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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.
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My USY and Ramah experiences helped me to grow professionally. 
My work as a rosh edah at Ramah was probably the best hands-on training 
I received for my career as a congregational rabbi. I am grateful to Rabbi Ed 
Feinstein for encouraging me to come to camp in that role. As a rosh edah, one 
is responsible 24/7 for the physical, spiritual, and educational well-being of a 
community. I learned how to manage a staff of counselors, motivate a group 
of campers, resolve conflicts large and small, and work with a team of other 
dedicated Jewish leaders on the hanhalah. The skills and work values I devel-
oped at camp remain with me to this day. My USY experiences also played an 
important role in cultivating my program development and planning skills.

As a congregational rabbi, I have seen firsthand the positive influence of 
USY and Ramah experiences on the families who send their children to these 
identity-forming experiences. There is no doubt (as every study shows) that 
children who attend Jewish summer camps such as Ramah and participate in 
informal youth groups are more engaged, more educated, and more committed 
Jews. These kids and their families take on leadership roles, attend tefillah more 
regularly, and support the congregation fully. In this way, I am constantly 
reminded of the powerful impact that USY and Ramah has had — and contin-
ues to have — on the Jewish people.
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A 
s someone who did not grow up spending summers at Camp Ramah in 

California, it took me a while to understand the deep connection that former 
campers and staff members feel for this remarkable place. In my generation, 
we still speak of the “old” Ramah and the “new” one. Of course, at this point, 
the “new” camp is well over thirty years old. But it was the “old” Ramah that 
I encountered as a young Hebrew school teacher accompanying his class on a 
weekend outing. Frankly, I was not too impressed with what I saw at the time. 
The “old” camp was quite run down, and I was not aware that plans were already 
in the works to build an entirely new facility.

Soon I was off to New York and three years more of rabbinical school 
at The Jewish Theological Seminary (JTS), where I learned about the existence 
of a Ramah movement. I soon came to understand that this confederation 
of camps was arguably the greatest success of the Conservative Movement 


