Community Views

By N. Perlman

When you field over 800 calls
for help per week, you inevitably
get a unique perspective on the
community’s needs, as well as
the programs that should be put
into place to meet those needs.
Achiezer’s staff, who serve as the
Five Towns/Far Rockaway go-to
source for any and every type of
crisis assistance, share some of
their impressions working for a
one-of-a-kind organization in a
one-of-a-kind community.

RABBI BORUCH BER BENDER,
FOUNDER AND PRESIDENT

As founder
and president,
Rabbi Bender built
Achiezer from
scratch, and contin-
ues to oversee every
aspect of its opera-
tion and growth.

Canyou give us
a little bit of back-
ground on how Achiezer got off the ground?

Just over four years ago, Achiezer had a
grand total of one staff member: me. Many
prominent community leaders realized that the
community needed a central resource that peo-
ple could turn to for guidance about any issue,
and we had a vision of filling that gap.

We got started by doing medical research. |
remember sitting down at my dining room ta-
ble with a pad of paper and a pen, making a list
of doctors: what their specialty was, whether
they took insurance, their bedside manner,
whether they had cell phones... But truthfully,
enthusiastic as we may have sounded back
then, even we weren’t exactly sure what this
organization would become.

What happened after that?
Slowly, it started to mushroom. After a

couple of months, we hired a part-time secre-
tary and rented some office space. One week
there were thirty phone calls; the next week
forty-five. More and more people started to
utilize Achiezer for all types of crises and is-
sues. The office on Beach 9" Street, which
had seemed enormous when we first leased it,
became impossibly small as new staff mem-
bers and services were added to meet the ris-
ing demand.

By now, Achiezer has come a long, long
way from being a “one man, one Black-
Berry” organization, and there’s no way that
one person could ever handle it all alone. In
presenting these perspectives from our staff,
we wanted the community to get to know the
real heroes who stand behind Achiezer, field-
ing crises day and night. Even more, we want
to be sure that everyone in the community is
aware of our services, so that Achiezer can be
here for you too, whenever the need arises.

CHANI WEINBERGER, INTAKE
AND TRIAGE DEPARTMENT

As part of intake staff, Chani Weinberger
is the first person Achiezer's callers meet.

What is your official job description?

My primary job is to take in the calls and
messages, send them along to the correct de-
partment, and make sure to follow up so that
every caller gets a call back within 24 hours.
I’ll reach out to callers more than once, since |
want them to be able to speak to a live person,
even if it means chasing down the caller un-
til they finally answer their phone. Often, Il
get a relieved, “Thanks for tracking me down;
I’ve been so busy, but I really wanted to speak
to you about...”

How would you describe a typical day
at Achiezer?

Every day is different. Some days are in-
sane; everyone at the office is on the phone
at once, and you can’t breathe between calls.
Other days are quieter, and I actually manage
to take a real lunch break. Some of our calls
are truly urgent; some are very minor. Either
way, every caller deserves to know that we’ve
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heard what they have to say, and that we’re
working on it, and | try my best to make that
happen.

HINDA SARA LOEB,
CALL CENTER MANAGER

A new addition to the Achiezer team, Hin-
da Sara makes sure that every visitor gets a
warm welcome, and every caller gets a timely
response. Her presence
at Achiezer has already
helped ensure that every

“MANY PEOPLE

need or because Achiezer has gotten more
widespread exposure, but whatever the cause,
we’ve gone from processing 60 applications
per month to approximately 80-90.

It is true that directly after Hurricane
Sandy, Achiezer was inundated with requests
regarding FEMA and other available funding.
I was responsible for helping people navigate
FEMA regulations, with a lot of invaluable
assistance from Jeanie Silver of Dov Hikind’s
office. Most of that activ-
ity has really quieted down,
though. | haven’t gotten

caller gets the attention BELIEVE nearly as many.hurricane-
they deserve. THAT OUR related requests in the past
few weeks.

As a newcomer to
the staff, can you give us COMMUNITY Are you able to help ap-
some first impressions licants with anything else
of Achiezer? P IS SPECIAL, Eesides insuranc%e? ’

If you want an “out- The  beautiful  thing
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other places before this. AS I CAN.” sity that people can’t forgo,

From my vantage point

here at the front desk, |

get to man the phone lines, direct traffic, and
watch the comings and goings from the con-
ference room. | can say that aside from being
a very professional group, Achiezer is special
in that everyone working here really has their
heart in the right place. Across the board, they
do their utmost to help the community, and
they really care.

SRULY MILLER, INSURANCE
DEPARTMENT COORDINATOR

As coordina-
tor of the Insur-
ance Department,
Sruly Miller helps
families navigate
through the maze
of public insur-
ance regulations,
from  enrollment
to approval and
beyond.

Rumor has it that these days, many
more community members have been ask-
ing for your help in applying for public in-
surance. Is that a result of the hurricane or
some other cause?

The Insurance Department has gotten
much, much busier in the past months. | can’t
say if it’s because there are more people in

and they’ll call Achiezer

saying that they “only need
help with filing an insurance application.” But
once we start talking about family size and in-
come, I’m often able to recommend a host of
other services. Best of all, it all takes place in
a non-threatening, stigma-free environment.

ADINA ELEFANT,
INSURANCE ASSISTANT

Achiezer’s Insurance Department runs
smoothly thanks to Adina Elefant’s behind-
the-scenes assistance.

How did you get started with Achiezer?

| started off in Achiezer as a call-center
volunteer, during the chaotic post-hurricane
weeks when we were answering calls from 7
a.m. to 11 p.m., including Sundays. Even after
things settled down somewhat, the Insurance
Department was still impossibly overbooked,
and | was hired to work under Sruly Miller.
We have appointments scheduled the entire
day, back to back. | do the paperwork, stay
on top of the phone calls and messages, and
handle some of the more straightforward cas-
es myself.

Any recommendations for new appli-
cants?

Officially, an application is a one-time,
once-a-year thing. We try our best to avoid
having to bring people back for a second ap-
pointment, which is easier said than done,
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given all of the regulations involved. But if
an applicant is missing documents, s/he will
definitely have to come back a second time.
So the one thing that I would recommend to
applicants is that they make sure to double-
check all of their documents before they leave
home - a simple thing that can save them the
hassle of having to schedule a second appoint
ment.

ELI WEISS, DEVELOPMENT
COORDINATOR

From the T ransportation Program to the
Medical Equipment Depot,
Eli Weiss coordinates most
of Achiezer s volunteer ef -
forts.

What Kinds of pr  o-
grams do you coordi -
nate?

My job is to create,
implement, coordinate and
develop programs that in -
clude all sorts of chessed,
large and small. We have some very large
programs, like the Medical Equipment Depot,
that are utilized all the time, managing our
expansive website and sending out mass com-
munity emails; and then we have smaller pro-
grams that are created to meet a specific need,
like the Purim Megillah Laining Campaign,
or specific Yom Tov programs. I recruit vol-
unteers to help with anything and everything,
from graphic design to furniture shlepping for
an elderly couple who are unable to do so on
their own.

What would you say to someone who
wants to do chessed but is very short on
time?

There are so many real and easy ways to
get involved. It can be as simple as adding
your number to the volunteer drivers’ text-
messaging list or dropping off a meal at a hos-
pital. There are mothers who get their entire
families involved. There are lawyers and ac-
countants whose five minutes of professional
advice change someone else’s life. A while
ago, we had five volunteers with screwdrivers
spend a Sunday afternoon installing a ramp
on someone’s house. The patient used it for
months. It’s a small investment, with unbe-
lievable dividends.

Any comments about the volunteers you
work with?

Our volunteers are incredible. They will
stop everything at a moment’s notice and
take on tasks that are well below their dignity
level, just to be able to help someone else. We
are in the midst of planning an Evening of Ap-
preciation to be held shortly after Pesach, and
we expect to host a few hundred volunteers.
Many people believe that our community is
special, but nobody can prove it as clearly as
I can.

DR. BRUCHIE LOWINGER
PSY.D., BEHAVIORAL
HEALTH COORDINATOR

As Achiezer's on-staff psychologist with
a private phone extension and private back
entrance, Dr. Lowinger is an invaluable re-
source for people seeking confidential, stig-
ma-free mental health guidance.

Numerous members of the community
have pointed to Achiezer as a beacon of light
in the storm of emotional and mental health
issues. In your experience, are there still gaps
and needs that remain unfilled?

As much as we have been able to accom-
plish with mental health guidance until this
point, we have found that there is a real, un -

filled community need for affordable, ongo-
ing mental health services. Our community is
blessed with many wonderful organizations
and therapists who provide therapeutic coun -
seling, but many people cannot afford these
services. When insurance will not foot the
bill, or when several members of a family
need therapy for an extended period of time,
even sliding scale fees can be prohibitive.

Is there any solution in the works?

To meet the growing demand, Achiezer is
exploring the possibility of providing more
onsite counseling. Sruly Miller, who is a
few months away from completing a mental
health degree, has been doing some counsel-
ing in the evening hours, and we may expand
that a bit to include other externs. We are not
trying to replicate, compete with, or detract

tive staff, and with the generosity of Mr. and
Mrs. Silber of Lawrence, we are in the midst
of constructing a full-fledged respite room in
the hospital. The room will be fully stocked
with hot food, cold food, seforim, a place to
rest - anything that can help a patient’s rela-
tive relax and reenergize.

What can you tell us about the soon-to-
be-improved Stay At Home Program?

Certain medical procedures that would
require a hospital visit can really be done at
home by a qualified nurse, and the Stay At
Home Program provides volunteer nurses for
that purpose. The program has always been
small, and I’ve been working on expanding it,
under the careful guidance of a local medical
director. I myself am in nursing school, so |

from the excellent services offered by other
organizations and professionals. Rather , our
aim is to fill the gap for those who cannot be
helped in that way.

Is there any message that you’d like to
share with the community?

I would like to stress that although talk of
Hurricane Sandy has died down, we are still
available to speak with individuals who are
dealing with reactions and difficulties. Now
that the practical aspects have fallen into place
for most, there is more time and opportunity
to work on recuperating emotionally as well.

SHALOM JAROSLAWICZ,
PROJECT COORDINATOR,
HOSPITAL SUPPORT SERVICES

As coordinator of Hospital Support Ser -
vices, implementer of lar ge projects, and de
facto  office  man-
ager, Shalom Ja -
roslawicz is Rabbi
Bender s right-hand
man.

Your job cer -
tainly sounds eclec-
tic. Canyoude -
scribe it?

My primary role
is overseeing any grand-scale projects that
Achiezer is working on, including all of our
hospital support services. I was responsible
for construction of Achiezer’s respite room
in South Nassau Community Hospital, and I
still coordinate the volunteers who stock the
room four times a week. I am also responsible
for assisting Rabbi Bender in overseeing our
24-hour urgent hotline, which happens to be a
lifeline for so many.

Any update on the new r espite room in
Mercy Hospital?

Right now, the hospital only has a small
pantry stocked with foods like Tradition
soups and matzoh. Achiezer reached out to
Rabbi Dr. Glatt, a member of Mercy’s execu-

have some very good contacts and background
for this project. Of course, patients who really
belong in the hospital must be encouraged to
go there, but for elderly or terminally ill pa-
tients, the hospital visit may actually be more
detrimental to their health, and the Stay At
Home Program is a perfect solution.

ESTHER NOVAK,
COORDINATOR OF INTAKE
AND CASE MANAGEMENT

With an uncanny knack of discerning peo-
ple’s underlying needs, Esther Novak works
with callers reaching out to Achiezer with out-
of-the-box requests.

What kind of help can you offer to the
people who reach out to you?

First of all, I hear them out and try to get a
picture of what they really need. If it’s some-
thing I can take care of myself, I do. Other-
wise, I may pass it on to another department
or to Rabbi Bender. Either way, I review all of
the calls with Rabbi Bender during our daily
meeting.

I’'m not a social worker, but I can help
people get set up with various programs, like
Tomchei Shabbos, Ohel, food stamps, social
security... I’'m also able to help with some
of the more typical medical recommendation
questions, and I begin the brainstorming pro-
cess for any out-of-the-box requests that come
in.

What are the biggest challenges of your
job?

One of the biggest challenges is making
sure that Achiezer’s resources are used in the
best possible way. For example, | manage the
food vouchers program in conjunction with
Gourmet Glatt, to the tune of tens of thou-
sands of dollars. Much as we’d like to be able
to freely give out vouchers to anyone who
calls, the fact is that every dollar that we give
out is coming out of a donor’s pocket, so we
need to be really careful how and on whom
we spend our money.

Another big challenge is giving every
caller a full measure of sensitivity. When I get
a call about a minor issue right after I’ve spo-

ken to someone else dealing with a life and
death crisis, I need to remind myself that for
this caller, this relatively minor issue is a very
big deal.

How do you maintain confidentiality?

We don’t use names around the office, and
I never discuss my work anywhere else at all.
I discuss situations with Rabbi Bender pri-
vately, in his sound-proof office. In general,
none of the members of the staff discuss what
they’re dealing with. Unless we have to col-
laborate, I have no idea who meets with Dr.
Lowinger and she doesn’t know who speaks
to me. Of course, callers will also never find
out who else I've been speaking to, even if it’s
a member of their own family.

ELKE RUBIN,
ADMINISTRATIVE ASSISTANT

As Executive Assistant to Rabbi Bender ,
Elke Rubin helps ensure that Achiezer s entire
operation runs smoothly/

What exactly do you do?

My official role is to work alongside Rabbi
Bender, keeping on top of his scheduling and
the myriad activities that his long days entail.
Although Rabbi Bender is responsible for all
medical recommendations and hospital emer-
gencies, he’ll often ask me to reach out to a
particular doctor, hospital or or ganization on
his behalf to get the job done. I also make sure
that all of the big and little things that need to
be taken care of actually get done. I get emails
regarding new situations from Rabbi Bender
all the time - it could be 11 or 12 o’clock at
night or 6 in the morning. My job is to follow
up on all of these issues during the course of
a working day.

Can you give us a behind the scenes look
at some of the higher -level operations that
Achiezer is involved with?

I am responsible for arranging meetings
with higher level officials, and Achiezer works
with many of them - congressmen, assembly-
men, councilmen, lawyers, physicians, heads
of other organizations, hospital directors, po -
lice officials... The list goes on and on. With
each one, we discuss dif ferent aspects of our
organization and explore ways that we can
work together to help the community.

ELANA GOLDSTEIN
CPA, BOOKKEEPER

Elana Goldstein is lar ~ gely r esponsible

for what outsiders have admiringly termed

”

“Achiezer s pristine financial reputation.

How does your work fit into Achiezer’s
commitment to financial transparency?

My job is to account for every dollar that
comes in and goes out of our office. I work
directly under our dedicated treasurer, Alan
Botwinick, CPA, who reviews every aspect of
the finances every single day. I know that the
entire board reviews the financials often, but
I’m not involved in the actual presentation. I
only generate the reports.

What kind of records do you keep?

Every check that comes into our office is
recorded in paper copy, as well as in our do-
nor software. Funds earmarked for Sandy vic-
tims are kept in a separate account, which is
disbursed through the CAF (Community As-

(Continued on Page 217)
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AS THE
SEA SPLITS

By Liba Lieberman

How busy everyone is now that Pesach is
close and Klal Yisroel is moving into the fi-
nal days before Seder. I watch how everyone
is consumed with getting Pesach right, from
the right kind of matzah to three kinds of
ground nuts to stunning tablecloths and table
settings. There is a certain beauty to watch-
ing everyone scramble as the countdown
begins, until we sit as a nation, separated in
our homes but together in spirit, to recount
the miracles that Hashem performed for His
people at the hour of their redemption.

Two years ago, | was zocheh to spend
Pesach in Eretz Yisroel. We rented an apart-
ment and hunkered down for making Yom Tov
without the frills of American life. Although
I had once lived in Eretz
Yisroel for a number of
years, I had forgotten the
simplicity of this Yom
Tov in the Middle East.
Yes, there are delicacies
to be served and beauti-
ful table settings to be
laid out, but everything
is physically on such a
smaller, simpler scale.

As  Shevi’i  Shel
Pesach approached, 1
asked if my married
daughter would like to
come with me to the Kosel at around mid -
night. I wanted to be there for Krias Yam Suf,
and she happily agreed to come along with
her husband and sleeping baby. After the
meal, we put on our sweaters, which are still
needed at night at this time of year, and began
the walk through Shaar Yaffo to the Kosel.
I expected a mass exodus to accompany us,
but I was surprised that almost no one was
out. How could it be, I wondered, that at such
a special moment, when we are recalling
Hashem’s might and great powers of protec-
tion, most of the Yidden in Yerushalayim are
not hurrying along with us to sing Hashem’s
praises as the sea splits?

In all fairness, most residents of Yerusha-
layim were happily sleeping in their beds af-
ter hectic weeks of preparation and the Yom
Tov itself. Years ago, when I lived in Eretz
Yisroel, I was so busy with children and mak-
ing Yom Tov that it never occurred to me to

AS WE NEARED
THE KOSEL
PLAZA, THE
QUIET WAS
PALPABLE.

visit the Kosel after the Yom Tov seudah to
experience Krias Yam Suf. Not so this trip,
however. I craved to be at the Kosel exactly
as that spiritual energy was pulsing through
Klal Yisroel and eagerly began the walk to
see who would be there, at the holiest site of
my people at this holy time of the year.

As we neared the Kosel plaza, the quiet
was palpable. Then [ saw them, a ring of men
- no more than forty or so - dancing and sing-
ing praise to Hashem. There were no crowds,
no videos being taken, nothing except them
and us, a few “crazy” Jews out to greet the
Creator in this moment of eternal triumph. I
never felt so happy and so close to Hashem
as at that moment, small perhaps in the eyes
of the world - even the Jew -
ish world - but so very large
inmy eyes. We were out
in the night, bathing in the
Shechinah, being infused
with absolute joy. I had al-
ways wondered what it was
like to really feel the might
of Hashem that the Hag-
gadah describes and never
imagined for a second that
I could get a glimpse into
that power. But there I was,
smiling from ear to ear, feel-
ing Hashem’s gevurah as a
warm caressing light that T still retain two
years later.

After that night, I had a new apprecia-
tion for the spiritual gifts that Pesach brings.
I experienced a depth of emunah that only
comes from feeling Hashem’s Presence in
every fiber of one’s being. Pesach is a time
for leaving the narrowness of our lives to be-
come bigger, stronger ovdei Hashem. It is a
spiritual destination we arrive at through the
route of a Seder and Krias Yam Suf, a destina-
tion that offers a unique opportunity to grow.
Whether sitting at a table laden with silver
and the finest china or a table adorned with
tasteful porcelain dishes and stainless steel
cutlery, may Yidden throughout the world
enter Pesach with hearts yearning to experi-
ence unity with Hashem. May we recognize
this chance for real and lasting transforma-
tion and journey the distance on Pesach to
achieve significant spiritual growth.

Goldfeder, Richards, JCCRP
Announce Pesach Preparations

Assemblyman Phil Goldfeder (D-Far
Rockaway) and Councilman Donovan
Richards (D-Far Rockaway) joined the
Jewish Community Council of the Rock-
away Peninsula in announcing extra city
services for the Far Rockaway commu-
nity’s pre-Yom Tov needs.

“It is great to see city agencies work-
ing together to carry on the traditions and
cultures of our community in Far Rocka-
way,” said Goldfeder. “I commend the
New York City Department of Sanitation,
the New York City Parks Department and
the FDNY for their honorable service to
our families.”

“I am very happy to announce in con-
junction with Assemblyman Goldfeder
and JCCRP that preparations are under-
way for Passover. I also would like to
thank the Department of Sanitation for
really stepping up in order to help every-
one celebrate Passover safely. I hope that

everyone has a very safe and enjoyable
Passover.” Said Councilman Richards.

The New York City Department of
Sanitation will conduct additional gar-
bage collection ahead of Pesach. On
Monday, Erev Pesach, in addition to the
extra collection, there will also be addi-
tional stationary sanitation trucks located
at the Hicksville Road triangle in Far
Rockaway and at 2716 Healy Avenue in
Bayswater.

Additionally, the Jewish Community
Council of the Rockaway Peninsula en-
courages area residents to exercise cau-
tion during their preparations for Pesach.
Due to safety concerns, the JCCRP has
arranged a centralized location for a
community-wide biur chometz, under su-
pervision of the FDNY. Chometz may be
brought from 9 a.m. to noon to the beach
located at the end of Beach 9th Street in
Far Rockaway.

A Patchwork of Perspectives
(Continued from Page 214)

sistance Fund). Grant monies have their own

account as well. In addition to the numerous

financial reports that I generate, I do bank and
credit card reconciliations every single day.
It is a lot of extra work, but it’s our responsi-
bility to make sure that nothing - income or
expenditure - gets lost in the shuffle.

ADINA HIRSCH,
BOOKKEEPING ASSISTANT

With the flood of do-
nations that accompa-
nied Hurricane Sandy,
additional bookkeeping
assistance became  es-
sential. Adina Hirsch fills
that role.

Are you r eally still
busy with Hurricane
Sandy?

Believe it or not, I am
still sending out thank
you letters for the last
Sandy donations. At the
height of the campaign,
Achiezer processed over
5,000 donations that
came in online alone.
And there are still new
donations from generous
people coming in. Aside
from being properly en-
tered into the system,
each donation needs a
receipt, letter, and/or
acknowledgement, and
Rabbi Bender is par-
ticular about personally
hand-signing each one.
So, yes, there is still a bit
of a backlog, although it
is steadily dwindling.

What do you plan to do once you fin-
ish with the Sandy paperwork?

We have begun to discuss the creation
of a new database that will contain all of
Achiezer’s medical recommendation in-
formation in one central location. The new
database will make the entire medical rec-
ommendation process more efficient, and
also allow additional staff members access
to this information. Ultimately, the database
would enable callers to get much faster re-
sponses.

MILKA KEILSON,
HURRICANE SANDY
PROGRAM COORDINATOR

Although Hurricane Sandy has become
old news for most, Milka Keilson is still
helping local families tie together many
loose ends left hanging.

Are there still people asking for help
with Sandy recovery?

Even now, the calls keep coming in, and
the needs change as the seasons change.
For example, we’ve recently gotten numer-
ous calls from people who lost all of their
Pesach essentials, or whose homes and
kitchens will not be livable in time for Yom
Tov. Thousands of dollars have been spent
helping these families replenish these ba-
sics, allowing them to enjoy simchas Yom

Tov. Basically, we keep on designing new
programs as the various needs arise.

Do you also offer financial assistance?
While we thankfully were able to raise
millions of dollars for affected families,
all of the actual allocations are disbursed
through the CAF (Community Assistance
Fund) under the leadership of Elisha Brech-
er, Esq. My job is to help people who are
not aware of the resources available to them
register with the CAF, so
that they can get the help

they need.

“IT IS AMAZING
TO HAVE
OVER 150

PEOPLE IN OUR
COMMUNITY
ALL WORKING
TOGETHER,
WEEK IN, WEEK
OUT, MAKING
SURE THAT
SOMEONE ELSE’S
SHABBOS WILL
HOPEFULLY BE
ENHANCED JUST
A LITTLE BIT.”

SURI BENDER,
MEALS N’ MORE
PROGRAM
COORDINATOR

The Meals N’ More pro-
gram is one of the busiest
and unique programs that
Achiezer runs, which is all
the more special because
of the over 100 volunteers
who actively participate in
this program.

So what is this pro-
gram all about?

Every weekend, start-
ing from Thursday on,
Achiezer fields calls from
individuals and families of
community members who
unfortunately have some -
one in the family hospital-
ized for Shabbos. Often,
these crises occur without
notice. There are several
coordinators in place who
are each responsible for a
different piece of the program.

What happens when someone calls the
office for the meal program?

It’s a real flurry of activity, especially
when the call comes in late on an Erev
Shabbos. One email goes to me so that [ can
reach out to the appropriate coordinators,
who will arrange delivery of the food to the
drop-off point. One email goes to Eli Weiss,
who will dispatch a request for drivers, of
whom 70-plus are on standby for. Another
call goes out from the office to the family to
ensure that all possible needs of the family
will be met for Shabbos, including physical,
medical and emotional.

These packages will contain everything
from hot kugel to main dishes, side dishes,
magazines, and pre-opened mouthwash bot-
tles. These packages carry it all.

What happens if you receive a call so
close to Shabbos that a volunteer can no
longer drive?

We have a crew of non-Jews on staf
who are available for this specific scenario.
In this manner, we can field requests liter-
ally up to Shabbos.

All in all, it is amazing to have over 150
people in our community all working to-
gether, week in, week out, making sure that
someone else’s Shabbos will hopefully be
enhanced just a little bit.
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