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Taglit-Birthright Israel 2012
Daniel Tahara BR ‘14

Over Spring break, Birthright gave me the opportunity to fi-
nally visit a place which for the past 19 years, I have talked 
about, debated over, and put a fair amount of blind faith 
into.  The collection of things I have said about it includes 
the following: “Next year in Jerusalem!”, “Does Israel have a 
right to exist?”, “Israel should hold onto the Gaza Strip and 
West Bank.” “I love falafel!” Having actually been to Israel, 
I wonder now what anything of these statements meant to 
me at the time. I would like to say that I sorted out some 
of my more contentious questions, but apart from confirm-
ing my first and last statements, my trip to Israel was not 
one that gave me answers to any of my political questions.  
Rather, spending ten days away from Yale, exploring a new 
country, and spending time with forty other Jews, many of 
whom I had never met before was more valuable to me than 
any answer I could have gotten, and Birthright cemented my 
sense of the experiences that are meaningful to me.

A few moments in particular stand out to me as those that 
I think fit well into the broader theme of what Judaism is to 
me and how Hillel has helped me grow over the past two 
years.  The first experience was on our first night in the Ne-
gev desert, where we stayed in a mocked-up Bedouin village 
for the evening.  When I found out upon arrival that we 
would have an hour to relax before dinner, I immediately 
turned to Rabbi Noah at the other end of the bus and asked 
if he would join me on a run, something we have been do-
ing on a nearly weekly basis since last semester.  Before he 
could even respond, there were six takers -- four students, 
Rabbi Noah, and our tour guide, Jamie.  It was just after 
sunset when we set out, there was a light breeze, and the 
full moon rising above the horizon reflected the last rays of 
the sun, first orange, then yellow, then white. The run it-

Harry 
Belafonte
David and 
Goldie 
Blanksteen 
Lecturer
On Wednesday, April 
11, The Joseph Slifka 
Center for Jewish Life 
at Yale welcomed the 
legendary Harry Be-
lafonte as our 2012 
David and Goldie 
Blanksteen Lecturer.  
Mr. Belafonte joined 
members of the Blanksteen family, David and Goldie, Charlie 
and Joan, as well as Rabbi Jim Ponet, Provost Peter Salovey, 
Dean Mary Miller, Deans Susan Cahan, Gordon Geballe, 
Marichal Gentry, Allyson Moore, Master Rodney Cohen, 
along with faculty, alumni, students and friends for a small 
dinner before heading over to a packed house at the Whit-
ney Humanities Center Auditorium. 

(Israel Birthright continued on page 2)

(Belafonte continued on page 7)

self was unlike anything I had ever experienced, yet in many 
ways, it was exactly the same. I met my best friend at Slifka, 
and we became close by running together every week. I had 
often intense but incredibly thought-provoking discussions 
with Rabbi Noah on my Thursday runs with him, something 
I, as a casual reform Jew, would never have conceived of ever 

Yale Hillel       Young Israel House at Yale        JGAP       Eli’s Mishpacha

Most of the 60 students from the Yale Birthright trip Spring 2012 at the Wailing Wall

HBO’s new documentary ‘Sing Your Song’
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ment.  This proved to be incredibly valuable.  I was re-inspired 
by the brave political activism of the Religious Action Center 
of Reform Judaism and got to hear President Obama address 
the Biennial attendees in person, voicing his own apprecia-
tion for the Reform movement’s commitment to justice and 
equality.  Another highlight for me was hearing Rabbi Yoffie, 
the outgoing president of the URJ, speak about the value of 
Reform Jews taking time out of their hectic schedules to keep 
Shabbat.

The conference felt in many ways like the space-time com-
pression of my Jewish experience.  I was transported to the 
Judaism of my youth, around the world to Israel and back 
again, yet I was experiencing these things anew- as the per-
son I have become after almost four years at Yale Hillel.  It 
is there that I have developed meaningful relationships in a 
pluralistic community, grown to appreciate the diversity of 
Jewish experience and practice, and valued the continual 
questioning and challenging of Jewish identity that we take 
part in together every day. So as I stood in the service on the 
Friday night of Biennial with 5,000 other Reform Jews, I both 
loved the feeling of unity and longed for the coincidental 
harmonies created when Slifka’s many minyanim pray in the 
same building.  I don’t yet know where this all leaves me- 
this tension between affiliation and multiplicity, of my past 
and present selves, yet somehow it feels like exactly where I 
should be.  I am so grateful to Yale Hillel for helping enable 
me to experience Biennial, and for profoundly shaping my 
Jewish identity.

Reflection on URJ Biennial 
By Eliza Scheffler PC ’12

Attending the Union for Re-
form Judaism (URJ) Biennial in 
Washington, DC last December 
provided me with the opportu-
nity to engage with the Reform 
movement as a whole, and also 
to engage with deeper questions 
about myself and my place with-
in it.  I went with Rabbi Jordie 
and fellow student and Reform 
Chavurah leader, Mira Vale, both 
from Yale Hillel.  While there, I re-
connected with the leaders of my 
hometown congregation, as well 
as friends from summers past.  I 
met Reform Jews from across the 

country and listened to famous Israeli musicians.  Standing in 
the vast conference center for Friday night services, the Juda-
ism of my past and my present flowed around me and within 
me with the words of the prayers, negotiating my Jewish 
future as the Reform movement laid the path for its own.

Since coming to college, I had not spent much time im-
mersed in a completely Reform community, so I was moti-
vated to go to Biennial in order to “check in” with the move-

Eliza Scheffler ’12

Becca Edelman MC ‘14 and Ali Vivinetto MC ‘14

(Israel Birthright continued from front page)

happening.  And finally, 
on my run in Israel, I 
formed another friend-
ship that I now carry 
back with me to Yale.

    Last spring, as I lis-
tened to him say a few 
words at Shabbat din-
ner, Rabbi Ponet finally 
broke through my neu-
roticism and convinced 
me to simply stop--to 
slow down, to break, 
and to reflect--not just 
on Shabbat, but in my 
daily life as well.  Ever 
since then, I have been 

Shabbat observant in my way, by ceasing to do work on Fri-
day once I attend Shabbat dinner. This brings me to my sec-
ond experience, the Shabbat that we spent on a Kibbutz. I 
had never before kept the full twenty four hours of Shabbat 
because it always seemed to be a burden more than a bless-
ing.  But rather than being an excruciating day of devoid of 
anything at all, it ended up being one full of reading, relax-
ing, and enjoying the company of my friends.  It was a day 
full of a different kind of life. Just as Rabbi Ponet’s words 
changed my Yale experience, my Shabbat in Israel convinced 

me that Shabbat, however I end up defining it, is something 
that I would like to carry with me for the rest of my life. 

For much of last year, until last spring, even, the Hillel com-
munity was not one to which I felt I ‘belonged’ in any real 
sense of the word.   I had not yet settled in at Yale, had not 
found the person who I wanted to be, and by extension, I 
believed, I could not know what types of people would make 
my life worthwhile.  It turns out that I had it all backwards.  
Almost inevitably, the weekly Shabbat dinners turned into 
conversations, friendships, and then finally, into a commu-
nity.  That community has led me to all sorts of places, both 
within Yale and without, and together, my experiences have 
taught me much about myself that I never knew.

Quiet Contemplation in the Golan Heights
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And the Lord an-
swered Job from the 
whirlwind and He said: 
Who is this who dark-
ens counsel in words 
without knowledge? 
-Job 38:1

Robert “Bo” Burt ’64 
JD; P ’89, the Alexan-
der M. Bickel Law Pro-
fessor and President, 
Slifka Center’s Board 
of Trustees, has written 
this deeply thoughtful 
book that explores the 
relationships between 
God, man and the law.  
The book is an out-
growth from a course 

on the Book of Job which Professor Burt and Rabbi Jim Ponet 
have co-taught at the Law School for a dozen years.

In Memoriam: 
Paula E. Hyman 
(1946-2011)
Yale’s memorial service for Professor 
Paula E. Hyman z’l, dear friend and be-
loved Slifka Trustee, took place Friday 
morning, February 24th at Slifka Center.

The memorial included remarks by her 
colleagues: Rabbi Jim Ponet, Laura En-
gelstein, Ivan G. Marcus, Christine 
Hayes, Steven D. Fraade and Nancy Cott; 
and graduate students Amy Smith and 
Nathan Aaron Kurz.  Yale’s Magevet pro-
vided a moving musical interlude.

Professor Robert “Bo” Burt launches  
In the Whirlwind: God and Humanity in Conflict

Rabbi Jim 
and Elana 
Ponet 
Mark 30 
Years at 
Yale 
When Rabbi Jim 
and Elana Ponet ar-
rived here in 1981, 
fresh from Israel 
and with young 
family in tow, they 
expected to “stay 
a few years, build 

a Jewish center and move on.” Of course it took more than a few years to 
build Slifka, the place, and still more to build Slifka, the program.  Incredibly, 
we mark this spring 30 years that Jim and Elana have now been on campus, 
working with Jewish students, faculty, alumni and families to create a vibrant, 
welcoming and affirming Jewish Life.  Indeed, they are often now nurturing 
the second, and occasionally the third generation of many Yale Jewish families 
in marvelous ways. 

To mark the occasion and to support our still-expanding programs Slifka has 
launched the 30-30 campaign, soliciting gifts to commemorate 30 years by 
June 30th.  Please contact Development Director Colin Weil to discuss your 
support of this effort. – 203-432-4084 or colin.weil@yale.edu

Ponet family in 1980s

From the Preface: “I offer this reading…to show the rele-
vance of the biblical portrayal of God’s authority to mod-
ern secular accounts of political relations between State and 
Subjects. I see a political theory about what differentiates 
legitimate from illegitimate authority embedded in the nar-
ratives of the Hebrew and Christian Bibles. By explicitly draw-
ing this theory out from these narratives, we can see some 
valuable lessons for secular political theory in its various ef-
forts to identify principles that establish the legitimacy of au-
thority relationships.”

As reviewed by Jack Miles, author of God: A Biography: “The 
plot of the Hebrew Bible is a grail in the vault of a mountain 
fastness, and it may be that no assault will ever quite take it, 
if it is even there to be taken, but what a siege Robert Burt 
has mounted! The closest of readings, the subtlest and most 
seductive of midrashic inferences, the severest of ethical ver-
dicts, all with the precision of a first-rate legal mind and the 
wrestling effrontery of Job.”

In the Whirlwind: God and Humanity in Conflict will be out 
this month from Harvard University Press. Bo will be doing 
book-talks with Eli’s Mishpacha this Spring and Summer – be 
on the lookout for an event near you.
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New York based Israeli-French artist, Ron Agam, son of acclaimed 
Israeli color field painter and public art sculptor, Yaacov Agam, ex-
hibited his works at Slifka February 1 – April 15, 2012. The works 
in this exhibition are highly technical paintings that bring fresh new 
elements to his ongoing examination of the interaction colors. His 
rigorous, some might even say obsessive, pursuits seek to expose the 
harmony and effective balance of these varying colors with place-
ment and scale of hue and contrast.  

Square Hope, 50” x 50” ©Ron Agam 2012

Shib • bo • leth Magazine 
Shibboleth Magazine is a magazine, published 
biannually, that features student-written ar-
ticles on subjects spanning everything related 
to Judaism, from Dostoevsky’s kabbalistic influ-
ences to youth trips to Poland to Marxist Zion-
ism. But beyond, Shibboleth is a salon of Jew-
ish intellectual ideas. All writers are editors who 
meet multiple times a week to critique each 
other’s articles. Shibboleth aims to provide a 
forum for Yale’s budding Jewish thinkers and 

leaders to pit their ideas against each other, debate, network, and 
develop relationships that will challenge and hone their worldviews 
and beliefs.

Publication of Shibboleth magazine is generously supported  by the 
Schwartz Student Publication Fund.  If you are interested in receiving 
a copy of Shibboleth Magazine, please contact shibbolethmagazine@
gmail.com.

New York based Israeli-French artist, Ron Agam
Ron Agam was born in Paris and raised between 
Rehovot, Israel and Paris. He studied at New York 
University, where he was captivated by the local art 
scene and the stimulating environment of the artists 
of that time, among them Andy Warhol. Ron Agam 
has exhibited across Europe, the Americas, and Asia, 
including the Corcoran Gallery of Art, Washington 
DC; Martin-Gropius-Bau, Berlin; New York Histori-
cal Society, New York; Mitsukoshi, Tokyo; and Zurich 
Kunsthaus, Zurich. His work has been featured in ma-
jor news publications, such as Time and Newsweek. 

Ron Agam’s family traces its branches back to leaders 
of two clashing streams of religious Jewry, Chasidim 
and Mitnagdim. Mr. Agam, as a peacemaker, bridge-
builder and heir to internal communal conflict has 
manifested his humanitarian vision through his art-
work and his activism. His commitment to art as well 
as political efforts to bridge nations demonstrates 
his unique position as an artist and humanitarian. In 
2008, he received the Chevalier of the Legion of Hon-
or by the Government of France, the highest honor 
in France. In late 2001, Ron Agam created a series 
based on his photographic work at Ground Zero on 
September 11. In 2009, he donated the entire collec-
tion of photographs to the National September 11 
Memorial & Museum. These works are now part of 
the museum’s permanent collection. 

This exhibition was supported by the Hauptman 
Arts and Media Endowment and Rothko Fund 
of Slifka Center, and in collaboration with Ber-
trand Delacroix Gallery, NYC, which represents 
Mr. Agam.

The Blanksteen 
Curatorial Fellowship 
The Blanksteen Curatorial Fellowship at The 
Jewish Museum in New York provides stipends 
for four Yale students  to participate in a full-
time summer internship at The Jewish Museum, 
where they are engaged in high-level curatorial 
and publications learning experiences. Blanks-
teen Fellows are recruited by Slifka Arts Director 
Thea Buxbaum, and will return to Yale in the Fall 
and will work closely with Thea to design an ex-
hibition from conception to installation.

The 2012 Blanksteen Curatorial Fellows are: 
• Justine Bunis SM ‘13  
• Nina Wexelblatt BR ‘14 
• Noam Shapiro CC ‘15  
• Robert Liles TC ‘12

Arts at Slifka is supported by a generous grant from Barbara Slifka.
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Images of Displacement II
Leni Sonnenfeld: Photographs from 
Fort Ontario and Sha’ar Aliah, 1944-1950
This year’s Sobotka Family Yom HaShoah Exhibition is the second of a two-year 
series, Images of Displacement, curated by Comparative Literature doctoral 
candidate Noam Gal. In this year’s exhibition we go beyond what we featured 
last year with Zvi Kadushin’s photographic conception of She’arei HaPlitah 
(remnants of the community) in the Kovno Ghetto and Landsberg DP camps.  
In this exhibition, we will travel through Leni Sonnenfeld’s lense to Fort Ontario 
in upstate New York and to Sha’ar Aliah, an early Israeli Ma’abarah (absorption 
camp). Gal takes us on a journey of displacement and resettlement.  He illus-
trates that the paths from Europe to our new homes in Israel and America were 
defined by Sonnenfeld not as the miraculously successful multicultural “melt-
ing pot” of early Israel and the immigrant founded America, but rather that in 
both spaces of transition, residents share the same dream: to move out. The 

fascinating differences be-
tween Sonnenfeld’s assign-
ment at Fort Ontario and her 
enthusiastic photographs of 
“the ingathering of exiles” 
in the Israeli transit camp are 
numerous yet it is significant 
that both works depict the 
communal everyday life in a 
fenced space—that particu-
lar graphic illustration in the 
collective consciousness of 
refugees, displacement, iso-
lation and dreams deferred.

Up next: Yale Senior Art 
Exhibition on view  
May 2 to June 3, 2012

Above: Fort Ontario Refugee Camp, Oswego, New York, Com-
municating Through the Fence, 1944

Left: Family in Ma’abarah (Transit Camp) near Tel Aviv, 1949

The 2012 Slifka Poetry Prize, open to all undergraduate stu-
dents in Yale College, honored outstanding poems written 
on the themes of embodied life, love and the spirit. Over 
70 poems were submitted to the contest, which was judged 
by Yale faculty poets and translators Cynthia Zaria, Dolo-
res Hayden, and Adriana Jacobs.  The winning poems were 
shared with the Slifka community and the public at a reading 
on April 3rd. 

First Prize - Caroline Chang, for her poem “Brighton”

Second Prize -Erica Rothman, for her poem “Ode to 
Corona, Queens”

Third Prize - Felicity Sheehy, for her poem “Driving North 
of Greene County”

Honorable Mentions:

Yasha Magarik, for his poem “Yom Kippur”

Tomas Unger, for his poem “Nadezhda Mandelstam”

Orlando Hernandez, for his poem “Chinchorro”

Katherine Orazem, for her poem “Ash Wednesday”
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“Yom Kippur”
         By Yasha Magarik ‘12

Father strode up the aisle, chanting: Here I am. Proclaimed 
location to the almighty. God replied: I am what I am.

That year Father cantored in Boca. Sang the morning of, 
drove three hundred miles the afternoon of, hurricane at 
his heels. Flew back that night.

Mother married the woods, preferring yellow leaves and 
dry handfuls of dust to the liturgy. She hiked with a ragged 
book of poems in her pack.

My brother napped the evening of, sleeping off the fast. 
Comatose until we dumped cold water on his face.

Let us now relate the power of this day’s holiness. The 
sunlight dwindled and three stars rose. One final plea:

Our Father, our King. As the plasma fused far above us, we 
gazed on dreams, we roamed, and fleeing, sang.

All of the winning poetry will be available online at  
slifkacenter.org.

2012 Slifka Poetry Competition

Arts at Slifka is supported by a generous grant from Barbara Slifka.



During Passover, Slifka Center served hundreds of seder 
meals in the building and hundreds more to students who 
made seders in their rooms.  (See photos for highlights.)  On 

Saturday night  Saturday April 7th, over a hundred students joined Rabbi Jordie Gerson, 
Ike Silver ’14 and the members of the a capella group Shades for a Gospel Seder in the 
Slifka Chapel. Shades, Yale’s a capella group who sing music of the African diaspora, 
kicked off the seder with the song “I wanna be ready” and sang four more songs over 
the course of the evening. Their voices brought the seder to life, as they, along with 
Silver, a Shades member, and Rabbi Gerson, used bible verse and dialogue to retell the 
story of the Exodus. Rabbi Gary Gerson, Rabbi Jordie Gerson’s father, also participated, 
opening up the floor for a seder Q & A at the time of the four questions. Members of 
the female a capella group, the Slavs, who happened to be attending the seder, sponta-
neously participated - they were so inspired by first half of the seder and Shades’ music 
that they volunteered to sing a Yiddish drinking song to help bring the seder to a close. It 
was a glorious night – and both Shades and the Slavs hope to come back to Slifka soon!
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Queer Seder led by Rabbi Megan Doherty and Spencer Weinreich

Freshman Seder led by members 
of the class of 2015: Danielle 

Ellison and Sam Becker

Rabbi 
Noah 
Cheses

Masgiach kashering 
kitchen in final Passover 
preparations

Sophomore Seder led by members of the class of 2014: Shira 
Telushkin and Dan Stein

Junior Seder led by members of the class of 2013 
Max Budovitch and Shahla Naimi

Community Seder led by Rabbi 
Jordie Gerson and her father, 
Rabbi Gary Gerson

Passover!

The Cheses family hosted a traditional 
seder for students in their home.

The taking of these photographs did not violate the laws of the Holiday.

AEPi Seder

JGAP (Jewish Graduates and 
Professionals) Seder was co led 
by Daniel Goldhill, Shari Rabin, 
Michael Rom.

All Passover Seders at Slifka are offered without surcharge to students on meal-plans thanks to the generous 
support of the David Henry Marks Passover Endowment, the Eugene M. Zwillinger Memorial Seder Fund, and 
the wonderful families who support Jewish Life at Yale.
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Belafonte continued from front page) Enhancing 
Community 
Prayer
By Michael Fraade ‘13

On March 22, Yale’s Jewish com-
munity was treated to a visit 
from Rabbi Elie Kaunfer and Joey 
Weisenberg, two faculty members 

at Yeshivat Hadar in New York. Yeshivat Hadar is an egali-
tarian, halachic yeshiva that focuses on Jewish community-
building, and Kaunfer and Weisenberg talked to students 
about effective ways to enhance community prayer.  Leading 
an hour-long session for about fifteen Yalies, Kaunfer and 
Weisenberg talked about how to teach new tunes, the role 
of singing and silence in prayer, the importance of physi-
cal movement, how to engage people new to prayer, how 
to understand the importance of physical space and room 
layout in communal prayer, the role of the leader, and gen-
erating enthusiasm.  Kaunfer and Weisenberg led by ex-
ample, teaching songs on the go and using the different 
rooms of the Slifka Center to help explore the physical di-
mensions of prayer. Students walked away with many new 
ideas for how to better engage their friends and peers dur-
ing prayer, and in the few weeks since many of those who 
attended the session have already begun to explore ways to 
implement the class’s lessons in Slifka’s six prayer groups. 
After spending last summer at Hadar as part of their sum-
mer yeshiva program, it was wonderful to see Slifka invite 
my teachers to Yale.  Hadar was a great learning experience 
and I was happy to see how enthusiastically other students 
and staff members reacted to the lessons of our prayer 
workshop. Prayer is a crucial element of Jewish life and a 
vibrant part of Yale’s Jewish culture, and the excitement that 
this program generated for creating better prayer experi-
ences going forward can only bode well for Slifka’s ability 
to foster meaningful Jewish connections for students. I’m 
glad Hadar was able to provide such words of wisdom, and 
grateful that Slifka was so willing to help them be heard. 
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Rabbi Rachel Timoner ’91 Returns to Yale
On Wednesday, March 21st at 4:30 PM, Rabbi Rachel Timoner, Pierson ‘91 and Associate Rabbi 
of the Leo Baeck Temple in Los Angeles , visited the Slifka Center to read from her new book: 
Breath of Life: God as Spirit in Judaism as part of Slifka’s new Liberal Jewish Thinkers series, mod-
erated and curated by Rabbi Jordie Gerson. Liberal Jewish Thinkers brings a series of Reform, Re-
constructionist and Conservative Rabbis to campus to speak about everything from spirituality to 
Jewish law to politics. Rabbi Timoner’s talk was about theology and spirituality and was entitled: 
The Surprising Origins of Jewish Spirituality: God as Spirit in the Hebrew Bible. A group of 20 stu-
dents and community members came together to learn from Rachel, discuss the notion of God 
as spirit in the Tanach and learn about Rachel’s journey from a student activist and the president 
of the Yale Political Union in 1989, to a decade and a half of political activism in San Francisco 
to Rabbinical School at HUC. The conversation was so spirited that it went over the time allot-
ted, and spilled over into dinner in the Kosher Kitchen, where a group of students continued the 
conversation with Rabbi Timoner, asking about her own personal theology and the connections 
between spirit and activism in Judaism. It was wonderful to have Rachel back on campus - and 
we hope she’ll do a reading for Eli’s Mishpacha members on the West Coast sometime soon!Rachel Timoner ’91

Rabbi Elie Kaunfer

The audience was deeply moved by “Sing Your Song,” the 
HBO documentary about Mr. Belafonte’s trailblazing work in 
the entertainment industry prior to the Civil Rights Movement 
and his leadership as a close confidante of, and go-between, 
Dr. Martin Luther King and Bobby Kennedy in advancing the 
Civil Rights Movement. Mr. Belafonte’s scheduled one hour 
conversation following the screening lasted nearly two hours 
as he and the audience passionately explored the enormity 
of what has been accomplished in civil rights in America and 
how much more work remains to done.

Harry Belafonte’s visit, coming as it did during Passover,  poi-
gnantly linked the narrative of oppression and liberation of 
the Israelites with the present day struggles for human dig-
nity going on right now in America and the world.

The David and Goldie Blanksteen Lecture brings to campus 
important figures capable of addressing issues that bear on 
Social Justice, Ethics and the Arts to Slifka Center.  Past Blank-
steen lecturers have included Shimon Peres, Robert Pinsky, 
Grace Paley, Daniel Libeskind and Yehuda Amichai, among 
others. Mr. Belafonte’s visit was supported by co-Sponsors 
Philanthropy in Action Seminar, African American Studies, 
Silliman College and the Whitney Humanities Center.

Goldie Blanksteen P ‘77, Charles Blanksteen and Harry Belafonte with members 
of Redhot & Blue who performed for guests before the screening of ‘Sing Your Song.’
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Over 400 students attended Israel Fest on Old Campus.

In the spirit of connecting Yalies with Israel, 20 Yale stu-
dents and 2 Slifka Center staff members recently attended 
the American Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) Spring 
Policy Conference. This was the largest Yale delegation in 
history and bodes well for the future of pro-Israel activism 
on campus. Attendees heard from countless leaders and ex-
perts including President Obama, Prime Minister Natanyahu, 
Secretary Panetta, and three of the Republican Presidential 
candidates. Students appreciated the opportunity to see and 
hear from so many people committed to strengthening and 
maintaining the bonds of US-Israeli friendship.

“Bringing together so many students for this conference was 
a great opportunity. Before coming down to DC, some had 
never even been to Slifka, yet afterwards, everyone left feel-
ing more connected to one another and feeling like a part 
of something larger than just themselves” –Uriel Epshtein

“The point of sending students to the conference is primar-
ily to help the dynamics of Israel discourse at Yale, since the 

Yale Delegation at AIPAC Conference
By Uriel Epshtein TC ‘14

Yale students and alumni at the AIPAC Conference

conference can so powerfully inspire and 
motivate students.” –Sam Greenberg

“I left with a greater sense of the Israeli 
perspective and a sense of urgency about 
Iran’s pursuit of nuclear weapons.” –Jon-
athan Yang

“Probably the highlight of the event for 
me was the speech was Shimon Peres. 
His life story was very inspiring and a 
testament to the determination of Israel 
and the Jewish diaspora in securing their 
place in the world. I only wished Paki-
stan had some statesmen like that these 
days.” –Sajid Ghani

“As a Christian, I felt I learned from both 
positive and negative models of Christian pro-Israel activism. 
The evangelical panel, in focusing strongly on a particular 
theological basis for support, limited their appeal to other 
Christian groups and opened themselves up to criticism on 
other parts of the theology. On the other hand, Congress-
man Tim Scott alluded enough to the Biblical basis of his 
support to let the audience know his heart was with them 
(while consciously not disparaging other belief systems), but 
he regularly pivoted back to universal rationales as well, such 
as the benefits of providing Israel defense spending that is 
then used to buy from American contractors.” –Christo-
pher Pagliarella

Predictably, everyone’s favorite quote from the conference 
came during Prime Minister Natanyahu’s speech: “If it 
looks like a duck, if it acts like a duck, it is a duck. In this 
case, we have a nuclear duck!”

Yale’s AIPAC delegation was generously supported by a gift 
from Alec Ellison ‘84, P ’15 and Tamar Sadeh ‘85, P ’15.

SINGLED OUT
Israeli TV Producer  
Laizy Shapiro
On March 22nd, Slifka Center hosted an exciting conversa-
tion with Israeli TV Producer Laizy Shapiro, moderated by 
Yale’s Senior Lectors in Modern Hebrew (and Slifka Fellows) 
Ayala Dvoretsky and Shiri Goren.  

Shapiro’s hit show SRUGIM!, which portrays contemporary 
life for Modern Orthodox Singles living and working in Jeru-
salem, was named Best Drama by the Israeli Film and Tele-
vision Academy.  Shapiro shared with a group of students 
the challenge of being a religious producer in the Israeli TV 
industry.  The event was co-sponsored by The Hebrew Pro-
gram, The Council on Middle East Studies at The MacMillan 
Center, and The Judaic Studies Program.
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Last weekend, a delegation of Yale students made their way 
to Washington to attend the third J Street Conference, en-
titled Making History. Indeed, history was made as the DC-
based J Street drew an unprecedented 2500 participants to 
the conference including over 650 students representing J 
Street U chapters (the youth wing of J Street) from across 
the country. The conference featured several prominent 
speakers including columnist Peter Beinart (YC ’93), author 
Amos Oz, activist Anat Hoffman, and former Prime Minister 
of Israel Ehud Olmert.

The primary mission of J Street, the liberal advocacy wing 
of the American pro-Israel community, is to urge Ameri-
can diplomatic and political leaders to support a two-state 
solution, the idea being that only the creation of a state 
for the Palestinian people can ensure the sustainability of 
a Jewish state in the Levant. Amos Oz, in his inspirational 
opening night speech, analogized J Street’s position on the 
Israeli-Palestinian issue by saying, “What we need is not a 
honeymoon but a fair and painful divorce.” While the at-
tendees rallied around this objective, a panoply of speakers 
and panels sparked a provocative discourse that left partici-
pants debating the issues well past the end of the individual 
sessions. One particularly stimulating panel centered on the 
potential for the creation of a divided Jerusalem, a capital 
for two nations.

Among the Yale delegation, Evan Kelner-Levine (BR ’12) 
was attending his first J Street Conference. Although he 
had long been familiar with J Street’s positions on the is-
sues, Evan began his formal involvement with J Street this 
past summer when he participated in a 10-day J Street U 
trip to Israel and the West Bank. The author of this article 

Dr. Daniel Gordis, President of the Shalem Foundation and Senior Fellow at Israel’s Shalem Center, gave 
a Slifka talk entitled, “Jews & Israel: Why Should We Care?” I had been looking forward to this event 
since reading one of Gordis’ books, Home to Stay, over winter break, but this discussion far exceeded 
my expectations. Although this short reflection won’t do justice to his talk, I do want to share with you 
some of his insights, which have changed the way that I see and understand Israel.

Imagine the world of 1946. World War II had just ended, and the future of the Jewish people seemed 
tenuous, at best. 20 years later, before the 1967 “Six Days War,” it was unclear as to how long a Jew-
ish state would persist. But, after Israel’s victory, things changed. Israel had asserted herself, and the 
morale of Jews everywhere was boosted by the realization that a new Israel had emerged, one who 
could protect her citizens.

This critical turning point - a moment when we could truly believe in the future of the state of Israel and the Jewish people - set 
up Gordis’ core arguments: That the existence of the Jewish state “gives the Jewish people the confidence to be who they are 
in the world;” and that in a world that increasing advocates globalism and universalism, “Israel is exceptional in its embrace of 
pluralism.” And, Gordis asserted, this is a very good thing.

Discussions of Israel are all too often wrapped up in arguments about the conflict, but Gordis reminded us that as even as we 
may seek to develop constructive criticism of Israel’s current policies, we should also step back and appreciate the positive role 
that the Jewish state has played, and will continue to play, in shaping our lives and the world.

Dr. Daniel Gordis: Jews & Israel: Why Should We Care?
By Rachel Shaffer, BR ’12

Yale Delegation at J-Street Conference
By Sam Hamer PC ‘13

attended his second J Street conference, this time following 
participation in the Yale delegation’s 10-day Birthright trip. 
The weekend provided an excellent setting to wrestle with 
some of the questions faced during that trip on issues rang-
ing from contemporary Zionism to tikkun olam.

Notable Yale alumni in attendance included Beinart, J Street 
staff member Sarah Turbow ’10, Raphael Magarik ’10, and 
rabbinical student Sarah Wolff ’10.

J Street Conference, March 2012
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From the moment I first 
stepped into Slifka Center 
for Shabbat dinner at the 
beginning of my Freshman 
year, it felt like a home 
away from home.  Even 
as I was still making my 
way through the many vi-
brant social networks Yale 
in those early days, Slifka 
was a place I could return 
to and know I would be 
welcome.  Throughout my 
time at Yale, Slifka’s role in 
my campus life has only 
gotten broader, deeper 

and more rewarding.  Slifka has enhanced my college experi-
ence more than anything else I have done, and provided me 
a stable base of support that gave me the confidence to take 
on many other things including being an editor for the Yale 
Daily News, developing close relationships with my political 
science professors, and tutoring lower-income students in 
New Haven. 

Slifka has offered me a wonderful variety of opportunities 
from recreational to serious, from highly programmed to 
casual encounters. Slifka has organized great ski trips, pro-

Student Program Highlights
Hillel Co-President Sam Greenberg SY ’13

Sam Greenberg SY ’13

vided opportunities to meet with American Jewish and Israeli 
leaders, and the chance to go to a host of national Jewish 
conferences. But what has made my experiences at Slifka 
most meaningful are probably the more mundane things – 
the weekly learning with a rabbi, the lunches with friends 
at the Kosher Kitchen, and the opportunity to share the 
warmth and fun of the holidays with my peers at Yale. I had 
a fairly traditional Jewish childhood, including Jewish sum-
mer camps and Jewish Day School, but I am continually in-
spired as I get to know students and staff at Slifka who bring 
different takes on Jewishness to my consciousness, including 
Rabbis and scholars, artists and authors and activists.

As I have gotten more involved in Slifka, taking on leadership 
roles on the Hillel student board, I have had both the plea-
sure of helping lead and the benefit of learning leadership 
skills, with the deep personal satisfaction of knowing that 
I am helping shape the great Jewish experiences so many 
other students can have here. 

No matter what goes on with the craziness of college life, 
I know I always have Slifka as a bedrock of support. And 
no matter how hectic my week is, I know I can always look 
forward to Friday nights. Shabbat at Slifka has become a sa-
cred time for me each week, when I know I get to come 
together with many of my closest friends to celebrate, to 
contemplate, and to re-live the warmth I experienced my first 
Friday at Yale.

Thank you to the out-going 
2011-2012 Yale Hillel Board:
Sam Gardenswartz BR ’13 – Co-President

Sam Greenberg SY ‘13– Co-President

Alan Elbaum PC ’14 - Religious Life Chair

Sammy Greissman SM ’14 - Social Action Chair

Josh Kalla MC ’14 and Ali Viterbi BR ’14 - Israel Chairs

Ariella Kristal TD ’14 - Outreach Chair

Sarah Marx TD ’14 - Social and Cultural Chair 

Daniel Tahara BR ’14 - Communications Chair 

Shira Telushkin PC ’14 - Education Chair

 

Yale Hillel Board
And Mazel Tov to the incoming 
2012-2013 Yale Hillel Board:
Sammy Greissman SM ’14 – Co-President

Sarah Marx TD ’14 – Co-President

Nikki Feldman DC ’15 - Social and Cultural Chair

Scott Greenberg ES ‘15 – Outreach Chair

Deena Gottlieb MC ‘15- Religious Life Chair

Rebecca Levinsky MC ’15 - Social and Cultural Chair

Jonathan Silverstone BK ’15 – Israel Chair

Laura Speyer TD ’14 - Jewish Engagement Chair

Spence Weinreich PC ‘15 – Education Chair

Correction: We would like acknowledge the following corrections to our December, 2011 
Newsletter:  On page 4 we incorrectly identified the featured painting by Shulamith Nebenzahl 
Levine as “Jaffa” from the collection of Dan ’51 and Joanna Rose. The painting is in fact “Tel Aviv 
II”, a gift from the Rose family to Slifka Center.  From page 9 we wish to correct one of our listed 
founding families, which should have read: Frederick P. z’l and Sandra Rose & Family.
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Barney Frank Visits Yale
Students Dine with the Congressman before his campus speech

Barney Frank dinner?

The Elisa Spungen Bildner ’75 
and Robert Bildner ’72 Israel 
Travel Grant
This grant is intended to provide an opportunity for individ-
ual Yale students to visit Israel, in order to develop a deeper 
appreciation for the land of Israel and for their identity as 
Jews. Upon return, the awarded student(s) will be asked to 
share their experiences with the rest of the Yale community 
in a meaningful way.

Julie Botnick BR ’14 
For documenting Evolution of Eco-Friendly Kibbutzim

Austin Carder BR ’15 
For an Archeological Dig, City of David Site

Sam Greenberg SY ‘13 
For an Internship at the Israeli Democracy Institute

Sam Hamer PC ‘13 
For an Internship at the Jewish People Policy Institute

Ahron Singer TD ’14 
For researching Charedi perspectives on Secular Govern-
ment 

Slifka Center Fellowships and Grants
William and Miriam Horowitz 
and David and Iris Fischer 
Judaica Project Funds
This fund seeks to promote summer initiatives by Yale stu-
dents that will increase understanding of Jewish history, cul-
ture, or religious thought in a demonstrable way. Projects 
can involve art, film, music, travel, study, research, theater, 
reading or writing so long as it is consistent with the stated 
purpose above.

Alexander Verdolini GRD, Comp Lit  ‘17 
For research towards a work of speculative non-fiction cen-
tered on Bruno Schultz’s lost novella “Die Heimkehr”.

Jessica Shor ES ‘13 
For on-site interviews and research of Bomba Israel, an all-
Jewish firefighting brigade in Santiago, Chile.

Shira Telushkin PC ‘14 
For internships with Encounter and the Center for Middle 
East Peace, exploring the role and impact of dialogue and 
diplomacy in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

Congressman Barney Frank (D - MA), came to Yale in Febru-
ary to address Yale Hillel and The Yale College Democrats and 
make the case for liberal support for Israel. 

Prior to his address, Slifka’s QueerJews group hosted the 
Congressman for dinner.  Joined by about 20 students, Mr. 

Frank talked about his three decades in congress, with a fo-
cus on the rise of LGBT rights and related issues.  He shared 
that even before he was openly gay, he always voted in favor 
of LGBT rights, and expressed great disappointment in those 
many ‘closeted’ elected officials who have voted against 
equality to protect their jobs.  Prompted by student ques-
tions, Frank expanded the conversation to talk about other 
aspects of hypocrisy in politics, and offered some off-the-
record assessments of ‘true-believers’ vs. politicians in the 
Republican primary pool.

 Following dinner, the group headed over to Branford to join 
more than 200 students and faculty assembled to hear the 
Congressman’s talk about the U.S, Israel and the American 
Left.

 Frank discussed Israel’s unique role as the only true democ-
racy in the Middle East, focusing on a number of aspects 
of Israel’s protection of the rights of women and minorities.  
“Based on the values I have as a man of the left, Israel is by 
a very large margin the best country in its part of the world,” 
Frank said. “I am troubled when I see people who claim to 
share the values of the left join in Israel-bashing.”
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Coming Soon
JDC NextGen Leadership Service Trip to Israel
After final exams in May, 14 Yalies will experience Israel in a different way.  They will see what Israel is like when the tour bus 
goes away and make a difference in the lives of recent immigrants at Kiryat Malachi. Kiryat Malachi, the “City of Angels,” was 
established in 1951 as a tent city to house immigrants to the new State of Israel.  Its name reflects the contributions of the 
Jewish community of Los Angeles which provided much of the support for its founding.  Today, Kiryat Malachi is the home to a 
new wave of immigrants from the former Soviet Union and Ethiopia.  It has been in the news as a center of the fight to combat 
racism and discrimination.

Slifka Center is working with the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (JDC) to organize this trip to see another side 
of Israel; to meet and work with new immigrants; to learn about their hopes and challenges; and to contribute to the work JDC 
is doing to help these new Israeli citizens adjust to life in their new homeland.

Staff members from JDC and Slifka Center will work with students before, during and after the trip to understand the work and 
these immigrants in the context of the Jewish world.  Students will also have time to explore Jerusalem and Tel Aviv where they 
can experience a little more of what Israel is today.

Many thanks to Betsy Sheer ’72, ’76 MPhil, P ‘95 who helped to organize this trip and raise funds to make this possible.

About Slifka Center
The Joseph Slifka Center for Jewish Life at Yale is home to Yale Hillel, The Kosher 
Kitchen, Young Israel House at Yale, Yale Friends of Israel, JGAP (Jewish Graduate and 
Professional School Students) and other Jewish student groups and programs. Slifka is 
a pluralistic, inclusive and respectful community dedicated to nurturing the mind, body 
and spirit of Yale’s Jewish community. Slifka offers a wide array of in-roads and outlets 
for the expression and exploration of Jewish identity and meaning through ritual and 
observance, dialog and learning, contemplation and reflection, dining and celebra-
tion. Slifka runs many independent programs, and works to compliment programs of-
fered by Yale’s Judaic Studies program, the Yale Program for the Study of Antisemitism 
(YPSA), the Yale Chaplain’s Office, Dwight Hall student volunteer programs and other 
groups. Slifka Center is a 501(c)(3) not-for-profit organization.
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Commencement Weekend
May 18 – 21, 2012

Add Slifka to Your Weekend Plans! If you are planning to 
attend Commencement this spring, please come by Slifka 
Center to dine, daven or just schmooze with the Rabbis and 
Slifka staff.  Be sure to check out the Senior Art Exhibition in 
the Allan and Leah Rabinowitz Gallery.

Reservation for meals may be made online this year. Go to 
our website at slifkacenter.org/commencement and follow 
the links for either parents or alumni to register.

Coming 
to your 
Reunion  
this Spring? 
Slifka Center is your Jew-
ish Alumni House at Yale. 
Check our website for a full 
schedule of meals, services 
and events.  

If you have any questions, or would like to help organize 
a reunion gathering for your class at Slifka Center, please 
contact Jennifer Rogin Wallis at jennifer.wallis@yale.edu or 
203-432-7376. Meal reservations may be made online at 
slifkacenter.org.

You can direct all or part of your Yale reunion gift to Slifka’s 
endowment and receive full reunion giving credit.  For ques-
tions, contact Colin A. Weil ’88 at colin.weil@yale.edu or 
203-423-4084.


