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Technology Transforms
Traditional Learning:
The Simha and Sara
Lainer Beit Midrash

Mark Lainer with students Daniel Mikelberg, Shaina Wasserman, Olga Bluman, Miriam Pulman,
Adam Allenberg, and Alissa Forrest at the dedication of the Lainer Beit Midrash at HUC-JIR/
Los Angeles.

“Marbeh Torah, marbeh chayyim – the more Torah, the more life.”

Pirkei Avot 2:8
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When I was appointed to the faculty to teach Talmud four years
ago, I was also asked to create a Beit Midrash program. I found
it intriguing to imagine a traditional Ôhouse of studyÕ in a Reform
institution,Ó recalls Dr. Dvora Weisberg, Associate Professor of
Rabbinics at HUC-JIR/Los Angeles. ÒI was excited to take some-
thing that was seen as established and conventional and
reshape it into something that is new and innovative.Ó

Dr. Weisberg had a vision, but no dedicated space for this pur-
pose; she had the necessary books, but no place to put them.
The few computer stations werenÕt up to the challenge of
enhancing and augmenting the type of study ideally suited to a
Beit Midrashsetting. Fifth-year rabbinical student interns were
there to serve as resources and tutors but the open space was
shared with large, overflow classes that made it difficult to
study. ÒWe knew that we wanted and needed to provide easily
accessible resources in an aesthetically pleasing and dedicated
environment,Ó she explains.

Her and her studentsÕ hopes were realized on September 27,
2005, with the dedication of the Simha and Sara Lainer Beit
Midrashat HUC-JIRÕs Los Angeles campus. The Lainer Beit
Midrashwas established by a generous gift from the Lainer fam-
ily, which has helped to create similar study environments at
Orthodox and Conservative institutions throughout Los Angeles.
This state-of-the-art facility provides readily available print, elec-
tronic, and programmatic resources for students in HUC-JIRÕs
graduate and professional schools.

The Lainer Beit Midrashis part of the multi-purpose HaMercaz
(the Center), which includes the Tartak Learning Center, featur-
ing extensive multi-media resource materials for Jewish educa-
tors; a large worship space, allowing for varying seating
arrangements and experimentation with different prayer modes;
a TzedakahCenter (facilitating community service and tikkun
olam activities); changing installations of contemporary art
expressing Jewish themes; and the home for HUC-JIRÕs National
Department of Distance Education.

HaMercazrecently hosted an exhibition of Tobi KahnÕs contem-
porary Jewish ceremonial art, with the assistance of Anne
Hromadka, a student who is earning a double Masters at the

School of Jewish Communal Service
and the USC School of Fine Arts.
ÒStudents learn to confidently engage
with the stories of our heritage in
vibrant colors, in mesmerizing sym-
bols, and in each paint stroke,Ó she
explains. ÒWe are creating a space
where art encounters education while
leading HUC-JIR/Los Angeles once
again into the arena of being a key
participant in todayÕs Jewish cultural
renaissance. Like the study of text, the
understanding of ritual objects can
lead to new understandings of Jewish
belief and expression.Ó

ÒThis new type of Beit Midrashis exciting precisely because of 
its powerful blending of tradition and technology and because of
its future-oriented vision,Ó notes Dr. Lewis Barth, Dean.Traditional
modes of learning Ð students learning alone, in hevruta(with
partners), and studying in small groups Ð are accommodated in
this welcoming space.The Lainer Beit Midrashnot only houses
traditional texts and study guides but also makes use of databas-
es and computer programs situated in large, specially designed,
two-person workstations, all linked in a wireless network. Movable
furniture encourages students and faculty to be creative in the
use of this flexible space while exploring new ways of learning.
Future plans include adding an e-learning or enhanced electronic
seminar area adjacent to the Lainer Beit Midrash.

Gregg Alpert, National Director of Distance Education, and Rabbi
Richard Levy, Director of the School of Rabbinical Studies, were
the original creators of the multi-purpose Beit Midrash/HaMercaz
concept for HUC-JIR/Los Angeles.ÒOur dream was to develop a
fluid and permeable Jewish learning environment infused with
Jewish art and practical technology that would bring together our
unique community of rabbinical, education, communal service,
and graduate students for enhanced study, dialogue, debate, and
action.The Lainer Beit Midrashbecomes the anchor of that
space not only physically, but innovatively as well.With the advent
of new technologies in the 21stcentury and the generosity of the

Lainer Family, HUC-JIR can enable new generations of students to
join the dialogue of Torah that is at the center of an ongoing,
polyvocal, and eternal conversation of the Jewish people.Ó

The Lainer Beit Midrashis open to students throughout the day
for studying and provides mentors on-site for extra help. Sari
Laufer, a fifth-year rabbinical student, serves as the first Lainer
Scholar and tutors and prepares students for text classes. ÒThe
Beit Midrashhas been an amazing experience,Ó shares third-
year rabbinical student Amy Morrison. ÒIt allows me to travel in
time to a place when rabbis would argue, debate, and chal-
lenge each other over texts. It has shown me what learning to
be a rabbi is all about.Ó

Ellie Steinman, another third-year rabbinical student, agrees.ÒThe
environment of a Beit Midrashis the essential core of a rabbini-
cal school: peer helping peer with abundant resources available
at oneÕs fingertips.The College-Institute is all about having a com-
munity; now, we have a space to put this into practice.Ó

(From left) Dr. Lewis Barth, Dean; Fredi Rembaum, Director of
Development, Western Region; Dr. Dvora Weisberg, Associate
Professor of Rabbinics and Director of the Simha and Sara Lainer
Beit Midrash; Sari Laufer, 5th-year rabbinical student and first Lainer
Scholar; Luis Lainer; Simha Lainer; Ellie Lainer; and Mark Lainer.
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