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Director’s Note

Dear Friends of Rice Jewish
Studies,

This edition of Branches is
devoted to the topic of Jewish life at
Rice. I have invited a broad range
of members of the Rice communi-
ty to reflect on their experiences.
Some are writing about their work
to make our campus more inclusive
and welcoming, while others share
some of their personal impres-
sions. Together, these different
voices provide a panoramic view
of the many experiences of being
Jewish at Rice.

In his essay, Rice Universi-
ty President Reginald DesRoches underscores how having a
vibrant Jewish community on campus enriches the life of the
entire university. Melissa Cohen-Nickels, curator of the Joan
and Stanford Alexander South Texas Jewish Archives, provides
some important historical context: Jewish leadership was al-
ready instrumental at Rice before the Institute opened its doors.
In my interview with Alexander Byrd, vice provost for the Office
of Access and Institutional Excellence, he tells me about the ac-
tivities of his office in response to October 7. Elaine Howard Eck-
lund is the director of Rice’s Boniuk Institute for the Study and
Advancement of Religious Tolerance, with which the Program
in Jewish Studies often collaborates. In her essay, she writes
about an extensive survey the Boniuk Institute conducted in 2024
on antisemitism and other forms of religious bias at Rice and
then puts the results of the survey in national perspective. Rabbi
Kenny Weiss of Hillel, and Rabbi Shmuli Slonim of Chabad,
both write about their many activities and interactions with
our students. Additionally, Art Gottschalk, a professor at Rice’s
Shepherd School of Music for almost five decades, shares his
thoughts from the faculty perspective. Of particular importance
are the voices of our students and their personal experiences at
Rice. They are here represented by essays from Alysa Bijl-Spiro
’26, Arden Katz '24, Mira Goldstein "27 and Leah Packer '29.

Over the years, our Program in Jewish Studies team has
steadily grown. I already mentioned Melissa Cohen-Nickels, the
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curator of the Joan and Stanford Alexander South Texas Jewish
Archives, with whom I work closely. A generous gift from the
Jerold B. Katz Foundation has allowed us to hire a full-time
archivist, Katie Webber "19, a Rice graduate and former intern at
the archives. Currently, Ido Telem is the Samuel W. and Goldye
Marian Spain Postdoctoral Associate. There are also two en-
dowed professorships in the Program in Jewish Studies at Rice,
in addition to my own chair in biblical studies. Daniel Cohen, pro-
fessor of history, is the first Samuel W. and Goldye Marian Spain
Chair for Jewish Studies, and Brian Ogren is the Anna Smith
Fine Professor of Judaic Studies and the chair of the Department
of Religion. The Anna Smith Fine endowment was established
by Rabbi Samuel E. Karff, z’l; I remember fondly my many con-
versations with Sam over lunch at Cohen House about his many
activities at Rice that paved the way for our program. Thanks to a
recent transformative gift from Rice alumna and current trustee
Patti Lipoma Kraft ‘87 and her husband, Jonathan Kraft, we will
be able to add a third professor to our team, the first holder of the
Kraft Family Professorship in Jewish Studies. The gift will also
support the new director of the Center for Jewish Studies.

At the beginning of the new academic year, on July 1, 2026,
our Program in Jewish Studies will become the first Center for
Jewish Studies in Rice’s history. The establishment of a new cen-
ter speaks to Rice’s deep and enduring commitment to Jewish
studies as an academic discipline. The new Center for Jewish
Studies will significantly increase the visibility of Jewish studies
at Rice nationally and internationally, strengthen our research
activities, and, with time, attract more Jewish students and re-
searchers to our campus.

Asyou can see, Rice’s Program in Jewish Studies is flour-
ishing and expanding in significant ways. Thank you for your
continuous interest.

With kind regards,

bl Ry

Matthias Henze
Isla Carroll and Percy E. Turner Professor of Biblical Studies
Director, Program in Jewish Studies



Fostering Religious Pluralism on Campus and in the Community:
The Boniuk Institute’s Initiatives

By Elaine Howard Ecklund, Aishwarya
Lakshmi, Kerby Goff

Rice University’s Boniuk Institute for
the Study and Advancement of Religious
Tolerance has historically enjoyed a
close relationship with the Program in
Jewish Studies. The institute is dedicat-
ed to understanding the conditions that
lead to religious conflict, tolerance and
pluralism, and then helping people apply
its findings. The institute achieves this by
conducting research on pluralism and vi-
olence, holding international convenings,
and offering programing for civic leaders,
scholars, students and the general public.
The institute conducted a national
survey' on antisemitism and other kinds
of religious bias in 2024, and in 2025 pre-
sented its findings at a variety of forums,
within and outside Rice, ranging from the
president and provost’s lecture series to
academic conferences to the religion and
society collective of the Aspen Institute.
The study found Jews were the most like-
ly group to report experiences of religious
bias and hostility in the U.S. and the most
likely to register fear about future bias.
Nearly a quarter of Jews (23%) reported an
increase in religious bias or hostility since
October 7. Jewish (56%) respondents were
also most likely to say that the war had a
negative impact on their mental health.

Imam Waleed Basyouni with Elaine H. Ecklund at
a special session antisemitism and Islamophobia.

A survey* of Rice students conducted by
the institute in 2024 found that 70% of
students think that Rice is a safe space for
someone with religious or nonreligious
beliefs like theirs. Results were shared
widely within the college community, in
small group and large-format auditori-
um settings, to students, student groups,
faculty and staff, to raise awareness and
ideate next steps for increasing religious
literacy among students and meeting
student needs of various minority faiths.
The survey also asked for recommenda-
tions for improving religious tolerance
and Jewish students requested increasing
kosher food options. In response, Rice has
committed to offering a dedicated kosher
menu for Jewish students in Seibel
Servery.

As part of its commitment to broad
outreach to promote healthy religious
pluralism and combat prevailing religious
intolerances and prejudices, the institute
also ran a semester-long series, open to
the Rice student body and wider public,
on antisemitism and islamophobia in the
wake of the Gaza crisis. Students read
historical framings of the conflict (“The
Israel-Palestine Conflict: A History” by
James Gelvin) and seminal works on
global religious violence by Mark Juer-
gensmeyer (“When God Stops Fighting:
How Religious Violence Ends”) and

apply its findings.

The institute is dedicated to understanding
the conditions that lead to religious conflict,
tolerance and pluralism, and then helping people

Karen Armstrong (“Field of Blood:
Religion and the History of Violence”),
and interviewed authors via Zoom in

the classroom setting. A key event in the
semester-long series was a gathering of
religious and civic leaders, during which
Rabbi Oren Hayon and Imam Waleed
Basyouni reflected on the state of and
challenges faced by the two communities.
The discussion was moderated by Matthi-
as Henze, director of the Program in Jew-
ish Studies, and Elaine Howard Ecklund,
director of the Boniuk Institute.

The institute’s religious literacy
series held its annual daylong intensive
course on global religion and public life
in the summer. Over 70 Houston school
teachers and professionals attended and
learned about various religions from
talks ranging from “Vodun and African
Indigenous Religion in Everyday Life” by
Sarah Reynolds, the institute’s Bryan J.
and June B. Zwan Postdoctoral Fellow,
to “Entangled Otherings: Rethinking
Anti-Semitism and Islamophobia, 1492-
Today” by Mendel Kranz, former Samuel
W. and Golde Marian Spain Postdoctoral
Fellow in Jewish Studies who is now at
the University of Pennsylvania.

The Boniuk Institute looks forward
to continuing collaborations with
the Program in Jewish Studies in the
coming year. Ml

-4

Sarah Reynolds, a Boniuk Institute postdoc, presents at the Boniuk Institute
Religious Literacy Series.

1 2024 Boniuk Institute Religion and Social Issues Survey. Ecklund, Elaine Howard, PI, Kerby Goff, Co-Pl. Funded by the Boniuk Institute for the Study and Advancement of

Religious Tolerance, Rice University,

2 https://news.rice.edu/news/2024/study-shows-rices-religious-and-cultural-diversity-fosters-inclusive-environment-O
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From Menorah to Hillel:
Jewish Life at Rice

University, 1912—-Present

By Melissa Cohen-Nickels, curator of the
Joan and Stanford Alexander South Texas
Jewish Archives

When the William M. Rice
Institute for the Advance-
ment of Literature, Science
and Art, today known as
Rice University, filed its
charter in Austin on

May 19, 1891, it envisioned a
tuition-free, secular institu-
tion for the “instruction and
improvement of the white
inhabitants of the City

of Houston and State of
Texas.” Funded by the

$4.6 million endowment of
merchant-philanthropist
William Marsh Rice, the
institute opened its doors
October 10, 1912, with great
fanfare and international
attention.

From its earliest days, Jewish individ-
uals played meaningful roles in the life
and development of the new institution.
Their stories, preserved in the university
and the South Texas Jewish Archives at
the Woodson Research Center,
reveal both integration and ex-
clusion, participation, and bound-
ary-making that shaped Jewish
campus experience for decades.

Jewish Leadership at the Founding
Jewish involvement at Rice began
even before the institute opened.
One of the most influential early
figures was Emanuel Raphael, a
close friend and adviser to Wil-
liam Marsh Rice. Raphael was the
first person Rice invited to serve
as a trustee of the proposed school.
Born in Birmingham, England,
in 1847 and raised in Galveston
and Houston, where his father,
Samuel, served as rabbi of Congre-
gation Beth Israel, Raphael em-
bodied the civic-minded Jewish
leadership of turn-of-the-century

William Max Nathan stands beside classmate Maurice Dannenbaum, nephew of Judge Henry
Dannenbaum (MS 0736) and grandson of the first rabbi in Houston, Zacharias Emmich at
Beth Israel, and Philip Fleet, an immigrant student from Berdichev (then in Russia,

now Ukraine).

central architect of the institute’s forma-
tive years, traveling nationwide to study
other universities and helping lead the
search for Rice’s first president.

Another key early figure was Arthur
B. Cohn, brother-in-law to Raphael. A
former bookkeeper for William Maxrsh
Rice at the Houston Brick Works, Cohn
became the institute’s first business man-
ager and assistant secretary to the board.
He signed nearly every early institutional
document and remained a stabilizing

administrative presence. Upon his death
in 1938, he left $100,000 to Rice, further
evidence of the deep ties between Hous-
ton’s Jewish community and the young
university.

Early Jewish Students

Jewish students were present from the
beginning of campus life. Among the
most well-known was William Max
Nathan, the first Rice student to gradu-
ate with distinction. Nathan’s campus
resume was extensive: Honor
Council member, Debate Society
participant, vice president of his
class and business manager of
the Campanile yearbook.

After beginning studies at
Harvard Law School, Nathan
left to serve in World War I, later
completing his law degree at
the University of Texas School
of Law in 1921. He went on to
a successful legal career in
Houston and was instrumental
in the founding of Congregation
Emanu El in 1944, serving as the
first secretary of its board. His
writings on the formation of Con-
gregation Emanu El are in the
Emanu El Collection (MS 0726).
Charles Nathan, William’s son,
was the first second-generation
graduate of Rice Institute. Anoth-

er member of Rice’s early Jewish
student cohort was Lenard

Houston. As secretary of the
Board of Trustees, he became a

Link to the digital scrapbooks: digitalcollections.rice.edu/
south-texas-jewish-archives/houston-hillel-scrapbooks
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Images from Nathan’s scrapbook document Jewish women students,
including Zillah Longfellow Willner '17, vice president of the Menorah
Society and daughter of Orthodox leader Rabbi Wolff Willner.

The history of Jews at Rice reflects a broader American
Jewish campus story: early civic leadership, strong academic
participation, periods of social exclusion and eventual

institutional flourishing.

Gabert, who studied alongside William
Max Nathan in the institute’s formative
years. Gabert graduated in 1917 from
Rice’s first graduate degree prog

ram in architecture, launching a career
that would leave a lasting imprint on the
built environment of Greater Houston.
His notable commissions included the
1930 design of Congregation K’Nesseth
Israel in Baytown, the celebrated Eldora-
do Ballroom (1939), a major cultural land-
mark in Houston’s Third Ward, and the
1949 building for Congregation Emanu
El Gabert’s career illustrates how
Rice-trained Jewish graduates helped
shape both Jewish communal spaces
and the broader architectural landscape
of'the region.

Nathan’s scrapbook (UA 230, Box 9,
Woodson Research Center) provides a
remarkable visual window into early
Jewish student life.

The Menorah Society:

Belonging and Boundaries

Despite academic inclusion, Jewish
students navigated social limitations.
Rice applications recorded students’
religious affiliations, and although the
university was formally secular, informal
barriers persisted.

The campus Menorah Society, part
of a national Jewish student movement,
illustrates this dual reality. The organi-
zation functioned primarily as a cultural
and intellectual society rather than
a worship group. Notably, it met at
Houston’s Concordia Club rather than
on campus, making it the only student
organization without a regular university
meeting space.

Enrollment data suggest that Jewish
students typically comprise between 2%
and 6% of the student body. During the
1920s, as exclusive clubs and secret soci-
eties rose in prominence at Rice, Jewish
students were often excluded socially,
even while remaining highly visible
academically. A telling campus pattern
emerged: The Campanile yearbook editor
was typically Christian while the busi-
ness manager was frequently Jewish —a
quiet reflection of both inclusion and
limitation.

From Menorah to Hillel

By the mid-20th century, Jewish student
organizations had evolved. Coverage in
The Rice Thresher (April 27, 1949) docu-
ments the Menorah Society’s final meet-
ing and its transition into Houston Hillel,
aligning Rice with the growing national
Hillel movement. This shift marked a
new phase in Jewish campus life, one
increasingly institutionalized, visible and
integrated into university structures.

Lenard Gabert (first on left) at his senior class picnic in 1916.

Archival Windows Into Jewish

Campus Life

Today, the story of Jewish life at Rice is
richly documented in the university’s
and the STJA archival collections at the
Woodson Research Center.

A major milestone came in 2018,
when Houston Hillel donated its scrap-
book collection (MS 0732) to the South
Texas Jewish Archives. The Woodson
staff digitized the materials, making
scrapbooks from 1965-2007 freely
available online. These volumes capture
decades of Jewish student experience, re-
ligious programming, social events, Israel
engagement, campus partnerships and
the evolving identity of Jewish life at Rice.

Together with early student scrap-
books like Nathan’s, administrative
records and student newspapers, these
collections allow researchers to trace
more than a century of Jewish presence
on campus, from founding trustees to
modern student leaders.

Continuity and Change

The history of Jews at Rice reflects a
broader American Jewish campus story:
early civic leadership, strong academic
participation, periods of social exclusion
and eventual institutional flourishing.
From Emanuel Raphael’s role in shaping
Rice Institute’s earliest decisions to the
vibrant Houston Hillel community of
today, Jewish life has been woven into the
fabric of Rice University since its found-
ing moment.

For scholars and community mem-
bers alike, the archival record ensures
that this story, complex, nuanced and
deeply Texan, remains accessible for gen-
erations to come. W
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Rice President Reginald DesRoches lights one of the small candles forming a Star of David
during a campus vigil supporting Israel and Jewish students.

Finding Home at Rice:
The Strength of Jewish
Life on Campus

By President Reginald DesRoches

For several years, I have had the privilege
of attending Mega Shabbat on our cam-
pus. Hosted by Chabad at Rice, it is one
of the most meaningful evenings of the
year — hundreds of students gathering
around tables, sharing food, conversation
and tradition. What strikes me most is
not just the scale of the event but the
atmosphere of warmth, joy and genuine
connection. Students who may have

just met leave as friends, and for many,

it becomes a moment when Rice feels
unmistakably like home.

I have enjoyed the opportunities to
stay long after the formal program ends
because students want to talk about class-
es, research, sports, careers and life. But
they also talk about identity. Repeatedly, I
hear a similar message: Belonging is not
abstract. It is experienced in very real mo-
ments — being able to observe Shabbat
openly, to ask difficult questions in class
and to know your university supports you.

6 ¢« Program in Jewish Studies

At Rice, an empowered campus cul-
ture manifests itself by students feeling
not only welcomed but understood.
Jewish life reminds us that community
is not built by statements; it is built by
relationships, shared traditions, and the
confidence that one’s faith and heritage
can be expressed fully and safely.

Our responsibility as a university is
clear, and we take our role seriously in
ensuring that people of all backgrounds
and beliefs can express themselves freely,
learn from one another and engage re-
spectfully even when conversations are
challenging. When students feel secure
in who they are and their environment,
they are better able to learn, to lead and to
contribute to the life of our campus.

Jewish life at Rice continues to grow
and strengthen. Our Office of Access and
Institutional Excellence recently wel-
comed Sana Patel as assistant director
of religious diversity and pluralism.

Her work helps ensure that religious
communities across campus have the
support they need and that concerns are
addressed thoughtfully and construc-
tively. This role reflects our commitment
to religious literacy, understanding one
another’s traditions not as differences

to be managed but as opportunities for
learning and connection.

This spring, we are also deeply grate-
ful for the generous gift from alumna and
trustee Patti Lipoma Kraft ‘87 and her
husband, Jonathan Kraft, to establish the
Kraft Family Professorship in Jewish
Studies. This professorship will expand
scholarship, teaching and dialogue in
Jewish history, thought and culture.
Jewish studies enrich the intellectual life
of the entire university by inviting deeper
conversations about ethics, history, iden-
tity and responsibility — conversations
universities are uniquely positioned to
foster.

It will also allow Rice’s Program in
Jewish Studies to become an official
Center for Jewish Studies, which speaks
to Rice’s commitment to Jewish studies
as an academic discipline and will bring
visibility to what we are accomplishing
academically.

Moments of tension and uncertainty
inevitably arise on college campuses.
When they do, our response matters. At
Rice, we strive to create an environment
where disagreement never becomes
uncivil and where students are supported
both in their safety and in their ability to
express their identities openly. The goal is
never uniformity of thought but mutual
respect grounded in shared values of
dignity and care.

Rice’s residential college system,
our culture of care, and the dedication
of student leaders, Hillel, Chabad and
faculty mentors all contribute to a vibrant
Jewish community. Together, they create
spaces where traditions are celebrated,
friendships are formed and leadership is
cultivated.

Building a welcoming campus is
ongoing work. It requires listening,
partnership and trust. I am grateful to the
students, faculty, alumni and community
members who help shape Jewish life at
Rice every day. Their presence strength-
ens not only their own community but
our entire university.

When students feel they belong, they
thrive. And when they thrive, Rice is
better equipped to make a meaningful
impact on the world. l

When students feel secure

in who they are and their
environment, they are better
able to learn, to lead and to
contribute to the life of our
campus.



Jewish Life in a Public Age

By Rabbi Kenny Weiss
Executive Director, Rice Hillel

Every year I revisit an insightful opinion
piece from The New York Times titled “The
Importance of Dumb Mistakes in College.”
The author Jim Reische, a higher education
professional, argues that today’s online and
digitally connected world leaves college stu-
dents little room to make ordinary mistakes
and learn from them privately, even though
such missteps are a crucial and formative
part of becoming thoughtful, responsible
adults.

I've seen this technological evolution myself during 25 years
of fostering Jewish life at Rice University. When I arrived at Rice
Hillel, we shared programs and events with students by mailing
postcards to their on-campus mailboxes. Email came a few years
later, and smartphones were not ubiquitous until only 15 years
ago. For a time, we even tracked which students had texting
plans and which students paid per message.

T am often asked by people who graduated from college three
and four decades ago how today’s college students are different
from when they attended college long ago. Their question reflects
their lived experience, the transition from typewriters to laptops,
bulletin boards to Instagram feeds and pay phones to cell phones.

I begin by answering that college students are exactly the
same as in the past. Eighteen-year-olds still arrive at Rice excited
to engage in new experiences, try on new personas, and make
mistakes as they figure out who they are and who they want to
become. After all, Jewish tradition teaches that growth comes
through questioning and wrestling with ideas, not rushing to
conclusions.

So, what’s different? The difference today is that social media
pushes students into public lives that leave little room for private
growth.

This is where Rice Hillel offers something different. Rice’s
campus culture moves quickly and the internet remembers ev-
erything. Hillel creates Jewish spaces that offer an indispensable
contrast. We help students slow down, reflect and interact with
classmates while physically in their presence.

Rice Hillel student leaders Austin Lambert, Mira Goldstein and
Eitan Feldman with Rabbi Kenny Weiss at a Rice Hillel Shabbat dinner.

These moments take place at Rice Hillel's weekly Shabbat
dinners in magisters’ homes and our Wednesday lunches in
Brochstein Pavilion. They continue on Monday evenings when
students learn how to host their own Shabbat dinners (and
then host two for their friends), and Tuesday afternoons when
students join me to explore the Jewish approach to contemporary
issues. They also unfold in the many informal hours each week
when we meet students in on-campus cafés, sit across from them
and buy them a cup of coffee so there is space for real conversa-
tion.

At these times students set their phones aside and open up
about an upcoming class assignment, a tenuous friendship or a
developing identity about which they’re having trouble finding
the words. Sometimes the conversation is about nothing in par-
ticular, which is the most profound interaction because it means
students are taking the time to leave behind their doomscrolling
and simply be present.

What makes this especially powerful is that these encounters
are relational, not transactional. We nurture students’ Jewish
journeys from O-Week through graduation and often for years
beyond graduation. Rice Hillel partners with Jewish Family
Service to strengthen this work. Through this collaboration, a,
licensed counselor serves on Rice Hillel’s staff, ensuring that
students navigating more complex personal challenges receive
professional support within the trusted framework of the Rice
Hillel community.

The strength of these relationships became especially clear
earlier this academic year. After October 7, the campus climate
deteriorated in ways our
Jewish students at Rice
had never experienced
before. In the aftermath
of October 7, and over the
two years that followed,
Rice Hillel’s staff sup-
ported Jewish students
when their peers on
campus targeted them
in ways that blurred the
line between political
criticism and personal hostility, and worked with them when
they engaged with Rice administration to improve the campus
climate. Students shared their hesitancy to display public sym-
bols of Jewish identity and wondered aloud if their college years
would continue under a cloud of antisemitism.

Then at the beginning of this academic year, a Rice Hillel
student leader shared with us her observation that more students
than before, and entering students in particular, were wearing
their Jewish stars outside their clothing again. Around the same
time, other Hillel student leaders suggested we hold our weekly
Shabbat dinners on campus in magisters’ homes. Suddenly we
saw a resurgence of Jewish life at Rice focused on Jewish joy.

These small but powerful shifts reveal something essential
about college life today. As Jim Reische writes, we need to pro-
vide college students room to be themselves and grow in private,
away from the constant visibility of the digital world. Rice Hillel
intentionally creates these spaces, anchored in community, tra-
dition and trust, where Jewish students can grow without fear of
permanent exposure.

That is the work we do every day. In a time when everything
feels public, immediate and amplified, the quiet, relational work
of Rice Hillel matters more than ever. W

that offer an indispensable
contrast. We help students
slow down, reflect and
interact with classmates
while physically in their
presence.
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A Composer’s
Journey:
Finding
Belonging

at Rice

By Art Gottschalk

Arthus Gottschalk is an
award-winning composer
and professor of composition
and theory at Rice Univer-
sity’s Shepherd School of
Music. In 2016, he received
the Meritorious Service
Award from the Association
of Rice Alumni and in 2023,
the Presidential Award for
Mentoring. In this essay, he
reflects on being a Jewish
faculty member at Rice.

Maybe because I come from an inter-
faith family, I've often dealt with issues
of not feeling like I belong. Of course,
that may also be because my father was
a member of Admiral Hyman Rickover’s
“Jewish Navy,” a group of nuclear and
mechanical engineers handpicked to lead
the Navy toward safe nuclear propulsion.
Asaresult, I changed schools a lot grow-
ing up, although I was fortunate that all
my dad’s postings were in the Northeast.
I consider myself a New Yorker, even
though I spent my last high school years
in Annapolis, Maryland, when my father
was at the Pentagon. Now I've lived in
Houston almost 50 years — longer than
anywhere else. Yet I definitely do not
feel like a Texan, not by any stretch of
my imagination. The only boots I've ever
owned or worn are Wellingtons.

I was raised irreligiously, and happily
so, but I nonetheless felt a compulsion to
explore my family’s history and heritage.
My great-grandfather, Emil, was a suc-
cessful spice merchant in Germany who
had the wisdom and the foresight to bring
his family to the U.S. in the early 1920s,
as he sensed a rising tide of both fascism
and antisemitism. I doubt very much that
I would be writing these words now if he
hadn’t come to this country. Hundreds
of Gottschalks perished during Kristall-
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Art Gottschalk

nacht, and thousands were murdered in
the subsequent Holocaust, as recorded

in the Yad Vashem Central Database of
Shoah Victims’ Names and in the Bunde-
sarchiv Memorial Book. So, I explored my
history and my culture, took Hebrew at
the local Jewish community center and
entered the synagogue at age 35. Now,

I rarely go to shul (although there was a
time), but I have expressed my heritage
and culture through my music — indi-
rectly, as when I incorporate cantillation
in my serious music, or directly, by writ-
ing and arranging for services, cantors’
concerts and my tenure as the arranger
for The Three Jewish Tenors.

I have taken great satisfaction and
pride in the exploration and embrace of
my Jewish heritage. I must admit that I
have felt welcome, and a sense of belong-
ing, in the temple. I feel accepted by my
German Catholic relatives and friends of
other faiths, but my lack of any formal ed-
ucation or experience on that side makes
it all seem that much more daunting. I
have to admit that I love and embrace ear-
ly liturgical music and teach 16th century

counterpoint. But I always take care to
incorporate the work of Solomon Rossi
into my syllabus.

So, then, “Why did you join the Rice
Jewish Network group?” asks my friend
Matthias Henze. I mean, other than the
fact that I consider Moshe Vardi [the
group’s founder] a friend, and one of the
most intelligent and articulate (once you
get past that almost impenetrable He-
brew accent) persons I have ever known,
it’s actually quite simple: the same reason
that I decided to dedicate my teaching
career to Rice University. When I inter-
viewed here long ago, there really was no
Shepherd School of Music. There was a
handful of students and “offices” in the
third sub-basement of Sewall Hall, but I
was sold on the school’s promise. More
than that, I felt something at Rice that I
hadn’t felt at the other two schools that
made me an offer. [ truly felt, and I do to
this day, that the majority of faculty, staff
and administrators here care more about
the students and the institution than they
do about using those things just to further
their own ambitions. I was and remain



the duty to respond. But there has been
a certain feeling of insecurity among
my Jewish students, along with a rise in
open confrontation by some non-Jewish
students and others, that made me take
notice.

My initial response was to be just a
bit closer to and supportive of my Israeli
and Jewish students, in an attempt to
help them know that theyre not alone.
But when Donald Trump was elected to
a second term, that just didn’t seem to be
enough. He and his associates profess to
be against antisemitism, but most of us
recognize the transactional nature of his
support for Israel. I do not believe for one
second that his support extends to the
Jewish community in general, despite
his using it as an excuse to disable DEI
initiatives in college campuses across the
nation. I feel that I must do more. And
yet, really — what can I do?

As an American musician, I owe at
least 50 % of who I am and what I do to
the labor and creativity of the African
American community in this country
over the past 400 years. And the Trump
administration is trying, working hard,
to erase that contribution. There is not
much I can do. I protest this personally

and publicly (in October I produced a “No
Kings” concert), but this year I decided to
join the Black History Month committee
for the first time. Sure, it’'s a minor thing,
but I just want to help — to do anything
I'm allowed or able to do — rather than
just sit idly on the sidelines and watch our
history be eradicated. Similarly, I joined
Moshe Vardi’s Rice Jewish Network
when it was first formed. I'm not at all
sure what we, or I, can do to help, but
maybe I can learn through my colleagues
and our discussions, and from the guests
that come to speak with us and share
their experiences.

I care about all my students — all of
them. I want them all to have a safe envi-
ronment in which they can learn, grow
and realize their potential. I care about
my colleagues — all of them — and love
all that we share and learn from each oth-
er. I have always believed the best thing I
can do to further myself'is to understand
and help others. That is what I hope to ac-
complish, and it is what motivates most of
my choices in life, including why I chose
to join the Rice Jewish Network. It is not
an exclusionary action by any means, and
it is but one part of who I am. H

I care about all my students — all of them. | want them all to have
a safe environment in which they can learn, grow and realize their
potential.

personally ambitious, but I wanted to

be able to dedicate my life and career

to something higher than just personal
achievement. So I came to Rice, to

a state that I'd never set foot in before,

and despite clashes with certain here-
today, gone-tomorrow administrators over
the years, and despite also working for
decades in the private sector, I have never
considered leaving. My greatest pleasure
in life has been and remains watching my
students learn, grow, succeed, leave and
become. I have maintained close contact
with the majority of them, some over
almost 50 years now. [ am teaching some
of their grandchildren at this point.

After the October 7, 2023, attack on
Israel by Hamas, I was taken aback by
how quickly the initial sympathy for the
victims turned into a type of virulent an-
tisemitism that I hadn’t observed on this
campus before. Of course, some of this is
likely caused by a conflation in some peo-
ple’s minds between Israel and Judaism.
I myself am deeply troubled by the way
Israel and the U.S. responded, though
recognizing that Israel has the right and

Rabbi Shmuel Slonim and Art Gottschalk
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Student
Voices

Stories from
past and current
Rice students
reflecting on
their Jewish
experiences

on campus

Leah Packer
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Alysa Bijl-Spiro

Mira Goldstein

Finding My Jewish
Home at Rice

By Leah Packer '29

From the very moment

I walked through the
Sallyport, I knew that Rice
University was the place
for me. Amongst the chaos
of the screaming advisers,
blasting fireworks and
chatting freshmen, I felt

a strange sense of calm; I
thought back to spring of se-
nior year of high school and
knew I had made the right
decision coming to Rice.

Immediately, Rice University made
Jewish student life accessible and a posi-
tive experience. Beginning in O-Week, we
were given the opportunity to meet with
Hillel and Chabad, understanding what
Jewish life would be like on campus. I
was initially nervous to get acquainted
with these organizations, as [ wasn't very
familiar with what they were going to
be like. However, through the activities
fair (and the addition of free stickers and
t-shirts), I became more comfortable with
being a part of Jewish life in the new
school year.

In fact this “new year” began with
celebrating Rosh Hashannah, the Jewish
New Year that commences Yom Kippur.
It was actually quite exciting for me, as I
had never had the opportunity to partake
in the holiday with a group of Jewish
peers. Trekking through the slightly
frigid night air, my friend and I arrived at
the celebration, the smell of brisket and
challah wafting through the air. As the
candles were lit and a prayer was recited,
we dug into the warm and comforting
food. It instantly reminded me of the food
my family made for Hanukkah and made
me simultaneously a little homesick but
also comforted by the fact that I was sur-
rounded by people who had similar life
experiences to me.

But, as I soon found out, holidays are
not the only way Jewish students gather
at Rice. Shabbat is hosted every week,
and I personally have tried to go to Hillel’s
Shabbat as much as possible. Besides the
enjoyment I get from visiting different
magisters’ houses and eating good, home-
cooked food, the atmosphere of Shabbat
is what brings me back every week.
From talking about classes to laughing
over games, Shabbat is the place to be on
Friday nights.

Through Hillel, Shabbat and some
cold emailing, I also became a part of the
Jewish Studies Student Association. We
hosted a Boba and Babka event outside
of Fondren Library, sharing free drinks
and slices of babka with the Rice popu-
lation; I even brought some babka back
to Sid Richardson and shared it with my
friends. I have found that at Rice people
are not just willing but excited to learn
about others’ cultures and backgrounds.
Eating babka with my friends, licking the
chocolate off our fingers reminded me of
how close and accepting the Rice commu-
nity is.

The Jewish Studies Student Associ-
ation also hosted a latke-making event
for Hanukkah. Besides having a close
run-in with the Sid Richardson kitch-
en fire alarm, the event went smoothly
with everyone full from the numerous
latkes we made. I actually learned how
to fry food in oil for the first time. Beyond
just Jewish life, Rice gives students the
opportunity to learn so many new things
for free. The Recreation Center has free
classes (zumba is a personal favorite) and
there is a plethora of clubs for students
to join and gain skills from. Even just in
my first year, I feel like I have learned so
much beyond my classes.

And Greater Houston is still integral
to the Rice experience. With Hillel, I
went to my first NBA basketball game,
watching the Rockets secure a win over
the LA Clippers. Despite not knowing
anything about basketball or who either
team was, I had an amazing time eating
a warm pretzel and cheering for the
Rockets. I have shopped in the Galleria,
viewed artwork in the Museum of Fine
Arts, Houston, and eaten in Chinatown;
Rice’s convenient location has allowed me
to travel to many unique and cool places,
bringing me closer to my peers and the
city.

Thinking back on my first semester,

I can only speak positively about my
experience with both Jewish student life
and general student life at Rice Univer-
sity. From celebrating Rosh Hashannah,
cooking latkes in Sid Richardson kitchen
and running across campus to make it to
Shabbat, I have felt super connected to
the Jewish community here. As someone
who hadn’t had many prior opportunities
to be among Jewish peers, I have really
appreciated the many experiences Rice
offers Jewish students. On a broader
scale, I have found the university’s sheer
number of activities and opportunities
offered to students allows everyone to find
their niche. Whether it be through cul-
tural clubs or residential college events,
freshmen can truly dive into the deep end
and fully appreciate the Rice experience
from the very start of the school year. B



Beyond the Infographics:
My Rice Hillel Perspectives Trip

By Arden Katz '24

During my first two years at Rice, I didn’t talk about Isra-
el much. It was still a country I wanted to visit, especially
as a Jewish person, but that didn't come up at school. We
were all focused on doing well in classes and navigating
the campus environment. I figured I'd go on Birthright at
some point in my life, but I hadn’t even begun planning
that trip. Then, the summer after my sophomore year, I
got a text from Rabbi Kenny Weiss asking if my passport
was up to date and if I'd like to go to Israel in a week to
fill an opening in a Rice Hillel trip.

The Rice Hillel Perspectives trip to Israel was one of
the most memorable parts of my Rice experience. Aside
from growing close with one of my now best friends who
was my roommate on the trip, I got to explore a country
I'd always wanted to visit. We went to the Western Wall,
spent time in the Shuk and even stayed in a kibbutz. I
learned my way around Jerusalem and got a taste of Tel
Aviv night life. I loved getting to try Israeli food for the
first time and finally finding hummus that I liked. It was
amazing to get a glimpse of Israeli culture in the short
time we spent there.

The Rice Hillel Perspectives trip to Israel
was one of the most memovrable parts of
my Rice experience.

What made the trip especially interesting is that we
got to speak to real people about the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict instead of receiving all of our information from
the internet. The infographics that so many people
spread through social media are often misinformed and
at times deliberately misleading. But sitting down with
Israelis, Palestinians and Israeli Arabs, both in Israel and
in the West Bank, allowed us to understand what people
who are actually living there think, what they really
experience in their day-to-day lives, what they hope for
in the future and what they fear. No two people have the
same exact opinions, and everything is more nuanced
than it may initially seem. A lot of us felt like we had our
eyes opened, and we were ready to talk about what we
had learned.

I'm thankful that Rice Hillel gave me this experience.
Israel is not a far-off foreign country that only exists for
people to debate over. It’s a real place, full of real people
who are not just talking points. I feel lucky that I was able
to visit the country, explore the culture, meet the people
and learn. ®

Rice Hillel's Perspectives trip to Israel and the West Bank
is a fully funded immersive experience for Rice University's
Jewish and non-Jewish student leaders. Trip participants
meet with journalists, grassroots activists, decision makers,
and everyday people from Israel and the Palestinian
Authority, and take part in dialogues of coexistence.

Running With the Rabbi

By Alysa Bijl-Spiro '26

For the last year and a
half, Rabbi Kenny Weiss
has been the first face

I see every Wednesday.
At 7:30 a.m. sharp, I
meet him on the outer
loop and begin what I
refer to as my weekly
“run with the rabbi.”

I met Rabbi Kenny my junior

year after not participating in any
form of Judaism during my first
two years at Rice University. I'd
gone to a Jewish day care, received a Bat Mitzvah and was later
confirmed, but for some reason, had not felt any inclination to
get involved when I got to college. Yet at the start of junior year, I
was experiencing a bit of a spiritual crisis. The first time I talked
to Rabbi Kenny, I was in a state of emotional distress. Without
even knowing who I was, he wrote down my phone number and
offered to get lunch with me the next day. Though I said “yes” at
first, as [ was walking home, I began to second-guess whether

I should go, whether Judaism was really what I needed in that
moment of crisis. Why now, after all this time?

I ended up going to that lunch, and I am so glad I did. A
conversation about running quickly turned into a plan to meet on
the outer loop the next Wednesday morning, which then turned
into one of my most cherished weekly traditions. When I tell
people about my runs with the rabbi, they often ask what the two
of'us talk about. Rabbi Kenny makes the joke that wherever there
are two Jews, there will always be three opinions. During our
runs, ['ve realized that this joke has a good amount of truth to it.
As we run around the outer loop, I have been grateful to engage
in many conversations with Rabbi Kenny on topics that might be
considered taboo in more traditional Jewish spaces. I've always
been told that Judaism is fundamentally concerned with justice,
with the freedom of all people. To be Jewish, then, is to question
and scrutinize what justice and freedom really look like, to not be
afraid to voice a dissenting opinion when given the space to do so.
Above all, I appreciate Rabbi Kenny for giving me that space and
for fully accepting me where I am.

On January 11, 2026, I ran the Aramco Houston Half Mara-
thon with my dad. About 6 miles in, I heard someone call my
name and run up to me. It was Rabbi Kenny, my one and only
college run buddy. “This is my rabbi!” I yelled to my dad, who
proceeded to shake Rabbi Kenny’s hand (without breaking race
pace, of course). In that moment, I realized that Judaism had
gone from playing no role in my college experience to being a
touchstone. From my 7:30 a.m. runs with the rabbi to attending
services during High Holidays to my choice of mitzvot, I now
understand that there is no one way to be Jewish. l

Alysa Bijl-Spiro
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A Home Every Friday: Redefining
Leadership at Rice Hillel

By Mira Goldstein '27

Serving as co-president of Hillel
at Rice has changed how I think
about leadership. Jewish life at
Rice is very personal and built on
the strength of a small commu-
nity. What makes it flourish is
consistency and care.

This year, for the first time ever,
Hillel hosted Shabbat on campus
every single Friday. That shift built
a weekly rhythm where people
knew they always had a Friday
evening plan, a good meal and
friends to laugh with. We have en-
gaged with over 100 unique Jewish
students this year, expanding the
program into a steady presence.
‘We found regulars who come every week, people who have made
this their community. This consistency builds trust, and trust
builds community. By hosting weekly Shabbat in a college ma-
gister’s house, we create an atmosphere that feels like home. The
message woven through this year is that we show up every week,
and because of that, people show up too.

Working with my co-president, Eitan Feldman 27, and the
incredible Houston Hillel staff has been central to our success.
We lead differently but trust each other, and students feel that.
When leadership feels steady, the community feels steady. Eitan
and I are able to support the student body because of the support
we feel from Houston Hillel.

A recent change in Rice Hillel is shifting toward smaller
and more frequent events. Those gatherings feel natural and
aligned with the size of Jewish life at Rice. Instead of investing
everything into a few big programs, we've created more con-
sistent events. The result has been stronger relationships and
better retention. Shabbat was our biggest success, and Passover
was also a highlight. The Hillel Summit, where we met Jewish
students from all over Texas, showed us how much value there
is in connecting across different spaces and that we can execute
meaningful holiday programming without losing our tightness
as a community.

To accommodate a growing Jewish student body, Rice Hillel
has established a very active board of student advisers to support
our club’s outreach mission and help with the logistics of weekly
Shabbats. If we want Hillel to last beyond any one presidency, we
need solid infrastructure, and our board is now built to stay.

Looking forward, Rice Hillel will continue to focus on weekly
Shabbat dinners at magisters’ homes and look into expanding
into similar homey spaces that can accommodate our growing
attendance. Jewish life at Rice is at a turning point; our weekly
Shabbats on campus created a foundation and the next step is
strengthening the structure around it. If we keep prioritizing
consistency, warmth and building stronger systems, Hillel will
grow without losing what makes it special.

Hillel is a central part of my experience as a Jewish student
at Rice, but it is not the only space for Jewish life to exist. There
isalso a Rice Chabad for students to engage with, and the beauty
is that many students choose to engage with both organizations.
The Jewish community at Rice is small, but it is strong and
lasting. M

Mira Goldstein
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A Conversation With Alexander
Byrd, Vice Provost for the Office
of Access and Institutional
Excellence

By Matthias Henze

Alexander Byrd is an associate profes-
sor of history at Rice, who specializes
on Afro America, and especially on
Black life in the Atlantic world and
the Jim Crowe South. Since 2020, he
has served as the vice provost for the
Office of Access and Institutional Ex-
cellence at Rice. In that role, Professor
Byrd provides strategic leadership for
diversity initiatives and coordinates
offices across the Rice campus to help
programs and efforts that focus on
diversity. In February, Professor Byrd
sat down with me to talk about his work
and his view of Jewish life at Rice.

Matthias: Alex, thank you for taking the time to meet
with me.

Alex: It’s my pleasure. Thanks for the opportunity.

Matthias: Tell me a little bit about yourself. Why did you
become vice provost for the Office of Access and Institu-
tional Excellence at Rice?

Alex: Well, my people are from South Texas, though
branches of my family took various routes there: some
through East Texas, others from Alabama, some from
Europe. I was raised on or near military bases across
the country, until I found myself “back” in Texas in the
late 1970s. From there, I grew up in Houston, attending
elementary and secondary schools in the city. I attended
Rice for college, and after graduation I studied history at
Duke before returning to Rice to join the history depart-
ment.

T applied for the vice provost position because I was
excited about the opportunity to build on the work of so
many faculty, staff and students who pioneered efforts
to make the university an ever more democratic and
inclusive place. I was especially intrigued by the way the
university leadership envisioned the position as connect-
ing excellence across all areas of the academic enterprise
with increasing access and belonging. It was work that
I could throw my whole self into — taking advantage of
my experience as a researcher, as a teacher, as a former
magister and resident associate, as a former student, and
as someone who grew up here in Houston.

Matthias: Please tell us about your office and any recent
changes.



Alexander Byrd

Alex: The office has recently added two residential positions: one
is a generalist student engagement position and the other focuses
on LGBTQ+ thriving. Both directly support students from small
campus populations and lead educational programming for the
whole campus. An assistant director of religious diversity and
pluralism has recently joined the team, and we have also added
support for nontraditional students, including transfer students.
Over the past year, we have steadily increased our programming
in the area of free expression and civil dialogue, and I am excited
about the prospect of significantly growing this work in the
coming year. The Mellon Mays Undergraduate Fellowship, a
pipeline program committed to broadening the range of schol-
arly perspectives in the U.S. academy is seated in the office, and
we also host a small postdoctoral program with similar aims
(though not affiliated with MMUTF). The office facilitates one of
the university’s general education requirements, called “Ana-
lyzing Diversity” as well as “Dialogues on Community at Rice,”
a five-week workshop that all new students take in which they
examine matters of culture, identity, community, collaboration
and dialogue fundamental to living, learning and working at

the university and essential for taking full advantage of a Rice
education.

Matthias: The horrific attack on Israel on October 7, 2023, had a
tremendous impact on university campuses across the U.S. Here
at Rice, we also had a pro-Palestinian student encampment.
How did your office respond to that crisis?

Alex: The office focused on supporting individual members of the
university community and on dialogue. I joined weekly meet-
ings with Jewish undergraduate and graduate students to hear
and address their concerns. I met and spoke with alumni, staff,
faculty and the parents of students who expressed a deep desire
to keep the campus a safe and open space, and who spoke about
their fears of potentially losing what they loved most about Rice,
a strong feeling of home and belonging. The office also focused
on providing and taking advantage of training that we knew
would be critically important to the community. We partnered,
for instance, with the Academic Engagement Network to host a
workshop for university leaders, faculty and staff on “Jewish In-
clusion and Effective Responses to Antisemitism in the Context
of Academic Freedom and Free Speech.”

Can I also tweak a part of your question? The protests at

Rice, though certainly aligned with the encampment movement
elsewhere, did not comprise here an actual encampment. I think
that’s an important point of local context. The Rice community
was successful in keeping the university a safe and open space for
the debate and exchange of ideas, and we continue to grow from
the demands that moment made on us.

Matthias: Some Jewish students, staff and faculty have said that
they feel unsafe. What can your office do to create a safer, more
inclusive learning environment at Rice?

Alex: First of all, personal safety is a must, a non-negotiable.

At Rice, we have strong policies, procedures, general practices
and enforcement in this area. The particulars of your question,
though, focus on inclusive learning environments, which raises
the matter of “psychological safety.” People must feel and know
that this is a place where they can be themselves, where they can
voice their opinions without fear of punishment, where dissent
and being open to dissent are key aspects of what it means to

be a part of the community. Toleration, engagement, intellec-
tual humility, intellectual rigor, dialogue across difference, the
seeking of common ground in the midst of real division and civic
courage — all of this is fundamental to building and maintain-
ing inclusive learning environments and the pursuit of a liberal
education, I would add.

For our part, the office aims to support the smaller communi-
ties that make up our larger community, and we are also leaning
into programming that supports pluralism and dialogue. We
recently issued a call for proposals, for instance, asking teams of
undergraduate students to submit projects on “Advancing Free
Expression, Community and Equality at Rice.” I look forward
to seeing some of those projects unfold in the months ahead.
Similarly, we hosted “Dialogue Training for Student Leaders,” a
two-day workshop with the Constructive Dialogue Institute with
30 participants from Rice.

Matthias: You have recently hired a new member of your team
who works specifically on religious diversity at Rice. How do you
see Judaism fit in with that role?

Alex: I am very excited about growing the office in this way. The
position is vital for helping us foster greater cooperation between
individuals and student organizations for whom faith, spirituali-
ty and ethics are central to how they understand themselves —
all of this toward continuing to build a robust, broader campus
culture where everyone feels valued and able to contribute.
Getting this work off to a strong start will depend on support
from already thriving campus organizations and student groups
dedicated to this area. Members of the Rice community who are
committed to the discipline of Jewish studies and to the work of
Chabad and Hillel will be indispensable partners.

Matthias: Hillel and Chabad are both so important for Jewish
life at Rice. Do you work with them?

Alex: I have strong working relationship with Rabbi Slonim of
Chabad and Rabbi Weiss at Hillel, which I know will grow as we
continue to build out the office’s work in religious diversity and
pluralism.

Matthias: Thank you, Alex, for taking the time to speak with
me. And thank you for your work at Rice.

Alex: It’s been my pleasure, Matthias. Thanks so much for the
invitation to chat in this way.
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Students enjoy Chabad at Rice’s Mega Shabbat, a campus-wide evening of friendship, tradition and Jewish community.

A Steady Presence:
Chabad and the Rhythm
of Jewish Life at Rice

By Rabbi Shmuel Slonim

My wife, Nechama, and I
came to Rice in 2016 to help
build a place where Jewish
life would be present in the
everyday rhythm of campus —
not occasional, not peripheral,
but something students could
encounter naturally as part

of their week. The goal has
always been to make that
presence consistent, visible
and accessible to any student
who wants to step into it.

On most days at Rice, Jewish life takes
shape in ordinary ways — over lunch
between classes, in conversations that
continue from one week to the next, and
in the steady rhythm of students moving

14 - Program in Jewish Studies

in and out of Chabad’s space near campus.

For many, these encounters become an
integral part of their campus life experi-
ence, not as isolated events but as recur-
ring moments throughout the week.

The week often begins informally.

On Sundays, students gather for a bagel
brunch before turning to coursework and
extracurricular activities. Monday lunch
draws a steady stream from across cam-
pus, while midweek gatherings offer op-
portunities to pause, talk and reconnect.
Some arrive intending to stay; others stop
in briefly between commitments and
return again later.

Over time, that regularity creates
familiarity. What begins as a casual visit
can become part of a weekly routine — a
place to see friends, meet new people or
simply spend time in a setting that feels
open and unstructured. Participation
varies widely: some attend frequently, oth
ers occasionally and many move between
levels of engagement as their schedules
shift.

“T absolutely love how Chabad man-
ages to cultivate a very home-like envi-
ronment for Jewish students like myself,”
said Sarah, a senior, “to bond, eat a lot,
joke even more, continue to learn, all

while asking so many important (and
some random) questions.”

‘While much of Jewish life at Rice
unfolds through these everyday inter-
actions, larger gatherings extend that
presence across the broader campus.
Annual events such as Mega Shabbat
bring together students, faculty and staff
for a shared meal and celebration, while
campus menorah lighting during Hanuk-
kah creates a visible moment of Jewish
expression that draws participants from
across the university.

For some students, these occasions
mark their first experience participating
in Jewish traditions on campus. For oth-
ers, they build on routines already formed
through weekly meals, discussions and
social gatherings. Together, they contrib-
ute to a sense that Jewish life at Rice is
both visible and accessible.

Many students say these rhythms —
shared meals, conversations and tradi-
tions — have taken on added meaning,
offering steadiness and connection as
they navigate an academically demand-
ing environment.

“College is a formative moment in
how students understand who they are,”
said Nechama Slonim, Chabad at Rice



Participants in the Sinai Scholars Society gather to study

classic Jewish texts.

Students at the Chabad Sushi Social.

co-director. “We feel it is important that
Jewish life be something students could
encounter here in a real, lived way —
socially, intellectually and communal-
ly — rather than something distant or
episodic.”

Chabad’s presence extends beyond
meals and social gatherings. Weekly
classes and discussions provide oppor-
tunities for students to explore Jewish
thought, contemporary questions and
personal identity in an informal setting.
Some attend regularly as part of their in-
tellectual routine; others join when topics
align with their interests. Conversations
often continue beyond the classroom, re-
flecting the integrated nature of learning
and community life.

“Whether through a Mega Shabbat or
a visit to the Sukkah, Chabad provides a
space where identity and intellectual life
intersect,” said Menachem Elimelech,
the Nancy and Clint Carlson Professor of
Civil and Environmental Engineering.
“As ‘People of the Book,” we are inspired
by Chabad to deepen our knowledge and
find a true sense of community and heri-
tage on campus.”

Student leadership plays a central role
as well. Peer organizers help welcome

newcomers, plan gatherings and ensure
that activities remain responsive to stu-
dent interests. Their involvement helps
shape an environment that feels student-
driven while maintaining continuity
across semesters.

“T'love the crossover between students
and Nechama and Rabbi Shmuli,” said
Ellie Mandelker 26, Chabad student pres-
ident. “They listen to our ideas intently
and allow and encourage us to influence
all events to make them best for the stu-
dent body. It truly feels like a partnership.
The student board feels empowered and
supported to pursue any new ideas for
events or just student morale in general.”

For many participants, what stands
out is not a single event but the cumula-
tive effect of regular interaction. A meal
becomes a conversation; a conversation
leads to friendship; and over time, those
connections form part of a broader
sense of belonging on campus. Students

Students celebrate another Mega Shabbat gathering.

describe the ability to engage socially,
culturally and intellectually without
needing to follow a single path or level of
observance.

Looking ahead, the planned ground-
breaking for Chabad’s new student center
during the Fall semester will provide
additional space for these interactions to
continue and grow, reflecting ongoing
investment in Jewish student life at Rice.

Much of this unfolds in simple, every-
day ways — students stopping in between
classes, returning for a meal or lingering
in conversation as the week winds down.
Over time, Chabad becomes less an event
than a familiar part of campus life.

“When I need to feel at home, I know
I can go to Chabad,” said junior Sam
Forman. “Whether it’s a class, a weekly
shabbat, a holiday or just a pick-me-up, I
can rely on Chabad to make it special and
accessible.” B

We feel it is important that Jewish life be something students
could encounter here in a real, lived way — socially, intellectually
and communally — rather than something distant or episodic.
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