
The Old-New 
Beit Midrash

Traditional Text Study in a 
Post-Traditional World

{By NAOMI SEIDMAN

Innovative varieties of the traditional study hall create exciting opportunities for 
Jewish identity and engagement. But even liberal settings may still be haunted 
by the old-time exclusions and hierarchies of the Beit Midrash

Among the various Jewish practices, traditional Beit Midrash text 
study may be the most promising for contemporary American Jewish 

cultural revival. Collectivist in form, flexible in content, less prescriptive 
than halacha, text study can empower individual Jews by providing them 
with Jewish cultural capital in the form of Jewish languages, sources, 
and modes of authority.  Predicated on dialogue and study with havruta 
partners,  it might also provide a model and space for Jewish communitarian 
engagement: Talmud Torah as an ikkar for all Jews, secular Jews included. 
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Reimagined, Jewish text study readily absorbs 
a range of secular ideals, from freedom of 
inquiry to cultural self-determination and 
religious pluralism. Far from being exercises in 
orthodoxy, rabbinic Jewish sources famously 
present a range of voices, allowing even for 
internal religious critique.  Scholars have 
repeatedly demonstrated the degree to which 
rabbinic discourse expresses non-normative 
and even subversive views, sometimes clothed 
as the speech of an “other.”  Read with a modern 
Jewish lens, such canonical rabbinic stories as 
Tanuro shel Akhnai (“the oven of Akhnai”) take 
on a forthrightly humanist, even democratic 
orientation. 

As the Talmudic story goes (Bava Metzia 
59a-59b), Rabbi Eliezer and the rabbis differ 
on a halachic matter involving the ritual purity 
of an oven.  Rabbi Joshua and a majority of 
other sages argue one way, Rabbi Eliezer the 
other.  After trying and failing “with all the 
responses in the world,” Rabbi Eliezer calls upon 
a carob tree to prove his side of the argument 
by miraculously replanting itself.  The carob 
tree obligingly uproots itself and moves 100 
cubits away.  The rabbis, unimpressed, retort: 
“No proof can be brought from a carob tree.” 
The story continues with Rabbi Eliezer eliciting 
the support of a backward-flowing aqueduct, 
the leaning walls of the beit midrash, and finally, 
heaven itself. To the divine voice [bat kol] that 
corroborates Rabbi Eliezer, Rabbi Joshua 
protests that the Torah “is not in heaven,” 
a response that has become a manifesto of 
rabbinic-Jewish humanism.  

In the story, even God himself seems 
to concur with the rabbis against His own 
authority.  When Rabbi Nathan asks the 
prophet Elijah about the divine reaction to 
Rabbi Joshua’s dismissal, Elijah answers: “He 
laughed, saying, ‘My children have defeated 
Me.’” As the rabbis are telling us, the Torah 
takes its meaning and authority from the Jews 
who interpret its meaning, truth, and halachic 
dictates by majority vote, from which even the 
divine voice must be excluded. 

Insiders and Outsiders 
The reimagined Beit Midrash, then, can take this 
story as warrant for a Torah that is given to each 
generation to interpret and shape, as evidence 
that the values of rabbinic Judaism (textuality, 
Jewish continuity, cultural “thickness”) and 
those of secular Jewish experience (freedom 
of inquiry, democratic humanism, the life of 
the mind) are only apparently in tension with 
one another. The cultural profile of secular 
Jews, read in this light, reappears not as an 
abandonment of Jewish tradition, but rather 
as its new reach into new forms of intellectual 
adventure and cultural argument. Since 
historically, the traditional Beit Midrash in 
almost any of its forms included no more than a 
small (and shrinking) elite of the Jewish world, 
new forms of Jewish textual engagement may 
engender a broadening and democratization 
of the culture of the study hall.

Whether one reads the relationship of the 
traditional Beit Midrash and its contemporary 
new varieties through the lens of continuity or 
in experimental translation, it is clear enough 
that the Beit Midrash carries within itself 
the potential for a broad variety of cultural 
replication.  The basic principle of havruta study 
of primary sources lends itself to the inclusion 
of non-traditional study partners, from women 
to secular Jews and non-Jews, allowing for a 
range of encounters never imagined in the 
ethnocentric, exclusivist, and masculine 
religious formations in which such study has 
normatively occurred. 

Ironically, the traditional Beit Midrash 
celebrated the principle of dialogue even 
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while severely restricting its membership - 
and perhaps the parameters of permissible 
discourse. At the same time, it assumed that 
all participants were in some way both “inside” 
and “outside” the sources, with which they 
both identified and wrestled. This distinctive 
position can provide a useful model for today’s 
interreligious dialogue.  Traditionally, interfaith 
conferences have conflated participants with 
“their” religious traditions, encouraging 
partners in dialogue to “represent” and defend 
religious tenets rather than jointly encounter 
texts.  In the Beit Midrash model, participants 
of all faiths engage the texts as both insiders 
and outsiders.  They are all invited to encounter 
primary sources as primary interlocutors, to 
struggle equally with the difficulty of these 
sources and contribute to the chain of their 
interpretation.  

It is helpful to compare the new Beit 
Midrash with other available Jewish spaces 
and practices. Unlike the synagogue, the Jewish 
study hall does not immediately assume or 
prescribe the Jewishness of its participants. Nor 
are participants expected to imply theological 
consent by mouthing prayers to a God in 
which they may not believe.  And at least in 
theory, participation in text study just as easily 
includes argument and opposition as it does 
acquiescence. Unlike many other established 
forms of Jewish education for children and 
adults, the Beit Midrash organically combines 
Jewish content with Jewish form, making the 
medium the message, the process the product. 
In other words, Torah study is itself a value 
- an ikkar - rather than a mere prologue to 
practice, or to knowledge, or to doing good 
in the world.   

My Christian students and colleagues at 
the Graduate Theological Union sometimes 
lament the time spent in “empty intellectual 
exercises,” when good deeds, social justice, and 
approaching God are the clear aims.  At such 
moments, I feel lucky to count myself as part 
of a tradition that recognizes an inherent value 
in sitting around a table and arguing. There 
seems to be a kind of genius in this rabbinic 

move of “loving the Torah more than God,” 
as the philosopher Emmanuel Levinas put it, 
and as our story about Rabbi Eliezer seems 
to affirm. 

In some nearly paradoxical sense, the rabbis 
also value the Torah more than what’s in the 
Torah: One of my favorite rabbinic exchanges 
involves the issue of “the rebellious son,” of 
whom the rabbis report “lo haya velo atid l’hiyot” 
- such a monstrous creature, deserving of the 
death penalty, never existed, and never will. 
(Sanhedrin 71a) Why then, the rabbis ask, 
does the Torah speak of him? Foregoing the 
perhaps-obvious reply (the biblical injunction to 
kill a rebellious son might work well to terrify 
potential young rebels into at least temporary 
submission), the rabbis say that the law about 
the ben sorer umoreh exists “that you may study it 
and receive reward.”  In other words, regardless 
of the immediate truth of the content, the act 
of discussing, arguing, engaging the text is 
sufficient to give us pleasure and meaning. 

A New Link in the Chain  
If the study hall requires revival, it’s because it 
was not the route taken by American Jews, who 
for the most part failed to retain remnants of 
the traditional world that survived the great 
onslaught of modernity. While the Orthodox 
world has preserved traditional rabbinic 
text study (mostly for boys and men), liberal 
American Jews have favored the synagogue.  In 
the process they have narrowed its functions, 
thereby sentencing themselves to participation 
in a set of liturgical rituals as the near-exclusive 
means of religious affiliation.  Liturgy - 
conservative, prescribed, and repetitive by 
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nature - leaves little room for individual 
self-expression: its genius lies elsewhere. 
Synagogue services thus seem peculiarly ill-
suited for American Jews, and the fact that 
so many participate - even if infrequently and 
halfheartedly - is testimony to the drive for 
Jewish engagement and the limited spaces 
available for its expression. There are, of course, 
other cultural or secular spaces and avenues 
for Jewish expression - performing arts, 

adult education, Jewish Community Centers 
- but they often lack the deep connections to 
Jewish tradition that enliven text study. In 
the new Beit Midrash, however, a textually 
engaged Jewish community maintains its self-
respect in relation to the tradition, serving 
as a valid expression of the chain of textual 
transmission. 

It has been suggested that American Jewry 
lacks a coherent story, borrowing mythic 

Synagogue from 
Talmudic period,
Katzrin, Golan Heights.
Photo by Yael Tzur, 2007
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elements of its identity from elsewhere 
(European anti-Semitism and the Holocaust, 
the State of Israel, the “authenticity” of 
Orthodoxy) rather than integrating its own 
experience into a persuasive narrative. The 
American-Jewish success story, as it turns out, 
fits only uncomfortably with the traditional 
Jewish dichotomies of exile versus redemption: 
Within traditional Jewish discourse, there are 
not many resources for (and many obstacles to) 

transmitting the story of diasporic prosperity. 
Do we speak of the achievement of integration, 
or the threat of assimilation and intermarriage? 
What is the role of American Jews in relation to 
Israel? What have American multiculturalism, 
the ideal of the separation of religion and state, 
and democratic liberalism contributed to our 
view of the possibilities of Jewishness or, for 
that matter, Americanness? The study hall 
might provide not only cultural cohesion for an 
increasingly dispersed and collectively inchoate 
population of American Jews, but also a venue 
for the construction of a set of distinctively 
American Jewish stories, the new link in a 
chain that connects Jews to a usable past in 
informed conversation with the opportunities 
and challenges of the present. 

But of course there’s no real need any longer 
to argue on behalf of the value of the study 
hall and Talmud Torah for American Jewish 
cultural revival. This value is now well-enough 
recognized, in Israel as well as in North America, 
to have taken hold beyond such pioneering 
post-traditional yeshiva institutions as Pardes, 
Elul, Binah, Drisha, and the Hartman Institute.  
What may be required at this pass is rather 
an exploration of the potential challenges to 
forming a liberal American-Jewish study hall 
culture, and of the pitfalls of such a rabbinic/
textual approach to American-Jewish cultural 
revival. 

The study hall was never, it is worth 
mentioning again, the major site of Jewish 
engagement for most Jews at any time, but 
was limited to and shaped by a male elite. Even 
in most radical new configurations, the Beit 
Midrash may remain haunted by the ghosts of 
its traditional past, just as Gershom Scholem 
argued was the case for modern Hebrew, which 
held within itself potentially destructive 
traditional (especially messianic) forces 
unintended by its Zionist speakers. "Is not the 
Hebrew language, which we have planted among 
our children, an abyss that must open up?" 
wrote Scholem in 1926 from Jerusalem, to the 
philosopher Franz Rosenzweig.  "People here 
do not know the meaning of what they have 
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done.  They think they have turned Hebrew into 
a secular language and that they have removed 
its apocalyptic sting, but it is not so."

The story in Bava Metzia of Rabbi  Eliezer’s 
battle with his colleagues, so often read for its 
humanist moments, should also warn us that 
exclusion, violence, pain, and humiliation are 
not foreign to the culture of rabbinic study: 
God’s laughter - “My children have defeated 
Me” - is not the end of the story but only its 
pivotal point. The rabbis, left to their own 
devices, burn the objects Rabbi Eliezer had 
declared clean in the original disagreement, 
and excommunicate him.  Despondent, he sits 
on the ground and weeps; at which point, we 
are told, "The world was then smitten: a third 
of the olive crop, a third of the wheat, and a 
third of the barley crop."

At this moment, the appropriately named 
Imma Shalom, wife of Rabbi Eliezer (and sister 
of Rabbi Gamliel), enters the story.  She is an 
outsider to the field of rabbinic dialogue that 
includes both her husband and brother, yet she 
is the one who best understands the dangers the 
participants pose to each other and to the world.  
She stands guard over her husband, preventing 
him from further destructive interventions.  
But when she leaves Rabbi Eliezer’s side for a 
moment to attend to a beggar at her door, she 
comes back to find her husband prostrated in 
prayer - a prayer that kills his brother-in-law, 
Rabbi Gamliel.   Rabbi Eliezer, unaware of his 
own powers with God, has to learn from his 
wife a tradition she heard from her grandfather: 
“all gates are locked, except for the gates for 
wounded feelings.” 

The story, read to its end, reveals the destructive 
potential of the Beit Midrash, suggesting that 
there are things ill-understood by its own 
participants. Not the study hall’s insiders - or 
even its excommunicated exile - best understand 
its hierarchies, asymmetries, and exclusions. It is 
rather an outsider to this tradition, armed with 
an insight passed along more domestic channels, 
who foresees and comprehends what none of 
the rabbis, on either side of the dispute, have 
recognized.   Read against the grain, then, this 

story might be best remembered for the role of 
Imma Shalom, its greatest victim and wisest 
outsider, who finds another form of humanism 
- the significance of wounded feelings - beyond 
the study-house walls. 

The Allure of 
"Authenticity"  
American Jewry, figuratively speaking, is the 
Imma Shalom of the traditional Beit Midrash, 
the newcomer who provides distinctive insight.  
American Jewish history books attest to the 
growth of the community for a century or more 
before the arrival of the first rabbi; only belatedly 
did the community host its first yeshivas or 
institutions of Jewish learning. The American 
Jewish experience could be characterized as that 
of a marginal and even “outsider” community 
that nevertheless became a center of Jewish life. 
It is certainly the case that for many American 
Jews, the feeling of being outside their own 
tradition and collectivity (while being rather 
comfortably “inside” American life) is what 
most characterizes their Jewishness. 

The reinvention of the traditional Beit 
Midrash is one approach to “bringing Jews 
in.” And yet, this very language reinscribes an 
old hierarchy of those who are really “in” (and 
thus capable of putting out a welcoming hand 
to others) and those who aren’t - women, the 
“unlearned,” the non-believer. Rabbinic Judaism 
is one cultural formation among many Jewish 
others, and itself invites clarification - do we 
mean the few dozen who constituted the active 
participants in the great Talmudic academies or 
the much broader “derekh hashas,” the Talmudic 
way of life that took root in medieval Ashkenaz 
and has persisted to this day?  

To either of these historical models we might 
pose a host of alternatives: The trajectory of 
rabbinic Judaism outside of Ashkenaz; the 
cosmopolitanism of Golden Age Spain; the 
Hellenism of late antiquity. Among these, 
perhaps late antique Alexandria provides the 
best model for American Jewry: American 
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Jewry, like that of the Greek-speaking urban 
Jews who lived in Hellenistic Alexandria in 
the first centuries of the Common Era, is a 
Jewish culture “in translation,” which seeks 
to harmonize Judaism with society at large 
rather than separate it, and imagines Jewish 
contributions as worthy offerings to the larger 
culture rather than seeing this culture as a 
threat to Jewish distinctiveness.  If America is a 
kind of latter-day Alexandria, then memories of 
a cosmopolitan Hellenistic Jewish culture may, 
in fact, be more “usable” than those of rabbinic 
Judaism (although ancient rabbinic Judaism, 
as scholars have increasingly pointed out, was 
also, in its way, a variety of Jewish Hellenism). 
What may be needed, at this juncture, is not a 
channel to re-appropriate the Beit Midrash, but 
rather historical or contemporary alternatives 
and challenges to its symbolic supremacy. 

That the Beit Midrash ideal and its various 
associations have a kind of symbolic hold on 
the American Jewish imagination is evident 
from - among other sources - Philip Roth’s 
powerful short story of 1959, “Eli the Fanatic.”  
In the story, the appearance in a middle-class 
suburb of a group of Orthodox Jewish refugees 
hoping to found a yeshiva precipitates a crisis 
in the title character, which ends with his 
donning Orthodox garb, to the horror of his 
wife and liberal Jewish neighbors. Roth’s story 
emerges from the modern Jewish binaries of 
European-Jewish suffering and American-
Jewish success, liberal Jewish assimilation and 
Orthodox Jewish separatism.  Eli becomes a 
“fanatic” by looking Jewish, rather than by, for 
instance, learning Jewish texts or performing 
mitzvot. In our context, the story might be read 
- perhaps in havruta in the new Beit Midrash - 
as a diagnosis of the contradictory impulses in 
American Jewish liberal identity: the wariness 
of and even disgust at being “too Jewish,” on 
the one hand, and the attraction to things 
that signify authentic Jewishness (particularly 
those associated with Orthodox Jewish men), 
on the other. 

Roth's "Eli," considered half a century later, 
captures the lingering anxiety of  American 

Jews who perceive their own Jewish identities 
as empty, less authentic than those of “real 
Jews.” Eli, in the last sentence of the story, is 
given psychiatric drugs, “which calmed his soul, 
but did not touch it down where the blackness 
had reached.” This blackness, doubly associated 
with Orthodox garb and death, is deeper than 
the superficial qualities of Eli’s American-
Jewish life. But in identifying with the black-
clad survivors, Eli also draws away from his 
wife and newborn son. The nostalgia for Jewish 
collectivist arrangements, here as elsewhere, 
feeds on a kind of misogyny, a yearning for a 
life free of women’s influence. 

This exchange is not incidental, it seems 
to me. The study hall was and in some places 
still is a place where men can avoid the family 
life that is otherwise sanctioned as Judaism’s 
highest social good. The exclusion of women is 
thus not just a byproduct of the Beit Midrash 
in its traditional form, but perhaps a strong 
part of its attraction, if not its raison d’être. In 
“Eli the Fanatic,” it is not just liberal American 
Jewish life that is seen - by Eli, at least - as 
meretricious, but also specifically the ways of 
Jewish women and “kitchen Judaism.”

Even liberal settings may still be haunted 
by the traditional exclusions and hierarchies of 
the Beit Midrash, if only in valuing Orthodox 
Jewish “authenticity” and the symbolic 
value of the kippah. Despite this, I count 
myself among those engaged in the project 
of reimagining the Beit Midrash as part of a 
project of American Jewish cultural revival. 
Nevertheless, a closer reading of the sources, 
traditional and modern, on the experience 
of the study hall suggests to me that we 
should proceed with caution. The rabbinic 
model of Talmud Torah is one among others, 
and perhaps not even the best suited among 
these alternatives. And the study hall has 
been the site not only of productive Jewish 
engagement, but also of pain and exclusion. 
Our traditional sources tell us so, and there 
are surely new sources, no less valuable and 
authentic, that help us see things to which 
the old texts are often blind. 
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