Jewish Tribune – Shoftim
Playing Poker
Reb Mendel Futerfas, the legendary mashpia of Tomchei Temimim in Kfar Chabad, was a paragon of living chassidus and mesirus nefesh. He spent many years imprisoned and sentenced to hard labour in Siberian Gulags for his efforts to transmit Torah and for arranging the clandestine escape of hundreds of Jews from the USSR in 1946.
His life was not an easy one. His shem kodesh was Menachem Mendel ben Menachem Mendel, his father dying before he even had his bris. After eight years in the Siberian Gulags, he was denied exit from Russia for an additional eight years, until his request was finally granted in 1963. He lived in London and after all he had gone through lost a married daughter in a tragic car accident. 

Yet his spirit was unbreakable. He was a legend in his lifetime and would go to any lengths to help a fellow Jew. He was known for his sharp wit and humour and his well-attended farbrengens were interspersed with life lessons creatively drawn from his experiences in Siberia. 

Let me share with you a story that I read in Rabbi Judah Mischel’s fascinating new sefer “Baderech” about this legendary Chabad personality.
At one farbrengen, Rav Futerfas shared a lesson learned from the following experience. 
Although playing cards was strictly against prison rules, somehow the inmates managed to smuggle in a deck of cards and would while away their free time with the forbidden game. The guards were told about the breach, and they burst in to inspect the prisoners’ quarters. They found nothing. The cards where nowhere to be seen. 

Again and again, the guards would conduct surprise spot searches, but try as they might, they could never find the illicit cards. The frequent inspections always came up empty-handed, and each time they left, the cards somehow reappeared and the games continued as usual. The guards knew they were being tricked, for they could hear the games being played. How could it be that the lowly prisoners were consistently outsmarting them?

Once and for all, they conducted a thorough, full-body search of every prisoner, turning every inch if the barracks inside out. Again, shockingly, they found nothing. Reb Mendel himself couldn’t figure it out and finally convinced his fellow prisoners to let him in on the secret.
“You see,” the head thief began, “all of us here are professional pickpockets and have quick hands. As soon as the guard enters the barracks, we slip the cards into the pocket of the guards. When they are finished searching everywhere in vain, right before they leave, we pickpocket them and retrieve the cards. The guards look everywhere … but somehow, it never occurs to them to check their own pockets.”

We are now entering the month of Elul. It is a month of introspection and honest stock taking. Many of us will not be ensconced within the hallowed walls of a yeshiva or seminary where the awe of Elul is palpable. Some of us may even be closer to a beach than a Beis Hamedrash. But in a way, the starting point is an honest assessment of where we are. And sometimes that is best done on a quiet holiday walk away from hustle and bustle of everyday life. 

And to quote Rav Mischel again, teshuva begins with checking our own pockets. To take achrayus, to accept responsibility for ourselves, for our choices and our actions. 

It requires an honest assessment of what we are carrying and a commitment not to make excuses or deflect blame on those around us.

“It’s because of my parents,” “My wife says…”, “My sixth grade Rebbe would always...”

Everyone is at fault; everyone else is responsible. There is never a lack of possible excuses. Perhaps having the privilege of being in the world of chinuch, I hear more creative excuses than most. Lots of variations of “the dog ate my homework.” But you too have no doubt heard your share of “I guess the email went to spam…” excuses. 

Elul, teshuva and the holiday period seem somewhat incongruous. But in a way they dovetail each other very well. Let us use the quieter holiday period to give thought to this. To make honest assessments of what we are carrying. To look within and not elsewhere. Not to make excuses or deflect blame but to honestly and humbly empty our own pockets.     
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