ve come a long way. Just a
few decades ago, most Jewish commu-
nities throughout the United States
resisted the idea of Jewish day school
education. Even once yeshivah educa-
tion became established, young men
would ordinarily rush headlong from
their high school graduations
to the halls of academia to
secure the college degrees
denied to their parents, grad-
uates of institutions such as
Auschwitz and Bergen-
Belsen.

Today, boys graduating high
school almost automatically
proceed to at least a year of
study in a yeshivah gedolah
(post high school yeshivah) in
Israel or closer to home. They
will return, almost invariably,
with a deeper appreciation of
Yiddishkeit, more committed
to a lifetime of Torah study
and permanently imbued with
a profound respect for scholars
and the unique world of the
beit midrash.

But some of them—more
and more with each passing
year—take the additional step
of joining a kollel.* Instead of
pursuing the formerly de
rigueur Jewish professions of
medicine, law, business, and
education, they will continue
with full-time Torah study, beginning
their married lives immersed in learn-
ing. (Kollelim are specific to married
men; unmarried men can, of course,
learn full time in a yeshivah but they are
not formally members of a kollel.)

0 begin to appreciate what a
revolution this has brought about, one

Rabbi Feitman is rabbi of Congregation
Kehillas Bais Yehudah Tzvi in
Cedarhurst, New York.

need only quote from a secular histori-
an who calls full time Torah study “a
waste of literate intelligence...a sad
waste of human resources, a misappli-
cation of learned intelligence.”® Such
an attitude was common, if sometimes
unspoken, until the mid 1970s. Yet,
today there are (kein yirbu!) close to
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4000 kollel members in the United
States,2 from Miami to Milwaukee,
Boston to Boca Raton, Deal to Denver,
Scranton to St. Louis. In addition, kol-
lelim in cities such as Melbourne,
Mexico City and Montreal indicate
that kollel has become a phenomenon
of international proportions.

Was kollel always the custom in Klal
Yisrael? To be sure, the earliest Torah
sources extol the virtues of combining
Torah study with a livelihood and
many of the Talmudic sages were
known by the professions they prac-

ticed, in addition to being pillars of
Torah Shebaal Peh, the Oral Law.3

However, as early as the 12t century,
Rabbeinu Yonah spoke of “a diminish-
ing of the hearts,”4 and called for full-
time Torah study to the exclusion of
other pursuits. Rambam, in a famous
passage, virtually guarantees that those
who devote themselves to a lifetime of
Torah study—Iike the Levite
tribe of old—will be provid-
ed with all of their worldly
needs.5> Similarly, in a num-
ber of places, Rashi stresses
that individuals who devote
their lives to Torah learning
will merit the heavenly pro-
vision of their earthly
needs.6

In the early 15t century,
Rabbi Shimon ben Tzemach
Duran concluded that
despite his disinclination to
encourage scholars to accept
payment for their studies,
“now that the power of
memory has been dimin-
ished and if people will
engage in work, they will
not succeed in their studies,
it has become permissible to
study day and night and to
benefit from the congrega-
tion. According to the need
of the generation this may
be considered absolute
piety.”” In our own day,
Rabbi Moshe Feinstein has
invoked the concept of eit
laasot, the imperative to save the Torah
by radical means, to justify support-
ing those engaged in full-time study.
Going even further, Reb Moshe asserts
that “those who oppose this mode of
Torah study have succumbed to the
wiles of the evil inclination...to cause
scholars to abandon the Torah.”8

The concept of paying someone to
study Torah for many years may seem
foreign to some, but its strangeness
derives from the fact that Torah study
is unique. Unlike other pursuits, the
study of Torah is desirable in its own

right. Every word of Torah studied,
every verse or Talmudic dictum
explored, changes the world for the
better and brings one closer to God.
Whereas literature or the sciences are
studied with a goal in mind—making
new discoveries, publishing or gaining
new understanding—the study of
Torah on the part of any Jew uplifts
the entire nation. Thus the scholar at
his studies is providing a crucial serv-
ice to all of Israel. An almost inciden-
tal benefit is that kollel tends to pro-
duce the future leaders of Israel.
Generally, today’s rabbis, dayanim
(judges), roshei yeshivah and teachers
all come from the ranks of the kollel.

Lest anyone think that a kollel
yungerman (young man in kollel ) leads
a life of leisure or semi-retirement, it
should be noted that learning in a kol-
lel is actually an incredibly rigorous
way of life. Every kollel requires that
scholars engage in intense study for
upwards of ten hours a day. In addi-
tion, in community kollelim, members
must teach a variety of subjects to chal-
lenging and diverse groups of students
until the late hours of the evening.
These sessions are never permitted to
detract from the “chavruta (study part-
ner) learning” which takes place during
the day. Furthermore, kollel members
receive stipends that are minimal at
best, and rarely suffice to support what
are generally large families. Yet, despite—
perhaps because of—the substantive
challenges of kollel life, “kollel families”
tend to live with joy and an infectious
enthusiasm for Torah.

The Contemporary
Kollel

ow did kollel as we now
know it begin? Interestingly, Rabbi
Yisrael Salanter, best known as the
founder of the Musar Movement,

seems to have been the first to develop
the contemporary kollel as well. Reb
Yisrael became aware of a fund that
had just been created for Torah pur-
poses but was as yet undefined. He
recommended that it be used to
“establish batei midrash for married
scholars to continue their studies.”
Even as Reb Yisrael was engaged in
discussions about this idea with the
other gedolim of the day, Rabbi
Nosson Tzvi Finkel—known as the
Alter of Slobodka—began the process
and opened the first kollel in
Slobodka, outside Kovno.

In the year 5637-38 (1877-78), ten
scholars began their full-time studies,
following a curriculum which included
the study of musar (character improve-
ment). In 1879, Rabbi Yitzchok
Elchanan Spektor, the rav of the city,
became the head of what had become
known as the “Kollel Perushim of
Kovno.” Rabbi Nosson Tzvi Finkel
served as the mashgiach (spiritual men-
tor) of the kollel but in 1880 left this
position so he could devote himself to
establishing more kollelim throughout
Eastern Europe. He was succeeded by
Rabbi Yitzchak Blazer, also known as
Reb Itzel Peterburger, one of the major
disciples of Reb Yisrael.

Soon after these historic events, a
similar and independent process took
place in Volozhin. Rabbi Naftali Tzvi
Yehudah Berlin, rosh yeshivah of
Volozhin, approached the well-known
philanthropist Reb Yisrael Brodsky in
1886 with the idea of starting a kollel
for young men. On the 12t of Tishrei
5647 (1886), the mashgiach of
\olozhin, Rabbi Shlomo Dov Dinkin,
placed an ad in the paper Hameilitz
inviting “ten exceptional Torah schol-
ars to dwell before Hashem in the
yeshivah of Volozhin to prepare them-
selves to render halachic decisions for
Klal Yisrael, for no less than three nor
more than five years.” Eventually, the
Netziv and Rabbi Chaim Soloveitchik
would carefully choose the ten avre-
ichim, today called yungeleit, (pl. of
yungerman) many of whom went on to

become the leaders of the next genera-
tion.10 Soon kollelim sprung up in
major cities throughout Eastern
Europe, including Cracow, Lublin,
Pressburg and Vilna.

Although this early kollel was
formed with specific goals and time
limitations, many of today’s kollelim
deliberately reject such parameters.
Significant numbers of kollel members
study indefinitely and do not necessar-
ily enter the rabbinate. As many lead-
ing roshei yeshivah have told me—times
have indeed changed. The depravity of
the world at large welcomes—
requiresl—an ever growing cadre of
Torah scholars whose contribution to
the world is Torah study per se.

Despite the remarkable success and

...the kollel
boasts the
participation of

over 500 university
students annually

Including many

from Harvard and
Boston University.

proliferation of the European kollel in
the early part of the century, the
American soil did not seem hospitable
to kollelim. Writing to his friend and
personal physician in 1943, Rabbi
Eliyahu Dessler, author of Michtav
MeEliyahu, bemoaned the fact that “all
efforts to found a kollel in America
have failed.”11 And yet, that same year,
the great builder of Torah, Rabbi
Aharon Kotler, succeeded in establish-
ing the first American kollel in White
Plains, New York. Despite a climate of
antagonism to what some termed
“Kotlerism,” Reb Aharon not only
built Beth Medrash Govoha (BMG),
which soon moved to Lakewood, New
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Jersey, but generated kollelim in some
18 cities, 4 countries and 3 continents.
These Torah centers have in turn
become the inspiration for other insti-
tutions in their areas.

How did Reb Aharon succeed
where others failed? According to
Rabbi Eliezer Goldstein, director of
BMG’s Division of New Kollelim, it
was primarily the work of one of the
unsung heroes of Torah growth—
Rabbi Nosson Wachtfogel, the
Lakewood mashgiach, who worked
under the guidance of Rabbi Aharon
Kotler. At first, he traveled to each
community and met with its leader-
ship, convincing them of the great
benefits of hosting a kollel. Then he
identified the yungeleit from
Lakewood who would be successful
in each city, persuading, encouraging
and guiding them and their families
to devote themselves to this sacred
task. In the early years of this
process, every Elul, Rabbi Wachtfogel
would speak in the 30 cities where he
had founded kollelim!

The Community
Kollel

n addition to the traditional
kollel, generally associated with a
yeshivah gedolah, a new kind of kollel
has developed, widely known as the
community kollel. Here the yungeleit
can pursue rigorous Torah study during
the morning and afternoon with their
own peers in the traditional manner.
They then return home to join their
families for a few hours and are back in
the kollel by 8:00 pm. At this point,
they study with members of the com-
munity on a one-to-one basis or deliver
lectures and shiurim. Studying at the
kollel are those ranging from sophisti-
cated Torah scholars to people with
minimal Jewish knowledge. Often the
kollel becomes the new focal point for

all Jewish events in the community.
Furthermore, many of these kollelim
hire outreach directors who are respon-
sible for reaching out to all segments of
the community and delivering lectures
on college campuses, as well as in JCCs
and senior citizen centers. Invariably
the community kollel succeeds in hav-
ing an enormous impact.

For instance, the Toronto kollel,
under the leadership of Rabbi Shlomo
Miller, has influenced thousands of
lives in its 34 years of operation. It has
been instrumental in the opening of
five yeshivot, five metivtot and even
spawned another kollel last year. The

...burning issues
which tend to
divide Jews melt
away before the
flaming words of
Abaye and Rava,
the Rambam and
Ra’avad, Ketzot
and Netivot.

rosh kollel himself, by virtue of his vast
scholarship and endearing personality,
has made the kollel the central address
for all communal questions.

Boston is another city which has
been transformed since the founding
of its kollel 12 years ago. Under the
leadership of Rabbi Naftoly Bier and
Rabbi Zalman Leff, the kollel boasts
the participation of over 500 universi-
ty students annually including many
from Harvard and Boston University.
The kollel is also responsible for the
founding of a beit yaakov school for
girls, a metivta high school for boys as
well as outreach to the nearby commu-
nities of Sharon, Newton and Malden.

abbi Bier shares an inter-
esting insight concerning the kiruv
aspect of a kollel: the primary purpose
of a kollel, he says, is the study of
Torah. This is done with all the inten-
sity, purity and holiness which have
characterized Torah study through the
ages. Once Torah is being studied in a
city, the atmosphere of the community
changes. The very atoms, molecules
and fabric of the community become
rearranged. A thirst for Torah is creat-
ed. The kollel's success, however, has
less to do with kiruv strategies or cre-
ative programming and more to do
with the inherent power of Torah.

An example of this phenomenon is the
Chicago Community Kollel, where one
man who had never set foot in the kollel
started learning with a chavruta in his
house. “Everyone in town is learning,” he
declared to a friend. “Let’s do it too.”

Indeed, one of the oldest of the
community kollelim, the Chicago
Community Kollel, launched 22 years
ago, annually reaches over 1,000 unaf-
filiated Jews. Additionally it has
already returned 30 rebbeim to the
community and placed six of its alum-
ni in rabbinical positions. Like many
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An 1886 ad in Hameilitz invites “ten excep-
tional Torah scholars” to study in one of the
first European kollelim. (From Beshevilei
Radin by Rabbi Menachem Mendel Plato).

of these kollelim, the Chicago kollel has
two roshei kollel—Rabbi Moshe
Francis and Rabbi Dovid Zucker—
and has grown to the point where it
requires two directors of outreach,
Rabbi Yehoshua Karsh and Rabbi Zev
Kahn. Formerly of South Africa,

Rabbi Kahn used to be a prize-win-
ning rugby player. Known as the

“Rugby Rabbi,” he conducts a popular
radio show about Judaism.

There have been some extremely moving
developments in Chicago as a result of the
kollel. A college student from Champaign
was influenced by one of the more fiery
members of the kollel. Several years later he

totally ignorant of your own heritage?
Come with me.” Mordechai virtually
dragged Barry to the kollel.
Undoubtedly, part of Mordechai’s
share in the World to Come is Barry
and his tzitzit, now in Yerushalayim,
swaying before a Gemara which never
gets put down.

Cincinnati
Community

hicago was the
scene as well of an unfortu-
nate episode, which, ironi-
cally has helped to advance
Torah study. The kollel pur-
chased a much-needed
building and even before it
was fully in use, Arabs set
fire to the structure,
destroying many religious
articles. In the ensuing days,
the mayor and other offi-
cials called for a press con-
ference to be held at the
original kollel building in
order to express their pro-
found distress. To ensure
that the conference would
not impede the study of
Torah, the room was divid-

The founding members of the Cincinnati Community Kollel.

became a full-time member of the kollel
himself and is today delivering shiurim to
others. Another man began learning Torah
in his mid-fifties. Today he is an accom-
plished talmid chacham who has completed
the entire Talmud several times.
Sometimes the very existence of the
kollel generates events which change
people’s lives. Barry Wolf is a chiro-
practor who knew nothing of his faith.
Mordechai Baum, a’h, who spent a
great deal of time learning in the
kollel, went to see Barry professionally.
When Mordechai took off his shirt
revealing a strange garment with
strings hanging from every corner,
Barry demanded, “What are those?”
The outspoken and colorful
Mordechai responded, “You call your-
self an intelligent man and you are

ed, splitting the already
cramped beit midrash in
half. While the press conference was in
progress, learning continued as usual
behind the mechitzah. Torah study
doesn't stop for mayors, journalists or
Arab threats.

There were many results of that fate-
ful day. The cardinal wrote a letter
expressing sympathy. The Guardian
Angels came to offer protection. Most
importantly, people who had never seen
or understood Torah study discovered
the magnitude of its significance.
Nothing stops Torah study. You can
chop the beit midrash in half, but you
dont stop learning Torah. One man
was so moved by the dramatic demon-
stration of this fact—not theory, not
talk, but action—that he became a life-
long learner and major supporter of the
kollel.

Some communities host more than
one kollel. In addition to the famed
kollel of Telshe, Cleveland is now home
to three other kollelim including the
Beachwood Community Kollel, under
the leadership of Rabbi Yaakov Velvel
Katz; the Torah L.I.FE. Kollel under
the guidance of Rabbi Boruch
Hirschfeld and the Torat Tzion Kollel
which is part of the Torah MiTzion
network. Founded by pioneers such as
Robert L. Stark of Cleveland, Torah
MiTzion kollelim are affiliated with
Yeshivat Har Etzion (“Gush”), under
the leadership of Rabbi Aharon
Lichtenstein, as well as other organiza-
tions. [See sidebar.] All of these kolle-
lim, which are found in Jewish com-
munities throughout the world, offer a
wide variety of shiurim to the public.
People of all persuasions come to learn
Torah together and burning issues
which tend to divide Jews melt away
before the flaming words of Abaye and
Rava, the Rambam and Ra'avad,
Ketzot and Netivot.

It is impossible to discuss the saga of
kollel in America without mentioning
Avi Shulman of Torah Umesorah. Many
kollelim are the fruits of the “SEED”s
Mr. Shulman planted. SEED (Summer
Educational Environmental Develop-
mental program) is an outreach pro-
gram that places yeshivah bachurim
(young men in their late teens and early
twenties) in various Jewish communities
for the summer; invariably, by the end of
the summer, both the communities and
the young men are permanently changed.
While the yeshivah boys expand their
horizons by interacting with Jews of all
affiliations, the community often has its
appetite whetted and usually ends up cre-
ating an ongoing learning program, and
oftentimes even a community Kollel.

A dramatic example of this occurred
in Minneapolis. The Community
Kollel, begun by Rabbi Moshe Tuvia
Lieff and now headed by Rabbi Chaim
Gibber, was an outgrowth of a frantic
2:00 Am phone call to Mr. Shulman
from a member of the Jewish commu-
nity. SEED participants had just com-
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.
pleted a summer program there and
were packing to leave. “We're not let-
ting them go,” an agitated voice
declared. “The community needs
them.” It took three more summers
with the SEED program but a kollel
finally came to Minneapolis.

Mr. Shulman uses a parable to
explain the SEED program’s success in
spawning kollelim. An entrepreneur
decides to manufacture shirts in a third-
world country where he can employ
cheap labor. While he pays the laborers
minimum wages, they are content since
they can purchase things they never had
before. However, once they purchase all
that there is to buy in the village, they
quit. The frantic manufacturer airlifts
in 100 copies of the Montgomery-
Wiard catalogue and drops one in front
of every hut. The workers return.

imilarly, Mr. Shulman
observes, in many cities, SEED
programs provide a taste of
authentic Jewish learning to indi-
viduals who have never experi-
enced it before. Ta'amu ureu ki tov,
Taste it [Torah] and see that it is
good. Once they sample Torah,
they are hooked. Thus, in
Columbus, Ohio, after a summer
of SEED, a community member
mused, “We never knew how good
it could be.” Two years later, a kol-
lel was born in America’s heart-
land. Mr. Shulman also notes that
in a lot of communities, students
are forced to end their Jewish edu-
cation upon graduating from the
local day school. This changes
once a kollel is brought in. New
vistas are opened and oftentimes,
boys” and girls’ high schools are
established.

“The magic of SEED is that bachurim
are not threatening,” says Mr. Shulman.
“People don' think their lives are going
to be changed. They come, at the out-
set, believing it will be over on Labor
Day. Little do they know that the Torah




wields a special magic and its study
takes on a life all its own.”

At times kollelim can inspire lifestyle
changes that are practically instanta-
neous. In Boca Raton for example, a
family once attended a Friday night
lecture by Rabbi Moshe Miller, the
rosh kollel. The family expected to

scholars. But kollel has also become
a force for the rejuvenation of com-
munities around the world. The
young are learning with the old,
the scholar with the uninitiated.
The prophetic words of Malachi
echo in places where the sweet
sounds of Torah were previously
unheard:

“Remember
the Torah of
Moshe, My
servant...And
He will turn
back the
hearts of
fathers with
their sons
and the
hearts of sons
with their
fathers....” A
final vignette.
It was
towards the
end of Rabbi
Wachtfogel’s
life. The
mashgiach of
Lakewood
yeshivah was
extremely
weak and a
bachur had to
help him
hold the Yom
Kippur mach-
zor. At the
end of
Neilah, the

Rav Binyamin Blau, rosh kollel of Torat Tzion Kollel of Cleveland, learns
with students in the beit midrash.

drive home in their trailer afterward.
However, having been so inspired by
the class, they changed their minds
and left their mobile home in the
shul’s lot until the end of Shabbat. 12
The dreams of Reb Yisrael, the
Netziv and Reb Aharon have come
true. Young men are continuing
their studies after the chupah and
enhancing their stature as Torah

final prayer
of Yom
Kippur, the
mashgiach
whispered an original supplication
of his own. “Master of the uni-
verse,” the young man overheard the
tzaddik beseech, “May it be Your
will that we are able to build kolle-
lim every place that Jews live.”13 At
the loftiest moment of the holiest
day, the Torah giant could think of
no more significant entreaty than
the proliferation of kollelim. Let us

add our prayer that these citadels of
Torah continue to spread, infusing
every community they touch with
the spiritual energy of Torah, uplift-
ing and uniting people with the
power of our common legacy.

Notes

* The author wishes to thank the
following people for providing valu-
able information about kollelim: Avi
Shulman; Ruth Lichtenstein, editor of
Hamodia; Rabbi Eliezer Goldstein,
who continues to found kollelim for
BMG; Baila Feuerstein of the BMG
office; Rabbi Moshe Francis, rosh kol-
lel of the Chicago Community Kollel
and Rabbi Naftoly Bier, rosh kollel of
the Boston kollel.
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