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First developed in 1993 by American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, there are now
145 Hesed Centers throughout the Former Soviet Union that provide a wide range of social
services. Founded on the pillars of community, voluntarism and yiddishkeit, the Hesed
network is the largest and most effective of all welfare services in the FSU, whether govern
mental or private.
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THE N E W SOCIAL DISORDER

In light of all these problems there was an

IN T H E F S U

The "Russian Revolution" of December
1 9 9 1 brought about the fall of the Soviet
Union and the emergence of a new social
disorder. The rigid political, economic, and
social order that had prevailed until that time
collapsed in silence without giving birth, as

urgent need for a social safety net and
grassroots structure to meet the economic and
social needs of the deprived, impoverished,
and socially isolated Jewish elderly.

The

American Jewish community, through its
overseas arm, the J D C , met this challenge.

Marxist theory might have predicted, to a new
social order (Yergin & Gustafson, 1 9 9 3 ) .
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to re-enter the Soviet Union 50 years latet, in
1988. Its first contributions were nonsectar
ian: a conttibution of 750,000 syringes for
insulin and a gift of $ 1 0 , 0 0 0 to the Soviet
Children Fund in 1988. A year later, in 1 9 8 9
when a disasttous earthquake shook Arme
nia, the J D C donated $ 5 3 0 , 0 0 0 to the Soviet
govertunent to create a rehabilitation center
for children in Leninokan, Armenia. In addi
tion, it flew 61 amputee victims to Israel for
rehabilitation treatment. These contributions
were made well before systematic planning
and implementation of welfare proj ects within
the Jewish commimity began (Elishevitch, in
press).
J D C ' s welfare sttategy within the Jewish
community was derived from its overall mis
sion and was based on the following prin
ciples. Welfare assistance was perceived as a
lever for community building and Jewish re
vival. Its aim was to establish and sfrengthen
local institutions, mobilize volunteers, and
develop training frameworks and activities.
Although in principle, the J D C assistance was
aimed not at short-term relief but rather at
long-term commimity recovery, the immedi
ate needs were too pressing to be ignored, and
by the end of 1990 J D C decided to implement
food relief programs.
In anticipation of the winter of 1 9 9 1 - 1 9 9 2 ,
thousands of food packages were shipped
from Israel to St. Petersburg, Moscow, Kiev,
and Odessa. A great incentive for the further
development of Jewish welfare services in the
F S U came when the J D C received a grant
from the U . S . Department of Agriculmre
( U S D A ) to deliver 550,000 non-sectarian food
packages in Moscow and St. Petersburg. J D C
was the most successful of all non-govern
mental organizations involved in food disfri
bution in the F S U . Compared with other orga
nizations it had no logistical problems and a
much lower rate of food loss.
J D C undertookthis proj ect after the U S D A
agreed to allocate 10 percent of their shipment
for disttibution within the Jewish community.
Not only did Moscow and St. Petersburg Jews
receive 55,000 extta food packages but also a
hidden agenda was achieved. The food distti
bution became an excellent way to organize
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and sttengthen the local Jewish welfare orga
nizations.
Twenty-five thousand names of
needy Jewish elderly in Moscow were re
corded from the U S D A project and the data
base was started. Food became a vehicle to
gain access to homes of elderly Jews and
assess their needs. It became evident that
elderly people lacked not only food but also
many home services and were suffering from
terrible loneliness. J D C therefore decided
that community-based social welfare services
for the elderly should be developed. These
services would be able to reach people in their
homes and become a vehicle for re-engaging
them and their families in Jewish communal
hfe.

HESED AVRAHAM AND SARAH: THE
MODEL AND THE BEGINNING
"Welcome to Hesed Avraham, the largest
non-government welfare service in Europe"
was the greeting that one of the Hesed execu
tives extended to our group of smdents in
Spring 2 0 0 1 . Indeed, with over 42,000 clients
(almost all the Jewish elderly in St. Peters
burg), 900 volunteers, and 300 employees on
its books, Hesed Avraham may rightfully
claim this title. But the beginning was much
more modest.
The development of the Hesed model en
tailed the introduction of new concepts and
values into the social reality of the F S U .
Deeply rooted in the Jewish tradition of
tzedekah and social justice, the model pro
moted social responsibility and mumal sup
port. Conttary to previous Soviet pattems it
addressed not only material and instmmental
concems but also psychosocial needs of the
clients. The model was also novel in that it
was client-oriented and emphasized the West
em social work values of clients' participa
tion and empowerment. Because of the revo
lutionary namre of these concepts, it was
decided that an exemplar service, a Hesed
center, should be built by the J D C in St.
Petersburg. It was hoped that once the suc
cess of the model was demonsttated in St.
Petersburg, it could be replicated in other
communities.
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Community, voluntarism and yiddishkeit
are the three pillars of the Hesed model. Its
raison d'etre is to provide care within and for
the community, and since its inception it has
incorporated a commimal outlook into its wel
fare programs. It is aimed at sfrengthening the
local Jewish community in that it belonged to
it, not to any of its specific sectors and not to
the J D C .
Volunteers are recruited from the commu
nity and from among the potential clients
themselves.
Under communism, voluntary
organizations were disbanded, as they did not
fit with the ideology that the government pro
vided for every citizen's needs. Those who
grew up under the Soviet regime had no notion
ofthe positive change they could affect, for the
less fortimate and for themselves, by joining
forces with others and donatmg their time and
efforts. Voluntarism and community orienta
tion are now recognized by F S U specialists as
a basic tenet of welfare provision (Borodkin,
1 9 9 7 ) , but most charitable organizations in the
F S U continue the paternalistic approach of
distributing material aid to passive recipients
of help. Only a few base their stiategy on the
assumption that "people can help themselves"
(Pshenitsyna,2000).
Yiddishkeit is the third pillar upon which
the Hesed model is built. To achieve J D C ' s
overall goal of remrning Jews to the Jewish
people, Hesed services and activities accentu
ate Jewish heritage, culmre, and traditions;
for example, food packages contain items
related to major holidays, and the cultural
activities of the Hesed are centered on these
holidays. This emphasis on ethnicity, reli
gion, and the remm to ttaditional roots is
another revolutionary notion of the Hesed.
However, the Jewish community is by no
means the only one to be revived in the postSoviet society, and many other ethnic and
religious groups are now thriving in the F S U
(Markowitz, 2000).
The uniqueness of the Hesed model—the
community solidarity, the blurred boundaries
between volunteers and clients and its Jewish
spirit—is perhaps best illusttated by the fol
lowing account of a recent volunteer in Hesed
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Avraham.
Olga brought her mother to the Hesed for help.
When her father died, the two women were ill
provided for and depressed. Olga was fired
from her job, their economic situation deterio
rated even further, and she would "sit home
doing nothing and crying all day long." Her
mother was eligible for food assistance and
started visiting the day center, which she en
joyed very much. But Olga was still home
crying until her mother asked the day center
coordinator whether Olga could volunteer at
the Hesed. Now Olga volunteers at the Hesed
once a week. She says, "We both love it here
and mother says that the Hesed was sent to us
by God. People are nice and friendly." When
asked about what keeps her going, Olga an
swers: "The results. A woman broke her leg.
1 helped her get all the medical documents she
needed and she received a walking cane. It felt
so good to participate in helping someone. The
elderly people here are very lonely, they suf
fered a lot, some have lost their children—their
situation couldn't be worse. But, when they
come to the Hesed they forget their troubles a
little and feel well." Olga is now looking for a
job, and would like to work for a Jewish orga
nization. "1 am glad to be helping Jews; they
are my people. Once I thought that all Jews are
kinder than others. Now 1 realize that maybe
not all, but 1 still think there is a special concen
tration of kindness among the Jews."
The first Hesed was established in St. Pe
tersburg in 1993 in a hastily restored building
with five employees and twenty volunteers.
Food programs were a primary vehicle for
development of the Hesed, but since many of
the first volunteers were physicians they of
fered to call on the ill and disabled patients in
their homes. Medical consultation and home
care came to be a part of Hesed Avraham, and
subsequentiy of all other Hesed centers. An
Israeli organization, Y a d Sarah, donated des
perately needed rehabilitation equipment for
the elderly, which was rented out to the dis
abled. One of the founders recalls: "When we
rented out the first wheelchair, the daughter of
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the woman who needed it objected furiously.
She said that her mother was bedridden for
eight years and now she would be able to
move and would be in her way. W e managed
to convince her and when the mother sat in the
wheelchair, there were tears on both sides."
Later, a number of retired engineers of
fered their services, giving birth to the home
repair service and a rehabilitation equipment
production center that now serves all Hesed
centers. Over time the services expanded to
include a variety of educational, religious,
and culmral activities. Everything was done
to create a warm and infotmal Jewish atmo
sphere in the Hesed, in contrast to the grimness and stiffness of the state social services.
The first director of the Hesed was an
Israeli, but by the end of the first year a local
director was appointed from among the origi
nal five employees. He received ongoing
mentoring from J D C professionals and has
grown with the Hesed to become one of the
prominent leaders of the Jewish community
in St. Petersburg and the F S U . To initiate a
process of community parmership and evenmal transfer of responsibility for the Hesed to
the local community, a board of directors was
created that drew its members from various
sectors of the community. One of the J D C
professionals recalls: "The first chairman of
Hesed Avraham board was the late Prof Lev
Gulo, a renowned specialist in geriatrics. He
was not only a representative of the Jewish
community but also contributed to the Hesed
his extensive professional experience. His
death was a great loss. But, now we have a
Gulo on the Hesed board again, his son, also
a physician, who is continuing the family
tradition."
SERVICES PROVIDED BY
HESED A V R A H A M
The centrality of voluntarism is striking on
one's very first encounter with the Hesed.
Volunteers are the first Hesed representatives
that new applicants encounter since they staff
the reception desk and are involved in the
intake procedure. Volunteers even sit in on
the eligibility committee that decides the ser
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vices for which the new applicant is eligible.
And those on the feedback committee keep in
touch with the new applicants to make sure
that they receive the services and are satisfied.
Ongoing economic hardships have dimin
ished little since the establishment of the Hesed
and make food provision a central part of its
activity. In St. Petersburg the Hesed runs 1 4
communal dining rooms where hot meals are
served to the elderly every day; 178,000 meals
were served in these dining rooms during
2000. Food packages that are distributed
several times a year and winter relief which
includes heating and cooking fuel, blankets,
and arm clothing and footwear, are still indis
pensable. In 2000 over 128,000 food pack
ages were disti-ibuted.
A s in the begiiming, food distribution goes
hand in hand with strengthening the commu
nity. For example, food packages are distrib
uted around Jewish holidays and include food
and other articles related to the holiday; for
example, apples and honey on Rosh Hashanah
and matzoh on Pesach. Picking up their pack
ages, clients arrive at the Hesed and receive
information about it. Their children are encour
aged to collect the packages for them, which is
an opportunity to draw younger people and
children into Hesed activities. Volunteers and
pupils of the Jewish school bring packages to
the home of elderly who are bedridden.
A major Hesed service is home care, which
is offered regularly to disabled elderly by 300
employees. Volunteers also visit these clients
to keep them company. Other services in
clude ( 1 ) a repair workshop where volunteers
repair small electric appliances and do house
repairs, (2) medical consultations, and (3) sub
sidized medicine, eyeglasses, and hearing
appliances. Meals are delivered daily to confmed clients in the "Meals-on-Wheels" project.
A "Club-on-Wheels" is a social program for
those confined to wheelchairs. Once a month
they are driven to the Hesed day center for
activities or tour the city and its numerous
museums.
A project that perhaps exemplifies best the
Hesed model and impact is the "WarmHomes"
program. To bring the Hesed atinosphere to
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those who cannot come to the center, mmiHesed centers were created in volimteers'
apartments. A t the present 47 warm homes
operate in St. Petersburg daily; 20 of them
serve hot meals and thereby make food assis
tance accessible to elderly who are not strong
enough to make a daily trip to a community
dining room. The food is a vehicle for creat
ing a support network and community spirit:
members keep in touch with each other, visit
each other, and care for their ill peers. Shabbat
and Jewish holidays are celebrated in the
warm houses, as are birthdays and other per
sonal anniversaries. Many members bring
their grandchildren and children to these cel
ebrations. Thus, warm homes not only make
essential services accessible to needy clients
but they also enrich and strengthen Jewish
community life.
ON T H E T H R E S H O L D O F T H E
2 1 " CENTURY
Hesed Avraham is still the largest of all
Hesed centers and the originator of many of
the services offered m them. The rapid and
successful dissemination of the Hesed model
is truly amazing. Within the first year of its
existence the one model Hesed center grew in
1994 into a network of 8 centers, 1 6 in 1 9 9 4 ,
and 3 4 in 1996. From 5 2 centers in 1 9 9 7 , the
network kept expanding to include 88 centers
in 1 9 9 8 , 1 2 1 in 1999, and 1 4 5 m 2000 (Avgar
& Avraham, 2 0 0 1 ; Barasch, 1999). On the
threshold of the new centary Hesed centers
provided assistance to 2 3 5 , 0 0 0 Jewish elderly
spread through 2 , 1 0 0 cities, towns, and
shtetlachofiheVSH.
In2000,1,481,000food
packages were distributed, and 1 0 1 , 5 0 0 needy
elderly received winter relief support. A l 
most 22,400 clients enjoyed 4,290,000 hot
meals in communal dining rooms, and 1 3 , 5 0 0
needy elderly had 3,306,500 cooked meals
delivered to their homes. More than 10,400
elderly participated in 820 warm homes, and
over 20,600 clients benefitted from more tiian
2,023,000 homecare visits. Close to 3 1 , 0 0 0
pieces of rehabilitation equipment were rented
out and 25,000 medical consultations given.
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CONCLUSION
The key to the success of the Hesed model
lies in its ability to deliver desperately needed
assistance to a population in deep economic
crisis. The J D C ' s work in developing the
Hesed network has been carried out on behalf
of and in partnership with the Jewish federa
tions throughout North America and particu
larly the Conference on Jewish Material
Claims Against Germany. Hesed welfare
programs have also benefitted from substan
tial ongoing support provided by the Weinberg
Foundation, World Jewish Relief (UK), the
Abraham and Sonia Rochlin Foundation, and
scores of additional contiibutors concemed
with the well-bemg of Jews in need in the
F S U . Local philanthropy is also starting to
develop in the Jewish community in the F S U ;
Hesed Avarham now raises 10 to 1 5 percent
of its budget from local donors.
Yet, its success goes beyond meeting basic
human needs. The collapse of the Soviet
Union created a spiritual void and led to a
search for meaning. The Hesed model not
only satisfies material wants but also responds
to the often unarticulated needs ofthe Jewish
population to develop a community and re
mm to their tiaditions. These needs are re
flected in the clients' opeimess for assistance
and communal life, and they are embodied in
the extraordinary dedication and motivation
ofthe local employees and volunteers. This
dedication is supported by the professional
expertise, tutoring, and training intioduced
by the J D C through a network of Training
Institutes for Communal and Welfare Work
ers.
A Hesed center in any given city in the
F S U is like an oasis surrounded by sands
threatening to reclaim the desert. Hesed's
Jewishness, community orientation, and vol
unteers guard against destmctive forces. The
human potential of Hesed employees, volun
teers, and clients has been unlocked through
the mtioduction of new concepts and values.
It is essential to continue, in a systematic and
organized fashion, to nurtiare the spirit and the
Jewish neshama (soul) of Hesed staff, volun-
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teers, and lay leaders. It is also important to
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