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As I start my 18th year with Hillel at Virginia Tech,  
I’m pleased to report we continue to experience  
strong  growth in the 2018-2019 fiscal year. Our  
focus on providing impactful programs and a culture  
of student  leadership through innovation has been 
crucial to our  success.  This year we welcomed an 
Assistant Director      for the first time. Grant Bigman 
stepped into the role     and we saw a significant 
change as the increase in staff   allowed us to reach 
over 850 of the estimated 2,000 Jewish students 
attending Virginia Tech.

I am humbled and grateful to our partners, students, 
alumni, parents and friends who all nurtured and  
grew Hillel at Virginia Tech from 10 students in my 
home to  over 850 that we saw this year at the 
Malcolm    Rosenberg Hillel Center.

This year, we made major strides researching Jewish 
Life at Virginia Tech since 1930.  Students, Alumni,  our Board of Advisors, friends and staff    
are documenting leaders and programs that impacted and sustained the growth of  Jewish life 
through a timeline that will bring this “history to the future” for us to  recognize our track  
record of success as an organization committed to the innovation of new ideas that will    
further meet our mission to ensure that young Jews have a meaningful connection with   
Judaism and Israel at a time when they are redefining themselves and beginning to craft their  
life path as adults. 

I hope the students, stories and numbers in this newsletter fill you with pride in our 
Hillel. And I thank you all for being a part of our success.

F R O M
T H E

Hello Hokies! 
This year has been full of amazing achievements as well 
as a plethora of events which are a testament to the 
dedication and support of our community, families, staff, 
Alumni and especially our students. Our IMPACT 
REPORT 2019 highlights these achievements and shows 
the heart of Hillel at Virginia Tech. Hillel at Virginia Tech 
encourages students to explore their Jewish identities, 
connect to Israel, and form relationships that will 
literally  influence their lives. Thank you to all our 
students for your courageous effort, to our Board of 
Advisors for your guidance, and to our extended Hokie 
family for your generosity and support.
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STUDENT
PRESIDENT

When I came to college, I swore to myself I 
would never be a part of Hillel. I believed it 
would not be the right place for me. I grew up 
heavily involved in my Jewish community in 
Northern Virginia, and I was not keen on 
continuing that involvement in college. I 
stayed mostly away from Jewish life my 
freshman year. I explored other clubs, like 
the student radio station, WUVT, and my 
dorm’s hall council. 

While I loved being a part of those groups, 
I never found myself identifying as strongly as the other students. Then I got a 
Facebook message from a Hillel staff member asking me to be a part of the 
Hillel Student Board, serving as concert chair. She knew I had a background in 
music and thought this would be a good way to get me into Hillel. In this job, I 
would help the programming chair plan our annual Daniel Pearl World Music 
Day concert. I said yes, and the rest is history. 

I threw myself into the organization, finally finding a place that felt like I 
belonged. This year, members of my board have been pushing an initiative 
through the school to allow Jewish students to arrange accommodations for 
the High Holidays. We've been persisting in our efforts for a year, and we're 
hopeful it will be in place by 2020. I am passionate about Jewish students 
feeling comfortable to practice thei r faith freely a t Virgini a Tech , and 
encouraging our university to take action by listening to the frustrations of 
Jewish students--not just around the holidays, but throughout the year.

Thank you to my Student Leadership Board, Hillel staff, Lay Board, and 
supporting community for your dedication toward the Hillel Movement. I look 
forward to a wonderful year partnering with all of you to strengthen the Jewish 
community at Virginia Tech.

Leor Clark '20, Biology

F R O M
T H E
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STUDENT BOARD 2019
Executive Board
Leor Clark - President
Mitchell Gerhard - Executive VP
Victoria Deshevsky - VP of Community 

      Service & Social Justice 
Andy Brenner - VP of Culture & Tradition  
Briana Schwam - VP of JFAM
Laila Zoghi - VP of Programming
Jared Minonis - Co-VP of Finance
Becca Wolman - Co-VP of Finance
Claire Duncan - VP of Administration 

      & Marketing
Jenny Judenber - VP of Innovation 
Jordan Birnholz - VP of Outreach

Programming Committee
Marnie Adelkopf
Casey Barker
Gillian Cohen
Melanie Hillelsohn
Sam Kahn
Sarah Samuels

Community Service & Social Justice
Alana Hull
Sydney Lewis

Finance Committee
Ben Brown

Innovation Committee
Lauren Cantor
Arin Ofir
Sam Stack

Administration & Marketing
Jordan Gersh

Outreach
Jackson Ribler
Rebecca Pioso
Anna Soffin

Members at Large
A.J. Vail
Jessica Peterman
Russell Ettinger

HILLEL EFFECT= Impact of Hillel on 
Student Populations
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FRESH FEST & JFAM 
Freshfest is the first i ntroduction new Hokies get to 

Hillel on campus. From tubi ng down the New River 

to last-minute dorm necessity trips, we welcome 

Freshmen into the Jewish Hokie family, and become 

their home-base for spiritual development and 

community over the next 4+ years. This year, in 

response to demand for more Freshman engagement, 

we created a new position on the student board, First 

Year Advisory and Mentorship (JFAM). The Hillel 

hospitality extended beyond the intro week of events 

and brought in new Freshmen for bowling, s'mores by 

the fire, and a movie night led by the new JFAM chair, 

Briana Schwam. 

RADICAL HOSPITALITY: 

BY THE NUMBERS • • • • • • • • 
30 STUDENTS ARE ON THE 

HILLEL LEADERSHIP BOARD 

13 HILLEL LEADERSHIP BOARD 
MEMBERS ARE FRESHMEN 

100•/. OF FRESHFEST PARTICIPANTS 
BECAME ACTIVE HILLEL 
MEMBERS (6+ EVENTS) 

From Freshman year to Senior year, Hillel at Virginia Tech is committed to welcoming students of all family and 

educational backgrounds as well as religious observance. From the day they step on campus, to the day they graduate, 

Hillel offers opportunities and student- created programmi ng that engages every student i n  Jewish community, self

exploration, and leadership skills development. Hillel at VT is committed to facilitati ng a vibrant Jewish campus life that 

fits every students i nterests and potential. 



FRESHFEST

The Peer Network Engagement Interns are
Hillel's ambassadors of hospitality.  They
venture into every VT campus community
and extend a welcoming invitation to
anyone interested in Jewish life.  They
meet one-on-one, offer to accompany new
folks to Hillel for the first time, and can act
as a concierge to find the right fit for each
student's interests.  The year-long
internship develops student leaders at
Hillel who are confident social networkers
and community builders.

I was born to a Jewish mother and a Catholic father 
from Long Island.  We practiced both religions growing 
up. I didn’t really feel proud to be Jewish because I only 
knew three other families who were Jewish.
As I got older and learned more about the religion and 
culture, I found myself buying Stars of David necklaces 
and trying to learn how to cook Jewish cuisine. I 
watched my sisters go on birthright, and one of them 
would eventually go to work for Hillel at UVA. My family 
became more and more Jewish and involved in the 
community. 

Going to Tech, I didn’t feel “Jewish enough” to partake 
in Hillel or Chabad.  Then I met Liat, the Israel Fellow at 
Hillel and talked to her about my concerns. She said this 
was completely normal, and that "levels of Jewishness" 
doesn’t exist. She and Emma begged me to get involved and 
now I'm a PNEI for Hillel. I’ve found great comfort and 
acceptance in the community events. I’m even planning 
some of them myself!

Karen Buynak '21, Human Nutrition Foods, Exercise

PNEI SPOTLIGHT

EMPOWERING AND DEVELOPING OUR 
JEWISH FUTURE

9  STUDENT
    INTERNS

475  STUDENTS ENGAGED
         BY INTERNS

BY THE NUMBERSINTERNS:

1,322    INTERACTIONS WITH
           STUDENTS                      
           THROUGHOUT 

THE YEAR
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FRESHFEST

 
At Hillel at Virginia Tech, we practice radical inclusion -
ensuring a welcoming and open space for r itual observance
of all backgrounds.  We foster exploration and the
strengthening of individual identities, enriching the lives of
students so that they may enrich the lives of the Jewish
people and the world.

RADICAL INCLUSION

CELEBRATING SPIRITUAL AND
CULTURAL CAMPUS LIFE

260  STUDENTS JOINED HILLEL 
         FOR HIGH HOLY DAYS

   HOLIDAYS 
& SHABBATS 175+ SERVED AT PASSOVER SEDER

BY THE
NUMBERS

1,342  JOINED HILLEL FOR SHABBAT 
            SERVICES AND DINNERS
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SUKKOT
Helping the Hillel staff put together the Sukkah on the Drillfield
was a very rewarding experience. It’s always great to help show
how vibrant Jewish life is here at Tech, especially at a place as
iconic as the Drillfield. It’s always a ton of fun for my AEPi
brothers and I to work with the Hillel staff. We’re all looking
forward to Sukkot next year!
Seth Finkel '19, Natural Resource Conservation

JEWISH LEARNING
FELLOWSHIP

SHABBAT ACROSS VT

HIGH HOLY DAYS 

Participating in the Jewish Learning Fellowship this past spring was
one of the most enriching activities I have been apart of at Virginia
Tech. I got the chance to extend my Jewish knowledge with every
single meeting through enticing debates. My group was strongly-
opinionated so I was able to learn things from different points of
view. Coming into the fellowship, I only knew two other group
members, but by the end of the semester, most of us were hanging
out together in our free time. 
Sydney Lewis '20, Veterinary Medicine

The High Holiday services at Hillel were very welcoming and
reminded me of services at my home Synagogue. I especially
enjoyed the Rabbi who made services fun while still keeping with
tradition.  Doni's Weekly Wisdom continued my learning in a cool
way bringing education into social media while still being easy to
understand. It relates nature and the holidays to Judaism and
what's going on to our everyday life.
Andy Brenner '21, Chemical Engineering & Chemistry 

We began a program called Shabbat Across Virginia Tech to bring
Shabbat beyond the walls of the Hillel Center.  Students were
empowered to host Shabbat at their own home or around campus -
building relationships, taking ownership of their identity as Jewish
student leaders, and exploring their own personal Shabbat practice.
To each host, Hillel provided "Shabbat in a bag" with candlesticks,
Challahs, and sparkling juice with the help of the Tidewater Jewish
Foundation.  The program was a huge hit, and we're looking forward
to S.A.V.T.  becoming a bi-annual Hillel program!
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FRESHFEST

Birthright was such an incredible experience. I was not raised in a
particularly religious household, and the area I grew up in did not
have a large Jewish population, but the culture and values were
prevalent in my upbringing. This trip was an amazing opportunity
for me to meet other students who share a similar connection to
Judaism. Throughout our 10 days in Israel, we were able to
experience together what makes Judaism so special: from seeing
the Western Wall, learning about our history at Yad Vashem, to
floating in the Dead Sea, to walking the streets of Sefad, to
exploring Tel Aviv. Everyone was able to find a connection to their
own Judaism. 
Jillian Wise '19 HNFE

VT BIRTHRIGHT ISRAEL

INSPIRING STUDENTS TO DEVELOP A MEANINGFUL

"I am going to take everything I learned about Israel in college with 
me for the rest of my life. My Zionism and love for Israel is not blind 
love and patriotism like it was when I was young. It is now a 
carefully formed view of Israel, with the ability to criticize yet still 
have love for the country. After college, I hope to enlist in the Israel 
Defense Force. The leadership skills I have learned while being a 
member of Hillel’s Student Leadership Board and an active Zionist 
on an American college campus will hopefully follow me in my 
journey post-graduation."

P A G E  7website:  WWW.HILLELATVIRGINIATECH.ORG    WWW.FACEBOOK.COM/HILLELHOKIES  



FRESHFEST

This trip gave student leaders from across campus the opportunity to 
visit Israel and meet thought leaders, government leaders, and 
religious leaders to hear about whats going on in the conflict and how 
it affects people on the ground. 
They were invited to a Jewish-Muslim couple's home in Jaffa, toured 
the rocket terrorized villages surrounding Gaza, spoke to Palestinian 
students in Ramallah, and experienced the diversity in the old city of 
Jerusalem.
Through openness and willingness to talk, we believe that opposing sides 
can overcome the forces that seek to isolate and stop relationship-building 
conversations that are vital to understanding Israel's complexity. 

23  ISRAEL ADVOCACY STUDENT
      INTERNS AND FELLOWS

9  STUDENTS ATTENDED AIPAC POLICY
    CONFERENCE IN D.C.

105  STUDENTS TRAVELED TO ISRAEL 

BY THE
NUMBERS

ISRAEL
ENGAGEMENT

PERSPECTIVES ISRAEL TRIP

FRIENDS OF ISRAEL
 

AND ENDURING RELATIONSHIP WITH ISRAEL

Friends of Israel educates students about every
aspect of Israel and  celebrates its accomplishments
in technology, science, mathematics, and the arts.
Friends of Israel members work to provide
programming and bring a diversity of guest
speakers to campus. They network with student
leaders in many organizations and connect them
with university resources.
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FRESHFEST

Although this was my second time experiencing the 
alternative spring break trip to NOLA, I still feel 
like I gained an entirely new experience this time 
around. As the student leader of the trip, I got to 
watch the group grow and bond with each other 
while also growing myself alongside them. I had 
never acted as a facilitator for discussion or group 
reflection prior to the trip, which made the first 
few group activities feel a little foreign to me, but I 
think being able to participate in this role prepared 
me for post-graduate life after Virginia Tech. 
Overall, this tr ip gave me a whole new sense of 
service and what it means to be an active citizen in 
my community, and the sense of pride I gained 
from the volunteer work we completed as a group is 
something I hope to continue with in the future.     
Noah Solomon '19, Environmental Policy & Planning

ALTERNATIVE BREAK

TIKKUN OLAM: MAKING AN IMPACT
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DANIEL PEARL
MUSIC 
DAY

RECOGNITION

BIG EVENT & 
RELAY FOR LIFE

Getting to be a part of Daniel Pearl World Music Day is one of the 
best college experience s you could ask for. This past October, we 
were able to throw it (way) back and bring Jesse McCartney all 
the way to Blacksburg to help hundreds of Virginia Tech students 
bring out their inner 12-year old. It was so rewarding to be on the 
team honoring Daniel Pearl and his love of music. Watching all the 
diverse groups on campus come together for this concert each 
year is something I' ll take with me, the unifying power of music. 
Laila Zoghi '20, Computer Science

My mom has been cancer free for 2 years, 6 months, and 10 days. 
Fighting back is not allowing the fear of getting cancer or having a 
recurrence to take over a person’s life. Fighting back is doing 
everything possible to be healthy in one’s mind and body and to find a 
purpose in life. Each of us has opportunities every day to be kind to 
others and to make both little and big differences in people’s lives. By 
being here right now, together, we are raising awareness, educating 
ourselves, and are inspiring and encouraging each other to make our 
world better. Each day, we are coming closer and closer to a day when 
cancer is eliminated. Briana Schwam '22, From her speech at Relay for 
Life

We know that our Hillel Hokies are the best, and we love to 
recognize them for their achievements.  

Congratulations to our 2018-2019 Challah for Hunger group for 
selling 2,000 loaves of challot! 

This year, the  Starfish Award for making a difference in someone's 
life was presented to senior Shoshanah Levenson.

We are so proud of Kelsea Mensh, who was selected nationally for the
Avi Schaefer "Seek Peace and Pursue It Award" given in recognition of 
her impact on the Virginia Tech community, through work that puts into 
action the values that Avi, z”l, lived.
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FRESHFEST

DID WE MISS YOU? SEND US YOUR MAZELS, SO WE CAN SEND YOU ONE!

HILLEL EXTENDS BEYOND STUDENT LIFE

MAZEL TOVS TO OUR ALUMNI!

ONESIESPUP 
PRIDE BOTTOMS UP TOO COOL 

FOR DROOL

New York Alumni get-together 
for Sukkot on rooftop of NYC 

Marriott Marquis!
New Babies
New Homes

New Jobs
Engagements

Weddings
We celebrate them all!
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 Alumni join together for beautiful Shabbat 
experiences in DC and NOVA

MALCOLM ROSENBERG HILLEL CENTER    710 TOMS CREEK ROAD    BLACKSBURG       VA    24060  
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Hillel at VT spends* $212 less than the national 
average per student, based on our size. A future 
goal is to increase Hillel's budget to be able to 
invest more in each student, which will yield a 
greater impact in each student's experience.

YOUR INVESTMENT IN EACH STUDENT

*Investment per student based on FY18 figures provided

$474.00

$262.00
Average Hillel

Hillel at VT

Parent(s) Circle members play a vital role in
providing  transformative Jewish community

for their child and all the Jewish students at
Tech. Read about the levels for ways to give.

You receive: 
A copy of our Annual Impact Report
2 newsletters per semester
Invites to Parents & Family 

  weekend events
Regular photos of Hillel Hokies

  in action
Personal thank you call  

 
 
                  Mitzvah $540 or $45/mo:  (Goal: 15 Mitzvot)
Y           Your gift supports our Jewish leadershp program 
        with over 30 leaders.      
FOR YOUR HOKIE: Below + Leadership Retreat experience

Proud Circle $360 or $30/mo  (Goal: 25 Proud Parents)
Your gift enables student interns to meet peers over
coffee to engage new students.
INCLUDES: Below + High Holiday Programming

Parent(s) Committee $2,500/$5,000:  (Goal: 4 Members) As 
Hokie Parents, the University invites you to join the Parents 
Committee, you can select half of your $5,000 to support 
Hillel.  We value the University as a partner. INCLUDES: 
Below + Parents Committee access, connect with = VP of student 
affairs and Senior leadership

Visionary Circle $1,800:    (Goal : 5 Visionaries)
Your gift sponsors 1 Shabbat with 75 -100 students 
  on average. 
INCLUDES: Below + Full Shabbat dedicated in your name 

 .

Sustainer Circle $180 or $15/mo:  (Goal: 32 Sustainers)
Your gift sponsors a one time program for 10 students. 
FOR YOUR HOKIE: 1 year access to weekly lunch and learn,
priority access to chicken soup hotline, personal invitation for
upcoming programs

Mensch Circle $1,000:  (Goal: 15 Mensches)
Your gift sponsors Jewish learning  for 40 
 students for a year.  (Sukkot, Chanukah, Purim)
INCLUDES: Below + Parking at the Hillel Center

 
 
s

JOIN 
THE

PARENTS
CIRCLE

Main Phone line  540-951-5397    Email   hillel@vt.edu    Cell      540-951-2060



JEWISH
RITUAL &
SPIRITUALITY

ISRAEL
ADVOCACY &
ENGAGEMENT

TZEDEK

HEALTH &
WELLNESS

SOCIAL
ENGAGEMENT

THANK
YOU!

TODAH
RABAH
You are the reason all 

this (and more) 
is possible.
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HIllel at Virginia Tech is an important addition to the campus community. 
Hosted by a dedicated administration and staff, Hillel provides Jewish students 
a needed, attractive gathering place in a non-threatening environment. 

I support a legacy gift for Hillel at Virginia Tech to ensure the sustainable 
impact of this important organization.

 Gladys and Bertram Aaron, VT '43

Looking back on my four years as a part of Hillel at Virginia Tech, I can
honestly say that the welcoming Hillel students, staff, and alumni
inspired a new perspective of Judaism which I carry and incorporate into
my daily life 11 years later. I joined the Army in 2008, and in the decade
since, my connection to Hillel at VT has helped to maintain my Jewish
identity as life took me through numerous military deployments and
moves to rural American locales with minimal to no local Jewish
community. I support Hillel at Virginia Tech because my personal life has
been positively impacted over the years, and I want to not only share that
opportunity with others, but also ensure the opportunity exists for
others for many years to come.      
Benjamin Chinsky, Major, U.S. Army

WHY THEY GIVE...

I would have NEVER imagined that my son would travel over 700 miles from
the Boston suburbs to southwestern Virginia to find the MOST warm,
welcoming and sincere Jewish community he has ever experienced!   He
became involved with Hillel immediately upon his arrival to Blacksburg and
found his tribe, a family of like-minded individuals and supportive adults
whom he/we will always hold dear to our hearts.   In our few visits there,
celebrating Rosh Hashanah and Pesach, we truly saw what made it SO special
and unique. We are truly thankful for this wonderful community that warmly
supports our son.                                             Janet and David Thrope, Acton, MA

Seniors have the opportunity to buy a brick engraved to

 commemorate friendships and memories made, to honor

faculty or staff or to memorialize a loved one.

Visit: hillelatvirginiatech.org/the-pit-brick-campaign to

learn more.

  website:   WWW.HILLELATVIRGINIATECH.ORG
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