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By CANTOR SCOTT BUCKNER

Over the past three years, I volun-
teered my time as president of the Uni-
versity of Minnesota Hillel. Previously, 
I’d served on the board of directors, and 
I chose to devote this time and effort 
because a strong Hillel develops the 
future leaders of our community. 

Jewish students enter college from 

a wide variety of Jewish backgrounds. 
During this transformative time, it’s 
important that students continue to de-
velop their Jewish identity. Hillel offers 
students the role models and resources 
they need to be empowered, innovative 
Jewish thinkers, creators and leaders. 

Hillel is inclusive and pluralistic, 
meeting students where they are, en-
couraging their exploration of what it 

means to be Jewish, and empowering 
them to create their own Jewish path 
and explore their connection to Israel 
in a safe and supportive environment. 

The University of Minnesota Hillel’s 
goal is to begin a new era of excellence. 
Hillel began by hiring a new director, 
Benjie Kaplan (8-15-14 AJW), to com-
plement the excellent staff: engagement 
associate Justin Held, office manager 
Jessie Adams and Jewish Agency for 
Israel fellow Eliav Perez. 

Here are a few highlights from the 
past year:

• engaged close to 600 students, em-

powering them to 
be creative Jewish 
thinkers and do-
ers through inter-
esting, appealing 
programs;

• sent nearly 
100 students on 
Taglit-Birthright;

• formed the 
Minnesota Israel 
Leadership Col-
laborative with 
the Jewish Com-
munity Relations 
Council of Min-
nesota and the 
Dakotas (JCRC), 
the Israel Center 
of Minneapolis 
Jewish Federa-
tion, and Students Supporting Israel to 
use collective resources to get students 
invested in pro-Israel activity; and

• received two major national fellow-
ships, including an Israel fellow and an 
emissary from the Jewish Agency for 
Israel; the focus of both was on bringing 
Israeli culture to the students. 

Hillel will once again have an Israel 
Fellow for 2015-16, having been select-
ed as one of 12 schools internationally to 
receive an Ezra Fellow. This fellowship 
is for early career Jewish educators at 
campuses with huge growth potential.

For the first time, Hillel brought 
the community together for an amaz-
ing Shabbat, called Maroon and Gold 
Shabbat, on April 17. The event, which 
was held at TCF Bank Stadium, hosted 
420 people, including 286 students. 
Minnesota Hillel can now proudly 
claim the largest Jewish gathering on 
campus ever. We know this growth will 
only continue.

At Maroon and Gold Shabbat, 

the first-ever Mil-
grom Leadership 
Award was given 
to a student who 
embodied all of 
the amazing quali-
ties that former 
Hillel director 
Rabbi Louis Mil-
grom strived to 
instill in students: 
leadership, Jewish 
exploration and 
a strong sense of 
community. 

Jeff Lifson, who 
attends Adath Je-
shurun Congrega-
tion, was the first 
recipient of this 
award. He puts in 

countless hours ensuring that Hillel 
successfully builds a pluralistic Jewish 
community on campus.

I am pleased to hand the presidency 
over to Ron Zamansky. I know Ron will 
provide great leadership to our board 
and staff during this exciting time for 
University of Minnesota Hillel. 

It has been my honor and privilege 
to serve as president of our Hillel 
board and I look forward to seeing the 
continuing emergence of a new era of 
excellence for our own University of 
Minnesota Hillel.

*** 
Cantor Scott Buckner has been the 

cantor at Adath Jeshurun Congre-
gation since 1994. He also serves on 
the ethics committee of the Cantors 
Assembly, the largest organization of 
professional hazzanim in the world.

This piece was first published in 
the June 1–July 15 issue of the Clar-
ion, Adath Jeshurun’s  newsletter.

Mordecai Specktor
EIGHT ARTISTS TAKE THE STAGE — In Golden Valley on Monday evening, The Metropolitan’s main 
room was packed for the fun and fast-paced artists’ showcase called P’Chotchka (5-8-15 AJW). The 
event was hosted by Rimon: The Minnesota Jewish Arts Council, which has been supporting Jewish 
arts for 20 years. Each artist showed 18 slides, with 18 seconds of commentary about each image. 
Among the artists presenting Monday were (l to r): Keren Kroul, who discussed her colorful water-
colors on paper; musician and playwright Joseph Vass (The Soul of Gershwin), who talked about his 
family’s Old World roots; Susan Stein, an actor, playwright and teacher, whose play, Etty, dramatizes 
the life of Dutch diarist Etty Hillesum, who perished in the Shoah; and photographer Eiden Spilker, 
whose work, both prose and photography, has won prizes in the Keren Or arts contest for teens 
(4-24-15 AJW). Rimon is an intiative of the Minneapolis Jewish Federation. 

Hillel: Connecting students, developing leaders
The University of Minnesota Hillel’s goal 

is to begin a new era of excellence

Jeff Lifson (left) received the Mil-
grom Leadership Award from Hil-
lel Director Benji Kaplan during 
the Maroon and Gold Shabbat 
on April 17.


