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Our approach to Jewish education must undergo a profound change in order to assume its
role as society’s agent for transmitting Jewish values and beliefs. Our purpose is not to
continue a given tradition, but rather to empower our students to build upon the past and
help shape the future. This requires a greater use of extra-textual bodies of knowledge, a
respectful attitude to our youth, and a formalizing of the field of informal Jewish education.

];'1 the summer of 1992 I was asked to lead a
group of American Jewish teenagers from
Camp Ramahin Israel. AsayoungIsraelitour
guide and Jewish educator, Iwas eager for the
opportunity to present the Jewish homeland
to these Jewish teens.

During our second visit to the Kotel—the
Western Wall—Iwas approached by one of my
group members, who simply stood by my side
and shared a moment of reflection. When we
started discussing some of the aspects of our
trip, he shared his views of what he had seen
so far. I was listening carefully, trying to
appreciate a new world that looked at “‘my
Israel” from a completely different perspec-
tive. Indeed, I believed very strongly that
Israelis his as much as itis mine—by the virtue
of Jewishness alone—yet at the same time |
was still slightly overwhelmed by the fresh,
unfamiliar spectrum of insights that he had
presented to me.

The moment that followed will stay with me
forever. The young teenager looked at me and
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his article examines the philosophies and

practices that form the contemporary Jew-
ish approach to education. My analysis of
Jewish sources yielded the following key
points:

+ Thereductionin American culture of being
Jewish to a formulaic set of religious behav-
iors has robbed our community, and our

suddenly asked: “Have you ever been to the
Kotelforthe firsttime? ” Quite baffled, I asked
“What do you mean?” He continued, “I've
been waiting many years for this moment, to
come and see the Wall, but for you it had
always been there. Have you ever seen it for
the first time?”

I found myself at a loss for words. He was
absolutely right. He had encapsulated a
concept that was new to me, I had never been
to the Kotel for the first time. I will never be
to the Kotel for the first time. This young man,
aJewfromthe United States, has gone through
an experiencethatis forever beyond my reach.
There I was, an Israeli Jew, left only with my
desire to try and experience this first time
through his eyes. Right then and there I got
a first glimpse into the potential beauty that
lies within the concept of diversity. Some-
times, [ thought to myself, a visitor to your
home can be your best tour guide. At that
moment, I met education eye to eye, grasping
Jor a split second its captivating touch.

(K

youth in particular, of the opportunity to
encounter Judaism as a living, dynamic
philosophy of life. In parallel fashion, the
reduction of Tradition (witha capital “T”) to
practices that rabbis decreed in the distant
past robs our community and our youth of
the opportunity to experience themselves
as crucial voices within an ongoing living
tradition (with a small “t”).
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We are not here to transmit or continue a
given Tradition; we are here to engage in a
passionate and knowledgeable exploration
of the past for the bettermentof our present
and as a model for our future. We are here
to build that tradition into what it can be-
come inthe nextcentury. “We” isevery Jew
who is willing to learn and assume the
responsibility of joining the eternal dia-
logue that shapes the Jewish milieu. Ac-
knowledging the difference between the
terms “Judaism”—an abstractpoint of ref-
erence that allows a certain sense of unity
between Jews—and “Jewishness”—the
actual concept that allows each Jew an
individual approach to Jewish life and as
part of the community—allows a much
broaderand flexible approachto our Jewish
past Tradition and to the Jewish present
traditioning. This article illustrates how
such an approach diffuses some of the fear
and apologetics that accompany contem-
porary encounters with Tradition.

The concept of education must undergo a
profound change ifitis to assume its role as
society’s agent for the transmission of Jew-
ish values and beliefs from one generation
to another. Such a change requires the
following four elements:

1. A thorough examination of the differ-
ences between educating and teaching
or instructing

2. A deeper understanding of the extra-
textual bodies of knowledge and their
central role in Jewish educational set-
tings

3. A respectful approach to our youth,
namely our obligation to listen to their
views of Jewish life and their requests
for more relevant models of education

4. A thorough examination of the differ-
ences between past Jewish Tradition,
present Jewish traditions, and the rela-
tionship between the two

A close analysis of the concepts “formal”
and “informal” reveals a need to put aside
the artificial dichotomy between them, a

dichotomy that is taken as a given in the
field of Jewish education today. By ac-
knowledging the crucial role of informal
philosophies and educational models in
both informal and formal settings, this ar-
ticleargues in favor of formalizing the field
ofinformal education, both philosophically
and institutionally.

JEWISH EDUCATION:
A CONCEPTUAL CONFUSION

Education has always been a fundamental
value of the Jewish people. The need to know
and toreveal profound meanings aboutlife has
led Jews—individuals and communities alike—
onapassionate path, a mixture of wrestling and
believing (hence the name Yisrael, which
means wrestling with God; Genesis 32:29), and
anadmirable reliance on past wisdom as trans-
mitted through tradition. The powerfulimage
of the wandering Jew is surpassed only by
that of the wondering Jew. Just as wonder-
mentis derived from constant questioning and
an insatiable thirst for knowledge and well-
being, the very word “Torah” is derived from
the verb Hora 'ah—showing/presenting a way.

Rabbi Yosef Karo’s Shulchan Aruch dic-
tates: “[You must] appoint teachers in each
and every city, and a city that does nothave a
teacher is to be excommunicated until it ap-
points a teacher. Ifitstill does not [obey], itis
[to be] destroyed, for the whole world does not
exist but for the words that emanate from
students’ {lit. “toddlers who learn”} mouths”
(Yoreh De’ah245:12). Elsewhere, Karo claims
that learning is even more sacred than prayer:
“One is not allowed to talk in a House of
Learning but only on [issues related to] Torah
study. Even should one sneeze [in a House of
Learning], youmust not {stop from learning] to
bless them, for the sacredness of a House of
Learning exceeds thatof a Synagogue” (Yoreh
De’ah246:17).

In a paradoxical manner, Jewish thought
notonly allows for critical thinking butactually
encompasses the search for meaning at its
very core. By attempting to find the challenges
within Jewish life, one has already engaged in
a deeply Jewish mind-set. It is within this
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closed-circuit yet infinite Jewish conceptual
frame that [ explore the idea of education.

Yet when education enters our personal
and professional arenas, we still stand baffled.
For whereas education’s conceptual value
stands without challenge, its deeper purport
and practical relevance to our daily lives re-
mainunclear. Assuch, weJews are no different
from our surrounding culture: “Education has
become rather like the kingdom of heaven in
former times,” says Peters (1973, p. 82). “Itis
both within us and amongst us, yet it also lies
ahead. The elect possess it and hope to gather
in those who are not yet saved. But what on
earth it is, is seldom made clear.”

Indeed, as suggested by H.A. Alexander
(1985), some of the conceptual paradigms re-
garding education do cross religious, ethnic,
and philosophical boundaries. Education, as
a concept, cannot be appreciated fully from a
solely Jewish perspective. One who looks at
more recent accounts within a Jewish context
will find them in agreement with Peters’ senti-
ment: “One can talk easily of spiritual needs or
of educational deficits in the abstract,” notes
Leonard Fein (1998, p. 113), “But when it
come[s] down to cases, we are dealing with a
community in which there is simply no prevail-
ing consensus on the definitions of our spiri-
tual needs or an appropriate curricula for our
educational efforts.” Elazar (1995, p. 91) as-
serts, “Ina free society, the Jewish community
cannot live within fixed boundaries confining
all (or virtually all) of those born Jews and
perforce encouraging themto organize to meet
their communal needs.” If indeed that is the
case, how are we—academics and practitio-
ners alike—to follow Arthur Green’s (1987, p.
39) call to “transcend and become once again
aspiritual wellspring thatcan provide nourish-
ment for a people’s life?”

In the tradition of the Nahuatl-speaking
Aztec of Mexico, the ideal purpose of educa-
tion is to “find one’s face, find one’s heart...a
search for a ‘foundation,’ a truth, a support, a
way of life and work through which one could
express one’slife” (Cajete, 1998, p.35). Such
a definition surely overlaps with many Jewish
philosophies of education. Therefore, be-

cause one cannot perceive education from a
purely Jewish angle, it may serve us better to
explore Jewish thinking about education, rely-
ing on rich and diverse Jewish literature and
traditions, yet without excluding education as
a universal value.

Anapproach that focuses primarily on aca-
demic thinking also does not fully serve our
purpose. At its core, education is an art of
passion and love, a field that should not at-
tempt to be objective, for there is nothing
objective, about the human spirit. The Shema
declares, “You shall /ove the Lord your G-d”
(Deuteronomy 6:5), andnot“Youshall analyze
the Lord your G-d.” Eisner refers to education
as “[more of] afine artthan an applied science”
(quoted in Alexander, 1985, p. 28). Arthur
Green, while asserting that “scholarship is not
enough,” defines Jewish learning as having a
“devotional character” (1987, p. 28), whereas
Joseph Schwab reminds us, “Real-life educa-
tional situations are too complex to be ad-
equately captured within the confines of social
scientific theory. Theory is abstract; it is a
simplification of reality. Educational
practice...must confront actual students and
teachers in all of their complexity” (quoted in
Alexander, 1985,p.28).

Therefore, we need to articulate a coherent
and substantial theory of the nature(s) and
meaning(s) of education, its goals and devel-
opment, without losing sight of our obligation
to be pragmatic and above all hands-on and
creative.

“THE BEGINNING OF WISDOM—
ACQUIRE WISDOM” (PROVERBS 4:7)

“Education...encompasses a variety of
ways in which the adult population transmits
its traditions to its youth” (Aron, 1989, p. 32).
Those traditions however, cannot merely mani-
festthemselves inbehavioral forms, i.e., coher-
ent and well-defined individual and communal
actionsor activities. Traditionis amuchbroader
concept that deals with a complex array of
individual insights, social/communal norms,
and, people’s desire to identify on both levels.
Traditions, therefore, deal with a rich and di-
verse culture. Aron’s term “enculturation,”
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which “depends upon authentic encounters
witha culture in allits richness and complexity”
(1989, p. 34), serves better to describe the fuller
potential of a healthy educational process.
Throughout history the debate over
Judaism’s meaning has touched every corner
of Jewish living, starting with the minute prac-
tices of daily life, extending through the re-
evaluation of Jewish social, political, and reli-
gious laws and institutions, and reaching the
highest levels of Jewish philosophy, theol-
ogy, and mysticism. Any attempt to enter an
intelligent dialogue over the meaning of the
contemporary Jewish milieu, and education’s
role in it, can proceed only if “those engaged
initare knowledgeable about the diverse litera-
ture and learning of our people over time”
(Dershowitz, 1996, p. 293). However, those
engaged in such dialogue also need to under-
stand thatliterature and learning are aresult of
a living entity called the Jewish people—an
entity that has never been frozen in time, but
has adapted to and adopted from the world
" without compromising its uniqueness.

JUDAISM DOESN’T TALK;
JEWISHPEOPLE DO!

Absolutism vs. Relativism, Community vs.
Individualism: Is There a Conflict?

Anyone experienced in Jewish educational
circles knows Judaism is a term frequently
used, but without much clarity. However,
there is general agreement that, in the quest for
such a meaning, Jewish sources play a central
role.

The Torah opens by presenting the Divine
as the primal and ultimate cause of creation,
whereas Pirkei Avot features the Divine as the
primal cause of Jewish life within creation’s
“infinite confinements”: ‘Moses received
TorahatSinai” (1.1). Undersuchapremise, the
Divine word-being ultimate—proclaims abso-
lute sentiments and objectivity as its immedi-
ate attributes. G-d, the only conceivable ONE,
is completely beyond the scopes of relativism,
or subjectivity. The Jews, on their part, need
to acknowledge the Divine and their brit (cov-
enant) with G-d and act upon this covenant,

each according to his or her ability and while
combining intellect and tradition, reason and
emotions (Ibn Paquda, 1996, p. 26). These
meditations and practices can, arguably, be
referred to as Judaism.

Yet, while still acknowledging the absolute
reign of the Divine, Jewish sources constantly
remind us both of our own mortality (“you are
a human and not a G-d”—Ezekiel 28:2,9) and
our communal existence as a Kehillah
Kedoshah (*’You shall be to me a kingdom of
priests and a holy nation”—Exodus 19:6).
When we declare “Hear O Israel, The Lord is
our G-d, the Lord is One,” we affirm both the
communal aspect that is intrinsically embodied
in Jewish life and G-d’s absolute Oneness. As
social mortals, relativism is an immediate at-
tribute to our collective search for meaning and
the attempted journey toward the Divine
source. Absolute notions, at most, are con-
fined to the individual’s inner, intimate, and
most sacred appreciation of the Divine. As
noted by Lawrence Kushner (1993, p. 16), “All
true theology must finally be personal.”

Rabbi Joseph B. Soloveitchik addresses
the concept of individualism within a commu-
nal existence, noting that there are two types
of kedushah (sanctity) in Jewish life: social
sanctity, which means “that each individual
Jew possesses kedushah because he or she is
amember of the Jewish community,” and indi-
vidual sanctity, which means that “the indi-
vidual Jew is the direct recipient of kedushah
according to his or her own unique personal
endowments, efforts, and achievements.” In-
dividual sanctity, he notes, “adds a personal-
istic element, a sanctification specific to the
individual and unlike that found in anyone
else” (Epstein, 1994, pp. 101-102).

In such areality, the Jew is required to find
balance; one part speaks to our collective
psyche and soul, declaring “Blessed be
HaShem, the G-d of Israel, the only one who is
truly one...” (IbnPaquda, 1996, p. 3). The other
part empowers our uniqueness and particular-
ity by saying that “The Divine wisdom has
necessitated that G-d will create on the earth
not angels, but human beings, of flesh and
blood, who will have different forces of nature
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colliding within themand differentattributes in
dispute” (Yehuda Hal.evi, The Kuzari).

There is a definite tension between the
word of the Divine absolute One and the com-
munal, hence relativistic nature of its human
echo. Eisen (1989, pp. 24-25) recognizes this
tension: “All claims to truth do strike us as
suspicious.” While affirming relativism’s posi-
tive role as a fundamental gate-keeper for the
honest, seeking mind, Eisen does not overlook
the uncomfortable challenges relativism pre-
sents to Jews who are educated in the secular
world, as they try to weigh it against the
absolute sentiments conveyed by Jewish Tra-
dition: “A person committed to Judaism can-
not help but be disturbed by this pervasive
relativism,” he writes, “for the Jewish tradition,
despite the enormous diversity it contains, is
united in the beliefthat (I quote Martin Buber,
far from an Orthodox Jew!) ‘there is truth and
there are lies...there is right and [there is]
wrong’” (Eisen, 1989, p. 25).

Our sources declare what has been pro-
foundly experienced by Jewish and non-Jew-
ish thinkers throughout the ages: There is an
inverse relationship between one’s experien-
tial proximity to the Divine and one’s ability to
share an appreciation of that experience. The
closer one gets to absolute truths, the less one
can articulate, let alone share, one’s findings:
“Utter silence is your glorification,” says Psalms
(65:2), and “Silence will honor the wise” dic-
tates the Palestinian Talmud (Pesachim 67b).
When one tries to approach Judaism, there-
fore, one encounters a transparent yet firm
wall, for Judaism cannot but echo through the
Jewish people and their complex interactions
with G-d. “The GodIknow,” says Arthur Green
(1991, p. 34), “isaDivinity that cannotactorbe
realized in the human world atallexcept through
human actions.”

When such human actions take place, when
Jews interact, when they engage in dialogue,
truths must become relative, for experience
and knowledge shared are subject to chal-
lenge. That premise had led Jewish thinkers
and leaders to declare that “the Torah speaks
the language of humans,” affirming individu-
als’ articulations and understandings of the
Torah as its focal and functional meanings.

The relativistic nature of the human quest
for truth allows each Jew a new and potentially
exciting encounter with Jewish Tradition. From
this perspective one can acknowledge each
Jew’s inherently unique approach to Jewish
life while recognizing uniqueness as comple-
mentary, not contradictory, to the Jewish com-
munal aspect.

Fein (1998, p. 111) perceives Judaism as
“the stories of the Jewish people, the stories
we have received that are an amalgam of our
texts and of the ways in which a hundred
generations of Jews have lived...that incorpo-
real element that is passed on from generation
to generation—callit, if you will, the mind or the
soul or the spirit of the Jews.” Living Jews,
sharing their relative parts of the Divine with
each other, are at the very core of Jewish
evolution. Judaism in the abstract, therefore,
cannot be the key to our contemporary chal-
lenge. It is the Jewish people, their stories,
dynamics, and present dialogue that will open
the door. For this reason, Chazan declares,
“The narratives and lives of the Jewish people
are an exciting arena in which ideologies get
played out. For educators, Jews and their
Jewishnessare of great interestand relevance”
(Personal communication, 1999).

Therefore, our educational efforts and con-
scious emphasis should be targeted at the
people who breathe life into Judaism every
day, the ones who think, speak, and live it. By
shifting our focus toward real Jews instead of
abstract Judaism, we allow a healthier and more
positive understanding of the Jewish world
and invite greater participation in its riches.

PLURALISM: DIVERSITY, RIVALRY,
AND THE DANGER OF TIMIDITY

Any kind of a conceptual or practical mo-
nopoly is quite foreign to the American (and
Jewish-American) way of life. Likewise, ap-
proaches that try to dictate a desirable Jewish
lifestyle and identity are slowly becoming irrel-
evant from a community perspective. Elazar
(1995, p. 161) points out that “[the] effort to
impose community discipline failed because
the voluntary character of American society
means that, to survive, the congregation had
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to bend more than the individuals.” In that
respect, the dilemma posed by Dov Rappel], an
education professor at Bar-Ilan University,
seems classic: “Do we need to educate for a
homogeneous foundation in order to secure a
people’s existence, or should we primarily
educate for anindividual independence, diver-
sity, and the ability to confront wide differ-
ences?” (Agassi & Rappel, 1979, p. 70).

Today’s reality demands the articulation of
means by which different Jewishneeds can be
accommodated. Jewish history has never
known such an overwhelming and deep diver-
sity as hasexisted inthe last 150 years. Further,
it is a modern phenomenon for Jews to chal-
lenge the core beliefs of Jewish life, without
seeing such challenges as detrimental to Jew-
ishidentity. Here, again, such diversity should
be seen in its correct and honest historical
contextand as a powerful standard fora mean-
ingful educational process. In order to con-
front such a deep diversity and expose its
positive potential, we first need to overcome
two main obstacles that the diversity almost
inevitably creates.

Diversity and Rivalry

Accompanying diversity is the fear that
any given individual or group will lose some-
thing of value as a result of interaction with a
different individual or group. In one of the
summer camps [ worked at, the director
launched a program that brought together
Jewish teens from moderately affiliated back-
grounds with Orthodox teens from a nearby
camp. While preparing for the program, before
the Orthodox teens’ arrival, some of the mod-
erately affiliated campers shared a sense of
fear, resentment, and defensiveness regarding
the expected interaction. Some shared the
feelings of not being “Jewish enough,” while
others worried or thought about negative con-
frontations that might accompany the encoun-
ter. Such fear should be addressed in the
educational process, and an effort to present
the virtues of the other side~the possibility of
gaining something of value as a result of such
interaction—should be introduced consciously
and thoughtfully.

Using Simon Herman’s terminology, one
could callsuch feelings the fear of being “marked
oft.” However, Herman (1989, p. 40) himself
suggests that although “marking off is often
accompanied by discriminatory action, this
need not necessarily be so. Anacceptance of,
and respect for the differences between the
groups which comprise it, is clearly of the
essence in a truly democratic and pluralistic
society.”

The Danger of Timidity in the Face of
Diversity and Pluralism

Inmany of the educational programs I have
conducted, the prevailing response to the
question, “What does being Jewish mean to
you?,” was, “It is a feeling.” When I tried to
push the participants further, many could not
articulate or translate that feeling into a clear
philosophy or even a practical commitment.
However, many of them found much comfort in
the terms “diversity” and “pluralism” as legiti-
mizing their ambiguous notions and protect-
ing them fromany need to further explore these
ambiguities: “I canfeel whatever I wantandno
one can tell me ’'m not Jewish” is one way of
putting it. One of the potential limitations or
hazards of diversity and pluralism is the col-
lapse of any coherent conceptual or pragmatic
frame that integrates different individual ten-
dencies and allows their healthy communal
implementation.

Our desire to accommodate a diverse com-
munity in apluralistic reality should notlead us
to fear any form of boundary making; there is
a profound difference between seeing Jewish
life, on the one hand, as consisting of many
angles, thus allowing a fascinating and posi-
tive exploration of arich and complex culture,
and seeing Jewish life, on the other hand, as a
complete abstract thatrelies solely on obscure
and primeval matters of the heart. Being Jewish
has a tremendous emotional value, yet such a
value should notbe used as an excuse foralack
of Jewish literacy, intellectual and emotional
investment, orcommunal commitment. “Juda-
ismis a feeling” may be meaningful only up to
a point; after all, one can make a strong cup of
tea or a weak one, but one cannot be taken
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seriously merely by looking at a cup of hot
water and declaring it to be tea based on
feelings alone. This level of timidity—concep-
tually legitimized by the misinterpretation of
diversity and pluralism—should be on our minds
as an important objective to be dealt with by
Jewish education.

ILLITERACY ASAPOTENTIAL
POSITIVE GATE TOWARD
INVOLVEMENT

As educators, we need to acknowledge
that lack of Jewish literacy and learning is not
anexclusively modern phenomenon. Ezra, one
of the leaders of the Jewish people after the
return from the Babylonian empire in the 6th
century BCE, used to appear every Monday
and Thursday in the marketplace, conduct
public Torah readings, and familiarize the
people with the textand its crucial importance
to their lives. Some of Judaism’s most promi-
nent literature came about as immediate re-
sponses to popular lack of knowledge:
Maimonides’ Mishneh Torah and Guideto the
Perplexed, Aharon Zalhah’s Sefer Ha-
Chinuch, and Yosef Karo’s Shulchan Aruch
are a few examples.

Lack of knowledge, therefore, can also
present a wealth of opportunities for creativity
and potential progress. This awareness has
crucial educational potential. By presenting a
historically sound and honest picture of Jew-
ish life, where lack of knowledge has always
been a challenge, we diffuse some of the
apologetics that many of our students use in
their approach toward Jewish learning and
present a venue where the mere acknowledg-
ment of such ignorance can become a tremen-
dously positive door for true and self-moti-
vated learning.

One of the core roles ofeducation is to allow
one to view one’s Jewishilliteracy asa positive
starting point. Believing that any Jew can
aspire for knowledge of Jewish tradition leads
to a positive attitude and a desire to take part
in such learning; in contrast, believing that
Judaism lies solely in the hands of those who
have the literary and practical knowledge leads
to alienation, apologetics, and timidity.

W.C.Helmbold, in his introduction to Plato’s
Gorgias, cites the poet A .E. Housman, saying,
“It may be...that the passion for truth is the
faintest of human emotions (1985, p. 8). Ibeg
to differ: I believe that a genuine thirst for
knowledge is embodied in the human experi-
ence. [ have seen countless teens (and adults)
who wished for exciting and pleasurable learn-
ing opportunities, the kind that would expose
them to the beauty of inner discoveries, and in
conjunction with the wealth of accumulative
wisdom passed from past generations and
times.

According to the “Survey of Jewish Ado-
lescents” conducted by the Adolescence Task
Force of the Minneapolis Federation for Jew-
ish Service’s Continuity Commission, “Jewish
adolescents report that they care deeply about
being Jewish and about Jewish causes” (Her-
ring & Leffert, 1997, p.9). Similarly, arecent
study of Jewish teens in the Boston area
showed that close to 80 percent of the seventh-
to ninth-graders responded that it is “very
important/essential” to find meaning in life.
However, only 36 percent of those seventh- to
ninth-graders believed “finding meaning in life
through Jewishness” to be “very important/
essential,” and only 35 percent of the tenth- to
twelfth-graders found “Jewishness” to be the
answer to their probing and deep questions
(Saxeetal., inpress).

Taking into account the ambivalence that
may characterize adolescents’ responses to
such profound questions, these findings raise
four important points:

1. Our youth have a definite desire to learn
and a need to search for higher and deeper
meaning in their lives.

2. The search for meaning, or the acknowl-
edgment of its importance, starts at a rela-
tively early age.

3. Jewishness is not seen as an obvious,
immediate, or relevant tool in the search for
a deeper and more meaningful way of life.

4. The older Jewish adolescents become, the
greater their interest in finding meaning in
life, yet the lesser their perception of
Jewishness as a potential and relevant
answer to their search.
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The above findings present a clear and
quite powerfulreality: Itisnotstudents we are
lacking, for their cry is surely there. “Are we
really listening to their cry?” and “Are we
responding in a sensitive and effective man-
ner?” are two of the serious questions at hand.

Herring and Leffert (1997, p. 8) conclude,
“Adultmembers of the Jewish community may
not want to listen to adolescents’ reports of
Jewish feelings, their anticipated behaviors
and their involvement in Jewish activities be-
cause it makes us uncomfortable or anxious
aboutthe Jewish future.” This lack of comfort
can be partially attributed to the factthat adults
simply do not perceive youth as serious part-
ners in the educational process. Most per-
ceive aclear division between adults and teens,
as each generation stands in the opposite
corner of the “educational line.” Adults edu-
cate, whereas the young are educated. Any
other philosophy, which may present to the
adults a more fluid division between the gen-
erations and their respective role in the educa-
tional process, will therefore be considered a
challenge, if nota clear threat. Evenunder the
current philosophy, while we may believe we
are educating, inreality, we do little more than
informing, training, and instructing. All of
these are very far from the original intent of the
term “education.”

To further explore adults’ anxiety or dis-
comfortin the face of listening to the young, let
us examine a common English translation of
this verse from Proverbs 22:6: “Trainalad in
the way he [she] oughtto go...” This fascinat-
ing verse, the only one in the Bible to use the
term khinukh in relation to people, presents a
powerful challenge. Why not translate it as
“Educate according to his [her] own way,” as
written in the original Hebrew? Could it be
since “the way he or she ought to go” suggests
that someone, namely the adult, knows the
way and hence has the authority to “train” the
young? Such an approach invests power in
the adults’ hands, keeping them most
relevant and necessitating their active control
of the act of “training up.” However, training
and educating are worlds apart!

In contrast, translating the verse as “ac-
cording to his or her own way,” which is truer

to the original Hebrew, suggests a much more
independent road to be articulated by the
young, with the adult empowering, listening,
suggesting, warning, or supporting. The main
role of adults is thus creating appropriate
educational environments to support youth
on their own way to becoming educated.

If the common English translation were
accurate, there would have been no need to
use the rare verb khinukh. The much more
common root, forah—teach/instruct—would
have served well. After all, the name of our
Torah is derived from this root, and the Bible
features many examples where the verb moreh—
teach—is used. Why, then, khinukh?

The answer lies in the immediate connec-
tion between this verb and the following words,
“according to his or her own way.” Education
embodies the inner search of each young per-
son for deeper meanings, according to his or
her own unique and special views. Moreover,
it is a road to be taken by youth themselves.
Therefore, the educational process should
raise young people’s awareness of their right
to discover inner meanings, while adults em-
power their unique way toward that discovery.

The literal meaning of the verse in Proverbs
226 therefore demands that adults relinquish
much of their power and re-invest it in youth.
Thatis indeed a scary thoughtat first, since we,
the adult world, cannot fathom, let alone ac-
cept, allowing our children to make autono-
mous decisions and follow their own way,
passions, aspirations, and hopes. We may talk
about it, suggest it as lip service, or even wish
for it in our dreams. Yet we simply find it too
troubling to grapple with as a genuine philoso-
phy and a practical realization. The irony that
arises here is both powerful and painful: For
the sake of Judaism’s future survival, we over-
look the very ones who will determine that
future, our own children. Insuch a case, with
whose survival are we truly concerned?

The life-cycle seems to position each gen-
eration in the midst of two opposing world
views. The middle generation sees the older
generation as conservative and old-fashioned,
perpetuating the need to rebel againstit. Atthe
same time, this middle generation comes to
regard the younger generation as rebellious
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against its wisdom, thus perpetuating a need
to control the young, keep them in line, and
“train them in the way they oughtto go.” Every
middle generation seems to believe it can hold
the rope on both ends, having just cause to
rebel against the past generation and the moral
legitimacy to govern the future generation.
Indeed, as Kohelet 1:4 teaches us, “One gen-
eration goes, another comes, but the earth
remains the same forever.” Each generation is
engaged in such rebellious acts when young,
but then tries to subdue the next generation
once on the receiving end of the cry for
independence.

Does the adult generation have all the an-
swers to give the young, or do adults act out
ofagreat fear, the fear of becoming irrelevant?
I suggest that it is the fear of irrelevance that
prevents adults from taking the necessary
measures to allow an educational process based
on teens finding their own way. The verse in
Proverbs demands one of the most difficult
and noble tasks ever to be performed by one
human for another—the task of true and honest
empowerment. We-the adult generation cur-
rently bestowing the educational act-must
grow up and educate ourselves first, in order
to lend our youth a mature, fearless, and trust-
ing ear. Humility, patience, and courage are
some of the most valuable attributes for which
any educator should strive. Above all, we
must understand that true education is not
bestowed; itis shared! And for such an honest
sharing to take place, we, the adults, need to be
the first in line to exercise true respect.

The Shulchan Aruch instructs the Jewish
teacher, “Your student’s honor should be as
dearto youasyourown” (Yoreh Deah, 242:33).
Inthe summer of 1995, I participated ina Jewish
camp programcalled “Meet Your Educators”;
some 150 Jewish teens listened and ques-
tioned a panel of four educators: three rabbis
(Orthodox, Reform, and Reconstructionist) and
myself. One of the questions came froma 17-
year-old young woman. “After spending three
weeks in this camp, [ decided to start observing
Jewish rituals a little more. I like the idea of
lighting Shabbatcandles, so I called my mother
and shared my wishes to do so at home with
her, once I return. My mother said she sent me

to camp to be with Jewish friends and learn,
not to come back home too Jewish. She didn’t
sound too happy [about my wish to light
Shabbat candles] and said she is sure I'll get
over it by the time I’'m back home.” At this
point, she looked at us and asked, “What can
I possibly do?”

My heart went outto her. Here was a bright
and committed Jewish young woman who
found some deeper meanings in Jewishness
and decided to act upon them, only to receive
this response from someone with whom she
wanted to share her feelings and practices—her
mother. Further, what gave me the right to
come between a mother and her daughter?
Wasn’t the mother entitled to her own opinion
in her own house?

I happened to be the last panel member to
respond to this young woman. As the others
were talking to her, I tried to think about the role
of mutual respect in dealing with the issue at
hand: “When you go back home,” I finaily
said, “sit with your mother and share with her
your experiences in camp. Tell her about the
thoughts and feelings you experienced and
allow her a better glimpse into the world you
were exposed to. Explain how your decision
comes from your own desire to deepen your
involvement in what you perceive to be a
meaningful Jewish idea and practice. Allow
her an entrance to your feelings. But tell your
mother that, if she wishes, you will not light
Shabbatcandles athome, out of respect for her
as yourmother. However, don’tbe shy to make
her aware that this respect for one’s parent,
which you exercise by notlighting the candles,
is also a fundamental Jewish value. T will be
very surprised if your mother asks you not
to respect her anymore, out of fear of you
becoming ‘too Jewish.’”

Two months later, I received a beautiful
letter from that young girl, saying thatboth she
and her mother started lighting Shabbat candles
together. She made it clear that “my mother
could not look me in the eyes and answer my
question about respecting her as a Jewish
value....I guesssherealized how muchIloved
and respected her and decided that she can do
something about it.”
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Such respect opens the door to a higher
level of awareness of our youth, their needs
and goals, while shaping a more trusting inter-
generation platform for dialogue. This trust
will emerge once both sides discover that they
may actually have much in common and that
Jewish life has much to say about their com-
mon concerns, passions, fears, and loves.
Listening, though, is not enough. We must be
ready to act upon the things our young wish
for, and do so out of a deep understanding that
this is the true nature of education: “according
to his or her own way.”

Inall my years as an educator T have not yet
met one young adult who did not respond
warmly to the respectful gesture of a listening
adult. T have not yet met a teen who did not
want to increase his or her involvement and
interest once given a true opportunity as an
equal part of the educational process, based
on mature and mutual responsibility. We do
not lack eager, intelligent, and Jewishly in-
clined (if not involved) teens; what we truly
lack is a sophisticated, open, and rich view of
Jewish life and consequently Jewish educa-
tion. Moreover, we are at a dire need for true,
passionate, knowledgeable, and non-apolo-
getic Jewish educators! Educators who can
raise our people’s awareness to how Jewish
learning offers such opportunities. Educators
who can serve as role models, showing by a
living example how such engagements can
lead to better, more fulfilled lives onall levels.

It is generally held that the central task of
Jewish education is the creation of positive
Jewish identity and commitment. Jewish edu-
cation must transform this somewhat vague
self-evident belief into a well-established,
widely accepted, and coherent philosophy
and curriculum, thus allowing a positive en-
counter with our own Jewish feelings, thoughts,
and identities.

PAST TRADITION AND PRESENT
TRADITIONING

Much like understanding the distinction
between Judaism and Jews/Jewishness, we
need to be aware of the important differentia-
tion between the Jewish Tradition and the

present traditions of the Jewish world. “Tradi-
tion is perhaps the most pervasive term of
authority in contemporary Jewish thought,”
notes Arnold Eisen (1992, p. 429) “and argu-
ably the most problematic.”

From my experience working with thou-
sands of Jewish teens, I can safely say that
most perceive Tradition as an anachronistic,
past-oriented entity. Our youth, as do many of
their parents, view tradition as fixed in the past,
leaving many of them in a very alienating
position of either studying the Tradition or
staying out of Judaism. Many Jews today
simply do not see themselves as active partici-
pants in that Tradition and definitely do not
believe that their words, thoughts, and actions
could ever count as Tradition. Such a view
undoubtedly leads to a sense of void. For
while Traditionplays asignificantrole in one’s
encounter with the Jewish past, it also brings
about a tension that is not easily resolvable:
“Jews, like other Americans, seem to want
connection with their ancestors, while reserv-
ing the right to depart, howeverradically, from
the paths which the ancestors walked” (Eisen,
1992,p.430).

In contrast, “traditioning” (with a small ‘t”)
is a dynamic and vital component that accom-
panies Jewish Tradition; namely, Jews and
their lives in the present—much as throughout
history—are the shapers and makers of what is
to become Tradition in the future! Therefore,
Jewish education should presenttoday’s Jews
with a mirror that shifts the focus to them,
reaffirming their hold on and responsibility for
Judaism in the present.

Such a broader concept of traditions en-
compasses the following elements.

Traditions Should Rely on our Past
Tradition, Yet Aim to Face and Act upon
the Challenges of the Present

Jewish Tradition does not solely consist of
creeds and practices that were determined
sometime in the past for the present genera-
tions to learn from, but actually is a mind-set
that strives for an ongoing, dynamic, and
needs-based adjustment, according to neces-
sities of relevance and progress.
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The Jewish people must realize, through
education, that their role in shaping Jewish
traditions is as crucial today as ithas ever been
in any other period in Jewish history. That is
why this observation by Dershowitz (1996,
p-291)istruly troubling: “Itis sadly remarkable
that no group in America is less knowledge-
able about its traditions, less literate in its
language [and] less familiar with its own library
than the Jews.”

The problem, however, is far more compli-
cated than mere ignorance or a lack of basic
Jewish literacy. It is the way that American
Jews perceive Judaism as a whole that is the
core of the issue at hand. By conceiving
Judaismmainly in anachronisticreligious terms,
large parts of the American Jewish community
treat Judaismas nothing more thana “window”
inanall-Western life philosophy thatresembles
“Windows 2000 software. Inthis view, Juda-
ism becomes a segment in a person’s much
broader identity, a partial philosophy that pro-
motes certain creeds and practices that are
mostly ritually oriented. Fartoo many Ameri-
can Jews today engage their Jewishness in
painfully limited and predictable points in time
and space; for example, during Jewish holidays
orlife-cycle and rite of passage activities. Such

‘an approach promotes a Jewishness based
primarily on pre-set activities. For the most
part, Judaism is perceived as a shallow (and
subsequently quite fragile) shell of expected
behaviors, often called religious or cultural,
which are transmitted from one generation to
the next, instead of being seen as a deep, open-
minded, diverse, and—above all-positive way
of being. Itis, therefore, hardly surprising, as
Elazar (1995, p. 39) observed, that “Jewish
youth, once they began to lose interest in the
ritual practices [of the synagogue], had noth-
ing left to tie them to the Jewish community.”

We, who are directly involved in the philo-
sophical and methodological aspects of Jew-
ish education, must first bravely confront and
change areality in which “so many young Jews
remember their Judaism as ““an old man saying
no’” (Dershowitz, 1996, p. 295).

The Jewish Tradition—complemented and
enriched by present traditions-should there-

fore be seenas an inviting and ongoing mecha-
nism that reflects our present lives, instead of
a set of laws that echo from a distant and
irrelevant past. Opening our youth’s eyes to
the fact that Jewish Tradition emerged from
traditions that were created and recreated by
Jews over time will enable them to see them-
selves as an integral part of the process.

The Fluidity and Flexibility of
Traditioning, as Integral to a
Coherent Tradition

Jewish literature and Tradition are shaped
by life and are not solely shapers of life. Jewish
Tradition encompasses shifting dynamics,
turns, and turbulences as integrated in its
historic formation. Take Maimonides for ex-
ample. True, his place in the canon of Jewish
Tradition is well established. Yetitis dishon-
est to present him and his road toward such
recognition as free of the dynamics that are
integral to any tradition in the making and
withoutacknowledging the array of responses
to his beliefs, including those who did not
consider him partofthe Jewish Tradition. Such
historical honesty is crucial in order to allow
our present audience an educated encounter
with a much more vibrant and real tradition-
shaping process.

We need to involve our students in the
truly complex mechanism of tradition shaping,
instead of presenting those traditions on a
silver platter, as if they are a given that had
always been this way. Understanding the
fluidity that underlies the development of any
tradition will allow literature and Tradition to
be seen as representatives of a people’s com-
plex journey throughout history—to be natu-
rally continued by the present generation—
rather than a collection of codes froma locked
and frozen past to be followed and obeyed by
the present generation. Such an approach will
also allow a “safe space” (Reisman, 1990) for
critical analysis of those traditions, without
the apologetics and fear that accompany it.
Our youth must know that they are not only
allowed but actually encouraged to exercise
critical thinking over their past and its trans-
mitted knowledge.
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The formation of present Jewish traditions
relies on a deep and meaningful understanding
of past Jewish Tradition. Knowledge of and a
fuller appreciation for our Tradition also help
crystallize one’s approach to life within the
realms of the diverse Jewish world itself.
Moreover, knowing the fuller scope of the
Tradition does not necessitate agreeing with it
all, but definitely sharpens one’s ability to
pinpoint and find those Jewish ideas and prac-
tices to agree with and to love. This process
is also aided by comparing those Jewish ideas
and practices to the ones we know of but
disagree with. As educators, therefore, we
also need to familiarize ourselves and our
students with those parts of Jewish Tradition
that do not necessarily meet our own taste,
thus formulating a deep philosophical, practi-
cal, moral, and spiritual foundation that does
notmerely choose from our Tradition, butalso
adapts and adjusts to it in a respectful and
intelligent manner.

These points are true sign posts toward a
healthier educational process, for they may
help in the realization of each individual’s
inherent right to be part of the Jewish world.
Such a birthright does not negate the modern
tendency toward Jewish self-identification
that leans primarily on a cognitive choice but
actually reinforces this tendency: Any Jew
has the right to choose how he or she enters the
Jewish world, knowing that this decision con-
sists of iInvestment in present Jewish life. Sub-
sequently, such an awareness may promote
the individual’s inclination to partake in the
evolving process of Judaism, voice one’s ideas,
and create a personal, immediate, and relevant
connection to the Jewish community at large.

JEWISH EDUCATION-PUTTING TEXT
IN CONTEXT

Toward a Better Symbiosis between the
Textual and the Extra-Textual Bodies of
Jewish Life

The rarely questioned reliance on literature
and text-oriented activities as the appropriate
and legitimate methods of learning and trans-
mitting Jewish Tradition takes its devastating
toll. True, the passionate love story between

the Jew and the written word is justly regarded
as one of the main pillars of our pride and
identity. Yetagain, itrequires a true and honest
positioning in historical context.

The written word was the most evident tool
of Jewish education before the 20th century
and therefore functioned as the main form of
transmitting knowledge and traditions. Today
the situation is very different; our society is
enriched by venues of communication and
learning that can complement the textual di-
mension in splendid ways, allowing a much
broader creativity and a sense of vitality than
ever before. Therefore, it is no wonder that
younger generations, born into this reality,
perceive a two-dimensional black and white
text-oriented world as lacking exciting poten-
tial. We should strive foramuchricher presen-
tation of our past, complemented by the extra-
textual dimensions of our text-oriented Tradi-
tion. I do not negate the use of texts, yet
advocate for better using them, as well as
other educational tools, in the following way.

The Extra-Textual Dimensions of the
Jewish Tradition Shapers and Makers

I have yet to meet one student who came
out of a Sunday or Hebrew school who views
Maimonides as a human being of flesh and
blood, a person who had enjoyed life and
wondered at its meaning. Yet, we know that
Maimonides’ greatness stemmed from his
worldly views; his philosophical encounters
and dialogues with the neo-Platonic and the
Muslim worlds, his vast array of scientific
interests, and his works as a physician all
helped him articulate Judaism as an all-encom-
passing philosophy and view of life. However,
our youth (and far too many adults) see
Maimonides only as someone who studied
himself to death—a brilliant yet grim, tedious,
and quite intimidating man who was locked in
his too-Jewish past world and who therefore
would have nothing in common with their
generation. Relying solely on mainstream
approaches to text as the means to introduce
Maimonides does not work. Maimonides, with
all that he had contributed, has become irrel-
evant.
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As educators, we stand at the bridge be-
tween the past and the future, functioning as
the gate-keepers who determine who shall
enter and who shall stay out. Furthermore, we
decide how and in what ways those who enter
shall be given information. Maimonides is
completely inour hands. By being aware of the
conceptual gaps that lie between Maimonides
and our generation, commanding the neces-
sary knowledge base to bridge those gaps, and
mastering the creativity and courage needed
for such a task, today’s Jewish educator can
add the missing dimensions of Maimonides’
life and present him in a fuller, honest, and
much more human form.

The educator’srole here lies primarily in the
need to fill in the gaps in Maimonides’
Mentschkeit, his human side. We need to
acknowledge the vastarray of opportunities to
tackle the extra-textual dimensions and use
them as preliminary educational means toward
a positive approach to the textual body of our
Tradition.

Rabbi Soloveitchik’s beautiful description
of one of his childhood educational experi-
ences serves us greatly here: “We cried when
we learned of the sale of Joseph, and rejoiced
inhisascendancy to power,” he recalls. “There
was a freshness, a vigor, a nearness which we
feitinthatdrama” (Epstein, 1994, p. 128). His
experiences led Solovetchik to conclude, “As
amatter of factthis is the only way to study [the
Bible]. Intellectual analysis, while indispens-
able, will not suffice to uncover its spiritual
kerygma. Only one who canread between the
lines, who can experience the event and can
establish communion with its characters can
discover and fully comprehend the message.”

Solovetchik’s point is true not only for
biblical stories, but more broadly as an educa-
tional philosophy for every setting devoted to
Jewish learning. Returning to Maimonides,
our generation will benefit far more from seeing
him as he engages in a passionate discussion
with a student or puts a smile on a child’s face
than as a grim and painfully outdated figure.
Let our youth have the opportunity to invite
him into their world and its technologies. Let

us create an environment that opens such
dialogue, with both sides presenting their
worlds in a positive, curious, and non-apolo-
getic manner. By not allowing our students to
meet Maimonides face to face as a human
being, a real man who was once a child, who
played with his friends, laughed and cried-—by
eliminating this honest, rich, and vital dimen-
sion of his life from their educational scope—
we deny respect both from them and from
Maimonides.

I remember the profound impact a letter
written by Maimonides to his brother had on
me when I saw itin an exhibit in Haifa Univer-
sity. In this simple, loving letter from one
brother to another, I saw a Maimonides who
had a family, who was a brother, and who had
written and talked about daily and mundane
subjects. Iremember the feeling of relief and
warmth [ experienced after becoming aware of
the obvious, i.e., Maimonides was areal living
person. AndIremember sharing his pain while
reading his letter of grief over his brother’s
death at sea. Seeing this side of Maimonides
perpetuates his relevance to our daily lives,
instead of keeping him high and above as
someone who dealt solely with codified laws
and orders of practice. A figure put on a
pedestal deals only with issues put on a ped-
estal, and pedestals, as inspiring as they may
be at times, do not promote an instantaneous,
friendly, and ongoing relationship. By adopt-
ing a “back to the living people” approach, we
encourage a deeper desire in students to un-
derstand who was that figure, thus comple-
menting that figure’s desire to communicate
his or her writings and legacy.

I have a photograph in my room of Albert
Einstein sticking his tongue out and making a
funny face. It encapsulates my belief that no
matter how influential one may be in shaping
universal thought, one is still a human who
lives amid others. This picture functions as my
own silent educator reminding me not to put
anyone onapedestal, where he or she might be
beyond reach. Respect, yes, but elevation
beyond criticismnever. For thiskind of eleva-
tion not only distances the people from the
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person but actually promotes mediocrity and
legitimizes a very partial involvement in the
quest for wisdom and leadership.

Conceptual Bridging

Jewish knowledge is crucial to any Jewish
educator for it opens vast venues of creativity
in the educational process. As we try to
present the relevance of the Jewish past to our
lives today, we should seek to create a concep-
tual bridge over Jewish time and space. For
example, by comparing the clay jars containing
the Jewish Dead Sea Scrolls that were found in
the Judeandesert (15 BCE-10 CE) withthe milk
jars that were found in the Warsaw ghetto,
containing numerous testimonies of fighters
in the Jewish uprising, we powerfully demon-
strate that a struggle for independence and
leaving a legacy behind are Jewish values
woven through time and space. Such cross-
referencing presents the subject matter in a
living, real, andrelevant manner, allowing the
student to ask, ‘How would I have reacted as
aJew?’ or ‘Whatkind of a Jewish legacy do I
wishto leave behind today for the next genera-
tions?’

Another example of such conceptual bridg-
ing—this time on the topic of human nature—is
a comparison between the biblical verse from
Genesis 6:5-“G-d saw how great was human’s
wickedness on earth, and how every plan
devised by his mind was nothing butevilall the
time”-and Anne Frank’s most famous line
from her diary, “Despite everything, I still
believe that humans are truly good at heart.”
Such conceptual bridging allows one tounder-
stand how different values cross space and
time in Jewish life—both legitimizing one’s per-
sonal response to them and proving themto be
relevant to one’s current life.

Reliance on a deeper understanding and a
well-thought-out intellectual and emotional
investment may require changing our conven-
tional approach to the teachings of text. How-
ever, once we achieve the original goal of
presenting the concept of Judaism as an open-
minded philosophy, comprised of actively
committed Jews, the student will start learning
from love and a non-apologetic desire to par-

take in the ongoing process of Judaism in the
making.

FORMAL AND INFORMAL JEWISH
EDUCATION: AN UNNECESSARY
DICHOTOMY BETWEEN
INSEPARABLE TERMS

Schiff (1998, p. 108) asserts, “A constant
change in education is equivalent to the edu-
cational process itself.” Looking at the field of
Jewish education today, one sees that open-
ness to new ideas and the desire to become
better are some of its strongest attributes.

Because of this flexibility in our field, an
understanding is emerging about the relation-
ship between informal and formal education;
namely, agrowing acknowledgment that infor-
mal educational philosophies, modules, and
methods are valuable tools in the so-called
formal setting (see Ackerman, 1986; Chazan,
1997, Israel, 1986; Reisman, 1979; Reisman,
1990).

It 13 ironic that the term “pedagogue”-
today a synonym for teacher/educator in the
formal sense of the word—is actually rooted in
the Greek word “Paidagogos,” whichrefers to
one’s ability to “activate [the student] by
gamesand other activities” (Agassi & Rappel,
1979, p.43). More and more educational insti-
tutions today use informal philosophies and
methods as a necessary component of their
educational endeavors. Further, it is often the
more advanced and cutting-edge Jewish edu-
cational institutions thatreflecta higher appre-
ciation, reliance, and dependence on such
informal modules and methods.

“We now pay more attention to informal
education in the Jewish world,” says Ackerman
(1986, p. 3), “because we have a sense that
formal education has fallen short of achieving
its goals.” Ackerman’s goals, however, may
be articulated and achieved better once a thor-
ough conceptual and practical collaboration
between formal and informal Jewish educa-
tional settings is established.

However, the integration of informal educa-
tional tools into formal settings is not enough.
The change at hand needs to go far deeper and
should first revise this formal-informal di-
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chotomy while embracing the simple and beau-
tiful word “education” as the epitome of our
joint endeavors.

Informal Jewish education should formally
enter and be acknowledged as a major compo-
nent and strategy in the Jewish community. It
is clear that informal methods can supply much
more vibrant and relevant answers to some of
today’s pressing Jewish communal needs.
Schoenfeld (1988) reminds us that in the con-
text of Jewish identity and Jewish education,
community leaders wish to find the best places
and programs to put scarce resources.
Dershowitz (1996, p. 294) goes even further,
saying, “Forward-looking Jewish leaders are
beginning to recognize our collective failure in
educating Jews. Theyrealize that Jewish learn-
ing must compete with other learning in the
marketplace ofideas. To make Jewish learning
truly competitive ina very crowded market, we
must take advantage of every Jewish talent,
experience, success, and resource.”

The use of informal educational settings
and methods, in conjunction with a formal and
well-organized infrastructure, willanswer the
different and changing educational needs of a
dynamic and diverse community. However,
we-and especially those policymakers who
look for pragmatic, practical, and measurable
ways to assess Jewish progress—need to real-
ize that itis not programs we are looking for nor
projects. Rather, itis a change of mind-set we
need to invest in that will emanate from the
leaders and be transmitted to the rest of the
community, seeing Judaism as an all-encom-
passing entity that can and should become
relevantand soughtafter inany Jewish educa-
tional setting and on every topic.

To achieve these goals, we need top-level
institutions that excel in formulating, articulat-
ing, and presenting the philosophies and cut-
ting-edge methods of informal Jewish educa-
tion. Informal Jewish education mustbecome
aprofession formally taught in formal settings
and in a formal manner. No paradox whatso-
ever lies in the above statement. In far too
many circles the term “informal” is actually a
synonym for “not serious,” “amateur,” “fun
and games,” or “last-moment solution.” In

reality, informal education is the epitome of
creative, ingenious, passionate, and fun learn-
ing. By learning the profession (and art) of
informal Jewish education in an excellent for-
mal setting, we not only encourage the change
of mind-set toward a much more serious per-
ception of the field but also elevate the entire
profession to a higher standard and extend its
impact on behalf of the contemporary Jewish
community.

CONCLUSION

The sense of mediocrity that is often at-
tached to Jewish education in the Jewish world
today is one of our main maladies, keeping
many intelligent, creative, and able profes-
sionals from the field: “No upwardly mobile
American Jew would ever accept the quality of
today’s Jewish education in secular, elemen-
tary, high school or college classes in which
they send their children,” asserts Dershowitz
(1996, p. 294), “but we continue to tolerate
mediocrity in the Jewish schools to which we
send out children.”

Dershowitz does not show us the problem
but rather one of its symptoms. Afterall, why
would a Jew who perceives Judaism as an
anachronistic entity that needs to be some-
what preserved out of respect and a shallow
need for rites of passage exercise much effort
in such an endeavor? Change the ways Jews
perceive Judaism, present them with a posi-
tive, non-apologetic, and honest Jewishness,
and the communal-institutional symptoms of
the problem will soon change as well.

At the most essential level, the challenges
facing Jewish education embody the question
of how to live as Jews in the contemporary
world. Toretreat into “Judaism as a religion”
is to undermine both the far richer dimensions
of Jewish life and the vitality of our educational
efforts. Tomake “continuity” and “Tradition”
ourbywords is to give up on the power of living
and creating Jewish traditions for today’s
world.

The main challenges facing Jewish educa-
tion are ones of courage and honesty. Do we,
the educators, have the courage to be fully
honest with ourselves and our youth about the
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Jewishness thatinforms our lives? Settling for
anything less—and especially a retreat into
Judaismas (past) Tradition—is to provide Jew-
1sh education with an untenable weak base.
Our only choice is to find the courage for a
basic re-evaluation of our current modes of
thinking and operating, followed by the hon-
est willingness to integrate our conclusions
into the field of Jewish education.
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