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Historic Change at OTS
Rabbi Dr. Kenneth Brander, Vice President for University and Community Life at Yeshiva 
University, has been tapped to lead OTS as President and Rosh HaYeshiva. Rabbi Brander 
will take the reins from Rabbi Shlomo Riskin, who will be stepping down in July 2018. 

O hr Torah Stone is pleased to announce that Rabbi 
Dr. Kenneth Brander is joining its leadership, having 

been named President-elect and Rosh HaYeshiva of the 
OTS network.

Rabbi Brander, 54, will take over from OTS Chancellor 
and Rosh HaYeshiva Rabbi Shlomo Riskin, who will step 
down in July 2018. Rabbi Riskin will continue to teach in 
the network’s schools and remain involved in developing 
the vision of OTS – the organization he founded in 1983 
and nurtured into the flourishing and influential network 
it is today. 

“I have known Rabbi Brander for over three decades – 
since he was a young assistant rabbi at Lincoln Square 
Synagogue,” said Rabbi Riskin. “As a pulpit rabbi and com-
munity builder in Boca Raton and during his tenure at 
Yeshiva University, he has amassed critical experience in 
creating and developing religious institutions of learning, 
as well as in taking financial responsibility to enable them 
to function and grow.”

Rabbi Riskin noted that much of Rabbi Brander’s work 
uniquely qualifies him for the position. “Rabbi Brander 
has been deeply involved in higher education for women – 
especially in terms of women learning gemara and halakha 

– and as the inaugural dean of Yeshiva University’s Center 
for the Jewish Future, he cultivated rabbinic leadership 
in many far-flung corners of America,” Rabbi Riskin said. 
“He is the perfect choice to lead Ohr Torah Stone.”

North American Board President David Eisner and Dr. Roy 
Stern, Chairman of the Israeli Board, reaffirmed that they 
view Rabbi Brander’s experience and skill sets as crucial for 
successfully heading OTS. “We are confident that Rabbi  
Brander will take OTS in groundbreaking directions and 
elevate it to even greater heights,” they stated. 

IMPACTING UPON SOCIETY

OTS Co-Chancellor Rabbi David Stav also expressed his 
confidence in the incoming president: “I have known 
Rabbi Brander for over a decade and I have tremendous 
respect for him on both the professional and personal  
levels,” he remarked.

Rabbi Stav will continue 
to focus on Israeli public  
affairs and the vari-
ous ways in which OTS 
can continue to impact 
upon Israeli society. 
“OTS is already making 
a big difference in Israel 
through the rabbis we 
have trained, our work 
unchaining agunot, and 
our efforts to make  
Judaism more acces-
sible, meaningful and 
relevant to all Israeli 
Jews,” he said, adding, “I 
am very much looking 
forward to working with 
Rabbi Brander toward 
furthering these goals.” 

Continued on page 2
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Rabbi Brander called his longtime  
connection with Rabbi Stav “a signifi-
cant relationship and wonderful friend-
ship based on a deep commitment  
to shared values,” and expressed  
excitement about “working even more 
closely with him and benefitting from 

his sage wisdom 
and vision for Israe-
li society. I know we 
have similar goals 
about how to build 
community and 
how we can nurture 
OTS’s thousands of 
students to play a 
significant role in 
that vision,” Rabbi 
Brander said. 

STRONG  
FOUNDATIONS

An alumnus of YU’s 
Yeshiva College,  

Rabbi Brander received his ordina-
tion from the Rabbi Isaac Elchanan 
Theological Seminary (RIETS) in 
1986, during which time he served 
as a student assistant to Rabbi Joseph 
B. Soloveitchik. He also holds a PhD 
in general philosophy and compara-
tive literature from Florida Atlantic  
University. 

Rabbi Brander comes to OTS from 
Yeshiva University in New York, 
where he has been Vice President for  
University and Community Life since 
2013, in addition to teaching rabbinics  
at RIETS. As the inaugural dean of 
the Center for the Jewish Future, 
he focused on infusing the student 
body with a spirit of leadership and  
commitment to the Jewish people 
and society and worked to develop 
a number of successful projects  
including YUTorah, the largest online  
resource of Torah content in the 
world. 

Rabbi Brander will be completing his 
work at Yeshiva University by January 
31st; in February he will begin a tran-
sition period at OTS which will cul-
minate with his assuming the role of 
President and Rosh HaYeshiva in July 
2018. Currently, he is in the getting-
to-know-you phase at OTS, establish-
ing relationships with the institution 
heads and leaders who keep the orga-
nization on the cutting edge of educa-
tional and social innovation and main-
tain its impact upon world Jewry. 

“OTS and all of our future endeav-
ors, growth and successes stand per-
manently on the strong foundations  
of Rabbi Riskin and what he’s built and 

accomplished – wondrous institutions 
that do so much in Israel and around 
the world,” Rabbi Brander said.  
“Rabbi Riskin is one of the heroes 
of the Jewish people; OTS and the  
mission embedded in it represent his 
heroic vision and legacy. I plan to  
engage with board members in Is-
rael and the United States, students 
and alumni, rabbis and thought lead-
ers throughout the world in order to  
gather them around that vision and 
legacy as we chart the course and take 
the next steps towards achieving the 
mission.”

Although he is waiting to learn more 
about the inner workings of OTS  
before formulating more concrete 
next steps, one area he pointed to as 
an early priority is the need to increase 
the synergy between the network’s  
various 24 institutions on 12 campuses,  
and harness that shared power to 
have an even stronger impact upon 
world Jewry. “Even within the OTS  
community,” said Rabbi Brander, 
“many are unaware of the network’s 
magnitude and the greater cumula-
tive effect it could potentially have.”

A LEADERSHIP PARADIGM
Rabbi Brander believes that Orthodox  
Judaism must address important issues 
such as gender roles, inclusion of Jews 
in a way that reflects an understanding 
of modern psychology and science, and 
a tolerance and acceptance within the 
prism of halakha. He stressed that such 
a worldview needs to be passed on to 
OTS students and beyond, and that “we 
must make sure that in training leaders 
for the Jewish community, we look not 
only at best practices, but also at next 
practices which are being developed 
to inspire both millennials and the 
young at heart, to engage communities 
both online and off,” he said. “Not only  
the Jewish community, but society  
in general.” 

“OTS has expanded the field of learn-
ing and leadership for so many; I hope 
to continue that narrative by ensuring 
that our rabbis and educators receive 
training not only in the four sections 
of the Code of Jewish Law, but also 
in what we term the ‘fifth book,’ that  
of pastoral counseling, psychology,  
liberal arts, engaging through experi-
ential learning and learning to reach 
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out to people on various different 
journeys,” he related.

COMMUNITY CULTIVATORS

Like Rabbi Riskin, Rabbi Brander  
believes in educating and empower-
ing women; among his initiatives at  
YU is the GPATS (Graduate Program 
in Advanced Talmudic Studies) at  
Stern College, which provides a  
platform for women to play leader-
ship roles in the Jewish community.  
“You cannot abandon half of the Jewish 
community,” he maintained. “Both men 
and women are richer when women 
have the opportunity to be educated at 
the highest level.”

Also like Rabbi Riskin, Rabbi Brand-
er is a successful community cultiva-
tor. His 14-year tenure at the Boca  
Raton Synagogue in Florida saw an 
explosive growth from 60 families  
to 600, as well as his increased  
involvement in the local Orthodox 
and extended Jewish community; 
from serving as the founding dean  
of the Katz Yeshiva High School, 
founding dean of the Boca Raton  
Judaic Fellows Program-Community 
Kollel, and founder and posek of the 
Boca Raton Community Mikvah to 
helping develop the Hahn Judaic  
Campus, which houses multiple portals 
of spiritual entry for all types of Jews. 

It was in Boca Raton that Rabbi  
Brander developed a specific inter-
est in medical ethics as it relates to  
halakha, specifically regarding fertility. 
“As the community was growing, many 
young families were moving in and  

I started receiving questions deal-
ing with fertility,” he recounted; “I  
realized I wasn’t fully equipped to  
answer their questions.” When he 
was awarded a sabbatical, he decided 
to study the issue in depth – learn-
ing about medical technology and 
then how the halakha applies – ulti-
mately receiving a special ordination 
from Machon Puah, a medical ethics 
center in Israel, as well as from then-
Chief Rabbi Mordechai Eliyahu. At 
YU, he often teaches the topic at RI-
ETS, GPATS, in the Yoetzet Halacha  
Program, and served on the Ethics 
Committee on Assisted Reproduc-
tion at Montefiore and the Einstein  
College of Medicine. 

In Boca Raton, Rabbi Brander also 
served as a member of the South Palm 
Beach County Jewish Federation’s ex-
ecutive board and the board of the 
Jewish Family Services of South Palm 
Beach County; today, he is a member 
of the Jewish Federations of North 
America’s Rabbinic Cabinet Round 
Table, which brings together Jewish 
community leaders from all denomi-
nations.

FULFILLING A DREAM
Rabbi Brander and his wife, Ruchie, 
will make Aliya in July with their 
youngest son, Yitzchak. There, they 
will join two sons who have already 
made Israel their home: Yoni, his wife 
Yehudit and their son Nadav – the 
Branders’ first “sabra” grandson; and 
Yosef, who is studying law at Tel Aviv 
University after completing his IDF 
service in the Golani Brigade.

The Branders’ daughter, Tehilla,  
lives in New York and works as a  
prenatal genetic counselor. Their  
eldest son, Tuvia, his wife Miriam and 
the Branders’ first granddaughter, 
Amalya Hodaya, live in West Hartford, 
Connecticut where Rabbi Tuvia leads 
the Young Israel of West Hartford  
and Miriam works as a community 
professional at Jewish Federation of 
Greater Hartford. 

“Making Aliya is, for us, the  
fulfillment of a lifetime dream,” 
said Rabbi Brander. “Over the 
years, we have consulted with vari-
ous poskim about the possibility of  
moving to Israel, in light of our heavy  
involvement in the Diaspora Jewish  
community,” he shared. “OTS is really  
providing us with a launch pad for  
continuing our work on behalf of 
world Jewry, while also enabling us 
to help write the next chapters of our 
people’s story in our homeland.”

A HAPPY ENDING

They look like two ordinary women, smiling and talking 
as they walk down the street. But these women have 

just exited the beit din, and behind their smiles is a story 
of anguish, compassion, tireless dedication and victory. 
The exultant smile on Shira’s face (left) expresses her joy 
and relief at having finally escaped from marriage to a man 
who had been steadfastly refusing to grant her a get. Her 
companion, Tehilla Cohen, is the legal advocate from Yad 
La’isha: The Monica Dennis Goldberg Legal Aid Center 
and Hotline who had untiringly represented her in court, 
breaking her chains and setting her free. Tehilla’s smile 
sprang from an intense happiness at the triumph of justice 
and the knowledge that Shira could now, finally, move on 
with her life. Because even after 20 years of existence and 
thousands of cases resolved, Yad La’isha continues to be 
moved by each individual aguna and excited by her freedom.
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“E ducation is the most powerful weapon which 
you can use to change the world.” When 

Nelson Mandela uttered these words, he could 
very well have been referring to the dedicated  
female Torah scholars silently fomenting revolution 
through their studies in Midreshet Lindenbaum’s 
groundbreaking Susi Bradfield Women’s Institute  
of Halakhic Leadership (WIHL). The addition this 
year of a new director, noted scholar Rabbanit  
Devorah Evron (pictured, right, teaching fellows in 
the Linda and Murray Laulicht Beit Midrash) has 
enriched the five-year program with a tremendous 
sense of excitement and confidence, as the female 
fellows learn toward heter horaah [license to rule 
on matters of Jewish law] and prepare to close 
the gaps that have, thus far, prevented them from 
reaching beyond the latticework of the women’s 
section.

I n the synagogue of a well-known Israeli Air Force base near Eilat,  
female soldiers from Hadas – the Claudia Cohen Torah/Army School 

take a break from their tasks in IAF intelligence to enjoy a visit from 
program director Rabbi Ohad Teharlev. The first initiative to enable  
religious women to combine military service with a year of Torah learn-
ing, Hadas now boasts 80 dedicated students studying on Midreshet 
Lindenbaum’s Chana and Yaacov Tilles Campus in Jerusalem, and 250 
highly-motivated soldiers on active duty throughout the country. Each 
week, Teharlev and other teachers visit them on their respective bases, 
providing them with snacks and an intriguing shiur to replenish both 
body and soul. 

P eaceful and serene, the Chaya Steinberg Atrium provides sanctuary 
for students and residents of the Besen Family Center for Advanced 

Women’s Studies. Lunches eaten outside to the sound of birds chirping, 
study breaks spent rocking in wooden-log swings, and classes held in soft 
sunlight underneath the bold red and pink petunias cascading from above 
all provide a refreshing and inspirational backdrop to the students’ intense 
study-touring-volunteer schedules. (Pictured: Rabbanit Sally Mayer teach-
ing students from the Maria and Joel Finkle Overseas Program)

T he strongest rope is made from many strands:  
23 young women from Colombia, Mexico, Brazil, 

Argentina, Uruguay and Spain have come together  
in Israel as participants in Midreshet Lindenbaum’s 
Amlat Program, the only seminary initiative in Israel 
for women from Spanish-speaking countries. After this 
recent tiyul in the rolling Judean hills, the group visited 
an Amlat alumna who made Aliya and married a native 
Israeli. In fact, since the program’s inception, no fewer 
than 35% of its participants have made Aliya – making 
the program doubly unique. 

Empowering Jewish Women
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T wenty-two young women opted to 
spend their post-high school / pre-

military service year at the brand new 
Midreshet Lindenbaum branch in the 
city of Lod, which launched in Septem-
ber. Emphasizing social responsibility 
alongside a dedication to Torah learning 
and living, Midreshet Lindenbaum-Lod  
students reach out to the public, welcome  
local women for weekly classes, and  
volunteer with the city’s weaker resi-
dents like Miriam, (pictured, right), who is  
visited regularly by Amit Even Chaim 

(left) in her third-floor walk-up apartment. Other students volunteer in the welfare  
department’s after-school programs, tutor underprivileged children, or assist children 
and adults who are mentally impaired or developmentally disabled. “This is the first time 
I am encountering the depth of Torah learning, the intensity of the outside world and the 
presence of God,” says student Nitzan Orlov, “and the first time I understand how all 
three are linked to one another.”

A commitment to tikkun olam guides 
the three-year old Midreshet Linden-

baum – Matat, Karmiel branch. Located 
in the Galilee, one of Israel’s ‘forgotten’ 
frontiers, Matat’s 32 pre-IDF students split 
their time between intense Torah study  
and varied community service, assisting  
families in need and visiting the city’s  
elderly. Students also visit the local schools 
and kindergartens, “to introduce Jewish 
concepts and traditions and making the 
kids feel excited and happy about being 
Jewish,” according to student Ellisheva 
Kamins. “I’ve never learned Torah like this 
before” confirms Ellisheva’s friend, Sarit 
Schuster. “You sit in the beit midrash, but 
what you learn is not just for you – it’s for 
the world.”

O n the heels of Midreshet Lindenbaum- 
Matat’s success, OTS opened the 

Metivta this year, a unique yeshiva for boys 
in Karmiel. Nineteen students are enrolled 
in the inaugural class, spending a year  
immersing themselves in the world of  
Torah while strengthening the city of  
Karmiel and its residents – including  
running holiday programs for the city’s 
residents, teaching children of immigrants, 
working with people with disabilities,  
helping local farmers with the harvest 
and infusing public school activities with  
Judaism (pictured: Mickey Hall, left, and 
Shlomo Kelter fix up the dilapidated  
apartment of an elderly Karmiel resident). 
Like its sister school Matat, the Metivta aims 
to develop students’ sense of responsibility  
to Am Yisrael and empowers them to make 
a personal contribution to the world by  
serving as positive representatives of Judaism.

“E very Jewish Israeli child should feel comfortable in a synagogue,” asserts  
Galit Hamber, one of the Yachad Program for Jewish Identity and  

Community’s 30 Jewish Cultural Facilitators working in 80 community centers 
across Israel. “Even if their family identifies as secular, they should know that the 
synagogue belongs to them, and that all of the items within it are part of their rich 

heritage.” To this end, 
Yachad brings hundreds  
of children into shuls 
for hands-on, personal  
tours, providing familiarity  
with Jewish ritual objects 
such as the Holy Ark, 
eternal flame and Torah 
scroll to ensure that they 
don’t grow up feeling that 
the synagogue is out of 
their realm. Yachad thus 
grants them ownership of 
their Judaism – while also  
providing an opportunity 
for the adults who accom-
pany them to reestablish 
a meaningful relation-
ship with their heritage.  
(Pictured, second graders 
from a secular Netanya 
primary school receive 
their first Chumash and – 
for many – their first visit 
to a synagogue)

Making a Difference in Israel 
The overarching OTS mission is not only to instill Jewish  
values and knowledge in our students, but also to promote 
tikkun olam – to change the world by spreading the message  
of the Torah outwards to the community. In this light, OTS 
has been expanding into the country’s peripheral areas, so 
as to have an even greater impact on Israeli society. 
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Making a Difference Across the Globe
For the past 19 years, OTS has been sending newly-trained families to serve as emissaries in Jewish  
communities across the globe, and this year was no exception. Forty-six graduates of the Joseph 
and Gwendolyn Straus Rabbinical Seminary’s Straus-Amiel Program, the Ethel and Adolph 
Beren Educators Institute’s Beren-Amiel Program and the Claudia Cohen Women Educators  
Institute took up pivotal positions in pulpits, schools and university campuses all over the world.
Meet some of these extraordinary 2017 graduates and catch a glimpse into what drives them.

N ative Israeli Shlomo Attias joined the staff of Moriah 
College in Sydney, Australia this past August, serving 

as the Pedagogic Director of Jewish Studies. 

Why Shlichut? “I came to Australia out of a belief that we 
must contribute as much as we can to the strengthening 
of Jewish life and Jewish identity amongst Jews all over the 
world.” 

Goals: “The distance between Australia and Israel is great, 
and that deters many good educators from serving as emis-
saries here. My goal is to bring my years of experience as a 
teacher and principal in Israel to Moriah and to make Juda-
ism come to life in a warm and joyful environment.” 

How has OTS prepared you? “The Beren-Amiel Program for Educational  
Emissaries deepened my Jewish knowledge and provided me with a better awareness 
of community issues in the Diaspora. In addition, we heard from a number of diverse 
personalities who provided us with a great deal of interesting and practical informa-
tion and perspectives.”

I n August 2017, Rabbi Aviv and Rina  
Mizrachi began serving as the rabbinic 

couple to the Jewish community of Cochin,  
India, where Rabbi Aviv also acts as the  
local kashrut supervisor for the Star-K.

Why Shlichut? “Emissary work is meaning- 
ful for other Jewish people as well as for 
ourselves,” says native New Yorker Aviv. 
“We have an opportunity to serve as a  
resource for exposing and spreading the 
beauty of Judaism.” 

Goals: Rina: “My goal is to be available  
with an open heart, and to provide 
through teaching and hospitality an  
example of a religious lifestyle which 
is fun, exciting and welcoming.” Aviv:  
“I hope to make a positive contribution 
both personally and professionally to the 
community I serve, as well as to those who 
visit this well-travelled area.” 

How has OTS prepared you? “I often 
hear in my head the voices of Rebbetzin  
Renana Birnbaum [Director of the  
Claudia Cohen Women Educators  
Program] and other lecturers, which 
help me face various challenges and find  
viable solutions,” says Israeli-born Rina.  
“I also keep in touch with my friends from 
the program who are serving in other 
communities throughout the world; we 
give each other ideas and support.” Aviv, 
who attended the Straus-Amiel Program 
for Rabbinical Emissaries, says that the 
program taught him about his respon-
sibility towards the entire Jewish world 
as well as how to make himself available  
to Jews across the spectrum on an  
emotional, social and practical level. 

W ith their young son Akiva in tow, 
Rabbi Yehuda and Sarah Witt 

moved to Massachusetts in August  
to become the new Jewish Learning  
Initiative on Campus (JLIC) couple at 
Boston University.

Why shlichut? “I want to share the warm 
Jewish experience and yiddishkeit that I 
grew up with, as well as the Torah knowl-
edge I learned from Jews who came from 
all over the world,” says Yehuda.

Goals: Sarah notes that her shlichut has 
taken her from one homeland, Israel, to 
another. “I grew up in Boston and never 
expected to return,” she says. “But I feel 
a great responsibility to educate college 
students about the opportunities and  
relevance of Judaism.” 

How has OTS prepared you? Yehuda: 
“At Straus-Amiel, I acquired the tools 
with which to deal with questions about 
the interface between Judaism and  
the modern world, and to expose the 
relevance of Torah to a new generation.” 
Sarah: “The Claudia Cohen Women 
Educators Program honed my teaching 
skills and broadened my understand-
ing of what would be expected of me on  
shlichut.”
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S tudents from Yeshivat Hesder Machanaim, Named in Memory of  
Joseph and Leila Applebaum and the Joseph and Gwendolyn Straus 

Rabbinical Seminary left the comforts of the Israel Henry Beren Campus 
for a visit to Krakow, Poland, to help strengthen spiritual life in a city that is 
experiencing a resurgence of Jewish awareness after having been bereft 
of Judaism for so many years. During their stay, the group studied, prayed 
and met with local Jewish residents (pictured, hearing testimony from a  
Holocaust survivor). They also visited the Krakow JCC to learn together with 
Rabbi Avi Baumol, Rabbinic Representative of Poland’s Chief Rabbi Michael 
Schudrich and alumnus of the Straus-Amiel Program. Baumol has been 
serving in Krakow since 2013, catering to both old and new segments of 
the reawakening Jewish community, engaging young Jews discovering their 
Jewish roots and assisting non-Jews in the process of conversion. S tudents in the Elaine and Norm Brodsky 

Darkaynu Programs possess a wide range 
of abilities. They also have a range of diagnosed 
disabilities: one is visually impaired, another uses 
a wheelchair, several have Down Syndrome and/
or are on the autism spectrum. Darkaynu provides 
these young men and women an opportunity 
to spend the year in Israel studying, touring and 
volunteering – just like everyone else. Ultimately, 
Darkaynu’s goal is to show each young adult that 
he or she belongs. Especially when disability 
makes them different, it is the sense of belonging 
that helps them to overlook their limitations, hone 
in on their strengths and focus on their similarity 
to mainstreamed peers. The sense of achieve-
ment and pride that results is apparent on the 
faces of these young men, as they don for the first 
time the uniforms they will wear for their weekly  
IDF volunteer service.

T alyah and Gal Ben-Meir and their four children embarked 
upon an exciting shlichut to Toronto, Canada, where Gal 

is the deputy headmaster of the Or Chaim Boys’ Yeshiva and 
Talyah is teaching in Ulpanat Orot for Girls.

Why shlichut? “My wife and I are both English-speaking children  
to parents who made Aliya and thus feel almost obligated to do 
shlichut,” explains Gal, who was born in Australia. Talyah adds, “I 
have such a love for Israel and feel so blessed to have grown up 
there; I want to share that with our brothers and sisters abroad. I 
also feel that it’s a great privilege to learn from the amazing sac-
rifices that Diaspora Jews make as they face the complexities and 
challenges around them.”

Goals: “I hope to build connections which will continue af-
ter our return to Israel, while providing both students and  
community members with an Israeli educational experience,” 
says Talyah. “My goal is to succeed in my role as a professional  
educator while becoming involved as much as possible with 
the community,” says Gal, “which will hopefully enable me to  
enhance Israel’s name in the world.”

How has OTS prepared you? Talyah says, “The lectures were 
very useful for us, as is the the ongoing personal connection 
and the fact that faculty members come to visit – in fact, we just 
met with Rabbi Riskin when he was in Toronto in late October. 
We greatly appreciate their constant interest in our wellbeing 

and in our professional and spiritual progress.” Gal concurs:  
“Absolutely, beyond the actual training, which was hugely  
effective in every way, the ongoing relationship with Beren-Amiel 
staff is paramount; their good advice and professionalism are 
greatly appreciated.”

If your community is in need of a spiritual, communal or educational emissary, contact  
Placements Director Rabbi Yehoshua Grunstein: grunstein@ots.org.il 
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