
A Russian chief rabbi 
stands by his strongman, 

aka Putin



is yeshiva classmates jokingly 
said he was already wed, “to 
the idea of going to Russia,” 
said Lazar, the son of Chabad-

Lubavitch emissaries in Milan, Italy.
A few months after his mother put her 
foot down in 1989, Lazar wed his Amer-
ican-born wife, Channa, and the couple 
settled in Moscow, where they raised 14 
children.
An emissary for Chabad, Lazar, 51, 
would go on to become one of Russia’s 
two chief rabbis, a major and controver-
sial force in the dramatic revival of Rus-
sian Jewry following decades of Commu-
nist oppression and mass immigration to 
Israel, the United States, Germany and 
elsewhere.
Lazar’s work, his Russia boosterism and 
his ties to the Kremlin — he is some-
times called “Putin’s rabbi” — has helped 
Chabad’s Russian branch eclipse all the 
Jewish groups vying to reshape the coun-
try’s community of 250,000 Jews. Now 
Lazar heads a vast network that compris-
es dozens of employees and plentiful vol-
unteers working in hundreds of Jewish 
institutions: schools, synagogues, com-
munity centers and kosher shops.
“I am amazed at what became of a com-
munity that had been stripped of ev-
erything, even its books,” Lazar said, 
referring to Soviet Jewry before the fall 
of communism, when religious practice 
was suppressed. Today, Lazar said, Russia 
has in Vladimir Putin its “most pro-Jew-
ish leader,” whom he credits with “fight-
ing anti-Semitism more vigorously than 
any Russian leader before him.”

Russia’s war in Chechnya and its alleged 
human rights abuses — including the 
alleged targeting, by anti-corruption au-
thorities, of political dissidents. “Chal-
lenging the government is not the Jewish 
way, and [Gusinsky] put the Jewish com-
munity in harm’s way,” said Lazar, noting 
that the chief rabbi should be apolitical, 
not a government critic. “I wanted to 
have nothing to do with this.”
Shayevich, who has been chief rabbi 
since 1993, heads the Keroor religious 
congress, a body responsible for reli-
gious services at affiliated synagogues. In 
March, Keroor and Lazar’s Federation of 
Jewish Communities of the CIS, or FJC 
— both are Orthodox bodies — signed a 
nonaggression pact in which the groups 
committed to not speak ill of one anoth-
er in public. 
The agreement ended years of acri-
monious exchanges in the media, but 
Keroor to this day does not recognize 
Lazar’s claim to his title of chief rabbi. 
In recent years, however, Lazar’s federa-
tion eclipsed Keroor in prominence and 
reach. FJC operates in 160 cities, com-
pared to Keroor’s 34. 
In addition, FJC has departments in oth-
er former Soviet countries, which means 
Lazar also has considerable clout in the 
Jewish communities of Uzbekistan, 
Kazakhstan and Azerbaijan, and else-
where.
In 2012, Moscow opened a $50 million 
Jewish museum that is headed by Lazar’s 
top aide, Rabbi Boruch Gorin.

But criticism of Lazar’s partnership with 
Putin persists as the Russian president 
makes use of his pro-Jewish credentials 
in justifying his policies. 
The strongman has repeatedly cited the 
alleged anti-Semitism of Ukrainian na-
tionalists in justifying Russia’s 2014 
annexation of the Ukraine-controlled 
Crimea. In January, Putin inveighed 
against Ukrainian nationalists — he 
called them “Banderites,” a reference to 
the Ukrainian Nazi collaborator Stepan 
Bandera — during a speech he delivered 
on International Holocaust Memorial 
Day, when he was Lazar’s guest at Mos-
cow’s Jewish museum.
Lazar has also been criticized for his 
presence at Kremlin events, like the one 
last year celebrating Russia’s Crimea an-
nexation. (“Like other clerics, my duties 
include officiating at state events,” Lazar 
said in an interview with JTA.)
To Roman Bronfman, a former Israeli 
lawmaker and author of a book about 
Russian-Jewish immigration to Israel, 
the relationship between Putin and Lazar 
is a “beneficiary symbiosis.” 
Lazar’s support for Putin, Bronfman 
said, “is a constant and the basis of his 
claim to the title of chief rabbi.”
Lazar was Chabad’s chief envoy to Russia 
before staking claim to the title of chief 
rabbi in 2000. That’s when he quit the 
Russian Jewish Congress, an umbrella 
group, after the organization’s founder, 
Vladimir Gusinsky, and Russia’s other 
chief rabbi, Adolf Shayevich, criticized

Rabbi Berel Lazar’s 
mother was eager for 
grandchildren. So she 
gave her 25-year-old 

son an ultimatum: He 
could return to his be-
loved Jewish outreach 
work in Russia if — 
and only if — he got 

married.

H
Rabbi Berel Lazar, right, with congregants at an unfinished 
synagogue in Sevatopol, Crimea, July 14, 2014. (Cnaan Liphshiz)
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Putin’s support for the Jewish community, Lazar said, “flows 
from his respect for religion and warm sentiments” to Judaism, 
not out of political calculation. Russian Jews, Lazar added in 
reference to Putin’s time in office, “have a duty to use this golden 
hour and press ahead with community growth.” Still, Putin was 
quick to leverage the new Jewish museum for his needs.
In 2013, the space became Putin’s answer to an international 
legal dispute involving the Schneerson Library — composed 
of texts by Joseph I. Schneerson, a late leader of the Chabad-
Lubavitch movement, which have been held by the Russian state 
since Communist authorities confiscated them in 1917. A U.S. 
federal judge in 2013 ruled in favor of Chabad lawyers in the 
United States who are seeking the return of the library to Brook-
lyn, where the Hasidic group is based. Lazar reluctantly agreed 
to Putin’s request that the texts be housed in the museum as a 
form of compromise. The claimants in New York refuse to see it 
as such, but the move showed Putin’s influence over Lazar.
“He wanted to solve a problem,” Lazar said of Putin’s so-called 
compromise, “though it may have caused a problem for me.”But 
Lazar and Putin’s relationship seems to go deeper than political 
expediency. In 2012, Lazar led the Russian leader on a tour of 
Jerusalem’s Western Wall. 
And last year Putin made Lazar a member of Russia’s pres-
tigious Merit to the Fatherland order, the country’s highest 

civilian decoration and one that is rarely conferred on people 
who were not born in Russia. (Lazar became a Russian citizen 
in 2000.)
Lazar’s prominence has a powerful effect on his constituents. At 
a recent brit milah in Moscow, men from a Sephardic family 
from the Caucasus lined up to shake his hand at a shul that fell 
silent when Lazar stepped in. After the shake, they kissed their 
own palm as a show of their reverence for Lazar, whom some in 
attendance described as a great sage.
Many Russian-Jewish leaders are happy to bask in the warmth 
of such adoration. But to Lazar — who has armed guards, a 
chauffeur and several assistants — his congregants’ reverence is 
an unwanted byproduct of a title he neither coveted nor particu-
larly enjoys, he said. If not for his current position, Lazar said, 
he would have preferred to be a teacher like his father in Milan.
Dovid Eliezrie, a Chabad rabbi who recently completed writing 
a book on the movement’s global outreach efforts, said Lazar for 
months resisted pressure by other Chabad leaders to accept the 
title of chief rabbi. Lazar acquiesced only after a former Israeli 
chief rabbi revealed that Menachem Mendel Schneerson, the re-
vered Chabad leader who died in 1994, had said Lazar would 
be a good candidate for becoming Russia’s chief rabbi one day.
The title, as Lazar has come to see it, is nothing more than “a 
tool that allows me to achieve certain goals for my community.”

>> Dat bepaalde Joodse gemeenschappen meer religieus wor-
den is een feit zoals ook een feit is dat Amerikaans Joodse ge-
meenschappen meer open zijn zodat er een groeiend verschil 
ontstaat tussen orthodoxe en liberale gemeenschappen.
De Russische Joodse gemeenschap heeft een derde weg in-
geslagen onder de begeleiding en de invloed van Chabad. 
Ze combineren een liberale blik op orthodoxie met een uit-
gesproken fierheid over hun Joodse identiteit. 
De orthodoxe beleving van het geloof is volgens hun 
een bezoek aan de synagogen en een beperkte koosjere 
levenswijze. Wel willen ze hun identiteiten zo fier en open 
dragen, iets wat in Europa moeilijk is omwille van het groei-
end islamitisch antisemitisme. 
Europa’s Jodendom lijkt gekneld te zijn tussen keuzes die hoe 
dan ook geen uitweg geven voor een hoopvolle toekomst en 
waar het optimisme van het Russisch Jodendom en de Ameri-
kaanse integratie in schril contrast staan.
De laatste uiting van Joodse identiteit in Moskou is de ver-
schijning van “Koosjere taxi’s”. Niemand weet eigenlijk wie 
het initiatief heeft genomen of wat de bedoeling is, maar de 
media besteden er vrij veel aandacht aan.
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