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JILL VEXLER: Before we get started, I'd just like to ask you a couple of questions about your 

family. Where were you born?  

CHAIM BURSTON: Pasadena, California.  

JILL VEXLER: What year?  

CHAIM BURSTON: '51.  

JILL VEXLER: And you are married here in Crown Heights to whom?  

CHAIM BURSTON: Chana Balahurst.  

JILL VEXLER: Who was born where?  

CHAIM BURSTON: Los Angeles, California.  

JILL VEXLER: How many children do you have?  

CHAIM BURSTON: Eight.  

JILL VEXLER: Eight - Mazel Tov! And could I have their names and ages please?  

CHAIM BURSTON: Pesach Eliezer is now 17. Rivkah Rochel is 15. Yzak is 14.Tzi Israel is 12. 

Alter Mordechai is 10. Frum Abina is 9. Moshe Tzimchai is 2 and 1/2 and William 

Zahava is almost 5 months.  

JILL VEXLER: And how long have you lived at your residence, at 1414 Carroll Street?  

CHAIM BURSTON: We lived here about eight years.  

JILL VEXLER: And it's a single family?  

CHAIM BURSTON: Yes. We have a doctor in the basement.  

JILL VEXLER: Do you own or rent?  

CHAIM BURSTON: Actually, our in-laws own it.  

JILL VEXLER: Your family, or…  

CHAIM BURSTON: My wife’s family.  
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JILL VEXLER: As you know, we met because of our mutual friend Aviva, and the way your 

name came up was that Aviva thought not only your talents for storytelling, but 

anyone who could maintain the interest and calm of eight year boys had to have some 

special gift, and that we should meet. This was the introduction to you. I think, in all 

honesty, that there is a certain special quality that elementary school teachers have, 

that leaves a lasting impact on kids. And that's one reason that children's museum 

exhibitions need a lot of research and need a lot of care, in addition to the kind of fun 

qualities that they have. So I'd like to talk about not only your experiences in Crown 

Heights, but really two focuses. One on moving to Crown Heights, what it's like living 

here, being a father, being a teacher, being part of the educational system, and then a 

tangent from that of thinking about communicating aspects of Lubavitcher life to 

children, not only Lubavitcher, Jewish, but non-Jewish kids of many, many different 

cultures and religions, because the goal of these exhibitions is really to present a 

setting where people will meet. As I talk to my colleagues and as I learn more about the 

Lubavitch community, what we're basically saying is, can we make a setting where 

people might find out things about each other that they might not find out about each 

other on the street? One of my favorite examples is if you walk along Utica and you 

pass one of the Yeshivas, there's no English on one side, and just the mystery of these 

letters, when all it says is "school," and that there's no big secret in it, but there is a 

reason to use the traditional tongue of the Jewish people for writing Yeshiva instead of 

or in addition to "school." And just that there aren't a lot of secrets and this is an 

opportunity to share. So this is a big, big framework within which we’re working. To 

start off, maybe we could just talk a bit about your coming to Crown Heights, how you 

were brought up, what aspects of Judaism…?  

CHAIM BURSTON: It's such a long story that I would not even attempt to get into that. But 

basically I was, up until high school, in California. And I ended up in Israel on a 

scholarship to Tel Aviv University. In Pasadena, there is - I guess it's labeled a 

conservative temple - and the rabbi at that time, I would say, made it more, I guess 
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what you label reformed. I went to Sunday school and all this kind of thing. I knew I 

was Jewish but it wasn't like I had a lot of information. So, that was my basic…  

JILL VEXLER: Your family had immigrated from where originally?  

CHAIM BURSTON: My mother was really born in Czechoslovakia, which became Hungary 

– I mean, they changed the border a few times time. She's basically Hungarian and she 

went to the concentration camps. My father was born officially in Poland or Russia, I 

guess that area, but he came before the war to America.  

JILL VEXLER: Where did they meet?  

CHAIM BURSTON: They met in America, after my mother came out of the war.  

JILL VEXLER: In California?  

CHAIM BURSTON: Yeah. Interestingly enough, that my wife is from L.A. We met here, but 

it turns out that our mothers were in the same concentration camps and with the same 

groups of women. They have similar experiences, similar bombings and bomb shelters. 

They didn't know each other. My wife and I were raised within about a half an hour of 

each other in L.A. and we probably were at the same place at the same time at certain 

times. We never met, we never saw each other.  

JILL VEXLER: She’s from Pasadena?  

CHAIM BURSTON: No, she’s from LA, from Los Angeles. And my good friend, whom I used 

to learn with in Yeshiva, was married before me. His wife knew my wife, and he knew 

me because we were, you know, learning partners. And they put us together. We have 

the same initials. We call each other "CB." I’m Chaim Yamen, she’s Chana Baila.  

JILL VEXLER: What did people call you growing up?  

CHAIM BURSTON: Herbie [laughs]. I actually didn't know my Hebrew name until I went to 

Yeshiva in Kfar Chabad and it became an issue to know my Hebrew name  

JILL VEXLER: Kfar Chabad outside of Tel Aviv?  

CHAIM BURSTON: Yeah. Rabbi Goffney, who was my Rabbi at the time, thought it would 

be Herschel [Inaudible], and then I somehow ended up seeing for the first time the 

certificate of my Brit Milah. All of a sudden, it said the name Chaiman Yamen, which I 

never remembered, I never saw. It was like a brand new thing. This is my name. So, in a 
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nutshell, I was in Israel - this was in 1969 and 1970. Near the end of the year at Tel Aviv 

University, I happened to meet a Hasid – he was not a Lubavitch Hasid – He was a 

Belzer Hasid, and it was just in the street through him, I became introduced to Yeshiva.  

JILL VEXLER: Which Yeshiva?  

CHAIM BURSTON: I started in Kfar Chabad.  

JILL VEXLER: He introduced you to…  

CHAIM BURSTON: He introduced me to Rabbi Goffney who was a neighbor in Chabad. 

Rabbi Goffney very much impressed me. In fact, I had seen him before in the 

University. He came here – he had come to speak.  

JILL VEXLER: How old were you when you met him?  

CHAIM BURSTON: I was about 18 or 19.  

JILL VEXLER: What course of studies had you been in at Tel Aviv University?  

CHAIM BURSTON: It was a general course of studies: philosophy and psychology, and 

there was classical history.  

JILL VEXLER: In English?  

CHAIM BURSTON: It was an English program. [Recording paused]  

JILL VEXLER: Before we get to stories and stuff. No one’s really talked about Kfar Chabad I 

know everyone has alluded to it but I don’t know anyone here who has lived there 

studying the Bible. Could you talk about Chabad a bit?  

CHAIM BURSTON: I don't know what it's like now, but in that time, I was very much 

attracted to Rabbi Goffney, who was still the teacher there for the newcomers. He is an 

extraordinary living example of what a Hasid is. It was a very wonderful experience. 

Also, I was very lucky because – again, I don’t know what the Yeshiva is like now – but 

back then, the leader of the Yeshiva, - the senior Masviyah - who was the spiritual 

leader of the Yeshiva, his name was [inaudible], one of the old time Hasidim of the fifth 

Lubavitch Rebbe. I didn't know anything. I didn't know who the Lubavitch Rebbe was. I 

witnessed and lived through a certain era that was like a "golden era" of that Yeshiva. I 

didn't even really appreciate then what I was viewing. Looking back, I was very lucky to 

have witnessed that. Later on, so I can remember what I saw and I can understand what 
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I saw. Then, to see Shlomo Chaim, just to see him, just the way he was, it was a very 

incredible experience. The whole Yeshiva, there was a certain quality to the life of the 

Yeshiva.  

JILL VEXLER: Was it only young men then?  

CHAIM BURSTON: Yeah.  

JILL VEXLER: So there wasn't a women's program at that time.  

CHAIM BURSTON: Not in that Yeshiva, no. For example, the Gemara says that people of 

long ago were of an absolutely, totally different quality. It says, "If the previous 

generations were angels, we are people. And if they were people, so we are donkeys."  

JILL VEXLER: I take it there is a demotion going on.  

CHAIM BURSTON: Yeah, if you read that Gemara and you think about it, it's like poetry or 

something like that. But to actually view a person that again, in my view of these 

person, they were like a different individual. They were a person, but you felt that they 

had a different quality about them. You know, it’s an incredible thing. You don't just 

read words on a page of the Gemara, you actually see, because there's a person from a 

previous generation that is a totally different quality of a person.  

JILL VEXLER: Have you found that in your own generation?  

CHAIM BURSTON: Well the Rebbe of course. Again, this is my own statement. That the 

Rebbe is the Rebbe, of course one can come to terms with that, but that someone who is 

just considered a regular person, a Hasid, should be on such a special level, it just hits a 

different place in my reaction. And again there are people in this generation that I 

would say have a different quality about them.  

JILL VEXLER: When you went to Tel Aviv University, I infer that you had gone to a regular 

high school in Pasadena, what had attracted you to go to Israel that early in your 

college career?  

CHAIM BURSTON: I was not at all attracted to go to Israel, that's the funny thing. I applied 

to one Campus University in California, Santa Cruz. I always had very good grades, so 

I filled out the application, I did what I had to do. And I did not think it was an issue of 

whether I would get accepted or not. I thought, in case I could not get into Santa Cruz, I 
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will go to Berkeley. The odd thing is, I was not accepted to Santa Cruz. By the time I 

found the application for Berkeley, they were closed for admissions. I wasn't interested 

in going anywhere else.  

JILL VEXLER: How does a Californian with honor roll not get into a California school – it’s 

very strange.  

CHAIM BURSTON: I don’t know. At the time, I was working - I had sort of fallen into a radio 

project, under the Pasadena Presbyterian Church. It was an FM station at that time, I 

guess it was FM rock. I don't know how this started, but somebody was supposed to do 

a program on Jewish music, which I had no connection with, but for some reason, he 

called me about it, to work on it with him, and it never got off the ground – except that I 

had some old records I found, some old Jewish records. I wasn't into Jewish music or 

anything like that. But through this guy, I found out about a scholarship to Tel Aviv 

University, which would be going there for very little money. To tell you the truth, it 

wasn't like I was into Israel or that kind of consciousness or anything like that. It just 

seemed to me that to go away from home and to go to the other side of the world - it 

was sort of an intriguing thing. I thought that after that year, I could travel to Europe or 

the East or something like that. But it wasn’t like I was into Israel and that whole thing. 

I ended up getting the scholarship and I ended up there. At that time in my life, the 

plans that I would make would always end up completely different. Everything I 

planned to do, it never ended up according to the plan. So last summer, we had a 

Barmitvah to make in the summer and my wife had never been to Israel, and the odd 

thing is that I personally did not want to go. I did not want to have the responsibility 

and the expense to take a whole family to Israel for the whole summer. The odd thing 

is again, I personally did not want to go to Israel, I had no interest to go to Israel, but 

everything that I did to try to not go Israel only made it more that we went to Israel. We 

ended up going to Israel for the whole summer.  

JILL VEXLER: What changed you to want to go?  

CHAIM BURSTON: It's a long story, but the odd thing is that both times that I went to 

Israel, it was like I had no interest. There is a story in the Gemara – a sad story – that 
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says when they were coming to destroy Jerusalem, one of the generals shot arrows in 

all direction. So, of course, if he shot it towards Jerusalem, it went to Jerusalem, but 

when he shot it every other direction, the arrow would turn around to go towards 

Jerusalem. I really felt that, that anything I tried to do in any direction to try to stop the 

trip, just catapulted us into going there. It was really weird.  

JILL VEXLER: So where did you go in Israel?  

CHAIM BURSTON: We went in Harnell.  

JILL VEXLER: Is that a Lubavitch community?  

CHAIM BURSTON: No, it’s a relatively new suburb in the western part of Jerusalem. And 

we wound up staying there for the whole summer.  

JILL VEXLER: That’s great. When you became interested in studying at Kfar Chabad, did 

you transfer from Tel Aviv University? What did you do with your scholarship?  

CHAIM BURSTON: That's a good question, I never thought about what would happen to 

my scholarship. Again I’m not advocating this for anyone else. All I know is that, some 

people make a gradual step by step to realization. Mine was completely overnight. I 

happened to spend about two weeks with the [inaudible] who introduced me to 

Judaism, travelling all around Israel, and day and night, studying with him. It was a 

very intense introduction to Judaism. This is the Hasid that I met in the street in Tel 

Aviv. Basically, I had this very intense introduction to the whole thing. I feel 

everything is Divine Providence, because I would not have been able to go step by 

step. I had too many things that I wanted to do and plans and this and that.  

JILL VEXLER: What were you thinking of for a career or schooling?  

CHAIM BURSTON: My main love was music. I never necessarily considered that to be my 

career. It could very well have been, because that was my main interest. It still is, 

actually. To be a doctor, of course, was always the kind of thing that was placed in front 

of me. I never really seriously considered it.  

JILL VEXLER: In contrast to others, you made a decision - this is what I want to study, this is 

how I want to live, in a committed…  
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CHAIM BURSTON: Rabbi Goffrey was very smart. Maybe just to put it in a picture. In 1969, 

in Israel, it was like years behind. Israel was not like it is now. I happened to have long 

hair. You did not see long hair on Israelis, and just on very few Americans who would 

travel. It was kind of a novelty for an Israeli to be seeing somebody with long hair 

walking down the street. The fellow who met me had baggy pants, a big round hat – he 

was probably in his sixties at the time, an old time Belzer Hasid. I had no idea what 

really was on the inside of Judaism. In a nutshell, I was really kind of spacing out and 

reading a lot of philosophy, and stuff like that, and doing a lot of thinking. I would go 

to a book store and maybe get something like Indian philosophy or something like 

that. I would never choose Jewish. The only reason I went with this fellow when we met 

was that I said in the back of my mind, "I have no idea what these Hasidim are all 

about." I thought religious people were like the ones on the university campus with 

their little Yarmulkes on that would stare at me and look at me like I was weird or 

something like that. Hasidim were like Martians. I had no idea what they were about. I 

thought, when I go back to America and see my friends, I'll be able to say, "I talked to a 

Hasid." I'd lived with Arabs for four days, and I went to Arabs houses and Mount of 

Olives and stuff like that, for their feasts and their holidays, so it was an interesting 

experience to relate about. So I said, “I’ll go with this Hasid.” He took me to a Shul and 

all he said was, "Did you ever learn Jewish philosophy?" He was from Germany. He fled 

Germany before World War II because he saw what was coming. He asked me what I 

was studying in the university and asked me if I had ever studied Jewish philosophy 

and I said, "No." So he says, "Would you like to learn a little bit about what the Torah 

says?" Basically, when we sat down and he started speaking Torah, it was like, this was 

closer to anything that I had ever experienced in terms of what I was thinking about 

and what I was reading about. All of a sudden, this old Hasid who, to me, represented 

the exact antithesis of whatever I was, this guy was coming out with stuff that I felt was 

in my mind and in my heart. I could not believe it that this was Jewish and this was 

from the Torah. It was so totally beyond what I ever expected. We were walking down 

the street several times and Israelis would literally stop their cars to stare at us. Here's 



Access  

11  
This transcript is hereby made availaThis transcript is hereby made availaThis transcript is hereby made availaThis transcript is hereby made available for research purposes only. ble for research purposes only. ble for research purposes only. ble for research purposes only.     

    

Burston, ChaimBurston, ChaimBurston, ChaimBurston, Chaim, Oral history interview conducted by , Oral history interview conducted by , Oral history interview conducted by , Oral history interview conducted by Jill Vexler, August 23, 1993, Jill Vexler, August 23, 1993, Jill Vexler, August 23, 1993, Jill Vexler, August 23, 1993, Crown Heights History Project oral historiesCrown Heights History Project oral historiesCrown Heights History Project oral historiesCrown Heights History Project oral histories, , , , 

1994.006.031994.006.031994.006.031994.006.03; Brooklyn Historical Society; Brooklyn Historical Society; Brooklyn Historical Society; Brooklyn Historical Society.  

this guy with jeans and a T-shirt with long hair, - I wouldn’t wear a Yarmulke – without 

a Yarmulke, walking with this Hasid, who they believed was somebody out of the 

previous century. These two guys are walking side by side, talking and walking, even 

joking together. They couldn't even deal with what they saw. We were closer together 

than you can imagine. Again, I was very violent in my reaction against him, because 

when he was focusing on… If he just spoke in a detached way, not personally, then I 

could relate to him, but then he said, "For you, the way you should go is to go and learn 

and find out what it is, and become religious in your life." When he focused on me, 

there was this violent “no.” "No, I don't want to change. I don't want to go through any 

kind of transformation. This is not for me. “I don't want to become like these guys with 

little beards, with the funny hats walking down the street." The thing is I verbalized and 

I would ask a lot of questions, and whatever negativity I had in myself, I would let it out 

with this guy. The way he handled it and the way he answered it just drew me in more. 

Then I basically ran away from the guy. I am oversimplifying things a thousand times, 

but my basic conclusion was… I had been in Israel for about a year and a few months, 

and with all these experiences and everything, I had never had such a gut level, vivid 

reaction to anything. I said to myself, to run away from this, because it's such an 

intense experience, and not maybe look further into what Yeshiva was about, it was 

really running away from something that I should probably pursue. It was like a 

copout. I went back to face the challenge of finding out what the next step was because 

I knew that it was something that was really getting me inside. That's when I was 

introduced to Rabbi Godfrey. He was very smart. I told him I planned to travel for like 

three months in Europe and I wanted to "see the world," so to speak. He just said, 

"Instead of travelling around and viewing cultures and places that are really foreign to 

who you are, maybe just take the same amount of time and look into what is in 

Judaism, because after all, you are a Jew. Take the opportunity to learn in the Yeshiva, 

where you would just have a more broad prospective and a more intense involvement 

in the actual learning of the source of what Judaism is that you only tasted with this 

fellow who introduced you to it." He was so sincere, and it just struck a very true chord. 
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As much as I wanted to do the other thing, because that was the thing to do at the time, 

I knew that if I wanted to really do the true thing that I had to do. At the end of those 

two months, of course I knew that this is the way of life I have to follow. If I would had 

everything in the beginning, now you're absolutely giving up everything you have… 

the whole thing was very intense. It was a very raw gut level intensity of an experience, 

and it happened very fast.  

JILL VEXLER: Did you communicate part of this process to your parents? Where were they 

in communication?  

CHAIM BURSTON: At that time, my parents were undergoing a divorce.  

JILL VEXLER: Did you know it?  

CHAIM BURSTON: I think I knew it. I forget when I found out because there were so many 

things happening. My mother was violently against this. I was getting phone calls half 

way around the world, crying and all this kind of stuff. It was a very intense time.  

JILL VEXLER: Against having a son who was becoming religious?  

CHAIM BURSTON: Yeah. Did you ever read “The Metamorphosis” by Franz Kafka?  

JILL VEXLER: A long time ago.  

CHAIM BURSTON: I had read that before I was religious, and I always wondered… The odd 

thing about the story that I remember was that this fellow is a bug and the odd thing is 

that everyone else is reacting to this bug. [Recording paused.]  

JILL VEXLER: We were talking about responses of parents to hearing that their children are 

becoming religious. What do you think it is?  

CHAIM BURSTON: I think that parents really just don't understand what it is. It seems like 

the weirdest thing. If your child is doing drugs or living with somebody or doing 

whatever or looking very weird, this is acceptable to the world, they can live with this – 

but if they become religious… Back in our day, both my wife's experience and my 

experience was that to become religious is like you've totally flipped out. You've gone 

totally off the deep end. This is early '70s. To make a very long story short, I think that 

our parents would have said, "Look at this one, look at that one, look how good they 

have it. They are in college, they are pursuing a career. Look at you, you're just doing 
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this weird, invalid thing to go to Yeshiva, become religious." I think that the test has 

been over the years that the ones that they pointed out, this one and that one, have 

gone through… Again, I'm talking about experiences in my life. For example, this one is 

a doctor and successful and so on. So his wife cheated on him and they got a divorce 

and their family split apart. The Rabbi from Pasadena, his son committed suicide. I 

don't know how many marriages, how many divorces and who knows what, and here 

we are. Once we got married, and – thank Hashem – thank God, we have a good 

marriage. We have a family and we have kids - I think it's basically a happy, together 

family that has brought naches to the grandparents. We've stuck together. While all of 

these other things are sort of fragmenting on the side, so this has become a solid 

source of naches for the grandparents.  

JILL VEXLER: Maybe they felt left out.  

CHAIM BURSTON: No, they felt threatened. My father-in-law you cannot blame, because he 

went through the worst of Poland in the concentration camps. For him, to think that his 

own daughter has become religious, there were too many emotional things going on 

with that whole thing. You can't blame him. He had the worst suffering of the war. My 

mother also went to the concentration camps. Both of them were religious when they 

were small. To come to America to get out of all of that ... It's very interesting, I was 

once driving and I heard on the news – on CBS news - one of these book reviews and 

there was a book, a totally non-Jewish book, written about Hollywood and those that 

started Hollywood, which basically were Jews. The point of view of this book was that 

these Jews came over from the old country with their Jewish wives, from religious 

environments, they all divorced their Jewish wives, married non-Jews and they built 

the Hollywood image, and that the whole Hollywood glitz and image was in order to 

forget their whole Jewish roots and to build this whole new world. In fact, I don't know 

if it's from this book, but the thing that stuck with me was that one of these biggies was 

having a meeting with another one of the biggies and they were talking about these 

kind of things and one says to the other, "Look what I've made for myself," and the 

other guy says, . "Yeah, but you're still a Jew." So the first guy says, "What connection 
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do I have with Judaism? Nothing at all. Look what I am and what I've built up." So they 

made a bet. They'll go out to the non-Jewish secretary, and they'll just pose a simple 

question on this one guy. He'll say, "What am I?" And he expected she'd say he's this 

big successful movie executive or whatever. So he went out to her and asks, "What am 

I?" She says, "You're a Jew." And that was it. The bottom line is that that's what he is. In 

fact, Jung said on Freud a similar thing, that this whole thing that he was coming up 

with was just actually because he was suppressing his own Judaism.  

JILL VEXLER: Are any of your sibling, either yours or your wife's also religious?  

CHAIM BURSTON: No. My wife is an only child. I have one sister and she is presently not 

married, and she doesn't have children.  

JILL VEXLER: Do you and your sister have a sibling kind of relationship?  

CHAIM BURSTON: We never really did in the first place. I feel that when we go back to 

California once a year, on the one hand, we're sort of a spectacle, because a family with 

eight kids … Very few of our peers have big families unless they've become religious. I 

think that people relate to us in a very positive way because what's the bottom line 

nowadays? You're married and you don't necessarily just do what you want anymore 

because there's all kinds of lurking dangers out there. You actually have a family. It's 

kind of an eye opener on the plane and stuff like that. We went with four kids to 

California, and we got comments on the plane, "Gosh, it was really nice to see such a 

big family and your kids acted so nice." We tell them that's only half and they can't 

believe it. It's fun. My wife and I walk together to Shul, and in this age ... It's interesting 

to me, you know I'm into music, so sometimes I get these music magazines and they 

have this tremendous heavy metal scene out in California now, and every band is 

really basically looking as far out as they can, but there's a sameness to all these 

pictures. Ultimately who really stands out when you are walking down the street? On 

Shabbos, I'm wearing a long black coat with a hat and my wife is dressed the way she is 

dressing, and people will turn their heads in a car. If some grunge musician with the 

long hair and five earrings is walking down the street, nobody will turn their heads. But 

a religious Jew walking down the street stands out.  



Access  

15  
This transcript is hereby made availaThis transcript is hereby made availaThis transcript is hereby made availaThis transcript is hereby made available for research purposes only. ble for research purposes only. ble for research purposes only. ble for research purposes only.     

    

Burston, ChaimBurston, ChaimBurston, ChaimBurston, Chaim, Oral history interview conducted by , Oral history interview conducted by , Oral history interview conducted by , Oral history interview conducted by Jill Vexler, August 23, 1993, Jill Vexler, August 23, 1993, Jill Vexler, August 23, 1993, Jill Vexler, August 23, 1993, Crown Heights History Project oral historiesCrown Heights History Project oral historiesCrown Heights History Project oral historiesCrown Heights History Project oral histories, , , , 

1994.006.031994.006.031994.006.031994.006.03; Brooklyn Historical Society; Brooklyn Historical Society; Brooklyn Historical Society; Brooklyn Historical Society.  

JILL VEXLER: What do people in California say about Crown Heights? What's an image 

that they have?  

CHAIM BURSTON: Of course, it depends who they are. If they don't know what Crown 

Heights is, they might bring up this whole incident. I just say we represent people of 

the Lubavitch community.  

JILL VEXLER: Okay, let's continue from Kfar Chabad back to the United States.  

CHAIM BURSTON: I was in Kfar Chabad for almost a year and a half. Then I came back to 

America. I continued learning here in New York for another five years.  

JILL VEXLER: Where did you live when you first came?  

CHAIM BURSTON: I was in Yeshiva, in the dormitory.  

JILL VEXLER: The one in New Jersey?  

CHAIM BURSTON: The one here on Eastern Parkway. And I continued here, it was a very 

wonderful era in the Yeshiva I was in. We had very good teachers. I was married in 

1975. The first ten years we lived at President and Utica, the other end of Crown 

Heights. The last eight years, we've been here.  

JILL VEXLER: When you first got married, how does a couple - since neither of you had 

parents or family here – how do you find a house, and as a Yeshiva student, how do you 

afford it?  

CHAIM BURSTON: These are very big questions. I will say in a nutshell, because I could 

spend hours and hours… In our time, we were very idealistic. We got married, we did 

not know what the future would bring, so to speak, other than that I would be learning 

for a while and then doing something hopefully in a Jewish mode, because as 

Lubavitch, we are very idealistic about doing what the Rebbe wants, and making the 

world a better place. That can be done through any kind of a mode, but I was going to 

do something very idealistic in terms of Judaism, I thought. To tell you the truth, we 

sort of flew into things. We did not have a really definite plan. We were not set up 

financially. I would just say that God has helped every step of the way. I found my way 

into teaching and somehow, day to day, we made it through one day at a time. Without 

asking for it, we did have a certain amount of family help, not because we came on to 
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them, or we asked them, but it was just thank God we granted that at certain times and 

in certain ways. Can I explain to you how I raised a family with eight kids and paid the 

bills? Judaism is a scope that covers every area, including how you make a living. I 

would say that it's exactly the way the Torah says, that if you're doing the right thing, 

and if you're connected to yourself and God in the right way and you're doing 

everything possible to be doing what you are supposed to be doing in the world, it 

says, "God will bless you in all that you do." Somehow, your success is not dependent 

on only, "I did this," and therefore that's the extent of it. It's like, you create a vessel, and 

the success of it is that God will bless that vessel that you have made, as long as that 

vessel is created in a proper way, so it becomes a vessel for the blessing. But it's not 

that one sort of intrinsically causes the other in a scientific way. God's blessing is from 

God. Therefore, it's not limited to the person – it’s connected to God itself.  

JILL VEXLER: It does seem to defy arithmetic sometimes.  

CHAIM BURSTON: It absolutely does defy arithmetic, and I am not prescribing this 

necessarily for everybody in their situation. It's true for everybody that you have to do 

what you can for yourself, and the ultimate success or failure is not on you. The Torah 

says a very interesting thing. Usually a person will get carried away with their success 

and say, "Look what I did. Look what I accomplished." Therefore, they might get 

conceited and they might feel that their success in their own hands, and that might 

lead – instead of the proper conclusion, which is "Thank God that my actions were 

blessed" - a person might get into some kind of ego trip about it. Even in failure, a 

person fails where they might blame themself, and get an ego hurt from that, that's just 

as misconceived as the first one. In the same way that success is not yours, failure is 

not yours. What is yours is that you try and you do your utmost. Whether you succeed 

or fail is not in your hands. If a person has a wonderful success, the shift should not be 

on the ego, it should be on God. Thank God, I tried my best and thank God, it was 

successful. Therefore, the ego is a little bit in check, and you're coming into a 

recognition of the source of that success. The same exact thing to failure. If all of a 

sudden, it didn't work out and you bombed, you don't turn back now onto your ego and 
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suffer a depression and get all down and critical on yourself because you failed. You 

didn't fail. You did what you were supposed to do. Therefore, you take all this weight of 

suffering and depression off of yourself and you just try again. Of course, it goes 

deeper and deeper into what the ramifications are.  

JILL VEXLER: Where does Judaism and how does Judaism address free will; making, 

creating your destiny versus planning – such as the book of life makes it where 

everything has a season.  The notion of it is written, but by prayer, by tzedaka, you can 

change.  

CHAIM BURSTON: First of all, you have to know that the essence of Judaism are apparent 

contradictions, opposite…  

CHAIM BURSTON: …God, he made a finite world. For example, Yom Kippur is coming up. 

On Yom Kippur, the high priest went into the holy of holies, the holiest place in the 

temple, only once a year. He was only allowed during Yom Kippur, and only him and 

nobody else. Now, what did he see in that room? What happened in that room? What 

was the most spectacular, Godly experience that anyone could have in this world? The 

high priest goes into this one room, only on Yom Kippur, and what does he see? He 

sees the Holy Ark that had inside the Ten Commandments. So the question is, what is 

this tremendous, Godly thing about this room if this is what he saw? Of course, it was a 

beautiful box, but so what. What was it? The Gemara says that this ark was not 

measurable, which means that… For example, let's say the room was 20 cubits wide and 

the box itself was 2 and 1/2 cubits long. Ordinarily, if you had a box 2 and 1/2 cubits 

and you go to this end and measure it to the wall, you get 17 and 1/2, and if you 

measure it from wall to wall, you get 20. It did not work that way. If you measured the 

ark, it was 2 and 1/2. If you measured from the end to the wall, you got 10. If you 

measured from this end, you got ten. But, if you measured from wall to wall, you got 20, 

which means the ark did not take up any space. In other words, it existed within time 

and space. It was there and you could measure it. You could touch it. However, it did 

not take up any space within the space, which means that it's an apparent 

contradiction. Is it there, is it not there? The essence of Godliness is where you have 
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both things at one time existing totally in a natural setting. There's no miracles going 

on, but they are both happening at once. The Gemara has another story. Somebody 

came up to a sage and they were discussing the great omnipotence of God, so it comes 

out, can God create an elephant so small that it could fit into the eye of a needle. The 

answer is, of course. Can God create a needle so big that the elephant can walk through 

the eye of the needle? Of course. The sage said, “But you're not getting to the essence 

of Godliness. God can take the elephant the way he is and the needle as small as it is, 

and put the elephant through the needle.” In other words, when we are dealing with 

God, we are dealing with something beyond the mind, beyond what we can 

comprehend. The essence of Godliness is where you have these opposites existing 

simultaneously, with no contradiction. By us, in the dimension that we are living in, of 

course there is a contradiction. We are in time and space relationship. God is beyond 

that. It's a valid question. If everything is written on Rosh Hashanah and things are 

decided, so how does free will come in? And we have to discuss that because we live 

with that question. The answer is that ultimately, even though it is an apparent 

contradiction, in essence there is no contradiction at all, because the coming together 

of both of them, because this is a Godly thing, it does not pose an ultimate 

impossibility. These are the deepest discussions of Judaism. From what I know, from 

what I can relate to, is that yes, even though things are written, it's not necessarily that 

everything is written exactly in the form that it's going to take place, because the most 

essential thing to understand is that there is a rapport that we have with God. It's a 

living relationship that we are constantly in this rapport, so even though for example, 

on Rosh Hashanah, certain things are written, and so therefore our fate is decided so to 

speak, but exactly how those things are going to manifest themselves or if they will be 

manifested at all, this is dependent upon our later actions. So we do, on the one hand, 

decide our fate, and on the other hand, our fate is decided. Certain things are totally 

pre-ordained. Certain things are pre-ordained but they are within our ability to change. 

Therefore, there is always the concept of bettering ourselves, of changing things. As far 

as I know, nothing is written in such a way that we have no ability to change what it is. 
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Things are written, and because they are written doesn't mean that they are going to 

happen exactly like this. For example, one of the famous question in the Torah, it says 

that God promised Abraham, hundreds of years before the Jews went down into Egypt, 

God already said they are going to be slaves to the Egyptians. Later on, they became 

slaves to the Egyptians. Later on, the Egyptians are punished because they were the 

slavery drivers of the Jews. So if this is a pre-ordained thing, why should there be a 

punishment to the Egyptians if the Jews were told they were going to be slaves there? 

This is a long discussion, but one thing is that the statement "the Jews will be slaves," 

could be fulfilled in different ways. It did not necessarily mean that the Jews have to be 

beaten and flogged and carry heavy stones or go through all of this horrible work that 

they went through. The Jews could have fulfilled slavery in a totally different way. Now 

let's say they were on the level of adherence to Torah, but their slavery would be a self-

imposed slavery that we are not just going to do whatever we want, so to speak. God is 

our master and every day, we are going to toil in the learning of Torah and the doing of 

Mitzvahs. They actually could have fulfilled slavery in that way and they didn't have to 

be slaves on a different manifest level. This is a whole concept in Torah. So again, 

nothing is pre-ordained in such a way that our free choice cannot somehow alter it or 

change it. That's the concept of Teshuvah in Torah.  

JILL VEXLER: Teshuvah has many translations.  

CHAIM BURSTON: Return to God. There's so many stories about there's a decree on the 

Jewish people, but because of their actions, things changed. Even the whole cycle – 

God decided a certain thing because of a certain situation. The Jews incurred this 

upon themselves. You can even go deeper and deeper with this. The Purim story. Even 

that was pre-ordained. In other words, for the fact that God even would pre-ordain 

everything does not necessarily effect the free will of the Jewish people. Ultimately, 

you can’t come to a positive scientific understanding of the mind where you'll be really 

comfortable with this, because this is beyond the realm of the mind.  

JILL VEXLER: Within your role as teacher… First of all, how long have you been a teacher?  

CHAIM BURSTON: About 17 years.  
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JILL VEXLER: In the primary school?  

CHAIM BURSTON: First grade.  

JILL VEXLER: So it's five and six year old boys?  

CHAIM BURSTON: Yeah, they usually turn 7 by the end of the year.  

JILL VEXLER: You were trained as a teacher?  

CHAIM BURSTON: No.  

JILL VEXLER: How did it occur to you then, to teach?  

CHAIM BURSTON: When I got married, I sort of sat back and thought, “I have to get out 

there and do something in the world.” According to Lubavitch idealism, the highest 

level would be that you become a shaliach, which means that you go to a city that is 

devoid of Judaism, and you become sort of the central Jewish force in that city, and 

you get people turned on to Yiddishkeit that are even very far away, which is of course, 

a very, very important and essential and wonderful thing that Lubavitch does. I 

personally could not relate to myself to sort of do that and raise my funds and just sort 

of be the life force of the city. On the other hand, to go into something completely 

secular, I felt if I have a choice, I would rather do something more connected directly 

with bringing Torah to the world. It was a logical thing. Even though I had not really 

taught, the teaching seemed to me to be something that was more tangible. I could 

relate to it. I know where I have to go, I know what I have to do, and it's certainly a 

thing that's dealing with Judaism. I sort of chose it on that kind of a logical basis.  

JILL VEXLER: One of the things that parents, some of them have been teachers at different 

points in their adult lives, have been mentioned to me that in the infiltration in the 

learning of your culture - both at home and at school - the presence of a moral code, the 

presence of a behavior code in incorporated in so many aspects of the formal or the 

informal curriculum. I'm always wondering how those values are communicated on 

such a primary school level, when it's not as cerebral. It's perhaps maybe more gut, and 

how those as expressed values, that so many told me, which I assume are shared by 

you, are actually put into practice in the classroom.  
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CHAIM BURSTON: I would say that just like the Torah says, "God is one. The Torah is one," 

the idea of one means that there are many component parts, but it's all part of one 

thing. For example, one thing that really impressed me when I was not religious - one 

thing that really drew me to religious life was that before I was religious, I would take 

this class, I would take that course, I would do this, I would do that, I would go through 

all these different experiences, but they were all fragmented. One wouldn’t necessarily 

carry over to the other or relate to the other. I felt many times that I was just wasting 

time. I was just going through certain formalities that had nothing to do with what I 

considered my life, but I have to do them. It's like wasted time, which was very, very 

frustrating. What really impressed about Judaism was that everything connected with 

everything else. Everything was related to everything else. There was no such thing as 

something that was just lost. Everything tied in, and the practices of life, the practical 

aspect of life was built upon the ideas that you were  learning. And you might learn 

something one day that let's say is connected with the Jewish law, and three weeks 

later, and three weeks later, it will come up in Kabbalah or something because you're 

learning the source of the idea. In other words, there is a oneness to everything. There 

are certain actions that you do later on that you find out actually are based on an idea 

that you learned four weeks ago that was on the outside, pertaining to something else. 

There was no such thing that you were just doing that was going to be lost. I found this 

very exciting, that there was this tremendous feeling of every action that you do, 

everything that you are doing is leading somewhere, instead of just being a fragment 

that is going to dissipate into nothingness. Again, it’s not like “this is separate from 

that and that is separate from that”. It's like your body, it's all sharing one life force. The 

moral ideals and all the ethical truths, it's just sort of built into the lifestyle. Of course, 

you can extract it and you can extrapolate it on a separate level, but it's built in in the 

first place. For example, in teaching first grade, I find the best way to relate ideas – 

because kids in first grade really understand things, they can really understand new 

ideas - so I tell a lot of stories. In stories, because the kid is living in a thing that really 

took place, so they put themselves into it and they are living it, and within the actions, 
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you usually have a good guy or a bad guy… you know, like in movies, you usually have 

different forces that are trying to overcome the other, and usually, hopefully the good 

guy wins. Torah has so many thousands, millions of these kinds of stories that either 

happened throughout Jewish history, or for example, things that are in the Gemara are 

not necessarily fact that happened historically, but they are situations to teach you – 

which is part of the truth of the Oral Torah. The written Torah every event had to 

happen exactly in that way. In Oral Torah every event doesn’t necessarily have to 

happen that way. There are stories that will really communicate all the ideas and the 

morals of the Torah and the actions that one should have or one should not have or the 

outlooks that one should have, so I think the best way to communicate these is through 

stories. In fact, I happen to have 70 hours of stories that are available, that I have told 

live in class, and people will buy them and listen to them. They are stories that were 

told to 30 kids in a class.  

JILL VEXLER: Is your format to tell a story and then questions, or do kids participate in the 

story?  

CHAIM BURSTON: usually the story will come up as the result of… Let's say we are learning 

an idea and I'll know a story that really illustrates that idea or that question.  

JILL VEXLER: Are these ideas part of a set curriculum that you are given?  

CHAIM BURSTON: Yes and no. Let's say if we are going to learn the laws of Rosh 

Hashanah, there might be stories that have to do with Rosh Hashanah. Or for example, 

there are stories in the beginning of the year how God doesn't look only on the big 

things, but even the very small actions and thoughts that a person has you - know each 

one has its own wisdom. There are definitely stories that come up certain times of the 

year. Let's say in the Chumash, the Bible, which is the main part of our curriculum, 

there are so many ideas there. There are so many ways you can bring the subject 

matter out. So sometimes, either a question will arise from a kid, or just when I am 

explaining, because I want to get a certain point across to them, I know that I'm going 

to introduce a question that I'll answer with a story in order to really illustrate this 

point.  
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JILL VEXLER: Do you think that the same stories could be told to children of very different 

religious and ethnic backgrounds and get the same point across?  

CHAIM BURSTON: Definitely. I think so.  

JILL VEXLER: Could you help us, as the time comes, pick some stories central to Jewish – 

What is that? – life?  

CHAIM BURSTON: The beeper goes off when the Rebbe comes out.  

JILL VEXLER: Does that mean?  

CHAIM BURSTON: Yeah, he’s coming out now.  

JILL VEXLER: Is the shofar blown?  

CHAIM BURSTON: Usually after the morning service.  

JILL VEXLER: So, stories that would be shown…  

CHAIM BURSTON: I'll tell you a very cute example. I do some classes in Manhattan. In fact, 

tonight at South Street Seaport, we have a class that we do. These are for adults. During 

the regular year, I was doing a class on the Upper West Side, and one of the women 

that came does sculpture, so she told me one time that she goes to what is called the 

foundry, to take the sculpture to be cast and bronzed. So there’s an Irish goy that works 

there, and she was telling him the stories that I was telling in the class, and then she 

went back a week or two later and he told her, "I remember the story that you told me 

and I did whatever it was according to that story and I saw that it was really true, that 

when you act in a certain way, this is the way God wants it." In other words, he actually 

learned a lesson, and acted according to that lesson, and saw the truth of it and was 

excited about that. That's how far reaching this story was.  

JILL VEXLER: What's happening at South Street Seaport?  

CHAIM BURSTON: Every Monday and Wednesday during the summer, there's a group that 

meets on the very end over there, where all those stores are. When you get the corner, 

it’s right there. We set up a table and there is food. We put up blankets and usually 

have about 50 people sitting there and listening to different topics. I have the 

Wednesday night one. During the regular year, I think we'll be in the Village this year, 

so we have a discussion group and I usually play on the keyboard.  
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JILL VEXLER: Terrific. It’s tonight, Wednesday?  

CHAIM BURSTON: Yeah, it starts around eight.  

JILL VEXLER: And… Jews and non-Jews come?  

CHAIM BURSTON: Yeah, in fact, during the year one of the regulars was the organist at St. 

Patrick’s Cathedral in Manhattan – because he liked the music and… This is really far 

out, we have a girl, a woman, and she’s probably in her early thirties. She happens to be 

from Salt Lake City Utah, she went through that whole Mormon thing. But she’s still 

not Jewish – not like she’s a convert or anything – but she just loves Jewish things and 

she even goes to a shul and Shabbos in the East Village. She feels her mission at this 

point is to be a non-Jew, but she loves to listen to a Jewish class. We get non-Jews all 

the time. The message is a universal one, about connection to God.  

JILL VEXLER: On a real practical level, one of the sotto voce aspect to this is…  

CHAIM BURSTON: What does that mean?  

JILL VEXLER: Low voice. And beneath voice. It is to a great extent out of the violence of two 

summers ago that these institutions are saying, "Can we provide a forum for people to 

learn about one another? It's not going to say we'll all love each other at the end of it. 

It's not going to change the world, but can it provide information." What would you 

want to communicate to your neighbors about Judaism, about Lubavitch lifestyle, and 

to run it all together, have you on a very personal level had contact with your – 

Caribbean or African American – your non-Jewish neighbors about these things that 

are obviously so beautiful and important to you?  

CHAIM BURSTON: So what is your question?  

JILL VEXLER: There are two questions. Have you done that? Do you have much contact 

with your neighbors? The next question is what would you want to communicate and I 

guess the next question is what would you want to know about them?  

CHAIM BURSTON: First of all, our block happens to be very special. I'm not speaking for 

everybody, but I feel we have a very good relationship with our neighbors. We're 

neighborly and we talk. We're interested in each other. We say hello and we talk about 

things. I think we look out for each other. During the summer of the riots, there were 
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problems on this block, but I definitely think that it had nothing to do with the people 

on this block. Those were outside elements. I'm really happy and thankful that I am on 

this block and that I have the neighbors that I have. I'm not, God forbid, wishing for 

any different situation, other than that every block in Crown Heights should be like 

this. There would be no problems. On a very basic level, I think it's just important to be 

friendly and to be a good neighbor. We all shovel our snow and our houses are 

presentable and we talk to each other and we smile and say hello. I don't know what 

other people do and I do know with the large families and the New York lifestyle and 

not necessarily enough money for everybody to be really comfortably laid back and 

relaxed. You know, people are maybe overtaxed and over hassled, and sometimes they 

might just walk by their neighbors. Just on a very basic human level, just to be friendly 

and just to be nice and just to be contributing to a nice neighborhood and a 

comfortable neighborhood, that's just a basic requirement for living together with 

anybody. I remember seeing once on a news thing on Crown Heights where somebody 

was very upset and they were saying, "These Jews never say hello to us and they never 

look at us," which doesn't happen on this block. If it would happen to somebody, I 

would feel yes, they feel bad that they have a neighbor that walks by them every day 

and doesn’t say hello. We have Jewish people that walk by us and don't say hello, and I 

feel bad, here this guy’s living very close to me, and he's walking by and not saying 

hello. Because of the sensitivity of Black/White or Black/Jewish relationships, one 

should be sensitive to the fact that if they have a neighbor, whether it be Jewish or 

Black, it's only neighborly to say hello and have a few words. That could get blown out 

of proportion, but again that's just one particular facet of it.  

JILL VEXLER: I think it's very significant, that little things add up to a whole feeling.  

CHAIM BURSTON: So I'm saying that on one level, you just have to be... like the Torah 

itself says, you should be the first one to say hello. It doesn't matter, Jew or non-Jew. If 

you don't do that, you are not doing what the Torah wants you to do. The Rebbe 

himself - I hear that the Rebbe says hello to policemen. I hear that the Rebbe will 

always say hello to his neighbors when he used to walk home on President Street - 
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black neighbors also. Where else do you have to go to learn your actions from the 

Rebbe? Again, thank God that there’s a block association and I just wish this block 

would be the model for the rest of Crown Heights.  

JILL VEXLER: Why can’t it be?  

CHAIM BURSTON: I don’t know. I know that if every block was just like mine and no 

outside elements came in to mess it up, you wouldn't have what you had two summers 

ago. My car was – there were cars that were turned over and set on fire on this block – 

but this whole thing did not belong on this block, this part of Crown Heights. What 

happened was completely foreign to the elements of this block. The project that you 

are doing is wonderful because what is really going on in Judaism as far as what it 

means to be Jewish Hasidic is very much beyond facade. You can't get it even just by 

having a few conversations here and there. What is the basis of our life? That's it all 

about? Why do we keep running to Shul and why are we studying and why do we dress 

the way we do? To present what is a little bit deeper in life needs a special setting. For 

example, for Jews to learn about their own Judaism, it doesn't just come from a visit to 

Crown Heights and looking at people on the street. You have to sit down and study it. 

A little bit more insight into what's happening is just a great thing. Just a few days ago, 

a few Blacks came right outside of the Shul, and we were sitting and talking for about 

an hour. I was telling them very basic things. Even in our classes, a non-Jew will come 

and listen, and they never heard this kind of stuff.  

JILL VEXLER: How did the conversation start?  

CHAIM BURSTON: One of the guys was in the Maccabiah games in Israel and he had 

questions. Apparently, either he was Jewish [unintelligible] In my experience, when a 

non-Jew is exposed in the right way to what's going on, they appreciate that 

information and I think education and knowledge is the key to the mind and the 

emotions, and they are more comfortable with what’s going on, instead of some kind of 

an outside intrigue, but not really knowing what's going on. For example, I have a 

handicapped child. I have found that a person that has no connection with anybody 

that's handicapped, they will be uncomfortable. But when it's made known, "Yeah the 
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kid is handicapped. He's got C.P." If you explain a little bit about it, "But he's a great 

kid," then all the barriers are broken, they see he is a great kid. There's a certain amount 

of knowledge that has to be exchanged in order for them to be comfortable – otherwise 

it’s some kind of taboo kind of a thing. I would imagine that – again this is just an 

opinion - there might be a lot of Black people that are just exposed to whatever has 

happened here from the media, and that's not where the Judaism is and not where the 

inner life force of what’s going on over here is – and if they would present it on the 

right way to what’s more Judaism and Torah and what’s more the essence of our life 

over here – it would create a better rapport because it would be just more pure 

knowledge of what’s going on as opposed to the media – I mean it’s ridiculous.  

JILL VEXLER: I think it would be great if, as the fall evolves, if perhaps after school one day 

if it would be convenient for you could meet with our exhibitions committee because, 

we’ve used folk tales, lullabies, children’s stories in many different contexts in the 

museum and I think there’s a real special entrée that you could guide us through 

perhaps?  

CHAIM BURSTON: Yeah, there’s some great stories there for everybody.  

JILL VEXLER: For everyone. I don’t know if you knew but last Sunday the 15th we had a 

family forum – I guess you were still in California – and we had storytellers. An African 

American mother and daughter who told stories and then we had “small wonder” 

puppet theatre. It was a terrific Sunday. It really was – and it wasn’t just my opinion 

watching it, we talked to people afterwards and the suggestions that came out from the 

audience of how you would like to see parts of your home or your culture presented in 

a museum and people gave us great suggestions – in addition to being entertained 

with these puppet theatres.  

CHAIM BURSTON: I would imagine that the majority of people want a good world and a 

happy world and whatever it’s gonna take to get that, they’ll appreciate it.  

JILL VEXLER: Well I certainly appreciate your time and technology and I hope we’ll be able 

to be in touch.  

CHAIM BURSTON: Yeah, good.  
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CHAIM BURSTON: I’m going to play a nigun melody that was composed by the third 

Lubavitcher Rebbe. I’m just performing this on a keyboard. I play this live. In fact, I 

actually played this in LA when I was there. This is exactly what I do live – there’s no 

overdubbing or anything. I haven’t changed anything. It’s an old Hasidic melody. I 

have not changed the melody at all. It’s going to take maybe about six minutes to hear 

and there are different parts to it. Are you ready?  

JILL VEXLER: What does “nigun” mean?  

CHAIM BURSTON: It really just means a song.  

JILL VEXLER: A song without words, right?  

CHAIM BURSTON: Well, there are nigun with words. [Chaim plays “old Hasidic melody” 

on synthesizer keyboard]  


