Meditation:   In a world full of selfishness, how can we build a strong camp community?
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I just returned from being 2 weeks as a Rabbi in residence in Camp Coleman, our regional Jewish youth camp north of Atlanta. It was wonderful!! It was vibrant!! If you and I were kids, we should all be there!!!

I grew up in Argentina going to Jewish camps, since age 9 approximately. It was in my camp that I experienced what a strong community feels like. We slept in big tents with cots. We ate together and of course with did all activities together. I that environment I learned that you do not leave anybody behind, that you need to care for one another. I learned that being number one was not the most important goal to achieve; sharing the ball with teammates was as important as making the goal.

It was at my camp in Argentina, when I was 12, that for the first time I declared my love to the Rabbi’s daughter…and she said yes for a day and a half! That experience was quite important for me!!! From then on, I concentrated in her dad, my eventual mentor, Rabbi Marshall Meyer, the camp director. After my first camp, I was transformed. I came back home, not only filled with memories of a great summer, but willing to commit to participating in Jewish youth groups. At home, I started to light Shabbat candles and read to my parents Abraham Joshua Heschel to their astonishment.  

Camp transforms kids. Camp helps kids become more confident and increases their self-esteem. Camp develops social skills that help campers make new friends. Camp helps kids grow more independent and develop leadership skills. Camp allows kids to be more adventurous and willing to try new things. Camps that emphasize religion and spirituality allow kids to realize their spiritual growth. A Jewish camp teaches our kids to love Israel, Shabbat and Judaism. A Jewish camp teaches our kids prayer and that being engaged in Tikkun Olam is a Jewish imperative. Camp teaches our kids that their ideas are heard and that creating a stronger camp community is of upmost importance. Everyone is encouraged to join in, sing together and discuss the theme of the day together. 

In camp kids learn that it is OK to be themselves, they learn to take risks and meet the challenges that are presented to them. In sum, camp teaches our kids to build a strong community that cares, is supportive and challenging. A community that matters. And that is why when they come back home, for the most part, they can not wait to go back again next summer. 

Camp Coleman has about 400 kids, 150 staff and 26 Israeli counselors and specialists. By the way it has great food!!! And the Israeli chef makes 70 Challot every Shabbat which are delicious. It has a big property on a lake and tremendous amount of resources and activities. Breakfast starts at 8AM and activities run until late into the evening. Non stop. I was attached to a unit but participated with nearly all age groups during my 2 weeks. Not only I taught Torah in a formal way but also played, sang, did art and sang my heart out with them.  To have kids approach me and say: “Rabbi, I loved your prayer meditation, services were great, I know Spanish and I play soccer too!!” makes for a more close interaction between camper and Rabbi. 

Camp is a place were our kids find a sense of belonging. They live Judaism intensely. They learn that Judaism can play an important role in their lives.

As you can see, you do not have to convince me that a Jewish camp is worthy. But a majority of our kids go to other camps. If you are in a position to facilitate your son or daughter to attend a Jewish camp, do not hesitate!!! Make a gift to your grandchildren. I would love to see them at camp next year with me. Know that there are scholarships to help our kids attend. 

In the book of Devarim, Deuteronomy ch 23:15 the Torah teaches a very important lesson:

“Ki Adonai Eloecha mitalech b’kerev machanecha”,   ADONAI OUR GOD WALKS IN THE MIDST OF YOUR CAMP.

In camp Coleman, I experienced that Divine presence walking in the midst of camp.

“ And the old shall dream dreams, and the youth shall see visions,

And our hopes shall rise up to the sky.

We must live for today, we must build for tomorrow

Give us time, give us strength, give us life”.

In a world full of selfishness, how can we build a strong community similar to the one I experienced at camp? 

Shabbat Shalom.

