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Kol Bogrei Rambam is the Alumni Council’s monthly e-newsletter for and about Maimonides School graduates. Each month we share infor-
mation on individual graduates’ ventures and accomplishments, as well as general news notes, all reflecting the school’s mission of preparing 
educated, observant Jews to be contributing members of society. Your ideas and accomplishments will help sustain and strengthen this key 
communications tool; please forward to alumni@maimonides.org.

Joshua Perry ’95 Pursues Justice, Stability for Indigent Youth in Louisiana 

That was in January of 2007, about a 
year-and-a-half after the city was devas-
tated by Hurricane Katrina.

Josh joined Orleans Public Defenders, 
a system that he says “was widely 
regarded as one of the most dysfunc-
tional in the country long before Katrina 
came along… When there was a surge 
of national attention, people realized 
that this was a city and a justice system 
that had been left to fester.” Working 
first as a staff attorney, then as special 
litigation counsel and later as general 
counsel, Josh said he was part of a team 
that developed “a sense of vision, a 
sense of accomplishment. The office has 
come enormous distances and in many 
ways is a model. It is frustrating that it 
doesn’t have more resources.”

As the director of Juvenile Regional 
Services, Josh wants “to take some of 
the lessons we learned in reforming the 
Public Defenders’ office and promul-
gate them, to define what is effective 
representation for people in the juvenile 
justice system.”

Joshua Perry ’95 recently took over 
management of a unique law office in 
New Orleans. But don’t look for him 
or his staff at Chamber of Commerce 
meetings or golf tournaments.

“The folks that we represent need 
empowerment. They need our voices,” 
said Josh, new director of Juvenile 
Regional Services in Louisiana. “That’s 
why I came to New Orleans.”

The non-profit agency’s mission is to 
represent indigent young people in 
the Louisiana juvenile justice system. 
Most of the agency’s clients are ages 
14-16, although the system covers the 
range 10-21. Nearly all are African-
Americans, and in Orleans Parish, 85 
percent are boys.

After a year of learning in Israel and 
an undergraduate career at Harvard, 
Josh worked as a freelance writer for 
three years before enrolling at New 
York University Law School. “The day 
I graduated from NYU was the day I 
came down to New Orleans,” he said. 

He described the effort as “holistic,” 
because “we conceive our clients’ needs 
as broadly as our clients want us to. What 
we find is that when we sit with our 
clients, their goals are not just winning 
their court cases. They want to graduate 
from high school. They want to live in 
stable families. They want someone 
to address their mental health needs, 
including PTSD from the storm and from 
living in a culture of violence.”

The approach is team-based, involving 
not only attorneys but also social 
workers, education specialists, youth 
advocates and investigators. The 
agency’s website calls it “innovative, 
wraparound advocacy,” and Josh added, 
“This is an extraordinary opportunity to 
change lives and to improve society as 
well as public safety.”

Jewish tradition and his family’s values 
were part of the foundation of his career 
choice, which amounts to “taking the 
part of the most despised and cast-off 
members of our society,” he said. The 
Perry household is replete with mutual 
reinforcement; Joshua’s wife Anna 
VanCleave is a defense attorney with the 
Louisiana Capital Assistance Center. “She 
represents people on death row,” he said.

“I’m proud to be doing this work in New 
Orleans,” Josh declared. “I miss my family 
and friends on the East Coast, but I’m 
really proud and happy to be part of 
a community in New Orleans as well.” 
He said he would like to connect with 
Maimonides alumni curious about public 
interest law.

 Visit Maimonides on Facebook   Follow our Twitter feed, KolRambam
 Subscribe to our YouTube channel, MaimoTube

Rabbi Ari Rockoff ‘92, left, joins Miami Half-
Marathoners Yitz Steinberg ’93 and Sara 
(Pollak) Taragin ‘92, who competed in the 
Jan. 29 event to raise money for Yachad, 
the National Jewish Council for Disabilities. 
Ari, director of community partnerships for 
Yeshiva University’s Center for the Jewish 
Future, was on hand because his wife 
Deborah is director of national programs 
for Yachad. He said that he hopes to run 
next year’s half-marathon. The three are all 
former M-Cat basketball captains.
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Graduate Battles Assimilation, Intermarriage with Gem of a Program

There are many who hear about a 
catastrophe and shake their heads 
in sadness. There are some who 
react by trying to help repair the 
damage. Then there are others who 
work to prevent it from continuing 
or happening again. Rabbi Zvi 
Friedman ’73 is one of the latter, and 
he is making a difference.

“Each year at Maimonides we were 
taught about the Holocaust, and our 
teachers hammered into us, ‘Never 
again’,” Zvi stated. “And yet, through 
intermarriage and assimilation, we 
have lost far more Jews since the 
Holocaust than we did in the Holo-
caust -- and few are doing anything 
about it.” 

“The greatest challenge that the 
worldwide Jewish community is 
facing is intermarriage and assimila-
tion,” he continued. “The intermar-
riage rate for secular Jews ages 
19-38 has been over 70 percent for 
more than a decade. The fact that 95 
percent of the children of intermarried 
couples intermarry themselves, and 
almost none of them raise their kids 
as Jews, should alarm each of us. Only 
20 percent of college-age students 
who identify themselves as Jews date 
and marry only Jews – this means 
that more than 80 percent of college-

age Jews are dating, and many are 
marrying, non-Jews.”  

“The problem is not just the students,” 
he added.  “Entire Jewish commu-
nities in Europe have disappeared 
when their intermarriage rate hit 100 
percent, and it is happening around 
the globe. The worldwide Jewish 
population drops 150,000 a year.  The 
U.S. population is losing the largest 
number, 100,000 per year.”

Zvi is executive director of JEWEL 
(www.jewel4women.com), Aish 
HaTorah’s introductory program in 
Israel for women ages 19-30 with 
little or no Jewish education.  “They 
come from all over the world to 
learn what it means to be a Jew. This 
‘come-as-you-are’ program combines 
outstanding classes and volunteer 
work with exciting weekly trips 
around the country,” Zvi said. “JEWEL 
is the perfect balance of touring, fun, 
learning and personal growth.”

Jewel runs five 3½-week sessions 
a year.  The results speak for them-
selves. More than 90 percent of JEWEL 
graduates commit to marry Jews, Zvi 
reported. “The most notable statistic 
at JEWEL is that over 60 percent of 
the graduates of the program end up 
frum – a process that can take up to 

five years. JEWEL stays connected to 
these young women throughout the 
process and beyond.”

The women are referred to the 
program by campus and community 
rabbis. Occasionally candidates make 
their own connections, finding JEWEL 
through the Internet or by referrals 
from family or friends. “All of these 
young women are ‘searching’ for more 
meaning in their lives, and what really 
attracts them is that, after having 
experienced Birthright, they want 
to get back to Israel. And we offer a 
highly subsidized way of getting back 
to Israel,” he said, noting that after 
JEWEL, many choose to stay in Israel 
to continue their learning or return to 
Israel after they complete their college 
degrees. 

Zvi said his biggest challenge is finan-
cial. “Our average scholarship is in 
excess of $2,500 and the most obvious 
source of revenue– the participants’ 
parents – mostly are not interested 
in contributing because they don’t 
care about their daughters’ path to 
Judaism. Many of the fathers are not 
Jewish and others don’t know enough 
to care.  We rely on individuals who 
understand that if we lose these 
young women we also lose their chil-
dren and grandchildren.”

Rabbi Zvi Friedman ‘73 right, and a recent JEWEL class pose for a group photo in Yerushalayim.
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Erica Crystal ’80 recalls her grandpar-
ents’ stories about their difficult lives as 
immigrants on New York’s Lower East 
Side. That legacy, she suggested, led 
to a career in the field of public sector 
labor relations.

And that career reached a new peak in 
January when Governor Deval Patrick 
appointed Erica as the second director 
of the Department of Labor Relations 
for the Commonwealth of Massachu-
setts. “We appreciate Erica Crystal’s 
willingness to serve the common-
wealth in this capacity,” said the 
governor. “Her experience and sound 
judgment will contribute substan-
tially to the commonwealth’s future 
throughout her tenure.”

The department serves public 
employees: “Any municipal or state 
labor dispute comes to us,” Erica said. 
“We do contract mediation and unfair 
labor practice litigation.  We are the 
agency that enforces the collective 
bargaining law in Massachusetts. Both 
sides are supposed to play by the rules, 
and we have to make sure that they 
do.”

After graduating from Simmons 
College in Boston, Erica earned her law 
degree from Northeastern University, 
where her mentor was a professor 
specializing in labor law and her inde-

pendent study focused on the land-
mark 1988 Supreme Court decision 
on union collection rights, CWA vs. 
Beck. “I was especially interested in 
women in labor, and my thesis was on 
the Women’s Trade Union League,” 
she said. 

Erica spent a couple of years in 
private practice before joining the 
staff of the National Labor Relations 
Board, where she worked for 17 
years. In December 2008, she was 
hired as a hearing officer with the 
newly-created state Department of 
Labor Relations, formed a year earlier 
during a reorganization. (Her agency 
formerly was known as the Massachu-
setts Labor Relations Commission and 
Board of Conciliation and Arbitration.) 

Erica was promoted to chief counsel 
for the department and, about a year 
later, was named director. “When they 
reorganized this group of agencies, 
they decided to appoint a director who 
would be in charge administratively” to 
succeed the group of commissioners.” 
Her job description includes manage-
ment areas like hiring and facilitating 
case management. 

Massachusetts Secretary of Labor and 
Workforce Development Joanne F. 
Goldstein praised Erica’s contributions 
to the department’s overall operations, 

and added.  “We are so pleased to 
welcome Erica in her new role.” 

Erica recognizes that government at all 
levels is under fire from some political 
quarters, and Massachusetts govern-
ment in particular is often targeted. 
However, she maintains that this is “just 
so unfair. I’m disappointed that reputa-
tion is out there.”

“We are so hard-working in this 
agency. This is a very professional 
office. Because the economy is so bad, 
our caseload went up. We, of course, 
have had to deal with some cutbacks. 
That’s another challenge for the 
director: How to do more with less.”

Erica Crystal ’80 and Massachusetts Gov. Deval Patrick

Maimonides 2011 graduates, from 
left, Avishai Alge, Zach Jaffe, Max 
Naggar, Alex Wiener and Noach 
Blechner pause before their final 
regular-season game in the American 
Football in Israel flag football league. 
Their classmates Akiva Katz, David 
Schwartz and Noah Swartz also were 
members of “Get Gronk’d,” one of 51 
teams in the program. The players 
are learning at various yeshivot in the 
Yerushalayim area. The team, named 
after New England Patriots tight end 
Rob Gronkowski, won half of its 14 
regular-season games.

Maimonides Alumna New Director of Labor Relations Agency in Massachusetts 

Jessica Kasmer-Jacobs ’09, 
co-president of Hillel at New York 
University, is helping her former English 
teacher with marketing a new e-book. 
“Jessica was looking for experience in 
the publishing world and I introduced 
her to my New York agent,” said Ms. 
Sharon Pywell, whose book is called My 
Other Mother. “Now Jessica is screening 
manuscripts and working on marketing 
as an intern for Blumer Literary.” Ms. 
Pywell, a member of the Maimonides 
English faculty for 17 years, said her 
novel is available through Amazon 
Kindle for $3.99. 


