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When the Settlers Came to Stay

Half-a-century ago, 60-odd people gathered in Hebron for a Seder — and never left

By Colin Shindler


Fifty years ago, Rabbi Haim Druckman rose to his feet in the Park Hotel in Hebron, greeted more than 60 guests and proceeded to lead the Pesach Seder.

[image: image1.jpg]



Recent photo of Rabbi Haim Druckman


The Arab owners of the hotel were told that their visitors were Swiss tourists. The hotel kitchen was koshered and the mezuzot affixed. Moshe Levinger even brought a refrigerator and a washing machine with him.


The visitors later carried Torah scrolls to the Cave of Machpelah in Hebron, the site within the confines of the al-Ibrahimi mosque that is the accredited resting place of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob and their wives Sarah, Rebecca and Leah.


A telegram was then sent to Yigal Allon, Israel’s Minister of Labour, announcing that the Jews intended to stay.

This Seder, in 1968, celebrated not only the exodus from Egypt but the return to Hebron, 30 years after the last Jew had left in the midst of the Arab Revolt. It was a symbol, a year after the Six-Day War, of the settlement drive in Gaza, Sinai and the West Bank.


Many of the participants in the Seder had originally been members of a faction of the Bnei Akiva youth movement, Gahelet, which had integrated “a more extreme Orthodoxy with a more extreme nationalism”. Gahelet found a home in Merkaz HaRav in Jerusalem, the yeshiva of Zvi Yehuda Kook, later the mentor of the religious settlers.


His disciples viewed the victory of 1967 as divine revelation and messianic expectation. Kook told his charges that any decision by a political leader in Israel to return land for peace would lack legal validity and would contradict a dictate of the Torah.
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A man rides a donkey past construction workers building new houses in the Israeli settlment of Kiryat Arba, east the West Bank town of Hebron, August 24, 2017. / AFP PHOTO / HAZEM BADER/AFP/Getty Images)


There were others, too, who believed that the West Bank should be retained. Menachem Begin’s nationalists never accepted partition between Israeli Jews and Palestinian Arabs in 1947. Yitzhak Tabenkin’s Marxist Zionists of Ahdut Ha’avodah argued there would be an ongoing conflict if the feudal system was allowed to continue in Arab society — and therefore a matrix of socialist kibbutzim should be constructed on the West Bank.


Military hawks such as Ariel Sharon believed the West Bank provided strategic depth and that any invading army would be hindered by the planting of settlements at invasion routes. The literary intelligentsia — Natan Alterman, Shai Agnon, Uri Zvi Greenberg — all supported the maximalist Land of Israel movement.
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Photo of the Machpela, the Cave of the Patriarchs and Matriarchs of the Jewish people.


Hebron, where Jews had lived for centuries, was often separated from the West Bank in the minds of many. During the 19th century it had been a centre of the Chabad Chasidim who had vehemently opposed the rise of Zionism.


But, during the Tarpat killings in 1929, there was a wholesale slaughter of families, mutilations and rapes in Hebron by Arab gangs. Sixty-six Jews lost their lives; the British police was slow in responding and many Arab notables stood aside even though some, such as the Kurdiyya family, hid their Jewish neighbours.
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PaPalestinians clash with Israeli troops during clashes in the West Bank city of Hebron, February 9, 2018. Photo by Wisam Hashlamoun/Flash90


By 1968, there was a desire by many Israelis to return to locations where they had once lived and were forced to leave. Even the aged David Ben-Gurion argued just a few days after the end of the Six-Day War that, while Israel should not annex territory, Hebron was “the sister of Jerusalem” and an exception.


After six weeks of indecision, Levi Eshkol’s government granted permission to the Seder participants to establish a yeshiva and they were relocated to a nearby military compound. On Yom Kippur they held a service in the Cave of Machpelah. In 1970, Golda Meir authorised the construction of Kiryat Arba, an urban settlement adjacent to Hebron that is mentioned in the Hebrew Bible.


The first residents moved in during the following year; today it is a city of 7,000 inhabitants.


Several hundred settlers moved into the Jewish quarter in the heart of Hebron in 1979. Today, they have nearly a quarter-of-a-million Palestinian neighbours.


Many Israelis, like many British Jews, were never enthusiastic about the settlement drive and the religious fervour of its advocates. But Likud-led governments were elected by the voters primarily to protect them in such times of violence as the first Intifada of 1988, the advent of suicide bombers eight years later and the al-Aqsa Intifada in 2001. Security for their families rated above any qualms about the settlements.


The city’s Hebrew and Arabic names, Hevron and al-Khalil respectively, both derive from the same root, meaning “friend” in English. Given the continuing, often violent tensions between the two communities, it remains a name steeped in irony.

Colin Shindler is emeritus professor of Israel Studies at SOAS, University of London. His most recent book, ‘The Hebrew Republic: Israel’s Return to History’ was published by Rowman and Littlefield

Reprinted from the April 4, 2018 website of JC (United Kingdom)

Now we move on to the next part of our tale.

Were it not for the Teshuvas HaRashba, the wheat field would never have been plowed.  The Teshuvas HaRashba saves the day.

Reprinted from the March 13, 2018 website of yeshiva world.com. Originally published in the Five Towns Jewish News.

What It’s Like to Be 

The Rabbi of the 

Amazon Rainforest

By Menachem Posner
Serving one of the most isolated Jewish communities in the world
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When Rabbi Arieh Raichman was growing up in Texas he never imagined that he would be koshering pots and pans in Brazil's Amazon River.


Nestled deep in the Amazon rainforest lies one of most isolated Jewish communities in the world. Located where the Solimões and Negro rivers join to form the Amazon—1,500 kilometers upstream from the Atlantic and inaccessible by roads—Manaus is the capital of the resource-rich Brazilian state of Amazonas. Rabbi Arieh and Devorah Lea Raichman have co-directed the Chabad House in Manaus for nearly 10 years. 


A native Texan, Rabbi Raichman recently shared some of the challenges and joys of tending to Jewish life (and raising six children) in a city that sits smack-dab in the middle of a jungle.
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Putting on tefillin with the vast Amazon rainforest in the background.


Q: Rabbi Raichman, please describe Manaus. Does it really feel different from any other major city in a developing part of the world?


A: In a sense, Manaus is a typical Brazilian city with its fair share of slums, malls, high-rises and highways. But you constantly feel the jungle with every one of your senses.


The heat and humidity here are oppressive, so people rarely walk outside if they can avoid it. It rains a lot out here in the tropics, and our Chabad House (which is also our home) flooded twice this past year.


There are also jungle animals in the city. When driving, you sometimes need to wait for monkeys or snakes to cross the road; our previous Chabad House had jungle bats in the roof.


You hear the Amazon sounds as well. There are lizards that make terrible screeching sounds at night, and the acai tree in front of our Chabad House attracts all kinds of chirpy parrots. It’s cute for tourists, but a nuisance that we locals just get used to.


Q: How does the isolation affect things?


A: For the most part, it means that you sometimes need to learn patience. If, for example, your air-conditioner breaks, you may need to wait a few days for a spare part to be shipped (literally) from Belem or flown in from S. Paulo.
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Devorah Lea Raichman, left, is the first rebbetzin in the city's history.


The lack of parts may also be the reason we have frequent power outages. When that happens, we have to check into a hotel for the night since it is nearly impossible to sleep without air-conditioning.


At the same time, being so distant makes our community very close-knit. People are here for the long-term, and they value friendships and companionship.


It also means that we need to be everything for everyone all the time.


For example, there was someone hiking through the Amazon to raise money and awareness for cancer. He contracted malaria and then got arrested on the Amazon border with Colombia, where he was in dire need of help. His family reached out to us since we are the only Jewish resource for miles around.


A visitor from Israel recently got into a car accident in Alter do Chão, which is more than an hour flight from here. The only Jewish person in the region happens to be an orthopedic surgeon, and we were able to connect them.


Q: What is the history of Jews in Manaus?
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When you live near the jungle, who needs a zoo?


A: Jewish history begins here with the 19th-century rubber boom, when the city bloomed quickly, as did business all along the Amazon. The opportunities attracted Jewish explorers and entrepreneurs, especially from Morocco.


In 1910, Rabbi Shalom Muyal of Morocco, who had traveled up the Amazon to foster Jewish observance and perform circumcisions among the settlers, passed away from yellow fever and is buried in the Manaus municipal cemetery. He has come to be regarded as a saint by many in the local non-Jewish population, who make regular pilgrimages to his gravesite.


His great-granddaughter, who now lives in France, recently came to visit. She shared that Rabbi Muyal had left behind a pregnant wife and three children when he came here on what he thought would be a temporary trip. His wife didn’t even find out that he had died until eight years after his passing.


For 99 years between his death and our arrival, there had never been a rabbi living here. My wife is the first rebbetzin to ever live here.


Q: What is Jewish life like today?


A: The community here is small, maybe 500 Jewish people in total. Many are the descendants of the original Moroccan traders, but we also have others who came here for business opportunities or environmental purposes.


My wife grew up in Belem, where her parents direct the local Chabad center, so the mentality and customs are familiar to her. People are friendly here, so it did not take me long to become acclimated to the community as well.


When we arrived, there were three families who kept kosher. Ten years later, there are 14 households who buy kosher meat and other supplies from the store we run out of our Chabad House. There are weekly classes for children and adults, and different themed and holiday activities throughout the year. There are also 15 men who bought their own tefillin and put them on every morning, which is amazing. 
Before we came, not one woman used the mikvah. Today, there are five.


Q: Is there a mikvah in the Chabad House? Can they just use the Amazon river?


A: We do not yet have a mikvah, which is obviously a challenge. The Amazon is not an option either. It’s muddy and polluted, and not really safe for swimming. It is also not halachically ideal because it is fed largely by rainwater and would therefore need to be confined to a stagnant pool to be kosher, which it is not.


Until we get funds and a location for a mikvah (please G‑d very soon), the women fly to S. Paulo, which is normally the cheapest ticket but takes four hours each way, or to Belem, which is two hours each way.


Q: How about the rainforest? In what ways does that impact Jewish life there?


A: Like I mentioned before, Manaus is deeply connected to the river and the rainforest on many levels. On a communal level, this Tu Bishvat, the New Year for Trees, 10 men from our community went out to a tower in middle of the rainforest, where we studied and prayed together as a minyan. There are very few places in the world where you can get that experience. One really feels the beauty and verdant vitality of G‑d’s world.


And, of course, the rainforest attracts many tourists, who we serve in many ways.


Q: Can you share more about the tourists?


A: Tourists come here from all over the world, to hike in the rainforest, swim with the pink dolphins, meet the monkeys, and all that. We provide them with prayer services, kosher food and whatever else they may need.
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The area is world-famous for the variety of wildlife.


There are 20 cruises that come through every year during the rainy season, when the river is deep enough for the ships to pass safely.


We greet Jewish tourists at the famous Amazon Theater, which was built with imported materials in 1896 during the rubber boom, and is considered one of the city’s most impressive landmarks. One year, we lit a giant Chanukah menorah there. Some tourists are surprised to see us, but others looked us up online and expect Chabad to be there for them, no matter where in the world.


Q: How hard it is to get kosher food?


A: For the most part, it takes patience and foresight since everything needs to be shipped down the Amazon from Belem in refrigerated containers. We often find ourselves without kosher milk. I tried a few times to supervise the milking at a local dairy farm and bring home some chalav Yisrael milk, but that proved impractical. The weather is so hot that by the time I brought the milk home and pasteurized it, most of it had spoiled.


When things get tough, we’ve just learned to make do, and do without.
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Located at the gateway to the resource-rich rainforest, Manaus has a small but close-knit Jewish community.


Q: Are there children in the community, and what do you do for them?


A: There are several dozen Jewish children here that we know of, besides our own six kids. During the winter and summer breaks, we hold a day camp for them, where they explore Judaism and have fun in a kosher environment.

On Sundays, the kids gather for learning and an activity. We do a lot of one-on-one tutoring, helping kids learn Hebrew, learn about the holidays and everything to give them a Jewish education.


We take tremendous pride in watching the kids grow in their Judaism, and celebrate bar and bat mitzvah, and other milestones. We recently had the pleasure of officiating at a wedding of a local young man who married a Jewish woman in the United States, and is now involved with Chabad in New York.
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Frying up some local, fresh, kosher piranha.


Q: It sounds like things have really progressed. Is this what you imagined all along?


A: I have family in Brazil, and when I was a teenager my family came to tour Manaus. I really enjoyed the Amazon and wanted to go back, but I never envisioned that I would eventually live here. Back then, I didn’t even know that there were Jews in the Amazon.


When we got married, my wife and I settled in Brooklyn, N.Y., and we considered becoming Chabad emissaries in Manaus. We took a pilot trip in June, and it was really a disheartening experience. Our 2-month-old baby kept on fainting from the heat, and the people we met seemed to be pretty far from Judaism. One elderly man we met told us that he had made the mistake of living a non-Jewish life and implored us to help make sure that the next generation does not make that same mistake. That affected us, but we were not ready to make the commitment.
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The rabbi greets Jewish tourists at the Amazon Theater, one of the city’s most impressive landmarks.(Photo: Karine Hermes)


Then, a few months later, Rabbi Gabi and Rivky Holtzberg were murdered in their Chabad House in Mumbai. We were inspired by their dedication and their willingness to move to the other side of the world for a small, isolated community.

We decided to try Manaus for a year with the understanding that we would leave if we could not hack it out. We came here and have never looked back.


This past Shavuot, our sixth child was born right here in Manaus. This is home for us. The people are our people. Until Moshiach comes, this is our place in the world, and we wouldn’t trade it for anywhere else.

Reprinted from the Parshas Vayakhel 5779 email of Chabad.Org Magazine.

For Houston’s Scattered Hurricane Victims, Unity

At Synagogue Seders

By Steve Lipman


‘After Harvey, community has become more important,’ says a communal leader.



People make their way out of a flooded neighborhood after it was inundated with rain water following Hurricane Harvey on August 29, 2017 in Houston, Texas. Getty Images


This year is not typical.


Seven months after Category 4 Hurricane Harvey struck Houston, flooding large sections of the city including the heavily Jewish Meyerland neighborhood, many members of Houston’s Jewish population of 63,000 are still displaced, not ready to host their own seders.


The Browns, like many of their Jewish neighbors, will for the first time attend a communal seder. Though they won’t be in their own home, the very fact of the communal seder is a sign of recovery here. That’s because some of the Houston congregations that suffered the most extensive damage in the last August storm have repaired their facilities in time to offer community-wide seders for the first time in several decades. 
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Rabbi Barry Gelman stands in the former sanctuary of United Orthodox Synagogues of Houston, which is to be demolished following destructive flooding during Hurricane Harvey last August. (Photo by Steve Lipman)


The Browns, and their 15-year-old daughter, are living in “a tiny” apartment until their home is restored. They will be among some 150 people taking part in a second-night communal seder at United Orthodox Synagogues (UOS), the city’s major Orthodox congregation. UOS was the Houston synagogue most heavily damaged by Harvey.


The UOS seder will give the family a chance “to be together with everyone,” Marisa Brown said. “This raises achdus [unity].”


The communal seder will take place on March 31 in UOS’ Freedman-Levit Sanctuary and adjacent social hall, the only usable part of the one-story, tan-brick building. The rest of the building, including the sanctuary, religious school and office space, are to be demolished in the next few weeks, to be rebuilt at a to-be-determined site on the synagogue’s four-acre grounds or on higher ground a half-mile away.
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A room in United Orthodox Synagogues of Houston, stripped of its furniture and floors. (Courtesy of United Orthodox Synagogues)


For members of UOS, and of Congregation Beth Yeshurun, a half-mile away, the city’s largest Conservative synagogue, Passover this year represents an auspicious time to come together and continue the post-Harvey healing process.


Beth Yeshurun will offer communal seders both nights of Yom Tov.


With many members of the community lacking space in their temporary quarters to invite guests to a seder, and now separated from some of their friends, a communal seder is significant, said Taryn Baranowski, chief marketing officer of the Jewish Federation of Greater Houston. “After Harvey, community has become more important,” she said.


Rabbi David Rosen, longtime spiritual leader of Beth Yeshurun, agreed.


“Passover means family … it means a connection with the Jewish community,” he said.


UOS Rabbi Barry Gelman, who grew up in Oceanside, L.I., and formerly served at Congregation Kehilath Jeshurun on the Upper East Side and the Hebrew Institute of Riverdale, decided to renew the synagogue’s discontinued practice of hosting a second-night communal seder after speaking with members of his congregation.
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The Freedman Hall of United Orthodox Synagogues of Houston will be the venue next week for a second-night seder led by Rabbi Barry Gelman. Photo by Steve Lipman.


Last month UOS congregants bid farewell to the main part of the synagogue building, which was constructed in 1960 following the merger of three congregations. At a Sunday morning ceremony, following Shacharit worship services, some 150 members of the congregation shared memories and photographs.


“Some people just sat in the room and cried,” Rabbi Gelman said.


Since Harvey, all UOS activities have taken place in the elevated Freedman Hall.


With no architect’s plans in place for the synagogue’s new building, details about a multimillion-dollar fundraising effort are uncertain.


With roughly 350 member households, UOS is the largest Orthodox shul in the Southeast. Membership has not decreased since Harvey — no congregants have moved away, Rabbi Gelman said. “People are determined not to let the flood ruin the Jewish community.”


After Katrina struck New Orleans in 2005, large numbers of citizens, including members of the Jewish community, left the city. Especially hard hit was congregation Beth Israel, an Orthodox synagogue that for a few years shared space a few miles away with Congregation Gates of Prayer, which is Reform, and subsequently put up a new building next to Gates of Prayer.


Harvey gives the ancient story of people leaving their homes a contemporary meaning, said Marisa Brown, a native of Syosset, L.I., who has lived in Houston for four decades. “The story of the Exodus applies to us in a different context.”


Though Harvey will be on people’s minds at this year’s communal seders, talk of the hurricane will not dominate the evenings, Rabb Gelman said — he will not add any references to the storm to the traditional readings and rituals.


“You don’t want this to be a flood-themed seder,” he said.

Reprinted from the March 29, 2018 email of the AJOP (Association of Jewish Outreach Proffessional) Update. Originally printed in the March 20, 2018 website of the New York Jewish Week.

Affluent Jews Send Undocumented Domestic Workers on Risky Passover Trip

By Ari Feldman


What do you do when you want to bring the housekeeper to your home in Florida for Passover, but she can’t fly because she is undocumented?


This is the conundrum that Israel, a private taxi driver, is here to help you solve. But it will cost you a chunk of change — and comes with a serious moral dilemma.


Israel, who asked to be identified only by his first name, operates Always On Time Limo Service. It is a one-man operation that advertises “Next day delivery” of hired help from the New York area to a desired Florida address. The round-trip ticket costs $500 — roughly the cost of roundtrip airfare from New York to Orlando or West Palm Beach airports around Passover.


While bringing a domestic worker on vacation helps make childcare and cleaning the house more convenient, sending her on a 20-hour van ride while you jet down may not feel quite right.


More importantly, it poses grave legal risks to both the undocumented women and the families that employee them — not to mention the chauffeur.


“It’s really chutzpah of the highest sense,” said Michael Wildes, a prominent immigration attorney and former federal prosecutor in New York. “Your vacation may be fouled up, but that person could be deported.”


Many Jewish households employ hired help every Passover to assist with the arduous task of cleaning the house top to bottom and searching for every remaining bit of chametz, or leavened bread. Some families skip this step and spend the weeklong holiday at a resort, where the kitchens are supervised by rabbis who specialize in the laws of kashrut.


But few in the Jewish community know about the risk other families will place themselves and their employees in to alleviate the stress of the holiday. 

‘Anybody who comes into contact with this is at risk’


Israel is one of many Orthodox men — thousands, he guessed — who make their living chauffeuring ultra-religious Jews around Brooklyn neighborhoods like Williamsburg, Flatbush and Borough Park. “Jewish Uber,” he called it — part of New York City’s “shadow transit” network coordinated by various ethnic communities.


“I only deal with Jewish people,” said Israel, who also lives in Brooklyn.

Israel is wary about providing details about himself or his business. He declined to name his country of origin. His said that his clients are Orthodox Jews from all backgrounds who primarily live in Brooklyn, New Jersey and Long Island. He says that the domestic employees he drives — all women — have “no paperwork.” But Israel believes he has no legal liability in accepting cash payments to transport women he knows are undocumented across several state lines.


“When a driver has a passenger, he doesn’t ask them, ‘Are you a citizen?’ or whatever,” Israel told the Forward. “I’m not worried about doing something illegal. I’m not bringing drugs.”


But Wildes, who has defended the immigration status of First Lady Melania Trump and her parents, says he is wrong.


It is one thing for undocumented immigrants to be transported around New York City, a sanctuary city. (Newark, home to an estimated 25,000 undocumented workers, is also a sanctuary city). The New York Police Department has denied 1,500 requests received from U.S. Immigration an Customs Enforcement, or ICE, to detain immigrants since Donald Trump’s inauguration, and ICE agents must get consent before entering a private residence. As long as undocumented workers stay away from city transit hubs like bus stations and airports, risk of arrest and subsequent deportation is generally low.


But as soon as they leave New York, all bets are off. That is especially the case when a dozen or more undocumented workers are being chauffeured in a rented van down the busiest interstate corridor in the country — under a deadline.


“If somebody’s driving at a fast speed, they’re running the risk that they can be stopped and investigated by states that are less sympathetic than New York,” said Wildes.


If Israel’s van were pulled over, Wildes said that the result would be disastrous. It could lead to deportation of the undocumented women; criminal smuggling charges for Israel; and large fines — or worse — for the employers footing the bill. The rental van could be impounded.


“Anybody who comes into contact with this is at risk,” Wildes said. 


A poorly kept secret


The practice of shuttling domestic workers to Florida — and likely other vacation getaways — has been going on for many years. Some families send the workers ahead by bus or train. Wildes says he knows of wealthy families that bring their domestic workers on their private jets.


Of course, in recent years, the issue of undocumented workers has become much more sensitive, and enforcement of immigration laws has become stricter, potentially raising the stakes for everyone involved.

Reprinted from the March14, 2018 email of the FORWARD.

Watching Over My Grandmother

Jewish rituals serve to sanctify the dead—and to humanize the living.

By Bari Weiss


How do the rituals of death teach us how to live more meaningful lives? As religions go, Judaism is far more concerned about what happens in this world than the world to come. But as I learned this past weekend while burying my grandmother, Jewish rituals can serve not only to sanctify the dead, but also to humanize the living.


My grandmother, Sandy Steiner, who moved in with my family from Los Angeles 25 years ago to help raise my three younger sisters and me, was 81 years old when she died at home shortly after the Sabbath began on Friday night. In Judaism, a dead body is never to be left alone between the time of death and the time of burial. It’s a tradition called shmirah, or guarding, which dates to an ancient time when fear of rodents and grave-robbers was real.


Typically, the task is performed by volunteers, members of the community’s hevra kadisha—holy society—who do the watching in the funeral home. But if a person dies over the Sabbath the body cannot be buried or even removed.


And so my grandmother’s family became her guardians: Over a 24-hour period, her body covered on her bed, we watched over her.


My grandmother’s younger sister kept watch over Friday night. In the early-morning hours Saturday, I sat with my younger sister. In the afternoon, my father sat with my uncle, followed by other family members who took their turns as the shomer or guard.


Traditionally, the shomer is supposed to sit quietly and recite Psalms. Our grandma was not so into the Psalms, but she could give you chapter and verse about the latest doings on E! and Bravo. And so we shared funny anecdotes about her, when we weren’t browsing through her copies of Vanity Fair or People. Surrounded by her books and family photos we were reminded of a full life lived as we sat beside the beautiful vessel of this woman we loved.


An hour after sundown on Saturday, which marks the end of the Sabbath, her body was taken from the house by members of the hevra kadisha. These are not strangers, but people we sit next to in synagogue—my father’s doctor, my best friend’s mother, volunteers all.


The members of this holy society prepare bodies for burial according to detailed rituals meant to honor the deceased and preserve their modesty. (It is for this same reason that Jews prohibit open caskets.) Men prepare the bodies of men; women prepare women. The atmosphere in the room is quiet; only prayers are spoken in Hebrew, including a final one asking for forgiveness if the dignity of the deceased has been violated in any way. First the body is washed, then there is a ritual washing before it is dressed in simple linen shrouds.


Judaism emphasizes that all are equal in death, but for a time Jews lost sight of this spiritual reality. By the second century in the Holy Land, the funerals of the wealthy had become so ostentatious that the poor, ashamed that they couldn’t keep up, left their relatives unburied outside the walls of Jerusalem. Rabbi Gamliel, the leader of the Jewish community and a wealthy man, insisted that he be buried as a pauper in a plain shroud. His example of simplicity and humility in death has endured to this day.


My grandmother was buried in a plain wooden box. In keeping with Jewish law, the coffin had no metal—even the sides were connected by wooden dowels. The aim is to ensure its complete disintegration, fulfilling the verse from Genesis: “For you are dust, and to dust you shall return.”


At the burial, her family and friends filled in her grave. In shoveling the dirt, we were performing a chesed shel emet—a true act of kindness—because it is something that cannot be repaid.


My grandmother’s life’s work was as a caretaker for her family—in addition to bringing up three daughters, she helped raise four of her grandchildren. Diapers, meals, car pools; Saturday nights spent watching Blockbuster rentals with us so my parents could have a date night.


It is the natural way of things that those who have been caretakers ultimately become the cared for. In the last few weeks of her life—diagnosed with terminal cancer after already having survived bouts with breast and lung cancer, she didn’t cry—she was tended to around the clock by my mother and her two sisters, who made sure she died at home, surrounded by family.


When so much in modern life is outsourced, there is something clarifying, maybe even purifying, about witnessing a loved one’s final days. In caring for someone after death, and being expected to take part in rituals at once deeply uncomfortable and comforting, I realized that Judaism was forcing us to examine our own lives and deeds—and to ask ourselves: Are we putting our own vessels to their best use?

Reprinted from the March 18, 2016 edition of The Wall Street Journal. Ms. Weiss is an associate book-review editor at the Journal.

Operation Exodus: The Chabad Effort That Saved 1,800 Iranian Jewish Children

By Dovid Margolin

Forty years after the Iranian Revolution, 

recalling an unlikely and unheralded story
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Image credit: Rivka Korf for Chabad.org


It was a cold day in the spring of 1979 when 13-year-old Anna Monahemi arrived at John F. Kennedy Airport in New York. She came with a group of 40 Jewish girls – all of them from Iran, each of them alone. Her parents, like those of the other girls, had quietly bought her a ticket to Rome and sent her off, not knowing when they would see her next. There, the girls were greeted, processed and issued U.S. I-20 student visas. Five days later, they were safely in America.


From JFK, Anna and the girls were brought directly to Crown Heights neighborhood of Brooklyn, N.Y., and placed with host families – members of the Chabad-Lubavitch community. This was not the only group of Iranian Jewish children in Crown Heights. Since the end of 1978, planeloads of Jewish refugee children had followed the same path to safety, intensifying after the January 1979 fall of the Shah of Iran and the return from exile two weeks later of the Shi’ite cleric Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. 


By Passover of 1979, there were 1,000 Iranian Jewish children staying in Crown Heights with families, living in dorms, and studying in schools and classes established especially for them in the neighborhood.
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Chabad’s campaign to bring 1,800 Iranian children to safety lasted between the end of 1978 and late summer of 1980. Pictured is one of the groups going through registration upon arrival in the Crown Heights neighborhood of Brooklyn, NY, circa 1979. Photo: Courtesy NCFJE

Jews had lived in what was long known as Persia for 2,500 years, and at the time of the revolution, 100,000 of them called it home. They were well-established and successful. But then came the Islamic revolution, followed swiftly, 40 years ago this month, by the Islamist seizure of power. Violence roiled the streets. 
Threats against Jews were followed by the arrest and murder of leaders in the Jewish community. As the ground shifted under their feet, Persian Jews desperately sought avenues of escape, especially for their children.
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The largest number of children in Crown Heights at one time was Passover 1979, when 1,000 children were spread throughout the neighborhood. Four special seders were conducted, which the Rebbe visited, with Haggadahs printed in Farsi for the occasion.

The answer came in the form of Operation Exodus, a historic Chabad-Lubavitch effort, still largely unknown, to rescue the Jewish children of Iran. With help from the Crown Heights community and an army of volunteers, the operation was spearheaded by the late Rabbi Yaakov Yehudah (J.J.) Hecht, the exuberant executive vice president of the National Committee for the Furtherance of Jewish Education (NCFJE), and personally approved and encouraged every step of the way by the Rebbe, Rabbi Menachem M. Schneerson, of righteous memory. Operation Exodus was by far the largest organized effort to rescue the embattled Jews of Iran, and by the time it wrapped up in 1981 had brought 1,800 children to the United States. While Hecht was promised financial assistance from mainstream Jewish organizations, much of it never materialized, leaving him to cover the expenses alone. When Hecht passed away a decade later, his organization was still millions of dollars in debt. Yet he never for a second regretted it; there were Jewish children to be rescued, and he had gotten it done.
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Illulian stands near the gates of a Tehran synagogue, August 1978. Photo: Courtesy NCFJE
‘Very Similar to Our World in Iran’


Anna Monahemi, today State Sen. Anna Kaplan, was elected this past November to the New York State Senate from North Hempstead. The first streets of America that she wandered were those of Chassidic Crown Heights, and she recalls being taken by the pre-Shabbat shopping rush along the main commercial thoroughfare, Kingston Avenue, and hearing the Rebbe speak at the central Chabad synagogue at 770 Eastern Parkway. She still remembers the address on Montgomery Street where she stayed with a handful of other girls, the Chassidic family having taken a basement bedroom used by their own children and repurposing it for the girls.


That Passover she joined hundreds of other Iranian girls at one of the communal seders organized for them, where, along with Farsi Haggadahs, they were served rice as per the Sephardic custom.
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The streets of Tehran, August 1978. Photo courtesy NCFJE.

In fact, it had been the Rebbe who insisted that every effort be made to make sure the Iranian children were as comfortable with their new surroundings as possible, including serving them rice, which is considered kitniyot and not consumed by Ashkenazi Jewry on Passover. The Rebbe personally visited the Iranian childrens’ seders, held in multiple locations, stopping first in the kitchen to thank the staff, where he saw the rice being prepared. In the dining rooms he addressed the children in Hebrew, waiting as one of the children translated his words into Farsi.


Kaplan remained in Crown Heights for the next few months, spending the summer at NCFJE’s Camp Emunah in Upstate New York before joining one of her older brothers in Chicago. Another brother of hers followed a similar route as she, going from Tehran to Crown Heights before moving on to Chicago as well.


Kaplan says that for her, the differences in culture between the traditional, though not observant, home she came from in Tehran and the world of Chassidic Crown Heights were not all that different.


“My goal was continuing my studies and getting an education, which included Jewish classes I took there,” Kaplan tells Chabad.org. “But the Lubavitcher community’s emphasis on family and the family unit, it was very similar to our world in Iran.”


To her, the moral of the story is simple: “Human beings try to help each other when someone needs help. The Rebbe was instrumental in that.”


The decision to send her and her brother out of Iran had been a difficult one for her parents, but they felt a sense of urgency to get them out of the country. This was made easier, however, by the fact that they were being taken in by fellow Jews. “That fact gave them comfort.”


Ultimately, it is the kindness of her hosts that has remained with her, as well as the opportunities she received as a result.


“They opened their home to us, and I’ll always be grateful for that,” she says. “Today, I’m living the American dream. I came as a political refugee and was now elected to a high office in a great state in the greatest country on earth.”


Kaplan spoke to Chabad.org on a winter afternoon one Friday. “After this call, I’m going to prepare for Shabbat,” she said. “My mother is joining us.”

Accidental Beginning

This unlikely story of rescue began the late 1970s, when an Italian-born Chabad yeshivah student named Hertzel Illulian was studying in New York. His parents were successful Persian Jewish immigrants, traditional but not religious, and he had grown up in comfort in Milan. After serendipitously meeting a Chabad Chassid on the streets of Milan, who helped him don tefillin for the first time, Illulian became more religious and eventually came to New York to study at the Lubavitcher yeshivah.


Like his fellow Chabad yeshivah students, each summer he’d enlist in the Merkos Shlichus rabbinical visitation program to share, teach and strengthen Judaism in underserved and remote Jewish localities. Illulian dreamed of traveling to his ancestral homeland, Iran, to try to impact its Jews as he had once been influenced in Milan. Iran was safe, he spoke Farsi; it was a good match. In 1976, he wrote to the Rebbe requesting a blessing for a summer posting to Iran, but received no reply. The same thing happened the next summer.


Then came the summer of 1978. Illulian had an uncle in Forest Hills, Queens, whom he often visited and who prayed at the Sephardic Jewish Congregation, led then as it is now by Rabbi Sholem Ber Hecht, Rabbi J.J. Hecht’s eldest son. It was to Hecht that Illulian broached the idea of going together on Merkos Shlichus to Iran.


Hecht was intrigued. From what he heard from his congregants – a mixture of Sephardic Jews, Persians included – Iran might benefit from such a visit. Illulian again wrote to the Rebbe, and this time got a positive response. The details were then worked out, and both Illulian and Hecht raised the funds needed to cover the trip.


“Our original intention was to establish a liaison with the community there, and then see if it made sense to send an official emissary there,” says Hecht.


Illulian went about translating some Jewish beginner texts into Farsi, as well as the 12 Torah passages (pesukim), specially chosen by the Rebbe as verses children should learn and know. He also packed a few suitcases with mitzvah lapel buttons, Chassidic records and mezuzahs – and off they went.


They landed in Tehran on a calm day in August of 1978. Revolution, refugees … that was the last thing on their minds.

Tehran, 1978

The Iran the two young rabbis found was a rapidly Westernizing one, and the Jewish community, while traditional, was largely affluent and modernizing. Hecht and Illulian were officially greeted by Rabbi David Shofet, son of Iran’s chief rabbi, Chacham Yedidia Shofet, and himself at the time head of the Jewish community umbrella organization; Chacham Netanel Ben-Haim, who headed the Ozar Hatorah religious school system; and Rabbi Eliyahu Ben-Haim, who led both the Yusef Abad and Meshadi synagogues in Tehran.


Arrangements were made for the pair to address on Shabbat the five or so main synagogues in Tehran, which on a weekly basis could draw anywhere from 500 to 1,500 people.


“A lot of people thought we were there to collect money,” remembers Hecht. Many Jews, but not all, lived in opulent homes, drove Cadillac Sevilles or Mercedes 500s, and were accustomed to foreign rabbis coming to collect funds. “The first thing we did was get up and say, ‘We didn’t come to take; we came to give.’ That surprised them. We told them we were there because the Lubavitcher Rebbe has sent us there, we spoke about Judaism, encouraged them in their practice. We were very respectfully received.”


For many centuries the Jews of Persia, like those in other Muslim-majority societies, were dhimmi, a tolerated but second-class-status minority. In modern Iran under the Shah, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, this had changed. He instituted a series of reforms, including breaking down the barriers that had been placed upon the Jews. This proved to be a good investment for the regime, as the Jews flourished economically, contributing handsomely to the new Iran, repaying the Shah with their loyalty as well. 


On the other hand, similar to what happens in other upwardly mobile societies, this had a negative impact upon the religious standards of the Persian Jewish community at large. Laxities crept in. Whereas the Ozar Hatorah schools, established in Iran in the aftermath of World War II, had once had thousands of Jewish students all over the country, by the time Hecht and Illulian visited, the branch in Tehran had perhaps a few hundred children enrolled.


Bension Kohen had studied at Ozar Hatorah’s elementary school and graduated from the ORT high school in Tehran. When the two Chabad rabbis visited, Kohen was studying in a university and working part-time as an electrician at the Royal Gardens Hotel, where the pair stayed.


“I met them and volunteered to be their chauffeur,” says Kohen. “You see two Jewish guys with beards and a kipah, you get excited. I introduced myself and stayed with them for the next couple of weeks.”


While Hecht and Illulian had come to what was still a stable Iran, street demonstrations against the Shah had already begun. The Shah, while liberal in many ways, ran a police state, and his human-rights record did not match his economic reforms.


 People were agitating for more basic freedoms, but it was not obviously being fueled by Islamists. “[T]he revolution … at first appeared to be a broad-based coalition embracing the merchants, students, and many moderate elements, in addition to the reactionary clerics,” writes the late foreign-policy expert Peter W. Rodman. “[O]nly gradually did it become clear that, as in Petrograd in 1917, vacuums are often filled by the most ruthless, the most disciplined, the most fanatical.”


Hecht recalls sitting in the home of Chacham Ben-Haim following Shabbat and seeing the television screen flashing images of street demonstrations turned violent. “That’s why we didn’t go to any other cities outside of Tehran,” he says. “We were afraid to get caught up.”


The sudden violence frightened the Jewish community. Whereas the Chabad rabbis had hoped perhaps to meet a handful of Jewish boys who would be interested in coming to America to study in yeshivah, by the second week of their trip Iranian parents began approaching them about the possibility of sending their children with them. The trip was set to last one month, with Hecht, who was married and had children, returning home after two weeks, and the late Rabbi Yossi Raichik, then a yeshivahstudent, joining Illulian for the second segment of the trip. By the time Hecht left, 20 sets of parents had inquired about sending their children to America.


Hecht also gave his phone number to Kohen, their young driver. “He told me, if you come to America, here is my number,” recalls Kohen. A few months later, that number would come in handy.


Meanwhile, Raichik arrived to join Illulian. He carried plates from which they printed a special Iranian edition of the Tanya, the central text of the Chabad movement, penned by its founder, Rabbi Schneur Zalman of Liadi. But the circumstances on the ground were getting worse. Illulian was in regular contact with the Rebbe’s chief of staff, Rabbi Chaim Aizik Mordechai Hodakov, who counseled him to stay safe.


Illulian had a close call with the Shah’s secret police. One afternoon he found himself in a car close to Tehran’s InterContinental Hotel, and the window for praying the afternoon minchah service closing. He stopped, pulled out a prayerbook and began reciting the words as he swayed.


“Suddenly, I got surrounded by a lot of strange people,” Illulian recalls in an interview with Jewish Educational Media’s (JEM) My Encounter with the Rebbe oral history project. “They thought I was a terrorist … and wanted to arrest me.”


Illulian’s Jewish driver tried to intercede, telling the agents that Illulian was harmless. The authorities left Illulian but detained the driver.


By that time, “they were burning things in the streets, destroying pictures of the Shah and government property,” remembers Kohen.


Instability or revolution almost always places the Jewish community in particular danger, but the Islamist element of this one was far more open from the outset about their antagonism. While Iran’s Jews had lived in relative safety, even prior to these events Iran was not a place by any stretch that was free of anti-Semitism. But now, the threats were becoming explicit.


“Warning to all the Jews of Iran,” read a June 1978 flyer signed by a group calling itself the National Front of Young Muslims in Iran and forwarded by cable from the U.S. Embassy in Tehran to the State Department in Washington. “You blood-sucking people who have gathered in our Islamic country and are bleeding every one of us Muslims by extorting money-lending interest, theft and swindling and sending the wealth collected in this way to the Zionist country of Israel … be aware now that your golden days are over. … You are hereby warned to leave the country as soon as you can otherwise we will massacre all Jews. … A Hitler is a necessity once in a while to exterminate the Jews … ”


Now Illulian and Raichik found themselves inundated with requests from parents asking them to take their children with them. Illulian called Hecht and explained the unraveling situation. Rabbi Sholem Ber Hecht turned to his father asking what they could do. Was it their job to now begin ferrying Persian Jewish children to the United States?


J.J. Hecht was a legendary personality. Loud, energetic, dedicated, he had the voice of an old-time orator, hosted a regular Jewish radio program on New York’s WEVD and ran a whirlwind of projects through his organization, NCFJE. He was also fiercely loyal to the Rebbe, and in foot-soldier fashion would write reports and queries regarding his work to the Rebbe multiple times a day. There was even a joke that went around that he needed to hire a full-time courier to bring his messages down the block from his office at 824-828 Eastern Parkway to the Rebbe’s secretariat at 770.


In this case, too, the elder Hecht turned to the Rebbe to ask whether this was a project he should now take on. Even a modest number of children would require I-20 student visas and all the paperwork that entailed, plus food, housing, schooling and more. The response was an unequivocal yes. The Rebbe said that this project would be a blessing for both the Iranian Jewish community, and for Hecht and his organization.


“That’s what the Rebbe said, so that was it,” says his son. “He undertook the whole task.”


Did he have any idea what this would entail?


“I don’t think he did,” replies Rabbi J.J. Hecht’s wife, Rebbetzin Chava Hecht. “That’s how he was. He jumped in, even if the water was freezing.”

A Trickle Turns Into a Flood

In October of 1978, during the intermediary days of the holiday of Sukkot, Illulian returned to Tehran alone, this time armed with I-20 visa applications issued by Hadar Hatorah, the first-ever yeshivah for young men returning to the traditions of their ancestors, run under the auspices of NCFJE.


“Herzel had the list of names of students who had decided they actually wanted to come, so we were able to start issuing I-20s for them,” says Hecht. “So we started doing that, then we had to also send all the supporting documents, which also had to be signed, including source of income, etc. So my father decided to sign those also.”


Aside from the street demonstrations, the Shah, struggling to squelch the unrest in his empire, began drafting young men not in university into his military. Another option that was given was to show proof of acceptance to a foreign university, so the young person would quickly be granted an exit visa. This was another reason for parents to find a way out for their children.


Despite the growing tensions, the American embassy in Tehran was still properly staffed at the time, and Illulian was able to file the paperwork at the embassy, which issued the visas. A few weeks later, Illulian returned together with the first group of Iranian Jewish children, about 40 students. The boys were enrolled in Hadar Hatorah, while the girls attended Beth Rivkah, the flagship Chabad school for girls. There was plenty of dorm space for the boys, and the girls were put up with host families.


“The word got out in Iran that this is the way to get your kids out of trouble,” says Hecht. “All of a sudden, we started getting calls from Rabbi David Shofet; he heard from mothers that they needed hundreds of these visas. So from November, December, January … those months, we started sending them huge numbers of I-20 applications.”


As the situation grew worse, the Shah received mixed messages from Washington. The State Department, on the one hand, led by Secretary of State Cyrus Vance, was of the opinion that in order for Iran to stabilize and move in a more liberal direction, the Shah had to leave. President Jimmy Carter’s national security staff, on the other, led by Zbigniew Brzezinski, felt that the Shah was a stabilizing presence and a vital ally in the region who should be supported in his time of trouble. 


While it was true that the Shah was a dictator, the alternative, Brzezinski and others felt, would spell disaster. Carter leaned towards Brzezinski’s view, but this wasn’t being clearly communicated to the Shah, especially by the American ambassador to Iran, William Sullivan.


The Shah vacillated, unwilling or unable to pull the trigger and order the military to harshly crack down on the revolution in his streets. On Jan. 16, 1979, the once-all-powerful monarch of the Imperial State of Iran boarded an airplane and left the country for the last time.


Bension Kohen left Iran the next day. He had purchased an acceptance form to Queens College on the streets and arrived in New York before Shabbat. On Sunday he dialed Hecht, who told him to stay where he was and he’d pick him up. The Farsi-speaking young man, who soon found himself volunteering as a counselor and cook in NCFJE’s booming Persian children’s program, has lived in Crown Heights ever since.


Two weeks after the Shah’s departure, the exiled Khomeini made his triumphant return to Iran. The Islamic revolution in full force, there was no turning back.

Murder and Panic in the Streets

The mood in the Iranian Jewish community was tense. While worried, they remained deeply tied to the country. They had homes, properties, businesses, investments; it had been their native land for millennia.


“People had this idea that this had happened once [the attempted coup against the Shah in 1953], and the Shah could still return,” explains Rabbi Shofet, who played a central role leading the teetering Jewish community in Tehran during those heady days, and is today the chief rabbi of the Nessah Synagogue and Center in Beverly Hills, Calif. “It was an illusion.”


And so Shofet encouraged parents to send their children out via Chabad.


“When there’s trouble, people turn to G-d,” says Dovid Loloyan, by now also a rabbi in California, but at the time a 12-year-old boy growing up in a non-religious Persian Jewish household in Tehran. “My mother started going to synagogue, and there, in Rabbi Shofet’s shul, she heard him saying that there’s this group, Chabad, taking children to the United States to study, and we’d be able to go to college, too, because with Iranians there’s no way their child isn’t going to college.”


Loloyan’s mother at first wanted to send her son to join his sister in Israel, but in Feb. 1979, El Al, fearing for the safety of its staff, suspended all flights to Tehran. That’s when she heard Shofet’s pronouncement in the synagogue, and the decision was made to send him to America.


Loloyan was 12 at the time, and had seen protesters burning banks and looting stores, soldiers mowing down protesters. He wanted to leave, and the family went about quietly preparing.


“It was known among the Jews that we children were leaving,” says Loloyan, “but we kept it secret from the Muslims.”


Loloyan was a part of one of the first groups to leave Iran after the actual revolution –  150 children in all. By this time the U.S. Embassy in Tehran, which had been briefly overrun by Islamist militants in February before being freed a few hours later, had pulled back much of their staff, with the ambassador, Sullivan, being recalled in March. The I-20s could no longer be processed in Tehran. A third country was needed, and with Illulian hailing from Italy and a Chabad emissary, 
Rabbi Yitzchak Hazan, stationed in Rome, the decision was made to route the children through there.


Loloyan’s group landed in Rome on March 13, 1979, coincidentally, on the holiday of Purim, which commemorates the deliverance of the Jewish people in ancient Persia approximately 2,400 years ago. In Rome, the children were promptly led to a reading of the Megillah, the Scroll of Esther retelling the story. It was the first time Loloyan ever heard it.


Miriam Finck has a similar story. In fact, her brother had nearly been a victim of the street violence. Among the enduring slogans of the Islamic Revolution were the chants “Death to America!” and “Death to Israel!” Two years her senior, Finck’s brother had seen a “Death to Israel!” placard hanging on the street and tried pulling it down. He was caught and taken to a university to be hanged. It was only through the immediate intervention of her uncle – Finck’s father had recently passed away – who ran to an influential Muslim acquaintance and begged him to intercede on his nephew’s behalf that the boy was spared.


“That’s when my family knew it was over,” she says.


It was her uncle, too, who had heard a rabbi speaking in his synagogue of a way to send their children out. He told Finck’s mother about it; within three days, she and her sister had passports.


The two girls and their group headed to Rome in March of ’79 as well. When they were leaving, Finck remembers giving her coached response to Iranian authorities, that she was going to Rome to visit relatives.


In April of 1979 Khomeini announced the formal establishment of the Islamic Republic of Iran. But in May came the greatest blow to the community: the execution of Habib Elghanian, a wealthy and respected leader of the Iranian Jewish community.


“The execution of Habib Elghanian last week created a great sense of anxiety within the Iranian Jewish community … ,” reads another U.S. embassy cable. “A general feeling was that, if a person of Elghanian’s stature was not safe, then all Jews were in jeopardy.”


In Rome, Loloyan, Finck and her sister, Anna Kaplan and her brother, and the hundreds of other children, were greeted by Illulian, who was stationed there for a period of months. While Loloyan was in Rome for three days, Finck recalls staying there for two weeks in a nursing home, waiting to be processed at the American Embassy in Rome.


“I was going to the American Embassy in Rome and they were so nice, so helpful, G-d bless this country, how much kindness, how much heart they have … .” Illulian told JEM in his interview. “I became like a worker in the American Embassy. I was going in and out like a consul, with three, four hundred passports of these little kids that I gathered.”


He would gather hundreds of children at a time at an embassy facility and in Farsi direct them in filling out the visa applications. A few hours later the visas were stamped, nearly pro forma, and the children ready to board airplanes to America.


“I was in Rome for a few months until every child came to America,” Illulian recalls. “I’d go to the airport, place them, go to the embassy and get the visas, and then send them to America. There was an unbelievable energy. I would speak to the children about what was going on, about Judaism, about mitzvot; we would spend Shabbat together. But there were many nights when I did not sleep more than an hour or two.


“The way we were getting these visas at the embassy,” Illulian adds, noting that there were thousands of other refugees in Rome working to get American visas, “it was a miracle.”
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A special emphasis was made that the children feel comfortable, this famously extended to the Iranian children being served rice at the group Passover seders arranged for them. Photo courtesy NCFJE.


Not everyone believed Khomeini was all that bad or that the Jews were really endangered. Yet another U.S. embassy cable from Tehran, this one signed by Sullivan in March of 1979, states that although Jews were certainly the subject of prejudice in Iran in the new climate, they were no worse than any other minority and “appear to have reached a reasonably satisfactory accommodation with the new powers that be.” 


Sullivan concludes that the general “shift does not, in our view, represent a change that would warrant treating Iranian visa applicants, whether members of minority groups or not, any differently than we have in the past.” While the Iranian children in Operation Exodus were processed as students and not refugees, the speed at which it was done indicates that this advice was ignored.


From Rome, the groups headed in biweekly and then weekly waves to JFK airport, where they boarded buses to Crown Heights. Between November of 1978 and April of 1979, 1,000 children came to New York in this way.

In Rome, the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS) assisted greatly with the processing, but all of the other responsibilities  – financial and logistical – lay with the Chabad movement and Rabbi J.J. Hecht.

The Hub: Crown Heights

In the beginning, things were simple enough. Most of the boys stayed in dormitories, while some of the younger boys and all of the girls were placed with hundreds of host families. Like Kaplan, Finck and her sister were placed with a family  – with whom she remains close to this day – as was Loloyan.


“I used to visit families hosting the children every week,” says Moshe Chayempour, an Iranian Jew who had arrived in America in 1970 and was instrumental in Operation Exodus from the get-go. “These were not wealthy people hosting the children, but they took their own children’s bedrooms and gave them to these children. Who does that? It was unbelievable.”


Roslyn Malamud and her husband were one of the families that took in children; two boys stayed in her home for more than a year. Today, the boys are active Jewish community members in heavily Persian community of Great Neck on Long Island, N.Y., and Malamud remains in touch with them, attending their weddings and, more recently, their children’s weddings. 


Her biggest motivation for taking in the children was her mother, who was born in Poland and had come to the United States before the war, but had lost much of her family in the Holocaust.


“My mother said, if before the war more people had taken in Jewish children, more children could have been saved,” says Malamud. “No one knew what was going to happen to the Jews over there, but this situation, it hit home.”


Malamud ultimately got involved in more ways, even later traveling with a group of involved Chabad women and the senior Rabbi Hecht to Washington to lobby members of Congress for more student visas for the Iranian children.


Hecht, responsible for the entire operation, was also not above hosting. He and his wife had two girls, Janet Afrah, then 14, and her sister Jackie, then 11, live in their home for months.


“I had no children at home, so I was able to give them my full attention,” says Rebbetzin Hecht.


The Hechts lived in nearby East Flatbush, where Rabbi J.J. Hecht was rabbi of a synagogue, so the solution was supposed to be temporary, as Rebbetzin Hecht didn’t want the girls to feel alienated from the other Persian girls.
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In April of 1979 Rabbi J.J. Hecht purchased the Lefferts General Hospital for $500,000 s a dormitory for the Iranian boys. Unbenowest to him the building had been previously gutted by looters, but NCFJE spent enormous sums to make it habitable. Beth Rivkah elementary school stands in its place today.


“But we gravitated towards each other,” says Afrah, “so we just stayed.”


The connection would end up being a lifelong one. Towards the end of 1979 the girls’ parents managed to make it out of Iran and moved to Atlanta, with their daughters joining them soon thereafter. When Janet got married, Rabbi and Rebbetzin Hecht flew to her wedding in Atlanta where Rabbi Hecht presided over her chuppah; this repeated itself when her younger sister married some time later.


“Two years ago my son got married and Rebbetzin Hecht came with her son, who read the Rebbe’s letter of blessing for the wedding, the one he sent when I got married,” says Afrah. “Rebbetzin Hecht sat at the badeken[the ceremonial veiling], together with my mother. I have always said I have two sets of parents.”


For her part, Rebbetzin Hecht found herself overcome with emotion: “I cried,” she says.
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fundraising advertisement.


But back in 1979, as more and more children came, there were problems that arose, especially in housing the older boys.


“Desperate for homes and beds for the children, who range in age from 10 to 22, Rabbi Jacob J. Hecht … signed a $500,000 contract on Monday [April 9, 1979] to buy Lefferts General Hospital,” reported The New York Times in an article titled “Jews in Crown Heights Make Room for Iranian Children.” The article notes that the building was in shambles, but excludes the fact that Hecht had signed the contract with the doctors with assurances that it was habitable, which it was not.


While desperate times call for desperate measures, the fact was that despite the revolution, many of the children did not regard themselves as refugees. The Times article even quotes a 17-year-old Iranian boy named Israel explaining that “[m]any people think we escaped from Iran. I personally came from Iran because I wanted to read and study Jewish studies … I didn’t want to escape Iran because of the political situation.”


“Some of the children, especially who came from rich families, they didn’t understand they were refugees and they complained. When a guy is used to his parents’ villa and leather couches in Tehran and then is dumped on a yeshivah mattress in Brooklyn, they don’t appreciate it,” says Kohen. “Their parents were scared and sent them away, but the children didn’t always want to understand that the situation back home was so bad that there’s no way to live there anymore.”


“Everyone thought we just need a couple of months, things will calm down and we’ll return,” recalls Afrah. “That was 40 years ago and we never went back.”

While mainstream Jewish philanthropic organizations promised (and raised) funds for the effort, Rabbi Hecht received only token amounts, struggling to cover his ballooning budget. Instead of money, he got explanations that the Iranian Jews were wealthy and could pay their own way. That meant that not only was NCFJE and Lubavitch alone in the work – a few other Orthodox Jewish organizations brought over children on a far smaller scale; mainstream organizations did not – Hecht was footing the bill.


“It was very hard; it was a lot of money and worry,” admits Rebbetzin Hecht.


The expenditures were not limited to the hospital. Hecht also obtained campgrounds in Monticello and Far Rockaway for summer camps for the Iranian children, aptly named Camp Mordechai for the hero of the Purim story, and established a new school with Farsi-speaking teachers, ESL classes and the like in Crown Heights. The costs soared, but he did it anyway.


“My husband’s approach was: The Rebbe told you to do it, you do it. You don’t do it for the thank you, you do it to do it,” says Rebbetzin Hecht. “My husband didn’t need a thank you; he wasn’t the type.”

The Hostage Crisis

Passover 1979 was meant to be the last hurrah for Operation Exodus. “As far as I know, I am now stopping,” Hecht told the Times. But he didn’t.


For one thing, things got even worse in Iran. As tensions between Iran and Iraq intensified, the new Islamic republic began snapping military-age boys off the streets to send them to what would turn into the devastating Iran-Iraq War. From the beginning there were also valid worries that the girls could be grabbed and raped on the simmering streets. But by late 1979, Rome had become overrun with other asylum seekers, and, as Chayempour recalls it, the Rebbe suggested London as an alternate center where the Jewish students could be processed.

[image: image25.jpg]


 A new group of arrivals from London in the summer of 1980. Rabbi J.J. Hecht can be seen second from the right, partially obscured by Moshe Chayempour, an Iranian Jew who played an instrumental role in Operation Exodus. Photo courtesy Moshe Chayempour.

Then came the Iran hostage crisis on Nov. 4, 1979. Islamists overran the U.S. Embassy in Tehran and took its staff hostage for 444 days. The U.S. severed relations with Iran, an embargo on Iran was put in place, and the United States stopped issuing student visas.


“Since there were no forthcoming American visas, Britain wasn’t prepared to issue even temporary visas for the Iranian children,” explains Rabbi Faivish Vogel, a leading Chabad figure in London. “I was asked to solve this problem and get visas for these children.”
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A High Holiday booklet printed in Farsi by Lubavitch.


Vogel phoned a Jewish member of parliament, Greville Janner, and told him there were 200 Iranian Jewish children who needed to get to London. He asked Janner, a member of the Labour Party, to approach the Home Secretary William Whitelaw, a Conservative, and request visas for the children.


“Whitelaw asked him: Who will guarantee that they will leave Britain?” recalls Vogel, “and Janner told him: Rabbi Vogel of the Lubavitch Foundation.”


Chayempour and Raichik flew to London to make arrangements for the children, whose presence in London was kept quiet. The children arrived in groups; Chayempour recalls heading to Heathrow to help take the children off the plane and past immigration. In at least one case, the plane made a stopover in London on its way to a third destination, and Chayempour was ushered onto the plane to collect the children, who were transferred onto Chabad-sponsored buses while Chayempour had their passports validated and visas inserted.


A portion of the boys were sent to Carmel College, a since-closed elite Jewish boarding school in Wallingford, Oxfordshire, and Raichik went there to serve as their counselor. Another portion of the boys was enrolled at the Hasmonean School in London while the girls were enrolled at the Lubavitch Senior Girls School in Stamford Hill, London. But as the months stretched by, the American visas were still not forthcoming.


Meanwhile, Rabbi Avraham Shemtov, the director of American Friends of Lubavitch in Washington, worked his connections in the Carter administration and Congress.


“Rabbi Shemtov worked very hard to get the green signal from United States that the embassy in London should give visas to these kids,” Chayempour told JEM in an interview. “We waited many months until, thank G-d, on the day after Tisha B’Av, we got a call from him that we are approved and the kids can go.”


With the full participation of the American Embassy in London, the I-20 student visas were granted to the Iranian children – unusual given official U.S. policy at the time – and the children finally flew to New York.


With that, Operation Exodus came to a close, having saved 1,800 Jewish children from the clutches of an untested radical regime.


In the coming years, 80,000 Jews left Iran, many of them having to smuggle themselves out illegally. The children – Loloyan, Kaplan, Finck, hundreds of others – were only reunited with their parents years later, and Rabbi Sholem Ber Hecht remembers signing hundreds of letters of support for Persian families attesting to their refugee status and the persecution in Iran, allowing countless more Iranian Jews to finally leave.

‘An Entire World’


Throughout Operation Exodus the senior Rabbi Hecht corresponded on a daily basis with the Rebbe, whose guidance was crucial to the operation’s success. NCFJE’s archives hold hundreds of letters written by Hecht to the Rebbe and replies on every minute detail of the plans. One letter from Hecht requests the Rebbe’s blessing for a group of 70 Jews who had been ferried by another organization via an illegal crossing on the Pakistani border and had been caught:


… It was done illegally, cost immense sums of money, and we did not want to be mixed up in this because we suspected that the organizers are unscrupulous people … G-d Almighty should have mercy that they should be saved in a miraculous way.


*They are in need of great, unbounding and intense mercy.


The Rebbe’s response in this case is unclear, but the Rebbe made a special point to constantly engage and encourage the Iranian children coming through Crown Heights. On Purim of 1979, the Rebbe famously had the Persian children seated together in a place of prominence at his gathering and requested that they sing a Jewish song familiar to them. They began singing the Sephardic tune of “Yigdal Elokim Chai,” and the Rebbe motioned for the thousands of Chassidim gathered to join along.


On the last day of Passover that same year, the Rebbe spoke one of many talks on the subject of the Iranian children, requesting at the end that it be translated into Farsi for their benefit. He spoke of the revolution in Iran, the hidden blessings that it contained, and the new hope for the children who had been exiled from their homes. He pointed out that many of the Iranian children had joined along in the taahalucha – the Chabad tradition of walking to other synagogues to share words of Torah and the joy of the holiday with fellow Jews from all walks of life – and had brought happiness and song to local American Jews, while they had only just themselves arrived.


The organizers of Operation Exodus, the Rebbe said, “should not fear that they have wasted so much energy on such a [relatively] small number of children, for every individual is ‘an entire world,’ and they will go on to impact their entire family and their whole environment.”


Forty years later, the Rebbe’s words still ring true. The Persian Jewish community in the United States is blooming, proud of its roots and fiercely connected to its Jewish heritage.


“The Rebbe told my husband that if even 10 percent of the Iranian children remain connected to their Judaism, then the effort was all worth it,” says Rebbetzin Hecht. “The numbers are far, far higher. We really saw the payoff.”


“The Rebbe saw what was happening and acted upon it and saved a lot of people, not only physically but spiritually as well,” says Afrah. “How many people were saved? A lot. I started off as one person and now have five children and six grandchildren. There were 1,800 children, and we are three generations already, and it will, G-d willing, continue.”

Courtesy Chabad.org/News
Reprinted from the Parshas Vayakhel 5779 email of the AJOP (Association of Jewish Outreach Professionals) UPDATE. The article originally appeared in the February 22, 2019 email of Jewish Philanthropy.

PASSOVER
Exodus Story Now

A Graphic Novel

By Steve Lipman

In a sign of the times, a cartoonist 

crafts a new-look Haggadah.


Gorfinkel’s haggadah tells the story of Passover in graphic form. Pictured here, a portion of the cover. Courtesy of Koren Publishers


On Passover, which commemorates an ancient story of liberation, a popular cartoonist has freed the narrative in a thoroughly modern way.

If ever a story carries a novelistic sweep and packs a visual punch, it’s the Exodus story. In it, the Israelites break free from hundreds of years of bondage in ancient Egypt, moving through the marsh grasses of the Red Sea as the reeds rise up to clear an escape route.
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Courtesy of Koren Publishers


In a sign of the visual and attention-challenged times, Jordan Gorfinkel, whose “Everything’s Relative” strip appears in this publication, has combined the epic Passover story and indelible images into a Haggadah that seems tailor-made for millennials, “Passover Haggadah Graphic Novel” (Koren Publishers). In recent years, while there have been niche Haggadahs for vegetarians, the politically minded, even “Star Wars” and Harry Potter fans, Gorfinkel’s new work is believed to be the first graphic novel to tell the biblical tale in comic strip format.

The Exodus story, Gorfinkel told The Jewish Week, has “everything you want: larger-than-life characters and conflicts, sweeping settings, mammoth action sequences, memorable personal moments.” And, of course, “a happy ending … especially if you don’t mind sand in your shoes,” he quipped.

But how to tell the story, which must be retold in every new generation, according to tradition, for this generation?
 “The Haggadah is not a chronology,” he said. “Rather, it’s a terse summary of the sweep of Jewish history, theology, etc. that presumes a level of scholarship that contemporary Jews, living well after the age of the oral tradition, mostly do not possess.”
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Courtesy of Koren Publishers


Gorfinkel’s dilemma was “how to dramatize what to modern eyes reads as disjointed in a structure that fits how we’re accustomed to consuming content today. I had to figure out how to enforce a narrative on the Jewish equivalent of a Wikipedia page.”

The vehicle for that narrative, which Jews around the world will gather to retell in two weeks, is a family of goats. On page one of “Passover Haggadah Graphic Novel,” a father goat, on seder night, asks his daughter about the meaning of Pesach.

“Freedom …?” answers the precocious but impatient kid who’s in a hurry to get to the meal. On page 2 comes the 2019-ish snark: “Children,” the daddy goat says, “aren’t the only ones with questions. The Haggadah confounds adults, too. Hence, the Passover Graphic Novel.” Wisecracks the daughter goat, “No one says ‘hence’ anymore, you know.”

As the title suggests, the 170-page book, three years in the making, is two books in one. It contains the traditional Hebrew text of the Haggadah (transliterated into English letters), in easy-to-read fonts, and a modern English-language translation by David Olivestone, former director of communications at the Orthodox Union, as well as “how-to” instructional cartons that lead the reader through each step of the seder. 


And it is also an exquisite full-color graphic novel drawn by Israeli artist Erez Zadok, a Bezalel Academy of Art graduate, that features the unnamed goat family going through each step of the seder. The illustrations, which incorporate modern cityscapes and mythic biblical scenes, carry the story forward as it moves from the exodus from Egypt to Jewish life and history through the ages.

“The story boards are really clever and engaging,” said Daniel Levine, the longtime owner of J. Levine Books & Judaica in midtown, who added that he has “never seen a Haggadah like this” — one rendered as a full-length graphic novel. “In my 40 years [at the firm] this is the most captivating and creative one I have seen.”

Though a groundbreaking graphic novel like Art Spiegelman’s Holocaust classic “Maus” might seem a natural influence, Gorfinkel said the idea for a Haggadah in graphic novel form “just sort of happened” and was a natural growth of everything else he had previously done artistically.

Though an accomplished artist — with decades of experience of drawing the Batman comic — Gorfinkel wrote and envisioned in exacting details every word and every scene in the graphic novel part of the book, but chose to assign the drawing to another artist.

Busy with a career as an illustrator and businessman (he runs his own creative studio, Avalanche Comics Entertainment, which provides custom content for corporations and other clients) and musician (he produces and performs in independent CD releases), he realized he could not devote enough time to the execution of a project of this scope to do it justice.

Along the way, Gorfinkel, a Cleveland resident who lived for a while on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, was also responsible for fundraising a “six-figure” budget for the book, through connections in the Jewish community and some selective online crowd-funding.

He shared his conception of the book, and some early drawings, with a small circle of supporters, and adapted it according to their critiques. And he consulted experts in history, archaeology, theology and other disciplines to ensure its authenticity.

Gorfinkel’s Haggadah is the new face of the Passover text, arguably the most-published Jewish book in Jewish history, and one that has morphed in recent years into a palette for self-expression. If you are religious or secular, artistic or intellectual, serious or humorous, any description of Jew (and to a growing degree, non-Jew), there is a Haggadah for you. (Gorfinkel’s own “go-to” Haggadah is the classic Maxwell House Haggadah, which dates from 1932.)
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KILO NAEH, KILO YACEH,
Adir bimlucha. Bachur kahalacha. G dudav yomru o, I'cha u-fcha, I'cha kil'cha, F'cha
af cha, Icha Adonal hamamiachah. ki o nareh, ki o ya-eh.

Dagul bimlucha. Hadur kahalacha. Vatikav yomru lo, Icha u-fcha, I'cha ki Icha, I'cha
af I'cha,Icha Adonai hamamiachah. K lo na-eh, ki o ya-eh.

Zakai bimlucha. Chasin kahalacha. Taf-'rav yormru o, 'cha u'cha, I'cha ki I cha,
V'cha af 'cha, 'cha Adonai hamarmlachah. Ki 1o na-eh, kilo ya-h.

Vachid bimlucha Kabir kahalacha. Limuday yorru lo, 'cha u-I‘cha, I'cha ki 'cha, 'cha
af cha, Icha Adonal hamamiachah. K 1 na-eh, ki o ya-eh.

Marom bimlucha. Nora kahalacha, S'vivav yomru Io, I'cha -I'cha, 'cha ki I'cha, Fcha 3
af 'cha, Icha Adonal hamamiachah. K 0 na-eh, ki 1o ya-eh. &2
Anay bimlucha. Podeh kahalacha. Tzadikay yorru o, 'cha u-I‘cha, Icha ki 'cha, Icha
af Fcha, Icha Adonal hamamiachah. K 0 nareh, ki o ya-eh.
Kadosh bimlucha. Rachur kahalacha. Shin-anay yomru lo, I'cha u-Tcha, Icha ki ch,
I'cha af I'cha, 'cha Adonai hamarmlachah. Kilo na-ch, kilo ya-ch.
Takif imlucha, Tomeich kahalacha. tmimay yomru o, 'cha u-cha, 'cha ki fch, 77
I'cha af 'cha, 'cha Adonai hamarmlachah. KiIo na-eh, kilo ya-eh:





Courtesy of Koren Publishers


A Haggadah in graphic novel form is a perfect adaptation for the millennial generation that was raised in an atmosphere of individualized iTunes playlists, said Rabbi Elly Krimsky, program director of NJOP (formerly the National Jewish Outreach Program). Today, he said, people can find Haggadahs that reflects their way of thinking, that speak their language. “Instead of just reading a text,” Rabbi Krimsky said, “they want to see how the text provides meaning for them.”

“The words are almost an outline” of seder themes, not necessarily meant to be recited by rote, but to be interpreted and explained, the rabbi continued. “The seder needs to be geared to the people at the table … as long as you don’t stray too far” from the seder’s theme of liberation and deliverance. “It’s meant to be interactive … there is much flexibility” in its style.
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The cover of the new graphic novel haggadah. Courtesy of Koren Publishers


Gorfinkel realizes the new cultural imperative. His goal, he said, is to make the 3,300-year-old liberation account transcend any particular denominational affiliation or time period or geographic setting. That’s why his graphic novel shows men and women as punk rockers, kibbutzniks, Revolutionary War soldiers, whites and blacks, ancient Egyptians and modern-day chasidim, businessmen and backpackers … the list goes on.

As for the goats, Gorfinkel calls them avatars. Incarnations in human-ish (or in this case, two-legged, seder-leading) form. Seder-goers can  themselves sitting with the unnamed goat family at the seder table; just as you’re supposed to imagine yourself on Pesach night taking part in the exodus from slavery, you can picture yourself in the graphic novel’s version of Jewish history.

Father goat, outfitted in a Superman-style costume (a matzah on his chest instead of an “S” in a pentagon), states, by way of introduction, that “We’re connecting a new generation to our living history, by illustrating the fully unabridged, authentic text in the sequential storytelling style of comics – a Jewish innovation, you know.”

The words in the text sometimes spill into Gorfinkel’s own explanations of what he’s up to in “Passover Haggadah Graphic Novel.”

“The sequential art medium,” he wrote in an email, “is the most primal format for delivering layers of depth in print,” he said. “If we did our job right, this Haggadah is like a good Bugs Bunny (or, dare I suggest, ‘The Simpsons’) cartoon: Wherever you’re at, you’ll enjoy the experience.”
Reprinted from the March 29, 2018 edition of the Jewish Week (New York).

Opinion
Israel’s Secret

Founding Fathers

By Matti Friedman

Everyone knows the name David Ben-Gurion. Why don’t we know about the spy Jamil Cohen?
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Matti Friedman

March 1, 2019


JERUSALEM — Late on the night of Nov. 11, Hamas soldiers in southern Gaza stopped a van near the town of Khan Yunis. Inside were a group of Arabic-speaking men and women who said they were aid workers. The soldiers were suspicious. When the passengers understood that they couldn’t talk their way out, they dropped the pretense and drew guns. In the ensuing firefight, seven Hamas men and one of the passengers died before the intruders were extracted by an Israeli rescue force.


The van’s passengers were undercover agents, but in Hebrew their profession has a unique name: They were mista’arvim, which translates as “ones who become like Arabs.” The work of the mista’arvim, who serve in Israel’s Army and police and are meant to move around Palestinian areas undetected, has gained some international renown recently thanks to the success of the TV series “Fauda,” a fictionalized version of their exploits.


But the odd term has roots older than Israel — and deeper than the world of spies. Its origins have much to tell us, not just about the history of covert operations here, but also about the complicated identity of this country.


Israel tends to tell a European story about itself — Theodor Herzl, socialism, the Holocaust — and many Israelis and many of our enemies like to imagine that this country doesn’t quite belong where it exists. But even if we set aside the one-fifth of Israel’s citizens who are Arab Muslims, half of the Jewish population here has roots in the Islamic world. They’re the children and grandchildren of people like Jamil Cohen.
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Jamil Cohen, 1950.CreditPalmach Museum, Tel Aviv


Who is Jamil Cohen? He isn’t famous, and his name was new to me when I began researching a book about Israel’s first spies. But his story is a window onto some crucial and forgotten Israeli history.


Cohen was born in 1922 in Damascus, Syria, and grew up in the alleys of that city’s ancient Jewish Quarter. The existence of such a quarter seems unimaginable today, with the Arab world’s old ethnic mosaic largely destroyed by state persecution, religious violence and civil war. But when Cohen was growing up, there were about one million Jews native to Islamic countries, most of them Arabic speakers. Baghdad, the Iraqi capital, was one-third Jewish in those days.


At 21, facing an uncertain future amid the Muslim majority, Cohen decided to run away to join the Zionist pioneers forging a new Jewish future in the country next door: British Mandate for Palestine. He crossed the border on foot and joined a group of idealistic young people working the land at a kibbutz. It was the beginning of 1944, with World War II still raging and the creation of the state of Israel still four years away.


In oral testimony recorded in the 1990s, Cohen remembered what the experience was like. He was exhilarated by the comradeship and ideology of pioneer life. On the other hand, he was different from the others and found the difference hard to escape. Although Palestine had an old community of Jews who spoke Arabic, the native tongue of most Jews in the country at the time was Yiddish: They had come to the Middle East fleeing abject poverty and oppression in Poland and Russia.
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A Backgammon game at the camp in the Arab Section.CreditPalmach Museum, Tel Aviv

To the kibbutz pioneers, Jamil Cohen was mystifying. He seemed Arab — in his appearance, in his Hebrew accent, in the music he loved, like that of the Egyptian diva Oum Kalthoum. He stopped using the Arabic name of his childhood, Jamil, and instead used his Hebrew name, Gamliel, but that didn’t resolve the problem. 


Cohen made friends but didn’t talk about his old life in Damascus; they weren’t interested. “Because I was the one who wanted to join them, and not the other way around,” he remembered much later on, “I was the one who was worn down, who had to round his edges to fit the machine that spins around, sparing no one.” The ability to “round your edges” is useful for a spy, as he’d soon find out.


The course of his life was changed the following year when someone came looking for him. Not for Gamliel, but for his earlier incarnation — Jamil. It turned out that the Arab identity he was trying to escape was precisely what the Zionist movement needed.


Understanding that the Jews in Palestine would shortly face a war for survival against the combined might of the Arab world, a few officers in the Jewish military underground were running an ad hoc intelligence unit called the “Arab Section.” Its members were tasked with collecting information in Arab areas: How big was the local militia? What were the imams saying in the mosques? They needed people who could pass.


The people who could do this did not want to be called “spies” or “agents,” names which were seen as dishonorable. Another term was needed to describe their service, and one was found in the long history of the Jews of the Arab world. In Aleppo, Syria, for example, there had always been two Jewish communities: One was the Sephardim, who had been expelled from Spain after 1492, and the second consisted of people who had been in the metropolis since before Christianity or Islam, and who had adopted Arabic after the arrival of Arab conquerors in the seventh century A.D. Those Jews called themselves, in Arabic, musta’arabin —“ones who become like Arabs.” The word in Hebrew is nearly identical.


The mastermind of the mista’arvim endeavor in the embryonic Israeli intelligence services was an educated Jew from Baghdad who went by the Arabic name Saman. (His Hebrew name was Shimon Somech, but no one used it.) The ideal recruit to the Arab Section, he once explained, “isn’t just a young man with dark skin and a mustache who knows how to speak Arabic.” A successful candidate, he wrote, “must be a talented actor playing the part twenty-four hours a day, a role that comes at a cost of constant mental tension, and which is nerve-racking to the point of insanity.”


With that in mind, Saman set off at the end of the war to recruit young arrivals from the Arab world. One of the recruits was Cohen, who would operate as a Palestinian Muslim with the name Yussef el-Hamed.


The scope of their adventures has preoccupied me for much of the last seven years: their dramatic, overlooked role in the 1948 war; their creation of Israel’s first foreign intelligence station in Beirut; how some evaded capture and lived, and how others were exposed and killed; how those Jewish refugees from Arab countries experienced Israel’s birth while pretending to be Arab refugees from a Jewish country; how they witnessed the violent collapse of their world, the Jewish world in Arab lands; and then the flood of those newcomers into the new state, which wasn’t expecting them, and which was transformed by them into a place different than its founders had planned.


The members of the Arab Section were one part of what later became the Mossad. When Cohen died in 2002, having spent much of his life under an assumed identity, he was described by a military historian as one of Israel’s most successful agents: “We never heard of him because he was never caught.”


Saman, the mastermind, eventually ran Eli Cohen, Israel’s most famous spy, who penetrated the Syrian regime as the businessman Kamal Amin Thabet before he was exposed and hanged in 1965. But the point I’d like to make here is not about what they did, but instead about who they were and what it says about the country they helped create.
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Jamil Cohen (left) with two other spies, Beirut, summer 1949.CreditPalmach Museum, Tel Aviv

Were they the “ones who become like Arabs”? Or was that identity real?


This is an important question beyond the particular case of these spies. The divide between Jews from Christian countries (known as Ashkenazim) and from Muslim countries (generally called Mizrahim) has always been the key fault line in Israeli society, with the former clearly on top. 


But in recent years it has become more acceptable to admit or even celebrate the Middle Eastern component of Israel’s Jewish identity. The Hebrew pop style known as Mizrahi, long scorned, now rules the airwaves. The dominance of the political right in recent years comes far less from the settler movement, as foreign observers tend to think, than from the collective memory of Israelis who remember how vulnerable they were as a minority among Muslims and grasp what this part of the world does to the weak. 


In the country’s official view of itself, it might still seem as if the Jews of the Islamic world, by coming to Israel after the founding of the state, joined the story of the Jews of Europe. But in 2019 it’s quite clear that what happened was closer to the opposite.
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Jamil Cohen in Beirut in the spring of 1950.CreditPalmach Museum, Tel Aviv


As the young Jamil Cohen found when he was recruited in the 1940s, the world of military intelligence is, ironically, one corner of Israeli society where Arab identity has always been respected. The Israeli scholar Yehouda Shenhav opens his 2006 book “The Arab Jews” with an anecdote about his father, who came to Israel from Iraq and found his way into the secret services. 


Looking at a photograph of his young father on a beach with friends from those early days, the author is forced to consider his father’s tenuous position in Israeli society and his utility as a spy: His appearance, Mr. Shenhav wrote, “confronted me with my complex location within what is often represented as an ancient, insurmountable conflict between Arabs (who are not Jews) and Jews (who are not Arabs).”


To an Israeli viewer, that ethnic blurriness runs clearly beneath the surface of “Fauda,” the popular Netflix thriller. In the second season it’s embodied in the character of Amos Kabilio, who confuses us when he first appears on screen — he’s speaking Arabic and it’s not clear which side he’s from, until we realize that he’s the father of Doron, the Israeli agent who’s the main character. 


Amos is a Jew from Iraq, and when he speaks to his son, the Israeli spy, it’s partly in his mother tongue, Arabic. We’re meant to grasp that when Doron “becomes like an Arab” as part of his mission, it’s not entirely artificial.


“Espionage,” John le Carré once observed, “is the secret theater of our society.” Countries also have cover stories and hidden selves. The identity of Israel’s spies teaches us who Israel has to spy on, of course. But it also has much to say about what Israel is — and how that country differs from the country we know from stories.

Reprinted from the March 2, 2019 website of The New York Times. A version of this article appears in print on March 3, 2019, on Page SR6 of the New York edition with the headline: Israel’s Secret Founding Fathers. Matti Friedman (@MattiFriedman), a contributing opinion writer, is the author of the forthcoming “Spies of No Country: Secret Lives at the Birth of Israel,” from which this essay is adapted.

How Can I Get My Family to Help With Passover Cleaning?

By Chaggai Zadok

When you complain what does your family hear? How can you elicit cooperation?
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“Can you please help” is an immortal question heard everywhere. But let’s ask ourselves, is it effective? Is there a better way?


“David, I can’t do it anymore! Everything falls on me to do!” Indeed why does this sentence need to be repeated so often?


Let’s look through the mother/complainer’s eyes and afterwards through the eyes of the listeners. Perhaps we can then come to some conclusions.


Let’s start with mom:


Sometimes the family’s lack of participation in cleaning makes her feel alone. “Do I live here by myself? Aren’t you all part of this household?” It’s frustrating and even cause for anger sometimes! This is the paradigm that gives rise to the “perhaps you can help some?” In her eyes the rest of the family is part of the deal and she needn’t shoulder the responsibility alone. It can’t be she is the only one that cares and she’s nobody’s slave!   


But mom, I gently want to break it to you, it’s not clear that the rest of the family see it the same way. It’s true you should feel they are part of the deal and are active partners. But even so, the paradigm of your husband and other family members is somewhat different and may not change either no matter how frustrating it sounds.


Generally speaking a husband and other family members see themselves as those who help you do your job!


I know it's annoying, to hear such an idea at all. But the idea exists, it’s alive and kicking...


Equally, it is important that the husband and other family members know mom’s paradigm.


It is important that you understand that sometimes your feeling that you are a "volunteer" and that you should be admired for your willingness and kindness can be very infuriating in the eyes of your wife.


Please only because you are human, try to understand this. You do not have to agree with it (wow, what pressure!), But try to understand it - it's not difficult.


I know it's annoying, to hear such an idea at all. But it exists, and it’s alive and kicking...


Well, but we want it to be good here, right? So here's the solution:


There is a saying: "Whoever says what he wants, when he wants to, and how he wants to, will end up hearing what he does not want, when he does not want to, and how he doesn’t want to."


Those who ask for help and want to get it should take responsibility for their part. Anyone who wants to fulfill his need should recognize and consider the sensitivities of the person from whom he seeks help.


So, what does it do to him / her, when they hear "maybe you'll help a little?"


The listener’s feeling  is that the asker is sending a hidden message that says: "You are wrong, you do not care about me, you do not consider, you do not understand, no ... etc." A lot of negatives!


Even if it's really what you think, it does not really encourage him to help... He feels guilty. And don’t forget, he feels that his area of ​​responsibility to the family is outward - economic security, etc. In other words, you may be making more money, but financial responsibility is more his than yours. In the home area, he feels more as if he’s a kind "helper". And the accusing attitude does not feel pleasant. So, even if the above approach helps sometimes, if you want a stronger effect, with pleasantness at home, I would suggest a simple switch approach.


Switch your tone to a calm tone, and gently ask: "Can you help me with the countertop? I would be very happy." And to the daughter: "Honey, can you get up now to help me, another half hour?" If you ask with a smile, it's already more effective.


It's important to be consistent! Stand up for yourself. There is no reason to give up something that is so basic to you, and there is no need to plead. It is only important that it be done pleasantly and efficiently.


It may feel unfair. I understand. But if the result is important, and you want the understanding, this is the approach. By the way, I'm not sure that now they are already rolling up their sleeves to help ... there are other factors too, but this way you’ll increase your chances of getting help and definitely increase the pleasantness in your home.

Reprinted from the 03/18/2018 email of Hidabroot.com

FOOD
A Seder Feast in Provence, With Roots in Ancient Rome

By Joan Nathan
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The synagogue in Carpentras (center building with brown door) was built in 1367 and is one of the oldest still in use in Europe. Photo Credit - France Keyser for The New York Times


CARPENTRAS, France — Since Roman times, Jews have lived in this town in northern Provence, which lies on an ancient trade route from Marseille to Bruges, Belgium. This year, about 50 people will hold a communal Passover Seder at the Carpentras Synagogue, built in 1367 and one of the oldest active synagogues in Europe.


Today’s congregation has about 100 members, many with roots in North Africa; their Seder traditions include salmon tagine and a feast of vegetable salads. But Gilberte Levy, who can trace her family tree here back to the 1600s, will also cook some of the kosher recipes that Provençal Jews have been making for centuries.
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The synagogue’s bland facade hides a Baroque interior, a ritual bath, a slaughterhouse and two communal bread ovens. Photo Credit - France Keyser for The New York Times


Haroseth, the fruit paste that evokes the bricks and mortar used by Jewish slaves in the Passover narrative of the Old Testament, is part of every Seder ritual. Her 13th-century recipe includes dried apricots, figs, raisins and chestnuts, reflecting the sunny climate of this Mediterranean region. And a traditional whole veal breast stuffed with Swiss chard will be the centerpiece of her table.


Because there is no longer a shochet, a kosher butcher, in Carpentras, Ms. Levy must order the meat from Marseille, about 70 miles (112 kilometers) away. “Once, the community’s shochet slaughtered chickens, lamb, and goats right inside the synagogue building,” she said.


Carpentras became a center of Jewish life after 1306, one of many occasions on which Jews were expelled from the Kingdom of France. Like other nearby sanctuaries such as Avignon and Cavaillon, Carpentras was not in France, but within the Comtat Venaissin, a papal state, where Pope John XXII decreed that refugees would be welcome. With more than 1,000 Jews among its population of about 10,000, Carpentras became known as “la petite Jerusalem,” with a large ghetto arising around its famous synagogue.
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The ghetto had kosher butchers and grocers, and for cooking, the residents shared two communal ovens at the synagogue: one used year-round for bread, and the other for Passover matzos.


For more than 300 years, by papal decree, the ghetto was locked at night to protect the residents, and unlocked each morning to allow them to shop, travel and work under strictly limited conditions.


In some periods, “Jewish men living in the carriero could only be horse traders, secondhand clothing and furniture dealers, or tailors,” said Ms. Levy, using the term for ghetto in Shuadit, a Hebrew-French-Provençal dialect that is almost extinct. Jewish men and women alike had to wear a yellow item of clothing when outside the ghetto, to denote their difference.


In 1791, when French Jews were finally granted citizenship, most Jews still living in Carpentras moved to cities, including nearby Avignon and Marseille. But not Ms. Levy’s ancestors. Many have served the synagogue as its rabbi; she continues the tradition as a historian and volunteer.


Her great-grandmother Noémie Cohen Bédaride “was one of the last to bake coudoles in the synagogue’s oven,” Ms. Levy said, using the Shuadit word for matzo.
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The synagogue had two communal ovens; one for baking bread, the other reserved for Passover matzos.Photo Credit - France Keyser for The New York Times


The community was decimated by influenza in 1918, and then again in World War II. Ms. Levy’s grandparents survived, hidden from the Nazis in the nearby village of Bédoin, where they were protected by the mayor, local Communists and members of the Resistance.


Dr. Meyer Benzekrit, the synagogue’s current president, believes that the ancient synagogue of Carpentras will once again become the heart of a vital Jewish community. Behind and beneath its unassuming exterior are a perfectly preserved Baroque interior, the original ritual bath with fresh water from an underground stream, a slaughterhouse and the bread ovens. All are being excavated and renovated.
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Gilberte Levy, who can trace her family tree here back to the 1600s, with a whole breast of kosher veal, a traditional Passover centerpiece. CreditFrance Keyser for The New York Times

Most traditional foods of the Provençal Jews have been forgotten, but a few live on. Some old-time bakeries here sell brassados, bagel-like rolls that are boiled and then baked. Lightly sweet and sometimes spiked with anise, orange flower water or orange peel, they were adopted by Christian bakers as a Lenten and Easter tradition. Ms. Levy makes her own crunchy brassados with matzo meal.


To start her Seder meal, Ms. Levy serves chicken soup with a mashed hard-boiled egg and crushed matzo. Then, the veal with its stuffing of chard, a vegetable that is in constant use in Provence. She sees her family’s cuisine as part of French culinary tradition, not different or separate from it.


In this tiny enclave, she said, it has always been understood that Jewish dishes were simply adapted from the local food, according to the laws of kashrut.

[image: image43.jpg]



Breast of veal, a traditional Provençal Passover dish, is stuffed with chard, a staple in the region.CreditFrance Keyser for The New York Times

“We didn’t have to prove anything or hide anything,” she said. “That is why Carpentras feels like home.”

Reprinted from the March 20, 2018 website of The New York Times. A version of this article appears in print on March 21, 2018, on Page D8 of the New York edition with the headline: Centuries-Old Recipes Still Taste Fresh. 

JEWISH THOUGHT
A Most Obscure Best-Selling Author: Dr. Philip Birnbaum

By David Olivestone



The Birnbaum Siddur, with nearly 800 pages, went through dozens of reprints. Birnbaum firmly kept the type all one size, because of his pedagogical belief that “children, trained in reading the larger type in the siddur, gradually develop a prejudice against whatever appears in the smaller print.” Courtesy of David Olivestone

 


The New York Times once aptly described him as one of the world’s “most obscure best‐selling authors.” Yet for many decades, in synagogues and Jewish homes throughout North America and even around the world, his was a household name.


He was Dr. Philip Birnbaum, translator, editor and author of over twenty books of Judaica, chief among them Ha-Siddur Ha-Shalem, known everywhere as “The Birnbaum Siddur,” which was by far the most popular siddur used in Modern Orthodox congregations in the second half of the twentieth century. This year marked his thirtieth yahrtzeit since he passed away at age eighty-four.


Despite his one-time renown in the Jewish world, virtually nothing has ever been written about him, outside of a 1967 Jewish Press profile and a New York Times obituary.


I came to know Dr. Birnbaum in the 1970s, when for several years I was the editor at the venerable Hebrew Publishing Company (HPC) in New York, in its day one of the leading publishers of Judaica in America. The company was owned by the Werbelowsky family (later shortened to Werbel) and occupied an impressive former bank building on Delancey Street in Manhattan’s Lower East Side.


In addition to the many hundreds of books it published, HPC produced an extensive line of greeting cards, as well as cantorial and Yiddish theater sheet music, all of which it sold in its retail store on the ground floor and distributed throughout the world.



Dr. Philip Birnbaum. Courtesy of Wikimedia Commons


Publishing Jewish books is not usually a very lucrative pursuit, but Philip Birnbaum was almost unique in that his books sold so well that he was one of the very few Jewish authors able to sustain himself solely on his royalties. True, his needs were few, as he never married and he lived very simply, but once his books began to meet with success, he gave up his teaching positions and moved to Manhattan’s Upper West Side.


What is perhaps even more remarkable is that a nineteen-year-old Polish immigrant attained such a high level of fluency in a language that was not his mother tongue, and produced felicitous, articulate, eloquent and sometimes even poetic translations of complex texts. Not only was he a master of the nuances of English vocabulary, syntax and phraseology, he was also a superb Hebraist, which added yet another invaluable dimension to his work.


When he was not occupied with his scholarly pursuits in one of Manhattan’s several outstanding Jewish libraries, Birnbaum would write articles and book reviews for the Hebrew weekly Hadoar, published by the Histadrut Ivrit of America, of which he was a board member. Often, he would come into the HPC office to chat or to discuss possibilities for new editions of his works.



The Hebrew Publishing Company occupied this former bank building on Delancey Street on Manhattan’s Lower East Side. As one observer wryly noted, “Since everything is more or less backward in a company that specializes in Hebrew and Yiddish, the building supports the columns instead of the columns supporting the building.” It was later converted into apartments, offices and stores. Photo: Robert K. Chin/Alamy Stock Photo


Birnbaum had high expectations of other people’s scholarship, which were not always met. Ira Kellman, a fellow congregant at The Jewish Center in Manhattan, remembers him as “very precise and scholarly. Rabbis were at peril if they made a mistake in their Hebrew or any other area of Birnbaum’s expertise.”


Attorney Lawrence Kobrin, who served as president of The Jewish Center, recalls that Birnbaum “was a very private person, immersed in his scholarship and publishing efforts. We invited him on several occasions to join us for a Shabbat meal, but I cannot recall his ever having accepted.”


Born in 1904 in Kielce, Poland, Philip (Paltiel) Birnbaum came to the United States in 1923. He attended Howard College (now Samford University) in Birmingham, Alabama, and in 1939 he received his PhD from Dropsie College (today the Herbert D. Katz Center for Advanced Judaic Studies at University of Pennsylvania). For several years he served as the principal of a Jewish day school in Wilmington, Delaware, and had also directed Jewish schools in Birmingham and in Camden, New Jersey, before moving to New York. His only known relative was a sister who lived in Tel Aviv.



A profile of Philip Birnbaum by Tovia Preschel ran in the Jewish Press on Friday, February 24, 1967. Courtesy of David Olivestone


As part of his educational endeavors, he set about selecting passages from Maimonides’ Mishneh Torahand carefully vocalizing and punctuating the Hebrew text. With his explanatory notes in English on each page, it offered students an introductory glimpse into Maimonides’ vast compendium of Jewish law. Birnbaum submitted his manuscript to the Hebrew Publishing Company, which published it in 1944.


When the abridged Mishneh Torah met with success, HPC President Isidor Werbel suggested to Birnbaum that he translate the daily prayer book. Werbel’s motive was purely commercial. The prayer book business was very competitive, and Werbel saw an opportunity to get ahead of the pack. Many of the existing translations, such as those by Philips, Singer and others, were replete with archaic language such as “Blessed be He who speaketh and doeth: blessed be He who decreeth and performeth.” Most shul goers in those days had a minimal Jewish education, but this “Bible English” was probably almost as incomprehensible to them as the Hebrew itself.


For Birnbaum, it was also an opportunity to combat those elements in the Conservative and Reform movements which he saw as distorting traditional Judaism. In his introduction to the new Siddur, he railed against those who “. . . take liberties with the original, eliminating a phrase here and adding one there, each according to his own beliefs.”


Werbel queried Birnbaum as to why the dozens of editions of the siddur that HPC published were awash with so many different fonts and type sizes, even on the same page. “Why can’t the text of the siddur all be in one size,” he asked, “like any other book?” Birnbaum embraced the idea, and wrote about it in his introduction. “For no sound reason the pages of the siddur are broken up by several type sizes which have a confusing effect on the eyes of the reader. Those who learn the contents of the prayers soon discover that the emphasis suggested by the larger type is in most cases no emphasis at all.” And in a pedagogical insight which certainly rings true, he added, “Children, trained in reading the larger type in the siddur, gradually develop a prejudice against whatever appears in the smaller print.”


What is perhaps even more remarkable is that a 19-year-old Polish immigrant attained such a high level of fluency in a language which was not his mother tongue, and produced felicitous, articulate, eloquent and sometimes even poetic translations of complex texts.

Other innovations included his use of modern punctuation marks to indicate the breakup of sentences and clauses in the Hebrew text. He also made a point of including all the necessary component prayers within the pages of each service, “so that the worshipper is not called upon to search from page to page and to commute from reference to reference.” 


At the foot of each page, Birnbaum added source references, halachic information, historical insights and a brief commentary. Heaping criticism on other editions of the siddur, he gave many examples of poorly worded instructions that misled instead of leading. “What do [they] all mean?” he asked, and answered, “In one word: confusion.”


Dr. Avi Shmidman, liturgy scholar and member of the Academy of the Hebrew Language who lectures in the Hebrew Literature Department at Bar-Ilan University, grew up in Teaneck, New Jersey using the Birnbaum Siddur. “Birnbaum set the standard,” he says. “His impact was huge because of his insistence on precision in nikud [punctuation] and nusach [accuracy of the text]. 
The care that he gave to linguistic precision really affected the way entire generations davened.”


Based on careful research, Birnbaum corrected obvious, and not-so-obvious, errors in the Hebrew text of earlier siddurim, whether grammatical mistakes or misplaced words. When challenged, he was always able to back up his emendations with authoritative rabbinic sources.



Ad for the new Birnbaum Siddur that appeared in April 1949 in the OU’s Jewish Life magazine, the forerunner of Jewish Action.


All this made the new siddur very usable. But its crowning achievement was the translation. In order to preserve the sense of reverence that he felt the prayer book demanded, Birnbaum retained the use of “Thee” and “Thou” when referring to G-d. “The diction has not been allowed to reach the level of everyday English,” he wrote, “in view of the exalted literary tone of the siddur.” But in stark contrast to the archaic style of previous translations, his version was intelligible and readable. According to Birnbaum, “The fault of some translations is their literalness. . . . Words should be translated according to their context.” Birnbaum’s genius was in choosing the most germane word, the most apposite turn of phrase.


Chazzanim welcomed the Birnbaum Siddur. “Whenever I was leading the davening in a congregation that was using the Birnbaum Siddur,” says Cantor Bernard Beer, director emeritus of Yeshiva University’s Belz School of Jewish Music. “I felt it helped those around me focus on what they were saying. The text was clear and easy to read, the translation was lucid and intelligent, and there was no need to turn pages back and forth.”


After the Siddur was published in 1949, it was followed by equally popular Birnbaum editions of the machzor for the High Holidays and the other festivals. His talent for translation and popularization soon led him to explore texts beyond the liturgy. In A Treasury of Judaism he set out “to acquaint the average reader with the ethical teachings of some seventy Jewish classics covering a period of thirty centuries.” Demonstrating an encyclopedic knowledge of rabbinic literature, he abridged and translated selections from the Tanach (later published in a separate volume as The Concise Jewish Bible), the Talmud, Midrash, Zohar and the medieval Jewish philosophers. He even translated the writings of some contemporary rabbinic figures.


A Book of Jewish Concepts was another acclaimed and popular work which differed from his previous books in that it was not a translation but Birnbaum’s own exposition of hundreds of essential Jewish ideas and practices, in dictionary form. He also published a Hebrew language textbook, Fluent Hebrew; a popular Haggadah; a Chumash; and the all-Hebrew Siddur Am Yisrael.

HPC continued to publish these and similar liturgical and reference works by Birnbaum in multiple editions for several decades. But tastes and styles change, and just as the Birnbaum Siddur replaced the editions that came before it, so, inevitably, did the siddurim of a new generation edge the Birnbaum off the synagogue shelves.


“The siddur,” wrote Birnbaum, “has never been sufficiently appreciated as a vehicle of Jewish knowledge.” The same might perhaps be said of Dr. Birnbaum himself.


* My thanks to Menachem Butler, Zev Eleff, Dr. Jeffrey Gurock, Robert Hersowitz, Philip E. Miller, Sara Olson, Rabbi Dr. J. J. Schacter, and Rabbi Gil Student for their suggestions and insights.
 David Olivestone edited and translatedThe NCSY Bencherand is the translator of the forthcoming Passover Haggadah Graphic Novel. A member of the Jewish Action Editorial Committee, he lives in Jerusalem.
Reprinted from the Winter 2018 edition of Jewish Action magazine.

Rebbetzin Shula Kazen, 96, The ‘Queen of Cleveland’

By Menachem Posner

During her youth, she upheld
 Jewish life in the Soviet Union
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Rebbetzin Shula Kazen


Revered for her fiery personality and rock-solid faith forged during a childhood in the former Soviet Union, Rebbetzin Shula Shifra Kazen nourished, guided and inspired thousands during decades of communal leadership in Cleveland, Ohio. She passed away on March 24 in New York at the age of 96.


She was born in 1922 in Gomel, Belarus, then part of the newly-created Soviet Union.1 The eldest of seven children born to Rabbi Yitzchak Elchanan and Maryasha (Garelik) Shagalov, her life began in difficult circumstances. Russia had been devastated by the terrible civil war that birthed the Bolshevik revolution, and thousands were dying of starvation.


When the family dreamed of bread, Maryasha Shagalov told Shula to recite Psalms with concentration, and the day would come when they would have more than enough food. Shula prized saying Psalms, something that would sustain and encourage her for the rest of her long life.


By law, all children were required to attend public school, where Communist ideals were taught. Determined to raise their family according to Jewish law and tradition, the Shagalovs refused to send their children to the public schools. Eventually, the large family became known to the government, which revoked their rations of food and fuel, and even had them evicted from their home onto the frozen streets.


The Shagalovs moved into the local synagogue, where Elchanan continued battling for Jewish life, which included serving as mohel (circumcisor). He was often accompanied by Shula, who assisted him in his sacred (and illegal) task.


In 1937, he was arrested for illegal activities in support of Judaism for the last time. Years later it was learned that he was executed three months after his arrest, but his widow and orphans were left wondering about his fate for decades.

Facing an unrelenting barrage of pressure from the Communist government, Maryasha had no choice but to send her children into hiding. As the eldest, 14-year-old Shula took a 12-hour trip to the home of Rabbi Bentzion (Bentche) and Esther Golda Shemtov, pillars of the underground Chabad-Lubavitch network of Jewish life.


The Shemtovs sent her to Moscow, where she found work in a knitting factory that Bentzion Shemtov had arranged. It was one of the few places where people could find legal employment that did not require them to work on Shabbat.

Her job was to carry hundred-pound bags of material on her back from the supplier to the factory. After the material was made into scarves or other headgear, Shula would carry it to the buyer, who would pay her. Shula helped support her mother and younger siblings with her earnings.


Shortly after she turned 18, Shula was introduced to her future husband, Zalman Katzenelenbogen (later shortened to Kazen). Like her, he had also lost his father to the Communists in the dreadful purge of the fall of 1937.

Shula did not have a single decent outfit in which to meet her future husband. One friend loaned her stockings, another a shawl, a third one a coat, and somehow she was able to obtain boots. The only clothing she owned was a dress and a coat that “grew” with her. She received the coat at age ten, refitted it countless times, and wore it up to her wedding. For her wedding, a friend sewed her a white dress made of inexpensive fabric.


The wedding was held on 12 Elul, 1940, in a forest at the edge of Malachovka, outside of Moscow. Any religious ceremony was punishable by imprisonment or death, including a traditional Jewish wedding, so it had to take place in complete secrecy. After their wedding, Shula and Zalman Kazen settled in Leningrad.
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The Kazens raised a Chassidic family in Cleveland, Ohio.

Fleeing to the East


As the Nazis advanced toward Leningrad in the fall of 1941, Shula convinced her husband and many other families to flee. Those who left had a chance at survival, but many who remained died of starvation during the Nazi siege of the city.
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Five generations light Shabbat candles.


The Kazens traveled in an open cargo train for a month until they reached Tashkent, Uzbekistan, more than 4,000 kilometers southwest of Leningrad. Shula was pregnant with her oldest child and was grateful that she and the baby survived. Shortly after reaching Tashkent, they had to escape from the watchful eyes of the KGB and fled further south to Samarkand.


As soon as the war ended in 1945, Shula insisted that the family must escape Russia. By that time they had three daughters, Esther, Dvonya (Devorah), and Henya. The family traveled from Samarkand to Moscow, and from there to Lviv, where they crossed the border into Poland using black-market Polish passports. Shula’s mother-in-law, Mumme Sarah Katzenelenbogen, was one of the stalwarts of the underground operation.


Mumme Sarah had Rebbetzin Chana Schneerson, the mother of the future seventh Rebbe—Rabbi Menachem M. Schneerson, of righteous memory—join the family as their “grandmother.” Mumme Sarah was arrested by the Communists for her activities and died in prison.
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The rapidly growing Kazen clan at a family wedding


While on the train to freedom, Shula left her sleeping children with her husband and walked to the next car. Upon her return, she saw her husband frozen with fear and the conductor yelling, “These are forged passports!” The conductor had noticed that their daughter Esther’s hair was red, and on the passport she was listed as brunette. Approaching her sleeping daughter and wagging a finger at her, she said, “I told her not to play with dye! Now look what happened to her hair!” The conductor accepted the answer.


The family reached a refugee camp in Poking, Germany, where Zalman Kazen studied shechitah (kosher ritual slaughtering) on the advice of the sixth Lubavitcher Rebbe.

[image: image53.jpg]



Deep into their retirement years, the Kazens tirelessly led their community of mostly Russian immigrants.


Along with many other Chassidim, the Kazens settled into a chateau on the outskirts of Paris that had been converted into a communal residence. Every Shabbat, the women would sit in the yard while the girls sang and entertained them. There was a sickly woman with a few children who never joined them. Shula would talk to her, help her dress her children and walk her down the steps, telling her that the children needed fresh air.


Another woman gave birth to twins. Shula was told that the twin girls were lying naked on the floor because the family had no money to buy clothing. At that time Shula had five daughters and was quite weak herself. She dragged herself to a flea market, bought material, and sewed undershirts, sweaters and hats for the infants.

A New Life in Cleveland


In 1953, after seven years in Paris, with the assistance of the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS), the family arrived in New York. HIAS had arranged housing for them in Cleveland, Ohio.


After years of travel and uncertainty, the couple wanted to settle in New York and raise their children near the Rebbe, but the Rebbe told them that they were needed in Cleveland, and they gladly prepared to move.
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The "Queen of Cleveland" receives a dollar from the Rebbe.


Before they left, the Rebbe asked Reb Zalman what he planned to do once he arrived in Cleveland. He responded that he planned to continue the watch business he had started, but the Rebbe suggested that he work as a shochet, a chazzan (cantor), or a congregational rabbi.


He would end up doing all three, and he and his wife would have a profound effect on the Jewish community there.


Soon after the move, the Rebbe instructed them to work with local Jewish families and strengthen their connection to Judaism. The Kazens knocked on doors and invited neighbors to join study groups on Shabbat.
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Rabbi Zalman Kazen leads a joyous Purim celebration.


Later Rabbi Kazen was appointed as the rabbi of the Tzemach Tzedek shul. The Kazen girls used to host Shabbat gatherings in their home. They would pick girls up, bring them to their home, serve refreshments and tell them inspiring Jewish stories.


Since her husband worked full-time as a shochet, Mrs. Kazen did most of the outreach work. She was appointed president of N’shei Chabad, which was mostly for older European-born women. At the Rebbe’s behest, she opened another organization for younger women.


With the Rebbe’s encouragement, the Kazens arranged that chalav Yisrael kosher milk become commercially available in Cleveland. At the time, they spent more than half of their meager income on the endeavor, but they were determined, and their efforts bore fruits. Following the Rebbe’s advice, they arranged that the day school, Hebrew Academy, serve chalav Yisrael, which inspired families to procure the milk for their homes as well.
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At the most recent International Conference of Chabad Lubavitch Women Emmiseries, with some of her daughters, granddaughters and great-granddaughters, who serve communities around the globe.


Together with her daughters, Mrs. Kazen ran weekly Mesibos Shabbos gatherings for local girls—many of whom were inspired to transfer to Hebrew Academy and are now grandmothers of observant Jewish families.


The Kazens’ synagogue was the center of their activities, often full of clothing and foodstuffs Mrs. Kazen collected for needy families in Ohio as well as for her other “pet” causes in Israel. As guided by the Rebbe, after a terrorist killed five students in 1956 at the vocational school in Kfar Chabad, Israel, she collected funds, equipment and other supplies to furnish their new facility.

It didn’t matter that she was a mother of a large brood and that she had barely a penny of her own. There were people who needed help, and she would do what it took to help them.


“Together with her husband, Rebbetzin Kazen contributed to every facet of Jewish life in Cleveland,” said Rabbi Simcha Dessler, a Cleveland native who now serves as educational director of Hebrew Academy. “She had an intense love for Judaism, a love for Jewish people, and a sparkling personality. No one could say no to her.”

[image: image57.jpg]



Mrs. Kazen blesses the bride at a family wedding.

‘The Queen of Cleveland’


When Rabbi Kazen would pass by the Rebbe to receive a dollar and a blessing, the Rebbe would ask if his wife was waiting in line as well. If not, he would give him a dollar for her, too. On one occasion, the Rebbe referred to her as di malka fun Cleveland, “the queen of Cleveland.”


Indeed, Mrs. Kazen had a regal aura about her. However, unlike a queen, she was never afraid to get her hands dirty.


She would spend days and nights cooking meals for people in need and always kept a pot bubbling on the stove, ready to serve whomever might wander in.


When the Iron Curtain began to part, Russian immigrants started to stream to Cleveland. Mrs. Kazen would meet new arrivals at the airport, find them employment and lodging, and supply them with furniture and clothes. At times, she would take in families to stay in her own home—sometimes for weeks or months at a time—until they found a place of their own.

[image: image58.jpg]



Rabbi and Mrs. Kazen


She would encourage the new immigrants to register their children in the Hebrew Academy. Week after week, she would come to the school with students, who spoke no English, had no prior Judaic education, and could offer nothing in the way of tuition.


According to Rabbi Dessler, the “scores of families” Mrs. Kazen brought to Hebrew Academy resulted in generations that have adopted an observant lifestyle and have been absorbed into the Cleveland Jewish community.

4
At a certain point, the demand became so great that the school opened a special New American Division, with an enrollment of 120.


She was also active in encouraging Russian men and boys to undergo brit milah(circumcision), the very mitzvah for which her father had given his life. All told, she arranged 500 circumcisions. In the days and weeks following the procedure, she would don a white nurse’s coat and change the bandages herself, caring for every “patient” as her own son.

[image: image59.jpg]1% 4\
® | ,Chabadorc/News





Mrs. Kazen with some of her grandchildren


In 1971, Mrs. Kazen was asked if Cleveland would host the Mid-Winter N’shei Chabad Convention. Knowing that the lion’s share of the burden would fall on her shoulders, Mrs. Kazen told the Rebbe that her plate was too full and she could not do it. The Rebbe encouraged her, saying that her children would help. She cooked and baked for days on end to prepare for the massive gathering, and the convention turned out to be a great success. At the Motzei Shabbat session, couples were invited.


The guest speaker was Dr. Velvl Greene, who also spoke for students at nearby Case Western University. The gathering gave birth to the first Chabad House in Cleveland, which was subsequently run by her daughter, Devorah, and her husband, Rabbi Leibel Alevsky.
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At the International Conference of Chabad Lubavitch Women Emmiseries, where she was often accompanied by her daughters and granddaughters, who serve communities around the globe.


Mrs. Kazen encouraged many young men and women to study at the Chabad yeshivahs on the East Coast.


At one point a young man told her that he was planning to drop out of yeshivah in Morristown, N.J. Immediately, she drove from Cleveland to Morristown, a distance of 450 miles. When she arrived, she found the student all packed and ready to leave. She convinced him to write to the Rebbe. The Rebbe told him to learn for a year and then ask again. Today he is the father of a large religious family.


On another occasion, she hosted a group of yeshivah students who had come from New York to attend the wedding of a friend. Upon seeing their stained and rumpled suits, she had them dress in her husband’s clothing while she washed and ironed their suits. Only then did she allow them to go to the wedding hall.
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Shula Kazen sits between her mother and husband, with their seven children behind them.


Mrs. Kazen’s wise and incisive advice helped smooth out many a tiff between spouses. One piece of advice, which a woman credited with saving her marriage: “When he talks nicely, he is talking to you. When he is yelling, he is yelling at the wall behind you.”

Continuing to Serve into Their 90s


Even as they aged, the Kazens continued to serve their community with the energy of a young couple.


Mussi Alpern, a great-granddaughter, recalls visiting the Kazens when the couple was already deep into their 80s.


 “We arrived at 6 a.m. Friday morning and went straight to the shul. Outside we met Zaidy, then 88, shoveling snow around the shul, while Bubby was already in the kitchen cooking. After a few minutes, Zaidy was in the car, driving to pick up people who could not come by themselves to shul. This was a daily pickup. All Friday, they did not stop for a second until all the food was cooked, the table was set and the place was spotlessly clean.


“It was less than an hour to Shabbos and I thought we were finally done. Then Bubby said with all her energy, ‘We still have time to make banana cake!’ For the Friday night meal, there were ‘only’ 20 guests. (At the Shabbos day meal, there were 150 guests!) Sitting at the Shabbos table was a pleasure, between Zaidy’s singing and divrei Torah, and Bubby’s delicious food.


“When we finally went to sleep it was past 1 a.m. I couldn’t believe it when I saw Bubby and Zaidy lie down to sleep on the hard wooden benches in shul. They would sleep there every Shabbos, as it was too far for them to walk home.


“When we woke up in the morning Bubby and Zaidy were already up. We asked Bubby, ‘So when do you rest?’ She answered, ‘I was educated that we rest after 120.’ After davening, everybody sat down for a full Shabbos meal with Zaidy’s niggunim and divrei Torah.


“On Motzoei Shabbos they prepared a big melaveh malkah meal for the community, which ended after midnight. But they still were not ready to sleep. They had to prepare for Sunday. We went out to the bakery to pick up the leftover bread and cakes, and prepared boxes of food for over 100 needy families who would come to the shul each Sunday morning for their food packages. While we were preparing the boxes, a snowstorm started, so they spent another night on hard benches.


“In the morning when we woke up, Zaidy was again shoveling the sidewalks around the shul. Right after Shacharis, people started to come to pick up their packages. While Bubby spoke and sang with the ladies, Zaidy approached the men, with simplicity and love, to put on tefillin. By then it was time for us to leave to the airport.


This was their routine for decades, which the couple stuck to until Rabbi Kazen passed away in the summer of 2011 at the age of 92.


Mrs. Kazen was predeceased by her son, Rabbi Yosef Yitzchak Kazen, pioneer of Judaism on the internet and founder of Chabad.org, and daughter Esther Alpern, Chabad-Lubavitch emissary to Brazil.


She is survived by her children, Devorah Alevsky, Cleveland; Henya Laine, Brooklyn; Blumah Wineberg, Kansas City; Rivka Kotlarsky, Brooklyn; Rochel Goldman, Johannesburg, South Africa; and hundreds of grandchildren, great-grandchildren and great-great-grandchildren across the world.


She is survived by her sisters, Rosa Marosov and Rochel Levin, both of Brooklyn.
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With her sisters, Rosa Morosov (left) and Rochel Levin (right).

Donations can be made to the food bank the Kazens ran (kosherfb.org) or go towards the Torah being written in their memory (mail to: 4481 University Parkway, Cleveland, OH 44118). The family asks that memories be shared via email to: KazenFamily@gmail.com.
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