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 Sarah 
Gertz!ield 

o"ers support 
for parents 

whose children 
su"er  

life-altering 
and sometimes 
life-threatening 

allergies. 
By Devorie Kreiman
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Chavie’s !fth child, Yaakov Tzvi, was 
born in 1996. He entered the world with 
head-to-toe eczema. "e hospital sta# had 
never seen a newborn in that condition and 
had no idea how to treat him. Chavie took 
her baby to allergists and dermatologists. 
One doctor was very !rm: “Don’t let water 
touch his skin. Only bathe him once a 
week.” Another doctor, just as !rmly, in-
structed, “Bathe him three times a day.”

Yaakov Tzvi’s skin was raw, and on some 
parts of his body he was missing pieces of 
skin, which left him looking like a burn 

victim. She remembers, “He would scratch 
all day. Some of my family members 
couldn’t bear to be in the room with him 
because it was so horrible to watch.” He 
was allergic to all the moisturizers on the 
market at that time, except Vaseline. Chavie 
ordered tubs of Vaseline and cases of rolls 

I
In a 2019 Ami Living article a 

mother—who didn’t use real names 
for herself or her son, but was avail-
able for contact through Ami—shared 
the challenges of raising a son with 
severe allergies. One kind of cereal, 
one kind of soy milk, potatoes, sweet 
potatoes, meat—with limited spices, 
apples, rice and oats. "at was every-
thing her son, “Yosef,” could eat. Yosef 
also reacted to smells, heat, exercise, 
vitamins, medications, dyes, preserva-
tives, $owers and trees. His mother 
knew many people who had allergies, 
but she’d never met anyone who was 
allergic to almost everything in the 
world.

Until the story appeared in Ami 
Living. And Chavie Katz, who also 
thought she was the only one with a 
child like that, read it and picked up 
the phone.
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This Sundayof gauze from the pharmacy. For months, twice 
a day, she covered Yaakov Tzvi in Vaseline and 
swathed him in gauze from head to toe. 

Chavie tried to nurse her baby, but he vomited 
constantly. He cried and cried. She switched to 
formula and tried one after the other until she 
discovered that he could tolerate Neocate. 

When Yaakov Tzvi was 16 months old, she 
heard about a doctor who had come to New 
York from Johns Hopkins. She called for an 
appointment on a Friday. !e receptionist told 
her the next available appointment was in three 
or four months, but when Chavie described her 

baby’s symptoms she was told, 
“Bring him in on Monday 
morning.”

!e doctor wasn’t able to do any 
skin pricks on Yaakov Tzvi because 
there were no areas of clean skin 
on his body, so they hospitalized 
him to clear his skin. !ey did an 
endoscopy and told Chavie that 
her baby’s esophagus was burned 
raw. “What you’re seeing on the 
outside is going on inside his body, 
too.”

After a week in the hospital, 
Yaakov Tzvi was able to undergo 
allergy testing. !e results showed 
that he could eat "ve foods: rice, 
corn, potato, sweet potato and oats. 
!ose were the only foods he ate 
until he was ten years old. All his 
food is prepared in separate pots 
and in a separate oven. !e family 
adapted. Chavie says, “If there’s a 
stack of paper plates, my kids will 

take one from the middle because the top one 
may have been touched by someone who 
touched something…” 

In those days, there was no such thing as 
“made in a dedicated nut-free facility.” !ere 
also wasn’t a wide range of kosher speciality 
items available. Chavie became really good at 
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Chavie sent him to a feeding therapist. She 
says, “He earned a lot of very nice LEGO 
sets during that stage.” 

Until he was in sixth grade, Yaakov Tzvi 
ate lunch in the o!ce with the secretaries 
because of the danger of breathing in what 
others were eating. In sixth grade, he begged 
to eat in the lunchroom with his friends. 

Today, Yaakov Tzvi Katz is married, a 
father, and a school administrator. He still 
eats only a few foods, and they must be 
prepared at home, but he’s satis"ed with 
what he can have. Chavie says, “My son 
jokes when he goes out that ‘You know I’m 
not here for the food.’ We tend to focus on 
the food when we go places, but he goes 
for the social connection. I learned to do 
that from him.” 

When Yaakov Tzvi started shidduchim, 
Chavie was very open about his situation. 
“It was the only way. Before their "rst date, 
his wife knew exactly what she was getting 
into. #ey would never be able to eat at a 
restaurant together or pick up takeout for 
dinner.”

It was a lonely road for Chavie. “People 
would say things like, ‘Oh, my child has 
allergies too. If he has dairy, he gets an ear 
infection.’ I don’t want to minimize anyone’s 
di!culty, but if my son has dairy, he could 
die. No one understood. #ere was no or-
ganization in our community to help with 

allergies, no support, no one to speak to—
until I read the article in Ami and con-
nected with Yosef ’s mother, who knew what 
this was like.”

A few weeks before Chavie called, Yosef ’s 
mother had noticed that a neighbor pre-
pared a non-typical mishloach manos—juice 
and raisins with a smiley-face graphic—and 
asked her if her children had allergies. #at 
conversation inspired her to form a Whats-
App chat called Allergic2Allergies for 
women to receive support, exchange recipes, 
and learn about products and techniques.

In the "rst few weeks, more than 60 
women joined the Allergic2Allergies 
chat—all of them by word of mouth. #e 
number of participants has grown expo-
nentially since then with women from all 
over the United States, and from Argen-
tina, Belgium, Canada, Israel, London and 
Manchester. #e chat is lively around the 
clock. As more and more families heard 
about the Allergic2Allergies chat and 
reached out to her for help, Yosef ’s mother 
could no longer remain anonymous.

Her name is Sarah Gertzfeld, and she 
lives in Lakewood. Her son “Yosef ’s” real  
name is Shalom. In the three years since 
she shared Shalom’s struggles, Sarah has 
become a lifeline for hundreds of families 
all over the world. 

Sarah invited Chavie to tell her story to 

THE DOCTORS TOLD 
HER THAT HER BABY’S 

ESOPHAGUS WAS 
BURNED !AW. “WHAT 

YOU’RE SEEING ON THE 
OUTSIDE IS GOING ON 
INSIDE HIS BODY, TOO.”

“the hunt.” She called manufacturers and 
questioned them about their processes, and 
she tracked down products. She found rice 
bread; it came frozen and too hard to cut. 
If she thawed it for too long, it would 
crumble. Catching the rice bread at exactly 
the right temperature became an art. After 
Pesach, Chavie trekked from store to store 
and bought all the leftover oat matzah at 
half price. 

Chavie says, “Our allergist, whom we 
met when Yaakov Tzvi was three years old, 
has become like a member of the family. 
He sees lots of kids with allergies, but he 
puts it this way: ‘#ere are many levels. And 
then there’s the Katz level.’”

She missed many simchahs because she 
couldn’t expose her son to crowds. She says, 
“#ere were two types of people: those who 
wanted to know why I was making such a 
big deal out of this, and those who were 
too scared to go near him.” 

#e schools didn’t have health parapro-
fessionals in the classrooms yet. Yaakov 
Tzvi is allergic to markers and glue—he 
once broke out in hives from touching the 
tip of a marker. He skipped kindergarten 
because of the many projects that are made 
in the classroom, and he started school—
nebulizer on hand—at "ve years old. School 
and camp were tricky, but, baruch Hashem, 
Yaakov Tzvi did well. Chavie is grateful. 
“Hashem bentched him, and us. He has an 
easy-going personality. He never com-
plained about being deprived, never asked 
‘Why me?’ or tried to sneak any food he 
wasn’t allowed to have.” 

Because none of his "ve allowed foods 
are proteins, Yaakov Tzvi stayed on Neocate 
formula throughout his childhood. But 
when he turned nine, he refused to con-
tinue drinking it. He became malnourished 
and, for a few months, he took Neocate 
through a nasogastric tube.

When he was ten years old, his testing 
showed that he could tolerate his "rst 
protein: turkey. He’d never eaten food of 
that consistency and wasn’t interested, so 
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the other women on the chat. Many of 
them were dealing with newly diagnosed 
babies and toddlers. Hearing about Yaakov 
Tzvi as a well-adjusted adult, while still 
coping with “Katz-level” allergies, was a 
bright streak of hope at the start of a wor-
risome journey.

!e Allergic2Allergies chat is extremely 
active every day, and it picks up even more 
momentum on Erev Yom Tov, as the 

women share variations of recipes and 
bolster each other with messages of 
support. 

!e women post information about 
doctors, medications, alternative treat-
ments, recipes, dealing with family 
members, traveling, feedback on prod-
ucts, ingredient substitutions, manag-
ing school and camp, and questions 
and concerns about symptoms. Sarah 
says, “A mother will write that the only 
food her child can have is rice. Within 
minutes, there will be ten recipes for 
what to create with rice. Rice crackers. 
Rice patties. On and on. !ese women 
work miracles. Yesh mei’ayin. Some-
thing from nothing. And they do it 
with courage and determination. !ey 
are heroes.”

Questions and answers about hech-
sheirim are common, as are practical 
tips and resources, such as strollers and 
bassinets that arch to ease re"ux, yar-
mulkes that announce that the little 
boy wearing it has an allergy, and 
allergy alert bracelets for girls.

!ere are discussions about how to 
eat as a family when one child can’t 
have what everyone else is having. 
Terri#ed parents have gulped down 
grape juice and eaten challah while 
hiding in a closet. One mother wrote 
in answer to another, “…when my 
daughter had to go o$ all food and 
have Neocate exclusively, my husband 
would take her out every night so I 
could give the other kids supper. On 

Shabbos, we tried to eat during her nap or 
to take turns at the table…”

One father took his son for a long car 
ride because his siblings wanted to eat 
macaroni and cheese. After they ate, they 
scrubbed every “contaminated” surface that 
anyone touched or breathed on. !e mother 
said, “Even with all that, when he walked 
back into the house my heart was thump-
ing in fear. What if we missed something?” 

A mother described how, when she 

Some of the messages on the WhatsApp group
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visited her in-laws for Yom Tov, she asked 
for the menu in advance so she could “copy” 
it with an allergy-friendly version. Her 
mother-in-law was astounded at the 
amount of e!ort it took to get her daugh-
ter to eat, and at the precautions—such as 
con"ning a three-year-old in a high chair 
to keep her safe from exposure to aller-
gens—during meals.  

A mother on the chat has a child allergic 
to diapers. Another has a child allergic to 
perfumes, which makes going out in public 
dangerous. Some mothers had to stop 

nursing because their babies were allergic 
to their milk. 

Many of the children su!er from eczema, 
which leads to susceptibility to germs and 
viruses. #e mothers share techniques for 
soothing, treating and covering their chil-
dren’s wounds. #ey weigh the options for 
vaccines because some of the common 
childhood vaccinations are produced with 
egg protein. 

#ere are adults on the chats with aller-
gies or with husbands who have allergies. 
One mother—who often feels unwell from 

her own allergies—has multiple kids with 
di!erent allergies. She prepares food 
without eggs for one child, food without 
wheat for another…. 

A woman who has a very restricted diet 
expressed her frustration. “I show up at 
simchahs and don’t eat. I’m okay with that. 
#e problem is that everyone knows, and 
they ask so many questions. I got tired of 
all the discussion about me and my food. 
We moved recently, and I’m meeting new 
people. I decided not to tell any of my new 
friends about my allergies. I thought it 

“THESE WOMEN 
WORK MI!ACLES. 

YESH MEI’AYIN. 
SOMETHING FROM 

NOTHING. AND THEY 
DO IT WITH 

COU!AGE AND 
DETERMINATION. 

THEY ARE HEROES.”
More messages from the WhatsApp group
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would be less of a hassle. But now I hear that people are 
wondering why I never eat anywhere, so I don’t know which 
way is easier….” 

Line by line, chizzuk is given and friendships are formed.
!e chat is also a convenient forum for the women to update 

each other on which stores have certain items in stock. !ere 
are lots of photos. Some are of patches of skin with horri"c 
rashes, but many are of “treasure-hunt” product "nds (with a 
close-up of the ingredients), or of creative homemade goodies 
with instructions. !e vibe on the chat is of camaraderie and 
support, and the posts are, for the most part, courageously 
upbeat, even as everyone is aware of the seriousness. 

Chavie Katz explains, “With allergies, a child can go from 
okay to very ill in a second.” One mother has a child who goes 
unconscious if he touches milk or if someone else eats dairy 
and then kisses him. She has to drive her son to school every 
day because he can’t be exposed to allergens in the bus. It’s a 
very real and present danger, and a fear that hovers every 
moment of every day. As a group, the women on the chat 
shared their grief for the child who died after eating french 
toast that she didn’t know was milchig.

On many mornings, Sarah Gertzfeld’s phone starts to ring 
at around 7:00 a.m. Some mothers don’t have WhatsApp, 
others want a one-on-one conversation. !ey call Sarah because 
she gets it. !ey call because they need immediate guidance. 
Sarah listens. She shares what she knows. And she directs 
them to doctors.

Sarah organized a food-free Chanukah party at Misame ach. 
She arranged for a singer, a balloon artist and a juggler. A 
young boy from Argentina, whose mother is on the chat, 
wanted to be part of the celebration but was unable to come. 
He sent in a video in which he introduced himself to the other 
children and talked about his life with allergies. Before the 
party, Sarah hired a cleaning crew to scrub the whole place, 
to ensure that the children—some of whom can go into 
anaphylactic shock if they touch a speck of an allergen—could 
enjoy themselves without worrying.

Many of the women in the group have children who are 
dependent on specialized formula, and there were frequent 
posts asking for resources to get it or o#ering to donate formula 
that was no longer needed. Sarah set up a formula gemach. 
When someone posted that they had formula available, she 
picked it up and stocked it in her house. She dropped it o# 
or sent it to people as needed. If the formula wasn’t local, she 
became creative at "nding ways to move it around. She even 
managed to send Neocate to a mother in Manchester, England, 
whose child was in a terrible state.
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Unfortunately, in February of this year, 
the FDA and the CDC opened an inves-
tigation into !ve complaints about the 
allergy-friendly formula, and a recall was 
issued. At this time, many mothers are 
searching for formula, and Sarah has none 
left in her gemach.

As the chat grew, Sarah realized that 
there was a sub-group of mothers whose 
children had eosinophilic esophagitis, EoE, 
a chronic allergic/immune condition of the 
esophagus that can lead to esophageal 
in"ammation and di#culty swallowing. 
Because many of the challenges they face 
are unique to EoE, Sarah opened a separate 
chat for her EoE families. 

She also noticed that, often, similar re-
quests would show up repeatedly on the 
chat, and she’d repost recipes, product 
reviews or other information. It became 
clear that she needed a website where 
people could !nd all the information they 
needed in one place. 

A few months ago, Sarah launched the 
online platform of Allergic2Allergies as a 
“go-to” resource for anything allergy related. 
$e website is formed by the collective 

SA!AH SET UP A FORMULA 
GEMACH. WHEN SOME 

BECAME AVAILABLE, SHE 
PICKED IT UP AND STOCKED IT 

IN HER HOUSE. SHE BECAME 
CREATIVE AT FINDING WAYS 

TO GET IT TO PEOPLE IN NEED.  
SHE EVEN MANAGED TO SEND 

IT TO A MOTHER IN 
MANCHESTER, ENGLAND.

wisdom and experience of the women on 
the chat. $ere’s a collection of allergy-
friendly recipes, and many of them are 
updated frequently as the mothers play 
around, adapt and give feedback. $ere are 
sections for eczema care, which includes a 
guide and reviews of products that were 

tried out by women “in the know.” $ere 
are also ideas about how to make travel 
more manageable, and sections for simchahs 
and for every Yom Tov. 

Sarah’s husband dedicated many hours 
to format, proofread and edit all the writing. 
Sarah does the research, and her husband 
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(CHOP). As the “kid who reacts to every-
thing,” he was perfect research material. 
!ey ran many tests, but they, too, couldn’t 
"gure out what was causing his reactions.

Most of the processed foods that Shalom 
eats can’t have more than a single ingredient. 
Many of the ingredients on his diet are 
perishable because there are no additives. 
When Shalom was young, Sarah found “the 
only cereal in the world” that he could eat. 
It’s no longer available. So Shalom eats 
something homemade from oats or rice for 
breakfast. Sarah drives to school to bring 

him lunch every day, and then she goes home 
to prepare his dinner. 

Shalom can only eat one snack: a certain 
brand of potato chips made with olive oil. 
He’s even allergic to iodized salt. She says, 
“He sees children eating so many di#erent 
snacks, and he can only snack on those 
chips, every single day of his life. !ere’s a 
physical concern with allergies, but there’s 
also a very draining emotional cost. When 
a rebbi brings in a box of donuts for a Rosh 
Chodesh treat, a child with allergies will 
go home and cry about being left out.”

re"nes and edits each piece.
For the Gertzfelds, it’s a labor of love. 

!ey don’t draw a salary from their work 
on the project. While she’s a constant pres-
ence on the chat, responds to the many 
phone calls, and updates the website regu-
larly, her life continues to revolve around 
the needs of Shalom, who is now 11 years 
old. She says, “He hasn’t slept well in 11 
years. Neither have we.” 

Two years ago, Shalom was part of a 
research group at the Food Reaction Clinic 
in Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia 

FREE SHIPPING ON
ORDERS OF $75+
VIA      GROUND

TOETALLYYOU.COM
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TOETALLY  YOU HAS YOU COVERED!
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At one point, Sarah hired a woman for 
full-time help with the food prep for 
Shalom. It lasted only a short while. When 
her helper, who didn’t speak English, left 
the job, she wrote a letter to Sarah in 
Spanish thanking her for the job. !en she 
wrote, “I’m sorry you have such a hard life.” 

Sarah’s reaction was, “I don’t walk around 
thinking that I have such a hard life, but I 
do wish people understood what this is like. 
!ey say things like, ‘Why are you making 
such a big deal? It’s just an allergy!’ Food 
is a big deal for everyone. We celebrate 
everything with food. A Kiddush. A bris. A 
bar mitzvah. Everything. And Shalom can 
never be part of that. It’s not just an allergy. 
It’s a full-time job, and his su"ering is very 
real. He also tends to get sick often. If he 
plays a game outdoors, he ends up limp 
and lethargic and needs a recovery period.”

Another area that is a"ected by allergy 
is travel. She says, “We avoid going on trips 
because they take so much preparation and 
are so complicated. Shalom talks about 

Summer Registration Now Open!

going to Israel. I love him so much and 
would want to do it for him, but I can’t see 
how it would be possible. He’ll smell falafel 
or garlic knots and then what?” 

Recently, Sarah began to look in another 
direction. She says, “Shalom’s results were 
so abnormal that I began to wonder if it 
could be more than allergies—something 
like an auto-immune condition.” Her 
husband knows someone who su"ers from 
mast cell activation syndrome (MCAS), 
and many of his symptoms are similar to 
Shalom’s. 

Mast cells are the body’s #rst line of 
defense against pathogens. In response to 
a threat—germs or viruses—they trigger 
the body’s immune system by releasing 
mediators that contain chemicals including 
histamine. !is sets o" a rapid in$amma-
tory response to destroy the threat. With 
mast cell activation syndrome, the mast 
cells are activated inappropriately; they 
respond to harmless triggers as if they were 
under attack and release too many media-
tors, which causes the patient to experience 
a severe allergic reaction. 

MCAS symptoms can be set o" by ex-
posure to many stimuli including tem-
perature changes, certain foods and drinks, 
medications, stress, dyes, medical proce-
dures and even touch.

!ere is no cure for MCAS. However, 
there are medications that can manage the 
symptoms. !ese include cromolyn sodium, 
which is known as a “mast cell stabilizer” 
because it prevents mast cells from releas-
ing histamine and other in$ammatory 
chemicals. 

One woman on the chat has a child who, 
like Shalom, is allergic to smell, heat and 
exercise. Shalom is out of commission 
during the summer because of this, which 
is an indication that his problems go way 
beyond allergies. Her child—who was so 
reactive to heat that he had to wear a fan 
at all time—was diagnosed with MCAS. 

!ree months ago, Sarah took on some-
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“IF 
THERE’S 
ANYTHING 
I CAN 
DO…” 
HOW CAN WE 
SUPPORT FAMILIES 
SUFFERING FROM 
ALLERGIES?

Take allergies 
seriously. 

Always ask a mother before giving 
her child anything to eat. Also, be 
aware that allergy mothers get very 
scared when children run around near 
their child with food to which their 
child is allergic.

Listen. Don’t tell a parent to “Come 
on, just let her have a little,” or assure 
them that their child doesn’t look “that 
bad” to you. Many allergy su!ferers 
experience delayed reactions.

Be careful. Many schools are nut-
free on paper. What about on the bus? 
Is anyone reading the ingredients on 

the wafer that another child brought? 
Some schools don’t allow any outside 
snacks. 

Increase 
sensitivity. 

As a family member, it’s impor"ant to 
understand that simchahs and/or 
travel present unique challenges to 
those who su!fer from allergies.

As a sta!f member, think about what 
it feels like for the student or camper 
who watches everyone else eat treats 
that he or she can’t have. Consider 
non-food rewards, especially for young 
children.

thing new in Shalom’s merit: She says 
Nishmas every day. She says, “When I was 
in Israel 18 years ago, I went to see Reb-
betzin Kanievsky, a”h, and she gave me a 
Nishmas card. I heard from others that it 
works wonders, so I !gured this would be 
a good thing to do now.”

She was planning to call the allergist who 
had seen Shalom years earlier to ask him 
about mast cell activation syndrome. Shalom 
was no longer seeing this doctor because 
there was no more testing to do, but Sarah 
had referred many families to him over the 
years. She was surprised when the doctor 
called her and said, “I think your son may 
have MCAS. It !ts with how he presents, 
and he meets the criteria.” Sarah replied, 
“Actually, I was planning to ask you if it’s 
possible that he has something called mast 
cell activation syndrome.” "e doctor said, 
“MCAS is mast cell activation syndrome.” 

"e doctor had been learning more about 
MCAS and had starting seeing it more 
often. Some medical professionals believe 
that MCAS is on the rise because of the 

 I WISH PEOPLE 
UNDERSTOOD WHAT 

THIS IS LIKE. FOOD IS A 
BIG DEAL FO! 

EVE!YONE. WE 
CELEB"ATE EVE!YTHING 
WITH FOOD. A KIDDUSH. 
A BRIS. A BAR MITZVAH. 

AND SHALOM CAN 
NEVER BE PA!T OF THAT. 

IT’S NOT JUST AN 
ALLERGY. IT’S A FULL#

TIME JOB, AND HIS 
SUFFERING IS VE!Y 

REAL.
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Summer Registration Now Open!

As a parent of a classmate of an “allergy 
child,” when you’re at the planning stages of a 
par!y for your child, think about the child who 
has allergies. It would mean so much to that 
child, and to that child’s parent, if you reach 
out to ask them what you can do to make the 
par!y safe for them to attend.  

More resources: 
Parents of children with allergies need 

respite. And children with allergies need 
socialization and fun—which is not always 
possible in a camp where the children go on 
trips, eat ice cream and slush, are exposed to 
heat and crowds, etc. Perhaps there should be 
a discussion about a camp that accommo-
dates these special needs related to allergies.

barrage of environmental toxins, molds and 
chemicals.!

Sarah brought Shalom to the doctor. He 
went through all the history, the test results 
and the symptoms, and he diagnosed 
Shalom with MCAS. Shalom now takes 
cromolyn sodium and an H1 antihistamines 
three times a day.

"is was a big breakthrough.
Finally, it all made sense. It wasn’t just 

that Shalom couldn’t tolerate food; he 
couldn’t even tolerate the way foods are 
processed. Sarah explains, “What changed 
when we got the diagnosis? First of all, 
there was validation. We #nally knew what 
caused Shalom to lie down on the kitchen 
chairs after he played outside or why he 
had chest pains. We saw the list of MCAS 
symptoms. Most of them matched his.

“Also, since he was a baby, I traveled from 
doctor to doctor in New York, New Jersey 
and Philadelphia. It was very draining, 
because we couldn’t get answers for what 
was causing his symptoms. Now, we’re at 
the end of the search. I no longer have to 

run all over the place with him to try to 
#nd out what he has. We know. He has 
MCAS. "e next step is #guring out how 
to help him deal with it.

“Although there isn’t a cure, at least we 
have a direction, and we know it isn’t normal 
allergies. When a person has an allergy, 
they avoid the substance they are allergic 
to, and if they’re exposed and react, they 
take Benadryl or, if necessary, chas v’shalom, 
an injection by EpiPen. MCAS doesn’t 
work like that. Shalom’s body is always in 
reaction mode. Cromolyn sodium is meant 
to calm his body’s reactions. 

“Will this medicine work? We don’t 
know. If it doesn’t work—and, as of now, 
it’s not working that well and the doctor 
just raised his dosage—we’ll go to the next 
medication, which is an injection that costs 
$30,000 a month and is very hard to access. 
But at least we have something to try. 
Cromolyn sodium is step one. I’m davening 
that it should work.”

It’s not a “happily ever after” ending, but 
it’s a good start. O
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three-year-old daughter, who was 
watching, was hustled o! to a neighbor 
while Noa went to the hospital with her 
baby. She says, “For months afterwards, 
my daughter had trauma. She’d ask 
nervously if Moshe needed his EpiPen.”

Noa spent time calming her daughter 
and explaining Moshe’s allergies to her. 
“I reminded my daughter that there are 
lots of foods that Moshe can eat. When 
other people commented on the many 
things Moshe had to avoid, his big sister 

would pipe up in the sweet voice of a 
three-year-old: ‘"ere are lots of foods 
that Moshe can eat.’”

Blood tests showed that Moshe was 
allergic to many more foods, including 
wheat and soy. Noa says, “I’d never heard 
of anyone with so many allergies. Here I 
was, a dietitian, and I couldn’t seem to 
feed my own child!” 

"e only childcare placement that 
worked for Moshe was at a group for 
children with special needs, which 

DIETICIAN 
VS. 
ALLERGIES 
NOA MILLER HELPS 
OTHERS—AS WELL 
AS HER OWN SON

Two years ago, Noa Miller, 
who had just completed 
four years of coursework 
and 1,200 hours of 
internship to become an 
RDN (registered 

dietitian nutritionist), gave birth to her 
second child, Moshe. From the very #rst 
day, little Moshe was in distress. During 
COVID, Noa was isolated from her 
parents and in-laws with a baby who 
cried and squirmed and wouldn’t let her 
put him down. 

“I held him all day and rocked him all 
night. I remember frantically pushing 
him in his stroller, back and forth, 
hoping to rock him to sleep. Moshe’s 
skin was red, angry and oozing. I took 
him for allergy testing when he was four 
months old. At that age, the tests are not 
so reliable. "e results were that Moshe 
was allergic to dairy, eggs, salmon and a 
few other foods. I wanted to keep 
nursing him, but I’m sensitive to nutri-
tion and not a fan of taking healthy food 
out of mothers’ diets. Formula wasn’t an 
option because he refused bottles, so I 
stayed o! those foods and continued to 
nurse him, and his symptoms cleared. I 
reintroduced them very carefully.”

When Moshe was nine months old, 
Noa tried to give him solid food, “but 
Moshe had a strong gag re$ex. Once, I 
tried a new food, his face and neck 
swelled up and he choked. I injected him 
with an EpiPen and called 911.” Her 
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provided an enhanced level of care. !ere 
was another child in that childcare group 
who su"ered from severe allergies. His 
mother told Noa about Sarah’s Allergi-
c2Allergies WhatsApp chat. 

“I was thrilled to connect with the other 
women and became a regular on the chat. 
I found out about Ripple milk, which is 
made of pea protein. As a dietitian, I knew 
a bit about nutrition. My son was allowed 
almonds, and people may think that 
almond milk is a good milk replacement, 
but it’s not. It only has one gram of 
protein. Finding a pea protein milk was 
life-changing for us.”

Noa works in a Lakewood-based 
practice that specializes in picky eaters, 
emotional eaters and people with food 
disorders. 

As an allergy-mother, Noa brought 
new insights and hands-on knowledge 
from her work. “I realized that many 
doctors #nd it safer to broaden the ‘bad’ 
food groups and avoid liability. It’s much 
easier to lump an entire family of foods 
together instead of testing for each food, 
one at a time. For example, if a child is 
allergic to one nut or one legume, parents 
may be advised to avoid all nuts and 
legumes. !at adds unnecessary hardship. 
Your child may be allergic to sesame but 
can still have chickpeas or lentils. When 
I asked my allergist why she isn’t testing 
for those, she said, ‘!ey’re not so 
common. Not everyone eats them.’ But 
for someone on a limited diet, each food 
makes a huge di"erence. Ask. When I 
went to my allergist, I brought my own 
food to my appointment, and we did a 
separate test for every food I felt was 
necessary.”

Noa’s allergist believes in desensitiza-
tion therapy. If an allergy doesn’t look too 
serious, he will go step by step to see if 
the patient can be desensitized. Desensi-
tization therapy works by introducing 
very small amounts of the allergen, and 

then slowly increasing the allergen load 
until a patient hopefully outgrows the 
allergy entirely. It’s a time-consuming and 
somewhat risky process, because exposure 
can activate an allergic response—which 
is why many practitioners are reluctant to 
do it. If skin tests or labs indicate that 
there may not be an allergy at all, the 
allergist does an oral challenge. First, a 
small amount of the allergen is placed on 
the skin for a few minutes. If nothing 
happens, the food is then placed on the 
lip. If there is still no reaction, the food is 
eaten. An oral challenge is the only way 
to truly determine an allergy, because the 
skin prick tests and bloodwork often 
show inaccurate or in$ated results. 

Desensitization therapy is only an 
option for some patients. For others, such 
as Yaakov Tzvi Katz and Shalom Gertz-
feld, whose bodies are in a constant 
reactive state, even the slightest exposure 
to an allergen can be life threatening. 

Moshe Miller outgrew his wheat and 
egg allergy, and life became much easier, 
even though there are still a number of 
foods he can’t tolerate. But because eating 
had been uncomfortable for him for so 
long, he was wary. When he was o"ered 
food, he would turn away, or take a bite 
and spit it out. Last summer, when the 
Millers were #nally able to travel to 
Canada to visit Noa’s family, was a 
turning point. Moshe saw everyone 
together at meals, relaxing, enjoying their 
food, and he joined in. “!is is why I 
teach people that eating as a family is so 
healthy,” says Noa. “Food provides love, 
connection and safety; it’s so much more 
than just nutrition.”

Noa recalls the story of the family 
whose house felt too crowded until they 
were advised to bring all their animals 
into the house. When the animals were 
taken out, the house felt miraculously 
spacious. Every food that Moshe now 
eats feels like a gift. O
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