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that we could transform the mivtza
of going to the mikva from a burden
into an experience by building a
mikva so attractive that people
would look forward to going to it.
Of course, at the same time, the
mikva is built to the most stringent
halachic standards and follows the
shita of the Rebbe Rashab.

“In our area there was never a
mikva for men. The inyan of
immersing in a mikva is very
important to my husband and he
would travel great distances to
immerse in a mikva, sometimes to
Morristown or Millburn.
Occasionally he would drive to
Crown Heights. So we decided to
build a mikva for men too.”

In the basement of the building is
a spacious room for shiurim where
Rebbetzin Kanelsky gives classes to
women and kallos. Every month
there is a morning meeting for
women, which includes breakfast
and a shiur given by the Rebbetzin.

Groups of women visit to tour
the mikva. They see how a mitzva
can be done with all that the modern
world has to offer. The groups are
comprised of women from all walks
of life including Conservative and
Reform, some of whom have never
seen a mikva before. The Rebbetzin
shows them around and talks about
mitzvos and Judaism in general. 

Religious women’s organizations
heard about the mikva and they too

wanted to see it in order to copy it
in their areas. Some shluchim have
visited the mikva and have taken the
plans so they can build exceptional
mikvaos in their place of shlichus.

The wife of the donor, who is not
yet religious, said in her dedication
speech that she had been to beautiful
spas around the world but had never
seen anything as magnificent as this
mikva. She found her visit to the
mikva an uplifting, unique
experience both spiritually and
physically. 

The idea for the mikva came up
after the Kanelskys’ baby Batsheva
passed away in 2003. They wanted
to memorialize her and the mikva is
dedicated to her.

Rabbi Kanelsky with one of his
supporters, Danny Kahane, at a

yechidus for wealthy donors.
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“On the day that we dedicated
the mikva, we went to the cemetery
and put the invitation to the
dedication of the mikva on her
grave.”

The Bat Sheva~Chaya Esther
Mikvah is also dedicated to the
memory of Rebbetzin Chaya Esther
Zaltzman, Rebbetzin Kanelsky’s
mother. She was tragically killed on
Erev Yom Kippur in a horrific car
accident, four years ago. 

Mrs. Kanelsky — herself, like
her husband, an immigrant from
Russia — told the crowd of around
400 at the dedication ceremony, of
the her mother’s self-sacrifice for the

mitzva of mikva. Every month, she
had to journey 36 hours by train to
the only mikva available to her, in
Moscow; an hour later she would
begin the return trip. “The train
ticket cost my father a week’s
wages,” she said. 

EARLY YEARS
We finished the tour and headed

for the main building of Bris
Avrohom which is a few minutes
away by car. There, in R’ Kanelsky’s
spacious office we went back in time
to when he first started working with
Russian immigrants in New Jersey.

He was a bachur learning in
Morristown and on Fridays he
would go on mivtza t’fillin with his
friend Mendel Katzman (now a
shliach in Nebraska) to stores in
Millburn.

One Friday they arrived at their
route a little late and they decided to
split up and arranged to meet near
the train station a few hours later.
When R’ Kanelsky finished his route
and went to the train station, he
discovered that he had missed the
train that his friend Mendel was on,
on his way back to Morristown. He
was very upset since at that time he
barely spoke English and it was
almost Shabbos. He had no choice
but to wait for the next train in the
hopes that he would make it back to
Morristown in time for Shabbos.

As he stood there waiting, he
heard a group of people standing
nearby talking in Russian. Since he
knew Russian he listened in and
realized that they were Jews. When
he went over to them and asked
what they were doing there, they
told him a few minutes away from
there was a place where nearly a
hundred Russian Jews came to learn
English. 

R’ Kanelsky wrote down the
address of the place and had to stop
talking to them in order to get his
train which got him back to yeshiva
barely in time for Shabbos.

He kept thinking about that
encounter at the train station and he
resolved to make use of the
information that he got b’hashgacha
pratis to be mekarev these Jews. He
waited for the right opportunity
which came one Friday when all the
talmidim of the yeshiva went to 770
for Shabbos and it was announced
that Friday would be a day off.

R’ Kanelsky woke up early
together with his friend Mendel
Katzman and they traveled to the
immigration center to meet the Jews
there. After helping them with
t’fillin, they spoke with them about

An aerial view of the mikva

The mikva surrounded by plants for a tranquil atmosphere
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Judaism and saw they were
interested in learning more. When
the hour grew late they had to leave
and they promised to keep in touch
and continue visiting them.

That was R’ Kanelsky’s first
encounter with Russian Jews in New
Jersey who, at that time, barely knew
anything about Judaism.

Before Purim, R’ Kanelsky
decided to do something special with
the Jews of the immigration center
to bring them Jewish joy. Together
with friends from yeshiva they rented
a mobile home which served as their
mitzva tank and they traveled to read
the Megilla, bringing along mashke
and treats. The Jews there were
thrilled and their excitement
motivated the bachurim to continue
working with them. 

Following their success, they
decided to celebrate Pesach there.
After their Pesach seider was a
success, Chabad regularly visited the
Russian Jews living in Millburn.
Every Friday, boys from the yeshiva
in Morristown went there to put
t’fillin on with them and to talk to
them about Judaism. A special bond
was forged. 

During the summer intersession,
the T’mimim knew already where
many of the Jews lived who by that
time, had finished their stay at the
center and had moved to private
apartments. They went to their
homes in order to put up kosher
mezuzos. The money to pay for the
mezuzos was raised from bachurim
who had jobs in summer camps,
which they agreed to donate to the
cause.

At the end of the summer, it was
clear to R’ Kanelsky and his friends
that they had to do much more than
the usual mivtzaim they had done
until then. They saw tremendous
potential in being mekarev Jews
from the Soviet Union and they
wanted to take advantage of their
coming to America in order to
expose them to a life of Torah and

A group of Rabbi Kanelsky’s students from his early years of outreach, 
at a recent reunion

We knew that we could transform the
mivtza of going to the mikva from a
burden into an experience by building a
mikva so attractive that people would
look forward to going to it. Of course, at
the same time, the mikva is built to the
most stringent halachic standards and
follows the shita of the Rebbe Rashab.

Rabbi Kanelsky with a group of friends of the organization at his home
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mitzvos. 
The idea they chose was to hold

an event to which all the Russian
Jews in the area would be invited.
They decided to build a large
communal sukka where they would
have a holiday party. R’ Kanelsky
contacted Rabbi Shmuel Pesach
Bogomilsky who was already
reaching out to Jews in the area and
R’ Bogomilsky was happy to help
with the event.

Since R’ Kanelsky, who was still
a bachur in yeshiva, didn’t have the
money for an event of this kind, he
contacted the Jewish Federation and
asked for their help in funding the
event. He asked to speak to the boss
himself. The secretary asked no
questions and she transferred the
call to the chairman of the Jewish
Federation in New Jersey who was
surprised by the phone call. But a
few minutes of talking were enough
for the distinguished chairman to be
convinced that he had to fund a
kosher sukka for Russian Jews in
New Jersey. He agreed to pay half of
the costs, with R’ Kanelsky
responsible for the other half.

On the day of the event, on Chol
HaMoed, hundreds of Russian Jews
gathered in the sukka. The

advertising of the event had been
successful and the crowd didn’t stop
expressing their amazement over it.
For some of them, this was the first
time they were celebrating a Jewish
holiday according to halacha. 

R’ Bogomilsky spoke and the
main speaker was Rabbi Moshe
Pinchas Katz a”h along with Rabbi
Betzalel Schiff of SHAMIR. Both of
them encouraged the crowd to
strengthen their religious observance
and the crowd was receptive to this
message. The event made a deep
impression on all those who
attended and also raised the
awareness of Chabad activities
among the many Jews who lived in
the New Jersey area. It was the first
step for Chabad outreach in the
area, which over the ensuing years
has turned into a full-fledged
empire.

“It was an organization without a
name,” says R’ Kanelsky as he
recalls the events of those days. The
work continued to grow and it was a
given that if a Jewish holiday was
coming up, they were going to do
something to mark the occasion. 

There were many Russian Jews in
the area, and R’ Kanelsky and his
friend adopted them. Despite the

distance from the yeshiva in
Morristown, they would go every
week and work with those Jews,
focusing their attention primarily on
the Ivy Hill section of Newark, New
Jersey together with R’ Bogomilsky.
They held large holiday events
attended by hundreds of Jews. Many
of them became more committed,
some to actual mitzva observance,
some to attending a shiur, some to
opening their homes to host a class.

BRISSIN
R’ Kanelsky became aware of the

fact that many of the Jews he was in
touch with had not yet been
circumcised and he decided to do
something about this. He spoke to
Rabbi Eliyahu Shain and FREE, who
had been working with Russian
immigrants already and they agreed
to help him.

Their first bris took place thirty
years ago on 10 Teives 5739. Three
children were circumcised and the
following week there were another
three children. That’s how the huge
project began with brissin taking
place every week for children and
adults. It was a complicated project.
First, they had to talk to the people
about doing a bris and when it
involved children, they had to get the
parents interested. After the parents
gave their consent, all the technical
details had to be arranged, like the
mohel, the sandek, and additional
people to help organize the bris and
the celebration that followed. 

Twice a week they rented a
“tank” and in the morning,
bachurim would travel to the
people’s houses in order to bring
them to the hospital where the bris
took place. Afterwards, they brought
the mohel, those who served as
sandek, and the other people. After
the brissin, they celebrated with the
newly circumcised and brought them
back home. It was only late in the
evening that the complicated project
was completed. 

The next day they had to start

Celebrating 3200 brissin. Sitting from right to left: Rabbi Dovid Wilansky,
Rabbi Mordechai Kanelsky, Rabbi Sholom Gordon, Rabbi Eliyahu Shain, 

and Rabbi Yosef Laine
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preparing for the next week’s bris.
The brissin took place with the help
of Dr. Benjamin Feigowitz a”h who
was the doctor at the local hospital
and enabled them to perform brissin
there.

News about the brissin spread
with people hearing of the possibility
of being able to do a bris. Many
Jews wanted a bris and their
activities expanded as connections
were made with numerous Jews.
This led to “house calls” and a
Jewish revolution was underway.
Jews who had just left the Soviet
Union discovered a warm spot for
Judaism in their hearts and
welcomed the T’mimim with open
arms.

R’ Kanelsky ran all of the
activities although he was still a
young bachur who had just finished
learning in yeshiva. He would go to
the immigrant center and meet Jews
from among the new immigrants
and guide them in their first steps in
the world of Judaism which they had
not known behind the Iron Curtain. 

He often had to spend entire
days there, in conversation with Jews
who were just starting out as he had
to guide them individually, or else
working on logistics for activities in
the area.

R’ Kanelsky developed a
friendship with the director of the
immigrant center who helped him
solidify his activities there. For
example, when he began preparing
for Pesach, he asked the director if
he could have the seider in his
building so all the Jews in the area
could participate. The director
agreed and gave him a large
apartment and even a place where
the T’mimim could sleep. The
director, a Polish gentile, ensured
the success of the event and made
sure the T’mimim lacked for
nothing.

By the end of the year, their
outreach had grown and had
reached thousands of Jews. R’

Kanelsky was completely devoted to
the success of their work. He ran
around fundraising and was busy
expanding their sphere of influence.

A new problem cropped up at
that time. As many Jews were
allowed to leave Russia, the Jewish
schools in New Jersey were too small
to absorb all the children. R’
Kanelsky sat in 770 and wondered
what to do to enable these Jewish
children to attend Jewish schools.
One of his friends referred him to
Rabbi Isaac Mintz a”h who was the
principal of a Jewish school in New
Jersey. 

After R’ Mintz heard about the
problem with immigrant children, he
enthusiastically asked R’ Kanelsky to
bring him five children so he could
see whether they could integrate in
his school. These children integrated
into their classes within hours and
they could see there was great
potential for absorbing children of
immigrant families in the school. R’
Mintz asked for another five children
the next day.

This started a new campaign, to
get Jewish children in the area into
Jewish schools. At that stage, the
only school willing to accept
immigrant children was R’ Mintz’s
school, and R’ Kanelsky would pick
up children in the street, who had no

school to attend, and bring them to
school. 

The special program arranged for
these children was very successful
and by the end of the year they had
learned so well that many of them
did better on their tests than the
original children in the school who
were American children from the
local community. Until the end of
the school year, nearly 100 children
entered this school with all the
expenses this entailed on R’ Mintz’s
shoulders since the parents did not
have the means to pay tuition. R’
Kanelsky even worked as a teacher
in one of the classes to save on the
salary.

THE REBBE RESERVES
A PLACE AT THE DINNER

A few years after the work began,
the results were starting to show as
the organization became more
established and many Jews made
major changes in their lives. It was a
mosad with an array of activities for
adults, youth and children. As the
programming expanded, so did the
expenses and the first dinner for the
organization that didn’t even have a
name, was planned.

As they got into high gear for the
dinner, R’ Kanelsky wrote to the

Joint bar mitzva celebration for fathers and sons
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Rebbe and asked for a letter of
bracha to be read at the dinner. The
Rebbe’s answer was, “last year’s.”
That was the practice at the time, to
read the letter for the dinner from
earlier years. Since this was R’
Kanelsky’s first dinner, he figured he
would have to forego the Rebbe’s
letter, but he sent the Rebbe an
invitation to the dinner. The Rebbe
sent back the envelope the invitation
came in along with the amount of
money that was requested for the
dinner, just as those invited to the
dinner were asked to do.

It was a rare kiruv from the
Rebbe. This continued with later
dinners. Each time, when the Rebbe
was sent an invitation to the dinner,
the Rebbe paid for a place and sent
the money in the envelope provided.

This kiruv was one of many
which the organization received
from the Rebbe, as R’ Kanelsky
received detailed instructions from
the Rebbe regarding every step he
took. For example, when they
printed a calendar in 5744, they
presented it to the Rebbe with the
abbreviation for the year on the
cover. They wrote the year Tav,
Shin, Mem, Dalet which forms a

word with a negative connotation. 
The Rebbe attached a note to the

calendar which said, “if possible to
stamp over with a rubber stamp,”
and he indicated that they should
change the order of the letters to
Tav, Shin Dalet, Mem.

As for the name of the
organization, Bris Avrohom, it was
chosen by the Rebbe. After
presenting several names for
consideration, the Rebbe circled
“Bris Avrohom.”

Another directive was in
connection with the printing of the
Tanya in Russian. It was after the
Rebbe announced the campaign of
printing the Tanya and R’ Kanelsky
wrote a letter to the Rebbe in which
he asked what he should do
regarding this campaign. In his
answer, the Rebbe told him to print
a Tanya in Russian under the
supervision of Prof. Branover, and to
print it in as many places as
possible. 

When the first three sections of
Tanya were translated and a Russian
Tanya was published, R’ Kanelsky
and the donor, Dovid Mintz, went to
Gan Eden HaTachton near the
Rebbe’s room where they gave the

translated Tanya to the Rebbe.
A printing press and generator

were purchased and thee men from
Crown Heights traveled to 101 cities
in New Jersey and printed the
Tanya. When they were done, they
took one Tanya from each printing
and bound it in leather for the
Rebbe. They brought the box with
101 Tanyas to the Rebbe themselves.
The Rebbe gave Dovid Mintz, who
was the donor for the printing
campaign, 101 twenty dollar bills,
one for each printing.

At the same time, the
organization printed a Siddur with
Russian translation in conjunction
with SHAMIR and these Siddurim
serve the shluchim around the world
that work with Russian
communities. A lot of work went
into editing the Siddur and it was
highly praised by rabbanim around
the world and its printing was
encouraged by the Rebbe.

In 5746 they received another
kiruv from the Rebbe when the
chairman of the fifth dinner was
Rabbi Yosef Wassner who would
help Rashag raise money for
Lubavitcher Yeshiva. R’ Wassner’s
participation in the dinner was a

Former mayor of New York, Rudolph Giuliani received a picture of the Kosel at one of the dinners
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result of the Rebbe’s intervention
when R’ Wassner hesitated to serve
as chairman for Bris Avrohom –
because it took place just a month
before the dinner for Lubavitcher
Yeshiva where he was the chairman. 

He wrote about it to the Rebbe
and the Rebbe told him to serve as
chairman for the Bris Avrohom
dinner too and that it would not
negatively affect the dinner for
Lubavitcher Yeshiva. 

But then R’ Wassner had another
problem. The honor he received
every year at the dinner for
Lubavitcher Yeshiva was to read the
Rebbe’s letter, but there was no
letter from the Rebbe for the Bris
Avrohom dinner, as mentioned
earlier. He didn’t know what he
would do as chairman of the dinner
at the dinner without a letter from
the Rebbe. He decided to write to
the Rebbe and noted that his role at
the dinner for Lubavitcher Yeshiva
was to read the Rebbe’s letter and
therefore, he requested a letter from
the Rebbe for the Bris Avrohom

dinner too, so he could read it at the
event.

Friday before the dinner, R’
Kanelsky received a phone call from
the Rebbe’s secretary. R’ Groner
informed him that the Rebbe wrote a
letter for the dinner. R’ Kanelsky

was thrilled. The letter arrived on
the day of the dinner which started
at five o’clock. After Mincha at 3:30,
the Rebbe sent out the letter. It was
a special letter in which the Rebbe
highly praised the work of Bris
Avrohom.

Senator Joseph Lieberman awarded a picture of the Rebbe at one of the dinners
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Last summer, on 4 Av, we heard
the sad news of the passing of
Rabbi Aharon Chazan a”h, a role
model of mesirus nefesh for the
preservation of Judaism in Soviet
Russia and later, in Eretz Yisroel. In
his first fifty years he fought the
communists and their wicked
regime which terrorized millions of
citizens in its vast empire. 

In the next stage of his life, after
he made aliya, R’ Chazan devoted
himself to working with new
Russian immigrants and to battling
the Leftist establishment in the
State of Israel. He arranged
thousands of brissim and sent
thousands of Jewish children to
religious schools.

Admurim, rabbanim, roshei
yeshiva and masses of people
attended his funeral as all admired
his work on behalf of religious
Jewry. Among the Admurim were
those from Machnovka, Chernobyl,
Spinka, Zhevil, and Rachmastrivka.
Likewise, rabbanim from B’nei
Brak, led by Rabbi Moshe Landau,
and a distinguished group of
Chabad rabbanim, were in
attendance.

During the Shiva, hundreds of
people visited the Chazan children
to offer their condolences. Among
the visitors were many askanim who
expressed their genuine amazement
that despite his many struggles with
political activists, no stain of politics
ever rubbed off on R’ Chazan. One
of the heads of Agudas Israel said:

“For forty years your father worked
with various groups, political
mosdos of one kind or another, and
none of the politics stuck to him.
He never calculated how he would
benefit from his work. It wasn’t
about money or honor, just for the

sake of Heaven.”
Another visitor said that he once

asked R’ Chazan how he worked
with a certain group that takes
advantage of his activities and
raised a lot of money on his
account. He responded: What do I
care what they do afterwards? Now
they are helping me get dozens of
children into religious schools and
that’s what matters.

People were amazed by even the
smallest details of his outstanding
personality. For example, the
gabbai of the shul where he
davened said he was astounded that
R’ Chazan never raised his voice to
anyone. Unlike other men his age
who get annoyed when children
make noise in shul and the like, he
never expressed any annoyance – he
just smiled at everyone.

In addition to his famous
communal work, R’ Chazan used
every free moment to learn Torah.
His children recalled that during the
Nine Days, to ensure there was a
daily siyum in shul, their father

27 Sivan 5769 BBE IS MOSHIACH40

chass id

A chacham, a baal middos tovos, an
askan and most of all, a chassid, R’
Aharon Chazan was a pillar of
spiritual strength against the bastions
of secularism both in Russia and in
Eretz Yisroel. * Part 1 of 2.

THE LIFE OF
R� AHARON CHAZAN
By Avrohom Rainitz

Rabbi Aharon Chazan’s memoir
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would be called upon to make three
or four siyumim every year. Even
they were surprised to discover that
in the Shas in his house there was a
list of the dates when he completed
each masechta. He had completed
Shas twenty times!

CHILDHOOD IN THE
SHADOW OF THE

REVOLUTION
R’ Aharon Chazan was born on

16 Shevat 5672/1912, in the small
town of Krasnostav, a descendent
of well-known rabbanim. His
maternal grandfather, Rabbi Moshe
Rappaport, was a direct descendent,
eighth generation, of the author of
Sifsei Cohen on Shulchan Aruch.
His father, Rabbi Mordechai
Chazan, was a descendent of the
Baal Shem Tov. Shortly after his
birth, his father was appointed rav
of Krasnostav.

As the son of the rav, he was

treated with respect, even as a boy.
The townspeople took it for granted
that one day he would be the rav
after his father. At that time,
nobody dreamed of the historical
events to come.

The Revolution against the Czar
began in Adar 5677 and along with
it came pogroms from the
Ukrainian hordes. Seven year old
Aharon watched as ruffians grabbed
his father and grandfather, put
them up against the wall of the shul
near their house, and drew their
weapons to shoot. Incredibly, the
gun did not work and the hooligans
sufficed with cruelly beating them
with the butt of the rifle.

At the end of a fierce struggle,
the communists had won the
Ukraine and a most difficult era of
communist rule ensued. Young
Aharon Chazan saw how Jewish life
around him declined although his
family remained staunch in its faith.
Under the influence of their heroic

stance, Aharon also refused to cave
in to communist pressure.

While his classmates left yeshiva
one after another, he remained at
home and learned with his father
and grandfather. At some point,
none of his former classmates
wanted to have anything to do with
him. In addition to being friendless,
the family suffered the shame of
starvation. The only thing that kept
them going was their trust in
Hashem.

When he was 16, an
underground yeshiva was opened in
Zhevil by a Chabad Chassid by the
name of R’ Mordechai Eliezer
Lapatovsky, which was headed by
R’ Shaul Bruk. Aharon joined the
yeshiva and thanks to the learning
he had done at home, he was one of
the outstanding pupils. 

A short while later, the
incitement against religious Jews in
Zhevil forced his family to relocate
and move back to Krasnostav.

Rabbi Aharon Chazan presenting
his memoir in English, Deep in

the Russian Night, to the Rebbe
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Aharon continued learning with his
father and grandfather for three
years.

THE FIGHT FOR
SHABBOS OBSERVANCE

From the age of 19, his search
for work began so he wouldn’t be
arrested for the crime of being a
parasite. Until he left Russia, he
had a constant battle to remain
shomer Shabbos. His first job was
at a factory which manufactured
bricks. The work was backbreaking
and the salary a pittance, but he
was able to keep Shabbos. Every
day he had to fortify himself against
the threats and mockery of the
other workers and the managers
who predicted that he would soon
find himself in Siberia.

He was often a topic of
discussion at weekly municipal
meetings where they discussed
whether to allow him to continue
working despite his Shabbos
observance. At those meetings were
his childhood friends who
remembered how together they
helped the families of widows and
orphans and how, at shul, he would
speak to them about Judaism. 

Over the years, thanks to the
daily brainwashing they got at the
government schools, they had
stopped keeping mitzvos and had
joined the communist youth
movement, known as the
Consomol. Now that he had
become a worker like them, he
continued to speak to them about
Judaism even though this was
considered a serious crime. But
they never informed on him, and
often, they even defended him from
those who sought to harm him.

In 1936, at the age of 24, he
took off from work for the month of
Elul and went to Berditchev with the
intention of visiting the graves of
tzaddikim in the old cemetery with
the request that he marry a G-d
fearing woman, a rarity in Russia of

those days. As he davened in the
shul in Berditchev in the morning, R’
Sholom Friedman walked in and
invited him to his home where he
said that R’ Aharon had been
recommended as a scholar and a G-
d fearing person. He suggested a
shidduch with his sister, Nechama
Leah, the daughter of Rabbi Zushe
Friedman, the Chassidic rav of
Odessa.

After his parents and the parents
of the girl discussed it and they
thought the idea a good one, they
arranged the Tenaim for Chanuka.
R’ Chazan was very grateful to
Hashem for answering his prayers
so speedily.

Their wedding took place on
Rosh Chodesh Tamuz 1937 at a
time when rabbanim of small towns
were sent to Siberia and Jewish
weddings were held secretly. Yet,
none of the guests – and there were
hundreds – suffered as a result of
the wedding. The chuppa took
place outdoors in the yard of the
Friedman home and among the
guests were also NKVD agents.
Since these agents regularly kept an
eye on the visitors to the Friedman
home, they certainly considered
themselves old family acquaintances
who could attend the family simcha.

THE YEARS OF TERROR
After their wedding, the couple

moved to Odessa. R’ Chazan had to
look for work again but everywhere
he tried, they immediately rejected
him as soon as they heard that he
would not work on Shabbos. In the
end, he decided to become a
bookbinder. It was work that
enabled a person to keep Shabbos
because since there was no
government office that had work for
more than a few days a month, the
bookbinder had to work for ten
offices simultaneously. The
bookbinder arranged his own hours
and appeared at each office
according to his own schedule. Not

surprisingly, a number of religious
Jews chose this profession.

R’ Chazan was able to get
bookbinding work from a new
government office that dealt with
housing matters. Every month he
had to report for about two days of
work at each of the twelve branches
of this office. Nobody knew that he
did not work on Shabbos, even
though they knew he was religious
– his beard and peios testified to
that.

One time, one of his employers
asked him, “How come all
bookbinders grow sideburns? You
are the third bookbinder with
sideburns that I know.” R’ Chazan
cleverly answered, “It’s the uniform
of people in this profession.” The
man accepted this answer in good
spirits and with a chuckle.

Stalin started his infamous
purges in 1937 led by his chief
butcher, Yazov. The nightmare
machine of the NKVD went into
high gear spying on people and
terrorizing them. Everyone lived in
fear that he was about to be
arrested. More than any other
group, the Jews were in serious
danger. Hundreds of people
disappeared every day and always
for the same reasons: Enemies of
the people, Trotskyites, counter-
revolutionaries, spies, or a
connection with the Lubavitcher
Rebbe.

In Adar 1938, R’ Chazan found
out that his brother-in-law Sholom,
his wife’s brother, was arrested in
Berditchev. There he was tortured
and on 13 Sivan he was shot to
death for the crime of supporting
Judaism and running the Chabad
yeshiva there. May Hashem avenge
his blood. A few weeks later, on
Rosh Chodesh Adar II, his brother-
in-law Avrohom was taken by the
GPU and on 2 Nissan he was killed
in jail. May Hashem avenge his
blood.
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THE MIRACULOUS
LIBERATION FROM THE

RUSSIAN ARMY
A year after he married, shortly

after the birth of their daughter
Devorah, R’ Chazan was called up
for the reserves. For a religious Jew,
serving in the army wasn’t only
physically dangerous; it was
primarily spiritually dangerous. R’
Chazan was careful not to eat
forbidden foods, and when his
commander tried to force him to
eat, he claimed he did not feel well. 

He was sent to the hospital
where he drank quarts of water and
ran around the building. By the
time his turn came, of course his
heart was beating very rapidly. The
Jewish doctor who examined him
gave him a note in a sealed
envelope. Once back at the camp,
he found out that the doctor had
written that his health was
compromised and he was not fit to
serve in the army. That was his first
rescue from the army.

As the fighting progressed,
Stalin issued an all-inclusive draft
order and all men had to enlist,
even if they had previously received
an exemption. R’ Chazan was
drafted once again. After a few
weeks in the army, his unit was
granted leave for a few hours. He
used the opportunity to go to a
private clinic and ask for a checkup.
The doctor, a Jewish woman in her
thirties referred him for an
examination of his lungs. In the
lung department the doctor noticed
his tzitzis and said, “Tzitzis!” After
examining him and not finding
anything wrong, she told him to
have an X-ray but the X-ray showed
that all was fine.

She told him to wait a moment
and wrote a note which she gave
him. To his surprise, R’ Chazan saw
that she wrote that he was sick with
non-symptomatic tuberculosis that
was liable to produce symptoms at
any time. The commander referred

him to a military clinic. He ate
sharp onion and smoked a few
sharp cigarettes so that during the
medical evaluation he felt terribly
nauseous and his face was ashen. 

The doctor, worried by his
appearance, took the note that the
Jewish doctor had written and sent
him to the medical committee
which decided to exempt him for a
month. In incredible hashgacha
pratis, he arrived in Voronezh,
where he met the brothers Tzvi and
Zev Slavin who, with connections
they had with the government,
managed to get him a permanent
exemption from the army.

After he was released, he
wanted to return home but he
found out that Odessa was about
to fall to the Germans and citizens
were not permitted to travel in that
direction. He heard that hundreds
of thousands of refugees were
traveling eastward and he assumed
that his wife was among them. 

Making additional inquiries, he
discovered that his wife was in
Zhizhak. He traveled there
immediately and found her in
serious condition, like the other
refugees, living under inhuman
conditions. That’s when he
discovered that his son Zushe had
passed on at the tender age of two
years. He had become sick with
rubella and developed complications
because of the lack of medication
and living in a cold, damp room
which had been erected against the
outside wall of a house. This was a
devastating shock and R’ Chazan
was crushed by feelings of guilt.
The news that a new baby, Chaya
Sarah, had been born, who was
then three weeks old, only mitigated
his pain somewhat.

WITH CHABAD
CHASSIDIM IN

TASHKENT
After wandering for some time,

One of the heads of
Agudas Israel said:
“For forty years
your father worked
with various
groups, political
mosdos of one kind
or another, and
none of the politics
stuck to him. He
never calculated
how he would
benefit from his
work. It wasn’t
about money or
honor, just for the
sake of Heaven.”

Rabbi Aharon Chazan in a picture
taken in 1946 in Moscow
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the newly reunited Chazan family
arrived in Tashkent where R’
Chazan got a job as a watchman in
a warehouse for army tools and
equipment. He became acquainted
with the Lubavitcher Chassidim and
their work on behalf of Judaism. He
had especially fond memories of R’
Moshe Sudekewitz and R’ Zushe
Rivkin, wealthy Chassidim who
formed part of a network of people
that were bound together with
bonds of brotherly love. They were
always ready to help anyone in
need. They often paid bribes for
their brethren, helped obtain work,
and supported the religious needs
of the community. They organized a
minyan where there were kiddushim
on Shabbos and farbrengens. They
had a secret Jewish school. As soon
as schools with proper chinuch
were made available for children of
Anash, they worked on providing a
proper chinuch for the children of
the rest of the Jewish refugees.
Their plans entailed danger but they
were willing to devote themselves
for Judaism just as they had done to
improve their material
circumstances.

At the beginning of the summer

of 1944, one of the Chassidim, R’
Eli Lipsker visited R’ Chazan and
asked him to found a school for the
children of refugees in Tashkent.
He promised him that he could
remain as an employee in R’
Moshe’s factory so that his
exemption from the army would be
assured.

R’ Chazan took on the challenge
and in the month between Pesach
and Shavuos, he managed to start
three chadarim in different places.
After Shavuos, he started the fourth
one with about twenty children
learning in each of the chadarim.
These chadarim formed an
underground Torah network. 

On Okatchi Street, R’ Moshe
Nosson Garelik, a Lubavitcher,
taught; R’ Zalman Leib Estulin,
wounded in the war, taught in
Sotzgorodik near the textile factory;
R’ Asher Zelig taught on Novaya
Street. These teachers were older
people who were completely
devoted to their students. They
worked hard to instill in them a love
for Judaism. They taught all the
levels from reading in the Siddur to
Gemara.

After Shavuos, R’ Chazan
arranged another school on
Profesyozny Street where R’ Moshe
the Litvak taught. After he left his
position, R’ Chaim Binyamin Brod
took over. The supervision and
support were R’ Chazan’s sole
responsibility. He planned what the
students would learn, he tested
them, he made sure there was lunch
every day, and he paid the salaries
and the monthly rent for the rooms
they learned in. For security
reasons, the teachers did not even
know where their salaries came
from.

The expenses were enormous.
The teachers’ salaries alone were
20,000 rubles a month. A monthly
salary of a worker in Russia was
700 rubles a month. The daily
lunch and the month’s rent for the
four rooms cost tens of thousands
of rubles. The huge budget, covered
primarily by well-to-do
Lubavitchers, significantly reduced
their earnings. However, they
occasionally convinced their fellow
Jews, even those who were not
religious, to generously donate to
support the chadarim.

Hundreds of people
disappeared every
day and always for
the same reasons:
Enemies of the
people, Trotskyites,
c o u n t e r -
revolutionaries,
spies, or a
connection with
the Lubavitcher
Rebbe…

Rabbi Aharon Chazan on mivtza t’fillin at the Kosel, shortly after leaving Russia
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He also worked on another
front, circumcising children.
Together with other Chassidim, they
explained to the Jewish refugees
about the importance of the mitzva
and arranged brissin for dozens of
children. Parents were often afraid
to allow the mohel to do the bris
without supervision and they
demanded that a doctor be present.
In order to placate the parents, one
of the wealthy Chassidim, R’
Gershon Richter, would put on a
white coat and turn into a “doctor.”

The chadarim continued to exist
until Elul 1946 when a great many
Lubavitcher Chassidim fled Russia
via Lemberg. R’ Chazan also
wanted to try his luck with forged
papers and planned to travel to
Lemberg (Lvov) near the Polish
border. For a while, it was possible
to buy counterfeit Polish papers in
Lemberg and many Jewish-Russian
citizens used them to successfully
cross the border into Poland.

R’ Chazan had to close all the
chadarim because once most of the
Chabad Chassidim had left the city
there were no sources of funding
anymore. He had no choice but to
also leave the city because if he was
caught, they would surely sentence
him to death both as a deserter and
a counter-revolutionary. This
danger hovered over him still just as
when the chadarim operated but at
least then, he felt he was
endangering his life for a lofty
cause.

On the way to Lemberg, he
stopped in Moscow where he rented
a room in a house for a week. It

was before Rosh HaShana 5707.
Together with him were his wife, his
mother-in-law and three daughters.
He had nearly bought the train
ticket to Lemberg when the Chabad
Chassidim in Moscow received a
telegram which said, “Our relatives
in Lemberg took sick.” This was a
hint that the government had
caught the last group of Chassidim
who tried to cross the border.
Security was even tighter and the
government was especially on the
lookout for religious Jews.

With Lemberg no longer an
option, R’ Chazan had no choice
but to remain in Moscow and thus
began a period of twenty years in
which he battled for Shabbos and
for his children’s chinuch under
conditions of deprivation and high
personal risk.

OPEN MIRACLE
For over ten years since he

arrived in Moscow, R’ Chazan went
from one job to the next. He had a
hard time keeping a job because of
his insistence on keeping Shabbos
at any cost, even if it meant being
fired. It was only in 1957 that he
finally found work as manager of a
warehouse in a factory that bought
old rags and recycled them. His
immediate superior was Moshe
Zaitchik who excelled in giving
tz’daka and acts of chesed. He
stayed at this job for eight years
until he was able to leave Russia.

At this time, he saw an open
miracle. At his place of work there
was a drunken gentile who coveted

his job, whether because he thought
it was easy or because he was
convinced the salary was higher. He
began persecuting R’ Chazan in
order to get him to leave. At first,
R’ Chazan paid no attention to him,
but as time went on, the harassment
grew more severe. One day, he told
his son-in-law Moshe Greenberg
about it. “You should write a letter
to the Lubavitcher Rebbe and ask
for his bracha,” he suggested.

In Russia of those days, nobody
endangered themselves by sending
letters from Soviet Russia to the
Rebbe. The connection with
“Schneerson” was sufficient reason
for arrest and exile to Siberia.

His son-in-law had a solution.
Write the letter and then put it in a
Tanya. For Chabad Chassidim in
Russia it was commonly accepted
that when you put a letter into a
Tanya, the foundational work of
Chabad Chassidus, that the Rebbe
received it with ruach ha’kodesh.

R’ Chazan did as he suggested
and asked for a bracha to be rid of
the harassing gentile. He put the
letter between the pages of a Tanya.
Within days a fire broke out in the
building near his work and after a
brief investigation it turned out that
the gentile was guilty of setting the
fire. He was sent to jail for many
years and R’ Chazan never saw him
again.

[To be continued be”H]

Note: In issue #693 we presented two
chapters from Rabbi Aharon’s Chazan
memoir, HaMaavak V’HaNitzachon (the
Battle and the Victory.)
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