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How and Why to Teach Mahshevet Yisrael in Schools

Yoel Finkelman

The ministry of education includes guidelines on why and how to teach mahshevet yisrael  to Orthodox students in several of its publications and curriculum. Unfortunately, the goals which mahshevet yisrael is expected to help achieve do not seem to be reflected in the material that is tested in the ministry's bagrut exams.  See:

קווים מנחים למדיניות החינוך הממלכתי דתי (Jerusalem: Ministry of Education, 1992).  Also see תוכנית לימודים: מחשבת ישיראל לחטיבת הביניים בבית הספר העל יסודי הדתי )Jerusalem: Ministry of Education, 2002), pp. 5-17.  מחשבת ישראל: לחטיבה העליונה בבית הספר הממלכתי דתי ( Jerusalem: Ministry of Education, 1994), pp. 3-7.

Marvin Fox, "Translating Jewish Thought Into Curriculum: Moral Philosphy in Jewish Education," in From the Scholar to the Classroom: Translating Jewish Tradition into Curriculum Ed. Seymour Fox and Geradline Rosenfield (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary, 1977), pp. 59-83.  Fox uses Jewish sources on the question of why obey moral laws as an introduction to how to make Jewish theological sources alive for contemporary students.

עודד שרמר, "אוריינטציה מחקרית בהוראת מחשבת ישראל" Da'at (Winter, 1982), pp. 129-138.  Argues that an academic-critical approach be taken in teaching mahshevet in schools, because the academic approach is itself an attempt to clarify Jewish values for the contemporary world.  

Jack Bieler, "Open-Mindednes and the Yeshiva High School: Musings on the Range of Views to which Our Students Should be Exposed," Ten Da'at 4:2 (1990), also available at www.lookstein.org/articles/openmindedness.htm.  This article raises a series of questions about the tension in an Orthodox school of wanting to educate students to be committed to particular ideas and values, and the importance of allowing them to confront other non-Orthodox ideas and values.  More questions are raised than answers provided.  

שלום רוזנברג, "אחרית דבר: מבוא למורה" בעקבות הכוזרי: פרקי מבוא למחשבת ישראל (ירושלים: .  תשנ"א).  One of Israel's foremost professors of Jewish philosophy reflects on the ends and means of teaching mahshevet in the religious high school. 

יונתן כהן, "הצעות להסדרת הלימודים במחשבת ישראל בחינוך הישראלי: סקירה וניתוח" עיונים בחינוך יהודי ו, תשנ"ב, נא-עא.  A historical survey and analysis of suggestions for creating and modifying mahshevet yisrael curricula in Orthodox and secular schools in Israel.  

תמר רוס, "סמכות ואוטונומיה בהוראת מחשבת ישראל: עיון בכמה קטעים מכתבי הרב קוק" בין סמכות לאוטונומיה (תל אביב: 1997), 421-439.  Grounded in passages from the writings of Rav Kook, Ross argues that the task of mahshevet yisrael education is to empower students to create new theologies of Judaism that are in line with the needs and spirit of the contemporary life.

יונתן כהן, התנסות מכווננות ערכים בספרות המחשבה היהודית: קטעים נבחרים" צמתים: ערכים וחינוך בחברה הישראלית (ירושלים, 2001).  Cohen argues that a good way to bridge the distance between the present and the past in mahshevet yisrael education is to help students identify the existential experiences that underlie certain theological positions.   

Moshe Simkovich, "Teaching Rabbi Soloveitchik's Thought in the High School Classroom," Wisdom From All My Teachers: Challenges and Initiatives in Contemporary Torah Education, Ed. Jeffrey Saks and Susan Handelman  (Jerusalem and New York: ATID and Urim, 2003), pp. 341-359.  Argues for the values of teaching the philosophy of R. Soloveitchik in high schools. 

Jay Goldmintz, "Religious Development in Adolescence: A Work in Progress," Tradition37:4 (2003), pp. 50-68.  This article suggest a modest and cautious model for schools to help in the religious religious development of teens.  He views the study of mahshevet as part of the larger attempt to help youth become reflective religious individuals.

Isadore Twersky, "What Must a Jew Study – and Why?" in Seymour Fox, Israel Scheffler, and Daniel Marom Ed., Visons of Jewish Education (Cambrdige: Cambridge University Press, 2003), pp. 47-77.  R. Prof. Twersky reflects on Rambam as a model for the integration of halakhic practice, philosophical thinking, and rich religious experience in Jewish education.  Jeffrey Saks describes the use of this model in a teacher-training program in his Spiritualizing Halakhic Education (Jerusalem: Mandel Foundation, 2006).

Shalom Carmy, Forgive Me Father-in-Law for We Know Not What to Think: A Letter to a Philosophical Dropout from Orthodoxy (Jerusalem: ATID, 2004) outlines an Orthodox response to a young adult skeptic, and hints at the necessity for enriching religious experience through mature philosophical reflection. 

Moshe Sokolow, "Teaching Spirituality in Day Schools and Yeshiva High Schools," in Adam Mintz and Lawrenece Schiffman Jewish Spirituality and Divine Law (New York: Yeshiva University, 2005), pp. 235-269.  This article tries to present a systematic strategy for teaching spirituality in Orthodox schools. (  
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