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Jewfusion at Limmud NY Jan. 11-15
by Miriam Eljas
posted 10/26/2006

The old joke goes that a camel is a horse built by committee. At Limmud NY, the annual four-day conference on Jewish life and learning run by 90 volunteers, it would appear that the horse might have different colored stripes, but it’s still very much a horse. 
“Today there are different ways to be Jewish and everyone wants to express their individuality in Judaism and in their life,” explained Karen Radkowsky, founding president of Limmud NY. “And Limmud offers so many different options.”
Now in its third year, Limmud NY expects to sell out over 800 spots for the annual event held Martin Luther King Jr. weekend Jan. 11-15. Limmud draws attendees from all over the Tri-State Area, held this year at the Friar Tuck Convention Center in the Catskills. Over 120 presenters will be featured in over 300 sessions.
“Jewishly, it’s a real cross-section. It draws Jews of all kinds—people who are very connected and others where this is the one Jewish thing they do all year,” said Abi Dauber Sterne, director of Limmud NY. “One of the things that the New York Jewish community does well is that there are many new ideas, as well as older established places. We don’t usually have those connect. We don’t have the traditional people speaking with the irreverent hip crowd. Limmud is an opportunity to get these different crowds together.”
Limmud NY’s decision to hold the retreat over two hours away from New York City underlines their emphasis on community. “Different kind of connections happen when people come and stay instead of just popping in and out,” said Sterne. “But we also try and create spaces where people can have downtime and don’t go to a session—people should take breaks.”
What makes Limmud NY possible are the volunteers who take on the year-long commitment, led by this year’s co-chairs Dasee Berkowitz and David Shriner-Cahn. Twelve committees, including marketing, programming and web technology, among others, are the backbone of the conference.
“I think what has grown the most is our volunteer community—the people who are involved in planning,” said Sterne. “So many people have been involved since year one. This has become their primary Jewish involvement. In part, because it’s so diverse… it’s the whole do-it-yourself Jewish community that everyone is talking about. There seems to be a trend where particularly younger Jews are creating their own Jewish events, parties, etc., and Limmud is a part of that. Limmud is created by volunteers and their friends, and they put their stamp on it.”
One highlight of this year’s conference is a film festival coordinated by Judith Helfand, a Peabody award-winning filmmaker and professor at NYU’s undergraduate film and TV department. “The festival will focus on inclusiveness and exclusiveness in Jewish community through film,” said Sterne. 
Additionally, a bone marrow drive and a cell phone donation project at this year’s conference demonstrate a special focus at on tzedakah (charity). The cell phones will be donated to the elderly in Argentina for emergency use.
Another emphasis at Limmud NY is to take individuals who are not as well known in the community and give them a platform to speak and make an impression. David Solomon made his debut last year at Limmud in England and was relatively unknown. He was invited to present at Limmud NY this coming year and will offer a session titled “The Whole of Jewish History in One Hour.”
“Anticipating my third year, Limmud really embraces the core of our tradition that everyone has something to learn and something to teach,” said Rabbi Jen Krause, a past presenter and participant who teaches and speaks throughout North America. “That really comes through in a multiple of ways, not only in the sessions that are scheduled themselves but also in a conversation that you may have with someone over a meal or between sessions. The entire thing is a learning opportunity in and of itself; it's not just about programs, it’s about people.”
You can have a great roster of presenters, but ultimately it’s the dialogue and conservation that happen, the connections that are made, and how many of our eyes get opened to how much there is to learn from one another—that’s always something for us to look forward to with each of the conferences.”
Limmud began five years ago in England and was adopted around the globe. To date, there have been Limmud programs in Australia, Israel, Canada, France, Germany and Turkey, among other places. 
“The conference gets better and better every year and it has to do with the participation of people and how diverse the community is and how much we get to see that diversity reflected in the programming,” said Krause. “That’s always the exciting thing to look forward to: It’s never the same year to year, and it’s something that everyone can be a part of. If you’ve missed a year or if you’re not a veteran, you’re not outside the camp. It’s a brand new thing every year; everyone can land on the same footing.”
Visit limmudny.org for more information. The conference cost is $495 and includes room and board. Scholarships are available. Please call (212) 284-6968.
Please send your comments to Miriam@nyblueprint.com or call (212) 665-8873.
