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By Steve Lipman

n a recent Friday after-

noon, Rabbi Uri
% Topolosky, the thirty-

— something-year-old

spiritual leader of Congregation Beth
Israel in Metairie, a suburb of New Or-
leans, walked the few blocks from his
house to the rear entrance of a one-
story building across from the canal
along West Esplanade Avenue. Cross-
ing the parking lot, he passed the blue-
and-white sign outside the door
identifying the congregation.

Rabbi Uri, as he is commonly
known, designed the sign, whose logo
features the head of a dove with an
olive branch in its beak.

Inside the sanctuary he recruited
early-arriving congregants to arrange
plastic folding chairs into a series of
rows on either side of the impromptu
mechitzah, a jerry-rigged contraption
of a white curtain held up by broom
handles stuck into flagpole stands.

Steve Lipman is a staff writer for the Jewish
Week in New York.

Rabbi Uri made the mechitzah.

After Minchah, led by a middle-
aged member of the congregation,
Rabbi Uri stepped up to the Torah plat-
form and led a few dozen men and
women in a spirited Kabbalat Shabbat,
Shlomo Carlebach style.

Rabbi Uri brought the niggunim
from the Hebrew Institute of
Riverdale, a synagogue in the Bronx,
New York, where he served as associ-
ate rabbi for two years. The niggunim
have helped change the tenor of the
once-staid New Orleans synagogue.

For any young rabbinical couple,
the cultural shift from a large, intensely
Jewish area like Riverdale to a smaller,
more-isolated Jewish community is in-
tense. But for Rabbi Uri and his wife,
Dabhlia, New Orleans, where they
moved two and a half years ago, was a
more abrupt change.

Four years after Katrina—the Cate-
gory 5 hurricane that flooded the area,
took nearly 2,000 lives and threatened
to end New Orleans’ reign as one of

America’s signature cities—the New
Orleans Jewish community, like the
city itself, is on the rebound. “The
Jewish community is very much back
on its feet and is extremely forward
thinking about its future,” says Rabbi
Uri. “[We are] learning new ways to
operate, including greater collabora-
tion and consolidation.”

Beth Israel, the only local syna-
gogue that was ruined beyond use in
the Katrina floods, now meets in a
rented space. Rabbi Uri is hoping to
sell the shul’s original building, a few
miles away in the Lakeview neighbor-
hood; the congregation currently
holds services in the “West Esplanade
Jewish corridor” and is hoping to
break ground for a new building
in the spring.

Its numbers down, its leadership
base weakened, its organizations
forced to merge or share space, New
Orleans Jewry is in the midst of a com-
munity-wide effort to rebuild itself.
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And the Topoloskys, transplanted
Yankees, are a leading part of that ef-
fort. Rabbi Uri and Dahlia, a psycholo-
gist with a part-time private practice,
are the epitome of a kol bo couple, tak-
ing on duties outside the normal
purview of a rabbi and rebbetzin. Their

someplace else,” they had decided.
“We were looking for a rebuilding op-
portunity, a project,” says Dahlia.
Then New Orleans beckoned. Like
all of the city’s Jewish organizations,
Beth Israel lost many of its members
after Katrina—about 40 percent, Rabbi

Incentive Program sponsored by the
Jewish Federation of Greater New Or-
leans, the Jewish population in New
Orleans has reached around 80 per-
cent of its pre-Katrina level of 10,000.
Rabbi Uri has developed a separate
program at Beth Israel to attract

Four years after Katrina—the Category 5 hurricane that flooded the area, took nearly
2,000 lives and threatened to end New Orleans’ reign as one of America’s signature

cities—the New Orleans’ Jewish community, like the city itself, is on the rebound.

Rabbi Uri and Dahlia Topolosky have been an integral part of the rebuilding of the Jewish
community of New Orleans. Above, the couple and their children, Elyon, left, and Itai.
Alexander Barkoff Photos

home—and during Sukkot, their
sukkah—is open to members of the
synagogue, the wider Jewish commu-
nity and often the general community
as well.

“You can’t come here and be an
outsider,” Rabbi Uri says. “One of my
goals was to present myself as a com-
munity rabbi and be a part of the com-
munity initiatives.”

The couple, who share a love of
music and Jewish outreach, always
knew they would end up in a place
like New Orleans. “We kept saying
we wanted to leave New York,”
Dahlia says.

“Either we make aliyah, or we leave
New York and make a difference

Uri says. The former spiritual leader of
the congregation left with his family
because of the hurricane, and, like
many New Orleans residents, Jews and
Gentiles alike, did not return.

The Topoloskys visited the
community and were sold on the
city’s future.

“We felt really inspired,” Dahlia
says. “You don’t see just destruction.
You see rebuilding.”

Like most of the people who stayed
in New Orleans after “The Storm” or
decided to move there afterwards,
Rabbi Uri and Dahlia are New Orleani-
ans by choice. It’s a group whose num-
bers are slowly increasing.

With the help of the Newcomers

young Modern Orthodox couples,
highlighted by his high-energy per-
sonality, out-of-town pitches to Or-
thodox audiences and ads in Jewish
newspapers that ask “Do you have a
pioneering spirit?”

Thanks to his efforts, Beth Israel
membership has grown beyond its
pre-storm numbers, the rabbi says,
with more than one hundred mem-
bers and fifty associate members. Still,
he’d like to attract more new families
over the coming year or two, espe-
cially those who want to make an im-
pact on the community. Those who
move to New Orleans now “really
have the opportunity to shape what
the Jewish community will look like,”
Rabbi Uri says.

The Topoloskys, among a handful
of Orthodox leaders in one of the old-
est Jewish communities in the United
States, are part of two trends—rabbis
(and their families) moving to congre-
gations away from major Jewish popu-
lation centers, and idealistic young
Jews flocking to New Orleans by the
thousands to help rebuild a nearly de-
stroyed city.

“One of the unique things about
coming to a place like New Orleans,”
Rabbi Uri said in an interview with the
belief.net web site, “is that it’s not just
about building up your shul, your syn-
agogue, your community. It’s about
helping to rebuild an entire city.”

Which means that Rabbi Uri and
Dahlia quickly established themselves
as recognizable presences in New Or-
leans’ wider community, introducing
themselves at cafes and parlor meet-
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On Fourth Katrina Anniversary,
OU Continues to Support New Orleans Jews

Orthodox Union (OU) was there to commemo-
rate—and to celebrate—with the New Orleans
Jewish community. This past August, representatives of

the OU, Associate Director of the Pepa and Rabbi
Joseph Karasick Department of Synagogue Services
Rabbi Jack Abramowitz and Project Coordinator Penny
Pazornick, attended a commemoration of Katrina or-
ganized by Congregation Beth Israel, an OU shul that
was devastated by the storm. At the
event, Rabbi Uri Topolosky, who is
known as Rabbi Uri, announced the
groundbreaking of the shul’s new
building, to which the OU has do-
nated funds, and emphasized the
community’s continued need of sup-
port. “Most people still think New
Orleans is under water,” said Rabbi
Uri, “so it is vital that the Jewish
community there showcase it is seri-
ous about rebuilding”

Since Katrina, the OU has been
at the forefront of providing crucial
financial, spiritual and emotional
support to help the New Orleans
Jewish community get back on
its feet.

Immediately following the hurri-

On the fourth anniversary of Hurricane Katrina, the

For several months afterwards, the OU continued to
send delegations of rabbis and YU students to lead in-
spirational services at Beth Israel. The OU also sent a
representative from the Department of Synagogue Serv-
ices to participate in the burial of seven of Beth Israel’s
Torah scrolls destroyed by the storm.

Once the rebuilding of New Orleans began, reinvigo-
rating Jewish life in New Orleans became an OU prior-
ity. NCSY, the OU’s international teen organization, has

cane, the OU, in partnership with
the Rabbinical Council of America
(RCA) and Yeshiva University (YU),
created the Hurricane Katrina Relief
Fund, which raised more than one
million dollars for the New Orleans Jewish community
as well as the nearby communities that welcomed evac-
uees with open arms.

The OU also sent much-needed help to Beth Israel.
With Yom Kippur rapidly approaching a few weeks
after the hurricane, Beth Israel had no Torah scrolls,
holy books or even a home for services. The OU sent a
rabbi and volunteers from YU to lead hastily organized
services at a New Orleans airport hotel, along with a
sefer Torah, machzorim and pre- and post-fast meals.
“Yom Kippur services are always emotional, but these
services were particularly meaningful,” said one of
the participants.

Beth Israel

Beth Israel synagogue in New Orleans was heavily damaged by Hurricane Katrina,
with ten feet of water flooding the shul and destroying Torahs and sefarim. Courtesy

sent several groups of teens to the city to help rebuild.
Last January, in a joint program between New Jersey
NCSY and the Rae Kushner Yeshiva High School in Liv-
ingston, New Jersey, students helped build and repair
homes in New Orleans with Habitat for Humanity and
volunteered at a senior residence and Jewish day
school.

“Teens today are truly eager to volunteer and make
a difference in the Jewish community,” said Rabbi
Steven Burg, international director of NCSY. “NCSYers .
.. want to move outside their comfort zones and feel
useful and productive, and helping the people in New
Orleans is a win-win situation.”
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ings, lectures and challah-baking work-
shops. “These are things [a rabbi
doesn’t] ordinarily have the opportu-
nity to do,” Rabbi Uri says.

And usually rabbis don’t design
their shul mechitzahs or upgrade the
shul’s web site, both of which Rabbi
Uri did. “I'm detail oriented,” he says.
“I wanted to be an architect.”

What do they miss from the Big
Apple? Friends and family, Rabbi Uri

says, “but we don’t miss the congestion.

Life is slower, but certainly not duller,
in this cultural hub of the South,” he
adds. “We are happy to be away from
the tense politics that entangle large
Jewish communities. . . . Smaller com-
munities have smaller politics. We

Rabbi Uri leads a memorial service on the anniversary of Hurricane Katrina in front of the
old Beth Israel synagogue, which was destroyed in the storm. Alexander Barkoff Photos

New Orleans, the Topoloskys
stress, is “not the midbar [desert].”
Beth Israel draws a minyan every
Shabbat and yom tov. There are kosher
cafes and two kosher restaurants. Be-
sides Beth Israel, there is a small
Sephardic congregation and two
Chabad centers. There is a mikvah and
anew eruv, and Rabbi Uri intends to
build a second mikvah in the suburbs.
Major New Orleans supermarkets
carry impressive lines of kosher goods.
There’s a community day school, a
Chabad elementary school and stan-
dard Jewish groups like Hadassah.

“Anyone who comes here has to be
impressed by the full array of Jewish
life,” Rabbi Uri says.

Today, the Topoloskys say, a full
frum life is possible in New Orleans. “I
don’t feel 'm compromising anything,”
says Dahlia.

need each other more, so there is less
denominational tension and a greater
cooperative spirit.”

In a room dominated by a large
tapestry on the wall, Rabbi Uri leads
services that feature more English,
more explanations and more
questions and answers than
the standard davening. Many
of the worshipers are
from non-Orthodox
backgrounds, among
the hundreds and
hundreds of
young Jews

who have come to New Orleans to live
or do volunteer work.

“People are checking us out,” the
rabbi says.

He’s not trying to build Riverdale
on the Mississippi. Much of the out-
reach that he and Dahlia do is through
informal education and discussions
held in nursing homes and restaurants.

This, Rabbi Uri says, is common to
rabbinical families serving in small
cities. “We are faced with a com-
pletely different set of challenges than
the ones I see our colleagues in the
larger cities facing. . .. At alumni con-

“We felt really inspired,”
Dahlia says. “You don’t

see just destruction. You
see rebuilding.”

ferences, many of us from out-of-town
communities naturally migrate to
teach each other. We have lots of simi-
lar experiences to share and dilemmas
to discuss.”

The Topoloskys say they intend to
stay in their small community. In fact,
Rabbi Uri recently signed an extension
of his original two-year contract. “Re-
building New Orleans is a long, emo-
tional process,” he says. “We didn’t
come here pretending we could fash-
ion a new community overnight. We
feel we’re exactly where we’re sup-
posed to be.” M
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