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Preface

AS SOME OF OUR WRITERS HAVE SAID, KATRINA WAS 

BOTH THE WORST OF TIMES AND THE BEST OF TIMES.

It’s been ten years since Katrina brought the worst disaster America has 

known to New Orleans. Katrina and the collapse of the levees, coupled 

with mismanagement at all levels of government, devastated the Crescent 

City. The Jewish community, like the rest of the city, was heavily damaged 

and families, homes, businesses, communal institutions and synagogues 

were greatly impacted.

Known for its Mardi Gras celebrations, music, and food, New Orleans is 

also home to one of the oldest Jewish communities in the nation.  It is 

also one of the most affiliated.  Support for the Jewish Federation, Jewish 

agencies, and Jewish-affiliated groups are among the highest level in the 

country.    

The Jewish community was outstanding in its fast response, recovery and 

subsequent rebuilding. Today in 2015 the Jewish community is strong, 

robust, growing, rejuvenating and thriving in ways that many would have 

deemed impossible at the time. The rebuilding was so successful, both 
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because of the resilience and ingenuity of the local Jewish community, 

and because of the outpouring of support, encouragement, volunteers 

and funding from Jews around the world.

What helped this renaissance happen?  What did locals do to respond to 

and recover from disaster?  What role did outside support play in these 

efforts?  To better understand what happened, we turned to the Jewish 

leaders of that time, local and external, and asked them to share their 

memories of what they did and why, and what they learned from their 

experiences.  

There were many heroes ten years ago and many more since, over the 

past decade. Their stories and contributions are remarkable.

This booklet is a modest collection of those. Some of these leaders are 

still active in leadership roles in New Orleans and around the country. 

Many responded to our call and this booklet represents the mosaic 

of their sentiments. It is a testimony to how people and organizations 

responded to a unique challenge that we hope will be cherished and 

shared by generations to come

There is no better expression of “kol Yisrael arevim ze lazeh”(all of Israel 

is responsible for one another).

Thank you,

Michael J. Weil
Executive Director 
Jewish Federation of Greater New Orleans
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DAVID ALTSHULER
Consultant, Jewish Funders Network

I am honored to contribute to this commemorative booklet.  Memory 
and hope are twin pillars of Jewish tradition, and these values come alive 
every time we look back at Katrina and continue working for the Jewish 
future in the Gulf.  

In the first days of the devastation, I was asked to help leaders of the 
Gulf communities and Jewish philanthropic individuals and institutions 
across the United States share information and insights to aid the long-
term healing and rebuilding of those communities.  My role was modest 
and from a distance, for eight months.  Gulf residents and others who 
travelled there to provide direct service surely have a deeper knowledge 
of – and had more impact on – the lives they touched.  I salute them and 
simply add a brief excerpt from a report I circulated in April, 2006.

“To begin, there are countless stories of human kindness and generosity 
that we have witnessed, and surely many more that were entirely private 
– Tzedakah and Hesed are alive and well in our Jewish world.  

We cannot emphasize enough that this is a marathon, not a sprint.  
And much the way the Seder reminds us that the Exodus is a recurring 
historical experience, so Katrina and Rita have had and will continue 
to have analogues throughout history.  We need to retell the story and 
contemplate the lessons.”

I write now on Erev Tu B’Av.  Tradition encourages us to be joyous today, 
in marked contrast to the mourning, fasting, and lamentation we 
undertook only six days ago, on Tisha B’Av.  Throughout history, we 
Jews have known destruction and suffering beyond measure, but 
we also have been blessed to rebuild and restore, to hope and love.
May this spirit of renewal inspire the continued growth, wisdom, and 
strength of the Gulf Jewish communities so many of us hold dear. 
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ARLENE BARRON
Executive Director, Jewish Community Center (2001-2011)

As we commemorate the 10 year anniversary of Katrina, I look back 

on this catastrophe with great pride and accomplishment for the 

New Orleans Jewish Community Center, its staff and the community 

at large. Our community’s success in rebuilding is directly related 

to the unbelievable hard work of many people and the incredible 

financial support of our national organizations—JCC Association 

and the United Jewish Communities.  

After addressing the JCC Association Board of Directors on September 

12, 2005 in New York City, their leadership immediately went to 

work to raise money to help the Center reopen, pay our employees 

and stay viable.  They joined UJC in a national campaign to raise 

the dollars that flowed to the gulf region which was instrumental 

in saving the New Orleans Jewish community and Jewish life here.  

In addition, members of our community were the recipients of the 

hospitality of other communities as we evacuated from New Orleans.  

JCCs, synagogues, Day Schools and other Jewish agencies opened 

their hearts and their doors to our families providing education for 

our children and support for all of us.  In addition, our local Jewish 

Federation created an office in Houston that was instrumental in 

serving our community, distributing raised funds, and in particular 

creating a directory for us to find each other.  

The JCC’s immediate response to help serve our community after 

the storm was to provide space for FEMA from October 2005 to 

May 2006 so that members of our Jewish community and the 
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community at large were able to take care of important personal 

recovery business, receive health care, obtain a meal from the 

Salvation Army truck while coming into a familiar, safe environment 

to handle these very difficult issues.  On October 20, the Uptown 

Center opened the Goldring Fitness Center to provide a location 

where people could work out to stay healthy and reduce the stress 

caused by this tragedy.  In addition, the Center provided showers 

to many, many families for months during their home renovations.  

On October 31, the JCC staff opened day care to serve the many 

first responders’ children.  This was all particularly important as the 

Goldring Woldenberg JCC—Metairie was heavily damaged and 

could not open for many months.

It was wonderful to be part of the Chanukah celebration held at the 

JCC in December.  This was the first opportunity for us to gather 

members of the community who had returned.  To our surprise, with 

no ability to advertise, over 600 people attended this event.  The 

hugs and kisses abound.  The Chanukiahs provided by artist Gary 

Rosenthal still sits in many homes replacing their lost Judaica and 

stand as an emblem of renewal.  In January 2006, the Nursery School 

opened along with other programming.  The JCC in Metairie opened 

mid-year providing much needed programs in their neighborhood.

I was blessed to be a part of this recovery and I continue to be proud 

of the JCC and its staff and the Jewish community.  Katrina was a 

terrible experience but has in many ways strengthened our agencies 

and all of us.  
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ALLAN BISSINGER
President, Jewish Federation of Greater New Orleans (2005-2007)

Having made the decision to remain in my home to ride out the 

storm, as I had done for every storm in my then 53 years living in 

New Orleans, I had to live with that decision and make the best of 

it.  My family was safe.  My wife and daughter had evacuated to 

Pensacola and my sons were away at their respective colleges.  The 

only ones I had to worry about were me and my mother who also 

chose to stay.  After the storm hit I called my wife and told her “all 

was well, it did not look bad and we had survived.”  That was about 

2 hours before the levees broke and our lives changed.    

I could tell my Katrina story in detail which included some bad 

decisions, some luck and some sad and some humorous stories, but I 

think the person that would find them most interesting would be me.    

Leave it to say that I escaped by swimming out of my house four days 

after the storm and was fortunate enough to end up President of the 

Federation and in a position where I could help my community.  I 

had the opportunity to work with many past and current leaders 

of Jewish agencies, organizations and synagogues and members of 

the UJC (United Jewish Communities) from throughout the country.  

There were 19 such entities and all survived and are in existence in 

New Orleans today.  Each has its own story.

But we all have Katrina stories.  Stories of temporary evacuations that 

were prolonged or even permanent, stories of harrowing escapes 

and rescues, stories of people we met and helped and were helped 

by, and family dynamics that were changed temporarily or forever.  
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There were heroes and villains, fortunately many more heroes.  

The heroes included New Orleans residents as well as people 

from throughout the national and world wide Jewish Community 

that came to our rescue in the form of both financial aid as well 

as personal time.  We were in a survival mode and the true Jewish 

moral fiber and traditions that we have had for all of our lives read 

about, talked about and tried to live by, were put to the test.  I am so 

proud of our local and broader Jewish Community that we not only 

survived but we did so by maintaining and following those traditions 

of Tzedakah and for many a new concept of being on the receiving 

side. The New Orleans Jewish community was never more dispersed 

yet never closer in the days and months following Katrina.

I learned a lot about myself and others during those months and 

that is what I find to be the most valuable lessons learned.  I learned 

that the people that were most successful were those that did not 

feel sorry for themselves or angry at others, but that accepted the 

reality of their situation and made the best of it.  I learned early on 

in conversations with others that there was always someone that had 

a more harrowing escape or was in a tougher situation than you.  

Those that did not expect help but graciously accepted help when it 

was offered, and those that did not lose their moral compass were 

also successful.  

We are now beyond the survival and rebuilding phases of recovery 

and have begun the rest of our lives.  We are a stronger, closer, 

more resilient and younger Jewish community and we have Katrina 

to thank for that.
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ADAM BRONSTONE
Director of Planning, Jewish Federation of Greater New Orleans (2001–2006)

I once said to a colleague that in the midst of the post-Hurricane work that 
it was the ‘best of times and the worst of times.’ I then corrected myself 
and said that it was the absolute worst of times, but it truly was also the 
best of times. I look back ten years later and still believe this. Anyone (and 
everyone) who was impacted because of the hurricane will agree that it was 
the worst of times – all of us displaced from our homes, belongings, family 
and friends, with no end in immediate sight. However, our community 
pulled together in a way that even I was not able to imagine – and when i 
say our ‘community’, I not only mean people from the Jewish community 
of New Orleans, but Jews from across the world pitching in and helping in 
any way that they could, and non-Jews who did exactly the same. 

Members of the community came into the Houston office and sat on 
phones calling and reaching out to people; inter-faith colleagues of mine 
showed me how to get into the Astrodome; Angel pilots finding ways to 
get our people back home; Federation colleagues driving to give New 
Orleanians challah for Shabbat and others welcoming them into their 
homes for a meal, or much more; the congregant in Houston who gave 
me his tallit bag since i did not have one; and yes, let us all never forget 
our friends in Houston, Dallas, Baton Rouge, Atlanta who opened doors, 
homes, kitchens, day schools, community centers and everything else in 
between and took us in as their own, no questions asked; and finally, the 
brave men and women of the Sheriff’s department of East Baton Rouge, 
led by Greg Phares, who rescued our friends and family from New Orleans 
when no one else could help, who led us into the city to collect torahs and 
other critical materials and when asked to take just a little credit, Greg’s 
forever response was ‘it was a doable mission, and it was the right thing to 
do.’

It was the worst of times for us as a community, but because of how we 

came together, there might not be a time that will ever be better.
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LINDA L. BURGER 

CEO, Jewish Family Service of Houston

It is ironic that on the 10th anniversary of Katrina, Houston’s Jewish 
community is beginning to recover from a devastating flood that recently 
changed the face of our Jewish community and impacted hundreds of 
families. The memories of greeting Katrina survivors when they came to 
Houston, of establishing an office in our facility for your leadership, of being 
a part of the partnership team to determine how to best help those who 
were displaced have been strongly present as we face some of the same 
challenges in our own community.

As one of your partners in the recovery after Katrina, here are some of the 
lessons we learned:

•	 We must be there for our community, wherever they are. It is our sacred 
work to help our people when they are in times of trouble.

•	 There is a time to give and a time to receive. Sometimes we are the 
agencies that give strength and resources, and sometimes we must turn 
to others for help.

•	 The impact of trauma is long lasting and has stages of development. As 
social service providers and community agencies, we must be prepared 
to help those impacted by trauma for the months and years when family 
relationships have changed, when the sense of loss is crystalized, and 
financial impact is ultimately felt.

•	 While many things help, people and funding are needed. In major events 
like Katrina, enough funds for the long term do make a difference. Also, 
having dedicated staff is necessary to do the work long term.

•	 We are strengthened when we work together. When we share these 
times, new relationships are forged, both personally and institutionally.

Jewish Family Service in Houston was privileged to be your “home away from 
home” after Katrina. We admire your courage, compassion and tenacity in 
serving the Jewish community of New Orleans.
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RABBIS ANDY BUSCH AND DEBBIE PINE
Former Rabbi, Touro Synagogue/Former Executive Director, Tulane Hillel

Our hearts are very much with you on this 10th anniversary of Katrina.  

The five members of our family have been profoundly shaped by our 

years in New Orleans.  The people had the real impact, not the fact 

that we moved to town a mere two months prior to Hurricane Katrina’s 

landfall.  Though we live in Baltimore (quite happily, please note), we 

feel forever linked to New Orleans in so many ways, such as:

•Our kids continued to attend Jacobs Camp, even after we moved.  

This year, Ben was a staff member and Ethan was a camper. This 

summer was Johanna’s first summer beyond Jacobs. However, her 

choice of an internship dealing with urban issues in Baltimore was 

certainly influenced by her experiences as a kid in New Orleans.

•The Tulane Hillel building and program, which Debbie nurtured as 

Executive Director starting after Katrina.  Debbie still cherishes the 

connections she developed with students, faculty, staff, and lay leaders 

and loves when their paths cross.

•Touro Synagogue lives with us on an ongoing basis. Andy looks 

forward to the moments when he has a reason to reach out to 

congregants there for advice, to celebrate, or just to say hello.  Andy 

received some public credit for steering Touro Synagogue in the days 

following Katrina. However, credit should really fall with Ruth Kullman 

and the lay leadership, with Rabbi David Goldstein and the staff that 

he put in place, and with the committed community members.  From 

assuring our congregants were okay to holding that Rosh Hashanah 

service in Touro’s chapel, it was team effort.

We love seeing the successes, the smiles, and the success.
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SANFORD R. CARDIN
President, Charles and Lynn Schusterman Family Foundation

In many ways, the wounds left by Katrina are still fresh—we won’t soon forget 
the sheer scope of the devastation and the suffering of the thousands caught in 
the storm’s path. Communities are still working to rebuild, restore and revitalize 
life along the coast, and we know that a tremendous amount of work remains.

Despite our losses, great courage and profound hope have grown from the 
destruction and the despair. I continue to be deeply moved by the remarkable 
resilience of the Gulf Coast’s Jewish community and the spirit of all of those 
impacted by the storm, who have so bravely picked up the pieces left in 
Katrina’s wake and not only put them back together but committed to making 
them better than ever before. 

As we continue to mourn and remember the lives lost and the damage done, 
we can also acknowledge that there is so much of which the community can 
be proud. Residents along the coast have worked hard to power a remarkable 
transformation of the region—repairing homes, rejuvenating local economies 
and reviving the rich communal life they hold so dear.

This response is an inspiring demonstration of strength and heart—and a 
striking reflection of the values the Jewish people must embrace: stepping up 
in the face of hardship and taking on the responsibility to rebuild not only the 
Jewish community but all communities in need.

It is this obligation of tikkun olam, to repair the world, that we must carry with 
us as our people continue to heal and the Gulf Coast continues to recover. The 
progress that has been made in the region over the past decade is extraordinary, 
and I am heartened by the knowledge that the Jewish community in New 
Orleans and along the coast will continue to thrive for years to come.
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GAIL CHALEW
Former Volunteer Coordinator/Author

Ten years later, the expression, “Gam Zu L’tovah”—roughly translated 

as “even this is for the best”—seems to hold water in post-Katrina 

New Orleans.

Of course, for those who lost loved ones and irreplaceable possessions, 

Katrina cannot ever take on a wisp of goodness.

But for many of the rest of us, Katrina has been a blessing dressed 

up in rising water, flooded homes, destroyed infrastructure, and loss 

of worldly goods. 

It was a blessing because it literally cleared the decks—making possible 

deep, transformative change that would never have happened any 

other way.  And it did so on many levels: for the city, for the Jewish 

community, and personally. 

Without Katrina, the city politics, schools, and health care would have 

continued to fail the citizens as they had done for so long. Everyone 

knew they needed wholesale reform, but there was neither the political 

will nor the money to make that possible. Only the washing away 

brought about by the failure of the federally built levees could usher in 

political reforms, the charter schools, and community health centers.

Pre-Katrina, the Jewish community, though functional, was not 

vibrant, lulled by years spent doing the same old things in the same 

old way. The floodwaters removed those old ways and left in their 

wake a spirit of collaboration, innovation, and excitement—nurtured 
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by an influx of new community leaders and newcomers. This has borne 

fruit in initiatives like LimmudFest, Avodah, and Moishe House and in 

revitalized synagogues and agencies.

Yet this communal upward trajectory would not have been possible had 

Katrina also not swept away barriers to change on the personal level.

Losing many of my possessions came to feel freeing; not weighed down 

by so much “stuff” (which I reaccumulated all too quickly), I lightened 

up and could focus on family and community. The practical challenges 

of rebuilding brought out a renewed sense of purpose.

But “Gam Zu L’tovah” rings so true for me because of two directions my 

life has taken since Katrina.  Soon after I returned to New Orleans in 

June 2006, I began leading “disaster tours” for Jewish volunteers from 

synagogues, day schools, Hillels, and federations across the country. 

As a volunteer I continue to lead these tours—now numbering close to 

75—and continue to cherish both the people I meet and the opportunity 

to share how our city and Jewish community have so resiliently realized 

the blessings of Katrina.

LimmudFest also came into my life through Katrina.  And with it has 

come the transformative opportunity to lead a major community-wide 

event and to be involved on the national level in strengthening Limmuds 

across the country. It also brought me a wonderful son-in-law, whom 

my daughter met at LimmudFest 2012 and will marry next year.

Perhaps it is the ability to have a “Gam Zu L’tovah” spirit that enables 

us to turn reversals into opportunity.  May the next Katrina be very far 

in the future, but if it befalls us, let us be able to respond in that spirit.
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JONATHAN “J.C.” COHEN
Former Director, URJ Henry S. Jacobs Camp
Initiator, Jacobs’ Ladder Hurricane Relief Project

We didn’t have a plan. We weren’t prepared. We didn’t know what 

was going to happen.

On August 28th, when close to 250 people from New Orleans began 

showing up at camp, we were winging it, no two ways about it.

When the storm came in, we waited. When we lost power, we lost 

our steady stream of information. Eventually, dribs and drabs of 

news came through. And, as we learned more and more about what 

the storm had wrought, we went from an assembly of folks riding it 

out to a community of people supporting each other.

At first, we just dealt with the realities at hand - the physical and 

emotional needs of the people in camp. We had some emergent 

situations, but our camp experience came in handy. More 

people came - some intentionally, others seemingly by accident. 

Others moved on to family and friends. The community did what 

communities do.

When power was restored (relatively quickly), we and those with us 

discovered the true enormity of the event. We also discovered that 

the larger Jewish community wanted - no, needed - to do something. 

So, we winged it some more.

Turns out that we were both far enough out and close enough in to 

be well-positioned to help others. Volunteers from across the country 
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sent goods are way; other volunteers trekked to Utica, and together 

we figured out how to move the goods out to those who needed 

them. We used our connections, and pulled a few strings. The folks 

in camp became the back office, dealing with the needs of both 

the other evacuees and the volunteers. For ten weeks, we were in 

the relief business - making a difference small in scale, but large in 

meaning.

Elie Wiesel once said “In Jewish history, there are no coincidences.”

In 1970, the Henry S. Jacobs Camp was founded to provide a 

high-quality camp experience to the children of Southern Jewish 

communities that enriches and enhances their lives spiritually, 

intellectually, and physically in a safe and friendly family environment.

In 2005, Jacobs Camp fulfilled its mission in true form, and then 

some. We didn’t have a plan. We weren’t prepared. We didn’t know 

what was going to happen. But we were called into service, so we 

served.
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RABBI EDWARD P. COHN
Rabbi, Temple Sinai

Ten years following Hurricane Katrina, we gratefully acknowledge that our 

Temple Sinai has rebounded:  Our membership is replenished, our religious 

programs renewed and re-energized, our classrooms filled with students at 

every age group, and our recent campaign to renovate our physical building 

successfully completed.  All of this said, believe me, the Katrina experience 

- the largest natural disaster in America’s history – has by no means been 

forgotten.  As with the rest of our New Orleans community, Temple Sinai keenly 

remembers August 29, 2005 and the succeeding misery which followed.  

We join our neighbors in reverently and thankfully observing this milestone of 

recovery and in celebrating the wellsprings of human compassion and iron-

willed tenacity which have brought our city and its people to this poignant 

anniversary.

There are many tender memories summoned by the reliving of the horrendous 

Katrina experience, and one fact is beyond debate.  If only we had had the 

wide array of social media we now take for granted, it would have made a 

world of difference assisting our member families and in locating and directly 

responding to their specific needs.  We all did the best we could do under the 

circumstances.

Katrina was a democratic disaster managing to create painful havoc, dislocation, 

and unspeakable loss among both rich and poor, and New Orleanians of all 

races and creeds.

As Jewish New Orleanians, of course, we were never forsaken by our Jewish 
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brothers and sisters. Our national and local Jewish agencies and organizations, 

congregations of all stripes of Jewish observance, and caring fellow Jews 

who just wanted to help, all rendered selfless acts of tikkun olam, sparing no 

effort in assessing our specific needs and then generously responding in well-

orchestrated and empathic fashion.

I cannot say it was ever comfortable to be on the receiving end of this human 

equation, but having been there, we understand all the more profoundly our 

Judaism’s earnest admonition not to stand idly by in your neighbor’s need.

I will never forget the large boxes addressed to us from other congregations, 

large and small, in Texas, the Dakotas, Tennessee and Nevada, and elsewhere.  

When opened, it was evident that they had emptied their Synagogue Judaica 

Shops in order to send us hundreds of menorahs, Shabbat candle sticks, 

Kiddush cups and mezzuzot.

One night, it must have been around mid-November, we placed row upon row 

of those donated sacred symbols of our people’s faith on tables and invited all 

to take what they needed to meet their family’s circumstances.  There was an 

immediate progression forward to replace the once treasured Jewish objects 

which had been lost or destroyed in the murky flood waters.

Tears of joy streamed down many smiling faces of all ages!  Their Judaism had 

not been lost nor was their faith confined by that blue plastic which forlornly 

covered the roofs of their former homes.  Now they knew that a new mezuzah 

would someday be affixed and their spirits soon brightened by the arrival of 

Chanukah in just a few days’ time.  Never had Chanukah’s literal translation 

ever meant so much:  rededication!  There would indeed be a future!  
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INA DAVIS
Vice President, National Council of Jewish Women, Greater New Orleans 

Section (2005)

For over 120 years, community service has been our mission. But when the 
levees failed during Katrina, the National Council of Jewish Women GNO 
Section suddenly found itself in need of support. Our families had undergone 
devastation. Could we continue our mission while trying to rebuild our own lives? 
The answer: Yes! Our concerns adapted, and uniting through NCJW in service 
of a vulnerable city proved to pull our membership back together in our collective 
time of need. 

Like everyone around us, NCJW GNO had to restore its foundation. Newly 
focused on progress and legislative action, we found our voice. We traveled to D.C. 
to educate federal lawmakers about the Gulf Coast’s needs, and to advocate for 
equal rights for all. Back home, we sponsored mayoral and candidate debates.

Aligned with zeal, our volunteers got back to work by stocking schools and 
childcare centers with libraries and toys, creating a safe place for children 
subjected to domestic violence, answering the calls to a myriad of consumers 
with problems too big to handle alone, and more.

With an enormous outreach effort to a scattered membership, the bluebook 
directory recovered and then never stopped growing. NCJW was back with spirit.

Our longest running program continues to subsidize Jewish college students in 
financial need and our newest program cultivates young leaders to take on the 
challenges of tomorrow. We have made great progress on legislative fronts. And 
on a more personal level, NCJW’s rebound is a reflection of my own post-Katrina 
struggle and pride.

Kudos to NCJW Greater New Orleans women and volunteers who change the 
world for the better, through our programs, initiatives, and public policy issues. 

May the next 10 years yield even greater accomplishments.
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STEVEN J. EDELSTEIN
Executive Director, Jewish Federation of Nashville

Please accept my congratulations on this milestone anniversary 

of rebuilding the New Orleans Jewish community.  This is truly a 

miraculous statement about the will and commitment of so many 

people in New Orleans, and indeed throughout the country.

I consider myself fortunate to have played a supporting role in this 

effort.  As Executive Director of the Jewish Federation of Nashville, I led 

our efforts in offering hospitality to evacuees who came to Nashville; 

and in late August 2005, Jeff Fladen of our Jewish Family Service 

and I helped to distribute relief funds of the Jewish Federations of 

North America to Jewish families in Jackson, MS.  I made a follow-

up visit to Biloxi while Jeff went to other impacted areas in Mississippi 

and Louisiana.  This was among the most significant and emotional 

experiences of my entire career in Jewish communal service.

When we experienced a devastating flood in Nashville five years 

later, your Federation was a leader in offering us reciprocal support, 

for which I am personally and professionally indebted to your 

community and to my colleague Michael Weil.

The Federation movement has had many examples of showing its 

commitment to clal Yisroel, the enduring spirit of collective support, 

as well as humanitarian aid to non-Jews in disastrous circumstances.  

There has been no finer hour than what we were called upon to do 

after Katrina.
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SHELLYE FARBER
President, National Council of Jewish Women, Greater New Orleans 

Section (2004-2007)

Ten years ago when Hurricane Katrina struck New Orleans I had just 

started my second year of a two year term as the President of the 

National Council of Jewish Women, Greater New Orleans Section. 

Once it was decided that it would be awhile before we could return to 

the city I started reaching out to the members of the Section starting 

with blast emails. This would not have been able to be accomplished 

without an incredible executive committee to help me.

About five months after Katrina our first service to be up and running 

was our Consumer Advocacy service which was in association with a 

local television station.  Our volunteers were overwhelmed with calls 

but made every effort to help resolve any issues our citizens had. 

This service continues today. 

Like so many people in the Greater Metropolitan area of New Orleans 

many of our members of NCJW chose to return and rebuild. The 

Greater New Orleans Section continues to thrive today because of 

our members. Without the support of NCJW, Inc. (National) and the 

Jewish Federation of Greater New Orleans these accomplishments 

would have not been as easy to achieve. 
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HOWARD FEINBERG
Former Managing Director, United Jewish Communities’ (UJC) Consulting

As many of those impacted by Hurricane Katrina at the end of 

August 2005 have said, “we weren’t prepared for the enormity of 

the damage and we were buoyed by the response of so many friends 

and strangers in the immediate and long-term aftermaths of the 

storm”.  As one of the then Managing Directors of United Jewish 

Communities’ (UJC) Consulting Division, an assignment I assumed 

on August 15, 2005, I served as lead staff of the UJC Emergency 

Preparedness and Disaster Response portfolio.  In that role, it was 

my responsibility to coordinate the Jewish Federation and national 

agencies system’s response, both immediate and long-term, to the 

storm.  I have thousands of memories (bolstered by e-mail archives, 

photos, reports, videos and online repositories) which are never far 

from my consciousness.  The most powerful are those which involve 

the people who immediately responded as needed in the search and 

rescue phase and then the longer term planning and implementation 

for rebuilding and long term growth.  

The real heroes were the staff and volunteer leadership in New 

Orleans – The Jewish Federation, The Jewish Foundation, JFS, JCC, 

the synagogues and others; In Baton Rouge – the Jewish Federation 

and synagogues and key individuals who coordinated search and 

rescue efforts of the East Baton Rouge Sherriff’s Department; In 

Biloxi-Gulfport – the synagogue and communal leadership; and the 

emergency management and VOAD groups both nationally and 

throughout the entire Gulf Coast.  And lest we forget, the wonderful 

communities and individuals in what we referred to then as “evacuee 

host communities” – the untold thousands of municipal workers, 
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non-profit and faith-based groups and volunteers who helped host 

those who couldn’t return to their homes, many for over a year.  

The major players in that role included Houston, Baton Rouge, San 

Antonio, Memphis, while thousands of evacuees found respite in 

other communities throughout North America.  The Federation 

system raised over $31 Million dollars of which over $22 Million 

was distributed through the deliberative process of UJC’s Emergency 

Committee which I staffed.  The remainder was used in communities 

which raised funds for local needs of the evacuees who they hosted, 

any residual being sent to UJC for the national pool.  In addition 

to the Federations, millions of additional dollars were raised and 

distributed by the national synagogue movements, B’nai B’rith 

International, American Jewish Committee, and others impacting 

tens of thousands.

Highlights of the response included:

•After being alerted the first night after the flooding to the hundreds 

of residents and staff stranded at the Jewish Home for the Aged, 

networking with the then national director of disaster services for 

the Red Cross to make certain the Home would be considered 

a high priority for evacuation.  Buses arrived the next morning. 

•Developing a Joint New Orleans/Baton Rouge Partnership 

office in Baton Rouge which provided evacuee support, funds 

for a preschool, case management assistance and JFS services 

for evacuees and, after Hurricane Rita actually impacted Baton 

Rouge a few weeks after Katrina, assistance for some members 
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of the Baton Rouge community who were impacted.  That 

office operated for the entire first year after the storm under 

the leadership of the New Orleans Jewish Foundation director. 

•Working with the Goldring-Woldenberg Foundation, The New 

Orleans Jewish Federation and a consultant & top staff member 

generously provided by the Charles and Lynn Schusterman 

Foundation, UJC helped craft a Two-Year Recovery Plan which 

earmarked approximately $16 Million for the Jewish agencies 

and people in New Orleans (matched 20% up to $3 Million by 

the Goldring-Woldenberg Foundation as part of the plan) so that 

no Jewish organization or agency that was serving the community 

on the day before the storm had to be concerned about actively 

fundraising in order to reopen its doors to serve those returning 

to the community after the storm.  Jewish life never ceased to 

operate in New Orleans as a result of the community’s leadership 

and this coordinated plan which the Federation administered. 

•Providing additional resources for what became financial assistance 

for those impacted by the storm (administered by JFS with Federation 

oversight) and the incentives for newcomers program as well as funding 

the Shefa-Jewish Funds for Justice revolving Loan Fund for small 

businesses which helped many small businesses reopen after the storm. 

•Providing funds for a trauma and pastoral care trained rabbi to 

relocate first to Mississippi then New Orleans for four years so that 

she could work with both the Jewish and general communities’ clergy 

and emergency management personnel, providing consolation and 
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support to many who themselves were impacted by the storm yet 

who had to remain strong for their minions.

From September 2005 until June 2008 I visited the Mississippi Gulf Coast 
(usually New Orleans as the sole or one of the locations) over thirty times 
and dedicated a major focus of my professional attention to working with the 
amazing people leading the efforts to rebuild their cities and institutions.  As 
everyone I met or knew from before Katrina had an evacuation or sheltered 
in place story, I was humbled by the way in which most people looked forward 
to a future in which Hurricane Katrina’s fury was but a memory, having been 
a catalyst for positive change and growth in their lives and the community’s 
fortunes. 

It was an honor to work with you all then as it is an honor to still consider 
NOLA my adopted home.  I wish all my friends and colleagues continued 
success and thank you for the profound impact your positive attitudes and 
tenacity etched on my soul.
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RABBI MARLA J. FELDMAN
Executive Director, Women of Reform Judaism 
Co-Director, Disaster Relief, Union for Reform Judaism (2005)

At the time that Hurricane Katrina devastated the Gulf Coast, I was the 
Director of the Commission on Social Action of Reform Judaism and I had 
the privilege of facilitating the Reform Movement’s disaster relief efforts. I 
am extremely proud of what we accomplished. With contributions from all 
over the world we raised millions of dollars, our URJ camps offered shelter to 
displaced families, relief workers, and volunteers, and more than a million 
pounds of food and supplies flowed from Reform synagogues through our 
relief warehouse in Mississippi to those in need. We were enormously proud 
of the local Reform congregations who, notwithstanding their own trauma, 
reached beyond themselves to support others in the community. Despite the 
devastation, it was an uplifting and inspiring time as people united to bring 
relief to Katrina’s victims. 

The wind and rain did not discriminate and the flood waters did not distinguish 
between rich and poor. Nonetheless, the disparity of the storm’s impact was 
eye-opening.

The Jewish community was relatively fortunate. Most members were able to 
evacuate and found temporary residences until they could return and rebuild 
or start their lives anew elsewhere. The network of Jewish communal agencies 
organized housing, counseling, and support services for those needing help 
to get back on their feet. As is often the case, when faced with a crisis, our 
community is at its best and we truly rose to the occasion.

However, thousands of poor and vulnerable residents were not so fortunate. 
Those with no car, no money, and no support system sought shelter in the 
squalor of the Superdome and the Convention Center or tried to ride out the 
hurricane in their meager, low-lying homes. At risk even before the storm, they 
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had little wherewithal to reclaim their devastated lives. The receding waters 
exposed a societal reality that had been easier to ignore prior to the storm. 
We witnessed directly the consequences of policies and risk assessments that 
simply did not take into consideration the needs and the circumstances of 
those who are most helpless.

Katrina was a reminder that we are all vulnerable – and we are all resilient. It 
left us stronger in many ways. There is, indeed, much to celebrate as we look 
back on the past ten years. Even as we celebrate, I hope we will remember 
the valuable insights we gained about the lives of those on the fringes of 
society and the needs of those living on the edge. When the next disaster 
comes, whether in New Orleans or elsewhere, will our society be one in which 
the most vulnerable are left behind, or will the flood waters lift up all of our 
boats? Time will tell which lessons of Katrina have been learned. 

But for now, my friends, it’s time to celebrate ten years of growth and renewal! 
My best to the community.
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LESLIE FISCHMAN
Executive Director, Jewish Community Center (2011–present) 

For over 160 years, the Jewish Community Center has been the epicenter of 
Jewish life in New Orleans.  On August 29, 2005, just as we were about to 
celebrate our 150th anniversary, our fate was questioned.  Thanks to a resilient 
community, outstanding leadership and staff, and by the grace of G-d, we were 
able to re-open our doors on October 20 and welcome the Jewish community 
back home to 5342 St. Charles Avenue.

Life was stressful the initial months following Katrina and the JCC quickly 
became a safe haven for young and old alike. For many, the J was a place to 
work out and relieve stress.  For others, it was a place to take a warm shower; 
for working families, the J was where their children were cared for during the 
day. 

The JCC was the go-to address not just for fitness, wellness, childcare and 
socialization; it was the FEMA headquarters for Uptown New Orleans, serving 
thousands of New Orleanians seeking financial, medical, and housing 
assistance.  

Today, 10 years later, the New Orleans JCC is thriving with program participation 
at a record high. The Nursery School and Summer Day Camps are at 
capacity.  The Goldring Fitness Center is jam-packed; our swimming pools 
are overcrowded and outdated and the Goldring Woldenberg JCC-Metairie 
continues to grow its membership.  

The time has come to write a new chapter in our long and distinguished history 
as we embark on a capital expansion project that will add over 16,000 square 
feet to our Uptown facility including three state of the art swimming pools, 
expanded Goldring Fitness Center, Nursery School and Day Camp.  

So get ready NOLA, a NEW J IS ON THE WAY!  The New Orleans Jewish 
Community is thriving ten years after Katrina and the JCC is extremely proud to 
have been a vital part of our city’s great recovery. 
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R. JUSTIN GARON
President, Jewish Federation of Greater New Orleans (2003-2005)

My Katrina story begins in Baton Rouge, a little over one week following the 
aftermath of Katrina.  My family had evacuated first to Monroe where we 
have family, then to Houston when Robin and I realized we were not going 
to be returning to New Orleans any time soon and we felt the schools in 
Houston would be a better fit for our two young boys.  If memory serves me, 
I received a call on my cellphone – no small feat post Katrina – from Allan 
Bissinger asking if I would be in Baton Rouge the next Wednesday to meet 
with two gentlemen – Bert Goldberg, director of the Association of Jewish 
Family and Children’s Agency who I knew from my days as president of our 
JFS, and Barry Swartz, a vice-president from the Jewish Federation of North 
America.  

As it turned out, I did plan to be in Baton Rouge that week because Scott 
Silbert, my law partner, and I were trying, like so many other lawyers, to 
relocate our practice in Baton Rouge. 

In any case, what I recall from that evening was two very special things.  
One, it was clear that AJFCA and JFNA were prepared to take full charge 
of the task of getting our Jewish community up and running again.  They 
were talking about fundraising nationwide and providing us the resources 
necessary for our community to get back on our feet.  It was a very touching 
and overwhelming overture on the part of our Jewish partners who expressed 
a profound sense of solidarity with our suffering.  And second, without 
hesitation or any equivocation, I vividly recall Allan assuming the role of 
President of our Jewish Federation from me recognizing that my two year 
stint was up.  I and our Jewish community are forever grateful and indebted 
to Allan for his willingness to step up and unselfishly serve our community.  
I know of no one who would have done a better job or who would have 
dedicated his precious time and energy more than Allan.     
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DEENA GERBER
Executive Director, Jewish Family Service (2005-2013)

ANDREA S. LESTELLE
President, Jewish Family Service (2005)

After Katrina, people needed a combination of financial and 

emotional support, which has always been the task of Jewish Family 

Service. So, in many ways, our years of service in the community 

were an extraordinary preparation for what we had to process and 

do after the storm… just on a much larger scale. 

We, (Andi and Deena) were President and Executive Director 

respectively at Jewish Family Service in 2005.  In the first days 

immediately after the storm and levee breech, we set up an office in 

Baton Rouge alongside the Jewish Endowment Foundation (thanks 

to Congregation Beth Shalom) and later opened our office on the 

Northshore. Baton Rouge was a gracious and accommodating place 

to work, the Jewish community in Baton Rouge was so welcoming, 

and the Temple was an immediate gathering place for people who 

needed help. By October 6 we were able to reopen our main office 

in Metairie and most of our staff members were able to come back, 

even though all but two staff member lost their homes.   Some of our 

former staff also came in to assist as volunteers.

We could not have done what we did without the kindness and 

contributions that poured in from so many people across the country. 

The San Francisco JFS alone sent us $100,000 and helped us create 

an agenda for recovery. The UJC also sent sizeable contributions. 
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And there were so many individuals who gave so generously. Donors 

knew and trusted that JFS would administer their money honestly, 

carefully and effectively. It kept us afloat. We were able to disseminate 

hundreds of thousands dollars in grants, as well as much-needed 

interest-free loans to people and businesses in need.

Many of our post-Katrina clients had never needed help from JFS 

before, but suddenly found themselves temporarily out of jobs with 

bills imminently due and homes and businesses to repair. On top of 

that, on a personal level, people were experiencing fear, worry and 

frustration with being displaced and lacking stability in the middle of 

social and professional upheaval. 

There is a Chinese curse that says, “May you live in interesting 

times.” However, in this context, while the months and years after 

the storm were “interesting” times, going through this whole process 

was certainly not a curse. We really saw the best in people, people 

working together to find solutions to never before seen challenges. 

It was a great lesson that life really does go on when difficult things 

happen, and it’s okay to rely on others to pull you through and get 

to the other side. 
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BERT J. GOLDBERG
Former President/CEO, Association of Jewish Family and Children’s Agencies

I am thrilled to join with others in acknowledging one of the Jewish 
Community’s finest hours. Like so many others, I was at home watching the 
Louisiana and Mississippi communities’ devastation unfold and upset at the 
minimal, and mostly ineffective, response of the broader community to the 
devastation.

In my role as President/CEO of the Association of Jewish Family & Children’s 
Agencies, I was in frequent contact with our member agency in New Orleans 
and with representatives of other National Jewish organizations. With little 
fanfare, end with even less competition, the National Jewish community 
came together, developed the outlines of a plan of action and began to put 
that plan into effect. In a couple of days, I, along with my colleague, Barry 
Swartz from UJC, was on a plane to New Orleans/Baton Rouge, where 
Barry and I met with the local Jewish Community leadership and began the 
creation of a variety of programs to assist the local Jewish & Non-Jewish 
community. Egos could wait; there was a crisis to address.

AJFCA took on the task of coordinating housing and transportation needs 
for those displaced by the Hurricane who were willing to relocate to other 
communities, who generously volunteered housing resources and financial 
assistance. In a very short period, funds were committed, people volunteered 
and programs created. 

I recall proudly, participating, in Mississippi, with a group of Jewish college 
students on Winter Break organized by Hillel, who were re-roofing houses in 
a Southern Baptist African-American community, while living on the floor of 
a Methodist Church, as all the participants came together to study, pray and 
help. It was a proud moment for me as a Jew, as a social worker, and as a 

Jewish Communal Professional. 
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NED GOLDBERG
Executive Director, Jewish Children’s Regional Service

JCRS played a unique role, particularly during the 12 months after 

Hurricanes Katrina and Rita, as it kept in contact with, and sent 

funds, gifts, and gift cards, and provided scholarship assistance to 

hurricane-affected, Jewish families who were now scattered   across 

the United States.  Before Katrina, JCRS already was a regional 

Jewish children’s agency, based in New Orleans.  

Over that first twelve months in particular, and to some extent 

over the next several years, JCRS found itself working with Jewish 

local and expatriate families now living across the United States. 

The first summer after Katrina, JCRS funded over 500 Jewish youth 

for summer camp and close to half of those kids received funding 

as a result of being displaced. In December of 2005, JCRS staff 

gathered hundreds of volunteers at the Houston Jewish Community 

Center and wrapped holiday gift packages of eight gifts each for 

700 displaced children.  Packages of wrapped Christmas gifts were 

delivered to 400 children in Beaumont, Lake Charles, Baton Rouge, 

and New Orleans, while 300 wrapped packages were shipped to 

Jewish children, across the region. Many families who would never 

before ask JCRS for college assistance, or help for their special 

needs child, now found themselves forced to do so, due to the 

financial and emotional circumstances brought on by the storm and 

its aftermath.  In 2006, in addition to 500 campers, another 300 

Jewish youth received a family grant, a special needs subsidy, or 

college financial aid. 
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After Katrina, all those service providers affected by the storm, now 

formed their own short explanations as to how they dealt with the 

demands and stress that were now set upon their families, friends 

and colleagues at work. 

Sometimes I would say that “our combined strength is immense, but 

is always limited by our weakest links!” and use either the levees, or 

the circumstances of individuals within a family, as the best examples. 

Other times, when asked about the work of JCRS, I would list the 

standard types of economic, social, and medical conditions that 

would typically lead a family with children to ask for help from JCRS, 

and then add, “‘natural disasters’ are now another standard reason 

why families, who would otherwise be stable and self-supporting, 

now ask for assistance from agencies like JCRS. “  
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RABBI DAVID GOLDSTEIN
Rabbi Emeritus, Touro Synagogue

Only hours before Katrina hit Shannie and I were informed on our 

flight home from Spain that we would not be able to continue on 

from Atlanta. We asked for more information from the cockpit 

and were told a “catastrophic hurricane” was about to strike New 

Orleans directly. Imagine the shock. Hurricane? No big deal. We had 

experienced many. But, catastrophic? That was a new and stunning 

concept. We spent a few days with our children in the North East and 

then proceeded on to Big Sky, Montana, where we have a condo 

for summer and winter holidays. Never did we consider that our 

mountain retreat would become our place of refuge. Our home. 

We remained there until the beginning of November doing our best 

to discover the whereabouts of friends, and as telecommunications 

were slowly restored, to connect with them. 

Our intermittent trips home to New Orleans - strictly against the rules 

of entering the city and orders to stay away - revealed neighborhoods 

that had been trashed beyond recognition by the storm. We drove 

down empty St. Charles Avenue, dodging broken tree limbs on 

the street, past the closed doors of Touro Synagogue, and I found 

myself wishing that I might have foreseen the disaster and delayed 

my retirement even for a few months so that those doors might have 

been open as they always were during past hurricanes. What would 

I have done? Who can be sure? Driven or flown in from Houston 

for September Shabbatot and for the High Holidays? Yes, I think 

so. Pitched in in wounded neighborhoods to lend a hand? Yes, I 

also think so. Made sure that Jews had a place that would receive 
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them?  Yes, absolutely. Fortunately as the city began to return to life 

other rabbis and cantors and Jewish professionals were quickly on 

the scene to provide for the Jewish needs of the returning refugees.

As life began to slowly reassemble we were gratified to see businesses 

return to half-normal. Our refrigerator was shot, contaminated by 

spoiled food. Everybody’s was. We hauled ours to the corner for 

pick-up where it joined a half dozen similarly ruined reefers. Finding 

a replacement was an exhausting and very frustrating chore for 

everybody, but after a week we actually had a new one – not exactly 

to our liking, but definitely serviceable. Amazing how we take for 

granted the ordinary. Katrina taught us never again to take anything 

for granted. 

The first Uptown restaurant that reopened was Flaming Torch, and 

we of course patronized it.  Then, another and another…We admired 

the businesses that were determined to operate crippled.  

In time my rabbi and cantor resumed their roles as did all the others. 

After two months the doors of the Synagogue were once again 

open, and the first Shabbat there was a time never to be forgotten. 

A time of deepest reflection and of sorrow for all that had been 

lost and for the suffering of irrecoverable loss and displacement for 

so many – and also a time of thanksgiving and gratitude for the 

possibility of rebuilding. The Psalmist exclaimed when Jerusalem’s 

exiles returned from Babylonia, “hayinu k’cholmim” – we returning 

exiles were like dreamers, too.
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JACKIE GOTHARD
Former President, Congregation Beth Israel

It was my “mazel” to be elected the first female President of our Orthodox 

Congregation Beth Israel when Hurricane Katrina and the unfortunate 

breaks in our levee system flooded our synagogue on Canal Boulevard.   

Only about one mile from the 17th Street Canal breach, 8-10 feet of water 

crashed through the glass walls on either side of the triple wooden entry 

doors.  The flood waters and the unyielding heat caused decay and mold 

within days. The devastation was complete!  Aside from 2 brass Chanukah 

menorahs and hundreds of memorial and happy occasion plaques that 

were on the walls, very few items remain.

Every bench, chair, desk, reading table, prayer books, library books, 

computer/office contents, 2 kitchens (meat & dairy) of utensils, dishes, 

pots, pans, ovens, stoves, turned over, covered with mold, floating in the 

nasty water….all the taleseim/yarmulkes under water or afloat with layers 

of debris.

My Family was allowed to return to our Metairie home 2 ½ weeks after the 

storm; fortunately we had minor damage and some roof loss.  We knew 

that our Torah Scrolls were “rescued,” by volunteers of ZAKA, but we also 

knew that they were beyond repair, having been half floating in the flood 

water for over 2 weeks.  Today there are 7 Torah Scrolls and over 3,000 

prayer books buried in the Frenchmen Street Beth Israel Cemetery.

Do we sell the property, fold up as a congregation, and let our 100 year 

old Beth Israel Orthodox Congregation “go with the flow?”  A few said 

yes.  But those of us whose grandparents and parents were the founding 

families of Beth Israel said no.  I did not want to be remembered as the first 
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female president and last president of our beloved congregation. Slowly, as 

more of our members returned home, and so many amazing volunteers 

from all over came to help us recover, we cleaned out as best we could, 

and we began to gather for Shabbat Services.  Beth Israel is more than a 

building….it is 100 years of our ancestors observing their Jewish heritage…

it is our Orthodox congregation!   Our first grandchild, Benjamin Gothard, 

Eddie and Blayne’s son, was preparing to become Bar Mitzvah in October.  

It was a Beth Israel Bar Mitzvah Shabbat and celebration, but as guests of 

Torah Synagogue.

Just two weeks prior to Katrina, we read in our synagogues, according to 

the prophet Isaiah, this promise from God: “I have sworn that the waters 

of Noah nevermore would flood the Earth.”  As a Jewish nation we have 

overcome more devastating events than high water.  Our two Great 

Temples in Jerusalem were destroyed, desecrated—we came back and 

rebuilt.  We were dispersed from our Homeland, we came back and rebuilt.  

As a nation, as a people, as a religion, we were designated for annihilation 

during the Crusades, the Spanish Inquisition, and the Holocaust.  But we 

always rose, returned and rebuilt!

If our people can do that on a worldwide scale, we can certainly reclaim 

our Synagogue from the flood waters of Katrina.  Several Rabbis and 

Congregations in our community offered us help. We temporarily moved 

into Gates of Prayer, even as they were recovering from the flood waters 

of the W. Esplanade canal overflow.  As more of our members returned 

home, we secured an energetic, outreaching rabbi; we purchased a small 

piece of land next to and from Gates of Prayer.  Today, we are enjoying 

our lovely new Shul, with many new young families.  We thank God for the 

strength, fortitude and blessings as we continue into our second generation 

as a modern Orthodox Congregation.
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RABBI DEBORAH A. HIRSCH
Co-Director, Disaster Relief, Union for Reform Judaism (2005)

On August 29, 2005, I was called out of a retreat I was conducting 

for the Union for Reform Judaism’s (URJ) regional directors, and was 

informed that Hurricane Katrina had slammed into New Orleans.  

At that moment, I had no idea of the horror that was to follow and 

how lives of everyone in New Orleans would be forever changed.  

Rabbi Marla Feldman and then I served as co-directors of the URJ 

Disaster Relief efforts.  We formed a team of dedicated and talented 

staff who embarked upon a relief effort that was unprecedented 

in the Union’s history.  Reform Jewish Congregations across North 

America donated millions of dollars to the general relief efforts and 

to help the four impacted Reform Jewish congregations meet payroll 

and operating expenses. Jacob’s Ladder, a make shift warehouse 

in Utica, MS, collected more than one million pounds of supplies 

from food to microwaves, and people from across North America 

volunteered to stay at Jacobs Camp and distribute the collected goods 

to affected communities surrounding New Orleans.  My specific role 

was to help congregations stay connected and provide support to 

the leadership of New Orleans’ four Reform Congregations.  The 

next months involved some of the most sacred work of my rabbinic 

path.  

Even as my emotions were torn by the pain and destruction I saw 

when I visited New Orleans and the sadness and uncertainty I heard 

in the congregational presidents’ voices when we met or spoke on 

the phone, I was inspired and uplifted by their indomitable spirit 

and determination to continue and be of support to their members, 
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even in the midst of their own losses.  In 2009, when the URJ had 

its board meeting in New Orleans, and congregational leaders from 

those same communities spoke about both the pain and rebirth—

the devastation and the seized opportunity for building connections 

between congregations—I knew in my heart, the resilient and 

unflappable spirit of professional staff and lay leaders alike, played 

a key role in New Orleans emerging from the rubble.  

And now, on the 10th anniversary of what was a day of darkness 

and flood, you, the people of NOLA, again inspire me.  You are 

teachers of life, faith and hope.  At the end of the biblical story of 

Noah, God placed a rainbow in the sky.  Each of you is a shade 

of the rainbow that joined in collective hope and determination—a 

rainbow that spanned across the despair and brought hues of light 

where darkness once blanketed the city.  You embody the phrase, 

sacred community.  May you continue in strength and may God 

bless you all.  
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ROB HYMAN 

Former Senior Vice President, United Jewish Communities

In the aftermath of the unprecedented devastation of Hurricane 

Katrina, I was part of the United Jewish Communities (now Jewish 

Federations of North America) national emergency response team 

dispatched to provide assistance and support on the ground. 

According to FEMA, Katrina is, “the single most catastrophic natural 

disaster in U.S. history....more than one million people in the Gulf 

Region were displaced by the storm.”

Specifically, I was re-deployed from our New York office to the Jewish 

Federation of Greater Houston to help with its massive community 

mobilization effort to assist evacuees from New Orleans. 

This included working closely with staff and/or volunteers teams from 

the Houston Federation, Houston’s Jewish Family Service Agency 

and members of the Jewish Federation of New Orleans staff who 

had relocated to Houston. 

The response of the Houston Jewish and general community was 

remarkable. The New Orleans Federation staff was invited to set up 

temporary headquarters in the offices of the Houston Federation. 

Because I was embedded with them, I was able to personally 

observe their selfless dedication and indefatigable efforts to track 

the whereabouts, re-connect with and begin assisting dispersed 

members of the New Orleans Jewish community. 

Notwithstanding the incomprehensible disruption of their own 
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personal lives, the New Orleans Federation staff continued to pursue 

their communal responsibilities with exemplary professionalism. In 

the midst of their own crises, their professional perseverance and 

diligence was nothing short of heroic.

The “above and beyond” efforts of the Houston Jewish and general 

community was also unparalleled given the magnitude of numbers 

of evacuees and their required scope of services. The humanitarian 

care, compassion and commitment demonstrated by Houston 

during this crisis were equally extraordinary. Individual’s opened 

their homes, apartments were located, furnished and stocked with 

food, schooling was arranged for children and teens, medical and 

health care was provided and the full network of community support 

services was made available. 

I was also able to visit and later serve as a volunteer for a day at 

the Reliant Center in Houston. The Reliant Center is next to the 

Astrodome. It was estimated to house 11,000 evacuees. Most of 

the people only possessed the clothes on their backs and perhaps 

a few personal items. I assisted with evacuee identification, meal 

service and transitions from the Center to other alternative housing 

arrangements. The scene of thousands of evacuees inside the 

Reliant Center will be forever indelibly etched in my mind.

Shortly after relocating to Houston, Katrina evacuees had to face the 

emotional and physical threat of yet another Hurricane. Hurricane 

Rita was developing into a powerful and massive storm in the Gulf 

of Mexico. Early forecasts had the storm coming ashore around 

Galveston and moving into Houston.
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Once again, the Houston Federation Team mobilized in accordance 

with its emergency preparedness and response plan. I stayed in 

Houston to assist with the preparations for and the aftermath of 

Hurricane Rita. My hotel evacuated remaining guests to the lower 

Ballroom floor overnight as the storm came ashore. The brunt of the 

storm veered away from a direct path into the Houston area.

I was privileged to be part of the national Team to assist my colleagues 

in Houston and New Orleans.

Their professionalism and selfless devotion to help others in dire 

circumstances under extremely challenging and traumatic conditions 

shall forever remain an inspiration to me.
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HUGO KAHN
Former President, New Orleans Jewish Day School

Write something about what happened at the Day School during 

Katrina? Hey, it was ten years ago - I can’t remember what I had for 

breakfast this morning!

So what do I do?  I go to my collection of pocket diaries - and 

for those of you who know me - that is my palm pilot.  So in my 

USCJ (United Synagogues of Conservative Judaism) calendar diary, 

it reads:

5765 2004-5.  Entry May 26. 17th of IYAR the 32 day of the 
Omer - 8:30 Graduation rehearsal - don’t remember that - then 
May 29, 20th IYAR, 35th day of the Omer - now who can forget 
that? Our 8th grade graduation with the honorable Senator 
Joseph Lieberman as our featured speaker.  The whole community 
was kvelling over those outstanding beloved graduates.  We were 
so proud - families, faculty and staff, community leaders, Board 
Members - what a proud day it was for the Jewish community - 
a show of perseverance and dedication.   Migrating from trailer 
classrooms to that magnificent Goldring-Woldenberg facility. 
We’re thrilled with the new digs - but quality education was always 
our primary goal - in fact it was a source of pride for all - quality, 
devotion, dedication. We, the NOJDS, the faculty and staff, 
parents, board members - and the whole Jewish Community - a 
thriving Jewish Community Day School. 

So cruising through the luach May, June, July, and August - the 
usual entries. Birthdays, anniversaries, and of course, meetings - 
nothing special. Oh, how about Tuesday, August 30: an NOJDS 

open house (I don’t think we kept that date).
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It’s all a blur, moving into One River Place on Thursday, August 

25, and then later walking in the Quarter wondering what water 

was doing on Chartres—you all know the rest.  Lis, I and the dog 

made it out, waving to Sara Stone and heading over the bridge to 

the West Bank on the way to Galveston to be with daughter Margie 

(we learned later we beat the bridge closing by one hour).  Got to 

Galveston, and this I do remember—we located a Whitney Bank 

Branch somewhere in Houston, found it without GPS, and they were 

unreal. They helped me process the payroll for faculty and staff.  

They could not have been more helpful.  I went out and found a 

dozen roses for them.   Funny how you remember the little stuff.

Fast forward a year - and with help from a whole bunch of folks, 

especially Gwynne Bowman, started with 25 students in 4 classes.

Fast forward - Ayecha - where y’at? - Hineni - we’re here: a vibrant 

JCDS - a highly qualified professional Head of School and faculty, 

and active Board of Directors (not to mention its chair), a supportive 

Jewish community, but most of all our students and their families - 

talk about a faith community - those PARENTS from the trailers on 

West Esplanade to the magnificent facility put their faith and trust 

that their children would receive a quality education.

P.S. As the families dispersed from New Orleans to Atlanta, Dallas, 

Houston, etc. and their children enrolled in highly reputable Day 

Schools, we were concerned - would the kids be up to par in those 

Day Schools? Without exception, our displaced students exceeded 

expectations. New Orleans, be proud.
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LIS KAHN
Former President, Shir Chadash Conservative Congregation

Time flies – amazing how fast! Katrina happened 10 years ago. So long 

ago and yet it often seems as only yesterday. 

Michael Weil asked that I reflect upon Katrina in my capacity as the 

incoming and 4 month later president of Shir Chadash during Katrina 

and its aftermath.

Lots happened initially under then President Bob Kutcher’s leadership. 

First, when Katrina was forecast and a direct hit imminent, the Torahs 

were moved across the parking lot to safety on the 3rd floor of the 

Federation building, “the Torah’s were saved”. And yes, Shir Chadash 

was affected – 2+ feet of water standing, everything on the floor or in 

close proximity thereto was lost. Thanks to Dr. Ralph Lupin of blessed 

memory, the muck in Shul was cleaned out when he and his reserve unit 

came to the rescue as soon as it was possible.

Thanks to Will Samuels, who quickly returned to our area from his brief 

escape, Shir Chadash held High Holiday Services at Shul shortly after 

Katrina’s hit. Truly a miracle in and of itself. We gutted out 4’ - 5’ up 

along the walls in the Shul. Redid the wiring, the floors, and the walls—

everything that was needed. Ordered and bought, along with Gates of 

Prayer, new pews from an orthodox kibbutz in Israel – which when we 

received the pews sent along professionals to install – amazing!

Many thanks go to every one of our Shul at the time, lay, professionals 

and board members in rebuilding our synagogue and community.
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We lost due to Katrina well over half of our membership. Many hours 

and much energy went into bringing our families back, attracting new 

families, and members! Gradually our membership increased, with some 

returning members and some newcomers.

I tried every Shabbat from the Bima to welcome every returning member 

(sometimes I mentioned the same member twice, much to their chagrin!) 

I simply forgot having seen them a week or two before. I/we, the leadership 

thought up new ways to improve our financial status – loss of membership 

is not good! We are immensely grateful to JFGNO, our Jewish Federation, 

for is financial support and to every other agency who supported us 

financially and in every other way possible. We embarked on major 

fundraising including letter writing, encouraged donations to the Shul, 

visited every bank in the New Orleans area and encouraged visits from 

other communities around the country. Fortunately our ideas and efforts 

were fruitful to some extent. We are today a vibrant community, thanks 

to our current leadership and our very energetic rabbit who fortunately 

decided to join Shir Chadash in 2007 or there about. Our future is bright; 

we are stronger than ever before and continue to look forward to an even 

brighter future.

And, there am I now? Well, we too suffered much damage to our home 

(left us almost homeless for a couple of years). We did an almost complete 

rebuild, but we are back to stay. In my spare time – what am I doing? 

Presently I am the president of our jewel, JCDS, the most excellent, 

amazing, and innovative beautiful Jewish Community Day School with 

a great leadership and faculty in the greater New Orleans area. I am so 

very lucky!
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ROBERT A. KUTCHER
Former President, Shir Chadash Conservative Congregation

The months following Katrina were a difficult time for Shir Chadash. 

Like all organizations and residents, we had no idea whether we 

would ever be able to go home again and, if so, what were we going 

home to?

Fortunately, the Shabbat before Katrina hit, we moved our Torahs 

across the parking lot to the third floor Federation offices.

Once the flood waters receded, we were able to begin to assess the 

extent of the damage. We were in Dallas, and I recall speaking with 

our then executive director, Mike Kancher, who was in Houston, on 

a daily basis trying to figure out what we were going to do. Rosh 

Hashanah was only a few weeks away and, with the help of Will 

Samuels, Israel Finger and Elliott Finkelstein, we were able to host 

services in Houston led ably by Will Samuels. At that point, we had 

more congregants in Houston than anywhere else.

Then it became a matter of dealing with getting the Shul repaired. 

Dr. Ralph Lupin, who was a general in the National Guard, brought 

in guardsmen who, along with congregants, cleaned the sanctuary 

and removed the debris. Against the odds, we held Yom Kippur 

services in our synagogue. Yes, we sat on folding chairs on a cement 

floor but at least we were back and, after Yom Kippur, we continued 

to hold services, working around the construction.
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We received donations from other synagogues throughout the 

country as well as United Synagogues, which helped in the 

reconstruction. The generosity of the people throughout the country 

was overwhelming.

In the ten years since Katrina, Shir Chadash has come a long way. 

Yes, we lost a number of congregants who permanently relocated, 

but our membership is greater today than it was at the time of 

the storm, and we have more students in our education program. 

We have a dynamic Rabbi, Ethan Linden, who has energized our 

congregation and attracted many new members.

Ten years is both a long time and the blink of an eye. Human nature 

blots out the bad and recalls the good. We have a lot to be thankful 

for, and I am so pleased that Shir Chadash has come back better 

than ever.
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SANDY LASSEN
Former Executive Director, Shir Chadash Conservative Congregation/
Chevra Kadisha

I was one of the lucky ones: little or no Katrina damage other than 

my back window of my car blowing out, and I was fortunate enough 

to have an employer at the time, Jet Blue Airlines, that made sure 

that we were paid even though we weren’t actually working yet as 

our airport had not reopened.  

But Shir Chadash was not so lucky:  flooded by the West Esplanade 

Canal, most of the drywall and all of the furniture had to be trashed.  

Were it not for the presence and leadership of Will Samuels and the 

unbelievable assistance of the National Guard under the leadership 

of our own, Dr./Colonel Ralph Lupin, of beloved memory, we were 

able to be open for Yom Kippur.

October of 2005, and our water soaked sanctuary was filled with all 

denominations of New Orleans returning Jewish residents.  I was so 

proud to look around the room and be a part of that Yom Kippur at 

Shir Chadash.  We had lay led services and they were so moving!

The New Orleans Orthodox and Conservative Cemeteries, although 

filled with debris were spared so much of the devastation that other 

local cemeteries suffered. Many youth groups that visited New 

Orleans in the aftermath helped us clean the debris and polish the 

headstones. We are still lifting broken headstones to this day.  We 

also were made aware of a Jewish Cemetery in Osyka, Mississippi 

where there was devastating damage.  We were able through a 
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series of generous contributions, to help restore that cemetery to its 

current state.  We were assisted in our work there by several classes 

from the New Orleans Jewish Day School.

Our local Chevra Kadisha faced definite challenges.  Since there 

was a huge absence of grave diggers as a result of the New Orleans 

exodus, funerals were held only once a week, if that often.  Our 

preparation rooms at Tharp Sontheimer and Lake Lawn were no 

longer available to us and we had to work out of Lamana Pana 

Funeral home on the corner of Veterans Highway and Bonnabel 

Blvd where many bodies of all religious denominations lay in any 

rooms available.  It certainly was not conducive to the sacredness of 

the tahara and made our rituals much more complex and difficult 

to perform.

Since Katrina, Shir Chadash has been blessed with the most 

wonderful rabbinical presence of Rabbi Ethan Linden and his family 

who not only brought us all together, but also brought in so many 

new, young members and we continue to grow, flourish, and prosper.   

In fact, all of the synagogues in New Orleans have become one big 

family as a result of Katrina.  We have worked together for the good 

of our community and we have all been made stronger as a result 

and each of us has benefitted from the camaraderie.

G-d moves in mysterious ways and who knows what brought about 

Katrina, but from my perspective, our entire Jewish Community 

benefitted ultimately.  I am so proud to be a member of this wonderful 

community!
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MIRIAM LATTER
President, Congregation Gates of Prayer (2005-2007)

On July 1, 2005 I began my Presidency of Congregation Gates 

of Prayer with great excitement. One of my primary goals was to 

enable our congregation to be more caring to our members in their 

times of need. I certainly had no concept of how significant that goal 

would be! 

Like so many, my home flooded. Our getaway house in Bush, LA 

was destroyed and Tujaques restaurant, our family business suffered 

major damage. This was a lot for our family to handle, but I was 

also President of the synagogue I loved. My congregational home, 

Gates of Prayer, also filled with water, leading to well over $1 million 

in damage. From Atlanta, where I had evacuated, we began the 

hard work of personal and congregational repair, restoration and 

renewal.

With devoted staff and dedicated lay leaders, we began the work. 

First we had to dry out the building and pump three feet of water 

out of our sanctuary. We removed all carpeting, tore out the moldy 

sanctuary pews and much of the furniture, along with the first four 

feet of moldy walls throughout the entire building. What could be 

salvaged was piled up on tables in the Manheim Social Hall.

So much of that year is a blur. I remember our first service in early 



   |     57

October, as seven of us gathered on a Saturday morning with a lay 

leader, as our clergy team ministered to our members in Houston, 

Baton Rouge and Atlanta. By early October on Yom Kippur morning, 

hundreds gathered in the sanctuary with its cement floors, exposed 

beams and temporary seating, along with members and leaders of 

the entire Reform Jewish community. Looking out from the pulpit 

was inspiring to see all the faces, but challenging to see the social 

hall tables. By November, Nursery and Religious School began, as 

families slowly began to return. We appreciated the Nursery School 

parents who waited for us to re-open.  By April, much of the building 

was restored and we delighted in regularly hosting Congregation 

Beth Israel for worship and shared programs. We were caring for our 

members with meals, programs, financial support and ways that I 

could never have imagined.

I am filled with thanks and awe for how we endured and triumphed. 

My gratitude begins with our members and leaders who stepped up, 

even as they dealt with their own challenges, particularly Rabbi Loewy 

for his support and guidance to me and to the congregation during 

this time; the hundreds of individuals and organizations, especially 

the Union For Reform Judaism, United Jewish Communities and 

the New Orleans Jewish Endowment Foundation, providing strong 

financial assistance to repair and restore, but also to lay the 

foundation for the future. 

Katrina was a terrible event for us as individuals, for our Congregation 

and community, but also a shining moment as we worked together 

to be where we are today.
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SANDY LEVY
Executive Director, Jewish Endowment Foundation of Louisiana

It was all so shocking.  At first we thought that we had “escaped” the real 
wrath of Katrina. We then watched in horror as the city filled with water with 
massive devastation. I had evacuated to Jackson, Mississippi with my Mother, 
my brother and my Maltese terrier. We were safe but uncertain about where 
we would go and what the future held. My Mother’s home flooded and she 
lost everything in it.  She was 91 years old and was going to have to start over.  
Nagin was talking about not being able to get back to our city for months.  
It was all unimaginable.   Our hearts were broken to see the suffering and 
dislocation in our beautiful city; many tears were shed but there was no time 
to dwell on our predicament; what we had to do was make and implement a 
plan for our Jewish community to survive.   

I was the Executive Director of the Jewish Endowment Foundation of Louisiana, 
I had just been elected President of Temple Sinai and was responsible for taking 
care of my Mother and handling all of her needs as well as mine. My family 
and my staff relocated to Baton Rouge until mid-December. Life as we knew 
it had changed.

The tasks ahead on all three levels: personal, professional and as a lay leader 
seemed overwhelming. It was the dedication and support of family, and friends; 
Ellen Yellin, the President of JEF and our JEF Board members and staff; Rabbi 
Cohn, Cantor Colman, Betty Zivitz, the Board and Congregation at Temple Sinai 
and the incredible outpouring of support from national Jewish organizations 
and individuals that helped us to survive so that we could ultimately thrive.

There were so many things that we did to get through those challenging 
times that I could never fit them all on one page as we were asked to do.  
Mainly, I worked closely with the Jewish Federation of North America’s (JFNA) 
leadership and staff, especially Howard Feinberg, Union for Reform Judaism’s 
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(URJ) leadership and staff, our Federation and constituent agency presidents, 
directors, and staff, the Baton Rouge Jewish community leadership and the 
Presidents of the four Reform Congregations in order to craft and implement 
programs to “save” our organizations and help those families and individuals 
needing assistance. The way that we all came together to work to secure the 
future of our Jewish community was inspiring.
Katrina was an unimaginable catastrophe. The loving response and help that 
we received is what I remember the most. I am so grateful to all those who 
provided whatever was needed for our Jewish community to find a pathway to 
the future.

In closing, I am thankful that JEF could give $1,000,000 from our General Fund 
to Federation to go along with the many more millions raised by JFNA. We also 
granted $400,000 that was divided among our synagogues. Our community 
was in crisis and providing financial support was what our General Fund was 
meant to do. When we say that it is critical that we grow our General Fund 
and that our Jewish organizations need to have substantial endowments, it is 
because we lived through Katrina and we know that our survival and renewal 
took millions of dollars. Had we not received the financial support of JFNA, 
URJ and others, we would have had to greatly reduce the size and curtail the 
services provided by our agencies. Even if JEF had given all of our General 
Fund assets, which at the time was $4,000,000, it would not have been nearly 
enough. The same holds true today. We cannot depend on the generosity 
of others to see us through a crisis of such magnitude; we have to be able to 
sustain ourselves.

In gratitude for the help our Jewish community received, please consider 
assisting JEF, our synagogues and Jewish organizations build endowments for 
the future. We now know what it takes to survive: resilience, determination, 
financial resources and support.

Create your Jewish Legacy. Leave a gift to or through JEF to your synagogue or 
favorite Jewish organization in your will.
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RABBI ROBERT H. LOEWY
Rabbi, Congregation Gates of Prayer 

“Bashanah Haba’ah B’New Orleans” was how I concluded my Kol 

Nidre sermon of 2005. I was speaking from the pulpit of a Baton 

Rouge Unitarian Church to the dispersed members of the Greater New 

Orleans Jewish community, who, somewhat like our ancestors, found 

themselves exiled from their homes. Those were upsetting, uncertain 

times. I understood my rabbinic role to offer comfort, understanding 

and hope, whether fully convinced or not. 

That evening I shared my fears that we would see all too many of our 

Jewish community prefer to stay in the cities to which they evacuated 

(primarily Houston, Baton Rouge and Atlanta). I likened it to the Biblical 

Jews exiled to Babylonia, who when given the opportunity to return to 

Judea, remained in Galut. Yet with Ezra and Nehemiah others returned 

to rebuild. It was not easy for them, nor would it be for us.

The next morning I was back in Metairie leading worship. The Gates of 

Prayer sanctuary and entire building had experienced flooding. Though 

the pulpit was fine, I looked out to see temporary chairs, concrete floors, 

wall studs and tables piled high with salvaged material, but I also saw 

400 faces, my beloved members and others from the Jewish community, 

some strangers to me, but many familiar. My sermon that morning was 

called “The Anatomy of Hope.” I concluded with the following:

“I invite you to hope with me, to hold onto a vision of the future. I 
can see this sanctuary returned to its previous condition, with walls 
and floors covered and you lucky folks sitting up front are in those 
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comfortable pews. I see our children learning in their schools, religious 
school, Day School and nursery included, public and private, our 
universities as well. I see our restaurants filled, the CBD bustling, 
and tourists flocking back. Where there has been destruction, I see 
rebuilding of homes and businesses. I can even see Deuce McAllister 
scoring the winning touchdown in a Saints playoff game and Chris 
Paul scoring the winning basket for the Hornets. (OK, I can dabble in 
fantasy a little.) I see our adult children returning home to live, and 
others choosing New Orleans as a locale in which to invest for the 
future. 

It will not be the same as before August 29 and this vision may 
require years. There will be setbacks along the way, but what we 
need right now is the ability to look beyond the mud and debris, to 
see what might be. We need to heal from the wound that has been 
inflicted upon us. On this morning of Yom Kippur surrounded by a 
reconstituted community, let us look to the future with hope.”

I am pleased to be able to say that with hindsight, I was more of a 

prophet than a fool. Our Jewish community, its synagogues, local 

and national agencies rallied to provide support. We embraced 

adversity and created unique bridges of cooperation. New Orleans 

is our Jerusalem and we returned, continuing our commitment to 

make it better in all ways.
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DEB MARSH 
Admissions Director, Jewish Community Day School

I had just been hired at the New Orleans Jewish Day School on 

August 1, 2005, twenty-eight days later Katina and her aftermath had 

sidelined my exciting new job, and our wonderful school! Everyone 

evacuated as expected, not knowing what had happen to the school 

and the building.  Key personnel kept in touch by phone, and by 

the time we returned to the city, 2 months later, I was heartbroken 

when I saw the school. The drive lane inside the gates was piled 

high, really high, full of debris pulled from the buildings’ first floor. 

Everything was stripped, to the bones, but Katrina had not taken our 

school’s soul.  Slowly by January 2006 a handful of key personnel 

set up shop on the library…and we worked fast and furious finding 

our children, hiring teachers, restocking our classrooms to open our 

doors for August 2006. Small but mighty, we were back!

Rebuilding, rebooting, restarting...it takes a village.  How true! I 

have seen many changes over the last 10 years…5 Heads of School, 

new faculty, name changes, different grade levels, philosophies and 

diversity.  Our soul is intact, Jewish Community Day School is stronger, 

bigger, better, teaching young minds…reaching our community.  I 

am proud to be a part of it all.  The children walk through our doors 

and are happy, learning, becoming strong and confident young 

people.  Katrina blew in and out bringing its pain and destruction, 

but our school is alive and well.
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RABBI MENDEL RIVKIN
Director, Chabad of Louisiana (On behalf of Rabbi Zelig Rivkin)

There is no question that Katrina was a most devastating experience. The destruction 
of a city and a region. The loss of life, property and population. The loss of history and 
knowing that some things will never be the same.

Yet, 10 years later, it appears that many positive things evolved from the storm. Millions 
of acts of kindness. We were all recipients of so much goodness from so many. The 
raising of social awareness and the new groups and non-profits that are involved 
in the rebuilding and reinvention of New Orleans. Economic growth, success of 
the charter schools, young blood looking to be a part of an historical resurgence. A 
political climate with less tolerance for corruption. Greater focus on the environmental 
issues like wetlands and coastal erosion.

There is a parallel in Jewish history. The destruction of the Temple resulted in an exile 
in which we have been persecuted in every imaginable way. Yet, great developments 
in Torah have taken place in exile. The Talmud and Kabbala were transcribed in the 
period of exile. Jewish philosophy and Chassidic doctrines came under persecution. 
Rambam, Rashi and many others taught in times of peril. It can be argued that the 
worst of times brings out people’s best efforts.

Chabad of Louisiana has also come out stronger. A rebuilt and revitalized Chabad 
of Metairie. The construction and rejuvenation of the Rohr Family Chabad Student 
Center. The renovation of the Btesh Family Chabad House. A new Mikvah, the 
Ringger Center for Women’s Enrichment. A strong focus on Young Jewish Professional 
programming and a range of post Katrina initiatives. We have also expanded into 
new horizons with Chabad of Southern Mississippi and Chabad of Baton Rouge.

Indeed at Katrina plus ten we have every reason to be proud.  There is one immediate 
post-Katrina phenomenon that I would love to see recaptured. The strongest possible 
cooperation and feeling of community that one could experience. The sense that 
everyone counts and contributes to our collective success. If we could bring that back 
we would be a powerful model for the world.
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KEITH ROSS
Facilities Manager, Jewish Federation of Greater New Orleans

On the evening of August 26, my staff and I made ready the 

building for a storm. Only thinking this day is that we would be 

back on Monday for normal operations.  See, when we left work on 

Friday evening, we were all thinking the storm was going to Florida–

according to the news. By Saturday the track moved over to the west 

to Mobile Bay area, and then Sunday morning it was coming right 

at us.  We evacuated to Destin, Florida.

And then Monday, August 29, 2005 the storm hits New Orleans.  I 

remember watching it on my computer and the Weather Channel, 

and I was thinking this is bad—and then the flooding started. After 

the storm passed, I was trying to contact everyone from the office 

and could not. I remember that following Friday I finally got in touch 

with Mary Lillich; she was just down the street from me at the time 

and was working on getting me a pass to get back into the city. But 

all I could do was sit and wait. Saturday I called a friend of mine 

that could get me back into the city for one day, only so I came in 

checked the outside of the building and not knowing what it looked 

like inside because we were not allowed to enter the building at this 

time Marshall law was in effect.  On the way back to Destin that 

evening, I finally head from Eric Stillman—we were on hold until we 

could get the proper documentation from the local government. On 

September 9, I received a call from Adam Bronstone to tell me he 

had setup a flight for me from Destin to Baton Rouge for the next 

morning so we could tour the building and collect the Torahs from 

the synagogues. We landed in East Baton Rouge and rolled up to 
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where Eric , Adam, and about 15 police officers were standing  and 

the pilot of the plane looked back at me and said, “who are you?” 

in a scratchy voice.

All I could do was laugh because I was just as surprised. We were 

escorted all the way back into the City and we did what we needed to 

do at the Synagogues then we came out to Metairie to the building. 

It looked like a bomb went off. We entered the building to about a 

half of an inch of slime and muds on the floors I remember it was so 

hard to walk with theses floors were so slippery. Mold had climbed 

up the wall to the ceiling. All the furnishings on the first floor were 

all damaged and mold was on everything. We went out to the pool 

area the water was black the pool had trees in and fish I can still 

remember thinking this is going to be a challenge.

I flew back to Destin that evening, and the first thing I did when 

I landed is I to go to Home Depot to buy supplies to work in the 

building: masks, gloves and slicker suits. Then the next day I started 

contacting restoration companies. Mapp Construction and River 

Parish Disposal got the ball rolling to get the rebuilding started. 

The following Thursday I met up with Mary Lillich and received my 

reentry permit. The same day I met with restoration companies, got 

the quotes approved, and began the work. Then I met with Mike 

James (Mapp Construction) and got everything in line with them to 

rebuild the first floor. I was asked if we could get the building back 

together and reopen the doors by April, not knowing a time line for 

materials and labor I made this commitment.  On March 12, 2006 

we had the new dedication of the building, and on March 13, we 

opened the doors for business  
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LONNIE ZARUM SCHAFFER
President, Anshe Sfard Synagogue (2005)

Lessons of hope, kindness and community—that’s what I garner 

from looking back over the last 10 years.

At the time of August 29, my family and I were members of the 

Anshe Sfard shul. I was the volunteer Director of the Cheder 

(Hebrew/religious studies school), where my 4 children attended and 

also ran our small Sisterhood. The subsequent events from Katrina 

brought me to the position of President of the Shul leading our small 

community back from the brink. I feel honored and humbled to have 

been given this responsibility at this time, and could not have fulfilled 

this task without the help of the loyal Board members and the New 

Orleans Jewish community who would not let this gem of a Shul die. 

Today we are still here, our community may be small but we have 

courage- with an active Board and our community Rabbi.

All those that went through this event and are here today are 

stronger for it. In my experience I am grateful for being part of a 

global Jewish community that truly cares for one another, no matter 

where my family landed after the storm - Chicago IL, Madison WI 

and then London, UK.

Today, i love a little more, cry a little less and dance every chance I 

get!
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DEBBIE SCHLACKMAN
Librarian, Jewish Community Day School

Oh, the heartache!  We had just graduated our 1st -8th class in the 

spring, beginning a new school year with a new Head of School and 

new direction.  “Man plans, G-d laughs!” My house flooded and 

my family did not move back until February.  School year closed!  

Families gone, Goldring-Woldenberg Jewish Community Campus 

building closed and under renovation.   BUT…the NOJDS library 

was intact and dry on the 2nd floor!  The heart of NOJDS was sitting 

there in the still quiet, waiting for children to enter again. In fact, 

in every classroom on the 2nd floor, everything waited, left exactly 

as it was on the last day of school before evacuation:  homeroom 

assignments on the white boards, each desk with books and pencils, 

apples left on the desks for teachers.  And our children and families 

did come back!  With a staff of 3, we used the library as the Day 

school office.  Supported by Federation and Jews from around the 

country, we gathered back returning families, gathered back retired 

Head of School Gwynne Bowman, and began again, sometimes 

looking back, but always looking toward the future.  

During that time we truly became one community:  what is mine is 

yours, what is yours is mine, collaboration, support and determination 

to make all of us whole again.  The New Orleans community made 

the Day School a priority and we’re here 20 years in the making!  
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JULIE SCHWARTZ
Former News Editor, Jewish Federation of Greater New Orleans 
Former President, Hadassah

In a normal year, the New Orleans Chapter of Hadassah would be educating 

the community about women’s health issues, and holding fundraisers to 

support National Hadassah, a women’s member organization that runs two 

large hospitals in Israel and supports cutting edge medical research. Post-

Katrina, however, New Orleans’ Hadassah members, like the rest of the city’s 

residents, were scrambling—to rebuild homes, jobs, lives. No one knows this 

better than Reva Lupin, who was serving as the New Orleans Hadassah 

Chapter President when the storm hit. Reva was about to complete the 

second and last year of her term, but agreed to stay on for a third year, not 

wanting a new president to begin in the midst of the post-Katrina melee.

One post-Katrina project began with Barbara Pailet—a New Orleans and 

National Hadassah Board member—thinking that many Jews in New 

Orleans in the spring of 2006 did not have kitchens in which to cook a Seder 

meal, or dining rooms and plates on which to eat it, or Passover Haggadahs 

to conduct the traditional service. It ended up with 200 people attending 

a community-wide Kosher Passover Seder at the downtown Hilton Hotel, 

generously underwritten by Hadassah National, the New Orleans Jewish 

Federation and Jewish Family Service. When the attendees saw the beautiful 

Limoges Seder plates, silver candlesticks, Elijah’s (wine) cups, and satin Matzo 

covers, ritual items sent by Hadassah Chapters from all over the country, 

all accompanied by letters thanking us for allowing them to help, it was all 

anyone could do to keep a dry eye. Not only were each of the twenty tables 

beautiful, but families who had lost everything were invited to bring the ritual 

objects home for their next year’s Seder. 

This and other steps were made possible because the boards of National 
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Hadassah and the Southern Region immediately realized the magnitude of 

the issues our chapter faced. Many members left to join families in other cities 

and hundreds of those who returned did not have homes. With support from 

National, the Region devised a three-year rebuilding plan to reinvigorate the 

New Orleans Chapter, forgiving dues and extending deadlines for financial 

commitments. It provided the New Orleans Chapter with a grant, allowing 

us to hire a part-time employee, who, along with volunteer members, went 

about locating and reconnecting with our 800+ members and associates.  

In the first year of the rebuilding plan National and Regional Hadassah also 

fully financed travel and registration for regional and chapter officers and 

young members from New Orleans to Region meetings and even to the 

Hadassah National Conference. 

Knowing that many New Orleans members had lost Hadassah mementos 

in the flood, National Hadassah also set out to replace pins and certificates 

representing dedication to Hadassah’s mission. The certificate showing that 

a member had been named a “Woman of Valor” or had donated funds 

to become a “Founder,” or the pin showing she had served as Chapter 

President, or had been chosen as “Woman of the Year,” or had committed to 

the ongoing support of Hadassah’s projects by becoming a “Keeper,” were 

all priceless—and meant so much to us.

Ten years out, the rebuilding of the New Orleans Chapter of Hadassah is a 

success story. With a full slate of active officers, headed by President Ilana 

Reisin, our programs can once again focus on finding cures for disease, 

educating women about their health and caring for patients in hospitals 

which build a bridge to peace in the Middle East. Yet, our Katrina experience 

had the unexpected bonus of binding us more closely to our local Jewish 

community and our National Hadassah community. We were grateful for 

the attention of others ten years ago, and are even more grateful that today 

many of us are once again in the position to help others.   
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JERRY SILVERMAN
President and CEO, Jewish Federation of North America

MICHAEL D. SIEGAL
Chair, Board of Trustees, Jewish Federations of North America

DEDE FEINBERG
Chair, Executive Committee, Jewish Federations of North America

When the flood waters of Hurricane Katrina receded, the devastation 

we witnessed across the Gulf Coast was unimaginable. [Hundreds 

upon hundreds of lives, lost. Thousands of homes and businesses, 

even entire neighborhoods, destroyed. ]

But the storm that took so much also catalyzed an unparalleled 

humanitarian response. And the Federation system was there, 

launching one of the most effective Katrina relief efforts in North 

America.

Collectively, our network of Jewish communities raised $28 million to 

heal the region and help residents recover. 

Federations acted immediately—and it made all the difference. 

While the storm was still raging, we deployed assessment and 

planning teams to impacted communities. Within days, we began 

distributing emergency aid and providing shelter, food and post-

trauma counseling. We helped fund thousands of volunteers who 

created enduring connections with hurricane survivors while helping 

them lay new foundations for their homes and lives.
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We also worked with a coalition of Jewish organizations to develop 

long-term stabilization plans for communities in New Orleans, Baton 

Rouge and Biloxi, ensuring the survival of Jewish institutions and 

creating a lifeline to vital services for isolated seniors, struggling 

families and so many others in need.  And the Jewish Federation 

of Greater Houston welcomed the New Orleans Jewish community 

with open arms, feeding, clothing, housing and providing religious, 

educational and childcare services for 5,000 displaced people. 

Our communal safety net helped hold the Gulf Coast in its time of 

greatest need. The response was truly one of the finest expressions 

of what our system does best: ensure that help is there, whenever 

and wherever it is needed.

But our collective support only fueled the resilience and dedication 

of so many residents who cared deeply and worked tirelessly to 

rebuild the places they call home. One decade later, we celebrate 

the rejuvenated and robust communities now thriving across the 

region. And we are honored to stand with you—today and always.
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CAROL SMOKLER
Former Chair, Emergency Committee, United Jewish Communities

Working with you during the early days, weeks, months and eventually 

years after Katrina was the most meaningful volunteer experience of 

my life.  I was privileged to be the UJC Emergency Chair and make 

8 trips to New Orleans and Gulf during this time.  I came with UJC 

as well as Hillel and National Women’s Philanthropy.  

I was overwhelmed by the resilience, kindness and creativity that I 

saw in the community.  I believe that your amazing deep roots helped 

make repair and recovery possible.  You had something special to 

save- a community and way of life that represented generations of 

Jews.  I will never forget standing in the ruins of Beth Israel and 

looking at the memorial plaques, seeing ruined homes and uprooted 

families and yet always feeling your hope that there was a future of 

Jewish life in New Orleans. 

I came back two years ago and saw two new buildings: Tulane Hillel 

and the rebuilt Beth Israel.  Certainly these new building represent 

your belief in the communal future.  Together you have not only 

rebuilt, but strengthened the Jewish community.  I saw some of my 

old friends on that visit and also met some newcomers, who have 

added to the strength and vitality of Jewish life.

I smile every time I think of you.  You are role models for me in how 

to live with dignity, hope and strength.  
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ERIC B. STILLMAN
Executive Director, Jewish Federation of Greater New Orleans (2000-2006)

In looking back at the early days, weeks, and months after the devastation of 
Hurricane Katrina, I think of the incredible personal resiliency of the members 
of the greater New Orleans Jewish community.  As the memories and feelings 
rush back, I recall the raw emotion of families and individuals grappling with 
a crisis beyond anything that I had ever experienced before or since then.

I remain forever grateful for the tremendous support, friendship, and 
emergency assistance that we received, especially from Jewish Federations, 
agencies, and synagogues extending throughout the Gulf South and beyond 
and nationally from the Jewish Federations of North America and other 
Jewish organizations.

Truly, I cannot imagine how the greater New Orleans Jewish community 
would have recovered so remarkably during that initial period without this 
literal and figurative safety net.  Today, when I look at the NOLA Jewish 
community, I am so impressed with the progress that has been accomplished 
in the years since Katrina.

My personal gratitude will last a lifetime as Adam Bronstone, Darcelle Hull, 
Jules Graham, Julie Schwartz, Keith Ross, Mary Lillich, Sherri Tarr, Rachelle 
Stein, Teri Gross, and Roselle Ungar’s professionalism and personal sacrifice 
went above and beyond any call of duty in the aftermath of Katrina.  It truly 
was my honor to lead them as a team and to partner with the Federation lay 
leaders through the first eight months of the recovery.

As I write these words, my wife Jayne and I are excited to be moving back to 
New Orleans in August 2015 just as we collectively mark the tenth anniversary 
of Katrina, returning because home is where the heart is.



74   |   TEN YEARS LATER: JEWISH NEW ORLEANS AFTER KATRINA

BARRY SWARTZ
Former Senior Vice President, United Jewish Communities

I am vacationing this summer (2015) near Charleston, South Carolina 

twenty-seven years after Hurricane Hugo.  It was the lessons learned 

in 1989 that enabled the Jewish community to respond effectively 

to the challenges of Hurricane Katrina.  They did not teach this in 

graduate school.

I remember with great clarity arriving in Baton Rouge following the 

storm to assist in coordinating the response on behalf of the Jewish 

Federations of North America.  My recollections remain relatively 

clear.  A family from Baton Rouge graciously provided home 

hospitality for my colleagues and me, and Jewish students from LSU 

chauffeured us to meetings.  I met Allan Bissinger, President of the 

New Orleans Federation at a restaurant the evening after he swam, 

boated, walked and drove to Baton Rouge.  Alan weathered the 

storm in the attic of his mother’s home.   I recall coordinating and 

informational meetings at the Catholic Charities campus with other 

NGO’s, as well as the FBI and CIA.  

The Jewish communities of Louisiana, Texas, Alabama, Tennessee, 

Georgia, Mississippi, and Florida and beyond became the refuge 

for residents fleeing New Orleans.  A new definition of a diaspora 

community was authored.  We had to seek the assistance of authorities 

to allow a Chevra Kadisha to enter the city.  Many donors had to be 

convinced that rebuilding the city and the Jewish community was 

a necessary task.   I remember a conversation with Scott Cowen, 

President of Tulane University hearing his vision to rebuild.  There 



   |     75

were many well-intentioned phone calls from all over the U.S. and 

Canada wanting to respond including a northern Jewish school 

wanting to send winter clothing.   I recall the staff and volunteers of 

the New Orleans Jewish Federation, the agencies and synagogues 

and the heroic efforts taken to meet the needs of their community.  

The most poignant moment was a letter I received from the 

Vietnamese Gulf Coast Community thanking the continental Jewish 

community for their support and assistance during their most difficult 

time.  Many lives were disrupted and changed forever.  The ten-year 

anniversary reminds us of all the good that was done in the midst 

of an emergency and that decisions taken by volunteers and staff 

contributed ultimately to overcoming a horrific domestic natural 

disaster.  

Today New Orleans comes together to celebrate the vitality of a 

community that ten years ago was in question.
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SHERRI TARR
Assistant Executive Director, Jewish Federation of Greater New Orleans

Hurricane Katrina was not supposed to make landfall anywhere near New 
Orleans.  But on Friday afternoon, August 26, 2005 when the hurricane path 
swerved and Katrina entered the Gulf, we on the Federation third floor were 
frantically trying to decide whether to evacuate or not.  When I left my office that 
day I had no idea that I would not see it again until December.

The week after Katrina hit was very difficult.  My family and I stayed in three 
different cities before reaching Houston on Sunday, September 4.  The decision 
to temporarily settle in Houston was due to the fact that the New Orleans’ 
Federation had relocated to the offices of the Houston Federation.  I reported for 
work on Labor Day, not sure of anything, except that I knew I wanted to back in my 
beloved New Orleans with my Jewish community.  (Thankfully, our community 
was recreated in Houston since 5,000 of us were there.)   However, on that 
day I began working on the spreadsheet that detailed where everyone from our 
community was located.  Each day I would come in and look at scraps of paper 
that contained information about New Orleans’ families.  We would then post 
the spreadsheet online each daily as I updated it because so many were looking 
for family and friends.  This was my main responsibility, finding people and then 
tracking them.  Our community was greatly dispersed all over the world.  We had 
community members in almost every state in the United States, as well as Israel, 
England and Germany.  

The emotional, physical and emotional support that we received from people 
all over the world is what has stayed with me the most.  And the memories of 
strangers handing me cash, clothes, and toys and purchasing furniture for my 
family still overwhelms me and brings me to tears.  Being on food stamps is a 
humbling experience.  Accepting help, when I am the one who is normally giving 
it, was eye opening.  

I am very grateful for the generosity of the global community and extremely 
proud of the resilience of our New Orleans’ community.  We have achieved a 
renaissance and may this golden age continue.
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RABBI URI TOPOLOSKY
Former Rabbi, Congregation Beth Israel

I was honored to serve as the Rabbi of Congregation Beth Israel from 

2007-2013. Today our family lives in Rockville, MD, but we carry our 

“Who Dat” spirit wherever we go! Our home is filled with NOLA 

memories - art, music, pictures (even painted bagels/coconuts), 

and our lives continue to be enriched by the friends and teachers 

we were blessed with down South. We have brought the Panorama 

Jazz Band to our synagogue here, and are trying our hardest to 

carry forward the meaning and messages of New Orleans to the 

government-weary DC soul. 

One year on Rosh Hashanah at Beth Israel, I delivered a sermon 

intended to inspire a conversation about choosing an appropriate 

verse that we could inscribe upon the Aron – the sacred Ark for our 

Torahs, in our new shul. I was initially drawn to a quote from the 

story of Noah and the Ark which reads,

 

“The Dove found a foothold”

The dove symbolized our Beth Israel and the unbelievable 

commitment of all those in our congregation, and larger community, 

who were determined to find a foothold - and rebuild - after Katrina. 

This quote was one of many thoughtful suggestions, but ultimately, 

our congregation chose another beautiful text which is now engraved 

on our Aron in Hebrew, and in our lobby in English. The words read,

“Mighty Waters Cannot Extinguish Our Love”
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The verse comes from the eighth chapter of Shir HaShirim, the Song 

of Songs – the erotic love song of our people. 

When I place these two verses side by side, they both remind me of 

the flood waters that uprooted our community, and the strength by 

which we endured. But the former speaks of salvation as a “foothold” 

– as in a particular place or building, whereas, the latter speaks of 

renewal in terms of “love” - of connection; of community.

Intuitively, the NOLA family has understood, perhaps better than 

most, that the strength of Jewish community comes from more than 

just its particular buildings. We came to understand that our new, 

rebuilt spiritual homes were simply vessels for the loving, resilient, 

inter-connected community that has always been at the heart of the 

Big Easy. Put simply, the buildings are not the eternal quality of the 

Who Dat nation, and we are all blessed to share that message with 

the Jewish world.

May we continue to appreciate that the body of our community is 

incomparable to the beauty of its soul. 

We know what it means to miss New Orleans.
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ROSELLE M. UNGAR
Former Assistant Executive Director, Jewish Federation of Greater New Orleans 

Ten years ago feels like it was just yesterday. At the time Katrina hit, 

I was serving as the Assistant Executive Director at Jewish Federation 

of Greater New Orleans and can still reflect with great pride on the 

work we did for our Jewish community in the Storm’s aftermath. 

For 6 weeks after August 29, 2005, I worked with our staff in a 

conference room at the Jewish Federation of Houston’s office. While 

each of us was dealing with our own post-Katrina issues, we knew 

it was critical to roll up our sleeves and reconstitute our community. 

Having gone through what was, essentially, a 21st-century Diaspora, 

our focus became the management of one of the greatest adversities 

our community had ever faced.  

While the Federation maintained a presence in Houston for many 

months, by mid-October we knew it was important to let our Jewish 

community know we were back home and here to help. I was 

the first Federation staff member to permanently return to New 

Orleans, joining Facility Manager, Keith Ross, back in the Goldring-

Woldenberg Jewish Community Campus building. The first floor was 

gutted, but the second and third floors were ok.

There were challenging but rewarding months ahead. Thanks 

to the incredible generosity of Jewish communities across North 

America to the UJC’s emergency campaign, we were able to work 

with Jewish Family Service of Greater New Orleans, allocating 

much-needed financial support to thousands of members of our 
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Jewish community. We collaborated with the leadership of all of our 

agencies, synagogues and organizations and managed hundreds of 

amazing volunteers who came to help us put our lives back together. 

It was an honor to work for and with our Jewish community during 

this time. Though it was an emotionally and physically stressful time 

for us all, it was so rewarding to be working as a Jewish communal 

professional at one of the most pivotal times in our community’s 

history. 
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MICHAEL J. WEIL
Executive Director, Jewish Federation of Greater New Orleans 

(2006-present)

On the 29th of August, 2006, exactly a year after Katrina I flew all the way from 

Jerusalem to New Orleans for my interview to head Federation. As the plane 

flew lower over the city I was shocked by the view from above and the sight of 

blue roofs from the tarps and little white Lego like blocks along the homes of 

FEMA trailers.

A few weeks later I returned to start my new job. It was a double assignment to 

both be the head professional at Federation doing fundraising and all the other 

things that typical Federation execs do but also to help lead the rebuilding of the 

Jewish community. Coming with a background in urban renewal and strategic 

planning, I immediately set about the tasks.

I had learned over my extensive career that disasters are very different in their 

type, cause and impact but very similar in the trajectory of their recovery and 

rebuilding. What makes the difference in effective recovery is the extent of the 

resilience and ingenuity of the local players. I have also learnt that disaster 

brings opportunity and this was a message I tried to bring home to the Jewish 

community here especially throughout the nine month long strategic planning 

process of rebuilding and renewal. The latter was especially hard as the trauma 

was prevalent and I had to understand that the overburdened Federation staff 

(as well as everybody else) was dealing both with the institutional trauma and 

the personal trauma of loss and damage to their homes.

While it was difficult at the time for this community to see the opportunities and 

realize that there was enormous potential ahead, my ideas and suggestions 

were met very positively and I was amazed at the resolve and openness of 
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all members of the agencies and congregations to work together to reach a 

common goal. This is indeed an extraordinary community.

A second critical factor was the support, particularly financial, from national 

Jewish organizations across the continent. Not only did tens of thousands 

of Jewish volunteers come to New Orleans over a three year plus period but 

around $20 million was raised for Jewish New Orleans from these agencies 

and especially $16 million from what was then United Jewish Communities 

(now JFNA), the parent Federation organization plus an additional $3 million 

from the Goldring Family and Woldenberg Foundations and $1.4 million from 

our own Jewish Endowment Foundation.

It was this pool of substantial funding that enabled 19 synagogues and 

agencies to bridge the gap between increased expenditures and needs and 

between drastically reduced revenues. A special Federation led committee 

processed financials and made allocations every quarter over a three year 

period in a meticulous and transparent manner. Having everybody at one table 

was important in having that one-community spirit. But even more important, 

this special funding pool meant that every synagogue and agency in the Jewish 

community was able not just to open their doors for business and to work to 

some level of operational normalcy but also to have the peace of mind to think 

creatively about the long term future; both financially and strategically.

The resultant five year community-wide strategic plan was bold and creative; 

and to the credit of everybody not only was all of it pretty much implemented 

by 2012 but we implemented as we went along. 

The flagship strategic thrust was the Jewish Newcomers Program which was 

inaugurated in August 2007 and is running to this very day having brought 

close to 2500 Jewish newcomers, mostly young professionals inspired by tikkun 

olam.



   |     83

This is an extraordinary Jewish community (and I have seen many around the 

world) that literally rose to the occasion and went beyond. Highly engaged 

Jewishly and highly committed to the communal whole, the community has 

reversed many trends from before and is now growing, rejuvenating and 

thriving. 

Even before Katrina there were those that said that the Jewish community 

has an over extensive infrastructure of communal and synagogue building. 

That argument became more prevalent after. Yet in the last decade we have 

witnessed and are enjoying physical expansions, additions and replacements 

including the new Beth Israel synagogue, new Hillel center, rebuilt Torah 

Academy, new Chabad Student Center and a capital expansion to the Uptown 

JCC and a planned communal mikvah. These are all a further sign of the 

richness and vibrancy of the Jewish community today.

A few years ago, New Orleans was dubbed by the Jewish Week as “the new 

Mecca of Tikkun Olam” and that is indeed apt. While many synagogues and 

agencies have struggled over the years, today most are doing extraordinarily 

well. And we have added many new programs and agencies such as 

AVODAH: The Jewish Service Corps, Moishe House, LimmudFest, JNOLA, 

Sisters Chaverot and more. Federation has been proud to have supported all 

these innovations leading me to see New Orleans as one of the best places 

for Jewish experimentation and one of the most exciting and innovative Jewish 

communities with amazing lay leadership and Jewish communal professionals.

I feel humbled and proud to have been part of all this. Thank you.
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LEE WUNSCH
Executive Director, Jewish Federation of Greater Houston

It’s hard to believe that this September will mark ten years since 

Hurricane Katrina struck and changed the face of New Orleans.  I 

will not forget the simple phone call that I received from Howard 

Feinberg, then on the staff of the Jewish Federations of North 

America, asking, as Katrina approached, if a couple of members of 

the New Orleans Jewish Federation staff could spend some time in 

our offices in Houston.  My answer was, of course, “yes”.  Little did I 

know, or anyone know, the transformational events that would follow 

that brief conversation.

At a gathering of community organization leadership just days after 

the realization of Katrina began to settle in, I told those gathered 

that whatever we did as a Houston Jewish community was not about 

“us” – it was all about helping our friends and neighbors in New 

Orleans – Jews and non-Jews – who were coming to Houston.  And, 

in the weeks and months that followed, all of us – Houstonians 

and New Orleanians – lived up to the value proposition of our 

Jewish Federations:  Kol Yisrael Araveim Ze La Ze – Each Jewish is 

responsible, one for the other.  

While I’m proud of the work that our community did in those terrible 

days after Katrina, I admire, with the deepest of affection, the 

courage and tenacity of our new friends and colleagues from New 

Orleans.  Their strength in the face of horrendous hardship and 

adversity was nothing short of inspirational.
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Permit me one final thought.  Living on the Gulf Coast, both of 

our communities are accustomed to dealing with natural disasters – 

perhaps too accustomed!  But, when one of the first calls I received 

following the 2015 Memorial Day Flood was from my colleague 

Michael Weil, I shed a few tears.  The call was heartfelt and I will 

always cherish the thoughtfulness of Michael’s call and the virtual 

hugs from the New Orleans Jewish community.  Just three months 

later, we are still in the recovery from the devastation but the support 

and financial help from New Orleans was a beacon of light during 

these darkest of days.  And, for that, I am forever thankful.
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ELLEN S. YELLIN
President, Jewish Endowment Foundation of Louisiana (2004-2006) 

I had just completed my first 11 months as President of the board of 

the Jewish Endowment Foundation when Hurricane Katrina came 

and changed our lives and our plans. Our New Orleans JEF set up a 

makeshift office in Baton Rouge. 

At first, I was in Chattanooga, Tennessee and then back in New 

Orleans and working in Houma. During this time, JEF executive 

director Sandy Levy and I kept in constant touch. We held frequent 

executive committee and board meetings by telephone. 

A newly formed partnership was established consisting of the New 

Orleans Jewish Federation, the Baton Rouge Jewish Federation, the 

Jewish Endowment Foundation and the United Jewish Communities 

which granted $1 million in assistance to our community. It was very 

strange to be on the receiving end of donations. 

I remember our first post Katrina Jewish community meeting held 

at Shir Chadash, in Metairie. We greeted each other with long, 

embracing hugs and understanding pats on the back followed by 

tears of joy and sorrow. Everyone was so happy to be together. 

Many members of our Jewish community were not returning to 

NOLA. Many lived in the most devastated areas, so rebuilding 

was particularly difficult. Most evacuated to Houston and to Baton 

Rouge. 
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As JEF’s president, I was a member of the Federation’s Strategic 

Recovery Plan Committee and was very involved as we developed a 

plan for the future of our Jewish community. JEF provided grants to 

every synagogue from an allocation of $400,000. We also pledged $1 

million to support our Jewish community agencies and organizations 

for needs in the near future. Through our Hurricane Disaster Relief 

Fund, we received donations from all over the country and created 

the Helping Hands Program, administered by Jewish Family Service, 

which gave grants to those in critical financial circumstances. 

The Jewish Endowment Foundation stood ready to fulfill its mission 

and provide financial resources needed to secure the present and 

future of our community, which, while smaller, was more in need 

of financial and emotional support than ever before. JEF’s purpose 

was put to a test, and JEF proved its strength and importance to our 

community. 

2005 and 2006 were unforgettable years. When the visionary 

leaders of our Jewish community established the Jewish Endowment 

Foundation in 1967, they could never have imagined that our funds 

would be needed literally because of a rainy day. I am certain they 

never expected a catastrophic flood!
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Thank you.
The local Jewish community was heroic in its response and 

management of the devastation and recovery that followed Katrina. 

Every agency, institution and synagogue had its leaders, lay and 

professional, who rose to the occasion. We in the local community 

know who they are and what they did and we are so grateful. Our 

purpose here is to list and thank the wider Jewish community across 

North America who responded.

There were so many external organizations and individuals who 

came to the aid of the Jewish community in New Orleans. Their 

personal involvement, financial assistance, professional guidance 

and moral support were central to the effective response and 

recovery to Katrina.

We extend our warmest gratitude and thanks to them all (apologies 

for those that we may have omitted in error). 

American Jewish Committee, David Harris and Rabbi A. James Rudin

American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, Michael Novick

Association of Jewish Family & Children’s Agencies, Bert Goldberg

Baton Rouge Jewish Federation, Donna and Hans Sternberg, Erich 
Sternberg, Rusty Levy, Rabbi Martha Bergerdine, Rabbi Stan Herzek and 
Amanda Bowen, Marc and Rachelle Hirsch

Birmingham Collat Jewish Family Services, Esther Schuster
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Birmingham Jewish Federation, Richard Friedman

Bnai Brith, Dan Mariachin

Chabad of Texas, Rabbis Shimon and Chaim Lazaroff and their 
community.

Charles and Lynn Schusterman Family Foundation, Sandy Cardin

Congregation Beth Israel of Houston, Rabbi David Lyon

Congregation Emanuel of Houston, Rabbi Roy Walter

East Baton Rouge SWAT team

Gary Rosenthal, Artist

Hillel: The Foundation for Jewish Campus Life, Michelle Lackie

Houston Jewish Federation, Lee Wunsch, Suzanne Jacobson, Barbara 
Raynor

Irvin M Shlenker School at Congregation Beth Israel, Emery Weiner 
School and Beth Yeshurun Day School, Houston, 

JCC Association of North America, Edward Kaplan, Allan Finkelstein

Jewish Community Center of Houston, Jerry Wische

Jewish Council of Public Affairs, Andi Milens

Jewish Family Services, Houston, Linda Burger

Jewish Funders Network, David Altshuler

Jewish Funds for Justice, Jeffrey Dekro
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Nashville Jewish Family Service, Jeff Fladen

Nashville Jewish Federation, Steve Edelstein

Nechama, Steve Lear, Jim Stein, Seth Gardner, Ken Streif, and Gene 
Borochoff

New York Jewish Board of Rabbis, Rabbi Myrna Matsa, Rabbi Stephan 
Roberts and Rabbi Joseph Potasnik

Religious Action Center of Reform Judaism, Rabbi David Saperstein

Temple Emanuel of Dallas, Rabbi David Stern

Temple Israel of Memphis, Rabbi Micah Greenstein

The Orthodox Union, Elie Edelman
UJA-Federation of New York, John Ruskay, Cheryl Fishbein, Alan Cohen, 
Alisa Rubin Kurshan and Shelley Horowitz

Union for Reform Judaism, Rabbi Eric Yoffie, Rabbi Marla Feldman, 
Rabbi Deborah Hirsch,  David Berkman, Rabbi Joel Soffin,  and Rabbi 
David Saperstein

United Jewish Communities Emergency Committee, Carol Smokler and 
Fred Zimmerman

United Jewish Communities, Howard Reiger, Howard Feinberg, Jonathan 
Kaufman, Barry Swartz, Debra Stein, Jerry Rosen,  and Rob Hyman

United Synagogue of America, Harry Silverman and Rabbi Jerome 
Epstein

URJ Jacobs camp in Utica, MS, Jonathan “JC” Cohen

Worldwide Chabad Movement, Rabbi David Eliezrie and Rabbi Moshe 
Kotlarsky




