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Mine is a story of a wandering Jew. My family moved around quite a lot 
during my childhood. My parents were committed to Eretz Yisra’el and took 
us to live in Israel for four years when I was very young. We moved back to the 
United States and what remained with me were memories of a very happy 
time. I spoke Hebrew, went to gan, had friends, and fell in love with Israel. 
Our connection and ties remained strong. But my experience was unique and 
not shared by many I met. It was rare that I found others with similar feelings 
and knowledge about Israel. And then, the summer immediately following my 
bat mitzvah, I went to Camp Ramah. I attended Camp Ramah in Glen Spey 
for two years and then Ramah Berkshires for two more years. And it was then 
that I found that I had finally come to a place where it felt like home, where I 
belonged. I wasn’t the only thirteen-year-old who spoke Hebrew, who had 
been to Israel, and who was proud to be Jewish. I no longer felt like a stranger 
in a strange land. I made a deep connection that has since guided me on my 
Jewish journey.
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C 
amp Ramah, the summer camp of the Conservative Movement, had such 

profound significance for me. Raised in a marginal Jewish family, indifferent 
to the content of my Hebrew school experience, it was at Ramah that I was 
introduced to the rhythm of the Jewish week and the beauty and glory of 
Shabbat, participatory prayer, and serious Jewish study. For the first time, I 
participated in a vibrant Jewish community. An initial list of the qualities of 
Ramah in the mid-1960s that were decisive include:

•  A clear vision informed by ideology, that is, a commitment to a 
halachic lifestyle, the Hebrew language, and Jewish study made accessible and 
joyful in the camp environment

•  A strong educational philosophy that energized staff; staff believed 
that they were on the cutting edge of informal Jewish and religious education, 
which communicated a sense of a “greater mission” to campers
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•  Standards adhered to by all; everyone studied — campers, counselors, 
administration, and kitchen staff

•  An articulated expectation of modeling interpersonal relations by 
fully respecting the uniqueness of “the other” (we read a great deal of Buber in 
those days), which raised consciousness and sensitivity to an art form

•  Judaism lived fully, naturally, and authentically, without pretense.
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U 
nless you teach him how to swim, I won’t take him back home again!” 

This was the warning supposedly issued by my late father, Professor Nahum 
M. Sarna, z”l, to his good friend the camp director, Rabbi Raphael Arzt, when 
he brought me to Camp Ramah in New England in 1968.

I had already been a camper at Palmer for two previous years. I had also 
been a camper for a year at Ramah in the Berkshires in 1964. Yet, through one 
ruse or another, I had always managed to evade swimming. The lake at Palmer 
was cold and forbidding. I preferred the library.

My father, who took seriously the rabbinic requirement that he teach 
his son to swim, and who lamented that he himself could not even float, was 
determined that I would learn to swim one way or another. Ray Arzt proved 
equal to the challenge.

The head of swimming was given strict instructions, and a special class 
was set up consisting of exactly two non-swimmers: myself and the late George 
Orentlicher (later the Latin valedictorian of Harvard). Swimming, at least for 
the two of us, became mandatory.

We tried our best to stay on the dock. George and I (who were good 
friends) mustered any number of persuasive arguments why we should learn 
other things, be in other places, not endanger our health or risk our lives, and 
so forth — but all to no avail. The instructor had her orders, and Ray did not 
want to have to take care of me all winter.

So, after our ritualistic pleas were turned down, the class got down to 
business. Each of us had to jump into the water (“I know it’s cold, jump in any-
way”), practice our strokes, and swim laps. By visiting day, we both had made 
substantial progress. Ray made certain that my parents took notice.


