REPORT ON JEWISH LIFE IN MOSCOW
October 12-24, 1999

The following report attempts to assess the development of Jewish life in
Moscow during a visit to that city in October 1999. An effort was made to confer
with most of the individuals interviewed during a comparable journey one year
previously, in late October of 1998. Similarly, the current report follows the
format of the 1998 report.1
Coincidentally, the writer’s first full day in Moscow coincided with the second day
of a two-day visit to the Russian capital by a small joint delegation of the National
Conference on Soviet Jewry and the American Jewish Committee. The writer
attended several meetings in the company of this mission.2
Discussion among native-born and foreign residents in Moscow during the
writer’s late 1998 visit was dominated by the dire economic impact of the
collapse of the Russian ruble on August 17 of that year. One year later,
conversation focused on (1) the forthcoming Russian Duma elections and later
Presidential voting, and (2) hostilities between Russia and its southern territory of
Chechnya. The economic situation was a critical element in many discussions
on Russian elections; among Jews, many directed worried attention to the many
Jews among Russian oligarchs, expressing concern that the disproportionately
large number of super-wealthy Russians of Jewish origin would redound to the
disadvantage of Jews. Particular concern was expressed about the political
prominence of Boris Berezovsky and his lieutenant, Roman Abramovich; both
were perceived as repugnant individuals, too conspicuous in their financial
activity and, in the case of Berezovsky, too visible in the media.3 Each had
1

See the author’s A Survey of Jewish Life in Moscow, October 20-29, 1998. See also her
previous report Visit to Jewish Institutions in Moscow, November 24 to December 4, 1997.
2

The joint delegation included: Mark Levin, Executive Director of the National Conference on
Soviet Jewry; Terry Fisher and Harold Lux, vice-presidents of NCSJ; Rabbi Andrew Baker,
Director of European Affairs for the American Jewish Committee; and Nathaniel Schmelzer,
President of the San Francisco chapter of the American Jewish Committee. This delegation of
five individuals also visited Minsk and Kyiv. (The writer is a member of the Executive Committee
of NCSJ and a vice president of the Chicago chapter of American Jewish Committee.)
3

An oligarch is understood to be a member of a small group that exercises control, usually for
corrupt or selfish purposes, in a government. Boris Berezovsky controls several major media
outlets as does Vladimir Gusinsky, the founder and first President of the Russian Jewish
Congress. Most of Mr. Berezovsky’s publications and television programs had abandoned all
pretense of journalistic impartiality and integrity, and were serving as publicity organs for political
candidates favored by President Boris Yeltsin and Prime Minister Vladimir Putin. At the same
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announced his candidacy for seats in the Russian Duma. It was not yet time,
said many Jews, for Jews to enter the political arena.
Apart from concern over antisemitism deriving from the disproportionately large
role played by Jews in Russian economic and political life, most Moscow Jews
were troubled by the continuing Russian national economic decline. Several
cited acquaintances who were experiencing difficulties due to non-payment of
salaries, need to purchase expensive
medications, death of a wage-earning
spouse, or other factors. Most were aware
that emigration of Jews from Russia had
increased during the past year, correctly
attributing elevated departures to economic
distress, political instability, family reunification, and antisemitism.4
Notwithstanding the severity of the
economic situation, Moscow seemed livlier
than one year previously. Construction
activity, which had almost ceased after the
ruble crisis of August 1998, was once again
visible.
Sign of the times: This advertisement for
Vedomosty (Bulletin; a Russian newspaper
containing articles from The Wall Street Journal
and Financial Times of London) is posted in
various areas of Moscow. The slogan reads:
“Any oligarch is able to buy our newspaper. In a
kiosk. Vedomosty. A business newspaper.”
(Photo: the author)

Russian armed forces were engaged in a new offensive in Chechnya while the
writer was in Moscow. Russian media contained numerous reports about the
hostilities, albeit some in a style redolent of Soviet agitprop (agitation and
propaganda).
Many individuals appeared to accept the popular view that
Chechens were responsible for the September bombings of apartment buildings
in Moscow, Buinaksk, and Volgodonsk that killed approximately 300 individuals.
Support for the Russian attacks on Chechnya was high, in contrast to the first
time, they were attacking the interests of Mr. Gusinsky. See the writer’s “The Role of Politics in
Contemporary Russian Antisemitism,” The Jerusalem Letter/Viewpoints, #414 (September 15,
1999), passim.
4

See Eli Leshem, Pre-Flight Survey (Jerusalem: Jewish Agency for Israel, October 1999), pp. 2-

5.
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Chechnya war in 1996 (in which the Russian armed forces performed badly).
Ashkenazi Jews interviewed by the writer were aware that some Jews from the
Caucasus had been harassed by Moscow police as Moscow authorities exercised excessive zeal in attempting to rid the city of “terrorists.”5

Discussion with Deputy Chairman of Duma
1. Together with members of the joint NCSJ-AJC delegation, the writer conferred
with Dr. Artur Nikolayevich Chilingarov, Deputy Chairman of the Duma.
Designated Hero of the Soviet Union during the Soviet period for his exploits as
an explorer in the Russian Arctic, Dr. Chilingarov currently occupies a large office
filled with photographs and other artifacts from his days in the service of Soviet
science and defense. His district in the Duma is a vast region stretching across
the Russian Far North from the Barents Sea in the West to the Bering Sea in the
East.
In addition to his responsibilities as Deputy Chairman of the Duma, Dr.
Chilingarov heads the Duma Committee on Defense and Security and also is
active on issues concerning the environment. He identified his political
philosophy as that of the “Primakov-Luzhkov camp,” i.e., as opposing President
Yeltsin.
Dr. Chilingarov informed the delegation that he was born and raised in St.
Petersburg, then known as Leningrad. His mother was Russian and his
stepfather was Jewish. When he was eight years old, said Dr. Chilingarov, he
father, an Armenian, had died.6
In a rambling soliloquy that often was discursive and confusing, Dr. Chilingarov
declared that two factors generate antisemitism in contemporary Russia. First,
he said, Russia is a multinational country.7 Historically, antisemitism existed
throughout much of the tsarist epoch and survived the 1917 revolutions into the
Soviet era and then into contemporary Russia. Second, he continued, Jews
themselves (евреи самые) are responsible for antisemitism today. Because of
5

Police harassment of Chechens and other people from the Caucasus has been an ongoing
element of Moscow life, preceding the September bombings. Many individuals from the Caucasus area are darker-skinned than most Russians.
6

Dr. Chilingarov used the word погиб (perished or fell) to describe his father’s death, a verb
often interpreted as a death related to World War II when used regarding the 1941-1945 period.
However, Dr. Chilingarov did not clarify this issue.
7

 Jewish ancestry in Russia and in the Soviet Union is viewed more as an ethnic, i.e., national,
heritage than a religious heritage.
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their innate capacity (способность) for commerce, he said, Jews have gained
disproportionately from privatization of the Soviet economy. Jewish dominance
of the economy, continued Dr. Chilingarov, was accepted in post-Soviet society
for a limited period of time, but an antisemitic reaction developed when Jews
moved from banking, property ownership and development, and oil into Russian
politics. He mentioned Vladimir Gusinsky and Roman Abramovich as examples
of Jews who moved from “acceptable” spheres of Russian life into those that
were inappropriate for Jews. He later qualified his remarks about Gusinsky,
noting that he was no longer so visible in politics.8
All people are not equal in Russia, as they are in the United States, continued Dr.
Chilingarov. Russian democracy still requires significant development. Jews
occupy almost all important positions as senior advisors to Yeltsin, said Dr.
Chilingarov. Of course (конечно), the Russian people (народ, a word describing
a specific national or ethnic group) resent this Jewish domination of Russian life.
Jews [are able to] have dual citizenship, said Dr. Chilingarov. Many carry Israeli
passports. This is very important (очень важно). Maybe Jews are more loyal to
Israel than to Russia. Russians resent this [loyalty to Israel]. Almost all advisors
to Yeltsin are Jewish, declared Dr. Chilingarov, and Jews also control the mass
media and many banks. It is true that Makashov is very crude, but his views are
understandable.9 Even Jewish writers, such as Edward Topol, understand the
reasons for increased antisemitism in Russia.10
Jews should not enter into
politics; it is enough that they are so prominent in Russian banks, the Russian,
media, etc.
When Dr. Chilingarov paused, Rabbi Andrew Baker, Director of European Affairs
for the American Jewish Committee, commented that antisemites cause
antisemitism, not Jews. Therefore, said Rabbi Baker, it is necessary to deal with
antisemites.
Dr. Chilingarov continued that Jews in politics do not want to provoke
antisemitism. General Makashov has always been an antisemite; however, he
8

Abramovich is Boris Berezovsky’s leading lieutenant and is said to be responsible for managing
Berezovsky’s considerable oil interests, arranging major financial and industrial positions in the
Russian cabinet, and serving as cashier to the Yeltsin family.
9

The reference is to Albert Makashov, the leader in the Duma of the extreme nationalist faction
of the Communist Party of the Russian Federation.
Mr. Makashov, a retired general, has
denounced Jews in flamboyant rhetoric from a podium in the Duma, blaming Jews for Russian
economic difficulties and favoring a quota on the number of Jews permitted to live in Russia.
10

Edward Topol, an émigré now living in New York, wrote an open letter to four Jewish oligarchs,
blaming them for Russian economic difficulties and imploring them to contribute large sums of
money to help Russia. The letter, which was written in inflammatory language, appeared in the
popular Russian periodical Arguments and Facts (Аргументы и факты) in September, 1998. It
suggested a conspiracy among Jewish oligarchs to control Russia and implied that Jewish
prominence in Russia could lead to pogroms or to another Holocaust.
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analyzes the situation and speaks up. His immoderate rhetoric generates even
more antisemitism. Deputies to the Duma are popularly elected, said Dr.
Chilingarov, and are responsible only to the voters in their districts. Antisemitism
is non-existent in his own northern district because no Jews live in the Russian
Far North, declared Dr. Chilingarov.
Acknowledging that the Duma had not censured General Makashov or other
antisemites in its ranks, Dr. Chilingarov commented that the singer Iosif Kobzon,
a Jew, is the only Duma member to have condemned antisemitic rhetoric in the
Duma.
Noting that Kobzon himself was of questionable character, Dr.
Chilingarov reminded the delegation that the popular singer is unable to obtain a
visa for entry into the United States.11
It is “normal” that many deputy ministers in the Ministry of Economics and the
Ministry of Finance are Jews, said Dr. Chilingarov. However, the emigration of
Jews to Israel has had a major adverse impact on those Jews who remain; they
are asked if they consider Russia their motherland, they are suspected of loyalty
to Israel.
It also is wrong for Jews to go into Russian politics after they become oligarchs.
Dr Chilingarov continued that Russia has a history of pogroms and such
antisemitic groups as the Black Hundreds,12 implying that the participation of
wealthy Jews in contemporary Russian politics
might provoke similar actions. As an Armenian,
he continued, he felt very strongly that pogroms
and the formation of such groups as the Black
Hundreds should never happen again. He
added that he knows that former Prime Minister
Yevgeny Primakov is of Jewish background;
however, he supports Primakov because the
latter is not an oligarch.

Dr. Artur Chilingarov, Hero of the Soviet Union and
Deputy Chairman of the Duma, expresses his
views.
(Photo: the author)

11

Mr. Kobzon is on the United States “watch list,” suspected of links to Russian organized crime.

12

 The “Black Hundreds”(Черная сотня) was the informal name of local branches of the
Union of Russian People (Союз русского народа), a virulently antisemitic group that staged
many pogroms in early twentieth century Russia.
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Concerning other prominent Jews, Dr. Chilingarov said that Vladimir Zhirinovsky
is an antisemite and encourages the growth of fascism in Russia. The actions of
Boris Berezovsky spawn antisemitism; therefore, he should not go into politics.
Implying that comparable antisemitism also afflicts the United States, Dr.
Chilingarov asked if the Ku Klux Klan was still active in the United States. Mark
Levin of the National Conference on Soviet Jewry replied affirmatively, but
added that no Ku Klux Klan members were members of the United States
Congress. Dr. Chilingarov responded that the Duma was not antisemitic; the
fact that the son of Alexander Men’ is a member of the Duma shows that
antisemitism has not infected the Duma.13
Dr. Chilngarov stated that he considers the various new Moscow Jewish
institutions -- such as synagogues, schools, and cultural institutions -- to be
positive developments. He does not consider these establishments to be
“political” in nature.
Returning to his analysis of the reasons for antisemitism in Russia, he reiterated
that many post-Soviet Jews now have dual citizenship in Russia and another
country. He acknowledged that many Armenians now live in other countries as
well and constitute an “Armenian diaspora”. Russian-born Jews who leave
Russia don’t share local economic difficulties; this is offensive, he continued,
because we (мы, i.e., ethnic Russians) brought them up and educated them.
He added that he is more concerned about statements that are anti-Caucasian,
i.e., directed against people from the Caucasus Mountain areas, than he is about
antisemitic statements. He is troubled about Mr. Makashov and Nikolai
Kondratenko because they are anti-Armenian as well as antisemitic.14 Just as he
blames Jews themselves for much of Russian antisemitism, he continued, he
thinks that people from the Caucasus are responsible for generating antiCaucasus sentiments. After all, migrants from the Caucasus control most of the
13

The reference is to Father Alexander Men’, a Russian Orthodox priest who was murdered at
age 55 in 1990, as were two additional priests who attempted to investigate his death. The
murder is variously attributed to the KGB and to Pamyat (Memory), an antisemitic nationalist
movement active at the time. Soviet authorities had been alarmed by the following Father Men’
had attracted among young people, Russian intellectuals, and dissident priests. The parents of
Alexander Men’ were Jews, but his mother converted to Christianity before World War II and
raised her son in the Russian Orthodox Christian religion. The son of Alexander Men’ also was
raised as a Christian and is not regarded by Jews as a Jew.
14

Nikolai Kondratenko is the governor of Krasnodar krai (a territorial unit) in southern Russia, the
area that borders on the Caucasus mountain region. Formerly the First Secretary of the
Krasnodar regional Communist Party, he has blamed Jews and Zionists for the demise of the
Communist Party, the Chechen-Russia conflict, homosexuality in Russia, and attacks on the
Russian Orthodox church. He has claimed that an international Jewish conspiracy rules the
world. Kondratenko also maligns Chechens, Meskhetian Turks, and Armenians.
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markets and bazaars in Moscow even though Russians constitute the most
numerous nationality group in the Russian capital.
Jews should thank the Russian homeland (родина) for their education and for
the opportunities it has provided them, said Dr. Chilingarov. He added that he
keeps his hand on “the pulse of Russia” and knows what people think. He says
what he thinks, he continued, and he has several Jewish friends, including
Vladimir Gusinsky and Alexander Osovtsov, President and Executive Vice
President respectively of the Russian Jewish Congress. Dr. Chilingarov said
that his family and the Osovtsov family were friendly when he and Mr. Osovtsov
were growing up in then-Leningrad.
Jewish Day Schools
The writer visited four of the seven Jewish day schools in Moscow. Interested
readers may wish to read accounts of previous visits to these and other Moscow
day schools in her 1997 and 1998 trip reports cited earlier.
2. Beit Yehudit (School #1330) was started in 1990 by Rivka Weiss, who
sought a Jewish day school education for her own daughter. Mrs. Weiss, who is
of Belgian and Israeli background, lives in Moscow with her husband, Rabbi
David Weiss, a rabbi employed by the Joint Distribution Committee to serve a
number of Jewish communities in the Ural Mountain area.
The school currently enrolls 150 girls (grades 1-11)15 and 10 boys (grades 1-3) in
its regular classes, plus six boys and two girls in special education classes.
Enrollment has decreased by about nine percent from the previous year,
reflecting emigration of a significant number of girls in the lower grades to Israel
with their families. However, the number of older girls has increased, including
some with severe social problems. Even as it maintains high academic
standards in both general and Judaic studies, the school appears to have gained
a good reputation for working with troubled youngsters. Mrs. Weiss readily
acknowledged that some adolescent girls were so disturbed that she and her
staff are unable to work with them. Several girls have been suspended since the
beginning of the school year.
In all, the school provides boarding arrangements for 35 girls, including some
from as far away as Moldova, Siberia, and Central Asia.
Dormitory
arrangements are crowded, but clean and pleasant.
15

The typical Soviet and post-Soviet school curriculum begins first grade at age seven and ends
upon completion of the eleventh grade at age 17. Grade 4 is missing from the syllabus. Hence,
a nominal eleven-grade school includes only ten grade levels.
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The school curriculum includes 15 class hours each week in Judaic studies,
five of which are in Hebrew language instruction. Ten are in Chumash, tradition,
and Jewish history. Jewish themes also are incorporated into lessons in music,
dance, and art. Hebrew is taught by two instructors from Israel, one of whom is
compensated by the Nativ/Ministry of Education program. Mrs. Weiss, Rabbi
Weiss, and two local individuals teach Judaic studies classes.
Two madrichot (youth leaders) from Israel assist in classes and serve as leaders
and role models for pupils. Three additional madrichot, students at Stern College
in New York, were expected to join the Israelis within six weeks of the writer’s
visit.
The six special education youngsters have a variety of disabilities, including
attention deficit disorder and severely impaired vision. The school lacks well
qualified staff and appropriate premises to deal with the range of these
problems.16
Beit Yehudit currently is renovating a former school building adjacent to its own
structure. The new facility will contain a dormitory accommodating 100 to 110
pupils (with two to three girls in each room) as well as a synagogue, library,
sports hall, community hall, and a special room in which elderly Jews and nonJews from the neighborhood can gather for meals and various social and welfare
programs. Another feature of the new building will be a dental clinic furnished
with equipment donated by a sponsor in Britain. An Israeli dentist of British
background has agreed to train Russian Jewish dentists for work in the clinic and
for potential immigration to Israel. Mrs. Weiss observed that the building had
been in good condition four or five years ago when the city abandoned its use as
a school. In the intervening years, scavengers and vandals had stripped the
structure of all marketable materials, leaving it in ruins.
Major funding for renovations of the new building and for ongoing activities in Beit
Yehudit is provided by sponsors in Switzerland and
England. However, Mrs. Weiss intends to extend her
fundraising activity to North America and already has
received some commitments from individuals in Canada.
More so than many other Jewish schools in the post-Soviet
states, Beit Yehudit is the creation of an individual founder,
Mrs. Rivka Weiss (left). Describing herself as a “tornado”,
Mrs. Weiss exudes energy and warmth. She is both a
principal and an active teacher, and she appears to know the

16

General public school systems in the post-Soviet states are not obligated to accept such
youngsters. Few educational opportunities are available to them.
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name and background of every pupil and every teacher in the school.
(Photo: Beit Yehudit)

A Beit Yehudit pedagogical seminary enrolling graduates of its high school has
been moved to Israel, where it operates as part of an existing machon (college or
seminary). Twenty-five young women of Russian background, not all of whom
are Beit Yehudit graduates, are enrolled in the program, including some who will
require conversion to Judaism because they are offspring of mixed marriages in
which only the father is Jewish.
Mrs. Weiss has engaged the support of several prominent Diaspora
philanthropists and heads of Israeli yeshivas to open a university-level
institution in Israel for religious girls. The new academy will offer sophisticated
programs in such areas as computer technology, architecture, and pre-medicine
for young women who wish to pursue a higher secular education in combination
with continuing religious studies.
In response to a question about the impact of antisemitism in Moscow, Mrs.
Weiss said that local anti-Jewish bigotry had increased significantly. She related
that some people in the neighborhood of the school strongly object to the
school’s acquisition and renovation of the adjacent ruined building, even though
the building’s improved appearance certainly will enhance the neighborhood.
They express bitterness and anger to her, asking, “You already have one
building. Why do you need another one?” She tries to explain that the new
facility will enable Beit Yehudit to provide more services to the community,
including expanded nutrition and other programs to the elderly (both Jews and
non-Jews), but such people respond only with “absolute ill will”. Anti-Jewish
bigotry also had generated a need for improved security at the school. Mrs.
Weiss said that she is very grateful to the Russian Jewish Congress, which is
paying for appropriate security measures at Beit Yehudit and other Jewish
schools in Russia.
3. Etz Chaim (School #1621) is a modern/centrist Orthodox day school
associated with Rabbi Pinchas Goldschmidt, Chief Rabbi of Moscow. His wife,
Dara Goldschmidt, a graduate of Stern College in New York, is active in the
administration of the school.
Etz Chaim currently enrolls 368 youngsters, an increase of 33 from the 19981999 school year. The school is operating at maximum capacity, with 75 children
in its pre-school division, which meets in two sections at separate locations, and
293 youngsters in grades one through eleven. The current eleventh grade class,
which numbers 17 pupils, is the first in the history of the school. Rabbi and Mrs.
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Goldschmidt chose to open the school with a small number of children in preschool and first grade, adding a new class each year.
According to Principal Vladimir Sklyannoy, 15 youngsters had left the school
since the beginning of the academic year, i.e., seven weeks previously, and had
emigrated to Israel with their families. Their places would be filled quickly by
other youngsters, he said, who would require intensive tutoring in all Judaic
subjects and in some secular classes as well.
Aliyah, said Mr. Sklyannoy, is often a 10-year process, with many families
enrolling their children in day schools because they are thinking about resettling
in Israel and wish to prepare their children for an eventual move. Some families
delay departure because elderly relatives require care and are too fragile to
accompany other family members in such a journey.
Mr. Sklyannoy anticipates that 25 percent of the graduating eleventh graders
will go directly to Israel, entering various universities or preparatory programs for
universities. The remaining 75 percent are likely to remain in Moscow, at least
for the short term. Etz Chaim is contacting several Moscow technical institutes, a
law school, and several liberal arts universities so as to facilitate admissions for
its graduates. He expects that some will enter these institutions with advanced
standing.
Between 35 and 38 percent of pupils in 1998-1999 were from families with
origins in the Caucasus mountain area. However, their proportion of the total
school enrollment has dropped by about one-third in 1999-2000, said Mr.
Sklyannoy. More Jewish families from that region were going to Israel than
coming to Moscow, in part because hostility in Moscow toward people from the
Caucasus had intensified.
In response to a question, Mr. Sklyannoy said that between 20 and 25 percent of
pupils were from middle class homes, about 45 percent from lower middle class
homes, and 30 to 35 percent from poor homes. Many youngsters are raised in
single-parent homes in which the custodial parent, almost always the mother,
has a low-paying job. The school provides three meals each day to all pupils
and distributes food and clothing to those who need such support.
The school curriculum is rigorous in both Judaic studies and general subjects.
Fourteen classes in Jewish subjects, including five in Hebrew language, are
taught each week to youngsters through seventh grade. From eighth grade on,
municipal and state requirements in general studies force the school to reduce its
Jewish component to eight classes each week; however, pupils attend additional
hours of classes after the regular school day to raise the total of class periods in
Jewish subjects in the upper grades to eleven.
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In response to a question about antisemitism, Mr. Sklyannoy said that it was a
serious problem; he doesn’t expect the situation to improve, but it is possible that
its further deterioration is not inevitable. In common with many other Jews, Mr.
Sklyannoy thinks that Grigory Yavlinsky is the best candidate to succeed Boris
Yeltsin as President of Russia, but he also thinks that a Jewish head of state
would cause many problems for Russian Jews.17 He hopes that none of the
candidates with Jewish background wins the election.
Mr. Sklyannoy proudly showed the writer around the school, pointing out new
facilities and equipment that had been acquired since her most recent previous
visit, one year earlier. With the assistance of the Russian Jewish Congress, a
new computer laboratory has been installed in the school. Both the physics
classroom and the biology classroom have received sophisticated new science
kits and tools. The school sports hall has been renovated and equipped with
new fitness apparatus. Outdoor soccer, basketball, and volleyball areas have
been re-surfaced and otherwise improved.
In response to a question about the greatest needs of the school, Mr. Sklyannoy
said that Etz Chaim needs two to three more vans to transport youngsters
between their homes and the school. (Etz Chaim currently has one van that
accommodates 10 youngsters.) The school also needs: funding in support of
special tutoring for pupils from families originating in the Caucasus area;18
funding to support higher compensation for highly qualified teachers (who “are
more important than computers”), some of whom are leaving for better-paying
positions at other Jewish schools and at private secular schools; more teaching
materials, such as maps; and funding to support purchase of better-quality and
greater amounts of kosher food for the school meals program.
4. Chamah - Jewish Educational Center for Children is a project of
Chamah, initially an underground organization founded in Russia in 1953. Now
17

Mr. Yavlinsky is at least half Jewish. His standing in election polls in mid-October was 12 to 15
percent. See interview with Vladimir Shapiro, reported on pp. 22-24.
18
In a 1998 interview, Mr. Sklyannoy said that many youngsters from the Caucasus mountain
area have serious psychological problems stemming from one or more of the following: (1)
exposure to violence in regional ethnic conflicts; (2) coping with conditions of urban life, e.g., a
complex public transportation system in Moscow, after previous residence in relatively small cities
or towns; (3) the lower level of education in Georgia and the Caucasus mountain area, especially
lesser competence in the Russian language; (4) the normal stress of moving from one area to
another; (5) the contrast between their former residences, which often were fairly spacious private
houses there and usually are cramped communal apartments in Moscow; and (6) prejudice
stemming from their lower level of education and the reality that Georgian and Mountain Jews
bear great physical resemblance to their neighbors in Georgia and the Caucasus mountain area,
i.e., many of them have significantly darker skin color than Russians, other Slavs, and most
Ashkenazi Jews in Moscow.
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with major centers in Moscow and the southern Russian city of Rostov-on-Don
as well as in Israel and New York, Chamah follows the philosophy of the Chabad
movement, but its ties with other Chabad organizations in Russia are tenuous.
The Jewish Educational Center for Children includes a day-care center and
preschool serving 85 children between the ages of 18 months and six years, and
an elementary school (#1812) enrolling 45 youngsters, ages seven through ten,
in grades one through three.19 Administrators at the Center said that the
comparatively low number of children in the elementary school is due to heavier
emigration of families with children in that age group. Approximately 20 children
stay overnight in a dormitory room at the Center one or more nights each week.
Greta Yelinson, the general administrator of Chamah in Moscow, and Anna
Gimmelfarb, the director of the Children’s Center, said that most children in their
programs are from poor families. Many parents are unemployed, and some who
work have not received their salaries in months. About 40 families are headed
by single parents.
Children from about ten families are refugees from
Chechnya. Five to six families leave the Center every year to emigrate to Israel,
and a smaller number go to the United States or Germany.
Some children in the center are “invalids”, a Soviet designation for those with
various types of handicaps. For example, one child has a severe hearing
impairment and entered the school unable to speak. Chamah bought her a
hearing aid, and now she speaks very well.
The school day begins at 8:30 a.m. and continues until 6:00 p.m. with various
extracurricular activities available in the late afternoon hours. A school bus
transports about 40 youngsters from and to the Belarus railroad/metro station in
the center of Moscow, where they are met by parents or other adults who
accompany them between the station and their homes. The remainder of the
pupils live closer to the Center and are brought to the program by family
members.
When asked why the school includes only the first three grades, Mrs. Yelinson
responded that the municipality will not allocate funding for upper grades in a
Jewish school. Reminded that other Jewish schools in Moscow operate a full
ten-year curriculum, she suggested that Chamah lacks influence with appropriate
government authorities. Chamah has
applied to such authorities for a permit to
extend the curriculum, she continued,
but has been turned down repeatedly.
Many parents have said that they would
like the school to offer a full ten-year
19

Other Chamah programs in Moscow are described on pp. 32-33.

Betsy Gidwitz

Page 12

Copyright © 2007

program. After third grade, most pupils transfer to the ORT school (see below),
which is secular, or Migdal Ohr, a strongly Orthodox school. Chamah youngsters
do very well in both schools, stated Mrs. Yelinson and Mrs. Gim-melfarb,
because the Chamah academic program is strong in both general studies and
Jewish studies.
Instruction in computer use is part of the Chama curriculum even in primary grades.
(Photo: Chama Jewish Educational Center)

The Center has an above-ground indoor swimming pool and attractive outdoor
playground areas. It is exceptionally clean and well-furnished.
Mrs. Yelinson described the financial situation of the Center as precarious. The
state pays for the general education program, but Chamah offers bonuses to
retain skilled teachers and must cover all expenses of the day-care center, preschool, and religious studies curriculum, as well as numerous above-budget
maintenance costs. Minimal fees for the day-care center, preschool, and
dormitory do not cover their operating costs. Prior to the ruble devaluation in
August 1998, a small bank sponsored the school, but the bank collapsed at that
time and Chamah has been unable to find another benefactor. Mrs. Yelinson
said that if someone would guarantee the Center $3,000 each month, Chama
would name the Center in that person’s honor.
5. World ORT Union operates three day schools in the post-Soviet sucessor
states -- in St. Petersburg and Moscow in Russia, and in Odessa in Ukraine. A
new school will open in Kyiv in January, and ORT will install extensive programs
in two existing Chabad schools in the near future, in Samara (Russia) and
Dnipropetrovsk (Ukraine). The Moscow ORT Secondary School (School #326),
which was established in 1995, currently enrolls 350 pupils in grades five through
11.
The first hour of the writer’s visit to the school was in the company of a small
ORT fundraising mission of lay leaders from England and the United States.
The group was led by Robert Singer, Director General of World ORT, and Dr.
Gideon Meyer, Deputy Director General and Director of Operations.20 Mr. Singer
informed the delegation that, although the school was the most technologically
advanced secondary school in Moscow when it opened in 1995, it no longer is
the city leader. Other, locally-sponsored, schools now offer more sophisticated
programs. The area of greatest need, said Mr. Singer, is developing appropriate
technology curricula for the middle school grades. Delegation members were
20

The writer has been acquainted with both individuals for some years. Mr. Singer, a native of
Ukraine, previously was Deputy Head of the Liaison Bureau (Lishkat Hakesher, later Nativ) in the
Office of the Prime Minister of the State of Israel.
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taken on a tour of the school and later watched a student talent show staged in
their honor. The group then proceeded on a sightseeing tour of Moscow and
would fly out to Samara on the following day.
Following departure of the fundraising mission, the writer met with Vladimir
Lerner,21 Director General of ORT for the CIS and Baltic States, and Vladimir
Leshiner, the school principal. Mr. Leshiner said that 80 percent of pupils are
Jewish according to the Law of Return;22 perhaps half of that number are Jewish
according to halakha. Twenty percent of all pupils have no Jewish ancestry at
all; most such youngsters reside in the general neighborhood of the school, a
policy intended to advance the community relations agenda of ORT.
School policy also provides for the admission of all Chamah pupils who wish to
enroll at ORT following completion of the third grade at Chamah. Almost all
Chama youngsters enroll at ORT, rather than at Migdal Ohr or at the Chabad
school (also known as the Kuravsky School, in reference to its principal, Zev
Kuravsky), said Mr. Leshiner. The school also receives “many” applications from
youngsters currently enrolled in Beit Yehudit, Etz Chaim, and the Kuravsky
school because families find these schools too religious; however, ORT policy is
encourage all pupils enrolled at other Jewish schools to remain in those schools.
It prefers to accept new students from non-Jewish schools so that Jewish
youngsters with no previous exposure to Judaism have the opportunity to
become acquainted with their heritage.
Mr. Leshiner estimates that about one-third of the families with children in the
school are poor. Many of these are single-parent families with the custodial
parent unemployed or in a low-paying job. Some youngsters are cared for by
grandparents, who are dependent upon inadequate pensions and meager childsupport payments from the state.
Perhaps ten families with children in the ORT school are wealthy. Typically, they
own automobile dealerships or chains of retail shops. Mr. Leshiner calls upon
such families for support of various specific projects in the school; some of them
contributed a total of $50,000 for renovations that were completed during the
past summer. Some contributed cash, others donated materials required for the
designated repairs.

21

Mr. Lerner’s most recent previous position was Minister Plenipotentiary of the Embassy of
Israel, representing Nativ, in Moscow. The writer met with him in that capacity in October 1998.
22

Under provisions of the Israel Law of Return, the State of Israel permits immigration of all
individuals with one (or more) Jewish grandparents or with a Jewish spouse. The Jewish
religious standard of halakha is much stricter, requiring that an individual’s mother is Jewish.
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Youngsters in the school seemed to have a strong sense of camaraderie and a
well-developed school spirit. All pupils and staff wore identification badges with
personal photographs.
School facilities include three multimedia computer classrooms and two
technology laboratories for robotics and other advanced courses.23 New fitness
equipment had been purchased recently for physical education classes.
All pupils in the school, whether Jewish or non-Jewish, are enrolled in seven
class periods of Jewish education each week. Four periods are in Hebrew
language instruction, two are in Jewish history, and one is in Jewish tradition.
Additional class time is designated for geography of Israel in the seventh and
tenth grades. In addition to Jewish subjects, all pupils take four classes in
English each week, as well as compulsory classes in basic technology and in
computer skills. Youngsters may also choose two to three hours of technology
electives each week in such areas as computer-aided design, computer art, web
design, network operation, robotics, or advanced desktop publishing. In
response to a comment by the writer that the English-language skills of
youngsters with whom she spoke during a tour of the school seemed much more
advanced than their Hebrew-language skills, Mr. Leshiner said that that the
Hebrew teachers sent to ORT by the Ministry of Education in Israel lacked
appropriate qualifications for their positions.24
In answer to a question, Mr. Leshiner said that very few pupils participate in the
Na’aleh (high school in Israel) program. They prefer to complete secondary
studies in Moscow. However, ORT encourages youngsters to enroll in the Selah
(pre-college ulpan and university studies in Israel) program, and many do so.
The level of aliyah, he noted, depends on the economy in Russia and the
perceptions of families about the type of economic opportunity available to their
child if he or she remains in Moscow. For many families, a decision to emigrate
to Israel and the actual act of aliyah are separated by some years as the family
prepares to leave Russia and begin new lives in Israel. It is during this period of
preparation, he continues, that some families decide to transfer their children into
the ORT school so that they can learn Hebrew and various advanced
technologies that may be useful in Israel.

23

The Jewish Agency for Israel uses the three computer classrooms on Sundays for its
professional ulpans, i.e., Hebrew classes for prospective immigrants in which students also are
taught computer skills appropriate to their professions.
24
Some experienced teachers of Hebrew believe that the Hebrew curriculum used by the
Ministry in the successor states is inherently flawed as a program for the Diaspora. A different
approach is needed, they say, for circumstances in which a child hears the Hebrew language only
during a single class period each day.
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Academic Judaica
6.
SEFER, the Moscow Center for University Teaching of Jewish
Civilization25, dates from 1994. It was established by the International Center
for the University Teaching of Jewish Civilization (Jerusalem), with the
support of the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee.
Sefer
promotes Jewish studies at the university level and represents faculty, students,
and institutions engaged in Jewish studies. Its current membership includes
more than 450 scholars and approximately 100 institutions throughout Russia
and the other successor states.
Sefer organizes an annual national Jewish studies conference as well as regional
and student conferences, seminars, workshops, and tutorial sessions. It
sponsors and coordinates visits of foreign scholars, and arranges for lecturers to
speak in peripheral communities. It has published directories of Judaic programs
in the transition states, research bibliographies, anthologies of academic writings,
and curricula for use in teaching various Judaic courses. It is building a Judaica
library at the Sefer center in Moscow. Sefer is dependent upon JDC for funding.
The writer met with Rashid Kaplanov, Chairman of the Sefer Board of Directors,
and Victoria Mochalova, its Executive Director, in the Sefer office in the Russian
Academy of Sciences. As Dr. Kaplanov had done in an meeting with the author
one year previously, he and Dr. Dr. Mochalova reviewed the status of Judaic
studies in a number of different institutions. (More detailed information about
some of these institutions appears below.)
The relationship between Hebrew University (Jerusalem), Moscow State
University, and the Jewish University in Moscow is beginning to achieve its
goals, they said. Many Russian-speaking Israeli scholars are coming to Moscow
to teach semester-length courses in their specialties. In general, they are
excellent instructors.26 The Jewish University in Moscow itself continues to do
well. (See below.)
Although its original purpose was to prepare archival researchers, Project
Judaica graduates are not working in Jewish archives. Archival management is
not prepared to expand its staff, and existing positions do not pay well. Some
graduates of the program are working as translators for different organizations or
25

SEFER is the Hebrew word for book. The full title in Russian of SEFER isЦентр научных
работников и преподавателей иудаики в ВУЗах "Сэфэр", which translates most accurately
as Center for Scientific Workers and Instructors of Judaica in Institutions of Higher Education
[associated with] Sefer.
26

See the author’s A Survey of Jewish Life in Moscow, October 20-29, 1998, pp. 15-16, for
details about this agreement.
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in various capacities for JDC. A few are teaching Hebrew at Christian
seminaries. Some of the better students are continuing their studies abroad.
Two other Moscow institutions, Maimonides Academy and Touro College,
continue their work as before.
The World Union for Progressive Judaism
has relocated its Institute for Modern Jewish Studies from Kyiv to Moscow;27 it
is engaging several Moscow Judaic studies specialists as part-time instructors.
Two of the four St. Petersburg institutions offering Jewish studies are
encountering significant difficulties; the central curriculum of the Jewish
University in St. Petersburg is weak and the new European University, which
is staffed by very young and untested scholars, has serious economic problems.
A Holocaust research group and a Jewish publishing venture appear to be
continuing their work.
The demand for Jewish studies programs at state universities across Russia is
increasing. Among those institutions to have contacted Sefer in search of
faculty are the University of the Far East in Vladivostok, the University of
Kazan, and a university in Arzamas-16.28 These institutions appear to assume
that Sefer has the financial capacity to initiate and support Judaic studies
programs in various parts of Russia without cost to the host institutions, a
supposition without any basis in fact.
Outside Russia, the most notable development in academic Judaica may be in
Kyiv, where Kyiv Mohilansky Academy (KMA), one of the most prestigious
universities in Ukraine, and Hebrew University are considering a collaborative
relationship similar to that between Moscow State University and Hebrew
University. The local individual in charge of the proposed arrangement is Dr.
Leonid Finberg, a well-known specialist in sociology of the Ukrainian Jewish
population.
International Solomon University, a for-profit institution in Kyiv, continues to be
problematic. It is self-isolated from the conventional academic community, and
its most competent faculty leave for more traditional educational environments.
However, its new branch in Kharkiv appears to be more accountable.
Sefer is concerned with all areas of academic Judaica, including Jewish
languages, history, sociology, culture, and the Jewish religion. Dr. Kaplanov

27

See pp. 46-48.

28

Arzamas-16 is a formerly closed populaton center developed by the Soviet Union as a base
for classified research in several scientific disciplines. It is adjacent to the larger city of Arzamas,
a railroad junction between Moscow and Kazan.
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observed that the upsurge of anti-Jewish bigotry in Russian has led to an
increased interest in antisemitism as an academic subject.
Sefer has started its own academic journal, Вестник (Herald), and is preparing
the “academic day” for the annual Jewish Book Festival, which is scheduled for
November in 1999. It is reaching out to various groups in the community, such
the Hillel student organization, which Sefer is advising in its efforts to train
guides for tours to places of local Jewish interest.29 Sefer also is establishing a
relationship with Ковчег (The Ark), the Jewish Agency initiative for Jewish
intellectuals.30
Along with JDC, the Russian Jewish Congress is a major funder of Sefer.
Evgeny Satanovsky, Chairman of the REK Board of Directors and a recent
recipient of a Ph.D. degree, is the major Sefer advocate within REK, and also
contributes his own funds to Sefer programs.
Both Dr. Kaplanov and Dr. Mochalova are optimistic about the future of academic
Jewish studies in Russia.
Russian Jews, they said, are in a “postassimilationist” stage and are searching for Jewish meaning in their lives.
However, only an intellectually coherent approach to Judaism will appeal to
them, an outlook that they believe is currently unavailable in local [mainly hasidic
Orthodox] synagogues. The two scholars suggested that Sefer can be a critical
force in sustaining Jewish identity in Russia if it develops popular lectures and
courses of study that will appeal to a broad range of Jews and other individuals
who are close to Jews.
When asked if Progressive Judaism could find a constituency among
contemporary Russian Jews, Dr. Mochalova responded, “Of course (Конечно).”
Both professors acknowledged that the native Russian-language skills of Rabbi
Haim Ben-Yaakov, the Progressive rabbi in Moscow, are important in reaching
the Russian intelligentsia. Rabbi Ben-Yaakov is very active, they noted, and
could do very well in bringing Judaism to Jews in Moscow.
7. The Jewish University in Moscow was founded in 1990 shortly after the
collapse of the Soviet Union and has had degree-granting status since 1993. It
conferred its first undergraduate (baccalaureate) diplomas in 1998. JUM offers
majors in the following fields: Jewish history; modern Hebrew; society, politics,
and economics of Israel; Judaism and Jewish tradition; Bible and classical
Hebrew studies; Semitic and Near Eastern studies; social psychology; and
education. Its classes meet in the late afternoon, evening, and Sunday. Many
29

See p. 25.

30

See pp. 52-54.
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students are enrolled in parallel courses of study at other Moscow universities
and institutes. JUM enrolls more than 150 undergraduates, more than 50
percent of whom are Jewish.
The JUM faculty is part-time and consists of qualified scholars who hold
concurrent teaching appointments at several additional Moscow institutions The
writer met with Professor Alexander Militarev, President of JUM in JUM offices,
located in an obscure, attic-like room in the main humanities building of Moscow
State University (MGU).
The original sponsor of JUM was the Aleph Society, an organization associated
with Rabbi Adin Steinsaltz. This relationship was always uneasy because the
resolutely secular approach of JUM clashed with the more religious orientation of
Rabbi Steinsaltz. Over time, JUM was successful in attracting financial support
from local and international secular sources.31
In 1998, JUM became a partner in a joint venture with MGU and Hebrew
University (Jerusalem) to establish a Center for Jewish Studies and
Civilization within the MGU Department of Asian and African Studies. The
CJSC program offers both undergraduate and graduate degrees in three
specific program areas: Jewish Languages and Literature; Jewish History; and
Israeli Society, Economics, and Politics. Students also have access to courses
in the MGU School of Humanities, the MGU School of Social Sciences, the MGU
School of Pedagogy, and another new MGU Center, the Center for Classical
Hebrew and Biblical Studies.32 JUM/CJSC graduates receive their diplomas and
degrees from MGU, which is considered one of the most prestigious universities
in Russia.33 The aim of CJSC is to train specialists in Jewish and Israeli studies
for work in academic, diplomatic, economic, and cultural fields. According to Dr.
Militarev, about 20 percent of the students in CJSC are Jewish, a much higher
percentage than in MGU as a whole. Without being asked, he added that CJSC
had been a second or third choice program for some students after having been
rejected by the department that was their first choice.
Hebrew University assigns Russian-speaking faculty to teach at JUM/MGU in
areas where JUM/MGU is weak, such as rabbinics and certain periods of Jewish
history. The benefits to Hebrew University of this arrangement are: (1) access to
31

These include the Russian Jewish Congress and several Moscow-based individual and
corporate benefactors, the Pincus Fund of the Jewish Agency, the government of the State of
Israel, the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, and several other U.S.-based
individuals and foundations.
32
Lack of funding has thwarted an agreement with the School of Social Sciences to operate a
joint graduate degree program in Jewish communal service with the Wurzweiler School of Social
Work at Yeshiva University in New York.
33

The earlier private status of JUM had generated certain difficulties regarding recognition of its
degrees.
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Jewish resources in Russia; (2) academic positions for young Russian-speaking
Israeli faculty; (3) potential influence in Russian Jewish studies; and (4)
enhanced relations between Israel and Russia
As the joint venture matures, the Center will be
assigned classrooms at MGU during the week so
that it will be able to adopt a normal class schedule.
Exposure to Western institutions and philanthropic
processes has led to the creation of an American
Friends of the Jewish University in Moscow
organization and the production of sophisticated
publicity materials.
The 32-page booklet at right is one of several color
enclosures in a publicity portfolio designed for potential
donors in the West. The booklet includes a profile of the
institution (history and status, principles and goals,
curriculum and majors, faculty, research, financial
resources, affiliations) and other information.

Citing recent developments, Dr. Militarev said that the Center for Jewish Studies
and Civilization had received a grant from the Pincus Fund of the Jewish
Agency for support of Jewish students in Jewish education. Twenty-five
students, of whom 15 are Pincus Fund recipients, are enrolled in a collaborative
program with the MGU School of Pedagogy for the preparation of Judaic studies
teachers for universities and Jewish high schools in the provinces. Under terms
of the grant, the Pincus Fund and the Russian Jewish Congress each pay 50
percent of tuition costs.
JUM/CJSC also is supervising a new Jewish studies program at the Oriental
Lyceum, a Moscow high school associated with the MGU Institute of Asian and
African Studies. From the eighth grade on, pupils at this school select a
concentration in Japanese, Chinese, Arabic, or Hebrew. Three groups of 15
students in the Hebrew concentration have four weekly lessons in Hebrew and
one in Jewish tradition and culture. JUM/CJSC graduate students teach at the
high school. It is likely that the program will provide future CJSC students.
JUM/CJSC is also in contact with several Jewish day schools, hoping to recruit
their graduates into JUM/CJSC.
8. Project Judaica is a joint project of the Russian State University for the
Humanities (RSUH) and the Jewish Theological Seminary (JTS; Conservative
or Masorti movement) of New York. RSUH was founded during the glasnost
period of the late Soviet era and is housed within the buildings of the former
Betsy Gidwitz
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Higher Party School of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union.
Project
Judaica is an interdepartmental center seeking to train language specialists in
Hebrew and Yiddish as well as archivists prepared for research in Jewish
archival material.
The writer spoke with Dr. Mark Kupovetsky, a specialist in Jewish sociology and
demography, who also serves as Executive Director of Project Judaica.34 Dr.
Kupovetsky said that the current enrollment in Project Judaica includes 52
undergraduate students, approximately half of whom are Jewish or partly
Jewish.35 Thirty-six individuals have already completed the program; of these,
22 are continuing in graduate school (13 in other countries, four at Project
Judaica, and five in other Russian institutions).
Project Judaica offers three majors: (1) archival work, with a concentration in
Jewish languages; (2) history of philology, with a concentration combining Jewish
history, languages, and culture; and (3) cultural anthropology, with a
concentration in Jewish civilization (cultures, history, ethnology). Certain core
courses in Hebrew, Jewish history, Judaism, and various Jewish texts are
required of all students.
Since the inception of Project Judaica, JTS has struggled to find appropriate
faculty members willing to work in Moscow alongside local instructors in
Hebrew language and other topics. The practice during the past few years has
been for regular and/or adjunct JTS faculty members to come to Moscow in oneor two-month rotations, teach in an intensive format, and then return to the
United States or Israel. Because few such individuals are able to teach in the
Russian language, Project Judaica students are required to learn English.
Jewish-subject courses for first- and second-year students often must be taught
through an interpreter.
In response to a question, Dr. Kupovetsky said that entrance to Project Judaica
is dependent upon satisfactory scores in a general state admissions exam plus
English-language skills. The most talented students, he said, generally go into
business or law, not humanities. Professional opportunities for graduating
students are “a problem,” he acknowledged. Very few work in archives because
compensation for such work is very low. Some graduates have gone abroad,
some are in graduate school here or abroad, and others are working for the
Russian Jewish Congress, JDC, Israeli government representations in Moscow,
Jewish day schools, or in positions outside the Jewish organizational world.
34

The co-chairmen of Project Judaica are Natalia Basovskaya of RSUH and Dr. David Fishman
of JTS. According to Dr. Kupovetsky, Dr. Fishman visits Project Judaica twice each academic
year for 10 to 14 days at a time, usually during JTS vacation periods.
35

Dr. Kupovetsky said that four or five students are followers of the Chabad movement or “other
Orthodox” forms of Judaism.
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Despite their inability to find employment in fields for which they have trained,
Project Judaica students have made several notable contributions to Jewish
scholarship, asserted Dr. Kupovetsky. They have compiled detailed guides to
Jewish materials in Moscow archives as well as research information about
Jewish-related archives elsewhere in Russia, in Ukraine, in Belarus, and in the
Soviet Army. Project Judaica also has published a Russian-language anthology
of Jewish literature.
Some academic observers in Moscow believe that Project Judaica is an
intrinsically flawed undertaking, citing several problems inherent in the
program. First, as noted, few positions are available in archival work and the
low compensation for such positions is a deterrent to filling those vacancies that
do exist. Second, Project Judaica students are taught and trained according to
American methodology, which does not prepare them for employment in the
Russian educational environment.
Third, visiting American and/or Israeli
instructors lack the influence and associations with colleagues that are necessary
to assist graduates in finding appropriate employment in Russia or neighboring
countries. Fourth, the English-language teaching culture at Project Judaica
actually encourages students to identify with the United States or England and to
pursue careers in an English-speaking country.
In response to a question about other Masorti programs, particularly those of a
popular outreach nature, in Russia, Dr. Kupovetsky said that both he and Dr.
Fishman were concerned about this issue. In reality, he said, the Masorti
movement does the least post-Soviet Jewish outreach of the three major streams
in Judaism. Chabad, he continued, does the most, and the World Union for
Progressive Judaism (Reform) is beginning to implement its own programs. He
is pessimistic about Masorti outreach because the Masorti movement itself has
not identified post-Soviet Jewish outreach as a priority. Funding for outreach
work seems unavailable. The Masorti movement must define itself and its
objectives in the post-Soviet states, he said.
9. Maimonides Academy is a tuition-free state-supported undergraduate
institution offering a five-year undergraduate degree in modern Hebrew.36 Many
students also learn English and/or Yiddish. Language study is complemented by
enrollment in courses in Jewish history, Jewish tradition, and related subjects.
The writer spoke with Mikhail (Micha) Chlenov, Dean of the Academy and an

36

Five years is the normal duration of undergraduate study in the (post-) Soviet Union. High
school graduation normally occurs at age 17, i.e., one year earlier than in the United States and
some other countries.

Betsy Gidwitz

Page 22

Copyright © 2007

instructor in Hebrew and other courses. An anthropologist by education and
outlook, Dr. Chlenov also is President of the Russian Va'ad.37
Dr. Chlenov said that Maimonides Academy currently enrolls 120 students, 40
percent of whom are Jewish. Graduates teach at Maimonides and in Jewish
Agency ulpans, and some work for the Joint Distribution Committee. A few teach
Hebrew in Jewish day schools, but the low compensation level at most day
schools discourages more graduates from selecting that career path, said Dr.
Chlenov.
In addition to his teaching and administrative responsibilities at Maimonides
Academy, Dr. Chlenov also teaches at CJSC and at Project Judaica. Multiple
teaching assignments are common in Moscow, said Dr. Chlenov, because
compensation at one institution is rarely sufficient for support of a family.
Circulation of faculty among different institutions is beneficial in that it reduces
the likelihood of destructive competition between them, observed Dr. Chlenov.
10. Vladimir Shapiro is a sociologist at the Jewish Research Center (also
called the Jewish Scientific Center) at the Russian Academy of Sciences.
The writer met with him at his home.
Dr. Shapiro observed that emigration of Jews from Russia has increased and
probably will remain at a high level for the foreseeable future. Emigration, he
said, is generated by the economic situation, which has not improved since the
ruble devaluation of August 1998. The value of most salaries, he continued, has
decreased by two or three times. The war in the Caucasus is expensive to
sustain, absorbing funds that the government should be investing in productive
enterprise. Foreign investment also has declined, a product of the 1998
economic crisis and recent scandals involving money laundering and other forms
of corruption. Few people seem optimistic about the future; therefore, many who
are able to emigrate do so.38
The Russian government has paid back salaries in most regions and pension
arrears in all regions of Russia. The major factor stimulating these payments,
especially pensions, is the forthcoming Duma election in December and
Presidential election in 2000.
A 600,000-member political party consisting
entirely of pensioners supports Gennady Zyuganov and his Communist Party of

37

Dr. Chlenov’s remarks on the Va’ad and other Jewish communal issues are recounted in the
section of this report on Jewish communal organizations. See pp.29-30.
38
Dr. Shapiro said that his own 28-year old son emigrated six months ago and is now living in
New York, as is Dr. Shapiro’s former wife. Dr. Shapiro, who was born in 1937, expects to remain
in Moscow as long as he is able to continue working in his profession. He is in daily contact with
his son through e-mail and ICQ telephone.
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the Russian Federation. A party of veterans also is inclined to the Left, many
hoping to re-create the Soviet Union whose superpower status had generated
inestimable pride.
Dr. Shapiro noted that payment of back salaries and
pensions had halted the frequent strikes of unpaid teachers, physicians, and
others, thus returning domestic peace to Russia.
Recalling Dr. Shapiro’s remarks one year previously on the absence of a strong
work ethic in Russia, the writer asked him to comment on this issue again. Dr.
Shapiro responded by saying that, as during the late Soviet period, people feel
that their work has no value and, therefore, that they do not work very diligently.
Working conditions are unpleasant, bureaucracy is stifling, co-workers often are
uncultured, theft and corruption are common, and scandals (компромат or
kompromat, i.e., compromising material) erupt with some frequency at all levels.
The militia (police) demand bribes for everything. It is as if one is living in a
jungle. Relating his observations to the forthcoming elections, Dr. Shapiro said
that voters will vote against specific people, as opposed to casting their ballots
for a particular candidate.
Yabloko (Apple) seems to be the most popular political party among the
intelligentsia and among Jews, said Dr. Shapiro, because it espouses democratic
values. As of mid-October, polls showed that it might win 12 percent of the seats
in the December Duma elections.
The center-left coalition (All
Russia/Fatherland led by Evgeny Primakov and Moscow Mayor Yuri Luzhkov)
might win 40 to 50 percent. Almost no Jews support Zuganov or Vladimir
Zhirinovsky, said Dr. Shapiro. If Presidential elections were held in midOctober, no one candidate would emerge the clear winner in first-round balloting.
Evgeny Primakov and Zuganov would each win 40 to 45 percent of the total vote
and would then stand again in a run-off.39 It is likely that Primakov would be able
to attract more allies from the defeated candidates and would win the second
round and become the new President.
Russia would then have a Jewish
President.40 Acknowledging that many Jews fear that a Jewish Prime Minister
might be uncomfortable for the Russian Jewish population, Dr. Shapiro
commented that matters of heritage and career (as an Arabist and spy) aside,
Primakov is stable, sophisticated, and capable of being very charming.

39

Note: In November, Russian media controlled by Boris Berezovsky mounted a fierce assault
on Primakov and Luzhkov, questioning their fitness for high office. The intent was to malign the
coalition leaders so as to boost the Presidential prospects of Vladimir Putin, current Prime
Minister and favored candidate of retiring President Boris Yeltsin and the Kremlin “family”. Most
observers believe that Mr. Berezovsky’s campaign was effective in limiting the Communist Party
share of Duma seats to 24 percent in the December Duma elections, increasing the pro-Kremlin
Unity Party’s share to 23 percent, and limiting the Primakov-Luzhkov coalition’s seats to 13
percent. Candidates associated with Yabloko won barely six percent of the Duma votes.

40

Evgeny Primakov was born as Yonah Finkelshtein in 1929 in Kyiv. He does not identify as a
Jew.
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In response to a question, Dr. Shapiro said that he is more pessimistic than
optimistic about the Jewish future in Russia. He does not anticipate calamitous
events, such as pogroms, a Russian version of Kristallnacht,41 or the reemergence of a communist state in Russia. However, antisemitism will continue,
sometimes at a consistent level, sometimes rising and then falling. The economy
will remain weak. The economic situation, political instability, family members
living abroad, demographic factors independent of emigration (i.e., high
intermarriage rate, low fertility), and antisemitism are factors in encouraging
continuing emigration. Ties with family members abroad serve as a real “pump”
(насос) in pulling Jews out of Russia. A study that he conducted in the fall and
winter of 1997 shows that the majority of Russian Jews have relatives and
friends abroad:
Russian Jews with:
first-degree relatives
cousins, aunts, uncles
close friends

In Israel
30%
74%
67%

In U.S.
16%
61%
52%

The 1989 Soviet census enumerated 528,182 Jews in Russia, said Dr. Shapiro.
Since that time, about one-third of the Jewish population (170,000 to 175,000
people) has emigrated, according to both the Russian government and the
Jewish Agency. Therefore, about 350,000 Jews remain in 1999. By the year
2009, predicted Dr. Shapiro, a maximum of 150,000 Jews in Russia -- and
perhaps as few as 100,000 -- will identify themselves as Jews. They will
constitute an elderly population with very low fertility.
Hillel
11. The writer met with Evgenia (Zhenya) Mikhaileva, director of the Moscow
Hillel student organization, at the Moscow Hillel center, a crowded apartment,
which also serves as the hub for Hillel operations in Central Russia, the Ural
Mountains area, Siberia, Central Asia, and the Caucasus Mountain area.
Vladimir Paley, Ms. Mikhaileva’s assistant, has actual responsibility for the
regions outside Moscow, for computer technology (including the Hillel website),
and for special projects in Moscow.

41

Kristallnacht or “Night of the Broken Glass” refers to November 9, 1938, when governmentinspired forces rampaged through German cities, attacking Jews, Jewish-owned property, and
synagogues. Because many windows were broken, the Aktion became known as Kristallnacht.
Thirty-six Jews were reported killed, another 36 severely injured, more than 800 shops and 170
dwellings were destroyed, 76 synagogues were destroyed, and another 191 synagogues were
severely damaged.
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Ms. Mikhaileva said that Hillel operations in the successor states were divided
into 12 regions, including Moscow. The two newest Hillel groups are in
Krasnoyarsk (central Siberia) and Khabarovsk (the Russian Far East). It is
possible that other Hillel centers will be organized, she said, but her preference is
to work with existing student groups associated with the Jewish Agency for
Israel. Hillel lacks the resources to establish and service Hillel groups
throughout the vast territory of the post-Soviet successor states.
Mr. Paley’s current special project is Dor, a program to train Hillel students to be
guides to sites of interest in Jewish Russia. The name Dor has a double
meaning; in Hebrew, it means generation, an apt name for a group exploring the
history of Jews in Russia, and, in Russian, it is an abbreviation of the word for
road (дорога), also an apt name for a tour guide group. Similar programs will
be developed in Hillels in St. Petersburg; in Kyiv, Kharkiv, Odessa, and Lviv in
Ukraine; and in Moldova. The Jewish Agency and Hillel will share costs and
training for the Moscow group, but JAFI has not yet committed any funds for Dor
in other cities.
Ms. Mikhaileva said that the current Hillel mail and telephone list includes
some 2,000 names, double the number recorded in 1998. Of the 2,000, between
500 and 700 will come to special events, 100 to 200 will participate in a Hillel
activity during any given week, and 30 to 40 are core activists. Among Hillel
participants this year are several young religiously observant Jews; they seem to
have become observant through programs operated by the Choral Synagogue or
Chabad. A few Hillel members who are offspring of mixed marriages have
completed the conversion process under Orthodox auspices.
The Hillel Rosh Hashana service at the Radisson Hotel is now in its second
year and is much better organized than it was last year, said Ms. Mikhaileva. In
addition to young people on the Hillel list, the service was publicized within the
student clubs associated with the Jewish Agency and with the Israel Cultural
Center. It attracted 1200 participants this year, somewhat fewer than in 1998,
doubtless because the holiday occurred immediately after one of the apartment
house bombings in Moscow and several weeks after a Jewish activist was
stabbed in the Moscow Choral Synagogue. Hillel is certain that some potential
attendees, fearing violence by antisemitic groups, declined to participate.
The Hillel Rosh Hashana evening is more than a traditional service. Prior to the
conventional observance, a display of Hillel activities and activities of other
groups was mounted in the foyer. Various student ensembles performed for
those in attendance. The service itself featured a 45-minute performance by the
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new Hillel women’s choir and traditional prayers led by Rabbi Eugene Weiner.42
After the service, apples and honey plus kosher wine and cake were available to
all attendees. A Hillel videotape of the evening entitled We Are Not Afraid shows
many participants attired in clothing more suitable for a dance than for a religious
service. Nonetheless, said Ms. Mikhaileva, most students remained in the hall
throughout the service this year, rather than wander about as was the case in
1998.
In a response to a question about other new programs (in addition to Dor and
the women’s choir), Ms. Mikhaileva cited an expanded kabbalat shabbat
program, classes in Jewish tradition (Beit Midrash), a Yiddish Club attracting 15
to 20 students weekly, an art studio, an aerobics class, and several sports
groups.43 People expect more from Hillel, said Ms. Mikhaileva, now that the
organization is in its fifth year of operations in Moscow.
Asked about the impact of growing antisemitism, Ms. Mikhaileva said that it is a
serious problem. Antisemitism is evident to all, one can feel it. Hillel sometimes
receives antisemitic telephone calls. Ms. Mikhaileva, who is a psychologist, said
that she tries to help students deal with the anti-Jewish bigotry that they
encounter in their daily lives.
Aliyah is increasing among Hillel members, said Ms. Mikhaileva. Among those
who left for Israel during recent months were three Hillel leaders, including the
editor of the Hillel newspaper. Ms. Mikhaileva believes that aliyah is an
appropriate action for many students.
Jewish Communal Organizations
12. The Russian Jewish Congress (Российский Еврейский Конгресс, known
as REK) was established in January 1996 as a central organization committed to
developing a Russian Jewish community that will operate in an inclusive and
efficient manner. Its primary backers have been a group of wealthy Moscow
Jewish bankers and other businessmen, led by Most Media magnate Vladimir
Gusinsky. Rabbi Pinchas Goldschmidt, Chief Rabbi of Moscow, has played a
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Rabbi Weiner had organized the first such service in 1998 when he was employed by JDC in
Moscow. No longer associated with JDC, Rabbi Weiner currently works in New York and
returned to Moscow to lead the 1999 Hillel observance.
43

These new activities appear to fulfill the 1998-1999 priorities that Ms. Mikhaileva outlined to
the writer in an October 1998 meeting. At that time, Ms. Mikhaileva said she hoped to expand
educational and Shabbat programs, increase cooperative efforts with the Jewish Agency, and
develop a Hillel women’s choir.
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major role in nurturing the organization, including the training of its leadership.
The Joint Distribution Committee has supported REK organizing efforts.
Mr. Gusinsky continues as President of REK. Three individuals, all wealthy
businessmen, are vice-presidents: Boris Hait, Mikhail Friedman, and Vitaly
Malkin. The Presidium includes the four officers plus 27 other individuals. Most
are businessmen, but the Board also includes four
rabbis, several people from the academic and cultural
arenas, and at least one sometime political figure
(Yakov Urinson, former Minister of Finance and
current Russian representative to the Group of Eight).
Evgeny Satanovsky is Chairman of the Board of
Directors, which includes 12 at-large members as well
as representatives from 46 REK regional branches.
No woman is included in any of these governing
structures.
Vladimir Gusinsky, President of the Russian Jewish
Congress.
(Photo: Диагноз [Diagnoz] magazine)

REK has five major program committees: primary and secondary Jewish
education; higher lay education (academic Judaica); higher religious education
(yeshivot and women's seminaries); social welfare; and Jewish culture. It also
supports various religious activities and anti-defamation efforts. REK allocations
in 1998 totaled $8,746,143, designated as follows:
Religious activities in regions
$
501,243
Social welfare
410,415
Culture
354,030
Primary and secondary education
199,000
Higher secular education
327,200
Higher religious education
53,500
Memorial Synagogue at Poklonnaya gora
4,829,87444
Alexander Osovtsov remains the Executive Vice President of REK, joined in
recent months by three Executive Directors, each of whom has responsibility for
44

All figures are from The Russian Jewish Congress Charity Fund, 1998 Annual Report.
Regional branches of REK supplement national REK funding in all categories. Cultural programs
include anti-defamation activity; primary and secondary education focuses on assistance to
Jewish day schools; higher secular education focuses on assistance to academic Judaica
programs; higher religious education covers aid to yeshivas; and the Memorial Synagogue at
Poklonnaya Gora is a complex including a synagogue and the Museum of Jewish Heritage and
the Holocaust located at the point where German forces were halted on their approach to
Moscow in 1941-42. See the author’s A Survey of Jewish Life in Moscow, October 20-29, 1998,
pp. 2-4, for more information on the Poklonnaya gora complex.
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a specific segment of REK activity. The writer spoke with Svetlana Muterperel,
the Executive Director for welfare and culture.45
In response to a question about the REK budget and budgeting process, Ms.
Muterperel acknowledged that REK revenues for 1998 and probably for 1999 as
well would be somewhat lower than in 1997 due to the 1998 ruble devaluation
and economic crisis that followed. Organizations requesting REK funding apply
for subventions through the relevant program committee, each of which is
chaired by a prominent businessman and includes professionals in the
appropriate field.
For example, the Primary and Secondary Education
Committee is chaired by Boris Hait, a REK vice-president; its membership
includes two Orthodox rabbis, a representative of the Progressive (Reform)
movement, five day school principals, and an academic in the field of education.
Each committee is authorized to approve allocations under $20,000.
Committees must refer recommended allocations over $20,000 to the Presidium
for its endorsement.
All business people on the Presidium are required to make substantial
contributions to REK. Some choose to give all or part of their gift in in-kind
goods, such as food for welfare programs. Rabbis and individuals from such
areas as education are not expected to contribute funds or goods to the
organization.
REK has organized branches in 45 different Russian cities and regions, ranging
from Moscow and St. Petersburg to Bashkortostan, Kemerovo, and Kostroma.
Most of the smaller Jewish population centers are dependent upon the largesse
and organizing skills of a very small group of contributors, often only one or two
individuals. If these few donors suffer financial reverses, as some did following
the collapse of the ruble in 1998, Jewish communal activity in their regions is
affected severely. As in the United States, per capita giving differs markedly
from city to city; for example, the Jewish population of Kazan (fewer than 10,000
people) raised $391,200 in 1998, compared to $312,300 by the approximately
100,000 Jews of St. Petersburg.
In response to a question about antisemitism, a subject within her REK welfare
and culture professional portfolio, Ms. Muterperel confirmed that REK has
entered into a partnership with the Anti-Defamation League of the United States
to combat antisemitism and promote democracy and tolerance in Russia. This
effort will be directed by Lev Krichevsky, former correspondent of the Jewish

45

A meeting with Mr. Osovtsov had been scheduled and was later cancelled when he was called
out of town. The writer first met Ms. Muterperel several years previously when she was employed
by JDC. Ms. Muterperel and several of her colleagues appear quite young, a situation that has
led some individuals associated with other organizations to refer to them derisively as “boys and
girls” and to question their authority.
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Telegraphic Agency in the successor states. The precise nature of the REK antidefamation undertaking in the successor states is still being defined, said Ms.
Muterperel.
Antisemitism in Russia had increased markedly during the last year, Ms.
Muterperel noted, attributing its growth to the forthcoming Duma and Presidential
elections. In fact, she continued, the current upsurge in anti-Jewish bigotry is
“natural” because many Jews are influential in government, provide financial
support to various candidates, and try to sway public opinion in favor of specific
contenders through the media that they own. She believes that antisemitism will
subside after the elections, but that it will not decline to its previous low levels in
the early to mid-1990s.
On the Russian Jewish Congress in general, Ms. Muterperel said that it is
evolving over time. She perceives its public image as very positive and believes
that it is a “prestigious” organization with which to be associated.
13. Mikhail (Micha) Chlenov is the longtime President of the Russian Va’ad, an
organization founded in 1989 with the goal of representing all of Soviet Jewry. In
an interview at Maimonides Academy, where he is Dean, Dr. Chlenov said that
the Va’ad will hold its next Congress in December of this year.46 He hopes that
the Congress will elect his successor so that he can become Chairman of the
Board, a less time-consuming position.
The Presidium of the Va’ad had met earlier in October, continued Dr. Chlenov, to
discuss the “function and niche” of the Va’ad. He perceives its role as a “union
of lay and professional activists” in Russian Jewish affairs. In contrast, he said,
the Russian Jewish Congress is an organization of donors, not activists.47
However, he remarked, Vladimir Gusinsky and Alexander Osovtsov believe that
REK is an “umbrella organization for all other Jewish organizations”. Dr. Chlenov
made it clear that he considered such an assessment of the REK role to be
unwarranted. The Va’ad, he said, would like to work with REK and with Jewish
religious groups.48

46

See p. 22 for the section of the interview dealing with Dr. Chlenov’s role in academic Judaica.

47

Dr. Chlenov also is a member of the Presidium of the Russian Jewish Congress.

48

In several previous meetings, Dr. Chlenov had described Russian national Jewish
organizational life as managed by a triumvirate of more-or-less equally influential organizations:
(1) REK, which is engaged primarily in fundraising; (2) the Va’ad, which is the political center of
Russian Jewry; and (3) KEROOR (Конгресса Еврейских Религиозных Общин и Организаций
России; Congress of Jewish Religious Communities and Organizations of Russia), which is the
religious center of Russian Jewry. Few objective observers would elevate either the Va’ad or
KEROOR to the same level of importance and influence as REK.
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In response to a question about financial support for the Va’ad, Dr. Chlenov
said rather vaguely that various local individuals and organizations, JDC, and the
World Zionist Organization all contributed to the Va’ad budget.
Speaking generally about changes in Moscow between October 1998 and
October 1999, Dr. Chlenov said that conditions of daily life had deteriorated
since 1998. The continuing “political turmoil”, particularly the disarray caused by
the forthcoming elections and the various banking-related scandals, is “nervewracking”. No one trusts any one else or any institutions. Prices of many goods
have declined, but retired people still cannot survive on their pensions. Oddly,
the war in Chechnya has created some unity among Russians as support for
government policy in that region is widespread; thus, the Chechnya war has
introduced a measure of stability into Russian life. Dr. Chlenov continued that he
is concerned about the forthcoming elections to the Duma in December and the
Presidency in June. He is not worried that extremists will come to power;
however, he fears that extremists will be strengthened by their increased access
to the media during this period and by the perceived need of some candidates to
reach out to extremists in order to broaden their political bases.
Reflecting on post-Soviet Jewish demography, Dr. Chlenov said that he
“respects” the research of Hebrew University scholar Sergio DellaPergola that
shows an end-1997 estimate of 325,000 “core” Jews in Russia.49 He thinks that
a forthcoming census (in 2000) will confirm these figures. However, he
continued, this demographic estimate does not constitute a “programmatic
imperative”, alluding to the large number of intermarried families in which a nonJewish member might be interested in Jewish programs. Dr. Mark Kupovetsky of
Project Judaica estimates that 1,200,000 individuals in Russia are eligible for
Israeli citizenship under provisions of the Israeli Law of Return, added Dr.
Chlenov.50 In any case, continued Dr. Chlenov, the Jewish birthrate is very low,
well below the level at which the Jewish population would replace itself. In fact,
about 12 Jews die for every Jew who is born in Russia. Assimilation remains a
very strong force. Six of the 15 most prominent Jews in Russia are listed as
Russians, rather than Jews, in their internal passports, said Dr. Chlenov.51

49

See “World Jewish Population, 1997” in American Jewish Year Book, 1999 (New York:
American Jewish Committee, 1999), p. 568. “Core” Jews are defined as those “who, when asked,
identify themselves as Jews; or, if the respondent is a different person in the same household,
are identified by him/her as Jews”. Ibid., p. 545. Professor DellaPergola’s work also concluded
that 132,000 core Jews reside in Ukraine, 19,000 in Belarus, 6,500 in Moldova, and 16,700 in the
Baltic states. Many Jews inside the successor states believe that these figures, especially those
for Ukraine and Moldova, are low.
50
51

See pp. 20-21.
Dr. Chlenov did not identify the 15 “most prominent Jews”.
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14.
The Jewish Community of Moscow (Еврейская община Москвы;
previously called Moscow Jewish Religious Community or Московское
еврейское религиозное общество; retains acronym MERO from earlier title)
was established in 1999 as a successor organization to the Moscow Jewish
Congress. The Moscow Jewish Congress, a branch of REK, was effectively
dissolved when its leader was arrested and imprisoned for financial wrongdoing.
The writer spoke with Dr. Pavel Feldblum, a young physician who is the
Executive Vice President of MERO. Dr. Feldblum is highly regarded among
Moscow Jews.
Although MERO offices are located in the Choral Synagogue associated with
Rabbi Pinchas Goldschmidt, Dr. Feldblum stressed that it is a secular
organization with a much broader (шире) agenda than many religious groups. It
has nine directorates (управления): mass information (средства массовой
информации); religious affairs; Jewish education; Jewish culture; welfare;
facilities; elderly housing; Jewish cemetery; and infrastructure development (such
as kashrut certification). Now in its first year of operation, MERO is funding
seven institutions: three day schools (Etz Chaim, Beit Yehudit, and #1311), a
yeshiva, the Passin-Waxman Children’s Center,52 the Chamah soup kitchen, and
a Jewish cemetery. It works with REK and with JDC in co-sponsoring some of
these endeavors.
Fifty individuals are members of the MERO Board of Directors/Board of
Sponsors, each of whom has contributed between $10,000 and $40,000 to
MERO.
In some cases, Board members represent a specific Jewish
organization, which pays the membership fee. Board members may designate
their contribution for a specific project.
Observers note that the MERO giving level is lower than that of REK (usual
minimum of $50,000), thus providing a comfortable affiliation for many successful
Jews who are affluent, but not as wealthy as those associated with REK.
However, some MERO Board members contribute to both REK and MERO.
Dr. Feldblum stressed that MERO has no ambition to become an “umbrella”
(зонтичний) organization, “controlling” all Jewish life in Moscow. However,
several other individuals with whom the writer spoke support the notion of MERO
as an umbrella organization, suggesting that a respected broadbased group
should develop a computer data base of the 120 Jewish organizations said to
exist in the Russian capital. Many of these organizations, it is believed, are little
more than family groups with no clear agenda; however, observers lack the
means to determine which organizations are important and which are
inconsequential.

52

See pp. 33-35.
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15. The writer met with Rabbi Berel Lazar, Head Lubavitch Emissary in Moscow
and Russia, and also head of the Federation of Jewish Communities of the
C.I.S. Because this organization had not assumed a public political character at
the time of the writer’s visit, the meeting with Rabbi Lazar is reported in another
section of this report.53
16. Chamah is a multi-faceted Jewish organization with programs in religion,
education, and welfare. It is associated with the Chabad movement, but
operates independently of the Ohr Avner and Federation of Jewish Communities
support organizations that fund most other Chabad-related groups in the postSoviet states. Chamah activity is concentrated in Moscow; a smaller center is
located in southern Russia, in the city of Rostov-on-Don.
Chamah was established in the 1950s by followers of Chabad as an
underground organization committed to helping Jews in Russia return to their
roots. A Moscow native, Rabbi Dovid Karpov was attracted to the organization
as a young man in the late 1970s. Now serving as its head rabbi, he met with
the writer at the Chamah synagogue, Darkei Shalom (Ways of Peace), located
in the Otradnoye district of Moscow.54 Rabbi Karpov estimates that 20,000 to
30,000 Jews live in the area, a figure that may be somewhat high.
Chama operates three major programs in Moscow: the synagogue,55 its Jewish
Educational Center for Children,56 and a large soup kitchen. Additionally, Rabbi
Karpov pursues several special projects. The largest of these is support (food,
medical assistance, psychological consulting, life-cycle event celebrations) to
about 20 at-risk low-income Moscow Jewish families. Together, these families
have approximately 30 children, some of whom are chronically ill (physically or
emotionally). In many cases, parents are incapable of caring for their children or
finding appropriate support services for them. Rabbi Karpov would like to
develop special housing and programs for these families, but he foresees little
likelihood of finding appropriate funding for such a project. Rabbi Karpov also
does outreach work among Jews in prisons.
53

See pp. 43-46.

54

Otradnoye is a recently developed working- and middle-class northern district of the Russian
capital. The synagogue is a red brick structure standing in close proximity to two other red brick
structures, a Russian Orthodox church and a mosque. All were built in 1996-1997. Both the
church and the mosque are substantially larger than the synagogue.
55

Rabbi Karpov said that between 50 and 70 individuals attend Shabbat services at the
synagogue on a regular basis. More participate in holiday events.
56

See pp. 11-13.
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In answer to a question about his priorities, Rabbi Karpov said that his first
priority was increased support for existing programs. Second, his dream (мечта)
is to develop new programs for children with problems, such as juvenile
delinquency, narcotics addiction, and emotional instability.
Many such
youngsters are from unstable homes, he noted, including homes of the
intelligentsia. Third, he would like to expand a part-time and little publicized
Jewish hotline. He believes that it is easier for Jews to speak with other Jews
and that many would call in for counseling or an encouraging word. He is
confident that he can find experienced people to manage such a service.
Rabbi Karpov expressed some bitterness about the refusal of the Joint
Distribution Committee to provide financial support for his proposals
concerning assistance to troubled children.
However, he did acknowledge
significant support from the Russian Jewish Congress for Chamah’s soup
kitchen and certain other programs.
Greta Yelinson, the Director of Administration for Chamah, presented additional
information about Chamah welfare services. The Chamah soup kitchen, she
said, provides a hot meal to 400 elderly Jews six days each week. A meals-onwheels program delivers another 350 meals to homebound elderly on a daily
basis.
Chamah extends patronage service (home assistance) to 315
homebound Jews every week; this assistance includes cleaning, shopping, and
preparation of meals. A club for pensioners attracts 700 individuals every month.
Among its programs are various social activities, discussion groups, sewing
clubs, and other special-interest circles. A new welfare center scheduled to open
in December will accommodate all of these activities plus elderly day care and
repair services for small appliances and other household items. The major
sponsors of such programs are JDC and the Russian Jewish Congress.
17. The Passin-Waxman Center and Children’s Home (Пессин Ваксман
Центр для детей-сирот) was opened in June 1999 as a home for Jewish
children in distress. Organized by Moscow Chief Rabbi Pinchas Goldschmidt,
the center was funded with an initial grant of $250,000 from Anita Waxman, a
successful Broadway producer. The home also is supported by United Jewish
Israel Appeal of Great Britain, the Russian Jewish Congress, the Jewish
Community of Moscow, and several local individual donors.
The home currently accommodates 28 youngsters (14 boys and 14 girls,
including two sets of two siblings each) between the ages of two and 14 in two
large interconnected duplex apartments in downtown Moscow. A more spacious
facility, suitable for 60 youngsters, is currently undergoing extensive renovation
and is scheduled for occupancy in 2000. The new quarters will include space
designated for infants, thus enabling the home to facilitate adoptions. As PassinBetsy Gidwitz
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Waxman already has a substantial waiting list, it is anticipated that the new
building will be close to capacity when it opens.
Twenty-six of the children currently in residence are from Moscow, one is from
St. Petersburg, and one is from Nalchik (Caucasus Mountain area). Twenty-two
youngsters have at least one living parent unable to provide adequate care due
to chronic mental, social, or other problems.57
Several parents are
institutionalized. Some children were living with grandparents or other relatives.
Some had been abused, and several had traumatic experiences while living in
communal apartments with four or five people sharing a single room. Youngsters
are referred to Passin-Waxman by relatives and other concerned adults who
learn about the center through advertisements placed in newspapers, in schools,
and in other areas where Jews might gather.
Children sleep in cramped quarters, as many
as six children in bunk beds in a single small
room. However, all rooms are neat, clean, and
well-furnished.
Each
bedroom has ageappropriate books and toys, and each room for
older youngsters also has a computer. Boys
and girls are accommodated on alternate
floors. The center also has a living room,
dining facility, and other appro-priate
communal space.
The children appeared
healthy and in good spirits.

Four girls pose in their bedroom at the PassinWaxman Center in Moscow.
(Photo: the author)

Passin-Waxman is managed by Rafael and Svetlana Ben-Yosef, a couple of
Georgian Jewish background, who live in the center and serve as houseparents.
The affection of youngsters for the Ben-Yosefs and other staff members is
unmistakable.
57

According to press reports, 95 percent of all children in Russian state orphanages have at
least one living parent. See Московские новости (Moscow News), October 20, 1999. More
than 100,000 such children, often referred to as “social orphans,” have been abandoned in each
of the past two years in Russia. See The Christian Science Monitor, November 16, 1999.
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All children aged three and older attend the Etz Chaim preschool or day
school.58 It is anticipated that some youngsters will attend universities or
institutes in Moscow and that others will move to Israel upon completion of high
school.
Youngsters also are taken to theater, ballet performances, and on various
excursions. Contact with parents and other relatives is encouraged, and some
family members come to Passin-Waxman for Shabbat dinner.
The Passin-Waxman Center appeared to the writer to be more homelike and
more professionally managed than residential programs for Jewish children in
Ukraine. Several reasons may be adduced for this conclusion: (a) the presence
within Passin-Waxman of a mature couple as live-in house parents, in contrast to
younger adults who serve as counselors in several Ukrainian facilities; (b) the
smaller population of Passin-Waxman; (c) the presence of both boys and girls in
Passin-Waxman, whereas the programs in Ukraine separate boys and girls in
different buildings; and (d) the apartment-style design of Passin-Waxman,
whereas the Ukrainian facilities are more institutional in approach.
18. Tancred Golenpolsky is chairman of the Editorial Board of United Jewish
Publications (probably a deliberately inexact translation by Mr. Golenpolsky of
Объединенная редакция МЕГ; МЕГ refers to Международная еврейская
газета).
United Jewish Publications include: the weekly newspaper
Международная еврейская газета (International Jewish Gazette); the monthly
journal Русский еврей (Russian Jew, the same title as that of a tsarist-era
publication); the quarterly Diagnosis (antifascist review, published in several
languages); Jewish Russia Internet page; Jewish Moscow monthly guide; and
the quarterly Yiddish journal Di Yiddishe Gas (The Jewish Street). Mr.
Golenpolsky is a member of the Presidium of the Russian Jewish Congress,
which subsidizes the various United Jewish Publications ventures. He also
serves as Acting Director of the Moscow branch of the Russian Jewish
Congress, an inactive organization, temporarily replacing the previous director
who was arrested and imprisoned for financial wrongdoing.
Mr. Golenpolsky said that antisemitism, although increasing, is not a critical
issue for most Moscow Jews; however, it is a problem for Sephardic Jews from
the Caucasus [who are very active in Moscow markets and bazaars] because
many Jews from this area bear a strong physical resemblance to Chechens.
General antisemitism is becoming political in nature, said Mr. Golenpolsky. Its
growth and political character reflect the resentment of many Russians toward a
disproportionately large number of Jews as government officials, as oligarchs,

58

See pp. 9-11.
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and as financial backers of various electoral candidates. Jews are perceived as
deciding the future of Russia, said Mr. Golenpolsky.
Notwithstanding escalating antisemitism, continued Mr. Golenpolsky, Yevgeny
Primakov might win the 2000 election.59 Primakov has the skills to unify the
country, said Mr. Golenpolsky. He will be able to balance the demands of the
Communist Party of the Russian Federation and the interests of other groups.
Primakov favors a market economy with state influence in key sectors,
maintained Mr. Golenpolsky.
The average person in Russia, said Mr.
Golenpolsky, is much more concerned about social security and pensions than
about the specific character of the economic system. People will be patient
regarding economic and political reforms as long as there is no war. The
possibility of a war in Moscow is on everyone’s mind since several apartment
buildings in the Russian capital had been bombed in recent months. Everyone,
said Mr. Golenpolsky, believes that Chechens were responsible for these acts of
terror.
When asked whether he was optimistic or pessimistic about the future of Jews
in Russia, Mr. Golenpolsky said that he is optimistic that Jews will leave. That
is, he said, he is optimistic about the future of Russian Jews only if they leave
Russia. He is pessimistic about the future of Jewish life in Russia itself.
Expanding on his response, Mr. Golenpolsky declared that trying to rebuild
Jewish life in Russia is as futile as trying to plant a tree that has no roots. It is
likely that the few expressions of Jewish life and culture that now exist in Russia
can be maintained for 50 years at most. Most Jews who remain in Russia will
assimilate. Some Jewish programs sponsored by JDC, he said, awaken the
“sleepers,” i.e., older Jews who have memories of past Jewish life, but it is
unlikely that current shallow Jewish programming will sustain Jewish life in those
who have no Jewish past.
Of a Moscow Jewish population of about 150,000 people, continued Mr.
Golenpolsky, a core group of between ten and 50 individuals are active in various
Jewish endeavors and effectively control Jewish life in the capital. He perceives
the Hillel student group only as a social club and believes that activists in Hillel
will conclude their Jewish associations when they complete their student lives.
Not everyone can be a builder, he said. In fact, he maintained, Jews lack the
critical mass to build a community in Russia. The Jewish population includes
very few young people, he noted, and the intermarriage rate among them
exceeds 70 percent.
Current Jewish leaders in Moscow, said Mr. Golenpolsky, are bureaucratic and
are reluctant to share power.
However, he believes that Pavel Feldblum,
59

At the time of the interview with Mr. Golenpolsky, Mr. Primakov was doing very well in preelection polls.
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Executive Vice President of MERO,60 might be very effective in the future, and
that the World Union for Progressive Judaism could do well in Moscow if it
provides adequate financial support for Rabbi Haim Ben-Yaakov.61 Moscow
Jewry also needs a gathering place that is essentially secular, separated from
religious premises. Such a center could operate various secular Jewish activities
for different age groups, he said.
Judaism
19. The writer met with Rabbi Pinchas Goldschmidt, Chief Rabbi of Moscow,
twice. On the first occasion, she was a member of the joint National Conference
on Soviet Jewry/American Jewish Committee delegation. In reviewing significant
events of the current year for the delegation, Rabbi Goldschmidt singled out the
establishment of the Moscow Jewish Community (MERO), noting that it brings
together observant and secular Jews. Of the nine vice presidents, he said, four
are Sephardi individuals from the Caucasus Mountain area, reflecting the influx
of Jews from this region into Moscow. Two other significant developments in
1999, continued Rabbi Goldschmidt, are the opening of a Sephardi synagogue
in the Arkhipova street complex (which also hosts the Moscow Choral
Synagogue) and the opening of a new Jewish cemetery.
Responding to a question about the development of Jewish identity in
contemporary Russia, Rabbi Goldschmidt reminded the group that the only
Jewish identity that the Soviet Union had permitted was a cultural identity that
was expressed through the Yiddish language. As the Soviet Union collapsed, it
was only natural that a new post-Soviet Jewish identity also would be cultural in
character.62 However, eleven years later [after the emergence of glasnost],
Jewish identity is expanding into Jewish religious identity, he said. Rabbi
Goldschmidt compared the situation in Jewish life to that in Russian Orthodox
Christianity; Russian Orthodox spirituality now is filling a vacuum created by the
demise of Communist ideology as a motivating force. Post-Soviet Jews, said
Rabbi Goldschmidt, now understand that their Jewish identity requires some
connection with Jewish history, such as old Jewish buildings; therefore, he
continued, Jewish life is being rebuilt in old synagogues.
The incidence of intermarriage has been very high, he continued. In fact, only
about 30 percent of all olim (immigrants in Israel) from Moscow are halachically
Jewish. Intermarriage is the result of many factors, said Rabbi Goldschmidt.
60

See p. 31.
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See pp. 46-48.
It is likely that Rabbi Goldschmidt was referring to the Jewish history clubs, musical groups,
newspapers, and similar institutions that emerged in the late 1980s and early 1990s.
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First, few places exist in which Jews are able to meet other Jews. He hopes that
the establishment of seven Jewish day schools in Moscow and a number of
Jewish summer camps will help to mitigate this factor. Second, anti-Jewish
bigotry was such that many Jews felt compelled to conceal their Jewish identity.
Third, most Jews are ignorant of their own tradition and history; they do not
understand that Judaism is worth preserving. Only Jewish education can change
this situation. Fourth, through the mid-1990s, many Jews in the “elite” sectors of
Soviet and post-Soviet society converted to Russian Orthodox Christianity in
order to fit in with non-Jewish peers. Rabbi Goldschmidt believes that the
involvement of high-profile Jews in the Russian Jewish Congress has shown
Jews that they can retain status while still identifying as Jews in a public manner.
These problems are severe. However, he thinks that within five years the Jewish
community of Moscow will be a real community and will be dealing with the
“regular” problems faced by most Jewish communities. It is the responsibility of
REK and MERO, he said, to strengthen all Jewish organizations so that these
issues can be addressed.
An earlier consensus posited that all Jews should go to Israel, continued Rabbi
Goldschmidt. The new consensus (among many Israeli officials as well as
Russian Jews) is that many Jews will remain in Russia; therefore, Jews in Russia
should develop the necessary organizations to serve their community. The
development of Jewish identity will encourage aliyah. Aliyah, said Rabbi
Goldschmidt, is not detrimental to Jewish life in Russia. The Jewish Agency for
Israel [which promotes aliyah] has helped to establish a Jewish education
framework in the post-Soviet states. A Jewish renaissance is occurring in
Moscow. Local Jews will decide where they want to live, he observed; his own
role and the role of others in leadership positions is to support them in their
choice.
Many Jews, he said, have reasons to remain in Moscow. Many intellectuals
need the Russian language to continue their work. Some individuals are
enjoying greater economic success in Moscow than they could hope to achieve
in another country. Many have elderly parents in Moscow who are too fragile to
move to a different culture. The high level of intermarriage also means that many
Jews have strong family ties to non-Jews who do not wish to leave Russia.
Shifting to relations within the Jewish population, Rabbi Goldschmidt said that
relations between “modern” (Reform) Jews and “traditional” (Orthodox) Jews in
Moscow are generally good.
It is counterproductive, continued Rabbi
Goldschmidt, for traditional Jews to fight modern Jews. They are all starting in
the same place. All Jews have lost all Jewish memory after more than 70 years
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of communism; 90 percent of all Jews in Russia would fail to recognize Kol
Nidrei.63
Responding to a question about antisemitism, Rabbi Goldschmidt said that two
of the four announced candidates for the office of President of Russia are Jews.
The high public profiles of these individuals, Yevgeny Primakov and Grigory
Yavlinsky, creates a problem. Because of prejudice against them, Jews (and
also Armenians) are more energetic than many Russians, said Rabbi
Goldschmidt.
Therefore, they are high achievers and disproportionately
represented among the elites. Many Russians resent the prominence of Jews.
Many ambitious Jews converted to Russian Orthodox Christianity in the past;
however, fewer conversions have occurred since 1993 or 1994.
Rabbi
Goldschmidt again credited the participation of high profile Jews in the Russian
Jewish Congress as encouraging other Jews to accept communal responsibility.
In a separate individual discussion one week after the meeting with the mixed
National Conference on Soviet Jewry and American Jewish Committee
delegation, Rabbi Goldschmidt expanded on some of his previous statements.
As an example of the growth in Jewish religious identity, he said that many
Jews now are aware of the Jewish calendar. Between 4,000 and 5,000 Jews in
Moscow attended Rosh Hashana services in 1999, and other Jews observed
Rosh Hashana informally in home celebrations. Although few observe Yom
Kippur in the traditional manner, many Moscow Jews now avoid socializing at
that time. Many Jews light menorahs, which are distributed by several different
organizations, at Chanukah, said Rabbi Goldschmidt.
About 25 public seders
were held in Moscow last Pesach, each attended by approximately 100 people.
Additionally, he continued, it is likely that between 5,000 and 7,000 Moscow Jews
participated in home seders, many of them organized by the 2,000 youngsters in
Moscow Jewish day schools.
Rabbi Goldschmidt said that 15 synagogues exist in Moscow, five of them
officially registered as such and three of them functioning as components of
yeshivot. The others are neighborhood shteibels or gatherings at various Jewish
institutions, such as the regular minyans at several Jewish day schools.64 He
thinks that Moscow can support about 60 synagogues or “points of prayer.”
Rabbi Goldschmidt noted that synagogues create jobs in the Jewish community
and may lead to the establishment of onsite welfare establishments (such as
soup kitchens), various educational and cultural programs, or other community
ventures.

63

Rabbi Goldschmidt was referring to the well-known Ashkenazi musical rendition of Kol Nidrei
(All Vows), a ritual declaration on Yom Kippur (Day of Atonement) in which worshippers annul all
vows that were made unwittingly or rashly during the year.
64
Rabbi Goldschmidt explicitly included two Progressive (Modern) synagogues in his
calculations, the official center for modern Judaism in Russia (see below) and the weekly
Progressive Shabbat service held at the Memorial Synagogue at Poklonnaya Gora.
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Participation in Jewish worship is encouraged by the 1999 publication and
widespread distribution of a siddur (prayer book) in Russian and Hebrew,
including Hebrew transliterated into Russian. Called Shma Israel, the siddur
was developed by the Shamir outreach organization in Israel and sponsored by
the Congress of Jewish Religious Communities and Societies in Russia
(Конгресса Еврейских Религиозных Общин и Организаций России, often
referred to by its Russian initials, KEROOR.65
Rabbi Goldschmidt escorted the writer on a visit to the new Sephardi
synagogue built on the grounds of the Moscow Choral Synagogue. A small
structure, the ground floor includes a synagogue area with wooden pews made in
Belarus. A storage compartment with lock and key is located on the back of
each seat for the siddur and other belongings of people in the next row. In
response to the writer’s observation that the synagogue did not include a
women’s balcony, Rabbi Goldschmidt pointed out that some space existed in the
back of the sanctuary for additional chairs; however, few women from Caucasus
Mountain communities attend synagogue. The second floor includes a kitchen
and several small meeting rooms, including a youth activity room.
Rabbi Goldschmidt uses the terms “Sephardi” and “Caucasus” interchangeably
to refer to Jews from the Caucasus Mountain area. Most Moscow Jews from
this region associated with Rabbi Goldschmidt and the new synagogue are Tat or
Mountain Jews and are from Daghestan or Azerbaidjan. Rabbi Goldschmidt said
that many migrated to Moscow during the glasnost period or after the collapse of
the Soviet Union and became importers of various goods. However, the banking
crisis of August 1998 and subsequent economic difficulties have sharply
restricted the market for imports. Unable to earn a satisfactory income under
such circumstances, many Caucasus Mountain Jews have left for Israel during
the past year. Those who remain are subject to police checks and other forms of
harassment because of their physical resemblance to Chechens.66 Jewish
families from the Caucasus Mountain area are more traditional, less subject to
intermarriage, and more likely to be intact than are Ashkenazi families, said
Rabbi Goldschmidt.
Rabbi Goldschmidt repeated that only about 30 percent of all olim (immigrants in
Israel) from Moscow are halakhically Jewish. This large influx of non-Jews is
creating a major problem in Israel. Earlier olim from the Soviet Union and its
successor states, many of whom made aliyah for Zionist reasons, are among
those who are most concerned.
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KEROOR is closely associated with Rabbi Goldschmidt and with the Russian Jewish
Congress. It includes religious groups of all Jewish streams.
66
See p. 10 for reference to the declining enrollment of youngsters from the Caucasus Mountain
area at the Etz Chaim day school, a school associated with Rabbi Goldschmidt.

Betsy Gidwitz

Page 41

Copyright © 2007

Rabbi Goldschmidt confirmed that synagogues and other organizations
associated with Chabad have not joined the Russian Jewish Congress.
(However, Rabbi Berel Lazar, the chief representative of Chabad in Russia, is a
member of the REK Presidium and sits on several REK committees, and various
Chabad organizations accept REK subsidies.) Chabad is the dominant Jewish
religious force in Ukraine, said Rabbi Goldschmidt, but it does not control Russia.
Independent non-Chabad rabbis serve in 11 different Russian cities, including
Moscow. In some of these cities, they “compete” with Chabad, but Rabbi
Goldschmidt views such competition as “benevolent.” He noted that Chabad has
agreed to cease trying to delegitimize non-Chabad rabbis, a major positive
development. However, battles may ensue over the recovery of former
synagogues. Rabbi Goldschmidt agrees with the Chabad premise that Chabad
has the right to reclaim former Chabad synagogues, but some others may
challenge Chabad over repossession of such property.
Referring to the Russian Jewish Congress (REK) and to the Moscow Jewish
Community (MERO), Rabbi Goldschmidt said that the latter is the grandchild of
the former. (He did not mention the intermediate generation, the Moscow
Jewish Congress, which was dissolved when its president was arrested and
sentenced to prison for financial malfeasance.) Although the economic crisis has
had an impact on contributions to these organizations, the severity of the impact
is less than had been feared. Banks and import businesses have lost money, but
export businesses have prospered now that the ruble has lost much of its
previously inflated value. The number of major donors has increased, said Rabbi
Goldschmidt, and MERO is attracting both major and mid-level gifts. However,
the lack of a strong middle class is a deterrent to mid-level giving. Contributions
to MERO of more than $100,000 usually are designated for special purposes,
rather than for general support.
It is likely that REK and MERO will break ground in September 2000 for the
planned Jewish community center across the street from the Choral
Synagogue. Groundbreaking was delayed until September in the hope that the
new President of Russia, who will be elected in June 2000, will participate in the
ceremonies.
Rabbi Goldschmidt believes that the future of European Jewry lies in the large
cities. It is likely, he said, that viable Jewish communities will remain only in
Paris, Antwerp, Berlin, Geneva, London, Moscow, and, possibly, Kyiv. European
Jews will be considered in relation to the cities in which they live, rather than in
terms of the countries in which they live. He is newly optimistic about the ability
of Reform Judaism to endure; now, he observed, the Reform movement cares
about Jewish survival, whereas their previous priority seemed to focus on
combating antisemitism.
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20. Rabbi Berel Lazar is the chief representative of Chabad in Russia. The
writer met with him at the Marina Roscha synagogue, a structure that sustained
serious damage in a bomb blast in 1998. The synagogue was repaired shortly
after the attack, but the perpetrators have not been found. Few believe that the
case ever will be solved.
Rabbi Lazar began the meeting by taking the writer to task for alleged distortion
of facts in a report about her 1998 visit to Moscow. He disagreed with the
writer’s contention that he, rather than Rabbi Goldschmidt, had been the major
source of tension between Chabad and activities and groups associated with
Rabbi Goldschmidt. He reiterated his opposition to participating in organizations
[such as KEROOR] or projects in which the Reform movement also participated.
Everyone has the right to hold his own views, he said. In his opinion, “It is ruining
the Jewish community to bring in Reform here [in Russia].” Reform Judaism, he
said, is “watered-down Judaism.”67
Rabbi Lazar estimates the Jewish population of Moscow at 500,000
individuals or 130,000 Jewish families. So far, Moscow Chabad lists 21,000
families on its Moscow Jewish data base. Chabad sends news about Jewish
holidays, full-color Jewish calendars, menorahs, birthday cards, and yahrzeit
messages to these families. Local Jews realize that Chabad cares about them,
said Rabbi Lazar, and many call Chabad when they need material or spiritual
assistance. Chabad representatives soon will begin a program of visiting each of
the 21,000 families in their own apartments in an effort to assess individual and
community needs. Three hundred young adults are being trained to conduct
these interviews. They will bring presents to each family.
Twenty-five hundred people attended Rosh Hashana services in the semifinished seven-story Chabad Jewish community center adjacent to the
synagogue.68 It is likely that construction of this center, which has been delayed
due to fundraising problems following the 1998 collapse of the Russian ruble, will
be completed in the spring of 2000.
In addition to the Marina Roscha synagogue and community center, Chabad
operates a number of other institutions in Moscow. These include: two
additional synagogues, two preschools, a day school, a heder, a yeshiva, a
women’s college, a technical college for young men, and a camp with heated
buildings that can be used throughout the year. Rabbi Lazar said that 750
youngsters, most of whom are enrolled in no other Jewish programs, attended
67

Wishing to avoid a confrontation, the writer did not challenge Rabbi Lazar’s comments.
In an interview in October 1998, Rabbi Lazar said that 5,000 people had attended Rosh
Hashana services that year. Some reduction in attendance from 1998 to 1999 would have been
expected because the 1999 holiday occurred immediately after one of the apartment house
bombings in Moscow and several weeks after a Jewish activist was stabbed in the Moscow
Choral Synagogue.
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one of the summer camp sessions. Chabad hopes to start a weekly program for
these children during the school year. The summer camp also operated a
special 10-day session for youngsters from Moscow school #1311, also known
as the Lipman Jewish day school.69 The camp is used during the school year for
shabbatonim, most of which are designated for specific groups, such as
adolescents, families, or elderly people.
Moscow Chabad also sponsors a student club, a young adult educational center
(offering classes in several subjects, including English and computer technology),
an amateur theater group, a family club, and activities for single adults. Antimissionary work will be intensified soon with the addition to the Chabad staff of a
specialist in this area
Rabbi Lazar said that Moscow Chabad would like to purchase a well-equipped
three-building sanitarium located near their camp. It would convert the complex
into an assisted living and nursing care center for Jewish elderly. Ideally, he
continued, children and young people at the camp would interact with older Jews
at the center.
Many more Moscow Jews are seeking welfare assistance (from Chabad and
other organizations) now than previously, declared Rabbi Lazar. Inflation is
causing major difficulties. People cannot afford to buy meat or fruit. They are
unable to replace clothing that is old or that their children have outgrown.
Medicine and hospital care are beyond the means of many individuals and
families.
Rabbi Lazar believes that antisemitism is not a serious problem in Russia.
Some extremists create specific difficulties, but their overall impact is limited.
The appeal of extremist organizations to adolescents reflects the need of
adolescents to belong to something, to feel part of a larger group. Most
adolescents leave extremist organizations as they mature, said Rabbi Lazar.
Notwithstanding the limited influence of extremist organizations, he would like the
Russian government to “crack down” on their activities. It is not a question of
suppressing freedom, he said, because such freedom exercised by extremists is
“freedom of the jungle,” i.e., inappropriate for modern society.
Although problems related to the economy are “acute,” Rabbi Lazar believes that
Jewish life in Russia has a “big future.” There is much potential for Jewish
community development in Russia, he said.
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Grigory Lipman, principal of school #1311, described its religious orientation to the writer in a
1998 interview as modern Orthodox or “stronger Conservative.”
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21. The Federation of Jewish Communities of the C.I.S. (Федерация
еврейсих общин СНГ), founded as a 501(c)(3) organization in New York in
1997, is a U.S.-based support organization for post-Soviet Jewish communities.
Technically, it is independent of specific denominational affiliations; in reality, it is
strongly associated with the Chabad movement and it supports various programs
and projects operating under Chabad auspices. Its Executive Director is Mendel
Goldshmid, who is based in New York. The writer met with Mr. Goldshmid when
he was in Moscow and subsequently spoke with him by telephone in the United
States. Also attending the Moscow meeting was Rabbi Dovid Mondshine,
Director of Ohr Avner (see below). Rabbi Mondshine appears to be a de facto
executive of FJC as well.
The mission statement of the FJC is as follows:
The Federation of Jewish Communities of the CIS is the central organization of
the Jewish communities of the Former Soviet Union. Our mandate is to restore
Jewish life, culture, and religion in the Former Soviet Union. The FJC provides
programming and funding to member Jewish umbrella organizations in these
fifteen countries throughout the Former Soviet Union. These 15 organizations
encompass 300 Jewish communities, all of whom are helped by the FJC.
The FJC assists the member organizations in rebuilding Jewish infrastructures,
institutions and programs in their catchment areas.
The FJC provides
humanitarian assistance to these organizations for distribution to their
communities.
The following is a list of established Funds run by the FJC on behalf of their
member Jewish umbrella organizations: Camp, Education, Children, Chanukah,
Passover Matzah, Humanitarian Aid, Synagogue and Community Security,
Medical Aid, Emergency Food Relief, Welfare, Religious, Culture, Synagogue
Restoration, JCC Building, Publishing, Holiday, Community Development.
The FJC partners with other international organizations to maximize
programming. The FJC also works with local governments to restore to the
Jewish Communities, Jewish properties confiscated by the Communists and
Nazis.70

The FJC annual budget for all of the post-Soviet states is $20 million. Levi
Levayev continues to be its most generous donor, contributing more than $6
million to FJC through his Ohr Avner foundation (see below), which focuses on
Jewish education. Several other families and organizations contribute an
aggregate of about $8 million annually, most for designated projects, such as
summer camps, humanitarian aid programs, or specific training seminars.
Chabad rabbis themselves raise about $6 million, some of it locally and some
from foreign donors.
70

Reprinted as is, from FJC News, Chanukah 1999, p. 8. The reader will note that the mission
statement makes no specific reference to Chabad or to Ohr Avner.

Betsy Gidwitz

Page 45

Copyright © 2007

In smaller Jewish population centers, the immediate tasks of the local FJC
representation are: to establish a Jewish address for the community and equip a
community office with telephone lines and a computer; to designate a community
leader and appoint a local community board; to create a community data base;
and to develop a Sunday school and organize holiday seminars, the latter often
in partnership with JDC. Welfare operations, day schools, and other services
follow as infrastructure development permits. National or regional offices of FJC
extend legal assistance in registering the representation with appropriate
authorities and in opening bank accounts. Rabbi Mondshine said that, in
general, younger people are more likely to step forward for lay leadership
positions now than several years previously. It is easier to work with younger
leaders because they are less likely to be “Soviet” in their approach to
governance issues.
The Federation of Jewish Communities of Russia, which is directed by Rabbi
Berel Lazar, has seven regional offices: Moscow, St. Petersburg, Volgograd, Far
East (Vladivostok), Siberia (Krasnoyarsk), Urals (Yekaterinburg), and Volga River
(Samara). FJC in Russia has made four new rabbinic placements during the
past year: Kaliningrad, Volgograd, Ufa, and Novosibirsk. Noting the small Jewish
population in some of these cities, Rabbi Mondshine said that an earlier policy of
assigning rabbis only to those cities with a Jewish population of 5,000 or more
has been superceded by guidelines that encourage rabbinic placements in
smaller Jewish population centers if local support for a rabbi is forthcoming. In
Krasnoyarsk, Rabbi Mondshine noted, a local non-Jew contributes funds to all
religious groups in the city, including Jews.
Ohr Avner is a Moscow-based foundation established in 1993 by Levi Levayev,
a Tashkent-born Israeli businessman, in memory of his father, Avner Levayev.
Its director is Rabbi Dovid Mondshine. Ohr Avner currently sponsors 28 Jewish
day schools, which enroll a total of 5,000 pupils, throughout the post-Soviet
states. Nine new Chabad day schools were opened in the fall of 1999: Nizhny
Novgorod, Saratov, Yekaterinburg, and Derbent in Russia; Kremenchug,
Lugansk, and Odessa in Ukraine; Bobruisk in Belarus; and Almaty in
Kazakhstan. The Derbent school in Daghestan may be problematic because the
Jewish population there is emigrating due to local
political instability, said Rabbi Mondshine.
Kidnapping is a danger for many who remain in
the region. Rabbi Mondshine observed that the
school in Almaty was developed after Levi
Levayev invested in Kazakhstan businesses and
established good relations with President Nursultan Nazarbayev. In fact, President Nazarbayev
expressed interest in sending his granddaughter
to the school. Chabad leadership suggested to
the Kazakh leader that a Muslim child might be
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more comfortable in another educational setting and the girl enrolled elsewhere.
Levi Levayev speaks at the December 1999 conference of the Federation of Jewish
Communities of the C.I.S.
(Photo: Federation of Jewish Communities)

FJC operated 30 summer camp sessions in 1999, each enrolling 50 to 250
youngsters for a three- or four-week period. Over 5,000 youngsters participated
in such camps, many recruited because they have no other Jewish experiences
in their lives. In many of the larger Jewish population centers, Chabad operates
separate sessions for girls and for boys.
In response to a question, Rabbi Mondshine said that collaborative ventures
with other Jewish organizations are the responsibility of individual rabbis in
their own regions. Many have established good working relations with JDC, e.g.,
operating soup kitchens that receive JDC subsidies.
The Russian Jewish
Congress, he said, has been slow to assist some Chabad activities, but helps
with Sunday school programs and with security at Chabad premises in Russia.
A new Chabad venture cited by both Rabbi Mondshine and Rabbi Berel Lazar is
a website <www.jewish.ru>. It is intended that this site, still under development,
will be fully interactive and serve an educational function for Jews throughout
Russia.
In December, FJC in Russia held a conference in Moscow, attracting 200 lay
and rabbinic delegates from throughout the country. Prime Minister (and
Presidential candidate) Vladimir Putin addressed the group, promising assistance
in combating antisemitism, developing schools, and reclaiming former synagogue
buildings for use by contemporary Jewish communities.
22. Rabbi Haim Ben-Yaakov, a native of Moscow who had emigrated to Israel as
a child with his parents, was ordained as Progressive (Reform) rabbi in Israel.
He returned to Moscow in 1997 as the first rabbi of the World Union for
Progressive Judaism in Russia.71 He is rabbi of the Hineni congregation in
Moscow as well as rabbi of the Union of Religious Organizations of Modern
Judaism in Russia (Объединение Религиозных Организаций
Современного Иудаизма в России – ОРОСИР). The organization maintains a Center for Modern Judaism (Центр Современного Иудаизма) in
central Moscow near the Ministry of Foreign Affairs; facilities include a room that
serves as a synagogue (comfortably seating 60 to 70 individuals), a multipurpose room that is used as a classroom and social hall, and three offices.
71

Reform or Progressive Judaism in the post-Soviet states often is referred to as Modern
(Современный) Judaism. Additional ordained WUPJ rabbis, also natives of the former Soviet
states, serve in Kyiv and in Minsk.
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The WUPJ has 72 congregational groups in Russia, Ukraine, Belarus, the
Baltic states, and Georgia.
Twenty-two of these are in Russia itself.
Representatives from WUPJ groups in Russia and several other post-Soviet
states come to Moscow four times each year to study forthcoming holidays, learn
how to lead services, and acquire other skills useful in leading local Jewish
groups.
WUPJ publishes a variety of Russian-language materials, including a quarterly
journal Родник (Rodnik or Spring, as in wellspring). Under WUPJ auspices,
Rabbi Ben-Yaakov recently wrote a guidebook entitled Иудаизм – первые
шаги (Judaism – First Steps) and subtitled (in English translation) A Brief
Exposition on the Most Important Understandings of Jewish Tradition from the
Point of View of Progressive Judaism. The book covers holidays, the Jewish life
cycle, Jewish history, and basic prayers in Russian, Hebrew, and transliterated
Hebrew.
The WUPJ also operates two summer camps in the successor states. A camp
near Moscow enrolled 150 adolescents for ten days in 1999. Located near Kyiv,
another WUPJ camp attracted 180 college and university students for a 12-day
session. If funding is available, WUPJ hopes to offer a winter camp for students.
The premises of the Moscow Center for Modern Judaism host the Institute for
Modern Jewish Studies, a two-year program for training paraprofessional
Jewish communal workers for WUPJ programs throughout the successor
states.72
The program currently enrolls 23 first-year students (selected from
200 applicants), both men and women, most of whom are from Russia; however,
small numbers are enrolled from Belarus and Ukraine. Faculty members from
the Jewish University of Moscow teach courses in Jewish philosophy, history,
and sociology; faculty from Maimonides Academy teach Hebrew; and Rabbi
Ben-Yaakov teaches classes in Jewish tradition, holidays, and prayer. A major
problem in many of these classes, said Rabbi BenYaakov, is the absence of appropriate Russianlanguage text material. In some instances, such
material simply does not exist; in other instances,
available material is not covered by the Institute
budget. Participants also are enrolled in classes
offered by satellite from the Open University of
Israel and are expected to use local libraries for
research assignments. In addition to traditional

72

The Institute was established in Moscow in 1993 and continued in the Russian capital until
1995, when it was closed temporarily. It was based in Kyiv between 1997 and 1999, and reopened in Moscow in September 1999.
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class and research work, students also are assigned fieldwork in various Jewish
institutions, such as Sunday schools and programs for Jewish elderly.
Rabbi Haim Ben-Yaakov teaches a class at the Institute for Modern Jewish Studies in
Moscow.
(Photo: the author)

Local programs include Shabbat services on Friday evenings and Saturday
mornings, holiday celebrations, a Sunday school enrolling 18 children and youth,
weekly lectures, two Hebrew ulpan classes in cooperation with the Jewish
Agency for Israel, a musical ensemble, and monthly musical concerts. A Friday
evening service attended by the writer attracted 40 to 50 participants, the
majority of whom were young adults. Students from the Institute formed the core
group and were familiar with most of the prayers and songs. The service
included substantial singing, accompanied by two guitarists. Perhaps ten to
twelve individuals were middle-aged or elderly. An Oneg Shabbat followed the
service. Weekly lectures, said Rabbi Ben-Yaakov, often feature Israeli scholars
from Hebrew University who teach in the joint venture with Moscow State
University.73 The ulpans, which enroll 50 adults, meet four times each week and
include lectures by Rabbi Ben-Yaakov on Jewish tradition.
Relations between the Center for Modern Judaism and most other Jewish
leaders and institutions in Moscow are good, said Rabbi Ben-Yaakov. Rabbi
Adolph Shayevich, Chief Rabbi of Russia, and Rabbi Pinchas Goldschmidt, Chief
Rabbi of Moscow, actually helped both the Center and the broader Union of
Religious Organizations of Modern Judaism in Russia register with appropriate
government authorities. KEROOR, the umbrella organization of Jewish religious
organizations, also has been helpful. Relations with the Jewish Agency for
Israel are excellent, as is evident from the ulpans that operate within the Center.
Rabbi Ben-Yaakov also lectures on Jewish tradition in other JAFI ulpans and in
various seminars that JAFI sponsors. In a similar manner, he works with the
Joint Distribution Committee in their Jewish community activities, such as
holiday celebrations and seminars. WUPJ in Moscow also enjoys good relations
with the Israel Cultural Center (operated by Nativ, previously known as Lishkat
Hakesher), which has provided various materials about Israel to WUPJ.74 The
only Jewish organization with which relations are poor, said Rabbi Ben-Yaakov,
is Chabad, which has deprecated Progressive Judaism in its publications.
In response to a question about the greatest needs of WUPJ in Moscow and
in Russia, Rabbi Ben-Yaakov
73

See pp.18-19.

74

See pp. 55-56 for information about the Israel Cultural Center.
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listed the following (not necessarily in order of importance): larger premises; a
television set with a large monitor and a video-cassette player/recorder; another
sefer Torah; more Russian-language Jewish literature; increased funding for the
Родник (Rodnik) periodical; guaranteed adequate funding for salaries and
expenses of second-year Institute students in their field placements next year;
funding for more frequent seminars in outlying areas; and more tfillin. Rabbi
Ben-Yaakov also would like to start a preschool and build it into a day school.
He noted that all existing Moscow Jewish preschools are Orthodox. However,
premises at the Center lack the necessary space for a preschool.
Students in a class at the Institute for Modern Jewish Studies in Moscow.
(Photo: the author)

International Organizations
23. The American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (known as JDC and
Joint) provides support to Moscow Jews through various social services, cultural
and religious activities, and educational programs. The author met with Joel
Golovensky, the director of JDC in Moscow. An American-born Israeli attorney,
Mr. Golovensky had begun his work in Moscow only six weeks prior to the
interview. He does not speak Russian.
Unlike the situation in other large post-Soviet Jewish population centers, JDC
does not operate a hesed (welfare center) or other public facility in Moscow. It
conducts its welfare work through 22 local Jewish welfare organizations, four of
which deliver 70 percent of all JDC services to Jewish elderly and handicapped
individuals.
In response to a question, Mr. Golovensky and an assistant
enumerated basic welfare programs offered by JDC through local
organizations: 753 individuals eat hot meals in one of eight soup kitchens five to
seven days each week; an average of 12 elderly Jews participate in each of nine
“warm homes;”75 more than 1,100 homebound individuals receive hot meals in
their apartments; and 1,340 people receive “patronage” services, e.g.,
housecleaning, cooking, etc. A total of 17,500 individuals receive some type of
JDC service, including occasional food parcels.
Mr. Golovensky acknowledged that, although the Moscow Jewish population is
more than twice the size of the St. Petersburg Jewish population, JDC reaches
more people in St. Petersburg than in Moscow. Studies are underway in JDC to
assess the Moscow situation and to improve its service level.
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A “warm home” is a private apartment in which neighborhood seniors gather one or more
times each week for a hot meal, socializing, and occasional health and holiday programs.
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JDC intends to work with REK and MERO in developing and operating the
Jewish community center to be built across the street from the Moscow Choral
Synagogue. Until that building is completed, probably in 2002 at the earliest, no
Jewish community-owned facility is available to the Moscow Jewish population
for general large-scale programming, such as youth and young adult activities,
that might reach several hundred individuals.76
24. The Jewish Agency for Israel (JAFI or Sochnut) operates a variety of
programs designed to encourage and facilitate emigration of Russian Jews to
Israel. The writer conferred with Alla Levy, Director General of the JAFI Former
Soviet Union Department and, since mid-1997, Head of the JAFI Delegation in
Moscow and Russia as well, on several occasions during her visit to the Russian
capital. She also met with Nurit Malakhi, Director of JAFI Ulpanim and Education
(including teacher training) in Moscow and Russia.
Ms. Levy said that JAFI was expecting as many as 32,000 olim (immigrants to
Israel) from Russia in 1999, the largest number since 1991, a year of very largescale aliyah. Perhaps 2,500 olim would come from Moscow, i.e., one percent of
the entire Moscow Jewish population, and 2,200 would come from St.
Petersburg, i.e., two percent of the St. Petersburg Jewish population. Relative
to basic demographic factors, the St. Petersburg proportion was even larger
because the Jewish population in that city is significantly older than that of
Moscow. Between five and ten percent of the Russian Jewish population is
leaving Russia each year, said Ms. Levy.
The chief factor generating aliyah is the ongoing economic crisis in the
successor states. Periodic JAFI surveys of individuals departing for Israel show
that perceived economic opportunities, opportunities for one’s children, and
family reunification in Israel, as well as increased antisemitism in Russia, are
additional reasons motivating post-Soviet Jews to emigrate to Israel.
Ms. Levy believes that aliyah has not yet peaked. Enrollment in ulpans is higher
this year than it was last year at this time, a fact suggesting that aliyah will
continue to increase for at least six months (from September 1999), i.e., the
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The somewhat grandly named MEOD (Moscow Jewish Community Home or Московский
Еврейский Общиный Дом) is a district community facility supported by REK and JDC. It
sponsors a children's choir, a children's art club, an ulpan, Shabbat evenings for families, a
women's club, activties for senior adults, lectures, a Jewish library, a monthly newspaper, and
other programs. The facility is unable to accommodate large groups.
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duration of most ulpan classes.77 The results of forthcoming Russian elections
(for the Duma in Decmber 1999 and for the Presidency in June 2000) also will
influence aliyah. Ms. Levy thinks that antisemitism has declined somewhat
during the last several months, but believes that the Jewish community has not
yet “recovered” from the upsurge in anti-Jewish bigotry that continued for some
months after the ruble devaluation in August 1998.
Fewer Jews are
conspicuously active as Jews, observed Ms. Levy; perhaps they are frightened
and have assumed a lower profile, she reflected. Many Jews seem to have less
inner strength and, as a result, less energy is being directed toward building a
Jewish future in Russia, she said.
The Jewish Agency in Moscow offers a number of clubs and classes for
children and adolescents, including Bar and Bat Mitzvah preparation, Shabbat
activities, instruction in Hebrew, Israeli dance, computer classes, self-defense,
drama groups, summer camps, and preparation for Na’aleh, a popular high
school in Israel program. Programs for adults include classes in Hebrew
(ulpans), information about various approaches to aliyah,78 and clubs for women,
families, parents whose children already are in Israel, and parents whose
children serve in the Israel Defense Forces. Under the leadership of noted
author Feliks Dekter, JAFI extends special outreach efforts to Moscow Jewish
intellectuals.79 JAFI also sponsors commemorations and/or celebrations of major
Israeli and Jewish holidays.
Although Hebrew-language classes (ulpans) are taught in various locations in
Moscow and special facilities are leased for major events, ongoing JAFI activities
are concentrated in the JAFI building itself and in a municipal cultural center in
which JAFI rents space. The latter is open from 10:00 a.m. to 3:00 p.m. on
Sundays and includes adult ulpans, classes for children (in Hebrew, English, arts
and crafts, drama, singing, dance, etc.), and classes for adolescents (in Hebrew,
Jewish tradition, English, computer skills,
dance and aerobics, drama, and
preparation for Na’aleh exams). A light
lunch is provided free of charge. The
77

Approximately 90 percent of individuals enrolled in ulpans in Russia emigrate to Israel shortly
after completing the ulpan course.
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As noted, Na’aleh is a high school in Israel program. Selah is a year-long program in Israel
that prepares recent high school graduates for entry into Israeli universities. Chalom combines a
five-month ulpan course with a 12-month training course in a specific employment skill. Yachad
attracts young adults who form groups while still in the post-Soviet states; they move to Israel
together, attend ulpan together, and are mutually supportive as they move through progressive
stages of aliyah together. Aliyah 2000 recruits individuals for specific employment positions and
assists them in finding appropriate housing in Israel. First Home in the Homeland enrolls
younger families for kibbutz ulpan and employment.
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See pp. 52-54 about the Ковчег (Kovcheg or Ark) group.
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ORT school in Moscow is used on Sundays for computer classes.
Children learn Hebrew on Sundays while their parents also study Hebrew in an adult
ulpan in another JAFI classroom.
(Photo: the author)

According to Ms. Malakhi, JAFI currently operates more than 30 ulpan classes in
Moscow, which collectively enroll about 1,200 adults. Some future emigrants
enroll in professional ulpans, programs that are geared to individuals in specific
professional fields. Participants in professional ulpans meet on Tuesdays and
Thursdays to study Hebrew and Jewish tradition and on Sundays to learn
computer skills appropriate to careers in medicine, bookkeeping/accounting, or
humanities. (Although not operating at the time of the writer’s visit to Moscow,
computer classes for engineers and other specialists also are offered.)
Increasing concern about the tenuous Jewish identity of some olim has led JAFI
to include elements of Jewish tradition in ulpan study. Rabbi Haim Ben-Yaakov
currently lectures on Jewish tradition at the Sunday ulpans and in the two ulpans
that operate at the Center for Modern Jewish Studies. 80 Individuals associated
with Rabbi Pinchas Goldschmidt provide context in Jewish tradition for various
Jewish holiday celebrations and for life-cycle events.
Ms. Malakhi said that most Hebrew teachers in the JAFI ulpan system acquire
their Hebrew language skills at Maimonides Academy or other Moscow-based
programs.81 These individuals are proficient in the Hebrew language, she said,
but most require instruction in teaching methodology. JAFI offers appropriate
methodology courses for ulpan and other teachers of Hebrew, including those
who teach in day and Sunday schools.
Working collaboratively with the Russian Ministry of Education to improve the
quality of Hebrew language instruction, JAFI now sponsors a Certificate of
Hebrew Studies program, a part-time two-year graduate level course. Classes
meet in the evenings during the school year and intensively in daytime during
vacation periods. The curriculum includes Hebrew, Jewish tradition, teaching
methodology, and psychology. Ms. Malakhi noted that admission to the course
is competitive. The program currently enrolls three classes of 15 individuals.
Feliks Dekter, a respected Russian-language writer who emigrated to Israel
some years previously, is JAFI Emissary for Cultural Relations and
Communications in Russia. In reality, said Ms. Levy, he works mainly with
Jewish members of the intelligentsia in Moscow. JAFI recognizes that, unlike
80

See pp. 47-48. Ms. Malakhi said that the Center for Modern Jewish Studies soon will host a
third ulpan.
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See p. 22.
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Mr. Dekter, few such individuals actually will emigrate to Israel; they are too
comfortable in their current positions and too dependent on the Russian milieu to
consider starting over in a different culture. However, Ms. Levy and Mr. Dekter
believe it is important to bring Jewish members of the intelligentsia closer to their
Jewish roots and to encourage within them warm and supportive feelings toward
Israel. Together with Moscow nuclear physicist Yaakov Soifer, Mr. Dekter has
established a group called Ковчег (Kovcheg or Ark), which includes
approximately 300 Moscow Jewish intellectuals. About 60 Kovcheg members
meet regularly for lectures by visiting Israelis, discussions about new books or
current events, and comparable activities. Ms. Levy stressed that Kovcheg is
intentionally elitist, designed to appeal to the residual “snobbism” imbued in the
educated classes during the Soviet period. Kovcheg is intended for those who
create culture, not those who consume culture, she emphasized. Some Kovcheg
members are active in JAFI in a practical sense; for example, Professor Soifer is
one of four individuals on the editorial board of Вестник (Vestnik or Herald), a
monthly publication of JAFI in Russia that has a relatively high intellectual
content for an agency monthly newspaper.
The writer attended a round table discussion in which 12 members of the
Kovcheg core group had been invited to participate. The 12 individuals included
six from academic Judaica, five of whom had been interviewed by this writer; four
individuals from scientific and cultural fields; and two of the more intellectually
inclined professionals in Jewish communal service.82 Also present were Ms.
Levy and Mr. Dekter. The discussion began at 3:30 p.m. and continued until
almost 8:00 p.m. in a small dining room of a private club. In the Russian style, it
included plentiful закуски (zakusky or appetizers) and a full meal. Discussion
covered several topics, beginning with Russian Jewish demography. Those
present believe that the rate of Jewish assimilation in Russia has slowed due to
the decline of state-sponsored antisemitism, the perception of Israel by the
Russian government and much of the Russian population as a normal state
(rather than the pariah state of the late Soviet period), and the public profile of
various Russian Jewish organizations. Many Jews believe that it is no longer
necessary to try to conceal one’s Jewish identity.
Participants were pleased to see the emergence of an indigenous Jewish
communal infrastructure in Russia. They believe that Jewish education and
identity-building measures are necessary to sustain and enhance this
82

Those in academic Judaic studies are: Mikhail Chlenov of Maimonides Academy; Mark
Kupovetsky of Project Judaica; Alexander Militarev and Arkady Kovelman from the Jewish
University of Moscow; Viktoria Molchanova of Sefer; and Vladimir Shapiro of the Russian
Academy of Sciences. Those from science and culture are: Alexander Gelman, a playwright;
Alexander Mordukhovich, a businessman and producer; Yaakov Soifer, a nuclear physicist; and
an unidentified woman, also a playwright. The two Jewish community professionals are Irina
Scherban, Director of the Moscow Jewish Community Home (MEOD, a small Jewish community
center), and Tancred Golenpolsky, Editor of International Jewish Gazette.
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infrastructure in the future. A Russian Jewish дух (dukh; spirit, moral condition)
must be cultivated. With the future in mind, several suggested that younger
Jewish intellectuals be invited to join Kovcheg and that a variety of Jewish
programs be created for Russian Jewish young adults.
Alexander Mordukhovich, Yaakov Soifer, and Alexander Gelman listen at the Kovcheg
roundtable meeting. (Photo: the author)

Ties between Jewish intellectuals in Russia and the State of Israel are
strong and will remain strong because of the
large Jewish population of Russian origin in
Israel, they concluded.
The Russianlanguage culture that has developed in Israel
will continue to absorb various facets of
Russian culture, including contemporary
Russian writing and other forms of Russian
creativity.
Mikhail Chlenov, Mark Kupovetsky, Vladimir
Shapiro, and Alexander Militarev (left to right) are
Kovcheg activists from the field of academic Jewish studies.
(Photo: the author)

Vladimir Shapiro presented the results of a 1997-1998 study entitled
Количественные результаты исследования 1997-1998 годов (Quantitative
Results of Research in 1997-1998) that deals with the perceptions held by Jews
in Russia and Ukraine of various Jewish organizations active in those two
countries.83 In general, JAFI appeared in the most favorable light, enjoying the
greatest name recognition and the greatest respect.
Chabad also was
familiar to respondents, but enjoyed less respect. The Hillel student organization
and the Congress of Jewish Religious Communities and Societies in Russia
(KEROOR) were least well known to respondents, perhaps reflecting their niche
constituencies.84 The survey showed that word-of-mouth, rather than personal
contact or formal publications, is the most frequent source of information about
such organizations.
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Those responding to a survey in Russia included 600 Jews in Moscow, 500 in St. Petersburg,
and 300 in Yekaterinburg. Those Jews questioned in Ukraine included 500 each in Kyiv and
Kharkiv, 400 in Odessa, and 300 each in Lviv and Chernovtsy. The surveys were controlled for
gender, age, and employment biases. In addition to the organizations noted above, questions
were asked about the Joint Distribution Committee, the Russian Jewish Congress (in Russia),
and the Va’ads in both Russia and Ukraine.
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To no one’s surprise, Ms. Levy and Mr. Dekter were delighted with the results of the study.
They had not been aware that such a survey had been conducted.
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The writer also attended the Ежегодной Общий Собрание Еврейского
Агенства в России (Annual General Meeting of the Jewish Agency in
Russia - JAIR), a day-long event required by law in Russia since JAFI
established itself as a domestic organization in Russia in 1996.85 Rabbi Adolph
Shayevich, Chief Rabbi of Russia and a Russian citizen, is Chairman of the
Board of the Jewish Agency in Russia and was the formal chairman of the
meeting.
In attendance at a Moscow hotel were 35 Russian Jews,
representatives of the Jewish Agency across Russia. Their major JAIR role was
as local aliyah coordinators in Moscow and six cities in the Moscow region, St.
Petersburg and one city in its region, Yekaterinburg, Chelyabinsk, Novosibirsk,
Tomsk, Irkutsk, Ulan-Ude, Khabarovsk, Samara, Penza, Rostov on Don, Nizhny
Novgorod, Kazan, Cheboksary, Makachkala, Pyatigorsk, and Kislovodsk.
The meeting began with various procedural measures required under Russian
law. Rabbi Shayevich presented a review of the year 5759 (1998-1999).
Among the facts that he cited are the following: 34,000 individuals across Russia
participated in JAIR-sponsored commemorations of Jewish and Israeli holidays,
such as Purim, Pesach, Holocaust Memorial Day, and Israel Independence Day;
8,257 individuals studied Hebrew in 120 JAFI ulpans across Russia; and 6,500
youth attended Jewish Agency summer camps organized in or near 15 different
Russian cities.
Over 1,000 youth between the ages of 15 and 20 studied in
Israeli high school and other academic programs. Representatives of numerous
Israeli cities and industrial enterprises visited various Russian cities to recruit
potential olim for specific aliyah programs. JAIR conducted 29 seminars for the
training of Hebrew language and Jewish tradition instructors.
A number of aliyah coordinators responded to Rabbi Shayevich’s report. They
commented on relations between JAIR and other Jewish organizations as well as
between JAIR and local rabbis. A few complained that JAFI printed materials
lacked relevance to needs in their own communities. Several noted that some
Israeli madrichim (youth leaders) assigned to their cities or to their summer
camps do not speak Russian. One stressed the importance of working with
entire families in the framework of youth programs, an approach strongly
endorsed by Ms. Levy.
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The Jewish Agency registered as a Russian organization in 1996 after prolonged government
harassment of JAFI and threats to suspend its accreditation. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
headed at that time by Yevgeny Primakov, and the FSB (successor to KGB) were thought to have
instigated the anti-JAFI action. They were said to be deeply apprehensive about JAFI efforts to
encourage Jewish emigration, especially the departure of adolescents in the Na’aleh program.
Re-registration as a Russian entity was understood as a move by JAFI to help the Russian
government save face after its Soviet-era tactics had failed to intimidate JAFI into suspending its
pro-aliyah activities.
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Sessions after lunch focused on new plans for 2000 and beyond. Re-structuring
of the Moscow head office also was discussed. Ms. Levy remained in control
throughout the day, listening carefully to comments and responding
appropriately. She set a tone of seriousness and a sense of direction for the
work of the Jewish Agency. She emphasized the importance of conforming to
Russian law in all JAIR activities. The conference closed with a festive dinner.
25. Avraham Ganon is Director of the Israeli government-sponsored Israeli
Cultural Center and an attache at the Embassy of Israel in Moscow. The writer
met twice with Mr. Ganon, once separately and once as a participant with the
joint delegation from the National Conference on Soviet Jewry and the American
Jewish Committee. The following report attempts to combine accounts of the
individual and group sessions.
The Israeli Cultural Center in Moscow, said Mr. Ganon, is one of eleven such
institutions throughout the post-Soviet successor states. The goal of the centers,
which are administered by Nativ, is to create an Israeli atmosphere in the postSoviet states. Sunday is the busiest day of the week at the ICC, but some
activity takes place every day except Shabbat. The Moscow ICC has a Russianlanguage library (focusing on Israel and Jewish topics) and several activity
rooms. It offers a variety of classes and clubs, including: a Hebrew ulpan
(currently 15 different classes, each meeting twice weekly, in various locations),
a combined Hebrew language/giur (conversion) class for non-Jewish spouses of
potential olim, a Sunday school for youth, classes in the Open University of
Israel, computer classes, mathematics enrichment classes for youth, and clubs
for children, adolescents, students, women, and families. Additional specialinterest clubs focus on Jewish music, Jewish literature, Israeli vocal music,
children’s drama, children’s arts and crafts, chess, sports, Jewish/Israeli video,
and Mishna (from a secular viewpoint).
Mr. Ganon said that about 1,000 individuals participate in ICC activities during
the week. Between 400 and 500 adolescents attend ICC-sponsored holiday
celebrations and 100 are active on a weekly basis. The Sunday school has 120
youngsters between the ages of seven and 16 on its rolls; between 70 and 80
attend each week. About 2,600 people throughout Russia, including 500 in
Moscow, are enrolled in one of the Open University of Israel classes.
The ICC distributes a variety of Russian-language printed materials about Israel,
including a full-color calendar. The calendar includes information on Jewish
holidays, various Israeli universities and other academic institutions, and
activities of the ICC.
Mr. Ganon believes that between 150,000 and 200,000 Jews live in Moscow. It
is likely, he said, that Moscow Jewish organizations reach only about ten percent
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of them for any activity at all. ICC relations with the Jewish Agency for Israel,
with which the ICC “competes” in certain areas, are good, said Mr. Ganon.
Antisemitism, he said, will always exist in Moscow and Russia. Anti-Jewish
bigotry does not affect the number of Jews who come to the ICC or the number
who emigrate to Israel. The main reason for aliyah is the dire economic situation
in Russia.
26. Moshe Bachar is First Secretary and Consul at the Embassy of Israel in
Moscow. Mr. Bachar, whose family came to Israel from Turkey, commented that
“Russia is not a country that smiles to foreigners.” He finds the atmosphere very
“heavy” in Moscow. The Jewish Agency and Nativ, he said, are accomplishing
much, considering “local conditions” in Russia.
In response to a question, Mr. Bachar acknowledged a lack of consensus among
local observers regarding the number of Jews living in Russia. He cited a
figure of 1.5 million that is current among some Chabad followers. Whatever the
real number, he said, additional people are acknowledging their Jewish heritage
“all the time.” In fact, many Russians with no Jewish background present false
personal documents supposedly affirming a Jewish heritage so that they will
qualify for immigration to Israel under the Israeli Law of Return.
The
immigration of non-Jews to Israel is a “serious problem,” he said. The reality that
20 percent of the Israeli population speaks Russian and that Israel is a short
plane ride away from Moscow means that many Russians feel comfortable in
Israel. Mr. Bachar believes that significant aliyah to Israel may continue from
Russia for five years, depending on the economic situation in Russia.
The level of antisemitism in Russia has increased recently, said Mr. Bachar.
The Russian police will control anti-Jewish bigotry to keep it from getting out of
hand, he said, but Jewish family names will continue to generate an antisemitic
response and some Jews, particularly Boris Berezovsky, maintain too high a
profile in a society with a history of anti-Jewish bigotry. Yevgeny Primakov,
continued Mr. Bachar, projects an image of the old, i.e., Soviet, generation, but
not that of a Jew. He is not an oligarch; therefore, much less antisemitism is
directed toward him than toward the Jewish oligarchs. Primakov, asserted Mr.
Bachar, is a clever man.
The possibility exists, said Mr. Bachar, that a future for Jews might develop in
Russia. Mayor Yuri Luzhkov of Moscow is friendly and helpful to the Jewish
population.
However, the Jewish community infrastructure requires
considerable strengthening if a Jewish community is to thrive, he added.
In response to a question, Mr. Bachar acknowledged that the continuing failure
of the government of Israel to appoint a new ambassador to replace Zvi
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Magen (who had left Moscow some months previously to become the new
director of Nativ) is creating problems for Israel. The absence of an ambassador
is an insult to Russia. Although a small country, Israel is very important to
Russia, Mr. Bachar said, and the Russians have very high expectations for
Israel.
27. Mari Dieterich is Second Secretary and Human Rights Officer in the Political
Section of the Embassy of the United States in Moscow. Ms. Dieterich said
that concern about Russian antisemitism had eased since the summer attacks,
which included the stabbing of a Jewish activist in the Moscow Choral
Synagogue. The antisemitism of Albert Makashov, the leader of the nationalist
faction of the Communist Party in the Russian Duma, almost seems routine at
this point, she commented.
In response to a question, Ms. Dieterich
acknowledged that she had not studied the impact of the Jewish oligarchs on
Russian antisemitism, but Boris Berezovsky seems to be a problem.
Neo-Nazis, said Ms. Dieterich, posed a danger in some areas of Russia, but
Mayor Yuri Luzhkov will not tolerate them in Moscow. They appear elsewhere
during crises, such as the flare-up in hostilities in Kosovo, but they seem to have
no plans, no objectives. They appear to know what they are against, she said,
but not what they are for.
Commenting about indigenous Jewish organizations in Russia, Ms. Dieterich
said that many, such as the Va’ad, seem to have a “counterpart in every NGO
[non-government organization] in Russia.” In general, Russian NGO’s are
characterized by a top-down style of leadership, inability to delegate authority, a
lack of organizational skills, inadequate fundraising capacity, and inability to
manage whatever funds they have. A question for almost every NGO, she said,
is whether it will be able to survive its founding leadership. Many NGO founders,
she continued, were heroic figures during the late Soviet period. However,
dissidents or underground leaders do not necessarily possess the acumen and
skills necessary to lead an organization in an open society. Because of their
heroic pasts, many such individuals are honored and protected in their current
posts long after they should be replaced.
28. Through Ms. Dieterich and Paul Martin, another U.S. diplomat, the writer
was invited to a reception and buffet dinner at the Embassy of Sweden to meet
with a four-person delegation from the Statens Invandrarverk (Swedish State
Immigration Board) and the Aliens Appeals Board of Sweden.86 The delegation
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Several individuals in the Swedish diplomatic representation, including the Ambassador, knew
of the writer’s background in Soviet-area studies and her publications on post-Soviet Jewry.
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was investigating the extent of antisemitism in the post-Soviet successor states
in view of applications for asylum in Sweden by post-Soviet Jews claiming
antisemitic persecution in Russia, Belarus, and Ukraine. Their itinerary included
St. Petersburg, Moscow, Minsk, and Kyiv.
The writer conferred with two of the four delegates, Barbro Uppling of the State
Immigration Board and Ulf Salomonsson of the Alien Appeals Board. Both Ms.
Uppling and Mr. Salomonsson are lawyers. In response to questions, they said
that 50 to 60 Jews from the post-Soviet states enter Sweden illegally each year,
most through Finland, which they also enter illegally. Neither of the two
delegates nor officials of the Embassy of Sweden denied the existence of
antisemitism in the post-Soviet states, but the conclusion among these
individuals and their colleagues in Sweden is that almost all post-Soviet Jewish
illegal immigrants are seeking economic opportunity, rather than political asylum.
Consequently, few are permitted to stay in Sweden.
The Swedish delegates, Swedish diplomats, and the general atmosphere of the
evening all seemed rather casual and light-hearted considering the usually
serious issues of illegal border crossings and requests for political asylum. This
ambience and the reality that Mr. Salomonsson was on his fourth fact-finding tour
(and, in his pursuit of such ventures, has visited numerous cities in the postSoviet states) led to remarks among some non-Swedes at the event that he
seems to be making a mid-life career of fact-finding missions.
The writer was approached at the Embassy by Matts Feuer, a Swedish diplomat
with responsibility for dealing with Russia on the question of Raoul Wallenberg.87
(Mr. Wallenberg was a Swedish diplomat in Budapest who helped save as many
as 100,000 Hungarian Jews from the Nazis and was then taken prisoner by
Soviet occupation forces in January 1945. The official Soviet account of his fate
is that he died in a Soviet prison in 1947. However, numerous reports have
surfaced of his appearance in the Soviet Union after that date.) A member of a
bilateral Swedish-Russian commission established in 1990 to investigate Mr.
Wallenberg’s fate, Mr. Feuer stated that the Russian government is now very
forthcoming in probing this matter. The problem in reaching a definitive
conclusion, said Mr. Feuer, lies with “certain elderly individuals” in Russia who
could provide essential information, but will not do so. Mr. Feuer believes that
these individuals are “ashamed” of their own roles in the disappearance of Mr.
Wallenberg and are “fearful” of the consequences if their roles become known. It
is likely, said Mr. Feuer, that the issue will never be resolved. Every theory that
About 50 people attended the event. Perhaps ten were post-Soviet Jews, although not all are
identified with organized Jewish life in Russia, and others included Russians associated with
various human rights and other non-government organizations.
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Aware of the writer’s activism in various spheres of Jewish life, Mr. Feuer may have presumed
(correctly) an interest of the writer in the Wallenberg matter.
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has been advanced about the fate of Mr. Wallenberg has some merit, said Mr.
Feuer. Mr. Feuer added that a computer analysis of the records of the notorious
Vladimir prison, where Mr. Wallenberg is reported by some to have been seen in
the 1960s, is currently under way. It is hoped that the analysis will establish
whether or not he really was incarcerated there during that time period.

Observations
29. Almost everyone with whom the writer spoke acknowledged the persistence
of severe antisemitism in Russia, but most seemed inured to it. Its potency was
attributed to the perceived need of many Russians to find a scapegoat during a
period of economic hardship and to heated rhetoric in an ongoing election
campaign. Concern was expressed about the high visibility of certain Jews in the
political arena, especially those who are considered oligarchs and thus deemed
responsible by many for Russian economic difficulties.
30. Although showing growth in a limited number of areas, the Russian economy
remains deeply troubled. Its weakness continues to have a serious impact on
the Jewish community, generating a substantial underclass of Jewish families
and individuals unable to afford the necessities of life, including food, clothing,
and medical care.
As is often the case, the greatest burden of economic
distress falls on the most vulnerable segments of society
children,
handicapped individuals, and the elderly population.
31. The rate of Jewish emigration continues at a high level, reflecting economic
difficulties in Russia. Related factors include perceived economic opportunities
elsewhere and concern for the future of one’s children. Family reunification with
individuals already abroad and antisemitism are additional causes of departure.
Because emigration attracts the younger segments of the Jewish population,
Jews remaining in Russia are disproportionately elderly and in need of
assistance.
32. The Jews of Moscow, who constitute the most numerous Jewish population
concentration in all of the post-Soviet states, lack a facility detached from
religious institutions in which large and small groups could meet for social,
cultural, educational, or recreational purposes. Although the Chabad Jewish
community center currently under development and the planned Russian Jewish
Congress Jewish community center each will include large areas for Jewish
communal gatherings and smaller venues for classes and clubs, the proximity of
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both to synagogues may discourage the presence of those post-Soviet Jews who
remain uncomfortable in religious settings. The lack of neutral Jewish space
deters Jews of all ages from meeting each other, participating in Jewish
communal activity, and developing a sense of community.
33. Several conditions inherent in Soviet and post-Soviet Jewish life have
spawned an aliyah pool that is progressively more indifferent to Judaism and
Zionism at best, alienated from Jewish and Zionist values at worst. Whereas
numerous Jews who were committed to Judaism and/or Zionism departed for
Israel in the early years of the current emigration, many of those who remain in
the post-Soviet states express only a remote and tenuous identification with their
Jewish heritage and with Zionism. A decision to settle in Israel may be based
more on economic opportunism than on values related to ethnic roots. Further,
the high rate of intermarriage, generally believed to be 70 to 80 percent among
Soviet and post-Soviet Jews, has created a substantial non-Jewish population
eligible for immigration into Israel under provisions of the Israeli Law of Return.
Finally, the attraction of Israel is such that a large number of individuals with no
real ties to the Jewish people are submitting fraudulent documents in support of
applications for Israeli immigration rights. The writer first heard concern about
these issues from rabbis in Russia (and Ukraine) in the mid-1990s and from
Jewish Agency emissaries and Israeli consuls in Russia (and in Ukraine) in 1998.
Only in late 1999, after the publication of several articles in the Israeli press, have
government authorities in Israel publicly recognized the ramifications of
immigration of such individuals.88
Accounts from Israel outline a Russian subculture that has developed among a
large segment of the immigrant population, abetted by their concentration in
certain areas of the country. The subculture includes church attendance and an
insistence on fostering a Russian and Russian-language lifestyle at work and in
social interaction. It excludes a commitment to the Jewish people and the Jewish
state.
The Israeli education system, it has been noted, does not generate strengthened
Jewish identity. It does little to close the gap between children of newcomers
and children of veteran Israelis. Most of the latter, although not observant in a
traditional sense, have absorbed a popular Judaism and a sense of Zionism
simply by osmosis. The system of immigrant absorption (klitah) in Israel does
88

One of the more widely cited articles is from Ha’aretz of October 25, 1999. It quotes statistics
showing that in 1998 only 50.9% of post-Soviet olim were Jewish according to halakha and
another 14.4 percent were Jewish according to patrilineal descent. In 1999, up to the date of
publication, 46.6% were Jewish according to halakha and another 15.4 percent were Jewish
according to patrilineal descent. The remaining 37.8 percent of new immigrants in 1999 qualified
for immigration under the Law of Return, i.e., they were children or grandchildren of at least one
Jew or were married to Jews.
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not embrace Judaism as a religion or even as a cultural expression. However,
because the Israeli government manages most absorption programs, some fear
that religious tensions inherent in Israeli government coalitions would permeate
and contaminate Judaically-enhanced absorption efforts.
34. Responding to the above situation and without direction from its lay
governance, the Jewish Agency began to incorporate Jewish identity-building
measures into its Hebrew-language ulpans in Russia. According to JAFI staff in
Russia, these measures include six to eight presentations in Russian on the
Jewish calendar, Jewish life cycle, Jewish values and philosophy, and respect for
Jewish tradition. Jewish and Israeli holidays are commemorated in classrooms
and participants are invited to broader community observances. Aliyah-bound
families are invited to weekend seminars in which psychologists help families
learn about Judaism and Zionism in family units. Preparation for Bar and Bat
Mitzvah is done within family programs, rather than within youth programs, so
that entire families may benefit from the educational experience. Non-Jewish
members of nuclear families are included in all such efforts so that they are
encouraged to consider Judaism and Zionism as integral to a new lifestyle.
It has been posited that the Jewish Agency should become more active in
absorption efforts in Israel because it is JAFI, with its substantial Diaspora
leadership, that will encourage a Jewish identification that is tolerant and
compatible with the advanced secular education of most post-Soviet Jews.
However, a lack of financial support for JAFI absorption endeavors is a critical
barrier to implementation of such programs.
35. Indigenous Jewish leadership in Russia remains unequal to the tasks thrust
upon it. A positive management style, planning and fundraising skills, financial
management capacity, and other essential elements of leadership remain elusive
among many individuals who matured during the Soviet or early post-Soviet
period. The dearth of responsible indigenous lay and professional Jewish
leadership has severe implications for the timely development of local Jewish
institutions.
36. The Russian Jewish Congress (REK) represents a bold attempt to develop
local leadership and local instrumentalities to address local Jewish needs.
Appropriate credit should be accorded Rabbi Pinchas Goldschmidt for nurturing
this organization. REK has proved responsive in several areas, such as
providing immediate security assistance to Jewish schools and other institutions
after several antisemitic incidents in mid-1999 suggested the vulnerability of such
installations. However, its allocations seem strangely one-sided, with more than
half of its distribution directed toward maintenance of a memorial and Jewish
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heritage museum and adjacent synagogue. Relatively small amounts are
apportioned to such critical areas as welfare services and Jewish education. Its
key leadership, both lay and professional, often seems aloof from the Jewish
population it claims to serve.
Whether these shortcomings are merely growing pains in the young life of a new
institution remains to be seen. It is to be hoped that REK matures quickly
because it and its synagogue-related sister association KEROOR are the only
national indigenous Jewish organizations in Russia that are inclusive, tolerant,
functional, and self-supporting.
37. Whereas REK shows promise as a community-wide voice of Russian Jewry,
the Federation of Jewish Communities of the C.I.S., which assumed a legal
character in Russia in late 1999, seems divisive and decidedly parochial in its
approach to Jewish communal concerns. Declining to permit its affiliated rabbis
and synagogues to participate in KEROOR, apparently because KEROOR
includes Reform congregations, and generally rejecting collaborative efforts with
either the Chief Rabbi of Russia or the Chief Rabbi of Moscow, FJC has
established itself as a competitor to REK while continuing to accept subsidies for
various FJC operations from REK. Its public declarations, such as its Mission
Statement, are deceptive and misleading, avoiding mention of its Chabad
attachment89 and imputing to FJC a unifying character, which it does not
possess.90
89

See pp. 43-44.
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 FJC has initiated several actions that appear to have generated a major schism in the
organized Russian Jewish community. Whether by design or by naïveté, FJC permitted itself just
prior to the December 1999 Duma elections to be drawn into Russian partisan politics, seeming
to align itself with the election interests of the Unity Party of Vladimir Putin, current Prime Minister
and leading candidate in the June 2000 Russian Presidential elections. Shortly before the Duma
elections, Mikhail Gluz, the secular lay leader of FJC, appeared on an ORT television channel
program in which REK was accused of being a “fifth column of the West.” ORT, which was
fiercely partisan throughout the election campaign on behalf of the Unity Party, is among the
media outlets controlled by Boris Berezovsky, a high-profile oligarch of both Jewish origin and
dubious character. Vladimir Gusinsky, the President of REK, controls a smaller and less partisan
media domain, and was allied with one of several political parties opposing Mr. Putin. Mr. Putin
also addressed the FJC annual meeting shortly before the Duma elections, an action that
exposed FJC to charges that it favored a particular political faction and is hostile to REK and to
Mr. Gusinsky. FJC made no effort to provide a forum to other political figures.
Further, FJC attempted, with considerable success, to sabotage an arrangement between
KEROOR and the Russian government that was to have effected the return of 61 Sovietconfiscated Torah scrolls to the Jewish community through KEROOR in December 1999. A onesentence letter to the Russian government from Rabbi Berel Lazar claimed that FJC represented
the Jews of Russia and requested that the Torahs be returned to it. As a result, only ten Torah
scrolls were transferred to KEROOR for distribution to synagogues around the country.

Betsy Gidwitz

Page 64

Copyright © 2007

38. The impending departure from Moscow of Alla Levy, Head of the JAFI
Delegation in Moscow and Russia, after a tour of two and one-half years
underscores the need for agency representatives in the successor states who
are well-educated, articulate in the Russian language, sophisticated in their
understanding of Russian and post-Soviet culture, self-confident, creative,
resourceful, able to deal with politically complex issues, and open to collaborative
relationships with other organizations. Too few such envoys are available, a
reality that is painfully clear as active Jewish life in contemporary Russia enters
its second decade.

Betsy Gidwitz
December 30, 1999
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