
      This year at Hillel has been an extremely busy one with an ever increasing variety of 
programs, each orchestrated with the goal of building community. These new events have 
created an unprecedented number of venues for Jewish students to connect with Hillel.  
We began the year with a joint venture by working with Intervarsity Christian Fellowship 
to remove proselytizing pamphlets from the Israel section of the Library.  The event was 
followed by a discussion concerning questions of faith, religious self-understanding, and 
perceptions of “the other.” Because of the merit of this event, both organizations were 
awarded with the Scott Center’s Interfaith Cooperation Award for 2005–2006.  
     Then came the much anticipated Challah Baking Workshop.  Rachel Schiffer ’06.5, 
a challah making master, taught Hillel members the secrets behind her always amazing 
Friday night staple, and in so doing, carried on the Jewish traditions of teaching, making 
food, and talking around a table.
     This spring was also characterized by innovative and community bolstering events.   
In particular, Hillel offered Jewish Speed Dating and a co-sponsorship of a Jewish 
comedian’s performance; both of which were a first. For Jewish Speed Dating, the Jewish 
Center was decked out with candles, roses, and pink, purple, and red streamers, and the 
music of boy bands and romantic movies was in the air.  Despite the snow outside, Hillel 
members and friends showed up in an astoundingly gender equivalent way and enjoyed a 
night of timed conversations and lots of laughing.  
     And finally this spring, after almost a year of planning, Hillel was able to co-sponsor 
the performance of the Jewish comedian, Dan Ahdout. Ahdout has appeared on “Last 
Comic Standing” and performed as one of MCAB’s major spring events.  All in all, it 
was a fantastically successful event, and Hillel’s participation served as exciting publicity 
and a fun new way for students to feel like a part of Hillel’s community. These programs 
are just a few examples of a wonderful year for Middlebury Hillel which has also featured 
interesting academic forums, exciting Israel education campaigns, engaging Torah Study 
sessions, meaningful services, and many, many other fantastic events.

HAYOM
J E W I S H  L I F E  AT  M I D D L E BU RY  TO DAYHillel

by Rachel Bearman ’08

An Active and Innovative Community

     At our Hillel Board Retreat of outgoing 
and incoming student leaders, I sat back and 
kvelled.  Our Middlebury College Hillel leaders 
“get it.” These students, coming from Reform, 
Conservative, Reconstructionist, Orthodox and 
secular backgrounds, were looking for ways to 
honor and give expression to varieties in Jewish 
religious expression.
     At the same time, the desire to engage ever 
more students into Jewish life at Middlebury is 
not at all limited to religious and ritual programs. 
These student leaders clearly articulated an 
understanding of Judaism as a rich and diverse 
culture and community. They explored gateways 
into Jewish life based on academic interests, inter-
mural sports, a commitment to social justice and 
good old-fashioned parties.
     Hillel and its leaders have also taken a 
leadership role in multi-cultural and inter-
religious life on campus and been recognized for 
their efforts. This past May, the College’s Scott 
Center for Spiritual and Religious Life presented 
the first ever Scott Center Awards. The Interfaith 
Cooperation Award was presented to Middlebury 
College Hillel and Intervarsity Christian 
Fellowship for joining together to remove 
prostelytizing pamphlets from books in the 
library (described in “An Active and Innovative 
Community”).  Quoting the citation, “This 
activity and conversation provided a moment 
of deep and honest sharing among students not 
typically experienced in classes or residence halls.”
     The Spiritual Life Leadership Award, given to 
a student who advances spiritual life on campus 
or supports the spiritual journey of peers through 
prayer, study, or other activities, was given 
to Hillel co-President Rachel Bearman.  The 
award citation called Rachel's love for Judaism 
“infectious” and noted her many achievements, 
one of which was bringing weekly Torah Study to 
the College.
     Today at Middlebury College, Hillel is still 
based on what it has been for over fifty years: 
community, organization and great students. 
Thank you all for your efforts, financial 
support and encouragement for Hillel and the 
Endowment for Jewish Life.

Remarks by 
Rabbi Ira J. Schiffer
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Sarah Lauing ’07 in France
     Before coming to Paris, people told me to be careful of anti-
Semitism.  What I didn’t know was that Paris also has the largest 
population of Jews in Europe!  One of the first weekends I was 
here, I discovered a Shabbat program held by the Union des 
Etudiants Juifs de France, Paris’s Jewish student organization.  
Shabbat consisted of services and dinner, with Jewish students 
from varying geographical backgrounds and degrees of religious 
observance. They were held in a magnificent old synagogue in 
a Jewish quarter, and were so Orthodox that the women were 
crammed to the far left of the rabbi and could hardly see.  Still, 
that night I felt what I look for in all Jewish activities: a sense of 
community.
     With the horrifying murder of Ilan Halimi in February, it was 
with the UEJF community that I marched in protest.  I have rarely 
felt such solidarity—thousands of Jews of all ages and dominations 
coming together and storming the streets, in typical French 
tradition, yelling things like “Ilan torturé, République en danger!”
     Despite the reality of the French’s mistrust in certain minority 
groups, here in Paris I have found the thriving community much 
more present.  Since those first few weeks, I have started taking 
Hebrew through UEJF, been to other services, and even hosted 
a seder at my apartment, all of which I do without fear.  I am so 
thrilled to have found this kehillah, without which I am sure my 
Parisian life would feel incomplete.

From David Schoenholtz ’07 in Italy
     Having been a Shabbat regular at Hillel, I knew the Jewish 
community in my new town would not be the same as the one 
to which I had grown accustomed. Ferrara is a small town in 
northern Italy whose Jewish quarter used to be walled like a 
ghetto. Now down to about 100 Jews, la Sinagoga di Ferrara 
traditionally gets a large crowd for the High Holidays, but at other 
times of the year often struggles to have a minyan on Shabbat.  
La Sinagoga di Ferrara is roughly Conservadox, so besides the fact 
that only men count in a minyan and can have an aliyah, there is 
separate seating for men and women.
     Though my synagogue friends were older and few were 
students, I was immediately brought into their extended family.  
Almost all of them were Sephardic and most of them were Italian 
and Israeli, though one was from Brazil and another grew up 
in Iran. When I told the rabbi’s wife that I would be leaving 
Ferrara, she decided to have a special Kiddush in my honor the 
last Shabbat I was there.  This was just a typical expression of their 
generosity. Though I was ready to return to Midd, I will always 
have fond memories of la Sinagoga di Ferrara and the Jews I 
became friends with while living on my own.

From Rachel Rosenfeld ’07 in Russia
     Russia  is a vast one sixth of the world’s land mass and 
overflowing with paradoxes. She is love and hate, communist 
history and today’s capitalist oil market, gruff “babushkas” and 
stunning beauties in mini-skirts, just to name a few.  As spring 
approaches, I walk down the street passing an old woman selling 
homemade jam, pickled beets, and kvass.  I turn the corner 
down a small alley filled with cars parked and finally approach 
a contemporary, seven-story building.  I enter the doorway and 
pass through a metal detector.  I have just entered the brand new 
Moscow Chabad Lubavitch Jewish Center.  Following security, 
I sigh with joy as I face the enormous menorah on the wall.  
     Russia’s Jewish population has experienced long phases 
of repression, punctuated by short intervals of opportunity.  
Although Russia has always had a small Jewish population, it 
only became statistically notable in the late 18th century when 
Imperial Russia annexed the eastern part of the Polish kingdom, 
the Jewish Pale Settlement. Especially today in the post-Soviet 
period, we begin the process toward understanding the delicate 
balance between oppression directed at Russian Jews and Jewish 
renaissance.

Arielle Weisman ’07 in Spain
Being Jewish in Spain is not easy. I always took for granted my 

easy access to the Jewish community, be it at home in Newton or 
at Middlebury. Upon my arrival in the land of the Inquisition and 
all things pork, I suddenly found myself struggling to maintain 
my Jewish identity. In a country with only 40,000 Jews, it’s not 
a question of anti-Semitism that I face here; it’s a question of 
ignorance. My year abroad is the first time that I have had to work 
at being Jewish. 

Searching to fill the void that Hillel and my temple from home 
left in my life, I attempted to integrate myself into the tightly-
knit Jewish community of Madrid. Mission: failed. The orthodox 
congregation is not only stifling, it is not very welcoming to 
outsiders However, I did end up sitting behind Natalie Portman 
at Yom Kippur services, so I suppose my temple-going was not in 
vain.

In Spain, the already scarce number of Jews can’t afford to 
fraction off into smaller entities. Therefore, one must either fit into 
the larger community or be left out in the cold, as I have been. I 
am certainly excited to return to the warmth of the Hillel kitchen 
on Friday afternoons, the smell of freshly-baked challah, the dozens 
of smiling faces around our ever-growing Shabbat table.

Hillel Members Explore Jewish Communities Around the World

Hillel students keep warm at Relay for Life, an overnight 
walk to raise money for cancer research.

If you would like to learn more about Middlebury Hillel, please visit its 
Web site at http://community.middlebury.edu/~hillel.

For information about the Middlebury College Endowment 
for Jewish Life, please contact Susan Kavanagh, senior 
development officer, by email at kavanagh@middlebury.edu 
or by calling 802-443-2322. 

Thank you to the following individuals and resources that have 
made this newsletter possible:

College Advancement Liz Braunstein ’06
Admissions Office Danielle Levine ’07
Aquinnah Fund  Rabbi Ira Schiffer
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     Informally, Middlebury boasts a weekly 
“Shulhan Ivrit” (Hebrew Table), coordinated 
by Nitzah Gebhard and Rachel Schiffer, 
where Hebrew is the only language at the 
lunch table.  In January, there was a Winter 
Term Workshop in modern Hebrew, taught 
by Jeanine Buzali, a first year student from 
Israel.  And the formal Hebrew curriculum is 
flourishing.  
     There are now two Hebraists on the fac-
ulty: Professor Robert Schine, the Silberman 
Professor of Jewish Studies; and Assistant 
Professor Laura Lieber, who came to 
Middlebury in 2003 from the University of 
Chicago. Enrollments in Classical Hebrew 
courses at all levels have approached or even 
set records and, for the first time in at least 
twenty years, there will be a fourth year 
Hebrew class beginning in the Fall of 2006.  
Students with majors as diverse as Classics, 
Religion, Philosophy, and Literary Studies are 
studying Hebrew, which begins in alternate 
years in the Classics department.  
     Some students come to Middlebury with 
Hebrew knowledge from day schools while 

others have started from the alef-bet—and 
we have a whole range in between.  What all 
these stuents share is a love of the Hebrew 
language and Hebrew texts.  In the Hebrew 
courses, students learn the language of the 
Tanakh (Hebrew Bible), the prayer book, 
the Passover Haggadah, and many of the 
Rabbinic writings.  Specific courses have 
focused on the books of Ruth and Esther, 
as well as an introduction to post-biblical 
Hebrew writings and thematic seminars such 
as “Women of the Bible.” The classes are 
intellectually intense, lively, and phenom-
enally collegial (owing in part to the bonding 
experience of beginning their study in Winter 
Term), with everyone bringing a unique 
perspective to the room.  And because the 
grammar of Classical and Modern Hebrew 
are so similar, some students are even discov-
ering how easy it is to complement the study 
of Classical Hebrew with immersion classes 
whether in the U.S. or abroad. Both faculty 
and students look forward to the continued 
strengthening and deepening of the Hebrew 
curriculum in the coming years.

Hebrew Thrives at Middlebury
by Laura Lieber, Assistant Professor of Classics and Religion

   As Hillel strives to provide 
stimulating programming, 
establishing an outlet for learning 
and understanding is essential.  
Founded three years ago, Hillel 
Academic Forums facilitate discourse 
throughout the college community 
on issues of both academic and 
personal interest. This year, three 
phenomenal teachers discussed 
with us the legacy of the Holocaust, 
homosexuality in Judaism, and hope 
as it relates to dealing with death, 
illness, and healing.
   With an overwhelming outpouring 
of student interest for a new fall class, 
“The Holocaust,” our first academic 
forum was presented by its instructor, 
Professor Rebecca Bennette—a new 
professor in Middlebury’s History 
Department.
   Our next professor, David Edleson, 
wears many hats as the Dean of 
Cook Commons, an instructor in the 
Religion Department, an ordained 
rabbi, etc. Two days after screening 
the film, “Trembling Before God,” 
about homosexuality in Orthodox 
Judaism, Dean David presented the 
academic forum titled, “Oy Vey, the 
Rabbi’s Gay.”  Dean David shared 
with us the history of views on 
homosexuality and shared with us his 
personal experiences as a [really cool] 
gay Jew.
   Laura Basili, professor in the 
Psychology Department, drew 
upon her background in clinical 
psychology, working therapeutically 
with children and families dealing 
with acute, chronic, and life-
threatening illnesses. In this academic 
forum, the presentation centered 
around hope and the role hope plays 
in dealing with illness and healing.
   With the expertise, experiences, 
and passion of the faculty who led 
Academic Forums this year, members 
of the college community were able 
to meet, learn and expand upon their 
knowledge and understanding of 
issues pertaining to Jewish life.

The Learning Curve

     My grandmother’s matzah balls were irreplaceable, and I didn’t think anything could 
substitute the warmth and comfort that came from being surrounded by family for Passover.  
Vermont’s spring chill, though, was quickly replaced by Middlebury’s close-knit Jewish 
community, which made me forget about being away from home on my favorite holiday.  
The first night Seder attracted the largest response ever as over 120 students attended. Many of 
these students had never stepped foot in the Jewish Center, but came with an enthusiasm that 
sparked the room. And although the majority of students still had a heavy workload ahead of 
them that night, the Seder served as a time for the students to break away from the shackles of 
the daily grind at Middlebury and unite with fellow Jews to share in celebration. Even when 
the Seder concluded, there was no mass exodus from the room; students stayed and socialized 
not wanting the freedom to end.   
     I did not think anything would top the feelings that I had on the first night. However, 
looking back it actually ranks third in my mind behind the second night Seder and the actual 
week of Passover on what made the holiday so special. One of the co-presidents of Hillel, 
Liz Braunstein invited all who wanted to come to her house to celebrate the second night of 
Passover. An eclectic group of students arrived, each with a dish in hand for the delicious 
dinner that ensued. We ate, we drank, and we sang songs. I have never felt more at home then 
at that Seder.
     To me, though, the most important aspect of Passover this year was the amazing turnout 
and camaraderie displayed by the group of Hillel members that I repeatedly ran into at the 
Jewish center making meals, doing work, and enjoying each others’ company. Before Passover 
started, I did not have the opportunity to spend much time with many of these students outside 
of Friday night services, but after the long week of cooking, cleaning, and sharing what was on 
our minds, I now consider them some of my best friends. It was really the people that made 
Passover so amazing. And while we were not related by blood, these students became my family. 

     Although we were trapped in the Middlebury bubble, hearing little news 
and seeing very few television reports about the devastation from Hurricane 
Katrina, the devastation that struck the Gulf Coast moved Middlebury 
Hillel into action. Nine students from Middlebury left early on the first 
Sunday of March break and traveled to Gulfport, Mississippi to join one 
hundred other Hillel students from ten schools around the country.  
     Upon arrival, we quickly unloaded at the tent city and began an 
orientation which had us on top of a roof in just a few hours. We learned 
the basic skills of climbing a ladder, balancing on the roof, using nail and 
staple guns. Early the next morning we were separated into groups of seven 
and began our first day of work. Over the week our groups repaired sixteen 
houses and even worked on construction of a completely new house.  Being 
afraid of heights was not an option as the Midd-kids took charge stripping 
roofs, dealing with sticky tar paper, and shingling to the extreme.
     The nights were filled with academic discussions and Jewish readings on 
tzedek, or social justice, and the problems that faced our country. National 
Hillel sponsored many speakers including several local politicians, repair 
group leaders, and even representatives from FEMA. During the week 
each group got the chance to drive down the devastated coast, witnessing 
neighborhoods that were completely wiped out. Working only half the day 
on Wednesday, the entire group went by bus to New Orleans. We visited 
two temples, were entertained by Tulane Hillel and even found some time 
for sight-seeing.
     After a whirlwind week of meeting new people, hard physical labor, and 
feeling emotionally drained, the nine of us felt lucky to have played a role 
in a process that is still just beginning. We witnessed devastation that was 
beyond what is depicted on television and met amazing individuals whose 
lives had literally been swept away from them only a few months ago. Even 
though we saw so much frustration and anger, we were encouraged by the 
spirit and hopefulness of the residents trying to rebuild their lives. 

Rebuilding in Gulfport, Mississippi
by Becca Steinberg ’08.5

Just over ten years ago, Middlebury 
Hillel acquired our Jewish Center, located 
in the Stephan A. Freeman International 
Center. There, we have held board meetings, 
celebrated Shabbat services, devoured 
home-cooked kosher meals, listened to 
academic lectures, and attended social events.  
The past few years, however, have seen a 
dramatic increase in both the number of 
participants in Hillel events and the diversity 
of programming. In order to accommodate 
these developments—and thanks to generous 
gifts from family, friends, and alumni— 

we have undertaken several renovations 
to create a more functional space for our 
members.
     With the help of “faculty spouse” and 
architect Norman Weiner, we transformed 
our kosher kitchen into a more workable 
environment to cook for our growing 
number of Shabbat attendees. By installing 
a new oven and purchasing stainless steel 
tables, we’ve nearly doubled the size of 
countertop and storage space, allowing more 
students cooks to participate in Shabbat 
cooking. In addition, we converted the other 
half of the room into an office, complete 
with internet-access, printer, and workspace.  
Photos of past and present members adorn 
the walls, and shelves of Jewish-interest and 
religious books give our Jewish Center a 
homey, comfortable feel. Such changes have 
prompted many members to use the Jewish 
Center throughout the week to study, cook, 
or simply hang out.

     Although the Jewish Center is our 
primary space, the connecting Freeman 
Annex has become an essential location of 
our programs and events. Today’s Shabbat 
services and dinners fill the room, which 
holds our ark and congregational seating 
area. Moreover, plans to establish a social 
space have already begun to take shape, with 
couches and comfy chairs forming a mini-
lounge with a newly installed TV.
     The changes we have made this year 
have been instrumental for growth and 
community building. The updated and 
renovated Jewish Center and Freeman Annex 
will allow Middlebury Hillel to become a 
larger and stronger organization. For next 
year, we hope to implement Hillel “open 
hours” so that students have access to and 
can enjoy our Jewish Center throughout the 
week.  Joyce Maynard wrote, “A good home 
must be made, not bought.” At Hillel, we 
have undoubtedly done just that.

Making Room: Jewish Center Renovations

by Lia Jacobsen ’08

by Liz Braunstein ’06

My Passover Family by Steve Gordon ’08




