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Most people love watching clowns. Being one, 
however, is an entirely different story. And being a 
clown who attempts to raise spirits in hospitals and 
nursing homes can be especially tough. Yet the orga-
nization Lev Leytzan (Hebrew for “heart of a clown”), 
The Compassionate Clown Alley, Inc., is devoted to 
training exactly this type of clown and facilitating 
his or her visits to the sick and elderly.

“Lev Leytzan allows us to take medical facilities 
and procedures that are mundane and scary for pa-
tients and transform them into something entirely 
different,” said Lev Leytzan’s founder, Neal Gold-
berg, a psychologist who holds degrees from Ford-
ham University and the Advanced Institute for An-
alytic Psychotherapy.

“It’s a beautiful thing they do – bringing joy to the 
patients and their families,” said Michelle Silvestri, 
supervisor of the department of therapeutic recre-
ation at Nassau County Medical Center, where Lev 
Leytzan clowns visit patients twice a month. 

Interestingly, the impetus to found Lev Leytzan 
in 2004 was not primarily a desire to spread good 
cheer by asking men and women to visit hospitals 
and “clown around,” but rather to provide meaning 
and purpose to teenagers and young adults (and lat-
er to adults as well).

Lev Leytzan was born when Goldberg co-au-
thored a book, with Miriam Liebermann, for teens 
and parents on grieving titled Saying Goodbye. That 
book made him think about creating meaning dur-
ing one’s lifetime, especially for developing adoles-
cents and young adults.

“Young people need to give of themselves just as 
adults do,” he said. “Many of the young adults who 
pass through my psychology treatment room doors 
[have a] desire to be ignited – a desire to have a spark 
lit inside them and an activity to sustain it. This is 
not accomplished through indulgence or self-absorp-
tion. Both purpose and value are concrete when a 
person spends himself on others.”

And so Lev Leytzan was created. To date, the or-
ganization has trained 300 clowns – all volunteers 
– with over 100 of them currently active. On June 
18, the organization honored four of its members at 
its volunteer appreciation night, presenting each of 
them with a Red Nose Award for Outstanding Com-
munity Service and celebrating the work of 95 oth-
er active medical clowns.

“I love it,” said Avi Ballabon, 18, one of the four 
awardees, who goes by the name “Bally” when on 
the job. “Clowning is one of my favorite things to do.”

Asked why he joined Lev Leytzan, Ballabon re-
sponded: “To be honest, what drew me initially was 
that it sounded and looked like fun. And it is fun. But 
what makes me continue to come back is not only 
the fun – because it can be physically and emotion-
ally draining – [but also] the knowledge and the ac-
tual experience of bringing joy to those who are suf-
fering. It’s an incomparable feeling: the more you 
give, the more you actually receive.”

“Lev Leytzan is unique because it combines the 
chesed and bikur cholim element with the growth of 

the participants,” said Rachel Pill, 
the organization’s director of com-
munity relations. ”It puts tremen-
dous time and energy into each of 
our volunteers and this helps them 
to grow, mature and also learn 
skills that they will have for life.”

In addition, she said, “our 
clowns can do this in a Torahdik 
environment. Our programs are 
separate for boys and girls, and 
in our training we integrate the 
halachos of bikur cholim into the 
curriculum.”

The job of a Lev Leytzan clown 
may appear relatively simple: put 
on some funny clothing and per-
form zany antics. Goldberg, how-
ever, stresses that Lev Leytzan’s 
members are “are not birthday 
party clowns or silly clowns. They’re medical clowns.” 

Each volunteer, Goldberg said, undergoes 60 
hours of training during which he or she studies 
such issues as “clown theory, the psychological and 
medical basis of illness, improvisation in medical fa-
cilities, complicated issues with bikur cholim, etc.” 

For example, he said, “We train our medical 
clowns about illness and try to prepare them for 
what they will see. Burns and amputations disturb 
a number of our kids, so we try to capture this be-
fore they go in.”

Improvisation is key to medical clowning, Gold-
berg said. “It’s not a performance-based program. 
It’s an improvisational, interactive program. We 
don’t go in and start saying, ‘Hey, do you want to 
see me juggle?’ We’re engaging with people on what 
their needs are.” 

A group of clowns, he explained, might notice a 
female patient hooked up to a variety of machines, 
and – imagining those tubes as “royal accessories” 
– will launch a whole skit based on the patient be-
ing a royal princess. “Again, you’re taking the pa-
tient’s lead in how you’re creating those moments.”

Seeing the clowns with their enthusiastic spirit 
and colorful costumes, most patients can’t help but 
love them. “They’re very much appreciated,” said 
Phyllis Citera, director of volunteer services at South 
Nassau Medical Center. “They defi nitely brighten up 
the patients’ day.”

Avi Ballabon offered a similar assessment. “There 
are many different reactions. Some are excited and 
immediately participate with the act. Others might 
be scared and shy at fi rst but then they join. Occa-
sionally a patient isn’t interested…and we as clowns 
have to improvise and think of a different approach. 
A lot of times we end up clowning for the family mem-
bers or whoever is in the room.”

Generally, he said, “We have a great and posi-
tive response.” 

And then there are reactions like the one Balla-
bon once received that “completely blew [him] away”: 

“We were clowning in a school for kids that have 
cerebral palsy, and we were handing out gifts to the 
children. As I’m handing an iPod to a boy, he grabs 
my hand and stares at me with intensity, but not 
with his eyes; he was blind due to his disease. He 
looked me straight in the face and said, ‘I am 17. I 
don’t know how long I’m going to live, but today is 
the happiest I’ve ever been. Thank you so much for 
everything you’ve done. Please let me give you a be-
rachah.’

“And as he was giving me this profound berachah 
I understood that what we do when we clown reaches 
so much deeper than the surface humor and laugh-
ter. This boy couldn’t see my makeup. He couldn’t 
see my costume. All he heard was the happiness of 

everyone around him. And 
that brought him happiness. 
He told me never to forget 
him and, God willing, I nev-
er will forget him and what 
he taught me.”

Goldberg recalls his own 
special moment:

“ I  w a s  d r e s s e d  a s 
‘Schnookhums,’ my youth-
ful clown persona, and a 
young woman cried from 
the depths of her soul as I 
was passing by her room. I 
reluctantly waved, hoping 
that she would ignore me 
and wave me on. Instead, she 
waved me in insisting that I 
sit in her rocking chair. She 
gently handed me her baby, 
explaining that he was born 

without a brain and had only a couple of days to 
live. We sat together for over an hour singing songs. 
When I looked away from the baby toward her, she 
would continually ask me to look at the baby want-
ing him to enjoy being played with by a clown. As I 
rose to leave, she hugged me and the tears fell down 
both of our backs.”

For the most part, Lev Leytzan concentrates its 
activities in and around Long Island, where Goldberg 
is based. But three or four times a year, its clowns 
travel to Israel and communities in Eastern Europe 
as well – bringing their clown spirit to local hospi-
tals and Holocaust survivors. 

In addition to “clowning around” for the sick and 
elderly, Lev Leytzan organizes clown and circus per-
formances that teach and promote safety education 
to preschool and elementary age children, creating 
such programs as “Candle with Care” and “Watch 
What You Heat” as part of the Clowns for Safety 
Squad.

About to begin its eighth year, Lev Leytzan con-
tinues to grow, with plans in the works to expand its 
activities in Brooklyn. But in accepting volunteers, 
Goldberg said, he’s “not in the business of producing 
quantity.” Each volunteer is interviewed and hand 
selected to be involved in the program.

Most of the volunteers are teenagers, but Lev 
Leytzan also counts adults among its ranks, includ-
ing some who joined the organization in their teenage 
years and stayed with the organization into adult-
hood and even post-marriage.

One of the adult clowns, Lynn Mael (a.k.a. Petu-
nia the Clown), recalled the time she and two oth-
er female clowns asked for permission to enter a 
19-year-old girl’s hospital room. They expected to 
be turned away but the girl’s mother invited them 
into the room as she and the doctor went out into 
the hallway. 

Sitting in a hospital bed was a beautiful girl un-
able to catch her breath as tears streamed down 
her cheeks. The clowns cautiously began to interact 
with her. Outside the room, the mother and doctor 
began talking with a Lev Leytzan supervisor who 
had accompanied the clowns to the hospital. The 
young woman, a star college athlete, had been in 
a near-fatal car accident earlier that morning and 
was told she probably would not regain full use of 
an arm and a leg and would require extensive sur-
gery later that day. 

As the Lev Leytzan supervisor was listening to 
the story, he kept an eye on the clowns and the young 
woman. One of the clowns was wrapping gauze around 
another clown while all three engaged the patient in 
a game of Guess What. Sounds of laughter came from 
the room. The mother and doctor went back in and 
began hugging and thanking the clowns and the su-
pervisor for the perfect timing of the distraction and 
for easing the tension within their four walls.
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Awardees and administrators at Lev Leytzan’s Volunteer 
Appreciation Night (L-R): Michal Shulman (SKA ‘10); Ra-
chel Pill, LCSW; Eli Feder (Ateres Yaakov); Avi Ballabon 
(Darchei Torah); Yoni Katz (DRS); and Neal Goldberg, Ph.D.


