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SO FAR,
YET SO CLOSE
RABBI MENDEL RASKIN

I

met the Rebbe for the first time in 1969, when
I was fourteen years old. Back then, I was living
and learning in London, in a small Lubavitch
school, but I wanted to learn in a real yeshivah, and
so I asked the Rebbe if I could do that. The Rebbe
approved and I went to the Lubavitch yeshivah
in Brunoy, near Paris. Eventually, I transferred to
the main Chabad-Lubavitch yeshivah in Crown
Heights, New York, where I lived and learned for
close to ten years.
In 1980, Rabbi Yitzchok Dovid Groner, who was
the Chabad emissary in Australia, approached
me about joining other young married men in
staffing his kollel post-graduate learning group in
Melbourne.
I wasn’t very keen on the idea but, since he had
come to me, I felt that it was worth considering. I
had also received two other proposals so I decided
to write to the Rebbe and request his advice. In
my letter, I listed all three of my options with the
invitation to Australia last, and I asked the Rebbe
which option I should choose.
Two weeks passed, but I received no reply.
Meanwhile, Rabbi Groner was anxious to know
whether I was coming or not. “What do you want
from me?” I responded, “I wrote to the Rebbe but
I got no reply!”
Rabbi Groner apparently followed up with the
Rebbe, who replied that the interested parties
should ask again. I wrote again and, on that same
day, we received the Rebbe’s answer. He had
crossed out the other two potential destinations
I had put forth, and underlined “Australia” as the

place where I should go.
Neither my wife nor I knew anyone in Australia.
She was from France; I was from England. As far as
we were concerned, Australia was the other end
of the earth. My wife was worried about the move
there, and when we came to see the Rebbe for
a blessing, she expressed her concerns. She said
that she was happy to be the Rebbe’s emissary
wherever, but that she was nervous about being
alone out there.
The Rebbe’s response is something that neither
of us will ever forget. He said, “Der zelbeh Eibishter
vos gefint zach duh gefint zach oich in Australia un
ehr gefint zach in Australia punkt azoi vi ehr gefint
zach duh — the same G-d that is here is also in
Australia, and He is in Australia just like He is
here.”
In other words, if over here you are well looked
after, you’ll be well looked after over there, too.
And that calmed her down a lot. It was the very
kind of encouragement that she — and also I —
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badly needed.
There was one more thing that the Rebbe said
during that audience which proved very significant
to us. He reminded us that we had both come
from Russian families and we would be meeting
many Jews from Russia in Australia; it was our job
to show them how a Chasidic home is run and to
be role models for them. Because we shared their
background, they would hear us and be inspired
by us.
And that is what has happened. In all our
interactions with the Jews of Australia over
the years, it is the Jews from Russia who feel
particularly at home when they come to our
house.
In 1986, after we had been in Australia for six
years, the Rebbe started a campaign to increase
Chabad activity worldwide. He issued a directive
to expand programs for children and the elderly,
and to open centers of Torah and prayer wherever
there is a Jewish community. The Rebbe spoke
of this at the end of Chanukah and he wanted a
report, along with photos, by the tenth of Tevet.
That meant we basically had a week in which to
get this done!
At that time, Chabad of Melbourne had a
yeshivah, which included a synagogue, but there
was no Chabad center in outlying areas. Upon
hearing what the Rebbe said, I told my colleagues,
“Look, a few minutes away, in Bentleigh, there’s
a large Jewish neighborhood without any Jewish
services.” And they decided to join me and start a
Chabad House there.
But we didn’t know what to do or how to start.
Should we buy a house or a storefront? But we
felt compelled not to let the Rebbe down, so we
went big and we bought a two-bedroom home,
though we had no time to plan precisely how it
would be run.
We hurried, and before the appointed day, the
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tenth of Tevet, we were able to report to the
Rebbe about the purchase and sent him a picture
of the building that we bought.
The Rebbe responded with a check for onehundred dollars and a blessing for further success.
As per the Rebbe’s instruction, a book titled “Let
There Be Light” was printed and I am proud to say
that it includes the picture of our newly purchased
building.
Ours was the first Chabad House to open in
an Australian community that hadn’t had any
Jewish services. When we bought the building,
we thought we were going big, but very quickly it
grew so popular that we had to move into another,
bigger place. And then the idea mushroomed
from there — the establishment of our Chabad
House opened the door for many other Chabad
houses and activities.
In response to the Rebbe’s appeal we went from
nothing to the dozens of Chabad Houses that
have sprouted throughout Australia over the past
thirty years.
______________
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 741-1980, in an address to a group of student
emissaries who were preparing to embark on an
assignment in Casablanca, Morocco, the Rebbe
described how every Jew is like a Torah scroll. As
such, the shluchim should be received with a warm
welcome similar to the celebration that takes place
when a new Torah scroll is brought to a synagogue. 1
7 Tevet
1. Sichot Kodesh 5741 vol. 1 page 748

A project of:

JEWISH EDUCATIONAL MEDIA
mystory@jemedia.org | myencounterblog.com | 718-774-6000
784 Eastern Parkway | Suite 403 | Brooklyn, NY 11213
© Copyright, Jewish Educational Media, 2017
Generously printed by

