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The race goes on to find effective ways

to build on young adults’ post-Israel trip
connections to Judaism.

By Bryan Schwartzman

and a muscular build, looks as if he is ready for a day of surfing.
Instead, the strength and conditioning trainer — with years of ex-
perience in competitive ice hockey, boxing and muay Thai fighting — is
on his way to an Orthodox synagogue in Northeast Philadelphia. He is
about to spend five hours of a summer weekend sitting through classes

Kirill Vaks, a 25-year-old with longish, light brown hair, a deep tan

about Judaism.

Vaks, who was born in Zhitomer, Ukraine and grew up in Philadelphia
and Cherry Hill, N.J., doesn’t come across as the kind of guy who likes
to sit very long for anything. He recalled being so bored and lost dur-
ing his own Bar Mitzvah service that he swore he’d never set foot in a
synagogue again.

But the graduate of Rutgers University-Camden is now studying texts
with a rabbi once a week and driving from Voorhees, N.J., to Northeast
Philadelphia to attend seminars at the Beth Solomon Community Center
run by RAJE (The Russian Jewish Experience.) He's still not so sure about
the whole God thing — during a class on the purpose of existence, he
seemed more interested in what the rabbi had to say about interpersonal

relationships than theology — yet he’s driven to learn as much as he can
about the Jewish tradition.
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KIRILL VAKS (CENTER) DOING SUPERMAN PUSHUPS ON MT. NATALIA.

“I always had Jewish pride, but I had no clue what that meant,” said Vaks.
“I want to know where I am from. Where is it going to take me? I don't

know. Am I going to become religious? I don’t know.”

What happened to him? One word: Israel.

k from a two-week trip run by RAJE — his third

On June 2, he got bac
a Taglit-

visit to the Jewish state since 2011, when he participated on

Birthright Israel trip.

It's no secret that a visit to the Jewish state can be a powerful, paradigm-
shifting experience. That can be especially true for those who, like Vaks,
have had little or no Jewish background. (He never attended religious
school and read transliterated Hebrew at his Bar Mitzvah.)

The Challenges of Re-entry
But what happens to that energy, that spark of inspiration, when young

adults return to their everyday lives? How can that hard-to-define con-
nection with the Jewish people, maybe even with Judaism itself, be acted
upon once folks have returned to school or their jobs? It's one thing to
feel a Jewish vibe at the Kotel or overlooking Mount Meron from the
mystical city of Tzfat, but it’s a lot harder for many to have the same sorts

of feelings at a suburban synagogue or campus Hillel house.

How individuals like Vaks decide to follow up on their Israel experience
p determine the future for a generation of American Jews. By

might hel
ganizations is down.

all accounts, affiliation in synagogues and Jewish or
Fewer teens are continuing with their Jewish education past their Bar or

Bat Mitzvah, if they even went that far. For many young adults, a trip to
Israel might be the last, best shot at forming a deep attachment to their

Jewish identity.

For decades, Israel has served as a source of inspiration, a destination
where American Jews can grow and explore their connections. In many
ways, Israel is fulfilling the role prescribed it by the Zionist thinker Asher
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ous questions about their lives: Become more re-

ligious? Make aliyah? Chalk up the whole thing as a nice memory and
ve on? And of course, SOMe become consumed over questions about
d the clash of narratives in the Israeli-Palestinian con-
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it might be overwhelming,” said Leon Vinokur, di-
d COO for the Chevra, a Philadelphia-based
long Israel trips specifically geared for
s and young professionals. “Some
how to channel that burning ex-
with it? It can just fade

“For some people,
rector of development an
organization that runs two-week-
20- and 30-something graduate student:
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citement, that burning enthusiasm. What to do

away, unless there is something to channel that enthusiasm for Israel.”

Is Birthright Right?
The last two decades have seen an explosion in the number of available

Israel travel options for young adults, driven by the emergence of Taglit-

Birthright Israel, which has over 300,000 alumni in North America. With

more young Jewish adults than ever visiting Israel, there’s been a grow-

ing awareness on the part of organizations like Birthright, as well as do-

nors, communal leaders and even synagogues, of the need for rﬁeaningful
follow-up efforts. Groups like the Chevra and RAJE now plan post-trip
Shabbatons and classes as an extension of the trip. At the same time,
technology has made it easier for participants to keep in touch with peers
and mentors from their Israel experience. Taken together, it is less dif-
ficult for people like Vaks to build on their Israel experiences and tap into
local resources than it was for travelers 10 or 20 years ago.

Leonard Saxe, who directs the Cohen Center for Modern Jewish Studies
at Brandeis University in Waltham, Mass., has released a slew of studies
showing that, on the whole, Birthright has a lasting impact on the major-
ity of its participants, influencing them to lead more Jewish lives. |
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those looking to re-engage with their Judaism over the long term.

“We wouldn'’t expect that the day they step off the Plane, tbey would be
more involved with the Jewish community,” Saxe said, adding that, as a
general rule, the process of building a sense of self, for many people, is rare-
lya straight and simple line. For Birthright organizers, the point s really to
spark some sort of deeper Jewish connection, whatever form it may take,

“It's not a program about eretz Yisrael,” he said, using the Biblical name
for the land of Israel. “It is about @71 Yisrael,” the people of Israel.

Extraordinary AL
ifreine Cl)lr?):)n?)raﬁlel Brenner ran NEXT, a division of the Ta-
abbi

d to connecting the program’s
Bit-Birthright [srael Foundation dedicate
dlumm to fillow —up experiences. (Since Bre'nner lef}i ":iszirlgr’nNElXT }.las
WNderg gone ol; reshuffling, changing Tts 'emp -a-ltin ro rl.; an‘mng
Prugram t S ting young adult alumni pttues s ifgpwifh I:/In o
5 L0 connec d rogramm OVlng
n and prog
Edn f of education : i
dlmdtlons .) Now chie i nonprofit, Brenner thinks that the pro
tiong, 5 Philadelphia-ba ience into one ’s life is an example of

rl
fiof Ncorporating an Israel expe

For three years,

AT THEKOTEL 0 vk
UTIT'S A _
SYNAGOGUE DR CAMPUS Hll.l.El. |

| ]} Ot T N,

AT : *«w*”*“w
2 s B o [ e | R T
e < - ~ » e b e 'm'ﬁ;'_ ':‘c m w Q& “" ¥

LOT-HAR

2 1 ey

a basic human problem: How do people return from their extraordinary
experiences to their ordinary lives? (Things become a little different, he

said, when someone has stayed in Israel long enough to imagine that liv-
ing in the Jewish state could, in fact, be their life.)

In a Jewish context, the graduate of the Reconstructionist Rabbinical Col-
lege in Wyncote said that an Israel trip is very similar to Jewish overnight
camp and to being part of a vibrant Jewish community on campus in that
all three experiences put participants in a setting with their peers. Brenner
said that rabbis and other Jewish leaders should be asking: Which of these
experiences are replicable in a mainstream Judaic setting, and which aren’t?

“All of those experiences are taking place outside of regular or ordinary
time,” he said. “The transition is between special places and ordinary Jew-
ish time. We really have to identify what are those things that are trans-

ferable to the ordinary.”

The best way forward may be to encourage “micro-communities,” such as
those made up of camp or Israel trip alumni, and to hope that those groups

tap the power of Shabbat to produce compelling experiences, he said.
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"Ijh}s yea‘r. NEXT made its biggest push ever for Birthright alumni to par-
tl.Clpat.e in the High Holidays. It introduced an interactive map (Www.
bxrthrlghtisraelnext.org/’highholidays). which lists services and events
around the country. It also featured resources, including kits, for alumni
g h(?St their own Rosh Hashanah dinners and break the fast meals. Ac-
cording to Morlie Levin, CEO of NEXT, “Now is the time to build on
those feelings and help make Jewish opportunities and communities
more accessible. Birthrighters and their friends are inspired to deepen
their Jewish living and learning through things they do together with
their peers and educator-led experiences.”

Rabbi Howard Alpert is executive director of Hillel of Greater Philadelphia,
which, over the course of the year, will send nearly 300 students on Taglit-
Birthright Israel programs. He looks at Birthright not as a 10-day trip, but
as a year-long experience complete with orientation and follow-up.

Following a trip, Alpert said, each participant usually sits down for cof-
fee with a Hillel staff member so they can discuss how to build on the
experience. This process, he said, revealed that about 70 percent of local
college participants on Birthright find some connection with the Jewish
community after the trip. Hillel also helps organize gatherings for specific
Birthright buses, where participants often form close friendships.

“The power of the Birthright experience isn’t the climbing of Masada or
the visiting of the Wall — those are the contexts,” said Alpert. “The ex-
perience is being part of a Jewish community and learning, and for the
first time perhaps finding out how fulfilling and wonderful the Jewish

experience can be.”

“X/e can’t recreate Masada, we can’t recreate the experience at the West-

ern Wall, but we can recreate opportunities for people who understand

be a Jew with other Jews,” he said. Whether or not it is a

what it means to
group of friends going out to a Jewish-themed movie and talking about it

later, or having a meal together on Friday evening, the important thing is

Jews doing something together in a Jewish context.

el, said most students who re-

Rabbi Michael Uram, who directs Penn Hill
o Israel, and a dream of his is to have enough

for students. But few, he said, decide to
join pro-Israel organizations

turn are anxious to go back t

funding to subsidize return trips

olved in Israel advocacy on campus,
ess the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. In-

hoose to build on their expe-
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“The experience they have in Israel — in some ways 1L 1s very personal,”
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want another fix of that intense,

The Gradual Approach
Synagogues seeking to replenish their numbers and guarantee their fi-

tures have great incentive to reach out to recent participants on Isral
trips, but replicating the ruach of those experiences can be tricky, ac-
cording to Rabbi Eric Yanoff of Adath Israel, a Conservative synagoguein
Merion Station. With High Holidays falling so early this year, synagogue
leaders were hopeful that many Israel-trip alumni in college or graduate
school would be home with their families for services and would partict
pate in the synagogue’s program geared toward them.

“I would only expect that Israel would be a pinnacle moment in ones
Jewish life experience,” said Yanoff, who has led numerous teen trips ©
the Jewish homeland. “But synagogue needs to be the constant, ongoing
source of connection and feeling and belonging in a people and history
that is worth sustaining. There can be pinnacle moments within syn&
gogue life, too, but it is true of every experience. For example, @ wedding
0; Ly ec.ial anniversary is a high point in a marriage, but the real magic?
:hj Z(e)ﬁ‘:;z’:fhip is th'e fact that it sustains, through highs and loWs ove!
the entire marriage.”

serve Ut
didn't 2t
sons, lef
[led wit

le majo*

\I::rrsilfymillllfe(r?llzosf n, a 20-year-old student at Case Western Re
when she Wasve and, that relationship with the synagogué
Adath [srae| a&YOl;nger She and her family, for a variety of re?
much Jewish iner er Bat Mitzvah. Her teenage years were not | 1
in sociology, VOlVe,me"t- When she arrived at college, the' t'”P :
 Yomen's studies and religion found Hillel activities €© o

unwelcomjp o
that was abolgl't isthe would go to High Holiday services on camp

But She h bef
a _ o
d always been interested in visiting Israel, and " DR

y



2012, she went on a Birthright 1
- ~m around the (o) >

r~r}?enwas deeply mo\lfletltg Sl only student from her school.
?' e I} what she SaW and has formed deep
frien : e other Participants, emailing back and
forth with some of them daj],

ael EXcursion with students

« Jove the pe N X

[ ]O'\Tas 4 Ii;’gp'{eb They \\.m» dohnitoly what made (a8
Spe,aa : \osen said, adding that half a year later,
she’s still processing the 10 days she spe
quite feecis IlkZ}:ud\\'efe actually there, | climbed o 16 1o
4 MaSa’ . En d af thfs Mmassive asthma attack. Like in the
ook, .\ou> o c.) S Rl where you have been. ‘I was
up there? What did we just go?’ » '

nt there, “It never

Going back is already on her mijng.

“I would love to take my
dad before he gets too old to see 3] th

10Se mountains,” she said.

She spent this summer interning at the National Museum
of American Jewish History, where she earned credit toward [
EElizionnayor bt during the Spring semester following Ab
her Birthright trip, she didn’t immediately start going to Shabbat dinners
every week or signing up for a class in Jewish history. She acknowledged
that deepening her Jewish connection may take time. This academic year,
she’s going to have a Jewish suitemate and she hopes that, together, they
may feel more comfortable attending Hillel programs.

The Immersive Approach

On the other hand, Adam Rosen (no relation), a 26-year lawyer who lives
in Cherry Hill, N.J., has never had much trouble feeling Jewish. He grew
up attending Temple Beth Sholom, a Conservative synagogue in Cherry
Hill he calls “a second home.” After his Bar Mitzvah, he went to a region-
al Hebrew high school run by the Conservative movement. He went on
Taglit-Birthright Israel while an undergraduate at Rutgers University in
New Brunswick. And this past June, he went on a trip run by the Chevra,
where he exhibited some of the religious observances that led other par-
ficipants to give him the nickname, “Mr. Shabbas.” Since coming back,
he's attended classes and Shabbatons run by the Chevra. He also started
sending weekly emails to his fellow participants containing thoughts on

the weekly Torah portion.

‘It hard to believe a week ago we were in ] crpea e r'ecalle'd, e
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ADAM ROSEN WAS SO AFFECTED BY HIS TRIP
THAT HE IS CONTEMPLATING MAKING ALIYAH.

often asked himself in synagogue. “Prayer is a very hard thing to achieve.
It is not easy. There are many times I have questioned it. But I feel a lot

more assured right now, a lot more inspired.”

He also said that making aliyah is not out of the question. Since coming
back, he has clicked more than once on the website of Nefesh B'Nefesh
(www.nbn.org.il), a group that helps North Americans move to Israel.

“It is something that I have been contemplating,” he said. “Israel is home.
Itis our home. I could walk around in Israel with a kipah on my head and
not feel out of place.”

Vaks, the trainer who has worked out members of the Philadelphia Flyers
and trained professional mixed martial artists, isn’t talking about moving
to Israel at this point. But on each of his three trips there, he said, he’s
forged a deeper bond to the country, the land and the Jewish people. This
December, he'll do something for the very first time: He will be going to
the Jewish state on his own dime and navigating the country without the
help of a tour guide.

He's planning to attend a cousin’s wedding, and will also be looking into
studying in a yeshiva while there. Just don’t tell him he's becoming reli-
gious,

“Iam along for the ride,” he said. “I want to just keep learning and taking
it allin. At some point, if I do start doing the full Shabbas, awesome. If I
don’t, awesome. I don’t want to force myself into anything. [ want to take
it all and make my own decisions.”

Bryan Schwartzman is senior writer for the Jewish Exponent. In 1999, he
SPEnt six months in Israel; his head and heart stayed there much longer.
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