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Behind

BARS
A day in the life of a prison chaplain
BY DEVORIE KREIMAN

E

very Friday afternoon, Rabbi Yankee
Raichik goes to jail. He drives to the LA
County Jail Twin Towers in Downtown
Los Angeles—the largest jail in the United
States—and goes from floor to floor offering inmates Shabbos packages, the opportunity to put on tefillin, and a listening ear.
The facility, which consists of two buildings with an identical layout, has a number
of sections with varying degrees of security; some are locked cells and some have
an open day room. All of them are behind
glass. One Friday afternoon a few years
ago, as Rabbi Raichik was greeting the
guards and inmates in the Twin Towers, he
met a trustee who was wearing a yarmulke. A trustee is a prisoner who has earned
more freedom and is allowed to have a job
inside the jail—for example, serving food
or teaching. Trustees are recognizable because they are dressed differently from the
other inmates.
Rabbi Raichik talked with the trustee for
a few minutes and realized that despite the
yarmulke on his head, he wasn’t Jewish. As
they were saying goodbye, the trustee said,
“There’s a guy in my pod who doesn’t speak
any English. Only Hebrew. No one can
communicate with him.”
Rabbi Raichik asked, “What’s his name?”
“John Doe.”
There are two reasons a prisoner would
be a John Doe. Either his identity has to
remain secret to protect him or his family
because he’s an informer or a police officer,
or else he was arrested without ID, and the

police don’t know who he is.
Rabbi Raichik asked the deputies to
summon John Doe. When they brought
out a young man with long, wild hair, the
rabbi smiled at him warmly. “Mei’eifo
atah?” he asked him.
“From Bnei Brak,” the man replied in
Hebrew. Then he added, “A year ago I was
learning in a chareidi yeshivah.”
As a rule, Rabbi Raichik never asks inmates why they’re incarcerated. But they
usually tell him, whether or not he wants to
know. John Doe didn’t tell him.
When Rabbi Raichik said that he could
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arrange for him to have kosher meals, the
young man shook his head. “Lo tzarich
(not necessary).”
“Are you sure?”
He nodded. Rabbi Raichik offered him
tefillin. The man held up his arm and
pointed to the plastic armband with the
barcode the guards scan to keep track of
inmates. “I can’t,” he explained. “It’s a chatzitzah.”
Rabbi Raichik didn’t ask why he was
worried about a chatzitzah but not about
kosher food. He said, “We can slip the retzuos under the band. We do it all the time.”
John Doe agreed and put on the tefillin.
Afterward, Rabbi Raichik asked him
about his family. “Do they know where you
are?”
“No.”
“Give me your mother’s name and someone will call her after Shabbos.”
And that is how John Doe began to use
his real name again.
Rabbi Raichik wanted to know if he had
really been a yeshivah bachur. That Friday,
he had brought along another volunteer
who had gathered the inmates together
and was giving a shiur. Rabbi Raichik whispered to the volunteer, “Say everything in
English and then repeat it in Hebrew so
this guy can understand. Make a couple of
mistakes in the Hebrew version. I want to
see how he reacts.”
It was during Sefirah, and the volunteer
was talking about Rabbi Akiva. He said
in Hebrew, “Rabbi Akiva was away from
home learning Torah for ten years.”
The former John Doe from Bnei Brak
spoke up. “Not ten years. The Gemara says
it was 12 and then another 12.”
After that, Rabbi Raichik asked him
again if he wanted kosher meals. This time
he agreed.
Although volunteers aren’t allowed to
contact inmates’ relatives, the Aleph Institute—founded in 1981 on the direction
of the Lubavitcher Rebbe, zt”l, to support
prisoners and their families—doesn’t have
112

the same restrictions. Rabbi Raichik gave
them the young man’s information, and
they called his mother in Bnei Brak.
She immediately cried, “You found my
son?” She said that her son had flown to
California weeks earlier, and she hadn’t
heard from him since. She had already
called the Israeli Consulate, the hospitals
and the morgues. No one had seen him.
She even called the county jail, but because he hadn’t revealed his name, they
had no record of him. Her son had simply
vanished. What terrified her was that he
needed medication to manage his mental
illness; when he went off it, he was dangerous.
It turned out that John Doe had gone to
a bar and gotten into a fight. When he was
arrested without any ID, he was held until a
judge would determine how long he would
be imprisoned. Rabbi Raichik knew that
this process could be lengthy, especially
because he needed a translator at every
appearance. Rabbi Zvi Boyarsky, Aleph’s
director of constitutional advocacy, arranged for a lawyer and worked out the details with the judge: John Doe would spend
three months in a rehabilitation program,
after which he would be released and sent
back to Israel.
Three months later, Rabbi Raichik saw
John Doe shortly before his release. He

was back on meds. His hair was cut. He appeared calm and focused. And he was still
using the pair of tefillin that Rabbi Raichik
had given him. Rabbi Boyarsky arranged
for a “bonded transport,” meaning that the
prisoner would be accompanied all the
way onto the plane, with a stop at the Israeli
Consulate to pick up the papers he needed
in order to fly. The young man went home
to his family.
Rabbi Raichik says, “That’s just one story
of many.”
In 1976, the Lubavitcher Rebbe encouraged his chasidim to find ways to reach
Jews behind bars in order to lift their spirits
and empower them to live with meaning.
Rabbi Raichik recalls, “My father, Rav
Shmuel Dovid Raichik, z”l, was very involved in arranging for Jews in prison to
have kasher l’Pesach food. He campaigned
to get the Department of Corrections to
agree, and after they did, he arranged catering for the Pesach meals for the Jewish
inmates in Los Angeles.
“When I was ten years old, my father
couldn’t find a caterer for them for Pesach.
So he bought some huge pots, and he and
my mother and older siblings did all the
cooking. I helped pack the meals. I remember that our living room was full of food. We
poured the grape juice from glass bottles
into plastic ones because they don’t allow
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glass in prison. That was my first exposure
to the fact that there are Yidden behind
bars and that they are our responsibility.”
Although people tend to use the words
interchangeably, there’s a difference between a jail and a prison. Jail is a holding
place where people are kept for minor
crimes while they’re awaiting trial if bail
has been denied or they can’t afford it.
Prison, whether state or federal, is where
people are moved after they are convicted
and sentenced.
Rav Shmuel Dovid Raichik visited the
LA County Jail regularly for many years.
“When I was 17 years old,” Rabbi Yankee relates, “I had just gotten my driver’s license,
and one of the first places I drove to was the
same prison where I now work. I had gone
there with a car stuffed with food.”
As a bachur, Yankee Raichik volunteered in a number of jails, doing things
like helping with Yom Tov programs and
reading the Megillah. Nine years ago,
through the Aleph Institute, he became
a regular volunteer at the LA County Jail
and still visits every Friday. In addition, he
now works as an employee of the state as
a chaplain at the California Institution for
Men in Chino, California, where he spends
40 hours a week. As chaplain, he sees every
Jewish inmate in his office at least once a
week. He arranges kosher food, davens and
learns with them, runs programs, and fills
out paperwork. Mostly, he does whatever
he can to encourage and inspire a population that is often forgotten.
“Recently I noticed that an elderly inmate was falling apart,” he says. “He wasn’t
showering and he sounded paranoid. I
emailed the head of psych services and
requested a mental health referral for him.
The problem was that I knew it would take
time to have him evaluated, and I was worried about what would happen until then.
“I called another inmate, a Jew, and said,
‘You have to take care of this man. That
could be the reason you ended up here.’
He did, and he got another inmate, a non114

“This place can
wear you out.
There’s so much
hardship and
suffering. Then
something like
this happens, and
I see how we can
do good even in a
terrible situation.”
Jew, to help as well. Between the two of
them, they encouraged the man not to give
up and made sure he took care of himself.
Within a few months, he made a complete
turnaround for the better.
“This place can wear you out. There’s so
much hardship and suffering. I sometimes
wonder, what’s the point? Then something
like this happens, and I see how we can do
good even in a terrible situation.”
Sergeant Alex Gamboa has been with
the LA County Sheriff’s Department for
30 years. He oversees the Religious and
Volunteer Services Unit at the county jails.
He says, “Jews are less than one percent of
the prison population. There aren’t a lot of
inmates who are Jewish or who say they
are. There also aren’t a lot of volunteers.
Rabbi Yankee comes here on his own time
and changes people. Some of these people
have no one in the world. Their families
have given up on them. And the rabbi is so
humble. He won’t talk about the great work
he does, which is why I feel it’s important
that we in the department say how much
we appreciate him and the huge impact he
makes.”
For many prisoners, the chaplain is their
only connection to the outside. The statistics are disheartening: 60 percent of prisoners never get a visitor; between 10 and 20
percent get a visitor once a year; 10 percent
have a visitor once a month; and 10 percent
are visited once a week.
“They are desperately lonely,” Rabbi
Raichik says. “I’m there to give them hope,
but I have to be very careful. There’s a certain line, and if I cross it and get too close, a
prisoner can use it against me. I think of it
as having to stay in your lane. Other chap-

lains have inadvertently crossed that line,
with unfortunate consequences.”
Over the years, he has learned how to
maintain that balance. While he’s there on
behalf of the inmates, he’s respectful of the
security requirements. For example, some
prisons don’t allow inmates to keep tefillin
in their cells, so Rabbi Raichik gives the
tefillin to the guards to hold for them. And
he checks every detail in advance before
an event, such as who is allowed to handle
the lighter for the menorah.
Clearly, the rules have a purpose. Once,
when Rabbi Raichik was visiting the jail,
he met a young Russian man who told him
that when he was a boy, his father had taken him to see an old Jewish rabbi he was
helping to take care of. As he was describing his father and the old man, it dawned
on Rabbi Raichik: “He’s talking about my
father!” Rav Shmuel Dovid Raichik had
suffered from Parkinson’s disease and
needed assistance, and this inmate’s father had been his home health aide for a
time.
It turned out that the young Russian
was a kohen. Rabbi Raichik wrote out the
transliterated Birkas Kohanim for him,
and from then on he served as the designated kohen at prison events.
One Shabbos afternoon as Rabbi
Raichik and his family were sitting down
to their seudah, they heard a knock on the
door. When they opened it, they saw the
young Russian from the prison. He had
gotten out on parole and went directly to
the frum neighborhood, found the yeshivah, and asked the mispallelim where
Rabbi Yankee Raichik lived.
He asked the Raichiks if he could join
their Shabbos meal. Against his better
judgment, Rabbi Raichik allowed him
in. Everything was going well until Rabbi
Raichik’s wife mentioned that she wanted
to replace her car, and the young man said,
“I can arrange for your car to be stolen.
With the money you get from your insurance, you’ll be able to buy a new one. It’s
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easy—I’ve got contacts.” The Raichiks politely turned down the offer and insisted
that he have no more contact with them.
Rabbi Raichik says, “‘Kol Yisrael areivim
zeh lazeh.’ We cannot avert out eyes. These
are human beings, but I also have to keep
the rules for everyone’s sake.”
When people hear that he works with
inmates, they sometimes say, “Really?
That’s not something that happens to good
families.” Unfortunately, Rabbi Raichik
has met—and helped—more than a few
young men from heimishe homes. For example, there was the bachur who decided
that he no longer needed to take his moodstabilizing medication. The police found
him dancing on top of a car. They arrested
him and held him on a 5150—the section
of the Welfare and Institutions Code that
allows a person with a mental challenge to
be involuntarily detained for a 72-hour psychiatric hospitalization.
When Rabbi Raichik checked on the
bachur he was under observation, dressed
in a restraining “suicide suit” of thick material to prevent him from harming himself.
Rabbi Raichik was able to have him transferred to a rehab center.
One afternoon a few years ago, Rabbi
Raichik’s brother called to tell him that a
frum boy was in police custody. Mendel
had gone off his medication and committed a crime. He was being held in a county
jail two hours away and needed to put on
tefillin.
Rabbi Raichik looked at his watch. It was
two hours before shkiah, and LA traffic can
be horrendous at that time of day. It didn’t
make sense to make the trip, but he did so
anyway. He arrived with only five minutes
to spare and raced to the reception room.
The bachur was there, ready to put on the
tefillin, but he wasn’t wearing tzitzis. “Shema without tzitzis?” he said. “I can’t do it!”
Rabbi Raichik told the guard, “I’m going
to do something that will look strange, but
it’s okay.” He unbuttoned his shirt, yanked
116

off his tzitzis and handed them over. The
next day, he returned with a pair of tzitzis
and tefillin for this bachur.
Another bachur got caught up in a
gambling addiction. In order to feed it, he
turned to shoplifting. “He was a very sweet
boy,” Rabbi Raichik says with a sigh, “but
his addiction got the better of him, and he
ended up doing something stupid. One
thing leads to another. I’ve seen boys who
grew up in this neighborhood, classmates
of my own children from good families,
in similar situations. If they’re supported,
they can get back on track with Hashem’s
help. Unfortunately, it doesn’t always work.
“There was one guy I used to learn with.
He was doing well. Then he got out of jail
and went right back to drugs and overdosed. Sometimes you work and work with
someone, and then…”
Rabbi Raichik is a big believer in rehabilitation. “I don’t kid myself. I’ve seen the
files and heard the stories. Some of it is
scary stuff. But many of the people I see,
especially the older inmates, are long past
their days of crime, and they talk about
how they want to make restitution.
“Al pi Torah, when people did something wrong, they were punished; they
paid a fine or got lashes, and in very specific instances, they were put to death. They
weren’t kept incarcerated for many years.
What do we gain by keeping them locked
up? If they’re not dangerous, let them
work. Let them make themselves and the
world better.”
In 1980, a high-profile brutal crime was
committed in Los Angeles, and three Israelis were arrested. Two of the three blamed

the third one—the youngest—and the two
older men ended up with lighter sentences, while the youngest one was sentenced
to life imprisonment without parole. He
was only 22 years old.
That year, Rav Shmuel Dovid Raichik
took a few bachurim with him to run a
Chanukah program at the prison. They
lit the menorah, sang and talked with the
inmates, and gave out the latkes that Rebbetzin Raichik had made. The young Israeli inmate approached one of the bachurim
and said, “Please give me a brachah.”
The bachur had read about the crime
and realized who this man was, and he was
horrified. He mumbled something and
moved away. On the way home, he told Rav
Raichik what had happened.
Rabbi Yankee Raichik says, “My father
got very serious. He said to the bachur, ‘Du
bist dort geven? Du hust es gezen? (Were
you there? Did you see it happen?) How
can you judge another Yid?’”
The story doesn’t end there. The two
older Israelis were eventually released
from prison. One died about ten years ago.
The other became a baal teshuvah and admitted that their alleged accomplice had
been set up; he had been hired as a driver
and had no idea what the other two had
planned, exactly as he’d insisted when he
was questioned.
This young inmate ended up being
transferred to the prison where Rabbi
Raichik works, and the two connected. “He
became frum. We learned together every
week. The Aleph Institute put a lot of effort into obtaining a pardon for him. When
that was unsuccessful, they tried to get
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“What do we
gain by keeping
them locked up?
If they’re not
dangerous, let them
work. Let them
make themselves
and the world
better.”
him transferred to a facility in Israel so his family could visit
him. That didn’t happen either. He died in prison two years
ago. Aleph arranged for him to be buried in Eretz Yisrael.”
Sometimes Rabbi Raichik’s relationship with an inmate
lasts for years. One such prisoner, a lifer without parole who
was incarcerated for a violent crime, had been on the cover
of many national magazines. He told Rabbi Raichik that he’d
gone to a Chabad Talmud Torah as a child but had dropped
out before his bar mitzvah. He wanted to celebrate his bar
mitzvah in prison.
Rabbi Raichik made him a party and gave him a set of Chumashim. Every week, the inmate learned the parshah and
prepare questions for Rabbi Raichik. Years later, after he was
transferred to another prison, he grew a beard and started to
run the Jewish services there. He also wrote letters to Rabbi
Raichik so that he could continue to have his questions on the
parshah answered.
Seeing this side of life has changed Rabbi Raichik’s perspective. “I’ve learned to deal with disappointment,” he says.
“Prison life is unpredictable. I can spend days preparing a program for Purim, and then there’s an incident that leads to a
lockdown and the program is canceled. The warden will say,
‘No big deal. Do it next week.’ There’s no use explaining that
Purim is this week…
“I’ve also discovered that I have much more tolerance than
I thought. I don’t judge. Hashem is the judge. There are many
issues that can lead to a prison sentence, although mental
illness and addictions seem to be the most common. Unless
you’ve walked in the shoes of someone struggling with these
problems, you cannot really understand how they ended up
behind bars. I’ve also become more grateful. You think you
have problems? At least you’re not incarcerated.”
What if someone who is not a chaplain wants to help Jewish prisoners? “Become pen pals with someone,” he suggests.
“Contact Aleph. There are many ways to do this chesed. It
doesn’t have to be face to face.”
No Jew should be abandoned. That is why Rabbi Yankee
Raichik finds Jews who have lost their way and lets them
know that they are not alone.
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Stop, Think
and See
When I heard about Tehillim Kollel, I
decided to sign up. I thought it was a nice
idea, and though I wasn’t going through
any particular challenge, it sounded like
something I wanted to be part of. They told
me I could give in two names. I thought of a

shidduch

At one point, I realized that both of the
people I had put on the Tehillim list had
seen a yeshuah. My niece had gotten engaged
siyatta
d’Shmaya
Tehillim
these yeshuos
These
put some wheels in motion, and I
didn’t even stop to watch them roll!
away and asked for a steady membership.
Indeed, it is never too late to notice…
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