Cold Temps, Warm Spirits At Limmud NY 
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Only at Limmud NY could one learn traditional texts with heads of seminaries, ice-skate with Russian Jews, listen to musicians rapping about the Bible, and talk about God and ethics and philosophy with openness as well as rigor.  

Scheduled for Martin Luther King weekend — which turned out to be one of the coldest weekends in recent memory — this year’s fifth annual conference was nearly called off at the last minute as the heating system at the Nevele Grand Resort in upstate Ellenville broke down. But the organizers felt optimistic that the last-minute fixes would hold up for the weekend and decided to go ahead with plans. While many people kept their coats on for much of Shabbat, the rooms finally warmed up. 

Nine hundred people had signed up to participate in Limmud NY 2009; some didn’t come at all when they were informed the night before about problems with the hotel’s boiler, and some came up only to leave early when the system wasn’t immediately working. Approximately 700 “hung in there” through the long weekend, according to Karen Radkowsky, president of Limmud NY, a grassroots and largely volunteer organization, part of an informal international movement committed to Jewish learning for all.

This year, several sessions included reflections and responses to current events, like “Jewish Approaches to Economic Downturns: Can We Find Answers in Jewish Texts?” and “The Sky is Falling, For Real! What’s a Not-for-Profit to Do?” Other sessions explored the relationship between ethics and theology, as well as issues of social justice. Many of the best-attended sessions, often with audiences overflowing into the hallways, featured serious study of Jewish texts, taught by rabbis and rabbinical students. At Limmud NY, the atmosphere is somewhere between a graduate seminar and a late-night dorm room conversation, with the geniality of a camp reunion.

Although it wasn’t intended as a keynote, perhaps the central session — and one of the most popular — was “Jewish Law: Its Process, Development and Current Dilemmas” with Rabbi David Ellenson, president of Hebrew Union College; Rabbi Dan Ehrenkrantz, president of the Reconstructionist Rabbinical College; Rabbi Jacob J. Schacter of Yeshiva University, and, Rabbi David Hoffman of The Jewish Theological Seminary, standing in for Chancellor Arnie Eisen, moderated by Rabbi Leon Morris. In a room whose large windows opened onto a wondrous scene of snow-covered pine trees against the Catskill Mountains, they spoke carefully and with candor about their movement’s positions, as well as their personal journeys and struggles. 

Others sessions included discussions of Israeli politics, ethical standards and kashrut, and conversion, as well as opportunities to understand the subtext of photographs and the healing properties of the foods of Eastern European Jewry. Among performance pieces, Yossi Vassa’s one-man show, “It Sounds Better in Amharic” depicting his immigration from Ethiopia to Israel, and the culture clash he experienced upon his arrival, stood out.

Participants could attend (or not) religious services, yoga, “High Octane Havdalah” with rocker Josh Nelson, a film festival including “Blessed is the Match: The Life and Death of Hannah Senesh,” or join an instant choir that performed at a Catskills-inspired variety show on Sunday evening. 

“Limmud is about stepping out of your own box,” says Joe Septimus, a management consultant who teaches Torah at various continuing education venues in New York. He led several sessions at Limmud NY, and for him, the weekend is an opportunity not only to learn from the teachers, but from participants. 
“You never know who’s going to walk into the room,” he says.

Over one of the days, I shared meals and conversation with a professor of English, a poet/waiter, a Yiddish cultural organizer, a banker, a retired couple, a physician specializing in international global health, a professor of Talmud, rabbinical students, college students, members of 3 generations of a family, and Rabbi Shmuel Simenowitz, who runs a project blending Torah and environmental sensibilities and operates Vermont’s only organic, kosher, horse-powered maple farm (and taught “Making the World a Better Place — One pint of maple syrup at a time”). 

After Shabbat, Rabbi Simenowitz changed out of his satin bekeshe, the garb worn by chasidim, for his weekly clothes, and took out his guitar, joining fiddler, composer and klezmer historian Yale Strom and others for an impromptu jam session, with participants singing along to bluegrass, folk tunes and Beatles songs. It was, as one crooner said, a Limmud NY moment.

