for my niece, and now I had the merit to conclude my journey with a 

different mitzvah duffel bag, this one for a total stranger. "Mitzvah goreres mitzvah," says 

the text Ethics of the Fathers, which means, "one mitzvah brings another in its wake." The 

mitzvah train continues.  

 

But the story doesn't end yet. Because I spent an hour in the airport looking for my lost 

luggage, I missed my ride to Jerusalem. So, there I was with 3 pieces of luggage, trying to 

figure out the best way to Jerusalem: train, taxi or sheirut (shared van service). Personally, I 

enjoy the sheirut option. It's a minibus that takes 10 passengers, first come first served, 

from the airport to Jerusalem. It's only 70 shekel ($20) per customer, you get dropped off at 

your door, and you get to spend an hour with an eclectic cross-section of the Jewish 

community. 

 

The downside is that the driver doesn't leave the airport until his minibus fills up. Plus, you 

are at the mercy of the driver as far as drop off is concerned. You might get lucky and be 

the first drop off, or you might have to spend an extra hour watching everyone else get 

dropped off before you. 

 

As I pondered my options that evening, right in front of me I saw a sheirut minibus almost 

filled, with the driver calling out loudly, like a shopkeeper in the Machane Yehudah Shuk, 

asking if there was one more passenger who wanted to hop in for a ride to Jerusalem. That 



was my sign--I became that final passenger, sat down in the back corner seat, next to a 

young, Chassidic, American couple and their baby, and behind a young South American 

Christian missionary couple, and off we rode to the shining city atop a mystical hill!  

  

It was a very long day-and-a-half of travel for me, and I was silently hoping to be the first 

drop-off. But, alas, the minibus wound its way through the winding streets and alleyways of 

Jerusalem, I ended up being dropped off last. Being the last passenger in the minibus, I 

decided to move up closer to the front and have a conversation with the driver (I love 

Israelis!) for the final leg of the journey. 

 

As I made my way to the front, I noticed a handbag on the floor, and realized that my young 

Chassidic couple seatmates left it behind. Opening it up, I saw it was full of jewelry, money, 

and a cell phone. Looking through the contacts on the cell phone, I dialed the one that said 

"Abba."  

 

"Hello. Did your daughter, son-in-law and grandchild just fly into Israel from New York?" 

 

"Yes. Who is this?" the person asked suspiciously. 

 

"Well, I was sitting next to them in the sheirut and they left this handbag behind, and I'd like 

to return it to them." It seemed that they hadn't even noticed it was missing yet... When the 

young man (the father of the bris baby) came with his car to retrieve his missing duffel bag, 

I asked him if he wanted a ride in my mitzvah train, and he gratefully agreed to drop off the 

handbag at the apartment of its owner. 

 

I don't remember the names or faces of any of these people, but I felt uplifted to be able to 

bring them all joy that evening. It just so happens that one of the mitzvahs of the big 6-1-3 

that I really enjoy performing is hashavas aveidah, returning a lost object to its rightful 

owner. It's often an easy mitzvah to perform and usually brings much delight to the 

recipient. So when the opportunity presents itself for this mitzvah, I always feel privileged to 

try and grab it. 

  

The only loser in this story is my poor sister-in-law and niece. By the time United Airlines 

retrieved and delivered her missing bag with the once frozen meat, you can imagine what it 

smelled like. But there's actually a cool silver lining PS to that as well. Perhaps for a different 

time... 

 

Looking back on this story, I wish that I would've taken some pictures for my memories of 

the different components of my story: the people, luggage, handbag, sheirut,etc. But while 



experiencing it, I didn't realize that it was anything extraordinary. That's really the story of 

our lives. Looking back and noticing the extraordinary within the ordinary. Appreciating the 

fact that every moment, every interaction, contains potential latent greatness within!  

 


