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An oral history project dedicated to documenting the life of the Rebbe, Rabbi Menachem 
M. Schneerson, of righteous memory. The story is one of thousands recorded in over 1,500 
videotaped interviews conducted to date. While we have done our utmost to authenticate 
these stories, they reflect the listener’s recollection and interpretation of the Rebbe’s words.
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The events that I am about to relate took place in 
1958, when I was just twenty-four years old. I was 
enrolled in rabbinic studies at Yeshiva University, 

whose Rosh Yeshivah, Rav Joseph Ber Soloveitchik 
strongly encouraged his students to serve in the armed 
forces. He felt that the United States had been very good 
to the Jewish people, and that we had an obligation to 
do our part in serving the country.

He instituted a policy that five students in every rabbinic 
class of Yeshiva University were obliged to volunteer 
as chaplains in the US armed forces. These five were 
selected through a lottery system, and I happened to 
be one of them. I passed the physical and was informed 
that a chaplain was needed in the US Air Force, so this 
is where I prepared to go.

However, my father objected. He felt, as did many Torah 
observant people back then, that the armed forces — 
with their secular environment — were not a place for 
religious boys.

With Rav Soloveitchik telling me to do one thing and my 

father telling me to do another, I was stuck. But, as we 
read in the Talmud, “two verses contradict each other, 
until a third verse comes to resolve the dispute.”

I decided that the “third verse,” should come from the 
Lubavitcher Rebbe. Why did I choose the Rebbe? For 
three reasons: First, I had heard stories about him, that 
he could solve difficult problems and how even non-
religious people would go to him for advice. Second, he 
had a reputation as a worldly man, one who understood 
the secular world and could relate to it. And third, he 
was someone who was held in high regard by my father, 
himself a Torah scholar and astute lawyer who advised 
other chasidic leaders. 

When I made an appointment to see the Rebbe, I 
decided to bring along my future wife. I had recently 
become engaged and, since the resolution of this 
issue would also affect her life, I felt she should come 
along; indeed, she very much wanted to come. When 
we arrived at Chabad Headquarters at 1 a.m., we were 
amazed how many people of every stripe were there 
waiting to see the Rebbe. He was a young man then; 
he had only been the Rebbe for about seven years, but 
already he had earned a reputation as a very wise man. 

After some time, we were admitted into the Rebbe’s 
office. Speaking half English, half Yiddish, I explained 
the situation and asked for his advice in how to reconcile 
this difficult situation. I told the Rebbe that I had a lot of 
respect for Rav Soloveitchik and, obviously, I had a lot of 
respect for my father, so I didn’t know what to do. 

“If you were a pilot of a plane,” he replied, “you would 
be responsible not only for yourself, but for all the 
passengers in that plane. If you felt that you could land 
that plane safely, then you would have an obligation to 
sit in the pilot seat. But if not, then you would have no 
right to sit in that seat. In your case, if you feel that you 
can help the Jewish people in the US Air Force, then 
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that’s what you should do.” 

Notice the depth of the Rebbe’s message. Using this 
metaphor, which was so appropriate to the situation, he 
left the decision in my hands. He didn’t tell me to enlist 
or not to enlist. He told me that I needed to examine 
myself. Did I have what it takes to be a chaplain in the 
armed forces? If so, then I had an obligation to serve the 
Jews who needed me there. 

I reported to my father what the Rebbe had said, and 
he responded, “Since the Rebbe agrees that you should 
go in, I also agree.” And so, once I received my rabbinic 
ordination, I enlisted. 

I was stationed at a 
large base for B-52 
bombers in Limestone, 
Maine, where ten 
thousand people 
worked, of whom only 
about seventy-five 
were Jewish, but many 
of them held positions 
of importance as 
officers and navigators. 
I served there as a 
chaplain for two years. 
When I left, I got a job 
as a rabbi not too far 

away from the base, in Bangor, Maine, and I remained 
there for thirty-nine years. 

Because I lived only about three hours away, I was asked 
to come back to the base once a month and continue to 
serve as chaplain. I do believe that, because I was able 
to do this, at least one Jewish officer, a doctor, became 
Torah-observant when he finished his tour of duty. He 
settled his family in my community in Bangor, where I 
also established a Jewish day school which his children 
attended. They were among many children of non-
observant parents who came to my school and, as a 
result, became religious. I have kept in touch with some 
of those children, who are observant to this day, and 
they have raised wonderful families.

So I have to say that if it wasn’t for the Rebbe, I wouldn’t 
have served in the US Air Force, and I wouldn’t have 
become a rabbi in Bangor because I would never have 
even arrived in Maine. And I wouldn’t have had the 
impact that I ended up having on the Jewish officers 
and their families.

Of course, I also credit Rav Soloveitchik who urged his 
students to serve. But, in my particular case, it was 
the Rebbe who reconciled the difference of opinion 
between the Rav and my father, and that made all the 
difference in my life.
______________
Rabbi Henry (Chaim Yona) Isaacs served the Jewish community of 
Bangor, Maine, for close to forty years before retiring to Israel. He was 
interviewed in September, 2017.

Generously printed by 

continued from reverse

You can help us record more testimonies by dedicating future editions of Here’s My Story

Supported by members of 

ואתה תצוה… להעלות נר תמיד

לע״נ
שרה בת ישראל

כ״ו תשרי תשע״ב

>  5743 — 1982, the Rebbe called for communities, 
including small ones, to publish booklets of Torah 
insights. The Rebbe went on to say that even people 
who were occupied with spreading Judaism in other 
ways should not hesitate to participate, for this 
project will only bring greater success to the other 
work being done.1 29 Tishrei

1. Torat Menachem 5743 vol. 1 page 335
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לע“נ ר‘ ישראל יעקב וזוגתו מרת קריינא ע“ה לאקשין
ע“י בניהם ר‘ נחמן ור‘ אברהם ומשפחתם שיחיו


