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— August Kahn
and Tal Frieden

“I think there’s an intellectually ravenous
Jewish community on college campuses
that is champing at the bit to explore

Jewishness on a whole new level that they
can’t find in their Jewish institutions.”

Judaism on Qur Own Terms

As we discuss in the episode, JOOOT is a national movement
of independent college campus Jewish organizations committed to
promoting student self-governance and radical inclusivity. Its goal
is to shape the future of American Jewish discourse and community,
grounded in the belief that the independent Jewish communities of
today will foster the independent Jewish leaders of tomorrow.

When we spoke to them, August Kahn and Tal Frieden were college
students leading independent Jewish groups on their respective cam-
puses. August Kahn was a rising senior at Pitzer College in Claremont,
California, studying religious studies and gender and women's studies,
and one of the co-founders of Nishmat at the Claremont Colleges.
Tal Frieden was a student at Brown University and a founding mem-
ber of Friday Night Jews, a radically inclusive non-hierarchical and

jron-denominational Jewish community.
J, Kahn and Frieden are now living and working in New York City.
Kahn works in public programs and education at the YIVO Institute

for Jewish Research, and Frieden is the Raise Up NY campaign co-
| ordinator for ALIGN NY, organizing a coalition of labor unions and
| grassroots community groups to raise the minimum wage in New

| York State.

Dan Libenson: Let’s start by finding out a little bit about what

- Judaism On Our Own Terms is all about.

Tal Frieden: Judaism On Our Own Terms is a new group of college

i Jewish communities. We're built around the principle that independent
. Jewish communities are an important part of the college experience.

Specifically, we're interested in building Jewish communities that are

I not bound to the political views of donors and are able to build their
} own vibrant Jewish life on campus.

The communities that Jodaism On Our Own Terms is hoping to fos-

J,tcr are built around the principle of open and honest dialogue around
¥ the hardest issues facing the Jewish community today, without litmus
} 'tests or without forcing anyone to leave their opinions at the door.

August Kahn: One of the greatest premises of our organization is

b that the people who should have the most say in building Jewish life

on campus are those who are practicing it themselves—namely, the

' students.

. Lex Rofeberg: To what extent is each of the different Judaism On
i Our Own Terms groups independent from the others, and does each
| have its own set of values and identities?

August Kahn: What we're practicing is very much a college Judaism.

b It’s one that reflects the ideas and identity of a campus. I think, for
"; everyone, a good college education is rooted in taking everything apart
" and being willing to reevaluate everything. Our groups are the same
b way. We are willing to totally take apart everything and put it back
' together if that means maintaining the integrity of our group.

We're really trying to explore the very boundaries of what Jewish

1 identity can be, knowing that it will be real and sacred for us, That
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means that what we do is very much rooted [in] the needs and ideas
of different student groups. What that could mean for us could he
very different from someone from Brown, or what that could mean
for Wooster could be very different than for Stanford.

Tal Frieden: | want to underline that I think the real commitment
in Judaism On Our Own Terms is to taking apart the things that we
take for granted in college Jewish communities.

If you look at our guidebook, there are parts devoted to tatking about
Ashkenormativity and how the emphasis on Ashkenazi experience i
something that we need to question and tease out of what we think
it means to be Jewish. We're interested in assessing the landscape of
what college Jewish experiences traditionally look like, teasing out the
parts we want to examine more closely, and then putting back together
what we think creates a really authentic, whole, and beautiful college

Jewish experience.

Dan Libenson: I think it’s clear that there’s an issue on college
campuses about where people stand on issues relating to Israel, and
there’s concern among many students that campus organizations aren't
allowing a robust discussion of those issues. Are there other areas
where campus organizations are somehow limiting the robustness of
the experience—intentionally or not?

August Kahn: Even without policies regarding Israel/Palestine, there
still is a deep need for an organization like Judaism On Our Own
Terms. One of the things that we try to do is really hone in on the
values and needs of individual Jews, We're trying to examine anything
that is at the forefront of Jewish exploration today.

'The way that Jewish institutions talk about the future of Jewish
continuity already rests on preconceived notions of what a Jew is, or
where can we find Jews. Judaism On Our Own Terms is trying to push
back against that and say that some of the best minds for the Jewish
community may not be found in traditional Jewish spaces, but instead
are looking to bring something else to the table from somewhere else.

In many ways, we're training future Jewish leaders who will be able

to explore their own Jewishness through this individual lens for the
first time,
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Tal Frieden: On our campus here at Brown, there has been super-ro-
16t conversation in the beautiful independent Jewish community that
re've built here called Friday Night Jews ... FN Jews, get it? We've
been able to host important conversations about things ranging from
the divestment campaign that was going on on our campus to BDS
it large to anti-Zionism as a Jewish practice or Jewish ideology.
i Those conversations just weren't possible elsewhere on campus because
of the constraints placed on institutionalized Jewish college spaces.
§ A big part of what makes these communities different, aside from
plsracl/Palestine, is the commitment—at least in my community—to
.hon-hicrarchical organizing spaces. There are no elections and boards
band executive boards and trustees we have to communicate with in
Morder to make decisions. Decisions are made collectively as a group of
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FThat organizing principle and structure radicaily changes the way

dents on an ad-hoc basis. Leadership changes every week, basically.

§udaism operates on campus.
b 'The flexibility of a non-hierarchical structure allows us to change
to address the needs of each week. It also means that we miss things.
| Sometimes we'll sort of flop and won't have a huge Hanukkah party,
Ibut maybe we’ll do Hanukkah at the next Shabbat and fold it in that
Eway. The tagline of every email we send, is that things happen if we
L nake them happen, not because they’re supposed to happen.
. We sce a really large number of Jews from interfaith families at our
! events. We also see unaffiliated Jews, or Jews who came from families
! that were unaffiliated with a synagogue, or Jews who didn't grow up
; with a ton of traditional practice at our Shabbat dinners and other
‘-I programming, That doesn't mean that we don't also attract sumnmer
' camp Jews, or Jews who grew up with rich exposure to Jewish practice.
We're committed to making our spaces not just welcoming to but
b inclusive of and sharing ownership with Jews of Color on campus. Jews
f of Color have been involved with my campus community of Friday
Night Jews since its inception, but we're always working to make sure
} that it’s 2 more comfortable and inclusive and shared space.

We also offer something important to folks who have grown up in
Orthodox families and who don't identify as Orthodox anymore. I



know a lot of folks who have a strong, deep connection to Judaism but

may feel like if they enter a normative Jewish space, they’re going back

into what they received. They—like all Jewish students-—are asking
how do I reflect what I've received, and how do I enfold that into what
I'm currently feeling today.

Lex Rofeberg: Can you say more about what you are pushing against
in terms of how other campus organizations operate or where they
focus?

August Kahn: All good activist groups—and I'd say most student
clubs—started from some form of discomfort. I would say even maybe
most Jewish movements or Jewish innovations started from some
feeling of discomfort with what was currently existing. We're in a long,
long legacy of Jewish innovations that have been started because of
something new that was not being picked up by the organizations or
ideas around them.

That’s always changing, and so too should our organizations keep
changing. Especially on college campuses, where people keep gradu-
ating and new people keep coming in, we have to keep reevaluating
what our organizations are doing. Continuity is important, but I think

we should only have discussions about continuity in dialogue with
how we meet the needs of this ever-changing body of people who
are benefiting from these organizations. The only way to do that is
to be unafraid to fail, and to constantly reevaluate and to constantly
deconstruct.

I believe that the future of Judaism and the past of our Judaism is
really a Judaism on our own terms. Whether it's our synagogues or our
camps or our day schools—all of them can reflect this idea, too. If not,
we will be in denial of who's actually in the group, which will create
this total dissonance with what Jewish communities are offering and
who's actually practicing in them. I think it could lead to the demise
of Jewish institutions if they're not willing to listen to who is actually

in those spaces.

Dan Libenson: What do you think the future is, and ought to be, in
terms of donors—whether that has to do with existing organizations
or your organizations?

Tal Frieden: Part of the answer is asking the question, what do

b we need to have a vibrant Jewish community? Do we need our own

building, or is it okay to have Shabbat dinners in someone’s living

' room every other week? How much staff support do we need? How

much do we need to spend on catering, and things like that? All of the

' costs that are associated with Jewish college life are taken for granted

at this point. ‘

I once spoke at a conference of Jewish donors in Boston.whcre the
central questions were, “How do we get young Jews excited abom;t,f,
Tsrael?” And “How do we get young Jews excited on college campuses:
It was right after the election in 2016. Tt was absurd to me because
to me those were entirely the wrong questions. Jewish stuc}ents Wik
excited; Jewish students were talking about Israel and Palestine; ]c\insh
students were talking to each other about Jewish things all the time.
But if you start with the question, “How do we get thcn,n exafed about
the thing that we're excited about in the way that ‘wfs' re excited about
it,” that’s not a conversation, and that’s not an open dialogue between
equal partners. . . o

August Kahn: T welcome donors who are 1nte1:ested in connm::ng
Jewish practice and discussion and the conversation on a-very robust
level. That's a goal that I shate with them. However, 1 think that the
best way that we can continue this is to say if you care truly ?.bout p}lt-
ting your money in the name of Jewish (:ontinuityZ then do it knf)wmg
that it’s going to be a Judaism that may not look like yours, but it may
look like ours. ’

It has to be premised on the understanding that there’s a new gn.)up
of folks who are having conversations that you may not be having.
"They may not sound like Jewish conversations to you, but’ fo1‘r the folks
involved, they are distinctly Jewish conversations. If you re. 1nterfested
in the future of Judaism, and open to the idea that Judaism will be
practiced enthusiastically and wholly by a new generation, then you
have to say, “Where I put my money, it may look diffe-rent‘than v‘i'hat I”
expected—but at least some of the core values I have will still -contm'ue.

Lex Rofeberg: I think what you're creating is also an 11-1cred1ble
resource for smaller campuses. Your guidebook was designed so




thoroughly and so thoughtfully around how people can start up their

own small Jewish groups,

What advice would you give people who already have a very small
organization and who are trying to make their organizations sustain-
able? What would you say to folks who are trying to create Jewish life
without many resources?

Tal Frieden: Friday Night Jews here started as a group of friends
who were like, “Let’s make Shabbat dinner cvery other Friday night,
and let’s do it in each other’s apartments, and let’s rotate.” [t was maybe
12 or 15 people at the beginning. From there, it’s grown to consistently
50 people every other week. Our listserv has over 100 people.

So, I would say that it’s totally possible to start an independent
Jewish community from a couple of friends who Just want to have
Shabbat dinner, or whatever the practice that you end up choosing may
be. My advice would be to center it around a practice that brings people
together—whether it be Shabbat dinner or havdalah [prayer marking
the end of Shabbat) or some other practice that you find special. On
a campus with a small number of Jewish students, the intimacy that

 ritual like that can provide is really grounding, I would say that the
key, perhaps, to making an independent community work is rooting it
in shared ownership and a practice that brings people together.

Dan Libenson: It strikes me that some of the funding of college
Jewish organizations is premised on an assumption that campuses
are a kind of war zone, a place where students are at risk and need
protection. I'm wondering if you could share your sense of what it's
like on college campuses these days?

August Kahn: What T see in People and institutions outside of
the campus is this deep anxiety and fear of the intellectual power
of a college campus. Historically, campuses have been a hotbed for
intellectual innovation and for rebuilding new ideas and for trying
them out and seeing what works and what doesn't. Our Jewish students
who are products of these organizations, of this kind of learning, are

going to take it to every place that they want to take it,

It was very interesting in Claremont to see that there were many
folks who were in Jewish Studies departments, taking Religious Studies
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ses on Judaism and Jewish thought, who w:ere not going to curren’:
ish institutions for Friday night. It wasn't becaus‘e they w;tren
aterested in Judaism—or because they were just taklr.lg the ¢ a(sjs?:
Yor the grade. It was because they felt that they -werc bf:mg trcz:itv.:h l-u_
the classroom with a dignity and respect for their BN ideas and the
own thoughts that they couldn’t find at Shabbat' dmnerl:l -
) If you're not willing to take Jewish students seriously, there’s io r egate
ibe a deeper bed of students who are going to go elsew}.le;;e and ¢ .
mew spaces. | think there’s an intellectually raver}ous]ems comfn}lll ez
college campuses that are champing a-t _the-b1=t t? exﬂofe ]esvvlsé 1;
n a whole new Ievel that they can't find in theu‘_lt?“.ru.sh ms;ml:lnoh s.S
, Lex Rofeberg: Can you tell us more about the activities and rhythm
I °
?fi:l;f: (l)'élalils;l: ‘The group of friends who startc.d Nishmat g-ot tog;il;;
e in the library and said, we're looking for a']ew'ush community an -
[ean’t find it here. We wrote down a list of adject{ves of what e V\;an-
'Jewish community to be, like mindful or /Jeimzs‘b or homey, 1réch u;:fct,
 all this different stuff. We said, “Okay. We're going to have a Sha a”
‘.’cvent with dinner on this date, and we're going to see what hapﬁ)ens.
. 'We threw out the word and got all these folks. It.turne.d outt a(l;lwe
.were very singing-heavy. We did a lot of singing rzzggfmzrfz——worm;:
..melodies that come from the Hasidic movement. I think is }fo not e
| that they don’t have words, they’re trying to evoke somet mg o
beyond words, which also means that :1 lot of folks can participa
i having to know the words. .
‘ thj\r?t:: ;l’;?tl;:)urghﬁ think, was a really nota‘ble t‘ir.ne for o::};]ewz)l:
community. We were able to host a long annsemmsm'wor y 1opCl
" the entire campus that Nishmat students helpe,d organize at; d'ea t;d
" Ithink that we're interested in routine, but we're not 'super- ehlca
to routine. We're really, really excited to pick 1l1p the pleces,as tl eynic;
We're creating a space that’s not only bringing what we've .carour
from our own different backgrounds together, but also learning
i community.
ov;:leieg;:l:::?go:s'lf:f?:;}:;:: :e].l usa littl?bit more about the origins
of Friday Night Jews and how it looks today?



1al Frieden: Friday Night Jews really started as a bunch of friends
who wanted to have Shabbat dinners in each other’s apartments pot-
luck-style. I would also say it started pretty directly in response to
non-Zionist and anti-Zionist Jews feeling left out of institutional
spaces on campus and wanting to find community elsewhere.

Since then, we pretty routinely have Friday night dinner every other
week. Our Friday night ritual usually looks like people arriving and
schmoozing, chatting for a little while, We also this year started doing
niggunim~—wordless melodies—at the beginning as part of our ritual
section. That ritual changes if the person leading that week wants to
do something else. We've also had someone read poems, we've had
someone teach a prayer or a melody to a prayer. Our ritual section
varies continually.

Then we go into the dinner section of the evening. We always have
a facilitator and a conversation topic. That has ranged from Jewish role
models to responding to Pittsburgh and what community safety looks
like to us. Some really important conversations that we've had have
been about how to institute restorative Justice practices into our group.

Dan Libenson: I'd love to know how you reflect on where this is all
going, or where you hope it might go. I's your vision that there should
be lots of Jewish organizations on campus that are student-created,
and they might wax and wane, and they might come and go, and that's
totally fine, and nobody should worry too much about making sure
that every Jewish student is connected? Or is it your view that you're
hoping that these organizations are going to grow over time with the
hope that more and more Jewish students find a place to connect?

Do you have a concern that what are now these tiny new organiza-
tions that you're building could turn into institutions that then start
to feel like they need money, and then they need to find donors and
then they have to get stuck with these donors’ agendas?

August Kahn: We're not the first organization that has recognized
that Hillel is not the center for Jewish life on campus. Chabad has
already done that, Chabad has already exposed, in a really interesting
way, that while many needs are Jewish you can't find it in the same
place at the same time. We're not, I think, blazing the trail of saying

; that a vibrant Jewish community is a diverse Jewish community, and
 that Hillel’s mission of being the center for Jewish life on campus has
| revealed a lot of deeper problems.

At the same time, I think Hillel is doing some great work in having

§ a strong presence on many different campuses all around the country,
| and I think all around the world, and being for many people the ﬁ.rst
| opportunity to really be enfolded into the Jewish community. I think

that’s really important, .
1 would say 1 hope for the future of Judaism On Our Own Terms is

| that we can keep being an organization that does the same work, and
L does it in our own way—just like other Jewish organizations before us
have done. This is something that someone said to me at Nifhma’f-—-*
f that 1 go to Hillel and I get what I want. I know exactly what I'm going
 to get. I have my dinner, I sing songs, I feel like I'm back at home. I

have this beautiful experience that’s very, very nostalgic and very, very

' warm of going to my Reform temple. Then I go to Nishmat too, the
next week, and I have this other completely different experience. 1
~ have to reevaluate what is my entire place in the Jewish community,

I’ and what is my voice.

Those are two Jewish ideas, but they’re very, very diﬂ"eren‘t. We’rc
meeting a need that may not be met by other ]c.wish o{gamzanons.
They’re doing the same for us, too, What I'm looking for '1r1 tht? future
is that we're going to be part of a conversation alongs1df: different
organizations that will ultimately lead to a more robust dialogue on
the future of Jewishness itself.

Tal Frieden: At Friday Night Jews we had an interesting moment
this year when there were first-years coming to our Shabbats and
saying, “I got to Brown and realized I could choose betw?en Chabad,
Hillel, and Friday Night Jews.” That was a really intcres.tlflg mome’nt
of being like, Okay, if we're part of this ecosystem,’what.m 1t‘ that we're
going to do that allows us to keep doing what we’re doing in the way
that we're doing it, and not become institutionalized? I think a huge
part of that has been our leadership structure and the fact that the
facilitator changes every week——the ritual coordinator changes every
week. You won't see the same person standing in the front of the room






