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might well be the most successful single contribution of the Conservative 
Movement to Jewish education.

Wisconsin
P hyll  i s  Ho  f m a n  Wa l d m a n n
Member, Camp Ramah in Wisconsin Committee, and  
former Administrator and Consultant, National Ramah Commission

I 
 began my career with Ramah when Rabbi Burton Cohen hired me in 1963 to 

work part-time in the Chicago office of Camp Ramah in Wisconsin. The office 
was located in the old College of Jewish Studies building at 72 East llth Street. 
I was Toby Litin’s assistant.

The first time I actually went to camp was in the summer of 1965. A 
few years later, I became the camp business administrator. Part of my job was 
to meet the administrators from the other Ramah camps. The meetings were 
held at the National Ramah office in New York, which was then in a brown-
stone building behind The Jewish Theological Seminary (JTS) on 123rd Street. 
The building also contained several apartments. Once while we were meeting, 
we heard screams and what sounded like gun shots. They were gun shots. A 
domestic argument had erupted in an upper-floor apartment, and someone had 
been shot. We quickly evacuated the office and continued our meeting at JTS.

In the early 1970s, I assumed the position of the National Ramah busi-
ness manager. My first task was to move the Ramah office out of its 123rd Street 
location and into rented space at the Union Theological Seminary at 120th and 
Broadway. After we settled in, we set up a coffee station, and one of the regu-
lars to join us for coffee was a young history professor named Ismar Schorsch.

As the business manager, I would visit each of the Ramah camps during 
the summer, some of them more than once. I met hundreds, if not thousands, 
of campers and staff. No two camps were alike, and yet they were all the same. 
I knew the routine of each camp and always began my visit with meetings with 
the business managers and directors, listening to how their summer was going 
and learning what I could do to help. Of course, they wanted to know how the 
other camps were doing. In the era before e-mail and the Internet, I was their 
source!

The saga of opening Ramah Darom is a long one. In the early 1990s, 
Rabbi Sheldon Dorph, then the director of the National Ramah Commission 
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(NRC), took it upon himself to work with the committee in Atlanta to make 
a Ramah in the southern United States a reality. I became one of Shelly’s 
assistants. We attended meetings, went to look at camp sites, and spent hun-
dreds of hours working on the numbers. After the site was purchased and 
Ramah Darom was ready to open, we were there. The day the campers arrived 
was like no other day I had ever experienced — but then I wasn’t in Conover, 
Wisconsin, in 1947!

I would not have met all the wonderful people I came to know and love 
over these past decades — professors-in-residence, directors, business manag-
ers, bakers and cooks, bookkeepers, counselors, specialists, rashei eidot, and 
most important — the campers — if I had not accepted that part-time job in 
Chicago so many years ago. For all my hard work, and at times it was very 
hard, I have received so much in return. I am so proud of my years with Camp 
Ramah and so thankful for all the wonderful people who have been part of my 
life.

California ■ Poconos
R a b b i  S t e v e n  W e r n i c k
Executive Vice President and Chief Executive Officer,  
United Synagogue for Conservative Judaism

R 
amah and United Synagogue Youth (USY) have both played incredibly 

important roles in shaping my Jewish identity, fostering the development of 
lifelong friendships, and influencing the core values I cherish as a professional 
in the Jewish community. I was a camper at Ramah Ojai in the early 1980s and 
a rosh edah in the 1990s. Since arriving in the greater Philadelphia area in 1996 
as a congregational rabbi, I have visited or spent part of each summer at Ramah 
in the Poconos.

My oldest friends to this day are my USY and Ramah friends. And my 
relationships with many of my closest adult friends were forged at camp. I love 
the outdoors. I love being away from the phone, cell phone, email, and TV. I 
love the richness of the Jewish environment. And I love the fact that I am the 
guy who can teach Talmud and pray enthusiastically wearing tefillin, yet still 
play basketball with campers and staff alike! That’s why my wife Jody (a regis-
tered nurse [RN] at camp — more valuable than any rabbi) and I went to camp 
even before our kids were able to be in a tzerif. We wanted to give them the 
“kibbutz” experience and have it become an integral part of their identities.


