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New Stories Terumah 5775 

Michael Jackson and My Yarmulke 

I told the King of Pop that he 

wasn’t the King of the universe. 

by Rabbi Mayer Fuchs, as told to 

Rochel Leah Fuchs          

It was a warm spring day in 1993, in 

Hollywood, California. I was 14 years 

old, headed to one of my favorite 

haunts, the Golden Apple Comic 

Shop on Melrose. Back then I was an 

avid comic book collector and I 

needed a fix every couple of weeks. 

As I walked through the door, 

something was different. There was a 

charge in the air. I looked around 

unsure what was going on. The place 

was mostly empty, except for several 

men in dark glasses who were 

positioned throughout the store. 

Everyone was focused on someone in 

the back. 

I craned my neck and could not 

believe who I saw. I was actually in 

the store with Michael Jackson! I 

quickly glanced at the guy behind the 

counter who nodded his head at me to 

confirm. I wasn’t about to let this 

opportunity slip past. 

I tried to play it cool. Here I was, this 

lanky Jewish kid in high tops and a 

yarmulke, standing before the king of 

pop. I took in his famously eccentric 

attire, the fedora and the bodyguards. 

“Are you Michael Jackson?” (I 

figured it was a good opener.) When 

he responded that he was, I went 

straight for the gold, asking him for 

his autograph. He politely obliged, 

scribbling his moniker on a cardboard 

comic book protector I had hastily 

grabbed off a nearby table. 

“Why do you wear a yarmulke?” 

Michael asked. 

I thought the encounter was over but 

then he caught me off guard. “Can I 

ask you a question?” 

“Uh, sure,” I responded. 

“Are you Jewish?” 

“Yes,” I answered, wondering where 

this was going. 

“Why do you wear a yarmulke?” 

Michael asked. 

We shared a shy, sort of sheepish 

smile together at his knowledge of 

this insiders-only word, and I tried to 

think of an appropriate response. I 

drew on my 14 years of Jewish 

upbringing and education to muster 

up the best response I could think of. 

“We put a yarmulke on our heads to 

remind us always that there is One 
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above us, and no matter how great we 

are, He is greater.” 

He nodded, accepting the answer, and 

said it was very nice, but it was hard 

to tell what he really thought behind 

those impenetrable sunglasses. After 

some small talk and a handshake, I 

left the store, excited about my newly 

acquired autograph. 

The next day in school, all I could talk 

about was meeting Michael Jackson, 

and my awesome new autograph got 

passed around among all my friends. 

Years later, a friend pointed out the 

powerful symbolism: I advised 

Michael Jackson, who was one of the 

most famous and successful people in 

the world, at the height of his career, 

to be humble and to remember that 

there was One above him Who was 

greater than he. Without really 

meaning to, I told the King of Pop 

that he wasn’t the King of the 

universe. 

Looking back on the story, I realize 

that the concept goes even deeper. 

The yarmulke sits on the head, above 

the brain. It’s there to remind us that 

even the things we’ve accomplished 

with our brains, things we should 

rightfully be proud of, should not 

cause us to be haughty because our 

Creator above is the One who made it 

all possible. Our brains are 

responsible for our creativity, our 

PhDs and Nobel Prizes, our works of 

art and our literary masterpieces, and 

yes, our musical hits. But without the 

Almighty’s help, none of it would be 

possible. 

In fact, the very word “yarmulke” is a 

combination of the Hebrew words 

“Yarei Malka,” which translates to 

“Awe of the King.” Yes, I have a 

good mind and I’ve accomplished 

much in my life, but I must remember 

that it’s all a gift from Above. 

Michael Jackson’s question got me 

thinking and all these years later it’s 

still on my mind. So M.J., thanks for 

asking. (www.aish.com)  

Never ever engage in idle chatter! 

Our Gemara adjures us to refrain from 

speaking idle, purposeless words. “A 

person should never let his ears hear 

empty speech, because they burn 

first.” Our gedolei Yisroel were 

always exceedingly careful to refrain 

from speaking or listening to empty 

chatter. It is such a pity to waste time 

that could otherwise be utilized to 

increase one’s connection to Hashem 

by studying the holy Torah.  

http://www.aish.com/
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One student of Rav Elchonon 

Wasserman, Hy”d, recounted that for 

the three and a half years that he 

learned in Baranovitch, he never 

heard Rav Elchonon speak one word 

that was not Torah. Even when Rav 

Elchonon’s son returned from Mir 

after many months studying there, 

Rav Elchonon only said, “Shalom 

Aleichem! Vos machst du?” After his 

son responded that things were well, 

Rav Elchonon said, “Nu, mir darfen 

lernen!” “Time to learn!” And he 

went straight back to the Gemara.  

Rav Elchonon’s practice of never 

speaking idle chatter was not only 

acquired after he became a Rosh 

Yeshiva; but even when he still 

learned in the Kollel Kodshim of the 

Chofetz Chaim zt”l in Radin, he never 

wasted a word. When reminiscing 

about the years he learned there, the 

Ponevizher Rav, zt”l, Rav 

Kahanaman, later recounted, “About 

those years I can give an exact 

accounting regarding bittul Torah for 

every instant that Rav Elchonon and I 

studied together!”  

When the Steipler Gaon, zt”l, went to 

Rav Menachem Zeimba, Hy”d, to 

receive an approbation for his first 

published work, there was a big line. 

Although many of the people waiting 

to see the Rav were conversing, when 

the Steipler joined the line he opened 

Maseches Kesuvos and started 

learning. By the time he went in to see 

Rav Zeimba, he had learned twenty-

two blatt Gemara! 

Someone once asked the Chasam 

Sofer, zt”l, “What’s the secret to the 

Rav’s tremendous erudition in 

Torah?” The Chasam Sofer replied 

with a wry smile, “I became such a 

great talmid chacham in five 

minutes!” The questioner appeared 

completely flummoxed. The Chasam 

Sofer continued, “I mean during the 

many five minutes that people waste 

in the course of their lives. I used 

them all to learn and never wasted a 

second!” (www.dafdigest.org)  

 

http://www.dafdigest.org/

