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A Marathon Of Meaning

Ninety-six hours, 700 haredi-to-secular participants, nearly as many classes and an unprecedented absence of complaints mark groundbreaking conference.
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For all the questions asked during the hundreds of classes and learning sessions at a four-day interdenominational conference of Jewish learning last weekend, perhaps the only one scoffed at was that concerning a participant’s affiliation. Ask that of someone, and the result was likely to be a long soliloquy, more mission statement than the straightforward name of a synagogue.

This, happily, was precisely the spirit Limmud NY sought to foster. Based on a long-running British enterprise, Limmud’s goal, according to Jeffrey Schwarz, the conference’s co-chair, is to “create a new form of communal structure, which is empowering to folks who have not always felt welcome in other Jewish institutions.”

To achieve that, Schwarz and his partner, Karen Radkowsky, researched the landscape of American-Jewish education, finding a lack of what Radkowsky called a “multi-day, multi-denominational, multigenerational and non-affiliated” enterprise of Jewish learning. Traveling

to Britain, they witnessed Limmud, a 23-year veteran on the Jewish learning scene. Impressed, they decided to import the model — a weekend jam-packed with back-to-back classes, ranging from yoga sessions with a Jewish twist to lectures pertaining to biblical issues — to New York. The British penchant for youth hostels and college campuses was replaced with New Yorkers’ love of comfort, and the conference, in its American version, was replanted to the luxurious Hudson Valley Resort.

As the first arrivals meandered from the parking lot — where bumper stickers advocated support for everything from Israeli settlers to organic farming — into the resort’s lavish lobby on Friday afternoon, the feeling resembled the first day of high school: awkward conversations, half-glimpses, a constant effort to gauge the other participants and differentiate friend from foe. Within the course of several hours, however, the awkwardness has dissolved; here and there people huddled, former strangers who were now the closest of friends, isolated from the outside world with its divisions and distinctions.  This, said Abigail Dauber, Limmud’s director, was the conference’s greatest asset. “The feeling is that we’ve taken a space and make it into a Jewish bubble,” she said. “It’s an unbelievable feeling, a space filled with sounds and voices of Jewish learning and culture. We really managed to capture the essence of the British Limmud; it’s not just people planning and other people showing up, but everybody taking the time to create the environment that they want.”

An important facet of that environment was volunteering. Of the conference’s roughly 700 participants, more than 300, Dauber said, volunteered to man the help desk, baby-sit the younger children, organize an open mic talent show, or perform a wide array of communal tasks. Nili Simhai, 32, of New York, was one of those volunteers. An educator by profession, she volunteered to direct a group of about 20 middleschool children who attended the conference on an educational romp in the resort’s verdant surroundings, a brave task considering the fierce cold outside.

“I go to a lot of these things,” she said, referring to Jewish educational conferences, “but this is by far the best I’ve ever been to. They have managed to attract the most interesting thinkers in the Jewish world, people like Deborah Lipstadt, Ruth Messinger, Amichai Lau-Lavie. You know, in New York, there are always 10 million Jewish things you can do, but here they are all concentrated together and available.”

Available, but not easy to choose from. If there was one complaint that the conference’s otherwise effusive participants sounded, it concerned the plethora of classes going on simultaneously. Here is a representative example: On Sunday morning, between 10 and 11:15, participants could choose between a film concerning Jewish lesbians, a discussion of women in the bible, a lecture about archaeology in Israel, a session about Jewish aesthetics and spiritual values and a talk about calendars, and these are just half of the options offered. The tight schedule, some participants said, reflected Limmud’s uniqueness.

“I have never seen anything like Limmud,” said Anita Silvert, 49, of Chicago. “It’s a community of learners with no other aim but the pure purpose of learning and sharing. It’s not like we’re learning about how to improve our synagogue attendance or improve our outreach. This is learning for its own sake, and the cross-denominational, crossgenerational curriculum makes the conference relevant to every need and interest.” 

Sitting next to Silvert was Sandy R. Jamieson, in her late 60s, from Westchester. The two women could not be more different: Silvert is Conservative, was wearing a yarmulke, and is a teacher of bibliodrama, a theatrical way of teaching Torah. Jamieson, on the other hand, is a

former fundraiser for Amit, an Orthodox organization helping children in Israel. She is a meticulously dressed woman, eloquent, exuding none of Silvert’s artistic exuberance. Still, listening to her newfound friend talk, she nodded her head in agreement. 

“We need to expand learning opportunities,” she said. “We need to promote spiritual journeys, and interact cross-denominationally in order to form bridges, to respectfully participate in the stories and lives of members of all reaches of the Jewish community.”

One of the biggest challenges facing the conference’s organizers was Shabbat; to cater to all sensibilities and levels of observance, Limmud offered a cornucopia of services, from the traditional Orthodox ones to a yoga-infused prayer and meditation session. As Shabbat rolled in, the conference’s hectic pace slowed down a bit, and official learning sessions were replaced by impromptu discussion sessions in the lobby over coffee and cake. Although some of the discussions revolved around weighty topics — George W. Bush’s upcoming inauguration, Israel’s political situation, inter-denominational tensions — the atmosphere never descended into animosity. During one such discussion, for example, two men in their forties — one wearing a polo shirt and the other a white-button down with visible tzitzit and a large, black yarmulke — were discussing religion and politics, when the polo-clad one referred to his Orthodox conversant as “haredi,” a term connoting fervent Orthodoxy.

“I’m not haredi,” the man said, playing with his tzitzit.  “What should I call you, then?” asked the secular one. “Orthodox? Religious? What should I say you are?”  The religious man smiled. “You can say I’m just wonderful.” Both men laughed. Tension was diffused. The conversation continued.

Not far from the two men, a group of teenagers slouched on the lobby’s overstuffed couches, talking and giggling and kidding around. They were Limmud’s young cadre, a group of twenty or so teenagers recruited by Schwarz — with insight not always common on the Jewish scene — as the next generation of Limmud participants and organizers. The teenagers, most of whom were students at the Abraham Joshua Heschel School on the Upper West Side, were delighted, naturally, at the thought of spending a weekend with their friends at a resort; still, all were aware of the role they played, and were actively involved in taking classes, participating in discussions, attending lectures — in short, everything a high school students usually wishes to avoid during the weekend.

“This is like what we learn in school,” said Jacob Doctoroff, 17, who came to the conference with his mother, “but with a creative twist.” Niky Neiman, 17 as well, smiled in agreement, and said she would “love to come back to Limmud next year as well.” 

As one class gave way to another, as klezmer concert was succeeded by film and then by a lecture, as Shabbat turned into Sunday and then into Monday, one thing became clear: For those who were there, Limmud was a tremendous success. “Everything was great, mom” one young woman gleefully shouted into her cellular phone on her way out of the hotel on Monday morning. “It was so well organized, and everyone was so nice, and the classes were so great.” She continued to talk as she waved her goodbyes and blew kisses at newfound friends.

Perhaps the biggest endorsement, said Dauber, came from a woman who approached her on Monday, saying she wished to thank her. “I’m a really critical person,” the woman told Dauber, reflecting the old Jewish stereotype of the hard-to-please kvetcher. “I always criticize everything. But I have nothing negative to say about Limmud,” the woman said, pausing for a moment, then adding, “this never happened before.” 
