
The kindest cut 
Four Russian boys make 'a deal with God' 

as they take part in a belated brit milah 

By Ellen Bernstein 
WJW Staff Writer 

P 
avel Gorbatyy, a thin, 
slightly stooped 12-
year-old, placed his 

hands on his narrow hips and 
contemplated his zipper. "I 
feel like I make a de1U wit~ 
God," he said, minutes after 
his circumcision. 

Last Friday, Gorbstyy and 
three other Russian school­
age boys chose to enter into 
an ancient covenant between 
God and the Jewish people. 
Brit milah, the ritual cir­
cumcision required of all 
eight-day-old Jewish boys, 
was outlawed until recently 
by the government of the 
former Soviet Union. 

Now 10,000 miles away, 
where they· are free to prac­
tice Judaism, dozens of 
Washington emigres are 
signing up for the surgery, 
which can be physically 
painful late in life. 

Waiting for his operation at 
Washington Adventist Hos­
pital, Ilya Zusin, age 10, tried 
to assuage his mother's fears. 
"It's his first surgery. It's 
very hard," said Nelly Zusin, 
recalling how Ilya used to 
cower at the sight of needles 
or blood. 

"Mom, the only one that's 
<:r rP i.e: r.ou," saicLt.lJ.e boy. 
Somewhat embarrassed, he 
sunk into an oversized exam­
ining chair and puffed his 
surgical cap into a mush­
room. Boris Zusin laughed at 
his freckle-faced son, but 
found nothing humorous 
about the prospect of a knife 
coming anywhere near his 
own genitalia. He passed on 
the free operation, which was 
arranged by the United Jew­
ish Appeal Federation of 
Greater Washington(UJAF) 
and the hospital in Takoma 
Park. 

"My wife likes me the way 
I am," he half joked. Zusin is 
typical of an older generation 
of secular Soviet Jews, who 
believe it is too late for them 
to find meaning in such rit­
uals. 

"It's too late to become a 
sincere Jew," said Eugeny 
Zagoskin, whose son Pavel 
attends the Charles E. Smith 
Jewish Day School on a 
scholarship offered to Rus­
sian youngsters. "It's not 
possible to absorb everything 
at our age. [But] I want my 
son to feel like a Jew." 

What eight-year-old Pavel 
Zagoskin was feeling, how­
ever, was restless and bored. 
"This is the worst day of my 
life," he groaned. He. drum­
med his fingernails o.n the 
arm of his leather chair and 
insisted his parents forced 
him to go under the knife. 

His mother, Olga Per­
elmutter, protested. "We 
don't want him to be differ­
ent. He agreed. it is better to 
be the same as the other 
children in his school." 

Fearful memories 
To encourage his son, 

Rabbi Raphael Maika wheels In Vladimir Gorbatyy, 6, one of four Russian 
boys who were circumcised at Washington Adventist Hospital In Takoma 
Park last Friday. 

Eugeny Zagoskin said he will 
be circumcised this summer. 
His own father had a bris as 
a baby in St. Petersburg, a 
ritual that endangered the 
lives of many Jews during_ 
Worrd--war- II. German sof-­
diers were known to round 
up pr isoners and order them 
to drop their pants, Zagoskin 
said. Men missing their fore­
skin were carried off and ex­
ecuted. The terror of expos­
ing his child to such per­
secution made Zagoskin 
hesitate at first when his son 
inquired about getting a bris. 

It is becoming common for 
emigre children who attend 
Jewish day schools to inquire 
about a bris, said Judy Klein, 
resettlement d irector a t 
UJAF. She initiated the cir­
cumcision program one year 
ago in the wake of the rese­
ttlement of 1,500 Soviet 
emigres in the Washington 
area. Soviets contact her and 
she schedules the surgeries 
with the hospital staff. 

The biblical story of the 
Jewish patriarch Abraham -
not to mention a little peer 
pressure - is encouraging 
more and more children to 
undergo circimcision. Ilya 
Z:usin said his friends egged 
hun on the day before with a 
chorus of "mazal tovs." His 
girlfriend, (just a friend, he in­
sists) told him to "have a nice 
time." 

Urologist Henry Weiss as­
sured the Zusins that under 
general anesthesia, Ilya 
would feel nothing during the 
operation, and experience a 
slight burning a few days af­
terward. "Nothing a little 
chicken soup wouldn't cure," 
the genial Dr. Wise told Nelly 
Zusin. "How about pizza?" 
she asked. 

Wise, together with Rabbi 
Raphael Maika, a mohel or 
ritual circumciser, have per­
formed 56 circumcisions for 
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Soviet newcomers, most ages 
four to 14. Among them are a 
few adults. All services are 
provided free, courtesy of the 
doctor, the mohel and the 
hQ§I)~dador" and_ 
rabbis, in cluding Rabbi 
Joseph Scheller and Canto:r 
Moishe Meirovich , have uf~ 
fered their services. 

Most of the children h >ke.: 
to Abraham as their role 
model. The biblical patriarch 
was 99 when he was cir­
cumcised. "It w&S a promise 
to God," said Pavel Gorbatyy. 

Joyful after her son's bris, 
Liliya Gorbatyy nevertheless 
felt the actual operation was 
insignificant. "It's most im­
portant to circumcise the 
heart, not the body," said 
Liliya, whose other son 
Vladimir, age six, was rec­
overing in another room. 
"But I believe this is the first 
step on the way they will fol­
low all their life." 

Rabbi Maika, all smiles 
behind his surgeon's mask, 
walked into the post-op room, 
where young Vladimir Gor­
batyy lay curled up in a cot­
ton blanket, sucking lemon­
ade through a straw. 

"Now he is looking at 
himself in a different way," 
Maika chuckled, taking the 
boy into his arms. 

Vladimir's mother clasped 
her hands and bragged how 
her little boy, who attends 
Jewish day school in Rich­
mond, Va., loves to listen to 
Bible stories. He knows the 
whole story of Abraham and 
Isaac, said Janet Phillips, a 
friend who drove them to the 
hospital from Richmond. 
Phillips coaxed Vladimir to 
tell what happened when 
Abraham took Isaac up the 
mountain. 

Sleepy-eyed, Vladimir just 
turned his head, sipped his 
lemonade and mumbled 
something about a rabbit. • 


