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SARAH:  My name is Sarah Kiefer.  Today is October 29th, 2018, and I’m speaking with 
Rina Levy, who is a resident of Ridgewood.  We are recording this interview in the 
Bolger Heritage Center of the Ridgewood Public Library.  Thank you so much, Rina, for 
coming today and reaching out to record your story.  So, to start, can you just give us a 
little information on how you came to live in Ridgewood and when. 
 
RENA:   I bought a house in Ridgewood in the summer of 2017, a little over a year ago, 
and I chose Ridgewood for several reasons.   I moved from the Upper West side in 
Manhattan, but I spent most of my adult life and my family life in Bethesda, Maryland.  
And Ridgewood really reminded me of Bethesda, Maryland.   Like  Bethesda, it’s a 
relatively small community, but it’s beautiful.   
 
I like the streets and the restaurants and the fact that it’s a hub for other cities, for other 
villages around here.   And I wanted a place that is close enough to the city that I can 
just hop on a train.  So that’s why I came to Ridgewood.   
 
SARAH:  So, as a newer resident of the Village, can you share some of your thoughts 
on your new home and how you’re adjusting here?   
 
RENA:   Yeah, actually, it’s been an easy adjustment, because I liked it in the first 
place.   I bought a small house on Edwards Street, which is walking distance to the 
train.  It’s about eight minutes to the train, and I actually walked here to the library today 
because it’s a nice day today.  And I like the convenience of Ridgewood to Paramus, 
which is—I call it the “shopping capital of the world”—it’s a very convenient location.  I 
do have some friends in the area already, and I hope to meet—I’m a very social person, 
and I hope to meet more people.  I started to meet some of my neighbors, and overall 
I’m very pleased with my decision. 
 



SARAH:  That’s good to hear.  And you recently attended our “genealogy lock-in” on 
the 27th , so that’s another great group to get involved with.   
 
RENA:  Yes, yes, and I want to say, I bought the house last July, and I upgraded, I 
totally gutted it to make it my taste.  It’s a house from 1957, and I really enjoyed the 
whole renovation, and I moved in in January of this year.  January, February timeframe.   
 
SARAH:  So, very new.      
 
RENA:   Yeah.   
 
SARAH:  In that short period of time, do you have any fond memories of living here so 
far?   
 
RENA:  Yes, I think, when it started snowing, my neighbors across the street were 
really, really helpful, which I really, really liked.  And I also came to Ridgewood several 
times before I moved here—and I was here in July, during the July 4th fireworks, and it 
was so nice to see the whole town walking into, you know, right here, behind the library, 
right?  That’s where they had the fireworks, and I feel that there was the spirit of a 
village here.   
 
I did have concerns before moving here, because I’m Jewish, and I’m an Israeli—which 
we’ll talk about my background--and I’d heard that this was a very WASP-y  place.   And 
people told me, “Why did you choose Ridgewood over other places that have a larger 
Jewish population?”  And the answer was, that I’m going to increase their diversity, in 
truth.   And it’s beautiful.   And I hope that people are more open-minded these days.   
So far, so good. 
 
SARAH:  That’s good to hear.   So, can you speak a little bit about your history and 
your family history and where you originally came from and how you came over to the 
U.S.? 
 
RENA:    Yes, I would love to. Well, I’m an immigrant, a first-generation immigrant, 
that’s why I have a little accent, not a typical one.  I was born in Israel, and I want to talk 
a little bit about my parents.  My parents, both of my parents are holocaust survivors, 
and if there’s any way to document some of this stuff, I would love to document it.  I 
tried to document it everywhere—actually my father’s testimony is documented in the 
Holocaust Museum in Jerusalem.   
 
They were amazing people, and they raised me and my sister—I was raised in Tel Aviv.   
I served in the Israeli military, and that’s where I learned my profession.  I am, by 
profession, a software engineer, and I learned it in the Israeli Air Force when I was only 
18 years old.   
 
Unfortunately, I also went through wars.  Girls in Israel, women, do not fight, but it’s a 
very unusual and tough environment to live in.   And I made a decision in my career 



[inaudible, background noise]…I had an undergraduate degree in [inaudible, 
background noise] from the University of Tel Aviv. I was very ambitious in terms of 
academics.  And at the time, and I still am, I thought that women should succeed in their 
career the same as men.  And I chose computer science, which is a very technical field, 
and I decided that I wanted to do graduate degrees overseas.    
 
I first went to Belgium, and I lived there for four years.  I knew French already.  I learned 
it in high school, and lived there, and then I came to the U.S. in 1979 to do my Master’s 
in computer science.  I had a teaching fellow position at Boston University. 
 
So, I came here in 1979.  I met my now ex-husband—he was a medical student in 
Belgium, also in Brussels—we both were in Brussels, so that’s where we met.   I came 
first, and then he transferred from Belgium, from University Catholic of Louvain, to GW, 
George Washington University in Washington, and that’s where we settled.  He got into 
his third year of medical school, and we settled in Washington, D.C. –although—part of 
living here, I always wanted to live in New York, and he’s originally from New York, 
which is ironic.    And in Washington, D.C., my career flourished.  I already had a 
Master’s in computer science from Boston University, and later on, I did an M.B.A., also 
GW, and my ex-husband is a successful cardiologist, and we have three children—32, 
27, and almost 25—[they live] all over.  Actually one just went to St. Louis—they live in 
Boston, New York in Brooklyn, and St. Louis.   So my kids, they have Israeli roots, but 
they’re basically, what I call, “Native American Jews.”   Different culture than me.  And I 
tried to give them a lot of the culture.  I sent them to Jewish day school in Rockville, 
Maryland, but they were born here.  And I can relate to it because I was the first native-
born Israeli to immigrant parents—they were Polish, and they were talking Polish at 
home.  But I revolted against them because I wanted to be like everybody else in Israel, 
though that country is a true melting pot still.   
 
So that’s my origin.  And I’ve been here for many, many years.  I even went back to 
Israel a few years ago when my kids grew up.  I consider myself a hybrid.   As an 
immigrant, I want people to understand---and I’m working on a book project to explain 
immigration issues and how you change your personality and how you adapt your 
culture to a different culture—I went through all that.  And when I went back to Israel to 
live there for six years, I had to go through a reverse culture shock, because when you 
grow up in a different environment, your values are different, your culture is different.  
Language has a lot of cultural expressions and stuff like that, and I made a big effort to 
learn the language well because I was a manager in corporate America, doing large 
systems integration for my profession, and I wanted people to understand me.   So I 
wanted to lose my accent, and I don’t want everybody who meets me to say, “Oh!  You 
know, you have a slight accent—where are you from?”  And I’d have to explain myself.   
And sometimes when I say, “I’m from Israel,” it gets into this political area, and I’m like, 
“I don’t represent anybody, I’m just RENA, leave me alone.”      I don’t want to talk about 
politics, and it creates, you know, a lot of issues when you’re an immigrant.   
 



So, coming here to this area, that is so diverse, and also Washington, D.C. is very 
diverse, it’s very important to me.  I couldn’t live in a place that is not diverse.   I have to 
have it, because there’s a lot of people like me, and that’s why I love this area. 
 
SARAH:    That’s very interesting.  Have you shared a lot of your story and your 
parents’ story with your children growing up? 
 
RENA:  Yes, yes.  One mistake I made-- I did not speak to them in Hebrew.  
Unfortunately, my ex-husband didn’t feel comfortable with it.  I regret it, I should’ve.    So 
they’re not fully bilingual but they went to Jewish day school, and they understand the 
language.   But they know a lot about my family history, and now that I’m pretty much 
retired, I’m documenting a lot of the stuff, and I want to leave them with the legacy, with 
all the information about our family history, at least from my side of the family.     
 
SARAH:   A lot of times genealogists always say they regret not asking their parents 
those types of questions, and making sure to pass it along so it’s just interesting to hear.   
 
RENA:  Yes, yes, and I have a lot of documents, and my mother and her sister, who 
also survived the Holocaust, wrote some stories and they wrote their journals.  Some of 
it is in Polish, some of it is in Hebrew, so I have a lot of work doing that.  I haven’t 
decided if this is my lifetime project, but right now, I’m having fun [laughing].   This is 
work?  But I have a lot of history that I want to document. 
 
This is part of the reason that I joined the Genealogical Society, which is how I got here, 
because I’m taking Fred’s course at the Bergen Community College.   
 
SARAH:  So, you mentioned also-- so if you’re retired now, are you doing a lot of public 
service as a volunteer as well?  Or, are you still working?  
 
RENA:     The last ten years I’ve been kind of semi-retired and working with start-ups 
that are of interest to me—I’m really into it.    I’m an entrepreneur, and, for now, I’m 
doing volunteering, and I’m keeping it Jewish and Israeli-based, because that’s where I 
feel comfortable, and the opportunities just came.  So one volunteering position that I 
have is actually fascinating.  In Israel they have a 24/7 national help line for emotional 
issues and mental issues.  So anybody can call for free, and it’s very well known.  The 
organization is called Eran --- it stands for First Mental Health.   And it’s manned by 
volunteers, and when they need—like, when there’s a serious threat, like suicide or 
something like that, they call the people, the professionals they call the police and 
whoever you need to call.   
 
But they have a problem because they’re manned by volunteers, and that organization 
has existed already for 45 years which is most of this country’s life—Israel is 70 years 
old.   And nobody wants to volunteer between 12 and 7.   Well, guess what?  The time 
lag between the United States and Israel is 7—that means, they’re 7 ahead.  So, if right 
now it’s 4:20, ok, plus 7, it’s 11:20 at night.  So, the CEO of this organization came up 
with the idea, and he said, “Why do we have to use Israelis, they’re so many out here in 



the United States who want to be involved in the country, and let’s use them as 
volunteers.”   
 
So, we were trained—I did it in May—and that’s what I do.   We get online, and, thanks 
to the internet, they don’t know that we’re here.    It’s like you’re calling Citibank and, 
you know, you talk to the Philippines—same idea.  So we do that support, when we are 
well awake, in the middle of the night.   And there are so many calls that come in.  And 
what’s nice about it, regardless of where I do that, I feel that it’s such a deed to help 
people.  There are so many lonely people here, and, if there will be a hotline like this 
here in the area, or something like that, I think I would volunteer for that, too.  That’s one 
thing I’m doing.  Should I continue?  
 
Another thing that I’m doing also—and I like to volunteer—I did last year—I volunteered 
in an organization that teaches high schoolers how to be entrepreneurs, for example.   
And I would love to teach life skills also in the Ridgewood High School.  I’m thinking 
about approaching them and saying, “How ‘bout teaching people about relationships”---
you know, seniors.   Relationships, love, budgets, career planning, not just college 
applications—Life!    Life skills, I call it.  I haven’t started that.   
 
So, I want to do that.  And then I do something else which is bringing theater, again, 
Israeli, multi-language theater— I met a young producer, he’s 35 years old, and we 
befriended each other, and tomorrow we’re doing a play--it’s called a play reading.  
They read the plays, and he wants to raise money, to do fundraising to produce this 
play.   And it’s a very pretty play about life.   
 
So I do that.  I’m helping him open an LLC and set up a website.  You know, I’m a 
business person so he relies on me for that, which is fun.   And there’s more.  (laughter) 
 
SARAH:   So, you have your hands full with a lot of stuff going on. 
 
RENA:  Yeah, I tell people I don’t have time to work.  (laughter) 
 
SARAH:  I can understand, you have a lot going on.  Along those lines, then, with your 
long career and everything that you’ve done, can you maybe tell one story of what you 
think your greatest accomplishment is, or one of your greatest accomplishments, in your 
work or volunteer career?   
 
RENA:  Professional? 
 
SARAH:  Work or volunteer. I mean anything you want to speak upon that you feel was 
a great accomplishment over all the years. 
 
RENA:  I volunteered over the years, also, when my kids were little, and I created a 
cookbook, and I did fundraising for the synagogue they were doing.  But I think my 
greatest professional accomplishment--I’d like to document it—because I encourage 
and I support and I mentor women in business.    So, what I did, as a professional 



accomplishment, is I started my own consulting firm—very few do that—in Bethesda, 
Maryland, where I was living.  I had a partner—we met accidentally at a conference in 
Vancouver, of all places—he had a company in Israel, and I was home, with these three 
little kids, looking for my next big thing, and I was doing my doctoral studies in the 
University of Maryland.  I already had two Masters’ degrees—you notice I’m an 
ambitious person, I remain the same way—I have to keep myself busy even with the 
kids at home. 
 
And we got together and we started Pointer International, which was a software 
consulting firm in Bethesda, Maryland.     And we started from scratch, and I was doing 
it while my kids were playing, and I had to get a babysitter and stuff like that and it was 
tough.   You know, I’m the mother of three kids, and I want to encourage a lot of people 
to do the same. 
 
We did this company, we started in 1998, and in 2000 one of my clients bought the 
company.  So, I even had an exit.  Well, it was a small exit, but it doesn’t matter.  What 
it did to me, I realized that I’m an entrepreneur, I can start a business, I know how to run 
a business, and I can inspire others to do that.   
 
Well, since then, I’ve worked with many start-ups, so what I would like to do for the rest 
of my life is to mentor people, and I do that informally with people.  And I don’t know if I 
want to do it formally—but inspire people and help those in need.   And I also mentor 
guys, I’m not like “just women,” you know.   (laughter)  I’m not such a strong feminist.  I 
think anybody who needs help, I think that that’s something—and I mentor my 
daughter….[inaudible, background noise] she’s so bright, she doesn’t need me….my 
daughter who works here, in Manhattan.   
 
So that’s what I want to do.   I want to give back to the community what I’ve learned, 
especially in this experience.   
 
SARAH:  That’s great—that’s an interesting career to be involved in, and to continue 
with it.  
 
RENA:        Yeah, and just one more thing about rewarding—when I get off the phone in 
this current volunteer thing--it’s very new to me, cause I talk to people from, you know, 
all types of people in the society—I’m talking about my volunteering things—and in the 
end, when they say, you know, “Thank you so much, you’ve helped me so much,” like, I 
almost have tears in my eyes.   And it makes you feel productive in society, that you 
were helpful, so it’s very rewarding.   
 
SARAH:  I imagine so, yeah.    I’ve never heard of anything like that, so it’s really 
interesting to find out about.   But looking ahead, are there any lifetime goals that you’re 
working on accomplishing?  I mean, you talked a little bit about starting with the high 
school and then working with other mentoring—is there anything else you’re looking to 
work on? 
 



RENA:  I’m like a little kid who got complete freedom, and I feel that I have many more 
productive years.  And my dream—I have to see if I’m gonna—there are a couple of 
things that I’m now toying with-- I’m just giving myself now at least a year, maybe more, 
time off.  My dream is to create some kind of enterprise that has social values, not just 
for profit.   I mean, it could be for profit, because it sells better, but something like the life 
skills—to teach life skills, to change the curriculum in the high school—something in 
education, college also.  I think that a lot of us come into life not really prepared, and 
when I look at it from outside eyes… What we have in Israel, and, fortunately, they have 
it there, we have a school of life there….[inaudible, background noise]…and I’m 
definitely anti-war.  However you don’t drink and people smoke there, whatever more.  
There is no such things I’m going to have parties and stuff like that, on my parents 
account, and stuff like that. So young people there they are more mature and more 
motivated if you look at it that way.    So taking these things together, and making our 
society better, and less dependent on alcohol and drugs, will be something that I would 
love to work on.    And maybe the life skills would be part of it—how to lead a healthy 
life and not to depend on those things, how to have some fulfilment—I don’t know yet, 
I’m searching.   
 
SARAH:  It’s something that might take a little while to figure out but it sounds like it’s a 
worthwhile process to work towards. 
 
RENA:  Yeah, yeah.   And I’m new in this area, so I network a lot to see what kind of 
people I can get, because in other projects that I’m going to do, is also write a book 
about my family history or a novel based on my life—which is, I’m just giving you a tip, 
which is a fascinating life—but, more than that, I really want to do something big, now 
that I have time to do that, and I don’t need to depend on a salary or taking care of the 
kids, cause they’re gone.  So we’ll see.  I don’t know.   
 
SARAH:  Well, thank you so much.  Is there anything else you’d like to share today, 
regarding your life story, or do you want to save it for the book you’re writing?   
 
RENA:   I just wish that many people are going to hear about this program ‘cause I think 
it’s fascinating, and they’ll come in here and be inspired by the story.   
 
SARAH:  Great…Well, thank you so much, Rina, for sharing your story with us today.     
 
RENA:  Thank you for having me.   


