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Teaching Negiya: A Course Module in Mahshevet Yisrael
Jeffrey Kobrin

INTRODUCTION

The following is an outline for one unit of a course I have taught high school seniors for several years.  The course is billed as a college preparation course and as such tries to walk the line between the theoretical and the practical.  The goal for students is to possess the factual knowledge of what to apply in a particular circumstance as well as the philosophical background of why one ought to apply that knowledge.  Understanding the underlying philosophy will also hopefully motivate the graduate to make the “right” choice in a given situation.

I choose this unit deliberately for a discussion of teaching Mahshvet Yisrael precisely because the majority of sources that we utilize are those of halakha rather than of hashkafa.  Through intense scrutiny (and often a near-violent reaction) to classical sources dealing with intimate physical contact between the sexes, students begin to develop an understanding and (hopefully) an appreciation of the Rabbinic attitude towards relationships and sex.  This is the magma of Mahshevet Yisrael, and is quickly grasped and extrapolated by the students.

In his introduction, Dr. Finkelman writes that a prime motivator in such a class must be student interest.  The topic of sex and relationships has generally been an easy sell to teenaged students (although there have been times when they seem downright disinterested in the topic, recalling the infamous scene from Monty Python’s The Meaning of Life where John Cleese attempts to teach sex education to a classroom of rowdy schoolboys bombarding one another with spitballs and paper airplanes).   The challenge remaining for the teacher is to present a compelling argument for the Torah point of view on these issues, all the while maintaining an open and honest level of discussion in the classroom.  Many may feel that such a discussion is nigh impossible in a co-ed setting and may prefer to conduct such a class exclusively in single-gender classes.  While I taught this class in a co-ed setting, there were undoubtedly moments where greater openness could have been achieved had the class been single-sex.  The instructor must make his or her own determination.

What follows below is a unit plan for a series of three to four forty-minute classes.  Obviously, when student discussion is such an integral part of teaching the material and imparting the message, it can be difficult to predict just how long a particular unit may take.

LESSON PLAN AND COMMENTARY

The initial class discussion can be triggered by any number of articles or video clips from the general media about the prevalence of sex and sexuality in modern youth culture.  I have used a piece that specifically deals with sex on the college campus.  My friend and mentor Rabbi Jay Goldmintz led me to an article in the February 2004 issue of the New Republic, whose author, Meghan Clyne, matter-of-factly records the events of Yale College’s annual “Sex Week.”
  The article is distributed to the class with little introduction; students are asked to react, in writing, to several prompts written on the board, which include: “What most disturbs me about this article is….” and “What least disturbs me is…” The class discussion runs itself from this point on – provided that the instructor has previously established an open atmosphere.  I would add that however tempting, to begin a semester with such a topic will be far less effective than waiting until mutual trust has been established not merely between the teacher and students, but among the students themselves as well.

 Students are clearly aware that the Torah’s attitudes towards sexual relationships differ greatly from those of modern society.  Little transition between the two is necessary.  Again, prior to beginning such a discussion, the students must promise to try to maintain minds that are as open to Mahshevet Yisrael as they are to those of the mores of twenty-first century culture.  Rather than address pre-marital sex, I have chosen to deal with a more subtle (at least in the minds of my students) area of halakha: that of the prohibition of negiya, physical contact between the sexes.  I chose this area for several reasons: firstly, Ramaz students all take a Sex Ethics class in their sophomore year wherein they discuss the reasons for kidushin, gittin, and abstinence until marriage (among other topics); secondly, it seems that the relatively less dramatic nature of the issue of negiya helps sharpen the distinctions between the Rabbinic approach and that of secular culture: viz., if the Rabbis took such a seemingly insignificant issue so seriously, there may well be something more to it than is initially apparent.

Using the sources amassed by Rabbi Elyakim Ellinson in his excellent Hatnze’a Lekhet,
 the class conducts an analysis of the sources of this prohibition.  Students are asked to define the term siyyag.  Then, beginning with the Bavli in Shabbat 13a, students define the term’s application in this context.  While students may dismiss the need to apply such (perceived) stringencies to themselves, they are often given pause – I think – by learning of the mahloket between the Rambam and the Ramban as to whether hibbuk and nishuk are prohibited by the Rabbis or by the Torah itself.  Indeed, students often enter the classroom with the impression that negiya is a whopping humrah adopted by their friends who spend the year in Israel.  The exposure to the sources can be productively jarring for those students who consider themselves bound by Torah law, if not by that of the Rabbis.  

The next natural step in the discussion, foreseen by Ellinson, is that of physical contact that is not based on attraction, le-lo hiba.  The class can spend a good fifteen to twenty minutes studying the teshuva of R. Moshe Feinstein on the permissibility of riding on the subway or bus in mixed company.
   Students are often impressed by R. Moshe’s open attitude towards analyzing situations.  Exposure to the historic spectrum of halakhic literature also makes an impression: seeing Rav Moshe apply centuries-old rulings to modern situations is nothing more than an object lesson in Mahshevet Yisrael.  

The unit concludes with the same mantra maintained during the rest of the syllabus.  The course objective has been to allow the students to make decisions that are informed rather than spur-of-of-the-moment when they encounter new situations after leaving their sheltered elementary and secondary school lives.  No matter what they decide, they are told, they have to do so responsibly. 

Follow-up for this unit can take the form of a written examination covering the specifics of the sources as well as a chance to reflect practically, as students must respond to an essay question asking what they would tell the non-Jewish (or unaffiliated Jewish) roommate who wants to understand why they refuse to engage in pre-marital sex.  More directly, students can be asked to answer the same question to a potential dating partner.  An alternative – and possibly even more effective – method of assessing the values and knowledge that students have internalized at the end of such a unit is that of role-playing.  Students (whether those who volunteer or those who are “volunteered” by the teacher) perform in front of their classmates and play out the conversation between Sam, an Orthodox Jewish student, and Christina, the female non-Jewish student who finds him attractive and cannot understand why a cup of coffee (or a more intimate moment) is unattainable.  Such exercises can be simultaneously edifying and entertaining.  As the instructor “freezes” the action of the performers, other students are asked to either react to the dialogue or give their own responses to the questions being asked in the role-play. 

This unit is easily followed by related topics: a discussion about physical relationships easily segues into meaningful discussions of dating and the reasons for dating, as well as the issue of whom one would consider dating – i.e., why they ought to limit themselves to relationships with those of denominations of Judaism (or even, in the case of some students, to those who are Jewish).  If desired, the instructor can gauge the students’ areas of interest and follow their lead.

 CONCLUSION

Although the texts used in the preceding unit outline are not those of classical Mahshevet Yisrael, and are rather largely purely halakhic, the discussions that they provoke are exactly those sought by a teacher of Mahshevet.  Students are grappling with ideas that may well contrast with their own beliefs and practices.  Such a discussion will hopefully be, to paraphrase Dr. Finkelman’s paraphrasing of Dov Rafel, both “formative” as well as “informative.”  It is only by conducting such conversations within the ells of our Modern Orthodox Yeshivot that we may adequately prepare our students for that which awaits them once they graduate – the rest of their lives as thinking, acting, and contributing b’nai and b’not Torah. (



� For further explication of the course as a whole, see my “Preparing Students for Survival Beyond Day School: A Curriculum” in Ten Da’at Vol. 18 (January 2006).


� “Sexed-Up New Haven: Yale Hosts a Campus-Wide Orgy” by Meghan Clyne in The National Review Online, February 17, 2004.   Available online at http://www.nationalreview.com/nr_comment/clyne200402170905.asp.   


� World Zionist Organization, Jerusalem: 1985, pp. 55 – 59.


� Igrot Moshe, Even Ha-Ezer 2: 14; cited in Ellinson, p. 58. 
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