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OUR NEW CENTER: 
 
 
History:  
 
In June 2002, we moved out of a one office facility into larger quarters. These quarters gave us 
the opportunity to be able to offer support groups for the family members of inmates and limited 
training courses for our Rabbis.  We also provided support services for those reentering society. 
However, by April 2006, it was clear to the Board that these accommodations are too small for 
the many services Aleph Institute is being relied on to provide. The Board, therefore, decided 
that larger space should be sought. 
 
With the help of our consultant, Mr. Barton Schachter (we retained his services through a grant 
from the Pittsburgh Forbes Fund thru the efforts of Ms. Estelle Comay), and a realtor, Mr. Chaim 
Davidson, a facility was identified, and an offer was made. 
 
The Board met in August and permission was granted to purchase and remodel the facility. This 
center will provide a dedicated support group room, a conference / training area, administrative 
offices, and a library for the Rabbis who visit the prisons and hospitals. 
 
Mr. Steven Robinson was nominated by the Board as the Chairman of the building committee, 
together with Rabbi Moishe Mayir Vogel (Executive Director), and Mr. Barton Schachter 
(consultant). 
 
Ms. Estelle Comay was nominated as the Tributes Chair and she will pursue with the staff at 
Aleph the necessary tributes and acknowledgements as we move further in the building phase. 
 
Mr. Steven Adelkoff was nominated as the Building Campaign chair, and will be overseeing the 
drive to raise the necessary funds for the building and the endowment. 
 
To date, we have commitments of over four hundred thousand dollars from the Morris 
Foundation, Alvin Rogal (in memory of his father Hyman Rogal), Dr. & Mrs.  Barry Lembersky, 
Robinson Family Foundation, Mr. Steve Robinson, Mr. & Mrs. Michael & Sherle Berger,  and 
two anonymous families. 
 
The cost of the total project is expected to be six hundred and forty thousand dollars. 
 
We are aiming for a one million dollar endowment which will allow for a stipend for our visiting 
Rabbi program and the maintenance of the facility.  
 
We ask you to join in this drive to make the world a better place for our children tomorrow. Only 
by tackling, dealing, and working on societal problems of today, can we hope for a better 
tomorrow. Please, join us in making a better tomorrow!
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PROGRAM  AREA:  PROGRAMS FOR JEWISH INMATES IN PRISON 

Prison Visitations 
A recently released report shows that one in thirty two Americans are either in prison, on 
probation or parole.  This is a whopping number in a civilized world. Jewish men and 
women unfortunately have maintained and increased their numbers, too.  

Please direct all contact to the Rabbis who visit the institutions through our office 
(jobenour@alephne.org). 

 

   Program Highlights: 

�         Allegheny County Jail: Rabbi Yossi Silverman, who was our key contact person visiting and 
overseeing the visits of our Rabbis at the county jail for over three years, has now resigned. 
Rabbi Pinchas (Paul) Naiditch, who began visiting the jail one year ago, and whose dedication 
is inspiring, is now our key Rabbi at the Jail.  Pinky is there bi-weekly and sometimes weekly. 
With the increase of Jewish men and women at the jail, there has been a need for many 
additional visits. Visits are offered twice weekly, with the hope that every inmate will be visited 
at least once a week. Unfortunately, when the population rises, it becomes difficult to maintain. 
Rabbi Mordechai Rosenthal is a regular visitor there, too.  This is in addition to his visits at a 
Federal prison, where he visits regularly (see FCI Elkton). In addition, Rabbi Reuven Hoch 
visits regularly. 

• Over this past year, we had four Jewish inmates who ate Kosher.  We provided the 
program for each of the holidays, but unfortunately, we had an increase in Jewish men and 
women in population. 

• We have seen a significant overall increase in the Jewish inmates at the ACJ as consistent 
with the increase of the general population. 

• Our figures continue to show an average annual arrest of three hundred and fifty Jewish 
individuals, most of whom who are afforded bail or ‘own recognizance’ before being 
formally admitted to the jail. 

• Inmates at the jail now receive weekly packages of information, in addition to the regular 
individualized counseling session they receive from the Rabbis. 

If you need to relay a message to one of our Rabbis, please call Jill Obenour (Administrative 
Assistant) at the office (412-421-1295 or jobenour@alephne.org), or in an emergency, please 
contact Rabbi Vogel (412-860-0927).  Please do not contact any of the Rabbis directly. This 
violates Federal guidelines! This would be placing you, and us, in violation of the rules and 
regulations!     

�         Westmoreland County Jail had three Jewish inmates at the institution this year. We provided 
them with the necessary reading materials. 

�       Bedford County Jail had no Jewish inmates this year (as far as we are informed). 
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�        Snyder County Jail currently has two Jewish inmates.  Rabbi Pinny Levitin visits that 
institution for us, and provides the inmates with Rabbinical visitation and with the necessary 
resources. 

�         Venango County Jail, for a period of three months, did have a Jewish inmate. He has now 
been transferred to a state facility. We did provide the necessary services to him, and support 
to the family, during his stay at the institution. 

 
�         PA State Prison at Cresson was visited by Rabbi Alan Tombosky.  He continued despite his 

illness to visit “his” institutions (as he would refer to them) until September 2006, at which time 
it became too long of a trip and unbearable for him.  Unfortunately, Alan passed away on 
1/9/2007. Alan dedicated many years to visiting the Jewish inmates. He cared for each and 
every one of his charges and would not rest until all action was taken to insure their needs 
were met as best as possible. We will miss his dedication, commitment, and selflessness. 
Rabbi Moshe Tombosky took the reigns for a three month, however, he cannot perform those 
services due to the requirements of someone in mourning. Rabbi Yossi Stein, who has joined 
the staff at Aleph Institute, will now be visiting those institutions in addition to the many other 
institutions he already visits.  He will provide religious counseling and guidance.  Unfortunately, 
there are a couple of Jewish inmates who have been in the RHU (restrictive housing unit,  also 
known as ‘solitary confinement’) for six months or longer. The six Jewish inmates at this high 
security prison continue to receive Torah classes, individual counseling and religious materials 
for study.  A few of the Jewish inmates at that facility are taking advantage of the 
correspondence courses provided by Aleph Institute.  

�      Rabbi Stein will resume responsibilities at the Federal Prison in Loretto, PA, located one and 
a half hours from Pittsburgh.  The Aleph Institute has provided counseling and religious 
services at this prison for close to sixteen years.  Alan did provide programs and materials for 
both English- and Spanish-speaking inmates.  Alan was a fighting force for the religious needs 
of the Jewish inmates and had won the respect of the warden, staff, and the inmates alike. 
This facility currently has eight Jewish inmates in its population. This is another institution 
which mourns the passing of Rabbi Tombosky. 

�        The PA state prison at Chester continues to be served by one of the Aleph Rabbis, Rabbi E. D. 
Strasbourg.  He provides regular religious services to the Jewish inmates residing at that 
facility and has been overseeing the correspondence course for those inmates taking it.  

�          PA State Correctional Institute at Houtzdale is being served by Rabbi Yossi Stein, the new 
head chaplain at the institution (Rev. Dougan) recently expressed the dedication and 
commitment of the Rabbi and what a difference he has made to the institution. 

�        Rabbi S. Charitonow of Buffalo continues to regularly visit the Jewish inmates at the PA State 
Hospital in Warren.  This year did not see an increase at the institution, however, the 
numbers are stable and are being served by our dedicated Rabbi.  

�   Rabbi Charitonow also continues to visit the Federal Prison Camp and the Federal 
Correctional Institution at McKean County in Bradford, PA.  With a large Jewish community 
at that prison, those visits are very necessary. Rabbi Charitonow inspects the food service at 
the institution and provides programs for the continuing Jewish education of inmates seeking 
continued study.  It is now sixteen years that Aleph Institute has been providing services and 
programs in that facility. 

�         Rabbi Mordechai Rosenthal continues to visit the Federal Correctional Institution in addition 
to the Federal Correctional Institution in Elkton, Ohio, providing Jewish inmates with 
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rabbinical counseling and guidance.  He inspects and watches to ensure that kashrus at the 
facility common fare room is maintained for the many Jewish inmates who eat kosher food.  
Rabbi Rosenthal, at a ceremony at the institution, has now been given clearance to enter the 
prison compound and conduct visits without escort.  This level of trust is a rarity in the Federal 
prisons systems for non-employees.  

�     The Federal Prison at Morgantown, West Virginia, a one and a half hour drive from 
Pittsburgh, was served for four years by Rabbi Abby Mendelson.  His weekly visits to 
encourage, teach, and guide the many Jewish inmates at that facility, have been greatly 
appreciated.  However, due to various other commitments, he had to take a break from those 
activities. Rabbi Shmuel (Steve) Levin has now accepted that responsibility. The chaplain and 
the inmates only have words of praise for the Rabbi and his efforts. With Rabbi Levin’s input 
and direction, we expect a new innovative project to occur at that institution in the next month. 
We wish the Rabbi much success with his efforts. A report will follow.  

�          Belmont Correctional Institution in Ohio is now visited by Rabbi Leibel Estrin, who has been 
visiting the institution for nearly a year now.  His dedication and commitment is inspiring.  We 
also take this opportunity to thank Rabbi Estrin for his tireless efforts and work on behalf of the 
“Aleph Handbook”, an eighty-two page booklet that all inmates receive upon entering the 
institutions, providing necessary information on Judaism and what is permissible in prison.  

�          The Federal Correctional Institution in Gilmore, West Virginia.   Although we have sent 
Rabbi’s there during the summer and for holidays, we have no regular Rabbi that visits. We are 
in the process of training someone for that position. 

�          Cooks Forest, PA is a new institution near Marionville which has a small Jewish population. 
Currently, the institution does not have a Rabbi, however, the Aleph Institute has been 
providing programs as needed at the institution, and we continue to search for a Rabbi for that 
facility. 

�          Camp Hill Prison in central PA is the classification center for all PA prisons and was the object 
of much publicity some fifteen years ago due to riots. Rabbi Elazar Green now visits that 
institution on a regular basis, bringing many necessary programs and providing religious 
counseling for the Jewish inmates. We thank Rabbi Green for finding time despite his heavy 
work load overseeing Chabad outreach offices in York and Lancaster counties.  

�          State Corrections Institution Coal Township has until recently had no identified Jewish 
inmates. Rabbi Shmuel Halpern, an Aleph Institute Rabbi, has been visiting for a couple of 
years, however, the Rabbi has had to cut back his visits drastically. Rabbi Pinny Levitan is now 
scheduled to go there on a regular basis. 

�         NECCI is a new private prison in North East Ohio and provides bed space for the Federal 
Bureau of Prisons. Rabbi Eytan Rosenthal has been cleared to enter the institution and 
hopefully will begin providing programs there in the near future. 

�         Hazelton Federal Prison located in Hazelton, West Virginia, is a new facility with Jewish 
inmates. Although we do not have a Rabbi there currently, we do hope to have a Rabbi visiting 
that institution in the near future. 

�         Moshanan Valley Correctional Center which opened its doors a week before Passover this 
year, currently has a Jewish population of twelve inmates and is being served by our staff 
Rabbi, Rabbi Stein. 

�         Smithfield Correctional Institution is located in west of Altoona and has not had a Rabbi for 
a few years.  Rabbi Stein, our staff chaplain, will now be visiting that institution, too, on a 
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regular basis. As it is over 130 miles away from Pittsburgh, the chaplains have expressed 
admiration for the Rabbi’s determination to visit their institution regularly. 

�         Huntington Correctional Institution is notorious for its high level of security.  This institution, 
which is also over 130 miles away from Pittsburgh, has not had a Rabbi for many years.  Rabbi 
Stein will begin visiting this institution as well in the near future on a regular basis. With a 
Jewish inmate population of twelve, we have received phone calls from families and friends, 
sharing the excitement of this new development. 

�        Federal Correctional Institution in Cumberland MD located over one hundred miles from 
Pittsburgh will now be visited by Rabbi Stein on a regular basis.  No sooner had the Rabbi left 
after his first visit; we were receiving calls from agencies as far away as NY wanting to know 
when the Rabbi would be visiting again. As Rabbi Caplan (Lubavitch regional director) of 
Baltimore commented, “Please have Rabbi Stein visit regularly”. 

•        York County Jail   Although York does not boast a large Jewish population, its Jail houses at 
all times a significant number of Jewish inmates.  It has contracted out bed space to “Home 
Land Security”, providing those who have been detained for immigration irregularities to be 
detained indefinitely at that institution. We provide visitation, counseling, and support to the 
inmates and their families.  Many of these programs are provided through the dedicated 
services of Rabbi Elazar Green, who consoles and counsels the many Israeli and Russian 
youngsters who are regularly housed at that institution pending deportation. 

•        Allenwood Federal Prison Complex, Lewisburg Penitentiary and Camp and the Federal 
Correctional Institution at Schuylkill is federal institutions with services provided by Rabbi 
Levitan on a regular basis. Each of these institutions retains a high concentration of Jewish 
inmates, due to their proximity to major Jewish enclaves. 

 
 
 
Currently Aleph is seeking an individual to visit one prison on a regular basis. This 
institution is located an hour and a half drive from Pittsburgh and has six Jewish 
inmates.  If you know of someone who would be willing to volunteer, please contact 
Rabbi Vogel at rabbivogel@alephne.org. 

 

Torah Studies Program – Correspondence Course 
Torah study programs are available to inmates with the help of staff chaplains or the 
education department at the respective prison.  This program is conducted via mail and 
currently has over four hundred and sixty participants.  
 Program Highlights: 

�          Jill Obenour, Administrative Assistant at Aleph Institute, continues to oversee this program on 
a day to day basis, ensuring that mail is responded to in a timely fashion, and that the inmates 
are receiving the material they need to study. We thank her for her hard work and dedication. 

�          There are now eight courses offered with over 450 Jewish inmates who benefit from this 
program. Due to the lack of internet access for inmates – as the internet is considered a 
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security concern – this program operates via the US mail. Participants receive books, making 
the program all the more effective, though costlier.  

�  This program continues to grow, receiving requests from more inmates and chaplains as word 
spreads. 

 
This program has received letters of approval and support from state correctional agencies, is lauded 
by the Rabbis that visit institutions across the region, and has proven to be a very popular and needed 
program. The costs to run this program are substantial, and we at Aleph Institute are always looking for 
sponsors for this program. If you would like to dedicate a course after a loved one or would like to 
honor someone, please contact Rabbi Vogel rabbivogel@alephne.org.   

 
    

Chesed – Mentoring Program 
Based on programs offered by religious organizations throughout the U.S., this program 
matches inmates with individual mentors who work with the inmates  to modify attitudes and 
prepare them for re-entering society.  The mentors, or sponsors, continue to work with ex-
inmates providing moral support and assistance with their transition into society, ensuring 
they receive and retain employment,  and become productive members of the community.  

 Program Highlights: 

�        This program continues to offer one-on-one mentoring, providing solid mentors as sponsors for 
the inmates.  Dedicated volunteers from across the area are currently involved with this 
program. Training for this program is provided, and a support system for the mentor, is in 
place. For more information, or to volunteer, please contact Aleph. 

 
Books and Religious Articles 
This program offers inmates and prisons religious books and ritual items, i.e., Tallis, Tefillin, 
etc., at no cost to the institution or the inmate when no funds exist. 

 Program Highlights: 

�         This program provides religious items at no cost to destitute inmates. For the most part, these 
items are donated by local synagogues and individuals.  They are then distributed to the 
institutions and inmates are then able to pray in a more meaningful way.   

Through a national grant by the Kushner family, all the Teffilin are new, this program is 
administered by the Shluchim office in NY. 

 

Grape Juice and Matzo Program 
This program ensures that grape juice and matzo are available for Jewish inmates to 
celebrate Shabbos and Jewish holidays in Prison. 

 Program Highlights: 

�         Volunteers oversee and ensure that the participating prisons receive grape juice and matzo 
delivered in a timely and organized fashion.  The program brings a sense of warmth and 
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connection to the inmates at the many federal, state, and local jails participating, especially 
when the Rabbi cannot be there due to Shabbos or holiday observance. 

 
PROGRAM AREA:  AFTERCARE 

Individual Career Services 
Volunteers counsel and assist newly released inmates seeking to re-enter the job market.  
Career counselors offer career assessment and counseling, job search assistance, and 
help with writing and distributing resumes.  A job bank with participating local 
businesses offers individuals jobs to help with re-entrance into society. 

 Program Highlights: 

�        Aleph Institute continues to work with individuals who are returning to society, starting with 
the preparation and presentation of their resume, through to their job placement.  

�     Aleph continues to rely on the help of local businesses to provide work for those returning 
to society. We thank the many businesses who continue to work with us. 

Our “Job placement program” is always seeking businesses willing to hire individuals 
who are re-entering society.  If you, or someone you know, are in a position to hire and 
give a second chance to ex-offenders, please contact us. 

Community Integration 
Many inmates leave prison broken and in despair.  Their previous family has fallen 
apart, and they are left with emotional issues to address. 

Program Highlights: 

�         Isabel Bloom, MSW of the Jewish Children and Family Services, works with our ex-
inmates, offering them emotional support and assistance in obtaining government support.  
She works with them upon their release and continues with them as they adjust to their 
new lives.   

�        The Jewish Community Center continues to work with us, providing their services at little or 
no cost to ex-inmates who are rebuilding their lives.  

�        The Jewish Family Assistance Fund has worked with us providing assistance for newly 
released inmates so they can buy the minimum of necessities upon re-entry to society.   

�        The Hebrew Free Loan Association has provided loans for those exiting the prisons, 
helping them get re-established in society. 

Chanukah Gelt Program – Toys for the children of inmates 
A parent goes to prison and the greatest impact is felt by their child. The pain, isolation, 
and trauma that a child suffers is immeasurable. Only through much support can we 
lessen that negative impact. This year in a novel project, Chabad House on Campus 
mobilized its service to collect over 500 packages of toys for the children of inmates. 
Participants included: the Yeshiva Schools, Hillel Academy, Rodef Sholom, Beth Sholom 
& Haddassah. 

Program Highlights: 

�         Thirty students packed over five hundred toys at the Aleph Institute office.   

 8



�        Students from various sororities and at CMU and Pitt, mobilized their efforts to collect 
hundreds of toys for the children.  

�        Although most of the toys were distributed via US Mail, all were personalized with a note to 
them by the students.   

 
 

Hotline 
Former inmates in a bind, families with children in trouble, spouses on the edge, all are 
in a quandary.  There is a hotline 24/6.  

Program Highlights: 

�          The Aleph Institute provides a Hotline for families and individuals in trouble and in need.  
In the past six months, many emergency calls have been received after office hours.  A 
Rabbi with knowledge of the criminal system monitors this phone line, offering guidance 
and his extensive knowledge of what is another culture and society, thus being able to 
help and direct an otherwise bewildered family member.  

 
Aleph House 
Aleph House provides emergency housing for individuals in the community who are 
homeless, and transitional housing for those leaving prison.  

Program Highlights: 

�     Over ninety percent of those leaving prison are homeless.  The “Aleph House”, a short-
term resource providing housing for up to ninety days, allows the individual to get back on 
his feet. In the past year, we have provided housing for five ex-inmates and one family.  

�       Currently, we are still renting various apartments across the city with special thanks to the 
various landlords who rent to us at nominal cost.  This service enables the inmate to begin 
life anew.  We have plans to purchase our own property in the near future in order to 
eliminate the headaches of working with landlords who fear dealing with ex-inmates.  

 

Shabbos and Holiday Programs 
This program provides for those re-entering society to be “adopted” by a family for 
Shabbos and holiday celebrations in a warm and friendly family environment.  It also 
ensures that services and support will be available to inmates and their families for 
Shabbos and holidays. 

Program Highlights: 

�     As the majority of inmates are isolated and without family or loved ones to spend time with, 
this program offers family-style support.  Currently this program hosts three individuals.   

�     For the High Holidays, various prisons which do not receive regular rabbinical visitation, 
were visited and provided with necessities for the holidays. 
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PROGRAM  AREA:  FAMILY SUPPORT 
Government statistics report that every inmate incarcerated affects nine additional 
people.  Family members are among the affected.  The children are especially hard hit.  
What do they tell their friends?  Their pain and suffering is enormous. 

               Program Highlights: 

�  High Holiday needs were distributed to many families of inmates allowing them the 
opportunity to observe the holiday despite their hardships and loneliness.  The Aleph 
Institute acknowledges the dire consequences that families of inmates face, and works 
with the spouses and children to help them through their difficult hour. 

�  Holiday clothes and arrangements for holiday meals were made for the families of inmates. 
�  Support groups, usually with individual families, are conducted by Aleph Rabbis. 

 

PROGRAM  AREA:  IMMIGRATION PROBLEMS  
Aleph continues to provide assistance for Jewish inmates of foreign descent who, due to 
their “stateless” classification, have become “lifers” in the prison system.  Prior to 9/11, 
the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) released “lifers” who were 
incarcerated for minor, non-violent charges to Aleph custody.  This is no longer true.  
Today, Aleph works with the INS to seek a solution to this growing problem. 

 

Program Highlights: 

�  Many Israeli citizens, who were arrested once again in the holiday season crackdown at 
malls across the North East, were re-united with their families in Israel as Aleph worked 
with authorities to rush their deportations. 

�          Aleph provides religious, emotional, and family support to others who are stateless and 
whose cases are awaiting determination. 

�         Aleph works with the Federal Immigration and Naturalization Services to help expedite the 
relocation of ex-inmates to Israel, thus enabling them to be reunited with their families.  
Without Aleph’s efforts, some of these cases would drag on for years. 

PROGRAM  AREA:  GUARDIANSHIP 
With the aging of the prison population there will be an increase of aging Jewish inmates 
who pose no threat to society and who will be released to the Jewish community.  Some of 
these individuals may be able to function independently, while others may need nursing or 
other similar care. 

Program Highlights: 

�         With the current rented “Aleph Houses”, provisions are being made to accommodate those 
individuals who are able to lead a somewhat independent life.  These houses can 
accommodate them on a temporary basis until permanent housing is available. 

�         The Jewish Association of Aging has agreed to work with Aleph to provide services for 
inmates with terminal illnesses, affording them the respect and care we as a community 
provide to all our brethren. 
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OTHER  NEWS:  ADVOCACY 
�     The Honorable Dan Frankel & Dan Costa continue to work with the Aleph Institute to 

encourage the Department of Corrections to provide religious rights to Jewish inmates as it 
does to members of other faiths. The above individuals were recently successful in 
receiving the assurances from the state that Jewish inmates who wish to don tefillin will be 
able to do so without needing a lawsuit to accomplish it. 

�     In response to the increasing number of Jewish inmates and the need for more visits, 
volunteers and staff have also grown.  

�     Aleph joined other religious and humanitarian groups at a town hall forum in the capital, 
asking for more cooperation and collaboration in working with the Justice system to offer 
more and better alternatives to incarceration. 

 

PROGRAM  AREA:  DOROTHY’S FRIENDS  
With the discovery of a Jewish woman who had spent over seventy years in a state institution 
without a visit, a program was launched to offer visitation in every state hospital and nursing 
home where there are Jewish patients. This program is now being organized by Mrs. Amy 
Schwartz and we thank her for her time, dedication and commitment to this program. 

Program Highlights: 

�          In addition to the local facilities, the program now visits Jewish patients as far away as 
Washington PA.. 

�         Preparations are underway for Passover visitation and supplies to these facilities. 
 

If you are interested, or you know someone who is available to donate time to this important 
project, please don’t hesitate to call the Aleph office or write aschwartz@alephne.org.  
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