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Letter #7

Born in 1936 in central New Jersey, Jack Hanoka grew up in a non-religious but traditional Sefar-
dic family from Salonika, Greece. His parents were among the early members of “Congregation 
Es Ahaim Sefaredith” (today, Congregation Etz Ahaim) in Highland Park, at that time the only 
Sefardic synagogue in New Jersey.

As a graduate student at Penn State in 1962, Jack was searching for some meaning (he almost 
joined the Peace Corps) when he met some Chabad Yeshiva students who came to the cam-
pus for a Shabbos with the students. He was attracted to their sincerity, their Jewish pride and 
pure joy of Judaism. He soon followed them to New York where he met the Rebbe for the first 
time.

When he decided to join the Yeshiva, the administration balked at accepting a student who 
could barely make out the Hebrew letters. The Rebbe recommended that they take him in, say-
ing, “He will be the first of thousands . . .”

The Rebbe advised Jack – now Yaakov – to understand that the beginning will be tough. (See 
letter #1). The Rebbe suggested that Yaakov not ask himself, “What am I doing here?” for the 
first three months of his stay in Yeshiva.

And stay he did. While in 770, Yaakov was asked to go to Penn State campus for a Shabbos to 
meet with some of the Jewish students. He was told that he could inspire others to take another 
look at their own Yiddishkeit. The Rebbe reminded him that, 
“Every Jew is a role model whether he wants to be or not.”

When he was asked to arrange a program for Jewish college students over school break, Yaa-
kov suggested that the students would not want to give up their whole vacation, but instead 
should be invited to spend a week in New York. This came to be called “Pegisha Im Chabad” – 
“Encounter With Chabad”, or simply, Pegisha.

When Yaakov suggested that he might want to become a Rabbi and work on campus, the 
Rebbe urged him to go back to school to complete his PhD. “You will do more for Judaism with 
three letters after your name!” 

Yaakov returned to Penn State, but the Rebbe stayed closely in touch with him, encouraging 
him to be actively involved in reaching out to other Jewish students. (See letter #2). 
Yaakov married Bina Hertzberg in 5725 (1964) in Brooklyn. They lived in Pennsylvania while Yaa-
kov finished his studies.

Even while living in State College, PA, the Pegisha program continued (See Letter #3). One of 
the regular features of each Pegisha was a lively and warm “Farbrengen” with Dr Yitzchok Block 
of London Ontario. These often lasted all night and on into the morning, as Yaakov reported 
back to the Rebbe (See typed report).

Rabbi Yehuda Krinsky, one of the Rebbe’s primary secretaries, remembers that the Rebbe hard-
ly ever found the need to edit or comment on Dr Hanoka’s reports on the Pegisha. The most 
common editorial note was something like, “You failed to report your own contribution to the 
weekend.”

	 DR. YAAKOV HANOKA
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As can be seen in the report, Dr Hanoka was not shy about offering suggestions. At one point, 
he wrote some suggestions about how to improve the setting of the Rebbe’s farbrengens. Says 
Rabbi Shmuel Lew, “The Rebbe took that letter which was two or three pages typed, and . . . said 
that every one of these recommendations should be implemented.”

The Pegisha continues to attract students from around the world to this day, even as Dr Hanoka 
and Dr Block look down from heaven. Dr Hanoka passed away in 2011, and Dr Block returned his 
soul to his maker earlier this year. 

And now, their grandchildren are getting married. Mazel tov!
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Letter #3

Typed Report about the Encounter Program

Continued on page 18
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Continued on page 19




