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When I graduated from Washington University in St. Louis in 2011 and came back to
Memphis to work for Morgan Keegan, I didn’t realize I was bucking a trend.

Neither did my fellow friends, Sam Fargotstein, a 2008 University of Tennessee
graduate and now a Memphis attorney, and David Edelson, who graduated from the
University of Texas in 2006 and now works at Metronome Partners.

Apparently, what we’ve done is unusual. Last year, two of our rabbis at Temple Israel
told us that too many Jewish kids our age who grew up in Memphis were not moving
back home after college.

In fact, according to Rabbis Micah Greenstein and Adam Grossman, more than half
of the congregation’s members who left for college in the previous six years didn’t
move back home after graduation.

That trend is having a long-term impact on the Memphis Jewish community, whose
synagogue memberships have declined in recent years from about 12,000 to about
9,000.

If that demographic trend continues, a generation from now the Memphis Jewish
community will be a shell of its former self.

It also reflects a larger problem that affects the entire community. Memphis ranks
46th out of 51 cities in the percentage of its young people with four-year college
degrees, according to Memphis Mayor A C Wharton’s Office of Talent and Human
Capital.

We decided to do something about that.

This summer, the three of us, along with Rabbi Grossman, launched the TI
Fellowship. With the help of more than

30 local businesses and the New Memphis Institute, we recruited 10 current or newly
graduated college students — five from Memphis and five from elsewhere — to
spend their summer getting to know more about Memphis.

The students came from Tulane, Northwestern, Washington University in St. Louis,
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UT-Knoxville Law School, UT-Chattanooga, University of Arkansas, Bucknell, Kansas
and Boston University.

The fellows worked as interns with local firms in industries including law, health care,
marketing, ophthalmology, finance and real estate. When they weren’t working, they
were busy exploring Memphis’ great social, cultural and culinary institutions, as well
as volunteering at local nonprofits.

Our primary objective was to change the perception of Memphis among young Jews,
helping them to realize all that Memphis has to offer. It seemed to work.

“I’ve lived in Memphis for 21 years and this is the first time I’ve really experienced
what Memphis truly has to offer, and I’ve loved every second of it,” said Hillary Weiss,
a native Memphian, senior at Boston University and TI Fellow.

Non-Memphians had an equally positive experience.

“The TI Fellowship has allowed me to fully explore Memphis, where I had never
considered living previously,” said Deborah Wohl, a native Californian and rising
senior at Washington University. “The Fellowship has taught me how many
opportunities this city has to offer in all aspects of life.”

Arlene Goldner of archer>malmo was impressed with the program. “In collaboration
with our other interns, our TI Fellow helped develop and present a comprehensive
marketing recommendation that impressed our client,” she said.

Johanna Burkett of law firm Baker Donelson said the program was good for her firm.
“The TI Fellowship has been by far one of the most positive and beneficial internship
experiences we’ve had,” she said.

The TI Fellows volunteered at the Memphis Union Mission soup kitchen and the
Dorothy Day House for homeless families. They visited historic sites such as the
National Civil Rights Museum and the Lorraine Motel.

“Rabbi Greenstein mentioned that the people responsible for the civil rights
movement were so young, so close to the Fellows’ ages,” said native Memphian and
second-year law student Mitchell Ashkenaz. “I realized then that the TI Fellowship
provides a chance for young people to make a change, to become part of Memphis
history — to reach our own mountaintops, so to speak.”

So far, the program is showing a success rate of 100 percent. Two of the 10 Fellows
were recent college graduates, and both decided to stay in Memphis and seek
employment opportunities here.

We plan to expand the program next summer to 15 to 20 Fellows. We’ve already got
commitments from more than 30 local businesses that have offered to host Fellows
as interns next summer. We’re planning recruiting trips to Tulane, LSU and
Vanderbilt this fall.
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“The TI Fellowship has proved that when we concentrate on our strengths —
connecting one to opportunities for professional and personal development, making a
meaningful impact on a community, fostering community relationships, and engaging
more deeply with one’s faith — Memphis can recruit and retain the best talent,”
Grossman said.

Learn more about the program at tifellowship.org.

Jeff Dreifus is a co-founder of the TI Fellowship. Co-founders David Edelson and
Sam Fargotstein also contributed to this article.

David Edelson works for Metronome Partners and not Morgan Keegan, as an earlier
version of this story reported.
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