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The Legendary Rabbi Mendel Futerfas and the Bull Necked Monster

By Rabbi Tuvia Bolton
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Rabbi Mendel Futerfas                      Rabbi Tuvia Bolton


When I first arrived in Israel over 40 years ago I headed straight to the Yeshiva in Kfar Chabad to learn Torah for a year.


Because, as everyone knows, Chabad encourages outreach, I decided my time had come to try my hand at it.


There is a train stop in Kfar Chabad and I decided to use it for this purpose. So I would wake early every Sunday morning, quickly finish the morning prayer, catch a long passenger train filled with Israeli soldiers returning from Tel Aviv that stopped in Kfar Chabad on its way to Beer Sheva and put Tefillin on as many of them as possible. Then over an hour later, get off at the second to last stop to catch the train back.


It so happened that early one Sunday morning Rabbi Mendel Futerfas, the Head of the Yeshiva, saw me rushing out the door and asked me where I was going.


Rav Mendel was over 60-years-old, very impressive looking and had spent seven years of hard labor in one of Stalin’s Siberian prison camps.


When I told him I was going to put Tefillin on soldiers in a train, without hesitating he said, "I want to go too."


I figured he was just being nice so I said, "Fine, Rabbi, G-d willing we’ll go together some time, but now I’m in a hurry."


"Good!" he answered, "You just run and don’t look back.”�


I understood that he wasn’t joking. He really intended to accompany me now. I was already late and it was a 10-minute run, but he just said (and kept yelling at me all the way there each time I looked back) “Just go and DON’T LOOK BACK!!"


So I ran, kept looking back, and I made it in time. But I figured that Rav Mendel didn’t have a chance (he also had troubles with his legs so it was hard for him to run).


The next thing I knew, he was pulling himself up the steep steps after me into the coach, and the train pulled out!


How he did it I never really figured out, but he was so out of breath he couldn’t talk and as the train began moving he just motioned to me to give him a pair of Tefillin and begin without him which I did. I gave him one of my four pairs, entered the first car and went to work.


Usually what happened was that the first few people would politely refuse until someone broke the ice and agree, and then there would be a flood of takers.


As expected the first man said no, as did the one sitting next to him. But the third man, a short, stocky, middle-aged, balding, beady eyed, bull necked, fellow sitting near the window reading a newspaper didn’t react to my request.


I figured he didn’t hear me over the noise of the train so I leaned over closer and repeated in my broken Hebrew. “Slicha, rotzeh L’haniach Tefillin?


Still no reply. I did notice that his face had become slightly red and the veins of his neck were standing out but I didn’t give it much attention. The train really was noisy so I leaned over even more and began to ask again when he abruptly turned to me in fury, reached out to grab me and hissed "Toof MiKan Oh Ashbor l’chaw et HaPartzuf!" (lit. Bug off or I’ll break your face!).


I instinctively jumped back, took the hint, apologized, forced a smile, and a bit shaken up but happy to have escaped, moved on.


When I reached the middle of the train car someone agreed to put on Tefillin, then another, and before I knew it all my three pairs were in use and I was totally involved. Suddenly I remembered...Reb Mendel!


I had completely forgotten about him. Certainly he had caught his breath by now and would enter any minute. I had to save him from that bull-necked monster! Who knows what he might say or do when the Rabbi asked him. The very sight of white beard might make him insane.  


I whipped around in time to see that (Gevalt!) the worst was happening!


The first two men had refused him also, and Reb Mendel was beginning to lean over to speak to....Him!


I tried to catch Reb Mendel’s attention but to no avail.


"Our friend", back to his newspaper, saw Rav Mendel from the corner of his eye and began to twitch with rage.


Then one of the soldiers behind me shook my shoulder and called out, "Nu, Rabbi, how do I take off the Tefillin!" Then another, "Hallo! My turn, I want to put on!"


I quickly turned to them, removed the Tefillin from one, put it on the other and considered running back to save Rav Mendel when suddenly Rav Mendel’s unmistakable high-pitched pierced through the noise of the train and the crowd:


"I love you! You are my brother! Come, put on Tefillin! I love you!"


I shot a look over my shoulder and saw that Reb Mendel was reaching over the first two men, grabbing the arm of the amazed "beast" and was preparing to slide Tefillin on it.


Again soldiers from all around me called me back, so I had to stop watching, and take care of the next set of customers.


I finished as fast as I could, and when I looked back toward where Reb Mendel was, I beheld one of the most amazing sights I have ever seen in my life:


The same fearsome "wild man" that wanted to destroy me moments earlier was now rocking slightly back and forth, reading the SHEMA from a small page, wearing a white yarmulke and Tefillin on his arm and head. Reb Mendel was looking lovingly at him with the most angelic look on his face, like a mother hen over her chicks.


He had literally conquered him with love.

Reprinted from the Parshat Behar-Bechukosai 5777 email of Yeshiva Ohr Tmimim in Kfar Chabad, Israel.

The Reward for Having Kaddish Recited


A long while ago, there was a woman who was married to very wealthy man, and she wanted to do something for Klal Yisroel— something unique. She decided that she would hire people to say Kaddish for someone who had passed away and didn’t have anyone to say Kaddish for them. 

Years later, when this woman’s husband passed away, unfortunately the fortune he had left with him and she was left with nothing. One day she was walking on the road, very depressed, and she met a man. This man saw how sad she was and asked her what was wrong. 

She told him that her husband had passed away and all the money he left her was gone, and she had some children to marry off but didn’t know how she was going to do it. 

He told her that he would help her with everything she needed and would give her a check. All he asked her to do was to bring two witnesses who were important people to observe the transaction, and that he was the one signing the check. 

She was surprised by this request, but she went straight to the local Yeshivah and got Rav Yosef Chaim Sonnenfeld and another Rav to be her witnesses. They agreed and went with her to the man who was waiting for them, who signed the check in front of the witnesses. 

The first thing the next morning, she went to the bank with her check, and when the teller saw the high amount that the check was made out for, she said that checks in these amounts must be cashed with approval of the manager of the bank, and sent her to his office. 

When she reached him, she said she wanted to cash her check, and showed it to him. The manager looked at the check, and inexplicably, fainted and fell on the floor! When he came to, he asked her who had given her that check, and she described what had happened and that she had witnesses.


He asked her to bring them, so she went back to the Yeshivah to get the Rabbanim, and they corroborated the story. The manager pointed to a picture on the wall and asked if the man who gave the check looked like the person in the picture, and all three said that it was indeed the same person. 

The manager said, “This man is my father and he passed away last year. Last night my father came to me in a dream and told me that you will be coming to the bank today to see me with a check that was written by him, and that I should honor the check and give you the funds. 

“My father told me that when he passed away, he was hoping that I would say Kaddish for him. However, when I did not do this, he told me that you arranged for Kaddish to be said for him, and he has come to pay back his debt to you, to thank you. My father reprimanded me and said that since I was negligent with my responsibilities, he had to come back here and take care of things himself!” 

The banker gave the woman the money, and he slowly made his way back to being a Frum Yid!
Reprinted from the Parshas Behar-Bechukosai 5777 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.
The Reason for Rav Isser Zalman Meltzer’s Not Taking the Shortcut
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Rav Isser Zalman Meltzer was known for his kindness and good-heartedness—not only to other people, but to all living creatures as well. When he would walk from his house to the Yeshivah, even when he was an elderly man, he would not take the shortest route, but he took the longer way. 


His Talmidim asked him why he did this, especially since walking was difficult for him. Rav Isser Zalman would never answer, until eventually one day he explained the reason. 


He said, “Chickens run back and forth looking for food along the road that was the most direct to the Yeshivah, and I am concerned that if I walk that way, the tapping of my cane would frighten the chickens and they would run away without having eaten yet. I have no right to disturb the chickens from eating, even if I am weak and tired!”
Reprinted from the Parshas Behar-Bechukosai 5777 email of Torah U’Tefilah: A Collection of Inspiring Insights compiled by Rabbi Yehuda Winzelberg.
The Year of the Onions
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The year 5719 (1958-59) was a Shemittah year. With the encouragement of the great Chazon Ish, OB”M, a special committee was formed to assist all the Shemittah-observant Jews. 

The committee exerted much effort in supplying permissible produce. Despite their endeavors, however, there was a noticeable shortage of onions. 

One morning, an ownerless cargo ship sailed into the Jaffa seaport. Amazingly, the ship was fully stocked – with onions! 

After a thorough investigation, it turned out that the ship was an Egyptian carrier that had been on its way to Egypt. The captain made a navigational error and had mistakenly sailed the ship into Jaffa. Upon realizing that they were nearing Israel’s coast, the crew abandoned the ship in panic. That year, there were plenty of onions for Shemittah-observing consumers. 

Comment: Some people have the mentality that they must have their entire lives figured out (how much they will earn when they are 40, what kind of spouses will their children marry, where they will retire). Such folks don’t want to concern themselves with uncertainties or possibilities. 

As ambitious a goal as that is, it’s unattainable. Hashem designed the system in such a way that to really be at ease, one must place his trust in Him. If we don’t go all in with our Bitachon (trust in Hashem) we will be consistently feeding into and fending off our anxiety. Trusting in G-d leads to a happy life! (Story from “A Shabbos Vort” by Rabbi Bronstein.)

Reprinted from the Parshas Behar-Bechukosai 5777 email of Torah Sweets Weekly.
Sleeping Soundly

By Rabbi Ozer Alport
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Rabbi Yosef Shlomo Kahaneman, the Ponovezher Rav

In the spring of 1943 Rabbi Yosef Shlomo Kahaneman, known as the Ponovezher Rav, established an orphanage in B'nei B'rak to absorb and care for the many orphaned children who had been rescued from the Holocaust and were sent to the Land of Israel. 


Unfortunately, with the first group of children scheduled to arrive on a Sunday, the Ponovezher Rav found himself without any linens or pillows for the children to sleep on due to the dire situation in Israel at that time. On Friday, with two days remaining until their arrival, Rabbi Kahaneman announced that he would be speaking on Shabbos afternoon in the largest synagogue in town.

He began his speech by citing the Talmud in Bava Metzia (62a), which discusses a case in which two people are lost in the desert with only one flask of water. If they split the water between them, both will die before they are able to reach the nearest settlement, but if one of them drinks it, he will be able to survive. Rebbi Akiva derives from our verse (Leviticus 25:36) that your life takes precedence over that of your friend, and therefore the one with the water should drink it all.


On the other hand, the Talmud (Kiddushin 20a) teaches that a person who acquires a Jewish servant in a sense acquires a master for himself, due to the Torah's requirement to equate the servant's standard of living to his owner's level of comfort. Tosefos adds that sometimes even this is not sufficient, such as in a case when the owner possesses only one pillow. If he takes it for himself, he violates the Torah's requirement to give his slave equal treatment, and he therefore has no choice but to give his only pillow to his servant, leaving himself with nothing on which to sleep.


Rabbi Kahaneman noted that this ruling of Tosefos seems to contradict the teaching of Rebbi Akiva. Just as the person who is lost in the desert is permitted to drink all of the water due to the principle of "your life takes precedence," shouldn't this same reasoning allow the master to keep his sole pillow for himself?


The Ponovezher Rav explained that the two rulings are in fact compatible, as the requirement to give the pillow to the servant actually emanates from the Torah's concern for the primacy of the owner's well-being. If the master were to keep the pillow and lay down in comfort while observing his servant tossing and turning, his conscience would bother him so much that he wouldn't be able to enjoy the pillow and a good night's rest. Therefore, precisely in order to allow the master to be at peace with the arrangement, the Torah requires him to give the pillow to his servant for his own well-being so that he can sleep soundly through the night.


Similarly, the Ponovezher Rav continued, in only one day a large group of Jewish children would be arriving at the new orphanage in B'nei B'rak, which was completely lacking pillows and sheets on which they could sleep. Questioning how any of those present could go home and enjoy a comfortable night's sleep now that they were aware of this situation, he advised them that for their own well-being, they should immediately donate the only pillows and linens in their possessions, a suggestion which was fulfilled by the inspired and touched listeners as soon as Shabbos was finished.

Reprinted from the Parshas Behar-Bechukosai 5777 email of Shabbos Candle Lighting.

Buying a Burial Plot

By Rabbi Ozer Alport


"Et kaspecha lo titein lo b'neshech ub'marbit lo titein achlecha" (Leviticus (25:37). There was once a wealthy Jew in Posen (Poland) who stingily refused to give any charity and would only extend loans to Jews in need if they agreed to pay him back with interest, despite the Torah's explicit prohibition against doing so. 
When the man died, the local burial society decided to demand an exorbitant amount of money from his family as payment for a burial plot in the local cemetery, but before doing so, they first consulted Rabbi Akiva Eiger, who consented to their plan.
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Rabbi Akiva Eiger, zt”l


When the man's family heard about this unprecedented condition, they went to the authorities to complain. Since their grievance seemed legitimate, the local government official summoned the rabbi to defend this seemingly discriminatory policy. 


Why was the burial society accustomed to charging a relatively small amount for a burial plot for all other dead Jews, and were even willing to forego payment when an indigent community member passed away, yet the rabbi had permitted them to demand a massive sum in order to bury the deceased miser?


Rabbi Akiva Eiger responded by explaining that one of the fundamental tenets of Judaism is a belief in the resurrection of the dead, which we pray for daily and hope will occur imminently. As such, when a Jew is buried, he is only "renting" the burial plot for a short while until Moshiach arrives and brings the dead back to life, and it is appropriate to charge him a token sum for what we hope will be the use of the ground for only a short period of time.


However, our Sages teach (Yalkut Shimoni - Yechezkel 375) that somebody who lends money with interest will not merit rising for the resurrection of the dead. Because the dead man in question had consistently lent out his money with interest, his use of the burial plot was not a temporary rental but a long-term purchase, and as such, it was only appropriate for him to pay substantially more than the price charged to other Jews for a burial plot.


The official accepted the logic of this explanation and ruled that the man's family must pay the price requested by the burial society in order to receive his eternal resting place.

Reprinted from the Parshas Behar-Bechukosai 5777 email of Shabbos Candle Lighting.

It Once Happened

Naomi and Ruth’s

Eternal Royal Legacy


Hard times had hit the land of Israel; famine stalked the land and the people looked to the heavens for respite from their troubles. The leaders of the people, the descendants of the house of Judah, lived in Beit Lechem and at their head was Elimelech, a leader of the generation.

As members of the elite of their people, he and his wife and two sons lived in comfort, possessing vast fields, animals and a store of gold and silver. But Elimelech committed a fatal sin. For, just when the eyes of his troubled brethren focused on him for help and guidance, he left and abandoned them to their fate. 
Taking his wife Naomi and his two sons, he settled in the land of Moab where he was received in a manner fitting a man of his exalted station. And there he lived, a prosperous and respected member of the aristocracy of that alien land, the plight of his suffering people conveniently forgotten.


For ten years life went on until tragedy struck--Elimelech died. His sons--who had married into the royal family of Moab--soon met the same fate, leaving Naomi, a grieving mother, and Ruth and Orpah, childless widows. 

Naomi was now finally free to act as her heart desired, as it had desired these ten long years in this foreign land. Though alone and broken, she decided to return home, to live out her life among her own people. She gave her loving blessings to her two young daughters-in-law and prepared to set out on her return journey. But their love for her was strong and deep, and they refused to part from her.


Only after many entreaties and tears did Orpah kiss Naomi a final goodbye and return to her family. But Ruth, from whom Moshiach was destined to descend, staunchly refused to budge from her mother-in-law's side: "Don't tell me to leave you," Ruth implored. "Where you go, I will go; where you stay I will stay; your people will be my people; and your G-d will be my G-d. Where you die I will die and there will I be buried; only death will part us." 

Of all the Moabites, only Ruth had inherited from her forefather, Lot--Abraham's nephew--the trait of loving-kindness. When Naomi realized at last that Ruth wouldn't be dissuaded, she stopped speaking about it, and the two women began their long journey back to Beit Lechem.


"Is this Naomi?" exclaimed the townspeople in their amazement. How should they greet her? Should they disdain the former aristocrat who turned her back on them in their time of trouble, or pity the suffering widow who now stood before them? No one made a move.


Poor and homeless, Ruth went out to gather the fallen sheaves in the field, those designated for the destitute. Unknowingly she went to gather wheat in a field which belonged to Boaz, a wealthy relative of Naomi. While other women who gathered wheat talked and flirted with the workers, Ruth conducted herself modestly, her eyes fixed on her work. As he passed through the fields Boaz noticed her, and discovering that she was the daughter-in-law of his relative, encouraged her to gather the wheat with his own maidservants. Boaz had heard of Ruth's incredible devotion to Naomi, and he resolved to take her under his wing.


When Ruth returned home that night Naomi marvelled at her successful gleaning. "Whose field did you work in?" she asked, excitedly. Ruth told her mother-in-law the whole story, how Boaz showered her with kindness and allowed her to gather as much as she could and even eat together with his workers. 

"Of course, he is one of our close kinsmen," said Naomi, smiling. Boaz was one of her closest relatives, and he was finally taking notice of their plight. In Naomi's heart was the strong and secret wish that Boaz would take Ruth for his wife, thereby providing a successor to the family of Elimelech. Could it be that   G-d's mercy was beginning to shine on them once again?


Boaz, the closest near relative married Ruth in fulfillment of the mitzva of Levirite marriage, and they were blessed with a son, who was called Oved--"the servant of G-d." Naomi was exalted! Oved was the grandfather of David of whom we say, "David, the King of Israel, who lives forever." He was the forerunner of the Eternal Monarchy of Israel--and Moshiach will be descended from him.

Reprinted from Issue #218 of L’Chaim Weekly, Parshat Bamidbar 5752/1992.
The Man King David

Took to Court

By Elchonon Isaacs
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In the town of Okop, the birthplace of the Baal Shem Tov, lived a wealthy man by the name of Yoel. He was a G‑d-fearing man, an accomplished Torah scholar, and very meticulous in his performance of the mitzvahs.


One day he was overcome with a desire to fulfill the commandment to write a Torah scroll. He would not skimp on any expense,Yoel was well aware of his own accomplishments ensuring that his Torah would be the very best. He bought sheep, had them slaughtered, and distributed the meat to the poor. The hides were processed into parchment that would be used especially for this Torah.


Yoel contracted a well-regarded scribe who was known to be as G‑d-fearing as he was adept at his craft. Every morning the scribe would immerse himself in the purifying waters of the mikvah before beginning his sacred task. When the Torah was finally complete, Yoel wanted to make a grand siyyum(“completion”) celebration with a beautiful meal, and he invited all leaders of Okop—the rabbis, the communal leaders, the shochtim (ritual slaughterers), the chazanim (cantors) and the wealthy patrons of the community.


Now Yoel was well aware of his own accomplishments as a scholar. So in advance of the event, he began preparing a discourse that he would deliver in front of all his honored guests.


Berel, the water carrier of Okop, was not invited. He was a simple, hard-working man who got up early every morning and prayed in the Chevrah Tehillim synagogue. Together with his peers, he recited the entire Book of Tehillim (Psalms) every morning before spending the day trying to eke out a living.


When Berel heard that there would be a celebration in honor of a new Torah, he naively assumed that he would be welcomed to the joyful event.


With a song in his heart, he put on his worn-out Shabbat cloak, cleaned up his appearance and arrived at Yoel’s home. Unaccustomed as he was to the niceties of fine dining, he took a seat that was intended for one of the most important guests.


When Yoel saw Berel the water carrier sitting in a place that was meant for a Torah scholar, he approached him with an angry look and hissed, “Just because you recite lots of Tehilim, you see yourself as a prestigious individual?” Berl understood the hint, and rose and left the house.


The meal and festivities continued as planned: silverware and crystal glasses, candles in elaborate candelabras, braided challah, spiced wine and other delicacies. There was an orchestra that played happy tunes, and the assembled sang and danced in a circle in honor of Torah.


When the dancers had exhausted themselves, Yoel got up to deliver his talk. It was a masterpiece, and demonstrated proficiency and depth of understanding of Torah, with many sharp insights that delighted the listeners.


That night, Reb Yoel got into bed with a glad heart: “Thank G‑d there were no glitches in the delivery of my talk. It rolled off my tongue without an issue. The learned folk of the town did not hide their amazement at my novel insights into of the mitzvah of writing a Torah scroll.”


Still basking in the afterglow of the wonderful day, Yoel closed his eyes and fell asleep.


The angel in charge of dreams paid a visit to the bed of Reb Yoel, and Yoel dreamt that a giant wind blew him to a faraway place. Looking around, he found himself in the middle of a barren desert. In the distance, he spotted a well-lit hut. Upon entering, he saw a table occupied by people with long beards, wearing the robes of judges.


The one who appeared to be the chief judge called Yoel by his name and told him that he had been summoned to a court case by none other than King David, son of Jesse, the sweet singer of Israel.


The plaintiff stood up and began: “I am bringing a complaint against Yoel from Okop for denigrating my Book of Psalms, and for publicly embarrassing Berel the water carrier who reads Psalms daily with great devotion.”


The prosecutor asked the judges to determine a heavy sentence for Yoel’s actions: death. Yoel stood dumbfounded, sure that he would never live to the next day.


Suddenly, one of the men asked to speak. It was the Baal Shem Tov himself. “What good will there be if this man dies?” asked the Baal Shem Tov. “No one will ever know the reason for his sudden death, and theHe was gripped with fear and soaked in cold sweat richness of Tehillim will never become known. Let him live and be charged with the mission to rectify his wrongdoing, and let everyone know how sacred and precious the words of King David truly are!”


Yoel then felt another wind blow him right back into his comfortable bed.


When he woke up, he was gripped with fear and soaked in cold sweat.


The next day during the time of the evening services, Yoel entered the small synagogue of the simple folk, the Chevrah Tehillim. There, he stood before all the people whom he had once looked down upon and asked for Berel's forgiveness. He then told the entire story of what had transpired, including his dream, sparing no detail.


From that day on a major change overtook Yoel. He stopped bragging about his scholarly acumen, and instead joined the humble Tehillim sayers. Every morning he’d go to Chevrah Tehillim and sit between the simple working folk and read Tehillim with enthusiasm and warmth. Based on Sipuray Tzadikim, printed in Sichat Hashavuah, no. 802 (5762).
Reprinted from the current website of Chabad.Org
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