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Preface 
and Acknowledgements

Until 1995 when I began collecting material for this 
book, I knew almost nothing about the organization 
that was to absorb so much of my interest for well over a 
decade. In the winter of 1995-1996, my late husband, Dr. 
Eugene Weiner, who was both a Conservative rabbi and 
a sociologist, was invited by the American Jewish Joint 
Distribution Committee (AJJDC or JDC) to visit their 
Moscow office and to consider the possibility of accepting 
a position there as a JDC representative. We had been 
spending a last sabbatical before retirement in New York 
City, after 27 years of teaching in Israel at Haifa University 
in the faculties of sociology and social work. The Iron 
Curtain surrounding Russia and the rest of the former 
Soviet Union had fallen and the JDC had been invited back 
after more than fifty years of banishment. Gene accepted 
the position of Director of Special Projects and we spent 
three years in Moscow. While there I learned about the 
vast network of activities the JDC had initiated helping to 
reconnect Soviet Jewry to the Jewish people after seventy 
years of cruelly enforced isolation. I felt it was important to 
document this remarkable process while it was unfolding.
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I received permission to undertake the task of 
documenting the first decade of JDC activities in the 
former Soviet Union from 1988 through 1998. After 
seventy interviews and reading through thousands of 
pages of field reports, memos and bulletins, my book, 
called Renewal – Reconnecting Soviet Jewry to the Jewish 
People, was published by the University Press of America, 
with the help of Prof. Jacob Neusner, editor of their Series 
in Judaism.

While collecting information for the book on JDC 
activities in the former Soviet Union from the JDC’s New 
York archives, I read tens of AJJDC Annual Reports. From 
these reports, I became aware of the role of American 
Jewry in the ongoing development and functioning of the 
JDC. I became aware of the responsibility so deeply felt by 
American Jewish communities throughout the century to 
help rescue, relieve and rehabilitate Jewish communities 
in distress around the world. For thousands of years Jews 
have felt an obligation to contribute to the welfare of 
their fellow Jews, but the story of American Jewry and the 
JDC is indeed a unique one. The American values of self-
determination, consensus through a democratic process 
of discussion, and respect for minority rights have been 
strongly reflected in the principles of the JDC and in 
the implementation of these principles over the years. 
The JDC is very much an American Jewish organization. 
Although there are thousands of American Jews actively 
involved in the organization’s activities, I felt that most 
American Jews are unaware of the truly heroic efforts 
carried out by the men and women who have worked in 
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this organization, and which are a true a reflection of their 
values. 

When we returned to our home in Haifa, where we 
had been living since 1969, I became interested in JDC 
activities in Israel. In 2000, a year after we returned from 
Moscow, I received permission to look through JDC’s 
massive archives in their New York headquarters, and to 
photocopy any correspondence, memos or reports that 
were relevant to their activities in pre and post-state Israel 
from 1914. The process took months. During the summer 
of 2000, I arrived at the archives each morning at 8:30 and 
throughout the day photocopied every piece of paper 
in the thousands of folders that related to Palestine, and 
then to Israel. When it seemed that I had exhausted all 
available sources, I had more than ten thousands papers 
to bring home to Haifa and to study. These are files that 
had never been brought to Israel, and I promised Sarah 
Kadosh, then JDC-Israel’s Archive Director, that when the 
book was completed I would transfer them to the archives 
in Jerusalem. They are now available as a source for future 
research.

My reading through all the material and summarizing 
each memo or report in my computer took approximately 
two years, but it took three times as long to organize 
my own thoughts, to choose what appeared to me to 
be the main themes running through this mass and 
flux of correspondence, and to write them down. 
There were memos enumerating the bags of flour that 
had been distributed to soup kitchens in Jerusalem 
during the First World War, reports from the Palestine 
Economic Corporation describing the process of well-
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digging during the 1930’s, letters from Orthodox Rabbis 
appealing for funds for specific refugee Rabbis who fled 
Europe and arrived in the Holy Land, Minutes of the 
JDC Administration Committee in New York when they 
discussed issues related to Palestine and then Israel, and 
Minutes of Malben-JDC’s Medical Advisory Committee. 
The amount of detail was both rich and overwhelming, 
and the challenge was to sift out significant trends and 
issues without losing either the essence of each area 
chosen or the important details through which the JDC 
impacted hundreds of thousands of individual lives.

A limitation of this book is that it has summarized the 
documents and activities of the JDC until the year 2000. 
In the fourteen years that followed the organization 
has not remained in one place, and there is much to be 
studied in the first decades of the twenty-first century. An 
astounding number of important innovations have been 
initiated in all fields in which the JDC has been involved. 
These activities certainly deserve to be recognized and 
documented, but they have not been within the province 
of this book. In addition, as mentioned, the majority 
of information gathered for this book is based on the 
records and correspondence from the New York JDC files. 
Since 1976, when JDC-Israel moved into its Jerusalem 
headquarters, the records in Israel have been duplicated 
for the New York office, but the organization has greatly 
expanded and these records are more fully maintained in 
Israel. Therefore, it is likely that there are programs and 
activities that may have been inadequately presented or 
overlooked in this summary.
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The story of American Jewry’s contribution to Israel 
over the course of the last century deserves recognition 
and publicity since it is quite unique. Although I have 
made an attempt to do so, I am quite sure that it is not 
possible for any one individual to adequately encompass 
such scope of activities. 

Finally, as with any written documentation, the result 
depends upon the material available and upon the 
fallibility of the interpreter. The documents are now 
available in Israel for reinterpretation, and another 
researcher may reach conclusions, equally legitimate, 
which are different from those expressed in this book. I 
am pleased that the issues may now be more available for 
debate. 
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Introduction

It is time to lift the veil of anonymity regarding the role 
played by American Jewry in pre and post-state Israel. 
Most American Jews and also most Israelis are unaware 
of the enormous contribution made by American Jewry 
in the areas of health, welfare, industrial and financial 
development, immigrant transport and absorption, social 
policy and social administration in pre and post-state 
Israel. Through the American Jewish Joint Distribution 
Committee (the AJJDC or the JDC) the American Jewish 
community has played the role of good angel to Israel 
for one hundred years. Why would such a generous 
benefactor want to remain anonymous? This book is an 
attempt to answer that question. 

Among the reasons for the obscurity of American Jewry’s 
contribution to Israel are the areas in which the JDC has 
chosen to contribute and the way in which they offer help. 
Aid to the aged, the disabled, and other disadvantaged 
populations does not attract public attention and has 
not helped to make JDC-Israel visible and recognizable 
to either the Israeli or the American Jewish public, 
particularly if this aid is offered through quiet channels 
that encourage self-determination. Since its inception, 
there have been several important principles guiding 
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JDC’s professional activities throughout the world. First 
and foremost has been the scrupulous refrain from any 
involvement in political activities in order to gain the 
trust of governments and to support programs reflecting 
all segments of American Jewry. Another principle has 
been to help the local Jewish communities to become self-
supporting, and to transfer JDC-initiated programs to the 
support and maintenance of the local Jewish community 
or to the local government. 

The JDC has been a catalyst for the initiation of model 
programs. The funds it provides are generally time-limited 
until the program is developed and then transferred to 
a local partner organization. In Israel, when the Israeli 
partners assume responsibility for a JDC-initiated 
program, they also tend, quite naturally, to take credit for 
the program they are now supporting. This process has 
not helped to make JDC-Israel visible and recognizable 
to either the Israeli or the American Jewish public. From 
the JDC’s perspective, transferring a JDC-initiated model 
program to the ongoing support of an Israeli organization 
makes a small investment go a long way. But this is 
certainly not a process that highlights the role of the JDC 
or of American Jewry. On the contrary, JDC is generally 
eager to highlight the role of their Israeli partner, without 
whom the program could not become integrated into the 
Israeli service system. Thus, few of the JDC’s activities have 
been “show off” activities that can be shown to groups of 
tourists. The purpose of JDC’s activities is to help Israeli 
society help itself by making it a better place for all its 
citizens in which to live. 
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The American Jewish community and Israel often 
have different agendas. The JDC’s contribution to 
Israel is a reflection of an ongoing interaction between 
these agendas. For instance, as a concerned outside 
observer with an apolitical, humanitarian agenda, JDC 
professionals have seen how the delivery of services in 
Israel could be greatly improved through coordination 
between agencies. The role of coordinator, however, is 
not always appreciated among organizations that want 
to retain their exclusivity. JDC-Israel could not expect to 
gain popularity or visibility in this role. In addition, the 
role of a neutral, non-political agency in Israel’s highly 
political environment is a source of puzzlement and 
distrust for most Israelis. A non-political observer may 
help to restore some objectivity, but organizations that 
engage in this role tend to be perceived with antagonism 
by those who are actively engaged in the political 
turbulence. Playing the role of innovative developer while 
maintaining independence from the system in which 
these developments become incorporated can seem 
highly suspicious, strange or naïve to an Israeli. This mode 
of operation does not enhance JDC’s visibility, but it has 
proven highly effective in the achievement of its goals. 

This publication is an attempt to offer greater visibility to 
the remarkable contributions of American Jewry to Israel. 
The first two chapters will deal with the development of 
the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (AJJDC 
or JDC), its principles and some ongoing controversial 
issues, as well as with the developing context and modes 
of operation of JDC activities in pre and post-state Israel 
from 1914 onwards. The next six chapters will document 
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the activities of the JDC in their key fields of activity: 
the preservation of Orthodox centers of learning, 
contributions to Israel’s economic and industrial 
development, health, aliyah, aid to the elderly, and the 
post-Malben initiatives in manpower development, 
community centers, the voluntary sector and children and 
youth at risk. It is the story of the remarkable interaction 
between American Jewry, who chose JDC as its worldwide 
humanitarian ministry of “foreign affairs”, and the people 
of Israel, a story that deserves greater popular recognition. 
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Chapter One 

An Overview of JDC’s  
Formation and its Key Issues  

during the Century 

The relationship between the American Jewish community 
and the Jews of Israel has been an ongoing saga of love and 
ambivalence. One of the fascinating channels through 
which this saga has been played out during the course of 
the twentieth century, has been through the flow of funds, 
concepts, programs and manpower from American Jewry 
to Israel through the JDC. Why the JDC? Since 1914, the 
American Jewish community, despite its great diversity 
and its ongoing, intensive controversies, has been unified 
in its “joint” response to the needs of fellow Jews abroad, 
particularly to the Jews of Israel. At the outbreak of the First 
World War, tens of American Jewish organizations met 
together and established a “Committee for the Relief of 
Jewish Suffering through the War.” They needed a reliable 
organization that could be entrusted with the weighty 
responsibility of distributing hard earned collective funds 
in ways that reflected American Jewish values. 
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Thus the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, 
known as the “JDC” or the “Joint”, began as a temporary 
association established to meet an emergency need. 
That need, however, did not abate and the infrastructure 
created was solid enough to last throughout the century 
and beyond. This is the story of the complex relationship 
between American Jewry through the JDC, and the Israeli 
Jewish community. Each of these communities has its 
issues and controversies, but for many years Israel was 
American Jewry’s major beneficiary. Applying American 
Jewish values in pre and post-state Israel has remained an 
ongoing challenge.

During the course of the 20th century, American Jewry 
contributed close to $500,000,000 in direct and indirect 
aid to projects in Israel through the JDC. This includes 
years when the American dollar was the equivalent 
of up to one hundred times its present worth, so the 
sum contribution would be closer to $5,000,000,000. 
The JDC, as the largest, most significant American 
Jewish organization with a mandate to rescue, relieve, 
rehabilitate and rejuvenate Jews in distress around the 
world, has operated in close to one hundred countries. 
However, Israel is the only country in which the JDC has 
operated without interruption throughout its 100 year 
history. Funds for the JDC are collected annually from the 
united American Jewish Appeal campaigns involving all 
segments of the American Jewish population. There have 
been several extended periods when the percentage of 
funds allocated to Israel has been higher than to any other 
country. 


