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Just a little over a year ago, we were mourning the loss of the URJ Camp Newman 

campus in Santa Rosa as the result of the widespread fires in Sonoma and Napa 

counties. And now the Woolsey Fire in southern California has destroyed Wilshire 

Boulevard Temple’s Camp Hess Kramer and Gindling Hilltop Camp. The camps will 

be rebuilt, and summer sessions will take place in temporary homes, but people 

continue to grieve and are grieving, holding on to the memories of their beloved 

camp tightly. What was once sacred ground seemingly is no more. What was once 

a holy place seemingly has been desecrated. 

Yet, two beacons of light and hope remain standing on the grounds of URJ Camp 

Newman, Hess Kramer, and Hilltop camps: A Star of David remains affixed atop a 

hill at Newman, and a menorah stands firm into the grounds at Hess Kramer. At 

first glance the holiness and godliness of the campgrounds seemed lost, but these 

Jewish symbols remind us that God surely remains in these places, even when we 

may have not expected it to. 

This week’s Torah portion, Vayeitzei, centers on Jacob and his dream. In the world 

of the Torah, dreams are powerful; many believed dreams to be a form of 

prophecy, a way to receive a message from God. In the desert, in the middle of 

nowhere, night falls, and Jacob finds a place to rest his head (Genesis 28:11). The 

biblical narrator does not use that Hebrew word for place, makom, casually. This 

word appears three times in one sentence, drawing our attention to the fact that 



“Jacob had no inkling of the importance [this location would] have in his life” 

(Plaut Torah commentary, 195). Jacob falls asleep and dreams of a ladder that 

reaches to heaven, with angels climbing up and down it between heaven and 

earth. In the dream, God speaks to Jacob: 

“. . . the land on which you are lying I will give to you and to your descendants. 

And your descendants shall be like the dust of the earth, and you shall spread out 

to the west (yama) and the east (kedma) and the north (tzafona) and the south 

(va’negba). Through you and your descendants all families of the earth shall find 

blessing . . .” (Genesis 28:13-14). 

When Jacob awakes from the dream, he declares (Genesis 28:16): 

“Achein yesh Adonai bamakom hazeh v’anochi lo yada’ati – Truly, God is in this 

place, and I did not know it!” 

Jacob had experienced a miracle. He didn’t realize it until he woke up from his 

dream. 

Jacob’s exclamation has two parts: his awestruck recognition of the miracle—

“God is in this place”—and his humble recognition that he was unaware of God’s 

presence—“and I did not know it.” 

For Jacob and for us, moments of awe and humility come at the most unexpected 

times and in the most unexpected places. And for URJ Camp Newman, Camp Hess 

Kramer and Gindling Hilltop Camp, awe and humility took form in that of the Star 

of David and the Menorah. 



Though today the Star of David popularly communicates Jewishness, its 

associations with Judaism are newer than one might think. Some historians trace 

it to Jewish communities in the Middle Ages, but these claims are neither fully 

substantiated nor widely accepted. And there is no universal understanding of its 

symbolism. My favorite, though, and perhaps the most relevant, is that of 

philosopher Franz Rosenzweig. Rosenzweig described two interlocking triangles: 

the corners of one representing creation, revelation, and redemption, and the 

corners of the other representing humanity, the world, and God. 

The first triangle lifts up our relationship with God through the lens of creation, 

revelation, and redemption—God creating the world, God’s revealing of self to 

the people Israel, and the redemption of the Israelites from Egypt. And the 

second triangle emphasizes our unique connections to God and each other. 

Perhaps, then, the Star of David that is found in the hills of Santa Rosa reminds us 

that God is indeed present not just at Porter Creek, but everywhere we choose to 

connect with each other. The spirit of camp continually creates sacred bonds, 

reveals the sense of hope needed to build camp once again, and redeems us from 

the sadness and grief that may weigh us down. 

But before the Star of David became a Jewish symbol, for most of our history, and 

certainly in antiquity, the preeminent symbol of Judaism was the Menorah, the 

seven-branched candlestick that was found first in the Tabernacle of Moses, and 

later in the Temple of King Solomon in Jerusalem. The Menorah played an 

important role in the rituals of sacrifice that took place in the Tabernacle and the 

Temple. 



But beyond function, the Temple Menorah symbolizes many things, including the 

desire to spread Godliness throughout the world, and the reminder of the seven 

days of creation. But what resonates with me most is that the symbol of the 

Menorah brings light to darkness, both figuratively and literally. When doubt 

troubles us, when anxiety makes us tremble, when pain and sadness cloud our 

minds, it is light and its many forms that can help us endure. The warmth of the 

flames of the Menorah does not damage our souls, but warms them, comforts 

them, and brings hope to a new day. 

Perhaps, then, the Menorah that is found on the grounds of Hess Kramer reminds 

us that God’s presence does not leave a land of smoke and ashes; that the light 

found within the Menorah is what will combat the damage from the flames of the 

fire; that camp endures not through might, nor power, but by spirit alone; that 

spirit—sense of joy, community, and love—will ignite the lights of the camp’s 

Menorah once more. 

Amidst the flames, each camp community has also shown its great strength, 

resilience, and determination to hold one another up and rebuild together. For 

God was found once again in the places that they thought were completely 

destroyed, and God will be found wherever they go. Maybe God is indeed in all 

places—and maybe we just don’t realize it. Jacob experienced this miracle. So can 

we. 

Shabbat Shalom. 


