
8 6 Nisan 5778

A Southern Anchor 
for Yiddishkeit

BY MARGIE PENSAK

USS Carter Hall-LSD 50

About ten years ago, when Harav Shmuel Kamenetsky, shlita, visited Norfolk, Virginia, he remarked, “I always knew 

that Norfolk was a great naval center, but now that I’ve visited I also know that Norfolk is a great Torah center.”

The home of the largest naval base in the world, located at the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay, also boasts a growing 

vibrant Torah community — complete with an Orthodox shul, B’nai Israel Congregation; a Chabad center; the Toras 

Chaim Orthodox day school; Yeshivas Aish Kodesh Yeshiva High School for Boys; Bina Bais Yaakov High School for 

Girls; the Norfolk Area Community Mikveh; the Norfolk Kollel; and an eruv. It also has its own Vaad Hakashrus — the 

Vaad of Tidewater — which certifies the town’s only kosher restaurant, Mr. Shawarma. It is frequented by many sailors 

of all denominations who have served in the Middle East and know authentic shawarma and falafel when they taste it!

A SPECIAL BOND
The close connection the local Jew-

ish population still shares with Nor-
folk’s maritime community can be 
traced back to Moses and Eliza Myers, 
the very first Jews to settle in Norfolk 
in 1787. They opened a small store that 
sold naval supplies which evolved into 
a major import-export operation as 
Norfolk developed into a significant 
port. That special bond was strength-
ened in 1917, during World War I, when 
the Norfolk Naval Base was built, later 
growing into the world’s largest naval 
base and the foundation of Norfolk’s 
economy.

Jeffrey Brooke, president of both 
B’nai Israel Congregation and the Nor-
folk Kollel, was born and raised in Nor-
folk, as was his father. He notes that the 
shul dates back to the late 1940s.

“The Navy is part of what makes 
Norfolk great and interesting, because 
it is constantly sending new and differ-
ent people to our shores, and invariably 
they are accomplished and intelligent 

and eager to help,” explains Mr. Brooke, 
an attorney in the city. “The Navy is the 
number-one employer in Norfolk and 
the number-one economic engine. It is 
impossible to think of Norfolk without 
the Navy — that is really the reason for 
the city.”

The naval station is home to over 
200,000 people at any given time, with 
hundreds of commands, including many 
of our aircraft carriers, destroyers and 
large war ships. Also located nearby is 
Oceana — home of the F18 fighter jet, 
Joint Base Langley-Eustis — home to 
the F-22 stealth, and Joint Expedi-
tionary Base Little Creek — training 
grounds for Navy SEALS. 

To give you a better idea of the Navy’s 
impact on the economy of the Hampton 
Roads area (i.e., the Virginia Beach–
Norfolk–Newport News, Southeastern 
Virginia-Northeastern North Caroli-
na area), here are some FY 2016 stats: 
There were 67 homeported ships and 
37 aircraft squadrons. The total direct 
impact on the economy was $12.3 bil-

lion and payroll was $10.1 billion, which 
includes military, civilian and contrac-
tors. 

“These guys will stay for a while and 
then, typically, they retire or get trans-
ferred out,” says Mr. Brooke. “There are 
people who are directly employed by 
the Navy in active duty military and a 
lot of civilian employees in the Depart-
ment of Defense. There are also a lot 
of ancillary vendors, contractors, ship 
builders, military supply business peo-
ple. There happens to be a very big Jew-
ish presence in those businesses.”

AN ECLECTIC MIX
B’nai Israel Congregation sports a 

typical baal habayis mix — doctors, law-
yers (including a civilian attorney who 
works for the Navy), real estate pro-
fessionals, business owners, yungeleit 
from the Kollel, and Rebbeim from the 
day school and sailors, some of whom 
are retired. 

“Naval officers and enlisted person-
nel often settle in Norfolk,” notes Mr. 

Brooke. “People literally get off the boat 
and say, ‘This looks like a good place to 
stay!’ There are tons of stories like that. 
Generally, every year brings a new fam-
ily. They are all interesting; all come 
from diverse backgrounds.” 

Rabbi Aaron Kleinman is just one of 
the sailors who served in Norfolk, as a 
Naval Aviator, before he transferred to 
serve as a Navy chaplain; he now serves 
in the San Diego area. In 2001, he and 
his fiancée, Hillary, attended the local 
Conservative synagogue. 

“The Rav of Norfolk at the time, 
Rabbi Joseph Friedman, and his wife, 
Melissa, had us over for a Shabbat sup-
per,” recalls Rabbi Kleinman. “It was 
the first time I heard zemiros sung with 
kavanah, and it was beautiful. Their 
youngest son was in kindergarten, and 
he came home with a parashah sheet. 
I remember Rabbi Freidman quizzing 
the lad, and it was very humbling to 
realize this 5-year-old knew more than 
I did at 28. There was a young rabbin-
ic couple at the table who were lovely. 
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I hit it off very well with the engaging 
young Rabbi, who later became a found-
ing member of the Norfolk Kollel. That 
couple is the Habers, the current Rav 
and Rebbetzin of Norfolk.”

Another sailor, Jonathan Goldstein, 
a nuclear operator on a ship that sailed 
to Norfolk, got off the boat, became 
religious, and stayed. Norman Cohen, 
who was on active duty for a while as 
a radio operator, also made Norfolk his 
permanent home. Both are now active 
members of B’nai Israel. Numerous 
members of the shul’s 90 family units — 
or over 200 people who daven Shacha-
ris there each Shabbos — are ex-Navy; 
about five or six family units include 
family members in active duty.

THE CAPTAIN OF B’NAI  
ISRAEL’S SHIP

At the helm of B’nai Israel is Rabbi 
Sender Haber, a Buffalo, New York, 
native who moved to Norfolk from 
Lakewood 16 years ago as one of the 
original four members of the Norfolk 
Area Community Kollel; he has served 
as Rav for the past five years. The mil-
itary is in his blood — his grandfather 
was a Merchant Marine. 

“We’re very proud of the members of 
the Navy who are part of our kehillah,” 
remarks Rabbi Haber. “We have a cele-
bration for Veterans Day, have a plaque 

up memorializing our Navy shul mem-
bers who gave up their lives in World 
War II, and we say a special Mi shebei-

rach — periodically translating it into 
English — for the American military, 
every Shabbos.” 

Rabbi Haber also speaks proudly 
about the shul’s security committee, 
comprised of Navy-trained members 
who know what they are doing. “You 
don’t want to mess with our security 
committee — you’ll have a seven-foot 
guy just staring at you until you say 
good Shabbos!” warns Rabbi Haber. 

“One frum fellow from New York 
works in the Norfolk Shipyard,” relates 
Rabbi Haber. “He walked a mile to our 
shul to spend the entire Shabbos with 
us — even attending a shalom zachar. 
I feel it is a really big chizuk for every-
body. Either they are frum and are away 
from home, or they did not grow up frum 
and feel accepted in our very diversified 
shul where everything goes. We have 
had men davening in the shul with long 
hair, with earrings, with shtreimels — 
all different types of people — and it is 
very inspiring.”

After living in Norfolk for 17 years, 
Rabbi Haber has had his share of inter-
esting interactions with Jewish sailors. 
Once, a sailor with whom he’d been in 
touch, mostly around Rosh Hashanah 
time, told him he wanted to get closer 
to Yiddishkeit. This sailor called him to 
say that prior to being sent out to sea on 
a new destroyer ship for six months he 
had to fill out a questionnaire asking his 
religion. He answered he was Jewish. 

His commanding officer told him, 

Aleph Institute, a Southern Florida-based 
non-profit Chabad organization, has been dedi-
cated to helping members of specific populations 
isolated from the regular community since 1981. 
Among the thousands of people they reach out 
to are U.S. military personnel. The organization 
has been distributing Pesach food packages filled 
with shemurah matzah, grape juice, macaroons, 
gefilte fish, and a Seder plate complete with cha-
roses, karpas, egg, chicken neck, and maror, to 
Jewish servicemen in all branches of the military 
since 9/11.

“We were involved somewhat with the mil-
itary because there are a lot of prisons on mili-
tary bases,” explains Aleph Institute’s Director of 
Prison and Military Programs, Rabbi Menachem 
Katz. “After 9/11, we decided to help out with food 
packages.”

Aleph Institute spends $25,000–$30,000 on 
these Pesach packages, which are delivered to 
75–100 military locations, including those in Iraq, 
Afghanistan and Japan. 

Aleph Institute volunteers start two months 
before Pesach (and other Jewish holidays), send-
ing out an email to Jews in the military. Those who 
respond to their email will receive a food package. 
This year, the Pesach packages were shipped the 
first week of March to ensure they would arrive 
in time for the first Seder night. Paid employees 
in New Jersey assemble these packages and get 
them ready for shipping — by UPS to those sta-
tioned in the U.S., and via the U.S. Postal Service 
to those stationed in other countries.

Shares Rabbi Katz, “They love it! They get our 
package wherever they are. In the middle of a ship 
in the Arabian Sea, all of a sudden, they have a 
Seder plate and shemurah matzah — it’s amazing!”

Aleph Institute’s involvement with Jews in the 
military goes beyond holiday food packages. For 
example, it has daily interactions with individu-
al Jewish servicemen and chaplains in the Navy. 
It provides for them special materials such as a 
Chumash with a customized cover sporting the 
Navy symbol, siddurim, yarmulkes and all kinds 
of Jewish books.

“It’s an honor to take care of those who put 
their lives on the line for us and to make sure that 

they have a proper holiday, because they are doing 
so much for us, [helping to keep] us safe,” con-
cludes Rabbi Katz.

Aleph Institute is not the only chessed organ-
ization geared toward looking out for those who 
risk their lives for us. What started out 10 years 
ago as a bas mitzvah project for Sara Fuerst’s 
daughter evolved into Koshertroops, which Sara 
cofounded with fellow Monsey resident Ava 
Hamburger. Its motto: “Supporting our troops, 
one package at a time.” 

The Fuersts initially gathered 150 names from 
various sources for the bas mitzvah project; now, 
servicemen and their family members seek out 
and contact Koshertroops. In addition to its Yom 
Tov food packages, it also sends Shabbos packages 
on a smaller scale, about 10–15 a week.

“Whatever we get donated is what we send but, 
typically, for Pesach we make sure to send gefilte 
fish, matzah ball soup, machine-made shemurah 
matzah, horseradish sauce, and fresh horserad-
ish,” says Sara, who explains that there is infor-
mation sharing between Aleph Institute and 
Koshertroops to avoid duplicated efforts. “Other 
than that, they get all kinds of snacks and cakes, 
including macaroons, chocolates, cake mixes — all 
the extras to really enhance their Yom Tov.”

The Pesach shipment is definitely Kosher-
troops’ biggest, next to Rosh Hashanah. It sends 
10–15 pallets of food, which volunteers open and 
re-package for specific service members and chap-
lains in all the armed forces. Presently, packages 
are sent to over 1,000 troops at a time, including 
those overseas. Koshertroops ships all over the 
world: Afghanistan, Iraq, Jordan, Egypt, Kuwait, 
Qatar, Italy, Germany, U.K., Turkey, Jubilee, South 
Africa, and Gitmo, Cuba. Their packages also reach 
remote locations such as Micronesia and Vanuatu.

“We also send to naval bases in Japan and 
Korea, as well as to quite a few ships,” says Sara. 
“One year, we received word from a non-Jewish 
chaplain who was worried that the two Jewish 
sailors on his ship would have no matzah as they 
were about to celebrate the Pesach Seder. They 
were getting ready to bake their own when our 
shipment came in. It was like a Passover miracle.” 
(Although Koshertroops sends their Pesach food 

care packages well in advance, ships receive pack-
ages only once a month, delivered from a nearby 
Naval base by a helicopter that drops them onto 
the ship.)

The hakaras hatov Jews in the military have 
to both Koshertroops and Aleph Institute is 
expressed in this letter, written by a member of 
18th Combat Sustainment Support Battalion. 
This is just one of many  received by both organ-
izations:

“Well, another Pesach and another conti-
nent — this time, the Seder was in Germany. The 
stressful part started off with the new commis-
sary manager. Despite our base commissary being 
about the best-stocked in Europe: Lubavitch-she-
chitah frozen chicken, kosher-for-Pesach shred-
ded cheddar cheese, Ungar’s gefilte fish, Meal 
Mart burger patties, etc. — the new manager 
assured me over the past few months that he’d 
ordered plenty of matzah. Well, it turned out, he’d 
ordered a whole bunch of MATZAH MEAL as well 
as “MATZAH-rella” cheese — but no matzah! So, 
baruch Hashem, Koshertroops came through with 
the matzah shipment that ended up supplying the 
Jews of Grafenwoehr with matzah for the entire 
week. Aleph supplemented that with handmade 
shemurah matzah, a priceless commodity around 
these parts.”

MATZAH, MAROR, AND MACAROONS TO MICRONESIA

Preparing for a Seder in an army base.
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R-L: Rabbi Gershon Litt, executive director of the Norfolk Kollel;  
Rabbi Sender Haber, Rav, B’nai Israel, and Commander Neal (Nosson Tzvi) Brinn
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“We know there are other Jews on the ship, but you are 
the only one who said that you are Jewish. It is obvi-
ously very meaningful to you. We don’t have a chap-
lain on the ship for the Jewish sailors. Will you be the 
lay chaplain on the ship for them?” The o�  cer told the 
sailor that it would entail his learning how to lead ser-
vices and being there for the Jewish sailors during the 
Jewish holidays. 

“He called me up crying, asking me to help him with 
this,” recalls Rabbi Haber. “I said, ‘Of course!’ He told 
me, ‘I was trying so hard to get in touch with my Yid-
dishkeit and get stronger in it, and now, not only am I 
getting an opportunity, but my commanding o�  cer is 
giving me an order to get more involved in my Yiddish-
keit!’ It was very, very touching.”

Rabbi Haber also recollects a story that took place 
on Rosh Hashanah, when two sailors said something 
nasty to congregants saying Tashlich. Little did the 
two realize that the then-chief of the military police 
was Jewish. He got them court-martialed, and the 
admiral of the Atlantic fl eet felt so bad about it, he sent 
the frum Military Police Chief a camoufl age yarmulke!

Of course, like every Rav, Rabbi Haber fi elds many 
interesting she’eilos. “This sailor wanted to sell his 
chametz, but since he was out in the middle of the 
Pacifi c Ocean, he couldn’t give a non-Jew a key to the 
house or let him in if he wanted to get it,” explains 
Rabbi Haber. “Since he was in an undisclosed location 
in the middle of the ocean, there was no way to know 
where he was. He couldn’t sell it and he couldn’t get rid 
of it either, since he needed it, because he was on this 
ship for six months. In the end, he sold it to someone 
on the ship.”

Rabbi Haber has o�  ciated at life-cycle events for 
many sailors in his congregation. Unlike weddings 
that Rabbanim typically attend, however, the shtick at 
these chasunos can include mock enemy target prac-
tice. The military levayos he o�  ciates at are di� erent 
too — complete with an honor guard presenting a fold-
ed American fl ag to the niftar’s family, thanking them 
for their loved one’s service to our country. His shul 
has also hosted bar mitzvahs where the admiral and 
rear admiral come to say mazel tov. 

ALL HANDS ON DECK
“Our school has been fortunate to have students 

who are the children of frum sailors,” notes Rabbi 
Mordechai Loiterman, principal of Toras Chaim Day 
School. “The Navy imbues them with self-respect, 
respect for others, and a reverence for authority — all 
characteristics that enhance their avodas Hashem. 
A common characteristic, whether it came from 
the Navy or was an aspect of their personalities that 
caused them to join in the fi rst place, is that they serve 
their community with  selfl ess devotion. They volun-
teer and support in all ways.”

The Navy in general is fantastic at reaching out to 
the Jewish community to provide help and support.  
In February 2012, more than 100 of the 1,000 sailors 
assigned to USS Harry S. Truman participated in Tru-
man’s fi rst Community Service Day. These Truman 
Sailors painted the Toras Chaim elementary school’s 
walls, installed air conditioners, cleaned the soccer 
fi eld, and spoke with the students.

WORKING WITH HEROES
In addition to being the executive director of the 

Norfolk Kollel, Rabbi Gershon Litt is the contract 
Rabbi for the Commodore Levy Chapel at Naval Sta-
tion Norfolk. As such, he gets to meet and work with 
the Jewish sailors aboard the ships at the base, as well 
as any Jewish sailors at the various commands in the 
region. 

“Over the past few years, I have taken numerous 
sailors to Israel on trips, had countless sailors to our 
home for Shabbos, and brought sailors to program-
ming at the chapel and into our community at B’nai 
Israel Congregation,” mentions Rabbi Litt. “Rabbi 
Sender Haber and the B’nai Israel community are 
warm, welcoming and love to host new sailors when-
ever they arrive.” 

One of the numerous sailors Rabbi Litt and the Nor-
folk community had a major infl uence on was Com-
mander Neal Brinn, the highest-ranking Orthodox 
Jew in the U.S. Navy.

“Neal, now Nosson Tzvi, came with his wife and 
children and started to grow in his Yiddishkeit while 
climbing the ranks as a naval o�  cer,” recalls Rabbi 
Litt. “Eventually, as he and his wife and kids became 
more religious, Nosson Tzvi also became the com-
manding o�  cer of the USS Carter Hall, LSD 50 [an 
amphibious ship about 200 meters  (over 650 feet) 
long]. The sacrifi ce it takes to be part of the U.S. Navy 
is extreme. The sacrifi ce it takes to be in the Navy and 
frum is superhuman. Nosson Tzvi and his wonderful 
family lived as a kiddush Hashem while he was com-
manding a war ship in the U.S. Navy.”

As the only frum Jew on his ship, Nosson Tzvi faced 
many challenges practicing Yiddishkeit. 

“We were deployed for eight months, from after 
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USS Carter Hall-LSD 50 (below) and USS Fort 
McHenry-LSD 43 operate o�  the coast of Haiti.

“WE SAY A SPECIAL 
MI SHEBEIRACH — 

PERIODICALLY 
TRANSLATING IT INTO 

ENGLISH — FOR THE 
AMERICAN MILITARY, 

EVERY SHABBOS.”
—Rabbi Sender Haber
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Purim until right after Chanukah; I had to celebrate all 
of the Yamim Tovim by myself,” recalls Nosson Tzvi. 
“It was the fi rst time I was away on the ship and fully 
frum… I was trying to grow in my avodas Hashem, and 
it was not easy.”

His travels took him to places like Jordan and Unit-

ed Arab Emirates—where after being told that “Jews 
aren’t welcome in this country,” he disembarked his 
ship, during Ramadan, wearing his yarmulke and tzit-
zis. 

When it came to Shabbos and Yamim Tovim, Nos-
son Tzvi regularly consulted a Rav about perform-
ing his responsibilities. He will never forget the fi rst 
Pesach Seder that fell on the night the ship was enter-
ing the Mediterranean Sea, across from the Strait of 
Gibraltar, when he was second in command.

“I had to be on the bridge when crossing the Strait’s 
challenging waters,” reminisces Nosson Tzvi. “I had 
to make sure we were navigating properly and also be 
on the lookout for terrorist attacks in an area ripe for 
such attacks. So I had to wait until after we had crossed 
until I could fi nally sit down to my Seder for one. There 
I was, sitting in my kittel, about to start, when some-
one knocked on my door. You could imagine the look 
on his face seeing the second-in-command sitting 
there, dressed in a white robe with a cup of grape juice 
in hand.”

Nosson Tzvi, his wife Shoshanna, and their four 
young children moved to Eretz Yisrael in 2016, just 
three weeks after he completed 20 years in the U.S. 
Navy. Had he waited to retire after 30 years of service, 
he would have earned 2.4 times more retirement pay 
each month, indeed a tremendous di� erence. Because 
the Navy pays for its retirees’ continuing education, 
Nosson Tzvi is taking advantage of that by sitting and 
learning Torah at Ohr Somayach.

A SAFE HAVEN
“Wherever anyone stands in their Yiddishkeit, they 

all feel they want to come to shul,” concludes Rabbi 
Haber. 

“Although it’s a frum shul, everyone is welcome. 
Those who aren’t frum fi nd that it’s respectful, and 
they really like that. We have a Navy SEAL and we 
never know when he will come to shul. He’ll come 
to shul and then leave for eight months — he’s not 
allowed to disclose where he was, but he gets chizuk 
each time he comes. Baruch Hashem, it’s very nice and 
we’re very glad we’re able to do that for him.”

Rabbi Loiterman concurs and adds, “When we get 
Jewish sailors to show up who are not yet frum, we 
sort of adopt them, opening our homes and providing 
meals. We are grateful for their services, and there is 
an automatic connection any Jew feels with another — 
it feels like meeting a long-lost cousin.”

“It is important for us to have hakaras hatov to 
those who serve our country,” concludes Rabbi Litt. “It 
is because of their blood and sweat that we are able to 

live freely as Jews in this medinah shel chessed. We are 
fortunate to meet families who know what it means to 
give back to their country and be committed to their 
people. May Hashem continue to bless the members 
of our armed forces and give them the tools to keep us 
safe and free.” 

Above: Commander Neal (Nosson Tzvi) Brinn with his baby. 
Below: Nosson Tzvi in front of Ohr Somayach

Grateful recipients 
of Aleph Institute 

Pesach food 
packages.
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“THE SACRIFICE IT 
TAKES TO BE PART 
OF THE U.S. NAVY 
IS EXTREME. THE 

SACRIFICE IT TAKES TO 
BE IN THE NAVY AND 

FRUM IS SUPERHUMAN.” 
—Rabbi Gershon Litt
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