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Rosh Hashanah 5781: Lessons from B’nei Brak on How to Find Happiness 

 
 
At the turn of the year, before the dread of Covid darkened our world, I traveled to Israel with a 
group of Chicago rabbis. Our visit began in a town called B’nei Brak. If that name sounds 
familiar, it might be that you recognize it from one of the stories in our Passover Haggadah. 
B’nei Brak is the town where Rabbi Akiva and his colleagues stayed up all night discussing the 
exodus from Egypt. Well just like in the days of the Talmud, B’nei Brak continues to be a town 
of rabbis, a stronghold of the ultra-Orthodox, Haredi community.  
 
The town itself is quite compact. It’s comprised of a mere 2.7 square miles. Yet within that 
space live more than 200,000 people, making B’nei Brak the most crowded city in Israel, and 
the tenth most densely populated place on the planet. B’nei Brak is also impoverished, one of 
the two poorest cities in Israel. 
 
But enough with the background. The reason we stopped was to meet a man named Moshe 
Friedman, who’s the co-founder and CEO of the Israeli high-tech company KamaTech, which is 
located on an upper floor of a modern office tower. Moshe grew up in B’nei Brak, a bright boy 
who was fascinated by the internet, and early on he made up his mind that one day he would 
create a start-up. His crazy idea was to make a company where people could show short 
snippets of video – something like Tik Tok, but well before it existed. Unfortunately, no matter 
how hard he tried to sell his vision, no one would invest their time or money to help this young 
man pursue his dream. Whether it was because they didn’t believe in his plan, or they couldn’t 
take him seriously; wherever he went he was quickly dismissed. 
 
Despite running into roadblocks, Moshe kept at it. His break eventually came when he attended 
a major conference for start-up entrepreneurs in Tel Aviv, where among the thousands of 
people in attendance, he was the only Hassid in the room. And actually, that might be why he 
caught his break.  
 
After a presentation by one of the conference’s keynote speakers, a man who built his own 
multi-million-dollar start-up, Moshe noticed that the speaker was walking through the 
auditorium in his direction. So, he got up from his seat, stepped into the aisle and became a 
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roadblock himself. Moshe introduced himself to the speaker and gave his pitch. But once again 
he was turned down cold. “Look,” the guy said, “you’re a kid from B’nei Brak. What do you 
really know about creating video content and posting it on the web? I wouldn’t invest a 
hundred dollars in your business plan.   
 
Moshe was crestfallen. After all his struggles, he finally had a chance to share his dream with a 
man who could make it happen, and he was turned down flat. But then something amazing 
happened. The speaker said to him: I won’t invest in your idea, but I would be willing to make 
an investment in a start-up that would help other men and women like you navigate the 
business world and create their own companies. After all the knowledge you’ve gained getting 
to this point, you could use your experience to help others find their way. So, he said, if you 
shift your focus and create a start-up to help Haredim from B’nei Brak find jobs in the tech 
world, I’ll be your partner. Moshe said he thought about that offer for all of three seconds 
before deciding to drop his “video” plan and change directions. And that’s how KamaTech was 
born. 
 
After he finished his story, Moshe introduced us to a couple of the entrepreneurs who had 
found their way to KamaTech, including a young man who called himself a “white hat” black 
hat; a computer hacking Hassid who looked for ways to bypass company’s security systems. 
While others steal data and hold it for ransom, he wore a “white hat” - he informed companies 
about their weak spots and received rewards for the information. Today, companies hire his 
business to break into their systems and expose their security flaws before others can take 
advantage of them. This is just one of the success stories KamaTech has written as it works to 
transform the Hassidic community from being supported by the state, into a community that 
can support itself.  
 
That said, not everyone’s sold on the opportunities Moshe is selling. Many of B’nei Brak’s rabbis 
are more than a little suspicious about letting their best students leave the yeshiva to work on 
the web. But more and more young people who grew up studying Talmud, and now have young 
families of their own, and no place of their own to live, are attracted to the idea of applying 
their logic skills to software programming and other high-tech opportunities. 
 
As I listened to Moshe’s story I was reminded of an experience I had on another trip to Israel; a  
visit to an Arab town being built on a West Bank hilltop, where on a clear day you could see the 
Mediterranean Sea. The name of that town is Rawabi, and the builder was a Palestinian 
developer who made his money building seaside resorts in Morocco. He told us that, just like in 
B’nei Brak, there’s a housing crisis in the West Bank. Young people have no place to live. So, he 
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said, we’re building this new town to give them a chance to live their dreams; to create a better 
future for themselves and their growing families. 
 
I was incredibly impressed by what I saw that day and wished him success. And then I said: the 
way you describe your mission – wanting to build a future for your people, it makes me think of 
our Jewish experience in Israel. “Would you be offended,” I said, “if I told you that you sound 
like a Zionist Arab?” He smiled and said: “That’s exactly what I am.”  
 
I mentioned that experience in Rawabi because I had a similar feeling listening to Moshe tell his 
story. Here was a Hassid, a man whose community lives in a way that is very different from 
ours; a community that has large families and is quickly growing into a strong voting block in 
Israeli elections. When I think about their vision for Israel, and how it differs from the vision of 
Israel’s founders in the Declaration of Independence, which we Reform Jews strongly support, I 
have to tell you that I viewed Moshe and his community as a threat. 
 
 And yet, as I listened to Moshe tell his story, and describe the dreams he has for the younger 
generations of his community, I couldn’t help but feel hopeful. So, I asked Moshe if it would be 
fair to describe him as a “Zionist” Hassid? And guess what? He too enthusiastically agreed.  
 
Like the Palestinian developer, rather than allow himself to be confined by his upbringing; 
rather than feel threatened by the world around him, Moshe saw an opportunity to build a 
better future for himself and his children, and has begun to bridge the divide that separates 
Israel’s secular and religious communities. In fact, as he spoke about how much he’s changed, 
and his newfound respect for the value of tolerance - the need to create space for people to 
express themselves in their own way, I wondered if he might not be the very first “Reform 
Hassid” that I’d ever met. 
 
As we finished our conversation I said to Moshe, now that you’re a successful CEO, where do 
you live. He looked at me like I was dumb. I live in B’nei Brak, he said. Really, you live in the 
most densely populated, poorest city in Israel? I wouldn’t want to live anywhere else, he said. 
Because in addition to being poor and crowded, B’nei Brak also happens to be the healthiest 
and happiest city in Israel.  
 
How can that be, I asked? He said: We’re a community that shares the same traditions. You 
walk down the street on Friday night and look in the windows, and everyone is surrounded by 
their family. They’re singing, laughing and enjoying a feast. We’re a close knit, strong 
community. Our parents and grandparents live here. We look after each other. If there’s an 
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emergency, you never have to worry about who will help you. Just knock on any neighbor’s 
door and they’ll be there for you.  
 
In B’nei Brak, he said, no one ever has to worry that they’ll face the future alone, cut off from 
society. We’re an interconnected network – a web of people who know they can count on each 
other when they face life’s challenges, as we all inevitably do. And this knowledge is enough to 
lift a burden and lighten a load. Yes, B’nei Brak may be economically poor, but it is rich in spirit, 
healthy, happy and strong. 
 
Friends, this last year I’ve thought a lot about that conversation with Moshe – about why a man 
with his success would choose to live in an overcrowded, poor community. And I think his 
answer is best summed up by a teaching of Ben Zoma in Pirke Avot which asks: “Who is rich? 
One who is happy with his lot.”  
 
B’nei Brak is Moshe’s community, his home; a place where people care about each other and 
care about him. It’s a place where his children are safe, where people enjoy each other’s 
company, celebrate together, support each other. Obviously, wealth is nice; it’s helpful. But as 
Ben Zoma taught, wealth’s true measure isn’t found by how many shekels a person has in the 
bank. 
 
You know, it’s interesting that one of America’s richest people sees things the same way Moshe 
does. Bill Gates says: “If you want to be happy, stop talking to your 20-year-old self and start 
talking to your future self, keep your commitments, give to others, exercise, and put love first.” 
Happiness doesn’t come from wealth, it comes when we’re satisfied with our lot. It comes from 
our attitude. 
 
Friends, I don’t need to tell you how challenging these last months have been to our physical 
and spiritual health and wellbeing. I’ve stood with many of you as you’ve dealt with 
circumstances that no one should have to endure. And you’ve reached out to support me as 
I’ve encountered those situations myself. And yet, despite the hardships and challenges, I can 
tell you that, with the right attitude, these months have also offered blessings. 
 
We’re blessed to live in an age where being confined at home doesn’t mean that we can’t see 
each other and share special moments in each other’s lives. We’re blessed to have people who 
care about us; who call and check in to see if we’re well. We’re blessed to have a community to 
help and support us in times of need. We’re blessed to be able to give of ourselves, help others 
and create something special.  
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I feel blessed to live in a neighborhood where it’s safe to walk outside and feel the breeze. As I 
walked around this summer, I felt nostalgic for my childhood, as I saw lots of kids riding their 
bikes and playing in yards. I feel blessed to be eating more home cooked meals, and by weekly 
restaurant days which support local businesses and allow us not to have to cook every day. I 
feel blessed that on rainy days, when we had planned to spend time with family and friends, 
that we could pull our cars out of the garage and enjoy each other’s company. And honestly, no 
one cared about how the garage looked – we only cared about being together. 
 
I guess what I’m saying is, I think I understand where Moshe was coming from when he spoke 
with love about his poor, overcrowded town. When you find a community that provides you 
with love, support and friendship we should count our blessings – because these are gifts that 
money can’t buy. 
 
Friends, I hope our community has been there for you and that you feel rich when we gather 
together.  
 
And so, at the start of this New Year, I ask that God bless us with a year of good health and 
wealth. Help us to live with a sense of gratitude for the blessings that surround us. Enable us to 
see the impact our actions have on others. Allow us to open our hearts in generosity and love. 
Help us, God, to build an even stronger community, where we might share celebrations and 
offer support. God, be with us as we travel this path together, and help us feel the blessing of 
your presence in our lives. May this be your will: Amen. 
 


