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in Rural Maine and Beyond

Does anyone know what normal is? As many of us prepared for Zoom seders and matzah ball soup 
for two this Passover, we struggled to remember what normal is. For most of us, the world did not 

turn right-side-up after Purim. And yet, this period has brought certain core questions into a rare, striking 
focus: What really matters? How do I participate and contribute to my community? What do I need to 
keep my Jewish life animate and inspirational, and how can I keep it up without the usual tools at my 
disposal? What do I want my normal to be?

Of course, as many Maine Jews know—especially those of us who have moved from major Jewish 
population centers—we have needed to ask ourselves these questions for years. It didn’t take the 
outbreak of a major disease for us to get inventive and collaborative in order to create fulfilling Jewish 
lives under challenging conditions. And as many of us have discovered over the course of these past 
weeks, sometimes isolation empowers us to create something more beautiful and resilient than what we 
would have when we could take certain resources for granted.
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What is Normal?
More than 300 community members attended virtual statewide Shabbat services, April 3, 2020.
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CANMP volunteers and community members at the Old 
Hallowell Day Parade, 2019. It is not normal—or at least not usual—for a 

Jewish community to be the primary address for 
supporting Iraqi and Syrian immigrants, and for 
providing Arabic lessons to local citizens who 
want to be effective allies for new Americans. It 
isn’t normal for Jewish and Muslim kids to walk 
side by side down a Main Street in America, flying 
Israeli and Iraqi flags, to celebrate their heritages 
together, without protests or pushback. It isn’t 
normal for a Jewish nonprofit leader to bring a teen 
group of Muslims to the Tenement Museum in New 
York to explore the Jewish immigrant experience—
not as an intentional coexistence activity, but just 
because he wants to share a bit of himself with 
a group he loves to serve. And yet all of these 
things are normal in Maine. Chris Myers Asch of 
the Capital Area New Mainers Project, along with 
congregants from Temple Beth El in Augusta, led 
by his wife, Rabbi Erica Asch, have done all of this 
work. And the most remarkable thing about what 
he and the Jewish community of Augusta have 
achieved is that it feels perfectly normal.

It is not normal—or at least not usual—for all 
the rabbis of one state to come together almost 
immediately during times of crisis to offer each 
other love and guidance in supporting their 
individual communities. And it isn’t the norm to, 
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over the course of 24 hours, develop initiatives that bring collaborative Torah study consistently to our 
dispersed statewide community. But the Center for Small Town Jewish LIfe has done just that through 
our Ten Minutes of Torah series, which flooded Facebook with Jewish teachings from every corner of 
Maine. We did just that with a statewide, multi-rabbi Zoom Shabbat service in the days leading up to 
Passover (you can watch it here!). And the most remarkable thing of all was how natural the process 
was, and how we could pull these programs together quickly as a team built over many years, almost as 
if precisely for this moment.

Sometimes, normal is the best we can pray for. Sometimes, it is a blessing for us to be steeped in 
resources and to enjoy the convenience of having large communities and the systems they can provide. 
But sometimes, the greatest blessing is the resilience and creativity borne of difficult, unpredictable 
circumstances. The Jewish community of Maine has stood independently for quite some time, which 
has allowed us to create a Torah of our own, where teamwork and cross-cultural pollination are normal 
and beautiful and bring us the comfort we need in uncertain times. What a truly abnormal blessing, a 
precious gift you, our friends and supporters, have allowed us to build and grow for years.

The Capital Area New Mainers Project and the Center for Small Town Jewish Life rely on the generosity 
and commitment of our donors to protect and sustain Maine’s unique cultural and social ecosystem. As 
we celebrate the redemption that comes through arduous personal and collective journeys this Passover, 
we ask all of you to support us in serving our communities. Please share of yourselves in maintaining 
and building Maine’s unique “normal,” strengthening communities that lift spirits, stay present, and 
build a world that reflects our highest human potential. 

With prayers for healing, strength, and finding paths to new normals,

Rabbi Rachel M. Isaacs
Director, Center for Small Town Jewish Life 

Click here to support Jewish life at Colby and in Maine

Click here to support the Capital Area New Mainers Project

We need your help to continue making this 
work a reality. 

Thank you!

https://www.facebook.com/MaineJewishLife/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FLcF6pRHdmo
http://www.colby.edu/jewishlife/support/
https://www.newmainersproject.org/donate
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Faith In Waterville

discovered: faith-based poverty relief work 
in Waterville is thriving. Yes, many of these 
organizations are struggling for volunteers and 
funds, and some organizations lack networks 
with others that would increase their capacity, 
but they are making a real difference. National 
trends in the U.S. indicate that it is rare to find a 
congregation actively engaged in social services, 
but in Waterville we have several. There are free 
meals every day of the week for those who need 
them, as well as access to free toiletries, funds 
for heating, gas, and security deposits; these 
are supplemented by additional up-and-coming 
homeless ministries and spiritual care.

Our culminating project was to write a full report 
about what these religious communities are doing 
to address poverty in Waterville, profiling 25 
remarkable leaders in our community. We hope 
telling the story of the dedication, sacrifice, and 
commitment of these members of our community 
will inspire others in the greater Waterville area to 
donate, volunteer, and work together to help those 
in need.

This report was distributed to leaders and faith-
based organizations in Waterville who were looking 
for opportunities to collaborate and increase their 
impact. Mayor Nick Isgro also received the report 

I was frustrated. As far as I could tell, many 
Colby students didn’t understand or know how 

to engage with our local community members. 
I figured this was largely for socioeconomic 
reasons. After all, as a low-income student from 
conservative rural New England, I struggled to feel 
heard or understood at Colby. Waterville felt far 
more like home to me than Colby did. 

All this was bubbling up for me during a Center for 
Small Town Jewish Life meeting last fall as we were 
discussing divides in our community. So I blurted 
out, “What if we create a class in which students 
learn from community members and build real 
relationships?” As I tried to explain my frustration, 
Rabbi Rachel Isaacs and others around the table 
nodded and agreed: maybe that was something we 
could do.

By the time I came back from a semester 
studying abroad, Rabbi David Freidenreich had 
turned what was barely half of an idea into a 
full-fledged course proposal. We were going to 
focus on the intersection of religious traditions 
and socioeconomic class to better understand 
our community. In particular, we would talk about 
poverty and class dynamics in Waterville, as well 
as how local religious communities were seeking 
to alleviate poverty. 

The Center for Small Town Jewish Life took my 
frustration and my kernel of an idea and turned 
it into something productive and tangible: a real 
course with nine students eager to learn and 
engage. These students partnered with local faith-
based organizations to volunteer and to interview 
them about what they do and why. The course 
met twice a week in the Religious Studies seminar 
room to discuss our volunteer placements and our 
course readings, which ranged from statistics on 
hunger in Maine to Jill Jacobs’s book There Shall 
Be No Needy on a Jewish response to poverty.
In many ways, we were surprised by what we 

Tori Paquette ’20
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and will use the information in creating a task 
force to address rising homelessness in Waterville. 
Additionally, our work in this course received 
media coverage in the Morning Sentinel and 
Colby Magazine. 

For students, this was a particularly meaningful 
experience, as we reflected on our personal 
understanding of and responsibility to our 
community. This course gave us the opportunity 
to work together as a team with one vision: to 
tell the important stories about these religious 
organizations that aren’t being told, and to inspire 
further poverty relief work in Waterville. More than 
that, students were able to build real connections 
by collaborating with community members to tell 
their stories and serve 
alongside them.

As a student helping put this course together, I 
worked with community partners and religious 
leaders to address the real issues facing 
Waterville. The Center for Small Town Jewish Life 
valued me as an equal contributor in creating this 

course and helped me channel my frustration 
into something good, and for that I’m incredibly 
grateful. I believe that the relationships built here 
will grow into something bigger than we could 
have imagined.

- Tori Paquette ’20
Jewish Leadership Fellow

Students enrolled in the center’s Faith, Class, and Community course.



6

April 2020/ Nisan 5780

The primary goal of Community Conversations 
has always been to foster meaningful, personal 

relationships within our diverse community through 
discussion of issues of common concern. By 
appreciating and understanding the worldview 
of others, we strengthen our community as a 
whole and develop powerful interpersonal bonds, 
something that we can all rely on in the chaotic 
time in which we now find ourselves. After a 
successful series last year, we began the process 
of retooling the Community Conversations program 
to provide the most valuable experience for all 
who participate. 

Funded by a generous grant provided by the 
Interfaith Youth Core, a national nonprofit geared 
toward building a society “where interfaith 
cooperation is the norm,” we developed an 
additional Home Hospitality component to 
complement our usual discussion events. Many 
wonderful host families agreed to open up their 
homes to Colby students, with whom they were 
matched, for a monthly dinner and conversation. 

A New Season of 
Community Conversations

This would allow students and community 
members to form relationships and discuss their 
ideas prior to our collective spring event. We 
launched this program with a welcome dinner 
in January, which gave families and students 
the opportunity to meet one another, share 
ideas for possible activities, and schedule their 
first meeting. While the program this year has 
unfortunately been cut short, many Colby students 
still had the opportunity to form relationships with 
their host families, who jumped at the opportunity 
to assist students in any way possible during the 
abrupt closure of the college. We hope to continue 
and expand this program next year.  

One of our goals this year was to integrate the 
Community Conversations program with “Faith, 
Class, and Community,” a new CSTJL course 
launched in the fall 2019 semester (see story page 
4). This class resulted in a report investigating the 
immense contributions of faith-based institutions 
in Waterville and showcasing the incredible 
efforts of various local faith leaders in the fight 

Colby students and Waterville host families meet in the Chace Forum for the first time.
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against poverty. We were very excited to host a 
conversation this spring on the topic “What is the 
Role of Faith in Public Life?” incorporating this 
report and featuring Jamie Dickson, senior pastor 
of Kingdom Life Church in Waterville; Zachary 
Heiden, legal director at the ACLU of Maine; and 
Rabbi Erica Asch, Colby Jewish chaplain and 
spiritual leader of Temple Beth El in Augusta. 
While we are disappointed that we are unable to 
host it this year, this conversation will simply be 
postponed until next fall. 

I have been the Waterville jewish leadership fellow 
in charge of Community Conversations for the 
past two years and look back very fondly on the 
many relationships I have formed and insightful 
conversations I have had through the program. 
I will be graduating this year and passing this 
position on to another student, but I look forward 
to seeing the continued success of the program 
and returning to Waterville for future 
Community Conversations. 

- Lane Kadish ’20
Waterville Jewish Leadership Fellow

Lane Kadish ’20, right, and Elizabeth Jabar, director of 
civic engagement at Colby, left, together at the first Home 
Hospitality event in January.
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The Jewish Youth Connection

We had a great Jewish Youth Connection event 
this past February, with a lively game of 

broomball and our first international participant, 
coming our way from Canada! It was so great to 
have an opportunity to see and hangout with each 
other. Unfortunately, due to COVID-19 concerns, 
we canceled our March event and reimagined our 
May trip. We were set to take New York by storm, 
but are not heading down there this spring. We are 
still thinking through ways that we may be able to 
bring our teens together this summer, and we’re 
of course already considering how to make next 
year’s events extra special.

It’s been amazing to work with our teens, who 
are often driven hours just to spend a Sunday 
afternoon doing crafts, or cooking, or trampolining, 
before enjoying a dive into Jewish texts and some 
standard-issue pizza. They never complain about 
the hours in the car; they engage eagerly when 
we present them with difficult texts; they make 
sure to share the pizza. But the thing that brings 
them back, surely, more than the Mishnah or the 
broomball, is the way their faces light up when they 
see each other. For many of our teens, the Jewish 
Youth Connection provides the only contact with 
other young Jewish adults, and they clearly relish 
the opportunity.

Although we are still recovering from the 
disappointment regarding this spring’s trip, we 
will soon begin gearing up for another wonderful 
year. We are looking forward to seeing all our teens 
again soon!

- Melanie Weiss
Director of Summer Programs

Teens from across Maine play on the St. George River at 
Camp River Run during a JYC event.
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The 2019 Fall Shabbaton

A spectacular fall weekend in Maine. Rust-
colored leaves clinging to the trees. A brisk, 

starry evening. The warm glow of lights from a 
full dining hall. The strains of soulful guitar and 
heartfelt singing wafting through the air. So began 
our Fall Shabbaton weekend last October 
in Waterville. 

The weekend was full of a blend of Jewish music 
with an old-time flair, study with an eclectic group 
of scholars, and a remarkable community. Our 
musical guests, Nefesh Mountain, pulled up in 
their van just before Shabbat dinner, guitar, fiddle, 
bass, banjo, and mandolin in tow. After a shared 
Shabbat meal, over 150 community members 
participated in a transcendent Kabbalat Shabbat 
service led by Nefesh Mountain founders Doni and 
Eric Zasloff. As the service ended, the evening was 
just beginning. While some attendees chose to sit 
around a long table for a late-night tisch with Doni 
and Eric, others retreated to a packed conference 
room to hear from noted Talmudic scholar Ruth 
Calderon about the state of life in Israel today. 

Saturday’s full schedule included a non-
denominational Shabbat morning service, Talmud 
study with Dr. Calderon, Torah study with all three 
Maine rabbinical fellows, a delicious home-cooked 
lunch, a prayer run led by Leadership Fellow Ellie 
Spector, and a children’s visit to the Colby Museum 
of Art. An invigorating musical walk with Nefesh 
Mountain to a beautiful vantage point overlooking 
the Kennebec Valley was a highlight of the day for 
many, and the hot coffee and babka and rugelach 
from New York and Boston bakeries were heartily 
enjoyed by everyone on their return. 

A truly unique aspect of the Shabbaton was the 
delivery of an exquisite Seudah Shlishit—third meal 
of Shabbat—prepared by some talented chefs from 
the Capital Area New Mainers Project. We feasted 
on hummus, lentils, pita, savory rice, and other 
authentic Iraqi delicacies. The only problem was 
we quickly ran out of food. Never before have so 
many people stayed for all of Shabbat, and we 
were swamped—a good problem to have.

We had a great Jewish Youth Connection event 
this past February, with a lively game of broomball 
and our first international participant, coming 
our way from Canada! It was so great to have an 
opportunity to see and hang out with each other. 
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The weekend was enhanced by the participation 
of an enthusiastic group of young adults who 
joined us as part of the first Maine Roots cohort. 
With both parallel and joint programming, the 
group wove in and out of the general Shabbaton 
activities, bringing an added vibrancy to an already 
spirited event. 

With deep joy, we have seen the Fall Shabbaton 
grow from a secondary event on the Center 
calendar to a much-anticipated weekend of 
creativity, community, and scholarship. We are 
so gratified to have the participation not only of 
a geographically diverse crowd from across the 
state of Maine, but also the Maine Roots cohort, 
Colby, Bates, Bowdoin, and University of Maine 
students, and scholars and musicians who are 
internationally renowned. Who knew a small-town 
Maine event could gather so much momentum and 
serve as an increasingly anticipated and beloved 
weekend of community for sometimes isolated and 
far-flung Jews?

One of the many beloved traditions of the 
Shabbaton is the inclusion of Colby leadership 
fellows in the planning and execution of the event. 
This year, Alecsandria Davis ’20 was in from the 
start, working on funding, publicity, meal planning, 
cooking, and meeting every challenge with 
equilibrium, capability, and confidence. Here are a 
few words from Alecsandria: 

The Shabbaton was a lovely and moving time of 
serving alongside fellow Center employees and 
engaging with all of the events. My work with 
the Shabbaton began somewhat individually as 
I sent out emails to partnering departments and 
organizations across campus. As the event drew 
closer, my work became increasingly ingrained 
in the community that is at the heart of the 
Shabbaton. I met one-on-one and in groups with 
my fellow employees. I stood in the Beth Israel 
kitchen laughing and crying (only from the pounds 
of onions I offered to chop!) alongside Colby 
students and Center employees as we prepared 
the Shabbat lunch in advance.

When the day finally came, I shared a meal with 
people who started out as strangers. They had 
driven over an hour to come to Waterville for the 

weekend. By the end of the meal I had friends and 
a phone number “just in case you need anything.” 
I settled into a seat for Kabbalat Shabbat as music 
filled the room and sat until my hand was grabbed 
by a friend and I was pulled into a dance, weaving 
through the chairs to the beat. 

Saturday brought more time in the kitchen 
alongside Center employees over hefty pots of 
hearty stew and elbow deep in dishwater. I was 
able to spend the afternoon overseeing the 
children’s programming, playing with kids on a 
walk and losing at Twister. The evening closed with 
Nefesh Mountain’s full-band concert. Once again, 
I sat just until a hand reached out and pulled me 
from my seat to dance beside other students, my 
professors, and new friends. The night only ended 
when our circle turned, out of breath and grinning, 
to applaud the Nefesh Mountain encore. 

While still singing and swaying from the weekend 
with Nefesh Mountain and Ruth Calderon, we 
are planning with great excitement our 2020 
Shabbaton with artist Deborah Sacks Mintz, a 
transformative prayer leader, composer, and 
musician who is the community singing consultant 
at Hadar’s Rising Song Institute. Mark your 
calendars for Nov. 6-7, 2020, at Colby College, as 
the Fall Shabbaton tradition continues.

- Liz Snider
Administrative Specialist

Alecsandria Davis ’20
Jewish Leadership Fellow
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Late fall always comes as a relief to me. After 
a busy litany of the most important Jewish 

holidays of the year, I’m always worn out. In 
Waterville the High Holiday season ends not with 
Simchat Torah, as it does most other places in 
the Jewish world, but with the Fall Shabbaton—a 
Center event so institutionalized in our community 
that I think of it as the last in the season’s holiday 
series. This past year, I had added anticipation for 
the immersive weekend of music, learning, and 
community. In addition to a regular crowd of 150 
people traveling to Waterville, there were also 
20 millenials who had signed up to participate in 
the Maine Roots Retreat—an immersive Shabbat 
retreat designed to bring young people from 
around the state together. 
 
The Maine Roots retreat grew out of personal 
experience and a desire for a more robust group 
of peers. It can be lonely to be a young Jewish 
adult in Maine—part of a small religious minority 
and a young person living in the state with the 

The Inaugural Maine Roots Retreat

oldest population in the country. It’s easy to feel 
like a party of one. So, I wondered, what would it 
look like to gather young people from around the 
state for a Shabbat where we could break down 
the obstacles of density and distance to learn, 
celebrate, and build relationships, together?
 
This isn’t an original idea—Moishe House, 
an organization with international reach, 
works exclusively to build Jewish communal 
opportunities for people in their 20s. One arm of 
the organization, called Retreatology, empowers 
young Jewish people with training and financial 
resources to convene their peers for retreats 
designed around substantive Jewish learning. After 
participating in Retreatology training, I became 
eligible to apply for grants and mentorship to 
design my own retreat tailored to my community. 
Thus Maine Roots Retreat became a reality, and all 
I needed was to find people to participate with me.  
 

Maine Roots participants and community members dance together at the Nefesh Mountain concert during the Fall Shabbaton.
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A month before the Shabbaton registration was 
full, and instead of worrying no one would come, I 
was now stressed about fitting the robust group of 
participants into the Pleasant Street Inn, the cozy 
Waterville Airbnb we had booked for the weekend. 
In addition to locals, the retreat drew registrations 
from Colby Hillel alumni living in Boston, New 
York, and even D.C.—people who in many ways still 
consider Waterville their Jewish home. 
 
The group that arrived at the inn ranged 
widely—from rabbinical students, to people at 
the beginning of their Jewish journeys, to non-
Jewish partners. I was uneasy about designing 
programming for such a varied group of people, 
but the backgrounds of participants added depth 
and richness to our gathering and also amplified 
what we had in common. It became apparent that 
though we were all coming from different places, 
board games and good food were important 
common denominators.
 
Our schedule wove in and out of programming 
for the Fall Shabbaton—with dedicated sessions 
and experiences just for the Maine Roots cohort. 
Designing this retreat created opportunities to tap 
my favorite Jewish educators in the community to 
lead sessions. In a private Maine Roots session, 
Mel Weiss, the director of summer programs at the 
Center, taught about the rhythms of Shabbat and 
cultivating personal practice through the lens of 
Jewish text. Part of what speaks to me in Jewish 
ritual is a sense of solidarity with people around 
the world, across time, who choose to perform 
rituals in the same ways, connecting us together. 
The Maine Roots Retreat fostered this sense of 
solidarity and connection—building relationships 
together added depth to our own observances 
knowing we are part of a community. 
 
Where it felt important to build relationships as a 
cohort, I was equally interested in making sure that 
my peers felt connected to the wider Maine Jewish 
community. In a small community like ours, we 
can’t silo ourselves according to age. Rather, we all 
need to find a meaningful place within the context 
of the whole. The beauty of this intergenerational 
gathering came to the fore at the Nefesh Mountain 
concert on Saturday night, where the Maine Roots 
participants led exuberant dancing in front of the 

stage. I heard from many community members 
how wonderful it was to be at the concert with 
Maine Roots participants because of the spark 
they brought. 

I hoped this retreat would create a starting point 
from which to build relationships as a Maine 
millennial Maine Jewish cohort. My goal was 
for participants to walk away with a sense of 
community and recognition that, though we are 
geographically dispersed, it is possible to be 
young, Jewish, and connected here in Maine. 
One of the Center’s rabbinical student fellows 
and Maine Roots participants captured the 
impact of this experience when she wrote: 
 
“Over the two nights that we were together 
during the Maine Roots Retreat, people began 
to speak differently about what it meant to be a 
Jewish young adult in Maine. At the beginning of 
the retreat, a number of the participants were 
expressing that they often feel alone, and that 
they are one of the only Jewish young adults 
in their communities. By the end of the two 
nights together, at the beginning of Havdalah, 
participants were using terms like ‘our Maine 
Jewish community’ and speaking of how lucky 
they feel to be part of this special community of 
Jewish young adults.” 
 
Maine Roots planted the seeds for a more 
connected, robust young contingent in our 
Maine Jewish community. We plan to continue 
offering joint Shabbaton programming this 
coming year and an expanded range of 
opportunities to gather as a young 
Jewish cohort. 

- Sarah Rockford ’15
Program Coordinator
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