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2.  Hebrew is a linking mechanism, and one can’t really appreciate the 
depths of Jewish culture without learning leshon hakodesh.

3.  The self-contained community that Ramah offers can be construed 
as an ideal, which living in real life can only come close to replicating.

4.  The power of the peer group (community) cannot be underestimated.
5.  Experimentation is a core fact in education. Ramah encouraged us to 

create something fresh, not merely repeat.
6.  Individuals can change the world — sure, it sounds like a 1960s 

bumper-sticker — but sometimes those pieces of paper hint at a deep truth.
7.  People influence people to change. Modeling works. My list of names 

above could have started with the phrase: “I want to be like. . . .”
8.  Not everything is black or white, or we would not be living in the 

twenty-first century. Colors and gray and variation is what makes life so inter-
esting — and choices so hard.

I can identify the person (colleague, friend, teacher, student, camper) who 
passed each of the above teachings on to me. Everyone came from Ramah.

Most important: help those you love to have a comparable Camp Ramah 
experience but don’t expect that they will take away the same things from it 
that you did. We all found our individual paths to Judaism. Help your com-
munity maintain strong Ramah camps for all its children.

May Ramah grow and evolve and flourish while still remaining faithful 
to its founding vision.

California 
New England ■ Poconos

V i c k y  K e l m a n
Director, Jewish Family Education Project, Bureau of Jewish Education, 
San Francisco, California

W 
hat flashes in my mind when considering the impact of Camp Ramah on 

my life is that I became a Jewish educator because a significant teacher told me 
(and persuaded me): “You have the power to change the world.”

The teacher was Rabbi David Mogilner, z" l. The setting was Camp 
Ramah in the Poconos, my first summer as a counselor. A gift of having come 
of age in the 1960s was the optimism that one individual can make a difference 
and that a group of individuals with shared goals can change the world.
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This “can-do” attitude with which I became imbued that summer was 
entwined with the deep meaning that living a Jewish life came to hold for me. 
We were encouraged to think about Jewish life in camp as a counterculture to 
the Judaism of the synagogues and homes that our campers (and we ourselves) 
came from. We were sent home to be revolutionaries within the Jewish com-
munities in which we lived.

I can honestly say that since that summer, in my life as wife, parent, 
educator, community member, communal professional, colleague, and friend, 
I have very rarely accepted “no” for an answer or “we don’t do it that way,” or 
“that will never work.” In fact, I have always considered those kinds of state-
ments more as a challenge to action than as a roadblock.

When I worked with teens at Camp Ramah in New England in later 
years, I pushed the limits of the conventional wisdom regarding what young 
teenagers would willingly engage in during the summer. I remember having 
a regular poetry discussion circle with the campers in my bunk, listening to 
Handel’s Messiah when preparing for Shabbat Nah

˙
amu (when we read those 

same selections from Isaiah), and organizing evening programs devoted to dis-
cussions of civil rights and the Vietnam War, issues roiling our country at the 
time.

In my summers at Ramah in California, we demolished the idea that 
counselors wouldn’t come to class. We demanded it, provided good teach-
ing, and they came. We recreated the Mador (counselor training program for 
twelfth graders) so that it wasn’t just “the next edah” but was a serious profes-
sional training program. When we decided that summer camp wasn’t only for 
kids, I dreamed about and fashioned a Ramah Family Camp that didn’t just 
bring families to camp but filled the experience with substantial Jewish content 
and quality time for the families.

Ramah also made an indelible mark on my personal life. I met my hus-
band and many of our lifelong friends at Ramah. We raised our children at 
Ramah and saw all four become counselors and “roshes.” When we were a 
family with four young children and two careers and people asked me, “How 
do you manage it all?” I would say, “I can administrate anything, I was a rosh 
edah at Camp Ramah.” We modeled our home observance on the Jewish lives 
we imbibed at Ramah.

When I see my two-year-old grandson Yair, running free at camp, 
enjoying the action and excitement, and singing “hawuyaya,” his version of 
“Halleluyah,” learned from attending tefillot with Amitzim (the Tikvah Pro
gram), I know that camp is embedded in the DNA of my family, and I know 
the torch has been passed. My three-year-old granddaughter Eliana knows 
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the whole Machon song (and the California Ramah Machon song is very, very 
long) — she’s ready for camp!

My husband likes to say that our family has spent a collective total of 
fifty-plus summers at one Ramah camp or another. WOW! Here’s to the next 
120!

Wisconsin
R a b b i  D a n i e l  L a n d e s
Director and Rosh Hayeshiva, Pardes Institute of Jewish Studies, Jerusalem

C 
amp Ramah made me the Orthodox rabbi I am today. I was a weak student 

at my local Orthodox day school in Chicago in the early 1960s and an even 
worse athlete. My parents, who wanted to inject some joy in my life — I didn’t 
laugh a lot — made the financial sacrifice to pay for eight weeks at Ramah Wis
consin in addition to day school tuition. For me, it was worth it.

They were looking for a kosher sports camp for me, and it worked. I 
didn’t become a star, but I learned to swim (from Mort Steinberg), to make 
a set shot (from [Rabbi] Mel Sirner), and even made the one star catch of my 
life playing (what else?) right field that won the game. My brothers Steve and 
David had their own great experiences.

But surprise — in many ways, camp did a lot for my Yiddishkeit. For the 
first time I had to define (and often defend) myself for my Orthodox practice. 
I came from a Jewishly and generally culturally sophisticated home, but at 
camp I confronted Judaism as a Civilization by Mordecai Kaplan and Professor 
Heschel’s critique of “pan-halakhism.” I took it all seriously and came out dif-
ferently, but it all made a great impression. How could it not, when it involved 
debating counselors who later became rabbis, such as Zicky (Isaac) Bonder, z" l, 
and Elliot Dorff?

And I had the opportunity to study with some of the great professors 
who visited camp or served as professors-in-residence. I learned in h

˙
avruta 

with Professor Avraham Goldberg, studying Mishnah and Tosefta Shabbat 
using a combination of classical and scientific methods that turned my head 
around! In those days, the camp professor would chant the last chapter of 
Eichah on Tish’ah Be’av, and I felt that camp showed real kevod hatorah.

But in the end, the biggest deal wasn’t the learning or even kabbalat 
shabbat by the lake (where as a good Orthodox boy I stood on the side), as 


