
A day in the life of...

The Doctor Is In

It is the best of times — it is the worst of times.

It is the best of times. Our schools are bursting at the seams; the
voice of Torah reverberates around the world. Scrupulous
standards of kashrus are the norm. Shabbos is observed with
attention paid to every nuance of halachah. Awareness of shmiras
halashon is effecting a revolution in patterns of
speech. Women throng to hear speakers exhorting them to
observe a higher standard of tznius.

It is the worst of times. The shidduch crisis has exploded,
leaving thousands of singles confused and suffering. Tznius
standards have plunged, the letter of the law adhered to but the
spirit frequently ignored. Shabbos observance is often perfunctory
and superficial, reduced to partaking in the delights of the kiddush
and then sleeping off its effects. The tentacles of technology have
tightened their grip, vise-like, on the minds and imagination of a
society whose protective walls have, despite valiant efforts by
Rabbanim, long since been breached. Too many of our children
are in pain, seeking solace in cyberspace, alcohol, illegal
substances and unhealthy interpersonal connections.

There is so much to celebrate. And there is so much that needs
to be done. 

Enter, stage left, Rabbi Daniel Mechanic. Faced with a
challenge and uniquely suited by background and temperament
to meet it, Rabbi Mechanic has drawn on all of his training to
create a framework in which to address the insidious threats that
gnaw at the infrastructure of the Torah community. 

After learning in Yeshivas Kol Torah and Yeshivah Gedolah of
Passaic, he studied in Torah Vodaas, where he received smichah
from Harav Avrohom Pam, zt”l. Already involved in kiruv as a
teenager, in 1981, at the age of twenty-one, he was recruited by the
legendary “founding father of the kiruv movement,” Harav Noach
Weinberg, zt”l. He spent the next seven summers at Aish HaTorah
in Yerushalayim, imbibing Rav Weinberg’s wisdom and teaching
classes to the hungry and the curious, who were drawn to the light
and warmth of Aish HaTorah. Rabbi Mechanic spent the next

fifteen years working in
America as one of the the  directors of
Discovery, where he inspired thousands of non-observant Jews.
With well-deserved pride, he declares the Discovery seminars to
be “one of the most effective kiruv tools in history.”

It was around 1996 that the reality of teenagers defecting from
the ranks first began to seep into the consciousness of the frum
community. Rabbanim and educators issued a call to arms to
address the unfolding tragedy. One of the earliest and most
effective responses was Project YES, spearheaded by Rabbi Yakov
Horowitz. “Immediately after Project YES was initiated,” recalls
Rabbi Mechanic, “Rabbi Horowitz hired me to man the hotline,”
which he did for six months, immersing himself in the searing
pain that flowed across the wires.

It was then that Rabbi Mechanic experienced an epiphany.
Instead of dealing with the fait accompli of a child already spiraling
downward, and focusing on intervention, why not utilize his
energy and experience in the service of prevention? It was thus that
Project Chazon, an initiative as visionary as its name implies, was
born. 

The premise of the project was deceptively simple. Evidence
abounded that the Aish HaTorah approach was enormously
successful, powerful enough to instill the seeds of faith in
intellectually sophisticated agnostics and atheists who held
advanced academic degrees. All that was necessary was to
repackage the message in a way that was tailored to the frum
teenager’s mentality, and, he reasoned, the truth and beauty of
Torah would surely sell itself.

Rabbi Daniel Mechanic
Founder and director of Project Chazon

By Suri Cohen
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Rabbi Daniel Mechanic
“There are a number of angles from

which to approach the problem,” Rabbi
Mechanic says. “There are emotional,
psychological and spiritual dimensions to
the teens-at-risk phenomenon. I was
obviously not equipped to go to war on all
fronts. But the religious approach was my
area of expertise. And the dominant
burning question that emerged from
almost all my encounters with frum kids
was this: How do we know that we are
right and they are wrong? So I figured that
if I could convincingly demonstrate the
emes of Torah and reawaken pride in
being a member of Klal Yisrael, I might not
only prevent a teenager from desecrating
Shabbos because he’s angry at his father
or rebbi, but, more importantly, also
strengthen the Yiddishkeit of mainstream
frum kids."

Rabbi Mechanic developed a
presentation and then began the difficult
task of salesmanship. “I called three
hundred schools. And 295 hung up on
me.” At that stage, the frum community
was, for the most part, still in full-throated
denial. “Only the left-wing schools let me
in. That was my trial balloon, and I blew
those kids away.” Buoyed by his initial
success, he called his beloved mentor in
Yerushalayim. “I told Reb Noach that I

needed financial backing in order to
expand the scope of the program. Shortly
thereafter he wired me fifty thousand
dollars! With that money, I was able to
continue building Project Chazon.”

Harav Weinberg’s influence is
palpable in Project Chazon’s modest
offices. A location at a distance from
central Flatbush, at the very end of Coney
Island Avenue, was deliberately chosen in
order to afford privacy to people in crisis.
As one enters, a small room to the right of
the main office beckons. “That was the
Rosh Yeshivah’s space when he visited
America. It was there that he sat and
learned, there that he counseled those
who came to seek his guidance,” Rabbi
Mechanic explains.

Directly ahead is a large conference
room, where meetings are held. It serves

another purpose as well, one entirely in
consonance with an enterprise whose
entire raison d’être is chessed. On a small
table rests a machine with which kids can
duplicate tapes and CDs. “It’s a job that
gets kids off the streets and helps them
earn a little spending money,” he
comments.

Many sefarim line the shelves of his
office, sharing space with books of Jewish
thought such as Permission to Believe, by

Rabbi Leib Keleman, and Beyond a
Reasonable Doubt, by Rabbi Shmuel
Waldman. Books and CDs are kept to
hand out free of charge. The walls are
adorned with photos of Gedolim —
including Rav Weinberg, of course, and
photos of seminars conducted by Rabbi
Mechanic and his partner, Rabbi
Yerachmiel Milstein. “Rabbi Milstein is an
extraordinarily talented and caring
individual. His mesirus nefesh for our
children is unparalleled. When he’s not in
the trenches, working the streets, bailing
kids out of jail, or counseling way into the
night, he’s fund-raising and lecturing. He
makes over 175 appearances a year before
15,000 yeshivah and Bais Yaakov
students!”

Ultimately, Project Chazon’s big
breakthrough came with the recognition
of Harav Avrohom Chaim Levin, shlita, of
the Telshe Yeshivah in Chicago. The Rosh
Yeshivah invited Rabbi Mechanic to
address his high school and sat through
the presentation. Deeply impressed, he
gave his imprimatur to the project, which
then garnered the approbation of the
following Rabbanim, shlita: Harav Yisroel
Belsky, Harav Shmuel Kamenetsky, the
Novominsker Rebbe, Harav Mattisyahu
Salomon, and Harav Aharon Schechter.
He has maintained relationships with
these and other Gedolim, often consulting
in past years with his rebbi, Rav Pam, zt”l,
and, ybl”c, Harav Shmuel Kamenetsky, as
well as with his Rav, Rabbi Shimshon
Sherer, with whom he has a very close
relationship. 

Halachic queries are put to Harav
Dovid Cohen and Harav Yisroel Belsky.
By now, Project Chazon has gone
completely mainstream, with a presence
that spans the spectrum from left-wing
schools to the Chassidic yeshivos. Over
1,800 seminars have been presented to
140,000 students in 325 schools in North
America and England. “Now that times
are tough,” says Rabbi Mechanic, “schools
are telling me that they have to cut back
on their extracurricular activities. But
there are some non-negotiables that the
budget must accommodate, such as
seminars on eating disorders — and

Rabbi Mechanic with Harav Matisyahu Salomon, shlita
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Project Chazon!”
Four areas are within the purview of

the Project. There are the teaching and
administrative responsibilities, both of
which occupy the bulk of Rabbi
Mechanic’s time. He and Rabbi Milstein
also give about forty seminars a year to
parents, in which they focus on infusing
their childrens’ Yiddishkeit with passion:
love in the home, love for Shabbos, love
for davening and love for Hashem. 

A third component is teacher training.
“We do not address the important
pedagogical issues of how to create
bulletin boards and teach Rashis. Our job is
to help teachers meet the challenge of kids
who ask, ‘Why should we be frum?’ or
‘Where was Hashem during the
Holocaust?’” They are constantly fielding
questions from mechanchim and principals
who seek guidance in handling difficult
hashkafah issues or problematic behavior in
students. 

The fourth — and most sensitive —
area is individual counseling. The issues
that flow past Rabbi Mechanic span the
gamut of human misery. “For the last ten
years, I have been involved in shalom bayis
counseling, and when necessary,
mediation between divorcing couples,” he
relates. “Both going to [civil] court —
which is assur — and going to beis din are
extremely painful experiences and hugely
draining of time, money and energy.
When couples come to me, I will quickly
work out all the issues — support,
custody, visitation, division of assets. My

brother-in-law, Eric Schwartz, a divorce
attorney, takes care of all the legalities.”

Rabbi Mechanic has been keeping a
diary, from which he reads me some case
histories, ranging from heart-wrenching to
heartwarming. There are children who
have been expelled from school, for whom
he works tirelessly to find new
placements. There are students who have
been referred to him by principals to
answer their hashkafah questions and deal
with their behavioral issues, “which are
often a good deal worse than the
administration suspects.” There is the
tragic case of a young person who “died of
an aneurism” — in truth, a suicide that
Rabbi Mechanic toiled fruitlessly to
prevent. There is also the student who was
sent to him by her panicked principal as
the last stop on the way to public school. “I
convinced her to remain in the Bais
Yaakov, and she ultimately went on to
seminary in Israel!”

During our conversation, his cell phone
is constantly ringing. Rabbi Mechanic
apologizes for the interruptions. “There is
a shidduch that I nebach had to break up
due to recently uncovered negative
information,” he recounts, his voice heavy
with sadness. Silence reigns for a moment,
broken only by the shrilling of the
telephone once again. He glances at the
caller ID. “I have to take this. It’s the girl’s
father.”

With all the sorrow and pain he
witnesses, Rabbi Mechanic comes across
as a remarkably well-balanced person,

with a healthy measure of joie de vivre.
When he first began his involvement with
troubled adolescents, he would go to shul
every Friday night after a draining week
and find himself crying as he looked
around at the congregants. You have no idea
what’s going on, he would think, with your
neighbors, your cousins, the people on the next
block. Of course, with the passage of time,
he learned to disconnect his emotions at
times, an imperative in his line of work.
He credits his wife, Devorah, who is his
sounding board and gives him crucial
support. 

With so much going on in his life, it is
vital for Rabbi Mechanic to purposefully
carve out time for his family. “Between
eight and ten at night, I help with baths,
homework, bedtime. My kids know that
during that time, even if we win the
lottery, don’t tell Abba! That time is
sacrosanct. Shabbos is also family time.
Most of our guests are mishpachah.”

He is also a devoted son to his elderly
parents who live on Long Island. Rabbi
Mechanic's father, who was in chinuch for
fifty years, was his fourth-grade rebbi. “He
would send home letters to my mother
when I didn’t do my homework!” He
often brings his parents to his Flatbush
home for Shabbos. He also flies down for
a winter visit with them in Florida, and
utilizes the opportunity to make
appearances in local yeshivos.

As we near the end of our talk, Rabbi
Mechanic is getting ready to drive up to
the Catskills, where he manages a

Rabbi Mechanic lecturing to high school boys
in the Hebrew Academy of Long Beach



bungalow colony called A Place in the Sun.
“Most of my wife’s family spends the
summer there. It’s a time-consuming job,
but it’s a chessed that affords our extended
family the chance to spend quality time
together.”

We are not finished yet. He must share
something else, a source of inspiration that
keeps him spirituality charged. In the
introduction to Nefesh Hachaim, by Harav
Chaim Volozhiner, the author’s son, Rav
Yitzchok, describes a typical scene in his
father’s house. It was the address for the
downtrodden, the poverty-stricken, the
meshuga’im. If, however, Rav
Chaim would see that his son’s
patience was wearing thin, he
would get upset. “This is Rav
Chaim,” says Rabbi Mechanic,
“the talmid muvhak of the Vilna
Gaon, the quintessential Litvak
who was kulo limud haTorah. And
yet he would always tell his son
that the entire purpose of our lives
is l’heitiv l’acharini — to do good
for others.” Building on this,
Harav Noach Weinberg would

often express to Rabbi Mechanic his deeply
felt conviction that the greatest chessed one
can do for a fellow Jew is to bring him
closer to Torah and Hashem. 

“Rav Weinberg would constantly tell
me that one of the most remarkable things
he ever came across in his seventy years of
Torah learning is in the sixth chapter of
Shaar Ahavas Hashem, of the Chovos
Halevavos. Rabbeinu Bachayei writes that
even if a Jew scales the utmost spiritual
heights, and even if he reaches the spiritual
level of the neviim and attains prophecy,
his greatness pales before those who guide
others on the derech hayashar. Their reward
is infinitely greater.” This statement, says

Rabbi Mechanic, has been a major
influence in his life and work. 

In parting, Rabbi Mechanic shows me
excerpts of a letter written to him by the
valedictorian of a prominent Bais Yaakov
where he had just spoken, which has
clearly shaken him to the core:

Very infrequently has anyone in the Jewish
world spoken to us as directly as you have.
Most just pass over those questions they do not
feel earn a response, disregarding the truth that
answers are badly needed — and it is not just a
matter of several unstable and therefore
argumentative adolescents looking for conflict.

Never before have I seen so many kids so
enthusiastic about Yiddishkeit as there were
after you had spoken. Please continue; the
impression made upon us was incredible, and it
is necessary that other teens feel the same.

“Do you see that statement?” he asks
me in disbelief. “‘Never before have I seen so
many kids so enthusiastic about Yiddishkeit?’
This is a quality Bais Yaakov girl, who
went through twelve years of the best
chinuch our system has to offer! And
nobody lit up her soul? She and her
classmates have never been inspired like
this before?” Even after citing this letter so
many times, he still is not at peace. “Believe
me, I’m not that talented. Really. The
success lies in my giving these kids
validation. Validation of their frum lifestyle
— something that our kids desperately
need today. We have to train mechanchim to
make kids’ eyes light up from Torah living,

to make them say ‘Wow!’ I have been
saying for years that we have to
approach chinuch as salesmen — not
policemen.”

“The day is short, and the work is
great.” The phones are ringing, the
crises pouring in. Rabbi Mechanic’s
family awaits him in the bungalow
colony. But his cell phone travels with
him. He is never out of touch. He is
the disciple of a great rebbi, who has
passed on to him much of his fierce
ahavas Yisrael and love of Torah, his
obsession with the health of the
Jewish soul. 

The cell phone is turned on. The
doctor is in.❚M

Rabbi Yerachmiel Milstein in London

Rabbi Mechanic holding his son,
Yehuda, in his parents’ backyard
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Rabbi Daniel Mechanic


