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Almost 30 years ago, Samuel C. Heilman and the late William B. Helm-
reich each published important social scientific research on the world of 
yeshiva study, legitimating this as a field of study and giving those of us on 
the “inside” a useful lens through which we might look back at ourselves 
and our community. Helmreich’s book was a study of American yeshivas 
in the broad sense, and their contribution to American Judaism, while 
Heilman’s work focused on Israel and, in fact, painted a broader portrait 
of ultra-Orthodox Israeli Jewry.1 Jonathan Boyarin’s new book, Yeshiva 
Days, differs from these pioneers by focusing on one unique yeshiva. Writ-
ten by a university professor, a cultural anthropologist trained in critical 
theory, and published by a prestigious university press, it is refreshingly 
free of theoretical constructs, academic jargon, and a purely critical per-
spective. Further, it is an engaging combination of an ethnography of that 
one yeshiva and an autobiography of the researcher himself. In his role 
as participant-observer, Boyarin records not only what he saw but also 
what he understood about what he saw. Since the book is written explic-
itly from a personal perspective—it is an account of his days as an adult 
learner in the yeshiva—this adds a dimension of humanity and intellectual 
honesty that helps make the subject come alive. He is speaking with his 
readers directly, explaining where he fits in what he sees and says.

Boyarin’s relationship with Mesivtha Tifereth Jerusalem (MTJ), on 
Manhattan’s Lower East Side, began during the 1980s, prior to his having 
achieved an academic career, but most of the events described in the book 
took place in 2012—which he calls his “kollel year.” During an academic 
sabbatical year, following an early position at the University of North 
Carolina and on his way to an appointment at Cornell University, he  

1 Samuel C. Heilman, The People of the Book: Drama, Fellowship, and Religion 
(University of Chicago Press, 1983); William B. Helmreich, The World of the Yeshiva: 
An Intimate Portrait of Orthodox Jewry (Free Press, 1982). More recently several his-
tories of yeshivot have been published in Israel, most notably: Mordechai Breuer, The 
Tents of Torah: The Yeshiva Its Structure and Its History [Hebrew] (Zalman Shazar 
Institute, 2003); Memoirs of the Lithuanian Yeshiva [Hebrew], ed. I. Etkes and S. 
Tikochinski (Zalman Shazar Institute, 2007); Shlomo Tikochinski, Torah Scholar-
ship, Mussar and Elitism: The Slabodka Yeshiva from Lithuania to Mandate Palestine 
[Hebrew] (Zalman Shazar Institute, 2016).
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devoted himself to studying both the Talmud and other classical works in 
Judaica, as well as simultaneously stepping back and studying the yeshiva 
institution itself.

MTJ was headed for about 50 years by the revered Rabbi Moshe 
Feinstein, the premier halakhic authority in America during the sec-
ond half of the twentieth century. Reb Moshe, as he was affection-
ately known, had been a communal rabbi in Luban (in today’s Belarus), 
for more than 15 years prior to immigrating to the United States in 
early 1937. In addition to his exceptionally broad and deep halakhic 
knowledge, he was widely known as being highly accessible, as having a  
warm and humble personality, as well as for his relatively progressive 
perspectives.2

Following Reb Moshe’s passing in 1986, his son, Reb Dovid Fein-
stein, who had many of the same qualities as his father, became the yeshi-
va’s head. Like his father, he had very broad and deep halakhic knowledge, 
was very warm and humble, and avoided extremism. However, unlike his 
father, he was not a public figure. He did not publish his halakhic deci-
sions, viewing his rulings as case-specific rather than broad and commu-
nal. Unlike his father, he had a trait that made him especially well-suited 
to head an American yeshiva—fluency in English.

MTJ is by no means a “typical” yeshiva. There is no formal enroll-
ment process; there are no required hours of attendance or required 
classes; and there are no required exams that one must pass. There 
are, to be sure, some regular classes and shiurim, such as that of the 
Rosh Yeshiva, Reb Dovid (until his recent passing, which occurred after 
this book was published) and several others, but one is not required to 
attend even those. Overwhelmingly, the yeshiva day is predominated by 
havruta learning in pairs, or small groups of individuals who choose 
when and what they wish to study. It is highly doubtful that this open-
ness stems from an overtly counter-cultural philosophy or that MTJ was 

2 As told by his son-in-law, Rabbi Dr. Moshe D. Tendler, Reb Moshe valued the 
role of science in halakhic decision-making. He also held rather unconventional 
views about the United States for a traditionalist Orthodox rabbi of Eastern Euro-
pean origin. In the conclusion to a sermon  delivered in February 1939, commemo-
rating the 150th anniversary of the United States Constitution, he said: “And so, the 
government of the United States, which already 150 years ago established in its law 
that it will not uphold or favor any one faith but will allow everyone to do as they 
see fit, and the government will serve only to assure that no one harms another, thus 
follows the will of Almighty God, and it therefore succeeded and grew during this 
time. And we are obligated to pray for it that Almighty God shall grant it success in 
whatever it undertakes ”; see Darash Moshe (New York, 1988),  derush #10, p. 416.
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always characterized by it.3 Boyarin does mention the dwindling Jewish  
presence in the Lower East Side, and this is probably a response to that 
trend, namely, a greater openness in order to attract more men to learn in 
the yeshiva and keep the institution alive.

The yeshiva is very welcoming but it is not an “outreach” yeshiva. It is 
small relative to other contemporary yeshivas, as well as relative to what it 
once was. Most of the students are from the local area but they are hardly of 
one size or brand. There is a very wide age range among them—some are in 
their twenties and thirties while others are retirees; they come from different 
backgrounds; and they have different ranges of interests in matters outside 
of Jewish learning. Some have a “Torah only” perspective, while most have 
broader needs, interests, and knowledge. Some have jobs in business or other 
professions, including some who teach in other yeshivas or even in colleges 
and universities. In a number of passages, Boyarin explicitly attributes the 
yeshiva’s more general openness and its non-extremist religious environment 
to the personalities of Reb Moshe and Reb Dovid.

Boyarin himself came somewhat later to yeshiva study, which is inter-
esting in light of the fact that, as he reveals near the end of the book, his 
great-grandmother was the second wife of Rabbi Yosef Leib Bloch, the 
Rosh Yeshiva of the prominent Lithuanian Telzer Yeshiva. He was born 
and raised in a traditional but not Orthodox family, in a small Jewish 
community in New Jersey. During his graduate studies, in 1979–1980, 
he moved to the Lower East Side and, after returning with his wife from 
a research project abroad in 1984, he decided that he wanted to learn in 
a yeshiva. He had heard that MTJ was welcoming and, for the next three 
years, he spent two hours each day, Monday to Thursday, learning Bible 
and Talmud with two young rabbis and developed an attachment to the 
learning and the yeshiva itself. Following several decades, during which 
he made a number of career transitions, he ultimately landed in academia.

Although, as indicated, the book is an ethnographic study, it is only 
partially so, and differs from that genre in significant ways. It is more like 
a jigsaw puzzle—the whole image can only be appreciated after putting 
all the pieces together. The book consists of seven chapters, each portray-
ing a different aspect of MTJ and Boyarin’s experiences, illustrated by 
a series of vignettes highlighting the subject of each particular chapter.  
He begins by describing the physical layout of the yeshiva or at least 
the building’s central space in which almost everything he discusses in  
the book occurs: the “beis medresh,” the one large room that serves as 

3 It is surprising that Helmreich, who would have been most likely to address these 
aspects of MTJ’s learning culture, made no mention of it in his book.
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the study hall, and its adjacent annex which serves as the library. In that 
chapter, through sundry anecdotes, we meet some of the individuals with 
whom Boyarin had contact, and we learn about their different outlooks. 
In the next chapter we get acquainted with some of the fellows Boyarin 
regularly spends time with in the beis medresh, their background, and 
how they arrived at MTJ. He details some features of the local neighbor-
hood, as well as how his initial naiveté about some communal develop-
ments combined with his anthropological skills helped to strengthen ties 
between the community and MTJ.

In an especially probing and revealing chapter, Boyarin discusses his 
experiences progressing through stages of traditional learning and provides 
a taxonomy of the types of learning in the yeshiva. Initially, he studied 
alone and went through the sources in the development of the laws of 
kosher bread. Reflecting back on the experience several months later he 
felt increasingly less self-conscious and more comfortable with his abilities 
and his place in the yeshiva. With the assistance of the rabbi whose role it is 
to match study partners, Boyarin became a havruta and, ultimately, close 
friend of Nesanel, a central figure in the book who, intentionally or not, 
challenged the author’s secularism. At times, other fellows—Hillel, Asher, 
Yisroel Ruven—joined in and they formed a larger study group. After sev-
eral months, he gained enough self-confidence, though he was still quite 
nervous about it, to enter the shiur of the Rosh Yeshiva, Reb Dovid, and 
he relates a number of experiences there. He tells of a point where, con-
cerning an issue discussed in the Gemara and commentaries that puzzled 
everyone, he was surprised to hear Reb Dovid finally say, “Sometimes you 
just have to accept it. After you accept it maybe you’ll get a svore [here, a 
way to explain the seeming contradiction]” (110), and Boyarin seemed to 
appreciate that practical approach.4 The entire following chapter is filled 
with accounts, marked by appreciation and admiration, of his experiences 
with Reb Dovid in and beyond the shiur. At a later point he relates that, 
when he decided that he wanted to write a book about his MTJ experience, 
he felt compelled to seek the Rosh Yeshiva’s permission. He was nervous 
about what the response would be, and when he approached Reb Dovid he 
prefaced his request with an explanation that publishing is part of his pro-
fession as an academic, and he would like to write a book about the yeshiva. 
Reb Dovid’s response was simply, “Why not?”

4 That approach is not as unique as Boyarin first imagined. Experienced learners 
are well acquainted with the frequent occasions where the Gemara and its commen-
taries, especially the Tosafists, wrestle with unresolved deliberations but ultimately 
continue to the next issue.
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Some of the book’s chapters are uneven, the result, I suspect, of the 
attempt to recount and explain the intricacies of some of the Talmudic 
deliberations that may be lost on uninitiated readers, and even on some 
who are talmudically educated but won’t see how specific pieces of the 
puzzle fit together. Some of Boyarin’s reminiscences, especially in the 
earlier chapters, have a staccato-like character to them, as if they consist 
of various and separate notes patched together.

On the whole, many of the episodes he recounts, especially the auto-
biographical ones, reward the reader with fascinating portraits that bene-
fit from the author’s keen ability to record not only what he sees beyond 
himself but also within himself. He is a Jewish anthropologist and an 
anthropologist of Judaism and Jewry who has previously studied such 
subjects as: Polish Jews in Paris; Jewish families; Yiddish; Zionism; the 
culture of Belzer Hasidim; and more. Here we have a first-hand account 
of how a latecomer to “the world of the yeshiva” (in Helmreich’s felicitous 
phrase) felt and feels when studying and interacting with his considerably 
more learned peers. Boyarin is constantly aware of his status as somewhat 
of an outsider, and he accepts it graciously. At the end of his “kollel year,” 
he reflects on the beis medrash and his time there. He presents a thought-
ful discussion of various meanings of Torah lishmah and tries to decide 
whether his study had been lishmah or not. He finally concludes that it 
doesn’t really matter what his motivation was.

Who needs an excuse one way or the other? said I to myself. Part of the 
reason I decided to let it go was that I found out why [my first havruta 
at MTJ], in his study sessions with me, had decided he wanted to study 
the passage of the Tur dealing with the hypothetical applicability in the 
present of the biblical law requiring cancellation of debts in the sabbati-
cal year. He was writing an article about it (155).

At the same time, minimizing its significance, he seems to have been 
somewhat amused when yeshiva students and some of the teachers refer 
to him as “the professor.” We also get a self-revealing picture of how 
someone enmeshed in the world of liberal academia comes to profoundly 
appreciate a culture that is so different from the personal and professional 
arenas in which he had been immersed.5 Whether through compartmen-
talization, Torah Im Derekh Eretz, or synthesis, Boyarin seems to be com-

5 Boyarin’s chapter on the meaning of Torah Lishmah reminded me of the thesis 
of the early-twentieth-century American sociologist, Thorstein Veblen, who, in his 
book The Higher Learning in America (1918), argued that the university is meant to 
be a place for “idle curiosity,” rather than material goals.
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fortable with being both in academia and in the yeshiva. Thus, near the 
beginning of the book, he mentions that he simply does not even try 
to address an issue which is very “troubling, from the perspective of a 
discourse committed to the expansion of rights and opportunities to all 
without regard to gender,” namely, “that study at MTJ is only available 
to males” (12). He was also comfortably able to remove himself from the 
world of “neoliberal rationality” which is comprised of “profit-maximiz-
ing, rational individual actors,” and see the beis medrash as the place in 
which “driving force is the sense that this is what a male Jew should be 
doing.” It is also a place in which the

vectors [of time] are multiple. Later commentators may certainly illumi-
nate earlier texts, and in that sense there is “progress” of a sort. Yet there 
is a haunting sense, continuing from the Gemara’s attempt to harmonize 
the Mishnah on to group study today, that the commentaries are only 
necessary because of what has been lost—along with an underlying com-
mitment to rereading the earlier texts on our own, as if for the first time, 
without (at least initially) being guided by those commentaries, and thus 
willfully ignoring or slowing down “progress.” And certainly, there is no 
suggestion that our goal, individual or collective, is to achieve an over-
arching comprehension of the rabbinic canon that somehow escaped our 
predecessors (147–148).

For those unfamiliar with the yeshiva life, this book is a good intro-
duction. I suspect that most readers of TradiTion have some experience 
with yeshiva learning, and for them this book may bring an awareness of 
not only different ways of learning but also of different views of learning, 
including its meanings and objectives. Although the book contains no 
theoretical perspective of sophisticated constructs, it is one that will leave 
many readers thinking about their own experiences and values.

Chaim I. Waxman is Professor and Chair of the Behavioral Sciences 
Department, Hadassah Academic College, Jerusalem, and Professor Emeritus 
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