
Saltzman Memoir  Jewish Historical Society of Greater Washington 

Page 1  Voices of the Vigil 

 

Memories of the Vigil 

Rabbi Arnold Saltzman 

December 2010 

 

A few days ago, as I sat with the parents of a bride discussing the bride’s wedding, it became 

apparent that the couple had left the former Soviet Union in 1986. They had been Refuseniks, 

and in order to leave Russia they had to agree to give up four university degrees between the two 

of them, and leave behind their parents and extended family in the Soviet Union. In the course of 

the conversation with them I mentioned that I organized the Vigil for Adas Israel Congregation 

and coordinated people attending the Vigil over a number of years. They said thank you to me, 

and I replied that ‘thank you’ to me personally was not necessary. What was done was done by 

many. 

 

How did this Vigil play a role in pressuring the former Soviet Union to open the gates to Jews 

who wished to leave? 

 

During my years at the High School of Music and Art, in NYC in the 1960’s I attended the first 

rally for Soviet Jewry organized by the Student Struggle for Soviet Jewry at Dag Hammerskjold 

Plaza, opposite the United Nations Building complex. Elie Wiesel spoke about the fact that 

millions of Jews in the Soviet Union were the victims of anti-semitic activity, and that if we 

ignored this we risked moving towards a dangerous and all too familiar situation. We took him at 

his word being the most famous survivor, his words were the warning to us that he recognized 

the patterns which led to the horrors which he had personally experienced. 

 

When I arrived in Washington in 1981 as the elected Hazzan of Adas Israel Congregation, the 

Vigil had already been in progress for eleven years. At Adas Israel Congregation I heard about a 

congregant and attorney, Elmer Cerin, and how he had been at the Vigil since the first vigil day, 

that he had been the only person permitted to stand in front of the gate, while everyone else had 

to stand across the street. I admired him for this, for his persistence and dedication and for his 

hosting a bag lunch study session on Pirkei Avot (Ethics of the Fathers) in his office after we 

took our mid-day turn standing at the Vigil. In my first years at Adas Israel, both Rabbi Stanley 
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Rabinowitz and Rabbi Stephen Chaim Listfield, the associate Rabbi, took the initiative to ask 

people to show up. 

 

In the days of the great single services of Washington, when Rabbi Listfield said “be there” at 

the Vigil, hundreds of people would show up at the next Vigil. However, while this happened 

several times, there was no organization or sustained effort to make sure we had a strong and 

steady representation at the Vigil from the congregation. At some point in the 1980s I took over 

the organizing for Adas Israel without any prompting from anyone else, because there was a 

need to do this. I did what was logical and necessary. 

 

Each month I assigned a branch of the congregation to represent us and I did whatever I could to 

make that happen. Each wing of the congregation said Hineni - I am here, present, and willing to 

do whatever is necessary. This included, our Clergy staff, our office staff, Sisterhood, Mens 

Club, Gan parents and children, Melvin Gelman Religious School Director and faculty, the 

Board of Managers, Youth Choir and Parents, Senior Fellowship, the Adas Israel Chorale and 

volunteer choir, Havurah and minyan. This gave us a group every month, like the twelve tribes 

of Israel or like the ancient Greek custom of amphictyony where each group or city state was 

given an assignment to perform their religious duty one month a year. 

 

On one occasion we had the Adas Israel Chorale and professional choir singing the Hush of 

Midnight S’lichot Service. I don’t know if it was our singing, but subsequently we were told ‘no 

singing’ even though we sounded pretty good! 

 

It was always wonderful to get together and see Arnold Hammer, Dr. Stuart Fidler, Martin 

Goldman, Michael Goldman, Ned Stutman, and Rabbi Avis Miller as regulars. We also had the 

occasional company of Rev. John Steinbruck. On one occasion, Rev. Steinbruck asked me if 

there was anyone at Adas Israel he could speak to regarding an idea he had for dealing with the 

homeless in D.C. I told him that we had a new rabbi who had an excellent record on work in the 

community. As a result he spoke with Rabbi Jeffrey Wohlberg, and then came to address the 

Board of Managers about his ‘One House of Worship, One House’ idea which eventually 
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became the Anne Frank House of Adas Israel, a home for formerly homeless women supported 

by our congregants and the community. 

 

Recently, at the 40th Anniversary of the Vigil, we were delighted and inspired to listen to Rev. 

Steinbruck as he spoke of those days, which brought back a flood of memories to me. Sisterhood 

women in winter coats on a rainy day with umbrellas punctuating the line of those standing vigil. 

There was a bus we arranged for from the Jewish Council on Aging to bring our senior 

fellowship attendees to demonstrate. I wonder what the Soviet Embassy personnel thought as 

they saw people with walkers, some slightly stopped over demonstrating against a superpower’s 

fear of allowing Jewish emigration? 

 

One woman, Esther, a survivor, was very worked up about being there. She was agitated as we 

boarded the bus, and spoke of how important it was for her as a survivor to personally face those 

who were persecuting Jews. She found the experience to be a catharsis. 

 

There were always members of the community who said that we were wasting our time, and that 

this wouldn’t do any good. “You don’t really think that the Soviets are paying attention, do 

you?” Yet, even though we wondered about this, we noticed that when there was something 

going on at the embassy, that they might bring in buses to block the view of the demonstration. 

This meant we were beginning to bother them, beginning to get to them. 

 

The Voice of America came to Adas Israel to record my singing of the Passover favorite ‘Moshe 

Oysher’s Chad Gadya’ for broadcast in the Soviet Union, so that Jews could enjoy some of the 

music even if they couldn’t openly celebrate the Passover. 

 

At some point my whole family would stand at the vigil. I wanted my sons to be able to say they 

were there, that they did something, and that they cared. I have a picture of myself holding one 

of my sons as we stood there on a cold day in winter. Their grandmother, Norma Nissenson, had 

marched with the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. in the March on Washington. She rode the 

Freedom Train from Chicago to D.C. She was the first woman president of a human rights 
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council in Denver, and a CIO council President. My sons, Josh and Michael were continuing a 

family tradition. 

 

We participated in the massive march on Washington for Soviet Jews. Since I wrote about this 

on a regular basis in the Adas Israel Chronicle, many congregants who never stood with us at the 

Vigil were identifying with what we were doing. One of these was Justice Arthur Goldberg. 

Justice Goldberg called me and said he would like to take me to lunch at the Cosmos Club. He 

told me that he had been a lifelong student of Russian history. Recently, he had met with Mikhail 

Gorbachev at Gorbachev’s request when he was here for a Summit with Ronald Reagan.  

Gorbachev asked Justice Goldberg why he and Dorothy Kurgans Goldberg had walked out of the 

Helsinki Human Rights Conference. This gave the Justice an opportunity to say that it was due to 

treatment of the Jews in Russia that he and Dorothy were protesting. 

 

Mikhail Gorbachev then proceeded to tell him that the Jewish problem would be resolved. They 

were going to open emigration, they were going to build a Moscow Jewish Cultural Center, and 

they would begin to permit the things that they had been censoring such as printing Hebrew 

books, teaching Hebrew, even building new synagogues. 

 

Justice Goldberg wanted my opinion to which I responded: “You want the Cantor’s opinion?” I 

said that these developments were promising. He indicated that Gorbachev thought this would 

end the issue and it would ‘go away’, whereupon I disagreed. I said that when anti-semites, those 

thugs who were beating Jews were put in jail instead of those who were beaten, then that would 

be the beginning. They needed laws which made it illegal to practice racial and religious hatred. 

Perhaps once this was accomplished, after this in about one hundred years, Jews might see the 

end of the hatred towards them in that country. 

 

I was skeptical that anything except a mass exodus would occur once the gates would be opened, 

and this is what happened. The history of Russia and its attitude and policy towards the Jewish 

people were not a secret. My family’s origins in the United States and Justice Goldberg’s 

family’s origins in the United States were rooted in the ‘pogroms’ of Russia and its oppressive 

policy which brought millions to these shores over a hundred years ago. Nothing had changed, 
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except that now we were able to speak up, now we were organized, now we were willing to be 

involved in politics in order to say we will not ignore what is happening. 

 

Most important was the Jackson-Vanik Amendment which put the needed pressure on the Soviet 

Union to allow the emigration of Jews and other religious minorities. When Senator Henry M. 

Scoop Jackson passed away, he was honored and remembered by his colleagues, family, and 

members of the community at Adas Israel Congregation in a special memorial service in which I 

participated. 

 

In December 2010, as many stood in front of the La Raza building, looking around and seeing 

some of the familiar faces again, now with graying hair, and missing the presence of many who 

were no longer with us, it occurred to me that we had never really had an official end to the 

Vigil. For us the joy came when during Shabbat services we were able to announce that a 

refusenik was present in the congregation and then the congregation would spontaneously burst 

into applause. Hearing the prayer of a Russian parent who chose to have a Bar/Bat Mitzvah for 

their child, and knowing that this choice which was so important for them was equally important 

and meaningful for us. Those are unforgettable moments. 

 

Members of our congregation organized to assist new immigrants with items like clothing or 

vacuum cleaners. Free tuition was offered at our Gan, and apartments were made available. We 

were all moved beyond words when the late beloved community leader and philanthropist, 

Estelle Gelman, decided to fly to Russia and meet distant relatives of her late husband. She 

assisted them in coming here, easing their way into the community and helped them with 

acquiring a wonderful Jewish education at the Jewish Primary Day School of Washington. 

 

Other children began to join my choir, the Adas Israel Youth Chorale. I took a special pride in 

having talented, beautiful children formerly citizens of the Soviet Union in my choir and as B’nai 

Mitzvah students. It gave me a reason to celebrate. It made sense when we sang the music of 

Hanukkah, or the ‘Remember the Children Program’ at the US Holocaust Memorial Museum. 

Here we were all children of freedom, celebrating our great heritage, hearing the terrible story of 

the not so distant past, and saying: I am here - Hineni! 
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Rabbi Arnold Saltzman, Cantor Emeritus of Adas Israel Congregation in Washington DC, is 

currently the Rabbi of Congregation Beit Chaverim in Prince Frederick, Maryland and the Rabbi 

of Hevrat Shalom Congregation in Gaithersburg and Rockville, Maryland. 

In 1988 Adas Israel Congregation was the recipient of an Award from the United Synagogue of 

America for Rabbi’s Saltzman’s work with the Vigil and Soviet Jewry. 


