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On the front lines in Denver
Food deliveries to
first responders

ZOOM Comforting the
sick at Rose
bris
By LARRY HANKIN
IJN Associate Editor

W

hen eight-day-old Ezra
Samuel Knaster was welcomed into the covenant
with his bris milah, there
were only four people in the room,
including Ezra.
Ezra’s virtual bris — via Zoom
— was another sign of the strange
times of social distancing and quarantine. It was also a statement
that no matter the obstacles, nothing can stop some revered rituals
of Jewish life.
Ezra’s parents Melanie and Brandon Knaster knew that they were
having a boy before he was born
March 26, so they planned on having a bris, on his eighth day of life
— health permitting — with all
the usual elements of such a celebration. That meant a large guest

Denver Health ICU first responders from the intensive care
unit give a thumbs-up sign after receiving a meal from Feed
the Front Lines, initiated by Denverite Nathan Schweid.
By CHRIS LEPPEK
IJN Assistant Editor

M

any have discovered in
the past few weeks that
watching the news might
best be something taken in small measures.
Whether delivered via the internet, the television or in print, the
news these days is almost uniformly
a chorus of despair and fear —
death tolls climbing, infection rates
soaring, ventilators and protective equipment insufficient, first
responders overworked and hypervulnerable to the coronavirus themselves.
Like so many others, Nathan
Schweid, a youthful member of the
Denver Jewish community, found

himself vulnerable to the strangely addictive — and not necessarily good — habit of indulging in
too much bad news.
“I was finding myself becoming

‘Give them
something to eat!’
obsessed with the news,” he told
the INTERMOUNTAIN JEWISH NEWS
last week, adding that he found the
saturation coverage overwhelming
and discouraging.
Until he had an idea.
Rather than surrender to hopelessness and woe, he decided to
do something.
“I eventually saw that there was
an opportunity to help,” he says.
“I realized that this would be the
perfect outlet for me to spend my
time and energy.”
In less than a week, he realized
that it was succeeding beyond his
wildest dreams.

S

chweid’s idea is beautiful in
its direct simplicity.
Realizing the incredibly
hard work that medical first
responders — paramedics, nurses
and doctors — are doing to keep
up with ever-increasing numbers
of coronavirus patients, not to mention the risk of exposure they face
daily, he decided to do something
to bring a touch of comfort and pleasure to their arduous and perilous days: Give them something
good to eat.
On March 27, he set up a non-

FEED FRONT LINES

A bris with four
people in the room
list, honors for family members and,
of course, food.
By mid-March, the COVID-19
pandemic started changing life as
we knew it in Colorado and elsewhere with suggested, then mandated, social distancing. Melanie and
Brandon began to worry how they
were going to make a bris for their
soon-to-be born son.
When the social distancing guidelines became so restrictive that not
even a gathering of 10 people was
allowed, the Knasters realized they
would need to have a bris with
only the baby, the mohel and themselves in the room.

BRIS
Continued on Page 11

Rabbi Jeffrey Kaye, head of chaplaincy services at Rose Medical Center, must remain outside intensive care units holding
patients with COVID-19.
By ANDREA JACOBS
IJN Senior Writer

R

abbi Jeffrey Kaye, Rose
Medical Center’s director
of chaplaincy services and
its Jewish chaplain, creates
space in an unending day to
describe his sacred work in the
midst of a pandemic.
His faith-based resiliency in one
of the worst moments in recent
history is so moving that it encourages the heart to face another
day — no small feat for too many.
Kaye initially expresses his gratitude to Rose and its staff: the doctors, nurses, healthcare workers,
respiratory therapists, team leaders and a host of others. “They
are our unsung heroes,” he says

repeatedly.
Pre-COVID-19, Kaye woke up
“excited and energized to welcome
my multiple roles and the opportunity to touch and interact with

It’s COVID — and
all the rest, too
patients, families and staff.”
Every night he returned to the
arms of his family with a sense
of fulfillment.
Over the past couple of months,
the mounting awareness of America’s vulnerability to COVID-19
swept through the hospital, which
monitored conditions in Colorado
and the US, and adopted CDC precautions.
As things worsened over the last

Rep. Rose in
National
Guard

Anti-Semites
exploit the
virus
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EW YORK (JTA) —
New York Rep. Max
Rose has deployed with
the National Guard to
help set up field hospitals in
the city, among the hardest hit
in the nation by the coronavirus pandemic.
Rose, a freshman Democrat representing Staten Island
and parts of southern Brooklyn, is the first member of Congress to serve in the military
during the crisis.
He’s a captain in the Army

P

ARIS — Anti-Semitism
has plagued French
society for centuries,
flaring up in times of
crisis — especially during epidemics.
In the 14th century, for
instance, Jews were massacred
in France during the Black
Death epidemic after they were
blamed for spreading the disease by poisoning water wells.
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A chaplain’s life inside the hospital

Running on all cylinders, Rabbi Jeffrey Kaye seeks to comfort from behind window
CHAPLAIN
From Page 1
four to five weeks, Rose ramped up
planning, preparation, and intensified safety protocols.
“With our new Covid reality, we
must be more creative yet still maintain the important key components
that comprise the Rose community,”
Kaye says.
“Rose is still doing what it has
done for the past 70-plus years.
Our lights are still on. Doctors
have delivered numerous babies during the pandemic, keeping the babies
safe and the mothers safe.
“They are bringing new life into
the world. It’s magical and empowering.”
Kaye paints a positive portrait,
all of it accurate. But when asked
how many hours he puts in now,
he hesitates.
“To be honest, it’s not easy to quantify. I don’t sleep much these days.
My mind is racing and running, like
everyone else here.”
He begins working in the early
morning, then spends “many, many
hours” at the hospital. In the evening,
he reads emails to see if someone
needs help.
“Work really spans my entire waking hours,” he admits.
COVID-19 exacts a heavy toll, yet
the price merely intensifies Kaye’s
pride in his chaplaincy and love
for Rose’s tireless medical staff.
“I always knew I was the luckiest person in the world because of
my family and my job,” Kaye says.
“Now the blessings I felt before
have magnified exponentially by the
Covid pandemic,” he says.

TAKING CARE OF THE ILL
Rabbi Jeffrey Kaye, middle, is surrounded by respiratory technicians who care for patients with COVID-19 and other illnesses
at Rose Medical Center.
If a patient is in the COVID-19
ICU, Kaye stands outside the glass
door and calls the patient’s phone

‘The immediate physical presence of a family
member is my absolute preference,
but we are fortunate to have tools
such as cell phones and other resources’
“As I watch the genuine care, compassion, sensitivity and love that the
doctors, nurses and respiratory therapists give their patients, and see
such humanity at a time like this .
. .”
A muffled sound escapes his cell
phone.
“Yes, my voice is breaking,” he
says. “And I have tears in my eyes.”

R

ose Medical Center sees two
to three dozen COVID-19
patients, either presumptive
positive or awaiting test
results, on a daily basis. It has also
discharged many who recovered.
Kaye, like all hospital employees, wears a mask, practices social
distancing “and everything else.” He
observes these cautionary measures
with non-coronavirus patients as
well.
“Wherever and whenever possible, I am able to visit patients in person using the appropriate caution,”
he says. “I can still say congratulations or mazel tov to a mom who’s
just delivered.”
COVID-19 wards restrict the chaplain to different levels of interaction,
depending on the severity of the person’s illness.
Kaye’s communication options
vary from standing on the other side
of a glass door using his cell phone,
to entering a room masked and maintaining six feet of separation.
The latter, for patients showing
improvement, enables him to offer
prayers and support sans phone and
a glass divider. He calls it “the
next best thing” to pre-pandemic
counseling.

on his cell.
“If they are responsive and want
to talk, we can share prayers, blessings and talk about what they’re
going through.
“I am able to see and hear them,
and they are able to see and hear
me.”
Rose Medical Center provides cell
phones, tablets and access to FaceTime for COVID-19 patients requiring these invaluable tools.
Kaye, who is very thankful for
technological aids during enforced
isolation, says that the biggest challenge he faces as a chaplain “would
be when it’s medically inappropriate to hold a Covid patient’s hand.
“That is part of my job. The healing touch is vitally important.”

T

he final level of interaction
encompasses unresponsive
COVID-19 patients no longer
able to speak. Kaye is no
stranger to this place, where loving goodbyes caress death’s imminence.
“Being with patients of all faiths
as they are dying is a vital part of
my job,” he says. “I’ve also been with
COVID patients who are dying —
but not at their bedside.”
If a patient is intubated (unable
to breathe unassisted), Kaye looks
at the person beyond the glass and
recites prayers into his phone as a
healthcare worker holds a phone
near the patient’s ear.
“I still feel as if I’m connecting
in a meaningful way with these
patients,” he says.
Kaye recited the Viduy (the tra-

ditional death bed confession), Shema and Birkat Kohanim with a Jewish woman dying of the coronavirus.
“I performed these three major
bedside rituals over the phone
instead of bending close to her
ear,” he says. “We try to be sensitive to the tradition, while at the
same time modifying it for reasons
of health and safety.”
No matter how hectic the pace
or rigorous the demands, it’s not
uncommon for a doctor or nurse to
notify him about a COVID-19 patient
in need of a religious item to hold
or hang on the wall.
Kaye rarely, if ever, returns from
his mission empty-handed.
Visitors are forbidden at all US
health institutions, including Rose
Medical Center, in order to protect
patients, employees and communities from the transmission and
spread of COVID-19.
“It’s for all for the right reasons,”
Kaye says of families unable to see
their parents, spouses or adult
children in person. Still, enforced
separation from a critically ill loved
one is often unbearable.
“I accommodate the family’s needs
in a multiplicity of ways,” he says.
“The immediate physical presence
of a family member is my absolute
preference, but we are fortunate to
have tools such as cell phones and
other resources.”
A daughter can still tell her mother how much she loves her. Spouses hold each other’s eyes across a
virtual divide. Grandchildren blow
kisses to Bubbie on FaceTime.
Prayers are always encouraged.
“I firmly believe in the power of
prayer,” Kaye says.“Prayer can heal.
Of course we’re also praying for a
cure. But even if the body is beyond
curing, we can heal the soul, the
emotions, the spirit.”

P

andemics such as COVID-19,
which demand self-isolation
and quarantines, inflict a second pandemic of interminable
loneliness. Symptoms include depression, anxiety and helplessness.
The last entry unleashes a litany

of affirmative protestations from
Kaye.
“People who are self-isolating at
home feel helpless, but I say no —
they are doing their part,” he corrects. “Those of us in the middle of
the hospital setting are so grateful
and so appreciative.
“I can’t stress this enough. You’re
heroes too, by staying at home and
doing the right thing. What you
are doing is every bit as important.”
Kaye also champions the anonymous, essential employees who
risk their lives laboring to keep
the US and its citizens afloat amid
the relentless viral pandemic.
“Countless individuals are working and volunteering to step up
and provide for us, like people doing
essential services,” he says.

“And the physicians, nurses, respiratory therapists and health workers are the hands of G-d.”
Acts of communal kindness
abound, evidenced by surprise bags
of groceries left at the door, a
Passover meal or calls from longlost friends or relatives.
“As a community, a society and a
people, I’ve never seen so much
togetherness,” he says.
“Goodness in the midst of trauma is the faith of G-d.”

A

ware that the interview is
about to wrap up, Kaye says
he wants to share a story. “I
mean, all of this is a story,”
he qualifies. “But what follows
weaves it all together.”
One of the physicians at Rose
stopped Kaye in a busy hallway and

‘G-d is present in each and every one of our
patient’s rooms;
He is crying over this child of His’
“We don’t give enough of a shoutout to our garbage collectors and
grocery store personnel. Truckers
are literally keeping this nation
above water.
“Yes, we are in pain,” he says.
“Everyone is self-isolating and sacrificing. People in the hospital are
sacrificing. The truckers are sacrificing.
“Don’t think for one minute I take
any of them for granted.”
Kaye is a man of inviolate faith,
not only in humanity — the doctors,
nurses and medical staff he encounters every day — but also in G-d.
“First of all, I strongly believe
that G-d is present in each and every
one of our patient’s rooms; that He
is a comforter; that He is crying over
this child of His.
“In these most difficult of circumstances, I feel G-d is present in
the amazing caregivers,” he says.
“I can’t praise them enough. They
are the face of G-d.

asked whether the chaplain could
locate tefilin for an intubated Jewish patient in the COVID-19 ICU.
“I was able to communicate realtime with the Rocky Mountain Rabbinical Council and asked whether
any of the rabbis had extra tefilin
that, due to health and safety concerns, would never be returned to
them,” he says.
Denver’s rabbinate quickly
responded with countless offers of
tefllin.
“I was able to pick it up and
bring it back to the ICU,” Kaye says.
“I worked with the nursing staff, and
they arranged for a nurse to bring
the tefilin into the special Covid
room.”
The nurse, who was Jewish,
gently held the tefilin as she walked
into the room and placed it tenderly around the patient.
“I’m going to leave it at that,”
Kaye says softly.“It says everything.”
■

