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CHABAD SHLUCHIM WORLDWIDE SHARE THEIR STORIES FROM THE FRONTLINES. 

My father is a principal of a boys’ school, my fa-
ther-in-law was a dentist, but they both used 
their jobs and positions to spread Yiddishkeit 

and influence others. My mother-in-law does incredible 
work with families in London, providing support, aid, and 
therapy for children at-risk. Their lives inspired us to ded-
icate our lives to this mission, so we were ecstatic when 
a rabbi I’d worked with as a bochur offered us a position 
in South Africa.

Although that position didn’t end up working out in the 
long run, it was clear Hashgacha Pratis, since it brought 
us to South Africa, where we’ve been for the last 16 years.

We spent a few years assisting my brother and sister 
in-law, Rabbi Mordechai and Sorale Rodal, with their 
Chabad house until we were ready to establish a center of 

our own. At one event, featuring Mandy Wiener, a promi-
nent Jewish South African journalist, interviewing Rabbi 
Joseph Telushkin about the book he’d written about the 
Rebbe, she remarked to a few shluchim, “I don’t under-
stand. The book speaks so much of the Rebbe’s determi-
nation to find every Jew and teach them about G-d, but 
I’ve been living in Greenstone for years and there’s no 
shliach there!”

My ears perked up, and I contacted her the next day to 
follow up on her suggestion. My wife and I went to visit 
her, and Chabad of Greenstone was born!

Greenstone is a gated community, so we don’t have the 
high walls and electric fences so ubiquitous in other parts 
of Johannesburg. Most of the residents are young families 
with small children, so we try to include lots of children’s 
events in our programming!

∑
South Africa took Covid very seriously and enacted many 
safety precautions, so Rosh Hashanah of 2020 was chal-
lenging to plan. After a lot of discussion and rearranging, 
we advertised services with social distancing for the ap-
proved amount of time, followed by an outdoor shofar 
blowing. Our main goal was to help as many Jews as pos-
sible feel safe to daven and hear shofar.

“What should I do, Rabbi?” Ernie* wailed. He didn’t even 
have to explain what was troubling him. Ernie was an el-
derly man in his nineties, and although he’d been coming 
to our Chabad house for a long time, I knew his children 
were very worried about his health, and would never 
agree to let him attend a public event during Covid.

“I know you won’t be able to come to shul on Rosh Hasha-
nah, Ernie,” I consoled him. “But don’t worry! I will come 
to your house to blow the shofar!”

Ernie was very thankful and we agreed on an approxi-
mate time.

After shul, the outdoor shofar blowing, the Yom Tov meal, 
and visiting other, closer houses to blow shofar, my son 
and I walked for an hour and a half to Ernie’s house. He 
lives outside the Greenstone development, so, like all 
other houses in Johannesburg, his house was surround-
ed by a wall and electric fencing. We couldn’t just knock 
on his front door, or try to see if he was home through the 
window. All we could do was yell “Chag Sameach!” at the 
top of our lungs, hoping he’d hear us through all the brick 
and glass.

“You know you can let them know you’re here if you just 
push this button,” a helpful, albeit confused passerby 
pointed out. He demonstrated by hitting the button, and 
the gate finally slid open. But instead of a smiling Ernie 
welcoming us in, the front door was filled by his daughter, 
her arms crossed over her chest, her foot tapping impa-
tiently, and a frown on her face.

“Shana tova!” I greeted her. “We’re here to blow shofar for 
your father.”

“He’s sleeping,” she told us.

“We made up to meet ahead of time. I know how import-
ant this is to him. Would you mind checking if he’s actual-
ly asleep, or simply resting?”

“I know he’s sleeping,” she snapped. “Besides, even if he 
was awake, I still wouldn’t let you in! Do you know how 
dangerous it is for a man his age?”

I pointed out that we could remain on the doorstep and 
blow from there, but she refused to budge. Swallowing 
my disappointment, I asked, “Well, you’re Jewish too! 
Can we blow the shofar for you?” In answer, she swung 
the door shut in our faces.

It was discouraging. We’d walked so far, only to be turned 
away empty handed. We began our trek home, each 
block seeming twice the length as it had previously. As 
we passed by one house, we saw a large group exiting, 
obviously Jewish. From their chatter, it seemed like they 
had just finished their Yom Tov meal together. My son and 
I exchanged looks. Perhaps this journey was not a com-
plete waste after all!

“Shana tova!” I called to them. “Have you heard shofar 
today?”

“No,” they replied. “With Covid and all, we couldn’t risk 
going to shul.”

“I can blow it for you right now!” I offered.

They stood in solemn silence, listening to the shofar’s 
blasts in the warm spring air. My son and I returned home, 
our earlier disappointment mollified by having done 
some good.

The next day, Ernie sent me a very contrite email, apolo-
gizing for missing us the day before. As I typed out a re-
sponse, my phone rang.

“Hi Rabbi. This is Sharon*, from camp.” As soon as she told 
me her name, I remembered her. There is one central day 
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camp for all Chabad house families in Johannesburg, and 
she’d sent her son to Gan Yisroel the previous summer.

“This may sound strange,” she continued, “but I think I 
saw you walking on Paliser Road yesterday. That’s very 
close to where I live! What were you doing in that area?”

“Yes, I was,” I replied. “I actually live right near there too! 
We have a Chabad house right there!”

Sharon couldn’t believe it. We lived only two blocks from 
each other, but neither of us had known how close we 
were! Thanks to the Rosh Hashanah hike we’d thought of 
as a failure, Sharon and her family got more involved with 
Judaism. We recently celebrated her son’s bar mitzvah - in 
our shul only two blocks from their house.∑
Our whole family was on the way to shul one Simchas To-
rah morning, when we passed by a woman walking her 
dog, comfortably attired in a tracksuit. We stopped in our 
tracks when we heard her wish us a Good Yom Tov, and 
we immediately stopped to talk with her. She told us her 
name was Elizabeth* and she lived nearby.

“I actually really need to speak with a rabbi,” she men-
tioned. “I have an important question to discuss.”

“Come to shul!” we invited her.

She looked down at her clothes with embarrassment. 
“No, I can’t! Not wearing this!”

I tried assuring her that she was welcome no matter how 
she was dressed, but she kept shaking her head. “Then 
please come to our home later,” I pressed her, giving her 
our address.

Elizabeth came a few days later, her question clearly 
weighing on her mind. I invited her to make herself com-
fortable and unburden herself.

“My husband, Richard*, and I have been happily mar-
ried for years, and we recently decided to start a family. 
Richard isn’t Jewish, but it never really mattered because 
when we discussed it before, he said he’d be fine raising 
our children as Jews. But now that I’m actually pregnant, 
he’s suddenly changed his mind. He thinks we can try giv-
ing them the best of both worlds, picking and choosing 
what to keep from each tradition.

“Richard is a doctor, and he’s adamantly against giving 
our son a bris. I don’t even know how to begin to convince 
him! Can you help?”

I assured her I’d do everything I could, but, as it turned 
out, their first child was a girl. A few years later, when she 

fell pregnant again - this time with a boy - she brought up 
her concerns once more.

“I’d be happy to speak with him,” I assured her.

I met with Richard in their home, and while he was friend-
ly and agreeable, he remained implacable in his refusal 
for a bris. After using every argument and explanation I 
could think of to no avail, I thought of another tack.

“I have a friend who is both a medical doctor and an expe-
rienced mohel. Why don’t you speak with him, doctor to 
doctor, and see if he can address your concerns?”

After a long talk with my friend, Richard agreed to give 
his son a bris. But, months later, when Elizabeth finally 
had her baby, Richard got cold feet and refused to give 
his consent. After many more talks, we finally agreed on 
a compromise. The bris was held in a surgical suite, with 
the mohel officiating. We then brought the baby home 
and continued the name-giving ceremony and celebra-
tion there.

While everyone was eating, talking, and enjoying the cel-
ebration, Elizabeth looked around with tears in her eyes.

“Rabbi, do you realize that if I hadn’t been walking my 
dog at that exact time and place, we wouldn’t be cele-
brating my son’s bris right now?”∑
Everyone loved Danny*. His family was very involved with 
the community, and he was just the happiest, friendliest 
kid. The entire community prayed for him when he was 
diagnosed with a liver disease, and we all rejoiced when 
he received a liver transplant and recovered from his sur-
gery.

On Purim of 2020, Danny’s mother, Bindy*, received a 
call during the seuda. We watched her face carefully as it 
turned white, reddened, and finally, relaxed into a small 
smile. We all breathed a sigh of relief as she pocketed her 
phone and turned, calmly, back to the table.

“Danny had us worried for a moment!” she explained, 
brightly. “He fell ill and had a fever so we rushed him to 
the hospital. They just diagnosed the issue - it’s just the 
measles!”

Unfortunately, for someone as immunocompromised as 
Danny, even a small illness could be fatal. The measles 
quickly ravaged his body, and it was only a few days later 
that he went into complete organ failure. The community 
was devastated to learn of his passing. He was only 18.

The tragedy hit us hard. Bindy, of course, was inconsol-
able. “Why would G-d do such a terrible, awful thing?” 
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she cried. “If such a horrible thing could happen to such a 
good person, maybe there is no G-d!”

Each word was etched in pain, and it was difficult to swal-
low our own tears and meet her eyes, so raw with emo-
tion.

It took a long time, but it seemed like the message was 
slowly starting to sink in. We began preparing for Shavu-
os, with my wife making her famous cheesecakes which 
we distributed throughout the community.

I texted Greg*, Danny’s father, to pick up his cheesecake, 
but he didn’t respond.

“Come on, Greg,” I texted, teasingly. “I know you’re not go-
ing to turn down Rochie’s cheesecake!”

That too, went unanswered. The next morning, a 
Hatzalah volunteer called to tell me Greg had passed 
suddenly. I couldn’t even process what he’d said at first. 
Greg? Passed? Right after Danny? How? It couldn’t be? My 
thoughts raced, and I immediately thought of Bindy. How 
could she handle two such tragic losses in such a short 
time? Would she be able to find peace and consolation in 
her relationship with G-d?

We brought in counselors and rabbanim to address the 
quintessential questions: Why do bad things happen to 
good people? How do we keep our faith when G-d deals us 
a difficult hand?

It was heartbreakingly inspiring to watch Bindy rebuild 
her connection with Hashem, brick by painful brick. I was 
heartened to hear her begin a question with, “Well, if, G-d 
forbid, something else happens to me…”

G-d was once again part of her equation. She’d been 
through the worst of the worst, and had come out on the 
other side, with renewed emunah and belief in Hashem, 
forged through tears.

*Names changed to protect privacy
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