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On a wintry night of snow showers and hail, more than 70 members of the Waterville community, 
about half of whom were Colby students, gathered for Community Conversations in the Chace 

Community Forum to discuss the role of family in contemporary America. We began our event with a 
spirited and dynamic conversation among three women of differing political backgrounds, all of whom 
modeled constructive disagreement on issues of culture, economics, and family ideals. After they laid 
out their arguments, eight tables began to engage in facilitated discussions. Our moderators included a 
Maronite priest, a conservative stay-at-home mom, a progressive community activist, and the president 
of Colby’s Student Government Association. For one hour, a truly diverse, multigenerational crowd 
engaged in discussion about the state of the American family—whether or not it is truly in crisis and how 
to support children and parents in mid-Maine. It brought our staff great pride that the center could serve 
such a central role in convening our greater community around robust scholarship, respectful debate, 
and authentic exchange. We not only achieved an important milestone as citizens, but also brought the 
best of the Jewish tradition—both in content and form—to the broader Waterville community.

At the end of last year, we considered ending Community Conversations. Attendance was low, our 
scholars did not connect effectively with our audience, and we struggled to attract students to the 
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synagogue for our events. However, before giving 
up on it entirely, we made some significant 
changes that have improved the program and 
amplified its effect. We moved the program to 
the Bill & Joan Alfond Commons in downtown 
Waterville to increase student attendance, 
attracted a greater diversity of scholars, and 
spotlighted the leadership of students and young 
alumni. We also improved the quality of resources 
we provide to our moderators and made a 
concerted effort to reach out to Catholic churches 
and Evangelicals to attract more political diversity 
to our events. It took time and incremental change, 
but we are finally achieving our potential with a 
program that didn’t hit the mark in the past.

As our young center grows, opportunities for 
adaptive growth are proving invaluable. While 
celebrating instant success is gratifying, it is 
the long, hard wins that teach us about how to 
craft pathways and patterns for success. It is 
an incredible blessing to work with supportive 
institutions, alumni, parents, friends, allies, and 
staff that are committed to learning and growing 
with us as we bring the best of Jewish civilization 
to our greater community.

As you read through our winter newsletter, you 
will see a widely expanded suite of programs. 
We continue to punch above our weight, working 
strategically and cooperatively to bring the best to 
our community, our campuses, and our state. With 
an incredible staff and a truly impressive pool of 
colleagues, Maine is showing the rest of the Jewish 
world what equal access to vibrant Jewish life 
looks like. Thank you for your interest and support 
in showing what is possible for small-town 
Jewish life.

B’vrachot (with blessings),
Rabbi Rachel Isaacs
Director
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The Center for Small Town Jewish Life is very 
excited to partner with the Jewish Community 

Alliance of Southern Maine and Project Zug to 
bring serious Jewish learning—online—to Maine! 
Traditional Jewish learning is done in pairs, known 
as chevruta. Project Zug enables participants 
to learn traditional texts in chevruta from the 
comfort of their own homes (a perfect solution for 
Maine winters). The 10-week course is designed 
by professionals through the Hadar Institute, and 
each chevruta receives new lessons each week, 
though they can work through at any pace 
they choose. 

We’ve selected “A Food Tour of the Talmud” as 
our inaugural course, since the combination of 
Judaism, interest in food, and investigation of food 
ethics seems like a perfect blend for Mainers. 
We’re thrilled that local farmers Karl Schatz and 
Margaret Hathaway taught at our kickoff event 
in early February at Beth Israel in Bath. The goal 
of Project Zug is to create a learning opportunity 
that can take place entirely virtually but allows 

our chevruta to meet in person if they wish at 
a siyyum, a closing ceremony, that we’ll host 
at this summer’s Maine Conference for Jewish 
Life. Both the launch event and the siyyum are 
entirely optional but provide a nice set of in-person 
bookends to this stretch of virtual learning. 

Although some participants have signed up with 
a pre-selected chevruta, we’re both moved and 
excited that most of our dozens of participants 
have asked to be matched with someone. These 
intrepid students will receive a partner from 
across the state, most of whom they’ll meet for the 
first time through this project! High-level Jewish 
learning, a love of food, and connecting Jews from 
across our beautiful state: this project truly brings 
together so many of the center’s values. We are 
looking forward to the first weeks of learning and 
to hearing the progress of its participants!

Melanie Weiss
Director of Summer Programs

Project Zug Begins in Wintry Maine

Karl Schatz and Margaret Hathaway of Ten 
Apple Farm in Gray, Maine, speak to Project Zug 
participants at the course launch event at Beth 
Israel Congregation in Bath. They explored the 
intersection of kashrut, animal welfare, and the 
joys and challenges of living on a homestead—
animating the upcoming course with food stories 
from Maine.
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The Center for Small Town Jewish Life’s 
rabbinical student fellowship program offers a 

unique and potentially transformative twist on the 
classic student pulpit. This new initiative, funded 
in part by the Covenant Foundation, combines 
experiential learning with onsite mentorship, 
immersion in small-town Jewish life, and 
opportunities for entrepreneurial leadership.

Rabbinical schools have long encouraged or even 
required future rabbis to take student pulpits 
as part of their training. These pulpits are either 
in large, well-resourced congregations in major 
metropolitan areas or in small communities that 
cannot afford a rabbi of their own. Our student 
fellows experience the joys and challenges 
of working in a different kind of small-town 
congregation: one large enough to support its own 
rabbi. As a result, fellows can test out a career 
path they might choose for themselves.

Rabbinical students exploring careers in small 
Jewish communities often lack ready access to role 
models. Center fellows, however, receive ongoing 
mentorship from a multi-denominational team of 
rabbis who have done just that. These students 
are also learning about the distinctive dynamics 
of small-town Jewish life in sessions with leading 
scholars and communal professionals.

This year’s fellows, who hail from from 
Conservative, Reconstructionist, and Reform 
seminaries, work primarily in Augusta, Bath, 
and Waterville. They also offer programs in 
communities across the state over the course of 
six extended weekends in Maine. Some of the 
roles they play are similar to those in other student 
pulpits: fellows teach Hebrew school students, 
offer adult education programs, and lead Shabbat 
services. They also work with Hillel students at 
Colby, Bates, and Bowdoin. 

Maine: The Way Experiential 
Learning Should Be

Natalie Shribman

Lily Solochek

Benjy Forester
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In addition, each CSTJL rabbinical student fellow takes on an entrepreneurial passion project with 
potentially lasting and statewide impact. Benjy Forester (first year, Jewish Theological Seminary) is 
helping to launch the Center’s program for Maine Jewish teens. Natalie Shribman (fourth year, Hebrew 
Union College) has developed a Shabbat morning service that combines prayer with running; this 
spring, she will train local runners to lead similar programs. Lily Solochek (fourth year, Reconstructionist 
Rabbinical College) teaches communities around the state about water in the Jewish tradition and helps 
Maine Jews imagine meaningful mikveh-related rituals that they can incorporate into their personal and 
communal lives. Fellows have expressed deep appreciation for the opportunity to practice teaching the 
same material repeatedly in multiple settings: typical student pulpits, after all, revolve around a 
single community.

All student rabbis enrich the congregations they serve and, in the process, gain valuable experience. 
Our hope is that CSTJL fellows also develop a deeper understanding of how small communities work and 
the entrepreneurial skills necessary to make Jewish life thrive in these settings. The lessons that fellows 
learn in Maine are applicable in communities of all sizes, and we look forward to discovering what our 
alumni go on to accomplish in their careers.

We are about to begin the process of selecting a new crop of fellows for the coming year. This cohort will 
include not only rabbinical students but also cantorial students thanks to support from the Cantor Kurt 
Messerschmidt Memorial Fund.

Rabbi David Freidenreich
Associate Director

Kol HaKavod, all the honor, 
to Rabbi Erica Asch, assistant 
director of the Center for Small 
Town Jewish Life and spiritual 
leader of Temple Beth El, for 
delivering powerful words and 
a beautiful blessing at the 
inauguration of Maine’s first 
female governor, Governor Janet 
Mills, in January at the Civic Center 
in Augusta. For a full video of the 
inauguration, including Rabbi 
Asch’s remarks, click here.

Rabbi Asch speaks words of Torah 
at Janet Mills’s Inauguration

http://here
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Empowering Statewide Community 
Through Cosponsorship

The Center for Small Town Jewish life forges 
vibrant, synergistic connections within the 

Jewish community. We serve as a bridge between 
campus Hillels and their local synagogues, among 
different congregations, and between individuals 
in small towns across the state of Maine. At each 
of our annual, statewide events—be it the Fall 
Shabbaton or the Maine Conference for Jewish 
Life—I witness community members from different 
corners of the state make meaningful relationships 
over a table full of Jewish culture and learning. Our 
participants  may be geographically dispersed, but 
we have not been deterred from building a unified 
and vibrant Maine Jewish community. 
 
In this spirit of connection, we are launching a 
cosponsorship program to support collaborative 
Jewish educational programming across Maine. We 
want to contribute up to $250 as a cosponsor for 
events that bring together at least two institutions 
for accessible Jewish learning and relationship 
building. These events must be free to the public 
and should make every effort to welcome and 

accommodate individuals of all socioeconomic 
backgrounds and ages. Our hope is to be a partner 
in this work while making it possible for community 
partners to realize their own programming goals, 
whether they be joint holiday celebrations and 
observances or inviting speakers and educators to 
our communities. 
 
With this cosponsorship initiative, we hope to 
foster organic collaboration by creating more 
space and opportunity to build on the connections 
forged during the center’s yearly course of 
statewide programming. We are looking forward 
to supporting and collaborating with our wider 
community and to tapping into its wellspring of 
creativity and energy. 
 
Please visit our website for guidelines and 
cosponsorship application materials. Have 
questions? Email Sarah at sjrockfo@colby.edu.
 
Sarah Rockford ‘15
Program Coordinator
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Lay Leadership Cohort Convenes 
to Cultivate Best Practices

Our first Lay Leadership Training Program takes off this month, with four Maine synagogues registered 
for the inaugural session. Recognizing Maine lay leaders’ desire for expert advice and education 

on running their synagogue boards and community institutions, we tapped longtime consultant David 
Trietsch to work with this cohort of volunteer community leaders.

An independent consultant, David ran lay leadership programs at the Combined Jewish Philanthropies 
of Boston for 17 years. His workshop on board and community dynamics, offered at the 2018 Maine 
Conference for Jewish Life, was met with great enthusiasm and with requests for more. As a result, we 
collaborated with him to design a new model of group training using video conferencing.

Our initial cohort of participating congregations includes Adas Yoshuron, Rockland; Bet Ha’am, Portland; 
Beth El, Portland; and Beth Israel, Waterville. Each group will have an introductory intake session via 
video chat with David in February, followed by three cohort-wide virtual meetings in March and April, and 
culminating in an in-person gathering at the 2019 conference. 

We already have several groups lined up to register for the next cohort, which we hope to offer in 2020. 
We’re delighted to be able to meet the needs of our widespread and dedicated group of Maine Jewish 
institutional leaders and to provide them with excellent training and valuable collaboration. Through this 
program, we hope to help lay leaders meet the needs of their diverse constituents and to strengthen 
Jewish life and community statewide. 

Liz Soloway Snider
Administrative Specialist

Here, students and community 
members welcome the week and 
join together for a final nigun, or 
melody, with Joey Weisenburg after 
Havdalah at the Fall Shabbaton 
last October. We celebrated an 
incredible Shabbat together 
full of song, learning, food, and 
community. 

Joey Weisenberg, Fall Shabbaton 2018
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The Jewish Youth Connection: Maine
Creating Community for Jewish Teens

Our new teen program, Jewish Youth Connection: Maine, is in full swing. We launched this program in 
November. We heard from teens that it can be a little bit lonely to be Jewish in Maine. They are often 

the only Jewish students in their schools. This program brings teens together from across the state for 
Jewish learning, fun, and togetherness. Colby College students are also part of our program—forming 
bonds with Jewish teens and serving as role models as they navigate middle and high school.

So far, we have held our first two events. “Learning and Lasers” featured lunch, some text study about 
friendship, and a trip to play laser tag. Our teens and college students spent the afternoon strategizing 
about how to beat the other team. One thing was for certain—the adults were the worst at this event.

For our next event, our teens tested their cooking skills with chef Daniel Heinrich. In addition to learning 
how to make traditional Moroccan Jewish food (and the best way to seed a pomegranete), we celebrated 
the first night of Chanukkah by studying the book of Maccabees and learning the real story of Hanukkah. 
“Dine and Drash” was a delicious success.

We are looking forward to our third event, “Prisons and Pizza,” featuring a trip to an Escape Room 
and make-your-own-pizza. We’ll have a fourth event in March, and in April we’ll cap off our year with 
a weekend trip to Boston. We are busy planning a fabulous weekend with delicious food, experiences 
of Jewish Boston, and lots of time to bond. So far, more than 20 teens and college students have 
participated in the Jewish Youth Connection. We look forward to a great spring!

Rabbi Erica Asch
Assistant Director
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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 80 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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   Maine Jewish Life
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