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CENTER FOR 
SMALL TOWN
JEWISH LIFE
Cultivating Jewish Community 
in Rural Maine and Beyond

Jewish bluegrass. Innovative Talmud study straight from Tel Aviv. Pluralistic rabbinical student 
mentorship. Undergraduate leadership training for students of all faiths and backgrounds informed 

by Jewish text and tradition. Where can you find all of these incredible experiences in one weekend? 
Waterville, Maine.

Even after several years in this work, there is still a strange joy I experience when writing about the 
Jewish life and learning we are bringing to central Maine. I hope it does not fade. The amazement is 
what gives our staff and student fellows the juice to keep doing this holy, but always arduous, work. We 
are gearing up not only to welcome billboard topper Nefesh Mountain and former member of Knesset 
Ruth Calderon to campus for our Fall Shabbaton, but also to take more than 20 students with us to 
Israel and the Palestinian Territories, partner with the Office of Civic Engagement to build new bridges 
among disparate parts of the Waterville community, offer new, cutting-edge courses to diversify the 
Jewish Studies Program, and maintain the vibrant, off-beat Jewish life our incredible team has cultivated 
over the past years here in central Maine.
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Speaking personally, when my energy flags or 
my faith wavers in this work, I recall the words of 
Jeremiah 29:4-7

Thus said the Lord of Hosts, the God of   
Israel, to the whole community, which I exiled 
from Jerusalem to Babylon. Build houses and live 
in them, plant gardens and eat their fruit. Take 
wives and beget sons and daughters; and take 
wives for your sons, and give your daughters to 
husbands, that they may bear sons and daughters. 
Multiply there, do not decrease. And seek the 
welfare of the city to which I have exiled you and 
pray to the Lord in its behalf; for in its prosperity 
you shall prosper.

Jeremiah does not have the reputation of being 
one of our most optimistic prophets. He is 
known for being gloomy, blunt, and unpopular. 
However, he provides a road map for living a 
Jewish life in the Diaspora, and how to keep living 
even if your conditions are not familiar or ideal. 
Even if you are far from Zion on the shores of 
Babylon (or in our case, the banks of the mighty 
Kennebec), multiply, plan, plant, grow, and harvest. 
Bring light and blessing to the town in which you 
dwell, because your welfare is tied intimately to 
that of your neighbors and the totality of your 
home community.

Life blossoms where you plant seeds, and we are 
planting the seeds of Torah learning and Jewish life 
throughout the state of Maine. We are proud in this 
season of renewal to share our summer’s harvest 
and our plans to sustain our greater community for 
the year to come.

B’vrachot, with blessings,
Rabbi Rachel Isaacs
Executive Director
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This past June, more than 250 people—Jews and 
non-Jews, Mainers, and those visiting from away—
congregated in Waterville for the sixth annual 
Maine Conference for Jewish Life. It was a joyous 
reunion for many and an exciting introduction to 
the MCJL for others. As ever, it was wonderful 
to welcome and celebrate Shabbat together as 
a community of communities, with Jews from 
Biddeford to Bangor and far beyond. 

This year we were honored to welcome Amir 
Tibon, the Washington correspondent for Ha’aretz 
newspaper, as our keynote speaker. Amir’s 
talk was engaging and educational, and he 
expressed his gratitude to the Maine community 
for welcoming a conversation he rarely gets to 
have: an introduction to his chosen home, the 
small kibbutz Nahal Oz, situated right on the Gaza 
border. Amir was able to use Nahal Oz to explore 
geopolitical issues in the region, but in speaking 
at the MCJL, he was able to connect on a unique 
level, as a fellow member of small-town Jewish 
life—the Israeli version. 

Six Years Strong at the 
Maine Conference for Jewish Life

Our wonderful opening night was followed by 
two more days of dynamic and exciting content, 
including a conversation among Maine’s pulpit 
rabbis about their favorite pieces of text, a 
panel of converts of their experiences, a serious 
conversation about synagogue security with 
an expert in the field, and many more sessions 
covering everything from the history of Jewish 
scrap yards to an introduction to Bukharian Jewry 
to making your own tallit to an examination of eco-
kashrut and much, much more. We were thrilled 
to have our rabbinical student interns cap off an 
amazing year by teaching. and to welcome our 
next cohort of rabbinical students to the largest 
gathering of Jews in Maine. With participants from 
crawling toddlers to the elders of our community, 
we were excited to offer programming for all ages 
and all interests. Special tracks for teens and 
children have made the conference an enjoyable 
experience for learners of all ages. And the 
appearance of our first-ever food truck was special 
for everyone.
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We’ve already booked next year’s dates, so 
stay tuned for more information about our 
seventh annual conference, June 12-14, 2020. 
An application to teach at this conference will 
be available on our website (as well as on our 
Facebook page, and via emails to our list) this fall, 
so if you know—or are!—someone with something 
wonderful to share, please let us know.

Mel Weiss
Director of Summer Programs
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Who are your Jewish heroes? Maybe you admire 
Louis Brandeis, the first Jewish justice on the 
Supreme Court and a powerful advocate of 
freedom of speech and the right to privacy. 
Perhaps you look to the poet Rachel Blustein, who 
wrote beautifully about life in Israel and was one 
of the only women in a field dominated by men. Or 
are you fascinated by biblical heroes like Betzalel, 
who created the Mishkan (the Tabernacle), and 
Deborah, a judge and warrior? This year in the 
center’s summer Funtensive program, our students 
explored these Jewish heroes and others while 
learning about Jewish values like creativity and 
justice. 
 
What does a day at Funtensive look like? Here is a 
peek into our week, with a brief description of our 
Wednesday program in which we focused on the 
theme of hachnasat or’chim—welcoming guests—
and learned about Naomi and Emma Lazarus.

9:30 a.m.—We gather together for our opening 
circle and learn our colors and foods for the day in 
Hebrew. (The kids listen especially closely to the 
food words; they will have to ask for snacks using 
Hebrew later in the day!) Then we break into three 
groups for an introduction to our theme; we review 
biblical passages about welcoming, and talk more 
about our Jewish heroes.

10:05—Hebrew games! The younger kids enjoy 
a game of Or Adom, Or Yarok (Red Light, Green 
Light), while the older kids practice learning 
vocabulary with a game of Shimon Omer, Simon 
Says.

10:30—Snack time. After saying the blessings, kids 
ask for snacks in Hebrew (strawberries are tutim!).

10:45—Hebrew. Our oldest kids learn to write in 
script and all kids learn (and write) words relating 
to our theme, like b’ruchim ha-baim, literally 
“welcome,” or hospitality.

11:25—Omanut, Art. The kids weave welcome 

Jewish Heroes and the Funtensive



6

September 2019/ Elul 5779

mats and write English and Hebrew phrases of 
welcoming.

12:15—Lunch. After our blessings, we eat, the kids 
organize an impromptu game of Four Square and 
Tag, and we say the blessing after the meal.

12:45—Special activity. We have visitors! A Syrian 
immigrant, Maha, and Chris Myers Asch, executive 
director of the Capital Area New Mainers Project, 
join us. The kids sit and listen with rapt attention 
as Maha describes why her family left Syria, their 
journey to America, and their life in Augusta.

1:20—More Hebrew games and free time. Kids 
read books, make bracelets, and hang out with new 
friends.

2:00—Snack time. We are treated to Syrian sweets 
that Maha’s mom has made for us. Delicious!

2:15—Story time! We read “The New Colossus,” one 
of Emma Lazarus’s most famous poems with the 
oldest kids, and “Emma’s Poem,” a PJ Library book, 
with the youngest kids. 

2:30—Songs. We sing Hebrew songs and end our 
day by sharing what we learned and what we loved. 
The teens teach a mini-lesson, and we are ready for 
pick up!
 
This year we had 34 students and four madrichim—
teenage helpers—from six synagogues in Maine. 
Kids came from Brunswick, Portland, Bangor, and 
places in between. Mel Weiss and I were joined on 
staff by Colby student Tori Paquette ’20. 
 
We are very proud to run this affordable and high-
quality Jewish summer programming for kids from 
around the state. We offer this week at a low price 
so all families, regardless of income, can pay for 
the program. Being with Jewish youth from across 
Maine is one of the highlights of my summer. We 
are privileged to help to instill in our children a love 
of Judaism, a sense of belonging, and an idea of 
how Jewish values have inspired our ancestors and 
continue to inspire us today. 
 
Rabbi Erica Asch
Assistant Director
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CSTJL Academic Courses:
Educating Community-Minded Leaders

One rain-soaked day in January, 10 Colby students 
ventured down to Augusta for meetings at the 
statehouse. For three solid weeks in Rabbi Erica 
Asch’s “Community Organizing and Social Justice” 
course, they had learned about power, relationship 
building, and how to make change, all within the 
broader historical and textual context of Jewish 
engagement in social justice movements. Now, 
students had a chance to put their new skills to 
use. Asked to wait in a conference room for a 
meeting with a senate staff member, Brandon 
Leibman ’21 deliberately sat himself at the head of 
the table, leaving a seat on one side for the staffer. 
“This is our meeting,” he told the class, “we should 
sit at the head of the table.” When the staffer 
entered, he was flustered. “You took my seat,” he 
said, “No one does that!” The students smiled at 
one another: it was their meeting. Later that day, 
a state representative asked Lucy Weaver ’19 to 
testify on a bill after Lucy shared a powerful story, 
a tool she had developed in class. Students left 
Augusta energized and excited, able to see how the 
concepts they learned about in class were applied 
in real life. 

In May two sets of Colby parents came to 
Waterville, from Salt Lake City and from the Boston 
area, to see their children shine. Lane Kadish ’20 

and Maddy Wendell ’19 were presenting their final 
projects for Rabbi Rachel Isaacs’s course “Public 
Speaking and Social Change.” Lane delivered a 
speech at the Center for Small Town Jewish Life’s 
spring Community Conversation on his experiences 
feeling at home in Waterville and his vision for a 
fruitful Waterville-Colby relationship. Maddy took 
the pulpit at the Pleasant Street United Methodist 
Church to deliver a sermon on the relationship 
between climate change and values expressed in 
the Book of Genesis. Their presentations, along 
with similar ones by six classmates, culminated 
a semester studying Jewish and Christian 
homiletical traditions, developing practical skills 
for public speaking and communal leadership, and 
workshopping how to craft effective and concise 
messages. 

I have just begun teaching a new course titled 
“Faith, Class, and Community.” Students 
will explore the intersections between these 
three facets of American life not only through 
sociological and theological literature but also 
through participation in the poverty-related 
initiatives of local faith-based organizations. After 
interviewing key leaders and volunteers, the class 
will publish a multimedia report on the vital but 
often overlooked work of these organizations. 
Every aspect of this course’s design stems from a 
collaborative process involving students, staff, and 
community partners, most notably Tori Paquette 
’20, a CSTJL Jewish Leadership Fellow.

These new courses, offered through Colby’s Jewish 
Studies Program, exemplify the CSTJL’s approach 
to educating community-minded leaders through 
hands-on engagement. They put serious learning 
of Jewish texts and ideas into action to strengthen 
intergenerational communities encompassing 
people of all faiths and backgrounds.

Rabbi David Freidenreich
Associate Director
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Growing with Maine’s Lay Leadership
When you’re a small synagogue in Maine, led 
by an even smaller cohort of over-demanded 
volunteers, who do you turn to for guidance 
about congregational challenges? How do you 
recruit new leadership and engage and motivate 
volunteers? How do you manage change within 
your congregation? What about the inevitable 
conflicts? What do you need to know to be a 
confident leader yourself?
 
An enthusiastic group of lay leaders from across 
the state explored these and other questions 
in a recently completed Jewish Lay Leadership 
training program designed by the center. During 
four sessions from January to June, lay leaders 
from four Maine synagogues worked with David 
Trietsch to hone leadership skills designed to 
ensure the long-term health of their much-loved 
congregations. The founding director of Boston’s 
Combined Jewish Philanthropies Leadership 
Development Institute, David Trietsch, came to 
the table with a long history of training Jewish 
communal professionals to cultivate effective 
leadership and communication skills by asking 
difficult questions and probing into organizational 
dynamics.
 
The Maine Jewish Lay Leadership training 
program was born out of a one-off session on 
congregational leadership David taught at the 
2018 Maine Conference for Jewish Life. Following 
the session, participants voiced a desire to take a 
deeper dive into the issues touched upon during 
the conference. It didn’t take long to fill our roster 
with lay leaders from four congregations—Temple 
Beth El and Congregation Bet Ha’am of Portland, 
Adas Yoshuron of Rockland, and Beth Israel of 
Waterville. 

Due to our geographic spread, we decided to 
try something new: a real-time, online series of 
workshops, where lay leaders would call in to 
a Zoom video meeting led by David. There was 
some trepidation whether we would be able to 
communicate effectively and comfortably, but in 

true Maine pioneer style, we neo-Luddites met the 
challenge head on and found that we could do it, 
and do it well.
 
Every cohort held an individual meeting with David 
to discuss their particular congregation’s dynamic 
and current needs. After hearing from each group, 
David developed a series of three sessions for 
the entire cohort, addressing topics that in some 
ways were specific to small congregations in 
semi-rural areas, but mostly were universal. What 
ensued were dynamic, educational sessions in 
which participants were given an opportunity to 
talk about the challenges and opportunities in 
their home congregations and to learn leadership 
strategies and community-building techniques.

The training culminated in a face-to-face session 
at the 2019 Maine Conference for Jewish Life this 
past June. Coming together in person after months 
of meeting virtually was thrilling. The cohort had 
the opportunity to workshop some current issues 
and to apply strategies learned over the course of 
the winter to real scenarios. Participants left eager 
to implement lessons learned and to stay in touch, 
continuing to support one another going forward.  
 
As a center staff person and lay leader in my own 
congregation, it was gratifying to bridge this need 
vocalized by our communities. We provided a level 
of mentorship that is generally not available in our 
state, where the do-it-yourself culture applies as 
much to synagogue life as it does to growing your 
own food. Under David’s expert guidance, we were 
able to provide our lay leaders with real practical 
skills to help them strengthen the organizational 
systems in which they work. 
 
If you’re interested in a second lay leadership 
cohort we would love to hear from you. We are 
in the process of determining if we can offer 
the training again to a new cohort. Email Liz at 
essnider@colby.edu.

Liz Soloway Snider
Administrative Specialist
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Early September in Maine means a creeping chill 
in the mornings and telltale orange-blushed leaves 
at the tops of trees. As the natural world starts to 
slow and prepare for its winter rest, the academic 
year and the Jewish year hold hands and start to 
run at full speed. On September 4, just as the first 
day of classes wrapped up, a group of bright-eyed 
Colby College students gathered in a third-floor 
classroom for the center’s Jewish Leadership 
Fellowship Orientation.
 
The Jewish Leadership Fellowship is an opportunity 
for undergraduate students to apprentice with 
CSTJL staff and work on every major program the 
organization runs throughout the year. Students 
step behind the scenes to learn about the motor 
of the organization and what it means to be a 
Jewish communal professional. Each fellow takes 
on a different area of responsibility: one helps 
tutor Hebrew school students at Beth Israel 
Congregation, another supports the yearlong 
planning process for the Maine Conference for 
Jewish Life, another is reimagining our Community 
Conversations program, the list goes on…

A New Cohort of 
Jewish Leadership Fellows

Eleven strong, this group is our largest cohort 
to date and is one of the most diverse. These 
students come from a range of Jewish and 
non-Jewish backgrounds but have a common 
commitment to Maine Jewish community.
 
We’ve added four positions to the roster this year. 
Three of these positions are engagement fellows 
who will work to reach students and community 
members who have been previously uninvolved or 
at the margins of Jewish life. Building relationships 
across different varsity teams, different affinity 
groups, and different parts of campus, we hope to 
collaborate with the fellows to design an effective 
strategy to build new relationships and hone our 
understanding of community needs.  
 
We’ve also added a social media fellow position. 
College students—true digital natives—have deep 
insight into crafting meaningful and engaging 
online content. This fellow will help build our 
digital reach to share the story of our work and our 
community with an even greater audience.

No matter which position students hold, working 
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as a Jewish Leadership Fellow offers students practical opportunities to cultivate professional skills. We 
also work to complement this field experience with forums where students can gather to learn Torah. 
Each semester, we solicit topics from students and design several sessions to address their interests. 
During JLF orientation, students proposed topics as colorful and diverse as they are: a request to learn 
more about different Jewish denominations, cooking lessons, Jewish theology, Israeli politics, and more. 
These learning sessions provide students with rich, tailored learning that deepens their understanding 
of Jewish tradition and values.
 
At the end of orientation, students reviewed the Brit, a covenant or contract that outlines program 
expectations. We hold our fellows to the same standards as staff—they take on important responsibilities 
within the organization and are treated in kind as valuable partners in our work; we hold our students 
to high standards, and they rise to meet the challenge. On the cusp of a new year and a new round of 
CSTJL programs, we are proud to step into this work with a passionate and dedicated team of fellows 
who keep pushing us to learn and grow with them.
 
Check out the positions and bios of our fellows on our website.

Sarah Rockford ’15
Program Coordinator

http://www.colby.edu/jewishlife/about-2/waterville-jewish-leadership-fellows-2/
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Founded in 1813, Colby is the 12th-oldest private liberal arts college in the country. Its 2,000 students 
come from nearly every state and more than 65 countries for Colby’s renowned academic programs, 
a curriculum that encourages exploration, and collaborative learning experiences led by world-class faculty.

Colby College •  4271 Mayflower Hill • Waterville, Maine 04901
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