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	For almost three years, Gene and I directly experienced the renewal of hope in the hearts of Jews and non-Jews in the former Soviet Union. We had arrived in Moscow in the late spring of 1996, on the eve of the elections, which threatened to plunge the country once again into Communism with its accompanying totalitarian order and despair. When Yeltsin succeeded in defeating for a second time those forces demanding a return to the former way of life, the world heaved a sigh of relief, and all around us in Moscow we sensed a tentative, vulnerable optimism that invigorated our work. 
	Gene had been sent to Moscow by the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (JDC, or “Joint”) to join the growing team of Israelis, American Israelis, and Russian Israelis who were working throughout the former Soviet Union. Their common goal was to help reconnect the formerly isolated Soviet Jews with their heritage, and with the Jewish communities of the world after seventy years of total isolation and forced alienation from Judaism. Most of the Jews we became close to while we were there had been ashamed of their origins or sought to deny them. Many did not find out that they were Jewish until they heard it from their first grade teachers or from some hostile adult. Helping them to rediscover a pride in being Jewish was a challenge that Gene faced with enthusiasm and skill. 
	There is no doubt that the three years we spent in Moscow, between 1996 and 1999, were, for Gene, a high point in his life. He loved the intensity of his interactions with the awakening Jewish community, with the Russian Jewish intellectuals, and with the young people who were so earnestly seeking their Jewish heritage. Looking back on those years it seems to me that everything that happened in Gene’s life beforehand was actually a preparation for our years in Russia. He sensed intuitively how to reach the hearts and minds of those he worked with because their quest was his quest, and because their intellectual curiosity so closely matched his own. From a completely secular home, Gene had spent many years of his life discovering his Jewish heritage, and he was eager to share his ongoing search in this new environment. 
	Gene’s roots were from Eastern Europe, and he felt immediately at home there. His father, the youngest in a large, closely knit family, was born in a central Ukraine shtetl, and brought to America as a toddler. His mother’s father came on his own to New York from Vilna when he was a teenager. Although Gene himself was raised in New York and Miami Beach, and he felt himself an American Jew even thirty years after our Aliyah to Israel, Eastern Europe was part of Gene’s emotional and intellectual makeup. Somehow, from the time of our first visit in February 1996, Gene felt sure that accepting the JDC’s invitation to work in Moscow would be good for him, for the JDC , and for those he would work with. And he was right, particularly since he was given the freedom to pursue whatever creative ideas he, and those around him, were interested in pursuing. . 
	Perhaps Gene’s most significant achievement during those years was bringing young people into the synagogue for High Holiday services. No one believed it could be done, because prayer and religious observance were so alien to Russians for generations. The first year, there were about three hundred students who attended services, and word of this event spread throughout the town immediately. The second year there were seven hundred, and by the third year, a tradition had been established which drew over one thousand five hundred. The ice had been broken, and young people in cities and small towns throughout the former Soviet Union started going to synagogue, first on the High Holidays and then during the year on Shabbat. 
In a journal account I sent to friends that year, the excitement of those first services can be felt:  “September 26, 1996. It’s now two days after Yom Kippur, and the enormous burden, concern and anxiety about the High Holidays is behind us. For the past ten years, since Marshall and Naomi Meyer came to New York, we have come from Israel to spend our High Holidays at B’nai Jeshurin synagogue. The services there are so powerful, I was worried that any other experience would be a terrific letdown. As it turned out, something completely different happened.”
	“Only two weeks before Rosh Hashanah, Rabbi Pinchas Goldschmidt, the young Chief Rabbi of Moscow, asked Gene to lead High Holiday services for the Jewish students in Moscow in the main Choral Synagogue chapel. He showed Gene a room on the first floor of the synagogue that was being renovated, and said his only stipulation was that men and women be seated separately. This was, after all, an Orthodox synagogue. 
	“Gene was very excited about the idea, but it did seem an awesome undertaking. There were so many obstacles to overcome. The short notice, the enormous revulsion that Russian Jewish students feel about synagogues and for anything that smacks of religious compulsion, their complete lack of experience and knowledge of Jewish prayer services, our inadequate Russian, the hard-to-swallow constraints of an Orthodox synagogue, and our awareness of how beautiful a prayer service can be if there is warm congregational participation and the right music so that everyone can sing with feeling. I guess you have to be a bit crazy to start on such an obstacle course, but we both loved the idea of actually bringing young people to the synagogue and trying to create a positive new experience with them. Genia Michalova, the Moscow Hillel Director, was skeptical, but cooperative. Once Peter Geffen, our wonderful friend for 35 years, agreed to come to Moscow and help lead the services, Gene decided to take up the challenge. 
	“The two weeks before the Holidays were absolutely frantic. Nothing could be taken for granted. For instance, Gene’s assistant went around the city by car leaving notices of the synagogue services to be hung up in all the places where Jewish students congregate. When, by chance, we went to a lecture in one of these places on Monday before Rosh Hashanah, we did not see any notices. We discovered that they were in the drawer of the front doorman, who was planning to ask permission to hang them up the next time the building committee met in another week!! 
	“Gene had about five meetings with students to plan the services, and about ten students were actively involved in learning some melodies and helping to set up the room. Gene negotiated with them about time allotted for quizzes, instead of prayer, because they were sure that only quizzes would draw students in. (He had to negotiate about balloons and party decorations as well - since they had no idea of prayer or a synagogue atmosphere) Right before Rosh Hashanah we found out that Peter, with his beautiful singing voice, would not be able to come until Yom Kippur, which was a big disappointment. So Masha, a lovely young musician active in Hillel, learned some of the High Holiday melodies in order to create a feeling of congregational participation. It was impossible to predict whether things would all fit together. 
	“On the evening of Rosh Hashanah the room was filled to overflowing - probably around three hundred students came and went during the evening. Since this was a first in the history of the synagogue, it almost didn’t need any more than just that to make the service a success. Even though most of the students there did not even know the Shema, there were actually some moments of real prayer, which was very moving. For the first half hour before sundown, Masha led in some singing with her hand organ, and that broke the ice. She taught them the B’nai Jeshuran melody for Sheh Heh Cheh Yah Nu, and before the services ended, everyone was holding one another and the whole room was swaying to the miracle of being there together in Moscow after all those years when no one could really be Jewish openly. 
	“But the best was yet to come. Peter made the long trip to be there for Yom Kippur, and it was magnificent having him with us. When he led the services we all felt how incredibly beautiful these services can be. Peter and Gene together created such a lovely atmosphere, and they showed the young people who were there what prayer could be like”. 
	The achievement recorded in this journal was only one among many. Gene continued to work with young people, with academics, with community leaders and with so many others during his years in Moscow. He found his work extremely stimulating, and he communicated the enthusiasm he felt to everyone around him. After he left Russia and returned to Israel and to New York, he maintained ongoing contact with the friends he had made, and he visited three times, until he could no longer make the trip. The contacts he had from Russia gave him great pleasure as long as he lived.  

