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BUS I N E S S K I D D U S H  H A S H E M  I N  T H E  W O R K  P L A C E

B Y  D E V O R I E  K R E I M A N

A kosher bakery in San Francisco is a shining 
light in a difficult neighborhood

ON THE GIVING SIDE

rena kosher bakery opened in 2016 in downtown 
San Francisco. It’s an oasis of Israeli-style treats, savory 
and sweet, under the hashgachah of the Vaad of North-
ern California. 

A few months after the opening, a man walked in and 
told the owner, Isaac Yosef, “I want a job.” His name 
was Carlos, and he threw around some Hebrew words. 

Isaac asked him if he was Jewish, and he said, “No. 
I’m Mexican. I got out of prison three days ago. I learned 
Hebrew when I was there.”

Newly released on parole, Carlos was disoriented. He 
said, “I’ve never had a job. I don’t know how to bake, 
but I’ve always wanted to be a baker. I’m a hard worker.”

Taking pity on him, Isaac said, “I’ll hire you. You can 
start on Sunday.”

During the Chanukah season, orders kept coming in 
for sufganiyot, and the staff had trouble keeping up with 
the demand. Carlos told Isaac that he had a friend, also 
an ex-convict, who was looking for a job. Isaac inter-
viewed and hired him. It wasn’t long before Carlos’ 
friend brought in a friend, who in turn brought in a 
friend… 

Isaac says, “At one point, I looked around my kitchen 
and realized that 90 percent of my staff were ex-con-
victs.”

Carlos worked at Frena for a year and a half. He now 
owns his own carpet-cleaning business. Isaac remains 
in touch with Carlos and several of the others.

Over the years, more than 30 ex-convicts, both men 
and women, have worked at Frena.

As a baal teshuvah, Isaac is a big believer in second 
chances. “We learn all about that in the food business, 

especially with breads, because they need special at-
tention. Preparing breads can take all night. Sometimes 
someone makes a mistake and the entire batch is ruined, 
and we have to do it all over again.”

This decision to hire ex-convicts has recently made 
the news, making a kiddush Hashem as people worldwide 
are learning about two Jewish men who are giving a 
chance to those who few if any are willing to help.

Isaac grew up in a secular family in Be’er Sheva. In 
2007, after serving in the army for three years, he came 
to the United States looking for fun. He planned to stay 
for just a few months. He says, “I believed in G-d, but 
I was very far from everything Jewish. It was like being 
on a cliff, and you get to the edge and realize you are 
going too far…”

A non-religious friend invited Isaac to a Shabbat 
dinner. Then, six years ago, Isaac was bored and went 
to Chabad services. He met Rabbi Yosef Langer and 
became a regular at his Chabad House.

In 2016, at a Chanukah party, Isaac ran into Avi Edri 
and Yaniv, a fellow Israeli and a fourth-generation baker 
whose family has bakeries all over Israel. They noted 
that there were no kosher bakeries in the area. Together 
they made a business plan that Isaac says was as “simple 
as flour and water.”

The name “Frena” came from Moroccan frena, fluffy 
flat bread baked on a stone in a brick oven. 

Isaac says, “When Hashem opens a door, He opens 
it all the way.” After he signed Frena’s lease, he found 
out that Rabbi Langer was interested in opening a new 
Chabad shul downtown. Isaac helped Rabbi Langer find 
a building across the street and oversaw the remodeling 
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of both Frena and the Chabad House. 
Before COVID, Chabad of downtown San 
Francisco hosted 30 to 100 guests every 
Shabbos, in addition to locals. Isaac and 
his wife Katia—whom he met through 
Chabad—became part of the community.

He says, “We’re in a rough neighbor-
hood. When people ask me why I opened 
a business in such a place, I tell them that 
besides the cheap rent, it’s obvious that 
we’re meant to elevate sparks of kedushah. 
Here we are, on one of the most impure 
corners of the world. People are living and 
dying on these streets. And then there will 
be a group of bachurim who are visiting 
Chabad, and they’ll be walking down the 
street and everyone notices them. Some-
times Jews will come into the bakery, and 
they’ve never been to a shul in their lives. 
Chabad is across the street, and they can 
meet the rabbi, and bring their kids…

“There are many Jews here. I was stand-
ing in line across the street to buy a drink, 
and a guy started to talk to me in Hebrew. 

I would never have imagined that he was 
Israeli. There are also many people who 
are lost.”

There’s a rule at Frena—every homeless 
person who comes into the bakery and asks 
for food is given food. And all the leftover 
food is donated to shuls or to feed the 
hungry. 

Isaac says, “You’d think people would take 
advantage of me, but they don’t. I have some 
regulars, three or four guys who come in 
every day to get something to eat.”

There’s “Big Mike,” who has the mind of 
a small child in a large body, and the Israeli 
woman in a wheelchair battling addiction, 
whom Isaac’s partner, Yaniv, took to his own 
home and fed. 

Isaac’s grandmother, who still lives in 
Be’er Sheva, fostered five children in addi-
tion to her seven. He says, “There was 
always noise in my grandmother’s house. 
Pots and pans. Every morning she’d make 
this huge line of sandwiches. 

“I prefer to be on the giving side. If 

Hashem gave me, I have to give others. If a 
mitzvah comes along, I take it.”

Frena was hit hard by COVID. The busi-
ness, which had relied heavily on corporate 
catering, tourists and business conventions, 
suffered a 70 percent loss. But they held on. 
“Hashem wants us here. We don’t give up. 
I learned that in the Israeli army.”

Isaac wanted to be a soldier from a young 
age. When he was 16 he signed up for 
special training to prepare for the army. He 
put cans in his backpack for weights and 
did runs through the mountains or the 
desert.

When he was 18, he signed up to take the 
selection test for the commando unit of the 
Paratroopers Brigade. The test included 
rigorous physical exercises and tests of traits 
like initiative and the ability to improvise. 
He says, “It was torture. We crawled and we 
ran with sandbags. We slept on the ground. 
They wanted to see who would break, who 
would give up. Most of the people who quit 
did so within the first day or two. If you 
made it past that point, you were going to 
make it.

“On the last day, a few hours before the 
end of the test, something happened. I was 
blamed for something, and I got upset and 
quit. After that, I was very angry at myself. 
I’d been so close and I gave up. There was 
no second chance. It bothered me for 
years. 

“Then I realized that when I became a 
baal teshuvah, I joined a special unit. This 
is the test that I can’t quit. I’m in Hashem’s 
army. To be a good commander, a good 
leader, you don’t have to be the strongest 
or the fastest. There will always be someone 
stronger or faster. You just have to set a 
good example. It’s hard to do, but if you 
keep doing it, people will follow you and 
trust you. People come into Frena, all types 
of people. They see, by watching us, how 
to be a Jew.” n

Frena co-
founders  
Isaac Yosef and 
Avi Edri
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