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What do Talmud, hypnosis, kabbalistic palm reading, Jewish-Muslim relations, challah baking and puppetry all have in common?
They're just a few of the 200 study sessions that will be presented at the second annual Limmud NY conference in the Catskills, this Martin Luther King Day weekend. Participants will delve into a plethora of courses on Jewish texts, arts, performance, politics and history. Some sessions will be given by renowned lecturers, while others will take the form of discussion groups, artist circles, or workshops. 
“We define Torah learning very, very broadly,” explains Limmud NY director Abigail Dauber Sterne (who, incidentally, met her husband at last year's conference). “We cover everything from Talmud to psychology, from film to Bible, from drama to Israeli affairs.” 
Accordingly, in one afternoon one might dig into “The Difficulty of Davening,” “Shakespeare and Anti-Semitism” and “Spritzfest: The History of Seltzer”—and then maybe squeeze in a Woody Allen film before bedtime.
Sterne expects a crowd of 750 that will run the whole gamut of Jewish backgrounds, ages and professions. “Limmud NY provides an environment in which the traditional can converse with the progressive, the countercultural with the mainstream, younger Jews with older Jews,” says Dauber Sterne. “We represent the cross section of the Jewish community.”
Limmud NY was established by six volunteers who were so inspired by the annual Limmud conference in England that they set out to create their own branch in New York. After a yearlong needs assessment and strategic planning process, and with financial backing from the UJA-Federation of New York and the Picower Foundation, Limmud NY was brought to life in 2003. Its first conference in January 2005 was a booming success, drawing over 600 people. 
The strength of Limmud NY lies in its dedicated group of 70 volunteers, or “Limmudniks,” who are the heart and soul of the organization. Their efforts, from providing marketing support to recruiting featured speakers, have been the key factor in making the conferences possible. “It's been amazing to work with this community of volunteers who are so eager to bring people together,” says conference chair Lisa Sacks. “The experience is reminiscent of summer camp.” 
For a few days in January, Limmud NY will expand its grassroots family tenfold as it embraces the greater Jewish public. “We will encourage as many people as we have room for to share their thoughts about Jewish life and culture,” says Dauber Sterne. “Everyone at the event should be both a presenter and a student—both a consumer and producer of Jewish ideas.” By promoting a symbiotic relationship between student and teacher, Limmud NY aims not only to create a new, revitalized form of learning, but also to build a community with whom to share it. 
Limmud NY 2006 will be held at Kutsher's country club in Monticello, NY, January 13-16. Visit www.Limmud NY.org to register and click on “Register Now,” or call the Limmud NY office at (212) 284-6968. To inquire about scholarships, visit the Web site or call the office directly.
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