
April 28, 2009 
  
  
Dear President Ellenson and Members of the Board of Governors: 
  
            We, the undersigned students on the Cincinnati campus of 
the Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion, are acutely 
aware of the dire financial situation faced by the College-Institute. 
Many difficult decisions must be made in the very near future, all 
of which require a detailed analysis of complex issues. We have 
chosen this vehicle of expression not to advocate alternatives and 
scenarios which we are not qualified to address but to voice a 
unified vision and intimate knowledge of the unparalleled 
opportunities afforded by pursuing our rabbinic education on the 
Cincinnati campus. Our goal is to share with you our truly unique 
perspective on life as rabbinical students on this historically 
valuable, culturally significant, and academically enriching center 
of Jewish learning. 
  
            While the importance and value of the Klau Library 
holdings and the collections of the American Jewish Archives have 
been the subject of many recent discussions, few have focused on 
how direct access to the works housed in these facilities enhances 
our academic experience. In the core American Jewish History 
class required in our third year, we benefited from the breadth of 
knowledge brought by our professor and the depth of 
understanding which resulted from the course text. However, it 
was the ability to conduct extensive research with primary source 
documents in writing our final papers which gave each of us 
unmatched insight into the thinking, the lives and the rabbinates of 
esteemed individuals who framed the American Jewish experience 
through their personal integrity and unselfish service to the Jewish 
people. 
            During the past two years the Cincinnati student body has 
felt the impact of not having easy access to the Klau Library 



collections. The ability to “wander the stacks” is, in fact, the most 
valuable way to discover unexpected and highly relevant material. 
The tangible historical experience of the rare book collection has 
value, but, more importantly, it is an amazing opportunity, while 
studying our collective past, to fully internalize the heritage and 
sacred responsibility with which we are being entrusted. 
  
            All rabbinical students on the Cincinnati campus have the 
opportunity to serve Reform congregations that are without benefit 
of a full-time rabbinic presence. In many cases, we serve as the 
only direct connection these congregations have with the Reform 
movement. While it is not our place to argue for the cost-
effectiveness of serving these congregations from the Cincinnati 
campus, we are positioned to share our experience and give 
testimony to the mutually beneficial relationship which exists 
between these congregations and the Cincinnati students. Jewish 
life for these congregations is extremely different from that 
experienced by their counterparts in large, urban coastal cities with 
large Jewish communities. As minorities in their respective towns, 
these congregations repeatedly face challenges to their very 
existence. Once large, thriving, well-populated centers of Jewish 
life, they are now struggling to provide a continuing Jewish 
presence. Despite this struggle they have persevered, strengthened 
by the knowledge that they are not alone and that a center of 
Jewish learning and resources exists within reasonable geographic 
proximity. Our relationship with these congregations is not one-
sided. The benefits of the practical experience we gain in serving 
these supportive and nurturing congregations are immeasurable. As 
their service leaders, teachers, and officiants at life cycle events, 
we benefit from becoming part of these communities, from 
participating in their struggles and their successes, and from the 
unique and beneficial experience of joining our own personal 
narratives with theirs. The student pulpit experience gives us 
valuable insight into the service for which we are preparing, the 
sacred privilege of being a rabbi. The result is that upon ordination 



we are ready to serve in any North American congregation. 
  
            The life of a Cincinnati rabbinical student often mirrors the 
life of the members of these congregations. We, too, are living 
links in the historical chain of American Reform Judaism. Most 
students and faculty live within a few miles of the HUC-JIR 
campus. Professors often invite us to their homes where we enjoy 
warm hospitality, stimulating discussions and the opportunity to 
learn and study in an informal, yet intensely engaging 
environment. When not serving at our student pulpits, we often 
attend Shabbat services in our own Scheuer Chapel or at one of the 
Reform synagogues in the Cincinnati area, congregations where 
we are not viewed merely as students but as members. The true 
value of these experiences is the sense of community and 
connection that it affords us. We are often told that the dynamics 
of this unique and vibrant community have existed at HUC-JIR 
Cincinnati for quite some time and that our professors are merely 
treating us as they were treated by their teachers and mentors of 
blessed memory. It would be impossible to put a value on these on-
going traditions and the unique experience and community they 
help create. 
  
            Much of what we have presented above centers on issues 
whose benefits, though undeniable, are difficult to quantify. For 
this reason, we now offer two pieces of specific evidence attesting 
to the benefits of pursuing a rabbinical education on the Cincinnati 
campus. The first element is of a financial nature. We are all aware 
that the unprecedented financial hardships of our current economic 
situation extend beyond the walls of HUC-JIR to every donor and 
potential source of support for the College-Institute. It is also 
important to realize how these challenges extend to the College-
Institute’s students.  Each of us is bearing the increased economic 
burden of pursuing graduate and professional education during 
increasingly difficult circumstances. A reasonable cost of living in 
Cincinnati makes the difficult task of balancing academic 



endeavors and professional development with the financial reality 
of working to meet living expenses much more manageable. 
Through talking to our peers, both in Jerusalem and stateside, we 
know that the combined result of the financial, quality of life, and 
academic considerations is such that the Cincinnati campus has 
been highly requested by the incoming students of HUC-JIR, 
especially in recent years. We believe this will remain true in the 
future as undergraduate institutions pass on the financial 
challenges they face to their students, increasingly burdening 
students with stifling post-graduation debt. 
             The second evidentiary fact may be seen in the College-
Institute’s placement process, which we believe indicates that the 
overall Cincinnati HUC-JIR experience is conducive to providing 
students with the skills, practical experience, and professional 
development sought by Reform congregations regardless of their 
geographic location. We are proud of all the recently and soon-to-
be ordained rabbis from the Cincinnati campus, many of whom 
were successfully matched with Reform congregations throughout 
North America, a goal which we all share. 
  
            We see HUC-JIR and its students as being in a covenantal 
relationship. In deciding to pursue a rabbinic career, each of us has 
undertaken a commitment to serve the Jewish people, and by 
asking to be educated at HUC-JIR, we have committed ourselves 
to serving the Reform Jewish community. In turn, by granting us 
the honor and privilege to attend, the College-Institute has 
entrusted us with the future of Reform Judaism throughout North 
America. President Ellenson, you have referred to the students of 
HUC-JIR as k’lei kodesh, holy vessels. We respectfully ask the 
Board of Governors that we may be treated in a way that allows us 
to serve as k’lei kodesh whole-heartedly and with integrity. 
Perceiving a lack of information, a feeling of disempowerment and 
disenfranchisement prevails among the student body. We fear that 
while we represent HUC-JIR to our communities, student pulpits 
and home congregations, we are not being given the information 



we need to adequately address the questions and concerns placed 
before us. Our desire to have a better understanding of the issues 
facing the College-Institute stems from our sincere desire to be 
advocates for HUC-JIR, now as well as in the future. We 
respectfully request greater transparency in the decision making 
process and full disclosure of matters discussed at the upcoming 
Board of Governors meetings. Only by staying fully informed are 
we able to honestly convey a message that addresses the 
difficulties we face, yet also authentically projects strength and 
hope. We are merely asking for you to empower us to be the k’lei 
kodesh which you envision us to be. 
  
            Although we are concerned with what the future will bring, 
we are confident that the College-Institute will conduct its affairs 
in a manner consistent with the core Jewish values of our tradition. 
In so doing we know that you will keep the students’ interests at 
the forefront, and that the impact of the difficult decisions ahead 
will be mitigated to the greatest extent possible. 
  
Respectfully submitted by the undersigned students of the HUC-
JIR Cincinnati campus. 
  
 
 
 
 
Cc: Rabbi Kenneth Ehrlich 
       Rabbi Kenneth Kanter 
       Rabbi Richard Sarason 
       Rabbi Samuel Joseph 
       Rabbi Ellen Dreyfus 
       Rabbi Steven Fox 
 


