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Tell me how your documentary about 
Rav Meir Shapiro came about. 

I had been working with Menachem 
Daum, who comes from a chasidic back-
ground and had the foresight to inter-
view about eight or ten talmidim of Rav 
Meir Shapiro back in the ’90s. He’d al-
ways wanted to do this documentary, 
so he called me a couple of years ago—
we’d had a professional relationship for 
years—and he said, “I don’t think I’m 
ever going to get to this. Would you like 
to team up with me and do it together? 
You can even take over, but I need to be 
part of it because I have the backstory.” I 
really liked it—the material is amazing—
so I agreed. 

What’s the name of the film?
Only with Joy: The Life and Legacy of 

Rav Meir Shapiro. Those were the words 
by which Rav Meir lived his life.

What did you learn about Rav Meir 
Shapiro while doing the film?

Rav Meir Shapiro was the kind of per-
sonality we need today. He was an amaz-
ing talmid chacham who wrote sefarim and 

also did all these other things at the same 
time. Nothing was “s’past nisht” for him. 
He interacted with a lot of non-frum peo-
ple, and he was very genuine with them. 
It wasn’t b’dieved. He was kavod habriyos 
personified. 

He was a lot more than just the person 
who came up with Daf Yomi. He straddled 
many different worlds successfully. 

He was a member of the Polish parlia-
ment and was also a composer who wrote 
a lot of niggunim. We hired a band called 
Simply Tzfat to create contemporary ver-
sions of some of them. 

He was a great visionary. 
Yes. No one else was capable of interfac-

ing with all these different groups of Jews 
who could bridge the gap. 

Breslov wasn’t in the mainstream in 
those days, but Rav Meir Shapiro had 
a unique relationship with that chasi-
dus. 

Yes. Before Uman, the Breslovers would 
go to Lublin for Rosh Hashanah. He was 
their baal tefillah. He had an amazing 
voice. 

Have you ever heard any recordings 
of him?

No. We’re trying to track some down. 
There might be one extant recording 
somewhere. 

Then how do you know about his 
voice?

A lot of people mentioned it in their 
stories. The person who is dedicating the 
film, Mottel Tenenbaum, is the son of one 
of Rav Meir Shapiro’s talmidim. We raised 
the funds for the documentary from a lot 
of Agudah people as well as from Dr. Geli-
ebter, whom the film mentions. 

Was some of the film shot in Lublin?
Sure. We went there three times. The 

first two times Menachem directed it, and 
the third time we hired a local crew and 
directed them. 

Where is he buried?
He was originally buried in the old cem-

etery in Lublin, but he was later reinterred 
in Eretz Yisrael. His kever was one of the 
few that wasn’t destroyed by the Nazis. We 
actually shot some scenes by his kever on 

Rav Meir Shapiro speaking at the chanukas 
habayis of Yeshivas Chachmei Lublin

Jews in pre-war Lublin
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Har Hamenuchos. There were also a lot of 
reenactments, although I didn’t want to 
hire someone to officially act as Rav Meir. 
We did do that somewhat, but you never 
see his full face. Everything is done either 
in silhouette or partially animated. 

Rav Meir Shapiro passed away in 1933, 
six months after Hitler, yimach shemo, rose 
to power. It was the same year the Chofetz 
Chaim was niftar, and they were very 
close. There are some great stories about 
their relationship. Rav Meir was only 46, 
yet look at what he accomplished during 
his lifetime.

 
The yeshivah building is fascinating. I 
was there during the last siyum.

It is. They’re in the process of restoring 
it. You can see where the mikvaos were 
and where the shoemaker was. He tried to 
make a campus that contained everything.
They even had a shoe polishing machine. 

I remember there was a laundromat 

as well. 
Yes. His whole idea was that the rea-

son Torah was faltering in Europe was 
that the yeshivah bachurim were treated so 
poorly; they had to go and beg for meals 
and didn’t have places to stay. You were on 
your own once you were accepted into a 
yeshivah. Who wanted that? If you went 
to university, they took care of you. He 
decided to create a yeshivah where kavod 
would be given to the talmidim. 

Do you have a lot of pictures of Rav 
Meir Shapiro and the yeshivah?

Yes. Quite a few. One of the things we 
discovered in our research was that Rav 
Meir was so media-savvy that he had a 
film made about the yeshivah back in the 
early ’30s.

Were you able to get hold of it?
No. There was only one copy. All we 

know is that it went to London. But that’s 
how forward-thinking he was. Back then, 

people weren’t thinking about something 
like that for a yeshivah. 

Was it for solicitation purposes?
Yes. As I said, Yeshivas Chachmei Lub-

lin was more than just a yeshivah; it was an 
idea. He wanted people to start reckoning 
with scholars, those who were prepared 
to devote their lives to klal Yisrael, which 
meant that we should treat them like roy-
alty. 

He also had certain pedagogical 
ideas. 

Yes. The preliminary entrance require-
ment was that they had to know 200 blatt 
Gemara b’al peh, after which there was a 
proper test. He really created a revolution 
in Poland. There were over 100,000 peo-
ple at the yeshivah’s groundbreaking. 

Were you familiar with Rav Meir 
Shapiro before you started this 
project?

Rav Meir Shapiro giving a 
shiur in the yeshivah
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Rav Meir Shapiro with the 
model of the Beis 
Hamikdash in the yeshivah

The talmidim of the yeshivah 
in the dining room
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Yes. I had been involved with Daf Yomi 
both personally as well as from working 
with Agudah. This will be my third Siyum 
as media liaison. I’m also the one who pro-
duces all the shows after the fact. This year, 
we’re going to have 22 cameras, so there 
will be a lot of footage. Aside from making 
abridged versions for various events and 
groups, I also put together packages for 
news agencies. 

People don’t realize how serious a 
production the Siyum is. 

They have no idea. The person who di-
rects it also does the Super Bowl, but he 
claims that this is more complicated. 

Because of all the security?
No. Aside from everything else, don’t 

forget that there are five languages in-
volved. Then you have 150 sites around 
the world that are screening it, some of 
which are live and occasionally feeding 

images back and forth. For example, we’re 
going to be switching live to Lublin at var-
ious points in time. Fortunately, we have 
the best people in the business.

Did you produce the film about Rav 
Meir Shapiro with the Siyum HaShas 
in mind?

Not really. The timing was done with 
the Siyum in mind, but if we would have 
made the entire film about that, the focus 
would have been very different. The fact is 
that Daf Yomi was only a very small part of 
his life. He introduced the program, and 
after a short period of initiation it ran on 
its own. 

What was the biggest revelation you 
had while shooting?

I was shocked by the amount of resis-
tance he encountered. After all, here was 
a man who worked so hard on behalf of 
klal Yisrael. The Daf Yomi was also not ini-

tially well received, although the Chofetz 
Chaim and the Gerer Rebbe were behind 
it from the start. Other than that, almost 
everything he did was met by opposition. 

He was an innovator. 
Right, and people don’t like change. 

They saw it as competing with their inter-
ests, but he kept insisting that raising the 
image of the talmidim would be good for 
everyone. 

I would imagine that this  film 
would be of interest to any visitor to 
the museum that is in the yeshivah 
building in Lublin, especially Ameri-
cans, although you would have to dub 
it into Polish and other languages. 

Yes. We’re in touch with its curator. We 
already have a Hebrew version planned 
because there’s a lot of interest in Israel. 

Are you working on this full time?

Boys learning in 
pre-war Poland
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was also a consultant for Aish HaTorah as 
they tried to develop some of their build-
ing space into a tourist destination. 

What’s your background?
I went to film school. I wasn’t shomer 

Shabbos growing up. 

Here in New York?
No. In Chicago. In college they force 

you to take classes you don’t care about 
because that’s the business they’re in, so 
I took psychology. When you take an en-
try-level psychology course it means that 
the top-level psychology students get to 
use you as a guinea pig for their experi-
ments, but I didn’t know that at the time. 
One of the things they made us do was 
fill out a questionnaire about depression. 
I was 19 years old and reading questions 
like “When was the last time you were 
depressed? How long did it last? What 
brought it on?” and I thought to myself, 
I guess depression is a real thing. I realized 

that I was blessed because I’d never been 
depressed. Then it occurred to me that 
I could use filmmaking to help people. 
It’s a very powerful medium. At first I 
was making television commercials, but 
I didn’t feel satisfied by that. That’s when 
I decided to try and pay it forward. Then 
when I became frum, I decided to chan-
nel my talents for klal Yisrael. 

How did you become frum?
I was 25 and had already been in the 

business for six years. I was doing pretty 
well, still mostly TV commercials. 

Were you working for a big company?
Yes. I was in the Midwest doing com-

mercials for companies like Goodyear and 
Kleenex. Then I took a year off to travel. 
I ended up in Israel and found myself at 
the Kotel. Reb Meir Schuster, z”l, tapped 
me on the shoulder on a Shabbos after-
noon and walked me over to the Aish beis 
midrash. 

No. It’s been mostly full time for the past 
four or five months, but I’ve still been doing 
other things. I also have corporate clients. 

What do you do for corporate clients?
All kinds of things. I spent ten years do-

ing tourist attractions around the world. 

Were they Jewish?
No. Actually, I shouldn’t say that, be-

cause I did something for the Holocaust 
Museum in Rockland. That was an amaz-
ing project, probably the best one I ever 
did. I also produced the New York Skyride 
in the Empire State Building. 

That doesn’t exist anymore, right?
Right. It was only a 20-year lease. Then 

we went to Sydney with that same enter-
tainment and built one there, and we did 
something in Melbourne as well. We also 
had two other venues in New York City, 
one in Times Square and the other in the 
Theater District. That was very intense. I 
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Thursday night, the talmidim went to sleep, and a few 
bachurim stayed near the Rav’s bed to help him.

The rebbetzin wept, so the Rav asked, “Why are you 
crying? The real simchah is about to begin!” The Lubliner 
Rav showed the vatischak l’yom acharon. 

He called over the talmidim and told them to take 
some mashke. He drank l’chaim with each one and gave 
them all brachos. The yeshivah’s cook stood off to one 
side. He didn’t have the breitkeit to stand among the 
talmidim—after all, who was he to be there? But the Rav 
called him over and told him to also drink l’chaim.

That night there was a big commotion in the yeshivah; 
he stopped speaking and the fever rose very high. 

The talmidim saw that the matzav was very bad, so 
they started knocking on the doors to wake everyone 

up to go and say Tehillim. Everyone ran right away to the 
shiur zal, which was a large beis midrash, and we started 
saying Tehillim. The [Tehillim was said] with lots of kolos. 

Meanwhile, the Rav told those of us around his bed to 
sing his niggun, Becha batchu avoseinu and to dance around 
him.

Then, with the last koach that he had, he wrote two words: 
“Nor b’simchah—only with simchah.”

And with that there was the yetzias haneshamah. 
On Friday night the Rav was lying on the floor as is usual 

for a niftar, and his body was covered with a tallis. The 
rebbetzin sat there, and the bachurim passed by and said gut 
Shabbos. 

It’s a bit of a strange story, but we went by in a line and 
said gut Shabbos.  

The Last 
Moments
Rav Meir Shapiro’s talmidim 
describe his passing

The levayah of Rav 
Meir Shapiro
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You had no background in Yiddishkeit 
before that?

I went to a Jewish sleepaway camp.Al-
though it didn’t teach me anything about 
Judaism, it did have a Shabbos program 
that left a very positive taste in my mouth. 
When I got to Israel I figured I’d finally get 
to experience the real thing. Then I went 
to a kibbutz, and there was nothing there 
on Friday night. When I mentioned it to 
a cousin of mine who was there, he said, 
“You probably want to go to one of those 
schools for nudniks like you who don’t 
know anything!”

So you ended up in Aish. How long 
were you there?

One zman. When I got back to Chicago 
I went to a kiruv program run by Rabbi 
Aharon Levitansky, who became our rav. 
If you want to know the power of a good 
rav, I was working on a designer blue jean 
commercial. There were all these models 
walking around, and I started realizing 
that maybe this wasn’t such a good busi-
ness for a nice Jewish boy. So I went to 
Rabbi Levitansky for advice, and he said, 
“Hashem created everything pareve, and 
it’s up to us to put the plus or minus sign 
next to it.” In other words, I might have 
to give up the specific part of the indus-
try I was in, but I didn’t have to give up 
the whole trade. So I got out of advertising 
and went into something else. After that I 
got married and moved to New York. 

Is your wife from a similar 
background?

Somewhat. She was a very successful 
choreographer in Chicago, and if there 
was ever a career that gets shot to pieces 
when you become shomer Shabbos it’s that. 

What did you do after moving to New 
York?

My first job was in an office on the 68th 
floor of the Empire State Building. By day 
we developed low-budget feature films, 
and by night it was a kiruv program—the 
Sinai Heritage Center, sponsored by the 
Belzer Rebbe. This was over 30 years ago. 
There’s a Rabbi Chaim Herman some-

where in Boro Park who was in charge of 
it. I spent a year there as its program di-
rector. 

When I first came to New York I started 
contacting Jewish organizations, and none 
of them had ever worked with someone 
who wore a kippah. Since then I’ve done 
work for over 120 organizations over the 
years. 

What are some of your plans for the 
future?

My next project, G-d willing, will be a 
feature film for a general audience, not 
only Jews. It’s going to portray Jews and 
Yiddishkeit in a very positive light. There 
are a lot of films that like to take advan-
tage of caricatures and stereotypes in our 
community, and there are many films that 
have been fairly successful, but you would 
never walk away from them and say, “Oh, 
I get it! Now I understand why they do 
what they do.” We’re working on a film 
that gives people positive insights, but it’s 
still going to be a regular film that anyone 
would enjoy. We’re finishing the script.

I heard you made a film about eating 
disorders.

That was for the OU. It was about rec-
ognizing that it’s a real thing in the frum 
community. It’s mostly prevalent among 
women, because there’s a lot of pressure 
on them to remain slim, but not exclu-
sively. We got letters from women who 
said that they credited that film for saving 
their lives. 

Where do you live now?
My children are all grown up now, but I 

live in Monsey with my wife. 

Is there acceptance in the frum 
community for your profession, or do 
you encounter skepticism?

I used to be very concerned about send-
ing my children to yeshivah: “Please don’t 
tell your friends that your father watches 
TV for a living.” But it’s a brachah to have a 
barterable skill. Over the years, I saved over 
a quarter of a million dollars for my sons’ 
yeshivos by producing videos for them. ● 
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