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Start Me Up! an initiative by Valley 
Beit Midrash intended to promote 
Jewish volunteer entrepreneur-

ship, launched on Sept. 21, with a recep-
tion at Montelucia Resort in Paradise 
Valley.

The 10 fellows, several of whom met one 
another for the first time that evening, 
met with Rabbi Darren Kleinberg, VBM 
director, for an orientation, followed by 
an invitation-only reception with about 
50 members of the community.

Whether or not the fellows already 
have a program in progress, all share 
the overall Start Me Up! mission “to 
improve the quality of Jewish life in our 
community.” 

For instance, Cory Shapiro is the co-
founder of ShabbatLuck, a program that 
started informally in 1997 to coordinate 
Shabbat potluck dinners for Jewish 
young adults and now has about 750 
people on its mailing list. Shapiro is look-
ing forward to learning how to sustain 
the successful program and grow it into 
the future. 

Others have somewhat newer pro-
grams, such as attorney Sam Saks, who 
is a co-founder of the Arizona Jewish 
Lawyers Association, which debuted 
in January. “My focus is on creating 
a program that will help advance the 
careers of Jewish professionals,” he told 
Jewish News. He is optimistic about the 
potential opportunities for collaboration 
through the fellowship. 

Other fellows responded by email about 
their goals for program participation.

Todd Herzog, an independent singer, 
songwriter and educator, as well as 
Temple Solel’s cantorial soloist, is look-
ing forward to brainstorming about 
“the potential for bringing new life and 
invigoration to the Jewish community.”

“I’m interested in exploring what it 
means to be Jewish, particularly outside 
the walls of the synagogue ... everyday 
Judaism, if you will,” he wrote. “I want 
to make these ideas that have been our 
cultural heritage for thousands of years 
relevant and applicable to our lives 
today, and especially to appeal to those 
young Jews in the ‘missing demographic’ 
of the post-b’nai mitzvah/confirmation 
but pre-childbearing 
stage. … I personally 
am also interested in 
bringing more of a spiri-
tual element into main-
stream Judaism, giving 
people the chance to 
experience God through 
music ,  meditat ion, 
movement and com-
munity participation.”

For Virginie Polster, 
a Wexner Heritage Pro-
gram alumna and mem-
ber of The New Shul 
and the Community 
Think Tank Education 
and Outreach Council, 
education is a central 
interest. 

“I am committed to exploring innova-
tive complementary education models 
to support the relevant, accessible and 
meaningful Jewish learning of K-12 
families,” she wrote. 

“The big idea I hope to pursue revolves 
around three keywords — engagement, 
relevance and community,” wrote Brett 
Kurland. “How do you cultivate a rich, 
vibrant community in a place where 
community is not ingrained? … I want 
to help create stronger connections and 
meaning within the Phoenix Jewish 
community by developing more relevant, 
engaging Jewish experiences for the 
members of the community. I believe 
there is a lot of opportunity in the digital 

space, particularly 
through the use of 
content woven into 
social communi-
ties.” 

Kurland, who 
was a co-founder 
of The Merge, the 
20s and 30s social 
group at Temple 
Chai, is a partner 
in Relate Digital, 
a digital-market-
ing and content-
creation firm.

“I am honored to 
have been selected 
amongst this tal-
ented and commit-
ted group of indi-
viduals,” Rachel 
Hoffer wrote. “I 
am most excited to 
take my ideas and 
make them a real-
ity with the sup-
port and knowl-
edge of my peers 
as well as others 

that have been successful with other 
‘start-me-ups.’ ”

Conversation with the fellows during 
the Sept. 21 reception revealed other top-
ics of interest: Jewish summer camping, 
programming for families with young 
children, social justice and nutrition. 

Harriet Rosen, a member of the Jew-
ish community who, along with her 
husband, Gil, was part of a panel that 

interviewed the fellows in the selection 
process, also attended the reception.

“It was really a wonderful opportunity 
for me to see young people interested and 
engaged in communal work,” she said. 
“It was great to see the enthusiasm and 
the communal support.”

The first formal program, in late Octo-
ber, will be a workshop about “The Jewish 
Innovation Landscape,” led by Maya Bern- 
stein, director of education and leader-
ship initiatives of UpStart Bay Area, 
an agency in San Francisco that assists 
emerging Jewish organizations. Topics 
will include an overview of what is hap-
pening nationally and internationally in 
the “Jewish innovation ecosystem” and 
how Phoenix fits into the landscape.  

Future workshops include “Brain-
storming, Interviewing and Designing,” 
“Pitching, Fundraising & Budgeting” 
and “Planning & Evaluation.” The pro-
gram also includes panels with Jewish 
innovators.

The other fellows are Michelle Distel, 
Rachael Don, Ariel Gold and Emily 
Mallin.

“I am looking forward to working with 
this group of exceptionally talented indi-
viduals to channel their passions and 
energies into projects that will improve 
the quality of Jewish life in our com-
munity,” Kleinberg wrote in an email. 
“Partnering with UpStart Bay Area will 
ensure our success in this endeavor, and 
I am excited about what will unfold in 
the coming months.”

Gold noted that Phoenix has one of the 
largest populations of Jews in the coun-
try, but one of the weakest communities. 
“I’m responding to Rabbi Kleinberg’s call 
to change that, and it’s exciting that we’ll 
be participating in workshops to build 
our skill sets, meet leaders from across 
the nation who are innovating, and then 
figure out together how to bring our 
ideas to reality right here in Phoenix.”

The inaugural Start Me Up! fellows are, in front from left, 
Michelle Distel, Ariel Gold, Rachael Don, Todd Herzog 
and, in back, Virginie Polster, Sam Saks, Cory Shapiro,  
Rachel Hoffer, Emily Mallin and Brett Kurland.
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Start Me Up! fellows meet with Rabbi Darren Kleinberg, 
Valley Beit Midrash director, during a Sept. 21 orienta-
tion. From left are Rachael Don, Virginie Polster, Cory 
Shapiro and Kleinberg.                       Photo by Joel Zolondek


