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E d w i n  R .  F  r a n k e l
Ritual Director, Congregation Agudas Achim, Bexley, Ohio

I 
 was sixteen when I first attended a Ramah camp. It was an eye-opening 

experience for me. It was the beginning of more than twenty summers in which 
I thrived at four Ramah camps, not to mention an occasional Shabbat at Nyack 
as a Jewish Theological Seminary ( JTS) student.

It was amazing. I was living among Jews who were serious about their 
Judaism, Jews who had not grown up as shomerei mitzvot or breaking their 
teeth on Hebrew or leading tefillot.

I grew up with shul as home away from home. I spoke Hebrew from the 
time I started school. To me, Hebrew was not a foreign language but a second 
language. To me, participating in shul life is like breathing; I could not go 
on without it. Still, Ramah was wild. Printing and reading daily hoda’ot in 
Hebrew, hearing Hebrew announcements in the h

˙
adar ochel, or just chatting in 

Hebrew with fellow staff, particularly mishlah
˙

at members, were all experiences 
I could not have expected. Nowhere except in Israel had I lived in an atmo-
sphere that was so fully dedicated to using Hebrew as a natural part of life.

I believed then, as I do still today, in the Ramah of my earliest youth. 
I was a devotee of Ramah long before I first got there. Campers who came to 
United Synagogue Youth (USY) kinnusim with songs and ideas they learned at 
Ramah motivated me. I was amazed by the Ramahniks’ devotion to Hebrew. 
I was captivated by the high standards required to be invited to attend Ramah. 
Heck, back then, I even remember synagogue members who were turned 
down by Ramah for insufficient Hebrew skills. Ramah valued Hebrew, and 
that impressed me no end.

Ramah’s devotion to Hebrew diminished a bit over the years. I never 
heard English spoken publicly during my first years at Ramah, but by my last 
summer at camp there were camp leaders who struggled to express themselves 
in Hebrew. Yet, even their struggle to use Hebrew was motivating. I hope I did 
my part to encourage Hebrew usage. I know it was a major aspect of my work 
in radio where I forbade broadcasters to use English on the air. (Remember the 
big Beatles hit “Hi ohevet otecha”?)

My experience at Ramah helped shape my professional career. I still 
consider myself a Jewish educator. At Ramah I recognized the impact that 
Jewish education can have on students and their families, particularly when 
conducted outside the classroom. At Ramah, I was able to live a dream where 
the process of learning was more important than the content. At Ramah, I 
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could create programs in which there was room for tanach and torah shebe’al peh, 
but also for rikkud and serigah.

What is the biggest impact? I am several years past fifty, and if I had the 
means and opportunity, I would bring my bride of three years to camp and do 
it all again. Perhaps with the right push, I could even get my own kids (now 
grown) to join us on staff.

Berkshires ■ Canada
R a b b i  M at t h e w  F u t t e r m a n
Anshe Emet Synagogue, Chicago, Illinois

M 
y friends’ stories about life at summer camps with Indian-sounding names 

hardly prepared me for my first summer at Ramah in the Berkshires. I had 
expected that like my friends from home, I, too, would learn survival skills and 
improve my performance on the ball field. Although Ramah offered sports and 
swimming, camping and hiking, and we put on lots of Broadway musicals, that 
was not what Ramah was all about.

Ramah was about building and shaping community — the ideal Jewish 
community. That is what was at the heart of my Ramah experiences between 
1966 (my first summer as a Ramah camper) and 2004 (my most recent summer 
as a staff member).

I originally went to camp to make my parents proud — especially 
my father. My father spent many summers at Camp Kindervelt, a Yiddish-
speaking camp with a labor Zionist orientation that had a profound impact 
on his Jewish outlook. Perhaps because we did not speak Yiddish at home, my 
parents did not send me to Kindervelt.

I grew up in a very different Jewish world than my father. To my grand-
father’s great dismay, my parents chose to send me to Hebrew school instead of 
folk schule. I attended junior congregation weekly and learned to read Torah at 
the same age that my father learne	 d to read Sholem Aleichem. According to 
family legend, after my grandfather heard that I had been registered to begin 
Hebrew school at the synagogue, he called from Florida to berate my parents 
and angrily shouted at them, “You want he should become a rabbi!?”

No thought was further from their minds at the time when they proudly 
informed me that Rabbi Sam Schafler, z" l, our rabbi at Temple Gates of Prayer 
in Flushing, had called and wanted me to go to Ramah. My parents under-
stood that this was a very prestigious honor. And, in my father’s mind, Ramah 
would be my Kindervelt.


