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In this article, the author proposes a model of adult Jewish education that recognizes 
the emotional needs of adults who, for a variety of reasons, must reclaim their Jewishness 
on their own terms. To enable adults to reconnect with the Jewish past as choosing 
individuals, teachers need to speak to them not as impersonal representatives of Jewish 
tradition but as committedJewish individuals who have made specific decisions about 
the meaning of Judaism in their lives. In that way, students are challenged to assume 
responsibility for defining their own relationship to Judaism. 

I n his opening lecture at the Frankfort 
Lehrhaus in 1920, Franz Rosenzweig 

offered a vision of adult Jewish education 
as a response to the secularization that 
defines the modern Jew. 

A new learning is about to be born—rather, 
it has been born. It is a learning in reverse 
order. A learning that no longer starts from 
the Torah and leads into life, but the other 
way round: from life, from a wodd that 
knows nothing of the Law, or pretends to 
know nothing, bade to the Totah. That is the 
sign of the time. It is the sign of the time 
because it is the mark of the men of the time. 
There is no one today who is not alienated, 
or who does not contain within himself some 
small fraction of alienation. . . . We all 
know that, in being Jewish, we must not 
give up anything, not renounce anything, 
but lead everything back to Judaism. From 
the periphery back to the centet, from the 
outside in (Glatzei, 1955). 

Traditional Jewish learning took as its 
initial premise a fundamental closeness be
tween student and text, a closeness based 
on deference to authority. The student 
began with an acceptance of the text's 
validity and, on that basis, worked outward 
in an effort to apply it to life. The stu
dent's allegiance to the text, the closeness 
out of which everything else flowed, was 
at one level due to a belief in the text's 
divine origin. Yet, more fundamentally, it 

was the other way around. Jews accepted 
the validity of the text's claims, including 
the claim of its own divine origin, because 
they were already so closely bound to it. 
Their belief in divine authorship was less 
the source of their allegiance to tradition 
than one of its effects. The more fiinda
mental closeness was an intergenerational 
one. The deep identification of one gen
eration with another left little room for 
the emotional separateness, the psycholog
ical independence that would express itself 
as skepticism toward inherited assumptions. 

The new learning of which Rosenzweig 
spoke begins with the distance of the mod
ern Jewish adult from the text. Again, at 
one level, that distance is a theological 
one. Without an unqualified belief in 
divine authorship, Jewish adults can no 
longer take the authority of the text as 
their starting point. Yet, at a deeper level, 
that theological skepticism is a result of 
their distance, rather than the cause of it. 
The more fimdamental break with uadition 
is in their definition of a mature relation
ship between the generations. 

The definition of emotional maturity 
that we have absorbed from contemporary 
Western culture, a definidon fiindamentally 
at odds with that of pie-emancipation 
Jewish culture (and, foi that mattei, of 
piemodein cultures in genetal) emphasizes 
emotional differentiation from one's family 
of oiigin. Adulthood in contemporary 
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culture is measured not by the readiness 
to accept a ptedefined identity tooted in 
family and ttadition, but by the capacity 
to stand back and choose one's identity, to 
take individual tesponsibility fot one's cat
egories of belonging, and, with them, 
one's cote values and system of meaning. 
The issue is less the content of the chosen 
identity (the degree to which it differs in 
substance from the legacy inherited through 
the family) than its chosenness per se, i.e., 
the individual's capacity to assert individual 
owneiship of it. The fiindamental dififei-
entiation, in othei woids, is not of content 
(though the content is likely to diffet as 
well), but of emotional position. Growing 
up, by this definition, means sepaiating 
from one's family to an extent that allows 
foi a highly autonomous, choosing self to 
emeige. One can then leconnect with the 
family from that moie autonomous position. 

Fo'Jews who have internalized this defi
nition of what it is to be an adult, the in
tense closeness and defeience to the text 
that defined the starting point in ttaditional 
Jewish leaining ate unreachable except by 
way of psychological sutiendei. The only 
way to letuin to that starting point would 
be to lenounce out sense of out own 
adulthood. 

Foi a limited numbei of contempoiaiy 
Jews, those who are drawn to tiaditional 
Judaism less as a choice than as a forfei
ture of choice, rhat renunciation of per
sonal autonomy is a viable path. But foi 
Rosenzweig, as fot the vast majoiity of 
contemporary Jewish adults, such sutiendei 
is impossible. "We must not lenounce 
anything, not give up anything, but lead 
eveiything back to Judaism." The goal of 
Rosenzweig's new Jewish leaining is not to 
letuin to tradition by surrendering the 
emotional independence that defines us as 
modern adults, but instead to use that 
vety independence as out means of leturn-
ing. It is a learning in reverse order because, 
instead of starting with oui closeness to 
the text and, on that basis, applying the 
text to out lives, we move in the opposite 
diiection. We start with an attempt to apply 

the text to oui lives, to achieve a peisonal 
leading of it, and on that basis we leaffiim 
and leclaim the text. The destination of 
this journey "from the outside in" is a 
new kind of closeness to tradition, a new 
sense of belonging and puipose, based not 
on psychological surrendei but on individual 
choice, an identification with tiadition 
that does not exclude an autonomous, 
decision-making self but to the contiaiy 
requites it. In James Fowlei's developmental 
fiamewotk (1981), this jouiney lepiesents 
a lateial shift from a crirical ("individuarive-
leflective") seculaiism to a ciitical Judaism. 
It in tuin opens the door to a latei devel
opmental tiansition to a postciitical ("con
junctive") Judaism. 

CLOSENESS VERSUS SEPARATENESS 
BV JEWISH IDENTITY 

The challenge that Rosenzweig outlines, 
that of leconnecting with the Jewish past 
as a choosing individual, must be undei
stood at rwo levels. At the level of content, 
the challenge is intellectual and existential. 
The individual must giapple with tiadi
tional Jewish beliefs, values, and pattems 
of behavior in an effort to find a new sense 
of peisonal meaning in them. 

Yet, fot many if not most Jewish adults, 
Rosenzweig's challenge involves a moie 
fundamental stmggle at the level of family 
stmctuie. Jewish identity snuggles, like 
Jewish identity itself, ate not only about 
the individual's lelationship to the specifics 
of Jewish content but also about his ot hei 
connection to othei Jews, past and piesent, 
as part of an emotional system, a quasi-
extended family teaching back thiough 
histoiy. Identification with that laigei 
family system, in tuin, is tooted in the 
nucleai family, in one's identification with 
patents. Conflicts over Jewish identity, 
then, ate not only ovei issues of belief and 
piactice but also ovei issues of emotional 
closeness veisus autonomy, belonging veisus 
independence. 

At that second level, the difficulty that 
Jewish adults have reconnecting with Jewish 
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tradition as choosing individuals is often 
due not to too much distance on their 
parts but to too little. Their alienation, 
their inability to feel that their Jewishness 
is their own, may have less to do with the 
content of their heritage per se than with 
their difficulty asserting the emotional dis
tance from it that they would need in order 
to stand back and choose their relationship 
to it, to reclaim it on their own tetms. 

In a sense, then, many Jewish adults 
find themselves caught in the middle be
tween tradition and modernity, neither 
here nor there. Even as their vision of 
themselves as adults prevents them from 
simply deferring to the authority of the 
Jewish past, they may be unaccustomed to 
relating to that past in any other way. 
Although they would be unwilling to re
integrate their Jewishness into their lives 
except by way of an independent choice, 
they may never have asserted the emotional 
independence as Jews that would make 
such a choice possible. 

Frequently, Jewish adults —even as they 
take individual responsibility for their 
identities in other areas—remain bound to 
the Jewish people and heritage in much 
the same way that they were as children: 
not as decision-making individuals, but as 
extensions of their parents (Perel, 1990). 
Jewish adults in that position experience 
their Jewishness not as a mature commit
ment, but as an involuntary, almost bio
logical bond. Never having repositioned 
themselves as choosing individuals in rela
tion to their heritage, they have no room 
to ask themselves what being Jewish means 
to them —or for that matter what it does 
not mean to them—in personal terms. 

Bound in that emotionally undifferenti
ated relationship to the Jewish past, they 
carry within them the voices of parents, 
teachers, and other authority figures who 
embodied that past for them in childhood, 
without ever feeling the freedom to choose 
their relationship to those voices. Feeling 
like children vis-a-vis those voices, unable 
to question or re-evaluate where they stand 
in relation to them, they are unable to in

tegrate their Jewishness into their adult 
selves, to reclaim it as their own. At the 
same time, they are unable to leave their 
Jewishness, the legacy represented by those 
voices, behind. They can do nothing ex
cept feel crowded by it. 

When teaching adults who are trapped 
in that in-between state —unwilling simply 
to surrender to the authority of the Jewish 
past and at the same time lacking the dis
tance to stand back and reappropriate that 
past on their own terms —attempting to 
persuade them of the merits of Jewish 
content will have little effect. To the extent 
that the teacher positions him- or herself as 
a defender of Jewish tradition, the teacher 
will be merging his or her voice with the 
very voices by which the students feel so 
crowded. The teacher will become an im
personal representative of an emotional 
system that, because of the students' own 
lack of independence within it, feels mono
lithic and oppressive to them. Students in 
that position will no more be able to stand 
back and appropriate what the teacher of
fers them than they will the messages that 
they carry with them from childhood. It 
will all sound the same to them, all part 
of a broad, overbearing call for surrender. 

Lacking a sense of themselves as adults 
in relation to that which the teacher rep
resents, they may retreat from any active 
engagement with the material under dis
cussion, withdrawing behind a respectfiil 
exterior that masks their deeper resistance. 
Or they may resist more overtly, objecting 
to the material as too restrictive, judgmen
tal, exclusive, outmoded, etc. The content 
may indeed be problematic for them. Yet, 
the more rigid and anxiety-laden their 
reactions are, the more likely it is that the 
fiindamental struggle for them has to do 
with their own lack of emotional distance, 
that what they are really reacting against is 
not so much the words themselves as their 
sense of being imposed upon by the voice 
behind the words. Their objections to the 
material —in fact, the way in which they 
hear the material in the first place—have 
less to do with the content per se than 
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with theit own struggle for breathing 
room. Their sense of imposition becomes 
an emotional filtet through which they 
hear and intetptet the words. 

Attempts to defend the content, then, 
to pull them closer to it by persuading 
them that they ate wtong about it, will be 
counteiproductive. Such attempts will only 
leinfoice their feeling of being crowded, 
and hence theit tesistance. Their ptoblem 
is that they ate too close to begin with. 

Rather than argue the merits of the con
tent under discussion in an effort to pull 
them closet to it, the teachei would have 
moie success by helping them first to begin 
sepaiating emotionally from the voice be
hind the content, establishing theii tight 
as adults to choose their relationship to 
the Jewish past. That separation would 
gtadually make it possible foi them to 
turn aiound and heat the content ftom a 
more autonomous, less conflictual distance 
and ultimately to leintegiate it on theii 
own tetms. 

It is important to note that leintegiation 
of Jewish identity "ftom the outside in" 
does not entiiely negate the existing bond 
to the Jewish past footed in the unchosen 
identification of the child with his or her 
parents. Separating from and reintegiating 
the Jewish past does not mean bieaking 
that childhood bond and stafting from 
sciatch. It means stretching that bond 
enough to resolve the conflict between 
one's Jewishness and one's adulthood, cre
ating room within that attachment for a 
sense of individual ownership. At one 
level, that emotional fepositioning occurs 
within the extended family system of Jewish 
peoplehood, wheteas at anothei level it 
OCCUIS within the nucleai family, between 
the individual and his oi het patents. 

C O M P A R T M E N T A L I Z A T I O N , CRISIS, 
A N D PRESENTING PROBLEM 

The internal discontinuity that undeilies 
the conflict —the discrepancy between 
Jewish adults' sense of theit own adulthood 
and the tightness of theit identification 

with the Jewish people as an emotional 
system —is due to the nature of the culture 
from which they deiive their definition of 
adulthood. The same contemporary culture 
that challenges young Jews from early ado
lescence on to choose the secular allegiances 
that will define them as adults—to take 
individual fesponsibility for theif pfofes
sional and political identifications, for ex
ample—tends to treat theii Jewish identity 
with a kind of benign neglect. Jewish chil
dren can gfow up in Ametica without ever 
being challenged to define why, given the 
altefnatives available to them, they choose 
to identify with the Jewish people and 
hetitage. American cultuie, with its tend
ency to compartmentalize teligion, has lit
tle internal need to ask that question. It 
can afford to relegate religious identity to 
the lealm of family histoiy, lathei than 
individual conviction. Tiaditional Jewish 
culture, on the othet hand, would nevet 
have asked that question because the con
tempoiaiy American definition of adult 
lesponsibility, with its emphasis on indi
vidual decision making, has always been 
foieign to it. To the contrary, tfaditional 
Jewish culture, like all tiaditional cultures, 
tended to discourage that kind of emodonal 
diffetentiation. Jews in Ameiica may glow 
up with little sense of what being Jewish 
means to them as free individuals simply 
because they never needed to decide. Nei
thet theit Americanness nor their Jewishness 
ever challenged rhem to do so. 

As long as Jewish adults are not chal
lenged to take individual lesponsibility fot 
theii identification as Jews, they may deal 
with the conflict between theit Jewishness 
and theii adulthood by keeping theii 
Jewishness emotionally compartmentalized, 
set apart from the realm of individual 
decision making and responsibihty, from 
the areas of life in which they expect to 
frjncdon as (and feel like) adults. The result 
of that compartmentalization is a Jewishness 
that they may feel very deeply, but over 
which they have little sense of personal 
ownership and which plays no active role 
in theit adult decisions. The conflict be-
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tween their adulthcxid and their Jewishness, 
while dormant, remains unsolved. 

Consider these examples. 

A middle-aged Jewish husband and wife 
have attended High Holiday services all their 
lives out of a sense of duty and respect. Not 
to attend would feel to them like a betrayal. 
Yet, they leave the synagogue every year 
without having made any active attempt to 
integrate what they have heard and said in 
the synagogue with their lives outside. 

A young Jewish couple is planning their 
wedding. Both partners take it for granted 
that they must have a rabbi officiate at the 
wedding in order to validate their marriage. 
But they have never discussed any role for 
Judaism in their marriage beyond the wed
ding ceremony. 

A couple in their mid-thirties with young 
children joins a synagogue in order to enroll 
their children in Hebrew school. Neithet 
parent ever thought of doing so as a choice. 
It is an obligauon that they never quesuoned. 
They have never seriously considered contin
uing their own Jewish educations either, 
seeing Jewish study as mainly a matter for 
children. 

By never considering questions of per
sonal relevance at all, separating their 
Jewishness from their adulthood, Jewish 
adults may keep the two from overtly con
flicting for a long t ime. Theoretically, a 
family could maintain a Jewish identity in 
such a compartmentalized state indefinitely, 
transmitting it from generarion to genera
t ion, as long as no one in the chain of 
transmission ever needed to confront and 
resolve the deeper conflict. The point at 
which that compartmentalization fails —at 
which it ceases to be u s e f i i l - i s when Jewish 
adults, for one reason or another, are chal
lenged by their own needs (or the needs 
of the people around them) to assert indi
vidual ownership of their Jewish identity, 
to take responsibility for it as an adult 
decision. 

In contemporary American society, such 

a challenge may take any number of forms. 
Jewish adults may find it necessary to ex
plain to someone close to them —a spouse 
or prospective spouse (most often a non-
Jewish one) , or a child or grandchild who 
is approaching the age o f independent 
quest ioning—why, given the alternatives 
available to t h e m , they remain commit ted 
to being Jewish, That question will be 
particularly pressing for those w h o are ask
ing the other person to share or otherwise 
support their own Jewish allegiance. To 
answer that quest ion, they must speak not 
as undifferentiated heirs to a heritage, but 
as free individuals w h o choose to make 
that heritage their own. Or, due to a crisis 
in their lives —for instance, an illness or 
the death o f a loved one—they may find 
themselves searching for religious meaning 
in their heritage, looking fot answers to 
questions o f personal faith. Again , that 
means confronting their tradition not as 
undifferentiated links in a family chain, 
but as critical, quest ioning individuals. 
Or, facing an unmarried a n d / o r childless 
future, they may be forced to redefine 
their Jewishness as a personal choice, as 
something that matters to them as indi
viduals, rather than strictly a matter o f in
tergenerational continuity. They can do 
that only by standing back and confronting 
their tradition from a more independent 
perspective, searching for their own con
nection to it. 

For adults whose only connection to the 
Jewish past is the unchosen bond that they 
bring with them from cliilclhcx)d, such chal
lenges are likely to represent a deep threat. 
From their vantage point of undifferenti
ated closeness, the prospect o f standing 
back from the Jewish past and re-examining 
it as autonomous individuals may appear 
to them more as a betrayal, a break with 
the past, than as a means o f reconnecting 
with it. Their status q u o , as conflictual as 
it is, is all that they have. In response to 
the challenge, then, their initial reacuon 
may be to try to hold onto that status 
quo all the more tightly, closing ranks 
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with the Jewish past, father than allowing 
themselves to stand back and te-examine 
it as individuals. 

Hence , Jewish adults who are struggling 
with such a challenge may tend at fitst to 
define the problem in a way that shifts 
the fesponsibility fot change away from 
themselves. Rathef than presenting the 
problem in tetms of theit need to take 
lesponsibility fof thei i own Jewish convic
tions, they may piesent it as one that le 
quiies an external solution to be piovided 
by a teacher, a rabbi, or anothei lepiesen
tative of Jewish t iadit ion. That definition 
o f their need , by placing them in an emo
tionally dependent posit ion, is consistent 
with the status quo that they seek to main
tain. Yet , because that status quo is such 
a souice o f conflict fot them in the fiist 
place, such a definition of the problem 
cannot lead to a teal solution. 

Ajewish man in his twenties has asked his 
non-Jewish fiancee to convert to Judaism so 
that their children will be recognized as 
Jews. He cannot say in any concrere terms 
how he wishes to observe Judaism in their 
family, insisting that he is not "religious." 
But he is deeply invested in the continuity 
of the Jewish people. He approaches his 
family's rabbi to ask him to take responsi
bility for his fiancee's Jewish education and 
conversion. He has given no thought to his 
own role in the process. 

In this example, the Jewish husband-to-
be needs to take gieatei individual tespon
sibility foi his Jewishness fot the sake o f 
his mattiage. In addressing his fiancee as 
he does, as an undifferentiated m e m b e i o f 
a tfibe to which she does not belong rather 
than as a choosing individual like her, he 
leaves her essentially alone, with no way 
in. Only by individuating his own Jewish 
identity on Rosenzweig's model can he of
fer her a Judaism that they can tmly share. 
If they are to function as a couple duting 
het conversion process (and afterward), he 
must in that sense become a Jew-by-Choice 
along with her. 

In his undifferentiated state, however, 
the Jewish partner defines the problem 
not in terms o f his own need fof separa
tion and self-definition as a Jew, but in 
terms of the thieat to his Jewishness that 
his fiancee lepiesents . H e assigns the labbi 
the lesponsibility o f neutial izing that 
threat by making het a Jew. The puipose 
of his fiancee's conveision, as he defines 
it, is to spate h i m the challenge o f self-
diffetentiation, to piotect his cuttent posi
t ion within his family (Peiel , 1990). A 
conveision undet those te ims can only 
lead to ptoblems latei on in theit mai
i iage. The conveited spouse is bound to 
feel, at some point , that she got nothing 
in the bargain. 

A Jewish woman in her early sixties is deeply 
distressed over her son's decision several 
years ago to become an evangelical Christian, 
particularly now that her son has a young 
son himself. She knows that, as her grandson 
gets older, she will feel a need to let him 
know about his Jewish roots. But since she 
herself has never felt comfortable with the 
idea of Jewish panicularism, always having 
considered it arrogant and presumptuous 
that Jews should consider themselves "better 
than other people," she does not know how 
to talk to him about it. Moreover, she worries 
about offending her son and his wife if she 
tries to talk to her grandson about his Jewish 
hentage. She enrolls in an Introduction to 
Judaism class to learn what she should say 
to her grandson. 

The only way that the woman in this 
example will be able to speak in a mean
ingful way to het gtandson about his Jewish 
heritage—and in a way that will not under
mine the authofity o f the child's parents — 
is by defining wheie she heiself stands as 
a Jew, by finding h e i own Jewish voice. 
Het message to her grandson needs to be, 
not who "we ate," but who "I am." Jewish 
distinctiveness cleaily matters to hei . Yet , 
nevet having felt free to decide why it 
matteis to he i , she can only expetience 
that idea as an imposition and teact against 
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it. It is not in her own voice that she hears 
it, but in the voice of some childhood 
authority figure. Only by standing back 
from that voice and finding some way to 
make that concept her own can she know 
what she wants to say to her grandson. 

In her presentation of the problem, 
however, she looks to the teacher to relieve 
her of that challenge of separation and self-
definition by giving her the proper words. 
To the extent that the teacher tries ro fill 
that role, to speak as an impersonal repre
sentative of Jewish tradition, the teacher 
will only become a focus of her resentment, 
her sense of being crowded by that which 
she has inherited. From that position, no 
matter what the teacher may say about 
Jewish particularism, the teacher is almost 
bound to be misunderstood. 

The parents of a 16-year-old boy are deeply 
anxious about their son interdating, but 
have trouble talking to him about their feel
ings on the subject. When they try, their 
son responds that their position is intolerant, 
even racist. They do not know how to get 
through to him and ask their rabbi to tell 
them what they should say to him. 

In order to speak to their son in a way 
that will make room for his own emerging 
sense of adulthood, that will not crowd 
him into a defensive position but will in
stead leave him room to take responsibility 
for his own convictions as a Jew, the parents 
need to speak about their own Jewish values 
more personally and less defensively. Their 
challenge is to take greater individual re
sponsibihty for their own Jewishness—to 
speak to their son as Jewish adults—in a 
way that will challenge and permit him to 
do the same. 

In their presentation of the problem, 
however, they define their need imperson
ally, looking to the rabbi as an embodiment 
of Jewish tradition to tell them what to 
say. If the rabbi accepts that assignment 
and relieves them of individual responsi
bility for their words, the rabbi will only 
be feeding the conflict between them and 

their son. As long as they are not speaking 
as individuals, their son, who is struggling 
for his own individuality, is bound to feel 
crowded by their voices. 

A middle-aged woman lost a child in an ac
cident several years ago and feels a need for 
religious comfort. She is troubled by the 
question of why the innocent suffer. She 
deeply resents traditional attempts to justify 
God at the expense of the sufferer. Such 
reasoning feels oppressive and demeaning to 
her. But when she is offered alternative ap
proaches from Jewish tradition, she resists 
those as well. She enrolls in a class on Jewish 
theology to see if the teacher can give her 
the answer that she seeks. 

The student defines her problem as an 
inability to accept the traditional teachings 
that she learned as a child. Yet, the emo
tional intensity with which she rejects them 
and her simultaneous resistance to other 
Jewish approaches indicate a broader and 
deeper struggle with her heritage. Her 
sense of being oppressed and demeaned 
has less to do with the specific content 
that she remembers than with her inability 
to feel like an adult in relation to the Jewish 
past in general. She will not be able to 
derive any real comfort and meaning from 
her tradition until she can claim the right 
to reappropriate that tradition on her own 
terms. Only by standing back and asserting 
a more mature distance will she be able 
either to adapt and reintegrate in some 
way what she learned as a child, or else let 
go of it and integrate a different Jewish 
approach. 

However, in asking the teacher to re
spond to her as an impersonal authority, 
she enlists the teacher in an attempt to 
hold onto that conflictual status quo, rather 
than to move beyond it. To the extent that 
the teacher accepts that assignment and 
tries to provide her with an answer, rather 
than help her find her own, she will be 
unable to integrate what the teacher says. 
No matter what it is, she will feel imposed 
upon by it. 
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A single Jewish woman in her late thirties is 
struggling to come to terms with the pros
pect that she may never find an appropriate 
Jewish man to marry. Although she had 
always hoped to observe some Jewish tradi
tions in her home, she had assumed that 
she would do so after she had married. She 
enrolls in a class to learn more about home 
observances. But she is offended by the tra
ditional assumption, as reflected in the 
material, that all Jewish adults are married 
and have children, and she repeatedly com
plains about the assumption to the teacher. 

Tbe assumption that the student finds 
so offensive is the same one that, until 
now, has pievented her from observing 
Judaism as a single woman. It feels so op-
ptessive to het piecisely because it is so 
close to hei. It is the model of Jewish life 
that she inhetited from bet own family. 
Only by sepaiating herself emotionally 
from that model and claiming the fight to 
establish her own will she be able to take 
chatge of bet own Judaism. 

In het complaints to the teachei, how
evet, she in effect asks the teachei to ex
plain away the conflicts fot het, sparing 
her the necessity to separate. To the extent 
that the teachei accepts that tole and tries 
ro defend or redeem the mateiial fot het, 
the teacher will only be stepping into the 
middle of hef conflict, tfying to pull het 
closet to a tfadition ftom which she first 
needs to stand back. 

THE POSITION OF THE TEACHER 

Cases like the preceding ones offer impor
tant openings fot adult education, in that 
Jewish adults' own needs at such times call 
fot a peisonal leappiopiiation of Jewish 
identity on Rosenzweig's model. Eithei 
theit own existential questions oi theit 
need to function as Jewish adults in the 
context of theii telationships makes it nec
essaiy fot them to leclaim theit Jewishness 
on theif own terms. 

In many cases, as in some of the ptevious 
examples, adults facing such challenges 

will find theif way to educational settings, 
leady to focus on Jewish content, even if 
they aie not yet leady to take the individual 
lesponsibility that theii situation calls foi. 
In such cases, the teachei will need to 
woik with the student ftom a position dif
ferent from that which the student attempts 
to assign to him ot bet. If the teachei falls 
back into an impeisonal tole, meiging 
him- 01 heiself emotionally with the tiadi
tion against which the smdent is stmggling, 
the teachei will meiely be stepping into 
the middle of that snuggle. 

Such an emotionally undiffeientiated 
position is inheiently defensive. Fiom that 
vantage point, the teachei would expeti
ence any move towaid sepaiation by the 
student as a bieaking away, tathet than as 
a means to leconnect, and hence would 
feel the need to lein the student in ever 
more tightly by way of arguments and 
peisuasion. Such a stance by the teachei 
would offet a ceftain comfoft to the stu
dent, in that it would leave the student's 
status quo unchallenged. Yet, at the same 
time, because that status quo is so conflic
tual fot the student, the teachet would 
find it difficult to have any feai influence 
ftom that position. Lacking any bteathing 
room, the student would eithef tetreat fiom 
a matuie engagement with the teacher, at
tempting to lecompaitmentalize that which 
the teachei represents, oi else lesist mote 
actively, using the teachet as a lightning 
rod for his or her resentment. 

In ofder to help such students teconnect 
with Judaism from a more mature, less 
conflictual distance, the teacher needs ro 
speak from a more emotionally indepen
dent position as well, not as an impersonal 
representative of Jewish tfadition, but as a 
committed Jewish individual who has made 
specific decisions about the meaning of 
Judaism in his of her life. Edwin Friedman's 
model of "leadership by self-differenuation" 
(1985), in which a religious leader's primary 
task is to maintain a well-individuated, 
nonanxious stance, is relevant here. In this 
context, that means shafing one's Jewish 
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vision and commitments in a comfortable 
first-person-singular voice, and interpreting 
Jewish voices other than one's own, as rep
resented in the texts, with a separateness 
that eliminates the need for apologetic. 

The more individuated and undefensive 
the teacher's stance, the more easily the 
teacher can keep students actively engaged 
while at the same time staying out of power 
struggles with them, which generally take 
the form of impersonal debates. Personal 
expressions of belief and commitment and 
personal readings of Jewish tradition are 
difficult for students merely to reart against, 
in that they do not call for their agreement 
in the first place. Instead of crowding stu
dents and raising their defenses, such per
sonal statements by the teacher implictly 
challenge them to define in positive terms 
where they themselves stand. Friedman 
(1985) has noted that "when leaders accept 
that challenge [of self-differenuation], 
they automatically challenge their followers 
to do the same." By maintaining an indi
viduated stance, as opposed to merging 
defensively with the tradition that he or 
she interprets, the teacher implicitly shifts 
a greater degree of responsibility onto the 
students' shoulders. 

Such a personal stance, even as it chal
lenges students implicitly, gives the teacher 
room to raise that challenge explicitly. 
Having addressed the students as decision
making individuals, the teacher can then 
ask them to respond in kind, giving them 
permission to stand back and confront 
the material with questions of personal 
meaning. By sharing his or her unresolved 
questions and doubts, as well as personal 
answers, the teacher can normalize the 
students' own irresolution, giving them 
room to move beyond it by making real 
choices. 

It must be emphasized that the content 
of those choices —those of the teacher and 
ultimately rhose of rhe student —is not 
determined by their chosenness per se. A 
more emorionally independent position 
does not necessarily correspond to a less 
traditional vision of Judaism at the level 

of content. Theoretically, as a choosing in
dividual, one could embrace any theology 
or mode of practice, from the least tradi
tional to the most traditional. The issue is 
not what one believes or practices, but 
how one comes to that belief or pracdce: 
as a personal decision or as an unquestioned 
assumption. 

Maintaining a comfortable first-person-
singular voice can be a particular challenge 
for the teacher when students resist the self-
differentiation that underlies it. Friedman 
has noted that those who are least individ
uated themselves will be most threatened 
by a religious leader's attempt to speak as 
an individual and will almost reflexively 
attempt to pull him or her back into a less 
differentiated posture. Frequently, by the 
phrasing or tone of their questions, stu
dents may attempt to draw the teacher into 
defending Jewish content, prescribing Jewish 
norms for them, or in some other way 
overidentifying with the tradition from 
which they themselves are having such dif
ficulty separating. To the extent that stu
dents succeed in pulling the teacher back 
into such an undifferentiated stance, they 
will be in a position merely to react against 
or recompartmentalize that which the 
teacher represents, rather than having to 
step back and define their own convictions. 
In order to maintain a constructive sepa
rateness at those moments —to respond ro 
students' impersonal questions with personal 
answers that will keep them engaged yet 
give them room to grow—the teacher must 
already have achieved a high level of com
fort with his or her own Jewish choices. 
Opportunities for rabbis and other adult 
Jewish educators to stand back and work 
on defining the meaning of their own 
Jewishness in supportive, unpressured set
tings are therefore a crucial component of 
their training. 

ADDRESSING UNDERLYING ISSUES 

In general, during discussions of conrent 
in class, the teacher is limited by his or 
her role to dealing with issues of emotional 
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position only indiiectly. The teachei's at
tempt to refiame the student's needs, to 
shift a gteatet degiee of adult responsibility 
onto their shouldeis, is implicit in the 
emotionally diffeientiated stance that the 
teachei adopts, and challenges the students 
to adopt, vis-a-vis the content undet dis
cussion. The theiapeutic dimension of the 
educational piocess, the challenge to the 
students of repositioning themselves within 
theif family structuie, temains inexplicit, 
wheieas the explicit fcKiiS is on the content. 

Yet, in piivate meetings outside the class, 
oppottunities often arise fot teacheis to 
encouiage that lepositioning mote directly 
by shifting the focus away from Jewish 
content questions pet se and dealing mote 
explicitly with the inteipeisonal issues that 
biought students to theit studies in the 
fitst place. (FOI example: "Yout giandson 
will not be able to heat you unless it is 
you who is talking. Try to woiiy less about 
what you ought to say to him—about what 
othet people think you should believe — 
and think about what you want to say to 
him, about what you leally do believe. He 
will heat that.") 

Along the same lines, the teachei may 
refiame students' stmggles with the content 
as snuggles of emotional sepaiation by 
shifting the focus back to theif felationships 
with patents and /o f othet Jewish authority 
figures from childhood. ("When you feel 
that you can observe Judaism only if you 
are married and have children, whose voice 
are you bearing Who in your own life 
communicated that to you?") The identifi
cation of the voices that students afe react
ing against as the voices of particulaf people 
in theif lives, as opposed to impersonal 
absolutes, gives them foom to begin dififei-
entiating from those voices. The teachet 
can then encouiage that diffetentiation by 
emphasizing theif tight to function as adults 
in telation to those childhood authotity 
figures. 

Such interventions, with a mote explic
itly therapeutic charactef, tend to take the 
teacher beyond the conventional limits of 
his Of her educational role. However, the 

teachet's willingness to stfetch that con
ventional tole boundaiy duting piivate 
meetings, to the extent that his oi bet 
tiaining and telationship with the student 
allow it, can deeply enhance the educa
tional piocess. 

Such inteiventions ate not only an impof
tant supplement to adult Jewish education 
but also in many cases are a prerequisite 
to it. Often, as in some of the examples 
above, Jewish adults' initial definition of 
theit pioblem may not bting them to a 
class at all. Instead, it may bting them to 
a piivate meeting with a rabbi or othet 
Jewish communal ptofessional (ot, if avail
able, to a wofkshop defined aiound patent
ing 01 inteimaiiiage issues), seeking advice 
on how to conttol the peison who thieatens 
their status quo. Although a leal resolution 
of theif ptoblem will genetally requite 
them to re-explore and re-appropriate theif 
own Jewishness in some way (which will 
almost inevitably tequife some Jewish 
study), their presenting problem will have 
to be reframed to some extent, with a 
greatei buiden of responsibility shifted onto 
theii shouldeis, befoie they will be moti
vated to begin that wotk. ("It seems to me 
that, before you can ask your fiancee to 
convert, you need to claiify what it is that 
you aie offering her, whar you want to 
share with her." Or, "I think that you 
would be better off talking with yout son 
about why marrying a Jew was so important 
to you. You know how adolescents hate to 
be told what to do; but heating about 
what you want Judaism to mean in youi 
own mattiage, without any ptessuie on 
him, might mean moie to him than you 
think.") Using ptivate consultations ot 
gioup woikshops to lefiame the presenting 
pioblem and shift the burden of fesponsi
bility can lead Jewish adults into educa
tional pfogtams as a natural next step in 
dealing with the intetpersonal issues that 
brought them in for help. 
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