
Crisis
in Ukraine
DEAR FRIENDS,

On Sunday and Monday, I traveled to Poland and Hungary to visit our teams on the ground, show 
them support and solidarity, and better understand the needs on the ground. I spent time in our 
facilities and meeting with partners both from the Israeli government and the local communities. At 
times, I was at a loss for words but I want to share with you what I can express.

As I landed in Warsaw on Sunday, I met the 
first group of olim heading to their Aliyah 
flight to Israel. What stood out to me here and 
throughout my visit was the composition of 
people – mainly young women, children, and 
teens. With Ukraine's mandatory draft of men 
ages 18-60, families have been faced with the 
difficult decision to separate and leave their 
husbands, fathers, and grandfathers behind. I 
am full of awe for these women who are making 
brave choices to ensure a better future for their 
children. On the one hand, many will want to 
reunite with their family members. On the other 
hand, it is not clear when, if at all, they will be 
able to go back. Later that day, these 200 olim 
landed in Israel to begin their new lives. 

These families endure inconceivable journeys, physically and emotionally. For many, the decision 
to leave is abrupt. They are leaving behind life as they know it - their homes, careers, assets, and 
family members. While under fire, they leave with whatever they can grab and begin their journey 
not knowing what the next step looks like. Some crowd onto trains for hours on end, some make 
the journey by foot in the bitter cold, and some load onto buses with no food or toilets. At the 
border, they face a 12-hour wait just to cross over to safety into the neighboring country.

In Hungary, I had the opportunity to spend time at the train station in Budapest. After the hours-
long journey, those seeking refuge are greeted at the platform by dozens of organizations and 
volunteers looking to provide help. The Jewish Agency has a booth here, with information about 
how to get to our transit centers and to Israel and connections to local communities. I was 
privileged to join the other volunteers on behalf of The Jewish Agency in speaking with and 
directing potential olim. It's one thing to know hear about our operations on the ground; it's 
another to directly assist our beneficiaries.

Upon arrival at our transit centers, they are greeted with the warmth and goodwill of our teams 
and volunteers on the ground in addition to food, a bed to rest on, showers, and necessities. As 
of today, we have 2,000 future olim in our facilities and we are working close with the Government 
of Israel and our partners to expedite the Aliyah process as much as possible. Volunteers, 
organizations, and the local community have donated equipment, time, and even opened their 
homes for the cause. Today, we too are leading a national humanitarian operation with the local 
governments in Israel. We are collecting supplies and equipment for thousands of refugees which 
will be sent by plane in the coming days to the transit centers. This is an exciting mobilization 
of the Israeli society, together with over 50 municipalities, youth movements and organizations, 
volunteers, and more. As we've literally named the operation, it's "our turn." 

In the transit center, I met with many families. One story that was very emotional was that of a 
Russian man, a Ukrainian woman, and their 15-year-old daughter. They traveled for 20 hours on a 
train car packed with 200 people – with no air and in pitch black. They waited for 12 hours at the 
border before crossing in Poland. On Sunday morning, the father learned that his mother passed 
away in Russia; he was not even able to be with her in her final days. Through many tears he told 
me of the life they left behind, family and friends that have now been dispersed without contact for 
several days. Yet through the tears, he expressed his deepest gratitude to The Jewish Agency and 
the entire Jewish people for saving their lives. 

While in Budapest, I also met with a group of counselors who recently attended a training seminar 
ahead of our camping season across the Former Soviet Union. The seminar ended the day that the 
war broke out – and now many of these young adults have no way of getting home. Out of the 120 
participants, 34 are from Ukraine. For the past two weeks, they have been staying in our facilities in 
Budapest under our care. What was amazing to see was how quickly they have turned this troubling 
situation into an opportunity for volunteerism. They have immediately stepped up to volunteer within our 
operations and activities in the city, not letting the fear for and distance from their families stop them.

These refugees are full of appreciation, but mostly exhausted and troubled by the reality in which 
they live. It is hard to describe the heavy uncertainty that filled each room; everyone knows this is 
a humanitarian crisis, but no one knows where or how it will develop. What is at stake is not just 
Ukraine, but the world order that has allowed us to flourish in the 21st century.

I am proud of our organization and our teams, both in headquarters in Israel and even more 
importantly, our Shlichim and local employees in the field. Each and every one of them is working 24 
hours a day. They have become a personal address for dozens of phone calls a day and they make 
sure to respond to them all. There is no question they are exhausted, but they will continue doing 
everything possible to save lives. They do not want to leave this work, but I understood the critical 
need for reinforcement. There is a sense of war, and through that, a sense of teamwork and purpose. 

The reality is constantly changing, and with that, the scenarios we are facing. Our work would not 
be possible without the full coordination with the Government of Israel and specifically the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, Nativ, the Ministry of Aliyah and Absorption, the embassies and others. Each 
day, every decision (whether small or large) helps us build processes for the betterment of others. 
It's just as important to thank all of our generous partners from JFNA, Keren Hayesod and the 
many private foundations and individual donors who have made our life saving work possible.

While once it could've been taboo, there's a sense among Ukrainian Jews that identifying as 
Jewish is the right thing to do now, knowing there are those who will come to the rescue. I am 
most proud today to be part of the Jewish people. I take enormous comfort in the fact that 
the Jewish collective is yet again rising to meet these challenges through mobilization, mutual 
responsibility, authentic care, and unprecedented resources.

As it says in the Mishna, "Whoever saves a life, it is considered as if he saved an entire world." 
This is the feeling on the ground; every person and family in our centers is a world in and of 
themselves – people with lives and dreams that were cut short at once. We save them, and we will 
help them rebuild their lives. 
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