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New Orleans sees resurgence of Jewish life in
Hurricane Katrina aftermath

By Anshel Pfeffer, Haaretz Correspondent
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Michael Weil, executive director of the Jewish Federation of New Orleans
estimates that over the last two years since Katrina, at least 400 Jews have
moved to the city to take part in its rebuilding, in a resurgence of Jewish life in the
aftermath of Hurricane Katrina.

About 30 percent of newcomers to New Orleans are Jewish. "We made a survey
and we found out that these newcomers can be categorized in two profiles.
There are the opportunists, carpetbaggers, lawyers, engineers, damage-
assessors who realize this is the time to make money here. But there are also
many idealists, people who believe in Tikkun Olam and see this as there chance
to make a change. Most of them are young people in their twenties and thirties,
singles and couples, very few with children."
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to most cities in the United States.

To attract more Jews to the area, the federation has put together a package of
incentives, modeled in part on the sal klita (absorption benefits) given to Olim in
Israel. It includes 3000 dollars in moving grants, 2500 in rental assistance and an
interest-free loan of 15 thousand for those purchasing or renovating a home or
starting a business.

Newcomers are also given free membership to all Jewish organizations and
synagogues during their first year.

"We are also getting funding now so we can offer newcomers with children a free
Jewish education at our day school here" says Weil.

Since the program began in August, there have already been 170 enquiries.

Weil, a former research fellow and policy planner at the Jewish People Policy
Planning Institute in Jerusalem, has been on the job for a year and was in Israel
last week leading a UJC mission from New Orleans. He wants other communities
around the world, struck by disaster to be able to learn from New Orleans
experience and there have already been talks with Kiryat Shmona municipality.

"Our policy has been not to hang around waiting for someone else to help us out,
and not to wait for billions of federal money to come in but to change the rules of
the ballgame. We made the switch from a declining community and became an
emerging one."

Sarina Pollack, a lawyer from Chicago, is an example of the new kind of New
Orleans Jew. She arrived with a UJC group to give assistance after the storm
and ten months ago came to live. "l was offered a job here at a law firm dealing
with damage and property cases" she says, "and jumped at the opportunity. |
think at lot of people like me are interested in coming here. We've led easy lives
and the most we could have done is give money donations, this is a real
opportunity to give something with our own sweat and do the kind of Tikkun Olam
we only learned about before."

New Orleans is predominantly a Reform community with 4 temples. The city also
has a Conservative synagogue and two Orthodox ones which will probably unite
in the future and two Chabad centers.

As part of the apparent Jewish renaissance in the city, a new Orthodox Rabbi will
be appointed at the Beit Yisrael Synagogue on Sunday.

For many outsiders, New Orleans has the image of a hedonistic, licentious Mardi
Gras city, hardly the place for observant Jews, but Rabbi Uri Topolosky, who
arrived from Riverdale three months ago is certain that he can attract young
Orthodox families to his new community.

Beit Yisrael was established 104 years ago but in recent decades it was a
declining congregation with less than a hundred members and only about 25
arriving on any particular Shabbat. The synagogue was flooded during Hurricane
Katrina, submerged under ten feet of water and its Torah scrolls and holy books
were destroyed. Half its members left the city following the storm.

"We are now rebuilding the community" Topolosky said, "and we already have
ten new members. | believe Orthodox Jews will come here because this is the
kind of place where you have a real opportunity make a change and be a part of
defining the community. In a big community, things are set out and defined for
you. This is a special place for Jews, even the fact that we are now using a room
lent to us in the Reform temple which is a very rare thing for an Orthodox
community, while we look for a new place to rebuild our synagogue shows how
special Jewish life is here."
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