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By Yossi Krausz

duch
When Elisheva Bulow
met Yehoshua Hoffman,
she knew that it was a
good match. The only
problem? Yehoshua
was in a wheelchair,
paralyzed.

D

During the summer of 2007 I visited
Denver, my hometown, with my family.
One day I was in shul for Mincha when a
yungerman I know and respect, Ari Hoffman, walked in. He strode to the bima and
asked the gabbai if he could start a public recitation of Tehillim.
Ari approached the amud and said Shir HaMaalos with fervor,
and everyone answered in kind. Everyone wondered what the
emergency was.
We soon learned that Ari’s brother, Yehoshua, had been in a
car accident in Maine, where he had been working as a camp
counselor. His life was in danger, and the prognosis was unclear.
Over the next few days we learned two things. Yehoshua, or
Josh, as some of us called him then, had survived. But he had
suffered a spinal injury, high enough on the spinal cord to make
him a quadriplegic.
In the small town of Denver, where most everyone knows
everyone else, the news dropped a grim cloud on the community.
And throughout the Jewish world, where everyone is somehow connected and hundreds of people had been davening for
Yehoshua, there was a similar feeling of sadness. A young man,
in the prime of his strength, successful in yeshiva and in life,
stopped in his tracks—it seemed like the ultimate tragedy. He
would need to use a wheelchair for the rest of his life. His family
was known as an outdoors-loving one—would he be able to get
out there again?
And, of course, there was the sadness that no one would bring
up. Yehoshua was just on the cusp of moving forward in life,
the age when bochurim get married and start families. His peers
would soon become chassanim. The pain, we imagined, must be
immense.
After the summer, my family and I went home. Yehoshua
Hoffman’s plight eventually slipped my mind in the tumult of
everyday life.
Almost a year after the accident, I was speaking by phone to
my parents back in Denver. In the middle of the conversation,
my mother asked me, “Do you know Josh Hoffman?”
I said yes.
“He’s engaged.”
I was a bit confused. Wasn’t he the bochur who had been in an
accident?
Yes he was, she told me.
Did his kallah use a wheelchair, too? I wanted to know.
No, my mother told me. His kallah was totally physically
healthy and a very fine Bais Yaakov student.
We had all said Tehillim, but we hadn’t anticipated this.
And who was this special kallah?
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A shidduch from heaven
Aliza Bulow is an internationally known Torah lecturer. As
national director of Ner L’Elef ’s North American Woman’s
Program and the senior lecturer at the Denver-based kiruv organization The Jewish Experience, she meets and influences people
around the country and around the world with a lucid style of
speaking and a dry wit. She lives in Denver with her husband,
Ephraim Bulow, a lawyer, and her large family.
When the Bulow’s oldest daughter, Elisheva, reached marriageable age, she plunged into the world of shidduchim. Mrs. Bulow says that after one particularly stressful set of dates Elisheva
told her, “I hate dating. I never want to date again. I totally trust
you. Just find the guy and tell me who it is.”
Mrs. Bulow laughs when recounting this story. “I told her, ‘I’m
sorry. I can’t do that for you. We’re not chassidish, and I don’t feel
capable of finding the guy and telling you who it is. All I can do
is vet him. You’ll have to meet him and see if you click.”

W

response to the emails offering help. The Hoffmans needed a
Shabbos of respite from the hospital, and the Bulows agreed,
happy to be able to help. Mrs. Bulow cooked the Shabbos meals,
and they headed off to the hospital for Shabbos.
She describes her first meeting with Yehoshua in the hospital
in humorous terms, though she says that at the time she was
nervous about meeting someone so injured.
She says that she commented on the interesting electric chair
he had. “He said, ‘We call them power chairs; ‘electric chair’ has a
bad connotation.’”
One of Yehoshua’s friends had flown in from Lakewood for
Shabbos, so the Bulows didn’t feel so overwhelmed. Ephraim
Bulow has, as his wife and son-in-law attest, a great sense of
humor, and the Shabbos turned out to be a pleasurable one.
A few weeks later, the Hoffmans were again looking for someone to stay with Yehoshua.
“My parents asked me whom I would want to come and stay

“When people asked me what I was looking for, my answer was fairly
standard. ‘I’m not sure. I’m looking for someone special.’ I didn’t really
know what that was. When I met him, I knew what that was.”

In 2007, in the midst of her shidduch turbulence, Elisheva
came home from seminary for the summer. After a small break,
she headed back for her fourth year in Israel.
That night, after Elisheva had gotten on the plane, Mrs. Bulow
attended a wedding. She sat together with Mrs. Sari Hoffman,
whose oldest son and his wife were friends of the Bulows. The
two women spoke about their families. Mrs. Bulow mentioned
her daughter Elisheva, now heading back for her fourth year in
Israel. Mrs. Hoffman said that she had two children heading
to Israel, her youngest son for his first year, and her middle son,
who was returning to the Mirrer Yeshiva, for his fifth year in
Israel.
Mrs. Bulow went home with a pleasant feeling; she had enjoyed speaking with Mrs. Hoffman.
The next morning, there was bad news. That middle son of the
Hoffmans, the one who had been heading back to the Mir? He
had been in an accident.
Mrs. Bulow says that while she said Tehillim for Yehoshua
Hoffman and paid attention to what people were saying about
his prognosis, she didn’t speak directly to Mrs. Hoffman about
her son’s condition, although she sent emails offering help.
Soon after the accident, Yehoshua was transferred to a hospital
in Denver, where one of the country’s foremost spinal cord injury
clinics was located. He would end up spending 100 days in the
hospital.
One week, the Bulows were contacted by the Hoffmans, in
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with me,” he says. “I said, ‘The Bulows. I really enjoyed them’.”
He says the combination of Mrs. Bulow’s cooking and Mr. Bulow’s sense of humor made them stand out as people with whom
he’d be happy to spend a Shabbos.
During their next stay, Mrs. Bulow noticed how much
Yehoshua loved learning Torah and how difficult it was for
him to use sefarim. She had learned a method of memorization
from Rabbi Jonathan Rietti that enabled people to retain large
amounts of learning in their head, and she suggested it to Yehoshua. She told him that she would make a chavrusashaft with
him when he got out of the hospital to teach him the technique.
“I wasn’t really up to it,” he says. “I was very weak, and I was
taking pain medication that meant that I wasn’t always clearheaded.” So the attempt at learning together didn’t last so long.
But it was long enough that Mrs. Bulow began thinking, This is
just the right person for Elisheva, except that he’s in a wheelchair.
The two families seemed compatible. Yehoshua’s father is a
talmid of Rabbi Shlomo Carlebach, who received smicha from
him. Both families had strong Yiddishkeit, with an eclectic flavor.
And Yehoshua and Elisheva were both the most yeshivish of the
kids in their respective families.
It seemed so good. If only….
Eventually, watching Yehoshua’s amazing spiritual and physical efforts, she decided that this was really was the right person
for Elisheva, even in the wheelchair.
She approached Yehoshua’s mother, to ask whether he might

be ready to date.
His mother was taken aback. It had been just over half a year since his accident. They
hadn’t thought at all about dating, not at all.
And who was Mrs. Bulow thinking about, anyway?
When Mrs. Bulow told her, Yehoshua’s mother broke down in tears.
Deciding
“I trust my mother a lot. I respect her opinion. I know she knows me very well and is
really looking out for the best for me. So when she suggested it, it wasn’t an automatic
‘Yes, I’ll go out with him,’ but it was definitely ‘Yes, I’ll think about it’,” says Elisheva.
Elisheva went to speak to Rabbi Noach Orlowek, the mashgiach of Yeshiva Torah Or,
where Yehoshua had studied before he had gone to the Mir. Rabbi Orlowek was still
very close to Yehoshua, and he would be able to evaluate how compatible he thought
the two might be, as well as talk to Elisheva about Yehoshua’s qualities.
After speaking to Elisheva for some time, Rabbi Orlowek said that he thought it was
a “good match.”
Based on her mother’s and Rabbi Orlowek’s appraisals, Elisheva felt that their
personalities and long-term goals were certainly similar. But she still needed to decide
whether or not to take the first step.
Elisheva took some time to think about the idea. “I took a long time, probably a week
or two or even more, to decide that I would meet with him.”
She was trying to make a firm decision about whether the idea of living with someone with Yehoshua’s disability was something that she could do.
“Rabbi Noach Orlowek told me that if I wanted to meet him, I would have to decide
that I was open to living with someone in a wheelchair for the rest of my life, and that
if I didn’t think I could do that, I shouldn’t even meet him. So by the time we met, the
decision was already half-made. When I actually met him it was more a question of
whether I liked to spend time with him, whether I liked him as a person.”
Elisheva came in for Pesach, and they went out.
Yehoshua says that he also had some mental roadblocks to get past.
“We decided that our first date would be in casual dress, but I couldn’t get over how I
had always thought I would date. I was a yeshivish guy, so I dated with a jacket on, even
though I couldn’t really move. It’s very hard to move in a wheelchair with a jacket on.
“I put money on the table and said, ‘Here. Want to get yourself something to drink?’”
Yehoshua says that he was self-conscious about the fact that he wasn’t able to do
things as he had always pictured that he would. “Baruch Hashem, I’ve gotten less selfconscious.”
His mother drove him on the first two dates, in his modified van. On the third one,
they decided that Elisheva should drive, to get a feel for what it might be like being
married.
“I kept asking her whether she knew what she was getting into. And I knew that, no,
you don’t know what you’re getting into.”
Some people take a long time in the dating process; in a case like Elisheva and Yehoshua’s you might think that they certainly would take a long time. Instead, they dated
just five times before Yehoshua proposed.
“I couldn’t hold a rose. So I put one in the back of the van and brought her to the
back and proposed.”
There was some criticism. One of Elisheva’s brothers was opposed to his sister getting
married to a quadriplegic. Elisheva also says that she heard some secondhand criticism.
“I got support from my mother, mostly, and from some of my closest friends, who
knew that I could do it. Other friends, who weren’t in my closest circles, would tell my
closest friends, ‘Is she crazy? What is she getting herself into?’” She would hear about

these questions from her close friends.
When Yehoshua called one of his rebbeim to tell him that he
was engaged, the rebbi said, “That’s great! What’s wrong with
her?”
But Elisheva wasn’t fazed by these comments.
“It didn’t bother me that people were asking those questions.
It’s totally normal to ask those questions. I didn’t say, ‘That’s so
rude.’ If this would happen to someone besides me, I would ask
the same kind of questions.”
(Some people can be horribly insensitive, though, Yehoshua
told me. “One person told me, after I had gotten out of the
hospital, ‘I can empathize. My daughter broke her wrist over the
weekend.’”)
There were, however, some questions they were able to put to
rest.
Yehoshua says, “My wife’s grandfather was wondering, ‘Can he
chop wood and can he drive a stick shift?’ I knew how to drive
stick, and I had chopped wood in the past—I was a Boy Scout. I
fit the classifications.”
Elisheva says that one of the biggest surprises about Yehoshua’s
physical condition came during their engagement, when she accompanied him to therapy.
“I went with him to PT and I saw him on a mat table. I realized that he has no muscles to hold himself up. That was something that I knew intellectually, but I really didn’t know, because
I’d seen him in a wheelchair and he looked so poised. But once
he was out of his wheelchair, he couldn’t hold himself up without
his hands [A person who is
a quadriplegic has a reduced
ability to use all four of his
limbs, but that does not
mean that they can’t move
at all].
“That was the biggest surprise, but it wasn’t something
that made me scared or
nervous or turned me away.
I just realized, okay, there’s
going to be a lot for you to
learn.”
They were engaged for
three months, from Pesach
until their wedding on the
third of Tammuz. Yehoshua
had been concerned about
what a wedding would
be like from the confines
of a wheelchair, so a frum
paraplegic lent him his chasuna video, which made the
idea seem easier.
And it truly was a lively
chasuna.
Yehoshua and Elisheva
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have been married for three and a half years now. Yehoshua
learns with boys in Yeshiva Toras Chaim of Denver in the morning, has a chavrusa in kollel in the afternoons, and gives a shiur on
tefillah one evening a week. He has also been doing a great deal
of public speaking. He recently gave several speeches at conventions for the Jewish disability advocacy group Yachad.
He also loves riding his hand-cranked bicycle.
Elisheva is a teacher at a public Montessori school. She brings
Yehoshua to school to speak to her students once a year, and she
says that kids ask the best questions.
“How can you slide down the slide?”
“How do you take a bath?”
“How do you hug someone?”
Seeing beyond the cover
What was it that Elisheva saw in Yehoshua that made her
choose him despite his challenges?
“I had been out before with a few other guys. When I went out
with Yehoshua, it wasn’t that I had feelings for him at first sight.
But I saw that he was someone I enjoyed spending time with,
and that this was a person I could build my life with. I saw that
we could grow together and build a house of Torah. I saw his
clarity of vision.
“When people had asked me before what I was looking for
in a shidduch, my answer was fairly standard. I would basically
say, ‘I’m not sure. I’m looking for someone special.’ I didn’t really
know what that was. When I met him, I knew what that was.
“One of the things that
really helped was what my
mother said when she proposed the shidduch: ‘He’s a
really special boy in a broken
body.’ That phrase kept going through my head, and it
helped me think about the
shidduch in a clear way.
“Yes, he was in a broken
body, but what was I looking
for? Was I looking for a
body? That I was clear about;
I wasn’t looking for a body,
and I wasn’t looking for
someone who was looking
for a body. I wasn’t looking for someone who was
looking for externals, and I
wasn’t looking for externals.
“Once I was able to sift
through that I could say, yes,
there are limitations, but our
lives here are so short and
what we have to accomplish
is so great, how can we do
that the best way? There

When Yehoshua called one of his
rebbeim to tell him that he was
engaged, the rebbi said, “That’s
great! What’s wrong with her?”

were moments when I had more clarity and there were moments
when I would second-guess myself. But in those moments of
more clarity I would say, ‘What’s really important? How long do
we have here, anyway? So there are some physical limitations?
There are so many more limitations that people don’t see. Just
look past the body; that’s not what we’re here for.’
“I knew that I would have support from my in-laws, from my
parents; I have a really loving family. I knew that I wouldn’t be
alone.”
What does she think people should learn from Yehoshua?
Well, plenty, of course.
“One of the biggest things I admire is that even though he
goes through all the regular emotional and spiritual struggles,
with all the physical ones on top of them, he is still constantly
growing and improving himself. That’s not something I see in
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everyone. The fact that he was able to turn around and say, ‘I’m
not going to let this push me down; I’m going to grow from it
and through it,’ and the fact that he’s growing every day, that
with everything he does he’s looking for how he can be better,
how he can do more, how he can learn from what just happened, how he can be closer to Hashem—that’s something I
admire.”
Lessons for Life
It’s easy to fall into clichés when talking about the Hoffmans.
Their story is special. They are special. Their marriage is an amazing and wonderful thing. They are easy to admire.
But besides merely admiring them, they provide us with a
challenge, to think about ourselves and what we should be learning from these exceptional people. ■
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