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As I walked into our synagogue board meeting in May, I found an American flag planted on our lawn. It 
was not placed there by a congregant. Now, maybe this flag just happened to find its way to our shul, 

or maybe our neighbors were trying to communicate something to us. I don’t know what the intent was, 
but for me the flag’s presence sparked many thoughts, questions, and a shadow of concern. After the 
shootings in Pittsburgh and San Diego, and the mosque fire in New Haven, small gestures carry a big 
impact. What was the flag meant to convey, if anything? Something about whether or not our 117-year-
old congregation belongs in Waterville? About the role of Jews in America? I cannot say. 

I wish I could have had a conversation with the person who planted that flag, to understand their views, 
their intent. I would tell them the stories of our congregation’s veterans, and the American flag that has 
always stood next to our bimah. I would talk with them about the independent, Jewish-family-owned 
department stores that made Waterville great in the 1960s, and our community’s commitment to 
supporting Waterville’s social service organizations. We belong here. We are rooted here. We have been 
here for over a century and are not going anywhere. We will continue to make central Maine vibrant with 
our traditions, commitments, and values.

Our Bodies and Our Faith
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Supporting small town Jewish life is not just about 
helping small synagogues with limited resources. 
It is about supporting the Jewish communities 
that take serious risks to be present and educate 
our communities about our history, our present 
contributions, and our shared future. When 
our Maine Jewish Youth Connection brought 
together dozens of Jewish teens and Hillel 
students from around the state of Maine, we 
were not just sponsoring a social program with 
Torah learning. We were providing a haven and a 
gathering space for kids who struggle with being 
the only Jewish kids in their schools, often facing 
harassment and exclusion. When we put on the 
Maine Conference for Jewish Life, we are not just 
running another Jewish learning conference. We 
are providing a room brimming with prayer and 
learning, a space that is safe and full enough 
to bring comfort and joy. When we bring our 
Sunday conference programming to downtown 
Waterville, we are educating our neighbors about 
the joy and diversity of Jewish life, and the deep, 
historical commitments we have to our hometown. 
I took deep pride that at our last Community 
Conversation, it was the Center for Small Town 
Jewish Life that brought together over 100 people 
from across the political spectrum to learn Torah, 
engage in challenging conversations, and mobilize 
our community to ensure that Waterville will be a 
loving home for all of its residents.

We are in a precarious moment as an American-
Jewish community, and small town Jews are on 
the frontline in ensuring that America lives up to 
its core values. We put our bodies and our faith on 
the line each day to bring diversity, understanding, 
compassion, and Torah values to every corner of 
our nation. I am proud of our congregants and 
students for taking on this work each day, and I am 
grateful to all of you for supporting us in the sacred 
journey.

See you at Thomas College and downtown 
Waterville June 21-23, 2019, for the Maine 
Conference for Jewish Life!

B’vrachot, with blessings,
Rabbi Rachel Isaacs
Executive Director
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This year I have had the wonderful opportunity 
of being the Center for Small Town Jewish Life 

Leadership Fellow in charge of our Community 
Conversations series. We had three separate 
conversations revolving around the central 
theme of “Home.” Our first conversation delved 
into the topic of immigration and asked the 
question, “What must we give—and give up—to be 
American?” This conversation featured Rabbi Erica 
Asch, who offered a Jewish perspective, and Colby 
Pugh Center leader Bethashley Cajuste ’20, who 
brought her own experience of familial immigration 
and as a Black woman in the United States.  

In January, we hosted three speakers: Naomi 
Schaefer Riley, an American Enterprise Institute 
resident fellow; Beth Cooper Benjamin, associate 
director of the Joseph Stern Center for Social 
Responsibility Marlene Meyerson JCC Manhattan; 
and Adrienne Carmack ’18 from the Lesbian, Gay, 
Bisexual, and Transgender Center in New York City 
to offer their insight on the question, “What is the 
role of the American family today? 

Our final conversation addressed the timely 
question, “Who calls Waterville home?” and 
brought together Colby College President David 
Greene, Waterville City Manager Mike Roy, and 
Rabbi Rachel Isaacs of Beth Israel Congregation to 
offer their unique perspectives on an issue at the 
forefront in our community. This is the first event 
in which we fielded questions from the audience, 
which allowed those in attendance to steer the 
conversation to address their specific perspectives.

These three conversations drew the largest 
attendance in the short history of the Community 
Conversations program, and we only hope to build 
on this success next year. It has been wonderful 
to see so many from both the Colby and the 
greater Waterville community come to engage in 
meaningful conversation.  

Home & Community Conversations
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We have learned from and felt challenged by 
the speakers who brought their world views and 
expertise to the conversation. Our panelists sowed 
rich fodder for the breakout discussions that took 
place after the panelists’ debate. In this program, 
it has been important to bring in experts to speak 
on issues relevant to our community to elevate and 
refine the level of our discourse. Our panelists also 
expertly modeled a difficult skill—how to engage in 
an animated, respectful discussion on important 
issues where you don’t all agree. 

Following the preliminary conversation between 
thought leaders, each table of participants broke 
out into discussions facilitated by a person at each 
table. Walking around during these small group 
discussions, I heard fruitful conversations between 
a priest and a Colby Hillel student, between a 
Colby athlete and a Waterville shop owner, and 
between other people who might otherwise 
be unlikely to engage. Personal connection is 
important in fostering a healthy community, and 
Community Conversations functions to foster this 
personal connection. The positive results of our 
program become evident to me when I am walking 
downtown with a Colby friend and we recognize 

and greet someone we met at the last event.
We are working to harness the energy and 
momentum sparked at our Community 
Conversations this year to create lasting change 
in our Colby and Waterville communities. These 
events have been rich and beautiful, but the 
success of these events is not enough. We are 
thinking critically about how to implement the 
ideas and relationships forged here. There are 
projects in the works, including a Community 
Conversations steering committee and an 
academic course at Colby called “Faith, Class, 
and Community” in which students will engage 
with these issues both on the ground and from a 
serious academic perspective. There is room for 
more voices and insights at the table. If you are 
interested in helping us build this movement in 
Waterville, please be contact us at jewishlife@
colby.edu. Hope to see you next year at Community 
Conversations!

Lane Kadish ’20
Jewish Life Leadership Fellow
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This spring I had the opportunity to engage not 
only with members of our current cohort of 

CSTJL rabbinical student fellows but also with a 
much broader range of future communal leaders. 
I came away more convinced than ever that many 
in the next generation of rabbis and cantors are 
eager to learn about the special dimensions of 
Jewish life in small communities and to contribute 
to their vibrancy.

I spent a day at the Jewish Theological Seminary 
in New York teaching about the dynamics of small 
town Jewish life and answering practical questions 
about what it takes to thrive, personally and 
professionally, outside major metropolitan areas. 
Over a dozen rabbinical and cantorial students 
attended a lunch session or approached me with 
questions after minhah, the second of three daily 
periods of prayer, where I gave a brief d’var Torah, 
or sermon, that generated further interest in the 
center’s work.

I also had the opportunity to get to know seven 
rabbinical students from different seminaries who 
applied to our fellowship program for the coming 
year. My CSTJL colleagues and I were impressed 
by the overall quality and passion of those in the 
applicant pool. We’re excited to work with the 
following students next year in our Rabbinical 
Student Fellows Program.

• Madeline Cooper is a rising third-year student 
and Wexner Graduate Fellow at the Reform 
movement’s seminary in New York (Hebrew 
Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion). 
Madeline graduated from the Jewish Studies 
program at Dartmouth College, where she 
conducted research on Jewish communities in 
New Hampshire and Vermont; she went on to 
serve as the education director of the Upper 
Valley Jewish Community in Hanover. Madeline 

will work with Rabbi Erica Asch at Temple Beth 
El in Augusta while also engaging students at 
Bates College, where she already leads High 
Holiday services.

• Max Edwards is a rising fourth-year student at 
Hebrew College in Newton, Mass. Max, who 
grew up in a small town, earned a master’s 
in Jewish studies at Harvard Divinity School, 
studied at Yeshivat Hadar, and has experience 
in day-school education. He will work with Rabbi 
Rachel Isaacs in Waterville, serving both Beth 
Israel Congregation and Colby Hillel.

• Rachel Putterman anticipates graduating from 
Hebrew College in the spring of 2020 after a 
prior career in law. She serves as the director of 
Boston College Hillel and created “All Genders 
Wrap,” a series of online videos on how to wrap 
tefillin, featuring diverse Jews of all genders. 
Rachel will work with Rabbi Lisa Vinikoor, both 
at Beth Israel Congregation in Bath and at 
Bowdoin Hillel.

These fellows will get their first taste of Jewish 
life in Maine in June at the Maine Conference 
for Jewish Life, where they will also learn from 
outgoing fellows Benjy Forester (Jewish Theological 
Seminary) and Lily Solochek (Reconstructionist 
Rabbinical College). They will each spend six 
extended weekends in Maine next year, culminating 
in the 2020 conference.

A few cantorial students expressed interest in the 
CSTJL fellowship program but ultimately did not 
apply; we plan to offer a Messerschmidt Cantorial 
Fellowship again next year.

David Freidenreich
Associate Director

Welcoming the Second Cohort of 
Rabbinical Student Fellows
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Maine Jewish Youth Connection, 
Boston Edition

The first weekend in April, a sunny few days in 
idyllic Brookline, Mass.—this is where a group of 

Maine teens, gathering from the far reaches of the 
state, joined two Colby Hillel students, Center for 
Small Town Jewish Life staff, and rabbinic fellow 
Benjy Forester for a weekend of learning, fun, and 
community-building. These teens were just some 
of the 25 teenagers who participated in a series 
of events held in central Maine over the course of 
the school year. Their weekend in Boston capped 
off an amazing inaugural year for this program, 
now officially known as the Maine Jewish Youth 
Connection. 

We left Maine early on Friday morning, reaching 
the famed Rami’s for a lunch together. (Hailing 
from a state with no year-round kosher restaurants, 
we made sure to enjoy the options available to us!) 
Benjy led us in a lovely Kabbalat Shabbat service 
at our AirBnB, and we enjoyed a tech-less erev 
Shabbat together. We were lucky enough to enjoy 
the hospitality of Temple Beth Zion and Rabbi 
Claudia Kreisman on Shabbat morning, and had 

a fabulous tour of the area with Zoë Lang after 
lunch. (Thanks, Zoë, for making sure we also got to 
see the birthplace of JFK!) After a lovely havdalah, 
or end of Shabbat, together, we extended the 
sweetness of our Shabbat with some special ice 
cream. On our last day together, we hit up the Taza 
chocolate factory for a tour and some samples 
(because how can you pass up a chocolate 
factory?!). Before we returned to Maine, we had 
a beautiful time visiting Mayyim Hayyim Living 
Waters. This mikveh, or ritual immersion pool, 
and educational center was not only gorgeous, 
the wonderful educators there gave us a great 
overview of mikva’ot. Then it was back in the van, 
and back to Maine! The kids were exhausted but 
happy and had forged important connections over 
the course of the weekend.

We at the CSTJL have been incredibly pleased—
and touched—by the commitment teens from 
across the state have shown to participating in the 
Jewish Youth Connection. We’re looking forward 
to another year of programming, starting with an 
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Capacity Building with 
Hillel International 

Last December the Hillel International Global 
Assembly took place over the course of three days 
at a hotel in Denver. I knew I’d found the right hotel 
when I walked into the lobby and immediately saw 
a crowd of kippah-clad heads bobbing through 
the room and the sounds of different languages—
Hebrew, Russian, and New York-accented English—
echoing through the large space. The sights and 
sounds could only be those of a gathering of more 
than a thousand Jewish professionals at the Hillel 
International Global Assembly (HIGA). 
 
I grew up in Denver, but arriving at HIGA, I had a 
keen feeling that I was no longer Dorothy in my 
metaphorical Kansas. Traveling from Maine, the 
place I now call home, I wondered at the last time 
I’d been in a room with more than a thousand 
other people, and for that matter, when was the 
last time I’d seen so many Jewish people in one 
place? Perhaps never… The days that followed 
were a rich dive into the diversity of Jewish college 
life across this country and around the world. I 
walked away at the end of the gathering with a 
fistful of business cards—tokens of interesting 
conversations and connections made, copious 
notes and ideas scrawled in my notebook, and a 
rooted pride in the Jewish community I represented 
in Maine.

Beyond attending their annual gathering, Hillel 

International has become an important partner in 
our work at the Center for Small Town Jewish Life. 
They dedicate significant resources, human and 
financial, to building Jewish life at a wide diversity 
of schools—including small, rural colleges. Over 
the past year, this common ground with Hillel 
International has developed into a critical working 
relationship, a relationship that is helping us build 
capacity and better support our community.
 
Hillel International is supporting our work with 
Jewish communities in Maine in a variety of ways. 
Here are some of the areas where we are building 
capacity with one another:
 
• Hillel International is helping to make my 

position, the only full-time post at the center, 
possible through a generous grant to be 
distributed over two years. They are committed 
to supporting our work that promotes the 
growth of Hillels and local Hillel/synagogue 
relationships around the state. 

• Hillel International has backed up their 
financial support for our organization by 
connecting us with resources, learning 
opportunities, and access to their staff. We 
enjoy support and periodic check-ins from Hillel 
Solo-Pro director Rabbi Danielle Leshaw. 

event later this summer. We’re hoping to pull in 
even more teens, and next year’s trip promises 
to be just as exciting, if not more than this year’s. 
In the interim, we have amazing teen programs 
scheduled for the Maine Conference for Jewish 
Life (including a session with Benjy!). Plus, we’re 
always looking for teens to serve as counselors in 
training at the summer Funtensive. Many thanks 
to all the teens who participated this year, and 
especially to those who stuck with us through 

traffic and tolls to enjoy a beautiful Shabbat 
together. We’re looking forward to seeing you again 
soon! 

Melanie Weiss
Director of Summer Programs
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• We are lucky to count Mimi Kravetz, senior 
talent officer at Hillel, as part of our national 
board—advising us on projects, issues, and 
approaches to growth. During a staff meeting 
in April, she Skyped in to speak with us about 
more opportunities for collaboration, increasing 
the visibility of the center’s work nationally, and 
what trends Hillel International sees on college 
campuses around the country. 

• Throughout the HIGA, my Maine nametag 
became a catalyst with which to start 
conversations. The fruit of one of these 
conversations, with Tim Cohen, senior vice 
president of development at Hillel, was a 
connection to a large grant that will subsidize 
a Colby College trip to Israel in December of 
2019. We have retained full control over the 
itinerary, and the goal of the trip is to make 
it possible for a diverse group of Jewish and 
non-Jewish students to travel abroad, work on 
Hebrew language skills, and develop a nuanced 
view of and relationship to Israel.

• I was delighted to receive an email in early 
May announcing that Emma Hoffman ’20, one 
of our Hillel leaders at Colby and one of our 
Jewish Life Fellows, has been selected to be a 

member of the the fourth cohort of the Hillel 
International Student Cabinet. The cabinet 
allows Hillel International’s leadership to 
benefit directly from the advice, opinions, and 
perspectives of Jewish college students. The 
cohort is diverse, and we know that Emma will 
add an important voice to this group of talented 
students.

 
We are a young organization, and we are growing 
and evolving along with the needs and goals of our 
community members. Finding national partners 
in this work is a necessity as we develop an 
ambitious vision for supporting Jewish life in Maine 
and small towns across the country. We’ve been 
blessed in this regard, cultivating a relationship 
with Hillel international that is expanding our 
capacity, connecting us with experts and best 
practices, and sharing our passion for cultivating 
Jewish life outside of major urban centers. We feel 
buoyed by this support and are proud that these 
connections translate directly to more Jewish life 
programming and Jewish culture here at home, in 
my metaphorical Kansas, better known as Maine. 

Sarah Rockford ’15
Program Coordinator
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This year I’ve worked as the Beit Midrash Jewish 
Leadership Fellow with the Center for Small 

Town Jewish Life. I took on this work because 
it gave me the opportunity to create a space to 
explore ideas that are pretty taboo at Colby. I spent 
last fall studying in Israel, and the experience 
made me fall in love with discussions of faith. 
Every Shabbat dinner, I would sit with various 
families and talk openly about their journey 
through faith. From converts to people who had 
left their childhood faith traditions, everyone had a 
unique and beautiful story. I returned to Colby with 
a desire to share this dialogue and openness with 
both my Colby and Waterville communities. 

Each year, the Beit Midrash series takes on a 
broad Jewish theme and breaks it down into three 
evenings of text study and dinner that brings 
together Colby students and Waterville community 
members. This year, we explored faith, or emunah 
in Hebrew, in three different contexts: personal, 

Talking Faith at Beit Midrash

family, and the Jewish people. 

In our first event, we began by breaking into pairs 
to talk about our own personal faith and what faith 
means to each of us. During our second session, 
we gathered for Shabbat dinner to contemplate 
the place of faith within Jewish families. We 
sang songs—raising our voices in unison to 
create beautiful music in the center of campus. 
We worked together to overcome just a little 
discomfort, making a bunch of virtual strangers 
a family in faith. The final Beit Midrash event 
concentrated on the role of faith in defining Jewish 
peoplehood. Here, we explored Jewish identity and 
what many scholars have said about the existence 
of Jewish identity throughout time—vast subjects 
that we studied by parsing text and sharing our 
own experiences and views. 

One of my favorite memories was after the second 
Beit Midrash when a student approached me to 
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express how thankful she was for the program. 
As we cleaned the Hillel kitchen together, she 
confessed that she did not feel like there were 
many places on campus where she felt welcome 
to talk about faith. As a devout Christian, she was 
excited to see other groups on campus talking 
about faith and what it meant to them. Even 
moreso, she was excited that it was a Jewish 
Studies event. Though she had been immersed 
in the Jewish Studies academic program, it 
concentrates on history, personal narratives, 
and cultural dynamics and there is not much 
space to talk about faith. She felt that she lacked 
perspective on the Jewish religious experience and 
was grateful to have Beit Midrash to explore that 
aspect of Judaism with her neighbors. 

One of the challenges of the program was creating 
a source sheet that encompassed plenty of Jewish 
ideas but also could all be discussed in an hour. 
Emunah is a rich topic, and there were many 
different texts that I loved but couldn’t include due 
to time constraints. Through this process I learned 
a lot about how to harness my own passion to 
make it conveyable to other people. 

My greatest accomplishment with Beit Midrash 
was the number of students and community 
members who attended. I thought the topic of faith 
might be prickly, uncomfortable, and unappealing 
to my community. Instead, I was awed by the 
courage participants had in order to share about 
a deeply personal matter and engage in fruitful 
conversations. 

I loved working with the Center for Small Town 
Jewish Life to cultivate a space where I could 
engage in a rigorous, academic text study, while 
also making connections with people from 
different backgrounds. The skills I’ve gained 
talking about faith, putting together text study, and 
working to create an environment that is amenable 
to fruitful discussions are skills that will sustain me 
in my work and life. I can’t wait to attend next year 
and learn from my peers and Waterville neighbors. 

Chasity McFadden ’20
Jewish Life Leadership Fellow
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