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Federation’s Response Ability Is Our Responsibility 
by Laura Dorf Queller, Vice President, Communications and Marketing  

When Hurricane Irma was targeted to hit South Florida where several of my elderly relatives 
live, I was comforted to read an e-mail from our Jewish Federation of Greater MetroWest. It 
began, “As we continue to support the communities devastated by Hurricane Harvey, we turn 
our eyes to Hurricane Irma. Our Federation system is poised and ready to act in support of 
anyone affected.” The e-mail went on to offer aid to Floridians unable to evacuate or just in 
need of assistance. It also offered to help those of us up north check on the safety of our loved 
ones – Jewish or not – after the storm. I immediately forwarded the e-mail to members of my 
extended family. They, too, were comforted to know this safety net was in place. 

My relatives luckily escaped harm from Hurricane Irma. But the e-mail that I read on that 
September day taught me valuable lessons about our Federation’s capacity to respond to 
emergency situations. 

This Women’s Philanthropy e-newsletter looks at how our Federation has the ability, and 
responsibility, to address crises – both near and far, and on a large scale or one person at a 
time. Our Federation can rally the resources necessary to respond to emergencies, thanks 
entirely to the generous donations it receives to its UJA Annual Campaign. Our Federation also 
can respond beyond the confines of Greater MetroWest because it belongs to the larger 
umbrella organization, Jewish Federations of North America (JFNA), which is comprised 
of 148 Federations and more than 300 network communities. It was this web of partnerships, 
for example, that enabled our Federation in New Jersey to assist victims of Hurricane Harvey in 
Houston and Irma in Florida. And last, but not least, our Federation can reach out and make the 
connections to help individuals and groups in crisis because of the meaningful partnerships we 
have with agencies, locally, nationally, and internationally, that support Jews who need our 
help the most.  

Federation’s reach is vast and its “response ability” is rapid. And in the blink of an eye, donors 
to Jewish Federation can become grateful recipients of its services. The same women who 
sprang into action to help their fellow Jews after Hurricane Harvey devastated the Houston 
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community could one day find themselves in need of Federation’s assistance back in New 
Jersey. Whether the crisis is a medical emergency that touches loved ones close to home, or a 
natural disaster that affects relatives as far away as Puerto Rico, Federation is there. 

The email I received offering help during Hurricane Irma was signed, “Shabbat Shalom, Your 
Federation Family.” That final greeting said it all. 
 

Human Bridges 
by Robin Cornick  

When Hurricane Maria 
slammed into Puerto Rico on 
September 20, 2017 with 
catastrophic flash floods and 
winds as high as 155 mph, it 
was regarded by many to be the 
worst natural disaster in the 
island’s history. But for Jane 
and Ramon Gomez of Short 
Hills, it was a much more 
personal crisis. 

Ramon’s mother, sister, and 
niece all resided on the 
battered island. Knowing that 
their relatives likely had no electricity, cell phone service, water, or means of communicating, 
Jane and Ramon’s days became laser-focused on a single goal: getting their family to safety. 

For five days after the storm, there was no word from Ramon’s family – and no word of their 
condition. Finally, after nearly a week, Ramon’s elderly mother, Astrid, was able to locate a 
working cell phone. Ramon learned that her senior housing facility’s staff was using a generator 
sporadically to make meals, and that his sister’s home had been destroyed. During the call, Jane 
told her mother-in-law that she thought it best for the family to leave the island and come to 
New Jersey; Astrid agreed. 

Unfortunately, because nearly all of the island’s cell towers were down, Jane and Ramon were 
unable to contact the family again after that initial call. They also tried getting in touch with the 
island’s electric company and the Red Cross, but with no success. In the interim, they’d 
purchased plane tickets to fly the three women from Puerto Rico to the United States, but they 
had no way of letting them know. 
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In despair, Ramon created a post on Facebook that he hoped a friend or family member on the 
island would see. As it happened, his post was noticed by someone much closer to home – 
Jane’s longstanding Women’s Philanthropy friend, incoming president Jody Hurwitz Caplan, 
who lives just a few miles away in Short Hills.   

Jody informed Jane she would 
be in touch with Dov Ben-
Shimon, the Executive Vice 
President/CEO of our 
Federation, and that he would 
call her shortly. By the end of 
that day, Dov called Jane, 
providing her with the 
opportunity to share the names 
and contact information for her 
family on the island.  

Dov explained that an Israeli 
hospital had already been set up 
to provide aid to the people of 
Puerto Rico and that, while calls from the United States weren’t getting through, the Israelis 
were able to make outbound calls. 

After the many thwarted attempts to contact the family, Jane was ecstatic. “When I got the call 
from Dov, it was so comforting I almost cried.” 

Through Federation’s network, a contact in Puerto Rico located and visited Ramon’s family, 
checked on their condition, and asked whether there was anything critical that they 
needed. Most importantly, the Federation representative was relayed the information about 
the flights that had been arranged to bring them to New Jersey. 

On October 8, three excruciating weeks later, Ramon’s mother, sister, and niece arrived in 
Short Hills. 

For years, Jane has been highly involved in Federation in a myriad of ways. She is a graduate of 
the Arthur Borinsky Young Leadership Development Program, is a staff writer for this Women’s 
Philanthropy e-newsletter, and is a current member of the Women’s Philanthropy 
Board. However, she wasn’t fully aware of the invaluable, powerful resource that Federation 
could be for herself and her family. She was especially gratified to learn that, while Ramon’s 
family is not Jewish, Federation’s efforts to help often go beyond the Jewish community. 



The opinions, beliefs, and viewpoints expressed by the authors of articles in this e-newsletter 
do not necessarily reflect the opinions, beliefs and viewpoints of Federation. Page 4 
 

Like Jane, many in our community are unaware that Jewish Federation of Greater MetroWest 
NJ has contacts and resources that extend far beyond the state; we are part of a much larger 
and greater network, connecting people in need around the country and, in fact, the world. 

Jane and Ramon are eternally grateful for the quick response, assistance, and support they 
received from Federation in their family’s time of need. As Jane says, although she and Jody 
have known each other for nearly two decades, “I just hadn’t thought to call her.” 

A Swift Response to Harvey 
by Alia Ramer  

During the last days of August 
2017, Hurricane Harvey 
dumped more than 51 inches of 
rain on Houston, Texas in 24 
hours. That is more water in 
one day than the average 
annual rainfall of 49 inches the 
region usually receives. Of the 
40,000 Jewish residents in 
Houston, about 80 percent of 
them live within a two-mile 
radius. More than 2,000 Jewish 
homes flooded, and eight major 
institutional facilities in the 
Jewish community sustained 
catastrophic damage. The scope 
of issues facing the Houston Jewish community is enormous. 

When Hurricane Harvey hit, our Federation, along with Federations across North America and even 
the government of Israel, sprang into action in partnership with The Jewish Federation of Greater 
Houston, raising $20 million in disaster relief. Our Federation immediately opened an emergency 
designated fund and our community was generous, providing $257,000 of that $20 million. 

Maxine Schwartz, of Westfield, a past president of Women’s Philanthropy and a lifetime 
Women’s Philanthropy Board member, along with Jessica Mehlman, Federation’s chief planning 
officer, went on a 24-hour fact-finding mission to Houston in February. Their mission was to 
assess the damage and report back to the lay leaders and professionals in Greater MetroWest. 
They both said that being in Houston and hearing directly from those affected was a reminder 
of the resilience of Jewish life. Families are faced with difficult choices as they rebuild. How do 
they afford Jewish day school? JCC fees? Synagogue dues? The needs are ongoing and include 
the ability to afford to live a Jewish life in Houston. 
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Maxine, who recently co-
chaired The BIGGIVE, a 
community-wide day of giving 
featuring Challah Bake Jr., 
recalled a story she heard 
about an elderly rabbi of one of 
Houston’s largest synagogues. 
“He is in his nineties. All his 
books, things he has collected 
over his career, his writings, his 
life’s work, everything was gone 
in one storm. Multiply that by 
2,000 Jewish families or more.” 
She said she also met a woman 
who had a two-month-old 
baby, and the young couple 
was trying to decide whether to 
stay or not. “They just don’t know what to do. They dreamed of sending their kids to day school 
and expanding their house, and now what?” Razing and rebuilding their home would cost more 
than $200,000. They don’t know if they should do it or just move to a different neighborhood. 

Day schools, synagogues, and the JCC were completely flooded. The indoor tennis courts, which 
were not affected, became a day care center and held school classes for about six weeks. 
Immediately after the hurricane, Houston’s Federation gave each family affected $1,000 cash, 
“which is critical when all of the ATMs and banks are flooded,” said Maxine. “The Federation 
also gave money to each rabbi’s discretionary fund for them to hand out as they saw fit. The 
scope was enormous: One in every 13 Jewish families was affected. A woman I spoke to was 
grateful for the help from her community. She told me her neighbor is not Jewish and has 
nobody to help her.” 

Jessica noted that, “Rebuilding comes at a steep cost, and for some people it will be less 
expensive to take a loss and start over in a different neighborhood. The Federation anticipates 
that people will be moving to other areas of Houston at a faster rate. The challenge for the 
organized Jewish community is what MetroWest faced 20 years ago: how to create community 
and offer ongoing services in a much wider catchment area with families not as connected as 
past generations.” Although funds from Greater MetroWest may go toward helping find 
solutions, “Our lay leadership made a decision not to earmark the funds for any one purpose. 
We want the professionals and volunteers there to be able to be nimble and not tie their hands 
in any direction.” 

Maxine said, “When we went back to the Greater MetroWest Board of Trustees after our 24 
hours in Houston and asked for money, they gave it to us from our emergency reserve. This is 
an emergency. But they were able to access those funds — that safety net — so quickly 
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because thousands of people had given gifts before there was an emergency.” Maxine added, 
“After going to Houston, I know that our Federation and national Federation and other 
Federations would help us if anything ever happened to our community. Because the 
Federation was there before the storm, the Federation was able to be there for people after the 
storm.” 
 

Before the Crisis 
by Stephanie P. Newbold  

Ensuring public safety has become one of the most important 
priorities for public, private, and nonprofit organizations 
across the United States, and Jewish Federation of Greater 
MetroWest NJ is no exception. The recent uptick in anti-
Semitic attacks on Jewish institutions led our Federation 
leadership to focus on what our responsibility for securing the 
community entailed. Greater MetroWest encompasses a 
wealth of Jewish institutions, including not only JCCs, 
synagogues, social service agencies, and the like, but also 
kosher butchers, bakeries, and restaurants. 

“We needed the ability to connect the dots across five counties 
to help raise awareness and capacity,” said past Federation president Leslie Dannin Rosenthal. 
“Federation was uniquely positioned to address common concerns relating to improved security 
and safety on a large scale.”  

Federation professionals and lay leaders began discussing security in our community as early as 
2014. The Federation Board of Trustees approved funding to address these safety concerns by 
2016 and, a year later, hired 30-year law enforcement veteran Robert (Bob) Wilson as its first 
chief security officer. Under Bob’s guidance, we have upgraded a variety of mechanisms to 
improve safety, decrease potential vulnerabilities, and create an alert system that enables more 
effective and efficient communications if a crisis arises.  

“I’ve had the opportunity to go out into the community and get a real sense of the 
vulnerabilities that exist,” said Bob. For some synagogues, for instance, solutions were often 
simple and included making improvements in lighting, locks, cameras, and building entrances 
and exits. Federation offered a Synagogue Security Grant, which provided matching grants of 
$2,500 per institution for 20 synagogues within Greater MetroWest to improve their security. 

Our initiatives also help build connections within our community. “Our relationships are only 
getting better over time,” he said. “I like to think of my department as a triangle that connects 
Federation with its agencies, synagogues, and law enforcement.” 



The opinions, beliefs, and viewpoints expressed by the authors of articles in this e-newsletter 
do not necessarily reflect the opinions, beliefs and viewpoints of Federation. Page 7 
 

By creating and sustaining networks of trust with local law enforcement officials, we are 
working towards greater reciprocity between our Jewish community and those who serve as 
our first line of defense. This also ensures that we have more productive, engaged interaction 
with police than just in times of crisis. To build on this initiative, Bob is working to ensure that 
every synagogue is connected with at least one local law enforcement official in its jurisdiction. 
He is also requiring leaders and administrators in every Jewish institution to know about 
evacuation protocol, appropriate response tactics to outside threats, and procedures for 
locking down and securing facilities during emergencies.  

One such incident occurred in January 2017, when the JCC of Central New Jersey and the JCC 
MetroWest both received bomb threats amid a rash of threats to Jewish centers nationwide. 
The situation coincided with Bob Wilson’s arrival, validating Federation’s emphasis on being 
proactive about putting a security plan in place. “If there was any question about whether my 
position was needed, it was validated by the bomb threats,” Bob said. 

That period reminded Jennifer Mamlet, Executive Director of the JCC of Central NJ, about the 
value of the JCC’s partnership with Federation. After the bomb threats, Federation 
provided one-time emergency grants totaling $133,000 to the JCC of Central NJ, JCC 
MetroWest, and YM-YWHA of Union County to help offset their additional security costs. This 
grant from Federation enabled the JCC of Central NJ to hire security personnel.  

Jennifer also values Bob’s position as an additional resource and partner. “He has helped 
coordinate security assessments of our campus and educates us about new measures 
that could be done to help improve the security of our campus,” she said. “But he also shares 
intelligence within our broader community. He has an eye towards creating a network amongst 
the various Jewish agencies.” 

Jennifer reported that the JCC of Central NJ is a far more secure campus than it was several 
years ago and that is critical in safely serving their membership and the community. 

“Security is the top priority for our members,” said Jennifer. “When parents drop off their kids at 
our pre-school, when members come to work out, or when seniors come for lunch, they all want to 
feel safe.” Jewish Federation of Greater MetroWest takes safety and security seriously. Although 
we cannot eliminate future acts of hatred or violence targeted towards us, we can ensure that 
every sector of our community is as well-protected and prepared as possible. 

“We often hear stories about the difference that our Jewish Federation makes overseas,” said 
Jennifer. “But we also need to continue to tell stories of the impact Federation makes locally. 
For our JCC in Scotch Plains, our partnership with Federation is invaluable.” 

For more information about Federation’s Community Security Initiative, visit its website here. 

 

https://www.jfedgmw.org/community-resources/community-security-initiative


The opinions, beliefs, and viewpoints expressed by the authors of articles in this e-newsletter 
do not necessarily reflect the opinions, beliefs and viewpoints of Federation. Page 8 
 

Words Worth Repeating 

When Mindy Kahn became involved in Jewish Federation as a young 20-something new to the 
Greater MetroWest community, she never would have guessed that, years later, she and her 
family would become beneficiaries of Federation’s services. But Mindy’s story of moving from 
the role of Federation donor to that of recipient is familiar and teaches us a valuable lesson. 

Mindy serves on Federation’s Board of Trustees and has been an active fundraiser for our UJA 
Annual Campaign for years. Over the years, she has taken on a variety of leadership roles, 
ranging from involvement in Young Leadership and with the fundraiser Super Sunday to the 
Strategic Priorities Council and Unified Allocations Council. 

A medical emergency, however, prompted Mindy and her family to seek Federation’s help for 
themselves. Mindy shared her insights on this experience with members of the Greater MetroWest 
community at Federation’s Connecting the Dots program, an evening of personal stories that kicked 
off our 2018 UJA Annual Campaign, held at Congregation Ohr Shalom in Summit in October. We 
thought her remarks were Words Worth Repeating. We’re sure you’ll agree. 

 

Every year around Super Sunday 
my father-in-law, Ivan Kahn, who 
had been a generous supporter 
of the UJA Annual Campaign for 
many years, would ask me 
whether their gift was enough. 
What did other people give? 
Should they give more? What’s a 
good number? He would give 
because he wanted to support 
the Jewish community and help 
those in need, but he never 
imagined that he would need the 
help of Federation himself. 

And then, last November, Ivan had a very serious accident in his home and ended up in the 
Trauma ICU at Morristown Hospital. It was a very scary time for my husband, Arlen, his mother, 
Enice, and the whole family. Would he even survive his injuries? And if so, what would come 
next? We were filled with uncertainty and dread. 

Then Ivan met Debbie Pfeiffer, a chaplain with the Greater Metrowest Joint Chaplaincy 
Committee, who ended up having a tremendous and unexpected impact on the family. The role 
of the chaplain is to provide spiritual and pastoral care and guidance to patients and their 
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families. She and Ivan had lengthy, meaningful conversations that helped him come to terms 
with his situation. He looked forward to her regular visits and the two of them shared a truly 
special relationship of mutual interests and respect. She gave him something to look forward to 
during his two months in the hospital. Ivan had always liked to talk, and even with his mouth 
wired shut, Debbie was a truly outstanding listener. 

But Debbie didn’t just help Ivan. Her visits took the pressure off of Arlen and Enice, providing 
them with much-needed support and respite. After Ivan was moved to rehab at Daughters of 
Israel, Debbie continued to check in and to visit when she could. 

We lost Ivan in March. Debbie came to his funeral, as did Rabbi Asekoff, the chaplain Ivan 
connected with during a subsequent hospital stay at St Barnabas. But this wasn’t the end of the 
relationship with Debbie. She continues to check in with Enice and Arlen, and just recently 
called before Rosh Hashanah to offer her support and to wish all a happy new year. 

Enice was just at Morristown hospital two weeks ago, supporting a close friend whose husband 
was not well. The friend was struggling with how to navigate a difficult issue at the hospital, and 
Enice was relieved to find Debbie in the chaplains’ office. She introduced the two, and Debbie 
was able to intervene on her friend’s behalf. The chaplains provided by the Joint Chaplaincy 
Committee are an invaluable resource in our community – and they are a resource most of you 
wouldn’t even know about until someone you love is hospitalized. 

Our family are committed supporters of Federation and we give as generously as we can to the 
Annual Campaign. We never expected to need the services of Federation, but the experience 
we had with Chaplaincy and with Debbie Pfeiffer has shown us that we all will probably need a 
helping hand from time to time in our lives. Debbie was a bright spot for our family in an 
otherwise very difficult year. And for that we are all truly grateful. Thank you very much for 
supporting Federation and for making programs like this possible. 
 

President’s Message 
by Rebecca A. Gold  

As I jot down these thoughts, I am getting ready to join a weeklong 
Federation Mission to Cherkassy, our partnership city in Ukraine. I 
have long felt the need to see this place for myself and meet the Jews 
there who essentially have been left behind. These are some of the 
poorest Jews in the world, and we are their lifeline – providing them 
with food, medicine, opportunities for Jewish renewal and, just as 
important, home visits by caring human beings. The personal 
connection is truly the most compelling reason for my trip: to let 
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these Jews know that there are actually other Jews – 4,000 miles away – from Greater 
MetroWest, New Jersey, looking out for them.  

My great-grandparents and grandparents were from a small shtetl called Strelisk, in what is 
now eastern Ukraine (then Austria). If my grandparents had turned right instead of left… Well, 
you know how that goes. The connection to Jews all over the world, wherever and however 
they are living, is the power of our Federation. 

In light of what’s going on in our world today, I feel even more strongly about our need for a 
connected and caring Jewish community. This is critically important. In a time when we are so 
divided – we are spread far apart geographically, with many different ways of living and 
thinking – community is not very easy to create and nurture. Judaism is much more than 
religion and culture. Being a Jew also revolves around our shared values and responsibility for 
one another. With challenges facing Jewish communities on the rise in America and around the 
world, it’s important that we feel united somewhere. Federation is that somewhere. 

Our Federation is adept at launching emergency responses to crises, such as providing 
hurricane disaster relief or organizing an impromptu community-wide rally against gun 
violence.  But our Federation also responds to the daily ongoing needs of Jews living in Ukraine 
and other parts of Eastern Europe. These responses are critical to the well-being and continued 
safety of the Jewish people everywhere. It is our responsibility to do so. Who else but Jews will 
take care of other Jews? 

And we are not just for others – we are for one another. 

These last two years as Women’s Philanthropy president have been profoundly meaningful and 
fulfilling for me. I hope you will all reflect on how much you do to help so many. You are 
appreciated more than I can express, and I will carry you all in my heart to Cherkassy and back. 

Editor’s Note: Rebecca returned safely from our inspiring trip to Cherkassy, Ukraine and looks 
forward to sharing more thoughts on the mission in the future. 
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